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1 .  R e f e r e n c e  t o o l s  f o r  A r a b i c
l i n g u i s t i c s

For many disciplines within the field of Arabic
studies major reference tools exist. The Ency-
clopaedia of Islam, especially useful for histori-
cal matters, with an emphasis on persons and
places, has now embarked on its third edition.
The Encyclopaedia of the Qur±àn covers the
entire domain of Qur±ànic studies and has only
one more volume to go to completion. For Ara-
bic literature there is the Encyclopedia of Arabic
literature, as well as the Cambridge history of
Arabic literature. For written production in
Classical Arabic Brockelmann’s Geschichte der
arabischen Literatur has been superseded for the
period up until 430 A.H. by Sezgin’s Geschichte
des arabischen Schrifttums (1967–2000). For
Islamic history the Cambridge history of Islam is
a comprehensive source. There are bibliograph-
ical and biographical manuals, such as the Index
Islamicus.

Yet, for Arabic linguistics comparable refer-
ence tools are lacking. The literature before
1983 has been recorded in Bakalla’s bibliogra-
phy (1983), but there has been no follow-up for
the literature since then, although the general
Bibliographie linguistique makes up for this 
to some extent. The standard reference gram-
mars of → Classical Arabic (such as Howell
1883–1911; Wright 1859–1862; Reckendorff
1898–1898; Blachère and Gaudefroy-Demom-
bynes 1952; and Fleisch 1961, 1979) are in need
of revision because they are outdated; Fischer’s
(2002) more recent grammar is not meant to be
a complete reference grammar but rather a text-
book for students. For the standard handbooks
on varieties of Middle Arabic see the entries 
on → Middle Arabic, → Christian Arabic, and
→ Judaeo-Arabic. For → Modern Standard 
Arabic the situation has improved now that 
the survey in three volumes by Cantarino
(1974–1975) has been replaced by the reference
grammar by Badawi, Carter, and Gully (2004),
and by the large-scale syntax of Modern Stan-
dard Arabic by El-Ayoubi, Fischer, and Langer
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(1st vol. 2001, 2003), which is in the process of
being published.

In the field of → lexicography the situation
has improved as well, although the great project
of an etymological dictionary of Arabic (→ lan-
guage academies) has never materialized. The
dictionary of the Deutsche Morgenländische
Gesellschaft is moving slowly from the letter kàf
toward the end of the alphabet, and there is still
a need for an authoritative dictionary of Classi-
cal Arabic. For Qur±ànic Arabic the old diction-
ary of Penrice (1873) has finally found a
successor in the form of a new dictionary by
Badawi and Abdelhalim (to be published in
2006); a concise dictionary was published by
Procházka and Ambros (2004). Arabic/Arabic
dictionaries are being published in the Arab
world, for instance the Wasì† of the Arabic Lan-
guage Academy in Cairo. Large-scale diction-
aries of Modern Standard Arabic now exist for
all major Western languages.

For dialectology there is the Handbuch der
arabischen Dialekte by Fischer and Jastrow
(1980), which however does not deal with socio-
linguistic topics, nor with the external history 
of the language, while the coverage of the inter-
nal development of the language and the periph-
eral dialects is not comprehensive. Dialect
atlases exist for some of the major areas (Egypt
by Behnstedt and Woidich 1985–1999; Yemen
by Behnstedt 1985–1987; and Syria by Behnst-
edt 1997), and the introduction to Arabic dialect
geography by Behnstedt and Woidich (2005) has
just appeared (→ dialect geography). For indi-
vidual dialects the situation varies considerably.

For a long time Bateson (1967) was the only
handbook that could serve as an introduction to
the entire field; it was republished in 2003 as a
classic reference work but is obviously outdated.
A small number of handbooks fill part of the
gap, such as the Grundriß der arabischen
Philologie, whose first volume, edited by Fischer
(1982), focuses on the history and the structure
of the language and on the philological study of
the written documents. More recent textbooks,
like the ones by Anghelescu (1995), Versteegh
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vi introduction

(2001), Ferrando (2001), and Holes (2004), are
intended for use by students, they are not
exhaustive, and they deal only with selected per-
spectives on the Arabic language.

In short, there is no major reference tool to
represent the state of the art in all aspects of Ara-
bic linguistics. Not all relevant linguistic topics
are included in the Encyclopaedia of Islam, and
for those that are, the treatments vary in depth.
Many aspects of the history and structure of
Arabic are not covered in either the first or the
second edition. Given the progress in several
fields of Arabic linguistics (in particular in soci-
olinguistics, structural analysis of Standard Ara-
bic, and dialect studies) and the proliferation of
publications, a new comprehensive reference
tool is needed. More than other disciplines, the
study of the Arabic language is characterized by
a fragmentation of the efforts of scholars, both
between the Arab and the Western countries and
between Europe and the United States. As a
result, scholars often are not aware of the work
done by colleagues elsewhere.

The Encyclopedia of Arabic language and lin-
guistics, the first volume of which is presented
here, fills the gaps. It is intended in the first place
as a reference tool for linguists working with Ara-
bic, but also for scholars from many other disci-
plines (Islamic studies, Arabic literature, social
sciences), whose fields of research frequently
intersect with that of linguistics, if only because
Arabic as the language of the Qur±àn plays such a
pervasive role in the entire Arab and Islamic
world. Beyond this, the EALL will also be a ref-
erence tool for general linguists. In an article on
the importance of Arabic for → general linguis-
tics, Comrie (1991:29) points out that Arabic
incorporates “a wealth of fascinating data relat-
ing to the variation among the many vernacu-
lars”. Yet, this material is underrepresented in
general linguistics because of the lack of authori-
tative and accessible sources. By bringing together
data on all varieties of Arabic, the EALL con-
tributes to the dissemination of knowledge about
one of the world’s major languages.

Perhaps the most important category of users
targeted by the EALL is that of students, espe-
cially those at the graduate and the postgraduate
levels. For this reason, when presented with a
choice between succinctness and a surplus of
information, the editors have accepted the result-
ing overlaps. Another aspect of the didactic side
of this policy decision is that the use of abbrevia-

tions has been avoided as much as possible;
names of varieties of Arabic, for instance, are
always written out in full, and even in grammat-
ical contexts the use of abbreviations has been
restricted, except in morph-by-morph transla-
tions, where standard coding has been used.

2 .  S c o p e  a n d  a p p r o a c h  o f  t h e
E n c y c l o p e d i a  o f  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e
a n d  l i n g u i s t i c s

The EALL is an encyclopedic handbook cover-
ing all relevant aspects of the study of Arabic
and dealing with all levels of the language (pre-
Classical Arabic, Classical Arabic, Modern
Standard Arabic, Arabic vernaculars, mixed
varieties of Arabic), both synchronically and
diachronically. It will be published in four 
volumes with a total of two million words, 
distributed over approximately 500 entries. The
treatment includes both the external and the
internal history of the language, as well as 
the structural analysis of the different varieties of
the language, the interaction between varieties
in mixed levels (such as Middle Arabic), the lin-
guistic contacts between Arabic and other lan-
guages, and the place of Arabic within larger
language groups.

The terminology with which the varieties of
Arabic and the various stages in its history are
indicated is notoriously complicated (→ history
of Arabic). In principle, the term ‘Old Arabic’ is
used to cover the pre-Islamic period for which
the sources are the earliest inscriptions in a lan-
guage that is recognizably Arabic, the language
of the Qur ±àn, pre-Islamic poetry, and informa-
tion culled from the dialects of the Bedouin
tribes by the Arab grammarians. Earlier forms
of a language closely resembling Arabic are
called ‘Proto-Arabic’, while ‘Ancient North Ara-
bian’ is used as the term for the languages of the
North Arabian inscriptions that were related to
Arabic. ‘Classical Arabic’ is used for the lan-
guage as it was codified by the Arab grammari-
ans. ‘Modern Standard Arabic’ is the modern
form of this language. The term ‘Arabic dialects’
is used freely without any connotation of lesser
status; it is the common phrase for the vernacu-
lar varieties of Arabic. Terms like ‘Colloquial
Arabic’ and ‘Educated Arabic’ (and the many
variants of these terms), on the other hand, indi-
cate sociolinguistic levels of the language. ‘Mid-
dle Arabic’, finally, is used to indicate a category
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introduction vii

of texts written in mixed varieties, rather than a
stage in the history of the language. As termi-
nology is usually connected closely with the the-
oretical views of individual researchers, authors
have been given considerable latitude in their
use of terms. In some cases the editors have
refrained from interfering, even if an author’s
terminology did not agree exactly with the terms
preferred by the editors.

With regard to the relationship between
dialectal forms and standard forms, any termi-
nology presupposes a theoretical stance on the
development of the language. In order to avoid
as much as possible taking a position in the
debate about this relationship, the editors have
chosen to refer to the dialectal forms as reflexes
of either the codified form of Arabic, i.e. Classi-
cal Arabic, or the historical predecessors of this
codified form, i.e. Old Arabic. This is meant as a
neutral way of referring to related forms, which
does not suggest any genetic or evolutionary
relationship between the two varieties.

The EALL was set up as a meeting place for a
wide variety of theoretical approaches, and the
editors have made no effort at all to harmonize
these approaches. Rather than selecting one
descriptive model, they believe that alternative
analyses, whether traditional, functionalist, gen-
erativist, minimalist, or reflective of any other
linguistic school, should all be represented. The
indigenous Arabic tradition, too, is covered
extensively, primarily in the entries with an Ara-
bic title (e.g. → ±i ≠ràb, → ism, → fà ≠il).

For each topic a synthesis of the most recent
research is given, with the emphasis on adequate
bibliographical coverage. This applies in partic-
ular to what the editors regard as the central
articles (e.g. → syntax, → morphology, →
diglossia, → multilingualism), which are
intended as general introductions to the field.
Other entries are more in the nature of essays
(e.g. → language and culture, → language and
ethnicity, → language and nationalism). Still
others are more technical (e.g. → prosody, →
X-bar syntax).

All entries are written from an encyclopedic
point of view, which means that authors were
requested to ‘objectify’ their views. This is not to
say that they were discouraged from presenting
novel ideas. In fact, for some entries authors
were asked and permitted to give their own the-
ories, even when these were not universally
accepted (e.g. → ≠Arab, → matrix and etymon

theory, → poetic koine). As long as these views
are clearly presented as such, the readers of the
encyclopedia deserve a chance to become
acquainted with innovatory, sometimes even
controversial, views.

In such an approach overlap is unavoidable
and perhaps even desirable: on basic topics of
Arabic structure the reader will find side by side
in the EALL traditional philological treatment
and modern syntactic analysis of the same lin-
guistic facts. As a result, the same data are some-
times repeated in several entries, but from
different angles. Unfortunately, it turned out to
be impossible to cover all topics originally envis-
aged, simply because authors could not be found
for all topics. The extensive index that will be
published in Volume IV will make it possible to
find information about those items which do not
have their own entry.

Cross-references in the entries have been used
sparingly. A few terms without their own entry
are cross-referred to a more general entry (e.g.,
‘plural’ and ‘singular’ are cross-referred to
‘number’). The index at the end of Volume IV
will cover the entire encyclopedia and allow
readers to find all relevant loci.

Some special features of the EALL deserve to
be mentioned. In the first place, the indigenous
linguistic tradition, not always represented in
analyses of Arabic, has been included here.
Another feature is the inclusion of dialect
sketches of more than 40 dialects, described
according to a predetermined format, which
allows the user to make quick cross-dialectal
comparisons. For all Arabic-speaking countries
a linguistic profile has been included that
sketches the sociolinguistic and dialectological
make-up of these countries. The relations
between Arabic and the other Semitic (and Afro-
Asiatic) languages are dealt with in separate
entries (→ South Semitic languages, → North-
west Semitic languages, → Semitic languages, →
Afro-Asiatic languages). The relations between
Arabic and other languages in the Islamic world
(e.g. → Persian, → Indonesian/Malay, →
Swahili, → Hausa) are dealt with in two ways:
entries with the name of a language as their title
deal with the Arabic influence in these lan-
guages, whereas entries with the term ‘loan-
words’ in their title deal with the influence of
these languages on Arabic (where ‘loanwords’
has been chosen as a blanket term, covering all
levels of interference).
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3 .  T r a n s c r i p t i o n

Transcription is always a problem, especially in
the case of an encyclopedia that brings together
data from Standard Arabic and dialects. The
transcription follows in the main the one
adopted by Fischer and Jastrow in the Hand-
buch der arabischen Dialekte (1980:11–14), but
with some adaptations. The editors have
decided to use Ú (not Ω) throughout, except in
proper names (thus Úuhr, but Ibn ManΩùr).

Table 1: Transcription of the Arabic alphabet

A ±

b b
t t
- µ

j j
\ ™

' x
~ d
N ≈

r r
z z
s s
= “

v ß

w ∂

; †

/ Ú

e ≠
q ÿ

f f
c q
k k
l l
m m
n n
h h
u w
ˆ y

In the transcription of Modern Standard Arabic
and Classical Arabic, the following rules have
been followed:

– hamza at the beginning of the word is
always transcribed

– the article is transcribed in its assimilated
form (as-sikka, etc.) and written with a
hyphen; the waßla is not transcribed, thus
wa-l-faras

– suffixes -hu, -hà, etc. and clitics bi-, li-, wa-
etc. are written attached to the word to
which they belong, optionally with hyphen

– endings are written when relevant; other-
wise, nouns are given in their pausal form
without case endings and connecting vow-
els, thus min al-bayt, hum al-mu±minùna,
but verbs retain the last short vowel, thus
kataba, yaktubu; suffixes always retain their
connected form, thus kitàbu-hu, not
kitàbuh

– the feminine ending is transcribed –a (not
–ah), except in genitive constructions, thus
al-madìna, but madìnat an-nabì

For the Arabic dialects a standardized phono-
logical transcription is used (without slashes and
in italics), unless phonetic detail is at issue. In the
standardized transcription articles are always
assimilated and written without hyphen, like-
wise the pronominal suffixes; words like wi, 
bi, and li are written as separate words. When
phonetic transcription is needed, this is given 
in square brackets using IPA signs (see
www2.arts.gla.ac.uk/IPA). When it is necessary
to indicate phonological transcription explicitly,
this is given between slashes using the standard
transcription signs rather than IPA signs. For
morphological notation straight lines are some-
times used.

The following signs are used in standard
phonological transcription:

obstruents: p, b, fl, t, †, d, ∂, k, ˚, g, g
.
, q, ±

affricates: ts, ƒ, ǵ, ∑, j
stridents: f, f

.
, v, v. , µ, µ. , ≈, Ú, x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h

sibilants: s, ß, z, Ω, «, ź, “, ∆

laterals and vibrants: l, fi, r, ®
nasals: m, ¤, n, ñ, ŋ, õ, ñ
semivowels/glides: w, w. , y
vowels: i, ì, e, è, a, à, ä, …, å, å

-, u, ù, o, ò, ö
diphthongs: ay, ày, aw, àw

To indicate short vowels the vowel sign + breve
is used (ă, ĕ, etc.); superscript vowel signs are
used to indicate ultrashort/epenthetic vowels;
subscript dot (a, e. , etc.) is used to indicate open
vowels outside phonetic notation, rather than
the IPA signs; to indicate nasalized vowels tilde
is used (ã, ẽ, etc.).

For primary stress the vowel sign + acute is
used (á, é, etc.); for secondary stress the vowel
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sign + gravis is used (à, è, etc.); alternatively, and
always so in phonetic transcription, stress is
indicated by an apostrophe ' before the tonic syl-
lable. To indicate palatalization superscript y is
used (ty, dy, etc.); to indicate labialization super-
script w is used (mw, etc.).

For the transcription of Persian and Ottoman
Turkish a phonological transcription has been
the preferred option (thus, for instance, in Per-
sian vaÿt is written rather than waqt); for Mod-
ern Turkish the standard orthography has been
used. For other languages standard orthography
is used when this exists, for instance for Indone-
sian, Hausa (including ejectives such as �, �, �,
etc.), and Swahili. Otherwise, scholarly practice
in the field is followed, for instance in the tran-
scription of glottalized consonants in Ethiopian
languages as k‘, t‘, etc.

4 .  A c k n o w l e d g m e n t s

The idea for an encyclopedia of Arabic was first
suggested to Brill by Andrzej Zaborski in the
early 1990s, and was later developed by a group
of linguists during a meeting of the Association
Internationale de Dialectologie Arabe in Cam-
bridge in 1995. After the initial stages, Brill
enthusiastically accepted the idea, under the
responsibility first of Albert Hoffstädt, then of
Olaf Köndgen. In the final stages of Volume I,
the project was taken over by Joed Elich. The
editorial committee convened for the first time in
2000 and set about to establish a list of entries.
A list of more than 2,000 terms was compiled
covering all subdomains (morphology, phonol-
ogy, semantics, historical linguistics, syntax,
language contacts, indigenous grammar, soci-
olinguistics, psycholinguistics, and dialectol-
ogy). Subsequently, 500 terms were selected as
individual entries to represent the major topics.
About 35 entries were chosen for general survey
articles.

Once the project was underway, an Advisory
Committee was appointed to assist the editors 
in their work, consisting of Ramzi Baalbaki
(Beirut), Elsaid Badawi (Cairo), Dominique
Caubet (Paris), Clive Holes (Oxford), Manfred
Kropp (Beirut), Jérôme Lentin (Paris), John
McCarthy (Amherst), Jamal Ouhalla (Dublin),
Jan Retsö (Göteborg), and Sabah Safi (Jedda).
The editors wish to thank the members of the
Advisory Committee for their advice and sup-

port, especially in the formative stages of the
project, and for agreeing to write some of the
articles. The first invitations to authors were
sent out in 2003.

The entire project would have been impossi-
ble without the support of Brill. Special mention
must be made of Ingrid Heijckers, without
whom the project would literally have been
impossible. Thanks to her meticulous manage-
ment of the EALL database and her unfailing
common sense and good humor, this first vol-
ume could be realized according to schedule.
The tireless copy editors Margaret Owen (Vol-
ume I) and Carolyn Russ (later volumes) did a
wonderful job of harmonizing the text and
improving the style.

Finally, of course, the authors of the entries
are to be thanked for their enthusiastic coopera-
tion, especially at a time when many research
assessment organizations refuse to take into
account articles written for encyclopedias and to
recognize the value such articles have for the
scholarly community. The editors hope to bring
out the remaining three volumes in the years
2006 and 2007.

October 2005
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Abbreviations

Just as in the Western tradition, so also in the
Arabic context, frequent repetition of the same
word or phrase in the text leads the writer or
scribe to use abbreviations, acronyms, and ini-
tialisms. The difference between acronyms and
initialisms is that the former are pronounced as
words while the latter are spelled out letter by
letter. As far as is known, initialisms were not
used in the manuscript age but became a com-
mon feature in modern Arabic. Abbreviations
are usually designated in various sources as:
≠alàmàt, rumùz, muß†ala™àt (iß†ilà™àt), and mux-
taßaràt. Although two important lists of abbre-
viations were recently published (al-Màmaqànì

1992; aΩ-æufayrì 2002), there is to date no com-
plete study of their usage in Arabic, whether in
the past or in modern times.

Generally speaking, there are four main cate-
gories of abbreviations encountered in Arabic
texts:

i. Suspensions: abbreviation by truncation of
the letters at the end of the word, e.g. √µLa =
al-mußannif. Perhaps the most interesting
here is the case of suspensions that look like,
or were considered by some to be, numerals.
To this category belong the signs that resem-
ble the numerals 2 and 3, but which may rep-
resent the unpointed tà± and “ìn (for tamàm
and “ar™) when used in conjunction with
marginal glosses.

ii. Contractions: abbreviating by means of
omitting some letters in the middle of the
word, but not the beginning or the ending,
e.g. ÓC (qawlu-hu).

iii. Sigla: using one letter to represent the whole
word, e.g. m (matn).

iv. Abbreviation symbols: symbols in the form
of logographs used for whole words. A typi-
cal abbreviation symbol is the horizontal
stroke (sometimes hooked at the end) which
represents the word sana ‘year’. Another
example is the ‘two teeth stroke’ (which
looks like two unpointed bà’s), which repre-
sents the word ÏC ‘stop’, or the suspension TF
(for fa-ta±ammal-hu/hà ‘reflect on it’), used
in manuscripts for notabilia or side-heads.

Closely connected with these abbreviations is a
contraction of a group of words into one ‘port-
manteau’ word (na™t; → compounds), for
instance basmala (bi-sm Allàh) ™amdala (al-
™amdu li-llàh) and ßalwala (ßallà llàh ≠alayhi). To
all intents and purposes, the word na™t cor-
responds to an acronym, i.e. a word formed
from the abbreviation of, in most cases, the ini-
tial letters of each word in the construct. Most of
these constructs are textual and pious formulae.
Apart from basmala, ™amdala, and ßalwala, 
we encounter †albaqa (†àla llàh baqà ±a-hu),
™awqala or ™awlaqa (là ™awla wa-là quwwata
±illà bi-llàh), ßal ≠ama (a synonym of ßalwala),
™asbala (™asbunà allàh), ma“ ±ala (mà “à ±a llàh),
sab™ala (sub™àna llàh), and ™ay ≠ala (™ayya ≠alà
ß-ßalàt) (as-Samarrà’ì 1987; Gacek 2001).

Abbreviations, especially contractions and
sigla, may be (and often are) accompanied by a
horizontal stroke (tilde) placed above them. This
mark may resemble the madda but has nothing
to do with the latter’s function in Arabic script.
Suspensions, on the other hand, were indicated
by a long downward stroke, a mark that is very

A
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2 abbreviations

likely to have been borrowed from Greek and
Latin paleographic practice.

The use of abbreviations was quite popular
among Muslim scholars, although originally
some of the abbreviations, such as those relating
to the prayer for the Prophet (taßliya, ßalwala),
were disapproved of. In the manuscript age,
abbreviations were extensively used, not only in
the body of the text but also in marginalia, own-
ership statements, and in the primitive critical
apparatus (Ben Cheneb 1920; Ma™fùΩ 1964). 

Medieval scholars could not always agree on
the meaning of some of the abbreviations used in
manuscripts. The letter \, for instance, which is
used to separate one ±isnàd from another, was
thought by some to stand for ™à ±il or ™aylùla
‘separation’ and by others for ™adìµ and even
ßa™™a. Some scholars even thought that the let-
ter ™à ± should be pointed (' – xà ± mu ≠jama) to
stand for ±isnàd ±àxar ‘another ±isnàd’. The con-
temporary scholar may face a similar dilemma
(see e.g. Ali∑ 1976).

Abbreviations in manuscripts are often un-
pointed and appear sometimes in the form of
word-symbols (logographs). Here, the context,
whether textual or geographical, is of great
importance. Thus, for instance, what appears to
be the letter ; may in fact be a /, and what
appears to be an ≠ayn or ÿayn, in its initial (E) or
isolated form (e), may actually be an unpointed
nùn or xà ± (for nusxa ±uxrà ‘another copy’).
Similarly, the same word or abbreviation can
have two different functions and/or meanings.
For example, the words ™à“iya and fà ±ida can
stand for a gloss or a side-head (‘nota bene’),
while the v or V can be an abbreviation of ßa™™a
(when used for an omission/ insertion or evident
correction) or ±aßl (the body of the text), or it can
stand for ∂abba ‘door-bolt’, a mark indicating
an uncertain reading and having, for all intents
and purposes, the function of a question mark or
‘sic’. Also, the abbreviation n may stand for
bayàn ‘explanation’ or nusxa ±uxrà; the latter is
often found in manuscripts of Persian/ Indian
provenance.

The earliest use of abbreviations in the Arabic
language is probably connected with its orthog-
raphy and possibly the ‘mysterious letters’ (al-
™urùf al-muqa††a ≠a) at the beginning of some
chapters of the Qur ±àn (Bellamy 1973). In terms
of orthography, for instance, the initial form of
jìm (J) or mìm (M) was regarded by some scholars
as an abbreviation of jazma. Furthermore, the

unpointed initial form of “ìn (S) was used for
ta“dìd (or “adda), and the initial form of ßàd (V)
was thought to represent waßla (or ßila) (Wright
1967:13–14, 19; Gacek 2001:23).

Most of the abbreviations are found in the
body of the text. They were introduced in order
to speed up the process of transcription and their
usage varied according to the subject or type of
a given work. Abbreviations can be found in
almost all types of works, but especially in com-
positions on the recitation of the Qur ±àn, com-
pilation and criticism of £adìµ, philosophy,
lexicography, poetry, genealogy, biography, and
astronomy. The lists of these are often included
in prefaces and frequently concern either the
names of authors or titles of compositions. In
addition, we find didactic poems that were com-
posed specifically in order to help memorize
given sets of abbreviations (see, e.g., ≠Alawàn
1972). They are especially common in works on
£adìµ and jurisprudence (both Sunni and Shi ≠i)
(al-Màmaqànì 1992; aΩ-Zufayrì 2002), and
although some abbreviations were standardized,
most were specific to a given work. Among the
commonly used abbreviations for major £adì†

compilations are: ' (al-Buxàrì), m (Muslim or
Màlik), d (±Abù Dà±ùd), t (at-Tirmi≈ì), k

(Màlik), h (±Abù ˛arr or Ibn Màja), n or s (an-
Nasà±ì), and the like (Gacek 1989:56).

Specific to £adìµ literature are other abbrevia-
tions connected with the frequent repetitions of
such expressions as ™addaµanà, ±axbaranà, and
±anba±anà, which were commonly abbreviated
as: ∏N, ∏¡_, ∏¡–d (™addaµanà); ∏Na, ∏Nra, ∏¡Ba (±axbaranà);
∏¡–C, ∏¡_ c (qàla ™addaµanà). The transition from
one ±isnàd to another, as mentioned above, was
marked with \ (™à ±il, ta™wìl, ™aylula, ™adìµ or
ßa™™a) (Gacek 1989:56), and for the evaluation
of ™adìµs the following abbreviations were used:
w (∂a ≠ìf ), »V (ßa™ì™), \ (™asan); m (majhùl), ¨M
(muwàfiq or mawqùf ), ÏC (mawqùf ); c

(muwa††aq or muttafaq ≠alayhi), l (mursal) (e.g.
Gacek 1985:xiv, 96).

With the gradual development of various
Qur±ànic disciplines, and a growing body of lit-
erature, various Qur ±àn-specific abbreviations
were introduced. They relate to either the evalu-
ation of pauses (waqf ) or variant readings
(qirà ±àt). These abbreviations are found written
in the text in red ink above the relevant word.
For pauses in the text the following are encoun-
tered: m (làzim), ; (mu†laq), j (jà ±iz), v or w
(muraxxaß ∂arùratan, ∂arùrì), z (mujawwaz li-
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wajh), c (qìla ≠alayhi l-waqf or qad qìla), ÏC

(yùqaf ≠alayhi), ÒV (qad yùßal), º¬V (al-waßl
±awlà), º¬C (al-waqf ±awlà), s (sakt), ´M

(mu ≠ànaqa) (Ahmad 1984:104–108). As for
variant readings, the most common are the
abbreviations introduced in the ”à†ibiyya of Ibn
Firruh a“-”à†ibì (d.590/1194), as well as the
¢ayyiba and G

.
àyat an-nihàya fì †abaqàt al-

qurrà ± by Ibn al-Jazarì (d.833/1429). They use
either the ±abjad sequence (e.g. a = Nàfi ≠, b =
Qàlùn, j = War“, and d = Ibn Kaµìr), or the sigla
which employ one letter from the author’s name
(e.g. j = ±Abù Ja≠far Yazìd al-Maxzùmì, o =
Ya≠qùb al-£a∂ramì, and ' = Xalaf al-Bazzàr).

Another type of literature which uses specific
abbreviations includes language and subject dic-
tionaries. Here we may mention the Muqad-
dimat al-±adab by Ma™mùd az-Zamax“arì (d.
538/1144), ≠Umdat a†-†abìb fì ma ≠rifat an-nabàt
by ±Abù l-Xayr al-±I“bìlì (6/12th century), al-
Qàmùs al-mu™ì† by Mu™ammad ibn Ya≠qùb al-
Fìrùzàbàdì (d. 817/1415), and ar-Ràmuz fì
l-luÿa by Mu™ammad ibn £asan ibn ≠Alì (d.
860/1455). Al-Fìrùzàbàdì, for instance, gives the
following list: e (maw∂i ≠), d (balad), ≤ (qarya), j
(jam ≠), and m (ma ≠rùf ).

A similar picture is seen in works on jurispru-
dence, grammar, and theology. Here one
encounters numerous abbreviations of such fre-
quently repeated words as: ±a™aduhumà (\a),
Úàhir (/), bà†il (ÚB), ka≈àlika (K), fa-ka≈àlika
(˚F), ™ìna±i≈in (\), hàhunà (˜H), maw∂ù≠ (´W),
mamnù≠ (ÂM), hà≈à xalaf (ÏH), etc. This type of
abbreviation became very common from about
the 10th/16th century onward and was used
extensively in manuscripts of Persian prove-
nance (Gacek 1985, xiii–xiv; Heer 1969).

Apart from the subject-specific works,
another abbreviation-rich category of literature,
commentary (“ar™) and gloss (™à“iya), should
also be mentioned here. In the manuscript age,
there were several ways of distinguishing
between the original text (matn), i.e. the text
commented upon, and the commentary or gloss.
In comment-text books (“ar™ mamzùj), the matn
was either written in red and the “ar™ in black,
or the following abbreviations were used:
m (matn), v (±aßl), and = (“ar™), c (qàla), ca

(±aqùlu), ÓC (qawlu-hu), √µLa(al-mußannif ),
≠La(a“-“àri™), and »µLa (al-mu™a““ì).

The passage commented upon or glossed was
quoted either in full or in a shortened form.
Thus, the end of a quotation was indicated by ha,

H (various forms) and ºH (all abbreviated forms
of the verb intahà) or ÆLa (= ±ilà ±àxirih), whereas
the gloss could be introduced by the word ±ay
‘that is’.

Another large category of abbreviations con-
cerns eulogies and prayers. Although their usage
was looked upon with disapproval, particularly
when applied to Allàh (ism al-jalàla) and the
Prophet Mu™ammad, with time they became
prevalent in most manuscripts and printed
books. In this category one may encounter the
following: ÔE / je (≠azza wa-jalla); ´T / ™T (ta ≠àlà);
”+J ( jalla “a±nu-hu); v / ÂV / Ó¬V / Â¬V / Â™¬V / ´¬V

/ ev (ßallà llàh ≠alayhi wa-sallam); ÓE / ßE / me / ÂE
/ e / E (≠alayhi as-salàm); sc / sC / hÎC / ÎC / c / s
(qaddasa llàh sirra-hu or rù™a-hu or quddisa
sirru-hu); w / ÓWr / wr / r (ra∂iya llàh ≠an-hu); hr /
Ó|r / mr (ra™ima-hu llàh); Ó; / ‰; (†àba llàh µarà-
hu); and ´¬; / e; / ´; / h‰; (±a†àla llàh ≠umra-hu)
(Gacek 2001:174–175).

Specific to manuscripts are also abbreviations
of months, closing formulae in the colophon,
quire signatures, notabilia (side-heads), and the
primitive critical apparatus. 

The abbreviation of the months of the year
seems to have been a common Ottoman prac-
tice. Here we encounter: m = Mu™arram, v =
Íafar, ar or ae or l e = Rabì ≠ al-±awwal, r or 2 r or
2 e = Rabì ≠ aµ-µànì (±àxir), J or aj or ∏J = Jumàdà

l-±ùlà, j or 2 j = Jumàdà al-±àxira, b or r = Rajab,
= or ´+ = ”a≠bàn, n or „M = Rama∂àn, l or = =
”awwàl, a] or ´C = ˛ù l-Qa≠da, ] = ˛ù l-£ijja
(Gacek 2001:174–175).

The end of the colophon in manuscripts is usu-
ally indicated by any of the following formulae:
tatmìm, ta±mìn, tafqì†, intihà ±, which most often
appear in their abbreviated forms: m , ma , ÚçF or
;, and H or ºH . The tafqì† is almost exclusively
used in the Persian/Indian context and the ºH is
often seen in Maghrebi manuscripts.

For quire signatures (or the numbering of 
quires) normally the words juz± or kurràs or kur-
ràsa were used in full or in their abbreviated
forms namely: j or J , and k or K . This practice
is very similar to the one encountered in Latin
manuscripts where the letter Q (for quaternio)
was used.

The notabilia or side-heads were most com-
monly introduced by the word qif or qif hunà,
qif wa-ta±ammal (very often employed in the
Maghreb) from which developed a logograph
used as an overlining (tawqìf ) (see earlier).
Among other expressions used for this purpose

abbreviations 3
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were unÚur (abbrev. / – usually in the
Maghreb), and fà ±ida. The word fà ±ida was
mostly used in the Iranian and Indian context
and may be seen in its abbreviated forms: f

(with a long horizontal stroke), or Ó£F, Ò√F or
even v (= fà ±idat al-±aßl). 

The primitive critical apparatus is a result 
of collation with the exemplar and other ex-
tant manuscripts. The collation (muqàbala,
mu ≠àra∂a), sometimes marked by the letter e

(≠ùri∂a), attracted a great variety of abbrevia-
tions and symbols, which differed from region to
region and from period to period. 

The V , originally a mark for ∂abba (also
referred to as ≠alàmat at-ta∂bìb or at-tamrì∂ or
ta“kìk) was used for uncertain (doubtful) read-
ings and resembled the initial form of the letter
ßàd. Later, the V came to be regarded as an abbre-
viation of ßa™™a and scholars were instructed to
add to it (i.e. the ßàd) the letter » (™à ±), if the read-
ing was confirmed, or the correct version was to
be inscribed in the margin. Other scholars used W
(∂àd) as an abbreviation of ∂abbabtu-hu. The V
was also used in its suspended form for omissions
as an abbreviation of ßa™™a.

The letters b and n (above the restored word 
in the margin) (bayàn or bayànu-hu) were
employed for cacographic errors. However, in
Shi ≠i Imami manuscripts these errors were often
indicated by the word badal or its abbrevia-
tion l.

For metathesis or word transpositions the fol-
lowing abbreviations (placed above the relevant
words) were used: ' = mu ±axxar; c = muqaddam
or qabla; c ' = mu ±axxar muqaddam; c m =
mu ±axxar muqaddam; m = muqaddam; mm =
muqaddam mu ±axxar; m' = mu ±axxar muqad-
dam; b = ba ≠da. On the other hand, lacunae in
the text were indicated by w = bayà∂ or hunà

bayà∂ and the K often stood for ka≈à (or
hàka≈à), i.e. sic/thus.

In manuscripts of Persian/Indian provenance a
word to be replaced (substituted) by another
word was marked by l or d (badal or baddil-hu).
It often appears with the ' (for nusxa ±uxrà), i.e.
l ' (sometimes ' l ) or l n . The combination 2 '
may stand either for a simple variant (2 = ±uxrà)
or a variant, which is deemed to be more correct.
In this case, the 2 can be read as an unpointed
and suspended bà ± (= badal). Similarly, l2 might
represent the word badal itself (with an
unpointed bà ±) or the reference mark (signe de
renvoi) 2 (bà ± hindiyya) and l .

Furthermore, conjectures were marked by E

(ra ±s al-≠ayn) or somtimes as ÓE (la ≠alla-hu), and
/ (±aÚunnu-hu or Úàhir). The latter meaning is
almost always encountered in the Persian/
Indian context.

For textual variants it was common to employ
sigla corresponding to the names of various
transmitters (ràwì). Thus, for instance, in con-
nection with the Ía™ì™ of al-Buxàrì (d.256/870)
we may find the following: S = as-Saraxsì, | = 
al-£amawì, H = al-Ku“mihànì, S and | (some-
times suprascript) for both as-Saraxsì and al-
Ku“mihànì. Other abbreviations are: H = ±Abù

˛arr al-Harawì, v = al-±Aßìlì, = = Ibn ≠Asàkir ad-
Dima“qì, / = ±Abù l-Waqt, t S – al-Mustamlì, Í|

= al-£amawì and al-Mustamlì, Ó| = al-£amawì

and al-Ku“mihànì (Quiring-Zoche 1998).
Non-specific variants (usually from another

copy) were marked by a variety of abbreviations
(often unpointed), e.g. " , ' , Ó" , æN , ÆN , ÓæN, and
n (mainly India). Both æN and ÆN

often look like the letter E / e or Q / q while the ini-
tial form of xà ±, when unpointed, may look like
dàl (d). They all represent the word nusxa
(±uxrà), or the expressions fì nusxa, fì nusxa
±uxrà, fì ±uxrà.

For glosses and scholia the most often encoun-
tered words were ™à“iya (in the Eastern Islamic
lands, Mashriq) and †urra (Maghreb). The
™à“iya was often abbreviated by scribes as: |, Ó|,
≠|, Ó£|, \, and the †urra as ;. Among other words
we find: ta ≠lìq(a) (abbrev. T or E ), tafsìr,
“ar™ (abbreviated S often unpointed and sus-
pended or logographed), the above-mentioned
fà ±ida (abbreviated F, Ó£F, √F, Ò√F – the last two
for fà ±idat al-±aßl), and hàmi“ (abbrev. H or h ).

For other types of glosses either a short title
(including the word “ar™, often in the form of a
logograph) or short name (or sigla for these)
were used. Other common references were given
to well-known dictionaries, for example, c for
al-Qàmùs al-mu™ì† of al-Fìrùzàbàdì, v for aß-
Si™à™ of al-Jawharì.

The end of the gloss was usually indicated by
words or abbreviations of words which carry the
meaning of an end or finish. Here we encounter
the following: h (in the form of a circle) or 5 (in
the form of an inverted heart), H (hà ± ma“qùqa),
ºH (hà ± and yà ±) or H a, all representing the word
intahà ‘it is finished’; number-like marks 2 or 12
or 1é (14) (= tamàm, tamàm “ud, Persian/Indian
context only, see above); ÚçF (Iran and India
only), often as a logograph (Gacek 1984:88);

4 abbreviations
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and ÓI (nihàya, seen mostly in manuscripts of
Indian provenance).

With the arrival of printing and the develop-
ment of modern Arabic many new abbreviations
came to be created. Prominent among them are
acronyms and initialisms (Oman 1961 and Bos-
worth 1981). The component individual letters
of initialisms are often but not always separated
by full stops. In the field of bibliography, for
instance, one encounters the following: v (ßaf™a)
= page, ; (†ab ≠a) = printing or edition, t d (dùna
ta ±rìx) = n.d., nd (dùna nà“ir) = s.n., md (dùna
makàn) = s.l., ÂS (santìmatr) = cm., j ( juz ±) = sec-
tion, volume, ÔM (mujallad) = volume, mb (ba ≠da
l-mìlàd) = A.D., and t (tuwuffiya, al-mutawaffà)
= died. Among other common initialisms and
acronyms are: sb b (BBC), mej (al-Jumhùriyya
al-≠Arabiyya al-Mutta™ida), mm= (“arika ≈àt
mas±ùliyya ma™dùda) = Co. Ltd., b v (ßundùq
barìd) = P.O.B., al-Yùniskù (= UNESCO), al-
Yùnisìf (UNICEF), Tadmak or Radmak (at-
Tarqìm ad-Duwalì al-Mi≠yàrì li-l-Kutub) = ISBN,
Tadmad (at-Tarqìm ad-Duwalì al-Mi≠yàrì li-d-
Dawriyyàt) = ISSN (Repp 2001:31–33).
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Adam Gacek (McGill University)

Ablaut → Apophony

Academies → Language Academies

Accommodation →
Speech Accommodation

Acehnese

1 .  A c e h n e s e  a s  a n  I s l a m i c
l a n g u a g e

The population of the Indonesian province of
Aceh, located on the northernmost tip of the island
of Sumatra, is estimated at 4.7 million (2005).
Aceh was one of the first areas in Indonesia to
become converted to Islam. By the end of the 13th
century, Islam was established in North Sumatra,
gradually spreading to other parts of Aceh. The
first Sultan of Aceh appeared in the 16th century,
and in the early 17th century Aceh was unified by
Sultan Iskandar Muda (r. 1607–1636), inaugu-
rating Aceh’s golden age, which spanned almost
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the entire 17th century (Hadi 2004). Fiercely
resisting Dutch attempts at colonization, a long
and bitter struggle was fought out, known as the
Aceh War, which officially lasted from 1873 until
1903, but in fact a ‘pacification’ never really suc-
ceeded. After the Second World War, Aceh became
in theory a province of the Republic of Indonesia,
which declared its independence on 17 August
1945, but the central government has never been
able to crush guerrilla separatist movements oper-
ating in the name of Islam. In 1959, the Indonesian
government accepted the creation of what was vir-
tually an Islamic state within the nation by giving
Aceh the status of a ‘Special District’. In 2002, the
formal name of the province was officially changed
into Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam: nanggroe is
Acehnese for ‘state’, whereas the honorific darus-
salam comes from Arabic dàr as-salàm ‘abode 
of peace’. In the same year, as part of a special
autonomy package that the Indonesian govern-
ment hoped would appease separatists, Aceh 
was granted the right to implement Islamic 
law (“arì ≠a). 

Adherence to Islam and fluency in the Aceh-
nese language are generally mentioned as the two
most defining characteristics of ‘Acehneseness’
(Wessing 1984:3; Durie 1985:6). Geographi-
cally the closest part of the Indonesian archipel-
ago to the Arab world, Aceh is popularly known
as s(eu)ramoe/seurambi Makah ‘front porch of
Mecca’. According to Djajadiningrat (1934:II,
900), Aceh and its capital Banda Aceh owed this
old epithet to its function as a transit place for
pilgrims from the archipelago en route to and
from Mecca. The term was also used, however, to
designate the strongly Islamic character of the
region as is indicated by an episode in the 17th-
century Malay work Bustàn as-Salà†ìn ‘Garden
of the Sultans’, in which admiring visitors of the
Acehnese court exclaim: ‘Verily, Aceh, the Abode
of Peace, is Mecca’s front porch of God the
Exalted’ (Iskandar 1966:68).

At the end of the 19th century, Snouck Hur-
gronje (1906:I, 18) noted that according to the
Acehnese themselves their origins went back to
the Arabs, the Persians, and the Turks. The pop-
ularity of this myth of pure Islamic roots, which
in Snouck Hurgronje’s eyes was an ‘absurd idea’
(1906:I, 18), should be understood, however,
against the background of the Aceh War which
constituted nothing less than a holy war for the
Acehnese. Decades of sanguinary warfare have
meanwhile resulted in the distorted view (fos-

tered by Snouck Hurgronje and his contempo-
raries) that the Acehnese, in contrast to other
Indonesian peoples, are ‘fanatics’. This image
still persists today, but as Wessing (1984:7) has
pointed out, the ‘fanaticism’ is mostly a matter
of emphasis on the necessity of being a Muslim
rather than a faithful observance of all the tenets
of the faith. 

The impact of the Aceh War on Acehnese lan-
guage and literature can hardly be overesti-
mated. Perhaps the most popular work in
Acehnese literature of the 19th and 20th cen-
turies is the Hikayat Prang Sabi ‘Song of the
Holy War’, which (in different versions) contains
exhortations to wage a holy war against the
Dutch infidels (Damsté 1928; Hasjmy 1977;
Alfian 1992). Branded by the Dutch as subver-
sive literature, a great number of manuscripts of
this hikayat were confiscated and burnt, but its
circulation could not be stopped. In the 1980s,
an anthropologist observed that older Gayo men
and women (a neighbouring Muslim people liv-
ing in the highlands of northern Sumatra) could
still remember hearing or reading the poem in
Acehnese (Bowen 1991:67). For other texts
belonging to this specific genre of belligerent 
literature, see Snouck Hurgronje (1906:II,
100–120), Iskandar (1986:94–120) and Wie-
ringa (1998:298–308).

Even a scanty examination of Djajadiningrat’s
1934 two-volume dictionary of nearly 2,400
pages will yield many examples of what Snouck
Hurgronje (1906:I, 172) once called “the hat-
red or at least the contempt felt for all others
than Mohammedans in Acheh”. For example,
whereas the Arabic term for ‘uncircumcised’ (ÿulf,
plural of ±aÿlaf ) is used in Javanese as a common
term of address for a young boy or son (kulup),
Djajadiningrat (1934:I, 792) explains that kulòb
has a very negative connotation in Acehnese
(nowadays spelled kulôp according to Aboe Bakar
a.o. 2001: 466), being used as an opprobrious 
epithet applied to infidels and a dog’s name.
Conversely, the word moseulimin (Arabic mus-
limìn [plural]; Malay muslimin ‘Muslims’), which
normally means ‘Muslim(s)’, became synony-
mous during the Aceh War with ‘fighter in the
Holy War’ and ‘waging the Holy War’ (Djaja-
diningrat 1934:II, 120). In the same vein, again
according to Djajadiningrat (1934:II. 118), the
term mokmin ‘believer(s)’ (Arabic mu ±min; Malay
mukmin) may also have the meaning of ‘kind
(-hearted), mild, benevolent’.
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In Kreemer’s (1931) concise dictionary of 367
pages, however, no mention is made of any such
connotations of the examples mentioned above.
As Djajadiningrat’s dictionary was based mainly
on written manuscript sources, and many quo-
tations were drawn from contemporaneous 
literature on the ‘holy war’, the seemingly 
pro-Islamic bias in the Acehnese lexicon may be
attributed to special wartime circumstances and
should not be regarded as yet another proof of
Acehnese ‘fanaticism’. Incidentally, despite the
high status of the Arabic language, the quota-
tions in Djajadiningrat (1934:I, 72) under the
entry for arab show that the Acehnese shared the
common repertoire of dirty jokes featuring sex-
crazed Arabs, known throughout Indonesia.
Other irreverent and bawdy jokes in Djaja-
diningrat’s dictionary (omitted in the recent 
dictionary of Aboe Bakar a.o. 2001) concern-
ing mystics/hypocrites (e.g. 1934:I, 75 under
aréh < Arabic ≠àrif ) or even alluding to verses of
the Qur ±àn in a smutty context (e.g. 1934:I, 31
under alamtarakòy < Arabic ±a-lam tara
kay[fa] . . ., the beginning of sùra 105), equally
question the received image of the Acehnese as
stern zealots

2 . S c r i p t  a n d  l i t e r a t u r e

The Acehnese language, which has affiliations
with languages of the Southeast Asian mainland,
belongs to the Aceh-Chamic subgroup within
the Austronesian language family (Cowan 1981:
523, 1991:53–83; Durie 1995:407). Acehnese
has many dialects and each dialect again many
variants (see Durie 1985:4–5, 1995:410–411 for
a discussion of linguistic studies of Acehnese
with bibliographical references). The Acehnese
dialect described in Djajadiningrat’s dictionary
represents the variety spoken in the neighbor-
hood of Banda Aceh around the turn of the 
century. In the course of time, however, consid-
erable linguistic change has taken place, while
the so-called banda dialect has not retained its
former prestige (Voorhoeve 1994:20).

Traditionally, Acehnese manuscript literature
was written in an Arabic-derived script. At least
from the late 18th century until the end of the
19th century a distinctive school of Acehnese
manuscript illumination was flourishing, deriving
firmly from the broader Islamic tradition (Gallop
2004). During the Aceh War, large numbers of
manuscripts in Malay, Arabic, and Acehnese were

seized by the Dutch as war booty and subse-
quently entered Dutch collections. As a result of
economic factors and political turmoil, a more
recent outpouring of manuscripts from Aceh has
taken place over the past two decades, finding
their way to libraries in neighboring Malaysia
and Brunei (Gallop 2004:194–195).

The traditional Arabic-based script of the man-
uscripts can give little indication of variation: for
example, the Arabic loanword manfa ≠a ‘profit’
(Malay manfaat), which is spelled <m-n-f-≠-tà±

marbù†a>, is (erroneously) transliterated as
mena-faât in Van Langen’s dictionary (1889:
266), but Djajadiningrat (1934:II, 67; 70) gives
the possibilities meunapa ≠at and meunepeu ≠at for
the written language, noting the more popular
forms of mupa ≠at or mupeu ≠at for the spoken lan-
guage (taken over in Aboe Bakar a.o. 2001:594 as
meunapa±at/meneupeu ±at and mupa±at/meupeu±at
respectively). In a more recent dictionary we find
the spelling munap(h)a ≠at (Basry 1994:243; 492).
Snouck Hurgronje (1893) developed a Latin
orthography, which was adopted by Djajadin-
ingrat (1934). New insights in Acehnese pho-
nology have necessitated a modernization of
Acehnese spelling, in keeping with present-day
conventions for Bahasa Indonesia (applied in
Aboe Bakar a.o. 2001, which for the rest closely
follows Djajadiningrat’s dictionary).

Short mnemonic descriptions of the letters
helped facilitate the learning of the Arabic script,
e.g. aléh meutungkat beusoe ‘the ’alif looks like 
an iron rod’. Just as in other parts of the Muslim
world, in Aceh, too, speculations about letter
symbolism of the Arabic alphabet were well-
known. For example, in one text the name of the
Prophet Mu™ammad is symbolically explained
as follows: ban haraih Mu™ammad nyata, dum
angèeta meukheuluk Rabi; ban ulèe mim ulèe
énsan, nyata badan misé ha±i; ban mim akhé
pruet nyata±an, misé day kan dua gaki ‘the body
parts of the creatures of our Lord are like all the
letters of [the word] Mu™ammad; the head of a
human being is like the initial mìm, the body is
like the ™à ±; the belly is like the final mìm and the
two legs are like the dàl’ (Djajadiningrat 1934:II,
89 under mim). Letter symbolism, however, also
gave rise to such risqué sayings as aléh lam ha
‘the alif in the hà ± ’, in which these two letters
because of their shape are metaphors for the
male and female genitals.

Acehnese has a rich oral and written literature,
for which the reader is referred to Snouck 
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Hurgronje (1906:II, 66–189). Voorhoeve’s
(1994) catalogue can be read as a bibliographi-
cal complement. Important text editions are
those of Drewes (1979, 1980) and Abdullah
(1991), which not only contain transliterations,
translations, and commentaries of some classi-
cal ‘epic’ poems, but also discuss Acehnese liter-
ature in general and have valuable appendices
and bibliographies covering nearly all publica-
tions on Acehnese literature.

To the orally transmitted literature belong the
miseue ‘proverb, saying’ (< Arabic miµàl; Malay
misal) and the haba ‘story’ (< Arabic xabar;
Malay kabar; Minangkabau kaba), among oth-
ers the haba jameun ‘story of bygone days’ (<
Arabic zamàn; Malay jaman) and the hadih
maja ‘tales or traditions of female ancestors’ (<
Arabic ™adìµ; Malay hadis). The most important
genre of written Acehnese literature is the
hikayat which, unlike the Arabic ™ikàya and the
Malay hikayat, is always in poetical form, writ-
ten in sanjak (< Arabic saj ≠; Malay sajak). This
truly Acehnese poetic meter finds its parallel in a
similar meter in Cham (Cowan 1933:149–155).
Every line of poetry, called ayat (< Arabic ±àya;
Malay ayat), numbers four times four units or
syllables. Hikayat literature is governed by a
strict set of conventions. One of the recognized
characteristics is that it should commence with a
kòteubah (< Arabic xu†ba ‘sermon, lecture’), i.e.
an introduction with “certain formulas in praise
of Allah and his Apostle, to which are sometimes
appended other general views or reflections 
of the author’s own, till finally the actual subject
is reached” (Snouck Hurgronje 1906:II, 77; 
cf. Abdullah 1991:17, 30–31; Wieringa 1998:
298–308).

In hikayat literature the phrase ajayéb
sòbeuhanalah (taleungo lòn kisah saboh calitra)
‘Wonderful! Astonishing! (Listen, I am going to
tell a story)’ is typically used to announce the
introduction of a story or a chapter (< Arabic
≠ajà ±ib and sub™àna llàh; Malay ajaib and sub-
hanallah). The original meaning of sòbeu-
hanalah as ‘Praise be to God’ is not felt any
more: the syllables are usually divided into
ajayéb sò / beuhan alah // and the fact that
sòbeuhan is all one word is obliterated. The
equally formulaic expression ama ba±du ‘fur-
ther’ (Arabic ±ammà ba ≠du; Malay ammaba ±du),
often followed by the Acehnese translation
dudoe nibak nyan ‘after this’, serves to introduce
a new subject.

3 .  T h e  i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  o f  
M a l a y

The oldest borrowings into the Acehnese lexicon
are from Mon-Khmer and Sanskrit, whereas for
centuries Malay has continued to be the most
important source of borrowings. An old inscrip-
tion, dated 1380 C.E., from Pasai (Aceh), com-
prises a Malay poem in Indian script and meter
with various Arabic words and Muslim imagery.
This text forms important proof that already at
an early stage Malay was apparently considered
the appropriate literary language for official
(commemorative) purposes (Stutterheim 1936:
268–271; Marrison 1951:162–165; Teeuw
1959:149). Malay was not only the trading lan-
guage, but also the prestige language of the royal
courts and Islamic scholarship. During its golden
age, in the 17th century, Aceh was one of the
most powerful centers in which Malay literature
flourished, resulting in the creation under royal
patronage of such important early Malay works
as a panegyric of Sultan Iskandar Muda
(Iskandar 1958; Penth 1969), and two encyclo-
pedic ‘Mirrors for Princes’, viz. Tàj as-Salà†ìn
‘Crown of the Sultans’ by a certain Buxàrì al-
Jawhàrì in 1603 and the voluminous Bustàn as-
Salà†ìn (mentioned above) by Nùr ad-Dìn
ar-Rànìrì in 1638 (on the rise of a Malay Islamic
literature in Aceh, see Andaya 2001:45–50).
Furthermore, some early 17th-century letters
from the Sultan of Aceh belong to the oldest
extant manuscripts in Malay (Shellabear 1897:
107–151).

In fact, the first Western beginnings of the
study of Malay are language descriptions of its
regional variety in Aceh. Frederick de Houtman
acquired his knowledge of spoken Malay in an
Acehnese prison and published his lexicograph-
ical work in 1603 (Lombard 1970). A much
shorter Dutch-Malay vocabulary, compiled by
van Elbinck in Aceh, is dated 1 June 1604 (van
Ronkel 1896:13–18). It has been suggested that
all Malay manuscripts in the collection of
Thomas Erpenius (1584–1624), among others 
a late 16th-century Malay translation of al-
Bùßìrì’s al-Burda (Drewes 1955), may originally
have been acquired by van Elbinck in Aceh
around 1604, but more study is needed to
confirm this hypothesis. Because of Aceh’s
important position, replacing Malacca (after the
Portuguese capture in 1511) as the spiritual and
intellectual capital in the Malay world, al-Attas
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(1988) has claimed that the ‘oldest known
Malay manuscript’, a Malay translation of the
≠Aqà ±id, a popular catechism of an-Nasafì (d.
537/1142), dating from the latter half of the
16th century, must have been written in Aceh.
The earliest extant Acehnese adaptations of
Arabic and Malay works date from the 17th
century (Voorhoeve 1952:335–345).

It remains a moot point through which path-
ways Arabic words entered the Acehnese lexicon,
but in view of such circumstances as the profound
Malay character of the premodern Acehnese
Sultanate and the intensive interaction between
Malay and Acehnese literature (cf. Snouck
Hurgronje 1906:II, 121–123; Andaya 2001:46),
Durie’s (1995:410) bold statement that most
Arabic borrowings were derived directly from
Arabic, while only some came via literary Malay,
would seem to be much too strong. 

Both Kreemer (1931) and Djajadiningrat
(1934) have indicated the sources of borrowings
into Acehnese, but are of little help in establish-
ing the ‘donor’ language. Kreemer did not
always recognize the exact derivation of words,
and as Cowan (1981:522) puts it, his dictionary
is “handy but not always altogether reliable, [it]
mentions many doubtful Malayisms as if they
were true Acehnese”. As a rule Djajadiningrat
(1934) always gives the ultimate source, rarely
mentioning the possibility of indirect borrowing
through Malay. One of the very few examples in
which Djajadiningrat (1934:II, 83) explicitly
mentions the intermediary role of Malay is the
word meuseutay ‘ruling-board’ which in his
opinion comes from Arabic mis†ara through
Malay mistar.

It is impossible on the basis of Djajadiningrat’s
dictionary to draw conclusions on the size and
currency of the Arabic loan stock. Djaja-
diningrat included, for example, such words as
aphiet ‘good health’ (< Arabic ≠àfiya; Malay
afiat) and amba ‘ambergris’ (< Arabic ≠anbar;
Malay ambar), about which he remarked that
they were little known and only rarely used. It
should be noted that a considerable part of the
Arabic loan stock is restricted to hikayat litera-
ture, which is very much indebted to Malay
examples. An example of the influence of Malay
hikayat literature upon Acehnese hikayat litera-
ture is the specific meaning of the Arabic loan-
word bid ≠a (Malay bida ±ah). The Acehnese word
bédeu ≠ah or beudeu ≠ah has the same meaning as
in Arabic and Malay, viz. ‘innovation’, more

often with the negative connotation of ‘heresy’,
but according to Djajadiningrat (1934:II, 154) it
is used in Acehnese hikayat literature as a term
of abuse (‘accursed; wretched’). Djadiningrat
does not explain this development, but in all
probability this semantic shift was influenced by
Malay bedebah (< Persian badbaxt, cf. Bausani
1974:353), which is a stock term of abuse in
Malay literature and phonetically closely
matches bédeu ≠ah/beudeu ≠ah.

4 . T h e  p r e p o n d e r a n c e  o f
A r a b i c  l o a n w o r d s

The large amount of Arabic loanwords in Djaja-
diningrat’s dictionary may easily create the false
impression that the presence of Arabic in Aceh-
nese is all-pervasive and much more pronounced
than in other Indonesian regional languages. It
should be remembered, however, that Djaja-
diningrat simply tried to register as many words
as possible, and as he also included many 
religious works among his main sources, the size
of the Arabic loan stock inevitably became
extensive.

Generally speaking, loans exclusively belong-
ing to the literary and theological domain are
not normally used in daily communication and
are to a large extent even unknown to most
native speakers (cf. al-Harbi 1991:102), but on
the other hand some technical terms may have
had a wider currency than perhaps expected. For
example, a highly specialized word like rakibah
‘guardian of the page’, i.e. ‘catchword’ (cf. Latin
custos), from Arabic raqìbah (feminine of raqìb)
is unknown in Malay lexica and is not even
listed as such in (European) dictionaries of
Arabic or even in the specialized glossary of
Gacek (2001). Judging from Djajadiningrat’s
quotation (1934:II, 472), however, rakibah
seems to have been a fairly common word, but it
is not included in other Acehnese dictionaries
(apart from Aboe Bakar a.o. 2001, of course,
which is based on Djajadiningrat 1934).

Understandably, religious terms are very
numerous among the Arabic loanwords.
Djajadiningrat lists such Islamic technical terms
as amè ‘collector of zakàt (Acehnese jakeuet)’ (<
Arabic ≠àmil; Malay amil); peureulèe kipayah
‘collective obligation’ (< Arabic far∂ al-kifàya;
Malay fardul-kifayah), and pasah ‘to annul a
marriage’ (< Arabic fasx; Malay pasah). A spe-
cial subsection are the appellations of the 
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chapters of the Qur ±àn, e.g. aleuham (after the
opening al-™am[du li-llàhi]) for sùra 1 and
alépeulam for sùra 2 (< ±alif-làm-mìm).

The Islamization process resulted in a radical
transformation of the rhythm of daily and
annual life: not only the names of the times of
prayer, days of the week, months, and the
annual festivals are Arabic loanwords, but also
the very word for ‘time’ itself, viz. wa(k)tèe
(Arabic waqt; Malay waktu), is of Arabic origin
(cf. Meuleman 1994:16 for exactly the same sit-
uation in Malay). Personal names, too, were
Islamized: Abaih (< ≠Abbàs); Usén (< £usayn);
Uma (< ≠Umar); Usu(i)h (< Yùsuf). The popular
name Mu™ammad is rendered as Muhamat,
Mamat, or Mat. Such formulaic expressions as
aseuta(g)piròlah ‘God forbid!’ (< Arabic ±astaÿ-

firu llàh; Malay astagfirullah) and aleuham-
dulélah (Arabic al-™amdu li-llàh; Malay
alhamdulillah) spice everyday conversation.

The high status of Arabic is indicated by the use
of Arabic loanwords functioning as euphemistic
or respectful terms alongside words from other
origins. The examples for Malay given by Jones
(1984:14) concerning pregnancy and death are
exactly the same as in Acehnese: hamè (Arabic
™àmil; Malay hamil) for ‘pregnant’ is considered
to be more refined than bunténg (Malay bunting),
while ma(n)yèt ‘corpse’ (Arabic mayyit; Malay
mayat) is used of human beings (especially
Muslims) and bangké (Malay bangkai) can only
be used in a derogatory way for human beings
(sometimes of unbelievers). A recent loan in this
field seems to be jimak, i.e. a more refined term for
‘sexual intercourse’ (< Arabic jimà ≠; probably via
Indonesian jimak), which is included in the newer
dictionaries of Basry (1994) and Aboe Bakar a.o.
(2001), but which was omitted by the older lexi-
cographers Kreemer and Djajadiningrat, who give
only the coarse terms.

In general it may be said that the same seman-
tic fields which have been proposed for Malay
are equally applicable in the case of Arabic loan-
words in Acehnese. Many semantic shifts are
also the same: for example mudim/mudém
(Arabic mu±a≈≈in; Malay modin/mudin) does
not have the Arabic meaning of ‘muezzin’ but,
exactly as in Malay, denotes a ‘circumciser’.

5 . A s s i m i l a t i o n

Loans are assimilated to the Acehnese phono-
logical patterns, which may occasionally result

in homonyms: for example, peutua (also spelled
peutuha) can mean ‘headman, village elder’
(root tu(h)a ‘old’), but it can also mean ‘consid-
ered legal opinion; ruling’ (< Arabic fatwà).
According to Versteegh (2001:500; 2003), the
occurrence of /l/ as the reflex of Arabic /∂/ may
be indicative of loanwords belonging to the ear-
liest period. The example of halé ‘to be present’
(< Arabic ™à∂ir) is used in daily conversation
when offering a meal: ka halé béseumélah ‘it 
is ready, begin please’ (béseumélah is from 
the common invocation bi-smi llàh ‘in God’s
name’). A more detailed analysis of the assimila-
tion process, concentrating on phonetical phe-
nomena, was published by al-Harbi (1991). The
special case of words ending in -u/-i, to which
Versteegh (2003) has drawn attention for Malay,
also exists in Acehnese: napeusu ‘lust, passion’ (=
Malay napsu/nafsu, idem; Arabic nafs ‘mind,
soul’), wahi ‘revelation’ (= Malay wahi/ wahyu;
Arabic wa™y), and nèseupu ‘half’ (= Malay nisfu;
Arabic nißf ). This remarkable phenomenon of
identical sound changes in Malay and Acehnese
would further point to the importance of Malay
as donor language (cf. Cowan 1981:547 for a
discussion with different arguments as to why
nafs probably entered Acehnese via Malay).

Many Arabic loanwords not only exist as
independent words, but may also undergo
modification as roots with affixation. For 
example, abeudi ‘slave’ (< Arabic ≠abd; Malay
abdi) is a nominal, appearing as a root in the
derived verbal forms meuabeudi and peuabeudi.
The prefix meu- with a nominal as root derives a
verb with the general meaning of ‘the Agent acts
as X, makes himself to be X’, thus meuabeudi
means ‘to act as a slave’ as in the expression
meuabeudi akayji ‘his nature (mind) is (as despi-
cable) as of a slave’ (akay < Arabic ≠aql; Malay
akal; -ji denotes familiar 3rd person). The prefix
peu- with a nominal as root derives a verb with
the general meaning of ‘to treat the undergoer as
X’, thus peuabeudi means ‘to treat as a slave’.

Loanwords beginning with mu- are often
(erroneously) regarded as derived verbal forms
with prefix mu/meu-: for example, the root of
mupakat (Malay idem), properly speaking bor-
rowed from Arabic muwàfaqa (root w-f-q), is
believed to be pakat ‘agreement; discussion’ and
so we also find such forms as sipakat ‘agreed;
unanimously’ (Malay sepakat). The word
mumida (also pronounced as mumanyèh and
mumeunyèt, tentatively [and erroneously]
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romanized in van Langen 1889:264 as mumiza
[?], spelled <m-m-y-≈-a>), which is borrowed
from mumayyiz, i.e. a technical term in Islamic
law denoting ‘intelligent, discriminating’ minors
(Malay muma(y)iz), is regarded as a derivation
with prefix m(e)u- and the root mida, which in
turn is seen as a variant of bida ‘difference’ (<
Malay beda), so mumida is a variant of mubida
‘come to the age of discretion, come of age’.
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Acronyms → Abbreviations

Address, Terms of  → Terms of Address

Adjective Phrase

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

In contrast with nouns and verbs, → adjectives
are a disputed category. Arabic has figured
prominently in discussions about whether they
constitute a special word class, or just special
cases of nouns or verbs (see, e.g., Hengeveld

1992; Bhat 1994; Baker 2003). Here, we adopt
the minimal theoretical requisite in the matter of
word classes, to be found in the so-called ‘func-
tionalist’ perspective of Croft (1991) or in the
‘paraminimalist’ approach of Baker (2003): the
unmarked function of nouns is reference; the
unmarked function of verbs is predication; a
third function is property assignment. A word-
form having this as its unmarked function may
be called an adjective. The interesting question,
therefore, is not whether a language ‘has’ ad-
jectives or not, but which word-forms assign
properties, and whether their morphosyntactic
identity is that of nouns, verbs, neither, or both.

The question of the lexical category of prop-
erty words in Arabic is addressed first. Then the
various shapes and morphological structures of
such words are examined. Finally agreement
and concord phenomena are dealt with.

2 .  T h e  l e x i c a l  c a t e g o r y  o f
p r o p e r t y  w o r d s

The main problem posed by Arabic in this mat-
ter is the concurrence of two kinds of property
words. On the one hand, we find lexemes with
various templates, including the ‘minimal’ fa ≠l
template, which seem to behave just like attribu-
tive or predicative adjectives, e.g. sahl ‘easy’ (see
list in Wright 1991:I, 133 and → adjective). On
the other hand, there are so-called ‘stative’ verbs
having /u/ or /i/ as the middle vowel of the Per-
fect in Form I, usually translated as ‘to be p’, e.g.
sahula ‘to be easy’, fari™a ‘to be glad’ next to
fari™ ‘glad’. The question then is what is the dif-
ference between examples such as hà≈à l-±amr
sahl and sahula hà≈à l-±amr, both apparently
translatable as ‘this business [is] easy’.

In fact, the translation of ‘stative’ fa ≠ula or
fa ≠ila ‘statives’ as ‘to be p’ is misleading. As
shown in Cohen (1984:137ff.; see also Fassi
Fehri 1993:175–190; Goldenberg 1995), such
lexemes always retain processual force and they
contrast in this respect with the predicative adjec-
tives sharing the same root, e.g. mà kàna karìm
fa-karuma ‘he was not generous, but he became
generous’ (Cohen 1984:140). In other cases, the
subjective process of perceiving the property is
what is implied, as in µaqula ≠alay-hi l-±amr [lit.
‘became-heavy on-him the-business’] ‘the busi-
ness weighed on him’ (i.e. he found it heavy). It
would be unacceptable to say *?µaqula hà≈à
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l-law™ to mean ‘this board is heavy’; only hà≈à l-
law™ µaqìl will do (Jean-Patrick Guillaume, p.c.).
Stative verbs are thus ‘real’ verbs.

Adjectives such as sahl or karìm, in contrast,
assign stable and/or ‘objective’ properties and
they enter the same types of construction as 
do nouns. Thus, there is no formal difference
(except for agreement) between hà≈ihi l-mar ±a
karìma ‘this woman [is] generous’ and hà≈ihi l-
mar ±a ±uxtuhu ‘this woman [is] his sister’. In
attributive function, adjectives follow (immedi-
ately or not) the noun they modify and they
share a referential index, e.g. al-mar ±a al-karìma
‘the generous woman’, imra±a(tun) karìma(tun)
‘a generous woman’, ±abù l-mar ±a(ti) l-karìm(u)
‘the generous father of the woman’. Such
phrases bear a striking similarity to relative
clause constructions. There may indeed be a his-
torical connection, insofar as the relative pro-
noun alla≈ì/allatì clearly involves the definite
determiner l-, and it is not inserted when the
noun phrase is indefinite. Yet, claiming that [al-
karìma] in al-mar ±a al-karìma is a relative clause
would amount to imparting verbhood to the
adjective, and it would blur the formal and
semantic distinction between such noun phrases
and al-mar ±a allatì karumat ‘the woman who
became generous’. One should therefore side
with the more conservative account, according
to which (al-)karìma is a noun phrase – quite
commonly used by itself to mean ‘the/a generous
one’ – which stands in apposition (possibly 
multiple as in al-kawkabu n-nayyiru l-±a™mar
‘the bright red star’) to the noun phrase pro-
jected from the ‘head’ noun. No attempt will be
made to be more specific about the syntax of →
appositions.

Property items like sahl or karìm are therefore
nouns. They differ from other nouns, however,
in having no autonomous value for definiteness,
gender, number, and case. Correspondingly,
predicative adjectives such as karìma in hà≈ihi l-
mar ±a karìma ‘this woman [is] generous’ should
be analyzed as noun predicates involving a
phonologically unrealized predicator node,
probably an entity different from a ‘zero copula’
(Cohen 1984; Baker 2003).

The nounhood of Arabic property words is
further enhanced by the fact that a Construct
State Nominal can be used as the equivalent of a
noun-adjective phrase, e.g. ßà™ibu ßidq(in) ‘a
true friend’ [lit. ‘a friend of truth’ = ßà™ib(un)

ßadìq(un)]. Moreover, adjectives can head
Construct State Nominals as in rijàl(un) ™isàn(u)
l-wujùh(i) ‘handsome men’ [lit. ‘men handsome
of the faces’ = ‘handsome-faced men’]. Nouns
not in a Construct State Nominal can also be
used adjectivally, as in Wright’s (1991:II, 274)
example imra±a(tun) ≠adl(un) ‘a just woman’ [lit.
‘a woman justice’]. 

Finally, active and passive participles (fà ≠il
and maf ≠ùl) can be used as property words, the
former retaining the verbal capacity to govern
accusative complements.

3 .  F o r m s  a n d  m o r p h o l o g i c a l
s t r u c t u r e s  o f  p r o p e r t y  w o r d s

A root-and-site approach is used, according to
which (consonantal) roots are uncategorized,
and verbs and nouns differ depending on
whether the V or N verbalizing or nominalizing
functional element identifies a dedicated deriva-
tional site internal to the root (Guerssel and
Lowenstamm 1990; Kihm 2003, 2004).

Simple adjectives consist in a root plus one or
two vowels devoid of morphological function
and often variable, e.g. ßa ≠b ‘difficult’, ™asan
‘handsome’, fa†un ~ fa†in ‘clever’. Their mor-
phological structure therefore contains the root
and N. As already mentioned, the difference
between, for instance, ßa ≠b ‘difficult’ and “ayx
‘old man’ is that the latter (call it a substantive
noun) bears an inherent value for class and gen-
der (human, masculine) and is given definite-
ness, number, and case values according to the
speaker’s choice and its syntactic position,
whereas the former (the adjective noun) receives
all these values from the substantive noun it
modifies. This difference can be formalized by
assuming that N in Arabic is a set comprising two
members, one unmarked and one marked: N–F
as in “ayx and NF as in madìna ‘city’ or “ams
‘sun’ (see Kihm, 2005, for the view of → gender
as a value of N). In adjective nouns, N has no
inherent value. It must obtain one, however,
because bare N is uninterpretable (in Arabic),
hence the gender concord (see next section). The
uninterpretable absence of a value for N entails
that adjective nouns are unable to refer unless
they get a referential index from a substantive
noun (possibly implicit). Definiteness, number,
and case concord follows from this. Perhaps one
may see a connection between this approach and
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the traditional grammarians’ notion that “every
adjective contains a pronominal agent within
itself” (Wright 1991:II, 284; see also Goldenberg
1995) insofar as the complex [Definitenessx,
Gendery, Numberz, Casew] with variables as 
values may indeed be regarded as an abstract
pronoun.

Other adjective templates manifest morpho-
logical activity in the root site, e.g. jabàn ‘cow-
ardly’, kuràm ‘generous’, karìm ‘generous’, etc.
It consists in inserting a glide in the Nominal
Derivational Site between C2 and C3, which is
also used for broken plural and maßdar forma-
tion (Asfour 2001; Kihm 2003). For instance,
jabàn = {J.B.{CA.}N.}, where the low glide /A/
identifying a C position surfaces as the long
vowel [à]. Such adjective nouns are supposed to
add an intensive touch to their basic meanings.
Intensification is certainly implied by the fa ≠≠àl
template, e.g. ±akkàl ‘gluttonous, a glutton’. Less
common templates involve it as well, e.g. kubbàr
‘very large’, fàrùq ‘very timorous’.

Special mention must be made of the ±af ≠al(u)
diptotic template. It is the template of the so-
called → ‘elative’ as in ±ashal ‘easier, easiest’, as
well as of those adjective nouns that denote 
conspicuous properties, traditionally known as
adjectives of color and defect, e.g. ±a™mar ‘red’,
±a†ra“ ‘deaf’.

The last adjective noun type covered here is
the so-called ‘relative adjective’ or nisba ‘rela-
tion’, derived from noun bases with the ending
-iyy, as in ±ar∂ì ‘earthly’, ≠ilmì ‘scientific’, etc.
(Fleisch 1961:434 ff.). Note that, although this is
frowned upon in Classical Arabic, the deriva-
tion base may be a broken plural, as in kutubì

‘bookseller’ < kutub ‘books’ (sg. kitàb). As this 
example shows, relative adjectives can be sub-
stantivized, their feminine singular being a com-
mon source of abstract nouns, e.g. màhiyya
‘substance, quiddity’ < mà ‘what?’.

There are also a number of adjective-like items
such as → demonstratives, → numerals, etc. that
must be ignored due to space limitations, just
like the → participles.

4 .  T h e  s y n t a x  o f  a d j e c t i v e
n o u n s :  c o n c o r d  a n d  a g r e e m e n t

Concord, following Wechsler and Zlatiƒ (2003),
will be used here to refer to feature value sharing
within the noun phrase as in al-mar ±a(tu) l-
karìma(tu) ‘the generous woman’, and agree-

ment will be used to refer to the corresponding
process involving a subject and its predicate as 
in ±inna l-mar ±a(ta) karìma(tun) ‘the woman is
generous’. Agreement differs from concord in
Arabic in that neither definiteness nor case need
be shared. In the above example, al-mar ±a(ta) is
definite and accusative because of the discourse
particle ±inna vs. karìmatun, indefinite and nom-
inative. Only gender must be shared. (Note the
feminine endings: -a(tun), the most common, -à
as in kubrà ‘bigger [fem.]’, and -à±(u) as in
™amrà ±(u) ‘red [fem.]’). Except for a few epicene
adjectives, always appearing in the masculine,
e.g. imra ±a ßabùr wa-“akùr ‘a patient and grate-
ful woman’, imra±a ™àmilun ‘a pregnant
woman’, all features must be shared in the con-
cord relation. A difficulty arises with the so-
called ‘indirect modification’ as in ra±aytu
mra±atan ™asanan wajhuhà ‘I saw a woman 
with a handsome face’, in which ™asanan ‘hand-
some’ shares accusative case ‘by attraction’ with
preceding mra±atan ‘a woman’, but has the 
gender and number features of wajhuhà ‘her
face’, which it modifies. Such constructions
should not be confused with the adjective-
headed Construct State Nominals mentioned
above (cf. imra±a ™asana wajh(in) ‘a hand-
some-faced woman’). This issue will be left 
aside here.

Number introduces a complication. Adjective
nouns modifying or predicated of broken plurals
appear in the singular, and they are feminine,
whatever the gender of the substantive noun,
e.g. ±umùr sahla ‘easy affairs’, nisà ± karìma ‘gen-
erous women’, unless the latter denotes a male
human being, in which case the adjective noun is
also pluralized, in the broken mode if possible,
e.g. rijàl †iwàl ‘tall men’, rijàl ßàli™ùn ‘virtuous
men’. The first type is called ‘deflected’, whereas
the second is said to be ‘strict’. Note that in
Modern Standard Arabic, substantive nouns
denoting female human beings regularly entail
strict concord and agreement, so that nisà ±

karìmàt is used instead of nisà ± karìma and an-
nisà ±(u) karìmàt(un) ‘the women are generous’,
instead of an-nisà±(u) karìma(tun). Note further
that sound plurals of substantive nouns denot-
ing non-human entities entail deflected concord
and agreement just like their broken counter-
parts (e.g. ijtimà ≠àt mus ±ima ‘boring meetings’,
not *mus ±imàt, at least not in Modern Standard
Arabic). The relevant feature for the division is
therefore the human or non-human reference of
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the substantive noun – in the sense of noun class
– rather than pluralization type. This is only 
a sketch; a full picture would lead to many 
more complications than can be dealt with here.
In the singular, concord and agreement are
always strict, and likewise in the dual, despite
rare examples of deflection, as in mìlàn ±ifran-
jiyya ‘two European miles’ (instead of mìlàn
±ifranjiyyàn).

A fully formalized treatment of deflected con-
cord-agreement cannot be attempted here. The
generalization that emerges is that the feature set
{non-human, plural} receives a non-rigid, collec-
tive interpretation in the substantive noun phrase
(Kwon and Zribi-Hertz 2004; see also Link
1983). This explains why the concording or
agreeing adjective turns up in the singular. The
feminine ending could be explained by the fact
that one function of the feminine in Arabic is to
extract individuals from collections, as in baqar
‘cows’ vs. baqara ‘a cow’. This mental operation
has a symmetric counterpart, namely converting
collections into second-order, abstract individu-
als fit for referring to undifferentiated masses or
to kinds (as in ‘The cat was first domesticated in
Egypt’). Putting both observations together leads
us to assume that the feminine in Arabic is the
gender of derived individuals, with the derivation
proceeding ‘downward’, to form real individu-
als, or ‘upward’, to form abstract individuals.
Compare Chierchia’s (1998) operators: ‘up’,
from property to kind, and ‘down’, from kind to
property. This also explains why femininization
derives abstract nouns such as màhiyya (see
above). The effect is clearly seen in the Syrian
dialect of Damascus, where il-kutub mà bihimm-
hù with the verb in the 3rd person plural means
‘The books [in question] don’t interest him’ and
contrasts with il-kutub mà bithimm-hù, with the
verb in the 3rd person feminine singular, mean-
ing ‘Books [in general] don’t interest him’ (see
Holes 1995:166). Only the latter agreement is
grammatical in Modern Standard Arabic.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Conventional wisdom has it that adjectives
belong to the verbal paradigm, they are ‘like the
verb’ (“ibhu l-fi ≠l). In other words, sahl ‘easy’ is
to sahula ‘to be(come) easy’ what the verbal
noun ≠ilm ‘knowledge’ is to ≠alima ‘to know’.
There is much truth in this, provided ‘paradigm’

is understood in a broad sense, i.e. in the sense
that English knowledge is a member of the
extended paradigm of KNOW, defined as a root
or an abstract lexeme, rather than in the way
knows or knowing are forms of the verb (to)
know. The morphological foundation of Arabic
adjective nouns is thus the root itself, not a cate-
gorized representative of the root. There is one
exception to this claim, namely relational adjec-
tives, such as ≠ilmì ‘scientific’, which are indeed
derived from fully specified bases, agglutina-
tively rather than according to the dominant,
inner site mode.
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Adjectives

1 . G e n e r a l  d e f i n i t i o n s

Adjectives refer to a noun (substantive) which
they qualify. They may take the position of an
attribute, a predicate, or a predicative (circum-
stantial predicative). Usually attributes, predi-
cates, and circumstantial predicatives come after
the reference noun (Fassi Fehri 1999:107–112).
Their reference to the noun is marked by agree-
ment in gender and number and also, if they func-
tion as an attribute, in case and definiteness/indef-
initeness. There are no special morphological
signs to mark a noun as an adjective because, in
principle, any adjective in Arabic is capable of
functioning as a noun. Therefore, syntactic func-
tion of an attribute and morphological distinction
of the two genders, masculine and feminine, are
the only criteria to establish the adjective as a spe-
cific part of speech in Arabic. A small number of
adjectives which quantify the reference noun
form a special group insofar as they function
partly as adjectives and partly as substantives.

2 . M o r p h o l o g y

The adjective comprises the following morpho-
logical categories:

2.1 Adjectives which agree with their refer-
ence noun

2.1.1 Patterns which take the feminine ending
-at-u(n) for agreement with a feminine noun, e.g.
masc. murr-un ‘bitter’, fem. murr-at-un

i. Verbal adjectives of the patterns:
fa ≠l-un like ßa ≠b-un ‘difficult’ (from ßa ≠uba
‘to become difficult’), sahl-un ‘easy’ (from
sahula ‘to become easy’);
fi ≠l-un like diqq-un ‘fine, thin’ (from daqqa
‘to become thin’), rixw-un ‘loose’ (from
raxiya ‘to become loose’);
fu ≠l-un like ™ulw-un ‘sweet’ (from ™aluwa
‘to become sweet’), ßulb-un ‘hard, firm’
(from ßaluba ‘to become hard, firm’);
fa ≠al-un like ™asan-un ‘nice’ (from ™asuna
‘to become nice’), ba†al-un ‘brave’ (from
ba†ula ‘to be brave’);
fa ≠il-un like xa“in-un ‘rough’ (from xa“una
‘to become rough’), fari™-un ‘glad’ (from
fari™a ‘to become glad’);
fa ≠ul-un like yaqud-un ‘awake’ (from
yaquda ‘to be awake’); in Modern Standard
Arabic most of the adjectives of this pattern
turn into the pattern fa ≠il-un;
fa ≠ìl-un like qadìm-un ‘ancient’, jadìd-un
‘new’, †awìl-un ‘long’, qaßìr-un ‘short’,
kabìr-un ‘big, large’, ßaÿìr-un ‘small’, kaµìr-
un ‘many’, qalìl-un ‘few’;
fa ≠ùl-un like †amù™-un ‘ambitious’ (from
†ama™a ‘to aspire’), ≠a†ùf-un ‘compassionate’
(from ≠a†afa ‘to feel compassion’);
fu≠làn-un like ≠uryàn-un ‘naked’ (from ≠ariya
‘to be naked’).

ii. Intensive adjectives of the patterns:
fa≠≠àl-un like bakkà±-un ‘weepy’, bassàm-un
‘smiling much’ (this pattern often indicates
nouns of profession: ≠a††àr-un ‘druggist’, ßar-
ràf-un ‘money-changer’);
fi ≠≠ìl-un like ßiddìq-un ‘very truthful’, sikkìt-
un ‘habitually silent’.

iii. Active and passive (�) participles are often
used not only in their verbal function, but
also as adjectives describing qualities, e.g.:
fà ≠il-un like kàtib-un ‘writing’, but also ‘able
to write’ (from kataba ‘to write’); bàrid-un
‘cold’ (from barada ‘to feel cold’), wà∂i™-un
‘clear’ (from wa∂u™a ‘to become clear’);
muf ≠il-un like mußìb-un ‘pertinent’ (from
±aßàba ‘to hit, to strike’), muqmir-un ‘moon-
lit’ (from ±aqmara ‘to be shining [moon]’);
munfa ≠il-un like munfa ≠il-un ‘excited’ (from
infa ≠ala ‘to become affected’);
mufta ≠il-un like muttaßil-un ‘continuous’
(from ittaßala ‘to be connected’);
maf ≠ùl-un like mas ±ùl-un ‘responsible’ (from
sa ±ala ‘to ask’), ma ≠rùf-un ‘well-known’
(from ≠arafa ‘to get to know’);
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mufa ≠≠al-un like murabba ≠-un ‘quadrangu-
lar’ (from rabba ≠a ‘to quadruple’);
muf ≠al-un like mu†laq-un ‘unlimited, abso-
lute’ (from ±a†laqa ‘to set free’).

iv. Adjectives of relationship formed with the 
so-called nisba-ending -iyy-un indicate the
belonging or relationship to something or
somebody. In pre-Classical Arabic the nisba-
ending is normally suffixed to names of tribes
and places: qays-iyy-un ‘belonging to the tribe
of Qays’, ™ijàz-iyy-un ‘belonging to Hijaz’,
but nisba-adjectives derived from other nouns
like durr-iyy-un ‘being like pearls, brilliant’
(Q. 24/35) (from durr ‘pearls’), ±a ≠jam-iyyun
‘belonging to the people who do not speak
Arabic’ (Q. 16/103) (from ±a ≠jam-u ‘stammer-
ing, dumb’) emerged very early; on peculiari-
ties in pre-Classical Arabic see Fischer
(1965:193–196, 383–417). In Classical Ara-
bic the number of adjectives of relationship
increased, because every noun could become
the derivational base, e.g. ±insàn-iyy-un
‘human’ (from ±insàn ‘human being’), “ams-
iyy-un ‘belonging to the sun’ (from “ams
‘sun’), salb-iyy-un ‘negative’ (from salb ‘depri-
vation’). In Modern Standard Arabic the
nisba-ending is extremely productive and may
even replace the genitive, e.g. aµ-µawb-u n-
nawm-iyy-u or µawb-u n-nawm-i ‘the night-
dress’. The feminine ending -at- is usually
dropped before adding -iyy-, e.g. makk-iyy-un
‘belonging to Mecca (Makk-at-u)’, ™ukùm-
iyy-un ‘belonging to the government’ (from
™ukùm-at-un ‘government’) but is added to
the endings -à and -à ±, with insertion of w
between -à and -iyy, e.g. dunyaw-iyy-un
‘belonging to this world’ (from ad-dunyà ‘this
world’), ßa™ràw-iyy-un ‘belonging to the
desert’ (from ßa™rà ±-u ‘desert’). In the syllable
before the nisba-ending the vowels i, ì, and ay
change to a, e.g. namar-iyy-un ‘belonging to
the tribe of Namir’, nabaw-iyy-un ‘belonging
to the Prophet (nabìy), qura“-iyy-un ‘belong-
ing to the tribe of Quray“’, but this phonetic
rule is often neglected, e.g. rudayn-iyy-un ‘a
spear made by Rudayna’, ™aqìq-iyy-un
‘real’ (from ™aqìq-at-un ‘reality’). A nisba-
ending -àn-iyy-, e.g. fawq-àn-iyy-un ‘located
above’ (from fawqu ‘above’), ≠aql-àn-iyy-un
‘rational’ (from ≠aql ‘reason’) appeared in
post-Classical Arabic. For further details see
Wright (1933:I, 149–165); El-Ayoubi a.o.
(2002:137–143).

2.1.2. Patterns with supplementary feminine
and plural forms; all of them follow the diptotic
inflexion (� diptosis):

i. fa ≠làn-u, fem. fa ≠là, pl. com. fa ≠àlà or fu ≠àlà
like sakràn-u, fem. sakrà, pl. sakàrà, sukàra
‘drunk’, kaslàn-u, fem. kaslà, pl. kasàlà,
kusàlà ‘lazy’. Sometimes adjectives of this
pattern shift to the triptotic inflection; in this
case they take -at-un as feminine marker, e.g.
nadmàn-u, fem. nadmà or nadmàn-un, fem.
nadmàn-at-un ‘repentant’.

ii. ±af ≠al-u, fem. fa ≠là ±-u, pl. com. fu≠l-un indi-
cates colors and striking qualities, e.g.
±a™mar-u, fem. ™amrà ±-u, pl. ™umr-un ‘red’,
±abya∂-u, fem. bay∂à±-u, pl. bì∂-un (< *buy∂-)
‘white’, ±a ≠raj-u, fem. ≠arjà ±-u, pl. ≠urj-un
‘lame’, ±a ≠waj-u, fem. ≠awjà ±-u, pl. ≠ùj-un
‘crooked’; Fischer (1965) deals with the
adjectives of this pattern.

iii. ±af ≠al-u, fem. fu ≠là, pl. masc. ±af ≠al-ùna or
±afà ≠il-u, pl. fem. fu ≠layàt-un or fu ≠al-u are (�)
elatives expressing relative proportions, e.g.
al-±ax-u l-±aßÿaru ‘the younger brother’, al-
±uxt-u ß-ßuÿrà ‘the younger sister’; ±awwal-u
‘first’ and ±àxar-u ‘another’ belong to this
class: sg. fem. ±ùlà, pl. masc. ±awwal-ùna,
±awà±il-u, pl. fem. ±ùlayàt-un, ±uwal-u and sg.
fem. ±uxrà, pl. masc. ±àxar-ùna, ±awàxiru, pl.
fem. ±uxrayàt-un, ±uxar-u.

iv. adjectives formed by ≈ù, fem. ≈àt-u, pl.
masc. ≈aw-ù or ±ul-ù, pl. fem. ≈awàt-u, ±ulàt-
u ‘the one with . . ., endowed with . . .’ fol-
lowed by a noun in the genitive (on the
inflection see Fischer 2002:§ 283, for further
details El-Ayoubi a.o. 2002:143–146) like
rajul-un ≈ù xams-ìna ≠àm-an ‘a man [one] of
fifty years’, i.e. ‘a fifty-year-old man’, ad-
diràs-at-u ≈àt-u l-bàl-i ‘the study endowed
with attention’ i.e. ‘the notable study’.

2.2 Patterns which do not agree with the ref-
erence noun

fa ≠àl-un like sawà ±-un ‘equal’, jabàn-un ‘cow-
ardly’, ßa™à™-un ‘sound’;

fi ≠àl-un like mirà™-un ‘lively’, liyà™-un ‘bright’;
fu ≠àl-un like kuràm-un ‘noble’, hu≈àm-un ‘keen’.

Most of the adjectives of these patterns are
found only in old Arabic poetry, and no longer
in Modern Standard Arabic.

±af ≠al-u, the so-called (�) elative that de-
scribes something or somebody as pre-eminently
characterized by some quality. It serves to form
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expressions corresponding in European lan-
guages to the comparative and superlative; it dif-
fers, however, in its syntactic structures from the
adjective. In Modern Standard Arabic the elative
is partly assimilated to the adjective (El-Ayoubi
a.o. 2002:279– 282), but it does not form femi-
nine and plural, with the exception of the ela-
tives which have the supplementary feminine
and plural forms mentioned above.

mif ≠àl-un and mif ≠al-un like mixßàb-un ‘very
fertile’, mi≈≠àn-un ‘obedient’. They are origi-
nally nomina instrumenti, but used metaphori-
cally as adjectives to mean ‘doing something like
a machine’ (Wright 1933:I, 138).

The Arab lexicographers quote many adjec-
tives of various other patterns (cf. Wright
1933:I. 137–140), but most of them cannot be
verified in texts.

2.3 Dual and plural

All adjectives form the dual like the noun with
nom. -àni, gen./acc. -ayni, and, in principle, they
are able to form the plural externally with the
markers masc. nom. -ùna, gen./acc. -ìna, fem.
nom. -àt-un, gen./acc. -àt-in. Many verbal adjec-
tives have in addition internal plural patterns,
which mostly function for the masc. pl., but
sometimes for both genders. These patterns are:
fa ≠là: mar∂à to marì∂-un ‘ill’, qatlà to qatìl-un

‘killed’;
fa ≠alat-un: maharat-un to màhir-un ‘skilful’;
fu ≠ul-un: judud-un to jadìd-un ‘new’, ÿuyur-un

to ÿayùr-un ‘jealous’;
fi ≠àl-un: kibàr-un to kabìr-un ‘large’, niyàm-un

to nà ±im-un ‘sleeping’;
fa ≠àlà or fu ≠àlà: samàjà, sumàjà to samij-un ‘ugly’;
fu ≠ùl-un: qu ≠ùd-un to qà ≠id-un ‘sitting’;
fawà ≠il-u: kawàfir-u to kàfir-un ‘unbelieving’,

qalà ±il-u to qalìl-un ‘few’;
fu ≠alà ±-u: fu∂alà ±-u to fà∂il-un ‘excellent’,

fuqarà ±-u to faqìr-un ‘poor’;
fu ≠≠al-un: sujjad-un to sàjid-un ‘prostrate in

adoration’;
fu ≠≠àl-un: subbàq-un to sàbiq-un ‘former’, juh-

hàl-un to jàhil-un ‘ignorant’;
±af ≠àl-un: ±a™ràr-un to ™urr-un ‘free’; ±amwàt-un

to mayyit-un ‘dead’;
±af ≠ilà±-u: ±aÿniyà±-u to ÿanìy-un ‘wealthy’.

3 . S u b s t a n t i v i z a t i o n

Every adjective may be employed as a substan-
tive; in this case, it includes the sense of ‘person’

or ‘thing’, e.g. faqìr-un ‘poor’ or ‘poor man’,
ba†al-un ‘brave’ or ‘hero’, jadìd-un ‘new’ or
‘anything new’. On the other hand, there are
substantives which may be used for qualification
of nouns, e.g. ar-ra±y-u l-xa†a±-u ‘the opinion, the
error’, i.e. ‘the wrong opinion’, ±ar∂-un qafr-un
‘land, desert’, i.e. ‘wasteland’. Therefore, one
cannot be quite certain whether a noun was
originally an adjective or a substantive; further-
more, in pre-Classical Arabic, many adjectives
do not agree in gender with their reference noun
and may well be classified as substantives. For
this reason the Arab grammarians did not dis-
tinguish within the noun between substantive
and adjective (cf. Diem 1971).

To create abstract nouns the so-called feminine
ending -at is added to the adjective, e.g. ™asan-at-
un ‘good deed’, xà†i ±-at-un ‘mistake’, fa∂ìl-at-un
‘virtue’, qawm-iyy-at-un ‘nationalism’.

Adjectives of estimating an action may be
employed like the elative, i.e. they are used as
substantives annexed to the noun they qualify.
The annexion structure expresses a higher inten-
sity than the attributive one does (El-Ayoubi a.o.
2002:157; Fassi Fehri 1999:115–117), e.g. fà ≠iqu
t-taqdìr-i ‘the excellent of esteem’, i.e. ‘the most
excellent esteem’ vs. at-taqdìr-u l-fà ±iq-u ‘the
excellent esteem’, ßàdiq-u tamanniyàt-ì ‘the sin-
cere of my wishes’, i.e. ‘my most sincere wishes’
vs. tamanniyàt-ì ß-ßàdiq-at-u ‘my sincere wishes’.
In a similar way, the quantitative adjectives kaµìr
‘many, much’, ≠adìd ‘numerous’, and qalìl ‘few,
little’ may, in connection with the preposition
min ‘of’, be employed as substantives, e.g. kaµìr-
un min a†-†ullàb-i ‘many of the students’, qalìl-
un min a†-†ullàb-i ‘a few of the students’, as
equivalents of †ullàb-un kaµìr-ùna ‘many stu-
dents’, †ullàb-un qalìl-ùna ‘few students’.

4 .  A g r e e m e n t

Adjectives take with reference to the noun they
qualify the syntactic positions of attribute, pred-
icate, or circumstantial predicative. The refer-
ence is marked by agreement in gender and num-
ber with the reference noun. In addition, when
they are used as attributes they adopt the case
and definite/indefinite state of the reference
noun. As for the agreement in number, Arabic
distinguishes between persons and non-persons;
in agreement with the plural of persons the
adjective takes the plural form, but in agreement
with the plural of non-persons it is in the femi-
nine singular.
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When the adjective is used as a predicate, it
appears in the nominative and agrees with the
subject in gender and number. The subject is
normally definite, whereas the predicate is in-
definite. Since Arabic has no verbal copula,
indefiniteness of the predicate in contrast to def-
initeness of the subject marks the difference
between the predicative and attributive nominal
phrase: aß-ßùrat-u jamìlat-un ‘The picture is
beautiful’ vs. aß-ßùr-at-u l-jamìl-at-u ‘the beauti-
ful picture’ or ßùr-at-un jamìl-at-un ‘a beautiful
picture’. Predicative function neutralizes the
opposition between substantive and adjective,
e.g. al-bayt-u xaràb-un ‘The house is ruined’ or
‘the house is a ruin’. When the nominal phrase is
verbalized by kàna ‘to be’ or another modifying
verb, the predicate changes into the accusative:
kànat-i ß-ßùr-at-u jamìl-at-an ‘The picture was
beautiful’.

When the adjective is used beside the verbal
predicate as a second predicate usually called
circumstantial predicative (� ™àl), it is in the
accusative and indefinite, but agrees with its ref-
erence noun or pronoun in gender and number,
in accordance with the rules given for the predi-
cate, e.g. xarajat-i l-bintu bàkiy-at-an ‘The girl
went out [and was while doing so] weeping’,
daxalnà l-ÿurf-at-a fari™-ìna ‘We went into the
room [and were while doing so] cheerful’. After
verbs of perception and others the object may be
the reference noun, e.g. ra ±aytu n-nisà±a ™à±ir-àt-
in ‘I saw the women [and they were at the same
time] confused’.

Adjectives which denote qualities specific for
females are excluded from the gender agree-
ment and do not take the feminine marker -at-,
e.g. imra ±-at-un ™àmil-un ‘a pregnant woman’.
Adjectives of the patterns fa ≠ìl-un and fa≠ùl-un
do not always show gender agreement. The
Arab grammarians give as a basic rule that fa≠ìl-
un with an active sense and fa≠ùl-un with a pas-
sive sense do not agree, e.g. qanàt-un rafìd-un
‘broken lance’, ru ±yà ka≈ùb-un ‘false vision’.
However, in the course of time, usage deviated
more and more from this rule.

The rules of gender and number agreement
given above apply without reservation only to
Modern Standard Arabic and to a certain extent
to Classical Arabic as well. In the pre-Classical
language, however, the agreement in gender 
is more limited; only participles, adjectives of
relationship, and adjectives with a supplemen-
tary feminine show full agreement, while many
patterns of verbal adjectives are absolutely or
partially not capable of agreement (Kahle
1975:77–78), e.g. bi-ma™all-at-in “aks-in ‘on an
inaccessible place’, hiya rixw-un ‘she is loose’
(Kahle 1975:89, 97). With regard to the number
agreement, there is no distinction between per-
sons and non persons in pre-Classical Arabic:
most adjectives show full agreement with nouns
in the plural (Kahle 1975:111–134), e.g. buyùt-
un wà∂i ≠-àt-un ‘shabby cottages’, ar-rimà™-u †-
†iwàl-u ‘the long lances’, al-qibàb-u l-™umr-u
‘the red tents’. On the other hand, adjectives of
quantity remain in the masculine singular (Kahle
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Table 1. The adjective as attribute

Masculine: bayt-un jamìlun ‘a beautiful house’ / al-bayt-u l-jamìl-u ‘the beautiful house’

singular dual
nom. bayt-un jamìl-un /al-bayt-u l-jamìl-u bayt-àni jamìl-àni /al-bayt-àni l-jamìl-àni
gen. bayt-in jamìl-in /al-bayt-i l-jamìl-i bayt-ayni jamìl-ayni /al-bayt-ayni l-jamìl-ayni
acc. bayt-an jamìl-an /al-bayt-a l-jamìl-a bayt-ayni jamìl-ayni /al-bayt-ayni l-jamìl-ayni

plural of non-persons plural of persons: rijàl-un jamìl-ùna ‘beautiful men’
nom. buyùt-un jamìl-at-un /al-buyùt-u l-jamìl-at-u rijàl-un jamìl-ùna /ar-rijàl-u l-jamìl-ùna
gen. buyùt-in jamìl-at-in /al-buyùt-i l-jamìl-at-i rijàl-in jamìl-ìna /ar-rijàl-i l-jamìl-ìna
acc. buyùt-an jamìl-at-an /al-buyùt-a l-jamìl-at-a rijàl-an jamìl-ìna /ar-rijàl-a l-jamìl-ìna

Feminine: ßùr-at-un jamìl-at-un ‘a beautiful picture’ /aß-ßùr-at-u l-jamìlat-u ‘the beautiful picture’

singular dual
nom. ßùr-at-un jamìl-at-un /aß-ßùr-at-u l-jamìl-at-u ßùr-at-àni jamìl-at-àni /aß-ßùr-at-àni l-jamìl-at-àni
gen. ßùr-at-in jamìl-at-in /aß-ßùr-at-i l-jamìl-at-i ßùr-at-ayni jamìl-at-ayni /aß-ßùr-at-ayni l-jamìl-at-ayni
acc. ßùr-at-un jamìl-at-an / ±aß-ßùr-at-a l-jamìl-at-a ßùr-at-ayni jamìl-at-ayni /aß-ßùr-at-ayni l-jamìl-at-ayni

plural of non-persons plural of persons: ban-àt-un jamìl-àt-un ‘beautiful girls’
nom. ßuwar-un jamìl-at-un /aß-ßuwar-u l-jamìl-at-u ban-àt-un jamìl-àt-un /al-ban-àt-u l-jamìl-àt-u
gen. ßuwar-in jamìl-at-in /aß-ßuwar-i l-jamìl-at-i ban-àt-in jamìl-àt-in /al-ban-àt-i l-jamìl-àt-i
acc. ßuwar-an jamìl-at-an /aß-ßuwar-a l-jamìl-at-a ban-àt-in jamìl-àt-in /al-ban-àt-i l-jamìl-àt-i
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1975:117), e.g. rijàl-un kaµìr-un ‘many men’.
The language of the Qur ±àn follows partly the
pre-Classical, partly the Classical rules of agree-
ment; e.g. for gender agreement bald-at-an
mayyit-an ‘an inanimate place’ (Q. 50/11), but
al-±ar∂-u [fem.] l-mayyit-at-u ‘the inanimate
earth’ (Q. 36/33), and for number agreement
judad-un bì∂-un wa-™umr-un ‘white and red
stripes’ (Q. 35/27), ±ayyàm-an ma ≠dùd-àt-in ‘for
some countable days’ (Q. 2/184), but ±ayyàm-an
ma ≠dùd-at-an ‘for some countable days’ (Q.
2/80). In some phrases and with the adjectives of
color the old usage is preserved in Modern Stan-
dard Arabic, e.g. sa ≠àt-un †iwàl-un ‘long lasting
hours’, “a ≠ar-àt-un bì∂-un ‘white hairs’.

5 . E x t e n d e d  a d j e c t i v e s

Besides the extension of (�) participles and ver-
bal adjectives with direct or indirect objects and
other complements like hà≈à l-≠amal-u ßa≠b-un
≠alay-nà ‘this work is hard for us’, al-qary-at-u
ba≠ìd-at-un min al-≠àßim-at-i ‘the village is far
away from the capital’, there are two kinds of
extension specific to adjectives, the annexion of
a limiting genitive and the adjectival clause.

The adjective may annex a limiting term in the
genitive, which is always marked as definite, but
does not make the adjective phrase definite, so
that it takes the definite article for agreement
with a definite reference noun, e.g. imra ±-at-un
bay∂à ±-u “-“a ≠r-i ‘a woman white of [the] hair’,
i.e. ‘a white-haired woman’, al-mar ±-at-u l-
bay∂à ±-u “-“a ≠r-i ‘the woman white of [the] hair’,
i.e. ‘the white-haired woman’.

The (�) adjective clause has its own subject
which contains a pronoun referring to the refer-
ence noun of the adjective, e.g. imra ±-at-un
±abya∂-u “a ≠r-u-hà ‘a woman white [is] her hair’,
i.e. ‘a white-haired woman’, rajul-un bay∂à±-u
li™y-at-u-hu ‘the man white [is] his beard’. i.e. ‘a
white-bearded man’. The adjectival clause has a
two-fold reference: on the one hand it agrees in
gender with its subject, on the other hand in case
and definiteness/indefiniteness with its reference
noun. It is used like other adjectives as an attrib-
ute, predicate, or circumstantial predicative, e.g.
ra ±aytu l-mar ±-at-a l-±abya∂-a “a ≠r-u-hà ‘I saw the
white-haired woman’, ar-rajul-u bay∂à ±-u li™y-at-
u-hu ‘the man is white-bearded’, ra ±aytu r-rajul-a
bay∂à ±-a li™y-at-u-hu ‘I saw the man [and he was
at the same time] white-bearded’. The adjectival
clause is a transformation of a qualifying relative
clause (“a ≠r-u-hà ±abya∂-u ‘her hair is white’, li™y-
at-u-hu bay∂à±-u ‘his beard is white’), its predicate
is put before the subject (i.e. ±abya∂-u “a ≠r-u-hà,
bay∂à±-u li™y-at-u-hu) and then attached by agree-
ment to the noun it qualifies (cf. Diem 1998).
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Table 2. The adjective as predicate

sg. masc. al-bayt-u jamìl-un ‘The house is beautiful’
±inna l-bayt-a jamìl-un ‘Verily, the house is beautiful’
kàna l-baytu jamìl-an ‘The house was beautiful’

sg. fem. aß-ßùr-at-u jamìl-at-un ‘The picture is beautiful’
±inna ß-ßùr-at-a jamìl-at-un ‘Verily, the picture is beautiful’
kànat-i ß-ßùr-at-u jamìl-at-an ‘The picture was beautiful’

du. masc. al-bayt-àni jamìl-àni ‘The two houses are beautiful’
±inna l-bayt-ayni jamìl-àni ‘Verily, the two houses are beautiful’
kàna l-bayt-àni jamìl-ayni ‘The two houses were beautiful’

du. fem. aß-ßùr-at-àni jamìl-at-àni ‘The two pictures are beautiful’
±inna ß-ßùr-at-ayni jamìl-at-àni ‘Verily, the two pictures are beautiful’
kànat-i ß-ßùr-at-àni jamìl-at-ayni ‘The two pictures were beautiful’

pl. of non-persons al-buyùt-u jamìl-at-un ‘The houses are beautiful’
±inna l-buyùt-a jamìl-at-un ‘Verily, the houses are beautiful’
kànat-i l-buyùt-u jamìl-at-an ‘The houses were beautiful’

pl. of persons al-ban-àt-u jamìl-àt-un ‘The girls are beautiful’
±inna l-ban-àt-i jamìl-àt-un ‘Verily, the girls are beautiful’
kànat-i l-ban-àt-u jamìl-àt-in ‘The girls were beautiful’
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Wolfdietrich Fischer (Erlangen, Germany)

Adjunction  → X-bar-Syntax

Adverbial Clause → Maf ≠ùl fìhi; X-bar
Syntax

Adverbs

Classical Arabic has few words that function
solely as adverbs. More often, a word with a basic
nominal or adjectival function may be used as an
adverbial in certain syntactic contexts. Preposi-
tional phrases typically function as adverbials. 

The accusative is the fundamental marker of
adverbiality in Classical Arabic. (The few excep-
tions to this rule will be dealt with below in sec-
tions 1.1 and 1.2.) This general pattern is most
obviously apparent in forms such as dà ±im-an
‘always’ derived from the adjective dà ±im ‘last-
ing’ or dawàm-an ‘permanently’ derived from
the noun dawàm ‘permanence’; however, it also
manifests itself in genitive phrases such as ™ìna
wußùlihi ‘at the time of his arrival’, where the
Western grammatical tradition would incline the
reader to regard ™ìn-a as a preposition. Even in
cases where Arabic has true → prepositions (i.e.
words for which there is no corresponding noun
or adjective, such as fì ‘in’), the prepositional
phrase can be regarded as having an internal gen-
itive structure, hence the genitive ending on the
noun modifier, the whole phrase functioning 
as an adverbial. In certain syntactic contexts, 
the distinction between adverbial and object is
blurred: for example, someone with a Western
grammatical background would be inclined to
analyze rama∂àn-a in ßàma rama∂àn-a ‘he fasted
Rama∂àn’ as an adverbial; however, the fact that
this sentence is passivizable as ßìma rama∂àn-u
‘Rama∂àn was fasted’, suggests that rama∂àn-a

in ßìma rama∂àn-a is to be indeterminately ana-
lyzed as both object and adverbial. This entry
does not investigate the syntactic structure of
prepositional phrases or details of the rela-
tionship between object and adverbial. Rather,
the focus is on semantic categories of adverbs 
in Classical Arabic under the headings of tempo-
ral, local, direction, degree, manner, and inter-
rogative adverbials. Within each section adverb
types are considered in the following categories,
where applicable: words which function solely as
adverbs; words which function mainly, but not
solely, as adverbs; words which function both as
adverbs and as nominals; and words which func-
tion to varying degrees as adverbs and adjectives.
In the discussion of adverbs in modern Arabic
dialects, the principal deviations from Classical
Arabic adverbs, loan adverbs, and innovative
forms are examined.

1 .  A d v e r b s  i n  C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

1.1 Temporal adverbs

In Classical Arabic, the temporal adverbs
include nouns which have an almost entirely
adverbial function, such as ±amsi ‘yesterday’ (cf.
±amsu ‘the day before’), ÿad-an ‘tomorrow’, al-
±àna ‘now’, and nouns, noun phrases, and geni-
tive phrases in the accusative which function
mainly in an adverbial sense, such as: taww-an
‘immediately’; marrat-an ‘once’; marrat-an
±uxrà ‘once more’; mubà“arat-an ‘straight away,
immediately’; ±a™yàn-an ‘sometimes’; ±abad-an +
negation ‘never’; ba ≠∂-a l-±a™yàni ‘sometimes’;
and ≠àdatan ‘usually, habitually’. 

Terms used wholly adverbially in Classical
Arabic include temporal circumstants when they
take the archaic ending -u: qabl-u ‘previously,
formerly’ and ba ≠d-u ‘then, afterwards, later,
still, yet’; these may also follow the preposition
min ‘from’ without changing either the meaning
or the ending -u. These circumstants may also
take as suffix the temporal particle ±i≈(in), main-
taining their adverbial function though taking
the accusative case ending, viz. qabla±i≈in,
ba ≠da±i≈in. This particle may be suffixed to other
temporal terms, as in yawma ±i≈in ‘on that day’,
≠àma ±i≈in ‘in that year’, waqta ±i≈in ‘then, at that
time, by then’ and waqta≈àka ‘then, at that time,
then’, used independently, as in ±i≈ and ±i≈à ‘at
that moment, then’ and ±i≈an ‘hence, then’, or
prefixed to ≈àka, as in ±i≈-≈àka ‘at that time’ (cf.
Fischer 1997:201). 
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Terms which are almost as likely to function
adverbially as nominally (in the latter case with
case endings as appropriate to syntactic status)
include ™àl-an ‘straight away’, waqt-an ‘at once,
one day’, yawm-an ‘one day’, al-yawm-a
‘today’, and demonstrative-noun phrases such
as hà≈à l-±usbù≠-a ‘this week’, hà≈à “-“ahr-a ‘this
month’, hà≈ihi s-sanat-a ‘this year’. 

A number of words whose stem is on the typi-
cal adjectival pattern fa ≠ìl or fà ≠il function as tem-
poral adverbs in adverbial contexts, taking the
accusative ending -an. These include: dà±im-an
‘always’, †awìl-an ‘a long time’, nàdir-an ‘rarely’,
kaµìr-an ‘a lot, often’, qadìm-an ‘in the past’, qalìl-
an ‘rarely’. Of these, kaµìr-an, qalìl-an, and nàdir-
an may also take following mà while maintaining
the sense of a temporal adverb.

1.2 Local adverbs

The locative demonstratives are pure adverbs.
Distance is denoted by the suffixal element -ka, 
as in the pronominal demonstratives. The local
adverbs include hunà ‘here’ and hunàka/hunàlika,
both of which can also occur with prefixed hà-, as
hàhunà and hàhunàka. The demonstrative phrases
µamma, µammata and min µamma ‘there’ also have
a purely adverbial function. Words on nominal
patterns which frequently function as local
adverbs include barr-an ‘out, outside’. Words on
adjectival patterns which typically, but not exclu-
sively, function as local adverbs include ba ≠ìd-an
‘far away’ and qarìb-an ‘near’. Local circumstants
which take the archaic ending -u (cf. 1.1) are 
also used adverbially, as in: ta™t-u ‘underneath’,
fawq-u ‘up, upstairs, on top, above’, xalf-u and
min xalf-u ‘behind’, ≠al-u and min ≠al-u ‘above’.

1.3 Direction

The majority of nominal forms used as adverbs
of direction may also function predicatively.
These include yasàr-an ‘left’, yamìn-an ‘right’,
ÿarb-an ‘west’, “arq-an ‘north’, janùb-an
‘south’, “imàl-an/“amàl-an ‘north, left’. Direc-
tion adverbs also include a number of words
built on adjectival patterns which are typically,
but not exclusively, used adverbially. These
include jànib-an ‘to the side’, dàxil-an ‘inside’,
and xàrij-an ‘outside’.

1.4 Degree

The principal degree adverbs in Classical Arabic
are jidd-an ‘very’, and words on adjectival pat-

terns kaµìr-an ‘a lot, much’ and qalìl-an ‘a little,
somewhat’, all of which are mainly, but not
exclusively, used in an adverbial sense. 

1.5 Manner and modal

The manner demonstratives all involve the orig-
inal preposition *ka- ‘like, as’. As for the local
demonstratives (cf. above), distance is denoted
by suffixal -ka. Examples include: ka-≈à ‘so,
thus, that way’, ka-≈àli-ka ‘so, like this, thus,
equally, likewise’. Ka-≈à can be preceded by 
the demonstrative element hà-, as in: hàka≈à

‘so, thus’.
The word ±ay∂-an ‘also’, from the root ±-y-∂ ‘to

return’, only functions adverbially. Words on
typical nominal patterns which frequently func-
tion as manner or modal adverbs include
sawiyyat-an ‘together, jointly’, mahl-an ‘slowly,
leisurely’, karh-an/kurh-an ‘unwillingly, under
duress’, fawr-an ‘immediately, directly’, maµal-
an ‘for example’, †ab ≠-an ‘of course’. Adjectives
which may function as manner adverbs include
sarì ≠-an ‘quickly’, ba†ì ±-an ‘slowly’, sawiyy-an
‘in common, jointly’, qalìl-an qalìl-an ‘by and
by, slowly, gradually’, and jayyid-an ‘well, excel-
lently, thoroughly’.

1.6 Interrogative adverbials

The interrogative adverbials include ±ayna ‘where?’,
±annà ‘where . . . from?’, li-mà≈à ‘why?’, matà
‘when?’, ±ayyàna (from *±ayya-±àna) ‘what time?’,
kam ‘how many; how much?’, and kayfa (derived,
according to Fischer 1997:202, from *ka-±ayyin 
fa-) ‘how?’

2 .  A d v e r b s  i n  t h e  A r a b i c
d i a l e c t s

In contrast to Classical Arabic, the modern
Arabic dialects have a large range and number of
pure adverbs. On the whole, these have devel-
oped from Arabic nouns, noun phrases, adjec-
tives, or prepositional phrases which function
adverbially in Classical Arabic in certain con-
texts. In some cases, adverbs have been derived
from a noun plus a suffix; in others, emphatic
suffixes have led to further sets of demonstrative
adverbs. Adverbs in modern Arabic dialects will
be examined in terms of demonstrative adver-
bials, the treatment of the Arabic indefinite accu-
sative ending -an, the innovative development of
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adverbs though grammaticalization of content
or function words, adverbs formed by suffixa-
tion of a (probably substrate) suffix, loan
adverbs, and interrogative adverbials.

2.1 Demonstrative adverbials

In the dialects final short vowels are either lost or
lengthened, and in most dialects final long vow-
els are reduced to short vowels – thus, Classical
Arabic hunà ‘here’ is realized in Cairene as hina,
and hunàka ‘there’ as hinàk. In a number of dif-
ferent dialect areas, the local demonstratives are
derived ultimately from hàhunà and hàhunàka
with loss of the intervocalic /h/ and accompany-
ing sound changes, as in Ían≠ànì hànà ‘here’ and
hànàk ‘there’, Tunisian hùnì ‘here’, Lebanese
hawn and hawne (Fischer 1969:119–20),
Mardin hawne ‘here’ and hawnak/e ‘there’
(Jastrow 1978). In Tunis and Rabat, alongside
hnàk ‘there’ are forms which can be traced back
to Classical µamma, viz: µemma or femma in
Tunis, and temma or temmàk in Rabat. Various
dialects have developed a third distance level 
in the local demonstratives with the sense of
‘over there’. These are derived respectively from
ÿàdì and li-hunà: Tunisia and Cherchell ÿàdi;
Palmyra ÿàd; Algeria and Morocco lihen, lhì

(Fischer and Jastrow 1980; Grand’Henry 1972
for Cherchell).

In all dialect regions, the manner demonstra-
tives go back to ka≈à and hàka≈à (Fischer and
Jastrow 1980:83), with the dialects of the
Peninsula most closely resembling the mother
forms: Ían≠ànì hàka≈à, ka≈à, ka≈ayya ‘like this’;
Adeni hàkida (Fischer 1969:135); in a number 
of dialects outside the Peninsula, including
Palestinian rural dialects and some Mesopo-
tamian dialects, the long vowel is raised through
→ ±imàla, as in: Mardin hèki≈ (Fischer 1969:
135); Jewish Baghdadi hèkid; Muslim Baghdadi,
Kwayri“ hì∑i, hì∑ (Fischer and Jastrow
1980:151); Palestine hèki≈ (Fischer 1969:135).
In North Africa, the middle vowel usually disap-
pears, as in Sfax häk≈a and Algiers hàkda
(Fischer 1969:135). Dialects of the Nile Valley
and eastern Sudan only construct manner
demonstratives without the hà- prefix (Fischer
1969:132).

A number of dialects have two sets of adverbial
demonstratives, with the second set taking em-
phatic endings (Fischer 1969:98–9): e.g. Ían≠ànì

-ayyih, hinayyih ‘here’, hinayyik ‘there’, ka≈ayyih
‘like that, this’; Manàxa, Yemen -eyya (Werbeck

2001), hineyya ‘here’, hineyyik ‘there’, ka≈eyya
‘in the same way, likewise’; Muslim Baghdadi
hnàya ‘here’; and Tangiers hnàya (Werbeck
2001). 

There are a number of adverbs in modern
Arabic dialects that take the accusative -an end-
ing of Classical/Modern Ítandard Arabic. These
are particularly frequent in higher registers of
speech, often where more obviously colloquial
alternatives exist: mubà“aratan ‘immediately’
(as against Ían≠ànì bisà ≠athà), dà ±iman/dàyman
‘always’ (as against Khartoum dìma), ±a™yànan
‘sometimes’ (as against Ían≠ànì zàrat™ìn),
≠àdatan ‘usually’, maµalan ‘for example’, jiddan
‘very’ (as against Khartoum jadd), ±asàsan
‘basically’. 

2.2 Adverbs derived through 
grammaticalization

While Classical Arabic has only a few pure
adverbs and these occurring in a small number
of semantic classes (temporal, local, and man-
ner),  → grammaticalization and concomitant →
semantic bleaching of content words in the neo-
Arabic dialects has led to the development of a
large range of adverbs. Words expressing the
adverbial concept ‘now’ in the different dialects
have developed from the temporal nouns *sà ≠at-
un ‘hour’, *waqt-un ‘time’, *™ìn-un ‘time’, from
a grammaticalization of *±i≈à bi- (Fischer 1969),
as well as from the adverb, *taww-an. Illustra-
tive examples are given in Table 1 (adapted from
Durand 1995:96; Algiers data checked with Aziza
Boucherit, p.c.).

Other temporal adverbs are derived from
grammaticalization of prepositional phrases.
These include Ían≠ànì ba™ìn ‘early’, from the
prepositional phrase *bi-™ìn-in, which has 
since developed a comparative adverb, ab™an
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Table 1. ‘Now’ in Arabic dialects

Dialect Dialect form Classical etymology

Baghdad hassa *hà≈ihi s-sà ≠a
Khartoum hassi/hassa≠ *hà≈ihi s-sà ≠a
Damascus halla± *hà≈à l-waqt
Jerusalem hal ±èt *hà-l-wuqayt
Ían≠à± ≈al™ìn *hà≈à l-™ìn
Cairo dilwa±ti *hà≈à l-waqt
Algiers drùk/derwaq *hà≈à l-waqt
Rabat dàba *±i∂à bi-
Tunis tawwa *taww-an
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‘earlier’, and a verb, ba™™an ‘to be early’; fìsà ≠

‘quickly’; bi-sà ≠at + pronoun ‘immediately’,
probably related to Classical Arabic min sà ≠atihi
‘the same hour, immediately’; and Sudanese
lissa/lissa ≠, Egyptian lissa ‘not yet, just now’,
derived from *li-s-sà ≠at-i. Procházka (2000) also
suggests that Egyptian bar∂u ‘also’ results from
the grammaticalization of the prepositional
phrase, *bi-±ar∂ihi, rather than, as commonly
thought, from the Turkish word bir de. Various
grammaticalized combinations involving *ka-
or *kayf and *ÿayr, the presentative ràh or bàqe
in North Africa, convey simultaneity or immedi-
ate precedence: the sense of ‘at the moment that,
as soon as’ is expressed in Fes as ki, Djidjelli as
kìma, Rabat as ÿer kìf (Taine-Cheikh 2004:
323); that of ‘just’ as kìv änn (+ pronoun suffix)
in £assàniyya, ki in northern Tunisia, bàqe kì in
Morocco, and ÿìr kì or ràh kì in Tlemcen (Taine
Cheikh 2004:324).

Adverbs in other semantic fields result from
grammaticalization of nouns or adjectives. Thus,
the diminutive noun “uwayya ‘small thing’ in
most non-peripheral dialects has now developed
the adverbial sense ‘a little’; in Cairene, a™san has
the adverbial sense of ‘rather; better’ in some con-
texts, as in ikkallimu f-™àga tanya a™san ‘rather/
better talk about something else’ (Woidich 1995);
Cairene ±awi, Yemeni gawì/qawì (*qawìy
‘strong’) has the sense of ‘very’ following an
adjective, ‘much, a lot’ following a verb; in the
Omani dialect of Khàbùra, yòm (*yawm ‘day’)
means ‘when’ and il-≠àm (*al-≠àm ‘the year’) ‘last
year’ in adverbial contexts (Brockett 1985:225,
164); Khartoum gawàm, Damascene ±awàm
(*qawàm ‘support’) has the adverbial sense of
‘immediately’.

2.3 Adverbs with suffixal elements

A number of dialects have adverbs which involve
suffixal -n elements, most notably the now
almost pan-Arabic ba ≠dèn ‘then, afterwards’ and
kamàn ‘also’. Procházka (2000) analyses -èn in
ba ≠dèn as a demonstrative element, possibly
influenced by the Aramaic substrate in Syrian
and Lebanese dialects where it originated, with
the word then spreading to other dialect areas
which enjoyed contact with Syrian/Lebanese
speakers. Further support for this theory is seen
in mitèn ‘when’ and waktèn ‘when’ in Sudanese
dialects, which can also be analyzed as [time
word] + -èn (J. Dickins, p.c.). In some dialects in

Upper Egypt and Sudan, ba ≠dèn can be further
extended through the demonstrative suffixes 
-ak/-ik, as in Egyptian ba ≠dènak and ”ukriyya
ba ≠dènlik (Procházka 2000). In various dialects,
adverbs take suffixes with a resulting emphasis in
meaning, as in ”ukriyya hassa ≠/hassi ≠ ‘now’ vs.
hassa ≠tiyya/ hassa ≠tìn ‘right now’ (Reichmuth
1983), and essa ≠ ‘now’ vs. essa ≠ni ‘now, right
now’ and hássa ≠ni ‘just now’ in Mardin
(Procházka 2000:100).

A few adverbs are formed through suffixation
of a demonstrative in some dialects in which the
demonstrative pronoun follows the noun, as in
Cairene innaharda ‘today’, or Khartoum al-
lèladi ‘today’. In Khartoum, a demonstrative da
or di following hina ‘here’ and hassi and hassa ≠

‘now’ emphasizes immediacy, as in hina da ‘right
here’, hassi di and hassa≠ da ‘right now’.

2.4 Loan adverbs

A few dialects have adverbs borrowed from
superstrate languages or derived from substrate
languages. These include pan-Arabic bass ‘only’
(Persian bas), Cairene duÿri ‘immediately;
straight on’ (Turkish do©ru), Khartoum “àrb
‘sharp’ (English sharp), as in taji as-sà ≠a t-talàta
“àrb ‘come at three o’clock sharp!’ (J. Dickins,
p.c.), a∑∑ax/a“∑ax ‘when’ (*ay“ + Kurdish çax
‘time’) in some Mardin dialects (Jastrow 1978),
Jewish Baghdadi gárag ‘probably’ (Turkish
gerek) (Mansour 1991), and Khàbùra hest ‘very’
(Persian hest) and fùl ‘at full throttle’ (English
full) (Brockett 1985).

2.5 Interrogative adverbials

The interrogative adverbials are derived in vary-
ing degrees through grammaticalization of other
parts of speech and merging of Classical Arabic
interrogatives with prepositions. In the peninsu-
lar dialects, some of the interrogatives are little
changed from the Classical Arabic originals.
Terms for ‘when?’ are mainly reflexes of either
*±ayya ™ìn ‘which time?’, *±ayya matà ‘which
when?’, *±ayya waqt ‘which time?’, or *matà
(when?). ‘Why?’ is generally derived from *li-
mà≈à ‘why?’ or *li-±ayyi “ay±in ‘for which
thing?’, in some dialects from *≠alà + mà/ ±ayyi
“ay ±in. ‘How?’ is derived from *kayfa ‘how?’,
*kayfa + ±ayy “ay±in ‘which thing?’, *±ayya
lawnin ‘which type?’, *±ayya + “ay±in + lawn
‘which color?’, or *±ayya ziyyin ‘which guise?’
‘Where?’ is almost invariably derived directly

24 adverbs

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



from *±ayna ‘where?’ with prefixation of *fa-
‘then’ or *wa- ‘and’ in some dialects; some
Sudanese dialects, however, have “iggè“

(Hillelson 1930). ‘How many, much?’ is derived
either from *kam ‘how many/much?’ or from a
prepositional phrase, *bi-±ayyi “ay±in ‘of which
thing?’, or a genitive phrase, *qadda ±ayyi “ay±in
‘the size/quantity of which thing?’. Some
dialects, including Damascene and Muslim
Baghdadi, distinguish lexically the notions ‘how
much?’ and ‘how many?’.

Sound changes in the different dialects, includ-
ing vowel deletion or reduction, palatalization,
and monophthongization, often heavily disguise
the etymological origin of the interrogative.
Illustrative examples of reflexes of the interrog-
ative adverbials *matà ‘when?’, *±ayna ‘where?’, 
*li-mà≈à ‘why?’, *kayfa ‘how?’ and *kam ‘how
many, much?’ from seven dialects are given in
Table 2. Where the dialect in question makes a
lexical distinction between the notions ‘how
much?’ and ‘how many?’, the term for ‘how
much?’ is given in the far right-hand column 
and the form/s in the *kam column is/are 
the ‘how many?’ form/s. Illustrative data for
Ían≠ànì is taken from Watson (1993), for
Cairene from Woidich (2002), for Damascus
from Cowell (1964), for Muslim Baghdadi 
from McCarthy and Raffouli (1964), for Mardin
from Jastrow (1978), for Cherchell from
Grand’Henry (1972), and for Khartoum from 
J. Dickins (p.c.).
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Table 2. Interrogative pronouns in Arabic dialects

*matà *±ayna *li-mà≈à *kayf *kam how much?

Ían≠ànì ±ayya™ìn ±ayn lilmà kayf kam
Cairene ±imta fèn lèh ±izzày kàm ±addi ±è
Damascus ±èmta wèn/fèn lè“ kìf/“lòn kamm ±addè“

Muslim Baghdad yemte/(i)“wakit wayn lay“/luway“ “lòn bay“/“ged ∑em/“kem/“ged
Mardin aymat(e) ayn lay“ ±a“wan
Cherchell, Algeria ≈ìwqà“ fàyen ≠alà“/là“ kifà“/kì“ “™àl
Khartoum mitèn wèn lè “nu/lèh kèf kam
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Affixation → Derivation; Inflection

Affrication

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n  

Affrication is a process creating what are com-
monly called affricated stops or affricates. These
sounds consist phonetically of a cluster formed
by a plosive + homorganic fricative, but behave
phonologically as one segment (Jakobson a.o.
1952; Sagey 1986; Rubach 1994; Clements
1999). They frequently arise as allophonic vari-
ants of non-affricated stops before high vowels
and glides (e.g. [t] > [ts, t«] / __ [i]/[j], [t] > [ts] / __
[u]/[w] in Korean, Japanese, Danish, Romance
[Clements 1999]; and /k/ > [t«] in Slavic, Arabic),
but constitute contrastive phonemes in other
languages (e.g. Athabaskan) where they are not
bound to specific contexts.

2 .  A c o u s t i c  c o r r e l a t e s  o f  
a f f r i c a t i o n

The acoustic events constituting affricates are
similar to events that are usually present even in
non-affricated stops. Every stop consonant has,
among others, a complete constriction generally
in the oral cavity, called ‘closure’, which induces
silence at the acoustic level. This component is
usually followed by a second phase, called
‘release’, created when the articulators come
apart, and can contain up to three acoustic
events (Fant 1960; Cho and Ladefoged 1999):

i. Transient: on spectrograms, this appears as
vertical striations of very short duration. This
noise occurs systematically at the release of
voiceless plosives, and non-systematically at
the release of voiced ones.

ii. Frication: this is turbulence noise generated at
the narrow passage created during the
release, which excites the front cavity and
produces a sound similar to the homorganic
fricative. This noise has peaks of energy in
restricted frequency ranges that vary with the
place of articulation of the stop consonant
and the following vowel. Its duration is
inversely proportional to intra-oral air pres-
sure, the articulatory velocity of the release
and the aperture of the following vowel. This

frication, too, appears systematically during
voiceless released plosives and non-system-
atically during voiced ones.

iii. Aspiration: this occurs at the point of the
release where the supralaryngeal constriction
becomes larger than the glottalic one; it is a
turbulence noise, less intense than frication,
generated in the glottis. This turbulence has
the acoustic properties of /h/, and is con-
centrated at the level of the following vowel
formants (mainly F2, F3, and F4). Such 
aspirated plosives are generally voiceless, and
produced with a very large glottal opening
(Dixit 1989). The aspiration duration seems,
then, to be inversely proportional to the
velocity of the glottal closing gesture.

It is often difficult to find sharp acoustic bound-
aries between these three events (Hanson and
Stevens 2003). ‘Transient’ and ‘frication’ are
often grouped together to form a single event
called the ‘burst’ (Klatt 1975). 

Affricates differ from non-affricated stops in
that their release is dominated by the frication
phase, which constitutes the main acoustic cor-
relate of affrication. Shifts such as t > ts, t« before
high vocoids are generally attributed to phonetic
parameters because in this context, the narrow
constriction created during the release lasts
longer (prolonging the duration of the frication
phase) than before low vowels.

3 .  A f f r i c a t i o n  i n  A r a b i c  

Based on Arab grammarians’ phonetic descrip-
tions (mainly Sìbawayhi), the majority of mod-
ern linguists claim that Classical Arabic jìm
was pronounced as a palato-alveolar affricate
[dÀ] (Mitchell 1993; Moscati 1980) or palatal
affricate (al-Nassir 1993). [dÀ] is also attested in
several modern Arabic dialects, generally as a
reflex of Classical [dÀ] (for example in Jordan,
Iraq, Algeria, Kuwait) or an allophone of /g/, the
reflex of Classical Arabic /q/, when /g/ is followed
by a front vowel (as in Baghdad, Kuwait). The
Arab grammarians mentioned the presence, in
some dialects of their time, of [t «] as an allo-
phonic pronunciation of /k/ followed by a front
vowel (→ ka“ka“a). This alternation is also
attested nowadays (for example in Jordan,
Kuwait, and Iraq). 

It is widely accepted that in Classical Arabic
the noise release is much longer following /t k/
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than following /† q/. This asymmetry might
explain why Sìbawayhi groups /t k/ together
with the voiceless (→ mahmùsa) consonants,
and /† q/ (most probably voiceless) with the
voiced (majhùra) ones (Blanc 1967; for review
see Ghazeli 1977). This situation also exists in
several modern Arabic regions (Blanc 1967;
Mitchell 1993; Odisho 1987), such as
Moroccan Arabic (Heath 1987; Zeroual 2000).
/t k/ are generally regarded as aspirated or
slightly aspirated, and /† q/ as non-aspirated and
even glottalized (Marçais 1948; Odisho 1987).
Heath (1987) considers that, in the central area
of Morocco, “/q/ is consistently glottalized”, /k/
“usually aspirated”, and /t/ has a “slightly
affricated release”. In eastern Morocco, /t k † q/
are voiceless non-aspirated stops, /† q/ non-glot-
talized, and /t/ always produced with affrication
as in [ts] (Zeroual 2000).

4 .  P h o n o l o g i c a l  a n a l y s e s  o f
a f f r i c a t i o n

Following Sagey (1986), many phonologists
have claimed that an affricate is a ‘contour seg-
ment’, having the two phonologically ordered
values [-continuant, +continuant]. In this model,
alternations between [t] and [ts, t«] are generally
analyzed as the spreading of the feature [+con-
tinuant] from the following vowel. However,
this model predicts that affricate and fricative
may form a natural class with [+continuant]
sounds, which seems not to be attested (Rubach
1994; Clements 1999). 

For other phonologists (Jakobson a.o. 1952;
Rubach 1994; Shaw 1991; Clements 1999),
affricates are simple stops and therefore only
possess the value [-continuant], as well as [+stri-
dent] to explain the presence of its affrication. In
this model, it is at the level of phonetic imple-
mentation that the combination [-continuant,
+strident], which cannot be produced simulta-
neously, is temporally ordered. Alternations
between simple plosives and affricates are ana-
lyzed as the insertion of the feature [+strident]
(Clements 1999; Kim 2001). 

Notice that Classical Arabic jìm is counted by
the Arab grammarians as one of the ‘sun letters’
since it is not involved in the assimilation of the
definite article prefix /l/ with a following coronal
(called ‘moon letter’) radical consonant.
According to many phonologists (Clements
1976; Lahiri and Evers 1991), palato-alveolar

and even palatal consonants are [+coronal].
These two observations support Cantineau’s
(1960) analysis according to which Classical
Arabic jìm was not /dÀ/ but /gj/: a ‘palatalized
dorsal-palatal plosive’. This analysis is, how-
ever, isolated, and it seems that Classical Arabic
jìm was phonetically coronal, but phonologi-
cally continued to behave as its proto-Semitic
cognate /g/.
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Afghanistan Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Area

The Arabic dialect of Afghanistan is an offshoot
of the better described dialects of Central Asia,
which became known initially through the work
of Ceret’eli (1956). The tradition of the speakers
is that they arrived in the area in the time of
Tamerlane, Amìr Taymùr Kùraghàn as they
called him, i.e. in the 14th century C.E. There
may be some truth in this as Tamerlane is known
to have deported Arab populations from Syria 
to Central Asia. They also claim to be of the
Quray“ coming from Yaman. This is less easy to
substantiate. However, linguistic evidence sug-
gests that they are an outlying section of the
Bukhara Arabs who were, up till the 19th cen-
tury, involved in nomadic sheep husbandry on
behalf of the Bukhara Sultanate. They lived at
that time in yurts and were, according to a con-
temporary report (Barfield 1981:8) quite pros-
perous, being the main suppliers of sheep for the
area. These would seem to be a recent splinter
group from them, having come over in the 1870s
(Barfield 1981:15).

At the time of the collection of this data in
1969, the Arabs lived in four villages According
to an informant, there were two villages in 
the region of Mazàr Sharìf (Xo“™àlàbàd, 102
families, and Yakhdàn, 16 families) and two in
Shibarghàn (Sulflàn Ariq, near Akhche, and
£asanàbàd, no details given). This entry is based
on material obtained from the village of
Xo“™àlàbàd.

1.2 Linguistic type

The dialect is also undoubtedly related to some
dialects of Khurasan in Persia. Material recently
published by Seeger (2002) shows a type of
Arabic resembling the Central Asian type in
some ways, but differing in others and showing
certain East Arabian features typical of southern
Iraq ≠arab dialects, such as velar fronting of /k/
and /g/ as in ∑ibìr ‘big’ and jidìm ‘old’ (Seeger
2002: 633); resyllabication of syllables with the
guttural group as in ya™alib ‘he milks’ and yi ≠arif
‘he knows’ (Seeger 2002:634); syllabication of
certain verbal forms such as ∑itibat ‘she wrote’
(Seeger 2002:635); and the form of the plural
suffixes -ow [masc. pl.], -an [3rd fem. pl.] and, 
-tan [2nd fem. pl.]. This is strange, since from a
purely geographical point of view, northeast
Persia, northern Afghanistan, and Uzbekistan
are all part of that area of Central Asia that lies
along the valley of the Amu Darya. It may there-
fore be that the Arabic dialects of eastern Persia
separated from the main block more recently
than those of Afghanistan and Central Asia.

The dialect shows the influence of the neigh-
boring languages of Dari (Afghan Persian),
Uzbek (Turkic), and Pashto and has many syn-
tactic, morphological, and phonological fea-
tures not found in other Arabic dialects. It
would seem on this basis to have been in the area
for a considerable length of time confirming the
tradition of the speakers themselves.

This area is one of considerable plurilingualism
with a very uncentralized and scattered popu-
lation and would also seem to be one which has
historically experienced continuous linguistic
change and instability right up till the present era.
It is on the border of the Indo-European and
Altaic language areas, with three politically
important languages spoken in the immediate
area, namely Persian (locally called Dari), Turkic
(the local form being Uzbek), and Pashto, the lan-
guage of the Afghans proper. Other groups
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include Dardic, Nuristani (Kafiri), and Pamir
speech from Kabul northeastward to the Chinese
frontier and southeast, and a dialect of
Mongolian is spoken south of Herat. In addition,
language, racial origin, and political grouping 
do not always correspond in this area. The
Mongolian-descended Hazaras speak Persian,
much of the ‘Arab’ population speaks Tajik or
Uzbek, and many Pathans are of Dardic ethnic
origin.

Many people in the area are at least partly
bilingual, the main lingua franca being Persian.
Tsereteli (1970:169) also mentions this bilingual
or trilingual situation as normal for the area
where the Central Asian Arabs live.

The factors contributing to the survival of the
dialect so far from the Arab homeland seem to
be first, the very decentralized nature of society
in the area mentioned above, which contributes
to the prevailing plurilingualism and second, a
conscious effort made by the speakers to pre-
serve it by the expedient of not allowing the girls
of the community to marry out, hence preserv-
ing a reservoir of Arabic-speaking mothers.
They also have strategies for keeping their ‘for-
eignness’ in terms of language a secret and avoid
speaking Arabic in public if anyone is close by.
In their own words nàs ™ayaròn tàlìn ki had i“
raqam ilsòn ikùn ‘people would be surprised at
what type of language this was’.

1.3 State of research

Sources on the dialect are, in Persian Sìrat
(1961), in French Kieffer (1980), and in English
Sìrat and Knudsen (1973) and Ingham (1994;
2003). Sources from the neighboring dialects of
Central Asia and Khurasan can also be used
profitably.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

The main characteristics of the dialect are
described below.

2.1 Phonology

Both the vowel and the consonant system show
new developments. The quality of vowels is 
very much influenced by neighboring lan-
guages and the consonant system has shown
reduction in the disappearance of the emphatic
(pharyngealized) and the interdental set of 

consonants. These have merged with their non-
pharyngealized alveolar correlates in the follow-
ing manner:

*µ > s *≈ > d
*† > t *ß > s *∂ > z *Ú > z

Axvlediani (1985:99) regards /†/ as still being
present in the Bukhara dialect. Occasional
occurrences of a ts variant may be noted, as in
tsèr ‘bird’, but in the main /†/ seems to have been
replaced by /t/ everywhere in the Afghan variety.

2.1.1 Inventory
i. Consonants

b voiced bilabial plosive
v/w alternating bilabial voiced continuant

and voiced labiodental fricative
f voiceless labiodental fricative 
d voiced dental plosive
t voiceless dental plosive
z voiced alveolar fricative
s voiceless alveolar fricative
j voiced palato-alveolar affricate
∑ voiceless palato-alveolar affricate
y voiced palatal continuant
“ voiceless palato-alveolar fricative
g voiced velar plosive
k voiceless velar plosive
ÿ voiced uvular fricative, sometimes 

pronounced plosive when initial
q voiced uvular plosive
x voiceless uvular fricative
≠ voiced pharyngeal continuant
™ voiceless pharyngeal fricative
h voiceless glottal fricative

ii. Vowels

ì ù

i u
è (or ay) ò (or aw) 

a
à

Of these /ù/ is mid and sometimes fronted like
Turkish /u/. In many cases /ò/ also occurs in
places where in Arabic /à/ would be expected,
due to its having arrived via Afghan Persian
which has a rounded variant of this, as in kòn
(< kàn) ‘he was’, lòkin ‘but’, salòt ‘prayer’,
xòtir ‘emotion’, and in other places because
of the environment of a back consonant
either extant, such as qòl ‘he said’ or reduced,

afghanistan arabic 29

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



such as sòr (< ßàr) ‘he became’, òrd (< ±ar∂)
‘earth’. Sometimes also /ù/ occurs where /ò/ is
expected as in yùm ‘day’. Final / ≠/ is often
replaced by /™/ as in “ibi™ ‘to be satisfied’,
waqa™ ‘to fall’.

2.1.2 Stress
Some unusual stress patterns occur in associa-
tion with verbal suffixes. See in particular final
weak verbs below.

2.2 Morphology

The dialect shows interesting developments in
morphology. Certain developments show the
influence of neighboring languages and others
may purely represent the result of internal struc-
tural drift.

2.2.1 Pronouns and similar elements

i. Personal pronouns
The usual Arabic 3rd person pronouns do
not occur and are replaced by forms of the
demonstrative duk ‘that’.

ana ‘I’ ni™na ‘we’
hint ‘you [masc.sg.]’ hintu ‘you [masc.pl.]’
hinti ‘you [fem.sg.]’ hintin ‘you [fem.pl.]’
duk ‘he’ duklaw ‘they [masc.]’
duki ‘she’ duklan ‘they [fem.]’

ii. Object pronoun suffixes
The forms of the suffixes are as follows: -ni
‘me’, -(a)k ‘you’, -ki ‘you [fem. sg.]’, -u ‘him’,
-(h)a ‘her’, -na ‘us’, -kum ‘you [masc.pl.]’,
-kin ‘you [fem.pl.]’, -(h)um ‘they’, -(h)in ‘they
[fem.]’

The 3rd person object suffixes -ha, -hum, 
-hin in many cases lose the initial h-, with
attendant morphophonemic alternations in
the verb. This is particularly important with
the final weak verb type, of which many
forms end in a vowel. Stress therefore
becomes important in distinguishing the
object function from the subject function of
the 3rd pers. fem. pl. suffix -in as in xassálin
(< xassal-hin) ‘he washed them [fem.]’, xas-
salín ‘they [fem.] washed’ (< xassal-in), ana
xassáltin ‘I washed them [fem.]’ (< xassalt-
hin), hintin xassaltín ‘you [fem. pl.] washed’
(< xassaltin), ra““ùn ‘they [fem.] threw them
[fem.]’ (< ra““ù-hin), libsínin (< libsin-hin)
‘they [fem.] wore them [fem.]’, libsítin (< lib-
sit-hin) ‘she wore them [fem.]’, nintìn (< nintì-
hin) ‘we give them [fem.]’. This stress reflects

an older -inn form, which is still occasionally
seen in the dialects of northern Arabia.

iii. Demonstrative pronouns
A demonstrative had [masc.], hadi, hay
[fem.] ‘this’ also occurs in combinations as
follows: hamad ‘this very one, just this one’
(< ham hà≈a), hanqas ‘this many’ (< hà≈à l-
qadr), hankìt, ankìt ‘here’, halli∑ ‘this way’
(< hà≈à l-wajh), hallaw ‘thus, like this’ (<
hallòn), mimmày ‘from this very one’ (< min
ham hà≈i), ≠alhadyam ‘in this direction’ (<
≠alà hà≈à l-janb), ≠alhamadyam ‘in just this
direction’ (< ≠alà ham hà≈à l-janb), hamallù∑

‘in this very direction’ (< ham hà≈à l-wajh).
In one word, alhawa ‘weather’, the Classical
Arabic definite article has been fossilized.
Others demonstratives include (h)ankìt, fi kìt
‘there’, min kì(t) ‘from there’, fi hàn ‘here’.

iv. Interrogative pronouns
The following WH- elements occur:

i““ay, i“- ‘what?’ (< ±ayyu “ay ±)
i“qar, i“qas, i“qa ‘how many?’ (< i“ qadr)
i“tùn, i“tù ‘how, what type?’ (< i“ †òr,

i“ lòn)
“ahid ‘which?’ (< i“ wà™id?)
kè, ki ‘why?’ (< kèf )
kò ‘where?’
èsò ‘where, in which direction?’ 

(< ±ayy ßawb)
≠ali“am ‘in which direction?’ (< ≠alà

i“ yamm)
mata ‘when?’
min ‘who?’
limin ‘whose?’

Examples: i““ay mitrìd, i“-mitrìd ‘what do
you want?’, i“tùnak ‘how are you?’, i“-missi
‘what are you doing?’, ha““ayàt limin inin
[sic] ‘to whom do these things belong?’, hint
ki matnàm ‘why don’t you sleep?’, mata
tuÿdi ‘when will you go?’, “ahid bittìxa tòx-
ida ‘which melon will you take?’, alhawa
i“tuwa ‘how is the weather?’, ≠umrak i“qa
‘how old are you?’, bittìxa i“qas mitbì ≠a ‘for
how much do you sell melons?’, hint ams èso
kò ÿàdinnak ‘in which direction were you
going yesterday?’, hintu mininkum ‘who are
you [masc. pl.]?’, duklan mininin ‘who are
they [fem.]?’, walad mininnak ‘whose son
are you?’.

Occasionally, the interrogative suffix -mi
can also occur with the above, as in i““ay
ti“rab-mi ‘what are you drinking?’, i“ tiktib-
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mi ‘what are you writing?’ Note also i“kinki
(< i“ yikùn ki) ‘whatever’, showing the Persian
relative pronoun ki ‘which’.

2.2.2 Particles
Syntactic and grammatical elements, usually
undeclinable, characteristic of the dialect, which
occur both in the nominal and verbal phrase, are
shown below.

i. fad indefinite article: fad maktab ‘an office’.
ii. ham ‘also’ (Persian and Turkic): ™òlò ham

mi™vìni ‘he is also now protecting me’.
iii. hast ‘there is’ (Persian existential particle):

min kì ≠ud qarìtin ròxir fi “ibarÿòn hast ‘then
in that direction there is another village in
Shibarghan’. Negative existence is shown by
mòlin: fi bèt pa““a mòlin ‘there are no mos-
quitoes in the house’, fi pulixumri kìt ≠arabi
mòlìn ‘there in Pul-i-Khumri, there are no
Arabs’.

iv. ki ‘which, who, that, when’ (Persian): duk
parvardigòrin ki fi ra™im ummi ™àvìni, ™òlò
ham mi™vìni ‘that Protector, who protected
me in my mother’s womb, is also protecting
me now’, nàs ™ayaròn tàlìn ki had i“ raqam
ilsòn ikùn ‘people would be surprised at
what type of language this was’, fils ki antu
xila ‘after when they have given him money’.

v. equational particles -inn-, -wa and -ya. The
3rd pers. sg. shows -wa and -ya (< Classical
Arabic huwa, hiya). Others show -inn- plus
object pronoun suffixes as with the partici-
ple form: fi masjid maktab-wa ‘there is an
office in the mosque’, ismak i“-wa ‘what is
your name?’, alhawa i“tu-wa ‘what is the
weather like?’, duk min-wa ‘who is he?’,
duki min-ya ‘who is she?’, anày-inni ‘it is
me’, ana afÿòn-inni ‘I am an Afghan’, duk-
law ≠arabìn-innum ‘they [masc.] are Arabs’,
duklan ≠arabiyàt-inin ‘they [fem.] are Arabs’,
hint ≠arab-innak ‘you are an Arab’, hintin
≠arabiyàt-inkin ‘you [fem. pl.] are Arabs’,
ni™na ≠arab-inna ‘we are Arabs’. In the nega-
tive the forms mònn- occurs: ana afÿòni
mònni ‘I am not an Afghan’, hintu afÿòni
mònkum ‘you [masc. pl.] are not Afghans’.

vi. yò ‘or’: abu bint ilèna bintu li ±awlòdna yò

li ±axunna mintiya ‘the father of the girl gives
his daughter to our sons or to our brothers’.

2.2.3 The noun
Nominal morphology does not, in general, differ
from the general Arabic pattern except that the

verbal noun has been regularized to the form
fa ≠alàn or fa ≠làn as in savyàn ‘doing’, ayfàn ‘see-
ing’, nayamàn, nìmàn ‘sleep’.

2.2.4 The verb
The basic Arabic verbal morphology system has
been maintained. However, the effect of lan-
guage drift has produced a quite distinct and
symmetrical system, where stress operates on an
underlying structure and the elision in some
environments of the -h- in -ha, -uh, -hum, and 
-hin has led to other developments.

The imperfect shows a prefix mi- in some
forms. In forms where the resulting stem begins
with – CC-, i.e. the strong and Form I final weak
types, this occurs in the 1st pers. sg. and the
forms which would show ya- prefix in Classical
Arabic. In forms where the resulting stem begins
with Cv-, i.e. Form I medial weak and initial
weak and Form II and III of all types, it occurs
on all imperfect forms except the 1st pers. pl.

This is shown under the individual verb
classes below.

i. Form I
This includes the types fa ≠al and fi ≠il, the lat-
ter also including a type fi ≠l. The majority type
is fa ≠al. The fi ≠il/fi ≠l verbs, which are often
intran-sitive or stative, include ™ilf ‘to swear’,
™ilim ‘to dream’, himid ‘to die down’, hirb ‘to
flee’, libis ‘to wear’, lu™q ‘to follow’, nizil ‘to
descend’, rikb ‘to ride’, “ibi™ ‘to be satisfied’,
“irib ‘to drink’, and ≠ibir ‘to cross’. A prefix 
mi-, m- occurs with some persons in the im-
perfect. The basic paradigm of the strong verb 
is as follows:

kátab he wrote míktib he writes
kátabit she wrote tíktib she writes
kátabu they [masc.] miktibù́n they [masc.] 

wrote write
katabín they [fem.] miktibín they [fem.]

wrote write
katábt I wrote máktib I write
katábna we wrote níktib we write
katábt you [masc.sg.] tíktib you [masc.

wrote sg.] write
katábti you [fem.sg.] tiktibÛn you fem.sg.]

wrote write
katábtu you [masc.pl.] tiktibù́n you [masc. 

wrote pl.] write
katabtín you [fem.pl.] tiktibín you [fem.pl.]

wrotewrite wrote
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Participle form

duk kàtib he has written
duki kàtba she has written
duklaw kàtbìn they [masc.] have written
duklan kàtbàt they [fem.] have written
ana kàtbanni I have written
ni™na kàtbìnna we have written
hint kàtbinnak you [masc.sg.] have written
hinti kàtbanki you [fem.sg.] have written
hintu kàtbìnkum you [masc.sg.] have written
hintin kàtbankin you [fem.pl.] have written

Where a further object suffix is attached, it is
either added directly or, with the 1st and 2nd
person forms, by means of the particle -ya-,
-yò- (Classical Arabic -iyyà) as in hinti
xàdankiya ‘you [fem.sg.] have taken it
[fem.]’, hint xàdinnakiha ‘you [masc.sg.]
have taken it [fem.]’, hintin xàdankinyaha
‘you [fem.pl.] have taken it [fem.]’, duk
xàdìha ‘he has taken it [fem.]’, zì ≠ànkinyòha
(< zayya≠ankinyòha) ‘you [fem.pl.] have lost
it [fem.]’, zì ≠innakyòhin ‘you [masc.sg.] have
lost them [fem.]’, zì ≠inkumyàha ‘you
[masc.pl.] have lost it [fem.]’, zì ≠ankinyaha
‘you [fem.pl.] have lost it [fem.]’.

Note that the fem. pl. suffix -in is stressed.
This reflects an underlying form -inn,
although it is nowhere realized as double any
longer. This occurs stressed also before
suffixes as in ra““inin (< ra““in-hin) ‘they
[fem.] threw them [fem.]’, ra““inna (< ra““in-
ha) ‘they threw it [fem.]’, tizrubinnu (tizru-
bin-u) ‘you [fem.pl.] hit him’

The forms fi ≠il, fi ≠l and fu ≠l differ only in
the 3rd person of the perfect showing libis,
libsit, libsu, libsin, ™ilf, ™ilfit, ™ilfin, ™ilim,
™ilmit, ™ilim, lu™qit, lu™qin, hirb, hirbit.

ii. Derived patterns
The dialect shows Form II: ≠addal/mi ≠iddil ‘to
make, fix’, tallaq/mitilliq ‘to divorce’, qassam/
miqissim ‘to divide’, III: yàmar/ myàmir ‘to
order’, IV: awra ‘to show’, V: itxarrab ‘to
spoil’, VI: ityàbas ‘to become dry’, izzàrab
‘to fight’, VII: intabax ‘to be cooked’, insanad
‘to lean on’, VIII: ixtalat ‘to be mixed’. Note
also Form IV initial weak wiji ≠/tùji ≠ ‘to hurt’.

iii. Doubled verbs
These are now incorporated under Form II
final weak. Examples are daqqa/miduqqi ‘to
beat’, farra/mifirri ‘to fly’, ™alla/mi™illi ‘to
open’, ™amma/mi™immi ‘to become ill’,
™atta/mi™utti ‘to put’, lamma/milummi ‘to
collect’, laffa/ miluffi ‘to twist’, qassa/

miqussi ‘to cut’, “adda/mi“iddi ‘to tie’,
zarra/mizirri ‘to reap’.

iv. Weak verbs
a. Initial weak verbs. The weakness of these
verbs is apparent in the imperfect and imper-
ative, showing initial / ±/ (hamza) and w-
types. Originally, initial / ±/ shows two verbs,
which are now final weak in the perfect and
initial weak with -w- in the imperfect: xada
‘he took’, mòxid ‘I take’, myòxid ‘he takes’,
myòxdùn ‘they [masc.] take’, etc., and kala
‘he ate’, mòkil ‘I eat’, myòkil ‘he eats’, myòk-
lùn ‘they [masc.] eat’, etc. If the initial con-
sonant is w it has no exponent in the
imperfect as in waqa™ ‘he fell’, miqa™ or
miqa ≠ ‘he falls’, yiqa ≠ ‘fall!’. Other examples
are waqaf/ miqaf, ‘to stand’, wuldit/tùld ‘to
give birth’, da ≠a/ mida ≠i ‘to put’. The 1st
pers. sg., and those which would have ya- in
Classical Arabic in the imperfect show the
m-, mi- prefix as in maqa ≠ ‘I fall’, miqa ≠ ‘he
falls’, miqafùn ‘they [masc.] stand’, miqa ≠in
‘they [fem.] fall’.

The verb da ≠a/mida ≠i ‘to put, allow’ is
irregular, occurring as a final weak verb in the
perfect and initial and final weak in the imper-
fect, giving da ≠a ‘he put’, da ≠in ‘they [fem.]
put’, da ≠ìt ‘I put’, da ≠ìna ‘we put’, but mida ≠i
‘he puts’, mada ≠i ‘I put’, nida ≠i ‘we put’,
midda ≠i ‘you put’, and in the imperative da ≠.
b. Medial weak verbs. Here the medial w or
y is realized vocalically or as zero, giving
such forms as nàm ‘he slept’, nàmat ‘she
slept’, numt ‘I slept’, numna ‘we slept’,
minàm ‘he sleeps’, minàmùn ‘they [masc.]
sleep’, nàm ‘sleep!’, etc. Other types show a
stem in /ù/ as in “àf/mi“ùf ‘to see’ and a stem
in /ì/, as in “àl/mi“ìl ‘to carry’.

The 1st sg., 3rd fem.sg., and 2nd sg. imper-
fect forms show the mi- prefix as in manàm ‘I
sleep’, minàm ‘he sleeps’, mitnàm ‘you
[masc.sg.] sleep’, mitnàmin ‘you [fem.pl.]
sleep’, mi““ùf ‘you [masc.sg.] see’, and
mi““ùfin ‘you [fem.pl.] see’.
c. Final weak verbs. These only include final
-y types. They follow the usual pattern as
exemplified by qiri/miqri ‘to read’:

qíri he read míqri he reads
qírit she read tíqri she reads
qíru they [masc.] miqrù́n they [masc.] 

read read
qirín they [fem.] miqrín they [fem.] 

read read
qirÛt I read máqri I read
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qirÛna we wrote níqri we read
qirÛt you [masc.sg.] tíqri you [masc.

read sg.] read
qirÛti you [fem.sg.] tiqrÛn you [fem.sg.] 

read read
qirÛtu you [masc.pl.] tiqrù́n you [masc. 

read pl.] read
qirìtín you [fem.pl.] tiqrín you [fem.pl.] 

read read

Here the distinction between 3rd masc.sg.
and 3rd fem.sg. object suffix is partly
marked by the junction between verb and
suffix as in nintáh ‘we give him’, nintíya ‘we
give her’, liqáh ‘he found him’, liqíyah ‘he
found her’, nisíyah ‘he forgot her’, ra““ù

‘they [masc.] threw it [masc.]’, ra““úwa ‘they
[masc.] threw it [fem.]’, saváh ‘he did it
[masc.]’, savíya ‘he did it [fem.]’, liqìtì
‘you [fem. sg.] found it [masc.]’, liqìtáh
‘you [fem.sg.] found it [fem.]’, “àfò ‘they
[masc.] saw it [masc.]’, “àfúwa ‘they [masc.]
saw it [fem.]’, “uftúh ‘you [masc.pl.] saw it
[masc.]’, “uftúwa ‘you [masc.pl.] saw it
[fem.]’, lá-ssah ‘do not make it [masc.]!’, and
hint tintáh mi ‘will you give it to him’. The
verb sava/misi ‘to do’ shows considerable
reduction as follows:

sáva he did mísi he does
sávit she did míssi she does
sávu they [masc.] did misù́n they [masc.] 

do
savín they [fem.] did misín they [fem.] do
sìt I did mási I do
sÛna we did nísi we do
sìt you [masc.sg.]did míssi you [masc.sg.] 

do
sÛti you [fem.sg.] did missÛn you [fem.sg.] 

do
sÛtu you [masc.pl.] did missù́n you [masc.pl.] 

do
sìtín you [fem.pl.] did missín you [fem.pl.] 

do

Imperative
The imperative resembles that of the Arabian
dialects in having no characteristic final vowel as
in irm ‘throw!’, ™ass ‘wake up!’. Note also su
‘do!’, sò ‘do it [masc.]!’, and suwa ‘do it [fem.]!’

2.2.5 Preverbal particles
These mark negation, tense, and mode. They are
often reduced forms of verbs or other elements
and include the following:

i. Negators
These are mà and là. Mà occurs before verbs
in the indicative as in matnàm ‘will you not
sleep?’, jò≠àn ma talìt ‘haven’t you become
hungry?’, hinti ma nàymanki ‘you [fem. sg.]
are not sleeping’, ana mà nàymanni ‘I am not
sleeping’. However, in the 1st pers. sg.,
which already has the prefix ma-, la occurs
as in la manàm ‘I do not sleep’, la maktib ‘I
do not write’. The item la occurs in impera-
tives and wishes as in la ssi ‘don’t do [it]!’, la
tintiya ‘don’t give her [it]!’, la ysiya ‘let him
not do it [fem.]’, la tta≠≠ibinum ‘do not
[fem.pl.] make them [masc.] tired!’.

ii. Verbal prefixes
These include mi- and ta- . Of these mi- marks
the indicative in those persons with which it
occurs, as shown above, while ta- marks the
subjunctive indicating purpose or wish, and
possibly conditions as in da ≠u t-èqa™ (< ta-
yiqa™) ‘let him fall’, kù“i“ ta-nsi ‘let us make
an effort’, agar xàhi“ ta-nsi fad bint min fad
a™id ta-nòxid ‘if we ask to take a girl from
someone [in marriage]’, kul “i ta-tizra ≠ handùk
tu™sud ‘what you sow, that shall you reap’.

iii. Verbal suffixes
The suffix -k or -kin occurs on the 3rd per-
son of some verbs. This is a type of ethic
dative as in jak(k) ‘he came’, ÿadakk,
ÿadakki(n) ‘he went’, jattakin ‘she came’,
ÿattakin ‘she went’, hastakin ‘he is’.

iv. Modal particles
The only item extant in the available data is
da ≠- from da ≠a/mida ≠ ‘to put, allow’ marking
the jussive as in da ≠u tèqa™ ‘let him fall’.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase structure
The definite article al- is not used, with some
exceptions (see 2.2.1.3 above). Thus, as in
neighboring Persian and Turkic, the plain noun
signifies the definite. Indefiniteness is shown by
the particle fad (see 2.2.2 i) above) and also by
nunation in the form -in, especially between
noun and adjective. This often shows assimila-
tion of the -n to the following consonant as in
bètik kabìr (< bètin kabìr) ‘a big house’, byùtik
kibòr (byùtin kibòr) ‘big houses’. Examples in
context include fad gappin ma™qùl ‘reasonable
words’, ≠irsin kasìr ‘an abundant wedding’, min
ahlin zìn ‘from a good family’, ™intatin ™amra ‘a
red wheat’, min qòmin ≠arab ‘from an Arab peo-
ple’, faz zamònin ‘one time’, xìtin ‘a thread’,
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wazìrin kò≠indu ‘he had a wazìr’, darwì“in “uft
‘I saw a dervish’.

2.3.2 Sentence structure
Syntax has been deeply influenced by the neigh-
boring languages. Most markedly, the dialect is
verb final like Persian and Turkic as in “ìrviyya li-
xòja “àfu ‘Shìrwiyya saw Khàja’. Verbal objects
also are frequently marked by suffixes in the verb
especially if they are definite. Animate verbal
objects may also be marked by the preposition li-
or ila-. Also remarkable is the development of
postpositions in addition to prepositions. Inter-
rogatives are marked by a suffix -mi as in Turkic.
This comes in sentence final position: hint tintah-
mi ‘will you give it to him?’ 

Inanimate object marking
bèt kòn ≠idla ‘he had made a house’, mù nijìbu
‘we bring water’, had xyùt rùdòba ™avìtin
‘Rùdàba kept these threads’.

Animate object marking
sìmurÿ li-dùk zaÿìr “àftu ‘the phoenix saw that
child’, “ìrviyya li-xòja “àfu ‘Shìrwiyya saw
Khàja’, illay giddàm rùdàba waddinni ‘take me
to Rùdàba’, ana li-duk zìn ma“ùfu ‘I like him’.

2.3.3 Verbal compounds and impersonal
verbs
These occur on the Persian model often with the
verb sava ‘to do’, as in kù“i“ sava ‘to make an
effort’, amir sava ‘to order’. In these the object is
not marked in the verb: ta ≠ajjuw savin ‘they
[fem.] were surprised’, ÿìm xada ‘it clouded
over’, ana ràdyò izin marmi ‘I am listening to the
radio’. Impersonal constructions include nùmna
jakkin ‘we fell asleep’, ÿìzu jakkin ‘he became
angry’, xò“u jak ‘he liked it’.

2.3.4 Postpositional usage
Postpositions have grown up, possibly under the
influence of Turkic. These include: xila(f ) ‘after’,
jimì ≠ ‘with’, giddàm ‘before’: yòmìn xila ‘after
two days’, min had xilaf ‘after this’, faras jimì ≠

‘with a horse’, min nayamàn giddàm ‘before
sleeping’.

2.3.5 Comparatives
The comparative form af ≠al does not occur reg-
ularly. The plain adjective or the adjective with
the Persian comparative suffix -tar is used: had
bèt min duk bèt kabìr(tar)-wa ‘this house is big-

ger than that house’, had bèt min kul byut zaÿìr-
wa ‘this house is smaller than all the houses’.

3 . L e x i c o n

Certain characteristic lexical items are shown
here. The lexicon shows a perceptible resem-
blance to that of Iraq and eastern Arabia,
though not exclusively to either: agar ‘if’
(Persian), anta/minti ‘to give’, awta ‘under’, bal-
iÿa ‘fish’ (Turkic), ganda ‘bad’ (Persian),
ÿada(k)/muÿdi ‘to go’, ™idir ‘under’, ir™a(t)
‘mill’, ja(k)/miji ‘to come’, jòndòr ‘wolf’
(Persian), mu ‘water’, na“ad/min“id ‘to ask’, òrd
‘earth’, sòr/misòr ‘to become’, tili/mitli ‘to
remain’, ‘ùd ‘then’, watar ‘wet’, xa“im ‘mouth’
[sic], zaww ‘fire’, zìn ‘good’, ≠àyan/mi ≠àyin ‘to
look at’.

A number of lexical items connected with
agriculture are shared with neighboring lan-
guages. They are listed here as evidence of the
marked linguistic convergence of the area:
mòldòri ‘animal husbandry’ (Tajik, Pashto), mòl
‘cattle’ (Uzbek), qù“ ‘to plough, migrate’ (Tajik,
Uzbek, Pashto), bèda ‘rick of twisted hay’ (Dari,
Tajik, Pashto; also Uzbek ‘clover, lucerne’),
màyda ‘small, ground up’ (Pashto, Dari, Tajik,
Uzbek ‘flower’), ∑iÿil ‘sieve’ (Tajik), màysa ‘feed,
grass’ (Tajik; also Uzbek ‘young grass’),
kallakbòd ‘pruning’ (Tajik, Uzbek kallak ‘to
prune’).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Axvlediani, Vladimir. 1985. Buxarskij arabskij

dialekt [The Arabic dialect of Bukhara]. Tbilisi:
Mecniereba.

Barfield, T.J. 1981. The Central Asian Arabs of
Afghanistan. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Ceret’eli, Giorgi V. 1956. Arabskie dialekty Srednej
Azii. I. Buxarskij Arabskij dialekt [Arabic dialects
of Central Asia. I. The Bukharan Arabic dialect].
Tiflis: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk Gruzinskoj
SSSR.

Ingham, Bruce. 1994. “The effect of language contact
on the Arabic dialect of Afghanistan”. Actas del con-
greso internacional sobre interferencias linguïsticas
Árabo-Romances y paralelos extra-Iberos, ed. Jordi
Aguadé, Federico Corriente, and Marina Marugan,
105–117. Saragossa: Navarro y Navarro.

——. 2003. “Language survival in isolation: The
Arabic dialect of Afghanistan”. Proceedings of the
5th AIDA conference in Cadiz, September 2002,
ed. Ignacio Ferrando and Juan José Sánchez
Sandoval, 21–37. Saragossa: Universidad de Cádiz.

Kieffer, Charles M. 1980. “L’arabe et les arabophones
de Bactriane (Afghanistan). I. Situation ethnique et
linguistique”. Welt des Islams 20.178–96.

34 afghanistan arabic

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



Seeger, U. (2002), “Zwei Texte im Dialekt der Araber
von Chorasan”. “Sprich doch mit deinen Knechten
aramäisch, wir verstehen es!”: 60 Beiträge zur
Semitistik. Festschrift für Otto Jastrow zum 60.
Geburtstag, ed. Werner Arnold and Hartmut
Bobzin, 629–646. Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.

Sìrat, Abdul-Sattàr. 1961. “Naxostìn ta™qìq-e ≠arabi-
ye ≠àmmiyàne dar ™avàli-ye Balkh”. Majalle-ye
Adab-e Kàbul 1.

—— and Ebbe Egede Knudsen. 1973. “Notes on the
Arabic dialect spoken in the Balkh region of
Afghanistan”. Acta Orientalia 35.89–101.

Tsereteli, George V. [Ceret’eli, Giorgi V.]. 1970. “The
influence of the Tajik language on the vocalism 
of Central Asian Arabic dialects”. Bulletin of 
the School of Oriental and African Studies
33.169–170.

Bruce Ingham (School of Oriental and 
African Sudies, London)

Afro-Asiatic Languages

Together with other Semitic languages, Arabic
belongs to the greater language family (or ‘phy-
lum’, as some linguists prefer) called Afro-Asiatic
(some scholars prefer the spelling Afroasiatic,
since Semitic languages are spoken both in Africa
and in Asia; ‘Afro-Asiatic’ was contracted by
Diakonoff to ‘Afrasian’). This name has largely,
although not completely, supplanted the older
Hamito-Semitic (with variants Hamitosemitic
and Semitohamitic/Semito-Hamitic), which has
been criticized for its inadmissible reference to
non-existing ‘Hamitic’. As a matter of fact, the
concept of ‘Hamitic’ languages and of ‘Hamitic’
peoples has been rejected decisively by both lin-
guists (first of all Marcel Cohen) and physical as
well as cultural anthropologists. Other names,
such as ‘Erythraic’ and ‘Lisramic’, have eventu-
ally been rejected.

There is general agreement that the Afro-
Asiatic language family consists of the following
branches or subfamilies: Semitic, Berber, Cushi-
tic, Egyptian, and Chadic. Berber is spoken in
north and northwest Africa from the Siwa oasis
in Egypt to Morocco and Mauritania and in
Mali and Niger further south; up to the 16th
century it was spoken by at least a part of the
Guanche population of the Canary islands. The
name Libyco-Berber found especially in French
publications is misleading since the so-called
‘Libyan’ inscriptions (actually mostly from
today’s Tunisia) are in older Berber which,
although known to a limited extent since most
of the inscriptions are epitaphs, cannot be

opposed to the rest of Berber as a separate
branch. Tuareg Berber in particular has pre-
served many old features.

Cushitic languages are spoken in northeast
Africa from Upper Egypt in the north through
Sudan (east of the Nile), Ethiopia, Djibouti,
Somalia, the northern half of Kenya, and even in
Tanzania. The most important Cushitic lan-
guages both from the practical and the com-
parative linguistic point of view are: Oromo,
spoken by well over 32 million native speakers
mainly in Ethiopia but also in Kenya; → Somali,
spoken in Somalia, Djibouti, Ethiopia, and
northern Kenya by some 12.5 million; Beja, spo-
ken by around 1.2 million people in Sudan,
Eritrea, and Egypt; and ≠Afar, spoken by 1.5 mil-
lion speakers in Djibouti and in Ethiopia. Beja
(very tentatively classified by Hetzron as a sepa-
rate branch but finally reintroduced into
Cushitic, see Zaborski 1987), ≠Afar, and closely
related Saho as well as Rendille (spoken in
northern Kenya by over 30,000 people and
classified either as a separate language or as an
idiosyncratic dialect of Somali) have preserved
the largest number of old linguistic features. The
West Cushitic group from southwest Ethiopia
was very tentatively reclassified as a separate
Afro-Asiatic subfamily called Omotic, but
according to Zaborski (2004b) a part of the
alleged ‘Omotic’, viz. Ari, Hamer, the Banna
group, and the ‘Mao’ group are not Afro-Asiatic
at all, while the rest (e.g. Wollamo, Yem/
Janjero, Kafa) should still be classified provi-
sionally as West Cushitic in spite of the very
strong influence of the neighboring Nilo-
Saharan languages.

Egyptian, recorded since ca. 3000 B.C.E., is
an extinct language since its last historical stage,
→ Coptic, died out as a spoken language under
the impact of Arabic, ultimately in the period
between the 17th and 19th centuries. Contrary
to a widespread opinion, Arabic rather than
Coptic has been the liturgical language of the
Coptic church since the 1850s.

The Chadic subfamily consists of some 150
languages spoken in northern Nigeria, Niger,
Chad, and northern Cameroon. → Hausa has at
least some 25 million native speakers, while
most Chadic languages are spoken by small
groups of people, many of the Chadic languages
being on the verge of extinction. Hausa is usu-
ally quoted as an example of a Chadic language
since it has been described extensively, although
from a linguistic point of view it displays many
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innovations. East Chadic languages, which are
still little known, such as Dangaleat, Migama,
and Mubi, preserve a number of older elements.

So far no other languages have been convinc-
ingly shown to be genetically related to Afro-
Asiatic. While attempts to find Afro-Asiatic
morphological cognates in some Saharan lan-
guages (e.g. Tubu/ Teda) deserve attention, the
alleged genetic Afro-Asiatic links of Songhay,
Nubian, not to mention Meroitic, Ful, the
Mande group, and Basque cannot be accepted.
The inclusion of Afro-Asiatic within the alleged
Nostratic super-family is rather tentative.

The internal relations between the main
branches of Afro-Asiatic still need further eluci-
dation, but there is no doubt that Semitic,
Berber, and Cushitic, which have the so-called
prefix conjugations, must be separated from
Egyptian, which has only suffix conjugations.
The position of Chadic in relation to other
branches (although Chadic languages do belong
to Afro-Asiatic) is still unclear, since most of the
Chadic languages remain practically unknown.
Within the Semito-Berbero-Cushitic subgroup 
it is possible that Berber and Cushitic are 
more closely related, but there are also strong
isoglosses showing a special genetic relation
between Semitic and Berber. As a matter of fact,
isoglosses connecting and disconnecting rela-
tively closely related languages and dialects are
always more or less contradictory, so that
genealogical trees as in Fig. 1 actually distort the
relationship to some extent.

Figure 1. Alternative genealogical trees of Afro-
Asiatic languages

*Proto-Afroasiatic

Semitic Berber Cushitic Egyptian Chadic

*Proto-Afroasiatic

Semitic Cushitic Berber Egyptian Chadic

The diagram in Fig. 2 may be a better graphic
presentation of the complicated, partially over-
lapping and partially exclusive sets of features.

Figure 2. Relationships between the Afro-Asiatic 
languages

Personal pronouns provide the most obvious
proof of the genetic unity of the Afro-Asiatic lan-
guages (Table 1).

Personal morphemes of the conjugation also
show relatively close relationship (Table 2).

Afro-Asiatic languages have a considerably
large Proto-Afro-Asiatic lexicon in common.
Comparative lexical-etymological studies are
still at an initial stage, since many indispensable
preparatory studies (good dictionaries of many
languages, comparative dictionaries of smaller
groups, etc.) are still to be made. Consequently,
regular sound correspondences or sound laws
have only partially been discovered. A compara-
tive dictionary of the Semitic roots (D. Cohen
1970–1976) is slowly proceeding; Militarev and
Kogan (2000) is a good dictionary but concen-
trates on particular semantic fields; Dolgo-
polskij (1973) is a very good example of com-
bined comparative-historical phonology and 
etymology with many references to Arabic. A
dictionary of Berber roots has been started by
Kamal Naït Zerrad (1998). For Egyptian, Takacs
(1999) has launched a large-scale etymological
project. There have been initial reconstructions
of Proto-Chadic (mainly Jungraith-mayr and
Ibriszimow 1994; Newman 1977) and of Proto-
Cushitic (Dolgopolskij 1973; Sasse 1979). On
the other hand, preliminary comparative diction-
aries of the whole of Afro-Asiatic, starting with
Marcel Cohen’s pioneer study (1947), are either
controversial (Orel and Stolbova 1995) and
unfinished (e.g. Diakonoff 1993–1997), or not
acceptable to many scholars (Ehret 1995). In any
case, there is no doubt that regular sound corre-
spondences will be discovered, eventually.
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Apart from genetic relationship, Afro-Asiatic
languages have influenced each other through
contact, so that some areal features have devel-
oped. Arabic has been in contact with → Berber
for some 13 centuries, and Berber has greatly
influenced Western, i.e. Maghrebi, dialects of
Arabic in the fields of phonetics (reduction of
vowels and introduction of many consonant
groups), vocabulary, and syntax (→ Berber loan-
words). Coptic, which has totally receded under
the pressure of Arabic, has left some loanwords
in Egyptian dialects (a few even in Literary
Arabic) and very few, if any at all, traces in the
morphology and syntax (→ Coptic loanwords).
Since Arabic as spoken in Ethiopia and in the
eastern Sudan is still little known, it is difficult to
say to what extent it has interfered with the local
Afro-Asiatic languages there, although it is
known that in the spoken Arabic of → Ethiopia
the syntactic order SOV typical of Cushitic (in

Ethio-Semitic it is due to Cushitic influence) has
been adopted at least in some varieties, resulting
in sentences like huwa l-bayt jà ±a ‘he came home’
instead of Standard Arabic huwa jà ±a l-bayt.
Chadian and Nigerian Arabic must have been
influenced to some extent by Chadic (not to
mention Nilo-Saharan) languages, but details
require further investigation. Pidgin and Creole
Arabic (→ Ki-Nubi of Uganda and Nairobi, 
→ Juba Arabic, and a Chadian Arabic pidgin, →
Chad) appeared due to special contact with non-
Afro-Asiatic languages (→ creolization, →
pidginization).

As far as typological features are concerned,
internal inflexion, also called ablaut or →
apophony is typical not only of Semitic, but of
all other ‘old’ branches of Afro-Asiatic/Hamito-
Semitic, although it is receding in more innovat-
ing languages. Berber, Cushitic, and Egyptian
have highly regular sets of separate negative 
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Table 1. Pronouns in the Afro-Asiatic languages

Arabic Akkadian Tuareg ≠Afar Rendille Coptic Hausa Kulere

sing.
1 ±ana ana, anàku näk anu ani ani ni nì
2m ±anta attà kay atu ati ento-k kay yá
2f ±anti attì käm atu ati ento kè kí
3m huwa “ù ënta usu-k usu ento-f “ì “í
3f hiya “ì ënta is i∑e ento-s ita tí

plur.
1 na™nu nìnu näkkan(t)i-∂ nanu na™, inno ano-n mù ní
2m ±antum attunu kawani-∂ isin <*itin atin ento-tn kù kú
2f ±antunna attina kämäti-∂ isin atin ento-tn kù kú
3m hum “unu ëntani-∂ oson i∑o ento-w sù sí
3f hunna “ina ëntanäti-∂ oson i∑o ento-w sù sí

Table 2. Personal morphemes of the conjugation in Afro-Asiatic languages

Kabyle Berber Tuareg Berber Saho
preterite preterite present perfect imperfect subjunct.
‘to send’ ‘to take’ ‘to know’

sing. 1. u-zne-ÿ e-rmese-ÿ râmmes-e-ÿ è-∂eg-e à-∂ig-e à-∂ag-o
2m tu-zne-∂ te-rmese-d te-râmmese-d tè-∂eg-e tà-∂ig-e tà-∂ag-o
2f yu-zen te-rmese-d te-râmmese-d tè-∂eg-e tà-∂ig-e tà-∂ag-o
3m yu-zen i-rmes i-râmmes yè-∂eg-e yà-∂ig-e yà-∂ag-o
3f tu-zen te-rmes te-râmmes tè-∂eg-e tà-∂ig-e tà-∂ag-o

plur. 1. nu-zen ne-rmes ne-râmmes nè-∂eg-e nà-∂ig-e nà-∂ag-o
2m tu-zne-m te-rmese-m te-râmmese-m tè-∂eg-in tà-∂ig-in tà-∂ag-ò-na
2f tu-zne-m-t te-rmes-m-et te-râmmes-m-et tè-∂eg-in tà-∂ig-in tà-∂ag-ò-na
3m u-zne-n e-rmese-n râmmese-n yè-∂eg-in yà-∂ig-in yà-∂ag-ò-na
3f u-zne-n-t ermes-n-et râmmes-n-et yè-∂eg-in yà-∂ig-in yà-∂ag-ò-na
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conjugations parallel to positive ones (Zaborski
2003). This coincides with the fact that in
Arabic the old preterite, viz. ‘apocopate’, yaqtul,
and in later Akkadian its cognate iprus survive
mainly in negative sentences. Older Afro-Asiatic
languages do not seem to have periphrastic ver-
bal constructions, although in all probability
such constructions can be reconstructed for
Proto-Afro-Asiatic (Zaborski 2005). Attempts
at reconstructing ergative constructions for
Proto-Afro-Asiatic have as yet failed to convince
(see Zaborski 1999b).

For Arabists it is important to know that other
Afro-Asiatic languages provide evidence that
some features of Arabic go back not only to
Proto-Semitic but also to Proto-Afro-Asiatic,
thus proving that Classical Arabic, contrary to
the opinion current mainly among Assyrio-
logists, is not among the most innovating Semitic
languages at all, but has preserved many ancient
elements, so that in relative terms it is as ‘ancient’
as Akkadian, which had first been recorded over
2,500 years earlier. Feminine -(a)t is found every-
where, e.g. Egyptian sn ‘brother’ and sn-t ‘sister’,
Tuareg a-mîdi ‘companion, friend’, fem. ta-mîdi-t.
Singulatives or nomina unitatis are formed 
with -Vt/tV, e.g. ≠Afar adám ‘man’, singulative
adàm-to, pl. adàm-um, dummu ‘cat(s)’, singula-
tive dummù-ta. On the other hand, -u/w is the
morpheme of masculine, e.g. in the Beja definite
article ±un < *w-un; Kabyle Berber absolute state
a-rgaz ‘man’, annexed state wë-rgaz, a-meksa/u-
meksa ‘shepherd’.

Internal plurals, which have been considered
by many Semitists to be a ‘Southern Semitic’
innovation, have cognates (not only in the case
of forms with -à-), first of all in Berber, e.g.
Tuareg a-fus ‘hand’, pl. i-fass-en, akâl ‘country’,
pl. i-kall-en; Cushitic, e.g. Beja banùn ‘eyebrow’,
pl. banín, hùm ‘brain’, pl. him, òr ‘son’, pl. ar; in
Chadic, and even in Egyptian. The masculine
plural ending -ù (see Zaborski 1976) has a good
cognate in Egyptian -w (*-ow or *-aw), e.g. sn-w
‘brothers’; Berber -aw, e.g. Tuareg ul ‘heart’, 
pl. ul-aw-en, e-ÿef ‘head’, pl. i-ÿaf-aw-an;
Cushitic, e.g. ‘Afar bus ‘vagina’, pl. bus-wa,
lubak ‘lion’, pl. lubak-wa; and Chadic. Plural
and abstract nouns with plural in -àn (e.g.
Arabic furs-àn ‘riders’) occur also at least in
Berber, e.g. Tuareg ânu ‘well, spring’, pl. ûn-ân,
a-kli ‘slave, serf’, pl. i-kl-ân, and in Cushitic and
Chadic. The dual is found in Egyptian, e.g. sn-w-y
‘two brothers’, sn-t-y ‘two sisters’.

The construct state is common and the geni-
tive ending -i has a good cognate at least in Beja
and in ‘Afar-Saho, e.g. awk-a ‘boy’ and awk-i
miga ≠ ‘a boy’s name’. In Cushitic there is also
good evidence of the diptotic declension (cf.
Sasse 1984; → diptosis) with absolutive/oblique
case in -a used not only as accusative but also as
citation form and after a copula. Nisba ending 
-ì is found practically everywhere, e.g. Egyptian
nwt ‘town’, nwt-y ‘from the town, urban, citi-
zen’; kmt ‘Egypt’, kmt-y ‘Egyptian’.

Nouns of place and nouns of instrument have
cognates, e.g. in Egyptian m-s•n ‘rest place’,
s•ny ‘to stay, to settle’; m-n•-t ‘clothes, dress’,
wn• ‘to dress, to put on clothes’; Hausa ma-
karant-à ‘school’, karant-à ‘to read’; ma-dùb-ì
‘mirror’, dùb-à ‘to look at’; ma-kull-ì ‘key’, kullè
‘to lock’.

Especially Cushitic ≠Afar-Saho shows that the
Arabic → energicus (which has good cognates,
for instance, in Ugaritic and in Modern South
Arabian, while being only residual in Akkadian
in the form of the so-called ‘ventive’) goes back
to Proto-Semito-Berbero-Cushitic, as well, e.g.
≠Afar ta-dùr-en keh ‘that you return’, ta-dùr-em
takkeh ‘you may return’ (see Zaborski 2004c).

The Arabic tense/aspect/mood endings, ‘im-
perfect’ -u and ‘subjunctive’ -a have cognates,
too, with rather common functional and pho-
nological shifts, in ≠Afar endings, e.g. ta-dùr-u
‘that you return’, tu-dùr-e ‘you returned’, neg-
ative imperfect ma ta-dùr-a ‘you do not return’
(cf. East Chadic Birgit perfect -i, imperfect -a,
subjunctive -o), and thus go back to the prehis-
toric period, while in Akkadian -u has survived
mainly in non-final position, where it has been
reinterpreted as a morpheme of subordination
(wrongly labeled ‘subjunctive’), e.g. subordinate
present iparras-u, independent (final) present
iparras (Zaborski forthcoming). Berber ‘pres-
ent’ (usually called ‘habitual’ or ‘intensive
aorist’) is formed not only with gemination of
the second root consonant (e.g. Tuareg i-kârras
‘he makes a knot’), which has a good cognate in
Akkadian and in Ge≠ez, but also with prefixed t-
(e.g. Tuareg i-tâkär < *yi-tä-hkär ‘he steals’, yu-
kär ‘he stole’), which may be accompanied either
by gemination of C2 (e.g. Tuareg i-tâ-mättât ‘he
dies’, yä-mmut ‘he died) or by vowel lengthening
(e.g. Tuareg i-tâfâdây ‘he is skinned’, yä-fidäy
‘he was skinned’). This demonstrates that not
only intensive yuqattilu/*yaqattalu but also
yataqattalu and yataqàtalu and *yat(a)qatilu >
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yaqtatilu/yaqqatilu forms were already used for
the renewal of the ‘present’ in Proto-Semito-
Berbero-Cushitic. As a matter of fact, many
Arabic verbs of the Forms II, V, VI, and VIII have
exactly the same meaning as Form I verbs (e.g.,
they are not intensive, causative, reflexive,
mediopassive, or passive), which means that
they are remnants from the period when Proto-
Arabic, like Berber, had ‘present’ conjugations
of the *yaqattal, yataqattal, yataqàtal, and
yaqqatal (cf. also yanqatil > yaqqatil, e.g. in
Akkadian and in Hebrew) type. The derived
form qàtala of Form III is not an innovation of
‘Southern Semitic’ preserved mainly in Arabic
(residual in Ge≠ez) since it is found also in
Cushitic Beja (Zaborski 1994), where it func-
tions as an intensive form as well as the non-
intensive present of a group of verbs. This
explains why so many qàtala forms in Arabic are
actually intensive/iterative. The internal passive
of the qutila type has also frequently been
regarded as an innovation, but it has cognates in
Egyptian (Zaborski forthcoming). Both Beja
and ≠Afar-Saho have the auxiliary an ‘to be’,
which most probably has a cognate in the Semitic
-n- prefix of mediopassive verbs of Form VII.
Berber has both n- and m-, which make
mediopassive and passive forms, Cushitic has m-
and n-, which may explain, together with
Egyptian (e.g. m-™nk ‘endowed’ from ™nk ‘to
give a gift, to endow’; m-nhzy-w ‘watching, being
on a guard’ from n-hzy ‘to be vigilant’) and
Chadic (e.g. Hausa má-ka∂-í ‘taylor’) the origin
of Arabic m-a-, i.e. the prefix of the passive par-
ticiples, which can hardly be identified with the
interrogative ma (Zaborski 1999a). It may also
explain the origin of m-u as prefix of both active
and passive participles in derived verbs. It is also
possible that the -t- prefix of Form VIII goes back
to an original auxiliary, found in Egyptian as a
suffix. Cushitic and partially Berber confirm that
all verbal derivational prefixes t-, n-, “/s/h/ ±- of
Semitic including Arabic were originally free
standing morphemes, since in Cushitic they
appear not only as prefixes but also as suffixes.
The active participle qàtil, which is related to the
originally intensive qàtala has a cognate in
Egyptian (Zaborski 1999a). The Arabic Form III
yuqàtilu (in which the lengthening of the -a- pre-
ceding C2 was only a phonetic variant of the
gemination of C2) was originally intensive >
durative. The allegedly principal ‘conative’ func-
tion was only a semantic variant of intensive,

especially in resultative verbs: yuqàtilu with sin-
gular object can mean only ‘to repeat efforts to
kill’, since a single object can be killed only once.
It was used for the renewal of the ‘present’ in
Proto-Arabic and is still used as present/‘imper-
fect’ in Modern South Arabian, e.g. Mehri ya-
rákb-en ‘he rides’ with originally ‘energetic’ -en.
It also occurs in conditional sentences (subjunc-
tive ya-ròkëb). In Beja past < old present, e.g. te-
kàtim-a ‘you used to come repeatedly to the same
place’. In this respect, Classical Arabic is actually
more ancient than Akkadian since it had several
‘presents’, both with gemination and long -à-
(and both sometimes accompanied by ta-), while
Akkadian seems to have preserved the iparras(-u)
present only.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Cohen, David (ed.). 1988. Les langues dans le monde

ancien et moderne. III. Les langues chamito-sémi-
tiques. The Hague and Paris: Mouton.

—— a.o. 1970–1976. Dictionnaire des racines sémiti-
ques ou attestées dans les langues sémitiques. Paris:
Mouton.

Cohen, Marcel. 1947. Essai comparatif sur le vocabu-
laire et la phonétique du chamito-sémitique. Paris:
Champion.

Diakonoff, Igor Mikhailovich. 1988. Afrasian lan-
guages. Moscow: Nauka.

—— a.o. 1993–1997. “Historical comparative vocab-
ulary of Afrasian”. Sankt-Peterburgskij Ôurnal
Afrikanskix Issledovanij [St. Petersburg Journal of
African Studies] 1.7–15; 2.5–28; 3.5–26; 4.7–38;
5.5–32; 6.12–35.

Dolgopolskij, Aron Borisovi∑. 1973. Sravnitel’no-
istori∑eskaja fonetika ku“itskix jazykov [The com-
parative-historical phonetics of the Cushitic
languages]. Moscow: Akademija Nauk SSSR.

——. 1999. From Proto-Semitic to Hebrew:
Phonology: Etymological approach in a Hamito-
Semitic perspective. Milan: Centro Studi Camito-
Semitici.

Ehret, Christopher. 1995. Reconstructing Proto-Afro-
asiatic (Proto-Afrasian): Vowels, tone, consonants 
and vocabulary. Berkeley: University of California
Press.

Hetzron, Robert. 1980. “The limits of Cushitic”.
Sprache und Geschichte in Afrika 2.7–126.

Jungraithmayr, Hermann and Dymitr Ibriszimow.
1994. Chadic lexical roots. I. Tentative reconstruc-
tion, grading, distribution. II. Documentation.
Berlin: D. Reimer.

Kienast, Burkhart. 2001. Historische Semitische
Sprachwissenschaft. Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.
[With contributions by Erhart Graefe (Old
Egyptian) and Gene B. Gragg (Cushitic).]

Militarev, Alexander and Leonid Kogan. 2000.
Semitic etymological dictionary. I. Anatomy of man
and animals. Münster: Ugarit-Verlag.

Nait-Zerrad, Kamal. 1998–. Dictionnaire des racines
berbères (formes attestées). Paris and Louvain:
Peeters.

afro-asiatic languages 39

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



Newman, Paul. 1977. “Chadic classification and
reconstructions”. Afroasiatic Linguistics 5.1–42.

Orel, Vladimir E. and Olga V. Stolbova. 1995.
Hamito-Semitic etymological dictionary: Materials
for a reconstruction. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Rössler, Otto. 1950. “Verbalbau und Verbalflexion in 
den semitochamitischen Sprachen”. Zeitschrift der
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 100.
461–514. (English trans., Essays in historical lin-
guistics in memory of J.A. Kerns, ed. Yoël L.
Arbeitman and Allan R. Bomhard, 679–748.
Amsterdam: J. Benjamins, 1981.)

Sasse, Hans-Jürgen. 1979. “The consonant phonemes
of Proto-Cushitic”. Afroasiatic Linguistics 7.1-67.

——. 1984. “Case in Cushitic, Semitic and Berber”.
Current Progress in Afro-Asiatic Linguistics, ed.
James Bynon, 111–126. Amsterdam: J. Benjamins.

Satzinger, Helmut. 1997. “Egyptian in the Afroasiatic
frame”. Afroasiatica Neapolitana, ed. Alessandro
Bausi and Mauro Tosco, 27–48. Naples: Istituto
Universitario Orientale.

Takács, Gabor. 1999ff. Etymological dictionary of
Egyptian. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Voigt, Rainer M. 2002. “The Hamitic connection:
Semitic and Semitohamitic”. Israel Oriental Studies
20.265–290.

Zaborski, Andrzej. 1987. “Reinisch and some prob-
lems of the study of Beja today”. Leo Reinisch:
Werk und Erbe, ed. Hans G. Mukarovsky,
125–139. Vienna: Verlag der Akademie.

——. 1994. “Archaic Semitic in the light of Hamito-
Semitic”. Zeitschrift für Althebraistik 7.234–244.

——. 1999a. “On Hamitosemitic participles”. Afro-
asiatica Tergestina, ed. Marcello Lamberti and
Livia Tonelli, 35–39. Padua: Unipress.

——. 1999b. “On the alleged ergativity in Hamito-
semitic/Afroasiatic languages”. Collectanea linguis-
tica in honorem Casimiri Polanski, ed. M. Brzezina
and H. Kurek, 309–317. Cracow: Ksiegarnia
Akademicka.

——. 2003. “Negative conjugations in Hamito-
semitic”. Das alte Ägypten und seine Nachbbarn:
Festschrift zum 65. Geburtstag von Helmut
Satzinger, ed. Monika R.M. Hasitzka, Johannes
Diethart, and Günther Dembski, 353–359. Krems:
Österreichisches Literatur-forum.

——. 2004a. “Non-causative verbs of the ‘causative’
±aqtala class in Arabic and *yuqtilu conjugation in
Arabic”. Festschrift Gideon Goldenberg, 000. Jeru-
salem: 000.

——. 2004b. West Cushitic: A genetic reality”.
Lingua Posnaniensis 46.173–186.

——. 2004c. “Energicus and other modals in
Cushitic”. Verbum et calamus: Semitic studies in
honour of the sixtieth birthday of professor Tapani
Harviainen, 435–439. Helsinki: Academia Fennica.

——. 2005. “Proto-Hamitosemitic periphrastic con-
jugations”. Proceedings of the 10th meeting of
Hamito-Semitic/Afroasiatic Linguistics, ed. P. Fron-
zaroli and P. Marrasini, 85–94. Città di Castello:
Università di Firenze.

——. Forthcoming. “Verbal categories of Proto-
Hamitosemitic”. Proceedings of the Conference on
Semitic Linguistics, Oslo 2004.

Andrzej Zaborski (University of Cracow)

Agent

There has been a terminological mix-up and
indeterminacy over the syntactic and the seman-
tic notion of fà ≠il by Arab grammarians, who dis-
tinguished between transitive and intransitive
verbs, but did not focus on inherent componen-
tial features of the verb or the noun (phrase)
when investigating the semantic role of fà ≠il in a
given proposition. Arab grammarians did not
provide clear-cut semantic criteria for the poten-
tially agentive nominal. Their characterization,
therefore, was syntactic, rather than semantic.
Arab grammarians assigned the role of Agent (→
fà ≠il) to post-verbal nominal constituents 
regardless of their inherent semantic properties
and without taking into consideration the
semantic properties of the verb. Thus, the role of
Agent is designated by its position: postverbal for
the Baßra school of grammar and post- or pre-
verbal for the Kùfa school of grammar. The
quasi-semantic label fà ≠il was applied to a gen-
eral syntactic category, namely, Subject, and lost
its semantic thrust. Although case markers, such
as nominative and accusative, are surface struc-
ture grammatical indicators, they dominated the
characterization of the underlying grammatical
functions, such as fà ≠il and maf ≠ùl, of nominal
constituents of a given proposition. Case mark-
ers in Arabic, however, cannot consistently
account for the semantic roles of nominals in a
proposition. The traditional Arab grammarians’
account of fà ≠il could not capture the intuitive
judgment that al-waladu ‘the boy’ in sentences
like ÿafà l-waladu ‘the boy fell asleep’ and rabi™a
l-waladu jà ±izatan ‘the boy won a prize’ is not 
the fà ≠il ‘Agent’ of any action. It is rather an
Experiencer and Benefactive, respectively.

The inadequacy of the traditional account of
the nominal Subject has led modern Arab lin-
guists such as £asan (1963) and al-Maxzùmì

(1964) to distinguish between al-fà ≠il al-muxtàr
‘the volitional doer’ and al-fà ≠il ÿayr al-muxtàr
‘the non-volitional doer’. The impact of
European linguistics on the Arab linguistic tra-
dition has now started to take shape. Agent, in
the view of Kearns (2000:188 ff.), is a thematic
role in terms of thematic roles theory (→ case
theory, → theta roles), which was already pro-
posed by the Sanskrit grammarian Pàñini in
500–400 B.C.E. who established classes of noun
phrases according to the broad interpretation of
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their grammatical form. However, thematic
roles have mainly been syntactic, and the the-
matic role of Agent overlaps with other
causative nominals such as ar-riyà™u ‘the wind’
in kasarat ar-riyà™u s-siyàja ‘the wind smashed
the fence’. Traditional thematic roles theory was
concerned with the interpretation of nominals
according to their grammatical characteristics,
in particular, position in the sentence, case mark-
ing, and prepositions, if any, preceding the noun
phrase (Kearns 2000:191). 

We view Agent as a semantic role assigned to
nominal constituents in a given proposition. It is
a semantic notion that denotes the actual doer of
an action embodied in an action verb. Thus,
before embarking on the syntactic characteri-
zation of a given noun (phrase), one needs to 
distinguish between an action verb and a 
non-action verb, and ‘an actual doer’ fà ≠il ™aqìqì

and ‘a non-actual doer’ fà ≠il in the traditional
sense, i.e. the Subject which can also be ‘a
fronted Subject’ mubtada±, (→ ibtidà ±) regard-
less of its semantic role.

Agent is a case notion in terms of case gram-
mar theory developed by Charles Fillmore in
1968. Case grammar, however, does not provide
a solution to the problem of which nominal con-
stituents should be assigned the role of Agent
and why. Linguists failed to pinpoint clear-cut
semantic criteria for the characterization of
agentivity, though they are in agreement about
animacy as the criterial feature of agentivity, i.e.
only an animate noun (phrase) can undertake
the semantic role of Agent. Proponents of this
view include Gruber (1967), Fillmore (1968),
Lakoff (1968), Lyons (1977), and Jackendoff
(1972). Other linguists, such as Chafe (1970)
and Platt (1971), disagreed, arguing that the role
of Agent could be assigned to both animate and
inanimate constituents. The inherent compo-
nential features of either the noun or the verb
may determine what constitutes an Agent. Two
opposing views emerged regarding which is the
central and which the peripheral constituent, the
noun or the verb, when agentivity is investi-
gated. Linguists such as Fillmore (1968) and
Lakoff (1977) accounted for agenthood accord-
ing to the inherent features of the noun (phrase),
while linguists such as Chafe (1970) and
Fillmore (who made a u-turn in 1970) claimed
that agentivity can only be determined by the
inherent features of the verb. The latter view of

the centrality of the verb in a given proposition
gained momentum and was supported by other
linguists such as Cook (1971) and Andrews
(1985). It was held earlier by the French linguist
Tesnière (1965).

Here, the view will be taken that Animacy is
the archetypal feature of agentivity, while inani-
mate subject nominals cannot be assigned the
semantic role of Agent. Similarly, the semantic
nature of the verb should be the criterial ingre-
dient of agenthood. A refined blend of the noun-
based and verb-based accounts needs therefore
to be introduced for the characterization of the
case role Agent. In other words, agentivity can-
not be established by a one-sided analysis; the
semantic features of both the noun (phrase) and
the verb should be considered. Thus, the criter-
ial features of both the agentive noun (phrase),
i.e. agentive Subjects, and the agentive verb need
to be specified. First of all, potentially agentive
nominals should enjoy a number of archetypal
inherent agentive componential features such 
as: [+ Human], to be distinguished from non-
humans; [+ Higher Animate], to be distin-
guished from lower animates like animals,
which lack the mental capability to perceive
commands; [+ Volition], to be distinguished
from nominals which lack the will in making a
decision such as lower animates; [+ Potent], to
be distinguished from impotent animate or inan-
imate nominals; [+ Control], to be distinguished
from nominals that cannot control their actions;
[+ Intentionality], to be distinguished from nom-
inals that do not express an intention while car-
rying out an action; [+ Imperativeness], to be
distinguished from nominals that cannot receive
an order; and [+ Active], to be distinguished
from non-active nominals such as Objects.

However, some of these relational features are
shared by non-agentive nominals which co-occur
with agentive verbs, as in dammara l-maddu 
l-ba™riyyu l-manàzila wa-qatala n-nàsa ‘the
tsunami destroyed the houses and killed the peo-
ple’. Although the Subject nominal al-maddu l-
ba™riyyu ‘the tsunami’ is [- Human], [- Animate],
[- Volition], [- Control], [- Intentionality], and 
[- Imperativeness], this Subject nominal enjoys
other agentivity features such as [+ Potent] and 
[+ Active]. In other words, it is a causer and can
bring about some event or state. Yet, it cannot be
assigned the case role Agent, since only [+ Higher
Animate] can be commanded because they are
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potentially [+ Human], which explains why sen-
tences like yà maddu dammir al-manàzil wa-qtul
an-nàsa ‘oh tsunami, destroy the houses and 
kill the people’ are not acceptable. Similarly, 
[- Higher Animate] and [- Human] Subject nomi-
nals such as dogs or chimpanzees cannot under-
take the role of Agent since they do not enjoy
sophisticated mental systems and decision-mak-
ing which are characteristic of [+ Human] nomi-
nals. Although lower animates can receive
commands, they cannot, for instance, solve
mathematical problems, invent, write articles,
report, be witnesses in court, perform actions
purposively and with a presupposed will, or give
orders or advice. Thus, the relational feature [+
Human] is a necessary corollary of the case role
Agent. The [+ Human] feature, however, has not
been accounted for by Wierzbicka (2002), who
links the notion of Agent directly with the uni-
versal concept ‘Do’ ya ≠mal as in “axßun mà ≠amila
“ay±an mà ‘someone did something’ without link-
ing the fundamental agentive feature [+ Human]
to the agentive nominal. For Givón (2001:52),
volition is the prototypical agentive feature.
Kearns (2000:192, 237), however, assigns the
case role Agent to [- Human] inanimate nomi-
nals, but links agentivity with the relational fea-
tures of conscious control, volition, and
intention.

After the investigation of the criterial features
of the agentive nominal, those of the agentive
verb have to be specified as well. A syntactically
motivated analysis is irrelevant here since it
accounts only for surface structure syntactic
functions of nominal constituents in a given con-
struction. Arabic derivative verb forms are vital
in the assignment of agentivity. Morphological
changes in a given verb lead to a change in the
case frame of the verb. A verb like kataba ‘to
write’ is an agentive verb, and so is its derivative
form kattaba ‘to make someone write’. Both
verb forms allow a potential agentive nominal.
However, sentences like kattaba l-mudarrisu †-
†ullàba d-darsa ‘the teacher made the students
write the lesson’ can be regarded as having two
Agents. The first is the primary Agent al-mudar-
risu ‘the teacher’, who initiates the action of
writing, and the second, although the Object, is
the secondary Agent a†-†ullàba ‘the students’,
which is the performer of the action of writing.
The verb form, therefore, is crucial in the assign-
ment of the role of Agent to a nominal. Two verb
types can be differentiated in terms of their selec-

tional semantic features: dynamic (action) 
verbs and stative verbs. In the present account,
we are concerned only with dynamic verb forms,
which are agentive verbs that allow a potential
agentive nominal. Stative verbs, however, are non-
agentive and co-occur with case roles other than
Agent, which are outside the scope of the present
investigation. Agents, therefore, do not co-occur
with stative verbs, such as màta ‘to die’, ≠alima
‘to know’, nàma ‘to fall asleep’, xasira ‘to lose’.
It should be clear by now why a verb-based
account is paramount in the analysis of agentiv-
ity in Arabic. The relational feature [+ Human]
can co-occur with both dynamic and stative
verbs. A Subject nominal like al-fatàtu ‘the girl’
can occur with both verb types, but the case role
it is assigned differs depending on the type of
verb associated with it. Thus, the case role Agent
is contingent on the semantic nature of the verb
in a given proposition. Relational features like [+
Volition], [+ Control], and [+ Active] can also be
imputed to the agentive nominal. These rela-
tional components allow the dynamic verb to
occur in the progressive aspect, as in construc-
tions like mà zàla r-rajulu yukassiru l-’ax“àba
‘the man is still breaking the logs into pieces’ and
kànat xadìjatu tasìru bi-sur ≠atin ‘Xadìja was
walking fast’. The semantic properties of
dynamic verbs like kassara ‘to break into pieces’
and sàra ‘to walk’ illustrate that such verbs can
occur in the progressive aspect, which pictures
the action as still being carried out and as being
performed with volition by a wilful [+ Human]
Subject nominal in full control over what is
being done. Dynamic verbs like the above can
also take the relational feature [+ Imperative-
ness], as illustrated by imperatives like iksir
‘break’, kassir ‘break into pieces’, or sir ‘walk’.
Stative verbs, however, like “akka ‘to doubt’ 
and ra ±à ‘to see’ cannot; they are semantically 
[- Imperative] due to their semantic nature. As a
result, Agents can occur with dynamic verbs only.

An exhaustive characterization of Agent in
Arabic should take into account both the lexical
features of the Subject noun (phrase) and the
semantic properties of the verb. Neither an agen-
tive verb nor agentive lexical features, such as [+
Human], alone can predict the occurrence of
Agent. The Subject nominal a†-†abìbu ‘the doc-
tor’ in istalama †-†abìbu jà ±izatan ‘the doctor
received a prize’ is a [+ Human], but it cannot be
assigned the case role Agent, because semanti-
cally the verb istalama ‘to receive’ is character-
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ized by the componential feature [+ Benefac-
tive]. The verb kasara ‘to break’, for instance,
co-occurs with [+ Human] nouns and similarly
with non-human, inanimate, and natural force
nouns, as in kasara l-kalbu l-law™ata ‘the 
dog broke the painting’, kasarat al-™ijàratu 
“-“ubbàka ‘the stone broke the window’, and
kasarat ar-rì™u s-siyàja ‘the wind broke the
fence’. Yet, none of the Subject nominals al-
kalbu ‘the dog’, al-™ijàratu ‘the stone’, and ar-
rì™u ‘the wind’ is an Agent.
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Agreement

Agreement is a relational feature obtaining
between members of different phrases and
clauses. Within the Standard Arabic verbal par-
adigm, for example, verbs agree with subjects in
three features: gender, person, and number. This
is illustrated in sentences (1), (2), and (3).

(1) a. nàm-a al-walad-u
slept-3.s.m the-boy-nom

‘The boy slept’

b. nàm-at al-bint-u
slept-3.s.f the-girl-nom

‘The girl slept’

(2) a. ±ana nim-tu
I.s.m/f slept-1s.m/f
‘I slept’

b. ±anta nim-ta
you.s.m slept-2.s.m
‘You slept’

c. huwa nàm-a
he.s.m slept-3s.m
‘He slept’

(3) a. ±anta nim-ta
you.s.m slept-2.s.m
‘You slept’

b. ±antumà nim-tumà

you.d.m/f slept-2.d.m/f
‘You slept’

c. ±antum nim-tum
you.p.m slept-2.p.m
‘You slept’

The example in (1) shows different agreement
morphology on the verb according to whether
the subject is masculine or feminine. While the
verb in (1a) shows a masculine suffix /-a/, (1b)
exhibits a feminine suffix /-at/. In (2), the differ-
ent suffixal morphology on the verbs is due to
the change of person: 1st person in (2a), 2nd per-
son in (2b), and 3rd person in (2c). As for the
verbs in (3a), (3b), and (3c), they clearly show
different suffixes that are sensitive to the number
feature. Thus, the suffix /-ta/ in (3a) marks 
the singular feature, /-tumà/ in (3b) marks the
dual feature, and /tum/ in (3c) marks the plural
feature.

The Arabic verbal agreement paradigms in per-
fect and imperfect forms are summarized in
Tables 1 and 2.
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While agreement morphology within the perfect
paradigm is prefixal, the imperfect paradigm
combines prefixes and suffixes resulting in dis-
continuous morphemes, as shown above and
illustrated below in (4), (5), and (6) for person,
gender, and number respectively. 

(4) a. ±ana ±-adrus-u
I.s.m/f 1.m/f-study-s

‘I am studying’

b. ±anta t-adrus-u
you.s.m 2.m-study-s
‘You are studying’

c. huwa y-adrus-u
he.s.m 3.m-study-s

‘He is studying’

(5) a. ±anta t-adrus-u
you.s.m 2.m-study-s

‘You are studying [masc.]’

b. ±anti t-adrus-ìna
you.s.f 2.m-study-f

‘You are studying [fem.]’

(6) a. huwa y-adrus-u
he.s.m 3.m-study-s
‘He is studying’

b. humà y-adrus-àni
they.d.m 3.m-study-d
‘They are studying’

c. hum y-adrus-ùna
they.p.m 3.m-study-p
‘They are studying’

The generalizations in (7a), (7b), and (7c) below
clearly summarize the distribution of nominal
agreement morphology on the verb.

(7) a. person morphology (1st, 2nd, 3rd) is
constantly encoded in the prefix;

b. number morphology (singular, dual, plu-
ral) is encoded in the suffix, except for the
1st person;

c. gender morphology (masculine, femi-
nine) appears on the suffix in the plural
and on the prefix in the singular, except
for the 1st person; 

Following this brief summary of subject agree-
ment morphology as it is spelled out on verbs,
the remaining part of this entry focuses on a
number of agreement discrepancies. First, it
examines the contexts under which these agree-
ment inconsistencies are achieved; second, it
highlights the major analyses; finally, it provides
an analysis which accounts for the observed phe-
nomena and extends to similar agreement dis-
crepancies within the Arabic morphological
system.

Subject agreement morphology on the verb is
sensitive to the subject position in the sentence.
As such, if the subject precedes the verb, all
agreement morphemes (person, gender, and
number) are realized on the verb. If the subject
follows the verb, person and gender are realized,
while number agreement is not observed. This
asymmetry between preverbal and postverbal
subjects in Arabic is illustrated by the contrast
between (8a) and (8b).
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Table 1. Morphophonemic shapes of the Perfect agreement morphemes

Singular Dual Plural

Masculine Feminine Masculine Feminine Masculine Feminine

3rd pers. /-a/ /-at/ /-à/ /-atà/ /-u/ /-na/
2nd pers. /-ta/ /-ti/ /-tumà/ /-tumà/ /-tum/ /-tunna/
1st pers. /-tu/ /-tu/ /-nà/ /-nà/ /-nà/ /-nà/

Table 2. Morphophonemic shapes of the Imperfect agreement morphemes

Singular Dual Plural

Masculine Feminine Masculine Feminine Masculine Feminine

3rd pers. /y-/_/-u/ /t-/_/u/ /y-/_/-àni/ /t-/_/-àni/ /y-/_/-ùna/ /t-/_/-na/
2nd pers. /t-/_/-u/ /t-/_/ina/ /t-/_/- àni/ /t-/_/-àni/ /t-/_/-ùna / /t-/_/-na /
1st pers. / ±-/_/-u/ /?-/_/-u/ /n-/_/-u/ /n-/_/-u/ /n-/_/-u/ /n-/_/-u/
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(8) a. nàm-a (/*nàm-ù) l-±awlàdu (VS)
slept-3.m.s (slept-3.m.p ) the-boy-nom
‘The boys slept’

b. al-±awlàd-u nàm-ù (*nàm-a)  (SV)
the-boys-nom  slept-3.m.p (slept-3.m.s)
‘The boys slept’

In (8a) the verb nàm-a ‘slept’ carries singular
morphology, as indicated by the suffix /-a/, while
the subject al-±awlàdu ‘the boys’ is plural as indi-
cated by the plural form of the noun (walad
[sg.], ±awlàd [pl.]). In (8b), however, the verb
nàm-ù ‘slept’ carries plural morphology, as indi-
cated by the suffix /-ù/, whereas the subject al-
±awlàdu ‘the boys’ is in the same plural form.
This asymmetry is further supported by the
ungrammaticality of the plural form of the verb
in (8a) and singular form of the verb in (8b). In
short, Arabic verbs agree in number with pre-
verbal but not postverbal subjects.

The examples in (8) with a masculine plural
subject and the ones in (9) with a feminine dual
show that postverbal subjects, as well as prever-
bal subjects, control agreement on the verb with
respect to the features of gender and person. 

(9) a. nàm-at (*nàm-atà) al-bint-àni (VS)
slept-3.f.s (slept-3.f.d ) the-girl(f)-3.d
‘The two girls slept’

b. al-bint-àni nàm-atà (*nàm-at) (SV)
the-girl(f)-3.d slept-3.f.d (slept-3.f.s)
‘The two girls slept’

The above agreement asymmetry whereby sub-
ject verb agreement obtains in the SV order with
all pronominal features of gender, number, and
person, while partial agreement, i.e. gender and
person only, obtains in VS order has been dis-
cussed and analyzed within the investigation of
the syntax of clauses and functional categories in
Universal Grammar (UG) in an extensive litera-
ture which cannot be reviewed here; see, for
example, Fassi Fehri (1982, 1988, 1993); Abd El
Moneim (1989); Mohammad (1990, 1999);
Benmamoun (1990, 1992, 2000); Eid (1991);
Bahloul and Harbert (1993); Bahloul (1994);
Harbert and Bahloul (2002); Aoun, Benma-
moun, and Sportiche (1994); and Parkinson
(1995). Agreement asymmetry is quite common
in a number of languages and language groups.
For Celtic languages, see McCloskey (1986),
Rouveret (1991), and Bahloul and Harbert

(1993); for North Italian Dialects, see Brandi
and Cordin (1989); for Russian and other Slavic
languages, see Corbett (1983). In Arabic and in
other languages with similar verbal agreement
alternations, the essential question is how to
account for such asymmetry. In other words,
each analysis has to explain how each agreement
pattern is licensed. The following section briefly
highlights the contributions of major analyses
which have provided an answer to this question. 

1 .  T h e  e x p l e t i v e  a n a l y s i s

Fassi Fehri (1982, 1988) and Mohammad
(1990, 1999) provide an answer to the question
of asymmetry by contending that agreement pat-
terns differently in VSO and SVO sentences
because the latter is licensed by a different ele-
ment in each case. While in SVO cases, full
agreement obtains through specifier-head agree-
ment with the thematic subject, partial agree-
ment in VSO cases is the result of an agreement
with a preverbal null expletive pronoun. This
analysis is motivated by the observation that
Arabic VSO structures may be preceded by
expletive topics as shown in (10).

(10) ±inna-hu zàra-nì µalàµu “à ≠iràt-in
that-it visited-me three-nom   poets.f.-gen
(Fassi Fehri 1993:39)
‘It visited me three poets’ = ‘Three poets 
visited me’

Under the Expletive Analysis, the singular agree-
ment feature on the verb zàranì is licensed by the
3rd person singular pronominal form /-hu/ on
the complementizer ±inna ‘that’. Fassi Fehri
(1988) postulates an empty expletive pronoun
(pro) in order to license the 3rd person singular
agreement features on the verb; Mohammad
(1990:98) claims that “VSO sentences in Arabic
contain two subjects: the ‘real’ subject and an
expletive subject . . . that dictates the agreement
features on the verb”. It is later observed that
while the expletive has inherent singular num-
ber, its gender features are variable, and it can
“change . . . to feminine if followed by a femi-
nine subject” (Mohammad 1999:144). It is not
clear, however, that this analysis is descriptively
adequate. In a much more recent work, Fassi
Fehri (1993:39) observes that this analysis
“arbitrarily limits the list of expletives to the one
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needed”. Benmamoun (2000:125) further notes
the lack of “any independent motivation for
such an expletive”. Harbert and Bahloul (2002:
65–66) question the validity of this approach on
the basis of its theoretical and practical limita-
tions, since it fails to answer a number of funda-
mental questions.

2 .  I n c o r p o r a t i o n  a n d  m e r g e r
a n a l y s i s

Another account which has been proposed to
explain the Arabic agreement asymmetry claims
that the differences between full and partial agree-
ment are the products of fundamentally different
processes. On the basis of examples such as
(11) and (12), Fassi Fehri (1993:111) contends

that full agreement is achieved through pronoun
incorporation.

(11) a. jà±-ù
came.3.pl.m
‘They [masc.] came’

b. ji ±-na
came.3.pl.f
‘They [fem.] came’

(12) a. jà±-a l-±awlad-u
came-s.m the-boys-nom
‘The boys came’

b. jà±-at al-banàt-u
came-f the-girls-nom
‘The girls came’

As the examples in (11a) and (11b) suggest, full
agreement obtains with null pronominals, while
partial agreement is obtained with postverbal full
lexical subjects. The pronouns are null because
they have been incorporated into the verb. The
gist of the merger analysis, on the other hand, is
that it is partial agreement which involves incor-
poration, not of pronouns, but of postverbal lex-
ically headed subject noun phrases (NPs). To
provide further support, Benmamoun observes
that it is not always the case that morphosyntac-
tic features are realized through affixes by show-
ing that such features may be spelled out
periphrastically through independent words, as
in the case of tense being realized through auxil-
iaries or modals. Along the same line of argu-
ment, Benmamoun (2000:130) claims that in the
VS cases where only partial agreement is
observed, the number feature on the verb is not

spelled out by an affix, but rather by the lexical
subject which merges with the verb. In other
words, “since the subject is inherently specified
for number features, its merger with the verb
amounts to spelling-out those features on the lat-
ter, thus making the number suffix redundant”.
In short, Benmamoun’s approach offers an alter-
native analysis by claiming that number agree-
ment in Arabic is spelled out in two different
ways: as a single word through affixation or
periphrastically through the merger of the verb
and the postverbal subject. 

Different as the incorporation account of Fassi
Fehri and the merger account of Benmamoun
may be, they converge on one crucial prediction:
there should never be full agreement with overt
postverbal subjects. In Fassi Fehri’s account, this
follows because full agreement is an incorpo-
rated subject, and therefore should never co-
occur with an overt subject. In Benmamoun’s
account, it follows because postverbal subjects
are obligatorily merged with the verb, thus pre-
cluding the independent realization of number
agreement morphology. 

3 .  T h e  g o v e r n m e n t - a g r e e m e n t
a n a l y s i s

A more promising analysis has been advanced in
Bahloul and Habert (1993) and Harbert and
Bahloul (2002). Under this analysis, labeled the
Government-Agreement (GA) approach, it is
argued that SVO and VSO sentences exhibit dif-
ferent agreement patterns because agreement is
effected under different syntactic conditions. In
the former, it encodes a Spec-Head relationship
between the subject and the agreeing verb, while
in the latter it is obtained under a relationship 
of government between those elements. Thus,
the difference in agreement morphology results
because different feature sets are accessible
under these two types of agreement. Under this
account, Determiner Phrases (DPs) headed by
lexical nouns are represented as in (13).

Agreement features may be inherent or
derived. Gender features are inherent features of
lexical nouns since they are associated with
invariant gender distinctions. Definiteness, how-
ever, is not an inherent feature of lexical head
nouns, but rather of the functional category
‘Determiner’ and therefore of DPs. In (13) gen-
der features, being inherent features of nouns,
are associated with the lowest layer of projection 
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(13) DP
/ \

Spec D’ 
/ \

Do NumP
[±Def] / \

Spec Num’
/ \

Numo NP
[±Pl]     |

N’
|
No

[±Fem]

(the Base of the projection system, in terms of
Bahloul and Harbert 1993). Number and
Definiteness features, on the other hand, are
associated with higher level functional heads in
the projection system. Accordingly, only fea-
tures of the Base of a projection system are 
visible for purposes of agreement under govern-
ment, as specified by the principle in (14), while
all features are visible for Spec-Head agreement. 

(14) The Government-Agreement constraint:
only those features that originate on the
Base of a Projection System are evaluated
for agreement under government. 

This yields the observed asymmetry between
gender and number agreement in Arabic. Gender
features originate on lexical Ns, hence on the Bases
of Projection Systems. Thus, they are visible for
agreement under government. Number features
are features of the functional head Numo. They
are not features of the Base node in Projection
Systems terminating in lexical nouns and are
therefore not visible to such agreement.

4 .  A g r e e m e n t  i n  c o n j o i n e d
s u b j e c t s

Another advantage of the Government-Agree-
ment analysis is that it readily explains the
agreement contrast between postverbal and pre-
verbal conjoined subjects as illustrated in (15).

(15) a. [al-walad-u wa l-bint-u] xaraj-à
the-boy-nom and the-girl-nom left-d.m
‘The boy and the girl left’

b. [al-bint-u wa l-walad-u] xaraj-à
the-girl-nom and the-boy-nom left-d.m

c. xaraj-at [al-bint-u wa l-walad-u]
left-3.s.f the-girl-nom and the-boy-nom 

d. xaraj-a [al-walad-u wa l-bint-u]
left-3.s.m the-boy-nom and the-girl-nom 

In (15a), we see that a conjoined subject consist-
ing of a masculine conjunct and a feminine con-
junct triggers (dual) masculine agreement on a
verb in SV order. A masculine NP conjoined
with a feminine NP yields a coordinate structure
with the composite gender feature [+Masc], and
this feature controls agreement on the verb. The
example in (15b) shows that the order of the
conjuncts does not affect the outcome of agree-
ment. For the purpose of agreement, it does not
matter whether the first conjunct is masculine
and the second feminine, as in (15a), or that the
first is feminine and the second masculine, as in
(15b). In both cases the controlling gender
agreement remains the same, namely, mascu-
line. The contrast between (15a) and (15b)
shows that gender agreement is not affected by
the relative order of the conjuncts. The verb in
SV order agrees with the composite masculine
gender feature of the topmost node.

In VS order, however, a very different pattern
emerges. The verb is singular with postverbal
subjects, as expected, but its gender inflection is
determined by the closest conjunct. In (15c) it is
feminine since the feminine conjunct comes first.
In (15d) it is masculine since the masculine con-
junct is first. The same pattern obtains with per-
son agreement. The examples in (16) illustrate
agreement with the first conjunct in postverbal
conjoined subject constructions.

(16) a. xaraj-ti [ ±anti wa huwa]
left-2.s.f you.s.f and he.3.s.m 
‘You and he left’

b. xaraj-ta [ ±anta wa hiya]
left-2.s.m you.s.m and she.3.s.f
‘You and he left’

The example in (16) is given the representation
in (17) whereby the conjunction heads a
Conjunction Phrase (ConjP), and the first con-
junct is its Specifier. 

As Benmamoun has noted, under the assump-
tion of an appropriate definition of minimality
government, INFL in configuration (17) governs
the Specifier of the Conjunction Phrase, since
that Spec is not more locally o-commanded by
any other head. Accordingly, INFL may agree in
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(17) INFL’
/       \

INFL PredP
V /       \ 

Spec Pred           Pred’
ConjP[+MASC] /   \

/      \ Pred  VP 
SpecConj   Conj’

/      |      \
DP   Conjo DP
|         |       |

NP       |     NP
[+Fem]  and [+Masc]

gender with the DP in Spec Conj position,
through agreement under government. It may
not agree with the second conjunct, the comple-
ment of Conjo, since the complement is in the
domain of a more local head. To ensure the
impossibility of feminine agreement in (15d),
certain other well-motivated assumptions are
required. First, if conjunctions are heads, it
appears that they must be functional, rather
than lexical heads. They are closed class ele-
ments, not belonging to a major word class, and
they lack descriptive content. If so, then the NP
complement of Conjo in (17) constitutes the Base
of a Projection System extending upward to
Conjunction Phrase. Given that features of
Bases of Projection Systems are projected freely
upward through those systems, a question is
raised as to why the feminine feature of the noun
in the complement phrase in (15d), for example,
is not available for agreement. Harbert and
Bahloul (2002) propose that the projection of
these features is disrupted in such cases because
the head of the Conjunction Phrase is simultane-
ously assigned a second abstract gender feature
through Spec-Head agreement with the DP in
the SpecConj position. Because of these compet-
ing features, one from the Base of the Projection
System and one from the Specifier of the phrase,
the Conjunction Phrase receives a composite
gender feature, counting for purposes of agree-
ment as Masculine. This composite gender fea-
ture is what determines masculine agreement in
the Spec-Head agreement cases in (15a–b).

The three analyses of agreement presented
above – the Expletive Analysis, the Incorpora-
tion and Merger Analysis, and the Government-
Agreement Analysis – provide different accounts

for Arabic agreement asymmetry. The Govern-
ment-Agreement Analysis, however, provides a
unified account for the agreement asymmetry
and related issues such as agreement with con-
joined subjects. 
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≠â±id

When dealing with anaphoric reference, the
Medieval Arab grammarians normally use the
verb ≠àda (ya ≠ùdu ±ilà ‘referring to’). The term
≠à ±id (occasionally ràbi†, ràji ≠) is typically used to
denote the resumptive pronoun in either a
clausal predicate (jumla xabar) or a relative
clause (jumla ßila/ßifa). The underlying principle
in both cases is that the basic form of the predi-
cate and the attribute is a phrase referring back
to the mubtada± (the subject in a non-VS sen-
tence, sometimes translated as ‘topic’, a prag-
matic term that does not cover all instances of
mubtada ±) or head (man ≠ùt) respectively. In
other words, there must be a semantic relation of
identity between the xabar/ßifa (→ sabab) and
the mubtada ±/man ≠ùt respectively. A clause, in
contrast to a phrase, is by definition a non-refer-
ential element. Thus, in order to establish a
predicative or an attributive relationship be-
tween a clause and a mubtada ±/ head, some ref-
erential linking element should be entered into
the clause, usually a personal pronoun referring
back to the mubtada ±/head. Ibn Ya≠ì“ (d.
642/1245) explains, when dealing with the types
of clausal xabar (”ar™ I, 88–89), that the jumla
has the value of an independent sentence (kalàm
mustaqill) and therefore cannot qualify as a
xabar, unless it contains some referential ele-
ment (≈ikr) to link it to the mubtada ±. Absence of
such an element would render the clause syntac-
tically disconnected (±ajnabiyya) from its mub-
tada±, and the sentence as a whole unacceptable.
Thus, while zaydun qàma ±abùhu ‘Zayd, his
father stood’ is a perfectly grammatical sen-
tence, with -hu in ±abùhu functioning as ≠à ±id,
zaydun qàma ≠amrun ‘Zayd, ≠Amr stood’ is dis-
allowed because of the lack of an ≠à ±id. The prin-
ciple requiring an ≠à ±id in a clausal xabar applies
not only to verbal and nominal clauses but also
to cases where the xabar position is filled by a
conditional sentence or by what some of the
later grammarians refer to as jumla Úarfiyya.
Regarding the former, Ibn Ya≠ì“ (”ar™ I, 89) indi-
cates that the ≠à ±id may occur either in the prota-
sis (“ar†), as in zaydun ±in tukrim-hu ya“kur-ka
≠amrun ‘Zayd, if you honor him, ≠Amr will thank
you’, or both in the protasis and the apodosis
(jazà ±), as in zaydun ±in yaqum ±ukrim-hu ‘Zayd,
if he stands up, I will honor him’. As for cases
such as zaydun fì d-dàr ‘Zayd is in the house’

(jumla Úarfiyya), Ibn Ya≠ì“ (”ar™ I, 91) indi-
cates that this sentence is paraphrasable by 
zaydun yastaqirru fì d-dàr, where the deleted
yastaqirru ‘he is located’ contains the ≠à ±id.

The grammarians cite other cases where the
≠à ±id is absent from the clausal xabar. They
emphasize that such a deletion occurs only in
cases where it is easily retrievable from the con-
text. One typical example is the sentence as-
samnu manawàni bi-dirhamin ‘the butter, two
manan for a dirham’. Ibn Ya≠ì“ (”ar™ I, 91)
explains that in such cases the mubtada ± is a
generic noun designating a kind of commodity,
and that the sentence as a whole is de-signed for
pricing that commodity. The addressee can thus
easily relate this sentence to the underlying
(muqaddar) full version: as-samnu manawàni
min-hu bi-dirhamin, where -hu in min-hu is the
≠à±id referring to as-samn (for further examples
and details, see, e.g., Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ I, 91–92).

A well-known Kufan claim is that the ≠à ±id in
the clausal xabar is the assigner of the raf ≠ case
to the mubtada ±. Dealing with the verse kullun
qad ≠alima ßalàta-hu wa-tasbì™a-hu ‘He knows
the prayers and praise of each’ (Q. 24/41), al-
Farrà± (Ma≠ànì II, 255) states that kullun is
assigned the raf ≠ case by the pronoun -hu refer-
ring back to it in ßalàta-hu wa-tasbì™a-hu. For
extensive citations of passages from al-Farrà±’s
Ma≠ànì l-Qur ±àn, dealing with anaphoric refer-
ence, see Kinberg (1996:529–532).

Ibn Hi“àm (d. 761/1360) (Muÿnì II, 647–663)
provides an extensive discussion of various
kinds of linking elements (rawàbi†) in various
kinds of constructions. He starts with cases
where the ràbi† occurs in a clause standing in
predicative relationship to some nominal. He
points out that the personal pronoun (∂amìr) is
the basic but not the only form of the ràbi†.
Among the other devices he outlines, the most
common are:

i. A demonstrative pronoun, as in wa-lla≈ìna
ka≈≈abù bi-±àyàti-nà wa-stakbarù ≠an-hà

±ulà ±ika ±aß™àbu n-nàr ‘those who deny and dis-
play arrogance toward Our signs will be in Hell’
(Q. 7/36);

ii. Repetition of the actual nominal functioning
as mubtada ± as in wa-±aß™àbu l-yamìn mà

±aß™àbu l-yamìn ‘those on the right hand:
what [awaits] those on the right hand?’ (Q.
56/27). Ibn Hi“àm (Muÿnì II, 553) indicates
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that this strategy is normally used for fright-
ening and aggrandizement (at-tahwìl wa-t-
tafxìm);

iii. An agnomen (kunya) referring to the mub-
tada ±, as in zaydun jà ±a-nì ±abù ≠abdi llàhi
‘Zayd, ±Abù ≠Abdallàh came to me’, where
±Abù ≠Abdallàh is the kunya of Zayd; and

iv. The ràbi† may be realized as a general term
inclusive of the referent of the mubtada±, as
in zaydun ni ≠ma r-rajul ‘Zayd, what a nice 
person’.

Among other constructions requiring a ràbi†,
Ibn Hi“àm enumerates the following:

i. The relative clause, whether syndetic (ßila) 
or asyndetic (ßifa). This is exemplified by 
the following Qur±ànic verses respectively:
[≈àlika l-kitàbu . . . ] hudan li-l-muttaqìna
lla≈ìna yu ±minùna bi-l-ÿayb ‘[this Book . . .]
is a guide for the godfearing who believe in
the Unseen’ (Q. 2/3), ™attà tunazzila ≠alaynà

kitàban naqra±u-hu ‘till you send down for
us a book which we can read’ (Q. 17/93). Ibn
Hi“àm (Muÿnì II, 653–656) indicates that 
the ràbi† in relative clauses is normally a 
personal pronoun which may, however, be
deleted. Deletion in these cases is more likely
in a syndetic than in an asyndetic clause, and
it is least likely in a xabar clause.

ii. The circumstantial clause (jumla ™àl). In this
case the function of the ràbi† may be imple-
mented either by the particle wa- or by a per-
sonal pronoun, or by both. The latter is
exemplified by: là taqrubù ß-ßalàta wa-
±antum sukàrà ‘do not get near to prayer
when you are drunk’ (Q. 4/43).

iii. The i“tiÿàl construction (a term denoting an
accusatival topic, for which an underlying
verbal operator must be posited), as in 
zaydan ∂arabtu-hu ‘Zayd, I hit him’. For fur-
ther details, see Ibn Hi“àm (Muÿnì II,
657–658).

iv. Ma ≠mùl aß-ßifa l-mu“abbaha. Here Ibn
Hi“àm (Muÿnì II, 658–659) deals with con-
structions analogous to na ≠t sababì. The ≠à ±id
in these cases is either morphologically real-
ized or, otherwise, assumed (muqaddar). Ibn
Hi“àm cites the verse ±inna li-l-muttaqìna la-
™usna ma ±àbin jannàti ≠adnin mufatta™atan
la-humu l-±abwàbu ‘for the righteous there is
a blessed resort, the gardens of Eden, where
the gates will be open for them’ (Q 38/

49–50). He argues that underlying (al-±aßl)
al-±abwàbu is either al-±abwàbu min-hà or
±abwàbu-hà. In other words, the definite arti-
cle in this case substitutes for the ≠à±id.
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≠Ajamì → Faßì™

Aktionsart

The notion of Aktionsart has arisen as a counter-
notion to the concept of → aspect. Aspect refers
to temporal structures. This notion has been
developed in studies on Arabic (Maas p.c.),
where a dichotomy exists reflecting a bounded-
ness distinction (a state of affairs is considered
‘bounded’ if it is terminated). Structures that are
not connected to this distinction are described
with the term Aktionsart. However, there has
been a lot of confusion about the use of the
notion of aspect. Other languages, too, have
dichotomous or partly dichotomous verb sys-
tems, but some of them convey distinctions dif-
ferent from the Arabic system (e.g. the Slavic).
The notion of aspect has often been applied to
these systems as well; the Slavic tradition has
been the most influential. Hence, the delimitation
of Aktionsart against aspect is often obscured,
leading to different definitions of Aktionsart.
Their common ground is the differentiation of
the verbal lexicon and the opposition to aspect.
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Many scholars have done without the distinc-
tion between aspect and Aktionsart, preferring
to subsume both concepts under either aspect or
aspectuality (Sasse 2002). 

Nowadays, Aktionsart is generally regarded 
as acting on whole sentences (see, e.g., Verkuyl
1972). However, this hinders cross-linguistic
comparison. As a notion referring to verbs, there
are two approaches for defining Aktionsart
(Steinitz 1981), an abstract one and a morphol-
ogy-based one. Under the latter assumption, all
verbs count as Aktionsart that are morphologi-
cally derived from a certain basic verb. Russian,
for instance, has an elaborate derivational sys-
tem. Isa∑enko (1968) gives a list of possible deri-
vations, contrasting a number of simple verbs
with their derivations: pet’ ‘to sing’ vs. zapet’ ‘to
begin a song’, sidet’ ‘to sit’ vs. posidet’ ‘to sit for
a while’ vs. si∆ivat’ ‘to sit now and then’, kusit’
‘to bite’ vs. perekusit’ ‘to bite each member of a
set (in turn)’, etc. Many scholars have this system
in mind when they investigate Aktionsart. As a
result, interactions with arguments, intensifiers,
etc. are often subsumed under Aktionsart.

The verbal systems of the Arabic languages –
except for Standard Arabic, these are usually
called ‘dialects’ – are relatively uniform with
respect to Aktionsart, so that examples will be
taken indifferently from any Arabic language.
Unless indicated otherwise, examples are from
Standard Arabic. Minor differences exist, though
(see below).

Blohm (1990) follows the morphology-based
approach to Aktionsart in Arabic, like most of
the authors he cites. He defines the so-called ver-
bal forms or stems as the derivational system.
Unlike Russian, however, in Arabic, the seman-
tic connections between the basic and the
derived forms are seldom transparent. For this
reason, it seems unwise to view these derivations
as an Aktionsart system. The verbal forms are
morphologically connected, but can no longer
be viewed as being semantically connected. 
As these forms are the only derivational means
for verbs in Arabic, a morphology-based
approach to Aktionsart cannot be applied. In
Arabic, there is only one verb for each contrast
in Isa∑enko’s list.

Whereas some scholars define Aktionsart as
adding meaning to a basic concept represented
by a verb (mostly proponents of a morphology-
based approach), others ascribe any verb to a
certain Aktionsart (predominantly proponents

of the more abstract approach). Aktionsart can
thus be described either as a classification of
verbs or as a specification task for states of
affairs. Under the latter view, the most promi-
nent temporal task of Aktionsart is to pick out
subintervals of states of affairs (including such
that are longer than the interval itself). Arabic
specifies these subintervals mostly by analytical
constructions or outside the predicate. The con-
structions may involve complex predicates, in
Arabic called coverbs (Maas 1995) → or auxil-
iaries. Alternatively, a state of affairs may be
expressed by a noun, which then functions as the
object to a verb whose only task is to provide the
information that a subinterval of the state of
affairs is in the focus of attention:

(1) Tunisian bdì-t na-fham
start:PFV-1S 1S-understand
‘j’ai commencé à comprendre’ 
(Simeone-Senelle 1985)

(2) Tunisian bèdi fi l-xidma
start:AP in  ART-work
‘je commence le travail’ 
(Simeone-Senelle 1985)

(3) Moroccan kemmel l-makla
complete:PFV:3Sm ART-meal
‘he finished his meal’

The main verbs in coverb constructions are not
always verbs which only serve for specifying
Aktionsart. Compare the following durative 
construction:

(4) Tunisian gà ≠ad ye-r©a ≠

sit:AP 3Sm-return:IMPV
‘il est en train de revenir (on le voit 
en train d’arriver)’ (Simeone-Senelle
1985)

Arabic varieties differ in the extent to which they
make use of complex predicates (cf. Youssi
1992; Mitchell and al-Hassan 1994); other
kinds of predicates containing more than one
verb exist, too. Standard Arabic is at the lower
end of this ‘verb serialization scale’ (→ serial
verbs). Examples like (4) are therefore impossi-
ble in Standard Arabic.

Normally, an Arabic verb comprises more
subintervals of a state of affairs, compared to
European languages. The famous two-phase
verbs of Arabic are a good example of this ten-
dency: jalasa ‘to sit/to sit down’, waqaÚa ‘to
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wake up/to be awake’, waqafa ‘to stand up/to
stand’. In two-phase verbs, two different stages of
a state of affairs may be referred to by the same
aspectual form.

Many modern investigations viewing Aktion-
sart as a classification of verbs are based on
Vendler (1967). He distinguishes between sta-
tive verbs like English to know, activity verbs
like to play, (punctual) achievements like to
explode, and accomplishments like to open.
Achievements and accomplishments share the
feature of being oriented towards a goal; this
feature is called ‘telicity’.

States are often expressed by nominal predi-
cates in Arabic, more often than in English:

(5) al-kursì wazn-u-hu
ART-chair    weight-NOM-3Sm
≠i“rùn kìlo
twenty kilogram
‘the chair weighs twenty kilograms’

(6) ≠umr-u-hu µalaµùna sana
age-NOM-3Sm     thirty:NOM year
‘he’s thirty years old’

In Standard Arabic, such nominal predicates
may be → participles. In some modern dialects,
the participles have the same function, but have
ceased to be a nominal form; they may be
regarded as stative verb forms (Reese forthcom-
ing), which, however, are used less often than
stative verbs in European languages.

Arabic lacks the feature known from English
that some verbs may be viewed as either atelic or
telic (active accomplishments like eating, run-
ning in Van Valin and LaPolla 1997). 

(7) ±akala l-±akl
eat:PFV:3Sm ART-meal
‘he ate the meal’

(8) ±akala l-±akl kull-a-hu
eat:PFV:3Sm ART-meal all-ACC-3Sm
‘he ate the meal up’

(9) ±akala l-±akl, wa-làkin 
eat:PFV:3Sm     ART-meal   but           
là kull-a-hu
not  all-ACC-3Sm
‘he ate the meal, but not all of it’

Russian as the classic ‘Aktionsart language’ dis-
tinguishes two verbs for the two readings of the
English active accomplishments.

In the examples, telicity is specified, if at all,
not in the verbs, but outside the predicate or even
the clause (though the telic interpretation may be
regarded as default). The lack of telicity may be
specified, too, again outside the predicate:

(10) ±akala min al-xubz
eat:PFV:3Sm from ART-bread
‘he ate some of the bread’

Unmarked telic markers for active accomplish-
ments are found in nomadic (Caubet 1991)
dialects; for a marked example, see (3) above.

(11) Mauritanian vet-t t ≠a““ey-t
complete:PFV-1S have.meal: 

PFV-1S 
‘j’ai déjà mangé’ (Tauzin 1985)

On the other hand, Arabic has ‘purely telic
verbs’, that is, verbs that only focus on the goal
of an action, like waßala ‘to arrive’. Most motion
verbs behave similarly (Arabic being a verb-ori-
ented language; see Talmy 1985): they focus on
the goal or path of a motion, its manner remain-
ing unspecified, e.g. daxala ‘to enter, to go in’. 

This means that Arabic varieties add few Ak-
tionsart specifications to verbs. In most cases,
these are omitted. If they need to be specified,
this specification is achieved either by additional
verbs (pure telic verbs or special Aktionsart verbs
like ‘to begin’) or by additional information out-
side the predicate.
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Algeria

Research on Algerian Arabic may be divided
into two main periods: the first began during the
first years of the 20th century and ended some
time after Algerian independance (1962), i.e.
during the 1970s. The basic research on dialec-
tal geography (Cantineau 1937, 1938, 1940,
1941) and the most comprehensive monographs
on Algerian Arabic, particularly on some repre-
sentative dialects (W. Marçais 1902, 1908; Ph.
Marçais 1945, 1956, 1960a, 1960b, 1977;
Grand’Henry 1972, 1976a) were produced dur-
ing this first period. The second period began
during the 1980s and has continued up to the
present: it is mainly devoted to the study of
modern Arabization, Algerian sociolinguistics,
and to different aspects of the dialect of Algiers
(→ Algiers Arabic).

1 . A l g e r i a n  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t
g e o g r a p h y  a n d  s o m e  i m p o r t a n t
A l g e r i a n  d i a l e c t s

It should be mentioned at the outset that the
most comprehensive bibliography on Algerian
Arabic is now found in Maïri (1987:96–107).

It is well known that Arabization of Algeria
was achieved after two conquests. The first was
a military conquest during the 7th century C.E.
At this time, the cities (Tlemcen, Constantine)
and their rural surroundings (villages and
mountains) were partially Arabized and it is
quite probable that many Algerians still pre-
served their mother language, i.e. Berber. Most
were sedentary. The second conquest, by con-
trast, was a Bedouin one which penetrated
deeply inside the country and resulted in the
growing process of the Arabization of Algeria.
This produced an intermixing of ethnic groups
and brought about broad changes in the Arabic
dialects spoken everywhere outside the northern
areas. So we may divide the Algerian dialects
into two main groups: the pre-Hilàlì and the
Hilàlì dialects (from the name of Banù Hilàl, the
tribe which settled in the center of the Maghreb,
near the Banù Sulaym in Tunisia and the Banù

Ma≠qil in Morocco).

1.1 Pre-Hilàlì Dialects

Pre-Hilàlì dialects may be divided into village
(or mountain) dialects and urban dialects.

1.1.1 Village dialects
Village dialects are located in the Oran area,
between the Trara mountains and the sea.
Nedroma is the main town center of this area
and was probably Arabized at the time of the
Idrisids. There is also a village dialect area lo-
cated in eastern Algeria: it is in the eastern
Kabylia between Djidjelli, Mila, and Collo. This
area was occupied by the Aghlabid garrisons.

1.1.1.1 Phonetics
*q is pronounced /k/: kalb ‘heart’; *k on the
other hand is prepalatalized and pronounced
[ky, k«, t«, «]. *t is affricated and becomes [ts]; 
the interdentals *µ, *≈, *Ú pass into the dentals
/t/, /d/, /∂/. The pronunciation [t~] often appears
for *∂. *j appears as [À] when it is single
and [dÀ] when it is doubled. The diphthongs *ay
and *aw pass into /ì/ and /ù/; /m/, /b/, /q/ assim-
ilate the article.

1.1.1.2 Morphology
The verbs IIIw/y have been totally rebuilt: nsà,
nsàt, yensà, yensàw ‘to forget’; bkà, bkàt, bkàw,
yebkì, yebkìw ‘to cry’. The verbs I± have been
similarly rebuilt: klà, klìt, klàw, yàkel, kùl ‘to
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eat’. The dual ending is -àyen: yùmàyen ‘two
days’. Broken plurals of the quadriliterals have
a short vowel in the last syllable: mfìte™ ‘small
keys’. Diminutives have the pattern: †feyyel ‘lit-
tle child’. Both genders have merged for the 2nd
person singular in the verbs and pronouns. The
syllable structure of verbs and nouns + pronom-
inal suffixes is: ∂rab ‘he struck’ + u = ∂arbu ‘he
struck him’; ùled ‘child’ + u = weldu ‘his child’.
So far, the village dialects of the Tràra and east-
ern Kabylia are alike. But they diverge on other
points: the Tràra has ye∂∂arbu, eastern Kabylia
i∂arbu ‘they strike’; Tràra reqqebtek, eastern
Kabylia rqebtek ‘your neck’; Tràra be ≠t, eastern
Kabylia bì ≠t ‘I sold’; for the expression of dura-
tive and/or usual action, Tràras yekteb, eastern
Kabylia ka-yekteb ‘he is writing’, or ‘he usually
writes’. Some remarks on syntax and vocabu-
lary: the direct connexion (±i∂àfa) disappeared
in these village dialects and was superseded by
an indirect connexion through the particles di,
eddi, dyàl + elli (Collo). Some words of the Ara-
bic lexicon have the gender and/or the number
of their Berber equivalent word: ßòf is feminine
like Berber ta∂uf ‘wool’; ma ‘water’ is consid-
ered a plural like Berber aman.

1.1.2 Urban dialects
The traditional distinction made between Jew-
ish and Muslim dialects is no longer valid since
most of the Algerian Jews settled either in Israel
or in other countries just before or after inde-
pendence (see on these dialects Ph. Marçais
1960b:376; Cohen 1981:91–105). Therefore
only Muslim dialects are dealt with here.

There are urban dialects in which linguistic
features from the first Arabization are still pre-
served: Tlemcen, Nedroma, Cherchell, Dellys,
Djidjelli, and Collo. There are others in which
external influences from rural and Bedouin
neighbors became dominant: Tenes, Miliana,
Medea, Blida, Algiers, Bejàya, Mila, Skikda, and
Constantine. In some of them, the ancient urban
dialects were partially superseded by the neigh-
boring Bedouin dialects: Tenes, Blida, Miliana,
Medea, Mila, Skikda, and Constantine. In some
towns the dialect is completely Bedouin: Oran,
Mostaganem, Mascara, Mazouna, and Annaba.

1.1.2.1 Phonetics
On the whole, village dialects, and urban
dialects show the same phonetics. But only old

Tenes, Cherchell, Dellys, and Constantine pre-
served the interdental consonants. In Medea,
Blida, Algiers, occlusive and fricative interden-
tals may be heard. /j/ for *j appears in the
dialects of Tlemcen, Tenes, Cherchell, Miliana,
Medea, Blida, Algiers, Dellys, Mila, and Con-
stantine. Everywhere else in Algeria, this conso-
nant is pronounced /∆/. In all urban dialects, *q
is voiceless /q/ except in Tlemcen where it is a
glottal stop /±/. It is a well-known feature that
Maghrebi sedentary people pronounce *q
voiceless as /q/, whereas the Bedouin have
voiced /g/, but the Bedouin pronunciation has
also spread in some towns, at least partially.

1.1.2.2 Morphology
All urban dialects have rebuilt forms of the
verbs IIIw/y (the same for klà ‘to eat’ and xdà

‘to take’), broken plurals of the quadriliterals of
the type mfìte™ ‘small keys’, triliteral diminu-
tives of the type †feyyel ‘little child’, personal
pronoun suffix -u/-o after a consonant, person-
al feminine pronoun suffix -ah in Cherchell
instead of -ha elsewhere, entùmàn, hùmàn in
Cherchell only where an ancient Andalusian
influence is to be observed (particularly in lexi-
cal entries, see Grand’Henry 1972:165–166).
The merger of both genders into one for the 2nd
person in verbs and nouns appears in western
and eastern Algeria in the urban dialects, but
not in the center. The Classical Arabic ya∂ribù-

na ‘they strike’ may be ye∂∂arbu, i∂arbu, or
ye∂arbu according to the Algerian towns;
raqqebti, rqebti, raqebti ‘my neck’ appear sym-
metrically. ∂arbet + -u ‘she struck him’ is ∂arbà-

tu in the west and the center, ∂arbettu in the
east. Indirect connexion is marked through par-
ticles: di, dyàl, mtà ≠, ntà ≠.

1.2 Bedouin dialects

1.2.1 Phonetics
Interdentals are preserved in most Bedouin
dialects; on the whole, there is no affrication of /t/
in [ts]; qàf is pronounced /g/ except in some words
borrowed from the religious and/or juridical
domains. Some short vowels are preserved. There
is no reduction of the diphthongs /ey/, /ow/.

1.2.2 Morphology
2nd persons masculine and feminine singular
never merge, the dual is fairly widespread com-
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pared with its use in sedentary dialects and it is
not restricted to nouns of measure and nouns
designating paired parts of the human body.

1.2.3 Syntax and lexicon
Indetermination is often expressed through the
basic form of the word, without addition of
wa™d-el. ±I∂àfa is expressed the way it is in Clas-
sical Arabic, rather than through particles of
indirect connexion. Plurals of the quadriliteral
nouns are of the type ßnàdìg ‘chests’ instead of
ßnàdeg. Diminutives are of the type mfìtì™
‘small keys’ instead of mfìte™, and †feyl ‘little
child’ instead of †feyyel in towns and villages.
Some plurals are of the mfa ≠≠la type from singu-
lar maf ≠ùl: maÿbùn ‘deceived’: plural mÿabbna.
The original pronunciation of ≠ayn is preserved
in some numerals between 11 and 19: tlàtà ≠“

instead of tlà†à“ ‘thirteen’. Taken as a whole,
Bedouin dialects may be differentiated through
phonetic and morphological/syntactical dis-
criminating features: the pronunciation of /ÿ/
like /q/; the use of a 3rd person masculine sin-
gular suffix pronoun in -ah instead of -o/-u;
specific patterns bringing about changes in the
syllable structure: Úarbàtek, Úarbettek, Úarebte
k ‘she struck you’; yeÚarbu, raqebti, and
yeÚÚarbu, raqqebti ‘they strike’, ‘my neck’. The
conjugation of verbs IIIy has the pattern: m“et,
m“u, yem“u or m“ìt, m“àw, yem“ìw ‘I went, they
went, they go’. On the basis of these discrimi-
nating features, Ph. Marçais (1960b:378 f.)
divides the Bedouin dialects into five groups:

i. Eastern Bedouin dialects have /j/, /ÿ/, Úar-
bàtek, yeÚarbu, raqebti, m“et/ m“u/yem“u,
diphthongs reduced to /è/, /ò/ (this is the E
area of Cantineau);

ii. Center and west Oran dialects have /j/, /ÿ/, 
-ah, Úarebtek, yeÚÚarbu, raqqebti, yem“u,
diphthongs /ey/, /ow/ or /è/, /ò/ (this is the D
area of Cantineau);

iii. Bedouin dialects of central and Saharan
Algeria have /j/, /q/ for /ÿ/, Úarebtek,
yeÚarbu, raqebti, diphthongs ey/ow or è/ò,
yem“u (this is the A area of Cantineau; see
also Grand’Henry 1976a:1–6);

iv. Bedouin dialects of the Tell and Sahel
between Algiers and Oran have /j/ [dÀ], /ÿ/, -
u/-o, Úarbàtek, yeÚÚarbu, raqqebti. Diph-
thongs are /ey/, /ow/ or /ì/, /ù/. They have
m“àw (not m“u) but yem“u (not yem“ìw) fea-

tures, which seem to be typical for a transi-
tional area (this is the B area of Cantineau);

v. Bedouin dialects of the Constantine high
plains have /j/ [dÀ], /ÿ/, -u, Úarbettek,
yeÚarbu, raqebti, diphthongs developed to
/ì/, /ù/ and m“ìt, m“àw, yem“ìw as in dialects
of sedentary population.

Ph. Marçais (1960b:379) believes that group i
may be named ‘sulaymite’ because it has con-
nections with Tunisian Bedouin dialects; group
ii may be named ma ≠qilian because it has con-
nections with Moroccan Bedouin dialects;
groups iii, iv, v may be named hilàlì with refer-
ence to the Banù Hilàl.

2 .  M o d e r n  A r a b i z a t i o n  o f  
A l g e r i a  a n d  A l g e r i a n  
s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s

After independence in 1962, language remained
a focus of conflict in Algeria and its relationship
with the state and nation is still disputed. The
massive influence of French language and cul-
ture on Algerian Arabic does not result from
French colonization only, but was also stimul-
ated through emigration. Over a 40-year period,
1914–1954, two million Algerians had lived in
France. During the first years of post-independ-
ent Algeria, because a large number of people
found themselves unable to understand radio
and television broadcasts in Standard Arabic,
many advocated the use of dialectal Arabic, but
the ≠ulamà± were given considerable influence 
in language policy. They saw Arabization prima-
rily in religious terms and inseparable from
Islamization (or re-Islamization). A large part of
cultural life was Arabized (schools, a part of the
university, broadcasting on radio and televison),
but the centers of power and administration
remained dominated by French. After the stu-
dent strikes and demonstrations and the 1980
Berber Spring, a new ideology came to the fore,
represented by the Front Islamique du Salut,
which claimed legitimacy and authenticity. A
new law on the generalization of (Modern and
Classical) Arabic was promulgated in 1991: it
committed Algeria to total Arabization by 1997
(Holt 1994:25–41). Nevertheless, Arabization
has been a particularly difficult task in Algeria
because of the complexity of the basic choice 
as to which is the most legitimate language:
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Modern/Classical Arabic, considered to be the
national language, and a symbol of religious
identification; dialectal Arabic and Berber,
marks of connection with the native soil; or
French, which was long considered a symbol of
modernity and change. From the beginning of
the 1980s, the term ‘Arabization policy’ seems
to have balanced between two poles: it essen-
tially means ‘Islamization’ for some officials,
but it does not exclude a bilingualism policy
(Arabic-French) for some others. As it appears
that Arabization policy did not succeed in cre-
ating one unified cultural reference for every-
body in Algeria (i.e. Classical Arabic/Modern
Standard Arabic), there are sociolinguists who
are in favor of an official vivification of the
Algerian dialects because they are potentially
able to assume the three values mentioned
above: identification with Islam, connection
with the native soil, and modernization (Grand-
guillaume 1991:45–54; Redjala 1969–1970:
109–123). It has been also stressed that the
dialectal Arabic variety spoken by the educated
is markedly different from the one spoken by the
illiterate (50 percent in Algeria). As to Berber
(the mother tongue of approximately 25% of
the population in Algeria, about 3 million peo-
ple), there is a considerable similarity between
all Berber non-Tuareg varieties. People whose
mother tongue is Berber are generally bilingual
and Berber is submerged by Arabic loans. In
Algeria, there is a radio channel that exclu-
sively broadcasts programs in the Kabylian lan-
guage but there is a decline of Berber, which is
not taught in schools. Finally, in Algeria and
Tunisia, research has shown that Arabic-French
bilingualism is perceived to be the best language
policy (Ennaji 1991:7–25). A good way to
observe the evolution of Arabic in Algeria is to
check which kind of Arabic is used by theater
companies: from this viewpoint, Siagh’s inquiry
(1991) came up with the following two results.
In various theater companies from eastern, cen-
tral, and western Algeria, a ‘Middle dialectal
Algerian Arabic’ is used, i.e., a variety which
tends to be as free as possible from any social or
regional mark. Lexical borrowings from Classi-
cal Arabic are made, but without case endings
and with a dialectal phonology. Kabylian Berber
is sometimes used, especially for prologues and
songs. The actors who play the roles of direc-
tors, persons in charge, or officials speak Classi-
cal Arabic only (Siagh 1991:71–86).

3 .  R e c e n t  s t u d i e s  o n  
p h o n o l o g y ,  l e x i c o n ,  s y n t a x ,
a n d  p o p u l a r  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  
v a r i o u s  A l g e r i a n  d i a l e c t s

A phonological generative study of the Arabic
dialect of Mila (Constantine area) resulted in the
proposal of a basic phonological group CCVC
which phonetically alternates with CVCC and 
-CCC-. If the last syllable is ‘overheavy’, it has the
main stress. The general rule which characterizes
Maghrebi dialects, prohibiting short vowels in
open syllables, is confirmed (Lechheb 1986:
325–351). A study of the lexical variation of
some Arabic dialects in Algeria (urban dialects
of Tlemcen, Nedroma; Bedouin dialects of
Tiaret, Oran, Bechar, Aïn Temouchent, Sidi Bel
Abbes, El Bayad, and Mascara, with reference to
Classical Arabic) reveals that only four varieties
(Bechar, Nedroma, Tlemcen, and El Bayad) are
“above the 70% requirement for the two (i.e.
these varieties and Classical Arabic) to be con-
sidered varieties of the same language. The other
five varieties can be considered separate lan-
guages from Classical Arabic”. There is a greater
cognation between Bedouin dialects than be-
tween urban ones, but there is a leveling of lin-
guistic differences within the urban dialects and
between the latter and Bedouin dialects, result-
ing from numerous migrations from rural to
urban areas and from progress in the Arabiza-
tion policy (Bouamrane 1994:52–79).

A syntax study based on a Tlemcen tale indi-
cates the limits of a functionalist theory when it
tries to describe the Algerian narrative clauses
and the textual structure. In contrast, the theory
of ancient Arab grammarians, which makes a
distinction between a logic-semantic level on the
one hand and a morphosyntactical level on the
other hand, allows an account of clause and text
unity (Mered 1992:75–102).

Verbal auxiliaries rà™, irò™, ja, iji, m“a, im“i,
g ≠ad, ig ≠od, bqa, ibqa, bda, yibda, wëlla, iwëlli,
zàd, izìd, ≠àwëd, i ≠àwëd, ÿàdi in the Arabic
dialect of Sidi-Bel-Abbes have been studied by
Madouni. He makes a distinction between verbs
that preserve their original meaning (often verbs
of movement) and verbs mainly used as auxil-
iaries (inchoatives, continuatives, repetitives)
(Madouni 1994:127–139; on auxiliary verbs in
Maghrebi Arabic dialects, see also Grand’
Henry 1976a:457–475; 1977a:237–258; 1977b:
439–456; 1978:211–224).
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A treasure of popular literature in Algerian
Arabic dialect is that of riddles: a corpus of 95
riddles has been carefully transcribed (with a
French translation) and studied by Bensalah
(1991). The corpus is classified according to the
number and length of ‘séquences rythmiques’,
including short and long pauses, and according
to rhyme. Riddles are a form of ritual game
which presupposes a participation of people
from various social layers and of different 
ages. This is why they constitute a fascinating
field of study in sociolinguistics (Bensalah
1991:229–263).

The linguistic analysis of Bedouin poems in
Algerian dialectal Arabic reveals remarkable
similarities with old Andalusian Arabic poems,
e.g. those written by Ibn Quzmàn (el Can-
cionero): both reflect simultaneously conserva-
tive features (they use leys = Classical Arabic
laysa, as a simple negative auxiliary, a typical →
Middle Arabic feature), prevailing concord of
feminine singular adjectives with plural nouns,
and linguistic changes, such as a gradual shift
from the two-term noun phrase (subject and
predicate) to a three-term noun phrase (subject
+ rà- + predicate). Compare Algerian Bedouin
Arabic: e“-“owq rà-h ™àlu ßo≠ba ‘the desire, its
case is a serious matter’ with Andalusian Arabic
of Ibn Quzmàn: kull ≠à“iq fìka hù mawlù≠ ‘every-
one who is in love with you is passionate’
(Grand’Henry 1995:51–57).

Algerian Judaeo-Arabic is no longer alive in
Algeria, and is thus not commented on here, but
it remains an attractive field of research, mainly
in Israel (Bar-Asher 1993:135–191; 1992:184;
1996:167–177; Chetrit 1980:125–159; 1993:
169–204; Cohen, 1988:569; 1981:91–105).
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Algiers Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l i t i e s

1.1 Located in the center of the Algerian coast,
Algiers, al-Jazà±ir, Algeria’s capital, chief town 
of a wilàya, faces both the sea and its hinter-
land. It is organized into 15 communes and has
1,483,000 inhabitants. The incorporation of 28
suburban communes into Greater Algiers makes
that agglomeration the second in the Maghreb
after Casablanca; it is the first city in the country
with 2,562,428 inhabitants out of an estimated
population of 29,100,867 inhabitants and rep-
resents 13.69 percent of the urban population.
Only a small number of inhabitants of Algiers
originate from families settled there before inde-
pendence in 1962; like other Algerian cities,
Algiers, a political, administrative, economical,
and cultural capital, has been subject to strong
migratory movements of several (urban or rural)
populations. The geographical and social ori-

gins of these groups are different, and they have
their own linguistic varieties. The contacts
between these ‘new’ Algiers inhabitants and the
older ones have generated a common variety of
dialectal Arabic that coexists with other Arabic
varieties (dialectal or non-dialectal) as well as
non-Arabic idioms (Berber, French). As a meet-
ing place, the city reinforces the role played by
this common use, while maintaining the other
varieties. Other factors contribute to give
Algiers Arabic its special tinge; among these,
Standard Arabic plays an important role.

1.2 Dialectal Arabic is the first language of
about 80 percent of the population. The number 
of users of the other Arabic varieties (‘arabe
médian’, Standard, Classical) is difficult to esti-
mate; it is related to educational level and socio-
cultural and professional activity. The use of
these varieties depends on the communicational
situation (functional distribution) and the
speaker’s skills (passive/active users).

Dialectal Arabic, code-switching dialectal
Arabic/Standard Arabic or code-switching dia-
lectal Arabic/French have no codification, or offi-
cial norms (Academy, official instructions).
Classical and Standard Arabic are highly codified
and submitted to official norms.

Dialectal and Middle Arabic, contrary to
Standard Arabic, do not obey an official spelling
code. Private (personal correspondance) or liter-
ary (theater plays, press, comics) texts in dialec-
tal Arabic are regularly written in Arabic
characters.

1.3 According to a historical classification
used in Arabic dialectology (Marçais 1938),
Algiers Arabic is connected with the sedentary
Western dialect group. Algiers Arabic marks the
boundary between the Eastern and Western
Maghrebi dialects; it is classified in the urban
pre-Hilàlì dialectal group, which itself includes
two subgroups: the Jewish dialects (that have
disappeared today from Algeria) and the
Muslim dialects. Thus, among the latter, strictly
pre-Hilàlì dialects are separated from the rest.
Algiers, where the social and geographical
mobilities encourage linguistic mixing, belongs
to the second category.

This classification is based on the history of
Arab conquests and on the contributions of the
population connected to them. The distinction
between urban and nomadic dialects could be
explained by the fact that Arabization started
from two distinct strata, corresponding to two
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different periods. The urban dialect stratum goes
back to the first wave of Arab invasions
(7th–10th centuries) and to the foundation of
Arab cities. In the wake of an old urban koine
the urban dialects would be the following step.
As for the basis of the Bedouin and rural
dialects, it could be the kind of Arabic brought
by the nomadic invaders (11th century) includ-
ing the Banù Hilàl. However, if the dialects were
constituted according to koines on their basis
(D. Cohen 1969, 1988) this scenario is not very
likely. Some pre-Hilàlì dialects must have
existed, and the urban dialects cannot be the heir
of only one kind. So if this classification, on the
one hand, provides a good working hypothesis
for studies, it should, on the other hand, not
obscure the facts; the dialectal diversity in one
single place, and the features that form it, must
be examined according to each situation.

1.4 The lack of documentation does not
permit a historical approach. Apart from the
conversational handbooks that followed the
beginning of the French conquest (Delaporte
1839, Bellemare 1850), there is little more mate-
rial. During the 20th century four works are
based on Algiers Arabic as their only source. The
oldest one (M. Cohen 1912), devoted to the
Jewish dialect, provides us with precious infor-
mation about the Muslim variety. The more
recent ones each deal with one field: nominal
determination (Georgin 1980), phonology and
morphology (Maïri 1981), verbal system
(Boucherit 2002); these contain some references
to more general works.

There is no dictionary of Algiers Arabic.
Beaussier (1887) covers a vaster area; it was
improved by Marçais (1905), updated by Ben
Cheneb (1931), and completed by Lentin
(1959). To this may be added Cherbonneau
(1869) and his introduction, “Différences essen-
tielles entre l’arabe littéral et l’arabe vulgaire”,
and Ben Cheneb (1922) on loans in Algerian
Arabic from Turkish and Persian. 

With respect to texts, concerning different
genres, we can refer to Bencheneb (1943) and
Boucherit (2002:206–319) in phonetic tran-
scription, with notes and translation.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

Some characteristics are specific to the Maghrebi
or Algerian area, but most of them are also
found in other sedentary dialects. In fact, the

retained typological criteria, which are often his-
torical, do not suggest an absolute division
between the dialects that are actually in use.
Those that assign Algiers to the urban pre-Hilàlì
dialects are present; but, more than their pres-
ence/absence, what becomes significant is the
coexistence of the speakers’ different variants.
When the facts are examined within this frame-
work, we realize that, from a phonological point
of view, variation predominates even in some
essential features (voiceless realization of /q/,
interdental treatment). Speech is more homoge-
neous on a morphological and syntactic level,
and the tendencies found in other Arabic dialects
are observed here, too. This applies to the ana-
lytic tendency with the development of nominal
and verbal particles, for example the linking par-
ticle to express the dependence relationship
between two nominals: mta ≠ or djal (Boucherit
1997:63–67) or, for the verb, the concomitant
particle ra + suffix (Boucherit 2002). As for the
vocabulary (see below, 3), it is the object of a
double movement: it maintains the dialectal
basis and the regional differentiations and it
renews several loans from Standard Arabic and
French, with the development of hybrid terms.

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants

2.1.1.1 Two systems are represented in Table 1.
In (i) the system is organized into triads (t/d/†,
µ/≈/Ú, s/z/ß) and the voiceless/voiced opposition
is not relevant for the velarized, although it is in
(ii) for the dental velarized (†/∂) and non-velar-
ized (t/d) but not for the sibilant. In (i), the exis-
tence of [z~], which is a variant of /Ú/, might lead
to the combining of the phonologization of this
variant and result into near-balance of the velar-
ized subsystem, just as in the other Maghrebi
dialects (D. Cohen 1970:161).

In (i) and (ii), / ±/ is not shared by all speakers,
and has a weak contrastive output, only one
pair: [saπël] ‘to ask [act. part.]’ – [sahël] ‘easy’.
The phoneme is only attested in older speakers;
its phonic restitution by young people reflects
Standard Arabic influence. 

The existence of doublets: [rukba], [ër~1ukba]
‘knee’ and some forms like [rÆfrÆf] ‘[he] has quiv-
ered’ – [r~afr~af] ‘[he) has floated’ has suggested
(Georgin 1980:32) the existence of an opposition
/r/ – /®/, but the collected data do not attest it.
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[p] and [f] are common in loans from French:
[plÌsÌ] ‘square, place’, [fakÌ̃s] ‘holidays’; just as
[t«] in words borrowed, a long time ago, from
Turkish: [t«ërëk] ‘pastry’< Turkish çörek;
[t«abt«aq] ‘white iron pot’< Turkish çömlek.

Standard Arabic influence appears mostly in
hypercorrections and fluctuations involving the
interdental (Boucherit 1991).

2.1.1.2 Historically, the treatment of qàf dif-
ferentiated between dialects. In a city like Algiers
where the voiced and voiceless realizations are
present, it is no longer an absolute distinctive
feature. It seems that besides this historical dis-
tinction there is another one, which reconsti-
tutes it at an another level. The voiceless
realization is primarily found among middle-
class and privileged people (more likely city-
born); the voiced realization is found among
poor people (more likely of rural origin). Thus,
using one or the other variant tends to become a
social marker and leads to a switch of the dis-
criminant value.

For the dental and the interdental, the gram-
mar handbooks of the 19th century note ts for

the Arabic consonants {t} and {µ}, and d and ∂ for
[≈] and [Ú]. This suggests that during this 
era, spirants were confused with stops and t was
regularly realized as [ts]. In our days, the
affricate is found only sporadically among older
women and some Algiers speakers use interden-
tals phonologically. There again, the value of the
feature presence/absence of interdentals has
been modified, probably because of Standard
Arabic influence. It has become a ‘good lan-
guage’ marker, hence its frequent hypercorrec-
tive restitution.

/ ±/ is not very frequent and its realization is
often a literary variant that reappears by hyper-
correction in initial and final position.

2.1.1.3 Phonetic realization
The above mentioned phonetic phenomena are
common to several dialects, especially with
respect to velarization, maintenance/loss of
interdental features, and assimilation or devoic-
ing. Velarized phonemes and /q/ have a strong
effect on the other consonants and surrounding
vowels. From this point of view, Algiers Arabic 
is not exceptional. Thus, velarization can be

60 algiers arabic

Table 1. Inventory of consonants in Algiers Arabic

i. with interdental

labial dental inter- sibilant palato- affricate velar uvular pharyngeal laryngeal
dental alveolar

Non velarized

Voiceless f t µ s “ – k x ™ h (±)
Voiced b d ≈ z – j – ÿ ≠ –
Nasal m n
Lateral l
Vibrant r
Velarized † Ú ß q

ii. without interdental

labial dental sibilant palato- affricate velar uvular pharyngeal laryngeal
alveolar

Non velarized
Voiceless f t s “ – k x ™ h (±)
Voiced b d z – j – ÿ ≠ –
Nasal m n
Lateral l
Vibrant r

Velarized
Voiceless † ß q
Voiced ∂
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achieved by assimilation: [s~far~] ‘yellow’; by
expressiveness: [ëm~ 1om~wan~e] ‘granny’; or by
naturalization as far as French loans are con-
cerned: [b~l~Ìs~Ì] ‘square, place’. When close to /™/
and / ≠/, it can weaken: [Óat~1] ‘he has put’ or even
disappear: [tël1aÓ] ‘he climbed up’ (with devoic-
ing of / ≠/, which is common in final position).
Unlike other Algerian dialects, the velarization is
not striking, but even when it is almost inaudible,
it maintains its influence on the quality of the
adjacent vowel; this indicates, a contrario, that
the consonant is a velarized phoneme.

/q/ has three variants. [q]: [Óqarha] ‘he has
oppressed her’; [qπ] (less frequent): [∞a:qπ] ‘he
has tasted’ and [g]: in the rural based vocabu-
lary: [g–rn] ‘a horn’ but also elsewhere: [nëggëz]
‘I jump’. The distribution of [q] and [qπ] does not
seem to respond to one conditioning; the alter-
nation between [q ~ qπ] and [g]: [gë t~:ÌÓa ~
qta:Óa] ‘he has cut’ belongs especially to younger
speakers.

The realizations of /µ/, /≈/, /Ú/, and especially
/d/, are particularly unstable. /µ/, /≈/ alternate
regularly with the corresponding stops [ylæyæ ~
tlætæ] ‘three’; [d–rk ~ —–rk] ‘now’. /Ú/ becomes 
[—]: [ino1—] ‘he stands up’ – [na:∞] ‘he stood up’;
or [d~] : [∏Ìd~: – ∏Ì∞1] ‘he has bitten, bite!’ and 
[d] : [æ—1if] ‘guest’ – [∞ijÆf] ‘guests’.

The affricate realization of /t/ is sporadically
observed among older women: palatalized
[sobts'o] ‘I have found him’ or not palatalized
[kuntsum] ‘you have been’.

The assimilation of consonants that are in
contact is regular: [∏Ìt~:ejjib] for ≠ad-t n-†eyyib ‘I
will start cooking’, but the insertion of a dis-
junctive vowel is regular too: [∏aud~të∞rët ~
∏aud~të∞rëbt] ‘I have called again’.

Two further cases are also frequent: on the
one hand, devoicing due to pause anticipation in
final position [be1t] ‘eggs’, but [be1d1jalëk] ‘your
eggs’; on the other hand, assimilation of /r/ to /™/
and / ≠/: [lfrÓa] ‘the joy’, [ifëÓ:o] ‘they will be
delighted’. Finally, /≠/ weakens at the initial:

[∏adës ~ adës] ‘lentil’ and the final: [smÌ∏ ~ sma]
‘he has heard’ and gets devoiced at the final:
[dÀuÓ]‘hungry’.

2.1.2 Vowels
The many vowel types, the broad dispersion 
of phoneme realization fields, their overlapping 
(as a result of vowel exposure to surrounding 
consonants), the role of the accent and the syl-
labic structure on quantity, and the abundance
of neutralizations are the main obstacles to
vowel system determination. The action of ana-
logical regularization, the fate of the feminine
marker -a, the variation due to the diverse 
communicational situations, and the traces of
older states that interact with phonic facts are
additional factors. This may explain why the fol-
lowing presentation is a simplified one. It will
also make the passage on variable-triggering 
factors clearer.

2.1.2.1 The system presented in Table 2
(Boucherit 1994) consists of four phonemes,
organized in two classes: front vowel /i/ – back
vowel /u/ and three degrees of aperture: /i/ ~ /u/ –
/ë/ – /a/. Vowel quantity is not taken into account
because it is not distinctive of vowels with the
same quality (see 2.1.2.3). 

Georgin (1980) and Mairi (1981) suggest a
second system, with similar quality of the vow-
els, but in which /u/ and /ù/ are opposed.

2.1.2.2 Historically, this situation extends
the evolution of Maghrebi dialects (D. Cohen
1970). If we take Classical Arabic as a hypo-
thetical representative, modern dialects exhibit a
tendency, with respect to short vowels, towards
a binary system: nomads = /ë/ (Classical i, u) –
/a/, sedentary = /ë/ (Classical i, a) – /u/. In both
cases, the length contrast is relevant only for /a/
– /à/ or /u/ – /ù/. According to Georgin (1980)
and Mairi (1981), Algiers represents the latter
case. According to Boucherit’s hypothesis, the
situation here is similar to the case observed by
Marcel Cohen for Algiers Jewish Arabic at the
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Table 2. Vowel contrasts in Algiers Arabic

/i/  –  /u/ : / ≠id/ ‘party’ – / ≠ud/ ‘piece of wood’
/i/  –  /a/ : /snin/ ‘tooth’ – /snan/ ‘teeth’
/u/  –  /a/: /“uf/ ‘see, look at!’ – /“af/ ‘he has seen’
/ë/  –  /i/ : /smën/ ‘kind of butter’ – /smin/ ‘fat’
/ë/  –  /u/: /™ëbb/ ‘buttons’ – /™ubb/ ‘love’
/ë/  –  /a/ : /rjël/ ‘foot’  – /rjal/ ‘men’
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beginning of the 20th century: its evolution
resulted in the confusion of the three short vow-
els of Classical Arabic. At the beginning of the
21st century, length correlation is not relevant,
but this does not rule out the realization of pho-
netically long variants.

2.1.2.3 Phonetic realization: the conditioning
factors

2.1.2.3.1 Consonantal environment 
(cf. 2.1.1.3) 
This does not really influence quantity, but it
modifies vowel quality. It does not totally
change the fundamental quality of /i/, /u/, /a/ but
determines the color of /ë/: 

velarized consonants and /q/ have an opening
effect or back the vowel: /i/ = [Æ, e], /u/ = [Õ, 0]
and sometimes [–], /a/ = [Ì], /ë/ = [–] or [Ì];

/q/, /x/ and / ≠/, /™/ back /a/ = [Ì] and /ë/ = [Ø, –,
Ì]; /i/ and /u/ are in that case less perceptible;

front consonants and liquids reinforce the
anteriority of /i/, and orient /ë/ toward frontness;
they have little effect on /u/ and /a/;

/k/, /g/, /±/, and /™/ do not act on the vowel’s
quality;

[w] makes the preceding or following vowel
round or back;

[j] anteriorizes.
In addition to the conditioned variants, we

have individual and situational variants and
cases in which the consonant’s environment is
neutral, for example the feminine marker -a is
generally realized as [a].

2.1.2.3.2 Quantity, accent, syllable
In general, vowels are long when the syllable is
stressed and, in that case, they are less exposed to
the consonant’s environment. In an unstressed syl-
lable, they are realized as middle or short, except
in absolute open final syllable, most of which are
middle. In the absolute word-initial, vowels are
short but, since the syllables V/ : [u] ‘and’ or VC-
: [a∏'ma] ‘blind’ are not very frequent, these cases
are rare and result from the elision / ±/. Thus, we
note, [u'dën ~ πu'dën ] ‘ear’, [πimala ~ imala ~ mala
~ ëmmala] ‘therefore’. Ultra-short vowels, mostly
[ë] colored, serve as disjunction elements in the
consonant cluster or as an onglide for the initial
consonant, see above [ëmmala].

Whatever its pronunciation, the phoneme /ë/
is realized as a short one, except when in contact
with pharyngeal fricatives where it becomes
longer.

When close to [j] and [w], the variants of /i/
and /u/ are longer and the diphthongs have a ten-
dency to be reduced to long sounds: [wajin] but
also [we1n] and [wi1n] ‘where’.

In some cases, the deletion of the pronominal
suffix sg.masc. -h is compensated for by stressing
and lengthening the final vowels. Thus [ikët'bu1]
‘they write it’ and [i'këtbu] ‘they write’ are either
distinguished by their final vowel and by stress
position, or by the context or the situation.
Boucherit (2003) considers that there is no rea-
son to point out that stress is distinctive since the
opposition would be effective only in that case
and neutralized everywhere else, and because -h
is always capable of appearing.

A syntagmatic compensation phenomenon br
ings about the move, in the chain, of syllabic
quantity as in [ha1dak] and [had1Æk] ‘that-one
[masc.]’ where long vowel and geminate conso-
nant (quantitatively long) alternate. Based on ten
monosyllabic pairs ([t~Ø1b~] ‘brick’ / [t~–b~1] ‘medi-
cine’), Georgin (1980:72) postulates length for
the back vowel. But, for Boucherit, these exam-
ples are phonologically difficult to accept, unless
we oppose consonants and vowels.

2.1.2.3.3 The main variants
A few examples will show the phonetics of the
dialect without listing all cases according to con-
sonantal environment and syllabic type:

/i/
[i1] ['bi1t] ‘room’, [r~–2Ói1] ‘go!

[fem.]’, [l'ya1«i] ‘the crowd’,
[ki2fÆ«] ‘how’

[e1] ['kbe1rÌ] ‘big’ [fem.], [t~1wÌ2'qe1]
‘the windows’, [Óe1t~] ‘wall’,
['r–b~1e] ‘my God!’

[i ] ~ [Æ] ['«wi2j1a ~ '«wÆj1a] ‘little’.

/a/
[Ì1] [l'mÌ1] ‘the water’, ['qÌ1∏dÌ]

‘seated [fem.]’, ['wÌ1Ód] ‘one’,
[yÌ:lëb] ‘winner’.

[a1] [l'πa1n] ‘now’, [ës1xa1na] ‘the heat’.
[Æ] ~ [a] ~ [Ì] [ba2'lÆ1k ~ ba'la1k] ‘attention’,

[aÓ'wÆ1jdÀi ~ aÓ'wa1jdÀi] ‘my
business’, ['ÓÆtta ~ 'ÓÌtta] ‘until’.

/u/
[u1] [dÀu2'nu1d] ‘soldiers’, [i'qu1lo. ]

‘they say’.
[o1]  [l'fo1q] ‘above’, [nëss–kno2] ‘we

live’
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[u] ~ [0] ~ [–] [l'kul1 ~ l'k0l1 ~ l'k–l1] ‘the
totality, the whole’

/ë/ : all the listed vowels appear in close relation-
ship with the consonantal environment from [i]
to [Ì] passing through [e, ø, –].

2.1.2.4 Semivowels
[w] and [ j] are variants of /u/ and /i/ but in terms
of syllables, they have a consonantal role:
[huwa] ‘he, him’, and [huma] ‘they, them’.

2.1.2.5 Syllabic structure
The syllabic structure of Algiers Arabic is gov-
erned by a general law that tends to avoid the
appearance of short vowels in open non-final
syllables (Cohen 1912:141). This law explains
the syllabic economy of the dialect, which is
characterized by the abundance of consonantal
clusters and by the predominance of closed over
open syllables. This gives the Algiers dialect, just
like all the other Maghrebi dialects, a syllabic
structure and, therefore, an auditory impression
that is very different from those known in
Oriental dialects. Word-initially, the syllable
begins either with a simple consonant CV,
CVC(CC), or with a group of two CCV,
CCVC(CC) or of three consonants CCCV,
CCCVC(C), more rarely with a vowel V, V-, VC.
Word-finally, the syllable can be opened or
closed by one, two, or three consonants. Finally,

consonants can be long word-initially and word-
finally and geminated medially (the above men-
tioned consonant and vowel forms illustrate
some of these types).

2.1.2.6 Stress
It is not distinctive, but its contrastive value is
increased because, when stressed, a vowel is long
and its position predictable. Usually, the stress
falls on the last syllable if the latter is closed:
[u'dën] ‘ear’ or on the penultimate (open or
closed): ['nqÌr~1e] ‘I teach’, [qÌ1∏dÌ] ‘seated
[fem.]’. These rules do not apply if the last closed
syllable is a 2nd/ 3rd person suffixed pronoun:
-kum, -hum, -k, -h: ['s~Ìbkum] and not
[s~Ìb'kum] ‘he has found you’.

2.2 Morphology and syntax

2.2.1 Personal pronouns
The subject and object personal pronouns are set
out in Table 3.

2.2.2 Particles

2.2.2.1 ha-
This is a demonstrative interjection found in
demonstrative pronouns (had, hada, hadi ‘this,
this one [masc./fem.]’), is constructed with the
help of suffixed pronouns, and is compatible
with nominal predicates: hàhu ®àjel ‘Here is a
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Table 3. Personal pronouns in Algiers Arabic

Subject personal pronouns Object personal pronouns

Affixes Autonomous Suffixes              Autonomous
Prefix Suffix

Conjugation Conjugation Independents Coordinated1 Direct4 Indirect Indirect

3rd sg. masc. i- ~ y- -Ø huwa iyya-h -u ~ -h3 -lu lu(h)
3rd sg. fem. t- -ët hiya iyya-ha -(h)a -lha liha
3rd pl. i- ~ y-…-w -w huma iyya-hum -hum -lhum lihum
2nd sg. masc. t- -t nta ~ ntaya2 iyya-k -k -lëk lik
2nd sg. fem. t-…-i ti nti ~ ntiyya2 iyya-k -ki -lki liki
2nd pl. t-…-w -tu ntuma iyya-kum -kum -lkim likum
1st sg. -n -t ana ~ anaya2 -ni -li liyya
1st pl. n-…-u -na ™na -na -l-na lina

1 Used when two pronouns are co-ordinated: ana u ijjak ‘me and you’.
2 In bold: emphasis forms : “kun ëntijja – anaja ≠ammtik . . . ‘You, who are you? – Me? I am your aunt . . .’ [= I am

not just anybody].
3 Realized as -u after a consonant: qtëlt-u ‘I killed him’ and -h after vowel qtëltu-h ‘You [pl.] have killed him’.
4 These are combined with the verb: ™agro-ni ‘They have oppressed me’, the demonstrative: ha- ha-ni nrù™ ‘I am

going away’, the particle ra- (copula or presentative): rà-hi ttmënja w ërbë ≠ ‘it is a quarter past eight’, and the negative
copula: had ëßßbã™a ma-ni“ mli™ ‘This morning, I am not feeling well’.
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man [= that, this is . . .]’ or verbal predicates: ai
(< hahi) tmesxret bìk ‘There she is, making fun
of you’. In negative sentences, the attraction of
the negative copula regularly results in confus-
ing ha-, ra-, and ma-. ha- is maintained only
exceptionally; ra- is maintained more frequently
(ma-®àni ma †wìl ma qßìr ‘I am neither tall nor
short’) but not systematically (rani ma†fiob
mani“ mga∆e ‘I was called up into the army, I
didn’t join up’) and should be considered some-
times as a mark of instance.

2.2.2.2 ra-
Very common in Algeria, and to a smaller extent
in the rest of the Maghreb, this particle, which
has some nominal and verbal uses, is conjugated
with the series of the suffixed personal pro-
nouns: ra-ni, rà-nà 1st person sg., pl., etc. When
used in a nominal sentence, it functions as a cop-
ula or a presentative: rani fi lkuzina ‘I am in the
kitchen’. When used in a verbal sentence, it is
placed before a verb in the prefixed or suffixed
conjugation. It then qualifies the aspectual
value: ra-h ixaus a ≠li ‘he looks for you ~ he is
busy looking for you’; ma-ràk-“ ët“ëmm . . . ‘don’t
you feel ~ aren’t you . . .’.

In a nominal sentence, these particles are used
with a noun class which refers to actual situa-
tions or states. But ha-, which has conserved its
nature of interjectional particle connected with
speech acts, mostly denotes situations or states
viewed as momentary. In this respect, the dura-
tional criterion, which is not distinctive in the
case of copula sentences (temporary duration)
and two-term nominal sentences (permanence),
seems more operational to differentiate ha- and
ra-, even if in sentences like ha-ni mrè∂, ra-ni
mrè∂, ana mrè∂ ‘I am sick’, it is difficult to use.
Only the communicational situation shows
whether the situation in question is temporary
or permanent.

2.2.2.3 mta ≠ and dyal
Both of these particles are used to express the
dependence relationship between two nominals:
l™Ælfa djali ~ mta ≠i ‘my espadrille’. Both of them
may coexist in the same sentence: ™ÆbbÆt †ëßna ≠

roppa kìma mta ≠ hadìk ëlma∂àma dyal lfilm ‘She
wanted to make herself a dress, just like the lady’s
in the film’. This construction, although it is gen-
eralized, has not completely superseded the syn-
thetic construction. The latter continues to be
used for frequent terms and kinship terms, or for

terms related to intimate and everyday life: qëlbi
‘my heart’.

2.2.3 Negation
Nominal: ma“i: ma“i ana ‘it is not me’ [neg. me].

Verbal: ma-…-“: ma-txël-“ ‘he didn’t come in’ 
or ma-: ma-n ≠arf ‘I don’t know’ (the use of ma-
helps to avoid heavy consonant clusters). When
the verb is preceded by ra- (proverb) or an auxil-
iary, they carry the negation marker: ma-ràk“
ët“ëmm ‘Don’t you smell?’, ma-i ≠awwëd yëddi ‘He
won’t take again’ (‘[neg.] he starts again he takes’).

≠and ‘at someone’s’, fi ‘in’ are treated and
negated as verbs: ma-≠andi“ sdiq, gutlëk ma-≠andi“
sa™bi ‘I have no friend, I tell you: “I have no
friend”’, ma-fiha“ ta ≠b ‘There is no trouble’ (= ‘It is
not difficult’). This is more rare with ≠la ‘on’ except
in frozen sentences ma-≠li“ ‘It doesn’t matter’.

Negative copula: ma + suffix: had ëßßbì™a ma-
ni“ mli™ ‘This morning, I am not feeling well’.

2.2.4 Diminutive
There is a diminutive form with a geminated [j]:
†fëjjël ‘young kid’ and another one of a mfìtë™

‘small key’ type. A diminutive type, currently
obsolete, was noted as regular (Delaporte
1939:41) in the last century for aCCaC template
adjectives referring to a color or a deformity:
a™mar ⇒ ™mimar ‘red’; aßfar ⇒ ßfifar ‘yellow’;
≠awar ⇒ ≠wiwar ‘one eyed’.

2.2.5 Verbal paradigms
The paradigm of the imperfect and the perfect
verb is set out in Tables 4 and 5.

2.2.6 Auxiliary elements

2.2.6.1 kan
It is normally inflected with affixed subject pro-
nouns. In the prefixed conjugation, the stem is
kun and in the 1st and 2nd person singular, mas-
culine and feminine are not distinguished. In the
suffixed conjugation, the stem is kun in 1st and
2nd person and kan in 3rd person. 

kan is both a verb of existence and an auxil-
iary verbal which supports temporal and modal
determination. It refers to the past when used in
the suffixed conjugation: kant matët yimmaha
‘his/her mother was dead’. In the prefixed con-
jugation it refers to the future; it adds a modal
shade and is sometimes interpretable as a pres-
ent tense: tkun zina u “ëbba ‘She is pretty and
beautiful’.
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Its active participle kayin yields an existential
predicate: wa“ kayin (l-)makla ‘What is there for 
eating?’.

2.2.6.2 ra™

For the immediate future the active participle of
the verb rà™ ‘to go’ is used. It agrees in gender
and in number and is followed by the prefixed
conjugation. The verb’s meaning is lost and the
auxiliary is also used with verbs that do not
imply any movement: rà™ i†èb ‘it will cook’.

2.2.6.3 wàsà: ‘to do, to act, to put, to place’ 
This serves to express the inchoative: na∂ëtsba™

~ wasit xëmmëlt darha ‘One morning she woke
up and started doing housework’.

2.2.6.4 ≠add: ‘to turn back, to come back, to
restart’ 
This expresses reiteration: fham hadak ““ìx ≠ad
ërja ≠ ërja ≠ mëlbÆb ‘the old man understood [and]
moved back from the door’.

2.2.6.5 Active participle 
In its predicative uses the active participle
(inflected for masc., fem., and pl.) expresses an
ongoing process: qa ≠dat . . . ≠i“a m ≠a ixwaha ‘she
used to stay . . . living with her brothers’. When
combined with ra- it keeps the same function and

meaning and the particle plays the role of a cop-
ula: ra-ni xaddëm ‘I am busy working’.

2.2.7 Modes 
Only the imperative has a specific paradigm
(qul, quli, qulu ‘to say’, respectively 2nd person
sg. masc., fem. and pl.). To express potentiality,
unreality, wishes or injunctive meanings, the
pre-fixed/suffixed conjugation is used without
ra- : ifrëj rëbbe ‘with God’s help’, ma-tro™o“ ‘do
not leave’, lukan-tlagga (< ntallaga) biha nqulha
‘if I meet her, I will tell her’, ila kamëlt kul“i
nro™o nsëm≠oh ‘if I have finished everything, we
will go and listen to him [= the musician]’. In
these conditional sentences, the verb in the pro-
tasis can be preceded by ila or lukàn ‘if ’, but this
is not obligatory.

2.2.8 Derived forms
There are about ten such forms which are more or
less productive and have a more or less stable 
value. Thus, for verbs with a three-consonant stem,
where Form I is C1C2vC3 (type ktëb ‘he wrote’), 
the following derivatives may be mentioned: 

2.2.8.1 1st group
gemination of the second radical: C1vC2C2vC3

(= Form II): rqëd ⇒ rëqqëd ‘to sleep ⇒ to send
to sleep, to make [someone sleep]’;
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Table 4. Prefixed conjugation: Imperfect

‘to write’ ‘to eat’ ‘to say’ ‘to come’ ‘to take’ ‘to bite’

1st sg. në-ktëb n-akul n-qul n-∆i në-ddi n-≠a††

1st pl. në-ktb-u n-akl-u n-qul-u n-∆i-w në-ddi-w n-≠a††-u
2nd sg. masc. të-ktëb t-akul t-qul t-∆i të-ddi t-≠a††

2nd sg. f. të-ktb-i t-akl-i t-qul-i t-∆i të-ddi t-≠a††-i
2nd pl. të-ktb-u t-akl-u t-qul-u t-∆i-w të-ddi-w t-≠a††-u
3rd sg. masc yi-ktëb y-akul i-qul i-∆i yë-ddi i-≠a††

3rd sg. fem të-ktëb t-akul t-qul t-∆i të-ddi t-≠a††

3. pl. yi-ktb-u y-akl-u i-qul-u i-∆i-w yë-ddi-w i-≠a††-u

Table 5. Suffixed conjugation: Perfect

‘to write’ ‘to eat’ ‘to say’ ‘to come’ ‘to take’ ‘to bite’

1st sg. ktëb-t kli-t qul-t ∆i-t ddi-t ≠a††i-t
1st pl. ktëb-na kli-na qul-na ∆i-na ddi-na ≠a††i-na
2nd sg. masc. ktëb-t kli-t qul-t ∆i-t ddi-t ≠a††i-t
2nd sg. fem. ktëb-ti kli-ti qul-ti ∆i-ti ddi-ti ≠a††i-ti
2nd pl. ktëb-tu kli-tu qul-tu ∆i-tu ddi-tu ≠a††i-tu
3rd sg. masc. ktëb kla qal ∆a dda ≠a††

3rd sg. fem. ktëb-ët kla-t qal-at ∆a-t dda-t ≠a††-ët
3rd pl. ktëb-u kla-w qal-u ∆a-w dda-w ≠a††-u
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infixation of an -a- vowel between the 1st and
the 2nd radical: C1aC2vC3 (= Form III): ktëb ⇒
katëb ‘to write ⇒ to write to someone’;

prefixation of t- to a 2nd form: t-C1vC2C2vC3

(= Form V): ≠allëm ⇒ t ≠allëm ‘to learn ⇒ to
learn, to learn for oneself ’;

prefixation of t- to a 3rd form: t-C1aC2vC3 (=
Form VI): sama™ ⇒ tsama™ ‘to forgive someone
⇒ to forgive each other’.

2.2.8.2 2nd group
prefixation of t- to a Form I: t-C1C2vC3. It is likely
that this form, which does not have any Classical
Arabic equivalent but is known in Maghreb, was
constructed by analogy, on the model of Forms V
and VI. This process has regularized the mode of
formation of the derived forms where a derived
form with a prefix t- corresponds to each of the
first three forms: bna ⇒ tbna ‘to build, to con-
struct ⇒ to build oneself, to construct oneself ’;

prefixation of n- to a Form I: n-C1C2vC3 (=
Form VII): ∂rëb ⇒ n∂rëb ‘to hit ⇒ to be hit’, or
‘to build, to construct ⇒ to build oneself, to con-
struct oneself ’, to be brought closer to bna ⇒
tbna mentioned above.

2.2.8.3 3rd group
infixation of -t- between the 1st and the 2nd rad-
ical: C1-t-C2vC3: (= Form VIII): “trëk ‘to associ-
ate with’; 

prefixation st- to a Form I: st- C1C2vC3 : (=
Form X): sta ≠geb ‘to be amazed’; 

infixation of an -a- or -ë- vowel between the
2nd and the 3rd radical: C1C2aC3 (= dialectal
form): zraq ‘to become blue’, smën ‘to put on
weight’.

3 .  L e x i c o n

In Algiers, as in the dialects of other cities, →
diminutives are frequent and their formation is
quite productive (cf. 2.2.4). There is a certain
regional differentiation (e.g. ‘pumpkin’ = qar ≠a
in Algiers, dziriwÆt in Constantine), but since
there is no systematic study, it is difficult to be
precise on this point.
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≠Amal

1 . G o v e r n m e n t  a n d  g o v e r n o r s

The syntactic term ≠amal ‘action, performance’
denotes ‘governance’, i.e. the grammatical effect
of one word of a sentence on another. All con-
stituents of a sentence are either ≠awàmil (sg.
≠àmil) ‘governors’ or ma ≠mùlàt (sg. ma ≠mùl)
‘governed’. The effect of this government is a
case ending (→ ±i ≠rab ‘declension’). For the noun
these endings are:

-u nominative (raf ≠): rajul-un ‘a man’;
-a accusative (naßb): rajul-an;
-i genitive (jarr or xaf∂): rajul-in.

In the verb only the imperfect has declined
forms:

-u indicative (raf ≠): ya≈hab-u ‘he goes’;
-a subjunctive (naßb): ya≈hab-a;
-ø jussive (jazm): ya≈hab.

Since no categorical distinction is made between
verbal and nominal endings, raf ≠ can mean
either ‘nominative’ or ‘indicative’, depending on
context (Owens 1988:39). All parts of speech
(nouns, verbs, and particles) can operate as gov-
ernors, while only nouns and imperfect form of
verbs can be governed. Particles are indeclinable.

An early classification of all types of gover-
nors is found in the Kitàb al-jumal fì n-na™w,
ascribed to al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad (d. 791; cf.
Owens 1990:189–193). A summary of the the-
ory of governance is given by ≠Abd al-Qàhir al-
Jurjànì (d. 1078) in ≠Awàmil mi ±a (cf. Jirjàwì,
”ar™) and Jumal.

Governors are divided into overt (≠awàmil
lafdiyya, lit. ‘verbal’) and virtual (≠awàmil ma ≠na-
wiyya, lit. ‘notional’) (≠Abd al-La†ìf n.d.: 168;
≠Amàyira 1987:56); the existence of the latter is
assumed when there is no overt governor. Overt
governors are divided into regular ( ≠awà-mil
qiyàsiyya, lit. ‘analogical’) and those that govern
on the basis of usage (≠awàmil samà ≠iyya, lit.
‘aural’).

2 . R e g u l a r  g o v e r n o r s

Regular governors are represented by the follow-
ing categories of words (≠Abd al-La†ìf n.d.: 168):

i. Verbs, which are either transitive (muta ≠ad-
din) or intransitive (ÿayr muta ≠addin, or làzim).
Transitive verbs govern an agent (noun or per-

sonal pronoun), in the nominative, and all
direct objects in the accusative, e.g. ∂araba
zaydun ≠amran ‘Zayd struck ≠Amr’. They may
accept up to three direct objects, e.g. ±arà l-làhu
zaydan ≠amran xayra n-nàsi ‘God showed
Zayd that ≠Amr is the best of the people’.

Verbs accepting one direct object in Form I,
become ditransitive in Forms II and IV, as in
±a∂rabtu zaydan ≠amran ‘I forced Zayd to
strike ≠Amr’; verbs accepting two direct
objects in Form I, become tritransitive in
Forms II and IV, e.g. ±a ≠lama l-làhu zaydan
≠amran ±axà-ka ‘God revealed to Zayd that
≠Amr is your brother’.

In the passive, transitive verbs govern a
direct object in the nominative; this object is
said to replace an agent (al-maf ≠ùl al-qà ±im
maqàma l-fà ≠il), the other objects taking the
accusative, e.g. ∂uriba zaydun ∂arban “adìdan
‘Zayd was hit strongly’. Every object, except
objects of reason and partnership, can replace
an agent in the passive, e.g. sìra farsaxàni ‘two
parasangs were traveled’.

The Basran grammarians claim that if there
is an overt direct object, this must replace the
agent in the passive, while the Kufan gram-
marians accept such replacement by all objects,
even if there is a direct object. Therefore, they
allow expressions like ∂uriba ∂arbun “adìdun
zaydan ‘a strong blow struck Zayd’, where the
direct object zaydan remains in the accusative,
while the absolute object ∂arbun “adìdun
replaces the agent (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ II, 121).

Intransitive verbs govern their agent in the
nominative, and all objects, except the direct
object, in the accusative, e.g. qàma zaydun
±ikràman li-s-sul†àni ‘Zayd rose to honor the
sultan’. They become transitive in Forms II
and IV or govern by means of particles. Thus,
in the phrase marra zaydun bi-≠amrin ‘Zayd
passed ≠Amr’, the action of the verb marra
affects the object ≠amrin through the particle
bi-. Verbs governing their object by means of
particles, sometimes become transitive, when
the particle is omitted, and govern a direct
object in the accusative. Thus, in the phrase
daxaltu l-bayta ‘I entered the house’, the
intransitive verb daxala has become transitive
after deletion of the particle ±ilà ‘into’.

In the passive, an object with a particle
replaces the agent of the intransitive verb, e.g.
murra bi-≠amrin ‘ ≠Amr was passed’, where bi-
≠amrin operates as the object replacing the
agent of murra.
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ii. The verbal noun (� maßdar), when it is used
independently with tanwìn, may operate as a
verb, governing the agent in the nominative
and the object in the accusative, e.g. ±a ≠jaba-nì

∂arbun zaydun ≠amran ‘I was astonished that
Zayd beat ≠Amr’. More often, though, it gov-
erns its agent in the genitive and its object in
the accusative, e.g. ±a ≠jaba-nì ∂arbu zaydin
≠amran. Alternatively, the object may be gov-
erned in the genitive and the agent in the nom-
inative, as in ±a ≠jaba-nì ∂arbu ≠amrin zaydun.

In the example ±a ≠jaba-nì ∂arbu zaydin
≠amran the agent has a genitive case ending,
but is considered to have a nominative posi-
tion in the sentence. Attributes may agree
with it either in the genitive, e.g. ±ajibtu min
“urbi zaydin ad-darìfi ‘I was surprised by the
drinking of lovely Zayd’, or in the nomina-
tive, ad-darìfu (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 104).

Substantive verbal nouns (±asmà ± al-maß-

dar), such as kalàm ‘speech’, ≠a†à ± ‘gift’ etc.
sometimes govern like nouns of action, e.g.
min qublati r-rajuli imra ±ata-hu l-wu∂ù±u
‘ablution [is made necessary] by a husband
kissing his wife’. Here qublatun, being used
in the meaning of ‘kissing’, governs the agent
ar-rajuli in the genitive and the object
imra ±ata-hu in the accusative.

iii. Active participles (ism al-fà ≠il), when indefi-
nite and expressing present or future tense,
govern similarly to a transitive verb, with the
agent in the nominative, and the object in the
accusative, e.g. zaydun ∂àribun ÿulàmu-hu
≠amran ‘the slave of Zayd is beating ≠Amr’.

This is permitted only if the participle is a)
a predicate of a topic (mubtada ±), as in the
example; b) an attribute of a preceding
noun, e.g. jà ±a-nì rajulun ∂àribun ≠abdu-hu
≠amran ‘a man came to me, whose slave beats
≠Amr’; c) an adverbial modifier (� ™àl) of a
preceding noun, e.g. jà ±a zaydun ràkiban
farasan ‘Zayd arrived riding a horse’; or d)
preceded by interrogative or negative parti-
cles, e.g. ±a-∂àribun zaydun ≠amran? ‘is Zayd
beating ≠Amr?’ (Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal 226–
229; Jirjàwì, ”ar™ 294–295).

If these conditions are not met, or when a
participle is used with a past reference, its
object is governed in the genitive, as in hà≈à

∂àribu zaydin ±amsi ‘this [is who was] beat-
ing Zayd yesterday’. However, if a participle
is used with the definite article al-, it governs
an object in the accusative, irrespective of
time, e.g. hà≈à ∂-∂àribu zaydan ‘this [is who
was/is/will be] beating Zayd’.
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Nouns coordinated with the object of a
participle in the genitive can be coordinated
with it either in the genitive, e.g. hà≈à ∂àribu
zaydin wa-≠amrin ‘this [is who is] beating
Zayd and ≠Amr’, or in the accusative, e.g.
hà≈à ∂àribu zaydin wa-≠amran, since the par-
ticiple may govern the object in the accusa-
tive (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 119).

According to the grammarians, adjectives
of the pattern fa≠≠àl, mif ≠àl, fa ≠ùl, fà ≠il, and
fa ≠ìl, called intensive (±amµilat al-mubàlaÿa),
are regular governors, because their use
resembles that of a participle, the intensive
meaning expressing permanent occupation
with something, e.g. ±ammà l-≠asala fa-±ana
“arràbun ‘as for honey, I am [permanently]
drinking [it]’. Basran grammarians assume
that intensive adjectives of the first three pat-
terns govern like a participle, but they dis-
agree about the governance of adjectives of
the last two patterns. Kufans do not recog-
nize governance of these adjectives. They
assume that the noun functioning as object of
these adjectives is governed in the accusative
as the result of the action of a deleted verb.

iv. Passive participles (ism al-maf ≠ùl) govern
under the same conditions as a passive verb,
that is, they put the object replacing the agent
in the nominative, e.g. zaydun ma∂rùbun
≠abdu-hu ‘Zayd, his slave [is] beaten’, ‘Zayd’s
slave is beaten’ (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 122).

However, the relation between a passive
participle and an object replacing an agent
may be expressed by annexing the latter to the
former, e.g. jà ±a-nì rajulun ma∂rùbu ≠abdin ‘a
man came to me whose slave was beaten’, or
by placing the object in the accusative of spec-
ification, e.g. ma∂rùbun ≠abdan (Zamax“arì,
Mufaßßal 229; Jirjàwì, ”ar™ 299).

v. Adjectives assimilated to the participles (ßifàt
mu“abbaha bi-±asmà ± al-fà ≠il) govern as 
participles by putting the agent in the nomi-
native and the object in the accusative. Thus,
in zaydun ™asanun al-wajha ‘Zayd [is] lovely
by [his] face’ the adjective ™asanun acts as if
there is an implied personal pronoun huwa
‘he’ with its object al-wajha. The object of
assimilated adjectives, which always comes
after its governor, can also stand in the nom-
inative or the genitive, e.g. zaydun ™asanun
al-wajhu and ™asanu l-wajhi (Zamax“arì,
Mufaßßal 230–231; Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III,
140–146; Jirjàwì, ”ar™ 300–302).

Among the regular governors are the adjec-
tives expressing comparative and superlative

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



degree (±af ≠àl at-taf∂ìl). They govern their
object in the genitive with the particle min,
e.g. zaydun ±af∂alu min ≠amrin ‘Zayd is bet-
ter than ≠Amr’.

When these adjectives remain in the con-
stant form, without the definite article, they
govern their agent in the nominative only if
they are preceded by an interrogative or
negative particle, and when they can be
replaced by a verb, e.g. mà ra ±aytu rajulan
±a™sana fì ≠ayni-hi l-ku™lu min-hu fì ≠ayni zay-
din ‘I did not see a man in whose eyes the
antimony would be more perfect than in
Zayd’s eye’. Here, al-ku™lu is put in the
nominative by ±a™sana, which can be
replaced by the verb ™asuna ‘was lovely’.

When they express the superlative degree,
these adjectives govern their objects in the
genitive. They remain either in the constant
form, e.g. az-zaydàni ±af∂alu l-qawmi ‘two
Zayds [are] the best [man] from the entire
tribe’, or agree in gender and number, e.g.
az-zaydàni ±af∂alà l-qawmi. When used
attributively, they agree in gender and num-
ber with a definite noun, e.g. zaydun al-
±af∂alu ‘the best Zayd’, hindun al-fu∂là ‘the
best Hind’ (Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal 232–237;
Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 181).

vi. The annexed noun (ism mu∂àf ) is treated by
some grammarians as a regular governor,
since it governs its object in the genitive,
whereas others assume that the second noun
is governed in the genitive by a deleted par-
ticle, li-, min, or fì (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 43; cf.
Owens 1988: 153–154).

vii. Complete nouns (asmà± tàmma) are called
thus because while governing they lose neither
tanwìn nor the final nùn of dual and plural.
These are nouns indicating a measure or
weight and the cardinal numerals of tens,
which govern their objects in the accusative of
specification, e.g. ra†lun zaytan ‘a pound of
olive oil’, ≠i“rùna dirhaman ‘twenty dirhams’,
etc. (≠Abd al-La†ìf n.d.: 168; Carter 1972).

3 . A b r o g a t i n g  g o v e r n o r s

An initial word (mubtada ±) or topic is used in the
nominative by the initial place it occupies in the
sentence, being independent from any preceding
governor. But frequently topics are preceded by
various grammatical governors affecting their
declension. These are called � nawàsix al-ibtidà ±

‘abrogators of initiality’, because they cancel the
effect of the initial position (Junaydì 1981:992).
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They are overt governors that govern an initial
word in the accusative, and its predicate in the
nominative; govern a predicate in the accusative,
and a topic in the nominative; or govern both of
them in the accusative (→ ibtida ±).

3.1 Overt governors governing a topic in the
accusative and its predicate in the nominative

i. The particle ±inna and its ‘sisters’ (� ±inna wa-
±axawàtu-hà): ±anna ‘that’, ka-±anna ‘as if; as
though’, làkinna ‘but’, layta ‘if only’, and
la≠alla ‘perhaps’; these are referred to as parti-
cles resembling verbs (al-™urùf al-mu“abbaha
bi-l-±af ≠àl) because they have the same mean-
ing as the verbs ±akkada ‘to assure’, tamannà

‘to wish’, etc.; like them, they have a final
vowel -a and require a noun after them (Ibn
Màlik, ±Alfiyya 13–14).

In a nominal sentence, these particles govern
a topic in the accusative and its predicate in the
nominative, e.g. ±inna zaydan ±axù-ka ‘verily
Zayd is your brother’. The topic is referred to as
the noun of ±inna (ism ±inna) and its predicate as
the predicate of ±inna (xabar ±inna). Basran
grammarians compare the phrase ±inna zaydan
±axù-ka with ∂araba zaydan ±axù-ka ‘your
brother struck Zayd’. Kufan grammarians claim
that these particles do not affect the declension
of the predicate, since it remains in the nomina-
tive for the same reason as in the phrase zaydun
±axù-ka ‘Zayd [is] your brother’ (Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±Inßàf 81–84; Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal 27).

The noun of ±inna should always precede its
predicate, except when this is an adverbial
modifier of place or time or a locative adver-
bial, as in ±inna fì d-dàri zaydan ‘truly Zayd
[is] in the house’. Therefore, Basran gram-
marians stipulate that nouns coordinated to
the noun of ±inna, when they are mentioned
before the predicate, should be governed in
the accusative, e.g. ±inna zaydan wa- ≠amran
qà ±imàni ‘verily, Zayd and ≠Amr [are] stand-
ing’. If the coordinated noun is mentioned
after the predicate, it can agree with the noun
of ±inna in the accusative, e.g. ±inna zaydan
qà ±imun wa-≠amran, or in the nominative wa-
≠amrun, since the noun of ±inna has the same
case in the underlying structure. The Kufans
allow agreement of coordinated nouns in the
nominative, before the predicate is men-
tioned, ±inna zaydan wa-≠amrun qà ±imàni (Ibn
al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 85–87).

The Basran grammarians believe that the
particles ±inna and ±anna in the ‘light’ form
(muxaffafa), i.e. with deletion of one nùn, in
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some cases keep their governance; according
to the Kufans, they lose their governing force,
and therefore do not place their noun in the
accusative case (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 88–91).

Kisà±ì and Farrà± allow the use of layta ‘if
only’ with the sense of the verb tamannà ‘to
wish’ with two accusatives, e.g. layta zaydan
qà±iman ‘if only Zayd [was] standing!’ (Girgas
1873:113).

ii. The negative particle là, which is called là li-n-
nafy ‘the là of negation’, governs an indefinite
noun in the accusative without tanwìn, and its
predicate in the nominative case, e.g. là rajula
fì d-dari ‘there is no man in the house’. The
predicate is frequently omitted, e.g. là ba ±sa
‘there is nothing bad’. The Basrans assume
that such indefinite words are indeclinable,
with a final vowel -a; the Kufans regard them
as declinable, governed in the accusative (Ibn
al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 161–163).

Attributes of the noun governed by là
agree with it either in the accusative without
tanwìn, e.g. là rajula darìfa fì d-dàri ‘there is
no lovely man in the house’, or with tanwìn,
là rajula darìfan, or in the nominative, là
rajula darifun, since in the underlying struc-
ture the noun is governed in this case.
Coordinated nouns, being indefinite, are gov-
erned in the accusative or in the nominative
with tanwìn, e.g. là ±abà wa-bnan miµla mar-
wàna wa-bni-hi ‘there is no father and son
like Marwàn and his son’. But when the
coordinated noun is definite, it is governed in
the nominative, e.g. là ÿulàma la-ka wa-là
l-≠abbàsu ‘you have neither slave, nor ≠Abbàs’.

If the negative là is repeated before a coordi-
nated noun, as in là ™awla wa-là quwwata ±illà
bi-l-làhi ‘there is no power and no strength,
except with God’, when the first noun is in the
accusative without tanwìn, the coordinated
noun can also be governed in the accusative
without tanwìn or with tanwìn, là quwwatan,
or in the nominative, là quwwatun. If the first
noun is in the nominative with tanwìn, the
coordinated noun either agrees with it in the
same case, là ™awlun wa-là quwwatun, or in
the accusative without tanwìn, là quwwata.

3.2 Overt governors governing the topic in the
nominative and the predicate in the accusative

i. Verbs similar to kàna (� kàna wa-±axawàtu-hà

‘kàna and its sisters’): ßàra ‘to become’; ±aßba™a
‘to be in the morning’; ±amsà ‘to be in the 
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evening’; ±a∂™à ‘to be before noon’; dalla ‘to
be by day’; bàta ‘to stay overnight’; mà zàla,
mà bari™a, mà nfakka and mà fati ±a ‘to con-
tinue to be’; mà dàma ‘as long as’; and laysa
‘not to be’. These are referred to as defective
verbs (±af ≠àl nàqißa), because, unlike other
verbs, which need a noun in the nominative
to form a complete sentence, these verbs re-
quire for completeness of sense a topic in the
nominative and a predicate in the accusative,
e.g. kàna zaydun qà ±iman ‘Zayd was stand-
ing’. The noun governed by kàna is called ism
kàna ‘the noun of kàna’, and the predicate is
referred to as xabar kàna ‘predicate of kàna’.

Predicates of these verbs may be placed
before their noun and even precede the verb,
e.g. qà ±iman kàna zaydun. However, the
Basrans believe that verbs with the negative
particle mà cannot be preceded by their pred-
icate, while the Kufans allow this. Thus, in
their opinion, one can say: qà ±iman mà zàla
zaydun ‘Zayd did not cease to be standing’.
They reject this possibility for the predicate of
laysa, e.g. *qà ±iman laysa zaydun ‘Zayd is
not standing’, which is accepted by the
Basrans (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ I, 278).

ii. Verbs similar to kàda ‘to be almost’ (kàda
wa-axawàtu-hà ‘kàda and its sisters’): ≠asà ‘it
could be that’; kàda, ±aw“aka, and karaba ‘to
be on the point [of doing something]’; and
±axa≈a, ja ±ala, and †afiqa ‘to begin’. These are
referred to as ±af ≠àl al-muqàraba ‘verbs of
proximity’, since some of them express the
fact that the predicate is close to accomplish-
ment. They govern the topic in the nomina-
tive, and the predicate in the accusative, e.g.
fa-±ubtu ±ilà fahmin wa-mà kidtu ±à ±iban ‘and
so I returned to [the tribe] Fahm, but I was
very near not returning’ (Wright 1986:II,
106). Examples of this are extremely rare;
more often the predicate is expressed by an
imperfect verb, e.g. kàda zaydun yamùtu
‘Zayd almost died’, or by the particle ±an
‘that’ with a subjunctive, e.g. ≠asà zaydun ±an
yaxruja ‘perhaps Zayd will leave’.

iii. According to the Basrans, the negative parti-
cles mà and là in the £ijàzì dialect govern a
topic in the nominative and the predicate in
the accusative, since they resemble the nega-
tive verb laysa, e.g. mà hà≈à ba“aran ‘this [is]
not a man’, là “ay±un ≠alà l-±ar∂i bàqiyan
‘nothing on earth is eternal’. The Kufans
assert that the particles mà and là do not gov-
ern a predicate; they explain the accusative
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of the predicate by deletion of a particle (Ibn
al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 76–79).

For this governance the predicate must
follow the topic and cannot be separated
from it by ±illà ‘except for’ or any other par-
ticle. Furthermore, for the governance of là
both topic and predicate must be indefinite.
In the Tamìmì dialect the predicate is gov-
erned in the nominative, mà hà≈à ba“arun,
which according to Sìbawayhi, is more cor-
rect, since these particles are not verbs
(Girgas 1873:116).

The particle làta ‘not’ governs in the accu-
sative only nouns of time, e.g. làta ™ìna
manàßin ‘[there is] no moment of escape’.
The Basrans assert that the particle ±in ‘not’
does not govern, while the Kufans admit its
governance in some cases, e.g. ±in huwa
mustawliyan ≠alà ±a™adin ‘he is not dominat-
ing anybody’ (Girgas 1873: 116).

3.3 Overt governors governing both the topic
and the predicate in the accusative

These are the verbs similar to Úanna ‘to think’
(Úanna wa-±axawàtu-hà), such as ™asiba ‘to con-
sider’; xàla ‘to imagine’; darà and ≠alima ‘to
know’; ra ±à ‘to see, to consider’; za ≠ama ‘to
assert’, etc. These are called judgment verbs
(±af ≠àl al-qalb, lit. ‘verbs of the heart’), because
they express intellectual actions. Thus, in the
phrase Úanantu zaydan jàhilan ‘I thought that
Zayd was ignorant’ zaydan is the first object (al-
maf ≠ùl al-±awwal) of the verb Úanna, and jàhilan
acts as its second object (al-maf ≠ùl aµ-µànì).

4 . G o v e r n o r s  o f  t h e  v e r b

According to the grammarians, only the imper-
fect verb can be declined. The Basrans claim it is
used in raf ≠ (marfù≠) because it replaces a noun,
e.g. zaydun yaktubu ‘Zayd writes’, which is
equivalent to zaydun kàtibun ‘Zayd [is] writing’.
The Kufans believe that the verb is used in raf ≠

because it does not depend on overt governors
requiring naßb or jazm. This opinion was shared
by later grammarians, such as Ibn Màlik, Ibn al-
£àjib and others (Girgas 1873:117).

A verb is governed in naßb (manßùb) by
nawàßib, i.e. overt governors requiring subjunc-
tive mood. These are: a) ±an and kay ‘in order to’,
the negation lan, and ±i≈an ‘in that case’, which
govern directly in naßb, e.g. ±urìdu ±an taqùma ‘I
wish you to rise’; lan ya∂riba ‘he will not strike’,
±i≈an ±ukrima-ka ‘then, I will respect you’; and b)
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™attà, li-, ±aw ‘that; so that’; fa-, wa- ‘and’, e.g.
±aslamtu ™attà ±adxula l-jannata ‘I embraced Islam
so as to enter Paradise’; ji ±tu-ka li-tukrima-nì

‘I have come to you, so that you respect me’; 
la-±alzamanna-ka ±aw tu ≠†iya-nì ™aqqì ‘I will 
not leave you, until you give me my due’
(Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal 246–252).

The particle ±an does not govern naßb after
verbs expressing certainty (yaqìn), e.g. ≠alimtu 
±an taqùmu ‘I knew that you would rise’, since
here ±an is considered to be derived from ±anna-
ka. After verbs expressing probability (ruj™àn),
it can operate both the subjunctive, e.g. danantu
±an taqùma ‘I thought that you would rise’, and
the indicative, ±an taqùmu (Girgas 1873:118).

According to the Kufans, the particles kay and
™attà may be reinforced by ±an, without affecting
the following verb, e.g. ji ±tu li-kay ±an ±ukrima-ka
‘I came so as to respect you’. The Basrans believe
that kay is sometimes used as a particle and does
not accept ±an (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 230–232,
235–238).

The particle ™attà governs the subjunctive,
when the following verb is used with the sense of
a future tense, otherwise it loses its governance,
e.g. mari∂a ™attà là yarjùna-hu ‘he became so ill
that they cannot hope for his [recovery]’. The
Kufans assert that ™attà governs the subjunctive
directly. The Basrans, however, believe that ™attà
governs nouns in the genitive directly, but verbs
in the subjunctive through an implied ±an.
Likewise, the Kufans assert that li- ‘in order to’
directly governs the verb in the subjunctive, but
that it may accept ±an for emphasis, e.g. mà kàna
zaydun li-±an yadxula dàra-ka ‘Zayd is unable to
enter your house’. Furthermore, they allow a
direct object preceding the verb in the subjunc-
tive, e.g. mà kàna zaydun dàra-ka li-yadxula.
This is unacceptable to the Basrans (Ibn al-
±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 241–243).

The subjunctive particles fa-, expressing a con-
sequence, and wa-, expressing simultaneity of
action, govern a following verb in the subjunctive
only when the preceding verb expresses an order,
prohibition, negation, question, desire, or hope,
e.g. zur-nì fa-±ukrima-ka ‘visit me so that I respect
you’; là tanhà ≠an xuluqin wa-ta ±tiya miµla-hu ‘do
not keep [someone else] from any act while you
are doing the same’. The Basrans believe that
these particles govern through an implied ±an,
while the Kufans explain the subjunctive by the
disagreement between the two verbs.

A verb is governed in jazm (majzùm) by
jawàzim, i.e. overt governors implying an 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



imperative. There are two categories: a) those
that govern one verb in jazm: lam, lammà, li-
(làm al-±amr), and là, e.g. lam yaqum ‘he has not
risen yet’, li-yaktub ‘let him write’, là ta∂rib
‘don’t hit!’; and b) those that govern two verbs in
jazm: ±in ‘if’; man ‘the one who’; mà ‘what’;
mahmà ‘whatever’; ±ayyun ‘whoever’; matà,
±ayyàna and ±i≈mà ‘whenever’; ±ayna, ±aynamà

and ™ayµumà ‘wherever’; and ±annà ‘in whatever
way’ (Wright 1986:II, 14). The first verb gov-
erned should express a condition (“ar†), the sec-
ond one the consequence of that condition (jazà ±

a“-“ar† or jawàb a“-“ar†), e.g. ±in tukrim-ni
±ukrim-ka ‘if you respect me, I respect you’; man
ya ≠mal sù±an yujzà bi-hi ‘whosoever commits
evil, will be punished for it’; mà taf ≠alù min
xayrin ya ≠lam-hu l-làhu ‘whatever good you
[pl.] do, God will know about it’.

The second verb also has jazm, when the first
one expresses a prohibition, negation, question,
desire, or hope, e.g. u†lub tajid ‘search and you
will find’; là takfur tadxul al-janna ‘don’t be irre-
ligious, and you will enter Paradise’. These verbs
are governed in jazm by an implied ±in ‘if’, since
the underlying sentence is u†lub fa-±in ta†lub tajid
‘search, and if you search, you will find’.

Yet, grammarians disagree about the governor
causing jazm in the second verb of conditional
clauses. Thus, some Basrans claim that these
governors affect both verbs, others believe that
the first verb governs the second one; still others
assert that the governing word places the first
verb in jazm, and this verb, in its turn, governs
the second one. According to the Kufans, the
verb expressing the consequence is governed in
jazm by its proximity (majzùm bi-l-jiwàr) to the
first verb expressing the condition (cf. Dévényi
1988). Hence, they believe that if the agent of a
verb expressing consequence precedes its verb,
the latter should be used in the indicative, e.g. ±in
ta ±tì-nì zaydun yukrimu-ka ‘if you come to me,
Zayd will respect you’. Unlike them, the Basrans
believe that this does not interrupt governance,
so that the verb should be used in jazm (Ibn al-
±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 250–254).

The Kufans claim that kayfa ‘how’ governs a
verb in jazm just as ™ayµumà and ±aynamà ‘wher-
ever’, whereas the Basrans reject this (Ibn al-
±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 262–264).

5 . G o v e r n o r s  b a s e d  o n  u s a g e

The second category of overt governors, based
on samà ≠ are the following:
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i. Words called ‘prepositions’ in the Western tra-
dition are called by the gramarians ™urùf al-jarr
or ™urùf al-xaf∂ ‘particles [governing their
objects] in the genitive’. Az-Zamax“arì calls
these ™urùf al-±i∂àfa ‘particles of connection’,
because they join verbs with the nouns to which
the action passes, e.g. min ‘from’; ±ilà ‘to’; fì ‘in’;
™attà ‘up to’; bi- ‘in, with’; li- expressing
‘belonging (to)’; rubba ‘many’; and wa- and ta-
‘by!’ (particles that introduce oath). Other
‘prepositions’ are regarded as nouns, e.g. ≠alà
‘on, above’; ≠an ‘from’; ka- ‘like’; mu≈ and
mun≈u ‘since’; or as verbs, e.g. ™à“à, xàla, and
≠adà ‘except’ (Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal 283).

According to the grammarians, some par-
ticles are pleonastic (zà ±ida), like bi- in the
phrase kafà bi-l-làhi “àhidan (Q. 48/28) ‘God
suffices as a witness’ (Arberry II, 229). The
Basrans believe that the particle min ‘from’ is
pleonastic in interrogative and negative sen-
tences, when its object is an indefinite word,
e.g. mà jà ±a-nì min ±a™adin ‘nobody came to
me’; the Kufans allow the use of min in affir-
mative sentences, acknowledging phrases like
qad kàna min ma†arin ‘it has already rained’
(Girgas 1873:122).

Sometimes, particles governing in the geni-
tive are omitted; this frequently happens with
rubba ‘how many!’ and bi- in oaths. The
Basrans assert that the deleted particle should
be replaced by another particle, the ≠amal
remaining with the deleted preposition, for
instance, wa-, replacing rubba, does not gov-
ern by itself the following word in the genitive.
The Kufans disagree with this; they also assert
that an oath can be used in the genitive gov-
erned by the implied particle, even when it is
not replaced. In such cases, the Basrans insist
that the deleted particle is replaced with an
interrogative or another particle, e.g. hà-l-làhi
‘by God!’ (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 167–171).

The Kufans assert that if the object of mu≈

and mun≈u ‘since’ is used in the nominative,
e.g. mà ra ±aytu-hu mu≈ yawmu l-jum≠ati ‘I
haven’t seen him since Friday’, it is governed
by an underlying verb. The Basrans regard
mu≈ and mun≈u as topics, the noun follow-
ing them being their attribute. When they are
used as particles, their objects require the gen-
itive (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 165–167).

ii. Particles of exception (™urùf al- � istiµnà±): ±illà
‘except for’; xalà, ≠adà, ™à“à, laysa, là yakùnu
‘excluding’; and ÿayrun, siwà, sawà±un ‘except
for’. The grammarians di agree about the gov-
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ernment of the excluded noun (al-mustaµnà)
after ±illà. The Basrans assume that the noun
is governed in the accusative by an underlying
verb ±astaµnì ‘I exclude’, governing through
±illà. Some Kufans assert that ±illà governs the
noun by itself, while others, like al-Farrà±,
suppose that ±illà is formed from ±in (short
form of ±inna ‘verily’) and là ‘not’, hence the
accusative of the excluded noun in affirmative
sentences (in other sentences it agrees with al-
mustaµnà min-hu ‘that from which the excep-
tion is made’ as a conjunctional apposition)
(Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 116–118).

The verbs xalà, ≠adà, hà“à, laysa, and là
yakùnu ‘excluding’ govern an excluded
noun in the accusative, e.g. qàma l-qawmu
xalà zaydan ‘all the tribe stood up, excluding
Zayd’; the first three govern an excluded
noun also in the genitive, xalà zaydin. The
Basrans believe that ™à“à, expressing excep-
tion, is a particle, whereas the Kufans con-
sider it an imperfect verb.

The other particles, being actually nouns,
always govern an excluded noun in the 
genitive and have themselves the same case
as an excluded noun after ±illà, e.g. jà ±a-nì

l-qawmu ÿayra zaydin ‘the tribe came to me,
except for Zayd’; mà qàma ÿayru zaydin
‘nobody stood up, except for Zayd’.

iii. Particles of appeal like yà, ±ayà, and hayà,
according to az-Zamax“arì, are used when
the person is far from the speaker; whereas
±ay and ±a are used when the addressee is close
to the speaker (Mufaßßal 309); the other
grammarians, like Ibn Màlik, disagree with
this (Girgas 1873:123).

The nominative – in the singular always
without tanwìn – is used when the addressee
(al-munàdà) is addressed directly by the
speaker, no explanatory term of any descrip-
tion being appended to it, e.g. yà mu™ammadu
‘o Mu™ammad’, yà sayyidu ‘o sir’, etc. The
accusative is used: a) when the addressee is
indefinite and not directly addressed by the
speaker, e.g. when a blind man says yà rajulan
xu≈ bi-yadì ‘some man, take my hand; and 
b) when it is directly addressed by the speaker,
but has an explanatory term appended to it,
e.g. yà ≠abda l-làhi ‘o ≠Abdallah’, yà xayran
min zaydin ‘o you that are better than Zayd’,
etc. (Wright 1986:II, 85–86).

The particle of appeal is frequently omit-
ted, except in lamentations for the dead (an-
nudba), e.g. wa-zaydàh ‘alas Zayd!’ and in
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calling for help (al-istiÿàµa), e.g. yà la-zaydin
‘o Zayd, help [me]!’ (Girgas 1873:123).

iv. Indefinite pronouns (al-±asmà ± al-mubhama),
i.e. quantitative numerals from 11 up to 99
(except for the tens, which are ‘complete
nouns’), interrogative and exclamatory par-
ticles kam and ka ±ayyin ‘how much?’, ka≈à

‘so-and-so much’, expressing an uncertain
number, govern the estimated subjects in the
accusative of specification. When expressing
a question, kam governs the accusative, e.g.
kam dinàran ≠inda-ka ‘how many dinars do
you have?’ In other cases it governs its object
in the genitive, either in the singular or in the
plural, e.g. là na ≠rifu kam rajulin (or rijàlin)
≠inda-ka ‘we do not know, how many men
you have’. If kam is separated from its object
by other words, this object is governed, in
the Basrans’ opinion, in the accusative, e.g.
kam fì d-dàri rajulan ‘how many men [are] in
the house!’ whereas the Kufans believe that
the object should be governed in the genitive,
e.g. kam fì d-dàri rajulin.

Ka-±ayyin and ka≈à govern similarly to
kam: they require their objects in the accusa-
tive; but ka-±ayyin is more often used with the
preposition min, e.g. ka-±ayyin min qaryatin
±ahlaknà-hà (Q. 7/4) ‘how many a city We have
destroyed!’ (Arberry 1996: I, 171), and ka≈à

is repeated, e.g. malaktu ka≈à ka≈à (or ka≈à

wa-ka≈à) dirhaman ‘I had so-and-so many
dirhams’. The Kufans allow the government of
the object of single ka≈à in the genitive, singu-
lar, or plural, e.g. ka≈à µawbin or ±aµwàbin ‘so-
and-so many dresses’ (Girgas 1873:124).

v. Interjections (� ism al-fi ≠l) govern like verbs,
e.g. hayhàta Zaydun ‘Zayd is far’, zaydun
having nominative as the agent of hayhàta,
which is equivalent to the verb ba≠uda ‘to be 
distant’. If a verb governs nominative and 
accusative, an interjection with its meaning also
governs two cases. Thus, in ∂aràbi zaydan ‘beat
Zayd!’, the agent of ∂aràbi is the implicit per-
sonal pronoun in the nominative, whereas 
zaydan is used in the accusative as the direct ob-
ject of the interjection (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 305).

vi. Verbs of praise and blame (±af ≠àl al-mad™

wa-≈-≈amm) like ni ≠ma ‘to be good’, bi ±sa
‘to be bad’, etc. govern both the first noun
expressing the quality and the second one
denoting the praised or blamed person in the
nominative, e.g. ni ≠ma r-rajulu zaydun ‘how
excellent is Zayd, as a man!’. Zaydun may be
analyzed as the topic placed at the end of the
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sentence, whereas its attribute is the preced-
ing verbal sentence consisting of the verb and
the agent; alternatively, zaydun may be the
predicate of an underlying topic huwa ‘he’.
One may also say ni ≠ma rajulan zaydun,
zaydun being the agent of the verb ni ≠ma,
whereas rajulan is used in the accusative of
specification (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 165).

Most grammarians consider ni ≠ma and
bi ±sa verbs, but some Kufans, like al-Farrà±,
treat them as nouns, since they are used with
prepositions, e.g. ni ≠ma s-sayru ≠alà bi ±sa 
l-≠ayru ‘what a beautiful trip on such a miser-
able donkey!’ The Basrans explain this use of
the preposition by an underlying attribute
after the verb: ni ≠ma s-sayru ≠alà ≠ayrin maqùlin
fì-hi bi ±sa l-≠ayru ‘what a beautiful trip on a
donkey about which it is said: such a miserable
donkey!’ (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ III, 160–161).
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Amharic → Ethiopia

Amman Arabic → Jordanian Arabic

≠âmmiyya → Diglossia; Colloquial

Analogy

1 .  A n a l o g y  i n  a f f i x a t i o n a l
m o r p h o l o g y

In historical linguistics, analogy is generally
defined as a process by which words or mor-
phemes are created or recreated on the model of
existing linguistic patterns. Analogy operates
independently of sound change and often regu-
larizes irregularities brought about by sound
change. The most widely discussed form of anal-
ogy is proportional analogy: A is to A’ as B is to
B’. It has been suggested that analogy operates in
the direction of maximizing ‘semantic iconicity’,
i.e. the one-to-one match of meaning (or func-
tion) and form (Bynon 1977:35; Anttila
1989:88–108). Generative linguists have ana-
lyzed analogic change as the extension of a rule
(Anderson 1988). These notions of analogy are
complementary and overlapping. All can be
helpful to understanding morphological changes
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in the affixational morphology of Arabic,
although, as will be seen, none can fully cap-
ture the possibilities of analogic change within
a fixed-pattern, or fixed-output morphological
system typical of Arabic and Semitic languages.

The assimilation of the definite article before
velars in Egyptian Arabic is the result of an ana-
logic change that can be readily analyzed as rule
extension (Table 1). In Classical Arabic the /l/ of
the definite article /al-/ assimilates to a following
consonant which is articulated between the teeth
and the soft palate. (The consonant jìm is a pos-
sible exception to this rule insofar as it is pro-
nounced as a palatal affricate [dÀ], as is the case
in most pronunciations of Modern Standard
Arabic. However, it reflects proto-Semitic /g/ and its
earlier Arabic pronunciation is a matter of debate).
In the speech of some Egyptian Arabic speakers 
the rule assimilating the definite article has been
extended to the velar consonants /k/ and /g/.

Another example, which can be readily ana-
lyzed as proportional analogy, involves the re-
shaping of the passive/reflexive verb derivation in
several dialects across North Africa from Egypt
to Morocco (Table 2). Classical Arabic has sev-
eral verb patterns which generally indicate a pas-
sive or reflexive of a transitive verb, all of which
involve an affix in some position. For the basic,
so-called Form I verb, which has the shape
CvCvC (assuming no glides or ‘weak’ consonants
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are present), there are two reflexive/passive
forms. One is formed with prefix /n-/, another
with infixation of /-t-/ after the second consonant
of the stem. By contrast, the passive/reflexive of
so-called Form II and III verbs (basic pattern
CvCCvC and CvvCvC, with medial geminate
and long vowel respectively) is derived with
prefix /ta-/. Many modern dialects have created a
new medio-passive of the Form I verb with prefix
/t-/, as the Egyptian examples below indicate.
(Roman numbers in parentheses indicate the con-
ventional Form numbers of the active.)

The position of the t- affix in the intran-
sitive/passive of the Form I verb has been moved
from infix to prefix on the analogy of the Form II
and III verbs.

A slightly more complicated but nonetheless
straightforward proportional analogy affects the
development of the imperfect verb conjugation
in Maghrebi dialects (Table 3). In Classical
Arabic and the Eastern dialects, the singular-
plural distinction in the 1st person is marked
solely by a difference in prefixes ±a-ktubu ‘I
write’/na-ktubu ‘we write’. This contrasts with
the situation in 2nd and 3rd person masculine,
where the prefix remains the same in the plural,
and plurality is indicated by a suffix -uu(na): ya-
ktub-u ‘he writes’ ya-ktub-uu(na) ‘they write’,
ta-ktub-u ‘you [sg.] write’ ta-ktub-uu(na) ‘you
[pl.] write’. In Maghrebi dialects the 1st person
forms have been reshaped on the analogy of the
2nd and 3rd persons masculine. (Feminine forms
have been lost except in the 3rd person singular.)
This leads to a closer form:function match.
Prefixes exclusively indicate person, while the
suffix indicates number.

2 . A n a l o g y  i n  r o o t  a n d  p a t t e r n
m o r p h o l o g y

All of these examples are easily integrated into
traditional approaches to analogy because all

Classical Egyptian

labial al-bint il-bint ‘the girl’
dental a†-†aalib i††aalib ‘the student’
dental ad-dars id-dars ‘the lesson’
alveolar as-suuq is-suu± ‘the market’
palatal a“-“ams i“-“ams ‘the sun’
velar al-jaami ≠a ig-gam ≠a ‘the university’
velar al-kitaab ik-kitaab ‘the book’

Classical Egyptian 

active passive/reflexive active passive/reflexive

kattaba takattaba kattib itkattib ‘to cause to write (II)
kaataba takaataba kaatib itkaatib ‘to write  to’ (III)
kataba iktataba katab itkatab ‘to write’ (I)

Table 1. Assimilation of the article

Table 2. Reshaping of the passive/reflexive verb derivation
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Classical Moroccan 
sg. pl. sg. pl.

yaktubu :: yaktubuu(na) yëktëb :: yëktëbu
‘he/they write(s)’

taktubu :: taktubuu(na) tëktëb :: tëktëbu
‘you [sg./pl.] write’

±aktubu :: naktubu nëktëb :: nëktëbu
‘I/we write’

involve affixation of some kind. Interesting
problems emerge, however, when one turns to
the so-called root-and-pattern morphology of
Arabic (→ derivation; → root). The type of pro-
portion generally assumed in proportion-based
analogy is one in which derivatives of the same
word are related in a consistent way, like English
big :: bigger. Such a proportion can be stated as
a rule (approximately ‘add -er to the positive to
form the comparative’). But the defining feature
of fixed-pattern morphology is precisely that
consistency is found not in a proportion or rela-
tionship between a base and a derivative, but 
in a consistent pattern imposed on all forms re-
presenting a particular grammatical category
regardless of the form of the source word. The
Classical Arabic → elative (comparative/super-
lative) form of the adjective provides a clear
illustration. The elative consistently has the syl-
lable and vowel pattern ±aCCaC(u) regardless of
the syllable structure or vowelling of the posi-
tive, as the following examples illustrate.

positive elative 

sahl >> ±ashal ‘easy’
kabiir >> ±akbar ‘big’
ßabuur >> ±aßbar ‘patient’
jaahil >> ±ajhal ‘ignorant’

The elative respects the principle of ‘one meaning,
one form’ (semantic iconicity), since a single pat-
tern ±aCCaC conveys the single meaning ‘more/
most’, but it violates the principle of proportional
relationship between base (positive) and deriva-
tive (comparative). Thus, proportion and seman-
tic iconicity are fundamentally at odds in systems
of this type. Speakers’ attempts to resolve this ten-
sion in one direction or the other have led to var-
ious types of morphological reshaping.

The development of the → diminutive is a 
case in point (Ratcliffe 2001). Unlike the elative,

the diminutive in Classical Arabic does not strictly
adhere to the principle of the fixed pattern 
(Table 4). The diminutive has a fixed vowel
sequence u-ay-(i). But there are three distinct 
syllabic shapes CuCayC, CuCayCiC, and
CuCayCiiC, depending upon the syllabic shape of
the base from which they are derived. Stems with
the shapes CvCC, CvCvC, CvvC (triliteral in
Arabic script, tri-moraic in phonemic terms) have
a diminutive CuCayC. Quadriliteral (quadri-
moraic) stems CvCCvC, CvvCvC, and CvCvvC
have a diminutive CuCayCiC. Quinquiliteral
(quinquimoraic) CvCCvvC stems have the
diminutive CuCayCiiC. 

If the data offered only these possibilities, we
would have to conclude that the principle of 
proportionality between input and output has 
triumphed here over the principle of having a
strictly fixed pattern for each grammatical cate-
gory. These diminutives can be described in
terms of the proportion

Cvx[..] :: CuCay[..]

(where Cvx indicates the first heavy syllable of
the word, and [..] the remainder of the word).
This proportion could be stated in terms of a rule
infixing the sequence -ay- after the first heavy
syllable of the input with change of the vowels of
the first and last syllable. 

The situation is complicated, however, by the
fact that some nouns of the shape CvvCvC and
CvCCvC, which should form a trisyllabic diminu-
tive (CuCayCiC), also have a bisyllabic diminu-
tive alternant (CuCayC) in Early Arabic. The
CuCayCiC pattern is more common in Classical
Arabic and is the only productive pattern in mod-
ern written Arabic. However, the alternant CuCayC
is also cited in medieval grammatical sources, as
reported by Wright (1896:282–3); see Table 5.

This variation indicates that two strategies for
diminutive formation were in competition in

Table 3. Development of the imperfect verb in Maghrebi dialects
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Table 4. Classical Arabic diminutives

base diminutive examples

CvCC >> CuCayC kalb >> kulayb ‘dog’
CvCCvC >> CuCayCiC masjid >> musayjid ‘mosque’
CvvCvC >> CuwayCiC †aalib >> †uwaylib ‘student’
CvCvvC >> CuCayyiC fanaar >> funayyir ‘lighthouse’
CvCCvvC >> CuCayCiiC sul†aan >> sulay†iin ‘sultan’

Table 5. Residual diminutive patterns (in parentheses) in Classical Arabic

CuCayC CuCayCiC

™aariµ- >> (™urayµ) ™uwayriµ- ‘plowman’
™aamid- >> (™umayd-) ™uwaymid- ‘sour’
mi ≠†af- >> ( ≠u†ayf-) mu≠ay†if- ‘coat’
±aswad- >> (suwayd-) ±usaywid- ‘black’

early Arabic, one proportional, based on main-
taining a consistent relationship across the row
(between base and derived form), the other
semantically iconic, based on maintaining con-
sistency down the column (a consistent diminu-
tive pattern for all nouns regardless of the shape
of the base).

consistency ‘down the column’

CvCC CvvCvC CvCCvC >> CuCayC
kalb >> kulayb

™aariµ >> ™urayµ

mi ≠†af >> ≠u†ayf

consistency ‘across the row’

CvCC CvvCvC CvCCvC
kalb >>

™aariµ >>
mi ≠†af        >>

CuCayC CuwayCiC CuCaaCiC

kulayb
™uwayriµ

≠u†ayf

The system has undergone a further develop-
ment in Moroccan Arabic (Harrell 1962:81–84,
Heath 1987:113–133). The residual CuCayC
diminutives of quadriliteral nouns have com-
pletely disappeared. More surprisingly, the
CuCayC diminutive of triliteral nouns has 
also become extremely rare. By regular sound
changes (loss of unstressed short vowels in many

environments, reduction of the diphthong /ay/ to
/i/) the Classical Arabic diminutive pattern
CuCayC should appear in Moroccan Arabic as
*CCiC. Yet the reflexes of Classical Arabic
CvCC stems (CvCC or CCvC where V is /o/ or
/ë/) and CvvC stems (CVC, where V is one of 
the stable vowels /a/, /i/, or /u/) in fact form a
diminutive CCiyëC or CCiCa, as illustrated
below.

Moroccan Arabic diminutives

bab >> bwiyëb ‘door’
bwiba

këlb >> kliyëb ‘dog’
bÿël >> bÿiyël ‘donkey’

cf. bëgra >> bgira ‘cow’
fnar >> fniyër ‘lighthouse’
bakit >> bwikët ‘packet’
mëktub >> mkitëb ‘pocket’

Undoing the effects of sound change reveals the
following subsystem.

Moroccan Arabic diminutive system reconstructed 
*CvvC >> *CuwayCaa
‘ ‘ >> *CuwayyiC

*CvCC >> *CuCayyiC
*CvCCa >> *CuCayCaa

*CvCvvC >> *CuCayyiC
*CvvCvC >> *CuwayCiC
*CvCCvC >> *CuCayCiC

If one contrasts this with the corresponding sub-sys-
tem in Classical Arabic, the nature of the analogic
reshaping which has taken place becomes clear:
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Classical Arabic diminutive system 
(Wright 1896:166–175)

CuCayC CuCayCiC

CvvC >> CuwayC
CvCC >> CuCayC
CvCCa >> CuCayCa

CvCCvv >> CuCayCaa
CvCvvC >> CuCayyiC
CvvCvC >> (CuCayC) CuwayCiC
CvCCvC >> (CuCayC) CuCayCiC

It appears that at some point in the development
of Moroccan Arabic speakers interpreted the
diminutive as a strict case of fixed-output mor-
phology, thus giving rise to the appearance of
allomorphy and pressure for eliminating one of
the two ‘patterns’. Instead of trying to extend the
CuCayC pattern by deleting stem material (as
had been possible at an earlier stage of the lan-
guage), they extended the CuCayCiC pattern by
supplying a default consonant (/y/ or a copy of
C2) or a default stable vowel (/a/) to fill out the
final syllable of the pattern.

A parallel process has affected the broken plu-
ral of feminine nouns in Moroccan Arabic (as
well as other dialects, to some extent) (Ratcliffe
2002, 2003). In parallel with the diminutive,
triliteral (trimoraic) singulars generally have
bisyllabic plurals (the most frequent plural pat-
terns for feminine CvCCa singulars being
CvCaC and CiCaaC, and for masculine CvCC
singulars CuCuuC, ±aCCaaC, and CiCaaC), and
quadriliteral singulars (CvCCvC) have trisyl-
labic plurals (CaCaaCiC). Just as most etymo-
logical CvCC singulars have come to take a
trisyllabic diminutive in Moroccan Arabic, so
some feminine CvCCa singulars have come to
take a trisyllabic plural. Two new plural patterns
have developed. One has the shape CCayëC
(*CaCaayiC, if the effects of sound changes are
undone).

Classical

fitna(t) >> fitan
“afa(t) >> “ifaah, “afawaat

Moroccan

fëtna >> ftayën ‘riot’
“ëffa >> “fayëf ‘lip’

The source of analogy for these form are femi-
nines with a long vowel in the second syllable,
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which regularly have the trisyllabic plural
CaCaaiC in Classical Arabic. This pattern
becomes CCayëC in Moroccan Arabic by regu-
lar sound change:

Classical

xizaana >> xazaa ±in

Moroccan

xzana >> xzayën ‘cupboard’

The second and more frequent new plural pattern
is CCaCi (*CaCaaCiy, if sound changes are
undone). The pattern CaCaaCiy of course exists
in Classical Arabic as the regular CaCaaCiC plu-
ral of four-consonant nouns whose last conso-
nant happens to be /y/ (kursiiy>> karaasiiy
‘chair’). But this is pattern CaCaaCiC with the
final /y/ reflecting the fourth consonant of the sin-
gular. In the Moroccan Arabic feminine case
there is no fourth consonant in the singular, and
the /y/ of the plural is in effect a kind of suffix or
pseudo-suffix supplied simply to fill out the pat-
tern. The irregular development of the feminine
suffix tà ± marbù†a plays a central role in this
development. The suffix is preserved as stable /a/,
not deleted or reduced to /ë/ as expected by regu-
lar sound change. Singular feminine nouns with
the shape CvCCa thus acquire the same phono-
logical shape as nouns with an etymological long
vowel or glide in the final syllable: CvCCvv or
CvCCvG (glide). These latter provide the likely
source of analogy, although they are notably less
frequent in Classical Arabic than CvCCa nouns
which undergo the analogical change.

Classical

rukba >> rukab
kulwa >> kula(y)
qamara >> qamaraat

Moroccan

rokba >> rkabi ‘knee’
këlwa >> klawi ‘kidney’
gëmra >> gmari ‘moonlight’

The likely source of analogy:

Classical

malqa(y)a >> malaaqi(y)
miqla(y)a >> maqaali(y)
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Moroccan
mëlqa >> mlaqi ‘junction’
mëqla >> mqali ‘frying pan’

If the relevant subsystems in Classical and
Moroccan are compared, it becomes clear that
the principle of imposing a fixed pattern
CCaCëC has begun to take precedence over the
principle of maintaining a proportional relation-
ship between input and output.

Classical
sg. pl.
CvCCa >> CvCaC

>> CiCaaC
CvCvvCa >> CaCaayiC
CvCCa(y)a >> CaCaaCi(y)
CvCCvC >> CaCaaCiC

Moroccan
sg. pl.
CvCCa >> *CvCaayiC (CCayëC)

>> *CvCaaCiy (CCaCi)
CvCvvCa >> *CaCaayiC (CCayëC)
CvCCa(y) >> *CaCaaCiy (CCaCi)
CvCCvC >> *CaCaaCiC (CCaCëC)

Thus in both the plural and the diminutive in
Moroccan Arabic the fixed pattern has tri-
umphed over proportion. While traditional pro-
portional analogy works ‘across the row’,
extending a proportional relationship between
words which share a feature of specific semantic
reference, these examples reveal a type of anal-
ogy in Arabic which works ‘down the column’,
imposing a similar shape on words which share
a feature of grammatical function or an abstract
semantic feature.

In other systems and other dialects, however,
proportion triumphs over the fixed pattern to
give an ‘across the row’ analogy. One example
comes from Iraqi (Muslim Baghdadi) Arabic
(Ratcliffe 2003). In Classical Arabic, nouns with
more than four consonants must either take an
external (‘sound’) plural or be brought into con-
formity with the CaCaaCiC pattern by loss of a
high sonority consonant or of the final consonant
(e.g. ≠ankabuut >> ≠anaakib ‘spider’; zanbarak
>> zanaabik ‘metal spring’). In Iraqi Arabic five-
consonant nouns CvCCaCaaCa have the newly
innovated plural CvCCaCaayiC. Furthermore,
four consonant nouns CvC(a)CaaCa ending in 
-aaCa have a plural CvC(a)CaayiC, rather than
the expected Classical Arabic CvCaaCiiC. It is

clear that the source for this analogy are forms
like CvCaaCa, which in Classical Arabic nor-
mally have the plural CaCaa±iC, regularly
becoming CaCaayiC in Iraqi.

Iraqi
CvCaaCa CaCaayiC
zabaana zabaayin ‘casing’
sidaara sidaayir ‘cap’
sidaana sidaayin ‘clay container’

CvCCaaCa CvCCaayiC
karxaana karxaayin ‘factory’

CvCaCaaCa CvCaCaayiC
qarawaana qarawaayin ‘metal serving 

bowl’

CvCCaCaaCa CvCCaayiC
tallaxaana tallaxaayin ‘casino’ 
xastaxaana xastaxaayin ‘hospital’

These forms are all related by a proportion that
can be stated as [..]CaaCa :: [..]CaayiC. For
words which have a final sequence -CaaCa, this
is converted to -CaayiC in the plural, and the rest
of the word is ignored.

A somewhat similar phenomenon occurs in →
Maltese (Mifsud 1994). Nouns ending in a gem-
inate followed by /a/, regardless of length, form
a plural ending in a -CeC sequence.

fidda fided ‘silver’
mÓadda mÓaded ‘pillow’
qawsalla qawsalel ‘rainbow’
kaxxa kaxex ‘box’
vlegga vlegeg ‘arrow’
skwerra skwerer ‘set-square’
biccilla biccilel ‘lace’
umbrella umbrelel ‘umbrella’
pozambrella pozambrelel ‘umbrella stand’

The proportion relating these forms can be
stated as [..]CCa :: [..]CeC. It is clear that the
basis for the analogy here is the regular plural for
feminine triconsonantal nouns CvCCa >>
CvCaC, like Classical Arabic ™ujja >> ™ujaj
‘proof’.

While each of the analogic changes affecting
plurals discussed above leads to the regular-
ization of a particular subsystem, the overall,
pan-systemic, pan-dialectal effect is greater vari-
ation. It has been suggested that this type 
of give-and-take between pattern-based and
proportional analogy, possibly operating in 
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different prehistoric dialects, may have given rise
to the great variety of ‘broken’ plural formations
found in Classical Arabic and related languages
(Ratcliffe 1998). More generally it has been sug-
gested that the richness of the Classical Arabic
morphology vis-à-vis other Semitic languages
may be due to creative analogic processes rather
than to conservative retentions (Carter 1996).

In addition to being a source for the creation
of new morphological patterns and redistribu-
tion of old ones, pattern-based analogy may also
be the basis for the creation of new words and
new roots. Since fixed pattern morphology
works by imposing a fixed syllabic shape on
words representing a particular grammatical
category, it also incidentally imposes the require-
ment that those words have at least three conso-
nants. The famous triconsonantalism of Arabic
thus follows from the nature of the morphologi-
cal processes in the language. For words which
are ‘defective’ – lacking a third consonant in part
of their paradigm – or which have become defec-
tive as a result of sound change, there is a strong
diachronic tendency to generalize a three-conso-
nant root throughout the paradigm. (This
applies only to nouns and verbs. Parts of speech
which do not enter into derivation, such as
prepositions, conjunctions, pronouns, etc., are
not affected.) ‘Primitive’ biconsonantal nouns in
Classical Arabic are supplied with filler conso-
nants in their derived forms in a somewhat idio-
syncratic way. (→ biradicals)

sg. pl. relational adjective

fam ±afwaah ‘mouth’
dam dimaa ± damawiy ‘blood’
“ifa “ifaah “afawiy ‘lip’

In the modern dialects many of these biconso-
nantal nouns have been reshaped and regular-
ized, usually on the analogy of stems with a final
geminate, like muxx, pl. mixaax, ±amxaax
‘brain’.

Moroccan
fomm >> fmam, also fwam (Harrell 

1962:117)
dëmm >> dmayat
“ëffa >> “fayëf

Iraqi
damm >> dammaat, dumuum
“iffa >> “ifaaf, “ifaayif

80 analogy

Egyptian 
fumm >> ≠ifmaam, fimaam
“iffa >> “ifaayif, “ifaf

Sometimes this analogical reshaping produces
variant roots of what were originally the same
word. Thus, the Moroccan plural alternants for
mouth appear to be based on two different roots:
f-m-m (found also in other dialects) and f-w-m,
likewise the word for blood with d-m-m and 
d-m-y. Two-consonant stems which have emerged
as the result of sound change are also subject to
this type of analogical reshaping. In Moroccan
Arabic a regular sound change deletes word ini-
tial syllables beginning with glottal stop. Thus the
Classical Arabic ±anf ‘nose’, pl. ±aanaaf or ±unuuf,
root ±-n-f emerges in Moroccan Arabic as nif, pl.
nyuf, with a root n-y-f.

The situation in the verb is more complex.
One small class of verbs has a simple biconso-
nantal -CvC- stem in the imperfect, but acquires
an initial w- in the perfect and in the derived
forms. 

Classical
ya-ßil-u waßal-a             yu-waßßil-u
‘he arrives’ ‘he arrived’ ‘he connects’
waßßal-a
‘he connected’

In most dialects these verbs have been regular-
ized on the analogy of regular three-consonant
verbs so that the /w/ is maintained throughout
the paradigm:

Moroccan
yëwßël wßël
Egyptian
yiwßal wißil
Iraqi
yooßal wußal

Another class of verbs has the stem shape 
CvvC, with two consonants and a long vowel in
both the imperfect and the perfect. These are
generally analyzed as containing a medial glide
consonant (/w/ or /y/) which has been deleted by
(morpho)phonological rules. 

Classical
†aal-a ya- †uul-u ‘become long’
daax-a ya-duux-u ‘be dizzy’
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In Egyptian Arabic many of these verbs have
been regularized, with a glide in second position,
functioning as a stable consonant (Carter 1996).
Sometimes, the older form is maintained with a
different meaning.

†iwil yi†wal ‘become long’
†aal yi†uul [idiomatic and auxiliary uses]
dawax yidwix ‘make dizzy’
daax yiduux ‘be dizzy’

Another well-known case, which leads to a 
word fracturing into two roots through ana-
logic reshaping, is the development of gemi-
nated Form I verbs in all dialects outside the
Arabian Peninsula (Ferguson 1959). In Classical
Arabic the geminate in such forms remains intact
where syllable structure constraints allow it, but
is split in other environments, notably when the
stem is followed by a suffix beginning with a
consonant.

Classical 3rd sg. 1 sg.
™abba ™ababtu ‘he/I loved’

In the dialects the geminate resists splitting, and
there develops a stem variant with a diphthong
/ay/ (which is etymological) between the stem
and the suffix. 

Egyptian 3rd sg. 1 sg.
™abb ™abbayt ‘he/I loved’

What has happened here is that geminate Form I
verbs have been reanalyzed and partly recatego-
rized on the analogy of Form II verbs (with
derived gemination) of roots with a final glide
like ßallaa ‘pray’.

Classical

root ™-b-b ß-l-y 
pattern CaCvCa (I) CaCCaCa (II) 

™abba ßallaa
™ababtu ßallaytu

‘to love’ ‘to pray’

Dialect

root ™-b-b ™-b-y
pattern CaCvC (I) CaCCaC (II)

™abb ™abbayt
‘to love’ ‘to love’
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At the same time that biconsonantal and defec-
tive verbs are being reshaped on a triconsonan-
tal pattern, new classes of biconsonantal words
emerge in some dialects as a result of sound
change. The loss of glottal stop in initial syllables
in Moroccan Arabic should have given rise to a
new set of two-consonant verbs from Classical
Arabic forms like ±axa≈a ‘to take’, ±akala ‘to eat’.
In fact, these verbs have been reshaped in
Moroccan Arabic as follows: in the perfect the
stems are reshaped on the model of verbs with a
stem final glide such as Moroccan Arabic
rma/rmit ‘he threw’/’I threw’ (= Classical Arabic
rama(y)a/ramaytu) and, in effect, acquire a new
third consonant. In the participle and the Form
II verb, a new first consonant /w/ has been sup-
plied (possibly on the analogy of w- initial verbs,
discussed above).

Two new Form II verbs have developed in
Moroccan Arabic (Heath 1987)

Classical

imperfect ya ±kulu ya ±xu≈u
perfect ±akala ±axa≈a
participle ±aakil ±aaxi≈
Form II perfect ±akkala ±axxa≈a

Moroccan

imperfect yakul yaxud
perfect kla xda
participle wakël waxëd
Form II perfect wakkël waxxëd

In effect two new ‘roots’ of the shape C-C-y and
w-C-C have developed by analogy from stems
with initial glottal stop, in response to a sound
change deleting / ±/. These are k-l-y and w-k-l
from ( ±)-k-l and x-d-y and w-x-d from ( ±)-x-≈. 

In the prehistory of Arabic it is possible that
the variety of roots associated with the meaning
‘one’ in Classical Arabic may have come about
through a comparable process of forcing an orig-
inal bi-consonantal stem into triconsonantal
patterns (Ratcliffe 2001):

root word

±-™-d ±a™ad ‘one’ 
[noun]

w-™-d waa™id ‘one’ 
[adjective, formally 
participle CaaCiC]

™-d-y ™aadiy ≠a“ara ‘eleventh’ 
[also participle CaaCiC]
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Indeed much of the phenomenon of ‘root varia-
tion’ across Semitic (pairs like d-w-k and d-k-k
both meaning ‘to crush’) discussed by Voigt 
(1988) and Zaborski (1991) may owe its devel-
opment to analogic processes of the type dis-
cussed here.

(Except where otherwise noted, the sources for
the dialect forms cited in this article are: Egyptian,
Hinds and Badawi 1986; Iraqi, Woodhead and
Beene 1967; Moroccan, Harrell and Sobelman
1966.)
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Analytic Genitive

In the analytic or periphrastic genitive, the geni-
tive relation is expressed by means of a particu-
lar genitive exponent placed between the noun
and its genitival modifier, e.g. d-dukkàn taba≠ t-
tàjir (cf. English ‘the shop of the merchant’). The
analytic genitive is a dialectal innovation. In
fuß™à, the genitive is of a synthetic kind, here-
after called the synthetic genitive (→ construct
state), formed by the juxtaposing of the two
terms (and by inflecting the second term in the
genitive case), e.g. dukkànu t-tàjiri (cf. English
‘the merchant’s shop’). Although the synthetic
genitive can be resolved by prepositions func-
tioning in a way similar to the analytic genitive
exponents, the analytic genitive is not formal-
ized in the written language. 

The analytic genitive is a typological phenome-
non that reflects internal and external influences
on the language structure. Since the synthetic gen-
itive also exists in the same dialects, we are con-
fronted with a choice between two systems. The
development of the analytic genitive is a complex
process operating on several levels of a speech or
a text, depending on phonetic, syntactic, and sty-
listic (rhetoric) factors, affected by the socio-geo-
graphical and social surrounding as well as by the
situation of the actual speech act. It is restricted by
a teleological ambition toward economy, and a
structuring of semantic categories, the principles
of which are not yet fully understood. It has been
referred to as a phenomenon of general drift
(Ferguson 1989:7).

Most dialects possess a genitive exponent. A
great number of exponents occur, each one typi-
cal of a particular geographical area. The varia-
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tions in the choice of genitive exponent reflect
different stages of language development, in
addition to being criteria for distinguishing the
dialects from each other. They may be roughly
defined as belonging to one of two groups:

i. etymological substantives denoting ‘posses-
sion’ or ‘property’. These exponents may or
may not agree in number and gender with the
preceding noun, as in the following exam-
ples: ∆na (Jordan); gey(y) (Jordan, Algeria), gì

(Algeria), gìt (Egypt); ™àl (Chad); hana, hen,
hine, hine; hila (Chad), hìl (Sudan); mtà ≠

(matà≠, mata ≠, matà, mata, mita, mta ≠) (North
Africa); ntà ≠ (nta ≠), tà ≠, ta ≠, tì ≠ (North Africa);
taba ≠ (Greater Syria); btà ≠ (Egypt); màl (Iraq);
“uÿl (Negev); ™aqq (Arabian Peninsula,
Sudan); hnìn (Upper Egypt); hùl (Sudan);

ii. etymological relative pronouns or particles
built up from relative and/or demonstrative
elements. These exponents are invariable in
number and gender, e.g.: d-; di; dèl ≈èl, ≈èla,
≈ìl, ≈ìla, dyàl, dyal; eddi, elli; allìl; l-, lè, lìt,
lèl, lìl; “at, “ayt, “èt, “ìt; t-, tà, ta, te, tel.

Exponents of the d- and dyàl types and the eddi and
elli types are typical of Morocco and Algeria. Other
exponents in this group are used, more or less fre-
quently, in the eastern Arabic countries of Syria,
Palestine, and Iraq, including the isolated dialects
of Cypriot Maronite Arabic (te, tel, “ayt, “at) and
the Arabic of Daragözü, Turkey (lè, lìl).

The analytic genitive syntagm consists mini-
mally of a noun + exponent + modifier. The gen-
itive relation is denoted by the exponent. The
noun is usually a substantive. The phrase may be
extended by the addition of several modifying or
coordinated components. The noun and the
modifier are extended independently of one
another: any component related to the noun
immediately precedes or follows the noun, while
any component related to the modifier immedi-
ately precedes or follows it. Examples include 
l-bèt taba ≠ l-malik ‘the king’s house’; l-bèt l-kbìr
taba ≠ l-malik ‘the king’s big house’, l-bèt taba ≠ 

l-malik l-kbìr ‘the great king’s house’. The syn-
thetic genitive syntagm, on the other hand, is
based on the juxtaposition of the noun and the
genitival modifier. The noun may be any nomi-
nal concept, a substantive or an adjective or
(more rarely) an infinitive. The noun and the
modifier may not be separated by anything other
than the definite article, which defines the whole
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syntagm, and all modifications except genitival
ones must be placed after the modifier.
Constructions of the extended synthetic genitive
phrase in the dialects, where case endings no
longer exist, may thus be ambiguous in meaning,
e.g. dukkàn t-tàjir l-kbìr may mean both ‘the
merchant’s big shop’ and ‘the big merchant’s
shop’. As compared with the synthetic genitive,
the analytic genitive is additively constructed,
restricted to express modifications of substantive
nouns, and potentially emphatic (being a larger
and heavier entity than the synthetic genitive).
The synthetic genitive, on the other hand, is syn-
thetically constructed, more economical, has the
noun and the modifier more intimately con-
nected, and is better able to express a greater
number of semantic categories.

The analytic genitive may be preferred for for-
mal reasons: to avoid the complexity or ambigu-
ity of the synthetic genitive syntagm, for exam-
ple, if the noun has an attribute; if there is more
than one coordinated noun or modifier; or if the
syntagm contains one or more multiple annex-
ions. Quite often, the analytic genitive is chosen
for stylistic reasons, the potential emphasis of
the heavier construction being used. Munzel
(1949) was the first to identify this type of
influencing factors in the choice of the analytic
construction in the Cairo dialect. Situations in
which the analytic genitive is chosen for empha-
sis may be, for instance, a contrast between two
concepts; the introduction of a new theme; a
standstill or climax in a chain of events; the ten-
dency in an enumeration to pass from a shorter
to a longer phrase; and the use of a (heavier) ana-
lytic genitive phrase in final position to counter-
act the falling intonation.

The centers of the semantic spheres of the 
analytic genitive and the synthetic genitive are
remarkably stable. The center of the analytic
genitive sphere consists of loose (often alienable)
(non-intimate) relations, such as concrete pos-
session, authority, or other hierarchical rela-
tionships between two concrete entities. In the
category of qualification, the analytic genitive is
used optionally for a diversity of combinations.
The center of the synthetic genitive sphere con-
sists of intimate, mutual relations (often inalien-
able) between concrete or abstract concepts, 
typically the categories of kinship, body parts,
mutual relations such as friendship, and parti-
tive relations. The productiveness of the syn-
thetic genitive sphere is manifested outside the
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semantic center, in its ability to move freely
between the abstract and the concrete, between
hierarchical and mutual relationships. 

When the frequency of the analytic genitive
increases, formal and stylistic factors remain the
same, and the expansion is achieved by a gradual
exhaustion of the semantic possibilities of the
analytic genitive. Thus, the analytic genitive is
extended from the category of concrete posses-
sion to the more indefinite relations of place and
even as far as the category of abstract possession.

There are two general criteria that combine 
to define the relative status of the analytic geni-
tive. The first is geographical: there is a major
dividing line between the areas of Morocco/
Algeria, on the one hand, and the areas of east-
ern North Africa, Greater Syria, Iraq, and the
Arabian Peninsula, on the other. In the western
region, the analytic genitive tends to be the 
ordinary way of expressing the genitive. In the
eastern region, the analytic genitive is a comple-
ment to the synthetic genitive, more or less
extensively used. 

The historically isolated dialects tend to
occupy either of the two extremes. In Malta and
Daragözü, the analytic genitive is the ordinary
way of expressing the genitive. In most Ana-
tolian dialects and in Uzbekistan, the analytic
genitive either does not exist, or is not a produc-
tive alternative. 

The second criterion is a sociocultural one: in
all dialects sufficiently accounted for, a differen-
tiation is made between madani, qurawi, and
badawi dialects. The analytic genitive is most
extensively used in the madani dialects, less
extensively in the qurawi dialects, and not used
at all, or very rarely, in the badawi dialects. 

In the majority of dialects, the analytic geni-
tive serves as a complement to the synthetic 
genitive. It is chosen on the basis of its being
additively composed and potentially emphatic.
The synthetic genitive is still a fully productive
construction.

In the madani dialects of Morocco and
Algeria, where the analytic genitive tends to be
the ordinary way of expressing the genitive, the
extension follows the same semantic pattern as in
the eastern dialects but has proceeded much fur-
ther than in the east. The analytic genitive has
been transferred to all semantic categories and
even introduced into the center of the synthetic
genitive sphere, since it may be used for partitive
relations. The synthetic genitive is considerably
reduced and restricted to a non-productive center
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of relationships expressing definiteness, adverbs,
and lexicalized combinations.

The historical development is imperfectly
known, but there are a few facts that may throw
light upon the process. Both mtà ≠ and btà ≠ are
known as exponents from → Middle Arabic
texts. Mtà ≠ may in fact be quite old: derivations
of it are used in Malta, which was separated
from the Arabic mainland in the 11th century. 
It may reasonably be assumed to have been
brought to Malta with the Tunisian conquerors,
perhaps as early as the 9th century, giving the
11th century as a terminus post quem, and pos-
sibly the 9th century as a terminus ante quem. 

Accepting the Syro-Lebanese origin of the
Cypriot Maronite Arabic exponents tel and “ayt,
the corresponding Syro-Palestinian exponents
del and “ìt/“et must have existed before the
Maronite emigration from Lebanon, giving the
13th century as a terminus ante quem (the end of
the epoch of the Crusades). 

The d-/dyàl exponents in North Africa proba-
bly appeared much later than the mtà ≠ expo-
nents, since they are not known from Andalusian
Arabic. We know of a addi yali from the early
16th century. However, the use of the (longer
forms of the) relative pronoun as genitive expo-
nents does occur in Andalusian Arabic. It can be
argued that the modern d- and dyàl forms go
back to intermediate forms such as aldi and addi,
and that these were relative pronouns related to
alla≈i and similar forms, and even that short
forms like di- were used very early as relative
pronouns. The Jews of Fes use di- both as a gen-
itive exponent and as a relative pronoun; in
Djidjelli, the process has gone so far as to use the
d-particle to connect the noun with any kind 
of modifier, “une modalité variable” (Marcais
1956:506, cited in Eksell 1984). The structural
prerequisite for the development is a basic simi-
larity between the two syntacto-semantic pat-
terns for expressing nominal modifications,
especially between relatival and genitival quali-
fications. In the eastern region of Syria, Palestine,
and Iraq, the historical development is clouded.
Late and Modern Aramaic, substrate languages
for New Arabic, use d-particles, originally rela-
tive pronouns, as markers of any modifier of the
noun, but it is uncertain how or whether this
phenomenon was taken over by Arabic, because
d-particles (including tel, dèl) are normally not
productive in the eastern Arabic mainland, and
there is no documentation to show that they
were ever very frequent. 
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It is probable that the principles governing the
choice of genitive came into existence at an early
date, too, stabilizing the analytic genitive as a
complement to the synthetic genitive, operating
with semantic constraints. There is no sign of a
pulsatory process, nor is there evidence that the
analytic genitive should once have been more
frequent than today.

The sociolinguistic setting obviously plays, or
has played, a role in the development of the ana-
lytic genitive. The higher pace of change in urban
societies and its diversity of linguistic groups
may stimulate the phenomenon of periphrastic
genitive constructions. Analogically, the analytic
genitive may be favored in periods of change.
Thus, Versteegh (1984) includes it in the type of
phenomena appearing in pidgin languages, in
Arabic corresponding to the formative period of
New Arabic. The mtà ≠ phrase, for example,
would meet with the demands prescribed for a
pidgin feature. The d-particles, on the other
hand, would be mainly an internal linguistic
phenomenon, developing independently of the
social setting. 

An internal linguistic factor favoring the choice
of the synthetic genitive may be its economical
construction, and its ability to express any type of
genitival relation. As such, it is a highly functional
device. It has also proved strong in all other
Semitic languages, where it belongs to the basic
syntactic features and has survived, in varying
degrees, in modern Semitic variants. 

Analytic genitive constructions occur in most
Semitic languages (see Lipiński 1997). They
appear as complementary to the synthetic geni-
tive, sometimes rather rarely, as in Biblical
Aramaic ≈ì, Mishnaic Hebrew “el, and Akkadian
“a, sometimes more frequently, as in Ge≠ez za, or
even as the ordinary way of expressing genitival
and other subordinated relations as in Late and
Modern Aramaic d. The genitival exponents in
Semitic in general tend to be formed from
demonstrative-relative particles.
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Anaphora → Pronominalization; Deixis

Anaptyxis

Anaptyxis is defined as the insertion of a short/
extra short (non-etymological) vowel between
consonants in order to make a word more easily
pronounceable. In Arabic, it is also employed to
resolve consonantal clusters prohibited by the
syllable structure rules, which generally leads to
a creation of a new syllable. It is also called →
epenthesis; a similar phenomenon in nouns may
be called ‘nomina segolata’ (especially employed
with regard to Hebrew).

This phenomenon takes place in various posi-
tions; at the beginning of a word, it is usually
called → prothesis. It may also take place across
morpheme and word boundaries. The most fre-
quent position where such a process is employed
is in patterns such as CVCC, and also at the junc-
ture of two morphemes, where there are conso-
nants in contact position.

In Classical and Modern Standard Arabic,
anaptyxis is found in weak verbs of the type
marra ‘to pass by’: in a paradigm, when a suffix
beginning with a consonant is attached, the verb
changes to marar-ta ‘you passed by’. This
process is also associated with stress, as the
newly created syllable receives stress.

This feature is mainly present at the juncture
of two morphemes, such as *katab-tum-hà >
katab-tum-ùhà ‘you wrote it/these’. Another
typical usage is the application to loanwords
that do not fit within the syllable structure of
Arabic, to resolve a prohibited initial consonan-
tal cluster #CC-, such as *fransà > faransà
‘France’, etc. (but also bràÿ/bràhà ‘Prague’: such
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exceptions are allowed especially in roots with
R2 = r/l; for the role of sonorants cf. also below). 

In a similar way, this process manifests itself
also as the insertion of a prothetic vowel in a
prohibited ##CC- cluster (as a rule in the derived
verbal Forms VII, VIII, and X, formed by
prefixation of a consonant, e.g. *nkataba >
inkataba ‘to subscribe’, etc.).

Other instances of this phenomenon in
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic are rare.
The opposition of CVCC and CVCVC forma-
tions cannot be viewed as anaptyxis in Classical
or Modern Standard Arabic, as these formations
are in a great majority of cases semantically 
distinct (e.g. labbun ‘remaining, staying’ vs.
lababun ‘upper part of the chest’). 

In older Arabic (like Early Arabic), this phe-
nomenon may have been widespread, but the
graphemic notation does not allow us to study it
(see Hopkins 1984:8).

In the dialects of Arabic, this phenomenon is
very frequent with both nouns and verbs. The
nature and extent of the process sometimes even
serves to classify Arabic dialects, as in the case of
the qëltu vs. gilit dialects (cf. Fischer and Jastrow
1980:26 and passim). With nouns, it usually
appears at the end of a word in order to re-
solve a cluster of two consonants, the most com-
mon pattern change being CVCC > CVCVC
(*tamr > tamer ‘dates’). Such formations seem to
operate at the surface level; underlyingly the
form can remain without anaptyxis (cf. isim
‘name’ vs. ism-i ‘my name’; see Abu-Mansour
1991:139).

In this context, a rule of sonority hierarchy is
being applied, according to which the amount of
sonority has to decrease from left to right 
in order for anaptyxis to be applied (cf. espe-
cially Palva 1965:35; Taine-Cheikh 1988:217–
218). One may compare this with the structuring
of the consonantal system by Petrá∑ek (1971),
based on combinations of ±cons and ±voc fea-
tures. This rule can be formalized as follows:

C1VC2C3 > C1VC2VC3 if Sonority(C2) <
Sonority(C3)

This rule reflects the fact that in one and the same
dialect one may find a number of anaptyctic
processes, but also a number of constructions
that do not undergo such changes (e.g. in Meccan
Arabic: *“ukr > “ukur ‘thanks’ vs. kanz ‘treas-
ure’, etc.; Abu-Mansour 1991). However, in the
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relatively rare cases of non-resolved initial clus-
ters (such as bràÿ/bràhà ‘Prague’), the rule seems
to be working in the opposite direction.

In verbs, this process is applied to resolve the
final CC## cluster (such as *katabt > katabit ‘I
wrote’), but both types of form can be also found
within the verbal paradigm of one dialect
(Baghdad dialect: kitbaw ‘they wrote’ vs.
kitabna ‘we wrote’).

Sequences of three consonants are prohibited 
in most dialects of Arabic. Such sequences are 
usually not found in the lexicon, but may result
from a juxtaposition (mostly with a suffixed pro-
noun). In such an instance, an anaptyctic vowel
is inserted, as in the examples from Egyptian
Arabic: kull + hum > kullu-hum ‘all of them’, etc.
(Watson 2002:64).

The quality (color) of the anaptyctic vowel is
usually governed by vowel harmony (progressive
assimilation at CVCC and – C#C types of clus-
ters: *“ukr > “ukur; regressive at CC- types of
clusters: *fransà > faransà).

It is relatively difficult to specify a clear geo-
graphical area of Arabic dialects in which this
process takes place. One might say that this rule
is applied throughout the Arabic world, even in
Nubi Arabic creole (Owens 1985:248). For the
distribution of this feature in the Arabic dialects,
see Fischer and Jastrow (1980).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Abu-Mansour, Mahasen H. 1990. “Epenthesis, gemi-

nation and syllable structure”. Perspectives on
Arabic linguistics, II, ed. Mushira Eid and John
McCarthy, 167–191. Amsterdam and Philadelphia:
J. Benjamins.

Fischer, Wolfdietrich and Otto Jastrow. 1980.
Handbuch der arabischen Dialekte. Wiesbaden: 
O. Harrassowitz.

Hopkins, Simon. 1984. Studies in the grammar of
Early Arabic based upon papyri datable to before
300 A.H./ 912 A.D. Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press.

Owens, Jonathan. 1985. “Arabic dialects of Chad 
and Nigeria”. Zeitschrift für Arabische Linguistik
14.45–61.

Palva, Heikki. 1965. Lower Galilean Arabic: An
analysis of its anaptyctic and prothetic vowels with
sample texts. Helsinki: Societas Orientalis Fennica. 

Petrá∑ek, Karel. 1971. “Die innere Strukturation des
phonologischen Systems im Schriftarabischen”.
Travaux Linguistiques de Prague 4.37–40.

Taine-Cheikh, Catherine. 1988. “Métathèse, syncope,
épenthèse: À propos de la structure prosodique du
™assàniyya”. Bulletin de la Société Linguistique de
Paris 83.213–252.

Petr Zemánek (Charles University)

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



Anatolian Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l  

There are three distinct areas in Turkey where
Arabic dialects are spoken: 

i. The coastal region of the Eastern Mediter-
ranean from Hatay (Antakya) to Mersin and
Adana; all the Arabic dialects spoken in this
region are linguistically part of the Syrian
Arabic dialect area (→ Cilician Arabic). 

ii. Parts of Urfa province which are close to the
Syrian border; the dialects spoken in this
region are a continuation of the Bedouin
dialects of the Syrian desert.

iii. Eastern Anatolia, an area comprising the
Turkish provinces of Mardin, Siirt, and
Diyarbakır. Only the dialects spoken in this
easternmost area are called Anatolian Arabic
and form the subject of the present entry.
Unlike the dialects mentioned under (i) and
(ii) above, they are part of the larger
Mesopotamian dialect area. In other words,
they can be considered as a continuation of
the Iraqi Arabic dialects (→ Iraq). All
Anatolian dialects are qëltu dialects, accord-
ing to Blanc’s (1964) classification of
Mesopotamian Arabic. As implied by the
epithet qëltu, all Anatolian dialects are char-
acterized by a voiceless reflex of the Old
Arabic uvular stop q and the inflectional
suffix -tu of the 1st pers. sg. perfect.

The following is a short dialect classification of
Anatolian Arabic: 

i. Mardin group
Mardin town (Muslims; Christians, emi-
grated)
Mardin villages (Muslims; Christians, emi-
grated)
Plain of Mardin (Muslims; Christians,
extinct)
Kòsa and M™allami dialects (Muslims)
âzëx (Christians, now emigrated)
Nusaybin and Cizre (Jews, emigrated)

ii. Siirt group
Siirt town (Muslims; Christians, extinct)
Siirt villages (Muslims)

iii. Diyarbakır group
Diyarbakır town (Christians, extinct; Jews, 
emigrated)
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Diyarbakır villages (Christians, extinct)
Diyarbakır, Siverek, Çermik, Urfa (Jews, 
emigrated)

iv. Kozluk-Sason-Muç group
Kozluk (Muslims; Christians extinct?)
Sason (Muslims; Christians extinct?)
Muç (Muslims; Christians extinct?)

Until the beginning of the 20th century, the vari-
ous qëltu dialects in Anatolia were spoken by
Christians, Jews, and Muslims, respectively. As
can be inferred from the above list, however, not
all of the dialects listed can still be found in situ,
and some, in fact, must now be considered
extinct. The latter category comprises dialects
which were spoken exclusively by Christians
and came close to extinction as early as during
the First World War, as a result of the genocide of
the Armenians and other Christian groups. The
majority of these idioms are irretrievably lost,
and only a few could be partly salvaged with the
help of survivors. A second category comprises
dialects which remained in situ until the middle
of the 20th century and then gradually disap-
peared due to the emigration of the speakers.
These dialects were spoken by those Christians
who had survived the First World War mas-
sacres, and by Jews. The emigration of the
Christians was triggered by a resumed, or in fact
never interrupted, hostility toward the Christian
minorities. The speakers who now live in exile in
Europe, North America, and other parts of the
world are easily accessible to research but they
are not likely to retain their native dialects for
more than a few decades. The Jews were not per-
secuted to the same extent as the Christians but
they also suffered some measure of discrimina-
tion. Most of them emigrated to Israel after its
establishment in 1948. Linguistically, their fate
is similar to that of the Christians: in other
words, in a few decades from now their specific
idioms will be irretrievably lost. The group
which fared best were the Arabic-speaking
Muslims. Most of them are still to be found in
situ but they too are subjected to an ever increas-
ing pressure for assimilation and therefore their
Arabic dialects are not likely to survive the next
one or two generations (→ Turkey). 

Although one particular dialect of Anatolia,
Mardin Arabic, has been known for over 120
years, having first been described in Socin
(1882–1883), the vast majority of these dialects
have been discovered and first published by
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Jastrow and some of his former students
(Jastrow 1973, 1978, 1981; Wittrich 2001;
Talay 2001). Some areas are still awaiting fur-
ther fieldwork, especially the mountainous area
between Kozluk and the plain of Muç. 

All Anatolian Arabic dialects are minority
idioms spoken in small linguistic islands. Most
of the speakers also know Kurdish (the regional
trade language) and Turkish (the official lan-
guage of the state). The phenomenon of Arabic
→ diglossia does not exist in Anatolia, because
the knowledge of Literary Arabic is restricted to
the clergy, and school instruction is in Turkish
only. Therefore the position of the ‘High variety’
is occupied by Turkish, and the ‘Low variety’,
Anatolian Arabic, has remained purely dialectal.
The speakers of Anatolian Arabic do not attach
any prestige to their own mother tongue and do
not make any noticeable efforts to preserve it.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
Table 1 shows the inventory of consonant
phonemes in Kinderib (Këndèrìb) Arabic, a con-
servative dialect belonging to the Mardin group,
M™allami subgroup, which has been the subject
of two recent monographs (Jastrow 2003,
Jastrow forthcoming). The variations of this
basic system found in other Anatolian dialects
are discussed subsequently.

This inventory calls for the following remarks:

2.1.1.1 A number of new phonemes have 
been introduced into Anatolian Arabic via loan-
words from Kurdish, Turkish, and Aramaic: the
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voiceless bilabial stop /p/, the voiced labiodental
fricative /v/, the voiceless affricate /∑/, the voiced
platal fricative /∆/, and the voiced velar stop /g/.
Examples from Kinderib are: 

par∑àye ‘piece’ [< Turkish parça] 
pù“ ‘dry grass, hay’ [< Kurdish pû“] 
davare ‘ramp’ [< Kurdish dever fem. ‘place’]
∑ëqmàq ‘lighter’ [< Turkish çakmak]
çàx ‘time, moment’ [< Kurdish çax] 
†à∆i ‘greyhound’ [< Kurdish tajî ] 
ba∆∆ ‘non-irrigated land’ [< Kurdish bej ‘land’] 
gòmlak ‘shirt [modern]’ [< Turkish gömlek] 
magzùn ‘large sickle [< Aramaic magzùnà, cf. 

¢uroyo magzùno]

2.1.1.2 The interdental fricatives /µ/, /≈/ and /Ú/
(the latter being the joint reflex of Old Arabic ∂àd
and Úà) have been retained in the vast majority of
the Mardin group dialects, e.g. Kinderib µaqìl
‘heavy’, ≈ahab ‘gold’, bayÚ ‘eggs’, Úëhër ‘noon’.
In the Diyarbakır group dialects they have shifted
to the dental stops /t/, /d/ and /∂/, e.g. tnayn ‘two’,
axad ‘he took’, abya∂ ‘white’. In the Kozluk-
Sason-Muç group dialects and in the dialect of
âzëx (Mardin group) the interdental fricatives
have shifted to the sibilants /s/, /z/ and /Ω/, e.g.
âzëx sa ≠lab ‘fox’, axaz ‘he took’, bayΩ ‘eggs’,
whereas in the Siirt group dialects they have
yielded the labiodental spirants /f/, /v/ and /v. /, e.g.
ba ≠af ‘he sent’, vahab ‘gold’, bìv. ‘white ones’.

2.1.1.3 The voiceless uvular stop /q/ has been
preserved in most Anatolian Arabic dialects
except the Siirt group dialects where it alternates
with a glottal stop / ±/ and sometimes [Ø] under
conditions which have not yet been completely
clarified, e.g. Mardin qàl ‘he said’ vs. Siirt ±àl ~ àl. 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

stop p b t d † k g q (±)
affricate ∑ j
fricative f v µ ≈ Ú “ ∆ x ÿ ™  ≠ h

s z ß
nasal m n
lateral l fi
vibrant r ®
semi-vowel w y

(1) bilabial, (2) labio-dental, (3) apical, (4) palatal, (5) velar, (6) uvular,  (7) pharyngeal, (8) glottal

Table 1. Inventory of consonant phonemes
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2.1.1.4 The glottal stop / ±/ is a marginal
phoneme, e.g. Mardin sa ±al ‘he asked’. Word ini-
tial [±] is not interpreted as a phoneme but as a
phonetic vowel onset; in open word juncture it is
sometimes retained or assimilated to the preced-
ing consonant, e.g. Kinderib ël ±arÚ ~ ëllarÚ ‘the
ground’.

2.1.1.5 Alongside the lateral /l/ and the vibrant
/r/ there exist the emphatic (velarized) counter-
parts /fi/ and /®/, which have a acquired a mar-
ginal phonemic status, e.g. Mardin kara ‘he
rented’ vs. ka®a (< *kël-a®a) ‘he has seen’. Also
/b/ and /m/ can have velarized variants. In some
Kurdish and Turkish loans with emphatic pro-
nunciation it is debatable whether they should
be analyzed with an emphatic consonant or an
emphatic à. vowel [Ì1], e.g. flà“ or bà. “ ‘good’ 
(< Kurdish baç). 

2.1.2 Vowels

2.1.2.1 Long vowels and diphthongs
Table 2 is typical for all Anatolian Arabic
dialects:

Table 2. Inventory of vowels

ì ù

è ò ay aw
à

The Old Arabic diphthongs ay and aw have been
preserved by and large, although in a few lexical
items they may have been monophthongized to
/è/ and /ò/ respectively, e.g. Mardin bayt ‘house’,
mawt ‘death’, but fòq ‘above’. The mid long
vowels /è/ and /ò/ have entered the inventory
mainly by the following processes:

i via loanwords from Turkish and Kurdish,
e.g. widespread items like ∑òl ‘desert’, xòrt
‘young man’, †rëmbèl ‘car’, tèl ‘wire’.

ii by lowering of /ù/ and /ì/ in contact with
emphatic and back consonants, e.g. Kinderib
®ò™ ‘soul; go!’, daqèq ‘flour’.

iii by the so-called → ±imàla, i.e. the condi-
tioned shift of Old Arabic /à/ to /è/ when the
preceding or following syllable contained an
i or ì vowel, e.g. âzëx jèmë≠ ‘mosque’,
jawèmë≠ ‘mosques’, dakèkìn ‘shops’.

2.1.2.2 Short vowels
Anatolian Arabic has a system of two short vow-
els – /ë/ and /a/ – resulting from the uncondi-
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tioned merger of the Old Arabic short high vow-
els /i/ and /u/ into /ë/, thus bënt ‘daughter’, ëxt
‘sister’ < Old Arabic bint, uxt. In the Diyarbakır
group /ë/ in word final unstressed syllables has
the phonetic value [e], e.g. mayyet ‘dead’, awnek
‘there’ (cf. Mardin mayyët, hawnëk). In Siirt, /ë/
in the same position is split into the two allo-
phones [e] and [o], depending on the consonan-
tal environment, e.g. yàxev ‘he takes’, ßàrot ‘she
became’, lë™oq ‘he reached’ (cf. Mardin yàxë≈,
sàrët, lë™ëq). 

In open unstressed syllables the Old Arabic
short high vowels /i/ and /u/ or their merged
reflex /ë/ have been elided, e.g. byùt ‘houses’ <
Old Arabic buyùt, nè“fe [fem.] ‘dry’ < Old
Arabic nà“ifa. In loanwords /ë/ may be retained,
e.g. nëkà™ ‘marriage ceremony’. In the imperfect
of the verb, /ë/ in open syllables is always
retained, e.g. Kinderib yëmsëk ‘he seizes’ > yëm-
sëkùn ‘they seize’.

Old Arabic /a/ in open unstressed syllables has
in general been preserved, e.g. fata™ ‘he opened’,
fata™ët ‘she opened’, fata™u ‘they opened’. In
Daragözü (Kozluk-Sason-Muç group), /a/ has
been elided in open unstressed syllables and raised
to /ë/ in closed unstressed syllables, e.g. fat™ët ‘she
opened’, fët™ótu ‘she opened him/it’, see Jastrow
(1973).

In certain nominal forms /a/ has been elided,
probably after an intermediate assimilation to /ì/
of the following syllable, e.g. Old Arabic kaµìr >
*kiµìr > Mardin, Kinderib kµìr ‘much’. In the
broken plural forms KaKèKëK and KaKèKìK
(with ±imàla vowel /è/) the /a/ of the first syllable
has been preserved in âzëx and the Siirt dialects
but shifted to /ë/ in the dialects of the Mardin
group without, however, being elided, thus, e.g.,
âzëx jawèmë ≠ ‘mosques’, dakèkìn ‘shops’ but
Mardin jëwèmë ≠, dëkèkìn.

2.1.3 Suprasegmental features 

2.1.3.1 Stress 
In all Anatolian Arabic dialects stress is usually
determined by syllable structure, according to
the rule of thumb that stress will fall on vKK or
äK closest to the end of the word, otherwise on
the first v. In addition, there is a morphological
rule which requires stress always to be on the last
syllable of a nominal or verbal form if a pronom-
inal suffix is added, e.g. Mardin axa≈ ‘he took’ >
axá≈u ‘he took him’, axa≈ët ‘she took’ > axa≈ótu
‘she took him’. 
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Certain word classes, in particular numerals
(including këll ‘all’), negations, and interroga-
tives have a tendency to form a stress unit with
the following word, the main stress being on the
first element. This is expressed by the symbol =
joining the two elements, e.g. µmën=të“hë® ‘eight
months’, mò=tàkël ‘she does not eat’. 

2.1.3.2 Consonant clusters and anaptyxis
Final clusters of two consonants are in general
not separated by an anaptyctic vowel, e.g.
Kinderib bëx“ ‘hole’, bard ‘cold [noun]’, Úayya ≠t
‘you lost’. Only when the last consonant is l, r,
m, or n an anaptyctic [ë] is inserted, e.g. baÿël
‘mule’, “ahë® ‘month’, ba†ën ‘belly, stomach’.
Although  strictly speaking this vowel is not a
phoneme in most Anatolian dialects as it cannot
be stressed, e.g. báÿëlna ‘our mule’, bá†ënki
‘your [fem.] stomach’, it is written as a full vowel
/ë/ by the present author. 

Word initial clusters of two consonants may
be preceded by an anaptyctic [ë] vowel (written
as a raised ë), e.g. Kinderib ëßßèr ‘she/it be-
comes’, kùjjàb ë™mà®u ‘he has brought his don-
key’. Similarly word internal clusters of three
consonants may have an anaptyctic vowel
between the first and second consonant; in this
case a full vowel is written, e.g. kùt + nqatal >
kùtënqátal ‘he has been killed’. 

A different system of syllabication obtains in
Daragözü (Kozluk group) where a word initial
KK cluster is realized with an anaptyctic vowel
between the two consonants, e.g. fta™ [fë'taÓ]
‘open!’

2.1.3.3 Word final devoicing
Voiced consonants in word final position have a
tendency to become unvoiced: in the case of
stops there can be additional aspiration, e.g.
Mardin axa≈ [y] ‘he took’, katab [p‘] ‘he wrote’.
The sonants l, r, m, n are not subject to final
devoicing. In the dialects of the Mardin group
word final / ≠/ is not subject to devoicing; it is,
however, devoiced in the remaining Anatolian
groups, e.g. Mardin yëq†a ≠ ‘he cuts’, Siirt yëq†a™.

2.2 Morphology

The gender distinction in the 2nd and 3rd pers.
pl. in verbs and pronouns has not been preserved
in Anatolian Arabic, as in all qëltu dialects. The
former masculine forms have been generalized
as the new communis forms.

90 anatolian arabic

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Independent pronouns
Table 3 shows the independent personal pro-
nouns in two dialects, Mardin and Daragözü
(Kozluk group).

The form ënta for the 2nd pers. sg. masc. is
found only in Mardin and surroundings, the
majority of Anatolian Arabic dialects has ënt.
The initial h- of the 3rd person forms has been
elided in the Siirt dialects (ùwe, ìye, ënne) and in
the Sason dialects which, however, follow the
Daragözü model (ìyu, ìya, ìyën); see next para-
graph. In the Siirt group anà with word final
stress is used for the 1st pers. sg.; this explains
Daragözü nà.

In Daragözü the expected form hìye has
become hìya by analogy to the pronominal suffix
3rd pers. sg. fem. -a. The forms hìyu and hìyën in
turn are back formations from hìya, by attaching
to a basis hìy- the respective pronominal suffixes
-u and -ën. The 2nd person forms ënte and ënto
owe their final vowel to the analogy with the
inflected verb (see 2.2.6.2.2). 

2.2.1.2 Copula
In Anatolian Arabic a copula is used regularly in
nominal sentences. It consists of the unstressed
and sometimes shortened forms of the independ-
ent pronouns which follow the predicate encliti-
cally; in the Siirt group they precede the predi-
cate. In some dialects the 3rd person forms have
different allomorphs after vowels and conso-
nants, as shown in the âzëx forms. The para-
digms in Table 4 show the copula with two pred-
icates, one with final consonant (fë-lbayt ‘in the
house’) and one with final vowel (hawne ~ awne
‘here’).

Table 3. Independent personal pronouns

Mardin Daragözü

3rd sg. masc. hùwe hìyu
3rd sg. fem. hìye hìya
3rd pl. hënne hìyën
2nd sg. masc. ënta ënt
2nd sg. fem. ënti ënte
2nd pl. ëntën ënto
1st sg. ana nà

1st pl. në™ne na™ne
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In negative sentences a copula formed from a
negation *mà + copula precedes the predicate,
e.g. Kinderib mawwe fë-lbayt ‘he is not at home’.
The forms are for Kinderib: 3rd pers. sg. masc.
mawwe, 3rd pers. sg. fem. mayye, 3rd pers. pl.
manne; 2nd pers. sg. masc. mant, 2nd pers. sg.
fem. manti, 2nd pers. pl. mantën; 1st pers. sg.
mana, 1st pers. pl. mánë™ne.

2.2.1.3 Pronominal suffixes
The pronominal suffixes are attached to nouns
(to express possession), to verbs (to express a
direct verbal object), and to prepositions. They
have different allomorphs after vowels and con-
sonants; in some dialects (e.g. âzëx, Siirt group)
the nature of the vowel also matters. 

Table 5 shows the pronominal suffixes for
Mardin after bases ending in a consonant, in -à
or -ù (bayt ‘house’, waddà- ‘he took away’, abù-
‘father’). The forms for Siirt differ slightly from
those for Mardin.

In Fësken (a dialect of the Siirt group) and in
the Diyarbakır dialects we find the 3rd pers. 
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sg. masc. suffix -nu after -u (in Diyarbakır also 
after -a), e.g. Fësken abùnu, qatalùnu ‘they 
killed him’, but waddàhu; Diyarbakır abùnu,
qatalùnu, waddànu. The suffix -nu, which is also
found in the Tigris group of → Iraqi Arabic can
be explained as a reanalysis of forms like Fësken
yëqtëlùnu (< yëqtëlùn + -u) ‘they kill him’ >
yëqtëlù-nu.

2.2.1.4 Relative pronouns
The relative pronoun is la- in Mardin, lë- in the
majority of the Mardin group dialects. In the
Diyarbakır, Siirt, and Kozluk groups we find a
form lè.

2.2.2 Adverbs

2.2.2.1 Demonstrative adverbs
For ‘thus’ there are forms harking back to Old
Arabic hà-ka≈à, e.g. M™allami hàgge ~ hàg,
Diyar-bakır àge ~ àg, and forms harking back to
simple *ki≈à, e.g. Mardin kë≈e, Daragözü këze
~ këz.

Table 4. Copula with predicate

Mardin âzëx Siirt

3rd sg. masc. fë-lbayt-we fë-lbayt-u ùwe fë-lbayt
hawne-we hawne-we ùwe awne

3rd sg. fem. fë-lbayt-ye fë-lbayt-i ìye fë-lbayt
hawne-ye hawne-ye ìye awne

3rd pl. fë-lbayt-ënne fë-lbayt-ën ënne fë-lbayt
hawne-nne hawne-nën ënne awne

2nd  sg. masc. fë-lbayt-ënta fë-lbayt-ënt ënt fë-lbayt
2nd  sg. fem. fë-lbayt-ënti fë-lbayt-ënti ënti fë-lbayt
2nd pl. fë-lbayt-ëntën fë-lbayt-ëntën ëntën fë-lbayt
1st sg. fë-lbayt-ana fë-lbayt-ana anà fë-lbayt
1st pl. fë-lbayt-në™ne fë-lbayt-në™ne në™ne fë-lbayt

Table 5. Pronominal suffixes (Mardin)

3rd sg.  masc. bayt-u waddà-hu abù-hu, Siirt
abù́,

3rd sg. fem. bayt-a waddà-ha abù-wa
3rd pl. bayt-ën, waddà-hën, abù-wën,

Siirt -en Siirt -hen Siirt -wen
2nd sg. masc. bayt-ëk, waddà-k abù-k

Siirt -ok
2nd sg. fem. bayt-ki waddà-ki abù-ki
2nd pl. bayt-kën, waddà-kën, abù-kën,

Siirt -ken Siirt -ken Siirt -ken
1st sg. bayt-i waddà-ni abù-yi
1st pl. bayt-na waddà-na abù-na
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Most forms for ‘here’ hark back to Old Arabic
hà-hunà, e.g. Mardin hawne ~ hawn, Siirt and
Diyarbakır awne. âzëx has a form harking back to
simple hunà, i.e. nna, with a longer variant nnane.

The forms for ‘there’ hark back to a common
Anatolian *hawnak, cf. Mardin hawnak ~ haw-
nake, Diyarbakır awnek, Siirt a.. wnok.

2.2.2.2 Interrogative adverbs
A reflex of Old Arabic kayfa ‘how’ is preserved
in the M™allami dialects, e.g. Kinderib kèf. Most
Anatolian words for ‘how’, however, hark back
to *ay“-lawn ‘what color, what kind’, e.g. Kòsa
dialects á““òn, Mardin a“wan, Siirt ay“ám ~
a“ám. Diyarbakır has ë“†òr (< *ay“-†awr, cf.
Jastrow 1997), âzëx has á“†awf, probably a con-
tamination of *ay“-†awr and kayfa.

The word for ‘where’ is ayn in Mardin and âzëx,
a direct reflex of Old Arabic ±ayna. In most
Anatolian dialects, however, the words used can be
tracked back to compound forms like *ayna mòÚa ≠

‘which place’ (Diyarbakır ënda™ ~ ënda, Daragözü
ëmma™ ~ ëmma), *ayna kès ‘which direction’
(Kòsa, M™allami angës) or *ayna ßawb ‘which
direction’ (Siirt aysáb, with de-emphatization).

The Old Arabic form for ‘when’, matà, sur-
vives in âzëx mate, but forms harking back to a
compound form *ayy matà are more frequent,
e.g. Mardin áymate. Most Anatolian dialects,
however, have reflexes of two compound forms,
*ay“-waqt ‘which time’ and ay“-∑àx ‘which time’
(< Kurdish çax ‘time’), e.g. áy“waxt, á“waxt,
a“∑ax, a∑∑ax.

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 The definite article is ël-, the demon-
strative article hal-, thus ëlbayt ‘the house’, hal-
bayt ‘this house’. The /l/ is usually assimilated to
preceding ‘sun letters’, e.g. ëddëkkàn ‘the shop’;
outside the Mardin group, however, there is a
tendency to keep the /l/ unassimilated. 

2.2.3.2 Indefiniteness is expressed in the Mardin
group by wè™ëd, fem. wë™de ‘one’. In Kinderib, e.g.,
wè™ëd xòrt means ‘a [some] young man’, whereas
ëlwè™ëd, fem. ëlwë™de following a noun means ‘a
certain’, e.g. yawm ëlwë™ëd ‘[on] a certain day, one
day’. Thus wè™ëd functions like Iraqi Arabic fad (→
article, indefinite). In one part of the Anatolian
Arabic area, i.e. the Diyarbakır group, there is a lex-
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eme faqet which seems to be a cognate of Iraqi
Arabic fad (< fard) and functions like it, e.g. Ka≠bìye
lëhu faqed taw® ‘he has an ox’, faqed mò∂a™ ‘a cer-
tain place’. In the Sason-Muç dialects, enclitic -ma
functions as an indefiniteness marker, e.g. Hasköy
yòm-ma ‘[on] a certain day, one day’.

2.2.3.3 There are two main forms of a genitive
marker: ≈ìl(a) ~ ≈èl(a) in most of the Mardin
group, with a variant dèl in the Diyarbakır group,
and lèl in âzëx, lè in the Siirt group and Daragözü. 

2.2.3.4 Negations
Anatolian Arabic has two different negations for
the present and the past tense: mò is used with
the present tense and in nominal sentences, mà

with the past tense, e.g. Mardin mò yëji ‘he does
not come’, mà jà ‘he did not come’. In a nominal
sentence: Mardin mò fë-lbayt-we ‘he is not at
home’ (but Kinderib mawwe fë-lbayt, see 2.1.2).
Optative and imperative are negated by là, e.g. 
là yëji ‘may he not come’, là tëjawn ‘don’t 
come [pl.]’. 

Negations usually form a stress unit with the
following noun (2.1.3.1), thus mà=jà, mò=tëji,
là=yëji, là=tëjawn.

2.2.4 Noun

2.2.4.1 Feminine forms. The nominal feminine
ending has two allomorphs: -a after emphatic
and back consonants and and -e otherwise, e.g.
hën†a ‘wheat’, waraqa ‘a leaf; one Turkish
pound’, but mëdde ‘period of time’, jëbne
‘cheese’. 

2.2.5 Numerals
Table 6 shows the numerals from 1–10 and
11–20 in the dialect of Kinderib.

Table 6. Numerals (Kinderib)

1 wè™ëd, fem. wë™de 11 ™∂a ≠“

2 µnayn, fem. µëntayn 12 µn. a ≠“

3 µàµe ~ µëµ 13 µëlë††a ≠“

4 a®b≠a ~ a®ba ≠ 14 arbì†a ≠“

5 xamse ~ xams 15 xamß†a ≠“

6 sëtte ~ sëtt 16 së††a ≠“

7 sab ≠a ~ sabë ≠ 17 sabì†a ≠“

8 µmènye ~ µmën 18 µmën†a ≠“

9 tës ≠a ~ tësë ≠ 19 sà†a ≠“ [sic]
10 ≠a“ara ~ ≠a“ 20 ≠ë“rin
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wè™ëd is constructed as an adjective but can
either precede or follow a noun (see 2.2.3.2).
The number two is frequently expressed by the
dual which is not restricted to a few time units,
e.g. “ahrayn ‘two months’, sà ≠tayn ‘two hours’,
but can be used with ordinary nouns as well, e.g.
waladayn ‘two boys’, bëntayn ‘two girls’. When
combined with a counted noun (always in the
plural) the numerals 3–10 have shorter forms
without the final vowel. They frequently form a
stress unit with the counted noun, the main
stress being on the numeral. This is expressed 
by the symbol =, e.g. sëtt=banàt ‘six girls’, ≠a“=
ÿalamàt ‘ten goats’.

A small list of nouns which originally began
with ±V in the plural have special count plurals
with initial t-; they are used after the numerals
3–10, e.g. Kinderib xams=tàlàf ‘five thousand’,
µmën=tìyèm ‘eight days’, tës ≠ të“hë® ‘nine months’,
xams tërÿafe ‘five loaves’. 

The numerals 11–19 have a single form,
regardless of whether they are used independ-
ently or in connection with a following noun.

2.2.6 Verb

2.2.6.1 Derivation

2.2.6.1.1 Form I
The Anatolian dialects preserve two different
vowel patterns in the perfect, reflecting Old
Arabic ‘transitive’ CaCaCa and ‘intransitive’
CaCiCa/ CaCuCa patterns, respectively. In the
imperfect, the stem vowel is ë (< Old Arabic i, u)
or a. Thus, e.g., Kinderib Úarab, yëÚrëb ‘to hit,
shoot’, “ë®ëb, yë“®ab ‘to drink’.

2.2.6.1.2 Derived forms
Form IV survives only in some rare fossilized
expressions, e.g. Mardin awda ≠nàkën ‘goodbye’,
lit. ‘we commend you [to God]’. The internal
passive has disappeared. 

In the Siirt and Diyarbakır group Forms II, III,
V, VI, and X have identical inflectional bases for
perfect and imperfect, the last syllable being
always vocalized with ë (for allophones of /ë/ in
these dialects see 2.1.2.2), e.g. Siirt ≠allem,
yë≠allem ‘to teach’, ∑àfio“, y∑àfio“ ‘to work’,
t ≠awwoq, yët ≠awwoq ‘to be late’, stanv. or, yës-
tanv. or ‘to wait’; Diyarbakır ™addet, y™addet ‘to
speak’, zzawwej, yëzzawwej ‘to get married’,
staxber, yëstaxber ‘to ask’.

Form III in Anatolian Arabic has a long è

vowel in the first syllable of both the perfect 
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and the imperfect, e.g. Kinderib ≠èwan, y ≠èwën
‘to help’. The ±imàla was triggered by the vowel i
in the Old Arabic imperfect form. i.e. *yu ≠àwin >
y ≠èwën. The è was then extended by analogy 
to the perfect. In a few cases è was even taken
over into Form VI (both perfect and imper-
fect), e.g. Kinderib tsèwa, yëtsèwa ‘to become
even, flat’.

Characteristically, Form III in Anatolian
Arabic forms causatives for a few verbs of
motion, e.g. dèxal ‘to make come in, introduce’
to daxal ‘to come in’, †èla ≠ ‘to make come out,
take out’ to †ala ≠ ~ †ëlë ≠ ‘to come out’, qè ≠ad ‘to
put’ to qa ≠ad ~ që≠ëd ‘to sit down’.

2.2.6.2 Inflection

2.2.6.2.1 Table 7 shows the inflection of 
Form I of the strong verb in Mardin Arabic,
‘transitive’ katab ‘to write’ and ‘intransitive’
“ë®ëb ‘to drink’.

These forms call for several remarks:

i. Note that in the perfect of the ‘intransitive’
verb /ë/ in the first syllable is never elided but
/ë/ in the second syllable is. This reflects the
fact that /ë/ of the first syllable harks back to
*a, e.g. *“aribtu > “ë®ëbtu.

ii. The inflectional morpheme -tu of the 1st
pers. sg. perfect is an important hallmark of
the qëltu dialects, both Anatolian and Iraqi.

iii. The inflectional morpheme -tën of the 2nd
pers. pl. perfect, on the other hand, is an
important isogloss distinguishing between
the Anatolian and Iraqi branches of qëltu
dialects. Altogether there are five mor-
phemes which in Anatolian Arabic end in -n
but in Iraqi qëltu Arabic in -m (Table 8)

iv. The retention of final -n in the imperfect
forms 2nd pers. sg. fem., 2nd pers. pl., and
3rd pers. pl. is common in both Anatolian
and Iraqi Arabic (in other words, in Iraq it 
is found in both qëltu and gëlët dialects). The
-n is dropped when pronominal object
suffixes are added, e.g. Mardin yjìbùn ‘they
bring’, yjìbù-hu ‘they bring him’. The dialect
of âzëx (Mardin group) and the Siirt group
dialects drop the final -n of the free forms,
e.g. yjìbù ‘they bring’; since the pronomi-
nal suffix 3rd pers. sg. masc. in these dia-
lects is Ø after -ù, yjìbù may also mean ‘they
bring him’.
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2.2.6.2.2 Treatment of final weak verbs
In Anatolian Arabic a distinction is made in the
inflection of strong and final weak (IIIy) verbs, as
in Table 9.

In a deviation from the Old Arabic pattern,
however, the endings -ayn, -awn have been
extended by analogy to inflectional bases of the
imperfect ending in -ì, e.g. Mardin tëbnayn ‘you
[sg. fem.] build’, tëbnawn, yëbnawn ‘you [pl.], they
build’, cf. Old Arabic tabnìna, tabnùna, yabnùna.

The dialect of Daragözü has generalized the
endings of the final weak verbs for strong verbs
as well, as shown in forms like Ωarbo ‘they hit’,
Ωërbawni ‘they hit me’ (cf. Mardin Úarabùni). In
the imperfect the final -n was dropped and, sub-
sequently, the endings were subjected to the
analogy of the perfect, thus ìΩrëbo ‘they hit’,
ìΩrëbawni ‘they hit me’. In a final step, the
inflectional suffixes of the 2nd pers. sg. fem. and
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2nd pers. pl. perfect were reshuffled according to
the same pattern, thus Ωërabte ‘you [sg. fem.]
hit’, Ωërëbtayni ‘you [sg. fem.] hit me’, Ωërabto
‘you [pl.] hit’, Ωërëbtawni ‘you [pl.] hit me’.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase

2.3.1.1 Definiteness and indefiniteness
In the dialects of the Kozluk-Sason-Muç group
there is a tendency to drop the definite article
while retaining it before a preposition, e.g.
Daragözü baqër Ωà ≠o ‘the cows got lost’, kalb jà
‘the dog came’ but †ala ≠ më dda™le ‘he came out
of the wood’. Corresponding to the loss of the
definite article there is an increasing use of post-
positional wa ≠d, fem. wa ≠de ‘one’ to express
indefiniteness, e.g. f-da™le wa ≠de ‘in a wood’.

Table 7. Inflection Form I (Mardin)

perfect imperfect perfect imperfect

3rd sg. masc. katab yëktëb “ë®ëb yë“®ab
3rd sg. fem. katabët tëktëb “ë®bët të“®ab
3rd pl. katabu yëktëbùn “ë®bu yë“®abùn
2nd sg.masc. katabt tëktëb “ë®ëbt të“®ab
2nd sg. f. katabti tëktëbìn “ë®ëbti të“®abìn
2nd pl. katabtën tëktëbùn “ë®ëbtën të“®abùn
1st sg. katabtu aktëb “ë®ëbtu a“®ab
1st pl. katabna nëktëb “ë®ëbna në“®ab

Table 8. Differences between Anatolian and Iraqi

Anatolia (Mardin) Iraq (Christian Baghdad) gloss

jëbtën jëbtëm you [pl.] brought
ëntën ëntëm you [pl.] – independ. pronoun
baytkën bètkëm your [pl.] house
hënne hëmma they – independent pronoun
baytën bètëm their house

Old Arabic Mardin

imperfect 3rd pl. masc. strong verb yaktubùna yëktëbùn
final weak verb yansawna yënsawn

2nd sg. fem. strong verb taktubìna tëktëbìn
final weak verb tansayna tënsayn

perfect 3rd pl. masc. strong verb katabù katabu
final weak verb banaw banaw

Table 9. Inflection of strong and weak verb
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2.3.1.2 Numeral phrase
As described in 2.2.5, the numerals 3–10 have a
longer form used independently (i.e. in counting)
and a shorter form used before a noun, e.g.
Kinderib xamse ‘five’ vs. xams nëswàn ‘five
women’. The numerals 11–19 have only a single
form, the noun follows in the singular; likewise
after tens, hundreds, and thousands, e.g.
Kinderib xamß†a≠“ bayÚa, mìt bayÚa ‘fifteen, a
hundred eggs’. There are no different forms for
use with masculine or feminine nouns.

2.3.2 Verbal phrase

2.3.2.1 Object marking 
A noun functioning as a definite object usually fol-
lows the verb; unlike in Iraqi Arabic it is not nor-
mally marked by an anticipatory object suffix on
the preceding verb, e.g. Kinderib “a ≠altu ßßòba ‘I lit
the oven’, ja®®aytu ëlxanja® ‘I drew the dagger’. In
the Kozluk-Sason-Muç dialects, however, the
object noun usually precedes the verb which 
takes a referential object suffix, e.g. Daragözü
∑ëftëwàtna n“ilën ‘we take our rifles [lit. our rifles
we take them]’.

2.3.2.2 Expression of tense and aspect

2.3.2.2.1 Present tense. The dialect of Mardin
does not distinguish between general present and
present continuous, e.g. të®àni ana aq∑ëm ma ≠ëk
≠a®abi ‘you see, I am talking Arabic to you’. The
majority of the Anatolian dialects, however, 
mark the present continuous with a verb modifier
kù- prefixed to the imperfect, e.g. Kinderib kù-
tëq“a ≠ùn ßìyàd-ana ‘you see [lit. are seeing] that I
am a hunter’.

2.3.2.2.2 Future and intent. Future and
intent are expressed by të-, in the Siirt group dë-,
prefixed to the imperfect, e.g. Kinderib të-në́ji ‘we
shall come’, Siirt dë-nëzzawwej ‘we shall get mar-
ried’. With the inflectional prefix y(ë)-, të- and dë-
coalesce to tì-, dì-, e.g. Kinderib tìrò™ùn ‘they
shall go’; with the inflectional prefix a- they coa-
lesce to ta-, da-, e.g. Mardin taÿanni ‘I shall sing’.

2.3.2.2.3 Habitual past. In Mardin this tense
is expressed by the particle kàn, in the remain-
ing dialects by a prefix ka-, with the imperfect,
e.g. Mardin kàn yjìbùn, Kinderib kayjìbùn ‘they
used to bring’.

2.3.2.2.4 Perfect. The perfective aspect is
expressed by the morphological perfect with a
prefix kël- in Mardin and Siirt, kù ~ kùt- in the
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majority of the other dialects, e.g., Mardin
këlmàt ‘he has died’, Kinderib kùtmàt. 

2.3.2.2.5 Pluperfect. In Mardin kàn kël- pre-
cedes the morphological perfect to express the
remote past, e.g. abùhu kàn këlmàt ‘his father
had died’; in Kinderib the prefix is kàt-, e.g.
ëlhabwe kàssaddët (< kàt-saddët) ë““ëbèbìk ‘the
snow had covered [lit. closed] the windows’.

3 . L e x i c o n  

3.1 Borrowings

There are two main sources for lexical borrow-
ing into Anatolian Arabic, viz. Turkish (both
Ottoman and Modern Turkish) and Kurdish
(Kurmancî). To a lesser degree Aramaic words
survive in Anatolian Arabic (Jastrow 2001).
While in the larger cities (Mardin, Diyarbakır,
Siirt) more Turkish than Kurdish borrowings are
found, the opposite is true for rural dialects.

In → Turkish loanwords which are originally
Arabic borrowings into Turkish, Arabic
phonemes such as the emphatics, the pharyn-
geals, and the interdentals are frequently resti-
tuted, e.g. ™àlbùki ‘however’ (< Turkish halbuki).
Turkish k after back vowels is rendered by q, e.g.
∑ëqmàq ‘lighter’ (< Turkish ∑akmak), bà“qa ‘dif-
ferent’ (< Turkish baçka), but balki ‘perhaps’ (<
Turkish belki). Similarly, Turkish t and d in nouns
with back vowels are rendered by † and ∂ respec-
tively, e.g. ∂olma ‘stuffed zucchini’ (< Turkish
dolma), màzò† ‘heavy oil’ (< Turkish mazot).

Kurdish feminine nouns receive the Arabic
feminine morpheme -e/-a, e.g. tùre ‘shoulder
bag’ (< Kurdish tûr fem.), pè∆ne ‘sound’ (< Kur-
dish pêjin fem. ‘echo’).

3.2 Lexical variation 

Lexical variation in Anatolian Arabic is quite
considerable. Thus the word for ‘to talk, to
speak’ has the following renderings: (a) Mardin
group: Mardin qa∑am, Kosa nèdam, M™allami
™aka, Qar†mìn twannas, âzëx “taÿal; (b) Siirt
gara; and (c) Diyarbakır ™addet.
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Andalus

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

After the initial conquest of al-Andalus by the
Muslim armies, a process of Arabization both
linguistic and cultural started (→ Andalusi Ara-
bic). Arabic culture remained a crucial factor on
the Iberian Peninsula in the period between the
invasion of the Muslims in 711 and the expul-
sion of the Moriscos at the beginning of the 17th
century. The fundamental question is to what
degree Arabic was used, or not used, among the
inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula (Christians,
Jews, and Muslims), in different periods and dif-
ferent regions. Sources are relatively sparse and
are interpreted differently by different scholars. 

Some theories describe al-Andalus as a com-
pletely monolingual Arabic-speaking society:
the Romance vernacular is then assumed to have
disappeared completely in the regions under
Arab control. Other theories maintain that the
use of Arabic was restricted to a relatively small
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part of the population, whereas the Romance
dialects served as the colloquial language for the
majority of the inhabitants of al-Andalus.
According to yet other theories, Romance and
Arabic coexisted, each in its own domain. Apart
from diachronic and geographic differences,
social stratification is another complicating factor.

2 .  E v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  r e p l a c e m e n t
o f  R o m a n c e  b y  A r a b i c

Many studies, recent and not so recent, quote the
well-known passage of Alvarus of Cordoba from
his Indiculus luminosus (854) as evidence of the
almost total disappearance of the Romance
dialects among the Christian citizens of al-
Andalus, the Mozarabs. The text complains that
Christians “have forgotten their own language,
and there is hardly one among a thousand to 
be found who can write to a friend a decent
greeting letter in Latin. But there is a countless
multitude who express themselves most elo-
quently in Arabic and make poetry in this 
language with more beauty and more art than
the Arabs themselves” (Simonet 1888:I, x; von
Schack 1877:278; Roth 1994:54–55; Wright
1982:157). Abbot Samson, who translated let-
ters from Arabic into latinum eloquium in the
year 863 (Wright 1982:159) was proud of his
erudition and complained about the lack of
latinitas of others, which supports the theories 
of those scholars who maintain that Latin was
not used on a large scale.

After the Reconquista we still find various
remarks about the linguistic situation in al-
Andalus. The most conspicuous views are those
of the Jesuit Juan de Mariana (1535–1624) who
wrote – following the text of Alvarus – that the
use of Latin had almost disappeared in al-
Andalus and that Christians had a thorough
command of the Arabic language. The fact that
Juan [Hispalense] translated the Bible into
Arabic in order to facilitate access to Christian
sources for Muslim and Mozarabs was adduced
by Juan de Mariana in support of his theory
(Mariana [1601]1950:195). The predominance
of Arabic is also observed by other Jesuit schol-
ars, such as Bernardo de Aldrete ([1606]1972:
141) and Andrés Marcos Burriel (1719–1762).
The latter quotes the works of the archbishop of
Toledo San Eulogio who said that Christians had
a perfect command of Arabic, sometimes even
better than native Arabs and stressed that they
had almost lost the command of what he calls
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“Latin language”, although he made a clear dis-
tinction between the “colloquial”, spoken form
of Latin on the one hand which had almost dis-
appeared, and the “erudite language necessary
for the faith” on the other, which survived as the
language of the Church (Burriel 1755:207–208;
Thompson 1971:22). In the 10th century noth-
ing remained of the Romance dialects. Romance
had become obsolete among all the inhabitants
of the peninsula under Muslim rule and the
process of Arabization was already complete in
that period. Other authors situated the grad-
ual disappearance in later periods, particularly
the age of the Almoravids (1086–1147) and 
the Almohads (1171–1223) who tried to for-
bid the use of the Romance language. How-
ever, Hanssen (1913:8) demonstrated that 
the Mozarabs of Toledo had completely forgot-
ten the Romance language when the armies 
of King Alphonse VI reconquered the city in the
year 1085, which means that the process of
Arabization was already completed before 
the Almoravids conquered the Taifa kingdoms.
The Christians who lived there even had Ara-
bic names. Bernardo de Aldrete and Martin de
Viciana also attempted to demonstrate the
importance of Arabic, stressing the fact that it
was still spoken in their age in Valencia and
Granada.

The Arabization process was realized by two
forces. In any society, social or ethnic groups
have their own attitudes toward each other. In a
society dominated by Arabic-speaking Mus-
lims, Christians began to form a non-prestige
social group, which may have led to a negative
attitude toward their own language. If they
wished to play a more prominent part in Muslim
society, they had to speak the Arabic language.
The second factor was that Muslims attempted
to prohibit the use of Latin and during the rule
of Caliph Hi“àm I (788–796) Christians were
forced to attend Arabic schools (Thompson
1971:69). It is impossible to reconstruct the lin-
guistic situation of this early period in detail, but
one may assume that the number of Arabic-
speaking monolinguals must have been very lim-
ited during the first generations. One important
argument supporting such a theory is the numis-
matic evidence. Bilingual Arabic–Latin coins
have been discovered from the first generation
living under Muslim rule, which implies that
Muslims made certain administrative conces-
sions with regard to the language (Thompson
1971:68; Amador de los Ríos 1862:II, 581).
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Castro’s theory relates to this discussion. He
assumes (1956:6) that al-Andalus was a direct
spiritual and linguistic continuation of the
Islamic East. Although he admits that Romance
was spoken on a modest scale, he emphasizes
that there is no evidence of a widespread use of
this language. Recently, Wasserstein (1991:2)
has come to the same conclusion:

The variety is too great. What is said of the northern
part of the country is not necessarily correct of other
areas; cities may well offer patterns different from
those of the countryside; the earlier periods differ
very much from later ones; class and education
introduce other variables; and sex probably does so
too. Categorization, again, is very difficult: in terms
of language itself, there is the difference between
spoken and written forms of any specific language;
for their users we have to organize a mixed bag of
ethnic and religious boundary markers between and
within groups; and in using terms like bilingualism,
multilingualism, diglossia, and so on there is the risk
of appearing to give more exactness to the situation
than the facts themselves often warrant.

Wasserstein concludes that the Andalusis were
already monolingual Arabic speaking in the
11th century when the Romance language had
disappeared almost totally. This view is not com-
patible with the fact that captive Romance-
speaking Mozarabs were integrated in North-
African Almoravid armies. In this context, it
may be relevant to cite a statement by al-±Idrìsì
who mentions the fact that in the year 1154, the
native Romance language of North Africa was
still spoken in the cities (Lewicki 1951–1952:
418, 430).

The 17th-century author al-Maqqarì men-
tions the fact that the Mozarabs spoke Arabic
very well. He states that the spoken dialect of
Arabic in al-Andalus was corrupt and that the
Andalusis were very competent in writing classi-
cal Arabic texts, and could compete with the
Eastern sources (Gayangos 1840:II, 142–143).

3 .  E v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f
R o m a n c e

This alternative view of the linguistic situation in
al-Andalus has achieved less success. Eguílaz y
Yanguas (1886:viii–ix) states that the Andalusis
never succeeded in influencing the Christian civi-
lization. He even states that the Andalusi Arabic
culture was not the product of Arabs, but of rene-
gade Christians, muwalladùn, and Jews. His
main argument for his theory is the fact that Arab
authors mention the use of Romance in several
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regions, such as Aragón, Zaragoza, and Valencia.
The Hispano-Romans had been a civilized and
literate people before the Muslim conquest and
this situation did not change during the age of
Muslim rule in al-Andalus. Cejador y Frauca
(1932:I, 107–108) assumes that the Mozarabic
dialect was not very different from the northern
dialects. He even states that Andalusi authors
such as Ibn £azm wrote “in the tradition of
Isidorus of Seville”.

According to Sánchez-Albornoz the process of
Arabization and Islamization proceeded very
slowly (1946:I, 356). The Christians showed
themselves averse to accepting Islam and Arabic
language and manners. Romance was even spo-
ken by the caliph himself (Thompson 1971:68):
a minority would never have been able to impose
their language on seven or eight million
Christians. He also supposed that the Berbers
only spoke their own language and that they
were unable to speak Arabic correctly. Sánchez-
Albornoz took his information from an episode
from the Kitàb al-qu∂àt bi-Qur†uba written by
the historian and jurist al-Xu“anì (10th century).
The fragment in question describes a prestigious
Muslim individual who had testified in Romance
in a court in Cordoba. This person lived in the
reign of ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn II (822–852), which
led Sánchez-Albornoz to the conclusion that
Romance was still current in these days. As
Thompson (1971:78) observes, “the period with
noticeable shifts among the youth Christians to
an interest in and mastery of Arabic is the mid-
ninth century”. Most scholars do not make a
clear distinction between ‘Latin’ and ‘Romance’,
on the one hand (von Schack 1988:278), and
between ‘Classical Arabic’ and ‘colloquial’, on
the other. Sánchez-Albornoz probably alluded to
Classical Arabic. It seems premature to draw the
conclusion that the use of Arabic was not very
common. Of course, a preacher in a mosque had
to be a learned Muslim, familiar with classical
Arabic. Such learned people may have been
scarce, but this does not mean that colloquial
Arabic was not spoken on a large scale.
Probably, well-educated Andalusis with a per-
fect knowledge of Classical Arabic constituted a
minority at this early stage.

4 . C o e x i s t e n c e  o f  R o m a n c e  a n d
A r a b i c

The theories sketched above represent opposite
views. Since the 19th century, more moderate
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theories have been formulated. Von Schack
(1988:278) describes the linguistic situation in
his study of Arabic poetry in detail. According to
him, most Mozarabs were Arabized quickly after
the Reconquista, but continued to speak ‘Latin’
or ‘Romance’, which survived as the language of
the people. There were even many Andalusis
who spoke the Romance language. Menéndez
Pidal (1904:22) states that the manifold mutual
political, commercial, and social contacts, such
as marriages between Andalusis and Christians,
had resulted in a large number of Arabic ele-
ments in the Romance languages of the Iberian
Peninsula. He mentions the so-called enaciados,
individuals who operated between the two par-
ties as spies, intermediaries, messengers, or
couriers, and who were completely bilingual. He
also mentions the so-called moros latinados or
ladinos in the Arabic-speaking community who
spoke Romance (cf. the French term latinier, 
a term used for a Muslim who has command of
the language of the Christians). The word is 
also used for ‘any interpreter’, whereas Roth
(1994:54, 254, n.55) observes that the term
ladino also means ‘astute’. On the other hand,
there were also the cristianos algarabiados who
spoke Arabic fluently, and dragomanes, also
called trujamanes or in Catalan torsimanys
(Burns 1984:186). The existence of these indi-
viduals does not constitute evidence that wide-
spread bilingualism really existed. The fact that
these dragomanes were needed rather demon-
strates the lack of bilinguals, apparently because
many people were monolingual. We know noth-
ing about the number of these moros latinados
and cristianos algarabiados. For Menéndez Pidal
(1973), the fact that Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, the
Cid, when he entered Valencia, found Chris-
tians there who spoke only Arabic, is clear evi-
dence of the continuation of Christian culture.
Recently, Epalza and Llobregat (1982:27) re-
futed the thesis of Menéndez Pidal; according to
them, most of these Christians immigrated to the
Taifa kingdoms in the 11th century. They even
state that already in the 8th century on the east-
ern coast (”arq al-±Andalus) and in the Baleares,
no indigenous Christians were left (1982:8).
Those Christians who were persecuted by the
Almoravids and Almohads were mainly ‘foreign’
Christians from the north, rather than ‘indige-
nous’. The most important argument for such 
a thesis is the disappearance of organized
Christians in al-Andalus and the non-existence
of episcopates. The process of Arabization and
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Islamization in the eastern part of al-Andalus
was completed in the 13th century (Epalza and
Llobregat 1981:31). Another argument used by
Menéndez Pidal is the fact that Jacobo de Vitry
states that Latin was still used by the Mozarabs
in the 13th century. Lapesa (1983:129–130)
only points to the existence of the two languages
side by side. He does not mention which specific
groups used what language and when.

A fragment written by the famous linguist and
lexicographer Ibn Sìda from Murcia (1007–
1066), author of the two dictionaries Kitàb al-
mu™kam and Kitàb al-muxaßßaß (I, 14) has been
interpreted as evidence of the existence of a
Romance language, spoken in Murcia and coex-
isting with Arabic. In this fragment, Ibn Sìda
complains about the difficult circumstances in
which he works as a purist, living among ≠ajam
people (non-Arabic). Ribera translates this 
word as “personas que hablan romance”, but
recently Bramon (1977:20) has pointed out that
this translation must be corrected. According to
her thesis, ≠ajam must be interpreted in ethnic
terms rather than linguistic. ≠Ajam means ‘non-
Arabic people’ and not necessarily ‘non-Arabic-
speaking people’ (cf. Epalza 1981:168; Barçeló
1979). For Roth (1994:54), the fragment shows
the existence of a Romance-speaking popula-
tion, but the evidence is restricted since it reflects
the situation in Murcia, “from which we cannot
generalize for all of Muslim Spain”.

5 .  E v i d e n c e  o f  A r a b i c / R o m a n c e
b i l i n g u a l i s m

Simonet (1988:xxvi; cf. Anssens-Lestienne
1983:12) maintains that the Mozarabs never
forgot the religious and literary language of their
ancestors. The existence of codices written in
Latin until the end of the Reconquista proves
this, as does the occurrence of many Romance
loanwords in the Hispano-Arabic language,
especially as recorded in the Vocabulista in
Arábigo by Pedro de Alcalá (1505). This shows
that Romance was spoken on a large scale
throughout the country by a major part of its
inhabitants. The idea of a totally successful inte-
gration and a complete bilingualism in al-
Andalus was sustained by Steiger (1967:96). In
his view, al-Andalus was a bilingual society at
least until the 12th century when the Mozarabs
became gradually monolingual Arabic-speaking
individuals and were forced to move to the
northern kingdoms. 
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Lévi-Provençal (1953:76) posited a linguistic
opposition between the cities, where the Arabic
language dominated as the vehicle of literate
society, and the countryside, where Romance
was prevalent. Madariaga was the first to con-
sider the difference in terms of the social
stratification of al-Andalus. Entwistle (1936:
106) – without specifying geographically or
chronologically – maintains that “Romance was
the language of the marketplace, of all women
and of unofficial intercourse”. Arabic was the
language of “administration, literature and
highclass families claiming Arabian descent”. 

A fragment frequently quoted by some schol-
ars as evidence of the fact that bilingualism
occurred on a large scale is from al-Muqaddasì’s
Kitàb ±a™san at-taqàsìm (985). According to this
fragment, the variety of spoken Arabic in al-
Andalus was difficult to understand for an Arab
from the East, and a form of Romance, similar or
related to the Romance or Latin language (rùmì )
was current in al-Andalus. He even states that it
was unusual for certain Arabic families of high
society not to know Romance. Other Arabic
sources, too, mention the fact that Romance was
spoken in al-Andalus. Ibn £azm (994–1063)
states that not knowing Latin was unusual for
the Muslims who lived in Aguilar and Morón in
his time (Burns 1984:174; Castro 1956:8).

It is well known that many learned Jews were
fluent in both Arabic and Romance. Apparently,
Mo“e ibn Ezra (1055–ca.1138) studied Chris-
tian commentaries on the Bible in Latin (Díez
Macho 1953:15), and in his Kitàb al-mu™à∂ara
wa-l-mu≈àkara (chapter 3, 24a; cf. Brann
1991:196) we read that when he was young, he
asked an Islamic scholar to recite the first sùra of
the Qur ±àn – the fàti™a – in Romance. This
scholar did what he asked, although the result
sounded ugly and the language distorted. There
must therefore have been learned Muslims 
who were able to speak Romance, but Roth
(1994:53) states that this “certainly does not
prove that this was common. On the contrary,
his mention of it indicates that it was unusual”.
In recent years more chronological distinctions
have been made.

6 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Perhaps the best way to analyze the linguistic 
situation in al-Andalus is by combining elements
of each theory. This is what Galmés de Fuentes
(1983:14–17) does when he combines various
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theories and distinguishes three periods in the
linguistic development in Muslim Spain. In the
first period, the Mozarabs not only preserved
their Romance language for domestic purposes,
but Romance was also the dominant language of
all inhabitants of al-Andalus, even of Muslims.
There were even Muslims who were not
proficient in the Arabic language and only spoke
aljamiado or Romance. Galmés also makes a
clear distinction between the main cities, such as
Toledo and Seville, inhabited almost exclusively
by hispano-godos, and the countryside, where
the Muslims preferred to live. During the second
period, the impact of the Mozarabs diminished
steadily up till the year 1099, when the first per-
secution of the Mozarabs took place. After the
year 1102, the majority of the Mozarabs emi-
grated to the north. The third period is domi-
nated by the two invasions from North Africa,
the Almoravid and the Almohad. The number of
Mozarabs decreased dramatically because of
execution or forced emigration, not only to the
north, but also to North Africa. Yet, the cul-
ture of the Mozarabs did not disappear. The
Romance language still had a considerable 
social and even literary power. Galmés de
Fuentes adduces the example of the frequently
quoted botanists Ibn Buklàri“, who wrote
shortly before the reconquest of Alfonso el
Batallador in the year 1118, and Ibn al-Bay†àr,
from Málaga who died in 1248. These authors
used Hispano-Romance loanwords, and this
demonstrates that bilingualism existed. He also
adduces as evidence the presence of many
Romance items in the Arabic vocabulary of the
Granadan Muslims in the Vocabulista of Pedro
de Alcalá (1505). Galmés even speaks about a
“mixed language”. In his recent study of the xar-
jas (1994:81–88), Galmés comes to the conclu-
sion that there is enough evidence for the exis-
tence of bilingualism in al-Andalus until the 13th
century. Yet, many of the sources adduced by
Galmés are connected with the presence of
Christians or Mozarabs. Few arguments are
related exclusively to the linguistic situation in
general and bilingualism in particular.

Corriente (1991:66) and Wright (1994:265)
agree with Galmés insofar as the first period is
concerned. They agree that the use of Romance
and Latin was diminishing rapidly. According to
Corriente, Romance soon became the “prestige-
less language of women, peasants, and slaves.
Most people still understood it to some degree

100 andalus

but very few cared to speak it any more, although
it remained in use in images of domestic scenes”.
In the 13th century, Andalusis were completely
monolingual and bilingualism was only margin-
ally recorded in the 11th and 12th centuries.
Corriente (1994:448) refutes the theory of some
authors who overrate the persistence of bilin-
gualism and the use of Mozarabic. Wright
(1994:265) concludes that the Christian commu-
nity in al-Andalus was mostly bilingual in speech
in the period after the Muslim conquest, using
ladino, according to his terminology, and Arabic.
By the end of the 9th century, they became liter-
ate in Arabic alone. After the year 860, there was
no Christian left in al-Andalus who was able to
write Latin, which explains the lack of docu-
ments in Latin from that period. An important
source of bilingual utterances is the collection 
of bilingual Romance-Arabic closing lines, the
xarajàt, appended to the Hispano-Arabic and
Hispano-Hebrew strophic poems called the
muwa““a™àt. Some interpret these as authentic
Romance songs which survived until the 13th
century, in which case they could be proof of the
persistence of Romance and the existence of
bilingualism. Since many Romance or partly
Romance xarajàt are love songs sung by women,
one is inclined to see these texts as evidence of the
fact that Romance was indeed used for the ‘lower
registers’ of language use, i.e. for unofficial, often
humorous and witty love songs. More recently,
there is a tendency among scholars to mitigate
their theories concerning the importance and per-
sistence of ‘Mozarabic poetry’ since many read-
ings and interpretations of the texts are no longer
supported (see also Zwartjes 1997).
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Andalusi Arabic

1 .  A n d a l u s i  A r a b i c

Andalusi Arabic is a dialect bundle, constituted
by scarcely differentiated members and gener-
ated by the occupation of the Iberian Peninsula
at the beginning of the 8th century by armies of
Muslim Arabs and (partially) Arabicized
Berbers. It appears to have spread rapidly and
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been in general oral use in most parts of the
geopolitical entity resulting from those events,
called al-Andalus by its native population,
between the 9th and 15th centuries. It reached its
highest peak of users, which can be roughly esti-
mated at 5–7 million, during the 11th and 12th
centuries. It then dwindled as a consequence of
the gradual but relentless takeover by the
Christian northern states of all lands held by the
Muslims, although it remained in use in certain
areas already under Christian political control
until the final expulsion of the Muslims at the
beginning of the 17th century. It was in all likeli-
hood also spoken by Andalusi immigrants in
North Africa, at least for a few generations, as
hinted by its pervasive influence on many North
African Arabic dialects. It may also be easily sur-
mised that Andalusi Arabic played an important
role in the Arabicization of the countries in that
region and the gradual disappearance of Berber
dialects from urban milieus, although not so in
rural and, above all, mountainous areas, where
they remain to this day alive and healthy.

Andalusi Arabic soon became the main lin-
guistic link between all the inhabitants of al-
Andalus, if due allowance is made for the initial
stages of that historical entity and for remote
areas where Romance monolingualism might
have lasted longer.

As in every other Arabic-speaking land, the
Andalusi people were diglottic, i.e. spoke their
local dialect in all low-register situations, but
only Classical Arabic was resorted to when a
high register was required, as well as for written
purposes (→ Andalus).

Andalusi Arabic clearly belongs to Early
Western Neo-Arabic, which does not allow for
any separation between Bedouin, urban, or rural
types or dialects, nor does it show any detectable
difference between communal dialects, such as
Muslim, Christian, and Jewish, beyond the well-
known features of → Middle Arabic written
documents.

The oldest evidence of Andalusi Arabic utter-
ances can be dated from the 10th and mostly
11th century, in isolated quotes, both in prose
and stanzaic Classical poems (muwa““a™àt), and
then, from the 11th century on, in stanzaic
dialectal poems ( ±azjàl) and dialectal proverb
collections, while its last documents are a few
business records and one letter written at the
beginning of the 17th century in Valencia.
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The Andalusi Arabic dialect bundle reflects a
local evolution in an uneven melting-pot of
Classical Arabic dialects, quite akin by drift or
selection to the Neo-Arabic type in matters such as
loss of ±i ≠ràb, with other dominant creole traits,
likely of Naba†ì or Yemenite ancestry, some char-
acteristic substratal Romance, and fewer adstratal
Berber features, above all in its lexicon.

Since the Middle Ages, Andalusi Arabic texts
have been now and then transmitted by Western
language sources, in brief quotes, glossaries, loan-
words and place-names, even grammatical
sketches, but there was no comprehensive descrip-
tion of them before that of Colin (1960), nor any
detailed account of Andalusi Arabic grammar
until Corriente (1977). Its main sources were crit-
ically edited only after that and the first attempt at
a full account of its lexicon was that of Corriente
(1997).

2 . L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory
The phonemic inventory of the Andalusi Arabic
dialect bundle counts 27 consonantal and 3
vocalic phonemes.

2.1.1.1 Consonants
The consonantal phonemes are the same and
with identical realizations as those of the
received pronunciation (tajwìd) of Classical
Arabic, but for the merger of /∂/ into /Ú/. There
are also 3 marginal consonants, /p/, /∑/ and /g/,
found in Romance and Berber borrowings. The
status of / ±/ is quasi-marginal, as it was realized
only occasionally in intervocalic position.

Interdentals, pharyngeals, sibilants, and liq-
uidae are generally preserved except for isolated
instances of substitution of dentals, alternation
or even loss of pharyngeals in prejunctural posi-
tion, hesitation of voice in sibilants, and alterna-
tion of liquidae respectively.

The phonemes /q/, /dÀ/, /j/ and /k/ had standard
realizations, with only some hints of idiolectal
voicing of /q/ into /g/, early instances of Yemenite
occlusive gìm, and loss of affrication of /j/ (= /∆/).

A genuine lateral /∂/ is reflected by early loan-
words in Romance (e.g. Castilian alcalde
‘mayor’ < alqá∂i, aldea ‘village’ < a∂∂áy ≠a), but
later on and as a consequence of the standardi-
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zation of Andalusi Arabic, the merger of /∂/ with
/Ú/ became complete (→ ∂àd).

As in other Arabic dialects, it appears that
velarized /r/ may have acquired full-fledged
phonemic status in cases such as ba®®ád ‘it
hailed’ vs. barrád ‘it cooled’.

Andalusi Arabic emphasis may have belonged
to either the velarization or pharyngealization
types, as proven by its effects upon the vocalic
environment, e.g. in the Arabic loanwords of
Romance, although the glottalization type cannot
be altogether excluded in its earliest stages, before
standardization, when Yemenite traits were per-
vasive. While there are no hints of affrication of
dentals, /b/ is sometimes spirantized and even
vocalized with graphemic results ranging from /f/
to /w/, e.g. yafqá ‘it remains’ (< yabqà) and
qáwqab ‘clog’ (< qabqàb).

Distribution of phonemes within syllable
boundaries: Andalusi Arabic does not allow
postjunctural clusters (CCv-), requires a vowel as
center of any syllable, and rejects clusters of more
than two consonants, except in some prejunc-
tural biconsonantal sequences containing liq-
uidae and sibilants (e.g. kálb ‘dog’, bánt ‘daugh-
ter’, búrj ‘tower’, ás† ‘arse’).

2.1.1.2 Vowels
The vocalic inventory of Andalusi Arabic con-
sists of three phonemes, /a/, /i/, and /u/, with
environment-conditioned allophones (more
open in contact with pharyngeal and velarized
phonemes, as well as in closed syllables), while
quantity distinctions, so characteristic of Classi-
cal Arabic and most Neo-Arabic dialects, appear
to have been eliminated. There is a possibility,
though not positively clear, that /a/ may have
split into /a/ and /e/ as a result of palatalization
of Classical Arabic /à/, a phenomenon called →
±imàla by native grammarians.

Andalusi Arabic reflexes of Classical Arabic
vowels are sometimes irregular for reasons other
than combinatory phonetics. In some instances,
where /i/ has developed into /a/ in stressed sylla-
bles, one suspects the effect of Philippi’s law (e.g.
záyy ‘clothing’ < ziyy, sákka ‘ploughshare’ <
sikkah), which probably also triggered hypercor-
rect forms, such as zínd ‘arm’ < zand, fírq ‘differ-
ence’ < farq, etc.

Final /à/ and /à±/ not only are not distinguished
in Andalusi Arabic, but have even merged with the
feminine morpheme -a(t), regardless of their ori-
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gin, as proven by instances like dawátu ‘its medi-
cine’ < dawà ±uhù, i™dátha ‘one of them’ < ±i™dàhà,
≠aßátak ‘your stick’ < ≠aßàka, arri™atáyn ‘both 
mills’ < arra™awàni, etc.

Second degree, i.e., intense ±imàla eventually
caused the merger of /a/ and /i/ into the
archiphoneme /Í/, almost regularly in late stages
(e.g. Granadan bíb ‘door’ < bàb, tíj ‘crown’ < tàj,
but also in earlier sporadic cases from every area,
like the widespread wíld ‘father’ < wàlid and
jími ≠ ‘mosque’ < jàmi ≠.

Accommodation to the consonantal environ-
ment triggers the development of vocalic allo-
phones, labialized, palatalized, or velarized,
merely detectable in borrowings by Romance
languages, which identified them with Castilian
aceite < azzáyt ‘oil’, faneca ‘land measure’ <
faníqa), less often patent in written records (e.g.
ya“rúb ‘he drinks’ < ya“rabu, dijája ‘hen’ <
dajàja, ∂úrr ‘damage’ < ∂arr).

Vowel distribution in Andalusi Arabic sylla-
bles and words is not entirely free. Although
inheriting certain preferences and constraints
from Classical Arabic, such as partial vocalic
harmony and avoidance of sequences where /i/
or /y / would abut on /u/ or /w/, it shares with
Neo-Arabic the preference for CaCCùC ~
CaCCìC over its harmonized Classical counter-
part (e.g. ≠aßfúr ‘bird’, xanzír ‘pig’), and shares
with Western Arabic the occasional allowance of
a diphthong /iw/ (e.g. istiwbár ‘hair-raising’,
iwrá ‘showing’).

Andalusi Arabic vowels are generally stable,
whether historically long or short, but can disap-
pear in post-tonic syllables, in cases like wíld
‘father’ < wàlid, ßá™b ‘owner’ < ßà™ib, xábya ‘jar’
< xàbi ±a, within a trend prevailing in Neo-Arabic
dialects.

2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
Andalusi Arabic is one of the most conservative
branches of the whole Neo-Arabic type regard-
ing preservation of Classical Arabic diphthongs
/aw/ and /ay/.

However, there are several cases of mono-
pthongization (e.g. lís ‘not’ < laysa, ßunúbra
‘pine-tree’ < ßanawbara, qí™ ‘pus’ < qay™), as well
as others that could be considered hypercorrect
diphthongs generated by a reaction to that infra-
correct trend (e.g. µáwm ‘garlic’ < µùm, ßáwf
‘wool’ < ßòf ). This can be construed as evidence
that monophthogizing dialects were extant, but

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



in a minority, among those brought to the Iberian
Peninsula by the Arabs.

As for the realization of diphthongs, whether
preserved or reduced, it must be supposed that
their vocalic onset should suffer some degree of
assimilation both to the preceding consonant and
to the next glide, as hinted by Romance tran-
scriptions (e.g. Portuguese açoute < assáw†

‘scourge’, Castilian aceite < azzáyt ‘oil’, aljéun <
*aljawn ‘the gulf’). However, as these often
reflect the strong monophthongizing trends of
Romance, they are not absolutely reliable as a
guide to the actual pronunciation by native
Andalusi people, which does not allow us to posit
*/e/ and */o/ phonemes with any certainty in
those cases, instead of a mere reduction to /i/ and
/u/, as in other Neo-Arabic areas.

2.1.1.4 Syllable
The inventory of possible syllable types in
Andalusi Arabic includes Cv and CvC without
any positional constraint, and CvCC, only
allowed in prejunctural position. An additional
syllable type v(C) should be added to that list, if
/ ±/ is excluded from the phonemic inventory,
which could be a legitimate analysis of the 
situation.

Consonant clusters do not call for additional
comments beyond the remarks above and in
2.1.1.

2.1.1.5 Stress
Stress in Andalusi Arabic, quite exceptionally for
any kind of Arabic, is phonemic, as a conse-
quence of the loss of phonemic quantity of 
vowels and syllables. This is the only possible
inference that can be derived from the scribes’
consistent habit of marking stressed syllables
with matres lectionis (i.e. long vowel graphemes)
and dispensing with them in the case of
unstressed syllables, in both cases often in open
disagreement with Classical Arabic customary
spelling rules (e.g. mà ≠i < = má ≠i ‘with me’ < ma ≠ì,
≈anàbu < = ≈anábu ‘its tail’ < ≈anabuh, Ωahàrat <
= Ωahárat ‘she appeared’ < Ωaharat).

In most cases, but not always, stress patterns
are predictable in terms of syllable structure,
such as CvCv́C(v), Cv́CC(v), Cv́CCvCa,
mvCCv́Ca, and Cv́CvC when that first vowel
was historically long, regardless of the condi-
tion of the second one, CvCCv́C(a) when the
second vowel was historically long and the first
one short, as well as CvCCv́C(a), with some
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degree of hesitation, perhaps idiolectic, with
Cv́CCvC(a), e.g. katáb ‘he wrote’, katábu ‘they
wrote’, qaßába ‘castle’, qalámi ‘my pen’, kálbi
‘my dog’, mánxar ‘nose’, qán†ara ‘bridge’,
ma∂rába ‘tuna fishery’, kátib ‘writer’ < kàtib,
ßá™(i)ba ‘female friend’ < ßà™iba, dínar ‘dinar’ <
dìnàr, xanázir ‘pigs’ < xanàzìr, xanzìr ‘pig’ <
xinzìr, silbá™a ‘eel’, muqaddám ‘commander’
(cf. Castilian almocadén), but muwáddan
‘muezzin’ (cf. Castilian almuédano), it being
remarkable that there is some hesitation only
when the last two syllables were closed. Such a
system appears to inherit another where stress
was weak and entirely predictable in terms of
syllable length and structure, as was probably
the case of the Yemenite dialects brought by a
majority of the Arab invaders of the Iberian
Peninsula. But here it became stronger and occa-
sionally unpredictable upon the loss of quan-
titative rhythm, in agreement with the Hispanic
substratum.

The stress position is fixed, except for its shift
to the -u pl. suffix of verbs when a pronominal
suffix is added, e.g. yaktúbu ‘they write’, but
yaktubú+h ‘they write it’, and to pronominal
suffixes ending in vowel when clitic indirect
objects are added (e.g. ≠a†ahá+li ‘he gave them to
me’). The same capacity to attract the stress is
regular in the sound plural and dual morphemes,
and often observed in the nisba suffix.

2.1.2 Phonotactics
Assimilation between consonants or consonants
and vowels in contact, less often distant, simple, 
or reciprocal, can take place, for example, with
respect to voice (e.g. ma™fún ‘rotten’ < ma ≠fùn),
and point or manner of articulation (e.g. Ωahál-
lak ‘it seemed to you’ < Ωahar(a) lak, nallás ‘I 
sit down’ < najlis, ßaqßá ‘he asked’ < istaqßà,
na∑∑akí ‘I complain’ < na“takì, ú∑∑ak ‘your face’
< wajhak, jizzár ‘butcher’ < jazzàr, kiµír ‘much’ <
kaµìr, xarínj ‘heath tree’ < xalanj). There are also
cases of ultracorrect dissimilative reactions, such
as ísd ‘arse’ < ist, ßifráwi ‘bilious’ < ßafràwì,
qíwwa ‘strength’ < quwwa.

Dissimilation in a sequence of identical vowels
or consonants happens sometimes, e.g. in cases
like nißráni ‘Christian’ < naßrànì, ßirßáf ‘willow’
< ßafßàf, kurnása ‘writing pad’ < kunnàsa,
kaymún ‘cumin’ < kammùn.

Metathesis is sometimes found in cases like
yazhú ‘he mocks’ < yahza ±u, lutáyra ‘spider’ 
< rutaylà ≠, ra ≠≠áda ‘catapult’ < ≠arràda.
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Suprasegmental spread of emphasis, evidence
of its being velar or pharyngeal, is met with in
cases like infi†áq ‘ripping’ < infitàq, ßaqßá ‘he
asked’ < istaqßà, ßá†l ‘bucket’ < sa†l.

2.1.3 Morphophonology
Some Andalusi Arabic nouns exhibit elision of
vowels when compared with Classical Arabic or
Neo-Arabic, e.g. jáml ‘camel’, †árf ‘point’, jábl
‘mountain’, báqra ‘cow’, wázÿa ‘gecko’ vs. jamal,
†araf, jabal, baqara, wazaÿa. It cannot presently be
ascertained whether such instances are an inheri-
tance from old dialects already having those
shapes brought along by some Arab tribesmen, or
just reflect the effects of standardization of stress
patterns upon Cv́CvC(a) structures, similar to
those prevailing in Eastern Arabic dialects and
Maltese.

As for the insertion of vowels, it is character-
istic of Andalusi Arabic that it allows only cer-
tain prejunctural biconsonantal clusters while
others are eased by means of a non-phonemic
disjunctive [a], e.g. nám(a)l ‘ants’, bá†(a)n
‘belly’, etc. Those disjunctive vowels are often
(optionally) phonemicized (e.g. na ≠á“ ‘stretcher’
< na ≠“, zanjafúr ‘cinnabar’ < zunjufr); otherwise
they are dropped when the cluster disappears,
e.g. through the agency of a suffix with a vocalic
onset (e.g. bá†n+ak ‘your belly’), or are func-
tionally replaced in open junctures by connective
/i/ (or a in pharyngeal and laryngeal settings)
(e.g. kúlli yáwm ‘every day’, sáb ≠a míyya ‘seven
hundred’).

Following a Pan-Semitic trend, but not always
in agreement with Classical Arabic, Andalusi
Arabic mostly goes along with Neo-Arabic in the
treatment of biconsonantal and monoconsonan-
tal root morphemes, which are lengthened by
gemination of its last consonant (e.g. dámm
‘blood’, fúmm ‘mouth’, ™írr ‘vulva’, “úffa ‘lip’
vs. dam, fam, ™ir, “afa), or generalization of con-
struct state morphemes (e.g. axú ‘brother’, ™amú
‘father-in-law’, which reflect the Classical
Arabic construct shapes axù and ™amù of ±ax
and ™am). Conversely, there are cases of proper
names in which ±ab ‘father’ does not exhibit the
usual construct state morpheme, e.g. ab já ≠far
and ab ≠ámir.

Among other clitics, the monoconsonantal
prepositions bi, fi, and li exhibit the unusual fea-
ture among Neo-Arabic dialects of losing their
final vowel when abutting upon the definite 
article al-, e.g. b+al+muftá™ ‘with the key’,

andalusi arabic 105

f+al+báyt ‘in the house’, la+r+rajúl ‘to the man’.
In the case of verbal complements, not only

pronominal direct objects are clitic, but also the
indirect objects introduced with the preposition 
li-, e.g. naqúl+lak ‘I tell you’, na ≠mál+lak ‘I make 
for you’, even after a pronominal direct object, 
e.g. naxrij+á+lu ‘I will put them out for him’,
ya ≠†i+há+li ‘he gives her to me’.

As usual in Neo-Arabic, the feminine sg. mor-
pheme -a(t) exhibits its complete shape only and
always in the construct state (e.g. midínat assul†án
‘the sultan’s city’), it being possible, however, that
exceptions in both ways could take place in certain
low registers (cf. Castilian batafalúa < *™ábbat
™alúwwa ‘aniseed’, lit. ‘sweet grain’, where the
insertion of /t/ is irregular, or the place-name
Cantaralcadi, which reflects *qán†ara alqá∂i ‘the
judge’s bridge’, where the construct state would
require qán†arat).

Neither does Andalusi Arabic differ from Neo-
Arabic in maintaining the constant shape of the
dual and masculine sound plural morphemes, 
-áyn and -ín, without loss of their final consonant
in the construct state (e.g. ≠aynáyn al+≠úm“ ‘the
eyes of the blind’, mudalliyín al+u≈náyn ‘crest-
fallen’), except in the case of dual parts of the
body with possessive suffixes, e.g. rijláy+na ‘our
feet’, ≠aynáy+k ‘your eyes’.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 The personal independent pronouns are:
aná ~ aní ‘I’, ánt(a) or át(ta) ‘thou’, hú or húwwa(t)
‘he’, hí or híyya(t) ‘she’, ni™ín(at), nu™ún, na™án,
(n)í™na, a™ín, ™ínat or ná™nu ‘we’, ántum ‘you’,
and húm or húma(t) ‘they’. Gender distinction
exists only in the 3rd pers. sg., although some lex-
ical sources posit a 3rd pers. fem. pl. húnna(t),
which is not registered in the texts.

2.2.1.2 The matching possessive pronomi-
nal suffixes are: -i or -y(a), -(a)k, -u or -h, -a or -
ha, -(i/a)na, -(u)kum, -(u)hum. The same forms
are used in the case of object suffixes, except for 
-(a)ni in the 1st. pers. sg. The optional forms with
vocalic onset are used after consonant clusters or
in order to avoid them, and full -ya only after -ay
or -i(y), e.g. fíyya ‘in me’, bíyya ‘with me’, but
±axúy ‘my brother’, liwáy ‘my banner’.

2.2.1.3 The demonstratives are, for the near
deixis, (há)≈á or ≈í ‘this’, háwl(ay) or hawlín
‘these’ and, for the remote deixis, (há)≈ák or ≈ík
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‘that’, háwlak or háwlink ‘those’. There is no
gender distinction, and the sg. can be substituted
for the pl., it being questionable whether the pre-
fixation of há introduces a third degree of deixis,
as extant in substratal Romance and adstratal
Berber. As adjectives, they always precede the
qualified noun with the definite article.

2.2.1.4 The standard Andalusi Arabic rela-
tive has the invariable shape alla≈í, with the low-
register allomorphs allí, addí, and a≈≈í.
Standard Arabic or hypercorrect inflected
shapes (e.g. allatína and alliyát for the fem. pl.)
merely reflect interference by high registers,
while the vernacular syntax occasionally allows
the substitution of personal independent pro-
nouns for the relative (e.g. qí† ≠at ár∂ híyya lad-
dáyr ‘a plot which belongs to the monastery’).

2.2.1.5 The interrogative pronouns are:
mán ‘who?’, má or á“(“u) ‘what?’ and áy (min)
‘which?’, all of which, together with á“ma ‘what-
ever’, may be used as (cor)relatives (e.g. mará
man tukún qaríbatak ‘a woman who is your rel-
ative’, káb“ ma ni∂a™™í ‘a ram that I can slaugh-
ter’, á“ma yuqúl ‘whatever he says’). When used
as interrogatives, they are stressed and open the
sentence, while as (cor)relatives they are clitic
and connect the antecedent with the consecutive
phrases. By Romance interference, Andalusi
Arabic allows relatives to be ruled by preposi-
tions, instead of being represented by a recalling
pronoun (∂amìr ≠à ±id) at the end of the sentence
(e.g. a†lúb “urráfa ≠ala“ ta ≠talí ‘look for a merlon
from which you would throw yourself’).

2.2.2 Adverbs
Andalusi Arabic adverbs include some innova-
tions, like dába ‘now’, makkár ‘at least’ and
yá≈≈a ‘too’. It is noteworthy that adverbial tan-
wìn always has pausal reflexes in the vernacular
(e.g. ÿadá ~ ÿadÍ ‘tomorrow’, ™áqqa ‘truly’, xáßßa
‘particularly’), and that preservation of /n/ is
merely found in borrowings from the high regis-
ter (e.g. áwilan ‘firstly’). Among the interroga-
tives, a“™ál ‘how much?’ competes with kám.

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 The definite article has the shape al+
with an invariable and stable first /a/, as shown
by examples like na ≠†í alxúbz ‘I give the bread’,
and place-names such as Benialfaquí < baní
alfaqí ‘sons of the faqih’.

There was also an indefinite invariable article
wá™(i)d al+ (e.g. wá™d alfarás ‘a horse’, wá™d

106 andalusi arabic

aßßabíyya ‘a girl’), probably due to interference
by substratal Romance and adstratal Berber.

2.2.3.2 The invariable genitive marker
matá( ≠) was commonly used in Andalusi Arabic
(e.g. arrajúl matá ≠ha ‘her husband’, alqulúb matá
nuÚÚáru ‘the hearts of those who see him’).

2.2.3.3 Andalusi Arabic negative markers are
manifold, with functional, diachronic, and
diatopic distributions. las ~ lis, multifunctional
and optionally incorporating pronominal suf-
fixes, was in general use except in late periods,
when it was replaced by i“ (e.g. las nu™ún ßubyán
‘we are not children’, las nisammí a™ád ‘I mention
nobody’, las akfá ‘it was not enough’, i“ aní ßáli™
‘I am not a saint’, i“ ≠a†áytu ‘I did not give it’, i“
ta≠málu ‘you do not do it’). ma, a negative of ver-
bal predicates above all, appears to have increased
its frequency in later times, while la, except as the
absolute negative adverb ‘no’ and in negative
imperative or jussive nuances, is less common
than in Standard Arabic.

2.2.3.4 As in other kinds of Arabic, (ya) tará
~ turá is used in order to introduce questions, e.g.
ya tará ikkín hu líyya? ‘could it be mine by any
chance?’, tará lba“ár yaltahám ‘maybe people
will remember’.

2.2.3.5 The existential marker of Andalusi
Arabic is µám(ma) ‘there is’ (e.g. µám ≠ilál ‘there
are reasons’, ™áddi µámma siwák ‘is there any-
body but you?’, or sometimes báh (e.g. áy ≠úqla
báh ‘which obstacle is there?’). With an excla-
mative nuance are found ráni ‘lo, I am’, ráhi ‘lo,
she is’, wará ≈á faxx ‘and lo, this is a trap’, taráh
ahník ‘there he is’, awwa≈áni ‘here I am!’.

2.2.3.6 The functionals (prepositions and
conjunctions) call for little comment, apart from
a few innovations such as the preposition bi™al ~
ba™ál ‘like’, the final conjunction ba“ ‘in order
to’, or causal ™úrma fi ‘because of’.

2.2.3.7 The vocative markers are ya, a, and
al+ (e.g. ya rább ‘oh God!’, a †ífli ‘oh my child’,
alqam™ aljidíd ‘oh fresh harvested wheat!’),
which may be sometimes dispensed with.

2.2.3.8 Exclamations, oaths and curses offer
little novelty, e.g. áy xá≈la fíhum ‘how disap-
pointing they are!’, á“ yurá min maná™is ‘how
many calamities are seen!’, wá“ qadár qálbi 
yahwák ‘how much my heart loves you!’, kam ≈á
ßudúd ‘how much scorn!’, bayá∂Í ‘how lucky I
am!’, a sawádi ‘poor me!’, ayyák tasál ‘beware of
asking!’, ya ≠aláy ta ≠níq ‘if only I could hug him!’,
háyya ‘come on!’, (w)alláh ‘by God!’, la kánu min
ßibyán ‘accursed boys!’.
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2.2.4 Noun

2.2.4.1 Besides the leveling of feminine mark-
ers (2.1.1.2.2), Andalusi Arabic morphological
gender rules differ little from other kinds of
Arabic. There are unmarked feminine nouns
most often continuing the situation in Classical
Arabic, but these have been leveled in some cases
(e.g. ≠ajúza ‘old woman’, ≠arúsa ‘bride’), as gener-
ally in Neo-Arabic. Some feminine nouns have
become masculine, most likely under the impact
of substratal Romance, e.g. al ≠áyn alak™ál ‘the
black eye’, a““áms †alá ≠ ‘the sun rose’ (cf. Castil-
ian ojo, sol), as shown by converse cases in
which the Romance feminine gender prevails,
like báyt ‘house’ and mawt ‘death’ (Castilian
casa and muerte).

2.2.4.2 The Classical Arabic derivational
noun pattern system has considerably shrunk in
Neo-Arabic, and above all in Western Arabic,
which has forsaken many templates. Andalusi
Arabic has retained reflexes of only CvCC,
CaCvC, CiCaC ~ CuCaC, CàCaC ~ CàCiC,
CàCùC, CayCaC ~ CaCCaC, CaCùC ~ CaCìC,
CaCàC, CuCàC ~ CuCùC, CaCCàC, ±aCCaC,
maCCaC ~ maCCiC, maCCùC, miCCàC,
CvCCà, CvCCàn, CvCCùt, CaCCaC, CiCCiC,
CaCCùC ~ CaCCìC, and CaCCaCa in more or
less frequent use.

2.2.4.3 The sound plural morphemes have
gained some ground at the expense of broken
plural patterns (above all in adjectives, e.g.
ßa ≠bín ‘difficult ones’, aßammín ‘deaf ones’,
≠azizín ‘glorious ones’), where in the adjectives
the masculine morpheme tends to supersede the
feminine, e.g. suqiyyín ‘market women’, xam-
riyyín ‘brunettes’). However, both the sound
feminine plural (e.g. jar™át ‘wounds’, baÿlát
‘mules’, mostly without anaptyctic vowel and
exclusive for diminutives in Granadan, e.g.
rujaylít ‘little men’, uxayyít ‘little brothers’) 
and broken plural patterns remain alive and 
productive in spite of abandoning certain 
templates and nuances, such as the so-called 
pluralis paucitatis.

Following are some examples of the most fre-
quent broken plural patterns:

±aCCáC: ajná™ ‘wings’
±aCCúC: arjúl ‘feet’
±aCCíCa: an ≠í“a ‘stretchers’ (with an alterna-
tive ±aCCáCa: asárra ‘beds’)
±aCCiCá: aÿniyá ‘rich ones’
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CúCC: rúxß ‘tender ones’, †úrq ‘roads’
CuCúC: qußúr ‘castles’, kutúb ‘books’
CuCúCa: ≈ukúra ‘penises’
CiCáC ~ CiCÍC: µiyáb ‘clothes’, ibár ‘needles’,
rimíl ‘sands’
CaCíC: ™amír ‘donkeys’
CaCáC: xadám ‘female slaves’, daráq ‘shields’
CuCáC: luqám ‘morsels’
CuCaCá ~ CuCaCí or CuCáCa: fuqahá
‘faqihs’, ≠uzazí ‘glorious ones’, usára ‘captives’.
CuCCáC ~ CuCCíC: fussáq ‘perverts’, xunníµ
‘hermaphrodites’, with an alternative CuCáC 
in defective roots, e.g. rumá ‘bowmen’.
CaCCá ~ CaCCí: mar∂á ‘sick ones’, ∂a≠fí
‘weak ones’.
CaCáCa: waráµa ‘heirs’, labába ‘wolves’,
≠a≈ára ‘maidens’.
CiCCán ~ CuCCín: ≠iqbán ‘eagles’, fursín
‘knights’.
CaCáCiC(a): fanádiq ‘inns’, falásifa ‘phi-
losophers’.

2.2.4.4 The dual, marked with the endings 
-áy(n) or -ín, is nearly restricted to certain nouns,
double by nature or countable, such as the
names of body parts, weights, and measures, e.g.
saqáyn ‘legs’, ≠aynín ‘eyes’, u≈náy ‘ears’, martáy
‘twice’, with some exceptions, like rajuláy ‘two
men’. Otherwise, its expression is analytical, e.g.
záwj rixáx ‘two castles’, záwj min alqurún ‘two
horns’. However, in the case of the double parts
of the body, such forms are in fact a → pseudo-
dual, i.e. they can mean the plural as well, e.g.
taftá™u ≠ayníkum ‘you [pl.] open your eyes’,
al™i†án laha u≈náy ‘walls have ears’, yijú ≠ala
saqáyhum ‘they return on foot [on their feet]’.

2.2.4.5 The diminutive is very productive in
Andalusi Arabic, with the templates CuCáyyaC,
fem. CuCáyCa, for triconsonantal forms and
CuCáyCaC(a) for the quadriconsonantic, e.g.
kuláyyab ‘little dog’, buÿáyla ‘little mule’,
muráykab ‘little ship’, suráysala ‘little chain’.
Defective nouns have CuCáy (e.g. ßubáy ‘little
boy’), some adjectives have a special template
CuCáyCaC (e.g. kubáybar ‘slightly big’, and
Romance diminutive suffixes are also used (e.g.
≠arus+ÉLLA ‘weasel’, literally, a euphemistic ‘little
bride’).

2.2.4.6 Among the adjectival patterns
remaining in use in Andalusi Arabic some call
for special comments, like ±aCCáC, characteris-
tic of colors and defects, which preserves inflec-
tions very close to those of Classical Arabic, e.g.
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a™már ‘red’, fem. ™ámra and pl. ™úmr, but it is
noteworthy that this fem. suffix behaves exactly
like -a(t) (e.g. zárqat alyamáma ‘the blue
[woman] from Alyamàma±), and that the dis-
junctive vowel which eventually developed in
the plural template is often phonemicized (e.g.
ku™ál ‘black ones’, buláh ‘stupid ones’).

2.2.4.7 The elative pattern ±aCCáC is fre-
quently used in Andalusi Arabic, e.g. aµqál ‘heav-
ier’, aqdám ‘older’, occasionally also in exclama-
tive utterances, e.g. má ashál ‘how easy!’. This
happens, as is common in Neo-Arabic, even with
adjectives of this same template, e.g. má abyá∂u
‘how white he is!’. In later stages, however, ana-
lytical idioms become frequent, e.g. ÿáli akµár
‘more expensive’, akµár ak™ál ‘darker’.

2.2.5 Numerals
From 3 to 10 Andalusi Arabic has two series of
numerals, the first one short, used in the con-
struct state, µaláµ, arbá ≠, xáms, sítt, sáb ≠, µamán,
tís ≠, ≠á“r, and the second one long, used in the
absolute state, µaláµa, arbá ≠a, xámsa, sítta, sáb ≠a,
µamánya ~ µamínya, tís≠a and ≠á“ra, although an 
-at interfix appears at times in front of numbered
items beginning with a vowel (e.g. arbá ≠ ayyám
‘four days’, but taláµat a“yá ‘three things’). As for
‘one’, wá™id and fem. wá™ida are used, as in
Standard Arabic, only to emphasize oneness,
occasionally replaced by a preceding invariable
fárd, e.g. fárdi márra ‘once’. ‘Two’, iµnáy(n),
which does not distinguish gender either, is
mostly restricted to compound numerals, other-
wise being replaced by záw(j) (min) ‘a pair of’.

From 11 to 19, there is no gender distinction in
the series ™idá ≠“ar, iµná ≠“ar, µalattá ≠“ar, arba ≠tá ≠“ar,
xamistá ≠“ar, sittá ≠“ar, sab≠atá ≠“ar, µamantá ≠“ar,
tis ≠atá ≠“ar, with hints of loss of / ≠/ in the second
constituent and compensatory velarization of the
preceding dental, as well as of decay of final -ar,
like in North African Arabic. Higher numerals are
also invariable (e.g. the tens, ≠i“rín, µalaµín ~ µaliµín,
arba ≠ín, etc., the hundreds, míyya, mitáy(n),
µalaµmíyya, arba ≠míyya, xamsumíyya, sittumíyya,
sab≠amíyya, µaminmíyya, tis ≠amíyya, and the thou-
sands, álf, alfáy(n), µalát álaf, arbá ≠ álaf, etc.).

As for other series of numerals, in the case of
ordinals it is noteworthy that ‘first’ has been
adapted to the template CàCiC, i.e. áwil, µáni,
µáliµ, etc., for which the dialect of Valencia
exhibits the allomorphs awilí, µaliµí, arba≠í,
xamsí, etc.
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2.2.6 Verb

2.2.6.1 The Andalusi Arabic triconsonantal
verb preserved the Forms I (simple) and derived
II, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, IX–XI, and X, from
which every verb has full paradigms for the per-
fective and imperfective aspects and the impera-
tive mood, in addition to the nominal derivates
known as maßdar and participles.

The system of characteristic vowels expressing
semantic values in Form I of the Classical Arabic
verb, never altogether effective because of pho-
netic affinities between the vowels and certain
consonants, has left only some traces in Andalusi
Arabic, such as a considerable number of stative
verbs with -u- as characteristic vowel of both
perfect and imperfect (e.g. qarúb, yaqrúb ‘to be
near’, ∂a≠úf, ya∂≠úf ‘to be weak’, samúj, yasmúj
‘to be ugly’) and the preservation of a host of
active verbs with the alternation -a- ~ -u- in the
perfective and imperfective themes. But every
alternation based upon the contrast between /a/
and /i/ has been leveled into steady /a/, and other
phonetic and analogical phenomena have altered
the old situation considerably.

The derived forms of the Andalusi Arabic verb
are the same in the themes of perfect and imper-
fect, with the partial exception of Form IV,
which is no longer productive, and probably was
felt as a mere freak variant of Form I, but
included such commonly used verbs as axráj,
yaxríj ‘to put out’ and adxál, yadxíl ‘to put 
in’. The remaining forms had the paradigms: 
II CaCCáC, III CáCaC, V atCaCCáC, VI
atCáCaC, VII anCaCáC, VIII aCtaCáC, XI–XI
aCCáCC, X astaCCáC. Their semantic func-
tions are standard, but only Forms II and VII
were really productive. There were substitutions,
like Form II for IV or III) and combinations, like
Form II + X.

The non-agentive voice or internal passive,
with its characteristic vocalic marking CuCíC,
has survived in Andalusi Arabic better than in
the rest of Neo-Arabic. However, it appears that
Form VII tends to take its place, as in other
dialects, and that certain non-agentive expres-
sions were converted into agentive, e.g. atwaffá
‘to pass away’.

2.2.6.2 Inflectional paradigms
The perfect expresses person, number, and gen-
der with the following suffixes: sg. 3rd masc. =
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Ø, 3rd fem. -at, 2nd -t, 1st -t; pl. 3rd -u, 2nd 
-tum, 1st -na. When a pronominal suffix is
added, the 2nd pl. lengthens its suffix with a
stressed ú, e.g. katabtumúh ‘you wrote it’.

The imperfect expresses person, number, and
gender with the following prefixes: sg., 3rd
masc. = yv-, 3rd fem. tv-, 2nd tv-, 1st nv-, to
which a suffix -u is attached in the pl., except for
the 3rd fem., which is the same as the masc. The
prefix vowel is /a/, except in Forms II and III,
vocalized with /i/ more often than with /a/ or /u/.
A prefix sa- indicates the future, while ki(n)-,
with assimilation of /n/ to the person prefixes,
implies eventuality.

The imperative is expressed with the simple
stem, having only a sg., and a pl. with the suffix
-u. When the stem begins with two consonants,
this is avoided with a prefixed a-, e.g. aktúb
‘write! [sg.]’, aktúbu ‘write! [pl.]’.

The maßdars or verbal nouns of Andalusi
Arabic differ only a little from their Classical
Arabic counterparts, since they belong mostly to
high registers.

The same applies to participles, both agentive
and non-agentive. However, in the derived forms
the voice opposition tends to disappear, e.g.
mu ≠allám ‘teacher’, muslamín ‘Muslims’.

2.2.7 Weak verbs
Geminate verbs follow the Standard Arabic
rules, but cases of uncontracted or haplological
forms are more frequent (e.g. nasta™báb ‘I make
myself loved’, asta™ast ‘I spied’). Unusual for
Neo-Arabic, there is no substitution of -Cay- for
-CaC- in front of the perfect consonantal suf-
fixes, e.g. ™abábt ‘I loved’.

Hamzate verbs often depart from the standard
forms by (a) decay of / ±/ without compensation
(e.g. kálna ‘we ate’, ya≈≈án ‘he calls to prayer’,
tasál ‘you ask’, ráyt ‘I saw’; (b) decay of / ±/ with
compensation by stress shift or consonantal
lengthening (e.g. nákul ‘I eat’, naxxú≈ ‘I take’);
or (c) substitution of /w/ or /y/ for / ±/ (e.g. waxádt
‘I took’, badáyt ‘I began’, nirayyás ‘I start’).

Iw verbs often exhibit forms departing from
the standard rules either by loss without com-
pensation of radical /w/ (e.g. nastaµáq ‘I trust’,
nastaqá ≠ ‘I covet’) or its aberrant preservation
(e.g. nawµáb ‘I jump’, yawtaqád ‘it burns’).

IIw/y verbs follow the standard rules most of
the time, although the prefix vowel of Form I 
is idiolectically variable (e.g. tizúr ‘you visit’,
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tuqúl ‘you say’), and non-agentive perfects 
may exhibit a prefixed u- (e.g. uqíl ‘it was said’).

IIIy verbs, which have absorbed the roots III±,
appear almost exclusively in two types, CaCá ~
yaCCí and CaCá ~ yaCCá, as is characteristic of
Western Arabic. There is hesitation in the treat-
ment of /i-u/ sequences (e.g. tam“ú ‘you walk’ ~
yabníw ‘they build’, as well as in the preserva-
tion of thematic alternation in Forms VII, VIII,
and X (e.g. yaxtabí ‘he hides himself’ vs.
yamta™á ‘it is erased’). Non-agentive participles
of Form I always have a mu- prefix (e.g. murmí
‘thrown’).

2.2.8 Quadriconsonantal verbs
These do not call for a specific treatment, as they
follow the pattern of Forms II and V of the tri-
consonantal, mostly in agreement with standard
rules. Many of them are innovations, obtained
from loanwords, repetition of biconsonantal
roots or of the last radical consonant in the tri-
consonantal, dissimilation of an /r/ in Form II,
infixation of /w/, or suffixation of /n/, etc.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase
Annexation in Andalusi Arabic has yielded some
ground to the analytical genitive. As for the use of
the definite article in annexation and qualifying
syntagms, it is noteworthy that the standard rules
are often infringed, for instance in compound
substantives (e.g. al™abb almulúk ‘the cherries’,
alwalád ziná ‘the son of a whore’), or by omission
in the head of a qualifying syntagm (e.g. ri™á
aljidíd ‘the new mill’, masjíd alax∂ár ‘the Green
Mosque’).

Early Andalusi Arabic used indefinite nouns
connected to a following qualifier by means of an
interfix -an, a reflex of older tanwìn (e.g.
zamán+an áxar ‘another time’, qálban jáyd ‘good
will’, also introducing relative clauses, e.g.
zamán+an qad bád ‘a time which is already
bygone’, dár+an fíh zawáj ‘a house in which there
is a couple’). It disappeared in later epochs, apart
from a few idioms.

2.3.2 Verbal phrase
Verbal phrases are integrated by a finite verb 
and optional extensions such as a direct or indi-
rect object, other complements, and adverbs.
The object is sometimes introduced with the
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preposition li- (e.g. a“túm li-wíldi ‘curse my
father’, rá li-≠áynak ‘he saw your eyes’).

The process of abandonment of aspectual con-
notations in favor of tense, already begun in
Classical Arabic and advanced in Neo-Arabic, is
nearly concluded in Andalusi Arabic, but for cer-
tain optative idioms (e.g. alqá lláh fi rásu ∂árbat
“uqúr ‘may God send a blow with an ax on his
head!’, la nasáytu ‘may I never forget it!’).
Perhaps for this very reason, the aspect booster
qad has evolved into a mere adverb of manner
(e.g. qad tadrí ‘you certainly know’, qad tam-
mámt ‘I have really finished’, qad aná maÚlúm ‘I
am wronged indeed’).

There are some instances of narrative impera-
tive, like bítna fi ri∂á qabbál aw ≠annáq ‘we spent
the night in a friendly manner, kissing and
embracing’.

2.3.3 Word order
Word order in Andalusi Arabic, like the rest of
Neo-Arabic, is more fixed and linear than in
Classical Arabic, with general precedence of
subjects over predicates, substantives over adjec-
tives, verbs over complements, etc., but there are
cases of emphatic inversion (e.g. záwj úmmak
nakún ‘I am your mother’s husband’, ™alál hú ‘it
is lawful’.

2.3.4 Agreement
Agreement in Andalusi Arabic tends to be natu-
ral (e.g. assa™áb yusáqu ‘the clouds are carried’,
xudaydát ™umár ‘red cheeks’), but the standard
concord of inanimate pl. with sg. fem. is still
often observed (e.g. ≈ukírat almudún ‘the cities
were mentioned’, mirár kiµíra ‘many times’).
Duals can be treated in either way, e.g. ≠aynáyn
súd ‘black eyes’, xubzatáyn takfíni ‘two loaves
are enough for me’.

2.3.5 Marginal phrases
Marginal phrases, functionally equivalent of
adverbs and integrated by a preposition and the
noun governed by it, may be used as extensions
of a nominal or verbal phrase or as predicate of
the former (e.g. aní falbáyt ‘I am in the house’).
Such syntagms can convey alienable or inalien-
able possession, obligation, etc. (e.g. má ≠i ma ≠“úq
‘I have a love’, á“ ≠aláyna min ≈ák ‘what does it
matter to us?’, lú an yumút ‘he must die’, cf.
Castilian tiene que morir).
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2.3.6 Complex sentences
Nominalized sentences can be obtained by mere
juxtaposition in the case of certain verbs (e.g.
tiríd tará ‘you want to see’, dá ≠ni nafrá™ ‘let me
rejoice’), through an appropriate marker (e.g.
niríd an niqabbál ‘I want to kiss’, abát ma tudúr
‘she refused to turn’) or, less often, by the use of
the maßdar (e.g. qad ™án inqi†á ≠ak ‘the time for
your departure has arrived’).

Causal, final, temporal, and modal sentences
offer little novelty, except for some innovated
markers (e.g. sídi ma“ÿúl kamá †alá ≠ larruqád
‘my master is busy, because he just went up to
sleep’, farí™at kayf ya≈háb ‘she was glad that he
left’, fi ™áqqat yuqál li≈á ≠anbarí ‘so that this be
called amber-like’, rabbá janá™ ba“ yi†ír ‘he grew
wings to fly’, jáni an yaftaqád ™áli ‘he came to
ask for my news’, kamá aßbá™ labás µiyábu
‘when he got up in the morning, he put on his
clothes’, bi™ál i≈ bátat fi ßahríj ‘as if they had
spent the night in a pool’).

Conditional sentences are introduced by the
conjunctions in (kán) (also ikkán ~ ikkín), id(á),
and law in ways similar to Standard Arabic (in
katáb naÚám fi kútbu aljáwhar ‘if he writes, he
strings gems in his books’, i≈á ™ább qatál ‘if he
loves, he kills’, law kán biwúddi ma ma““áyt
≠annu a™máq ‘had I had any choice, I would not
have gone crazy over him’), apart from some
deviations, like the frequent abandonment of the
main clause markers fa- and la-, and the substitu-
tion of the imperfect, often with prefixation of
kán ~ kín as a mark of eventuality, for the perfect
forms in either or both clauses (i≈a ráytu nabhát
‘when I see him, I am confused’, i≈a turá alákl
aqrúb ‘when you are shown food, come close’,
law kán falbúm xáyr ma kiyyaslám ™ala ßßayyád
‘if there were anything good in owls, they would
not be safe from hunters’).

3 .  L e x i c o n

The Andalusi Arabic lexicon is integrated by a
main core of Arabic items and about 3 percent of
mostly Romance loanwords, including some
dozens of Berber items. Needless to say, those
Arabic, Romance, and Berber elements could be
inherited or borrowed from other languages,
such as Latin, Greek, Persian, Aramaic, Hebrew,
Coptic, etc. (→ Ibero-Romance loanwords).

With respect to Classical Arabic items, there
has been a considerable evolution due to (a)

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



replacement or abandonment of lexemes; (b)
semantic shifts; and (c) morphological reshaping.
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Antiochia Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Geographical area

Arabic in Antiochia is spoken by Sunnis, Alawis
(Nußayris), Christians, and by the Jewish commu-
nity of the city of Antakya. Until 1999 a small
Arabic-speaking community also existed in the
city of Iskenderun. In the second half of the 20th
century, many Arabs left Antiochia and settled in
Europe, so that, for example, the Christian com-
munity of Yaylada‘ no longer exists.
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All of the Alawites live in the Western part of
the province of Antioch, west of a line from
Iskenderun to Kılıçtutan. The Sunnis live east of
this line except for the Arabic-speaking Sunnis in
the city of Antakya. Bedouin have settled in the
town of Reyhanlı and in the area of the former
lake of ≠Amq. Their dialects, as is generally
known, differ greatly from the dialects of the
sedentary populations. The Christians live in the
two big cities of the Antioch region, Antakya and
Iskenderun, as well as in a few smaller places.

The total number of Arabic speakers in the
region is about 200,000, the majority of them
(170, 000–180,000) are Alawis. The estimated
number of Arabic-speaking Sunnis is 20,000.
The Christian and Jewish communities today 
are very small; probably fewer than 5,000
Christians and no more than 50 Jews live in the
region today.

1.2 Speakers’ lifestyle

The inhabitants of the villages are farmers.
Along the coast there are also fishermen. The
inhabitants of the cities are tradesmen, crafts-
men, employees in the administration of the city,
and unskilled workers. The Bedouin of the
region probably gave up their nomadic way of
life two or three generations ago but they con-
tinue to call themselves ‘Bedouin’ (badu).

1.3 Position within the dialects of the area
and within society

Linguistically the Arabic dialects of the province
of Antioch lie on the northwestern periphery of
the Syro-Palestinian dialect area. An offshoot of
these dialects also exists in the Çukurova region,
where Arabic-speaking Alawites settled mainly
in the 20th century (Procházka 2002). The
dialect of the Jews is very similar to the dialect 
of Aleppo, in particular to the dialect of the 
Jews of Aleppo (Nevo 1991) to which rabbinate
the Jewish community of the Antioch region
belonged until 1938.

The Bedouin dialects in the Antioch region are
closely connected with the Bedouin dialects in
northern and northeastern Syria, spoken by the
”àwi Bedouin.

Though the Arabic dialects of the Antioch
region are linguistically connected with the
dialects spoken in neighboring Syria, there is 
little or no influence from Modern Standard
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Arabic, as these dialects are spoken outside the
Arabic world.

Since Antiochia became a province of Turkey,
Arabic has been completely banished from pub-
lic life and therefore the teaching of Arabic, the
singing of Arabic songs in public, and the use of
Arabic personal names are forbidden (→
Turkey). A few people have learned with
difficulty through a sheikh to decipher the
Arabic letters. Others have tried to learn
Standard Arabic by themselves, with little suc-
cess. Most of the Arabs in Antioch today are illit-
erate in Arabic.

1.4 Historical evidence 

Antiochia was conquered by the Arabs in 637. It
was part of Syria and under French mandate
until 1938 when it was given to Turkey. It
became a Turkish province called Hatay with the
capital city Antakya, the former Antiochia. The
dialect of the village of Samanda‘ was the first
dialect of this region to be described by
Bergsträsser (1915).

1.5 State of research

The dialect of the village of Samanda‘ is the only
one in the region to have found its way into
Bergsträsser’s Sprachatlas (1915). A text from an
Alawi village was published by Stroomer (1991).
More detailed information about the linguistic sit-
uation can be found in Behnstedt (1996), where
the first information about the dialects of the
Bedouin can also be found. The main source is
Arnold (1998).

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1. Consonants
The majority of the sedentary dialects have con-
sonantal inventory in Table 1.

Table 1. Inventory of consonants in sedentary
dialects

b t † d ∂ k q
f s ß z “ j x ÿ ™ ≠ h
m n l r
w y
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Marginal consonants are /g/, /Ω/, / ±/ and also, in
the dialects of the Christians, /∆/. The city dialect
of the Alawites and Sunnis of Antakya has a
postvelar /˚/ instead of /q/. Two Sunni 
villages near the Syrian border and the Jews 
have / ±/ instead of /q/. The old interdentals 
shifted to the corresponding plosives. Especially
in the Alawi dialects *≈ in some words is
replaced by /z/.

The Bedouin have mainly the system in 
Table 2.

Table 2. Inventory of consonants in Bedouin
dialects

b t d † k g
f µ ≈ Ú

s z ß “ j ∑ x ÿ ™ ≠ h
m n l r
w y

In all Bedouin dialects new velarized allo-
phones occur (gàfi ‘he said’, ¤ayy ‘water’). In two
Bedouin villages the interdentals are replaced by
the corresponding dentals. In many Bedouin
dialects /ÿ/ has the allophone /q/ when followed
by a vowel (qèm ‘cloud’, muÿrib ‘evening’). Old
*q is replaced by /g/, and in some dialects in the
vicinity of front vowels also by /j/ (rifìj ‘friend’).
Old *k is replaced by /∑/ in contact with front
vowels and always as suffix of the 2 sg. fem.:
abùk ‘your [masc.] father’, abù∑ ‘your [fem.]
father’.

2.1.1.2. Vowels
The sedentary dialects of the Alawites, Sunnis,
and Christians have the two short vowels /a/ and
/i/ (< *i and *u), the Jews have /a/ and /ë/ (< /i/ and
/u/). In word final syllables of the structure 
-CvC in all Sunni dialects, in the Christian
dialects of Antakya and the northern part of
Antioch, and in a few village dialects of the
Alawites the vowel /u/ is preserved. This is also
the case in the dialects of the Jews but the vowels
/i/ and /u/ in this position are lowered to /e/ and
/o/. In many dialects of the Christians and
Alawites an allophone /u/ also occurs after 
the labial /¤. In the majority of the village dialects
of the Alawites, in closed syllables the vowel 
/a/ in word final position is realized as /o/ in 
the vicinity of emphatic consonants (abyo∂

‘white’), as /a/ in the vicinity of back conso-
nants (azraq ‘blue’), and as /i/ in the vicinity of
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front consonants (aswid ‘black’). In all dialects
of the Alawites and the Christians a shifts to /i/
in pre-stressed syllables if the vowel of the fol-
lowing syllable is /a/ (ßálla ‘he prayed’, ßilláyt 
‘I prayed’).

In Antioch different inventories of long vow-
els can be found. A system with the three long
vowels /à/, /ì/, and /ù/ exists in some dialects of
Christians and Alawites in which the old diph-
thongs are preserved and in which either no  →
±imàla or an ±imàla /à/ > / ì / occurs. A system of
the four vowels /à/, / ì /, /ù /, and /ò/ is found in
those dialects of the Alawites in which monoph-
thongization of *ay > /à/ and *aw > / ò / took
place. The inventory /à/, /ì/, /ù/, and /è/ exists in
dialects in which the diphthongs are preserved
and an ±imàla /à/ > /è/ occurs. This is the case in
all city dialects (except that of the Jews), in most
dialects of the Sunnis, and in some dialects of the
Alawites and the Christians. A system with the
five long vowels /à/, /ä/-, /ì/, /ò/, and /ù/ is found
in two Alawi village dialects in which the diph-
thongs *aw and *ay shifted to /ò/ and /à/,
through which the allophone /ä/ of *à became a
phoneme (b… t < bàt he stayed overnight, bàt <
*bayt house). The Alawi dialect of Harbiye has
a similar system but with /–- / instead of /à/.
Finally all dialects, in which the diphthongs *aw
and *ay are monophthongized to /ò/ and /è/,
have an inventory with /à/, /è/, /ì/, /ò/, and / ù /.
This system is found in the Jewish dialects, in the
Sunni dialect of Reyhanlı, and in two Alawi vil-
lages, where /è/ is also a result of the ±imàla. In
many Alawi village dialects, the vowel /à/ is split
into /à/ and /ò/ in word-final syllables, where /ò/
occurs in the vicinity of emphatic consonants
(fillà™ ‘farmer’, but xiyyò† ‘tailor’).

In word-final position, the Alawis and
Christians have three vowels /a/, /i/, /u/, the
Sunnis have four /a/, /i/, /u/, /e/), and the Jews five
/a/, /i/, /u/, /o/, /e/.

The Bedouin dialects have the short vowels /a/
and /i/. In the vicinity of labials, back consonants
and emphatics (/u/-coloring environments) /u/
also occurs (gumar ‘moon’, uxt ‘sister’). Old *a
is often replaced by /i/, /u/ as in rguba < *ragaba
‘neck’, sina < *sana ‘year’. Unstressed and even
stressed short vowels in open syllables are often
elided (“rab ‘he drank’).

The Bedouin dialects have in addition to the 
old long vowels /à/, /ì/, /ù/, the new vowels /è/ 
and /ò/ resulting from monophthongization of
*ay and *aw.
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2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
The diphthongs /aw/ and /ay/ are preserved in
open and closed syllables in all dialects of the
Christians, with two exceptions, also in all Sunni
sedentary dialects, in the city dialects of the
Alawites, and in some Alawi village dialects. In a
few Alawi villages in the North of Antioch the
diphthongs are realized as [ow] and [ey]. Most of
the Alawi village dialects have the diphthongs
/aw/ and /ay/ only in open syllables but /ò/ and /à/
in closed syllables (yawmàn ‘two days’; baytàn
‘two houses’). In two Alewi villages the monoph-
thongization of /ay/ in closed syllables /è/ is
found, as in baytèn, whereas the little town of
Harbiye has /–-/ as in bayt–-n. In some Alawi vil-
lage dialects monophthongization in closed syl-
lables is limited to /aw/, while /ay/ is preserved
(yòm ‘day’, bayt ‘house’). In the dialects of the
Bedouin, of the Jews, of one Alawi village in the
south, and in the Sunni sedentary dialect of 
the town of Reyhanlı and a neighboring village,
the diphthongs in all syllables are monophthon-
gized to /ò/ and /è/. In these villages, monoph-
thongization was probably influenced by the
Bedouin dialects.

2.1.1.4 Syllable
All dialects of the region have the following syl-
lable types:

Cv, Cä, CvC, CäC, CvCC, CCv, CCä, CCvC,
CCäC, CCvCC. In the dialects of the Christians
and Alawis CCCvCC is also attested (“trayt ‘I
bought’).

2.1.1.5 Consonant clusters
An anaptyctic vowel [ë] may be inserted between
two consonants in word-final position or after
the first consonant in a cluster of three conso-
nants. In Bedouin dialects, the anaptyctic vowel
is [u] after /u/ in the preceding syllable, otherwise
[i] (jubun ‘cheese’, ba†in ‘belly’).

2.1.1.6 Stress
In all dialects of the region, stress lies on the last
syllable if it is long (-CäC and -CvCC). If the last
syllable is short, the stress lies in most dialects of
the Christians and Alawites on the penultima,
but in the dialects of Sunnis with some excep-
tions on the first long syllable (fátta“itu ‘she
inspected him’). Stress is significant in the
dialects of the Sunnis.
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Christians/Alawites yiktíbu ‘they write/
he writes it’

Sunnis (Kamberli) yíktibu ‘they write’
yiktíbu ‘he writes it’

2.1.2 Phonotactics
The → gahawa syndrome is attested in all
Bedouin dialects of Antioch (a™ámar, in some
dialects ™amar ‘red’).

The overwhelming majority of the sedentary
dialects have an i-conditioned ±imàla up to /è/. In
some Christian and Alawi villages south of the
capital city of the province an ±imàla up to /ì/ is
found. Only a few dialects at the periphery of the
region such as the communal dialects of Isken-
derun in the north, the Sunni dialect of Reyhanlı in
the east and the dialect of the Christians in
Yaylada‘ in the south have no ±imàla.

In some Christian and Alawi villages lower-
ing or diphthongization of vowels in pause is
attested:

Limanköyü: inti > inta#  ‘you [fem.]’ 
Altinözü: ana > ano# ‘I’
Yaylıca: inti > intey# ‘you [fem.]’ 
Ma‘aracık: nsìt > nsèyt# ‘I forgot’

In a few villages glottalization and/or devoicing
of / ≠/ in pause is attested: simi ≠ ‘he heard’ >
[simiπÓ] #  (Yaylada‘), [simiπ]# (Altınözü), simiÓ
(Koyuno‘lu). Glottalization of / ≠/ in pause also
occurs in some Bedouin dialects. In word-final
position devoicing of /b/, /d/, and /g/ is attested in
the Bedouin dialect of Han Muratpaça (ni“at ‘he
asked’, but ni“adum ‘they asked’).

2.1.3 Morphophonology
The short vowel /i/ is elided in all sedentary
dialects in unstressed open syllables. This is also
the case for the vowel /a/ in all dialects of
Christians and Alawites, while in Sunni and
Jewish dialects /a/ is normally preserved:

‘I heard/ I wrote’ 
differential: Sunnis/Jews:    smi ≠t/katabt
non-differential:    Alawites/ 

Christians:       smi ≠t/ktabt

Suffixation: 

3rd sg. fem. perf.+ suffix:
‘she hit him’
Christians ∂arbit + -u > ∂arbítu
Sunnis ∂arabit + -u > ∂arabítu
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Jews ∂arbet + -o > ∂arbëto
Alawis (Antakya) ∂arbit + -u > ∂aribtu
Alawis (villages) ∂arbit + -u > ∂arbìtu
Bedouin Úirbat + -u > Úirbattu

3rd pl. masc. perf. + suffix:
‘they forgot him’
Sedentaries nisu + -u > nisù
Bedouin nisu + -u > nisò

3rd pl. fem. perf. + suffix:
‘they [fem.] forgot him’
Only Bedouin nisan + -u >  nisanno

Double suffixation is attested in the dialect of the
Jews: bilabbsawe ‘he dresses her in it’.

2.2 Morphology

Gender distinctions in 3rd person pl. and 2nd
person pl. is attested only in the Bedouin dialects
of Antioch. The Christians in the city of Antakya
and in the villages in the south of the region have
inti for 2 sg. masc. and 2 sg. fem. of the inde-
pendent personal pronoun.

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Independent
3rd sg. masc.: hùwi (Christians, most Alawis),
hùwe (Sunnis, Jews), hùwa (Sunnis in Baba-
torun), hùwit (some Alawi dialects in the south-
west of the region) huwwa ~ huwwe (Bedouin);
the short form hù is also used by many speakers
of all dialects.

3rd sg. fem.: hìyi (Christians, most Alawis),
hìye (Sunnis, Jews), hìya (Sunnis in Çetenli, 
and Alawis in the southernmost part of the
region), hìyit (some Alawi dialects in the south-
west of the region), hiyya ~ hiyye (Bedouin); the
short form hì can alternatively be used in all
dialects.

3rd pl. com.: hinni (Christians, most Alawis),
hinne (most Sunni dialects), hënnen (Jews), hin-
nin (Sunnis in Reyhanlı and Alawis in Koyu-
no‘lu), hinn (Alawis in Kuzeytepe), hinnit (two
Alawi dialects in the southwest of the region).
Bedouin: humma (pl. masc.), hinna ~ hinne
(pl. fem.).

2nd sg. masc.: int (most Alawi dialects,
Christians in the south), inti (Christians in the
north and in the city of Antakya), ënte (Jews),
inte (Sunnis), inta (Alawis in the city of Isken-
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derun), hint (some Alawi villages in the south-
ernmost part of the region). Bedouin: inta ~ inte.

2nd sg. fem.: inti (most dialects of the Alawis,
all Christians and Sunnis), ënti (Jews), hint
(some Alawi villages in the southernmost part of
the region). Bedouin: inti.

2nd pl.: intu (most dialects of the Alawis, 
all Christians and Sunnis), ëntu (Jews), hintu
(some Alawi villages in the southernmost part 
of the region). Bedouin: masc. intum ~ intam,
fem. intan.

1st sg.: ana (all sedentary dialects). Bedouin:
àni.

1st pl.: ni™na (most dialects of the Alawis and
Sunnis, all Christians), në™na (Jews), ni™ni
(some Alawi villages in the central part of the
region), ni™ne (southeastern Sunni villages),
ni™ën (in the Alawi village of Kuzeytepe), na™ni
(in some Alawi villages), na™ne (in the Sunni vil-
lage of Kavalcık). Bedouin: i™na; the Bedouin in
Arpahan and Paçaköy have adopted the seden-
tary form ni™na.

2.2.1.2 Possessive/Object suffixes
Most sedentary dialects have the suffixes in
Table 3.

The rule given for short vowels in 2.1.1.2
accounts for variation -in ~ -un, etc. In some
Alawi villages in the north and along the coast
the suffix 3rd person sg. masc. after vowel is –h;
some Christian dialects have -hni after vowels
(≠a†àhni ‘he gave him’).
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The Bedouin have the suffixes in Table 4:

Table 4. Possessive/object suffixes in Bedouin 
dialects

3rd sg. masc. -u
3rd sg. fem. -ha
3rd pl. m -hum
3rd pl. fem. -hin ~ -han
2nd sg. masc. -ak
2nd sg. fem. -i∑
2nd pl. masc. -kum ~ -kam
2nd pl. fem. -∑in ~ -∑an
1st sg. -i (object -ni)
1st pl. -na

2.2.1.3 Indirect object suffixes
Indirect objects are expressed by inserting -l-
(after -CC -ill) between the verb and pronominal
suffixes. In the Bedouin dialects the final n of the
feminine plural is assimilated: /∑itaban/ + /lu/ >
∑itaballu ‘they [fem.] wrote it’.

2.2.1.4 Demonstratives
Near deixis

sg. masc.: hàda ~ h…da (most sedentaries), h…d
(Sunnis in Antakya), hèda (Christians in
Altınözü), hada (Alawis in Madenli and Üçgül-
lük); Bedouin hà≈a (in Alaattin hàÚa, in Paçaköy
and Arpahan hàda).

sg. fem.: Alawis hàya (except Kavalcık hàydi,
Iskenderun hìya, and Ötençay hàyi); Sunnis:
hayye (except Antakya hayy and Babatorun
h…di); Christians: h…di (Altınözü hèdi); Jews
h…di ~ hayye; Bedouin hàya.

pl.: Alawis hawdi (except some villages 
near the coast hawdin and Iskenderun h…dòl);
Sunnis hawwe (except Antakya haww and
Babatorun h…du); Christians h…dòl (Altınözü
hanni); Jews hadòl(e); Bedouin masc.: hà≈òla
(Paçaköy and Arpahan hawdòle), fem.: hà≈anna
(Reyhanlı hà≈inna, Paçaköy and Arpahan
hawdinne).

Far deixis
sg. masc.: most sedentary dialects h…ka; Jews

and some rural dialects had…k; Alawis in
Madenli and Üçgüllük hada; Christians in
Altınözü hèka; Bedouin hà≈àk, Alaattin hàÚàk,
Gölbaçı hà≈ùk; Arpahan and Paçaköy have
adopted the sedentary form hàka.

sg. fem.: most sedentary dialects h…ki, Jews
and some rural dialects hadìk; Christians in
Altınözü hèki; Bedouin hà≈ì∑e; Alaattin and

Table 3. Possessive/object Suffixes in sedentary 
dialects

After                 After vowels 
consonants (final vowel 

lengthened)

3rd sg. masc. -u -ø 
3rd sg. fem. -a (à)-ha, (ì)-ya,

(ù)-wa
3rd pl. -in ~ -un (à)-hin ~ -hun, 

(ì)-yin
~ -yun, (ù)-win ~ 
-wun

2nd sg. masc. -ak -k 
2nd sg. fem. -ik -ki 
2nd pl. -kin ~ -kun -kin ~ -kun 
1st sg. -i (object -ni) -y (object -ni) 
1st pl. -na -na
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Gölbaçı hà≈ì∑; Arpahan and Paçaköy hàdì∑e.
pl.: Alawis and Christians mostly hawki

but h…kòl, hädòlìk, and h…dawki are also
attested; Christians of Altınözü hanni; Sunnis
hawke (except Antakya hawk and Babatorun
h…ku); Jews hadòlìk(e); Bedouin: masc. hà≈òlàk
(Paçköy and Arpahan hawdòlàk), fem. hà≈annì“

(Gölbaçı hà≈annàk, Paçaköy and Arpahan
hàdannì∑).

2.2.1.5 Presentatives
For the Sunni village of Keskinci kòha ‘here he is’
(fem. kèha, pl. kènna) is attested.

2.2.1.6 Relative Pronoun
With the exception of the Jews the sedentaries
have il, which is identical to the definite article.
The Jews have ëlli and the Bedouin hal.

2.2.1.7 Interrogative Pronouns
All dialects have mìn ‘who?’, ‘what?’ is ay“

(Christians, most of the Sunni dialects and the
city dialects of the Alawites), “ù or “ò (most of
the Alawi villages), a“u (Sunnis of Antakya and
two other villages), a“ (Tavla), ë“ (Jews), i““u
(Reyhanlı), wè“ (Üçırmak), “ikël (some Alawi vil-
lages), “inu or “unu (Bedouin). For ‘which?’ the
Christians, Sunnis, and the Alawites in the cities
have ayna, the Alawi villages have n… and the 
Jews èni.

2.2.2 Adverbs

2.2.2.1 Temporal
Sedentary ™allaq ‘now’ (city of Antakya ™alla˚,
Jews and some Sunni villages ™alla ±), Bedouin
al™az.

2.2.2.2 Local 
‘here’: hawn or hòn (most sedentaries); hàn ~
hàm and hawm (some Christian and Sunni
dialects); hònit (in one Alevi village); hèna or
hène (Bedouin).

‘there’: hawnìk, hùnik, hònìk (most seden-
taries); hùnàk, hnìk, hamìk (some Sunni
dialects); hawmìk (in a few Christian and Sunni
villages); hnàk (Bedouin).

2.2.2.3 Manner 
Most Alawites: hìk ‘so’; Christians, most Sunnis,
and the Alawites in Iskenderun hayk; Jews and
the Sunnis in Reyhanlı hèk; Bedouin hì∑.
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2.2.2.4 Interrogatives
‘where?’: ayn (many sedentary dialects), ayna-
™all (Christians and Alawites), ayna (Chris-
tians), ayna™ël, ayna™ën, wayna™ën, na™ën, ayni,
ën, àn, òn, w…n, and fayn (only Alawites), wayn
and wèn (Alawites and Sunnis including the
Bedouin).

‘when?’: aymat, aymàt, èmat, ìmat, aymti,
…mti, amtik, ìmtan, ìmtàn, aymtin, amayt, and
aynti are attested, rare forms in only three vil-
lages are ay“waqt and aywaq.

‘why?’: Christians, Sunnis, and the Alawi city
dialects have lay“, the Alawi villages usually la“o,
la“u, la“ù, la“ò, li“ò. The Jews and some other
dialects have lè“. Rare forms are la ay“, min“àn
ay“, min“ò, li“, l…“, and ≠alay“. The Bedouin have
≠alè“ and ≠ále“.

‘how?’: Most sedentary dialects have kìf, rural
also “kìf. Some Sunni dialects have “lawn or “lòn,
the Jews ë“lòn. As well as ë“lòn the Bedouin also
have “nòn.

‘how many?’: beside kam (Bedouin ∑am) the
forms kan, k…n, kayn, kàm, and kawm are also
attested.

‘how much?’: a“qadd, “qadd; Bedouin “gadd.

2.2.3 Particles
The article: is il- (Jews ël-) in the sedentary
dialects. The Bedouin have al-. Besides the nega-
tions mà and là the Alawi villages have … (hùwi … 

b-il-bèt ‘he is not at home’) and the Jews lam
(lam ambißìr ‘it is not possible’).

2.2.4 Noun
Expressions of paired parts of the body (e.g. 
ijër ‘foot’, ìd ‘hand’) and beings of female sex
(imm ‘mother’) are feminine without a feminine
marker. In many dialects, the dual forms of these
nouns take a t-suffix in the construct state and in
the dual (ijërtayn ‘two feet’) and the old dual is
used as a plural (ijrayn ‘feet’).

Nouns denoting family members are often
replaced by the diminutive forms in the dialects
of the Christians and Alawis (bayy ‘father’, xayy
‘brother’, xayt ‘sister’), but in the construct state
the old forms are sometimes preserved (xùk
‘your brother’).

In many dialects, old internal plurals are re-
placed by the external plural -àt (ràsàt ‘heads’,
qalbàt ‘hearts’). By contrast, the internal plural of
the CCäC type is very productive in both seden-

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



tary and Bedouin dialects in the whole area: jbùl
‘mountains’, ™yù† ‘walls’, ßbù≠ ‘fingers’.

2.2.6 Verb

2.2.6.1 Forms of the verb

2.2.6.1.1 Form I
Most of the dialects have perfect bases with the
vowel a or the vowel i: katab ‘he wrote’, “irib ‘he
drank’. In the dialects of the Christians of
Altınözü and the Alawis of Toygarlı the vowel of
the second syllable is always /i/ as in katib, “irib.
The Christians of Samanda© have only one base
with the vowel /i/ as in kitib, “irib. The Bedouin
dialects have bases with /i/ in the first syllable and
/a/ in the second syllable (∑itab ‘he wrote’). If the
first radical is a back consonant the radical of the
first syllable is /a/ (™amal ‘he carried’). In bases
with /i/ in both syllables, the first vowel is elided
in open syllables with a short vowel (“rib ‘he
drank’, “irbat ‘she drank’).

In the imperfect, the Jews and the Sunnis, but
also some Christian and Alawi dialects, have
three bases: yi“rab, yiktub, yilbis (Jews: yë“rab,
yëktob, yëlbes). Most of the Christian and Alawi
dialects have only two bases: yi“rab, yilbis. Verbs
with an original vowel *u shifted in some
dialects to the /a/-group (yiktab) in others to the
/i/-group (yiktib).

The Bedouin have imperfect bases with the
vowel /a/ or /i/: yiÚrib, yisma≠. In u-coloring envi-
ronments the vowel /u/ occurs: (yun†ur ~ yin†ur
‘he waits’). Verbs influenced by the → gahawa
syndrome are of the yfa≠il type: y™amil ‘he carries’.

2.2.6.1.2 Derived forms
Form II is in all dialects of the fa≠ ≠al/yfa≠ ≠il
type; only the Christians of Samanda‘ have
fa ≠ ≠il/yfa≠ ≠il. Form V is similar except for the
added t-prefix.

Forms III and VI are without ±imàla in all
dialects of the Christians and Jews and in most
of the Alawi dialects too: fà ≠al/yfà ≠il. Among the
Sunni dialects only the dialect of Reyhanlı has no
±imàla (fà ≠al/ yfà ≠al), all the other Sunni dialects
and some Alawi dialects have forms with ±imàla
(fì ≠il/yfì ≠il), some Alewi dialects in the north
even have fè ≠al/yfè ≠il.

Form IV is not attested.
Forms VII and VIII are attested with different

vowel distribution: nfa ≠al/yinfa ≠al : fta ≠al/yifti ≠il.
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The Christians of Samanda‘ have nfi ≠il/yinfi ≠il,
for Form VIII also fta ≠il/yifti ≠il and fta ≠al/yifta≠il
are attested. The Bedouin have nfi ≠al/yinfa≠il and
fti ≠al/ yifta ≠il.

Form IX is preserved in the sedentary dialects
(™marr/yi™marr); the forms of the 1st and 2nd
person have a base vowel /i/ in the dialects of the
Christians and Alawites: ™mirrayt (Jews ™mar-
rèt, Sunnis ™marrayt). In the dialects of the
Bedouin Form IX is replaced by Form I:
™amar/yi™mar.

Form X is found only in the dialects of the
Bedouin (staf ≠al/yistaf ≠il) and of the Jews (staf ≠a/
ystaf ≠el). In the other sedentary dialects, some
originally Form X verbs have shifted to Form
VIII, for example: stara™/yistiri™ ‘to rest’,
stafad/yistifid ‘to profit’.

2.2.6.2 Inflection of imperfect and perfect

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect: paradigm ‘to drink’
(Tables 5 and 6)

Table 5. Imperfect in sedentary dialects

Jews Kamberli Other  
(Sunnis) sedentary
Yaylada‘ dialects
(Christians)

3rd sg. masc. yë“rab yi“rab yi“rab
3rd sg. fem. të“rab ti“rab ti“rab
2nd sg. masc. të“rab ti“rab ti“rab
2nd sg. fem. të“rabi tí“rabi ti“rábi
1st sg. com. a“rab i“rab i“rab
3rd pl. com. yë“rabu yí“rabu yi“rábu
2nd pl. com. të“rabu tí“rabu ti“rábu
1st pl. com. në“rab ni“rab ni“rab

Table 6. Imperfect in Bedouin dialects

3rd sg. masc. yi“rab 3rd pl. masc. yi“rabùn
3rd sg. fem. ti“rab 3rd pl. fem. yi“raban
2nd sg. masc. ti“rab 2nd pl. masc. ti“rabùn
2nd sg. fem. ti“rabìn 2nd pl. fem. ti“raban
1st sg. com. a“rab 1st pl. com. ni“rab

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect: paradigm ‘to write’ (Table 7)
The Sunnis of Kavalcık have for the 3rd person
sg. fem. kátabit. In the dialect of the Christians
in Samanda‘ the base vowel is /i/ (kitib, ktibt,
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kitbu) and the inflection suffix of the 3rd person
sg. fem. is -at: kitbat.

Table 7. Perfect in sedentary dialects

Sunnis Jews Alawites/
Christians

3rd sg. masc. katab katab katab
3rd sg. fem. katbit katbet katbit
2nd sg. masc. katabt katabt ktabt
2nd sg. fem. katabti katabti ktabti
1st sg. com. katabt katabt ktabt
3rd pl. com. kátabu kátabu katbu
2nd pl. com. katabtu katabtu ktabtu
1st pl. com. katabna katabna ktabna

Bedouin:
Two different types of inflectional suffixes are
attested. (Table 8)

Table 8. Perfect in Bedouin dialects

Type 1 Type 2

3rd sg. masc. -ø -ø
3rd sg. fem. -at -at
2nd sg. masc. -t -t
2nd sg. fem. -ti -ti
1st sg. com. -t -t
3rd pl. masc. -um -am
3rd pl. fem. -an -an
2nd pl. masc. -tum -tam
2nd pl. fem. -tan -tan
1st pl. com. -na -na

2.2.7 Weak verbs

2.2.7.1 Geminated verbs
All dialects have verbs with the vowel /a/ or /i/ in
the imperfect: Úall/yÚall, ™abb/y™ibb. In the
dialects of the Alawites and the Christians, the
base vowel is /i/ in all forms of the 1st and 2nd
person of the perfect (Úillayt).

2.2.7.2 Verbs I ±

The Sunnis have akal/yàkul, the Alawites and
most of the Christians have akal/yàkil. The form
akil, yàkil is attested in the dialect of the Alawites
of Samanda‘. Forms with inflectional suffixes
beginning with a consonant have lost their first
syllable in the dialects of the Alawites and the
Christians (kalt ‘I ate’; some Christian dialects
have kilt). The imperative sg. masc. is kòl in the
dialects of the Sunnis and the Jews, but kèl or kìl
in the dialects of the Alawites and the Christians.
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Most of the Bedouin have ∑ila/yàkul, but other
forms such as a∑al/yàkul are also attested.

2.2.7.3 Verbs Iw/y
All sedentary dialects have forms with a long
vowel in the imperfect: wirit/yùrat, yibis/yìbas.
In some Alawi and Christian village dialects, the
verbs Iy shifted to the IIy: ybàs/ybìs.

Some Bedouin dialects have also forms with
long vowel: yibas/yìbas, wißal/yòßal, but forms
with loss of the first radical are also attested:
ybis/yibas, wißil/yißil.

2.2.7.4 Verbs IIw/y
In all dialects of the region the forms are nàm,
ynàm, rà™/yrù™ and bà ≠/ybì ≠.

2.2.7.5 Verbs IIIw/y
In this verbal group, many different forms have
developed. In some dialects all types have col-
lapsed into one form like nisi, biki, qiri or nisa,
bika, qira; other dialects have different forms
such as nisi, biki, qara (many Sunni dialects), or
nisa, bika, qara (some Alawi dialects). The forms
nisi, baka, qiri are also attested in an Alawi
dialect. In the sedentary dialect of Reyhanlı, the
original verbs of the i-type (*nasiya) have pre-
served the third radical when inflectional endings
beginning with a vowel are added (nisyit, but
bikit and qarit). In most of the Alawi and Sunni
dialects, the third radical is lost (nisit). In many
dialects of the Christians, the /y/ of the i-type was
transferred by analogy to the other verbs IIIw/y
(nisyit, bikyit, qiryit). This is also true for the
dialect of the Jews (nësyet, bëkyet, ±ëryet).

A similar development can be observed in 
the Bedouin dialects. They all have 3rd person
sg. masc. nisa, bi∑a, gira, but the Bedouin in
Reyhanlı have 3rd person sg. fem. nisyat, bi∑yat,
giryat whereas the other Bedouin have nisat,
bi∑at, girat.

3 .  L e x i c o n  

The vocabulary of village life and traditional agri-
culture is almost without → Turkish loanwords,
but the terms of administration and modern tech-
nology are all borrowed from Turkish, for exam-
ple emekli ‘pensioner’, sù∑ ‘debt’, hafta ‘week’.

The different religious communities have their
own terminology which is not known in the
other communities. The Christians have, for
example, ≠irràb ‘godfather’ and the Alawites
naqfe ‘ritual drink’.
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Apocopate → Mood

Apophony

The fact that Classical Arabic uses vowel changes
to indicate grammatical information such as
aspect, voice, and number was observed very
early by the Arabic scholars of the ‘Classical’ tra-
dition (10th–15th centuries); it is discussed in the
so-called taßrìf (→ ßarf ) part of Arabic grammars
(Ibn Jinnì, Munßif, Ibn al-Hàjib, Ibn as-Sarràj, 
Ibn ≠Ußfùr, Mumti ≠, Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ al-Mulùkì).
The word ‘apophony’ (or Ablaut) was first used
by Grimm (1819) to refer to context-free, mor-
phologically meaningful vowel alternations in
some verbal paradigms of German and its ances-
tors, back to Indo-European. Vowel alternations
in Classical Arabic are discussed in standard stud-
ies such as Barth (1889), Brockelmann (1908–
1913), Nöldeke (1897), Philippi (1894), and
Wright (1859), but the first comprehensive 
theory of apophony in Semitic is Kury¬owicz’s

(1957–1958, 1961, 1972). Kury¬owicz set out the
questions that still form the basis of current
research (Chekayri and Scheer 1996, forthcom-
ing; Guerssel 2003; Guerssel and Lowenstamm
1990, 1996; McCarthy 1990; Ségéral 1995,
1996, 2000).

1 .  F a c t s

The apophonic alternations discussed in the lit-
erature belong mainly to two domains: the
expression of voice and aspect in the verbal sys-
tem, and plural formation in the nominal sys-
tem. The first ten Forms of a Classical Arabic
sound triliteral root are given in Table 1.

The verb Forms in Table 1 can be divided into
two groups, depending on the stem vocalization.
The first group consists of Active Forms I, the
second group of Passive Forms I, and all Forms
II–X. In the first group, the thematic vowel (i.e.
the vocalization of C2) is lexically conditioned: it
may be a, i or u, depending on the root. In the
second group, the vocalization is the same for all
roots, e.g. kutib, ∂urib, lubis.

For both groups, Perfect and Imperfect forms
differ in two respects: their stem vocalization,
and the fact that Imperfect forms are prefixed,
whereas Perfect forms are not. The first point is
of interest to us here, and the different patterns
are summarized in Table 2.

As Table 2 shows, voice opposition is also
expressed by vowel alternation.

In nominal morphology, singular and plural 
in some classes of internal or so-called →
broken plurals differ only with respect to their
vocalic melody: the number opposition is
expressed by vowel alternation. Some examples
are given in Table 3.

Plural formation in Classical Arabic is partic-
ularly intricate since the shape of the plural
depends on many factors, such as gender, the syl-
labic structure of the singular, and the semantics
of the root. 

Moreover, for a given singular type, different
plural types may be attested, as shown by the last
example in Table 3. A discussion of these alter-
nations is beyond the scope of this entry (see
Barth 1889; Brame 1970; Brockelmann 1908;
Fleisch 1961; Idrissi 1997; Kury¬owicz 1961;
McCarthy 1979, 1983, 1990; Murtonen 1964;
Petrá∑ek 1960; Philippi 1894; Ratcliffe 1998;
Wright 1859, for analysis and references).

In the taßrìf part of traditional Arabic gram-
mars, definitions of the basic structures of the 
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verbal system are given, as well as a description of
the morphological processes yielding the derived
forms. Two types of processes apply to a basic
form: processes without augment, and processes
with augment. Augmentation is understood as a
modification of the consonantal structure of the
base. Apophony is a process without augment. 

2 .  A p o p h o n y  t h e o r y

The discussion of apophony focuses on the rela-
tionship between the vowels involved in the
alternation. Do both terms of an apophonic
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alternation have to be lexicalized? Or is there a
basic vocalization and a derived one? If yes, can
the derived vocalization be predicted from the
basic one? The strongest hypothesis is that apo-
phonic alternations are predictable without
ambiguity from a basic vocalization.

The first comprehensive theory of apophony
in Semitic is by Kury¬owicz (1957–1958, 1961,
1972). The basic principles of this theory are
very roughly summarized below.

i. Origin of apophony:
“Historically the various kinds of apophony
go as a rule back to purely phonemic alterna-
tions” (Kury¬owicz 1972:32). These alter-
nations spread by analogy to forms where
they were not conditioned by the context, and
then acquired a morphological function.

ii. Apophony may have three values:
It may be “(1) part of a discontinuous mor-
pheme [. . .] (2) full morph(on)eme [. . .] (3)
morphoneme with semantic zero value”
(Kury¬owicz 1972:36).

Table 1. The verbal system

Perfect Imperfect Gloss

Active Passive Active Passive

I katåb kutib ya-ktub yu-ktab ‘to write’
∂aråb ∂urib ya-∂rib yu-∂rab ‘to hit’
labis lubis ya-lbås yu-lbas ‘to wear’
kabur – ya-kbur – ‘to be tall’

II kattab kuttib yu-kattib yu-kattab ‘to cause to write’
III ka:tab ku:tib yu-ka:tib yu-ka:tab ‘to correspond’
IV ±aktab ±uktib yu-±aktib yu-±aktab ‘to cause to write’
V takattab tukuttib ya-takattab yu-takattab ‘to be caused to write’

VI taka:tab tuku:tib ya-taka:tab yu-taka:tab ‘to write to each other’
VII nkatab nkutib ya-nkatib yu-nkatab ‘to subscribe’

VIII ktatab ktutib ya-ktatib yu-ktatab ‘to write, be registered’
IX ktabab – ya-ktabib –
X staktab stuktib ya-staktib yu-staktab ‘to write, make write’

Table 2. Apophony in the verbal system

Perfect Imperfect

a. Form I Active (thematic vowel): a u
a i
i a
u u

b. Other Forms (except V, VI): Active: a…a a…i
Passive: u…i (a)…a

c. Forms V, VI: Active a…a…a
Passive: u…u…i a…a…a

Table 3. Apophony in the nominal system

Singular Plural Gloss

kitå:b kutub ‘book’
qå†i:≠ qi†å:≠ ‘group’
qindi:l qånå:dil ‘lamp’
bunduq bånå:diq ‘hazelnut’
±itå:n ±utn, ±utun, ‘she-donkey’

±å:tun, ma±tu:nå:±
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iii. Apophony is oriented, that is, there is a basic
form and a derived form. The derived form 
is called ‘founded form’: “Tout comme n’im-
porte quel autre morphème de dérivation ou 
de flexion, le degré vocalique doit être référé à
une forme de fondation, que ce soit le mot-base
(lorsqu’il s’agit de dérivation) ou une forme
flexionnelle” (Kury¬owicz 1957–1958:3).

iv. An apophonic relation obeys two principles:
a. Proportionality: for each pair of forms
related by apophony, the semantic or gram-
matical relation between the two forms is 
constant.
b. “Law of polarization, i.e. [the] distance
between the basic and the founded form [is
maximal]” (Kury¬owicz 1972:40)

v. “Reverse relations […] are also liable to take
place” (Kury¬owicz 1972:35). Thus, for
instance, both i > a and a > i can co-exist in a
given apophonic system.

vi. There are four types of apophonic alterna-
tions in the Semitic verbal system (Kury¬owicz
1972:35): (a) vowel/zero alternation; (b) i, u >
a; (c) u > i; (d) short/long vowel.

The principle under (iii) defines the relation
between two terms involved in an apophonic
alternation as a derivation. The grammatical
relation between the basic and the derived form
is constrained by the principle of proportional-
ity. Vowel quality is constrained by the law of
polarization. However, this law does not allow
one to define the vowels involved in an apo-
phonic relation unambiguously: u and i, for
instance, are equally distant from a, so both
alternations u~a and i~a are equally possible.
Finally, length alternations are classified as apo-
phonic too (vi).

Applying the theory of Autosegmental Phono-
logy to Semitic morphology, McCarthy (1979,
1981) gives an account of the distribution of
consonantal patterns in the Classical Arabic ver-
bal system. Some configurations are predicted to
be absent from the system because they violate
basic principles of the theory. However, this
approach does not predict the quality of vocalic
melodies. Most linguists consider apophonic
alternations only partially predictable, and ana-
lyze the vocalic melodies as part of the lexical
entry of the verb.

Guerssel and Lowenstamm (1990, 1996) pro-
pose a formula, the ‘Apophonic Path’, which
unambiguously predicts the identity of the vowels
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involved in an apophonic alternation. This analy-
sis of the Classical Arabic verbal system reduces
the role of the lexicon in the vocalization of the ver-
bal root. Guerssel and Lowenstamm (1996) focus
on the alternations of the thematic vowel in Form
I active of sound triliterals. This analysis is
sketched below. The reader is referred to Guerssel
and Lowenstamm (1990) for other Forms.

The relevant data are repeated in (1).

(1) Perfect Imperfect

1. labis ya-lbås ‘to wear’
2. ∂aråb ya-∂rib ‘to hit’
3. katåb ya-ktub ‘to write’
4. kabur ya-kbur ‘to be tall’

Consider this system of alternations as summa-
rized in (2).

(2)  Perfect i a a u
| 1 | 2 | 3 | 4

Imperfect a i u u

The hypothesis that apophony is a derivation
seems to be weakened by two properties of (2),
which obtain whether one assumes the direc-
tionality to be Perfect ⇒ Imperfect, or Imperfect
⇒ Perfect:

i. Opacity
One input has two different outputs: Perfect
a ⇒ Imperfect i, u, or if the other directional-
ity is chosen: Imperfect u ⇒ Perfect a, u. The
derivation is ambiguous.

ii. Polarity
Both derivations i ⇒ a and a ⇒ i have to be
postulated. Guerssel and Lowenstamm (1996:
129) adopt a position which clearly differs
from that of Kury¬owicz: “Since derivational
operations are directional, it is difficult to
believe that if X ⇒ Y is the manifestation of a
process unidirectionally relating A and B, X Y
obtains regardless of whether A ⇒ B or B ⇒
A!”. On this question, see also Brame (1970).

In order to reduce the opacity, Guerssel and
Lowenstamm apply a method established in
phonology: since a in ∂aråb behaves systemat-
ically differently from a in katåb, these seg-
ments must have two different phonological
identities, which they note a and x. The same
reasoning applies to u if the directionality
Imperfect ⇒ Perfect is chosen. Guerssel and
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Lowenstamm (1996:130) argue that a single
non-opaque and non-polar system underlies
the alternations in (2), as in (3):

(3) Perfect i     x a      u
| | | |
1 2 3 4
↓    ↓     ↓ ↓

Imperfect a i u u

They analyze x as an underlying empty vowel
position: the vocalization of ∂arab is a...Ø. The
empty position between C2 and C3 is filled
phonologically by propagation from the first
vowel, yielding ∂aråb. Under this hypothesis,
the derivation of the Imperfect can have one of
the following four forms:

(4) Perfect ⇒ Imperfect Verb classes

Ø ⇒ i 1. ∂arØb ⇒ ya-∂rib
i ⇒ a 2. labis ⇒ ya-lbås
a ⇒ u 3. katåb ⇒ ya-ktub
u ⇒ u 4. kabur ⇒ ya-kbur

They propose that the system does not involve
four independent derivations, but four steps of 
a fixed sequence of derivations, the so-called
‘Apophonic Path’ given in (5).

(5) Ø  ⇒ i  ⇒ a  ⇒ u  ⇒ u

Given (5), apophonic alternations are unam-
biguous derivations. In particular, the hypothe-
sis of a fourth element, Ø, yields a system with-
out polarity. Note also that their analysis
excludes short vs. long vowel alternations: the
Apophonic Path affects the melodic level only.
Length alternations are conditioned by another
level of representation, the skeletal level.

In establishing hierarchical relations between
vowels, the Apophonic Path recalls a principle of
the Classical Arabic tradition called xiffa ‘light-
ness’, which is given in the phonology section of
traditional grammars, the second part of the
taßrìf. According to this principle, phonological
rules are motivated by the avoidance of heavy
sequences, where a is lighter than i, which is
lighter than u.

The analysis of apophony as a principled phe-
nomenon concentrates on the regularity of the
alternations. Kury¬owicz defines a derivational
link between two forms involved in an apo-

phonic alternation (law of polarization, propor-
tionality). Guerssel and Lowenstamm propose a
restrictive analysis of apophony: apophonic
alternations are unambiguous sequences of four
derivations. This theory provides insight in
other parts of Classical Arabic morphology (see
Chekayri and Scheer 1996, [forthcoming] for an
analysis of so-called → ‘weak’ verbs). Subse-
quent work has shown that the sequence of 
derivations postulated by the Apophonic Path 
is not specific to Classical Arabic (see for
Akkadian and Ge ≠ez: Ségéral 1995, 1996, 2000;
Kabyle Berber: Bendjaballah 2001; German:
Ségéral and Scheer 1998; Spanish: Boyé 2000).
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Apposition

The term badal ‘apposition, substitution, permu-
tative, parenthetic’ is found in the works of early
medieval Arabic grammarians and continues to
be used to designate the appositive noun phrase
as well as those structures in which typically a
pair of noun phrases – the first mubdal minhu
‘the principal noun’; the second, badal ‘the
apposed noun’ – are juxtaposed (asyndetically)
without an intervening overt device connecting
them. Typically, these two noun phrases fulfill
similar syntactic functions in any given structure
and are governed equally by the same external
element. The semantics of badal with regard to
mubdal minhu ranges from designating an attrib-
ute to partial or complete coreferentiality with
the principal noun phrase. As such, this
definition brings Arabic appositional structures
in line with English appositions (Matthews
1981:224–236; Burton-Roberts 1975:391–
419), though the latter in many grammar trea-
tises (e.g. Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman
1983) are often found to be nearly synonymous
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with non-restrictive relative clauses. Neverthe-
less, the grammatical structures of appositions
extend well beyond these confines and include a
host of diverse structures in Arabic. Although the
concept is as old as the codification of Arabic
grammar (for the early treatment see Sìbawayhi,
Kitàb I, 150–158, 439), its continual refinement
is demonstrated in the writings of later grammar-
ians with recycled examples from their forerun-
ners, for example Zajjàjì, an Arabic grammarian
of the 10th century (see the commentaries of Ibn
≠Ußfùr on Zajjàjì’s Jumal I, 250–267).

The three major types of badal constructions
classified in terms of semantic relations that hold
between the noun phrase and its apposed one
include:

i. badal kull min kull ‘full substitution’, e.g.
marartu bi-±axìka zaydin ‘I passed your
brother, Zayd’, where Zayd (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™
II, 249), a proper name, is apposed to ±axìka
‘your brother’. In this instance, Zayd fully
substitutes for ±axìka as its semantic equiva-
lent; when the latter is dropped, as in
marartu bi-zaydin ‘I passed Zayd’, referen-
tiality is not compromised.

ii. badal ba ≠∂ min kull ‘permutative apposition’
e.g. ±akaltu r-raÿìfa µuluµahu ‘I ate the loaf,
one third of it’ = ‘I ate one third of the loaf’
(Ibn Hi“àm, Qa†r 346), where µuluµahu ‘one
third’, showing a partial feature of corefer-
ence, stands in apposition to the whole, 
r-raÿìfa ‘the loaf’. Structures of this type have
an underlying genitive construction (±i∂àfa
construct) whose first term is a quantifier
±akaltu µuluµa r-raÿìfi. This type requires a
pronoun suffix -hu to carry the referential
function to the principal noun; without 
such a suffix, the structure becomes un-
grammatical.

iii. badal i“timàl ‘substitution of inclusiveness’,
e.g. ±a ≠jabanì zaydun ≠ilmuhu ‘Zayd, his
learning, pleased me’ (Ibn Hi“àm, Qa†r 346),
where one of Zayd’s included attributes, his
learning, substitutes for him. Like the type in
(ii) it too requires a pronoun suffix for refer-
ence to the preceding noun to which it is
apposed.

A coreference hierarchy for the noun phrases in
apposition is conceivable, as in Figure 1:

124 apposition

Figure 1: Scale of coreference between the principal
noun phrase and its apposed one

badal kull → badal ba ≠∂ → badal i“timàl

As Figure 1 shows, the highest level of equi-
valency to the principal noun is found in badal
kull. The rightward move shows decline in co-ref-
erence since badal ba ≠∂ refers to a portion 
of the same (principal) noun, whereas badal
i“timàl refers to a quality that the principal noun
possesses.

Three other types of badal of lesser frequency
and of minor importance, all of which carry a
corrective or rectifying interpretation, parallel
these. Contrary to the three types above, the fol-
lowing ones seem to violate the coreferentiality
clause for apposition structures since the second
noun phrase usually nullifies the preceding noun.
The following three types are found in the works
of medieval Arabic grammarians:

iv. badal al-±i∂ràb ‘permutative of recanting’,
e.g. ±akaltu xubzan la™man ‘I ate bread, meat’
= ‘I ate bread, well, meat’ (Ibn Màlik, ”ar™ II, 
249), where after stating the eating of bread,
the speaker reflects that it is better to state
that it was meat that was eaten, as an amend-
ment to the preceding noun phrase.

v. badal al-ÿalat ‘permutative of error’, e.g.
ra ±aytu rajulan ™imàran ‘I saw a man, a don-
key’ = ‘I saw a man, rather, a donkey’ (Ibn
Màlik, ”ar™ II, 249), where the speaker self-
corrects what she or he has stated. Like the
preceding permutative, this class has an
abrogating effect.

vi. badal an-nisyàn ‘permutative of forgetful-
ness’. To illustrate, marartu bi-zaydin
™imàrin ‘I passed by Zayd, donkey’ = ‘I
passed by Zayd, [oh! it was] a donkey’,
where the speaker intended to recall having
passed a donkey but instead has forgotten
this fact. In turn, the speaker misstated that it
was Zayd whom he or she had passed.

Arabic grammarians included badal within a
subclass of tawàbi ≠ ‘modifiers’, which include 
≠a†f ‘coordination’, na≠t ‘adjectival’, and tawkìd
‘corroboration’. The syntactic and semantic
boundaries among these subclasses were not
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always drawn sharply (see Owens 1990:58–63
for details, 74 for summary), leading to instances
where syntactic ambiguity becomes inevitable,
as in ∂arabtu ±abà ≠abdillàhi zaydan ‘I hit ±Abù

≠Abdallàh, Zayd’, which is bound to be con-
strued either as ≠a†f bayàn ‘explicative coordinat-
ing’ or as badal (Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ II, 221).

Appositional structures and their semantic
denotations are by and large heterogeneous.
They not only include declarative clauses of the
types already presented but also interrogatives
like kayfa zaydun, ±a-marì∂un ±am ßa™ì™un?
How is Zayd, is he ill or well?’ (Ibn Màlik, ”ar™
III, 199).

Although badal has received extensive atten-
tion in its treatment as a syntactic and semantic
phenomenon warranting a special section in
grammatical treatises in medieval times, research
on the subject with such intensity has not yet
been paralleled in modern times. In this regard,
similar to many other languages, apposition in
Modern Standard Arabic and spoken dialects is
less than adequately investigated and remains on
the margin of grammatical investigation.

In Modern Standard Arabic, badal continues
to include usages that have not been attested in
the classical period (at least these were not
included under such a rubric). Ibn ≠Aqìl (”ar™ II,
209) includes jà ±a r-rakbu kulluhu ‘the cavalcade
has arrived, all of it’ = ‘the cavalcade has arrived
in its entirety’ as a case of what is commonly
known in Classical Arabic as the ‘corrobora-
tive’, where the second term emphasizes its pre-
ceding one. In this example, the quantifier kull
‘each, every, all, totality’, performing the cor-
roborating function, has a pronoun suffix
attached to it that refers back to the preceding
noun ar-rakbu and copies its case marking. In
Modern Standard Arabic there are similar
usages of the quantifier kull, as in the example
cited in Cantarino (1975:II, 73), wa-qad jama ≠tu
l-qur ±àna kullahu ™ifÚan ‘I had memorized the
whole Qur ±àn’, in which he designates kullahu
as having appositive function to its preceding
noun al-qur ±àn.

The frequency in usage of badal in Modern
Standard Arabic manifests itself in the type that
precludes interruptions by other elements to the
two noun phrases in sequence, namely what
Bloomfield (cited in Matthews 1981:227) labels
‘close apposition’. Its widest occurrences are in
certain honorific titles followed by proper nouns
as-sul†àn ™asan ‘Sultan £asan’. The sequence
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may not be broken or interrupted *as-sul†àn
sumuww ™asan ‘the Sultan, Royal Highness,
Hasan’; each noun phrase of this type is fully
capable of standing alone without loss of refer-
entiality or grammaticality.

Testing for appositive relation has led re-
searchers (e.g. Burton-Roberts 1975) to conceive
of criteria by which syntactic relations are to be
judged. Two tests include ‘isolation’ of con-
stituents as a token of the two noun phrases’ syn-
tactic independence of each other and ‘reversal’
of their order, which tests their syntactic rela-
tions vis-à-vis relations specified as subordina-
tion, complementation, or modification. Burton-
Roberts also observed that an additional test,
insertion of an overt appositive marker, such as
‘that’s to say’ between the two noun phrases in
apposition, would contribute to the sufficiency of
these two tests in screening for appositive rela-
tions, as in “An upholsterer, that’s to say, Mr.
Pontefract, called to-day” (Burton-Roberts 1975:
414). Such a marker existed in Classical Arabic
and it holds well in some Modern Standard
Arabic non-restricted appositives ±anna l-±uslùba
huwa µamatu l-≠aqli wa-l-qalbi ±ayi l-±afkàri wa-
l-≠awà†ifi ‘that style is the fruit of intelligence and
heart, that is to say, of thought and feelings’
(Cantarino 1975:II, 70).

When the task is to define appositive relations
in anything like rigorous terms by way of other
syntactic relations, Matthews concludes that it 
is “undifferentiated relation” and that the bound-
aries between appositives, coordination, comple-
mentation, and parataxis may not be drawn aptly. 
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±Aqsàm al-kalàm → Parts of Speech

≠Arab

The term Arab as a designation for groups of
people in Arabia and adjacent areas is docu-
mented continuously from the middle of the 9th
century B.C.E. until the present day. Its meaning
has changed substantially during this period. Its
original etymology is not clear but a suggestion
will be presented below. This entry is based on
an investigation of the documentation of Arabs
in all pre-Islamic sources as well as the most
important early Islamic ones, documented in
Retsö (2003). The textual evidence, an analysis
of it, as well as references to sources and second-
ary literature are found in that work.

1 . P r e - I s l a m i c  p e r i o d

We possess rich contemporary source material,
dating from the 1,400 years between the 9th cen-
tury B.C.E. and the rise of Islam, mentioning
Arabs (almost 4,000 instances of the word) in
Akkadian, Hebrew, Persian, Aramaic/Syriac,
Greek, Latin, and South Arabian sources. Only
a couple of them are certain to originate directly
from the Arabs themselves. A group called ar-ba-
a-a (= arbàya) appears for the first time among
the kings of Syria in the monolith inscription of
the Assyrian King Salmanasar III (858–824
B.C.E.), describing the battle of Qarqar in 853
B.C.E. In Assyrian inscriptions from the time of
Tiglath Pileser III (744–727 B.C.E.) and on-
wards, people called arab are mentioned as
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dwellers in the Syrian desert in and around the
oasis of Dùmah. They were the target of at least
two major Assyrian attacks, under Sennacherib
and Assurbanipal (Retsö 2003:124–193). The
arab and the arbàya further occur in the inscrip-
tions of the Achaemenid kings (Darius I, Xerxes
I, Artaxerxes I) and are identified as arábioi in
Herodotus (Retsö 2003:235–250). The arab in
the Syrian desert also appear several times in the
Old Testament (e.g. Jeremiah 25:18–26; Retsö
2003:212–228). Herodotus’ arábioi lived in the
area between the eastern Nile Delta, southern
Palestine, and the Sinai Peninsula (Historiae
2.75, 3.5). One of their deities was Alilat, in
which we perhaps have the earliest documenta-
tion of an Arabic dialect with the definite article
(a)l (Historiae 1.198, 3.8). The Arabs in this area
had probably been settled there already by the
Assyrians (Retsö 2003:243–250).

From the time of Darius I (522–486 B.C.E.)
we discern a political entity between Syria and
Egypt, ruled by the Arabs described by Hero-
dotus, which lasted until 106 C.E., when it was
incorporated into the Roman provincial system
as Provincia Arabia. One of its rulers was
Ge“em/Ga“mù ha-≠arbì ‘the Arab’, mentioned in
Nehemiah (2:19, 4:7, 6:1–2), who lived in the
second half of the 5th century B.C.E. (Retsö
2003:250–251). This entity, which during its
later history was ruled by the kings of NB¢, the
Nabataeans, residing in present-day Petra, obvi-
ously played a central role, functioning as a cul-
tural and economic link between the Fertile
Crescent, the Mediterranean world, and the
Arabian Peninsula. The language and script they
used was Aramaic, but a substantial part of the
population spoke dialects classifiable as Arabic.
Most of the pre-Islamic documentation of a lan-
guage called Arabic refers to this area (Retsö
2002:141).

Other areas where we hear of groups called
Arabs in pre-Islamic times are £awràn, the Biqà≠

valley, central and northern Syria (around ar-
Ristan, around Qinnasrin), Central Mesopo-
tamia, and South Arabia (Retsö 2003:308–358,
440–448, 536–567). In the latter two, Arabs
played a crucial role after the turn of the era. In
Mesopotamia they were an important factor in
the state ruled from Hatra from the 1st to the
mid-3rd centuries C.E., serving as a buffer
between Parthia and Rome. Arabs are men-
tioned in Osrhoene and Adiabene as well, prob-
ably originating from Hatra. In South Arabia,
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Arabs are mentioned approximately 40 times in
Sabaean and Qatabanian inscriptions from the
period between the 1st and 6th centuries C.E.
(Retsö 2003:536–566). An isolated early men-
tion (≠RBM) may, however, be found in the
inscription RÉS 3945 by the Sabaean ruler
Karib±il Watar, datable to the 7th or 6th century
B.C.E. (Retsö 2003:537–539).

The pre-Islamic evidence does not support the
idea that Arab was a general designation for peo-
ple living in the peninsula. Instead, they appear
as groups in the above-mentioned areas living
among other peoples. When sometimes used in
Greek and Latin texts as a general term, it is
derived from the name given to the entire penin-
sula, Arabia, a designation going back to the
Greek discoveries in connection with the cam-
paign of Alexander the Great. The Greek geog-
raphers from Eratosthenes onwards named the
newly discovered continent Arabia, and conse-
quently its inhabitants were sometimes called
Arabs, árabes, or arábioi. Furthermore, the evi-
dence does not support the idea found in most
modern textbooks that Arab at this time desig-
nated nomads, Bedouin, or desert-dwellers in
general. Apart from the fact that these terms do
not necessarily mean the same thing, it has been
pointed out that the classical Bedouin culture
arose after the turn of the era, especially around
the 3rd century C.E., so that the word Arab can-
not refer to Bedouin of this kind since it occurs
as early as the 9th century B.C.E. (Caskel 1953a,
1953b; Bulliet 1975:28–110; Knauf 1988:
9–15). The evidence shows that the Arabs in
antiquity had a special relationship with the
camel, documented already in their first appear-
ance at Qarqar. According to the Assyrian evi-
dence, the arab in Dumah were ruled by priest-
queens, apkallatu, which is probably reflected 
in the legend of the Queen of Sheba in the 
Old Testament (Retsö 2003:173–176). From
Hebrew and Greek sources we hear that they did
not till the soil, they did not drink wine, they did
not live in houses built from stone, they wor-
shipped only two gods, Ru∂à and Allàt (=
Alilat), and they had their hair cropped in a spe-
cial way (Jeremiah 25:25; Herodotus, Historiae
3.8; Diodorus 19.94.2–95.2; Diodorus’ original
text speaks about Arabs only, not Nabataeans,
cf. Retsö 2003:285–289). On the Assyrian
reliefs one can see that they were dressed in a
short loincloth, like the ±izàr of the present-day
pilgrims to Mecca. They thus seem to constitute
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a distinct group of their own among the inhab-
itants of Arabia. 

It is striking that they almost always appear in
military contexts even if their weaponry seems to
have been quite primitive. They were, however,
amply used as auxiliary troops, border guards,
and police forces by the empires. The occurrence
of two forms of the designation for them may 
be connected with this. The Assyrians fought
against arab but their employees are mostly
called arbàya. Likewise, in South Arabia the ene-
mies of the Sabaean and Himyarite kings are
≠RB, whereas their auxiliaries, allies, and border
guards are usually called ±≠RB. Arbàya is a nisba
adjective from the collective noun arab and ±≠RB
is a plural of the Sabaean nisba ≠RBY. The Arabs
employed by the empires often stood under a
special command represented by an officer, a
KBR in South Arabia, an arabárkhes in Egypt,
Nabataea, and Syria and a RBYT± or a ”L¢± in
Hatra and Osrhoene (Retsö 2003:409–411).
Finally, arábioi appear in a great mythical scene
in Nonnos’ Dionysiaca, written in the 5th cen-
tury C.E. but deriving from a Greek text from 
ca. 400 B.C.E. In this epic the Arabs constitute
the entourage of the semi-divine hero Lycurgus
fighting against Dionysus, the god of wine. The
myth itself originated in southern Syria where
both Lycurgus and Arab presence are well docu-
mented in texts and inscriptions from late antiq-
uity (Retsö 2003:610–614). 

The picture of the pre-Islamic Arabs is thus
somewhat reminiscent of that of the Rechabites
and the Levites in the Old Testament. Even if the
Rechabites in some way lived like nomads they
were not typical nomads. The Arabs may origi-
nally have been a similar group, for whom the
nomadic way of living was due to explicit ruling
and ideology, not to economic necessity. There
are no traces among them of the elaborate tribal
system found in the later Arabo-Islamic sources.
As a matter of fact, we do not hear of specific
Arab tribes at all. 

A special case is the group called Qidru or
Qadru in Assyrian texts and Qedar in the Old
Testament They seem to have had a unique rela-
tionship with the arab in Dùmah from the 8th
century B.C.E. onwards and their kings are
called king of Qedar or king of Arabs. The same
double designation is found with the kings of
Nabataea who mostly appear as kings of the
árabes in Greek sources but as MLK NB¢ in the
inscriptions and coins from Nabataea. From
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Greek, Latin, and Talmudic sources it appears
that Arabs and Nabataeans were not identical
(Retsö 2003:312–314, 397, 527, 528). There are
also hints at a close relationship between Qedar
and the rulers of Nabataea: Qedar appears to
dwell in the same area from the 5th century
B.C.E. (Knauf 1985:96–108). The parallel
between Arabs and Qedar/Nabataeans is unique
and points to a special social and political struc-
ture in the regions east and south of Palestine
during a long period.

A remarkable fact is that the term Arab dis-
appears from North Arabia from ca. 300 C.E.
onwards. The Namara inscription from 328
C.E. is, in fact, the last major testimony of Arabs
in the Syrian desert. The ruler mentioned in it,
Imru± al-Qays ibn ≠Amr, ‘king of all Arabs’,
seems to have ruled Arabs in southern Syria and
along the Roman Limes up to Osrhoene and
taken part in a major military operation to South
Arabia (see analysis and discussion in Retsö
2003:467–485). In the 4th century Arabs are
replaced by Saracens in the Greek–Latin sources
and by †ayyàyè in the Syriac ones (Retsö
2003:505–521). There are numerous passages 
in Greek, Syriac, and Talmudic sources showing
that these two were considered separate from the
Arabs (e.g. Retsö 2003:487–491, 517–520). The
disappearance of the Arabs from the sources
could thus indicate the disappearance of the peo-
ple so named, which supports the assumption
that Arabs were a social or religious institution
rather than being representative of a way of liv-
ing or a genealogically defined group. It has been
assumed that major changes took place in North
Arabia in the 3rd century C.E., caused by 
the introduction of new weaponry from Iran
(Caskel 1953a, 1953b; Bulliet 1975:100–105),
and the disappearance of the Arabs in this period
may thus be connected with this process.
Classical Bedouin culture arose in connection
with these changes, which means that it was not
Arab in the old sense of the word.

2 . T h e  I s l a m i c  p e r i o d

The study of the Arabs in the Islamic period is
complicated by the problematic source situation
for the most crucial period, viz. between the time
of the Prophet and the fall of the Umayyads.
Almost all relevant sources are written after the
fall of the Umayyad dynasty and the analysis of
them and their trustworthiness constitutes a
major problem. In the poetry ascribed to the pre-
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Islamic poets there are astonishingly few men-
tions of the word Arab. This confirms the picture
of the disappearance of the Arabs in non-Arabic
sources from late antiquity and is, in fact, an
argument in favor of the genuineness of the
poetry. In the Qur ±àn, the word ≠arab does not
occur. The adjective ≠arabiyy is found on eleven
occasions in the Meccan suras, always, it seems,
referring to the language of the Revelation. The
word ±a ≠ràb occurs in ten passages in the Medinan
suras (Q. 33/20, 48/11, 16; 9/90, 97–101, 120).
The ±a ≠ràb are criticized for not having performed
their duties as participants in military operations
undertaken by the muhàjirùn, the ±anßàr, and
‘those who followed them’ (Q. 9/100–101)
According to Q. 33/20 they live in the bàdiya, a
word which most likely originally means the land
outside a main, usually walled city, in this case
most probably Yathrib/Medina (cf. Ibn Xaldùn,
Muqaddima 1,2).

From several statements in the later literature
it seems clear that the ±a ≠ràb were people of sub-
ordinate status to city-dwellers or the Muslim
community with a duty to take part in warfare, a
picture conforming to the one in the Qur ±àn
(Retsö 2003:82–87, against Marbach 1992). All
inhabitants of the bàdiya were thus not necessar-
ily ±≠RB, who look very similar to the ±≠RB in the
Sabaean texts. It might be surmised that, indeed,
±a ≠ràb is a loanword from South Arabia. The par-
allel function of the ±a ≠ràb in the Qur ±àn and the
±≠RB in the South Arabian inscriptions might
indicate that they were a similar kind of institu-
tion, perhaps originating in South Arabia. Later
on, in Islamic literature ±a ≠ràb is used as a general
designation for people living as shepherds out-
side the sown area and becomes more a synonym
of our term Bedouin. 

As far as the word ≠arab is concerned, it is used
with several different meanings in the Arabo-
Islamic literature, especially when referring to
the time of the Prophet and the 1st Islamic cen-
tury. It may be used as a comprehensive term for
all the Muslims, i.e. the tribesmen and their 
associates, in other words the citizens of the
Umayyad Empire (Retsö 2003:63ff.). It can des-
ignate the full tribesman as opposed to the
mawlà ‘client’, who could be a tribesman from
another tribe (or a non-tribesman, Retsö 2003:
69ff.). On several occasions, it is used for the
muhàjirùn, sometimes including the ±anßàr, i.e.
the kernel troops of the Islamic movement,
whereas the Quray“ of Mecca are often con-
trasted with the ≠arab. It also seems to have been
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used by the ±anßàr and their Yemeni allies as a
designation for themselves opposed to other
groups (Retsö 2003:71–76).

From this usage the idea developed that the
Yemenis and the ±anßàr were the ‘real Arabs’, al-
≠arab al-≠àriba, a concept that can be traced to the
beginning of the 8th century C.E., when the
influence of these two groups was waning (Retsö
2003:28–40). This idea had a deep impact on
historiography and is reproduced by the
genealogical system found in most Islamic his-
torical works. This latter case shows that the
term ≠arab in the 1st Islamic century was a term
with political and ideological importance due to
some kind of prestige. From the contemporary,
non-Arabic evidence from the 1st Islamic cen-
tury it can be seen that the original designation
for the Muslim army and the Islamic state was
muhàjirùn, Syriac mahgràyè, Greek moagarîtai,
but that the term Arab, Greek árabes, was intro-
duced in the latter half of the Umayyad period
(Retsö 2003:96–99).

Apart from these usages, which are widely
spread in Arabic historiography, there are traces
of further employments of the word ≠arab. Quite
often it seems to designate a section of a tribe or
people somehow attached to a tribe. An expres-
sion like ≠arab Kinàna may well mean Arabs
coming from, being attached to, or being a part
of the Kinàna tribe (Retsö 2003:76ff.). A similar
usage is found in pre-Islamic South Arabian
inscriptions, in which expressions like ±≠RB KDT
‘the ±a ≠ràb of Kinda’ parallels ±≠RB SB± ‘the ±a ≠ràb
of Saba’ or ±≠RB £ÎRMWT the ±a ≠ràb of
£a∂ramawt (Jamme 1962:665.2; Iryani 1990:
323; Robin and Gajda 1994:7.13; see Retsö
2003:552–553, 555). In the latter cases, there
can be no doubt about the difference between
the ±≠RB and the ‘mother nations’ like Kinda, and
a similar distinction can be claimed for Central
and North Arabia. It is, however, to be observed
that in this context the Islamic sources usually
employ the term ≠arab rather than ±a ≠ràb,
although there clear indications that the distinc-
tion between the two was often blurred in the
Arabic tradition (Retsö 2003:80, n. 30). It is
remarkable that the non-Arabic sources do not
know the word ±a ≠ràb, a term which seems to
have been forgotten early. The difference
between ≠RB and ±≠RB in South Arabia is remi-
niscent of the one between arab and arbàya in
the Akkadian texts (cf. also Retsö 2003:5 for the
difference between ≠arab and ≠urbàn in contem-
porary Arabia).
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Another deviant use of the word Arab is found
in connection with the term al-qurà l-≠arabiyya
‘the villages (even cities) of the Arabs’. This
expression seems above all to be connected with
the area around present-day al-≠Ula. One source
defines them as the towns of Xaybar, Fadak, as-
Suwàriqiyya, and some others, which are sites
around that area. Another passage refers to the
sites around Dùmah. Several scholars have
assumed a connection between this concept and
the ±ahl al-qurrà ± who appear in the earliest 
phase of Islamic history: the Bi±r Ma≠ùna inci-
dent, the ridda wars, and some events during the
reign of al-xulafà ± ar-rà“idùn (see Retsö 2003:
61, n. 166 for references). These people were
known as readers of the Qur±ànic text but appar-
ently also as connected with these qurà. The
exact meaning of this is not yet clear but it is
worthwhile comparing it with the statements in
later sources that the ≠arab are people living in
fortified cities (±amßàr, Retsö 2003:48–51). Even
if this partly reflects the conditions in the con-
quered lands in the 1st Islamic century, we still
have an obscure tradition that Arabs are con-
nected with a special kind of town or settlement,
which corresponds well with much of the pre-
Islamic evidence. In Assyrian and Achaemenid
times several Arab settlements (dùr) in Meso-
potamia are mentioned. Arabs are also con-
nected with the town of Hatra and, probably,
with Hagar in Eastern Arabia, present-day al-
Hufùf (Retsö 2003:168, 304–305, 307, 449,
434–453). 

The many contradictory usages of the word
Arab found in Arabo-Islamic literature are an
important fact and may be interpreted plausibly
as reflecting a historical development in the
period from the time of the Prophet to the fall of
the Umayyads. It seems that the comprehensive
meanings of the word are later than the more
limited references. This is also compatible with
the disappearance of the word from the sources
of late antiquity and its preservation in South
Arabian ones. The settlement of Arabs in special,
limited regions, on the one hand, and the func-
tion of the ±a ≠ràb, manifest in the Arabic sources,
on the other, fits well the picture found in the
South Arabian texts, which show a similar dif-
ference between ≠RB and ±≠RB.

Their absence from the Qur ±àn corresponds
with the picture gleaned from pre-Islamic poetry
that Arabs were not an important group in the
environment where these texts were composed.
But it seems that the designation received a 
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renewed importance during the early period 
of the caliphate. It was used both by the
Yemenis/ ±anßàr and the emerging tribal aristoc-
racy as a self-designation. In the latter half of the
Umayyad period, it was used as a term for all
warriors and, eventually, for all members of the
Islamic state. The classic view of the Arabs as 
the tribes that constituted the empire of the
Umayyads and their descendants, as well as the
distinction between the Yemeni branch of these
tribes, al-≠arab al-≠àriba, and the Ishmaelite
branch, al-≠arab al-musta ≠riba or al-muta ≠arriba,
seems to have been established in the latter half of
the Umayyad period, perhaps during the reign of
≠Umar ibn ≠Abd al-≠Azìz (717–720; cf. Dagorn
1981:208–209, 217). 

The application of the term ≠arab to the
Yemenis shows very clearly that it was a term
that could be used for political and ideological
purposes and that its meaning was not a self-evi-
dent fact. In pre-Islamic times, for instance, there
was a clear difference between Arabs and the
peoples of Yemen, a difference which was thus
abolished by this new politically conditioned
definition. The main factor is its transformation
from a designation of an institution to a charac-
teristic of members of a tribal society during the
time of the first Islamic empire. The use of ≠arab
as a designation for the Muslims lost its meaning
after the fall of the Umayyad dynasty. It seems,
however, that the term from then on had been
adopted definitely by the tribes as a designation
for themselves. The extent of its use among the
tribes during the Islamic Middle Ages is, how-
ever, still uninvestigated. The present-day usage
may give a clue (see below).

The multifarious usages of the term Arab in the
sources dealing with the early Islamic period is
reflected in the entries on ≠arab in the great
medieval dictionaries, from al-Xalìl’s Kitàb al-
≠ayn via al-±Azharì’s at-Tahdìb fì l-luÿa and Ibn
ManΩùr’s Lisàn al-≠arab to az-Zabìdì’s Tàj al-
≠arùs. These entries, which largely tend to copy
each other, preserve the many contradictory
meanings of the word and should be read with
this fact in mind. In his Muqaddima, Ibn Xaldùn
defines the people of the badw as those who dwell
outside the cities, making their living as peasants
or shepherds. The harder the living conditions,
the stronger the sense of blood ties. The most
extreme of these are the ≠arab, who dwell under
the most severe conditions of all, and for whom
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tribal solidarity built on blood ties (≠aßabiyya) is
the main factor of identity. The ≠arab are thus a
section of the badw, the people of the bàdiya or
the Bedouin, characterized by the all-encompass-
ing importance of genealogical relations. This
means that not all Bedouin are ≠arab (Ibn Xaldùn
I, 2/Rosenthal 1958:I, 249 ff.).

3 . T h e  m o d e r n  p e r i o d  

During the last two centuries there have been
basically two definitions of Arabs. The first is the
one used by many of the tribes in Arabia and
North Africa and their settled relatives, distin-
guishing them from other people, sedentary or
nomads. The main criterion for being an Arab
according to this definition is the possession of
an accepted genealogy, making it possible to
trace one’s ancestors back to some famous fore-
bear and/or ultimately back to the tribes of
Arabia at the time of the Prophet. This definition
is widespread and well-documented through
modern texts collected from informants (Retsö
2003:1–7). It seems that it is quite old, closely
related to Ibn Xaldùn’s description and traceable
even to the earliest Arabic sources as one of the
meanings occurring there. It can be assumed that
it originated in the Umayyad period. An ≠arab is
thus a tribesman with his genealogy in good
order, be he a nomad or a sedentary (one might
compare the use of the term arap in Afghanistan
for tribes that do not speak Arabic but trace
themselves back genealogically to the peninsula;
cf. Kieffer 1980). 

The other definition is the one launched by the
ideologists behind the modern Arab nationalist
movements. The criteria are diverse but as a rule
rather vague: common language, common cul-
ture, common history, sometimes even a common
ancestry. It is ultimately based on the romantic
European concepts of nationhood (Choueiri
2000). This definition, developed during the last
decades of the 19th century, was proclaimed to a
wide public for the first time by N. Azoury in his
Le réveil de la nation arabe (1905; see Hourani
1970:277–279). At this time the extent of ‘the
Arab nation’ had not yet been precisely defined,
and Azoury excluded the whole of North Africa.
The concept of the Arab nation turned out to be
very useful as a main ideological weapon in the
struggle against the European colonial powers
after the First World War. The political dominance
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of Great Britain and France in the Middle East
and North Africa is perhaps the main factor
behind the creation of the modern Arab nation,
which also has transformed the citizens of the
modern states into Arabs. Eventually, the pan-
Arab ideology was made politically manifest in
the creation of the Arab League in 1946. The
influence of the new concept of Arabism culmi-
nated ideologically in the writings of Sà†i≠ al-£ußrì
(d. 1949) and politically with the career of Gamàl
≠Abd an-Nàßir, who tried to implement the idea by
taking the first steps toward creating a pan-Arab
political structure. The failure of Nàßir’s political
project, combined with the repeated defeats of the
Arab states by Israel has diminished the practical
importance of the Arab ideology, although it still
plays an important role in political rhetoric. Its
most important result is, apart from the abolition
of foreign political control in the Arab world, the
revivification of the → ≠arabiyya language and its
introduction as the official language in 18 states
from the Atlantic to Oman. A widespread sense 
of belonging to an Arab nation, independent of
the borders of the modern Arab states, bound
together by a common language and cultural her-
itage, is also a lasting result of the modern Arab
nationalist movement. 

4 . T h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  A r a b s

A distinction should be made between the lin-
guistic data from Arabia and adjacent regions,
which by modern linguists are classified as
Arabic, and the explicit characterization of a lan-
guage in the ancient sources, pre-Islamic and
Islamic, as Arabic. In Greek and Latin pre-
Islamic sources there is a handful of references to
an Arabic language, arabikè glòssa, arabikè

diálektos, the phònè of the árabes, arabicus
sermo, and arabica lingua (Retsö 2003:591). The
earliest one is found in Agatharchides’ descrip-
tion of the Red Sea, written ca. 140 B.C.E., men-
tioning the name of a plant, lárimna, as arabistí.
In the Talmud there are approximately 30 words
which are said to be used by Arabs or to derive
from Arabia (Retsö 2002). Most of the occur-
rences date from after the turn of the era and refer
to a language/languages in and around the
Provincia Arabia. The only definite exception is a
notice in the Periplus Maris Erythraei (ca. 70
C.E.) about ‘holy men’ on the island of Sarapis,
i.e. present-day Masira, using an arabikè glòssa.
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The exact nature of this/these language(s) escapes
us. The words in the Talmud are varied and only
a few of them are recognizable as Arabic accord-
ing to later standards.

The Qur±ànic passages referring to an Arabic
language all deal with the oral performance of the
text, al-Qur ±àn, and seem to distinguish this from
the writing, al-kitàb. They occur in contexts
where the authority of the revelation is at stake,
in which the Arabic character of the recitation is
adduced as proof that the text is indeed of divine
origin. The ≠arabì language thus seems in some
way to have been associated with speech from the
non-human world. The opposite term for ≠arabì

in the Qur ±àn is ±a ≠jamì, a term originally mean-
ing ‘crooked’, ‘twisted’, in a linguistic sense (Q.
41/44, 26/198–199, 16/103). In later Arabic lex-
icography the term ±a ≠jamì contrasted with →
faßì™. The lexicographers make a distinction
between ±a ≠jam ‘non-faßì™’, and ≠ajam, ‘foreigner,
non-Arab’, especially Iranians, but this distinc-
tion is probably secondary (Retsö 2003:24–28).
The lexicographers sometimes identify ≠arab and
faßì™, but mostly state that one can be faßì™ with-
out being ≠arabì (Lisàn al-≠arab, s.v. ≠JM). This
would mean that the Arab identity was not
dependent on linguistic criteria. This raises the
problem why the language was called Arabic in
the Qur ±àn, which is not quite clear yet. The con-
nection between the Arabs as they appear in the
1st Islamic century and the language of the
Qur ±àn thus remains more obscure than usually
realized. It is, however, clear that, at least until
the beginning of the 9th century C.E., there were
people among the tribes who had a competence
in the language of the Qur ±àn through their
knowledge of the language of the poetry. The
early grammarians often refer to informants
called ≠arab. The often adduced claim about the
linguistic excellence of the Quray“ in Mecca,
found in many medieval works, is based on the-
ology and ideology rather than historical and lin-
guistic facts.

5 . E t y m o l o g y

Many etymological explanations of the word
≠arab have been suggested, none of which are
quite convincing. An explanation found in the
Middle Ages is that the name is derived from the
word ≠araba, the name of a region (Lisan al-≠arab
s.v. ≠RB; Retsö 2003:52–53). There is, however,
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no immediate connection between the areas
called ≠Araba (part of the Jordan valley, possibly
an area near Mecca) and the Arabs of the sources.
Explanations based on the assumption of meta-
thesis of a root ≠BR ‘pass by’, sometimes linking it
with ≠ibrì ‘Hebrew’, ascribing to it the meaning
‘passer-by’, i.e. ‘nomad’, can be dismissed. 

An explanation connecting ≠arab with a root
meaning ‘to be mixed’ is perhaps closer to the
truth (Lane 1863–93 s.v. ≠RB). It could explain
the opposite meaning found in mu ≠rib, ≠àrib
‘pure, unmixed’, which is well documented as a
characterization of the ≠arabiyya language or of
someone speaking it. The polarity of meanings in
a root is well known in Semitic languages. It is,
however, doubtful whether this is the original
meaning of the designation for the groups of peo-
ple concerned. The concern for genealogical
purity is well known among the traditional ≠arab
today, but since the genealogical definition of an
Arab seems to have risen quite late (end of the
Umayyad period), genealogical purity cannot
have been the original meaning of the term. The
identification of the earliest Arabs as a kind of
religious community dedicated to a deity or a
divine hero might provide an explanation of a
different kind. The root ≠RB is well known in the
meaning ‘enter’ (with a variant ŸRB) from which
‘mix’ can be derived. In Ancient South Arabia
≠RB is well documented in the meaning ‘offer’,
‘give’, ‘dedicate to a god’. With this is connected
the meaning ‘give a pledge or security’ from
which the Arabic nouns ≠arabùn, ≠urbàn, the
Hebrew ≠erabòn, and the Syriac ≠ràbà are formed.
This word was borrowed at an early stage into
Greek as arrabòn ‘pledge, security’ (cf. also Latin
arrabo). When Herodotus describes the initiation
ceremony of the arábioi he characterizes it by a
Greek word, pístis, which may also mean
‘pledge’, ‘guarantee’. To this may be added the
many instances in Akkadian where forms of this
root are used to designate people and things
standing in various kinds of dependency on oth-
ers: thus èrib bìtim ‘temple official’, ana ilkim
erèbum ‘become vassal to someone’, ana libbi
adê erèbum ‘to swear an oath, ana màrùtì“u
erèbum ‘to be adopted by someone’, etc. (Retsö
2003:597). Both Akkadian and Ugaritic know
the noun erbum/ ≠RBM ‘gift to a temple’.

All these meanings can be connected with the
concept of ‘entering’, i.e. ‘entering into a depend-
ency upon someone’. It is to be noticed that the
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use of the root ≠RB in these specialized meanings
is found in the earliest Semitic languages, a use
which is not alive in the ≠arabiyya, showing that 
it is an archaic survival in that language. The
word ≠arab would then be a qatal formation of a
verb originally serving as an abstract or verbal
noun and then as an infinitive. Starting from these
functions, it could be used as a collective noun
designating those who were involved in the
process designated by the verb. This structure 
can still be seen in a few Arabic words of the
same pattern such as †alab ‘search’; ‘searchers’
(from †alaba/ya†lubu ‘to search’), ™aras ‘guard-
ing’; ‘guards’ (from ™arasa/ya™rusu ‘to guard’);
ÿalab, ‘noise’; ‘noisy ones’ (from ÿalaba/yaÿlibu
‘to be noisy’).
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Arabic Alphabet for Other
Languages

The Arabic alphabet is employed for a large
number of languages other than Arabic, the
Semitic language for which it was originally
designed. After the use of the Latin script for the
written manifestation of many of today’s lan-
guages, the Arabic writing system has spread far
and wide, chiefly due to Islam. Consequently, it
is the second most widespread segmental script
in the world rendering a variety of different lan-
guages from different language families. Among
the most important languages today using a
modified form of the Arabic script are the fol-
lowing (in alphabetical order using the language
family as the characteristic designation): the
Berber languages of North Africa (with the
notable exception of Tuareg, which has devel-
oped its own Tifinagh script); the Dravidian lan-
guage Moplah, a dialect of Malayalam (which is
closely related to Tamil); the Indo-Aryan lan-
guages of the Indian subcontinent, Urdu, Sindhi,
and Kashmiri; the Iranian languages Balochi,
Pashto, Persian, and Kurdish; and the Malayo-
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Polynesian (Austronesian) languages Malagasy,
Malay, and Sulu. The Arabic alphabet has also
been used to write Turkic and Caucasian lan-
guages and is now competing with the Cyrillic
script in some of the former parts of the Soviet
Union. Chief among these latter cases is Otto-
man Turkish (Osmanlı), which was written in
Arabic script from approximately 1300 C.E.
until 1928.

Besides these languages, several other lan-
guages were commonly written in a modified ver-
sion of the Arabic alphabet, and a few still are,
particularly by some Muslim scholars. These are:
the Bantu language Swahili in East Africa; Nilo-
Saharan Kanuri in eastern Nigeria; Chadic Hausa
in northern Nigeria and Niger; West Atlantic
Fulani (Fula) in West Africa; Ethio-Semitic Harari
in Ethiopia; Indo-European Albanian; Slavic
Serbo-Croatian in Bosnia; and others.

It is important to stress that the Arabic script
was successfully adopted because of Islam,
which spread rapidly from its humble begin-
nings in the 7th century C.E. in western Arabia
(£ijàz). Since the Qur ±àn was to be studied along
with the Muslim prayers in the original Arabic,
the Arabic script came to have a unifying effect
on Muslims everywhere. Soon, it made its calli-
graphic presence felt over the entire Arab world,
Iran and Afghanistan, the countries of the
Ottoman Empire, the Mughal Empire, Malaysia
and Indonesia, and elsewhere. Quite differently
from the Copts in Egypt, the last of whom gave
up speaking their language in favor of the ubiq-
uitous Arabic in the 14th century, the peoples 
of Iran, Afghanistan, Malaysia, and the other
countries mentioned never gave up their native
languages. Thus, the Iranians embraced Islam,
giving up their native religions of Zoroastrian-
ism and Manichaeism, while at the same time
adopting the Arabic script to fit their needs.
Moreover, they borrowed numerous Arabic
vocabulary items. This has been a familiar story
with other Muslim peoples.

The Arabic alphabet has proven itself to be
adaptable to the phonological structure of the
borrowing non-Semitic languages. The usual
scenario is that all the Arabic graphemes have
been borrowed primarily for the preservation 
of the original Arabic orthographic representa-
tions. Of course, the pronunciation of these
Arabic loanwords differs in accordance with 
the phonologies of the borrowing languages.
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Since the Arabic emphatics, interdentals, and
pharyngeals are, in fact, rarities in the 7,000 or
so languages of the world, these consonants are
most often pronounced differently by the bor-
rowing languages (for example, Kurdish has
both [Ó] and [∏]). Thus the Arabic /∂/ ”W is pro-
nounced /z/ in Persian and Urdu. Persian /s/ may
be rendered in one of three distinct ways: -, ”S,
and ”V. Persian /z/ may be rendered in one of
four distinct manners: z, ], ”W, and ?. Naturally,
five out of the seven preceding graphemes are
pronounced differently in Arabic, although even
one of these, ], is pronounced /z/ by many
Egyptians, for example when speaking or read-
ing Modern Standard Arabic. Similarly, these
same Egyptians tend to pronounce the voiceless
interdental fricative - as /s/.

The borrowing non-Semitic languages have
borrowed all the Arabic letters including the
feminine marker tà ± marbù†a (with a few excep-
tions). Since the latter grapheme is often pro-
nounced /t/, Persian has changed the spelling of
words containing it to the regular tà ± †awìla;
™aqìqatan ‘really’ is not spelled in Persian the
same way it is spelled in Arabic. To be sure, new
graphemes had to be created for non-Arabic
phonemes. Special superscript or subscript dia-
critics were invented for the new graphemes. In
Persian, for example, p <p> is b <b> but with
three dots underneath the basic configuration
rather than one;  y <∆> is z <z> but with three dots
on top. This type of modification is the basic
strategy for the creation of the new graphemes,
although other languages use devices other than
dots placed above or below the basic curvature
marking of the grapheme. 

Ottoman Turkish (Osmanlı) contained awk-
ward deficiencies in the Arabic script adapted to
this Turkic language. For example, Arabic kàf
renders, in addition to [k], also [g] and [õ].
Swahili in Arabic characters has some problems
which affect even native speakers. There are no
distinct symbols for [p], [g], [∑], [v], [õ], and [ŋ].
Thus, there is much ambiguity present. Many
Persian forms are used when natives are begin-
ning to become literate, but rarely later on. Since
Swahili does not have a uvular stop, there is little
synchronic justification of spelling any word
with a qàf, except Arabic orthographic tradition.

1 . P e r s i a n

Table 1 (typical of all the tables which follow)
presents the Persian script. The left-hand column
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gives the Library of Congress (LC) translitera-
tion, and International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)
transcription, including the major variant pro-
nunciations. The remainder of the table presents
the allographs, traditionally arranged according
to the isolated, final connected, initial, and
medial shapes. There are many calligraphic
styles, such as the sometimes difficult-to-deci-
pher “ekaste (lit. ‘broken’) writing, which is not
treated here. 

Due to its un-Semitic phonology, many Arabic
graphemes have been revalued, as has been
noted. Arabic tanwìn and “adda are not nor-
mally written. There are four new letters all char-
acterized by three dots: <p>, <g>, <∑>, and <∆>.
Today’s “ originally had three superscript dots,
which evolved into a straight line stroke – a basic
feature of handwritten forms (one reason is that
they are faster to produce than the cumbersome
dots).

2 . K u r d i s h

Kurdish has taken the approximates [w, j] and
the laryngeals [π, h] and used them to repre-
sent the vowels of the language. Thus, it has
attained the status of a true alphabet. Some items
are in the Persian style; e.g., <∆> is y. However,
<∑> uses the Persian ˝, which has three dots in
the middle and an additional dot as a super-
script. Table 2 contains a complete list of conso-
nants and vowels.

3 . P a s h t o  

Pashto writing has much in common with its
neighbor, Persian. Thus, /g/ is often written as in
Persian with gàf “ or the pure Pashto kàf K with a
circle added below the upper stroke. Table 3 con-
tains a complete list of consonants and vowels.
There are some differences from the forms pre-
sented in Table 3 depending on dialect. For
example, in Pakistan, Pashto retroflexes can be
written in Urdu fashion (see under Urdu). There
are a few options in spelling as well; e.g., the
hamza is occasionally used to represent [e]. Also,
plene spelling is an option, with º <y> indicating
[i] or [e], and ̈ <w> for short [u] or [Ö]. This is a
built-in ambiguity.

4 . K a s h m i r i

One of the most developed vocalic offshoots of
the Arabic script is used for Kashmiri. Here 16
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vocalic graphemes represent the vowel phonemes
plus a palatalization marker written with undot-
ted º. The aspirated stops are uniformly done as
in Urdu, with the medial <h> attached to the non-
aspirated version of the stop, e.g. ̇ I <ph>. Table 4
lists the consonants and vowels.

5 . U r d u

Since the Urdu script has been adapted directly
from that of Persian (one should keep in mind
that Persian was a literary language of India),
many features of Persian pronunciation and
script also apply to Urdu. One of its basic char-
acteristics is the use of the emphatic <†> to rep-
resent the retroflex consonants. In some
published works, between two and four dots as
superscript are variations. The reason : was
adopted is that it was considered to be an
unusual kind of /t/ in Arabic, and thus it re-
sembled a retroflex /†/ (which does not exist in
Arabic). There are three aspirated retroflex
stops: <†h>, <∂h>, and <®h>; however, the last
two of these are allophones. 

Aspiration is marked with the figure-eight
looking allograph of <h>. All the phonemic
nasalized vowels are written in final position as
a nùn without the dot. Elsewhere, they are writ-
ten with nùn. The script distinguishes <è> from
<ì>: la®kè ‘boy(s)’ vs. la®kì ‘girl’. Table 5 presents
the consonants and vowels.

6 . S i n d h i

Sindhi, although an Indo-Aryan language, has
phonemes not found in Urdu. It has created a
new aspirated stop grapheme, a new retroflex
grapheme, and a new imploded grapheme (three
dots on top of a <d> is an imploded <,>. Table 6
presents the consonants and vowels.

7 . O t t o m a n  T u r k i s h

One of the most basic typological features of
Turkish is vowel harmony. The graphemes of the
Arabic emphatic consonants are associated with
the back vowels, while the corresponding non-
emphatics are associated with the front vowels.
Thus a word such as Turkish kara could be 
written qaraa ~ qarah ~ qaarah, and the <q>
implies the back vowel /a/ in the first two of
these. If it is written with an ±alif, there is no
ambiguity possible between front and back
vowel. If this word were written with a <k>, it
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would imply that a front vowel would follow.
Similarly, dört ‘four’ is written either as <dwrt>
or <drt>. If it were written with an emphatic
<∂>, that would imply that a back vowel would
follow. Table 7 lists the consonants and vowels.
It is easy to see that <v> has eight different 
values, thus causing the reader of Ottoman
Turkish considerable difficulty. This was one 
of the reasons Atatürk’s spelling reform was so
successful.

8 . U y g h u r

The most interesting thing about Uyghur as a
written language is that it does not preserve the
spelling of the Arabic loanwords. This in itself is
quite unusual. As in Kurdish, the <h> is used to
mark [e]. There are many resemblances to
Persian and Urdu types, e.g. the letters <p>, <∑>,
and <∆>. Some possible ambiguities in the vow-
els are disambiguated, as, for example, [u] is a
wàw with a small wàw on top as a diacritical
mark; otherwise it is [o], and [ö] has a ha∑ek on
top, and [ü] has a small vertical stroke on top of
it. The script also quite cleverly differentiates [i]
from [e] – something which even unvocalized
Arabic does not do (Arabic mayl ~ mèl ‘inclina-
tion’ vs. mìl ‘mile’ are both written Ò£M. Table 8
presents the consonants and vowels.

9 . M a l a y  ( J a w i )  

The Arabic (or Jawi) script is still used for Malay
on the eastern coast of peninsular Malaysia
(there are two daily newspapers printed in it).
However, it has lost ground over the past decades
to the Latin script as a result of the use of Latin
script for Bahasa Indonesia, almost the same lan-
guage as Malay. However, one can still see Arabic
script occasionally on buildings (e.g. banks) in
Kuala Lumpur and other cities. Arabic has a long
history of many centuries’ use in Malaysia, and it
has made certain innovations; for example, an
<f> with three dots on top is a <p>, and an <f>
can be read in one of two fashions – either as an
[f] or a [p]. An <ŋ> is written as a ÿayn with three
dots on top. Table 9 paints an accurate picture as
to the consonants and vowels.

1 0 . H a u s a  

Hausa was written in Arabic script (called ajami <
Arabic ≠ajam ‘Persian; non-Arab’) long before the
introduction of the Roman alphabet (called boko
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< ? English book). The former is tied to Islam by
Hausa scholars, while the latter was introduced
by the British and French colonials around 1900.
Many traditional Hausa scholars still use ajami.
However, most written Hausa is in boko.

The short vowels are represented as follows:
fat™a /a/, kasra /i/, a dot below a consonant /a/;
∂amma /o/ or /u/; long vowels use the same dia-
critics plus ±alif, yà ±, or wàw respectively. The
diphthongs are written as in Arabic. 

1 1 . S w a h i l i

Table 11 depicts the Swahili adaptation of the
Arabic script. It is based on Allen (1945) and
Beech (1918). Apparently, the literacy rate in
Swahili in 1945 in Arabic script was quite high.
The vowels are usually written, including the
short vowel diacritics, except in well-known
Arabic phrases.

The use of the Arabic script for Swahili was
never standardized. Thus, there is some varia-
tion in orthographic practice. Since pronuncia-
tion varies, so does the spelling. The educational
background of the writer is also of great impor-
tance. If a writer has studied Arabic (and almost
all have, at least to some extent), many Arabic
loanwords are spelled in Arabic fashion. With
minimum exposure to Arabic, more phonetic
(un-Arabic) spellings prevail. Strange as it may
seem, the word kitabu ‘book’ is spelled in un-
Arabic fashion without ±alif. The word bwana
‘Mr., Sir’ is written both with and without ±alif:
<bwn> and <bwπn.

The short vowels are represented by fat™a /a/,
kasra /e/ or /i/, ∂amma /o/ or /u/; sukùn is used for
zero vowel. The “adda is often used to mark the
gemination of a consonant; however, some writ-
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ers omit it. The tà ± marbù†a sometimes occurs as
in Arabic, as do ±alif maqßùra, hamza, madda, etc.
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LC
Transliteration Transcription Isolated Final Initial Medial

– [π, –, æ, Ø] a ∏ – –

b [b] b ı B ∫

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈

t [t] t ˇ T †

s [s] - — _ –

j [dÀ] j Ô J ∆

ch [t«] g g G ©

™ [h, Ø] \ » | «

kh [x] ' Æ " æ

d [d] d Î – –

¡ [z] ] ’ – –

r [r] r ‰ – –

z [z] z ¸ – –

zh [À] y fi – –

s [s] s Í S ß

sh [«] = ”≠ + ≠

ß [s] v ◊ V √

z
¨

[z] w „ W ∑

† [t] ; … : Ú

Ω [z] / ÷ ? ¿

≠ [π, Ø], preceding V → V: e ´ E ™

gh [y]/V_V; [q, G, x] q Œ Q œ

f [f] f Ï F ƒ

[q] [q, G] c Ç C ç

k [k] k  K ˚

g [Ò] è • “ ˚

l [l] l Ò L ¬

m [m] m Â M µ

n [n] n ˜ N ¡

v [v, u, o, ow] u ¨ - -

h [h, Ø, Æ, æ], Arab. fem. [t] h, ≤ Ó, ¯ H ˙

y [j, i, e] o º I £

Table 1. The Persian alphabet
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Table 2. The Kurdish alphabet

LC

Transliteration Transcription Isolated Final Initial Medial

– [π] a ∏ – –
b [b] b ı B ∫

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈

t [t] t ˇ T †

j [dÀ] .
j

.
g J ∆

ch [t«] g ˝ G .©

™ [Ó] \ » | «

kh [x] ' Æ " æ

d [d] d Î – –
r [r] r. ‰ – –
® [ì] r r. – –
z [z] r. ¸ – –
zh [À] y fi – –
s [s] s Í S ß

sh [«] = ”≠ + ≠

ß [s–] v ◊ V √

≠ [∏] e ´ E ™

gh [y] q Œ Q œ

f [f] f Ï F ƒ

v [v] [ ¤ Õ ø

q [q] c Ç C ç

k [k] k  K ˚

g [Ò] è • “ ˚

l [l] l Ò L ¬

fi [l~] l Ò L ¬

m [m] m Â M µ

n [n] n ˜ N ¡

w [w] u ¨ – –
h [h, ë] h H ˙ ˙

y [j, i1, e1] o º I £

a [ë] h(h) Ó H ˙

à [Ì] a ∏ – –
u [u1, u–, o] u ¨ – –
ù [u1] uu u¨ – –
ì [i1] ºI º£ £I ££

è [e1] o º – £

o [o] u. ¸ – .̈
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Table 3. The Pashto alphabet

LC

Transliteration Transcription Isolated Final Initial Medial

- [π, Ø, ë, Ì(:), i, u] a ∏ – –
b [b] b ı B ∫

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈

t [t] t ˇ T †

† [�] t
`

ˇ
`

T
`

†
`

s [s] - — _ –

j [dÀ] j Ô J ∆

ch [t«] g ˝ G ©

™ [h, Ø] \ » | «

s [ts] \.. » | «

√ [dz]
.
\.. É | »

kh [x] ' Æ " æ

d [d] d Î – –
∂ [d] B Î

`
– –

¡ [z] N ’ – –
r [r] r ‰ – –
® [r] r

`
r
`

– –
z [z] z ¸ – –
zh [À] y z – –
Ωh [�] .r. .‰. – –
s [s] s Í S ß

sh [«] ”+ Í.
. S.

. ß.
.

ßh [�] ”¡. ◊ V √

z
¨

[z] w „ W ∑

t
¨

[t] ; Ú : …

Ω [z] / ¿ ? ÷

≠ [π, Ø, Ì], preceding V→V1 e ´ E ™

gh [y] q Œ Q œ

f [f] f Ï F ƒ

q [q] c Ç C ç

k [k] k  K ˚

g [Ò] o
`

˚̀ K` ˚̀

l [l] l Ò L ¬

m [m] m Â M µ

n [n] n ˜ N ¡

ñ [�] n
`

˜
`

N
`

¡
`w [w, o, u(1)] u ¨ – –

h [h, Ì, ë, Ø], Arab. fem. [t] h, ≤ Ó, ¯ H ˙

y [j, e, aj, i(1)] i, o ˆ, º I £
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Table 4. The Kashmiri alphabet

LC Value Isolated Final Initial Medial LC Value Isolated Final Initial Medial

Translit. Translit

b [b] b ı B ∫ k [k] k  K ˚

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈ g [Ò] è • “ •

t [t] t ˇ T † l [l] l Ò L ¬

† [�] ì ⁄ À ¥ m [m] m Â M µ

s- [s] - — _ – n [n] n ˜ N ¡

j [dÀ] j Ô J ∆ v [w] u ¨ - -

c [t«] g ˝ G © h [h] H h, Ó H ˙

™ [h] \ » | « y [j] û û I £

kh [kh] ' Æ " æ a [a] Ì U– Ua U–
d [d] d Î - - à [a1] Ì ∏ Ì

˘
∏

∂ [d] ò ‹ - - a [ë] A ˘ A ˘

¡ [z] ] ’ - - a [ë1] A A A A

r [r] r ‰ - - i [i1] a a -

® [r] ù › - - ì [I] oa º Ia I

z [z] z ¸ - - u’ [i~1] D - D -

ts [ts] y fi - - ù’ [i~] D - D -

s [s] s Í S ß u [u1] a - a -

« [«] = ”≠ + ≠ ù [υ] ùa › ›a ‹

ß [s] v ◊ V √ o [o1] ua ¨a ua u

z
¨

[z] w „ W ∑ ò [o] ua ¨ ua u

µ [t] ; Ú : … ò [–] .ua .̈ a .ua .u

Ω [z] / ¿ ? ÷ ò. [–1] Ì.̈ a Ì.̈ - -

≠ [πØ] e ´ E ™ e [e] ûal û Ia I, £

gh [g] q Œ Q œ è [e1] ûa û Ia I, £

f [f, ph] f Ï F ƒ y [j] ûa
`

º - ~
`
x
`

q [k] c Ç C ç
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Table 5. The Urdu alphabet

LC

Transliteration Transcription Isolated Final Initial Medial

- /C_[a]; [ë] a ∏ – –

b [b] b ı B ∫

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈

t [t] t ˇ T †

† [�] ì ⁄ ò ®

s [s] - — _ –

j [dÀ] j Ô J ∆

c [t«] g ˝ G ©

™ [h] \ » | «

kh [x] ' Æ " æ

d [d] d Î – –

∂ [d] ò ‹ – –

¡ [z] ] ’ – –

r [r] r ‰ – –

® [r] ù › – –

z [z] z ¸ – –

zh [À] y fi – –

s [s] s Í S ß

sh [«] = ”≠ + ≠

ß [s] v ◊ V √

z
¨

[z] w „ W ∑

t
¨

[t] ; Ú : …

Ω [z] / ¿ ? ÷

≠ /C_[Ì]; [Ø, π,ë] e ´ E ™

gh [y] q Œ Q œ

f [f] f Ï F ƒ

q [q] c Ç C ç

k [k] k  K ˚

g [Ò] è • “ •

l [l] l Ò L ¬

m [m] m Â M µ

n [n]; nasalization n ˜ N ¡

n nasalization ‘ ” ~ x

v [v, u, υ, o, ow] u ¨ – –

h /_/ [Ì]; [h, Ø] h Ó H ˙

t [t] (Arabic feminine) ≤ ¯ – –

y [j, i, e, Æ] o º I £
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Table 6. The Sindhi alphabet

LC Value Isolated Final Initial Medial LC Value Isolated Final Initial Medial

Translit. Translit

- /C_[Ì] a ∏ - - z [z] z ¸ - -

b [b] b ı B ∫ s [s] s Í S ß

b
¨

[b] o.. º.. B. x sh [ «]

bh [bh] p. Ÿ.. X. ≈.. ß [s] v ◊ V √

t [t] t ˇ T † z
¨

[z] w „ W ∑

th [th] -. —
.

_
.

–. t
¨

[t] ; Ú : …

† [�] - — _ – Ω [z] / ¿ ? ÷

†h [�h] ‘ [Ø] e ´ E ™

s [th] - — _ – gh [Ò] q Œ Q œ

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈ f [f] f Ï F ƒ

j [dÀ] j Ô J ∆ ph [ph] c
.. Ç

..
c
..

ç
..

j [f] j. Ô. J. ∆. q [k] c Ç C ç

jh [dÀh] ˙J ˙∆ ˙J ˙∆ k [k] o o o o

ñ [õ] j. Ô. J. ∆. kh [kh] o ˚ K ˚

c [t«] g ˝ G © g [g] è • “

ch [t«h] g. .̋ G. ©.
g̈ [@] è.. •.. “.. .̊.

™ [h] \ » | « gh [Òh] ˙K ˙˚ ˙K ˙˚

kh [x] ' Æ " æ n [ÿ]
.
è
.

•
.. ..

“ •

d [d] d Î - - l [l] l Ò L ¬

dh [dh] d
..

Î
.. - - m [m] m Â M µ

d
¨

[, ]
.
d..

.
Î
.. - - n [n] n ˜ N ¡

∂ [d] d. Î.
- - ñ [�] ;‘ ;” Ë ®

∂h [dh] d.. Î.. - - v [v, u, o] u ¨ - -

¡ [z] ] ’ - - h [h] h, ˙ h H ˙

r [r] r ‰ - - y [j, i, e] i i I £

® [r] r..
..

‰.... - -
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Table 7. The Ottoman Turkish alphabet

LC

Transliterationa Transcription Isolated Final Initial Medial

- [Ì, Ø]; sometimes [o, e] a ∏ – –

b [b, p] b ı B ∫

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈

t [t] t ˇ T †

s [s] - — _ –

c [dÀ, t«] j Ô J ∆

ç [t«] g ˝ G ©

™ [h] \ » | «

• [h] ' Æ " æ

d [d, t] d Î – –

¡ [z] ] ’ – –

r [r] r ‰ – –

z [z] z ¸ – –

j [À] y ‰... – –

s [s] s Í S ß

ç [«] = ”≠ + ≠

ß [s] v ◊ V √

√ [z, d] w „ W ∑

† [t, d] ; Ú : …

Ω [z] / ¿ ? ÷

‘ [Ø, a] e ´ E ™

ÿ [y, Ò, k, h] q Œ Q œ

f [f] f Ï F ƒ

˚ [k] c Ç C ç

k [k, j] k  K ˚

g [Ò, k] è • “ •

ñ [õ] ..
k
. ..


.

-
...
˚

l [l] l Ò L ¬

m [m] m Â M µ

n [õ] n ˜ N ¡

v [v, Ø, u, m, i, y, o, œ] u ¨ - -

h [h, Ì, i, e], Arab. fem. [t] h, ≤ Ó, ¯ H ˙

y [j, i, y, e, ej, Ì, u, m] o º I £
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Table 8. The Uyghur alphabet

LC

Transliteration Transcription Isolated Final Initial Medial

a [Ì] a ∏ - -

ă [ë] h Ó - -

b [b] b ı B ∫

p [p] p Ÿ X ≈

t [t] t ˇ T †

j [dÀ] j Ô J ∆

ch [t«] g ˝ G ©

kh [x] ' Æ " æ

d [d] d Î - -

r [r] r ‰ - -

z [z] z ¸ - -

zh [À] y .‰.. - -

s [s] s Í S ß

sh [«] = ”≠ + ≠

gh [y] q Œ Q œ

f [f] f Ï F ƒ

q [q] c Ç C ç

k [k] k  K ˚

g [Ò] è • “

ng [ŋ, n] k
... ..


. ..

K
. ..

˚
.

l [l] l Ò L ¬

m [m] m Â M µ

n [n] n ˜ N ¡

h [h] H ˙ H ˙

o [o] u
Y

¨
Y

- -

u [u] u ¨ - -

ö [ø] ǔ
a

ˇ̈
a

- -

ü [y] u ¨ - -

v [v] .
u.. .̈.. - -

e [e] o.. º..
B. ∫.

i [i] o º ~ x

y [j] i ˆ I £

± À ¥

la [la] fl ‡ - -
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Table 9. The Malay (Jawi)  alphabet

LC

Transliteration Transcription Isolated Final Initial Medial

- [Ø] a ∏ - -

b [b] b ı B ∫

t [t] t ˇ T †

th [s] - — _ –

j [dÀ] j Ô J ∆

ch [t«] g ˝ G ©

™ [h] \ » | «

kh [x, k] ' Æ " æ

d [d] d Î - -

dz [dz] ] ’ - -

r [r] r ‰ - -

z [z, dÀ] z ¸ - -

s [s] s Í S ß

sh [«, s] = ”≠ + ≠

ß [s] v ◊ V √

∂ [z, dÀ] w „ W ∑

† [t] ; Ú : …

Ω [z] / ¿ ? ÷

≠ [Ø] e ´ E ™

gh [y, r] q Œ Q œ

ng [ŋ] e
... ..́. E

...
™..
.

f [f, p] f Ï F ƒ

p [p] [ Ç
.

C
.

ø

˚ [k] c Ç C ç

k [k] k  K ˚

g [Ò] .o ˚
• .

K
.
˚

l [l] l Ò L ¬

m [m] m Â M µ

n [n] n ˜ N ¡

w [w] u ¨ - -

h [h] h Ó H ˙

la [la] fl ‡ - -

± [Ø] ˘ ˘ - ¥

y [j] i ˆ I £

ny [õ] ...‘ ..”. X ≈
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Table 10. The Hausa alphabet

Hausa name isolated initial medial final Boko equivalents

alif a – – a .
ba b B ∫ ı b. b
ta t T † ˇ t
ca - _ – — c. ts
jim j J ∆ Ô j
ha \ | « » h
ha mai-ruwa ' " æ Æ h
dal d – – Î d
zal ] – – ’ z
ra r – – ‰ r
zaira z – – ¸ z
tsa mai-hannu ; : Ú … ts. ,
zadi / / ¿ ÷ z
kaf làsan k K ˚  k
lam l L ¬ Ò l
mim m M µ Â m
nun n N ¡ ˜ n
sodi v V √ ◊ ß

lodi w W ∑ „ l
ain e E ™ ´ .
angal q Q œ Œ Ò

fa f F ƒ Ï f
kaf wati c C ç Ç k
sin s S ß Í ß

shin = + ≠ ”≠ “

ha kuri 5 H ˙ Ó h

Semi-vowels
wau u – – ¨ w
ya ˆ I £ ˆ y±, ’y
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Table 11. The Swahili alphabet

Swahili Name Isolated Final Medial Initial Roman IPA

alifu a ∏ – –
be b ı ∫ B B [p], [ph], [b], [mb]
te t ˇ † T T [t], [th]

te kiti
the - — – _ Th [y] (only in Arabic loanwords)
jimu j Ô ∆ J J [�], [n�], sometimes [@ ]
hhe \ » « | H [h]

he ngoke
khe ' Æ æ " Kh [h] (only in Arabic loanwords)
dali d « – – D [ ,], [nd]
dhali ] æ – – Dh [—] (only in Arabic  loanwords)
re r ‰ – – R [r]

re kiti
re kusuka r ‰ – –

ze z ¸ – – Z [z]
sini s Í ß S S [s]
shini = ”≠ ≠ + Sh [«], [t«]
swadi v ◊ √ V S, Sw [s], [sw]
dhadi w „ W ∑ Dh [�]

dhe ma±arufu
twe ; Ú … : T, Tw [t], [tw]
dhwe / ¿ ¿ ? D, Dw, Z [�]
aini e ´ µ E G [π],[ø]
ghaini q Œ œ Q Gh [	], [ŋ], [ŋg], [y] ([y] only in 

Arabic loanwords)
fe f Ï ƒ F F [f], [v]
kafu c Ç ç C Q, K [k]
kyafu k  K  ˚ K K [k], [kh]
lamu l Ò ¬ L L [l]
mimu m Â µ M M [m]
nuni n ˜ ˜ N N [n]
he h Ó ˙  π Ó  H H [h]

he mduara
wau u ¨ – – W [w], [o1], [u1]
ye i ˆ £ I Y [y], [i1], [e], [ny]

Extra letters sometimes used in Swahili but not in Arabic

pe p Ÿ ≈ X P [p], [ph]

che g  \ e  e Ö  Ö G  í Ch [t« ], [t«h]

ge e ´ ø ü G [g], [@ŋ]

ve [ ø ø Õ V [v]

••• •••

••• •••

••• ••• •••

•••
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Arabic Alphabet: Origin 

The Arabic alphabet, or more precisely ±abjad
‘consonantary’ takes its origin from the Naba-
taean variant of late Aramaic script, which suits
Semitic morphology based on the tri-consonan-
tal root, but records neither short vowels nor
most inflectional endings (Daniels 1990:730). In
the process of adoption, the letters were graphi-
cally homogenized, and subsequently a variety of
mostly supralinear signs were devised to opti-
mize the phonetic precision of the script.

The Arabic alphabet most often denotes the
formal variant within the Arabic languages
(Classical Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic),
though before Islam, in Islamic early private
writings on papyri (Hopkins 1984:xliv–xlvii), in
→ Judaeo-Arabic (Blau 2002), and increasingly
from the 5th/11th century onwards informal
texts were recorded in writing. Since the script
omits the inflectional endings, and the orthogra-
phy of the glottal stop (hamza) as an additional
sign is treated loosely in manuscripts, the graphic
image partially veils unintended nonstandard
forms.

Writing was not immediately accepted by
Arab scholarship, which first evolved in the
transmitting of Prophetic traditions, and book
learners were denigrated as ßu™ufiyyùn (Rosen-
thal 1947:6–18; Schoeler 2002:40, 120–121; al-
Xa†ìb al-Baÿdàdì, Taqyìd 29–63). Until the
3rd/9th century at least, writing therefore coex-
isted with the aural transmission of knowledge
‘heard’ from a teacher (samà ≠ ), even if the claim
of such personal contact was occasionally more
fiction than fact.

The Arabic alphabet has been appropriated
for numerous mostly non-Semitic Islamic lan-
guages in the past and present. Today the most
important of these are Berber, Persian, Pashto,
Kurdish, Urdu, Sindhi, Kashmiri, and Uyghur
for which additional signs were introduced.
After the Roman alphabet, Arabic is the second
most frequent segmental script in the world (→
Alphabet: Use for other language).

In art and architecture, Arabic letters give 
the Arabic language permanence and ubiquity 
far beyond the realm of its spoken use; they 
pervade the entire area of Islam where they 
constitute “symbols of a true politico-religious
unity” (Sourdel-Thomine 1978:1114). Familiar in

Europe since the Crusades from imported lux-
ury objects, they were occasionally reproduced 
(correctly or incorrectly) on Christian and Jew- 
ish monuments and artifacts for decorative 
purposes.

1 . B e f o r e  t h e  A r a b i c  ± a b j a d

Long before Arabs had a script of their own they
left traces in other writings of the Ancient Near
East. Tribal and royal names survive in Neo-
Assyrian historical sources about their dealings
with (often female) Bedouin tribal chiefs (Eph±al
1982; → Arabs). Ancient South Arabian script
denotes South Semitic languages different from
Old → North Arabian, the ancestor of modern
Arabic. However, since the latter half of the 1st
millennium B.C.E., the northern Arabs used the
Old South Arabian alphabet in five variants
mainly in the northern Arabian Peninsula and in
Jordan. These are the alphabets of Thamùdic
(6th century B.C.E. to 4th century C.E. in west
and central northern Arabia), Dedànic and
Li™yànic (5th century B.C.E. to 1st century C.E.
in northwest Arabia), Íafaitic (1st century B.C.E.
to 3rd century C.E. in the Íafà± stone desert
southeast of Damascus), and £asaean (also
called £asaitic; 5th to 2nd century B.C.E. in the
northeast of southern Arabia on the Persian
Gulf; Müller 1982). Their order of letters, identi-
cal with the South Arabian order beginning with
<h l ™ m> might be as old as the now predomi-
nant Canaanite-Phoenician order beginning 
<± b g d> (Dietrich and Loretz 1988:289, 294)
and survives today in the Ethiopic alphabet and
perhaps in the etymology of Latin elementum 
pl. elementa ‘letters, alphabet; beginnings, pri-
mary causes’, which word according to Mül-
ler (1994–1996) reflects the beginning of the
Ancient South Arabian order of the first letters 
of the alphabet <h-l-™-m>. These Old North
Arabian scripts preserve mostly short texts in
languages that still differed from Classical
Arabic, such as their use of the article ha- as
opposed to Classical Arabic al-. Arabs also spo-
radically used Imperial Aramaic as early as the
5th century B.C.E.

Four centuries later, the Arab satellite states of
the Roman, Seleucid, and Parthian Empires de-
veloped their own varieties of Aramaic script
(Nabataean, Palmyrenian, Syriac, and Hatran). 
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Of these, the Nabataean script (attested 100
B.C.E.–350 C.E.) was the genetic ancestor of 
the current Arabic alphabet (Cantineau 1930–
1932; Healey 1993:49–63). This had been
asserted by Theodor Nöldeke as early as 1865
and supported by Adolf Grohmann, based on the
development of individual graphemes. There-
after, a competing explanation with Syriac as an
ancestor was proposed by Jean Starcky (1966:
932–34) based on the script’s ductus (general
shape and formation of letters and their combi-
nations), and claims of this kind can still be
found today. The calligraphic influence of Syriac
script on Arabic, once it had come into being,
may be argued profitably (Abbott 1939:19–20;
Briquel-Chatonnet 1997:143–44; Healey 1990–
1991:41–43). But the epigraphic data leave no
doubt that the shapes of the letters and the
specific set of homographs can only be derived
from a Nabataean provenance (Grohmann
1976–71:2.13, 17–21) [See plates I a–b]. Detailed
documentations for each grapheme based on
dated inscriptions and papyri are now available
(Healey 1990–1991:44–45 and tables; Gruendler
1993:123–30 and charts) [See plates II a–b].

The script of the Nabataeans continued to be
used after their defeat by the Romans (106 C.E.)
by Jews and Arabs in Syro-Palestine until the 4th
century C.E. In two Nabataean inscriptions by
Arabs (≠En Avdat, between 88–89 and 125–126
C.E.; an-Namàra, 328 C.E.) Arabic language 
is expressed through Nabataean characters,
whereas others (e.g. ±Umm al-Jimàl, c. 250 C.E.;
el-≠Ula, 267 C.E.) show an admixture of Arabic
(Negev 1986:48; Versteegh 1997:30–36 with
further bibliography). 

The move from Nabataean to Arabic was com-
plex, for the Nabataean script combined epi-
graphic, formal, and free cursive variants, which
developed at different speeds. Around the turn of
the 1st century C.E. the formal cursive of the
Engaddi papyri from Na™al £ever (Starcky 1954:
162 and pls. 1–3; Yardeni a.o. 2002:1.169–256
and pls. 15–26 on P. Yadin [5/6 £ev] 1–4 all dated
within 93–99 C.E.) and the free, or extreme, cur-
sive found in the same group of papyri (Yardeni
a.o. 2002:1.257–76 and pls. 55–56 on P. Yadin
[5/6 £ev] 6 and 9 dated 119–120 and 122–123
C.E. respectively) and the Nessana ostraca
(Rosenthal 1962:200, emended by Naveh 1979:
111, n. 4) already show shapes the epigraphic

script arrives at two centuries later. The Nabata-
ean cursive thus served as the model for the
Arabic script [See plates III a–b]. Nonetheless, few
cursive documents have been preserved, and 
supplementary evidence must be gleaned from
late epigraphic Nabataean (Naveh 1982:156;
Healey 1990–1991:43–44, 50–52, with further
bibliography).

2 . T h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e
A r a b i c  ± a b j a d

The Arabic ±abjad first materialized in five brief
pre-Islamic inscriptions from Syria and north-
west Arabia. They display a clearly Arabic duc-
tus, though they are linguistically controversial
and graphically heterogeneous. Except for the
graffito on a Nabataean sanctuary in Jabal
Ramm near ≠Aqaba, datable to the first half of 
the 4th century C.E., all inscriptions belong to
the 6th century C.E. They include a triling-
ual inscription in Greek, Syriac, and Arabic on 
a Christian martyrion in Zabad southeast of
Aleppo (512 C.E.), a historical inscription in
Jabal ±Usays (Sès) on the Syrian-Roman border
approximately 100 kilometers southeast of
Damascus (528 C.E.), a graffito in the double
church of ±Umm al-Jimàl southwest of Boßrà (ca.
6th century C.E.), and a Greek and Arabic bilin-
gual text on a martyrion in £arràn in the Lejà±

(586 C.E.) (Grohmann 1967–1971:2.14–15;
Gruendler 1993:13–14).

For paleographic studies up to the 2nd/8th 
century, the most reliable conclusions can be
drawn by limiting the investigation to the pre-
served dated specimens listed above, even if these
are extremely sparse for the pre-Islamic period.
Arabic script has been preserved on stone and
objects of craft such as mosaics, metal objects,
glass weights, earthenware, coins, and cloth.
Cursive script mostly survives on papyrus and
parchment and, since the 2nd/8th century, on rag
paper. Earlier writing materials were stripped
stalks of palm branches, wood (both already
attested for the South Arabian cursive; see
Ryckmans a.o. 1994), and shoulder blades of
camels. Medieval accounts about the formative
period of the Arabic script derive from later cen-
turies and cannot be taken at face value. Abbott
(1939:3–12) has attempted to reconcile the
alleged invention of the script in al-±Anbàr or 
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al-£ìra in Iraq, whereas most epigraphic remains
hail from Syria. More plausible is that Muslim
scholars tried to locate the invention of their
script in places where they knew pre-Islamic
Arabic expertise of writing to have come into 
contact with Aramaic-Hellenistic culture, such as
in the figure of the poet and scribe ≠Adì ibn Zayd
(d. ca. 590–600 C.E.) (Endress 1982:169–170).

The configuration of Arabic script can be
characterized by five trends, the antecedents of
which can already be observed in Aramaic: (1) in
the 4th century B.C.E. positional variants, or
allographs, emerged in the form of larger final
letters in the Aramaic cursive; (2) in the 1st cen-
tury C.E. letters became fully connected in cur-
sive Nabataean; at the same time (3) bars of
letters were integrated into continuous strokes,
and formerly distinct letters merged (bèµ/nùn,
gìmel/™èµ, zayin/rè“, yò≈ /tàw, pèh/qòp-) in the
cursive of Na™al £ever; (4) in the free Nabata-
ean cursive, the ‘ceiling-line’ limiting the height
of most letters was replaced by a baseline
(graffiti only show this in the 3rd century C.E.);
finally (5) the Namàra inscription (328 C.E.)
shows the làm-±alif ligature for the first time.
(Here and in the following a letter’s shape is
referred to by its name, e.g. Nabataean zayin or
Arabic zày, and a letter’s sound by its phonetic
symbol, e.g. z). The mergers listed under point
(3) are specific to Nabataean and only they
explain the Arabic homographs jìm/™à ±, rà ±/zày,
non-final bà ±/nùn, yà ±/tà ±, and non-final fà ±/qàf.
By themselves, these homographs preclude a
provenance from Syriac where all of the
graphemes gàmal, ™èµ, rè“, zayn, bèµ, nùn, yù≈,
taw, pè and qòp– remain distinct. Among the
three varieties of Nabataean, the free cursive
most closely approximates pre-Islamic Arabic:
straight (Nabataean:) ±alep– / (Arabic:) ±alif, short
hooked tàw/tà ±, three parallel teeth for “ìn/“ìn,
integrated †èµ/†à ±, hooked ≠ayin/ ≠ayn, a closed
loop without stem for pèh/fà ±, rounded mèm/
mìm, looped hèh/hà ±, lowered curved waw/wàw,
and s-shaped left-turning final yò≈/yà ±. At the
present state of paleographic evidence, the emer-
gence of the Arabic ±abjad must be surmised in
the late 2nd or 3rd century C.E., between the lat-
est cursive Nabataean and the earliest attested
Arabic script.

In the Arabic ±abjad, the first two formative
trends (positional variants and connections be-

tween letters) were integrated into a system,
each shape being made to correspond to a
specific (initial, medial, final, or isolated) posi-
tion – excepting the six letters ±alif, dàl/≈àl,
rà ±/zày, and wàw which developed no connec-
tion to the left. In addition to the above-men-
tioned mergers (third trend), homographs had
already been imported to Arabic from the West
Semitic ±abgad, because its reduced inventory of
22 Phoenician sounds only required this amount
of graphemes. Conversely, in Arabic all Proto-
Semitic sounds except s2 (also « ) had remained
distinct and needed to be expressed by an extant
graphic shape. This explains the presence of
multiple letters doing double duty. The Nabata-
ean letters tàw, ™èµ, dàleµ, ßàdeh, †èµ and ≠ayin
thus served secondarily to indicate the sounds µ,
x, ≈, ∂, Ú, and ÿ, and Nabataean “ìn denoted
both Arabic s and “. Together, the Phoenician
sound mergers and the Nabataean graphic
mergers led the Arabic graphemes to shrink to
18 (±alif, bà ±, jìm, dàl, rà ±, sìn, ßàd, †à ±, ≠ayn, fà ±,
qàf, kàf, làm, mìm, nùn, hà ±, wàw, yà ±), or 15 in
non-final position (with bà ±/nùn/yà ± and fà ±/qàf
becoming identical) expressing a sum of 28
sounds [See plate IV]. This homogeneity would
be further enhanced in Arabic calligraphy, but it
hampered the legibility of difficult texts. No cap-
itals developed in Arabic script, where varieties
of one letter depend strictly on its relative posi-
tion within the word. 

The alphabetic order is based essentially on
the Aramaic order with the new homographs
distinguished by diacritics added after their
respective model ±alif, bà ±, tà ±, µà ±, jìm, ™à ±, xà ±,
dàl, ≈àl, rà ±, zày, sìn, “ìn, ßàd, ∂àd, †à ±, Úà ±, ≠ayn,
ÿayn, fà ±, qàf, kàf, làm, mìm, nùn, hà ±, wàw, yà ±.
This order was amply used as an ordering prin-
ciple for medieval language dictionaries (mostly
by a word’s last letter), poets’ collected works, 
or dìwàns (by a poem’s final rhyming letter, or
qàfiya), and biographical dictionaries (by first
letter of given name, or ism). The Aramaic order
survives in the numerical use of the letters which
continued to be applied in the sciences ±alif, bà ±,
jìm, dàl, hà ±, wàw, zày, ™à ±, †à ± (= 1–9); yà ±, kàf,
làm, mìm, nùn, sìn, ≠ayn, fà ±, ßàd (= 10–90); qàf,
rà ±, “ìn, tà ±, µà ±, xà ±, ≈àl, ∂àd, Úà ± (= 100–900);
ÿayn = 1000). A third order is that of letter fre-
quency, which was used for cryptography (see,
e.g., ±Is™àq ibn ±Ibràhìm, Burhàn 354).
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3 . T h e  A r a b i c  ± a b j a d  i n  I s l a m

For early Islamic → paleography, the literary
accounts still prove problematic, as they lack full
descriptions and were composed long after the
scribal practices they discuss. An exception is
Ibn an-Nadìm’s definition of one letter (±alif ) in
the early Meccan script, allowing its identi-
fication in actual specimens, now referred to as
™ijàzì script (Abbott 1939:18–19 and pls. 8–13).
The terms mà ±il and ma“q, often understood as
scripts today, may not have meant that originally
(Déroche 1980:213–21). Nonetheless, scholars
have ventured to identify scripts listed in the
sources: J.G.C. Adler first applied the term →
‘Kùfic’ in 1780 to Qur±ànic material, Josef von
Karabacek, mà ≠il and ≠iràqì (Déroche 1980:
209–12). Others identified badì ≠ (Schroeder
1937:234–48), ÿubàr (Abbott 1939:37–38),
musalsal (Abbott 1941:98–99), jalìl (Grohmann
1952:75–77), µuluµ ray™àn (ibid. 81), and
qarma†a (Dietrich 1955:46, 67). Some medieval
terms grew too vague, so the kùfì of early
Qur ±àns has been replaced by six groups of
‘Abbàsid scripts’ by Déroche (1992:34–47), and
the use of the term nasx for early papyri is dis-
couraged as anachronistic by Khan (1992:
45–46; cf. emendations in Diem 1993). How-
ever, irrespective of the often dubious factual
accuracy for the early period, the rich literary
sources underscore the importance Arabic–
Islamic culture placed upon the history of its
script and its artful execution.

Groups of dated or datable specimens provide
a more reliable basis for early paleographic study.
Even so, this research remains in a preliminary
state with a vast amount of yet-uncharted mate-
rial. During the first three centuries of Islam,
scripts diverged between (more or less homo-
geneous) groups of texts with distinct func-
tions: memorial and votive inscriptions, Qur ±àns,
papyrus documents and letters, and scholarly
and literary manuscripts. The application to all
of them of one script terminology, derived from
later secretarial manuals is problematic, and
some scholars prefer a careful analysis of all 
(or a significant sample) of a script’s graphemes
in order to build a typology, although the con-
clusions drawn from small collections remain
limited (Flury 1920:8–21; Déroche 1980:213).
Different concepts have been introduced to grasp

the level of execution in a piece of writing. For
example, a cluster of scripts can be viewed as a
circle, with the example closest to the ‘ideal’ at its
center, and the loosest reproduction at the
periphery (Déroche 1992:16). Similarly, Noam
Chomsky’s syntactic notion of competence vs.
performance serves to distinguish a writer’s ideal
form, ‘competence’, from the actual result, ‘per-
formance’ (Khan 1992:39, n. 53).

Arabic script thrived as the medium for
recording the Qur ±àn and as the official script of
the Umayyad caliphate from ≠Abd al-Malik’s
reform of 78/697. It spread from Upper Egypt to
Sogdiana within a century (Gruendler 1993:28,
167). By the end of the 1st century A.H., four
groups of scripts had already emerged: (1) an
angular epigraphic script, first attested in a
clumsily carved Egyptian tombstone (31/652),
reached a regular ductus in milestone inscrip-
tions (64–86/685–705) and the mosaic band 
and copper plate of the Dome of the Rock 
(both 71/691). A rounded cursive, first attested
in a requisition of sheep on papyrus (22/643),
diversified into a (2) routined, ligatured protocol
script, (3a) a wide-spaced slender chancellery
hand, preserved in the gubernatorial correspon-
dence of Qurra ibn ”arìk (r. 90–96/709–714)
from Qòm ±I“qàwh, including (3b) a denser and
squatter variant for bilingual tax notifications,
and (4) a slanting script of Qur ±àn fragments,
now referred to as ™ijàzì (Gruendler 1993:
131–141) [See plates V and VI a–b].

Diacritical marks (±i ≠jàm, naq†) were possibly
inspired by pre-Islamic Nabataean or Syriac 
examples (Endress 1982:1.175, n. 82). They
appear as a complete system, though used selec-
tively on the earliest dated documents, the said
requisition and a building inscription on a dam
of Mu≠àwiya (58/677), as well as Qur ±àns in
™ijàzì script datable to the 1st/7th century.
During the two following centuries, diacritics
were increasingly used in Qur ±àns and literary
texts, but less so in private and business docu-
ments, which form the bulk of early papyri
(Grohmann 1952:83, n. 289; Abbott 1957–
1972:3, documents 4–7; Ferrando 2001:76–77
to be corrected accordingly). The literary dis-
cussion over their usefulness and social accep-
tability continued through the 3rd/9th century
(Rosenthal 1948:17, 26; Ràÿib 1990:16). Small
diacritic strokes predominated in Qur ±àns, 
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diacritic points in papyri and manuscripts. They
marked either all meanings of a homograph
(<bà ±/tà ±/µà ±/nùn/yà ±>, <jìm/™à ±/xà ±>, <fà ±/qàf>)
or only one of a pair (<dàl/≈àl>, <†à ±/Úà ±>, <
≠ayn/ÿayn>, <sìn/“ìn>). Initially, only qàf was
distinguished by a dot above (or below) in the
2nd/8th century, and fà ± received the respective
opposite diacritic later. This distribution was
kept in maÿribì script, whereas a single dot on fà ±

and a double dot on qàf spread in the East in the
3rd/9th century. In its early history, the system
was still fluid, as visible in changing diacritics; 
a Qur ±àn manuscript (Paris Ar. 376 b) distin-
guishes zày from rà ± and ≠ayn from ÿayn by a dot
beneath and sìn from “ìn by three dots beneath.
In the 2nd/8th century, the feminine ending writ-
ten in pausal form as hà ± received two dots,
forming the tà ± marbù†a, and a century later, a
miniature kàf was placed inside the final kàf to
prevent confusion with final làm. In a reverse
manner of distinction, so-called muhmal signs
were devised to indicate unmarked letters in the
form of dots, tilted small là, or miniatures of the
letters themselves. 

The use of vowel signs in the mid-2nd/8th cen-
tury can be deduced from both the theological
dispute about them in the written sources and
extant contemporary Qur ±àn fragments (Abbott
1939, nos. 9–13, 15). Most Medieval Arabic
sources ascribe the invention of Qur ±ànic vocal-
ization to ±Abù l-±Aswad ad-Du±alì (d. 69/688) or
his disciple Naßr ibn ≠âßim (d. 89/707), but trace
the impulse back to an Umayyad governor,
whether Ziyàd ibn ±Abìhi (r. 45–53/665–73) or
al-£ajjàj (r. 75–95/694–714). In Qur ±àns an
(often red) colored dot above a consonant indi-
cates the following short vowel a (fat™), beneath
it i (kasr), at the letter’s base u (∂amm), and a
double dot in these positions signifies indeter-
minacy (tanwìn). Further orthographic signs –
an inverted half-circle or hook for a double con-
sonant and a line above ±alif for its zero-value 
– were ascribed to al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad (d. ca.
160–75/776–91) though attested only in the
3rd/9th century. The glottal stop (hamza), omit-
ted in the consonantal text (unless an otiose ±alif
had been kept or a glide had replaced it) was rein-
stated as a supplemental sign to an existing letter
(±alif, wàw, or yà ±) or placed on the line. The
marker was variously a colored dot, a semi-
circle, or a miniature ≠ayn. In the same century,
papyri began to display the use of short strokes

for the vowels a and i, a small wàw for u, and a
double stroke (or a double wàw) for indetermi-
nacy. Further miniature letters were introduced:
a small mìm derived from jazm ‘apocopation’ for
vowellessness (sukùn), a small “ìn from “add or
ta“dìd ‘strengthening’ for a double consonant, a
small ßàd derived from waßl or ßila ‘connection’
for ±alif with zero-value, and small mìm-dàl
derived from madd ‘extension’ for the word-
initial ±à or the word-final à ±. These orthographi-
cal signs became fully used a century later in
Qur ±àns and difficult-to-read texts. No punctua-
tion developed, except markers of Qur ±àn verses
(dots, strokes, circles, or rosettes). Nonetheless,
modern editors have introduced Western →
punctuation in reverse direction. Occasionally,
medieval texts other than Qur ±àns were subdi-
vided into sections by dotted circles or extended
words (ma“q).

For the period from the 4th/10th century
onwards, medieval sources yield ample informa-
tion on contemporary practices of script and pen-
manship, among these notably Ibn an-Nadìm’s
(d. 380/990) Fihrist (4–12), and the extensive
treatment by al-Qalqa“andì (d. 821/1418) (Íub™

II, 440–88, III, 1–226/II2, 440–88, III2, 1–222; 
cf. Endress 1982:190–91; Gacek 1987:129–30).
Later, Mamluk secretarial manuals in particular
described and even illustrated chancellery scripts
(partly used for calligraphy). By the 7th/13th cen-
tury, five or more frequently six scripts (later
called al-±aqlàm as-sitta) had established them-
selves in chancellery and in popular practice.
They fell into a ‘moist’ (mura††ab) subgroup,
emphasizing the curvilinear elements and consist-
ing of → µuluµ, tawqì ≠, and riqà ≠, and a ‘dry’
(yàbis) subgroup tending towards the rectilinear
and including mu™aqqaq, ray™àn, and → nasx.
Scripts were further classified by size, the
extremes being gigantic †umàr and tiny ÿubàr for
pigeon posts, or by the presence of serifs (tarwìs)
or closed loops (†ams) (Gacek 1989:144–45). The
literary sources also recorded pioneering calligra-
phers: Ibn Muqla (d. 328/939), who codified
nasx, elevating it to a Qur ±ànic script; Ibn al-
Bawwàb (d. 423/1032) who further refined it;
and Yàqùt al-Musta≠ßimì (d. ca. 697/1298), who
invented a new way of trimming the qalam and
excelled in the six scripts. Ibn al-Bawwàb leaves
behind the first Qur ±àn in nasx, dated
391/1000–1001 and Yàqùt’s name appears on
several (partly forged) Qur ±àns.
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4 . O r t h o g r a p h y

Similar to the Arabic graphemes, the earliest
orthographic conventions take their origin in the
late Aramaic script (Diem 1976, 1983:395–
401). The non-denotation of short vowels, but
the denotation of long ù and ì by the glides waw
and yòd, and the phonetic writing of the t-infix
in the verbal Form VIII take their beginning
here. Arabic names and words that contained
letters which had merged in Aramaic were not
denoted with the phonetically closest sound, but
with their etymological cognate in Imperial
Aramaic or Nabataean, e.g. naÚara ‘to look’ was
written as <n†r> according to Aramaic n†ar ‘to
guard’ (Diem 1980:73) or xalàßun ‘clearance’ by
<™lß> (Yardeni a.o. 2002:28–30). Frequent letter
correspondences were then generalized within
words that lacked Aramaic cognates. This was a
straightforward procedure as most writers of
Arabic before Islam were also somewhat famil-
iar with Aramaic. Further traces of Aramaic
orthography are the otiose nominative wàw
in the name ≠Amr<w> and the open writing of 
tà ± in ≈àt.

In the late Nabataean stage, the final -à came
to be rendered by yà ± when this was justified by
paradigmatic derivation. The feminine ending 
-atun was recorded in its pausal form -ah by the
letter hà ± such as <±mh> instead of <±mt> for
±amatun ‘maidservant’. ˛àt, which never
occurred in pausal position, retained the open
final tà ± unchanged.

In its ™ijàzì stage, the orthography reflected a
dialect in which the glottal stop had been lost
and the long final ì had been shortened to -i. This
is reflected in the reinterpretation of the now
otiose internal ±alif as à, beginning with histori-
cal spellings, such as <r±s> ‘head’, read as ràs,
and then expanded to words for which no ety-
mological ±alif had previously existed, such as
nàs ‘people’. The long final ì was similarly not
denoted, such as in Qur ±ànic <dyn> for dìni ‘my
religion’.

When this dialect orthography was used for
recording the Qur ±àn and the → poetic koine,
which were closely related, adjustments had to 
be made. The Qur ±ànic orthography of case
inflection, such as in nominative <±b±whm>
for ±àbà ±uhum versus genitive <±b±yhm> for
±àbà ±ihim visible in the glides wàw and yà ± pre-
ceding the suffix pronoun, may be dated either

to the ™ijàzì or the subsequent Classical period
according to Diem (1983:396). Besides the sys-
tematization of ±alif for à in all positions of a
word (except a few cases, such as hà≈à <h≈±> or
allàh <±lh>) and the generalization of the article
al- in the relative pronoun (except in the singu-
lar and masculine plural), the most substantial
adaptation concerned the orthography of the
glottal stop (hamza). The glides wàw and yà ±

were reinterpreted as carriers for the supralinear
hamza or, when it had dropped out without sub-
stitution, it was placed directly on the line.

5 .  L e g i b i l i t y  a n d  a m b i g u i t y

Arabic script, unlike many other alphabetic
scripts, retains a very high phonetic accuracy
when it is fully vocalized. Nonetheless, a para-
digmatic-etymological counter trend of writing
is visible in the non-assimilation of the article in
the script, and the segmental writing of assimi-
lated verbal endings and suffixes.

In grammatological parlance, the Arabic
script is an ±abjad (or consonantary) with oblig-
atory notation of long vowels, and it abbreviates
words by omitting short vowels, doubled conso-
nants, and inflectional endings. An ±abjad can be
read faster than alphabetic script denoting both
consonants and vowels, because the reduced
denotation makes the larger unit of the word
more recognizable, which is actually what the
reader processes – not single graphemes (Bauer
1994–1996a:1435b after Coulmas 1989:52).
The linguistic reconstruction required in this
process is not done by a paradigmatic-etymo-
logical, or root pattern, analysis of each word,
but rather by lexical recognition. Many words,
however, are ambiguous; <kt±b> for instance
may mean either kitàb ‘book’ or kuttàb ‘scribes’.
The correct pronunciation of a word depends on
the syntactic and semantic context, which even a
native speaker might miss at the first reading 
of a sentence (Biesterfeldt 1994–1996:1300a).
Correct reading demonstrates competence in 
the → ≠arabiyya, and Arabic-Islamic society is
unique in the precedence it assigns this knowl-
edge as the foundation and emblem of general
culture.

The same graphic economy of omitting in-
flectional endings and short vowels safeguards
the inclusiveness of Arabic script. It tends to veil
the → Middle Arabic hypercorrections or Neo-
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Arabic dialectal slips of careless or uneducated
writers. Inversely, Arabic script also allows writ-
ten text to be read to a certain degree as collo-
quial, provided one adds lexical substitution 
for very common dialectal terms (Bauer 1994–
1996b:1485a, 1489a).

Although this ambiguity of the script has been
criticized by Arab intellectuals (Meynet 1971), it
allows “an efficient linguistic communication
fulfilling modern needs without requiring the
sacrifice of a literary culture and tradition in the
same process” (Bauer 1994–1996b:1490b). See
also → Epigraphy, → Palaeography, → Script
and art,  → Alphabet: Use for other languages.
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Plate IIa. Chart of early (monumental and cursive) Nabataean graphemes; epitaphs from Madà±in Íàli™
(cols. A–B), cursive of Na™al £ever papyri and related texts (cols. C–D), cursive of Jabal Ramm graffito
and related texts (cols. E) (Healey 1990–1991:50).
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Plate IIb. Selective chart of (monumental and cursive) Nabataean graphemes; graffiti from Sinai and
Egypt (cols. 11, 16–18), epitaphs from el-≠Ula (cols. 21–22), an-Namàra inscription (col. 23) (for cols.
A–B and C–E, see ill. IIa) (Healey 1990–1991:51).
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Plate IIIa. Nabataean tenancy agreement on papyrus P. Yadin (5/6 £ev) 6 recto from Na™al £ever dated
119–20 C.E. in extreme cursive; sketch and photograph (Yardeni a.o. 2002:1, 259 and pl. 55).
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Plate IIIb. Nabataean tenancy agreement on papyrus P. Yadin (5/6 £ev) 6 recto from Na™al £ever dated
119–20 C.E. in extreme cursive; sketch and photograph (Yardeni a.o. 2002:1, 259 and pl. 55).
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Plate IV. Chart of Modern Arabic script (Daniels and Bright 1996:560).

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



arabic alphabet: origin 163
Pl

at
e 

V
. C

ha
rt

 o
f A

ra
bi

c 
sc

ri
pt

s 
fr

om
 th

e 
1s

t/
7t

h 
ce

nt
ur

y;
 e

ar
ly

 c
ur

si
ve

 (l
s.

 1
–2

),
 e

pi
gr

ap
hi

c 
sc

ri
pt

 (l
. 3

),
 c

ha
nc

el
le

ry
 c

ur
si

ve
 (l

. 4
),

 e
nt

ag
ia

 c
ur

si
ve

(l
. 5

),
 p

ro
to

co
l c

ur
si

ve
 (l

. 6
),

 c
ur

si
ve

 o
f p

al
im

ps
es

t P
SI

 1
27

2v
 (l

. 7
);

 a
nd

 ™
ij
à
zì

sc
ri

pt
 o

f Q
ur

±à
ns

(l
s.

 8
–9

) (
G

ru
en

dl
er

 1
99

3:
14

1)
.

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



164 arabic alphabet: origin

Plate VIa. Arabic letter on papyrus PSR I, III from the Egyptian governor Qurra ibn ”arìk to Basìl, dis-
trict head of Qòm ±I“qawh, instructing him to expedite wheat delivery to Cairo and to prevent abusive
tax collection, dated 91/710 (Becker, 1906: pl. 3). Papyri Schott-Reinhardt I. Heidelberg: C. Winter.
Pl. 3).
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Plate VIb. Bilingual Greek-Arabic entagion (demand note) on papyrus PSR I, V from Qurra ibn ”arìk to
the inhabitants of Pedias (Badìdas) in the end of ±I“qawh for poll tax payable in coin and wheat, dated
91/710 (Becker 1906: pl. 6).

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



Arabic Sign Language  → Sign Languages

Arabic Studies in Europe

1 .  T h e  m o t i v e s

The study of Arabic in Europe can be traced
back to the Middle Ages, and by the 18th cen-
tury a variety of arguments had been assembled
in its support. Frequently intended to attract an
uninformed patron, not all of them stand up to
critical scrutiny today, but they came to form a
standard litany without which no apology of
Arabic would be complete (Hamilton 1985:
66–96). 

The first reason, which proved remarkably
resilient, was the use of Arabic for missionaries
(Dannenfeldt 1955). The possibility of convert-
ing the Muslims to Christianity and of combat-
ing Islam had once raised the highest hopes.
These suffered a major setback in the 14th cen-
tury when the Mongols converted to Islam, yet,
if Arabic continued to be studied throughout the
later Middle Ages, it was still partly due to the
dream of converting Muslims by peaceful meth-
ods and partly to pastoral objectives in previ-
ously Muslim areas which had been conquered
by the Christians. The establishment of chairs 
in Arabic, as well as in Greek, Hebrew, and
Syriac, at the universities of Paris, Oxford,
Bologna, Salamanca, and Avignon (the seat of
the papacy), was consequently proposed at the
Council of Vienna in 1312 and at the Council of
Basle in 1434, but it was not carried out. At the
same time the determination to win over the
Muslims with rational arguments derived from a
sound knowledge of Islam induced European
scholars to tackle the translation of the Qur±àn
from the 12th century onwards. 

At the Council of Florence, which lasted from
1438 to 1445, a further incentive to teach
Arabic to missionaries emerged: the union of the
Churches and the wish to convert the Arabic-
speaking Christians to Roman Catholicism. In
view of the difficulty of converting Muslims this
second objective seemed far more practicable. It
was to form a significant part of the policy
behind the main missionary organization of the
17th century, the Congregation of Propaganda
Fide founded by Pope Gregory XV in 1622.

Another reason given for the study of Arabic
was the need to read the works of the great Arab

scientists. In view of the products of the Arab
physicians, astronomers, and mathematicians
between the 8th and 12th centuries, and the
translations of Greek scientific texts in ≠Abbasid
Baghdad, this had once been a valid argument. 
It was in order to translate from the Arabic that
an international group of scholars traveled to
Toledo in the course of the 12th century. Robert
of Ketton, Hermann of Carinthia, Gerard of
Cremona, John of Seville, and many others
assembled in the city, which, in 1085, had at last
been reconquered from the Muslims by the
Christian forces, and settled down to turning
some of the main Arabic scientific texts into
Latin (Haskins 1924:12–19). In the centuries
that followed, their versions came under increas-
ing criticism and later scholars learnt Arabic in
order to improve on them. But, although certain
texts in the fields of mathematics and astrology
which were only available in Arabic continued
to fascinate scholars until well into the 18th cen-
tury, even by the mid-17th century the Arab con-
tribution to science was itself being reassessed.
The discovery by the humanists of Greek man-
uscripts of texts previously only known in
Arabic translation had confirmed the suspicion
that the Arabic translations were not always 
reliable, and the growing tendency in the 17th
century to question traditional knowledge, to
experiment and to base scientific conclusions on
personal observation, diminished the demand
for the scientific works either of the Ancients or
of the Arabs (Klein-Franke 1980).

Then there was the proximity of Arabic to
Hebrew and its use for students of the Bible.
Throughout the early modern period the major-
ity of academic students of Arabic were theolo-
gians, and Hebrew was the first Semitic language
they encountered. Hebrew, it was generally
believed in Christian Europe, was the original
language from which all others descended. In the
genealogical trees of languages, Arabic, together
with Syriac and Aramaic, occupied a privileged
place as its immediate descendants. If students
learnt Arabic, it was consequently argued, they
would expand their acquaintance with the kin-
dred tongues and gain a deeper knowledge of
Hebrew. Many dictionaries of the 17th century,
like the Arabic one of William Bedwell in Eng-
land which remained in manuscript (Hamilton
1985:85–94) and the ‘polyglot’ Lexicon penta-
glotton compiled by Valentin Schindler and pub-
lished in Hanau in 1612 (Hamilton 1989:574),
bore out this persuasion and contained countless
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comparisons between the various Semitic lan-
guages which were supposed to be of use to
Biblical students (Hamilton 1979:575). They 
led up to the largest of the polyglot dictiona-
ries, Edmund Castell’s Lexicon heptaglotton
(London 1669), much praised at the time but of
little assistance to the progress of Arabic studies
(Toomer 1996:255–265).

There also existed a belief among Bible stu-
dents, which persisted into the 18th century, that
the Book of Job, one of the earliest in the Old
Testament, had originally been written in Arabic
and that a knowledge of that language would be
of assistance in solving some of the linguistic
obscurities which it contained. Where the study
of the New Testament was concerned, on the
other hand, scholars all over Europe felt that the
Arabic renderings might reflect a far earlier
Syriac version and contain interesting variants
which would enable them to improve on the
standard Latin translation, the Vulgate attrib-
uted to St Jerome in the late 4th and early 5th
century. This belief brought about the inclusion
of Arabic versions of the Scriptures in the two
principal polyglot Bibles of the 17th century, the
Paris Polyglot (1629–1645) and the London
Polyglot (1653–1657).

In fact the advisability of associating Arabic
with Hebrew and using it for Biblical studies
was soon questioned. In the first years of the
17th century the French scholar Joseph Justus
Scaliger expressed his regret that so many peo-
ple were studying Arabic in conjunction with
Hebrew and limiting themselves almost entirely
to Biblical texts. Arabic, he pointed out, was
above all an Islamic language. It could not be
approached profitably without a thorough
knowledge of the Qur ±àn, and should then con-
tinue to be studied on the basis of a wide selec-
tion of Islamic texts. If anything, he suggested,
Arabic should be learnt in association not with
Hebrew but with other Islamic languages,
notably with Turkish and Persian (Hamilton
1989:576–579).

One of the more practical reasons given for
studying Arabic was the need of commercial
exchange which had been stressed intermittently
ever since the 13th century. This objective grew
in significance as the Arab world became of
increasing commercial and political importance
in the early modern period. The best French
Arabist of the 16th century, Guillaume Postel,
said that the knowledge of Arabic would enable
a traveler to make his way from Morocco to the

Moluccas without an interpreter – an attractive
prospect for a merchant – and it was very largely
for commercial reasons that the curators of
Leiden University decided to found a chair of
Arabic at the end of the 16th century (Juynboll
1931:10–11). 

To the commercial importance of the Arabic-
speaking world was added the fascination
entailed by its antiquity, its vastness, and its
comparative remoteness. In the age of both geo-
graphical and intellectual exploration it con-
tained countless facets that intrigued scholars.
Cartographers wanted to chart the area and to
discover the modern Arabic names of sites only
known from the geographers of Antiquity.
Physicians, botanists, zoologists, and geologists
were eager to assemble material concerning
flora, fauna, and geological formations un-
known in the West. Historians and chronolo-
gists wanted information about the Arabs which
would enable them to acquire a more complete
idea of the history of the world and its various
civilizations. This, in its turn, ultimately led to
the revision of the traditional Biblical chronol-
ogy hallowed in Christian Europe. 

The interest in comparative religions which
got underway in the 17th century led to a pro-
nounced interest in Islam and an ever greater
curiosity about Arabic religious texts, while the
collections of Arabic manuscripts, brought back
from the East by Jacobus Golius, Edward
Pococke, Levinus Warner, and others, stimu-
lated an interest in Arabic literature. It was only
well after Antoine Galland had introduced the
European reading public to the Arabian Nights
in the first years of the 18th century and Johann
Jakob Reiske had published some of the odes in
the Mu≠allaqàt in 1742, however, that scholars
started to learn Arabic in order to gain a more
direct acquaintance with literary, rather than sci-
entific, texts. An early example of one who did
so, in the 1760s, was the future Sanskrit scholar,
William Jones (Fück 1955:130).

2 . T h e  g r a m m a r s

The first steps toward compiling an Arabic gram-
mar in Christian Europe depended on the avail-
ability of teachers. The Christian Arabists who
arrived in Toledo in the 12th century had a wide
choice, above all resident Jews (both orthodox
and converted) and Mozarabs (Christians once
living under Muslim rule), who knew Arabic and
Spanish (Burnett 1995). Outside Spain it was
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considerably less easy to engage an Arabic-
speaker as a teacher. In the mid-15th century it
took John of Segovia, who had retired to a
monastery in Savoy, two years to find a copy of
the Qur ±àn and an Arabic-speaking Muslim
ready to help him translate it. He finally found a
jurist from Salamanca, but the jurist was only
prepared to spend a few months with him and,
after his departure, John of Segovia could find
nobody else (Southern 1962:86–92). 

Spain at first seemed a good place in which to
study Arabic, and it was there that the first
printed grammar, the Arte para ligeramente saber
la lengua araviga, appeared in Granada in 1505. 

The author, Pedro de Alcalá, the confessor 
of the archbishop of Granada Fernando de
Talavera, was working in Andalusia in the 
years after the Christian Reconquista of 1492.
His grammar, as well as his dictionary, were
intended above all for missionaries working in
the south of Spain who needed the language of
the less educated people in order to converse
with them and take their confessions. This
required a particular terminology. It also meant
that the Arabic he used, transcribed in the
Roman alphabet and according to Castilian pro-
nunciation, was the Arabic of al-Andalus. His
main models for his grammar were the Latin and
Spanish grammars by his fellow-countryman
Antonio de Nebrija, and this explains the Latin
structure which he imposed. At the same time,
however, his Muslim informants, the “learned
faqihs” to whom he refers in his dictionary (but
whose educated use of the language he rejected),
obviously introduced him to the Classical
Arabic grammatical tradition, and one of the
infelicities of the grammar as a whole is that no
distinction is made between Classical Arabic
rules and those of the Andalusian dialect (Jones
1988:134–143). 

As a result of Christian pressure on the
Muslims to convert and the hostility that this
aroused, it became increasingly hard to find
either a Muslim scholar ready to impart tuition
or texts with which to work in Spain. Nicolaus
Clenardus, from the southern Netherlands,
taught in Salamanca in the 1530s, and there, in
the library of Hernán Núñez, the professor of
Hebrew, came across the manuscript of a stan-
dard Arabic manual on grammar which was to
revolutionize the compilation of Arabic gram-
mars in Europe, the 13th-century ±âjurrùmiyya.

Núñez proved unable to teach him how to use it,
so Clenardus proceeded to Granada and, thanks
to the governor of the city, was provided with a
tutor in Arabic. Yet, the difficulty of obtaining
Arabic manuscripts induced him to leave for
Morocco in 1640 in order to progress with his
studies (Jones 1988:144–148).

To begin with, European grammarians had to
rely on the combination of Arabic texts such 
as the ±âjurrùmiyya and the advice of a native 
speaker. In the course of the 16th and 17th cen-
turies we find Turkish prisoners-of-war and
Arabic-speaking Christians being employed as
teachers and copyists. The standard of their
knowledge, however, varied greatly and there
was seldom a guarantee of quality. By the middle
of the 16th century scholars wishing to study
Arabic consequently tried to make their way to
the Arab or Ottoman worlds.

The French were among the first to avail
themselves of permanent diplomatic representa-
tion at the Porte, and Guillaume Postel set out
for the Levant in 1535 with the king’s first
ambassador to the sultan. He then devoted him-
self to the study of Arabic in Istanbul under the
tuition of a Turkish Christian (Balagna Cous-
tou 1989). He already knew Hebrew, and his
progress in the new language was rapid. He
became acquainted with the ±âjurrùmiyya and
another standard grammatical work of the 13th
century, az-Zanjànì’s Taßrìf. Basing himself on
these, he made the first major contribution to the
knowledge of Arabic grammar in Europe. His
early effort, the Linguarum characterum differ-
entium alphabetum introductio, was published
on his return to Paris in 1538, and he followed it
up with his far more important Grammatica
arabica, published in 1543. The Grammatica
arabica, the first of its kind to be printed and to
make use of Arabic types, was revolutionary in
establishing “the method of incorporating the
information contained in Arabic grammatical
tracts into Western-style grammar books about
Classical Arabic” (Jones 1988:155).

The next step in introducing Europeans to
Arabic grammar was the publication of the
Arabic grammars themselves, and this was
undertaken in the last decade of the 16th cen-
tury by Giovanni Battista Raimondi and the
Tipografia Medicea, the printing press which he
ran in Rome. In 1592 he produced the ±âjur-
rùmiyya and another work on grammar of the
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13th century, Ibn al-£àjib’s Kàfiya, both solely
in unvocalized Arabic. Almost 20 years later, in
1610, he added the Taßrìf, this time in vocalized
Arabic accompanied by a Latin translation.

Such, together with the far less interesting
European Arabic grammars by Jakob Christ-
mann, Rutger Spey, and Bartholomaeus Radt-
mann, was the printed material at hand when
the young Thomas Erpenius decided to study
Arabic. Erpenius had proved himself an excel-
lent Hebraist at Leiden University, and one of his
professors was Scaliger, who had himself studied
Arabic under Postel in Paris. But although
Scaliger advised Erpenius on how to tackle the
language, he actually started learning it outside
the Netherlands. He was taught the rudiments
by William Bedwell in London, and received
some more, but not very reliable, instruction
from the itinerant Egyptian Copt Josephus
Abudacnus in Paris. It was also in France that
Erpenius met ±A™mad ibn Qàsim al-£ajarì, an
emigrant from Spain in the service of the ruler of
Morocco, who was in France on a diplomatic
errand in 1611. Despite the uncertain quality of
his own Arabic – his first language was Spanish
– al-£ajarì appears to have provided Erpenius
with some of the information which, in combi-
nation with the Arabic grammars, enabled him
to compile his own Grammatica arabica. It was
published in Leiden in 1613, the year in which
he took up the professorship of Arabic at the
university.

Like Postel, Erpenius reconciled the Classical
Arabic grammatical tradition with the Latin
one, but he did so far more successfully and
exhaustively. Postel’s grammar is short, and one
wonders how far a student would have pro-
gressed had he only had that on which to rely.
Erpenius’s work is far longer and more accurate.
He gives numerous examples where Postel sim-
ply announces a general rule, and at last pro-
duced a grammar from which students could,
and did, learn Arabic. Not only did Erpenius’s
grammar, to which he himself added in the
course of his career in Leiden, remain the stan-
dard European work on the subject for almost
two hundred years, but even when it was at last
surpassed by Silvestre de Sacy’s Grammaire
arabe in 1810, it had a profound influence on
Sacy himself and continued to affect later gram-
marians such as Karl Paul Caspari and William
Wright (Jones 1988:187–212).

3 . T h e  d i c t i o n a r i e s  

An early dictionary, which was to be of crucial
importance for the compilation of the first Arabic-
Latin lexicon to be printed, was the Mozarabic
Latin-Arabic glossary acquired by Postel in
1532 and now at the Leiden University Library
(Seybold 1900). In a clear hand and with most of
the Arabic words vocalized, it was compiled in
Toledo shortly before 1175 by an Arabic-speak-
ing Christian who wanted to instruct his coun-
trymen in Latin in the period immediately before
the Mozarabic community adopted Castilian 
as its main language. It is consequently in the
Arabic spoken in Spain and had among its
sources the Arabic translations of the Scriptures
known to the compiler (Koningsveld 1977). 

The next dictionary to play an important role
in the development of Arabic lexicography in
Europe was the Vocabulista aravigo en letra
castellana, the Spanish-Arabic wordlist com-
piled by Pedro de Alcalá and published in
Granada in 1505 in the same year as his Arabic
grammar. Like the grammar it was intended for
Spanish missionaries preaching to the converts
from Islam in Andalusia – thus for students of
Arabic – and it was modeled after Antonio de
Nebrija’s Spanish-Latin dictionary. Also like the
grammar, it was transcribed in the Roman
alphabet for Spaniards wishing to speak the
dialect of al-Andalus, and not for readers or
writers of Classical Arabic. 

These two dictionaries were consulted exhaus-
tively by Franciscus Raphelengius, the son-
in-law of the printer Christophe Plantin. Just 
as Scaliger had done, Raphelengius too studied
Arabic under Postel in Paris. After working 
with the team of scholars who produced the
Antwerp Polyglot Bible published by Plantin
between 1569 and 1572, he moved in 1586 from
Antwerp to Leiden and was given the chair of
Hebrew at the university. He also ran the print-
ing press established in the university town by
his father-in-law. Having had Arabic types cut,
he and his sons became the main printers of
Arabic in northern Europe. 

While he was still in Antwerp Raphelengius
had come into possession of the Mozarabic
Latin-Arabic glossary once belonging to Postel,
as well as of Pedro de Alcalá’s Vocabulista. It
was on these that he drew when he started to
compile an Arabic-Latin vocabulary. Encour-
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aged by his colleagues in Leiden, he continued
his lexicographical studies, albeit with a rela-
tively limited number of sources. These included
the Pentateuch printed in Istanbul by Gerson
Soncino in 1546 with Saadiya Gaon’s Judaeo-
Arabic paraphrase, the medieval translation of
the Qur ±àn published by Bibliander in 1543, the
few available works printed in Arabic, and a
small collection of Arabic manuscripts. After
1593, the year in which Scaliger arrived in
Leiden, Raphelengius also used Scaliger’s own
Thesaurus linguae arabicae, the Latin-Arabic
glossary which would never be published, but to
which Scaliger added in Leiden largely on the
basis of the two Spanish dictionaries belong-
ing to Raphelengius. The extent to which the
two men used one another’s material shows 
how closely they collaborated (Hamilton 1989:
558–572). 

Raphelengius’s Lexicon arabico-latinum testi-
fies to a considerable ability in turning the con-
tents of the Mozarabic Latin-Arabic glossary
and the Spanish-Arabic Vocabulista into an
Arabic-Latin dictionary, sometimes rectifying
mistakes in the original text and generally pro-
viding a correct version in Arabic characters.
Certainly, the very nature of Raphelengius’s two
main sources occasionally led to mistakes – to
forms which were exclusively Andalusian and to
a number of grammatical errors – but, despite
the mistakes, the object of his lexicon was strik-
ingly modern. Admittedly, the wordlists in
Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic at the end, as well
as the Hebrew equivalents in the text of the dic-
tionary, were for the assistance of theologians
and Hebraists. But the Latin wordlist, and the
statements in the preface, indicate that he
wanted his dictionary to serve scholars working
in a variety of fields besides merchants, naviga-
tors, and diplomats who required the language
for more practical purposes (Hamilton 1989:
572–577).

Raphelengius died in 1597. His dictionary
was unfinished and, probably owing to Scaliger
who was aware of its imperfections, it remained
in manuscript. Only after Scaliger’s death in
1609 did Raphelengius’s sons, now running the
family firm, consider having it completed and
published. By 1611 it was in the press, but at the
last moment the Raphelengius brothers turned
to the young Thomas Erpenius in the hope of
adding his Arabic grammar to the dictionary
and of having the dictionary corrected. As

Erpenius drew up his immense list of corrections
he spotted the key to Arabic lexicography. 

Just as the key to the European Arabic gram-
mars consisted in the grammars by the Arabs
themselves, so the key to Arabic lexicography in
Europe was to be found in the monolingual
Arabic dictionaries. These Erpenius was un-
able to obtain, but, when he stopped in Venice 
in his unsuccessful attempt to sail to the East, 
he acquired some Arabic-Turkish dictionaries
which were based on the monolingual Arabic
ones. “As I once started to learn Arabic in order
to improve my understanding of Hebrew,” he
wrote in May 1612, “now I study Turkish in
order to know better Arabic” (Hamilton 1989:
581). It was thanks to the Arabic-Turkish lexi-
con al-±Axtarì, compiled in 1545 and based on
some of the finest monolingual Arabic diction-
aries, including the 10th-century Ía™à™ and
Mujmal and the 13th-century Muÿrib, that
Erpenius managed to correct so many of
Raphelengius’s mistakes. His corrections were
added in an appendix to the published version 
of the dictionary which appeared in 1613 with
his grammar issued separately by the same pub-
lishers (Hamilton 1989:577–584).

Erpenius had only just had time to catch a
glimpse of the most important monolingual
Arabic dictionary of all, the Qàmùs compiled in
the late 14th century, before Raphelengius’s
Lexicon arabico-latinum appeared in print.
Although he subsequently acquired a copy, he
could make little use of it. Yet, it was the Qàmùs
which, together with the Ía™à™, would be the
main source of the next Arabic-Latin dictionary,
the Thesaurus linguae arabicae published in
Milan in 1632 and compiled in the course of 18
years by Antonio Giggei. Giggei had consulted
the very considerable collection of Arabic man-
uscripts assembled for the Ambrosian Library
by his patron, the archbishop of Milan, Cardinal
Federico Borromeo, and his vast work in four
volumes was indeed an improvement on Raphe-
lengius, lacking comparisons with other Semitic
languages or with Greek, and providing a far
greater range of words.

Giggei’s work, however, was to be superseded
by that of Erpenius’s successor as professor of
Arabic at Leiden, Jacobus Golius. In the intro-
duction to his Lexicon arabico-latinum (Leiden
1653), Golius admittted that Giggei had pre-
ceded him in the use of the monolingual diction-
aries, but he himself consulted a far wider range,
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which included the main Arabic-Turkish and
Arabic-Persian lexicons. If Giggei had freed
Arabic of the assocation with Hebrew, Golius,
with his Persian and Turkish sources, connected
it with the other main Islamic languages (Fück
1955:79–84).

Golius’s dictionary, like Erpenius’s grammar,
reımained unsurpassed until the 19th century,
when Georg Wilhelm Freytag, and above all
Edward Lane, improved on it (Fück 1955:166–
170). Yet, in contrast to that of Raphelengius
and his predecessors, Golius’s dictionary was
solely of Classical Arabic, with no attempt to
include current or dialectal forms. Invaluable for
readers, particularly of poetry and early Islamic
texts, it was of little use to merchants or travel-
ers who needed to speak the language of the
streets. Not until 1881 were the Mozarabic lex-
icon and Pedro de Alcalá’s Vocabulista appreci-
ated as guides to a particular form of spoken
Arabic, when R.P.A. Dozy, in his Supplément
aux dictionnaires arabes, perceived their full
value and, implicitly, rendered homage to the
work of Raphelengius (Hamilton 1989:577).

4 . T h e  s c h o o l s

Some form of translators’ school seems to have
existed in Toledo since the mid-12th century,
and was followed by other foundations in
medieval Spain (Burnett 1995). The growing
interest in Arabic in the early modern period,
however, is more clearly documented by the cre-
ation of academic chairs. The French King
François I established a chair in Arabic for
Guillaume Postel at his own humanist founda-
tion, the Collège royal in Paris, in 1538. Very
gradually other European academies followed
suit. Leiden University took the decision to set
up a chair in 1599 (Brugman and Schröder
1979:3–4). A chair was endowed at Cambridge
in 1632 and at Oxford in 1636 (Toomer
1996:111–114). But while Arabic was being
studied at the European universities and acade-
mies mainly by theologians, alternative forms of
instruction were also being organized for those
students who wanted to have a more practical
knowledge of the Eastern languages.

Arabic was taught, interruptedly and to vary-
ing standards, in the schools and seminaries
intended for missionaries. The first was proba-
bly the Dominican school in Tunis founded
some time before 1250. It was succeeded by

schools in Barcelona, Murcia, Valencia, and
Játiva, while the Franciscan Raymond Lull set
up a school at Miramar in 1276 (Cortabarria
Beitia 1970). By the end of the 16th century
Arabic could be learnt by prospective missionar-
ies in Rome not only in some of the houses of the
various religious orders and at the Collegio
Romano, but also at the foundations of Pope
Gregory XIII, the Neophyte College (established
in 1577 for converts from Judaism and Islam)
and the Maronite College (founded in 1584 and
run by the Jesuits). It would later be taught, too,
at the Collegio Urbano, founded by Pope Urban
VIII in 1627. One of the main purposes of the
colleges was to attract young Eastern Christians,
particularly Maronites, who had been in formal 
communion with Rome since 1182, as well as
Jacobites, Copts, Nestorians, Melkites, Armen-
ians, and, in the 18th century, Greek Catholics
and other members of the Uniate churches.
Generally aged between 9 and 15, they had
received hardly any formal education in the
East, and it was in Rome that they obtained
intensive instruction, in Italian and Latin, but
also in Classical Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew.
Having converted to Roman Catholicism they
might either remain in Europe where they often
acted as librarians and as language teachers, or
return to their home country to propagate the
Catholic faith (Heyberger 1994:408–423).

The other institutions for teaching a more
practical type of Arabic than was to be obtained
at a university were the interpreters’ schools. In
the early modern period they were originally
devised by the Venetians who, in 1551, sent two
of their young citizens to Istanbul to study the
spoken languages of the Middle East (Palumbo
Fossati Casa 1997). Although the project was
not immediately successful, it would be imi-
tated. In 1669, thanks to Louis XIV’s minister
Colbert, the French organized a school in
Istanbul for the teaching of Arabic, Turkish, and
Persian (Pippidi 1997). Sixty years later the
French emulated the Roman system by intro-
ducing a school which was to train Eastern
Christians as missionaries at the Jesuit Collège
de Louis-le-Grand in Paris. Such practical en-
deavors would lead, after many vicissitudes, to
the creation in Paris of the Ecole spéciale des
langues orientales in 1795. The Venetians set up
a similar institution in Padova in 1699, and
other European countries followed them, the
Austrians with the Orientalische Akademie in
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Vienna in 1745 and the English with the College
of Fort William in Calcutta in 1800. 

Yet, despite the growing number of institutions
at which Arabic was being taught from the early
17th century onwards, most of the best Arabists
were largely self-taught. They studied the lan-
guage independently of any institution and often
on the spot. By the first decades of the 17th cen-
tury both Holland and England had permanent
diplomatic representation in Istanbul and con-
sulates scattered over the Arabic-speaking world.
The greatest of the Dutch Arabists, Golius, had
indeed been a pupil of Erpenius (who had himself
learnt his Arabic from Arab travelers in France),
but his true progress in the language was made
when he accompanied a diplomatic mission to
Morocco, and when he spent a far longer period
first at the Dutch consulate in Aleppo and then at
the embassy in Istanbul (Juynboll 1931:119–
183). In England Edward Pococke, who occupied
the first chair of Arabic at Oxford in 1636, had
had some tuition from William Bedwell in
London, but he perfected his knowledge of
Arabic when he acted as chaplain to the Levant
Company at the English consulate in Aleppo and,
later, at the English embassy in the Ottoman cap-
ital (Toomer 1996:116–126). And the Italian
Lodovico Marracci, who published an edition of
the Qur ±àn in Arabic and Latin in 1698 infinitely
superior to all previous efforts, never set foot out-
side Italy but learnt Arabic on his own in Rome,
occasionally asking the advice of a Maronite 
(Levi della Vida 1959:196). This tendency was to
become increasingly marked with the decline of
the academic teaching of Arabic in the 18th 
and 19th centuries.
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≠Arabiyya

For Arabic speakers al-≠arabiyya is a cover term
which refers to Arabic in its various forms, both
synchronically and diachronically. In particular,
it designates what the Arabs call fuß™à Arabic
(lit. ‘pure, clear, or universally intelligible’, →
faßì™) and the wide range of dialects – called
≠àmmiyyàt, lahajàti, or in North Africa the
dàrija – which are the true mother tongues of
Arabic speakers. In Arabic folk-linguistics, the
dialects are treated as deviations from the norm
– or the ‘measure/standard’ – which the fuß™à

provides in its capacity as the codified language
and as the vehicle of religion and high culture. In
attitudinal terms, therefore, the ‘defective’ and,
as often mistakenly claimed, ‘grammarless’ dia-
lects are treated as valid targets for the purifying
impulses of verbal hygienists (Cameron 1995).
But, paradoxically, these dialects are also socio-
psychologically internalized as sites of allegiance
and self-definition, through which speakers
express their feelings of intimacy as well as per-
sonal, local, or regional identities. In an early
study on the subject, Ferguson (1959a) sug-
gested that Arabic speakers express loyalty to
their dialects, believing them to be the closest to
the fuß™à and the easiest to learn, but that these
positive attitudes pale into insignificance when
compared with the veneration the Arabs display
towards the fuß™à. This duality (izdiwàjiyya) of
language forms and attitudes in popular concep-
tion was the subject of heated debates among
Arab intellectuals in the 19th century (Daniels
2002; Suleiman 2003), long before the term →
‘diglossia’ was used by the French Arabist
William Marçais in 1930 and, later, by Charles
Ferguson, whose seminal article “Diglossia”
(1959b) gave it universal currency.

It is now generally agreed that the fuß™à and
the dialects represent the end points of a varia-
tion continuum (Badawì 1973; Holes 1995;
Versteegh 1997), but it is worth pointing out
that, in the native linguistic-cum-intellectual tra-
dition, little recognition is accorded to the tax-
onomies Western Arabists use to describe the
diachronic variability of the language. Terms
such as → ‘Proto-Arabic’, → ‘Old Arabic’,
‘Early Arabic’, → ‘Classical Arabic’, ‘Early
Middle Arabic’, ‘New Arabic’, ‘Muslim →
Middle Arabic’, → ‘Christian Middle Arabic’ or

→ ‘Judaeo-Arabic’, which Western Arabists use
as tools of historical categorization, are given
short shrift in modern thinking about the lan-
guage, which prefers to highlight the diachronic
continuities and synchronic overlaps in Arabic
rather than to dwell on what are regarded as
typologies of difference and ‘fragmentation’.
This unifying orientation in the modern Arab
world, as a trope of academic practice and as a
truism of popular thinking, is not without socio-
political meaning. It is part and parcel of the atti-
tude toward the fuß™à as the mainstay of
pan-Arab unity, at least on the cultural level
(Suleiman 1994).

The view that the fuß™à is superior to other
languages has a long and established pedigree in
Arab culture. It is found in the writings of the
medieval grammarians and rhetoricians, for
example ±Abù Manßùr aµ-Âa≠àlibì (d. 430/1038-
9) and Ibn Sinàn al-Xafàjì (d. 460/1067–1068).
With few exceptions, the Arabic grammarians
showed little interest in other languages, even
when they could speak them – for example,
Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796), as-Sijistànì (d. 255/
869) and ±Abù ≠Alì al-Fàrisì (d. 377/987) who
were of Persian origin and were fluent in Persian
– believing them, explicitly or implicitly, to be
inferior to Arabic. Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002), who
was not of Arab origin, associated the excellence
of Arabic with the principle of ™ikmat al-≠Arab
‘the wisdom of the Arabs’, which, in modern 
discourses on nationalism, can be equated with
ethnolinguistic election as an emblem of dis-
tinction of the nation (Suleiman 2002). In the
20th century, the Syrian Zakì al-±Arsùzì devel-
oped this principle into his main dogma of 
Arab nationalism, declaring time after time 
in his writings that the “genius of the Arabs re-
sides in/emanates from their language” (1972–
1976). 

On a different level, this attitude towards the
fuß™à is associated with its exalted position as
the language of the Islamic revelation (tanzìl)
verbatim, expressed through the Qur ±àn in its
capacity as God’s inimitable word. It is impossi-
ble to exaggerate the role of Islam in the devel-
opment of the Arabic language and in shaping
the attitudes toward it. Addressing the poeti-
cally-minded Arabs, God tells them that He
revealed the Qur ±àn in Arabic to challenge them
to produce one that can match it in excellence. 
In Islamic theology and Arabic rhetoric, this
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challenge was embodied into the principle of →
±i ≠jàz al-Qur ±àn ‘the inimitability of the Qur±àn’,
which is an article of faith for the Arab and non-
Arab Muslims. The language of the Qur±àn is
said to be mubìn ‘perspicuous’. According to
one ™adìµ (a saying of the Prophet), Arabic is
said to be ‘the master of speech’; another ™adìµ

declares that Arabic is the language of Heaven
(janna). We must, however, not conclude from
this and other examples from the same sources
that the fuß™à is a sacred or liturgical language.
Fuß™à Arabic is used for religious purposes and
for recording and transmitting sacred material,
but it is also deployed in non-religious domains,
some of which in fact are the very antithesis of
the ‘sacred’ or the ‘liturgical’ (cf. Haeri 2003). 

The rise of Islam and the ensuing conquests
propelled Arabic to pre-eminence on the world
stage. These defining events constitute the
‘golden age’ to which modern-day Arabs return
linguistically, for assurance and inspiration,
when they feel that their language and what it
stands for are under attack (Suleiman 2004). But
the connection between Islam and Arabic goes
far deeper. Islam expanded the functional do-
mains of Arabic, led to its lexical development
through borrowing and semantic expansion,
occasioned its orthographic and grammatical
codification, turned it into the vehicle of learning
and high culture, and made it the medium of
government and diplomacy. These gains were
consolidated during the early centuries of Islam,
but the fortunes of the fuß™à started to wane
when control in the Islamic empire started to
pass to the non-Arabs in the 3rd/9th century. 

The Islamic conquests were the engine that led
to mixing and linguistic leveling among the Arab
tribes which, until then, had not pursued com-
mon goals on such a spectacular scale. Waves of
migration into the conquered territories, cou-
pled with intercommunal life in the newly estab-
lished settlements, brought the Arabic speakers
into sustained contact with speakers of other
languages (Versteegh 1984). Mixed marriages
intensified this contact. The combination of
these factors led to linguistic practices, invari-
ably described as → la™n ‘solecism’ in the Arabic
grammatical tradition, in which the mixing of
codes ushered in new developments that threat-
ened the presumed ‘pristine purity’ of the fuß™à.
The attitude toward the modern dialects as
‘deviations’ from the norm is no doubt socio-
psychologically linked to the attitude towards

la™n at this early stage in the expansion of the
Arab controlled lands and the attendant spread
of the language. It is therefore not surprising
that the language guardians use this ideologi-
cally loaded term to describe modern ‘devia-
tions’ from the fuß™à, regardless of their source
or provenance. The injection of this term into
modern sites of linguistic debate and conflict is
another example of the drive to emphasize his-
torical ‘continuity’ in conceptualizations of the
fuß™à in the Arab world. 

The position of Arabic as the language of 
government and diplomacy was dealt a body
blow when the hold of the Abbasid caliphs on
power started to wane from the 3rd/9th century
onward. Under the Samanids in Iran, in the 10th
century, Persian replaced Arabic as the language
of culture and government. With the rise of the
Seljuk Turks to power and their expansion into
Anatolia to the west (5th–7th/11th–13th cen-
turies), Turkish replaced Arabic as the official
language of the state. The fall of Baghdad at the
hands of the Mongols in 657/1258 divested
Arabic of any prestige it might have had as the
language of administration and high culture.
The fall of Granada to the Castilian kings in
897/1492 put an end to the presence of Arabic 
in the Iberian Peninsula. In Egypt, under the
Mamluks (648–923/1250–1517), Turkish was
the language of the ruling elite and govern-
ment. The Ottomans (1517–1918) conducted
the affairs of the state and encouraged expres-
sions of high culture in Turkish. And yet, in spite
of all the pressure Arabic had come under over
the centuries it never lost its pre-eminence as the 
language of religion and its allied sciences (juris-
prudence and theology) in the lands of Islam.
Fuß™à Arabic was used in literary production in
these lands, but it never had the prestige it
enjoyed in its heyday when the Arabs formed 
the ruling class. 

In the 18th century, attempts were made to
breathe a new life into Arabic. The Maronite
archbishop of Aleppo, Germanus Far™àt (d.
1145/ 1732) led the way by, among other things,
encouraging education in Arabic and writing
books on grammar, lexicography, and literature.
However, the real impetus for change in the for-
tunes of Arabic came as a result of Napoleon’s
expedition into Egypt in 1798 and Mu™ammad
≠Ali’s rise to power in the country in 1805. 

As viceroy of Egypt, Mu™ammad ≠Ali (d. 1849)
set out to modernize the country by building a

174 ≠arabiyya

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



strong administration and army that could with-
stand the pressure of the European powers and
pursue his ambitions against the Ottoman sul-
tans. To achieve this, he dispatched educational
missions to France to acquire the new sciences
and to transplant them into Egypt (Heyworth-
Dunne 1939). He encouraged translation, and,
for this purpose, established the famous Dàr al-
±alsun (School of Languages), whose task was to
transfer into Arabic legal, medical, engineering,
military, and other works (a“-”ayyàl 1951; Tàjir
1945). Bùlàq, the famous printing press, was
established to serve this endeavor. The official 
al-Waqà ±i ≠ al-Mißriyya (Egyptian gazette), which
was originally published in Turkish only, started
to appear in a bilingual edition, with Arabic on
the right hand side of the page as if to signal its
dominance over Turkish. Later, Turkish was
dropped and the gazette started to appear in
Arabic only. These developments, coupled with
the spread of education, albeit at a modest rate
at this stage, invigorated Arabic and jolted it
into contact with the modern world. In the
course of the 19th century, the expansion of 
the literary arts, particularly the theater, and the
popularity of the press provided enhanced
opportunities for the revitalization of Arabic. 

The 19th century witnessed similar develop-
ments in the Levant. In fact, contact with Europe
in this region predated Napoleon’s invasion of
Egypt. The Maronites of Lebanon, through 
their centuries-old relations with the Vatican 
in Rome, played a leading role in invigorat-
ing Arabic. In the 19th century, European and
American missionaries established schools in 
the Levant, the most famous of which was the
Syrian Protestant College (1863) – the predeces-
sor of the American University of Beirut – which,
until 1882, taught all the disciplines, including
medicine, through the medium of Arabic. Trans-
lations of the Bible as well as a wide range of
books and other materials appeared in the lan-
guage (Zaytùnì 1983). The increasing popular-
ity of the press worked to the advantage of
Arabic. More and more people came into its
expanding orbits of expression, which had to
accommodate readers’ expectations for a more
accessible style that shifted focus to content and
meaning. Books and articles on Arabic gram-
mar, rhetoric, style, and lexicon began to appear.
Arabic started to be used in new literary genres,
for example the novel and the short story. The
net effect of these and other developments was to

propel the language into an ever-expanding
range of communicative needs. Arabic became a
tool of modernization, but it was at the same
time made into an object of modernization in its
own right.

In addition, Arabic acquired new ideological
meanings. In the struggle for autonomy within
the Ottoman Empire, Arabic was used as a
proxy to express increasingly politicized de-
mands and irredentist tendencies, in some cases
bordering on outright independence from the
Ottoman Turks (Suleiman 2003). One of the
most important achievements of this period was
to reconfigure the automatic identification of
Arabic with Islam. Arabic was promoted as the
language of the Arabs first and foremost, regard-
less of their religious background. ±Ibràhìm 
al-Yàzijì (d. 1906) played a crucial role in 
promoting this new spirit, using poetry, pam-
phlets, press articles, books, translations, clan-
destine activities, public speeches, and other
forms of direct interaction with his readers, for
example through the ‘Letters to the Editor’ sec-
tion of the newspapers he edited (al-Bayàn, a∂-
Îiyà ±, and a†-¢abìb). In the 20th century, this
secular conception of Arabic found strong ex-
pression in the writings of Sà†i≠ al-£ußrì (d. 1968),
the most famous ideologue of pan-Arab national-
ism in the 20th century (Cleveland 1971).

One of the main issues facing Arabic in the
19th and 20th centuries was the creation of new
terms and other lexical resources to express 
the communicative needs of sociopolitical and
economic modernization. Starting in the 19th
century (Xùrì 1991), this issue was debated
extensively by Arab scholars and linguists, who
returned to the ‘golden age’ and its successes in
transferring Greek knowledge into Arabic to
assure their audiences that the language can 
handle the challenges of modernization in the 
modern period. A typology of methods for creat-
ing new vocabularies emerged, and it included
the following (Stetkevych 1970): (a) borrowing
terms (mainly from English and French) and inte-
grating them into the language phonologically
and morphologically; (b) semantic extension of
existing words; (c) analogical creations from
existing roots; (d) translation of foreign words
into Arabic (calque); and (e) blending. Not all of
these methods, for example blending (→ com-
pounds), have succeeded to the same degree. One
area where Arabic word creation still has not
been successful is in the provision of acronyms

≠arabiyya 175

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



(→ abbreviations), which are a frequent feature
of the two main languages with which Arabic is
in constant contact: English and French. Another
area where problems have emerged is → techni-
cal terminologies. The problem here is not one of
generating these terminologies, but their multi-
plicity and differentiated use, which create prob-
lems of comprehension in the scientific exchange
among Arabic speakers.

Contact with English and French has been the
source of stylistic innovations and code-switch-
ing practices in Arabic. The Arab press has acted
as the channel through which many stylistic
innovations are introduced and popularized in
Arab culture. The process started in the 19th cen-
tury, but it intensified in the 20th century to such
an extent that one can confidently talk about the
emergence of new styles of writing in Arabic. The
same is true of → code-switching, which was
present in the dramatic work of the Egyptian
Ya≠qùb Íannù≠ in the 19th century (Sa≠ìd 1964;
Moosa 1983), and was also the butt of attacks by
the Arab nationalists and purists in the Levant in
their effort to make Arabic the criterion of their
national identity (Suleiman 2003). 

In the modern Arab world, code-switching
has emerged as a topic of intense debate. As a
style of speaking among young Arabic speakers
(by no means all young speakers), code-switch-
ing as a form of language display is practiced as
a sign of sophistication, modernity and, there-
fore, prestige. It is particularly popular among
women who, some argue (a≈-˛wàdì 1996), use
it to cull a symbolic verbal space in which they
can escape from the oppressive ‘patriarchal’
norms of Arab society. However, on the whole,
negative values are read into code-switching,
even by the code-switchers themselves (Benta-
hila 1983). Some Arabs treat code-switching as
an expression of inferiority and post-coloniality
(a≈-˛wàdì 1986). Others think of it as a sign 
of social affectation or, worse still, as a way
through which the speaker ‘tarts up’ his speech
for dubious sociolinguistic gains (al-±Ab†a™

2001). Yet, these negative attitudes do not seem
to depress the appetite of young Arab speakers,
particularly women, for code-switching with
either English or French. 

In spite of the attempts that have been made to
promote Arabic in the past century, including
the provision of universal education, most Arabs
believe that standards in the language have been
falling, although the evidence for this tends to be

anecdotal (al-Mùsà 1990). Empirical studies
reveal, however, that Arab students show little
enthusiasm to specialize in the language at uni-
versity level (al-Frèj 1993; al-≠Anàn 1994), and
that they in fact ascribe this to their weak stan-
dards in the language. The perception that stan-
dards in the language are falling has been
attributed by many scholars to, among other
things, the complexity of pedagogic grammars
and the outdated mode of their presentation 
and teaching. Even before the discovery of Ibn
Ma∂à± al-Qur†ubì’s (593/1196) famous treatise
ar-Radd ≠alà n-nu™àt in Cairo in the 1950s, in
which he strongly attacked the use of unneces-
sary causes (≠illas) in Arabic language teaching
(Suleiman 1999a), attempts were made to recast
Arabic grammar in new pedagogic moulds to
suit the needs of learners (Muß†afà 1937/1959).
Similar attempts were made by the Lebanese lin-
guist ±Anìs Fray™a (1955, 1956, 1959) and the
Egyptian ”awqì Îayf (1986a, 1986b, 1990). Until
recently, the calls for the simplification of Arabic
(tabsì† or taysìr) have remained part of the aca-
demic ‘wish list’ for the language. However,
important steps have been taken in some Arab
Gulf countries recently, notably Qatar, to im-
plement a radical literacy-based reform of
Arabic language teaching, applying benchmark-
ing comparisons and a curriculum-standards
based approach (al-Majlis al-±A≠là li-t-Ta≠lìm
2004), similar to those that have been developed
for teaching English in England, the United
States, and New Zealand. 

As the official language of over 20 countries in
the Middle East and North Africa, and as the lan-
guage of well over 200 million users in these
countries and elsewhere in the world, the future
of Arabic is assured (Suleiman 1999b). However,
in areas where it is a minority language, for
example in → Israel and → Turkey, Arabic is
much weaker. In Turkey, Arabic is facing lingui-
cide. It is in a more precarious position than
Kurdish. In Israel, Arabic is the object of benign
neglect. It has been aptly described by Ben-Rafael
(2001) as the “non-prestigious language of the
underprivileged”. The position of Arabic in
Israel and Turkey reminds us very strongly that
the status of Arabic as a regional and world lan-
guage is uneven. It has demographic strength 
and cultural depth, but in some contexts it is
barely able to survive. Furthermore, globalization
means that Arabic is facing competition from the
world languages, mainly English and, to a lesser
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extent, French, which are promoted as the lan-
guages of instruction for medicine and the sci-
ences in an expanding coterie of schools and
universities (Abu Absi 1997; Shaaban 1997). The
popularity of private education in many Arab
countries has given this trend a real boost over
the past two decades.
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Aramaic/Syriac Loanwords

1 . A r a b i c  a n d  A r a m a i c

During the first half of the 1st millennium B.C.E.
Aramaic dialects spread from their original
home around the Upper Euphrates (Aram Naha-
rayim) into Syria and Mesopotamia. By the time
the Achaemenid Empire was established in the
6th century B.C.E. most areas of Syria-Palestine
and Mesopotamia were Aramaic-speaking. Dif-
ferent forms of Aramaic became the dominat-
ing spoken language of these areas until the
Islamic conquest. It is, however, likely that dur-
ing this period different forms of Arabic could
already be heard in some regions. According to
documents, there was a substantial presence of
people with Arabic rather than Akkadian names
in central and lower Mesopotamia from the late
Assyrian period into the Achaemenid times. In
Syria we hear about the presence of people
called → ‘Arabs’ not only in the border regions
to the desert but also in the Anti-Lebanon, the
Biqà≠ valley and around £imß/ Emesa in Seleucid
and Roman times. Some of the rulers of these
Arabs have Arabic-sounding names and it can 
be assumed that there were speakers of a variety
of Arabic among them. Finally, in the Arabo-
Nabatean kingdom there was interaction be-
tween the users of late Imperial Aramaic as a
written language and large groups of speakers 
of Arabic dialects. The interference between
Aramaic and different forms of Arabic is thus
most likely to have existed more than one mil-
lennium before the Islamic conquest. During the
first two centuries of Islam, Aramaic continued
to be spoken in Syria and Mesopotamia by the
peasantry. They were called naba†, a word
which in early Arabic sources also means

Aramaic-speaker. In the cities, a bilingual situa-
tion arose soon after the conquest when Arabic
increasingly became the language of the market-
place and public life, whereas Aramaic contin-
ued to be spoken at home. With the growing
physical separation between the different reli-
gious groups in separate quarters within the city
walls, from the Crusader period and onwards,
Aramaic tended to be limited especially to
Christian and Jewish quarters. The religious
minorities have tended to preserve the bilingual
situation to a larger degree than the Muslim
majority, which early on seems to have been
Arabicized. Aramaic-speaking Jewish and Chris-
tian communities surrounded by Arabic-speak-
ers have existed until the 20th century, especially
in the old cities of Iraq. The Aramaic-speaking
Jewish communities migrated to Israel in the
beginning of the 1950s. In the countryside,
Aramaic was preserved in certain areas until
quite recently. In Lebanon, Aramaic was gener-
ally spoken in the northern Christian mountain
villages until the beginning of the 18th century
and is still alive in the three villages of Ma≠lùla,
Bax≠a, and Jubb ≠Adìn in the Anti-Lebanon. In
Mesopotamia, Aramaic is still spoken in villages
around Mosul and further north. In the south,
Aramaic was probably spoken by Mandaeans
until fairly recent times. In general, it can be said
that the Arabization process has been faster in
cities and among Muslims than in the country-
side and among religious minorities. A bilingual
Arabic-Aramaic situation has probably existed
in many areas for a very long time but unfortu-
nately this is poorly documented (Hopkins
1995:37–38).

The interference between Aramaic and Arabic
is a much more complex phenomenon than is
usually realized. Thus, we have to take into
account not only the bilingual situation in many
areas during the Islamic period, but also the
close contacts between Aramaic- and Arabic-
speakers before the Islamic conquests. Further,
Aramaic is far from being one unified language.
There are substantial differences between the
western and eastern dialects, documented as
early as the turn of the era, and also within these
groups, especially the eastern one. To this is
added the preservation among the Aramaic-
speaking minorities of traditional literary
Aramaic idioms used in religious ceremonies
and formal speech. For the Christians, Eastern
Aramaic Syriac has been of great importance
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whereas the Jews have had a mixed Eastern 
and Western Aramaic literary tradition. The
influence of Classical Mandaean upon the spo-
ken language of the Mandaeans is more diffi-
cult to grasp. A final problem which should be
taken into account is the typological similarity
between Aramaic in general and the modern
spoken forms of Arabic (Fischer 1984:83),
which sometimes makes it difficult to recognize
borrowings. It has been suggested (Retsö 2000)
that some Arabic dialects, mostly in North
Africa, are in fact descendants of dialects spo-
ken in the border regions between Syria and
Arabia, originally sharing many morphological
and most likely also lexical features with the
Aramaic complex.

An important question in connection with the
borrowing from Aramaic into Arabic is which
kind of Aramaic the borrowing reflects, which
also may be an indication about the age of the
borrowing. Aramaic has one main phonological
shift which distinguishes it from Arabic, viz. the
begadkefat shift. This means the fricativization
of the plosives b, g, d, k, p, t to ∫, g–, ≈, ú, p–, µ
when non-geminated in postvocalic position.
The begadkefat has not affected all consonants
in all dialects and its distribution shows a very
complicated picture. Two other sound shifts are
of importance even if they can also be found in
certain forms of modern spoken Arabic: (a) the
reduction of short vowels in unstressed open syl-
lables to a murmur vowel or to zero, (b) the
change à > o(ò). Of these (a) is a feature reflected
in all Aramaic dialects; (b) has affected the
Aramaic dialects spoken in northern-central
Syria and Mesopotamia but not those in south-
ern Syria, including Palestine, southern Meso-
potamia and the northwestern periphery. These
sound shifts took place at different periods in
different areas. The earliest traces of (a) are from
the 2nd century B.C.E. in Mesopotamia. The
begadkefat shift presupposes the existence of all
short vowels and should thus have started earlier
but the exact development of these two changes
is difficult to follow. 

Another factor to be taken into account is the
sound changes in Arabic. Thus, common Semitic 
p is in all forms of Arabic represented by f.
According to the begadkefat rules many vari-
eties of Aramaic have p and f in complementary
distribution. Further, common Semitic s1 = “ is in
Arabic represented by s, whereas Semitic s3 is “
in Arabic but s in Aramaic. It should also be

noticed that both Arabic and Aramaic have t µ
and d≈ but in different distribution. All these fac-
tors make the tracing of Aramaic words in
Arabic a difficult task and the difference between
words inherited by Arabic and Aramaic on the
one hand, and Aramaic words borrowed into
Arabic on the other, is not as simple as has 
sometimes been assumed. Some of the collec-
tions of borrowings (Féghali 1918; Hobaika
1939; Freyha 1973; Nakhla 1973) should be
used with caution. 

2 . A r a m a i c  i n  t h e  ≠ a r a b i y y a

The integration of Aramaic loanwords into
Arabic is reflected in the literary language, the
≠arabiyya, from its earliest stages. The earliest
dated text is the Qur ±àn, but several of the
Aramaisms there can also be found in the poetry
ascribed to the earliest poets from the 6th cen-
tury C.E. Many of the most important and fre-
quent words in the Qur ±àn are clear Aramaic
borrowings, which can be shown by a compari-
son with Syriac: ±aslam- ‘to submit [to the new
religion]’ < a“lem; bàb ‘door’, ‘gate’ < bà∫à; bì ≠a
‘church’ < bi ≠µà; rabb ‘lord’, ra™màn ‘merciful’
(most likely via South Arabian); sabìl ‘way’,
‘path’ < “∫ìlà; sabt ‘Sabbath’ < “abµà; sajad-
‘prostrate’ < sge≈; safìna ‘ship’ < sfi(n)tà; tàb-
/yatùb- ‘repent’ < tà∫/yµù∫ or nµù∫; tatbìr
‘destruction’, from Aramaic t∫ar ‘break’, cf.
Arabic µabar- ‘destroy’; ±asbà†, pl. of sib† < “i∫µà

‘tribes’; ≠àlam ‘world’ < ≠àlmà; ßalàt ‘religious
service, ceremony’ < ßlù†à; zakàt ‘alms’ < zkù†à;
≠ìd ‘festival’ <≠ì≈à; qurbàn ‘offering’ < qurbànà;
furqàn ‘salvation’, ‘redemption’ < purqànà; ma-
dìna ‘town’ < m≈i(n)tà; malakùt ‘kingship’ <
malkùµà; masì™ ‘Christ’ < m“ì™à (Jeffrey 1938).
The Aramaic origin of these words and many
others is made likely by the fact that they have
no semantic cognates in Arabic from which they
can be derived. Thus, for instance, jannat- ‘gar-
den’ has no direct cognate in Arabic where the
verb janna means ‘to cover’. Aramaic gi(n)tà, on
the other hand, is clearly formed from the root
GNN ‘to surround, to protect’. In this case the
≠arabiyya has the indigenous word ™adìqa from
the verb ™adaq- ‘to surround, to protect’. When
derivations are sometimes found, it can be
shown that they are derived from the loanword.
Thus, the word sùq ‘market-place’ has many
derivations but they are all from the noun,
which must be a borrowing from Aramaic “ùqà
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and then originally from Akkadian sùqu ‘street’.
In Akkadian, it is obviously connected with
siàqum ‘to be narrow’ whereas Arabic sàq- has a
completely different meaning: ‘to lead’, ‘to con-
duct’. In the ≠arabiyya of the Qur ±àn we also find
several semantic borrowings which give homo-
nyms like daras- ‘to study’ (from Aramaic dra“)
or ‘to wipe out’ (original Arabic), katab- ‘to
write’ (Aramaic/Hebrew) or ‘to sew together’, ‘to
put together’ (original Arabic), dìn ‘judgment’
(Aramaic dìnà) or ‘to owe’ (original Arabic),
zakà ‘to be pure, innocent’ (Aramaic zk–à) or to
‘be fit, suitable’ (original Arabic), ßalìb ‘cross’
(Aramaic ßla∫ ‘to crucify’), Arabic “alab- ‘to be
hard, stiff’, ßawm ‘fasting’ (Aramaic ßawmà),
Arabic ‘to stand still’, qara ±- ‘to read aloud’, ‘to
recite’ (Aramaic qrà) or Arabic ‘to gather’, ‘to
collect’. This vocabulary is also found in the ear-
liest Islamic prose texts like Ibn ±Is™àq’s history of
the Prophet (Hebbo 1984). Many of them must
be very old borrowings as can be seen from the
many derivations according to Arabic morpho-
logical rules, e.g. of katab with the meaning ‘to
write’. In general it can be said that the Aramaic
loans in the Qur±àn and the earliest poetry seem
to reflect an archaic form of Aramaic. There are
no traces of the sound shifts mentioned. The 
six begadkefat consonants are always plosives,
although the phonology of the ≠arabiyya could
have reproduced the fricative articulation of 
the Aramaic begadkefat consonants, including
(the fricative) ∫ which could be rendered w, as 
in some Mishnaic Hebrew and early Aramaic
inscriptions: ga∫rà > GWR±. Further, all ins-
tances of Aramaic à are à in the ≠arabiyya, e.g.
furqàn, thus no trace of the shift à > ò. In western
Syriac we have purqòn- but in eastern Syriac
porqàn-. The Aramaic “ (= Semitic s1) is always 
s in these items, which shows that these words
were borrowed from Aramaic before the Arabic
sound shift “ > s (McDonald 1974), cf. sabba™-,
Syriac “abba™ ‘to praise’. The same holds for the
p, which in Aramaic after the begadkefat shift
has two varieties: p and f, whereas the ≠arabiyya
always has f. The vowel reduction is also absent
in Arabic, cf. sabìl-, Syriac “∫ìl. This does not
mean that all borrowings must be from before
the 2nd century B.C.E., only that the Aramaic
from which the borrowings come had not been
seriously affected by the sound shifts. It can be
assumed that in certain cases the loanword was
transformed when being integrated into the
sound and syllable structure of Arabic. This espe-

cially holds for verbal borrowings where para-
digmatic leveling has been at work. The verb tàb/
yatùb- ‘to repent’ is an Aramaic loan, which can
be seen from its meaning and from its Arabic
counterpart µàb-/yaµùb ‘to turn back’. But it
should be observed that Arabic has t in all forms
of this verb whereas Syriac, for instance, has the
fricative µ in the imperfect according to the
begadkefat shift, thus tà∫/nµù∫. The ≠arabiyya
has either introduced the t in all forms analogi-
cally, or the word was borrowed from an
Aramaic dialect which had not yet undergone the
begadkefat shift. The existence of short vowels in
unstressed open syllables as in this example is
most likely due to an integration of the borrow-
ing into the verbal paradigm of the ≠arabiyya.
This does not explain, however, the total absence
of traces of the Aramaic sound changes. A noun
with the form “∫ìl could very well have been bor-
rowed into the ≠arabiyya as *isbìl and an Aramaic
zaúùµà should give *zaxùµ in Arabic.

In the approach taken here the Aramaic cog-
nates in the ≠arabiyya are regarded as borrow-
ings from Aramaic. The much further reaching
claim that the ≠arabiyya of the Qur ±àn is in fact
a transformation of a text originally written in
Aramaic or even Syriac, as claimed by Luxen-
berg (2000), is most difficult to verify and
remains highly unlikely.

3 . A r a m a i c  i n  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s

The Arabic spoken in Syria and Mesopotamia
has replaced Aramaic dialects there and it can be
assumed that a bilingual situation existed for a
long time and that numerous Aramaic lexemes
found their way into Arabic during this period.
The presence of Aramaic lexemes is well studied
in Lebanese Arabic (Féghali 1918; Freyha 1973)
and the dialects spoken in the Anti-Lebanon
(Arnold and Behnstedt 1993) but can be found in
dictionaries from the entire Syro-Palestinian area
(cf. Barbot 1961). The material collected by
Féghali and Freyha shows that, unlike in the ≠ara-
biyya, most borrowings preserve the Aramaic
phonology. Thus “awb ‘heat’, Syriac “awbà ‘sum-
mer heat’; seÿer ‘to be ignited’, Syriac sgar; “ale™

‘to undress’, Syriac “la™, cf. Arabic salax ‘to pull
off’; na†ar ‘to guard’, Syriac n†ar cf. Arabic
naÚar- ‘to look at’; ‘to observe’, lab“e ‘to cloth’,
Syriac l∫à“à, cf. Arabic libs ‘clothes’; ba““a†

‘stretch’, ‘to extend’, Syriac p“a†; faram ‘to cut’,
Syriac pram (Arnold 2002). Even if most of these
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words can be found in Syriac, one should not
assume that they are borrowed from that variety
of Aramaic which is an eastern dialect (Contini
1999:102–103). It is obvious that most of the
words designating everyday activities belong to a
local western Aramaic dialect originally spoken
in Lebanon. It should be observed that in general
these words preserve Aramaic “ and † against
Arabic s and Ú. There are clear traces of the
begadkefat shift of g also in initial position: ÿad-
def ‘to blaspheme’, Syriac gaddef, cf. Arabic
jaddaf- ‘to curse’, ‘to blaspheme’. The Arabic
word may in this case be an ancient borrowing
from Aramaic. An example of a semantic bor-
rowing is ßabeÿ ‘baptize’ which has its meaning
from Aramaic ß∫e ≠, but the form is Arabic ßabaÿ-
‘to dip’, ‘to dye’. Both these examples belong 
to the religious semantic field. Anti-Lebanon
shows a similar picture (Arnold and Behnstedt
1993:80–92). In this area, Aramaic is still spo-
ken in the three villages and it has been shown
that the presence of Aramaic in the Arabic
dialects increases the closer one gets to the vil-
lages. It is likely that this reflects earlier exten-
sion of spoken Aramaic which only quite
recently has been reduced to a few places. The
Aramaic words in the dialects surrounding
Ma≠lùla show a reflex of dialects which, unlike
the Aramaic of Ma≠lùla, did not have the shift à
> ò, e.g. tiÿàr ‘pot for grape syrup’, Ma≠lùla:
tiÿòra, tuÿòra (originally from Persian), ma““àn
‘extension of plough handle’, Ma≠lula ma““òn.
The form ma““òn is also found in Arabic dialects
in the area.

In Mesopotamia/Iraq Aramaic is still spoken
in the north around Mosul and the dialects 
there show many obvious lexical items with an
Aramaic origin. Many of these words can prob-
ably also be found in other parts of Iraq and 
in Anatolia, especially in the so-called qëltu
dialects. Unfortunately, no systematic investiga-
tion has as yet been carried out. A comparison
between the works of al-Calabì (1935) and
Vocke and Waldner (1984) shows only a few
common items. The items collected by Calabi
from the Mosul area show the preservation of
Aramaic sounds, e.g. “aql ‘weight’, ‘measure’,
Aramaic ”QL (cf. Vocke and Waldner 1984,
s.v.); daÿa“ ‘to show’, ‘to demonstrate’, Syriac
dga“. Some lexemes show signs of being older
loans like si™l ‘stream of water’, Syriac “i™là;
†amas ‘to dip’, Syriac †ma“. Aramaic ™ often
appears as x, like fasax ‘to be wide’, Syriac p“a™. 

The Aramaic vocabulary is likely to be the
largest foreign element in the Arabic lexicon
even if the exact extent is difficult to define.
There has been a tendency to draw the line
somewhat too generously (Hopkins 1995:41–
43; Contini 1999:112–113). Of the 221 loan-
words identified by Hebbo (1984) in the biogra-
phy of the Prophet 37 percent were Aramaic or
have been transmitted into the ≠arabiyya via
Aramaic. The general picture is that of two main
strata of Aramaic loanwords: the old ones in the
≠arabiyya and the more recent ones in the
dialects. Quite a few of the ≠arabiyya words give
the impression of being early borrowings from
Aramaic dialects, not affected by the character-
istic sound shifts. The vocabulary in the Qur ±àn
and in early prose contains words from all
aspects of life: religion, agriculture, politics,
architecture, administration, and natural phe-
nomena, even if religious terminology domi-
nates, a fact that may be due to the content of the
texts. In the dialects, the picture is somewhat dif-
ferent with a predominance of Aramaic words
dealing with agriculture and everyday domestic
life. To this is added the religious vocabulary
among the Christian minorities. The Aramaic
element in the Arabic dialects also includes
many of the old items in the ≠arabiyya, but it is
uncertain whether these were borrowed from
the ≠arabiyya or inherited from a common an-
cestor. To this is then added a more recent stra-
tum which, unlike the older one, to a large
extent reflects the characteristic sound shifts in
Aramaic. 
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Argument

An argument is an element of a sentence or pred-
ication that enters into the predication as one of
the major valencies of the verb or predicate,
namely as subject or object. These are also
referred to as ‘core arguments’, while the subject
of a sentence usually encompasses what is
referred to as the ‘external argument’. The
notion of argument may be considered from
both a syntactic and a semantic perspective, and
this janus-faced nature of the notion of argu-
ment is clearly reflected in the Arabic tradition
where one finds terms referring to arguments

from a primarily syntactic perspective (mubtada≠

‘starting place, topic’ → ibtidà ±) contrasting 
with terms of a more semantic cast (→ fà ≠il
‘actor, agent’, → maf ≠ùl bihi ‘acted-upon,
patient’). This distinction in Arabic falls out
from a basic distinction in Arabic syntax,
namely that between a jumla ismiyya ‘nominal
sentence’ and a jumla fi ≠liyya ‘verbal sentence’.
The former is simply defined as a sentence which
begins with a nominal form, often the subject, as
in (2), but not necessarily, while the latter begins
with a verbal form as in (1), which is regarded as
the unmarked order in Classical and Modern
Standard Arabic.

(1) kataba mu™ammad-un   risàlat-an ±ilà
wrote.Masc.Sg. Muhammad letter-a to
±ummi-hi
mother-his
‘Muhammad wrote a letter to his mother’

(2) mu™ammad-un    kataba                 risàlat-an
Muhammad wrote.Masc.Sg.  letter-a
±ilà   ±ummi-hi
to    mother-his
‘Muhammad wrote a letter to his mother’

The argument structure of each of these types 
of sentence has given rise to several different issues
of interest to linguists involving the way that
arguments (syntactic or semantic) interact with
their verb or the predicate in general. The one
which has been of primary interest to theoretical
linguists involves verb → agreement asymmetries
of the sort exemplified in (3) and (4).

(3) katab-at an-nisà ±-u      risàlàt-in ±ilà
wrote.Fem.Sg. the-women letters to 
±ummahàti-hinna
mothers-their
‘The women wrote letters to their mothers’

(4) an-nisà ±-u katab-na           risàlàt-in ±ilà
the-women wrote.Fem.Pl.    letters to
±ummahàti-hinna
mothers-their
The women wrote letters to their mothers’

That is, while features of gender agreement 
are copied onto a preceding head verb, features
of number agreement are not, while both gender
and number features are copied onto a following
verb. These facts are handled in a variety of fash-
ions in linguistic analyses (well summarized in
Soltan 2004). They are troublesome in large part
due to the restrictions which the theory places
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on the representation of agreement features
(gender vs. number), as well as to the indirect
fashion in which one must encode the notion of
directionality in most theoretical representations.
The different analyses handle them according to
the different kinds of theoretical machinery
which the theory provides.

While these issues of argument structure have
long been of concern to theory-driven analyses,
other issues involving syntactic/semantic argu-
ment mismatches or asymmetries in Arabic have
also been of interest in theory-neutral analyses.
Prominent among these is the apparent reanalysis
of → topics as subjects (i.e., as explicit external
arguments) in many Arabic dialects, as detailed
for Maltese by Comrie (1982). → Topicalization
in general for all forms of Arabic involves placing
a nominal (noun or pronoun) from any position
in the sentence at the beginning of a sentence,
while a trace pronoun is left behind as a place
holder. In Modern Standard Arabic this is usually
accompanied by an overt marker, namely
±ammà . . . fa- as in (5).

(5) ±ammà mu™ammad-un fa-katab-tu lahu 
as for    Muhammad I wrote           him
risàlat-an ±ams
a letter yesterday

The ±ammà . . . fa- construction is not available
in the dialects, where topicalization may take
place with any nominal element of the sentence,
and often does so with great frequency, espe-
cially for nominals whose reference is human
and especially if it is close to the deictic center of
the discourse (involving the speaker, or the inter-
locutor) as in (6).

(6) (Egyptian)
±ana ±abù-ya ™ayìgi ba≠di “iwayya 
I      father-my   will-come after a little
‘My father will come in a bit’

For certain constructions involving non-verbal
predicates, placing a nominal of this sort in a
place generally reserved for the external argu-
ment (or subject in a language which is primarily
SVO, as are most Arabic dialects) conditions a
reanalysis of it as a kind of quasi-subject, along
with a reanalysis of its non-verbal predicate as a
kind of quasi-verb. This is most especially evi-
dent in possessive predications involving pre-
positions (such as ≠and ‘with, by’ in Cairene
Arabic), but it may appear with a variety of

other similar constructions as well. As noted by
Comrie (1982) for → Maltese, certain construc-
tions show a discrepancy between the morpho-
logical form and the syntactic function of certain
elements involved in those constructions. These
include the preposition gÓand ‘by, with’ (ex-
pressing possession) and quasi-auxiliaries such
as gÓad ‘still’, gÓodd ‘almost’, qis ‘like’, among
others (→ pseudo-verb).

Comrie (1982) makes several claims regard-
ing the syntactic-morphological discrepancy of
these constructions, each involving, implicitly 
or explicitly, the definitional criteria for each of
the three categories in question: verb, subject
(external argument), and topic. First, the non-
verbal predicates in these constructions function
as verbs; second, the sentence-initial N(oun)
P(hrase) in these constructions functions as sub-
ject/external argument even though it ‘looks like’
a topic; third, the reanalyses proposed for these
different items in these contexts are ‘complete’;
fourth, the ‘syntactic-morphological discrepancy’
is claimed to lie in the fact that the oblique form
of the pronoun on the preposition or quasi-auxil-
iary is actually the subject pronoun.

These claims must be qualified somewhat,
however. The claim that these items are ‘mor-
phologically irregular verbs’ is misleading. This
implies that they are morphological verbs,
which they are definitely not, since they do not
form a morphological word-class along with all
the other items that function quasi-verbally,
including nouns, pronouns, adverbs, and auxil-
iaries. Nor are their pronominal markings mor-
phologically obligatory, since they may appear
without them with full NPs. Also, if these items
were morphological verbs, albeit irregular, then
this would resolve the ‘syntactic-morphological
discrepancy’ in favor of a simple morphological
irregularity. In other words, if these are morpho-
logical verbs, then there is no discrepancy at the
syntactic level. It seems better to modify this
claim by simply saying that there is a mismatch
or asymmetry between the syntax and morphol-
ogy of these forms, as conditioned by the argu-
ment structure at the semantic level: these items
function syntactically as verbs in these contexts,
despite their morphological form. This modified
claim is supported by several different criteria
used to define the category of verb: negation,
word order, and subject agreement. These items
(gÓand, donn, etc.) take what is identified as 
verbal negation, namely ma—x, (7), their posi-
tion in the sentence is that of a ‘verb’ in an SVO
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language (8), and they agree with their ‘sub-
ject’ (9).

(7) a. ma-gÓand-u-x
‘He does not have . . .’

b. ma-donnhà-x
‘She is still . . .’

(8) a. pawlu gÓandu bejd
‘Paul has an egg’

b. il-baqra donnha torqod
‘The cow is still lying’

(9) a. pawlui gÓandui bejd
‘Paul has an egg’

b. il-baqrai donnhai torqod
‘The cow is still lying’

The second claim of Comrie’s paper is that the
S(entence)-initial NP in both of these construc-
tions is not a topic, but rather a true subject,
fully expressive of the external argument of the
predication. This claim is supported by using
several different criteria to define the categories
of subject and, less explicitly, of topic: subject-
verb agreement, word order, and the availability
or not of a non-topicalized counterpart. First,
the S-initial NPs in the above sentences are sub-
jects because they agree (albeit irregularly) with
their ‘verb’: in possessive sentences the preposi-
tion gÓand functions as the verb, while in the
others one of the quasi-auxiliaries function as
the verb. More significant as regards subject-
verb agreement, however, is the fact that in sen-
tences with quasi-auxiliaries in the past or future
tense, the temporal auxiliary kien agrees with
this initial NP (10).

(10) kont gÓodd-ni waqaj-t
‘I almost fell’

Second, these NPs are ‘subject’ because they
occupy subject position in an SVO language,
namely sentence-initial position. Topics are also
sentence-initial, but Comrie (1982) claims that
subjects differ from topics since subjects trigger
‘real’ verb agreement. Third, the S-initial NPs in
these sentences are subjects according to Comrie
because they lack a non-topicalized counterpart
(11). Deriving these structures from an obliga-
tory movement rule is ruled out primarily
because topicalization would then have lost its
‘distinctive function’ in the language.

(11) *gÓand pawlu bajda

The third claim of Comrie’s paper is that all of
these reanalyses (of topics as subjects and of
non-verbs as verbs) are ‘complete’, even though
he notes (1982:303) traces of an ‘ongoing’
reanalysis in Maltese. This is supported by the
above third point (the non-existence of a non-
topicalized counterpart), but this claim is much
weaker than it appears, since there are non-
topicalized counterparts. The latter group, 
however, does not have the exact ‘possessive/
ownership’ reading that the topicalized group
does. This does not point to a complete reanaly-
sis but rather to the close connection between
location and possession. In addition, in Cairene
Arabic almost all → locative predicates behave
in a similar fashion: they have both topicalized
and non-topicalized forms, the first of which has
a ‘possessive/ownership’ reading to it and may
be negated with ma—“, and the second of which
is more purely a locative and does not take ma—
“ negation. Both are grammatical and derivable
from the other, and do not involve a complete
reanalysis but rather point to the close connec-
tion between location and possession.

The final claim is that in these constructions
the subject is marked irregularly in the predicate,
namely through the use of an oblique pronoun
form, hence there is a discrepancy between the
syntactic function of these items (viz. subject)
and their morphological form (viz. object). This
is an important insight, but is less of a discrep-
ancy than it appears at first sight. This is because
oblique pronoun forms in Maltese and in other
forms of Arabic, and in Semitic in general, are
not exclusively restricted to marking non-sub-
jects but often do mark subject. This is so not
just in the kind of constructions under consider-
ation here, but in others as well, where the items
to which they are conjoined cannot be consid-
ered verbal in any way. Rather the oblique form
of the ostensible subject seems to be controlled
or governed at a superficial level, and is not
indicative of a reanalysis of any sort. In Cairene
Arabic we have the following:

(12) zamàn-ak gu≠t
‘You have (probably) become hungry by now’

(13) fèn-ak?
‘Where are you?’, ‘Where have you been?’
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(14) lòlay, kàn ±atal-ak
‘If not for me, he would have killed you’

(15) (ya) m-a™là-ha
‘How lovely she is!’

Because of these facts, the primary discrepancy
in the above constructions is with the ‘preposi-
tional + pronoun’ complex as a whole, and not
necessarily with the form of the pronoun marker
itself.

The way that the topicalized nominal has been
reanalyzed as a kind of quasi-external argument
has shed light on a number of criteria for defining
both verbhood and subjecthood in Maltese and
other Arabic dialects as well. Comrie (1982)
revealed that there are at least three main criteria
for verbhood in Maltese (the use of ma—x nega-
tion, agreement with a ‘subject’ as external argu-
ment, and word order position), at least two
criteria for subjecthood (agreement marking on
verb and word order position), and at least two
criteria for topic-hood (word order position and
availability of a non-topicalized counterpart).
Each of these criteria may be applied to similar
constructions in almost every Arabic dialect,
whereby certain items, ostensibly non-verbal,
take on certain verbal features (viz., ma—“ nega-
tion) in contexts involving preposed topics rein-
terpreted as external arguments. Many of these
constructions involve lexical items which are in
fact cognate with the items in Maltese identified
by Comrie (1982). The criteria supplied by him
can therefore be used as a starting point in the
analysis of these items in the individual dialects,
and as a tool by which the various dialects may
be compared in this regard. 

For example, in both Maltese and Cairene
Arabic almost any construction involving a loca-
tive preposition with an oblique pronoun may
be reanalyzed as a quasi-verb sufficiently enough
to be negated with ma—“ negation if it is used
with a preposed nominal that is co-referent with
the oblique pronoun on the preposition, which
functions as a quasi-external argument: 

(16) mi™ammad ma-≠and-ù-“ ≠arabiyya
‘Muhammad does not have a car’

(17) it-†arabèza ma-ta™ta-hà-“ siggàda
‘The table doesn’t have a carpet under it’

(18) ±ana ma-wara-yà-“ “uÿl
‘I don’t have work to do’

In addition, in both Maltese and Cairene Arabic
there are constructions involving a limited class
of nouns used with a possessive pronoun suffix
that may also be reanalyzed as quasi-verbs: for
Maltese there is (19).

(19) jisim-ni pawlu
‘My name is Paul’

This does not derive from a verb but from the
noun ism ‘name’. The use of the suffix form -ni,
generally a verbal feature, indicates that this
noun has taken on certain other features of a
verb, but agreement features indicate that it
retains certain nominal ones. A similar case 
of a noun taking the -ni object suffix exists 
in Moroccan Arabic, where the noun ≠emr-
‘life’, when used adverbially, may take either 
the -ì or the -ni form of the oblique 1st person
pronoun suffix (Harrell 1962:215): ≠emmer-ni
or ≠emr-ì.

In Cairene Arabic there are two types of con-
structions involving nominals: (a) those that
take a nominal complement only, and (b) those
that may take either nominal or sentential com-
plements. Type (a) and type (b) with sentential
complements may take discontinuous negation,
while type (b) with nominal complements does
not take discontinuous negation.

type a: (20) ism- ‘name’:
ma-smù-“ ßadìq-ik
‘He is not called “your boyfriend”’

(21) ™ilt- ‘resource,  (to) have’:
ma-hilt-ù-“
‘He didn’t have a thing’

(22) lòn- ‘color’:
ma-lon-ù-“ ±a™mar
‘It is not red’

type b: (23) bidd- ‘desire’: 
ma-bidd-ì-“ ±asàfir
‘I don’t want to travel’

(24) nifs- ‘desire’: 
ma-nifs-ì-“ ±a“taÿal
‘I don’t want to work’

(25) ±aßd- ‘intention’
ma-±aßd-ì-“ ±a ±ùl da
‘I don’t mean to say that’
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There are also adverbs which may be used in a
quasi-verbal manner, although more so in
Maltese than in Cairene. These include gÓad
‘still’, which Comrie (1982) includes among his
quasi-auxiliaries and which is not related to the
future marker ÿad (< Classical Arabic, ÿadà),
but from the adverbial usage of ≠àda ‘to return’
(cf. Lane 1984:2189).

There are a number of adverbs in Cairene Arabic
that have quasi-verbal features, but in a more lim-
ited way than is the case in Maltese or in other
dialects. These adverbs, which include taww- ‘just’,
lissà- ‘still’, yadòb- ‘just barely’, take pronoun
suffixes in agreement with the ostensible subject (or
external argument) of the sentence, but unlike the
adverb gÓad in Maltese, these adverbs in Cairene
Arabic do not take ma—“ negation.

(26) taww-u gàyy
‘He has just now come’

In addition to these prepositions, nouns, and
adverbs that may function as quasi-verbs in
Maltese and Cairene Arabic, there are particles 
or ‘quasi-auxiliaries’ probably deriving from
aphaeretic verb forms (i.e., verb forms which have
lost their initial syllable) which were reanalyzed
as adverbs, then further reanalyzed as quasi-
verbs. These include for Maltese donn-, qis-, and
gÓod-. Their analysis as aphaeretic verb forms is
based on the behavior of the particle xeßß in
Moroccan Arabic, which patterns as follows
(Harrell 1962:185):

present: xeßß-ha tim“i le-s-suq l-yum
‘She has to go to the market today’

habitual: ka-ixeßß-ha tem“i le-s-suq koll nhar
‘She has to go to the market every day’

past: kan xeßß-kom te ≠†iw-hom-li
‘You should have given them to me’

Cairene Arabic, on the other hand, does not seem
to have the kind of ‘quasi-auxiliaries’ that Maltese
has, although the particle tann-/tannit- ‘to con-
tinue’ might qualify as such, although it is of a type
quite different from the Maltese ones. It is like the
Maltese ‘quasi-auxiliaries’ in that it takes an
oblique pronominal suffix that is coreferent with
the subject of the sentence (27a), but unlike them,
it does not take ma—“ negation (27b)

(27) a. mi™ammad tann-u mà“i
‘Muhammad continues to walk’

b. *mi™ammad ma-tann-ù-“ mà“i

It does, however, have many other features of 
a verb, including a well-developed imperfect
conjugation, as in (28), and a connotation of
past time. This latter feature may be due to the
fact that it derives from a perfect verb, but it may
also derive from a nominal or adverbial source,
probably not from Coptic as Hinds and Badawi
(1985:139) believe, but related to Kuwaiti
Arabic tamm or to the Moroccan Arabic full
verb form temm with meaning and use similar to
tann- (temmina ÿadyìn, temmu  ÿadyìn).

(28) a. yitann-u gàyy/yitannit-u gàyy
‘He keeps on coming’

b. nitann-ina gàyyìn/nitannit-na gàyyìn
‘We keep on coming’

c. yitann-u-hum gàyy/yitannit-hum gàyyìn
‘They keep on coming’

d. titann-uku(m)/titannit-ku(m) gàyyìn
‘You [pl.] keep on coming’

This item, whatever its origins are, has become
reanalyzed as a verb to the point where it has an
imperfect conjugation, yet despite this abundance
of verbal and quasi-verbal features, it generally
does not take discontinuous negation.

All of the above classes of quasi-verbs are
dependent for their reanalysis on the presence of
a preposed, topicalized nominal form which is
coreferent with the oblique pronoun attached 
to them. The spread of this kind of structure
throughout the wide variety of Arabic dialects is
an indication of the degree to which sentence-
initial position has become identified as the posi-
tion for the external argument or subject of the
predication, even when the ostensible agreement
marker for that external argument is of an
oblique (or non-subject) form. There is a great
deal more to discover about argument struc-
ture in Arabic, and it is hoped that many of the
issues mentioned here will be further clarified in
the future.
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Article, Definite

All varieties of Arabic have a prefixed definite
article. Its main allomorph is ( ±)Vl-, e.g. al-bàb
‘the gate’, but it is ±am-/im-/an-/in- in some
Yemenite dialects and ±am- in Ancient West
Arabian and in the dialect of ¢ayyi± (Rabin
1951:34–37, 50–51, 205). In some Proto-Arabic
dialects (e.g. Li™yanite) it was han-, hal- (today
found, e.g., in many Syrian, Lebanese, and
Tunisian varieties, but usually interpreted as
going back to a contraction: halbèt ‘this/the
house’ < *hà≈à l-bèt ‘this house’) and also hV-,
most probably with the gemination of the first
consonant of the determined word. In Classical
and in Modern Literary Arabic it is al-, while in
other dialects it is usually il-/ël-, or even lë-, e.g.
Damascus and Muslim Tunisian Arabic lë-kbìr
‘the big one’. In a couple of nouns and in the
demonstrative ±ulà ±i the definite article al- has con-
ditioned the elision of the initial ±V-, e.g. al-±ilàhu
> allàhu ‘the God’; al-±ulà ±i > allà ±i. Rarely, the
definite article is reduced to l- as in l-a™mar which
is a variant of common al-±a™mar ‘the red one’.

From a synchronic point of view (this was 
the approach of the medieval Arab grammari-
ans, for whose different opinions see Fleisch
(1990:II, 56), the definite article has three other
allomorphs:

i. -l-, viz. with the elision of (±)V- in the position
after the final vowel of the preceding word,
e.g. al-baytu l-kabìr ‘the big house’, usually
pronounced, however, ±al-bayt ±al-kabìr in
Modern Literary Arabic. The elision does not
take place after the interrogative particle ±a,
e.g. ±a-±al-bint ‘the girl?’. If the preceding 
word ends in a consonant, a sandhi liaison
vowel appears, e.g. katabat ‘she has written’
but katabat-i l-kitàb ‘she has written a book’,
although in Modern Arabic this is usually
pronounced katabat ±al-kitàb;

ii. ( ±)V-C1 after a pause, viz. in an initial posi-
tion where, according to standard synchronic
interpretation -l- assimilates to the following

apical consonant (here symbolized by C1),
i.e., causes its gemination, e.g. ad-dars ‘the
lesson’ < *al-dars, ar-rajul ‘the man’ < *al-
rajul, as-sana ‘the year’ < *al-sana;

iii. -C1- in the position after the final vowel of
the preceding word in the same syntactic
group (which excludes a pause and necessi-
tates sandhi) or after a sandhi vowel, e.g. li-r-
rajul ‘for the man’. The → assimilation of -l-
to the following apical consonants (tradition-
ally called ‘sun letters’ on the basis of a“-“ams
‘the sun’; other, i.e. non-assimilating conso-
nants, are called ‘moon letters’ following the
example of al-qamar ‘the moon’), viz. /µ/, /≈/,
/t/, /d/, /†/, /∂/, /s/ /“/, /ß/, /z/, /Ú/ [Ω], /n/, /r/ (usu-
ally grammarians list also /l/ as a ‘sun letter’),
occurs in virtually all dialects. Outside
Classical Arabic and Modern Literary
Arabic, -l- assimilates also to initial /k/ (e.g.
ik-kitab ‘book’ versus il-kitab), /g/, /b/, /f/,
/m/, /n/, /j/ [∆], and in some West Yemenite
dialects (e.g. Jiblah) -l- (or -n-/-m-) of the arti-
cle assimilates to all consonants, e.g. ab-
bèt/ib-bèt ‘the house’.

In Arabic writing, the letter -l- is always spelled,
which results in different Latin, both scientific
and non-scientific, transliterations, which are
actually a mix of transcription and translitera-
tion, e.g., ±al-µawra and ±aµ-µawra ‘the revolu-
tion’, ±al-sadàt and ±as-sadàt. In Modern Literary
Arabic, as pronounced even by some radio and
television news readers, initial variants ±al- and
±aC1- sometimes occur even in non-initial posi-
tion after a vowel, e.g. fì hà≈à ±al-barnàmij ‘in
this program’, instead of the standard fì hà≈à

l-barnàmij. The last example shows that the
Arabic definite article must be used with demon-
strative pronouns (the phrase amounts to ‘*in
this the program’) and in rare cases even with a
suffixed pronoun, e.g. Classical Arabic ±at-tàbi ≠ì
‘the one who follows me’.

The definite article is used with contextually 
definite/determined nominals (except as the
head/ possessum in a genitive construction, e.g.
bàb al-madrasa ‘the gate of the school’ and
before possessive pronouns) as well as with 
lexically definite nouns, e.g. a“-“ams ‘sun’ (the
sun in ‘our’ solar system). Abstract nouns and
generic nouns usually occur with a definite 
article, e.g., al-muruwwa means ‘the ideal of 
manhood’, ar-rajul means both ‘the man’ and
‘man [in general]’ but ‘gold [in general]’ can be
either a≈-≈ahab or ≈ahab. The definite article is
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repeated with every attribute in a nominal
phrase, e.g. fì kitàb al-mudarris al-≠arabì al-jadìd
‘in the new Arab lecturer’s book/in the new book
of the Arab lecturer’.

For the history of research on the origins of the
Arabic definite article see Testen (2000:135–
182). Initial ±- alternates with h- and the Arabic
definite article is related to the demonstrative hà-,
which occurs in hà-≈-à ‘this [masc.]’, hà-≈-i-hì

‘this [fem.]’, hà ±ulà ±i ‘these’, cf. Syriac hà-n-(à)
‘this [masc.]’, hà-≈-(è) ‘this [fem.]’, hà-ll-èn
‘these’. It is related to the Northwest Semitic
definite article ha-C1- and to Modern South
Arabian *h/ ±V- (the latter has been largely lexi-
calized and occurs only residually). The fact that
the definite article shows neither gender nor
number, while nouns and adjectives, demonstra-
tives, and other pronouns do show these cate-
gories raises the question of whether originally,
i.e. in the prehistoric period, the definite article
was not inflected. The rule of assimilation of -l-
to the following consonants articulated with the
tip of the tongue is valid synchronically only for
the article and it does not work in other circum-
stances, e.g., the indefinite plural of lisàn ‘lan-
guage, tongue’ is ±alsun, not *±assun (the definite
plural is al-±alsun ‘the languages, the tongues’),
±alµaj ‘having a speech defect’, etc., not to men-
tion many nominal (e.g. falta, jald, jild, jalsa,
etc.) and verbal forms (e.g. yalzam, yalsan,
iltaja±a, etc.). Therefore, Zaborski (2000) has
suggested a hypothesis that the original, i.e. pre-
historic, definite article was masculine *±an-/han-,
feminine *±at/hat- and plural *±al-/hal-. Both -n-
and -t- assimilate to many following consonants
and in this view, in Classical Arabic the plural
*±al- variant was chosen out of all four forms as a
written symbol because -l- was the least assimi-
lating consonant, and *±al/hal- was used in the
plural for both feminine and masculine nouns, 
as well as for collectives (semantic plurals). This
made it possible to extend its use to the singular
of both genders.

According to Kury¬owicz (1972:131–133), the
historically recorded definite article with the main 
allomorph al- is a relative innovation. In the pre-
historic period → nunation had the function of the
definite article, which it still has with some proper
names (e.g. ™asan-u-n vs. later al-™asan-u
‘Hasan’), and in some semantically determined
phrases and words like bu≠ayda samà ±i-n ‘not far
from the sky’, kullu rajul-i-n ‘the totality of
mankind’, ≈ahab-u-n ‘gold’, etc.
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Article, Indefinite

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

In Classical Arabic no element is found which
could be directly compared to the indefinite arti-
cle (quantifier of existence) in Indo-European
languages, e.g. the element a in English. In-
efiniteness (Arabic tankìr) is simply marked by a
combination of a Ø-article and → nunation
(tanwìn) in the case of triptote nouns and by a
Ø-article in the case of diptote nouns in the plu-
ral (cf. Fleisch 1961:342–345 and Diem 1975
for morphological details and the genesis of
mimation and nunation). Furthermore, inde-
finiteness can be rendered by paronomastic con-
structions such as wasìlatun min al-wasà ±ili ‘a
medium’ (lit.‘medium of mediums’), or by the
quantifiers ba≠∂ and bi∂≠ ‘some’. However, at
least since the 12th century C.E. the use of 
the numeral ±a™ad/wà™id, fem. ±i™dà ‘one’ with
the semantic shade of an indefinite article 
can be observed (cf. Monteil 1960:234). Thus,
constructions are encountered such as ±a™adu 
l-qabàrißi ‘a Cypriot’ (lit. ‘one of the Cypriots’),
or bàbu ±a™adi l-buyùti ‘the door of a house’ (lit.
‘the door of one of the houses’ in Modern
Standard Arabic. In modern Arabic dialects
indefiniteness can be expressed mainly in three
ways: (a) by the mere absence of the definite arti-
cle; (b) by the absence of the definite article in
combination with reflexes of the nunation (tan-
wìn); and (c) by a number of quantifiers which
are either reflexes of Classical Arabic wà™id or
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other elements such as fard and (with regressive
assimilation) fadd in Iraqi dialects. These ele-
ments are now found in teaching manuals and
dictionaries of modern Arabic dialects (e.g.
Hinds and Badawi 1986:926–927; Holes 2001:
553–554; Woidich 2002:315; Woodhead and
Beane 1967:347, 490; Erwin 1969:91, 194) as
well as in the relevant reference works and com-
parative analyses (e.g. Fischer and Jastrow
1980:88; Versteegh 1984:99; see below). This
entry looks first at those elements which can
properly be labeled ‘indefinite article’ in a syn-
chronic perspective. In a further step it deals
with modern reflexes of the tanwìn.

2 . I n d e f i n i t e  a r t i c l e ( s )

In connection with the development of deictic
elements in Arabic dialects indefinite articles
have emerged, either based on the numeral 
‘one’ or on words denoting an ‘individual’ (cf.
Versteegh 1984:99). Most frequently encoun-
tered are varieties of wà™id ‘one’. In Cairene
Arabic (but not necessarily in other Arabic
dialects) the use of wà™id as an indefinite article
seems to be restricted to persons (cf. Fischer and
Jastrow 1980:309; Woidich 2002:315), e.g.
wà™id maßri ‘an Egyptian’. The indefinite arti-
cle in this form is also found in the Western pre-
Hilàlì group of the Maghreb dialects. According
to Marçais (1977:163–164) a morpho-syntactic
opposition exists between the use of wà™ëd/
wa™d as indefinite article and as indefinite 
pronoun. Thus there is wa™dë®-®àjël ‘a man’ 
(‘a the man’ and wa™d ël-m®a ‘a woman’ (‘a 
the woman)’ with gender-invariable wa™d, as
opposed to wà™ëd ®àjël ‘someone (male)’ and
wa™da m®a ‘someone (female)’. In the same
dialect group, the indefinite article also surfaces
in a shortened form ™a- (as a probable reflex of
±a™ad), e.g. ™a-®-®àjël ‘a man’ and ™a-l-m®a ‘a
woman’. Cohen (1975:221–222) and Marçais
(1956:400) sketch comparable scenarios for the
Jewish vernacular spoken in Tunis and the
Algerian Arabic dialect of Djidjelli respectively.
In the latter the Arabic indefinite article can also
precede nouns of Berber origin with an a-prefix.
It is noteworthy that the indefinite article in this
form occurs always in combination with the
definite article (a)l-, except in cases where it pre-
cedes an ±i∂àfa, as in ™a bàb ëd-dà® ‘a house
door’ (Marçais 1956:401). Versteegh (2001:

164) suggests that this may have come about in
analogy to the construction of the demonstra-
tive with the article (hà≈à r-rajul ‘this man’).
Marçais (1977:163) points out that a com-
parable construction (indefinite article–definite
article–noun) is prominent in many varieties of
Berber and may thus have given rise to the anal-
ogous construction in Arabic dialects in the
Maghreb. However, the definite article is not
found after elements expressing indefiniteness
other than those deriving from wà™id/ ±a™ad. In
the Maghreb such elements include “ì (< “ay ±),
fërd (< fard) ‘individuum/ unity’, and ba≠d (mën)
(< ba≠∂ (min)), e.g. “ì ®àjël ‘a man’, “ì m®a ‘a
woman’, fërd ktàb ‘a book’ (Marçais 1977:
164–165), and ba≠d mën nà® ‘a day’ (Cohen
1975:222). Caubet (1993:257–260) distin-
guishes four degrees of determination in
Moroccan Arabic, the first of which refers to the
Ø-article and the second (‘quelque X’) com-
prises the constructions with wà™(ë)d ël- and “i.
Outside the Maghreb the particle éxen/éxte
occurs in Cypriot Arabic, e.g. éxte táka ‘a win-
dow’ (Borg 1982:218), éxte mára ‘a (certain)
woman’ (Borg 1985:146).

The elements in Mesopotamian Arabic deriv-
ing from fard (fared in the Baghdadi Muslim
variety, faÿad in the Baghdadi Jewish variety,
faÿed in the Baghdadi Christian variety, and as
syncopated form fadd in all varieties) have been
labeled “the characteristic Mesopotamian ‘inde-
termination marker(s)’” by Blanc (1964:118)
(cf. also Abu Haidar 1991:111). This element
also surfaces as fat in insular Arabic dialects
(largely of the qëltu type) in Central Asia (cf.
Fischer 1961: 242). Blanc (1964:118) also states
that “the degree to which [the indefiniteness
marker] contrasts with absence of any mark is yet
to be determined”. He comes up with a minimal
pair of the two answers (in the Muslim variety)
≠endi fadbèt ‘I have a house’ vs. ≠endi bèt ‘I have a
house’, the first of which is supposed to respond to
the question ‘what have you got?’, while the sec-
ond is supposed to respond to the question ‘who
has a place we can meet at?’. Interestingly, Blanc
(1964:119) notes that the indefinite article in
this group of Arabic dialects appears to be an
areal feature in Mesopotamia, comparable to
such elements as Turkish bir, Persian ye(k), and
Northeastern Neo-Aramaic xa.

As in the previously cited cases the distribu-
tion of the indefinite article vs. the absence of the
same is not easy to determine in the Baghdad
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varieties of Iraqi Arabic. Neither criteria such 
as subject position vs. predicate position, nor
‘indefinite’ vs. ‘partitive’ fully account for the
presence or absence of a dialectal indefiniteness
marker. The following short dialogue (Blanc
1964:119) illustrates this situation:

– tfa∂∂al jigàra ‘have a cigarette’
– la±, a“kurak ‘no, thank you’
– fadgahwa? ‘a cup of coffee?’

Of special interest is the observation by Roth
(1979:141), referred to by Versteegh (1984:99),
that in some varieties of Chad Arabic the inde-
finiteness marker wà™id can serve as the marked
term in the opposition definite vs. indefinite in
circumstances where the use of the definite arti-
cle is reduced.

3 . R e f l e x e s  o f  n u n a t i o n

In some dialects of Arabic traces of the historical
nunation can be reasonably labeled ‘indefinite-
ness marker’. A distinction must be made,
though, between the mere morphophonological
(and prosodic) surface and the actual semantics
of such elements. In terms of morphophonology
the phenomenon is mentioned, for instance by
Holes (1996:14, 143) with reference to John-
stone (1961). Thus, in many Bedouin dialects,
the noun in a noun-adjective phrase retains (or
rather re-develops) an invariable -in or -an end-
ing (independently of the Classical Arabic case
system), e.g. bint-in zèna ‘a good girl’ in the sin-
gular or fardat-in zèna ‘good dates’. Behnstedt
(1987:54) reports a contrast between an -in end-
ing for nouns in context and an -u ending for
nouns in pause in the northernmost dialects of
Yemen e.g. labanin vs. labanu ‘milk’. The inter-
esting case here is presented by dialects in which
such endings adopt a semantic shade of their
own. Such a scenario is drawn by Reichmuth
(1983:188–201) for the Arabic dialect of the
”ukriyya in eastern Sudan. Here a tripartite sys-
tem exists, with a third ‘state’ between inde-
finitenesss and definiteness, labeled ‘declarative’
by Reichmuth. The following chart (Reichmuth
1983:188) provides an illustration:

i. al-kalàm fì bagara ‘the talk about a cow’ 
(‘some cow’)

ii.   al-kalàm fì bagartan ‘the talk about a cow 
layy of mine’

iii.  al-kalàm fì l-bagara/ ‘the talk about the 
bagarti cow/my cow’

Here the -an suffix (the use of which is by no
means compulsory) conveys the semantic in-
formation of a known circumstance which is
brought to the attention of the listener (ta≠yìn
wa-taxßìß). This suffix can even be attached to
dual and plural endings, e.g. kur≠ènan ‘(two)
legs’ or wà™dìnan ‘some people [masc.]’.

4 . C o n c l u s i o n s

The publications in Arabic dialectology that
mention the emergence of some form of
‘indefinite article’ do not allow clearcut distinc-
tions as to when this article is to be used and
when not. No indications are found that the
non-use of such an article would be ungrammat-
ical under any circumstances. Rather, it seems
that we are looking at pragmatic tendencies.
What is more, the difference between the use of
the element wà™id as a numeral and as an
indefinite article (or a partitive element) cannot
always be seen in the examples given. Neverthe-
less the very existence of an indefinite article 
per se seems by now firmly established in a large
number of Arabic dialects.
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±Aßl

The term ±aßl is primarily used as one of the
major tools of analysis in Arabic grammatical
theory. It is first encountered in the Kitàb of
Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796) where it occurs 569
times (Troupeau 1976 sub ±ÍL), all of which,
with the exception of four instances, indicate a
methodological notion. Although the term itself
may be generally translated as ‘origin’, ‘princi-
ple’, or ‘base’, it is used in a variety of specialized
senses, the most basic of which are (for use by
Sìbawayhi, see Baalbaki 1988:163–164):

i. The form, pattern, case ending, etc. which
agrees with the → qiyàs, that is, with the norm
and with the usage which is most frequently
attested in accepted dialects. It is, therefore, the
±aßl in nominal sentences to begin with the

definite noun (e.g. al-™amdu li-llàhi ‘praise be
to God’ and al-waylu la-ka ‘woe unto you’)
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 165). Usage contrary to
this would require justification (e.g. salàmun
≠alay-ka lit. ‘a greeting to you’ and waylun 
la-ka) (Kitàb I, 166). In Ibn Màlik’s (d. 672/
1274) hemistisch wa-l-’aßlu fì l-mabniyyi ±an
yusakkanà ‘the aßl in indeclinable words is to
end in sukùn; i.e. absence of vowel’; Ibn ≠Aqìl,
”ar™ 36), the sukùn is perceived as the norm
for → binà ± in nouns, verbs, and particles, as
in kam ‘how much?’, i∂rib ‘hit’, and ±ajal ‘yes’,
and thus a noun like ±amsi ‘yesterday’ and a
particle like ±inna ‘indeed’, both of which are
mabnì ‘indeclinable’, are considered to be
contrary to the ±aßl.

ii. The attested form, pattern, etc. which is
assigned as the origin from which a certain
usage has developed. Thus, the ±aßl of lam
yaku ‘he was not’, là ±adri ‘I do not know’,
ÿuzya r-rajulu ‘the man was assaulted’, and
bal-≠Anbar ‘son of ≠Anbar’ is said to be lam
yakun, là ±adrì, ÿuziya r-rajulu, and banù 

l-≠Anbar (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 8; II, 259, 382
and Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab I, 251; III, 167).

iii. The supposed, but not attested, origin of a
certain form, pattern, etc. For example, the
±aßl of the word ±a“yà ± ‘things’ is said to be
*“ay±à ± according to the Basrans and *±a“yi ±à ±

according to the Kufans, but because of the
perceived µiqal ‘heaviness’ of both proposed
words, they were supposedly changed to a
lighter form, hence ±a“yà ± (Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±Inßàf II, 812 ff.). Both proposed forms
*“ay±à ± and *±a“yi ±à ± are abstract underlying
forms which the grammarians do not present
as historical origins. Another example 
is that the negative particle laysa – which 
the grammarians classify as a verb – is said 
to have developed from the abstract and
unattested ±aßl, *layisa, of the pattern fa≠ila
which is common in triliteral verbs (Ibn
Jinnì, Munßif I, 258–259 and Ibn ≠Ußfùr,
Mumti ≠ II, 440).

iv. In two related senses, ±aßl can refer to one 
of the radicals which form a root, or to the
whole root. Sìbawayhi, for example, de-
scribes triliterals as having the least number
of radicals (±aqall al-±ußùl  ≠adadan; Kitàb II,
399). In this sense, ±aßl is contrasted with zà±id
‘augmented’ to determine the root of a given
word (Ibn Jinnì, Munßif I, 11). The second
sense may be exemplified by Mubarrad’s 
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d. 285/898) text (Muqta∂ab IV, 180) in
which he justifies the impermissibility of
using the exclamatory pattern mà ±af ≠ala-hu
with quadriliterals by saying that if this were
to be allowed, one radical would have to be
elided from the ±aßl (here, ‘root’).

As an analytical tool, ±aßl is closely connected
with qiyàs. Sìbawayhi often describes linguistic
usage as being both the ±aßl and the qiyàs (e.g.
Kitàb II, 53, 213, 421), or contrasts a usage with
both terms (Kitàb II, 214). More specifically,
Sìba-wayhi’s use of the two terms shows that
they share several features (Baalbaki 1988:
166–167): Both terms are (a) opposed to “à≈≈

and “awà≈≈ ‘anomalous’; (b) linked to descrip-
tions like ™asan ‘well’, jayyid ‘good’, ±ajwad ‘bet-
ter’, ±akµar ‘more frequent’, etc., and to the two
terms ™add and wajh (both of which denote the
most appropriate usage); (c) opposed to dialects
which are described as radì ± ‘bad’, xabìµ lit.
‘evil’, qalìl ‘infrequent’, etc.; (d) used in poetic
license as forms that are otherwise unattested;
and (e) described as pertaining to forms which
have not undergone change.

The contrast between ±aßl and change is
nowhere more evident than in the study of mor-
phology (taßrìf ). Several principles or guidelines
related to this contrast are explicitly expressed
by the grammarians, but are more often implicit
in their discussion of forms which have under-
gone change. One of the most basic principles is
briefly but succinctly formulated by Màzinì (d.
249/863) when he argues that the pattern fi ≠là
has to be considered an unchanged use (≠alà 

l-±aßl) as long as we are not certain that it is the
result of change (Taßrìf, in Ibn Jinnì, Munßif II,
163). In explaining this, Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002)
establishes another basic principle, namely that
there is no need for the grammarian to justify
usage which is not the result of change, whereas
the reason for change has to be indicated when
usage departs from its ±aßl (i ≠lam ±anna mà jà ±a
min hà≈à ≠alà ±aßli-hi fa-là kalàm fì-hi wa-
±innamà sabìl mà xaraja ≠an ±aßli-hi ±an yunÚara
±ilà ≠illati-hi mà hiya).

Another general principle in the study of ±aßl
and change is formulated by Ibn Jinnì in his
assertion that forms which are proposed to be
the ±aßl of attested usage are not meant to repre-
sent a historical stage of the language which was
later abandoned. Thus, when the grammarians
presume that *qawama, *baya≠a, ±axwafa,

*±aqwama, *ista≠wana, and *istaqwama are the
origins of qàma ‘to rise’, bà ≠a ‘to sell’, ±axàfa ‘to
frighten’, ±aqàma ‘to set up’, ista≠àna ‘to ask for
help’ and istaqàma, ‘to stand upright’ respec-
tively, they do not mean to refer to any prior
stage of the language. Rather, they argue that
had these forms been in agreement with the
norm, then one would have expected them to be
used as proposed by the grammarians (Ibn Jinnì,
Munßif I, 190–191; also Xaßà ±iß I, 256ff.).
Further to this argument, Ibn Jinnì points out
that a proposed form which represents the ±aßl is
often supported by the existence of anomalous
(“à≈≈) examples which do preserve that ±aßl, 
such as ista™wa≈a ’to overwhelm’ which corre-
sponds to the ±aßl because it was not changed to
*ista™à≈a, contrary to other words of its class.
He argues that such anomalous words serve as
an indication (manbaha) of the original forms
which preceded the introduced change (fa-rubba
™arf yaxruju hàka≈à manbaha ≠alà ±aßl bàbi-hi;
Xaßà ±iß I, 257; cf. I, 161 and Munßif I, 191). It
can be concluded from this line of thinking,
which is also adopted by Ibn ≠Ußfùr (d.
669/1271) in his Mumti ≠ and by ±Astaràbà≈ì (d.

686/1287) in his ”ar™, that morphological
change of an ±aßl is often not exhaustive and that
the ±aßl can assert itself, so to speak, in rare but
significant examples. In the light of this we can
understand why the grammarians talk of forms
that revert to the ±aßl, particularly in nisba (gen-
tilic) adjectives, such as damawiyy (‘bloody’ and
±axawiyy ‘brotherly’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 79–
80; cf. ±Astaràbà≈ì, ”ar™ II, 61) and in dimi-
nutives, such as muwayzìn and muwayqìt
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 125; cf. ±Astaràbà≈ì, ”ar™ I,
210), all of which are said to have the radical
wàw reinstated. Such forms are often cited as
proof of the ‘dominance’ of the ±aßl and of the
correctness of the form or pattern which the
grammarians postulate to represent each ±aßl.

Determining the ±aßl of a certain usage was not
an easy task for the grammarians. Not only did
they differ on the proposed ±aßl, as in whether
*“ay±à ± or *a“yi ±à ± is the ±aßl of ±a“yà ± (see above),
but at times they had to assign one of two actu-
ally attested forms as the ±aßl of the other. This is
especially true in the case of metathesis (qalb).
The ideal situation, as one may conclude from
Ibn Jinnì’s discussion of the matter (Xaßà ±iß II,
69, 82), is that the two forms in question, such
as ja≈aba and jaba≈a ‘to attract’, be interpreted
as independent of one another since each of
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them has its own derivatives (e.g. jà≈ib, maj≈ùb,
and ja≈b versus jàbi≈, majbù≈, and jab≈). When
this was not feasible, however, the grammarians
had to establish several criteria to determine
which form is the ±aßl. A discussion of these cri-
teria may be found in Ibn ≠Ußfùr’s Mumti ≠ (II,
617–618), but even some of the examples cited
there, and hence the criteria they represent, are
controversial. The reported difference between
Sìbawayhi and Jarmì (d. 225/840), for example,
over whether i†ma ±anna ‘to be reassured’ is the
±aßl of †a ±mana ‘to reassure’ or vice versa (Mumti ≠
II, 617–618 and Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà ±iß II, 74; cf.
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 130, 380) casts doubt on
the validity of Ibn ≠Ußfùr’s third criterion, which
relates to whether the ±aßl is the form which has
no augment as opposed to that in which the aug-
ment always appears.

From the general sense of ‘origin’ or ‘princi-
ple’, the term ±aßl developed in another direction
and became associated with its antonym, far≠
‘branch, subsidiary’. Since this association only
occurs once in Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, and not in the
sense used by later grammarians, but in the pho-
netic distinction between ±ußùl and furù≠ (Kitàb
II, 404), it may be safe to conclude that Màzinì

was the first author to have used ±ußùl, in the plu-
ral, as a technical term which refers to the ‘fun-
damental’ or main themes related to a certain
grammatical topic. These are then opposed to
the furù≠ or the subsidiary or comparatively sec-
ondary questions and problems which came to
be known generally as masà ±il (see Taßrìf I, 340
where ±ußùl is opposed to both furù≠ and masà ±il,
and II, 208, 251–252, 340 where the boundaries
between ±ußùl and masà ±il are clearly set). Under
±ußùl, Màzinì mentions the general principles
which dominate the issue at hand, or bàb lit.
‘chapter’, whereas he reserves the particulars,
especially the complex questions and intricate
examples, for discussion under furu ≠.

Mubarrad seems to have adopted this distinc-
tion from his teacher, Màzinì, and generalized it
from the realm of morphology, with which
Màzinì was concerned, to the realm of syntax.
Mubarrad maintains that to know the ±ußùl is to
achieve perfection and mastery of a bàb; the par-
ticulars or masà ±il embraced within that bàb are
then to be judged by reference to those ±ußùl
(Muqta∂ab IV, 172; cf. Baalbaki 1988:172–
173). Accordingly, he often divides his subject
into two separate headings, ±ußùl followed by
masà ±il (see Muqta∂ab, bàb al-fà ±, II, 14–24; bàb

™attà, II, 38–43; bàb ±am wa-±aw, III, 286–300;
bàb al-fi≠l al-muta≠addì, IV, 86–106). Obviously,
this distinction between ±ußùl and furù≠ or
masà ±il, which is absent from Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb,
is an early step toward the classification of gram-
matical questions according to some logical
foundation which proceeds from the general to
the particular. Furthermore, this classification is
basically a didactic technique, and its absence
from the Kitàb argues against a didactic aim.
Sentences of the type wa-naqùlu fì masà ±il †iwàl
yumta™anu bi-hà l-muta≠allimùna ‘we pro-
nounce on complex constructions by which
learners are examined’ are frequent titles in
Muqta∂ab; e.g. I, 22; II, 62; IV, 59) but are
totally alien to Sìbawayhi’s method.

Mubarrad’s student, Ibn as-Sarràj (d. 316/
929), took the distinction between ±ußùl and
furù≠ or masà ±il one step further and was, as far
as we know, the first grammarian who devised
his book on the basis of ±ußùl and thus gave it the
title Kitàb al-±ußùl fì n-na™w. He clearly states
his plan in a number of places (e.g. ±Ußùl I, 36,
328, 381) and asserts that – if he were to live
long enough – he intended to write Kitàb al-furù≠

in order to assemble the furù≠ which fall under
the ±ußùl he gathered in his first book (±Ußùl 
I, 328). The importance which Ibn as-Sarràj
attaches to ±ußùl is obviously linked to his system
of qiyàs as he believes that what is contrary to
±ußùl is surely contrary to qiyàs (±Ußùl I, 406; cf.
I, 56–57). The clear-cut distinction which Ibn 
as-Sarràj establishes between ±ußùl and furù≠

throughout his book is probably the main rea-
son for the famous saying that he has, by his
±ußùl (or perhaps ±Ußùl, i.e. the work itself),
rationalized grammar: mà zàla n-na™w majnù-

nan ™attà ≠aqqalahu Ibn as-Sarràj bi-±ußùli-hi
(Yàqùt, Mu≠jam VI, 2535). It is noteworthy,
however, that Ibn as-Sarràj’s method of dividing
his chapters into ±ußùl and masà ±il was generally
not continued by the later grammarians, who
seem to have adopted other ways for the internal
division of their chapters.

The relationship between ±aßl and far≠ also fea-
tures in the four elements which, according to
the grammarians, constitute qiyàs (here, ‘ana-
logical extension’). These are, in addition to ±aßl
and far ≠, ™ukm ‘rule’, and ≠illa, the latter being
the reason which justifies the application, to 
a far≠, of the rule which is characteristic of an 
±aßl (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, Luma≠ 93). According to
Suleiman (1999:15). “this constituency relation
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between ≠illa and qiyàs places the study of ta≠lìl
within the wider framework of ±ußùl an-na™w
(the fundamental principles of grammar), which,
in addition to qiyàs, is said to include the prin-
ciples of samà ≠ (attestation, attested data) and,
depending on the orientation of the grammar-
ian, ±ijmà ≠ (consensus) and/or ±istiß™àb al-™àl
(presumption of continuity)”. The interest in the
study of ±ußùl an-na™w gave rise to a genre of
writing which was distinct from the descriptive
account of the language, and which formed the
explanatory component of the grammatical tra-
dition. Titles like Ibn al-±Anbàrì’s (d. 577/1181)
Luma≠ al-±adilla fì ±ußùl an-na™w and Suyù†ì’s 
(d. 911/1505) al-±Iqtirà™ fì ≠ilm ±ußùl an-na™w
represent this trend which tried to provide
explanations and interpretations within the 
general framework of the grammatical theory
and generally to highlight the logic behind lin-
guistic phenomena.

Finally on the relationship between ±aßl and
far≠, it has been noted that the dichotomy ±aßl/far≠
resembles the dichotomy marked/unmarked in
modern linguistics (Owens 1988: 119–226). In
particular, Owens (ibid., 220ff.) believes that it 
is worthwhile to study the distinction ±aßl/far≠ in
the light of modern generative-transformational
grammar. The problem with the identification of
±aßl with the underlying structure of modern lin-
guistics, as Versteegh (1995:238) notes, is that,
although the Arab grammarians call the under-
lying structure ±aßl, “this does not mean that they
regard the surface structure as a derived one”.

The term ±aßl also occurs in other contexts. In
a phonetic context, it is used in the expression
±aßl/ ±ußùl aµ-µanàyà to refer to the upper part of
the central incisors from which /†/, /d/, and /t/ are
uttered (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 405, 419). In ety-
mology, it refers to the origin from which a word
is borrowed, hence expressions like ±a≠jamiyy 
al-±aßl ‘of foreign/Persian origin’; Kitàb II, 342;
Jawàlìqì, Mu≠arrab 5) or ±aßlu-hu bi-l-fàrisiyya/
bi-n-naba†iyya ‘its origin in Persian or Nabat-
ean’; Mu≠arrab 16). ±Aßl is also connected with
the term wa∂≠ (‘positing’, ‘coining’, particularly
in expressions such as ±aßl al-wa∂≠ or mà wu∂i ≠a
fì l-±aßl which refer to an original usage or
coinage. (For this, and other uses of ±aßl in
sources including Ibn as-Sarràj’s ±Ußùl, Ibn
Jinnì’s Xaßà ±iß and Suyù†ì’s ±Iqtirà™, see an-
Nawàjì 2001:132–134, 141–154, 209–210,
222, 224.) A special sense of ±aßl is systematically
used by Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004) in his dictionary

Maqàyìs al-luÿa. In an attempt to demonstrate
the semantic relationship between some of the
words derived from the same root, and at the
same time distinguish semantically between
them and other words which are also derived
from that root, Ibn Fàris describes roots in term
of the number of their ±ußùl. A root like ±-w-r,
for example, is said to be one ±aßl because all 
its derivatives, according to Ibn Fàrìs, indicate
the general sense of ™arr ‘hotness’ (Maqàyìs 
I, 155–156). The root b-∂-≠ (Maqàyìs III, 254–
257), on the other hand, is said to comprise three
±ußul, the first of which indicates a ‘part of’ , as
in ba∂ ≠a ‘piece of meat’, the second indicates a
‘spot; location’, as in ba∂ì ≠ ‘sea; island’, and the
third indicates ‘healing’, as in ba∂≠ ‘quenching of
thirst’. The division of these ±ußùl, however, is
left entirely to the imagination of the author and
is often evidently farfetched and unconvincing.
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Aspect

1 . T h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  ‘ a s p e c t ’

Aspect is a semantic category of a verb or propo-
sition which describes the internal consistency of
a verbal event. That is, it describes the event as
either being a complete whole, an incomplete,
ongoing process, or a state of some sort. Like
time reference with which it interacts in impor-
tant ways, it may be grammaticalized in mor-
phological verb forms, or through compound
verb forms, which may enter into quasi-mor-

phological (or morphosyntactic) paradigms
with simple verb forms, which is here termed
‘formal aspect’. It may also enter into an expres-
sion through the aspect of a basic lexical item,
which is often referred to as → Aktionsart ‘mode
of action’ or simply ‘lexical aspect’. In addition
to these two formalized avenues of use, the
aspect of an expression may also be affected 
by the types of noun phrases which are part of
the predicate (definite singular nouns may often
give rise to more ‘perfective’ readings, while
indefinite plurals may give rise to more ‘imper-
fective’ readings), or by the types of adverbials
present (the use of an explicitly habitual ad-
verbial such as ‘every day’ may be all that is 
necessary to provide a habitual reading to a
predicate).

While grammaticalized time reference may be
designated as ‘tense’, the term ‘aspect’ is used to
refer to all of these categories that describe the
internal consistency of an event, which often
leads to confusion. To avoid this, in this discus-
sion only the semantic category will be referred
to as ‘aspect’ while grammaticalized aspect will
be referred to as ‘formal aspect’, and lexicalized
aspect will be referred to as lexical aspect
(Aktionsart). It is important to distinguish each
of these categories of aspect one from the other,
and to distinguish aspect itself from time refer-
ence (to the extent that this is possible) since
each of them has been confused or conflated
with the others especially in dealing with aspect
and tense in Arabic. This is due, in part, to the
ways in which tense and aspect interact crucially
to impart a particular meaning to a verbal
expression, as well as to the peculiarities of the
Semitic verbal system which Arabic inherited. 

The former is shown most clearly in the con-
tradictory ways in which researchers have
viewed the aspectual nature of a present tense or
time reference: some (e.g. on German, Kosch-
mieder 1929; on Arabic, Wild 1964; Denz 1971;
Woidich 1975) see the ‘present tense’ as neces-
sarily having an ‘interval’ aspect, while others
(on English, Dowty 1979; Carlson 1977) view
the ‘present’ as necessarily having the aspectual
value of a ‘point in time’. Each of these re-
searchers conflated the preferred aspectual value
of a particular tense form in a particular lan-
guage with the semantic category of ‘present
time reference’ and generalized it to all types of
present time reference. To avoid this pitfall, one
must carefully note the contributions of each
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semantic category to the overall meaning of a
phrase, and note as well the different pathways
along which these various elements of meaning
are introduced into the phrase.

The latter point is shown in the uses of the 
various forms of the Arabic ‘imperfect’ verb 
(al-mu∂àri ≠ or ‘the (one) similar [to the noun]’:
the jussive or apocopated form (al-mu∂àri ≠ al-
majzùm: yaktub) is confined to contexts which
express past time or to a domain of usage which
overlaps with that of the past tense verb, namely
conditionals and past time negation after the
particle lam, while the indicative imperfect (al-
mu∂àri ≠ al-marfù≠: yaktubu) is used to refer by
itself to non-past situations (present or future),
and the subjunctive imperfect (al-mu∂àri ≠ al-
manßùb: yaktuba) is used in apparently non-tem-
poral contexts following the particle ±an (after
certain verbs) as well as after the particle lan to
express future negation. Compounding the situ-
ation was the fact that the earliest analyses of
Arabic took place in the context of comparative
Semitic studies in which the study of Biblical
Hebrew was of primary importance, and the
Arabic verbal system was taken to be similar to,
if not the same as, the Hebrew verbal system.
Given the complications that the ‘waw-conver-
sive’ brings to the analysis of Hebrew verbs (a
complication which does not exist for Arabic),
such a conflation was unfortunate. Thus, owing
to the seemingly contradictory semantic domains
of these verb forms in Arabic and Hebrew, many
Arabists in the 19th and 20th centuries began 
to apply the notion of ‘aspect’ to these forms,
‘aspect’ being the English translation of the
Russian term vid, which had been newly minted
to describe the very highly developed system of
aspect-based derivational processes in Russian
and other Slavic languages (Binnick 1991:136).
The dominant belief since that time is that
Arabic verbs do not denote time reference and
are therefore not tenses, but rather express
aspect (e.g. Ewald 1831; Caspari 1848; Wright
1874; M. Cohen 1924; and more recently
Fleisch 1957; D. Cohen 1989; and most if not all
of the recent textbooks on Arabic). Despite the
dominance of the aspectualist position, how-
ever, some Arabists have held that Arabic verbs
do express temporal notions. Prominent among
them were Bauer (1910), Reckendorf (1895),
who recognized that at least the perfect is a
tense, Gaudefroy-Demombynes and Blachère
(1952), and most especially Aartun (1963), who

provided clear evidence that, in most instances,
the Arabic perfect verb does refer to past time,
while the imperfect, in most contexts, does refer
to a non-past (present or future) time, that is,
Arabic verbs prototypically do grammaticalize
time reference. 

However, whether arguing for or against a
tense or aspect position, the notion of aspect
itself has remained ill-defined in discussions of
aspect in Arabic. It is important to note in this
regard that the notion of ‘aspect’ is not found in
traditional Arabic discussions of verb functions,
and is only implicit in ancient and medieval
Western grammatical traditions, which are the
source for terms such as perfect(ive), imper-
fect(ive), aorist, etc. It was explicitly developed
initially to describe the system of verbal deriva-
tion in Slavic in the early 19th century, and was
quickly extended to analyses of Germanic lan-
guages and Semitic languages as well. 

In the following (based on Eisele 1999), the first
two kinds of ‘aspect’ are described: ‘formal
aspect’, or the aspect associated with a morpho-
logical form, and ‘lexical aspect’, or the aspect
associated with the lexical entry of a root or stem.
The way that these two categories interact pro-
vides important clues both about the meaning of
the forms themselves, as well as about the types of
lexical classes which exist in the language. The
categories of formal and lexical aspect are then
related to the temporal schemata developed in
Reichenbach (1947) to clarify how aspect inter-
acts with time reference to bring about a particu-
lar reading for a verbal expression.

2 . F o r m a l  a s p e c t  c l a s s e s  

In Arabic, verbal forms express rather mild
aspectual features, while more detailed aspec-
tual information is provided by the lexical item
(through its Aktionsart or lexical aspect), pre-
verbal particles, syntactic context, or the prag-
matics of the situation. This varies depending on
the type of Arabic being considered: in Classical
or Modern Standard Arabic, very little of what
is taken to be aspectual is actually due to the
verb forms themselves. Most of what is consid-
ered aspectual in nature derives from the lexical
item itself, or the syntactic or semantic context
(the sentence or proposition as a whole.) The
verb form in most Arabic dialects (expanded to
include the active participle and aspectual verbal
prefixes) does more overtly express aspectual
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notions and there are important aspectual dis-
tinctions between forms, although much aspec-
tual information is still delivered through the
lexical base as well as the context (syntactic,
semantic, and pragmatic).

In general discussions of aspect, there are
three general categories of formal aspect: events,
processes, and states. A form whose primary
aspectual value is ‘event’ represents the state of
affairs predicated of an entity as a single, com-
plete, whole event. Whether it is dynamic or not
depends on the lexical item, and whether it has a
beginning, middle, or end will depend on the
lexical item, not on the verb form. In a sense, 
it seems to represent the lexical item in the 
simplest, most transparent fashion. It is not 
necessarily ‘perfective’ in the sense of Slavic per-
fective forms, which often indicate completion
or fulfillment of some action; rather an event
form portrays an action or activity described by
a lexical item as a single whole. In actual fact, an
event form may be described as a ‘non-process’
or ‘non-aspectual’ form as well.

A ‘processive’ form, or a form whose primary
aspectual value is ‘process’, represents the state
of affairs predicated of an entity as an event
occurring over a heterogeneous interval, or one
which is true only at intervals larger than a
moment or point in time, and not true at all
moments within an interval. It will therefore
necessarily occupy an interval, without neces-
sarily indicating the end of the process, if there is
a specific end associated with the lexical item. 
In terms of ‘beginning-middle-end’ it could be
described as portraying the ‘middle’ of a hetero-
geneous situation. As noted above, the English
progressive form is the most commonly cited
example of a processive form, while in Arabic
one of the two basic meanings associated with
the imperfect verb form is processive aspect.

A ‘stative’ form, or a form with the primary
aspectual value of ‘state’ represents the state of
affairs predicated of an entity as homogeneous
or true at all points or moments within an inter-
val. There are no finite verb forms in English 
or in Arabic whose aspectual value is stative.
Rather stative forms are verbal adjectives: in
English the passive participle and in Arabic the
active and passive participles, as well as what are
termed ‘quasi-active participles’ (e.g. fa ≠làn par-
ticiples). In addition, non-verbal equational sen-
tences in Arabic are syntactically stative, even
though there may be no stative verbal form asso-

ciated with these sentences. It is important to
note that the expression of a stative lexical item
or predicate does not require a stative form per
se. Lexically stative items can be expressed
through an event form, as can lexically non-sta-
tive items, since there is nothing contained in the
definition of event form which would prevent
such a usage. As noted above, an event form is
the most basic, or unmarked, and aspectually
transparent of forms. As such, it can represent
static or dynamic lexical items equally well. 

3 . L e x i c a l  a s p e c t  c l a s s e s

Lexicalized verbal expressions are the other pri-
mary source for the articulation of aspect in an
expression. When this is confined to a single 
lexical item (or an idiomatized phrase) this is
termed Aktionsart or lexical aspect. However, in
most cases the expression of lexical aspect is
taken to include the verbal phrase as a whole
(including direct objects), i.e. the predicate. The
categories described in the discussion which fol-
lows are meant to subsume not just single verbal
lexical items, but predicate expressions as a
whole. Also, categories of lexical aspect tend to
express much finer nuances of meaning and
there are thus more of them, at least for Arabic
and English, than categories of formal aspect.
The following discussion exemplifies these lexi-
cal aspectual categories with reference to Egypt-
ian Arabic and is taken from Eisele (1999),
which in turn is derived from Dowty (1979).

Dowty (1979) rephrased Vendler’s (1967)
Aristotelian based categories of accomplishment,
achievement, activity, and state in terms of
notions such as change of state, intervals and the
internal consistency of these intervals, based
upon a series of syntactic and semantic tests.
(These categories are summarized in Figure 1.)
The first division of categories divides those 
predicates which involve a change of state (II:
Vendler’s achievements, activities, and accom-
plishments) from those which do not (I: statives).
In addition to being non-change of state, statives
generally denote a homogeneous interval, or one
which is true at all moments within it. The test
for this distinction in English is the non-use 
of stative predicates in do-constructions (e.g.
pseudo-cleft: ‘What John did was . . .’), and their
non-use in the progressive. One test for this in
Egyptian Arabic is similar to the latter test: sta-
tive predicates in the bi-imperfect form have only
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a characteristic or habitual reading (or in other
words, they may only be used with a non-specific
time reference, e.g. kulli yòm ‘every day’).
Among the other tests for this class is the reading
of the active participle form (AP) when used with
the adverb lissa ‘still, just’: for this class of predi-
cates lissa + AP has only a ‘still’ reading, not a
‘just’ one. (The bi-imperfect of non-stative pred-
icates, on the other hand, may have a real present
reading or a habitual one, while lissa + AP of
these predicates may have either a ‘just’ only
reading or both ‘still’ and ‘just’).

The second categorial distinction is within the
category of change of state predicates, distin-
guishing between predicates whose associated
events take place over an interval (II.B: Vendler’s
accomplishments and activities) versus those
whose event is momentaneous (II.A: Vendler’s
achievements). Among the tests for momenta-
neous predicates are the following: their bi-
imperfect has only a habitual reading, their
perfect form used with the adverb fi sà ≠a ‘in an
hour’ does not entail the bi-imperfect during
that interval (i.e. ‘x V-d in y time’ does not entail
‘x was V-ing during y time’), and use of their per-
fect with sà ≠a ‘for an hour’ is unacceptable. 

Interval predicates, which have the opposite
readings and implications from those of mo-
mentaneous predicates, are further divided into
definite change of state predicates (II.B.1:
Vendler’s accomplishments, Comrie’s telic pre-
dicates) versus indefinite change of state pre-
dicates (II.B.2: Vendler’s activities). (It is im-
portant to note that momentaneous predicates

[achievements] also indicate a definite change of
state, or one which does have an upper bound.)
Indefinite change of state predicates or activities
on the other hand do not involve an upper
bound. There are two important tests for distin-
guishing definite change of state (or ‘telic’) inter-
val predicates from indefinite change of state (or
‘non-telic’) interval predicates. The first involves
use of the perfect form of these verbs with a telic
adverbial such as fi sà ≠a ‘in an hour’: if a predi-
cate may be used in its perfect form with fi sà ≠a
‘in an hour’, then it is likely to fall into the cate-
gory of definite change of state, and if not, then
it is likely to be an indefinite change of state
predicate. In addition, if the bi-imperfect of a
predicate entails its corresponding perfect, then
it is likely to be a definite change of state predi-
cate (‘x was V-ing’ [Progressive] entails ‘x has V-
ed’ [Past]), and if not, then it is likely to be an
indefinite change of state.

Under both momentaneous predicates (II.A)
and definite interval predicates (II.B.1) there is a
further subdivision between inchoative and non-
inchoative verbs. All inchoatives of both classes
are distinguished from non-inchoatives by the
reading of their Active Participle forms: the
active participles of inchoative verbs are under-
stood as referring to a present state, while those
of non-inchoatives are understood as indicating
a resultative or perfective state of some sort, i.e.
they have a past connotation. In addition, the
active participle of inchoative verbs used with
the adverbial lissa may have both a ‘just’ or a
‘still’ reading, while the active participle of non-
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Figure 1. Aspectual Classification of Predicates

I. non-change of state II. change of state
(statives) (non-statives)

II.A. momentaneous II.B. interval
(achievements)

II.B.1. definite                           II.B.2. indefinite
(telic or accomplishments)   (non-telic activities)

II.A.1. inchoative                 II.A.2. non-inchoative         II.B.1.a. inchoative         II.B.1.b. non-inchoative
(verbs of perception (translocatives)        (verbs of reflexive action)            (telic activities) 

and cognition)

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



inchoative verbs may have only a ‘just’ reading.
Inchoatives are distinguished from each other
based on their readings in the bi-imperfect: the
bi-imperfect of momentaneous inchoatives may
have only a habitual reading, while the bi-imper-
fect of interval inchoatives may have either a
habitual or a present progressive reading, indi-
cating that interval inchoatives (II.B.1.a), like
other inchoatives, point to entry into a physical
or cognitive state, but unlike momentaneous
inchoatives the ‘entry’ or change in state takes
place over an interval.

In opposition to inchoatives in both the
momentaneous category and the interval
definite change of state category, there is a non-
inchoative class of predicates. Momentaneous
non-inchoatives (II.A.2) include a particularly
prominent class of predicates, namely trans-
locatives (verbs which indicate movement from
place to place). Like other momentaneous pred-
icates, their bi-imperfect has only a habitual
reading, while their active participle may have
either a past, perfective, present, or a future
reading, depending upon the context. 

Interval non-inchoatives (II.B.1.b) correspond
in large part to Vendler’s accomplishments. They
are characterized by having bi-imperfects that
have a present processive reading, and active
participles which are understood as past (i.e., as
a resultative, meaning that a past event is
strongly implied by the active participle), and
active participles which have a reading of ‘just’
only, with lissa. The bi-imperfect of these 
predicates, in contrast to indefinite change of
state predicates, do not entail the correspond-
ing perfect. 

The classes denoted by this classification
scheme overlap to some extent with classi-
fication schemes proposed for Arabic in Cowell
(1964:265-276), McCarus (1976), Tonsi (1980),
and Woidich (1975), but there are important dif-
ferences. For example, Cowell’s ‘developmental’
predicates appear to be the same as the inchoa-
tive classes (II.A.1 and II.B.1.a), while his ‘punc-
tual’ class is similar to II.A. momentaneous
predicates in this scheme. Cowell’s ‘inceptive’
class is harder to relate to this, but it appears to
subsume interval non-inchoatives (II.B.1.b and
II.B.2). While each of the classification schemes
proposed in the above works delimits somewhat
different sets of predicates, each has a certain
validity within the framework of the analysis
and with regard to the kind of Arabic being

described. What the system described here pro-
vides is a more precise way of cross linguistic
comparison, as well as a way to differentiate
issues of aspectual reference more clearly from
those of temporal reference.

It should be clear from the preceding discus-
sion that an important facet of the tests used to
distinguish classes of predicates according to
their ‘lexical aspect’ is how they behave in 
particular verb forms, or, in other words, how
they interact with the grammaticalized aspect of
a particular verb form, as well as with the 
particular time reference which may be associ-
ated with these forms. This may be clarified by
relating aspect and time reference explicitly
based on Reichenbach (1947) (Figure 2) where
the time reference associated with a predicate
utterance is defined in terms of three basic times:
speech time (S), reference time (R), and event
time (E). The reference time is the pivotal time
point to which both the speech time and the event
time are related: deictic time reference is defined
in terms of the relation between speech time and
reference time, while non-deictic time reference is
defined in terms of the relation between event
time and reference time. Speech time (S) is given
by the context of the utterance. The reference
time (R) is given either explicitly through the use
of deictic time adverbials or is derivable from the
context. The event time (E) is dependent for its
determination upon the reference time. In certain
circumstances a time adverbial can make the
event time explicit, but this is not usually the
case. The event time is, quite simply, the time of
application or occurrence of the action/state
described by the verb. Time references are
defined in terms of the relationships between
these three times. For example, past deictic time
reference is defined as R < S, or ‘reference time
prior-to speech time’, future deictic time refer-
ence as S < R, or ‘reference time subsequent-to
speech time’, etc. for other time references.
Individual verb forms (tenses) may then gram-
matically encode these different time references. 

In addition to the above relationships between
E, R, and S, the tense form is further affected by
the individual character of the R-time and by the
nature of the event associated with the E-time.
The latter determines the aspect of the form,
while the former determines whether or not it is
to be understood with a habitual or characteris-
tic reading. For example, in a processive form
(such as the Egyptian Arabic bi-imperfect), the
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event associated with the E-time is a process,
meaning that it involves a change of state over at
least two different points in time, which means
that the E-time in this case will necessarily be an
interval. In a form characterized as an event, the
event associated with the E-time may be of sev-
eral different types, depending on the type of 
lexical aspect involved, which is an indication 
of the transparency of this form. For example,
with lexical items that involve a momentaneous
change of state, the event associated with the E-
time will necessarily be a momentaneous change
of state, in which case the event time will be a
moment or point in time. For lexical items that
involve a change of state over at least two differ-
ent points in time, the event will necessarily des-
cribe an activity, in which case the E-time will be
an interval. If the latter is in addition a telic
activity or accomplishment (one that involves a

definite end or result such as ‘write a book’),
then the E-time interval will be a closed one.
Finally, if the lexical item is a stative (or non
change of state), then what is associated with the
E-time is actually a state and not a change of
state event.

For truly stative (or non-change of state)
forms, what is related to the R-time is not an
event conceived of as a change of state, but is
rather necessarily a state. The difference between
a morphological stative form (i.e. a grammati-
calized stative) and a lexical stative expressed
through a morphological event form is a formal
one – semantically they should express the same
idea. The formal difference is that the gram-
maticalized stative can only express stativity,
whereas the final aspect of the event form is
dependent on the lexical aspect of the verb
involved. In English there is no productive verb
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Figure 2. Aspect related to Reichenbach’s temporal schemata

Simple tenses:

PAST:

PRESENT:

FUTURE:

Compound tenses:
PASTS:

past in past:
(past perfect)

PRESENT:

future in past
(retrogressive future)

PRESENTS:
past in present:
(present perfect)

FUTURES:
past in future:
(future perfect)

katab-tu t-taqrìr
I wrote the report

±aktubu t-taqrìr
I am writing the report
I write the report

sa-±aktubu t-taqrìr
I will write the report

kun-tu qad katab-tu t-taqrìr
I had written the book

kun-tu ±aktubu t-taqrìr
I was writing the report

I used to write the report

kun-tu sa-±aktubu t-taqrìr
I was going to write the report

"     "

"      "

±akùnu qad katab-tu t-taqrìr
I (always) have written the report

sa-±akùnu qad katab-tu t-taqrìr
I will have written the report

"     "

"      "

S

E[. . . R . . .]E

R[. . . E . . . E . . . E . . .]R

E,R

E,R

E
R

E

E

E

E

E

E

E

R

E[. . . . . .]E

R[. . . E . . . E . . . E . . .]R

R
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form (i.e. one which is a part of the verbal sys-
tem and enters into temporal oppositions) which
can be called purely stative (although perhaps
the passive participle might come close), but
there are many adjectival forms which can per-
form this function in the right context (e.g. in
copular or equational sentences). In Arabic,
however, there are productive forms which are
purely stative, namely, the active participle and
quasi-participial forms. With these forms it is a
state which is associated with the reference time.
These forms however in many instances may
also have an event (or ‘change of state’) associ-
ated with them in a predictable but non-gram-
maticalized way, which may give rise for certain
lexical classes of predicates to ‘resultative’ or
present perfect reading with the active participle
(e.g. with interval non-inchoatives).

Finally, in the analysis presented here, itera-
tive aspect (namely, one which has a habitual or
characteristic reading) is not grammaticalized in
a verb form in English or in Arabic. The habitual
or iterative readings often associated with an
imperfect form (in any type of Arabic) are not
due to the form itself (or just to the form itself) –
rather, they are due to the kind of time reference
associated with a predicate in a particular con-
text. In terms of R, S, and E, it has to do with the
kind of R, or reference point, associated with the
predication: it is a non-specific one, or one
which does not tie or anchor the utterance to a
unique and delimitable point or interval of the
temporal context.
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Asseverative Particle

The proclitic particle la- was used in early liter-
ary Arabic as a marker of the category known to
Jakobsonian structuralism as ‘status’, which has
been defined as “the subjective evaluation of 
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the narrated event by the speaker” (Aronson
1991:114). The principal role of la- seems to
have been to underscore the speaker’s commit-
ment to the veracity of his or her utterance, and
it was thus often encountered in oaths (e.g. la-’in
ka“afta ≠annà r-rijza la-nu’minanna laka ‘la-if
you remove the penalty from us, la-we shall
believe in you’, Q 7/134), in evaluations or
assessments (e.g. wa-ma’wàhumu n-nàru wa-la-
bi’sa l-maßìru ‘and their abode is the Fire, and 
la-what an evil refuge it is!’ (Q. 24/57), and in
adversive or counterintuitive contexts (e.g. la-’in
basa†ta ±ilayya yadaka li-taqtulanì mà ±ana bi-
bàsi†in yadiya ±ilayka li-’aqtulaka ‘la-even if you
stretch forth your hand against me to kill me, 
I do not stretch forth my hand to kill you’, 
Q. 5/28). 

La- was known in the traditional grammatical
literature under the cover term làm at-ta’kìd (or
at-tawkìd) ‘the làm of emphasis’. The grammari-
ans distinguished several discrete types of
emphatic la-, most of which consisted of further
subcategories. The taxonomy provided in Ibn
Hi“àm’s (d. 761/1359) Muÿnì (251ff.), for exam-
ple, lists three principal types of làm, each of
which in principle was associated with a specific
set of syntactic environments. 

i. The làm of the ‘commencement’ (al-ibtidà ±) is
typically located either at the head of a sen-
tence (e.g. la-yùsufu wa-’axùhu ±a™abbu ±ilà
±abìnà minnà ≠la-Joseph and his brother are
dearer to our father than we are’, Q. 12/8) or
before the predicate (xabar) of a nominal
sentence (jumla ismiyya) marked with the
presentation particle ±inna (e.g. ±inna rabbì

la-samì ≠u d-du≠à ±i ≠ ±inna my Lord la-(is) the
hearer of the call’ Q. 14/39). 

ii. The làm of the ‘apodosis’ (al-jawàb) marks
the apodosis of either conditional structures
(wa-law ±anna-hum ±àmanù . . . la-ma†ù-

batun min ≠inda llàhi xayrun ‘and if they had
believed . . . la- [their] reward before God
would be better’, Q. 2/103) or oath-forma-
tions. The latter include not only cases in
which the oath itself is overtly expressed (of
the type wa-llàhi la yaxrujanna zaydun ‘by
God, Zayd will surely go out!’), but also
cases in which it must be assumed to be
underlyingly present on the basis of the pres-
ence of certain lexical or morphological fea-
tures felt to be characteristic of oaths (e.g.
la-yaxrujanna zaydun ‘[By God!] Zayd will

surely go forth’, in which the verb is marked
with the → energicus suffix -anna).

iii. The làm which ‘announces’ (al-mu’≈ina), 
or which ‘paves the way’ (al-muwa††i’a), is
prefixed to the conditional marker ±in ‘if’, and
is said to foreshadow that the following 
apodosis is governed by an oath (e.g. la-’in
±uxrijù là yaxrujùna ma≠ahum ‘la-if they are
expelled, [by God!] they will not go out with
them’, Q. 59/12). The ‘announcing’ làm is
often found paired with a following la-, the
latter being regarded by the grammarians as
làm jawàb al-qasam (cf. wa-la-’in naßarùhum
la-yuwallùnna l-’adbàra ‘and la- (even) if they
do come to their aid, [by God!] la-they will
surely turn their backs [on them]’, Q. 59/12). 

The grammarians were aware that the above 
categories did not exhaust the entire range of
attested examples of la-, and that, especially in the
early poetic corpus, instances of la- were encoun-
tered which defied ready accommodation into any
taxonomy. Ibn Hi“àm labeled the la- in such situa-
tions al-làm az-zà’ida ‘supplementary làm’. An
example of this may be seen in the following
anonymous hemistich, in which the la- is unchar-
acteristically found in the predicate of a sentence
headed by làkinna ‘but’: wa-làkinnì min ™ubbihà

la-≠amìdù ‘but I, on account of loving her, la- [am]
heartbroken’.

Another instance of the ‘supplementary’ làm
which Ibn Hi“àm cites is found in Q. 22/13
yad ≠ù la-man ∂arruhu ±aqrabu min naf ≠ihi ‘they
call la- one who is a likelier source of harm than
of benefit’, the syntactic complexity of which has
given rise to various conflicting analyses.

For the most part, la- served as an optional
emphasizer, and there was thus little appreciable
distinction in meaning between a sentence such as
±inna zaydan la-karìmun ‘Zayd la-[is] noble’ and
the simpler ±inna zaydan karìmun. In a few situa-
tions, however, the la- was said to be obligatory.
In certain sentences featuring an initial ±in, the
presence of la- served to indicate that the ±in was
to be read as the ‘lightened’ (muxaffafa) shape of
the particle ±inna (e.g. ±in wajadnà ±akµarahum la-
fàsiqìna ‘ ±in-We found most of them [to be] 
la-corrupt’, Q. 7/102) rather than as the synony-
mous negative particle (the ±in an-nàfiya, as in ±in
hà≈à ±illà ±ifkun ‘this is nought but a fabrication’,
Q. 25/4) or as the conditional ±in. 

A second situation in which the presence of la-
was said to be required was in object-clauses
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headed by ±inna and preceded by a verbum sen-
tiendi (fì ≠l al-qalb) (e.g. Q. 63/1 wa-llàhu ya≠lamu
±inna-ka la-rasùlu-hu ‘and God knows that you
are His messenger’). In the absence of la-, the sub-
ordinating conjunction was required to take the
shape ±anna rather than ±inna – note that Q. 63/1
may be paraphrased using . . . ya≠lamu ±anna-ka
rasùluhu – and indeed the conjunction ±anna has
largely supplanted ±inna . . . la- . . . in all but the
oldest stratum of Arabic. 

As far as its position within the sentence is con-
cerned, la- occurs as a rule either in the sentence-
initial slot or at the beginning of the sentence’s
last major syntactic constituent. For sentences
marked with ±inna, this constituent may be either
the predicate – whether clausal (e.g. ±inna rab-
baka la-ya™kumu baynahum ‘ ±inna your Lord la-
will judge between them’, Q. 16/124) or phrasal
(±inna-ka la-≠alà xuluqin ≠aÚìmin ‘ ±inna- you la-
[are] on [have been formed with] a great charac-
ter’, Q. 68/4) – or a substantival phrase (typically
indefinite) which has been shifted to the right (cf.
±inna fì ≈àlikum la-’àyàtin li-qawmin yu’minùna
‘ ±inna in that la- [there are] signs for people who
believe’, Q. 6/99), ±inna rabbahum bihim yaw-
ma’i≈in la-xabìrun ‘ ±inna their Lord regarding
them on that day la- [is] fully informed’, Q.
100/11). The position of the la- found in ±inna-
sentences, known to the grammarians as al-làm
al-muza™liqa ‘the làm which slides down’, was
said to be the result of a systematic displacement
which shifted it from an underlying sentence-ini-
tial position to medial position – i.e. an underly-
ing *la-’inna zaydan karìmun yielded, by virtue
of a sort of ‘repulsion’ between the two empha-
sizing elements, the surface order ±inna zaydan la-
karìmun ‘’inna Zayd la- [is] noble’; as support
for this interpretation some grammarians cited
the dialectal form lahinna- occasionally found in
older poetry (e.g. the anonymous hemistich
lahinna-ka min barqin ≠alayya karìmun ‘What a
dear lightning-flash you are to me!’), which was
interpreted as the counterpart to the underly-
ing configuration *la-±inna-. For the possible
involvement of phonological factors in the distri-
bution of the pre-Arabic ancestor of la-, see
Testen (1998).

Many modern researchers have come to asso-
ciate the làm at-ta’kìd with the ‘làm of the com-
mand’ (làm al-’amr), the clitic l(i)- added to the
jussive verb-form to express wishes or com-
mands (e.g. li-yaf ≠al ‘may he do’). Since it is clear

that the simple jussive alone (yaf ≠al) was origi-
nally sufficient to render such structures, it is
quite plausible that the fuller construction li-
yaf ≠al could have resulted from a grammati-
calization of yaf ≠al with an extra prefixed
‘emphasizer’. The vowel of the làm al-’amr is
curious in that, although the normative lan-
guage uses the general shape li-, the vowel is
absent in the environment of a directly preceding
conjunction (wa-l-yaf ≠al, fa-l-yaf ≠al), and that
early dialects also attest làm al-’amr in the shape
of la-. 

Several other Semitic languages feature parti-
cles which contain an element l and which serve
roughly the same ‘emphatic’ function as the
Arabic làm at-ta’kìd. Ge≠ez, for example,
employs a particle la- both in wish-formations
(la-yëkun bërhàn ‘let there be light’) and in con-
ditional structures, the resulting la-’ëmma being
in the latter case highly reminiscent of Arabic la-
’in (see above). Ugaritic seems to have used an
emphasizing particle written l- (cf. ±ugr l-r™q ilm
inbb l-r™q ilnym ‘[the city of] Ugr l- [is] far, O
gods, Inbb l- [is] far, O divine ones’, ≠nt iv, 78-
79), and isolated examples of what may be com-
parable cases have been adduced from Biblical
Hebrew (cf. kî lë-úéle∫ ™ay hû †ô∫ min-hà-’aryeh
ham-mèµ ‘because lë- a live dog is better than the
dead lion’, Ecclesiastes 9:4). While many of the
Northwest Semitic examples are open to alter-
native analyses, it is clear that Akkadian made
use of a particle lu, both as an emphasizer (lu
aprus ‘I did divide’) and as an element in
wish/command constructions (lu taprus ‘may
you divide’). In a number of Semitic languages
we find formations corresponding to the Arabic
làm al-’amr in which the l-particle has merged
with the subject-prefix, e.g. Akkadian luprus
(Babylonian dialect)/laprus (Assyrian dialect)
‘may I divide,’ liprus ‘may he divide,’ Mehri
lërkèz ‘may I straighten,’ Socotri lë ≠árëb ‘may
I/he know,’ and Amharic lëngär ‘may I tell.’ 

In addition to Ibn Hi“àm’s Muÿnì, la- is dis-
cussed in two surviving works of Arabic gram-
mar, both of which are entitled Kitàb al-làmàt,
the first by az-Zajjàjì (d. ca. 337/949) and the
second by Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004). For studies of
contextual manifestations of literary Arabic la-,
see Kinberg (1982, 1988), Nebes (1982, 1985,
1987), and Testen (1999). For discussion of the
comparative Semitic dimension of la-, see Hueh-
nergard (1983) and Testen (1998). 
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Assimilation

Assimilation can be viewed as a process in which
the number of common segments of two (usually
adjacent) sounds is made higher. In this process,
one feature or set of features is dominant. The
changes in the character of sounds do not
change the meaning of the respective word or
phrase. In Arabic, assimilatory processes of var-
ious kinds can be found: assimilation between
consonants or between vowels and assimilation
of a consonant to a vowel or vice versa. It may
be progressive, regressive, or reciprocal, and
also total or partial. It can happen with adjacent

elements or at a distance, within a word or
across the word boundaries. The usual position
of the less dominant sound is in the syllable coda
rather than in the syllable onset.

Assimilation occurs widely in Classical
Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, and Arabic
dialects. In Classical and Modern Standard
Arabic, assimilation within the root is not very
frequent, but the root can become a domain of
assimilation in the dialects. The most obvious
examples are the assimilation of the definite 
article and the assimilation of the glottal stop / ±/
(hamza) and other weak consonants (especially
the semivowels /w/, /y/). In the dialects of Arabic,
assimilation processes are much more common.

1 . T o t a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n

In standard Arabic, the most common instances
of this process are the assimilation of the l of the
definite article and the assimilation of the glottal
stop. The most common type of assimilation is
regressive.

The l of the definite  → article assimilates to
the following consonant in case of coronals
(dentals, sibilants, and liquids: t, µ, d, ≈, r, z, s, “,
ß, ∂, †, Ú, l, n) – the so-called ‘solar letters’ (™urùf
“amsiyya), as opposed to the ‘lunar letters’
(™urùf qamariyya), e.g. *al-sayyàratu > as-
sayyàratu ‘car’, etc. These two groups divide the
phonemic inventory of Arabic consonants into
two equal sets. In some dialects of Arabic, an
assimilation of l to a velar plosive (k and j/g) can
occur: *il-ginèna > ig-ginèna ‘garden’, etc. A spe-
cial case of this type of assimilation is the partial
assimilation of l of the definite article to m under
the influence of the following b in Modern
Standard Arabic: al-bàri™ata > dialectal em-
bàre™ ‘yesterday’. This expression can be found
in many dialects, but the process as such (l > m)
is exceptional and is limited to this example.

The reason for this assimilation can be
explained either by violation of the → Obli-
gatory Contour Principle (OCP), which forbids
two adjacent coronals, or by historical reasons.
The first argument does not correspond with the
fact that the OCP acts mainly within the root
and does not apply across morpheme bound-
aries; the second is dependent on the recon-
structed form of the definite article in Semitic. 

The hamza (glottal stop) assimilates very
often. It can assimilate to a consonant or to a
vowel (sometimes called ‘compensatory length-

204 assimilation

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



ening’). The two processes can be modeled as
follows:

i. i /V’C > /äC (’V’C > ’äC) (’a’-mara >
±àmara ‘to ask advice, to consult’).

ii. v±C > vCC (*i ±-ta-xa≈a > it-ta-xa≈a ‘to
assume’).

A similar assimilation is also regularly attested
with the semivowels (w, y): iw-ta-ßala > ittaßala
‘to connect’. Also the morphonological changes
of w and y (*-awa- > -à; *-aya- > -à; *Cwa > Cà;
*Cwu > Cù; *Cyi > Cì, etc.) can be described 
as assimilation of the two consonants (w and y)
to the neighboring vowels.

Aside from that, there are many instances of
total assimilation (usually regressive) across the
word boundaries. A common example is com-
posite words consisting of a preposition (min
‘from’, ≠an ‘from, at, on’) and a relative pronoun
mà ‘which’ (min + mà > mimmà).

In Classical Arabic, assimilation across word
boundaries is very common. It is found in many
places in the Qur±àn, and Medieval Arabic lin-
guists frequently quote attestations of such
assimilation in the dialect of many pre-Islamic
Arab tribes.

A regressive assimilation of the final -n
(mostly the indefinite article) to the following
nasal or liquid is frequently attested in the
Qur±àn (*hudan li-l-muttaqìna > hudal-li-l-mut-
taqìna ‘a guide for the righteous’, Q. 2/2;
*hudan min > hudam-min ‘a path from’, Q. 2/4;
min rabbi-him > mir-rabbi-him ‘from his mas-
ter’, Q. 2/4, etc.). 

Apart from the assimilation of n, a number of
other instances of regressive assimilation are
found in the Qur±àn or other medieval sources:

i. regressive spread of voice (e.g. -td- > -dd-:
*≠itdàn > ≠iddàn ‘ready, prepared’);

ii. regressive spread of non-voice (e.g. -b f- > -f f-:
i≈hab fa-man tabi ≠a-ka > i≈haffa-man 
tabi ≠a-ka ‘go, with those who follow you’);

iii. regressive spread of nasalization (e.g. -b m- >
-m m-: u†lub mu™ammadan > utlum-
mu™ammadan ‘ask Mu™ammad’);

iv. regressive spread of spirantization (e.g. -† “- >
-““-: là tuxàli† “arran > là tuxàli““arran ‘do
not associate with evil’);

v. regressive spread of emphasis (e.g. -d †- > -††-:
±ab≠id †àliban > ±ab≠i††àliban ‘chase ¢àlib
away’).

For a detailed description see Fleisch (1961:
80–98). One might say that a similar situation
can be observed also in the contemporary
dialects of Arabic.

All of the above mentioned instances are also
found in the Arabic dialects. There is, however,
one additional process occurring in these:

i. assimilation of the t- detransitivizing prefix
(Form V) to a dental or a sibilant (*t-dàxil
>iddàxil ‘to interfere’; t-†arrab > i††arrab ‘to be
covered’; t-sàbi ± > issàbi ± ~ itsàbi ± ‘to contend
with’; t-“a†af > i““a†af ~ it“a†af ‘to be chipped’;
t-ßabban > ißßabban ~ itßabban ‘to be
soaped’); an assimilation to a velar plosive
may occur as well (*t-kabb > ikkabb ~ itkabb
‘to be poured’; *t-gawwiz > itgawwiz ~
itgawwiz ‘to get married’) (cf. Watson 2002:
222–224).

2 . P a r t i a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n

The most common features playing a role in
assimilation are voice and emphasis. Both of
them can spread or be neutralized and both
types of assimilation are found in Classical
Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, and in all
Arabic dialects.

Emphasis (→ tafxìm) spreads both regressively
and progressively and its spread is so general
that it has led some authors to regard emphasis
as a prosodic feature (or, in autosegmental the-
ory, to reserve a special tier for emphasis). The
emphatic consonant influences its neighborhood
(the minimal domain of emphasis is the syllable,
but in many cases, especially in the Arabic
dialects, its domain can be a whole word (cf.,
e.g., Hoberman 1989). The spread of emphasis
(the usual direction being a left-to-right/progres-
sive, though right-to-left/regressive is attested,
too) can be viewed as partial assimilation. For a
phonetic description see, e.g., Ghazeli (1981) or
Giannini and Pettorino (1982). The spread of
emphasis over the whole syllable or word can 
be observed in most Arabic dialects, with 
the exception of the peripheral ones, such as the
dialects in Central Asia, Cyprus, Malta, or the
African Arabic creoles. It is also present in
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic.

A common place for partial assimilation in
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic is the
infix of Form VIII (iK-ta-TaBa). Here, the assim-
ilation is progressive (the root consonant is 
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dominant). The most common features are shar-
ing of voice (*iZ-ta-£aMa > iZ-da-£aMa ‘to be
crowded’), emphasis (*iÍ-ta-DaMa > iÍ-†a-DaMa
‘to collide’), etc.

In the Arabic dialects, a number of partial
assimilation processes of voice are attested.
Various rules can be observed, which may differ
from one dialect to another. In short, it can be
said that clusters of two consonants tend to
agree in voice and that most of the assimilation
is regressive (Malta: niktbu > nigdbu ‘they
wrote’; Sudan: yabsim > yapsim ‘he smiles’, etc.).
In some dialects, neutralization of voice in final
position can take place (Daragözü, Turkey:
bërëd > bërët ‘he got cold’; Malta: trìd > trìt
‘you/she want(s)’). However, sonorants do not
neutralize and can also block neutralization of
other sounds when in adjacent position. For
details see Abu-Mansour (1996). 

Concerning the problem of assimilation in the
Arabic dialects, it should also be mentioned that
some of the often adduced examples can be
interpreted as assimilation only in opposition to
Classical/Modern Standard Arabic and not from
an internal reconstruction within the dialect
itself. This is the case of Egyptian Arabic zuÿay-
yar ‘small’ (< Classical/Modern Standard Arabic
ßaÿìrun).

3 . M u t u a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n

A mutual assimilation (with two dominant fea-
tures) is not very common, but there are exam-
ples of it. In this case, there are in fact two partial
assimilations, both progressive and regressive,
as in *i≈-ta-xara > id-da-xara ‘to keep, preserve’
(the t of the infix is assimilated to the voiced
interdental, the interdental assimilated to the
dental). In such cases, the fully assimilated form
is allowed as well (i≈-≈a-xara).

4 . A s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  v o w e l s

The assimilation processes that involve vowels
are usually called vowel harmony. The most
common type is the progressive assimilation of
i/y of the genitive or preposition to the suffixed
pronoun, as a rule in the 3rd pers. sg. masc., pl.
fem. and pl. (-hu, -hum, -hunna), less often in the
2nd pers. (-kum ‘your/you [pl.]’: bi-kum > bi-
kim ‘in you [pl.]’, *≠alay-kum > ≠alay-kim; cf.
Fleisch 1961:81–82). For the 3rd pers., the fol-
lowing forms are given:

* fì bayti-hu > *fì bayti-hi ‘in his house’;
* fì bayti-hum > *fì bayti-him ‘in their

[masc.] house’;
* fì bayti-hunna > *fì bayti-hinna ‘in their

[fem.] house’; 
* ≠alay-hu > ≠alay-hi ‘on him’;
* ≠alay-hum > ≠alay-him ‘on them [masc.]’;
* ≠alay-hunna > ≠alay-hinna ‘on them [fem.]’;

Another type of assimilation can be observed in
the neighborhood of laryngeals, where the vow-
els exhibit a strong tendency to accommodate to
the laryngeal sound. In most cases, it is /a/ that
appears adjacent to laryngeal sounds. 
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Asyndetic Construction → Serial Verbs

≠A†f → Parataxis

Attitude → Language Attitude

Attrition → Language Attrition

Automatic Language Processing

Because of its morphological, syntactic, phonetic,
and phonological properties, the Arabic lan-
guage may be considered to be one of the most
difficult languages for written and spoken lan-

206 automatic language processing

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



guage processing. Recent years have shown an
increasing interest in Arabic in several fields of
natural language processing (NLP). The aim of
this entry is to present some of the most recent
advances in Arabic language processing, such as
morphology, information retrieval, text-to-
speech synthesis, and speech recognition.

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

Research on Arabic language processing started
in the 1970s, even before the problems of Arabic
text editing were completely solved. The first
studies focused primarily on lexicon, morphol-
ogy, and text-to-speech systems. 

In the late 1990s, the internationalization of
the → Internet and the proliferation of commu-
nication tools in Arabic led to the need for a large 
number of Arabic natural language processing
applications. Statistics show that since 1995,
when the first Arabic newspapers were launched
online, the number of Arabic websites has been
growing exponentially: by the year 2000, about
20,000 were counted (Abdelali 2004).

As a result, research activity has extended to
address more general areas of Arabic language
processing, including syntactic analysis, ma-
chine translation, document indexing, informa-
tion retrieval, Arabic speech recognition and
synthesis, speech translation and automatic
identification of a speaker, geographic origin dis-
crimination, etc.

2 . T e x t  p r o c e s s i n g

The Arabic alphabet consists of consonants,
vowels, digits, and some other diacritics, as well
as punctuation marks. Vowels are always pre-
ceded by consonants but are marked on the con-
sonants. The particular form of the Arabic word
facilitates the definition of the syllables, since
there are only three possible forms for syllables:
CV, CVC and CVCC, where V includes both
short and long vowels.

Arabic glyphs change according to the posi-
tion in the words: beginning, median, final, or
isolated, every consonant having 4 (or fewer)
different glyphs. There are 28 consonants and 6
vowels (short and long /i/, /a/, /u/). In addition to
this, there are some other diacritics, such as the
gemination markers that are used (like the vowel
signs) as diacritics on consonants to mark them
as geminated. In addition, there are the markers

of the tanwìn (pronounced /an/, /un/ and /in/),
used like the vowels on the consonants. Another
marker is the pause or absence of vowels which
is marked by the sukùn diacritic.

Arabic numbers are represented exactly like
those in French and English, but the pronuncia-
tion of a number changes according to its gram-
matical context. The number seven, for instance,
has nine possible pronunciations (/sab≠u/, /sab≠i/,
/sab≠a/, /sab≠atu/, /sab≠ati/, /sab≠ata/, /sab≠atun/,
/sab≠atan/, /sab≠atin/). 

Arabic texts are read and written from right to
left, and the vowels are generally not indicated,
which means that there are two possible repre-
sentations, voweled and non-voweled. While
reading a non-voweled text, an Arabic speaker
implicitly assigns the appropriate vowel to the
consonant. Such an operation is very complex,
however, to process automatically. The voweling
of a word depends not only on its syntactic con-
text, but also on the semantics of the whole sen-
tence. The verb form <ktbt>, for example, can
refer to four possible persons: the 1st person sin-
gular /katabtu/, the 2nd person singular mascu-
line /katabta/, the 2nd person singular feminine
/katabti/ and the 3rd person singular feminine
/katabat/. It is impossible to pronounce such a
word correctly without context, so for most
written texts one must understand the text in
order to know how to vowel and pronounce it.

Arabic morphology represents a special kind
of morphological system, characterized by the
manipulation of two essential factors → root
and scheme (Soudi a.o. 2001). The use of these
two factors makes the majority of morphologi-
cal rules perfectly regular. Thus, a morpho-
logical parser constitutes the most important
component of an Arabic Language Processing
system, which is why many researchers have
worked in this field (Fassi Fehri 1982; Sadiqi 
and Ennaji 1992; Jarir 1997; Soudi a.o. 2001;
Abuleil and Evens 2004).

Designing a high-quality morphological
parser requires both an exhaustive database and
a well-adapted organization of this database.
Here, the methodology that is presently being
used to obtain an optimal morphological data-
base and develop a well-adapted morphological
parser for Arabic is presented (Chenfour 2003).

The database is designed with object-oriented
modeling. Every morphological primitive is
regarded as an object, and objects having the
same morphological properties are gathered in
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the same class. According to the category of the
morphological components that each class rep-
resents, all classes are arranged in several pack-
ages such as verbs, nouns, particles, and affixes. 

The linguistic database is implemented using a
well-adapted language that has been developed
specially for this work: Java-based MOrphology
Definition Language (JMODEL; Chenfour
2003). All objects and classes are transcribed to
a deterministic finite state automaton, represent-
ing the morphological parser itself.

As a first result, this organization made it pos-
sible to build a complete morphological database
for Arabic with a small number of components.
Since most morphological classes are intercon-
nected, either by inheritance relationship or by
aggregation, the number of morphological con-
struction rules could be reduced significantly.

Every morphological primitive is treated as 
an object, called a morphological component
(MCM). Every MCM is characterized by a list of
morphological properties, called morphological
descriptors (MD). The MCMs are gathered into
different morphological classes (MCL) accord-
ing to the following rule: “The components of
the same class accept the same prefixes and the
same suffixes or they are suffixes or prefixes of
the same classes.” For example, 

class OriginSchemeS uses Number {
fa≠ala(1) { singular }
fa≠ila(2) { singular }
fa≠ula(3) { singular }
. . .

}

A morphological class is called ‘abstract’ when
its components are not complete words, but
need to be concatenated to some other compo-
nents. Final classes are classes that contain only
complete Arabic words.

Morphological descriptors are also gathered
into different classes, called morphological
properties classes (MPC), e.g. the MPC ‘Num-
ber’ is a class containing all morphological
descriptors indicating the property numbers. It
is modeled using JMODEL language (Chenfour
2003).

property class Number { 
singular; 
dual; 
plural; 
}

Rules classes (RCL) are defined symbolizing all
possible concatenations between the different
morphological components defined in the mor-
phological classes. Thus, each class of rules rep-
resents a complete Arabic word family. 

Finally, the MCL, MPC, and RCL classes are
also arranged in different packages according to
the kind of morphological components or mor-
phological descriptors that each one contains.
There are six main packages, four of which con-
tain all morphological classes, affixes package,
particles package, verbs package, and nouns
package. These depend on the properties pack-
age, containing all morphological properties
classes. The last part of the database is the rules
package, which contains all rule classes (see
Figure 1). This package depends on all the other
packages, and every component of this package
represents a complete Arabic word.

A complete description of all packages is too
long to be included here (Chenfour 2003; Tahir
and Chenfour 2004). Therefore, in order to give
an idea of the constitution of every package, the
Verbs package, which is the most important one
of the database, is used as an example.

The morphological system of Arabic verbs is
very particular. On the one hand, it is robust and
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completely regular in the case of sound verbs,
using the representation ‘root–scheme’. On the
other hand, it is generally irregular in the case of
the → weak and → defective verbs (a family of
verbs being characterized by their particular
structure and incomplete conjugation).

A fundamental study of this system makes it
possible to establish the representation ‘radical–
conjugation affixes’, which regularize all conju-
gation rules even in the case of the weak verbs
(Jarir 1997). This representation makes it possi-
ble to divide the conjugated form of any Arabic
verb into two parts: the radical part, which
depends just on tense and the infinitive form of
the scheme, and the conjugation affixes, which
depend on person, number, gender, and tense. It
is always represented by a prefix in the case of
the perfect and by a pair suffix-prefix in the case
of the imperfect.

According to this particular structure of
Arabic verbs, the verbs package gathers all
verbs’ radicals classified in other sub-packages
according to the nature and conjugation tense of
each kind of verb.

Another important component is the rules
package. It gathers all possible concatenation
rules that can be applied to all morphological
components. Each concatenation rule can gener-
ate a new word from a set of morphological com-
ponents (Figure 2).

Finite-state automata are widely used in lan-
guage and speech processing (Elgot and Mezei
1965; Kaplan and Kay 1981; Kay 1987; Mohri
1997; Kiraz and Grimley-Evans 1998; Beesley
and Karttunen, 2003). They permit a fast pro-
cessing of input strings and can be easily
modified and combined by well-defined opera-
tions. A JMODEL compiler is being written that
will translate the whole morphological database
to a deterministic finite-state automaton, called
Deterministic Morphological Automaton (DMA).
With this result it will be possible to have a 100
percent rule-based morphological parser, en-

tirely based on automata. Some experiments
have already been carried out on many morpho-
logical classes and an adequate DMA with very
satisfying results has been obtained.

One of the most important fields in Arabic lan-
guage processing is information retrieval, where
a query that is formulated by a user is matched
with objects of any media in a database. Arabic
information retrieval has become a focus of
research and commercial development due to the
vital necessity of such tools. But all Arabic texts
available online (in newspapers, for example) are
non-voweled, which means that the text becomes
ambiguous and difficult to process with an
Arabic information retrieval system.

Therefore, a deep level of morphological analy-
sis is needed for information retrieval of Arabic.
There are two schools of thought about this:
according to one, a light stemmer would provide
sufficient results, whereas the other school believes
that light stemming will stand a greater chance of
producing wrong stems. Yet, it is evident that
Arabic information retrieval has a particularly
acute need for effective normalization and stem-
ming. Both orthography and morphology give rise
to a huge amount of lexical form variation. For
information retrieval, this abundance of forms
means a greater likelihood of mismatch between
the form of a word in a query and the forms found
in documents relevant to the query. This is what
explains the lack of Arabic information retrieval
systems. However, a few Arabic information
retrieval systems are available such as <http://
crl.nmsu.edu/~ahmed/arabic/> or Aramedia
(<http://aramedia.com/>), and also some publica-
tions (Abdelali 2004; Al-Onaizan a.o. 2003;
Larkey and Connell 2002).

3 .  S p e e c h  p r o c e s s i n g

Research on Arabic speech processing has made
significant progress, due to improved signal pro-
cessing technologies, and to recent advances in
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the knowledge of the prosodic and segmental
characteristics of Arabic and the acoustic mod-
eling of Arabic schemes. These results should
make it possible to progress further in more
innovative areas, such as Arabic speech synthe-
sis and recognition.

3.1 Speech synthesis

Most of the existing speech synthesis systems
can be classified as either formant synthesizers
(Klatt 1980, 1987) or concatenative synthesizers
(Atal and Schroeder 1967; Chenfour 1997).
Formant synthesizers, which are rule-based,
have the advantage of a very small database, but
the synthesized speech is not very natural. On
the other hand, trainable concatenative speech
synthesis, using a large speech database, has
become popular due to its usual ability to pro-
duce a high quality natural speech output.
Concatenative synthesis is based on speech 
signal processing of natural speech databases.
The segmental database is built to reflect the
major phonological features of a language. For
instance, its set of phonemes is described in
terms of diphone units, representing the
phoneme-to-phoneme junctures. Non-uniform
units are also used (diphones, syllables, words,
etc.). The synthesizer concatenates speech seg-
ments, and performs some signal processing to
smooth unit transitions and to match predefined
prosodic schemes. 

However, achieving high quality text-to-
speech synthesis with trainable concatenative
methods requires a safe choice of the synthesis
method and the speech unit and a conscientious
preparation of the speech units database. Many
methods and systems have been developed in
this field, such as ARABTALK or BrightSpeech.
Reference may also be made to the work done by
Amr Youssef and Ossama Emam (Youssef and
Emam 2004). Their system has been developed
at the Human Language Technologies Labo-
ratory of IBM Egypt and is based on the state-of-
the-art IBM trainable concatenative speech
synthesizer.

There are also other tools, such as Sakhr prod-
ucts, which make it possible to scan the text of
an Arabic newspaper and transform it to text,
passing the generated text to the automatic cor-
rector to make sure that all known Arabic 
mistakes are corrected. Afterwards, Sakhr’s 
keyword extractor can identify important con-

cepts in the text and classify the content under
one or more categories in a user-defined taxon-
omy, generate a summary of the article, translate it
into English or vowel it, and finally read it with a
text-to-speech synthesizer.

In the following sections the general architec-
ture of the PARADIS (Psola & ARAbic DI-
Syllable) system is examined; this is based on 
the concatenation of di-syllables and TD-PSOLA 
as synthesis method developed by Chenfour 
and others.

3.1.1 Architecture of the PARADIS system
The text-to-speech system (PARADIS) is com-
posed of two major parts, namely the linguistic
processing part and the acoustic processing one.
The goal of the first part is to transcribe the input
text to a phonetic representation equipped with
prosodic markers. The second part consists of
translating this output phonetic text to a vocal
message of a good quality. The two parts of the
system are composed of six independent mod-
ules communicating with each other (Figure 3).

3.1.2 Grapheme to phoneme conversion
module
The first module of PARADIS is grapheme-to-
phoneme conversion that consists of transcrib-
ing an Arabic input text to a corresponding
phonetic text. The transcription module was
automatically generated by a rules compiler
named LSPERT (Language of Specification of
the Rules of Transcription) which was devel-
oped for this purpose (Chenfour 1997). Input
data for LSPERT is a formal specification of all
transcription rules (about 150 rules). The syntax
used to describe rules is inspired by Chomsky’s
formalism commonly used in linguistics
(Chomsky and Halle 1968). Six classes of
rules have been developed: direct conversions
(one-to-one mapping); context depending con-
versions; rules for irregular words; mathematical
symbols; abbreviations; and numbers.

3.1.3 Prosody generation
Prosody generation constitutes a very important
component of the system. Its aim is to insert
prosodic indicators in the phonetic text gener-
ated at the previous stage. These indicators
determine syllable duration, position and dura-
tion of the pauses, stressed syllables, evolution
of the melody, etc. The generated text is then
used by the synthesis module to ensure the pro-
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duction of a high-quality vocal message corre-
sponding to the input Arabic text.

The prosody generation component receives a
phonetic text equipped with punctuation marks
and has to transform it to a flow of parameters
in order to control the synthesizer. The parame-
ters to be computed include three prosodic fac-
tors: pitch factor (PF), duration factor (DF), and
intensity factor (IF). Therefore, a melodic model
and a duration model are needed to implement
the prosodic structure. The prosodic module
contains five main components: pause genera-
tion, stress marker, duration and modality, 
syllabic lengthening, and finally, the most impor-
tant component, the melodic model, whose aim
is to compute pitch or fundamental frequency
curves (see Fig. 4).

3.1.4 Concatenation of di-syllables
The third phase consists of segmenting phonetic
text in small units. One of the major problems
encountered in concatenative text-to-speech 
systems is how to make the best selection of
units and how to describe their concatenation.
Indeed, concatenating units usually creates a
problem of distortion because of spectral dis-
continuity at the connecting points.

The use of di-syllables (part of signal from
vowel to vowel) as concatenation units solved
most of this problem, and the generated speech

is much smoother at the concatenation points,
which are always vowels (Chenfour a.o. 1997).
There are only six forms of di-syllables in
Arabic: CV at the beginning of words; VC,
VCC, and V# at the end; and VCV and VCCV in
the middle.

By generating automatically long vowels from
short ones, and by excluding some impossible
shapes it turned out to be possible to decrease
the combinatory of di-syllables to about 8,500
units. All these units were recorded, then seg-
mented and labeled automatically. The database
of di-syllables was generated afterwards auto-
matically, using a hash-coding method. In this
way, the time needed to look up an entry in the
database at the synthesis stage was reduced
significantly.

3.1.5 EPEC decoding
In order to decrease database size, a speech sig-
nal coder had to be used. The most popular cod-
ing algorithm is a code-excited linear prediction
(CELP) coder. However, it requires digital signal
processing (DSP) to be implemented in real time.
The speech coding algorithm EPEC (Extensible
Pitch period Extraction Coding) has a very 
low complexity of computation, high recon-
struction quality, but reasonable bit-rate com-
pression. It is based on a long-term prediction
procedure, which represents a voiced short signal
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portion (a sequence of 4 or 5 pitch periods) with
one chosen extensible pitch period and with the
use of the Time-Domain Pitch-Synchronous
OverLap-Add (TD-PSOLA) algorithm to overlap
short signals and to smooth period transitions
(Chenfour a.o. 2000).

3.1.6 TD0-PSOLA synthesizer
The last step for speech synthesis and the most
fundamental component of the text-to-speech
system is the TD-PSOLA synthesizer that was
implemented and adapted for the entire Arabic
system. This module must generate synthetic
speech according to the segmental and prosodic
parameters defined at earlier stages of process-
ing (Fig. 5). 

The TD-PSOLA synthesizer is known by its
capacity for direct action on the speech signal
and the concept of separation between the cod-
ing algorithm and the synthesis technique. The
basic idea of TD-PSOLA consists of three steps
(Mouline and Charpentier 1990): the analysis
step where the original speech signal is first
divided into separate but overlapping short-
term analysis signals; the modification step of
each analysis signal to synthesis signal; and the
synthesis step, where these segments are recom-
bined by means of overlap adding. TD-PSOLA
has significantly improved the synthetic speech
quality, as it allows, with great simplicity, the
variation of the duration and the fundamental
frequency of the synthesized speech signal.
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However, it was necessary to determine pitch
marks throughout segments. This was achieved
automatically, with a labeling system which 
was developed for this purpose. In this way, a 
di-syllables database (with adequate pitch marks)
was obtained which constitutes the necessary
static component of the PARADIS system. 

3.2 Speech recognition

The speech recognition task, namely the recog-
nition of single words spoken by arbitrary per-
sons, was solved very successfully for Arabic by
means of statistical models such as Hidden
Markov Models (HMM), where every word has
to be recorded from many speakers. The disad-
vantage of such a speech recognizer is the limita-
tion of its vocabulary. Extending the vocabulary
to new words requires collecting the corre-
sponding speech signals, which is a very time-
consuming and therefore expensive task. 

Significant advances in Arabic speech recogni-
tion have been achieved recently by developing
speaker-independent word recognizers with un-
limited vocabulary. The basic idea is to define
and train appropriate subword unit models,
such as phone models, rather than whole word
models. With the resulting set of subword unit
models it is then possible to generate a word
model for any desired word by the concatena-
tion of the appropriate subword unit models. 

The focus of research then shifted to the tran-
scription of speech such as radio and television
broadcast news (Bakis a.o. 1997), and some
work on Arabic has become a reality (Zava-
liagkos a.o. 1998; Kirchhoff a.o. 2003). Tran-
scription of broadcast news presents technical
challenges to Large Vocabulary Continuous Speech
Recognition (LVCSR) systems (IBM). Indeed,
broadcast news contains speech and non-speech
data, and the speech data in broadcast news 
contains a wide mixture of speaking styles. In
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addition to that, broadcast news comes from
several sources, such as interviews with people
under noisy conditions and interviews over the
telephone, so that the background may contain
music, noise, or other interfering speech.

Recognizing broadcast news data with a sys-
tem trained on a clean training corpus gives very
high error rates. Therefore, the basic task of the
speech recognizer is to first try to identify the
segments of input data that can belong to several
classes and use separate modeling techniques
appropriate for each class. For instance, seg-
ments detected as music are simply removed,
segments identified as telephone quality speech
are decoded by a system trained on telephone
bandwidth speech, and so on. A typical broad-
cast news transcription system is thus composed
of two main modules: 

i. Segmentation and labeling module which is
applied to the input data at the first stage, in
order to extract and classify segments with
the same nature (e.g., speech, noise, etc.).
These segments are associated with suitable
indicators and all non-speech segments are
removed. The result of the segmentation and
labeling module is a flow of speech segments
with cluster, gender, and wideband or tele-
phone quality indicators.

ii. The second module is the word recognizer
which determines for each speech segment
the sequence of words that compose it. The
speech recognizer makes use of the Hidden
Markov Models of the words to be recog-
nized.

Two main classes of Arabic resources must 
be prepared in order to achieve an Arabic speech
recognizer:

i. A speech corpus containing a few dozen
hours of recorded audio data from radio and
television broadcast news (from different
Arabic stations such as Aljazeera or the
Moroccan TV RTM).

ii. A text corpus of a few hundreds of millions of
words from various newspapers: 
Algeria <http://www.aps.dz/>
Jordan <http://www.petra.gov.jo/
Kuwait <http://www. alraialaam.

com/>
Lebanon <http://www.nna-leb.gov.lb/>

London <http://www.asharqalawsat.
com/> 

Mauritania <http://www.rajoul-echaree.
com/>

Morocco <http://www.morocco-today.
com/>

Oman <http://www.alwatan.com/>
Saudi Arabia <http://www.al-jazirah.com/>
Syria <http://www.thawra.com/>
Qatar <http://www.aljazeera.net/>
Qatar <http://www.raya.com/>

The text obtained usually needs to be corrected
with the help of a morphological parser or other
automatic text processing systems.

One of the major limitations for developing
Arabic speech recognizers is the lack of adequate
resources. Only a few standard corpora are
available online to users:

i. Agence France Presse (<http://wave.ldc.
upenn. edu/Catalog/LDC2001T55>), a col-
lection of 380,000 newswire stories from
1994–2000 available from the Linguistic
Data Consortium.

ii. Al-Hayat (<http://www.elda.fr/catalogue/ en/
text/W0030.html>), a collection of over
42,000 newspaper stories from 1994 avail-
able from the Evaluations and Language
resources Distribution Agency (ELDA).

Other resources such as bilingual dictionaries
are needed. These can vary from machine 
translation dictionaries to handcrafted dictio-
naries for a specific topic or usage (Abdelali a.o.
2004). Available online are the Ajeeb Arabic–
English dictionary (<http://dictionary.ajeeb.com/
en. htm>) from Sakhr (<http://www.sakhr.com/>)
and the Ectaco Bilingual Dictionary (<http://
www.ectaco.com/online/diction.php3?refid=0
&rfr_id=10370&-rqt_id=81368 &pagelang=23
&lang=3>), which were used in some informa-
tion retrieval experiments (Larkey a.o. 2002).
Other individual efforts were carried out in dif-
ferent applications (Zajac a.o. 2001).

Apparently, then, the availability of adequate
Arabic Language Resources (ALR) is recognized
as a central component of the linguistic infra-
structure, necessary for the development of all
Arabic Human Language Technologies (HLT).
This issue is now becoming prominent: the lack,
on the one hand, of resources and, on the other
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hand, of real-world applications, highlights the
need for improving research in this area and for
promoting the use of human language technolo-
gies among potential partners, in particular to
safeguard some of the cultural heritage of the
Arabic-speaking regions.

This is why a new project has been developed,
called NEMLAR (Network for Euro-Mediter-
ranean LAnguage Resources: <http://www.nem-
lar.org>). The NEMLAR consortium consists of
14 partners from European and Arabic coun-
tries. NEMLAR’s goal is to obtain the necessary
funds to produce the required resources and
tools, and to make them as widely available as
for many other major languages. The European
Language Resources Association (ELRA) and
the European Network of Excellence in Human
Language Technologies (ELSNET) have been
promoting the concept of a Basic LAnguage
Resources Kit (BLARK), which constitutes a
must for each and all languages to allow auto-
matic processing of the language. Hence, one of
the goals of the NEMLAR project is to collect
information about existing institutions and lan-
guage resources, and to describe the need for
language resources.

4 .  C o n c l u s i o n

The aim of this entry was to represent the state
of the art of most important aspects of Arabic
language processing. Recent contributions to
scientific and technical progress in Arabic com-
puter applications have been reviewed, which
allow natural speech interaction between
human end-users, computer applications, and
digital information services. Arabic is at least
one order of magnitude more difficult than other
common languages due to its particular mor-
phology, the lack of vowels in written texts, and
other particularities. An attempt has been made
to determine which technologies are suitable for
Arabic language processing, whether training
data will be necessary, and, if so, what kind of
training data will be adequate.

Obviously, it is impossible to review all
requirements of all computer applications for
Arabic. Thus, for instance, the issue of the dif-
ferent varieties of Arabic language and dialects,
the interaction between Arabic and other lan-
guages, etc. have not been discussed here.
However, the entry offered an opportunity to

discuss the most recent advances in both Arabic
text and speech processing technologies in dif-
ferent contexts. (See also → computational lin-
guistics, Corpus linguistics)
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NOUREDDINE CHENFOUR (Dhar El-Mehraz, Fes)

Autosegmental Phonology  →
Morphology 

Auxiliary

The term ‘auxiliary’ is used as a descriptive label
for forms bearing both morphological and posi-
tional resemblance to verbs. They occur in com-
bination with a main verb to express tense,
aspect, mood, voice, or polarity. Verbal parti-
cles with a similar function may also be called
‘auxiliaries’ (cf. Schachter 1985:41; Steele 1999:
49; Payne 1997:84–85). Both Literary and
Colloquial Arabic have elements which fit this
rather broad descriptive label. The form of these
elements ranges from fully inflected verbs to par-
ticles, which may or may not have inflectional
properties.

Only verbal auxiliaries are treated here, with
special attention for the verb kàna ‘to be’, which
can be identified as the most prototypical auxil-
iary verb in all varieties of the language in view
of its functions and distribution. Nonverbal
auxiliary devices differ considerably across the
various colloquial dialects and are described
separately in the dialect sketches.

1 . V e r b s  w i t h  a u x i l i a r y  
f u n c t i o n s

Arab grammarians traditionally classify verbs
with auxiliary functions in a group, referred to
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as al-±af ≠àl an-nàqißa ‘the incomplete verbs’.
Apart from the verb kàna ‘to be’ itself, this
group contains the verbs laysa ‘not to be’ and a
number of phasal-aspect-modifying verbs with
meanings like ‘to become’, ‘to remain’, ‘not to
cease’, ‘to be about’, and ‘to begin’. Some of
these verbs can be used with a nonverbal predi-
cate as well, in which case they have a copular
function.

In verbal complexes, both the auxiliary and
the main verb are inflected for person, number,
and gender. The verb forms are usually corefer-
ential in the sense that they indicate the same
syntactic subject, but exceptions are found, in
which case the auxiliary is either in the ‘neutral’
3rd person masculine singular, or inflected
according to the so-called ‘logical’ subject of the
sentence (see, for instance, Bravmann 1953:
81–85; Brustad 2000:145). Verb phrases do not
need an overtly expressed subject (e.g., the
unmarked expression of ‘he writes’ is yaktubu,
and not huwa yaktubu). A formal analysis in
which the verbal complex is interpreted as a
matrix predicate with a complement, or a full
verb with an adverbial clause, is possible in most
(if not all) cases, since asyndetic clause linkage
does occur in all varieties of Arabic. The absence
of a convincing syntactic distinction of auxiliary
verbs does not preclude a functional analysis of
their characteristics (cf. Eisele 1992:157). With
this in mind, the following description intends to
be practical rather than theoretical. 

The verb with auxiliary function precedes the
main verb, but not necessarily immediately, as
the subject or other parts of the sentence fre-
quently separate them. Negation may be
expressed either on the auxiliary or the main
verb. Depending on the type of auxiliary, this
may lead to a change of meaning, and as such,
the effects of negation must be considered for
each of the auxiliary verbs separately. Only the
verb kàna ‘to be’ is lexically empty, in the sense
that it expresses temporal, modal, or aspectual
values without modifying the semantic content
of the sentence. It occurs, in different phonetic
realizations, in all varieties of the language and
puts no selection restrictions upon the verbs
with which it may combine. It is also used in
combination with one of the other verbs with
auxiliary function, resulting in a verbal complex
of three verb forms. 

Verbal complexes with a form of kàna are
much more frequent than combinations with

any other incomplete verb. In her analysis of a
text in Modern Standard Arabic, Messaoudi
(1985:175) found 360 combinations with a
form of kàna, whereas 15 other (semi-)auxiliary
verbs together accounted for 315 verbal com-
plexes. Although exact counts are not available
for other varieties, verbal complexes with a form
of (the local equivalent of) kàna are estimated to
occur frequently in most urban educated collo-
quials. Holes (1994:192) mentions a far more
restricted use of this auxiliary in many rural and
Bedouin dialect areas, especially in the speech of
the less educated and the elderly. This may be
related to the less elaborate tense systems
encountered in these varieties.

2 . V e r b a l  c o m p l e x e s  w i t h  a
f o r m  o f  t h e  a u x i l i a r y  v e r b
k â n a   ‘ t o  b e ’

In all varieties of Arabic, a limited number of
temporal, modal, and aspectual distinctions can
be expressed by inflection of the verb form.
Depending on the type of Arabic and the linguis-
tic context, some of these distinctions must be
indicated while others are optional. Whereas sim-
ple verb forms can only adopt the morphology of
one of the inflectional verb forms (and thus indi-
cate one temporal, modal, or aspectual value),
complex verb forms consisting of an inflected
form of the auxiliary kàna and an inflected form
of the main verb combine the expression of two of
these values. In fact, the possibility of adding a
temporal or modal distinction to a verb which
itself is inflected in order to indicate an aspectual
value seems to be the main raison d’être for the
auxiliary form of kàna in verbal complexes (see
Cuvalay 1994).

In principle, the auxiliary may take any of the
verb forms existing in a particular variety. In
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic it occurs
in the perfect (with or without the preverbal
marker qad) as well as the imperfect (indicative
with and without the prefix sa- or one of the pre-
verbal markers sawfa or qad, subjunctive and jus-
sive, respectively), and even in the special
imperative form. In Colloquial Arabic it is also
used with the various future and indicative imper-
fect prefixes, such as ™a- and bi- in Egyptian
Arabic. For Jordanian Arabic, an auxiliary func-
tion of the active participle form kàyin is reported
(Mitchell and El-Hassan 1994:78).
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The form of the main verb is perfect (with or
without qad) or imperfect (with or without sa-
or one of the colloquial preverbal markers). It
can also be an active participle, and in some col-
loquial varieties imperative forms have been
attested (Bravmann 1953:131–132; Munzel
1982). Negation is usually expressed on the aux-
iliary, but may also be expressed on the main
verb without leading to a different interpreta-
tion. It is not feasible to mention all functions
ascribed to the possible combinations of auxil-
iary and main verb forms here. In all varieties,
the specific meanings of the verbal inflections
and the exact values indicated by the forms of
kàna and the main verb depend to some extent
on the context, which makes it difficult to con-
sider all possible interpretations. Nebes (1982),
for example, devotes more than 200 pages to a
functional analysis of kàna yaf ≠alu (combina-
tions of a perfect auxiliary with an indicative
imperfect main verb) in Classical Arabic only. 

Therefore, without claiming to be exhaustive,
attested combinations in Classical and Modern
Standard Arabic are presented with example
sentences, followed by a summary in the form of
a table. A similar table with verbal complexes in
Egyptian Arabic is included to give an idea of the
possibilities in colloquial varieties.

Examples from Classical Arabic (the combi-
nations also occur in Modern Standard Arabic):

perfect auxiliary + perfect main verb (Fischer 
1972:95)

(1) hà≈ihì ±atànu- ki llatì kunti
this   she-ass- your which be:2FSG

xarajti ≠alay-hà

go out:2FSG on-  her
‘This is your she-ass, on which you had 
gone out (that time)’

perfect auxiliary + indicative imperfect main verb 
(Fischer 1972:96)

(2) kàna l-      maliku yamurru
be:3MSG the- king pass:IND3MSG

bi-   hi
by- him
‘The king was passing by him’

(3) kàna yakùnu fì l- bayt
be:3MSG be:IND3MSG in the- house
‘He was always [habitually, continuously] 
in the house’

indicative imperfect auxiliary + qad + perfect 
main verb (Fischer 1972:96)

(4) . . . fa- nakùnu qad ±axadnà

then be:1PL ASP MKR take:1PL

≠iwa∂-          an
substitute- ACC

‘. . . then we will have taken a substitute’

subjunctive imperfect auxiliary + perfect main 
verb (Fischer 1972:97)

(5) ≠asà ±an   yakùna             sami ≠a
maybe that be:SUBJ3MSG hear:3MSG

min- nì

of      me
‘Maybe he has heard of me’

imperative auxiliary + indicative imperfect main 
verb (Fischer 1972:107)

(6) fa- kun ±anta tukallimu-
so- be:IMPMSG you address:IND2MSG

hum
them
‘So you must/should be addressing them’

Examples from Modern Standard Arabic (non-
existent or infrequent in Classical Arabic)

perfect auxiliary + sa-imperfect main verb 
(Cantarino 1974:75)

(7) ma≠a ±anna- hum    kànù

with     that-   they    be:3MPL

sa-yaqtulùna           min     al-     muslimìna
FUT- kill:IND3MPL from   the-   Muslims   
man           yasta†ì ≠ùna qatla-      hu
whoever    can:IND3MPL killing-   his
‘But they would kill as many Muslims as 
they could’

sa-imperfect auxiliary + perfect main verb
(Moutaouakil 1988:186)

(8) sa- ±u≠ìru- ka   l-     kitàba    
FUT- lend:IND1SG-  you  the-  book  
ÿadan i≈   sa-    ±akùnu        ±anhaytu
tomorrow as  FUT-  be:IND1SG    finish:1SG

qirà ±ata-  hu
reading-   it
‘I will lend you the book tomorrow as I’ll 
have finished reading it by then’

Verbal complexes with a perfect or imperfect
form with the preverbal marker qad are not rep-
resented in the table. Qad occurs with the per-
fect of both the auxiliary (qad kàna fa≠ala) and
the main verb (kàna qad fa≠ala), but rarely with
both of them in one verbal complex. Qad +
indicative imperfect has been attested for the
auxiliary of verbal complexes, but not for the
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main verb. So, qad yakùnu fa≠ala and qad
yakùnu yaf ≠alu occur, to express the modal
meaning of ‘he may (well) have done’ and ‘he
may (well) be doing’ respectively.

The active participle form is also left out of the
table. In verbal complexes only the main verb
can take this form, with all possible aspectual
values associated with it. Like adjectival and
nominal predicates, the active participle gets the
accusative case in combination with one of the
incomplete verbs, and verbal complexes with an
active participle take the form of kàna/
yakùnu/sayakùnu/ yakùna fà ≠ilan. 

Some verbal complexes which would be
expected to occur, such as ?(sa-)yakùnu yaf ≠alu
‘he will be doing’ are not mentioned in gram-
mars or attested in descriptive studies. Apart
from their use in the negation of the perfect (lam
yakun fa ≠ala ‘he had not done’ or lam yakun
yaf ≠alu ‘he was not doing’), jussive forms must
be rare or nonexistent in verbal complexes, as
they have not been described so far. The combi-
nation of an imperative auxiliary and an im-
perfect main verb (kun taf ≠alu, mentioned by
Bravmann 1953:124 and Fischer 1972:107) is
also rare.

As the colloquial dialects differ with respect to
their verbal systems, the combinations and their
possible interpretations have to be listed for each
of them separately. Most reference grammars
pay attention to the use of the local equivalent of
kàna in verbal complexes, but not all of them do
so in a systematic way. The verbal complexes of
Egyptian Arabic are reproduced in Table 2 by
way of an example.

The translations of these complex forms do
not represent all possible interpretations. The
combinations with kàn, for instance, are fre-
quently encountered in conditional phrases,

where, depending on the context, the verbal
complex is not necessarily translated with a past
tense form. Combinations with yikùn are often
found in the complement phrases of modal
expressions, where the occurrence of a bare
imperfect (i.e. an imperfect form without ™a- or
bi-) is obligatory, but in an independent context
yikùn katab can be translated with ‘he may
(well) be writing’. For non-dynamic main verbs,
combinations of a perfect of kàna with a bare
imperfect form refer to a past state, which is why
a combination such as kàn yi ≠raf is translated as
‘he knew’, rather than ‘he came to know, recog-
nized’. The choice for the complex verb form in
these cases is probably motivated by the fact that
perfect forms of state verbs generally indicate
the inception of a state, and will thus be inter-
preted as referring to the present.

As in Table 1, verbal complexes with an active
participle form are not represented in view of the
various functions associated with this form.
Active participle forms of kàn do not occur in
Egyptian Arabic verbal complexes, but kàn
kàtib, biykùn kàtib, ™aykùn kàtib, and yikùn
kàtib are all possible, and often preferred to the
other verbal complexes which may convey the
same meaning. The combination of a ™a-imper-
fect form of the auxiliary and a ™a-imperfect
form of the lexical verb is not included, either,
although an example of this verbal complex is
given by El-Tonsi (1992:19) in the form of
™aykùn ™aynàm ‘he will be about to sleep’. Most
speakers, however, seem to prefer the sequence
of ™aykùn + ±arrab + imperfect, as a more literal
expression of ‘to be about’, and reject the possi-
bility of a verbal complex consisting of two ™a-
imperfects.

In verbal complexes of all varieties we see a
tendency for so-called inner aspectual values,
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Table 1. Complex verb forms in Classical and Modern Standard Arabic

form of kàna form of main verb verbal complex translation

perfect perfect kàna fa ≠ala he had done
indicative imperfect kàna yaf ≠alu he was doing/used to do
sa-imperfect kàna sayaf ≠alu he was going to do

indicative imperfect perfect yakùnu fa ≠ala he will have done

sa-imperfect perfect sayakùnu fa ≠ala he will have done

subjunctive imperfect perfect yakùna fa ≠ala he has done [subordinate]

imperative (rare) indicative imperfect kun taf ≠alu be (one who) does/is doing
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such as perfect, progressive, and prospective, to
be marked on the main verb, while temporal and
modal distinctions are expressed by the auxil-
iary. Habitual aspect may be marked on the aux-
iliary or the main verb, depending on whether it
combines with an aspectual main verb form, or
a temporal or modal form of kàna. In combina-
tion with an obligatory perfect auxiliary in con-
ditional phrases, the main verb can also express
temporal values (see Cuvalay-Haak 1997:
199–234 for a detailed account of the ordering
of temporal, aspectual, and modal values in
Arabic verbal complexes). For a theoretical 
discussion concerning the formal distinction
between the syntactic categories of the auxiliary
(AUX) and main verb (PREDICATE) in Egypt-
ian Arabic, see Jelinek (1981, 1983), who claims
that such a distinction is valid, and Eisele
(1992), who argues against the validity of this
distinction for Egyptian Arabic.

3 . O t h e r  v e r b s  w i t h  a u x i l i a r y
f u n c t i o n s

In Classical and Modern Standard Arabic, the
so-called ‘verbs of incomplete predication’ can
be subdivided in groups according to their
meaning. Some of these verbs refer to the incep-
tion of a state or an activity (“ara ≠a, †afiqa,
bada ±a and ja ≠ala, with the sense of ‘to start, set
in, set out to’; ±aßba™a, ±amsà, ±a∂™à, etc. with the
sense of ‘to become’). Others indicate the con-

tinuation of a state or activity (istamarra ‘to con-
tinue’, baqiya ‘to remain’, mà zàla ‘not to cease’,
etc.) or its prospective anticipation (kàda ‘to 
be on the point, be about’). They themselves
occur most often in the perfect and combine
with another verb in the imperfect. As these
verbs appear to have a lexical rather than a
grammatical function, they are not discussed
further here.

The incomplete verb laysa expresses negative
polarity. It is inflected according to the morpho-
logical characteristics of the perfect verb, but
does not convey the meaning of completeness or
anteriority which is normally associated with
this inflection. It is primarily used for the nega-
tion of nominal phrases, but can be found 
with verbal predicates as well. In view of its 
special function and limited verbal character-
istics, laysa can best be described as a negative
particle which is inflected for person, number,
and gender.

In the colloquial varieties we find a number of
verbs with auxiliary functions, some of which
are grammaticalized to the extent that they may
lose part of their original meaning. Ingham
(1994:190) reports the use of the verb baÿa ‘to
want’ in Najdì Arabic for the expression of ‘to
be about’ or (imminent) future. Moroccan
Arabic bÿa ‘to want’ can be used in a similar way
(Maas 1995:257). The loss of the original voli-
tional meaning is demonstrated by the possibil-
ity of using these auxiliary verbs with inanimate
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Table 2. Verbal complexes in Egyptian Arabic

form of kàn form of main verb verbal complex translation

perfect perfect kàn katab he had written
bi-imperfect kàn biyiktib he was writing/used to write 
™a-imperfect kàn ™ayiktib he was going to write
bare imperfect kàn yiktib he should have written/used to write
imperative kunt iktib you should have written

bi-imperfect perfect biykùn katab he usually has written
bi-imperfect biykùn biyiktib he usually is writing
™a-imperfect biykùn ™ayiktib he usually is about to write

™a-imperfect perfect ™aykùn katab he will have written
bi-imperfect ™aykùn biyiktib he will be writing

bare imperfect perfect yikùn katab he has written [subordinate]
bi-imperfect yikùn biyiktib he is writing [subordinate]
™a-imperfect yikùn ™ayiktib he is about to write [subordinate]
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subjects. For other verbs, the transition from a
full lexical verb to an auxiliary is not always easy
to prove, especially since the subsequent stages
in a diachronic development from lexical verb to
auxiliary frequently coexist synchronically. 

Apart from modal verbs with a meaning such
as ‘to want’, ‘to love’, and ‘to be able to’, collo-
quial varieties each have a set of verbs similar to
the phasal aspect modifying verbs in Classical
and Modern Arabic, with meanings like ‘to
remain’, ‘to begin’ and ‘to continue’. Both of
these sets usually combine with another verb 
in the (bare) imperfect. Verbs like ‘to go’, ‘to
come’ and ‘to stand up’, roughly described as
‘movement’ verbs, typically combine with a 
next verb in the perfect, leading to a sequence of
two perfect verbs, which together denote one
single action. 

Attempts to categorize the different types of
verbal complexes are found in Maas (1995, with
examples from Moroccan Arabic); Brustad
(2000:147ff., with examples from Moroccan,
Egyptian, Syrian and Kuwaiti Arabic), and
Woidich (2002, with examples from Egyptian
Arabic), of which the last mentioned is the most
exhaustive, based on a thorough analysis of all
occurrences in a number of different text types.
In addition to the combinations already men-
tioned, Woidich (2002:181ff.) describes verbal
complexes consisting of two asyndetically
linked perfect forms such as bar†am ‘to grumble’
and ±àl ‘to say’, where the second verb functions
as an ‘auxiliary’ device, in that it provides for the
possibility of adding a complement to an intran-
sitive verb (the verb bar†am cannot take a com-
plement by itself). Similar examples may well
exist in other colloquial dialects, but they have
not been described so far (→ serial verbs).
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Baby Talk → Caretaker Talk 

Backing → Vowel Lowering

Badal  → Apposition; ±Ibdàl

Baghdad Arabic

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

1.1 Baghdad, the capital and the seat of gov-
ernment and financial operations, is situated on
the river Tigris in the center of Iraq. In 2003 it
was estimated that its population exceeded five 
million inhabitants, 60 percent of whom are
Shi≠i. The rest are mainly Sunni, with a Christian
minority comprising Chaldean Catholics, Assyr-
ians (Orthodox and Catholics), and a small
number of Greek Catholics and Protestants. The
number of Mandeans, another religious minor-
ity, has decreased to fewer than two thousand.
Baghdad’s once thriving Sephardic Jewish com-
munity now numbers fewer than one hundred,
mostly elderly individuals. Before the 1950s the
number of Jewish residents was more than dou-
ble that of Christians. They included several
families of European Ashkenazi Jews who had
arrived during and immediately after the Second
World War (→ Baghdad Arabic, Jewish). 

1.2 Apart from Arabic, the official language,
varieties of Neo-Aramaic, Kurdish, and Armen-
ian are spoken throughout Baghdad. The Arabic
dialects comprise what Blanc (1964) has termed
gëlët, the Muslim variety, and qëltu, the intra-
communal dialect of Christian Iraqis. It is the

Muslim dialect (Baghdad Arabic) that has
become the lingua franca of Iraq, and the lan-
guage of commerce and education, co-existing in
a diglossic relationship with Modern Standard
Arabic, used in the media and in interaction with
non-Iraqis. The speech of Baghdadi Christians is
constantly shifting in the direction of the gëlët
variety (Abu-Haidar 1992).

1.3 Bagdadi gëlët Arabic belongs to the
‘Mesopotamian’ group, and shares many fea-
tures with Gulf Arabic and with varieties spoken
in some parts of Syria near the Iraqi border. gëlët
Arabic is of Bedouin provenance, unlike
Christian Baghdadi which is a direct descendant
of Medieval (sedentary) Iraqi Arabic (Jastrow
1978). Right up until the late 1950s Baghdad
Arabic consisted of a large inventory of borrow-
ings from Turkish, Farsi via Turkish, English, and
to a lesser extent French. A number of Turkish
and Farsi terms are still used to refer to everyday
objects, but are being superseded by Anglo-
American loans. During the first decades of the
20th century, when the inhabitants of Baghdad
numbered fewer than one million, some inner-
city quarters had their own distinctive speech
characteristics, maintained for generations.
From about the 1960s, with population move-
ment within the city, and the influx of large num-
bers of people hailing mainly from the south,
Baghdad Arabic has become more standardized,
and has come to incorporate some rural and
Bedouin features.

1.4 There do not appear to exist any 
studies on the Arabic of Baghdad prior to the
20th century. The earliest known studies in
Arabic on vocabulary and popular sayings date
from about the 1960s. Works in European lan-
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guages include a monograph by Malaika (1963)
and an updated version of a work by Van Ess
(1989). Since the 1960s Georgetown University
Press has been publishing manuals and diction-
aries, Erwin (1963) being the earliest and
Alkalesi (2001) the latest. The data in Alkalesi
(2001) is out of date and not based on any sci-
entific methods. Blanc (1964), however, remains
the most thorough study of Baghdad Arabic
dialects to date. 

2 .  P h o n o l o g y

2.1 Consonants

The inventory of consonants is set out in
Table 1.

/b/, /l/, /m/, /n/ occur as emphatics when they
are in the contiguity of /†/, /∂/, or /ß/, gutturals, /r/
with a back vowel, or if they precede /à/:
flàß†ërma ‘spicy sausage’, lëÚa¤ ‘to thread’,
¤ëßràn ‘intestine’, ßañ†a ‘quiet’, flùri ‘pipe’,
flàfiòn ‘balloon’, ¤àku ‘there is not’. /l/ is realized
as /fi/ in afifia ‘God’ and other compound forms
like bafifia ‘by the way’, ™ayafifia ‘anyhow’.

The interdentals /µ/ and /≈/ are retained in bor-
rowings from Standard Arabic, with the excep-
tion of µalàµa ‘three’ where initial /µ/ > /t/: tlàµa.
Older Christian Baghdadi speakers ordinarily
realize dentals for interdentals (/t/ < /µ/, /d/ < /≈/,
/∂/ < /Ú/), but in more recent loans /µ/ is often
retained: µëyatar ‘theater’, talawwëµ ‘pollution’.

/ ≠/ is retained, except in ≠a†a ‘to give’ which
becomes në†a.

The glottal stop / ±/ is rare. Unlike some
Levantine Arabic dialects, it is not an allophone
of /q/ and occurs in borrowings from Standard
Arabic: së ±al ‘to ask’, t±axxar ‘to be delayed’.

Standard /k/ and /q/ are frequently realized as
/∑/ and /g/ respectively. /k/ and /q/ are sometimes
retained. The following examples show how
forms with /k/ and /q/ have a non-everyday
meaning:

/g/ < /q/ gaddar ‘to try qaddar ‘to estimate’
on [clothes]’
≠ugda ‘knot’ ≠uqda ‘complex’

/∑/ < /k/ ∑alàwi ‘kidneys kalàwi ‘kidneys
[culinary]’ [anat.]’
m∑attaf ‘with mkattaf ‘fettered’
arms crossed’

/∑/ and /q/ occur also in borrowings from non-
Arabic languages: 

/∑/ ∑àmërfiuÿ ‘mudguard’, ∑arëx ‘wheel’,
ßa∑∑am ‘to insult’, ßù∑ ‘fault’;
/q/ qa∑aÿ∑i ‘smuggler’, qappa† ‘to wind down’,
qa“mar ‘to mock’, “aqa ‘joke’. 

Other reflexes of /q/ are /k/, /j/, and /x/:

/q/ > /j/ jëdër ~ jëdrëyya ‘saucepan’, “arji 
‘East wind’.

/q/ > /k/ wakët ‘time’, këtal ‘to beat, to kill’.
/q/ > /x/ †axë¤ ‘suit [clothes], set [of items]’,

yàxa ‘collar’.

/j/ is invariably realized as a voiced alveolar
affricate. Reflex /y/, common in some southern
Iraqi Arabic dialects, does not occur in Baghdad
Arabic. 

Standard /ÿ/ is retained, except in the terms
ÿasal ‘to wash’ and staÿfar ‘to ask forgiveness’
where /ÿ/ > /x/: xësal, ß†axfar. 

/r/ is usually realized as /ÿ/ [y] in Christian
Baghdadi. However, Christian Baghdadi speak-

bilabial labiodental dental interdental alveolar palatal velar uvular pharyngeal glottal

plosive p b t d k g q ±

emphatic †

fricative w f s z µ ≈ “ y x ÿ ™ ≠ h
emphatic ß Ú

affricate ∑  j
liquid l r
emphatic fi

nasal m n
emphatic ¤ ñ

Table 1. Inventory of consonants

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



224 baghdad arabic

ers retain /r/ in borrowings from standard
Arabic and non-Arabic languages: taràkum
‘accumulation’, kampyùtar ‘computer’.

Phoneme /p/ occurs in a number of loans:
parda ‘curtain’, pulak ‘sequins’, lappa ‘purée of
boiled rice’; pàkèt ‘packet, parcel’, pìkàp ‘truck’.
In some forms both /p/ and /∑/ of the donor lan-
guage are retained: pan∑ar ‘flat tyre, puncture’,
pa∑ata ‘napkin’, par∑am ‘fringe [hair]’

/v/ is not used, except in code-switched forms,
like vìsa ‘visa’, vëlla ‘villa’. The term ‘television’
occurs as talfëzyòn.

2.2 Vowels

2.2.1 Short vowels

Table 2. Short vowels

i                             u

ë o

a

/i/ occurs in unstressed open syllables, in 
word-final position: wardi ‘pink’, sarsari
‘layabout, good-for-nothing’, jèti ‘you [sg. fem.]
came’. 

/ë/ is found in stressed and unstressed, open
and closed syllables:

bë∑ër ‘first-born’, ∑ëma ‘truffles’, tëmman
‘rice’, bëtënjàn ‘aubergine’.

/u/ occurs in unstressed open and closed sylla-
bles: ndallètu ‘you pl. found the way’, xëlug
‘patience’, ëskut ‘be quiet!’. 

/o/ occurs in unstressed, word-final position in
loans: pàl†o ‘overcoat’, ràdyo ‘radio’, ∑mìnto
‘cement’.

/a/ is found in all positions: agùm ‘I get up’,
angas ‘worse’, darbùna ‘alley’, xërga ‘cloth, rag’,
qamarëyya ‘trellised vine’. 

2.2.2 Long vowels

Table 3. Long vowels

ì ù

è ò

à

All long vowels occur in open or closed 
syllables:

bìbi ‘grandmother’, pìp ‘large metal con-
tainer’; jèbi ‘my pocket’, lëwè“ ‘why?’; b†ùla
‘bottles’, man“ùl ‘he has a cold’; ¤ëssà™a ‘rub-
ber’, jìràn ‘neighbors’; ròba ‘yoghurt’, lòz
‘almonds’.

In feminine CvCv/CvCCv forms denoting
color or defect, Christian Baghdadi speakers
invariably realize long /à/ in open final position:

Baghdad Arabic Christian Baghdadi
™a¤ra ™a¤ÿà ‘red’
≠amya ≠amyà ‘blind’

±imàla (-à- > -è-; -a > -i) does not occur in
Baghdad Arabic, although it is a common fea-
ture of Christian Baghdadi:

-à- > -è Baghdad Arabic Christian Baghdadi
∑làb klèb ‘dogs’
dkàkìn dakèkìn ‘shops’

-a > -i ™ëlwa ™ëlwi ‘pretty’
bazzùna bazzùni ‘cat’

2.2.3 Glide vowel [ie]
The glide vowel [ie] is the reflex of long vowel
/è/. It is more common in the speech of women
and men of rural origin. Thus: bèt ‘house’, 
hammèna ‘also, again’, n†èt ‘I gave’ are some-
times realized as [biet], [ham1iena], [nt~iet],
respectively.

2.2.4 Diphthongs
The diphthongs /aw/ and /ay/, including /ay/ of
the dual, are contracted and become long vow-
els /ò/ and /è/: 

Modern Baghdad Christian 
Standard Arabic Arabic Baghdadi

sawdà ± ‘black’ sòda sòdà

baytayn ‘two houses [acc.]’ bètèn bètèn

Diphthongs /aw/ and /ay/ are retained in some
loans: rawÚa ‘kindergarten’ and ™aywàn ‘ani-
mal’. Variants ™èwàn and ™ìwàn are used by
older speakers. Diphthongs are retained also in
proper names like xawla and maysùn. 

/ay/ occurs in some compound forms with the
negative particle ma: mayßìr ‘definitely not’,
mayxàlëf ‘never mind’. 

It is more usual to find diphthongs where /w/
or /y/ is geminate and the preceding vowel /a/, /u/
or /ë/: mdawwra ‘round [fem.]’, guwwa
‘strength, defiance’, ≠ëlëwwa ‘his/its height’;
msayyja ‘fenced [fem.]’, hëyya ‘she’.
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2.2.5 Syllabication
Syllables are of the Cv, Cv-, CvC, Cv-C, CCv-,
CvCC and CCv-C patterns

Cv syllables occur either in initial, medial or
final position: qa-nafa ‘sofa’, mad-ra-sa ‘school’,
sayyà-ra ‘car’.

In CvCvC forms the intial vowel of Cv- is in-
variably ë: sëma∑ ‘fish’, gëßab ‘reeds’, rësab ‘to fail’.

Cv- syllables occur in initial or medial position,
or as monosyllabic words: qù-†ëyya ‘box’, jà-bò-
ha ‘they brought her’, ≠a†-“à-na ‘thirsty [sg.
fem.]’, mù ‘not, isn’t that so?’, “ì ‘thing’.

CvC syllables occur in initial position: fët-™ìha
‘open it! [sg. fem.]’, rug-ba ‘neck’, man-qala
‘brazier’. 

Cv-C syllables occur in monosyllabic words or
in word-final position: bìr ‘well’, jèb ‘pocket’, 
“àf ‘to see’, yòm ‘day’; ba-nàt ‘girls’, ≠an-ka-bùt
‘spider’.

Monosyllabic CvCC words end in a geminate
consonant: ‘to open’, ™abb ‘watermelon seeds’,
ßëll ‘young snake’.

CCv-C monosyllabic words are usually plural,
where v- is either /ù/, /à/ or /ì/: ngù≠ ‘dried apri-
cots’, tràb ‘dust’, nhìb ‘theft’. 

In reduplicated CvC words the short vowel is
/ë/ in nouns and /a/ in verbs: fëlfël ‘pepper’,
ßërßër ‘beetle’; sarsar ‘to gad about’, pa“pa“ ‘to
whisper’.

2.2.6 Stress assignment
In disyllabic forms stress (´) falls on the second
syllable if its vowel is long, otherwise it is the
first syllable that is stressed: 

jwàrÛn ‘the neighborhood’, naddÙf ‘carder’,
malyÙn ‘full’, mßàrÛn ‘intestines’. 

mára ‘woman’, bë́ttna ‘our daughter’, ™Ùrës
‘guard’, ™jÙra ‘stone’.

In forms of more than two syllables, stress falls
on the penultimate syllable. Trisyllabic: sëndÙna
‘flower pot’, msannÙya ‘balcony on the river’,
sàfárna ‘we traveled’, rattbáthum ‘she tidied 
them up’. Quadri-syllabic: ≠arabÙyën ‘carriages’,
¤aßàrÛfkum ‘your expenses’, ma™àbósha ‘her
rings’, nësènÙhum ‘we forgot them’.

2.2.7 Phonotactics 

2.2.7.1 Assimilation 
In Baghdad Arabic, as in Modern Standard
Arabic, the /l/ of the definite article is assimilated
to the sunletter that follows it: “-“amës ‘the sun’,
j-jëmmàr ‘the edible shoots of the palm tree’, 

r-ra“ma ‘the bridle’. But l-gu¤ar ‘the moon’, 
l-kàÿad ‘the paper’. In Christian Baghdadi, 
however, /l/ is often assimilated to the moonletter
following it: ëq-qa¤aÿ ‘the moon’, ëy-yòm ‘the
day’, ëb-bè ≠a ‘the church’. 

Modern Standard Arabic /j/ is realized as /“/
when it is followed by /t/ in the same syllable: 
j-h-d: “tëhad ‘he studied hard’ but mëjtëhëd
‘hard-working’; j-m-≠: “tëmà ≠ ‘meeting’ but muj-
tama ≠ ‘society’.

Where /n/ precedes /t/, /d/ or /r/ assimilation can
occur: ënti ‘you [sg. fem.]’ > ëtti, bënti ‘my daugh-
ter’ > bëtti, ≠ëndi ‘I have’ > ≠ëddi, yënràd ‘wanted,
desirable’ > yërràd. 

2.2.7.2 Metathesis is rare; the most frequently
occurring examples are: 

Modern Standard Baghdad Arabic
Arabic root
j-n-z-r > mzanjër ‘rusty’; 

zanjìl ‘chain’
l-≠-n > yën≠al ‘he curses’ 
séchoir (French) > “ëswàr ‘hair-dryer’. 

2.2.7.3 Voicing of /ß/ occurs when it 
precedes /d/:
qaßdi > qaΩdi ‘my intention, I mean’, but qëßad
‘to mean’; aßdëqà ± > aΩdëqà ± ‘friends’, but
ßadàqa ‘friendship’. Voicing of /s/ and /ß/ occurs
more frequently in Christian Baghdadi: masdùd
> mazdùd ‘closed’; masba™a > mazba™a ‘rosary’;
sbù≠ > zbò≠ ‘week’.

2.2.8 Morphophonology 

2.2.8.1 Consonant clusters and anaptyxis
There are no three-consonant clusters in Bagh-
dad Arabic. Two-consonant clusters occur in
initial position only, in CCv- and CCv-C: flràÿi
‘screws’, ñÿùla ‘bastards’, zmàl ‘donkey’, g¤à†

‘swaddling clothes’.
In word-final position -CC is geminate: ∂abb

‘to throw away’, ¤urr ‘bitter’. Where the com-
parable standard form ends in non-geminate 
-CC an anaptyctic vowel (/ë/ or /u/) is invariably
inserted.

Modern Standard Baghdad Christian 
Arabic Arabic
Baghdadi
ñaf† ñafë† ñafë† ‘petrol’
“uÿl “uÿul “ëÿël ‘work’ 
Úarb Úarub ∂aÿëb ‘beating’
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2.2.8.2 Elision
In nominal and verbal forms with final -CvC, the
vowel of the second syllable is elided on
suffixation: bàrëd [sg.masc.] > bàrdìn ‘cold
[pl.]’; mkammal [sg.masc.] > mkammlìn ‘perfect
[pl.]’; dëras ‘he studied’ > dërsat ‘she studied’;
ràja ≠ ‘he revised’ > ràj ≠aw ‘they revised’

3 .  M o r p h o l o g y

3.1 Pronouns

3.1.1 Independent subject pronouns
1st sg. àni 1st pl. ë™na
2nd sg. masc. ënta 2nd pl. ëntu
2nd sg. fem. ënti
3rd sg. masc. huwwa 3rd pl. hu¤¤a
3rd sg. em. hëyya

3.1.2 Suffixed direct object pronouns
1st sg. -ni 1st pl. -na
2nd sg. masc. -ak 2nd pl. -ku¤

2nd sg. fem. -ë∑

3rd sg. masc. -a 3rd pl. -hu¤

3rd sg. fem. -ha

There is no 3rd pl. gender distinction in Baghdad
Arabic proper, only in the speech of Baghdad
residents of rural or Bedouin origin.

3.1.3 Suffixed indirect object pronouns
These are formed by the addition of -l- to singu-
lar and -ël- to plural direct object pronouns,
with the exception of 1st sg. where -ni > -li. Thus
compare: jàbni ‘he brought me’ but jàbli ‘he
brought to me’, wakkala ‘he deputized him’ but
wakkalla ‘he deputized for him’.

3.1.4 Suffixed possessive pronouns 
These are the same as direct object pronouns, the
only exception being 1st sg. which is -i , or -ti if
the noun ends in a vowel: ktàb ‘book’ > ktàbi
‘my book’, madrasa ‘school’ > madrasti ‘my
school’.

3.1.5 Independent demonstrative pronouns
this/these sg. masc. hà≈a

sg. fem. hà≈i ~ hày
pl. ha≈òla

that/those sg. masc. ha≈àk ~ ha≈àka
sg. fem. ha≈ì∑

pl. ha≈òlàk

3.1.6 Relative pronoun
This is l or (ë)lli, the latter occurring when
emphasis is required. 

3.1.7 Interrogative pronouns
The following are the most frequently used:
mënu ‘who?’, “ënu ‘what?’, yàhu ‘which one?’.

3.2 Adverbs

The following are the common adverbs of place,
manner, and time:

3.2.1 Place
hnà ‘here’, hnàk(a) ‘there’, lì-gëddàm ‘for-
wards’, lì-wara ‘backwards’, jawwa ‘inside’,
flarra ‘outside’, haß-ßaf™a ‘this side’, ≈ì∑-ëß-ßaf™a
‘that side’.

3.2.2 Manner
hì∑ì ‘thus’, kullë∑ ‘very’, hwàya ‘much, a lot’,
“wayya ‘a little’, zèn ‘well’, ™èl ‘quickly, loudly’,
bël-≠ajal ‘without delay, quickly’, yawà“ ‘slowly’.

3.2.3 Time
l-yò¤ ‘today’, l-bàr™a ‘yesterday’, bà∑ër ‘tomor-
row’, mën zamàn ‘a long time ago’, kull-wakët
‘always’, dòràt ‘sometimes’, ¤à†ùl ‘as long as’,
fad-dòra ‘directly’.

3.3 Particles

3.3.1 Definite article
The definite article in Baghdad Arabic is l- pre-
ceding moon letters; it is assimilated to the
sound it precedes with sun letters (see 2.2.7.1).

3.3.2 Indefiniteness
This is usually expressed by farëd ~ fadd and
wà™ëd, both meaning ‘one’.

3.3.3 Particle of possession
This is màl ~ màlat sg. and màlàt pl. ‘of, belong-
ing to’. 

3.3.4 Prepositions
b- ‘in’, l- ‘to’, ≠al(a) ‘on’, mën ‘from’, ≠ëdd ‘at’, fòg
‘on top of’, jawwa ‘under’, yamm ‘near’,
gëddàm ‘in front of’, wara ‘behind’, gbàfi ‘oppo-
site’, bèn ‘between’.
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3.3.5 Conjunctions
w ‘and’, lò ‘if, or’, làkën ~ làkët ‘but’, ëlla
‘except’, ba ≠dèn ‘then’, ≠ala-mùd ‘so that’.

3.3.6 Interrogative particles
lè“ ~ luwè“ ‘why?’, bè“ ‘how much?’, “ënu
‘what?’, “gadd ‘how much?’, “wakët ‘when?’,
“∑amm ‘how many?’, expressed also as ∑amm. 

3.3.7 Negative particles

3.3.7.1 Simple negative particles
ma ~ mà ‘not’, mù ‘not’, la ~ là ‘no’.

3.3.7.2 Compound negative particles
¤àku ‘there is not’, mayßìr ‘do not’, malàzëm
‘must not’.

3.3.8 Vocative particles
Some kinship terms and caritatives occur as
vocative particles, the most common being yàba
‘father’ and yu¤¤a ‘mother’. These are best
translated as ‘I say’ or ‘by the way’. Other voca-
tive particles include the terms of endearment
≠èni ‘my eye’, ≠yùni ‘my eyes’, gafibi ‘my heart’,
and fëdwa and ßadaqa, which both mean ‘may I
be a sacrifice to you’. All these can be translated
as ‘my dear’.

3.3.9 Particles that introduce sentences
Some particles introduce both affirmative and
interrogative sentences where the verb is perfect
or imperfect. These include ≠àd, ≠ùd, a“ù, bàri,
bafifia, which can all be translated as ‘inciden-
tally, by the way’, as can tara and wafifia, which
introduce affirmative sentences only. 

3.4 The noun

A noun can be derivative or non-derivative. Deri-
vative nouns are either deverbal or denominal:

deverbal najà™ ‘success’ < nëja™ ‘to succeed’
fërja ‘spectacle’ < tfarraj ‘to watch’

denominal mwarrad ‘floral’ < warëd ‘flowers’
mahàra ‘skill’ < màhër ‘skillful’

CvCCv-C nouns where medial CC is gemin-
ate denote habit or profession: ™ayyàl ‘liar’,
sakkìr ‘drunkard’, ballàm ‘boatman’, sammà∑

‘fisherman’.

Nouns ending in -i or -àwi often refer to a per-
son’s origin: baÿdàdi ‘Baghdadi’, ì†àli ‘Italian’,
namsàwi ‘Austrian’, flaßràwi ‘Basran’.

Nouns denoting a traditional profession usu-
ally take the ending -∑i (< Turkish -çı): pà∑a∑i
‘tripe vendor’, fìtar∑i ‘mechanic’, bëstan∑i 
‘gardener’

CàCv(C) nouns are usually adjectives: fàhi
‘faint, insipid’, ÿàli ‘expensive’, “à†ër ‘clever’,
xàflë† ‘murky [river]’.

aCCaC nouns are either adjectives of color
and defect or elatives: azrag ‘blue’, axras
‘dumb’; akflar ‘bigger’, angas ‘worse’.

3.4.1 Gender
The feminine is usually formed by adding the
marker -a to sg. masc. nouns or collective sub-
stantives: malëk ‘king’ > malëka ‘queen’, ≠a†“àn >
≠a†“àna ‘thirsty’, dëjàj ‘chicken’ > dëjàja ‘hen’,
¤òz ‘bananas’ > ¤òza ‘a banana’.

There are a number of feminine nouns derived
from the base form of Form I verbs: gaßß ‘to cut’
> gaßßa ‘a cut’, akal ‘to eat’ > akla ‘a dish, type of
food’, nàm ‘to sleep’ > nòma ‘a sleep’, wëga ≠ ‘to
fall’ > wag≠a ‘a fall’.

Where the masculine noun ends in -i the fem-
inine marker is -ëyya: al¤àni > al¤ànëyya
‘German [fem.]’, “ur†i > “ur†ëyya ‘policeman >
policewoman’.

Substantives that refer to female creatures or
double parts of the body are feminine: uxut ‘sis-
ter’, bìbì ‘grandmother’, ìd ‘hand, arm’, ≠èn ‘eye’.

3.4.2 Number
The dual is formed by the addition of the suffixes
-èn to sg. masc. and -tèn to sg. fem. nouns, after
the elsion of the final weak vowel: ktàb ‘book’ >
ktàbèn ‘two books’, sana ‘year’ > santèn ‘two
years’, ∑alëb ‘dog’ > ∑albën ‘two dogs’, qàbëla
‘midwife’ > qàbëltèn ‘two midwives’. 

The plural is formed either by suffixation or
by changing the morphemic shape of the singu-
lar. Adjectives, participles, and nouns denoting
habit or profession usually take the suffix -ìn:
amìn > amìnìn ‘trustworthy, reliable’, ràyë™ >
rày™ìn ‘going’, man“ùl > man“ùlìn ‘ill with a
cold’, xaflflàz > xaflflàzìn ‘bakers’, ∑a≈≈àb >
∑a≈≈àbìn ‘liars’.

Nouns referring to origin and ending in -i take 
the suffix -yyìn, while those denoting habit take 
-ëyya: sùri > sùrëyyìn ‘Syrians’, ™ëllàwi > ™ëllà-
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wëyyìn ‘inhabitants of £illa’, sarsari > sarsarëyya
‘lay-abouts’, ™aràmi > ™aràmëyya ‘thieves’.

A number of sg. fem. nouns ending in -a take
the plural suffix -àt: ™ëlwa > ™ëlwàt ‘pretty’,
“àbba > “àbbàt ‘young women’.

Plurals that are formed by morphemic change
include the following: CCàC †wàl ‘tall’, CCùC
byùt ‘houses’, CëCaC xërag ‘rags’, CvCâCëC
qanàbël ‘bombs’, CaCàCa yatàma ‘orphans’,
CCàCìC bzàzìn ‘cats’.

3.5 Numerals

3.5.1 Cardinal 
Numbers 1 to 20 are: 1 wà™ëd, 2 µnën, 3 tlàµa, 4
arfla ≠a, 5 xamsa, 6 sëtta, 7 sab≠a, 8 µmànya, 9
tës≠a, 10 ≠a“ra, 11 da ≠a“, 12 µña ≠a“, 13 †fia††a ≠a“, 
14 arflà†a ≠a“, 15 xa¤ëß†a ≠a“, 16 së††a ≠a“, 17
ßflà†a ≠a“, 18 µ¤ëñ†a ≠a“, 19 †ëßà†a ≠a“, 20 ≠ë“rìn.

Numbers 3 to 10 occur in the construct as: 3
tlaµ, 4 arba ≠, 5 xamës, 6 sëtt, 7 sabë ≠, 8 µman, 9
tësë ≠, 10 ≠a“ër.

When a number in the construct, other than
sëtt, is followed by the plural of yòm or “ahar, t-
is inserted between the two forms: arfla ≠ t-ëyyàm
‘four days’, µman t-ë“hur ‘eight months’.

The numbers 30–100 are: 30 tlàµìn, 40
arba ≠ìn, 50 xa¤sìn, 60 sëttìn, 70 sab≠ìn, 80
µmànìn, 90 tës≠ìn, 100 mëyya. The construct of
mëyya ‘hundred’ is mìt. 

The number 200 is formed by adding the dual
suffix -èn to the construct of mìt: mìtèn.

From 300 onwards the numbers are formed
by adding the prefixes of the construct numbers
to mëyya or to mìt: 600 sëttmëyya, tësë ≠mìt
dìnàr ‘900 dinars’.

3.5.2 Ordinal 
Numbers 1 to 10:

1st awwal 2nd µàni 3rd µàlëµ 4th ràbë ≠ 5th
xàmës 6th sàdës 7th sàbë ≠ 8th µàmën 9th
tàsë ≠10th ≠à“ër

3.6 The verb

3.6.1 The perfect
The base form (Form I) of triradical strong verbs
is of the pattern CëCaC: xëtal ‘to hide’. In
Christian Baghdadi the base form has two pat-
terns: CaCaC and CëCëC. Other Form I verbs

are of the patterns aCaC akal ‘to eat’; CaCC
madd ‘to spread’; CëCa (IIIy) ™ë∑a ‘to speak’,
and CàC (IIw/y) nàm ‘to sleep’. The base form is
also the 3rd pers. sg. masc. perfect to which the
following suffixes are added, in keeping with the
rule of the elision of the unstressed vowel:

3rd sg. masc. -Ø 3rd sg. fem. -at 3rd pl. -aw
2nd sg. masc. -ët 2nd sg. fem. -ti 2nd pl. -tu
1st sg. -ët 1st pl. -na

aCaC verbs and the medial hamza verb së ±al fol-
low the same rules of suffixation in the perfect as
CëCaC verbs, as do CàC (IIw/y) verbs, where à
> ë except in the 3rd persons. Thus compare:
gëmti ‘you [sg. fem.] got up’, but gà¤aw ‘they
got up’.

Geminate CaCC, C‚Ca (IIIy) and the doubly
weak verb jà ~ ëja ‘to come’ have a long vowel è
in 3rd pers. sg. fem., 2nd pers. sg. masc. and 2nd
pers. sg. fem., and 1st pers. sg. and pl.: 

1st sg., 2nd sg. fem. 1st pl. 2nd pl.
2 sg. masc.
maddèt maddèti maddèna maddètu
™ë∑èt ™ë∑èti ™ë∑èna ™ë∑ètu 
(ë)jèt (ë)jèti (ë)jèna (ë)jètu

3.6.2 The imperfect 
In 1st pers. sg. and pl. of CëCaC verbs the char-
acteristic vowel is /ë/, unless it is in the con-
tiguity of gutturals or /r/ and a back vowel when
it is /a/: anzël, nënzël ‘I/we go down’; agdar, 
nëgdar ‘I/we can’. There are exceptions, e.g.
lëbas > albas. 

In forms that have /x/ or /ÿ/ the vowel is usu-
ally /u/: ax†ub/nëx†ub ‘I/we propose marriage’,
aÿlub, nëÿlub ‘I/we win’.

The vowel of IIw/y verbs in the imperfect can
be à, ù or ì: ynàm ‘he sleeps’, ygù¤ ‘he gets up’,
ytìh ‘he gets lost’.

The following are the imperfect affixes of the
ë and pers. sg. and pl.:

CëCaC aCaC CaCC CëCa Cà (jà) CàC
yëCCëC yàCuC yCëCC yëCCi yëCi yCàC 

~ yCùC
~ yCìC

The 3rd pers. sg. fem and 2nd pers. sg. masc. 
have the same shape as the 3rd pers. sg. masc. but
take the prefix t-; the 3rd pers. pl. has prefix y- and
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suffix -ùn; the 2nd pers. sg. fem. has prefix t- and
suffix -ìn.

3.6.2.1 A present continuous or habitual
action, a future action, and a past continuous or
habitual action are expressed by particles da and
ra™, and auxiliary verb ∑àn respectively intro-
ducing the imperfect:

da yët™ammlùn ëhànàt ël ≠ëràqëyyìn ‘The
Iraqis are putting up with humiliation’

ra™ yëtnàq“ùn b ha lmawÚù≠ bà∑ër ‘They will
discuss this matter tomorrow’

∑ënna nëzra ≠ làlëngi jawwa ññaxal ‘We used
to plant mandarin [trees] under the palm trees’

3.6.3 The imperative
The imperative is formed from the imperfect
base form: 

ënzël ‘go down [masc.]’, nëzli sg. fem., nëzlu
pl.; sëdd ‘close [masc.]’, sëddi sg. fem., sëddu pl.;
gùm ‘get up [masc.]’, gùmi sg. fem., gùmu pl., etc. 

3.6.4 Derived forms
Form II verbs, with a geminate medial CC, usu-
ally denote an intensive, transitive action: lëbas
‘to wear’ > labbas ‘to dress someone’; “agg ‘to
tear’ > “aggag ‘to tear to pieces’; më“a ‘to walk’
> ma““a ‘to get s.t. moving’. 

Form III verbs are formed by lengthening the
first vowel of CëCaC verbs: rëja ≠ ‘to return’ >
ràja ≠ ‘to review, to revise’; ™ëkam ‘to judge’ >
™àkam ‘to prosecute’. 

Forms V and VI are formed by the addition of
t- to Forms II and III respectively. Form V conveys
an intransitive, reflexive action, while Form VI
denotes a reciprocal action: II ≠allam ‘to teach’ > V
t ≠allam ‘to learn’, baddal ‘to change [tr.]’ > tbad-
dal ‘to change [intr.]’; III wàjah ‘to face someone’
> VI twàjah ‘to meet someone’, ≠àtab ‘to reproach’
> t ≠àtab ‘to reproach one another’.

Form VII, which frequently conveys the pas-
sive, is formed by the addition of prefix n- to
Form I verbs: kësar ‘to break’ > nkësar ‘to be
broken’; qëra ‘to read’ > nqëra ‘to be read’.

Form VIII is formed by the insertion of -t-
after the first radical of Form I or II verbs: “ë ≠al
‘to light’ > “të ≠al ‘to be set alight’; “ëka ‘to com-
plain’ > “tëka ‘to lodge a complaint’.

Form IX verbs are restricted to verbs of color
and defect, and are of the pattern CCaCC where
final -CC is geminate: ™¤arr ‘to blush, to go
red’; †ra““ ‘to become deaf’.

Form X verbs are rare and tend to be denom-
inal Modern Standard Arabic loans: stë™aqq
‘to merit’ < ™aqq ‘right, due’; stërà™ ‘to rest’ <
rà™a ‘rest’.

3.6.5 Participles

3.6.5.1 Active participles, which inflect for
gender and number, correspond to all the verbal
forms. Form I is of the CàCëC ~ màCëC ~ CàCi
patterns: xàyëf ‘afraid’, sàdëd ‘having closed’;
màkël ‘having eaten’; nàsi ‘having forgotten’.
For ëja it is jày ‘coming, having come’. Active
participles of derived forms are formed by the
addition of prefix m- to Forms II and III, and
prefix më- to Forms V–X, and by changing the
vowel of the second syllable from /a/ to /ë/. 

3.6.5.2 Passive participles are of Forms I, II,
and III: I maCCùC, II mCaCCaC, III mCàCaC.

3.6.6 Quadriradical verbs
Quadriradical verbs have two Forms, I (tr.) and
II (intr.). Most are locally coined and not used
outside Iraq:

Form I xarba† ‘to mix up’, ∑aqlab ‘to turn
upside down [tr.], qa“mar ‘to mock’, hajwal ‘to
make homeless’, gafiwa† ‘to put on tenterhooks’. 

Form II txarba† ‘to feel unwell, to be
disheveled’, t∑aqlab ‘to turn upside down [intr.]’,
tqa“mar ‘to be fooled’, thajwal ‘to be made
homeless’, tgafiwa† ‘to be on tenterhooks’.

Some have reduplicated CaC: waswas ‘to be
anxious’, sarsar ‘to gad about’, dabdab ‘to crawl
[child]’, †afl†afl to pat’.

3.6.6.1 The active and passive participles are
mCCaCCëC and mCCaCCaC respectively.

4 .  S y n t a x

4.1 Definiteness 

This is expressed by the definite article introduc-
ing the noun: lxë††àr ‘the guest[s]’, ddarùna ‘the
alley’. Indefiniteness can be expressed by the use
of a noun or a noun phrase without a marker:
fìtar∑i zèn ‘a good mechanic’, or by wà™ëd ‘a,
one’ (used with masc. nouns only), or fadd or
farëd ‘a, one’ (used for both genders and num-
bers): wà™ëd “àyëb galli ‘an old man told me’;
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fadd sayyàra m∑arqë ≠a ‘a battered car’; fadd
ryàjìl sarsarëyya ‘good-for-nothing man’; fadd
banàt ™ëlwàt ‘pretty girls’. fadd sometimes
means ‘just one’: ≠ëddhum fadd ëbnayya ‘they
have one daughter only’. 

4.2 Possession 

This can be expressed in several ways:
Suffixing possessive pronouns to nouns:

™amàta ‘his sister-in-law’, ≠agëdna ‘our street’. 
màl ~ màlat occurring independently or with

pronominal suffixes: lmanàdër màl ëlqanafa ‘the
cushions of the sofa’, ““èx màlatna ‘our religious
leader’. 

The independent pronoun and the possessive
pronominal suffix it refers to: àni gubbti mù

∑ëbìra ‘my room isn’t large’; huwwa bënta da
ddàrì ‘his daughter is looking after him’. 

Two nominal elements occurring as a con-
struct: “a ≠b ël ≠ëràq ‘the people of Iraq’, murab-
bëyat ëbni ‘my son’s nanny’.

The terms abu ‘father of; he of’ and umm
‘mother of; she of’ occur in constructs preceding
a defined noun. The compound refers to a 
person’s profession or some other description,
often physical: abu lëbwàri ‘the plumber’; abu
lma† ≠am ‘the restaurant owner’; umm ëlgèmar
‘the [sg. fem.] buffalo cream vendor’; abu
““wàrëb ‘the man with the moustache’; abu
l™ënë∑ ‘the man with the [protruding] chin’;
umm ëttarà∑i lëmdandëla ‘the woman with the
dangly earrings’.

4.3 Concord

An adjective ordinarily agrees in gender with the
substantive it qualifies: mgaddi ™ayyàl ‘a deceitful
beggar’, bazzùna sòda ‘a black cat’. An adjective is
definite if it qualifies a definite substantive:
lmaqàm ël ≠ëràqi ‘the Iraqi Maqam’, wëlëdna
ë““ë††ar ‘our clever children’. Pl. masc. and pl. fem.
substantives referring to humans are ordinarily
qualified by pl. masc. and pl. fem. adjectives
respectively: “abàb tàyhìn ‘aimless youth’, ≠ammàt
™anùnàt ‘loving paternal aunts’. Plural substan-
tives referring to animals or inanimate objects of
either gender are qualified by a sg. fem. adjective:
∑làb ma∑lùba ‘rabid dogs’, ¤ßàlëx waßxa ‘dirty
basins’. Duals are ordinarily qualified by plural
adjectives: bètèn Ωÿàr ‘two small houses’, ÿëßnèn
†àggìn ‘two branches in blossom’. 

4.4 The plural of abundance 

This is of the CCàCìn pattern. In Baghdad Arabic
the two forms that take a simple plural and a 
plural of abundance are: jàr ‘neighbor’ > jìràn
‘neighbors [next door]’ > jwàrìn ‘the neighbor-
hood’; ™àyë† ‘wall’ > ™ì†àn ‘walls’ > ™yà†ìn ‘[lots
of] walls’.

4.6 Negation

ma ~ mà ‘not’ ordinarily negates verbs, while mù

‘not’ negates non-verbs. la ~ là ‘no’ is used to
negate imperatives. màku ‘there is not’, a com-
pound of ma + aku ‘there is’, ordinarily negates
nominal sentences:

ma ygëdrùn y≠ì“ùn bala mukayyëfa bë ßßèf
‘They can’t live without an air-conditioner in
summer’

ma †àl ≠a mën bèti lyòm µman të“hur ‘I haven’t
left my house for the past eight months’

ëddëràsa ba ≠d ëlmë†awaßßë†a ¤ù ëlzàmëyya
‘After the first three years of secondary school
education isn’t compulsory’

¤ù huwwa hà≈a aµàri ÿèra ‘That is not him,
apparently it is someone else’ 

la tët ≠àmal wëyyà ‘Don’t have any dealings
with him!’

¤àku a™ad wëyyàhum ‘There isn’t anyone
with them’

4.7 Interrogation

Affix -“ ‘what?’ is the hallmark of interrogation.
It occurs in the interrogative particles lè“ ‘why?’,
bè“ ‘how much?’, “ënu ‘what?’, “gadd ‘how
much?’, “wakët ‘when?’, “∑amm ‘how many?’. “-
can also be prefixed to an imperfect or perfect
verb or participle in interrogative sentences:
“datsawwi ‘what are you doing?’, “gëttëlla ‘what
did you tell him?’, “màkël ëlyòm ‘what did you
have to eat today? Unlike some other Arabic
dialects, -“ in Baghdad Arabic has no negative
connotation, even in the term ¤aku“ ‘there is
not’, a variant of ¤àku.

4.8 Anticipatory pronominal suffix

The anticipatory pronominal suffix + the defined
object it refers to is frequently used in Baghdad
Arabic. This construction has the same semantic
value as a subject + verb + direct object with
definite marker: 
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kësart ërraggëyya kësarëtha lërraggëyya
‘I cut open the watermelon’

≠àzmìn jìrànhum ≠àzmìhum ëljìrànhum ≠a
≠a ssafra ssafra

‘They have invited their
neighbors to the picnic’

The anticipatory pronominal suffix is sometimes
used in nominal sentences where emphasis is
required:

gubbt ëjjëhàl ‘the children’s room’ 
but gubbathum lë jjëhàl ‘[it is] the children’s 

room’.

5 .  L e x i c o n

Baghdad Arabic has a number of borrowings
from Turkish, Farsi via Turkish, English, and
French.

5.1 Turkish and Turkish via Farsi terms in
Baghdad Arabic constitute older borrowings:

atag ‘petticoat’, jañ†a ‘handbag’, ∑àmurluÿ

‘mud-guard’, ∑arëx ‘wheel’, ∑àlÿi ‘orchestra, con-
cert’, dugma ‘button’, mèz ‘table’, ¤ußlux ‘basin,
sink’, saxta∑i ‘cheat’, †àwa ‘frying-pan’, ùti ‘iron’,
yalag ‘waistcoat’, xà“ùga ‘spoon’, xò“ ‘good’,
zangìn ‘rich’.

5.2 English borrowings refer to mechanical
or technological items:

stèrën ‘steering-wheel’, brèk ‘brake’, hòrën
‘horn’, klà∑ ‘clutch’, lòri ‘truck’, gfiòb ‘light
bulb’, gfiàß ‘glass [for drinking]’, pàysëkël ‘bicy-
cle’, talëfòn ‘telephone’, talfëzyòn ‘television’,
kampyùtar ‘computer’, antarnèt ‘internet’.

5.3 French loans refer mainly to clothing
and materials:

blùz ‘blouse’, sëtyàn ‘bra’, pàfi†o ‘overcoat’,
ròb ~ ròbdë“àm ‘dressing-gown’, tùl ‘tulle’, jòr-
jèt ‘georgette’, krè“a ‘crèpe-de-Chine’, “ëswàr
‘hair-dryer, dìkòr ‘décor’, qanafa ‘sofa’, mëkyàj
‘make-up’.

5.4 There are a number of terms that have
extended or different meanings from standard
forms derived from the same root:

Modern Standard Arabic 

qa††a ‘to sharpen nib’ 
“awwafa ‘to show [in good light]’ 
ta“arraba ‘to soak up’ 
ra ±a ‘to see’ 
saffa†a ‘to repair, to put right’ 

™amà ‘mother-in-law’ 
harwala ‘to walk fast’ 
dë ≠bël ‘frog spawn’ 
nëqrës ‘gout’ 

Baghdad Arabic

mëq†à†a ‘pencil-sharpener’
“àf ‘to see’
të“rãb ‘pieces of bread in meat broth’
ràwa ‘to show’
ßaffat ‘to arrange neatly’
™ama/™amà ‘brother/sister-in-law’
harwal ‘to jog’
du ≠bul ‘[game of] marbles’
nëjrës ‘small mosquito’
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Baghdad Arabic Jewish

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Speakers

Jewish Baghdad Arabic is the Arabic dialect 
spoken by the Jews of Baghdad and other towns
of Lower Iraq. The dialects spoken by Jews in
Upper Iraq, such as in ≠Ana and Mosul, differ in
some aspects from that of Baghdad. The Jews
spoke Jewish Baghdadi at home and with mem-
bers of their community, but with Muslims they
used the Muslim dialect or Classical Arabic.
Jewish Baghdadi was also used abroad, in
Jewish Baghdadian communities established 
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in the 18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries 
in Bombay, Calcutta, Rangoon, Singapore,
Shanghai, Hongkong, Manchester, etc., but in
the course of time the English language replaced
Jewish Baghdadi. After the mass emigration of
Jews from Iraq in 1949–1952, Israel became the
major center of Jewish Baghdadi speakers.
However, Jewish Baghdadi nowadays bears
traces of the local language. Reliable informants
of Jewish Baghdadi are growing more and more
scarce. Moreover, it is mainly the older people
who still speak Jewish Baghdadi in its original
form, and theirs is perhaps the last generation to
speak it as a mother tongue.

1.2 Written language

The Jews of Baghdad also have a written lan-
guage, which employs Hebrew characters, and is
used for translations (“ar™) of the Old Testa-
ment, parts of liturgical literature, such as the
Passover Haggada, stories, etc. This language
differs from colloquial Jewish Baghdadi, and
may be considered as a literary language (Blanc
1964b).

1.3 Linguistic type

A most interesting sociolinguistic feature of
Baghdad is the existence of three distinct dialects:
Muslim, Jewish, and Christian Baghdadi. Muslim
Baghdadi belongs to a group called gilit dialects
and is a more recent type with Bedouin influence,
while Jewish Baghdadi (as well as Christian
Baghdadi) belongs to the qëltu dialects, assumed
to be “direct descendants of dialects spoken by
the urban population of the Abbasid Iraq”, and it
is possible that “features that are at present pecu-
liar to Jewish Baghdadi may hark back to the 
vernacular of medieval Baghdad” (Blanc 1964a:
166–167).

1.4 State of research

Phonology and morphology have been studied
quite thoroughly, but only very little work has
been undertaken on syntax (Blanc 1964a; Man-
sour 1991; Jastrow 1990). Vocabulary has been
worked on only partially (Blanc 1964a:133–159;
Mansour 1974–1983:III, 1991:45–50; Avishur
2001) but there are lexicons and collections of
proverbs without linguistic treatment (Sassoon
1949:190–199; Ben-Yaacob 1985; Yona-Swery
1995; Me±iri 1997). Additional bibliography can
be found in Blanc 1964a:173–180, Mansour
1991:313–316, Avishur 2001:323–344.

1.5 Recordings

Jewish Baghdadi recordings can be heard on the
Internet at <http://semarch.uni-hd.de/>.

2 .  P h o n o l o g y

2.1 Consonants

2.1.1 List of consonants
In Table 1 the unmarked consonants are
phonemes, and those in parentheses are border-
line cases.

2.1.2 Comparison with Literary Arabic

2.1.2.1 The reflex of Literary Arabic /q/ is /q/
in Jewish Baghdadi. In only a few loanwords
Jewish Baghdadi has /g/ (2.1.2.4) and rarely 
has /j/ for Literary Arabic /q/. The Literary
Arabic interdentals /≈, µ, Ú/ have been retained 
in Jewish Baghdadi; they are replaced by stops 
in only a few words: jÿèdi ‘rat’ (cf. Literary
Arabic jura≈).

bilabial labio- inter- alveolar palatal velar uvular pharyngeal glottal
dental   dental

stops b   p d   t g   k q ±

fricatives (v) f ≈ µ z   s “ ÿ  x ≠ ™ h
nasals m n
laterals l
trills r
affricates j    ∑
semivowels w y
emphatics (fl ¤) Ú † ß

(Ω fi ñ)

Table 1. Inventory of consonants

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



baghdad arabic jewish 233

2.1.2.2 Jewish Baghdadi has three emphat-
ics: /ß/ (cf. Literary Arabic /ß/), /†/ (cf. Literary
Arabic /†/) and /Ú/ (cf. Literary Arabic both /∂/
and /Ú/). Other emphatics, such as /fi, fl, ¤, ñ, Ω/,
heard in certain words, are better regarded as
secondary emphatics (Mansour 1991:57–59).
Emphatics are also found in loanwords, possibly
due to the effort made by Jewish Baghdadi
speakers to articulate foreign sounds: tòΩ ‘dust,
powder’ (Turkish toz), gfiàß ‘drinking glass’
(English glass).

2.1.2.3 The realization of Literary Arabic
/r/ is one of the chief features distinguishing
Jewish Baghdadi and Christian Baghdadi from
Muslim Baghdadi. While Muslim Baghdadi has
/r/, Jewish Baghdadi (as well as Christian
Baghdadi) usually has /ÿ/ for Literary Arabic /r/:
ÿàs ‘head’ (Literary Arabic ra ±s), ≠á“ÿa ‘ten’
(Literary Arabic ≠a“ara). The [r]-sound also exists
in Jewish Baghdadi, but generally in loanwords:
bràxa ‘blessing’ (Hebrew bëraúa), náfar ‘person,
individual’ (Persian nafar), kòndra ‘shoe’
(Turkish kundura). The Arabic words with /r/ are
mostly of recent origin, or are loans from Literary
Arabic or from one of the dialects (only a few of
them are not obviously loans), e.g. sëyyàra ‘auto-
mobile, car’, qi†àr ‘train’. Cf. ≠áskaÿ ‘army’ with
/ÿ/, but ™àkëm ≠áskari ‘martial law’, a modern
expression, with /r/.

Moreover, in some cases a change from /ÿ/ to /r/
can bring about a change of meaning, e.g. faÿÿ ‘to
pour, serve food’, but farr ‘to throw’; qáddaÿ ‘to
measure’, but qáddar ‘to estimate, value’; báÿÿa
‘outside’, but barr ‘desert’. Each of these doublets
consists of two forms of the same Arabic root, but
the form with /r/ appears to have come into
Jewish Baghdadi at a later date and with a differ-
ent meaning. Or it may be that Jewish Baghdadi
has now begun to exploit these two sounds 
to express different meanings (Mansour 1955–
1956, 1991:29–32; Blanc 1964a:20–25).

2.1.2.4 The consonants /p, ∑, g/, which do
not occur in Literary Arabic, came into Jewish
Baghdadi from other languages. These conso-
nants have become so integrated with the other
Jewish Baghdadi consonants that speakers of
Jewish Baghdadi no longer feel them to be for-
eign. /g/ occurs only rarely in Arabic words, and
these are all loans from a dialect in which
Literary Arabic /q/ is realized as /g/: gámaz ‘to
jump’ (Literary Arabic qamaz, Muslim
Baghdadi gumaz); or from a dialect in which
Literary Arabic /j/ is /g/: dárag ‘drawer (of a
table)’ (Literary Arabic durj).

/v/ occurs in only a very few loanwords, e.g.
vwàl ‘bridal veil or train’ (< French voile), and its
status as a phoneme is therefore questionable.

2.1.3 Assimilations and elisions

2.1.3.1 Assimilation of voiced to voiceless
consonants and vice versa occurs in clusters, and
is generally regressive: dfàtëÿ > tfàtëÿ ‘note-
books’; q≠ádtu > q≠áttu ‘I sat down’; a“-jàbak >
aj-jàbak ‘what brought you here?’

Assimilation of stop to fricative and vice versa
is relatively rare. They generally occur with
other phonetic changes, such as voiced/voiceless
or velarized/non-velarized.

2.1.3.2 Velarization. An emphatic conso-
nant, as well as /x, ÿ, q/, will generally velarize the
adjacent (and sometimes also the non-adjacent)
consonant, either regressively or progressively:
ßlà > ßfià ‘prayer, synagogue’, stánÚaÿ > ß†áñÚaÿ

‘he waited for’. When /w/ is assimilated to a pre-
ceding labial consonant, the resulting geminate
may be velarized: bwá™du > flflá™du ‘by himself’,
fwanìß > ffanìß ‘lamps’.

2.1.3.3 /ÿ/ in the clusters /ÿx/, /xÿ/ and /ÿq/,
/qÿ/ tends to assimilate to /x/ and /q/ respectively,
either regressively or progressively: ÿxìß > xxìß

‘cheap’; but not in all words, e.g. áxÿas > áxxas
‘dumb [sg. masc.]’, but áÿxas ‘cheaper’; qÿìb > qqìb
‘near’, but qÿùn ‘horns’. In some cases /ÿ/ is elided:
(l)bò™i (Literary Arabic al-bàri™a) ‘yesterday’.

2.1.3.4 /l/ may assimilate to /n/ in the cluster 
/ln/: që́lna > që́nna ‘we said’. The second /l/ of lelt
(construct state) ‘night’ is heard very weakly or
elided altogether: lèt-ël-™ë́nni ‘the Henna Night’.
Concerning the definite article l- see 3.4.3.1.

/n/ and /m/, in certain phonetic contexts, may
assimilate to each other: yënmáÿëd > yëmmáÿëd
‘he will be upset’; të́m†ëÿ > të́n†ëÿ ‘it rains’. The
/n/ of bënt may assimilate to /t/ in construct
state: bëtt-xalë́ti ‘my cousin’.

2.2 Vowels

2.2.1 List of vowels
Table 2 lists the phonemic vowels, including
borderline cases:

Table 2. Vowels

ì ù i u
è ò e      ë o

à a
long vowels short vowels
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2.2.2 Distribution of Vowels

2.2.2.1 Long vowels
These occur in stressed syllables, both open and
closed, both final and non-final. The only excep-
tion is /ù/ which does not occur in final open syl-
lables. Long vowels do not, as a rule, occur in
unstressed syllables. However, /ì/ < /iy/ and /ù/ <
/uw/ occur in unstressed syllables: msìbÛn <
msiybÛn ‘having abandoned [pl.]’, mùzù́n <
muwzù́n ‘weighed’.

2.2.2.2 Short vowels

i. Stressed syllables. Short vowels do not occur
in stressed final open syllables. In all other
stressed syllables, the vowels that regularly
occur are /a/ and /ë/. The vowels /i/ and /u/
are heard before /y/ and /w/ respectively:
híyyi ‘she’, húwwi ‘he’. /i/ and /o/ occur in
some particles: í≈a ‘if’.

ii. Post-stress syllables. In open final syllables
only /a, i, u/ occur. In closed final syllables, as
a rule, only /a/ and /ë/ occur. In words with
an antepenultimate stress, the non-final syl-
lable following the stressed syllable is usu-
ally an open one: µánawi ‘secondary school’.

iii. Pre-stress syllables. Short vowels are usually
elided before the stressed syllable, but they are
found in the following categories: (a) a short
vowel which was originally a long one (2.2.
4.2.i); (b) after / ±/ (2.2.4.2.ii); (c) /i/ and /u/
before /y/ and /w/ respectively; (d) loanwords:
jarìda ‘newspaper’; and (e) /ë/ as anaptyctic
(2.2.5).

iv. Minimal pairs are found in /a-i-u/ (bèta ‘her
house’, bèti ‘my house’, bètu ‘his house’),
and in /a-ë/ (báq∑a ‘small flower garden’,
bë́q∑a ‘bundle’). The relation of /ë/ to the
other short vowels, with the exception of /a/,
is not always clear. In the syllables in which
/i/ and /u/ regularly occur, /ë/ does not occur
at all.

v. Relation between the long and short vowels.
Only /à/ and /a/ form minimal pairs (™àkët
‘she wove, knitted’, ™ákët ‘she spoke’). None
of the other short vowels normally occur in
those syllables in which their corresponding
long vowels occur. Blanc (1964a:30) does
not list /o/ and /e/ among the phonemes, and
considers them to be merely variants of the
corresponding long vowels /ò/ and /è/.

2.2.3 Comparison with Literary Arabic

2.2.3.1 Literary Arabic /à/ and the → ±imàla.
The ±imàla is a characteristic of the qëltu
dialects. The most striking feature of Jewish
Baghdadi is the treatment of Literary Arabic /à/.
It is often represented in Jewish Baghdadi by /ì/
or /è/.

In nouns, in which Literary Arabic /à/ is proxi-
mate to /i/, Jewish Baghdadi has /ì/ (while
Christian Baghdadi has /è/, and Muslim Baghdadi
has /à/): Literary Arabic jàmi ≠ ‘mosque’, kilàb
‘dogs’ > Jewish Baghdadi jìmë ≠, klìb. However, in
verbs, in the active participle of Form I, Literary
Arabic /à/ is represented in Jewish Baghdadi by /è/
(as in Christian Baghdadi): Literary Arabic jàmi ≠
‘having gathered’ > Jewish Baghdadi jèmë ≠. These
changes have yielded doublets in Jewish Bagh-
dadi: jìmë ≠ ‘mosque’ vs. jèmë ≠ ‘having gathered’.

Not every Literary Arabic /à/ which is proxi-
mate to /i/ has ±imàla in Jewish Baghdadi, e.g. in
adjective plurals corresponding to the Literary
Arabic pattern qitàl, the vowel /à/ is retained in
Jewish Baghdadi: Literary Arabic kibàr ‘big’ >
Jewish Baghdadi kbàÿ.

2.2.3.2 Literary Arabic short vowels /i/ and
/u/ have merged in Jewish Baghdadi into /ë/ in
closed syllables and in open stressed syllables.
This merger has resulted in changes of forms and
paradigms. For example, Literary Arabic noun
patterns CiCC and CuCC are both realized in
Jewish Baghdadi as CëCC: Literary Arabic ±uxt
‘sister’, bint ‘daughter’ > Jewish Baghdadi ëxt,
bënt. In pre-stress open syllables Literary Arabic
/a, i, u/ are generally elided in Jewish Baghdadi
(2.2.2.2.iii).

2.2.4 Position of word stress and its influence
on vowels

2.2.4.1 Stress occurs on the final syllable, if
this contains a long vowel or ends with a cluster:
yumËn ‘two days’, afë́rr ‘I throw’. If the last syl-
lable has neither a long vowel nor a cluster, the
stress falls on the penultimate, whether the
vowel in the penultimate is long or short: qëb-
bótu ‘his room’, aftáhëm ‘I understand’ (an
anaptyctic is not included in the vowel count).

In some words, stress is on the antepenulti-
mate. Most of them are either loans in affixless
forms: tánaga ‘tin’, qánafa ‘sofa’ (with suffixes
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they behave according to the word stress pro-
posed above: tanagÙt ‘tins’, qanafë́tu ‘his sofa’),
or compound words and words with preposed
particles: ™ámdëlla ‘thank God!’, á“-aku ‘what’s
the matter?’. Blanc (1964a:52) asserts that when
the penultimate syllable is open and short, stress
occurs on the antepenultimate, but for explain-
ing words like qëbbótu and aftáhëm, he intro-
duces morphological considerations: “certain
nominal and verbal base types stress the syllable
immediately preceding an object pronoun
suffix” (e.g. qëbbë́tu and “in the imperfect of
Forms VII and VIII verbs” Jewish Baghdadi 
and Christian Baghdadi “always stress the 
first syllable of the base” (e.g. aftáhëm) (Blanc
1964a:52–53).

2.2.4.2 Vowels from which stress has shifted:
i. A long vowel is shortened and may even

undergo a change of quality: /à, ì, ù/ > /a, i, u/
respectively; and /è, ò/ > /i, u/ respectively, e.g.
taqÙtal ‘he quarreled’ > tqatáltu ‘I quarreled’,
bèt ‘house’ > bitè́n ‘two houses’, yòm ‘day’ >
yumè́n ‘two days’. In some forms /è/ and /ò/
may be shortened without change of quality,
e.g. in participles with the pattern CèCëC:
kè́tëb ‘writing, having written [sg.masc.]’ >
ketbÛn [pl.]; and in some loanwords.

ii. A short vowel from which stress has shifted
forward is generally elided: kátab ‘he wrote’ >
ktábu ‘he wrote it [sg.masc.]’. If, as a result, a
sequence of three or more word-initial con-
sonants is produced, an anaptyctic vowel
intrudes (2.2.5.1). A short vowel preceded by
/±/ is not usually elided: áxa≈ ‘he took’ > axá≈u
‘he took him’. In loanwords the short vowel
may be retained: náfar ‘person’ > nafarè́n ‘two
persons’.

2.2.5 Consonant clusters and anaptyxis

2.2.5.1 Initial clusters
i. A sequence of two initial consonants preced-

ing the stressed vowel is always realized as a
cluster. It is sometimes necessary, in order to
facilitate the realization of the initial conso-
nants as a cluster, to introduce a prosthetic
vowel before the two consonants: [ë]ÿkìk
‘weak, feeble’, [ë]llèli ‘tonight’.

ii. Initial C1C2C3V yield CëCCV: lëkbìÿ ‘the big
one’, bë ≠µè́tu ‘she sent him’. When C1C2 are
/st/ or /“t/, all three initial consonants are
articulated as a cluster: “tÿáltu ‘I worked’,
st™ètu ‘I was ashamed’.

iii. C1C2C3C4V yield generally CCëCCV, e.g.
tkëbòn ‘you [pl.] write’; but also CëCëCCV,
particularly with preposed particles:
mnëlbèt ~ mënëlbèt ‘from the house’. When
C2C3 are /st/ or /“t/, they are not separated:
tëst™òn ‘you [pl.] are ashamed’.

2.2.5.2 Medial clusters
i. Medial two-consonant clusters occur with

any combination of consonants.
ii. Medial C1C2C3 clusters occur in certain com-

binations, e.g. when C1 is n: pánjra ‘window’;
when C1C2 are /“t, st, rt/: kë“tbàn ‘thimble’,
përtqàl ~ për†qàl (also pë†qàl) ‘oranges’.
When C1C2 are geminate, they are reduced to
a single consonant: fárrni > fárni ‘he threw
me’. In many other words speakers uninten-
tionally tend to insert an anaptyctic between
C1 and C2: áÿb≠a > áÿëb≠a ‘four’.

2.2.5.3 Final clusters
Final clusters are limited to two consonants, and
usually occur after a short vowel. They are
found mostly in noun patterns C1ëC2C3 and
C1aC2C3, and in verbs in the perfect, 2nd person
sg. masc. But while quite a number of them may
be realized as a cluster, others require an anap-
tyctic. The need for an anaptyctic depends on
the relative sonority of the consonants. If C2 has
less sonority than C3 an anaptyctic will intrude
between C2 and C3. Cf. /lb/ vs. /bl/: qalb ‘heart’,
kalb ‘dog’ vs. qábël ‘before’, ™ábël ‘rope’, zë́bël
‘garbage’.

2.2.6 Diphthongs
Literary Arabic diphthongs /aw/ and /ay/ have
undergone monophthongization in Jewish Bagh-
dadi, as in many Arabic dialects: aw > ò, ay > è.
The diphthongs /Vw/ and /Vy/ are retained when
/w/ or /y/ is geminate (qáwwa ‘he strengthened’,
máyyët ‘dead [sg. masc.]’), when /aw/ and /ay/ 
are preceded by /±/ (áwzën ‘I weigh’, áybas ‘drier;
I’ll become dry’), and in loanwords. When
unstressed, ò (< aw) and è (< ay) may be changed
to /u/ and /i/ respectively (cf. 2.2.4.2.i): Literary
Arabic bay∂à ± ‘white [fem.]’, sawdà ± ‘black
[fem.]’ > Jewish Baghdadi biÚà, sudà.

2.3.7 Hiatus and glide
Two adjacent vowels (a hiatus) occur within a
single word when a vowel suffix, or a suffix with
an initial vowel, is added to a word ending in a
vowel. Jewish Baghdadi tends to avoid a hiatus
and does so (a) by inserting a glide between the
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vowels: dáwa ‘medicine’+ àt for pl. > *dwaàt >
dwayàt; pàl†u ‘coat’ + àt > *pal†uàt > pal†uwàt
(pl.). dùni ‘bad [sg. masc.]’ + i for fem. > *dunii
> duníyyi [sg. fem.]; and (b) by eliding one of the
vowels: “akàsa ‘cup’+ àt > *“akasaàt > “akasàt
‘cups’.

3 .  M o r p h o l o g y

3.1 The pronoun

3.1.1 Subject pronouns

3.1.1.1 The free subject pronouns are: ána
(1st sg.), ë́nta (2nd sg. masc.), ë́nti (2nd sg. 
fem.), húwwi (3rd sg. masc.), híyyi (3rd sg.
fem.), në́™na (also ë™na 1st pl.), ë́ntëm (2nd pl.),
hë́mmi (3rd pl.). There is no gender distinction
in the plural.

3.1.1.2 The subject pronoun affixes attached
to the perfect are listed in Table 3 (with kátab ‘to
write’). Suffixes ending in a vowel have stressed
alternants, which occur when followed by an
additional suffix: ktëbtònu ‘I wrote it [sg.
masc.]’. The items in parenthesis occur before
3rd pers. sg. fem. direct pro-nominal suffix:
ktëbtùha (also ktëbtúwa) ‘I wrote it [sg. fem.]’.

Table 3. Subject pronoun affixes (perfect)

unstressed stressed

3rd sg. m -ø kátab -ø
3rd sg. f -ët kátbët -ët
3rd pl. -u kátbu -ò (ù)
2nd sg. m -t ktábt -t
2nd sg. f -ti ktábti -tè (tì)
2nd pl. -tëm ktábtëm -tëm
1st sg. -tu ktábtu -tò (tù)
1st pl. -na ktábna -nà

The suffix -tu of the 1st pers. sg. is one of the 
distinguishing features of the qëltu-dialects.

3.1.1.3 The subject pronoun affixes attached
to the imperfect and imperative are listed in
Table 4.

The retention of -n of the suffixes is typical of
the Mesopotamian area. This -n is elided when
an object pronominal suffix is added. With the
3rd pers. sg. fem. direct object pronominal suffix
the vowels -è and -ò change to -ì- ~ -iy- and -ù- ~
-uw-, respectively: tkëtbìha ~ tkëtbiya ‘you [sg.
fem.] write it [sg. fem.]’. When a suffix is added

to the imperative the vowels -i and -u change to
-è- and -ò- respectively: këtbènu ‘write [sg. fem.]
it [sg. masc.]!’

3.1.2 Object pronouns

3.1.2.1 Direct object pronouns
The pronominal suffixes attached to verbs,
nouns, and particles are listed in Table 5:

Table 5. Object pronoun suffixes

after C after V

3rd sg. masc. -u -nu
3rd sg. fem. -a -ha
3rd pl. -ëm -hëm
2nd sg. masc. -ak -k
2nd sg. fem. -ëk -ki
2nd pl. -këm -këm
1sg. -i, -ni -yi, -ni
1st pl. -na -na

The 1st pers. sg. has two alternants: -ni occurs
after all verbal forms and after a small number
of particles: jàbni ‘he brought me’, lë́ni ‘I have’;
-i occurs after nouns and particles.

3.1.2.2 Indirect object pronouns
The indirect object pronominal suffixes attached
to verbs are listed in Table 6:

Table 6. Indirect object pronominal suffixes

3rd sg. masc.  -lu 2nd sg. masc.        -lak
1st sg. -li

3rd sg. fem.    -la 2nd sg. fem. -lëk
3rd pl. -lëm 2nd pl. -lkëm

1st pl. -lna

Table 4. Subject pronoun affixes (imperfect)

imperfect imperative

3rd sg. masc. yë- yë́ktëb
3rd sg. fem. të- të́ktëb
3rd pl. y ... òn ykëtbòn
2nd sg. masc. të- të́ktëb -ø ktëb
2nd sg. fem. t ... èn tkëtbèn -i ktë́bi
2nd pl. t ... òn tkëtbòn -u ktë́bu
1sg. a- áktëb
1st pl. në- në́ktëb
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3.1.2.3 Double object
The double object pronominal suffix includes
both direct and indirect object pronominal
suffixes, the latter specified, the former
unspecified: jabëlyàk ‘he brought it/him/her/
them to you [sg.masc.]’. The regular Jewish
Baghdadi suffixes may be assumed to be as in
Table 7.

Table 7. Double object pronominal suffixes

3rd sg. masc. -lyànu 2nd sg. masc. -lyàk
1st sg. -lyà

3rd sg. fem.    -lyàha 2nd sg. fem. -lyàki
3rd pl. -lyàhëm 2nd pl. -lyàkëm

1st pl. -lnyà

However, there is some difference of usage among
Jewish Baghdadi speakers.

3.2 The noun

3.2.1 The feminine suffix
The feminine suffix of the noun is either -a or 
-i, depending on the preceding vowel. If the 
base final syllable contains /y, i, è/ or /ë/, then the
feminine suffix is generally -i: faqàri ‘poor [sg.
fem.]’; in all other cases -a, e.g. kálba ‘dog
[fem.]’, but there are some exceptions. In sandhi
the feminine suffix is -ët: që́bba ‘room’ >
qëbbë́tu ‘his room’.

3.2.2 The unit noun
This is formed by adding the feminine suffix to a
collective noun, but generally by affixing -àyi:
bë††ìx ‘melon’, bë††ixàyi ‘a melon’.

3.2.3 The plural

3.2.3.1 The broken plural. Jewish Baghdadi
also uses it with non-Arabic words: pánjra ‘win-
dow’ in plural: pnàjër.
3.2.3.2 The sound plural. In addition to -ìn
and -àt, Jewish Baghdadi also uses two Hebrew
suffixes, -ìm and -òµ, mainly with Hebrew
words: ™xamìm ‘rabbis’, braxòµ ‘blessings’.

3.2.4 The numerals

3.2.4.1 The cardinal numbers. ‘one’ wè™ëd
(masc.), wá™di (fem.). ‘two’ µnèn (masc.),
µnèn/µëntèn (fem.). The dual and plural + µnèn are
also used: qëbtèn ‘two rooms’, ßënnà≠ µnèn ‘two
servants’.

The numerals from ‘three’ to ‘ten’ have three
shapes: (a) in isolation; (b) when preceding a noun;
and (c) when preceding certain nouns (iyyàm
‘days’, ë́“hëÿ ‘months’ and alàf ‘thousands’). There
is no difference between masculine and feminine
(Table 8).

Table 8. Numerals from ‘three’ to ‘ten’

A B C

3 tlàµi tlaµ- tlattiyàm
4 áÿ(ë)b ≠a aÿba ≠- aÿba ≠tiyàm
5 xámsi xams- xamstiyàm
6 së́tti sëtt- sëttiyàm
7 sáb≠a sab≠- sabë ≠tiyàm
8 µmìni µmën- µmëntiyàm
9 të́s≠a tës≠- tësë ≠tiyàm
10 ≠á“ÿa ≠a“ëÿ- ≠a“ëÿtiyàm

Shape C consists of shape B with an added -t,
and when pronounced, this -t is joined to the
noun: ≠á“ëÿ-tiyàm.

11 idá≠(ë)“, 12 µná ± ≠(ë)“, 13 †fië††á≠(ë)“, 14
aÿfla†á≠(ë)“, 15 x¤ëß†á ≠(ë)“, 16 ßë††á≠(ë)“, 17
ßfla†á≠(ë)“, 18 µ¤ën†á≠(ë)“, 19 †ßa†á≠(ë)“, 20 ≠ë“ÿìn,
30 tliµìn, 40 ÿëb≠ìn, 50 xëmsìn, 60 sëttìn, 70
sëb≠ìn, 80 µminìn, 90 tës≠ìn.

100 mìyi ~ míyyi, 200 mitèn, 1,000 alf, 2,000
ëlfèn. ‘Hundred’ has the variant mìt before a
numbered noun: mìt lèra ‘a hundred pounds’.
The numbers 300–900 are formed with numer-
als of shape B: tlaµmìyi ~ tlaµmíyyi ‘300’ The
numbers 3,000–9,000 are formed with numer-
als of shape C: tlattalàf ‘3000’.

3.2.4.2 The ordinal numbers. 1st: áwwal
and wlàni. 2nd–10th: µìni, µìlëµ, ÿìbë ≠, xìmës,
sìdës, sìbë ≠, µìmën, tìsë ≠, ≠ì“ëÿ.

3.3 The verb

3.3.1 General
The verbal forms of Classical Arabic, except
Form IV, have been preserved in Jewish
Baghdadi. The forms CèCaC and CòCaC are
listed here as variants of Form III, and their pas-
sive forms tCèCaC and tCòCaC as variants of
Form VI. Blanc (1964a:110) classified these with
quadriradical verbs with /w/ or /y/ as 2nd radi-
cal. There is no gender distinction in the plural.

Each of the forms has its base patterns, one for
the perfect and one for the imperfect and the
imperative. However, as a result of stress shift
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and other changes, they yield modifications. In
the paradigms below, one form of each root pat-
tern is given, as follows: in the perfect: (a) 3rd sg.
masc. (kátab) for all 3rd persons, but when the
root pattern of 3rd pers. sg. fem. and 3rd pers.
pl. varies from 3rd pers. sg. masc., the 3rd pers.
pl. is also given; (b) 1st pers. sg. (e.g. ktábtu) for
all 1st and 2nd persons. In the imperfect and
imperative: (a) imperfect 2nd pers. sg. masc.
(të́ktëb), and when 2nd pers. sg. fem., 2nd pers.
pl. and 3rd pers. pl. vary, 2nd pers. sg. fem. is
also given; (b) imperative 2nd pers. sg. masc.
(ktëb), and, if necessary, also 3rd pers. sg. fem. In
some cases additional forms are given.

3.3.2 Form I
Strong verbs. kátab ‘to write’; fáta™ ‘to open’.
Perfect: kátab, kátbu, ktábtu. Imperfect: të́ktëb,
tkëtbèn; ktëb. të́fta™, tfët™èn; fta™. The perfect
has a single base pattern, with C2-a, and the
imperfect has two, with C2-a and C2-ë.

Geminate. farr ‘to throw’. Perfect: farr, fër-
rètu. Imperfect: tfërr; fërr.

I±. ákal ‘to eat’. Perfect: ákal, áklu, akáltu.
Imperfect: àkël (1st pers. sg.) tàkël, taklèn; kël.

Iw. wáqa ≠ ‘to fall’, wázan ‘to weigh’.
Imperfect: áwqa ≠ (1st pers. sg.), të́wqa ≠ ~ tùqa ≠,
twëq≠èn; wqa ≠. áwzën (1st pers. sg.), të́wzën ~
tùzën, twëznèn; wzën.

Iy. yë́bas ‘to dry [intr.]’. Imperfect: áybas (1st
pers. sg.), të́bas, tyëbsèn; ybas.

IIw/y. xàf ‘to be scared, afraid’; sàÿ ‘to
become’; qàm ‘to get up’. Perfect: xàf, xë́ftu.
Imperfect: txàf, txafèn; xàf. tsìÿ, tsiÿèn; sìÿ.
tqùm, tqumèn; qùm.

IIIy. báqa ‘to remain’; qála ‘to fry’. Perfect:
báqa, báqu, bqètu. Imperfect: të́bqa, tëbqèn;
bqà (2nd pers. sg. masc.), bqè (2nd pers. sg.
fem.), bqò (2nd pers. pl.). të́qli, tëqlèn; qlì (2nd
pers. sg. masc.), qlè (2nd pers. sg. fem.), qlò (2nd
pers. pl.).

IIw/y and IIIy. jà ‘to come’. The whole para-
digm: Perfect: jà, jët, jò, jìt, jìti, jìtëm, jìtu, jìna.
Imperfect: áji, të́ji, tëjèn ~ djèn, yë́ji, të́ji, në́ji,
tëjòn ~ djòn, yjòn. The imperative is formed
from a different root: tàl, tàli, tàlu.

3.3.3 Form II
Strong verbs. názzal ‘to take down’. Perfect: náz-
zal, názlu, nëzzáltu. Imperfect: tnázzël, tnëzlèn,
názzël, názli.

IIIy. xálla ‘to put’. Perfect: xálla, xállu, xël-
lètu. Imperfect: txálli, txëllèn; xálli (2nd pers. sg.
masc., 2nd pers. sg. fem.), xállu (2nd pers. pl.).

Quadriradical verbs. tárjam ‘to translate’.
Perfect: tárjam, tá(ë)jmu, tërjámtu.

Imperfect: ttárjëm, ttërëjmèn; tárjëm, tár(ë)jmi.

3.3.4 Form III
Strong verbs. ™àrab ‘to fight’. Perfect: ™àrab,
™àrbu, ™arábtu. Imperfect: t™àrëb, t™arbèn;
™àrëb, ™àrbi.

IIIy. làqa ‘to meet’. Perfect: làqa, làqu, laqètu.
Imperfect: tlàqi, tlaqèn; làqi (2nd pers. sg. masc.,
2nd pers. sg. fem.), làqu (2nd pers. pl.).

Form IIIa bèÿak ‘to bless’. Perfect bèÿak,
bèÿku, beÿáktu ~ biÿáktu. Imperfect: tbèÿëk,
tbiÿkèn; bèÿëk, bèÿki.

Form IIIb sòlaf ‘to chat’. Perfect: sòlaf, sòlfu,
soláftu ~ suláftu. Imperfect: tsòlëf, tsolfèn; sòlëf,
sòlfi.

3.3.5 Form V
Strong verbs. tkámmal ‘to be completed’. Perfect
tkámmal, tkámlu, tkëmmáltu. Imperfect:
tëtkámmal, tëkëmlèn; tkámmal, tkámli.

IIIy. tÿádda ‘to have a meal, lunch’. Perfect:
tÿádda, tÿáddu, tÿëddètu. Imperfect: tëtÿádda,
tëtÿëddèn; tÿádda, tÿáddi.

Quadriradical verbs. t“áqlab ‘to tumble, roll
over’. Perfect: t“áqlab, t“áq(ë)lbu, t“ëqlábtu.
Imperfect: tët“áqlab, tët“ëqëlbèn; t“áqlab,
t“áq(ë)lbi.

3.3.6 Form VI
Strong verbs. tqàtal ‘to quarrel’. Perfect: tqàtal,
tqàtlu, tqatáltu. Imperfect: tëtqàtal, tëtqatlèn;
tqàtal, tqàtli.

IIIy. tbàha ‘to brag, pride oneself’. Perfect:
tbàha, tbàhu, tbahètu. Imperfect: tëtbàha, tët-
bahèn; tbàha, tbàhi.

Form VIa. tnè“an ‘to be marked, become
betrothed’. Perfect: tnè“an, tnè“nu, tni“ántu ~
tne“ántu. Imperfect: tëtnè“an, tëtne“nèn; tnè“an,
tnè“ni.

Form VIb tdòxan > ddòxan ‘to feel dizzy’.
Perfect: ddòxan, ddòxnu, ddoxántu. Imperfect:
tëddòxan, tëddoxnèn; ddòxan, ddòxni.

3.3.7 Form VII
Strong verbs. nkátab ‘to be written down,
listed’. Perfect: nkátab, nkátbu, nëktábtu.
Imperfect: tënkátëb, tënkëtbèn; nkátëb, nkátbi.

Geminate. ndaqq ‘to be ground, knocked’.
Perfect: ndaqq, ndëqqètu. Imperfect: tëndáqq,
tëndëqqèn, ndaqq.

Iw. nwálad ‘to be born’. Perfect: nwálad,
nwáldu, nëwládtu ~ nuwládtu ~ nùládtu.
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IIw/y. ndàÿ ‘to turn [intr.]’. Perfect: ndàÿ,
ndaÿètu. Imperfect: tëndàÿ, tëndaÿèn; ndàÿ.

IIIy nqála ‘to be fried’. Perfect: nqála, nqálu,
nëqlètu. Imperfect: tënqáli, tënqlèn; nqáli (2nd
pers. sg. masc., 2nd pers. sg. fem.), nqálu (2nd
pers. pl.).

3.3.8 Form VIII
Strong verbs. ftáham ‘to understand’. “táÿal ‘to
work’. Perfect: ftáham, ftáhmu, fëthámtu.
“táÿal, “táÿlu, “tÿáltu. Imperfect: tëftáhëm,
tëftëhmèn; ftáhëm, ftáhmi.

Geminate. “tamm ‘to smell’. Perfect: “tamm,
“tëmmètu. Imperfect: të“támm, të“tëmmèn;
“tamm.

Iw. ttáfaq (< *wtafaq) ‘to agree’. Perfect: ttá-
faq, ttáfqu, ttëfáqtu. Imperfect: tëttáfëq, tët-
tëfqèn; ttáfëq, ttáfqi.

IIw/y. ≠tàz ‘to need’. Perfect: ≠tàz, ≠tazètu.
Imperfect: të ≠tàz, të ≠tazèn; ≠tàz.

IIIy. “táka ‘to sue’. Perfect: “táka, “táku,
“tkètu. Imperfect: të“táki, të“tkèn; “táki (2nd
pers. sg. masc., 2nd pers. sg. fem.), “táku (2nd
pers. pl.).

3.3.9 Form IX
Strong verbs. ßfaÿÿ ‘to turn yellow, become
pale’. Perfect: ßfaÿÿ, ßfëÿÿètu. Imperfect: tëßfáÿÿ,
tëßfëÿÿèn; ßfaÿÿ.

3.3.10 Form X
Strong verbs. stá ≠jal ‘to hurry’. Perfect: stá ≠jal,
stá ≠(ë)jlu, stë ≠jáltu. Imperfect: tëstá ≠jël,
tëstë ≠ëjlèn; stá ≠jël, stá ≠(ë)jli.

Geminate. st ≠add ‘to get ready, become
proficient’. Perfect: st ≠add, st ≠ëddètu. Imperfect:
tëst≠ë́dd, tëst≠ëddèn; st ≠ëdd.

IIw/y. stÿà™ [ß†ÿà™]. ‘to rest’. Perfect: stÿà™,
stÿa™ètu. Imperfect: tëstÿà™, tëstÿa™èn; stÿà™.

IIw/y and IIIy. stá™a ‘to be ashamed’. Perfect:
stá™a, stá™u, st™ètu. Imperfect: tëstá™i, tëst™èn;
stá™i (2nd pers. sg. masc., 2nd pers. sg. fem.)
stá™u (2nd pers. pl.).

IIIy. stáhna ‘to enjoy’. Perfect: stáhna, stáhnu,
stëhnètu. Imperfect: tëstáhni; tëstëhnèn; stáhni
(2nd pers. sg. masc., 2nd pers. sg. fem.), stáhnu
(2nd pers. pl.).

3.4 Particles

3.4.1 Particles preceding the imperfect
qad ~ qa preceding the imperfect denotes the
present tense. qad occurs before the 1st pers. sg.,

and qa- before the other persons: qad-áktëb ‘I
am writing’, qa-ykëtbòn ‘they are writing’.

ÿah preceding the imperfect denotes the
future: ÿa™-áji ‘I’ll come’. The same applies to
ssa and sa (< hassa): ssa-áji, sa-áji ‘I’ll come’.

da preceding the 1st pers. of the imperfect has
an optative function. It can convey a wish, a
request, an urging: da-nÿù™ ‘let’s go!’.

xálli. A similar meaning is produced by the
addition of xalli before the 1st and 3rd pers. of
the imperfect: xalli(y)ÿù™ ‘let him go!’.

ma. Unstressed ma followed by the 2nd pers. of
the imperfect expresses modality; when stressed,
ma expresses negation. Cf. ma-téji ‘do come, come
along, will you!’ vs. má-teji ‘you’ll not come’.

la. If la followed by the imperfect is stressed,
the result is a negative imperative: lá-të™kìlu
‘don’t tell him!’; when unstressed, the com-
pound denotes doubt or apprehension: axàf la-
të™kìlu ‘I am afraid you may tell him’.

3.4.2 Demonstratives
hà≈a ‘this [masc.]’, hàyi ‘this [fem.]’, ha≈òli
‘these’, ha≈àk ‘that [masc.]’, ha≈ìk ‘that [fem.]’,
ha≈òk ‘those’, hal ‘this, these’. The consonant
/h/ of these demonstratives is generally elided
when it forms a cluster with a preceding prepo-
sition: bhà≈a > bà≈a ‘in this one [masc.]’, mën
ha≈òli > mna≈òli ‘from these’. /l/ of hal is assim-
ilated as the definite article (3.4.3.1): hal-sana >
has-sana ‘this year’.

3.4.3 Definite and indefinite articles

3.4.3.1 The definite article
When the definite article l- precedes a dental,
interdental, or palatal consonant (excluding the
palatal /y/), it will generally assimilate completely
to the following consonant. This occurs only
before CV: †-†èÿ ‘the bird’, ∑-∑ày ‘the tea’. When l-
precedes CC and an anaptyctic intrudes after l-,
there is no assimilation: lë-†yùÿ ‘the birds’.

3.4.3.2 The indefinite article
faÿad or fadd ‘one, some’, when unstressed,
expresses indefiniteness, as opposed to the
definite article: fadd-yòm ‘one day’, fadd-wè́™ëd
‘a certain person’. When stressed fadd means
‘only’: fádd-wè™ëd ‘only one’.

3.4.4 Relative pronoun
ë́lli, lli, l- ‘who, which’. l- is assimilated as the
definite article: j-jà ‘(he) who came’.
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3.4.5 Interrogatives
á“kun is a free form for ‘what?’. a“ is a preposed
form: á“-asawwi ‘what shall I do?’, á“-ësmu
‘what’s his name?’, á“lon ‘how?’. The variant 
-è“/-e“/-a“ is postposed to prepositions, forming,
mostly, an inseparable compound: bè“ ‘how
much? with what?’, lè“ ‘why?’, ≠ále“ ‘on what?
what for?’, etc. (Mansour 2001). máni ‘who?’, 
l-máni ‘to whom?’. háyyi ‘which [of several]?’:
háyyi skámli ‘which chair?’, háyyi l-ákbaÿ ‘who
is the oldest?’. wèn ‘where?’. mnèn ‘whence?’.
èmta ‘when?’.

3.4.6 Prepositions
mën ‘from’: më́nni ~ mmë́nni ‘from me’. ≠ënd ‘at,
with’. qbàl ‘facing’. b- ‘in’: b-bètu ‘in his house’,
bë-mkànu ‘in his place’; with suffix: bì-, bíyyi ~
bìyi ‘in me’, bìna ‘in us’. ≠ála ‘on’; ≠láyyi ‘on me’,
≠lèna ‘on us’. wáya ‘with’, wëyyàna ‘with us’. 
l- ‘to’: l-bètu ‘to his house’, l-wèn ‘where to’. li-
‘until, up to’: li-wèn ‘up to where? how far?’. li-
qëddàm ‘in advance’. The particle màl denotes
possession, relation, etc.: lë-™kíyyi mal-[ë]s-
sáfaÿ ‘the story of the journey’, lëm≠állëm màlëm
‘their teacher’.

3.4.7 Conjunctions
í≈a ‘if’, lò ‘if, or’, ya ‘or’, w ‘and’. làkën ‘but’.
bass, when unstressed, means ‘but’; stressed bass
means ‘only’; cf. bass-hò́ni ‘but here …’ vs. báss-
hòni ‘only here’. aµàÿi ‘it turns out, it seems’. For
báqa as conjunction, see Mansour (1985).

3.4.8 Adverbs
time: l-yòm ‘today’, (l)bò™i ‘yesterday’, ÿáda
tomorrow’, dàyman ‘always’, ábadan ‘never,
not at all’.

place: hòn, hòni ‘here’, wnÛki ‘there’, fòq
‘above’, jáwwa ‘inside, under’, báÿÿa ‘outside’.

manner: “wáyya ‘a little’, kµìÿ ‘a lot, very
much’, bë l ≠ájal ‘quickly’.

4 .  L e x i c o n

4.1 Characteristic words

Jewish Baghdadi shares certain characteristic
words with the other dialects of Baghdad, e.g.
nouns: bëzzùna ‘cat’, ™ë́n†a ‘wheat’ të́mman
‘rice [uncooked]’, ™wàs ‘clothes’. Verbs: ∑állab ~
∑∑állab ‘to hang on to, cling to’, ßáffa† ‘to arrange
in its place’, gádda ‘to beg for alms’. Particles:
áku ‘there is ~ are’, màku ‘there is no’, më“wàÿ

‘short time, moment’; kë́llë“ ‘very’.

4.2 Loanwords from Persian and Turkish

A common feature of the various dialects of
Baghdad is the large number of loanwords from
Persian and Turkish, e.g. everyday matters: aza-
xàna ‘pharmacy’ (Turkish eczahane); ∑àra ‘cure,
remedy’ (Turkish çare, Persian ∑are); ∑arpàya ~
∑arpàyi ‘bedstead’ (Persian ∑arpaye); ∑arx ‘wheel’
(Persian ∑arx); ∑ëngàl ‘hook’ (Persian ∑àngal,
Turkish çengel); ∑àÿak ‘quarter’ (Persian ∑aràk,
Turkish çeyrek); mèz ‘table’ (Persian miz, mèz);
mìwa ‘fruit’ (Persian mive, mève). Particles: xò“

‘good’, (Persian xo“); gárag ‘probably’ (Turkish
gerek); hì∑ ‘nothing’ (Persian hi∑); ham, hámzed
‘also, too’ (Persian ham, Turkish hem). The suffix
-∑i (< Turkish) signifies a person’s profession or
habitual activity: azà∑i ‘pharmacist’, bëstán∑i
‘gardener’, pòs†a∑i ‘postman’, jàm∑i ‘glazier’,
kundár∑i ‘shoemaker, cobbler’, etc. (also →
Persian loanwords; → Turkish loanwords).

4.3 Loanwords from Hebrew and Judaeo-
Aramaic

Of the non-Arabic lexical items, it is the Hebrew
and the Judaeo-Aramaic elements that distin-
guish Jewish Baghdadi from other Baghdad
dialects. Hebrew words mainly occur in connec-
tion with Jewish festivals, religious practice and
ritual. However, they occur in secular matters,
too: mëzzàl ‘luck’, kabòd ‘honor, respect’,
sëkkàna ‘danger’, afë́llu ‘nevertheless’.

In some cases a new word is coined. From the
Judaeo-Aramaic phrase: ha““ata haxa (‘this year
[we are] here’), in the Passover Haggada, Jewish
Baghdadi has derived the noun “ëttàxa ‘the Pass-
over ceremony’, and the verb “áttax ‘to celebrate
the Passover’. Compounds of Arabic and
Hebrew words are also found, e.g. †ÿàb w-≠afàr
‘dust, earth’ (cf. Literary Arabic turàb and
Hebrew ≠afar).

4.4 Loanwords from European languages

Loanwords from French and English were intro-
duced mainly under the influence of modern
Jewish schools established in Baghdad since
1864. English also entered through relations
with India and more so after the British conquest
of Iraq.
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Bahraini Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Area 

Bahrain is an archipelago (552 square kilome-
ters) halfway between the head of the Gulf and
the Straits of Hormuz, 20 kilometers off the
coast of Saudi Arabia. In 1999 the population
was approximately 660,000, of whom 402,000
were Bahrain nationals. Its dialects are of two
types: those of the so-called ≠Arab (lit. ‘Arabs’,
henceforth ‘A’), and those of the Ba™àrna (lit.
‘Bahrain-dwellers’, henceforth ‘B’). The A com-
munity, which includes the ruling family, and is
Sunni, traces its origin to Najd. The B, ‘Twelver’
Shi≠i, and outnumbering the A by about two to
one, regards itself as the descendants of the
ancient population of the area.

1.2 Society

Before the 1970s, there were sharp social divi-
sions between the communities. The A commu-
nity lived in Mu™arraq, in a few coastal
settlements, and near the ruler’s palace; the B in
Manàma and about 60 villages. Recently, these
divisions have become somewhat blurred.

1.3 Regional context 

The A dialect is Najdi in origin and Bedouin in
type, and similar to that of other Gulf states
(Johnstone 1967: passim). The rural B dialects
bear a strong resemblance to the sedentary
dialects of northern Oman (→ Omani Arabic).
The B dialect of Manàma and the nearby B vil-
lages is similar to that of Ba™àrna in eastern Saudi
Arabia (Smeaton 1973).

Where Bahraini speech is imitated in the media
(plays, newspaper cartoons) it is usually the A
dialect which is used. A tradition of dialectal
poetry exists. The poets are generally from the A
community and use its dialect, or a ‘poeticized’
form thereof.

1.4 Historical evidence

There is almost no textual evidence for the
Bahraini dialects earlier than the 1930s. Earlier
documents in the state archives occasionally
betray dialect influences, but inconsistently.
Evidence of contact with many languages over
centuries, if not millennia, is abundant in the
extensive borrowings from Persian, Turkish,
Hindi/Urdu, Portuguese, and English in the
modern vocabulary, and in toponyms. There is
increasing evidence of a substrate vocabulary
which is of Semitic but possibly non-Arab origin
(Holes 2001:xxix–xlii; 2002).

1.5 State of research

In recent years there have been a large number of
studies of the Bahraini dialects. A glossary has
recently been published (Holes 2001), and a
complete description of the dialects will appear
soon (Holes forthcoming). The studies listed
here in the Bibliographical References are con-
cerned wholly with the Bahraini dialects; for
those concerned with Gulf dialects more gener-
ally but relevant to Bahrain (→ Gulf Arabic).

NB: in what follows, the language level
described is that of uneducated (often illiterate)
speakers.
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2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1 Consonants
Plosives: (p) b, d, †, ∂, k, g, q, ±
Affricates: ∑, j
Fricatives: f, µ, ≈, Ú, x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h
Sibilants: s, ß, z, “
Laterals and vibrants: l, r
Nasals: m, n
Semivowels/glides: w, y

Some speakers have /p/ in borrowings, e.g. panka
‘ceiling fan’, which others pronounce with /b/. /∑/
and /g/ are common in borrowings, e.g. ∑àra
‘ruse’, gàri ‘donkey cart’, and are indistinguish-
able phonetically from /∑/ and /g/ that have
resulted from internal phonological changes.

2.1.1.1.1 The A dialects 
These have preserved the Classical Arabic inter-
dentals, /µ, ≈, Ú/ and words with etymological /∂/
are always pronounced with /Ú/, e.g. abyaÚ

‘white’. Normally /g/ < Classical Arabic /q/, which
in front vowel environments was fronted and
affricated to /j/, e.g. jìma ‘value’, mjàbil ‘opposite’.
In similar environments, Classical Arabic /k/ was
fronted and affricated to /∑/, e.g. ∑ibìr ‘great, old’
™a∑i ‘talk, gossip’. But these developments did not
operate categorically: jidir ‘cooking pot’, but
gidar ‘he was able’, ∑ibd ‘liver’, but kitab ‘he
wrote’, and occasionally /∑/ is heard in back-
vowel environments, e.g. smù∑ ‘fishes’. In a few
cases, the result of the partial operation of the rule
was a minimal pair, e.g. kitab ‘he wrote’, but ∑itab
‘gold pendants attached to women’s plaits’. In a
number of verbs, the stop/affricate contrast has
been morphologized, e.g. saggam/yisajjim ‘to 
give an advance payment [pearling]’. /y/ <
Classical Arabic /j/ categorically, but /j/ < /g/ did
not usually undergo this change, except in a few
items such as yassam ‘to divide up’ < jassam < gas-
sam. /j/ in foreign borrowings is usually pre-
served, e.g. jùti (Urdu) ‘shoes’, jàm (Persian) ‘pane
of glass’. Classical Arabic /ÿ/ > [G] or [q], e.g.
[qe:r] for ÿèr ‘other’. Modern Standard Arabic /q/
in neologisms is often pronounced [y] or [G] e.g.
[tayaddum] ~ [taGaddum] ‘progress’, its allo-
phones identical with those of dialectal /ÿ /.
Educated speakers have a few /q/-/j/ minimal pairs
within the same root as a result of borrowing

from Modern Standard Arabic, e.g. ytijaddam ‘he
comes forward’, yatqaddam ‘he is making
progress [in an abstract sense]’. Classical Arabic
/ ±/ disappeared initially, e.g. kal ‘he ate’, or was
replaced by /w/, e.g. winsa ‘fun’ or /y/, e.g. yad-
dam ‘he presented a guest with food’; finally, it
either disappeared, e.g. a“ya ‘things’ or was
replaced by /w/ e.g. Úaww ‘fire’ or by /y/, e.g. simi
‘sky’; medially it was replaced by vowel length,
e.g. yìt ‘I came’, ràs ‘head’, and after /à/ by /y/, e.g.
“àyil ‘removing’. / ±/ now occurs even in unedu-
cated speech, in a few items which are derived
from Modern Standard Arabic, e.g. yis±al ‘he 
asks’ (alongside the dialect form ysàyil). /l/ and /r/
have velarized allophones in some words, espe-
cially when a labial is present, when the whole
word may become velarized, e.g. [g~ab~il~] ‘before’. 

2.1.1.1.2 The B dialects
These all have /f/ for /µ/, /d/ for /≈/, and /∂/ for
both Classical Arabic /∂/ and /Ú/. Beyond that,
they can be divided into three groups. For Group
1, the main rural group, Classical Arabic /q/ in
most words is /k/, and Classical Arabic /k/ > /∑/
unconditionally e.g. “ò∑ ‘palm-tree thorns’, ∂u™∑

‘laughter’ where the A dialects have /k/. In these
dialects, Classical Arabic /j/ is [dÀ], but in a few
villages /j/ and /∑/ are [dj-], [tç]. Group 2, the
main urban B dialect of Manàma, is like the A
dialects in having /g/ not /k/ < Classical Arabic
/q/, but does not have /j/ < /g/, and has less
affrication of Classical Arabic /k/. It has /j/ for
Classical Arabic /j/. Group 3 (three northern vil-
lages and the Manàma quarter Ràs Rummàn)
differs from Group 2 in having, like the A
dialects, /y/ < Classical Arabic /j/.

2.1.1.2 Vowels and diphthongs

2.1.1.2.1 General
All dialects have three short vowels, /a, i, u/, and
most have five long /à, è, ì, ò, ù/, but some B
Group 2 dialects have preserved the Classical
Arabic diphthongs /ay, aw/. Unstressed /i/ in
non-final open syllable is often deleted (see
2.1.3). /è/ and /ò/ are sometimes shortened in
particular words, but the resulting short mid-
vowels are not phonemic. The distribution and
quality of the vowels differ between the A and B
dialects.

2.1.1.2.2 A dialects
i. Distribution and quality of short vowels: /i/
occurs to the exclusion of /a/ in open, non-final 
syllables, except in the contiguity of guttural
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consonants, /x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h/, or where the following 
consonant is /l/, /n/, or /r/ when at the same time 
the vowel of the following syllable is /a/ or /à/
(Johnstone 1967:27). Thus kitab ‘he wrote’, but
barad ‘it got cold’, tkallam ‘he spoke’ but tkalli-
maw ‘they spoke’. The labials have a rounding
and backing effect on /i/ (> /u/) whether /i/ is orig-
inal or < /a/, especially if a velar, emphatic, or /l/
or /r/ are also present e.g. mukàn ‘place’, bußal
‘onions’, “rubat ‘she drank’, but x“iba ‘piece of
wood’, where /b/ is present but none of the other
factors. /i/ and /u/ are virtually in complementary
distribution in open syllables, but not in closed
ones. Final /à/ and /à±/ are shortened, and when
not in contiguity with a guttural, emphatic, /l/ or
/r/, and when preceded by an open syllable,
raised, e.g. ni“i ‘starch’, simi ‘sky’ (an exception
is mày ‘water’) but ™amra ‘red [fem.]’, ram∂a
‘hot ground’. Some older A speakers raise final
/a/ in these same environments, e.g. bridi ‘hail’ (<
barada), and also when the preceding syllable is
closed, e.g. gumni ‘we got up’. 

/a/ is realized: as [æ] or [Æ] where gutturals
(excluding /h/) and emphatics are absent, e.g.
[hæli] ‘my family’, [dÆ««] ‘he entered’; as [a] in
guttural environments, e.g. [ba∏ad] ‘after’
[xalle1t] ‘I/you allowed’; as [Ì] with an emphatic,
and often with labials, e.g. [t~Ìl~ l~] ‘mist’, [xÌm~Ìr~]
‘alcohol’. Medial /i/ is retracted, e.g. [bint] ‘girl’;
in final position it is closer and more front, e.g.
[riÓti] ‘you [fem.] went’; with emphatics it is
lowered, e.g. [yIr~t~Ln~] ‘he gabbles’. /u/ is back
and rounded, e.g. [«rubæt] ‘she drank’. 

ii. Long vowels: generally /à/ has a very
backed and rounded quality in any phonetic
environment. This is particularly noticeable
among women, e.g. [h‰1—i] or even [h–1—i] ‘this’,
[π‰1na] ‘I’. /ì/ is a close, front vowel, but with the
emphatics is more centralized, e.g. [bi-1s~] ‘keel of
a boat’. /è/ and /ò/ correspond to the Classical
Arabic diphthongs /ay, aw/ and occur medially,
e.g. sèf ‘sword’, bòg ‘theft’. Where /aw/ or /àw/
occurs medially in multisyllabic forms, it is often
reduced to /à/, e.g. mithà“ < mithàwi“ ‘arguing’,
hàn < hàwin ‘mortar’. In verb forms, final /ay/
and /aw/ > /è/ and /ò/ when suffixed, e.g. gàlaw
‘they said’, gàlòli ‘they told me’, fit™ay ‘open
[fem.]!’, fit™èh ‘open [fem.] it!’. /ò/ occurs finally
in a few words, now obsolete, which appertain
to seafaring and traditional culture, e.g.
™alwàyò ‘jack pomfret [type of fish]’, ndèndò

‘type of dance with drum accompaniment’. /ò/ is

also suffixed to certain personal names as a
hypocoristic, e.g. maryamò, xalìlò, ™usnò.

2.1.1.2.3 The B dialects
They do not have the restrictions on /a/ in open
syllable of the A dialects and nor do the labials
have the same effects. Final /à/ and /à±/ are simi-
larly shortened and raised, though not to the
same height. In other types of form in which
Classical Arabic final /à±/ occurred, /±/ has been
replaced by /y/, e.g. bannày ‘builder’ (cf. Omani
sedentary dialects). Except in emphatic environ-
ments, /à/ in the B dialects is always a front
vowel; there is none of the general backing and
rounding typical of many A speakers’ pronunci-
ation. There is pronounced and widespread →
±imàla in some rural B dialects, e.g. ktìbi < kitàba
‘writing’, mi < mà± ‘water’ (A dialects have mày).

2.1.1.3 Syllable types

2.1.1.3.1 Possible syllable types 
Cv: kitab ‘he wrote’ (Cv-CvC)
CvC: ∑ilma ‘word’ (CvC-Cv)
CvCC: maÿarb (A dialects) ‘evening’ 

(Cv-CvCC); ∂arabk (B dialects) ‘he
hit you’ (Cv-CvCC)

Cä: sòlaf ‘he chatted’ (Cv-CvC)
CäC: bàg ‘he stole’

The above are the basic types. Cv-CC also
occurs, but only in one type of form (the active
participle of geminate verbs), e.g. ™à†† ‘putting’.
However, the following also arise:

CCv: drisat ‘she studied’, ghawa ‘coffee’ 
(CCv-CvC) (A dialects)

CCv-C: smù∑ ‘fishes’, smìt ‘cement’ 
(borrowing)

CCvCC: fhimt ‘I understand’, trinj ‘citron’ 
(borrowing)

2.1.1.3.2 Distribution of syllable types
Excluding borrowings, the last three of the 
types listed arise via vowel elision and epenthe-
sis rules. CCv (A dialects) is always word-initial:
CvCvCv(C) is reduced by elision of the first
vowel (see 2.1.3.1). A prosthetic vowel is
inserted before the resulting consonant cluster
after a word ending in a consonant, e.g. l-ix“iba
‘the lump of wood’. CvCC is always word-final,
and, apart from in monosyllabic words like “arg
‘east’, arises either as a product of the → gahawa
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syndrome (in the A dialects – see 2.1.2.4), or via
suffixation (B dialects), as in the examples. With
a consonant initial suffix, Cv-C forms are treated
differently in the A dialects depending on
whether they are verbs or nouns: ßàdëna ‘it hit
us’ versus bètna ‘our house’. This distinction is
absent in the B dialects, which have non-
epenthesized forms in both cases. 

2.1.1.4 Consonant clusters
The treatment of CCC clusters in the A dialects
has also been partly morphologized. Where the
cluster is a consequence of the suffixation of dou-
bled verbs, most speakers insert an epenthetic
schwa, e.g. “aggëha ‘he tore it’ (cf. ßàdëna ‘it hit
us’ for the same speakers) but reduce the cluster
in nouns, e.g. ™agna ‘our right, for us’ (< ™agg +
na). Otherwise, CCC clusters are stable, e.g. bin-
tkum ‘your daughter’, “iftkum ‘I saw you’,
though some A speakers, unpredictably, have
occasional forms of the binitkum, “ifitkum type.
The only non-verbal CCC clusters which A
speakers normally epenthesize are ≠ind and kill,
e.g. ≠indëkum, killëhum.

In the B dialects, CCC clusters are generally 
stable, but are reduced, as in the A dialects, in 
doubled nominal forms: ™agg + na → ™agna.
Exceptions are again ≠ind and kill, but here the B
dialects reduce the cluster (= ≠idkum, kilhum)
rather than epenthesize.

Reduction in one high-frequency phrase is
universal for all: git < gilt, ‘I/you [masc.] said’ in
phrases like git lik/lah ‘I told you/him’. 

Initial CC clusters occur in all dialects but are
differently distributed (see above). 

The treatment of non-doubled final clusters 
in words of the structure CvCC in Classical
Arabic depends on the preceding vowel and the
consonants:

2.1.1.4.1 Classical Arabic CaCC
i. C2 is /l, n, r/: the form is stable, e.g. galb

‘heart’, ≈anb (B danb) ‘sin’, war∑ ‘thigh’.
ii. C2 is a guttural: CaCaC is normal, e.g. ba™ar

‘sea’, “ahar ‘month’. 
iii. in other cases, the A and B dialects differ: the

A have CaCvC, in which the v is usually /i/
but in some words /a/; the B retain CaCC,
e.g. A ™abil ‘rope’, †abix ‘cooking’ xamar
‘alcohol’, B ™abl, †abx, xamr. There are a
few exceptions, e.g. (A) wagt/wakt ‘time,
weather, climate’.

2.1.1.4.2 Classical Arabic CiCC and CuCC
i. C2 is /l, n, r/: the form is stable, e.g. ≠il∑ ‘chew-

ing gum’, bunk (some B bin∑) ‘essence’, ≠irs
‘marriage’.

ii. C3 is /l, n, r/: CvCvC is normal, with vowel
harmony, e.g. “uÿul ‘work’, Úuhur (B dialects
∂uhur) ‘noon’, dihin ‘oil, fat’, ∑iµir (B villages
kufur) ‘amount’.

iii. in other cases, the A dialects have CvCvC,
again with vowel harmony, the B CvCC, e.g.
A xubuz ‘bread’, bi“it ‘man’s cloak’, B xubz,
bi“t, etc. There are odd exceptions, e.g. (A)
rizg ‘sustenance’, ßib™ ‘morning’.

The initial v of CvCvC forms that result from 
(ii) is deleted by rural B speakers when such
forms are preceded by the definite article, and a
shwa inserted, e.g. dihin ‘oil’ ⇒ lëdhin ‘the oil’,
∂uhur ‘noon [-time]’ ⇒ lë∂hur ‘the noon [-time]’
(cf. Omani sedentary dialects). A equivalents are
iddihin, iÚÚuhur.

In all dialects, any CvCvC derived via the
above rules reverts to CvCC- with a vowel-ini-
tial suffix.

2.1.1.5 Stress
In the A dialects, the rule is: stress the last sylla-
ble of a polysyllabic word if long (Cv-C, CvCC),
the second if there are two long syllables; other-
wise stress the penultimate. This applies after the
application of rules that specify syllable struc-
ture (2.1.1.3). In the B dialects, Cv-Cv-Cv forms
regularly occur, and in such cases the antepenul-
timate is stressed. Stress is non-distinctive. 

2.1.2 Phonotactics

2.1.2.1 Assimilation
The following are major loci:

the definite article: sun letters and moon let-
ters behave as in Classical Arabic;

the b- verb prefix > m- before 1st pers. pl.
imperfects in the B rural dialects, e.g. minrù™

‘we’ll go’ (cf. Omani sedentary dialects);
/l/ in the imperative xall ‘let’ > /n/ before the 

-ni and -na suffixes, e.g. xanna ‘let’s . . .’ For
some speakers, this assimilation is general, e.g.
“taÿanna ‘we worked’;

/ÿ/ > /b/ in the imperfect forms of the verb baÿa
‘to want, need’ e.g. abbi, tabbi, etc. (A speakers);
abba, tubba, etc. (some B speakers);
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/h/ in the 3rd suffixes ha and hum is assimi-
lated to the t of the 3rd pers. sg. fem. perfect verb
and other feminine forms, e.g. “rubatta ‘she
drank it [fem.]’, rgubattum ‘their neck’ (A
speakers); 

/t/ in ti- verbal prefixes of various kinds is
assimilated to /t, †, µ, d, ≈, ∂, Ú, ∑, j, s, ß, “/ as a
consequence of the deletion of unstressed /i/ 
in open syllable (see 2.1.3), e.g. (i)ßßìr ‘she
becomes’, (i)††awwar ‘it developed’, (i)∑∑iddùn
‘you work for your money’. 

2.1.2.2 Dissimilation
There are a few cases, such as sajara < “ajara
‘tree, bush’ (B village dialects), xast < xass
‘lettuce’ (all speakers). Some B speakers have
dissimilated the first /b/ in assimilated forms 
of the abba, tubba type (see 2.1.2.1]) to /m/ 
⇒ amba, tumba, yumba, etc. for ‘I /you/he
want(s)’. Certain quadriliteral verbs may have
arisen historically via dissimilation, e.g. karfas
‘to knock to the ground’ < kaffas ‘to crease, 
bend over’.

2.1.2.3 Metathesis
Examples are nàwas and wànas ~ ànas ‘to keep
someone company’, jawàz and zawàj ‘mar-
riage’, raßa ≠ and ≠aßar ‘to squeeze’, xama“ and
“amax ‘to scratch, snatch, grab’.

2.1.2.4 gahawa syndrome 
The → gahawa syndrome (A dialects only) is the
deletion of /a/ in CaC non-final syllables where
C2 is a guttural and epenthesis of /a/ after C2, e.g.
nxala ‘palm-tree’, yi ≠arf ‘he knows’.

2.1.2.5 Conditioned ±imàla
See 2.1.1.2.3 

2.1.2.6 Spread of velarization
Velarization may spread, especially to /l/, /r/, 
/b/, /m/, e.g. ßabi ‘boy’ (= [s~‰b~i]), †abil ‘drum’
(= [t~‰b~il~]), ßabur ‘patience’ (= [s~‰b~ur~]). In a 

few roots, an originally non-emphatic conso-
nant has become velarized, and velarization has
then spread, e.g. (B dialects) ∂akar ‘to remember,
mention’ (= [d~Ìk~Ìr~]). Combinations of velars,
labials, and /l/ or /r/ may also become velarized
when an emphatic consonant is not present, e.g.
txammar ‘to ferment’ (= [t~xÌm~ m~Ìr]), xtarab ‘to
go rotten’ (= [xt~Ìr~Ìb~]) (B examples). 

2.1.3 Morphophonology

2.1.3.1 Elision of vowels
/i/ (and /u/ in labial environments) in un-
stressed non-final open syllable is deleted, and 
a prosthetic vowel /i/ is inserted if the deleted
vowel is in the first syllable and a consonant-
final word precedes. Medially doubled conso-
nants are reduced, e.g. (i)t≠allim ‘you [masc.]
teach’ but (i)t≠almùn ‘you [pl.] teach’, labbisaw
‘they dressed’ but, especially in rapid speech,
labsòha ‘they dressed her’. In the A dialects, 
/a/ is deleted in the initial syllable of CvCvC
(v/v- ) strings, e.g. “arab ‘he drank’→ i“rubah ‘he
drank it’. In the B dialects, the equivalent forms
are of the CvCvCvC or CvCCvC-type (see
2.2.6.1.)

2.1.3.2 Insertion of vowels
See 2.1.3.1 for prosthetic /i/. See 2.1.1.4 for
epenthetic vowels, and 2.1.2.4 for the gahawa 
syndrome.

2.1.3.3 Shortening and lengthening of vowels
Where two or more long vowels occur in a word,
the unstressed first (and second, if there is one)
long vowel may be shortened, especially in rapid
speech, e.g. jàlbùt ‘type of small boat’ = [jalbu1t],
hà≈èlèn ‘these’ [ha—Æle1n]. Final vowels that are
short in unsuffixed form are lengthened and
stressed when suffixed, e.g. yxalli ‘he lets’, yxallìni
‘he lets me’. In some B urban dialects, the -ah 3rd
pers. sg. masc. suffix is lengthened and stressed
when attached to perfect verbs, e.g. ∂irbàh ‘he hit
him’. However, this has also been recorded with
the feminine and plural suffixes, e.g. “aggàha ‘he
cut it open’, ßaffàhum ‘he lined them up’, and may
be better explained as an analogical extension of
the rule which lengthens the final vowel of IIIy
perfect verbs on suffixation, cf. xalla ‘he let’, xal-
làh, xallàha ‘he let him/her’.

2.1.3.4 Clitics
There are a number of clitics:

a question particle ë, after vowels hë or yë,
suffixed to the questioned word or phrase, e.g.
awlàdi“ im“attatìn-ë ‘have your children been
split up?’ (B dialects only; cf. Omani sedentary
dialects).

deictic ha prefixed to the definite article, e.g.
halbèt ‘this house’ (all dialects).
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b- prefix indicating proximate intent, e.g. 
b-inrù™ bà∑ir ‘we’ll go tomorrow’ (all dialects,
but B dialects minrù™, as with some Omani
sedentaries). 

d- prefix with imperatives as an exhortative,
e.g. d-itkallami, gùli “ay ‘speak, why don’t you?
say something!’ and also for continuous or
habitual aspect, e.g. kil mà bèn µalàµat “uhùr d-
yi“rabha ‘he would drink it every three months’
(both uses in some B rural dialects only).

“- ‘what?’, e.g. “-gilt? ‘what did you say?’ “-
™aggah? ‘what for?’ (mainly A dialects).

presentative k(a)-, e.g. ka-àna yàya ‘I’m just
coming!’ (A dialects only).

taw(w) ‘just’ (= ‘recently’) is arguably a clitic
element, as it only occurs with pronoun suffixes,
e.g. naymìn, taw-na naymìn ‘we’d gone to bed,
just gone to bed’ (all dialects).

-in, a vestige of Classical Arabic → tanwìn in
certain phrase types, e.g. bint-in zèna ‘a nice
girl’, arà∂in “àdda ‘soils which hold together’
(see 2.2.3.2) (all dialects).

mà, inserted between the repetition of a word
to indicate ‘and suchlike’, e.g. fàr mà-fàr ‘rats
and things like that’. A shortened version, in
which m is substituted for the first consonant of
the noun, is also used, e.g. xalàgìn malàgìn ‘rags
and suchlike’ (all dialects).

2.1.3.5 Construct state
This is less used because of the development of an
analytic genitive (2.2.3.3). Examples: yùniyyat ≠è“

‘a sack of rice’, rò™at issìf ‘going to the seashore’.
Plurals and duals that occur as head noun nor-
mally retain their final n, e.g. muwaÚÚafìn
il™ukùma ‘government employees’, though some
A speakers have dual forms of the type ì≈è lmara
‘the woman’s hands’. (In suffixed forms, the
Manàma A dialects generally have ìdènik ~
yadènik-type forms.)

2.1.3.6 Suffixation 
i. In the A dialects, the /h/ of the ha and hum suf-

fixes assimilates to the suffix /t/ of 3rd pers. sg.
fem. perfect forms (2.1.2.1). When vowel-initial
suffixes are added, they are resyllabified, e.g.
i“rúbat ‘she drank’ + ah ⇒ i“rúbtah ‘she drank
it [masc.]’. In all suffixed plural forms, the final
-aw becomes ò and is stressed, e.g. “rúbaw ‘they
drank’ + ah ⇒ i“rubÈ'h they drank it’. In the B
dialects there is no consonant assimilation or
resyllabification, i.e. forms are of the “arabatha
~ “irbatha and “arabòha ~ “irbòha-type 

ii. In the A dialects, active partiple + suffix com-
bine as in Table 1:

Table 1. Active participle with suffix (A dialects)

vowel-initial consonant-initial 
suffiix (ah) suffix (ha)

masc. kàtbah kàtibha or kàtbaha
fem. kàtbitah kàtbatta
pl. kàtbìnah kàtbìnha

kàtibha-type forms are supplanting kàtbaha
type forms. A similar process is occurring with
IIIy and IIw/y verbs, so the older type of mascu-
line forms bànyah ‘X [masc.] has built it’ are
being replaced by bànìh, and ∑àyfaha ‘X [masc.]
has seen it’ by ∑àyifha. The feminine forms are
as in the strong verb, bànyitah, ∑àyfitah, etc.

In the B dialects, there is an obligatory -inn
infix between the active participle and suffix
(Table 2).

Table 2. Active participle with suffix (B dialects)

masc. kàtbinnah kàtbinha
fem. kàtbatinnah kàtbatinha
pl. kàtbìnah kàtbìnha

IIIy and IIw/y verbs roots follow the same
pattern, e.g. bàninnah, bàninha, etc. Where a
participle has nominal meaning, it lacks the
infix, so: huwa m≠alliminnah ‘he has taught
him’ but huwa m≠allimah ‘he is his teacher’
(cf. Omani sedentary dialects).

iii. Communal differences in the shape of suffixed
pronouns, in combination with differences in
preferred syllable structure (2.1.1.3), generate
contrasting forms in common types of verb
and noun phrase. The B dialects have conso-
nant-initial 2nd pers. sg. pronoun suffixes, the
A dialects have vowel-initial. The A dialects
elide the first vowel in CvCvCv forms, the B
dialects maintain it (Table 3):

Table 3. Pronoun suffixes 2nd pers. sg.

A dialects B urban B villages

Úrubi∑ ∂arabk ∂arab∑ ‘he hit you [masc.]
aray™ik arayyi™k arayyi™∑ ‘I give you [masc.] 

rest’
yiddati∑ jaddat“ jiddat“ ‘your [fem.]

grandmother’
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The treatment of CvCvC nouns in the A
dialects is somewhat unpredictable. Some
‘core’ nouns such as yimal ‘camel’ become
ymalik ‘your camel’, but others, seemingly
neologisms, do not follow this rule. Contrast
™arasah ‘his defence force’, a neologism, with
™risah ‘he defended him’, both < ™aras + ah.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal independent pronouns

Table 4. Personal independent pronouns

A dialects B dialects

1st sg. ana/àna ana (f. ani in 
villages)

2nd sg. m. inta inta
2nd sg. f. inti/intay intìn/intìna
3rd sg. m. huwwa/ëhwë/ hu/huwwa

ëhuwwë
3rd sg. f. hiyya/ëhyë/ëhiyyë hi/hiyya
1st pl. i™na i™na
2nd pl. intu/intaw intùn/intùna
3rd pl. hum/ëhmë/ëhummë hum/humma

The B dialects 1st feminine form ani (also used
in Iraq) is mainly heard in women’s speech.

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes 

Table 5. Possessive/object suffixes

A dialects B city B villages

1st sg. -i (poss) -ni (obj) -i, -ni -i, -ni
2nd sg. m. -ik -k -∑
2nd sg. f. -i∑ -“ -“
3rd sg. m. -ah -ah -uh/-ah
3rd sg. f. -ha -ha -ha
1st pl. -na -na -na
2nd pl. -kum -kum -kim/-∑im
3rd pl. -hum -hum -hum/-him

There is much geographically-based allomorphy
in the 1st person with certain prepositions: e.g.
with l-: lì, liyyi, liyya; with ila: ili, iliyyi, ilayya;
with fì: fiyyi, fiyya, fìni

2.2.1.3 Indirect object suffixes
With some verbs, the indirect object is suffixed
directly to the verb and the direct object carried by

the particle, e.g. ≠a†ni iyyàh ‘give it to me’; in 
most cases of such constructions, it is the direct
object which is suffixed to the verb and the indirect
object to iyya, e.g. xarribòha iyyày ‘they’ve ruined
it for me’.

2.2.1.4 Demonstratives

Table 6. Demonstratives

A dialects B dialects

Proximal m (hà)≈a (hà)da
Proximal f (hà)≈i (hà)di
Proximal pl. (hà)≈èlèn /(hà)≈èla (hà)dèlèn/ 

(hà)dèla
Distal m (hà)≈àk (hà)dàk
Distal f (hà)≈ì∑ (hà)dìk
Distal pl. (hà)≈èlàk (hà)dèlàk/(hà) 

dòl/(hà)dòla

The feminine form of the demonstrative is often
used as the form of vague reference, e.g. “inhu
≈i? ‘what’s this?’ or with masculine nouns, e.g. ≈i
lbèt ‘this house’, ≈ìk ilyòm ‘that day’. 

When used as an adjective, the demonstrative
precedes the noun; used contrastively, it follows.
The proximal set of forms can be reduced to a
clitic ha- prefixed to the defined noun, e.g. ha-
lbèt ‘this house’, ha-rrajàjìl ‘these men’.

2.2.1.5. Presentatives
The A dialects prefix k(a)- to any independent
pronoun (see 2.1.3.4). The B dialects use a
mixed system: hàk- + 3rd person independent
pronouns only, the pronoun referring forward to
a following noun, e.g. hàk-hu ja, rafìgna ‘here he
comes, our friend!’ and hàda- + any independent
pronoun, e.g. hàda-nta ta™∑i ≠arabi tamàm ‘you
speak Arabic perfectly!’. Note also B village
ayya, e.g. ayyàhu samàd ≠indi mawjùd ‘look
here! I’ve got some manure already’.

2.2.1.6 Relative pronouns
All dialects illi. B village variants: illa≈i, illadi, 
illi di.

2.2.1.7 Interrogative pronouns
All dialects: “lòn ‘how?’, ‘what kind?’, kèf/∑èf
‘how?’, ∑am ‘how much/ many?’, wèn ‘where?’,
mita ‘when?, min and minhu ~ minhi fem.
‘who?’, “fì + pron. ‘what’s wrong with . . .?, 
“-hast ‘what’s the matter?’.
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A dialects: “inhu/“inhi ‘what?’, “ingàyil ‘what
sort?’, “- formations: “- + verb, ‘what . . .?’; +
preposition, “-™aggah, “-≠alèh, “-lèh, “-minnah
‘why, because of what?’; + noun: “-kiµir “-gadd
‘how much/many?’, wara + pronoun ‘why?’
yahu/yahi ‘which one?’

B dialects: wè“ (urban), wè“hu/wè“hi, wè“in,
wè, ay “o (various villages) ‘what?’, wè“-rang
‘what sort?’ preposition + wè“ formations, e.g.
≠ala wè“, li wè“, ™agg wè“ ‘why?’, ayhu/ayhi
‘which one?’, anu (villages) ‘who, which?’

Interrogatives have no fixed sentence position:
pragmatic factors determine the word order.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Note that only unusual forms or local innova-
tions not common in other dialects are listed in 
this section. 

Some adverbs, e.g. ≠àd ‘just, so, then, again’,
xòb ‘then, but, probably’ have very many diverse
uses and are not easily classifiable (see Holes
2001:367–368, 163–164 for details). gad ~ ©id ~
kid ~ ∑id (all < Classical Arabic qad), ga† (<
Classical Arabic qa†), and ∑ùd (< Classical Arabic
yakùd), are all used in partially overlapping
senses to indicate possibility, epistemic modality,
and the ‘experiential’ perfect (see Holes 2001:
415, 428–429, 467–468 for details).

2.2.2.1 Temporal
All dialects: il™ìn ~ al™ìn ‘now’, ha-l™azza ~ ™azzat
™à∂ir ‘at this moment’, ™add il™ìn ‘up to now’,
bà∑ir ‘tomorrow’, ≠ugub bà∑ir ‘the day after tomor-
row’, ilbàr™a ‘yesterday’, dòm ‘always’, min waqt
‘early’, (min) ißßib™ ‘in the early morning’, iÚÚi™a
‘in the forenoon’, ilgàyla ‘in the early afternoon’,
il ≠aßir ‘in the late afternoon’, msayyàn ‘in the
evening’, lawwal ‘in the old days’, ba ≠ad ‘still, yet,
also’, min gabil ‘beforehand’, (min) ≠ugub ‘after-
wards’, abdan ‘totally; ever, never’, tàli ‘then, next’,
àxir ‘finally’, awqàt ‘sometimes’, ràyi™ ‘continu-
ously’. A dialects only: il©àbla ‘tomorrow night’,
illàbla ‘the day after tomorrow’, min wahal ‘early’.
B village dialects only: ba ≠adan ‘afterwards’, abad
‘always’, amsiyya ‘yesterday’, ÿàdi ‘continuously’,
ga ≠adiyya ~ ku ≠diyya ‘full-time’, killëh u là budd
‘inevitably’.

2.2.2.2 Local 
ihni ‘here’, ihnàk ‘there’, minni ‘over here’, min-
nàk ‘over there’, minni u minni ‘here and there,
all over the place’, ™adir ‘beneath’, ™adir fòg
‘upside down’, dàyir madàr ‘around’, sìda

‘straight ahead, directly’, ha-ßßòb ‘over here’,
≈àk ißßòb ‘over that way’.

2.2.2.3 Manner
ham ‘also’, bass ‘only’, ∑i≈i ‘thus’, ha-““akil, ha-
nnamùna, ha-llòn ‘like this’, wà©id ~ wàyid
‘much, very’, zèn ‘well’, killi“ ‘completely’, iji ~
iyi ‘approximately’, mùl ~ mùliyya and marra, bi
lmarra ‘at all’ (both used only negatively), zitàt
‘quickly’, falla ‘well, excellently’, zèn u mà zèn
‘willy-nilly, come what may’, marra wa™da ‘sud-
denly, just like that’, wakàd ‘certainly’, ≠asà
‘hopefully’, bi lxa““ ‘surreptitiously’, ≠ala ÿafla
‘suddenly, without warning’; B only: ∑idiha ‘like
this’, ≠afar ~ ≠afaràt ‘possibly, maybe’, ™irwa,
mi™àri, ‘approximately’, dìdìh ‘quickly, directly’.

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 Definite article
The article is (i)l-, and is assimilated by the sun let-
ters as in Classical Arabic. In a few common
phrases it is al-, e.g. al™ìn ‘now’. When prefixed to
nouns whose first syllable is an open, unstressed
/i/ or /u/, especially if the following vowel is long,
it normally becomes lë-, e.g. lëktàb.

2.2.3.2 Indefinite article
Some uses of wà™id have this function, when it
precedes the noun, e.g. ≠indëna wà™id ≠abd yigàl 
lih . . . ‘we once had a black man here
called . . .’. “ay ~ “ì is used for an unspecified
amount, e.g. “ì aßìdah, “ì yi†ìr ‘some [birds] I
catch, some fly away’. Dialectal tanwìn fulfils
the ‘generic’ function of the indefinite article in
some phrase-types, e.g. bintin zèna ‘a[n unspec-
ified] nice girl’.

2.2.3.3 Genitive markers
màl(at) and ™agg are both used e.g. ilbèt màl
≠ammi ‘my uncle’s house’, hàfàt ™agg ißbayàn
‘boys’ underpants’. màl can be used with inalien-
able possession, e.g. irrajàyil màlah ‘his feet’ (B
example). Both markers have a wide range of
other uses.

2.2.3.4 Negative particles
With indicative verbs in all dialects: mà.
mà . . . “ay (variant “i) may be used, but only for
emphasis, e.g. mà yi∂irrhum “ay ‘it doesn’t harm
them at all’. mà is also used with ‘dummy’ verbs
expressing possession ( ≠ind) and existence: mà

fìh, mà mi“, mà hast, mà “ay, mà min and (B
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dialects) màku ‘there isn’t any . . .’, e.g. ∑àh mà

mi“ ‘tea didn’t exist’; dìra mà “ay ‘there was no
town’; mà min “arika, wi là min “ay ‘there was no
[oil]-company, or anything’; màku hàda lgarà†ìs,
aßlan mà mi“ ‘these banknotes didn’t exist orig-
inally at all’. ma™™ad or mà™ad is ‘no one’.

With other parts of speech: mu, muhu masc.,
mi fem. (all dialects); variants: mub, muhub,
hub, humb masc. and mahi, hìb, mahìb fem. (A).
In nominal sentences, mà + independent pro-
noun is an alternative to pronoun + mu, etc., e.g.
(A example) inta mub rayyàl or minta (b)rayyàl
‘you’re not a [real] man’.

là: for negative imperatives and optatives, e.g.
là yi†ra lmòt ≠ala bàlik ‘let the thought of death
not cross your mind!’ and all co-ordinated neg-
atives. ≠an là = ‘lest’, e.g. yig≠ad wiyyàha ≠an là
tistaw™i“ ‘he stays with her so she won’t be
lonely’. wi là: categorical negation, e.g. wi là
xalaka ≠alèha ‘she hadn’t got a stitch of clothing
on her’. 

2.2.3.5 Particles to introduce questions
The B dialects attach a clitic ë to any word to cre-
ate a yes–no question (see 2.1.3.4). They also
attach là with a rising intonation to the end of
sentences as an attention-maintaining device,
e.g. n™u†† fìh “akkar, là ‘we put sugar in it, right?’
The tag mu ∑i≈i ~ ∑idi ‘isn’t that so?’ is used in all
dialects for the same purpose.

2.2.3.6 Existentials
fìh and hast are common to all dialects. mi“ and
aku are mainly used by B speakers. All are
negated with mà: see 2.2.3.4.

2.2.3.7 Prepositions
li ‘to, for’, bi (or ëb) ‘with, by means of’, fi (or ëf )
‘in, on’, ™agg ‘to, for’, ila ‘to, towards’, ≠ala ‘on,
against’, min ‘from’, ≠an ‘away from, instead of’,
fòg ‘on top of, above’, ta™t ‘under, near, com-
pared with’, ™adir ‘under, below’, ßòb ‘towards’,
™add ‘as far as’, wara ‘behind’, jiddàm/giddàm
‘in front of’, mjàbil ~ mgàbil ‘opposite’, bèn
‘between’, fi wus† ~ was† ‘in the middle of,
inside’, gabil ‘before’, ba ≠ad, xalf, ≠ugub ‘after’,
bilà and bilayyà ‘without’, ≠ind ‘at, with, accord-
ing to’, màl(at) ‘of, relating to’, wiyya ‘with’,
yamm ‘beside’, dùn ‘in contrast with, different
from’, gufa ‘dependent upon, incumbent on’,
dàyir madàr ‘around’, miµil ~ miµlàt and “ikil ~
“iklàt ‘like’, min bidd ~ biddat ‘rather than, in
preference to’. 

2.2.3.8 Conjunctions
wi/u ‘and’, willa and aw ‘or’, amma . . . aw
‘either . . . or’, làkin and bass ‘but’, innamà

‘only, except that’, inn ‘that’, yòm, min, lamma,
lamman ‘when’, ila min, lèn, ilèn, ilamma
‘whenever, until’, lijil, li ±ann, asbàb (B dialects),
“minnah (A dialects), ∑èfan ‘because’, ™atta,
™akka, ™agg ‘so that’, ≠an là ‘lest’, gabil là,
gabilmà ‘before’, ba ≠ad mà, xalf mà, ≠ugub mà

‘after’, miµil mà, “ikil mà ‘like’, wèn mà ‘wher-
ever’, kil mà ‘the more . . . the more; whenever’,
mà dàm ~ im dàm ‘as long as’, ∑inn ‘as if’, mà illa
‘as soon as, no sooner than’. Conditional con-
junctions: in, i≈a, ila, lèn, lò, yò, (in) ∑àn. 

2.2.3.9 Vocative particles
yà is used when addressing people by name.

2.2.3.10 Exclamations
Particles of affirmation and denial are: ‘Yes!’: è,
è na ≠am, ajal, ≠ajal, bala, mbala. ‘No!’: là.

yallah ‘come on!’; yà rèt ‘would that . . . !’; bass
‘stop! that’s enough!’; ≠ajal/ ≠ayal ‘well . . .’; nzèn
‘OK, right . . .’; xòb (B dialects) ‘very well, . . .’;
hà ‘well, . . .’; ila . . . ‘lo and behold!’; ≠àd, which
has many uses, e.g. mild reproach, e.g. isma ≠ ≠àd =
‘just listen, will you!’, cajoling, e.g. rù™i “ ≠àd ‘go,
why don’t you?’; ya = ‘what?!’ for incredulity,
often coupled with dismissal of a proposition;
yù!, used by women only, to express fear or anxi-
ety; ax used to express pain; wèl to express woe,
sorrow; bèl ~ bwèl to express surprise; ∑abb ‘shut
up!’; afa is used to express disgust. “- (A) and wè“

(B) + noun are used to express admiration/ sur-
prise, e.g. “-™alàwatha ‘how pretty she is!’. Also
amma, e.g. amma xò“ ‘how nice!’ and yà . . . e.g.
yà zìn ha-““a ≠ar ‘how beautiful your hair is!’, yà

min ≠indëh migaßß al-™ìn ‘oh for someone with a
pair of scissors right now!’

2.2.4 Nouns

2.2.4.1 Gender
Feminine by usage: double parts of the body;
nouns denoting females, e.g. umm ‘mother’, ≠arùs
‘bride’; names of countries; a few common nouns,
e.g. “ams ‘sun’, ar∂/arÚ ‘earth, land’, nàr and
∂aww ‘fire’, rù™ ‘soul, spirit’, especially those
which are reflexes of Classical Arabic -à ±, e.g.
kahraba ‘electricity’. mà/mi/mày ‘water’ may be of
either gender. nàs ‘people’ and several other
human collective nouns may be of either gender,
the determining factor being whether the word is
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used generically sg. fem. (e.g. ‘people have become
educated’) or specifically pl. (e.g. ‘the people I told
you about’).

2.2.4.1 Productive patterns
Common patterns are as below (unstressed /i/ and
/u/ in initial open syllable are normally deleted):

CaCC ™al© ‘mouth’; CiCC bi“t ‘man’s cloak’;
CuCC ßub™ ‘morning’; CaCCa “ag™a ‘jump’;
CiCCa dìra ‘homeland’; CuCCa ßub≠a ‘finger’;
CaCaC ba™ar ‘sea’; CiCiC ©idir ‘cooking pot’;
CuCuC Úuhur ‘noon’; CaCiC ™a∑i ‘talk, speech’;
CiCaC risan ‘halter’; CCaCa bÿala ‘clay pot’;
CCiCa ™†iba ‘piece of wood’; CàCiC yàhil ‘child’;
CàCCa sàlfa ‘matter, business’; CaCàC ßaràm
‘harvested fruit’; C(i)CàC simà† ‘eating mat’;
C(u)CàC turàb ‘soil’; CaCìC ≠aßìd ‘porridge’;
CaCìCa darì“a ‘window’; CaCùC xarùf ‘sheep’;
C(i)CìC jifìr ‘basket’; CCiCi ßfiri ‘autumn’;
CiCCa dinya ‘[this] world’; CaCCaC ∑an≠ad ‘king
mackerel’; CiCCiC ≠i“rig ‘type of purgative’;
CaCCàC sammà∑ ‘fisherman’; CiCCùC bindùl
‘area of ship’s deck’; CiCCàC bindàr ‘storeroom
on a ship’; CaCCìC zanjìl ‘chain’; CaCCàCa
†affàya ‘ashtray’; CiCCàCa dirwàza ‘gate’;
CaCCùC ßalbùx ‘shingle’; CàCàC sàmàn ‘stuff,
gear’; CàCùC hàmùr ‘grouper [fish]’; CàCùCa
xà“ùga ‘spoon’; CìCàC nì“àn ‘target’; CàCìCa
fànìla ‘undervest’; maCCaC ma ≠à“ ‘salary’;
maCCaCa maÚlama ‘injustice’; maCCiCa
maßbina ‘group of men who launch a boat’;
miCCaC mi“xal ‘sieve’; miCCaCa mirfa ≠a ‘food
storage hoist’ (A); miCCiCa mifliga ‘oyster-
knife’; miCCàC mìdàr ‘fishhook’; miCCàCa
millàla ‘food storage hoist’ (B); maCCùC mamrùs
‘type of sweet mash’; m(i)CaCCiC m≠allim
‘Qur ±àn teacher’ (B); m(i)CaCCaC m™ammar
‘dish of rice and date molasses’; miCCiC mi ≠ris
bridegroom’; mistaCCaC mista“fa ‘hospital’.

A few nouns of very local reference end in the
suffix -ò e.g. ™alwayò ‘a type of fish’, ∑àftò ‘keel-
son [in maritime terminology]’, ndèndò ‘type of
dance with drum accompaniment’.

The -iyya suffix is also productive, e.g. †alliyya
‘mist’, fahmiyya ‘understanding’, ahliyya ‘fam-
ily’, ßi™™iyya ‘health’ ≠aßriyya ‘afternoon’ (cf. the
Omani dialects).

2.2.4.2 External and internal plural
Internal
aCCàC aÿrà“ < ©ar“a ‘bottle’
aCCiCa amµila < maµal ‘proverb’
aCCuC a“hur < “ahar ‘month’

CuCaC ∑uwal < ∑ùla ‘stove’
C(i)CaC rkab < rikba ‘knee’
C(i)CiC s†ir < sa†ir ‘line’
C(u)CuC ™ßur < ™aßìr ‘mat’
CaCàC banàt < bint ‘girl’ 
C(i)CàC ∑làb < ∑alb ‘dog’
C(u)CùC glùb < galb ‘heart’
CaCìC ™arìm < ™urma ‘woman, wife’
CuCìC gufìf < guffa ‘basket’
CuCC ÿurb < ÿarìb stranger’
CiCCiC ™immil < ™àmil ‘pregnant’
CCaCàn ßbayàn < ßabi ‘boy’
CiCCàn firgàn < firì© ‘neighborhood’
CuCCàn ßuxlàn < ßxala ‘young goat’
C(i)CàCa digàla < digla ‘mast’ 
CaCàCa jamàra < jamri ‘person from Bani 

Jamra’
CaCàCìC galàlìf < gallàf ‘shipwright’
CawàCCìC jawàlbìt < jàlbùt ‘small boat’
CiCCàC tijjàr < tàjir ‘merchant’
CìCCàC sìbàn < sàb ‘irrigation channel’
CaCàCCa nawàx≈a < nòxa≈a ‘sea-captain’
CaCàCwa naxàlwa < naxlàwi, naxxàl ‘palm-

cultivator’
CaCàyCa bawàyga < bàyig ‘thief’
CaCàCiC gawà†i < gù†i ‘tin, packet’
CaCàyiC ∑anàyin < ∑anna ‘daughter-in-law’
CaCàCìn balàdìn < bilàd ‘village’
CaCàCi ≠aßàri < ≠aßriyya ‘afternoon’
C(i)CàCi jimà≠i < jum≠a ‘Friday’
maCàCiC mafàli© < mifliga ‘knife for opening 

clams’
maCàCìC magàßìß < magßùß ‘bankrupt person’
maCaCCa ma†aw≠a < m†awwa ≠ (A) ‘religious 

teacher’

anomalous or rare patterns:
CiCìC sinìn < sana ‘year’ 
aCàCiC aràyil ~ aràjil ‘foot’ (alternative

to ryùl ~ rjùl) < rijl ~ rìl
ubuhàt < abu ‘father’
ummahàt < umm ‘mother’

External plurals for human nouns are mainly
formed with -ìn masc. and -àt fem., the latter
also being used for borrowings, e.g. bàßàt < bàß

‘bus’. -a is used for some human nouns of the
CaCCàC pattern, e.g. ™addàda ‘ironmongers’.
The -iyya suffix is used for some male human
nouns, e.g. drèwiliyya < drèwil ‘driver’, espe-
cially those ending in the relational -i, e.g.
bnàtiyya < bnàti ‘effeminate man’, †ir†angiyya <
†ir†angi ‘layabout’.
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2.2.4.3 Diminutives
Diminutives are much used by women, some-
times with a hypocoristic, sometimes a pejora-
tive sense. Examples: ßbay ‘little boy’ bnayya
‘[nice] little girl’ (these two often used to refer to
bride and groom), ≠uwènàt ‘[nice] little eyes’,
wlèdàt ‘[nice] little kiddies [at Qur ±àn school, of
either sex]’; but ™bayyib ahlik ‘your family’s lit-
tle darling’, umayma ‘[your] little mother’, and
mraytik ‘your little wife’, all sarcastic. In story-
telling, diminutives are especially common, e.g.
∂™èwa ‘[little] forenoon’, µwèb ‘[little] dress’,
mrègdàt ‘[little] beds’. A diminutive in pattern
but not meaning is msayyàn ‘in the evening’ (cf.
Classical Arabic muÿayribàn).

The suffix -ùna is used to denote a small exam-
ple, or a bit, e.g ™abbùna < ™abb in ™abbùnat
raggi ‘a little watermelon’. Note also ßÿayrùn
‘little, unimportant’. 

CaCCùC is used for the diminutive of names,
e.g. ammùn < amìna, la††ùf < la†ìfa, xallùd < xàlid.
The suffix -ò or -aw is also used for this purpose,
e.g. xalìlò, zambaw (< zènabaw), fi∂∂aw (< fi∂∂a).

2.2.4.4 Vocatives
There is a complex system of vocatives involving
bipolar address forms, e.g. yàbù-k, yàxù-k,
yàxt-i∑, yumma-k, yà nasìb-ik, etc., as well as
(yà) yubba, (yà) yumma. See Holes (2001:4, 8,
19); Yassin (1977).

2.2.4.5 Adjectives
The following are additional to the nominal 
patterns:

CaCC, e.g. ÿal© ‘difficult to understand’
CaCCàn, e.g. †ab≠àn, pl. †abà≠a ‘shipwrecked’
CaCCàCi, e.g. waggàfi, pl. waggàfiyya ‘in a

standing position’, ga ≠≠àdi ‘in a sitting posi-
tion’. The pattern is also applied to specific
styles of artefact or activity, e.g. ba™™àri ‘type
of ma∑bùs’, ™addàri and nawwàri two types
of singing. 

CaCCùC ~ CaCCìC, intensive patterns, e.g.
akkùl ~ a∑∑ùl and a∑∑ìl, pl. a∑à∑ìl ‘greedy’. 

CàCùC, intensive pattern, e.g. “àÿùl ‘hard-
working’.

CaCCa: the feminine of some CaCìC adjectives,
e.g. xanµa ‘catamite’.

CuCàC: plural of some adjectives, e.g. kubàr
‘old’

CiCCaC: plural of some adjectives, e.g. ≠ittag
‘old’, sg. ≠atìj.

2.2.4.6 Color and deficiency adjectives
aCCaC masc., CaCCa fem., e.g. aswad, sòda
‘black’. In the A dialect some of the masculine
forms are resyllabified because of the gahawa 
syndrome, e.g. xaÚar ‘green’, vatam ‘dumb’. The
plural is CuCC in the A dialects, CuCCàn in the B,
e.g. sumur/simràn ‘brown-skinned’, ™ùl/™ùlàn
‘squint-eyed’.

2.2.4.7 Elatives
These are formed as in Classical Arabic. The
aCCaC pattern has been extended, however, e.g.
a“wa < “way ‘better’, astad < ustàd ‘more expert’
(B), a“µan < “è†àn ‘naughtier’. adna, elative of
dani ‘inferior’ is used in constructs in the form
adnàt with the sense ‘the least . . . /the
worst . . .’, e.g. adnàt i“-“ay ‘the least little thing’

2.2.5 Numerals
‘One’: is wà™id, wa™da fem. It precedes the noun
as an indefinite article (2.2.3.2), and follows it to
signify ‘one’ (as opposed to ‘two’, etc.), e.g. b-agùl
lik “ay wà™id ‘I’ll tell you one thing, . . .’, marra
wa™da ‘in one go, all at once’. Note also the
phrase ∑am wà™id/wa™da ‘how many?’, to which
the answer is, e.g., iµna ≠“ar wà™id/wa™da ‘twelve’.

‘Two’: is µnèn, µintèn fem. (A variant hintèn).
The dual or the plural followed by ‘two’ can be
used, with no difference in meaning, e.g. bintèn
or banàt µintèn ‘two daughters’. Some speakers,
A and B, have a feminine form µnèna, e.g. kbùr
ifnèna ‘two graves’ (B village example).

‘Three’ to ‘ten’: the gender polarity system is
as in Modern Standard Arabic, with no reanaly-
sis of forms with -t. Telling the time: the mascu-
line form is normally used (except sà≠a µintèn
‘two o’clock’); in enumerating some currency
and similar units, B speakers use the singular
noun, e.g. falàfa dìnàr ‘three dinars’, xamsa lakk
‘fifty thousand’ (but always xams rubbiyàt ‘five
rupees’).

‘Eleven’ to ‘nineteen’: when enumerating, all
speakers use the long form, e.g xamsta ≠“ar sana
‘fifteen years’; in counting, and when no noun is
mentioned, the A speakers have the short form
without -ar, the B the long (data on this last
point are at odds with Al-Tajir 1983:97).

‘Hundred’: miya or imya, pl. miyàt
‘Thousand’: alf, pl. ulùf. ulùf ilulùf ‘thousands

upon thousands’
Larger numbers: lakk, pl. lkùk signifies a large

number (cf. English ‘zillion’), for some speakers
10,000, for others 100,000.
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Ordinal numbers are regular, except that
‘sixth’ has alternatives forms, sàdis and sàtt.

Count nouns: some B speakers use the -àya
suffix, e.g. †amà†àya ‘a [single] tomato’; for ani-
mals, ràs is used, e.g. ifna ≠“ar ràs bagar ‘twelve
cows’; for any sphere-like object, ™abba, e.g.
™abbat raggi ‘a [single] watermelon’, arba ≠ xams
™abbàt ‘four or five [pearls]’.

2.2.6 Verbs

2.2.6.1 Forms

2.2.6.1.1 Form I

i. Perfect stems
In the A dialects, the factor determining the
first vowel in the perfect stem is phonological
(see 2.1.1.2). In the B village dialects, it is mor-
phological, corresponding to the Classical
Arabic split between roots with v2 /a/, which
have a dialectal a-a pattern, and those with /i/,
/u/, which have a dialectal i-i or u-u pattern,
depending on the combination of consonants
in C2 and C3 (cf. the Omani sedentary
dialects). The B urban dialects are a compro-
mise: verbs which in Classical Arabic have v2

/a/ are a-a, but Classical Arabic verbs with v2

/i/ which are transitive are reclassified into the
a-a group (although ‘mixed’ i-a forms of the
“irab-type are also heard), while intransitives
have an i-a pattern, not i-i (Table 7).

ii. Imperfect stems
A dialects: if C2 or C3 is a guttural, the theme
vowel is /a/, and the prefix vowel /i/, e.g.
yig≠ad, yi†bax. A few older speakers have
forms of the yag≠ad-type in this verb class, as
in Najd. If C1 is a guttural, the stem vowel is
/i/ and the prefix vowel /a/, the form then
being resyllabified according to the rule
already given, e.g. y≠arf < ya ≠rif, yxa†ib <
yax†ub. In non-guttural stems, the A dialect

follows the Classical Arabic system: theme
vowel /a/ for Classical Arabic /a/, otherwise
theme vowel /i/ or /u/ depending on the con-
sonants in the C2 and C3 position, with the
prefix vowel typically opposite in height from
the theme vowel, e.g. yilbas, yi“rab but yabriz,
ya≈kir, yaßbur. 

B dialects: the theme vowel mirrors that of
Classical Arabic: /a/ where Classical Arabic
has /a/, and a high vowel (close front or open
back depending on consonant environment)
where Classical Arabic has /i/ or /u/. The pre-
fix vowel is always /i/.

2.2.6.1.2 Derived forms
Noteworthy semantic aspects are as follows:

Form II is mainly causative, but also: denomi-
native, e.g. naggaß ‘to get lumpy’ < nugß ‘lump’;
extensive, e.g. lagga† ‘to pick up in large quanti-
ties’; and estimative, e.g. bawwag ‘to declare
someone to be a thief [bàyig]’. A number of
Form II verbs have freely varying Form III forms,
e.g. layyam-làyam ‘to go around collecting’,
with the same extensive sense.

Form IV exists only in a few fixed expressions,
e.g. aÿnàk allàh ‘May God enrich you!’, a™sant
‘thank you’ (lit. ‘you have done well’), having
been replaced by Forms I and (mainly) II.

Forms V and VI: in the perfect the vowel of the
t- prefix is often elided; in the imperfect the A
dialects have iyt-, tti-, nti- whereas the B have 
yit-, tit-, nit-. Form V is often reflexive or pas-
sive, e.g. tiba††a† ‘to burst open’, tima““ak ‘to
become torn, tattered’. Form VI often implies
gradation or repetition, e.g. tigàßar ‘to peter
out’, timàyal ‘to sway, incline’.

Form VII is the normal means of passiviza-
tion. There are a few verbs with a Form VIII
alternative, e.g. inbàg, ibtàg both ‘to be stolen’.
The in- may be prefixed to Forms II, e.g.
in≠awwar ‘to get hurt’, and V, e.g. intifarrag ‘to
become dispersed’.

Table 7. Perfect Stems

Classical A B B
Arabic dialects villages urban

“ariba [trans.] “arab “irib “arab ‘he drank’
za ≠ila [intrans.] za ≠al zi≠il zi≠al ‘he got upset’
kaµura [intrans.] kiµar ∑ufur kufar ‘it grew more numerous’
∂araba Úarab ∂arab ∂arab ‘he hit’
kataba kitab katab katab ‘he wrote’
dafa ≠a difa ≠ dafa ≠ dafa ≠ ‘he pushed’
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Form X is very productive, especially of
change-of-state verbs: istamarr ‘to become bit-
ter’, ista™mag ‘to get angry’. The ista- prefix is
occasionally prefixed to other forms, e.g. Form
III, e.g. istafàham ‘to come to an understanding’. 

2.2.6.1.3 Internal passive
The internal passive occurs commonly in a few
fixed phrases, e.g. wà™id yigàl lih ‘someone
called . . .’, wlidt (A)/xlukt (B villages) ‘I was
born’; otherwise sporadically e.g. al™ìn ruwyat,
tin©a™ ‘now it [crop] has been watered, it’ll
grow’ (B village); lèn yinzaf u yisikk illò™ ‘when
it has been baled out and the timbers have tight-
ened’ (A). 

2.2.6.2 Inflection 

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect

Table 8. Inflection imperfect (A dialects)

yaktib ‘he writes’ singular plural

1st àktib naktib
2nd m. taktib tikitbùn
2nd f. tikitbìn
3rd m. yaktib yikitbùn
3rd f. taktib

These are the canonical syllable structures for A
imperfect forms. Those with the a-stem vowel
have yisma ≠, yisim≠ùn-type forms. Those with C1
= guttural have y≠arf, y≠arfùn-type. See 2.2.6.1.1
(ii) above.

Table 9. Inflection imperfect (B dialects)

Theme vowel /i/, /u/:
yiktib ‘he writes’ singular plural

1st aktib niktib
2nd m. tiktib tikitbùn
2nd f. tikitbìn
3rd m. yiktib yikitbùn
3rd f. tiktib

Theme vowel /a/:
yisma ≠ ‘he hears’ singular plural

1st asma ≠ nisma ≠

2nd m. tisma ≠ tisma≠ùn
2nd f. tisma ≠ìn
3rd m. yisma ≠ yisma ≠ùn
3rd f. tisma ≠

Syllable structure in B dialects suffixed forms 
thus depends on whether the theme-vowel is high
or low. 

Aspect/mood prefixes: all dialects have b- for
proximate intent. Some B dialects have d- for
continuous/habitual aspect (see 2.1.3.4). gà ≠id is
used more widely to express continuous or iter-
ative processes.

The imperative: A dialects: iktib, kitbi (or kit-
bay), kitbu (or kitbaw); B: iktib, iktibi, iktibu.
The negative imperative is A: là tiktib/tikitbi/tik-
itbu; B: là tiktib/tiktibi/tiktibu. 

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect

Table 10. Inflection perfect (A dialects)

kitab ‘he wrote’ singular plural

1st kitabt kitabna
2nd m. kitabt kitabtaw
2nd f. kitabti/kitabtay
3rd m. kitab ktibaw
3rd f. ktibat

Consonant-initial suffixes can be replaced with 
-èt-type in any type of stem in the A dialects, e.g.
kitbèt, gàlèna, tzawwajètaw, but this type of
form is now becoming obsolete.

Table 11. Inflection perfect (B dialects)

katab ‘ he wrote’ singular plural

1st katabt katabna
2nd m. katabt katabtùn(a)
2nd f. katabtìn(a)
3rd m. katab katabaw
3rd f. katabat

Verbs with an i-i (in Manàma i-a) stem have 3rd
person forms of the type sim≠at, sim≠u. 

2.2.6.3 Participles
The morphology of participles is similar to
Classical Arabic. CvCCàn is productive, e.g.
jù≠àn (variant jè ≠àn) ‘hungry’, ∂ar†àn ‘useless [lit
‘farty’]’, ki“™àn ‘cursed with bad luck’.

2.2.6.4 Verbal nouns
Form I. The most common patterns are:

CaCC †abx/†abix ‘cooking’
CiCC ∑iµr, ∑iµir, kufr (B) ‘amount’
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CuCC kubr, kubur, ∑ubr (B) ‘size’
CiCaC rifa ≠ ‘height’
CaCCa jèba ‘bringing’
CuCCa buÿya ‘desire’
CaCàC ÿaràs ‘planting’
C(u)CùC blùÿ ‘attaining, puberty’
CaCàCa ÿa“àma ‘naivety’
C(i)CàCa ™iyàka ‘weaving’
CaCìC barìx ‘pulling a boat in on a rope’
C(i)CìCa nizìfa ‘baling out’
C(u)CùCa ru†ùba ‘humidity’
CiCCàn dikràn (B) ‘remembrance’
CaCaCàn “ayalàn ‘removal’ (IIy)
maCCaCa ma™abba ‘love’

Derived form verbal nouns that are original to
the dialects (and which are attested in Classical
Arabic) are:

II: tvCCùC ta ≠lùm ‘teaching’
tiCCàC tiswà ‘doing, deed’
taCCìCa tasgìya ‘watering’ 
CvCCàC giffàl ‘ending of the pearling 

season’, yabbàb ‘ululation’.
III: m(u)CàCaC mràma™ ‘kicking, 

struggling’.

Modern Standard Arabic-type verbal nouns
Forms V, VI, VII, VIII, and X do occur, but not
in uneducated speech.

2.2.7 Weak verbs

2.2.7.1 Geminates
Perfect forms with consonant-initial suffixes are
on the usual pattern CaCCèC, e.g. raddèt ‘I
returned’. There is contraction in the active par-
ticiple of Form I, e.g. hàbb rì™ ‘dextrous, expert’.
But in Forms III and VI, there is no vowel con-
traction, e.g. ™àjajòni ‘they argued with me’,
yit™àjaj ‘he gets into an argument’, m“àdid
‘resistant’.

2.2.7.2 I± verbs
In the perfect of Form I, some verbs lose the ini-
tial /±/, e.g. akal, axa≈ and behave like strong
verbs. In the A dialects, akal and axa≈ have
alternatives kal and xa≈ which behave like dou-
bled verbs. In other verbs the lost /±/ is replaced
by vowel length, e.g. àman ‘to be safe’, àmar ‘to
order’. In all cases, the imperfect is of the form
yàCCvC, e.g. yàkil, yàmin and the active par-
ticiple màxi≈, màmir etc. In Forms II and III, / ±/

has either been (a) lost, e.g. a≈≈an ‘to call to
prayer’ or (b) replaced by a semi-vowel, e.g.
waddam ~ yaddam ‘to feed’, wànas ‘to keep
someone company’. In case (a), in the imperfect,
it reappears: yi ±a≈≈in, yi ±akkil. In Form VII it is
preserved, e.g. in±axa≈, in±akal, but in Form X it
is lost, e.g. istànas ‘to be content’.

Form I imperatives: there is much variation,
but the main forms are: A dialects ikil, ikli,
iklaw; B kil, ikli, iklu (with ∑ in villages).

2.2.7.3 Iw verbs
The /w/ is preserved in the Form I imperfect in all
dialects, becoming yò- or yù-, e.g. yòguf, yòßal,
yù≠a, and in the imperative, e.g. òguf ‘stop!’.
One verb of Form VIII fails to assimilate it:
iwta ≠a ‘to become aware of’.

2.2.7.4 IIw/y verbs
The vowel of the Form I imperative is always
long: gùl ‘say’, etc. In the passive participle, /y/
and /w/ are treated as strong consonants (with /w/
→ /y/), e.g. madyùs ‘trodden on’, mabyù≠ ‘sold’,
ma“yùf ‘seen’, mabyùg ‘stolen’. The Form VIII
perfect behaves as Form I, e.g. i™tijt ‘I needed’, gilt
‘I said’.

2.2.7.5 IIIy verbs
There are two types: the /a/-type, e.g. nisa/yinsa
and the /i/-type, e.g. mi“a/yim“i. Verbs which in
Classical Arabic had final-hamza lost it and
were absorbed into the /a/-type, e.g. gara/yigra,
and Classical Arabic final-/w/ verbs have been
absorbed by the /i/-type, e.g. ™aba/ya™bi ‘to
crawl’. One verb is differently classified by the
dialects: A baÿa/yabÿi ~ yabbi, B baÿa/yibÿa
(and variants yibba, yubba, yumba) ‘to want’. 

All Bahraini dialects have masculine impera-
tives which lack a final -i, e.g. ≠a† ‘give!’, wall
‘clear off!’, i“tak ‘complain!’. A further peculiar-
ity of the A dialects only is that (like → Najdi
dialects) they allow iCC imperative forms, e.g.
ibg ‘stay!’, im“ ‘go!’. Other verbs, somewhat
unpredictably, have an epenthetic vowel, e.g.
imi“ (variant of mi“) ‘go!’, igir ‘read!’, irim
‘throw!’, i“iw ‘roast!’. The B speakers have mi“
‘go!’ but ibga/igra/irmi-type forms for the mas-
culine imperative in other verbs. 

Peculiarities of the B dialects: in the perfect of
the /a/-type, the radical /y/ shows up in the 3rd
person forms, e.g. nisyat, nisyaw. In the imper-
fect, the endings of the suffixed forms of the
imperfect are -èn and -òn, e.g. tinsèn, tinsòn.
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2.2.7.6 Irregular verbs
The verb ja (B)/ya (A) ‘to come’ has irregular
inflection (Table 12).

Table 12. Inflection of the verb ja/ya

singular A B A B

1st yìt jìt ayi aji
2nd m. yìt jìt tyi ijji
2nd f. yìti jìtìn tyìn ijjìn
3rd m. ya ja iyi iji
3rd f. yat ~ yàt jat tyi ijji

plural

1st yìna jìna nyi inji
2nd yìtaw jìtùn tyùn ijjùn
3rd yaw jaw iyùn ijùn

In the A dialect, the perfect 3rd pers. pl., when
suffixed, has forms of the type yawwòk ‘they
came to you’ as a variant of yòk.

2.2.8 Quadriliterals
These are very common. The main types: redu-
plicatives, e.g. lamlam ‘to collect together’;
echoic, mimetic in which C2 = /l, r, n/, e.g. balbaß

‘to dangle’, dandar ‘to bicker’; C2 = /w/ in color
verbs and bodily states (replacing Classical
Arabic Form IX), e.g. bòya∂ ‘to be whitish, go
white’, fò“a™ ‘to be bow-legged’, and denomina-
tives, e.g. sòlaf ‘to chat’ < sàlfa ‘matter, affair’,
with reciprocal form tisòlaf ‘to chat to each
other’; C2 = /y/ in denominatives, e.g. tèrab ‘to
dance the trènbò [a kind of wedding dance]’,
and with a t- prefix denotes bodily/mental states,
e.g. tkèsal ‘to be lazy, backslide’, tßèmax ‘to pre-
tend to be deaf’(→ Kuwaiti Arabic, → Omani
Arabic); C2 = /r, n/ inserted into triliteral, e.g.
“arbak ‘to ensnare’ < “abak ‘net’, t™anda ‘to
groan’ < ™ada ‘to urge, goad’. Others fall into no
particular form: la ≠waz ‘to make dirty’, tga“mar
‘to joke, play tricks’. Apart from the above,
there are denominatives formed from secondary
forms, e.g. tmalfa ≠ ‘to wear a black filigree face-
veil (= malfa ≠)’.

Inflection, participle formation, and verbal
nouns (where they exist) conform to the pat-
terns already described, e.g. verbal nouns: 
dandara ‘bickering’, mfò“a™ ‘state of being bow-
legged’, mtèrab ‘performance of a type of 
wedding dance’.
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Clive Holes (University of Oxford)

Bambara

1 . B a m b a r a  a n d  A r a b i c

Bambara is the largest language family of the
Mande group (Niger-Congo family). From the
19th century onward, Bambara gained influence
in the region as lingua franca of trade and army,
and, through Bambara-speakers, in French
administration and education. It is now the pre-
dominant lingua franca in → Mali and Eastern
Senegal, and it is also spoken in Gambia,
Burkina Faso, Guinea, and Sierra Leone (Baldi
1992:1–3), by a total of approximately 10 mil-
lion or more people as first (around 2.8 million)
or second language (<www.ethnologue.com>).
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In the 1st millennium C.E., Arabic came to West
Africa as the language of trade and Islam. It was
the first written language in the region and an
important source of loans for Mande languages.
In the course of their ongoing contacts with
Arab traders, speakers of Mande languages
started converting to Islam from the 9th century
onward. In the 11th century, al-Bakrì describes
how Arab Muslims lived in the Mande region
and Mande rulers converted to Islam. Islam and
Islamic education became well established in the
region in the 14th–16th centuries. Yet, the
Bambara did not convert in large numbers until
the 18th century.

Bambara probably borrowed from Arabic in 
the first place through the intermediary of other
Mande languages, as well as → Songhay and →
Fulfulde, while contact with native speakers of
Arabic was limited. The influence of Arabic on
Bambara remained restricted to the borrowing
of a relatively small number of loans (Baldé
1980: 208; Calvet 1974:205; Toure 1983:34).
Since the 1950s, a growing number of Bambara-
speakers have achieved fluency in Modern
Standard Arabic through modern Arabic
schools, a development that might affect the
influence of Arabic in the future. The use of
Arabic is moreover highly valued within the
learned religious elite.

2 . P h o n o l o g i c a l  a n d  
m o r p h o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n s

The number of Arabic loans in Bambara is too
small to establish rules for phonological and
morphological changes (Lagarde 1988:25).
Authors also note that their list of loans is
incomplete. Bailleul (1996) marks 220 loans,
Lagarde (1988:5–18) supplies a list of 219, Baldi
(1992:17–24) 140, Baldé (1980:200–205) 78,
and Calvet (1974: 213) 50.

Drawing on terms introduced by P. F. Lacroix,
Baldé (1980:196; also Toure 1983:35–36) dif-
ferentiates between ‘loans’ and ‘quotations’.
Loans are phonologically and morphologically
integrated into Bambara, show semantic shift,
and occur in all registers. Quotations remain
largely unchanged as ‘imitations’ of Arabic and
are restricted to certain speakers and certain 
registers. They are replaced by other terms in
other registers even by the same speakers. Quo-
tations draw especially on the semantic field of

religion and are associated with knowledge 
of Islam and of sacred language (Baldé 1980:
206–207). In what follows only loans are 
considered.

Baldi (1992:4), Lagarde (1988:30–39), and
Toure (1983:9–20) supply several constants of
phonological and morphological change. Most
changes are governed by a maximum in phonetic
ease, since certain Arabic phonemes are difficult 
to pronounce for native speakers of Bambara. 
The consonants r, d, and l are interchangeable in
Bambara and, consequently, also in loans.
Consonants and vowels in the Arabic word are
sometimes deleted in the beginning (bada <
±abadan ‘always/never’), middle, and especially
at the end of loanwords (naamu < nàmùs ‘mos-
quito(es)’). In initial position only the vowels a
and i are kept. After final consonants vowels are
often added; in consonant clusters a vowel is
often inserted (hakili < ≠aql ‘mind, reason’). In
diphthongs the first vowel is dropped. Long
vowels are sometimes preserved and sometimes
shortened, whereas short vowels may be length-
ened. Metathesis may occur, and even three con-
sonants may change their position (bàtàki <
kataba ‘to write’). Prenasalization occurs in ini-
tial (ntamaru < tamrun ‘dates’), middle, and
final position. Geminate consonants are usually
replaced by the single consonant, but some-
times they are preserved; in other cases, the gem-
inate consonant is replaced by a single
consonant and a long vowel (jiidi < jiddan
‘very’). Final vowels appear in certain loans (e.g.
kalimu < qalamu ‘pen’), probably through con-
sistent final vocalization in Islamic education,
while they are omitted in others. Sometimes the
nunation changes into the corresponding vowel
(abada < ±abadan ‘always/never’) or a nasal
sound. The Arabic article al- is sometimes omit-
ted, especially when it is assimilated to the first
consonant of the noun. When the loanword
retains the Arabic article al-, the vowel i is
inserted (àlìkama < al-qam™ ‘wheat’, àlìjene
‘paradise’ < al-janna). Sometimes, the article is
reanalyzed as part of the word, in the form la-~l-
(lahaji < al-™àjjì ‘pilgrim’, lasiri < al-±aßl ‘origin’,
làfiya ‘leisure time’ < al-≠àfiya ‘health, well-
being’).

The following changes of phonemes are men-
tioned by Baldi (1992:4-17), Lagarde (1988:26-
30), and Toure (1983): d, t, r, s, k, l, n, w are
usually preserved. The glottal stop ± becomes h
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(hadama < (ibn) ±àdam ‘human being’); w (bal-
awu < balà ±un ‘misfortune’); y, a nasal ending
(kàlan < qara ±a ‘to read’); a long vowel; or it dis-
appears. b is preserved, but sometimes changes
into f in intervocalic position (tufa < †ùb
‘brick(s)’). The interdental µ becomes s or t,
while ≈ is preserved or becomes j, r, or l. The
sibilant z becomes j (jaka < zakàt ‘alms tax’) or
disappears, “ is preserved or becomes s (sitane <
“ay†àn ‘Satan’). The emphatic consonants ß, ∂, †
become s, d, t, while Ú becomes s, j, or z, and q
becomes k, g, or a long vowel. The velar x
becomes k (kibaru < xabar ‘news’), h, g, or dis-
appears (àlàmisa < al-xamìs ‘Thursday’); the
voiced velar ÿ becomes g, k, y, or disappears
(baliku < bàliÿ ‘adult’). The pharyngeal ™ usually
becomes h or disappears (hijàbu ‘divine protec-
tion’ < ™ijàb ‘veil, amulet’, làkìka ‘true, real’ < al-
™aqìqa ‘truth’), the voiced pharyngeal ≠ usually
becomes a long vowel or disappears (juma <
jum≠a ‘Friday’, àràba < ±arbi ≠à ± ‘Wednesday’, but
dùba ‘blessing’ < du ≠à ± ‘prayer’, làánsàra ‘after-
noon prayer’ < al-≠aßr); h is usually preserved,
especially at the beginning of the word (hami <
hamm ‘worry, desire’). 

3 . S e m a n t i c  d o m a i n s  o f  l o a n s

Some loans keep their original meaning, while
others add new nuances or meanings (Toure
1983:36). Authors differ as to the proportion of
loans relating to specified semantic domains, but
general trends emerge. Religion is an important
field of borrowing, but altogether non-religious
loans outnumber religious loans. Toure
(1983:35) mentions 52 percent of loans related
to religion, Lagarde (1988:19) 41.2 percent,
Baldé (1980:200-205) 32 percent, Baldi (1998:
17-24) 25 percent, and Bailleul (1996) 22.7 per-
cent. Trade and domains related to trade – such
as money (e.g., d–r–me ‘piece of five francs’ <
daràhim ‘dirhams [pl.]’), measurements, food,
and products of material culture – are another
important field of borrowing. Other loans relate
to semantic domains such as greetings, time and
space, economics, politics, legislation, military,
and sociocultural, intellectual, and domestic life,
including ethical qualifications such as hasidi <
™àsid ‘envious’ and bàkilu < baxìl ‘greedy’.
Several verbs and adverbs as well as many per-
sonal names are borrowed, too (Baldé 1980:
200-205; Lagarde 1988:19; Toure 1983:20-25),
e.g. hàlàki < hallaka ‘to destroy’, joora ‘to visit
[a saint’s tomb]’ < zàra ‘to visit’, jiidi ‘to increase’

< zàda/yazìdu. In some cases verbs seem to have
been formed from Arabic nominals, e.g. bawu~
bawuli ‘to urinate’ < bawl ‘urine’, dùrùsi ‘to
memorize’ < durùs ‘lessons [pl.]’; adverbs
include hali ‘even, so’ < (≠alà kulli) ™àl ‘in any
case’ (?), abada < ±abadan ‘always, never’, and
baasi ‘bad’ < ba ±s.

Nowadays, there seems to be a trend to
replace Arabic loans with French loans in certain
semantic domains. Calvet (1974:211) notes that
there are no loans of Bambara origin in Arabic.
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Dinie Bouwman (Groningen The Netherlands)

Bangladesh

The position of the Arabic language in Bang-
ladesh has undergone a dramatic change over
the last three decades, influenced by domestic
political changes and the country’s evolving rela-
tionship with Arabic-speaking nations. 

Bangladesh came into existence in 1971 after
a lengthy nationalist movement which empha-
sized the linguistic identity of the Bengali popu-
lation of the eastern part of Pakistan. The ethnic
homogeneity of the population (about 98 per-
cent of the people are Bengalis and speak
Bengali), the low level of literacy, and the lin-
guistic nationalism that inspired the population
during the nationalist era have all helped to min-
imize the use of any other languages in public
life. During the Pakistani era (1947–1971) the
introduction of Urdu as the sole state language
and the government’s insistence on its use as a
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medium of communication hardened the nega-
tive attitude of the literate Bengali community
toward both the Urdu and Arabic languages,
perhaps because of the misconception that both
belong to the same language family. The mis-
conception stems from Urdu’s use of Arabic
script. However, Arabic continued to enjoy
respect as the language of religious texts (i.e. the
Qur ±àn) and was offered as an optional course at
secondary level (grades 6–10). Following inde-
pendence, Arabic lost further ground, and was
dropped altogether from the school curriculum.
At university level, however, Arabic language
and culture remained a subject of study,
although relatively few students were attracted
to the subject. The Department of Arabic at 
the University of Dhaka, established in 1921,
remained active and continued offering a 
three-year bachelor’s degree and a one-year mas-
ter’s degree.

The situation began to change in the mid-
1970s when the Arabic language started to draw
the attention of a larger population. This may be
attributed to a number of reasons. First, the
political changes in 1975 which deposed the
nationalist leaders and led to strong ties with
Saudi Arabia and other oil-rich Arabic-speaking
countries in the Gulf; second, the massive export
of manpower to these countries (when this labor
migration began in 1976, 217 persons migrated
to Saudi Arabia and 1,989 persons to the United
Arab Emirates; by 2000, the numbers had
reached 144,618 and 34,034 respectively); and
third, the proliferation of religious educational
institutions (primarily madrassahs). Thus, while
the warm relationship between the governments
of Bangladesh and the Arabic-speaking coun-
tries of the Middle East and the Gulf provided
recognition for Arabic as an important language
in the global arena, the increased job opportuni-
ties for professionals and skilled and unskilled
labor have been the impetus for the acquisition
of conversational Arabic by many Bangladeshis.
It is the latter trend that has fostered the growth
of a number of small-scale private Arabic teach-
ing institutes in Bangladesh, mostly set up in the
1980s. The madrassahs, some of which have
received financial support from the Gulf nations
in general and Saudi Arabia in particular, by
contrast have continued teaching religious texts
in Arabic without seeking to convey a broader
understanding of the language. The post-1975
political environment, which emphasized the
‘Islamic identity’ of Bangladeshis, also brought

changes to mainstream public education. Reli-
gious education was reintroduced as a manda-
tory subject at primary (grades 1–5) and
secondary (grades 6–10) levels, and thus Arabic
– as an integral part of religious education –
returned to the schools. The military regime that
came to power in 1975 decreed that Islam
should play a pivotal role in the daily lives of
Bangladeshis which, it was stressed, was the
world’s third most populous Muslim nation. In
this environment Arabic assumed a new sig-
nificance and a greater symbolic value. 

In 1983, the new education policy of the mili-
tary regime proposed Arabic as a mandatory
language course at primary and secondary lev-
els. The government insisted that learning
Arabic would increase job opportunities in
Middle Eastern countries, and would also help
spread Islamic values. The proposal faced resist-
ance from all political parties and the student
community, and was finally withdrawn.

The growth in migration to the Middle East
encouraged the teaching of Arabic in specialized
colleges. In addition to these privately run small
institutions, Arabic language courses are offered
by the Modern Language Institute of the Uni-
versity of Dhaka, and the Islamic Foundation of
Bangladesh, a government institution estab-
lished for the purpose of preaching and propa-
gating the values and ideals of Islam. The private
institutions and the Modern Language Institute
teach Modern Standard Arabic while the focus
of the courses of the Islamic Foundation is
Classical Arabic. This difference is primarily due
to the objectives of the courses and the clientele
they serve. The private institutions offer short
courses to those who are aiming at or have
already been selected for jobs in the Middle East.
Their courses are designed to impart spoken
Arabic and basic writing skills. The Islamic
Foundation offers a two-year, three-tier cur-
riculum. A three-month preparatory course is
followed by a nine-month beginner course.
Successful completion of these courses allows
students to enroll in the one-year advanced
course. The focus of the curriculum is the acqui-
sition of written and spoken language skills. The
students of the curriculum vary from madrassah
students to government officials and profes-
sionals. The Modern Language Institute of
Dhaka University offers a four-tier curriculum
which focuses on language as well as modern
Arabic literature. The four tiers comprise Junior
Certificate, Senior Certificate, Diploma, and
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Higher Diploma. Some of the private universi-
ties established in the 1990s also offer courses in
Arabic. However, unlike the Department of
Arabic at the University of Dhaka, the private
universities emphasize the teaching of the 
Arabic language. A small number of Arabic
journals and magazines are published in
Bangladesh, most of which started publica-
tion in the 1990s. The Department of Arabic 
of Dhaka University publishes Al-Majallatu
’l ≠Arabaiyah. The journals include Ikra and 
Al Islah, and the monthly magazines include 
Al-Kalam and Al-Huda.

→ Bengali, a member of the Indo-European
family of languages, has, over the centuries,
through cultural exchanges, borrowed a number
of words from various languages including Farsi,
Turkic, and Arabic during the Mughal period
(ca. 12th century to ca. 1563). The Perso-Arabic
influence on Bengali vocabulary is also partly due
to the spread of Islam throughout eastern Bengal.
According to Muhammad Shahidullah (2002:
59), one of the most prominent Bengali linguis-
tics scholars, at least 2,500 Arabic words have
been absorbed into Bengali. Words such as
dokan ‘shop’ (Arabic dukkàn), tarikh ‘date’
(ta ±rìx), kolom ‘pen’ (qalam), bonduk ‘gun’
(bunduq), mokaddema ‘litigation’ (muqaddima
‘introduction, premise’), ain ‘law’ (≠ayn ‘essence,
substance’), kanun ‘convention’ (qànùn), adalat
‘court’ (≠adàla ‘justice’), hakim ‘magistrate’
(™àkim), vakil ‘lawyer’ (wakìl), faisala ‘compro-
mise’ (fayßal ‘decisive criterion, arbiter’), afsose
‘to repent’ (±àsif ‘repenting’) are the most obvious
examples. In Bangladesh, as in many other parts
of the world, the distinct choice of words is more
to do with a political/religious/social inclination
than with the level of education. It also reflects
attitudes inherent in religious traditions towards
texts. Thus, the use of Arabic words in daily dis-
course reflects the socialization process of the
users. This is seen in the greetings of salaam
aleykum ‘Peace be unto you’ and the reply wa
aleykum as-salaam ‘Unto you also peace’, the
choice of names (Mohammed, Tanvir, Khaleda,
Fatema), and the names of family members abba
‘father’ and amma ‘mother’.
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Ali Riaz (Illinois State University)

Bedouin Arabic

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Bedouin Arabic is the colloquial Arabic spoken
by speakers who are or consider themselves to
be of Bedouin origin. Bedouin dialects have been
divided into nomadic and semi-nomadic groups,
according to their way of living and its effect 
on their dialects. Bedouin speakers, whether
nomadic or not, constitute one of the two major
demographically determined dialect groups of
colloquial Arabic, the other one being sedentary
dialects. In many regions, however, contem-
porary dialects are mixtures of Bedouin and
sedentary dialects, and the distinction be-
tween Bedouin and sedentary dialects is not
always clear. 

Bedouin dialects exist in almost all regions of
the Arabic-speaking world. The classification of
Arabic dialects into Eastern and Western cuts
also across this group. Accordingly, Bedouin
dialects share certain common features, but 
also differ between the Eastern and Western
regions. At present Bedouin dialects are con-
sidered more conservative than sedentary
dialects, since they retain many ‘Classical’ fea-
tures, lost elsewhere.

Since the beginning of the 20th century
Bedouin tribes’ free roaming has decreased
immensely. The governments of independent
states in the Middle East and North Africa for-
bade them to cross political borders and encour-
aged (even forced) their settlement. Bedouin
sedentarization was, however, already described
as a natural and spontaneous development by Ibn
Xaldùn in the 14th century C.E. 

Although Bedouin usually keep their own
social framework, tribal history, and pride, as
well as their language, modern life (employment
and intermarriages with sedentary wives) affects
their dialects. In such communities, Bedouin
dialects reveal many effects of borrowing, code
mixing, koineization, and leveling.

1.1 Sub-groups of Bedouin dialects

1.1.1 Arabian Peninsula dialects
These are the North Arabian dialects, Hijazi
dialects, Southwest Arabian dialects, and
Omani dialects.
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The North Arabian dialects can be divided
into three groups: A. ≠Anazì, B. ”ammarì, and C.
Syro-Mesopotamian dialects. Cantineau (1936–
1937) also described a mixed group (BC).
Speakers of dialects A and B are usually camel-
herders, whereas the third group includes
mainly sheep herders. The tribes of groups A
and B roam in the area of the peninsula. Group
C tribes are found mainly in the Syrian Desert
and in Jordan, although some ”ammar type
tribes also live in Jordan (e.g. Banì Íaxr, or
Rwala).

Hijazi dialects have been studied in few papers
but certain dialects of the Negev and Sinai are
apparently related to them. Southwest Arabian
dialects include Yemen, Aden, Hadramawt, and
Dhofar. Among Omani dialects there are also
Bedouin tribes. 

1.1.2 Iraq and Iran
Bedouin gëlët dialects in Iraq and in southwest
Iran (Khuzistan) have been studied and de-
scribed. These dialects are rather old in the region,
dating back to about the 13th century C.E.

1.1.3 Sinai
This area can be considered a link between
dialects of the Negev, northeastern Egyptian and
Hijazi Bedouin dialects (de Jong 2000).

1.1.4 Egypt
Bedouin dialects in Egypt are found to the east
and the west of the Nile. As Egypt is linguisti-
cally very complex, recent studies have revealed
ex-Bedouin dialect features and mixtures of such
dialects.

1.1.5 Western Bedouin dialects in North
Africa 
These are found in Libya, Tunis, Algeria, and
Morocco. They originated in several waves of
migration from the Arabian Peninsula starting
in the 9th century (Banì Sulaym, Banì ≠Uqayl,
Banì Hilàl) and some are influenced by local
Berber dialects. 

1.1.6 Sub-Saharan Bedouin dialects 
There are Bedouin dialects found in Sub-
Saharan areas, e.g. Sudan, Chad, Nigeria, and
Mauritania, whose speakers arrived there
apparently within the last 300 years.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
*q is a phoneme that marks Bedouin dialects,
being articulated as a voiced stop /g/, and an
affricate /j/ or a fronted (palatalized) /gy/. In some
dialects /q/ is used, however, as substitute for /ÿ/.
*k is articulated in certain Eastern Bedouin
dialects as a fronted affricate /∑/ or /ƒ/. This
phoneme, too, is a marker of Bedouin dialects.
The affricates /∑, j/ occur in the Syrian Desert
fringe, in Jordan, northern Israel, and northwest-
ern Arabia; the allophones /g, k/ occur, e.g. in the
Hijaz, the Negev, Sinai, and North Africa; and
the affricates /dz, ƒ/ occur in inner Arabian
dialects, such as the ”ammar dialects. 

*j reveals preference for a voiced affricate
articulation. In the ”ammar dialects in the
Arabian Peninsula, Jordan, and Sinai a fronted
(palatalized) /dy/ is found. In certain Omani and
Bahraini dialects this phoneme is palatalized and
fronted up to /y/.

The interdental fricatives /µ, ≈, Ú/, are retained
in Bedouin dialects, unlike many urban seden-
tary dialects. 

The glottal stop / ±/ usually undergoes pro-
cesses similar to sedentary Arabic dialects, often
becoming a semivowel /w, y/ in the adjacency of
the matching vowels (u, i, respectively). It is also
sometimes used in pause forms, unlike sedentary
dialects.

The traditional emphatic stops and fricatives
remain in Bedouin dialects and are expanded to
include new emphatics, such as /g. , w. , fl, ¤, fi, ®,
f./; e.g. [g~Ì: l~] ‘he said’. Emphasis often spreads
also to adjacent non-emphatic homophonic
phonemes, e.g. [g~i-b~Ì∞ ~ g~i-d~Ìb~] ‘he seized’.

New foreign phonemes, such as /v, p/, occur in
words borrowed from foreign languages such as
Persian and Turkish, and nowadays also English
in the East, and from Berber, French, or Spanish
in the Western dialects.

Table 1 presents the common inventory of 
consonants and vowels in Bedouin Arabic.
(Parentheses mark local allophones or foreign
phonemes.)

2.1.2 Vowels
The basic system includes three short and long
vowels /i, ì, u, ù, a, à/. Two new short and long
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vowels /e, è, o, ò/ have been added to the system
in most of the Eastern and in some Western
dialects. The short and long vowels are not
always phonemic, however (e.g. gòl ‘a saying’
vs. gùl ‘say!’, but kìf ~ kèf ‘how?’). In certain
Western Bedouin dialects phonemic differences
of vowels are neutralized to two or one,
although usually Bedouin dialects in this region
are more conservative than sedentary ones. In
this region, there are more cases of high vowel
(/i, u/) neutralization by merging or mixture with
/e, o/, respectively, than in the Eastern dialects,
although it occurs there as well. 

A non-phonemic anaptyctic vowel /ë/ can be
added to the list. It resolves consonant clusters
within words and between word junctures 
(sandhi). This vowel may acquire various cen-
tral allophonic timbres depending on adjacent
consonants.

Diphthongs are usually monophthongized
(e.g. sèf ~ sìf ‘sword’, yòm ~ yùm ‘day’, zèt ~ zìt
‘oil’). Sometimes word-final diphthongization 
is added  (e.g. tugu ≠diy ‘you [sg. fem.] sit’,
yugu ≠duw ‘they [pl. masc.] sit’), or kept (e.g.
yim“uw ‘they [pl. masc.] walk’). The diphthong
/aw/ is retained when the /w/ is a C1 root conso-
nant as in maw≠ùd ‘promised’. The diphthong
/ay/ remains in certain dialects in the dual mor-
pheme (e.g. Negev “aharayn ‘two months’). The
diphthong /iw/ occurs sometimes under specific
conditions such as roots with iw following the
prefix /yi-/, as in yiwßal ‘he arrives’).

2.1.3 The syllable
Syllable types in Bedouin dialects are similar to
those of Eastern sedentary dialects, but differ from
patterns in sedentary North African dialects. The
basic patterns include Cv, Cv-, CvC, Cv-C, CvCC,
CCv(C) in words such as these: ki-tab ‘he wrote’,
bin-tiy ‘my daughter’, da™-™ag ‘he saw’, gò-†ar ‘he
went’, gumt ‘I got up’, bint-kam ‘your [pl. masc.]
daughter’, gha-wa ‘coffee’. Word-initial clusters
are usually avoided by a prosthetic vowel, e.g.
a“taÿal ‘he worked’. They are allowed when the
clusters are due to morphophonetic rules such as
the → gahawa syndrome (see 2.1.5).

Vowel shifts may change potentially illegal
into legal syllables (e.g. yi™-li-bu(w) > yi™lbu(w)
> yi-™il-bu(w) ‘they milk [a cow]’).

2.1.4 Stress 
Stress rules in Bedouin dialects are similar in
Eastern and Western dialects, unlike Eastern and
Western sedentary dialects. Word stress is some-
times phonemic: fíhim ‘understanding [noun]’
vs. fihím ‘he understood’ (Negev). Stress place-
ment depends on syllable structures. The basic
rule is: at the end of the word over-long syllables
(Cv-C, CvCC) are stressed, e.g.: ßayyàd ‘hunter’,
ßayyadìn ‘hunters’, ye ≠arfùn ‘they know’, gi†a ≠t ‘I
cut’. But Bedouin dialects vary as to the possi-
bility to stress word-final long or short syllables
(CvC, CCv, Cv or Cv-) syllables. Thus, for
instance, jimál and jímal ‘camel’ occur in differ-
ent Eastern or Western Bedouin dialects. 

Table 1. Consonants and vowels of Bedouin Arabic

Feature Bilabial Labio- Alveolar Palatal Velar Uvular Laryngeal Glottal
dental

Stops (p) b t d † ∂ k g (q) ±

Fricatives µ ≈ s z ß (Ú) Ω “ ∆ x ÿ ™    ≠ h
f (v)

Affricate (¶) (dz) ∑ j
(d y)

Nasals m n
Trill r
Lateral l
Semi-vowel (r) y

Vowels Short Long Anaptyctic Diphthongs
i, e, a, ì, è, à, ë (with various ay, aw,
o, u ò, ù timbres) iw, aw, 

iy, ìye
uw
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This fact yields another feature typical of
many Bedouin dialects: stress on the definite
article and many enclitics and verb prefixes
when the enclitic is followed by a short syllable
(Cv), e.g. ál ≠ajiy ‘the boy’, á“taÿal ‘he worked’,
yíntegil ‘he moves away’, énjera™ ‘he was
wounded’. 

2.1.5 Phonotactics
The → gahawa syndrome, i.e. the insertion of /a/
in a cluster . . . aLC . . . (L = x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h) as in
*qahwa > *gahawa, is perhaps the most typical
Bedouin feature. As in other sequences of
*CvCvCV, subsequent elision of the first vowel
leads to an initial consonant cluster: *gahawa >
ghawa ‘coffee’, *raqaba > rguba ‘neck’, *ÿana-
mak > ÿnimak ‘your [sg. masc.] sheep’.

→ ±Imàla (/a/-raising). Word-final ±imàla in
feminine endings, often found in Eastern seden-
tary dialects, is usually lacking in Bedouin
dialects. Word-internal ±imàla occurs in Bedouin
dialects near front consonants, e.g. kitab ‘he
wrote’, jimal ‘camel’; in emphatic or back envi-
ronments this vowel is /u/ as in bußal ‘onions’.

In, for example, Negev, Sinai, and some
Syrian desert fringe dialects /a/ in bound pro-
noun feminine endings and in certain adverbs is
also raised in non-pause utterances such as
bèthiy ‘her house’, hniy ‘here’. ±imàla of long
vowels hardly occurs in Bedouin dialects, e.g.
albàri™ ‘yesterday’ (cf. sedentary embèri™). 

2.1.5.1 Assimilation and dissimilation
The assimilation of ‘sun letters’ to the preceding
definite article al- is the general assimilation fea-
ture in Bedouin dialects. In certain Eastern
Bedouin dialects new sun letters appear: /j, ∑/.

Other assimilation or elision cases in Bedouin
dialects often involve preformatives or affixes
and root consonants, as in gult-lo > gut-lo ‘I told
him’, ßàr-lèna > ßal-lèna ‘it happened to us’, yit-
jawwaz > yijjawwaz ‘he marries’, min“àn >
mi“àn ‘because’, nrù™ > irrù™ ‘we go’, tßìr > ßßìr
‘she becomes’, ridt > ritt ‘I wanted’, axadt >
axatt ‘I took’, nbùg > mbùg ‘we cheat’, tzìd >
dzìd ‘she adds’, “èxhum > “èxxum ‘their sheikh,’
nifta™hiy > nifta™™iy ‘we open it,’ mi ≠hiy >
mi™™iy ‘with her’ (de Jong 2000).

Dissimilation, though not very frequent, can
be found in cases of geminate, homorganic, or
similar consonants, e.g. fanajìl ‘cups’, dilim
‘dunum’, mzalla† > mzalba† ‘naked’, da™™aj >
da™raj ‘he looked at’ (Rosenhouse 1984). 

2.1.5.2 Pausal forms
Many Bedouin dialects are noted for end-of-
utterance pause forms. These may take the form
of an added glottal stop /±/, e.g. la ± ‘no’ or the
voiced laryngeal (la ≠ ‘no’). Other pausal ‘devices’
delete final consonants such as /t/ of the feminine
plural suffix -àt, exchange the /t/ with /y/ (-ày),
drop the sonorants /l, m, n, r/, add a final aspi-
ration -h as in jah ‘he came’, or add final semi-
vowels as in, for example, xußùßiy ‘special,’or
eÿnimow ‘his sheep’.

2.1.5.3 Sandhi 
A final vowel may be deleted in sandhi when the
following word begins with another vowel. In
such cases, /a/ is retained and other vowels are
deleted; cf. ±ani afakkar > ±an-afakkar ‘I think’,
mà i™na > ma-™na ‘we are not’, widdo yì∆i > d-
ì∆i ‘he wants to come’. Another sandhi feature is
/≠/ > /™/, as in ma ≠ ™sèn > [maÓ1se1n] ‘with £sèn’.
See 2.1.2 and 2.1.6.1 for anaptyctic vowels.

2.1.5.4 Metathesis
Consonantal metathesis occurs sometimes in
Bedouin dialects, cf. for example, da™™ag
(Classical Arabic ™addaqa) ‘to look at’, gi≈ab
(Classical Arabic qaba∂a) ‘to catch, hold’, 
yagba ~ yigba (besides yabqa) ‘he remains; so
then’. etc.

2.1.6 Morphophonology

2.1.6.1 Elision and insertion of vowels
Short vowels are deleted when morphemes are
added to the unmarked base-form, e.g.: saxal –
sxala ‘lamb – ewe’, “irib – “irbit ‘he – she drank’,
gà ≠id – gà ≠da ‘sitting [masc.] – [fem.]’.

The difference between Bedouin and sedentary
dialects is mainly in the place of the vowel that
remains in the end form, after deletion or inser-
tion of an anaptyctic vowel. Mainly high and
unstressed vowels are elided. Long /à/ is usually
retained and short /a/ usually remains when other
morphophonological rules do not precede this
rule and affect the occurrence of /a/. Anaptyctic
vowels are added to resolve resulting consonant
clusters (reshuffling), e.g. yuÚrubuw > yuÚrbuw >
yuÚurbuw ‘they beat’, but this also occurs in cer-
tain sedentary dialects.

Typical examples of elision are: bètk ‘your [sg.
masc.] house’ (Cantineau’s group B) vs. the more
prevalent bètak; ghawa ‘coffee’ (vs. sedentary
qahwa) of the gahawa syndrome, and participle
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forms such as: minti“rih ‘widespread [sg. fem.]’
< minta“irih.

2.1.6.2 Construct state and suffixation 
The construct state (annexation) is more preva-
lent in Bedouin dialects than in sedentary ones.
In both groups genitive particles also exist as
analytical substitutes to annexation. In Bedouin
dialects such particles are, for example, ™aggi,
“èti, “uÿli ‘mine, my’.

As usual in Arabic, in words ending with the
feminine ending -ah, -t is suffixed in annexation
and before suffixed pronouns, e.g. “jarat attuffà™

‘the apple tree’, mratak ‘your wife’, and the pre-
ceding vowel /a/ is deleted under certain condi-
tions, e.g. n≠ajtak ‘your ewe’. Under other
conditions, an anaptyctic is inserted instead of
the deleted /a/, e.g. n≠ajitkam ‘your [pl. masc.]
ewe’. The structure abùh la-jàsim ‘Jàsim’s
father’ also exists in Bedouin dialects, as in some
sedentary dialects.

When a suffix is added to a feminine singular
active participle the vowel preceding the -t of the
feminine ending often appears as long, e.g.
m“agfì-to ‘having cut [sg. fem.] it into pieces’.

In those Bedouin Galilee dialects and Canti-
neau’s group C dialects where the masculine plu-
ral verb suffix is -am, this suffix is changed into
-ù before a bound pronoun, e.g. libistam ‘you
wore’ > libistùha ‘you wore it [sg. fem.]’.

Instead of a double suffixation (a direct object
followed by an indirect object), the inflected
accusative preposition iyyà- is used.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns
Table 2 presents a representative list of inde-
pendent and bound pronouns in Bedouin
Arabic. 

Bedouin Arabic, unlike many urban dialects,
retains gender difference in the singular and plu-
ral forms of independent and bound pronouns.
Certain Bedouin Eastern and Western dialects
show ±imàla in the 1st pers. sg. (ani ~ ane), the 1st
pers. pl. in Western Bedouin dialects (™nè ), and
even the bound pronoun of the 3rd pers. sg. fem.
(-hiy).

In Western Bedouin dialects the influence of
local (Berber) languages can be found in forms
ending with -ya or beginning with l- (e.g. le™na

‘we’), and in Fezzani Bedouin dialect, for exam-
ple, one finds hu¤¤wa, with rounding after the
geminate /¤/. 

For the 2nd pers. there are variations in the
vowel timbre both preceding and following the
consonants -nt-, cf. forms like: int, inet, ënta,
önt. The plural form may end in a consonant or
be expanded by a following vowel (e.g. entu,
entum, entam, intuw) or syllable (entùma) in the
North African area. The feminine form is usu-
ally inti, intiy for the singular, and intan for the
plural. 

The bound pronouns also vary according to
dialects, often related to the distinction between
‘camel breeders’ and ‘sheep herders’.

Following a noun ending in a vowel, the 1st
pers. sg. bound pronoun may get a /y/ as ‘conso-
nantal skeleton’ before the suffix vowel which is
/i/ or /a/. 

Following a verb, the direct object suffix is not
only the usual -ni but also -an.

For the 2nd pers. sg. also the bound pronouns
diverge between ‘camel breeders’ and ‘sheep
herders’, e.g. betk ~ bètak ‘your [sg. masc.]
house’, bètkiy ~ bètek ~ bète∑ ‘your [sg. fem.]
house’, respectively. The suffix consonant is k, ∑,
or ƒ according to the dialect. When any word
ends in a vowel, this vowel is lengthened before
the suffix, e.g. “afùk – “afù∑ ‘they saw you [sg.
masc. ~ fem.]’.

For the 3rd pers. sg. masc., usually only a
lengthening of the final vowel of the word indi-
cates the suffixed pronoun. The vowel can be
high /u, o/ or low /a, e/. Sometimes a weak /h/ can
also be heard in this case. In the 3rd pers. sg.
fem., the suffix is usually -ha, but in some
dialects also -hiy.

2.2.1.2 Relative pronoun
The uninflected form of the relative pronoun for
both genders and numbers in Bedouin dialects is
typically alli with initial a-. In Western Bedouin
dialects however, a form such as eddi also
occurs. 

2.2.1.3 Demonstrative pronouns
The demonstrative pronouns for near objects
include short forms and long forms; see Table 3.
The interdental /≈/ in these forms is usually
emphatic (velarized) except for the feminine
forms, where it is followed by the high /i/. Often
also a double demonstrative structure occurs,
with the noun between a preceding short pro-
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noun and following long pronoun, e.g. ha-l ≠ajiy
hàÚa ‘this boy’. Though this structure is also
found in some sedentary dialects, it is more
characteristic of Bedouin dialects.

Table 3. Demonstrative pronouns

Near object Far object

sg. masc. Úa, hà, hàÚa haÚàk 
sg. fem. ≈i, hà≈i ha≈ìk, ha≈ì∑

pl. masc. ≈òl, ha≈òl haÚlàk
pl. fem. hàÚan ha≈ìkan, ha≈ì∑an

2.2.2 Nouns and adjectives
Noun and adjective patterns do not differ from
those in other dialects. Distinctively Bedouin is
the frequent use of the diminutive, e.g. †fèl
‘child’, ≠nìzih ‘goat’, wlìd ‘boy’, mwèmti ‘my
small mother’ (a mother’s address to a child),
gßayyir ‘short’, gfiayyil ‘small’. The gahawa syn-
drome affects nouns and adjectives, as noted,
e.g. in ±a™amar ‘red’, ±a ≠ama ‘blind’ of the colors
and defects patterns. Certain lexical items differ,
however, from those in sedentary dialects; e.g.
muÿar ‘caves’, burgàn ‘coffee pots’, ≠a©awìn
‘boys’.

2.2.3 Numerals
Special Bedouin numerals include: µnèn, µintèn, and
∆ù∆ ~ zòz ‘two’ in the Western region; flàfa for µlàµa

‘three’ in Western Algerian dialects, sam™a for 
sab≠a ‘seven’ in the Eastern dialects, famn-ayyàm
‘eight days’ in the Mzàb (Algeria), telet, temen,
xames (three, eight, five) (Marazìg, Tunisia). 

The functioning of the morph -≠“ar in the num-
bers 11–19 is as in sedentary dialects. Also
sedentary -≠“àn, -≠“àl, or -a“-el- (with the definite
article) of the region occurs in Western Bedouin
dialects. ±ìda ≠“ ‘eleven’ occurs in some Eastern
dialects. ‘One hundred’ is miyye, and in some
places imya. 

Ordinals take the usual CàCiC pattern, e.g.
µàni [masc.], µànie [fem.] ‘second’. ‘First’ is
±awwal [masc.], ±awwala [fem.] and in Western
dialects owwal, owwul or ùl. ‘Sixth’ is sàdes
[masc.], sàdse [fem.] in the Eastern dialects, and
sàtet/sàtt in the Western dialects. 

Noteworthy fractions are nufß and nfèß for
‘half’ (in Western Bedouin), usually nußß and
noßf elsewhere. ‘One seventh’ is seb™ in some
dialects.

2.2.4 Verbs

2.2.4.1 Forms and conjugations 
Bedouin verb inflections of the perfect and the
imperfect comprise three persons, two numbers,
and two genders. Inflection of weak or geminate
roots basically follows the usual rules of Arabic. 

Distinct Bedouin verb forms are due to pho-
netic and phonotactic factors mentioned above,

Table 2. Independent and bound pronouns

Independent Bound 

Following a Following a noun – Following a verb
noun – consonant vowel 

3rd sg. masc. hù, huwwa -u, -o, -uh, -u, -o, -uh, -u, -o, -uh,
-ih, -a, -e, -ih, -a, -e, -ih, -a, -e,
-ah -ah -ah

3rd sg. fem. hã, hiyya, hìye -(h)a, -hiy -ha -ha, -he, -hiy
3rd pl .masc. hum, humme -hum -hum -hum
3rd pl. fem. hin, hinna -hen, -hin -hen, -hin -hen
2nd sg. masc. ±int(a), ±inet, ënta, -ak -k -ak, -k 

ënte, önt, önte
2nd sg. fem. inti, intiy -ek, -e∑, -i∑, -ki, -kiy -e∑, -ki

-eƒ, -iƒ -∑, -k
2nd pl. masc. entu, intuw, entum, -kum, -kam, -kum, kam, kom -kum, kam, kom

entam, entuma -kom 
2nd pl. fem. intan, intin -ken, -∑in -ken, -∑in -ken, -∑in
1st sg. ±ane, ±ani, ±anì -i, -ni -ya, -yi, -ay, -ayi -ni, -an
1st pl. ë™na, në™na, ™nè, -na -na, -ne -na, -ne

le™na, i™na
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including gahawa syndrome, /a/ raising, and
vowel backing, e.g.: ™alab/y™alub ‘he milked,
will milk’, Úurab ‘he hit’, sima ≠ ‘he heard’, r™al
‘he moved’, gàl/ygùl ‘he said, will say’,
buga/yibga ‘he remained, will remain’, nseit ‘I
forgot’, maßßèt ‘I sucked’. Some dialects, mainly
in the West, stress the final syllable, which may
lead to the loss of the vowel following C1, e.g.
ör∑eb ‘he rode’, jhel ‘he did not know’ (Can-
tineau 1936).

In many Bedouin dialects (B, C groups, etc.),
the imperfect prefixes are similar to those of
Classical Arabic in usually using /a/ instead of
the typical sedentary /i/. In some Western
dialects this preformative changes according to
the vowel of C2 (vowel harmony), e.g. yafham
‘he understands’, yom†or ‘it rains’, yekteb ‘he
writes’ (Libya).

The suffixes of the 2nd pers. sg. fem., and the
2nd and 3rd pers. pl. masc. of the imperfect form
three main groups respectively: (a) those ending
in -ìn, -ùn, as in Classical Arabic; (b) those end-
ing in -i, -um/-am; (c) and those ending in a
vowel or diphthong, i.e. -i(y), -u(w). The last
group seems to be the most widespread in all the
areas. The group with -ìn, -ùn is apparently next
in frequency, being found in Western dialects,
Eastern Arabia, and in the North of Israel. The
last group, with -i, -um/-am, is the least frequent. 

2.2.4.2 Derived Forms 
The derived verb Forms use morphemes of sev-
eral types, as elsewhere in Arabic: gemination of
C2 (Forms II, V); prefixation of ±a- (Form IV) or
of ta-, t- (Forms V, VI); lengthening of the vowel
following C1 (Forms III, VI); prefixing n- (Form
VII) and st- (Form X), often with a- as an initial
vowel (an-, ast-); infixing -t- (Form VIII), and
geminating C3 (Form IX). Mauritanian £assà-
niyya dialects innovated the pattern saCCaC.
Patterns CCàC, tCCaC also occur in sedentary
Western dialects.

Mainly in Arabia but also in other Bedouin
dialects internal passives may occur, e.g. kisar ‘it
got broken’ (Galilee), yŭ“ra ‘it will be bought’
(Fezzan). The passive of Forms II, III, and
saCCvC in the £assàniyya dialects begins with u-,
e.g. ubaxxar ‘it was perfumed by incense’, usag-
bal ‘it was led toward the south’. Elsewhere, the
passive is mainly expressed by Form VII anmasak
‘it was caught’, Form V tì™akkam ~ ta™akkam ‘it
was treated medically’, or by t-passives from
Form VIII, e.g. atwagad ‘it was found’.

After Form I, Form II is the most frequent, as
elsewhere. Form IV is used in Bedouin dialects
more than in sedentary Arabic, although Form II
has generally taken over the causative function.

2.2.4.3 Participles
Active and passive participles are semi-verbal
and semi-nominal being inflected to gender and
number, and possibly governing an accusative.
The active participle functions (a) to express 
an ongoing (durative) action, when the verb
belongs to the verbs of motion, state in space, or
senses (e.g. to come, sit, lie down, see, hear) and
(b) to express a perfect tense, e.g. nàyim ‘sleep-
ing, asleep’, mrabbi ‘he has raised, educated
(someone)’.

Negev Bedouin and some other dialects use
the participle kàyin ‘there is’ (in addition to kàn
‘he was’) in narratives, unlike other Bedouin
dialects, which hardly ever use the verb in this
function (Henkin 1992).

The passive participle refers to a completed
action, the result of an action, or a situation, e.g.
maftù™ ‘open(ed)’. Passive participles of derived
Forms (above II) are, however, not frequent. 

2.2.4.4 Imperatives 
A typical feature of Eastern Bedouin imperatives
in roots of verbs IIIw/y is the deletion of the final
vowel, yielding, e.g., im“! ~ imi“! ‘go [sg.
masc.]!’. 

2.2.4.5 Special verbs
The verbs ±axad ‘he took’ and ±akal ‘he ate’ char-
acterize different dialects across the Arabic-
speaking world. In these verbs the first syllable
(vowel) may be unstressed or entirely lost when
the main stress falls on the final syllable. Thus,
we find in Bedouin dialects: ±akál, kála, klá ‘he
ate’. Rwala dialects (in Arabia) have ± > h, yield-
ing hökal ‘he ate’. The preformative vowel + C1 ±

in the imperfect of these verbs is exchanged with
a long vowel which may be /à/ or /ò/ and the
vowel following C2 may be /e/ or /u/, yielding
four forms. The verb jà ±a/ ±aja ‘he came’ loses the
syllable ±a- in the past in many dialects, thus: ja, je
‘he came’, jam ‘they came’, etc.

2.2.4.6 Verbal nouns 
Verbal nouns of the derived patterns in Bedouin
Arabic are similar to those of sedentary dialects
and Old Arabic (→ verbal nouns).
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2.3 Syntax

An important Bedouin feature is what seems to
be a residue of Classical Arabic case endings
(tanwìn), used under special conditions. 

Word order in Bedouin dialects is as else-
where, either SVO or VSO. In narratives, the
subject is often left unmentioned.

A feature that seems especially typical of
Bedouin Arabic narrative style though found
also in sedentary dialects, is a rhetorical question
(with rising intonation), immediately followed
by the repeated question (echo question) and its
answer, in a statement intonation. 

2.3.1 The noun phrase
Syntactically, noun phrases in Bedouin Arabic
do not differ from sedentary dialects. The noun
may be defined by the article al-. The numeral
wà™ad [masc.], wa™ade [fem.] ‘one, someone’
can be considered an indefinite article in cer-
tain contexts (→ article, indefinite). An impor-
tant Bedouin feature is what seems to be a
residue of case endings (tanwìn). These endings
are used under special conditions, mainly in
frozen formulae and adverbs, poetry, and noun
phrases between a noun and its adjective. The
vowel of the tanwìn suffix is usually -en, -in.
Some researchers consider this → tanwìn a
‘specified indefinite.

The construct state is preferred to analytical
genitive structures in Bedouin Arabic. 

The agreement of adjectives to inanimate plu-
ral noun heads fluctuates between the feminine
singular and the (masculine or feminine) plural.
e.g. byùt kbàr ~ kbìra ‘big houses, ≠ajiyyàt
far™ànàt ~ far™ànìn ‘happy girls’.

2.3.2 Noun phrase negation
The particle mì (< mà hì) or mù (< ma hù) ‘not’,
usually negates the noun phrase, though in some
dialects mi“ is also used, not only as a koine
form. In some dialects the negated pronoun is
suffixed to the negative particle, thus e.g. mint ‘I
am not’, mintu ‘you [pl. masc.] are not’, muhù

‘he is not’. Also mà-hù-b or mù-b are frequent in
Saudi Arabian Bedouin dialects. Participles,
including such as làzim ‘must’, yim∑in ‘maybe,
possibly’, etc., are also considered in this group,
since they are negated by mù and not by mà. The
structure mà mi““ (Johnstone 1967) negates
existence.

2.3.3 The numeral phrase
For the singular, the singular noun is used; it may
be followed by wà™ad as an adjective, e.g.
zalame wà™ad ‘one man’. When the number
‘one’ precedes the noun it is used as indefinite
article, thus wà™ad zalame ‘someone, a man’.

The dual is often used for ‘two’ in formulas
(yirudd assà≠ sà≠èn ‘retaliate twice’), as → pseudo
dual (e.g. ≈anèn ‘ears’), and for real dual (sanatèn
‘two years’, ™ajarèn ‘two stones’). The numeral may
also follow the plural noun (wlàd tnèn, waladèn
tnèn ‘two boys’).

The count noun for the numbers 3–10 is in the
plural form (µalaµ imtàr ‘three meters’). Nouns in
iCCàC pattern may be linked to the numeral by
-t, µalaµ-t-iyyàm (cf. Classical Arabic). Above
‘ten’, the noun is always in the singular, e.g.
arba ≠†a ≠“ar yòm ‘fourteen days’.

2.3.4 Relative clauses
Relative clauses usually follow the relative pro-
noun alli. The Classical Arabic rule about delet-
ing the relative pronoun when the antecedent is
indefinite, is not always observed.

2.3.5 The verbal phrase 

2.3.5.1 Verbal tense, mood and aspect 
Bedouin Arabic is basically similar to other
Arabic dialects as regards tense, mood, and
aspect. Innovations in the Bedouin Arabic
expression of moods and aspects are mainly in
the lexical domain. The ‘narrative imperative’,
used to enliven the narration when referring to
past actions, is described as typical of Bedouin
Arabic, although it is also found elsewhere.

2.3.5.2 The indicative mood 
The indicative is not usually marked in contrast
with the subjunctive in Bedouin dialects. The
prefix b ~ bi- for the indicative is found, for
instance, in eastern Egypt, Sinai, and the Negev,
but does not usually exist elsewhere (unlike
Eastern sedentary dialects). In Arabia the prefix
b ~ bi- indicates the indicative future and origi-
nates from a different root (±aba or baÿa ‘want’).
A similar particle is used, for instance, in Fezzan
(Western Bedouin). 

2.3.5.3 Modal verbs 
kàn (or ∑àn) ‘to be’, is used to add tense to 
nominal predicates and aspects (existence, habit,
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Table 4. Typical Bedouin lexemes

Class Gloss Lexeme

Nouns hand, handle yed(d)
nose manaxìr, xa“m
mouse, lips barà†im, “ifàif
rain ma†ar, “ita
riding animals zimùl, Ú≠ùn
camels álbil
hill dabbe, rwèsa
tent bèt “a≠r
ewe ÿnima
knife xòßa
spoon maÿràfe, miÿrafa
good, fine men ±ajawìd 
group, tribe, enemy gòm
tribe’s warriors ni“àma
hunting ganaß

host m≠azzeb
child ≠ajiyy
children ≠iyàl, Ú≠ùf 
food for the journey zàda, zuwwàda 

Adjective good zèn
bad “èn
small zÿayyir
near grayyib
a little glayyil
merciful, kind r™amàn

Verbs to go gò†ar 
to look da™™ag, da™raj
to kill kital
to go down hawwad, aw†a
to reach, enter †abb
to ask, look for ni“ad ( ≠ala)
to go eastward “arrag
to hunt gannaß

to shoot at, snipe gawwaß

to wed, marry legally ≠agad ≠gàdo ≠alèha 
to want, like, need widd-(+bound pron.), 

ràd

Adverbs now (h)al™ìn, hassà≠

tomorrow bà∑ir, ÿodwa
here hina, hniy, 
there hnùh, hnàk, ÿàd
much, strongly, very bal™ayl
then dìma, hè≈ìkt  al™ìn
thus ki≈iy 
maybe xàf-afifiah

Particles what? “nù, “nì, wè“

who? min, men, min-hu-minh
when? mita, mata, wagtè“

which? ±ayy, yàt(u), wein
why? ≠alàma, ≠alà“ ~ ≠alè“, ≠alawè“

when (temporal  adverb) ≠andinma, lamman ~ lammin
and there (it was) wlinnih
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continuous actions, conditions, wishes, and immi-
nence), ßàr ‘to begin’. Modal motion verbs, e.g. jà
‘to come’, rà™ ‘to go’, na†† ‘to jump’, ga ≠ad ‘to sit’,
gàm ‘to get up’, vary between the Bedouin dialects,
depending on their vocabulary (Ingham 1994).

2.3.5.4 → Pseudo-verbs
This group includes expressions for ‘there is’,
which in Bedouin dialects are bì, bù, or fì. Other
pseudo verbs are ≠ando / ±ilo ‘he has’, b≠ado ‘(he)
still (is)’, widdo ‘he wants, needs’.

2.3.5.5 Verb negation
Verbs, including pseudo-verbs, are negated in
Bedouin Arabic by the particle mà. The correla-
tive -“ suffix, often used in sedentary dialects, is
rare in them. la + imperfect denotes inhibition or
forbidding of an action.

2.3.6 Agreement/concord 
The normal rules of Arabic concord prevail in
Bedouin dialects. An adjective usually agrees
with its noun headword in number and
gender. When the subject denotes an animate
group of people (whether morphologically sin-
gular or plural), there is a strong tendency for
the verb or adjectival predicate to take the femi-
nine singular as in, e.g., ±ijat annàs ‘the men
came’, nàs jelìla ‘few people’. 

3 .  L e x i c o n

Many lexical items of daily life distinguish
Bedouin from sedentary dialects. Differences are
found in all the vocabulary domains, including
items characteristic of obsolete Bedouin life. In
narratives (folk-stories, legends, etc.) and poetry,
certain formulaic expressions and Classical 
Arabic items are also characteristic. Some such
typically Bedouin lexemes are listed in Table 4.
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( Technion – I.I.T. Haifa)

Bedouinization

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

Sociolinguists dealing with Bedouin-sedentary
Arabic contact identify several stages of transi-
tion from Bedouin to urban Arabic. Cadora
(1992:1), for example, cites the following five
stages:

Bedouin ⇒ Bedouin-Rural ⇒ Rural ⇒ Rural-
Urban ⇒ Urban

This is a gradual process that takes place when
nomadic tribes settle in sedentary rural or urban
areas and level their speech patterns in the 
direction of the host communities’ dialects.
Linguistic leveling may be complete or partial,
depending on how far the settlers accommodate
to their sedentary environment. What has not
been studied in depth, however, is the reverse
process from sedentary to Bedouin transition,
even though people have been known to move
from a sedentary to a nomadic way of life
(Ingham 1982:32). Arabic dialect studies, con-
centrating mainly on stable dialects, either
Bedouin or sedentary, “have only seldom pro-
vided us with information about the direction 
of ongoing development processes” (Palva
1994:459).

→ Bedouin dialects have been generally well
documented. A number of studies concentrate
on the varieties spoken by nomads of the Middle
East, providing substantial data on their salient

features (Cantineau 1936, 1937; Rosenhouse
1984; Palva 1976, 1980, 1994; Ingham 1997; de
Jong 2000). A small number deal with the
dialects of North Africa, notably Cantineau’s
article on Arabic dialects in Oran province
(1940). Bedouin Arabic, “the cornerstone of
Modern Arabic dialects” (Rosenhouse 1984:3),
has influenced sedentary speech varieties
through continuous nomadic–sedentary contact
in different Arabic-speaking regions (Blanc
1964; Palva 1976). This can be seen in the
“many examples of . . . ‘mixed urban dialects’
incorporating features of both sedentary and
Bedouin” speech (Miller 2004:183). Bedouin
Arabic is broadly divided into two zones, eastern
and western, with the line of demarcation run-
ning almost parallel to the Egyptian/Libyan bor-
der. In areas where the sedentary population is
made up of ex-Bedouin elements, usually in the
eastern zone, the dialects “retain more Bedouin
features than when the demographical substra-
tum is non-Bedouin or non-Arab, as in the Syro-
Lebanese area” (Rosenhouse 1984:260) and the
Maghreb. 

Rosenhouse (1984:168–169) finds many sim-
ilarities between north Israeli Bedouin dialects
and the spoken varieties of the Lebanese littoral,
namely Tyre, Sidon, “and sometimes also
Beirut”. This similarity can be found in Mount
Lebanon where some Arabic dialects spoken by
Christians show Bedouin influence, despite the
fact that Christians sometimes speak a dialect
distinct from their Muslim neighbors (Blanc
1964; Woidich 1997). In North Africa where
many nomadic tribes are Berber-speaking,
Bedouin influences can still be detected in Arabic
dialects, due largely to the Arabization of the
region between the 11th and 14th centuries
when Bedouin tribes settled there (Singer
1994:273). In the Maghreb, Bedouin borrow-
ings can be found even in sedentary dialects
(Marçais 1977), and Eastern Libyan Arabic,
described by Owens (1984), shows the effects of
Bedouinization in the region (Owens 1984).

This entry considers various aspects of
Bedouinization in modern Arabic dialects, rang-
ing from Bedouin features that have infiltrated
some sedentary dialects, to a brief survey of the
process of Bedounization that has affected the
urban Arabic of Bahrain and central Iraq. The
entry also focuses on various Bedouin items in
the contemporary Naba†ì poetry of the Arabian
Peninsula. 
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2 . B e d o u i n  i n fl u e n c e  o n
s e d e n t a r y  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s

A characteristic feature of Bedouin speech is the
realization of /g/ and /∑/ as reflexes of Standard
Arabic /q/ and /k/ respectively (Rabin 1951; de
Jong, 2004). /g/ < /q/ can be found throughout
the Arabic-speaking world. /∑/ < /k/ is a charac-
teristic of the dialects of the Arabian Peninsula,
most of central and southern Iraq and eastern
Syria. In Deir Ezzor, where the actual speech 
of the town is a qëltu variety (Blanc 1964),
Jastrow (1978) found that /∑/ also occurs there
because of the presence of nearby Bedouin
dialects. 

/g/ is widespread in a number of Arabic
dialects in regions where Standard Arabic usu-
ally has /q/ or the glottal stop /±/, as in the Arabic
of Cairo. /g/ for Cairene /±/ occurs in the spoken
varieties of the Nile Delta that “are strongly
influenced by the dialects of Bedouins who
arrived relatively recently in the region” (Woidich
1997:189). Woidich (1997:186) found, more-
over, that although it is expected for a term like
Cairene ±alb ‘heart’ to be realized as galb in the
Ba™ariyya oasis, Standard Arabic hamza is also
realized as /g/ there, as in the term hay ±a ‘com-
pany’, which becomes hayga. Egyptian urban
Arabic /g/ (< Standard Arabic /j/) has reflex /j/ in
Upper Egypt (Woidich 1997:187–188).

/g/ is common in Maghrebi dialects. It is often
used interchangeably with /q/. Caubet (1993:12)
cites as examples: qßëm/gßëm ‘to share’, fùq/fùg
‘on’, wqëf/wgëf ‘to get up’, and Ferré (n.d.) gives
qàl/gàl ‘to say’, qbìla/gbìla tribe’, zlëq/zlëg ‘to
slide along’. 

Owens (1984:6) gives several terms with /g/,
including gabul ‘before’, gassam ‘he divided’,
ugrùn ‘horns’, u†lugat ‘she let go’, azrag ‘blue’,
showing its widespread occurrence in Libyan
Arabic. 

In Mount Lebanon /g/ does not occur in every-
day speech, but is invariably used in popular
songs of Bedouin origin as a reflex of / ±/ and
Druze /q/, thus: ±albi/qalbi ‘my heart’ > galbi;
±abìli/qabìli ‘tribe’ > gabìli (data collected in
2003).

Other phonemes that denote Bedouin
influence are the interdentals. According to de
Jong (2004:155) “most Bedouin dialects have
three interdental phonemes /µ /, /≈/ and /Ú/”. In
the urban dialects of Egypt and the Levant /µ/
and /≈/ do not usually occur, except in Modern
Standard Arabic loans. However, in some urban

areas in Algeria, such as Cherchell, Dellys, and
Constantine, both /µ/ and /≈/ are used (Marçais
1977:9). /µ/ and /≈/ occur in Libyan dialects also.
Owens (1984:7) gives a few examples, including
µigìl ‘heavy’, warëµ ‘he has inherited’; ≈èl ‘tail’,
yik≈ëb ‘he lies’. Interdental /Ú/, the reflex of
Standard Arabic /∂/ and /Ú/ and Egyptian and
Levantine /∂/ and /Ω/, is a hallmark of the speech
of the Arabian Peninsula, most of Iraq, and parts
of Syria. 

In some speech varieties the 2nd and 3rd fem-
inine plural pronouns affixed to perfect and
imperfect verbs display gender distinction, a
characteristic of Bedouin Arabic. In urban
Arabic these pronominal affixes are ordinarily
of common gender, as can be seen in educated
Gulf Arabic where wugaftaw ‘you [pl.] stood’,
tàklùn ‘you [pl.] eat’, gë ≠daw ‘they sat down’,
yëtërsùn ‘they fill’ refer to both genders (Holes
1990:204–205).

Gender distinction occurs in Libyan Arabic,
as in the following examples cited by Owens
(1984:225): ët“ìlan ‘you [pl. fem.] carry’, ët“ìlu
‘you [pl. masc.] carry’; xëftan ‘you [pl. fem.]
fear’, xëftu ‘you [pl. masc.] fear’; ëtzùran ‘they
[pl. fem.] visit’, ëzùru ‘they [pl. masc.] visit’;
xàfan ‘they [pl. fem.] feared’, xàfo ‘they [pl.
masc.] feared’.

Bedouin lexical terms can be found in nearly
all sedentary and urban dialects, even in varieties
that have not evolved from Bedouin dialects. In
Maghrebi Arabic, for example, the term ‘to
speak’ is hdër. The derived noun ha≈r or h≈àri
‘idle chatter’ is common to Bedouin Arabic.
Many Maghrebi diminutive forms have equiva-
lents in Bedouin Arabic, such as the Moroccan
terms ™wìja ‘possession’ and dwìda ‘small
worm’ (Ferré n.d.). Similarly, gußßa ‘fringe
[hair]’ (< gußßa), mëzyàn ‘good, beautiful’ (<
mazyùn), and rqad ‘to sleep’ (< rëgad) are wide-
spread in Maghrebi dialects. 

Bedouin loanwords, moreover, can be found
in some Christian sedentary dialects, such as
those of Baskinta and Btiÿrìn, two towns in the
Matn region of Mount Lebanon. The following
terms that occur frequently in the Arabic of the
two towns are clearly Bedouin borrowings: zalami
‘man’ (< Bedouin zëlëm ‘man/men’); ™ëmi ‘pri-
vately owned pasture land’ (< Classical Arabic
™imà ‘place of pasture prohibited to others’);
and the two forms of camel terminology, ™ëda
‘marching song’ (< ™udà ± or ™idà ± ‘to drive or
urge camels by singing to them’), and barak ‘to
be bedridden’ (< baraka ‘to kneel [camel]’).
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™ërmi and its variant ™ërmàyi ‘woman’, refer-
ring to an elderly village woman, are widely used
in the dialects of Mount Lebanon. 

3 . B e d o u i n i z e d  d i a l e c t s  

Linguistic accommodation resulting in inter-
dialectal forms are a common feature of a num-
ber of Arabic speech varieties (→ speech
accommodation). Accommodation is often trig-
gered by extra-linguistic phenomena, such as
social status, ethnic or religious affiliation, as
Holes (1980 1983) has illustrated in his works
on Sunni/Shi≠i speech variation in Bahrain. In
Baghdad and neighboring central Iraqi towns
dialect variation involves a Muslim/non-Muslim
dichotomy (Blanc 1964). Within Muslim Ara-
bic, too, there tends to be variation according 
to urban/Bedouin-rural origin, or Sunni/Shi≠i
denomination. Religious affiliation is in fact an
important factor in language choice. Woidich
(1997:196) found that although many Arabic
dialects of Upper Egypt showed distinct Bedouin
features, no Bedouinization has occurred in the
dialect of the Christian village of ≠Izbit al-Basìlì
in the heart of the → B≠èrì region. 

3.1 Bahraini Arabic

Variation according to denomination exists in
the spoken Arabic of Bahrain (Prochazka 1981;
Ingham 1982; Holes 1980, 1983). However,
contrary to a previously held view that speech
variation is usually free, Holes (1980:72) shows
that it is “socially constrained”. Differentiating
between the Shi≠i Ba™àrna, the older inhabitants
of Bahrain, and the later arrivals, the Sunni
Bahrainis, known locally as ≠Arab, Holes (1980,
1983) points out that the dialect of the former
group is sedentary, while that of the latter is of
Bedouin origin. Sunni Arabic is used by some
Shi≠is because it is more prestigious than Shi≠i
Arabic, since it is the speech of the higher eche-
lons of Bahraini society, including the ruling
family, and is, moreover, indicative of Bedouin
ethnicity (Holes 1980:81). 

The following are some examples of
Sunni/Shi≠i variation:

i. /y/ versus /j/. Modern Standard Arabic /j/
which occurs in the speech of the Shi≠i inhabi-
tants of Bahrain has a reflex /y/ in the Sunni
dialect. /y/ occurs in any phonological context
(Johnstone 1967:20). Thus forms like yadìd

‘new’, yàr ‘neighbor’, daray ‘ladder’, “ayar
‘trees’ are considered to be more socially
prestigious than comparable forms with /j/.

ii. /µ/ versus /f/. The Ba™àrna dialect spoken by
the Shi≠is is characterized by /f/, the allo-
phone of the interdental /µ/ (Ingham 1982;
Al-Tajir 1982). The Ba™àrna realize µùm
‘garlic’, µagìl ‘heavy’, µarìd ‘meat broth with
pieces of bread’, and µalàµìn ‘thirty’ as fùm,
fagìl, farìd, and falàfìn. Al-Tajir (1982:53)
points out that in Modern Standard Arabic
loans the interdental is usually retained.
Thus, it has µyàb ‘clothes’ and ™adìµ ‘sayings
of the Prophet’. In the Sunni dialect, as in
Arabian Bedouin dialects, the three interden-
tals /µ/, /≈/ and /Ú/ are preserved.

iii. Final clusters. In CaCC forms final clusters
occur in Shi≠i speech, whereas Sunni compa-
rable forms are disyllabic. Thus ™abl ‘rope’,
raml ‘sand’, and †abx ‘cooking’ in Shi≠i
Bahraini are ™abël, ramël, and †abëx in the
Sunni dialect.

iv. Unstressed syllables. In the Sunni dialect
unstressed /a/ and /ë/ are deleted on
suffixation, while in the Shi≠i dialect only
unstressed short /ë/ is deleted (Holes
1983:17). Thus, Sunni “rubat ‘she drank’,
dfa ≠ah ‘he pushed him’, and ™†uba ‘wood’ 
are “arabat, dafa ≠ah, and ™a†aba in the Shi≠i
dialect.

3.2 Baghdad and central Iraq

Rosenhouse (1984:169) says that “many words”
in the Muslim Arabic of Baghdad are similar to
those in north Israeli Bedouin dialects and the
Arabic of Jedda, and that Baghdadi Muslim
Arabic represents “a mixture of a nomadic-type
dialect with sedentary elements . . . due to the
settlement of Bedouins in Baghdad, and Iraq in
general, during the ages, mainly since the de-
vastation of Baghdad in the 13th century”.
According to Miller (2004:183–184), Baghdad
and other urban centers witnessed the arrival of
more Bedouin in the 18th and 19th centuries,
and the speech variety of these Bedouin became
“first demographically then politically domi-
nant”, before gaining status in the 20th century
as the “standard urban dialect”.

The 20th century represents an ongoing and
important process of Bedouinization of the
dialects of urban central Iraq, and of Baghdad in
particular, that began from about the 1920s
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when large numbers of Bedouin and rural inhab-
itants from the south began to settle in Baghdad.
During the 1960s new suburbs, among them
present-day Íadr City in northeast Baghdad,
were created to house the influx of southerners.
Íadr City’s two million Shi≠i inhabitants are of
Bedouin/rural origin, and have been instrumen-
tal in introducing new features of Bedouin/rural
speech into urban Baghdadi Arabic. Íadr City
was called Madìnat aµ-µawra ‘Revolution City’
when it was founded, and later Madìnat Íaddàm
‘Saddam City’, before it was renamed Madìnat
aß-Íadr in April 2003. 

The Bedouin elements that have crept into
Baghdadi Arabic through contact with the
Arabic of Íadr City and other urban areas of
central Iraq settled by southerners, belong to
what Ingham (1982) refers to as the ‘Meso-
potamian’ variety, in contrast to ‘Arabian’, the
variety that comprises the dialects of central
Najd and the Gulf region. 

The following are some of the ‘Meso-
potamian’ features that now occur in Baghdadi
Arabic, predominantly in the speech of the Shi≠i
community:

i. One salient feature is the glide vowel /ie/ <
long vowel /è/ (< Standard Arabic diphthong
/ay/). /ie/ has been a variant of /è/ in Baghdadi
Muslim speech for a long time. It is typical of
the spoken varieties of some inner Baghdad
quarters, and is more common in women’s
speech (Baghdadi informants). Terms like sief
‘sword’, lammiet ‘I gathered’, hammiena
‘also’ can now be heard along with their vari-
ants sèf, lammèt, hammèna. The glide vowel
does not occur after a guttural or in the envi-
ronment of an emphatic. In such cases the
characteristic vowel is invariably /è/: ÿèr
‘other’, ™èl ‘fast’, bèÚ ‘eggs’, “è†àn ‘Satan’.

ii. /q/ > /ÿ/. is a characteristic of central and south-
ern Iraqi Arabic, and has been well docu-
mented, as has /q/ > /k/, as in këtal ‘to kill, to
beat’ and wakët ‘time’ (Blanc 1964) and /q/ >
/j/, as in jëdër ‘cooking pot’, “arji ‘easterly
(wind)’ (Johnstone 1967). /q/ is also realized
as /ÿ/ in Baghdad and central Iraq in forms
where it is followed by a long back vowel, 
as in: ÿùri ‘teapot’ (< qùri), ÿù†i ‘box’ (<
qù†ëyya), ÿà† ‘floor, storey; suit [clothes]’ (<
qà†). The latter term is frequently used in the
phrase pàß abu ÿà†èn ‘a double-decker bus’.

/q/ > /ÿ/ is ordinarily a feature of the speech
of elderly people of Bedouin origin. 

iii. makàn ‘place’, typical of urban Iraqi
Arabic, is now in free variation with the
southern mukàn that is also used in the
Gulf region (Holes 2001:236).

iv. Stress assignment. In trisyllabic CvCvCCv/
CvCCvCv forms it is usually the initial syl-
lable that is stressed in Baghdadi Arabic.
Where stress falls on the medial syllable 
the form is considered to be non-urban.
Thus, wá™ëdna ‘by ourselves’ and mádrasa
‘school’ occur in the speech of some Shi≠is
as wa™ádna and madrása.

v. Ca-/CaCC- for Cë-/CëCC-. Ca-/CaCC-
type syllables widespread in southern Iraq,
particularly in and around Al-Zubayr and
Abu l-Xaßìb, now occur in free variation
with comparable Baghdadi urban forms
with initial syllable Cë-/CëC-. Thus:
≠anab/ ≠ënab ‘grapes’; ∑ama/∑ëma ‘truffles’,
rajjàl/rëjjàl ‘man’, sayyàra/sëyyàra ‘car’. 

vi. CaC- > CCa-. In a number of Arabian and
Gulf dialects an initial closed CaC- syllable
becomes CCa- if the second consonant is 
a guttural (Johnstone 1967; Holes 1983;
Ingham 1997; → gahawa-syndrome). This
phenomenon occurs in Baghdadi Arabic in
the form hala ‘welcome’ that is in free vari-
ation with ahla (< ahlan wa sahlan). Other
similar forms, like ghawa ‘coffee’, nxala
‘palm tree’, can be heard in some parts of
Baghdad, although they are still stigma-
tized as being too rural. 

vii. Gender distinction. The 3rd pers. fem. pl.
pronominal suffix /-an/ is a feature that is
now widespread in Baghdadi Arabic. Thus:
ysayran ‘they go out on visits’, yëtsawgan
‘they shop’, jahzan ‘they bought their wed-
ding trousseau’, tlàgan ‘they met each
other’, occur frequently. Educated speakers
who stress their urban origin do not show
any such gender distinction (cf. Holes,
1990). However, the 2nd pers. pl. fem. suffix
is rarely used.

viii. Lexical items. There are a number of
Bedouin lexical items that are now part of
Baghdadi Muslim Arabic. For example,
“àl, originally meaning ‘to carry’, and now
also ‘to move house’, is in free variation
with t™awwal and ntëqal. Another Bedouin
term, da““ ‘to enter’ is used along with the
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Baghdadi †abb. At one time †abb was
indicative of rural speech occurring with
the urban xa““. xa““ is now rarely used, and
even Christian Baghdadis are using †abb in
free variation with daxal. 

4 .  N a b a ¢ î p o e t r y

The dialects spoken in the Arabian Peninsula
“are clearly” representative of New Arabic (Ver-
steegh (2004:351). This is a view held by many
Arabian poets. Apart from Sowayan’s (1985)
definitive study of Naba†ì poetry, there is a
growing corpus of works by Saudi and Gulf
poets who refer to their compositions as
‘Naba†ì’ poetry. As-Sa≠ìd (1987:14–15) de-
scribes modern Naba†ì poetry as “being a type
of Bedouin verse whose language is the everyday
speech of Bedouin tribes, written as it is spo-
ken”. Despite as-Sa≠ìd’s statement, this genre of
Bedouin poetry draws also on Modern Standard
Arabic where the occasional classical word or
expression is inserted into a dialectal sentence:

ktabt ëj-jawàb muwaÚÚa™an ÿàmë∂ arqàma
‘I wrote a reply explaining what is vague in it’

mà tanàlah qadd kutëba lak bëj-jabìn
‘What befalls you has (already) been written on
your brow’ 

yà sìdì hà≈ì buyùtan †arà ±ëf
‘My Lord, these are humorous verses’

In the three sentences the Classical Arabic tan-
wìn, particle qadd followed by the passive, and
medial hamza in †arà ±ëf occur in a mainly dialec-
tal context. Medial hamza is rarely used, thus:
dàyëm ‘lasting’ (< dà ±im), aßdëqàya ‘my friends’
(< aßdëqà ±ì), fwàd ‘heart’ (< fu ±àd), ßàyëm ‘fast-
ing’ (< ßà ≠ëm), ÿanàyëm ‘booty’ (< ÿanà ±ëm).
Initial hamza is often elided: l-ëbnì ‘to my son’ 
(< ±ilà ibnì), yà hal ‘oh, you people’ (< yà ±ahl),
màdri  ‘I don’t know’ (< là ±adrì ). 

The following hemistichs are all in dialectal
Arabic:

blàd xayr ma ≠rùfìn bën-naxwa w ≠ëzz ëj-jàr 
‘It is a bounteous country [whose people] are
known to be generous and they honor their 
neighbor’

w là a™ad yunkur ahla. là. w là blàda wlà wlàda
‘And no one [there] denies his people. No. Nor his
country and children’

marìÚ l-ëfwàd mdàwëm bël-≠ënà dawmì
‘I am sick of heart and continuing to struggle’

Dialectal plural forms are used throughout, the
most common pattern being CaCàCëC:
mayàbër ‘needles’, jadàyëd ‘new’, ™amàyël ‘bur-
dens’, ™abàyël ‘ropes’, rakàyëb ‘mounts,
camels’, la™àyëf ‘blankets, covers’. Less com-
mon plural forms are of the patterns CëCàCìC
and CëCàCì: masàyìr ‘guests’, gaßàßìb ‘butch-
ers’, lawàhìb ‘hot winds’; “alàlì ‘threads’, namàlì
‘ants’. The relative pronoun ëlli and its abbrevi-
ated form ël, are used for alla≈ì. Preverbal nega-
tive particle mà, as in mà yën“àf ‘it cannot be
seen’, ël-lèl mà anàma ‘I cannot sleep at night’
occurs frequently. Naba†ì poets frequently intro-
duce local dialectal terms, like da““ ‘to enter’, “àl
‘to go away, to move house/abode’, sawwa ‘to
do, to make’, wadda ‘to deliver’, magrùd ‘badly
done by’, wëyya ‘with’, yamm ‘at, by’, wa“/wè“

‘what’, yàma ‘how often’, làzëmlak ‘you must’,
mà mì“/mà mi“ ‘there is not’.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Most Arabic-speaking people look favorably on
Bedouin culture and speech characteristics. Four
Christian Iraqi informants from Basra were
proud to claim Bedouin descent, and cited exam-
ples of Bedouin Arabic in their everyday speech.
In urban Iraqi Arabic badwi ‘Bedouin’ does not
have a pejorative meaning like the term ≠urbi,
which refers to someone poor and uneducated.
Iraqis generally speak positively of having been
bël-≠arab ‘in the desert; among Bedouin’. 
Caubet (2004:67–68) referring to a colleague’s
work among the nomads of the Fezzàn region,
points out how some nomads and semi-nomads
believe they are of a higher social status than
neighboring sedentary tribes. In Bahrain, Sunni
speech, considered to be of Bedouin origin, 
is used in the media, in popular plays and 
poetry “and even newspaper cartoons” (Holes
1980:81), while in both Iraq and Syria plays in
Bedouin Arabic on television and radio are pop-
ular among a cross-section of listeners (accord-
ing to informants). After Islam spread to
sedentary regions and Bedouin Arabic came into
contact with, and acquired features of, seden-
tary Arabic, Ibn Jinnì and Ibn Xaldùn, among 
others, thought that it had become “corrupted”
(Versteegh 2004:351–352). Such was the high
esteem in which Classical scholars held Bedouin
Arabic, a status it enjoys to this day. 
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Beirut Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l  R e m a r k s

Beirut has a population of 1,500,000 people. The
country’s oldest urban communities are the
Sunnis and Greek-Orthodox. Successive waves
of migration brought Maronites, Shi≠is, Druzes,
Greek-Catholic, Syriacs, as well as Syrians,
Palestinians, Kurds, Armenians, and others.
Colloquial Arabic is the means of communica-
tion, par excellence. To varying degrees, the pop-
ulation is bilingual: French or English is taught at
the primary school level. It is mostly among the
upper classes that foreign languages are used,
often alternating with Arabic (conversational
code-switching).

Within the Syria-Lebanon-Palestine area, the
colloquial Arabic of Beirut belongs to those
dialects showing strong urban characteristics
(Cantineau 1939). Contrary to other Lebanese
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varieties of Arabic (Feghali 1919; El-Hajjé 1954;
Fleisch 1974), it has not been the subject of any
exhaustive description, except in the domain of
phonology (Mattsson 1911; Naïm-Sanbar 1985).
The dialect usually presented in language manu-
als is the ‘Lebanese dialect’ (D’Alverny 1970) or
‘Lebano-Syrian’ (Nakhla 1937), without further
specification. No dictionary has been compiled
on Beirut usage, but it is possible to find indica-
tions in more general dictionaries concerning the
Syria-Lebanon-Palestine area or the Lebanon
dialect (Barthélémy 1935; Frayha 1973).

In the rest of the country, the Beirut dialect is
considered ‘affected’ (what is urban cannot be
authentic), or ‘drawling’ or ‘throaty’ (allusions to
the linguistic specificity of the Sunni community).
No special prestige as capital city language is
attributed to it in the media: television programs
and soap operas in colloquial Arabic prefer to
show particularities typical of certain regions, or
‘typically vulgar’ as Feghali puts it (1928:x–xii),
rather than showing the capital variety, more
difficult to characterize, unless through one of its
components (the colloquial speech of the old
Sunni neighborhood or the French- or English-
laden speech of the bourgeoisie).

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1 Consonants

i. The velar /g/ and the uvular /q/
Beirut Arabic differs from Classical Arabic in
that the uvular consonant *q corresponds to

the glottal consonant / ±/. /g/ appears mostly 
in older borrowings from Turkish and Per-
sian, and more recently in borrowings from
Romance languages and Cairene Arabic:
['gëmruk] ‘customs’ (Turkish), [πar'gi1le] ‘nar-
guileh’ (Persian), [si'ga1ra] ‘cigarette’ (French),
[gël1a'bi1ye] ‘men’s clothing’ (Cairene); /q/ is
found in terms associated with Classical
Arabic, qà®®a ‘globe’, in administrative vocab-
ulary, ≠iqa®àt ‘real estate’, or in religious vocab-
ulary, al-qur ±àn ‘the Qur ±àn’, and in military
terms (especially since the beginning of the war
in Lebanon in 1975), qannàß ‘franc-tireur’.
With the exception of the religious domain,
which upholds the highest variety of Arabic,
this vocabulary is, with use, reinterpreted fol-
lowing the phonology of the dialect with *q >
/ ±/ or / ≤ / and /g/ > /∆/: qannàß and ≤annàß ‘franc-
tireur’, gëllabiyya and ∆ëllabiyya ‘men’s cloth-
ing’ coexisting.

ii. Interdentals
The dental fricatives *µ, *≈, and *Ú have been
replaced by the corresponding alveolar plo-
sives and sibilants (except among the Druze
speakers) following a distribution which does
not appear to be dictated by the same organ-
izing phonetic or semantic principle:

*µ /t/ : tal∆ ‘snow’ – /s/ : mu ±annas
‘feminine’

*≈ /d/ : dëhab ‘gold’ – /z/ : zabzaba
‘deceitfulness’

*Ú /∂/ : ∂ahr ‘back’ – /Ω/ : Ωarf ‘envelope’

The pharyngealized sibilant /Ω/ notably
appears in the Turkish words borrowed from
Arabic dating from the Ottoman period.

Table 1. Consonant phonemes

bilabial labiodental dental alveolar postalveolar palatal velar uvular pharyngeal glottal

plosive b t d k g q ±

pharyngealized fl † ∂ ≤

nasal m n
pharyngealized ¤

trill r
pharyngealized ®

fricative f s z    “ ∆ x ÿ ™ ≠ h
pharyngealized ß Ω

lateral l
pharyngealized fi

approximant w y
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iii. Pharyngealization or ‘emphasis’
Pharyngealization undoubtedly constitutes
one of the principal characteristics of the
Beirut dialect. The number of pharyngealized
phonemes has more than doubled, from four
in Literary Arabic to nine in the dialect, /fl, ¤,
†, ∂, ®, ß, Ω, fi, ≤ /. /fl, ¤, ≤ / have a low level of dis-
tinctiveness. Pharyngealized glottal / ≤ / repre-
senting *q is attested in the speech of Sunni
men, ≤alam [π~Ìl~Ìm] ‘pencil’, ™a ≤ ≤ [ÓÌπ~π~]
‘law’ (see Naïm-Sanbar 1985).

iv. Sociolinguistic variables
Druze speech is characterized by a relative
conservation of /q/ which alternates with / ±/
in ordinary vocabulary, and by the absence of
the pharyngealized glottal / ≤ /, qaraf ‘disgust’,
†arìq ‘road’. It also differs through its preser-
vation of the dental fricatives in borrowings
from Literary Arabic, ≈àb ‘it melted’, wiràµa
‘inheritance.

Among women, the pharyngealized glottal
/ ≤ / is represented in only a few lexemes; their
speech is also characterized by light emphasis
(see 2.1.2).

2.1.1.2 Vowels

i. Inventory
There are two vowel series, four short vow-
els, /i/ /a/, /ë/, /u/ and five long vowels, /ì/, /à/,
/è/, /ù/, /ò/. These series are not symmetrical:
/ë/ has no corresponding long vowel and /è/
and /ò/ have no corresponding short vowel
(see Table 2).

The distribution of short vowels within
forms is governed by syllable and stress con-
straints: /i/ and /u/ only appear in non-
stressed closed syllable finals (CvC type),
which position is incompatible with the pres-
ence of /ë/:

Cv > /a/, /ë/
Cv́ > /a/, /ë/
Cv́C > /a/, /ë/
CvC/# > /i/, /u/, /a/
CvCC/#  > /a/, /ë/

The current linguistic situation results in 
the loss of the high vowels /i/ and /u/ of Old
and Classical Arabic, in open non-stressed
syllables (differential dialects) and in the neu-
tralization of the opposition /i/ ~ /u/ in
benefit of a central vowel of medium aper-
ture /ë/. The low vowel /a/ has been better
preserved, especially in the context of uvular,
pharyngeal, and laryngeal consonants:
*lisàn > lsèn ‘tongue’; *xudùd > xdùd
‘cheeks’; but *xamìs > xamìs ‘Thursday’.

ii. Short vowels
The vowels /i/ and /u/ are articulated as high 
central vowels [i-] and [u–], ∆èmi ≠ ['Àe1mi-∏]
‘mosque’, bëlbul ['bëlbu–l] ‘nightingale’.
Besides its unmarked allophone [æ], /a/ has a
lower articulation [a], [Ì] following uvular,
pharyngeal, pharyngealized, and laryngeal
consonants, ÿarìb [yari1b] ‘foreigner’, ≠arì∂a
[∏ari1d~Ì] ‘wide’ (fem.), ∂arab [d~Ìr~Ìb~] ‘he hit’.
The vowel /a/ of the feminine suffix -a has a
higher articulation [e] except following back
and pharyngealized consonants, madrase
[mædræse] ‘school’, man†a ≤a [m~Ìn~t~Ìπ~Ì]
‘region’. These consonants also push back and
down /ë/ and /u/, byëdÿu† [byëdy– t~] ‘he puts
pressure on’, byë ± ≠ud [byëπ∏–d] ‘he sits down’.
Due to its position, the central vowel /ë/ shows
a wide latitude of high and low articulations,
[e], [i-], [u–], [–], depending on the phonic and
syllabic context (Figure 1).

iii. Long vowels
Long vowels have short or semi-long allo-
phonics in pre-stress syllables, ∆i®àn [Àir~Ì1n]
‘neighbors’, ™alibèt [Óali2'be1t] ‘milk’; in
open word final syllables, they are always
short; /ì/ in pausa produces [e]: ±ahàle/

[πæhæ1le]/. Before back phonemes, especial-
ly pharyngealized phonemes, /è/ and /ù/ are
produced low, open. The vowel /è/ represents
both the reduction of /ay/ and the open
vowel /à/ [æ1] of Classical Arabic. Probably
through the effects of schooling and modern
Arabic used in the media, /è/ coexists with 
/à/ among speakers. The latter is associated

Table 2. Vowels

i ì è ë a à u ù ò

backness - - // - + +
height + +- -+ - + +-
rounded - - -+ - + +
long - + + - - + - + +
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with formal language, appearing in situa-
tions where a questionnaire is being used,
whereas /è/ appears in informal conversa-
tion. A sociolinguistic variant has been noted
amongst speakers of Palestinian origin in
whose speech /à/ [a1] is the reflex of *à in all
contexts.

2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
The diphthongs /ay/ and /aw/ of Classical Arabic
have been reduced to the long vowels /è/ and /ò/
but an instability is observed in open syllables:
baytèn ‘two houses’, maw∆e ‘wave’.

2.1.1.4 Syllables
Three types of syllable have been noted, which
differ in their structure and in their ‘length’:

i. short syllables Cv

ii. long syllables CvC, Cä

iii. supra-long syllables CäC, CvCC
A syllable may begin with a consonant or a
consonant cluster. Supra-long syllables only
appear in final position, ma∆nùn ‘crazy’,
nfala ±t ‘I am at the end of my tether’.

2.1.1.5 Consonant clusters
Two consonant clusters are well tolerated in ini-
tial position. In this position one finds clusters
decreasing in closure, †®àb ‘earth’, increasing in
closure, ∆bèl ‘mountains’, and with equal clo-
sure, ™sèb ‘account’. Through assimilation,
homorganic consonants are reduced to gemi-
nates necessitating an ultra-short prothetic

Figure 1. Short vowel allophonics

Figure 2. Long vowel allophonics

/i/ [i-] /u/

[–]

[Ì]/a/

[æ]

[Æ]

[e]

[i2] [i] /ì/ /ù/ [u] [fi2]

[e]
[e2]

/à/
[a1]

/ò/ [–]  [–2]  [–1]

[Ì] [Ì2]  [Ì1] 

/ë/

[u~]

/è/
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vowel for their articulation, [ët~1Ìr~'r~ÌjnÌ] ‘we
had to’, [ër1a'bi1∏] ‘the spring’. Initial three-con-
sonant clusters are not permitted.

Within a word, three-consonant clusters are
tolerated, bë ≠ët±id and bë ≠t ±id ‘I think’, except in
the presence of a lateral or trill consonant,
[jëdërsu] ‘they study’, [jëÓëlbu] ‘they milk’.

In final position, two-consonant clusters are dis-
jointed before a pause, [laÓëm]/ ‘meat’ The color
of the disjunction vowels depends on the con-
sonantal context, vowel harmony, and rhythm.

2.1.1.6 Stress
Stress is placed automatically, depending on sylla-
ble length. It first affects supra-long syllables (Cv-

C and CvCC), which appear only in final
position. Stress affects the final syllable if it is
supra-long, Cv-C or CvCC; the penultimate if it is
long Cv- or CvC and if the final syllable is not
supra-long; otherwise antepenultimate. There 
are some exceptions to this rule, due to mor-
phophonological constraints:

i. forms where a penultimate short syllable is
stressed, CvCv́Cv(C), CvCvCv́Cv(C), bear-
ing the 3rd pers. sg. fem. suffix or the 3rd
pers. pl. suffix, ∂a®áfla ‘he hit her’, ∂a®áflun
‘he hit them’, madrasótun ‘their school’.
Here, stress indicates the virtual presence of
/h/ before the suffixes -a and -un: ∂aráb[h]a,
madrasót[h]un;

ii. forms where a short final syllable is stressed,
CvCvCCv́. These are vowel-final forms bear-
ing the 3rd pers. sg. masc. suffix katabtì(h)
[kætæb'ti:] ‘you [fem.] wrote it’, katabnè(h)
[kætæb'ne:] ≠we wrote it≠. Here, too, stress
indicates the virtual presence of [h] of the 3rd
pers. sg. masc. suffix.

2.1.2 Phonotactics

2.1.2.1 Pharyngealization
Beirut usage is characterized by its remarkable
faculty for spreading pharyngealization (both
progressively and regressively) on the syntag-

matic level. Excepting /ì/ and /ù/ and the sibilants
/“/ and /∆/, which have the ability to block this
spreading, all phonemes may bear pharyngeal-
ization within words. It may be limited to one
syllable or may cover the entire form, such as
when it is constituted by a succession of open
syllables. It does not affect the prefixed imperfect
marker, mnë∂®uflun [mnëd~r~–b~–n~] ‘we hit them’,
or the feminine suffix ≤aßba [π~Ìsbe] ‘reed’ (unless
it is in direct contact with the pharyngealization
inductor phoneme fla≤®a [b~Ìπ–r~Ì] ‘cow’), or the
vowel [e1], reduction of the diphthong /ay/, ßèf
[s~e1f] ‘summer’.

Among the different groups of speakers, three
degrees of pharyngealization are attested: (a)
strong, characteristic of men’s speech, especially
within the Sunni community; (b) medium, char-
acteristic of women with a university education
who often speak French or English; and (c)
weak, characteristic of groups who usually
speak a mixed language, Arabic and French or
Arabic and English.

2.1.2.2 Pausal forms
One observes lax articulation at pauses, entailing
devoicing and depharyngealization of final conso-
nants, or vowel lengthening. This phenomenon
especially affects the suffix -a which is pronounced
open and long, zÿìra [zyi1rÆ2]# ‘small’, madrsa
[mædërsÆ2]# ‘school’, which has earned for Beirut
colloquial Arabic the epithet ‘drawling’.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Independent personal pronouns
Closed variants (two degrees of → ±imàla) have
been noted in Sunni speech, for the 1st pers. sg.
and pl. ±ane ~ ani, and në™ne. In the 2nd pers. sg.
masc., ±ënta and ±ënte coexist, attesting to an
instability in the distinction of gender. The 3rd
persons have two allomorphs, the heavy form
(huwwe, hiyye, hënne) is used for insistence
(Table 3).

Table 3. Independent pronouns

3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

masculine hu ~ huwwe ±ënta ~ ±ënte ±ana ~ ±ane ~ ±àne ~ ±ani
feminine hi ~ hiyye ±ënte
plural hënn ~ hënne ±ëntu në™na ~ në™ne
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2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes

These are set out in Table 4

Table 4. Possessive/object suffixes

3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

masculine -u / -Ø -ak -ì / -nì

feminine -a -ik
plural -un -kun -nà

The 1st pers. distinguishes between nominal and
verbal suffixes. The 3rd pers. sg. masc. suffix is 
-u after consonants, but -Ø after vowels.

2.2.1.3 Demonstratives
There is a distinction between the demonstrative
adjective and the demonstrative pronouns. The
invariable adjective ha- is placed before a noun
which is always defined, ha ∆∆bèl ‘these moun-
tains’. It can combine with a demonstrative pro-
noun ha lwalad haydà ‘this boy here’. Gender is
formally marked in the singular. Variants, short
and long, have been noted in all persons:

i. near: haydà masc. ~ haydì fem., hàdà masc. ~
hàdì fem., hay fem. ‘this one’; hadùl, haydùl,
haw ‘these ones [masc. and fem.]’

ii. far: haydàk masc. ~ haydìk fem., hadàk masc.
~ hàdìk fem. ‘that one’; hadulìk, hawdìk,
‘those ones [masc. and fem.]’

A reinforcing element -e, appears at the pause
for both series: hadòle, hawde, hadàke,
hadolìke, etc. For expressive purposes (denigra-
tion) when the referent is a person, the reverse
order ‘pronoun + noun’ is possible: hadùl ∆∆iràn
balà ™ayà ‘these neighbors (are) shameless.

2.2.1.4 Presentatives
Presentatives are composed of either demonstra-
tive + independent pronoun, or demonstrative +
the particle yè (*±iyyà) + the personal suffix:
haydà hù ~ yè ‘it’s him, here he is’.

A particle, ya™-, followed by suffix pronouns
is at the origin of a paradigm of exclamatory
presentatives: ya™™ù, ya™™ì, ya™™iyun ‘here he
is!, here she is!, here they are!’.

2.2.1.5 Relative pronouns
The relative pronoun yëllì, [ëlli], [ëlle], [ël]
invariable, lbint ël kènit ‘the girl who was’, can
be combined with the demonstrative ha: hallì
baddu ‘the one who wants’, hallì bëtrìd ‘what

you want’, or can be used on its own, yëlli ®à™

®à™ ‘what is gone is gone’. The relative pronoun
mà is only encountered in set expressions,
mbàrak mà ∆èkun ‘blessed be your newborn’.

2.2.1.6 Interrogative pronouns
i. ‘who’ mìn, can be followed by a person

suffix or an independent pronoun, mìnu/-a
or mìn huwwe ~ hiyye ‘who is he (him ~
her)’; inverse order is used for focus, huwwe
mìn ‘who is it?’.

ii. ‘what’ “u.
iii. ‘which’ ±ayya, can be followed by the

numeral wà™ad, ±ayya wà™ad/wë™de ‘which
one [masc./fem.]’; or by a personal suffix,
±ayy-è ‘which one [masc.]’, ±ayyè-ha ‘which
one [fem.]’, ±ayyè-hun ‘which ones’.

2.2.2 Adverbs
i. place: ‘here’ hòn; ‘there’ honìk.
ii. temporal: ‘now’ halla ±; ‘tomorrow’ buk®a;

‘yesterday’ mbàri™; ‘early’ bakkìr; ‘today’
lyòm.

iii. manner: ‘slowly’ ≠ala mahl, “way “way,
bihudù±; it is generally possible to create
adverbs of manner using bi- followed by the
nominal form, bsër ≠a ‘fast, quickly’, b∆ar ±a
‘courageously’, brawè ± ‘softly, calmly’.

iv. affirmation: ‘yes’ ±è; ‘it is so’ mbala;
‘assuredly’ ±akìd; ‘maybe’ yimkin, barke.

v. negation: ‘no’ la ±. 
vi. interrogative adverbs: ‘where’ wèn; ‘towards

where’ la wèn; ‘from where’ mnèn; ‘when’
±aymtìn, ±èmta; ‘how’, kìf; ‘how much’,
±ëddè“; ‘why’, lè(“), lay.

Interrogative adverbs are usually placed at the
head of the utterance. In nominal phrases, 
‘how’ and ‘where’ can be constructed with a
suffix pronoun: wèna ‘where is she?’, kìfak ‘how
are you?’.

2.2.3 Particles
In speech, the definite article al- [ël], [l] is
attached to the preceding lexeme, thus gemi-
nates resulting from its assimilation to homor-
ganic consonants are separated ®às-ë“ “a∆ra ‘the
top of the tree’.

2.2.3.1 Genitive markers
To express adnominal possession (2.3.1.3), the
dialect has recourse to a specific marker taba ≠

(< t-b- ≠ ‘follow’) followed by the possessor or its
representative suffix.
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2.2.3.2 Negation
There are two negation forms, mà and më“, of
which the first, mà, is restricted to verbs. The
morpheme më“ is used for nominal negation,
më“ kbìr ‘not big’, and, under certain conditions,
for verbal negation (see 2.3.2.5).

2.2.3.3 Question introducing particles
The most frequently used are: yà tara, placed at
the head or at the end of an utterance, ±ë∆à yà

tara ‘has he come?’; preceded by hal, it is placed
at the head of the utterance; “ì, always placed at
the end of an utterance bëddak yè “ì ‘do you
want it?’; mëdrì always comes at the head, mëdrì
“u baddu ‘[who knows] what he wants’

2.2.3.4 Existentials
The existential phrase is constructed with fì
‘there is’ of locative origin *fì + h ‘in him’, gram-
maticalized and set (see 2.3.2.6).

2.2.3.5 Conjunctions
i. Coordinating conjunctions: ‘and’, w, can take

on a temporal meaning ‘then, during . . .’ or
one of spatio-temporal concomitance, ±ë∆a w-
ëyyè ‘he came with him’. Further, ‘with’ ma ≠;
‘but’ bass; ‘or’ wëlla ~ ±aw.

ii. Subordinating conjunctions: ‘so that, until’
ta; ‘as soon as’ bass, lamma, “ì ; ‘when’ wa ±t
ëlli; ‘just as soon as, hardly’ ma . . . ëlla;
‘that’ ±ënnu; ‘if’ ±ën, ±ëza; ‘because’ la ±an[nu]
invariable.

2.2.3.6 Exclamations
yù > admiring; bë“ > admiring and surprised; yeh
> surprised; ya ≤a†ì“ì > surprised and indignant;
yiy, tfù > disgusted; walaw > surprised ‘well
now!’; ya wayl- (with a suffix representing the
speaker) > suffering, hardship.

2.2.4 Nouns
On the morphological level, one notes the high
productivity of the pattern CaCCùC for the
affective diminutive, “a††ùr ‘little courageous
one’, ™ammùr ‘little donkey’, and also the high
productivity of the external plural -èt. Com-
bined with collectives or other plural stems it has
an affective value ±ahlètì ‘my parents’. The suffix
-èt is also attested in borrowed words, telefonèt
‘telephones’, kombyuterèt ‘computers’.

The dual serves as plural for paired body parts
(→ pseudo-dual), ≠inayn ~ ≠inèn ‘eyes’, ±ë∆rayn ~
±ë∆rèn ‘feet’. It also expresses an indeterminate
quantity, ‘some, a little bit’, “ì ±ër“èn ‘a little
money’, ma ≠u ±ër“ayn ‘he has some money’.

2.2.5 Numerals
On the different uses of ‘one’ see 2.3.1.1. The
number ‘two’ is usually replaced by the dual
suffix -ayn.

From 3 to 10 the cardinal numbers have three
allomorphs (Table 5): a long form for counting,
telling time, etc.; a short form before words begin-
ning with a consonant; a form bearing the suffix -
-t (*-at) before words beginning with a vowel.

Table 5. Cardinal numbers

(1) Long forms

1–10 wà™ad / wë™da tnèn tlèta ±arb≠a xamsa sëtta sab≠a tmèna tës≠a ≠a“ra
11–19 ™da≠“ tna≠“ tlètta≠s ±arba≠ta≠“ xamsta≠“ sëtta≠“ sab≠ta≠“ tmènta≠“ tës≠ta≠“ ≠ë“rãn

100– miyya mitèn ~ mitayn tlèt miyya ±arba≠ miyya
1,000 ±alf ±alfèn ~ ±alfayn tlèt ±alèf ±arba≠t alèf

(2) From 3 to 10

Before consonant initial words

tlèt ±arba≠ xams sëtt sab≠ tmèn tës≠ ≠a“r

Before vowel initial words

tlèt ±arba≠t xamst sëtt sab≠t tmènt tës≠t ≠a“rt

(3) From 11 to 19

™da≠“ar      tna≠“ar      tlètta≠“ar      ±arba≠ta≠“ar      xamsta≠“ar      sëtt≠“ar      sab≠ata≠“ar     tmènta≠“ar      tës≠ta≠“ar
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From 11 to 19 all cardinal numbers end with
the suffix -ar. From 3 to 10, the noun is always
in the plural; from 11 on, the noun is in the sin-
gular. miyya ‘100’ has a short variant mìt.

Words referring to body parts, such as ®às
‘head’, and ±ëßbi ≠ ‘finger’ may be used as count
nouns. Their distribution is clearly motivated by
the shape of what is being counted, whether it is
rounded or oblong, tlèt ®ùs ÿanam ‘three sheep’,
®às banadùra ‘one tomato’, ±ëßbi ≠ xyà® ‘one
cucumber’.

All cardinal numbers can be used as pronominal
anaphorics: “tarayt tëffè™ w ±akalt wë™da ‘I bought
some apples and ate one’. The numeral ‘one’ can
carry the dual suffix -ayn to signify ‘two’ ±akalt
wë™dtayn ‘I ate two of them’, and the plural suffix
-èt for feminine nouns only, ±akalt xams wë™dèt ‘I
ate five of them’. Used with person suffixes, it takes
on the meaning of ‘all alone’; it is usually preceded
by the dative particle la, “taÿalt la wa™dì ‘I worked
all alone’.

2.2.6 Verbs

2.2.6.1 Form I
Today, there are still traces of the semantico-syn-
tactic distinction between active ~ deponent ~
qualitative verbs, historically established on the
basis of the distribution of the vowels (-a-), (-i-)
and (-u) of the basic verb stem. As in the major-
ity of dialects, the vocalization (-u-) has given
way to the vocalization (-i-). One therefore finds
two stems CaCaC and CëCiC.

Under CaCaC one finds active and middle
voices, transitive and intransitive verbs; under
CëCiC, middle and reflexive verbs, labile intran-
sitive and transitive verbs, semantically grouped
into movement verbs, emotion and perception
verbs, grooming verbs, and cognition verbs. In
general, the vocalizations (-a-) and (-i-) do not
contrast within the same form (contrary to other
Lebanese dialects, El-Hajje 1954; El-Zein 1981).
Only a few minimal pairs have been noted, ±ëni ≠

‘to be convinced’ ~ ±ana ≠ ‘to convince’, xërib ‘to
deteriorate [intr.]’ ~ xarab ‘to deteriorate
[trans.]’, xëli ± ‘to be born’ ~ xala ± ‘to create’.

2.2.6.2 Derived verbs
Middle verbs of the CëCiC type show corre-
sponding causative forms (Form II or Form IV),
“ërib ‘to drink’ ~ “arrab ‘to make drink’, hëlik ‘to
be worn out’ ~ ±ahlak ‘to wear someone out’
(Naïm 2001).

The reflexive is expressed by the derived
forms, Form V (t-CvCCvC), Form VI (t-Cv-

CvC), and Form VIII (CtvCvC), very much alive
in the dialect (see 2.3.2.1).

One notes the loss of Form IV often replaced
by Form II which, as has been observed for
Syrian Arabic, forms doublets with Form I in
characterized roots (Lentin 1991), and the weak
productivity of Form VII (n- prefix), replaced in
asubjectal constructions by the 3rd pers. pl. of
the base form, and by Form V for a base formed
on Form II.

2.2.6.3 Inflexions of the imperfect and perfect
tenses (Table 6)
In Form I of the ‘strong’ verb, the perfect tense
shows two vocalizations CaCaC and CëCiC,
and the imperfect tense shows three yëCCaC,
yëCCuC and yëCCiC, the vocalization (-i-)
showing very low productivity.

The simple form of the imperfect tense
appears in bound uses and in modal uses such as
the optative and the injunctive ±afifia yxallìk ‘God
preserve you, I beg of you’, yëßtfill ‘that he fend
for himself, too bad for him’. Apart from these
constructions, the imperfect preceded by the
particle b- [b], [bë] expresses the indicative
mode.

2.2.6.4 Particles and auxiliaries
The verb ‘to be’ kàn serves as temporal auxiliary.
It is compatible with other particles such as ≠am
(progressive) and ra™ (periphrastic future),

Table 6. Conjugations of ‘strong’ verbs

Perfect Imperfect
3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers. 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

masculine katab katabt katabt yëktub tëktub ±ëktub
feminine katabit katabtì tëktub tëktbì

plural katabù katabtù katabnà yëktbù tëktbù nëktub
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which are set. Other particles add temporal or
aspectual information to the verb form.

With movement and displacement verbs, the
progressive is expressed through the participial
form. The other aspectual distinctions are
expressed by aspect-indicated verbs:

ßàr (byßìr) + imperfect > inchoative-durative:
ßàr y±ùl ‘he begins saying’

balla“ (byballi“) + imperfect > inchoative,
bukra byballi“ yxabbërun ‘tomorrow he will
begin telling them’

±ë ≠id (byë ± ≠ud) + imperfect > durative-incho-
ative, ±ë ≠id yxabbërna ™ayètu ‘he began telling us
his life story’

∂all (by∂all) + imperfect > durative, ∂allit
tëm“ì ta . . . ‘she kept walking until . . .’

bë ±ì + imperfect > durative; yëb ±a (imperfect) 
+ imperfect (with negation) > injunctive, mà

tëb ±a t ±awwì ßawtak ‘don’t raise your voice’;
yëb ±a + b-imperfect > volitional, mnëb±a mnër∆a ±

sawa ‘we will come back together’
±àm (by ±ùm) + imperfect or perfect > incho-

ative (sudden beginning of the action), ±àm
∂arabnì ‘all of a sudden he hit me’; y ±ùm

(imperfect ) + imperfect > injunctive (modal use),
±ù ≠a t ±ùm t ±ëllu ‘careful, don’t go and tell him!’
rë∆i ≠ (byër∆a ≠) + imperfect or perfect > itera-

tive rë∆i ≠ ±alla ‘he tells her once again’
≠àd (by ≠ùd) + perfect > iterative ‘once again’,

in the negative phrase ‘any more’, mà ≠àdit
±akalit ‘she didn’t eat any more’.

2.2.6.5 The imperative
The imperative (Table 7) is characterized by a
lengthening of the vowel of the 2nd pers. sg.
masc., /–a-/ [æ] and /-ë-/ [–:] linked to prosodic
phenomena characteristic of monosyllables
(articulatory energy, pause); these vowels are
shortened in the other persons (disyllabic).

Table 7. The imperative

nzal [nzæ1l] ktëb [kto1b]
nzalì [nzæle] ktëbì [ktëbe]
nzalù [nzælu] ktëbù [ktëbu]

For the 1st pers. pl. the exhortative value of the
imperative is often expressed in the dialect by 
the particle yafifia or the auxiliary xallìna, or also
the verb ‘to come’ in the imperative ta ≠à, ta ≠ì, ta ≠ù

placed before the 1st pers. pl. of the imperfect
tense of the verb: yafifia nëm“ì ~ xallìnà nëm“ì

‘let’s go, let’s leave’, yafifia ~ xallìnà ~ ta ≠à nëm“ì

‘let’s go, let’s leave’.

2.2.7 Weak verbs

2.2.7.1 Geminated verbs
Geminated verbs have /-a-/ in the perfect tense
and /-ë-/ in the imperfect tense, rarely /-a-/,
∆ann/by∆ënn ‘to go crazy’, na††/bynë†† ‘to jump’,
≠a∂∂/by≠a∂∂ ‘to bite’. In the imperative, contrary
to ‘strong’ verbs, the 2nd pers. sg. masc. vowel is
not long, në†† ‘jump!’, dëll ‘show!’.

2.2.7.2 Verbs I±, Iw or Iy
These change their consonants in the imperfect
tense in è, ì, or ù, byèxud ‘to take’, byùßal ‘to
arrive’, byìbas ‘to dry up’. The imperatives do
not differ from ‘strong’ verbs.

2.2.7.3 Verbs Iw
These are of the CaCaC or CëCiC type: wa ≠ad,
‘to promise’, wërim ‘to swell’. The thematic
vowel of the imperfective is (-a-). The verbs Iy,
rare (three have been noted), show a perfect
tense of the CëCiC type: yëbis, ‘to dry up’, yëtim
‘to be orphaned’, yë ±is ‘to despair’.

2.2.7.4 Verbs IIw/y
These all show in the perfect tense the long
vowel -è- (allophonic [-a:-]) and in the imperfect
one of the three vocalizations -è-, -ù-, or -ì- (the
same as in the imperative), nèm, nèmì, nèmù

‘sleep’, xàf, xàfì, xàfù ‘fear’, rù™, rù™ì, rù™ù ‘go
away’, ∆ìb, ∆ìbì, ∆ìbù ‘bring’.

2.2.7.5 Verbs with IIIy
These belong to the CaCaC, byëCCiC or CëCiC,
byëCCaC type: ramà/byërmì ‘to throw’,
nësì/byënsà ‘to forget’, rëxì/byërxà ‘to soften’.
Some verbs of the CëCiC type have their imper-
fect in byëCCiC: bëkì/byëbkì ‘to cry’, më“ì/
byëm“ì ‘to walk’, ™ëkì/byë™kì ‘to speak’. In the
imperative the final vowel is long: rxì, rxì, rxù

‘to release’, nsà, nsì, nsù ‘to forget’.

2.2.7.6 Doubly weak verbs
The doubly weak verbs, ±ë∆à/byë∆ì, ‘to come’,
wë†ì/byù†à ‘to become low’, ±ëwì/byë ±wà ‘to
become strong’ are conjugated irregularly, for
example *∆à ±a ‘to come, arrive’ (Table 8) that do
not distinguish gender in the 2nd pers. sg. of the
imperfect.
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For the imperative, a different verb is used, ta ≠à,
ta ≠ì, ta ≠ù ‘come!’.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrases

2.3.1.1 Expression of indefiniteness and
specificity
For the formal expression of indefiniteness, the
numeral ‘one’ is used, wà™ad, wë™da, but it
never represents an indefinite article. As an
indefinite pronoun, wà™ad is equivalent to
‘someone’ with a set allophone in the indirect
case ™adan (negative variant, mà ™ada ‘no one’)
in negative, interrogative, and injunctive con-
structions, ≠azamnà wà™ad bya ≠rfak ‘we invited
someone who knows you’, ™adan ±ë∆à ‘did any-
one come?’. Before generic person terms, ‘man,
woman, child’, wà™ad emphatically marks
indefiniteness; its presence implies the presence
of supplementary information concerning the
person represented (speficity): “ëft wà™ad rë∆∆èl
wè ±if ≠a®àsu ‘I saw a man [someone] standing on
his head’; “ëft rë∆∆èl wè ±if ≠a®àsu ‘I saw a man
standing on his head’; (?) “ëft wà™ad rë∆∆èl
(unacceptable); (?) “ëft wà™ad (unacceptable).

The pronoun wà™ad may be preceded by the
particle “ì, which reinforces its indefiniteness.
Preceded by the definite article, lwà™ad, it
signifies the neutral pronoun ‘one’, “u bëddu y ±ùl
lwà™ad? ‘what can one say?’. Preceded by këll
‘all’ it is equivalent to ‘each’, këll wà™ad
minkun . . . ‘each of you . . .’. Combined with
the ordinal form of ‘two’, it expresses the dis-
tributive, lwà™ad w ttènì ‘one . . . the other’.

2.3.1.2 Construct state
One finds two types of genitive construction. The
most common type, which is compatible with all
semantic contexts, is the one traditionally desig-
nated by → ‘construct state’, ±ë∆r ††àwla ‘the
table’s leg’, bënt ±ëxtì ‘my sister’s daughter’. The

second, analytical, type makes use of the genitive
marker taba ≠ ~ tà ≠ ~ ta ≠ùl (the last two forms are
typical of the Beirut Sunni dialects), placed
between the noun and its determiner, both lex-
emes being preceded by the definite article, lktèb
taba ≠ lm≠alma ‘the teacher’s book’. The analytical
construction is bound by semantic constraints: it
is incompatible with a possessed object belong-
ing to the domain of what is inalienable (kinship
terms, part–whole relations etc.). One cannot say
lbënt taba ≠ ±ëxtì ‘my sister’s daughter’ or l ±ë∆r
taba ≠ ††àwla ‘the table’s leg’. Analytical con-
structs are mostly found in contexts of focus or
specification.

The particle taba ≠ (lit. ‘following’) followed
by person suffixes also serves for the expression
of the possessive pronouns taba ≠ì ~ taba ≠ik . . .
‘mine, yours . . .’, haydà ta ≠ùlì ‘this one is mine’;
used in this way it alternates with the dative 
particle ±ël-, haydà ta ≠ùlì ~ taba ≠ì ~ ±ëlì ‘this one 
is mine’.

2.3.1.3 Quantifiers
There are different forms to express the same
notion of quantity. For the notion of ‘paucity’ one
finds:

i. “way ‘a little’ with an intensive allomorph
“wayye or “wayyët, the bound element is nec-
essarily an indefinite plural or collective, xòd
“way ‘take some’, ±akal “wayye ‘he ate a little
[very little]’, ≠†ìne “wayyët maßàre ‘give me
some money’;

ii. nëtfa ‘very little’ expresses a degree of paucity
superior to “way. This particle has an affec-
tive allophone nattùfe; it is mostly used
before a collective, nëtfët bann ‘some coffee’,
nattùfët sëkkar ‘very little sugar’.

Paucity is also expressed by the dual suffix -ayn:
ma ≠u ±ër“ayn ‘he has money’ (2.2.4).

For the plural one finds: kam ‘some’ +
indefinite singular noun, ≠ëndnà kam tëlmìz ‘we

Table 8. ±ë∆à ‘to come’

Perfect Imperfect
3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers. 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

masculine ±ë∆à ∆ìt ∆ìt byë∆ì btë∆ì bë∆ì

feminine ±ë∆it ∆ìtì btë∆ì btë∆ì

plural ±ë∆ù ∆ìtù ∆ìnà byë∆ù btë∆ù mnë∆ì
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have some students’; ba ≠∂ ‘some’ + definite plu-
ral noun, ba ≠∂ l±aß™àb ‘some friends’; këll ‘each,
every, all’ + indefinite noun in the singular but
definite in the plural, këll walad ‘each ~ every
child’, këll lwlèd ‘all the children’

2.3.2 Verbal phrase
The order in the verbal phrase can be either VSO
or SVO. In general, terms governed by a transi-
tive verb follow the verb but there are also con-
structions with direct government introduced by
the dative preposition la ‘to’. These construc-
tions, which were more frequent formerly, have
been explained through Syriac influence (Feghali
1928). Today, they have an expressive value, a
rhetorical function of highlighting and insis-
tence, and are found in constructions where the
direct complement is represented by a suffix in
the verb form, in an anticipatory manner: hiyye
“èftu la l™aramì ‘she, she saw him, the thief’.

In doubly transitive verb forms, with direct
objects anaphorically represented, the suffix
representing the argument most closely linked to
the verb is separated from it by the particle yè-,
≠†aytak yèha ‘I gave her to you’. With double
object verbs, direct and indirect, it is the indirect
object introduced by l- that is next to the verb,
the direct object is in second position, separated
from the verb form by the particle yè-, “ùfì-lì
yèha ma ≠a ™a®à®a “ì ‘Check if she has a fever’ (lit.
‘look for me her, has she fever?’).

2.3.2.1 Reflexive and reciprocal analytical
constructions
Another characteristic of the dialect concerns
the analytic expression of reflexive and recipro-
cal phrases (Naïm 2004). The reflexive is gener-
ally expressed by the verb. Form V (tCvCCvC)
or Form VIII (CtvCvC), depending on the basic
stem. As decausatives, these forms modify the
verb’s valence and lend the verb an internal ori-
entation, ka™™al (Form II) ‘to put kohl on’ –
tka™™al ‘to put kohl on oneself’, farka“ ‘to trip
someone’ – tfarka“ ‘to trip’. The reciprocal is
usually expressed by Form VI (tCv-CvC), which
gives the verb a bilateral orientation, ≠aba† ‘to
hug someone’ – t ≠àba†ù ‘to hug each other’,
ßàla™ ‘to forgive someone’ – tßàla™ù ‘to become
reconciled [reciprocally]’.

Alongside derivatives, the dialect makes use of
emphatic or intensive markers following the
basic verb form to express reflexives and recipro-
cals, the intensifier ™àl- (lit. ‘state, situation’) fol-

lowed by a suffix representing the subject in the
case of reflexives, and the intensifier ba ≠∂-
(2.3.1.3), followed or not by the plural suffix, for
the reciprocal: t ≠awwad ‘he became accustomed’
and ≠awwad ™àlu ‘he became accustomed’;
t∂à®abù ‘they hit each other’ (Form VI) and
∂a®abù ba ≠∂(-un) (Form I) ‘they hit each other’.

These constructions show a connection
between different strategies of reflexivization
and the meaning of the predicate: ™àl- is gener-
ally attested with verbs conventionally oriented
at others (König and Siemund 1999) such as ‘to
hit’, ‘to speak’, ∂arab ™àlu ‘he hit himself’,
byë™kì ™àlu ‘he is talking to himself’; in these
constructions, the intensifier occupies the posi-
tion of object and signals the co-reference of the
verb’s two arguments. When the verb’s orienta-
tion is internal (not other-directed), such as with
‘to rest’, the presence of the intensifier highlights
the participation of the initiator and co-refer-
ence between the agent and the beneficiary,
baddì rayyi™ ™àlì ‘I want to rest’ instead of baddì

±ërtè™ (Form VIII ) ‘I want to rest’; the intensifier
modifies the argument structure and institutes
the presence of two participants whereas only
one is required.

Concerning reciprocity, constructions with
ba ≠∂ emphasize the sequentiality of the action
(Kemmer 1993) instead of considering its simul-
taneity: byët ≠àfla†ù (Form VI) ‘they are embrac-
ing each other’, byë ≠b†ù ba ≠∂ ‘they are embracing
one another’.

2.3.2.3 Performatives
Speech acts are constructed with a verb in the 
1st pers. sg. perfect tense, followed by an
anaphoric pronoun representing the addressee;
in certain cases the presence of the addressee is
not formally marked but is simply implied in the
enunciation situation. The perfect tense con-
comitant with the speech act here takes on the
value of a ‘present of address’ (Naïm-Sanbar
1993), ™alaft ‘I swear’, ±ëltëllik skëtì ‘I tell you:
shut up’.

2.3.2.4 Intent, wishes
To express optativity, the imperfect tense is
rarely used except in set expressions, yxallìk
‘[God] preserve you’, y†awwil ≠ëmrak ‘[God]
grant you long life’. In general, particles are
used: (ya) rayt + noun or pronominal suffix +
verb in the perfect tense (for regrets) or verb in
the imperfect tense (for wishes); n“afifia + perfect
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or imperfect preceded by b- (except in negative
sentences) for wishes; nèwì (participial form,
nèwya, nèwyìn) + imperfect for intent; badd- +
pronominal suffix + imperfect for wishes,
desires. Used on its own with person suffixes,
this particle is equivalent to the verb ‘to want’.

2.3.2.5 Negation
Verbal negation is mostly accomplished by the
particles mà and më“. The particle là, attested in
set expressions, is being superseded by mà. It is
active in double negation phrases. As negation
adverb, it takes on three forms: là, la ±, la ±a ‘no’.

The particle mà is placed before the verb; it is
compatible with the perfect and the imperfect
tenses, regardless of the temporal value of the
latter. It can be reinforced by the particles ba ±a
and “ì, or by the adverb ±abadan, and can consti-
tute discontinuous negation, ‘not . . . anything’,
‘not . . . any more’ and ‘not . . . at all’.

The particle më“ is attested with a verb in the
present or future tense. For nominal negation,
the only particle used is më“.

2.3.2.6 Existential, possessive, and locative
sentences
In the Beirut dialect, and more generally in the
Syria-Lebanon-Palestine linguistic area, existen-
tial and possessive constructions have compara-
ble structures: a predicatoid (fì for existentials,
≠ënd- and ma ≠- for possessives), a theme and a
location argument. The theme argument associ-
ated with localization is indefinite in both cases:
fì këtub ≠a††àwla ‘there are books on the table’,
≠ëndì ~ ma ≠ì këtub ‘I have books ~ with me’. Both
constructions also share the word order
(Predicatoid + Subject) of the verbal phrase.

The locative construction differs by its definite
theme, which occupies the subject function trig-
gering agreement with the temporal exponent
lmë™™àya kènit ≠a††àwla ‘the eraser was on the
table’, which is not the case with possessives or
existentials. Furthermore, its word order is the
same as that of nominal phrases (Subject +

Predicatoid). The principal points of conver-
gence and divergence between these three con-
struction types are shown in Table 9.

The distribution of the relaters ≠ënd and ma ≠

depends on the encoded notions of possession.
The relater ≠ënd encodes ‘permanent’ possession
and the relater ma ≠ ‘temporary’ possession; both
can serve to encode ‘abstract possession’ (Naïm
2003).
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Bengali

People often make particular linguistic variants
straightforward indexes of identity. This lacks
analytic validity but reveals the linguistic ideo-
logies upon which the politics of nationalism 
often turn (Bauman and Briggs 2003). Follow-
ing Stewart (2001), we should be cautious of
modern notions that linguistic form (e.g.,
Bengali discourse full of Sanskrit- or Perso-
Arabic-derived words) directly reflects an
author’s politico-religious stance or a Hindu or
Muslim identity conceived as a pure essence.

Ask Bangladeshis what divides Muslim from
Hindu speech and they will mention pani (vs. j–l)
‘water’. This favorite index actually derives
from Sanskrit. Yet, the ‘Muslim’ valeur of pani
is a social fact. Such facts warrant attention to 
ideological representations of ‘Perso-Arabic’
lexemes in Bengali – and suggest that lists 
of loanwords require reanalysis in terms of 
ideologies.

1 .  S e m a n t i c  d o m a i n s

The semantic categories of Arabic loanwords in
Bengali reveal the history of Bengali Islam. “The
ordinary Bengali words for ‘paper’ kag–j (Arabic
kaÿad) and ‘pen’ k–l–m (Arabic qalam) [are]
both . . . corrupted loanwords” (Eaton 1993:
293). Muslims spread literacy in Bengal, and
associated terms reflect that fact.

Bengali Muslim kin terms are also mostly
Arabic. Muslims usually call fathers abba;
Hindus use baba. Some loanwords like mullah
or imàm designate Muslim social categories or
reflect institutions of Mughal governance, e.g.

the (now honorific) title qà∂ì (kàzì). Then there
are labels designating high birth – sayyid, “ex,
a“raf – which played a significant role in Bengal’s
social history (Ahmed 1981). Bengali Muslims
use different honorifics from Hindus, e.g. “aheb
(like ‘Mister’). Muslim names are also typically
Arabic. The 19th-century Islamization of Bengal
involved rural Muslims rejecting their ‘Hindu’
(Bengali) names (Ahmed 1981:106).

Other salient loanwords denote ritual acts –
e.g. ™ajj. In late 20th century Dhaka, Bengali
newspapers were peppered with such terms;
their use peaks during Ramadan. Musa
(1995:93) lists 28, including axeri munajat ‘final
prayer’, id mobàrak ‘happy Id’, zakàt ‘alms’,
janàza ‘funeral prayer’, and mìlàd mahfil ‘gath-
ering to celebrate [the Prophet’s] birth’.

2 .  P h o n o l o g y  a n d  g r a m m a t i c a l
c a t e g o r i e s  o f  l o a n w o r d s

Phonological nativization of loanwords has been
the rule in the past. Arabic /a/ in unstressed sylla-
bles has followed Bengali rules of vowel har-
mony to become /o/ in syllables preceding a high
vowel (/u/ or /i/). Arabic consonants were gener-
ally replaced with their closest Bengali counter-
parts. The spelling of Arabic-derived terms has
recently undergone ‘reform’. The Islamic Preach-
ing Mission, once the Toblig Jamat, is now the
Tablig Jamayat; mowlanas are now mawlanas, at
least in writing (Musa 1995:93). Most Arabic
loanwords are nouns, typically appearing in 
otherwise purely Bengali contexts and receiving
Bengali affixation (masjid-e ‘in the mosque’)
rather than Arabic morphology such as the
definite article. Phrases like biss–-ijtemà ≠ ‘world
gathering’ or ßiyàm-sadh–na ‘fasting-asceticism’
that join Arabic loanwords with Sanskrit deriva-
tives are common. The 17th-century rise in non-
nominal Arabic elements borrowed into Bengali
was reversed in the 18th century – probably
reflecting the declining fortunes of Persian under
British hegemony (Mannan 1966:73). Among
the non-nominal borrowings is the Arabic Ωàhir,
used by the early 18th-century poet Vidyapati
(Mannan 1966:67) in a verb phrase karilo Ωàhir
‘make manifest’. This illustrates the way Arabic
loanwords can appear in Bengali verb phrases by
virtue of the latter’s capacity to form compound
verbs using nouns or adjectives and the Bengali
pro-verb kar ‘do.’
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3 . C o u n t s  a n d  f r e q u e n c y  o f
A r a b i c  a n d  I s l a m i c a t e  e l e m e n t s
i n  B e n g a l i

There are no large corpus-based linguistic 
studies of Bengali, let alone of the frequency 
of Perso-Arabic terms in actual instances of 
contemporary Bengali discourse. Writing in 
pre-Partition Calcutta, S.K. Chatterji counted
2,500 Perso-Arabic terms in Bengali (Chatterji
1934:210; Ahmed 1981:121). Writing 30 years
later in Islamic East Pakistan, Hilali (1967)
listed 9,000 such loanwords. But the relation of
such ‘counts’ to actual usage is unknown.

We find a range of loanword frequencies in a
small corpus of carefully transcribed, naturally
occurring Bengali speech of various registers. In
‘Latifa’s’ 1992 lament (Wilce 1998) only 6 per-
cent of total word tokens were Perso-Arabic
loans. By contrast, in the Bengali ‘translation’ of
an Arabic prayer offered at a 1991 wedding
(Wilce 2002), about 33 percent of the total
words are Arabic loans.

Arabic-laden prayers and other speech regis-
ters – and metadiscourses on the frequency of
loanwords – reflect linguistic ideologies insepa-
rable from postcoloniality and competing
nationalisms (Irvine and Gal 2000). Such ide-
ologies played a clear role in the history of
Bengali. 

4 . H i s t o r y  a n d  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y

Apparently, it was the Hindu poet Bharat
Chandra in his poem Mansingha Kàvya (1752)
who coined the term dobhaßi Bangla ‘dual lan-
guage’ (Haq 1957:174) for a register using many
Perso-Arabic loanwords. Some dobhaßi litera-
ture was written in the → nasta ≠liq script, or in
Bengali written from right to left.

Haq argues that dobhaßi reflects the 19th-cen-
tury Wahhabi movement in southern Bengal.
Abdul Mannan, who wrote the definitive treat-
ment of dobhaßi literature in 1966, sees its origins
in earlier Mughal patronage of Bengali. The first
work on record “which has preserved evidence of
the influence of the language of Muslim rulers [on
Bengali] is the M–n–savij–y– of Bipradàs Piplài”, a
Brahmin (ca. 1495 C.E., Mannan 1966:59).

Bharat Chandra wrote the following (from
Onn–dam–ng–l):

na r–be pr–sad guñ [Persian, Arabic, 
Hindustani]

na h–be r–sal lack grace and poetic 
quality.

–t–eb o kohi bhaßa I have chosen, therefore, 
the

yaboni misal the mixed language of 
the  Muslims.

ye hok se hok The ancient sages have 
bhaßa kavyo r–s declared: “Any language
l–ye may be used. The impor-

tant thing is poetic qual-
ity” (Mannan 1966: 
69–70; emphasis added)

This precolonial aesthetic of mixture gave way
to a drive for purification.

In the 19th century, dobhaßi Bengali bor-
rowed even more Perso-Arabic lexemes, perhaps
(ironically) reflecting forces unleashed by
Halhed’s (1969/1778) Grammar of the Bengal
Language. Halhed considered foreign elements
pollutants in the “pure Bengalese”. He acknowl-
edged “the modern [mixed] jargon of the king-
dom” but declared the loanwords unintelligible
outside large cosmopolitan towns (1969:xiv).
Following Halhed’s lead, British Orientalists
and Hindu pundits working in Calcutta (Ft.
William College) produced a Sanskritized re-
gister successfully promulgated as ‘standard
Bengali’. The intensification of Perso-Arabic
borrowings in 19th-century dobhaßi was thus a
reaction to Orientalism and the Sanskritization
of Bengali. As emerging Hindu and Muslim
leaders competed for populist appeal, they
declared the others’ favored register (Sanskri-
tized vs. dobhaßi) “unintelligible to the masses”.

Some of Halhed’s successors – e.g. William
Carey – at least for a time rejected linguistic
purism. “A multitude of words, originally
Persian or Arabic, are constantly employed in
common conversation, which perhaps ought to
be considered as enriching rather than corrupt-
ing the language” (Carey 1801:iii; emphasis in
original). But Qayyum (1981) notes that later
editions of Carey’s Grammar omitted these
words. Around 1850, British missionary James
Long dubbed the Islamized form of Bengali
“Musalman Bengali” (later called Musalmani
Bangla – a form relevant to producing targeted
translations of the Bible).

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



288 bengali

Around 1900, members of the Hindu Bengali
intelligentsia, such as Dinesh Chandra Sen and
Rabindranath Tagore, made “Bengali litera-
ture” central to their “romantic nationalism”
(Chakrabarty 2004). They believed that “the
national [Bengali] literature” could engender a
mystical union of the divergent groups of
Bengali speakers, transcending the Hindu-
Muslim divide. While they somewhat naively
advocated this vision, Muslims in the united
British Indian state of Bengal formed a Muslim
Literary Association (1911), sensing that the
Bengal Literary Academy (formed in 1893) was
in some subtle way simply a “Hindu Bengali
Literature Society”. But it was subtle. Hindu
romantic nationalists did not advocate anything
like the expurgation of Perso-Arabic words from
Bengali. That was not what alienated Muslim
literary figures. What the Hindu romanticists
did so successfully was to promulgate a lexically
Sanskritized Bengali that somehow appeared to
be both the unmarked form of the language and
the prestige variety.

5 .  M u s l i m  a t t i t u d e s  t o  o f fi c i a l
s u p p o r t  o f  B e n g a l i

Colonial control required understanding and
ranking various forms of Bengali. Two visions
competed, ascribing to Bengali an enduring
Hindu ‘essence’ or a growing Islamic influence.
The first branded Musalmani ‘unintelligible’.
The second prompted colonial officers and 
some Muslim leaders to propose a ‘separate 
language’ for Bengali Muslims (Ahmed
1981:122). But colonial intelligentsia made
Sanskritized Bengali represent not only a pri-
mordial essence but a prestige standard. Muslim
opposition even to a Musalmani variety was 
a reaction to the putative Hindu essence of 
Bengali and to Musalmani’s reputation as an
“unsophisticated patois” (Ahmed 1981:126; cf.
Qayyum 1981). 

That some (not all, Anisuzzaman 1996) Mus-
lims of the mid-20th century rejected Bengali
language education indicates Bengali had
become a bone of contention. Today, Bengali
historians debate whether Partition was the fruit
of the Raj’s divide and conquer policy or the res-
olution of ‘essential’ differences. Metadiscourses
about Bengali are part of that tortured history.

6 .  T h e  s t a t u s  o f  B e n g a l i  i n  t h e
E a s t  P a k i s t a n  a n d  →
B a n g l a d e s h  e r a s

After Partition, the provincial East Pakistan gov-
ernment appointed an East Bengal Language
Committee whose policy goals, summarized under
the banner s–h–j bangla ‘Simple Bengali’, were: “i)
that . . . Sanskritization . . . be avoided as far as
possible by the use of simple phraseology . . .; ii)
that . . . expressions and sentiments of Muslim
writers should strictly conform to . . . Islamic ide-
ology; and iii) that the words, idioms and phrases
in common use in East Bengal, especially those in
the Puthi . . . literatures be introduced in the lan-
guage more freely” (Chowdhury 1960, as trans-
lated by Dil 1986:454).

The reference to the dobhaßi Puthi literature
makes clear that the “idioms . . . in common
use” were Perso-Arabic. Pakistan had strong
motivations for replacing Sanskritic with
Islamicate derivatives. Appeals to linguistic
‘simplicity’ may sound democratic but, in
Pakistan and elsewhere, often serve other agen-
das (Bauman and Briggs 2003).

In the late 1980s, Arabic expressions began
displacing Persian ones among Muslim Bang-
ladeshis; Muslims began using Allàh ™àfiΩ rather
than the Persian Xoda ™àfiΩ ‘go[o]db[ewith]ye’.
In 1995, Bangla Academy Director Monsur
Musa wrote: “Nowadays, in certain Bengali
newspapers, an eagerness to substitute Arabic
words for prevailing Persian terms can be seen.
These newspapers use ßalàt instead of namaz,
ßiyàm instead of roja – and Allàh is considered
better than Xoda” (1995:92; translation mine).
Musa noted that the Arabic words in announce-
ments of religious events made them quite hard
for the average Bengali to understand – an echo
of older claims?

7 .  C o n c l u s i o n

While for some, proliferating loanwords repre-
sent an impure accretion on the language of the
land of Bengal, for others they can signal the true
identity of the Bangladeshi nation-state – an
Islamic identity (Farukkhi 1990). And there are
many positions in between, for example those
who celebrate Bengali authors’ playful use of
Perso-Arabic loanwords (Anisuzzaman 1996).
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The contemporary Bengali scene is a broad span
over rapidly moving pani.
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Berber

1 .  A r a b i c  a n d  B e r b e r

At the end of the 7th century, when the first
Arabs came to Morocco during the Islamic con-
quests, Berber was the dominant language in
Northern Africa with the exception of some
Latinized towns on the Mediterranean coast,
whose inhabitants were Romance speakers.
After the Islamic conquests, the Arabization of
the population seems to have been superficial
and limited to the major towns. It was only after
the arrival of the Arab tribes of the Banù Hilàl
and Banù Sulaym in the 12th century that
Arabization progressed in the Maghreb (Colin
1986:1193–1194). More than anything else, the
language policies followed by the Maghreb
countries in the last decades of the 20th century
contributed to a strong Arab advance at the
expense of Berber.

In view of the historical evolution and the fact
that Berber is in constant contact with Arabic (in
both its variants, Classical Arabic and dialects),
it is hardly surprising that, after more than 14
centuries, all Berber dialects present a high 
percentage of Arabic loanwords nowadays.
According to Chaker (1995:118) these percent-
ages are 38 percent for Kabyli and 25 percent for
Tashelhit. Touareg, being isolated and far from
traditional cultural Arabic centers, has no more
than 5 percent Arabic loanwords. Kossmann
(1997:7) estimates that there are 20 percent
loanwords from Arabic in the Berber dialect 
of Figuig.

Arabic loanwords occur in almost every field,
but they are particularly important in religion
and trade, as well as in economic and intellectual
activities (Chaker 1995:118). In the last decades
of the 20th century, as a consequence of
Arabization policies, which tended to diminish
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the influence of French, many loanwords were
introduced which were associated with adminis-
tration and politics.

All examples quoted in this entry are taken
from the following works: Laoust (1920),
Aspinion (1953), Abdel-Massih (1971), Dallet
(1985), Leguil (1985), Amard (1997), Durand
(1998), and Kossmann (1997, 2000). Arabic lex-
ical items are always quoted in their Maghrebi
dialectal forms except for those specifically noted
as a loan from Classical Arabic. Arabic verbs are
always quoted in the 3rd person masc. sg. of the
perfect and Berber verbs in the 2nd person masc.
sg. of the imperative.

2 .  P h o n o l o g y

Arabic phonemes such as /™/, /≠/, /h/ have been
incorporated in the Berber inventory, as well 
as the pharyngealized consonants /ß/, /†/, /∂/
(Chaker 1995:1189, 1989:838; such phonemes
may also appear in genuine Berber words: e.g.
Riffian a ≠ëddis ‘stomach’); depending on the
dialect, they may undergo further change:

i. /™/: Arabic fëllà™ > afëlla™ ‘peasant’ (Tama-
zight, Tashelhit), Arabic sa™™àr > asë™™ar
‘magician’, Arabic l-™à∆∆ > r™a∆∆ ‘pilgrim’
(Riffian), Arabic ß-ßa™™a > ßßa™™t ‘health’,
Arabic l-b™ar > lb™ar ‘sea’ (Tamazight).

ii. /h/: this phoneme rarely occurs and is fre-
quently elided: Arabic l-fqìh > lfqih ‘learned,
erudite’ (Tashelhit), Arabic më∆hùl >
amë∆hul ‘irreligious’ (Kabyli), Arabic 
l-bhìma > lëbhimt ‘beast of burden’
(Tamazight), Arabic l-bhàyëm > rbàym ‘herd
of goats’ (Riffian), Classical Arabic “ahàda >
“ada ‘profession of Muslim faith’ (Kabyli).

iii. /≠/: Arabic ≠ass > ≠ass ‘to watch’, Arabic ≠à“ùra
> ta ≠“urt ‘feast of Ashoura’ (Tashelhit),
Arabic s-sà ≠a > tassa ≠t ‘then’ (Tashelhit).

iv. /ß/: occurs in loanwords like Arabic mßalla >
mßalla ‘place for prayer’ (Tashelhit), Arabic
ß-ßadaqa > ßßadaqat ‘alms’ (Tashelhit),
Classical Arabic al-qißßa > lqißt ‘story’
(Tashelhit). But /ß/ is often voiced to /Ω/:
Arabic ßàm > Ωum (Riffian, Tamazight,
Tashelhit) and uΩum (Kabyli) ‘to fast’,
Arabic ßalla > ΩΩall (Tamazight, Tashelhit)
and Ωajj (Riffian) ‘to pray’, Arabic l-™ëmmë“

> l™imëΩ (Riffian) and ™ummëΩ (Tamazight)
‘chick peas’.

v. /†/: a single /†/ is voiced to /∂/: Arabic †bìb >
a∂bib, i∂bibën ‘doctor, doctors’, Arabic
xayyà† > axëyya∂ ‘tailor’, Arabic †àlëb >
∂∂alb ‘religious teacher’, Arabic †à∆ìn >
∂∂a∆in ‘clay pot in which stew is cooked’,
Arabic † ≠àm > ∂∂≠am ‘couscous’, Arabic f†ar
> f∂ër ‘to take breakfast, to lunch’, Arabic 
l-qëf†àn > lqëf∂an ‘kaftan’, Arabic q†a ≠ > q∂ë ≠

‘to cross’, Arabic “rë† > “®ë∂ ‘to impose a
condition’, Arabic l-™ì† > l™i∂ ‘wall’, Arabic
†abbàx > a∂ëbbax ‘cook’ (Tashelhit). But
geminated /†/ is never voiced: Arabic ≠a††àr >
a ≠a††ar ‘wandering salesman’, Arabic ™a††àb
> a™ë††ab ‘woodcutter’ (Tashelhit).

vi. /∂/: Arabic ∂ëdd > ∂ë†† ‘against’ (Figuig),
Arabic r-raw∂àt > rraw∂at ‘cemeteries’,
Arabic l-xu∂ra > lxw∂ërt ‘legume’ (Tashel-
hit) and lxwë∂®a (Kabyli), Arabic ∂àq > ∂aq
‘to be depressed’ (Figuig), Arabic m∂iyyëq
> m∂ëyyëq ‘narrow’ (Riffian), Arabic
∂awwa > ∂awwa ‘to illuminate’ (Figuig).

vii. /q/: reflexes of Classical Arabic *q are /q/
and /g/. Examples of /q/ are very common:
Arabic l-wërq >lwërq ‘leaves’ (Tashelhit,
Kabyli, Shawiya, Nefusi, Siwa), Arabic
q“ùr > aq“ur ‘bark’ (Tashelhit, Kabyli,
Shawiya), Arabic l-≠a®q > l ≠a®q ‘root’
(Tashelhit, Nefusa, Siwa), Arabic qdù™ >
aqdu™ ‘jug for water’ (Riffian), Arabic 
s-sùq > ssuq ‘market’ (Riffian, Tashelhit).
Cases in which *q > /g/ are always loans
from Hilalian (Bedouin) dialects (this reflex
being one of the most characteristic fea-
tures of these dialects; Heath 2002:
141–142): Arabic l-gàfla > lgafëlt ‘caravan’
(Figuig), Arabic l-guddàm > l-gwddam ‘the
front, ahead of’ (Tashelhit), Classical
Arabic qa ≠ùd > ag≠ud ‘young camel’
(Figuig), Arabic l-gàyla > lgaylët ‘hottest
part of a summer day’ (Figuig).

viii. /j/: /∆/ and, in some cases in Morocco, /g/
normally correspond to the standard pro-
nunciation of Classical Arabic /j/. Ex-
amples of /∆/: Classical Arabic ji∂r > ∆ëdra
‘trunk’ (Tashelhit, Kabyli, Shawiya),
Classical Arabic ja≈aba > ∆dëb ‘to abandon
oneself to ecstatic excitation’ (Tashelhit),
Classical Arabic al-jawz > l∆u∆ ‘walnuts’
(Tashelhit, Wargla, Kabyli, Shawiya), Clas-
sical Arabic jurf > a∆arif ‘cliff’ (Tashelhit),
Classical Arabic al-jàr > ar∆al ‘neighbor’
(Tashelhit). In some cases, the phoneme /j/ >
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/g/, because in Maghrebi Arabic dialects /g/
appears as a dissimilatory deaffrication of /j/
in stems with sibilants (Heath 2002:136–
137): Classical Arabic jazzàr > Moroccan
Arabic gëzzàr > agëzzar ‘butcher’ (Tashel-
hit, Riffian), Classical Arabic masjid >
µamësgi≈a ‘mosque’ (Riffian), Classical
Arabic jazìra > Moroccan Arabic gzìra >
µagzirt ‘island’ (Riffian).

ix. All Classical Arabic interdentals (/µ/, /≈/, /Ú/)
are replaced by the corresponding occlu-
sives: ji≈r > ∆ëdra ‘trunk’ (Tashelhit, Kabyli,
Shawiya), (a≈-) ≈ahab > ddhëb ‘gold’
(Kabyli), ≈àb/y≈ùb > dub ‘to melt’, µalàµìn >
tlatin ‘thirty’ (Tamazight). In some Berber
dialects, however, a restitution of the old
Arabic interdentals took place, as a result of
secondary affrication of occlusives. This is
the case in Riffian: Classical Arabic µalàµa
‘three’, µamàniya ‘eight’> Maghrebi Arabic
tlàta, tmënya > Riffian µlàµa, µmënya
(Kossman 2000:160; but tmënya in
Tamazight, Durand 1998:112).

x. Due to the phonological changes many
Arabic loans, especially in Rif Berber, are
hardly recognizable: Arabic qla > qra ‘to
fry’, Arabic qlëb > qrëb ‘to overthrow’,
Arabic lìla > jirµ ‘night’, Arabic fëllà™ >
afja™ ‘peasant’, Arabic l-lùz > jëwz
‘almonds’ (not related to Arabic jawz
‘nuts’), Arabic ßalla > Ωaj ‘to pray’, Arabic
sëllëm > sëjëm (sëddëm) ‘to greet’, Arabic 
l-xëll > rxëj ‘vinegar’, Arabic mmëlla™ >
amëja™ ‘salted’, Arabic l-bßël > rëbßër
‘onions’. In Tamazight, too, loanwords are
sometimes difficult to recognize: Arabic
salàma > slant ‘peace’, Arabic ™izàm >
ta™zant ‘belt’ (but ti™zamin in plural).

3 .  M o r p h o l o g y  o f  A r a b i c  
n o m i n a l  l o a n s

Arabic loans have been adapted to the respective
Berber nominal patterns:

i. masculine: Arabic fëllà™ > afëlla™, pl.
ifëlla™ën ‘peasant, farmer’, Arabic bërrà™ >
abërra™, pl. ibërra™ën ‘town crier’, Arabic
™bìb > a™bib, pl. i™bibën ‘dear friend’
(Tamazight), Arabic ™ùli > a™uli, pl. i™uliyn
‘sheep, ram’, Arabic ™ë∆∆àm > a™ë∆∆am, pl.
i™ë∆∆amën ‘barber’, Arabic ma™∂àr >
amë™∂ar, pl. im™ë∂ar ‘student, pupil’, Arabic

muslëm > amuslëm, pl. imusëlmën ‘Muslim
[masc.]’, Arabic në““àd > anë∆∆ad, pl.
inë∆∆adën ‘poet, singer’, Arabic së™™àr >
as™™ar, pl. isë™™arën ‘magician’, Arabic 
xëbbàz > axëbbaz, pl. ixëbbazën ‘baker’
(Tashelhit), Arabic mëndìl > amëndil, pl.
imëndal ‘scarf’, Arabic ™fìr > a™fir, pl.
i™ëfrawën ‘pit’ (Riffian), Arabic xëddam >
axëddam, pl. ixëddamën ‘worker, laborer’,
Arabic ™ëddàd > a™ëddad, pl. i™ëddadën
‘blacksmith’, Arabic në∆∆àr > anë∆∆ar, pl.
inë∆∆arën ‘carpenter’, Arabic bënnày > abën-
nay, pl. ibënnayën ‘bricklayer, mason’,
Arabic xërràz > axërraz, pl. ixërrazën ‘shoe-
maker’ (Tashelhit).

ii. feminine: Arabic qbìla > µaqbilt, pl. µiqëbbal
‘tribe’, Arabic mdìna > µamdint, pl. µimëd-
dam ‘town’ (Riffian), Arabic ™màma >
ta™ëmmamt, pl. ti™ëmmamin ‘dove’, Arabic
zlàfa > tazlaft, pl. tazlafin ‘large wooden or
clay plate’, Arabic xàbya > txabit, pl. tix-
abyin ‘big jug’, Arabic b™ìra > tab™irt, pl.
tib™arin ‘garden’, Arabic msëlma > tansëlmt,
pl. tinsëlmin ‘Muslim [fem.]’ (Tamazight),
Arabic xayma > taxyamt, pl. tixyamin ‘tent’,
Arabic qdìma > taddimt, pl. tiqdimin ‘old
woman’, Arabic “àqùr > ta“aqurt, pl. ti“uqar
‘hatchet’, Arabic ™rìra > ta™rirt ‘soup’
(Tashelhit).

In some words final -t was interpreted as
the Berber feminine morpheme (Aspinion
1953:11): Arabic ™ànùt > ta™anut, pl. ti™una
‘store’ (Tashelhit), Arabic yàqùt > talyaqut,
pl. tilyaqutin ‘sapphire’, Arabic z-zìt > zzit
‘oil’ (Tamazight, Tashelhit), Arabic l-mùt >
lmut ‘death’ (Tashelhit), Arabic l-bìt > lbit
‘room’ (Tashelhit). In other cases, there is 
no obvious reason for the change of 
gender: Arabic xàtëm > µxaµëmt, talxtamt
‘ring’ (Riffian, Tamazight; xàtëm is also femi-
nine in some Moroccan dialects), Arabic
mës∆ìd > tamzgida, timzgidawin ‘mosque’
(Tamazight).

iii. loanwords with Arabic article (with respec-
tive assimilations), partly with additional
Berber feminine morpheme: Arabic l-xën“a >
talxën“t ‘sack, bag’ (Tashelhit), Arabic 
l-bërqùq > lbërquq ‘plum’, Arabic l-kammùn
> lkkamun ‘cumin’ (Tamazight), Arabic 
l-xurßa > talxurßt ‘ring’ (Tashelhit), Arabic 
l-™à∆∆ > r™a∆∆ ‘pilgrim’, Arabic l-qan†ra(t) >
rqëndarµ ‘bridge’ (Riffian), Arabic l-kàs >
lkas ‘glass, cup’, Arabic ß-ßìnìya > ßßinit
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‘tray’, Arabic d-dàlya > ddilit ‘vine’, Arabic
d-dunya > ddunit ‘world’, Arabic l-qàlëb d-
s-sukkàr > lqaleb n sekkwar ‘sugar loaf’,
Classical Arabic al-±i≈à ≠a > lida ≠a ‘radio sta-
tion’, Arabic l-bhìma > lëbhimt ‘beast of
burden’ (Tashelhit), Arabic ß-ßa™™a > ßßa™t
‘health’, Arabic l-ÿàba > lÿabt ‘forest’
(Tashelhit). Modern loanwords normally
take the Arabic article: Classical Arabic 
al-mura““a™ > lmu®ë““ë™, lmu®ë““ë™in
‘deputy’, Classical Arabic al-jamà ≠a al-
qarawiyya > l∆ama ≠a lqa®awyya ‘the village
council’.

Some loanwords keep their original Arabic 
plurals (Aspinion 1953:59–60; Durand 1998:
97; Kossmann 2000:48): Arabic z-zënqa, pl. 
z-znàqi > zzënqëµ, pl. zznaqi (Riffian), Arabic 
†-†à∆ìn, pl. †-†wà∆ën > ∂∂a∆in, pl. ∂∂wa∆ën ‘clay
pot in which stew is cooked’, Arabic l-wàldìn >
lwaldin ‘parents’, Arabic l-bàb, pl. l-bìbàn >
lbab, pl. lbiban ‘door’, Arabic l-bë®ma, pl. 
l-bë®màt > lbë®ma, pl. lbë®mat ‘pot’, Arabic 
l-fënni, pl. l-fënniyìn > lfënni, pl. lfënniyin ‘tech-
nician’, Arabic l-bhìma, pl. l-bhàym > lbhimt, pl.
lbaym ‘beast of burden’, Arabic l-lùn, pl. lë-lwàn
> llun, lalwan ‘color’, Arabic l-wuqt, pl. l-awqàt
> luqt, lawqat ‘time’, Arabic s-sùq, pl. lë-swàq >
ssuq, pl. laswaq ‘market’, Arabic lë-™wàyë∆ >
l™way∆ ‘clothes, things’, Arabic l-xëdma, pl. 
l-xëdmàt > lxdëmt, pl. l-xëdmàt, Arabic l-≠ìn, pl.
lë-≠yùn > l ≠in, pl. l ≠yun ‘spring’, Arabic lë-b™ër,
pl. lë-b™ùr > lb™ër, pl. lb™ur ‘sea’, Arabic “àhëd,
pl. “hùd > “ahd, pl. “hud ‘witness’ (Tashelhit,
Tamazight).

Not only isolated words were borrowed, but
also whole syntagms such as genitive construc-
tions: që††a ≠ ë†-†riq, pl. që††a ≠in ë†-†riq ‘highway-
man’ (Figuig). The fact that many loanwords
were borrowed with the article, however, some-
times led to deviant Arabic constructions like l ≠id
lmulud (i.e., with two articles in a genitive con-
struction, a construction impossible in Arabic)
instead of ≠ìd l-mulùd ‘the Prophet’s birthday’.

Arabic bu ‘father of’ is quite productive and is
combined with Arabic, French, and Berber
nouns (Aspinion 1953:47; Durand 1998:110–
111). Examples from Tashelhit: bu lbuß†a ‘post-
man’ (< Arabic l-buß†a < French poste), bu
l™ëmmam ‘public bath attendant’ (< Arabic 
l-™ëmmàm ‘bath’), bu lqëhwa ‘coffee shop
owner’ (< Arabic l-qëhwa ‘coffee shop’), bu 
tuÿmas ‘dentist’ (< Tashelhit tuÿmas ‘tooth’), bu

t™anut ‘shopkeeper’ (< Arabic ™ànùt ‘shop,
store’), bu tiyni ‘tailor’, bu m™and, bu m™am-
mëd ‘hedgehog’ (< Classical Arabic mu™ammad
‘Muhammad’), bu tëgra ‘turtle’.

Nouns referring to relatives were borrowed 
with the Arabic pronominal suffixes (Kossmann
2000:47): Arabic xàli > xali ‘my maternal uncle’,
Arabic xàlti > xalti ‘my maternal aunt’, Arabic
≠ammi > ≠ammi ‘my paternal uncle’ (Tamazight,
Tashelhit), Arabic ∆ëddi > ∆ëddi ‘my grand-
father’ (Tashelhit). In some dialects, these loan-
words retain their original Arabic plurals
(Kossmann 2000:48): ≠mumi ‘my paternal
uncles’ (< Arabic ≠mùm), xwali ‘my maternal
uncles’ (< Arabic xwàl).

4 .  M o r p h o l o g y  o f  A r a b i c  
v e r b a l  l o a n s

Verbal morphology is doubtless the part of the
language least affected by Arabic influence. Verbs
are always borrowed as lexical items, which do
not affect morphology. Since the Berber verbal sys-
tem contains verbal forms similar in appearance to
those in Arabic (although not necessarily in mean-
ing), their adaptation does not present any
difficulty. The verbal pattern R1R2ëR3 is repre-
sented both by genuinely Berber terms such as
mÿër ‘to grow’ (Figuig), ffëÿ ‘to go out’ (Tashelhit),
and by loans from Arabic such as  f®ë™ > frë™ ‘to
be happy’, ddën > ddën ‘to make the call to
prayer’. The same phenomenon occurs with other
patterns like R1aR2R3, R1àR3, or R1ëR2R2ëR3:
sawl ‘to speak’ and Arabic “àwër > “awr ‘to con-
sult with’, Arabic sàfër > safr ‘to travel’, “ërrës ‘to
knot’ and Arabic këmmël > këmmël ‘to finish’,
Arabic ß™a > ß™u ‘to be healthy’, Arabic ≈àb/y≈ùb
> dub ‘to melt’, Arabic sëmma > sëmma ‘to name’,
Arabic ≈àq/y≈ùq > duq ‘to taste’, Arabic dà®/ydù®

> ∂u® ‘to surround’ (Tashelhit).

5 .  O t h e r  l o a n s

Numerals from four upward are in almost all
Berber dialects loans from Arabic (Durand
1998:112–113): rëb≠a ‘four’, xëmsa ‘five’, sëtta
‘six’, sëb≠a ‘seven’, tmënya ‘eight’, tës≠a ‘nine’,
≠ë“ra ‘ten’

Loans common to almost all Berber dialects
are labas ‘fine’, mslxi® ‘good evening’, fimë®®a ‘at
once’, fifiayhënnik ‘goodbye’, fifiaysëllm ‘[response
to hello]’, n≠am ‘yes [in response to someone call-
ing your name]’, ßa™™a ‘thank you’, ßba™ëlxir
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‘good morning’, “™al ‘how many, how much?’,
walu ‘nothing’, yafifiah ‘let us’, bsif ‘by force’,
bzayd ‘more than’, i ≠ni ‘that is to say’, linnahu
‘because’, tëqriban ‘almost’, bla ‘without’, “way
“way (Riffian), “™almënwa™ëd ‘how many
times?’ (Figuig).
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Berber Loanwords

This entry deals with contact between → Berber
and Arabic, the two major languages used in
Morocco, and in the rest of North Africa, with a
wide array of language variation. First, an
overview is given of the history and sociolin-
guistic situation of the languages involved. Then
a closer look is taken at the contact results
between the two languages in the areas of
phonology, lexicon, and morphosyntax.

1 .  A  b r i e f  h i s t o r y  o f
B e r b e r / A r a b i c  c o n t a c t s

The oldest known populations of North Africa
are the Libyans or libici. Morocco, as part of this
area, had its share in the colonization waves
under the Phoenicians, the Romans, and finally
the Arabs or Muslims in the 7th century. The last
wave of Arabic-speaking people arrived in
Morocco in the 15th century, as a result of the
fall of Muslim Spain. Each of these waves had a
large impact on social and cultural life in
Morocco. It is clear that Arabic – in its different
forms – was the main language the last newcom-
ers brought with them. Thanks to the prestige of
Arabic as the language of the Qur ±àn, and its sta-
tus as the language of the conquering people, it
was naturally especially present in the influential
domains of politics and religion. The indigenous
population maintained its own language to a
certain degree, particularly in the countryside
and outside the arena of religion and politics – 
or administration – where Arabic was and still
remains a clear asset (see, e.g., Chaker 1989:
834–842).

Since its arrival on North African territory,
Arabic has undergone a number of changes. As
is the case with natural languages, some of these
changes are caused by natural processes known
as internal changes, while others can be traced
back to external influences, mainly through con-
tact with Berber.

In present-day Morocco, Berber is still widely
spoken, and since September 2003 has also been
taught in public primary schools. Berber is com-
monly subdivided into three main dialects,
namely the Tarifit dialect spoken in the north-
eastern part of Morocco, Tamazight spoken
mainly in the Middle Atlas and the neighboring
valleys, and Tashelhit spoken mainly in the High
Atlas, the Anti Atlas, and the Sous Valley. The
number of Berber speakers in Morocco can only
be estimated, since a general linguistic survey
has never been published. Current estimates
range from 40 to 50 percent (Boukous 1997) of
the total population of Morocco, which was
close to 29 million in 1997. Despite the large
number of speakers, and the continuous pleas of
cultural associations for an official recognition
of Berber, the constitution does not recognize it
as an (additional) official language, reserving
this status exclusively to Arabic.
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It is difficult to provide a well-founded
account of where Berber is used. As an oral
medium, it remains widely used in informal
domains. Its limited presence in the national
mass media acts against its spread and the possi-
bility of enlarging the mutual intelligibility
among speakers of the different varieties. The
presence of Berber in written media is also very
scarce, although a large number of literary
works, in Latin and Arabic scripts, have prolif-
erated especially in the last decades, accompany-
ing a cultural revival of Berber. The recent
introduction of Berber to schools will certainly
contribute to the spread of the written text.
There are no daily newspapers in any of the
Berber dialects. 

This brief account concludes with a note
about the large number of Berber inscriptions
which have been found so far in North Africa.
These were written in the Tifinagh script, a
Libyan script, dating back to about the 6th cen-
tury B.C.E., and are mostly inscriptions on
gravestones and in caves. More elaborate are the
manuscripts in Berber dating back to the 11th,
17th, and 18th centuries C.E.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  b o r r o w i n g  f r o m
B e r b e r  i n t o  A r a b i c

Borrowing is defined as referring to “linguistic
forms being taken over by one language or
dialect from another” (Crystal 1980), or the
“incorporation of foreign features into a group’s
native language: the native language is main-
tained but is changed by the addition of the
incorporated features” (Thomason and Kauf-
man 1988:37). The process of borrowing is
assumed to take place at all levels of language:
phonology, morphology, syntax, and lexicon,
including the levels of semantics and pragmatics.
For an elaborate discussion of the issue of bor-
rowing and related phenomena, such as inter-
ference, borrowing scales, etc., see Thomason
(2001) and Field (2002). Here, the term ‘bor-
rowing’ will be used to refer to words or utter-
ances that witness some stability in their usage in
the borrowing language, viz. Moroccan Arabic.
The borrowed item will in general show com-
patibility with the grammar rules of the bor-
rowing language.

The mutual interference between Berber and
Arabic is a good illustration of shift-induced

interference and borrowing. The structure of
Moroccan Arabic speaks of heavy phonological
and morphosyntactic interference and relatively
weak lexical borrowing, while Berber shows a
large amount of loanwords or lexical borrowing
from Arabic. In one of the few works on Berber
loanwords in Arabic, Chafik (1999) enumerates
close to 1,400 lexical items that he traces back to
Berber, although in a few cases he admits that the
source–target relationship is not unequivocal.
The amount of lexical borrowing from Arabic
into Berber is rather large (→ Berber), and
amounts to about a third of the lexicon (Taifi
1997). The data presented below are drawn
mainly from Chafik (1999).

In the case of well-documented languages, it is
relatively less complicated to establish which
form has been borrowed by which language,
depending mostly on what the researcher is look-
ing for and on the degree of detail found in the
transcriptions of the documents. Arabic presents
in this respect a particularly interesting case.
While there is a large body of documents in
Arabic, there is relatively little written in or on
Arabic dialects, such as Moroccan Arabic. It is
therefore very difficult to make reliable state-
ments about the history of such dialects. The
existence of some material in Berber (especially
in the variety of Tashelhit in the southern part of
Morocco) dating to the 12th century is certainly
very helpful in that it opens a window on the
state of the language at that time. This mate-
rial consists mostly of bilingual Arabic–Berber
wordlists, and more than 200 texts dating as far
back as the 16th century (see van den Boogert
1997 for an overview of Berber manuscripts).
Outside these sources there is not much writing
which can be used for the purpose of an analysis
of borrowing or for the study of the history of the
dialects in question.

Before proceeding to a classification of mate-
rial borrowed from Berber into Moroccan
Arabic, a few additional points must be made
about the paradox created by the genetic rela-
tionship of these two languages: on the one hand
it presumably facilitates borrowing because of
the congruent structure of the two languages
(see Muysken 2000), but on the other hand it
makes it difficult to decide unequivocally about
borrowed material (see also Taifi 1997 for a sim-
ilar remark). A concrete example is that of the
pre-verb form là in the Chefchaouen variety of
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Moroccan Arabic, given by Aguadé (2004). A
number of authors have assumed that this pre-
verb form is borrowed from Berber, which pos-
sesses a similar form illa ‘to be, to exist’, while
others maintain that it might be derived from the
Arabic participle lahi (Cohen 1924:274, 1963:
113, cited in Aguadé 2004:17). Aguadé main-
tains that the form in question could simply be
derived from the form ra™ > la™ > là. 

A lexical example of the same problem, cited
in Chafik (1999:22), is the word adfu referring
to a certain type of refreshing food prepared for
women who have just given birth. The word is
used both in Moroccan Arabic and Berber, and
has a corresponding form in Classical Arabic
dafi±a/yadfa ±u ‘to get warm’, and a related one in
Berber meaning idfa/idfu ‘to be strong and ener-
getic’. The source and target language in this
case cannot be defined with certainty.

Next to the issue of genetic relationship and the
complications it raises, one should also be aware
of the fact that Moroccan Arabic as an independ-
ent language does have its own grammar system
and as a natural language is capable of innovation.
This means that forms found in Moroccan Arabic
which cannot be traced back to Classical Arabic
should not be immediately ascribed to influence
from Berber. An example in this connection is the
phenomenon of serialization, whereby the verbal
predicate is made up of two verbs, of which one
might lose its inflected character (Versteegh
1984:100). This phenomenon, although discussed
as an illustration of pidginization in Arabic dialects
by Versteegh, is also found in Berber and in Arabic
dialects in Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, and Chad, among
others (see Versteegh 1984:99–106 for an elabo-
rate discussion; → serial verbs). By looking only at
Moroccan Arabic and Berber, and knowing that
Classical Arabic has no asyndetic constructions of
the type discussed above, one might be tempted to
conclude that this construction has made its way
into Moroccan Arabic via Berber, which remains a
possibility although it cannot be backed with
empirical data. Here is an example from £ijàzì

Arabic and its equivalent in Berber (Tarifit variety)
to illustrate how far-fetched such an interpretation
would be (Arabic examples from Sieny 1978 cited
in Versteegh 1984:102):

Hijàzì Arabic
ra™ katab              la-na
go.3s.perf write.3s.perf. to-us
‘he went (and) wrote to us’

Tarifit Berber
i-ra™ i-ura              anëÿ dd

3s-go.perf. 3s-write.perf. to.us directionality 
particle

In addition to problems at the level of the 
structure of the languages involved in a contact
relationship, the researcher has to pay attention
to the issue of sociolinguistic variation, espe-
cially in studying borrowing in the case of a ver-
nacular like Moroccan Arabic: which variety is
being examined? Can results in one variety
apply to another variety? The most relevant
issue here is the degree of formality of the lan-
guage at hand. The highly formal ‘Middle
Arabic’ would certainly contain fewer Berber
borrowings than the everyday variety. Middle
Arabic draws more from Classical Arabic or
Standard Arabic, especially at the level of the
lexicon (see Youssi 1992 for a discussion of the
different levels of Moroccan Arabic). 

3 .  P h o n o l o g y

At the level of the sound system, the influence of
Berber on Moroccan Arabic dialects was noted 
by several authors. Brunot (1921:351, cited in
Chtatou 1997:105) reports that the Branès
dialect has conserved some Berber traits, like the
spirantization of b, t, and d and the affrication of
t and j. The disappearance of the glottal stop
from Moroccan Arabic dialects is considered by
Chtatou (1997) to be a direct result of influence
from Berber. Here are a few examples, repro-
duced from Chtatou (1997:107), with the exam-
ples in (1) illustrating deletion and those in (2)
illustrating deletion and insertion (of a compen-
sating segment):

(1) ±axa≈a xda ‘to take (something)’
fa ±s fas ‘a pick’
al-mà ± lma ‘water’

(2) ru ±ùs ryus ‘heads’
masà ±il msayl ‘things’
maßà ±ib msayib ‘plights’

At the level of syllable structure, the influence of
Berber can also be detected. Although other
dialects of Arabic allow certain phonotactic
combinations which are unacceptable in
Classical Arabic, like initial consonant clusters
in the variety spoken in the north of Beirut (e.g.
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∂rabt), we can say with certainty that the
Maghreb Arabic dialects are the only ones
known to have complete forms – phonological
phrases – without any full vowel. The following
example from Moroccan Arabic is illustrative:
xdëm-t f l-mëktëb work-1st in the-office ‘I have
worked in the office’. This high degree of conso-
nantism is a characteristic of Berber, and its
‘spread’ to Moroccan Arabic is very likely to be
due to Berber influence (for more on Berber syl-
lable structure see Dell and El Medlaoui 2002).

4 .  B e r b e r  l o a n  w o r d s  i n  
M o r o c c a n  A r a b i c

As indicated above, the main source of the data in
the following sections is Chafik (1999). A few
examples will be reproduced here to illustrate the
different categories under which these borrowings
fall (in the original work these are listed alphabet-
ically). Chafik (1999) also provides a discussion
of areas of grammar in Moroccan Arabic suscep-
tible of having undergone influence from Berber.
These will also be dealt with in the appropriate
section below.

4.1 Arabic nouns with Berber morphology

This category provides examples of forms that
have a Berber morphological shape, and an
Arabic root morpheme. The forms listed here all
have the typical Berber feminine discontinuous
marker t-… …-t.

4.1.1 Names of professions
taymamt (also talimamt) ‘profession of imam’;
taba“awt ‘pasha’ (< Turkish paça); tabeyya ≠t
‘spying (< Arabic bà≠a/yabì ≠u ‘to sell’); tanejjart
‘profession of carpenter’.

4.1.2 Nouns denoting properties
ta ±adamit ‘humanity’; taderrit ‘childishness’ 
(< Arabic durriya ‘offspring’).

4.2 Berber lexemes with Berber morphology

4.2.1 Nouns denoting properties
tabuhaliyt ‘stupidity’ (< abuhali ‘stupid, dumb’);
taduÿrit ‘straightforwardness’ (< duÿri ‘straight’).

4.2.2 Traditional dress and household items
The following terms refer to culturally specific
items, which may have been the main reason

why they made their way into Moroccan Arabic:
a™las ‘dress’; a ≠ban ‘dress made of wool’; agdwar
‘woolen cover’; asfe† ‘treasure box meant for the
bride to store her valuables’; asettour ‘porch for
sheep serving as shelter in bad weather condi-
tions’; afrur ‘pottery’; afrag ‘fence’.

4.2.3 Food, flora and fauna
This category is similar to the previous one, in
that it deals with items that are specific to the
culture and environment of the Berbers: tizbibit
‘black olives ready for consumption’; azeffan
‘lobster’; taÿzalt ‘kind of fish’; adfu ‘refresh-
ing food prepared for the woman who has just
given birth’. 

4.2.4 Place names
ti††awin Tetouan, a city in the North Western
part of Morocco, lit. ‘eyes’; anfa district in the
city of Casablanca, lit. ‘height’; asafi Safi, a city
on the Atlantic Coast of Morocco, lit. ‘river
delta’; agadir Agadir, city on the coast of
Morocco, lit. ‘granary’.

4.3 Berber lexemes with Arabic morphology

zen†i† ‘tail’. In this form the disappearance of the
Berber prefix a (bound determiner morpheme)
could be interpreted as a sign of the Arabization 
of the form in question. The definite form in
Moroccan Arabic is z-zentit, which clearly bears
Arabic morphology. The derived adjectival form
zen†i†-i ‘womanizer’ is also an example of a
Berber lexeme with Arabic morphology.

A different category of nouns is particularly
interesting in that it poses the additional prob-
lem of which of the two languages borrowed a
given form from a third language. For example,
the two Latin words below are, according to
Chafik, borrowed by Berber from Latin, and
subsequently by Moroccan Arabic from Berber.
We simply do not have enough data to verify this
claim. Heath (2002, cited in Rosenhouse and
Goral 2004), for instance, contends that Arabs
conquered ex-Roman garrisons, such as
Volubilis in Morocco, and took Roman women
as their wives or concubines. Their children
apparently used a simplified Arabic dialect
mixed with Late Latin substratum, which
resulted in the first version of Western
(Maghrebi) Arabic dialects. It is very difficult to
maintain such an analysis knowing as little as we
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do about the proportion of these marriages, and
who spoke Latin or Berber at the time. Here are
two examples of the Latin nouns: afital ‘bed-
room’ < Latin hospitale ‘guest room’; tayda
‘type of pine’ probably < Latin pinus taeda
‘loblolly pine’.

4.4 Verbs

Among the widely used verbs of Berber origin in
Moroccan Arabic are the following: ™af/i™uf ‘to
descend’; sa†/isu† ‘to blow air’; “a“/i“u“ ‘to
search’; sas/isus ‘to leave out’; ∂ëh“ër ‘to con-
fuse, to overwhelm, to cause dizziness’; bërn“/
ibërnë“ ‘to diversify crops’; “ë™™er/i“ë™™er ‘to
leave a pot of tea on the fire to brew’.

These and other verbs are fully integrated in
the grammar of Moroccan Arabic. For example,
in the imperfect, y- is prefixed to the verb in the
3rd person, as in ka-y-su† ‘he blows/is blowing’,
whereas in Berber it is (la)i-tt-su∂. Some verbs
are productive, like bërn“. The noun l-bërni“a
‘land with diverse crops’ is derived from this
verb. The equivalent in Berber is taberni“t
(Chafik 1999:66). For the verb “ë™™er the corre-
sponding verbal noun is ttë“™ar.

4.5 Calquing

In Berber the reflexive equivalent for ‘itself/him-
self’ is ixf nnes (lit. ‘his/its head’). This expres-
sion may be claimed to have been modeled on
the example of Berber. The equivalent of the
Classical Arabic fì ≠ayni l-makàn ‘in the same
place’ in Moroccan Arabic is f dik leblasa b-ras-
ha which is a construction patterned on that
found in Berber deg wemkan nni s ixf nnes,
although in ‘higher’ forms of Moroccan Arabic
one also finds b-ddat instead of b-ras-ha.

5 .  M o r p h o s y n t a x

The diminutive in Berber is always feminine,
whereas in Classical Arabic it keeps the gender of
the source word. In Moroccan Arabic, diminu-
tives can have either gender, with a high tendency
to use feminine diminutives even when the source
word is masculine. This tendency is seen by
Chafik (1999) as evidence of borrowing from
Berber. The Arabic word bàb ‘door’, for instance,
has the masculine diminutive buwayb in
Classical Arabic, whereas in Moroccan Arabic
both bwiba [fem.] and bwiyyeb [masc.] exist.

The vocative in Moroccan Arabic is usually
definite as in a rra∆el ‘hey man!’, a lmra ‘hey
woman!’, whereas in Classical Arabic it is
indefinite as in yà rajul, yà mra ±a ‘hey man’, ‘hey
woman!’

It should be noted that Moroccan Arabic has
kept the distinction definite/indefinite on the
noun as far as form is concerned, but in use the
Berber pattern is followed, as is shown in the fol-
lowing example: (Moroccan Arabic) wa™ed r-
rajel dxel; (Berber, Tashelhit) yan n urgaz ik∑em;
(Classical Arabic) daxala rajul ‘a man entered’.

The prefix tt- is used for passive derivation in
Moroccan Arabic and Berber, whereas Classical
Arabic makes use of specific patterns, like fu ≠ila:

Moroccan Classical Berber gloss
Arabic Arabic
kal/tt-kal ±akala/ ±ukila e∑/i-tt-∑ ‘to eat’
∂reb/tt-∂reb ∂araba/∂uriba wt/i-tt-wt ‘to hit’

The imperfect form of the verb in Moroccan
Arabic is preceded by a prefix ka- or ta-, and in
Berber by tt-, as in (1), or a doubling of one of the
root consonants as in (2). In Classical Arabic the
imperfect has the prefix y- in the 3rd pers. masc.

Moroccan Arabic Berber Classical Arabic gloss

(1) ka-y“uf (“uf ) i-tt-wala (wala) ya-nÚuru (naÚara) ‘to look’

ta-yxaßem (xaßem) i-tt-menÿa (mnÿ) yu-xàßimu (xaßama) ‘to quarrel’

(2) ka-yaxud (xud) i-kssi (ksi) ya-±xu≈u ( ±axa≈a) ‘to take’

ta-yfhem (fhem) i-fehhem (fhem) ya-fhamu (fahima) ‘to understand’
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The assumption that this is borrowed from
Berber is not warranted. Other Arabic dialects
use aspectual prefixes, e.g. in Damascus Arabic
b-yëktob ‘he is writing/he writes’. As pointed out
earlier, Moroccan Arabic could have developed
this system independently from Berber, which is
reason enough to speak more of probabilities
than categories in borrowing.

The dative construction Subject-Verb-Object
1-to-Object2 can also be dative/accusative in
Classical Arabic and Berber. The use of the
preposition l- in dative constructions in Moroc-
can Arabic of the type belleÿ l-u lexbar brought
to-him the news ‘he gave him the news’ is
according to Chafik (1999) an instance of Berber
influence. The equivalent expression in Classical
and Standard Arabic is ballaÿa-hu l-xabara. The
object clitic pronoun -hu in Classical Arabic 
corresponds to -h in Moroccan Arabic in accusa-
tive constructions, but in dative constructions
Moroccan Arabic, unlike Classical Arabic,
which uses the same pronoun, makes use of the
preposition l- ‘to’, which aligns well with Berber.

6 .  B o r r o w i n g s  i n  w r i t t e n  t e x t s

Although not very pervasive, this type of borrow-
ing is very interesting. Written texts are usually
more conservative than oral conversations, as far
as borrowing is concerned. Yet, in his dissertation
on Tafilalt, Mezzine (1987) quotes a few exam-
ples illustrating the use of Berber within Arabic
texts, as in ya-dfaruna ‘they follow’ < Berber dfer
‘to follow’ and tata < Berber ta∂a ‘alliance’, etc.,
leading him to conclude that any investigator of
these manuscripts needs to know Berber next to
Arabic, the language of the manuscripts. This
practice of merging the two languages in texts is
certainly due to the fact that the writers were of
Berber origin and inadvertently employed words
from their native language. 

7 .  S u m m a r y

The long-term contact between Moroccan
Arabic and Berber has left major marks on the
structure of both languages. The concern of this
entry was to address the issue of borrowing by
Moroccan Arabic from Berber. A brief review
was given of the difficulties involved in under-
taking such an enterprise, such as the lack of
written documentation, language variation in

Moroccan Arabic, the genetic relationship
between the two languages, and finally the issue
of independent language change, or internal lan-
guage change and external language change
(how to distinguish between change triggered by
Berber – external – and ‘normal’ change, to
which all living languages are subjected). 

The most common cases of borrowing from
Berber, as listed above, are nouns and verbs.
Cases of morphological borrowing are illus-
trated by examples from diminutives, passive
formation, imperfect prefixation, and the use of
the preposition l in dative constructions.
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B≠èri Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

B≠èri Arabic is a variety of Upper Egyptian Arabic
spoken on the West Bank at Luxor between
Gurnat Mar≠i in the north and Arman† in the
south in a region named ilBi≠e®àt (see Ramzì

1963:164). The speakers make a living in agricul-

ture and their number is unknown. They claim
Bedouin descent from the historically well known
Fazà®a tribe (see Murray 1935:293f.) and call
themselves afza® or nàs fuzu®. Their ancestors are
said to have arrived in Upper Egypt from the west
following the ba ≠a® ‘droppings’ of their camels,
hence the region’s name ilBi≠e®àt.

In Behnstedt and Woidich (1985), B≠èri Arabic
is classified as a separate group UE 3, because of
the strong admixture of Bedouin elements in its
phonology and morphology. Apart from this, it
is close to the main Upper Egyptian dialect UE 1.
A short account of B≠èri is Woidich (1974). Texts
are available in Fischer and Jastrow (1980) and
Behnstedt and Woidich (1988). Audio material 
can be downloaded from the Semitic Language
Archive, <http://www.semarch.uni-hd.de/index>.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1 Consonants
Like all other Upper Egyptian dialects B≠èri
Arabic contains 28 phonemes. (Table 1).

As to phonetics, there are three remarkable
facts: /†/ is a pharyngealized and glottalized [t~π],
i.e. the glottis is closed and released simultane-
ously with the articulation of the [t~]. This holds
for Upper Egypt to the south of Asyù† and for the
Awlàd ≠Ali at the Mediterranean littoral. /j/ is a
prepalatal affricate [j-] ~ [dj] as in the rest of Upper
Egypt. Pharyngeals /™/ and /≠/ have a relatively
strong articulation.
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bilabial labiodental alveolar postalveolar palatal velar pharyngeal laryngeal

plosive
voiceless, voiced t, d j k, g ±

emphatic b †, ∂
nasal m n
fricatives

voiceless, voiced f s, z “ x, ÿ ™, ≠ h
emphatic ß, Ω

trill r
emphatic ®

lateral l
emphatic fi

glides w y

Table 1. Inventory of consonants
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Despite Bedouin admixture, interdentals have
been replaced by the corresponding plosives.
The glottal stop /±/ has been preserved in several
items like i ±àti ‘is coming closer to’, iyma ±ma ± ‘is
bloating’. *q corresponds to /g/ as in galb <
*qalb ‘heart’, *g to /j/, as in jamal < *gamal
‘camel’. There are several cases of a development
*q > /k/, as in kadd ‘as much as’ (*qadr), and
conditioned through devoicing via the imperfect
katal/yiktil ‘to give a beating’, ka†a ≠/yik†a ≠ ‘to
cut’. The root ÿdr reflects *qdr, as in mi“ ÿàdra
tàkil la™ama ‘she is not able to eat meat’.

2.1.1.2 Vowels 

Table 2. Inventory of vowels

short: i u

a

long:    ì ù

è        ò

à

Oppositions /u/ vs. /i/:  

tumm ‘two-piaster-coin’ – timm ‘make 
complete!’

“ugga ‘scarf’                    – “igga ‘direction’

/è/ and /ò/ are the results of monophthongization
of /ay/ and /aw/ respectively, cf. gè∂ < *qayÚ

‘summer’, ™ò“ < *™aw“ ‘courtyard’.
Phonetic realization: /à/ is much less affected

by the automatic ±imàla typically heard in north-
ern parts of Egypt: bàb [ba1b], not [bæ̈� 1b] as in
Cairo.

2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
The two diphthongs aw and ay are combinations
of two phonemes, i.e. /a/ + a glide: /aw/ and /ay/.
Intraverbally these occur only in front of a
homorganic glide as in ∂ayy ‘light, baww ‘dummy
for a calf’, or when preserved by morphological
patterns as in mawlùd ‘born’, xayya† ‘to sow’.
Word-finally, -ay and -aw appear as inflectional
suffixes as in ≠irfaw ‘they knew’, tijjuwwuzay ‘you
[fem.] marry’ which are monophthongized when
suffixed: tijjuwwuzèni ‘would you marry me?’,
ma-yigda®ò“ ‘they are unable’. For phonetic diph-
thongs in pause see 2.1.2.6.

2.1.1.4 Syllable
Possible syllables are Cv, Cä, CvC, CäC, CäCC,
CCv, CCä, CCvC, and CCvCC. Final -CvC and 
-CäC are treated alike and, in contrast to Dakhla,
Sudanese, and Meccan Arabic, can both receive
consonant-initial suffixes as in ka®abna ‘our yoke’
and bàbna ‘our door’ (cf. bàbinà in West Dakhla),
with the long vowel remaining long before the
cluster. CvC1C2 is common word-internally, if
C1C2 is a geminate or C1 a liquid or a nasal (see
2.1.1.5): ≠addli ‘tidy up [fem.]!’, kalbha ‘her dog’,
yurb†u ‘they bind’, yinzlu ‘they go down’, binthum
‘their daughter’. 

2.1.1.5 Vowel elision and consonant clusters
Unstressed /i/ and /u/ in non-final open syllables
undergo elision: i > ø / V(C)C_CV, cf. ≠ifi“+a >
≠if“a ‘bad [fem.]’, baxxri bètuk ‘burn incense in
your house!’, yixbiz+an > yixibzan ‘they bake
bread [pl. fem.]’. As the latter example shows, a
resulting cluster -(C)CCC- is resolved by insert-
ing /i/ (or /u/ in labial or pharyngealized envi-
ronments) preceding the second consonant
counted from the right: ø > i / . . . V(C)C_C1C2V,
cf. náji ≠kum ‘your village’, nidifnù(h) ‘we bury
him’, yú∂urba ‘he hits him’. The cluster may
remain unresolved when C1 is a liquid or a nasal
(see 2.1.1.6): yinzlu ‘they go down’, galbha ‘her
heart’, silsle ‘backbone’, yimsku ‘they seize’.

/i/ and /u/ resulting from umlaut of *a remain
stable: bugu®a ‘cow’, misikat ‘she seized’, da
kitìr ‘this is much’ (cf. Cairo da ktìr).

/a/ is not elided after Cä, see gàbalaw ‘they
met’, mèdana ‘minaret’ (cf. midna in Northern
Middle Egypt).

2.1.1.6 Word-initial clusters #C1C2-
Word-initial clusters are allowed when C1 is a plo-
sive and C2 is a liquid, a nasal, or a glide: bnitta
‘girls’, klibba ‘dogs’, brìg ‘teapot’, dyàba ‘wolves’.

2.1.1.7 Word-final clusters -C1C2# 
Word-final clusters -C1C2 are resolved by vowel
insertion, provided there is no morpheme junc-
ture between C1 and C2. A vowel is inserted when
C2 is a liquid or a nasal: “a†ir ‘teat’, ≠ijil ‘young
bull’, widin ‘ear’, ≠a∂im ‘bone’. If, at the same
time, C1 is a liquid, a cluster -C1C2 remains unaf-
fected: garn ‘horn’. In contrast, no vowel is
inserted, if C1 is a liquid or a nasal, except when
C2 is also a nasal or liquid: birj ‘pigeon tower’, “ilg
‘thread made of palm fiber’, ±inf ‘nose’, mil™ ‘salt’,
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wirs ‘heritage’, gum≠ ‘funnel’, but tumun ‘eighth’,
gamil ‘lice’. If neither liquids nor nasals are
involved, insertion occurs between two voiced
stops as in kidib ‘lie’, ≠agid ‘necklace’, and
between pharyngeals followed by stops or sibi-
lants as in ti™it ‘below’, ki ≠ib ‘heel’, ji™i“ ‘donkey’.
Such insertion does not take place between frica-
tives or sibilants and stops: mu“† ‘comb’, lift
‘tulips’. On the other hand, the cluster is pre-
served if C1 is a stop and C2 is a pharyngeal or a
sibilant: rub≠ ‘quarter’ (but naji ≠ ‘village’), lug™

‘pollen’, xabz ‘baking’, ba†“ ‘male buffalo calf’, as
well as between a voiced stop and a voiceless stop:
xab† ‘stroke’. The inserted vowel is /u/ with CuCC
as in zu ≠ur ‘tailless [pl.]’, suxun ‘hot’. It does not
lead to morphological restructuring and remains
unstressed: ísimhin ‘their [fem.] name’. 

2.1.1.8 Stress: general rules 
Word stress falls on the vowel in the sequence 
-vCC- or -äC- closest to the end of the word:
xadámt ‘I worked’, mídrisa ‘school’, imgÙbala
‘encounter, bá†inha (< *ba†nha ‘her belly’).
Stress will not precede the infix -t- of Form VIII:
yi“tíÿil ‘he works’, except with the verbs IIIy:
yí“tiki ‘he complains’, nor will it fall on the 
article. If there is no such sequence, stress
advances to the antepenultima as in ká®ab
‘yoke’, búßula ‘onion’. 

As stress assignment precedes vowel elisions
and insertions, its position remains stable:
bò́nasa > bò́nasti ‘my tomato-bed’, búgu®ti ‘my
cow, ríjilha ‘her foot’. See 2.1.3 for suffixed
forms kítibta ‘he wrote it’.

2.1.2 Phonotactics

2.1.2.1 Assimilations: /l/ and /n/ assimilate to
the following consonant, in particular to /t/ and
to liquids: gutt < *gult ‘I said’, kutt < kunt ‘I
was’, bitt < bint ‘girl’, irrù™ < inrù™ ‘I go’,
wa˚˚anna < wa˚˚alna ‘he fed us’, ti ≠milinna <
ti ≠mililna ‘you [masc.] do for us’.

2.1.2.2 Sun letters: apart from assimilating
to the usual set of dentals and sibilants, /l/ assim-
ilates to /j/ and optionally to /k/: ijjurn ‘the
threshing ground’, ikkìlu ‘the kilo’, ilkurkum
‘the turmeric’.

2.1.2.3 gahawa syndrome: B≠èri displays an
explicit → gahawa syndrome through which /a/
is inserted after laryngeal, pharyngeal, and post-
velar fricatives L = /h, ™, ≠, x, ÿ/ when these are

preceded by /a/ and followed by any consonant,
provided that there is no morpheme juncture in
between: ø > a / . . . aL_C. . . . Examples are:
sahal ‘easy’, la™am ‘meat’, ma ≠arùf ‘well-
known’, axa∂ar ‘green’, baÿala ‘mule’. This
leads to a morphological restructuring of these
nouns and subsequent stress adjustment: ∂áha®

+ha > ∂ahá®ha ‘her back’.
2.1.2.4 Umlautung: the most conspicuous

phonological rule of B≠èri affecting both verbal
and nominal inflection (see the paradigms) is the
Umlautung, i.e. /a/ in sequences CaCaC and
CaCCaC is replaced by /i/ (or /u/ in emphatic or
labial environment) when vowel-initial suffixes
are added.

a > i / C_C(C)_Cv
masak+at > misikat ‘she seized’
na“®ab+aw > nu“®ubaw ‘they drink’       
≠u®ugi ‘brandy made of dates’

sanat+èn >    sinitèn ‘two years
ma®at+i >   mu®uti ‘my wife’
simika ‘a fish’

/a/ may be preserved with a following back con-
sonant as in bila™a ‘date’. Exceptions are the
numerals ±a®ba ≠a ‘four’, ≠a“a®a ‘ten’.

Vowel elision precedes Umlautung and the vow-
els produced by this rule are not elided (see
2.1.1.5). Umlautung, on the other hand, pre-
cedes the gahawa rule and stands in a counter-
feeding relation to it: yuxlußaw ‘they end’, but
yaxalaß ‘it ends’. This is why there are surface
exceptions to Umlautung created by the later
application of the gahawa rule: “a™amàya ‘a
piece of fat’ (< *“a™m+àya), naxala ‘date-palm
tree’ (< *naxl+a), but cf. dihibàya ‘a piece of
gold’ (< *dahab+àya). For more details see
Woidich (1973–1974).

2.1.2.5 Pausal forms
B≠èri, like most rural Egyptian dialects, shows a
variety of vowel changes in pause.

-Ù > -íh# : i“tà > i“tíh# ‘winter’,
iÿríh ‘glue’.

-a > -e ~ -eh ~ -ih : yàkleh# ‘he eats it’,
milike ‘queen’,
deh ~ dih# ‘this’
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Final -i and -u in pause develop phonetic 
diphthongs as in yim“u ['jim«uw] ‘they go’, tim“i
['tim«iy] ‘you go’; and in closed long sylla-
bles: tilifòn [tili'fo2an]# ‘telephone’; ñufu®èn
[n~u~f~u~re2an]# ‘two men’.

2.1.2.6 Pharyngealization tends to spread
throughout a word and beyond it: fa®kà. ha.
[f~Ìr~k~Ì1hÌ] ‘twirling it’, ilßà™ba [Ils~Ì1Ób~Ì] ‘to his
friend’, ≠aßàya [∏Ìs~Ì1yÌ] ‘stick’.

Depharyngealization takes place in the imper-
fect of Form II with the /i/ in the ultima: xa∂∂ar,
iyxaddir ‘to grow [plants]’, ßaffar, iysaffir ‘to
whistle’.

2.1.2.7 Labialization of /a/ after -ù- is very
common: ≠a-yjìbùha [∏ayj-ibu1h‰] ‘they add it’.

2.1.3 Morphophonology
The construct state of the feminine noun is -at:
®ugubatha ‘her neck’, i“wayyat ¤ayya ‘a little
water’. The active participle lengthens its fem. 
-a: ®amyàha ‘having thrown [fem.] it’.

Long vowels are shortened when stress is
removed, but remain long before -CC-: dàbi™
‘having slaughtered’, fem. dàb™a, pl. dab™ìn.
Unstressed /è/ in open syllables is replaced by /a/:
zagèna+ha > zaganàha ‘we irrigated it’.

The feminine suffix -a becomes -at with fol-
lowing genitive. With vowel-initial suffixes the 
-a- is elided: bu™™at+èn > bu™™tèn ‘two ducks’,
≠ammat+i > ≠ammti ‘my aunt’; but not with /t/ or
/d/: jaddati ‘my granny’, jittati ‘my body’. Final 
-ìya > -ìt-: rib≠ìya – rib≠ìtha ‘her kid goat’, final 
-ya > ìt: †ùrya – †urìti ‘my hoe’; sàgya – sagìt
istanyòs ‘the water wheel of Istanyòs’.

Suffixation of verbal forms:

3 sg. fem. perf.+ 
suffix

nu∂urat+a > nú∂urta ‘she saw him’
libsat+a > líbista ‘she put on’
biddilat+a > bíddilta ‘she replaced it’
gàbalat+ak > gÙbaltak ‘she met you’
xadat+a > xídita ‘she took it’
lammat+a > límmita ‘she took it up’
“àfat+a > “àfta ‘she saw it’
ramat+a > rúmuta ‘she threw it’

3 pl. f. perf. 
nu∂uran+a > nu∂uránna ‘they [fem.] saw him’
gàbalan+ak > gabalánnak ‘they [fem.] met you’

3 pl. masc. perf.
nu∂uraw+ha > nu∂uròha ‘they [masc.] 

saw her’
2 sg. fem.
is±ilay+ha > is±ilèha ‘ask [fem.] her!’

2.2 Morphology 

B≠èri Arabic makes a gender distinction in the 2nd
and 3rd plural forms (see 2.2.1). The active par-
ticiple receives -àt in this case: saknàt wèn il ≠awa-
jìz dèl ‘where do these old women live?’.

2.2.1 Pronouns 

2.2.1.1 Personal independent pronouns

Table 3. Personal independent pronouns

hù ~ hùwa inta ana ~ àna
hì ~ hìya inti
hu¤¤a intu i™na
hinna intan

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes (Table 4)
-h, -y, -ki appear after vowels: abùh, abùy,
abùki, yi“tirùh ‘they buy it’, with negation ma-
yi“tirùhi“ ‘they do not buy it’. The object suffix
for the 1st pers. sg. is -ni.

Table 4. Possessive/object suffixes

-a ~ -h -ak -i ~ y ~ (-ni)
-ha -uk ~ -ki
-hum -kum -na
-hin -kan

bèta bètak bèti
bètha bètuk
bèthum bètkum bètna
bèthin bètkan

2.2.1.3 Indirect object suffixes

Table 5. Indirect object suffixes

-la -lak -li
-ilha -luk
-ilhum -ilkum -ilna [inna]
-ilhin -ilkan

jàbla jàblak jàbli
jàbílha jàbluk
jàbílhum jàbílkum jàbílna
jàbílhin jàbílkan
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Without -i- after vowels: galòlna [ga'lo1n1a]
‘they told us’, etc. The indirect object suffixes
may be added to direct object suffix: injibàlak ‘I
bring it to you’, tifir“uhàla ‘you [pl.] spread it for
him’, inbi ≠hinlak [imbœ'Ó1el1ak] ‘I sell them to
you’, but this is not obligatory: ≠ayy†ùh liyya ‘call
him for me!’, itjìba lìk “she brings it to you’.

2.2.1.4 Demonstratives

Table 6. Demonstratives

‘these’ ‘those’
da ~ dih dukkà. ti
di ~ diy dikkìti
dòl ~ dòla dukku¤¤a
dèl ~ dèla dikkinna

There is a third deixis awwènhùti (sg. masc.),
awwènhìti (sg. fem.) ‘over there’ in reference to
something at some distance.

2.2.1.5 Presentatives

Table 7. Presentatives

áha ahùwa ahìk ahìni
ahìya ahìki
ahu¤¤a ahìkum ahìna
ahinna ahìkan

Example: ahu¤¤a nnàs i“ta®aw minnìh ilbàb
‘look, the people bought the door from him’.
áha is invariant and refers to a general fact: áha
©©amùs mi“ kulla wà™id ‘as a matter of course,
the buffaloes are not all the same’.

2.2.1.6 Relative pronoun 
illi innàs illi ≠indìha “abb ‘the people who 

have a bull’.

2.2.1.7 Interrogative pronouns 
‘who?’ mìn
‘what?’ è(h)
‘which?’ innhi (invariable and preposed): innhi

wa®ad ‘which boy?’, innhi nàs ‘which
people?’. But with concord when follow-
ing the noun: innhù (sg. masc.), innhì sg.
fem.), innhu¤¤a (pl. masc.), innhinna
(pl. fem.): ilwa®ad innhù ‘which boy?’, fi
l™itta nnhì ‘in which place?’.

2.2.2 Adverbs 
temporal dilgè ~ dilgèti ‘now’, innhà®da

‘today’, buk®a ‘tomorrow’, 
imbàri™ ‘yesterday’, lissa ≠ ‘still; not
yet’, inhà. rìtha ‘then’

local hèna ~ ihnà [ih'neh]# ~ [ih'niπ] #
‘here’, ihnà. k ~ ihnakkà. ~
ihnukkà. ti ‘there’, minna ‘this
way’, minnà. k ‘that way’

manner ikdá [ig'deh]# ~ ikdèti ‘so’;
gùwi ‘very’, wàßil ‘totally’

interrogatives wèn ‘where?’, mèta ‘when?’,
lè(h) ‘why?’, kè(f) ‘how?’, kaddè

‘how much?’, kàm ‘how many?’

2.2.3 Particles
ihnìn sg. masc., ihnìt pl. fem., ihniyyìn pl. masc.,
ihniyyàt pl. fem. serve as genitive markers as in
ijjamà ≠a hniyyàta ‘his womenfolk’, but the pan-
Egyptian ibtà ≠ is very much in use, sometimes
showing the plural ibta ≠ìn: innaßßàra lli bta ≠ìnna
‘our Christians’.

The common negational particles ma- . . . “,
ma-. . ., and mi“ are used. ma- . . . “ (ma- . . . i“
after vCC and äC) negates not only verbal
forms, but nominals and participles as well:
xa“imha ma-™aßil“ i““†ùr ‘her mouth does not
reach the teats’, ma-xabrìni“ ‘they do not know’,
ma-zèni“ ‘it is not good’. In emphatic contexts, it
is replaced by ma-, which may receive stress in
this case: ±abadan ma ≠amalt ikdih ‘I have never
done such things!’, ≠umur ma t™addit ™addìta
zène ‘you never tell a nice story!’, tubt tàni mÙ-
nrù™ maßir ‘never again shall I go to Cairo!’.
lissa ≠ ‘not yet’ still has its / ≠/.

Questions may be reinforced by walla ‘or’: kal
ji™“ak walla ‘did your donkey eat or (not)?’.

Wishes may be introduced by rèt-: rètak ma jìt
‘I wish you hadn’t come!’, rèta twaffa ‘I wish he
had died!’.

Prepositions not commonly used in Egypt
include †ùl ‘besides’: gi ≠mizat †ùl issawwàg ‘she
sat down beside the driver’; kè ‘like’: kitìra gùwi
kè lÿanam ‘as many as the sheep’ (but kèfak ‘like
you’); xa“im ‘in front of’: xa“m iddikkàn ‘in front
of the shop’; bakàn ‘instead of’: injìb bakànha
™ajàt jidìda ‘we bring something new in its place’. 

Conjunctions: lòla ‘otherwise’: làzim yi∂irbùh
lòla ma-ygùm ‘they have to beat it, otherwise it
will not stand up’; ±adàm ‘since, as [causal]’;
yann ‘because’: yanni gasyàn mi lmi“wà®

‘because I am exhausted by the walk’; lakan ~
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yakan ‘but’; ™aggà“ ‘as long as not, if not’:
™aggà“ i““am“ ta†la ≠ lòla ma-nasra™ ‘as long 
as the sun does not rise, I shall not go to work 
in the fields’; la- ‘lest’: xu““ jawwa la-tizzakk 
‘go inside, lest you catch a cold’; la . . . la . . .
‘either . . . or . . .’: illi ≠à“a® ilgòm irb≠ìn yòm la
ßàr la †àr ‘whoever stayed with people for 40
days, will either be gone or will stay for ever’; in
‘that’: nàdir in “uftak ‘I rarely saw you’; ibnèn
ma ‘everywhere’. illi is used as a complementizer
‘that’: zèn illi . . . ‘it is good that . . .’. 

The vocative particle ya may be followed by a
definite noun: ya l ≠à® ‘what shame!’, ya jjráss
‘what an embarrassment!’. Common exclama-
tions are: yá-w®a ‘oh boy!’, ya-bá ‘oh girl!’, ya-
flày ‘oh father!, ya-xayy ‘oh brother!’, ya-xayyti
‘oh sister!’, ya-™alàha ~ ya-™alayyha ‘how lovely
she is!’, ya-rawagatha ‘how nice she is!’. 

2.2.4 Noun 
Gender: feminine nouns without the marker -a
are the usual ones such as the body parts rijil ‘foot’,
±ìd ~ yadd ‘hand’, ≠èn ‘eye’, ba†in ‘belly’, †ìΩ ‘but-
tocks’, etc. and ±ar∂ ‘soil’, nà® ‘fire’, ma®kab ‘boat’,
balad ‘village’, “am“ ‘sun’, and the less common
ones “nàb ‘moustache’, sùg ‘market’, sikkìn
‘knife’, bìr ‘well’, gammàri ‘moon’.

Article: il- no assimilation to /g/, optionally
to /k/: ilkalb ‘the dog’, ilgarn ‘the horn’; assimi-
lation with /j/: ijjurj ‘the drawer’

Specificity: ‘a certain’ may be expressed by
wà™id: ≠ind wà™id “èx ‘with a (certain) sheikh’;
wà™id ßà™bak ‘a friend of yours’.

Besides the usual plural patterns, there are
some unusual ones:

CiCCiyy (sg. CaCàya)
ir™iyy ‘hand mills’, i ≠ßiyy ‘sticks’

CCaCC (sg. CvCCa)
ibsass ‘cats’, irkaflfl ‘knees’,  “na†† ‘bags’

CiCCèC for domestic animals:
bi††è“ ‘buffaloes’, “ibbèb ‘bulls’, ji™™è“

‘donkeys’
CCàCa (sg. CaCaC)

iÿlàga ‘locks’, igfàßa ‘crates’
CCùCa for animals: 

imhùra ‘colts’, sbù≠a ‘lions’, idkù®a ‘males’
CCiCCa

bnitta ‘girls’, klibba ‘dogs’, brigga ‘jugs’,  
i ≠yilla ‘children’

CiCàn ~ CuCàn (sg. CäC)
bibàn ‘doors’, fisàn ‘axes’, ™u“àn
‘courtyards’, ≠udàn ‘shadoofs’

Besides the usual → pseudo-dual forms ±idèn
‘hands’, rijlèn ~ rajalèn ‘feet’, ≠enèn ‘eyes’, there
are other body parts following this pattern:
dara ≠èn ‘arms’, ßaba ≠èn ‘fingers’, jana™èn
‘wings’, cf. xamas ßaba ≠èn ‘five fingers’, ®ajalèn
i™mà® ‘legs of a donkey’. As usual, final -n is
dropped with suffixes: ßaba ≠áyy ‘my fingers’,
rijlèha ‘her legs’.

The diminutive is quite productive, mostly
with CCèC and CCèCa for 3-radicals: b†è“ ‘buf-
falo calf’, brè“ ‘mat’, j™è“ ‘donkey’, jdayy ‘kid’,
dnè“a ‘piece’, ksèwa ‘garment’. It may be formed
from adjectives: ™lèw ‘nice’, jdayyid ‘new’ and
with -a in the case of feminine nouns: sùg from
swèga ‘teashop in the market’. With words con-
taining a long vowel in the ultima CCayyiC is
used: brayyig ‘jug’, rÿayyif ‘loaf of bread’.
Particular forms are: axx > xayy ‘brother’, uxt >
xayya ‘sister’, bitt > bnayya ‘girl’, ma®a >
m®ayya ‘women’. Some adjectives take an infix 
-è†a- or -a††ù-: gßar ~ gßa††ùr ‘short’, zÿè†ar ~
zÿa††ùr ‘small’, glè†al ~ gla††ùl ‘little’.

For colors and deficiencies there is the usual
pattern aCCaC: abya∂ ‘white’, aswad ‘black’,
axa∂ar ‘green’, a ≠araj ‘lame’, az≠ar ‘tailless’; fem.
and pl. as elsewhere: ak™al, ka™ala fem., ku™ul
pl. ‘deep black’.

The elative pattern is aCCaC: azyan ‘better’,
aÿala∂ ‘thicker’, with ajdad ~ ajadd ‘newer’;
aglal ~ agall ‘less’ for II gem.

2.2.5 Numerals
‘one’ wà™id, fem. wi™da ~ wa™da; ‘two’ itnèn,
but also jòz may be used as in jòz if®àx ‘two
chickens’, jòz ilf®àx ‘the two chickens’.

Numerals 3–10 are like Standard Egyptian,
with long and short forms: talat igrù“ ‘three
piasters’, xamas fidin ‘five feddans’, taman isnìn
‘eight years’, and with reanalysis of feminine suffix
-at in connection with *aCCàC and aCCuC plu-
rals: xamas t-iyyàm ‘five days’, xamas t-u“hur ‘five
months’.

For 11–19 only long forms exist ending in -ir: 
11 i™dà“ir without pharyngealization, i†nà“ir,
xamaß†à“ir, etc., in some villages with the /≠/ pre-
served as in taman†a ≠“ir. For 20–90 as in Cairo,
with the exception of irbi ≠ìn ‘forty’.
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For 100 mìya, construct state mìt ma®®a ‘a 
hundred times’, mitèn, tultmìya, urbu ≠mìya,
xumsmìya, etc.; 1,000 ±alf.

2.2.6 Verb

2.2.6.1 Verbal forms

2.2.6.1.1 Form I 
Form I displays in the perfect an a-type masak
‘he seized’, rama ‘he threw’, and an i-type í“rib
‘he drank’, ílgi ‘he found’.

2.2.6.1.2 The derived forms
The system of derived forms follows the Eastern
type, i.e. in contrast to Cairo it displays a mor-
phological distribution of /a/, /i/ in the ultima of
Forms II and III, with /a/ in the perfect and /i/ in
the imperfect:

II ßabbax, iyßabbix ‘to fertilize’ III ≠àrak, iy≠àrik
‘to fight’

Form II replaces IX: wi““a ™amma® ‘his face
became red’. Besides its usual semantics, Form II
stresses the plurality of subjects and objects, cf.
il ≠anza wildat ‘the goat gave birth to a kid’ against
il ≠anzàt wullidan ‘the goats gave birth to kids’. The
reflexive passive forms are exclusively formed with
an it-prefix: 

t-I Form itrakan, yitrikin ‘to lie down’
t-II Form (V) itwakkal, yitwakkal ‘to set out’
t-III Form (VI) ittàwab, yittàwab ‘to yawn’

The ista-Form (X) is quite productive in the
sense of ‘to find/consider something . . .’:
ista™san, yista™san ‘to find good’, istab®ad,
yistab®ad ‘to find sth. cold’, istaw≠a®, yistaw≠a®

‘to find difficult’. Combinations of ista- with
Forms II or III occur: ista®ayya™, yista®ayya™ ‘to
take a rest’, istabà®ak, yistabà®ak ‘to receive a
blessing’.

Occasionally, an in-Form (VII) and a -t-Form
(VIII) occur, but these are fixed to certain lexical
items and are not productive: indaba™, yindibi™
‘to be slaughtered’. -t- (VIII) i“taÿal, yi“tiÿil ‘to
work’.

2.2.6.2 Inflection of imperfect and perfect
The imperfect paradigm, which follows the
Maghrebinian inflection, shows the prefixes ya-,
yi-, yu- distributed according to vowel harmony,
i.e. the vowels of the prefix and the imperfect

base are alike. yu-, however, may replace yi-
before /w/: yuwzin ‘to weigh out’. The suffixes,
too, follow this harmony with -i (2nd sg. fem.), 
-u (3rd pl. masc.) added to bases with high vow-
els and -ay, -aw to bases containing /a/ or /à/ in
the last syllable. This spread of -ay, -aw from IIIy
verbs to other verbal classes, again, can be con-
sidered a Bedouin feature.

The perfect paradigm is less harmonic, as it
shows -at (3rd pers. sg. fem.), -aw (3rd. pers. pl.
masc.), -an (3rd pers. pl. fem.) suffixes, all con-
taining /a/, throughout the paradigm irrespec-
tive of the quality of the vowel of the base: libsat
‘she put on’ (< ilbis+at).

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect: paradigm

Table 8. Imperfect

yálbas ‘to put on’
yálbas tálbas nálbas
tálbas tílbisay
yílbisaw tílbisaw nílbisaw
yílbisan tílbisan

yáÿala∂ ‘to become thick’
yáÿala∂ táÿala∂ náÿala∂

táÿala∂ túÿlu∂ay
yúÿlu∂aw túÿlu∂aw núÿlu∂aw
yúÿlu∂an túÿlu∂an

yúrgud ‘to lie down’
yúrgud túrgud núrgud
túrgud túrugdi
yúrugdu túrugdu núrugdu
yúrugdan túrugdan

yímsik ‘to take’
yímsik tímsik nímsik
tímsik tímiski
yímisku tímisku nímisku
yímiskan tímiskan

yádba™ ‘to slaughter’
yádba™ tádba™ nádba™

tádba™ tídba™ay
yídba™aw tídba™aw nídba™aw
yídba™an tídba™an

Aspectual, temporal and modal prefixes
≠a- ~ ≠ama- for present tense: ≠angullak ‘I tell 

you’, and habitual: ≠atxaddir min nafsha ‘it grows
by itself’.
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™a- and ®à™ ~ ®a™a for the future mi“ ™a-yxal-
lan fìha wala din“a ‘they will not leave a single
piece in it’, ®a™a-yjìbu ‘they are going to bring’.

tam- as an intensifier: tam-tunfux tam-tunfux
tam-tunfux, tunfux lamma ±è, yitnifix maΩbù†

‘you go on blowing, and blowing, and blowing,
until it what? it is properly inflated’.

xal- for finality: hatinna jozèn ganadìl xanni“-
wùhin ‘bring us some corn cobs so that we can
grill them!’.

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect: paradigm (Table 9)

For suffixation see 2.1.3.

Table 9. Perfect

xabaz ‘to bake bread’
xabaz xabazt xabazt
xibizat xabazti
xibizaw xabaztu xabazna
xibizan xabaztan

í“rib ‘to drink’
í“rib i“ribt i“ribt
“irbat i“ribti
“irbaw i“ribtu i“ribna
“irban i“ribtan

2.2.6.3 Participles
The same types exist as in Cairo Arabic for Form
I, i.e. CàCiC for the active and maCCùC for the
passive participle. In contrast to Cairo Arabic,
active participles are formed with /i/ in Form II,
passive participles with /a/: imraggi ≠ ‘having
mended’ – imragga ≠ ‘mended’ as in mu®uti
mragg≠a jallabìti ‘my wife has mended my jal-
labiyya’ vs. jallabìti mrugga ≠a ‘my jallabiyya has
been mended’, or imgallam ‘clipped’, imtallat
‘tripled’. The passive participle of verbs IIIy in
Form II is mCaCCày as in imrawwày ‘irrigated’,
imÿa††ày ‘covered’. jà, ijì ‘to come’ forms the
active participle jày, fem. jàya. Feminine -a is
lengthened with suffixes: mistannyàni ‘she is
waiting for me’. 

2.2.6.4 Verbal noun patterns
Verbal nouns follow the usual patterns except 
for the II and t-II Forms. Like elsewhere in Upper
Egypt between Sohàg and Edfu (see Behnstedt
and Woidich 1985, maps 317–321), the unusual
pattern CiCCìC is used: ßirrìx ‘shouting’, ≠iggìd
‘tying up’; IIIy verbs: biggi ‘condoling’. For 
verbs with four radicals, correspondingly, ÿirbìl
‘sieving’.

2.2.7 Weak verbs 

2.2.7.1 The perfect of the II gem. verbs shows
the normal suffixes originating from the verbs 
IIIy such as -èt and so on: lammèt ‘I took’, lam-
mat ‘she took’, lammaw ‘they took’. The active
participle follows the strong verb: ™à†i† ‘having
put down’.

2.2.7.2 I± verbs

Table 10. Inflection of the verb kal

kal ‘to eat’
kal kalt kalt yàkil tàkil nàkil
kalat kalti tàkil tàkli
kalaw kaltu kalna yàklu tàklu nàklu
kalan kaltan yàklan tàklan

The imperative with /u/ deviates from the imper-
fect with /i/: kul, iklíyy, iklúww, iklánn. Active
Participle is wàkil.

2.2.7.3 Verbs Iw and Iy

Table 11. Inflection of Iw/y verbs

a-type
wazan ‘to weigh’
wazan wazant wazant
wuzinat wazanti
wuzinaw wazantu wazanna
wuzinan wazantan
yuwzin tuwzin nuwzin
tuwzin túwizni
yúwiznu túwiznu núwiznu
yúwiznan túwiznan

i-type
íwßil ‘to arrive’
íwßil iwßilt iwßilt
wißlat iwßilti
wißlaw iwßiltu iwßilna
wißlan iwßiltan
yòßal tòßal nòßal
tòßal tòßalay
yòßalaw tòßalaw nòßalaw
yòßalan tòßalan

Iy
íybis ‘to dry’
íybis iybist iybist
yibsat iybisti
yibsaw iybistu iybisna
yibsan iybistan
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Table 11 (cont.)

yèbas tèbas nèbas
tèbas tèbasay
yèbasaw tèbasaw nèbasaw
yèbasan tèbasan

2.2.7.4 Verbs IIw/y

These are as expected (Table 12).

Table 12. Inflection of IIw/y verbs

gàm ‘to stand up’
gàm gumt gumt
gàmat gumti
gàmaw gumtu
gàman gumtan gumna

iygùm itgùm ingùm
itgùm itgùmi
iygùmu itgùmu ingùmu
iygùman itgùman

Imperfects with /à/ get -ay/-aw suffixes: itxàfay,
itxàfaw ‘you are afraid’. As elsewhere in Upper
Egypt, the shortened vowel in derived Forms is
/i/, not /a/ as in irti™t ‘I took a rest’ (irtà™) or
in∂imt ‘I got tired’ (in∂àm) (cf. Cairo irta™t).

2.2.7.5 Verbs IIIy
There is an a-type and an i-type (Table 13).

Table 13. Inflection of verbs IIIy

ma“a ‘to go’
ma“a ma“èt ma“èt
ma“at ma“èti
ma“aw ma“ètu ma“èna
ma“an ma“ètan

yim“i tim“i nim“i
tim“i tim“i
yim“u tim“u nim“u
yim“an tim“an

ílgi ‘to find’
ílgi ilgìt ilgìt
ligyat ilgìti
ligyaw ilgìtu ilgìna

yalga talga nalga
talga talgay
yalgaw talgaw nalgaw

2.2.7.6 Irregular verbs (Table 14)

Table 14. Inflection of irregular verbs

jà ‘to come’
jà jìt jìt
jàt jìti
jàw jìtu jìna
jann jìtan

iyjì itjì injì
itjì itjì
iyjù itjù injù
ijann itjann

idda ‘to give’
idda iddèt iddèt
iddat iddèti
iddaw iddètu iddèna
iddan iddètan

yiddi tiddi niddi
tiddi tiddi
yiddu tiddu niddu
yiddan tiddan

2.2.8 4-radicals CaCCaC and itCaCCaC
Types

reduplication ≠as≠as ‘to grope about’
(diminutive) balbal ‘to wet’ 

dagdag ‘to smash to pieces’
fa ≠fa ≠ ‘to sniff around’
mahmah ‘to mutter’

onomatopoeic ka®ka® ‘to gurgle’
verbs dabdab ‘to knock’

ra†ra† ‘to chatter’
inserted marma“ ‘to bite’

consonants na ≠ni“ ‘to refresh’
da ≠bas ‘to grope around’
farja™ ‘to spread apart’, 

derived from sabras ‘to hasten’ (< English to
nouns express) gar†as ‘to wrap’ (<

*qur†às), magraß ‘to strew
with bran’ (< magraß ‘tray made
of clay for baking bread’)

reflexive itkanfil ‘to stumble’, ikkarta™

passive ‘to roll down’, itÿarbal ‘to be
sieved’

b≠êri arabic 307

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



The inflection follows Forms II and V, as does
the verbal noun: dibdìb ‘knocking’, ÿirbìl 
‘sieving’.

2.3 Remarks on syntax

Plural nouns of animals and objects can agree
with the 3rd pers. pl. fem.: il ≠anzàt wullidan ‘the
goats gave birth’, faddanèn ±ar∂, ya ≠ni law
zara™thin ™a“ì“ ‘two feddans of land, if I were to
sow them with grass’; ilxibbèza wu l™ummè∂a
wu zzabànix dèla kullhin . . . ‘mallow, sorrel,
and spinach, they are all . . .’.

The ‘ethical dative’ is common with verbs
such as ≠àwiz ‘want’, ilgi ‘to find’, jàb ‘to bring’,
xad ‘to take’: ≠awizla gir“èn ‘he wants some
money’, nalgàli mìt jinèh ‘I find a hundred
pounds’. 

To express intensification dawwa® + verbal
noun is used: duwwa®at fìh katil ‘she gave him a
good thrashing’. ga ≠ad + imperfect/participle, as
in ga ≠ad i®®àjil ya®ga ≠ fì ‘the man kept on beating
him’, expresses prolongation.

In narrative style the ‘narrative verbal noun’
may be used, as in xa““ fi lxèma wu du˚˚à wa®àh
≠iffìß fì ≠iffìß fì ‘he entered the tent, and the other
one behind him, keeping on kicking at him’, as
well as a ‘narrative imperative’ as in ©aybìnlaha
≠irg ifhimt izzày, dibb fìha, dibb fìha ‘we took a
stick, you understand, and then we keep hitting
on it and on it!’. The use of the periphrastic nar-
ratives ®à™, jà is very common too: lamma ®à™at
ilgab∂a t™allat minnìh ‘when the fastening came
loose from him’, màt il ≠ayyil nußluxò, wu n©ù

kabsìna tibin ‘the young died, [now] we skin it
and then we stuff it with straw’.

Conditional sentences are introduced by in or
law: law “uftak tàni ®à™ nag†a ≠ zètak ‘if I see you
again, I’ll kill you’, in zuÿt minni ≠àrfak ‘if you
slip away from me, I’ll know you’.

The wi of syndetic ™àl-sentences is inserted
after the subject: “ufta hùwa w ≠ayi™rit ‘I saw him
ploughing’, tàkil minha nnàs, hìya w xa∂ra ‘peo-
ple eat from it when it is green’.

3 .  L e x i c o n  

For ‘to see’ *ra ±à is common in the negative only:
ma-retà“ ‘I did not see him’, the most common
words being na∂ar, yun∂ur and the pan-dialec-
tal “àf, yi“ùf.

Bedouin words such as zèn ‘good’, “èn ‘bad’,
≠adà®a ‘women’, xàbir ‘knowing’, gè∂ ‘summer’

are much in use, as well as the common Upper
Egyptian items, e.g. ràyig ‘fine, good’, ≠ifi“ ‘bad’,
wàßil ‘very’, ≠àd ‘then, yet’, din“a ‘piece’, ≠àza
‘need’, ≠ayya† ≠ala w ‘to call’, iddalla ‘to go
down’, fanas, yifnis ‘to look out’. The latter
three, combined in a phrase, are frequently
quoted in order to show the incomprehensibility
of the Ía≠ìdi dialect to northeners: ≠ayya†t ≠alèh
fanas ma-ddallà“ ‘I called at him, he looked out
of the window, but did not come down’.
Needless to say, the common pan-Egyptian lexi-
cal items are – as everywhere – gradually super-
seding the old expressions.
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Binà±

The term binà ± is used in Arabic grammar to
describe words which have fixed end-vowels. It
may be generally translated as ‘indeclinability’,
and is thus the antithesis of the term for ‘declin-
ability’, → ±i ≠ràb. This meaning most probably
developed from the sense of ‘phonetic structure’,
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which binà ± (pl. ±abniya) indicates in expressions
like binà ± li-l-majhùl ‘passive form’, ±abniyat al-
jam≠ ‘plural patterns’, etc.

The centrality of binà ± to grammatical theory is
best demonstrated by its discussion, along with
±i ≠ràb, by Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796) in the very early
parts of his Kitàb (I, 2ff.). He distinguishes
between ±i ≠ràb and binà ±, based on whether the
≠àmil ‘operator’ can cause a temporary change
(yazùlu ≠an-hu) in the final vowel of a word, hence
±i ≠ràb, or cannot do so since some words have per-
manent final vowels (là yazùlu ≠an-hu), which no
≠àmil can change, hence binà ± (Kitàb I, 3).
Sìbawayhi enforces this distinction with his ter-
minology, which differentiates between eight
‘forms of word endings’ in Arabic. These are
naßb, jarr, raf ≠, and jazm on the one hand, and
fat™, kasr, ∂amm, and waqf on the other: wa-
±innamà ≈akartu la-ka µamàniyata majàrin li-
±afruqa bayna mà yadxuluhu ∂arb min hà≈ihi
l-±arba ≠a li-mà yu™diµu fì-hi l-≠àmil . . . wa-bayna
mà yubnà ≠alayhi l-™arf binà ±an ‘I have cited eight
forms so as to be able to distinguish between
those four forms that are affected by an operator
and those [other forms] which are considered as
part of the word’s pattern’ (Kitàb I, 3). This rig-
orous distinction, which was maintained in its
entirety throughout the Arabic grammatical tra-
dition, rightly represents, according to Versteegh
(1993:128–129), a considerable innovation when
compared with previous terms used by commen-
tators, such as Mu™ammad ibn as-Sà±ib al-Kalbì

(d. 146/763), who did not observe a clear distinc-
tion between declensional endings and internal
vowels. For the ±i ≠ràbì and non-±i ≠ràbì vowel ter-
minology, see Talmon (2003:238–244).

Words that are indeclinable are referred to as
mabnì, and include nouns, verbs, and particles.
These words, just like those words which are
declinable or mu ≠rab, are closely linked with the
three parts of speech, i.e. ism ‘noun’, fi≠l ‘verb’,
and ™arf ‘particle’. As far as nouns are con-
cerned, the grammarians agree that their → ±aßl
stipulates that they be mu ≠rab (declinable) since
they imply different meanings – such as those
expressed by the subject, the object, and the con-
struct – and hence different case endings had to
express those different meanings (Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±Asràr 24–25). Accordingly, the grammarians
had to deal with those words which they
classified as nouns but are mabnì nonetheless.
These nouns, which are often classified as parti-
cles in Western grammars and which are usually

described as ÿayr mutamakkin as opposed to
nouns which are mu ≠rab or mutamakkin, mainly
include conditionals such as man ‘who’, inter-
rogatives such as ±ayna ‘where?’, pronouns such
as huwa ‘he’, demonstratives and relatives such
as hà ±ulà ±i ‘those’ and al-ladì ‘who’, and adverbs
such as ™aytu ‘where’ and mundu ‘since’. They
also include, however, words which are incon-
testably nouns such as ±amsi ‘yesterday’ and 
sìbawayhi [proper noun].

The grammarians were typically concerned
with finding justification for the indeclinability
of those nouns which do not agree with the
norm for their part of speech. The most widely
cited justification is that most of these nouns
resemble particles (™urùf ) and are accordingly
mabnì, as is the norm for all particles (Ibn al-
±Anbàrì, ±Asràr 30–32; Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ 32–34). 
A medial position between mutamakkin and
ÿayr mutamakkin was assigned to diptotes, or
mamnù≠ min aß-ßarf. These are usually referred
to as mutamakkin ÿayr ±amkan in order to re-
flect the fact that they have neither a fixed 
end-vowel nor receive the whole range of end-
vowels since their indefinite forms cannot have
kasra or → tanwìn.

A special kind of binà ± in nouns is described by
the grammarians as ≠àri∂ ‘transient’. Among the
more common types are the following, all of
which are mabnì in certain contexts but are 
otherwise mu ≠rab: (a) single-word nouns in the
vocative (e.g. yà rajulu/muslimùna ‘o man/
Muslims!’); (b) single-word nouns after generic là
(e.g. là rajula/muslimìna ‘there is no man/are no
Muslims’); (c) compound words, including com-
pound numerals (e.g. xamsata ≠a“ara ‘fifteen’) and
compound adverbs (e.g. layla nahàra ‘day and
night’); (d) adverbs like qablu ‘before’ and ba ≠du
‘after’ which are not followed by the genitive (i.e.
as opposed to min qabli hàdà ‘before this’ etc.);
and (e) ±ayy ‘whatever/ whoever’ in constructions
like i∂rib ±ayyuhum ±af∂alu ‘hit whomever is best’.
For more details, see ad-Dàyil (1990:247–341)
and ≠Allù“ (1997:188–208).

Contrary to nouns, binà ± is generally said to
be the ±aßl for verbs and particles (Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±Asràr 24; Suyù†ì, Ham≠ I, 15), although the
Kufans reportedly believe that ±i ≠ràb is the ±aßl for
verbs as well as for nouns (±U“mùnì, ”ar™ I, 24).
Among the verbs, the perfect or → mà∂ì is said
to be uniformly mabnì with a final fat™a, ∂amma,
or sukùn (e.g. kataba, katabù, katabta ‘he, they,
you wrote’), whereas the imperfect or mu∂àri ≠ is
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interpreted as mabnì only when it is followed by
the -na suffix of the 2nd and 3rd person feminine
plural, as in taktubna ‘you write [2nd person
fem. pl.]’, yaktubna ‘you write [3rd person fem.
pl.]’, or by the energetic nùn , as in la-±aktubanna
‘I shall indeed write’, but not in forms like la-
taktubunna ‘you shall indeed write [2nd person
masc. pl.]’, where the nùn is said to be not in
direct contact with the verb. The grammarians
seem here to have disregarded the syllabic and
vowel changes triggered by the introduction of
the suffix -na and energetic nùn and explained
the verbal form within the general framework of
±i ≠ràb and binà ±. As for the imperative (±amr), the
various arguments attributed to the Basrans and
Kufans in their theoretical difference as to
whether it is mabnì, as the Basrans believe, or
mu ≠rab, as the Kufans assert, are discussed
extensively by Ibn al-±Anbàrì in mas±ala 72 of his
book on the differences between the Basrans 
and the Kufans (±Inßàf I, 524–529; cf. ±Asràr
317–321). All grammarians, however, agree that
particles are mabnì and that the sukùn is the ±aßl
in all mabnì words, be they nouns, verbs, or par-
ticles (Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ III, 82–83; Suyù†ì, Ham≠ I,
20–21). For the relationship between binà ± and
±i ≠ràb, on the one hand, and the grammarians’
distinction between prepositions (™urùf jarr)
and adverbs (Úurùf ), on the other, see Levin
(1987:354–355).

The picture presented by the grammarians
about ±i ≠ràb and binà ±, it has been suggested
(Baalbaki 1990:17–33), is a simplification of a
much more complex dialectal situation which
the grammarians recorded but attempted to
marginalize for the sake of coherency. In the case
of binà ±, the sources report that al-±asmà ± as-
sitta ‘the six nouns [of the type ±abùka, ™amùka,
and ≈ù]’, which are normally triptotes, are
treated as mabnì in some dialects, and that the
dual and, to a lesser degree, the sound masculine
plural have affinity with binà ± in others.
Conversely, some nouns which are mabnì, such
as ±amsi ‘yesterday’, dù ‘[relative pronoun of
¢ayyi±]’, ™aytu ‘where’, ladun ‘at, by’, as well as
proper nouns ending in -wayhi, receive various
degrees of ±i ≠ràb in certain dialects (for details,
see Baalbaki 1990:20–21).
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Binding

Nominal expressions may be classified into three
categories: anaphors such as reflexives (1a) and
reciprocals (1b), pronominals (2), and refe-
rential expressions or (R-expressions) (3). The
literature on Binding Theory is extensive; 
see Chomsky (1981), Chomsky (1995), and
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Hornstein (2001) for more exhaustive discus-
sions and references. All the examples are given
in Lebanese Arabic:

(1) Anaphors
a. “èf ™àl-o

saw.3ms state-him
‘He saw himself’

b. ™iko ma ba ≠∂-un
spoke.3p with reciprocal.p
‘They spoke with each other’

(2) Pronominals
sàmi “èf-o
Sami saw 3ms-him
‘Sami saw him’

(3) R-expressions
“èf l-walad
saw.3ms the-boy
‘He saw the boy’

These nominal expressions are distinguished
with respect to the contexts in which they must
or may have an antecedent. Thus, anaphors
must have an antecedent and the antecedent 
cannot be ‘too far’ as illustrated in (4a–b)
respectively:

(4) a. * ™àl-o “èf
state-him     saw.3ms
‘Himself saw’

b. * sàmi ±àl ±inn-a “èfit ™àl-o
Sami said that-her saw.3fs state-him
‘Sami said that she saw himself’

A pronoun, on the other hand, cannot have an
antecedent which is ‘too close’ as illustrated in 
(5 a–b):

(5) a. sàmi “èf-o
Sami saw.3ms – him
‘Sami saw him’

b. sàmi ±àl ±inn-a “èfit-o
Sami said.3ms that-her saw.3fs-him
‘Sami said that she saw him’

The pronoun in the direct object position can
have sàmi as an antecedent in (5b) but not in
(5a): it can only be co-referential with sàmi
in (5b).

Finally, a R-expression cannot be co-referen-
tial with a preceding nominal expression when

this expression is in a ‘high enough’ position, as
illustrated in (6a–b):

(6) a. ±àl ±inn-a “èfit sàmi
said.3ms that-her saw.3fs Sami
‘He said that she saw Sami’

b.  l-m≠allme yalli htammit fì
the-teacher.f Rel. took care of.3fs  him
‘The teacher that took care of him’

±àlit ±inn-a “èfit sàmi
said.3fs that-her saw.3fs Sami
‘She said that she saw Sami’

In (6a), the R-expression sàmi cannot be co-ref-
erential with the non-overt subject pronoun in
the matrix clause. It can, however, be co-refer-
ential with the pronoun in the relativized clause
in (6b).

The Binding Theory deals with the contexts in
which a nominal expression must (anaphors),
may or may not (pronouns and R-expressions)
have an antecedent. It states the following (this
formulation is simplified; see Chomsky 1981,
1995, for an extensive discussion of the Binding
Theory).

(7) a. An anaphor must have a c-commanding
antecedent in the smallest clause or nom-
inal phrase containing this anaphor.

b. A pronoun cannot have a c-commanding
an antecedent in the smallest clause or
nominal phrase containing this pronoun.

c. An R-expression cannot have a c-com-
manding antecedent.

C-command (or constituent-command) can be de-
fined as follows. In a tree representation like (8):

(8) A

B E

F G

C

All the nodes are branching except B. A cate-
gory A c-commands a category B if and only if
the first branching category dominating A also
dominates B and A and B do not dominate each
other. In (8), for instance, C and B c-command E,
F, and G and F c-commands B and C.
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The terms ‘bind’ and ‘free’ can be defined as
follows. A nominal expression is bound when it
has a c-commanding antecedent; otherwise it is
free. The (binding) principles in (7) can be refor-
mulated as (9):

(9) Binding Principles:
a. An anaphor must be bound in the smallest

clause or nominal phrase containing it.
b. A pronoun must be free in the smallest clause

or nominal phrase containing it.
c. An R-expression must be free.

There is extensive literature on binding in
Generative Grammar and space limitation pre-
vents a discussion here of the various issues
involving binding. Some of these are dealt with
in the references mentioned. Recently, however,
the status of the binding principles as independ-
ent principles has been questioned. It is argued
that at least the binding principles regulating
anaphors and pronouns are not primitive princi-
ples: they can be derived from other grammati-
cal principles such as the theory of movement
(see Chomsky 1995; Hornstein 2001).

Arabic adds interesting dimensions with
respect to binding. To mention some,
Mohammad (2000) points out that there is a
contrast between (6b) and (10) in Levantine
Arabic:

(10) ±imm-o htammit bi -sàmi
mother-his took care of.3fs of -Sami
‘His mother took care of Sami’

In (10), sàmi cannot be co-referential with the
adnominal pronoun. This is surprising since
adnominal complements are contained within a
nominal phrase. As such, the pronoun in (10) does
not c-command sàmi and co-reference should be
possible.

Mohammad indicates that the adnominal
pronoun in (10) is a clitic incorporated into the
head noun. This being the case, the representa-
tion of the subject nominal phrase is non-
branching as in (11 F-2) (non-relevant details
omitted):

(11) I P

NP                              VP

V                PP

N + clit P NP

In (11) the clitic c-commands the prepositional
object and co-reference is prohibited.

Another interesting dimension brought forth
by Arabic is the behavior of resumptive pro-
nouns. Resumptive pronouns are used produc-
tively in various Arabic dialects. The following
examples are in Lebanese Arabic (see Ouhalla
2004; Choueiri 2002).

However, there is dialectal variation that is of
interest. As originally pointed out by Eid and
Shlonsky (1999), resumptive pronouns are not
allowed in Cairene Arabic or in Palestinian
Arabic in context (12 a) but are allowed in con-
text (12 b–c). This prohibition, which as
Choueiri (2002) indicates does not exist in
Lebanese Arabic, is referred to as the Highest
Subject Constraint (see McCloskey 1990):

(12) a. l-walad yalli huwwe rà™

the boy Rel. he left.3ms
‘the boy that left’

b. l-walad yalli “èfit-o
the-boy Rel. saw.3fs-him
‘the boy that she saw’

c. l-walad yalli  fakkarto huwwe rà™

the-boy Rel. thought.2p  he          left.3ms
‘the boy that you thought he left’

The Highest Subject Constraint has a binding
flavor: in a relativized nominal phrase, the high-
est pronominal subject cannot be bound by, must
be free from, the relativized nominal element.
However, Shlonsky (1992) offers an interesting
account for this Highest Subject Constraint in
terms of movement. The account is based on the
assumption that resumptive pronouns are last
resort and occur when movement is not avail-
able. The Highest-Subject position in Cairene
Arabic or Palestinian Arabic is available for short
movement (or A-movement); hence, resumption
does not occur. In Shlonsky’s account, the
Highest Subject Constraint is not an independent
principle in the grammar (for other obviation
constraints affecting strong pronouns and strong
pronouns with epithets → resumption). 

In brief, co-referential relations between nom-
inal elements are not free. They are regulated by
the binding principles which encode the contexts
in which a nominal element must, may, or may
not have an antecedent. There are cross-linguis-
tic variations affecting the binding principles.
Some that arise in certain varieties of Arabic are
discussed here. These variations lend support to
the proposal according to which binding princi-
ples are not primitive principles, but rather
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descriptive generalizations. The challenge be-
comes to derive these generalizations from other
means. The debate in the linguistic literature is
centered around which theories are most appro-
priate in deriving the binding generalizations.
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Biradicalism

A minority of Arabic roots are biconsonantal,
while the great majority, as in other Semitic lan-
guages, consist of three consonants called ‘radi-
cal consonants’ or simply ‘radicals’ (here
symbolized as ‘R’) and one or two root vowels.
Since vowels are subject to morpho-phonemic
changes, it is difficult to say precisely which 
ones are root vowels. Traditionally, Arabic
roots, like roots of other Semitic languages, have
been analyzed as consisting of consonants only
(→ root; → derivation), viz., two, three, or four
consonants. Most of the roots consisting of four
consonants (relatively numerous but rarely used
since only 15 of them occur in the Qur ±àn
against 1,160 triconsonantal roots) are due to
partial reduplication and/or dissimilation of
some consonants of originally triconsonantal
roots or are cases of lexicalization of an affix
(usually a prefix) added to triconsonantal roots.
Yet, there are also such roots formed by redupli-
cation of original biconsonantal roots, e.g.
ÿalÿala/wa-ÿala ‘to penetrate’, xa∂xa∂a/xa∂∂a/

ma-xa∂a (also xa†ara < *xa∂ara < *xa∂r < xa∂∂)
‘to shake’ (see Atallah and Ayache 1981).

There is a limited number of nominal roots
(37, according to Fleisch 1990:I, 248, 252–254,
based on Nöldeke 1910:109–178) consisting of
only two consonants. They belong to the basic
vocabulary going back to Proto-Semitic and
even Proto-Hamito-Semitic/Afro-Asiatic, e.g.
yad ‘hand’, fa-m/fa-mm/fu ‘mouth’, ™ir ‘vulva’,
dam ‘blood’, mà ± ‘water’, ibn ‘son’, ism ‘name’
(the last two nouns with prothetic i-), lis-àn
‘tongue’ (with lexicalized suffix), etc. As far as
verbal roots are concerned, medieval Arab lexi-
cographers and grammarians noted that many
of these roots have the same or very similar
meaning, although they differ only in one con-
sonant. Lists of such roots were collected (e.g. 
by Ibn as-Sikkìt, ±Ibdàl and ±Abù †-¢ayyib al-
Luÿawì, ±Ibdàl; → ±ibdàl). This discovery was
taken over by Hebrew grammarians and via
grammars of Biblical Hebrew it became known
among European Semitists since the same phe-
nomenon can be observed in other Semitic lan-
guages. There is no doubt that much root
variation goes back to Proto-Semitic (see
Zaborski 1971) and even Proto-Hamito-Semitic
(see several studies on Egyptian roots by
Belova), but some developments go back only to
Proto-Arabic, or can be attributed only to rela-
tively recent dialect differentiation involving, for
instance, alternation of /≈/ and /d/, /µ/ and /t/,
etc., as in ≈àqa/dàqa ‘to taste’. Some of the roots
having variants may be considered as a basis for
the reconstruction of original biradicals. First of
all, there are geminated roots, viz. roots with
identical second and third radical (R1VR2R2),
having variants with one ‘weak’ consonant, viz.
/w/, /y/, /±/ (→ glide). A few roots have both
‘weak’ R1 and R3; in this case only one conso-
nant is really ‘weak’; for instance, w- is ‘strong’
in ™awila/ya™walu ‘to be cross-eyed’, ≠awiza/
ya ≠wazu ‘to be needy, to be poor’. There are also
variants in which either the first consonant
(sometimes this could shift to the second posi-
tion due to a metathesis with the second radical)
or the third one may be interpreted as an origi-
nal but later lexicalized (‘petrified’) affix (or an
infix via metathesis). These roots should reason-
ably be reconstructed as original biradicals, e.g.
kàna ‘to be’, sa-kana ‘to dwell, to live’, kankana
‘to nest, to take a good seat’, kanna ‘to hide, to
shelter’; sa-ru ≠a/ha-ri ≠a ‘to hasten’; na-ÿara/wa-
ÿara ‘to be enraged’; ≠atuda ‘to be ready’, ≠adda
‘to make ready’; zabà/zàba-na ‘to push’. The his-
torically attested affixes are : t- (also infixed -t-
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due to metathesis and then sometimes also
assimilated so that we have hawi“a/hà“a/ha““a
and huti“a ‘to be excited’) , n-, m-, “-/s-/h-/ ±-, w-,
y-, -t, -n, -w, -y, -± (see Kury¬owicz 1972:6–31;
Zaborski 1971). There are several reasons why
usually no specific meaning can be attributed to
these lexicalized affixes. One of them is that they
were used to derive deverbal nouns from origi-
nal biradical roots, so that triconsonantal roots
were further derived from these deverbal nouns
(which often disappeared) rather than directly
from biconsonantal verbs. Concerning roots
with /w/, /y/, / ±/ (roots with / ±/ sometimes going
back to /y/, although the change -±- > -y- is also
attested), without other, viz. geminated or
affixed, variants, and geminated roots without
/w/, /y/ / ±/ variants, it is more reasonable to
assume that already in Proto-Semitic if not
Proto-Hamito-Semitic, there were some original
roots of this kind (e.g. xadà/xàda/waxada ‘to go
quickly’?), which served as a model for the
extension of original biradicals to triradicals
(but cf. Chekayri 1995, 1998; Chekayri and
Scheer 2003; Voigt 1988). Since in closed sylla-
bles (before consonantal and zero endings) long
vowels were shortened (e.g. imperfect ya-qùm-
u, but jussive ya-qum from qàma ‘to get up’),
such roots with -w- or -y- (in many verbs either
-w- or -y-, see Attalah and Ayache 1972) have
been interpreted as biconsonantal, and therefore
other biconsonantal roots could be reinterpreted
as having variants with -ù- < *-w- or with -ì-
< *-y-. As demonstrated by Kury¬owicz (1972:
9–10), the mechanism of the enlargement of
R1VR2 > R1VR2R2 was fundamentally the
same as the lengthening of the root vowel of
other biconsonantal roots. This may be seen 
in variants R1VR2R2 and R1VR2/w/y, e.g.
™amma/™amiya/™amà ‘to be hot’. However,
there is no reason to assume that every weak and
geminated verbal root was originally biradical,
since R1VR2R2 could also go back to R1VR2R3
through dissimilation or through assimilation 
of the final -R2 to the following -t, -k, or -n.
Besides, in forms R1R2VR2 the first -R2- could
partially assimilate to R1 or dissimilate with it,
resulting in a third consonant in medial position.
But the majority of geminated roots were indeed
biconsonantal. The only safe hypothesis is that
the number of triconsonantal roots in the pre-
historic period was smaller and the number of
biradicals was larger than in the historic period,
but it does not make sense to pretend that we

could reconstruct all or even the majority of tri-
consonantal verbal roots as originally biradical.

There are, however, many cases in which orig-
inally triconsonantal roots were differentiated
(see Zaborski 1991 for detailed discussion and
for an up-to-date bibliography on the problem
of biradicalism) in an ‘internal’ phonological
process or, rather rarely, through contamination
of semantically and/or phonologically similar
original triconsonantal roots, e.g. “àbaha and
“àkala resulting in “akaha ‘to be similar’. In such
cases, biconsonantal roots cannot be recon-
structed on the basis of triconsonantal variants.
Assimilation and dissimilation usually worked
in direct contact position (although both could
also work at a distance), viz. in forms like
R1R2VR3, e.g. ya-sqab-u > ya-ßqab-u, where
both coexisting verbs saqaba and ßaqiba/ßàqaba
mean ‘to be near’, ya-b™aµ-u > ya-f™aß-u, where
both verbs mean ‘to examine’ (fa™aßa also 
‘to examine’), or in forms like R1VR2R3, e.g.
™ars/™arz ‘watch, guard, control’, ™araz-tu/-ku >
™aras-tu/-ku ‘I guarded’; before -kV of the end-
ing of the Yemenite k- perfect, e.g. battat-ku >
battak-ku > bataka, but elsewhere batat-tu ‘I cut
off’; ÿamma/ÿama∂a/ÿamada/ÿamà ‘to hide, to
cover’, where the last variant is a secondary
biradical due to a reinterpretation of ÿamma.
There must also have been cases of spirantiza-
tion, e.g. bata ±a/baµa ±a ‘to stop’ (see Corriente
1969), as well as metathesis, e.g. ™a“ama/
“a™ama ‘to be fat’. Alternation produced, for
instance, ™abala/ ≠abala ‘to bind with cords’,
which can be also interpreted as due to voicing
in ya-™bul-u > ya-≠bul-u. As a matter of fact,
some forms can have two or perhaps even three
explanations, and such ambiguity can only con-
tribute to their reinterpretation, e.g. ba ≠aµa/
ba ≠ata can be explained as due either to ba ≠aµ-tu
> ba ≠at-tu, or to spirantization of ba ≠ata > ba ≠aµa,
cf. ±a-b≠ada/ ≠a-b≠a†a ‘to send away’, which is con-
nected with a different root, viz. ba ≠uda ‘to be far
away’. In some triconsonantal nominal roots,
like “ir“/“il“ ‘root’, ba∂r/ba≈r ‘clitoris’, variants
are also due to phonological processes.

Doublets, triplets, etc. are important for the 
prehistory of Arabic and Semitic phonology:
jabba/qabba ‘to cut off’, jara™a/qara™a ‘to
wound’, “ajja/“aqqa ‘to split’, “ajà/“aqà ‘to dis-
tress s.o’ (also “ajaba ‘to grieve s.o.’, where -b-
may be either originally a preposition or a vari-
ant of -w-), lazija/laziqa ‘to stick’ (but also
lazza/lazaba/lazama ‘to adhere, to cling’),
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zalaja/zalaga/zalaqa/zala ±a ‘to slide, to glide, to
slip’ go back to different dialectal variants illus-
trating the history of the pronunciation of /j/ and
/q/ as [g] and of /q/ merging with / ±/. La†aßa/
la†a“a/la†aµa/laµa†a/latada/lataza/la†a™a/la†a ≠a/
lata™a/lataÿa/lataxa/la†ama/latama/laµama ‘to
hit’ plus latta ‘to pound, to hit’ are remnants 
of old phonological processes. Examples like
“axxa/ ∂axxa ‘to urinate’, ha“ama/ha∂ama ‘to
break’, wa““a™a/wa∂∂a™a ‘to comment, to make
clear’, jaha“a/jaha∂a ‘to flee’ are important for
the prehistory of sibilants and emphatics. For
the history of the latter see, e.g., †afara/∂afara ‘to
leap’, ta-qa††a ≠a/ta-qa∂∂a ≠a ‘to be cut’ (also
qa†aba/qa∂aba ‘to cut’), qaba†a/ qaba∂a ‘to seize
with hand, to grab’, “aßßa/“a≈≈a ‘to be burden-
some, to be hard, painful’, waqa“a /waqa≈a ‘to
strike hard’.

Zemánek (1996) has published an important
collection and analysis of doublets with the
alternation of voiceless emphatic and its non-
emphatic counterparts (both voiced and non-
voiced), which shows that some triconsonantal
doublets may be due to the shift from glottalized
to pharyngealized pronunciation of emphatic
consonants. Some of his examples can, however,
be interpreted as due rather to ‘deemphatiza-
tion’ and/or different kinds of assimilation or
dissimilation (see Kury¬owicz 1972:28–31).

There are unclear cases, like ta-ba ≠≠aßa, ta-
ba ≠ßaßa ‘to move [intr.]’ and ra ≠aßa ‘to move
[trans.]’ (cf. Zemánek 1996:78), µadaqa/ÿadiqa
‘to be copious, to pour down [rain]’ (Zemánek
1996:79), habaza/hariza ‘to die’ (Zemánek
1966:79), which should not be rejected a priori
and which require further investigation.

When two triconsonantal roots differ only in
one consonant which can be neither identified
with an attested affix nor explained as being due
to specified phonological and/or morphophono-
logical processes (e.g. ßaluba/ßaliba and ßalada ‘to
be hard, firm, solid’ (although neither assimila-
tion in ßalib-ta > ßalid-ta, nor dissimilation in
ßalad-ta > ßalib-ta is impossible), some linguists
regard such an enigmatic consonant as a ‘root
determinative’ (see Hurwitz 1913) or as a ‘root
augment’. It is not clear whether the vague idea of
‘root determinatives’ (a notion taken from Indo-
European linguistics) or ‘augments’ (by definition
with undetermined lexical and/or grammatical
function) makes sense at all. Some linguists (espe-
cially Ehret 1989; cf. Belova 2004) posit the exis-
tence of a very large number, up to 37, of affixes,

called by them ‘root determinatives’, to which
they assign hypothetical functions and names. In
such a model, practically every reconstructed 
consonant is interpreted as an original affix
‘enlarging’ alleged biconsonantal roots (but cf.
Kury¬owicz 1972:26, who states that “most 
consonants could be used as infixes and deter-
minatives”). Rejecting (morpho)phonological
explanations (e.g. Bohas 2000, cf. Zaborski
2002; → lexicon: matrix and etymon model) and
using hypothetical etymologies, this approach is
very different from the method and the idea of
reconstruction of biconsonantal roots, not only in
Arabic, but also in other Hamito-Semitic lan-
guages. It has to be kept in mind that some 
triconsonantal variants are also due to ‘Reim-
wortbildung’, and some can be even neologisms,
introduced by poets, or graphemic mistakes,
taken over by lexicographers.
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Bleaching  → Semantic Bleaching

Bornu Arabic → Subsaharan Arabic

Braille

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  B r a i l l e  i n
t h e  A r a b  w o r l d

Physically, Braille is a “universally accepted sys-
tem of writing used by and for blind persons and
consisting of a code of 63 characters, each made
up of one to six raised dots arranged in a six-

position matrix or cell” (Encyclopedia Britan-
nica II, 465). Content-wise, Arabic is a six-dot
tactile copy of its schwarzschrift (normal ink
print). The system is divided into the alphabet
and its subsystems, the non-alphabetical code
systems of contractions, and the mathematical
signs and musical notation. One interesting 
fact is that Braille is a functionally limited system
of writing. From its introduction to the Arab
world in Egypt in the second half of the 19th
century, the system was, and still is, functionally
limited to the field of education. Very little non-
educational material is printed in Braille in any
given year. 

The history of the introduction of Braille to
the Arab world is vague, perhaps because it was
a non-governmental initiative with little docu-
mentation (al-Sharkawi 1997:31–32). It was
first introduced in the educational system of 
the visually impaired in Egypt by Mu™ammad
±Anas, an Arabic teacher and private school
owner in Cairo. ±Anas traveled to France where
he learned Braille in the same institute where
Louis Braille studied and worked (Makhluf
1995). After returning to Egypt, ±Anas estab-
lished a school for the blind in his native popu-
lar quarter of ”ayxùn in Cairo, where Braille
was used for the first time as a medium for edu-
cation. ±Anas adapted the French Braille system
to the Arabic language. Named after its creator,
the script he devised came to be known as al-xa††

al-±anasì. For printing Braille, ±Anas used the
same tools as in Europe, the slate and the stylus.
No traces of that adaptation survived because
the project came to an end when the school was
closed after the death of its owner (al-Sharkawi
1997:34). 

Subsequent projects to introduce Braille in
Egypt until the first half of the 20th century were
sporadic. At the end of the 19th century, a
British school run by a Dr. Scott was established
and Braille was reinstated as the medium of edu-
cation. Little is known about the nature of
Braille at that time: owing to the rising national-
ist spirit of the period, the school was closed 
at the beginning of the 20th century and Braille
faded away (al-Sharkawi 1997:35–36). In 1935,
Braille was restored to schools once more, but
remained confined to the elementary schools
until it was extended to preparatory schools in
1957 and to secondary schools in 1960 (al-
Sharkawi 1997:36). The importance of this
expansion of Braille through secondary educa-
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tion is that it necessitated devising arithme-
tical and musical codes, thus enlarging the 
system. From 1935 onwards, the type of Braille
used was the same as the type described in 
(2) below. 

Braille cells are upright rectangular shapes
made of two vertical columns. Each is made of
three dot positions, which are numerically
identified as dots from 1 to 6. Dots 1–3 form the
right column, and the dots 4–6 form the left col-
umn from the pressed side of the page. Dots are
separated from one another by thin vertical and
horizontal empty stripes made possible by the
metal wall separating the dot cells. Letters and
symbols are formed by embossing dots from 
side A (the upper side) to side B (the lower
pressed side) by means of a stylus (a sharp-ended
hand tool), which presses against six dot posi-
tions on side B. A normal Braille line is made of
30 dot cells.

Through the combination of dot positions
and their distribution on the two vertical
columns, the symbol takes a distinctive tactile
shape. Empty dot positions help the reader iden-
tify the embossed positions forming the letters.
Between dot cells there is a barrier. The direction
of embossing symbols is right to left, and read-
ing goes from left to right, even in Arabic and in
top-to-bottom scripts. Groups of symbols that
belong to one another are in adjacent dot cells.
Between groups of symbols there is a separating
empty dot cell. The up and down horizontal
contours of cells form the physical borders of
lines (al-Sharkawi 1997:10–17). 

2 .  T h e  A r a b i c  B r a i l l e  a l p h a b e t
s y s t e m

The alphabet system in Arabic Braille, albeit for
no physical necessity, is divided into three sub-
systems: the alphabet letters, the short vowels (in
addition to case endings, feminine marker, and
±alif maqßùra), and the hamzas. Although all
these subsystems can theoretically be repre-
sented along the same horizontal line, as in
Arabic schwarzschrift, the two latter sub-sys-
tems are not perceived as letters of the alphabet.

The Arabic Braille alphabet is made of 29 let-
ter symbols, although the letters of the schwarz-
schrift alphabet are only 28. In Braille there is
the additional symbol for làm-±alif. Table 1 gives
the dot representations of the alphabet.

Table 1. The Arabic Braille alphabet

Letter Name Letter Dot 
Number Representation

±alif 1 1
bà ± 2 1–2
tà ± 3 2–3–4–5
µà ± 4 1–2–3–4
jìm 5 2–4–5
™à ± 6 1–5–6
xà ± 7 1–3–4–6
dàl 8 1–4–5
≈àl 9 2–3–4–6
rà ± 10 1–2–3–5
zày 11 1–3–5–6
sìn 12 2–3–4
“ìn 13 1–4–6
ßàd 14 1–2–3–4–6
∂àd 15 1–2–4–6
†à ± 16 2–3–4–5–6
Úà ± 17 1–2–3–4–5–6
≠ayn 18 1–2–3–5–6
ÿayn 19 1–2–6
fà ± 20 1–2–4
qàf 21 1–2–3–4–5
kàf 22 1–3
làm 23 1–2–3
mìm 24 1–3–4
nùn 25 1–3–4–5
hà ± 26 1–2–4
wàw 27 2–4–5–6
làm ±alif 28 1–2–3–6
yà ± 29 2–4

The right column is the dominant one from the
embossing side, which is the left tactile side. The
table also shows that only one letter is repre-
sented by one dot position, ±alif; and one letter is
represented by the full six dot positions, Úà ±.
Only two letters, bà ± and yà ±, are represented by
two dot positions, while the majority of the let-
ters use three, four, or five dot positions. Eleven
letters are represented by three dot positions, ten
by four, and four by five. 

The Arabic Braille letters that stand for the
same, similar, or even broadly similar sounds in
other languages have the same dot representa-
tions. Number 2 in Table 1 above, for instance,
stands for the letter bà ± which represents the
voiced plosive bilabial /b/. The letter b in the lan-
guages that use the Latin script, which repre-
sents similar sound qualities, has the same dot
distribution in Braille. 
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As in the schwarzschrift of Arabic, short vow-
els are not part of the Braille alphabet. They are
the same dot representations given to the case
endings, and are therefore categorized with
them as elements of ta“kìl. In normal individual
writings and printing of books, words are writ-
ten without short vowels, although there is no
physical hindrance to align short vowels along
the same horizontal line with consonants. In
some cases, however, short vowels are repre-
sented inside the word extending its horizontal
length (al-Sharkawi 1997:206–210). Short vow-
els are represented in Table 2.

Table 2. Short vowels 

Symbol Name Dot Representation

fat™a 2
kasra 1–5
∂amma 1–3–6

As in the case of the consonants, short vowel dot
representations are right-column dominant. The
same dot distributions are used to stand for case
endings at the end of words. Categorized in the
same subcategory are three other scriptural
devices: “adda ‘doubling’; ±alif maqßùra; and tà ±

marbù†a (the feminine ending) (al-Sharkawi
1997:94–95). Dot representations for these are
given in Table 3.

Hamza (the glottal stop) is represented by 
five symbols in Arabic Braille. Four of the five
values.

Table 3. Non-Short vowel symbols

Symbol Name Dot Representation

±alif maqßùra 1–3–5
“adda 6
tà ± marbù†a 1–6

represented by these symbols are complex sound
values (hamza plus a short or long vowel).
Although the hamza and each vowel have sepa-
rate dot representations, a sound combination
cannot be expressed using two symbols. A
hamza followed by a short /a/ vowel, for exam-
ple, is a sound combination expressed by a sym-
bol that is different from both the symbols
allocated to the short vowel and the one allo-
cated to the hamza. Table 4 gives the Braille dot
representations of the hamzas:

Table 4. Hamzas

Symbol Name Dot Representation

hamza 3
hamza ≠alà ±alif 3–4
hamza ≠alà madd 1–2–6
hamza ≠alà yà ± 1–3–4–5–6
hamza ≠alà wàw 1–2–5–6

Punctuation marks in Arabic Braille are seven in
number and are put immediately after the last
letter of the word before the blank space which
separates words. Physically, punctuation marks
in the Braille system are different from the alpha-
bet in that they do not use the dots 1 and 4, leav-
ing the upper part of the dot cell empty. Another
difference is that some punctuation marks are
represented by two dot cells, while the alpha-
bet letters are represented only by one dot cell.
Table 5 presents the punctuation marks.

Table 5. Punctuation marks

Symbol Name Dot Representation

Comma 5
Full stop 2–5–6
Colon 5–2
Semi-colon 2–3–6
Dash 2–5–2–5
Brackets 2–3–5–6 2–3–5–6
Parentheses 2–3–6 3–5–6

The two cases of the short vowels and the 
hamzas point to the fact that the Braille alphabet
system was devised with the purpose of providing
a tactile equivalent symbol for each schwarz-
schrift one. Although Braille does not face the
physical problems encountered by schwarzschrift
because it does not need to mount short vowels on
hamzas, there was no intention to solve in Braille
the problems of vowels and symbol complexity in
the schwarzschrift. Braille has also inherited the
schwarzschrift problem of the long vowel repre-
sentation: symbols 27 and 29 represent not only
the long vowels /ù/ and /ì/ respectively, but the
diphthongs /w/ and /y/ as well.

Braille also has its own physical problems,
mirror opposition and short vowel blocking
being the two most salient. Mirror opposition is
when a certain dot representation is exactly the
opposite shape of another dot representation.
Eight pairs of letters have this problem: 5-26,
10-27, 6-12, 8-20, 9-11, 13-24, 15-25, 16-18 in
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Table 1 are mirror oppositions. Two other letter
representations are mirror oppositions of non-
alphabet symbols: 29 is a mirror opposite of the
kasra symbol, and 14 of Table 1 is also a mirror
opposite to the hamza ≠alà yà ±. It is a confusing
phenomenon, because fast reading depends 
on readily realizing shapes (al-Sharkawi 1997:
142–147). Vowel blocking happens when con-
tractions are used. Although uncommon, theo-
retically one can use short vowels in Arabic
Braille. If contractions are used for clusters of
letters, no short vowel representation is allowed
inside the word, nor is a case ending. If short
vowels or case endings must be represented, no
contraction can take place, and the size of the
fully represented words becomes much longer
(al-Sharkawi 2002:205–212). 

3 . C o n t r a c t i o n s

In Braille, a word can take up a large horizontal
space on the line. Therefore a system of contrac-
tion symbols was devised in order to reduce 
the number of dot cells needed for a word.
Contractions are one or two dot cells used to
stand for full words, morphemes in words, or
even consonant clusters (al-Sharkawi 1997:
124). They are divided into two categories: the
first contains simple contractions, which are one
dot cell units. The second contains complex con-
tractions, which are two dot cells for one word.
Letters forming one word can be a part of
another word. In such a case, however, contrac-
tion takes place with certain limitations. If the
word or cluster of letters has three or four let-
ters, and if it is attached to a function word, a
separation mark (dots 3–6) has to be added
before the contracted cluster when the contrac-
tion symbol is an alphabet letter. Yet, when 
the contraction symbol is a non-alphabet letter,
there is no limitation. If the contraction symbol
is a symbol of punctuation marks or case ending,
it cannot be used to contract a letter cluster at
the end of a word. If a cluster of letters happens
to be composed of the same letters as a func-
tional morpheme, it cannot be contracted in the
middle of the word. Therefore, functional mor-
pheme contractions are limited to the end of the
word. Finally, if the contraction symbol is in
mirror opposition to the preceding letter in the
word, contraction is blocked. Contraction con-
ditions are devised to avoid confusion between
contraction symbols and single value symbols.

The number of simple contraction symbols is
55. The majority are alphabet dot representa-
tions that contract full function words (preposi-
tions, conjunctions, pronouns, demonstratives)
and grammatical morphemes in words (definite
article, plural and dual morphemes). In most of
the simple contractions, the first letter of the
word is used as a contraction symbol. When
grammatical morphemes are contracted, non-
letter symbols are used, and the contracted ele-
ment remains in its position in the word. Table 6
contains some examples of simple contractions.

Table 6. Examples of simple contractions

Contraction Contracted Meaning
word

1–2 (bà ±) ball ‘but’ [conjunction]
2–3–4–5 (tà ±) tilka ‘that’ [fem.

demonstrative]
1–2–3–5–6 (≠ayn) ≠indamà ‘when’

[conjunction]
1–5–6 (™à ±) ™attà ‘until’ [particle]

Complex contractions are full words contracted
in two dot cells: the first part is a non-alphabet
symbol, while the second part is a letter in the
contracted word. The first part only uses the left
vertical column, dots 4–6.The total number of
complex contractions is 124.

4 .  C o d e  s y s t e m s

Arabic Braille has mathematical and musical
codes. Code systems differ from the alphabet
structurally in that there are areas in the dot cell
they do not use, while the alphabet uses the two
vertical columns and the three horizontal lines of
the cell. Numerals, not arithmetic signs, use the
upper two lines of the dot cell, leaving the bot-
tom dots 3–6 empty, while the musical code uses
the bottom two lines, leaving the upper line 1–4
dots empty. In addition, numerals are distin-
guished by a number marker put before the
number to distinguish it from alphabet letters.

Like the alphabet, numerals are written from
left to right, and read from right to left. But they
use the upper and middle horizontal lines, and
not the bottom one. Numerals are clustered
beside one another without a space in between.
Before the number cluster, there is a number
marker. After the cluster ends, there is an empty
dot cell. Arithmetic symbols, unlike numerals,
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use the bottom two lines in the dot cell. Table 7
gives the dot representations of the numerals:

Table 7. Numerals

Number Dot Representation

0 20405
1 1
2 1–2
3 1–4
4 1–4–5
5 1–5
6 1–2–4
7 1–2–4–5
8 1–2–5
9 2–4

Number symbol 3–4–5–6

The numbers 0, 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9 are dot rep-
resentations of alphabet letters and short vow-
els. The numbers 3 and 7, however, are dot
representations for contraction symbols. Like
the alphabet, numeral dot representations must
contain dots in the right vertical column. Table 8
gives the arithmetic symbols in Braille.

Arithmetic symbols are added between num-
bers without a separating space. After a symbol
a number symbol is not necessary. 

The musical code of the Arabic Braille system
uses the same dot distributions as the numerals,
but one line down horizontally. If the number 1 is
represented by dot 1, the first note is represented
by dot 2. By the same token, if the number four is
represented by dots 1-2-4, note d is represented
by the dots 2-5-6. Bars are represented by dot rep-
resentations clustered beside one another, and an
empty space stands between bars. 

Table 8: Arithmetic Symbols

Arithmetic Symbol Dot Representation

+ 2–6
- 3–5
* 2–5–6
÷ 2–3–5
= 2–5 2–5
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Buka®a-syndrome

The consonant r (or velarized ®) is realized in
many dialects with a degree of delay. When r
directly follows the consonant in a sequence Crv,
such delay may result in the realization of an
intrusive vowel preceding r or ®. This phenome-
non was termed the ‘buka®a-syndrome’ by
Woidich (1978). In allegro speech, however, the
syndrome usually remains absent. 

Such buka®a-vowels are often heard in northern
and southern Middle Egyptian dialects, including
the Fayyùm oasis (see Behnstedt and Woidich
1985:maps 47–49) and in most parts of the oases
of the Western Desert of Egypt (see Woidich 1978;
Behnstedt and Woidich 1982:50, 1985, map 47).
The phenomenon was also observed in several of
the Bedouin dialects of Sinai (see, e.g., de Jong
2000:112–118, 266–267, 352, 431–432).

In what is termed the ‘simple buka®a-syn-
drome’ the phonetic quality of the inserted
vowel is guided by the vowel following r or ®.
The rule for the simple buka®a-syndrome may be
summarized as follows:

Ø  >  v  /   - C__r v
[a]                                       [a]

C = any consonant
r = r or ®
[a] = a fixed set of phonetic features

The process entails the following: when a vowel
– be it a base vowel or an anaptyctic (see below)
– is to be realized following r, voicing of this r is
already being produced before the tongue has
been fully brought into position for the actual
realization of r. Since the realization of the
vowel following r is already being anticipated,
the phonetic quality of the voicing will be guided
by this vowel following r.

Some examples are (buka®a-vowels under-
lined): (from northern Middle Egyptian) (the
syndrome’s namesake) buk®a > bukå®a ‘tomor-
row’, ™amra > ™ama®a ‘red [fem. sg.]’, (from
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Sinai) yigrib > yigirib ‘he comes near’, ú≈ukruw
afifiah > ú≈ukuruw afifiah ‘pronounce God’s
name’, bizrih > bizirih ‘a seed’, kiµrit álla™am >
kiµirit álla™am ‘the great quantity of meat’,
bakraj > bakåraj ‘coffee pot’.

In generative linguistic terms, the (synchronic)
simple buka®a-rule is to be regarded as a late
phonetic surface rule; it is applied in the last
instance, after rules for → vowel elision and →
anaptyxis have been applied (and these are not
reapplied, i.e. they are not cyclic).

To illustrate: when we analyze the form
ú≈ukuruh ‘pronounce His name’, we see that it
is composed of the imperative form u≈kur +
object suffix -uh. In dialects where the ordering
of rules is

base form       
u≈kur + uh

↓
suffixation
u≈kuruh

↓
elision
u≈kruh

↓
stress
ú≈kruh

↓
anaptyxis
ú≈ukruh

we notice that the outcome is ú≈ukruh, rather
than ú≈ukuruh. The rule of the buka®a-vowel
insertion should then follow the anaptyxis rule
to arrive at the surface form ú≈ukuruh. We
would not arrive at the same surface form if we
were to order the simple buka®a-rule at an ear-
lier stage; if the buka®a-rule were to precede the
anaptyxis rule, there would be no cluster to be
resolved and we would therefore not be able to
account for the anaptyctic vowel u preceding k
in the surface form.

A comparable example form from northern
Middle Egyptian (where the anaptyxis rule is Ø
> ë / CC_C) is kasirı̊ dìk ‘the mating [lit. break-
ing] of the rooster’ (Behnstedt and Woidich
1988:12, text 45.12; the anaptyctic vowel is here
transcribed as ı̊), where the phonetic quality of
the buka®a-vowel is guided by the anaptyctic
vowel. This implies that the latter is inserted
before the buka®a-rule is activated.

An example from the Fayyùm oasis in Egypt
clearly illustrates the coloring of buka®a-vowels

with the various vowels following r: midara
‘winnowing fork’, (with raised T in pause)
midere/ and (a suffixed form) midiriti ‘my win-
nowing fork’ (M. Woidich, p.c.).

The terms ‘expanded’ or ‘greater buka®a-
syndrome’ describe the appearance of a short
vowel preceding word-final r. In such cases the
vowel produced tends to color with its phonetic
environment; toward between [ë] and [u] in
velarized or labial environments, and between
[ë] and [I] in neutral environments. 

These terms are used to describe the
(diachronic) process producing such intrusive
vowels in dialects that eliminate clusters of three
consonants by inserting an anaptyctic vowel
preceding the first consonant from the right (i.e.
Ø > ë / CC_C) (as in Middle Egyptian dialects),
or do not eliminate such sequences at all. In the
case of northern Middle Egyptian dialects, the
syndrome has led to morphological restructur-
ing of base forms, which may be concluded from
such forms as gabírha ‘her grave’ (see Behnstedt
1979:65).

Many dialects have a rule inserting an anap-
tyctic vowel preceding the second consonant
from the right, i.e. Ø > ë / (C)C_CC. An example
is (anaptyctic underlined) kasir ligzàz, com-
posed of the base forms (kasr + ligzàz) ‘the
breaking of the glass’. If, however, a vowel
appears in, e.g., kasir igzàz (composed of the
morphological base forms kasr + igzàz or kasr +
gzàz) this vowel is best ascribed to the influence
of the buka®a-syndrome, since the rule for anap-
tyxis cannot account for the appearance of a
vowel in such a position. 

Often, however, such vowels are not only pro-
duced preceding r, but also preceding other
highly sonorous continuants, such as l, n, and m.
In the case of Egyptian dialects, northern Middle
Egyptian 2 shows ‘expanded’ (or ‘greater’)
buka®a-vowels preceding word-final r.

Notice that (as in the case of Egyptian
dialects) there is a direct relationship between
the dissonorization of voiced consonants in
pause and the expanded buka®a-syndrome: in
dialects where dissonorization of final voiced
consonants in pause is total, voicing of final r
will be absent, preventing the expanded buka®a-
syndrome from becoming active. The rules are
thus mutually exclusive.

Summarizing the ‘greater buka®a-syndrome’
we may omit the vowel following r from the pre-
vious rule, thus:
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Ø  >  v  /    -C__r

Another aspect of the ‘greater buka®a-syn-
drome’ is the realization of vowels preceding
word-initial r after speech pause, as in (under-
lined) (#rama >) årama ‘he threw’, (/ ®à™it >)
å®à™it ‘she went away’, and (#risil >) ïrisil ‘he
sent’ (although such vowel insertion preceding ri
or ru appears to be much less regular than pre-
ceding a sequence ra or rà). Also across word
boundaries (though again predominantly  when a
or à follows r), an ‘a-Vorschlag’ is realized as in,
e.g., ga†a ≠ åragabit ilwizìr ‘he cut the throat of the
minister’ (see Behnstedt 1979:65–66). This a-
Vorschlag occurs in the dialects of the western
oases and in the Nile Valley, roughly between
Bani Swayf in the north and al-Minya in the south
(around Bani Mazàr; northern Middle Egyptian
2). The rule here is:

Ø  >  v  /  C/#__rV
[a]               [a]

C = any consonant or a speech pause
v = short vowel phonetically near or identical 

to V
V = short or long vowel, predominantly a or à
[a] = a fixed set of phonetic features (not including 

length of vowel)

Note that Behnstedt (1979:66) makes an excep-
tion for the consonant n, which is assimilated to
the following r, e.g. (kàn ràjil >) kà® ®àjil ‘he was

a man’. The same exception will hold for the
consonant r : dà® ®àjil ‘a man’s house’.

A last aspect to be mentioned is the vowel-pre-
serving influence of the buka®a-syndrome. In
some dialects morphophonemic or sandhi eli-
sion of short vowels does not take place (espe-
cially not in lento speech) when these vowels are
followed by r. Examples are (preserved vowels
underlined) mitna††±irak ‘waiting for you’,
finàxirak ‘your nostrils’, and a sandhi example
agò†ir ajìb ‘I go and bring (back)’ (cf. de Jong
2000:115).
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Cairo Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

Cairo Arabic, often simply called Egyptian
Arabic, is the main linguistic vehicle used all
over Egypt. Originally the dialect of the capital
Cairo, it is being adopted by millions of speak-
ers all over Egypt, in particular in urban areas, as
a language of daily life. The number of native
speakers is also several millions. The variety
described here is spoken by the middle class as it
is also commonly heard in the media (radio, tel-
evision, movies). Owing to the cultural export of
Egypt to other Arab countries, Cairo Arabic is
widely understood in the whole Arab world.

Cairo Arabic is an urban dialect of the South-
eastern Mediterranean and stands not too 
far from the varieties of Arabic of Jerusalem,
Damascus and Beirut, with which it shares an
important feature. i.e. the replacement of *q by
the glottal stop /±/ and the replacement of the his-
torical interdentals by alveolar stops. In contrast
to these Levantine cities, however, *g does not
show any sign of palatalization in Cairo and is
pronounced [g]. Another difference is that stress
falls on the penultima in sequences CvCCvCv
(madrása ‘school’), not on the antepenultima as
in the Levant (mádrasa ‘school’). These three
features class Cairo Arabic with the Egyptian
dialects spoken in the Central Delta and on both
shores of the eastern branch of the river Nile up
to Damietta. Cairo Arabic differs from these cen-
tral dialects in its lack of pausal forms for -a and
the extension of the suffix -it of the 3rd pers. sg.
fem. perfect to all verbal classes, including verbs

IIIy (Woidich 1994): Cairo ba ±it – lammit – ∂ara-
bit ‘she became’ – ‘she took up’ – ‘she hit’, vs.
ba ±at – lammat – ∂arabit in the Delta. 

Today, Cairo Arabic is widely used in the
Egyptian media, often with an admixture of
Standard Arabic (→ diglossia). It has a lively and
growing tradition as a written language, which
has been developing in particular from the end
of the 19th century onwards. Not only folk
poetry, dialogues in novels, theater plays etc.,
but also entire novels and memoirs find their
means of expression in the colloquial. Several
important texts have come down to us from the
Middle Ages (→ dialect literature).

In Cairo itself, linguistic differences between
Muslims and Copts are limited to lexical items
refering to religion proper. The former Jewish
community spoke a niktib-niktibu dialect (Blanc
1974) apparently of North African proven-
ance (→ Judaeo-Arabic). A small community of
Christians of Syrian and Lebanese background,
who arrived some time in the 19th century, still
display some pecularities such as iga ‘he came’
(ga ~ gih) and ±ultillu ( ±ultilu) ‘I told him’ (see
Tadié 1994). On the impact of Standard Arabic
on phonology see Haeri (1996), on argot see
Rowson (1981).

Cairo Arabic is one of the most extensively
researched and described Arabic dialects to date.
The first comprehensive scientific grammar of 
an Arabic dialect, Spitta (1880), is still a valu-
able source for 19th-century Cairo dialect.
Mitchell (1962) is a comprehensive short reference
grammar, Wise (1978) applies generative syntax
to Cairo Arabic, and a more detailed ref-
erence grammar with the focus on syntax is
Woidich (2006). Much detailed research has 

C

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



324 cairo arabic

been done on phonology, syntax, etc. (see, e.g.,
Harrell 1957, Eisele 1999, Brustad 2000). As for
dictionaries, Spiro (1923) is still good for older
texts; for more recent ones Hinds and Badawi
(1984) is an indispensible resource. Collec-
tions of texts can be found in Elder (1927), 
Hassan (1971), and Prasse a.o. (2000); audio
material can be downloaded from the Semitic
Language Archive, <http://www. semarch. uni-
hd.de/index>.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

This short description is limited to the most
essential features of phonology and morphology
of Educated Cairo Arabic, followed by some
remarks on syntax and lexicon.

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants (Table 1)
The marginal consonants /v, ∆/ are to be found in
loans such as villa ‘villa’, ∆ambòn ‘ham’, /q/ [q]
in loans from Standard Arabic such as qa®ya ‘vil-
lage’, ilqàhíra ‘Cairo’. 

/®, fi, ¤, fl/ are phonemes by secondary empha-
sis as can be shown by minimal pairs: rà ±id
‘lying’ – ®à ±id ‘major’, walla ‘or’ – wafifia ‘by
God’, ±abla ‘before’ – ±aflla ‘school-mistress’,
ya¤¤a ‘oh mummy’ – yamma ‘side’.

All interdentals are reflected by plosives in true
dialect words, in loans from Standard Arabic by
sibilants such as sàbit ‘stable’, kizb ‘lie’. The most
conspicuous feature is the reflex of /g/ for *g

which in most other Arabic dialects is palatal-
ized. Blanc (1981) explains this as a reintroduc-
tion of /g/ for earlier /j/, which he assumes to have
taken place from the end of the 18th century
onwards; see also Hary (1996) for a comprehen-
sive study. In contrast, Woidich (1996) based on
evidence from dialect geography concludes that
/g/ must have been prevalent in the Middle Ages:
the distribution of /g/ today follows the medieval
trade route from Cairo along the eastern branch
of the Nile to Damietta, the medieval harbor of
Cairo. This is why /g/ must be much older in
Egypt than two or three hundred years. It is more
likely that /g/ is the original reflex of *g in the
Delta including Cairo, which was pushed back
later by /j/-speaking Bedouin moving in from the
east and west, which eventually led to the geo-
graphical spread seen today.

2.1.2 Vowels

Table 2. Vowels in Cairo Arabic

Short vowels Long vowels
i                   u                 ì ù

(e)       (o)                       è ò

a à

The short high vowels are pronounced lax with
allophones ranking between [I] – [e], and [fi] – [o]
respectively. Unconditioned ±imàla of /a/ [æ] and
/à/ [æ1] is usual, often moving further up in the
direction of [Æ1] ~ [e1] in the speech of wo-
men. It should be noted that this [æ] is far more
raised and centralized as in [æ̈�] than the corre-

bilabial labiodental alveolar postalveolar palatal velar pharyngeal laryngeal

plosive
voiceless, voiced b t, d k, g ±

emphatic fl †, ∂
nasal m n

emphatic ¤

fricatives
voiceless, voiced f s, z “ x, ÿ ™, ≠ h

emphatic ß, Ω
trill r

emphatic ®

lateral l
emphatic fi

glides w y

Table 1. Inventory of consonants in Cairo Arabic
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sponding British English sound represented by
[æ], see Mitchell (1962:22). All vowel phonemes
have pharyngealized (emphatic) allophones. The
opposition /i/ – /u/ has full functional load, e.g.
fulla ‘a jasmine flower’ – filla ‘a cork’, but less so
in unstressed open syllables as in gimàl ‘camels’ –
gumàl ‘beautiful [pl.]’. The [i] inserted into a
sequence of -CCC- is written ıº here when it hap-
pens to separate two words: ikkalbıº da ‘this dog’,
see 2.1.3.

/e/ and /o/ are marginal and appear only in
careful speech as lento-forms and replace /è/ or
/ò/ in unstressed position or before a consonant
cluster due to morphophonological changes:
bèt+na > betna ~ bitna ‘our house’, yisòra ±+u >
yisòr ±u > yisor ±u ~ yisur ±u ‘they faint’.

/è/ and /ò/ result from the contraction of *ay
and *aw: dèl < *≈ayl ‘tail’, yòm < *yawm ‘day’.
/aw/ and /ay/ are preserved before /w/ and 
/y/ respectively, or if otherwise the morpho-
logical word pattern would become opaque:
±awwil ‘first’, ≠ayyil ‘child’, and mawlùd ‘born’
(maCCùC), aw™a“ ‘worse’ (aCCaC).

Final *-à ± and *-à as in *“itÙ± ‘winter’, *™amrÙ±

‘red [fem.], *qafà ‘neck’, develop into -a due to
loss of the final glottal stop, stress shift to the
first syllable, and shortening of final *-à: “íta,
™ámra, ±áfa.

2.1.3 Syllable
The possible phonological syllable types are: Cv,
Cä, CvC, CäC, CvCC. The latter two appear
only as last syllables of a word. CäC is treated
like CvC, i.e., it gets the same series of conso-
nant-initial pronominal suffixes, kutub+ha >
kutubha ‘her books’ kitàb+ha > kitabha ‘her
book’, while CvCC combines with a special set
of vowel-initial suffixes, as in kalb+aha >
kalb+áha ‘her dog’, see 2.4.1.2.

2.1.4 Word stress assignment
In general, stress is determined by a phonological
principle, i.e. the occurrence of heavy and light
sequences in the last three syllables of a word (not
including the article il-). Heavy sequences have
the form -vCC or -äC-. If these occur in a word,
stress is assigned to the vowel of this sequence if it
is followed by no or only one vowel, as in ÿasált ‘I
washed’, ma†Ùr ‘airport’, kálbu ‘his dog’, bè́ti ‘my
house’. Otherwise, the vowel after the heavy
sequence receives stress, as in madrása ‘school’,
i“táÿalu ‘they worked’, ilqàhíra ‘Cairo’. If there
are no heavy sequences, stress falls on the vowel

of the first syllable, but will never move further
back to the left than the antepenultimate: ≠ásal
‘honey’, sámaka ‘a fish’. 

Morphological stress assignment includes the
3rd pers. sg. fem. perfect, which receives stress
whenever a suffix is attached as in bala≠ítu ‘she
swallowed it’, see below 2.3. In addition, there
are the plural patterns CuCúCa and CiCíCa, e.g.
bunúka ‘banks’, sibíta ‘baskets’, and the presen-
tatives ahú sg. masc., ahí sg. fem., ahúm pl. ‘there
is . . .’, both with phonologically irregular stress
assignment.

Stress forms a phonemic opposition in the 
minimal pair sínima ‘cinema’ and siníma ‘camel
humps’.

2.2 Phonotactics

Voice assimilation: in consonant clusters the last
consonant determines the sonority of the cluster
if it is a plosive or a fricative, making the cluster
voiced, as in yif∂al ['ji-v~d~Ìl~] ‘he remains’, tikdib
['tigdib] ‘she lies’, masgùn [mæz'gu1n] ‘jailed’,
or unvoiced, as in madxal ['mætxæl], yiÿsil
['jixsil] ‘he washes’, azfat ['æsfæt] ‘worse’.
Devoicing also takes place in pause as in balad
['bælæt] ‘town’, nadÿ [nætx] ‘chewing tobacco’.

Sun letters: apart from the usual alveolar 
stops and sibilants, /l/ of the article il- assimilates to
/g/ and /k/, e.g. iggibna ‘the cheese’, ikkò®a ‘the ball’.

Reflexive passive it-: the it-prefix of the reflex-
ive passive verbal forms assimilates to alveolar
stops, sibilants, and to /g/ and /k/: iddafan ‘to 
be buried’, i††afa ‘to be extinguished’, issara ± ‘to be
stolen’, i““àl ‘to be taken away’, iggawwiz ‘to be
married’, ikka≠bil ‘to stumble’.

Spread of emphasis: suprasegmental spread of
pharyngealization starting from an emphatic
consonant takes place regularly as in ba†naha
[b~Ìt~n~ÌhÌ] ‘her stomach’, taßli™àt [t~Ìs~l~i~ÓÌ1 t~]
‘repairs’, abya∂ [πÌb~j~Ìd~] ‘white’.

2.3 Morphophonology

Cairo Arabic is a ‘parler différentiel’, which
means that /i, u/ are elided in open unstressed
syllables after short open syllables in contrast to
/a/: i, u > Ø / . . . vC_CV, e.g. zinix+a > zinxa
‘rancid [fem.]’, “irib+it > “irbit ‘she drank’, but
bala™+a > bala™a ‘a date’. Both /i/ and /a/
undergo elision after a long open syllable,
i.e. . . . äC_CV, as in sàfir+it > safrit ‘she trav-
eled’, bani ±àdam+ìn > bani ±admìn ‘human
beings’, mi†èwal+a > mi†iwla ‘oblong [fem.]’.
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A cluster -CCC- is resolved by inserting a
vowel /i/ following the second consonant
counted from the left: Ø > i / . . . vCC_C(C)V, cf.
I > ±ultílu ‘I said to him’, i““ah®+da > i““ah®ída
‘this month’. This holds in sandhi too where ı

o is
inserted: kuntı° ®àyi™ ‘I was going’.

If, as a result of suffixation, a long vowel 
precedes a consonant cluster, or lands in an 
otherwise unstressed position, it is shortened:
ßà™ib+i > ßa™bi ‘my friend’, “àf+ni > “afni ‘he
saw me’, “àfu+na > “afùna ‘they saw us’. /è/ 
may be replaced in the latter case by /a/ as in
™abbè́tu ‘I loved him’ but ma-™abbatù́“ ‘I did
not love him’. 

When suffixes are added to base forms ending 
in vowels other than -a of the feminine suffix, 
this vowel is lengthened, e.g. kalti+ha > kaltìha
‘you [fem.] ate it’, ma-tinsa+“ > ma-tinsà“ ‘do not
forget!’.

In the construct state, the allomorph of the
nominal feminine -a is -it, as in “u®ba ‘soup’ but
“urbit ≠ads ‘lentil soup’. With possessive suffixes:
≠izba ‘farm’ but ≠izbitu ‘his farm’; the feminine
active participle lengthens this -a, as in sam≠a+ha
> sam≠àha ‘hearing her’.

The suffix of the 3rd pers. sg. fem. perfect
receives stress when suffixed: ÿasalítu ‘she
washed it’, namma®ítu ‘she numbered it’, xadítu
‘she took it’, basítu ‘she kissed him’, ramítu ‘she
threw it’.

The 3rd pers. sg. masc. object suffix -(h) after 
vowels changes into -hu- when other suffixes fol-
low: ma-nisìti(h)+“ > ma-nsitihù“ ‘you [fem.] did
not forget him’, warra(h)+lu > warrahùlu ‘he
showed it to him’. -u may also change into -hu
when a negational -“ follows: ±uddàmu ‘in front of
him’ but ma-±uddamù“ ~ ma-±uddamhù“ ‘not in
front of him’. -ik of the 2nd pers. sg. fem. is
replaced by -iki- in this case and the final vowel is
lengthened: ≠andik ‘with you’ but ma-≠andikì“ ‘not
with you’. -ya of the 1st pers. sg. may be replaced
by -yi- as in ma≠àya ‘with me’ but ma-ma ≠ayì“ ‘not
with me’.

2.4 Morphology

Cairo Arabic distinguishes between masculine
and feminine only in the 2nd and 3rd persons
singular. The verb shows strong synthetic ten-
dencies, as it allows for simultaneous suffixing
of direct and indirect object suffixes, as well as
negational -“, as in ma-biywarrihalhum“ ‘he
does not show her to them’. On the other hand,

there are analytical tendencies in the noun
phrase, where the use of the genitive particle
bità ≠ is very common. 

2.4.1 Pronouns 

2.4.1.1 Independent personal pronouns

Table 3. Independent personal pronouns

3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. huwwa inta ana
sg. fem. hiyya inti
pl. humma intu i™na

2.4.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes 
There are three series which differ according to
the final segments of the word.

after -v
axù(h) ‘his brother’
-(h) -k -ya
-ha -ki
-hum -ku -na

after -C
xàlu ‘his uncle’
-u -ak -i
-ha -ik
-hum -ku -na

after -CC
uxtu ‘his sister’
-u -ak -i
-aha -ik
-uhum  -uku  -ina

A socially lower variant of -ku is -kum. -ku
developed from -kum by analogy to -u of the 3rd
pers. pl. masc. of the perfect.

2.4.1.3 Indirect object suffixes

after -v
±alùlu ‘they said to him’          
-lu -lak -li
-lha -lik
-lhum -lku -lna

after -C
±allu ‘he said to him’
-lu -lak -li
-laha -lik
-luhum -luku -lina
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after -CC
±ultilu ‘I said to him’
-ilu -ilak -ili
-ilha -ilik
-ilhum  -ilku  -ilna

2.4.1.4 Demonstratives
A particular Egyptian feature is the lack of initial
hà- (Table 4).

Table 4. Demonstratives in Cairo Arabic

near far

sg. masc. da ~ dawwa dukha
sg. fem. di ~ diyya dikha
pl. dòl ~ dòla dukham

Extensions with -t or -n are very common:
dawwat, diyyat, diyyan, dòlan, etc. dukha is
mainly used for reference to an item earlier men-
tioned as in dukha ≠andu flùs wi da ÿalbàn ‘the
other one has money and this one is poor’.

The attributive demonstrative follows its
noun, e.g. ilwalad da ‘this boy’, ilbintıº di ‘this
girl’, ilmalik dukha ‘the aforementioned king’.
da and di can be added to the noun as clitics such
as il™ala ±à-di ‘this earring’, ilma®®à-di ‘this time’,
i““ahrí-da ‘this month’. After expressions of
astonishment, joy, disgust, despair, etc., da and
di may introduce the noun phrase as in kullıº yòm
≠ala da l™àl ‘every day the same situation!’, and
ya salàm ≠ala di ±ahwa ‘wonderful, such a coffee!’
with an indefinite noun.

2.4.1.5 Presentatives
ahú, ahí, ahúm and adìni, adìk ~ ad-inta, etc. serve
as presentatives: ilma†bax ahú ±uddàmak ‘here is
the kitchen in front of you!’, adìni gèt ‘here I am!’.

2.4.1.6 Interrogative pronouns 
mìn ‘who?’, ±è ‘what?’, which take the same posi-
tion in the sentence as the item they ask for: mìn
±allak kida ‘who told you?’, akkallim ma≠a mìn
‘whom have I to talk with?’, kànit hatiggawwiz
mìn ‘to whom was she to be married?’.

‘which?’: fronted anhi ~ anhu masc., anhi
fem., anhum pl., postponed anhù, anhì, anhùm,
e.g. anhi srìr ~ issirìr anhù ‘which bed?’.

2.4.2 Adverbs 
Temporal: imta ‘when?’, innaha®da ‘today’,
imbàri™ ‘yesterday’, buk®a ‘tomorrow’, ba≠dıº

buk®a ‘the day after tomorrow’, awwil imbàri™
‘the day before yesterday’, dilwa ±ti ‘now’.

Local: fèn ‘where?’, minèn ‘from where?’,
hina ~ hinahó ‘here’, hinàk ‘there’.

Manner: izzày ‘how?’ (< *è“ zày), kida ‘so,
this way’, ±awi ~ xàliß ‘very’.

Causal: lè ‘why?’, ≠a“àn kida ‘therefore’.
Number and mass: kàm ‘how many?’, ±addıº ±è

‘how much?’.
Interrogative adverbs take the same position

in the sentence as the item they ask for: sàkit lè
‘why are you silent?’.

2.4.3 Particles

2.4.3.1 Article
The article is il- ~ ill- ~ l-, the latter two variants
being used with vowel-initial nouns such as
liyyàm ~ illiyyàm ‘the days’.

2.4.3.2 Genitive
The genitive marker is bità ≠ masc., bità ≠a fem.,
bitù≠ pl. and may replace the construct state in
complex noun phrases, except with inalienable
body parts or family members as a head of the
noun phrase: ≠a®abiyyiti ~ il ≠a®abiyya bta≠ti ‘my
car’, but always abùya ‘my father’.

2.4.3.3 Negation
Negational particles: mi“ ~ mu“ is mainly used with
a nominal predicate, the ™a-imperfect, and the
active participle. ma- . . . +“ negates other verbal
predicates (perfect, y-imperfect, bi-imperfect), the
predicate in prepositional sentences as in ma-≠andì“

wa ±t ‘I do not have time’, and personal pronouns
when these are subjects: ma-ntà“ ≠àrif? ‘do you not
know?’. As to the bi-imperfect, there is a tendency
nowadays to replace ma- . . . +“ by mi“: ma-
byi ≠mil“ıº ™àga ~ mi“ biyi ≠mil ™àga ‘he does nothing’.
ma is limited to assertions introduced by particles
such as wafifiàhi ‘by God’, ≠umru ‘never’, etc., as in là
ma-tinzil“, wi nnabi ma tinzil ‘no, do not go down,
by the Prophet, you must not go down!’.

2.4.3.4 Questions
Questions may be introduced by huwwa, as in
huwwa ™a∂ritik maßriyya ‘are you [fem.] Egyp-
tian?’, or reinforced by ya-ta®a, as in mìn da ya-
ta®a ‘who could this possibly be?’.

2.4.3.5 Prepositions
Cairo Arabic shows the usual set of preposi-
tions. Pronominal suffixes may be connected to
some of them by means of -ì- (originating from
suffixed fi ‘in’): ta™taha ~ ta™tìha ‘under her’,
fo±ha ~ fo±ìha ‘above/on top of her’.
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2.4.3.6 Conjunctions
Besides the usual set of conjunctions, some new
ones have developed by grammaticalization:
a™san ~ la™san ‘because, otherwise’, la- ‘lest,
that’, illi ‘that, because’, madàm ‘since [causal]’:
rù™ ba ±a li lma≠azìm a™san it ±axxa®t ‘go to the
guests now because you are late!’; xàyif la-ykùn
fìha ≠afarìt ‘I fear that there are demons in it’;
kuwayyis illi . . . ‘it is a good thing that . . .’; ana
ÿal†àn illi . . . ‘I am wrong in having done . . .’;
†ab≠an madàm ≠ayyàna tib±a la tiÿsil wala tu†bux
‘of course, since she is ill, she neither washes nor
cooks’. 

2.4.4 Noun 

2.4.4.1 Gender
Feminine nouns without the marker -a are the
usual ones, i.e. female persons, body parts, “ams
‘sun’, ±ar∂ ‘earth’, etc., but others as well such as
markib ‘boat’, nà® ‘fire’. Others are in fact plu-
rals, or look like such: filùs ‘money’, manaxìr
‘nose’, ba†à†is ‘potatoes’, †amà†im ‘tomatoes’. 

2.4.4.2 Productive patterns
For instruments muCCàC, CaCCàCa and
CuCCèCa: muftà™ ‘key’, munfàx ‘bellows’,
baxxàxa ~ buxxèxa ‘atomizer’, “affà†a ‘drinking
straw’, nuffèxa ‘balloon’; for waste products
CuCàCa: kunàsa ‘sweepings’, nu“à®a ‘sawdust’.
Apart from the common pattern CaCCàC,
nouns denoting professionals can be formed
from plural nouns by a nisba: sa≠àti ‘watch-
maker’, muÿanniyyàti ‘singer’, ganayni ‘gar-
dener’, or with the Turkish suffix -gi as in
kababgi ‘kabàb-seller’, kawalingi ‘locksmith’.
The suffix -iyya may be used for abstract
notions: ruguliyya ‘manlihood’, †ar™iyya ‘yield’.

2.4.4.3 Plural 
Plural formation follows the usual rules of
Arabic. There are some uncommon plural pat-
terns such as CuCúCa (< *aCCuCa) and CiCíCa
(< *aCCiCa): bunúka ‘banks’, kurúta ‘cards’,
ÿiríba ‘ravens’, sibíta ‘baskets’.

2.4.4.4 Pseudo-dual
Only three nouns form a → pseudo-dual: idèn
‘hands’, riglèn ‘feet’, ≠enèn ‘eyes’; these lose the 
-n when suffixed: riglè(h) ‘his feet’, idayya ‘my
hands’.

2.4.4.5 Diminutives 
These are productive for nicknames only:
™ammùda ‘A™mad’, fa††ùma ‘Fa†ma’, zannùba
‘Zènab’. The suffix -u conveys a hypocoristic
sense: mìdu ‘dear A™mad’, xàlu ~ ≠ammu ‘dear
uncle!’.

2.4.5 Numerals
1–2: wà™id masc., wa™da fem. are used attribu-
tively like adjectives; itnèn is used mainly as a
reinforcement of the dual: sa≠tèn itnèn ‘two
hours’; itnèn + plural replaces the dual of nouns
denoting persons as in itnèn afandiyya ‘two
effendis’ (excluding family members).

3–10: long forms: talàta, a®ba≠a, xamsa, sitta,
sab≠a, tamanya, tis≠a, ≠a“a®a.

The corresponding short forms are talat,
a®ba≠, xamas, sitt, saba≠, taman, tisa≠, ≠a“a®,
which are used with counted nouns: talat
wara ±àt ‘three pages’, taman ±asabì ≠ ‘eight
weeks’. The system of polarity, which distrib-
uted the masculine and feminine allomorphs of
the numerals according to the gender of the
noun, has been replaced by a system which
makes use of the short form only, but prefixes a
t-. Originally the feminine -t of the numeral, it
precedes vowel-initial plural patterns aCCàC ~
iCCàC and aCCuC (with initial /a/ changing
into /i/, or /u/ when /u/ follows, and a stress on
the first syllable): xámas t-idwà® ‘five floors’,
saba≠ t-irwà™ ‘seven lives’, tisa≠ t-uß†ur ‘nine
lines’.

11–19 ™i∂à“a®, i†nà“a®. From 13 onwards the
short form + †à“a®: tala††à“a®, a®ba≠†à“a®, etc.,
except for si††à“a® ‘sixteen’.

100 miyya, mitèn, tultumiyya, rub≠umiyya,
xumsumiyya, etc.

Ordinal numbers follow the usual pattern
CàCiC from 2 through 10. From 11 onwards the
cardinal number is used attributively: ilqarn
il ≠i“rìn ‘the 20th century’.

2.4.6 Verb

2.4.6.1 Forms
The list of verbal forms contains one base form
and nine derived forms (Table 5).

Form I: In general, CaCaC is the transitive
pattern, CiCiC the intransitive, but there are
many exceptions. In quite a few cases, the
CaCaC pattern functions as a causative of
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I II III
ÿasal/yiÿsil ‘to wash’ tabbil/yitabbil ‘to season’ ±àbil/yi±àbil ‘to meet’
“irib/yi“®ab ‘to drink’ na∂∂af/yina∂∂af ‘to clean’
xuluß/yixlaß ‘to be finished’

t-I t-II (V) t-III (VI)
itÿasal/yitÿisil ‘to be washed’ ittabbil/yittabbil ‘to be seasoned’ it±àbil/yit±àbil ‘to 
it“arab/yit“irib to be drunk’ itna∂∂af/yitna∂∂af ‘to be cleaned’ meet each other’

n-I (VII)- ista- (X) IX
inbasa†/yinbisi† ‘to enjoy oneself’ istaÿfil/yistaÿfil ‘to act the dimwit’ isma®®/yisma®®

istarxaß/yistarxaß ‘to consider cheap’ ‘to get brown’

t-I (VIII)
iftaka®/yiftikir ‘to think’

CiCiC: compare ti ≠ib/yit ≠ab ‘to become tired’ –
ta≠ab/yit ≠ib ‘to make tired’, ≠iyi/yi ≠ya ‘to get sick’
– ≠aya/yi ≠yi ‘to make sick’. An i-perfect usually
has an a-imperfect, whereas the a-perfect is often
found with an i- or u-imperfect, except when the
final syllable ends with a back consonant
(emphatic, pharyngeal), e.g. katab/yiktib ‘to
write’, “a™an/yi“™in ‘to load’, †alab/yu†lub ‘to
order’, but kasa®/yiksa® ‘to break’, nadah/yin-
dah ‘to call’, bala ≠/yibla ≠ ‘to swallow’. There are
quite a few exceptions to this rule. In some cases,
a verb and its causative differ only by an i-imper-
fect (*Form IV) instead of an u-imperfect: xa®ag/
yux®ug ‘to leave’ – xa®ag/yixrig ‘to bring/take
out’, daxal/yidxul ‘to enter’ – daxal/yidxil ‘to
bring in’.

Form II is 2-allomorphic with /a/ or /i/ in the
final syllable according to a phonological rule:
with /a/ if the final syllable is formed with back
consonants, otherwise /i/. Semantically, Form II
expresses intensity and plurality, as well as facti-
tivity and may be derived from any noun or
verb: ±a†a ≠ ‘to cut’ ⇒ ±a††a ≠ ‘to cut into slices’, 
ni∂ìf ‘clean’ ⇒ na∂∂af ‘to clean’. Form II verbs
are not necessarily transitive, but may describe
processes undergone by the subjects rather than
an action: zinix ‘rancid’ ⇒ zannax ‘to become
rancid’, kir“ ‘belly’ ⇒ ka®®a“ ‘to develop a belly’.
Form II is productively used to derive new verbs
from foreign loans: hannig/yihannig ‘to hang
[computer]’.

Form III is 1-allomorphic with /i/ in the final
syllable in both perfect and imperfect.

The t-Forms: Prefixing it- to the perfect bases
II and III is a productive device for deriving the

corresponding reflexive-passive t-II (V) and
reciprocal t-III (VI) Forms. The vowels remain
unchanged. It is also productive for Form I as a
passive, but with a vowel change from /a/ (per-
fect) to /i/ (imperfect): itÿasal/yitÿisil ‘to be
washed’. Forms with (prefixed) in- (VII) and
(infixed) -t- (VIII) are limited to particular lexi-
cal items such as inbasa†/yinbisi† ‘to enjoy one-
self’, iftaka®/yiftikir ‘to think’.

The ista-Form (X) is fairly common and
shows the same distribution of /a/ and /i/ in the
final syllable as Form II: istarxaß/yistarxaß ‘to
consider cheap’, istaÿfil/yistaÿfil ‘to consider
dimwitted’. 

There are some cases of combinations of ista-
with Forms II and III as in istarayya™ ~ isti-
rayya™ ‘to rest’ and istibàrik ‘to seek ba®aka’.

2.4.6.2 Inflection of imperfect and perfect 

2.4.6.2.1 Imperfect
The base vowel can be /a/, /i/, or /u/, the prefix
vowel is /i/ except for the 1st pers. sg., but may 
be /u/ if the base vowel is /u/ or /ù/. With regard 
to the prefixes for the 1st pers. sg. and pl. there
is no paradigmatic leveling, i.e. they are of the
type aktib-niktib.

Table 6. Inflection of imperfect in Cairo Arabic

yi“®ab ‘he drinks’
3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. yi“®ab ti“®ab a“®ab
sg. fem. ti“®ab ti“®abi
pl. yi“®abu(m) ti“®abu(m) ni“®ab

Table 5. Derived verbal forms in Cairo Arabic
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Table 6 (cont.)

yimsik ‘he seizes’
3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. yimsik timsik amsik
sg. fem. timsik timsiki
pl. yimsiku(m) timsiku(m) nimsik

The aspectual prefix used for present and 
habitual is bi-. For future and intention it is ™a-
or ha-.

2.4.6.2.2 Perfect
As with the personal pronouns (intu ~ intum, 
-ku ~ -kum), in the 3rd pers. pl. and the 2nd pers.
pl. paradigmatic leveling led to the co-occur-
rence of -u ~ -um, and -tu ~ -tum, the forms with
final -m being the socially lower variants. The
suffix of the 3rd pers. sg. fem. is -it in all verbal
classes.

Table 7. Inflection of perfect in Cairo Arabic 

ÿasal ‘he washed’
3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. ÿasal ÿasalt ÿasalt
sg. fem.  ÿasalit ÿasalti
pl. ÿasalu(m) ÿasaltu(m) ÿasalna

“irib ‘he drank’
3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. “irib “iribt “iribt
sg. fem. “irbit “iribti
pl. “irbu(m) “iribtu(m) “iribna

2.4.6.3 Participles
A distinction between active and passive partici-
ples occurs only in Form I: CàCiC vs. maCCùC.
The participle of the verbal forms is derived by
replacing the yi-prefix of the imperfect by mi-,
which may be interpreted with transitive verbs
as active or passive according to context: inti
m™awwi“àlu kàm ‘how many did you [fem. sg.]
save for him?’, ilfilùs ilmi™awwi“a ‘the saved
money’. The passive participle of Form I serves
as participle of Form t-I: itbana ‘to be built’, but
mabni ‘built’. The participle of Form t-II (V)
may be replaced by the participle of Form II:
mitrayyi“ ~ mirayyi“ ‘rich’.

2.4.7 Weak verbs

2.4.7.1 Verbs II gem. 
Verbs II gem. are inflected in the perfect like the
a-type of IIIy, e.g. ™a††èt ‘I put’, etc. The active
participle is ™à†i†. 

2.4.7.2 Verbs I±
The roots *±kl and *±x≈ are reduced in the perfect
to kal ‘he ate’, and xad ‘he took’ respectively,
which are conjugated like the strong verb with
forms kalit ‘she ate’, kalu, kalt, etc. *± left its
trace in the imperfect prefix yà-: yàkul ‘he eats’,
tàkul, yaklu, àkul, etc. The imperative is kul,
xud, the active participle wàkil, wàxid, the pas-
sive participle mittàkil, mittàxid.

2.4.7.3 Verbs Iw
These behave like strong verbs (e.g. waßal/
yiwßal ‘to arrive’) except for wi ±if/yu ±af ‘to
stand’, wi ±i ≠/yu ±a ≠ ‘to fall’, with a yu-prefix, and
ú- in the imperative: ú ±af, fem. ú ±afi. 

2.4.7.4 Verbs IIw/y
These follow the general pattern with ±àm/yi ±ùm,
±umt ‘to stand up’ and bà ≠/yibì ≠, bi ≠t ‘to sell’, the
vowel of the 1st pers. sg. perfect displaying the
same quality as the vowel of the imperfect. Form
VIII follows this rule too, with irtà™/yirtà™, irta™t,
whereas à-imperfects of Form I choose either /u/
or /i/: nàm/yinàm, nimt ‘to sleep’, but xàf/yixàf,
xuft ‘to fear’.

2.4.7.5 Verbs IIIw/y
These resemble the strong verb Form I with their
a-type and i-type in the perfect. Final -a is always
elided before vowel-initial suffixes, whereas
final -i changes to -y- before -it of the 3rd pers.
sg. fem. and -u of the 3rd pers. pl. The short 
paradigms of rama/yirmi ‘to throw’ and
nisi/yinsa ‘to forget’ are given in Table 8.

Table 8. Inflection of verbs III w/y

(perfect) 3rd sg. masc. rama nisi
3rd sg. fem. ramit nisyit
3rd pl. ramu nisyu
1st sg. ramèt nisìt

(imperfect) 3rd sg. masc. yirmi yinsa
2nd sg. fem. tirmi tinsi
3rd pl. yirmu yinsu

2.4.7.6 Irregular verbs
gih/yìgi ‘to come’ shows some irregularities. The
3rd pers. sg. masc. gih seems to be a former
pausal form (see Blanc 1973–1974) with ga
being preserved as a variant and an allomorph
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when suffixed, e.g. gàni ‘he came to me’. In gen-
eral, it follows the IIIy (a-type) in the perfect, e.g.
gèt ‘I came’, and the 3rd pers. pl. gum with an
allomorph gu- when suffixed, e.g. ma-gù“ ‘they
did not come’. Remarkable is the 3rd pers. sg.
fem. gat, cf. ramit ‘she threw’. The prefix of the
imperfect contains /ì/ as in yìgi, tìgi, etc. but 1st
pers. sg. àgi ‘I come’.

idda/yiddi ‘to give’ has an irregular base and
its initial /i/ is elided when inflected for the
imperfect: yi+iddi > yiddi ‘he gives’. The perfect
follows the a-type of IIIy, e.g. iddit ‘she gave’,
iddèt ‘I gave’.

2.4.8 Quadriradicals 
Except for onomatopoeic verbs such as nawnaw/
yinawnaw ‘to mew’, which always have /a/ in
their final syllable, quadriradical verbs display the
same distribution of /a/ and /i/ in the ultima as
Form II, e.g. da ±da ± ‘to crush’, taftif ‘to splutter
[person]’. Reduplication as in these two examples
often gives a diminutive and repetitive sense.
Another means for forming quadriradical verbs is
the insertion of consonants, which may occasion-
ally lead to semi-reduplication as in radam ⇒
dardim ‘to fill up with earth’, dala ± ⇒ dalda ± ‘to
spill’. Derivation from nouns, including affixal
consonants, is productive, e.g. was†an/yiwas†an
‘to center’, itmanΩar/yitmanΩar ‘to show off’.

2.5 Syntax

2.5.1 Noun phrase
With nouns denoting human beings, specificity
may be expressed by means of wà™id as in hiyya
miggawwiza wà™id muhandis ‘she is married to 
a [certain] engineer’. kàm and kaza are used 
as quantifiers: kàm ±ir“ ‘some money’, ba†à†is
ikkaza mìza ‘the potatoes with quite a few good
characteristics’.

2.5.2 Verbal phrase
Perfect aspect and past tense are expressed by the
perfect: mi“i ‘he is gone’. Present tense is gener-
ally indicated by bi-imperfect or the active par-
ticiple, depending on the lexical aspect of the
verbal phrase: biyzàkir ‘he is studying ~ he stud-
ies [habitual]’, ana “ayfu gayy ‘I see him coming’.
bi-imperfect may express habituality with any
verb: ba“ùf kuwayyis ‘I see well’. The simple
imperfect without prefixes is non-factual and has
a modal meaning ‘should, would, may’: yixu““

‘let him enter ~ he may enter’. Intention and

future tense is expressed with a ™a- ~ ha- prefix:
™afrumhum ‘I’ll make minced meat of them!’
(Sàdàt in May 1971) which also may express
‘being on the point of’ as in ™assèt innıº nafùxi
™ay†ar“a ± ‘I felt that my brain was on the point of
bursting’. The active participle plays an impor-
tant role within the verbal system, in its meaning
depending on the lexical aspect of the verbal
phrase (see Eisele 1999). It may be resultative as
in ana mà∂i ‘I have signed’, or express present
tense as in huwwa nàyim ‘he is sleeping’, or
future tense huwwa gayyıº buk®a ‘he will come
tomorrow’.

The combination with kàn, yikùn provides a
second point of reference on the time axis: fi ≠lan
kuntıº nsìtik ‘indeed, I had forgotten you’ (plu-
perfect), kàn biyittàwib ‘he was yawning’ (con-
tinuation in the past), kàn ™ayiggannin ‘he
nearly went mad’. kàn + imperative is used as a
counterfactive and a desiderative in the past:
kunt istanna “wayya! ‘would that you had
waited a little bit’.

Intensity, continuation, and durativity may be
indicated by means of a preverb ≠ammàl or by
auxiliary verbs such as ±a ≠ad/yu ±≠ud or fi∂il/
yif∂al ‘to remain’: ≠ammàl yi ≠ìd nafsu ‘he is con-
tinuously repeating himself’, ±a ≠ad yid™ak ‘he
kept on laughing’, fi∂il mà“i ‘he kept walking’.
For repeated action rigi ≠, yirga ≠ is used: rig≠it
ßi™yit ‘she woke up again’.

2.5.3 Narrative style
Periphrastic ®à™ and ±àm are very common, less
so gih. The verb either follows in the same
tense/aspect or as an active participle: ßarraxt,
±àmu ftaka®u nn i™na bniÿra ± ‘I screamed, so they
thought that we were drowning’, ±awwil ma
yißfa®®, ni®ù™ ™a††ìn laban ‘as soon as it becomes
yellowish, we add milk’.

2.5.4 Word order
In general, word order is SVO, if the subject is
definite. With an indefinite subject it is VSO;
with a more specific subject, e.g. with an adjec-
tive, SVO is possible: nàs kitìr gum sa ±alùni
‘many people came and asked me’. For the inter-
rogatives see 2.4.1.6. Grade adverbs always fol-
low their head: kuwayyis ±awi ‘very good’.

2.5.5 Prepositional sentences
Prepositional sentences are not only formed
with ≠and, ma ≠a, li (‘to have’), but with other
local prepositions as well: ikkalàm ma-minnù“
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fayda ‘talking is worthless’, da ΩΩàhir ≠alèha
gginn il ±a™ma® ‘apparently she has got the Red
Demon on her’. A definite possessum is possible
as in ana ®àgil liyya ±uslùbi ‘I am a man who has
his style’.

2.5.6 Conditional sentences
These are introduced by iza or law: iza †alabik
hizzi dmàÿik ‘if he asks you, shake your head!’,
law “àfak hina tib±a mßìba ‘if he sees you here,
this will be a catastrophy’. kàn in the apodosis
gives a counterfactual meaning: law kàn ±alli
kuntı° ±ultilik ‘if he had told me, I would have
told you’.

2.5.7 ™àl-sentences 
The syndetic type wi + S + P often conveys a 
temporal meaning and behaves like a temporal
adverbial sentence. It may follow sentence-ini-
tial temporal adverbs, as in xamas t-iyyàm wi
huwwa ≠ayyàn ‘it is five days already that he has
been ill’, min sà ≠it inta ma xaragt wi hiyya
bitsa®®ax ‘since you left, she has been scream-
ing constantly’. Asyndetic ™àl-sentences occur
mainly after verbs of motion or perception (see
Woidich 1991).

3 .  L e x i c o n  

A number of lexical items characterize Cairene
speech, for example ≠àwiz ‘wanting’, ™àga
‘something’, izzày ‘how’, ba ±a ‘so, then, now’,
ba™r ‘river, canal’, and many more.

Many a language left its traces in the lexicon
of Cairo Arabic. First of all, the Coptic substrate
must be mentioned here (→ Coptic loanwords).
Other loans are Greek (ta®abèΩa ‘table’), Persian
(bass ‘only’), Mamluk Turkish (xa““ ‘to enter’),
Ottoman Turkish (ku“k ‘kiosk’), and later
Italian (istabèna ‘agreed!’), French (barbarèz
‘windscreen’), and nowadays, of course, English
(lùri ‘lorry’, war“a ‘workshop’). Some older
loans entered Egyptian Arabic via Ottoman
Turkish, e.g. ±ir“ ‘piaster’, a back formation from
the plural ±urù“, from Ottoman kuruç < Latin
grossus ‘thick’.

Many terms adopted in the 19th century or
later are gradually being replaced nowadays 
by Standard Arabic equivalents: aksiswa®àt
⇒ kamaliyyàt ‘accessories’, abukàtu ⇒ mu™àmi
‘lawyer’. On the other hand, new foreign terms
enter with modern technology such as yisayyif
‘to save [on a computer]’, yihannig ‘to hang’

[computer]’, and mubayl ‘cellular phone’ which
seems to be replacing today the Arabic term
ma™mùl. 

Longer foreign words are often transformed
into a pattern CaC(C)aCäC/vCC such as san-
tarafì“ ‘centrifuge’, garabuks ‘gear box’, or into
a existing pattern such as gadùn ‘handlebar’
from French guidon following the pattern
CaCùC for instruments. 
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Cameroon Arabic

Literature on the state of Arabic in Cameroon 
is almost unavailable, if not non-existent. Sev-
eral works that dwell on the description of
Cameroonian languages have little or nothing to
offer in this domain, not even the most recently
published directory of Cameroonian languages
by Bitja±a Kody (2003). Yet the presence of
Arabic on Cameroonian soil as an indigenous,
vehicular, and foreign language makes this lan-
guage too important to be overlooked. This
entry is therefore an attempt to present a lin-
guistic picture of Arabic as it is known and used
in Cameroon.

1 .  L a n g u a g e  s i t u a t i o n  i n
C a m e r o o n

Cameroon is a highly dense multilingual coun-
try in which 279 indigenous languages (cf.
Ethnologue 2004) belonging to three different
African language families (the Nilo-Saharan, the
Afro-Asiatic, and the Niger-Congo) are spoken.
Onto this already complex linguistic situation
have been superimposed English and French, the
two official languages of colonial heritage, and
Cameroon Pidgin English, the leading lingua

franca in the country. With a population of about
16,184,748 inhabitants (July 2002 estimate),
Cameroon is by all standards a linguistic para-
dise in view of its sociolinguistic complexity.

Following the latest statistics from Ethno-
logue (2004), languages constituting the Afro-
Asiatic group are 60 in number. They are spoken
in the northern part of the country. The Nilo-
Saharan family is made up of 2 languages, while
the Niger-Congo family has 215 languages.
Among the indigenous languages, 2 other lan-
guages (Bung and Luo) are unclassified, given
that they do not fall under any of the above 
language families. There are also a further 9 
languages of wider communication: Basaa,
Cameroon Pidgin English, Chowa Arabic, Duala,
Ewondo, Fulfulde, Hausa, Kanuri, and Wandala
(Breton and Fohtung 1991:20). In this entry the
main focus is on the state of Arabic in
Cameroon. Consequently, emphasis is laid not
only on Chowa Arabic (the local variety of
Arabic used in North Cameroon; also spelled
Shuwa) but also on Standard Arabic usage as
observed within educational and Islamic circles.

2 .  T h e  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e  i n
C a m e r o o n :  h i s t o r i c a l  o v e r v i e w

Information on the origins of Arabic in
Cameroon is scant, given the present state of sci-
entific research. Baba (1998) contends that the
presence of Arabic in Cameroon can be traced as
far back as 666 C.E. In the 15th century, the
Arabs were nomads between Lake Fitri and Bahr
el-Ghazal in the Chowa country. At the begin-
ning of the 18th century, they settled along the
banks of Lake Chad. Thus, nomads who came
from the east and settled in the area brought
Chowa Arabic to the region (Breton and
Fohtung 1991:101). According to Hagenbucher
(1973:7), the presence of Arab populations
south of Lake Chad was first observed in 1823.
The Chowa Arabs are described in a testimony
presented by Denham a.o. (1931) as an extra-
ordinary race having little in common with the
Arabs of the north. Their physiognomy is beau-
tiful and open, their nose aquiline, their eyes
wide open, and their body lightly bronzed. They
are both cunning and courageous, and speak a
type of Arabic that is almost purely Egyptian.
‘Chowa’ comes from the Arabic word “àwiyya
‘sheep/cattle rearer’ or ‘nomad’. However, the
Chowa Arabs do not accept the use of the word
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‘Chowa’ (which they consider derogatory), and
so simply refer to themselves as Arabs and their
language as Arabic (Eldridge 1979).

The history of Arabic in Cameroon is closely
linked to the history of Islam. This explains why
Arabic in Cameroon is mostly spoken in regions
where Islam is the dominant religion. From the
time Islam was introduced in North Cameroon,
→ Fulfulde was used along with Arabic as the
language of Islam.

3 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f
C a m e r o o n  A r a b i c

In Cameroon, two main varieties of Arabic can
be distinguished: Literary or Standard Arabic
and Chowa Arabic. Literary or Standard Arabic
is the variety reserved for literature. It is used for
the written medium, be it the Qur ±àn, textbooks,
or other forms of literary expression. This vari-
ety is used for formal education, and rarely
serves day-to-day interaction. The variety known
as Chowa Arabic (= Shuwa Arabic) is an indige-
nous Cameroonian language, which is presently
not written, and serves as a language of wider
communication in the northern part of the 
country.

3.1 Speakers and regional distribution

Chowa Arabic, which belongs to the Semitic lan-
guage family, falls under the Afro-Asiatic phy-
lum. Known variously as Shua Arabic, Shuwa
Arabic, and Arabe Choa, it is spoken by 63,600
people in Cameroon (SIL 1982), 754,590 in →
Chad (1993 census), 5,000 in Niger (1998), and
100,000 in Nigeria (SIL 1973) (→ Sub-Saharan
Africa). Recent statistics advanced by Seignobos
and Iyébi-Mandjek (2000:50) hold that the
Chowa Arabs of Cameroon are 125,313 in num-
ber and they are spread throughout various
Kotoko sultanates. In the Logone and Chari
division, which is made up of 276,170 inhabi-
tants, the Chowa Arabs form 42 percent of 
the population, the Kotokos 28 percent, the
Bornouans 10.3 percent, and the Musgums 8.7
percent. Geographically, the Chowa Arabs are
not limited to the Logone and Chari division,
but extend to Mora, the foot of the Mandara
mountains, as well as Petté and Bogo in the
Diamaré division (Eldridge 1979).

Chowa Arabic is spoken in the Far North
Province mostly between Lake Chad and
Kousseri, with some pockets of speakers south

of Kousseri. Among the divisions in which the
language is spoken are Diamaré, Mayo-Danay,
Mayo-Sava, and especially Logone and Chari. In
the Logone and Chari division, it is not only a
mother tongue but also a language of wider
communication. In fact, in the rural areas north
of the Logone and Chari division, it is the do-
minant mother tongue, while in the urban areas, 
it assumes vehicular functions (Breton and
Fohtung 1991). Among the leading towns and
villages in which it is spoken are: Kousseri,
Makary, Goulfey, Logone Birni, Hilé Alifa, Mal-
tam, Fotokol, Cigal, Afade, and Blangoua.

As a vehicular language of the heterogeneous
populations of the Logone and Chari division,
Chowa Arabic is understood and spoken by
speakers of different Kotoko languages such 
as Mpade, Afade, Maslam, Mser, and Lagwan.
As a language of wider communication, the
influence of Arabic is felt to the north of the
Waza park at latitude 11°30', covering the whole
area of Kotoko north (Barreteau and Dieu
2000:68). To the east of the park in areas such as
Djégéré and Tchédé, Arabic shares this vehicu-
lar function with Fulfulde. The Musgums of
Pouss and Maga, who have lived in Kousseri and
N’djamena or who have been in contact with
Chowa Arabs, as well as the Kotokos of the
south, speak Arabic. According to a study car-
ried out by Adji (2002:31–32), Arabic as a lan-
guage of wider communication is the most
widely used language in the Kousseri area. Here,
it represents 44.2 percent of daily communica-
tion in the neighborhoods, 78.4 percent of inter-
action in the market-place, 82.4 percent of
communication in mosques, and 55.2 percent of
communication in the rural areas during elec-
toral campaigns.

3.2 Sound system and writing

The sound system of Chowa Arabic as expressed
through its consonants and vowels is made up of
20 consonants, 5 vowels, and 2 diacritic signs,
(ˆ) for long vowels and (-) for the assimilation of
articles. The 20 symbols used to represent con-
sonants are: b, f, w, m, t, d, s, z, n, l, r, j [À], c [«],
y, k, g, x, h, tc [t«] and ny [õ]. The 5 symbols used
to represent vowels are: a, e, i, o, and u. The 
consonant and vowel charts of Chowa Arabic
are given in Tables 1 and 2.

It should be noted that in Chowa Arabic vowel
length in terms of shortness or length determines
word meaning. Here are some examples:
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asala ‘python’ vs. àsala ‘sweet thirst’
sel ‘ladder’ vs. sèl ‘flood’

Given the present language contact situation 
in the country, Chowa Arabic, like other lan-
guages, has been subjected to linguistic borrow-
ing, loan translation, and interference from
other languages in place such as French.
Conversely, Chowa Arabic equally exerts some
linguistic influences on other languages. Below
are examples of various influences of French on
Chowa Arabic:

(1) Loans from French (cf. Adji 2002:60–63)
daktor farmasi < French docteur pharmacie
‘doctor pharmacist’ or ‘pharmacist’; a pedi-
atrician is referred to in the language as dak-
tor hanà liyàl ‘doctor for children’; samanti
< French ciment ‘ciment’

(2) Calques from French (cf. Adji 2002:63) 
fi dizòrdir < French faire le désordre ‘disor-
derly’; gandul sigrèt < French bâton de ciga-
rette ‘cigarette [stick]’; gazazt-al biyèr
< French bouteille de bière ‘bottle of beer’

(3) Lexical interference from French (cf. Adji
2002:66)
a. gurus màfi  fi  pays     hanana

money not   in  country for us
‘There is no money in the country for us’/
‘Our country is poor’

b. Yom dimanche  ma   talga  nadum 
The day   Sunday not find     someone
fil xidime
at work
‘There is no one at work on Sunday’

In the two Chowa Arabic utterances (3a) and
(3b), the speakers unconsciously use the French
words pays ‘country’ and dimanche ‘Sunday’ in
their speech. The influence of French on Arabic 
is not surprising given that French is not only an
official language in the area, but also serves as a
vehicular language between Francophones and
Arabophones.

4 .  T e a c h i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  o f
S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c

In North Cameroon, Arabic is taught in
Qur±ànic schools using Fulfulde (the local lin-
gua franca) as the medium of instruction (cf.
Abdkrm 2000). Unfortunately, the teaching
methods employed in these schools are so harsh
and inhuman that children end up barely know-
ing how to read and write Arabic without at all
understanding what is being read or written. 
In short, the pupils end up not mastering the
Arabic language itself (Santerre 1973; Adama
and Amadou 1998). This is true, too, of the tra-
ditional teaching set-up which consists of two

Table 1. Inventory of consonants in Cameroon Arabic (adapted from Julien de Pommerol 1997)

Labial Apical Palatal Velar Glottal

Occlusive Voiceless p t tc [t∫] k π

Voiced b d j [À] g
Fricatives Voiceless f s c [∫] x h

Voiced z
Nasals m n ny [õ]
Vibrant r
Liquids w l y

Table 2. Inventory of vowels in Cameroon Arabic (adapted from Adji 2002:53)

Back Center Front

Short Long Short Long Short Long
i i:, ì u u:, ù
e e:, è o o:, ò

a a:, â
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levels: the elementary school and the post-ele-
mentary school.

At the elementary level, the instructor,
referred to as mallum (< Arabic mu ≠allim)
teaches the children how to read and write
Arabic. Children eligible for registration into the
school should be at least five years of age. In a
typical elementary school, children of different
levels sit together in the same classroom, but
receive different lessons depending on their level.
The elementary cycle generally lasts for three to
five years, and the children are expected to have
mastered some of the following courses: read-
ing, writing, letters of the alphabet, memoriza-
tion of some verses of the Qur ±àn, moral
instruction, and manual labor. Since emphasis at
this level is on reading and writing, the me-
thod commonly used by the instructor is the
‘Baghdad’ method, an eclectic method of teach-
ing believed to be highly efficient from the peda-
gogic point of view.

At the post-elementary level, admission is
reserved for children who are at least ten years of
age. But in principle, most of those who attend
the classes are adults. The instructor at this level
is referred to as moodibo (< Arabic mu ±addib). 
In terms of course content, the main subjects
taught are Muslim law (fiqh), grammar (na™w),
theodicy (taw™ìd), and Qur ±àn exegesis (tafsìr).
Others include translation, vocabulary, rhetoric,
stylistics, pedagogy, and the biography of the
Prophet. In these schools, didactic material
varies enormously from one teacher to another
and from one region to another. Emphasis is 
laid on writing, reading, memorization, and
understanding of texts. Generally, the teachers
use the translation method by rendering mate-
rial in the textbooks or manuals from Arabic
into Fulfulde. Thus, the use of Fulfulde in the
teaching of Arabic is certainly detrimental to the
learning of this language.

Apart from the traditional approach, there 
is also the modern approach to the teaching 
of Arabic, which has developed considerably
since independence with the assistance of
Arabic-speaking countries of North Africa and
the Middle East. Today, Arabic is taught in
Cameroon not only at Franco-Arabic and
Anglo-Arabic bilingual schools, but also at
teacher training colleges, government secondary
schools, and private language training centers.

Franco-Arabic primary schools were created 
in 1936 during the French colonial period in

Cameroon. The colonial administration put in
place a type of local school system (popularly
referred to in French as école de village ‘rural
school’) in some localities in North Cameroon
such as Maroua, Ngaoundéré, and Kousseri
(Adama 2001:91). In these schools, covering the
first four years of primary education, two teach-
ers taught each class. The French teacher taught
during the morning period while the Arabic
teacher taught in the afternoon. The latter based
his teaching exclusively on the Qur ±àn. Later on,
a regional primary school (known in French as
école régionale) was opened in Garoua, to which
were added the last two classes of primary edu-
cation (Cours moyen 1 and Cours moyen 2).
Thus, the Garoua school provided the only
avenue for the pupils to complete their primary
education and obtain the Certificat d’études 
primaires élémentaires, the French equivalent 
of the Anglo-Saxon First School Leaving Cer-
tificate. Unfortunately, Arabic was not taught in
the Garoua regional school, a situation that 
created much discontent among the Muslim
community, who felt that they were being mar-
ginalized by the French colonial administration.

In 1963, the Cameroon government created
the Islamic Cultural Association of Came-
roon, better known as L’Association culturelle
islamique du Cameroun (ACIC). This associa-
tion, which became official under Law No.
67/LF/19 of 12 June 1967, was responsible for
the administration and management of Franco-
Arabic and Anglo-Arabic schools throughout
the national territory. Among the main objec-
tives of the association were the development of
Franco-Arabic and Anglo-Arabic education on
the one hand, and the dissemination of Muslim
doctrine on the other. In order to accomplish this
task, the country was divided into three admin-
istrative zones, referred to as secretariats of 
education. The secretariat of education for the
North zone had its headquarters in Garoua and
was headed by Abdourahman Abdelkarim; the
secretariat of education for the West zone had its
headquarters in Kumba and was headed by
Ahmed Ibrahim Nzube Epie; and the secretariat
of education for the South zone had its head-
quarters in Yaounde and was headed by Moha-
madou Garba (cf. Adama 2001:89).

However, a major problem persisted – that of
the lack of availability of qualified personnel
needed to teach the Arabic language or use
Arabic as a medium of instruction. This led the
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associations of several towns in the northern
part of the country to solicit aid from Saudi
Arabia in the training of teachers. The Saudi
authorities in Yaounde acceded to this request,
and so, selected Cameroonians were sent to
Saudi Arabia for further studies. As the trained
Cameroonians returned home in the late 1960s
and early 1970s, the Franco-Arabic and Anglo-
Arabic schools could now boast a real breed of
qualified personnel. These new young teachers
also brought along with them new teaching 
techniques and methods radically different 
from those previously employed by the former
Qur ±àn instructors. Eventually, the new teachers
assumed management of the schools and their
dynamism greatly contributed to the growth 
of Franco-Arabic and Anglo-Arabic schools
throughout the national territory. In 1965, in
North Cameroon there were Franco-Arabic
schools in localities such as Garoua, Maroua,
Ngaoundéré, Rey Bouba, Kousseri, Kalfou,
Banyo, and Makary; and the southern part of
the country had altogether 18 schools with 
a total population of 2,252 pupils (Adama
2001:100). This number increased rapidly as the
years passed by. For instance, in 1992, the West
zone had 34 officially recognized Franco-Arabic
primary schools with a population of 5,022
pupils (3,006 boys and 2,016 girls) spread in
154 classrooms and taught by 188 teachers
(Adama 2001:96). In the South zone, made up
of the Center, Littoral, South and East Provinces,
Franco-Arabic schools are functional only in the
Center and Littoral provinces; the South and
East provinces have yet to host a single Franco-
Arabic or Anglo-Arabic school.

Apart from the role of international coopera-
tion, the local elite also plays a leading role in 
the training of Arabic teachers. This is the case
of Aladji kouotto Malam Atam in the West
province and Malam Innua Wirba in the North-
west province. Until his death in 1977, Aladji
kouotto Malam Atam was highly instrumental
in the development of Franco-Arabic education.
He personally contributed immensely to the cre-
ation of the first Franco-Arabic private second-
ary school, opened in Foumban. In this school,
Arabic is taught as a foreign language, just like
German and Spanish.

Today, most Arabic teachers in the country
have been trained in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, or
Nigeria. Those trained in Nigeria receive their
education in cities such as Yola, Sokoto, Kano,

Maiduguri, and Zaria. Notwithstanding this,
the problem of qualified teaching personnel 
continues to be a serious obstacle to the growth
of Arabic education in the country. In 1990, for
example, the twelve authorized Franco-Arabic
schools in the northern part of the country had a
total of 50 classrooms and 2,794 pupils; yet the
number of qualified teachers who taught in these
schools was just 11 as against 76 unqualified
teachers – those not officially authorized by the
Ministry of National Education to teach because
they were found wanting in terms of profes-
sional qualification (Adama 2001:107). In terms
of qualified personnel, the development of the
Arabic language has been relatively slow in the
Cameroonian context. This probably explains
why, between 1987 and 1993, the national
inspector of Arabic in the Ministry of National
Education was a Moroccan national, Satifa
Mohamed, who was in reality in charge of cul-
tural affairs at the Moroccan Embassy in
Yaounde.

From the pedagogic point of view, some im-
portant changes took place within the system in 
the 1970s. Much emphasis was now placed on 
the teaching of the Arabic language, rather than
religious education as was the case before. An-
other serious development that characterized
the Cameroonian school system was the institu-
tion of the teaching of Arabic as a foreign lan-
guage in secondary schools in the north of the
country. Some of the localities concerned are
Maroua, Garoua, Ngaoundéré, Kousseri, and
Mora. Thus, students who choose Arabic as
their foreign language can sit for secondary
school official examinations of the French sys-
tem of education such as the Brevet d’études du
premier cycle, the Probatoire, and the Bacca-
lauréat examinations where they major in the
language. In the southern part of the country,
there are no government secondary schools
where Arabic is taught as a foreign language.
However, during the 1991/1992 academic year,
a private secondary school known as Institut
pédagogique polyvalent Bella Assan was opened
in Yaounde. An Arabic section was formed, fea-
turing subjects taught in Arabic such as mathe-
matics, history, the Qur ±àn, geography, unicity,
science, anatomy, tradition, law, reading, and
the biography of the Prophet.

In terms of course content, the weekly pro-
gram of Franco-Arabic schools for teaching 
in Arabic covers the following subjects: the
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Qur ±àn; reading of the Qur ±àn (tajwìd); gram-
mar (na™w); writing and dictation (qirà ±a wa-
±imlà ±); theodicy (taw™ìd); composition (kitàba);
Islamic law (fiqh); mathematics (™isàb); biogra-
phy of the Prophet (sìra) (Adama 2001:116). It
should be noted that this program is applicable
as from the second year of primary education,
while the first year is reserved exclusively for 
the teaching of the Arabic alphabet and basic
aspects of Arabic grammar.

Government yearly subvention has also been
instrumental in the development of Franco-
Arabic private schools in particular, and Islamic
education in general. In the northern part of the
country alone, annual state subsidies stand at
about 50,000,000 FCFA (approximately U.S.
$100,000), an amount that is divided among the
three provinces in the following manner: Far
North Province 43.75 percent; North Province
28.02 percent; and Adamawa Province 28.23
percent (Adama 2001:108).

At the secondary level, Arabic was introduced 
as a foreign language in government secondary
schools in the 1980s. At the tertiary level, the
1990s saw the introduction of Arabic as a minor
in some Cameroon State universities such as 
the University of Ngaoundéré, the University 
of Yaounde I, and the University of Douala.
Recently, the University of Ngaoundéré has
instituted Arabic as a Bachelors degree course 
in the curriculum. In large towns and cities, sev-
eral private language training centers in which
Arabic is taught have been opened. Some of
these centers offer evening classes where people
learn how to read, write, and speak Arabic.
Unlike in the past, those who are involved in 
the learning of Arabic nowadays are not only
Muslims but also people from other religions
who badly need the language for commercial
purposes, for tourism, for diplomatic reasons, or
for personal educational requirements.

In spite of these efforts, the teaching of Arabic
and its use as a medium of instruction in
Cameroon has always faced opposition. This
was especially true during the French colonial
administration, as shown in a circular of 30
August 1910 which appeared in L’Afrique
française. Its author, William Ponty, argues seri-
ously against Islamic education in the following
terms: “Everyone knows that the study of
French is the best means to use against religious

fanaticism and experience has shown that
Muslims who speak our language cause us less
prejudice than those who understand only
Arabic” (cf. Adama and Amadou 1998:7).
There is no doubt that the French colonialists
encouraged the use of French rather than Arabic
as a medium of instruction. Today, the situation
is not very different, given that the official lan-
guage policy in the country encourages exclu-
sively the promotion of English and French.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Cameroon Arabic has so far received little or 
no attention from policy-makers, educational
experts, linguists, or researchers. While the
teaching of Standard Arabic is somehow being
encouraged nowadays by various actors, Chowa
Arabic is yet to receive the attention it deserves.
Arabic would normally occupy a prominent
place in the school system in a country with a
substantial number of Arabophones who have
come into contact with the language through
Islam, but at the pedagogic level, government
involvement in Arabic education as well as the
teaching of Arabic has all along been very timid.
Second, given that Cameroon is part of the Arab
League where Arabic is the main language of
communication, the promotion of Arabic at the
national level should be an important compo-
nent of language policy, with Arabic being
taught as a foreign language to a much greater
extent in the school system than it is at present.
The teaching of Arabic as a discipline in the
Cameroon university system should be rein-
forced, enabling graduates holding degrees in
Arabic to serve as potential teachers of Arabic or
diplomats.

In this regard, the Cameroon government
should take serious steps in the training of
qualified teaching personnel both at home and
abroad. Such a measure will in the long run
restore Arabic to its much-deserved place in
Cameroon not only as a lingua franca but also as
a foreign language. Finally, it will be necessary to
standardize Chowa Arabic, develop its writing
system, and encourage linguistic research on 
the language. Such endeavors will go a long way
to guarantee its survival as an indigenous
Cameroonian language.
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Caretaker Talk

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

The term ‘caretaker talk’ is used in the areas 
of developmental psycholinguistics and first 
language acquisition to describe the language
adults use to address young children, and some-

times that of an older to a younger child. It is a
register distinct from adult-adult speech (Snow
1986) and describes the modifications found in
adult-child speech. It is also known as ‘child
directed speech’ and as ‘caregiver’ or ‘caretaker
language’. Some researchers have used ‘moth-
erese’ to refer to the language used by mothers,
as if only mothers use a special way of address-
ing children. Others have used the fairly general
‘parentese’, since fathers also adopt this speech
style when talking to young children. 

Adults speak differently to children depending
on the age of the child. Al-Shatti (2003) notices
that Kuwaiti mothers and other caregivers,
including ‘housemaids’ (al-Shatti’s term), adjust
their speech to children according to the child’s
age, reflecting the mother’s response to the
developing needs of the child. These adjustments
are made to match the child’s linguistic level. If
adults use very complex structures, children are
inattentive and fail to follow the adults’ requests
or even respond to their questions. This ten-
dency is consistent with studies based on other
languages as well. Adults simplify their speech
and gradually increase its complexity to match
the child’s linguistic ability (Snow 1986).

‘Baby talk’ is a subsystem of caretaker lan-
guage. The term is often preferred to ‘motherese’,
and the phenomenon is widespread. Baby talk is
considered a universal phenomenon, but cross-
cultural differences are demonstrated as well
(Ferguson 2004). Researchers argue that baby
talk has a psychological function to show affec-
tion and syntactic simplification. It serves as a
transitional period before children start using
more adult-like language (Steinberg 1993) and is
also used by older children at about three years to
address younger children (Ferguson 2004; Stein-
berg 1999).

Most parents are aware that they modify their
speech to children, while few feel that they do not.
Haggan (2002) has studied the speech of Kuwaiti
parents who deny modifying their language to
children and found that their self-perception was
valid and baby talk words were rarely produced.
However, the language that these parents used
showed some of the universal properties of care-
taker language to be discussed below. 

Adults who deny using baby talk find them-
selves using it in talking to young children or to
a pet animal. Hirsh-Paek and Treiman (1980)
argue that there are similarities between the 
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way that adults talk to dogs, which is called
‘doggerel’, and motherese. (Doggerel is high-
pitched and repetitious, with both questions 
and answers supplied by the speaker.) This im-
plies that motherese is not modified because 
of the learner’s linguistic and cognitive level.
Hirsh-Paek and Treiman (1980) suggest that
motherese may occur for social reasons and may
be considered a marker of affection. 

2 . M o d i f i c a t i o n s  o f  
c a r e t a k e r  t a l k  

A child’s input is tailored to the needs of the
child and is associated with the process of lan-
guage development. An overwhelming number 
of studies on caretaker language describe uni-
versal properties of adult-child language. Fer-
guson (2004) categorizes modifications adults
make when talking to children into prosodic,
syntactic and grammatical, lexical, phonologi-
cal, and discoursal. He argues that baby talk
assists in the course of language development, 
in the development of interaction patterns, and
the transmission of cultural values, and that it
also shows the addresser’s relationship to the
addressee.

2.1 Prosodic modification

Caretaker talk tends to be produced with exag-
gerated intonation, slowly and in high pitch
(Snow 1995). The presence of these features has
been confirmed for Kuwaiti Arabic (Haggan
2002), Syrian Arabic (Ferguson 1956, 2004),
and Egyptian Arabic (Omar 1973). Exaggera-
tions serve to direct the child’s focus on impor-
tant sentence constituents and to hold their
attention (Steinberg 1993). Further, prosodic
characteristics make word and phrase bound-
aries clear to the child and consequently facili-
tate the child’s decoding of the lexicon and
grammar (Gleason and Ratner 1998). 

Ferguson (2004) considers tone of voice, as in
exaggerated intonation and high pitch, to be a
universal feature of baby talk. He states three rea-
sons for this type of behavior. Firstly, it could be
an imitative act by the adults of what the infants
produce because of the physical properties of the
children’s immature vocal cords. Secondly, chil-
dren can discern pitch differences and prefer high
pitch, which is why it is used in speech directed to
children to get their attention. Thirdly, this type of

speech may highlight certain grammatical prop-
erties and linguistic structures, possibly assisting
in the development and comprehension of lan-
guage. In addition, dysfluencies appear to be few
and longer pauses between utterances are com-
mon in baby talk (Ferguson 2004). 

2.2 Syntactic and grammatical modification

Caretaker language is characterized by short
sentences, fewer subordinate clauses, and fewer
grammatical relations than found in adult-adult
speech, and by repetition, as well as omission of
function words, inflectional endings, and the
verb ‘to be’ (Ferguson 2004; Hirsh-Pasek and
Treiman 1980; Snow 1995). The grammatical
complexity of caretaker talk was studied in
terms of mean length of utterances, the use of
subordinate clauses, mean preverb length, and
the use of conjunctions. It appears that caretaker
language is simpler and more grammatical than
speech addressed to adults. Questions, declara-
tives, and imperatives are frequently used (Snow
1986). These characteristics are also found in
Arabic baby talk (Ferguson 1956; Haggan 2002;
Omar 1973). There are no inflections (prefix or
suffix) in baby talk words, nor do plural or gen-
der agreement markers appear in baby talk
(Ferguson 1956; Omar 1973). Nouns may take
the definite article such as lbu ≠bu ≠ for an imagi-
nary being mentioned to frighten children, and
tti““, for walk or ride, which is the only inflec-
tional affix that is commonly used with baby
talk words (Ferguson 1956).

Kuwaiti mothers show a preference for simple
sentences compared to compound or complex
sentences (Al-Shatti 2003; Haggan 2002). Al-
Shatti (2003) notices an increase in compound
and complex utterances in Kuwaiti mothers’
speech to their young children at around 14
months. Kuwaiti mothers also show a pre-
ference for nouns over verbs. There was no 
significant difference between mothers and
housemaids in their use of verbs; however, the
mothers produced a considerably greater num-
ber of nouns than the housemaids did. Al-Shatti
argues that nouns are important at this stage of
language development and that mothers focus
on increasing their children’s vocabulary. On the
other hand, the child-directed speech of Italian
mothers is more verb-biased. Mothers talking to
their children in their second year of life high-
light verbs more than nouns, and morphologi-
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cally mark verb stems more than they do noun
stems. Camaioni and Longobardi (2001) argue
that such emphasis on verbs leads to a verb-
oriented pattern of acquisition.

Pronouns were used more by mother than by
the housemaids; and verbal prescriptive struc-
tures such as ‘tell me what you did’ were very
low in general (Al-Shatti 2003). Haggan (2002)
noticed the appearance of non-Arabic words in
the caregiver’s language, which she attributed to
the presence of non-Arabic speaking nannies.

2.3 Lexical modification

The number of words used in baby talk is small,
and they belong to semantic areas related to
body parts and functions, children’s daily expe-
riences, animals, food, and infant games (Fer-
guson 2004; Haggan 2002; Omar 1973). Most
words are mainly used as imperatives or adjec-
tives, but many are used as nouns.

Most of the baby talk words reported in the
literature come from Egyptian Arabic and
Syrian Arabic (Ferguson 1956; Omar 1973).
They often refer to the same things, but differ in
form. Omar (1973) argues that none of the baby
talk words she found in Egyptian Arabic resem-
ble their corresponding adult forms. Baby talk
words could be used alone or incorporated into
an adult sentence, where these words substitute
the standard word. The following are examples
of baby talk words used in Syrian and Egyptian
Arabic respectively: kixx and kuxx ‘dirt, forbid-
den,’ bìs/bìse and bisbis/bissa ‘cat’, and buff
‘bread, food’.

Adults simplify their vocabulary and label
items by substituting hypocoristic variation,
such as calling a train choo-choo on the basis of
the sounds it makes, and diminutive formations,
often formed by adding a suffix to the word, 
as in birdie for ‘bird’ and horsie for ‘horse.’
These types of formations seem to be universal
(Ferguson 1956, 2004), but individual families
may also create their own words. On the other
hand, Omar (1973) did not find diminutives in
caretaker speech.

Ferguson (1956) identifies hypocoristic varia-
tions in Syrian Arabic. These include kùku for
bird, tùt for train (representing train whistle),
nawnaw for cat, tiktik for watch and clock,
dindin for bell (reflecting its sound), and ∑òc∑o
for horse, mule, and donkey. He also shows
ways of creating nicknames and pet names in

Syrian Arabic which are often used in baby talk.
One is the hypocoristic suffix /-o/ which is added
to a name to create a nickname, for example,
™amd-o for ™amìd or ±a™mad and xayy-o for
‘brother’. The other is the application of the
reduplicative patterns CuuCu and CiiCi, which
are identical in form with a frequent pattern in
baby talk (see below), for example, fùfu for
fu ±àd. There is no example of CiiCi in the study.

Hayes and Ahrens (1988) examine adult-
child speech across the age range of newborns to
12-year-old children in order to see whether
adults adjust their lexical choices to the child’s
age. They found that adults’ words to children
tend to be much more common compared to
those used in adult-adult speech. They provide
two reasons for this. Firstly, adult conversation
with children is considered ordinary and focused
on everyday topics such as household, school,
and interpersonal matters. Because of such ordi-
nary speech, common words are used rather
than uncommon ones. Secondly, research on
word retrieval has shown that it is quicker to
retrieve frequently used, common words from
memory than less frequently used, uncommon
words (Just and Carpenter 1984 cited in Hayes
and Ahrens 1988).

2.4 Phonological modification or 
simplification

Baby talk is characterized by consonant cluster
simplification, extreme use of reduplication,
consonant and vowel harmony, and preference
for certain sounds. Studies show (Ferguson
2004; Omar 1973) that there is a tendency to
maximize the use of certain sounds. Children
omit more complex sounds or replace them
|with less marked ones. For example, they sub-
stitute stops for fricatives, semivowels for liq-
uids, and single sounds for consonant clusters
(Ferguson 2004). 

Omar (1973) found that geminated conso-
nants are extremely frequent, although they are
not acquired early by children. Most of the
phonemes are stops and nasals. The earliest
phonemes acquired between the ages of 1;0 (one
year and no months) and 16 years are the bila-
bial stop and nasal, pharyngeal consonants,
semivowels and primary vowels, such as /a/, /i/
and /u/; some more difficult phonemes are also
present, such as /™/ and /x/. Dental stops, sibi-
lants and velar consonants are acquired at the
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age of 2;0, while fricatives, laterals, and the rest
of the vowels are acquired at 2;6 years. None of
the emphatic phonemes occur, nor do the diffi-
cult phonemes /r/ and /“/ at this point. Similar
observations are made by Ferguson (1956) in his
study of Syrian Arabic baby talk, in which he
observes that phonemes like /b/ /d/ /k/ /n/ are
very frequent (no age is given in this study).
Velarized phonemes /∂/ /†/ /ß/ /Ω/ /fi/ /®/, the liquids
/l/ and /r/, except the word kurr for ‘noise said in
baby’s ear’, and the voiced velar stop /g/ (in
Egyptian Arabic) are rare or missing in baby
talk. / ≠/ was not attested in Egyptian Arabic data,
but it was in Ferguson’s data.

Three unexpected results were found in
Ferguson’s study (1956). First is the frequent 
use of the pharyngeals /≠/ and /™/ in baby talk. 
It seems that not only are these two phonemes
used frequently in Arabic, but they are learned
early by children. Second, the velarized labial
phonemes /¤/ and /fl/ are frequent in baby talk
although they are rare in adult Arabic. These
phonemes occur in the most frequently used
forms /flàfla/ for father and /¤à¤a/ for mother.
Third, the study shows the complete absence of
the phoneme /Ω/ in baby talk, although this
phoneme is not rare in Arabic. Its voiceless coun-
terpart /ß/ does occur, but not often, in baby talk.

The tendency was also found toward maxi-
mizing certain canonical syllables and forms
such as CVCV. Consonant clusters are avoided
except in one form mbu for water, a form found
in both Syrian Arabic and Egyptian Arabic
(Ferguson 1956; Omar 1973). Duplication is
universally found in baby talk as illustrated by
Arabic wawa for water and English choo-choo
for train. The pattern CVVCV is frequent in
baby talk, as in nùnu for ‘small’ and tète for
‘grandmother’ (Ferguson 1956). The repetition
of a word, especially monosyllabic words, such
as da™™ da™™ ‘pretty, nice, good, clean’, is also
found in Syrian Arabic baby talk. 

2.5 Discoursal modification

Certain sentence types are frequently used in
baby talk. These include questions, tags, imper-
atives, and here-and-now sentences (Ferguson
2004; Hirsh-Pasek and Treiman 1980). Al-
Shatti (2003) claims that direct imperatives are
frequent, which is typical of the mothers of
young children. As children get older, their
mothers start to use fewer directives and speak

more indirectly. Pronoun shift is also common,
3rd person being used for 1st and 2nd person
(Ferguson 2004; Hayes and Ahrens 1987), and
1st person plural for 2nd person singular
(Ferguson 2004). Recasts such as ™amùdi wènah
and wènah ™amùdi for ‘where is Hamoudi?’ are
found (Haggan 2002).

Haggan (2002) indicates that in Kuwaiti
Arabic words for ‘mother’ and ‘father’ are mama
and baba, respectively. Mothers use the word
mama when they are addressing their children,
irrespective of the child’s gender. Fathers use the
word baba when they are addressing their chil-
dren, irrespective of the child’s gender (Haggan
2002; Omar 1973). Haggan (2002) argues that
this is a way of showing affection to children.

Finally, the role of caretaker talk in → first
language acquisition should be mentioned.
Chomsky’s theory of Universal Grammar (1986,
1988) revolutionized the understanding of what
constitutes knowledge of language, which has
led to a search for rules of grammar that explain
a child’s acquisition and development of lan-
guage by both psycholinguists and linguists.
Chomsky’s claim (1965, 1980) that the child’s
input data is incomplete and may include
ungrammatical forms has prompted an interest
in caretaker talk. According to Chomsky, a child
could not infer the abstract underlying proper-
ties and principles of language simply from the
input (Harris 1992). Children acquire their lan-
guage successfully at a fairly young age, although
the speech directed to children is characterized
as being fragmentary and often ungrammatical,
hence ‘the poverty of stimulus’.

Crain a.o. (1999) argue that the input does
not indicate the possible meaning of the sen-
tence, and it does not inform the child of
ungrammatical sentences. Studies show that
there is no difference in language development
between groups of children whose parents use
motherese and those whose parents do not.
Subsequent studies have shown that neither
expansion nor reinforcement have much effect
on children’s language production (Cazden
1965). Based on these findings, Crain a.o.
(1999) argue that simplified speech does not
actually make language acquisition any easier.
Other points are still left unresolved, such as the
relationship between the properties of caretaker
speech and the order of language development,
and the difficulty of determining the cause and
effect relationship between them. 
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Case Roles

Case roles represent deep structure relations
between noun phrases and the verb in a given
proposition. Case roles, therefore, are not con-
cerned with the traditional grammatical case
that is related to inflectional forms designating
the nominative, accusative, genitive, etc. While
inflections (≠alàmàt al-±i ≠ràb) express surface
cases, are related to surface structure, and are
grammatical in nature, case roles express seman-
tic relations or functions, are deep structure 
relations, and are semantic in nature. In other
words, lexical relations are sensitive to case 
relations rather than grammatical relations.
Therefore, semantic functions in Arabic cannot
be distinguished by differences in nominal inflec-
tions. Robins (1971:228–255), however, warns
of the inadequacy of an exclusively semantic 
definition of grammatical categories (parts of
speech). Taylor (1995:196), on the other hand,
concludes that semantic criteria are relevant to
grammatical categorization and play a role in any
intentional definition of word classes.

Case roles are part of the case grammar hypo-
thesis, which is based on Fillmore’s use of case 
relations for semantic functions. A proposition
consists of a verb and a set of case phrases, each
of which includes a case ‘flag’ (Latin casus) and a
noun phrase. There is, however, little agreement
on the set of case roles and their nature. At times,
some case roles are inconsistently interchanged
with each other and at other times their features
differ from one linguist to another. Fillmore’s case
grammar evolved as an alternative to the kind 
of transformational grammar expounded in
Chomsky (1965) (see Anderson 1994). The set of
case relations offered in Fillmore (1968:24–25)
was tentative and not necessarily intended to be
exhaustive. As a result, there has been uncer-
tainty and disagreement over the fixed set of case
roles. Anderson (1994:460) believes that much
of this disagreement can be understood in terms
of diverse interpretations of the distributional
and substantive constraints to which case rela-
tions conform. This view was expressed earlier
by Nilsen (1972:47) and Somers (1987:111). 

In 1965, the French linguist Tesnière intro-
duced the notion of → ‘valency’, which inves-
tigates the relationship between a verbal 
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governor and its immediate subordinates. Valency,
a notion borrowed from chemistry, is the de-
pendency (dépendance) between elements of 
a sentence that enter into certain governor–
subordinate (régissant-subordonné) relationships.
The most important element in this relationship
is the verb (Somers 1987:5). Thus, case roles are
case relations conditioned by the semantic fea-
tures of the verb with which they co-occur. What
is important about a verb, Fillmore asserts
(1987:29), is its semantic valence, which is a
description of the semantic role of its arguments.
Case grammarians such as Fillmore, Chafe,
Anderson, and Cook claim that case roles are
most relevant to the subclassification of verb
types. Nominal constituents partake of different
case roles in different contexts. Taylor (1995:77)
has rightly claimed that words are rather un-
selective with regard to the types of items they
may be adjacent to. A verb-centered system has
evolved in which case roles are predetermined by
the selectional features of the verb. According to
Anderson (1971:10), these cases are deep struc-
ture dependency relations of nouns to verbs;
they are determined by the semantic features of
the verb and specify the role of the noun in the
state, process, or action expressed by the verb.
Case roles are assigned by the verb to the noun.
The verb is central and has one and only one case
frame. This case frame represents an explicit
array of cases intimately related to the meaning
of the verb. The nouns in a given proposition are
peripheral; they are not cases but case candi-
dates. The same noun may be used in different
contexts as → Agent, Experiencer, Benefactive,
etc., depending on its verb. The case role itself is
read into the noun from the verb. Proponents of
the verb-centered approach include linguists
such as Fillmore (1971), Chafe (1970), Cook
(1972a, 1972b, 1973), and Anderson (1977,
1994). The following is a set of case roles with
their notional characterization adapted from
Fillmore (1968), Chafe (1970), and Cook
(1972a):

i. Agent is the case required by an action verb
which specifies the instigator of the action.
This case is typically manifested by a 
[+ Human], [+ Animate] nominals.

ii. Experiencer is the case required by an experi-
ential verb, and it specifies the undergoer of
a psychological event of sensation, emotion,
or cognition. There can be no experiential

verb without someone to experience the
psychological event.

iii. Benefactive is the case required by a bene-
factive verb which specifies the one in a 
state of possession, or the one who under-
goes gain or loss in the transfer of an object
(i.e. thing).

iv. Object with experiencer verbs is the case
that specifies the content of, or the stimulus 
for, the experience. With benefactive verbs,
‘object’ case specifies what is possessed or
transferred. With locative verbs, it specifies
the object located, or undergoing change of
location. Object case is represented by an
animate or inanimate noun (phrase) which
is affected by the action or state identified
by the verb.

v. Locative is the case required by a locative
verb which specifies an object’s location or
a change in its location. → Locatives are
prepositional phrases; they subsume both
locative and temporal adverbials, and co-
occur with both Agents and non-Agents.
Locatives include prepositional phrases like
the following: fì l-madrasati ‘in the school’,
≠alà †-†àwilati ‘on the table’, ≠alà sà™ili 
l-ba™ri ‘on the beach’, ±ilà baÿdàda ‘to
Baghdad’, fì l-qàhirati ‘in Cairo’, fì s-sà ≠ati
l-wà™idati ‘at one o’clock’, ≠abra l-jibàli
‘through the mountains’, fì ß-ßabà™i ‘in the
morning’, as in waßala zaydun ±ilà manzil-
ihi fì s-sà ≠ati l-wà™idati ßabà™an ‘Zayd
arrived home at one in the morning’, where
the adverbials ±ilà manzilihi ‘to his home’, fì
s-sà ≠ati l-wà™idati ‘at one o’clock’, ßabà™an
‘in the morning’ all have the case role of
Locative.

vi. Instrumental is a non-agentive nominal; it
can be an animate or inanimate entity or a
body part which an Agent can intentionally
use to accomplish an action or instigate a
process.

vii. Goal is the destination, the point of termi-
nation of an action, or an entity to which a
judgment is directed.

viii. Source refers to a starting point or place of
origin. 

The term ‘coreferential’ is employed in the 
present investigation to refer to a given noun
(phrase) that has two case roles that correspond
to two distinct semantic functions. Therefore,
case roles may be coreferential with each other,
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in the sense that a noun (phrase) may have the
semantic function of two case roles simultane-
ously. Coreferential case roles are covert, or
implicit, semantic relations assigned to noun
phrases in a construction and are conditioned by
the semantic componential features of the verb.
At the deep structure analysis of the verb, covert
case roles are crucial to the characterization of
agentive verbs; in addition to their agentive
meaning, they may have another meaning repre-
sented by other case roles such as Object,
Source, Goal, or Experiencer. In what follows, 
a brief discussion is presented of coreferential
case roles, defined and illustrated. 

i. Agent + Object: Verbs like raka∂a ‘to run’,
iÿtasala ‘to have a bath’, and ±ar ≠aba ‘to
frighten’ are agentive verbs whose Subject
noun phrase can be assigned the case roles
Agent and Object at the same time, as in
raka∂a jamàlu ±ilà d-dukkàni ‘Jamal ran to
the shop’, yaÿtasilu jamàlu kulla jum≠atin
‘Jamal has a bath every Friday’, and ±ar≠aba
jamàlu l-±a†fàla ‘Jamal frightened the chil-
dren’, where jamàlu represents the corefer-
ential, i.e. the underlying, case roles of Agent
and Object at the same time in these sen-
tences. jamàlu is the Agent-as-Object who
runs, has a bath, and frightens. With verbs
like ±ar≠aba ‘to frighten’, ±a∂™aka ‘to make
someone laugh’, and ±ahàna ‘to insult’, the
Agent is regarded as the stimulus for the psy-
chological experience undergone by the
Experiencer like al-±a†fàla ‘the children.’ 

ii. Agent + Source: Verbs like ramà ‘to throw’,
±a ≠†à ‘to give’, and bà ≠a ‘to sell’ are agentive
verbs whose surface Subject nominal has the
coreferential roles of Agent and Source
simultaneously, as in ramà l-waladu l-kurata
‘the boy threw the ball’, da™raja xàlidu ß-
ßaxrata ‘Khalid rolled the stone’, and ±a ≠†at
al-bintu l-faqìra xubzan ‘the girl gave the
poor man some bread’, where al-waladu ‘the
boy’, xàlidu ‘Khalid’ and al-bintu ‘the girl’
are the Agent-as-Source of throwing, rolling,
and giving. Other Agent-as-Source verbs are
barrara ‘to justify’, ittahama ‘to accuse’,
taqàya∂a ‘to barter’, and tanàzala ‘to con-
cede’. Verbs like intaqada ‘to criticize’, itta-
hama ‘to accuse’, and làma ‘to blame’ also
take the Agent-as-Source, as in intaqadat/
làmat/ittahamat salmà ßadìqatahà ‘Salma
criticized/blamed/accused her friend’, where

salmà is both an Agent and a Source; the
actions of criticism, blame, and accusation
have emanated from Salma. 

iii. Agent + Goal: Agentive verbs like saraqa ‘to
steal’, iÿtaßaba ‘to take by force’, i“tarà ‘to
buy’, ista ≠àra ‘to borrow’, iqtara∂a ‘to bor-
row’, and ±axa≈a ‘to take’ have their Subject
nominals act as an Agent and a Goal at the
same time. The Agent-as-Goal of stealing or
taking by force, as in saraqa zaydun al-
kitàba ‘Zayd stole the book’ and iÿtaßaba
salìmun ±ar∂a l-fallà™i ‘Salim took the
farmer’s land by force’ where zaydun and
salìmun are assigned the case roles of both
Agent and Goal.

iv. Agent + Experiencer: Verbs like “amma ‘to
smell something’, ta ≠allama ‘to learn some-
thing’ and istama ≠a ‘to listen to something’
are agentive verbs whose Subject noun
phrases can be assigned the case roles of
Agent and Experiencer simultaneously, as in
ta≈awwaqa z-zawju †-†a ≠àma ‘the husband
tasted the food’, yastami ≠u l-mu“àhidùna ±ilà
kalimati l-iftità™i ‘the viewers are listening to
the opening speech’, and ya™ukku l-waladu
jildahu ‘the boy is scratching his skin’. Here,
the Agent-as-Experiencer has tasted the
food, is listening to the speech, and is
scratching himself.

v. Agent + Benefactive: Verbs like qabila ‘to
accept’, istalama ‘to receive’ are agentive
verbs whose surface Subject nominals are
Agents and Benefactives at the same time, 
as in istalamat salmà hadiyyatan ‘Salma
received a present’ where Salma assumes the
role of an Agent-as-Benefactive.

The above case roles are determined by the verb
and are illustrated in the examples below based
on verb types.

i. verbs of activity, i.e. action (dynamic) verbs
like banà ‘to build’, dammara ‘to destroy’,
qatala ‘to kill’, ≠allama/darrasa ‘to teach’,
ba ≠aja ‘to dent’, ÿanna ‘to sing’, raqaßa ‘to
dance’, as in kasara r-rajulu l-bàba ‘the man
broke the door’ where ar-rajulu ‘the man’ is
the Agent of the action verb kasara ‘to
break’. 

ii. verbs of motion like sàfara ‘to travel’, raka∂a
‘to run’, ma“à ‘to walk’ are agentive, as in
raka∂a yùsufu ±ilà l-madrasati ‘Joseph ran to
school’.
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iii. verbs of transfer like bà ≠a ‘to sell’, i“tarà ‘to
buy’, ramà ‘to throw’, ±amsaka ‘to catch’ are
agentive too, as in ramà zaydun al-kurata
‘Zayd threw the ball’.

iv. verbs of perception like ±a™assa ‘to feel’,
“a ≠ara ‘to feel’, ra ±à ‘to see’, sami ≠a ‘to hear’,
istama ≠a ‘to listen’, ta≈awwaqa ‘to taste’,
“amma ‘to smell’, as in ra ±at salmà ßadìqa-
tahà ‘Salma saw her friend’. 

v. verbs of cognition like ßaddaqa ‘to believe’,
±àmana ‘to believe’, ≠arafa ‘to know’,
ta ≠allama/darasa ‘to learn’, ta≈akkara ‘to
remember’, as in ≠arafat salmà ßadìqatahà

‘Salma recognized her friend’. 
vi. verbs of emotion like ±a™abba ‘to like, to

love’, kariha ‘to dislike, to hate’, inza ≠aja
‘to get annoyed’, ∂a™ika ‘to laugh’, bakà ‘to
cry’, ßaraxa ‘to yell out’, as in tu™ibbu salmà

zawjahà ‘Salma loves her husband’, and 
vii. verbs of desire such as ±amala ‘to hope’,

±aràda ‘to want’, as in ta ±mulu salmà ±an
tusàfira ‘Salma hopes to travel’ are all expe-
riential verbs where the surface subject
nominal (salmà) is the Experiencer in all the
above psychological verbs since Salma is the
psychologically affected nominal entity.

This analysis is also applicable to nominal 
sentences (sentences without a main verb) with
stative adjectives like ÿa∂bàn ‘angry’, sa ≠ìd
‘happy’, ±a†ra“ ‘deaf’, wàµiqun ‘confident’, as in
zaydun sa ≠ìdun/™azìnun/xà ±ifun ‘Zayd is happy/
sad/scared’ where zaydun is an Experiencer.
However, verbs like rabi™a ‘to win’, wajada ‘to
find’ are Benefactive verbs, as in rabi™at salmà

jà ±izatan ‘Salma won a prize’ where salmà is a
Benefactive only.

According to Fillmore (1987:29), verbs have a
deep structure valence that can be expressed in
terms of case frames. Unlike English, the Arabic
verb fata™a ‘to open’ takes Agent obligatorily
and Object optionally, as in fata™a salìmun al-
bàba ‘Salim opened the door’. Thus, the case
frame for this Arabic verb fata™a is + [___ A
(O)]. The Arabic verb infata™a ‘to have been
opened’, however, obligatorily takes an Object
case role and optionally an Instrumental, as in
infata™a l-bàbu ‘the door opened’ or infata™a l-
bàbu bi-l-miftà™i ‘the door opened with the key’.
The verb’s case frame here is + [___ O (I)]. Also,
while the case frame of the verb màta ‘to die’ is
+ [___ E], as in màta r-rajulu ‘the man died’, the
verb qatala ‘to kill’ can have the case frame +

[___ A, E, (I)], as in qatala salìmun ar-rajula bi-
s-sammi ‘Salim poisoned the man’ where salì-
mun is the Agent, ar-rajula ‘the man’ is the
Experiencer, and as-sammi ‘the poison’ is the
Instrumental, or the case frame + [___ I, E], as in
qatala s-sammu r-rajula ‘the poison killed the
man’ where the surface Subject as-sammu ‘the
poison’ is the Instrumental. However, the pas-
sive voice qutila ‘to be killed’ has the case frame
+ [___ E], as in qutila r-rajulu ‘the man was
killed’. As for verbs like ra ±à ‘to see’, they have
the case frame + [___ E, O], as in ra ±at salmà l-
mudarrisa ‘Salma saw the teacher’ where salmà

is the Experiencer while al-mudarrisa ‘the
teacher’ is the Object. It is interesting to note
that with action verbs like ≈ahaba ‘to go’, we
expect two case frames; the first is + [___ A, L],
and the second is + [___ O, L]. If the surface
Subject is the instigator of the action, as in
≈ahaba zaydun ±ilà l-musta“fà ‘Zayd went to the
hospital’, the first case frame applies where zay-
dun is the Agent. However, if the surface Subject
zaydun is taken by someone else, such as an
ambulance or a friend, the second case frame
applies where zaydun is the Object. Similarly,
experiential verbs like xawwafa/ ±ar≠aba ‘to
frighten’ take a double case frame: + [___ O, E]
if the action is undeliberate, as in ±ar≠aba salìmun
al-±a†fàla ‘Salim frightened the children’ where
Salim has not intended to frighten them, and +
[___ A, E] if the action is deliberate on the part
of Salim. However, verbs like rawà/ ±axbara ‘to
tell, to report’, qàla ‘to say’, ta™addaµa ‘to speak’,
sa ±ala ‘to ask’, istajwaba ‘to question, to interro-
gate’, xawwa-fa/ ±ar≠aba ‘to frighten’, ±ar∂à ‘to
please’ have the case frame + [___ A, E, O], as in
sa ±alat salmà l-walada su ±àlan ‘Salma asked the
boy a question’. With inanimate surface Subject
nominals, verbs like waßala ‘to arrive’, ittajaha
‘to head for’ have the case frame + [___ O, L], as
in waßalat risàlatun min baÿdàda ‘a letter has
arrived from Baghdad’ and ittajahat ar-rì™u
“amàlan ‘the wind headed north’ where risàla-
tun and ar-rì™u are Objects.

With nominal sentences, stative adjectives can
be sub-classified into: (a) experiencer adjectives
like sa ≠ìd/far™àn ‘happy’, ÿa∂bàn ‘angry’, whose
case frame is + [___ E, (O)], as in salmà sa ≠ìdatun
‘Salma is happy’, and (b) agentive adjectives like
ra ±ùf ‘kind’, Úàlim ‘tyrant’, qàsin ‘harsh’,
muta ≠ajrif ‘arrogant’, ≠àdilun ‘just’ whose case
frame is + [___ A (O)], as in ar-ra ±ìsu Úàlimun
‘the president is a tyrant’.
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Case Theory

Case is a concept with deep historical roots in
Western and indigenous Arabic grammatical
theory. In modern linguistics, case refers not
only to the morphological shape of nominals
and their modifiers but also to their syntactic
and semantic roles within a sentence (Ura
2003:334), for example subject and object or

agent and theme (→ case roles; → theta roles).
Arabic grammar, medieval and modern, re-
cognizes three cases of nouns: nominative (raf ≠

‘promotion’), accusative (naßb ‘demotion’), 
and genitive ( jarr ‘abatement’), realized as the
suffixes -u, -a, and -i respectively (Gaballa
1986:25–30). These are illustrated in (1), from
Farghal (1986:8):

(1) kataba l-walad-u      d-dars-a        
wrote the-boy-nom the-lesson-acc  
fì l-bayt-i
in the-house-gen
‘The boy wrote the lesson in the house’

The medieval grammarians posited that each
case is assigned under → government; nomina-
tive and accusative cases in (1) are assigned by
the verb kataba, and genitive case by the prepo-
sition fì (→ ≠amal). Each case is associated with
a set of syntactic and semantic (participant) roles
that a noun phrase (NP) may bear. In general,
nominative case is assigned to subjects of root
clauses (Abdul-Raof 2001:109–110), accusative
case to objects (direct and indirect) of verbs, and
genitive case to objects of prepositions (Gaballa
1986:54–56). It should be noted that the accu-
sative has a particularly large set of functions in
both Classical and Modern Standard Arabic.
Detailed discussion of these accusative functions
can be found in Wright (1896:II, A.3) and
Cantarino (1975, II, VI) respectively. 

Like government, case has evolved into a
technical notion in generative grammar. In early
work in the 1960s, case received little atten-
tion, being simply a feature assigned to a noun
through a late transformational rule on the basis
of its grammatical function, which was in turn
computed from its position in a syntactic config-
uration (Ura 2003:335). Case assumed promi-
nence in syntactic theory as part of the program
in the 1970s of restricting the scope of rule sys-
tems in natural language grammars and, more
specifically, of accounting for the distribution of
NPs (Chomsky 1986:187). This was done in
government-binding (GB) theory by drawing a
distinction between morphological case and
abstract Case. As the name implies, abstract
Case is a property assigned to an NP whether or
not it is realized inflectionally as morphological
case on its N head (Chomsky 1986:74). Abstract
Cases correspond to their concrete counter-
parts: nominative, accusative, and genitive (or
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oblique) Case. To ensure that every lexical NP in
a sentence bears Case, Chomsky (1981:49, 175)
proposed the Case Filter:

(2)*NP if NP has phonetic content and has no
Case.

(2) allows that NPs that lack a phonetic matrix
– empty categories such as PRO, pro, NP-trace,
and WH-trace – need not be assigned Case.
Actually, at this stage of the theory, pro was
understood to have nominative Case assigned to
it as the subject of a finite clause (Chomsky
1982:80–81), and WH- trace was distinguished
from NP-trace, in part, by being Case-marked
(Chomsky 1981:69). 

A second distinction drawn in GB Case the-
ory is between structural Case and inherent 
Case (Chomsky 1981:171, 1986:193). Structural
Case is assigned solely on the basis of the posi-
tion of an NP in a syntactic configuration; inher-
ent Case is assigned by a non-nominal category
that also assigns its NP a thematic role such as
agent or patient (→ case roles; → theta roles).
Both structural and inherent Case are assigned
under head government. An example of struc-
tural Case assignment would be the nominative
Case assigned to the subject NP governed by the
functional head Inflection (in later work,
inspired by Pollock 1989, decomposed into
Tense and Agreement). In (1), Inflection rather
than the verb would assign nominative Case to
al-walad-u. An example of inherent Case would
be the genitive Case assigned by a preposition to
its complement, which it governs and assigns a
thematic role; for instance, in (1), fì assigns the
location role to al-bayt-i. Genitive case may also
be structural in Arabic (in construct states – see
below). Similarly, verbs may assign both inher-
ent and structural Case (Ura 2003:336–337). 

In the minimalist program, Case assignment
under → government by lexical categories is
replaced by Case checking by functional cate-
gories such as Agreement (subject and object,
abbreviated AgrS and AgrO, respectively) and
Tense. Structural Case-checking takes place (like
agreement) exclusively in a specifier-head rela-
tion, with the NP raising to the specifier of the
functional head which checks its Case feature
(Chomsky 1995:173–74). The process is illus-
trated schematically in (3) for subject and object
NPs, assuming the VP-internal hypothesis (Speas
1990, among others), which locates subjects in the

specifier of the verb phrase (VP) at the beginning
of a derivation:

(3) a.[AgrSP [Spec ___] [AgrS’ [AgrS [TP [Spec ____ ] [T’ [

T [AgrOP [Spec ___ ] [AgrO’ [AgrO [VP [Spec Subj] [V’

V Obj]]]]]] 

b.[AgrSP [Spec Subj] [AgrS’ [AgrS-T [TP [T’[ tT [AgrOP
[Spec Obj] [AgrO’ [AgrO-V [VP [Spec tSubj [V’ tV
tObj]]]]]]]

The AgrO-V combination licenses accusative
Case for the object in the specifier of AgrO
Phrase, and the AgrS-T combination licenses
nominative Case for the subject in the specifier
of AgrS Phrase. Recent theoretical innovations,
such as eliminating Agr projections in favor of
multiple specifiers (Chomsky 1995:285, 349–
355) and unifying Case-checking and agreement
as reflexes of a single operation Agree (Chomsky
2000:101), have as yet had little impact on the
study of Arabic, so these will be put aside here. 

We now consider Case checking in Arabic, 
in three domains: (a) simple verbal and nominal
sentences, (b) embedded subjects, and (c) posses-
sive NPs.

Homeidi (1993) is representative of studies of
Arabic in the GB framework which assume
Case-assignment under government. Homeidi
considers how Case is assigned in the traditional
taxonomy of clause types: nominal sentences
(those beginning with a noun [phrase]) and ver-
bal sentences (those beginning with a verb). He
further divides verbal sentences into transitive
and intransitive structures. Intransitives need
assign only nominative Case to their subjects,
which, he proposes (following a suggestion in
Bouchard 1984), are governed by a verb phrase-
inflection complex rather than inflection alone
(1993:126). Transitive verbs assign accusative
Case to their object(s) internal to VP (1993:127,
PP omitted here):

(4) a. [IP [VP-I [V ±a≠†à] [kitàban] [±a™mada]]
gave       book-acc A™mad-acc 

[NP mu™ammad-u]]
Mu™ammad-nom

b. [IP [VP-I [V ±a≠†à] [NP mu™ammad-u]
gave Mu™ammad-nom    

[NP ±a™mad-a] [NP kitàb-an]]]
book-acc Ahmad-acc
≠Mu™ammad gave A™mad a book’
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In (4a), mu™ammad is governed by VP-I and
assigned nominative Case. ±a™mad and kitàb are
complements of V and so assigned accusative
Case and transposed under dative shift.
Homeidi does not discuss the movement of
mu™ammadu [sic] into the VP. 

‘Nominal’ sentences with kàn- ‘was,’ the past
tense equivalents of true nominal sentences,
such as a“-“amsu mu“riqatun ‘the sun is shining’,
are derived in the same way (Homeidi
1993:129):

(5)a. [IP [VP-I [V kàn-at [AP mu“riqat-an]]
was-3fsg    shining-acc

[NP a“-“ams-u]]          
the-sun-nom

b. [IP [VP-I [V kàn-at [NP a“-“ams-u]
was-3fsg the-sun-nom

[AP mu“riqat-an]]]
shining-acc
‘The sun was shining’

Kànat assigns accusative Case to its AP com-
plement, and VP-I assigns nominative Case 
to the subject a“-“amsu before movement into
the VP. 

Nominal sentences in the present tense like a“-
“amsu mu“riqatun ‘the sun is shining,’ some-
times called equational sentences, pose special
challenges for Case theory because the subject
and predicate are both nominative but have no
overt Case assigners. This fact is highlighted by
the emphatic variant with ±inna, which assigns
(structural) accusative Case to the subject
(Homeidi 1993:130, Abdul-Raof 2001:112):

(6) ±inna “-“ams-a mu“riqat-un
the-sun-acc shining-nom
‘The sun is indeed shining’

Sentences like (6) rule out an analysis of non-
emphatic equational sentences in which subject
and predicate share nominative Case because
they are in an agreement relation. If this were so,
we should expect the predicate in (6) to be accu-
sative mu“riqatan, contrary to fact (Plunkett
1993:248). The nominative Case on the predicate
also counts against a null copula analysis, in
which a covert present tense be assigns Case to the
predicate. If this were so, we should again expect
the Case to be accusative, as it is with the overt
past tense form kànat in (5) (Benmamoun

2000:43). To overcome such difficulties, Homeidi
(1993:129) proposed that the nominative Case of
the subject and the predicate in non-emphatic
equationals is due to the default status of that
Case, a common theme in the literature (cf. Al-
Bayaty 1990:94–95; Plunkett 1993:245; Ouhalla
1997:207 and the references cited there). An
improved account is offered by Benmamoun
(2000:42, 49), who proposes that Arabic verbless
clauses are the projection of Tense with only a
determiner feature and no verb feature. This
accounts for the nominative Case of the subject
(which is licensed by Tense and checks its deter-
miner feature) and the nominative Case on the
predicate (which, in the absence of a verb to check
accusative Case, surfaces as default nominative).

The notion of nominative as a default Case is
more plausible in two other constructions: SVO
sentences with full subject-verb agreement and
topicalization structures (Homeidi 1993:131–
132; Mohammad 1990:101; cf. Moore 1988:
287–288):

(7) a†-†ullàb-u qara ±-ù
the-students.m-nom read-3mpl
l-kitàb-a fì l-madrasat-i
the-book-acc    in the-school-gen
‘The [male] students read the book at [the] 
school’

(8) al-kitàb-u1 qara ±a-hu1
the-book-nom     read-3msg-it

a†-†ullàb-u fì l-madrasat-i
the-students.m-nom      in the-school-gen
‘The book, the students read it at [the] 
school’

(9) al-bint-u1 yabdù ±anna-hà1
the-girl-nom seem-3msg that-her.f
sàfar-at
traveled-3fsg
‘The girl, it seems that she traveled’

Homeidi asserts that a†-†ullàbu in (7) bears 
nominative Case because there is no Case-
assigning governor available, since it is outside
the VP-I complex (cf. [4]). This conclusion no
longer holds under minimalist assumptions: a†-
†ullàbu can move to subject position (the speci-
fier of either AgrS Phrase or of Tense Phrase) to
check nominative Case. The default Case analy-
sis is more secure in the topicalization structures
(8)–(9), since neither al-kitàbu nor al-bintu is the
subject of the (string) adjacent verb, as the
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resumptive pronouns make clear. Being left
peripheral to the clause (Rizzi 1997), the topics
evidently do not receive Case from AgrS; a rea-
sonable alternative would be to posit an agree-
ment relation with a functional head Topic,
which checks nominative Case for the NP in its
specifier (al-Shorafat 1999:15–16). 

The second domain of application is Case-
marking of subjects in complement clauses. As 
is well known, the complementizer ±anna (like 
its ‘sister’ ±inna) assigns accusative Case to the
initial NP of the clause that it selects, including
the subject (Abdul-Ghany 1981:133; but cf.
Shlonsky 2000:332–336):

(10) yabd-ù ±anna l-bint-a
seem-3msg that the-girl-acc
sàfar-at
traveled-3fsg
‘It seems that the girl traveled’

If the subject is a pronominal, it must be an 
accusative clitic, like -hà ‘her’ in (9). A subject
pronoun, either overt or covert (pro), is impossi-
ble, in contrast to root clauses (cf. Harbert and
Bahloul 2002:49; Mohammad 1990:100):

(11) a. hiya   sàfar-at
she traveled-3fsg
‘She traveled’

b. *yabd-ù ±anna hiya sàfar-at
seem-3msg that she traveled-3fsg
‘It seems that she traveled’

(12) a. pro sàfar-at
traveled-3fsg

‘[She] traveled’
b. *yabd-ù ±anna pro sàfar-at

seem-3msg that traveled-3fsg
‘It seems that she [pro] traveled’

The fact that pronominals and lexical NPs 
both take accusative Case in ±anna clauses favors
a unified account. An account is also needed of
the fact that an accusative subject occurs in a
finite complement clause, an instance of gram-
matical function splitting (Ura 2003:344). Aoun
(1985:56–57) proposes that accusative Case in
±anna clauses is assigned under head government
by the complementizer. Aoun’s proposal has
three consequences: (a) a clitic as well as a lexi-
cal NP subject must be in (preverbal) subject
position underlyingly so as to be in a governed

position. In this position, the closest governor
and Case-assigner is not Inflection, since the
subject is external to its intermediate projection
‘I’, but the complementizer (LeTourneau 1993:
263–66). This analysis accounts for the accusative
subject of a finite verb; (b) the clitic must at the 
surface incorporate into the complementizer that
governs it; and (c) the clitic trace is (the head of) a
variable, an empty NP bound by an operator in 
an A-bar position (Chomsky 1981:185). Its status
as a variable is confirmed by its Case-marking
(variables being Case-marked traces) and by its
binding properties in wh- (information) questions
(LeTourneau 1993:272–79).

Accusative Case can also be assigned to a
complement subject by a verb in the (optional or
obligatory) absence of a complementizer (Fassi
Fehri 1993:33, 65):

(13) a. ™asib-tu r-rajul-a marì∂-a-n
thought-1sg the-man-acc sick-acc-indef
‘I thought the man [to be] sick’

b. mani ™asib-ta ( ±anna)  r-rajul-a   
who thought-2msg (that) the-man-acc
∂arab-ati
beat-3msg
‘Who did you think (that) the man beat?’

In (13a), the subject of the complement clause
checks its Case in the specifier of AgrO, as an
ordinary direct object would (Lasnik 1999:
27–29). The Case is structural because the subject
bears no thematic relation to the verb ™asibtu,
which selects a clausal complement. How the
accusative Case of the predicate marì∂an is
checked remains an unresolved question. Avail-
able proposals – Case marking by the verb (Fassi),
treating the predication as a verbless clause
headed by Tense (following Benmamoun), or tak-
ing ar-rajulu marì∂an as a small clause – all suffer
from conceptual defects. Turning to (13b), the
embedded subject ar-rajula occurs in a finite
clause and so is excluded from ‘I’ as in (10); 
it therefore checks accusative Case with the near-
est governing head: ±anna, if present, otherwise
™asibta.

The third application is the distribution of
Case in possessive constructions, which come in
two varieties in Arabic (and Hebrew, research
on which has advanced the study of Arabic
analogs): the → construct state and the free state
(Ouhalla and Shlonsky 2002:32):
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(14) a. bayt-u l-wazìr-i
house-nom the-minister-gen

(construct: Standard Arabic)
‘the house of the minister’

b. d-dàr dyal l-wazìr
the-house of the-minister

(free: Moroccan Arabic)
‘the house of the minister’

In the construct state in (14a), the head bayt is
the possessed and the NP al-wazìr the possessor.
The head invariably assigns genitive case (and
structural genitive Case) to the second term; the
Case of the head itself varies with its grammati-
cal context (al-Aboudi 1985:15):

(15) a. bayt-u l-wazìr-i
house-nom the-minister-gen
jamìl-un
beautiful-nom
‘The minister’s house is beautiful’

b. ra ±ay-tu bayt-a l-wazìr-i
saw-1sg      house-acc the-minister
l-yawm-a
the-day-acc
‘I saw the minister’s house today’

c. fì bayt-i l-wazìr-i
in house-gen the-minister-gen
‘in the minister’s house’

The free state in (14b) manifests no morpho-
logical case on either NP, as is general in collo-
quial Arabic, but l-wazìr presumably receives its
abstract Case from dyal or its analogs (bi)tà ≠

(Egyptian) or taba ≠ (Palestinian, Mohammad
1999:34–35) ‘belonging to’, màl ‘property’
(Jewish Baghdadi Arabic, Melcer 1995:68–75),
or Hebrew “el (→ analytic genitive). Modifiers
of either the first or second term agree in Case
with the noun heading the minimal projection
containing both (al-Thalji 1988:51).

The construct state is standardly analyzed as a
Determiner Phrase (DP) with a determiner (D)
head and an NP complement. In (16a), the pos-
sessor al-wazìr is in the specifier of NP, and the
possessed bayt is the N head; the latter raises to
the empty D head in (16b) to assign the genitive
Case of the possessor and realize surface word
order (Benmamoun 1999:623–624; Moham-
mad 1999:33–34 and the references cited there):

(16) a. [DP [D ___] [NP [Spec [NP al-wazìr]] 
[N bayt]]]

b. [DP [D bayt1] [NP [Spec [NP al-wazìr-i]] 

[N t1]]]

The Case of the entire DP is checked by the 
relevant functional head and realized suffixally
on the (N in the) D head. Analysis of the free
state requires postulating a functional category
between D and N, usually called Number Phrase
(NumP), on the basis of the following Hebrew
data:

(17) [DP [D ha- [NumP [Num axila1]  [NP [spec 
the                   eating                

“el dan] [N’ [N t1] [NP et ha-tapuax]]]]]
of Dan      acc the apple

‘the eating of Dan [of ] the apple’

The D head is occupied by ha-, so raising of 
the N head axila ‘eating’ to that position is
barred. However, the thematic relation between
axila and its complement (et) ha-tapuax implies
that the noun-subject-object order in (17) is
derived by movement of axila from the head
position of the NP to the empty head Num[ber]
of NumP, where it receives its number feature
(Ritter 1991:42–44).

Among extensions of N-D raising in construct
states, two deserve comment. The first is the
analysis of quantified construct states. Quan-
tified construct states parallel lexical ones in 
that the quantifiers are heads that bear various
Cases and assign genitive Case to their second
term (Benmamoun 1993:33; 1999:622–623;
LeTourneau 1995:33–35):

(18) a. kull-u †-†ullàb-i
all-nom the-students.m-gen
jà ±ù

came-3mpl
‘All the students came’

b. ra ±ay-tu kull-a †-†ullàb-i
saw-1sg all-acc   the-students-gen
‘I saw all the students’

c. kitàb-u kull-i    †-†ullàb-i
book-nom all-gen  the-students-gen
‘the book of all the students’
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The quantified construct states in (18) are
derived in the same way as the lexical construct
states in (15): by Q–D (quantifier to determiner)
raising, parallel to N–D (noun to determiner)
raising in (16). For arguments that genitive 
Case of the second term is checked overtly in a
specifier-head relation, see Benmamoun (1998).
Quantified construct states alternate with a vari-
ant in which the quantifier attaches to a clitic
and agrees in Case with the noun it follows:

(19) a. a†-†ullàb-u kull-u-hum
the-students-nom all-nom-them
jà ±ù

came-3mpl
‘All the students came’

b. ra ±ay-tu †-†ullàb-a
saw-1sg the-students-acc
kull-a-hum
all-acc-them
‘I saw all the students’

c. kitàb-u †-†ullàb-i
book-nom the-students-gen
kull-i-him
all-gen-them
‘the book of all the students’

For arguments that the quantified construct
state is not derived from the structure in (19),
contra Shlonsky (1991), see Benmamoun
(1999). 

The second extension concerns construct
states headed by a process nominal:

(20) sarr-a-nì naql-u                             
pleased-3msg-me reporting-nom
l-jarìdat-i l-xabar-a
the-newspaper-gen the-news-acc
‘The reporting of the newspaper of the 
news pleased me’

Of interest is the accusative Case on al-xabara,
which can be assigned only by a verb, here
naqala, from which the process nominal naqlu is
derived. Accounts of Case-checking in this con-
struction assume an underlying VP (Mohammad
1999:33), V–N amalgamation (Borer 1996:37–
38), an event affix (Fassi Fehri 1993:235–240),
or maßdar (nominalization) formation in the syn-
tax rather than at argument structure (Grenat
1996:149, 178–180; Hazout 1990:148–151,
1995:365–370). 
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Cataphora

The term ‘cataphora’ designates anticipatory pro-
nouns and other forward-referring proforms. In
this entry, however, the focus is on cataphoric
pronouns occurring prior to the nominals they
refer to, as opposed to anaphoric pronouns
referring back to their antecedents. Compared
to European languages, the use of cataphora in
Arabic, especially in written Arabic, appears to
be uncommon if not rare. Yet, in modern written
Arabic, highly influenced as it is by such lan-
guages as English and French, cataphoric pro-
nouns are not infrequently attested. By and large,
the use of cataphoric pronouns in written Arabic
appears to be restricted to the following structures
(indexing is marked by subscripts, and cataphoric
pronouns, whenever morphologically realized, are
boldfaced):

(1) a. OVS:
ßadìq-a-hui laqiya zaydi-un
friend-ACC-hisi met Zaydi-NOM
‘Zayd met his friend’

b. VOS: 
laqiya ßadìq-a-hui zaydi-un
met friend-ACC-hisi Zaydi-NOM
‘Zayd met his friend’

c. AdvVSO:
fì ÿurfat-i-hii jalasa zaydi-un
in room-GEN-hisi sat Zaydi-NOM
‘In his room Zayd sat’
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(2) a. Clausal predicate preceding the subject:
±ab-ù-hui mu ≠allim-un 
father-NOM-hisi teacher-NOM  
zaydi-un
Zaydi-NOM
‘Zayd’s father is a teacher’

b. Object clause VS:
mà ±aràda ±axa≈a   zayd-un
what (hei) wanted took Zaydi-NOM
‘What Zayd wanted he took’

c. Adverbial clause preceding the main 
clause:
lammà raja ≠a wajada zayd-un 
when (hei) returned found Zaydi-NOM
al-kitàb-a
the-book-ACC
‘When he returned, Zayd found the book’ 

Whereas sentences (1) are simple, sentences (2)
are complex sentences introduced by a clause
rather than by a verb or a phrase. What is com-
mon to all six sentences above is that they dis-
play a non-basic constituent order. Indeed, 
one may argue based on the above data that 
cataphoric pronouns in written Arabic are
restricted to topical constituents. Both ßadìqa-
hu in (1a) and the adverbial constituent in (1c)
function as topics, whereas in (1b) ßadìqa-hu is
topical relative to zayd. Similarly, in (2) the
introductory clause in each of the sentences
functions as topic with respect to the remainder
of the sentence.

Cataphoric pronouns are inadmissible as part
of the subject in sentences displaying the basic
VSO word-order pattern. This is borne out by
the inadmissibility of sentences such as (3):

(3) *laqiya ßadìq-u-hui zayd-ani
met friend-NOM-hisi Zaydi-ACC
‘Zayd’s friend met him [= Zayd]’

Sentence (3) is derived from (3a) by pronomi-
nalization of the first occurrence of zayd.

(3a) laqiya ßadìq-u zayd-in 
met friend-NOM Zayd-GEN
zayd-an
Zayd-ACC
‘Zayd’s friend met Zayd’

Pronominalization here is obligatory, since 
the two identical nouns in (3a) might be wrongly

interpreted as having disjoint reference. The rea-
son for pronominalizing the first rather than the
second occurrence of zayd is that the second
occurrence, being an accusatival noun separated
from its verbal head by the subject, cannot be
easily pronominalized. Pronominalization thus
leads to the unacceptable sentence (3), which
then obligatorily undergoes word-order inver-
sion, to yield (3b):

(3b) laqiya zaydi-an ßadìq-u-hui
met Zaydi-ACC friend-NOM-hisi
‘Zayd’s friend met him’

For a discussion of a Classical Arabic verse 
analogous in referential relationship to (3), 
see Peled (1992:104, n. 9); for a discussion of
this type of cataphora in English, see Bosch
(1983:160).

In principle, pronouns should be conceived of
as pro-constituents (cf. Radford 1981:63-64)
rather than as pronouns. Within the genitival
construct, the pronoun is usually linked to the
whole noun phrase rather than to the genitival
complement. Yet, in this regard a distinction
must be drawn between anaphora and cata-
phora. For, while anaphoric pronouns may, in
certain cases, be interpreted as referring to a gen-
itival noun, such an interpretation is excluded in
the case of cataphora. Compare the unaccept-
able (4a) and (5a) below with their respective
anaphoric b-versions (see Peled 1992:99–102
for further details):

(4) a. *fì ÿurfat-i-hii yajlisu   ßadìq-u    
in room-GEN-hisi sits friend-NOM
zaydi-in
Zaydi-GEN
‘Zayd’s friend sits in his [= Zayd’s] room’

b. ßadìq-u zaydi-in yajlisu fì
friend-NOM Zaydi-GEN sits in
ÿurfat-i-hii
room-GEN-hisi
‘Zayd’s friend sits in his [= Zayd’s] room’

(5) a. *laqiya-hui ßadìq-u zaydi-in
met-himi friend-NOM Zaydi-GEN
‘Zayd’s friend met him [= Zayd]’

b. ßadìq-u zaydi-in laqiya-hui
friend-NOM Zaydi-GEN met-himi
‘Zayd’s friend met him [= Zayd]’
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It might be argued that, out of context, the
anaphoric relationship in (4b) and (5b) is 
more likely to be interpreted as in (4c) and (5c)
respectively:

(4c) ßadìqi-u zayd-in yajlisu fì ÿurfat-i-hii
(5c) ßadìq-u zaydi-in laqiya-huj

In (4c), the pronoun is coindexed with ßadìq
rather than with zayd; in (5c), zayd and the pro-
noun -hu are disjoint in reference; the pronoun
in this case selects its referent from outside the
sentence. This, however, does not rule out (4b)
and (5b), where the pronoun refers backwards
to a genitival complement rather than to the
whole noun phrase. For a Qur±ànic verse in
which an anaphoric pronoun refers to a geniti-
val noun, see Q. 74/31.

In sentences (1a–c), which are simple sen-
tences displaying the VS word order, the 
cataphor is a genitival pronoun attached either
to an accusatival or to a genitival noun. This,
however, is not necessarily the case when the cat-
aphoric pronoun occurs within a clause occupy-
ing sentence-initial position. This can be seen in
(2a), where the genitival pronoun is attached to
a noun in the nominative, and in (2b, c), where
the cataphor is a nominatival pronoun implicit
in a verb.

Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that in
Classical Arabic a cataphoric pronoun may
occur within the first conjunct of a compound
sentence without any dislocation involved.
Typically in such cases, the cataphor is a no-
minatival pronoun implicit in a verb; the
antecedent occurs explicitly in the second VS
conjunct:

(6) ∂araba-nì wa-∂arabtu zayd-an
hit (hei)-me and-I hit Zaydi-ACC
‘Zayd hit me and I hit him’

However, a more common version would be
(6a), displaying an anaphoric rather than a 
cataphoric relationship between pronoun and
antecedent:

(6a) ∂araba-nì zaydi-un wa-∂arabtu-hui
hit-me Zaydi-NOM and-I hit-himi

For further discussion of sentences such as (6)
and related structures, see Peled (1992:99–100).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Bosch, Peter. 1983. Agreement and anaphora: A study

in the role of pronouns in syntax and discourse.
London: Academic Press.

Peled, Yishai. 1992. “Cataphora and taqdìr in medie-
val Arabic grammatical theory”. Jerusalem Studies
in Arabic and Islam 15.94–112.

Radford, Andrew. 1981. Transformational syntax: A
student’s guide to Chomsky’s extended standard
theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Yishai Peled (Tel Aviv University)

Causal Clause → Subordination

Causative

1 . D e f i n i n g  t h e  c a u s a t i v e
c o n s t r u c t i o n

The causative construction is a linguistic struc-
ture rendering an event viewed by the speaker as
being causally dependent on some other event,
although not overtly specified (Kemmer and
Verhagen 1994:117). Accordingly, the following
Literary Arabic sentences express causative 
constructions:

(1) ja ≠ala zaydun hindan taktubu
‘Zayd made Hind write’

(2) ±ajlastu-hu
‘I made him sit down’

(3) kasarta l-ÿußna
‘you broke the branch’

All of these sentences involve events (Hind’s
writing, his sitting down, the branch breaking)
brought about by some other events. The non-
specification of the actual causing event is 
necessary to differentiate between causative con-
structions and other modalities of expressing
causality. It serves to discard as non-causative
expressions like the following:

(4) dafa ≠a-nì fa-saqa†tu
‘he pushed me so that I fell’

(5) ±amara l-maliku l-xàdima bi-l-xurùji fa-
xaraja
‘the king ordered the servant to go out and
he went out’
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To be accepted as causative constructions, 
these expressions have to be reformulated as 
follows: 

(6) ja ≠ala-nì ±asqu†u
‘he made me fall’

(7) ±axraja l-maliku l-xàdima
‘the king made the servant go out’

However, a causative making no specification
about the way the causativization is produced is
hard to find, since force dynamic relations (per-
mission, enablement, etc.) are usually incorpo-
rated in the causing predicate (Kemmer and
Verhagen 1994:118).

2 . S y n t a c t i c  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s

Causative constructions are valency-increasing
operations. This was recognized by the ancient
Arab grammarians who used one and the same
term to denote both transitivity and causativity:
at-ta ≠diya (Larcher 2003:54; → ta ≠addin). The
valency-increasing process is illustrated through
the following examples:

(8) ∂a™ika ≠amrun
‘≠Amr laughed’ (Saad 1982:68)

(9) ±a∂™aka zaydun ≠amran
‘Zayd made ≠Amr laugh’ (Saad 1982:68)

(10) sami ≠a zaydun ßawtan
‘Zayd heard a voice’ (Saad 1982:69)

(11) ±asma ≠at hindun zaydan ßawtan
‘Hind made Zayd hear a voice’ (Saad 
1982:69)

In (8), the verbal predicate ∂a™ika ‘laughed’ is
monovalent, i.e. intransitive, since it has only
one nuclear argument, the subject, ‘≠Amr’. Its
causative counterpart (9) displays a bivalent
(transitive) verbal predicate ±a∂™aka ‘made
laugh’. Its nuclear arguments are the subject,
‘Zayd’, and the direct object, ‘≠Amr’. Sentence
(10) contains a non-causative transitive verb
sami ≠a ‘to hear’ having a subject zaydun ‘Zayd’
and a direct object ßawtan ‘a voice’. In (11), the
causative counterpart of (10), a causative tri-
valent (double transitive) predicate appears:
±asma ≠at. It has three nuclear arguments: the sub-
ject, ‘Hind’, and two direct objects, ‘Zayd’ and
‘a voice’. Literary Arabic allows the doubling of
the syntactic position of the direct object and, as

a consequence, both the first direct object – the
causee – and the second direct object of the
caused predicate appear in the accusative. This is
the only strategy Literary Arabic employs for
rendering transitive causative constructions.
Semantically-determined variation in the case
marking of the causee does not exist.

3 . T h e  t y p o l o g y  o f  c a u s a t i v e
c o n s t r u c t i o n s

A criterion used for formally classifying the
causative constructions is the degree of gram-
matical fusion between the predicate of the caus-
ing event, and the predicate of the caused event.
Accordingly, causative constructions are divided
into lexical, morphological, and analytic (peri-
phrastic). Lexical causatives represent the maxi-
mum degree of fusion. It is so great that the two
predicates are not overtly discernible (Kemmer
and Verhagen 1994:118). In morphological cau-
satives the degree of fusion between these two
predicates is looser so that the causing predicate
is overtly distinguishable, surfacing as a deriva-
tional formative attached to the affected pre-
dicate. Analytic causatives display the loosest
degree of fusion between the two predicates so
that they appear as separate units. However, as is
always the case with linguistic categories, they
are fuzzy rather than discrete. This frequently
makes the classification difficult. In order to
overcome these difficulties productivity is taken
into consideration. Accordingly, causative con-
structions are classified as either lexical or
derivational. Lexical causatives are causatives
generated from their non-causative counterparts
by nonproductive means and, consequently, they
have to be learnt by the speaker and specified as
separate entries in the dictionary. The morpho-
logical causatives are those causative construc-
tions that can be regularly generated from their
non-causative counterparts by a derivational
formative. However, even this latter criterion is
gradient because there are not only cases of non-
productivity as opposed to absolute productivity
but also different degrees of productivity depend-
ing on a given formative.

Causative constructions can also be catego-
rized on semantic grounds. The most useful
semantic criterion appears to be conceptual dis-
tance, namely the physical distance between the
causer and the causee and the temporal distance
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between the cause and its effect. In line with the
iconicity principle, the conceptual distance is mir-
rored in the degree of fusion between the mor-
phemes expressing the cause and its effect. 

4 .  C a u s a t i v e s  i n  A r a b i c

Classical Arabic possesses lexical, morphologi-
cal, and analytical causatives. In the majority of
the Arabic dialects the morphological Form IV
causative has disappeared except in some dialects
(Ingham 1982). The productivity of the Form II
causative has also been considerably reduced.
New morphological causatives developed in 
the → £assàniyya dialect (with a prefix sa-, of
Berber origin) and in → Ki-Nubi creole Arabic
(with a suffix -isha, borrowed from the Bantu
languages). Many dialects have developed their
own analytical means of expressing causativity.

5 . L e x i c a l  c a u s a t i v e s  i n
L i t e r a r y  A r a b i c

Due to the fact that lexical causatives belong to the
lexicon and not to the grammar, there is little to 
be said about them. Examples of lexical causa-
tives are: qatala ‘to kill’, kasara ‘to break’, mazaqa
‘to tear apart’, and hadama ‘to tear down’.

Literary Arabic also has some verbs that fall
somewhere in between the lexical and the 
morphological causatives. On formal grounds,
these verbs can be divided into two categories:
the labile (or ambitransitive) verbs, showing no
trace of derivation, and the Form I causative
verbs, apparently derived by internal flection.

Labile verbs can appear in either intransitive
or transitive constructions, apparently without a
valency of their own:

(12) naqaßa d-dirhamu wa-naqaßtu-hu
‘the dirham diminished and I diminished it’ 
(Larcher 2003:40)

Their valency is rather dependent on the con-
text: if they appear with only one nuclear argu-
ment they are intransitive, and if they occur with
two nuclear arguments they are transitive. Other
examples of labile verbs are: ™a††a ‘to get down
[intrans.], to put (down)’; dàra ‘to turn [intr.,
trans.]’; ∂ab∂aba ‘to swing [intrans., trans.]’;
zàda ‘to grow, to make grow’; rafata ‘to be bro-
ken, to break into small pieces’; ≠adala ‘to be

equal, to make equal’; fatana ‘to be charmed, to
charm’ (Saad 1982:66). Labile verbs are usually
considered to be instances of lexical causatives
(Shibatani 2003:3). However, yet another 
analysis is possible, namely that they are mor-
phological causatives derived by means of a zero
formative (Saad 1982:66). Saad considers the
direction of derivation to be non-causative >
causative. However, there is no evidence for 
such a direction. Apparently, he chooses this
analysis because it confers a systemic character
on an alleged morphological derivation of a
causative Form I verb by internal flection. The
fallacy of this view is attested by the very exis-
tence of labile verbs which, in the prefix conju-
gations, do not have a as the vowel of the second
consonantal root, as implied by Saad (1982), but
rather u, as attested by the verb naqaßa/yanqußu
or i, for instance rafata/ yarfitu. Therefore, the
use of a zero formative correlated with the lack
of a cross-linguistic directionality for the causa-
tive vs. non-causative derivation makes it impos-
sible to determine the direction of the derivation.
This and the limited productivity of labile verbs
impose their classification as lexical rather than
morphological causatives.

Form I causatives have a triconsonantal root
and two vocalic templates: fa ≠ala (suffix-
conjugation)/yaf ≠alu (prefix-conjugation), and
fa ≠ula (suffix-conjugation)/yaf ≠ilu (prefix-conjuga-
tion). The latter template is very rarely encoun-
tered. Form I causatives are considered to
represent an instance of morphological deriva-
tion (Saad 1982). Accordingly, internal flection
would serve to derive from non-causative Form
I verbs, having the templates fa ≠ala, fa ≠ila, and
fa ≠ula, causatives with a template fa ≠ala, and
from fa ≠ula non-causative Form I verbs causative
verbs fa ≠ila: ™azina ‘to be sad’ > ™azana ‘to make
sad’, xabula ‘to be insane’ > xabala ‘to make
insane’, fatana ‘to be charmed’ > fatana ‘to
charm’, karuha ‘to be hateful’ > kariha ‘to hate’
(Saad 1982:66). However, the existence of two
vocalic templates with one and the same seman-
tic value as well as the non-predictability of their
use and their reduced productivity are all diag-
nostic of a lexical formation rather than a
derivational one. In fact, they are lexicalizations
of different nominal forms (the participial and
the verbal adjective fa ≠a/i/ul-) of one and the
same basic verb and not morphological deriva-
tions. Their emergence was triggered at a much
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earlier stage, in Western Semitic, by the inclusion
of a Proto-Semitic nominal construction, the sta-
tive, into the verbal paradigm, i.e. the new per-
fect. Support for this hypothesis comes from the
fact that the two templates of the alleged Form I
morphological causatives differ from each other
in only one respect, just like the verbal nominal-
izations they have originated from: the vocaliza-
tion of the second root consonant.

6 . M o r p h o l o g i c a l  c a u s a t i v e s
i n  L i t e r a r y  A r a b i c

Morphological causativization is restricted to
triconsonantal verbs, but there are also situa-
tions when a causative verb seems to be derived
from an adjective rather than a verb. This is
ascertained by the fact that in such cases there is
no corresponding basic form. An example of this
is the causative Form II bayya∂a ‘to whiten’,
which seems to be derived from the adjective
±abya∂- ‘white’. In such an instance, the basic
verb has probably disappeared, as the result of
the competition with a semantically very similar
form, the Form IX verb ibya∂∂a ‘to be white’.
The morphological causative formatives can
also be used for creating denominative verbs. In
such events they have as their base for derivation
a noun rather than a primitive verb, e.g. tarraka
‘to Turkify, Turkicize’, from turk- ‘Turk’.

Literary Arabic has two morphological
causatives: the derived Form II (or D stem) and
the derived Form IV (or H stem), although in
some cases Form III (e.g. nà ≠ama ‘to make
happy’) and Form X (e.g. istaxraja ‘to extract’)
can express causativity as well.

Form II is derived by a reduplicative formative
(called ta∂≠ìf by the Arab grammarians). The
second consonant of the root serves as base for
→ reduplication: qaßßara ‘to make short’ (<
qaßura ‘to be short’), farra™a ‘to make glad’ (<
fari™a ‘to be glad’), jammada ‘to freeze’ [trans])
(< jamada ‘to freeze’ [intrans.]) (Saad 1982:66).
Form II originally expressed verbal plurality, i.e.
action repeated over a period of time. From this
meaning a secondary one, causative, developed,
most probably through a sociative (assistive)
construction (for an analysis of the phenomenon
in a generative framework, see Fassi Fehri
2001). A comparison of a Classical Arabic text
from the first half of the 9th century C.E. with a
modern one shows that roughly half of the
occurrences of Form II verbs have causative

meaning (Măcelaru forthcoming). Sometimes,
the pluractional value is still visible: compare
Form II ≠allama ‘to teach’ with Form IV ±a ≠lama
‘to make know, to communicate’.

Form IV is derived from the basic verb by a pre-
fix ±a-: ±asma ≠a ‘to make hear’ (< sami ≠a ‘to hear’)
±akrama ‘to honor’ (< karuma ‘to be noble
hearted’), ±ab†ala ‘to nullify’ (< ba†ala ‘to be void’)
(Saad 1982:67). In both formations, the vowel
between the first and the second root consonants
is always a, while the vowel between the second
and the last root consonant is a in the suffix-con-
jugation and i in the prefix-conjugation. In the
forms of the pre-fix-conjugation, the vowel of the
prefix is u. When directly preceded by the vowel u
of the subject-prefix, the Form IV prefix ±a- is
elided: *yu ±af ≠ilu > yuf ≠ilu. Historically, the prefix
±a- originated in the Proto-Semitic causative prefix
*“a-, as a result of a morphologically-conditioned
phonological change *“ (phonetically [s~]) > h > ±
/_V. Traces of it are still extant in Classical 
Arabic: saqlaba ‘to throw down’ (< qalaba ‘to 
turn around, to topple’) (Fleisch 1979:II, 282),
haràqa ‘to pour out, to spill’ (< ràqa ‘flow out’)
(Fleisch 1979:II, 283), yu ±akramu for yukramu
‘he is honored’ (< karuma ‘to be noble’) (Fleisch
1979:II, 281).

It is widely accepted that Form II causatives can
be derived only from intransitives, but the occur-
rence of notable exceptions – cognitive verbs
(darasa ‘to learn’, ≠alima ‘to know’, fahima ‘to
understand’), ingestive verbs (±akala ‘to eat’,
“ariba ‘to drink’), verbs that do not seem to
reduce to a common semantic feature (™amala
‘carry’ [Saad 1982:69], kataba ‘to write’ [Fassi
Fehri 2001:13]) – invalidate this assumption.
Actually, Form II causatives may be freely derived
from any verb as long as it is not a lexical
causative. 

In contrast, the derivationality of Form IV
causatives does not show any restriction: ±afra™a
‘to gladden’ (derived from a stative verb), ±amàta
‘to make die’ (derived from an unaccusative
intransitive), ±asba™a ‘to make swim’ (derived
from an unergative intransitive), ±abnà ‘to make
build’ (derived from a transitive), ±aqtala ‘to
make kill’ (derived from a lexical causative).

The difference the two morphological cau-
satives display in their derivability is due to the
different nature of the formatives they use: Form
IV employs a concatenative formative, a prefix,
while Form II uses a nonconcatenative one,
reduplication. The degree of fusion between 
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a base and a nonconcatenative formative is 
so high that the resulting word is perceived 
as monomorphemic. Therefore, the redundant
assignment of a grammatical or semantic value
(in this case that of CAUSE) to a morpheme is
ruled out, since it would be superfluous. 

Form II expresses a more direct causation
than Form IV (Leemhuis 1973, 1977). This is
proved by the following facts:

i. The causer of Form II controls the causation,
while the causer of Form IV does not:

(13) **fassada min ™ayµu yurìdu l-±ißlà™a
‘he caused mischief where he meant to
make amends’ (Saad 1982:74)

The incorrectness of (13) is due to the logical 
contradiction it expresses: Form II causative fas-
sada implies intentionality and, therefore, a situa-
tion where mischief is caused on purpose. The
only logical possibility that a person causes mis-
chief by trying to make amends is that he does it
involuntarily. In such an event, Form IV ±afsada
must be used because it implies unwilling action.

ii. Form II may imply coercion, while Form IV
does not. Instead, the latter may have a per-
missive or an assistive reading. Thus, com-
pare the following pairs: kattaba ‘to make
(someone) write by using force, or against
his will’, ±aktaba ‘to dictate’; kassà ‘to
clothe’, ±aksà ‘to give clothing’. 

iii. Usually, the causee of Form II is affected,
while the causee of Form IV is not: kaµµara
‘to multiply [by changing the internal struc-
ture of the causee, as for instance by dividing
it]’, ±akµara ‘to multiply [by adding]’; bad-
dala ‘to change (something)’, ±abdala ‘to
change something for something else, to
replace’. However, there are cases when the
causee of Form II is not at all affected, as
shown in the following sentence:

(14) ≠ullima wa-lam yata ≠allam
‘he was taught but he did not learn’
(Wright 1896:I, 38)

Although these semantic differences between
Form II and Form IV causatives are often visible,
there are also instances where such a difference
cannot be detected.

The two morphological causatives can also
denote a special category of causation, in which
the causation takes place at the speaker’s mental
level and does not have to be real. This causation
is represented by the estimative-declarative (tro-
pative as suggested by Larcher 2003:60–61)
verbs like ßaddaqa ‘to believe someone’ (<
ßadaqa ‘to tell the truth’), ±a ≠Úama ‘to consider
great’ (< ≠aÚuma) ‘to be great’.

7 . A n a l y t i c  c a u s a t i v e s  i n
L i t e r a r y  A r a b i c

To render causation analytically, Literary Arabic
uses the verb ja ≠ala ‘to put, to make’. This verb
is followed by two direct objects, the former
expressing the causee and the latter the caused
event. The causee is represented by a noun or a
personal pronoun in the accusative. The caused
event is rendered either through a finite verbal
form (15) or through an active participle (16) or
an adjective (17).

(15) ja ≠ala zaydun al-walada yaxruju
‘Zayd made the boy go out’

(16) ja ≠ala zaydun al-walada xàrijan
‘Zayd made the boy go out’

(17) ja ≠ala zaydun al-±amra sahlan
‘Zayd made the issue facile’

Normally, the analytic causative denotes a less
direct causation than the morphological cau-
satives. This is shown by confronting (18),
which contains an analytic causative, with (19),
which has a Form IV, the least direct morpho-
logical causative:

(18) ja ≠ala zaydun hindan ta∂™aku
‘Zayd made Hind laugh’ (Saad 1982:82)

(19) ±a∂™aka zaydun hindan
‘Zayd made Hind laugh’ (Saad 1982:82)

(19) implies that Zayd made Hind laugh by
doing a funny thing, while (18) describes a situ-
ation where the causer has sent somebody else to
make Hind laugh (Saad 1982:82).

The analytic causative is obligatory when a
certain morphological causative may not be
used with an inanimate causer (the reason for
such a restriction seems to be purely lexical).
Such a case is illustrated in (20):
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(20) ja ≠ala l-ma†aru †-†ifla yanzilu ≠ani 
“-“ajarati
‘Rain made the child go down from 
the tree’ 
(Saad 1982:81)

If, instead of the analytic causative, the mor-
phological causative ±anzala ‘make go down’ had
been used in (20), the sentence would have been
incorrect.
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Chad Arabic → Subsaharan Arabic

Chad Arabic

More than 850,000 Arabs live in the Sahelian
zone of Chad. Chadian Arabic is a vehicular lan-
guage spoken by about 60 percent of the popu-
lation. It has its own characteristics, which come
from the rural nomadic society in which it orig-
inated and the society of city-dwellers in which
it developed.

1 .  A  m o s a i c  o f  p e o p l e s

The population of Chad, estimated at 8 million
persons, is a true ethnic mosaic of diverse peoples
spread unequally over a territory of 1,284,000
square kilometers. Several groups of peoples can be
distinguished in the three climatic regions of the
country.

i. The ‘Sara’ group in the prefectures of Middle
Chari, Western Logone, and Eastern Logone,
and the populations of the Mayo-Kebbi and
Tandjilé make up about 47 percent of the
total population. They live in the tropical
region of the south that occupies 10 percent
of the country’s surface.

ii. The Arabs constitute 11 percent of the total
population of Chad. They live amidst many
other ethnic groups in the Sahel region
which comprises approximately 44 percent
of the nation’s territory consisting of the fol-
lowing prefectures: Salamat, Guéra, Chari-
Baguirmi, Lac, Kanem, Batha, Ouaddaï, and
Biltine.

iii. Finally, the Goran, Teda, and Zaghawa eth-
nic groups, who make up 2 percent of the
population, live in the northern prefectures
(Borkou, Ennedi, Tibesti, called B.E.T.) 
in the sparsely populated desert region 
that covers about 46 percent of the territory
of Chad.

2 .  T h e  A r a b s  i n  C h a d

The first witnesses to the presence of a sedentary
Arab population living in the region of Lake
Chad are the explorers Denham and Clapperton
in 1823. There are no documents that can testify
with certainty to the route followed by the first
Arabs to Chad. Nevertheless, according to a still
vibrant oral tradition transmitted through sto-
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ries, epics, and genealogies, the Arabs of Lake
Chad, Chari-Baguirmi, and Ouaddaï claim that
their ancestors came from Yemen. The earliest
written documents, attesting to the presence of
Arabs in Chad come from the Arab geographers.
A few references go back to the 8th century, but
more abundant and accurate records date to the
11th and 12th centuries, with the great works of
±Abù ≠Ubayd al-Bakrì (d. 1094) and al-±Idrìsì
(d. 1166).

The first Arabs who arrived in Chad came from
the Sudan. A first Arab Muslim migration to
Egypt took place in 639. “Africa had seen the
arrival on its continent of an army of 12,000 foot
soldiers and 4,000 horsemen commanded by the
general ≠Amr b. al-≠âs (d. 42/663)” (Zeltner
1970:114), of the tribe of Quray“, whose forces
reached the borders of Nubia. Up to the 14th cen-
tury, the great mass of Arab nomads of Egypt
remained confined to the region of Aswan. The
taking of Dongola by the Mamluks and the fall of
the Christian kingdom of Nubia in 1316 led to the
most important Arab migration to the Sudan. This
was followed in 1504 by a second wave of migra-
tion after the fall of the kingdom of ≠Alwa (Sòba),
the last Christian bastion in the Sudan. The Arabs
then progressed quickly in two directions. Some
followed the course of the White Nile and the Blue
Nile, while others moved westward toward the
southeast frontier of present-day Chad. Among 
the latter were the Juhayna Arabs.

The Juhayna trace their ancestry through
≠Abdullàh al-Juhaynì all the way to ≠Abd al-
Mu††alib, grandfather and tutor of the Prophet
Mu™ammad. “These Arabs claim to be origi-
nally from the Yemen and to be descendants of
72 tribes who came to be established in Egypt.
They had left their country in order not to pay
the tax imposed during the reign (717–720) of
the Umayyad Caliph ≠Umar II (b. ≠Abd al-≠Azìz)”
(Carbou 1912:II, 46). They arrived in Chad in
the 15th–16th centuries and consider themselves
descendants of the four sons of Juhaynì: £amàt,
≠A†iyya, Barqa Salàm, and Ra“ìd. They thus con-
stitute fractions of the most important tribes in
central and eastern Chad: the Wulàd Hèmàt,
Wulàd Atìye, the Salàmàt, and the Wulàd Ra“ìd.

Other Arabs may have arrived in Chad from
the north. Three ancient caravan routes linked the
Chad valley to the Mediterranean. The Arab
geographers knew the routes and provide valu-
able information when they speak of the Fezzan

and discuss relations between the Sahara and the
Dàr as-Sùdàn. However, they give very little 
precise information about the presence of Arab
populations located in the north of Chad. They
note the presence in the 10th century of Arabs 
in the Kawar region, which lies on the caravan
route linking Lake Chad to the ports of the
Mediterranean. In the 11th century, al-Bakrì
relates that Kanem was populated by ‘unbelieving
idol-worshippers’ and believes that there also
used to exist in this region some descendants of
the Umayyads. But this does not constitute con-
clusive evidence of an Arab presence in the
Chadian-Libyan desert before the Muslim con-
quest. Shortly thereafter, the Muslim kings of
Kanem are said to be descendants of the Yemeni
Sayf ibn ̨ ì Yazan, the last of the Himyarite kings
who had freed Yemen from Ethiopian occupation
in 575 C.E., and who is said to have come to the
region by the Fezzan. Ibn Sa≠ìd al-Muÿrabì

(1214–1286) attests to the vitality of this oral tra-
dition in the 12th century. Many have been
deceived by this prestigious ancestry, but today
historians agree in recognizing that the descen-
dants of Sayf, the Banù Sayf, are not Arabs. “The
Banù Sayf do not bear the name of an Arab tribe.
Moreover, their genealogies are not constructed
according to the pattern of Arab genealogies”
(Zeltner 1980:44).

However, the Tunjur are of Arab origin and
are descendants of the Banù Hilàl. It seems that
they had arrived in Africa even before the com-
ing of Islam. They had established themselves in
Nubia, where they had accepted Christianity
and then moved to the west. Then, toward the
end of the 10th century, the Caliph al-≠Azìz
deported them to Upper Egypt. By the middle of
the 11th century, in 440 A.H., they were brought
to Tunisia by the Fatimid Caliph al-Mustanßir
bi-llàh (d. 487/1094). Even though neither the
exact date nor the reason for their return to the
south is known, the Tunjur left Tunis and went
down to Chad to the region west of Darfour. The
Tunjur marked the history of Kanem, Ouaddaï,
and Darfour in the 16th and 17th centuries until
they were turned back by the scholar and holy
man, ≠Abd al-Karìm. Oral tradition in Chad
today still evokes a nostalgia for the tùnes al
xadra (tùnis al-xa∂rà ± ‘Tunis the green’) or the
land of Kerawàn (Qayrawàn = Kairouan).

The £asawùna consider themselves the descen-
dants of £asan aß-Íaÿìr al-Ÿarbì. Their ancestors
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allegedly passed through Egypt and continued
westward to the region of Tripoli. From there
they headed south to the region of Lake Chad,
where they were given the name of ”uwa Arabs
(i.e. ‘owners of sheep’). The £asawùna also bore
the surname of Xawalme (Ÿawalma). Their oral
and written traditions are unanimous in tracing
the origin of the tribe to ≠Alì ibn ±Abì ¢àlib, son-
in-law of the Prophet Mu™ammad. Their pres-
ence in the Lake region is attested as early as the
17th–18th centuries. At this period they had to
submit to the domination of the Tunjur in Kanem.
They raised camels in the north and lived as
nomads in the vast triangle formed by Lake Chad,
Lake Fitri, and the Bahr al-Ghazal.

The Wulàd Slimàn are the children of
Sulaymàn, who was said to have been charged by
the Prophet with bringing Islam to Tripoli. They
are the last group of Arabs to arrive in the region
of Chad. They are said to have come to Africa at
the same time as the Banù Hilàl, in the 11th–12th
centuries, passing through northern Egypt before
establishing themselves in the Fezzan. They
arrived in Chad by way of Tibesti, raising camels
and following the length of the great caravan and
commercial routes from the desert region of the
north. In Chad they are called Fezzanis. They are
light-skinned and form a group apart.

The Arabs of Chad are thus found throughout
the Sahel region, which covers the whole area
north of the Chari River. Table 1 indicates the
names of the main tribes and fractions of tribes,
as well as their present-day geographical loca-
tion. (The place names follow the spelling of the
maps of Chad).

Table 1. The Juhayna tribes and tribal fractions in
Chad

Juhayna tribes Fractions of Geographical 
tribes location

1. Wulàd Atìye Irègàt Ati
Alawne Oum-Hadjer
Misirìye humur Oum-Hadjer
Misirìye zurug Am-Timan

Rizègàt: ”ittiye Eastern Chad
Mahàmìd Arada
Mahriye Arada
Nawaybe Eastern Chad

2. Wulàd Hèmat Ja±àme Batha
Wulàd Himàd Batha
Wulàd Salmàn Batha
(Salmàniye)

3. Wulàd Ra“ìd Azid Abou-Deïa
Hamìde Abou-Deïa
Zabada Lake Fitri
Zuyùd Oum-Hadjer
Dàr Sàlem Am-Timan

4. Salàmàt Dàr Bagli Chari-Baguirmi
Wulàd Eli Lake Chad
Iyèsiye Salamat
Wulàd Isa Chari-Baguirmi
Hammàdiye Massenya
Wulàd Humràn Guéra
Wulàd Alwàn Salamat
(Alawne)
Sifèra Salamat
Sa±àdne Salamat

Table 2. The Wulàd Hasan or £asawùna tribes in
Chad

£asawùna tribes Geographical location

1. Bani Wà±il Bahar-al-Ghazal, Kanem
2. Wulàd Maharèb Dagana, Bornou, Kanem
3. Wulàd Sarràr Bornou, Kanem
4. Dagana (Wulàd Dagana

abu Digin) 
5. Wulàd abu Xidèr South bank of Lake Chad
6. Wulàd Emir Bornou
7. Wulàd Xànem Chari-Baguirmi
8. Wulàd Sàlem Chari-Baguirmi

Connected with the £asawùna tribes:

Bani Sèd (from the Chari
Bani Wà±il)
Hemmàdiye South bank of Lake Chad
Wulàd Abu îse South bank of Lake Chad
Wulàd Bilàl North Manga
Wulàd Tàlib Massakory
Wulàd Alwàn Massakory
Nawala Massakory
Asala South bank of Lake Chad
”idèràt South bank of Lake Chad

The number of Arabs in Chad is estimated at
880,000. These Arabs do not form a united
group. Until today, their history has been a suc-
cession of conflicts with the peoples to the north
of the Sahel, internal strife, rebellion against the
political power, or challenging of religious
authority.

However, they recognize a ‘foundational event’:
the camel of an Arab of one tribe was stolen by an
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Arab of another tribe, which provoked a bloody
battle among the tribes. The tribes then moved
apart and gradually dispersed throughout the
whole territory of Chad. They also identify them-
selves as distinct from others by their genealogy.
An Arab is able to cite the bonds that link him to
his fraction of a tribe and then to the tribe itself,
and finally can trace his blood line all the way to
the Prophet. From this point of view, one could say
that only the nomadic Arabs have been able to pre-
serve their ‘Arab’ character.

The ‘great nomads’ abbàla, like the Wulàd
Slimàn, the ‘small nomads’ baggàra, like the
Wulàd Ra“ìd, the partially sedentary nomads
like the Arabs of Kanem, Guéra, Salamat, or the
region of Abéché, pasture their flocks between
Lake Chad and Waddaï-Darfour, and traverse
the Sahel region from north to south between
the 11th and 15th parallels. The nomadic Arabs
are becoming ever less numerous. More and
more they are settling near towns. Their very
rapid socioeconomic transformation leads one
to expect that within a few years their sedenta-
rization will be complete. This great movement
has been accompanied by an interethnic min-
gling and assimilation among the Arab tribes
themselves. The sedentary Arabs forget their

Table 3. The Wulàd Slimàn tribes in Chad

The Wulàd Slimàn Geographical 
tribes location

1. Jebayr Nokou, Kanem
2. Hemàt Kanem
3. Myasa Nokou
4. ”eredàt Nokou

history and lose their tribal identity, but they
have imposed their language wherever they have
established themselves.

3 .  C h a d i a n  A r a b i c

The Arabic dialects in Chad belong to the
Sudanese dialects. The nomadic Arab tribes who
have come to Chad still keep their Arabic dialect
very much alive. They are characterized by their
dialect and often differentiated by it. There are
about 30 Arabic vernaculars, denoted by the
name of the tribe or tribal fraction by which they
are spoken.

The dialect of nomads is distinguished from
that of sedentary peoples. The dialect of an Arab
nomad and that of a sedentary Arab belonging
to the same tribe show more differences between
them than one would find between two dialects
of different sedentary tribes in the same territory.
Thus, it is the ‘regional’ geographical factor
rather than the ‘tribal’ sociological factor that
today characterizes the various sedentary Arabic
dialects. The mutual comprehensibility between
the Arabic vernaculars is total. The variations
are mainly phonetic, but the grammatical struc-
ture of the dialects is similar; it is only the use of
vocabulary proper to the region that gives each
dialect its distinctiveness. The lexical particular-
ities tend to disappear in favor of a generalized
Chadian Arabic due to the breakdown of tradi-
tional society, ethnic mixing, urban concentra-
tion, rural exodus, and the media.

In Chad, one can distinguish over 100 ‘national
languages’, belonging to 12 quite different 
linguistic groups. This extraordinary linguistic
variety has already favored, in the southern part
of the country, the use of vehicular languages such
as Bàgirmi (bàrma), → Fulfulde, and Sango.

Chadian Arabic is dominant in the whole
Sahel region of the country (44 percent of 
the national territory). Farther south, Bàgirmi
(bàrma) and Fulfulde, which are spoken in rela-
tively sparsely populated regions, are more and
more losing their importance and receding in the
face of vehicular Arabic. The prohibition of the
use of Sango, enforced by President Tombalbaye
in 1973 in the name of ‘cultural authenticity’,
has strengthened the use of Arabic in all the mar-
kets of the south. In the same year, the capital
city of Fort Lamy was ‘Chadized’, becoming
N’Djaména (from anjam-mèna meaning in
Arabic ‘We have rested.’)

Two national languages are likely to retain
their importance in the future: Arabic and ‘koine
Sara’. In the southern part of the country, the lan-
guages of the Sara group are spoken by about 20
percent of the population. In an urban setting the
various dialects of the group have become pro-
gressively harmonized to form a koine Sara with
total mutual comprehensibility among the speak-
ers of various languages. This progressive stan-
dardization among the languages of the Sara
group remains, however, linked to intra-Sara rela-
tions, whereas Chadian Arabic is independent of
the Arabic-speaking community that introduced
the language to Chad.
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One can distinguish several levels of usage in
the Arabic spoken in Chad.

The lowest level is called ‘Bongor Arabic’.
This could be characterized as a type of Pidgin
Arabic (→ pidginization), such as might be
uttered by those who are not native speakers of
Arabic in the markets of the Mayo-Kebbi pre-
fecture. There one might hear, for example: ana
oru gal ke, inti ma“i hinak! Amis ana kutulu
kalib al-addu wiled hanai ‘I told you to go there!
Yesterday I killed the dog who bit my child.’
Even though they would be understood, these
phrases would make Arabic-speakers smile, for
the syntax is incorrect, the vowel length is not
respected, the imperative is replaced by the pres-
ent tense of the verb, the verbs do not agree with
the subject, and the pronominal possessive suf-
fixes are replaced by redundant prepositional
complexes. This level of vehicular Arabic corre-
sponds to the ‘Tourkou’ Arabic described by
Muraz (1926). An Arab of Abéché would have
said: nugùl lèk: am“i hinàk. Anà katalt al-kalib
al-adda wilèd amis.

The second level of vehicular Arabic is that of
the sedentary speakers who are not Arabs but
are generally Islamicized, who live in an Arab
milieu where the demands of work require the
use of vehicular Arabic. This is the case of many
speakers who live in the prefectures of Chari-
Baguirmi, Guéra, and Ouaddai. For them, vehic-
ular Arabic is an indispensable second language
of interethnic communication.

For example, in Guéra one might hear amis,
hu kappalani fat. Banati lisa ma ma“atom
‘Yesterday, he frightened me and left. My daugh-
ters have not yet brushed their hair.’ In this
example, the syntax and morphology of
Chadian Arabic are generally respected, but the
pronunciation reveals the influence of a linguis-
tic substratum proper to the speaker’s mother
tongue. The [x] has often been transformed into
[k] , the [b] and the [f] are confused in a single
bilabial fricative close to [p], and the [s] is
‘lisped’. An Arab of Ati would say: amis, xaf-
falàni fàt. Banàti lissà mà ma““atòhum.

The third level of vehicular Arabic is spoken
by sedentary peoples whose father and mother
are both Arabs and by those who have been
Muslims and Arabized for more than two gener-
ations. For them, Chadian Arabic is the mother
tongue. Such people are able to recognize gram-
matical errors and the geographical origins 
of ‘variations’ in the pronunciation of certain

words. They are even able to point out those
who speak well and those for whom Arabic
“speaks to the heart as well as to the spirit”. This
is the Arabic of journalists of the Chad National
Radio, of certain commentators on Télé-Tchad,
and of the translators of official messages.

Like every living language, Chadian Arabic is
continually increasing its vocabulary according to
the needs of communication and of transmitting
messages which are continually more technical
and precise. The vocabulary used today by the
media employs a great number of words existing
in modern Literary Arabic, which become natu-
rally ‘Chadized’. For example: demoxràtiya
‘democracy’, urubba ‘Europe’, mustaxill ‘sover-
eign’, naxaba ‘trade union’, etc. This media
Arabic has become progressively the norm of
Chadian Arabic. The standardization of its writ-
ing could make it an Arabic koine that would take
its place along with French and Literary Arabic as
languages taught in schools. It is estimated that 60
percent of the population speak Chadian Arabic
in order to make themselves understood in the
hospital, police station, or market-place. For the
majority of Chadians, Literary Arabic is a foreign
language they do not understand. It is to this great
mass that the National Radio transmits every day,
during the prime listening hours, its ‘notices and
communications’ of deaths, marriages, greetings,
condolences, invitations, announcements, techni-
cal advice, and the like.

The writing of Chadian Arabic with the letters
of Classical Arabic varies from one individual to
another. Arabizers are tempted to rediscover the
etymology of words in the spoken language by
writing them with the vowels and consonants of
Classical Arabic, without taking into account
the results. Such writing thus varies according to
the degree of the writer’s erudition, and it is gen-
erally only legible by its author or by someone
possessing the same level of preparation in
Literary Arabic.

However, the writing of Chadian Arabic with
the standardized symbols of international pho-
netics poses less of a problem. It is simply a mat-
ter of using the letter c to write /“/. A critical
study of the graph of the 32 phonemes of
Chadian Arabic (22 consonants and 10 vowels)
allows one to propose an alphabet of 27 signs:

20 symbols for writing consonantal phonemes:
p b f w m t d s z n l r j c y k g x ± h (tc and ny
being digraphs formed from these symbols)

364 chad arabic

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



5 symbols for writing vocal phonemes: 
a e i o u
2 supplementary signs: ^ (circumflex accent)
to note the long vowels and – (hyphen) to note
the assimilation of the article.

This writing has been used since 1988 for the
teaching of Chadian Arabic.

In 1978, Arabic became the second official
language in Chad along with French, under the
pressure exerted by the former Frolinat rebels
who came to power with Hissène Habré. The
economic and political pressure from the Islamic
countries neighboring Chad and from the Gulf
countries resulted in developing the teaching 
of Arabic literature. In 1962, The ‘Éducation
nationale’ counted 2,500 students in schools
where teaching was done in Arabic. This num-
ber exceeded 40,000 in 1988 and today is more
than 200,000 (almost 3 percent of the popula-
tion). Literary Arabic is an instrument of com-
munication only for a civil, intellectual, religious
or commercial minority, but it gives way to
Chadian Arabic in everyday conversations.

French was the official language in Chad long
before Arabic. Public instruction in French began
to be organized in Chad in 1911, and was restruc-
tured after the independence of the country in
1960. Despite all the socioeconomic handicaps
that Chad experiences, the number of students in
‘French schools’ continues to increase. Between
1983 and 1990, their number increased from
133,000 to 492,000 in elementary instruction and
today the number exceeds 900,000 (13 percent 
of the population). It is likely that today the
Francophone speakers represent 25 percent of the
population. French seems to be better learned and
spoken in the southern part of the country. In the
central region where Arabic is dominant, even
though professors in class might be teaching in
French, students tend to speak in the vehicular lan-
guage (i.e. Chadian Arabic) among themselves
during recreation, just as they would do elsewhere
outside their homes. Training truly bilingual peo-
ple would avoid having Literary Arabic and
French appear as two mutually competitive and
exclusive foreign languages. Those who both
speak and write both languages are rare.

Chadian Arabic finds itself at the heart of a
very complex social, political, and religious situ-
ation. Even though it is spoken by more than
half the population, the written language is not
easily assimilated by the Arab Muslim commu-

nity that makes up about 11 percent of the pop-
ulation and is ultimately the only group to mas-
ter this language. However, in this country
where, in 1993, illiteracy was estimated at 70
percent of the population, and where the per-
centage of illiterates reached 90 percent among
women, the conclusions of a study by the Édu-
cation nationale showed Chadian Arabic to be
an adequate tool for teaching people to read and
write a national language. Writing this language
with the standardized international characters
would facilitate the passage to learning French
for those who still do not know it, and would
open the way to literary Arabic for those who
would like to extend their roots into the Arabic
cultural universe.

4 .  F r o m  C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c  t o
C h a d i a n  A r a b i c

In Chadian Arabic 22 consonants are recognized
(Table 4).

A comparison between the consonantal sys-
tem of Classical Arabic and that of Chadian
Arabic shows:

i. the absence of ten consonants of Classical
Arabic: the interdentals /µ/, /≈/, /Ú/; the
emphatics /ß/, /∂/, /†/; the back consonants: a
velar /ÿ/ and a uvular /q/; and two pharyn-
geals /™/, / ≠/ , which have disappeared in
Chadian Arabic.

ii. the presence of four supplementary consonants
unknown to classical Arabic: a voiceless labial
/p/ corresponding to /b/; a voiceless palatal /tc/
[t«] corresponding to /j/ [dÀ], (/tc/ is found as a
palatal occlusive, voiceless affricate as in
‘church’ in English; /j/ is found as a palatal
occlusive, strongly voiced affricate as in the
word jinn); a voiced velar /g/ corresponding to
/k/, (/k/ and /g/ are pronounced farther for-
ward in the mouth than is usual in English,
closer to the French); a nasal /ny/ [õ], which
completes the palatal series.

The absence of interdentals is one of the char-
acteristics of sedentary Arabic dialects, while the
pronunciation of the /q/ of classical Arabic as /g/
is seen to be a characteristic of the nomadic
dialects. Roth (1970–1971:70) has noted the
absence of ‘emphasis correlation’ in the Arabic
dialect of Abéché in Chad, that of Malta, and
that of a Maronite village of Cyprus, which
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“have in common their being at the geographi-
cal, historical and cultural periphery of the
Arabic-speaking world.”

The appearance of the /tc/ and /ny/ phonemes
and of the nasal velar /n/ [ ], in the common
words tcatca ‘to deceive’ and nyang-nyang ‘to
nibble’, show the contact of vehicular Arabic
with the other African languages of the Sahel.
The voiceless prepalatal affricate /tc/ and the
mouillée nasal /ny/ can be found in Kanembou
and in the languages of Guéra in the center of the
country where the Arabs live. In a collection of
more than 7,500 different words, 4.6 percent
were borrowed, 2.3 percent from neighboring
African languages and 2.1 percent from French.

When the Chadian Arabic dictionary was
constituted (Jullien 1999b), the various conso-
nant pronunciations of the same root were com-
pared between Chadian Arabic and Classical
Arabic. Some constants emerged:

i. In the first group of words, the fricatives of
Classical Arabic /µ/, /≈/ became in Chadian
Arabic occlusives /t/, /d/, and the occlusive /q/
of Classical Arabic remained occlusive on
becoming /g/ in Chadian Arabic. This first
group consisted of concrete words desig-
nating man and his environment and charac-
terizing a nomadic society or that of rural
pastoral populations engaged in herding,
agriculture, and commerce.

ii. In the second group of words, the same frica-
tives /µ/, /≈/ of Classical Arabic remained fri-
catives on becoming /s/, /z/, and the occlusive
/q/ of Classical Arabic became a fricative /x/
in Chadian Arabic. This second group is
formed of words that have been newly intro-

duced and concern religion, politics, law,
economics, civic life, and other concerns of
the modern world.

iii. The same root can be found in words belong-
ing to the first or second lexical group
depending on the occlusive or fricative artic-
ulation of /q/, /≈/, or /µ/.

For example:
Root First group Second group
w-q-f istifag ‘pact’ istifax ‘harmony’

≈-k-r dakar ‘male’ zakar ‘to pray’
t-w-r tor ‘bull’ sawra ‘rebellion’
w-f-q fagur ‘poverty’ faxir ‘marabout’

5 .  P a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  o f  C h a d i a n
A r a b i c

The study of certain Arabic dialects in western
Chad have shown the presence of ‘injectives’ and
‘implosives’ (Zeltner 1971:28–29; Hagège 1973:
14–15, 19–20; Zeltner and Tourneux 1986:
16–17) which are unknown in Classical Arabic
and also absent from the vehicular dialect. Other
particularities such as the agreement with the
feminine plural (Hagège 1973:49) are found in
other dialects in the eastern part of Chad, but they
tend to disappear. Chadian vehicular Arabic
exhibits some original characteristics such as the
following:

i. The prefix ba- (bi-, bu-) in the conjugation of
the imperfect verb is preferred to the prefix 
ya- (yi-, yu-) “to express the moment in
which the action has a good chance of being
completed or show the desire of the speaker”

Table 4. The consonants of Chadian Arabic

labials dentals palatals velars glottals

plosives
voiceless p [p] t [t] tc [t«] k [k] ’  [π]
voiced b [b] d [d] j [dÀ] g [g]

fricatives
voiceless f [f] s [s] c [∫] x [x] h [h]
voiced z [z]

nasals m [m] n [n] ny [õ]
vibrants r [r]
laterals l [l]
semivowels w [w] y [j]
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(Jullien 1999a:206): yagdar yaxadim ‘he can
work [but his ability is not known]’; but 
bagdar baxadim ‘he can work [and his 
ability for good work is known]’ (Jullien
1999a:206).

ii. The particle ke is frequently used to “intro-
duce indirect discourse,” to “designate a
direction,” “to prolong or intensify the
action of the verb” (Jullien 1999a:119): gàl
ke anà mardàn ‘he said he was sick [lit. ‘I am
sick.’]’; fat ke ‘he went in that direction’;
yadurbuh ke ‘they strike him at length and
with force’ (Jullien 1999a:119).

iii. A great number of exclamations, interjec-
tions, onomatopoeic words and ideophones
are used: tcà ‘yuck, ugh!; hey tara ‘watch
out, be careful!’; alburràga sawwat wilij ‘the
lightning flashed in the sky [lit. the lightning
did wilij]’; gamma burdulup ‘he got up with
a bound’ (Jullien 1999a:122–123).

Certain ideophonic adverbs express the
absolute superlative of adjectives of color:
abyad karr ‘very white, pure white’; ahmar
tcu ‘very red, scarlet red’; azrag litt ‘very
black, jet black’ (Jullien 1999a:79).

iv. The auxiliary gà ±id, active participle of the
verb ga ±ad, is placed before another imper-
fect verb to express the progressive form:
alwilèd gà ±id yabki ‘the child is crying’
(Jullien 1999a:208).

v. The contrast between the different short and
long syllables of the spoken language is
marked by a tonic accent which is shown by 
a ‘variation of tonal pitch’. This character-
istic accentuation, achieved in an ‘increasing
tonality’ of the final vowel in certain words 
or transitive verbs, even reveals the presence
of the personal pronoun suffix -h (Jullien
1999a:21): akalo [akalo] ‘they have eaten’;
akaloh [akÌ'lo] ‘they have eaten it’ (Jullien
1999a:21). This supports “the hypothesis
according to which the Arabic of Chad, 
which has very likely known an ancient
accentual state, has seen, little by little, the
accent of intensity become a pitch, the
stressed syllable thus becoming the stressed
syllable (the most stressed) of the word”
(Décobert 1985:139).

vi. Finally, “the methods of determination
which the Arabic dialects do not tradition-
ally know” have been highlighted in the
Arabic dialect of Abéché in Eastern Chad

(Roth 1979:79). The language has a ten-
dency today to give special place to the deter-
minative complement with hanà: Madam
Amìna Mùsa tiballix lè axawànha hanà

Ridìna tugùl lèhum sadaxa hint al arba ±ìn
hanà xàlitha tabga yom al-juma ±a ‘Madame
Amina Musa informs her brothers in the
Ridina Quarter that the 40th anniversary
sacrifice for the death of her maternal aunt
will be held on Friday.’ This word hanà (hint
after a feminine noun), no longer signifying
‘thing’, is only used in vehicular Arabic to
form the complement of a noun. It is placed
between the terms of annexation and “per-
mits the introduction of nuances in the deter-
minative complement”: bèt mùsa ‘Musa’s
house, and we know it belongs to him’, but
bèt hanà Mùsa ‘Musa’s house, in which he
lives but we don’t know if he owns it’ (Jullien
1999a:183–185.)

Chadian Arabic was not born in the big cities
and preserves the originality of the ancient
dialects of rural life. It shows its distance and
autonomy from Literary Arabic, all the while
borrowing new vocabulary from the literary 
language. It presents the characteristics of an
Arabic of merchants and nomads coming from
the east, into which are blended certain traits
proper to nomads and to sedentary peoples.
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Patrice Jullien de Pommerol (Ankara, Turkey)

Child Bilingualism

1 .  T h e  m a n y  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f
b i l i n g u a l i s m

Childhood bilingualism is the area of language
acquisition concerned with the simultaneous 
or sequential acquisition of two languages.
Simultaneous acquisition usually refers to chil-
dren who receive input in both languages from
birth or before their third birthday, while succes-
sive or sequential acquisition takes place where
input from a second language (L2) is received
after the third birthday (Lyon 1996:47). This,
however, constitutes only one way of classifying
young bilinguals; different researchers have used
different terms and different age limits when
describing types of bilingualism. De Houwer
(1995:223), for instance, suggests the term
‘Bilingual First Language’ (BFL) acquirers for
situations where the child is regularly exposed to
two languages within the first month after birth.
She argues that situations where regular exposure
to an L2 occurs later than one month after birth
and before the age of two should be categorized
as ‘Bilingual Second Language Acquisition’. 

Many neurolinguistic and psychological stud-
ies have also distinguished various types of bilin-
gualism (→ multilingualism). One of the earliest
distinctions was made by Weinreich (1953),
who identified three categories of bilingualism:
compact, coordinated, or subordinated bilin-
gualism. The expression ‘compact bilingual’
refers to an individual who has learnt the two
languages simultaneously before the sixth year,
normally because they were each spoken by one
of the parents. A ‘coordinated bilingual’ has
learnt the L2 before puberty, within or outside
the family, for example because the child moved
to a foreign country. A ‘subordinate bilingual’
has one language as the mother tongue and uses
the L2 as moderator of the first language. In this

type of bilingualism, subjects think of what they
want to express in their first language and then
translate it into their L2.

Other terms includes ‘primary bilinguals’,
which refers to the acquisition of both languages
in natural contexts and usually before the age of
three, and ‘secondary bilinguals’, which refers to
cases where one of the languages is acquired
after the age of three (Hoffmann 1991:19; Lyon
1996:48). Similar comparisons are drawn using
the terms ‘early bilingualism’, which refers to
early acquisition of the two languages, and ‘late
bilingualism’, where the L2 is acquired much
later than the mother tongue (though there is no
agreed age limit between early and late bilin-
gualism). Other definitions attempt to describe
the degree of competence in the two languages.
For instance, a ‘balanced bilingual’ is a subject
who has mastered two languages to the same
extent, whereas a ‘dominant bilingual’ is a sub-
ject who is more fluent in one language than the
other (Fabbro 1999:107). The reason for the
various definitions is that bilingualism is hard 
to classify because the individual circumstances
surrounding the language acquisition of every
child are different. 

2 . O n e  o r  t w o  s y s t e m s ?

The growing number of bilingual speakers all
over the world (Holmes 1992; Tucker 1998) has
been accompanied by a parallel growth of inter-
est in the study of bilingual children’s language
development and in cross-linguistic studies of
language acquisition. The main question that
has occupied researchers since the 1970s is
whether bilingual children start by mixing the
grammatical systems of the two languages and
later separate them during their development 
or separate the two linguistic systems from 
the beginning of their language development.
The first theory is known as the Gradual
Differentiation Theory, and its advocates include
Leopold (1947), McLaughlin (1984), Redlinger
and Park (1980), Ronjat (1913), Swain (1972),
and Volterra and Taeschner (1978). The second
is known as the Separate Development Theory,
and its advocates include De Houwer (1990),
Deuchar and Quay (2000), Genesee (1989),
Lindholm and Padilla (1978), Lanza (1997),
Meisel (1989), and Pearson a.o. (1993). 

The question is a very complicated one, as 
it touches upon unresolved issues in both 
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monolingual and bilingual acquisition. These
relate to infant perceptual abilities and their
relation to later production; the organization 
of language(s) in the brain; the nature of the
knowledge (or mental representation) that under-
ies language performance; and the influence of
the sociolinguistic environment on the develop-
ment of language(s) in the child (→ child lan-
guage). A discussion of these crucial issues in
this brief review cannot do them any justice, and
the reader is advised to consult the landmark
references mentioned in the previous paragraph
for a detailed discussion of the arguments for
and against the one-or-two-system(s) debate. 

3 .  A r e  w e  a s k i n g  t h e  r i g h t
q u e s t i o n ?

Despite results in recent investigations being
largely positioned toward the notion of each lan-
guage developing independently from a very early
age, some researchers note that the lack of precise
conceptualization on the nature of ‘system’,
among other issues, makes it impossible to deter-
mine what type of data would constitute support
for separate versus fused systems (e.g. De Houwer
1995; Deuchar and Quay 2000; Johnson and
Lancaster 1998). Different researchers have
looked at different levels of analysis (e.g. phono-
logical, lexical, and syntactic) and, as the study by
Deuchar and Quay (2000) suggests, differen-
tiation at each level might become apparent at 
different ages. For instance, signs of lexical differ-
entiation might show earlier than morphosyntac-
tic differentiation. The conflicting results that
have been reported in the literature are therefore
partly due to the discrepancies in the way lan-
guage differentiation manifests itself at each level
of the grammar.

Within a given level of analysis, for instance 
in phonology, researchers have examined differ-
ent issues in order to answer the question, 
e.g. phoneme repertoires, allophonic distribu-
tion, phonetic inventories, phonological errors,
phonological processes, and prosody. The early
emergence of prosodic features may allow inves-
tigations of early stages of children’s produc-
tions; but with regard to segmental features,
some researchers have argued that language-
specific features generally appear late, and that 
it might be fruitless to try and find evidence for
systems at an early age. This is mainly due to
articulatory maturation and the ongoing change

in the child’s production and perception, but 
also to the varied input that children receive (e.g.
De Houwer 1995; Deuchar and Quay 2000;
Johnson and Lancaster 1998; Pearson a.o.
1993). Moreover, while early differentiation
might be present at the perceptual level (e.g.
Bosch and Sebastián-Gallés 2002; Eilers a.o.
1981), the majority of investigations of language
differentiation have concentrated on production.
There are often very few production data from
the early stages that can be investigated and
labeled as belonging to one system or the other.

More recently, researchers have steered away
from the one-or-two-system(s) debate in favor of
seeing the two languages of the bilingual as
belonging to independent but interactive systems
(Bialystok 2001:103; de Groot 1993; Holm and
Dodd 1999; Johnson and Lancaster 1998). For
instance, a child’s phonologies can be differenti-
ated but still show influence from the other lan-
guage. The competence of bilinguals cannot
therefore be considered as the sum of two linguis-
tic codes, nor can it be measured in terms of
monolingual standards. This is mainly due to the
fact that the linguistic experiences that monolin-
guals and bilinguals encounter are not directly
comparable and take place in different environ-
ments. As Grosjean (1989) notes, “the bilingual is
not two monolinguals in one person”. Rather,
bilingual individuals have differentiated needs for
their two languages or attribute them to different
social/emotional functions (what a language is
used for, with whom, where, etc.). Thus, they do
not necessarily have to develop perfect knowl-
edge, nor the same level of competence and/or
performance in both languages.

This does not suggest that monolingual chil-
dren are at an advantage in terms of their ability
to master a linguistic code. There are speech
strategies that are unique to bilinguals and
which are used as aids to communicative ability.
These are known as → code-switching and code-
mixing and are often reported in the literature
describing bilingual performance, although they
have been used with widely different meanings
(see De Houwer 1998 and Grosjean 1995 for 
a full discussion). In simple terms, they refer 
to alternation between two languages or linguis-
tic varieties during the same conversation
(McLaughlin 1984). This can take place at the
intra- or inter-sentential level, the latter involv-
ing insertion of a single element or a partial or
entire phrase from one language into an utter-
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ance in another (Hoffmann 1991:105). Ele-
ments can be phonological, morphological, syn-
tactic, lexico-semantic, phrasal, or pragmatic.
Research indicates that code-switching is not
random, but is grammatically constrained and,
furthermore, complies with language-specific
characteristics of the participating languages
(e.g. Meisel 1989; Myers-Scotton 1997). In
Arabic, code-switching may include cross-lan-
guage and diglossic switching (→ diglossia), the
latter referring to the speaker alternating
between Standard Arabic and the colloquial
varieties of their native dialect (e.g. Abdel
Rahman 1991; Eid 1988; Heath 1989).

4 .  B i l i n g u a l  s t u d i e s  w i t h  
A r a b i c  a s  o n e  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e s

Investigations of bilingual development with
Arabic as one of the languages being acquired
are scarce in comparison with reports on other
language combinations. This is mainly due to
the fact that even studies on the monolingual
acquisition of Arabic are rare (e.g. Amayreh and
Dyson 1998; 2000; Omar 1973; Shahin 2003;
→ first language acquisition). In what follows a
review of the available literature on bilinguals
for whom Arabic is the first language (L1),
henceforth, Arabic bilinguals, is presented in
themes, ranging from language maintenance
and bilingual education to normal and disor-
dered aspects of the bilingual grammar. 

4.1 Bilingual education and its relation to 
language maintenance and loss

Language use among bilingual children depends
on several factors, including whether both lan-
guages are used in their community (e.g. English
or French in the postcolonial Arabic world) or
whether one remains a minority language (e.g.
Arabic in many Western countries). In the latter
case, the parents’ attitude towards the majority
language and towards bilingualism is likely to
influence the children’s language use, although
peer pressure often leads to the children’s adop-
tion of the majority language for most commu-
nicative needs (Atawneh 1992; Mechta 1976;
Rouchdy 1971). In most cases, first-borns will
be more proficient in the L1 than their siblings
(Shorrab 1986) partly due to the home communi-
cation between the offspring shifting towards 
the L2. 

The parental attitude towards bilingualism
among immigrant communities is often a posi-
tive one (Shorrab 1986; Youssef and Simpkins
1985), especially if families think it may help
their children’s integration in the host society
while preserving their home culture. However,
one major concern among parents of bilingual
children living in an environment where the
home language is a minority language is that the
children may experience first language attrition
(or → language loss). Parents may have the sole
responsibility of maintaining the children’s L1,
especially if there is no support from a wider net-
work of language users. In this case, the parents
may choose Arabic as the home language and
teach their children literacy skills. This is crucial
to many families who wish to teach religion and
culture to their children. In some cases, Arabic
youth clubs can be found in the host communi-
ties (e.g. Abu-Rabia and Siegel 2002; El-Laithy
2002). Their role is to create extra-curricular
activities that would meet the children’s interests
and needs while also teaching them how to read
and write in Arabic. In other cases a bilingual
education system is put forward by government
authorities and Arabic is taught alongside the
majority language in mainstream schools. The
aim is to maintain the students’ cultural and reli-
gious heritage and to promote their language
and academic skills (e.g. Altena and Appel 1982;
Arraf 1996; Benholz and Lipkowski 1999;
Helot and Young 2002; Hertz-Lazarowitz 2004;
Rado, 1977; Yan 2002; → Europe), but bilin-
gual programs have had varying degrees of suc-
cess (Garcia and Molina 2001).

In cases where Arabic is the majority language
but another language is taught alongside it due to
historic and political events (e.g. French and
Berber in Morocco, French and Kabyle in
Algeria, French in Tunisia, French and English in
Lebanon), policy-makers disagree on whether or
not a multilingual education should be main-
tained. In Lebanon, the national curriculum
requires that another language is taught by the
7th grade (Bahous 1999), and many Lebanese
children end up learning a third language from
age 11 onwards. In the Maghreb countries, 
however, language policy-makers often oppose
bilingual education on grounds of preserving
religious, cultural, and national identity (El 
Kirat 1997). This remains an ongoing debate
among practitioners, policy-makers, and the
communities involved. For a review of retaining
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multilingual education in light of academic
achievement, social structure, and integration,
the work of Boukous (1998), Charmion (1977),
Chemski (1985), El Kirat (1997), Marley (2004),
Wagner a.o. (1989), and Zouaghi-Keime (1991)
may be consulted.

4.2 Bilingual literacy

There is little research on how Arabic bilinguals
become literate in two scripts that do not share
the same alphabet, since Arabic orthography
does not use the Latin script. This has often led to
worries among parents and educationalists con-
cerning the ability of bilinguals to learn two
grapheme-phoneme systems at the same time and
the possibility of interference problems (Benholz
and Lipkowski 1999; Mirzaei 2003; Teberosky
a.o. 2002). More research is therefore needed in
this area in order to reassure families raising
bilinguals, since recent work on bilingual script
learning does suggest that bilinguals are capable
of simultaneous acquisition of two different
scripts and of developing multiple graphic repre-
sentations for their acquired symbols (Abu-
Rabia and Siegel 2002; Eviatar and Rafiq 2000;
Kenner and Kress 2003; Kenner 2004; Kenner
a.o. 2004). Kenner a.o. (2004) suggest that bilin-
guals show better understanding of grapheme-
phoneme correspondence when dealing with
more than one system; the authors conclude that
bilinguals can therefore benefit from cognitive
gain when they become biliterate. Similarly, Abu-
Rabia and Siegel (2002) and Eviatar and Rafiq
(2000) suggest that the acquisition of reading
and writing in Arabic improves syntactic and
phonological awareness in both languages. This
view fits in with evidence for the bilingual’s abil-
ity to accommodate two different systems and to
develop strong metalinguistic awareness (e.g.
Bialystok 1991). 

4.3 Aspects of the grammar

Work on aspects of the grammar is heavily
under-researched. In phonology, there is evi-
dence for the development of separate systems
from an early age (e.g. Shahin 1995; Khattab
2002a). Shahin (1995) examined the developing
system of a Palestinian child who was acquiring
Arabic at home and English through childcare in
Canada between the ages of 1;11 and 2;8.5 and
found evidence for distinct phonologies in his
production. Khattab (2002a, 2002b, 2002c,

forthcoming a, forthcoming b) found similar
evidence in Lebanese–English bilinguals aged
between 5 and 10 and growing up in the United
Kingdom. Results also showed that the context
played an important role in the subjects’ pro-
duction, especially with regard to the lan-
guage(s) of the interlocutor. For instance, the
bilinguals produced English-only features when
communicating with monolingual English
friends, but both English and Arabic features
when communicating with other bilinguals and
code-switching between the two languages. This
was seen as evidence of the bilinguals’ sociolin-
guistic competence and their ability to use their
phonetic/phonological repertoire depending on
the needs of the situation. In diglossic situations,
however, Embarki (2004) suggests that the two
varieties inevitably interact. Embarki presents
data from the acquisition of Contemporary
Standard Arabic by schoolaged children and
notes a gradual modification in the perception of
the native Moroccan vowels by subjects as a
function of Standard Arabic instruction between
the ages of 6 and 16. 

Bilingual vocabulary acquisition has often
been found to lag behind that of monolinguals
(e.g. Eviatar and Rafiq 2000), but this may be
due to the uneven amount of input from each
language (Rouchdy 1971). It should also be
borne in mind that the bilinguals are not ex-
pected to have translation equivalents for every
item in their L1 or L2. Bilinguals often acquire
each of their languages in different contexts and
use each for different communicative needs.

Similarly, syntactic structures used by bilin-
guals have often been judged as lacking the level
of complexity that is used by monolinguals (Bos
2001; Rouchdy 1971). For instance, Bos (2001)
examined the use of tense, aspect, and temporal
adverbials in the narratives of Moroccan-Dutch
bilingual children aged 5, 7, and 9 and aged-
matched monolingual controls. The author
found both developmental and language factors
affecting the structures examined, with older
children in general using more complex adult-
like structures than younger ones, and mono-
lingual children showing more consistency, 
complexity, and variety of structures than bilin-
guals. However, in cases where bilinguals are
being taught literacy in both of their languages,
research shows that their syntactic awareness is
greatly improved and matches that of mono-
linguals (Abu Rabia and Siegel 2002). 
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4.4 Code-switching

As with studies on other language combinations,
investigations of code-switching among Arabic
bilinguals have been interested in testing
whether their data fit within existing models of
structural constraints on code-switching (e.g.
Myers-Scotton 1997; Poplack 1980) and in the
social functions of the bilinguals’ code-switches.
The types of code-switched utterances found 
in Arabic studies normally resemble those
observed in the code-switching literature; for
instance, nouns are the most frequently switched
items, followed by verbs and other constituents.
However, with respect to linguistic constraints
on code-switching, Al-Enazi (2002), Al-Khatib
(2003), Atawneh (1992), Bader and Minnis
(2000), Bentahila and Davis (1995), and
Boussofara-Omar (2003) provide ample evi-
dence from bilingual and diglossic children for
violation of most morphological and syntactic
constraints available in code-switching models.
These include adding English suffixes to Arabic
words, English words assimilating into Arabic
morphological patterns, and mixing Arabic 
and English/French word order. This supports
Gardner-Chloros and Edwards (2004) and Al-
Khatib’s (2003) suggestion that it is better to
look at social bases for code-switching rather
than the structure of the grammar. 

With respect to the functions of code-switch-
ing, children of immigrants seem to use Arabic
for cultural and religious terms, while the other
language is often used for academic terms (e.g.
Al-Enazi 2002). For children growing up in envi-
ronments where Arabic is the majority language,
the L2 may also be used for household and every-
day items that have been encountered in the
school environment (Bader, 1998). Factors that
may affect the degree and patterning of code-
switching include length of contact between the
two languages, the role and status of each lan-
guage or variety, and speakers’ relative profi-
ciency in each (Bentahila and Davis 1995).

4.5 Bilingualism and impairment

There are very few studies combining bilin-
gual language acquisition with language impair-
ment, and fewer still with Arabic bilingual 
subjects (Hakansson a.o. 2003; Nettelbladt a.o.
2003; Salameh 2003; Salameh a.o. 2004). Yet,
from a clinical point of view, it is essential to dif-
ferentiate between language problems that are

due to impairment and those that are due to
inadequate exposure to either of the bilingual’s
languages. This task is made even harder when
working with children, as there are individual
differences with respect to developmental stages
in both monolingual and bilingual acquisition.
What may be perceived as impairment may in
fact be due to normal delay in any of the devel-
opmental stages. It is therefore important to
bear these factors in mind when working with
Arabic bilinguals, and to consider input and
developmental aspects in the children’s produc-
tion before blaming any delay/impairment on
their bilingual background. At the same time,
therapists cannot wait too long before referring
bilinguals with suspected language impairment
to therapy, as earlier intervention may lead to
faster improvement (Salameh 2003). Both lan-
guages of the bilingual need to be tested in order
to find out whether therapy is needed for one, 
or both, developing languages of the child. This
is often difficult to implement due to the diffi-
culty in finding Arabic speech and language
therapists in the immigrant community or even
language experts who may be able to act as assis-
tant therapists. 

5 .  F u t u r e  d i r e c t i o n s

Most of the available information in studies
with Arabic bilinguals deals with issues of lan-
guage maintenance and code-switching. Less is
known on bilingual literacy, the bilingual gram-
mar (e.g. phonology, syntax, lexicon, etc.), or
bilingualism and impairment. Future research
should certainly concentrate on these areas,
especially when the other language being
acquired is typologically different, as this pro-
vides rich grounds for testing theories of bilin-
gual language acquisition.
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Child Language

The analysis of Arabic has yielded important
insights into the study of language, particularly
in the domains of phonology and morphology.
Yet, the acquisition of Arabic as a native lan-
guage by children has garnered remarkably little
attention, although it could shed further light on
the structure of Arabic and what it entails for the
study of the language faculty more generally.
This entry presents a summary of what is cur-
rently known about the Arabic spoken by such
children – how it differs from that of adult Arabic
speakers and what the differences might mean 
for linguistic theory. 

Much of the research on child production of
Arabic sounds has focused on establishing a nor-
mative progression of acquisition, which may
then be used clinically to identify speech-dis-
ordered children. Studies have been both longi-
tudinal single-subject and cross-sectional of
between 30 and 180 children. As a result, the
learning path of phoneme acquisition in Arabic
is fairly well documented. This path lends partial
support to universalist theories of language
acquisition, in that children acquire those
sounds that Arabic shares with English in
roughly the same order and time-course as
English-speaking children do. An exception is
the consonant /l/, which is acquired an entire
year earlier by Arabic-speaking children, possi-
bly because /l/ is more frequent in Arabic (Omar
1973). The segment /r/, on the other hand, poses
greater difficulties for them. These differences
demonstrate the relevance of language-specific
considerations as well as universal considera-
tions, such as articulatory difficulty and
markedness, or phonological complexity. 

Up to the age of at least 2;6 (2 years and six
months), it appears children acquire features
rather than phonemes proper. The progression
documented in one Palestinian Arabic-speaking
child is given in Table 1.

Table 1. Acquisition of features in Arabic

Feature labial, continuant,coronal Voice
pharyngeal sonorant

Age 1;11 2;0 2;4 2;6
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The pharyngeal feature is acquired at a very
early age (1;11), which is unexpected given its
rarity cross-linguistically and its articulatory dif-
ficulty. Arabic is distinguished by having a large
set of guttural consonants in its phoneme inven-
tory. These consonants have long been the sub-
ject of intense interest because of their acoustic
characteristics, the physiology of their produc-
tion, and their role in the abstract phonological
system. The pharyngeal segment / ≠/ is one of the
very first to be produced, indicating the impor-
tance of ambient language effects. Despite its dif-
ficulty and the cross-linguistic rarity of this
speech sound, its frequent presence in the child’s
linguistic environment leads to relatively early
acquisition. Interestingly, its acquisition coin-
cides with the appearance of the laryngeal seg-
ments /h/ and the glottal stop. This provides
support for theories of feature geometry in
which laryngeal and pharyngeal segments pat-
tern together as a class under a single node,
rather than one in which laryngeals behave inde-
pendently (Shahin 1995). 

Additional work (Morsi 2003) also suggests
that by the age of 3 all segments have been
acquired other than /r/, the uvular fricative
(ÿayn), and the continuant emphatics.
Productions of /r/ are often deviant at that stage.
By 4 years, only the uvular fricative (ÿayn) and
the continuant emphatics have not been
acquired. At 5 years, the acquisition of /z/ and its
emphatic counterpart remains imperfect. In
addition, erroneous devoicing of consonants is
typical up to the age of 4 years (Morsi 2003).
Interestingly, a third study found that children’s
production of medial consonants is significantly
more accurate than that of word-final or, more
surprisingly, word-initial ones (Amayreh and
Dyson 1998). This raises methodological ques-
tions for researchers, particularly as many stud-
ies consider only initial consonants. This study
also identified a learning path rather different
from the previous two. This path was compara-
tively delayed, with continuants not acquired
until the age range of 4–6;4 years, while voiced
fricatives and the pharyngeal /≠/ are not mastered
until after 6;4. These differences are due to
methodology. First, segments were considered in
a wider range of positions, as stated above.
Second, acquisition rates were based on percent-
age of correct productions, rather than mere
occasional productions of a segment sufficing.

Finally, research with Arabic–English bilin-
gual children shows that when producing
sounds that appear in both languages but have
different phonetic properties in each (such as
voiceless stops, which differ in patterns of voice
onset time, or VOT), such speakers are able to
control such properties from the age of 5 years,
depending on the language in use (→ child bilin-
gualism). Thus, children are not only able to
identify and accurately produce language-spe-
cific fine phonetic detail but vary it systemati-
cally, and from a very young age, prior to the
acquisition of some other aspects of morphol-
ogy, syntax, and semantics (Khattab 2003).

It is important to keep in mind throughout the
dialect spoken by the child subjects, and the dif-
ferences between that dialect and other Arabic
varieties, both dialectal and Standard. The 
uvular stop /q/, for example, is not present 
in the dialects of any of the children whose 
data is reported above, and therefore it is not 
considered.

In the realm of morphology, Arabic is well
known for its non-concatenative morphology,
which is based on discontinuous roots and pat-
terns rather than affixation to stems. While some
linguists have questioned the notion of → root
and pattern-based morphology, it is widely taken
as a given, and recent psycholinguistic work
seems to support it (Safi-Stagni 1990; Boudelaa
and Marslen-Wilson 2000; Prunet, Beland, and
Idrissi 2000). When testing adults, however, the
question is complicated by the fact that the root
and pattern system is taught explicitly in schools
in language classes. Thus, the existence and/or
kind of understanding that pre- and early school-
age children have of roots and patterns brings
important information to bear on their status.

While work has been done on children’s
knowledge and use of roots and patterns in
Arabic, far more information is available on the
topic for Hebrew, a related language that shares
this property, and the only other Semitic lan-
guage for which any research on acquisition has
been conducted. Thus, Hebrew data is included
below where appropriate.

In studies on roots, Arabic-speaking children
were able to identify two words containing the
same root as ‘related’ with more than 80 percent
accuracy while still in kindergarten. At the same
age, they could also produce another word with
the same root more than 70 percent of the time.
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Hebrew-speaking children showed similar
results for both tasks (Ravid 2003). Children’s
metathesis errors suggest that they distinguish
root from affixal consonants, since they permute
root consonants without ever switching one
with an affixal consonant (Badry 1983).

Arabic- and Hebrew-speaking children both
produce novel verbs and nouns using known
roots when as young as 3 years old, despite the
greater simplicity of affixed forms for nouns
(Ravid 2003). Yet, while the Arabic-speaking
children do not use such affixes, they seem to be
able to recognize them, as shown by the attempt
of some 3-year-olds to form verbs by dropping
the nominalizing prefix mu- (Badry 1983). Also
for Hebrew-speaking children, such coinages
fall into semantically appropriate patterns by
the age of 4. By 3 years they are also able to
interpret novel nouns that use roots known to
them. Finally, the acquisition of root-based
adjectives in Hebrew precedes that of suffixed
adjectives (Ravid 2003).

Kindergarteners then are at or near ceiling in
both languages in terms of their root awareness.
This suggests that the root exists and is acquired
very early. Patterns, however, seem to be more
difficult to acquire. They necessitate a longer
acquisition period extending through at least the
sixth year. One study finds that Arabic-speaking
children younger than 6 years use only a
restricted set of derived pattern forms, which
includes verbs and participles but not nouns.
Causative is the first verbal form to appear, and
with by far the greatest frequency, while the
reciprocal form is acquired latest. Surprisingly,
the passive appears much later than in other lan-
guages (~2;6 for English). Underived forms are
also preferred over derived ones until the age 
of 9. On the other hand, comprehension far 
outstrips production, with children understand-
ing the meanings of verbal patterns by 3;5
(Badry 1983). 

As for nouns, a suffixed form (feminine -àt) has
been found to be the default for children as well
as adults. However, children between 3 and 6
years also occasionally produce pattern-based for
suffixed plurals, or substitute one pattern for
another (Ravid and Farah 1999).

In the syntactic domain, data on certain
widely discussed phenomena in child syntax
such as the Optional Infinitive stage are hitherto
lacking with respect to Arabic. However, some

data are available on syntactic topics. One cross-
linguistic generalization that has been confirmed
for Arabic is that children take much longer to
acquire Binding Principle B than Principle A.
They learn the condition on the use of pronouns
(that they must be free in their domain) sooner
than on anaphors such as reflexives (that they
must be bound). In fact, Arabic-speaking chil-
dren appear to take even longer than children
acquiring other languages, with binding still not
acquired at 13 years, versus 7 in other languages
(Bolotin 1999). Arabic acquisition research
(Khanji and Weist 1996) supports the finding
that children acquire spatial terms before tem-
poral ones, and forms involving one reference
point (in/on, simple past and future tense) before
those involving two (between, before/after).
Modals and auxiliaries are virtually absent until
at least the age of 2;3 (the extent of this stage is
not known). At the same age range, agreement
for person and number on the verb appears to be
random (Mohamed and Ouhalla 1995).

Arabic-speaking children have also been
shown to respect island constraints on wh-
movement already in the 3;5–5;0 age range, at
least with respect to negation (Abdulkarim a.o.
1998). Thus, they correctly reject utterances
involving the movement of question-words such
as why and where out of certain restricted envi-
ronments, as in utterances like *Why don’t you
think we can help him?. While this utterance is
grammatical for at least one interpretation, it is
not possible to answer it with ‘because we have
the skills to help all sorts of people,’ and children
appear to know this.

In other respects, however, their use of nega-
tion differs from that of adults. Palestinian
Arabic-speaking children use the form la to
negate either a preceding or following utterance.
In addition to its negative force, the form may
also express the modality of wanting or desiring
for children. The sentence la ± kola hayy means 
‘I don’t want this coke’ in this stage. This 
phenomenon has been reported for negative
morphemes in the child speech of a variety of
languages (Mohamed and Ouhalla 1995). 

Another possibility for negation is the use of
the particles /m-/ and /-“/, either together
(mi“/mu“) or flanking the verb (/m-V-“/). In nom-
inal sentences children, like adults, use only the
mi“ variant. In the adult grammar, the two com-
ponents must occur on either side of the verb, as
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a result of verb movement above Neg(ation) to
I/T (Inflection/Tense). Children, on the other
hand, continue to produce the two variants –
continuous and discontinuous – in roughly
equal proportions. It appears then that this verb
movement is optional for children, rather than
obligatory as it is for adults (Mohamed and
Ouhalla 1995). The implications for linguistic
theory remain unclear. 

In sum, child learners of Arabic are like those
of other linguistic communities in their aston-
ishing facility with their language. They are able
to recognize and use complex facets of their lan-
guage with ease even at very young ages, as
shown by the bilingual phonetics data and syn-
tactic movement facts. In addition, their devel-
opmental paths have much to reveal specifically
about the language they are learning (for exam-
ple, with the triconsonantal root evidence, and
acquisition of pharyngeals). The particular char-
acteristics of Arabic – including such interesting
phenomena as the construct state and the long-
standing puzzle of reverse agreement in numer-
als, among others – offer much scope for further
research. Such work is bound to increase our
understanding of Arabic and of the language
faculty in general.
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China

Arabic in China has a long history, as a language
for economic and cultural exchange and as the
religious language of a small but deeply-rooted
Chinese Muslim population. Exchanges with
‘Western regions’ have been attested in Chinese
sources since 126 B.C.E. and were pursued dur-
ing the Sassanid Empire. After the fall of the lat-
ter in 651 C.E., the Umayyads and Abbasids sent
88 envoys to China, mostly for trade purposes,
under the Tribute system favored by the Chinese
Empire. During the Tang (618–907) and Sung
(960–1279) Dynasties, commercial exchanges
were carried out by road, to the western capital
of the Tang Dynasty, Chang’an (now Xi’an),
called Xamdàn in Arabic sources, or by sea,
causing thousands of Arab and Persian traders
to settle in the southern ports such as Canton
(Xànfù), Quanzhou (Zaytùn), and Yangzhou.
During the Mongol Yuan Dynasty (1279–1368),
the Mongolians relied heavily on Muslims for
administrating China and many of them became

378 china

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



china 379

top officials. Muslims arrived in large numbers,
possibly up to two or three millions, settling all
over China, especially in the north and the
southwest. They developed medicine, astron-
omy and calendar calculations, military engi-
neering, architecture, and language study. It is
likely that coming essentially from Central Asia
and Persia, Persian was their lingua franca.
Estefi, a commercial Persian script, was one of
the scripts used by the Mongols (Leslie 1986).
There is no evidence of an extensive use of
Arabic by these Muslims or the Mongol rulers.

Archaeological remains of Arabic script have
been found in China, the earliest ones in the
coastal ports and in the ancient capital
Chang’an. Arabic inscriptions are found on
tombstones and inside mosques, mostly
Qur±ànic quotations. Mosque steles were erected
to commemorate the building or the rebuild-
ing of a mosque, and give accounts about it. 
The earliest inscriptions in Arabic date from 
the Sung period. The Yangzhou mosque inscrip-
tion in Arabic dates from 1272, those of
Quanzhou’s Shengyu and Qingjing mosques 
are from 1310–1311, and Canton’s Huai-sheng
mosque, the earliest in China, has an inscription
from 1324 to 1327, with a small part in Arabic.
The bilingual stele dated 742 that the Great
Mosque of Xi’an claims to possess is considered
a forgery as it was most probably carved in the
early 15th century (Leslie 1986:46–47, 70). The
outside doors of a mosque and the courtyard
might have Chinese inscriptions, but the prayer
hall bears exclusively Arabic script, especially
around the mihràb. Implements such as ceramic
or metal plates with Arabic decoration are found
from the Ming Dynasty. Nowadays, Arabic
script is a marker of Muslim identity. Chinese
Muslim calligraphy, a unique style mixing
Arabic script and Chinese calligraphy forms,
may be found in Muslim households and in
mosques (Aubin 1988), and Chinese calligra-
phers have participated since the late 20th cen-
tury in international competitions of Arabic
calligraphy. Religious books, first of all the
Qur ±àn, due to their scarcity, were treasured.
The Qur ±àn was not printed until 1862 in
Yunnan, due to the sacred status of the text.
Manuscript copies were kept as precious treas-
ures by mosques and families, constituting an
invaluable wedding present. Every religious 
student in the past had to make his own copy,
taking his scrolls on his back when seeking

knowledge in different places and with various
teachers (Jin 1981).

Arabic, though not spoken, was maintained in
China as a sacred language by the tiny minority
of people who, first being Muslims in China,
slowly became during the Ming Dynasty
(1368–1644) Chinese-speaking Muslims and
subjects of the Chinese Empire. 

Arabic has left its imprint on the language spo-
ken by the Muslims and to a lesser extent on the
Chinese language in general. Arabic as well as
Persian religious words can be introduced in a
phrase, or combined with Chinese words to form
a new one, for instance Gulan-jing ‘Qur ±àn-
book’ to name the Qur ±àn. Arabic words may be
translated, using the existing Chinese vocabu-
lary, thus creating a new word that refers exclu-
sively to the original one in Arabic. For instance,
allàh can be phonetically transcribed by two or
three characters as an-la(-hu), but it can also be
translated as zhenzhu ‘Real Lord’, whereas
tianzhu ‘Lord of Heaven’ means ‘God’ for
Christians as well as for Muslims. Phonetic tran-
scription in Chinese characters is problematic, as
it differs greatly from Arabic pronunciation,
since there is no uniform transcription and since
the meaning of the Chinese characters used pho-
netically does not make sense for the reader, 
for instance an-la-(-hu) ‘Peace-pull-family’ for
‘Allah’. Arabic words are more often used in
areas like the northwest with a dense Muslim
population which is rural and poorly educated,
whereas translated words will be used in the east-
ern areas where Muslims are less numerous,
more urban, and more educated.

The most common Islamic terms, like ‘Islam’,
‘Allah’, ‘Qur ±àn’, have entered the Chinese lan-
guage. Apart from these common terms, reli-
gious words or composite words are used and
understood only by Chinese Muslims. When
speaking, for instance, Muslims use the word
mumin (< mu ±min ‘believer’), which fortunately
can be written with the character mu, used for
Mu™ammad and min for ‘people’. They use
gaomu (< qawm ‘people’) to designate the
Muslim population depending on one mosque.
Kafeile (< kàfir ‘infidel’) is used sometimes of
non-Muslims, whereas munaifeige (< munàfiq
‘hypocrite’) is used to upbraid a Muslim who is
not reliable in his faith or in his relations with his
coreligionists. A new expression has appeared
for the female students of private confessional
schools talibati (< †àlibàt ‘female students’),
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whereas manla (< mawlà ‘patron, client, com-
panion’) or halifa (< xalìfa ‘successor, caliph’)
designate male students of traditional religious
education (Wang 2001). This is so much the case
that in the perspective of seeking to establish
Chinese Muslims as a distinct ethnic ‘national-
ity’ (Thoraval 1990), this mixed idiom must be
regarded as a distinct language, one of the con-
stitutive features of a ‘nationality’. It was named
jingtang yu ‘scripture hall language’ because it
was first shaped and used inside the mosques, in
the jingtang, the ‘scripture hall’, a place devoted
to Islamic classics and teaching (Yin 1996).

Chinese Muslims, allegedly since the time of
Hu Dengzhou (1522–1597), installed in every
mosque the so-called ‘scripture hall education’,
in order to train imams, or ahong (< Persian
àxùnd), also named in Chinese ‘chiefs of reli-
gion’. The traditional course consists of the study
of the ‘Thirteen Classics’, eight in Arabic, includ-
ing the Qur ±àn, and five in Persian. Arabic lan-
guage study comprises the study of grammar,
with ±Asàs al-≠ulùm, an abstract of four gram-
matical treatises, and Îaw± al-mißbà™ by al-
Mu†arrizì (1143–1213). Language study also
comprises a treatise on rhetoric, Malà ± or ”arh al-
kàfiya by ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al-Jàmì (1397–1477)
and one on logic, Bayàn or Talxìß al-miftà™ by
Sa≠d ad-Dìn at-Taftazànì (1321–1389). Religious
studies use excerpts of ™adìµ: ±Arba ≠ùna xu†ab,
which was used in China in Persian translation 
(it is worth noting that traditionally no great 
collections of ™adìµ were available). Religious
study includes kalàm or dogmatic theology 
with ≠Aqà ±id al-±Islàm by ≠Umar an-Nasafì
(1068–1142); fiqh with ”ar™ al-wiqàya by
≠Ubaydallàh ibn Mas≠ùd (d. 1346) with its com-
mentaries; and exegesis of the Qur ±àn, such as the
Tafsìr al-Jalàlayn by Jalàl ad-Dìn Mu™ammad
ibn ±A™mad a“-”àfi≠ì (d. 1459) and Jalàl al-Dìn
as-Suyù†ì (1445–1505). The Thirteen Classics
are referred to by the Arabic name of Sàbiqa, as
they are the essential books a prospective imam
must study thoroughly. For further study, 70
other books may be used, depending on the
knowledge of the teacher and on his sectarian
tendency (Yang and Yu 1995). Traditional Islam,
called Qadìm, adheres to the £anafì ma≈hab, as
is the case with all religious trends in Chinese
Islam except the Salafiyya, and has developed the
above-mentioned ‘scripture hall teaching’. It
remains until now the most popular movement
in Chinese Islam. 

Offshoots of Sufi brotherhoods coming from
central Asia, the Kubrawiyya, the Qàdiriyya,
and the Naq“bandiyya, appeared in the north-
west in the second half of the 17th century.
These orders called for reform, relying on the
support of books. The Jahriyya branch of the
Naq“bandiyya introduced in the 18th century a
sacred book entitled in Chinese Mingshale, an
enigma for years for Western scholars, as the
title, translated from Chinese characters, means
‘Shining Sand’ (Lipman 1997:64–72). In reality,
Min“àr ‘The Saw’ was a small guide to recita-
tions chanted at Sufi gatherings. It was shorter
than other books and was violently opposed by
the earliest orders, as it gained adherents by
reducing the time of rituals, and subsequently
the emoluments of religious servants. Thirty
years later, a more recent offshoot of the
Jahriyya Naq“bandiyya branch introduced new
books in Arabic and was met with opposition
(Aubin 1990). Rivalries between Sufi orders led
to bloodshed and worsened Muslim rebellions
in the 18th/19th centuries, which claimed millions
of lives.

Founded in the northwest in the late 19th cen-
tury, the ±Ixwàn movement, though claiming to
follow the £anafì ma≈hab, relied on ‘Ten Great
Books’, essentially from the £anbalì ma≈hab
and Wahhàbì inspired authors, such as Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 1328), or one of his successors,
Mu™ammad ±Amìn al-Birkawì (d. 1573) and
Mu™ammad ibn ≠Abd al-Wahhàb (1703–1766).
Persian literature was simply abandoned. At the
end of the 1930s, a scission of the ±Ixwàn,
directly influenced by the Wahhàbì teaching in
Mecca, called itself Salafiyya. Relying on newly
imported Arabic religious books, it rejected the
authority of the four ma≈àhib. Nowadays,
flooded with Saudi literature, the Salafiyya is
one of the most active Islamic trends in China.
Arabic religious books are still invested with a
sacred meaning.

Although extremely rare, a religious litera-
ture in Arabic appeared in China. In the south-
western province of Yunnan from the mid-
19th century onward, two scholars, Ma Fuchu
(1794–1874) and one of his disciples, Ma
Lianyuan (1841–1903), were taught in a tradi-
tional Chinese Muslim way but knew Chinese as
well, and traveled the Muslim world for pil-
grimage and further knowledge (Lin 1990). In
order to reform religious teaching, they wrote
summaries of Arabic books, for instance gram-
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mars (Kàfiya and Muttasiq books of na™w writ-
ten by Ma Fuchu, Hawà for ßarf by Ma
Lianyuan), law books (≠Umdat al-±Islàm by Ma
Lianyuan), and books of rituals, which were
translated into Chinese at the end of the 19th or
the beginning of the 20th century. Ma Fuchu
wrote in Arabic the story of his journeys from
1841 to 1849. Ma Lianyuan, who signed by the
name of Mu™ammad Nùr al-£aqq ibn Luqmàn
aß-Íìnì, translated into Arabic the Tianfang
xingli ‘The philosophy of Arabia’, an opus by
the most famous Chinese Muslim scholar, Liu
Zhi (ca. 1670–ca. 1730) under the title of ”ar™
al-la†à ±if (Wheidi 1994), retranslated in modern
Chinese in 1982. A few other books are attested
in Arabic, for instance a survey of Islamic doctrine
for courses in Arabic language with its transla-
tion published in 1937, and in 2000 a small
Naq“bandiyya Mujaddidiyya Sufi order pub-
lished a silsila and a pamphlet against
Wahhàbism, ”ar™ Sayf ad-Dìn. Other works
may exist, stored by imams or Sufi orders and
ignored by Chinese scholars, who until recently
did not know Arabic, but there is little evidence
that a large body of literature could exist. 

Apart from training disciples, imams, to-
gether with assistants when the mosque can
afford them, have the duty to convey basic
Islamic knowledge, rituals, and extracts of the
Qur ±àn to every Muslim depending on the
mosque. For children, especially in rural areas,
this was the only education available. To sup-
port this basic teaching, various kinds of small
booklets were written. Various Haiting (Xatm
al-Qur ±àn) contain a presentation of the Arabic
alphabet with the pronunciation of letters, fol-
lowed by the last part of the Qur ±àn and the
most famous ±àyàt, which are learnt by heart.
Others called Zaxue ‘Miscellaneous studies’
treat rituals, prayers, ÿusl, fasting, prayers for
marriage and funerals, du ≠à ± for specific occa-
sions, Qur±ànic names to be given to babies, and
so on. 

Religious training, even for advanced study,
did not include learning the written Chinese lan-
guage, which was an exception, depending on
the sole intention and abilities of the scholar. As
explanations of religious books were given in
Chinese, Muslims developed, probably from the
18th century, the first alphabetic script for
Chinese with Arabic letters written in a Persian
style (Bausani 1968; Yin 1996). This script was
called xiao’erjin, referring to marginal notes in

religious books, or xiaojing ‘secondary book’. It
is still used by old people and those of younger
generations who did not receive a general edu-
cation. Booklets may be written in three kinds of
script, Arabic, Chinese translation in xiao’erjin,
and Chinese characters. Some texts are still 
published in this transcription and, significantly,
a translation of the Qur ±àn was published 
officially for the first time in 1995 in the three
scripts. 

Nowadays, Islamic publications are mostly
private and mostly printed in Linxia in the
northwestern province of Gansu. Publications
do not often indicate the author’s name (some-
times they only mention the ‘Qur±ànic’ name, the
Arabic name given to Muslim children by the
imam), and sometimes not even the date or the
publisher’s name, because they need an official
agreement which private publishers do not care
or dare to obtain. Since the mid-1980s, it is
likely that all Islamic texts available in China,
including some which were spared from destruc-
tion during the Cultural Revolution and some
brought from the rest of the Muslim world, have
been printed. Classical Islamic books in Arabic
are copied from the original Egyptian, Turkish,
or Indian text for mosque teaching purposes.
The Islamic literature in Chinese that appeared
from the end of the 16th century, reprinted in
late 19th or mid-20th century editions, bears 
the Arabic script along with the phonetic tran-
scription in Chinese characters of the Arabic
words. Other publications are translations,
sometimes with a bilingual text. Different com-
positions are made with Arabic and Chinese: the
text can be mostly in Arabic with Chinese mar-
ginal notes, or in Chinese with quotations of the
Arabic sentences the text translates and explains.
Recently, Saudi Arabian publications have been
copied and sold mostly in ±Ixwàn and Salafì
bookstores. Many translations from contempo-
rary Arab or Muslim authors also have been
made by Chinese Muslims, who have often stud-
ied abroad for several years in Arab or Muslim
countries. Institutional scholars look down on
this literature, called ‘popular’, which is badly
written because these self-styled translators are
not highly educated (Allès a.o. 2003).

Since the beginning of the 20th century,
Chinese Muslims have founded modern schools
inside or outside mosques in order to offer gen-
eral education in Chinese and religious educa-
tion in Arabic, excluding the traditional Persian
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language. As ties were established with the
Muslim world at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, two teachers, ≠Alì Ri∂à and £usayn £àfiΩ,
were sent in 1907 to Beijing by the late Ottoman
monarch, and two others by the Egyptian king
in the 1930s, Mu™ammad ad-Dàlì and Mu™am-
mad ±Ibràhìm Fulayfil. The two monarchs sent
books, stored in the Fù±àd Library in Beijing,
which was destroyed during the Cultural
Revolution. The People’s Republic, founded in
1949, banned private confessional teaching from
the early 1950s to the 1980s, until a more liberal
stance allowed religious mosque education to
resume and private Muslim schools to open.
Moreover, except in Xinjiang for fear of seces-
sionist feelings, the government allowed and
sometimes encouraged the founding of private
Muslim schools in order to provide education
for people who could not attend increasingly
expensive state schools or who left them early,
for lack of money or lack of satisfactory
achievements. Not daring to call themselves
Islamic schools, these institutions, ranging from
kindergartens to secondary-level schools, often
call themselves ‘Sino-Arabic schools’ or ‘lan-
guage’ schools (Gladney 1999). A more collo-
quial Arabic is taught, even though the level
remains low. For further studies, students from
these schools try to go, at their own expense or
with grants provided by Islamic countries, to
Malaysia, Pakistan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and
elsewhere. Some make their living as translators,
others become teachers in the private Muslim
schools of China, but the vast majority leave the
field of Islamic studies altogether. 

To develop relations and knowledge of the
Arabic world, the government of the People’s
Republic of China relied in the 1950s on twenty
or so Muslim students who had been to study at 
al-Azhar in the 1930s and early 1940s. They
became university teachers, translators, Arabic
broadcasting advisors – China had broadcast in
Arabic from 1957 onward. The most famous
graduate from al-Azhar, Ma Jian (1906–1978),
in Arabic Mu™ammad Màkìn aß-Íìnì, trans-
lated during his years of study Confucius’
Analects into Arabic and various other books
from Arabic. He was the first Arabic teacher at
Beijing University in 1946 and was occasionally
a translator for Chairman Mao. He collaborated
in a Sino–Arabic dictionary but is much famed
for his translation of the Qur ±àn into colloquial
Chinese, which became the main reference for
scholars and for Muslims. Only two universities

taught Arabic in the early 1950s, out of nine or
so universities or colleges (Xiang 1995). The
first students of Arabic at Beijing University
were all Muslims whereas today Chinese
Muslims cannot pass the examination, which is
set in English to enter university. Arabic has a
modest place in both international relations and
academic circles in the People’s Republic of
China, whereas it remains attractive for Chinese
Muslims, who have preserved the traditional
mode of learning and attempt to develop knowl-
edge of modern Arabic in modern, but poorly
funded schools. 
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Leila Chérif-Chebbi (Paris, France)

Christian Middle Arabic

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

For methodological reasons, two forms of
Christian Middle Arabic are distinguished here,
according to the date of the texts written in it:
Early Christian Middle Arabic and Late
Christian Middle Arabic. Early Christian
Middle Arabic refers to the form of → Middle
Arabic used in texts and/or manuscripts dating
back to the 9th or the 10th century. Many of
these texts were copied in monasteries of South
Palestine, among which the famous monastery
of Saint Catherine in the Sinai (Blau 1966:20).
Late Christian Middle Arabic refers to Middle
Arabic used in texts and/or manuscripts written
after the year 1000 (Knutsson 1974; Bengtsson
1995; Grand’Henry 1984, 1988, 1996). This
chronological distinction should not imply that
two different linguistic types of Middle Arabic
are referred to. Current research on Middle
Arabic has not gone into deep enough detail to
allow a linguistic definition of different layers of
Middle Arabic. Fischer’s (1991:432–433) socio-
linguistic definition seems to fit all linguistic
forms of Middle Arabic encountered: 

I have proposed to call Middle Arabic all those texts
written by authors who are not able to reach the
high standard of educated Classical Arabic or who
do not intend to do so [. . .]. As a result of this socio-
linguistic definition, we notice that Middle Arabic
texts were not only produced in former times, they
are written in our times as well.

At least, Middle Arabic may be identified 
through two characteristics. On the one hand,
the history of Middle Arabic is undoubtedly
connected with the history of Arabic dialects.
On the other hand, “three standard types can be
distinguished in Middle Arabic: Classical Arabic
with Middle Arabic admixture; semi-classical
Middle Arabic; classicized Middle Arabic”
(Blau 1966:50–51).

Owing to their tendency to use ‘correct’ language,
but hampered by their deficient knowledge of
Classical Arabic, Middle Arabic authors used forms
which were neither Classical nor Middle Arabic
forms and may, accordingly, be called pseudo-cor-
rect features. Sometimes these pseudo-correct fea-
tures take the shape of simple malapropisms [. . .].
In other cases, the pseudo-correct forms appear as
hyper-corrections [. . .]: the writer, in his desire to
use classical forms and avoid those of Middle
Arabic, overshoots the mark and utilizes features
peculiar to the language of prestige (i.e. Classical
Arabic) even in positions which demand forms
found equally in the lower language (i.e. Middle
Arabic), thus using features ‘too correct’ [. . .].
There exists, however, another feature, emerging
from the influence of a superior language upon its
inferior, which we would propose to call hypo-cor-
rection [. . .]. While the authors and copyists of
Ancient South Palestinian texts tend to exaggerate
the use of ‘correct forms’, employing hyper-correc-
tion, they can also occasionally err in the opposite
manner, in ‘correcting’ vulgar forms only to a par-
tial extent, using hybrid forms ‘not sufficiently cor-
rect’ (Blau 1966:50–51).

1 . O r t h o g r a p h y  a n d  p h o n e t i c s

1.1 Vowels

i. Short a may shift to e/i and à to è/ì (Blau
1966:63–65, 2002:29). The most important
information about the vowels in Early
Christian Middle Arabic derives from the
publication in 1901 of a bilingual Greek-
Arabic fragment of Psalm LXXVIII (Violet
1901), dating back to the 8th century (on
this text, see Haddad 1992:159–164: the
Psalm book is dated between 680 and 710).

ii. Long diphthongs are shortened: ™à ±i† >™ày†

‘wall’ (Blau 1966:67) or monophthongized:
±ulà ±ika > £L ¨H ‘those’ (Blau 1966:67); al-
mawt > al-mùt ‘death’ (Bengtsson 1995:105).

iii. Elision of short final vowels: frequent
absence of the accusative ±alif in nouns,
absence of differentiation between imperfect
forms terminating in endings with and with-
out n, absence of short final vowels in Greek
transcriptions and in Arabic Bible transla-
tions (Blau 2002:30; Bengtsson 1995:107).

iv. Lengthening of short vowels: sà instead of
sa- preceding an imperfect as marker of the
future tense, sometimes fal > fàl, ka > kà and
la > là (Blau 1966:68–80: orthographic 
and phonetic features not found so far in
Late Christian Middle Arabic; but wa > 
wà in Knutsson 1974:52; Bengtsson 1995:
100).

v. u > ù (Blau 1966:73).
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vi. hà marking final -a in the pronominal suffix
1st person sg. -ya: Ó£¬Jr ‘my feet’ (Blau
1966:75–76).

vii. the Classical Arabic syllable structure has
changed: final closed syllabes may contain lo
ng vowels in non-pausal position ı£œI ÂL ‘it 
was not hidden’ (Blau 1966:77, 2002:30)

viii. ±alif maqßùra bi-ßùrat al-yà ± is often repre-
sented by ±alif: ‡Ea‘higher’ (Blau 1966:81,
2002:32; Grand’Henry 1996:5, n.9).

1.2 Consonants

i. The glottal stop has weakened and nearly
completely disappeared, so that it may be
omitted in every position (Blau 1966:83–
105, 2002:32–33; Knutsson 1974:60–76):
≈i ±b > ≈ìb ‘wolf’, radì ± > radi ‘wicked’, ru ±yà

> ruyyà ‘vision’; i ±a > iya, ì ±à > ìyà, u ±a > uwa,
a ±a, à ±a > à, u ±u > ù, w± > ww, y ± > yy.

ii. µ > t, ≈ > d: this phenomenon is marked as
“quite probable” by Blau (1966:106) and is
found systematically in some manuscripts 
in which all the Classical interdentals are
superseded by the corresponding dentals
(Grand’Henry 1988:234–291, see critical
apparatus, manuscripts D and H). Now-
adays, this phenomenon regularly appears in
most Modern Arabic dialects, mainly in
towns. Knutsson (1974:88) uses manuscripts
in which a few words only have µ and ≈, while
elsewhere there are dentals. He assumes that
in these cases the interdentals represent a sibi-
lant pronunciation, like in modern Egyptian
Arabic for some words (™ayµu > ™às,
Knutsson 1974:89), but in certain cases, like
m u]a/mud ‘Edom’, dentals and interdentals
“may have been looked upon as merely alter-
native spellings” (Knutsson 1974:99).

iii. ß > s: sometimes as an effect of dissimilation 
n¨œ∫…ßI ‘they are baptized’, r¨ßLa‘the horn’
(Blau 1966:110; Knutsson 1974:105–106).

iv. “ > s in loanwords from Aramaic: »£¬S

‘apostle’ (Blau 1966:111; Grand’Henry
1996:21, n. 51).

v. s > ß: ˜æV ‘hot’ (Blau 1966:113).
vi. ∂: it is probable that all spirants disappeared

at one stage (Blau 1966:113, n. 175).
vii. ∂ < Ú and Ú < ∂ reflect a form of merger of

both consonants, which probably occurred
right from the start of Middle Arabic: ”∑¬œI

‘it renders coarse’,  ˇ¬? ‘it was lost’, ‰I∏∑|

‘enclosures’, ‰÷| ‘it has come’ (Blau 1966:

113–114, 2002:34; Knutsson 1974:106–
107); when ∂ is replaced by Ú, which was the
marked member of the pair, this tends to be
the result of hypercorrection.

viii. ÿayn instead of ≠ayn: in ≠amìq ‘deep’, ÇµœLza

‘the depth’ (Blau 1966:115; Knutsson
1974:108).

ix. tà ±’ marbù†a, tà ± †awìla, ±alif maqßùra, ±alif
mamdùda alternate: ˇ¡Ba’ ‘daughter’, ≤Î|a

‘one [fem.]’, ≤r ’™La, ar’™La ‘the virgin’, UÓ˚E,
∏˚E ‘Acre’ (Blau 1966:119; Knutsson
1974:111).

x. ±alif fàßila is very often spelled after every
wàw: auÎ™¬L ‘to the enemy’, ä Jra ‘I hope’, 
ä «N ‘toward, about, according to’ ä ¡B, 
‘sons’ (Blau 1966:127–128, 2002:35;
Knutsson 1974:114; Grand’Henry 1988:
257, n. 63).

2 . M o r p h o l o g y

2.1 Pronouns

i. Several pronouns are similar to those of
Modern Arabic dialects: ±antì ‘you [2nd pers.
fem. sg.]’, -uh (3rd pers. masc. sg. suffix)
‘him’, na™nà ‘we’ (Blau 1966:133–135;
Knutsson 1974:116); this phenomenon is
also reflected in Christian Middle Arabic
texts written in Coptic characters (Blau
1979:218). Pronominal suffixes in -kon and 
-hon appear in Late Christian Middle Arabic
instead of Classical -kum and -hum, as in
some Middle Eastern dialects (Blau 1966:
133–135; Knutsson 1974:116–117).

ii. The demonstrative pronoun fl̆±H ‘these’ > 
l¨H ºL¨H ºLu∏H fl¨H flu∏H and ÀfluA > £Lua ‘those’
(Blau 1966:127–128; Grand’ Henry 1996:
54, l. 14).

iii. Interrogative pronouns: mà was superseded
by ±ayy “ay and its developments ˜≠Ia, ”–Ia

‘what’, ˆ≠Ifl ‘why’ (Blau 1966:142–143).
iv. Indefinite pronouns: ̂ + ‘something’ and Î|au or

Î|ä La ‘someone’ (Blau 1966:142–143).

2.2 Verbs

i. The verb in the perfect: elision of the short 
final vowels: semi ± ‘he heard’, fa-amtana ≠ ‘and
he refrained’ (8th century, Violet 1901) and
suffixes -tì (scriptio plena for the 2nd pers. 
fem. sg.); -tù (2nd pers. masc. pl. before
pronominal suffixes and isolated): a¨†Iar ‘you
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have seen’ (Blau 1966:145–146; Knutsson
1974:119), as in Modern Arabic dialects.

ii. The verb in the imperfect: elision of final
short vowels: yeqdir ‘he can’ (8th century,
Violet 1901), yajìb ‘he will bring’ (Blau
1966:147–149).

iii. Form I occurs instead of Classical Arabic
Form IV, especially in geminate and weak
verbs: ˇßß| ‘you felt’. Verbs IIw keep ì in
the imperfect as in Classical Arabic, but ini-
tial ±alif disappears: h ¨™£:u ‘and obey him’
(since the shift from Form I to Form IV is
widespread in Christian Middle Arabic, the
shift from Form IV to Form I could be a
hypercorrection, Blau 1966:152–154). 

iv. Form II may be used with the same meaning
as Form I: r ‰W ‘to do harm’ (Blau 1966:155).

v. Form III may be followed by a preposition
marking the person affected by the action,
e.g. Ò˚L∏B Ò˚LaÚL∏"u ‘and the whole min-
gled with the whole’ (Blau 1966:157).

vi. Form IV appears very often instead of the
Classical Form I: ∏¡Ea ‘to mean’, ∏ƒ+a ‘to
cure’, Ò£Ca ‘it was said’ (the latter may have
been reshaped originally according to the
pattern u-i-a of the sound verbs: ±uqìla like
kutiba, ±uktiba, and then produced new
derivations, cf. Blau 1966:157–162). It
may be concluded that in spite of the
replacement of Form IV by Form I in
Christian Middle Arabic, cases of the oppo-
site shift occur either by hypercorrection 
or by orthographic confusion through the
adding of a prosthetic ±alif. 

vii. The perfect and imperative of Form V and
VI begin with ±it – instead of ta-: ‰˙…T∏F ‘he 
was clean’, Â¬˚Ta ‘speak!’, ˇFaa‰Ta ‘I have
been gracious’, ˆ¡E auÎE∏∫Ta ‘let me alone!’
(Blau 1966:163–165).

viii. In geminate verbs, the two identical conso-
nants may occur not contracted after long
à: ¯∆J∏«M ‘argumentation’ (Blau 1966:
167). In Late Christian Middle Arabic, the
1st and 2nd persons in the perfect are
formed according to the pattern of verbs
IIIy: ̂ ¡£†∫£∫K instead of ˆ¡£†∫∫K ‘you have over-
turned me’ (Knutsson 1974:127).

ix. Verbs I±: in Forms II, III, IV, V, and VIII
these shift to the category of verbs Iw: ‰Mä T

‘to hold council’, ˜µTa ‘to entrust’. Form
VIII may have the pattern ’æ†Ia instead of

Classical Arabic ’æTa ‘to take’ (Blau 1966:
168–172, 183) or the maßdar d∏«†Ia

‘unity’ (Grand’Henry 1996, 7, n. 11).
x. The imperfect of Form II of verbs I± may be

spelled without the first radical consonant,
e.g. Â˚ßSa º†| ‘that I establish you’ (Blau 
1966:171).

xi. Verbs II± pass into verbs IIw/y: su‰T ‘to
become chief’ (on the various forms of ra ±à

‘to see’ in Christian Middle Arabic, see Blau
1966:173–176). 

xii. Verbs III± often pass into verbs IIIy: ∏¡£…"a

‘we have sinned’ (Classical Arabic jà ±a has
the forms au∏J auJ ∏J ̌ £J and jà ±a bi ‘to come
with’ produced the new verb jàb/yijìb ‘to
bring’ as in Modern Arabic dialects, Blau
1966:176–180).

xiii. Verbs Iw sometimes retain the w in the
imperfect: yajibu > yùjib ‘it is necessary’,
and the passive may be built without wàw:
yùßafu > yußaf ‘it is described’ (Blau
2002:40). The imperatives of Form I are
formed with prosthetic ±alif: ä _ra ‘inherit!’
(Blau 1966:180–184; Knutsson 1974:
131).

xiv. Verbs IIw/y: the breakdown of the mood
system results in the occurrence of forms
with long vowels where Classical Arabic
demands a short one: m¨çI ÂLu ‘and he has not
got up’ (Knutsson 1974:132) (in Early
Christian Middle Arabic, hypercorrect
yakun instead of Classical yakùnu occurs
as well, Blau 1966:185–188).

xv. Verbs IIIw/y: as in Modern Arabic dialects,
there is a total merger of verbs IIIw to verbs
IIIy: ÿazawtu > ÿazayt ‘I raided’. Sometimes, 
-iya > -à: ±u ≠†iya > ±u ≠†à ‘is given’ (Blau
1966:190–191; Knutsson 1974:134). The
3rd pers. masc. pl. of the perfect of those
verbs whose second radical is followed by i
ends in -iyù:  ä £çB ‘they stayed’, ä £ßN ‘they
forgot’ (Blau 1966:193; Knutsson 1974:
134– 135). Forms like lam tadrì ‘you did not
know’ or ±a ≠†ìnì ‘give me!’ may have been
formed by analogy to the indicative after the
moods had disappeared. Finally, nouns ter-
minating in [-in] in Classical Arabic in the
nominative/genitive and [-iyan] in the accu-
sative, end in [-ì ] in Christian Middle
Arabic: qà∂in > qà∂ì ‘judge’ (Blau 1966:
190–201).
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2.3 Nouns

i. There are some changes in the gender of the
nouns as in modern dialects, e.g. ™aql ‘field’
and qamar ‘moon’ are used as feminines
(Blau 1966:203–204); in the pronouns and
the verbs (perfect, imperfect, imperatives,
sometimes the participle and the adjective)
the feminine plural is replaced by masculine
plural: ä J ‰"u au‰÷Na Â¬Srua t  ∏¡B ∏I ‘o you daugh-
ters of Jerusalem, go forth and behold!’
(Blau 1966:201–209, 2002:41; Knutsson
1974:137).

ii. The dual is about to disappear, being
replaced by the plural. As in the masculine
sound plural, the oblique case of the dual has
superseded the nominative. -ìn has become
the only ending of the masculine sound plu-
ral (Blau 1966:224–228, 2002:42; Knutsson
1974:138–139).

iii. In the broken plural, there is a morphologi-
cal attraction to ±af ≠àl: l∏Jra ¯–¬_ ‘three 
men’ (Blau 1966:228).

iv. The nisba -iyyìn may be shortened to -ìn:
öN∏™¡˚La ‘the Canaanites’ (Blau 1966:232;
Knutsson 1974:144).

v. ±af ≠al at-taf∂ìl is expressed for ‘better/best’
and ‘worse/worst’ by ±axyar and ±a“arr (Blau
1966:233; Knutsson 1974:145).

2.4 Numerals

In numerals, ±a™ad > ™ad ‘one’, and the com-
posed numerals of dialectal type appear: ™da ≠“ar
‘eleven’, iµnà ≠“ar ‘twelve’. Numerals are used 
without Classical Arabic concord (Blau 1966:
236–241; Grand’Henry 1996:9, n. 19).

2.5 Prepositions

For prepositions (Blau 1966:241–254), some
remarkable uses in Early Christian Middle
Arabic should be mentioned: bi- may replace fì,
but more often, fì replaces bi-; fì may replace
≠alà; ka-miµl replaces ka- (ka-miµl was already
obligatory in Classical Arabic before pronouns,
e.g. ka-miµli-hi instead of *ka-hu); li- replaces
±ilà; bi-manzila is used with the sense of ‘as, like’;
li-makàn is used as a preposition denoting cause
in Ancient South Palestinian (Blau 1966:253),
which seems to be related with ́ W¨M ‘because’ in
Late Christian Middle Arabic (Grand’Henry
1996:27, n. 1; Lentin 1997:I, 275).

3 . S y n t a x

i. Mood endings: The disappearance of mood
endings is reflected by the omission of final
short vowels and the absence of differentia-
tion between imperfect forms terminating in
endings with and without n: lam tuqirrùna
‘you have not acknowledged’ (Blau 2002:45);
ˆL¨çL n¨™µßT ÂLu ‘but you did not listen to 
my word’  (Knutsson  1974:148);  ˜M ä B‰+a

ä B‰≠I iÎLa ¯£Eu fla  ‘and drink from the ves-
sels, from which my servants are drinking!’
(Bengtsson 1995:141).

ii. Concord: whereas in Classical Arabic a verb
preceding its subject is put in the singular, in
Middle Arabic the preceding verb tends to
agree in number with the following sub-
ject: s∏Nan¨L¨çIu ‘some say’ (Blau 1967a:277); 
ad¨˙I ¨¡B ä L∏çF ‘and the children of Judah said’
(Knutsson 1974:152); ∏H∏¡Ba ∏Ju¸†F ‘and her 
two sons married’ (Bengtsson 1995:143).
Concord of things is sometimes expressed by
a plural: Â˙¡S ÎC ˆ†La ÓTa‰ƒ+u ‘and his swords,
which he has sharpened’ (Blau 1967a:286);
ÂH¨¡˚Su o‰çLaä ¡B ‘they erected the villages and
dwelt in them’ (Knutsson 1974:157).

iii. aysa has become invariable: Òç™Lau ˆH Í£¬F

Î|au ̂ +  ‘it and reason are not the same thing’
(Blau 1967a:307); nfla t ¨µT Í£L N∏F ‘for you
are not going to die now’ (Knutsson 1974:
158).

iv. Loss of case endings: the accusative ±alif is
sometimes omitted  in  indefinite  triptotic
nouns: ∏£˙B ˜ß| n∏K nau ‘and if he is beautiful
and pretty’ (Blau 1967a:324); ¬Ha b ‰La nfl

Ú∫S ‘since the Lord has destroyed a tribe’
(Knutsson 1974:159). On the other hand,
Christian Middle Arabic uses -an in short
words, irrespective of case: ÒK∏I aÎ|a˜˚I ÂLu

‘and nobody ate’ (Blau 1967b:327); 
Ò£Ia‰Sa ˇ£B ˆF ∏˚¬M ˜˚I ÂL ‘there was no king in
the house of Israel’ (Knutsson 1974:165).

v. ±i∂àfa: sometimes, the definite article is
added to the status constructus: Òµ™Lau r∏∫…Vfl∏B

»L∏√La‘by patience and well doing’ (Blau
1967a:351); ÎI Î«La ıKa‰µLa ‘chariots of iron’
(Knutsson 1974:168).

vi. Syntax of numerals: some changes point 
to a more dialectal syntax of numerals,
combined with hypercorrections: ´Bä S ´∫S

‘seven weeks’, ¯E∏S ‰≠E ∏¡_a ‘twelve hours’,
¯I‰C ˜I ‰≠Eu ˆ¡_a ‘twenty-two villages’, ö™∫S
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¬M  ‘seventy kings’ (Blau 1967a:371–372;
Knutsson 1974:168–171; see also Grand’
Henry 1996:9, n. 20, 41, n. 103).

vii. Presentatives: hà≈à and huwa-≈à are to be
mentioned:  ∏Naa’H ‘behold,  here  I  am’;  
e∏∫ßLa a]¨H ‘behold, the beasts’ (Blau 1967a:
463, 465); †¬SraÎC a’˙F ‘and behold, I
havesent you’; ´Wa∏Naa’˙F ‘and behold, I
will put’ (Knutsson 1974:177).

viii. Subordinate asyndetic clauses: these occur
in Classical Arabic as well, but less fre-
quently than in Christian Middle Arabic 
or in Modern Arabic dialects (→ serial
verbs): nuÎ∫™I s∏¡La Â¬™I a’H ‘this man teaches 
men to worship God’ (Blau 1967b:498); 
Â˙Ju¸N rÎçN ∏µF ‘we, however, cannot marry
them’ (Knutsson 1974:177).

ix. Relative clauses: alla≈ì has become in-
variable and no longer agrees with the
antecedent in number,   gender,   and   case;
∏˙£F Â˚†C ‰F i’La c∏F fla ́ £µJ ‘all  the  countries
where  I have  scattered  you’  (Blau  1967b:
550); Ó¬La Â˙˚¬Hai’Laö£Nar¨Mfla ‘the Amorites,
whom God has destroyed’ (Knutsson
1974:178).

x. Temporal clauses: ™ayµu, which originally
had a local sense, has come to be used as a
temporal conjunction: —£| ‘[. . .] since, as’
(Blau   2002:198); r¨Mfla Â˚B ˇC∏W —£| ‘when
you are in distress’ (Knutsson 1974:183).

xi. Causal clauses: ™ìna seems still to be tem-
poral in Early Christian Middle Arabic
(™ìna ‘when’, Blau 2002:198), but may
shift to a causal meaning in Late Christian
Middle Arabic: Ó«B’M ‰çE ö| Ò™∫LaÓ£¬E ˆ∑çI

‘let Baal pronounce judgment against him,
because he has cut down his altar’
(Knutsson 1974:184).

Most of the linguistic peculiarities described
here also appear in Christian Middle Arabic
texts of Coptic origin (Blau 1979:215–262,
2002:155–167; Retsö 1984:317–337; Czap-
kiewicz 1984:27–46).
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Cilician Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Area and range

The Arabic dialects of Cilicia (Southern Turkey)
are spoken in the three large cities of the Cilician
Plain (Çukurova), namely Adana, Tarsus, and
Mersin, as well as in about 25 villages situated to
the south of these towns (see map). The total
number of an estimated 70,000 Arabic speakers
comprises three communities who differ in both
religion and dialect: 66,500 Nusayri-Alawis,
4,000 Sunnis and 1,000 Christians (the latter two
groups found only in Mersin). Cilician Arabic is
isolated both from the Arab countries themselves
and from other Arabic speaking minorities in 
→ Turkey (Procházka 2002a:2–12). Though
Cilician Arabic is, to a great extent, understand-
able to the Arabs of Antioch (→ Antiochia
Arabic), in their communications with other
Arabic speakers, particularly farm workers from
the Urfa area, Cilician Arabs use Turkish. There
are very few external influences, since Literary
Arabic is completely unknown and contacts with
other Arabs are rare.

1.2 Speakers

Most Arabic speakers in Cilicia are farmers.
Those living in towns are usually craftsmen and
unskilled workers. For religious reasons, both
the Alawis and the Christians are strictly
endogamic. Because people under 30 years old
have completely switched to Turkish, the
dialects of Cilicia are a variety of Arabic in dan-
ger of becoming extinct in a few decades (see
Procházka 1999).

1.3 Position and linguistic type

The dialects of all three communities are seden-
tary dialects belonging to the Syro-Palestinian
group. The Alawi dialects exhibit a striking
resemblance to those of their co-religionists in
the province of Antioch (Arnold 1998) in partic-
ular and to the Syrian coastal dialects in general
(Behnstedt 1997: map 501). The Sunni dialect of
Mersin shares many features with the vernacu-
lars of the larger towns along the Syrian coast
(Lattakia, Banyàs), and the mixed Christian
dialect of this town shows affinities with the
Christian dialect of Antioch. Although not very

diversified, and mutually fully understandable,
the Alawi dialects of Cilicia can be divided into
three groups more or less corresponding to the
cities of Adana, Tarsus, Mersin, and their sur-
rounding villages (for details see Procházka
2002:4–14). The image of Cilician Arabic in 
the surrounding society is very poor. It is never
used in education or in the media, nor is it ever
written.

1.4 Historical evidence

The presence of Arabic-speaking people in the
region is attested as early as the 17th century.
However, apart from general remarks about the
language by early Western travelers, Cilician 
Arabic was not described in any detail until the
1980s.

1.5 State of research and main sources

A preliminary sketch of the dialect of Adana was
published by Jastrow (1983). A comprehensive
grammar, including numerous texts and an analy-
sis of the Turkish impact, is Procházka (2002a).
For a description of the overall sociolinguistic 
situation in the area, see Procházka (1999). 
The original recordings of many of the texts 
in Procházka (2002a) are available in the Semi-
tic Language Archive (<http:// www.semarch.
uni-hd.de/index.php4>, under Syrien-Palästina,
Türkei-Süd).

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n  

The reference dialect for the following descrip-
tion is the Alawi dialect of the city of Adana.
Some differences within the Alawi dialects them-
selves as well as a few striking features of the
Sunni dialect of Mersin will also be discussed.
The Christian dialect of this city, because of its
heterogeneous character will not be treated. 

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1 Consonants

2.1.1.1.1 Inventory 
List of consonants: b, t, †, d, ∂, k, q, m, n, r, f, s,
z, ß, “, j, x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h, w, y, l.

Marginal consonants: mainly due to assi-
milatory processes, the following marginal 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



cilician arabic 389

T
he

 C
ili

ci
an

 P
la

in
 (Ç

uk
ur

ov
a)

 –
 T

ur
ki

sh
 P

ro
vi

nc
es

 o
f A

da
na

 a
nd

 ÷
çe

l
To

w
ns

 a
nd

 v
ill

ag
es

 s
et

tl
ed

 b
y 

A
ra

bs
(P

la
ce

s 
w

it
h 

m
ix

ed
 p

op
ul

at
io

n 
ar

e 
in

 it
al

ic
s;

 in
 p

ar
en

th
es

es
 a

re
 th

e 
nu

m
be

rs
 o

f i
nh

ab
it

an
ts

 a
cc

or
di

ng
 to

 th
e 

ce
ns

us
 o

f 1
99

0)

Q
ua

rt
er

s 
w

hi
ch

 a
re

 m
ai

nl
y 

se
tt

le
d 

by
 A

ra
bs

:

A
da

na
:A

kk
ap

ı (
l-

ô
bi

t l
i-

kb
ìr

i)
, D

a‘
lıo

‘
lu

 (l
-ô

bi
t i

z-
zÿ

ay
y®

a)
,

H
av

uz
lu

ba
hç

e,
 E

sk
ib

ey
, M

ıd
ık

, K
ar

çı
ya

ka
 (B

ar
ra

 ‘
-‘

is
r, 

or
ig

.
W

ar
à
±a

l-
‘
is

r)

M
er

si
n:

B
ah

çe
, T

ur
gu

t R
ei

s,
 M

ah
m

ud
iy

e 
(A

la
w

i)
,

K
ir

em
it

ha
ne

 (S
un

ni
),

 Ç
an

ka
ya

 (s
om

e 
C

hr
is

ti
an

 fa
m

ili
es

)

T
ar

su
s:

Fa
ti

h,
 E

sk
i Ö

m
er

li 
(£

à
ri

t ≠
Im

rà
n)

, M
us

al
la

, Ç
ah

in

M
ap

 1
. T

he
 C

ili
ci

an
 P

la
in T

a
rs

u
s

(1
87

.5
08

)

M
er

si
n

(4
22

,3
57

)

K
ar

ac
ai

ly
as

(6
.2

69
)

R
ai

lw
ay

R
a

il
w

a
y

K
ar

ad
uv

ar
K

az
an

lı
(8

.0
55

)

A
da

na
lıo

‘
lu

(3
.6

48
)

D
el

im
in

ne
t

(1
.7

91
)

Y
eç

il

Ç
at

al
te

pe
(1

.4
67

)

A
li

H
as

an
a‘

a
(2

12
)

M
an

ta
ç

(3
62

)Tarsus Irma‘i

ku
yu

(7
90

)

a‘
a

(7
84

)

K
eh

la
m

et
(1

.0
17

)

D
ör

ta
‘
aç

(1
61

)
H

ad
ır

lı
(4

.2
17

)

D
ik

o‘
lu

Y
al

m
an

lı
(7

89
)

K
ay

ıç
lı

(8
84

)

K
ar

ay
us

ufl
u

(2
.1

34
)

Sa
lm

an
be

yl
i

(3
41

)
D

er
vi

çl
er

(3
56

)
M

ür
se

lo
‘
lu

(8
58

)

Se
yh

an

M
ed

it
er

ra
n

ea
n

 S
ea

Ç
uk

ur
ov

a

H
av

is
lu

(5
,1

87
)

A
lih

oc
al

ı
(7

91
)

K
ök

lü
ce

(8
66

)

A
d

a
n

a
(9

16
.1

50
)

R
a

i l
w

a
y Cey

han

C
ey

ha
n

Cey
han

K
ar

at
aç

(9
.0

25
)

B
ah

çe (2
.2

94
)

Y
eç

ilk
öy

(2
.2

95
)

Ç
ey

hg
an

em

K
ır

m
ız

ıd
am

(5
33

)

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



390 cilician arabic

consonants are used in Cilician Arabic: ±, v, g, Ω,
∑, ∆. In addition to these, p is found in borrow-
ings from Turkish. 

2.1.1.1.2 Historical remarks
The interdentals have shifted to postdental plo-
sives, both j and q are preserved (only in the
Sunni dialect q >±). Typical is velarization and
labialization of b (e.g. bitt ßaflwì ‘young girl’) and
palatalization of k (e.g. kyèl ‘eat!’). 

2.1.1.1.3 Phonetic realization
Secondary velarization is very common, es-
pecially with r (e.g. baq®a ‘cow’), but not 
phonemic. 

2.1.1.1.4 Sociolinguistic variables
By most urban, especially male, speakers q is
pronounced as ˚ (Procházka 2002:19). Fur-
thermore, young and urban speakers tend to
have a very weak articulation of the pharyngeal
and velarized consonants. 

2.1.1.2 Vowels

2.1.1.2.1 Inventory
Short: i, a; long: à, è, ì, ò, ù. Under the impact of
Turkish e, ı, o, ö, u, ü have gained a marginal
phonemic status.

2.1.1.2.2 Historical remarks
/i/ < *i and *u; regarding the two new phonemes
è and ò: /è/ < *à by ±imàla and, in some cases <
*ay; /ò/ < *aw and, pre-pausal, < *ù. Final *à and
*à ± have changed to /i/ if the preceding syllable
contains an historical /i/ (not /i/ < *u), otherwise
they have remained /a/, e.g. dinyi ‘world’, “iti
‘winter’, ma≠na ‘sense’, sama ‘sky’. Exceptions
are the feminine forms of color adjectives where
*à ± > /i/ after front and non-emphatic conso-
nants, e.g. sawdi ‘black’, ™am®a ‘red’.

2.1.1.2.3 Phonetic realization
It is worth noting that in the environment of
front consonants /ò/ and /ù/ are often pro-
nounced as ö– and ü–, e.g., tö–m ‘twin’ and tkü–n
‘she is’.

2.1.1.2.4 Distribution
Short /a/ is subject to changes conditioned by
syllable types and/or consonantal environment.
In pre-tonic closed syllables /a/ becomes /i/ not
only when followed by a, à, è, ay (e.g. ≠i†“àn
‘thirsty’, txibbayt ‘I hid myself’) but also in the
patterns *maf ≠ùl and *taf ≠ìl (e.g. miftù™

‘opened’).

Restricted to noun patterns, a shift of penulti-
mate /a/ > /i/ occurs in the environment of front
consonants, e.g. *jabal > jabil ‘mountain’. In
Tarsus and several neighboring villages, how-
ever, penultimate /a/ is split into i, a, or o, condi-
tioned by the adjacent consonants (details in
Procházka 2002a:28–30), e.g. *laban > labin
‘yoghurt’, *±azraq > ±azraq ‘blue’, *™a†ab > 
™a†ob ‘wood’. This dialect also shows the shift
of penultimate /à/ > ò in the environment of back
or velarized consonants, e.g. sil†òn ‘sultan’,
™ì†òn ‘walls’. 

2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
There are two diphthongs, /ay/ and /aw/. Cilician
Arabic exhibits the rare feature that the two
diphthongs have not developed in a parallel way.
Roughly speaking, /ay/ is usually retained but
/aw/ appears only in open syllables and has been
monophthongized in closed syllables, e.g. sayf
‘sword’, mòt ‘death’, daw®a ‘excursion’. For the
numerous exceptions and the historical develop-
ment see Procházka (2002a:51–55). For diph-
thongs in pausal forms, see 2.1.2.2.

2.1.1.4 Consonant clusters
The syllables CCC and -CC# remain unchanged
unless C2 is l, m, n, r, e.g. kalbkin ‘your dog’, but
baÿílkin ‘your mule’; mil™ ‘salt’, but ba™ir ‘sea’.
In #CC- mostly an anaptyctic vowel appears,
e.g. ëbnàt ‘girls’.

2.1.1.5 Stress
The stress lies on the last syllable if it is long 
(i.e. äC, vCC), otherwise it is on the penultimate
syllable.

2.1.2 Phonotactics

2.1.2.1 Conditioned ±imàla
Cilician Arabic has a conditioned → ±imàla, i.e.
/à/ usually shifts to /è/ if there is or was a short or
long /i/ (but not /i/ < *u, *a) in an adjacent sylla-
ble, e.g., *lisàn > lsèn ‘tongue’, *sakàkìn >
skèkìn ‘knives’, *fàti™ > fèti™ ‘opening’, nijjàr,
but nijjèrìn ‘carpenters’, *yu≠àwinu > y ≠èwin ‘he
helps’. There are many exceptions, some of them
phonologically motivated, some of them lexical-
ized (see Procházka 2002a:40–47), e.g. ±imàla
never occurs in the sequence àyi and next to ®. In
the Sunni dialects of Mersin the ±imàla is more or
less restricted to the patterns fi ≠àl/fi ≠làl (Pro-
cházka 2002a:205–206).
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2.1.2.2 Pausal forms
Final vowels in pause are lowered and/or diph-
thongized. Frequently found pausal phenom-
ena, typical for all Alawi dialects, are: -a > aw, -i
> -e/-ey, -u > -o/ow, and the same for long vow-
els. In Tarsus i < i is not lowered, but only diph-
thongized: e.g., bayti# > baytay ‘my house’.

Vowels which historically were not in final
position are never subject to pausal change. This
has led to a secondary phonemization of pausal
phenomena in forms such as nsè ‘forget [fem.]!’
< *insì, versus nsì ‘forget [fem.] him!’ < *insìh.

2.1.3 Morphophonology

2.1.3.1 Elision
Cilician Arabic is a non-différentiel dialect, i.e.,
both a and i are usually elided in open unstressed
syllables, e.g. *katábt > ktabt ‘I wrote, *simí ≠t >
smi≠t ‘I heard’. Exceptions are found among sev-
eral verbal forms. In the imperfect of Form I the
basic vowel is stressed and therefore not elided,
e.g. yismá≠u ‘they hear’, yiktíbu ‘they write’. In
the perfect a and i are elided when an inflectional
suffix is attached, but preserved when a pro-
nominal suffix is attached (Procházka 2002a:
32–37, 106–108), e.g. qatlu ‘they hit’ versus
qatálu ‘he hit him’, sim≠u ‘they heard’ versus
simí ≠u ‘he heard him’. In contrast to other Syrian
dialects, this phenomenon occurs also in the
derived forms, e.g. mawwáta ‘he killed her’,
≠èwánu ‘he helped him’.

2.1.3.2 Shortening and lengthening
Both phenomena are restricted to a very few
cases, especially the shortening of à before gem-
inated consonants and the lengthening of short
vowels in the imperative sg. masc. of Form I (see
2.2.6.2.i).

2.1.3.3 Suffixation
3rd pers. sg. fem. perfect: In Form I, the form
remains unchanged when combined with a con-
sonantal suffix, but is lengthened when com-
bined with a vocalic suffix, e.g. qatlitkin, qatlìtu
(some speakers qatiltu) ‘she hit you/him’. In 
the derived forms usually both kinds of suf-
fixes cause a metathesis: ftahmit > ftahimtu,
ftahimtkin ~ (ftahmitkin) ‘she understood
him/you’. 

3rd pers. pl. perfect: no pecularities, e.g. qatlu
‘they hit’, qatlùwa ‘they hit her’ (for suffixation
to participles see 2.2.6.3).

2.2 Morphology

In contrast to the related dialects along the
Syrian coast, there is no gender distinction in the
2nd and 3rd persons plural.

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal independent
A typical feature of all Alawi dialects is the ini-
tial h- in all 2nd persons. This can be explained
by analogy with the pronouns of the 3rd 
persons. 

3rd sg .masc. hùwi~hù

3rd sg. fem. hìyi~hì

3rd pl. hinni(n)
2nd sg. masc. hint
2nd sg. fem. hinti
2nd pl. hintu
1st sg. ana
1st pl. ni™na
In the Sunni dialect the 2nd persons are

inte~itte, inti~itti, intu~ittu.

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes
There exist morphological variants depending
on the final sound of the word to which the suf-
fix is attached (for details see Procházka 2002a:
64–67). Worth mentioning is that the historical
h- in the 3rd pers. sg. masc./fem. and 3rd pers.
pl. has disappeared in all forms following a con-
sonant and in most forms following a vowel. 

Suffixes after -C:
3rd sg. masc. -u
3rd sg. fem. -a
3rd pl. -in
2nd sg. masc. -ak
2nd sg. fem. -ik
2nd pl. -kin
1st sg. -i/-ni
1st pl. -na

2.2.1.3 Indirect object suffixes
These are formed by attaching the above-men-
tioned suffixes to the basis l-: e.g. katabli ‘he
wrote me’. Combined with 3rd pers. sg. fem.,
suffixes with an initial consonant often cause a
metathesis: e.g., jàbiltkin ~ jàbitilkin ‘she
brought to you’ (Procházka 2002:111–112).

2.2.1.4 Demonstratives
In the region of Adana the forms for the near
deixis are hàda, hàdi, hawdi, for the far hàka,
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hàki, hawki. In the regions of Mersin and Tarsus
the forms for the near deixis are hàda, hàya,
hawdin ~ hawdìn, for the far hàka, hàki,
hawkìn(i). The Sunni dialects have hàda, hàdi ~
haydi, hàdòl ~ hàdòn and hàdàk, hàdìk, hàdòk.

A short form exists for both the near (ha-) and
the far (hàk-) deixis. The latter is not common in
other dialects of the Syro-Palestinian group, e.g.
hàk-irrijjàl ‘that man’.

2.2.1.5 Presentatives
The most common form is the invariable kwà.
When referring to a person, it often gets the cor-
responding suffix, e.g. kanìtu, kanìta, kanìtin
‘here he, she is/they are!’ There exists a variant
kwanìt-; and in the village of Kazanlı kahnìt- is
heard (Procházka 2002:150).

2.2.1.6 Relative pronoun
The relative pronoun il is identical with the de-
finite article and causes the use of the construc-
tus state (see 2.3.1). Without a head noun hal is
usually used, e.g. hal b-yirki“ hèk fì ‘which he
digs with’.

2.2.1.7 Interrogative pronouns
mìn ‘who?’, “ù ‘what?’, ayna ‘which?’, e.g. bi
ayna ™à®a qè ≠id ‘in which neighborhood does he
live?’ (the Sunnis have masc. ènu, fem. èna), and
“ikil ‘what kind of?’ (e.g. b “ikil ≠arabày ‘with
what kind of car?’).

2.2.2 Adverbs

2.2.2.1 Temporal
Besides the widespread hallaq (< halwaqt)
‘now’, Cilician Arabic uses some very special
temporal adverbs, among them killma“ ‘always’,
mnistaxx ‘just now’ (< *min sà ≠it ilàxar), ba≠da
‘after that’, min ≠atìq ‘formerly’, ilÿada ‘at noon’,
illèli ‘today’, illèli ≠alambikra ‘this morning’
(Procházka 2002:163).

2.2.2.2 Local
hòn(i), in Kayıçlı hònit ‘here’; hònìk(i) hawnìk,
(rarely) hnìk ‘there’. A third deixis ‘just here’
exhibits the interesting extended forms of 
hòn: hònstìni, hònstayni, hònaystùni (Procházka
2002a:133).

2.2.2.3 Manner
hèk(i), in Mürselo‘lu hàkihni ‘so’; ™abbù“i ‘a lit-
tle’. kmayn ‘also’ is often found with additional

endings when emphasized: kmaynta, kmayn-
tanax.

2.2.2.4 Interrogatives
la“ù ‘why?’; “kìf ‘how?’; wayn ‘where?’; a“qad,
a“qa, a“qay ‘how much?’ (Procházka 2002a:
135); ìmtan ~ èmtan ‘when?’.

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 Article
There is only a definite article il, shortened after
a preceding vowel to l and assimilated to the tra-
ditional sun-letters and to j, ∑.

2.2.3.2 Genitive marker
No genitive marker, but a special analytic form
of the genitive is used (see 2.3.1).

2.2.3.3 Negations (see 2.3.5.5)

2.2.3.4 Existentials
fì, màfi ~ ±àfi ‘there is, there is not’.

2.2.3.5 Prepositions
The following innovations are worth noting: 
the functions of la and ≠ala have merged to a 
high degree (Procházka 2002a:136–138), and
qiddàm is used in local and temporal sense, e.g.,
qiddàm ilÿada ‘before noon’. xalf ‘behind’; fòq
‘above, upon’, e.g. fòq ilmasày ‘upon the table’;
jòfàt ‘inside of’; m™èdi ‘next to’; qàr“ìt (<
Turkish karçı) ‘opposite to’.

2.2.3.6 Conjunctions
Besides several Turkish loans, e.g. ∑ünkü
‘because of’ and ke“ke ‘if [for wishes]’, Cilician
Arabic uses some other peculiar forms: tak-ma
(Sunnis: bèn-ma) ‘until’, mi““i ‘the moment’, ≠i“t
‘because of’.

2.2.4 Noun

2.2.4.1 Gender
Feminina without the fem. marker -a/-i are all
nouns which denote animate beings of female
sex, e.g. ≠arùs ‘bride’, as well as expressions for
several paired parts of the body: dàn ‘ear’, ≠ayn
‘eye’, ±ìd ‘hand’, ±ijir ‘foot’, ±ißbi ≠ ‘finger’, †ìΩ ‘but-
tocks’. Besides the common unmarked feminine
nouns (nàr, ±ar∂, “ams, rù™), darb ‘road’, mayy
‘water’, kirsi ‘chair’, and – with some exceptions
– sikkìn ‘knife’ and †rìq ‘time [fois]’ are also fem-
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inine. Some of these nouns usually get a t-suffix
in the construct state, e.g. ±ißbi ≠ti ‘my finger’.

2.2.4.2 Productive patterns
Cilician Arabic has lost the ability for the cre-
ation of new words because lexical gaps are
almost always filled by loans from Turkish.
Neither diminutives nor the so-called nisba-end-
ing are productive any more. Petrified remains,
however, are found in a few words, such as the
diminutive xbayzi ‘bread’ and the nisba-form
tirki ‘Turk’.

2.2.4.3 External and internal plural
Like other peripheral dialects of Arabic, Cilician
Arabic shows a tendency toward the use of
external instead of internal plurals. Above all,
the feminine plural morpheme -àt is widely used,
not only for loanwords (e.g. ∑atalàt ‘forks’) but
also together with or instead of internal plurals
(e.g. jbèlàt ‘mountains’, ràsàt ‘heads’.) Except
for kbàr ‘big’ and zÿàr, ‘small’ internal plurals of
adjectives are not found (Procházka 2002:119). 

2.2.4.4 Unusual plural patterns
A peculiarity of Cilician Arabic are fa≠al and fì ≠àl
(Procházka 2002:120). The first corresponds to
the singulars fi ≠la and fa≠la and thus has replaced
the pattern fi ≠al, found in other Syro-Palestinian
dialects, e.g. ±ibri-±abar ‘needles’, kirsi-karas
‘chairs’, salli-salal ‘baskets’. fì ≠àl is only found in
ßìbà ≠ ‘fingers’ and ∂ìfàr ‘fingernails’.

2.2.4.5 Pseudo-dual
The → pseudo-dual appears only with dìnayn
‘(two) ears’; all other nouns denoting paired
parts of the body have internal plural forms, e.g.
diyyàt ‘hands’. 

2.2.4.6 Colors and deficiencies
Except ±aswid ‘black’, all words of this category
have the pattern ±af ≠al.

2.2.5 Numerals
The feminine of wè™id ‘one’ has the unique form
wèdi (discussed in Procházka 2002a:72).
Numerals from 3 to 10 and from 11 to 19 have
two different sets, depending upon how the
number is used: either as a pure number in isola-
tion, or as the modifier of a noun. Thus in 3–10
the isolated forms have the feminine ending 
(e.g. tlàti, ±arb≠a ‘three’, ‘four’) disappearing in
the construct state except when combined with

±àlàf ‘thousands’ and ±ìyèm ‘days’ (e.g. xamst
ìyèm ‘five days’.)

In 11–19, the set used for counting a noun has
preserved the final -r, e.g., tmin†a≠“ ‘18’ versus
tmin†a ≠“ir zalmi ‘18 men’. The word for ‘100’ is mì

(<*mìyi).

2.2.5.1 Ordinal numbers
As in some other peripheral dialects (e.g. →
Cypriot Arabic, Borg 1985:129), all ordinal
numbers except awwil ‘first’ and tèni ~ tàni ‘sec-
ond’ have been borrowed from Turkish (see
Procházka 2002:149–150,186).

2.2.5.2 Count nouns
Several characteristic count nouns exist to
express a unit of a collective, e.g. qirß bandùra
‘one tomato’, ≠irq ëflayfli ‘one pepper’.

2.2.6 Verb

2.2.6.1 Forms

2.2.6.1.1 Form I
In both the perfect and the imperfect there are
two bases: fa≠al, fi ≠il and yif ≠al, yif ≠il.
Complementary combination of perfect and
imperfect forms is preferred, i.e. most verbs are
either of the fa≠al/yif ≠il or the fi ≠il/yif ≠al type.
Except in combination with final weak roots,
the latter type is almost exclusively used for
intransitive verbs. In numerous cases Old Arabic
intransitive verbs of the a-type have been trans-
formed to the i-type, e.g. riji ≠ ‘to come back’,
rigid ‘to run’, “i ≠il ‘to burn [intr.]’ (Old Arabic
“a≠ala ‘to light’). 

In only two verbs does vowel alternation in
the basis express different concepts: ÿala/yiÿli ‘to
boil [trans.]’ versus ÿili/yiÿla ‘to boil [intr.]’. 

2.2.6.1.2 Derived Forms
While Form IX f ≠all/yif ≠all is still found in finite
verbs (participles are formed in Form II), there is
no evidence for Form IV and, except in the Sunni
dialect, only one single verb in Form X (see
Procházka 2002:96). Form VIII fta ≠al/yifti ≠il is
quite rare and not productive.

Form II (fa ≠ ≠al/yfa ≠≠il) is very frequent and often
causative to Form I, e.g. fàt ‘enter’-fawwat ‘to let
enter’, or denominal. Besides many transitive
verbs, a few frequent intransitive verbs are found,
e.g. waqqaf ‘to stand’. In Forms III and VI some
verbs have an ±imàla, e.g. fà≠al ~ fè ≠il/yfà≠al ~ yfè ≠il
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and tfà≠al ~ tfè ≠il/yitfà≠al ~ yitfè ≠il. Form V
tfa≠≠al/yitfa≠≠al serves mostly for reflexive or pas-
sive formations corresponding to Form II, e.g.
xassal ‘to wash’-txassal ‘to wash oneself’. Form
VII nfa≠al/yinfi ≠il is very productive and functions
primarily to form passive verbs corresponding to
Form I, even if the first radical is n, l, e.g. nisi ‘to
forget’-nnasa ‘to be forgotten’, lamm ‘to collect’
-nlamm ‘to be collected’.

2.2.6.2 Inflection of imperfect and perfect

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect: paradigm

3. sg. masc. yifta™

3. sg. fem. tifta™

3. pl. yiftá™u
2. sg. masc. tifta™

2. sg. fem. tiftá™i
2. pl. tiftá™u
1. sg. ifta™ ‘I open’
1. pl. nifta™

Imperatives: ftà™, fta™i, fta™u

Thus, Cilician Arabic belongs to the iktib-niktib
type. In both a- and i-bases, the form vowel is
retained in the whole paradigm by means of
stressing it in those forms with an inflectional
suffix. Verbal prefixes see 2.3.5.1. 

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect: paradigm

3. sg. masc. fata™

3. sg. fem. fat™it
3. pl. fat™u
2. sg. masc. fta™t
2. sg. fem. fta™ti
2. pl. fta™tu
1. sg. fta™t
1. pl. fta™na

A very interesting feature of the Sunni dialect 
of Mersin is that, in most cases, a distinction is
made between 1st pers. sg. and 2nd pers. sg.
masc., e.g. fta™it ‘I opened’ versus fta™t ‘you
opened’ (Procházka 2002a:208).

2.2.6.3 Participles
The active participle of Form I is fè ≠il; for intran-
sitive verbs denoting a condition fi≠làn is used,
e.g. mir∂àn ‘being ill’. In the Mersin area the lat-
ter occurs in many verbs of the fi≠il-type, e.g.
“irbàn ‘drinking’. The passive participle has the
pattern mif ≠ùl, e.g. miftù™ ‘opened’, exhibiting
the unique feature of a mi-prefix where other
dialects normally have ma-. In the derived

forms, no difference between active and passive
participles exists, e.g. m≠ammar ‘building, built’,
m≠èwan ‘helping, being helped’.

Participles of transitive verbs can get suffixes,
e.g. rèmìha ‘he has left her’. Sg. fem. participles
for the 1st and 3rd persons with suffixes are
formed regularly, e.g. qètli > qètlitni, qètiltu ‘she
has beaten me/him’. For the 2nd person, by anal-
ogy with the corresponding finite perfect form,
the pattern fè ≠iltì- is used, e.g. qètiltìni ‘you [fem.]
have beaten me’.

2.2.6.4 Verbal nouns
Verbal nouns are relatively rare and there is no
evidence of them in Forms V–X. In Form I ver-
bal nouns of the following patterns are found:
fa≠l, fi≠l, f ≠àl(a), f ≠èl(a), f ≠ùla, fa≠ìla. For Form II
the pattern tif ≠ìl is used, combined with IIIw/y
roots tif ≠ày or tif ≠a/i, e.g. ti“ ≠ìl ‘lightning’, tiswày
~ tiswa ‘making’, for Form III mfà ≠la/mfè ≠la.

2.2.7 Weak verbs

2.2.7.1 Geminated verbs
All verbs of this category have the same patterns
as, e.g. fazz/yfizz ‘to jump’, except words mean-
ing ‘to stay’ which have an a-imperfect: y∂amm
(Adana), y∂all ~ ytamm (Mersin, Tarsus). For
the vowel change in the perfect forms, e.g. ™a††,
™i††ayt ‘he, I put’, see 2.1.1.2.4. The active par-
ticiple is regular, e.g. ™è†i† ‘putting’.

2.2.7.2 Verbs I±
In Form I only two verbs of this type exist: ±akal
(variant kàl)/yàkil ‘to eat’ and ±axad/yàxid ‘to
take’. Forms with vocalic inflectional suffixes in
the perfect lose their first syllable, e.g. kalt, xadt
‘I ate, took’. The active participles are èkil, èxid
(but Mersin kàyil, xàyid). The passive partici-
ples are formed in Form VIII, e.g. mittèkal, mit-
tèxad. Imperatives: kèl, kili, kilu ‘eat!’ and xèd,
xidi, xidu ‘take!’.

2.2.7.3 Verbs Iw/y
Except wiji ≠/yja≠ ‘to hurt’, all verbs show the
preservation of the initial w, although in the
imperfect, and above all in the 2nd persons, vari-
ants with ù are also used, e.g. wiqi ≠/yiwqa≠ ~
yùqa≠. The root wqf is only combined with 
Form II, e.g. waqqaf/ywaqqif ‘to stop [transi-
tive/intransitive]’. Some Classical Arabic Form
VIII verbs appear as Form I verbs with the for-
mer t-infix as the first root radical, e.g.
taham/yithim ‘to accuse’ (< ittahama).
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The only Iy verb y is yibis/yìbas ‘to dry’; in the
imperfect a restructured variant yibyas exists.

2.2.7.4 Verbs IIw/y
Form I verbs of this category do not show any
peculiarities; the imperative has a long vowel in
all forms, e.g. “ìl, “ìli, “ìlu ‘pull out!’ There are,
however, a few verbs in which the weak root
consonant is retained, e.g. Form I †iwil/yi†wal ‘to
grow up [child]’, Form VII n≠awaj/yin≠iwij ‘to be
curved’.

2.2.7.5 Verbs IIIw/y
There exists an a- and an i-type in both the per-
fect and the imperfect of Form I, e.g. baka/yibki
‘to cry’, nisi/yinsa ‘forget’. In the perfect, conso-
nantal inflectional suffixes follow the syllable 
-ay- when combined with a-type verbs, and -ì-
when combined with i-type verbs, e.g. bkayt ‘I
cried’, nsìt ‘I forgot’. The root final y of the i-
type is never retained, not even in forms such as
nisu ‘they forgot’, where many Syrian dialects
(e.g. Damascus) have nësyo. In the imperfect, 
the forms of the 3rd pers. pl. are the same in 
both types, e.g. yinsu ‘they forget’ (a-type),
yim“u ‘they walk’ (i-type). The imperatives are
nsà, nsì, nsù ‘forget!’ (a-type) and ≠†ì, ≠†ì, ≠†ù

‘give!’ (i-type).

2.2.7.6 Irregular verbs
In Cilician Arabic only the verb ‘to come’ can be
regarded as irregular. The common paradigm
for the perfect is sg. jìt, jìt, jìti, jà, jìyit, pl. jìna,
jìtu, jù. Worth mentioning is the 3rd pers. sg.
fem. jìyit ‘she came’, the possible origin of which
is discussed in Procházka (2002a:101). In the
dialects of Mersin and Tarsus, however, those
forms with a vocalic suffix show a prosthetic
vowel, e.g. ±ija, ±ijit, ±iju. For the imperfect, 
two bases exist, yjì and yíji, a fact that can most
likely be explained by the mixing of different
Syrian Alawi dialects in Cilicia (Procházka
2002a:81). The imperatives are t ≠à, t ≠ì (in
Karaduvar t ≠ay), t ≠ù; the participles are jày
(masc./fem.), pl. jàyìn.

2.2.8 Quadriradical verbs
These verbs have two forms, fa≠lal/yfa≠lil and
tfa≠lal/yitfa≠lal. There is evidence of original
quadriradical verbs (e.g. tbalham ‘to wonder’,
tmarja™ ‘to roll oneself’), reduplicated verbs (e.g.
tma†ma† ‘to stretch one’s limbs’), onomatopoeic
verbs (e.g. tna™na™ ‘to clear one’s throat’), and
loan verbs from Turkish (e.g. tqaßqan ‘to be jeal-

ous’ < kıskan-mak). A faw≠al-type exists in
Turkish loans only, e.g. tdaw“an-yitdaw“an ‘to
think’ (< düçün-mek).

A characteristic of the dialects in and around
Adana is that their inflection is not parallel to
the inflection of Form II, since the original pat-
tern is retained in all forms by the insertion of a
stressed anaptyctic vowel in those cases where 
a vocalic suffix is attached; thus, e.g., ÿarbal,
ÿarbílit ‘he, she sifted’ (versus Form II ≠ammar,
≠ammrit ‘he, she built’).

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Construct state
A typical feature is the use of the construct state
together with a determined attribute, e.g. bayt
il ≠atìq ‘the old house’, mÿàrt lëkbìri ‘the big
cave’.

A genitive marker does not exist, but if the head
noun denotes a human being the noun phrase is
often restructured by means of la and a proleptic
suffix, e.g. immu la ““ayx ‘the mother of the
sheikh’. 

2.3.2 Elative constructions
Comparative phrases are formed either by an
adjective in the → elative followed by min, or by
a normal adjective followed by ≠an, e.g. halbayt
ëjdìd ≠an baytna ‘this house is bigger than ours’.

2.3.3 Relative clauses
Contrary to most Arabic dialects the head noun
of a determined relative clause appears usually
in the construct state followed by the relative
pronoun il (see also 2.3.1), e.g. bi mayyt il ma-
tiÿla ‘with the water which boils’, ≠arabayt il
xadta ‘the car which I have bought’.

2.3.4 Verbal phrase
The analytic marking of a direct object by means
of the prepositions la or ≠ala is very common in
Cilician Arabic, e.g. “ifta la fà†ma ‘I saw Fà†ma’,
bi-y™ibbu ≠ala xàlu ‘he loves his uncle’. Such con-
structions are extremely frequent when the
object denotes a person and, in contrast to other
Eastern Arabic dialects (see Levin 1987), this
construction is fully grammaticalized and there
are no stylistic differences between analytic and
synthetic object phrases. 

In sentences with two pronominalized ob-
jects, the independent pronoun is used for the
second object, e.g. jibtillak hùwi ‘I brought him
to you’.
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2.3.5 Verbal aspect

2.3.5.1 Indicative prefixes
In the Alawi dialects ma- (< ≠ammàl) is used for
the immediate present, e.g. ma-ti™mil ‘she is car-
rying’, in the Sunni dialects ≠ab- or ≠amb-. The
marker for the habitual present is b(i)-, e.g. b-
yiftíhim ‘he understands’ (for details see Pro-
cházka 2002a:113–116).

2.3.5.2 Future intent prefixes
There exists an invariable prefix bad- (in Mersin
baddi-), e.g. bad-i“rab ‘I will drink’, but more
frequently used is badd- + suffix, e.g. baddik
ët“ùfi ‘you [fem.] will see’.

2.3.5.3 Active participle
The active participle is predominantly used in a
resultative function (see Wild 1964; Brustad
2000:182–186). However, under the influence
of the Turkish evidential (the so-called miç-per-
fect), it is also found instead of a perfect if the
speaker wants to indicate that he/she has learned
the facts from someone else (see Procházka
2002a:200–201), e.g. in a story about rebirth:
“àyiftu la ““ayx, èxdìna lëmlàykàt ‘she saw the
sheikh, the angels took her’. 

2.3.5.4 Auxiliaries
There exist several auxiliaries. Duration is
expressed by ∂amm or ∂aqqar ‘to stay’, which 
is followed by an imperfect or a participle, 
e.g. sitt ësnìn ∂iqqarna qè ≠dìn hòn ‘we have 
been living there for six years’. The starting
point of an action is indicated by a few verbs: 
ßàr ‘to become’, qàm/yqùm ‘to stand up’, jà/yjì
‘to come’, and rà™/yrù™ ‘to go’ (for details 
see Procházka 2002a:155–156). The invari-
able mà baqa (lit. ‘he didn’t stay’) is used for 
cessation, e.g. mà baqa b-tiji ‘she doesn’t come
any more’.

2.3.5.5 Negation particles
The common negation particle for both nouns
and verbs is mà or ±à. The latter can be explained
by haplology caused by the verbal prefix ma-
(see 2.3.5.1), i.e. mà ma-t“ùf > ±à ma-t“ùf ‘she
doesn’t see’. mà/ ±à is also used for the negation of
personal pronouns, e.g. hint mà kayyis ‘you are
not good’ (but màni ‘I am not’). Prohibitions as
well as optative and conditional clauses are
negated by là.

Together with certain nouns màla is used as 
a general negation, e.g. màla imkàn ‘there is no
possibility’.

2.3.6 Word order
Both VSO and SVO word order exists. As in the
Eastern Anatolian qëltu dialects, SVO has
become dominant under the impact of Turkish
(see Dahlgren 1998:168), and there are even
cases exhibiting the Turkish SOV word order.

2.3.7 Agreement
Plural nouns nearly always agree with plural
adjectives and participles and mostly with finite
plural verbs, regardless of whether or not they
denote human beings, e.g. byùt ëkbàr ‘big
houses’, lëbyùt min wa™il ëmsuwwàynìn ‘the
houses are made out of mud’; jù lkaras ‘the
chairs came’. Adjectives often agree with femi-
nine plurals, e.g. bnàt ilkayysàt ‘the beautiful
girls’, ™kàyàt ëktìràt ‘many stories’.

Collective nouns such as il ≠àlam, innès, ilmilli
‘the people’ agree with either plural or with 
feminine singular.

2.3.8 ‘to have’
Possession is expressed by the prepositions ≠and
~≠ind and ma≠ (temporary), la indicates inalien-
able and sometimes also long-term possession,
e.g. ili bitt ‘I have a daughter’, la ““ayx bayt ëkbìr
‘the sheikh has a big house’.

2.3.9 Adverbial clauses
see 2.2.3.6

2.3.10 Conditional sentences
The conjunctions of the realis are ±iz(a),±az(a), or
kannu, followed either by a b-imperfect or by a
perfect, e.g. ±iza bi-trù™u bi-t“ùfù́ ‘if you go
(there) you will see him’; ±az kàn ±ilak dawa ‘if
there is a medicine for you’. In the irrealis,
invariable ykùn ~ tkùn is used, e.g. ykùn “ifta
baddak ëtqùl ‘if you had seen her, you had said’,
là tkùn jà l™akìm ‘if the doctor had not come’.

2.3.11 ™àl-sentences
Syndetic → ™àl-sentences of the structure pro-
noun-w-participle/imperfect are very common,
above all in clause initial position, e.g. ni™na w
qè ≠dìn hònìk ‘while we are sitting there’; santayn
hù w mrì∂ ‘he has been ill for two years’; and hì

w ma-tjìbu ‘while she is giving birth to him’.
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Asyndetic constructions are restricted to sen-
tences with two different subjects, e.g. “àfit
wlàda qè ≠dìn hònìk ‘she saw her children sit-
ting there’.

3 .  L e x i c o n

The lexicon contains many historical loans from
Aramaic (→ Aramaic loanwords) and a very
large and still increasing number of modern
loans from Turkish which are not restricted to
nouns denoting things of modern life but include
numerous verbs, adjectives, and particles (for a
detailed analysis see Procházka 2002a:187–
199).
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Stephan Procházka (University of Vienna)

Circumstantial Clause →
£àl; Subordination

Classical Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l  d e f i n i t i o n s

Classical Arabic designates that form of Arabic
which was described by the Arab grammarians
of the 8th century and called by them → al-≠ara-
biyya. They regarded this as the only correct
Arabic language. Western scholars call it
Classical Arabic to differentiate it from the
Arabic vernaculars of the neo-Arabic type. It is
the language in which the Arabic texts of pre-
Islamic and early Islamic times were handed
down, first of all the Qur ±àn and pre-Islamic and
early Islamic poetry, but also the historical and
legal traditions of that time. In the process of
describing Classical Arabic, the Arab grammar-
ians standardized the language, and in this stan-
dardized form it became the educated and
official language of Islamic civilization and later
on, the written standard language of the Arabic-
speaking world. From that time to the present,
Classical Arabic has remained outwardly almost
unchanged. At the latest since the standardiza-
tion of Classical Arabic, another Arabic tongue
has coexisted with this standardized language of
school and education, a vernacular Arabic more
or less similar to the modern Arabic dialects that
existed exclusively in spoken and not in written
form. The → diglossia resulting from this situa-
tion has been characteristic of the Arabic-speak-
ing world until the present.

Classical Arabic as described by the Arab
philologists is characterized by the following
archaic features, distinguishing it from other 
variants of Arabic, especially from most of its
pre-Islamic manifestations and the dialects of
the neo-Arabic type:

i. The glottal stop is preserved in all positions:
ra±s-un ‘head’, sa±ala ‘he asked’, ±as±il-at-un
‘questions’;

ii. The existence of the phonemes ∂ (∂àd) in
opposition to Ú (Úà±), which in most of the
vernaculars very early on merged into one
single phoneme: Ú;

iii. The definite article al- (with assimilation of 
l to following dentals);

iv. The suffix -n (nunation), applied to nouns of
the triptotic declension, marking absence of
the definite article or an annexed genitive;
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v. Distinction of three cases of the noun,
marked in the triptotic declension by -u
(nominative), -i (genitive), -a (accusative), in
the diptotic declension by -u (nominative), -a
(genitive and accusative), in the plural
declension by -ù/u (nominative) and -ì/i (gen-
itive and accusative):

Table 1. Declension of the noun

triptotic diptotic pl. masc. pl. fem.

sg. nom. ra±s-u-n ≠umar-u ban-ùna ban-àt-u-n
‘sons’ ‘daughters’

gen. ra±s-i-n ≠umar-a ban-ì-na ban- àt-i-n
acc. ra±s-a-n ≠umar-a ban-ì-na ban-àt-i-n

vi. Distinction of three moods in the prefix
inflexion of the verb: marked by -u (imper-
fect indicative), by -a (subjunctive), by -Ø
(short imperfect or apocopate):

Table 2. The moods of the verb

indicative subjunctive apocopate

3. sg. yaktub-u yaktub-a yaktub
‘he writes’

3. pl. yaktub-ùna yaktub-ù yaktub-ù

vii. The existence of an inner passive voice
throughout the verbal system marked by the
vowels u – i in the perfect and by a with u-
prefixes in the imperfect:

Table 3. Active and passive voice

active voice passive voice

perf. ∂araba ‘he struck’
∂uriba ‘he was struck’
bàdala ‘he exchanged’
bùdila ‘he was exchanged’
ta≠allama ‘he learned’
tu≠ullima ‘it was learned’

imperf. ya∂ribu ‘he strikes’
yu∂rabu ‘he is struck’
yubàdilu ‘he exchanges’
yubàdalu ‘he is exchanged’
yata≠allamu ‘he learns’
yuta≠allamu ‘it is learned’

viii. The distinction between verbal sentences
(word order V-S) with non-agreement or
only gender agreement between subject and
predicate and nominal sentences (word
order S-V) with full agreement between
subject and predicate:

Table 4. Verbal sentence and nominal sentence

verbal sentence nominal sentence

xaraja r-rijàl-u ar-rijàl-u xaraj-ù
went-out the-men-nom the-men-nom went-out-

pl.m.
‘the men went out’ ‘the men went out’
xaraja-(ti) n-nisà ±-u an-nisà±-u xaraj-na
went-out-(f.sg.) the- the-women-nom 

women-nom went-out-pl.f.
‘the women went out’ ‘the women went out’

What motivated the Arab grammarians to de-
scribe the ≠arabiyya was, on the one hand, the
wish to protect the high linguistic level existing
in the Qur ±àn, in which it is called ‘a clear Arabic
language’ (Q. 16/103: hà≈à lisànun ≠arabiyyun
mubìn). Their aim was to prevent the spread of
what they called → la™n (Fück 1950:128ff.),
which means mistakes in the use of the cases and
moods arising from interference with a collo-
quial form of Arabic more or less corresponding
to the modern Arabic dialects. On the other
hand, they were faced with the task of teaching
Arabic in an educated and standardized form to
non-Arabs (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl 35), in particu-
lar those who worked as officials (kuttàb) in the
administration of the empire.

The consequence of this process was that the
morphological system and the basic syntactic
rules were frozen, so that Classical Arabic was
taught according to these rules without any
change during the following centuries down to the
present time. However, in the course of time there
emerged new expressions and syntactic features
in areas not evidently regulated by the gram-
marians. With respect to those developments,
one may discern several periods of Classical
Arabic (Fischer 1972; → History of Arabic):

i. the period of pre-standardized Classical
Arabic, in which it was not entirely regulated
and standardized;
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ii. the period of standardized Classical Arabic,
in which it was used in accordance with the
norms laid down by the Arab grammarians;

iii. the period of post-classical language, in
which new expressions and syntactic struc-
tures appeared;

iv. → Modern Standard Arabic, the literary lan-
guage of the Arab countries, which is
influenced in its expressions and its vocabu-
lary by European languages.

There are no precise chronological bound-
aries between these periods, especially between
standardized Classical Arabic and the post-clas-
sical language. On the one hand, archaic forms
and unusual syntactic constructions of the pre-
classical language may recur in poetry of later
generations (Ullmann 1984) and, on the other
hand, at all times there were writers who culti-
vated a strictly classical style alongside others
who did not hesitate to use recently developed
expressions which had in the meantime become
fashionable.

Western scholars use the term Classical
Arabic with two slightly different meanings:
some have in mind all kinds of Arabic that
exhibit the morphological system of Classical
Arabic, including Modern Standard Arabic,
whereas others restrict the term to the language
of the premodern literary language.

2 .  P r e - s t a n d a r d i z e d  C l a s s i c a l
A r a b i c

During the first Islamic century the majority of
Arabic poets and Arabic-writing persons spoke
Arabic as their mother tongue. Their texts,
although mainly preserved in far later manu-
scripts, contain traces of non-standardized ele-
ments in morphology and syntax. In particular
the Qur ±àn contains examples of such non-
standardized forms, e.g. the assimilated forms 
in the V and VI verbal measures like ya≈≈ak-
karu (*yat≈akkaru = yata≈akkaru), iµµàqala
(*itµàqala = taµàqala) (Ambros 1993), and the
shortened form Úaltu (= Úaliltu). The same phe-
nomena are also witnessed in poetry, but with
Úiltu instead of Qur±ànic Úaltu. In some ancient
Qur ±àn manuscripts the pronouns of the 3rd 
person are found without assimilation to pre-
ceding i/ì/ay: fì dàri-hù, fì dàri-hum (equivalent
to fì dàri-hì, fì dàri-him of the standard lan-

guage), a feature which accords with what the
Arab grammarians report about the dialect of
the £ijàz. A well-known deviation from the
standard is the relative pronoun ≈ù (instead of
Classical Arabic al-la≈ì, al-latì etc,) preserved in
poems of the tribe of ¢ayyi±. In their poems there
are also examples of the elision of i/u in
unstressed open syllables: baqiya > baqà ‘he
remained’, buniya > bunà ‘it was built’ (Kofler
1941:75). In some poems, verbs with the
causative prefix ha- (instead of ±a-) have sur-
vived: ha-ràqa ‘he spilt’ (Kofler 1941:80). These
and other morphological and syntactical phe-
nomena of pre-standardized ‘Old-Arabic’ (Bloch
1946) have survived despite the process of 
standardization to which the texts were submit-
ted in the course of being passed down through
the ages.

The Arab grammarians recorded many other
linguistic features existing in the pre-standard-
ized language, but most of these were eliminated
from the texts in the course of standardization.
Among such dialectal variants is the so-called →
taltala of the dialect of Tamìm, i.e. prefixes of the
imperfect with i: ni-≠lamu ‘we know’ instead of
na ≠lamu in the £ijàzi dialect (Bloch 1967), a
phenomenon which is also attested by some
readings of the Qur ±àn (qirà ±àt) and which has
survived in one word of the Classical language:
±ixàlu ‘I imagine’. The Arab grammarians
accepted such dialectal variants (luÿàt) as
authentic ≠arabiyya even if they rejected them
during the process of standardization. The 
standardized form of Classical Arabic is obvi-
ously a selection which takes over features 
from different dialects (Rabin 1955; Corriente
1976:70–71): the vowel of the imperfect prefixes
ya-, ta-, ±a-, na- corresponds with the dialect of
the £ijàz, the assimilation of the vowel of the
pronoun of the 3rd person -hù/-hì and -hum/
-him with the dialect of Tamìm. From the
dialects of Najd comes the preservation of the
glottal stop, whereas the £ijàzì dialect changed ±
after vowels to w, y or Ø: ra±sun, ru ±ùsun, sa±ala,
su ±àlun, su ±ila > £ijàzì ràsun, rùsun, sàla,
suwàlun, suyila. In general, standard Classical
Arabic shows forms based on regular and unre-
stricted morphological rules, whereas irregular
ones are avoided. For instance, the irregular
Úiltu, Úaltu has been re-placed by the regular
Úaliltu; the forms of the V and VI verbal stems
with assimilation of -t- to a dental first radical

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



400 classical arabic

disappeared and only regular tafa≠≠ala and
tafà ≠ala remained.

How and at what time the process of
unification leading to Classical Arabic took
place is a matter of much debate. Most Western
scholars assume that a relatively uniform inter-
tribal → ‘poetic koine’ distinct from the spoken
vernaculars developed in the late 6th century C.E.
based on the Najdì Bedouin dialects, probably in
connection with the court of al-£ìra (Rabin
1960:565a). They consider it most unlikely that
the normal spoken Arabic of the Bedouin tribes
at that time retained the archaic case and mood
system and assume that these would have con-
tinued only in the poetic language. Corriente
(1971:39) argues that Old Arabic did not pos-
sess the synthetic character often attributed to it
and that the case and mood endings were rather
redundant. Fück (1950:5) does not share these
doubts and sees the unification of the ≠arabiyya
as taking place in the camps of the Islamic
armies, where warriors of different tribes lived
together after the Islamic expansion in the sec-
ond half of the 7th century C.E. In contrast, the
Arab grammarians of the 8th and 9th centuries
report that their Bedouin informants did not
provide them with information only about the
poetic language, but also spoke an Arabic dialect
akin to Classical Arabic, which could be classed
among the correct ≠arabiyya. Muslim tradition
holds that Classical Arabic is identical to the
≠arabiyya spoken by the people of Mecca, the
Quray“. In all events, what must not be forgot-
ten is that the dialectal variants of Classical
Arabic are not only reported by the grammarians,
but are also attested to by Qur±ànic readings,
which clearly date from the 1st and 2nd Islamic
centuries. This is a strong argument in favor of
the Arabic tradition which puts the process of
unification of Classical Arabic into the first cen-
turies of the Islamic period.

The spelling of Classical Arabic is not a direct
projection of the language described by the
grammarians (Fischer 1992), deviating as it does
from the linguistic shape of Classical Arabic in
many aspects: on the whole, it reflects the £ijàzi
change of ± to w, y with spellings like <sw±l>
[suwàl] = su ±àl-un, <syl> [suyila] = su ±ila; ±alif <±>
is equivalent to the glottal stop [±] only at the
beginning of the word, but within and at the end
of the word it stands for à: <±n> = ±an or ±in, but
<q±l> = qàla ‘he said’ and <yqr±> [yaqrà] =
yaqra±u ‘he reads’. At the end of the word the

glottal stop /±/ is not expressed by any letter after
consonants and long vowels: <±l-“y> = a“-“ay±-
u/i/a ‘the thing [nom./ gen./acc.]’, <jz±> (the ±alif
stands for à) = jazà ±-un/in ‘requital [nom./gen.]’,
<bry> = barì ±-un/in ‘innocent [nom./gen.]’. The
case and mood markers at the end of the word
do not usually appear in writing; as seen in the
last example, the final -n (nunation) is not indi-
cated in the spelling, only in the accusative does
±alif <±> indicate the ending -an: e.g. <kt±b>
stands for kitàbun/kitàbin ‘a book [nom./gen.]’,
but <kt±b±> for kitàb-an ‘a book [acc.]’. Only in
one word is the -n of the nunation written:
<k±yn> = ka-±ayyin ‘like which’ (with the mean-
ing ‘how many’). The feminine marker -at- is in
the Qur ±àn, sometimes written with <t>, but
usually with <h>, if it comes in final word posi-
tion: <snh> represents san-at-u /-i /-a and san-at-
un /-in /-an ‘year’. The writing of the initial ± of
the definite article al- and of some anaptyctic
vowels is inconsistent with the traditional pro-
nunciation of Classical Arabic: <byt ±l-™sn> =
bayt-u l-™asan-i ‘the house of al-£asan’, <q±l
±bny> = qàla bnì ‘my son said’. Only bi-smi in the
formula bi-smi llàhi ‘in the name of God’ is writ-
ten in accordance with its articulation without
<±> as <bsm llh>. In order to adapt these tradi-
tional spellings to the standardized form of
Classical Arabic, the Arab philologists devel-
oped in addition to the vowel signs some sup-
plementary signs: hamza to indicate ±, hamzat
al-waßl to signify that initial ±alif <±> is not to be
pronounced, and the putting of two dots over
<h> indicating that it stands for the feminine
marker -at-. Muslim tradition credits ±Abù l-
±Aswad ad-Du±alì (d. 69/688) with the first
efforts to codify and standardize the language.
He is said to be the inventor of the first vowel
signs consisting of a dot above the letter for a, a
dot after the letter for i and a dot beneath the let-
ter for u, using two dots to mark the nunation.
About one hundred years later al-Xalìl ibn
±A™mad al-Faràhìdì (d. 175/791) established a
new system of vowel signs. It is his system which
has remained in use until the present day.

It is obvious that the spelling of ± by wàw <w>
or yà ± <y> is akin to what the grammarians
report about the dialect of the £ijàz. Nöldeke
(1904) explains the other peculiarities by argu-
ing that every word is written down as if it
stands alone, i.e. in its pausal form where the
final short vowels and the -n of the nunation 
are dropped (Birkeland 1940). Many Western
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scholars have seen in these spellings reflections
of contemporary colloquial Arabic which, in
their opinion, even in pre-Islamic times had fea-
tures akin to the modern Arabic dialects. Vollers
(1906) went so far as to assume that the text of
the Qur ±àn was originally written down in the
Meccan vernacular, which would explain the
lack of case and mood endings. Afterwards the
text was – he believed – adjusted to the stan-
dardized Classical Arabic. Recent research
points out that “the only thing that can be said
with any certainty is that the Qur ±ànic orthogra-
phy continues the orthographic conventions of
the Aramaic/Nabataean script which were also
used in the pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions”
(Versteegh 1997:47). As in the Aramaic orthog-
raphy à is very often not indicated: <±l-ktb> = 
al-kitàbu/al-kitàbi/al-kitàba (Diem 1979:242–
256). Some Aramaic loanwords retain their
original spelling <w>, where Classical Arabic
has à, such as <ßlwh> = ßalàt-un ‘prayer’ from
Aramaic ßlòµ-à, <zkwh> = zakàt-un ‘alms tax’
from Aramaic zkòµ-à (Spitaler 1960). With
respect to these spellings the Arab grammarians
report the pronunciation with ò (ßalòt-un,
zakòt-un), which might well be a trace of the
Aramaic origin of these religious terms. Arabic
words occurring in Nabataean inscriptions are
sometimes written with a final <w> hinting at
the Arabic case ending -u(n) (e.g. <qbrw> =
qabr-u(n) ‘grave’). The same is witnessed in
Arabic proper names in Palmyrene and other
Aramaic inscriptions, where final <y> is also
found in compound names indicating the geni-
tive -i(n), (e.g. <≠bd±lhy> = ≠abdullàhi (Diem 1981:
336–342). These reflexes of the Arabic case sys-
tem appear in a fossilized form and do not cor-
respond with the specific syntactic requirements.
This suggests that those varieties of Arabic
which were spoken in the border areas in con-
tact with the Aramaic-speaking population lost
their inflectional system very early. It is note-
worthy that the orthography of Classical Arabic
has kept this fossilized <w> in the spelling of one
proper name, <≠mrw> = ≠amr-un, in order to dif-
ferentiate it from <≠mr> = ≠umar-u. One unsolved
problem is the origin and function of what is
called in Arabic ±alif maqßùra ‘shortened alif’,
i.e. the spelling with <y> in cases where it is
equivalent to Classical Arabic -à at the end of 
the word (e.g. <nry> = narà ‘we see’, also <nry-
km> = naràka ‘we see you’), whether it denotes
è as an allophone of à (Bergsträsser 1961:36ff.;

Hopkins 1984:8), or is merely an orthographic
convention.

In fact, one must be very cautious in assuming
from these spellings too much information
about the linguistic shape of Classical Arabic.
However, it is clear that the Qur±ànic orthogra-
phy was not developed for the standardized
form of Classical Arabic; rather, it shows the
attempt on the part of writers to utilize a tradi-
tional writing system for recording a non-stan-
dardized form of Classical Arabic. The case and
mood endings are indicated in accordance with
their syntactic functions whenever the spelling
makes this possible. The case endings are indi-
cated in the masculine sound plural -ùna/
-ìna (written <-wn> resp. <-yn>), in the dual 
-àni/-ayni (written <-±n/-yn>, e.g. <jnt±n> = jan-
natàni ‘two gardens [nom.]’ vs. <jntyn> = jan-
natayni ‘two gardens [gen./acc.]’), in some
words with long vowels as case markers (e.g. <±bw-
km> = ±abù-kum ‘your father [nom.]’, <±by-km> =
±abì-kum ‘your father [gen.]’, <±b±-km> = ±abà-kum
‘your father [acc.]’ and in spellings like <±bn±w-
km>, <±bn±y-km>, <±bn±-km> = ±abnà ±u-kum,
±abnà ±i-kum, ±abnà ±a-kum ‘your sons [nom., gen.,
acc.]’). The imperfect is clearly differentiated from
the apocopate in the spelling of the verbs IIwly,
such as <tqwl> = taqùlu ‘thou sayest’ vs. <l± tql> =
là taqul ‘do not say’, and subjunctive and apoco-
pate differ from the imperfect in the plural and 
dual forms.

3 .  S t a n d a r d i z e d  C l a s s i c a l  
A r a b i c

In accordance with the importance of the
Qur ±àn, Classical Arabic became during the first
century of the caliphate the official and educated
language of the Islamic empire, starting with the
order of the Caliph ≠Abd al-Malik (685–705) to
shift the administration of the Umayyad Empire
from Greek and Middle-Persian (Pahlavi) to
Arabic. A number of official texts of that time,
such as the inscription of the Dome of the Rock
dating from 691 C.E. and the correspondence of
the governor of Egypt, Qurra ibn ”arìk, dating
from 709–714 C.E. (Abbott 1938), illustrate
that the Qur±ànic orthography remained the
basis of Arabic spelling during the first Islamic
centuries (Hopkins 1984:1–61), and that the
administration attempted to preserve the lin-
guistic standard of the language as found in the
Qur ±àn and the poetic tradition. However, the
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very small number of extant textual documents
and the problems of their orthography make it
nearly impossible to reconstruct in any definite
way the history of Classical Arabic for the first
two Islamic centuries.

In the 2nd/8th century, Arabic-Islamic society
passed through a transformation which deeply
influenced the role of the Arabic language. Until
the middle of the 8th century those writing
Arabic were usually of Arab origin. The poetic
tradition of the Arab tribes which had under-
gone a revival during the reign of the Umayyad
caliphs ended at that time because the tribal
elites adopted an urban way of life and lost their
connection with the Bedouin traditional lan-
guage culture. Poets like ˛ù r-Rumma (d.
117/735) and Ibn Mayyàda (d.136/754) are
reported to have been the last heirs to the poetic
tradition of the Arab tribes.

Yet, the status of Classical Arabic as the lan-
guage of religious rites, administration, science,
and literature remained untouched. Thus, the
knowledge of Classical Arabic became a matter
of education adopted more and more by the ris-
ing class of non-Arab Muslims (mawàlì), who
began to enter into competition in prose and
poetry with the Arabs, a trend which increased
when the Abbasid dynasty took over power. The
appearance of persons like the prose writer and
translator from Pahlavi Ibn al-Muqaffa≠ (d.
142/759) and the poet Ba““àr ibn Burd (d.
167/784), both of Persian origin, are character-
istic of this trend.

It seems that the standardization of Classical
Arabic had reached completion around the end
of the 8th century. The first comprehensive
description of the ≠arabiyya, called al-Kitàb ‘the
Book’, written by the grammarian Sìbawayhi (d.
177/793), is a landmark, for it contains the fruits
of the linguistic thinking of the Arabs through
one hundred years. Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb is based
first of all upon a corpus of poetic texts, in addi-
tion to the Qur ±àn and Bedouin informants
whom he considers to be fußa™à ± (sg. faßì™), that
is reliable speakers of the ≠arabiyya. As a matter
of principle, he accepts all phenomena attested
in these sources and presents not only a gram-
matical description on a high linguistic level, but
also considerations about what is to be chosen
as the best stylistic usage. In this way he estab-
lished the norms of Classical Arabic and gram-
mar, which became after him a normative
description of the language. Moreover, he tried

to give systematic explanations for every lin-
guistic phenomenon. Only rarely did his succes-
sors enrich their grammatical treatises with new
substantial information. However, they did
improve the methods of description and argu-
mentation, so that they reached a very high level
of scholarship in developing a linguistic theory
(→ Grammatical tradition).

During the 2nd/8th century, the correct
knowledge of Classical Arabic had become an
essential prerequisite for rising into the higher
classes throughout the Islamic world. The high
prestige that Classical Arabic had gained as the
language of religious rites, administration, and
poetry ensured the philologists and grammari-
ans a central position in society. The philological
scholars of that time shaped the literary educa-
tion in an enduring way. Leading philologists
like al-Kisà±ì (d. 189/804) or al-Farrà± (d.
207/822) were called to the Abbasid court in
Baghdad in order to educate the princes. From
the second half of the 8th century onwards,
philological scholars had begun to gather the
legacy of the Arab tribal culture, their poetry,
and their tales about famous conflicts between
the Bedouin tribes (±ayyàm al-≠arab). This 
heritage became the basis of the secular literary
culture.

At the same time lexicographers began to cod-
ify the vocabulary of the tribal linguistic tradi-
tion, which had sunk into oblivion as a result of
the transition to urban life. Even some Qur±ànic
words had become unfamiliar and discussions
about their meanings arose among the experts of
Qur ±àn interpretation. At first, scholars like al-
±Aßma≠ì (d. 213/828) classified the vocabulary
according to subject, but after al-Xalìl ibn
±A™mad (d. 175/791) had invented a method of
analyzing Arabic words on the basis of their root
consonants, the way was open for attempts to
arrange the vocabulary in an alphabetical order
(→ Lexicography, Classical). The lexicogra-
phers did not confine themselves to codifying the
vocabulary, but just as they wanted to safeguard
the language from corruption in its grammatical
structure, they tried to stop the uncontrolled
expansion of the vocabulary and to bring to a
close the infiltration of foreign words. The inte-
gration of the cultural achievements of the civi-
lizations now placed under Muslim government
required a great number of new terms in Arabic.
The simplest way of acquiring these was to bor-
row the foreign notation with its meaning. In
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fact, Classical Arabic has at all times received
loanwords from other languages and some of
them gained permanent acceptance provided
they could be adapted to the phonemic and mor-
phological rules of Arabic. In such cases, the for-
eign origin was forgotten or the words were
considered ‘Arabized’ (mu≠arrab). The main
sources of loanwords in pre-Islamic and early
Islamic times were → Aramaic and → Persian.
As a result of the systematic translation of works
of the Greek sciences (sometimes by way of a
Syrian translation), for which the Caliph al-
Ma±mùn (813–833 A.D.) founded an academy
called Bayt al-™ikma ‘House of wisdom’, the
number of words of Greek origin increased rap-
idly (→ Greek loanwords). In principle, the
translators tried to find Arabic equivalents for
the Greek terms, but when they did not succeed
at the first attempt, there was a tendency to
replace words of foreign origin by Arabic neolo-
gisms. Thus the Greek loanword hayùlà ‘sub-
stance’ (< Greek Ïlh) was replaced by màdda,
±uß†uquss (< Greek stoixe›on) ‘element’ by
≠unßur, fan†àsiyà ‘fantasy’ (< Greek fantas¤a)
by taxayyul (Endress 1992:12–23). Several loan-
words from Greek like mùsìqì/ mùsìqà ‘music’ (<
Greek mousikÆ), faylasùf ‘philosopher’ (< Greek
filÒsofow), which formed the basis for the
Arabic neologism falsafa ‘philosophy’, dìmuq-
rà†iyya ‘democracy’ (< Greek dhmokrat¤a) as well
as many neologisms formed by the translators
like naÚariyya ‘theory’, huwiyya ‘essence, iden-
tity’, kiyàn ‘substance, being’, and others have
become a permanent part of the Arabic lexicon.
After a period of experimentation Classical
Arabic finally became a language able to express
all the scientific ideas of the time by its own means.

During the 3rd/9th century, Classical Arabic
developed into a universal literary and scientific
language used throughout the entire Islamic
world. It became the sole language of culture
and science employed by Muslim scholars and
writers from → al-Andalus to Middle Asia. This
development was the joint work of the leading
cultural elites: first, the philological scholars and
the scholars of the Islamic religious sciences,
who established the Islamic law (“arì ≠a) during
the 9th century all over the Islamic world; and
second, the government secretaries, who created
a high style in writing official documents and
were considered the main representatives of the
secular literary culture (±adab) as well as the
translators of the Greek scientific works into

Arabic. Mastery of Classical Arabic became the
highest ideal in education.

As a consequence of the rapid growth of the
culture of writing in the Islamic world, the
orthography of Classical Arabic was revised in
the course of the 9th century C.E. The main
change was the constant spelling of à in the mid-
dle of the word by ±alif <±>; in some words 
however, the archaic spelling remained un-
touched (Fischer 2002:§8). From the 4th/10th
century onward this spelling is used also in
Qur ±àn manuscripts.

Classical Arabic became so dominant that
even the non-Muslim communities accepted it as
the language of education. Around the end of
the 8th century, the Melkites began to write in
Arabic, the Syrians and the Jews accepted
Classical Arabic in the 9th and the Copts in the
10th century. However, they did not participate
in the linguistic education of the Muslims;
hence, influenced by the Arabic vernaculars,
their writings are not always free of morpholog-
ical phenomena deviating from the classical
rules and show a linguistic variety which is
called → Middle Arabic. (See also → Christian
Middle Arabic, → Judaeo-Arabic)

4 . P o s t - C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

In the traditional view of the educated class in
the Arab countries, the language of writers from
the second half of the 2nd/8th until the 5th/11th
or 6th/12th centuries marks the zenith of the
Classical Arabic prose style. Authors such as 
al-Jà™iΩ (d. 255/868), Badì ≠ az-Zamàn al-
Hama≈ànì (d. 398/1008) or ±Abù £ayyàn at-
Taw™ìdì (d. 414/1023), are regarded as the
exponents of the best Classical Arabic style.
What came later, especially after the destruction
of Baghdad by the Mongols in 1258 C.E., is con-
sidered a period of decline in literary culture.

With the political disintegration of the cali-
phate, the prestige of Classical Arabic as the sole
language of the educated and cultured in the
Islamic world began to decrease. Around the end
of the 4th/10th century its position was affected
by the revival of → Persian as a language of 
literature under the rule of the Samanids 
in Transoxania (819–1025 C.E.) and the
Ghaznawids in Eastern Iran (977–1187 C.E.),
who encouraged the emergence of poetry and
historiography in New Persian. After the
Mongol invasion of Iran in 654/1256, the Ilkhan
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rulers made Persian the official language of the
government administration and adopted the lit-
erary Persian culture. In this context, it is
remarkable that the influence of Classical Arabic
literature was still so decisive that its prosodic
system was taken over by the Persian poets.
Later on, in the → Ottoman Empire, Turkish
became the language of administration and 
popular literature. From the 7th/13th century
onward, Classical Arabic lost its unique position
as the sole language of education in the Islamic
world. As a language of literature, it became lim-
ited to those countries in which Arabic was also
the spoken language, but it maintained its status
as the language of the religious sciences all over
the Islamic world. It continued to serve as the
language of learning, being taught in all colleges
of the Islamic religious sciences. However, in all
the languages of education which emerged in the
Islamic world, from → Hausa in West Africa to
Bahasa Indonesia (→ Indonesian/Malay) Classical
Arabic has had a major impact, being for these 
languages what Latin and Greek were for the
European languages, providing them with a profu-
sion of scientific terminology and other loanwords.

Although the norms laid down by the gram-
marians have never been challenged, the lin-
guistic development could not be completely
stopped and new expressions and syntactic pat-
terns emerged. Such innovations succeeded
wherever the language had not been regulated
by mnemonic rules. The writers did not hesitate
to use a vocabulary taken from the regional ver-
naculars (Fück 1950:108–114). Adverbs like
±ay∂an ‘also’, xàßßatan ‘especially’, and ‘adjec-
tives of relation’ (nisba) with the ending -ànì,
like jismànì ‘bodily’, rù™ànì ‘spiritual’ are char-
acteristic innovations of this period. Examples
of new syntactic constructions are: kawn for
subordination of nominal clauses (Diem 1995),
subordination by conjunctions like ≠inda-mà

‘when’, fì-mà ‘while’, bi-mujarradi-mà ‘as soon
as’, and others. Research in the field of post-
Classical Arabic grammar is very limited, so that
is impossible to give exact information on its his-
tory in this period.

5 . M o d e r n  S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c

The modern period has seen Classical Arabic
becoming not only the language of the educated
classes in Arab countries but also, and above all,
the written official language in those countries, a
role it shares with Hebrew in → Israel. Modern

Standard Arabic is the direct continuation and
modern version of Classical Arabic. The literary
revival movement of the 19th century (nah∂a)
aimed at raising linguistic standards by continu-
ing the models of the classical period, but on the
whole, Modern Standard Arabic follows the fea-
tures of the post-Classical language as Blau
(1973) has shown (→ Modern Standard Arabic).
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Wolfdietrich Fischer (Erlangen, Germany)

Classicism

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

The term classicism refers here to the incorpora-
tion of an item of Classical Arabic into collo-
quial-based discourse. The term → Classical
Arabic is used here as the equivalent of al-≠ara-
biyya al-fuß™à ‘the pure classical Arabic lan-
guage’. Following the sociolinguistically based
stylistic classification of Badawì (1973:90–93),
it can be divided into fuß™à at-turàµ ‘the pure
Classical Arabic of the legacy’, i.e., traditional
Classical Arabic, as defined by medieval gram-
marians, and fuß™à al-≠aßr ‘contemporary
Classical Arabic’, commonly called → Modern
Standard Arabic. When the language situation of

Arabic is addressed within the theoretical frame-
work of → diglossia, traditional Classical
Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic represent
the high variety. The low variety consists of dif-
ferent levels of Colloquial Arabic, called by
Badawì ≠àmmiyyat al-±ummiyyìn ‘illiterate collo-
quial’, ≠àmmiyyat al-mutanawwirìn ‘enlightened
colloquial’, and ≠àmmiyyat al-muµaqqafìn ‘edu-
cated colloquial’. Between these levels no clear-
cut divisions are found, but they constitute a
linguistic continuum. Every level has, however,
its specific combination of linguistic and social
characteristics. The most flexible and variegated
of the levels is ‘educated colloquial’, a kind of
bridge between the two structurally different lin-
guistic types, and, consequently, also the variety
of Colloquial Arabic in which classicisms most
frequently appear.

The study of classicisms is restricted to collo-
quial-based discourse, in which they appear 
as interferences from Classical Arabic. These
may be phonological, grammatical, lexical, or
phraseological devices, and they often consist of
more than one item. Using Classical elements as
a rule reflects a deliberate stylistic shift toward a
higher variety. This is not always the case, how-
ever. Many Modern Standard Arabic lexical
items, for example mudìr ‘director’ and mas±ùl
‘responsible’, have been integrated into all sty-
listic levels of colloquial without assimilating
them into the structure of the inherited collo-
quial, whereas some other items are adapted
into it; e.g. in dialects in which the older inter-
dentals have become postdentals, maµalan ‘for
instance’ becomes matalan or masalan. There
are numerous frequently used, frozen phrases
which, in spite of their prominent Classical
Arabic elements, cannot properly be considered
as devices of stylistic modification. Some of them
are relatively recent, such as “ukran – là
“ukra/“ukran ≠alà wàjib, while some are tradi-
tional, e.g. as-salàmu ≠alaykum, ±a≠ù≈u/ ±a ≠ùzu 
billàh, afifiàhu ±akbar, wafifiàhi, al-™amdu lillàh, 
±in “à ± afifiàh, ±ahlan wa sahlan. When used in 
colloquial discourse, all of these have differ-
ent modifications, yet preserve many strictly
Classical Arabic morphemes. For the adaptation
of these traditional, mostly religious phrases, no
regular pattern seems to exist. Some of them
have become shortened, e.g. wafifia, il™amdillàh,
in“afifia, but some have also been completely
restructured according to the structure of the
colloquial environment. Thus, ±afifia yir™amu
‘may God have mercy upon him’, the equivalent
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of the Classical Arabic ra™imahu fifiàh, in every
respect follows the colloquial structure.
Consequently, the use of the Classical Arabic
variant of the phrase is in most cases a marked
classicism. The same holds true for practically
all phrases in which the optative mood is
expressed by the perfect in Classical Arabic and
by the imperfect in Colloquial Arabic. Excep-
tions are mainly found in Bedouin dialects, in
which the perfect is often used side by side with
the imperfect: gawwak/afifia ygawwìk ‘may God
give you strength!’, guwìt ‘may He give strength
to you, too’ (Banì Íaxar, Jordan). 

2 .  C l a s s i c i z a t i o n  a n d
c o d e - s w i t c h i n g

In some cases, especially when academic, politi-
cal, religious, or other serious topics are treated,
or when the situation is intrinsically formal,
most speakers tend to classicize their dialect to
signal this, using non-dialectal forms or, in the
most extreme case, totally replacing the dialect
by Modern Standard Arabic (Holes 1995:
294–295). In the latter case, we can speak of →
code-switching, “a pattern of textual produc-
tion in which a speaker alternates between con-
tinuous utterance segments in one language Lx

and another language Ly with abrupt and clear-
cut switching points, often at phrasal or clausal
boundaries” (Heath 1989:23). In Colloquial
Arabic discourse, switching to spoken Modern
Standard Arabic is often caused by the wish to
emphasize a certain idea or proposition, or to
foreground information. It may also be indi-
cated by the choice of particular lexical or gram-
matical items. The two codes are often mixed in
one sentence, even at word level. The following
examples recorded in Cairo are characteristic 
of such intrasentential mixing: ±ayy mu™àfiΩ

≠andína yurìd ±an yakùn ≠indu gam≠a ‘any gover-
nor in our country wants to have a university’;
±illi ni“ufha wa ±allati na≠ì“uha ‘which we see and
experience’ (Mejdell 1999:232–234). Corres-
pondingly, the return to everyday topics may call
forth switching back to a basically colloquial
language. A typical case for this kind of code-
switching is a spontaneous parenthetical com-
ment, injected in a monologue held in Modern
Standard Arabic. 

As pointed out by Mazraani in her study of
language variation in Arabic political speech-
making (1997:213), code-switching is an effec-

tive strategy in long speeches. Having finished
appealing to the emotions of his audience and
established solidarity with them through the
dialect, the speaker switches to an approximation
of Modern Standard Arabic to re-establish his
authority and regain formality. In this respect,
the standards are different in different speech
communities. In the speeches of the Egyptian,
Iraqi, and Libyan leaders analyzed by Mazraani,
code-switching appears to be a serviceable
rhetorical tool, whereas in other countries, e.g. 
in Syria and Lebanon, only Modern Standard
Arabic is as a rule used in formal monologue
(Diem 1974:62–67). 

In oral discourse, the choice of the language
level does not depend on the register (formal vs.
informal) alone, but perhaps even more on the
way a topic is dealt with. When an issue is
treated in an impersonal way and in abstract
terms, stigmatized colloquialisms are suppressed
and the basically dialectal structure becomes
mixed with certain – mainly phonological and
lexical – fuß™à elements, but as soon as the topic
is given a more concrete and personal slant, 
the style shifts toward the dialect. Holes
(1995:287–295) illuminates the complex rela-
tionship between the form and the function of a
discourse with strategies used by Nasser in his
monologues and those used by two Jordanians
in a discussion on different social and educa-
tional topics, and interestingly finds that the
speakers in these substantially different contexts
actually used similar means to mark off what
they considered ‘text’ from ‘commentary on
text’ for their audiences. As to the use of classi-
cisms, Holes concludes that it is “more often
than not a reflection of the treatment of the topic
per se” (1995:294).

3 . C l a s s i c i z a t i o n  v s .  
k o i n e i z a t i o n

Classicisms occur most frequently in the more
elevated varieties of Colloquial Arabic in which
stigmatized dialectal forms as well as many local
features are suppressed, i.e. in koineized Collo-
quial Arabic. As pointed out for the first time by
Blanc (1964:81–85), although classicizing and
koineizing tendencies often appear in parallel in
interdialectal conversation, they should be kept
carefully apart. Koineization is a leveling process
which takes place within the sphere of the collo-
quial language. It leads toward local or regional
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dialect standards, commonly those of the capital
cities, which tend to carry more prestige than
other dialects spoken in a country. Through
modern media, mainly radio, television, and
motion pictures, the linguistic centers spread
their influence over national boundaries and
evoke another type of dialect leveling. In cross-
dialectal conversation between speakers from
different Arab countries, many features are sup-
pressed which in one country may be prestige
forms but which are felt to be less known else-
where. Since Cairene is the best-known dialect,
its speakers are less inclined to shift away from
Egyptianisms (Holes 1995:294). In cross-dialec-
tal conversations the speakers resort to a number
of accommodation strategies involving code-
switching to another dialect, to Modern Standard
Arabic, and to English or French as well (Abu-
Melhim 1991:248–249). Classicization, on the
other hand, is a feature that tends to narrow the
gap between Colloquial Arabic and the oral vari-
ety of Modern Standard Arabic, sometimes to
such a degree that it may be a very delicate matter
to decide whether the linguistic structure of a cer-
tain passage should be regarded as Colloquial- or
Classical-based. This development of Colloquial
Arabic toward Modern Standard Arabic is in a
sense counteracted by koineization, because the
development of prestigious regional standard
dialects undoubtedly strengthens the position of
Colloquial Arabic and widens its functional range
(Diem 1978:133, 144; Holes 1980:81; Palva
1982:31–32; Miller 2003:179–181). 

4 . L e x i c a l  b o r r o w i n g  a n d  i t s
m o r p h o p h o n o l o g i c a l  
i m p l i c a t i o n s

The term ‘borrowing’ refers to the adaptation of
a lexical item from one language into another
and integrating it into the morphophonological
structure of this language (Heath 1989:23).
Many borrowed lexical items are integrated 
into their colloquial environments without 
substantial changes, e.g. ≠adad ‘number [quan-
tity]’, ≠alam ‘flag’, madani ‘civil’, and wa†ani
‘national’, whereas many other trigger phono-
logical adaptations. In the urban dialects of
Egypt and Greater Syria, in which the old inter-
dentals have become equivalent postdental
stops, the interdentals occurring in classicisms
are represented by sibilant substitutes. Thus,
e.g., in Damascus, ±àµàr ‘relics, antiquities’

becomes ( ±)àsàr; ±i≈à ≠a ‘broadcasting, radio’ pre-
serves its /i/, which in its dialectal context is
phonologically long, and /z/ is substituted for
/≈/: ( ±)izà ≠a /i:za:±a/. In the same way, the short /u/
and /i/ in unstressed open syllables of the bor-
rowed words are preserved and become phono-
logically long: mura““a™ ‘candidate, nominee’
becomes /mu:ra““a™/, and binàya ‘building’
/bi:na:ye/. 

Correspondingly, in Morocco the ∆ reflex of *j
assimilates the /l/ of the definite article: ∆∆ml ‘the
camel’, but when it appears as the initial conso-
nant of a borrowed item, the article is not assim-
ilated: l∆umhur ‘the crowd, audience’, l∆awà ±iz
‘prizes’. According to Heath (1989:53), this is
predictable because the latter items are still felt
to be cultivated, classical in nature. Here, too,
the /u/ of the /mu-/ morpheme of borrowed par-
ticiples is preserved, and the reduction of vocal-
ism affects the vowel of the next syllable:
mufatti“ > muftti“ ‘inspector’, mumaµµil > mumt-
til ‘actor’. The prefix mu- is now established and
any more recent borrowings of this type will
adopt it (Heath 1989:63). 

In borrowings from Modern Standard Arabic,
the inherited glottal stop, which as a rule has dis-
appeared from Colloquial Arabic as an inde-
pendent phoneme, is restored. Thus, làji’
‘refugee’ retains it: là∆e’, pl. là∆’ìn; and in the
borrowed stem s-±-l ‘to ask’ the glottal stop is in
frequent use: sa±al, yis±al, su ±àl /su:±a:l/ (Grotzfeld
1965:65). In sedentary dialects spoken in
Greater Syria, this verb has almost completely
replaced its old dialectal equivalents, e.g. sàyal.
Consequently, it is no longer felt as a borrowing,
as is apparent from its dialectal inflection.
Another case in which the glottal stop tends to
be introduced in lexical borrowings from
Modern Standard Arabic is actually a → hyper-
correction or pseudo-classicization, namely, the
pronunciation of the infinitives of verbal Forms
VII, VIII and X with an initial glottal stop, e.g. l-
±iqtißàd instead of the Classical al-iqtißàd (Heath
1989:47). 

In dialects in which the glottal stop is the
reflex of *q, and / ±/ therefore is an independent
phoneme, the reintroduction of the glottal stop
of Classical Arabic in classicisms may bring
about morphological complications. Since the
dialect of Damascus, like the majority of the
modern sedentary dialects, has lost the verbal
pattern ±af ≠al as a productive morphological cat-
egory, many speakers interpret the glottal stop in
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the borrowed ±af ≠al patterns as the first radical of
a quadriradical root, and inflect them accord-
ingly: ±aßba™/y ±aßbe™ ‘to become’, ±azhar/y ±azher
‘to flourish’ (Grotzfeld 1964:85).

One of the most important grammatical differ-
ences between the fuß™à and Colloquial Arabic is
the lack of internal (apophonic) passives as a pro-
ductive category in the latter. In the elevated vari-
eties of Colloquial Arabic, some borrowings
from this category tend to occur. Perhaps the
most frequent of these is the passive imperfect
yuqàl ‘it is said’, which does not introduce a pro-
ductive use of this pattern, but can most properly
be regarded as a lexical item with passive mean-
ing. Used in colloquial discourse, it is a markedly
Classical stylistic device in most dialects of
Arabic, not integrated into the morphophono-
logical structure of the dialect. In Cairene, how-
ever, it has become common enough to be
classified as a lexical borrowing: it may be not
only morphologically adapted to the dialect by
prefixing the b(i)-morpheme (byuqàl), but even
phonologically by substituting / ±/ for /q/ (byu ±àl). 

The difference between the dialect of Cairo
and the majority of dialects in their ability to
adapt classicisms is based upon the prestige of
the dialects. One way to objectively assess the
prestige of a dialect is to examine how high the
levels of formality certain dialectal items may
pervade are. In Cairo, colloquial morphemes
such as the b(i)- and ™a- preverbs, as well as the
2nd and 3rd pers. pl. morpheme -ù in the imper-
fect, can relatively freely be combined with
Modern Standard Arabic elements. This kind of
code-mixing naturally tends to reduce the
dialectal markedness of these colloquial ele-
ments (Mazraani 1997:76). The occurrence of
mixed forms like wa binaltaqì l-±àn ‘and we meet
now’ on Egyptian television broadcasts and the
absence of similar forms on Syrian television
(Kaye 1994:59, with reference to Peter
Behnstedt) not only reflects differences in the
language policies of the respective television
companies, but it also shows that the bridge
between the two main varieties in the linguistic
continuum is more busily trafficked in Cairo
than, e.g., in Damascus, Beirut, or Baghdad.

A category of Classical items frequently
occurring in Colloquial Arabic includes a num-
ber of denominative adverbs ending in -an, e.g.
tamàman ‘exactly, completely’, abadan ‘[with
negation] never’, maµalan ‘for instance’, taqrì-

ban ‘about, approximately’, dà ±iman ‘always’,
†ab≠an ‘of course’, “ukran ‘thank you!’. These 
are used as lexical borrowings which have been
adapted into local colloquials as such or with
slight modifications, e.g. tamàman, masalan,
ta±rìban, dayman (Cairo); tamamn, matalan,
tqribn, da±iman (Morocco) (Heath 1989:66).
That the final -an is felt as an integral part of the
lexical item rather than an adverbially used
indefinite accusative is apparent, since it has not
been adopted as a productive morpheme in col-
loquial (Palva 1969:33). Because of the well-
established, common use of these items on all
stylistic levels, in spite of their Classical mor-
phological structure, they have lost their stylistic
markedness. On the other hand, the majority of
adverbs of the same pattern, e.g. ™àliyyan ‘at
present’, sàbiqan ‘formerly’, ™aqqan ‘really,
indeed’, xußùßan ‘especially’, sarì ≠an ‘rapidly’,
†aw≠an ‘voluntarily’, “ay ±an mà ‘to some extent’,
naw≠an mà ‘in a fashion’, have still preserved
their stylistic status as marked classicisms. 

Other adverbial items which have found their
way into Colloquial Arabic, but which can still
be regarded as classicisms deliberately used in
order to elevate the stylistic level, are phrases
such as ±ilà ±àxirih(i) ‘and so forth’, bi-dùn “akk
‘without doubt’, bi-n-nisba l- ‘with respect to’,
min nà™iyat ‘with respect to’, and b-sabab
‘because of’.

5 . S t y l i s t i c  p o l a r i z a t i o n

The classicizing tendency sometimes leads to
stylistic polarization. When speakers who wish
to elevate the stylistic level of their speech have
to make a choice between two variants existing
in Classical Arabic, they may prefer the variant
which markedly deviates from the variant which
is closer to colloquial. An example of this kind of
conscious distancing from dialect is the use of
the negative construction lam plus jussive and
the avoidance of mà plus perfect, e.g. lam ±arahu
vs. mà ra±aytuhu ‘I didn’t see him’ (Kaye 1994:
57; Holes 1995:263). In the same way, the verb
ista†à ≠a is in elevated colloquial preferred to 
qadira, because the latter item also belongs to
the dialect. In Syrian Arabic, the plural sanawàt
is regarded as more Classical than the variant 
sinùna, because the status obliquus of the latter
is identical with the dialectal s(i)nìn. This stylis-
tic phenomenon has also been described by Arab
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authors, among them Tawfìq al-£akìm, Ma™-

mùd Taymùr, and Mu™ammad Mandùr, who
give numerous examples of polarized choices of
words (Diem 1974:45–46). 

6 . P h o n o l o g i c a l  
c l a s s i c i z a t i o n

In the dialects which have replaced their inher-
ited interdentals with postdental equivalents,
their sibilant substitutes are used as an interme-
diate phoneme series to fill the gap between the
fuß™à and the ≠àmmiyya. The sibilant substitutes
are common in both oral Modern Standard
Arabic and mixed sequences; stylistically, they
are un-marked and imply only a slight down-
grading from the interdental realizations. In
Cairene Arabic, [q] is a strong Modern Standard
Arabic marker which in the monologues ana-
lyzed by Mazraani demands co-occurrent use of
morpho-phonological fuß™à devices such as
vowel patterning (yuqàsi), occasional ±i≠ràb
(yu™aqqiqa), ya-preformative, and full suffixed
personal pronoun (qudratihi) (Mazraani
1997:62–63). 

In contrast to the interdentals, /q/ has no
‘intermediate’, stylistically unmarked phoneme
between / ±/ and /q/, and the choice must be made
between two marked variants. Using the ratio of
occurrence of the variants as a criterion, Elgibali
(1993:83–84) has through statistical methods
tested the validity of Badawì’s contention that
each of the five levels of his stylistic classification
of the linguistic continuum of Arabic has its
specific combination of linguistic and social
characteristics. The five levels were further
divided into formal and informal registers.
Badawì’s description suggested that the ratio of
occurrence of a given variant in the informal reg-
ister would be higher than that of the same vari-
ant in the formal register of the immediately
lower level. It appeared that such a hierarchy
really exists between oral informal Classical
Arabic and oral formal Modern Standard
Arabic, as well as between oral informal
Modern Standard Arabic and formal Educated
Colloquial Arabic. On the other hand, no level/
register distinction in this respect was observed
between informal Educated Colloquial Arabic
and formal Enlightened Colloquial Arabic, 
nor between informal Enlightened Colloquial
Arabic and formal Illiterate Colloquial Arabic. 

7 . H y b r i d i z a t i o n

Most speakers of Arabic make use of different
stylistic levels and registers, which also implies
use of mixed forms, hybrid combinations of
Classical and Colloquial elements in all conver-
sation which moves outside the sphere of every-
day concerns. Not all theoretical combinations
are, however, acceptable. If the markedly collo-
quial verb “àf is replaced by the markedly
Classical ra±à, the latter may not only be 
inflected according to the rules of Classical
Arabic, but it may also follow colloquial
inflection. For example ra±èt ‘I saw’ is an accept-
able hybrid. On the other hand, the colloquial
item cannot have Classical Arabic inflectional
morphemes, and theoretical hybrid forms like
*“àfa or *lam ya“uf are not acceptable to native
speakers. Correspondingly, the dual form *rà™à

of the dialectal verb rà™ is a stylistically incom-
patible hybrid, whereas the b(i)-imperfect b-
ya≈hab of the Classical verb ≈ahaba is
acceptable. It thus appears that hybridization is
a rule-governed rather than a random process
(Schmidt 1974:183–184; Holes 1995:296). 

When a markedly Classical lexical item occurs
in a colloquial matrix, it may be inflected with-
out constraints according to the structure of the
colloquial environment, whereas modifying col-
loquial discourse by using Classical grammatical
items with markedly colloquial lexical items is
stylistically unacceptable (Meiseles 1981:1085).
The same holds true for phonologically classi-
cized lexical items. The lexical and morphologi-
cal elements of the Classical forms of ≠ayn,
≠aynayn and the Cairene Arabic ≠èn, ≠inèn cannot
be combined freely, but the Classical form may
have either the Classical or the colloquial dual
morpheme (≠aynayn or ≠aynèn), whereas the col-
loquial form cannot have the Classical morpheme
-ayn: *≠ènayn, *≠inayn. In a similar way, the
Classical Arabic tafakkarat may be inflected
dialectally tafakkarit, while the Cairene form
itfakkarit cannot be modified toward Classical
Arabic by using the Classical personal mor-
pheme: *itfakkarat. 

The asymmetric constraint on combinations
of stems and suffixes is plausibly explained by
the fact that the underlying language of sponta-
neous speech normally is the language form first
acquired by the speaker, in this case Colloquial
Arabic. If speakers in a choice between the col-
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loquial and the Classical lexical item select the
former, they automatically apply the morphol-
ogy of the underlying Colloquial as well, but if
they select the Classical item, they are free to
combine it with Classical or Colloquial gram-
matical items. Thus there is a hierarchy between
the different categories of items: to a native
speaker, the lexical choice seems to be stylistically
more significant than the grammatical structure.
For the pattern of the classicization process, this
implies that when Colloquial discourse is
modified toward Classical Arabic, lexical items
come before grammatical ones in the hierarchy. 

The hybrid forms often function as bridges be-
tween Colloquial and Classical Arabic. An illu-
minating example is the short answer given by
an interlocutor when asked if he had any com-
ment after a lengthy contribution to a conversa-
tion by a senior army officer: mà fì“ ≠andi ™àga
±u∂ifha ±ila mà qàlahu lginiràl ‘I have nothing to
add to what the general said’. The answer starts
with plain Cairene and switches over to Modern
Standard Arabic, not abruptly, but using the
hybrid ±u∂ifha as a bridge (Mitchell 1986:24–
25; Holes 1995:301–302). 

When used in colloquial discourse, the passive
yuqàl can be regarded as a lexical borrowing.
Due to the stylistic unmarkedness of the b(i)-
imperfect, markedly Classical Arabic passive
forms frequently occur in the formal register of
Educated Colloquial Arabic. Examples of forms
recorded in Cairo are bitunàqa“ ‘they are dis-
cussed’, bitu≠ra∂ ‘they are submitted’, fa-
bitú†ba≠u ‘so they are printed’ (Diem 1974:76).
In constructions of this type, the elements of the
two main forms of the language are linked
together but both of them retain their identity.
Accordingly, Meiseles (1981:1083–1087) de-
fines these forms as ‘symbiotic’, arguing that a
distinction should be made between them and
hybrids, which are intermediate forms, not
identifiable in any one of the languages involved. 

8 . I n  w h i c h  o r d e r  d o  
c l a s s i c i s m s  a p p e a r ?

The classicisms most likely to appear first in
Colloquial Arabic are lexical borrowings. Some 
of these are technical terms or other lexical items
which do not have any counterpart in the dia-
lect (commonly known as Bedarfsentlehnun-
gen). Another category consists of Modern

Standard Arabic lexical items which for stylistic
reasons are substituted for their colloquial coun-
terparts. The adaptation of the borrowed lex-
emes may affect their environments, since they
often contain phonological and morphological
elements diverging from the structure of the
dialect. The next step in the classicization
process is phonological modification toward
Modern Standard Arabic, most often affecting
the variants of the interdentals as well as of *q,
*k, and *j, re-diphthongization of monophthon-
gized diphthongs, and restitution of lost short
vowels and glottal stop. In the formal register of
Educated Colloquial Arabic, grammatical classi-
cisms sporadically appear, but as soon as more
profound grammatical classicisms are used,
such as adoption of the Classical tense and nega-
tion systems, the language form aimed at is
Modern Standard Arabic. 

The classicization tendency is certainly not a
recent phenomenon. Although we are not able
to observe its oral realizations in different vari-
eties of Colloquial Arabic in the past, many par-
allel features can be traced in literature, in
particular in the so-called → Middle Arabic
texts, which often reflect the structure of the
underlying dialect. The efforts to follow the
norms of Classical Arabic often result in hybrid
forms, either hyper- or hypocorrections (see,
e.g., Blau 1970). 
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Clitic

Clitics are elements that are affixed to another 
element, usually a head. This very general char-

acterization encodes the fact that a multitude of 
elements can be affixes, hence clitics (see Kayne
1975). In this entry, the focus is on pronominal
clitics in (Lebanese) Arabic that are non-nomina-
tive. Nominative affixes (or infixes) are usually
viewed as agreement markers and analyzed as
inflectional elements that are part of the verbal
form. Nominative agreement markers are tradi-
tionally the purview of inflectional morphology,
whereas pronominal clitics are the purview of
derivational morphology. The literature on clitics
in Arabic is extensive. The reader is referred to
Benmamoun (2000) and the references men-
tioned there.

Pronominal clitics are unstressed elements
that are generally attached to a head, as illus-
trated in the Lebanese Arabic example (1b). The
examples in this entry will all be drawn from
Lebanese Arabic.

(1) a. sàmi zàr karìm
Sàmi visited.3ms Karìm
‘Sami visited Karim’

b. sàmi zàr-o
Sàmi visited.3ms-him
‘Sami visited him’

The pronominal clitic -o ‘him’ in (1b) is attached
to the verbal head and cannot bear stress.

Several characteristics of pronominal clitics in
Lebanese Arabic are worth noting. 

A head can host at most one clitic as illus-
trated by the non-grammaticality of (2b).

(2) a. †ay†-o                   ssiyàra
gave.1s-him the-car.Fem
‘I gave him the car’

b. *†ayt-o-ha
gave.1s.-him-it
‘I gave it to him’

c. †ay†-o                  yèha
gave.1s.-him dummy-it.Fem
‘I gave it to him’

The dummy form yè is used to support the sec-
ond pronominal clitic as in (2c). Note that in
some languages, for instance French, this prohi-
bition does not exist. More than one clitic can be
‘attached’ to a verb, as in the following sentence
from French:
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Pierre le lui a donné
Pierre it.Masc him aux. gave
‘Pierre gave it to him’

Cliticization is local: a clitic is generally attached
to the head it is selected by. Thus, a direct (1b) or
a relative object (3) are attached to the verb they
are complement of, as in (3): 

(3) ™kète-llo ™keye
told.1s-him story.Fem
‘I told him a story’

Prepositional complements are attached to the
preposition selecting them, as in (4):

(4) sèfart ma≠-a
traveled.1s with-her
‘I traveled with her’

and adnominal complements are attached to the
noun selecting them, as in (5):

(5) “eft siyyàrt-o
saw.1s car-her
‘I saw her car’

In many languages, clitics are in complemen-
tary distribution with the arguments they
‘replace’. In several varieties of Levantine
Arabic, this is not the case: clitics can occur with
the argument noun-phase, in which case the
argument noun phrase is preceded by a preposi-
tion la ‘to’. This phenomenon is referred to as
clitic-doubling (see 1).

(6) a. sàmi zàr-o la-karìm
Sàmi visited.3ms-him   to-Karìm’
‘Sami visited Karim’

b. sàmi ™kèlo la-karìm ™kèye
Sàmi told.3ms-him to-Karìm story
‘Sami told Karim a story’

c. sàmi “èf                    ktèb-o         la-karìm
Sàmi saw.3ms          book-his     to-Karìm
‘Sami saw Karim’s book’

d. sàmi rà™                  ma ≠-o          la-Karìm
Sàmi went-3ms      with-him    to-Karìm
‘Sami went with Karim’

Clitic doubling in Lebanese Arabic confirms
what is usually referred to as Kayne’s general-
ization (7):

(7) A lexical NP may be doubled by a clitic only
if this nominal element is preceded by a
(prepositional) case-assigner.

The doubled nominal element is assigned 
dative case as evidenced by the fact that the dou-
bled pronominal element is morphologically
dative:

(8) a. sàmi zàr-o la-±ilo
Sàmi visited.3ms-him to-him.Dat
‘Sami visited him’

b. sàmi ™kèlo la-±ilo
Sàmi    told.3ms-him.Dat    to-him.Dat
™kèye
story
‘Sami told him a story’

c. sàmi “èf              ktèb-o la-±ilo
Sàmi saw.3ms book-his to-him.Dat
‘Sami saw his book’

d. sàmi rà™            ma≠-o la-±ilo
Sàmi went.3ms with-him to-him.Dat
‘Sami went with him’

(9) The doubled (pro-)nominal element is
assigned dative case.

Nominative subjects cannot be doubled,
whether they are in the S(ubject)V(erb) or
V(erb)S(ubject) order:

(10) a. (*la-)sàmi rà™

to-Sàmi left.3ms
‘Sami left’

b. rà™ (*la-) sàmi
left.3ms to-Sàmi
‘Sami left’

Non-nominative subjects in the so-called
Exceptional Case-Marked Contexts can be dou-
bled. In (11a), the subject receives its case from
the matrix verb as evidenced by non-nominative
clitic in (11b):

(11) a. xallèt sàmi yrù™

let.1s. Sàmi leave.3ms
‘I let Sami go’

b. xallayt-o yrù™

let.ls-him leave.3ms
‘I let him go’
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This non-nominative subject can be doubled:

(12) xallayt-o yrù™ la-sàmi
let.ls-him leave.3ms to-Sàmi
‘I let Sami go’

The doubled nominal element is not in the same
position as the non-doubled one, contrary to
what is usually assumed for doubled elements in
Romance languages. The facts establishing this
generalization are discussed extensively in Aoun
(1999); some are reviewed below. Consider the
following sentences:

(13) a. ßà™ibt-o “èfit         kill       walad
friend.Fem-his    saw.3fs   every boy
‘His friend saw every boy’

b. ßà™ibt-o “èfit-o  la- kill     walad
friend.Fem-his  saw.3fs  to every  boy
‘His friend saw every boy’

(14) a. ßà™ibt-o rà™it        ma ≠-a kill    walad
friend.f-his  went.3fs  with every boy
‘His friend went with every boy’

b. ßà™ibt-o       rà™it        ma ≠-o        la-
friend.f-his  went.3fs with-him to
kill      walad
every  boy
‘His friend went with every boy’

In (13a) and (14a), the bound reading of the 
pronoun contained within the subject ßà™ibto ‘his
friend’ cannot obtain: the quantifier kill walad
‘every boy’ is not in a high enough position, i.e. it
does not c-command the pronoun (→ resump-
tion, → binding for relevant definitions).
However, the bound reading of the pronoun
within the subject obtains when the
quantificational object is doubled as in (13b) and
(14b). These sentences indicate that doubled
accusatives and doubled prepositional comple-
ments are in a position higher than their corre-
sponding non-doubled arguments.

It is possible to show that doubled nominal
elements attach to the complete functional com-
plex containing the doubling clitic. A complete
functional complex can be described informally
as a Determiner Phrase (DP) (6c), a predicate
such as VP (6a), or a preposition which takes a
subject as in (15):

(15) sàmi “èf sàmia ™add-o
Sàmi saw.3sm Sàmia next-him
‘Sami saw Samia next to him’

In (15), the prepositional phrase takes sàmia as
its subject. On the other hand, the prepositional
phrase in (16) does not take a subject:

(16) sàmi rà™ ma≠-o
Sàmi went.3ms with-him
‘Sami went with him’

Accordingly, the doubled element may attach to
the prepositioned phrase in sentence (17) 
but not in sentence (6d), which is repeated here
as (18):

(17) sàmi “èf sàmia ™add-o
Sàmi saw.3sm Sàmia next-him
la-karìm
to-Karìm
‘Sami saw Samia next to Karim’

(18) sàmi rà™ ma≠-o la-karìm
Sàmi went.3ms with-him    to-Karìm
‘Sami went with Karim’

Under standard assumptions according to which
extraction processes affect single constituents,
the prepositional phase and the doubled element
can be treated as a unit and ‘fronted’ in (17) but
not in (18). This is the case as illustrated in (19)
and (20):

(19)a. ™add-o la-karìm sàmi “èf    
near-him   to-Karìm Sàmi saw.3ms
sàmia
Sàmia
‘Near Karim Sami saw Samia’

b. ™add-o la-±ayya walad sàmi 
near-him to-which boy Sàmi  
“èf            sàmia
saw.3ms  Sàmia
‘Near which boy did Sami see Samia?’

(20)a. *ma≠-o la-karìm sàmi rà™

with-him to-Karìm Sàmi went.3ms
‘With Karim Sami went’

b. *ma≠-o la-±ayya walad sàmi
with-him  to-which boy Sàmi
rà™

went.3ms
‘With which boy did Sami go?’

PP-fronting and wh-movement treat the pre-
positional phrase and the doubled element in
(19a–b), but not in (20a–b), as a unit and raise
them to the left edge of the clause.
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Determiner Phrases (DPs) form a complete
functional complex. As such, a doubled element
can be fronted with the DP as in (6c) which is
repeated here as (21):

(21) a. ktèb-o la-karìm sàmi “èf-o
book-his to-Karìm  Sàmi saw.3ms-it
‘Karim’s book, Sami saw it’

b. ktèb-o la-±ayya      walad   sàmi
book-his   to-which    boy       Sàmi
“èf
saw.3ms
‘Which boy’s book did Sami see?’

The construct DP and the doubled element in
(20a) and (20b) are treated as a unit and fronted
to the left edge of the clause by clitic left disloca-
tion and wh-movement respectively.

Summary
(21) a. Pronominal cliticization is local: clitics

are attached to the head that selects
them.

b. Clitic doubling is quite productive: non-
nominative nominal elements may be
doubled.

c. Doubled elements are preceded by a
prepositional which assigns the dou-
bled element dative case.

d. Doubled elements are not in the same
position as non-doubled ones: they are
generated in a position higher than the
non-doubled ones.

e. Doubled elements attach to the minimal
complete functional complex contain-
ing the clitic.

f. As such, doubled elements can form a
constituent with a DP or a complex PP
but not with a simplex PP.

A more complete analysis of the clitic doubled
construction is to be found in Aoun (1999).
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Code-switching

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

‘Code-switching’ is generally used as a cover
term for a linguistic or discourse practice in
which elements and items from two or more lin-
guistic systems, or codes – be they different lan-
guages or varieties of a language – are used in the
same language act or interaction. As a field of
research it emerged (in the 1970s and 1980s)
from the broader field of language contact stud-
ies, and scholars insist it must be conducted in
that broader context (e.g. Gardner-Cloros 1995).

It is common to distinguish between on the one
hand inter-sentential code-switching, i.e. switch-
ing which occurs at clause boundaries, and on the
other intra-sentential code-switching, i.e. where
switching (or mixing) takes place within the
domain of a clause. Some analysts prefer to oper-
ate with the terms alternational code-switching
for switching between stretches of speech belong-
ing to one and the other code/language/variety;
while insertional code-switching denotes single
items of one code occurring in stretches of the
other code (e.g. Muysken 1995). More recently,
certain sociolinguists have proposed to reserve
code-switching as a term for socially meaningful
changes of code in (conversational) interaction;
this is in contrast with the switching between ele-
ments and items from more than one code where
the switches are not in themselves socially mean-
ingful, in which case we have language mixing, 
a mixed variety, but not code-switching (Auer
1995, 1998).

The sociolinguistic literature on code-switch-
ing is extensive. This entry introduces briefly
some major theoretical contributions to the field
of code-switching, and then some contributions
which involve or are related to bilingual code-
switching with Arabic as one of the languages;
and finally it discusses cases involving what may
be called ‘diglossic code-switching’, i.e. studies
of the interaction in speech of standard Arabic
and a colloquial variety.

Two major perspectives or approaches to the
study of code-switching may be distinguished
(although in most studies they are combined to
some extent):

i. the discourse/pragmatic perspective, with 
the main focus on social and communica-
tive functions of, and motivations for, code
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switching: why and for what purposes do
speakers engage in code-switching? 

ii. the grammatical/syntactic perspective, with
the main focus on linguistic aspects, espe-
cially morphosyntactic constraints on intra-
sentential switching: where in a sentence may
or may not a speaker change languages?

2 . T h e  d i s c o u r s e / p r a g m a t i c
p e r s p e c t i v e

Research reflecting the discourse/pragmatic
approach is generally interpretative, i.e. the re-
searcher interprets the meaning of code-switch-
ing according to role relationships between
speakers, ethnic identities, and communicative
functions assigned to the different codes or lan-
guages involved by the norms of the bilingual
community or different subgroups within it.
Typically, a bilingual may use different codes at
home and in public, with friends and with a
teacher, with the ethnic in-group vs. out-groups.

Instances of code-switching are seen as ‘dis-
course strategies’ (Gumperz 1982). Not only
may a change in language code reflect a change of
domain, for instance topic or situation (situa-
tional code-switching), but speakers may switch
from one code to another in order to act on, or
interfere with, the context, to signal a shift in atti-
tude toward what is going on, influence the tone
of the interaction, the formality of the situation
and/or the relationship between participants
(metaphorical code-switching). A wide range of
perspectives is raised in Heller (1988).

Myers-Scotton’s work (1993a; 1993b) has
been particularly influential in the last decade.
She brings together elements from discourse
analysis, ethnography of speaking, and accom-
modation theory. In her model bilingual speak-
ers are assumed to be negotiating the code of
their communicative interaction according to
what they perceive as the relevant features of the
particular situation and the community norm
for such an interaction (in the model called the
‘Rights and Obligations [RO]’ set). Speakers
may comply and use the linguistic code which 
is normally associated with, i.e. considered
appropriate for, the actual RO set, i.e. the
unmarked choice. They may alternatively make
a marked linguistic choice, by choosing or
switching to another code, thereby signaling a
different attitude, challenging, and changing, the

RO set of the interaction. Code-switching often
has this function of marking a change in the RO
set. Sometimes, however, code-switching itself is
the unmarked choice for a particular interac-
tion. This occurs “when the speaker wishes to
index two identities or attitudes towards the
interaction simultaneously” (1993a:149). Such
code-switching modes of speaking can be very
frequent in bilingual communities.

3 . G r a m m a t i c a l / s y n t a c t i c
a p p r o a c h e s

The more linguistically oriented approaches to
code-switching are generally concerned with
describing and identifying patterns and regulari-
ties in the linguistic make-up of (primarily) bi-
lingual speech. The regularities tend to be 
formulated as restrictions or constraints on the
free switching between and mixing of items from
the two basic languages or varieties involved.
Some are claimed to have universal applicability,
i.e. to have predictive force for all language sets.
Switching is studied at clause borders (especially
involving selection of conjunctions), while the
main focus has naturally been on intrasentential
code-switching, with constituents and part of
constituents from more than one linguistic sys-
tem combined.

Following Boumans (1998) and Muysken
(1995) two main – but sometimes overlapping –
trends may be distinguished: on the one hand, the
linear or alternational approach, which focuses
on patterns and restrictions in terms of the (word)
order of categories or constituents that may be
switched and on the other hand, the structural, or
insertional approach, which explains regularities
of code-switching data in terms of structural rela-
tions that hold between constituents or parts of
constituents. The insertional approach presup-
poses that one of the two languages or codes
involved is structurally dominant and sets the
morphosyntactic frame of the sentence, whereas
items from the other language/code are inserted
into this sentence frame. 

The linear approach is reflected in a number
of contributions – most famously formulated in
Poplack’s (1988:219) principles of syntactic
constraints on code-switching, based on data
from English/Spanish code interaction: the ‘free
morpheme constraint’, “which prohibits mixing
morphologies within the confines of the word”,
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and the ‘equivalence constraint’, “which
requires that the surface word order of the two
languages be homologous in the vicinity of the
switch point”. In other words, it 

predicts that code switches will tend to occur at
points where the juxtaposition of elements from the
two languages does not violate a syntactic rule of
either language. [. . .] This means that a language
switch ought to take place only at boundaries com-
mon to both languages. [. . .] From a cross-linguis-
tic perspective, this means that the more similar two
languages are structurally, the more switching sites
they should permit (Romaine 2000:58).

Poplack’s propositions triggered extensive
research applying the principles to other lan-
guage sets, with the effect of producing cycles 
of evidence, counter evidence, and further
research.

4 . T h e  m a t r i x  l a n g u a g e  f r a m e
m o d e l

Basic to the influential model of Myers-Scotton
(1993b and later contributions) is the claim that
the languages involved in (intrasentential) code-
switching have unequal status and play different
roles in the speech interaction, and that only one
of the languages – the matrix language – provides
the basic grammatical structure at a time. More
specifically, the model claims that the matrix lan-
guage (ML) sets the morphosyntactic frame (like
word order and inflection) for the sentence. The
other language, or code, involved is the embedded
language (EL), which may provide constituents or
single items to be inserted into or embedded in the
matrix language base – according to specific
requirements elaborated in the model.

Crucial to the model, and to the definition of
the matrix code, is the distinction between con-
tent morphemes and system morphemes. In very
general terms, the distinction corresponds to
lexical vs. grammatical or function morphemes.
The general insight concerning the asymmetry of
the codes involved, and the different workings of
lexical items on the one hand, and grammati-
cal/struc-tural items on the other, are generally
accepted by researchers in the field. To a consid-
erable extent these notions were also explicitly
or implicitly assumed in earlier studies of lan-
guage contact, e.g. Hasselmo 1970, Petersen
1988 (for a very neat historical survey, cf.
Boumans 1998:7–60). 

5 .  C o d e - s w i t c h i n g  v s .  
b o r r o w i n g

Many studies operate with an analytical distinc-
tion between code-switching and borrowing,
especially with regard to single lexical items.
Among the most common criteria used in the lit-
erature to characterize borrowing are: the use of
a foreign lexeme, also in the speech of monolin-
gual speakers, often to fill a lexical gap, as when
there exists no term for the (new) item or con-
cept in the borrowing language; morphological
integration; phonological adaptation; and fre-
quency of occurrence. 

While recognizing the usefulness of some kind
of differential status for the established loan-
word and the spontaneous use/transfer of an
item from another language in code-switching,
the distinction often appears difficult to apply in
a systematic way. Poplack introduced the notion
of ‘nonce borrowings’ to account for cases
which contradict her free morpheme constraint,
e.g. where “unadapted English morphemes 
conjoined with French verbal and participial
affixes” – as in enjoyer and drowné. In matrix
language terms, these items would be embedded
language content morphemes; in terms of
Petersen’s (1988) dominant language hypothesis
they would be non-dominant language lexical
morphemes with dominant language grammati-
cal morphemes.

6 .  B i l i n g u a l  c o d e - s w i t c h i n g
w i t h  A r a b i c

The wide definition of code-switching sketched
above might include many – if not most – cases 
of language contact associated with interference
phenomena at various linguistic levels. Rouchdy’s
(1980) study of Arabic/Nubian (→ Nubian) is
one case in point, and several studies of Arabic as 
a minority language (Owens 2000) and of periph-
eral Arabic-speaking communities in contact with
neighboring languages may fall within such a
scope (e.g. Procházka 2002; Miller 2002; Arnold
2002), including the historical cases of Malta 
(→ Maltese), Sicily (→ Sicilian Arabic), and →
al-Andalus. Here, the scope is limited to some
studies where code-switching is the explicit field
of research and its principles are the focus of
attention.
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7 . A r a b i c / E n g l i s h

Eid (1992) provides a study of syntactic restric-
tions on code-switching in the linear approach,
based on recorded conversations among bilin-
gual Egyptian Arabic and American English
speakers. She examines switching at the syntactic
boundaries of coordinate, subordinate (speci-
fically adverbial), relative, and complementary
clauses, i.e. whether switching occurs immedi-
ately before or after the grammatical markers
introducing such clauses. In her data, there
appears to be a general restriction precluding
switching to Arabic following an English marker.
For the categories coordination and subordina-
tion, switching may take place immediately
before the grammatical marker (the conjunc-
tion), whatever the language, and an Arabic con-
junction may be followed by either code (pace
claims for Spanish/English, that “the conjunction
always goes with the second switched phrase”,
cf. Gumperz 1982:88). For relative clauses, how-
ever, the relative marker must be followed by a
word in the same language. With complementiz-
ers, the actual combinations are even more
restricted (although the analysis of this issue is
complicated by the optionality of complementiz-
ers as well as the problem of pronoun doubling in
switching before English verbs). The discussion
of the latter phenomenon takes Eid outside the
limits of the strictly linear approach, and
(almost) into acknowledging the unequal status
of the languages involved. Pronoun doubling is
explained with reference to proposed universal
constraints on code-switching between verbs and
their pronouns. Myers-Scotton a.o. (1995) is a
highly theoretical contribution, presenting and
expanding the Matrix Language Frame model,
which is applied, e.g., to the same issue of ‘pro-
noun doubling’ as well as to embedding of
English verbs into an Arabic matrix language
frame. The authors claim that bare forms of
English verbs are preferred to verbs inflected with
Arabic affixes in their Arabic-English data. They
do cite one example: bas cancel-t-uh “but I can-
celled it” with Arabic 1st pers. suffix -t (1995:33)
– and one wonders whether the English verb
checked in the following is not perceived as end-
ing with the same Arabic ending -t: ru™t el library
imbàri™ wa checked books ktìri ‘I went to 
the library yesterday and checked [classified 
as English past tense suffix] many books’
(1995:33).

Rouchdy (1992) reports on English lexical
borrowings into Arabic in Arab-American
immigrant data (→ English loanwords). She
provides some examples of integrated verbs, 
e.g. kalnìt ‘I cleaned’, fakkasna ‘we fixed’, la
yusammok wa la yudarnik ‘he doesn’t smoke
and doesn’t drink’, nayselluh ‘say something
nice to him’ [verb formed from the English
adjective on the model of gàmil ‘treat nicely’
from gamìl?]; derived participles, e.g. mifarni“
‘furnished’, mihayyat ‘heated’. Rouchdy
observes the constraint that verbs never take
English pronoun objects, only the Arabic pro-
noun clitic, and that English adjectives are not
inflected (for gender or number), which accord-
ing to her implies that they are switched rather
than borrowed.

Sallo (1994), on code-switching among uni-
versity students in Mosul, also provides interest-
ing data, e.g. collocations with English head
nouns and Arabic modifier adjectives where the
adjective shows gender agreement with the Arabic
equivalent of the noun: as-sensitivity ≠àliya ‘the
sensitivity is high [fem.]’ (Arabic ™assàsiyya
[fem.]), at-temperature munxafi∂a ‘the tem-
perature is low [fem.]’ (Arabic daraja [fem.])
(1994:124). Likewise, in the Iraqi Arabic poss-
esive construction with màl: ar-result màlti
takùn negative ‘my result will be negative’ [with
the fem. form màlt + pronoun suffix 1st pers. sg.
-i-; verb inflected for fem. sg.; Arabic noun natìja
[fem.]) In the reverse case, the modifying Eng-
lish adjective is not inflected according to 
Arabic agreement rules, as in the last example
above (1994:124). One also notes the use,
according to Arabic rules, of the singular form
of the counted noun following numerals 11–99:
nàxu≈ xamas†a≠“ rat ‘we will take fifteen rats’
(1994:120). 

8 . A r a b i c / F r e n c h

With French colonial pressure and presence in
North Africa, French and the local Arabic ver-
naculars were brought into close contact. The
educational system produced a significant num-
ber of bilingual speakers, and code-switching as
the unmarked choice appears to be prevalent
among professionals and young people in many
urban circles. Quoting from a study by Lahlou
on linguistic practice among urban educated in
Morocco, Caubet (1998:98) writes: “CS [code
switching] has become their usual everyday
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means of interaction with their peers. CS is their
‘default mode’ of conversation, a mode which is
in the middle of their linguistic continuum, with
Moroccan Arabic at one end of the continuum
and French at the other”. 

Bentahila and Davies (1983) make a signi-
ficant contribution to the literature on code-
switching, and their Moroccan Arabic/French
data is often referred to. While they provide
many exceptions to some of the general Equi-
valence Constraints formulated by Poplack,
they provide a refinement of some other con-
straints, e.g. subcategorization rules to account
for restrictions on combining certain gram-
matical structures with French lexicon (wa™id 
l-professeur ‘a professor’ is acceptable, but not
*wa™id professeur, 1983:321). There is frequent
embedding of French verbal lexemes with
Arabic inflections, e.g. tatbqa tatgratter ‘you
keep scratching’ (1983:315), but subcategoriza-
tion rules inhibit *taybqa confronter ces idées
‘he keeps opposing these ideas’, and also the
reverse case, *je dois nßelli ‘I should pray’ – as
Arabic requires a finite verb, French an infinite
form following the first verb (1983:322). The
issue of ‘subject pronoun doubling’ is treated in
terms of Arabic topic pronoun use + clitic
French pronoun. The article at several points
suggests an inherent asymmetry in the function
of the two languages involved (further devel-
oped in Bentahila and Davies 1993) – an issue
which became crucial in the Matrix Language
Frame model.

M’barek and Sankoff (1988) apply the equiv-
alence constraint and the borrowing vs. switch-
ing distinction to Moroccan Arabic/French data.
They find, however, that the notion of insertion
must be introduced to account for the frequent
use of NP constituents with French article +
French noun in an otherwise Arabic context
(Moroccan Arabic is the matrix language of
their data).

Heath (1989) is concerned with “the gradual
integration of borrowed lexical materials” in
Moroccan Arabic, and looks at code-switching –
at the phrasal and lexical levels rather than the
syntactic level – “as an avenue for more com-
plete integration” (1989:23). Among a wealth of
attested borrowings and ‘borrowing routines’,
Heath also observes the retention of the French
article with the switched noun – even when 
the structure otherwise is Arabic, e.g.: xdëm-t 
f-wa™ëd la société d’assurances ‘I worked in 

an insurance company’, where the French noun
with its French (definite) article is inserted into
the Moroccan indefinite structure wa™ëd + article
+ noun, as in wa™ëd l-bënt ‘a girl’. Integrated bor-
rowings, however, mostly do not retain the
French variant of the article – contrary to what
he observes in Algeria – but receive the Arabic 
l- (or assimilated variant), which does not show
gender accord (1989:34–36). 

The superficial phonological similarity be-
tween French verbs in their infinitive form and
the ‘unmarked’ form (3rd pers. masc. sg. perfect)
of the Arabic verb is seen as a bridge to mor-
phophonological integration: French changer
‘change’ > Arabic “ã∆a ‘[he] changed’. Then
other forms of the verb are made with Arabic
affixes: y-“ã∆i ‘he changes’; n-“ã∆i ‘I change’, etc.
This productive device is also noted by Caubet
(1998), who gives more examples, e.g. French
contacter > Arabic kõtakta [perf.], ykõtakti
[imperf.]; “ã∆èt-u ‘I changed it’; (bà“) n-developi-
hum ‘(so that) I can develop them’.This shows a
feature of code-switching with Arabic that is
specific for this set of languages, while it does
not work with English (see above) or Dutch (see
below).

9 . A r a b i c / D u t c h

With new waves of immigrant workers from
‘southern lands’ into industrialized → Europe
from the 1970s and onwards, Western linguists
had easy access to interesting language contact
phenomena. Of the new bilingual language 
sets, Dutch and Arabic have been extensively
studied by Boumans (1996, 1998) and also by
Nortier (1989).

Boumans applies the Matrix Language
Frame-work, or rather, critically adapts it to
data on Moroccan Arabic in Dutch environments.
He adds to the model a distinction between
Community Language (the immigrants’ lan-
guage) and Super-imposed Language (of the
Dutch language environment): as matrix 
languages of a stretch of speech they operate 
differently when it comes to embedding of 
constituents. He also calls to attention language
specific structural differences in the working of
certain ‘general’ principles of the model, com-
paring his own data with Dutch/Turkish data on
the one hand and with French/Moroccan data
on the other. He notes, for instance, the omission
of the definite prefix before inserted Dutch
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nouns in Moroccan Arabic matrix (1996 and
1998), contrasting with the regular use of the
definite article in insertions of French nouns (as
mentioned above). Different strategies come into
play for embedding verbs with different lan-
guage pairs, such as adding Arabic affixes, or
restructuring the stem to fit Arabic morphologi-
cal patterns, or using auxiliary verbs like ‘to do’,
which receive the inflection + a non-finite form
of the embedded verb (1996:55–61; Boumans
and Caubet 2000).

1 0 .  ‘ D i g l o s s i c ’  c o d e - s w i t c h i n g

It is often assumed by non-Arabist sociolin-
guists, that ‘diglossia’ as a language situation
type prevents code-switching, in that “there is an
almost one-to-one relationship between lan-
guage choice and social context” so that “only
one code is usually employed at any one time”
(Romaine 1995:121). Similarly, Myers-Scotton
(1993a:128) states: “The expectation is that
unmarked CS [code-switching] should not occur
at all in narrow diglossic communities (the
Arabic-speaking nations of the Middle East, 
at least)”.

Ferguson (1959) already announced the emer-
gence of “unstable intermediate forms of the 
language”, and code-switching as well as code-
mixing – intersentential and intrasentential –
indeed frequently occurs in many communica-
tive situations. In fact, linguistic data discussed
in the literature as stylistic ‘levels’, ‘classiciza-
tion’ (→ classicism), ‘colloquialization’, and
‘(sociostylistic) variation’ (cf. Holes 1995, ch. 9,
for a survey of this literature) borders on, even
overlaps with, ‘code-switching’ in the broad
sense adopted here. For instance, the media
extracts in Diem (1974), which are classified as
‘High’ variety with (varying degrees of ) ‘inter-
ference from dialect’ or as ‘dialect with inter-
ference from the High variety’, or as ‘mixed 
language’, may be treated in a framework of one
variety as matrix and the other as embedded,
and subjected to constraints of one or the other
order. It may often simply be a matter of tradi-
tion or preference of conceptual and analytic
framework. Of course, switching between vari-
eties of a language, in which there are many
points of structural convergence and shared 
lexicon, offers less clear-cut data for analysis
compared to bilingual data. For those same 
reasons, ‘mixing’ codes may be extensive, and

the identification of a matrix code problematic.
On the other hand, in ‘diglossic’ code-switching
cases, it is generally granted, that the ‘Low’ (ver-
nacular) variety, if not necessarily providing the
matrix in all speech events, will at least be the
‘dominant’ code (Petersen 1988) or ‘commu-
nity’ code (in Bouman’s 1998 terms), which
significantly affects the role of the codes involved
for insertional and combinatorial patterns in
switching (for a discussion see Mejdell 1999). 

The functions and motivations of ‘diglossic’
code-switching are largely similar to those noted
for bilingual switching. Besides the borrowing of
items to ‘fill a gap in the lexicon’, they are of a
pragmatic, social, and/or stylistic order. Holes
(1993:33) sums up the rhetorical functions of
‘level switching’ in the late president Nasser’s
famous public speeches: “fuß™à is used by Nasir
to convey messages which are abstract, idealized
or metaphorical [. . .]. The ≠àmmiyya, on the
other hand, is used to convey the concrete and
the physical, and is strongly associated with 
the personalization of issues”. Wilmsen (1996)
points to additional pragmatic functions such as
satire and irony, and quotes Badawì as to the
creative aspect of code-mixing behavior. Maz-
raani (1997), Taine-Cheikh (2002), Bassiouney
(2003), and Mejdell (2005) are further studies of
code alternation and code-mixing as discourse
strategies in monologues. Amara (1995) gives
evidence of code-switching in classroom situa-
tions. While accommodation (Abu Melhim
1991) or speakers’ stylistic convergence (Diem
1974) is generally assumed, Mejdell (1999) pro-
vides an example of non-accommodating behav-
ior, where two cultured personalities insist on
using the standard and the colloquial variety
respectively throughout the interaction.

The asymmetrical status of the varieties be-
comes apparent in the contributions of Eid (1982,
1988) on ‘the principles of code-switching
between standard and Egyptian Arabic’, in the
same vein as her (1992) study of bilingual switch-
ing (discussed above). The patterns which emerge
across the features examined are also similar: the
variant of the word preceding the grammatical
marker (the ‘focal point’) is ‘free’, i.e. not bound
to the variety (standard or Egyptian) of the
marker, whereas if the marker is standard, the ele-
ment immediately following it must also be stan-
dard (1988:61). If the grammatical marker is
Egyptian, “switching was found to be permitted
after all focal points except after the negative”
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(1988:61). This constraint is explained by the
structural incongruity of the tense + negative
markings between the two grammatical systems.
Eid suggests that the general pattern of asymmet-
ric conditioning is “related to the manner of
acquisition of each variety: which variety was
natively, and which was non-natively learned”; in
other words, it is linked up with the ‘dominant
language principle’.

1 1 .  C o n c l u s i o n

The importance of code-switching for linguistics
in general is formulated by Muysken (1995:178)
as follows: 

One of the crucial questions in modern linguistics is
the division of labor between the lexicon and the
grammar of a language. To what extent do we rely
on properties of individual words, when we pro-
duce and comprehend utterances, and to what
extent on general rules of the language we speak?
[. . .] When sentences are built up with items drawn
from two lexicons, we can see to what extent the
sentence patterns derive from the interaction
between these two lexicons.

For studies on Arabic, code-switching research
challenges notions of ‘discreteness’ of codes, and
provides insights into how the varieties inter-
mingle and mix, in a structured, albeit not 
predictable way. The social aspects of code-
switching behavior will probably only increase
in significance in the ‘age of globalization’.
Finally, there is a cultural and aesthetic role to
code-switching, which is captured by Caubet
(1998:96): “One must also note that code-
switching can be a real pleasure in which true
bilinguals like to indulge”. 

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Abu-Melhim, Abdel-Rahman. 1991. “Code-switch-

ing and linguistic accommodation in Arabic”.
Perspectives on Arabic linguistics, III, ed. Bernard
Comrie and Mushira Eid, 232–250. Amsterdam
and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Amara, Muhammad Hasan. 1995. “Arabic diglossia
in the classroom: Assumptions and reality”. Israel
Oriental Studies 15.131–142.

Arnold, Werner. 2002. “Code switching and code
mixing in the Arabic dialects of Antioch”. Youssi
a.o. (2002:163–68). 

Auer, Peter. 1995. “The pragmatics of code-switch-
ing”. Milroy and Muyskens (1995:115–135).

——. (ed.). 1998. Code-switching in conversation.
London and New York: Routledge.

Bassiouney, Reem. 2003. “Theories of code switching
in the light of empirical data from Egypt”.

Perspectives in Arabic linguistics, XV, ed. Dilworth
Parkinson and Samira Farwaneh, 19–39. Amster-
dam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Bentahila, Abdelali. 1992. “Code-switching and lan-
guage dominance”. Cognitive processing in bilin-
guals, ed. R.J. Harris, 443–458. Amsterdam: North-
Holland.

—— and Eirlys E. Davies. 1983. “The syntax of
Arabic-French code-switching”. Lingua 59.301–
30.

Boucherit, Aziza. 2000. “Réflexions sur le contact de
langues à partir du cas d’Alger”. Mifsud (2000:
83–88).

Boumans, Louis. 1996. “Embedding verbs and collo-
cations in Moroccan Arabic/Dutch codeswitching”.
Eid and Parkinson (1996:45–68).

——. 1998. The syntax of codeswitching: Analysing
Moroccan Arabic/Dutch conversations. Tilburg:
Tilburg University Press.

——. 1998b. “Topic pronouns in monolingual Arabic
and in codeswitching”. Mifsud (1998:89–94).

—— and Dominique Caubet. 2000. “Modelling
intrasentential codeswitching: A comparative study
of Algerian/French in Algeria and Moroccan/ Dutch
in the Netherlands”. Arabic as a minority lan-
guage, ed. Jonathan Owens, 113–180. Berlin and
New York: Mouton de Gruyter.

Caubet, Dominique. 1998. “Codeswitching in the
Maghreb: Why is French Algerianised?”. Mifsud
(1998: 95–100).

Diem, Werner. 1974. Hochsprache und Dialekt im
Ara-bischen: Untersuchungen zur heutigen arabi-
schen Zweisprachigkeit. Wiesbaden: F. Steiner.

Eid, Mushira. 1982. “The non-randomness of diglos-
sic variation in Arabic”. Glossa 16:1.54–84.

——. 1988. “Principles for code-switching be-
tween Standard and Egyptian Arabic”. al-≠Arabiyya
21.51–79.

——. 1992. “Directionality in Arabic–English code-
switching”. Rouchdy (1992:50–71).

—— and Clive Holes (eds.). 1993. Perspectives on
Arabic linguistics, V. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: 
J. Benjamins.

—— and Dilworth Parkinson (eds.). 1996. Perspec-
tives on Arabic linguistics, IX. Amsterdam and
Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Ferguson, Charles A. 1959. “Diglossia”. Word 15.
325–40.

Gardner-Chloros, Penelope. 1995. “Code-switching
in community, regional and national repertoires”.
Milroy and Muysken (1995:68–89).

Gumperz, John J. 1982. Discourse strategies. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hasselmo, Nils. 1972. “Code-switching as ordered
selection”. Studies for Einar Haugen presented by
friends and colleagues, ed. Evelyn Scherabon Fir-
chow a.o., 261–280. The Hague and Paris: Mouton.

Heath, Jeffrey. 1989. From code-switching to borrow-
ing: Foreign and diglossic mixing in Moroccan
Arabic. London: Kegan Paul International.

Heller, Monica (ed.). 1988. Codeswitching: Anthro-
pological and sociolinguistic perspectives. Berlin
and New York: Mouton de Gruyter.

Holes, Clive. 1993. “The uses of variation: A study of
the political speeches of Gamal Abd al-Nasir”. Eid
and Holes (1993:13–45).

——. 1995. Modern Arabic: Structures, functions and

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



cognitive linguistics 421

varieties. London: Longman. [Especially ch. 9
“Language level”.]

Mazraani, Nathalie, 1997. Aspects of language varia-
tion in Arabic political speech-making. Richmond:
Curzon.

M’barek, Mohamed Nait and David Sankoff. 1988.
“Le discours mixte arabe/français: Emprunts ou
alternances de langue?”. Canadian Journal of
Linguistics 33:2.143–154.

Mejdell, Gunvor. 1999. “Switching, mixing – code
interaction in spoken Arabic”. Language encoun-
ters across time and space, ed. Bernt Brendemoen,
Elizabeth Lanza, and Else Ryen, 225–241. Oslo:
Novus.

——. 2005. Somewhere between order and chaos:
Mixed styles in spoken Arabic in Egypt. Ph.D. diss.,
University of Oslo.

Mifsud, Manwel (ed.). 2000. Proceedings of the Third
International Conference of AIDA. Malta: Salesian
Press.

Milroy, Lesley and Pieter Muysken (eds.). 1995. One
speaker, two languages: Cross-disciplinary perspec-
tives on code-switching. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Muysken, Pieter. 1995. “Code-switching and gram-
matical theory”. Milroy and Muysken (1995:
177–198).

Myers-Scotton, Carol. 1993a. Social motivations for
codeswitching: Evidence from Africa. Oxford:
Clarendon.

——. 1993b. Duelling languages: Grammatical struc-
ture in codeswitching. Oxford: Clarendon. 

——. 1997. “Code-switching”. The handbook of
socio-linguistics, ed. Florian Coulmas, 217–237.
Oxford: Blackwell.

——, Janice L. Jake, and Maha Okasha. 1996.
“Arabic and constraints on codeswitching”. Eid
and Parkinson (1996:9–44).

Owens, Jonathan (ed.). 2000. Arabic as a minority
language. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Petersen, Jennifer. 1988. “Word-internal code-switch-
ing constraints in a bilingual child’s grammar”.
Linguistics 26.479–493.

Poplack, Shana. “Contrasting patterns of code-switch-
ing in two communities”. Heller (1988:215–244).

Procházka, Stephan. 2002. “Contact phenomena,
code-copying, and code-switching in the Arabic
dialects of Adana and Mersin (Southern Turkey)”.
Youssi a.o. (2002:133–139).

Romaine, Suzanne. 1995. Bilingualism. Oxford:
Blackwell.

——. 2000. Language in society: An introduction to
sociolinguistics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rouchdy, Aleya. 1980. “Languages in contact:
Arabic-Nubian”. Anthropological Linguistics 22:
8.334–344.

——. 1992. “Borrowing in Arab-American speech”.
Rouchdy (1992:36–49).

——. (ed.). 1992. The Arabic language in America.
Detroit: Wayne State University Press.

Sallo, Ibrahim-Khidhir. 1994. “Arabic-English code-
switching at the university: A sociolinguistic study”.
Language, discourse and translation in the West
and Middle East, ed. Robert de Beaugrande, Abdulla
Shunnaq, and Mohamed Helmy Heliel, 115–131.
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Taine-Cheikh, Catherine. 2002. “De la variation lin-
guistique dans le prêche populaire mauretanien”.
Language contact and language conflict in Arabic:
Variations on a sociolinguistic theme, ed. Aleya
Rouchdy, 179–202. Richmond: Curzon.

Versteegh, Kees. 1997. The Arabic language. Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh University Press. [Especially 
ch. 12 “Diglossia and bilingualism”, and ch. 13
“Arabic as a minority language”, with references.]

Wilmsen, David. 1996. “Codeswitching, code-mix-
ing, and borrowing in the spoken Arabic of a the-
atrical community in Cairo”. Eid and Parkinson
(1996:69–92).

Youssi, Abderrahim, Fouzia Benjelloun, Mohamed
Dahbi, and Zakia Iraqui-Sinaceur (eds.). 2002.
Aspects of the dialects of Arabic today: Proceed-
ings of the 4th Conference of the International
Arabic Dialectology Association (AIDA). Rabat:
Amapatril.

Gunvor Mejdell (University of Oslo)

Cognitive Linguistics

The term ‘cognition’ and its related adjective 
‘cognitive’ are used in different ways by different
disciplines. In its narrow sense ‘cognition’ is
essentially synonymous with consciousness or
awareness. In a broad sense, it refers to the abil-
ity of the brain/mind to perceive, store, process,
and use information gathered by the sensory
receptors. For a given process to be described as
cognitive, it should be comprised of an orderly
set of actions implemented in order to achieve a
goal. Thus natural languages rank high among
the cognitive activities that the human brain/
mind undertakes, and are the focus of much
research in various disciplines such as linguis-
tics, psychology, neuro-psychology, and neuro-
physiology, with the view of understanding the
connection between language processing and
the structure of the brain/mind.

1 .  C o g n i t i v e  l i n g u i s t i c s :
A n  o v e r v i e w

Cognitive linguistics is a general approach to the
study of language emphasizing the internal men-
tal processes involved in language production
and language comprehension (Lakoff 1987,
1996; Lakoff and Turner 1989; Lakoff and
Johnson 1980, 1999). The guiding principle
underlying this approach is that linguistic theory
and methodology must be constrained by and
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consistent with the empirical facts known about
the brain/mind. This approach emerged as a
reaction against the generative paradigm, which
defined language as a system of arbitrary sym-
bols and viewed the task of the linguist as mainly
developing a set of formal rules that can provide
an explanation of language (Chomsky 1966). 

The crucial feature that distinguishes cogni-
tive linguistics from generative grammar relates
to the way meaning is viewed in the two theo-
ries. In the generative model, the structure of lin-
guistic expression is determined by a formal rule
system that is largely independent of meaning.
Accordingly, the two sentences (1) John offered
a ring to Mary and (2) John offered Mary a ring
are thought to express the same meaning, their
syntactic (structural) differences having no
impact on semantics since they are hypothesized
to derive from the same underlying form. 

In contrast, cognitive linguists take linguistic
structure to be a mirror of cognition in the sense
that a particular linguistic expression is associ-
ated with a particular way of conceptualizing a
given situation. On this view, the difference
between sentences (1) and (2) above is not only
one of form (or structure) but also, and critically,
one of substance. This is because in some cases
only one of the two constructions above is natu-
ral. For example, while the sentence (3) John
gave the fence a new coat of paint is natural, it
would be odd to say (4) John gave a new coat of
paint to the fence. These differences suggest that
the two constructions illustrated in (1) and (2)
involve different ways of construing the same 
situation, and that in certain cases only one
mode of construal is appropriate (Lee 1989,
2001; Ungerer and Schmid 1996). A number of
mutually related factors are involved in the
choice among alternative construals. Among
these are perspective, foregrounding, metaphor,
and frame.

‘Perspective’ refers to the viewpoint according
to which a particular situation is construed. For
example, sentences (5) The path falls steeply into
the valley and (6) The path climbs steeply out of
the valley describe the same scene; however, they
do not express identical meaning (Herskovits
1986; Lee 2001). The difference underlying the
two sentences is one of perspective: sentence (5)
is construed from the point of view of someone
looking down into the valley, while sentence (6)
is construed from the viewpoint of someone

looking up from the valley floor. Importantly,
however, the actual position of the speaker in
cases such as these is irrelevant. Both sentences
in fact may be produced by someone looking at
a painting, viewing the scene sideways-on.

‘Foregrounding’ relates to the relative promi-
nence of the various components of a situation
(→ grounding). Compare the sentence (7) I am
standing on the street with (8) I am standing in
the street. Clearly the two sentences describe the
same situation, but they highlight different
aspects of it. In (7) the street is conceptualized as
a roadway, and therefore as a supporting sur-
face, while in (8) the buildings on either side are
taken into account and the street is conceptual-
ized as a container (Taylor 1995; Lee 2001).

‘Metaphor’ is essentially a device that involves
conceptualizing one domain of experience in
terms of another. This implies that for any given
metaphor, a ‘source domain’ and a ‘target
domain’ can be identified. For example, in sen-
tences like (9) He is a really cold person and (10)
She gave him a warm welcome, the source
domain is the sense of touch, and the target
domain is the more abstract concept of intimacy
(Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Langacker 1988; Lee
2001). Metaphor is intimately linked to the
notion of construal by virtue of the fact that dif-
ferent ways of thinking about or construing a
phenomenon are associated with different
metaphors. For example, the concept of inti-
macy may be construed in terms of heat as in
(11) He is such a cold person and (12) He has a
very cool manner, or distance as in (13) I felt
really close to him and (14) I found his manner
rather distant.

The final factor to bear on the way a particu-
lar situation or event is construed is ‘frame’
(Fillmore 1985). This refers to the background
knowledge a speaker has about a word of his/her
language. Consider the aspects of a situation
which would be described by the English verb to
buy, for example. Initially, a person A has some
money and another person B owns some goods
of which A wants to gain possession. Then, A
gives B a certain amount of money and B sur-
renders the goods. The final state is that A owns
the goods, and B owns the money. Thus, one can
say that the action category of the verb to buy
includes a reference to at least four other cate-
gories: a buyer, a seller, goods, and money; these
make up the frame of the verb to buy. 
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Perspective, foregrounding, metaphor, and
frame are not an arbitrary set of concepts. On
the contrary, they interact with each other in
intricate ways and have significant implications
for our understanding of the nature of commu-
nication. They suggest that meaning is not a
property of the utterance itself, but a product of
the interaction between an utterance and a
human being’s background knowledge. More
generally, cognitive linguists believe that mental
and linguistic categories are created on the basis
of our experience and constrained by the general
properties of cognitive system.

Cognitive linguistics is not a homogeneous
field of research; rather it involves a number of
different views, perhaps the most familiar of
which are the Prominence view, the Attentional
view, and the Experiental view. 

1.1 The Prominence view

According to this view an expression gains its
meaning by imposing a ‘profile’ on a ‘base’. The
base is the underlying set of relevant cognitive
domains that is required or evoked in compre-
hending a given expression. The profile, on the
other hand, is the highlighted structure within
the base that the expression conceptually desig-
nates. For example, the words parent and child
evoke the same base, that of family, but they
profile different facets of it. By using such con-
cepts as base and profile, the prominence view
explains why, when we look at an object in our
environment, we single it out as a perceptually
prominent figure standing out from the ground.
This approach has been applied to the study of
grammatical relations in language (Langacker
1987, 1990, 1991; Brugman 1990; Casad 1993;
Linder 1982).

1.2 The Attentional view

This view is predicated on the basic properties of
the human attentional system, which is rela-
tively limited in resources in the sense that
humans cannot attend to all facets of a scene at
the same time. The brain may in principle be sen-
sitive to all facets of a given scene but cannot
allocate equal attentional resources to all its
aspects. Only a sub-part of the scene at hand will
be the locus of attention and thus make up the
‘figure’ of the scene (Fillmore 1985; Talmy 1988,
1991, 1996). The remaining aspects of it will not

be focused on; they make up the ‘ground’ of the
scene. Even when the ground recedes to back-
ground, it continues to be the point of reference
for the figure. A classic example of the
figure/ground concept is the Gestalt Vases/Faces
picture, which is perceived as two vases or two
faces depending on what the perceiver relegates
to the ground. More generally, this approach
assumes that what we actually express reflects
which parts of an event automatically attract
our attention, or which parts of an event we
decide to focus on. 

1.3 The Experiental view

This view pursues a more practical and empiri-
cal description of meaning (Rosch 1977, 1978;
Lakoff and Johnson 1980). Experientalists take
issue with the objectivist view which depend on
truth-values, and take meaning to be a corre-
spondence between an expression and the real,
or a possible, world. They also reject the subjec-
tivist view of meaning as unconstrained. Instead,
they claim that meanings are relatively commen-
surable from speaker to speaker in a given
speech community because members of the same
community will share many experiences of the
same type. In other words, meaning is grounded
in experience, and is best studied by focusing on
the way language users communicate with and
understand each other.

2 . A r a b i c  c o g n i t i v e  
l i n g u i s t i c s

Contemporary work on Arabic within main-
stream cognitive linguistics is scarce. Among the
few exceptions to this general trend is perhaps 
the work of Maalej (1999a, 1999b, 2000, 2002,
2003, 2004), which focuses on the investigation 
of metaphor in Tunisian Arabic and Modern
Standard Arabic, and compares metaphoric
concepts across languages. Following Lakoff
and Johnson (1980), Maalej (1999a) explores
structural, orientational, and ontological meta-
phors in Tunisian Arabic. Structural metaphor
refers to cases where one concept is structured in
terms of another as illustrated in (15) John
demolished Tom’s argument. Orientational
metaphor pertains to cases where a whole sys-
tem of concepts is organized in terms of another
as in (16) Try to pack more thoughts in fewer
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words. Ontological metaphor encompasses
cases where an event, activity, emotion, or idea
is conceptualized as an entity or substance in
order to make it easier to grasp and understand
as illustrated in (17) We need to combat
inflation. Maalej (1999a) identifies a number of
domains used by Tunisian Arabic speakers to
build structural and ontological metaphors.
According to this author, Tunisian Arabic speak-
ers use a source domain such as that of argument
and quarrel, and map it onto a target domain
such as that of war or sports. The choice
between alternative target domains will depend
on the emotional state of the speaker and the
gravity of the situation at hand. For example, in
a situation where one speaker is simply teasing
another by refusing to shake their hand to
humiliate them in public, one might say (18) jbid
bìh ‘he side-stepped him’. By contrast, in a more
serious situation involving two parties nearly
coming to grips with each other, one might say
(19) klàlu galbu lit. ‘he ate the heart of him’
meaning ‘he assailed him with attacks’.
According to Maalej (1999), this shows that
social discourse may be structured around the
conceptual metaphor of ARGUMENT IS
SPORT or ARGUMENT IS WAR. Note that in
English the ARGUMENT IS WAR schema is the
more common one as illustrated by (19) I demol-
ished his argument, and (20) If you use that
strategy, he will wipe you out.

Another domain identified by Maalej (1999a) 
as giving rise to abundant use of conceptual
metaphor is ‘time.’ Tunisian Arabic speakers
very often conceptualize ‘time’ in terms of
‘enmity’ as in (21) lwaqt ma yir™am ‘time is mer-
ciless’ or (22) lwaqt ÿaddàr ‘time is treacherous’.
The process of using ‘time’ as a source domain
and mapping it onto the target domain of
‘enmity’ seems to have an experiential base in
the moral system of the Tunisian Arabic speaker,
who is constantly taught not to trust ‘time’ since
in hard times there will be nobody out there to
give one help, and his/her enemy might strike
(Maalej 1999a).

Focusing on conceptual metaphors in Tunisian
Arabic and the problems inherent in attempting
to translate into other languages, and in particu-
lar into English, Maalej (1999b) remarks that
structural metaphors lend themselves more easily
to literal translation than ontological metaphors.
This is because structural metaphors involve
mappings where a source domain is transparently

paired with a target domain, whereas ontological
metaphors may at times involve culture-specific
items which make the mapping of the source
domain onto the target domain rather idiosyn-
cratic and difficult to grasp if rendered literally
into a different language.

3 .  T h e  r h e t o r i c a l  A r a b i c
t r a d i t i o n

Metaphor, which is almost the raison d’être
of cognitive linguistics, lies at the heart of 
the Arabic rhetorical tradition as developed 
by al-Jurjànì in the 11th century. In his two
major books ±Asràr al-balàÿa ‘The secrets of 
eloquence’ and Dala±il al-±i ≠jàz ‘The proofs of
inimitability’, al-Jurjànì developed his theories
of naÚm ‘construction’ and → isti ≠àra
‘metaphor’. 

In al-Jurjànì’s view, metaphor or isti ≠àra has
three defining features. First, it is based on a
fusion of two entities, a musta≠àr minhu ‘a bor-
rowed from’ and a musta ≠àr lahu ‘a borrowed
for’, and this fusion is predicated on the per-
ceived similarities underlying the attributes or
characteristics of the two entities. Second,
metaphor relies on the (partial) attribution of a
dominant trait (or a set of dominant traits) of the
musta ≠àr minhu to the musta≠àr lahu. Third,
metaphor ought to result in the creation of a
double unit based on the interaction between the
musta≠àr minhu and the musta≠àr lahu. To take
an example, a sentence like (22) I saw a lion,
which may be interpreted literally as referring to
an event where a real lion has been seen by a
speaker, may well in the appropriate context be
interpreted metaphorically. Thus, the word lion
may be taken for a musta ≠àr minhu referring not
to a real lion, but to a man with some qualities
or attributes in common with the lion. For this
metaphorical reading of the sentence to be pos-
sible though, the hearer or reader must go
through a number of fundamental processes.
Specifically, the musta≠àr minhu, that is the lion,
must be fused in the imagination of the hearer or
reader with the musta≠àr lahu, the man. Stated
differently, the man needs to be imagined as part
of the lion’s species. This fusion between the
man and the lion becomes possible by virtue of
the subset of shared attributes between them
such as the daring, courage, power, and attack-
ing force. Critically, however, the two have a
number of other features that they do not share
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such as the shape of the lion’s head, or the size
and movement of its tail. For metaphor to be
appropriately grasped, the shared attributes
between the man and the lion must be conjured
up, while the non-shared attributes must be
overlooked. It is this process of activating the
shared and relevant while inhibiting the non-
shared and irrelevant that underlies the dual
nature of metaphor in al-Jurjànì’s view. 

Isti ≠àra as figurative speech that relies on sim-
ilarity between different entities is fundamen-
tally different from other types of figurative
speech that rely on contiguity in space or time
between different entities. In particular, similar-
ity and contiguity in al-Jurjànì’s view involve dif-
ferent mental activities. Thus if we compare a
sentence like (23) lahu ≠indì yadun ‘he has done
me a favor’ (lit. ‘he has a hand on me’), where the
word yadun ‘hand’ is used for ‘beneficence,’
with sentence (22) above, it is clear that the two
sentences do involve different mechanisms. For
example, by using the word yadun ‘hand’ in
(23), the speaker does not want to attribute ‘the
quality of being a hand’ to the concept of
‘beneficence’, whereas in (22) the speaker has
every intention to confer ‘the qualities of being a
lion’ on the person he describes.

Al-Jurjànì identifies a few other types of figura-
tive speech, such as metonymy and simile, and
compares them with metaphor as he conceives of
it. Clearly there are some affinities between his
treatment of metaphor, and the treatment of very
similar phenomena by current cognitive lin-
guists. For example, the musta ≠àr minhu would
certainly be a ‘source domain’ in cognitive lin-
guistic parlance, and the musta ≠àr lahu a ‘target
domain’. Al-Jurjànì’s focus on metaphor as
deriving from and depending on perceived simi-
larity as opposed to spatio-temporal contiguity
between musta ≠àr minhu and musta ≠àr lahu has
a lot in common with the views of Lakoff and
Johnson (1980). There are also differences
between the two approaches. Space limitation
does not permit a comprehensive discussion of all
the interesting aspects of al-Jurjànì’s theory, let
alone a comparison with contemporary Cog-
nitive Linguistic theory. The reader is encouraged
to consult the excellent analysis of al-Jurjànì’s
±Asràr al-balàÿa and Dalà ±il al-±i ≠jàz by Abu Deeb
(1979). More recent work dealing with various
aspects of al-Jurjànì’s theory from different per-
spectives includes Leezenberg (2001) and Kamel
(forthcoming).

4 . A r a b i c  c o g n i t i v e  p s y c h o l o g y  

Cognitive psychology is the psychological science
which studies cognition, the mental processes
that are hypothesized to underlie behavior. This
covers a broad range of research domains,
examining questions about the workings of
memory, attention, perception, knowledge 
representation, reasoning, creativity, problem
solving, and language. Cognitive psychology
research into Arabic is only beginning. The
absence of the appropriate statistical tools, such
as frequency of occurrence tables and lexical
data bases, has made the task of exploring
Arabic from a cognitive psychology perspective
somewhat daunting. The few existing studies to
date focus on the morphophonology of Arabic
and the use of ‘priming’ (Boudelaa and Marslen-
Wilson 2000, 2001, 2004a, 20004b; Mimouni,
Kehayia, and Jarema 1998), or patient data
(Prunet, Beland, and Idrissi 2001; Idrissi and
Kehayia 2004). In its most common variant,
‘priming’ refers to how a single-word context
(called the prime) can affect the speed with
which a subsequent word (called the target) is
processed (Marslen-Wilson a.o. 1994; Forster
1999). The logic underlying priming is that if the
mental representations of the prime and target
are inter-connected or overlap in some way, acti-
vating the representation of the prime should
automatically activate that of the target, hence
the speeded response and the lower error rate on
the target (Forster 1999). Research using this
technique has revealed that words sharing a root
such as maktabatun/kitàbun ‘library/book’, an
etymon mubtallun/wàbilun ‘wet/downpour,’ a
word pattern kàtaba/qàbala ‘to correspond with/
to meet’ or even a CV-skeleton (the abstract
sequence of consonants and vowels), such as
CVVCVC for kùfi±/làzam ‘to be rewarded/to
adhere to’, prime each other reliably (Boudelaa
and Marslen-Wilson 2000, 2001, 2004a, 2004b).
This suggests that these various linguistic units
function as cognitive units that structure the
organization of the Arabic mental lexicon.
Pathological data also reveal that in some
patients the consonants of the root or etymon
may be metathesized while consonants belong-
ing to the word pattern are not. For example,
Prunet a.o. (2001) and Idrissi and Keheya
(2004) describe an Arabic-speaking aphasic
patient who when prompted with a form like
maktabatun ‘library’ would produce a form like
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*mabkatatun or *matbakatun, but would
hardly ever output a form like *tabkamatun,
where a consonant of the root is metathesized
with a consonant of the word pattern.

Arabic cognitive linguistics and Arabic cogni-
tive psychology still have a long way to go if they
are to produce full-fledged models of how
Arabic is acquired, represented, and accessed in
the brain/mind of its native speakers.
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Coherence

Coherence refers to the grammatical and seman-
tic interconnectedness between the elements that
realize a discourse (discourse is used here to sub-
sume any written or spoken communicative
occurrences). Coherence is separate from →
cohesion and specifically designates the seman-
tic meanings that hold the discourse together (its
flow). Coherence is the sequence of propositions
(thematic developments) that realize the web of
semantic relations, not the formal meanings.
When a discourse seems to lack coherence,
receivers resort to inference in order to process
the information communicated in order to be
able to understand and interpret it. While cohe-
sion is generally indicated by actual markers in
the discourse, coherence covers the semantic
relationships underlying it, relating discourse
propositions to each other and to the overall
(macro-) communicative-functional purpose of
the discourse.

In the Arabic linguistic tradition, interest in
coherence stemmed from the desire to explain
the unity (coherence) of the Qur ±àn. Accord-
ingly, the first generations of Muslim scholars
dedicated themselves wholly to this, from which
arose the sciences of reading (≠ilm al-qirà ±àt),
exegesis (tafsìr), and jurisprudence (fiqh), the
basic fields that led to the emergence of a
plethora of disciplines, mainly linguistic (gram-
mar, rhetoric, and other allied fields). Con-
sequently, scholars of the early period of Islam
were primarily linguists or exegetes who
devoted themselves to the study and analysis of
the Qur ±àn as well as the £adìµ. What prompted
this dedication was the need to protect the
Qur ±àn against the claim that it lacked coher-
ence. Even among Muslims, serious differences
in the interpretation of the Qur ±àn gave rise to
religious sectarianism, with each sect adopting a
particular approach to the interpretation of the
Qur ±àn and its overall coherence. One view stip-

ulated that with a sound understanding of the
Arabic language one can appreciate coherence in
the Qur ±àn, which is certainly not a haphazard
collection of ±àyas and sùras. By taking into con-
sideration the three constituents of order, pro-
portion, and unity, a single and coherent inter-
pretation of the Qur ±àn was possible (cf. ≠Abd 
al-Mu††alib 1994). What further intrigued and
stimulated early Muslim scholars to focus on the
Qur ±àn was that the Book itself forcefully pro-
claims its inimitability, challenging all (Arabs
and non-Arabs alike) to compose even a single
sùra that would surpass or equal it (→ ±i ≠jàz al-
Qur ±àn).

Like Western linguists, Arab linguists seem to
have accepted an apparent confusion as to the
actual distinction between cohesion and coher-
ence. In some cases, the notion of cohesion
seems to be taken even to subsume that of coher-
ence. But in general, and despite its inclusion as
a discourse-centered feature, coherence is taken
to relate to the way a discourse is mutually con-
structed by communicants (producers and
receivers). The processing of information in a
discourse by the receiver generally involves
inferring, and because of its importance in recep-
tion, coherence becomes the product of the dis-
course receiver’s evaluation of the information,
and ultimately involved with schema theories
and other matters related to reception rather
than production, as is the case with cohesion (cf.
Beaugrande and Dressler 1981).

In Arabic, linguists have found coherence very
relevant to their analysis and description of how
language elements hang together in discourse. In
particular, within the field of rhetoric, medieval
linguists considered coherence (insijàm/tamà-

suk) to be the provider of the link between the
formalistic and the more contextualized aspects
of discourse. Given this dimension, the culture
of the user (producer and receiver alike) was
seen as vital in processing information in one
way or another. In this way, these linguists/
rhetoricians understood that discourse-centered
features were not enough in dealing with dis-
course, and that user-centered features were
needed as well, such as intentionality of the pro-
ducer, acceptability of the receiver, and informa-
tivity of the discourse itself.

Generally speaking, Arab linguists have
treated issues that are outside the internal fabric
of discourse (cohesion) under the umbrella of
language acts or communicative events, particu-

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



428 coherence

larly within rhetoric (≠ilm al-balàÿa, cf. ≠Abd al-
Mu††alib 1994). To account for coherence, they
considered implicatures and illocutionary forces
as ±aÿrà∂ ‘purposes’. In this, they looked at dis-
course literal meanings (related to cohesion) as
meanings retrievable through syntax (arrange-
ments) of the words together, and implied mean-
ings (contextual meanings) that form coherence.
Many scholars dealt with the issue of coherence:
Ibn Qutayba, al-Jà™iΩ, Qudàma ibn Ja≠far, al-
≠Askarì, al-±âmidì, al-Qà∂ì al-Jurjànì, al-Qà∂ì

≠Abd al-Jabbàr, Ibn Ra“ìq, and Ibn Sinàn al-
Xafàjì, to name but a few. But the most illumi-
nating and important contribution was that of
≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078). For all
authors, the inimitability ( ±i ≠jàz) of the Qur ±àn
resided not only in its words ( ±alfàÚ), but also, and
most importantly, in its content as embodied 
in the most eloquent, expressive, and coher-
ent way. Words and meanings were thought 
to be incapable of achieving great eloquence
unless they were linked by a third element 
called the stringing or joining process (cf. 
Muràd 1983). 

The duality of word and meaning (form and
content, manner and matter) continued to dom-
inate the thinking of most theologians and writ-
ers on rhetoric until al-Jurjànì developed his
theory of naÚm ‘composition, construction’,
which represented the culmination of an inten-
sive inquiry into the inimitability and coherence
of the Qur ±àn and the beauty and superiority of
Arabic literature. The theory of naÚm (primarily
expounded by al-Jurjànì in his ±Asràr al-balàÿa
and Dalà ±il al-±i ≠jàz) became the firm basis of the
science of meanings (≠ilm al-ma≠ànì ‘semantics
plus pragmatics’), which has continued to be
studied as an independent branch of rhetoric to
the present day.

Postulating that language is a system of rela-
tions, al-Jurjànì insisted that the only way for
words to mean anything is for them to be
entered into sets of relations that are mutually
constructed according to certain principles of
linguistic (grammar, cohesion) and non-linguis-
tic factors (related to discourse users), and then
and only then coherence is said to have been
achieved. Since the function of discourse is the
expression of the human inner state, and the rev-
elation and communication of the hidden con-
tents of human psyche (nafs), the realization of
this function is achieved only when words are
composed in a particular way so that they mean

what the producer intended and what the
receiver expects and infers from the discourse.

An essential feature of a discourse is that it 
is conceived of as a whole and as a closely-
knit unit. The structural relations involved in
expressing its purpose comprise a single interre-
lated formulation. Each element of this formula-
tion interacts with the other elements, on the
basis that its position in the structure is deter-
mined by the nature of its relations to the whole.
Also, each element determines the position and
expressive power of the other parts of this for-
mulation (cf. ±Asràr).

In the analysis of the determinant factors in
the realization of the relations Subject-Verb-
Object and Subject-Predicate, for example, al-
Jurjànì’s starting point is the belief that the
relations between the units of meaning are deter-
mined by the inner state (nafs) of the producer.
This is implied in his postulate that a statement
(xabar) and all the meanings of discourse
(ma≠ànì l-kalàm) are meanings that the producer
composes in his psyche, considers in his intellect,
contemplates upon, and whispers to his heart
(yunàjì bihà qalbahu), and then reflects upon
reactions to them (yarji ≠u fìhà ±ilayhi) (cf. ≠Abù

Zayd 1996).
This process, however, is determined not by

the producer’s nafs alone, but also by the rela-
tionship between the producer and the receiver.
The former’s awareness of the latter’s circum-
stances and the assumptions made about his
possible reactions influence the structure of the
psychological and emotional experience of the
producer. The syntactic structure X likes Y, for
example, should not have a fixed structure deter-
mined by word-order (who does the liking and
who is the liked): more complex elements are
involved here, for X and Y are not abstract enti-
ties bearing no relations to the discourse users
(producer and receiver). They relate to the 
situational context of the experience and the
inter-action between the different elements of 
the communicative exchange. Thus, the inter-
action between producer and receiver plays a 
decisive role in shaping the structure of the for-
mer’s inner state and, simultaneously, the struc-
ture of the expression and its naÚm that yields
coherence.

Al-Jurjànì distinguishes between meaning (→
ma≠nà) and purpose (ÿara∂). Meaning is realized
through the interaction of contextual elements,
and meanings differ even if the purpose is the
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same. The producer and receiver are given
prominent roles in establishing discourse coher-
ence, intentionality and acceptability (grouped as
ma≠ànì nafsiyya) are given primacy over naÚm in
discourse, and word order and even naÚm follow
meanings. Accordingly, words become mere signs
for predetermined meanings and stand for what
meanings users of discourse attribute to them. 
The following points summarize the criteria 
for coherence:

i. words exist only for their meanings
ii. words serve meanings
iii. words cannot precede meanings in the

taßaw-wur nafsì
iv. naming comes after the named is conceptu-

alized and determined by users 
v. sign and sign use are linked to tadàwul

‘pragmatics’
vi. language is realized by discourse in actual

contextual settings, involving users 
vii. maqßadiyya ‘intentionality’ is a principle of

use (pragmatics) 
viii. discourse must be sufficient to meet the

requirements of the meanings (quantity
and quality) 

ix. it should neither exceed its purpose nor fall
short of realizing it.

Given its dimensions, coherence is at the heart of
balàÿa ‘rhetoric’ and is realized in discourse
when there is harmony (talà ±um) between words
and their meanings across the discourse, based
primarily on the purpose (goal, intentionality,
and acceptability) of the users (producer and
receiver). As such, coherence is a branch of ≠ilm
al-ma≠ànì, whereas eloquence ( faßà™a) is part of
→ lafÚ ‘words’ and their associated grammar.
Language aspects that are usually considered to
be components of coherence and seen as impor-
tant in influencing and/or establishing it include:

i. faßl ‘disjunction’ and waßl ‘conjunction’ 
ii. musnad ‘theme’ and musnad ±ilayhi ‘rheme’ 
iii. deletion of rheme
iv. fronting of rheme
v. deletion
vi. metaphors (metaphors are not understood

by the sum total of the denotative mean-
ings of their constituent words, but through
the assignment of other meanings, related 
to intentionality, acceptability, and context
of use) 

vii. language is linked to thinking
viii. thoughts activate words 
ix. meanings come before words 
x. words are signs for thoughts (stand for 

them)

Words merely assist in linking language to 
thinking in a closely-knit fashion, thus realizing
discourse coherence. Here, the concept of qaßd
‘purpose’ is vital for coherence. It links the
meanings of discourse with the producer.
Coherence is the product of a triadic network of
purpose (qaßd), discourse (kalàm), and ta±wìl
‘interpretation/explication’. Another important
concept invoked was the ma≠nà nafsì, the mean-
ing that resides in the producer and is expected
by the receiver. Individual words are put
together not for their meanings in themselves,
but to be strung together in order to commu-
nicate the meanings that derive from this 
stringing. Although they are not mentioned
explicitly, one can easily feel the Gricean max-
ims of quality, quantity, manner, and relevance
at play in the treatment of coherence. In its own
fashion, al-Jurjànì’s theory of naÚm deals with
all these issues, albeit his motivation was
politico-religious.

Modern approaches to coherence in Arabic
have either worked on revisiting the classics,
particularly the views of al-Jurjànì, or have sim-
ply imported and adapted theories of coherence 
developed within British, Continental Euro-
pean, American, or Russian contexts. The termi-
nology may be different, but the approaches to
coherence have primarily focused on discourse-
user features: intentionality and acceptability,
precisely what al-Jurjànì expounded. 

Although assisted by discourse-centered fea-
tures (cohesion), discourse-user features are not
necessarily retrievable from an analysis of the
discourse, because they are functions of the 
communicative interaction between producer
and receiver through discourse. As such, these
discourse-user features refer to the choices 
made by the producer and the inferences made
by the receiver when they communicate through
discourse.

Intentionality subsumes all notions of pro-
ducer intention (purpose) and is seen as a func-
tion of discourse management strategies that
guide choices contextualized in terms of the over-
all discourse plan (communicative purpose) and
the situation (context of use). Acceptability is
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viewed as the attitude on the part of the receiver
that a discourse is assumed to be a coherent (and
cohesive) communicative event. Acceptability
involves the receiver’s expectations and decisions
about the appropriateness and, above all, the
coherence of discourse.

Both intentionality and acceptability subsume
knowledge of the real world, the constraints of
the language system in use, the arrangement of
given/new information in the elements that real-
ize the discourse, and considerations of the dis-
course types (→ text linguistics). 
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Cohesion

Cohesion is a property of oral and written text 
or discourse. It refers to relations that exist
between (adjacent and) structurally independent
clauses or sentences. Cohesion, thus, character-
izes a stretch of text that manifests a non-struc-
tural relationship. The sentence in (1) does not
denote a cohesive relation because of the gram-
matical dependency that exists between its
major component parts, its main and subordi-
nate clauses. 

(1) fawra duxùli-hi l-maqhà bada±a yudaxxinu
sìjàra
‘As soon as he entered the café, he started 
smoking a cigarette’ 

The notion of cohesion refers to the explicit sig-
naling in text or discourse of various kinds of inter-
clausal and inter-sentential relations. Cohesive
relations are expressed by overt devices, markers,
or ‘ties’ that signal surface-structure connected-
ness with other, mostly preceding, clauses or 
sentences. As such, cohesion “expresses the con-
tinuity that exists between one part of the text
and another” (Halliday and Hasan 1976:299).

Cohesion is one of the most important criteria 
of textuality (de Beaugrande and Dressler 1981),
or rather of what forms a text (Gutwinski 1976;
Halliday and Hasan 1976; van Dijk 1977). The
literature on cohesion discusses several linguistic
devices – pertaining to different grammatical cat-
egories – that establish ties between sentences and
account for textual cohesion in spoken and writ-
ten text or discourse. It also distinguishes between
short-range and long-range cohesive devices (see
de Beaugrande and Dressler 1981). Sources of
cohesion include reference, substitution, ellipsis,
conjunctions, demonstratives, and lexical devices. 

The importance of cohesion lies in establish-
ing specific relations among clauses or sentences,
and consequently in disambiguating and making
explicit the meaning intended by a writer. As
such, cohesive devices encode relations that
already exist in the underlying semantic struc-
ture, i.e. propositions of the text. (A proposition
is the semantic equivalent of a clause.) Junctions,
for example, show how relations are recovered
(de Beaugrande and Dressler 1981:74). 

A distinction has been made in the literature
between cohesion and → coherence, another
important notion that received a great deal of
attention in textlinguistic studies. Although the
two notions are sometimes conflated, and the
presence of cohesive devices is mistaken for tex-
tual coherence, basic differences exist between
these two text properties as regards the level at
which they realize relationships in text or dis-
course. While cohesion is a property of surface
structure connectivity, coherence has to do with
the underlying level of semantic relations and
does not necessarily depend on the presence in
text of grammatical and/or lexical devices that
explicitly signal semantic relations. In addition,
coherence involves pragmatic factors and
processes that lie beyond the text itself and in the
context of production and comprehension (as,
for example, world knowledge and knowledge
of specific situations).

While a text has coherence by virtue of being
a text, cohesive devices are not sufficient for 
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creating a text (i.e., for realizing textual well-
formedness and acceptability). The sequence in
(2) is incoherent, notwithstanding the presence of
markers.

(2) fì ß-ßayfi l-mà∂ì zurtu madìnat al 
±iskandariyya

al-±iskandariyya madìna kabìra
al-mudun al-kubrà tu≠ànì min at-talawwuµ

at-talawwuµ ∂àrr bi-ß-ßi™™a

‘Last summer I visited the city of Alexandria.
Alexandria is a big city. All big cities suffer 
from pollution. Pollution is hazardous to
health’

The second, third, and fourth sentences have
lexical items that refer to entities or items men-
tioned earlier. Though cohesive (in the sense that
there is a continuity of reference), the sentences
in (2) fail to be coherent because they refer to dif-
ferent worlds or different universes of discourse.
In the absence of a global topic, the sequence in
(2) would not be coherent and would not form a
text. The presence of a global topic (usually a
proposition expressed in a title or a headline, for
example) makes a reader interpret a sequence of
sentences as being well-formed and coherent.
Surface connectivity by means of lexical repeti-
tion does not in itself make an incoherent
sequence coherent. 

This means that cohesion does not operate in
isolation, but rather in conjunction with the
underlying semantic or meaning relations
between propositions of the text (i.e. coherence).
The presence of these relations is more impor-
tant for textuality than the presence of devices
that realize surface connectivity. In fact, a 
globally-coherent text does not necessarily im-
ply connectivity between juxtaposed sentences
(Hendricks 1976:37). In other words, cohesive
devices may be absent in a sequence of sentences,
but their absence does not necessarily mean that
the sequence as a whole is incoherent.

Primary among cohesive devices are ana-
phoric and lexical devices. Anaphoric devices
include pronominal reference, demonstratives,
and substitution. A common cohesive device is
anaphoric (i.e. backward) reference to an entity
in a preceding sentence. In (3) the second 
sentence contains anaphoric pronouns that 
refer to the nouns in the first sentence. These
pronouns depend on the antecedent for their
interpretation.

(3) mu™ammad i“tarà hadiyya li-zawjati-hi.
hiya fari™at jiddan bihà

‘Muhammad bought a present for his wife.
She was very pleased with it’

Demonstratives also express continuity across
sentences; in so doing they serve a cohesive func-
tion in oral and written text or discourse. This is
apparent in (4), where the demonstrative in the
second sentence picks up what has preceded (the
noun phrase), making it clear that what follows
is a continuation of the subject matter intro-
duced earlier.

(4) ±a™raza l-là ≠ib natà ±ij bàhira.
wa-hà≈ihi n-natà ±ij lam takun mutawaqqa≠a. 

‘The player achieved spectacular results.
These results were not expected’

Substitution is yet another important means to
realize cohesion in a sequence of sentences.

(5) i“tarat “an†a ™amrà ±. µumma i“tarat wà™ida 
zarqà ±

‘She bought a red bag. Then she bought a 
blue one’

The word wà™ida substitutes the word “an†a in
the first sentence and realizes cohesion between
the two sentences.

The most common cohesive relation is real-
ized by lexical means. Sequences of sentences
usually contain words that express concepts
within the same semantic field and hence realize
what is referred to as ‘collocational cohesion’
(Halliday and Hasan 1976:287). Lexical cohe-
sion includes several forms of repetition, such as
repetition of the same word or of a synonymous
one (e.g. ±asad/layµ ‘lion’), a part-whole relation
(≠ajalat al-qiyàda/as-sayyàra ‘steering wheel/
car’), a super-ordinate (as-sana aµ-µàniya/ad-
diràsa ‘second year/the study’), and antonyms
(nùr/Úalàm ‘light/darkness’). 

In addition to referential and lexical types of
cohesion, various kinds of → connectives, such
as conjunctive conjunctions, serve cohesive
functions in text or discourse. Al-Batal (1985,
1990), for example, provides a description of 
the semantic properties of Arabic connectives,
including additive (e.g. wa- ‘and’, ka≈àlika
‘also’), adversative (±innamà ‘however’, làkinna
‘but’), alternative (±aw ‘or’), causal (fa- ‘for’, li-
±anna ‘because’), conclusive (fa- ‘therefore’),
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explicative (±ay ‘namely’), sequential (µumma
‘then’), simultaneity (wàw al-™àl ‘as’), topic
introduction/shifting (±ammà . . . fa- ‘as for’).
Sarig (1995) presents an analysis of some con-
nectives such as wa-qad and fa-qad as discourse
markers in contemporary written Arabic.

Languages vary in the resources they choose
to serve cohesive functions. They also vary in
their requirement to employ cohesive devices.
Within a language, differences also exist at the
level of text-types in preference for, and fre-
quency of, use of certain cohesive devices.

In Arabic, cohesion seems to be a text-creating
property, essential for text coherence. What is
important in Arabic “is not only the presence 
of the underlying semantic relationships but also
the proper presentation, through connectives, 
of these relationships” (Al-Batal 1990:253). In
other words, signaling underlying coherence
seems to be a mandatory condition in Arabic
texts (Al-Batal 1990:254). Accordingly, signal-
ing the type of relation that holds between vari-
ous constituents is assumed to be a prerequisite
for text coherence as well as text acceptability in
many types of Arabic discourse. In this regard, it
is recalled that Arabic is a language that depends
greatly on connectives, in particular on conjunc-
tive conjunctions. It has been described as a lan-
guage of connection or junction (luÿat al-waßl,
±Anìs 1975:327). Conjunction in Arabic, unlike
English, “is explicit, performing disjunctive and
conjunctive functions” (Sa’adeddin 1987:185). 

Since many languages have texts that “often
contain sections where writers have not clearly
specified their plans and leave ambiguous rela-
tionships among ideas” (Meyer 1985:66), cohe-
sive devices provide readers with clues as to the
type of relation that holds between various con-
stituents and the nature of the underlying coher-
ence. £assàn 1973:213 discusses ar-rab† as a
textual indicator in Arabic (qarìna maqàliyya
lafÚiyya). For a short review of the approach 
to connectives in Arabic grammar see Al-
Batal (1990).

The absence of clear relationships among
ideas becomes apparent in surface expression,
particularly in sentence-initial position. The
absence or omission of markers in this initial
position in Arabic leads readers to perceive what
is referred to as “a zero signal when they are
expecting an overt one” (Callow 1992:359).
This may represent a violation of the receivers’
expectations about the ways meaning is to be
expressed in accordance with the language and

conventions that govern text-type. More impor-
tantly, it may lead to problems in interpretation
and in determination of text-type acceptability. 

The notion of cohesion plays a prominent role
in second/foreign language learning. Learners of
Arabic face a daunting task in creating cohesive
texts in translation (see Khalil 1983). This task
includes awareness of shifts that may occur in
the process of translation as a result of using
cohesive devices that affect the level of explicit-
ness of the target text, making it higher or lower
than that of the source text (Blum-Kulka 1986).
Examples include resorting to lexical repetition
instead of making use of pronominalization.
Essay-writing is another area where cohesion 
is “an important property of writing quality”
(Witte and Faigley 1981:202). As language
users, learners always need to handle stretches of
language longer than the single sentence and to
refer back and forth in the texts they produce.
Hence, they need to know how to achieve cohe-
sion by making use of the appropriate devices
that the language offers. In language acquisition,
there is a dire need for material that equips
learners with the appropriate mechanisms to
ameliorate writing quality in connected prose
(see, e.g., Al-Warraki and Hassanein 1994). 

Devices in Arabic that have the potential to
serve a cohesive function are legion. Many of
these devices have been investigated in Arabic
dialects such as Lebanese (al-Batal 1994) and
Iraqi (Aziz 1988). Devices that serve cohesive
functions include adverbials and prepositional
phrases (bi-l-±idàfa ±ilà ≈àlika ‘in addition’, min
nà™iyatin ±uxrà ‘on the other hand’), as well as
the grammatical categories of tense and aspect.
Tense maintenance (or shift), i.e., how events are
marked temporally, may increase (or decrease)
sequential cohesion in text. Similarly, the use of
the auxiliary verb kàna ‘to be’ with an imperfec-
tive main verb, such as in kàna ya“rab-u ‘he has
been drinking’, may be crucial for the proper
comprehension and interpretation of a certain
sequence. An adequate description of the
specific cohesive properties of these devices
awaits future research.
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Collective

The collective, as a linguistic category, conveys
the notion of a group of beings, both animate
and inanimate (human beings, animals, and
objects), that is to say, a plurality, as well as the

notion of a species or genre. Examples: “ajar
‘trees [a group of]’, or the species of the tree,
baqar ‘cows’, or the notion of cow. It is impor-
tant to bear in mind that the collective is not a
plural. While the plural refers to a group of
beings considered as individualized elements,
the collective mostly refers to these beings as a
single unit, regardless of their specific features.
In that sense, the collective, as it appears in
Arabic, may be defined as a singular from the
point of view of its form and its general seman-
tic implications. However, the collective retains
some of the features of the plural, because it
conveys the notion of a group of things or
beings. This sharing of the two basic numbers
(singular and plural) makes the collective an
ambiguous category in its linguistic behavior,
especially concerning the agreement between
collective and verbs or other nouns.

Arab grammarians, from the time of
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 35; IV, 44) onwards, placed
the collective in a separate position, rather than
a fourth number category. The native terms
employed to designate the collective are basi-
cally ism al-jins and ism al-jam≠, thus reflecting
the difference established between two forms of
the collective (see Îayf 1990:57–58 for more
details). The first, which may be translated as
‘the noun of the species’, has a noun of unit (ism
al-wa™da), designating one individual out of a
genus by means of a suffix attached to the col-
lective (e.g. ™amàm ‘pigeons’ and ™amàma ‘a
pigeon [male or female]’, naxl ‘palm trees’ and
naxla ‘a palm’, with the same suffix). The second
native term, that is to say ‘the noun of the plu-
ral(ity)’, does not allow for the formation of a
noun of unit with a suffix (qawm ‘people’, ±ibil
‘camels’). A corresponding noun of unit is then
obtained from another linguistic root, like jamal
‘camel’, or simply does not exist.

For nouns designating things (countable as
well as non-countable) or animals with herd
instinct (small animals and insects) a variety of
forms exists conveying the notion of collective.
To all of these forms a suffix -a(t) may be
attached to obtain the noun of the correspon-
ding unit. Examples: tuffà™ ‘apples’ and tuffà™a
‘one apple’, naml ‘ants’ and namla ‘one ant’,
waraq ‘leaves, sheets’ and waraqa ‘leaf or sheet’,
≈ahab ‘gold’, ≈ahaba ‘a piece of gold’.

For nouns designating ‘bigger’ animals, ra-
tional beings, and even some things, a collec-
tive form (ism al-jam≠) is used without a corre-
sponding -at noun of unit. There are various
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morphological patterns for these collectives: (a)
fa≠l: rakb ‘travelers [on a camel]’, ßa™b ‘com-
panions’; (b) fa≠al: ÿanam ‘sheep’, ™aras
‘guardians’; (c) fi≠il: ±ibil ‘camels’; (d) fa≠il: jamil
‘a group of camels including owners and shep-
herds’, jann ‘genies, spirits’; (e) fu≠la: ßu™ba
‘companions’.

For rational beings two further collective
forms exist. The first conveys the notion of a
group of people, and has a noun of unit with an
-iyy suffix. Examples: al-yàhùd ‘the Jews’ and
yàhùdiyy ‘one Jew’, al-≠arab ‘Arabs’ and ≠arabiyy
‘one Arab’. The second is formed with the suffix
-at attached to the noun of the agent (fà ≠il, the
corresponding derivate forms or even the inten-
sive fa≠≠àl). Examples: muslima ‘Muslims’ from
muslim ‘Muslim’, màrra ‘those who pass by’
from màrr ‘passer-by’, najjàra ‘carpenters’, from
najjàr ‘carpenter’. This collective form is partic-
ularly productive in Modern Standard Arabic,
and it is often opposed to another plural form,
e.g. muslimùna, màrrùna, and najjàrùna, refer-
ring to the plural, that is to say, the group of
beings seen as a combination of individuals
which retain their specific features (see Fleisch
1961:301–310).

In some cases the collective may be analyzed
as a number category, producing a complex sys-
tem for a given noun. An example is naml ‘ants
[collective]’, which is morphologically singular,
hence allowing for the formation of a plural
nimàl ‘groups of ants [plural of abundance]’.
The unit noun is namla ‘one ant’, which, as a sin-
gular, has its own secondary plural, namalàt ‘a
small group of ants [plural of paucity]’.

One interesting syntactic feature regarding
the collective is its agreement behavior when
attached to other elements of speech. In general
terms, with respect to the varying agreement
patterns, a collective may be seen as morpholog-
ically singular, but semantically plural. The
more the collective conveys the notion of a pure,
inorganic mass, the more the language tends to
use feminine nouns and verbs combining with it
(an-naml al-™amrà ± ‘red ants’ “ajar ba≠ìda ‘trees
far away’. In some instances, however, these col-
lective forms may present another agreeement
pattern, with a plural (“ajar bi ≠àd ‘trees far
away’), thus supporting the idea that the collec-
tive could be the starting point for the formation
of an undetermined plural. On the other hand,
human collectives tend to be treated not as a

pure mass, but as a combination of distinct indi-
viduals. However, some degree of variation is
retained, especially in higher registers of the 
language. For example: al-≠arab al-musta≠riba
‘the arabicized Arabs’ and qàlat al-≠arab ‘the
Arabs said’, where the idea of a mass prevails,
thus making the feminine the agreement choice.
In contrast, one finds al-≠arab al-fußa™à ± ‘the 
pure and eloquent Arabs’ and al-≠arab qàlù
‘the Arabs said’, where the collective is seen as 
a combination of individuals, thus making 
the masculine the preferred agreement choice.
The collective here acts more as a plural than as
a pure collective. This last form is the pre-
ferred choice in the modern stages of the Arabic
language. 
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Collocation

Collocation is the habitual association of two or
more words to denote a particular meaning. It 
is a linguistic phenomenon that exists in Arabic 
as in other languages and cuts across semantics,
lexicography, grammar, translation, and cogni-
tive semantics. It has been studied as part of each
of these fields and given different labels accord-
ingly. It is only recently that collocation has been
studied on its own as a linguistic phenomenon.

Interest in collocation as a linguistic phenom-
enon in Arabic dates back to the work of tradi-
tional Arab philologists, who noted its existence
in Arabic but did not assign it a label. Jà™iΩ
(Bayàn) noted that certain lexical items in the
Qur ±àn acquire negative or positive connota-
tions when they occur with other lexical items in
certain contexts. He cites the two examples of
ma†arat ‘it rained’ and ±am†arat ‘it has rained’,
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where the latter has the ±a- prefixed to the verb.
The former occurs within contexts indicating
God’s granting mercy, while the latter is associ-
ated with contexts of God inflicting torture. 

Although not studied independently, colloca-
tion was still assigned an important focus in
Arabic lexicography. This is reflected in the 
large number of Arabic monolingual thesauri of 
collocations produced by Arab philologists.
Among them are al-Yàzijì’s Naj ≠at ar-rà ±id, al-
Hama≈ànì’s Kitàb al-±alfàÚ and aµ-Âa≠àlibì’s Fiqh
al-luÿa. Each of these divided the Arabic lan-
guage into various conceptual topics. Under each
topic, several expressions, collocations, vocabu-
lary items, and the synonyms denoting the con-
cept were listed. Early studies either approached
collocation contextually or as part of lexicogra-
phy, but none studied it independently.

Independent study of collocation in Arabic
started in the mid-1960s and was influenced by
Firth’s (1957) ‘meaning by collocation’. Unlike
early studies, modern studies attempted to coin
an Arabic term designating this linguistic phe-
nomenon. According to ≠Abd al-≠Azìz (1990:60),
±Abù al-Faraj (1966:111) was the first to intro-
duce the term al-mußà™aba ‘collocation’ to Arab
readers. Noting that entries in Arabic monolin-
gual dictionaries provide illustrative examples
listing the collocants of the lexical item in ques-
tion, he borrowed Firth’s ‘meaning by colloca-
tion’ and argued that the meaning of a lexical
item is denoted by collocation. Arguing along
the same line was Ezzat (1970, 1971). He used the
term al-mußà™aba al-luÿawiyya, lit. ‘linguistic
co-occurrence’ (1971:95) to refer to the phe-
nomenon of a lexical item occurring in the com-
pany of another. The two lexical items become
so strongly associated in the mind of the user
that when one of them is mentioned it calls to 
the reader’s mind the other lexical item. For
instance, given the lexical item jum≠a ‘Friday’, a
native speaker can list its other collocants, e.g.
ßalàt ‘prayers’ as in ßalàt al-jum≠a ‘Friday
prayers’. He also noted that collocational pat-
terns differ from one language to another
(1970:29). Like ±Abù al-Faraj (1966), Ezzat
believed that grammar does not always account
for collocation. He was the first to attempt a sty-
listic division of collocation into ≠àdiyya ‘nor-
mal’, that is, collocations that are familiar and
well known to the reader, and ÿayr ≠àdiyya
‘extraordinary’, that is, collocations that are sty-

listic deviations from familiar ones as they are
used in literary texts.

El-Hassan (1982:273) provided a study that
attempts to set semantic bases for collocation.
Instead of al-mußà™aba, he coined the term at-
talàzum ‘strict co-occurrence’ to denote collo-
cation as a linguistic phenomenon. Like ±Abù

al-Faraj (1966) and Ezzat (1970, 1971), El-
Hassan noted that grammar does not account
for this linguistic phenomenon. For him, colloca-
tion is partly arbitrary and partly semantic.
Studying collocational patterns in the Qur ±àn,
he identified three semantic relations connecting
collocants. The first is the opposition relation
connecting a verb like yu™yì ‘he raises to life’ and
its collocant, the imperfect of its opposite form
yumìt ‘he puts to sleep’ or ‘he puts to death’ as in
yu™yì wa-yumìt. The second is synonymy where
the meaning of one of the two collocants is syn-
onymous with the meaning of the other, as in 
al-mustaqarr wa-l-muqàm lit. ‘the settling and
residing place’. The third is complementary rela-
tion, where the meaning of one of the lexical
items complements the meaning of its collocant,
as, for example, as-samà ± wa-l-±ar∂ ‘sky (heav-
ens) and earth’, where the first lexical item samà ±

‘sky, heavens’ complements the second collo-
cant, ±ar∂ ‘earth.’ These linguists all conclude
that collocation is either arbitrary or determined
by semantic relations. They all agree that gram-
mar cannot always account for this linguistic
phenomenon. A few studies, however, attempted
to show that grammar determines collocation.

Among the earliest studies to show the
influence of grammar on collocation was Ibn
Fàris’ al-Ittibà ≠ wa-l-muzàwaja. By ittibà ≠ he
meant that a certain lexical item may be fol-
lowed by one or two lexical items of the same tri-
radical root as tawkìd ‘corroboration.’ He
distinguished two types of ittibà ≠. The first has a
lexical item followed by a meaningful lexical
item of the same triradical root but of a different
measure. Examples include laylun là ±il and ßadìq
ßadùq. In the first example, a lexical item is fol-
lowed by the ism fà ≠il ‘active participle’ là ±il of
the same root l-y-l, literally meaning ‘nighting
night’, i.e. ‘a very long night’. In the second, a
lexical item is followed by the ism maf ≠ùl
‘passive participle’ ßadùq, derived from the same
root ß-d-q, literally meaning ‘friend very
friendly’, i.e. ‘a true friend.’ The phenomenon of
ittibà ≠ performs two functions: it emphasizes the
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meaning of the first lexical item, and it creates a
beautiful musical resonance resulting from the
repetition of the same triradical root. In the sec-
ond type of ittibà ≠, the second lexical item may
be meaningless, used only to create a musical
effect. An example would be “ay†ànun lay†àn ‘a
devilish Satan’, where the second lexical item
does not denote anything but merely rhymes
with the former as both lexical items end in -†àn.
Ibn Fàris lists examples of both types of ittibà ≠

and underscores the grammatical factor that
might explain the co-occurrence of lexical items
in certain collocational patterns.

The grammatical factor was further devel-
oped into a set of grammatical rules, or what
£assàn (1986) refers to as quyùd intiqà ±iyya
‘selectional restrictions’. £assàn (1986:306)
uses the terms tawàrud and mulà ±ama lit. 
‘appropriateness’, to refer to lexical items that
are grammatically and semantically logical and
co-occur in collocational patterns in grammati-
cally acceptable and meaningful sentences.
mulà ±ama consists of a set of grammatical and
logical rules, quyùd intiqà ±iyya ‘selectional
restriction rules’, which function as “constraints
on word combinations” (Lehrer 1974:183)
determining which lexical items would co-occur
to form meaningful sentences. The grammatical
rules that he provides are similar to those of Ibn
Fàris (Ittibà ± 88). The Arabic grammatical rules
of the → maf ≠ùl mutlaq ‘cognate accusative’, for
instance, require that a verb be followed by a
maßdar ‘infinitive verbal noun’ of the same tri-
radical root, as in sàra sayran lit. ‘he walked a
walking’ where the maf ≠ùl mu†laq (here sayran)
is derived from the triradical root s-y-r (→
object, absolute). Another grammatical rule is
that of tawkìd lafÚ ‘verbal corroboration’, in
which a lexical item is followed by the same lex-
ical item to emphasize its meaning as in “ay†àn
“ay†àn ‘devil devil’ (1986:309). The semantic (or
logical) approach to collocation study accounts
for the appropriateness, or inappropriateness, of
clause constituency (1986:314–417). A nominal
clause that starts with a mubtada ± ‘topic, subject
of a nominal sentence’ would be logically
expected to have a xabar ‘predicate’. On the
other hand, a verbal clause that starts with a
verb would be logically expected to have a fà ≠il
‘agent, subject of a verbal sentence’. Addition-
ally, the action in a grammatically meaningful
clause should be assigned to the logically appro-
priate agent. A verbal clause starting with the

verb sàra ‘(he) walked’ would be expected to
have an animate male human noun following
the verb, e.g. sàra r-rajul ‘the man walked [lit.
walked the man]’. If, however, the verb is fol-
lowed by an inanimate noun like mà ±ida ‘table’,
the result would be sàrat al-mà ±ida ‘walked the
table’, a grammatically sound but semantically
unacceptable clause. £assàn (1986) was the first
to introduce and formalize selectional restric-
tion rules for collocation in Arabic. 

The notion of selectional restriction in collo-
cation was given a new impetus by El-Gemei
(1998). In a contrastive study of discourse-
specific collocation in Modern Standard Arabic
and American English, El-Gemei (1998:17)
pointed out another level of co-occurrence
restriction, the conceptual level. Certain seman-
tic fields like ±irhàb ‘terrorism’ and kombyùtar
vayrùs ‘computer virus’ are conceptualized as
‘enemy’ or ‘disease’. This concept explains why
the lexical item ±irhàb co-occurs with lexical
items that belong to the military semantic field
such as hujùm ‘attack’, jabha ‘front’, and
mukàfa™a ‘anti-, combat’ as in the following col-
locational patterns: hujùm ±irhàbì ‘terrorist
attack’, jabhat al-±irhàb ‘the front of terrorism’
and mukàfa™at al-±irhàb ‘combatting terrorism,
anti-terrorism’. It also accounts for the occur-
rence of kombyùtar vayrùs ‘computer virus’
with lexical items that also belong to the military
semantic field, e.g. ya∂ribu ‘he hits’, as in al-
vayrùs sa-ya∂ribu ‘the computer virus will hit,
strike’, and the lexical item mu∂àdd ‘anti-’, as 
in vayrùs mu∂àdd ‘anti-virus’. In addition to
semantic, grammatical, and arbitrary rules of
selectional restriction, El-Gemei’s study added
the conceptual level as a fourth level of co-
occurrence restriction.

Collocation has also been studied as part of 
the Arabic-English, English-Arabic translation
process. Khogali (2004) elaborates on the
importance of collocation to translation. Aware-
ness of collocation enables translators to under-
stand the meaning of lexical items. This, in
return, enables them to provide a more accurate
rendering of the meaning into the target lan-
guage by selecting appropriate collocants and
avoiding literal translations that would other-
wise render the target language incoherent 
or incohesive. Like Baker (1992), Khogali points
to an important type of collocation, ‘marked
collocations’, which occur in technical texts and
form an integral part of their style and registers.
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Economic texts, for example, require the use of
certain collocations such as yaßrifu “ìk ‘he cashes
a check’ which, if translated literally as ‘he issues
a check’, would not only be meaningless, but
would also cause a collocational clash, thereby
disrupting the register of the target language.

The realization that collocation impinges heav-
ily on the translation process prompted a surge in
studies of collocation in translation. The majority
of these studies attempted a semantic or syntactic
classification of Arabic collocations with sugges-
tions for overcoming the difficulties encountered in
rendering them into the target language. Emery
(1988, 1991), and El-Gemei (1998) borrowed
Aisenstadt’s (1978) and Cowie’s (1983) classi-
fication of English collocations and mapped 
them onto Arabic collocations dividing them 
into three types. 

The first is ‘open collocations,’ in which “each
element is used in a common literal sense”
(Cowie 1983:xiii). Examples include waqqa ≠a
al-mu ≠àhada ‘(he) signed the agreement’ where
the two collocants can contract collocational
relations with numerous other lexical items. The
verb waqqa ≠a ‘to sign’, for instance, can collo-
cate with nouns like the following: xi†àb ‘mes-
sage, letter’, kitàb ‘book’, or waµìqa ‘document’.
This type is easily translatable into English since
such collocations are found in English–Arabic
bilingual dictionaries and the two languages
allow for them. 

The second type is ‘restricted collocation’, in
which one of the two collocants “has a figurative
sense not found outside that limited concept”
(Cowie 1983:xii). Restricted collocations in-
clude examples such as kabid as-samà ± lit. ‘the
liver of sky’, in which the first term kabid liter-
ally means ‘liver’ but within this limited figura-
tive sense it denotes the center of the sky.
Although this type of collocation is found in
Arabic–English dictionaries, it is not easily pre-
dictable. Heliel (1990), for example, notes that
the word ‘heavy’ in English would have more
than one equivalent in Arabic depending on the
collocant. Examples such as ‘heavy smoker’,
‘heavy industries’, ‘heavy rain’ would translate
into mudaxxin mudmin, ßinà ≠a µaqìla and ma†ar
ÿazìr, respectively. 

The third type is ‘bound collocation’ which
“exhibits unique contextual determination, in
other words, one of the elements is uniquely
selective of the other”. Derivational richness in

Arabic permits a particular root-pattern combi-
nation to be earmarked for a specific collocant
(Emery 1991:51). A good example here would
be verbs that have negative denotations due to
their form (or measure), like wa≠ada ‘to promise’
and ±aw ≠ada ‘to threaten’. The prefix ±a- attached
to the second verb to derive Form IV of the verb
assigns it the negative meaning of making
threats. Another example would be ™arb ∂arùs
‘horrendous war’. The difficulty in rendering
this type of collocation lies in the fact that the
target language (here English) lacks exact equiv-
alents that “capture the attitudinal additional
meaning” (Emery 1991). Thus the collocation
‘horrendous war’ is a partial rather than an
exact equivalent of the source language colloca-
tion, because it does not ring with the connota-
tions of the original Arabic collocation. 

Baker (1992) points to another difficulty in
translating collocations The difficulty is associ-
ated with culture-specific collocations, colloca-
tions that reflect certain religious, political, or
social traditions unique to the source language
community. The collocation ‘law and order’ in
English translates into Arabic al-≠àdàt wa-t-
taqàlìd. The former reflects the English prefer-
ence for law and order in English-speaking
cultures while the latter reflects a preference for
customs and traditions in Arabic-speaking cul-
tures (Baker 1992). Another example is the col-
location yi“rab “arbàt, lit. ‘he drinks syrup
(sherbet)’. This collocation reflects the social
custom prevalent among members of the
Egyptian (and other Arab) societies: people
drink such a beverage on happy occasions
including weddings, births, and successes such
as passing exams or promotions. According to
El-Gemei (1998), the translation technique used
in rendering this type of collocation depends on
type of text and purpose of translation. If it
occurs in a literary text where the purpose of the
translation is to provide an exact portrayal of
the original text in the source language, the
translator is best advised to provide a literal ren-
dition of such a collocation, accompanied by a
paraphrase explaining its social connotations. If
it is to appear in a non-literary text, the trans-
lator may provide a functional equivalent, sub-
stituting the collocation with reference to corre-
sponding social habits in the other societies,
which, in the case of English-speaking societies,
is drinking champagne.
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Studies that attempted a syntactic classifica-
tion of collocations in Arabic include Al-Rawi
(2001), Khogali (2004), and Hoogland (2003).
Al-Rawi (2001) classifies Arabic collocations
syntactically into five patterns. The first repre-
sents Verb + Noun collocations which translate
into a Verb + Noun as, for example, yanba™u l-
kalb ‘the dog barks’. The second represents cases
of Adjective + noun construction as in diràsa
iqtißàdiyya ‘economic study’, where the transla-
tor has to make a careful selection of the proper
adjective form to convey the appropriate mean-
ing: economic versus economical study. The
third pattern consists of a verb (usually transi-
tive) followed by a noun, ≠aqada ijtimà ≠an, 
which would simply translate into a verb noun
collocation, ‘(he) held a meeting’. The fourth
pattern is the Verb + Noun + Adjective colloca-
tion, such as taqaddama taqadduman ba†ì ±an,
which would translate into Verb + Adverb ‘(he)
progressed slowly, made slow progress’. The last
pattern represents the Noun + Noun construc-
tion, which includes groups of nouns such as
qa†ì ≠ ÿanam ‘a herd of sheep’. Al-Rawi (2001:
26) advises the translator to be careful in mak-
ing the proper choice in translating this type of
collocation.

Khogali (2004:1–2) attempted a more devel-
oped syntactic and semantic classification of col-
locations in Arabic. He divided collocations
syntactically into five types based on the cate-
gories of the collocants: Noun + Verb ±addà az-
zakà ‘to pay charities’, Noun + Noun ±irqàt
ad-dimà ± ‘blood letting’, Verb + Verb ja≠ala
yaqùlu ‘(he) kept saying/started to say’,
Adjective + Noun µàqib ar-ra ±y ‘(being of) an
extremely sound opinion’, and Verb + Preposi-
tion + Noun taxarraja fì l-jàmi ≠a ‘(he) graduated
from college’. He also divided collocations
semantically into three types: tawàrud basì†
‘simple (open) collocation’ where the language
user does not strongly associate one lexical item
with its collocant since they may collocate with
several other lexical items; tawàrud wasì† lit.
‘middle (semi-restricted) collocation’ where one
of the collocants is associated with one or more
lexical items; and finally tawàrud wa†ìd, lit.
‘strong (restricted) collocation’, in which the
two collocants are strongly associated with each
other, so that the mention of one recalls the
other(s). This division corresponds to Aisen-
stadt’s (1979) and Cowie’s (1983) division of
English collocations. 

Hoogland’s (1993) study of collocation is
unique in that it provides a more practical strat-
egy for compiling an Arabic–Dutch dictionary
of collocations. £àfiΩ (2002) and Heliel (1990)
note that bilingual Arabic dictionaries lack any
English-Arabic dictionaries of collocation. The
surge in studies of collocation in translation has
finally led to the production of Arabic–English
dictionaries of collocation such as those of
Heliel (2000) and £àfiΩ (2003).

The study of collocation in Arabic exists both
as an independent field of study and as part of
translation studies. It has recently been incorpo-
rated in the field of → corpus linguistics. Such
studies are likely to contribute to lexicography
as well as to the examination of the collocation
phenomenon in Arabic.
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Colloquial

This entry focuses on the variety of Arabic that
is used for familiar and informal conversation,
which is the primary locus of speech uttered in
specific social and situational contexts. Speech
in its natural social context is the sine qua non
for a thorough study of language as a social phe-
nomenon because, as emphasized by Labov
(1989:52) “language is not a property of the
individual but of the speech community”.
Language in this sense is redefined by sociolin-
guists as spoken language, speech discourse, the

language used every day (Labov 1972b:258). A
‘speech community’ is a group of communicat-
ing individuals who are potentially able 
to communicate by their knowledge of language
varieties and speaking rules. It is a basic, non-
linguistic, social analytical starting point in any
study seeking to relate linguistics to social 
and political forces (Labov 1972a:43; Milroy
1992:4–5; Gumperz 1996a, 1996b:374; Cham-
bers 1998:269; Ervin-Tripp 1977:192; Fasold
1990:65; Hymes 1986:54). 

In the context of sociolinguistics, ‘language’
refers to every colloquial language variety – famil-
iar conversational speech – which can be traced in
a large number of speech communities and which
exhibits a structured nature. In the case of Arabic,
this structured nature constitutes the comparative
basis between the subsystems (Abboud-Haggar
2003). Therefore, Arabic colloquial varieties, or
dialects, acquire a special relevance as the only
valid linguistic object for sociolinguistics, because
they are an authentic reflection of societal situa-
tions. The study of this variety is the only way
through which modern sociolinguistics can reach
its goal of understanding language as a social
phenomenon.

Sociolinguistic studies of Arabic colloquials in
different speech communities – Cairo (Haeri
1996), Alexandria (Wahba 1996), Amman
(Daher 1998), Bahrain (Holes 1987), Tangiers
(Herrero 1996), and the region of Jbala in
northwest Morocco (Messaoudi 1999), among
others – show that, as in the case of other collo-
quials, there are no single-style speakers, style
switching is a reality, variability is inherent in
speech, and style stratification has to do with
societal factors (Abd el-Jawad 1987:359–360). 

Linguistically, Arabic colloquials are part of a
language situation characterized by → diglossia,
a term defined by Ferguson (1959). A diglossic
speech community is one whose speakers use
their local dialect (low variety) at home or
among family and friends from the same dialect
area, but the standard language (high variety) in
communication with speakers of other dialects
or on public occasions. Each level has its own
special uses, depending on the context or the
topic treated (Ferguson 1996, 1996a; Myers-
Scotton 1986; Mahmoud 1986; Fasold 1990:
34–60). The coexistence of both varieties of the
same language is common to all Arabic-speak-
ing societies. The standard variety never func-
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tions as the colloquial one, and if some vernacu-
lar varieties have certain phonological charac-
teristics in common with the standardized
variety – mostly Bedouin and Bedouin type vari-
eties – this does not mean that their speakers
speak the ‘Classical variety’, but only that they
approximate normalized Arabic (Abboud-
Haggar 2003:92–95). Consequently, most lan-
guage variation is measured through this reality,
where the highest level is the reference point, the
variety acquired through education, and the 
bottom level is the colloquial, the native variety,
acquired as a mother tongue (Coulmas 1981).

A five-level scale established by Badawì

(1973), whose approach was inspired by the then
new trend of sociolinguistics, tried to fix this lin-
guistic pattern and show that attaining the high-
est level possible depended on education level –
school, university – and not on social class or
gender. The diglossic situation became embedded
in the societal matrix and made it an indispensa-
ble element in sociolinguistic analysis in spite of
the difficulties inherent in carrying out thorough
qualitative studies on collected colloquial data in
order to determine its style and establish its level
or stratum (Fasold 1984:61–84). In fact, Arabic
diglossia does not show two fixed poles from
which speakers can choose, since there is a whole
continuum of levels of possible variations which
depend on many non-linguistic factors such as
setting (formal or informal), topic (serious or
light), linguistic skill and mastering of Classical
Arabic, emotional state of speakers, number of
participants in the discussion, function of the 
discourse, and personal relationship with the
audience. Each factor may be counted as an
extra-linguistic variable (Badawì 1973; Badawì

and Hinds 1986: introduction; Haeri 1996:
69–70, 162–168; Talmoudi 1984; Elgibali 1993;
Holes 1993; Hary 1996:76–83; Walters 1996;
Wahba 1996:103–104). 

Another term introduced by Ferguson from a
structural point of view is that of ‘bidialectal-
ism’, the coexistence of two or more dialectal
varieties. In an Arabic speech community, these
varieties constitute different systems, where
social prestige is determined by the speech com-
munity: both varieties can be assigned the same
status, or one of them may be given a higher
rank or special prestige, for instance, the variety
spoken in the capital (Abd el-Jawad 1987:
359–361; Holes 1987).

The study of language in contact, originally
linked with structuralist linguistics, but now
closely related to sociolinguistics, contributes to
the analysis of Arabic colloquial patterns by
focusing on the impact of contact with other lan-
guages. → ‘Code-switching’ is one of the results
of bilingualism or language contact, widely
studied and defined in several ways, although
there is no unanimity about its definition, since
the term ‘code’ is used as a cover term for differ-
ent languages, or dialects of the same language,
or styles within a dialect (Myers-Scotton 1997;
Franceschini 1998). Given that bilingualism 
and code-switching characterize various Arabic
speech communities (→ multilingualism), espe-
cially in cities in Morocco (Forkel 1980), Algiers
(Morsly 1986), and Tunisia (Jerad 2002), as well
as in those communities that live outside their
native countries (Bentahila and Davies 1983),
and since bilingual schools in many Arabic
countries provide a ‘language in contact’ type
education (Mouatassime 2001), this aspect must
be taken into account when establishing a lin-
guistic pattern (Mahmoud 1986).

Sociolinguists working on urban Arabic collo-
quials – very few compared to the large number
of urban Arabic speech communities – followed
Labov’s interviewing and data collecting
methodology, studying variation embedded in
the societal and linguistic matrix and selecting
variables with numerous and frequent variants
(Abd el-Jawad 1981; Haeri 1996; Herrero 1996;
Wahba 1996). But in order to apply a strictly
sociolinguistic methodology, scholars must try
to avoid the strong and persistent influence of
diglossia, restricting their research to colloquials
– Labov’s ‘vernacular’ – in the dialectological
sense proposed by Holes (1987:7): “Variation in
dialectal Arabic should not be discussed as
‘interference’ from the standard, but incorpo-
rated into dialectological description since from
the speaker’s point of view it is every bit as much
a part of his speech behaviour as ‘the dialect’”
(cf. Haeri 1996:16–17).

Variables often chosen are phonological:
interdentals /µ/, /≈/, and /Ú/; uvulars /q/, /x/, and
/ÿ/, pharyngeals /™/, /≠/; velarized /†/, /∂/, /ß/, and
/Ú/, palato-alveolar /j/, and finally emphasis.
Morphological variables, such as number, and
syntactic variables, such as word order, are also
possible, given the supposed frequency of vari-
ants (Badawi 1973:120–125; Elgibali 1993:79).
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The most frequently selected variable is the 
realization of the Standard Arabic voiceless,
uvular stop /q/, which, on both idiolectal and
sociolectal levels, shifts easily from one style to
another, depending on who says what to whom
and in which context, due to its strong link with
Classical Arabic (Badawi 1973; Salam 1980:90;
Holes 1987:48–56; Abd el-Jawad 1987:361–
364; Haeri 1996:11, 103–158). 

The realization of emphasis or velarization is
sociolinguistically relevant, too, since it is not
linked to diglossic behavior and is especially sen-
sitive to social stratification, as is the case in two
Egyptian urban speech communities, Cairene
and Alexandrian. Emphasis brings out many
societal patterns of the communities studied. Its
variants are not related to social class, but to
educational level. Generally speaking, educated
speakers show a lesser degree of emphasis, tend-
ing to avoid similarity with the patterns of
Classical Arabic and to select a pronunciation
based on the norms of the prestigious colloquial
variety, that of the capital. On the other hand,
non-educated speakers tend to produce a strong
degree of emphasis, tending towards a pro-
nunciation similar to Classical Arabic (Badawì

1973:182–183; Wahba 1996:106–108, 122–
123; Haeri 1996:43–100, 1996a). With regard
to → gender, as stated by Wahba (1996), females
of both educated and non-educated informants
tend to produce less emphasis, showing a gender
distinction, while heavy emphasis is related to
masculinity.

The aim of the sociolinguistic study of Arabic
colloquials does not differ from that of the socio-
linguistic study of any language and speech
community. Its aim is to improve linguistic the-
ory, to acquire a better understanding of the
sources of linguistic changes, and establish an
empirical linguistic pattern of the spoken lan-
guage in its social context. Another aim is the
application of sociolinguistic data to practical
issues, such as education, language acquisition,
and institutional language planning, to collabo-
rate in finding solutions for social and ethno-
graphic problems within a speech community,
and to help in topics related to the psychology of
language that affect families, schools, profes-
sions, legal proceedings, etc. (Trudgill 1984;
Edwards 1984). In Arabic speech communities,
perhaps the most urgent need is for sociolinguis-
tics to help improve education, a field where
scholars are debating the best way to enhance
the acquisition of Modern Standard Arabic,

while at the same time maintaining collo-
quials as the authentic expression of people’s
identities (Mahmoud 1986; Benjalloun 2001;
Mouatassime 2001).
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Communal Dialects

As used in the literature on varieties of Arabic,
communal dialects are those associated with
specific religious communities across the Arabic-
speaking world. As such, they represent a dis-
tinct category of social dialects, that is, dialects
that tell us something about a speaker’s social
background (e.g. sex, age, education, ethnicity,
class and/or caste) in the context of the geo-
graphic dialect of a specified place. Ferguson and
Gumperz (1960), in a paper cited by Blanc
(1964), discussed below, explain the complexity
of defining rigorously foundational notions like
‘variety’, ‘dialect’, and ‘language’; their observa-
tions are as true today as they were in the 1960s.

In his 1953 study of a northern Palestinian
Arabic dialect spoken by Druze, Haim Blanc
notes that linguistic distinctions across what he
termed ‘religio-ethnic communities’ in the
Arabic-speaking world were understudied. His
1964 monograph on communal dialects in
Baghdad remains the classic work on this topic.
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In important ways, it rightly continues to shape
how communal dialects are understood.

As Blanc explains, the urban centers of Lower
Iraq at the time were characterized by “the
unusually profound and sharply delineated
dialectal cleavage that divides these populations
into three nonregional dialect groups, corre-
sponding to the three major religious communi-
ties, namely the Muslims, the Jews, and the
Christians” (1964:3). Blanc’s choice of label in
both his 1953 and 1964 monographs is note-
worthy. The earlier label ‘religio-ethnic com-
munities’ demonstrates not only that distin-
guishable language varieties of any sort are, by
definition, shared by members of a group who
are or come to be seen as a community by insid-
ers and/or outsiders but also that in the case of
the Arabic-speaking world, such communities
are sometimes formulated in terms of religious
confession, a social category that interacts with
local understandings of ethnicity in complex
ways. In other words, religious confession, like
ethnicity, remains far more a matter of birth
than of choice, as it is generally seen in contem-
porary America, for example. Blanc’s later use of
‘communal dialects’ reminds us that, histori-
cally, at least, these communities, based on reli-
gion and ethnicity, lived segregated lives
although they interacted in socially prescribed
ways. As Blanc’s work and that of others make
clear, however, the origins of the linguistic differ-
ences are not to be found in communal segrega-
tion but rather in the combination of settlement
history and communal segregation.

This discussion seeks to provide an overview
of communal dialects across the Arab world,
focusing on the sociolinguistic consequences of
such dialects. Thus, it examines Blanc’s initial
taxonomy of kinds of communal dialects (sec-
tion 1), sectarian differences among Muslim
dialects (section 2), and written → Judaeo-
Arabic as it might affect our understanding of →
diglossia (section 3). Readers whose primary
interest is the linguistic detail of particular cases
may consult the works cited on specific varieties. 

1 . B l a n c ’ s  ( 1 9 6 4 )  t a x o n o m y  o f
k i n d s  o f  c o m m u n a l  d i a l e c t s

Linguists expect minor differences in pronuncia-
tion and lexis, in particular, across regional and
social dialects; while such differences may be
salient enough to function as diagnostics for

sorting speakers into groups, they often are not.
Similarly, when the distinctions among dialects
are based on religion, linguists would likely
expect to find differences in terms related to the
name(s) for the Deity and other phenomena
associated with religious practices as well as
interactional rituals such as greetings, leave-
takings, etc., a point acknowledged by Blanc
(1964). Discussions of communal dialects, how-
ever, are generally concerned with structural 
differences in the varieties, that is, salient differ-
ences in phonetic or phonological inventories,
differences in their morphosyntax, and/or differ-
ences in the ways these components of the
dialect have changed diachronically, especially
in relation to other dialects. 

As Blanc notes, if one takes religious affilia-
tion as the relevant axis of social differentiation
when distinguishing among dialects, cases from
the Arabic-speaking world represent a spectrum
of possibilities. Blanc writes of three relative
degrees of differentiation: major, intermediate,
and minor. As each of these categories is dis-
cussed, more recent work or reviews of work on
the relevant varieties are mentioned to supple-
ment Blanc’s initial characterization.

For Blanc, the most robust category of com-
munal dialects includes those where there is
major differentiation between Muslim and non-
Muslim varieties. His examples include the
Muslim and Jewish dialects of some North
African cities, especially Oran and smaller
towns near Algiers, as well as those of Muslims
and non-Muslims in Lower Iraq. His categoriza-
tion is based on earlier work on North African
varieties of Jewish Arabic (generally termed →
‘Judaeo-Arabic’) and his own research on Iraqi
dialects. Such a categorization relies on two 
distinct criteria, one structural and the other
social: the linguistic differences must be manifest
throughout the phonology and morphosyntax
of the varieties, and they must correlate com-
pletely with membership in the respective com-
munity. All these cases involve the presence
within a single location of a variety of Arabic
that traces its roots historically to the pre-
conquest Bedouin dialects of the Arabian Penin-
sula coexisting with one or more varieties with
roots in the sedentary dialects of that period 
(cf. Versteegh 1997:141–145; Massignon 1924
offers an overview of the spread of these groups
of dialects). In North Africa, as in Iraq, the vari-
ety spoken by Muslims has Bedouin roots while
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the one(s) spoken by the non-Muslims represent
sedentary types. 

Blanc devotes the last chapter of his 1964
study to comparing and contrasting the three
varieties of Arabic found in Baghdad and offer-
ing a discussion of the settlement history of each
group, which helps account for the presence and
nature of the communal varieties found there.
As Jastrow (2004) explains, inspired by Blanc’s
work, his own research and that of others on
non-Muslim varieties spoken in Iraq have
resulted in a situation where far less is known
about Muslim varieties of Iraqi Arabic than non-
Muslim ones. Building on Blanc’s work as well
as more recent research, especially that of Abu-
Haidar (e.g. 1990, 1991), Holes (1995) summa-
rizes developments in Baghdad since the time
Blanc wrote (→ Baghdad Arabic; Baghdad
Arabic, Jewish).

The communal dialect situation in Baghdad
described by Blanc as a case of major differentia-
tion was far more complex than the mere exis-
tence of three distinct varieties, each perfectly 
correlated with religious affiliation. As he notes,
in interactions across community lines, there
was a great deal of what we would today term →
speech accommodation (Giles, Coupland, and
Coupland 1991), which had become completely
conventionalized. Blanc explains that the
Christian and Jewish varieties were used in
domestic contexts and within their respective
communities. However, Jews and Christians
who spoke the Muslim variety used it in inter-
communal and public situations. Thus, many
non-Muslims were “nearly perfectly bidialectal”
(1964:9; see Blanc 1960 for a detailed example
of such bidialectalism). He likewise notes that
the Muslim variety was the one most often
known by Christians who spoke a language
other than Arabic as their first language (e.g.
Armenian) and often the only variety of
Baghdadi Arabic they knew. Similarly, some
non-Muslims, particularly Christians, used the
Muslim variety or features of that variety in in-
group interactions. In other words, the Muslim
variety seemed to serve as a local prestige variety
accorded at least covert and perhaps overt pres-
tige by the minority communities, and the spread
of features associated with it (or of the variety
itself) had consequences for diachronic language
change in these varieties via processes of diffu-
sion, as Holes (1995) illustrates. Although Blanc
does not explicitly make the point, he implies

that Muslims did not speak the Christian or
Jewish varieties though we can imagine many
might have been familiar enough with them (or
at least stereotypical features of them) to employ
them in affect-laden situations, whether jocular
or patronizing. Such situations of unequal distri-
bution of varieties present in a location – minori-
ties being (expected to be or become) bidialectal,
while those of the majority are monodialectal,
speaking only the prestige variety – reflect and
create social hierarchies of various kinds. From
this perspective, it is clear that the notion of
communal dialect, as Blanc defines and uses it,
results ultimately from the situation of indige-
nous Christians and Jews as ≈immì, or so-called
protected minorities. Thus, Blanc’s observations
on the language of intercommunal interactions
offer important insights into the role language
played in social differentiation and structuring of
Baghdad at the time, while helping us under-
stand how and why change induced by contact
and long-term accommodation between the
varieties might occur. 

Blanc’s second category of intermediate differ-
entiation focuses on Jewish and Muslim vari-
eties of urban Arabic in North Africa, noting
research from Algiers, Fez, and Tlemcen, to
which should be added Cohen (1964, 1975) on
Tunis. In discussing intermediate categorization,
Blanc explains that although there was clear dif-
ferentiation by social group, each religious com-
munity having a distinguishable variety, the
linguistic distinctions were ultimately few in
number and, more important, it seems for Blanc,
the dialects of both communities were of seden-
tary origin, that is, both of the same type.

In the cases Blanc considers as illustrating a
minor degree of differentiation, he comments that
differences that did occur are generally marginal to
matters of structure and that the correlation
between specific forms and group membership is
not robust. Thus, on hearing a tape of someone
from the area speaking, a native of the region
would not be expected to be able to discern the
ethno-religious background of the speaker, assum-
ing, of course, the tape contained no content-
related clues to speaker identity or religious
practice.

Blanc gives a number of examples of minor
differentiation; these include the towns of what
he terms Greater Syria, Upper Iraq, the Arabian
Peninsula, and Egypt. Citing unpublished work
of Piamenta, Blanc explains that “Jerusalem
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Arabic, for example, is communally differenti-
ated insofar as some (not all) Christians and
Jews deviate from majority usage [i.e., that of
Muslims] with respect to intonation patterns,
vocal qualifiers, certain allophones, the fre-
quency of certain consonantal assimilations, the
proportion of Classical or Neo-Classical vocab-
ulary items, certain idioms, and the proportion
and phonetic treatment of European loan-
words” (1964:14). The Jewish variety likewise
contains vocabulary of Hebrew origin and in
some cases shows immigration-related influence
from non-local varieties of Arabic (Piamenta
2000 offers a lexical-semantic analysis of aspects
of what he terms the Judaeo-Jerusalem vernacu-
lar as well as discussion of the community’s shift
to Hebrew). Particularly significant here is the
breadth of Blanc’s characterization of the differ-
ences among varieties: he is concerned not
merely with segmental phenomena that recurred
categorically (e.g., the consistent pronunciation
of certain sounds) – the focus of most traditional
dialectology (see Jastrow 2004 for a recent
review of work on Arabic in this paradigm) – but
also variable ones (e.g., the frequency with
which phonological processes like assimilation
occur) – the concern of variationist sociolinguis-
tics. Blanc also notes differences in supraseg-
mental phenomena like intonation as well as the
frequency and treatment of borrowings from
learned varieties of Arabic and from European
languages. Attention to such detail helps
account for the continuing relevance of Blanc’s
initial account of communal dialects. Other
cases of minimal differentiation cited by Blanc
include Aleppo and Cairo for Christians and
Jews, and Ían≠à± for Jews, as well as the situation
of Christians and Druze in Lebanon and north-
ern Palestine.

An approach that stands outside Blanc’s can
be found in Heath (2002), a most impressive
addition to the work on Moroccan dialects of
Jewish and Muslim Arabic that provides
detailed information about a score or so of vari-
eties, including those of villages in the south of
the country where Jews spoke (Judaeo-)Arabic
while local Muslims spoke some variety of
Berber. The focus of Heath’s work is Jewish and
Muslim ‘dialect networks’, with the goal of pro-
viding the necessary linguistic documentation to
understand the processes of leveling of dialect
features currently occurring in the country’s
urban centers. As he notes, “Morocco is a spe-

cial case that resists classification” (2002:2) in
discussion of the history of Arabic there, and the
same seems true for confessional varieties in that
country. 

It is important to remember that much of the
work cited in this section looks to the past (even
more so than language description usually does)
because the Jewish communities described, in
particular, no longer exist or are very much
smaller than they were just over half a century
ago. Thus, for example, Heath (2002:14) com-
ments, “The J[ewish] data, mostly from aging
émigrés, is ‘frozen in time’ and represents the
state of Judaeo-Arabic around 1950, while the
M[uslim] data is from a more diverse set of age
grades and reflects the continuing koiné-ization
that has been going on in Morocco in recent
decades”. In similar fashion, Cohen and
Piamenta acknowledge the moribund nature of
the varieties they describe, and Blanc himself
explains that most of his data derived from
speakers residing in the United States or Israel.
In other words, these researchers generally
imagined communities and varieties that in fact
no longer existed in situ, often with a focus on
‘authentic’ speakers of ‘pristine’ varieties (cf.
Heath 2002:22), as traditional documentary lin-
guistics and dialectology have generally done.
Although certain criticisms can be made of such
a homogenizing approach, the current social
and demographic realities of these areas remind
us of the preciousness of these data and these
studies: they constitute our best and likely only
representation of the linguistic consequences 
of prolonged dialect contact and interaction
crucial to our understanding of the history of
Arabic, especially spoken dialects of Arabic in
all these areas.

2 . S e c t a r i a n  d i f f e r e n c e s  a m o n g
M u s l i m s

Blanc (1964:9–10) clearly states that pace
Massignon (1914), who had claimed there were
three Sunni and two Shi≠i dialects of Arabic in
Baghdad, he could find no evidence of linguistic
differences between the dialects of Sunnis and
Shi≠is in Baghdad that correlated with member-
ship of one sect or the other. However, such sec-
tarian differences have been documented in
other areas. Citing Blanc, Holes (1983; see also
1987, 1995) labels the differences he found in
the Arabic of Sunnis (≠Arab, who speak a
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Bedouin variety) and Shi≠is (Ba™arna, who speak
a sedentary variety) in Bahrain a case of “major
communal differentiation” because the differ-
ences there meet Blanc’s two initial criteria: 
permeation of both the phonology and the 
morphosyntax of the varieties and full correla-
tion with community membership. Johnstone
(1967), Prochazka (1981), and Al-Tajir (1982)
had discussed the dialects of this same region,
but did so from a more traditional historical per-
spective. Holes, however, working within the
framework of variationist sociolinguistics, pro-
vides a very different perspective on communal
dialects. Rather than describing the taxonomic
differences between the varieties based on elici-
tation from a very small sample of speakers, as a
traditional dialectologist would, Holes offers a
quantitative analysis of the behavior of several
phonemic and morphophonemic variables in a
corpus of data gathered from a much larger sam-
ple stratified according to sect, region, literacy,
and sex. His careful analysis represents an
important contribution to our understanding of
how social change can influence the trajectory of
communal dialects and social dialects more
broadly. As Holes explains, although the Shi≠is,
who represent the indigenous population, are
more numerous, the Sunnis, who arrived two
centuries ago, dominate the government and
form the ruling family. Each group remains
endogamous, and until about three decades ago,
the two communities lived in different villages or
quarters of the island’s towns. However, chang-
ing patterns of employment in the urban areas
and the creation of mixed neighborhoods have
altered the political economy of language in
Bahrain. Like sociolinguists generally, Holes
focuses not on the internal homogeneity of the
varieties he studies, but on their patterned het-
erogeneity, correlating it with the social vari-
ables he used for informant selection. He
documents how and why elderly village women,
all illiterate, are most likely to retain and use
relic forms while younger speakers of both sects
who are literate use a modified form of the Sunni
variety, which developed early last century and
has become what Holes terms a “neutral ‘stan-
dard’”. The use of this standard results in a pat-
tern of accommodation that recurs in many
speech communities around the world, asym-
metrical convergence in which the speech of the
members of one social group, here, the Shi≠is,
moves toward that of the other, here, the Sunnis,

while Sunni speakers adjust their speech far less
in intergroup interactions. When Sunnis shift, 
it is toward a form associated with Modern
Standard Arabic (MSA), not one associated with
the Shi≠is’ variety. Thus, Shi≠i speakers, especially
those with ties to village life, are bidialectal in
the two local varieties in their daily lives. Holes
(1995:276) concludes: “Thus, in Bahrain the lin-
guistic effect of urbanization and increased liter-
acy has been to level dialect differences, but do
so in a way which reflects local status relations.
MSA norms exert only a secondary effect, at
least on phonology”. Holes is able to track such
shifts only because of the quantitative method-
ology he uses and his focus on language in 
use rather than the elicited forms preferred by
traditional dialectologists. At the same time,
although Holes pays great attention to the
behavior of specific lexical items and categories
of items in a way that sociolinguists working on
Western languages generally do not, the results
of his research describe and present these varieties
in a very different way than would research by a
traditional dialectologist. After all, variationist
sociolinguists and traditional dialectologists
conceptualize the nature of variation and – in
many ways – language and linguistic systems in
fundamentally different ways, as Walters (1988)
details. 

3 . W r i t t e n  J u d a e o - A r a b i c  a n d
o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  d i g l o s s i a

An aspect of communal dialects in the sense of
non-Muslim varieties of Arabic and more par-
ticularly Judaeo-Arabic that has received little
attention among sociolinguists of Arabic is the
fact that the varieties of Arabic used by Jews
were not only spoken but also written during
certain periods and for certain purposes, espe-
cially in North Africa and in Tunis in particular.
As Sebag (1991:121) explains, Jews were pro-
hibited from using the Arabic script (because of
its association with Islam); hence, they used
Hebrew characters to write the variety of Arabic
they spoke. Chetrit’s discussion of Judaeo-
Arabic (Bunis, Chetrit, and Sahim 2003) surveys
these developments and especially the role of the
modern printing press in the creation of novel
contexts for the use of the written language (e.g.
newspapers, translations of works in European
languages, Arabic, and Hebrew, and locally pro-
duced literary works), while Sebag (1991) and
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Snoussi (2003) focus specifically on Tunis. As
Chetrit points out, the spread of modern educa-
tion in European languages and the advent of
printing led to the creation of new varieties of
spoken and written Judaeo-Arabic (Hary 1997
offers a sociolinguistic account of the develop-
ment of written registers of Judaeo-Arabic
across the past several centuries). Acknowledg-
ing these facts complicates our understanding of
the nature of communal dialects (and hence the
history of the Arabic language), especially in
North Africa, even as it challenges students of
diglossia to rethink one of Ferguson’s (1959)
foundational assumptions in his original formu-
lation of the concept as it has influenced work in
Arabic sociolinguistics, namely, that the low
variety of Arabic is a spoken variety, one that is
written in a very limited set of contexts if at all
(Walters 2003). This situation likewise offers
sociolinguists an opportunity to study a now-
moribund practice of using the script associated
with one language for writing what was initially
only a spoken variety of another. 

4 . C o n c l u s i o n

Even a cursory examination of the existing stud-
ies of communal dialects demonstrates how
much research remains undone and can, indeed,
never be done, a situation all too common with
respect to varieties of spoken Arabic. Given the
political and economic motivation for Jewish
and Christian emigration from countries where
Arabic is the dominant language, the size of these
communities (if they continue to exist) is drasti-
cally smaller today than just over a half a century
ago. Hence, researchers can no longer investigate
such communal dialects in contact in the way
that Holes has done with respect to Sunni and
Shi≠i varieties because the multiconfessional com-
munities that gave rise to them no longer exist.
Particularly for Jewish varieties, one can mini-
mally seek to reconstruct the near and distant
past through the study of the language of emi-
grants and Judaeo-Arabic texts. It is likewise
worth remembering that most research on a 
communal variety completed before Blanc (1964)
and some research completed since then has not
been comparative in focus. These facts limit our
ultimate understanding of communal dialects,
the relationships among them, and, ultimately,
the history of Arabic. Finally, it is worth noting
the very different projects of descriptive field lin-

guists and traditional dialectologists, on the one
hand, and sociolinguists, on the other, when
reading and evaluating work on this topic.
Although all are concerned with issues of dia-
chronic change, they conceptualize its proper
study in very different ways.
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Comoros

1 . A r a b i c  i n  t h e  C o m o r o s

At the entrance of the Mozambique Channel,
half-way between Africa and Madagascar lie the
four islands that form the archipelago of the
Comoros or ‘Islands of the Moon’ (Juzur al-
Qamar) as medieval Arab geographers and trav-
elers liked to call them. The archipelago has a
population of about 700,000 inhabitants, of
whom more than 90 percent are Muslim,
belonging to the ”àfi≠ì ma≈hab. The common
language for all islands is Comorian or
Shikomor. Although a different dialect is spoken
on each island, understanding between the
inhabitants remains strong. Like Swahili,
Comorian is an African language (Bantu) with
35 percent of its vocabulary borrowed from

Arabic. The three official languages on the Como-
ros are Comorian, French, and Arabic.

Learning Arabic on the Comoro Islands is in-
separably connected with Islamic learning,
beginning with the study of the Qur ±àn at the
Qur±ànic school. It is not merely a religious ‘obli-
gation’ but a social necessity, linked to historical
political circumstances in the sense that at any
given period, the state determined that learning
Arabic was part of the general educational pro-
gram it imposed on the entire country.

Learning of Arabic takes place both within the
sphere of the state, i.e. under its control, and
beyond it in non-state-controlled educational
institutions and structures, in accordance with the
fact that the ties between the Comoros and the
Arab world are of two kinds. Before the coloniza-
tion of the archipelago by the French in 1886, the
cultural and religious evolution of the islands was
linked to Zanzibar under the influence of the
Arab Omanis of the Al Busaid. This influence was
to last, albeit with less intensity, throughout the
colonial period (Martin 1976). The ties between
the Comoros and the Arab world during the
whole of this period were essentially confined to
individual Comorians in search of Islamic learn-
ing. Their most frequent destination was Zan-
zibar, occasionally followed by a stay in the
Hadramawt, in Mecca for the ™ajj (pilgrimage),
or at the Azhar in Cairo (Egypt). 

Paradoxically, when the Comoros gained
independence in 1975, the political authorities
began to encourage and initiate other modes of
contact with the Arab world. These were of a
diplomatic nature and favored, for example,
new cultural and religious ties. Flocks of young
students went to Arab countries to receive reli-
gious education, while the latter in turn estab-
lished educational institutions on the Comoros. In
September 1993, the Comoros became a full
member of the Arab League.

2 .  L e a r n i n g  A r a b i c  i n  s t a t e
i n s t i t u t i o n s :  L e a r n i n g  A r a b i c
i n  t h e  ‘ F r e n c h  s c h o o l ’

At the end of the 1950s, or maybe a little later,
Arabic was introduced as a modern language 
at the lycée on a par with English and Spanish.
The textbook, method of instruction, and Ara-
bic teacher training, hitherto unheard of by
Comorians, were innovative for more than one
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reason. The textbook Méthode de l’arabe littéral
by the French Arabists Gérard Lecomte and
Ameur Ghedira is based on a teaching method
conceived by French-speaking scholars for
French-speaking students. The addressees of the
book pursue their school career by means of the
same logic used in the authors’ own training.
The great majority reason in the same categories
of thought (those of Descartes and of the gram-
mar of Port-Royal and Lhomond) imposed on
teaching in France and its colonies. The authors
basically adopted the terminology employed 
by the French Orientalist Silvestre de Sacy in 
his Arabic grammar published in 1820, which
inspired many of the subsequent European
Arabic grammar books.

The textbook by Lecomte and Ghedira is
composed of two volumes, the “first of which
can be used in the 4th/3rd grades and the second
in 3rd/2nd grades”. It was to become a gigantic
sales success. After publication of both volumes
between 1956 and 1967, it was declared the
official textbook for the instruction of Arabic at
the French secondary school. Moreover, it also
became the prescribed Arabic textbook at the
Ecole Nationale des Langues et Civilisations
Orientales in Paris until the end of the 1980s,
which comes as no surprise considering the fact
that Lecomte was head of Arabic studies there
until the mid-1980s.

The method used does not differ in any way
from that of textbooks for other languages at the
time. It consists of a number of units with the fol-
lowing structure: a text followed by a vocabulary
list drawn from it, comprehension questions
(conversation) to be answered by the students, a
grammar section, and finally, exercises aimed at
reproducing the content of the text previously
studied. Based on a passive, non-experimental
educational method, the textbook does not leave
enough space for active student participation
during lessons, nor does it equip students with
the ability to work independently at an early
stage, e.g., to use an Arabic dictionary.

The cultural context evoked by the textbook
is quite different from that of the Comoros, an
aspect shared with other contemporary text-
books for all manner of subjects. It is impossible
to find a text representing one of the country’s
great religious manifestations, such as the
mawlid, the majlis, the Friday or ≠îd prayer, the
departure of pilgrims to Mecca and their return
to the Comoros, a funeral celebration, life in a

Qur±ànic school, or a profane manifestation such
as the twarab (a genre of sung poetry accompa-
nied by music). Children acquire an Arabic
vocabulary that deals with life in the skyscrapers
of New York or with the political life of the
Abbasid Empire, but will find no mention of
things used or gestures made during a local reli-
gious ceremony. For obvious reasons this com-
ponent of the textbook and its educational
method were not received favorably by Comor-
ian students. The textbook by Atoui (1978),
which replaced that of Lecomte and Ghedira 
following independence in 1975, was in all like-
lihood inspired by its predecessor. The resem-
blance, in both content and form, is striking.

Today, Arabic language instruction, in both
the Islamic madàris (sg. madrasa) and ma≠àhid
(sg. ma≠had), and in public and private French
secondary schools is mostly in the hands of
Arabic-speaking teachers educated at Islamic
universities in Arab countries. Nevertheless, this
has not solved all the problems. Although they
speak Arabic perfectly, which is certainly a good
thing, these teachers do not speak a word of
French, which is the language of instruction in
the country’s system of education. Thus, the
Arabic baccalauréat examination is conducted
in French and Arabic.

Consequently, Arabic teaching results are still
inadequate today. The poor performance of
many students is due less to the qualifications of
their teachers (as most speak Arabic well) than
to the incoherence and multiplicity of educa-
tional methods within one educational system.

Behind the issue of Arabic language teaching
methods in schools lies a genuine problem of
identity, which is related to the position attrib-
uted to each of the three languages – Comorian
as the mother tongue, French, and Arabic – in
the social and political field. Parallel to this, the
question arises as to the future of the Arabic-
speaking elites, especially after the admission of
the Comoros to the Arab League in 1993.

It should be remarked that language consists
of ‘words’ people use to express ‘things’ of their
past and present, as well as their aspirations. It is
not merely a means of speaking, but allows
those who command it to express their values
and world-views. It is easy to imagine the shock
resulting from a confrontation of the different
values and ideologies embodied by the three lan-
guages in the Comorian context. Developing a
Comorian language and introducing it gradually
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to the educational system with the prospect of
one day making it the first national language
would, therefore, appear to be a sound idea.

Since Ahmed Abdallah came to power in 1978
and in accordance with the politics of emphasiz-
ing the Arabo-Islamic symbolism of Comorian
identity, the new regime has encouraged a col-
lective interest in the Arabic language and
Islamic learning in Arab countries, above all in
Egypt and the Gulf countries, especially Saudi
Arabia. Two other factors contributed to this
phenomenon. On the one hand, there was the
1974 oil-price explosion that led to the influx of
huge amounts of money to the oil-producing
countries, enabling them to accept countless stu-
dents from the Muslim countries of Asia and
Africa, among them the Comorians. On the
other hand, lack of organization in the educa-
tional system and its diminishing quality, both of
which were due to the economic crisis, com-
pelled many Comorians to apply for scholar-
ships to Arab countries for their children. The
nature of the studies they would pursue mat-
tered little.

Students who had completed their studies
abroad returned to the Comoros in the late
1980s. Some began to teach at the madàris they
had established in their home villages, receiving
a salary from the Islamic World League or the
Fatwà Academy of Saudi Arabia. Others taught
Arabic in the public lycées or collèges, or at 
the ma≠àhid (secondary education institutions)
founded in the 1980s and financed by the
Islamic World League. Those who did not enter
the teaching profession became businessmen.
Almost all of them are engaged in da≠wà activi-
ties, and most are members of the Muslim fun-
damentalist FNJ (Front national pour la justice)
Party (Ahmed 1999).

There are six Islamic World League ma≠àhid:
three located on Ngazidja, two on Anjouan
(Ndzuwani), and one on Mohéli (Mwali). All
teachers are Comorians who, having been edu-
cated in Arab countries, were supported initially
by a number of Arabs (Moroccans, Egyptians,
and Saudis).

The Comorian elites, who had been educated
in the ‘French school’ and spurred the Comoros
into joining the Arab League, were clearly not
driven by the idea of culturally integrating their
country into the Arab world. Their motivation
seems rather to have been the anticipated finan-
cial benefits accorded by this organization to its

members, which explains why they did not
adopt a policy of Arabization toward education
or administration, ignoring the advice given to
them by the Arab League on this matter.

3 .  L e a r n i n g  A r a b i c  o u t s i d e  t h e
s t a t e  i n s t i t u t i o n s :  L e a r n i n g  t o
r e a d  t h e  Q u r ± â n

Unlike other Muslim countries, in particular
those in West Africa, the sole aim of learning the
Qur ±àn on the Comoros is to teach children how
to read, and to a lesser degree to write, and does
not require them to learn it by heart. Instruction
takes place at the Qur±ànic school and can be
divided into three stages.

The first stage is called kurasa from Arabic
kurràsa ‘notebook, booklet, brochure’. The
kurasa is a small textbook, printed and edited on
the Indian subcontinent. It is composed of two
parts; the first consists of made-up words, most
of which have no meaning (at least in Comorian
or Arabic), and which a child is supposed to
repeat until it can decipher complete words. The
objective seems to be to make children learn the
alphabet in blocks of words. It is not important
that the latter have no meaning, provided the
children can manage to read and pronounce
them correctly. 

The kurasa is often accompanied by the
famous small board used in Qur±ànic schools all
over Africa. The child alternately deciphers the
words in the kurasa and those written on the
board by the master. Following the almost uni-
versal method of gradually progressing from
small to large, the child begins after a year with
the second part of the kurasa, which extends
from the Fàti™a to sura 78 (≠âmma or an-
Naba ±). The board is then finally abandoned;
logic and collective belief hold that the child
should now have mastered the reading of the
alphabet and its transcription. Nevertheless, the
method used in the final part of the kurasa dif-
fers little from the previous. The master reads
out several verses that the pupil is required to
learn during the day. The latter repeats them sev-
eral times and spends all day reading them out
loud. The master then repeats the procedure
with the next pupil and so on. In the end the
pupils all read the ‘lesson of the day’ out loud
individually.

When a child has finished reading the sura
≠âmma, he concentrates on the rest of the
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Qur ±àn (msahafu in Comorian). After the com-
pletion of the msahafu, only those who are pre-
destined to become ≠ulamà ± by virtue of their
intellectual capacity and ambition are permitted
to stay at the Qur±ànic school. They subse-
quently pursue a course of studies tailored to
this immense goal, which first leads them to the
highest level their Qur±ànic master can achieve
with his instruction. They then leave to continue
their education with the country’s great ≠ulamà ±,
before going abroad (Zanzibar, Hadramawt,
Mecca, Medina, or the Azhar in Cairo) to com-
plete their studies. This path taken by the appren-
tice scholar, leading from the Qur±ànic school to
the prestigious Muslim intellectual centers
abroad via the local ≠ulamà ±, is marked by the
study of various religious sciences. The prior-
ity clearly lies with ”àfi≠ì fiqh and Qur±ànic exe-
gesis. In the past, therefore, Arabic was learned
outside the state institutions by means of study-
ing Islam.

Today, learning Arabic and even a substantial
Arabization is primarily due to the Islamic edu-
cation in both the madàris that are financed and
administered by the Islamic World League, and
the private madàris, founded by many of the
returnees from Saudi Arabia in their villages,
with the support of the Islamic World League or
the Fatwà Academy of Saudi Arabia. During the
1990s, two large Arab da≠wà centers were estab-
lished on the Comoros, the African Muslim
Agency and the Mu±assasat al-£aramayn al-
Xayriyya. The former is based in Kuwait, where
its field of action is sub-Saharan Africa, while
the latter is Saudi. Apart from charitable and
da≠wà activities, both agencies founded educa-
tional institutions. The African Muslim Agency
opened a bilingual (French-Arabic) school at
primary and secondary level with a capacity of
600 male and female students. The Mu±assasat
al-£aramayn al-Xayriyya created the Madàris
al-± I

–
màn, which offer courses at all levels up to

the secondary level diploma.
This ‘Arabization from below’ on the

Comoros could be compared with the case of →
Djibouti, a member of the Arab League since
1977. Strictly speaking, Djibouti, with its two
large ethnic groups, Afar and Somali, is Arab in
neither the cultural nor the linguistic sense. The
same is true of → Somalia, which joined the
Arab League even earlier than Djibouti. It was
the respective religious (the Afar and Somali
embraced Islam from the 9th century on) and

political considerations that made the two
‘sponsors’ of Djibouti, Yemen and Saudi Arabia,
successfully support its candidature to the Arab
League.

As far as the Comoros are concerned, Arab-
ization is taking place to a certain extent, but not
to the satisfaction of the protagonists (the
French-speaking elites who administer the state,
the Arabic-speaking section of the population,
and the Arab League). The French-speaking
elites favor the status quo or at least an Arabic
language development that does not cause
offence to the French language, essentially to sat-
isfy the demands of the Arab League. Those who
speak Arabic and thus automatically contribute
to ‘Arabization from below’ have not yet
achieved an obligatory status for Arabic to their
satisfaction, insofar as their role remains irrele-
vant among the political decision-makers.
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Comparative → Elative

Complement Clause  → Subordination

Complementizer  → Subordination

Compounds

Na™t is the term Arab grammarians use for the
word formational method whereby a new form
is coined out of two or more independent words,
a process similar to what in English is referred to
by such terms as ‘blending’ and ‘fusion’. Mor-
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phologically, this term derives from the root 
n-™-t ‘to carve, hew, chisel’. Thus, Arabic
man™ùtàt (pl. of man™ùt), ‘na™t-type construc-
tions’, are words, mostly of quadriliteral roots,
that are ‘chiseled’ out of other words, so to
speak. These constructions, however, are not all
of the same compositional and/or functional
nature; they may be said to fall into the follow-
ing types, as can be gathered from medieval dis-
cussions of the subject (Ali 1987:59–85):

i. Acronym-like constructions based on con-
ventional religious expressions or formulae
consisting of several elements usually not
fully represented in the na™t-construction,
e.g. basmala < bi-smi l-làhi (r-ra™màni 
r-ra™ìm) ‘to say: in the name of Allah (the
Beneficent, the Merciful)’; ™awqala < là
™awla wa-là quwwata (±illà bi-llàh) ‘to say:
there is neither might nor strength (save in
Allah)’; ™amdala < al-™amdu li-llàh ‘to 
say: praise be to Allah’; dam≠aza < ±adàma 
(l-làhu) ≠izzak ‘to say: may Allah preserve
your glory!’

ii. Quadriliteral constructions in which a sound
is added to a triliteral word, which serves to
modify its meaning, usually by introducing
an element of intensification, e.g. ra≠“an ‘tim-
orous’, from ra≠“ ‘shaking’+ /n/ (Ibn Fàris,
Íà™ibì 102). 

iii. Relative adjectives (ending in the suffix -ì)
formed from parts of nouns constituting
genitive constructions, e.g. ≠abdarì ‘[a per-
son] belonging to ≠Abd ad-Dàr [the name of
a family in Mecca]’, ≠ab“amì ‘[a person]
belonging to ≠Abd ”ams [name of a clan]’,
≠abqasì ‘[a person] belonging to ≠Abd al-Qays
[name of a tribe]’

iv. Quadriliteral portmanteau constructions
combining parts of two, often semantically
overlapping, triliteral words, e.g. julmùd
‘rock’, from jaluda ‘to be tough’ and jamuda
‘to harden’

A close look at these sub-types of na™t-con-
struction is bound to reveal a number of impor-
tant facts about the role of this process as a
means of lexical expansion in Arabic. Na™t-fea-
tured constructions do not constitute a sizeable
portion of the Arabic vocabulary; they are far
less numerous than those generated by → i“tiqàq
qiyàsì ‘analogical derivation’. Those in (i) began
to be used with the advent of Islam as abbrevi-

ated forms of highly frequent formulaic religious
expressions. However, new instances of similarly
coined words have failed to appear in the lan-
guage following this period, which has prompted
modern scholars to characterize the process
under discussion as artificial, unproductive, and
morphologically incompatible with the Arabic
system of word formation (Ya≠qùb 1986:209–
214; Tarzì 1968:363; Mubàrak 1964:148–149).

The process involved in the formation of type
(ii) constructions, i.e. the affixation of a single
sound (usually /m/ or /n/) to a word in order to
change or modify its meaning, has also failed to
be productive. This may be accounted for in
terms of the fact that a single sound has no
meaning in itself.

Relative adjectives such as those given in (iii)
above are again extremely rare in present-day
Arabic. As the examples show, such formations
were confined to the names of some families and
tribes in olden times.

Type (iv) constructions, which resemble what
in English would be categorized as blendings,
like ‘brunch’ and ‘motel’, were discussed by sev-
eral medieval grammarians, among whom the
aforementioned philologist Ibn Fàris (d. 1000)
stands out as the main contributor with his
Mu≠jam maqàyìs al-luÿa. He was one of the lead-
ing proponents of the view that most quadri-
literal and quinquiliteral words in Arabic are
products of the na™t process (Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì

263–264). The account he gives, however, is not
free from discrepancies and inaccuracies, which
has led several modern scholars to question the
validity of his claims. A case in point is the word
ßillidm ‘hard-hoofed’, of which two accounts are
given, once as a na™t-word from ßillad ‘strong’
and ßadm ‘collision’, and once as deriving from
the former with the sound m suffixed to it (Ibn
Fàris, Íà™ibì 264 and 102 respectively). His
enthusiasm for establishing his theory was such
that sometimes he mistakenly treated as native
na™t-constructions words that Arabic had bor-
rowed from other languages. For example, the
Persian loanword farazdaq ‘leaven; lumps of
dough’ was thought to be a derivative of Arabic
faraza ‘to divide’ and daqqa ‘to grind [grain,
etc.]’ (Ibn Fàris Maqàyìs IV, 513). 

It is obvious from the above discussion that
na™t can hardly be said to play a significant role
in the configuration of the Arabic lexicon. There
has been no direct statement by Arab philolo-
gists, not even by Ibn Fàris himself, as to the
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acceptability or analogicality of this process as a
productive model on which new formations
could be patterned. There is no clear explana-
tion of the way it works; apart from the state-
ment that it involves the formation of one word
out of two others, there are hardly any rules as
to the morphological segmentation of the under-
lying components or the order of the man™ùt-
constituting elements. 

The rarity of na™t words in Arabic may be
accounted for in terms of the inherent character-
istics of the lexical structure of the language.
Unlike the case in many European languages, in
which a word may be composed of more than one
root morpheme (hence the term ‘polymorphemic’
unit), the free one-root word is the most frequent
lexical unit in Arabic. Arabic words are not struc-
tured as combinations of semantically distinct 
elements, unless they are multiword lexical con-
structions or set combinations, e.g. nàti™àt as-
sa™àb ‘skyscrapers’, ÿayr qàbil li-t-ta“abbu≠

‘unsaturable’, etc. (for more examples of such
combinations, see al-Xa†ìb 1987; Nafùs 1985).

This being the case, it is no wonder that sev-
eral modern Arab linguists and language
reformers have raised questions about the via-
bility of na™t as a means of lexical creation in
Arabic. This method, they argue, is ‘alien’ to
Arabic and distorts the symmetry of its vocabu-
lary (Jawàd 1955:86), and it is far less produc-
tive than i“tiqàq ‘analogical derivation’. Na™t-
featured words, as some would estimate, do not
exceed a few dozen (Wàfì 1972:187–189).

However, there have been other voices that
are not so strongly opposed to na™t, which, to
them, is akin to i“tiqàq, in that both processes
involve the coining of new words from already
existing elements (aß-Íàli™ 1981:243; ±Amìn
1958:391; Qaddùr 1993). There are also those
who would contend that resorting to na™t con-
stitutes a form of lexical adaptation whereby the
language may fill what seems to be a serious ter-
minological gap, particularly in the fields of 
science and technology, and that traditional
methods (i.e. analogical derivation) alone would
not solve the problem (Jirjis 1961). A distin-
guished Arab scholar, al-£ußrì (1958:130–147),
argues that na™t is particularly advantageous in
that it produces economical terms, which are
preferable to long cumbersome constructions,
particularly in the language of science and tech-
nology. He prefers, for example, sarmana, as an
Arabic counterpart of ‘somnambulism’, from

as-sayru fì l-manàm. Similar, more recent in-
stances of na™t-constructions have indeed been
suggested by several language reformers, trans-
lators, and compilers of bilingual dictionaries
(see, for example, Ba≠albakì 2002).

Na™t has also been the subject of long discus-
sions in the Arab → language academies (Ali
1987:66–69). The views the academies hold
regarding this process are basically the same as
those of medieval grammarians. The process, as
defined by the Cairo Arab Language Academy
(1953:201), is “a kind of abbreviation; it con-
sists in the formation of one word out of two or
more others”, which is basically identical with
the definition given by al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad 
(Jirjis 1961:63) and Ibn Fàris (Íà™ibì 263–264)
many centuries ago. The Cairo Academy has
also specified a number of features as being char-
acteristic of na™t-featured words, namely:

a. the underlying constituents of the man™ùt
need not necessarily all be represented in it,
examples of which we have already seen in
type (i) above;

b. the first word in the underlying construction
need not be retained in its original shape in
the man™ùt, as illustrated in type (iii) above;

c. the short vowels (™arakàt) and zero vowels
(sakanàt) of the ‘letters’ (i.e. consonants)
constituting the underlying elements need
not be observed in the man™ùt. For instance,
in ma“kana from mà “à ±a llàhu kàn ‘whatever
God intends, will happen’, the “ is unvow-
elled, unlike the case in the underlying word
containing it (see al-£ußrì 1958:140–141). 

What may be considered a more significant con-
tribution of the Cairo Academy is that it has
authorized the use of na™t-featured words to
create new scientific terminology. The authori-
zation comes in a statement issued by a commit-
tee comprising a number of academicians
especially appointed to assess the role and
potential of na™t as a means of lexical expan-
sion. The statement reads: “We [the committee]
agree to the permissibility of na™t in scientific
and technical disciplines due to the urgent need
to express concepts pertaining to these fields in
concise Arabic terms”. This authorization, how-
ever, is subjected to the following restriction:
“Na™t is permissible [only] when necessitated by
scientific need” (Cairo Arab Language Academy
1953:201–233).
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Due to its vagueness, the phrase ‘scientific
need’ has given rise to much controversy.
Different scholars have interpreted it differently
according to their respective attitudes. Those in
favor of na™t have taken it to be the long-
awaited go-ahead, and set out to apply it unre-
servedly. On the other hand, those with a more
conservative attitude have understood it to be of
a rather restrictive force, permitting na™t only in
very rare cases. 

The Academy has also stipulated, almost 
equally vaguely, that “na™t-words be kept
within the limits of comprehensibility” (Cairo
Arab Language Academy 1953:158), meaning
that the new forms should not strike the native
speaker as entirely unfamiliar or unintelligible.
In other words, na™t-produced words should
preserve the identity of their underlying con-
stituents as far as possible. Thus, coinages of type
(1) below are considered acceptable, whereas
those of type (2) are rejected on the grounds of
incomprehensibility: 

(1) kahramaÿnà†ìsì < kahrabà ±ì maÿnà†ìsì
‘electromagnetic’

kahra∂aw±ì < kahrabà ±ì ∂aw±ì

‘photoelectric’
“ibÿarawì < “ibh ÿarawì ‘colloidal’

(2) nazwara < naz≠u l-waraq ‘defoliation’
™arsama < ™arrara min as-samÿ ‘to degum’
zahraja < ±azàla l-hìdrùjìn ‘to 

dehydrogenate’ 

The point should be stressed that the above
guidelines are too general to be of any practical
use. It is not up to a particular speaker or group
of speakers, particularly in the language of sci-
ence, to mold words in such a way as to make
them agreeable to taste, let alone the indefinabil-
ity of the concept of ‘taste’ itself. 

A special type is that of formations like qab-
tàrìxì ‘prehistoric’, faw-ba“arì ‘superhuman’,
bay-sinnì ‘interdental’, etc., which constitute
what may be called ‘partial na™t-constructions’.
These are semi-transparent formations, in which
the abbreviated constituents are closed-class
items, mostly triliteral prepositions, which are
reduced to biliteral units and used as prefixes. It
is sometimes argued that such formations are
more transparent and hence more likely to be
understood than others like zahraja ‘to dehy-
drogenate’, nazwara ‘to defoliate’, and are
therefore received more favorably. Furthermore,
the argument goes, this does not constitute an

altogether novel phenomenon in Arabic. The
language has a number of prepositions and 
particles that are always prefixed to a follow-
ing noun, the only difference being that these 
are sequences of one, rather than two conso-
nants, plus a short vowel. Examples are: li-, 
as in li-hà≈à ‘for this reason’; bi-, as in bi-≈àlika
‘by that, in that manner’; ta-, as in ta-llàhi
‘by God’, etc. 

A different type of compound is that of words
formed with the prefix là- (là-nihà ±ì ‘infinite’
etc.): these are what Arab grammarians refer to
as instances of murakkab mazjì ‘mixed com-
pound’, the formation into one lexical unit of
two fully represented words that are otherwise
used independently (Ali 1987:80–83). Modern
Arabic abounds in new terminological forma-
tions in which là- replaces such English negative
prefixes as a-, an-, anti-, non-, in-, un-, etc.
Examples include: la-tamàµul ‘asymmetry’, là-
mà ±ì ‘anhydrous’, là-sàmì ‘anti-Semitic’, là-filizz
‘non-metal’, etc. 

Generally speaking, it may be stated that Arab
language academies and a number of Arab lin-
guists and language reformers occupy a conser-
vative position regarding na™t and its viability as
a means of lexical expansion, their main argu-
ment being that it is uncharacteristic of the
native morphological system. There are others,
however, who feel that, in a society undergoing
an everlasting process of change and develop-
ment, the need to expand the lexical stock of the
language is pressing enough to warrant some sort
of adaptation.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
Ibn Fàris, Mu≠jam = ±Abù l-£usayn ±A™mad Ibn Fàris,

Mu≠jam maqàyìs al-luÿa. Ed. ≠Abd as-Salàm
Mu™ammad Hàrùn. 6 vols. Cairo: Dàr al-Jìl.

——, Íà™ibì = ±Abù l-£usayn ±A™mad Ibn Fàris, aß-
Íà™ibì fì fiqh al-luÿa wa-masà ±ilihà wa-sunan al-
≠Arab fì kalàmihà. Ed. O.F. at-Tabbà≠. Beirut:
Maktabat al-Ma≠àrif.

Secondary sources
Ali, Abdul Sahib Mehdi. 1987. A linguistic study of

the development of scientific vocabulary in Stand-
ard Arabic. London and New York: Kegan Paul
International.

±Amìn, A. 1958. al-I“tiqàq. Cairo: Lajnat at-Ta±lìf wa-
t-Tarjama wa-n-Na“r. 

Ba≠albakì, Munìr. 2002. al-Mawrid: English–Arabic
Dictionary. Beirut: Dàr al-≠Ilm li-l-Malàyìn. 

Cairo Arab Language Academy. 1953. Majalla
Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya, 6. Cairo.

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



computational linguistics 455

£ußrì, Sà†i≠ al-. 1958. ±ârà ± wa-±a™àdìµ fì l-luÿa wa-l-
±adab. Beirut. 

Jawàd, Muß†afà. 1955. al-Mabà™iµ al-luÿawiyya fì
l-≠Iràq. Cairo.

Jirjis, Ramsìs. 1961. “an-Na™t fì l-≠arabiyya”. Majalla
Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya 13.61–76.

Mubàrak, Mu™ammad al-. 1964. Fiqh al-luÿa wa-
xaßà ±iß al-≠arabiyya. 2nd ed. Beirut: Dàr al-Fikr al-
£adìµ.

Nafùs, T.A. 1985. Dictionary of applied scientific
terms. Mosul: Mosul University Press.

Qaddùr, A.M. 1993. Madxal ±ilà fiqh al-luÿa al-≠ara-
biyya. Beirut: Dàr al-Fikr al-Mu≠àßir.

Íàli™, S. aß-. 1981. Diràsàt fì fiqh al-luÿa. 9th ed.
Beirut: Dàr al-≠Ilm li-l-Malàyìn. 

Tarzì, Fu±àd £annà. 1967. al-I“tiqàq. Beirut: Jàmi≠a
Bayrùt al-±Amrìkiyya, Kulliyyat al-≠Ulùm wa-l-
±âdàb.

Wàfì, ≠Alì ≠Abd al-Wa™ìd. 1972. Fiqh al-luÿa. 7th ed.
Cairo: Dàr Nah∂a Mißr li-†-¢ab≠ wa-n-Na“r. 

Xa†ìb, ≠A™mad ”afìq al-. 1987. A new dictionary of
scientific and technical terms. Beirut: Librairie du
Liban.

Ya≠qùb, I.B. 1986. Fiqh al-luÿa al-≠arabiyya wa-
xaßà ±ißuhà. Beirut: Dàr al-≠Ilm li-l-Malàyìn.

Abdul Sahib Mehdi Ali (University of Sharjah)

Computational Linguistics

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

A general, but operational and even corpus-
based, definition of ‘linguistics’ is: “the study of 
the way in which language works” (Collins
1997:972–II). Here, the scope of ‘language’ will
be narrowed down to ‘Arabic’. Arabic ‘linguis-
tics’, then, is “the study of the way in which
Arabic works”. Adding the pre-modifier ‘com-
putational’, Arabic computational linguistics
presupposes two alternatives: (a) the study of the
way in which Arabic works, while using the
potentiality of computational means; or (b) 
the study of how computational means are used
to process Arabic.

The first alternative mainly concerns end-
users of of-the-shelf products, available on high-
storage devices or via the Web (→ Internet).
Core business is: Arabic (mono- or multilingual)
text processing, spelling checkers, spreadsheets,
databases, optical character recognition (OCR)
software, Arabic Internet browsers, search
engines, e-mail facilities, and text or web-page
translators. Secondary tools are, for example,
Arabic electronically available general or
domain-specific dictionaries, concordance and
frequency programs, as well as collections of
‘raw’ (authentic data) or ‘annotated’ (pre-

processed and tagged data) Arabic speech and
text corpora (→ corpus linguistics). More infor-
mation about this type of product can be found
in Ali (1988), Ditters (1989–1990, forthcom-
ing), Al-Sulaiti and Atwell (2003), Al-Sulaiti
(2004), and other publications. The most up-to-
date information is available via the Web.

The second alternative comprises developers
of the above mentioned products as well as other
specialists sharing their interest in the processing
of Arabic. At the commercial level, the kitchen
door remains, usually, closed. From the market
(collaborative projects) as well as from manage-
ment circles, pressure is put on academic staff to
also produce socially relevant short-range prod-
uct results. The commercial level offers, as yet, a
good market for Arabic computational linguis-
tics students and professionals alike. Up-to-date
information about this second alternative comes
from the Web, and, only interesting for whole-
salers, from periodical fairs.

At the academic level, there are psycholin-
guists, interested in Arabic language understand-
ing, knowledge representation, simulation and
stimulation; electrical engineers, interested in
Arabic speech recognition, speech generation,
system-controlled answering systems, text-to-
speech and speech-to-text conversion systems;
and computer scientists, interested in the whole
field of Arabic language processing (→ automatic
language processing). Stimulated by the success of
the Web, they are speeding up research on auto-
matic language identification, information re-
trieval, information extraction, and machine
translation. Computational linguists, of course,
are interested in Human Language Technology
(HLT) and, more specifically, the computational
processing of Arabic. The basic information at
this level can be obtained from publications,
available from specialized periodicals, bookstores
and, more and more, via the Web.

The second alternative is the key issue of this
entry: what is, linguistically speaking, going on
in the computational processing of Arabic? In
the following sections, attention is given to an
overview of the field, together with a brief his-
tory of Arabic computational linguistics; the
state of the art as monitored at 2004; some data,
tools, resources, and references.

A final remark on the scope of the language
under consideration is required. Usually a dis-
tinction is made between the written and the 
spoken variety of Arabic. The written variety
(with synonyms, such as Literary Arabic,
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Standard, or → Modern Standard Arabic, and
Contemporary Arabic) is taught and learned at
school. It is used for any form of written commu-
nication and is the lingua franca for educated
native speakers of any of the Arabic colloquial
dialects. As far as the spoken variety is concerned,
the spoken varieties of Literary Arabic should be
distinguished from the colloquial dialects, which
are almost exclusively learned within the domes-
tic environment of the user community.

In what follows, the emphasis is on linguistic
research concerning the processing of written or
Modern Standard Arabic (with some sidesteps to
theoretical computational linguistics applied to
Arabic colloquial varieties). For written Classical
Arabic (with or without spoken approximations),
including special purpose collections such as the
Qur ±àn and old poetry recitations, see → Qur ±àn,
→ poetry). For spoken varieties of Modern
Standard Arabic and modern Arabic dialects see
→ automatic speech processing.

2 .  I s s u e s  i n  A r a b i c
c o m p u t a t i o n a l  l i n g u i s t i c s

A good general introduction to our field of inter-
est remains Winograd (1983); and specifically
for Arabic Ennaji and Sadiqi (1994). A good
overview of techniques for capturing linguistic
knowledge on speech and language processing is
given in Jurafsky and Martin (2000). They de-
scribe the standard toolkit of computer sciences,
mathematics, and computational linguistics
including deterministic and non-deterministic
procedural and declarative models. Procedural
models are finite state automata and transduc-
ers, weighed automata, Markov (MM) and hid-
den Markov (HMM) models.

Declarative models are regular grammars and
regular relations, context-free grammars and
feature augmented grammars. Knowledge of
semantics, pragmatics, and discourse can be
captured by logic models, such as first order
logic, feature structures, semantic networks, and
conceptual dependency. Both procedural and
declarative models can and should be expanded
with probabilities.

The probability theory and statistics are key
issues in the, equally good, overview on natural
language processing by Manning and Schütze
(2000). Both these authors and Jurafsky and
Martin (2000) underline the importance of cor-
pus-based research, not only as an advertise-

ment for the use of authentic data, but also as a
test bed for machine learning algorithms for the
automated capture and computational represen-
tation of linguistic knowledge.

With the processing of (modern written)
Arabic as a main topic, one has to account for
the production and recognition of words in
speech (phonetics and phonology); the produc-
tion and recognition of words in context (mor-
phology); the production and recognition of
words in structured sequences (syntax); the
knowledge of the meaning of component words
and compound words (lexical and composi-
tional semantics); pragmatics; and the knowl-
edge of discourse conventions. Finally, the main
task is to find ways to solve ambiguity at all these
individual levels as well as in the overall repre-
sentation of language.

In Arabic computational linguistics, partially
or fully formalized descriptions of Arabic in one
or more of the above mentioned fields are cru-
cial. They should follow the principles of a
specific linguistic approach (or combine differ-
ent linguistic theories) and satisfy the conditions
of being coherent, consistent, and methodologi-
cally adequate, on one hand, and able to be
implemented and processed by computational
means, on the other. Therefore, a subdivision
can be made into descriptions, implementations,
and results of implementations.

From the beginning, research on phonetics
and phonology have been combined into mor-
phology. This is not so strange in the case of
computational linguistics concerning a language
as rich in inflection as Arabic. Moreover, in 
a less finite-state and more declarative and 
grammar-based approach, phonology and mor-
phology are frequently integrated in formal
descriptions of Arabic syntax. In level-organized
approaches, even semantics is accounted for as
an extension to the syntax level, be it as yet 
rudimentary. The field of phonology and mor-
phology is of particular importance for text-to-
speech and speech-to-text applications as well as
in speech generation and speech recognition. In
what follows Arabic phonetics, phonology, and
morphology are discussed together.

2.1 Descriptions

2.1.1 Phonology and morphology
Within computational linguistics, the descrip-
tion of Arabic phonetics, phonology, and 
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morphology is usually worded in terms such as
two-level (representing a word on a lexical and a
surface level), finite-state (using automata to
perform the mapping between the two levels),
and non-concatenative (for Arabic or any other
root and pattern type language) activity. One
finds other terms, synonyms or extensions, such
as templatic (= non-concatenative), tiers or mul-
titiered (multi-level), three-level (one on top of
the lexical-surface level) (e.g. Narayanan and
Hashem 1992, 1993).

Tracing past theoretical developments, a line
can be drawn from McCarthy (1979, 1981,
1986, 1990), Kay (1987), via Kiraz (1992, 1996)
to a good general overview of research on Arabic
computational morphology in the West (Kiraz
1998). In recent developments, Kay (2004) went
some distance from statistical and corpus-based
approaches of Arabic script-based languages.
Kiraz (1997) continued his research of algorithms
for the compilation of regular rewrite rules into
automata. In the same line of developments must
be placed other (successful) attempts (Beesley,
Buckwalter, and Newton 1989) to translate the
theory into applications.

2.1.2 Syntax
Coinciding with a theoretical revolution in lin-
guistics (Chomsky 1965, 1982, and many oth-
ers), important technical developments made
personal computational tools for linguistic and
other research available and affordable. From
then on, the factual testing of a formalized lin-
guistic theory made the difference between an
elegant linguistic theory and an equally elegant,
but verifiable, linguistic hypothesis.

Within the framework of computational lin-
guistics, the structure of a natural language can
be described by means of a non-deterministic,
declarative, formal rule-system. Whether such a
system should be top-down or bottom-up ori-
ented is, linguistically speaking, of less impor-
tance than the fact that possible repetitive
patterns in language performance can be
described and formalized in context-free phrase-
structure rules and tested against new data.

In almost all leading currents and sub-
branches of ‘modern’ descriptive linguistics,
applications for Arabic have been elaborated
(Ditters 1992:54–106). Most of them have the
following in common: the concept of con-
stituency (a specific coherency of components);
the concept of relationships and dependencies

between these components; the concept of rela-
tionships and dependencies of one constituent
with another within a higher unit of linguistic
description; the concept of ‘unification’ (the
gradually filling in of forthcoming data within an
analyzing process); the notion of slots and fillers
within a structured sequence; and a distinction
between key-elements (head/modifier) within 
the analysis process. In what follows, we mention
initiatives to describe Arabic according to mod-
ern linguistic concepts and initiatives to process
these descriptions computationally.

Partially or fully formalized descriptions of
written standard Arabic are: Hartmann (1974)
and Al-Khuli (1979) within the Transforma-
tional-Generative (TG) approach; an early
application of TG on spoken Arabic (Wise
1975); and Aoun (1981), closely following
Chomsky’s journey from Standard and Revised
Extended Standard Theory into the Government
and Binding (GB) framework (Aoun and
Choueri 1999). A similar development can be
witnessed in the work of Ayoub (1981, 1997).
However, the TG and GB path faced difficulties
in satisfying the earlier mentioned ‘implementa-
tion and processing’ condition.

The work of Fassi Fehri (1982, 1985, 1993)
started in the framework of Lexical Functional
Grammar (LFG) and continued in the GB-direc-
tion. Lahmeur (2004) revisited the ‘New-
Khalilean’ school of Haj-Salah (1989) in the
framework of Joshi’s (1987) LTAG (Lexical Tree
Adjoining Grammar), an approach worth fol-
lowing because of interesting ‘implementation’
compromises between the Arabic grammatical
tradition and modern linguistics (see also Debus-
mann, Duchier, and Niehren 2005).

Other applications to Arabic include Fillmore’s
Case Grammar (al-Saffar 1979; al-Waer 1989),
Hudson’s Word Grammar (Chekili 1982, for
Tunisian Arabic), Halliday’s scale and category
grammar (Systemic Grammar) (al-Karouri 1980),
Cole and Sadock’s Relational Grammar (Salih
1985), and Dik’s Functional Grammar (Mou-
taouakil 1989, 1993).

The same holds for Montague-like, lexicon
based, Categorial Grammar and its offspring,
Categorial Unification-based Grammar. A more
technical approach, but easily implemented in
PROLOG, is Warren and Pereira’s Definite
Clause Grammar (DCG) (Mehdi 1986, 1987).
Equally easy to formalize appears to be the
approach in Robinson’s Dependency Grammar
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(DG). Owens (1988) discusses the description of
Arabic in terms of constituents and dependency
relations. The notion of ‘dependency’, inter-
preted according to the Functional Generative
Description of the Prague School, successfully
combined this theoretical concept with the pro-
cessing of authentic data resulting in the Prague
Arabic Dependency Treebank (Smr∆ and Pajas
2004; Haji∑, Smr∆, Zemánek, ”naidauf, and
Be“ka 2004).

Finally, the authors of the Generalized Phrase
Structure Grammar (GPSG), Gazdar, Klein,
Pullum, and Sag (1985:15, n. 6), proudly men-
tion Arabic (Barlow 1984; Edwards 1983)
among applications of the GPSG formalism to
natural languages. One should add updates such
as Yusuf (1983), Achit and Azzoune (2004) and
others in GPSG or in its kernel-oriented Head-
Driven variety (HPSG). These phrase-structure
grammars, as well as the earlier mentioned LFG,
DG, and DCG formalizations, meet the ‘imple-
mentation’ condition as does the two-level (con-
stituent + dependency) AGFL formalism (Affix
Grammar over Finite Lattices) (Ditters 1991,
1992, 2001, 2003).

2.1.3 Beyond syntax
It would seem to be a logical transition from 
syntax to semantics, pragmatics, and discourse,
but this is far from evident. No formal descrip-
tions of (Arabic) syntax structure, neither those
accounting for underlying relationships and
dependencies, nor those enriched with a ‘seman-
tic-feature’ level, go beyond the sentence as 
linguistic unit of description. Formal text gram-
mars, coherent, consistent, and adequate de-
scriptions of semantic features, and outlines for
the formal description of general Arabic lan-
guage pragmatics and discourse particularities
(e.g. a ‘formalized’ Johnstone 1991) are almost
non-existent.

Yet, any unification-based approach, with a
semantic feature-level, will certainly facilitate
the gradual disambiguation of undesired analy-
sis results, while processing raw authentic
Arabic language data. Moreover, developments
in natural language processing and general for-
mal semantics are preparing for the ‘next’ step.
Progress on the computational side, in hardware
development and language engineering (auto-
matic [Arabic] information retrieval, text sum-
marization, machine translation, and data

routing), e.g. the dispatch of incoming data to its
most likely place of destination within an organ-
ization, have made available intelligent counters
and database-systems, idiom and data collec-
tions, as well as heuristics to prepare the stage
for semantic analysis and language generation.
All this may well be of use for the description of
layers and dimensions beyond the Arabic syn-
tactic sentence level.

While waiting for the breakthrough, mention
should be made of some early initiatives in the
right direction: the statistical lexical studies on
some renowned Arabic lexical compilations (e.g.
Mousa 1973); and Al-Muhtaseb’s (1988) M.A.
thesis on an Arabic knowledge and semantics
module with sketches for programmable seman-
tic networks. Other approaches, too, such as the
use of semantic frames (Minsky 1975), logic
(Haddad and Yaseen 2001, 2003), as well as a 
differential componential approach (Zouaghi,
Zrigui, and Ben Ahmed 2004) have been used for
the representation of meaning in Arabic (see
below, and → lexicography).

2.2 Applications

In what follows an (incomplete) overview is
given of what is going on in Arabic speech 
processing, Arabic text processing, speech ↔
text processing, and resources development.
This impression is mainly based on selections
from network searching in the field, from 
contributions to specialized conferences since
2000, from special interest groups, and via
‘advanced’ Web searches (→ automatic lan-
guage processing).

2.2.1 Speech processing

In this process audio signals (speech) are first 
digitized, analyzed, disambiguated, recognized,
approximated, translated into (machine) read-
able sequences, and then transduced into results.
The form of these results varies from actions
(giving access to what is behind a door) to other
processes, such as Arabic Speech-to-Text con-
version; Question-Answering Systems, etc. In
this domain, research topics are acoustic analy-
sis (Mawhoub 2004), acoustic modeling (Bayeh,
Lin, Chollet, and Mokbel 2004; Vergyri and
Kirchhoff 2004), as well as diagnostic and reme-
dial applications (Touri, Detsouli, Benkaddour,
and El-Kharroussi 2004).
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2.2.2 Text processing

i. Analyzers
In any form of text processing, analysis, at dif-
ferent layers, is the core activity. The short-
term objective of the analysis usually labels 
the process as document processing, (cross-
lingual) information retrieval, language iden-
tification, etc.

ii. Document processing
The final objective of this process may vary
between text abstraction, text categorization
(El Kourdi, Bensaid, and Rachidi 2004), text
classification (Sawaf, Zaplo, and Ney 2001),
language identification (El-Shishiny, Troussov,
McCloskey, Takeuchi, Nevidomsky, and Volkov
2004), document indexing (Jilani and Haouala
2001), document routing, text summariza-
tion (Lehmam and Bouvet 2004; alRahabi,
Mourad and Djioua 2004; Douzidia and
Lapalme 2004), and ‘simple’ information
retrieval (see below). Two other issues are
document or text enrichment (Stede and
Wedel 2001), and information retrieval eval-
uation (Ouard and Gey 2001).

iii. (Cross lingual) Information Retrieval
In this process the general content of an elec-
tronic document is estimated by means of dif-
ferent techniques, such as a statistical lexical
approach, stemming techniques (Kadri and
Nie 2004) (see 2.2.3), or, on the contrary, fea-
ture unification by string matching (Schneider,
Mandl, and Womser-Hacker 2004), bilingual
dictionary look-up (Hasnah and Evens 2001;
Zajac, Malki, and Abdelali 2001), fast surface
morphological ana-lysis (Al-Sughaiyer and 
Al-Kharashi 2000), the listing of section head-
ings, summarizing by paragraph-initial sen-
tences, the isolation of head/modifier pairs
(Ditters and Koster 2004), etc. (see also
Abdelali, Cowie, and Soliman 2004, for Arabic
information retrieval perspectives). Depending
on the form in which a conclusion is presented,
one speaks of document summarizing, text
recognition, document routing, etc.

iv. Morphological analyzer
In this process specific, but finite, paradigm
changes within Arabic language information
interchange are recognized and translated
into relevant information. Usually, the under-
lying layer (Arabic phonetics and phonemics)
has already been integrated in the formal
morphological account, resulting in a sound

and/or text application. The morphological
analyzer itself (whether sound or text ori-
ented) is the backbone for possible next steps
such as syntactic parsers (Shaalan, Farouk,
and Rafea 2000) and part-of-speech taggers
(El-Kareh and al-Ansary 2001; Freeman 2001).
Also of interest is somewhat related research
concerning modular Arabic grammars
(Jaccarini 1999) and the parsing of texts with-
out a lexicon (Gaubert 2001) (see 2.2.3).

v. Machine Translation (MT)
In this process, text data is parsed, resulting in
a source language parse tree. In interlingua
models (Vauqois 1975, 1979, and for Arabic,
1983), from this parse tree a target language
parse tree is generated, the last step before the
generation of a sequence in target language
words. In another approach, a transfer (e.g. a
‘minimal’ transfer in Haji∑ 2002) takes place
at the level of the source parse tree and the tar-
get parse tree. Mono-directional MT systems
comprise a single analyzer (for the parsing of
the source language) and a single synthesizer
(for the generation of the target language). In
bi-directional systems the number is doubled.
A rough distinction is made between two dif-
ferent approaches: a rule-based and a statisti-
cal approach and some ‘in-betweens’.

In a rule-based approach (Azzedine 2004)
interaction takes place between different mod-
ules responsible for the morphological, syn-
tactic, and semantic analysis as well as for the
look-up in idiom and general (or specific
domain) lexical databases and the transfer
into equivalent words and sequences of words
in the target language. In more sophisticated
applications, a learning algorithm usually
allows for the self-enhancement of the system.
In a statistical approach (e.g. Marcu, Fraser,
Wong, and Knight 2004) training algorithms
identify, align, and create a parallel corpus and
extract from it probabilistic translation dic-
tionaries, patterns, and rules to be used to
translate new texts.

At an early stage, machine translation was
taken up in the Arab world (Wahab and
Sienny 1986; Aref 1996). Research in this field
has been intensified since then (e.g. Chalabi
2001; Yaseen a.o. 2001; Schafer and
Yarowsky 2003; Soudi 2004). More recently,
attention is being paid to the evaluation of
Arabic MT systems (Hamaada 2004; Al-
Ansary and El-Kareh 2004).
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2.2.3 Resources
Ali (2003), one of the pioneers within (commer-
cial) Arabic natural language processing, antici-
pated the framework, proposed by Diekema
(2004) and the initiatives of ELDA (2005), aim-
ing at a comprehensive listing of existing Arabic
language resources and an inventory of those 
still lacking and the best source of information 
so far.

i. Analyzers, parsers, taggers and NLP process-
ing environment

One of the first available Arabic morpho-
logical analyzers was ALPNET (Beesley, Buck-
walter, and Newton 1989), a PC-KIMMO like
two-level implementation, now using the
Finite-State tools of Xerox (Beesley 2001).
Buckwalter (2002) continued with the Arabic
Morphological Analyzer version 1.0. Habash
(2004) redirected the Buckwalter analyzer into
a morphological generator. The morphological
analyzer Morpho3 (Attia 2000) is a hybrid
mixture of rules and statistics, being further
developed by Research and Development
International in Egypt. Darwish (2002) devel-
oped a ‘shallow’ analyzer based on automati-
cally derived rules and Freeman (2001)
adapted Brill’s POS (Parts-of-Speech) tagger
for Arabic. A bottom-up chart parser has been
developed by Othman, Shaalan, and Rafea
(2003). In the framework of the international
project DIINAR-MBC (Dichy 1998), aiming
at the development of an Arabic toolkit, the
morpho-syntactic parser AraParse (Ouer-
sighni 2001) and the syntax parser Larusa
(Ditters 2000) have been developed in the
AGFL processing environment (AGFL 2005).

ii. Speech databases
Orientel is a recently completed project aim-
ing at the development of speech-driven
applications for the Mediterranean and the
Middle East (Iskra a.o. 2004). As far as
speech-corpora are concerned, the dialectal
Arabic telephone speech corpus (Maamouri
a.o. 2004), the Broadcast News Speech cor-
pus (Choukri a.o. 2004) and the (commer-
cially developed) Sakhr speech databases
(Ghali 2004) should be mentioned.

iii. Machine Translation
An English to Arabic system was designed and
implemented by AlNeami (1996). Among 
a number of (commercially) available MT-
systems for Arabic (ELDA 2005) we refer here

only to the bi-directional Language Weaver
Arabic ↔ English MT (Marcu, Fraser, Wong,
and Knight 2004) and Cimos’s an-Nakel al-
Arabi Arabic ↔ English/ French/German
MT-system (Azzedine 2004). Via an advanced
search, Web-based Arabic MT-systems (e.g.
Systran 2005) can easily be traced.

iv. Lexical resources
Sakhr developed an excellent electronic Arabic
lexicon (Chalabi 2004), but are somewhat ir-
responsive regarding the provision of detailed
information about the scientific semantic part
of their research. For further developments we
therefore rely on publications concerning bi-
or multilingual dictionaries with enriched lex-
ical information (El-Katib and Black 2001,
2004; Lelubre 2001), (corpus-driven) lexical
databases (Ghazali and Braham 2001), and
dictionary definitions with semantic specifiers
(Dichy 2000, 2001).

v. Text databases (→ corpus linguistics)
Besides the resources listed in ELDA (2005),
reference may be made to research on the
exploitation of annotated Arabic text corpora
(van Mol 2001), as well as to collections like
the Penn Arabic Treebank (Maamouri, Bies,
Buckwalter, and Jin 2003–2004; Maamouri,
Buckwalter, and Cieri 2004) and the Prague
Arabic dependency Treebank 1.0 (Haji∑ a.o.
2004). Infor-mation about the composition,
representativity, verifiability, and related
details of a corpus (Zemánek 2001) is always
of crucial importance. The importance of
monolingual Arabic text-corpora, bi- or mul-
tilingual (parallel) corpora (Samy, Sandoval,
and Guirao 2004, for Spanish and Arabic) as
‘learning’ input for any kind of application
becomes more and more evident (Diab 2004).

vi. Text-to-Speech conversion
In this process written Arabic is parsed
(Ramsay and Mansour, 2004) and synthe-
sized into spoken Arabic (Youssef and Emam
2004). There are different techniques and
approaches for the speech synthesis part
(Eldin, Abdel Nour, and Rajouani 2001;
Saidane, Haddad, Zrigui, and Ben Ahmed
2004; Zemirli and Khabet 2004).

vii. Question answering systems
In the first system (Hammo, Abu-Salem,
Lytinen, and Evens 2002), a natural lan-
guage question is analyzed by information
retrieval techniques into words in order to be
matched with a small set of ranked docu-
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ments. Another interesting project is a
speech-to-speech translation project (Ganjavi,
Georgiou, and Narayanan 2004) aiming at
facilitating communication, in this case real-
time English–Persian, but modifiable for 
any other language using the Arabic script.
Finally, there is the development of an Arabic
chatbot, a special case of question answering
system, giving answers from the Qur ±àn
(Abu Shawar and Atwell 2004).
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Concessive Clause

There is no reference to concessive clauses in
Arabic grammars, except where conditional 
clauses are concerned. Their semantics is
broadly diversified, featuring two predominant
elements: the incausal and the inconditional rela-
tionships. In some cases, they may imply an adver-
sative, alternative, consecutive, or comparative
relationship. Of these, adversativity is explicitly
accentuated through the use of several parti-
cles (fa-, fa-qad, fa-±inna, ±illà ±anna, wa-làkinna,
or ÿayr ±anna). In unreal concessive structures,
one can also find la- with a mà negation par-
ticle. The scope of the proposition can be divided
into at least three basic categories: real, hypo-
thetical, and unreal. Concessive clauses appear
as conjunctive clauses, continued sentences, and
so-called → ™àl-sentences/clauses. Furthermore,
concessivity is indicated by prepositional phrases
(→ prepositions). 

The most important conjunctions are: wa-±in,
™attà wa-±in, wa-law, ™attà wa-law, ™attà law,
wa-±i≈à, wa-la ±in, raÿma ±anna, and ma≠a ±anna,
corresponding to ‘(al)though’ and ‘even though’
in English and ‘obwohl’, ‘wenn auch’, or ‘selbst
wenn’ in German. They signal subtle semantic dif-
ferences, the meaning of which can only be ascer-
tained from the particular context. With the
exception of raÿma ±anna and ma≠a ±anna, they
follow the construction rules of conditional
clauses. An example of real and adversative con-
cession is: wa-±in lam yafuz fì l-ÿa†s, fa-qad fàza
fì s-sibà™a ‘although he didn’t win the diving, he
won the swimming’ (Marfa ± 7). As opposed to
this, a hypothetic concession would be: wa-™attà
law baqiya l-jinèh al-±istarlìnì qawiyyan, sa-
yakùnu min a†-†abì ≠ì ±akµar bi-n-nisba ±ilaynà

±an nakùna fì sùq al-yùrù ‘even if the pound ster-
ling were to remain strong, it would be more
natural for us to be in the Euro-market’ (Wa†an
17.10.97, 26). Less frequently, this occurs in
unreal statements with a past or present mean-
ing, depending on the context: ™attà law ±arad-
tum ±an tan ≠azilù ≠annà la-mà ±amkana ‘even if
you would like//had liked to be alone, it would
not be possible//would not have been possible’
(G

.
ìla 133/10). Shortened conditional sentences

beginning with wa-law should also be analyzed
as concessive clauses: wa-li-≈àlika ™àwala jah-
dahu ±an yanàma wa-law li-nißf sà ≠a. ‘{and}
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therefore he tried to sleep, even if (it were to be)
only for half an hour’ (Rijàl 30/10).

wa-±i≈à depicts reality with anteriority ex-
pressed by compound verb form: wa-±i≈à kànat
ar-rùmànsiyya qad ±addat dawrahà t-taqad-
dumì . . . fa-±innahà tù“iku l-±àn ±an tafqada
waÚìfatahà ‘even though romanticism may have
played its progressive role . . . it is close to losing
its function now’ (Qu†† 159/9). Similarly hà≈à

±i≈à, where the demonstrative pronoun summa-
rizes and constructs an extreme-case scenario
when combined with i≈à, rendered via ‘wenn
überhaupt’ in German (‘if at all’): wa-yusay†iru
≠alayya ±i™sàs bi-n-na“wa ±aw bi-s-sa≠àda allatì
iftaqadtuhà mun≈u †-†ufùla, hà≈à ±i≈à kuntu
qad “a≠artu bi-hà ±aßlan ‘I am overcome by a feel-
ing of ecstasy or happiness, which I have been
missing ever since the time of my childhood if I
have ever felt it at all’ ( .̨ ilàl 81/6). 

wa-la ±in is less common in Modern Standard
Arabic: wa-la ±in kànat mawàqif al-buldàn al-
xamsa . . . muta†àbiqa fì l-bidàya . . . fa-±inna
tùnis Úallat wa™duhà µàbita ‘although the posi-
tions of the five countries . . . were identical at
the beginning, Tunisia alone maintained its firm
position’ (£awàdiµ 12.02.99, 32).

raÿma ±anna and ma ≠a ±anna indicate real con-
cessive clauses: ±a™babtu ±umayma ≠alà r-raÿmi
±annahà kànat tukabbirunì bi-±a≠wàm ≠adìda ‘I
loved Umayma, although she was several years
older than me’ (Íahìl 10/7). Similarly: hà≈ihi 
l-™arb al-jadìda allatì ittaxa≈a qaràrahà ™àkim
fard bi-raÿmi ±anna l-mi ±atay milyùn ≠arabì sa-
yata™àmalùna tabi ≠àtihà fì yawmihim wa-fì ÿadi-
him ‘this new war, which has been decided upon
by one single ruler, although two hundred million
Arabs will have to face the consequences in their
todays and tomorrows . . .’ (Salmàn 22/2).

mahmà and ±ayyan clauses designate an irrel-
evant circumstance. In terms of structure, they
are nominal relative clauses of a generalizing
kind: ±inna l-muràhana l-wa™ìda l-ma∂mùnat
an-natà ±ij – mahma †àla z-zaman – hiya 
l-muràhana ≠alà d-dìmùqrà†iyya ‘the only thing
you can bet on with guaranteed returns – no
matter how long it may take – is a wager on
democracy’ (Mustaqbal 3/1992, 89/ 35). Or like-
wise: muqàwamat aÚ-Úulm ±ayyan kàna maß-

daruhu ‘the struggle against injustice whatever
its source may be’ (Âaqàfa 3/12, 12).

Double conjunctions describe an alternative
possibility that appears irrelevant from the

speaker’s point of view such as siwà ±un . . . ±aw
in: mimmà taqaddama yatta∂i™u lanà ≠adam
qudrat al-madàris fì filas†ìn ≠alà stì ≠àb al-±a†fàl
alla≈ìna hum fì sinn at-ta≠lìm. Siwà ±un kàna
≈àlika ±ibàn al-™ukm al-≠uµmànì li-l-balad aw
xilàl al-intidàb al-bri†ànì ‘from these statements
it is obvious that the schools in Palestine were
incapable of accommodating school-age chil-
dren both during the Ottoman rule over the
country and during the British mandate’ (MAfF
1997:102).

Where a ™àl-sentence/clause expresses a
simultaneous state which is contrary to that of
the basic sentence, it may be interpreted in a con-
cessive sense. Such constructions are stylistically
marked and mainly restricted to poetry and
fiction: wa-yastaxdimu l-≠àmmiyya fì l-masra™iy-
yàti l-ma™alliyya al-≠aßriyya mu™àfaÚatan ≠alà
wàqi≠iyyat al-mawàqif wa-l-±a“xàß . . . wa-la-
qad katabtu “yà †àli ≠a “-“ajara” bi-l-fuß™à wa-
hiya ma™alliyya ≠aßriyya ‘he uses dialect in
contemporary national theater plays in order to
preserve the authentic character of the condi-
tions and persons . . . I wrote the play “Oh tree
climber” in Standard Arabic, although it is 
a contemporary play’ (from an interview with
¢àhà £usayn). With anteriority: ±a-ta“kù ™arà-

rat al-jaww wa-qad jà ±at min balad ma≠rùfa
™aràratuhu ‘does she complain about the heat of
the climate, although she has come from a 
country known for the intensity of its heat?’
(±Amìr 123/4).

Continued concessive sentences introduced
by ma≠a or raÿma and ≈àlika specify a proposi-
tion: ±inna n-nisyàn huwa ±a™san dawà ±

ixtara≠ahu l-ba“ar fì ri™latihim al-marìra, wa-
ma≠a ≈àlika lan ±ansàka ‘to forget is the best rem-
edy people have created on their bitter journey.
{And} in spite of that, I won’t forget you’
(Rasà ±il, 93/1).
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Conditional Clause → Subordination

Congruence → Agreement

Conjunctions

1 . M o r p h o l o g i c a l  s t r u c t u r e

Conjunctions are a closed class of uninflected
words which serve the joining of words, phrases,
clauses, or sentences and simultaneously express
a specific semantic relationship between the con-
joined elements. In most cases Arabic conjunc-
tions lack the otherwise salient root-pattern
structure of the language. Accordingly, there is
usually no distinction between a consonantal
root expressing the basic meaning and a vowel
pattern bearing functional value. Even if it is
possible to discern in a conjunction a root con-
sisting of three radicals it is difficult or impossi-
ble to associate this root with some specific
semantic content. 

Morphologically, it is possible to distinguish
between simple and complex conjunctions.
Simple conjunctions consist of only one lexical
morpheme. They comprise many different bases
such as nouns like ™ìna ‘when’ or ™ayµu ‘where,
when’; deictic elements like ±i≈à ‘when’ or ±i≈
‘when, because’; prepositions like li- ‘in order
that’ or ™attà ‘until, in order/so that’; interroga-
tive particles like mà ‘what, (the fact) that, as
long as’ or matà ‘when(ever)’; and isolated bases
such as wa- ‘and’, fa- ‘then’, ±aw ‘or’, ±an(na)
‘that’, law ‘if’, kay ‘in order that’, or lammà

‘when, after’. The latter group contains some of
the most important conjunctions of Arabic. 

Complex conjunctions are usually combina-
tions of prepositions and simple conjunctions,
or of at least two simple conjunctions. Especially
common is the compound of preposition and
±an(na) or mà where the two simple conjunctions
signal the word class change. Examples are
ba≠da ±an/ba≠da mà ‘after’ or ka-mà ‘just as, same
as’. The combination of simple conjunctions
show for instance ™attà ±i≈à ‘when, after’, law
±anna = law, or li-kay-mà = kay. ±Illà ‘if not,
except’ is formed from ±in ‘if’ and negative là
‘not’. The Arabic script distinguishes between 
li-±an = li- (spelt <l±n>) and la-±in ‘if truly’ (spelt
<lyn>) by means of different hamza orthogra-
phy. Some conjunctions occur much more fre-
quently than synonymous ones, for instance,
final syndetic subordinate clauses in Classical
Arabic are introduced by li- rather than by (li-)
kay or ™attà. 

2 . E t y m o l o g y

The etymology of many conjunctions is difficult
and sometimes impossible to determine. Some
Arabic conjunctions are common Semitic and
may be attributed to the protolanguage (Brockel-
mann 1908–1913:I, 502; Lipiński 1997:470ff.,
519ff.), e.g. wa-, ±aw, fa-, law, kay (unconvinc-
ing Voigt 1999:40), or ±in (Voigt 1995). Others
are diachronically nouns in the accusative case
and construct state in front of relative clauses,
which have synchronically evolved into real con-
junctions, e.g. yawma ‘(the day) when’ or ™ìna.
£ayµu is a noun in an ancient local case
(Brockelmann 1908–1913:II, 533). The same
ending can be found in mun≈u ‘since’, which
may be segmented into the preposition min
‘from’ and a deictic element /≈(à)/ ‘from then on’
> ‘since’ (Reckendorf 1895–1898:237; Wright
1975:I, 280). Mu≈ is the shortened form (<
*mun≈, Fischer 2002:29). Other conjunctions
formed on the basis of deictic elements are
µumma ‘then’ (cf. µamma ‘there’) and ±i≈, ±i≈à,
±i≈an ‘then’ which are related to Hebrew ±åz and
±ăzay ‘then’ respectively (Brockelmann 1908–
1913:II, 594). For the prepositions li-, ladun
‘with, since’, and ™attà there do not seem to exist
reliable etymologies. Ladun may be of nominal
origin but in view of its many variant forms it
must be considered a rather obscure word (cf.
Wright 1975:I, 280). Of the various rather
unconvincing proposals see for instance for li-
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Voigt (1999:41) and for ™attà Fleischer (1885:
403), Rundgren (1955:31), or Fischer (1997:
199). Although it is tempting to relate ™attà to
Semitic *≠aday ‘until’ (Wright 1975:I, 280), it
still remains unexplained. Làkin ‘but’ goes back
to ‘not so’ (Brockelmann 1908–1913:II, 480;
unconvincing Reckendorf 1895–1898:364ff.)
while its variant làkinna is formed in analogy to
the likewise clause initial ±inna ‘indeed’ (→
asseverative). Bal ‘but, on the contrary’ is related
to Hebrew ±ă∫ål, which has the same meaning,
and originally seems to go back to a negative
particle (Brockelmann 1908–1913:II, 200). 
≠Am ‘or’ in alternative questions is formed from
*±a-mà ‘not?’ (Reckendorf 1895–1898:480;
Brockelmann 1908–1913:II, 494). The origins
of lammà and ±an(na) are obscure. Whereas
±anna can be explained as a formal and semantic
blending of ±inna and ±an (Nöldeke 1963:40)
simple ±an has no apparent etymology (but com-
pare Epigraphic South Arabian hn ‘that’ [*han],
Stein, forthcoming; (see also Lipiński 1997:
535). Likewise unexplained is lammà whose
relation to negative lammà ‘not yet’ and exceptive
lammà ‘except’ is not entirely clear (cf. Lipiński
1997:528ff.). Proposals to derive it from *la-mà

(Reckendorf 1895–1898:656) or from *±ilà [=
±i≈à] + mà (Brockelmann 1908–1913:II, 600) are
not convincing. 

3 . S y n t a c t i c  a n d  s e m a n t i c
p r o p e r t i e s

Regarding the syntax and semantics of the vari-
ous conjunctions, it should be borne in mind
that many semantic notions can be conveyed not
only by conjunctions but also by means of asyn-
detic constructions and circumstantial clauses
embedded with wa-. The asyndetic prefix conju-
gation, for instance, equals a subordinate final
clause with li-. Circumstantial clauses with
suffix conjugation have past time reference and
are introduced by wa-qad in which case they
have a function similar to temporal conjunc-
tional clauses. Simultaneous actions with a wide
range of semantic interpretations (Nebes 1999:
79) are embedded by means of wa- and func-
tionally equal several conjunctional clauses. 

Wa-, fa-, and ±aw coordinate words, phrases,
clauses, and sentences, usually syntactically
equivalent items. Bal and làkin(na), mostly wa-
làkin(na), introduce adversative clauses. Âumma
and ±i≈an denote a temporally ordered sequence

of events by joining independent sentences.
After ±anna and làkinna the subject occurs in the
manner of ±inna in the accusative case, but not so
after the shortened forms ±an and làkin. Many
conjunctions head complement and adverbial
clauses. Complement clauses function as noun
phrases and can have subject or object function
and follow a head noun or a preposition. They
are primarily introduced by ±an(na) and mà

(Reckendorf 1921:394ff.). Conjunctional clauses
often have adverbial function and denote vari-
ous semantic notions, among others temporal,
final, concessive, or conditional. The choice of
prefix or suffix conjugation after a conjunc-
tion is principally dependent on the intended
time reference, except in conditional clauses,
which can invariably use suffix conjugation or
apocopate in the protasis and apodosis. The for-
mer is introduced by ±in and law for real and
unreal condition respectively. Several conjunc-
tional clauses denoting desired or intended
events and therefore having future time refer-
ence use the subjunctive, e.g. ±an, qabla ±an
‘before’, li-, or ™attà (Reckendorf 1921:454ff.;
Fischer 2002:97). The choice between indica-
tive and subjunctive is not always entirely clear,
especially after ±an or ™attà (cf. Wright 1975:II,
26; Wild 1980).

The position of the conjunctional clause
varies. The overall tendency in accordance with
the leftheaded structure of Arabic is for the con-
junctionally headed clause to follow its matrix
clause, but especially temporal and conditional
clauses frequently precede the matrix clause.
The distinction between coordinate and subor-
dinate in Arabic often becomes blurred in that
several conjunctions have coordinate and subor-
dinate function (→ parataxis). Wa- and fa- also
introduce embedded circumstantial clauses
(Fischer 2002:185; Nebes 1999) and ±i≈, ±i≈à,
and fa- head the matrix clause of the so-called
“Inzidenzschema” (Nebes 2001). Likewise after
fronted temporal or conditional clauses fa-, wa-,
and ±i≈ are possible (Reckendorf 1921:482ff.).
Even after conjunctions such as fa-, ±aw, or ±i≈an
the subjunctive may be used (Wright 1975:II,
30ff.). Therefore, it seems at least hazardous to
analyze Arabic conjunctions prima facie as coor-
dinating or subordinating, although it has to be
admitted that indisputable instances of subordi-
nating conjunctions do exist (e.g. complement
clauses introduced by ±an(na), li-, or qabla ±an
with subjunctive).
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4 .  H i s t o r i c a l  d e v e l o p m e n t s

Generally speaking, Modern Standard Arabic
follows the situation in Classical Arabic with
only minor changes. It makes use of virtually the
same set of conjunctions but also creates new
ones by combining nouns, prepositions, or
prepositional phrases with ±an(na), e.g. waqta
±an ‘when’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:601), ≠alà ±anna
‘but, however’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:612), or bi-
“ar†i ±an ‘on the condition that’ (Badawi a.o.
2004:603). In addition to Classical (*±in-mà >)
±immà . . . (wa-) ±immà/ ±aw ‘either . . . or’, Modern
Standard Arabic also uses sawà ±an . . . ±am/ ±aw
‘whether/ either . . . or’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:567
ff.). The use of previously rare conjunctions is
extended as well, e.g. ≠inda-mà ‘when’
(Reckendorf 1921:471), which has replaced
lammà to a large extent (Badawi a.o. 2004:637).
Likewise, both ±i≈à and law have taken over the
function of ±in which appears to be less fre-
quently used (Badawi a.o. 2004:636). The tem-
poral conjunction ±i≈ extends its use as
explicative ‘for, because’ (Holes 1995:232).
Unlike in Classical Arabic, conjunctional clauses
of purpose and reason can precede the matrix
clause (Holes 1995:235). 

Middle Arabic shows more deviations from
Classical usage. ±inna and ±an(na) have merged
into invariable <±n> (±in(n)?) in all positions
(Blau 1967:510). New conjunctions have been
created, e.g. ±ilà ™ìn ‘until’ and min ™ìn ‘since’
(Fück 1950:62) or li-là ‘lest’ (Blau 1967:539).
Simple prepositions without ±an may be used as
conjunctions, for instance dùn ‘without’ (Blau
1967:505), whereas others are combined pleo-
nastically with ±an, e.g. ™attà ±an ‘until’ (Blau
1967:529). Some conjunctions have acquired
new meanings, e.g. wa- ‘also, or’ (Blau 1967:
454–458), làkin ‘then’ after temporal conjunc-
tions (Blau 1967:460) or ±in, ±i≈à, and law, for
which strict delimitations of usage have been
blurred (Blau 1965:96). In other cases, there is a
change of syntactic properties. ±an may intro-
duce independent utterances (Blau 1967:516;
Diem 2002). Circumstantial clauses with wa-
are often replaced by conjunctional clauses
introduced by ≠indamà, min ™ayµu, or fìmà (Fück
1950:62) and may precede the matrix clause
(Blau 1967:509). Foreign influence is discernible
for instance in sawà wa- ‘as soon as’ (< Aramaic
“wè ≈-, Blau 1967:457).

Modern Arabic dialects continue the usage of
Middle Arabic. Some conjunctions have been

lost, e.g. ±an(na), which is replaced by ±ilenn (<
±inna, Kaye a.o. 1997:307), or ±i≈ (Holes 1995:
233). Fa- appears to be lost as well (Brockel-
mann 1908–1913:II, 488) but it is listed in
Werbeck (2001:249). Numerous Classical con-
junctions have been preserved in altered form,
e.g. w- ~ u- = wa- (many dialects), ta = ™attà
(Blau 1960:233) or ±ì≈ä ~ ±ìlä = ±i≈à (Singer
1984:700). Other conjunctions have acquired
new meanings, e.g. kìf ‘when, while’ (Singer
1984:689), ±ëlla ~ ±alla ‘or’ (Wittrich 2001:133,
also willà Werbeck 2001:250), or lamma ‘until’
(Woidich 1991:175). Many conjunctions have
been newly created; examples are ≠ala“àn ~ ≠a“àn
‘in order that, because’ (Holes 1995:234), m-ělli
(mën-ělli) ‘since’ (Singer 1984:693), or min sà ≠it-
ma ‘since’ (Woidich 1990:296). The formation
of ma-compounds has been productive in the
dialects in general (Holes 1995:233). Other con-
junctions are borrowed from neighboring lan-
guages, for instance conditional markers ±ăgăr
(Sasse 1971:193) and haka(r) (Wittrich 2001:
135) from Kurdish. There are also conjunctions
of unclear origin like ≠i“t ‘because’ in Çukurova
Arabic (Procházka 2002:147). 

Finally it should be noted that conjunctions in
Arabic dialects may show many variant forms
(e.g. Marçais 1977:229) and that despite a large
number of available conjunctions, in Arabic
dialects, as already in Middle Arabic, the use of
asyndetic constructions is conspicuous (Brockel-
mann 1908–1913:II, 474; Blau 1967:487ff.).
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Connectives

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

Connectives can be defined as utterance-initial
words, phrases, and clauses that share the pri-
mary function of linking utterances in discourse.
Typical English connectives are: the conjunction
and, the adverbs then and nevertheless, the
prepositional expression on the other hand, and
the clause as I mentioned earlier. Thus, what
matters is function rather than form, in combi-
nation with the position in the utterance.

Connective as a linguistic term was borrowed
from general philosophy and logic by van Dijk
in the 1970s as → text linguistics developed as a
discipline. The term was taken to denote the type
of ties in the surface structure of natural lan-
guage which “in traditional grammar are usu-
ally called ‘conjunctions’” (van Dijk 1977:14).
The reason for the change of term was the wish
not to confuse the new, discourse-related con-
cept with the traditional word class → ‘con-
junction’. Van Dijk obviously also wanted to
include more material than just conjunctions in
the new category, while ‘conjunction’ could con-
tinue to be used in its restricted sense. 

The relationships expressed by conjunctions
have been seen as logical. However, as pointed

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



connectives 471

out by Van Dijk and others, the so called ‘truth-
functional’ inter-propositional relations of for-
mal logic are essentially different from those of
real, natural language, in that the latter also
depend on the content of propositions in
sequence (Van Dijk 1977:12). Thus, rather than
‘standing for’ logical relationships themselves,
conjunctions seem to function as mere ‘markers’
or ‘deictics’ of the relations that hold between
propositions in discourse.

Since Schiffrin’s (1987) pioneering work on
discourse markers in English, this term seems to
have been widely adopted – especially by those
engaged in pragmatic → Discourse Analysis –
for what appears to be the same category as van
Dijk’s. Blakemore (2002), for instance, has sub-
stituted ‘discourse markers’ for her earlier term
‘discourse connectives’. She explains the shift of
terms by pointing out that conjunctions and
other ‘bracketing’ words do not have ‘descrip-
tive’ meaning. Their meaning is rather to indi-
cate how the individual propositions relate to
discourse as a whole. Thus ‘marker’ is the better
term. Yet, because they generally also mark 
connections among units of discourse, the term
‘connective’ could be used for them, but “since
there is no agreement on what counts as a dis-
course marker, it is difficult to know whether
these are two labels for the same phenomena”
(Blakemore 2002:1). Schiffrin defines the cate-
gory as “sequentially dependent elements which
bracket units of talk”, i.e. utterance-initial items
that function in relation to ongoing talk and
text. Her analysis includes the expressions oh,
well, and, but, or, so, because, now, then, I
mean, y’know, i.e. members of form classes as
varied as conjunctions, interjections, adverbs,
and lexicalized phrases (Schiffrin 1987:32;
2001:57). 

2 .  T h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w  o f
c o n n e c t i v e s

In traditional grammar, connectives are not
treated as a unified class. In the Arabic linguistic
tradition, they are found within the class of
™urùf ‘particles’ (→ ™arf ), notably within the
sub-category of ±adawàt ar-rab† ‘coordinating
particles’. In Western traditional treatments, the
majority of them are found under the rubrics of
conjunction and adverbs, whereas others would
have to be studied individually in different parts
of the grammar. 

Discussing Ibn Hi“àm’s (d. 761/1359) interest
in the particles, Gully (1995:20) marvels at the
amount of space devoted by the Arab grammar-
ians to “a class of words whose counterparts in
the English language, such as ‘at’ or ‘if’, do not
appear to ever have attracted anything like the
same sort of interest”. Ibn Hi“àm dedicates more
than half of his treatise to the particles, mainly
because he sees them primarily as ≠awàmil ‘oper-
ators’, which govern the different states of the
morpho-syntactic category of → ±i ≠ràb (both
case and mood). He never attempts to treat con-
nectives outside the confines of the sentence.
What matters for him is how connectives and
other particles affect the ±i ≠ràb, and how this
reflects the functions of words and consequently,
the function of the sentence as a whole. Since
declension has no bearing beyond the sentence,
the sentence remains the natural domain of 
the particle.

Al-Batal (1985:22–24) points out that the
Arabic medieval literature of the ≠ilm al-balàÿa
‘rhetoric’ does take an interest in discourse as a
whole. The particles ±innamà and ±inna are
treated by the grammarian-cum-rhetorician
Jurjànì (d. 1078) against the background of his
concept of naÚm ‘logical arrangement’ (also
‘string of pearls’). This concept combined for-
mal and syntactic features with those of the 
context. The rhetorician generally used discourse-
related concepts, such as takràr ‘repetition’ and 
al-waßl wa-l-faßl ‘conjunction and disjunction’,
i.e. connected and disconnected discourse.
Although the latter distinction was only applied
to the use of wa-, “the skill of knowing when
sentences should be connected and when they
should not was regarded by the rhetoricians as
the ultimate degree of eloquence” (Al-Batal
1985:24).

Western Arabic grammars are largely faithful
to the treatment of the Arabic conjunction in the
Arabic linguistic tradition, although they distin-
guish clearly between prepositions and conjunc-
tions. The preposition li- ‘to’ and the conjunction
li- ‘in order to’, for instance, are no longer con-
sidered to be identical, but rather homonyms.
The main sources for Wright’s grammar (1933,
first published 1859–1862) are Ibn Màlik’s
±Alfiyya and Zamax“arì’s Mufaßßal (13th/14th
century C.E.). Although there is a separate sec-
tion for the conjunction, individual expressions
are spread throughout the grammar. Conjunc-
tions are mainly discussed in connection with 
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different sentence types. No attempt is made to
reach beyond the sentence level of discourse.
Wright’s examples are borrowed from or mod-
eled on Classical Arabic from the Arab gram-
marians. Although Reckendorf (1895–1898,
1921) is more systematic in his presentation, his
description is still concerned with Classical
Arabic, with examples from the Qur ±àn and the
™adìµ. Cantarino’s work (1974–1975) is the first
attempt to describe the syntax of Modern
Standard Arabic, with a corpus from the first half
of the 20th century, all of it from literary prose.
He, too, sorts conjunctions after clause types and
never mentions units larger than the sentence.

The most recent grammar of Modern Stand-
ard Arabic is that by Badawi, Carter, and Gully
(2004). All material is post-1990. The section on
the ‘Hypersentence and Discourse’, includes a
paragraph on ‘resumptive fa-’, in which a large
number of prepositional phrases followed by fa-
are listed, e.g. ≠alà kulli ™àlin fa- ‘in any case . . .’,
which they assert is an extension of ±ammà fa-,
influenced by a Western model (Badawi a.o.
2004:723–739). Just as in earlier Western stud-
ies, conjunctions are listed according to the
clause types they tend to introduce. Clauses and
sentences are divided along syntactic lines into
coordinated and subordinated entities, without
clear criteria for this division. Discourse organi-
zation is presented within this same traditional
syntactic division, which in Arabic is especially
difficult to maintain, since there is no overt
marking of it. 

For teaching purposes an impressive list of
connectives ( ±adawàt ar-rab†) was established
for an exercise book developed at the Arabic
Department of the American University at Cairo
at the beginning of the 1980s (Warràqì and
£asanayn 1981).

3 . A  n e w  u n d e r s t a n d i n g

Since the 1980s a new understanding of connec-
tives has emerged within general linguistics,
which is gradually finding its way into language-
specific linguistics. A number of studies on
Arabic have appeared that attempt to treat con-
junctions and conjunctive phrases from a dis-
course perspective, i.e. as workers of cohesion 
in text.

Inspired by Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) con-
cept of → ‘cohesion’ and the idea that conjunc-
tions and other items in the surface structure of
the language contribute to the cohesion of the

text, Al-Batal (1985) sets out to examine the
connectives of an excerpt from the writings of
the Egyptian prose writer Ma™mùd ≠Aqqàd. His
motivation derives from the observation he has
made as a teacher of Arabic that English-speak-
ing students are reluctant to use connectives at
the beginning of sentences and paragraphs of
their essays, where Arabic would require them.
Al-Batal (1985:3–4) feels that the formal prop-
erties and syntactic constraints of conjunctions
are overemphasized in traditional grammar. The
teaching situation calls for an alternative
approach where the “semantic, syntactic and
discourse properties of connectives” are taken
together in a more holistic approach.

Al-Batal (1985:33) aims at describing the var-
ious connectives found in the text in terms of
their syntactic properties (whether they are
coordinating or subordinating conjunctions,
adverbs or prepositional phrases); the semantic
relationships they signal (e.g. additive, causal, or
sequential); their cohesive role in discourse as a
whole; and the scope and significance of this
cohesive role (at what level it operates, phrase,
clause, sentence, paragraph, or discourse). The
word ‘connective’ is used in a rather broad sense
to refer to “any element in the text which –
regardless of whether or not it belongs to the
form class of conjunctions – indicates a linking
or transitional relationship between phrases,
clauses, sentences and paragraphs exclusive of
referential or lexical ties” (Al-Batal 1985:2). 

The main results of Al-Batal’s investigation
can be summarized as follows: connectives fulfill
an unexpected number of functions, which are
not all covered by Halliday and Hasan’s
(1976:142–242) four categories (additive, alter-
native, adversative, and temporal). They appear
at all levels in the text. The majority of them
operate at sentence level or below (Al-Batal
1985:272), while around twenty occur at text
level, which shows that an analysis not taking
text level into consideration is incomplete. Sixty
percent of the connectives appear at clause level.
These connectives seem to have an important
function, when it comes to binding together 
long sentences containing many clauses. In the
relation between clauses, coordination domi-
nates over subordination (110 cases of coordina-
tion versus 71 cases of subordination), which
confirms earlier data on the paratactic nature of
Arabic. Furthermore, connectives at sentence
level are predominantly coordinating. The con-
nective wa- is highly frequent at all levels and
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therefore crucial for cohesion in Modern
Standard Arabic. wa- has at all levels an additive
function, and at higher levels it signals the unin-
terrupted flow of the argument. The connective
fa- has a great variety of functions. There seems
to exist a Ø-connective. Sentences without 
initial connectives signal a special relation to
coming sentences. According to Al-Batal, the
unmarked sentence signals a change in the pro-
gression of the text (the changeover from intro-
duction to the main text or the changeover from
question to answer).

The main merit of Al-Batal’s work is its pro-
found awareness of the importance of applying
a discourse perspective to certain otherwise
inexplicable linguistic phenomena, and it is this
approach which makes it pioneering in many
ways. In a similar study of Lebanese colloquial
material audio-recorded in 1989–1991 (Al-
Batal 1994), he uses the same linguistic levels as
in his earlier study, although he has changed the
term ‘paragraph’ to ‘paratone’, indicating that it
is marked prosodically rather than orthographi-
cally. The strength of this work is the useful list
of colloquial and diglossic hybrid connectives
and the selection of data from different levels of
style, with a frequency count. Al-Batal finds that
there is a gradual progression along a con-
tinuum, where semi-educated Lebanese Arabic
represents one end and Modern Standard 
Arabic the other. As speakers move closer to the
written variety, they tend to use more connec-
tives and a greater variety of different connec-
tives. At the same time, sentence structure
becomes more and more complex with this
movement.

Johnstone (1990) claims that modern Arabic
prose is more paratactic than it looks. In Al-
Batal’s analysis the concept of the syntactic sen-
tence in Modern Written Arabic is not defined,
yet he assigns syntactic status to all connectives
without clear syntactic and semantic criteria (Al-
Batal 1985:115–116). There has been a ten-
dency to decide whether an Arabic conjunction
is subordinating or coordinating on the basis of
the syntactic status of the translated expression.
Johnstone (1990:221–223) points to the fact
that there is no overt linguistic marking in
Arabic for subordinated clauses. Not even rela-
tive clauses are syntactically subordinated, since
they are asyndetically joined when indefinite
and, when definite, are joined by means of what
looks more like a definite article than anything
else. In English, asyndetic linkage characterizes

main clauses, while syndetic linkage is a sign of
subordination. In Arabic some modification
clauses (sub-clauses) are conjoined asyndeti-
cally, while the vast majority of clauses, whether
embedded or not, start with a conjunction or a
conjunctive phrase. Thus, there is a ‘connective
slot’, a space reserved for a single conjunction
such as wa-, or a whole string of connective ele-
ments, such as wa-li-≈àlika fa- ‘and therefore so’
or whole phrases, such as mimmà huwa jadìrun
bi-≈-≈ikri wa-l-mulà™aÚàti ‘among that which 
is worth mentioning and noting’ (Johnstone
1990:221). 

Such a clause would be labeled ‘subject’ in a
syntactic analysis. However, in discourse it is a
connective, i.e., a case of syndetic linkage, which
remains outside the propositional core of the
sentence. The purpose of this connective seems
to be to create a paratactic link between the pre-
ceding and the following. Likewise, ±anna ‘that’
is not only a subordinator, but also a topicalizer
which foregrounds the subject (→ grounding).
There are quite a few particles behaving in the
same way, e.g. li-±anna ‘because’ (→ ±inna wa-
±axawàtuhà), which topicalize the subject, mak-
ing the word order SV rather than the neutral
narrative order V(S) (→ topic/comment). Con-
versely, to topicalize means to ‘pay the price’ of
subordination, which then becomes a secondary
feature. In an instance such as this, the contrast
between subordination and coordination is neu-
tralized by the contrast of word order, i.e. neu-
tral vs. marked theme. 

The paratactic impression is further enhanced
by the appositive conjoining of Arabic relative
clauses, where the relative particle does not
replace the noun, although it agrees with it in
form. Its function is more like that of a definite
article. This is proven by the fact that indefinite
relative clauses are linked asyndetically. The rela-
tionship is signaled by mere juxtaposition: the
relative clause defines the noun because it stands
next to it. This seems to be a common trait in
Arabic modificational syntax. Even the so-called
→ ™àl clause, i.e. the circumstantial clause, is
conjoined in this way when it shares participants
with the main proposition. Such clauses are thus
semantically subordinated, without being struc-
turally embedded.

Characteristic of Modern Standard Arabic 
is also, according to Johnstone, its formulai-
city and it repetitiousness. Discourse formulas
appear at all levels: lexical, morphological, 
syntactic, and discourse-structural (Johnstone
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1990:223). Some of them are ‘prior-text formu-
las’, i.e. ready-made chunks of language that
recur in a specific discourse type, in texts written
by different authors, e.g. the phrase jadìrun bi-≈-
≈ikri ‘worth mentioning’ in expository prose.
The second type is represented by ‘emergent for-
mulas’, formulas created ‘on-line’ by frequent
use of the same structures. The latter category
can be identified with the love of repetition in
Arabic, or what Johnstone (1990:224) calls the
‘doubling rule’ which is especially common with
noun phrases containing an adjectival modifier. 

Inspired by Schiffrin’s (1987) concept of the
‘discourse marker’, Sarig (1995) discusses wa-
and fa- and a few other Arabic “initial position
functionals (IPFs)” with examples from the
Egyptian press. Since discourse markers are
redundant, the structure and meaning of argu-
ments can be preserved even without them (Sarig
1995:20). They are, thus, neither structural nor
semantic, but rather ‘deictic’ in function. Their
role is to “point out the text’s rhetorical struc-
ture” (Sarig 1995:8). The frequent recurrence of
wa- and fa- at the opening of a chapter, the
beginning of a paragraph, or at the head of a
new paragraph shows, according to Sarig, that
they are deictics. Without defining the term ‘con-
nective’, she declares that these two conjunc-
tions “are at times inserted where they clearly
have no connective function” (Sarig 1995:7).
According to this view, the deictic function of
wa- (and the combination wa-qad) is to signal
that the discourse following the marker is a con-
tinuation of the topic preceding it. Similarly, the
deictic role of fa- (and fa-qad) is to confirm or
clarify an earlier proposition (Sarig 1995:8). Yet,
her statement of wa- and fa- ‘not having con-
nective function’ needs some clarification. If
‘connective’ is taken to mean a coordinating or
subordinating syntactic function, much like that
of the traditional class of conjunctions, it is evi-
dently true. However, it is wrong if the broader,
discourse-oriented definition of the term is ap-
plied, namely that connectives provide linkage
among the units of discourse.

Kammensjö (2004) bases her analysis of con-
nectives on a corpus of transcribed audio-
recordings from lectures held at the faculties of
arts of four Arab universities during 1995–
2000. She regards the sentence as the basic
significant element in her investigation. On the
importance of the sentence, Chafe notes that
“the sentence has, in fact, seemed so important

to so many that it has been the basic unit of
grammatical study from ancient times to the
present” (Chafe 1994:140). Halliday and Hasan
(1976:8) explain that sentence boundary mark-
ers are not cohesive ties as such, but because the
sentence is “the highest unit of grammatical
structure [. . .] it tends to determine the way in
which cohesion is expressed”. In later writings
Halliday (1994:xxi) develops his idea of the sen-
tence as the largest unit of grammatical structure
calling it “a significant border post”, which 
writing systems are sensitive to record. On the
linguistic levels below the sentence, the con-
structional type of organization dominates, i.e.
elements are organized as parts of the whole, in
a certain variable sequence, where the subject
can go either before or after the finite verb
depending on the function of the sequence.
Above the sentence, the more abstract ties of
cohesion take over, e.g. reference, → ellipsis, etc. 

Kammensjö’s corpus was segmented into sen-
tences primarily on syntactic grounds, but not
strictly so, since prosody and semantics some-
times counteract a strict syntactic judgment in
oral language. To allow a greater freedom and to
avoid the confusion with the graphic sentence,
the basic segment of the corpus unit is termed
‘utterance’, a ‘pre-theoretical’ concept, to quote
Lyons (1977:633–635). Since the utterance can
be regarded as the basic unit of discourse, ‘utter-
ance starters’, i.e., connectives introducing units
at sentence level, are assumed to be particularly
significant to the coherence of discourse. 

By making use of Halliday’s thematic struc-
ture analysis (Halliday 1994:37–67) and invert-
ing the definition of the thematic slot, the
connective slot of the utterances could be suc-
cessfully delimited. From Halliday’s (1994:50)
argument it follows that discourse connectives
have obligatory thematic status, since they
always come first in the sentence, i.e. before the
topical theme (the first element belonging to the
experiential part of the utterance starting with
participant, process, or circumstance; → theme/
rheme). The two categories of theme and con-
nective can thus be said to overlap, the theme
being what speakers choose to start with. The
connective is what speakers choose to use or 
not. If they use it, it becomes a natural theme 
by virtue of its position. Consequently, where
there are no connectives initially in the utter-
ance, the total thematic force is taken up by 
the topical theme alone. Hence, the thematic
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structure and the distribution of connectives
must be interdependent.

The first field of the thematic slot is the so-
called ‘textual theme’, composed of continua-
tives, conjunctions, and conjunctive adjuncts.
The members of this category all pass as connec-
tives. The second field is reserved for the inter-
personal theme, consisting of vocatives, modal
adjuncts, and mood-markers. In this way, Halli-
day’s theme categories have been adapted to
form the following five connective classes:

(1) Continuatives: ya≠nì ‘that is’; †ayyib ‘well,
OK’, etc.

(2) Conjunctions: wa- ‘and’; fa- ‘and so, for’;
µumma ‘then’, etc.

(3) Conjunctive adjuncts: bi-t-tàli ‘conse-
quently’; li-≈alik ‘therefore’, etc. 

(4) Interpersonal (modal) adjuncts: †ab≠an ‘of
course’; ™aqìqatan ‘truly’, etc. (also includ-
ing vocatives, e.g. yà jamà ≠a ‘you folks’). 

(5) Connective clauses: various kinds, e.g. wa-
±ana lastu bi-™àja li-±an ±u≈akkirakum ±innu 
‘I don’t need to remind you that’.

This classification demonstrates the function of
certain connectives as ‘framing’ after the topical
theme.

Table 1 presents a comparison of the results
from the modern corpus with two shorter
excerpts representing different Arabic discourse
types, the first an extract of about 30 pages from
a textbook on human geography for undergradu-
ate level, the second about 44 pages from two dif-
ferent texts by a 9th-century physician. Each
consists of 427 utterance segments, based on syn-
tactic criteria rather than punctuation, since full
stops mark off paragraphs rather than sentences.

Table 1 compares the results (in percentages)
of the three corpora. The most obvious result of
the comparison is that they all display a total

dominance of wa- and fa- in class 2. The adver-
bial phrasal and clausal elements are primarily
represented by classes 1, 3, 4, and 5, which taken
together represent approximately 46 percent of
the total number of the connectives in the cor-
pus. For the textbook the equivalent percentage
is 29 percent, and for the Classical text 11 per-
cent. The results may be summarized as follows:
both the textbook and the Classical text have
higher frequencies for the conjunctions wa- and
fa- than the corpus, the frequency of fa- in the
Classical text being almost three times larger
than in the corpus. These texts also have fewer
pre-topical connective clauses than the corpus
and no continuatives at all. The Classical text
has the lowest number of pre-topical adverbials
and clauses.

There is, therefore, a tendency in written
Arabic from different periods to have a greater
number of wa- and fa- than in modern oral
Arabic. Medieval written Arabic has a substan-
tially larger number of the connective fa- by
comparison to modern Arabic. Modern Stand-
ard Arabic makes use of many more connective
clauses than Medieval Arabic, and modern spo-
ken Arabic uses more of them than written
Arabic. Written Arabic regardless of period does
not seem to make use of continuatives, which
suggests that they are to be seen as a pragmatic
oral device.

The question is whether Arabic has followed
the same trend as English when it comes to
allowing more adverbial phrases and clauses in
frontal position in more recent periods. Even
casual observation of Arabic lecturing discourse
does suggest some kind of transfer of patterns
common to the global scientific language (Holes
1995:269). English, as a Germanic language,
has been the dominant influencer of modern
international scientific style. The Germanic 
languages have witnessed a steady process

Table 1. Percentages by class and by corpus showing wa- and fa- separately

Class Corpus % Textbook % Classical Text %

1 8 0 0
2 54 wa- 36 71 wa- 54 89 wa- 58

fa- 10 fa- 15 fa- 28
other 8 other 2 other 3

3 20 19 7
4 5 4 0.5 
5 13 6 3.5
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involving the grammaticalization (or pragmati-
calization) of adverbs and clauses expressing
‘speaker-comments’ in the direction of preposed
sentential adverbials for several hundred years
(Swan 1988:538–539). In English, in the 20th
century, there was a virtual boom in the forma-
tion of new modal and evaluative utterance-
starters. The speech-act adverbials, for instance,
were non-existent before the 20th century, e.g.
frankly, broadly speaking, etc. By quantifying
sentence adverbials in English corpora from dif-
ferent periods, Swan shows that all classes of
sentence adverbials (except subject disjuncts)
have increased over the years, as well as the
number of members in the different classes.
Although most of them occur ‘post-subject’, the
preposed ones have increased as well. Of all
speech-act adverbials in English, 62.7 percent
are in the initial field (Swan 1988:514–539).

Both Blau (1977) and Kinberg (1985) attest to
a more extensive use of fronted adverbial con-
structions (phrases and clauses) in Modern
Hebrew and Modern Standard Arabic. Kinberg
adds that there is a greater variety of adverbial
clauses in Modern Standard Arabic generally –
fronted or not – in comparison with earlier peri-
ods. This is due, in his view, to the increasing
usage of hypotactic structures in Modern
Standard Arabic in contrast with Classical
Arabic, which is manifested by the development
of many new conjunctions, or the extended
function of old conjunctions, as introducers of
these dependencies. An example of this trend is
that originally temporal conjunctions like ±i≈à,
±i≈ ‘then’ have also assumed conditional func-
tion. When adverbial hypotactic clauses do
occur in Classical Arabic, it is generally clause-
final. Exceptions to this are the conditional
clauses and to a certain extent temporal clauses.
Kinberg’s observation is further that fronted
adverbial clauses (expressing cause, purpose,
concession, comparison, etc.) are more common
in modern written journalistic style than in
belles lettres (Kinberg 1985:52).

Blau (1977) believes that the instrument for
the change is the construction of topicalization.
He explains the conjunctions ending in -mà,
which are so frequent in Modern Standard
Arabic, as a result of a process of → grammati-
calization, where a topicalized adverb framed by
mà, coalesced with mà, lost some of its lexical
content and became a simple sentence adverb or
a connective, e.g. kaµìran mà ‘often’ or baynamà

‘while, whereas’. Meanwhile, mà lost its pro-
ductive function as a rheme marker, a function
well attested in Classical Arabic, e.g. fa-bi-
≠izzinà mà tajabbarnà ≠alayhim ‘it was by our
power that we evinced haughtiness against
them’ (Blau 1977:74).

Kinberg (1985) shares the view that topical-
ization has been instrumental in language
change (or at least stylistic change) in Arabic in
that it was extended to accommodate more than
the usual handful of formulas. Thus, the rather
strong constraint on utterance starts in Classical
Arabic could be lifted. The typical and most
original formula of topicalization is ±ammà + NP
+ fa- as rheme marker. The construction could
also consist in ±inna/ ±anna + NP + fa-, or simply
the unframed noun phrase followed by fa- (casus
pendens). In Classical Arabic, adverbial phrases
or clauses (mostly conditional) occasionally
occupied the framed slot, but with time this
usage increased; and in Modern Standard
Arabic, ±ammà is often replaced by alternative
expressions, such as fìmà yata≠allaqu bi- or bi-n-
nisbati ±ilà ‘concerning’, ‘as regards’, or nothing
at all. After these latter topicalizers, the presence
of fa- is no longer obligatory. The purpose of
Kinberg’s study is to show that adverbial clauses
are fronted “under conditions similar to those
characterizing other types of topics separated
from their comments.”

The increased use of adverbial connectives is
one of the conclusions of the analysis of connec-
tives. If applied to other corpora of different
Arabic discourse types (oral and written, old and
new) interesting patterns may emerge. Such pat-
terns can be categorized and used as a tool for
categorizing discourse in Arabic.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Al-Batal, Mahmoud. 1985. The cohesive role of con-

nectives in a modern expository Arabic text. Ph.D.
diss., University of Michigan.

——. 1994. “Connectives in Arabic diglossia: The case
of Lebanese Arabic”. Perspectives on Arabic linguis-
tics, VI, ed. Mushira Eid, 91–119. Amsterdam and
Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Badawi, Elsaid, Michael G. Carter, and Adrian Gully.
2004. Modern written Arabic: A comprehensive
grammar. London: Routledge.

Blakemore, Diane. 2002. Relevance and linguistic
meaning: The semantics and pragmatics of discourse
markers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Blau, Joshua. 1977. An adverbial construction in
Hebrew and Arabic: Sentence adverbials in frontal
position separated from the rest of the sentence.
Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences and
Humanities.

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



construct state 477

Cantarino, Vicente. 1974–1975. Syntax of modern
Arabic prose. 3 vols. Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press. ù±

Chafe, Wallace. 1994. Discourse, consciousness, and
time: The flow and displacement of conscious expe-
rience in speaking and writing. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

Dijk, Teun A. van 1977. “Connectives in text gram-
mar and text logic”. Grammars and descriptions. I.
Discourse as structure and process, ed. Teun A. van
Dijk and Janos S. Petöfi, 11–63. Berlin: W. de
Gruyter.

Gully, Adrian. 1995. Grammar and semantics in
Medieval Arabic: A study of Ibn-Hisham’s ‘Mughni 
l-Labib’. Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press.

Halliday, M.A.K. 1994. An introduction to functional
grammar. London: Edward Arnold.

—— and Ruqaiya Hasan. 1976. Cohesion in English.
London: Longman Group UK.

Holes, Clive. 1995. Modern Arabic: Structures, func-
tions and varieties. London and New York:
Longman.

Johnstone, Barbara. 1990. “‘Orality’ and discourse
structure in Modern Standard Arabic”. Perspec-
ives on Arabic linguistics, I, ed. Mushira Eid, 215–
33. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Kammensjö, Heléne. 2004. Discourse connectives in 
Arabic lecturing monologue. Ph.D. diss., Göteborg
University.

Kinberg, Naphtali. 1985. “Adverbial clauses as topics
in Arabic: Adverbial clauses in frontal position 
separated from their main clauses”. Jerusalem
Studies in Arabic and Islam 6.353–416. Leiden: E.J.
Brill. (Repr. Studies in the linguistic structure of
Classical Arabic, ed. Leah Kinberg and Kees
Versteegh, 43–102. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2001.)

Lyons, John. 1977. Semantics. 2 vols. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Reckendorf, Hermann. 1895–1898. Die syntakti-
schen Verhältnisse des Arabischen. Leiden: E.J.
Brill. (Repr. 1967.)

——. 1921. Arabische Syntax. Heidelberg: C. Winter.
Sarig, Lea. 1995. “Discourse markers in contempo-

rary Arabic”. Zeitschrift für Arabische Linguistik
30.7–21. 

Schiffrin, Deborah. 1987. Discourse markers. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

——. 2001. “Discourse markers: Language, meaning, 
and context”. The handbook of discourse analysis, 
ed. Deborah Schriffin a.o., 54–75. Malden, Mass.:
Blackwell.

Swan, Toril. 1988. Sentence adverbials in English: A
synchronic and diachronic investigation. Oslo:
Novus Forlag.

Warràqì, Nàrìmàn Nà±lì al- and ±A™mad ¢àhir
£asanayn. 1981. ±Adawàt ar-rab† fì l-≠arabiyya al-
mu ≠àßira. Cairo: Center of Arabic Studies, American
University in Cairo.

Wright, William A. 1933. A grammar of the Arabic
language: Translated from the German of Caspari
and edited with numerous additions and correc-
tions by William Wright. 2 vols. 3rd. ed., rev. 
W. Robertson Smith and M.J. de Goeje. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Heléne Kammensjö (Göteborg, Sweden)

Consonant → Phonetics; Phonology

Consonant Cluster → Epenthesis

Construct State

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

The construct state (CS) is a syntactic phrase
consisting of at least two members, mostly
nouns that are in a genitive relation. The sen-
tence in (1) provides a typical example of the
construct state, where the first noun carries the
main case of the phrase, which can vary accord-
ing to whether the noun phrase is nominative,
accusative, or genitive. The second noun always
carries genitive case.

(1) Standard Arabic
kitàb-u/a/i                       l-mu≠allim-i
book-Nom/Acc/Gen the-teacher-Gen
‘The teacher’s book’

The members of the construct state do not 
have to be nouns. Adjectives can form a con-
struct state complex with a noun, as illustrated
in (2).

(2) Standard Arabic
rajul-un        †awìl-u       l-qàmat-i
man-Nom     tall-Nom    the-size-Gen
‘A tall man’

Moreover, some numerals (3a) and quantifiers
(3b) can also enter into construct state forma-
tion.

(3) Standard Arabic
a. xamsat-u     kutub-in

five-Nom book-Gen
‘Five books’

b. kull-u        l-kutub-i
all-Nom the-books-Gen
‘All the books’

Another construct state phrase in Arabic that
has figured prominently in syntactic debates
involves gerundive nominals (Hazout 1990;
Fassi Fehri 1993). In this context, the first mem-
ber of the construct state behaves like a verbal
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element in that it can assign accusative case to its
object.

(4) Standard Arabic
qaßf-u l-≠aduww-i        l-madìnat-a 
shelling-Nom the-enemy-Gen the-city-Acc
‘The enemy’s bombardment of the city’

The properties of the construct state that have
attracted attention within modern syntactic 
theories, particularly within the generative 
paradigm (Aoun 1978; Borer 1988, 1996;
Mohammad 1988, 1999; Ouhalla 1991; Ritter
1991; Fassi Fehri 1993; Siloni 1997; Benma-
moun 1997, 2000; Shlonsky 2004) are: (a) the
restriction of the (in)definiteness marking to 
the last member of the construct state; (b) the
requirement that the adjectives modifying the
members of the construct state follow the whole
construct state complex; and (c) the tendency of
the construct state complex to display the
phonology of words rather than phrases, i.e.,
prosodically it behaves as a word.

2 .  T h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  t h e
( i n ) d e f i n i t e n e s s  f e a t u r e

Starting with (in)definiteness, its most intriguing
aspect is that the overt marker is restricted to the
last rightward member of the construct state. The
other members do not carry any marking of
(in)definiteness but they are semantically inter-
preted as definite or indefinite depending on the
overt marking on the last member. This is illus-
trated in (5).

(5) Standard Arabic
a. kitàb-u          bn-i ≠amm-i        

Book-Nom   son-Gen   uncle-Gen
ßadìq-i            †-†àlib-i
friend-Gen     the-student-Gen
‘The book of the son of the uncle of the 
friend of the student’

b. kitàb-u bn-i      ≠amm-i        
book-Nom son-Gen   uncle-Gen  
ßadìq-i        †àlib-in
friend-Gen   student-Gen.Indef
‘A book of a son of an uncle of a friend 
of a student’

That the members other than the last one are
semantically interpreted as definite or indefinite

depending on the overt marking on the last
member is shown by the fact that the adjectives
that modify the other members overtly carry the
markers of (in)definiteness, depending on their
interpretation as illustrated in (6).

(6) Standard Arabic
a. kitàb-u †-†àlib-i                  

book-Nom   the-student-Gen 
l-jadìd-u
the-new-Nom
‘The new student’s book’

b.  kitàb-u †àlib-in 
book-Nom    student-Gen.Indef 
jadìd-un
new-Nom.Indef
‘A new student’s book’

The distribution of the (in)definiteness marker
suggests that the last member acts as a carrier of
the feature for the whole construct state. The
question then is how to account for the fact that
non-last members of the construct state do not
carry the feature, even though they are semanti-
cally interpreted as if they are carrying the 
feature.

3 .  P l a c e m e n t  o f  a d j e c t i v e s
w i t h i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t  s t a t e

Adjectives in Arabic follow the nouns they mod-
ify and agree with them in case, number, gender,
and (in)definiteness. In the construct state, how-
ever, adjectives come after the last nominal
member. For example, in (7a) the adjective after
the second member of the construct state
modifies the first member. Similarly, in (7b) the
adjective after the third nominal member of the
construct state modifies the second member.

(7) Standard Arabic
a. kitab-u †-†àlib-i l-jadìd-u

book-Nom the-book-Gen the-new-Nom
‘The new book of the student’

b. ÿilàf-u kitàb-i †-†àlib-i 
cover-Nom book-Gen the-student-Gen
l-jadìd-i
the-new-Gen
‘The cover of the new student’s book’

The main issue that arises in the context of 
data such as (7) concerns the placement of the
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adjective and how that placement can help cap-
ture the concord relation between the adjective
and the noun it modifies, given the fact that on
the surface the two elements may not necessarily
be adjacent.

4 .  T h e  p r o s o d y / p h o n o l o g y  o f
t h e  c o n s t r u c t  s t a t e

The third important property of the construct
state is its word-like behavior. This has been
argued for on the basis of stress placement and
vowel reduction in Hebrew (Borer 1988). With
respect to Arabic, it can be illustrated by the dis-
tribution of the final consonant of the feminine
marker -at (Benmamoun 2000). In Moroccan
Arabic, as in Standard Arabic and other dialects,
the final consonant of the feminine marker on
the noun can be deleted (left unpronounced).
Thus, mëdrasat ≠school’ surfaces as mëdrasa.
However, if the noun is followed by a → clitic,
the consonant cannot be deleted:

(8) Moroccan Arabic
a. mëdrast-i

school-my
‘my school’

b. *mëdras-i
school-my
‘My school’

The distribution of the final t can be accounted
for by a rule or constraint that bans it from being
word-final. Thus, when the noun carries a clitic
pronoun, the t is no longer word-final and there-
fore cannot be deleted.

Interestingly, in the construct state, the final t
is not deleted, as illustrated in (9):

(9) Moroccan Arabic
a. mëdras-t nadya

school-Fem Nadia
‘Nadia’s school’

b. *mëdras-a nadya
school-Fem Nadia
‘Nadia’s school’

Within the phrasal domain in Arabic this distri-
bution of the final consonant of the feminine
marker is restricted to the construct state. In the
so-called free state, illustrated in (10), the t is

deleted. Similarly, if the noun is followed by an
adjective or relative clause (11), the t is deleted.

(10) Moroccan Arabic
a. l-mëdras-a           dyal nadya

the-school-Fem of Nadia
‘Nadia’s school’

b. *l-mëdras-at dyal nadya
the-school-Fem of        Nadia

(11) a. mëdras-a jdid-a
school-Fem new-Fem
‘new school’

b. l-mëdras-a            lli hna
the-school-Fem that here
‘The school that is here’

5 .  S y n t a c t i c  a n a l y s e s  o f  t h e
c o n s t r u c t  s t a t e

The construct state in (4) headed by a gerundive
nominal displays a Nominal Subject Object pat-
tern (NSO), which parallels the Verb Subject
Object (VSO) pattern in sentences. The VSO
pattern in sentences has been argued to be
derived from a basic SVO order by verb move-
ment to a functional position higher than the
projection containing the subject (Fassi Fehri
1993; Mohammad 1999). A similar analysis has
been proposed for the NSO pattern. The under-
lying order is Subject Nominal Object (SNO),
which yields the NSO order by movement of the
N to a higher functional projection. The ques-
tion then is whether this analysis can be
extended to other construct state phrases that do
not contain gerundive nominal heads.

Most recent analyses claim that the answer is
positive. They assume that the construct state
contains a lexical projection where the genitive
noun phrase is in the Spec(ifier) of a lexical 
ominal projection headed by the head of the
construct state. This lexical projection is in 
turn dominated by one or more functional 
projections, one of which, D(eterminer) or
Agr(eement), plays a role in genitive case assign-
ment. Most analyses assume the representation
in (12) proposed by Ritter (1991) for Hebrew or
a variant of the same representation with differ-
ent labels of the functional categories above the
lexical core headed by the noun head of the con-
struct state.
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(12)          DP1

Spec           D’

D               NumP1

kitàbui

Spec             Num’

†-†àlibij

Num              NP

ti

*AP    NP

DP2          N

tj ti

In the representation in (12), the head noun N 
is generated in the lower N(oun) P(hrase) pro-
jection with D(eterminer) P(hrase)2 (the genitive
noun) as its specifier. The surface order is
derived by movement of the head noun to the DP
projection via the number projection.

The adjective modifying the noun is left
adjoined to the NP in a position higher than the
base position of the genitive noun (DP2). The
latter must then move to the Spec of NumP to
derive the order whereby the adjective follows
both members of the construct state. This analy-
sis does derive the locality of the concord rela-
tion between the adjective and the noun it
modifies. The adjective is adjoined to the NP and
therefore must modify the NP, regardless of
where the latter ends up in the structure on the
surface.

6 .  A n a l y s e s  o f  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n
o f  t h e  ( i n ) d e f i n i t e n e s s  f e a t u r e

How can one then account for the fact that a
noun within the construct state can be inter-
preted as definite or indefinite, despite the fact
that it does not carry an overt marker for the fea-
ture in question? Some approaches have
attempted to provide structural analyses. For
example, Fassi Fehri (1993:225–232) argues
that because the genitive NP (DP2 in 12) does
not overtly raise to the Spec of DP1, which
would have allowed it to acquire the definiteness
feature from D (the host of this feature), DP2
might raise to the Spec of DP1 at a subsequent
abstract level, L(ogical) F(orm). A simplified

illustration of the derivation prior and subse-
quent to the movement of DP2 to Spec DP1 is
given in (13).

(13)      DP1adef                              DP1adef

DP2           D1adef    →     DP2adef        D1adef

The movement of DP2 to the Spec of DP1 only
guarantees the proper semantic interpretation
but not the overt phonological realization of the
feature, given that LF does not feed the mor-
phology, (so-called phonological form [PF] com-
ponent). Variants of this analysis have been
provided for Hebrew as well (Siloni 1997).
Analyses vary with respect to details, such as
whether the head of construct state enters the
derivation already specified for (in)definiteness,
which is then checked by the genitive NP, or
whether it comes with the feature unspecified
and acquires it when it enters into a Spec-head
relation with a head that carries the feature. The
analyses, though they vary in the details, share
the fundamental assumption that the distri-
bution of the (in)definiteness features on the 
genitive NP are sensitive to the syntactic repre-
sentation and derivation. In other words, the
issue is considered to be purely syntactic.

7 .  I n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e
p r o s o d y  o f  t h e  c o n s t r u c t  s t a t e
a n d  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  
( i n ) d e f i n i t e n e s s

Purely syntactic analyses, while somewhat suc-
cessful in accounting for the distribution and
(in)definiteness feature, do not clearly relate this
property to the fact that the members of the con-
struct state form a prosodic unit and behave
phonologically as a word. Moreover, one chal-
lenge that remains for the purely syntactic analy-
sis comes from the (in)definiteness feature on
adjectives. The latter carry it overtly, which
implies that they do not ≠wait’ for the NP they
modify to acquire it at a subsequent level of
analysis after the displacement of the genitive NP.

Benmamoun (1997, 2000) argues that the 
distribution of (in)definiteness in the context of
the construct state is intimately related to its
prosodic nature. He specifically argues that the
members of the construct state, which are all lex-
ically specified for the (in)definiteness feature,
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merge to form a single prosodic unit. This in
turn obviates the need to realize the (in)definite-
ness feature on all members. The last member
carrying the relevant feature will act as an expo-
nent of that feature on the other members. In
other words, the absence of the (in)definiteness
marker (definite article or indefiniteness suffix)
on a member of the construct state does not
imply that it is absent. It just means that it is
spelled out differently. Since adjectives may not
merge with the NPs they modify in the construct
state, the (in)definiteness feature they carry must
be spelled out by a morpheme.

Benmamoun further argues that construct
state formation does not take place in the lexi-
con, prior to the syntactic derivation. This is
shown by the fact that the construct state unit
does not constitute an anaphoric island. For
example, the first member can be modified by a
relative clause (14a), while the second member
can be a negative polarity item licensed by the
sentential negative (14b).

(14) Moroccan Arabic
a. ktab t-tarix       lli      t-tën“ë®

book the-history   that Pass-published
lbarë™

yesterday 
‘The history book which was published 
yesterday’

b. ma-qrit ktab    ™ëtta    wa™ëd
Neg (I) read    book any one
‘I didn’t read anybody’s book’

Moreover, there is no upper limit on the number
of construct state members, which is not typical
of lexical word formation processes. It also
seems that the construct state formation does
not take place in the syntax. One main argument
against a syntactic analysis is that the construct
state involves the combination of a head and a
phrase, which is not typical of syntactic deriva-
tions. For example, the second member can be a
full sentence (Mohammad 1999) as illustrated 
in (15).

(15) Palestinian Arabic
sà ≠et   [mà “uft-ak]
hour when  saw.1sg-you
≠the hour when I saw you’

The most likely scenario is that the merger of 
the members of the construct state takes place

post-syntactically, in the so-called PF interface.
The transparency of the construct state follows
because all members are independent through-
out the syntactic derivation. PF is also the com-
ponent where it is argued that morphosyntactic
features should be spelled out, which then makes
it a plausible place for construct state formation,
since one of its key features is the peculiar distri-
bution of the (in)definiteness feature.

8 .  O t h e r  r e m a i n i n g  i s s u e s

Other interesting issues that still need further
investigation concern the ordering of adjectives
within noun phrases in general and the construct
state in particular (→ adjectival clause). It is not
clear whether Arabic adjectives adhere to a basic
ordering and serialization schema depending on
their semantic content, as has been claimed for
other languages (Fassi Fehri 1998; Shlonsky
2004). The evidence is difficult to pin down as
the judgments of the native speakers are not firm
and stable. Another issue concerns the syntax of
adjectives, whether they should be viewed as
adjuncts or heads of their own syntactic projec-
tion (Fassi Fehri 1998; Shlonsky 2004). The 
latter view has gained some currency within 
syntactic analyses and has been coupled with the
idea that syntactic movement within the con-
struct state does not affect heads but only maxi-
mal projections. But it comes at the cost of
positing highly abstract syntactic representation
with syntactic projections and movement opera-
tions that are difficult to motivate independ-
ently. Clearly, there are many more questions
that are still open despite the fact that the con-
struct state has received a large, if not the largest,
share of attention within Semitic syntax.
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Contact → Language Contact

Contrastive Grammar

1 . D e f i n i t i o n s / p r e l i m i n a r i e s

The term ‘contrastive grammar’ connotes an
approach to language teaching dominant in the
1960s and 1970s, which has since been discred-
ited because of its extremely narrow definition:
structural differences between languages do not
exhaustively explain learning difficulties; they
are neither necessary nor sufficient conditions
for explanation. As a consequence, the pendu-
lum swung the other way in the 1980s, when
structural analysis had almost fallen into disuse.
In recent contributions, a more differentiated
modeling, covering the empirical variation in

learner varieties has been attempted, operating
with a more complex theoretical framework.
Rather than simply comparing the linguistic
forms that learners produce with the normative
target, the aim is now to reconstruct the various
learner varieties (‘interlanguages’), taking into
account the resources to which learners have
recourse, be it their knowledge of their first lan-
guage (L1) or the acquired forms of the second
language (L2), and thus making use of the poten-
tial space in the learning progress for productive
teaching interventions (see the articles in Ritchie
and Bhatia 1996 for a survey).

‘Contrast’ evidently implies a ‘comparison’,
thus in a certain sense all comparative linguistic
work is contrastive. With a narrower scope, con-
trastive analysis focuses on a restricted set of
languages, usually a pair of languages. The
choice is not arbitrary but generally has practi-
cal motivations: while a comparison, say, of
Arabic and Inuktitut (Eskimo) might be quite
enlightening in a typological perspective, it does
not correspond to a relevant practical question.
Contrastive analysis is usually implemented in
two kinds of institutionalized settings: 

i. → Second Language Teaching, where the tar-
get language corresponds to political factors
(e.g. Arabic as the language of Islam, of an
economically important geographical area,
etc.), without necessarily implying other cul-
tural and/or social relations (or any special
kind of contact between the languages and/or
the linguistic communities);

ii. the → language policy of bilingual societal
relations, be it in autochthonous constella-
tions (e.g. with Berber, Kurdish, or other 
non-official languages spoken alongside the
official language Arabic), or in allochthonous
constellations (e.g., as a consequence of the
recent immigration of speakers of Arabic to
the West European industrial states).

Evidently, it makes a difference if Arabic is the
target or the source language (as in the case of
Arabic-speaking immigrants). These constella-
tions set the parameters of contrastive analyses,
which run the risk of being incompatible with
one another because they focus on the salient
features occurring in each situation in an effort
to explain difficulties or ‘errors’ of particular
learners. In other words, the analytic framework
will be different in the case of a Berber-speaking
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pupil learning Arabic in a Moroccan school
from that of an Arabic-speaking pupil learning
German in a German school, or an English-speak-
ing high-school student learning Arabic in the
United States. In addition to the dominant social,
cultural, and motivational factors that undoubt-
edly combine to make all these constellations
different, structural differences play an impor-
tant role: Berber and Arabic are to a certain
extent structurally homologous languages,
which explains the astonishing speed with which
monolingual Berber-speaking people become
bilingual after migrating to urban centers in
Morocco, whereas European residents living
there usually remain at the level of a very
restricted proficiency in Arabic, despite consid-
erable efforts to learn the language over many
years. A more analytic approach demands a
typological framework. 

What makes the situation so complicated here
is the considerable variation within what is
referred to as Arabic. The vast literature on →
diglossia has shown that this term rather sim-
plifies the situation. There is an enormous dis-
tance between the high variety (in the following
the Arabic term fuß™à will be used for this vari-
ety) and the colloquial forms (in the following
referred to by the Moroccan Arabic term dàrija;
the Egyptian equivalent is ≠àmmiyya). The dis-
tance can be tested by presenting informants
without school training in fuß™à with spoken
forms of Standard Arabic, e.g. television news,
and ask them to repeat sentence-by-sentence.
The result (at least when this test was applied to
Moroccan informants) generally produces
rather strange replies. Still, knowledge of the
dàrija provides different resources for learning
the fuß™à from those that speakers of, for
instance, English have at their disposal, and any
contrastive analysis must take these typological
differences into account (see Dichy [1994] for a
differentiated grid of distinctions which takes
into account the dimension of learnability in dif-
ferent linguistic situations).

An impediment to analysis is the often
insufficient differentiation between → register
variation in language use, and differences in the
linguistic structure that articulate these registers.
For the sake of argument it will be sufficient to
stick to the traditional (‘rhetorical’) model of
register variation (see Biber [1995] for detailed 
models and recent research; registers, defined by
properties of linguistic structures, are to be dis-

tinguished from domains, defined by language
external criteria). The model distinguishes
between:

i. the formal register, which monitors the for-
mal articulation, used in ceremonial contexts
as well as for correcting errors, misunder-
standings, and the like. Writing, if not prac-
ticed in a different language, is based on this
formal register;

ii. the informal register, used in public places
(the market etc.). This register is learnt by
taking into account the language of others
and therefore, it shows traces of koineiza-
tion;

iii. the familiar register, used in the intimacy of
the family and with close friends and peers.

The comparison of these registers is the do-
main of contrastive analysis as well. The idea
that these registers should be articulated by the
same langage (representing varieties of this 
language, usually identified with the national
language, and taught as a written language in
the school), is a modern concept, bound to the
construction of the nation state. Probably, in
most parts of the world, these different registers
correspond to different languages, people gener-
ally being bi- or multilingual, depending on the
social domains they participate in. → Diglossia
in the narrow sense of the word represents a case
between these extremes, where all registers are
articulated by the ‘same’ language, but where
most of the population does not participate in
domains in which the formal register (the fuß™à)
is used. 

There are at least two dimensions that must be
taken into account: language external factors
which govern the distribution of linguistic vari-
eties (defining the minor and the major lan-
guages of a particular society); and the language
internal factor of structural distance between
varieties, which allows abductive (Andersen
1973) generalizations by which utterances in
one variety can be transformed into other vari-
eties, as is the case with modern Arabic varieties.
But the empirical situation is more complicated:
here, factors of external valorization come into
play, such as investing the fuß™à with emblem-
atic power and devaluating the dàrija as a kind
of corrupted language. Consequently, in Arabic-
speaking countries, linguistic knowledge of the
dàrija usually remains strictly procedural, while
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only the fuß™à admits conscious cognitive activ-
ity, leading to the kind of declarative knowledge
that can be used in teaching. Traditional learn-
ing of the fuß™à with examples from the Qur ±àn
can represent a supplementary barrier. There is a
tendency in Arabic universities to illustrate 
discussions of grammatical phenomena with
Qur±ànic quotations. This blocks any analytic
operations (substituting or permutating forms),
since the text cannot be changed. In these cases
it is at least very helpful to be prepared for the
internal variation in the Qur ±ànic text. Descrip-
tive work such as Reuschel (1996) about the ver-
bal system are extremely useful in this respect.

Contrastive analysis must clarify on what reg-
ister level the comparison is defined. Much of
the sampling in modern typological research,
even if it is carried out in a sophisticated manner,
falls short of this criterion. Recent work in
teaching Arabic as a foreign language tries to
integrate this register variation (e.g. Younes
1990). For a comprehensive investigation of the
varieties of spoken Arabic, see Brustad (2000).

2 .  S t r u c t u r a l  v s .  p i e c e m e a l
c o m p a r i s o n

Traditional approaches have in common with
many recent typologically oriented discussions
that they choose particular salient linguistic fea-
tures for comparison, taking the general linguis-
tic structure for granted. Renewed support for
this approach is to be found in the recent focus
on universals, which defines empirical questions
as a matter of parameter setting within universal
grammar. This is in contrast to the structuralist
traditions, where linguistic systems are in focus
(and thus linguistic variability), characterized by
internal structural constraints to be discovered
by descriptive work in the wake of Boas and his
followers. This way of thinking has recently
been matched by systematic psycholinguistic
research, where structure building is seen as
enforced by cognitive constraints to harmonize
the different options in a given linguistic struc-
ture, as for instance in the work of Hawkins
(1987). The background to this approach is 
the Greenbergian research program of implica-
tional relations between structural features in
language.

These cognitive constraints are at work in any
kind of bilingual situation, restricting the poten-
tials for the management of structural diversity.

Very instructive is the analysis of → code-switch-
ing, where speakers not only cope with the struc-
tural demands of different languages in contact
but also make use of these to convey a kind of
secondary meaning (the ‘contextualization’ of
utterances in the sense of Gumperz [1992]).
Code switching in this special sense is to be dis-
tinguished from those types of code mixing
which result from a lack of resources in the 
target language (cf. Fakhri 1984). Switching
between different varieties or languages pre-
supposes the ability to match the potential 
structures which articulate the translation
equivalents in the varieties in question. A quite
elaborate framework for this kind of analysis is
provided by Myers-Scotton’s Matrix Frame
Theory (1993), which has guided much re-
search in contact situations of Arabic, especially
in the context of migration (e.g. Nortier 1989;
Boumans 1998) and has turned out to be very
fruitful in second language acquisition research
(see Ritchie and Bhatia 1996), since every kind
of bilingual situation (including second lan-
guage learning) requires the harmonization of
the structural resources; see, e.g., Eid (1996) for
a study exploring this difference.

3 .  S t r u c t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  a n d
l a n g u a g e  l e a r n i n g  

The focus on structural patterns, which led to
the pattern drill programs in language laborato-
ries in the 1960s and 1970s, masked the com-
plexity of the phenomenon of language learning.
The contextualization of grammatical structures
in language learning has only seldom been the
subject of research (see Kniffka [1995] for 
some more anecdotal observations on teaching
English and German in Arab universities).
Arabic lends itself to a form-biased perspective,
given its salient complex morphological archi-
tecture, which led Sapir to put it at the top of his
complexity ranking scale of linguistic structures
(Sapir 1921:142–143). The isolation of patterns
has found a certain continuation in computer
linguistic work, for instance in the construction
of algorithms to compute the non-concatenative
morphology of Arabic (see, e.g., Kiraz 1999).

These systemic patterns can play a very differ-
ent role in language learning: children, learn-
ing in a social moratorium and striving for
acceptance as native speakers experiment with
form differentiations, while adults, learning a
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(second) language in the context of the require-
ments for making a living, are content with a
pragmatic use of linguistic resources, generally
restricting these to the minimum sufficient for
conveying their intended message (i.e., what is
often termed the ‘basic variety’ of the target lan-
guage). This economic alignment to efficient
communication with restricted means can seal
the fossilization of ‘interlanguage’ varieties.
Children (and learners with a professional moti-
vation), however, strive for refinement of formal
patterns. This is clearly shown by the result of
various long-term research projects on language
learning in an immigrant situation (e.g. Perdue
1996). Investigating these practices shifts the focus
from error analysis, i.e. matching the learner’s
deficient practices to the patterns of the target
language (and registering interferences by L1), to
the resources exploited by the learner in an effort
to cope with the task at hand. L1-structures are
then not seen as a factor of disturbance but
rather as a resource, defining the space of possi-
ble progress in learning (Mansouri 2000). In this
perspective, for instance Fakhri (1984) analyzes
the ‘pleonastic’ use of full pronouns to secure
reference tracking in a case of otherwise
insufficient control of Arabic verbal inflection.

At the opposite end are questions of cognitive
orientation bound to grammatical structures.
Whereas this issue is rather dominant in lay dis-
course about language, it has for quite a long
time been tabooed in professional linguistic cir-
cles (cf. Gumperz and Levinson 1999). What has
blocked research here is that this issue has tradi-
tionally been conceptualized too strictly. As
Boas at the beginning of his systematic inquiry
already showed a century ago, grammatical pat-
terns (the grammaticization of cognitive struc-
tures) serve as default structures in coping with
cognitive tasks, not as insuperable barriers.
These orientation functions of grammaticized
patterns have recently been highlighted in the
work of Talmy (2000), whose ideas on different
framing of propositional content in typologi-
cally different languages has proven to be a very
productive guideline for empirical research.
Berman and Slobin (1994) show, for instance,
that different narrative patternings are pre-
formed by grammatical structures, where lan-
guage is “thinking for speaking” (Berman and
Slobin 1994:594). The difference posited by
Talmy between verb-framed vs. satellite-framed
structures can be usefully exploited, as Arabic is

predominantly verb-framed, coding the core
information in the verbal lexeme and conveying
information on the mode by secondary con-
stituents. By contrast, in English or German, the
core information is conveyed by a particle that is
usually articulated in the focus position. Arabic
xaraja can be translated in English, for instance,
by he went/ran/flew/drove/swam OUT; daxala
can be translated in English by he went/ran/
flew/drove/swam IN, etc. Another example is
the different use of verbal categories: the use of
aspect in Arabic for staging background vs.
foreground in the narrative contrasts with the
use of tense marking in, for instance, English 
or German for staging the chronological order
of the event related, anchored in the time of the
utterance. 

4 .  T h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f
s t r u c t u r a l  c o n s t r a i n t s

Empirical research must disentangle linguistic
structure and non language-specific cognitive
factors. The prevailing paradigm of linguistic
thinking assumes a structural core (universal
grammar) as the initial state of language learn-
ing. Such universal structures should restrict sec-
ond language learning as well, without making
L2-acquistion a simple recapitulation of L1-
acquisition. Second language acquisition has to
exploit the resources of L1 and to harmonize
them with the structures of L2. In the case of
conflict, general cognitive constraints (and
knowledge of the world) control the interpreta-
tion of utterances and in borderline cases gram-
matical form is dispensed with. This is what 
is termed → ‘pidginization’, a process which 
corresponds to rudimentary steps in second-
language learning (see Pienemann [1998] for a
detailed modelization and Mansouri [2000] for
an application to Arabic as L2).

Evidently, in this perspective the critical
notion is structural correspondence. This is a
highly theory-bound concept. The assumption
of universal concepts makes comparison easier,
but at the same time runs the risk of circular
argumentation. There is a widespread postulate
of sentence structure as subject + predicate in
accordance with the tradition of European
school grammar, which conflates pragmatic con-
ceptualization (→ topic – comment/→ theme –
rheme structure), semantic roles (the subject as
prototypical actor), and formal constraints
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(agreement). This conceptualization creates
problems with Arabic sentence structure:

i. the subject + predicate scheme fits nominal
sentences quite well since, evidently, these
lack semantic roles, which are bound to the
verbal predicate as head of the clause;

ii. this scheme fits verbal sentences as well,
when they have a topicalized complement
(the Arabic grammatical tradition treats
these as nominal sentences); in fact, at least
for most New Arabic varieties, most descrip-
tions register a tendency towards SVO-word
order (for Moroccan Arabic, this is only true
as far as definite ‘subjects’ are concerned,
i.e., in the case of topics, not subjects in the
grammatical sense; this is also the gist of
most generative analyses made by native
speakers, e.g. Lalami 1996);

iii. for all other types of verbal sentences, there
are problems, however: for instance, no
overt subject constituent is necessary, and
verbal agreement is not found when the verb
is initial.

There are different options for resolving this
conflict found in the literature:

i. a → pro-drop analysis can save the analytic
scheme in ‘deep structure’;

ii. alternatively, the subject can be located in an
incorporated pronoun (e.g. -a in xaraja as a
bound allomorph of huwa ‘he’), which
means that a corresponding nominal form
must be interpreted as adjunct, possible a
topicalized one (≠alì xaraja ‘Ali went away’);

iii. mismatches in the agreement can be
explained away by stripping the verb of crit-
ical inflectional categories.

Whatever the merits of these analyses (no
detailed references are needed; Fassi Fehri
[1988] being an explicit example), a less theo-
retically biased approach would try to profile the
peculiarities of Arabic. ‘Subject’ is a grammati-
cal notion, which has to be distinguished from
non-linguistic concepts, necessary as they may
be for explaining linguistic behavior, for in-
stance in learning situations. As Arabic (Classi-
cal as well as New Arabic varieties) possesses a
category of diathesis, it makes sense to operate
with the category of subject in verbal sentences.

The subject can then be matched by the comple-
ment of the predicate in the nominal sentences.
This differs from languages in which syntactic
structure is immediately controlled by semantic
roles (as, e.g., in Acehnese). From a descriptive
point of view, the subject is optional in verbal
sentences. If it is expressed, its position is 
controlled by the information structure of the
sentence. Of course, there is more to pro-drop
than the ‘natural’ order of the sentence cherished
by medieval speculative grammar: it defines a
cluster of syntactic features in a specific theo-
retical framework. The incorporation analysis
depends upon assumptions that must be made
explicit, if it is to be more than an ad hoc device.
It presupposes that the predicate is defined as the
non-referring part of the sentence. As a conse-
quence, a referential expression can only be
incorporated into the predicate (as in xaraja as a
complete sentence). The price of this analysis is
to treat the agreement marking in ≠alì xaraja as
merely homophonous with the incorporated
pronoun as, for instance, Fassi Fehri (1988)
does. A similar analysis has to be made for nom-
inal sentences with referential predicates, where
the ‘incorporated’ pronoun obligatorily has the
form of the 3rd pers. ±ana huwa l-mujrimu ‘I am
the culprit’ (for the opposite traditional analysis
see, e.g., Cantarino 1974–1975: II, 432–436).

The categories of verbal inflection present
another much discussed example of the con-
flation of typologically diverse structures, espe-
cially tense and aspect. The assumption of a
universal system of temporal differentiation
masks the grammatical functions verbal forms
play (as mentioned above for the narrative func-
tions). Of course, the temporal anchorage of the
interpretation of a sentence is always possible in
any language, but the relevant question is
whether or to what extent it is grammaticized.
Apart from the semantic problems involved, a
strict mapping of the tense system of European
languages onto Arabic masks the fact that in
New Arabic the verbal system has been restruc-
tured with the help of analytic forms, already
present in Classical Arabic in constructions with
→ kàna wa-±axawàtuhà. As a consequence of
this bias, it can be rather difficult to treat these
questions in teaching at Arab universities,
because of the orientation toward the synthetic
verb paradigms of the European languages (cf.
Maas a.o. 2000).
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5 .  O r t h o g r a p h y

Orthographic questions must be distinguished
from writing systems. For the layman, Arabic is
bound to the Arabic script, and additionally
charged with religious connotations via the
transmission of the Qur ±àn. But the figurae of
the writing system (the script) have to be dis-
tinguished from their use, which is based on 
language-specific knowledge. Thus, Arabic 
languages can be written in different scripts (e.g.
Maltese in Latin [Roman] script), and other lan-
guages can be written in the Arabic script (e.g.
Persian, Urdu, Hausa, Berber) (→ Arabic Alpha-
bet for Other Languages). Whereas graphic
figures are but a minor burden on memory,
habitualized patterns of orthography present
much more substantial impediments to second
language learning. Arabic orthography has a
phonographic basis, similar to Roman (Latin)
based orthographies, but it minimizes the gra-
phic expression by maximizing the effect of 
syllabic and morphological filters: in conven-
tional orthography only syllable margins are
represented. In the traditional syllable-based
analysis, this is called ‘consonantal’ writing,
with only consonants to be represented, under-
stood as the complements of the syllabic nucleus
(the sonant).

Even more important is the morphological
filter. Where phonological neutralizations are
operative, they can be overwritten to represent
lexico-grammatical invariants as, e.g., ±alif wa-
làm as an invariant representation of definite-
ness marking. This orthographic convention is
restricted to a special case, word-internal mor-
pheme-boundary. Lexical filters can block the
representation of phonological variation, e.g. in
the coda position, the place of articulation of
nasals is controlled by the following onset,
which permits the invariant representation of
radicals in, e.g., ±anbi ±ù [±ambi±u] ‘teach! [imper.
pl.]’ (root n-b-±). 

Traditionally, the writing system is not used to
represent the colloquial languages, but where
this is done in marginal practices, such as infor-
mal letter writing, quoted oral passages in liter-
ary works, filled bulbs in cartoons and comics,
etc., it can be fruitfully exploited with but minor
accommodations. Yet, the reorganization to a
more concatenative structure in most New Arabic
varieties leads toward a less grammatically con-
trolled orthography, with a strictly linear pho-
nographic representation, where all ‘terminal

leaves’ of a syllable structure/tree are repre-
sented. Consequently, reading a text no longer
presupposes its interpretation.

Where language-external considerations are
not an impediment, radical changes can occur, as
has happened in → Maltese. The situation is
more complicated for Muslims with an Arabic
linguistic background, for whom this writing
system has emblematic functions. Yet, even for
them a corresponding switch should not present
practical problems, as this kind of notation is
familiar from the ta“kìl in Qur±ànic texts as well
as in primers. This step has already been taken
anyway in cases where the figurae of writing
were changed, as in the case of editions of the
Qur ±àn printed in Romance script, in Turkey,
Malaysia, etc. 

A more complex problem is the key concept of
an orthographic word, bound to the gramma-
tical structure of the language that is ortho-
graphically represented. The primarily suffixing
inflection in the Indo-European languages de-
fines the word by its head (the lexeme), such that
it comprises a family of forms with variable tails.
This is the foundation of alphabetic order for all
kinds of dictionary. The predominantly internal
variation of grammatical forms together with
prefixing inflections requires a different concept
of the word in Arabic, not aligned to the left
edge. The traditional grouping by radicals in the
dictionaries is the answer to this. The conflict
between these different logographic orientations
becomes evident in the case of immigrants 
who have to cope with both systems. Thus, chil-
dren of Moroccan immigrants in Germany 
are guided in their writing by the concept of a
German orthographic word, aligned to the
invariant left edge. Interestingly, they stick to
this orientation even when writing Arabic (as
learned in Qur±ànic schools). If asked to write
down sentences in their first language
(Moroccan dàrija) in Arabic letters, they tend to
isolate the personal marking of the prefix
inflection on the model of German subject pro-
nouns (writing yi m“i instead of yim“i ‘he goes’),
something unheard of in a Moroccan context
(see Maas and Mehlem 2003). More research is
necessary in this field.

6 .  T h e  l i n g u i s t i c  m e t a l a n g u a g e

Contrastive analysis must be represented in a
metalanguage. While the descriptive linguistic
tradition has tried to define its terminology oper-
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ationally, in an effort not to bias the description,
recent linguistic mainstream revives the tradi-
tional universalist approach, but in doing so
replaces the canonical model of school grammar
(Greek or Latin grammar) by theoretically pos-
tulated structures (Universal Grammar). This
reintroduces the risk of biased descriptions, espe-
cially in much graduate work, for instance in 
dissertations on contrastive topics, in which the
analysis is guided by the model language
(English, French, German) whose structures are
projected onto Arabic via translation equiva-
lents. This is especially true of work in the
Generative School that favors the assumption of
universals extrapolated from structures of
European languages (mostly English). 

An example is the categorization of dependent
clause constituents as infinitive constructions
(and the assumption of infinitives) in Arabic,
whereas Arabic actually has (asyndetic) finite
clauses. As an example Ennaji (1985) may be
quoted, still frequently hailed as one of the rare
examples of contrastive syntactic analysis.
Ennaji classifies in Moroccan Arabic the con-
stituent ibqa a™mad f-∂-∂a® in xtert ibqa a™med
f-∂-∂a® ‘I chose for Ahmed to stay at home’ as an
‘infinitival complement’ and consequently, he
categorizes the finite verb form ibqa as an
‘infinitive’. This projection of familiar features
of European languages onto Arabic misses char-
acteristic differences. The morphological struc-
ture in clause junction is matched by the pattern
of complex predicate formation in all New
Arabic varieties, the prototype of which is
already found in Classical Arabic with kàna wa
±axawàtu-hà. The complementary classification
of these modifiers as auxiliaries again obfuscates
the particularities of Arabic. It is almost an
exception to find analyses such as that of Fassi
Fehri (1993:156–194), who speaks of “bi-
inflectional structures”, distinguishing complex
sentence formation as in the example just quoted
from complex predicates, as e.g. in kàna ±akala
‘he had eaten’.

In this regard, it makes sense to revaluate the
national grammatical traditions (Kniffka 2001).
Some examples may illustrate this (Maas a.o.
2000:15–18). The Arabic definiteness marker is
often referred to as ‘article’, where the Arabic
tradition uses the quite flexible term ‘instrument
of definiteness’ ( ±adàt at-ta≠rìf, from ±-d-w ‘to
accomplish’), which denotes a morphological
device, not necessarily a word (as the term ‘arti-
cle’ does in the Greek tradition of word classes).

Of course, this tradition can be misleading, as
in the case of the relative marker. The usual
Arabic term for forms like alla≈ì is ism mawßùl,
mawßùl representing the linking function of the
form. Yet, ism is misleading as it is the term that
otherwise designates the noun (substantive).
Instead of ism, ∂amìr is sometimes used, which is
not much better as it is the usual term for a pro-
noun (besides, in the colloquial language it
means ‘heart, interior’, which is somewhat mys-
tifying in this context). Nonetheless, the advan-
tage of this native terminology is to prepare the
learner for structural differences: the ±adàt at-
ta≠rìf is a bound morpheme that is distributed
over the elements of the nominal phrase (as
agreement marking), rather than a word func-
tioning as the grammatical head of the nominal
phrase as, for instance, the article in German.
The ism mawßùl is a grammatical instrument (in
fact, ±adàt would have been a more suitable term
in this context), serving as agreement marker of
the definiteness of the noun phrase when the
attribute is a clause.

The issue of the ‘subject’ also can be made less
confusing if traditional Arabic terminology is
used. Here, the focus is clearly on information
structure, since the sentence construction is
defined by the partitioning of its field into the
initial (thematic) part (→ ibtidà ±), and the final
(rhematic) part (→ xabar), which also applies to
a verbal sentence with a topicalized complement
(as in the example quoted above, ≠alì xaraja).
Yet, the terminology for the constituents of the
verbal sentence has to be reanalyzed: instead of
reading the representation by f, ≠, l as the radicals
of the verb fa≠ala ‘to do’, and thus confusing the
term for the subject fà ≠il with its semantic read-
ing ‘actor’, these forms can be read as algebraic
symbols that represent syntactic functions by the
corresponding schemes.

Thus, taking recourse to the tradition of
national Arabic grammarians can be of consider-
able help in clarifiying the often confusing issues
of grammatical descriptions. 
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Convergence

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

The term ‘convergence’ is not an established
term, in either theoretical linguistics in general
or Semitic and Arabic linguistics in particular.
Neither is the opposite term ‘divergence’.
However, the term does occur in an informal
sense in studies concerning koineization phe-
nomena (Ferguson 1959; Palva 1982), as well as
pidginization and creolization phenomena of
language contact (Gumperz and Wilson 1971;
Kossmann 1994; Mous 1994). Lately, with
Versteegh’s book Pidginization and creolization:
The case of Arabic (1984), Arabists have be-
come aware of the relevance of this field in the
realm of Arabic dialectology. → Juba Arabic (see
Kaye and Tosco 2001:85–88 for an overview of
the tense and aspect system) and → Maltese
(Kontzi 1998b) constitute two well-known cases
in point. For scholars working with both
Akkadian and Ethio-Semitic, taking into consid-
eration the effects of linguistic substrata consti-
tutes their ‘daily bread’ (see Haayer 1986 for
Akkadian; Leslau 1945 for Ethio-Semitic). The
term ‘convergence’ also occurs in historical
Arabic linguistics, for instance in connection
with the language of the Qur ±àn (Nöldeke
1938:137; see below). In the context of Arabic
dialectology the term ‘convergence’ is one of the
keywords in the article “Divergenz und
Konvergenz im Arabischen” by Diem (1978),
who explores the reasons behind common fea-
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tures in contiguous as well as non-contiguous
Arabic dialects.

Parallel linguistic developments amounting to
linguistic convergence (mainly on the level of
syntax) have been investigated across Semitic.
Kapeliuk (1989), for instance, investigates 
parallel features in varieties of Neo-Aramaic 
and modern Ethio-Semitic, two non-contiguous
areas, which nevertheless have been subject to
comparable waves of linguistic adstratum. Krop-
fitsch (1972) equally stresses the importance of
parallel linguistic developments. Edzard (1998)
constitutes an attempt to put similar observa-
tions in a broader context with a focus on the
concept of linguistic convergence. Here ‘conver-
gence’ is used with a view to identifying lines of
common development in the following contexts:
(a) among historical varieties of Arabic dialects
before and during the emergence of Classical
Arabic; (b) among modern Arabic dialects and
other Semitic languages; and (c) among Modern
Standard Arabic, modern Hebrew, and modern
European languages.

2 . C o n v e r g e n c e  o f  l i n g u i s t i c
f e a t u r e s  a m o n g  h i s t o r i c a l
v a r i e t i e s  o f  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s
b e f o r e  a n d  d u r i n g  t h e  
e m e r g e n c e  o f  C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

The problematic concept of a ‘proto-language’
has been applied by some Semitists and Arab-
ists to sub-groups of Semitic and even to 
individual Semitic languages, for instance by
Owens (1998) to ‘Proto-Arabic’. Being aware 
of the problem of defining a period when the
case system of (Classical) Arabic was established
(and also when it was lost), Owens (1998) 
opts for a bipartite system of ‘Proto-Arabic’, one
with case and one without case. The Arabic
dialects are then supposed to be descendants of
the latter variety.

The beginning of what constitutes → ‘Arabs’
and ‘Arabic’ is, of course, a matter of definition,
and a certain arbitrariness cannot be avoided in
setting up a terminus post quem for (Classical)
Arabic per se. Suffice it to say here that →
Classical Arabic probably must be viewed as an
abstracted system on the phonological and mor-
phological levels and as a sort of Kanzleisprache
on the syntactic level. In no way can it be viewed
as a more original, let alone ‘prototypical’, vari-
ety of Arabic. On the contrary, the → ≠arabiyya

may well be described as a blend of elements of
the language of pre-Islamic poetry and gram-
matical rules inferred from features in the
Qur ±àn. All of this is just to stress that there are
no reasons for assuming an earlier linguistic
unity in the Arabian Peninsula. Again, it must 
be emphasized that as far as we can look into 
the past of Arabic, there is, relative to the 
smaller geographical territory involved, no less
linguistic diversity than can be observed in more
recent times.

Rabin (1951) established the major isoglosses
distinguishing the Arabic of the two major dialec-
tal groups of the Arabian Peninsula, £ijàz and
Tamìm, which are associated with West- and
East-Arabian, respectively. This dichotomy, which
was upheld by the Arab grammarians, is awk-
ward insofar as the first term designates a geo-
graphical area and the second one a (group of)
tribe(s). Retsö (1989:205), in his comparative
treatment of passive and causative constructions
in Arabic dialects (and other Semitic languages),
also vehemently rejects the idea of a Proto-Arabic
language, koine, or otherwise, just as he rejects
the whole idea of the family tree model (including
wave-theoretical emendations).

A later Arabic dialectal koine is accepted,
though, by many scholars. The following list
constitutes a rearrangement of the features listed
in Ferguson 1959 (cf. also Cohen 1970; Ver-
steegh 1984:20–21):

i. Phonological features: taltala (/a/ > [i]) in 
verbal prefixes; pharyngealization of t in
numbers 13–19; simplification of the nisba-
ending (-iyy(un) > ì); phonological merger of
/∂/ and /Ú/; despirantization of interdental
fricatives; loss of hamza (‘glottal stop’),
except for the case where /q/ > [π]; reduction
of vowels in short open syllables; phono-
logical merger of short /u/ and /i/; merger of
the feminine endings -a(tun), -à and -à’(u)
into -a.

ii. Morphological features: loss of the dual in
pronouns and verbs; merger of verbs IIIw and
IIIy; treatment of geminated verbs (in several
derived forms) in analogy to Form II of 
verbs IIIw/y; disappearance of the femi-
nine elative pattern C1uC2C3à; loss of the h
in the object suffix -hu (3rd pers. masc. sg.)
after a consonant; simplification and mor-
phological merger of the C1aC2àC3iC4(u) 
and C1aC2àC3ìC4(u) plural patterns to

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



convergence 491

C1C2àC3iC4; change of  the diminutive pat-
tern C1uC2ayC3(un) to C1uC2ayyaC3; mor-
phological merger of the {a-i-a} and {a-u-a}
verbal patterns; reanalysis of biradical roots
as triradical; loss of Form IV (±aC1C2aC3a);
loss of gender distinction in the plural of pro-
nouns and verbs.

iii. Syntactic features: government of direct ob-
jects by the preposition li-; morpho-syntactic
coalescence of the preposition bi- with the
verb jà’a ‘to come’, yielding the new verb jàb
‘to bring’; loss of gender polarity in number
syntax (numbers 13–19); replacement of the
series of relative pronouns by the single
indeclinable relative pronoun illì; emergence
of a number of modal verb prefixes (e.g.
‘future’, ‘iterative’) such as b(ayn)- and ha-;
emergence of a number of → ‘analytical’
genitive exponents in possessive genitive
constructions, replacing the construct case;
number agreement between subject and ver-
bal predicate (even with non-human subjects
in the plural, which in Classical Arabic take
feminine singular agreement); the tendency
to shift from VSO to SVO word order; emer-
gence of a number of → serial auxiliary 
verbs (e.g. ‘ingressive’) such as qa≠ada, qàma;
use of asyndetic modal constructions (e.g.
‘necessity’) such as làzim, bëdd.

iv. Lexical features: use of “àf instead of ra’à
‘to see’; nominal periphrasis of interrogative
adverbs.

As to these features of the Arabic → dialect
koine, Miller (1986) has convincingly shown
that they need not, indeed should not, be attrib-
uted to a common origin. Miller (1986:56)
observes further: “The failure of comparative
reconstruction to clarify the origin of the mod-
ern Arabic dialects is greatly due to the mobile
history of the Arabs”. Here, one can go one step
further in arguing that such a reconstruction is
not only unfeasible and unnecessary (cf. Bloch
1992), but is in fact also undesirable. Rather, the
linguistic array of data is far more compatible
with the theoretical possibility of a simultaneous
emergence of linguistic features in Arabic
dialects.

The distribution of ‘indefinite markers’ m/n
(→ ‘mimation’/→ ‘nunation’) and ‘definite
markers’ furnishes a good example in this con-
text. With respect to the different forms of the
definite articles in pre-Islamic Arabia (h(n)-, ( ±)l-,

-n, and am-), Beeston (1981:185–186) provides
an analysis in terms of convergence:

My tentative suggestion is that we should distin-
guish (a) ancient north-west Arabian, with article
h(n)-; (b) ancient north-east (?) Arabian, with arti-
cle ( ±)l; (c) ancient south-west Arabian, split into
two branches, the Sayhadic type with article -n and
the Himyaritic type with article am-; (d) ancient
west-central Arabian of an indeterminate character
constituting a mosaic of north-west, south-west
(Himyaritic), and perhaps also some north-eastern,
speech forms. In the course of time (though the
chronology is impossible to determine), the Say-
hadic form has disappeared completely as regards
its individual morphological features, though its
lexicon has continued to exercise a strong influence;
and the remaining speech forms have converged so
as to produce the amalgam of dialects which can
properly be called Arabic. One of the effects of this
convergence has been total elimination of the h(n)
article in favour of the (±)l form, and the present-day
restriction of the am-article to a few isolated pock-
ets in Yemen.

A further example of linguistic convergence in
the history of Arabic is the distribution of the
prefix-vowels (/a/ vs. /i/) in the Arabic prefix-
conjugation. In Classical Arabic, the preforma-
tive vowel is /a/ (ya-ktubu ‘he writes’); in the
dialects it is /i/ (yi-ktib, etc.). This puzzling phe-
nomenon, described by the Arab grammarians
under the name of → taltala, was adduced by
Ferguson (1959) in support of his ‘Arabic koine’
theory. Contra Ferguson, Bloch (1967) has
shown that the /ì/-preformatives in the modern
dialects need not be traced back to an original
koine. Rather, an explanation in terms of Barth’s
Law can be envisaged. Barth’s Law (Barth 1894)
is the change /a/ > [i] in verbal prefixes when
another a follows as thematic vowel, e.g. /yaqtal/
> [yiqtal]. If we posit that Barth’s Law was in
effect in pre-Classical Arabic, then early Arabic
would have shown a variety of realizations of
the imperfect preformative vowel: /a/ in some
environments, /i/ in others. Classical Arabic
would then have standardized one option, and
the dialects the other. This unpredictable selec-
tion of a single option out of an earlier multi-
plicity of options (and the later distribution of
this feature in Arabic) is precisely the scenario of
linguistic convergence. We thus do not need to
invoke the ‘spreading’ of an /ì/-vowel, as in the
koine-scenario. Rather, the variability was
always there as such, as far back as we can look
into early Semitic.

The term ‘convergence’ has also been applied
in the context of the language of the Qur ±àn, or
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rather the language policies regarding the text of
the Qur ±àn. Nöldeke (1938:137) summarizes
the tendencies and, indeed, policies of conver-
gence that were instrumental in creating a textus
receptus of the Qur ±àn:

Die Eliminierung der vom othmanischen muß™af
abweichenden Varianten und der ohne Rücksicht
auf die Tradition frei konstruierten Lesarten ist nur
ein Teil des großen Prozesses der Vereinheitlichung
von Korantext und Koranlesung, der Schaffung
eines textus receptus; wirkender Faktor dieses
Prozesses ist das Majoritätsprinzip oder allge-
meiner die katholische Tendenz, die Konvergenz in
der islamischen Entwicklung. 

[The elimination of variants that deviate from the
≠Uµmànic muß™af, and readings that were construed
arbitrarily with no reference to the tradition, is only
part of the large-scale process of standardization of
the Qur±ànic text and the Qur±ànic recitation, the
creation of a textus receptus. The driving force
behind this process is the ‘majority rules’ principle,
or more generally the ‘catholic’ tendency, the con-
vergence in the development of Islam.]

Nöldeke’s subsequent point is well taken: that
even the full list of non-canonical qirà’àt is far
more restricted than the breadth of actual lan-
guage reality described in the contemporary
grammatical literature, a circumstance that fur-
ther underscores the strong forces of linguistic
convergence operating on the Qur±ànic text. But
even the textus receptus contains many features
associated with an early Volkssprache, as Vollers
(1906) and others have cogently shown. An
example is the form yahiddì (corresponding to
standard yahtadì) ‘he is guided’ (Q. 10/35).
Similar forms are treated in the chapters 565–571
on → ±idÿàm ‘assimilation’ toward the end of
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb (IV, 443–444).

3 .  C o n v e r g e n c e  o f  l i n g u i s t i c
f e a t u r e s  a m o n g  m o d e r n  A r a b i c
d i a l e c t s  a n d  o t h e r  S e m i t i c
l a n g u a g e s

Diem (1978:129) describes the dynamics of con-
vergence of linguistic features among Arabic
dialects in a ‘set-theoretical’ way. Dialects are
defined as carrying a specific selection from a
bundle of linguistic features that spread all over
various Arabic dialects:

Dem Dialektologen drängt sich beim Studium 
arabischer Dialekte immer wieder der Eindruck auf,
als ob sich die große Menge arabischer Dialekte
voneinander nicht so sehr durch exklusive, ihnen

jeweils allein eigene Merkmale abhöben – wenn
diese auch durchaus vorhanden sind – als durch die
verschiedene, und wie es manchmal fast scheinen
mag, vom Zufall bestimmte Auswahl einer begren-
zten Zahl von Möglichkeiten, die in verschiedenen
Kombinationen auftreten. 

[In studying Arabic dialects, the dialectologist is
again and again struck by the following impression:
The vast array of Arabic dialects are differentiated
not so much through exclusive features specific only
to the given dialect – although such features do 
exist – as through different, sometimes apparently
even arbitrarily determined, choices from a limited
number of options, which appear in different 
combinations.]

As examples, Diem (1978:129) cites features
typically associated with Maghreb dialects
which are, however, also attested in other
regions, such as the opposition nëktëb vs. nëk-
tëbu ‘I/we write’, which is also found in Upper
Egypt or the itfa≠al passive to the basic form
(Grundstamm) in the Cairene dialect.

It is clear that linguistic convergence is
favored in areas characterized by nomadic
lifestyle as opposed to isolated pockets in moun-
tainous areas, for instance, in Lebanon and
South Arabia (cf. Diem 1978:132). However,
linguistic convergence has also been observed
between local dialects of different religious
affiliations in one and the same region, e.g.
between the Jewish and Christian varieties of
Baghdadi Arabic on the one hand and the
Muslim variety on the other (cf. Blanc 1964:
164–165; → communal varieties). In modern
times, the formation of Arab states may have
engendered dialectal convergence in that the
dialect of a capital affects other dialects in the
same country by virtue of its prestige function,
thus justifying terms like ‘Algerian Arabic’ or
‘Syrian Arabic’ (cf. Versteegh 2001:140). The
same point may hold internationally for dialects
with prestige function in the cinema industry.

Parallel innovations in Arabic dialects and
other Semitic languages, ancient or recent, have
been explained both in the light of older Semitic
languages (Kropfitsch 1972; Morag 1989;
Rendsburg 1991) and in the light of modern
Semitic languages, mainly varieties of Neo-
Aramaic (Blau 1966–1967; Diem 1978). Krop-
fitsch (1972:18– 28) lists the following areas of
parallel development: (a) dissolution (expan-
sion) of the three-vowel inventory (/a-i-u/),
monophthongization, reduction of the glottal
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stop, reduction of interdental fricatives, and 
the emergence of /i/ as vowel of the prefix 
conjugation (taltala in the native Arabic termi-
nology) on the phonological level; (b) loss of case
endings, far-reaching loss of the dual in adjectives,
pronouns, and verbs, dominance of the oblique
case in the dual and sound masculine plural,
replacement of the internal (vocalic) passive by
derived forms with pre- and infixes, far-reaching
loss of the nùn paragogicum, and merger of verbs
IIIw/y/’ (yà ±/yò≈, wàw, and ±alif/ ±alef ) on the mor-
phological level; dissolution of the strict SVO
word order, emergence of genitive exponents
replacing the traditional annexation, and loss of
concord within noun-adjective phrases in the dual
on the syntactic level.

An example of parallel syntactic innovation is
the ‘resumptive’ use of anaphoric and cat-
aphoric pronouns (→ cataphora). At issue here
are constructions of the type seen in Hebrew and
Aramaic (bèµò “el Dàwì≈ ‘house-his of David’ =
‘David’s house’), which have parallels in many
languages, both Semitic and non-Semitic. Syriac,
for instance, also exhibits – in addition to the
type just mentioned – a cataphoric pronoun in
constructions such as q†alt-eh l-malkà ‘I:killed-
him to-king’ = ‘I killed the king’. Rendsburg
(1991:1270–1271) adduces comparative evi-
dence from Mishnaic Hebrew, modern Arabic
dialects, and modern South Arabian languages:

Syriac Aramaic
qa†l-eh l-malkà ‘he killed-[him] the king’
bayt-eh d-malkà ‘the house-[his] of the king’

Gë≠ëz
qatal-o la-nëgus ‘he killed-[him] the king’
bet-u la-nëgus ‘the house-[his] of the king’

Mishnaic 
±àmĕrù ≠ala-w  ≠al ‘they said [of him] of  
rabbì ™ănìnà± Rabbi Hanina’

Iraqi Arabic
fall“u-ha li- ‘they demolished [it] the 
l-madrasa school’

Jibbali (Modern South Arabian)
he-s le-±em-í ‘for [her] my mother’

Another example of parallel syntactic innova-
tion is the emergence of definite noun-adjective
phrases of the type Arabic dàr al-bay∂à ± ‘Casa-
blanca’ (lit. ‘house the white’) or Hebrew

knesseµ hag-g≈òlà (lit. ‘synagogue the great’), in
which the adjective is marked as definite but the
noun has ‘lost’ its definite article. Rendsburg
(1991:1268–1269) provides, among others, the
following examples:

Syrian (Damascene) Arabic   
bàb ë“-“ar ±i ‘the Eastern gate’

Eastern Neo-Aramaic
qalpa aw xwàra ‘the white hull’

Mehri
askíin hayd ënóot  ‘the new knives’

Amharic
tëllëqu bet ‘the big house’

4 .  C o n v e r g e n c e  o f  l i n g u i s t i c
f e a t u r e s  a m o n g  M o d e r n  S t a n -
d a r d  A r a b i c ,  m o d e r n  H e b r e w ,
a n d  m o d e r n  E u r o p e a n
l a n g u a g e s

The term ‘Standard Average European’ (SAE),
possibly coined by Benjamin Whorf, implies the
convergence of linguistic features, mainly on the
levels of syntax and the lexicon. Both Blanc
(1957:401–402) and Blau (1981:60–141) use this
term in referring to common morpho-syntactic
and lexical innovations in Modern Standard
Arabic and Modern Israeli Hebrew. With respect
to the proliferation of Latinate and Greek pre-
fixes as well as prefixes of inner-Semitic origin
occurring in modern Hebrew (e.g. pro-±arvi ‘pro-
Arabic’, qonter-mahpekhani ‘counter-revolution-
ary’, anti-mitsri ‘anti-Egyptian’, al-xuti ‘wireless’,
xad-tsedadi ‘unilateral’) Blanc (1957) formulates:

The necessity of translating terms from Standard
Average European (SAE), ha[s] resulted in the intro-
duction of prefixes, a type of morpheme virtually
unknown to Semitic languages and for which there is
but the barest precedent in earlier Hebrew; these
have been adapted from, or invented on the base of,
existing Hebrew and Aramaic particles or words, or
lifted bodily from SAE, and today form an extremely
important and productive part of the language. Most
prefixes are so productive that they can be added, as
the need arises, to almost any noun or adjective.

In Modern Standard Arabic such adjectives 
with prefixes, even though etymologically of
Arabic and not of European origin (e.g. janùb-
±ifrìqì ‘South African’, “arq-±awsa†ì ‘Middle
Eastern’, ±afrù-±àsiyawì ‘Afro-Asiatic’, “ibh-
rasmì ‘semi-official’, qab-tàrìxì ‘pre-historic’,
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bar-mà± ì ‘amphibian’), are equally in use (see,
for instance, Badawi, Carter, and Gully 2004:
751–762 for these and other → compound for-
mations). A typical example of lexical conver-
gence is the following (Blau 1981:62–63): both
the Arabic and Hebrew words for ‘electricity’,
kahrabà± and xa“mal derive from an ancient
word with the meaning ‘amber’. The Greek 
term èlektron ‘amber’ had also adopted the
sense ‘electricity’. Accordingly, the Arabic term
kahrabà± (ultimately of Persian origin) was first
used in the sense of ‘electricity’ by Mu™ammad
≠Alì’s chief translator Rifà≠a Ràfi≠ a†-¢ah†àwì.
The Hebrew term was introduced by the poet
Yehuda Leib Gordon with reference to the trans-
lation of the Biblical Hebrew term xa“mal as
èlektron and electrum in the Septuagint and the
Vulgate respectively. Further examples, mainly
due to English and French influence, are count-
less. In the sense of such developments one 
could well discuss the validity of the concept of
a ‘Standard Average Semitic’ in analogy to
Blanc’s and Blau’s ‘Standard Average European’.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n s

In conjunction with its opposite ‘divergence’,
‘convergence’ has proved to be an important 
concept in linguistic evolution, both within one
and the same language family (here Semitic) 
and across language families (here Semitic and
branches of Indo-European). The scenarios
drawn by Diem (1978), Versteegh (1984), and
others confirm the current opinio communis
that the array of historical and modern Arabic
dialects cannot be directly derived from
Classical Arabic, let alone from some kind of
‘Proto-Arabic’.
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Coordination → Parataxis

Coptic

Table 1. Transliteration of Coptic alphabetic signs

a a h ê n n t t ¥ “

b b c th 3 ks (O)y (o)u, y f f
g g (e)I (e)i o o v ph x h
d d k k p p y kh ‹ •

e e l l r r π ps j ∑

� z ¡ m ç s w ô q c

1 . H i s t o r i c a l  s e t t i n g  a n d
s o u r c e s  

The encounter of Egyptian natives with the
Arabs and Arabic in 641 C.E. was the starting
point of cultural as well as linguistic develop-
ments resulting in the loss of the Egyptian
(Coptic) language and the shift of Christian
Egyptians to the use of Arabic before ca. 1300
C.E. The socio-linguistic and chronological
details of this process are largely unknown and
still debated (see Björnesjö 1996; Décobert
1992; Helderman 1997; MacCoull 1985, 1989;
Richter 2001; Rubenson 1996). The phe-
nomenon under discussion is based on evidence
of a dead written language (on the relevant
methodological issues, see Adams a.o. 2002).
Language contact phenomena, however plausi-
ble in the spoken language, are scarcely visible in
the written texts, if at all. There are only 
two kinds of linguistic interference phenomena
that can be observed through the mirror of 
written evidence: ‘hybrid’ combinations of lin-
guistic and graphical codes not matching each
other (‘Karshuni’) and lexical code-switching 
(borrowing). 

Parts of a large 13th-century manuscript writ-
ten in the Arabic language, but with Coptic
signs, have been published (Blau 1988; Bur-
mester 1965–1966; Casanova 1901; Satzinger
1972, 1991; Sobhy 1926; Worrell 1934:134–
143). Its Coptic spellings of Arabic words,
although based on the phonological system of
Bohairic (Lower Egyptian) Coptic, are of some
value for comparison with the mostly Fayyumic
(Middle Egyptian) and Sahidic (Upper Egyptian)
spellings of loanwords (see section 2 below). The
same phenomenon of Arabic texts spelled in
Coptic letters is further attested in a bilingual
curse (Crum 1902a; Blau 1988:189). The re-
verse phenomenon – the use of Arabic characters
to transcribe a Coptic (Bohairic) text – is attested
in a manuscript of hymns in honor of the holy
virgin (Blau 1988; Galtier 1906; Satzinger 1972,
1991; Worrell 1934:134–143).

→ Coptic loanwords (and some cases of
phonological and structural borrowing) in
Egyptian Arabic have been dealt with several
times over the last century (Praetorius 1901,
1902; Galtier 1902; Sobhy 1950; Bishai 1960,
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1961, 1962, 1964; Ishaq 1975, 1991; Behnstedt
1981, 1997; Vittmann 1991; Peust 1999:321–
323; Schenkel 2002), although the estimated
quantity of these borrowings varies greatly. In
contrast, the occurrence of Arabic loanwords in
Coptic texts thus far remains almost entirely
unresearched (cf. Stern 1885:117–119; von
Lemm 1903:xvii.34–36; Chassinat 1921:21–
47; Worrell 1934:122–133; Vycichl 1991). In
particular, there exists no modern reference tool
listing either Arabic loanwords in Coptic or
Coptic texts containing them. Both Worrell
(1934:122–133) in his phonological study of
Coptic and Vycichl (1991) in his brief entry on
Copto-Arabic vocabulary dealt with only two
Coptic texts. At present, we know more than 90
published Coptic texts and a few unpublished
ones which contain Arabic loanwords. It is a
very striking fact that almost all of these texts
belong to two genres: 

i. scientific texts, 18 manuscripts from the 9th
to 11th century, among them four large
alchemistic treatises (Stern 1885 and the
hitherto unpublished Bodleian manuscripts
(P)a 1, 2, and 3), a manual providing arith-
metical and metrological problems (Drescher
1948–1949), a page dealing with astronomy
(Bouriant 1904; von Lemm 1903:35–36),
and a few collections of magical (in particu-
lar Chassinat 1955) and medical (in particu-
lar Chassinat 1921) receipts. 

ii. about 80 documentary texts from the 8th to 
the 12th centuries, including legal docu-
ments (Richter 2001, 2003), letters, lists, and
accounts, in particular a large 11th-century
account book recording income and expendi-
ture of a middle Egyptian monastery (British
Library Or. 13885, unpublished).

These texts comprise altogether about 400 
transcriptions of Arabic words, which will be
called ‘loanwords’ here, regardless of whether
they might have been well-established parts of
Coptic speech or rather, as is more likely in many
cases (see section 5 below), ‘one-time’ or ‘nonce’
borrowings (Field 2002:9–10; van Hout and
Muysken 1994:40). The great bulk are nouns;
only 19 verbs (about 5 percent) have been
identified thus far, and one single function mor-
pheme may be attested. It should be borne in
mind, however, that this evidence is not certain,
but depends on further philological study of

Coptic texts. Linguistic conclusions are neces-
sarily only provisional. Almost all Coptic tran-
scriptions of Arabic words occur in Coptic texts
written in a relatively informal orthography and
with a relatively low degree of linguistic per-
scriptivism, closer to the vernacular than any lit-
erary composition. The great bulk represents the
Sahidic (Upper Egyptian) dialect; a few are Fay-
yumic (Middle Egyptian) or Bohairic (Lower
Egyptian). The linguistic decorum appropriate
to the vast number of Coptic (semi-)literary texts
demanded the suppression of phonetic, gram-
matical and, in particular, lexical innovations, so
that borrowings from Arabic do not occur in
them at all. There are only a few exceptions to
this rule, e.g. a magical spell invoking the roh 
n-alla (< rù™ allàh) ‘spirit of god’ (Beltz 1983:
63), a 13th-century hagiographical text (Amé-
lineau 1887), and a 13th-century scribal colo-
phon (Crum 1905, nº 726).

The Arabic underlying these Coptic transcrip-
tions was roughly identified by Worrell (1934:
123) as spoken (or heard) colloquial, rather than
Classical Arabic. There are strong affinities be-
tween the phonemic correspondences prevailing
in the loanwords and those attested in the homo-
geneous transcription system of a Copto-Arabic
Karshuni text (see above). The language of the 
latter was studied by Satzinger (1972) and Blau
(1988), who described it as follows: “Like
Middle Arabic texts in general”, this one too “is
characterized by freely alternating features of
Classical Arabic, Neo-Arabic and pseudo-cor-
rections” (Blau 1988:145).

2 .  C o p t i c  s p e l l i n g s  o f  A r a b i c
p h o n e m e s  a n d  r e l a t e d  i s s u e s

Some Arabic phonemes have close equivalents in
Coptic (e.g. the sonorants l, m, n, r); hence the
same graphemic correspondences always occur.
More commonly, different ways to transcribe a
single consonant phoneme are attested even in
the same position (note, e.g., the three variants
of f in ≠alaf ‘fodder’: alêf, alêb, alêou). But usu-
ally one of these varieties proves to be the most
common, regular one. 

i. Consonants: ‘ = mostly Ø, seldom a (alaasaat
< al-’asad), perhaps consonantal gemination
(ammour < a’mur?), perhaps h (khithirh
< kaµìrà’?); b = p (cf. Hintze 1947b); t = d or
t, seldom th (alkhiprith < al-kibrìt); µ = th, 
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seldom t (almatkal < al-miµqàl); j = Sahidic c
(a palatalized velar), Bohairic ∑ (palatal, reg-
ularly corresponding with Sahidic c); ™ = h,
seldom Ø (kol < ku™l); x = mostly kh, in
Bohairic ¶ (almairê¶ < al-mirrìx), seldom “
(assarnê“ < az-zirnìx), perhaps h (arrôham <
ar-ruxàm?), perhaps Ø (aulen < xawlàn?), in
Bohairic perhaps once k (allinek < al-lìnax?);
d = d or t; ≈ not attested; r = r, seldom l; z = s,
seldom z (gazouan < ÿazawàn); s = s; “ = “; ß
= s; ∂ = t (apiat < ±abya∂); † = t, seldom d
(hôdôt < ™u†u†); Ú = t (attaheri < aÚ-Úàhirì),
perhaps s (naser < nàÚir?); ≠ = mostly Ø, some-
times a (alaakrap < al-≠aqrab, assalae < az-
zal ≠a, arrôpa < ar-rub≠), seldom e (alceme <
al-jam≠), (e)i (assiri < az-zar≠) or ô (arrapô <
ar-rub≠) and even k (almaksoul < al-ma≠sùl),
perhaps consonantic gemination (alcelle < al-
ja≠àla?); ÿ = g (almoulgam < al-malÿam), per-
haps c (alcabiri < al-ÿafìr?); f = b (cf. Hintze
1947b), sometimes f, seldom ou (cf. alêf,
alêb, alêou < ≠alaf ), once (Bohairic) p (espêi-
te∑ < ±isfìdàj); q = k; k = kh, sometimes k (alk-
ous < al-kùz); l = l, seldom r; m = m; n = n, but
in contact with labials, Coptic assimilation 
(n becomes m) occurs (assampak < azzanbaq,
assoumpoule < as-sunbula); w = ou, once
(Bohairic) b (iban <’ìwàn); h = h (assoouhre <
az-zuhara), as feminine ending Ø, once h
(“etineh < “àdina); y = (e)i. Arabic con-
sonantal gemination is sometimes written
(almousabbi < al-mußaffì, almoucarrap < al-
mujarrab, alkhammoun < al-kammùn,
alhôcce < al-™ujja, asoukhkhar < as-sukkar,
atassa < a†-†àssa, a““oukke < a“-“uqqa, ette <
≠idda), sometimes not (alcoume < al-jummà ≠,
morape < murabba≠, ou“ak < wu““aq, rôman
< rummàn, almairê¶ < al-mirrìx), sometimes
either way (alcoup(p)e < al-jubba). Gemi-
nation is never spelled in final position (alhal
< al-xall, alkhas < al-xazz, alhat < al-™add,
almalaf < al-milaff, armôr < al-murr, arôs <
ar-ruzz). In a few cases it seems to be tran-
scribed as a vocalic ablaut, cf. a““ipe < a“-
“abb, kere < qarr, and lepe < labb; cf. the
proper name Apoulase < ±Abù Lazz.

ii. Vowels: à regularly occurs as a or e, some-
times as ê, seldom as ee (alpeep < al-bàb), i
(alkili < al-qily), or ôe (almôes < al-màs).
There is thus strong evidence of ±imàla (as in
Copto-Arabic Karshuni, cf. Blau 1988:152).
ù occurs as o, oo, ou, ô, ôô; ì occurs as i or ê.
The feminine ending (tà’ marbù†a) is almost

always spelled e (again clear evidence of
±imàla), sometimes a (a and e also in Copto-
Arabic Karshuni, see Blau 1988:176), seldom
ai (alme“melai < al-mi“mala), i (almanari <
al-manàra), Ø (alpourat < al-buràda), once eh
(“etineh < “àdina). Other short vowels must
be left out of consideration, since both their
quality in colloquial Arabic and their Coptic
transcriptions show a great deal of variation,
so that correspondences remain unclear. 

3 . M o r p h o l o g y  o f  A r a b i c
w o r d s  i n  C o p t i c

3.1 Nouns

As a rule, Arabic nouns taken into Coptic are
borrowed in a form beginning with al-, less often
spelled ar-, el-, or er-. Before the ™urùf “amsiyya,
assimilation usually occurs: an-n . . ., ar-r . . .,
as-s . . ., a“-“ . . ., at-t . . ., although often
spelled haplographically with no gemination:
an . . ., ar . . ., as . . ., a“ . . ., at. . . . As in
Spanish, this Arabic article does not function as
a determiner. Every borrowed Arabic noun,
whether prefixed with al- or not, was subject to
the elaborate Coptic determination system (cf.
Layton 2000:35–53), distinguishing, e.g.,

i. definite articles: masc. sg. p-, e.g. taau ehoun
e-p-alhal ‘add them to the (p-) vinegar (al-
xall)’; fem. sg. t-, e.g. ci . . . n-t-alpourate
‘take the (t-) filings (al-buràda)’; and pl. n-,
e.g. etbe n-alhecos euhiptôou ‘because of the
(n-) barriers (al-™ajz) which are on the
mountains’ (Crum 1902b:no. 290);

ii. indefinite articles: sg. ou-, e.g. ei“ouei mmof
hn-ou-alkous ‘heat it up in a (ou-) jug (al-
kùz)’ (Bodl. ms (P)a2, 26) and pl. hen-, not
attested;

iii. zero-article: Ø – as in ou-alkapele n-at-Ø-
almisahe ‘a tenancy (al-qabàla) without sur-
vey (al-misà™a)’ (Richter 2003). 

These determiners were applied to Arabic 
nouns according to both the semantic and the
syntactic demands of the Coptic language. The
use of Arabic nouns without the article al- is far
less frequently attested. However, this is the
standard in a large medical manuscript (Chas-
sinat 1921), and it often occurs in rather early
cases of borrowing, as can be shown by the word
(al)para (< barà ±a) ‘receipt’ which is spelled
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without al- in a number of 8th-century docu-
ments (e.g. Kahle 1954:no. 291,5.29, t- or 
p-para), while in later (9th- and 10th-century)
documents it is always written t-alpara (e.g. Crum
1902b:no. 377,9; Crum 1939:no. 49,11.13). 

Unlike Arabic nouns, which are subdivided
into unmarked masculine vs. marked feminine
forms, Coptic nouns have an associated (inher-
ent) gender, which is expressed not by special
forms but by masculine vs. feminine determina-
tion morphemes (Layton 2000:85–86). In most
instances, the choice of a Coptic article matches
the respective grammatical gender of the Arabic
noun. There are only a few cases of discrepancy
between the gender of the noun in Arabic and of
the article used in Coptic. The gender of bor-
rowed nouns is often influenced by target lan-
guage nouns of similar meaning. This may be the
case with p-athaskieie (< at-tazqiya) ‘puri-
fication’ (Bodl. ms (P)a1, g11; masculine Coptic
equivalent tbbo), p-para (< barà ±a) ‘receipt’
(Kahle 1954:no. 291,29; masculine Graeco-
Coptic equivalent entagion), t-almiret (< al-mìràµ)
‘heritage’ (Richter 2001:80; feminine Graeco-
Coptic equivalent klêronomia), or t-almisan
(< al-mìzàn) ‘scales’ (Bouriant 1904; feminine
Coptic equivalent ma“e). Some words are
treated as either masculine or feminine, e.g. p- or
t- (al)para (< barà ±a) ‘receipt’, p- or t- alpourate
(< al-buràda) ‘filings’. 

3.2 Verbs

Almost all verbs borrowed from Arabic come
from alchemistic treatises, where not only con-
crete objects like ingredients, utensils, etc., but
also certain procedures are designated by tech-
nical terms. However, unlike nouns with their
common al-‘prefix’ clearly pointing to Arabic
etymology, it is not always so easy to make a
decision on whether a Coptic-written verbal lex-
eme comes from Arabic or not, the more so as
the morphological richness of the Arabic verb,
with its breakdown into stems, conjugations,
and verbal nouns, can complicate the iden-
tification. Coptic verbal syntax requires only
two verbal forms, both operating without
inflexion. Verbs borrowed from Greek into
Coptic are even restricted to a single basic form:
they occur in a non-Classical (Greek) infinitive
form and operate within Coptic syntax as
(Coptic) infinitives. Similarly, Arabic verbal
forms seem to be used in Coptic sometimes in

their infinitive forms (see examples [1]–[5]
below), although the difficulty of determining
vowel qualities (see section 2 above) leaves some
uncertainty:

strong verb, Form IV
(1) akêt (< ≠aqada IV ‘to boil down, to thicken’)
– infinitive: ±i ≠qàd (cf. imperative ±a≠qid)
(2) elhêf (la™afa IV ‘to cover’) – infinitive: ±il™àf
(cf. imperative ±al™if )

geminated verbs 
(3) kera, kere (< qarra ‘to be cold, to be cool’) –
infinitive: qarr
(4) lepe (< labba ‘to stay’) – infinitive: labb

IIIw
(5): gazouan (< ÿazà ‘to conquer, to capture’) –
infinitive ÿazawàn

In other cases, however (see [6]–[12]), forms
similar to the imperative, or even the apocopate
imperfect (but without subject prefixes), seem to
underlie Coptic transcriptions: 

strong verb, Form II
(6) saeid (< ßa≠ida II ‘to sublimate’) – imperative:
ßa≠≠id (imperfect yußa≠≠id(u), but infinitive taß≠ìd)
(7) taperi (< dabara II ‘to prepare’) – imperative
dabbir (imperfect yudabbir(u), but infinitive 
tadbìr) 

geminated verbs, Form VII
(8) nhal (<™alla VII ‘to dissolve’) – imperfect:
yan™all(u) (imperative in™alil, colloquial also
in™all?, but infinitive: in™ilàl)

IIIw, Form II
(9) safbi, sabbi (< ßafà II ‘to clean’) – imperative:
ßaffi (imperfect yußaffi, but infinitive taßfiya)

IIIy, Form IV
(10) ei“ouei (“awà IV ‘to roast, to fry’) – impera-
tive: ±a“wi (or infinitive ±i“wà ±?)
(11) eicri (< jarà IV ‘to carry out’) – imperative:
±ajri (or infinitive ±ijrà ± ?)

I’
(12) am(m)our (< ±amara ‘to command’) –
imperfect: ya±mur(u) (but infinitive ±amr) 

3.3 Function morphemes

Only one function morpheme probably bor-
rowed from Arabic has been identified thus far.
In two Coptic alchemistic treatises, a morpheme
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ô- linking entity terms to each other occurs
(Stern 1885 passim; Bodl. ms (P)a2, 70), which
is considered to be identical to the Arabic con-
junction wa-, e.g. cop p-a“êlas ô p-almêstikhe ô
p-assampak ‘take the whey (a“-“ìràz) and (wa-?)
the mastic gum (al-maß†akà) and (wa-?) the lily
(az-zanbaq)’ (Stern 1885:VII, 18–19). In an
amazing example of written code-switching, the
same conjunction, although now written in
Arabic script, is used elsewhere to link Coptic-
written Arabic nouns: sincipil wa-houlincan wa-
kalanfour wa-soumpoul ‘ginger (zanjabìl) and
alpinia officinarum (xùlanjàn) and (wa-) clove
(qaranful) and (wa-) nard (sunbul)’ (Chassinat
1921:155). 

4 .  I n s e r t i o n  o f  A r a b i c  w o r d s
i n t o  C o p t i c  s y n t a c t i c  s t r u c -
t u r e s

4.1 Nouns

Due to the strong analytic type of Coptic syntax
(cf. Hintze 1947a; Loprieno 1995:7), the em-
bedding of Arabic words into Coptic syntactic
structures works rather easily. All grammatical
categories having to do with entity terms, like
gender, number, and determination, are marked
exclusively by morphemes belonging to deter-
miner paradigms (see above), while the gram-
matical function of nouns is indicated by
distinctive sentence patterns and function mor-
phemes.

(13) P.Lond.Copt. I 487 (Richter 2003): ai-ti nak
ou-alkapele n-at-almisahe

a=i- [perfective conjugation base + 1 sg. pro-
noun] ti [predicative infinitive] na=k [dative
preposition + 2 sg. pronoun] Ø- [object position]
ou-alkapele [indefinite sg. article + noun] n-
[attributive modifier] at- [privative nominal
base] Ø -almisahe [zero-article + noun] ‘I gave
you a tenancy (al-qabàla) without survey (al-
misà™a)’.

4.2 Verbs

Native Coptic verbal lexemes can be realized in
two forms, the infinitive (including the status
absolutus and two distinct forms indicating
close connection with a nominal or a pronomi-
nal direct object) and the stative (Layton
2000:124–157). However, Coptic verbs bor-
rowed from Greek are restricted to the basic

form, the infinitive status absolutus, a form
which can function as a verbal predicate of any
conjugation pattern, as a verbal noun, and as an
imperative, depending on the grammatical con-
text. In the few cases of verbal lexemes bor-
rowed from Arabic, the same technique occurs,
as is demonstrated by examples 14–16, each
showing an Arabic verbal lexeme used as a
(Coptic) infinitive in two functions, the impera-
tive and the verbal predicate of a conjugation
pattern: 

(14) akêt (≠aqada IV) ‘to boil down, to 
thicken’ 

akêt mmo=ou hi∑ô-ou-kôht e=f-kere . . . e=k-
“an-bol=f ebol n-3 n-sop k-akêt nmo=f “a=f-rô“e
‘boil [imperative] them down on a fire which is
cold (qarra) . . . if you dissolve it 3 times (and)
you boil [conjunctive conjugation] it down, it
will be enough’ (Bodl. ms (P) a3, 28–30) 

(15) ei“ouei (< “awà IV) ‘to roast, to fry’ 
ei“ouei mmo=ou tso=ou kata 3 n-hoou “ante=
k-ei“ouei mmo=ou ‘fry [imperative] them (and)
water them during 3 days, until you have fried
[limitative conjugation] them’ (Bodl. ms (P)a 1, 
f 12) 

(16) saeid (ßa≠ida II) ‘to evaporate, to 
sublimate’

saeid mmo=ou ‘evaporate [imperative] them’
(Bodl. ms (P) a1, a11)

nta=f-saeid n-p-assipak n-7 n-sop ‘(I saw the
master), who evaporated [relative converter +
perfect conjugation] the quicksilver (az-zìbaq) 7
times’ (Bodl. ms (P) a1, g1) 

5 .  S e m a n t i c  i s s u e s

In those genres of Coptic texts providing Arabic
words at all, a great many of the borrowed terms
are in some way technical. In Coptic scientific
treatises, we encounter names of planets (e.g. 
as-soouhre < az-zuhara ‘Venus’), constellations
(e.g. assarataan < as-sara†àn ‘Cancer’), plants 
(e.g. alkha-bôôr < al-kàfùr ‘camphor’), spices (e.g.
alboulboul < al-fulful ‘pepper’), minerals (e.g.
assipak < az-zìbaq ‘quicksilver’), chemicals 
(e.g. alkhiprit < al-kibrìt ‘sulphur’), diseases (e.g.
annikrês < an-niqris ‘gout’), and mathematical
terms (e.g. alkhousôr < al-kusùr ‘fraction’).
Although it is difficult to estimate their linguistic
significance, there is good reason to doubt the
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conclusion drawn by Vycichl (1991:215): “The
spoken language was full of Arabic words, 
as one can see from a medical papyrus or a 
treatise on alchemy”, for these terms are not part
of the vernacular vocabulary. Rather, they
belong to specialized taxonomic vocabularies,
which in general are subject to special rules of
borrowability. 

In documentary texts, we meet titles (e.g.
amira < ±amìr ‘commander’), weights (e.g.
almatkal < al-miµqàl ‘weight of one dinar’),
measures (e.g. arrôpa < ar-rub≠ ‘quarter’), coins
(e.g. derham < dirham ‘dirham’), book-keeping
terms (e.g. nabaka < nafaqa ‘expenses’), and
legal words (e.g. dyn < dayn ‘debt of money’).
Further, there are designations for diverse
objects, especially vessels (e.g. alkaroore < al-
qàrùra ‘flask’), clothes (e.g. almicar < al-mi ≠jar
‘cap’), and textiles (e.g. alkhas < al-xazz ‘silk fab-
ric’), probably referring to specific qualities of
the respective categories flask, cap, etc. in a
genus-pro-specie way. At any rate, Arabic nouns
tend to be used in a specialized, narrower sense
when taken into Coptic, e.g. alkapele (< al-
qabàla) ‘obligation, contract, etc.’ in the mean-
ing ‘tenancy’, or alhat (< al-™add) ‘border’ in the
sense of ‘bordering estate’, in keeping with the
technical use of these words in corresponding
Arabic texts of the same genres. 

Although the total amount of Arabic loan-
words in Coptic is rather low, there is a conspic-
uous accumulation of Arabic words in two
semantic fields: sciences and economy. The first
might point towards a high esteem for Arab nat-
ural sciences, established in educated circles of
Egyptian Christian society, as an eastern coun-
terpart to the well-known reception of Arabic
sciences in medieval Spain (cf. Gallego 2003;
Burnett 1997). The latter may indicate wide-
spread commercial transactions between Arabic
and Coptic speakers. But this sociolinguis-
tic conclusion remains to be proven by broader
evidence. 
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Coptic Loanwords

1 . C o p t i c  s u b s t r a t u m

If substratal influence is understood as “imper-
fect group learning during a process of language
shift” (Thomason and Kaufman 1988:38), it has
to be dealt with separately from ‘loanwords’
which are simply ‘borrowings’ (Thomason and
Kaufman 1988:20ff.). On the phonological
level, there is no evidence for Coptic substratal
influence. It is true that in all Egyptian Arabic
dialects the interdentals have merged with plo-
sives, a phenomenon to be observed on a large
geographical scale in other areas with a non-
Arabic substratum population (mainly the
Levant, Algeria, Morocco), but since it is found
elsewhere in isolated points with no such sub-
stratum (Aramaic, Berber), e.g. Mecca, Aden,
Bahrain, this might simply be explained by drift
(cf. the loss of interdentals in most of the
Germanic languages).

Of the five syntactic features allegedly due to
Coptic substratal influence, namely ma tu ± ≠ud
‘come on, sit down!’, ahu inti gèti, ìdik fa∂ya
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‘and here you are, empty-handed!’ (Hinds and
Badawi 1986:43), d-ana l-malik ‘but I am the
king!’, kibìr ≠annu ‘older than him’, and postpo-
sition of interrogatives, Diem (1979:50ff.) and
Palva (1969–1970) have shown that three can-
not be attributed to a Coptic substratum. Diem
(1979:52) concludes that only the construction
of the type kibìr ≠annu has to be seriously taken
into consideration as a case of substratal
influence. In the case of the postposition of inter-
rogatives, whose Coptic provenance had already
been questioned by Munzel (1950), Diem is pre-
pared to accept the effect of a Coptic substra-
tum, but only to the extent that one of two
possible constructions was preferred. Or, as
Versteegh (1997:106) puts it: “the interference
that resulted from language contact may have
consisted not in the emergence of new phenom-
ena but in the tipping of the balance towards one
of the existing alternatives. In such cases, the
learners of Arabic may have been influenced 
by their first language in the selection of the
alternative”.

Postposition of interrogatives is, indeed, rare
in Classical Arabic, although it is obligatory in a
construct sentence: mawlà man? ‘whose client?’
(Reckendorf 1977:74) and correspondingly in
Egyptian Arabic: bèt mìn? ‘whose house?’. The
interrogative in a partial interrogative sentence
is therefore found in the same position (slot)
where the corresponding answer (filler) appears:
mawlà man? – mawlà Mu™ammad; bèt mìn? –
bèt Mu™ammad; ™atìgi imta? ‘when will you
come?’ – ™àgi buk®a ‘I shall come tomorrow’.
Hence, the postposition of interrogatives in
Egyptian Arabic is simply the extension of a
rule. But interrogatives cannot be postponed
arbitrarily: ∂arabu mìn? can only mean ‘whom
have they beaten?’ Answer: ∂arabu Mu™am-
mad. This cannot mean ‘who has beaten him?’
The latter would be mìn (illi) ∂arabu? Answer:
Mu™ammad (illi) ∂arabu. Besides, postposition
of interrogatives in Coptic is not the rule. Till
(1970:102–103) gives more examples with the
interrogative in initial position of the sentence
than in final position (ntok nim? ‘who are you?’
but nim ne nai? ‘who are they?’). As for the sole
‘fairly sure case’ (“einigermaßen sicherer Fall”,
Diem 1979:52), namely kibìr ≠annu ‘older than
him’, the Coptic model would be a construction
with the preposition e~erò ‘in comparison with’,
e.g. ‘A is old in comparison with B’ = ‘A is older
than B’ (Till 1970:77–78).

But the Egyptian Arabic construction has also
to be compared with similar constructions: in
Algerian and Moroccan Arabic: kbìr ≠lì ‘older
than him’; Nigerian Arabic kabìr minnu; in
Southern Arabia akbar ≠annu (more examples in
Procházka 1993:75; also Watson 2004:94 for
Yemen); in Syria and Lebanon (kbà® ≠an, xfìf ≠an,
Procházka 1993:76); and in the dialects (of
Syrian origin) of the Çukurova (Procházka
2002:154 ha-l-bayt ëjdìd ≠an baytna ‘this house
is newer than ours’). Consequently, there is no
reason to assume Coptic substratal influence
when applying one of Diem’s rules, which says
that a substratal phenomenon has to be exclu-
sive. Since kibìr ≠annu and similar constructions
are also common in Algeria, Morocco, Syria,
and elsewhere, kibìr ≠annu cannot be attributed
to a Coptic substratum in Egyptian Arabic to
begin with.

A comparative construction with ≠an is found
in Classical Arabic, e.g. ta∂ìqu jufùnu l-≠ayni ≠an
≠abaràtihà ‘the eyelids are too narrow for her
tears’ (Reckendorf 1977:214); ±innì ±a™babtu
™ubba l-xayri ≠an ≈ikri rabbì ‘I loved the agree-
able things more than the thinking of my Lord’
(Reckendorf 1977:235); lì fì †ilàbi l-≠ilmi ÿinan
≠an ÿinà ±i l-ÿàniyàti ‘I find more satisfaction in
studying than in the singing of women’ (other
translations in Wright 1974:III, 141). Cor-
responding sentences in Egyptian Arabic are:
yixdim ≠an il-babù® ‘it ploughs better than the
tractor’ (Behnstedt and Woidich 1994:109); il-
bihìm l-ax®as di, bya≠rif ≠an il-insàn ‘this dumb
animal knows it better than man’ (Behnstedt and
Woidich 1987:127, text 23 sentence 5). The
comparative of the type kibìr ≠annu in Egyptian
Arabic is “possible, but less customary”
(Mitchell 1956:90) as it is in other Arabic dialects.
Were it the normal or the more frequent con-
struction in Egyptian Arabic, then perhaps a
Coptic model might have contributed to the 
tipping of the balance between two possible 
constructions of Arabic dialects. But this is 
not the case.

2 . C o p t i c  l o a n w o r d s  

One problem when trying to establish the 
etymology of Egyptian Arabic dialect words of 
supposed Coptic origin is that a good deal of the
lexicon of the Coptic dictionaries is based on lit-
erary texts, most of them religious, and that con-
sequently they do not deal extensively with rural
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or botanical terminology or give a complete list
of Nile fishes. Many Coptic etymologies given in
various studies have to be rejected, either
because they are simply Arabic, onomatopoetic,
or are not attested in Coptic (see Behnstedt
1981, 1997; Vittmann 1991). There are, how-
ever, many rural, botanical, and miscellaneous
lexical items, which are definitely not Arabic 
and which sound Coptic: bittàw ‘bread loaf’,
bilinf ‘vegetable earth, mould’, bi“lùf ‘a kind 
of dates’, ba®ùf ‘small peg on the yoke’, dignà“

‘little sparrow’ (Behnstedt and Woidich 1994);
or plant names like am“ùt, awày, balatày, ba“ift,
bu®uwaks, daradiks, diktày (Täckholm 1974).
But the Coptic dictionaries cannot help here.
The initial b- and d- might be interpreted as 
the Coptic masculine and feminine articles pi-
(pe-) and ti-.

Intensive research on rural Egyptian Arabic
vocabulary carried out by Behnstedt and
Woidich 1994, Henein (1988), Laferrière and
Ménassa (1974), Riad (1960), Winkler (1936),
and others has provided much new vocabulary
for which a Coptic origin could be detected, and
a recent meticulous examination by Behnstedt
and Woidich (2005) gives us some 180 ‘valid’
lexical Copticisms. Assuming that many names
of plants and animals, which sound Coptic but
are not attested in the Coptic lexica, are of
Coptic origin, and taking into account that the
rural lexicon has not yet been investigated
exhaustively all over Egypt, the total rate might
be estimated up to between approximately 250
and 300 loans.

There are some dialect words for which a
Coptic origin has been claimed, but which can-
not be localized in Egypt (not in Hinds and
Badawi 1986; Spiro 1977; Behnstedt and
Woidich 1994) like “alla ‘scorpion’ (Ishaq 1991:
III [4]; Schenkel 2002:6) < ∑hlè; jiffa ‘frost’ (Ishaq
1991:IV C [2]; Schenkel 2002:28) < ∑af, ∑ef;
janafòr ‘roof’ (Ishaq 1991:S.I V.2; Schenkel
2002:22) < ∑enepòr; darafs ‘awl, spike’ (Ishaq
1991:XX 2; Schenkel 2002:21) < thraps, traps
‘awl, needle’.

The phonological representation of Coptic
sounds in Egyptian Arabic is dealt with by
Schenkel (2002). With respect to morphology
Coptic nouns have been integrated into
Egyptian Arabic either with the definite articles
p(i-, e-) (masc.) and -ti (fem.) or without: antùb
(rare), antùt ~ bantùt ‘peg on the beam of the
plough to which by means of a chain or a rope

the yoke is fastened’ < an-thòb, ham-n-tòb ‘nee-
dle’ (Behnstedt 1981:83; cf. misalla ‘big needle’
used in Upper Egypt with the same meaning);
di“ìda ~ pidya ‘sling of the draught animals on
the yoke [often made of palm fibres]’ < t-“ète, ti-
“èti ‘palm fibre’. There is a clear geographical
distribution in the Nile Delta for forms with and
without article (see Behnstedt and Woidich
1985: maps 492, 506: antùt ~ bantùt, “idya ~
di“ìda). In some cases, Coptic words have been
interpreted as plurals and a new Arabic singular
has been formed by reanalysis, e.g. ginw, pl.
ignàw, or sg. ignàwa (ignàwt il-bala™) ‘date
stalk, or stem of the date stalk’ (Behnstedt and
Woidich 1994) < khnau, knaau ‘yarrow’; or
ga†àwi, sg. ga†wiyya ‘big basket for transport on
camels’ < *katooue ‘baskets’ (sg. kat), or verbs
were borrowed as nouns.

The following list of Coptic items in Egyptian
Arabic, which is based on Behnstedt and Woidich
(2005), only deals with the lexical side and is not
exhaustive; it covers the following domains: 

i. Christian terminology, e.g. gabanyòt,
jabanyòt ‘Lord’s prayer’ < ∑e- + pe=n(e)iòt
‘our father’; †ab™a ‘prayer’ < tobh ‘to beg’;
amnùt ‘sexton’ < mnout ‘porter, door
keeper’; hòs ‘hymn’ < hòs ‘to sing’; lub“ ‘a
kind of prayer’ < lòb“ ‘crown’ used to refer
to a final stanza in certain hymns; “ùrya ‘a
vessel for frankincense’ < “ourè ‘idem’. 

ii. Rural terminology: 
a. measures of capacity: ardabb ‘198 litres’ <
artab; or raf†àw and similar ‘1/4 of a kèla’ <
re, ra ‘part’ + ftoow ‘four’ = ‘fourth part’.
b. names of the months only used in agricul-
ture (cf. Wassef 1971) and farmers’ weather
maxims: tùt hàt il-antùt! ‘in the month Tùt
bring the small peg [of/to the plough-beam]!’ =
‘in the month Tùt start ploughing!’, baramhàt
rù™ il-ÿè† wi hàt! ‘in the month Baramhàt go to
the field and bring!’ = ‘harvest!’.
c. agricultural tools, or names of plough
parts and implements: †ùrya ‘hoe’ < tòri
‘axe, spade, hand’; hògal, hòjal ‘flail’ (Hinds
and Badawi 1986), ‘rake’ (Behnstedt and
Woidich 1994), ‘anchor’ (Bishai 1960:42) <
haukjal ‘anchor, hook’; nàf ‘yoke’ < nahb,
nahbef ‘back’; basxa, bisxa ‘plough sole’ <
pe-sho, pi-sxo ‘handle of the plough’
(another possible etymology in Schenkel
2002:43, 51); bajrùm ‘frog of the plough-
beam’ < p-∑aròb, p-kjaròm ‘stick’; dihiks,

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



504 coptic loanwords

duhuks, and the like ‘the lower and enlarged
part of the iron whip-stick which serves to
clean the ploughshare from mud’ < ti-hoks
‘scratcher’; bay“, bè“ ‘crossbeam on the run-
ners of the threshing-sledge’ < p-oei“ ‘rung 
of a ladder’.
d. designations relative to irrigation: dimìra
‘season of the Nile inundation’ < temère
‘idem’; “alàw ‘rope of the water-wheel where
the jars ( ≠awadìs, gawadìs) are fixed’ < “alau,
“aloou ‘water-wheel or similar’ (Westendorf
1965– 1977:311); hùdya, hudya, and the
like ‘rear driving pole on a water-wheel’ <
hòte, hòti ‘pole’; “adùf ‘counterpoised imple-
ment for raising irrigation water’ is not
attested in Coptic. Schenkel (2002:24) sug-
gests an Egyptian form *“a†=w-u

˘
'f ‘the one

with the bucket [lit. water-hose]?’. The origi-
nal meaning of “adùf in Egyptian Arabic is,
however, ‘basket’ (cf. Behnstedt and Woidich
1994, s.v.) and a basket may be used for draw-
ing the water with the shadoof.
e. terms designating types of fields, parts of
them, soil: bar“ ‘field free from any traces of
last year’s crops and which consequently can
be tilled and sown’ < por“ ‘even surface’
(Brunner in Halm 1979:79); †amy ‘mud [of
the Nile]’ < t-o(o)me, t-aame ‘mud, clay’; †à“

‘boundary balk’ < ta“, tò“, etc. ‘border’; bitm,
bitn ‘earth wall, mould’ < p-hiten, p-eitn, p-itn
‘soil, ground’.
f. diverse: hayy, hàya ‘heap of cereals’ < hoi
‘idem’; “ir“, pl. “ira“, “®a““ ‘yarrow’ < “ra“

‘yarrow, bundle’. As for maxwal ‘feeding
trough, hen-house, rabbit-hutch, partition
made of clay within the house for storing cere-
als’ < mahoual ‘nest, dovecot’ (Behnstedt
1981:90), Classical Arabic xawal ‘property’
and maxwal ‘food storage room’ used in ≠Asìr
(Dostal 1983:31) or Yemeni maxwalah ‘small
bowl, tray’ (Behnstedt 1992:351) rather sug-
gest an Arabic origin; a contamination of the
two forms is, however, conceivable, especially
for the meaning ‘hen-house’. 
g. rural implements like vessels, baskets:
™inn ‘earthenware bowl for milking’ < hin
‘vessel, bowl’ (perhaps influenced by
™ann/yi™inn ‘to knead the teats of the cow’s
udder before milking’); bukla ‘water jar’ <
pe-kle and similar; bihnàw ‘besom made of
the palm-stalk after the dates had been taken
off’ < pi-hnau ‘(blossoming) palm twig’ (thus
Westendorf 1965–1977:380); “inda ‘mat

[hung up] in which fresh cheese is wrapped
up in order to lose more whey’ < “nte, “enti
‘basket-work’.

iii. Names of animals: ba ±rùr ‘toad’, baqrùr
‘frog’ (similar forms mainly in the oases like
baga®ò®a, bagarùr, baga®ù®a, buglul, else-
where not attested) < pe-krour; bala“òn
‘heron’ < pelkjòb; names of Nile fishes like
“àl ‘Synodontis schall’ < ∑al; “ilba ‘Silurus
mystus’ < kj(e)lboou, ∑elfau; libìs ‘Cyprinus
niloticus’ < labis; bùri ‘grey mullet’ < bòre;
and others. Cf. also habya ‘drag net’ < abou,
abooue ‘idem’ (probably interpreted as a
plural form).

iv. Names of plants: burdi ‘papyrus’ (Vollers
1896:653), barsìm ‘clover’ < bersim; burnuf,
barnùf ‘Conyza dioscoridis?’ (more details
in Behnstedt and Woidich 1994, s.v.) <
pernoufe ‘a plant’ (Crum 1939:269); ba“mìn
‘lotus’ (Vittmann 1991:221); san†(a) ‘acacia
nilotica’ < t-“ante; hallùs ‘type of pondweed’,
‘cobwebs’ (Hinds and Badawi 1986, s.v.) <
halous ‘spider web’. 

v. Various: birba ‘temple ruin’ < pe-rpe; jukß

‘crepitus ventris’ < ∑oksi; bò“ ‘size, industrial
starch’ (Hinds and Badawi 1986:112); bù“

‘porridge’ (Bishai 1964:41) < p-oou“ ‘pap’.
There are almost no designations of body
parts having a Coptic origin, only bòfa ‘lung
of a slaughtered animal’ (Behnstedt and
Woidich 1994) < p-ouof, bòf ‘lung’ is
attested.

All told, Coptic loanwords are rare in the 
basic vocabulary of Egyptian Arabic and mainly
cover a field which can be designated by ‘rural,
agricultural’ or ‘local natural and local cultural
items’, which confirms the view of Thomason
and Kaufman (1988:117): “If the language of a
shifting population did not contribute lexicon to
the target language, other than a few words for
local natural and cultural items, then we can
conclude that the shifting population did not
enjoy much social or political prestige”. Some
Coptic words, however, have been integrated
even into Standard Arabic, e.g. wà™a ‘oasis’,
timsà™ ‘crocodile’ < *ti-msah (with a problem-
atic feminine article, the Coptic word msah in
the dictionaries being masculine, so one would
expect bimsà™!) and haram ‘pyramid’; and one
word has acquired some internationality,
namely †ùb ‘clay’, which through Spanish adobe
has even entered into English.
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Copula

Arabic root clauses are divided into two distinct
categories: verbal and nominal. While the for-
mer category exhibits a verbal form, the latter
does not. This is shown in (1) and (2) (Assahàrìn
2003:46):

(1) yu-r∂i ≠u                          al-™ùt-u
Imp.3.m-breastfeed.s   the-mammals-Nom
ßiÿàra-hu
babies-his
‘Mammals breastfeed their babies.’

(2) Ø al-™ùt-u                   ±a†walu min  
the-mammals-Nom taller        than
at-timsà™

the-crocodile 
‘Mammals are taller than crocodiles.’

While the sentence in (1) contains a verb yu-
r∂i ≠u ‘breastfeed’ inflected for the imperfect
tense-aspect category and nominal agreement
features such as person, gender, and number, the
sentence in (2) appears without any lexically
realized verbal form, as indicated by the null
symbol Ø. Despite the apparent discrepancy,
each sentence is considered complete, for it
fulfills the speaker’s intended meaning. Such
root clauses are common in Arabic and are sys-
tematically introduced in grammar and peda-
gogical textbooks as such. This entry focuses on
nominal sentences similar to those in (2). First,
the syntagmatic properties of copular sentences
are examined. This is followed by a discussion of
recent approaches to the analysis of copular sen-
tences. Finally, an analysis of copular sentences
in Standard Arabic is presented taking into
account a wide range of issues that are otherwise
inexplicable and unaccounted for. 

1 . C o p u l a r  s e n t e n c e s

The copula in Arabic has been a topic of interest
and discussion since the early works of the 8th
century Arab and Muslim grammarians (e.g.
Sìbawayhi). The examples in (3) all include a
verbal form except (3d):

(3) a. nàm-a a†-†àlib-u               
sleep.Pst the-student-Nomin 
fì l-faßl
the-classroom
‘The student slept in the classroom’

b. kàna   a†-†àlib-u               
be.Pst the-student-Nom
fì l-faßl
in the-classroom
‘The student was in the classroom’

c. sa-yakùnu     a†-†àlib-u
Fut-be the-student-Nom
fì l-faßl
in the-classroom
‘The student will be in the classroom’

d. a†-†àlib-u fì l-faßl
the-student-Nom in the-classroom
‘The student is in the classroom’

If a verbal form, i.e. a copular verb like that in
(3b) and (3c), is used, the sentence becomes
ungrammatical, as illustrated by (4). 

(4) *yakùnu    a†-†àlib-u
be             the-student-Nom
fì l-faßl
in the-classroom
‘The student is in the classroom’

The examples in (3a–b) and (3c) appear in the
past and future tenses respectively. They all con-
tain verbal forms, nàma and kàna in (3 a–b), and
the copular form sa-yakùnu in (3c). Despite their
apparent similarities, (3a) contains a regular
intransitive verb and (3b) and (3c) make use of
the past and future forms of the copular verb
kàna ‘to be’. The example in (3d), however, does
not exhibit any verbal form, and as (4) shows,
the sentence is ungrammatical once the corre-
sponding copular verb yakùnu, the present form
of kàna, is used. 

The examples in (5) illustrate other types of
constructions where the present form of the cop-
ular verb yakùnu is absent.

(5) a. a†-†àlib-u marì∂un
the-student-Nom sick
‘The student is sick’

b. a†-†àlib-u jàr-ì
the-student-Nom neighbor-my
‘The student is my neighbor’

c. a†-†àlib-u hunà

the-student-Nom here
‘The student is here’

These, together with (3d), show that sentences
sensitive to the presence of the copula cover a
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wide range of structures in their predicates. The
initial Noun Phrase (NP) is followed by a
Prepositional Phrase (PP) in (3d), an Adjective
Phrase (AdjP) in (5a), a NP in (5b), and an
Adverb Phrase (AdvP) in (5c). The diagram in
(6) represents this variation.

(6) S
/ \

NP XP (PP, AdjP, NP, AdvP, *VP)

In sum, apart from a Verb Phrase (VP), the ini-
tial NP of the copular sentence may be followed
by any other lexical category. The intriguing
question is how to account for the presence of
the copula in past and future tense contexts
(3b–c), and its obligatory absence in present
tense contexts, as shown in (3d), (4), and (5a–c).

2 .  A n a l y s e s  o f  c o p u l a r  
s e n t e n c e s

Within the generative Arabic linguistics tradi-
tion, a number of analyses have been suggested
to account for the contrast between (3d) and
(3b–c), four of which are discussed below. 

The Null Copula analysis assumes that at
some underlying or representational level the
Arabic nominal clause contains a verb (Bakir
1980; Abdul-Ghany 1981; Farghal 1986; Al-
Waer 1987). Bakir (1980), for example, argues
that copular sentences are S" (S double-bar) pro-
jections, with the first NP as topic and its predi-
cate contained within a lower sentence. He
argues that the copula and the lower subject
undergo deletion, yielding the topic NP and the
Predicate at surface structure. According to this
analysis (3a) is represented as in (7).

(7) S"

Topic                S'
a†-†àlibu

the-student          
V NP       PP
|           |            |

yakùnu  huwa  fì l-faßl
is            he       in the-classroom

Likewise, Fassi Fehri (1982) argues for the 
presence of a phonetically unrealized head, or a
copula inserted as null (1993) along with the
presence of a Tense Phrase (TP) projection.

Despite the apparent success that such analy-
ses have enjoyed, case assignment and the oblig-
atory presence of the copula in certain contexts
constitute a major challenge to the Null Copula
analysis. Bahloul (1994:201), for example,
shows that the ungrammaticality of sentences
such as (8b), where “the presence of the copula
in a present/timeless context is not even
optional” militates against the Null Copula
analysis.

(8) a. qad takùnu    l-±ar∂ -u
may be the-earth-Nom
mustadìrat-an
round-Acc
‘The earth may be round’

b. *qad ±ar∂ -u mustadìrat-un
may the-earth-Nom round-Nom

Benmamoun (2000:42–43) questions the validity
of the Null Copula analysis on the basis of case
assignment. The copula, like transitive verbs and
other functional words in Arabic, assigns accusa-
tive case to the predicate. See (9), where the
ungrammaticality of (9b) is attributable to the
accusative case. This establishes the inadequacy
of postulating deleted or null copulas in such con-
structions; a copula should assign the same case,
be it overt, deleted, or null.

(9) a. kàna †-†àlib-u marì∂ -an
be past     the-student-Nom   sick-Acc
‘The student was sick’

b. a†-†àlib-u marì∂-*an/un
the-student-Nom sick-*Acc/Nom

The Small Clause analysis draws on apparent
similarities between the absence of a copula in
Arabic copular sentences and their counterparts
in certain English constructions, specifically
‘small clauses’, which are bracketed in (10):

(10) a. I find [the course challenging]
b. They consider [Mary an excellent 

teacher]

The small clause in (10a) consists of a noun
phrase and an adjective phrase, while that in
(10b) contains a subject noun phrase and a predi-
cate noun phrase. These small clauses look simi-
lar to the Arabic copular sentences in (5a) and
(5b), respectively. By analogy to such English
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structures, Mouchaweh (1986) argues that Arabic
copular sentences are best analyzed as small
clauses. Rapapport (1987) argues the same for
Hebrew, whose copular constructions are simi-
lar to those in Arabic. Like small clauses, copu-
lar sentences lack any verbal or tense phrases. As
a result, English small clauses (10a–b) and Arabic
copular sentences (5a–b) are all generated within
the structures in 11:

(11) a. AP b. NP
/  \ /     \

NP A’              NP    N’
|                            |
A                        N

Attractive as this analysis may appear, it falls
very short of accounting for certain peculiarities
of the Arabic copular construction. Benmamoun
(2000:39–42) provides ample evidence against
the small clause analysis. He shows, for exam-
ple, that unlike small clauses embedded under a
tensed matrix, copular sentences have fixed tem-
poral reference. He also provides evidence from
case assignment, WH-movement, and the distri-
bution of negative polarity items, showing that
copular sentences are not small clauses. He pro-
poses instead that they are clauses with tense
projections, and establishes a correlation be-
tween the inherent features of the functional cat-
egory ‘Tense’ as being specified or unspecified
for a [+V] feature and the surfacing of the cop-
ula to check such features. 

Temporal interpretation, however, is not by
itself a sufficient condition for the presence or
absence of the copula. Aspect, mood, and modal
elements play crucial roles as well. Any adequate
account of copular sentences must also address
the systematic absence of the copula in examples
like (12a) and its obligatory use in others like
(12b) and (13)–(21). These illustrate contexts
that condition the use of copula in Standard
Arabic: temporal (12), atemporal (13), aspec-
tual (14–17), modal (18), and mood contexts
(19–21). 

The examples in (12) show the sensitivity of
the copula to the [+/– past] feature. The copula is
systematically absent when the described event
is not located prior to the moment of speech, as
in (12a). On the other hand, the copula is sys-
tematically present when the event is located
prior to the moment of speech, as in (12b).

i. Temporal context (present, past):

(12) a. *y-akùn-u r-rajul-u fì
is the-man-Nom   in
d-dàr-i
the-house-Gen
‘The man is in the house’

b. *(kàna)   r-rajul-u    fì
was       the-man-Nom    in
d-dàr-i
the-house-Gen
‘The man was in the house’

ii. Atemporal context (true in the past, present,
and future):

The examples in (13) show that events that
are true in the past, present, and future do not
trigger the use of the copula. In other words,
statements with no temporal anchor do not
require the presence of a copular verb.

(13) a. *takùnu l-±ar∂u mustadìratun
is the-earth-Nom  round
‘*The earth is round’

b. *yakùnu rama∂ànu            “ahru
is Ramadan-Nom month
ß-ßiyàm-i
the fasting-Gen
Ramadan is the month of fasting’

iii. Aspectual context (habitual):

Referring to recurrent events as in the case of
habit description calls for the obligatory pres-
ence of the copula, as illustrated in examples
(14)–(17). In these examples, the recurrence
effect or habitual meaning is mediated through
the presence of the adverbs ≠àdatan-mà ‘usu-
ally’ as in (14), ≠indamà ‘when, whenever’ as in
(15), ™ìnamà ‘when, whenever’ as in (16), and
lammà ‘when, whenever’ as in (17). Omitting
such temporal adverbs results in ungrammati-
cality. Their presence is therefore a necessary
condition in licensing the copula.

(14) a. ≠àdatan-ma *(y-akùn-u)
usually          is           

r-rajul-u              fì d-dàr-i
the-man-Nom in       the-house-Gen
‘The man is usually in the house’

b. *y-akùn-u  r-rajul-u fì
is                the-man-Nom  in
d-dàr-i
the-house-Gen
‘*The man is in the house’
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(15) a. ≠indamà *(y-akùn-u) r-rajul-u
when is the-man-Nom
marì∂-an   fa-±inna-hu     là      y-ubàlì
sick-Acc    then-that-he   not   3rd-cares
‘When/ever the man is sick, he does not
care  any more’

b. *y-akùn-u r-rajul-u marì∂-an . . .
‘*The man is sick’

(16) a. ™ìna*  (±-akùnu) fì d-dàr-i 
when   be.1st.sg in the-house-Gen
±-akùn-u   murtà™-an
be.1st.s    relaxed-Acc
‘When/ever I am at home, I feel relaxed’

b. *±-akùnu fì d-dàr-i     ±-akùn-u
murtà™-an
‘*I am in the  house, I am relaxed’

(17) a. lammà *(y-akùn-u)  †-†aqs-u 
when is                   the-weather-Nom
jamìl-an           ±-akùn-u murtà™-an
beautiful-Acc  I-am relaxed-Acc 
‘When/ever the weather is beautiful, I 
feel relaxed’

b. * y-akùn-u †-†aqs-u jamìl-an . . .
‘*The weather is beautiful . . .’

iv. Modal context (will, may, must, and can):

The examples in (18) show another context
where the presence of the copula is obligatory.
The use of modals such as sawfa ‘will’ as in
(18a), qad ‘may’ as in (18b), yajibu ±an ‘must’
as in (18c), and y-asta†ì ≠-u ±an ‘can’ as in (18d)
in nominal sentences requires the copula.

(18) a. sawfa   *(y-akùn-u) r-rajul-u
will        is the-man-Nom
wàqif-an
standing-Acc
‘The man will be standing up’

b. qad *(y-akùn-u) r-rajul-u
may is the-man-Nom
wàqif-an
standing-Acc
‘The man may be standing up’

c. yajibu ±an *(y-akùn-a) r-rajul-u 
must           is     the-man-Nom
wàqif-an
standing-Acc
‘The man must be standing up’

d. y-astatì ≠-u ‘an *(y-akùn-a)
3rdm-can-s          is
r-rajul-u              mudìr-an
the-man-Nom    director-Acc
‘The man can be a director’

v. Mood context (interrogatives, conditionals,
and imperatives):

Finally, the presence of such mood markers as
wh-constituents matà ‘when’ as in (19a), con-
ditionals ±in, law ‘if’ in (20a–b), and impera-
tives in (21) necessitates the obligatory
spelling out of the copula.

(19) a. matà *(y-akùn-u) ±abù-ka
when is father-your
fì d-dàr-i
in the-house-Gen
‘When is your father at home?’

(20) a. ±in *(kàna) l-±ustà≈-u
if be.m.s        the-professor-Nom
nàji™-an . . .
successful-Acc
‘If the professor is successful . . .’

b. law *(kàna) l-±ustà≈-u
if        be.m.s      the-professor-Nom
marì∂-an . . .
sick-Acc
‘If the professor were sick . . .’

(21) a. *(kun) ±ustà≈-an nàji™-an
be.m.s professor-Acc successful-Acc
‘Be a successful professor!’

b. là* (t-akun) ÿabiyy-an
not 2-be.m.s silly
‘Do not be silly!’

It should be clear, then, that the presence or 
the absence of the copula is not limited to cases
such as those in (12a–b) where the sentential
temporal structure is based on present and past
tense interpretations. It must be extended to
include correlations with other functional cate-
gories, specifically aspectual, modal, and mood
markers.

As a result, any adequate analysis of Arabic
copular sentences must provide an adequate
account of functional categories, since their
presence not only affects the syntagmatic prop-
erties of sentences (i.e. the presence of a copular
verb for grammaticality) but, more importantly,
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the semantic interpretation and propositional
truth value. On that basis, the structure in (22) is
hereby adopted as a schematic representation
for copular constructions. It stipulates that sen-
tences are projections of Modal Phrases (MP),
similar to Inflectional Phrases (IP) but with
much more interpretive power, and that modal-
ity is a major sentential component which
includes functional categories (see Bahloul
1994:7–30 for more details).

(22)      MP
/         \

Spec M’ 
/    \

Mo XP (VP, NP, PP, AdjP, AdvP, etc.)

This alternative analysis, based on Bahloul
(1994), agrees in principle with the feature-sen-
sitivity spirit advocated in Fassi-Fehri (1993)
and Benmamoun (2000). It differs substantially
from both in that it relies on the selectional
properties of functional categories, and in par-
ticular the Modal Phrase (MP). The head of the
Modal Phrase (Mo), selects a VP in the presence
of such modal features as Tense, Aspect,
Modality, and Mood. Functional features need a
lexical host, hence a verbal form is selected. In the
absence of any functional feature in Mo, it selects
other categories such as NPs, PPs, AdjPs, and
AdvPs. A Functional Feature (FF) may therefore
be postulated as a triggering mechanism, whereby
a positive value specification ([+FF]) yields a VP
selection while a negative value specification 
([-FF]) results in the selection of other non-
verbal categories. This generalization is repre-
sented in (23a) and (23b).

(23) a.                     MP
/        \

Spec M’
/      \

Mo XP 
[+FF]  |

VP

(23) b. MP
/          \

Spec M’
/          \

Mo XP 
[-FF]     | 

(NP, PP, AdjP, AdvP, etc.)

Under this analysis, the original sentences in
(12a) and (12b) would have the representations
in (24a) and (24b):

(24) a.                    MP
/        \

Spec M’
/       \

Mo PP 
[-FF]       /     \

Spec      P’
r-rajul-u /   \

Po NP 
fì d-dàr-i

(24) b. MP
/        \

Spec M’
/          \

Mo VP 
[+FF]   
kànai

Spec V’
r-rajul-u /        \

Vo PP 
ti fì d-dàr-i

3 . C o n c l u s i o n

This entry focuses on copular sentences in
Arabic and the contextual conditions which trig-
ger the presence and/or the absence of a copular
verb. Syntagmatic properties of copular sen-
tences are first highlighted by showing various
contexts under which the copula is not used. A
number of approaches to the analysis of copular
sentences are then discussed and an analysis of
Standard Arabic copular is presented that 
takes into account a wide range of contextual
triggers such as tense, aspect, modal, and mood
markers. The analysis advocates a model which
places modality at the center of the sentence
structure and derives Arabic root clauses, copu-
lar and non-copular, on the basis of types of fea-
tures in Mo.
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Corpus Linguistics

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Corpus linguistics is a branch of → computa-
tional linguistics, but its object of research is
restricted to large collections (corpora) of
authentic language data. Just like computational
linguistics, corpus linguistics shares with com-
puter sciences and electronic engineering an
interest in natural language processing. Corpus
linguistics tries to profit, as much as possible,
from computational means and techniques. On
the other hand, computer sciences and electronic
engineering are more and more aware of the
challenges natural language processing offers
and, in their turn, they profit from what corpus
or computational linguistics bring forth.

When asked about his views on modern cor-
pus linguistics, Chomsky is said to have replied:
“It doesn’t exist”, while characterizing corpus

linguistics as butterfly collecting (Aarts 2000:
6–7). More recently, Kay (2004) fulminated
against the dominance of statistical and corpus-
based approaches to language processing, while
Farghaly (2004) observed that, though neces-
sary, statistical and corpus-based approaches
“are not sufficient to address all issues involved
in building viable applications in Natural Lan-
guage Processing”. On the contrary, two basic
introductory works (Manning and Schüze 1999;
Jurafsky and Martin 2000) objectively discussed
the possibilities and impossibilities of corpus-
based research. One gets the impression that
corpus linguistics is an issue and therefore does
indeed exist.

Arabic corpus linguistics (Ditters 1990) is the
study of linguistic phenomena through large col-
lections of Arabic data. In order to handle large
collections of data in a methodologically ade-
quate, comprehensive, and consistent way, the
application of computational means and the
availability of machine readable corpora are pre-
requisites for corpus linguistics. There is a strong
argument in favor of following a corpus-based
approach concerning written Arabic, almost a
foreign language to all of its users as it is taught
and learned at school: without any native speaker,
this variety is nonetheless the unique and univer-
sal language for the entire Arab world, used in
almost any form of written communication.

As far as ‘spoken’ Arabic is concerned, the
term is ambivalent. First, it may refer to a verbal
approximation of the literary variety, used, with
a varying degree of proficiency, as a formal lan-
guage in mosques, other religious places, on
radio and television, as lingua franca between
educated Arabs, and on formal occasions.
Second, it may refer to a language variety, within
the Arab world, almost exclusively learned in a
domestic environment and diversified into
numerous Arabic dialects, all with different sub-
categories, each with their own native speakers.
As a consequence, ‘Arabic speech’ data may
belong to the first, to the second or, by language
interference, to an ‘in-between’ category. We
reserve the term ‘spoken literary’ Arabic for the
former, and ‘spoken’ Arabic for the latter cate-
gory of data. ‘Blended’ spoken Arabic for the
‘in-between’ category of data will not be taken
into consideration here.

Corpus-based research concerning spoken
Arabic is still in its early stages. A coherent and
univocal formal script for spoken Arabic data
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has still to be developed and agreed upon. Once
this has been done, such a description should be
able to account for numerous different dialects
of spoken Arabic, each with its own variants.
Corpus-based research concerning spoken liter-
ary Arabic is usually reduced to a transcript in 
its textual equivalent. One could qualify this
‘approach’ as a fatal mistake or conclude that it
is better than nothing.

In what follows, McEnery and Wilson (2001)
will be followed as a guideline for the discussion
of such issues as the collection of data (in itself
not a corpus linguistics activity, but rather a pre-
requisite); data collections; data (pre)process-
ing; data (pre)processing tools; problems in data
collecting; and research objectives.

2 .  T h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  d a t a

The availability or the collection of linguistic
data is a prerequisite for corpus linguistics. It is
never its final objective. In most cases, data are
gathered in the framework of academic or com-
mercial research projects. In subsidized pro-
jects, e.g. DIINAR-MBC (2005), data and
results are usually available at no charge or for 
a nominal fee.

An Arabic text or a speech corpus should be
machine-readable. There is a general consensus
about this feature of corpus linguistics. Matters
such as sampling, representativeness (as far as
geographic spread, text varieties, semantic do-
mains, age, gender, and target groups are con-
cerned), the form, the script or the size of an
Arabic corpus heavily depend on the objectives
of the research (see below, 7).

Proposals for the gathering of a representa-
tive, machine readable corpus of Arabic data
have been made on numerous occasions (e.g.
Ditters and Moussa 1995; Zughoul 1997).

Ways to collect data vary. There are the error-
prone ways of keying-in or making an analog
recording. On the other hand, the scanning in of
text data is nowadays of high quality. Moreover,
digital recording and the digitization of analog
recording are better than before, but here all
depends on the quality of the (pre)processing of
encoded pertinent data.

The road to obtain data via publishers and
broadcast providers is accessible (e.g. Al-Hayat
2005), but this road is still undermined by copy-
right problems. The Web is a prime source for
collection (e.g. Arab Media 2005), apart from

the by now almost solved problem of copyrights
on web-provided data, given the fact that Web
sources deliver materials free or with restricted
log-in (see below, 4).

The Arab world itself is eager to make avail-
able, via Web-based sources, their sociocultural,
scientific, historical, and religious fundamental
texts. The textual data of Qur ±àn, £adì† and
Tafsìr, Classical and contemporary Arabic
poetry (Arabic Poetry 2005), Arabic literature
(e.g. AlAdeeb 2005), as well as many other data
are available in character mode via the →
Internet.

Arabic text and speech corpora are available
from the Linguistic Data Consortium (LDC
2005), the European Language Resources
Association (ELRA 2005a), as well as via other
sources (see also below, 8). Means used in, and
results from, subsidized research projects are
usually freely available. For example, in a proj-
ect (DIINAR-MBC 2005) sponsored by the
European Union, a toolkit for the processing of
Arabic text data has become available. For
research purposes, the IRSIT and the KUN-cor-
pora of electronic textual data (content details
can be found in DIINAR-MBC 2005) have also
become available, while the impressive data col-
lection of another partner in the project (IERA)
had to be kept out of the deliverables, due to
copyright issues (see below, 4).

3 .  D a t a  c o l l e c t i o n s

One of the first electronic collections of Arabic
text data is stored in the Oxford Text Archive 
(Ota 2005). This database of electronic text data
comprises transcribed files of Badì ≠ az-Zamàn
al-Hama≈ànì’s Maqàmàt, early Arabic epistles,
and a corpus of modern Arabic prose samples.
For more details about this early collection, as
well as for information about other, at the time
electronically available, Arabic text corpora see
Ditters and Moussa (1995).

Many researchers, both within and outside
the Arab world, at the academic level or in the
commercial sector, use privately collected and
electronically stored authentic Arabic data col-
lections for distinct research purposes. The
University of Nijmegen houses a collection of
digitized text, speech (mostly Moroccan dia-
lects), and digitized video (geographically spread
over the Arab world in the form of news and
background actualities), gathered for research
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and teaching purposes. At other centers, similar
but as yet unregistered collections are being used.

Some institutions and individuals are active 
in centralizing information about electronic
Arabic corpora and act as providers. Nikkhou
and Choukri (ELRA 2005b:36–37) present peri-
odically updated information about available
Arabic text and speech corpora together with a
short description and mention of the provider.
The Linguistic Data Consortium (LDC 2005)
houses Arabic raw data collections as well as
annotated Arabic corpora (see below, 7). Al-
Sulaiti (2005a) includes a link to a listing of
existing Arabic linguistic data collections.
Moreover, in al-Sulaiti (2005b), everyone is
invited to share information about available
data with others, by means of a questionnaire.

As far as bilingual and multilingual corpora
are concerned, research on a Spanish–Arabic
parallel corpus has been commented upon in
Samy, Sandoval, and Guirao (2004). Inter-
national institutions, mainly the United Nations
at different levels, produce textual documents in
Arabic as well as in a variety of other languages,
which enables the compilation of bi- and multi-
lingual parallel corpora (including Arabic), dif-
ferentiated in a large number of semantic
domains. In the literary sector, mainly privately
owned, electronically stored Arabic source data,
with a translated version in parallel form, are
being used for research purposes.

As far as speech databases are concerned,
Orientel is a recently completed project aiming at
the development of speech-driven applications
for the Mediterranean and the Middle East (Iskra
a.o. 2004). As for speech-corpora, the dialectal
Arabic telephone speech corpus (Maamouri a.o.
2004), the Broadcast News Speech corpus
(Choukri a.o. 2004), and the (commercially
developed) Sakhr speech databases (Ghali 2004)
should be mentioned.

4 .  P r o b l e m s  i n  d a t a  
d i s s e m i n a t i o n

Arabic text and speech data, also in digitized
form, are liable to copyright and intellectual
ownership restrictions. Commercially available
corpora are sold with the approval of the author 
for use under specific conditions. Organizations
such as ELRA (2005a) and LDC (2005) provide
‘approved’ data collections saving the user much
laborious effort.

The ‘value’ of Arabic corpora depends heavily
on the correct digitized reproduction of the
source material, as well as on a transparent
description of the annotation used. In tagged
corpora the reliability of the tagging is as impor-
tant as the verifiability of the tagging with the
source material.

With privately gathered collections a still un-
solved problematic area of issues is encountered,
such as original copyright; the ownership of an
enriched data collection; the right to disseminate
an enriched corpus; and the area wherein
authentic data or enriched material can be used
(publications, the classroom, computer labora-
tories, or on a local or Web-based server, etc.).

On the other hand, there is a general consen-
sus that Arabic data published via public broad-
casting systems, radio and television, satellite,
cable, the Web, or otherwise, should be regarded
as freely available.

5 .  D a t a  ( p r e ) p r o c e s s i n g

Electronically available Arabic text or speech
data can be stored as is: it is ‘raw’ data. In con-
trast, text or speech data may be ‘enriched’ or
‘annotated’ in one way or another. However,
according to Leech (1993), it should be possible
to remove the annotation from the annotated
corpus in order to revert to the raw corpus. The
annotation scheme should be well documented
or in accordance with standards like the Text
Encoding Initiative (Ide and Véronis 1995; TEI
2005; El Hachani 1998; Ramzi 2000) in order to
allow for identification of the text or speech
sample concerned.

A naive form of enrichment consists in the
manual, error-prone, introduction of tags, only
to get them electronically reproduced in a subse-
quent search for these labels later. Another mat-
ter is the automatic removal of any non-relevant
information from the data (page numbers and
any other non-linguistic insertions in linguistic
text research, stopgaps and background noise in
linguistic speech research) or the automatic
insertion of labels relevant to specific research
objectives. Practices to enrich Arabic data col-
lections include:

5.1 Parts-of-speech annotation

Parts-of-speech annotation refers to the assign-
ment of a code to each lexical unit for its place in
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a given sequence (Freeman 2001). For some lan-
guages (in the case of English text data or with
the closed corpus of Latin data), the combina-
tion of a parts-of-speech tagger, conjugation,
and declension paradigms, as well as lexical list-
ings, a useful enrichment of the authentic data
can be obtained. With inflection-rich languages
such as Arabic (Khoja 2001), or tonal-based lan-
guages the development of a parts-of-speech tag-
ger becomes almost as complicated as a formal
grammar describing the morphosyntactic struc-
ture of ‘raw’ linguistic data.

5.2 Lemmatization and stemming

The lemmatization and stemming of corpus
data refer to the reduction of tokens into types,
of words into their respective lexemes or into
their basic stem (Dichy 2001; Kadri and Nie
2004; Khoja 2005). This is not a trivial issue,
since syntactic parsing relies on a reliable
description of the phonomorphological and lex-
ical properties of the language involved, in this
case Arabic.

5.3 Parsing

Parsing refers to the marking of relationships
and dependencies of basic morphosyntactic cat-
egories at a higher level of linguistic description.
The results of the parsing are usually represented
in the form of derivation trees, labeled bracket-
ing, or indented sequences, closely resembling
the structure of a tree diagram or derivation tree.

Most of the parsing is done by means of con-
text-free phrase structure grammars (ElNaggar
1990). One may distinguish full parsing (i.e.,
aiming to provide an analysis of the sentence
structure that is as detailed as possible) and
skeleton parsing (i.e., aiming to provide only the
broad lines of the sentence structure, mainly in
terms of constituents).

Instead of a type of context-free phrase struc-
ture grammar, a combination of grammar for-
malisms can be used or a different grammar
approach may be applied (Ditters 2005), for
instance the combination of immediate con-
stituency with dependency (AGFL 2005; Ditters
2001), constraint grammar (Karlsson a.o. 1995),
Definite Clause Grammar (Mehdi 1987), the Tree
Adjoining grammar (Lahmeur 2004) and the
Prague dependency approach (Haji∑ a.o. 2004).

Other formal models that comply with the
implementation condition (i.e., that a compiler

should be available) are (head-driven) generalized
phrase structure grammar (Achit and Azzoune
2004), as well as a number of finite-state algo-
rithms (Beesley 2001; Beesley a.o. 1989; Kiraz
1998, 2001).

5.4 Relationships and dependencies

The marking of relationships and dependencies
between the elements of a constituent or
between constituents is one form of semantic
annotation (Haddad and Yaseen 2001, 2003).
Another form is the marking of semantic fea-
tures of words in a text. In information retrieval
the extraction of head-modifier pairs is an ade-
quate approach. Using this approach on ‘raw’
data may be the ‘best’ example of a ‘good prac-
tice’ (Ditters and Koster 2004). At any rate, cor-
pus linguists should for all purposes formulate
their questions to data in such a way that ‘raw’
data can be accessed.

5.5 Discourse and text linguistic annotation

Discourse tags frequently occur in the annota-
tion of speech corpora. For Arabic, we are not
yet at the level of coherent and consistent dis-
course marking attained in English (Stenström
1984). For annotated Arabic text corpora a
form of marking of colloquial interferences
could be meaningful.

Anaphoric resolution is one of the most prob-
lematic issues in the automatic parsing of 
corpora (Chalabi 2004). Therefore, in tagged 
corpora anaphoric annotation (the marking of
pronoun reference) is frequently used. In the pars-
ing of ‘raw’ data this tricky problem has to be
solved at a descriptive level going beyond sen-
tence boundaries.

5.6 Phonological and phonetic annotation

During the early stages of the exploitation of
computational means, Arabic textual data have
been represented in different varieties of scarcely
annotated and often inconsistent transliteration
and transcription adaptations (OTA 2005). A
‘one-to-one’ representation of graphemes is,
nowadays, a universally accepted standard,
except for some, even electronically available,
encyclopedic works such as the Encyclopaedia
of Islam, serial works (Perspectives on Arabic
Linguistics), periodicals (Arabica), and other
peer-reviewed publications (Nikkhou 2003;
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Krauwer 2004) on Arabic or Arab world related
matters. By now, for almost all platforms, a uni-
versally accepted and adequate encoding format
(Unicode UTF-8, 2005), both for the reproduc-
tion of textual data in Arabic characters or in a
coherent transcription format, and for the pho-
netic representation of spoken Arabic data, even
with stress marking, is available.

5.7 Prosody

Prosody goes beyond the level of segmental dif-
ferentiation into simple phonemes and concerns
the marking of sounds and pertinent features at
higher levels of linguistic description, such as
stress, intonation, rhythm, meter, and rhyme. In
the Arabic domain, there are studies on prosod-
ics (McCarthy 1981; McCarthy and Prince
1990, 1996; Safa, Abdel Nour, and Rajouani
2001). Other studies are related to acoustic
analysis and modeling (Mawhoub 2004; Bayeh
a.o. 2004). However, researchers in this field
could still learn substantially from existing
descriptive frameworks for prosody such as
O’Connor and Arnold (1961).

5.8 Problem-oriented tagging

Problem-oriented tagging (Haan 1984) is the
insertion of markers in an annotated or ‘raw’
data collection for facilitating the individual
objectives of a researcher. It is evident that this
form of annotation might lack consistency, com-
prehensiveness, as well as usefulness for other
users of the material. However, this form of
annotation certainly makes sense. A global
search for quotation marks in a machine-read-
able Arabic text corpus and their subsequent
marking could, for example, pinpoint colloquial
interferences.

5.9 Multi-level annotation

Multi-level annotation is a generic term for the
marking of elements belonging to the different
levels of linguistic description, for example mor-
phosyntactic description (Khoja a.o., forthcom-
ing) and the multi-level annotation as applied by
the Prague school (Smr∆ a.o. 2002; Smr∆ and
Pajas 2004).

6 .  D a t a  ( p r e ) p r o c e s s i n g  t o o l s

Concordancers (e.g. MonoConc Pro 2005; Col-
locate 2005; Paraconc 2005), global textual ana-

lyzers and frequency software (e.g. WordSmith
and MicroConcord), and many other tools are
found at Textanalysis (2005); lemmatizers
(Stevens 2005), machine translation systems,
parsers (analyzers as well as generators for differ-
ent language levels) (Beesley 2001; Buckwalter
2002; Habash 2004), speech-to-text converters,
stemmers, (parts-of-speech) taggers, text-to-
speech converters, tokenizers, and other tools for
the processing of machine-readable Arabic text
and speech data are available or being developed.
Al-Sulaiti (2004) and Khoja (2005) provide more
information about Arabic corpora and analyzing
tools (→ computational linguistics). An advanced
Web search will provide up-to-date information
(e.g. Buckwalter 2005)

7 . R e s e a r c h  o b j e c t i v e s

For diachronic and/or synchronic lexical pur-
poses a saturation point, concerning the size of a
corpus, will never be reached (Hoogland 2003).
For syntactic research, a sample of 20,000
words is an adequate starting point, since the
descriptive power of a formal grammar should
be tested on another sample in a cyclic process of
testing and correction. Research on individual
authors can be upgraded according to age level
and completed with the analysis and final appre-
ciation of their collected works.

Studies on text or speech varieties should be
based on a broad range of (identifiable vs.
anonymous) authors and speakers, including as
many genres and semantic domains of the topic
concerned as possible, with mention of the geo-
graphical origin of the actors, age, sex of the
source and the target group, as well as informa-
tion about the geographic spread of the target
group of receivers. Applications using learn-
ing algorithms will start with a few text lines 
or recorded utterances, being automatically
increased during the learning process.

In summary, for the analysis of linguistic data
in order to obtain verified results, for the testing
of linguistic hypotheses on authentic data in
order to arrive at a verified theory, for the con-
struction of particular data collections (elec-
tronically available), and for synchronic or
diachronic, general or specific domain wordlists
and dictionaries, the use of corpora is essential.
Moreover, for the development of learning algo-
rithms, tools for information retrieval, and 
text-to-speech and speech-to-text converters,
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linguistic knowledge and machine-readable cor-
pora are required.

8 .  R e s o u r c e s

LDC (2005), ELRA (2005a), some academic
institutions (among many others the universities
of Lyon-2 and Nijmegen: DIINAR-MBC 2005),
as well as individual researchers (Khoja 2005;
Al-Sulaiti 2005), are intermediaries in the ex-
change of ‘raw’ or (partially and/or fully) anno-
tated collections of authentic, machine readable,
Arabic text or speech data.

Usually, the exploitation of available corpus
linguistics resources depends on in-house skills,
research and/or teaching objectives, available
means, as well as long-term objectives. The
LDC-approach (Maamouri a.o. 2003–2004;
Maamouri a.o. 2004; Maamouri a.o. 2004)
remains close to a stable, linguistically ‘safety
first’ strategy. In the meantime, a ‘faction’ (the
Prague School), eager to exploit available data
for the testing out of new theoretical concepts in
combination with more advanced technological
means, has become active (Zemánek 2001; Smr∆
a.o. 2002; Smr∆ and Pajas 2004; Haji∑ a.o.
2004; Smr∆ 2005). Finally, it is worth mention-
ing the development of speech-driven applica-
tions for the Mediterranean and the Middle East
(Iskra a.o. 2004).
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Courtesy Expressions  → Politeness;
Greetings

Creole Arabic

1 . A r a b i c - b a s e d  c r e o l e s

Arabic-based pidgins and creoles have two
profiles. The better-attested one consists of a
range of varieties, more or less closely related
historically, spoken, or once spoken, in the cen-
tral and east African countries of the Sudan,
Uganda, Kenya, and Chad. In this area the vari-
eties are no older than about 150 years. In true
pidgin/creole fashion, the varieties emerged
within a short period of time and have developed
into a language not mutually intelligible with any
other variety of Arabic and having a radically dif-
ferent grammatical structure. The second group
consists of fragmented attestations of pidgin vari-
eties. These include an enticing text from the
11th-century geographer al-Bakrì and a short
report on a pidgin variety in the contemporary
Persian Gulf (→ pidginization).
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2 .  H i s t o r y

The emergence of the pidgins/creoles in the
Sudan is not so much a consequence of events 
in the 19th century as an embodiment of its his-
tory. Its medial origins begin in 1820 when
Muhammad Ali, the Khedive of Egypt, started
his conquest of the Sudan. Egyptian control of
the Sudan spread steadily, and in 1849 a Major
Salim led the first expedition, a trading expedi-
tion, down the Nile River into the southern
Sudan. Thereafter, a floodgate of trading expe-
ditions made their way through the great Sud
swamp during its high water period, and in 1854
the first permanent trading settlement was estab-
lished near present-day Wau. Ivory was the
lucrative product of the southern Sudan, and
within a decade the region was crisscrossed with
trading camps, the German explorer and scien-
tist Schweinfurth reporting that by 1869 camps
were located at a distance of every 18–21 miles,
connected by a good transportation system.

The establishment of the camps changed the
social relationships in the south decisively, and 
it is here that the origins of the Arabic pidgin/
creole varieties are to be found. Certainly, the
advent of Muhammad Ali’s army in the northern
Sudan and its heavy reliance on non-Arabic
speakers, especially Nubian and slave recruits,
would have led to the spread of second language
interference (Wellens 2003:13). However, the
classic conditions for the development, spread,
and stabilization of a pidgin/creole variety
became established only in the southern Sudan.

The southern Sudan and the adjoining areas 
in northern Uganda, eastern Central African
Republic and the Congo Republic is, and was in
the second half of the 19th century, a highly mul-
tilingual region with groups speaking various
languages mainly from the central (e.g. Mamvu,
Mangbetu, Moru-Madi, Bongo Lendu) and
eastern Sudanic (Bari/Kakwa, Lotuko, Dinka,
Nuer, Shilluk) language families. 

The abrupt opening of the southern Sudan pre-
sented a communicative challenge. The trading
camps were established throughout the southern
Sudan and adjoining regions (see Map 1) and
they were linked by a dense communications net-
work. Schweinfurth’s statistics (Mahmud 1983;
Owens 1990:222) estimated that as early as
1869 nearly a fifth of the entire population, some
60,000 individuals, was resident in the camps.

Of these, at most only a quarter were native
Arabic speakers from the northern Sudan, Egypt,
and elsewhere (officials, itinerant traders from
Kordofan/Darfur, soldiers), the rest southerners
of various ethnic and linguistic origin. A lingua
franca was needed. The situation replicates the
unbalanced demographics which have been
reconstructed for the development of other cre-
ole languages: when the dominant lingua franca,
in this case an Arabic dialect, spreads among a
population where second language (L2) speakers
vastly outnumber first language (L1) speakers,
pidginization is assured, and creolization, the
nativization of the pidgin is possible. Whether
creolization occurs depends on the sociopolitical
environment.

Briefly, what probably happened in the south-
ern Sudan between 1854 and 1888 is the follow-
ing. Three broad social classes emerged in the
south: the native population not resident in the
camps; southerners, and increasingly their off-
spring, who served in the camps; and the com-
manding elite of the camps, composed of Arabs, a
few Europeans, and Nile Nubians from the north-
ern Sudan and southern Egypt. The camps them-
selves changed their status by 1878, when the
Egyptian government, under pressure to stop
slave trading, transformed the armies of the camp
traders into government soldiers. From the rela-
tively plentiful eyewitness reports from the 
era, many of high scholarly and scientific quality,
by authors such as Petherick, Baker, Junker,
Schweinfurth, Gessi, Casati, Emin Pasha, Stanley,
and Jephson the following can be distilled.
Tensions existed between all three groups, and
indeed continually increased. The trading camps,
originally outposts for gathering ivory, became
bases for slave raiding, thus alienating the non-
camp population. Within the camps there was an
explicit divide and rule policy, whereby different
southern ethnic groups were mixed as much as
possible to prevent one from becoming dominant.
When the Mahdist troops appeared in the south-
ern Sudan in 1885, tensions between the two
camp groups came to a head, and a number of
mutinies by the southern soldiers occurred. Many
of the Arabs and Nubians, moreover, sympa-
thized with, or supported the Mahdi outright,
generally against the opposition of the southern
soldiers. 

The crystallization of a stable Arabic pid-
gin/creole may be sought in the class of southern
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government soldiers and their families. Linguis-
tically, they were highly heterogeneous, and
their numerical predominance, under the best of
circumstances, would have hindered a rapid
acquisition of something close to a normal
Arabic dialect. In any case, conditions for such
acquisition were deeply unfavorable, given the
social and political cleavage within the camps. It
may be assumed that a pidgin/creole Arabic
developed among this group. The final act, full
creolization as a native language, was played out
not in the Sudan, but in East Africa. Emin Pasha,
governor of Equatoria, had withdrawn with a
remnant troop of soldiers into what it is now
Uganda. He was rescued there by Stanley, who
took Emin and many of the Egyptian officers
and their families to the Indian Ocean coast.
Many of Emin’s followers, however, stayed on in
Uganda, were co-opted into the King’s African
Rifles, and formed the core of the present-day
East African Nubi, speaking the language they
brought with them from the Sudan. 

3 . T h e  v a r i e t i e s  e m e r g i n g  f r o m
t h e  S u d a n

Three distinct varieties of pidgin/creole Arabic,
tracing their origins to the southern Sudan of the
19th century, can be distinguished.

i. East African Nubi, also known as → Ki-Nubi,
is spoken by between 30,000 and 50,000
people (Khamis 1994:51). Khamis estimates
10,000 of these live in Kenya, where Kibera
in Nairobi is their greatest area of concen-
tration, the rest in Uganda, Bombo, and
Kampala seeing the largest concentration.

ii. → Juba Arabic. This is a variety mutually
intelligible with Nubi, spoken in the southern
Sudan. It probably originated at the same
time as Nubi, preserved among Emin’s sol-
diers who stayed in the southern Sudan and
among other elements of the population who
had been part of the camp population. In-
fluence via remigration from Uganda cannot

Map 1. The Sudan, Chad, East Africa

Approximate area of Schweinfurth’s
(1869) demographic estimates:
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be ruled out, however. Mahmud (1983)
reports that it is nativized in the southern
Sudan, i.e. a creole, though at the same time
it serves as a lingua franca not only in the
southern Sudan, but among the southern
Sudanese diaspora in general. Its total po-
pulation of speakers is therefore hard to 
discern.

iii. Turku. This is a variety described in a single,
rather incomplete work (Muraz 1929). It is a
pidgin variety spoken in Chad, which Tosco
and Owens (1993) suggest was introduced
originally into the area by soldiers of Rabeh,
who fled the southern Sudan in 1879 after
being defeated by Gessi. In present-day →
Chad, lingua franca Arabic is spoken as a
non-native variety by nearly half of the pop-
ulation, more than 2,400,000 people (Jullien
de Pommerol 1997:96), which is three or
four times more than the native Arabic
speakers in the country. This Arabic encom-
passes many varieties, some of which qualify
as pidgins. As no descriptions exist, it is
impossible to gauge whether Turku can be
considered an ancestor of present-day L2
Chadian Arabic varieties.

4 . E a s t  A f r i c a n  N u b i

The most complete and detailed descriptions are
those for East African Nubi (Owens 1977,
Heine 1982), particularly Wellens (2003) on
Ugandan Nubi, and so this variety will serve as
basis for the grammatical sketch, only minimally
supplemented by observations from fieldwork. 

4.1 Phonology

4.1.1 Consonants and vowels
p t k
b d g
m n �
f s “ h
v z

c (= tʃ)
j (= d�)
l, r

w y

Wellens (2003:38) notes that Standard Arabic
phonemes may, correctly or not, be imported via
learned pronunciation, µ, ≈, ™, x, q (e.g. bahar~
baxar ~ ba™ar ‘sea, lake’). The tap /r/ may also

be realized as retroflexed, and in some dialects
varies with /l/. Geminates are very rare, tenna
‘our’ (variant of 'tena).

Nubi has a balanced 5 vowel system.
i u
e o

a

4.1.2 Syllables and stress
(Stress is indicated here by an apostrophe before
the stressed syllable. )

The most common syllable types are CV, VC
(initially only), V and CVC (see 4.3 below). 

'am-su-ku ‘grab, take’, ju-'a ‘houses’, 'a-ki-li
‘food’, li-' fil ‘elephant’.

Additionally -CC occurs in specific sets of 
clusters (e.g. NC), and CC- initial is similarly
attested, but restricted to specific clusters (e.g.
Cw).

'bwangiri ‘cheeks’, 'skul ‘school’, 'sems ‘sun’.

Stress is contrastive, both lexically and morpho-
logically 

'saba ‘seven’, sa'ba ‘morning’
'bagara ‘cow’, baga'ra ‘cattle’
'kasulu ‘wash’, ka'sulu ‘washing’, kasu'lu

‘washed’, 'kásúlu ‘to wash’. 

Heine’s (1982:27) report of contrastive lexical
tone for Kenyan Nubi has never been confirmed
(by Owens, Khamis, or Wellens or equally Miller
or Watson for Juba Arabic); rather, lexical tone
contours are always predictable once the stressed
syllable has been identified. Wellens (2003:43),
did, however, show that a tonal contrast is the
basis of the distinction between the gerund vs.
infinitive vs. finite base, ka'sulu/'kásúlu/'kasulu as
in (11) below. 

4.1.3 Phonological processes
The most striking phonological process is the
tendency to eliminate vowels in fast speech, par-
ticularly high vowels. In fast speech, therefore,
CVC syllables are quite common.

'gezima → 'gezma ‘shoe’
'asurubu → 'asrubu ~ 'asrub ‘drink’
'kasulu → 'kasul ‘wash’
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The tendency is strongest in unstressed, word-
final syllables, though Wellens notes that even in
the passive form a final stressed -u may be 
deleted after -m, n, l, f, b, gi-raka'b ‘being
cooked’. Owens reports that final high vowels
may be realized voiceless, rather than being fully
deleted. There is a tendency to avoid monosylla-
bles, so a word like geru ‘change’ will not neces-
sarily undergo -u deletion. 

Deletion of the final vowel will lead to a sylla-
ble realignment which cuts across word bound-
aries, as in

('ana) 'am-su-ku 'i-ta → 'amsuk 'ita → 'am-
su-'ki-ta ‘I caught you’

Wellens notes the entire phonological com-
plex associated with vowel deletions is ex-
tremely variable. It may not happen, though if 
it does it is more likely to occur inter alia in the
contexts noted above than elsewhere.

Stem-internal vowels show a strong tendency
towards a front-back vowel harmony, with the
low mid vowel /a/ occurring in both sets: /i, e, a/ or
/u, o, a/, bérédu ‘wash’ vs. asùrùbu ‘drink’. A sim-
ilar vowel harmony tendency is attested across
morpheme, sometimes word boundaries as well.
The verb prefix gi- or the preposition fi, for exam-
ple, will assimilate to a following /u/, gu-lo'go
‘finding’, fu'dul ‘in the shade’. In Owens (1977) it
is represented as a regular phonological rule,
though Khamis (p.c.) reports that in Bombo it is
more characteristic of older speakers.

4.2 Nominals

4.2.1 Inflectional categories
The only inflectional category is number, SG/PL,
though the majority of nouns have no morpho-
logical plural. Wellens gives 5 broad classes.

i. Stress shift to final syllable: yo'wele/yowe'le
‘boy(s)’

ii. Ablaut: ke'bir/ku'bar ‘big [sg./pl]’
iii. Suffixation of various elements(always

accompanied by stress shift), 'tajir/taji'r-in
‘rich person(s)’, 'seder/sede'r-a ‘tree(s)’

iv. Suppletion: 'marya/nus'wan ‘woman/
women’. This may be supplemented by (iii),
nuswa'n-a

v. Prefixation: (Bantu loans only), mu'ze/wa-
'ze ‘old man’

4.2.2 Modifying categories
The word nas (cf. a'nas ‘people’) + sg. or pl.
noun may act as a collective, mass, or type

marker: 'nas sede'ra ‘trees’, 'nas 'akil ‘food-
stuffs’, 'nas ka'mis ‘those with name of Khamis’.

The demonstratives are as follows.

near far
SG (u)we'de, 'de 'na'de ~ 'nade
PL dol'de, 'dole

(1) ka'lam we'de 
‘this problem’

Wellens observes that when used predicatively,
(u) 'wede has initial stress.

Wellens suggests that an opposition wai/waid
vs. 'de marks an indefinite or non-specific vs.
definite opposition. This opposition is not syn-
tacticized, however: indefinite nouns may occur
unmarked, and definite nouns (i.e., identified
either textually or pragmatically) may be
unmarked, or marked by de.

Adjectives follow the noun, and may agree
with it in number. al, 'ali, ab, 'abu before the
adjective mark a relationship as habitual. 

(2)  a'jol ab sa'kar . . . 'ma 'alisi a'jol ab 
ke'bir
‘a young person shouldn’t insult an old 
person’ (Wellens 2003:78)

The cardinal numbers are as follows: 1–10: 
'wai, ti'nin, ta'lata, 'arba, 'kamsa, 'sita, 'saba,
ta'maniya, 'tisa, 'a“ara; 11–19: i'da“ar, 
it'na“ar, tala'ta“ar, etc.; 20–90: i“i'rin, tele'tin,
etc., 100: 'mia. Digits precede tens, 'kamsa u
si'tin ‘65’.

A possessor noun follows the possessed and is
marked by ta.

(3) ku'baya ta 'plastik
‘a plastic cup’ (Wellens 2003:83)

In what have variously been called compounds
(Wellens, Heine) and inalienable possessed
nouns (Owens), the ta will be omitted.

(4) su'nun li'fil
‘teeth elephant’ = ‘trunk’

'kasma 'bab
‘mouth door’ = ‘doorstep’

Except for 'kila ‘each’ and jina ‘diminutive
marker’, all modifiers follow the noun.

4.2.3 Pronouns
There are two sets of personal pronoun, which
may be termed general and possessive.
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general       

SG PL 
'ana 'ina
'ita 'itokum/'itakum
'uo/'uwo 'umon/'umwon

possessive

SG PL
ta'yi 'tena
'taki 'tokum/'takum
'to 'toumon/'tomwon

The general pronouns are used as subjects, direct
objects, and objects of prepositions. The recip-
rocal pronoun is ba'dum/'badu. The reflexive
repeats the subject pronoun.

(5) 'ana 'du'g ana ‘I hit myself’.

4.3 The verb

The verb is inflected for tense/aspect, impera-
tive plural, passive, and two degrees of non-
finiteness. 

The tense/aspect markers are the prefixes 
bi- ‘future’, gi- ‘present progressive’. A non-
inflected verb stem is basically a past tense. In
the active voice a nominal or pronominal (see
above) subject is obligatory.

(6) 'uwo 'ja, 'uwo gi-'ja, 'uwo bi-'ja
‘he came, he is coming, he will come’

'ina 'kelemu no-umon, 'ina gi-'kelemu 
no-'umon, 'ina bi-'kelemu no-'umon 
‘we talked to them, we are talking to them, 
we will talk to them’.

The sequence bi-gi is possible in principle, 'uwo
bi-gi-'arija ‘he will be arriving’. The unmarked
tense meaning may be overridden by contextual
factors. 

A passive-like verb is formed by shifting stress
to the final syllable, objects remaining in their
post-verb position. 

(7) bi-ku'bu 'moyo ‘water will be spilled’

cf. 

(8) õere'ku 'de bu-'kubu 'moyo
‘The child will spill the water’

The broader meaning of this construction is that
of an unspecified agent, so even intransitive
verbs occur in it.

(9) gi-ari'ja
PROG-arrive.PAS
‘someone is arriving/they are arriving’

The imperative has the same form as the basic
stem. In the plural the suffix -kum or -'tokum is
attached.

(10) 'kelemu no-'umon gum-kum
‘speak to them!’, ‘wake-ye up!’

There are two nominal forms. The gerund is
formed by placing stress on the penultimate syl-
lable, while an infinitive, first identified by
Wellens (2003), has initial stress, and a raised
tone on the second syllable.

(11) a'rija ‘arriving’, 'áríja ‘to arrive’

The semantic difference between the two is
slight, though the gerund generally expresses the
result of an action, the infinitive the process
itself. However, there are contexts where only a
gerund can occur.

(12)  a'bidu ta ka'lam
‘beginning [GER] of a problem, the 
beginning of a problem’

(13) umon 'rua  fi  'gaba fi 'gátá 
they go      to forest to cutting.IN
la'kata
Fwood
‘They went to the forest to cut wood’.

A small set of verbs, including all loans from
Swahili, have a fixed stress on a non-initial syl-
lable, e.g. 'ita ni'situ ‘you forgot’, ni'situ ‘some-
one forgot/forgetting’.

Reduplication conveys the idea of plurality or
diffuseness (see also Miller 2003).

(14) tu'raal  'kub-ku'bu                    'uo ma 
soil which pour-pour.PAS it with 
'namna ta dus'man
means of war
‘The soil which was strewn because of 
war . . .’ (Wellens 2003:141)

Affixes are generally marked only once on a
reduplicated verb, as in (14) where only the sec-
ond verb bears the passive stress shift. Wellens
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also gives examples, however, where both mem-
bers shift stress.

Nubi has verbs which besides functioning as
main verbs serve as auxiliaries, preceding the
main verb and conveying various aspectual and
modal meanings, e.g.: 'kan ‘anterior marker’,
gurwa ‘immediate future’, 'rua ‘intention’, 'ja
‘inchoative’, 'arija ‘to return, again’, 'gum ‘to
stand up, inchoative’, 'gen/ 'gai ‘to sit, remain,
durative’, 'agideri ‘to be able’, 'abidu ‘to begin’,
etc. Segmental inflectional markers usually
occur only before the first verb, though with
specific verbs may occur after the auxiliary (16).
Usually, supra-segmental inflections are marked
on each verb in a chain (15).

(15) 'kan    gu-ru'wa          raka'bu
if PROG-go.PAS cook.PAS  
'akili  'ma
food not
‘If food will not have been prepared’ 
(Wellens  2003:117)

(16) 'ter   'gen gi-'guna je'de
bird sit PROG.sing like that
‘The bird keeps singing’

kan + future bi- forms a counterfactual.

(17) kan 'ita bi-'kelem n-ena
was you FUT-say to-us
‘You should have told us’ (Wellens 2003: 
115)

Non-verbal sentences have a number of special
tense and mode markers, including 'kun ‘tempo-
rary state, presumptive, inchoative’, 'kan ‘past’,
'fi ‘existential’ 'mafi ‘negative existential’

(18) 'ragi de 'kan fi 'be
man DEM was at home
‘The man was at home’

(19) 'asede 'mafi ka'lam
now exist not problem
‘Now there is no problem’.

4.4 Other word classes

Common prepositions include: fi ‘at’, min
‘from’, gi'dam ‘in front’, 'wara ‘behind’, 'kabla
‘before’, ma ‘with, by means of’, ze ~ je ‘like’ and
na ‘to, for’. Adverbs include 'ini ‘here’, (i)'na
‘there’, bo'yi ‘far’, ge'ri ‘near’, m'bari ‘yester-

day’, waltum'bari ‘day before yesterday’,
'bukra/sa'ba ‘tomorrow’, 'asa/'asede ‘now’,
na're/'nare ‘today’. 

Question words are mu'nu ‘who’, su'nu 
‘what’, mi'ten ‘when’, ke'fin ‘how’, ma'lu ‘why’,
ya'tu ‘which’, kam ‘how many’, musu ‘tag
marker’. They remain in the position of the noun
they replace.

(20) ita 'endis 'sente ' kam
you have money how much
‘How much money do you have’?

Conjunctions include ma/wa/u ‘and’, la'kin
‘but’, gal ‘dependent clause’, ke/ke'de ‘subjunc-
tive marker, 'kan ‘if’, ba'kan ‘when’, ladi ‘until’,
ja/je ‘as if, as’. The relative marker is abu or al as
in (14). 'ya is a focus or topic marker.

(21) 'umon ba'kan sa'kari, ba'ba    'de
they when young       father DET

'ja a'yan
became sick
‘When they were young, their father 
became ill’.

(22) õere'ku' 'ya a'dan 'to ma
child FOC ears his not
‘The child’s ears are not there’.

Note that the topicalized NP leaves a pronomi-
nal trace.

The negative marker is 'ma or 'mafi, which
occurs sentence final.

(23) 'ina gi-'dusman 'mafi
we PROG-fight not
‘We are not fighting’.

5 . E a s t  A f r i c a n  d i a l e c t s

Although mutually intelligible, there are dialect
differences in Nubi. Kenya Nubi, for instance,
maintains etymological *“ to a greater degree
than does Ugandan, e.g. “u'nu ‘what’, “emsi ‘sun’,
(C)VC syllables are tolerated to a greater degree
(a“rubu ‘drink’), and the negative, usually ma,
occurs before the predicate. Wellens (2003)
remarks in a number of places on differences
between Bombo Nubi and that of northern
Uganda (e.g. Gulu, Arua). Systematic studies are
lacking, however.
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6 . J u b a  A r a b i c :  D e c r e o l i z a t i o n

Juba Arabic of the Sudan has essentially the same
structure as Nubi (see Watson and Ola 1984) and
is mutually intelligible with it. However, it differs
in two important ways, both of which greatly
increase its overall variability relative to its East
African sibling. First, because it is a non-codified,
non-implemented (Owens 2004) lingua franca
with L2 speakers far outnumbering L1, it is sus-
ceptible to various influences, which in their total-
ity tend to increase variability in the language.
First, variation may derive from the speakers’ L1s
(Vincent 1986). Secondly, what might be termed
general developmental strategies may be applied
differently for different populations of speakers.
An example here is Miller (2001), who shows that
the complementizer gali < gaal ‘to say’ has ex-
panded beyond its original use of ‘to say’ to mark
propositional complements of perception and
cognition.

(24) uwo gi-ayinu gali mumkin
he PROG-see say perhaps
ita kan     bineya bata
you if         girl bad
‘He realizes that perhaps you are a bad girl’.

However, there is considerable variation, Miller
suggesting that urban varieties are more system-
atic in the contexts where gale may be used than
are rural ones.

Thirdly, variability derives from the decreoliz-
ing pressure of the dominant Sudanese Arabic.
Mahmud (1979; also Versteegh 1993) describes
how the Creole Arabic verbal prefixes (see
above, 4.3) tend to get replaced by the imperfect
prefixes of the Sudanese Arabic verb. What
Mahmud terms a basilectal variant (i.e., close to
the variety described above) will see the prefixes
replaced by ba, ta-, ya- among speakers closer to
Sudanese Arabic.

(25) zaman nna gi-atanu mrukaka
past we PROG-grind grinder
‘In the past we used to grind on the grinder’

vs.

(26) rajab jaman aksan madrasa. awlad  
Rajaf PAST best school boys 

ya-alimu  kweyis
YA-learn   well
‘Rajaf was the best school. Boys used to 
learn well’ 
(Mahmud 1979:210)

Still, it is not clear that a ‘classic’ post-creole
continuum is in place. Looking at Mahmud’s
data structurally, the regular ablaut distinctions
which are the basis of the perfect/imperfect verb
forms in Arabic are not attested, for instance.

A study by Abu Manga and Miller (1992)
conducted among ethnic non-Arab southern
and western Sudanese immigrants to Khartoum
would appear to confirm that the post-creole
continuum is not the best model for representing
the Juba Arabic/colloquial Arabic contact. In a
corpus-based study with eleven participants
they note (1992:168ff.) that the perfect/imper-
fect conjugations, including inflectional ele-
ments, are for the most part ‘correctly’ used.
There is no scale-like movement from Juba
Arabic to colloquial, such as the post-continuum
model requires. There is variation in the domi-
nant Arabic dialect, Western Sudanese or
Khartoum, but this is a separate variational
parameter. With the exception of one speaker,
the Juba Arabic verb does not appear to be an
alternative for this group, deviations from a col-
loquial norm potentially being interpretable as
L2 acquisition problems.

At the same time, they note that there are a
number of features (e.g. lack of gemination, use
of definite article) where the southern segment 
of the study appears to be influenced by Juba
Arabic norms. Furthermore, Miller (2002)
observes that Juba Arabic continues to be a sym-
bolic identity marker among southerners in the
diaspora. Juba Arabic thus continues to exist in
Khartoum but perhaps as an alternative lan-
guage to colloquial Arabic. More research is
needed.

7 .  H i s t o r i c a l ,  c o m p a r a t i v e ,  a n d
c r e o l e  l i n g u i s t i c s

The comparative linguistics of creole languages is
more complicated than that of ‘regular’ lan-
guages, as the classic comparative method gives
only partially satisfying explanations as to why 
a creole is as it is. Probably 80 percent of the
Nubi vocabulary derives from colloquial Arabic,
and sound correspondences can be established
according to the classic comparative method
(Owens 1985; Pasch and Thelwall 1987). Briefly,
correspondences, which are all but perfectly reg-
ular, include loss of emphasis, pharyngealization,
gemination, and vowel length, and x/ÿ > k: rudu
‘to return’ < rudd-u, kasulu ‘to wash’ < ÿasalu or
xasalu, teri ‘bird’ < †èr.
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Common, but often idiosyncratic changes
include loss of final non-nasal obstruents and a
marked tendency towards CV syllable structure:
'be ‘house’ < bèt, tu'ra ‘earth’ < turàb, but also
'danab ‘tail’ < danab, 'aseti ‘lion’ < asad.

Defining the precise source of the pidgin/cre-
ole structures requires considerable care. Note,
for instance, that although Standard Arabic µ

always corresponds to Nubi t, ti'nin ‘two’, the
correspondence µ > t was not listed as a perfectly
regular one, since it should be assumed that
Nubi inherited only t, the change from µ > t hav-
ing become established throughout the larger
Sudanese dialect area centuries before Nubi
came into existence. Considering all dialects in
the region, correspondences which look like
indicating changes may in fact represent simple
inheritance. For instance, most dialects of the
western Sudanic region (→ Subsaharan Arabic),
including some found in the Sudan, lack pha-
ryngeals altogether, and these could have been a
source of ancestral Nubi. It was noted that Nubi
displays vowel harmony, but vowel harmony is
characteristic not only of Western Sudanic
Arabic, but also of most of the substrate lan-
guages of the southern Sudan.

Yet, comparisons with varieties of Arabic only
partly solve the question of where Sudanic pid-
gin/creole originates. Certainly, it can be said 
to have massively simplified its morphology 
vis-à-vis Arabic. Such simplification is known to
be typical of pidgins/creoles generally: in-
deed, McWhorter (1998) argues that it defines a
creole type language. However, creoles are also
assumed to eschew supra-segmental lexical and
grammatical marking, even the Atlantic creoles
with their rich substratum of tonal West African
languages. Yet, Nubi uses stress shift, in one case
coupled with tonal contrast, to distinguish no
less than four categories in the verb (basic stem,
passive, gerund, infinitive) and the noun (some
singulars vs. plural). This is explicable in terms
of neither the classic comparative method, since
the pidgins/creoles innovate categories not pres-
ent in colloquial Arabic, nor in terms of com-
mon creolization processes (Owens 2001).
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Culture and Language 

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

How the Arabic language shapes and is in turn
shaped by its various cultural contexts is a com-
plex question. This is so for a number of reasons.

Although some aspects of culture become
encoded in language, we have not yet reached
satisfactory understanding regarding the many
ways in which language and culture do (and do
not) reflect and shape each other. Culture is not
only that which can be described positively on
the basis of a set of explicit or implicit patterns
of behavior, beliefs, and values, but also that
which conceals. All cultures socialize their mem-
bers into treating their own values and behaviors
as ‘natural’ while alternatives are ‘hidden’ in
that very same process. Hence, what is con-
cealed also needs to be brought out. Com-
parative perspectives are particularly useful in
this regard.

Moreover, there is not just one kind of Arabic
language and one Arab culture, while there is
also a multiplicity of other languages and cul-
tures that interact with the larger ‘Arab’ cul-
tures. Kurds, Berbers, Nubians, Copts, Jews,
Greeks and Armenians (among others) have
been living side by side with Muslim Arabs for
centuries. Some of these communities predate
the arrival of Islam. Finally, many aspects of the
social and cultural lives of Arabic remain to be
empirically investigated so that in certain areas
our knowledge is insufficient (but see Chejne
1969; Doss and Miller 1996).

Given such limitations and the vast scope of the
topic addressed here, it is perhaps wise as a first
step to acknowledge the constraints and not aim
for an exhaustive but superficial treatment (for a
review of sociolinguistic and anthropological
works in this area, see Haeri 2000). In this brief
entry on language and culture, little is said on
what has historically been considered the ‘High
Culture’ of Islamic civilization. There already
exist ample resources for consultation (Hodgson
1974; Hourani 1991). The aim here is to explore
the contemporary Arab world and to examine the
dynamics of language use in several domains of
everyday life: art, religion, education, and poli-
tics. The majority of sources cited here are limited
to scholarly works in the English language.

A brief note needs to be made of the terms
used in this entry to refer to the Arabic language.
The full name of the written language in the
Arab world is al-luÿa al-≠arabiyya al- → fuß™à

‘the eloquent Arabic language’. → ‘Classical
Arabic’ will be used for this term. Non-Classical
varieties of Arabic are called ≠àmmiyya ‘com-
mon’. For the latter, vernacular Arabic instead of
the more usual ‘colloquial Arabic’ will be
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employed. The modifier → ‘colloquial’ can
describe a style within a language, for example
‘colloquial English’. Otherwise it cannot be
applied to entire languages. The term →
‘Modern Standard Arabic’ will be discussed in
the section on modernization.

2 .  T h e  s o u n d  o f  w o r d s :  
R e l i g i o n ,  p o e t r y ,  a n d  
a e s t h e t i c s

Among literary genres, poetry occupies a spe-
cial place in diverse Arab cultures. Aesthetic 
sensibilities are created and honed by exposure
to poetry recited orally on many occasions.
Thousand-year-old epic poems continue to be
performed (Reynolds 1995). There is a long-
standing tradition of transforming some of this
poetry into highly popular songs renovated by
new generations who still listen to old but unfor-
gotten singers such as Umm Kulthum in Egypt
(Danielson 1997) and Nazim il-Ghazali in Iraq.
A profound affinity for poetry feeds into and 
is in turn inspired by oral recitations of 
the Qur ±àn, whose language (Classical Arabic) 
is viewed as beautiful, powerful, inimitable 
by humans, and as a reservoir of crucial knowl-
edge for Muslims. Non-Arab Muslims hold 
similar views.

A number of factors have contributed to
shared senses of aesthetics among Muslims with
regard to the language. There are highly devel-
oped and melodic styles of reciting the Qur ±àn
(Nelson 1985; → tajwìd) that are heard in the
mosque, on the radio, on television, in recitation
competitions, and on special occasions in vari-
ous venues. The evocative call to prayer (±a≈àn),
that marks the time of each daily prayer and
more generally organizes the passage of time
from early morning to night, is broadcast 
from mosques, radio, and television. Believing
Muslims memorize the five daily prayers as well
as Qurr ±±ànic sùras ‘chapters’. These are learned
at home or at (religious) school. Associations are
formed from childhood between calendrical 
rituals, for example, the fasting month of
Ramadan, and special sùras. All these practices
of listening and reciting create a consciousness
of the language and its beauties. This ‘sound-
scape’ is integral to a sense of community that,
depending on what aspects we examine (poetry
and songs with or without the religious uses),
contribute to an Arab and/or Muslim identity. 

One of the most interesting features of the
social life of Classical Arabic is that, on the one
hand, it has been the prime vehicle of a large
body of highly regarded texts central to Islamic
civilization in theology, the sciences, linguistics,
and literature. On the other hand, it has had a
more inclusive social life as an oral/aural lan-
guage – in prayers, recitations, poetry, and
songs. The memorization and performance of
these do not require formal schooling. Hence,
across the centuries and at present a far larger
number of people participate in the oral life of
the language than in reading the historical texts
or in writing.

The prominence of poetry in the diverse cul-
tures of the Arab world is demonstrated by the
fact that for many it is a part of daily life. Among
the Awlad ≠Ali Bedouin of Egypt, Abu-Lughod
(1986) found that ÿinnàwas ‘little songs’ are used
by women to voice sentiments and feelings that
they otherwise rarely articulate. According to
Abu-Lughod, they are “lyric poems, like Japanese
Haiku in form”, whose main themes are love,
longing, and honor (1986:27). For the tribes of
North Yemen, poetry is a “cultural practice” that
is “both the creation of art and the production of
social and political reality in the same act of com-
position” (Caton 1990:21). One of the most
important uses of poetry in this region is for the
settlement of disputes. Caton demonstrates how
feuding parties in North Yemen sometimes use
poetry to persuade their enemies rather than coer-
cive force: “What Western people might find
strange, Khawlàni tribesmen take for granted,
namely, that politics and poetics are inseparable”
(1990:155; see also Miller 2002). 

While poetry, whether in Classical or vernac-
ular Arabic, is an old and integral part of what
Arab cultures share, there are more recent gen-
res of prose that have become increasingly
important (Cachia 1990). Among these are
plays, short stories (Hafez 1993), novels (Allen
1982; al-Musawi 2003), radio and television
serials, films (Shafik 1998; Armbrust 1996), and
comic strips (Douglas and Malti-Douglas 1994).
The emergence of such genres marks artistic
milestones in the cultural histories of the Arab
world. As Hafez argues, their forms and content
may be analyzed without always attributing
their origin either to older Classical literary
forms or to the influence of the West. 

There are a great many female poets and nov-
elists (Zeidan 1995), a majority of whom write
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either in Classical Arabic or in a foreign lan-
guage. In fact, there are far fewer female poets
who write in vernacular Arabic. Some famous
Arab female novelists write in English or French.
Among them are Ahdaf Sueif, Hanan al-Sheikh,
and Assia Djebar. While in writing, women seem
to choose to write in Classical Arabic as often or
more often than men, in speech they use
Classical Arabic consistently less than men even
when they have the same level of education
(Walters 1991; Haeri 2000). Just as the use of
language is gendered, language used to discuss
men and women also shows gendered aspects
(Eid 2001).

3 .  A r a b i c  i n  t h e  M u s l i m  w o r l d

Muslim countries can be divided into two cate-
gories, those where the national and official lan-
guages are not genealogically related to Arabic,
and those in which various Arabic vernaculars,
related to but distinct from Classical Arabic, are
spoken. In the first category, we have countries
such as → Iran, → Turkey, → Pakistan, →
Indonesia, → Senegal, and → Nigeria (among oth-
ers). In the second, we have the entire Arab world.
In both kinds of countries, regardless of mother
tongue, a believing Muslim must know some
Classical Arabic in order to read the Qur ±àn, per-
form the daily prayers and carry out other reli-
gious rituals and obligations. In this sense, there is
no Islam without Classical Arabic. There would
also be no Classical Arabic without Islam; the lan-
guage would not have survived in the way it has
merely because it was the language of high poetry
in pre-Islamic Arabia. While the Arabic vernacu-
lars spoken as mother tongues are related to
Classical Arabic, knowledge of the former does
not translate into knowledge of the latter. Classical
Arabic is chiefly a written language whose profi-
ciency requires formal schooling; it is no one’s
mother tongue.

There are also significant differences among
Muslim countries with respect to language.
Non-Arab Muslim countries use Classical
Arabic only for religious purposes. Otherwise,
their national standard languages (at times in
conjunction with a former colonial language)
are employed for all other domains. But in Arab
countries, Classical Arabic is also the official lan-
guage of the state, of public education and
almost all that appears in print. In the countries
of the Maghreb, French continues to play a cen-

tral role in education and public and private life
more generally. In most other parts of the Arab
world, foreign languages – in particular English
– are employed for a variety of purposes, includ-
ing training in the sciences for higher education
and private schools. 

One other major difference is that while in
non-Arab countries the Qur ±àn has been trans-
lated into the local vernaculars, the holy text has
never been translated into (and published in) any
of the Arabic vernaculars. Bilingual Qur ±àns
with line by line or page by page translations are
prevalent in countries such as Iran, Turkey, and
Pakistan. In Arab countries, the question of the
translation of the Qur ±àn remains an extremely
controversial issue. 

It seems to be received wisdom to point to
‘Islam’ as the source for the obligation to per-
form the daily prayers and read the Qur ±àn
exclusively in Classical Arabic. In the same vein,
a disembodied ‘Islam’ is said to be the cause of
the absence of translations of the Qur ±àn in the
vernaculars of Muslims across the world. As
mentioned, in Muslim countries whose official
languages are not related to Arabic, the Qur ±àn
has been translated. In Turkey, the Qur ±àn was
translated into Turkish in the 12th century (Holt
a.o. 1970:684). Translations of parts of the
Qur ±àn into Persian are more than a thousand
years old and at present there are numerous
complete translations of this text in Iran
(Khorramshahi 1997). Bilingual editions are
ubiquitous and may be found in most homes.
New translations continue to be published.

Although the question of translation has been
a point of debate and disagreement since the
early centuries of Islam, ±Abù £anìfa, who was
Persian-speaking and the founder of one of
Islam’s legal schools, issued a fatwà ‘opinion’ in
the 8th century when asked whether it was per-
missible to perform the prayers in Persian or
Turkish (Khorramshahi 1997:619). At the time,
the full form of the prayers had not yet been
established. He argued that the recitation in
translation of the Sùrat al-Fàti™a (the opening
chapter of the Qur ±àn) for those who do not
know Arabic but wish to pray is allowed
(1997:691). A number of Qur ±ànic verses and
™adìµs (the sayings and actions of the Prophet)
are cited in support of the permissibility of trans-
lation. Among them are: “And we have not sent
an Apostle except [to teach] in the language of
his own people in order to make [things] clear to
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them” (Q. 14/41; translation into English from
Ali 1992; the Persian translation is somewhat
different; in English it would read as “And we
have not sent a Messenger [with a message]
except in the language of his people in order to
make [rulings and realities] clear”; Khor-
ramshahi 1997:255). The other verse that is
cited is “God does not demand of anyone except
according to his abilities” (Q. 2/286). 

The Qur ±àn refers to its language as a ‘mira-
cle’, challenges readers to create writing that
would rival it, and mentions a number of times
that its language is ‘clear’. Yet, nowhere does it
forbid its own translation. The evidence of the
achievements of early Muslim scholars writing
in Arabic in many fields suggests that for them
the language of the Qur ±àn was pliable, not
untouchable. As is well known, when con-
fronted with words or constructions in the
Qur ±àn that they were unsure of, such scholars
sought the aid of Bedouin who spoke the same
dialect as the Prophet in order to settle doubts:
“The early beginnings of grammar and lexicog-
raphy began at a time when Bedouin informants
were still around and could be consulted. There
can be no doubt that the grammarians and lexi-
cographers regarded the Bedouin as the true
speakers (fußa™à ±) of Arabic” (Versteegh
1997:63). This method of verification suggests
that scholars’ conception of the language of the
Qur ±àn was not one of absolute fixity and rigid-
ity and hence it did not preclude asking humans
for clarification. It remains for historians to tell
us when, and for what reasons, a profound
transformation with regard to the translatability
and hence negotiability of the language of the
Qur ±àn and of the prayers took place. Versteegh
(1997:63) explains that after the 10th century,
the tradition of using such informants ceased:
“Since there were no longer living informants to
provide fresh information, the corpus of the lan-
guage was closed, and ‘fieldwork’ could no
longer produce reliable results”. Perhaps this
closing of the corpus and the lack of human
input is in part responsible for language ideolo-
gies emerging in the following centuries that
underline fixity of the language of the Qur ±àn
and reject the possibility of translation.

It seems more tenable to argue that exclusivity
with regard to the language of Islam is more a
result of the fact that this was the language of an
empire whose ruling classes had an interest in
not sharing power with the new converts (see
also Barakat 1993). If the converts could pray

and read the Qur ±àn in their own languages, less
privileged status would accrue to Arabic.
Instead, by keeping Classical Arabic as the only
permissible language of Islam and its rituals, a
hierarchy developed, which is maintained to the
present: the center of ‘true Islam’ is Arab, and
others are at various points on its periphery. This
discussion brings us to an abiding incongruence
with regard to Classical Arabic that continues to
affect the language situation. On the one hand,
Classical Arabic was the language of a highly
successful empire that made vast conquests, one
whose scholars produced knowledge in many
fields. It furthermore founded many schools of
art in calligraphy, architecture, textiles, and so
on. On the other hand, many parts of the empire
fell under colonial rule and the empire was
defeated. Its language came to belong to subjects
of European colonial powers. The two pillars of
that empire that survived were religion and lan-
guage. But there had to be far more struggle to
keep the language alive than the religion – due to
policies under colonial rule, lack of adequate
educational institutions to teach the language,
the distance between the language and the
mother tongues of Arabs, and unfavorable eco-
nomic and trade relations with Europe. From
this point on, the language seems to have
become far more politicized than it had ever
been as it also came to symbolize resistance to
foreign domination. While secular and religious
Arabs (Muslims, Christians, and Jews) saw in
the language a great potential for unification,
only religious Muslim Arabs could use Islam in
the same way. Hence, Classical Arabic became
the primary symbol, more so than religion.

4 .  L a n g u a g e  a n d  n a t i o n a l i s m

More has been written on the centrality of
Classical Arabic to pan-Arab → nationalism than
on any other aspect of the language situation in
the Arab world. Historians, political scientists,
and linguists in particular have contributed
greatly to the prevalence of this topic. Suleiman
(2003:2) argues there is a “glaring weakness” due
to general “reluctance to take the study of nation-
alism in the Arab Middle East into the wider cul-
tural arena of literary production, the arts, film,
music, sports, tourism, festivals . . . and other
media of symbolic expression” (but see Badran
1995; Khoury 2003; Ahmed 1999; Shafik 1998;
Starrett 1998; Shryock 1997). Due to lack of
space this issue is discussed here in only broad
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outlines. Suleiman (2003:224), perhaps the most
detailed study to date of language and national-
ism in the Arab world, finds that “formulations of
Arab nationalism, whether embryonic or fully
fledged in character, are invariably built around
the potential and capacity of Arabic in its stan-
dard form to act as the linchpin of the identity of
all those who share it as their common language”. 

The peak of pan-Arab nationalism was
reached in the 1950s and 1960s following the
coming into power of Gamal Abdel Nasser and
his group of Free Officers. Pan-Arab nationalism
was a movement in which many non-Muslim
Arabs participated. It was expressly aimed at
including Arabs of every faith. The language
that all Arabs share is Classical Arabic, not the
local vernaculars that are different from each
other and therefore ‘divisive’. Pan-Arabism’s
explicit efforts in defining an Arab as anyone
who speaks ‘Arabic’ as a native language was
meant to remove religion and race as bases of an
Arab identity. Non-Muslim Arabs welcomed
this shift and seem to have contributed to its
emergence as well. However, as a sociopolitical
force that might potentially demand the erasure
of local differences, it was resisted by some left-
ist groups who nevertheless were in agreement
with its other principles. 

In its main thrust, pan-Arabism was secular
and promised a search for alternative and
authentic forms of modernity. At the same time,
the movement made Classical Arabic its central
vehicle and symbol for the staging of this prom-
ise. There seems to have been a belief that the
historical association between the language and
Islam would in time fade away. That belief con-
tinues to the present. Suleiman (2003:229) men-
tions ‘Islamic nationalists’ as being opposed
both to the secular tendency of pan-Arabism and
to attempts to appropriate and secularize the
language thereby severing its relations to Islam.
However, this is not merely the position of
Islamists. In Egypt, most ‘ordinary’ people –
those who are outside the reading-writing elites
– show great surprise at the suggestion that
modernized versions of Classical Arabic are
unrelated to Islam. First, they do not make any
fundamental distinction between old and new
versions of the language. Second, they respond
by asking rhetorically: “so where does the lan-
guage come from then?” (Haeri 2003). There
are many layers of ambiguity in the relation
between language and nationalism in the Arab
world. Further discussion of this point is found

below in the section on “Experiences of 
education”.

5 .  T h e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  a n d  
s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  o f  C l a s s i c a l
A r a b i c

In several Arab countries, a movement to mod-
ernize Classical Arabic began in the 19th cen-
tury. The center of these efforts was Syria/
Lebanon and Egypt. New institutions of learn-
ing were being founded that were independent
of mosque-universities. These institutions were
for educating soldiers, training nurses, engi-
neers, and other similar professionals. Along
with the appearance of newspapers, recent colo-
nial bureaucracies, and new economic activities
and trade relations, the influence of foreign lan-
guages increased and new demands began to be
put on Classical Arabic for use in these novel
domains. It is not unreasonable to suggest that
the question of the choice of a language must
have come up. Apart from those areas where a
colonial language was used, in most others ver-
nacular Arabic could have been chosen over
Classical Arabic considering, in particular, the
very low rates of proficiency in that language.
We lack the necessary historical studies on pos-
sible debates on this question at the time, partic-
ularly at the level of the state.

What we do know is that the idea of modern-
izing (ta™dìt) and simplifying (tabsì†) the lan-
guage emerged perhaps as part of the general
prevalent desire for reform and progress in these
countries. Classical Arabic stood tall against
colonial claims of a superior civilization. At the
same time, it was recognized that the emerging
new domains and functions needed a more sup-
ple language with vocabulary for the modern
sciences and technology and a less complex
grammar than that of old texts. State institu-
tions, publishers, journalists, translators and
other writers participated in debating the mean-
ings of ta™dìµ and the steps that could be taken.
The literary and political Nah∂a movement (late
1800s to early decades of the 20th century) con-
tributed to the revival of the language. The other
movement that greatly expanded the scope of
modernization processes is pan-Arabism.

Many scholars believe that the resulting lin-
guistic changes are primarily due to the influence
of foreign European languages – through the
translation of texts from these languages into
Arabic and through the education of Arabs in
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foreign schools abroad (see, e.g., Stetkevych
1974). Yet, both the available statistics and the
consideration of other factors seem to under-
mine the exaggerated importance of translation.
The influence of the mother tongues of writers
was and continues to be stronger than that of
foreign languages in particular with respect to
grammar (Haeri 2003). In addition, sociological
and technological factors having to do with
printing and publishing have had an impact on
orthography and on the language more gener-
ally (Mahdi 1995). In this regard, there was also
the change from a scribal tradition of copying
and correcting texts to modern correctors,
mußa™™i™ùn, who are similar to copy-editors
(Mahdi 1995). The change has implications for
the language of the texts because, whereas well
into the 19th century, scribes were exclusively
men of religion, modern correctors include
many who have been trained at state universi-
ties, a majority of whom are not religious schol-
ars (Haeri 2003). More studies on these aspects
of print culture need to be made in order for us
better to assess their impact on the language.

At present, the contemporary versions of
Classical Arabic, found in newspapers, maga-
zines and books, are on linguistic grounds differ-
ent from the language of a century ago, though
some authors continue to write in older styles
(for language change in Gulf countries, see
Holes 1988). In some respects the language is
closer to the grammar and vocabulary of the ver-
naculars. Still, research on the details of lan-
guage use today needs to be taken into account.
For example, Parkinson (1991:36) found that:

There are language columns in Egyptian newspa-
pers and magazines that continually blur the line
between classical fusha and modern fusha, on the
assumption that any word, form, or structure sanc-
tioned long ago is also fine today . . . Even the
Arabic Language Academy, whose mission is to
modernize fusha, has published a dictionary
recently with an absolutely confusing mixture of
archaic, classical, and modern meanings under
almost every entry, with no marking whatsoever on
which are likely to be understood by modern read-
ers, and which are entirely out of date, as if the unity
of classical and modern fusha was a political imper-
ative to be enforced [emphasis added]

Therefore, on the one hand, change has surely
taken place, but on the other hand, disagreement
and controversy over what constitutes legiti-
mate change continue to the present.

With regard to modernization efforts, one
question that needs to be posed is: what consti-
tutes the modernity of a language? To make a lan-
guage modern, that is, to render it a congruent
and unaffected medium of the contemporary lives
of not just highly educated people but also of the
whole community, is not simply a matter of lin-
guistic change. A language is not merely a linguis-
tic system. It is braided and intertwined with all
aspects of our selves and our societies from reli-
gion to culture to politics. Hence, a number of
other more important transformations need to
take place as well. For example, a language can-
not be modern and still continue to have, as its
ultimate authority, a sacred text as is the case with
all modernized versions of Classical Arabic. No
other text or grammatical study that is not based
on the Qur±àn has appeared to date that is recog-
nized within Arab societies as a rival to the
authority of the holy text.

Although few deny that Classical Arabic pre-
dates the appearance of the Qur±àn, many see 
the relevant origin of the language in that event,
namely, when God chose to speak Arabic to His
Prophet. If the language of the Qur ±àn is God’s
word, then believers can only be the custodians
of that language, not its owners. In contrast,
mother tongues are languages that grow up and
change with their speakers who have rights over
them (Sabri 1967; Haeri 2003; see also Khatibi
2002). It is their speakers who have ultimate
authority albeit with various hierarchies of
power. Classical Arabic can continue to change
linguistically, but without simultaneous changes
in its social and cultural contexts, it cannot
become modern (see Haeri 2003 for an extensive
discussion).

The Classical Arabic of today is linguistically
different from a century ago, but the name of the
language has not changed. This is not surprising
but relevant since it adds to the ambiguity of the
language situation. Whether in textbooks or
newspapers or in ordinary conversation, this
language is still referred to as al-luÿa al-≠ara-
biyya al-fuß™à or shortened versions of it. The
contemporary versions are routinely referred to,
in English-language publications, as → ‘Modern
Standard Arabic’. The use of this term has been
avoided here because in Arabic no equivalent is
in current use and because the term takes the
modernity of the language as wholly unprob-
lematic. Modern Standard Arabic is a term
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coined at Harvard University in the 1960s
(Charles Ferguson, p.c.). There are terms used
by some Arab intellectuals, such as fuß™à al-≠aßr
‘contemporary Classical Arabic’, al-fuß™à al-
™adìµa ‘Modern Classical Arabic’ and so on, but
these are not in prevalent use among the major-
ity of people. Many educated Arabs, particularly
non-religious intellectuals, insist that not only
has there emerged a language that is linguis-
tically different but that this new language is
independent of religion and has no special rela-
tionship to it. Yet, a majority of people disagree
with these assertions and find them rather
extraordinary (Haeri 2003). There are also
other intellectuals who in the past as at present
continue to write on the problems and dilem-
mas of the language situation and do not view
the modernization process as an unproblematic
success.

In the highly heated debates on these issues,
one figure is constantly referenced and spoken
of, and that is the figure of the ‘educated Arab’.
One hears of the views, needs, and practices 
of the educated Arab in articles, books, and 
conferences. Even Edward Said, a deservedly
respected writer who was acutely aware of
power and its unequal workings, spoke exclu-
sively of the educated Arab in a posthumously
published article on the language situation (Said
2004). He also acknowledged that after years of
trying to gain rhetorical proficiency in the lan-
guage, he continued to be on its ‘margins’. The
recently published Arab Human Development
Report (UNDP 2002), written by a group of
Arab scholars, states that: “About 65 million
adult Arabs are illiterate, two thirds of them
women. Illiteracy rates are much higher than in
much poorer countries” (2002:3). The question
remains, therefore, what about the uneducated
Arab? On the rare occasions when uneducated
Arabs are discussed, the claim is made that they
‘understand’ Classical Arabic even if they can-
not speak it or write it. More recently, the claim
is supported by pointing to the popularity of
satellite channels such as al-Jazeera. This is
taken as proof that even without education
everyone understands the language. Yet, no
empirical study has been undertaken on this
claim. More generally, we must acknowledge
that understanding and knowledge of a lan-
guage are difficult and multifaceted issues to
investigate. It is not unlikely that those with very
little education develop strategies to decipher

some newspaper articles or television programs.
Nevertheless, this should cease to be a matter of
opinion and ideology and is in sore need of
empirical investigation.

6 .  T h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  e d u c a t i o n :
R e p l a c i n g  ‘ d i g l o s s i a ’  w i t h
o t h e r  d u a l i t i e s  a n d  
m u l t i p l i c i t i e s

The co-existence of Classical and vernacular
Arabic referred to by Arab scholars as al-izdi-
wàjiyya ‘duality’ was analyzed in a landmark arti-
cle by Charles Ferguson (1959) that was entitled
→ “Diglossia.” While this brief article made a
great contribution to Arabic sociolinguistics and
helped launch hundreds of other studies (Hudson
1992; Fernández 1993), few of these investigated
the actual workings of the contemporary socio-
linguistic settings within the Arab world.

One productive alternative is to examine the
duality of experience with regard to the official
language as people go through the state educa-
tional system. Again, ethnographic studies of the
experience of public education are lacking (but
see Wagner 1993 for Morocco). However, in
Haeri’s (2003) ethnography of the language sit-
uation in Egypt, it was found that adolescents
and adults with whom the author spoke
described almost antithetical experiences with
Arabic in the domain of religion versus all other
domains. Most Muslim children first encounter
Classical Arabic when they hear prayers and
recitations. If their parents are believing Muslims,
they are taught to memorize the prayers and
short Qur±ànic sùras. Some children are encour-
aged to recite them for family and guests.
Whether or not they attend religious schools
(kuttàb), so long as they have not entered the
school system, they do not have to master
(understand and become proficient in) the gram-
matical details of Classical Arabic. But when
they begin school, they are gradually confronted
with Classical Arabic as a language that must be
learned (grammar, vocabulary, morphology),
and produced correctly in reading and writing.
Their knowledge of their mother tongues (any
one of the Arabic vernaculars) does not prepare
them for the significant linguistic differences in
Classical Arabic. 

While many people across social classes and
educational levels speak of the use of Classical
Arabic in prayers and recitations as practices
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that give them calm and peace of mind, they
simultaneously state that their grammar classes
are too difficult and they dislike reading and
writing for fear of making mistakes (Haeri
2003). These antithetical experiences with
Classical Arabic in the domain of religion, and
with Classical Arabic and its modernized vari-
eties in all other domains are part of the com-
plexity of the language situation in the Arab
world. One gleans in them the irony that pre-
cisely the language that is supposed to be ‘sim-
pler’ than the language of the Qur ±àn is the one
people find ‘difficult’ and ‘convoluted’.

This bifurcation of experience is one of the
major sources of ambiguity in the language situ-
ation. As was mentioned earlier, modernized
versions of Classical Arabic are not normally
referred to any differently in order to distinguish
them from older forms. Moreover, it is not
unusual to find that individual educated Arabs
at times refer to Classical Arabic as the ‘language
of my country’ or as their native language.
Writing on Arabization in Algeria, Berger
(2002:2–3) states: “The question was then:
Which Arabic [Classical or vernacular] should
the Algerians be taught in order for them to
become proper Arabophone speakers and hence
legitimate citizens of the Algerian nation? This
very ambiguity seems to have impinged on the
nationalist movement from the start”. There is
also ambiguity with regard to the Classical
Arabic of religion and that of other domains.
The last four Egyptian constitutions mention
Classical Arabic (al-luÿa al-≠arabiyya) as the offi-
cial language of the nation. But the question that
hovers over this definition of citizenship is:
which Arabic, the religious one or the modern-
ized one or both?

7 .  B e r b e r s  i n  t h e  M a g h r e b

In addition to vernacular and Classical Arabic,
French is an integral part of daily life in the
Maghreb. Many newspapers and parts of the
education system and of government bureaucra-
cies use French. Long predating Arabic and
French is Tamazight, the language of the →
Berber populations. In Morocco Berbers com-
prise about 60 percent of the population and in
Algeria about 20 percent, though throughout
the centuries there has been intermarriage so
that percentages must be understood with cau-
tion. In the Maghreb countries, nationalists

sought the Arabization of education, bureau-
cracy, and mass media, thereby marginalizing
Berber language and culture (Grandguillaume
1983, 1991). In Algeria, a central and historical
demand of Berbers has been the official recogni-
tion of their language Tamazight (and its vari-
eties). This demand has been voiced in periodic
large-scale demonstrations by Berbers. The law
of Arabization that was voted by the Popular
National Assembly of Algeria in 1990 – the
strictest such law in the Arab world – required
not only the Arabization of administration and
of tertiary education (by 1997), but also of all
imported technology, media, billboards, and
road signs (Djité 1992:15). Although the law
was supposed to be fully implemented by 1998,
it has run into predictable problems. As a result
of many struggles, Berber was finally recognized
in 2002 as a national but not an official language
and steps have been taken to include it in the
educational curricula. Saadi-Mokrane (2002)
speaks of the violence of the language question
in Algeria as linguicide, where the death of
Arabic, French, and Berber was predicted by the
colonizers or Arab nationalists.

In Morocco, there exists a nationalist, Islam-
ist, and governmental discourse on Arabization
(Mouhssine 1995). King Hassan II argued
against an exclusive reliance on (Classical)
Arabic for Moroccans: “We are for Arabization.
But if that is a task, bilingualism [Arabic/French]
is a necessity” (Mouhssine 1995:49, translated
from the French original). In Morocco as well,
Berber has begun to be taught at some schools
and textbooks in that language went on sale for
the first time in 2003.
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Cypriot Maronite Arabic

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

Cypriot Arabic is a non-literate vernacular that
has been spoken natively in Cyprus for probably
well over a millenium and continues to be used
by a community of about 1,300 Cypriot Maron-
ites, i.e. the former inhabitants of Kormakiti, or
Korucam in Turkish, resettled in the Greek 
sector of Nicosia, in Larnaca and Limassol, in
the aftermath of the Turkish invasion of Cyprus
in 1974. 

Reference to a Cypriot variety of Arabic
occurs in a 13th-century Arabic work entitled
Kitàb as-simàt fì ±asmà ± an-nabàt (Treatise on
the characteristics of plant names) by ≠Izz ad-Dìn
±Abù ±Is™àq ibn Mu™ammad ibn Tarxàn as-
Suwaydì (1204– 1292) (see Ullmann 1970:291).

The travel account by the Augustinian monk
Frater Jacobus de Verona (1335) states “omnes
de Cypro loquuntur grecum, bene tamen sciunt
saracenicum et linguam francigenam, sed plus
utuntur greca” (Röhricht 1895:178). Whereas
the Maronites of Cyprus are frequently men-
tioned in historical sources, their Arabic speech
is mostly overlooked; the earliest modern allu-
sion to it occurs in a brief survey of the language
situation in Cyprus by Beaudouin (1884:11).
Some 50 years later, Storrs (1930:41) referred to
“a bastard Arabic mixed with Greek” spoken by
the Cypriot Maronites but, regrettably, lin-
guistic scholars of the time did not follow this
lead; Cypriot Arabic has become, in the mean-
time, a terminal language.

The earliest reliable data on Cypriot Arabic
were published in a short but informative sketch
by the Greek dialectologist Brian Newton
(1964). Tsiapera (1969), purporting to be a
structuralist description of this vernacular, is
marred by serious factual and methodological
shortcomings rendering it virtually unusable as 
a reference work (see Jastrow 1977). The pro-

foundly Arabic character of Cypriot Arabic first
emerged in Arlette Roth’s (1973–1975) valuable
investigation of its verbal system.

Borg (1985) represents the most extensive and
detailed linguistic description of Cypriot Arabic
to date and addresses principally phonology and
morphology but also provides specimen folk
texts in transcription with English translations.
Borg (2004) studies this vernacular’s lexical
inventory from a comparative and historical
perspective. Apart from elucidating the highly
evolved structural profile of Cypriot Arabic, the
upshot of Borg’s research, relating principally to
the areal links of Cypriot Arabic with other vari-
eties of Eastern Arabic, highlights several unex-
pected parallels with the so-called qëltu dialect
group (Blanc 1964; Jastrow 1978) – a factor that
raises intriguing questions relating to this 
vernacular’s external history and the evolu-
tion of the contemporary Arabic vernaculars
spoken along the Anatolian Syrian/Mesopo-
tamian continuum.

The rest of this entry sets out to delineate the
significance of Cypriot Arabic for Arabic lan-
guage history and addresses mainly the most
characteristic and areally significant features 
in the diachronic phonology and morphopho-
nemics of Cypriot Arabic, and the question of
Aramaic substrata. On general synchronic
aspects of Cypriot Arabic, Roth (1973–1975)
and Borg (1985) can be consulted. 

2 . E x t e r n a l  H i s t o r y

Striking formal traits of Cypriot Arabic unat-
tested in other Eastern Arabic dialects (such as
the systematic fusion of Old Arabic ≠ and ÿ >
Cypriot Arabic ≠ and occasional reflexes of the
begadkefat rule indicative of an Aramaic sub-
strate) suggest that this vernacular’s medieval
antecedent displayed an evolutionary stage
chronologically close to the language shift from
Aramaic to Arabic. Significantly, Mas-Latrie
(1861:106) ascribes to the Maronites an early
settlement on the island in the 7th century.

A later chronology for the presence of Maro-
nites in Cyprus is proposed by the Lebanese
Maronite historian Pierre Dib who links the
emigration of Maronites to the island with 
“la persécution générale qui eut lieu sous al-
Mamoun (813–833) en Syrie et en Palestine”
(Dib 1962:71). For the later period, Philip Hitti
postulates waves of Lebanese Maronites to

536 cypriot maronite arabic

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



Cyprus in the 12th and 13th centuries (Hitti
1957a:623; 1957b:325). Thus Cypriot Arabic
is, in essence, the offshoot of a Medieval Arabic
vernacular with a Christian communal imprint
concomitant with its speakers’ Aramaic ethnic
origins and ≈immì status, later evolving in a
Greek-speaking cultural milieu.

The distinctive sociohistorical profile of
Cypriot Arabic invites comparison with those of
other ‘peripheral’ varieties of Arabic: → Maltese,
certain dialects of Anatolian Arabic, and the
Arabic vernaculars of → Uzbekistan, → Afghan-
istan, and Central Africa which are, on histo-
rical, typological, cultural, and sociolinguistic
grounds, today more realistically regarded as
autonomous languages rather than simply as
‘Arabic dialects’. Thus, unlike most native Arabs,
their speakers tend to be typically bilingual or
multilingual which means, inter alia, that the
notion of → ‘diglossia’, as commonly discussed
in relation to contemporary spoken Arabic, 
is inapplicable to these special varieties of 
Arabic.

The sociohistorical parallel between Cypriot
Arabic and Maltese is particularly close (cf. Borg
1994) since, in both cases, we are dealing with
an Arabic vernacular surviving in complete iso-
lation from the Arabic-speaking world, exposed
to interaction with a variety of Indo-European
(Italian and English in the case of Maltese,
Greek in that of Cypriot Arabic), and spoken by
Catholic Christians in a Mediterranean and
insular sociocultural habitat.

Cypriot Arabic is a linguistic relic area and
consequently an ideal venue for a study con-
trasting the center with the periphery. Observe,
for instance, lexical rarities like Cypriot Arabic
kanirízz, pirízz ‘to inherit’ < Classical Arabic
raza ±a; “axve ‘hair of head’ < Classical Arabic
“a≠afa; ≠arra, pi ≠arri ‘to exhaust, consume’ <
Classical Arabic, Ugaritic ≠rw, etc. Furthermore,
given its speakers’ confessional background,
Cypriot Arabic is of special interest to the
Arabist since it attests to a form of linguistic
usage free of Literary Arabic influences and
koineizing trends liable to obscure its pristine
colloquial character.

3 . P h o n o l o g y  a n d  
m o r p h o p h o n o l o g y

The phonological analysis of Cypriot Arabic in
Borg (1985:11–74) postulated a segmental par-

adigm of 18 consonants and 7 vocalic nuclei: /p,
t, k, f, µ, s, “, x, v, ≈, r, ∆, ≠, m, n, l, r, y, i, e, a, o, u,
ay, and aw/. This is a somewhat reduced inven-
tory when compared with the 36 phonemes of
Classical Arabic and with the evolved sound sys-
tems of many contemporary Arabic vernaculars,
e.g. → Damascus Arabic with its 40-odd sound
segments (Cowell 1964:2–9). Significantly, the
sound system of Cypriot Greek, a source of
adstratal influence on Cypriot Arabic, comprises
25 phonemes. The present Cypriot Arabic sound
system is the outcome of paradigmatic shifts
examined in 3.2 below.

In essence, it is the evolutionary outcome of
two main chronological stages corresponding to
a pre-Cypriot period during which its parent
dialect was spoken on the mainland, and the
Cypriot stage after it became separated from
mainstream Arabic and came in contact with
Greek.

3.1 The pre-Cypriot stage

The earlier linguistic stratum of Cypriot Arabic
shows clear diagnostic areal traits typifying
mainstream Arabic colloquials spoken along the
Syro-Anatolian-Mesopotamian dialectal contin-
uum, i.e. the so-called qëltu dialect type. Highly
systematic in Cypriot Arabic is the fronting of
Classical Arabic à in the historical adjacency of
a long or short high front vowel ([i:] or [i]), i.e.
the umlaut type of → ±imàla shift systematically
exemplified in Jewish and Christian Baghdadi,
in Mosul, Aleppo (cf. Blanc 1964:48), and
southern Turkey (Jastrow 1969; Procházka
2002:40f):

Cypriot Classical
Arabic Arabic

klep ‘dogs’ < kilàb
rex ‘going [masc.]’  < ràyi™

*(<* rèye™)
pkyeter ‘threshing- < bayàdir

floors’
znepíl ‘baskets’ < zanàbìl
pan ‘he seemed’ < bàn
klam ‘words’ < kalàm
xlave ‘sweetness’ < ™alàwa

Cypriot Arabic also shows special cases of the
±imàla typifying this dialect group as a whole:
Cypriot Arabic nes ‘people’, ∆e∆ ‘hens’, pre-
sumably continuing Classical Arabic *inàs and
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dijàj (~ dajàj), respectively. The vocalically
conditioned ±imàla also occurs in certain North
Syrian dialects showing principally this, but not
necessarily other, features of the qëltu group.
Blanc (p.c.) referred to this subgroup by the term
qètel vernaculars; Cypriot Arabic is such a
dialect.

Certain Lebanese and Syrian Arabic dialects
also display an ±imàla shift of à > è/ì affecting cer-
tain varieties of Lebanese (and Syrian) Arabic:
Palmyra lsèn ‘tongue’, bzèz ‘breasts’ (Cantineau
1934:75– 76) and the dialects of Beirut (Mattsson
1911:65f), Qarîtèn, Palmyra, and Soukhné
(Cantineau 1956:121, 128–129), where it occurs
specifically in contact with non-emphatic and
non-back consonantal environments.

Cypriot Arabic contrasts stressed /i/, /u/, and
/a/ but curtails the ancient phonological distri-
bution of these contrasts via extensive shift of
tonic Classical Arabic /a/ > i/: kilp ‘dog’, sift
‘Saturday’, timm ‘blood’ < damm, simm ‘poison’
< samm. This rare areal trait in the Syro-
Anatolian continuum occurs in the Qalamun
region: kilb ‘Hund’, “ims ‘Sonne’, kib“

‘Hammel’, etc. (Arnold and Behnstedt 1993:19).
Reflexes of the stem vowel in reflexes of CuCC
are mostly retained distinct in Cypriot Arabic;
the outcome is usually /o/ in the adjacency of his-
torical x, ™, ≠, ÿ, and before r, but /u/ elsewhere:
oxt ‘sister’, xops ‘bread’, koxl ‘antimony’, xork
‘anger’ (< xulq), “o≠ol ‘work’, ≠orpe ‘foreign
parts’, ∆orne ‘tub’, korne ‘corner’, umm
‘mother’, pukra ‘tomorrow’, ∆upn ‘cheese’,
∆úma≠a ‘week’, trunt∆ ‘citrons’, etc. These vow-
els have undergone systemic fusion with histo-
rical or secondary long counterparts: tut
‘mulberries’, ∆o≠o ‘hunger’ (< jù≠), etc.

The following phonological or morpho-
phonemic shifts are particularly significant from
an areal standpoint:

i. occasional reflexes of the Aramaic begadke-
fat rule yielding spirants from historical stops
(see below), (cf. Muslim Baghdadi tùµ ~
Anatolian Arabic tùf < Classical Arabic tùt
‘mulberries’; Woodhead and Beene 1967:60;
Vocke and Waldner 1982:75).

ii. Systematic loss of the word-initial laryngeal
spirant in pronominal and deictic forms. As
in the Diyarbakır and Siirt dialect groups of
Southeast Anatolia, historical treatment of
Classical Arabic *h in Cypriot Arabic discri-
minates between root-morphemic realiza-

tions of this segment and its incidence in
indexical forms, the latter being irreducible
to the constituent stucture of ‘root + stem
formative’. The laryngeal is retained in the
former but deleted in the latter: “ipex ‘he
resembled’ < *“ibih; uo ‘he’ < huwwa, ie
‘she’ < hiyya, etc.

iii. Like Anatolian Arabic, Cypriot Arabic
shows permanent agglutination of the fem-
inine ending (tà ± marbù†a) to certain plural
nouns even when no numeral precedes:
ti“xúr ‘months’, µkyem ‘days’ < *tiyyàm,
ti∆má ≠a ‘weeks’, tá≠irfe ‘loaves’, etc.; cf.
Anatolian Arabic alf, pl. talàf ‘tausend’,
“ahr, pl. të“hor/të“hùr ‘Monat’ (Vocke and
Waldner 1982:13, 232).

iv. the morphophonemic shift of the verbal pro-
clitics |ta-| and |tta-| ⇒ |te-| and |tte-| (signal-
ing the future) before the underlying 3rd pers.
masc. sg. marker |y-| also typifying Anatolian
Arabic vernaculars (Jastrow 1978:303;
1999:46).

v. ellipsis of the semivowel /w/ in the imperfect
inflection of the Cypriot Arabic verb sava,
pisáy ‘to make’ < *sawwà, *bisawwì: psay,
pitsáy, pisáy ‘I make, you make, he makes,
etc’.

Other areally diagnostic features in Cypriot
Arabic enjoy a wider distribution and continue
more general isoglosses in the region:

i. the b-imperfect, whose geographical distribu-
tion extends across most of the Syrian, Leb-
anese, Palestinian, and Egyptian dialect
areas, sedentary and nomadic (cf. Cowell
1964:174; Cantineau 1946:221, 1956:125;
Mitchell 1962:81).

ii. vowel alternations in the inflection of the
Cypriot Arabic imperative (xtop, xtupi,
xtupu ‘write!’) replicating synchronic vowel
changes contingent on closed vs. open syllab-
icity typifying several Syrian and Lebanese
vernaculars: Aleppo skòb, skëbi, skëbu
‘pour!’ (Sabuni 1980:119). The sensitivity of
historically long vowel quality to syllabic
structure in Eastern Arabic dialects is com-
monly attributed to Aramaic substratal influ-
ence (Nöldeke 1888:34; Lewin 1969:23). 

3.2 Cypriot stage

The highly distinctive surface phonology of
Cypriot Arabic terms is immediately striking to
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the observer and attests to extensive para-
digmatic restructuring in its sound system
induced by language contact with Modern
Greek. As already noted, three paradigmatic
shifts in Cypriot Arabic phonology merit notice:
(a) reduction in points of articulation along the
back of the vocal tract arising from uncondi-
tioned fusion of three Classical Arabic consonant
pairs: ≠ and ÿ, ™ and x, and k and q into Cypriot
Arabic ≠, x, and k respectively; (b) fusion of his-
torical emphatics with their plain counterparts;
and (c) absolute neutralization of the historical
voicing contrast in stops (via contact with Greek)
yielding in Cypriot Arabic a set of three voice-
indifferent stop segments: /p, t, and k/: /payt/
‘house’, /tayn/ ‘debt’, and /kilp/ ‘dog’ < Classical
Arabic bayt, dayn, and kalb respectively. The fol-
lowing display presents a bird’s-eye view of the
principal correspondences between the conson-
ant systems of Cypriot Arabic and Classical
Arabic:

Classical Arabic Cypriot Arabic
t, †, d > t ~ [y]
s, ß > s
k, q > k ~ [x]
± > Ø
b > p ~ [f]
d > t
≈, Ú > ≈

j > ∆

The cumulative effect of this systemic stream-
lining process has occasioned extensive re-ety-
mologization and proliferation of homophones:
prk ‘to bless, to flash [lightning]’ < Classical
Arabic brk, brq; ktp ‘to write, to frown’ <
Classical Arabic ktb, q†b, xlk ‘to be born’, to
shave’, ‘to arrive’ < Classical Arabic xlq, ™lq,
l™q, etc. Historical fusion of root morphemes
within the lexicon on a comparable scale, also
caused by loss of certain Classical Arabic conso-
nantal oppositions, has occurred in Maltese.

Through contact with Greek, Cypriot Arabic
acquired phonotactic constraints untypical of
Arabic determining surface realization of conso-
nant clusters; specifically, rules of (a) manner
dissimilation transforming ‘stop + stop’ sequen-
ces into ‘fricative + stop’: Cypriot Arabic xtuft
‘I wrote’ ⇐ |ktupt| < Arabic katabt, Cypriot
Arabic fkum ‘I get up’ ⇐ |pkum| < Arabic
baqùm, etc.; and (b) yod-occlusivization in
sequences of ‘obstruent + y’: pkyut ‘houses’ <

Arabic byùt, Cypriot Arabic µkyep ‘clothes’ 
< Arabic µyàb, Cypriot Arabic pkyara ‘cisterns’
< Arabic byàra, etc. Cypriot Arabic also tends to
palatalize the velar consonants x and k and to
reduce underlying |ly| and |ny| to /yy/ before i
and e. Cypriot Arabic has an unsystematic rule
of postnasal epenthesis: “imps ‘sun’, intsán
‘man’, etc.; in many cases, the epenthetic con-
sonant has probably been lexicalized (cf. French
nombre).

Cypriot Arabic has lost the length opposition
in vowels via fusion of Classical Arabic short
vowels with their long counterparts: Classical
Arabic i, ì > /i/; Classical Arabic u, ù > /u/, and
Classical Arabic a, à > /a/. The historical diph-
thongs ay and aw have been extensively retained
but, as already noted, occasionally yield /e/ and
/o/: tex ‘his hands’ < *ìdayh, xok ‘on, above’
< Classical Arabic fawq.

4 . A r a m a i c  s u b s t r a t a

Highly noteworthy in Cypriot Arabic phonol-
ogy is the aforementioned fusion of Classical
Arabic ≠ and ÿ > Cypriot Arabic ≠, and of
Classical Arabic ™ and x > *™ > Cypriot Arabic x.
The velar reflex here represents a later shift
induced by contact with Cypriot Greek /x/ 
(= Greek x): 

Cypriot Classical
Arabic Arabic

≠akl ‘intelligence’ ≠aql
≠apn ‘displeasure’ ÿabn
sa ≠et ‘he helped’ sà ≠ad
pá≠ale ‘mule’ baÿla
xilef ‘he swore’ ™alafa
xirep ‘he destroyed’ xaraba
taxak ‘he laughed’ ∂a™ika
naxal ‘he sifted’ naxala

Though consonant gemination is common in
this vernacular, the voiced pharyngeal fricative ≠
never appears long – a restriction plausibly
ascribable to Aramaic substratal influence. 

Fusion of Classical Arabic ≠ and ÿ in Cypriot
Arabic is unlikely to have transpired in contact
with the Greek sound system since the presence
in the latter of the voiced velar fricative [ÿ] <
Ancient Greek gamma should logically have
promoted retention of Classical Arabic ÿ rather
than that of the voiced pharyngeal fricative ≠. Of
interest here is the shift of Common Semitic *g >
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ÿ > ≠ as in the Cypriot Arabic form ≠addef ‘to
curse’ < *ÿaddef < *gaddef (Classical Arabic
jaddafa), where the voiced velar fricative ÿ is the
substratal outcome of the stop lenition con-
straint called begadkefat. In Biblical Hebrew
and literary Aramaic, this replaced postvocalic
stops by the corresponding fricatives. Traces of
the fusion of Classical Arabic ≠ and ÿ occur, on a
limited scale, in Lebanese Arabic yielding, as in
Cypriot Arabic, retention of Aramaic ≠ where
Arabic shows ÿ: Kafr ≠Abìda: a ≠maß ‘qui a les
yeux chassieux’ ~ Syriac ≠ëmìßùµà ‘lippitudo ocu-
lorum’ ~ Old Arabic aÿmaß; bà ≠ùt ‘prière de
demande, supplication’ < Syriac bà ≠ùµà ‘petitio,
supplicatio’ ~ Classical Arabic biÿya; ≠ebe ‘il ren-
dit épais, dense, serré (blé, bois)’ ~ Syriac ≠ëbà

‘densus, spissus, crassus fuit’ ~ Classical Arabic
aÿbà ‘épais, touffu, couvert d’épais feuillages
(arbre, branche)’ (see Feghali 1918:43).

The systematic character of the correspon-
dence, Classical Arabic ÿ > ≠ exemplified in
Cypriot Arabic is unique in the Arabic
Sprachraum and plausibly signals the retention
in this peripheral dialect of an earlier chronolog-
ical historical stage in the phonological evolu-
tion of Eastern Arabic than is attested in any
contemporary mainstream dialect of Arabic
described so far, namely, the period that wit-
nessed the initial interaction between Arabic 
and Aramaic. Retention of the voiced pharyn-
geal fricative ≠ in Neo-Aramaic is the norm in
Western and Central Neo-Aramaic (Arnold
1990: passim; Jastrow 1985:2).

Grammaticalization of stress in Cypriot 
Arabic via accentuation of the heads of certain
syntactic constructions (e.g. the negative particles
lá and má) may also be ascribable to Aramaic.
Phonological words with a verbal nucleus often
retain initial syllable stress even when heavy syl-
lables intervene closer to the final word boun-
dary: ≠í∆ipna ‘we liked it’, táxakilla (< ∂-™-k) ‘he
cheated her’, “áttimna ‘he abused us’, tláxitna ‘the
three of us’, síttiµkon ‘the six of them’, xálluon
‘leave them!’ (as opposed to xallúon ‘they left
them’), etc. Note the closely comparable stress
assignment rule typifying certain varieties of Neo-
Aramaic where “collocations of two, rarely three
words which are closely bound syntactically can
form stress groups . . . In stress groups the second
word loses its stress, and the main stress of the col-
location comes to be on the last syllable of the first
word” (Jastrow 1997:353): ¢uroyo ló-kë≈≠ina
‘wir wissen nicht’ (Jastrow 1985:30). The behav-

ior of Cypriot Arabic kull in kúyyom ‘every day’
< Arabic kull yawm, kúlsa ≠a ‘every hour’ < Arabic
*kúll-sà ≠a, etc., where the determiner receives
stress, is paralleled in at least three Neo-Aramaic
languages: ¢uroyo kól-yawmo ‘jeder/jeden Tag’
(Jastrow 1985:30), Hertevin kóyyom ‘jeden Tag’
(Jastrow 1988:191), Urmi kudjom ‘every day’
(Garbell 1965:316). As in Aramaic, Cypriot
Arabic kull requires a mandatory pronominal
suffix copying the number and gender features of
a following definite noun (cf. Nöldeke 1904:172).
Cypriot Arabic extends this trait to nuss ‘half’ <
Classical Arabic nißf: kulla s-sine ‘the whole year’,
kullon in-nes ‘all the people’, nussu lil-≠aríf ‘half
the loaf’, etc.

A noteworthy Aramaism in Eastern Arabic,
including Cypriot Arabic, is the reflex of Ara-
maic ±ìµ b- (lit. ‘there is in . . .’. = ‘to be able’; cf.
Sokoloff 1990:55; Dalman 1967:16) yielding in
Cypriot Arabic the paradigm of ‘fi + enclitic
pronoun’ meaning ‘to be able’: Cypriot Arabic
fini ‘I can’, fik ‘you [masc. sg.] can’, etc.
Cognates also occur in several Eastern Arabic
dialects and in Neo-Aramaic. Lebanese: fiyyi, fìk
‘ich kann, du kannst, usw’ (Bi“mizzîn, Jiha
1964:149); Syrian Arabic: fìk ëtsà ≠ëdni? ‘can you
help me?’ (Damascus, Cowell 1964:547);
Çukurova fîtni b-sawwi hàda ‘ich kann das
machen’ (Procházka 2002:138); ¢uroyo kibi,
kibux, etc. ‘können, imstande sein’ (Jastrow
1990:107).

In the syntactic sphere, Cypriot Arabic often
implements direct object marking by means of
the proclitic particle l-, for instance, before an
emphatic pronoun: kí“ ≠eni ll-ana ‘it was me he
saw’, rák≠alla ll-ie ‘he hit her’; it can also appear
without the concomitant proleptic pronoun
characterizing Eastern Arabic vernaculars that
have this trait: Lebanese (Koutsoudas 1967),
Palestinian (Levin 1987), Iraqi (Blanc 1964:
130), etc.

Cypriot Arabic also utilizes a special genitive
construction specifically with inalienable nouns,
principally kinship terms, entailing the posses-
sive marker l- preceded by an proleptic pronoun:
Cypriot Arabic yapatu l-yorko ‘George’s father’.
On the Aramaic origin of this trait, see Blanc
(1964:130); observe the close parallel in Central
Neo-Aramaic where it is generally restricted to a
small class of nominals comprising inalienables
and temporal expressions: ë“mé-d-™oµux ‘your
sister’s name’, barµé-d-≠amti ‘my paternal
cousin’, etc.
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5 .  L e x i c o n

The Aramaic component in the colloquial Arabic
lexicon still awaits systematic treatment (cf. Diem
1979:41f., → Aramaic/Syriac loanwords). The
Cypriot Arabic lexicon also shares several Aramaic
features with other vernaculars of Eastern Arabic 
and often with Neo-Aramaic. Above all, its isola-
tion from mainstream colloquial Arabic renders 
it a potential repository of Aramaisms rare in 
spoken Arabic.

Cypriot Arabic: taylep ‘he prepared’ ~ Syriac
†ayyeb ‘paravit’ (Brockelmann 1928:270); ≠api
‘dense [vegetation]’ ~ Palestinian Arabic ≠abi
‘dicht [von der Saat]’ (Bauer 1957:75) ~ Syriac
≠abì ‘thick, dense’ (Payne Smith 1903:395);
mnye““ar ‘abandoned’ Jewish Aramaic nà“rà ‘das
Abfallende’ (Jastrow 1886:454); firex ‘he fainted’
~ Aramaic parë™à ni“matàn ‘their soul fled’
(Jastrow 1886:1223; Sokoloff 1990:445) ~
Hebrew pàrë™àh ni“matò ‘he passed away, he 
was scared to death, he fainted’ (Even-Shoshan
1993:1095) ~ Mla™sò pore™, pri™le ‘fliegen’
(Jastrow 1994:160); Cypriot Arabic kisx ‘small
onion’ ~ Syriac kes™à (Brockelmann 1928:338) ~
Galilean Aramaic qiß™à ‘kind of onion’ (Sokoloff
1990:501); Cypriot Arabic patrúr (unity noun -e)
‘mushrooms’ ~ Syriac pë†ùrµà ‘fungi’ (Brockel-
mann 1928:565) ~ Classical Arabic fi†r, etc.

Feghali (1918:94) estimated that 75 percent
percent of the 200-odd certain Aramaisms in
Lebanese Arabic encode traditional household
concepts. In Cypriot Arabic, the number noted
so far does not exceed 70 at an outside limit;
these predictably pervade the religious domain
without being restricted to a particular semantic
field. The Aramaean population traditionally
consisted of rural communities (Poizat 1979:
355; Anschütz 1984:160) – a trait that also
typified the Cypriot Maronites until their recent
urbanization. Cypriot Arabic lexical Aramaisms
relate to farming, household industries, ethno-
botany, and general concepts:

xakle ‘field’, sammex ‘to sprout’; sunt
‘plough’; mora“ ‘threshing sled’; paytar ‘thresh-
ing floor’; kiten ‘to yoke [oxen]’; stapl ‘barn,
cowshed’; sa ≠úr ‘kid’; saykún ‘brushwood’;
“ummár ‘fennel’; za ≠rúr ‘hawthorn’, terrá“

‘bushes’; “all ‘to sew’; “ammút ‘spindle’; kri“e
‘preparation for making plata cheese’; tilef ‘it
leaked’; xarke“ ‘he moved’; “ataf ‘he rinsed’; tal-
lel ‘he thinned out’; “axxet ‘he begged for alms’;
“axxat ‘he threw out, expelled’; “alax ‘he

undressed’; ≠akkes ‘it stung, bit [insect, snake]’;
≠arreb ‘he separated’; tlatte“ ‘it got stained’;
zakrúr ‘throat’; xassek ‘he collected’; afkax
‘lame’; “ara ‘midday meal’, etc.

Covert Aramaisms also occur; note Cypriot
Arabic sak, pisúk ‘to plough’ < Classical Arabic
sàq (u) ‘to drive’ paralleled by Bë™zàni ysòq
fadàn ‘Pflügen’ (Jastrow 1981:392); the
monolexemic Cypriot Arabic reflex calques the
elliptical Syriac expression dëbar ‘to plough’ (for
dëbar paddànà ‘das (Pflug)gespann führen’
(Seidel 1988:159).

Aramaic substratal influences also show up in
the grammar of function words relating to spa-
tial and temporal categorization. Note, for
instance, Cypriot Arabic kintám < quddàm,
which in Classical Arabic and many, probably
most, modern vernaculars denotes exclusively
spatial precedence, but which in Cypriot Arabic
and certain varieties of vernacular Arabic (in
Southeast Turkey; Vocke and Waldner
1982:143), encode, as in Aramaic, both tempo-
ral and spatial precedence.

6 . C o n c l u s i o n

The sketch of Cypriot Arabic presented here
justifies the assumption of an early formation for
this vernacular. Its areally hybrid Arabic charac-
ter and far-flung dialectal affiliations within
Eastern Arabic may hold the key to questions
relating to the early history of an extensive
Sprachlandschaft stretching from the sources of
the Tigris and the Euphrates in Southeast Ana-
tolia, across northern Syria and Mesopotamia,
on the one hand, and embracing the Arabic
dialects of Greater Syria, on the other, such as:
(a) the origins and chronology of the dialect
boundary dividing the Arabic dialects of Great-
er Syria from the so-called qëltu vernaculars; (b)
the putative existence of medieval regional
koines of Eastern Arabic cross-cutting later
geolinguistic boundaries; and (c) the formal con-
tinuities obtaining between vernacular Aramaic
and the sedentary Arabic dialects of the region.
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Îàd

Îàd is the name of the 15th letter of the Arabic
alphabet, denoting nowadays a voiced velarized
(emphatic) dental stop /∂/ IPA [d~]. The sound
denoted by this letter must have had a special
status in Classical Arabic since the language is
sometimes called luÿat a∂-∂àd, which probably
indicates that the grammarians believed this par-
ticular sound was unique to Arabic (Ibn Jinnì,
Sirr I, 214.14: wa-≠lam ±anna ∂-∂àd li-l-≠Arab
xàßßa). Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 405.8–9) describes
its place of articulation as being “between the
first part of the side of the tongue and the adja-
cent molars” (min bayna ±awwal ™àfat al-lisàn
wa-mà yalìhi min al-±a∂ràs). The exact interpre-
tation of this passage remains controversial.
According to Roman (1983:I, 162–206), it
describes a voiced emphatic alveo-palatal frica-
tive, somewhat similar to Polish ź (IPA [�∏] or
[�̃]). But Cantineau (1960:55) is probably right
in interpreting it as a lateral or lateralized velar-
ized voiced interdental fricative /∂l/ IPA [∞l],
which is also the position taken by Fleisch (EI2,
s.v. ∂àd). This would make it, indeed, a unique
sound among the world’s languages (cf.
Ladefoged and Maddieson 1966:154–156). The
interpretation as a lateral is also supported by
Sìbawayhi’s statement (Kitàb II, 406.23–24)
that if the feature of → ±i†bàq ‘velarization’ were
taken from †à ±, it would become d, likewise, ßàd
would become ß; but if the ∂àd were to lose its
emphatic feature, it would disappear from
speech, since there is no corresponding non-
emphatic phoneme (i.e., there is no /dl/).

The interpretation of the ∂àd as a lateral(ized)
sound is in line with the reconstruction of the

phonemic inventory of the Semitic languages.
According to Lipiński (1997:129–132) Arabic
/∂/ goes back to Proto-Semitic /ß/, which he
reconstructs as [�], the voiced counterpart of
Proto-Semitic /«/. The latter soon merged with
Proto-Semitic /“/ and is not differentiated in most
Semitic languages. Reflexes of Proto-Semitic /ß/
are still pronounced as a voiced (non-emphatic)
lateral /ź/ in Modern South Arabian.

It is not surprising that this special sound dis-
appeared in the New Arabic dialects, which all
merged the reflexes of Classical Arabic ∂ and Ú,
the resulting phoneme being /∂/ in all sedentary
dialects, and /Ú/ in all Bedouin dialects. As a 
matter of fact, Sìbawayhi describes a variant of
the ∂àd, called ∂àd ∂a≠ìfa ‘weak ∂àd ’ (Kitàb II,
404.23–405.4), which according to Al-Nassir
(1993:45) may represent the emphatic interden-
tal Ú, as a first sign of the merger of ∂àd and Úà ±.

The only alleged exception to the general
merger is the dialect of Daµìna, which according
to Landberg (1901, 1905–1913) has /fi/ as reflex
of Classical Arabic /∂/ and /Ú/ as reflex of /Ú/.
Outside the Arabic-speaking world, an unex-
pected place for a differentiated treatment of the
two phonemes is the secret language kalamo of
Madagascar – a variety of → Malegasy with a
large number of Arabic loanwords – in which,
for instance, Arabic ±abya∂ ‘white’ is represented
as alibiavy, whereas (aÚ-) Úuhr ‘afternoon’ is
azohora (Versteegh 2001).

The merger of /∂/ and /Ú/ must have taken
place rather early, since confusion between the
two letters ∂àd and Úà’ is one of the oldest doc-
umented mistakes in Middle Arabic texts. The
correction of this error gave rise to an entire
genre in the → la™n al-≠àmma literature, the trea-
tises about the distinction between ∂àd and Úà ±,

D
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e.g. Zanjànì’s [d. 471/1078] Farq bayna ∂-∂àd
wa-Ú-Úà ±. In modern Arab education, school-
children are still being taught to learn by heart
which words are spelled with a ‘tail’ and which
without.

Grammarians, too, remained interested in the
pronunciation of the ∂àd, as evidenced by the
large number of treatises on this topic, for
instance the Risàla fì kayfiyyat an-nu†q bi-∂-∂àd
‘Treatise on the nature of the pronunciation of
the ∂àd’, by ≠Alì ibn Sulaymàn al-Manßùrì (d.
1150/1737–1738), edited by Kinberg (2001).
This treatise opposes the faulty pronunciation of
the ∂àd, and from the description it becomes
clear that this involved both pronouncing it as ∂
and as Ú. It is not completely clear what the
author himself regarded as the correct pronunci-
ation: basically, he simply repeats the descrip-
tion by Sìbawayhi. Therefore, this genre of
linguistic treatises cannot serve as an argument
for or against the lateral character of the ∂.

A stronger argument are the Arabic loanwords
in some languages (cf. Steiner 1977; Versteegh
1999). Such loanwords are found in the Ibero-
Romance languages, e.g. Spanish alcalde < al-
qà∂ì ‘judge’; aldea ‘hamlet’ < a∂-∂ay≠a ‘estate,
hamlet’ (cf. Corriente 1977:46, n. 1; but see for
arguments against this interpretation Roman
1983:I, 194–199). Because of their limited num-
ber, the loanwords in Ibero-Romance are not
conclusive evidence in themselves. In some
African languages, however, /l/ is the regular
reflex of /∂/, not of /Ú/, e.g. → Fulfulde waaju <
wa≠Ú ‘sermon’, but farilla < far∂ ‘moral obliga-
tion’, and → Hausa láfazí < lafÚ ‘speech, pro-
nunciation’, but háyla < ™ay∂(a) ‘menstruation’
(likewise, → Yoruba). Arabic loanwords in East
African languages such as → Swahili do not
exhibit this differential treatment. The lateral
reflexes of Arabic /∂/ are also found in some
Southeast Asian languages, e.g. in → Indo-
nesian/Malay lahip, laip, laif (but also daif ) 
< ∂a≠ìf ‘weak’, kali (but also kadi) < qà∂ì ‘judge’,
perlu ‘it is necessary’ < far∂ ‘moral obligation’
(cf. the more recent loanword fardu with the
same sense as the Arabic word), as against zahir
< Úàhir ‘manifest’, zohor < Úuhr ‘noon’ (but it
should be noted that some loanwords with z < ≈
have variants with l, lahir, lohor). 

It is not immediately clear what al-Andalus,
West Africa, and Southeast Asia could have in

common to explain the occurrence of this lateral
reflex of /∂/. One possibility might be that in all
of them South Arabians were particularly active,
for instance the tribe of Kalb in al-Andalus and
North Africa, and merchants from Hadramawt
in the Indian Ocean trade. Therefore, the loan-
words in these regions might be evidence that
the lateral pronunciation survived longer in the
south.
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Damascus Arabic

1 . G e n e r a l

Damascus Arabic (llah∆e ““àmiyye) is spoken in
Damascus, capital of the Syrian Arab Republic
(1.6 million people in 2004; 3.5 million includ-
ing Greater Damascus, with an important pro-
portion of non-native speakers: immigrants
from various parts of the country, Palestinians).
In the old villages of the surrounding Ÿù†a dif-
ferent dialects are spoken, which have not yet
been studied. Damascus Arabic is well under-
stood in the whole country, and in Lebanon,
Jordan, and Palestine.

Contiguous to the Damascus area are the
Qalamùn dialects in the north, the £òràn
dialects in the south, and ‘steppe-range’ and ”àwi
(Bedouin) dialects in the east. Being the dialect of
the capital, and as such largely used in radio and
television programs, Damascus Arabic is presti-
gious, ‘neutral’ in many respects, and can be
qualified as the Syrian koinic dialect. Used
between the two World Wars in satirical jour-
nals, it is nowadays rarely present in printed lit-
erature, except for theatrical plays; cinema
journals publish screenplays. Plays of (now
extinct) shadow theater have been preserved and
published (Kayyàl 1987). Some works are very
popular, such as theater and radio plays by
£ikmat Mu™sin (1910–1968) and plays and
films by Durayd La™™àm (born 1934), available
on tapes, videotapes, and DVDs. Poetry, mainly
from the 19th century, is found in manuscripts.
Collections of poems are sometimes published.

Damascus Arabic is typically a ‘Syro-
Lebanese’ sedentary dialect. Minor differences,
mainly lexical, can be observed between the
Muslim, Christian, and (now almost totally
expatriate) Jewish communities.

Historical information on the dialect can 
be gathered from → Middle Arabic texts, 
sometimes highly colloquializing, written by
Damascene authors. Shadow theater plays, and
many manuscripts of popular epic literature
(Bohas and Zakhariya 2000) date back to at
least the 19th century. It is nevertheless difficult
to draw a documented history of the dialect,
which seems to be, for the two last centuries any-
way, remarkably stable.

Damascus Arabic has been studied for over a
century, and is one of the best described Arabic
dialects. Grammars are Grotzfeld (1965),

Ambros (1977), and especially Cowell (1964).
Still useful handbooks are Cantineau and
Helbaoui (1953), Kuhnt (1958), Kassab (1970),
and Ferguson (1961). An important syntactic
study is Bloch (1965). Among collections of texts
Bergsträsser (1924; with an excellent phonetic
study), and Bloch and Grotzfeld (1964) deserve
special mention; see also Grotzfeld (1965:
118–149) and, in Arabic script, Tur∆màn (1978),
Kayyàl (1987), and al-±Aswad (1998, 2002).
Stowasser and Ani (1964) is a very good diction-
ary (English-Damascus Arabic), sometimes
reflecting a classicizing layer (the announced
Arabic-English version has never appeared); see
further Salamé and Lentin (forthcoming).

2 . L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
b, (fl), (p), m, (¤), w, f, (v), t, †, d, ∂, n, l, (fi), r,
(®), s, ß, z, Ω, “, ∆, (ç), k, (g), y, x, ÿ, q, ™, ≠, h, ±.

/fl, ¤, fi, ®/ are generally phonetically condi-
tioned variants of /b/, /m/, /l/, /r/ but also (mar-
ginal) phonemes.

/p, v, ∑, g, q/ appear mainly in borrowings:
k–mpyùtër ‘computer’, pàyp ‘pipe’ (/p/ is gener-
ally not replaceable by /b/); vìza ‘visa’, tëlvëzyòn
‘television’, vìtès ‘gear change’ (/v/ is generally
replaceable by /f/ or in older borrowings by /b/;
but only e.g. narvazni ‘he made me nervous’);
Turkish /∑/ being represented by /“/, /∑/ is rather
rare; /g/ appears in borrowings: sìgàra ‘ciga-
rette’, grèfòn ‘grapefruit’ (and rarely alternates
with /k/) or in ‘expressive’ words: garr ‘he jab-
bered’; /q/ is frequent in borrowings from classi-
cal Arabic: musaqqafìn ‘intellectuals’; it often
alternates freely with /±/: mùsìqa ~ mùsì ±a
‘music’; the distribution is sometimes unpre-
dictable: ßadì ± ‘friend’, plural ±aßdiqà ±.

The historical interdentals *µ, *≈, and *Ú cor-
respond with /t, d/, and /∂/, the latter also repre-
senting *∂. In borrowings from Classical Arabic
*µ, *≈, and *Ú are most often represented by /z,
s/ and /Ω/. Hence, a historical root can split into
two distinct ones: tàni ‘second’ – sànawi ‘sec-
ondary’, dà ± ‘he tasted’ – zò± ‘(good) taste’. The
same situation obtains with / ±/ (< *q) vs /q/: da ±ì ±a
‘a second [of time]’ – daqìqa ‘precise [fem.sg.]’,
±arën ‘horn’ – qarën ‘century’, which establishes
the phonemic status of /q/. *± is generally repre-
sented by /y/, e.g. in verbs III ± (xabba ‘he hid’) or
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in the active participle of verbs IIw/y: nàyem
‘sleeping’; it has been preserved in verbs I± (±akal
‘he ate’) and exceptionally in sa ±al ‘he asked’. /±/
thus represents both preserved *± and *q (±a““ar
‘he indicated’ or ‘he pealed’.

The new velarized consonants /®/, /fi/, /fl/, /¤/
have been phonemicized. ® is much used (also
the most frequent phonetic realisation of /r/):
barra ‘he proved (s.o. to be) innocent’, ba®®a
‘outside’, nhàr ‘he broke down’, nhà® ‘daytime’.
Examples for the other phonemes: ±alla ‘he told
her’, ±afifia ‘God’; flàfla ‘daddy’, bàba ‘her door’;
mayy [female first name], ¤ayy ‘water’. In some
roots or words, ‘emphasis’ has disappeared:
rakad ‘he ran’, dërs ‘tooth’, or voicing has
occured: Ωÿìr ‘small’.

‘Emphatic’, i.e. velarized articulation, tends to
be more pronounced in traditional quarters like
Mìdàn, as well as among Christians.

2.1.2 Vowels
Short vowels: i, e, a, o, u, ë; long vowels: ì, è, à,
ò, ù.

In French borrowings, nasal vowels /ã/, /õ/, /Æ~/
and /ü/ occur: ±asãsèr ‘lift’, selülèr ‘mobile
phone’. The two main short vowels are /a/ and
/ë/; /e/ and /o/ merge into /ë/ in non-final syllables
and alternate freely in some verbal forms. Due 
to the increasing number of borrowings from
Standard Arabic, /i/ and /u/ occur in non-final
syllables: binàye ‘building’, muxre∆ ‘(film) direc-
tor’ and can switch to /e/ and /o/ or zero; dou-
blets also obtain: m≠allem ‘boss’ versus mu≠allem
‘schoolteacher’.

*a is mainly represented by /a/, *i by /e/ and
/ë/,*u by /o/ and /ë/. /è/ and /ò/ represent *-ay and
*-aw. Final *à ± changed into -e in nouns: këre
‘rent’, “ëte ‘winter’ [construct state -à-], and into
-a in the feminine of color and deficiency adjec-
tives: ™amra ‘red’.

Although the main phonological opposition is
/a/–/ë/, /a/ is often very close, phonetically, to 
/ë/, especially in closed syllables. Since only /a/
and /ë/ occur in non-final syllables, /ë/ has a wide
range of realizations, close to [e] or [i] (after
palato-alveolar fricatives), [a] (contiguous to
pharyngeals), or [o] or [u] (after labials or
‘emphatics’). The ‘feminine’ suffix *-a(t) has
split into two allomorphs: -a after back and
‘emphatic’ consonants, -a and/or -e after /r/
according to phonetic environment, -e otherwise
(but construct state always -et). The feminine
ending of the 3rd person perfect is also affected
by → ±imàla (*-at > -et).

/i/ and /u/ occur only in final open syllables
(except in borrowings); /i/ is also found before 
-y(y)- where it can be considered a realization of
/ë/). /e/ and /o/ switch to /ë/ in non-final syllables.
Consequently, among short vowels only /a/ and
/ë/ can be stressed. Final /i/ and /u/, usually de-
scribed as shortened *ì and *ù, can be given pho-
nemic status on the basis of pairs like katabti ‘you
[fem. sg.] wrote’ ~ katabtì ‘you [fem. sg.] wrote it’,
katabu ‘they wrote’ versus katabù ‘they wrote it’.

‘Popular’ pronunciation is often character-
ized by a more back articulation of vowels and a
kind of vowel harmony. Women often display 
a more contrasted and less back articulated
range of vocalic timbres, giving the false impres-
sion that their velarized consonants are less
‘emphatic’.

2.1.3 Diphthongs
*aw and *ay are monophthongized into /ò/ and
/è/: tòr ‘bull’, zèt ‘oil’. Morphological constraints
can prevent monophthongization: staw ≠ab ‘he
grasped the meaning’, ÿayràn ‘jealous’, maw∆ù≠

‘being in pain’. Diphthongs also occur in borrow-
ings from Standard Arabic (∆awle ‘round’) and
stylistic doublets obtain: mòsem ~ mawsem ‘sea-
son’, ™èwàn ~ ™ay(a)wàn ‘animal’, ±èwa ~ ±aywa
‘yes’. Irregular are negation mu (<*maw <*màhu),
kìf (< *kayf ) ‘how?’ and “i (< *“ay±) ‘thing’.

Synchronically, ey and ëy turn into ì: ™àki (<
™àkì < *™àkey) ‘having spoken’, bì∂ (<*bëy∂)
‘white [pl.]’, and ëw to ù: tùßàye (< *tëwßàye)
‘order’; occasionally, ëw is maintained: lëwlàd ~
lùlàd ‘the children’. The groups -aww- and -ayy-
are preserved (even when closing syllables, then
generally pronounced -aw-, -ay-).

2.1.4 Syllable
Syllable types are Cv, CvC, CvCC (generally
pronounced CvC in non final syllable if CC is a
geminate); Cä, CäC; CäCC (only CàCC, with
final geminate: mawàdd ‘substances’); CCvC,
CCvCC; CCä, CCäC; CCCvC, CCCvCC,
CCCä, CCCäC occur mainly in Form X derived
verbs and foreign borrowings.

When the clitic preposition l- (‘to’) + personal
pronoun is suffixed to a verbal form with final
CäC or CCäC syllable, ä is shortened (à > a, ì ~
ù > ë): ±àl ‘he said’, ±allo ‘he told him’.

A cluster CC (and sometimes CCC) can occur
in initial position, and in final position, espe-
cially when one of the two consonants is a reso-
nant; more commonly an epenthetic [ë] appears
between the two consonants. Epenthetic [ë]
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appears, in the same conditions, between the
two first consonants of a -CCC- cluster (except
if they are identical). Clusters of more than three
consonants are separated by word boundaries.

Stress falls on the first ä, or v in vCC, from the
end of the word, or, if there is no such vowel, on
the first one (without considering proclitics).
‘Exceptions’ to this rule are imperfect and par-
ticiples of Forms VII and VIII of sound and roots 
IIIy: byë™të́rem ‘he respects’, mëftë́ker ‘thinking
that’ (borrowings from Standard Arabic can 
have two accentuations: mú™taram/mu™táram
‘of good quality’); 3rd person feminine singular
perfect of certain verb types: “àfë́to ‘she saw
him’. Some speakers also have, for the sound
verb: katbë́to (∼ kátëbto) ‘she wrote it’ and for
feminine nouns CaCaCe/a + pronominal suffix
with initial V: baßlë́ti (∼ báßëlti) ‘my onion’. This 
prevents a morphological mark from totally 
disappearing.

Voicing and devoicing of consonants occur by
assimilation, e.g. in Forms V and VIII: mëd-
dayye ± (< *mëtdayye ±) ‘feeling uncomfortable’;
“tama≠u (< *∆tama≠u) ‘they gathered’. /n/ is labi-
alized before /b/: ∆amb ‘next to’, mëm ba≠∂ ‘of
each other’, and assimilates to /r/: mërrù™ ‘we
go’. /≠/ + /h/ is usually pronounced [™™]: ma™™a
‘with her’. All these processes also occur in 
sandhi, except those involving velars.

The article l- assimilates to the ‘sun-letters’,
which include /∆/ besides the usual consonants.
Consonantal assimilation occurs mainly be-
tween sibilants and palato-alveolar fricatives:
zazar ‘carrots’, zòzi ‘my husband’; many of
these forms are popular and old-fashioned. So
are most words with metathesis (sëddà∆e ~
së∆∆àde ‘mat’), but some are usual: ∆òzi ‘my hus-
band’ (zò∆i is a bit classicizing) or lexicalized:
star∆a (< *sta∆ra) ‘he dared’.

Velarization spreads very easily, often over the
whole word; /i, e, ë/ tend to restrain it.

No pausal forms are found (or preserved).
Typically Damascene is the lengthening of the
last vowel, even epenthetic, of interrogative and
exclamative utterances: “ëfë-t ‘did you see that?!’

Damascus Arabic is a ‘différentiel’ dialect: /a/
is much more stable than /e/ and /o/. But non-
stressed *a is elided, e.g., in most CaCìC pattern
nouns: ±∆ìr ‘apprentice’ and in 3rd pers. sg. fem.
perfect of Form I CaCaC and Forms VII and VIII
verbs: katbet ‘she wrote’, ™tar ±et ‘she burned’.
Synchronically, /ë/, archiphoneme of /e/ and /o/,

is elided in Cv syllables when unstressed: “àyfak
‘having seen you’, sayyàrto ‘his car’.

Final vowels are lengthened by suffixation of 
a personal pronoun, alone or preceded by l (w,
y, or h being inserted if the suffix has initial
vowel). In the case of feminine singular active
participles referring to a 2nd person, the verbal
ending -tì- is inserted: “àyëftìha ‘did you [fem.]
see her?’.

2.2 Morphology

There is no gender distinction in the 2nd and 3rd
persons plural of verbs or pronouns.

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns

Table 1.  Independent personal pronouns

Singular Plural

1st person ±ana në™na
2nd person masc. ±ënte

±ëntu
fem. ±ënti

3rd person  masc. huwwe
hënne(n)

fem. hiyye

në™na has a variant lë™na.

Reflexive pronoun: ™àl- + personal pronoun;
la™àlo ‘on his own; by himself’.

Table 2. Bound personal pronouns

Singular Plural

. . . V(C)C+ . . . V
1st person (noun) -i

-yi -na
(verb) -ni

2nd person masc. -ak -k
-kon

fem. -ek -ki
3rd person masc. -o -Ø

-(h)on
fem. -(h)a -(h)a
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-ni is also used after the particle yà-, the preposi-
tion b- in the idioms “u bani?/ma bani “i
‘what/nothing is wrong with me’, lëssà( ≠)t- and
ba≠d- (‘still’), fì- ‘to be able’, the presentative “a≠-.

2.2.1.2 Demonstratives
Adjectival demonstratives are followed by the
article (incorporated in hal-).

2.2.1.2.1 ‘This’
Adjectives: hal-, assimilated to sun-letters; hàda,
feminine hàdi or hayy, plural hadòl. They are
always in front, except when they are associated:
harrë∆∆àl had(a) ‘this man’. Pronouns: hàda (or
hàd before /), feminine hàdi or hayy(e), plural
hadòl.

2.2.1.2.2 ‘That’
Adjective (in front) and pronoun: hadàk, femi-
nine hadìk(e), plural hadolìk or hadënk(e).
Variants with -(e) are used only for pronouns.

2.2.1.2.3 Presentatives
hayy ∆ëbtëllak yà: ‘here you are, I brought it to
you’; lèk- or “a ≠- (< *q“a ≠ ‘look at!’) + personal
pronoun: ‘here he is’, etc.

2.2.1.3 Relative pronoun
Invariable ±ëlli/(ë)lli/yëlli/halli; also used as re-
lative adjective. 

2.2.1.4 Interrogative pronouns
Interrogative pronouns: mìn ‘who?’; “u ‘what?’
(also ±è“, mainly after preposition), normally in
front in verbal sentences, free position in nomi-
nal sentences. Adjectives ±anu (optional feminine
±ani), ±ay(y)a (or classicizing ±ayy), ‘which?’.

2.2.1.5 Reciprocal
ba≠∂ (not repeated) + optional (in most cases)
bound personal pronoun.

2.2.1.6 Concessive
±èmën ‘whoever’; “u ma, ±è“mën ‘whatever’.

2.2.2 Adverbs
halla ± (< * hal-waqt) ‘now’; ba ≠dèn ‘afterwards’;
bakkìr ‘early’; bukra ‘tomorrow’; mbàre™ ‘yes-
terday’; ≠ala bukra ‘early in the morning’; wa ±ta
‘at that time’; ßßëbë™ ‘in the morning’ or ‘this
morning’; ≠ala †ùl ‘always’; lëssa: assertive or
interrogative ‘still’ or ‘not yet’ (according to con-
text; lëssë(( ≠)t)- before personal pronouns); ba≠d-
‘still’ or ‘not yet’; këll mà-l- + personal pronoun:

‘he [etc.] never stops doing . . .’; ±èmta ‘when?’.
hòn(e): ‘here’; hnìk(e) (originally non-Muslim

variant: honìk[e]); ‘there’; wèn ‘where?’; mnèn
‘where from?’.

±awàm ‘quickly’; ™à∆e ‘enough!’; bas ‘only’;
kamàn(e) ‘also’; hèk(e) ‘like this’; ktìr ‘very’ (free
position); dëÿri ‘straight on’; “lòn ‘how?’ (“lòn
≠rëft ‘how did you know?’, ≠rëft ë“lòn ‘do you see
what I mean?’); lè“ ‘why?’; ±addè“ ‘how much?’;
kam ‘how many . . .?’ must be specified by a sin-
gular noun (or by wà™ed ‘one = unit’).

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 Definite article
The definite article is l; it can be separated by
epenthetic /ë/ from the first consonant of its
noun: lëtlàte ‘the three’.

2.2.3.2 Genitive marker
‘Genitive markers’: taba≠ (invariable, optionally
taba ≠ìt after a singular [masc. or fem.] and
taba ≠àt ~ taba ≠ùn/l/t after a plural); “ìt (see 2.3.1)

2.2.3.3 Negations
There is no discontinuous negation (with -“). ma
is the verbal negation, la is used only with pro-
hibitive, or in la . . . u la ‘neither . . . nor’; mu
(less frequently ma, maw, mi/may) is used with
nominals; mu also negates a whole sentence. In
verbless sentences, subject personal pronouns
are negated with connective -l- or -n-: màlo hòn
‘he’s not here’. ‘No’ is la (la ±, la ±a). mnòb and
±abadan are intensifiers: ‘(not) at all’. ‘No more’
is ma . . . ≠àd or ma . . . ba ±a (negation + ‘he did
again’ or ‘he stayed’, conjugated or fossilized).
The existential particle is fi ‘there is’.

2.2.3.4 Prepositions

2.2.3.4.1 Directional
la ‘toward, to’ (including goal), ≠a(la) ‘in the
direction of’, la≠and ‘to somebody’s place’.

2.2.3.4.2 Locative
b(i) ‘in, at’ (fì- before personal pronouns), ≠a(la)
‘on’, fò± ‘above’, ∆uwwàt ‘inside’, barràt ‘out-
side’, ™awàli (construct state ™awàlè-) and dàyer
ma dàr ‘around’, ∆amb ‘next to’, ±ëddàm ‘in
front of, next to’, ≠and ‘by’.

2.2.3.4.3 Attributive
la- ‘to’ (l- before article); before personal bound
pronoun: l- or la ±ël- and -ëll- after -CC when
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clitic, ±ël- when separated from verb, or pre-
dicative in verbless sentences; m(ën)“àn ‘for the
sake of’.

2.2.3.4.4 Others
≠ala ‘in the state of’, m(ë)n ‘from’, ≠an ‘removed
from’, ma≠ and wiyyà- + personal pronoun
‘(together) with’, b(i)- ‘with’ (instrumental), la
and m(ën)“àn ‘because of’, mëtël ‘as’, ±add ‘the
size/weight/ . . . of’.

2.2.3.5 Conjunctions
w ~ u ‘and’, ±aw ‘or’, wëlla and lëmma ‘or?’,
ya . . . ya ‘either . . . or’, bas(s) ‘but’, la ±ënno or
™àkem ‘because’. lamma, wa ±ët, wa ±tëlli, bas(s)
‘when’, †àla ma ‘as long as’, këll ma ‘every time
that’, ( ≠a)la bèn ma ‘until’, ±a™san ma ‘rather
than’, la, ™atta, la ™atta, and mën“àn ‘in order
to’. la introduces many types of clauses: †alabak
la tßall™o ‘he asked you to fix it’, ±ën“afifia la t∆ëbli
yà ‘may you bring it to me!’, lè“ la ‘why . . .?’.
Complement clauses are introduced by Ø, ±enno
(or ±enn- + personal pronoun). la- is used after
verbs of fear, ëlli after verbs, etc. meaning ‘(to be)
(un)happy that’: frë™t ~ mnì™ ëlli ‘I am happy ~ it
is fine that’, and ma after ‘to forget’.

The vocative particle is ya. Many address
forms involving kinship terms are ‘bipolar’: a
mother would use ¤à¤à ‘mummy’ when talking
to any of her children. A few have -o: ≠ammo
‘uncle’(address form to peers or elders).

2.2.4 Noun
Most feminine nouns have the marker -e/a, a few
do not: ¤ayy, ‘water’, ≠èn ‘eye’, da ±ën ’beard’,
±ëmm ‘mother’, etc. Some nouns have both gen-
ders: mësta“fa ‘hospital’. Some usual patterns
are productive: CaCCàC (names of profession-
als), maCCaC (place names), CaCCàC(e/a)
(names of instruments). Suffixes are -xàne (place
names), -i and -∆i (professional names or pejora-
tive: sëkar∆i ‘drunkard’), -a/e (-àye after vowel)
for unit nouns. -ìn, -àt, -e, and -iyye are ‘external’
plural suffixes. -àt is also the mark of ‘deictic’ plu-
ral: xalaßu lë nbìdàt ‘is there no wine left?’;
“u ha““òbàt ‘what a heat!’. Mixed plurals
(CCùCàt) are frequent. → Pseudo-dual is used
for names of body parts: ±ìdèn ‘hands’, ±ìdèhon
‘their hands’ (±ìd(t)èno ‘his two hands’).
Diminutives are not frequent: †ayyùb ‘very
kind’, ba††ùn, b†èn, ‘(sweet) little belly’, except
for proper names: nabbùl(e) (< Nabìl).
Particular vocatives: yàmo ‘Mum’, yàbi ‘Dad’.

2.2.4.1 Adjectives
Frequent patterns are CëCëC, C(a)CìC,
mëCCeC. Suffixes are -i, -àni (nëßßàni ‘in the
middle’), and -∆i. Color adjectives: ±aCCaC, fem-
inine CaCCa, plural CëCëC (deficiency adjec-
tives have generally CëCCàn plurals). Elatives
(invariable ±aCCaC) are based on various or
even non attested simple forms: ±a∆dab (< ±a∆dab)
‘more stupid’, ±a™san ‘better’ (*™asan), ±a™wan 
(< ™èwàn) ‘more idiotic’, ±amyaz (< mumtàz)
‘more perfect’.

2.2.5 Numerals
wà™ed, fem. wa™de ‘one’ is the absolute form
(otherwise the noun alone is used). Postponed to
the noun: mara wa™de ‘(only) one women’.

tnèn, fem. tëntèn (masc. pl. tnènàt-, fem. tën-
tènàt- with personal pronouns) are absolute
forms (otherwise the dual is used for nouns)
which can appear for insistence, when the noun
is not present (tnèn ëkbàr ‘two big ones’), and in
particular cases: tëntèn nëswàn ‘two women’
(*martèn). The dual also means ‘some’: hal kam
bètèn “ë≠ër ‘these few verses’, and is an
intensifier: ±al ≠anèn ‘still worse!’.

From 3 to 10, three series are used:

i. tlàte, ±arb≠a, xamse, sëtte, sab≠a, tmàne
(tmànye), tës≠a, ≠a“ra are absolute and attribu-
tive forms, also used (like wà™ed and tnèn)
with specificative: tlàte ±ahwe ‘three coffees’.
tlàte and tmàne become tlàta and tmàna
before the tens (tmàna w xamsìn ‘58’).

ii. tlët(t), ±arba≠, xams, sëtt, sab≠, tmën(n), tës≠,
≠a“r with counted noun in plural (except with
miyye for hundreds, before which tlët(t) and
tmën(n) become tlàt and tmàn).

iii. tlëtt, ±arba≠t, xamst, sëtt, sab≠t, tmënt, tësë≠t,
≠a“ërt with a few counted nouns (±ëyyàm ~
iyyàm, ‘days’, ±ë“hor ‘months’, ±ëß†or ‘lines’,
etc.).

From 11 to 19 (forms with -a® = construct state):
™da ≠“(a®) or ±ida( ≠)“(a®), †na ≠“(a®), tlë††a ≠“(a®),
±arba ≠†a ( ≠)“(a®), xams†a ≠“(a®), së††a ≠“(a®),
saba( ≠)†a( ≠)“(a®), tmën†a ≠“(a®), tës( ≠a)†a ≠“(a®);
counted noun in singular.

Tens: ≠ë“rìn, tlàtìn, etc. (counted noun in sin-
gular), as with miyye ‘100’ (mìt in construct
state) and ±alf, plural ( ±)àlàf ‘1000’.

Ordinals: ±aw(wa)làni, tàni; from 3th to 10th
pattern CàCeC; others same as cardinals.
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Unit nouns are often formed with count
nouns: ™abbet ba†à†a ‘a potato’, rÿìf xëbëz ‘a
[loaf of] bread’, ≠ùd këbrìt ‘a match’.

2.2.6 Verb
Form I verbs have two perfect types: CaCaC,
generally active verbs and CëCeC, generally
‘middle’ verbs. The imperfect thematic vowel is
/a/, /e/, or /o/. The most common types are
CaCaC, yëCCeC ~ yëCCoC (yëCCaC before or
after pharyngeal or laryngeal) and CëCeC,
yëCCaC. The two types can occur for a same
root: xëreb, yëxrab ‘it was destroyed’, xarab,
yëxreb ‘he ruined’.

Form II is the most productive; it can be
causative, frequentative, close to Form I but more
concrete in the description of the process (wëßel
‘he arrived’, waßßal ‘he reached his destination’),
or denominative. Form IV verbs are borrowed
from Standard Arabic and have byëCCeC and/or
bi±aCCeC imperfect (bi ±aslem ‘he becomes a
Muslim’); a few are new creations: bi ±aflem ‘it is
mere acting of him’), some are probably phoneti-
cally conditioned: ±a™ka = ™aka ‘he talked’. Form
V is sometimes passive of Form II, often ‘middle’:
txabba ‘he hid’. Form IX is derived from a few
color adjectives (most deficiency adjectives have
VIIth forms). The prefix of Forms V and VI is t-.
Form VII is passive and is generally freely shaped;
it is used in impersonal constructions: ma
byën“ëbe ≠ mënnon ‘you never get tired of them’,
and often expresses potentiality: ma byën“ëreb ‘it
is undrinkable’. Form VIII is not productive,
whereas Form X is, mainly for (often transitive)
‘middle’ verbs: stafkar ‘he recalled the memory
of’. With same semantism are a few verbs of com-
bined Forms X+II: stla ± ±a ‘he caught in midair’
and X+III: stnàwal ‘he grasped’.

2.2.6.1 Paradigms
Imperative (2nd pers.): sg.: masc. “ràb, ktòb,
fem. “rabi, ktëbi; pl. “rabu, ktëbu.

Table 3. Imperfect conjugation

Type 1 a                    
b-imperfect Ø-imperfect

3rd  sg. masc. byë“rab yë“rab
fem. btë“rab të“rab

pl. byë“rabu yë“rabu
2nd sg. masc. btë“rab të“rab

fem. btë“rabi të“rabi
pl. btë“rabu të“rabu

1st  sg. bë“rab ±ë“rab
pl. mnë“rab në“rab

Type 2 e/o
b-imperfect Ø-imperfect

3rd  sg. masc. byëktob yëktob
fem. btëktob tëktob

pl. byëkëtbu yëkëtbu
2nd sg. masc. btëktob tëktob

fem. btëkëtbi tëkëtbi
pl. btëkëtbu tëkëtbu

1st  sg. bëktob ±ëktob
pl. mnëktob nëktob

The vowel of the personal prefixes is /ë/, except
for a few verbs II≠ (bya≠ref, bya≠mel, bya≠†i ).

The standard imperfect is the b-form; the Ø-
imperfect is the dependent (‘subjunctive’) form.

Table 4. Perfect conjugation

Type 1 Type 2
CaCaC CëCeC

3rd sg. masc. katab “ëreb
fem. katbet “ërbet

pl. katabu “ërbu
2nd sg. masc. katabt “rëbt

fem. katabti “rëbti
pl. katabtu “rëbtu

1st sg. katabt “rëbt
pl. katabna “rëbna

2.2.6.2 Participles
Form I: active: CàCel, and CaCCàn for ‘middle’
CëCeC verbs; passive: maCCùC.

Among derived forms are worth mentioning 
VII mënCëCel and VIII mëCtëCeC (passive
mëCtaCaC). 

2.2.6.3 Verbal nouns
Verbal nouns are not very frequently used;  origi-
nal patterns are CCìCe/a (ktìbe ‘writing’) and, for
roots IIIy, CaCwe (bakwe ‘crying’). With Form
VII verbs, Form I verbal nouns are normally used,
and Form II and III (or I) verbal nouns with Forms
V and VI verbs.

2.2.6.4 Weak verbs
Initial *±, *w and *y are preserved; final *± and
*w have switched to y.

Verbs II gem.: the 1st and 2nd persons of the 
perfect are assimilated to verbs IIIy (type 1):
™a††èt ‘I put’.
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The imperfect of verbs I± has à: byàkol ‘he
eats’; imperative: kòl.

The imperfect of verbs Iw is byùßal or byëßal
‘he arrives’.

The imperative of verbs IIw/y is Cù/ìC. In the
imperfect of Forms VII and VIII, à is shortened
into ë: rtë™ët ‘I relaxed’.

Verbs IIIy have two perfect types: CaCa (gen-
erally yëCCi in the imperfect: ™aka, ™aket, ™aku,
™akèt, etc., yë™ki); CëCi (generally yëCCa in the
imperfect: nësi, nësyet, nësyu, nsìt, etc., yënsa).

Imperative: ±ëCCv or CCä (exception: ≠a†i
‘give!’); passive participle mëCCi.

Imperfect of Forms VII and VIII has two vari-
ants: byën™aka ~ byën™ëki ‘it is said’.

Verbal noun of Form II: tëCCàye.
‘Irregular’ verb: ±ë∆a ‘he came’: ±ë∆a, ±ë∆et, ±ë∆u,

(±)∆ìt, etc.; byë∆i, btë∆i, byë∆u, bë∆i, mnë∆i, etc.
Active participle: ∆àye, plural ∆àyìn.

Quadriradicals verbs are from genuine roots,
reduplicative (especially of roots II gem.), aug-
mented triradicals (CarCaC, CawCaC, CaCwaC,
CayCaC, CaCCan . . .), denominative or former
Form IV verbs. A few CaCCa are frequently used
(far∆a ‘to show’), verbal noun tCëCCi. t-CaCCaC
is either passive or synonymous with CaCCaC.
Both are conjugated like Form II verbs.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun
Definiteness: hal- is often used as a determiner 
in vivid narration: rkëbt bi hal bàß ‘I got on 
the bus’.

An indefinite phrase (construct state) noun +
noun is generally made definite by defining the
second one: “aràb ëttùt ‘the mulberry juice’,
±amìß nòma ‘her nightdress’, ma™∂ar ha∂∂abë†

‘this report’, sometimes both: kàstak ël™alìb
‘your glass of milk’; some noun + article + noun
phrases do not vary: mèlt ël™ësën ‘a ~ the cast in
one eye’. Badal-constructions: ††àwle lxa“ab ‘the
wooden table’. The article of a definite noun
qualified by an adjective (or relative clause) can
be dropped in certain cases (quasi-proper
names, designation of an object among a known
limited series, etc.); the t of feminine -a(t)
appears then as in construct state: sënt ë∆∆àye (=
ssëne ∆∆àye) ‘next year’, ba††ìx ël ±a™mar ‘the
watermelon’, yòm ëlflàni ‘such-and-such a day’.
It is frequent in toponyms.

Indefiniteness: wà™ed: kàn fi wà™ed ‘there was
a guy’; wà™ed + singular appositive indefinite

noun ‘a, one’; kam wà™ed ‘a few’; “i: “i ≠ë“rìn
‘about twenty’, “i “ëÿl mrattab ‘some kind of
nice job’; “i . . . “i ‘some . . . others’; ™ayalla
wà™ed: ‘whoever/whatever he/it may be’.

Some adjectives can be variable: ±ahwe ≠arabi
‘Turkish coffee’, sayyàra xußùßi 'a private car’.

Along with prevailing construct state, two
‘analytic’ constructions are used: (a) noun1/
preposition + cataphoric personal pronoun +
preposition la + noun2 (instead of construct:
noun1/preposition + noun2): sayyàrto la ±axù ‘his
brother’s car’, ±ana ∂ëdda la hal fëkra ‘I am
against this idea’ and (b) the genitive marker
taba≠ (or less frequent “ìt) is used when focusing
on the first term (∆∆nàn taba≠ek ‘that madness
you’re suffering from’); when pronominal pro-
nouns can not be suffixed to the noun (lland-
ròver taba≠i ‘my Land Rover’); or when two or
more construct states would lead to nonsense:
qism ëttar∆ame taba≠ ë∆∆àm≠a ‘the translation
department at the university’. N.B. Invariable
taba≠ also means ‘used for, peculiar to, belonging
to’ and ‘presenting such-and-such a feature’:
fana∆ìn taba≠ ±ahwe ‘coffee cups’; taba≠ “u ‘to
which (of these) does this belong?’; taba≠

ëlkahraba ‘the guy who is looking after electric-
ity’; lbèt taba≠ ëlbàb ël ±azra ± ‘the house with a
blue door’.

2.3.2 Quantifiers
këll + singular indefinite noun ‘every’, + singular
definite noun ‘the whole of’, + plural definite
noun ‘all the’; kam + singular indefinite noun
‘some, a little amount of’; ktìr + plural indefinite
noun ‘many’; “i ktìr ‘in large quantity’; “wayyet +
singular noun ‘a few, a little’ (also nëtfet); hèk
‘such a’: hèk ≠àlam ‘people like that’; kaza ‘several,
such-and-such number of’; hal ±add ‘this much’.

2.3.3 Relative clauses
These are introduced by yëlli when referring to a
definite noun, asyndetic otherwise; resumptive
pronoun is always present. The pronominal 
subject of a verbless relative clause is norm-
ally dropped: lbèt ëlli sàken fì ‘the house I’m 
living in’.

2.3.4 Verb
When the second pronominal object is separated
from the verb, it is introduced by yà-: far∆ìni yà:
‘let me see it!’.
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The nominal object of a direct or indirect
transitive verb often appears first as a cataphoric
personal pronoun preceded by the preposition
la: “àfo la ±axù ‘he saw his brother’, ±allo la ±axù

‘he told his brother’ (±ël- with pronominal
object: bët“ùfìhon ±ëlon ‘you see them’).

Introduction of direct object by b(i)- (or la) is
rare, and generally associated with aspectual
distinctions; the preposition emphasizes the
relationship to the object: ≠am bë ±ra bëlëktàb/
lëktàb ‘I’m reading just now/these days the
book’.

Reflexive dative: stannàlo “wayye ‘he waited
for a while’, ™kìlak këlme ‘say a word!’.

Being enclitics, object personal pronouns,
alone or suffixed to la, precede the second com-
plement (introduced by yà- if pronominal).

2.3.5 Verbal system

2.3.5.1 The verbal system is basically aspec-
tual. For the majority of verbs, the ‘perfect’ is a
preterite, the active participle a resultative per-
fect, the b-imperfect a general ‘non-perfect’, the
≠am-imperfect a relative (concomitant) non-per-
fect; the Ø-imperfect is a modal form. Time ref-
erence is given by context or words (adverbs).
kàn is often used for reference to actual or
fictional past.

The main uses of the b- form are: general pres-
ent; narrative present; ‘planned’ or modal
future; potential.

The ≠am-imperfect (≠ammàl, variable or not,
≠amma, more frequently ≠am, preceding the b- or
the Ø-imperfect) is a ‘progressive’ form; the
process takes place within an interval of time:
ma ≠am yënzel ma†ar ‘it’s not raining these
days/this year...’; ma ≠am ba≠ref ±èmta ‘I just can’t
manage to know when’; “u ≠am tsàwi ‘what are
you doing?’; ßarlo xams ësnìn ≠am yëdros †ëbb
‘he has been studying medicine for five years’.

™a- is used for a future given for certain:
™ayrù™ ‘he will go (for sure)’; ma ™a ±ëllak ‘I
won’t tell you’.

ra™(a) (la™(a)) is used for intentional or
expected future: ra™ ∆ìb ¤ayy sëxne ‘I’m going
to bring hot water’.

bëdd- and b- are also used for various kinds of
future, depending on the person of the verb
(often more intentional with the 1st person):
bëktëblak ‘I will write to you’, bëddo yù±a≠ ‘it is
going to fall down any time’.

2.3.5.2 Various → auxiliary verbs, → pseudo-
verbs or impersonals express wish, ability, obli-
gation, inchoation, durativity, etc.: bëdd- +
personal pronoun ‘to want’; ±ëder, ™ësen ‘he was
able’; làzem ‘it is necessary to’; ßàr ‘he started to,
he got used to doing’; balla“ ‘he began to’; fë∂el,
bë ±i ‘he ended up . . .’; ∂all, tamm ‘he kept
doing . . .’; rë∆e≠ ‘he did/started doing again’. All
are followed by an Ø-imperfect, some also by 
an active participle.

xalla + (pro)noun + Ø-imperfect is factitive
‘he let . . . do’. Its frozen imperative xallì- is used
as suppletive 2nd and 3rd person imperative:
xallìhon ifùtu ‘let them in!’.

Among the various uses of the verb kàn ‘to be’
are: kàn + Ø-imperfect ‘he used to . . .’ or ‘he
was . . . ing’ (imperfect tense); with negation:
ma kënt ëtmëll mënna ‘haven’t you got fed up
with it?’. kàn is used as counterfactual: i∆ìba ≠a
lbèt kàn ‘he should have brought it home’.

bë ±i ~ ba ±a, imperfect byëb±a, is used as verb of
existence, and as continuative or inchoative aux-
iliary; it also appears in the apodosis of con-
ditionals or along with imperatives, meaning
‘well then’.

Conjugated or fossilized ±àm is very frequent
in narration: ±àm rann ëttelefòn, ‘at that moment
the telephone rang’, especially before the verb 
±àl ‘to say’, when reporting a conversation.

2.3.6 Participles
An active participle constitutes by itself a com-
plete sentence. It often has resultative meaning:
±àxed bënton ‘he is married to their daughter’;
wà∆ë≠ni ràsi ‘I’ve got a headache’; wèn mxab-
bìhon ‘where have you been hiding them?’. With
verbs of movement it can refer to past, present,
or future: ±ana †àle≠ ‘I’m going out’; msàfer ‘he’s
away’; msàfer bukra ‘I’m traveling tomorrow’.

Passive participles often have potential mean-
ing: mah∂ùm ‘very pleasant (person)’; they can
have active meaning: mahyùb ‘frightening’.

Imperative used as counterfactive: kënti s±ali
™àlek has su ±àl ‘you [fem.] should have asked
yourself ’.

2.3.7 Word order
In verbless sentences, the normal order subject-
predicate can be inverted for topicalization. More
generally, sentences of all types can begin with a
topicalized element: lëkk ™∆àb ma bya≠ref yëktob
‘Imagine, he’s not even able to write a charm for
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an amulet!’. A (quasi-)verbal predicate usually
precedes its subject, especially indefinite, or when
verbs of movement are concerned; the object is
between both. Highly definite subjects precede
the verb, as do sometimes even indefinite subjects
(walad ëb ba†ën ±ëmmo byë™ki ‘a baby in his
mother’s womb should talk?!’). In interrogative
sentences and in relative clauses, the verb comes
first. Auxiliary kàn is very often put at the end or
after its verb: byë ±der kàn ma yë∆i ‘[had he
wanted] he could have not come’; i™ë††u l±afaß

kànu ‘they would put the cage’.

2.3.8 Agreement
Adjectives agree in gender, number, and definite-
ness with nouns (even referring to non-humans),
except for nouns in dual which have adjectives
in plural; only adjectives referring to abstract (or
concrete nouns considered as ‘abstract’) have
feminine singular agreement. Many adjectives
and most participles referring to women have 
-ìn (not -àt) external plurals; when they refer to
things, they generally have -ìn and -e. Verbs
agree in genus, number, and person with their
subjects, except for abstract nouns (same agree-
ment as adjectives); nouns in dual have a verb in
plural; certain nouns referring to human groups
(l ≠arab ‘the Bedouin’, nnàs ‘the people’) also
have a 3rd person singular feminine agreement;
both patterns can be found side by side:
ßßëfra∆iyye wà ±fe làbsìn ±abya∂ ‘the waiters were
standing, dressed in white’.

Pseudo-impersonal constructions occur with
verbs in masculine singular: lafat naΩari “aÿle
‘something caught my attention’.

Reference to ‘neutral’ ‘that’ is in feminine sin-
gular: mu ™ëlwe ‘that’s not fine!’; ßàret ‘here we
go again!’

2.3.9 Existential sentences
Existential sentences are introduced by (ma) fi
‘there is (not)’ (preceded by kàn: ‘there was
[not]’). They can have a definite subject in cer-
tain conditions (proper names, generic nouns).

‘To have’ is expressed by existential sentences
‘(to be) by/with/to’ with prepositions + personal
pronoun:

≠and-: ≠andi bëntèn ‘I have two daughters’;
≠andi bèt bë““àm ‘I have a house in Damascus’;
(fi) ≠andak ±imkàniyye tànye ‘you’ve got another
possibility’.

ma≠-: ma ma≠i maßàri ‘I have no money on me’
or ‘I have no money at all’; ma≠o “hàde ‘he holds
a diploma’.

±ël-: ±ëli ±axx bi ±amèrka ‘I have a brother in
America’; ±ëlo ±ìdèn ‘it has two handles’; ±ëlo
†a≠me ÿarìbe ‘it has a strange taste’.

2.3.10 Conditional sentences
The conditional particles are ±iza and law; ±ën is
used only in proverbs or idioms. The system of
conditional sentences is complex; many possibil-
ities are provided, and the same construction can
have different meanings, distinguishable only by
the context. ±iza refers mainly to ‘realis’, and 
law to ‘irrealis’, but they share many a mean-
ing. Perfect never occurs in the apodosis of ±iza
sentences. b-imperfect is frequent both in pro-
tasis and apodosis, due to its ability to repre-
sent situations, even unrealized or unrealizable.
kàn is used to emphasize the hypothetical situa-
tion; it combines with ±iza in the new particle
±izakàn.

2.3.11 Circumstantial clauses
Circumstantial clauses have the pattern w +
Subject + Predicate. They are placed before the
main clause; the order can be Subject + w +
Predicate if the subject is an independent per-
sonal pronoun: w huwwe †àle≠ ~ huwwe w †àle≠

‘while he was leaving’.

3 . L e x i c o n

Like the other dialects of the area, the Damascus
Arabic lexicon is full of borrowings, both
ancient (from Aramaic, Turkish, and Persian),
medieval (from French, Italian, lingua franca),
and modern (from Ottoman Turkish, French,
Italian, English, other Arabic dialects: Bedouin,
Egyptian, Lebanese); sometimes other words are
derived from them. They are numerous in cer-
tain parts of the lexicon (e.g. French words in
mechanics and cosmetics).

Many words, especially verbal forms, includ-
ing borrowings from Standard Arabic, are 
fossilized and grammaticalized; examples,
besides the already mentioned ±àm, are: ±àl, used
before reporting someone’s words or a proverb,
niyàlak ‘good for you!’, ya≠ni ‘that is, so-so’,
±abßar ‘I wonder’, ±aßba™ ‘in the end’, ba ±a ‘so,
then’, etc.
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Îamìr

In Medieval Arabic grammatical literature, the
concept of ∂amìr ‘pronoun’ (pl. ∂amà ±ir) consti-
tutes a subcategory of kinàya ‘proform’. The
term kinàya refers to a nominal substitute real-
ized either as a vague noun such as fulàn ‘so-

and-so’, kayta wa-kayta ‘such and such’ and
ka≈à wa-ka≈à ‘so-and-so many’, or otherwise as
a pronoun. Kinàya is thus a device used for the
sake of vagueness or economy. The ∂amìr, as a
special case of → kinàya, is used as a short ver-
sion of the noun and often serves for disam-
biguation. Ibn Ya≠ì“ (”arh III, 84) explains that,
whereas in zaydun fa≠ala zaydun ‘Zayd, Zayd
did’ the use of the name zaydun twice might be
interpreted as referring to two different persons,
in zaydun fa≠ala, where zaydun occurs first as a
full nominal and then as a pronoun implicit in
the verb, there is unambiguously only one per-
son involved. The personal pronoun is charac-
terized by the grammarians as a definite (many
regard it as the most definite) nominal. Some
however indicate that a personal pronoun may
refer also to an indefinite noun, in which case it
should be regarded as indefinite, as in laqìtu
rajulan fa-∂arabtu-hu ‘I met a man and I hit him’
(see for discussion Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ V, 87; Ibn
≠Ußfùr, ”ar™ I, 404).

The pronominal system is normally presented
as composed of three persons: mutakallim (1st
person), muxà†ab (2nd person), and ÿà ±ib (3rd
person). The pronouns change form according
to case. A genitival (jarr) pronoun can only be
realized as a suffix attached (muttaßil) to a noun,
as in ±axù-ka ‘your brother’. In the nominative
and accusative, by contrast, it can be realized
either as a separate independent word (mun-
faßil), or as muttaßil. In the latter case, the pro-
noun may either have a morphological
realization, as is the case with the suffix -ka in
∂araba-ka ‘he hit you’, or otherwise be implicit
in the verb, as it is in qàma in the sentence zay-
dun qàma ‘Zayd stood up’. Thus, for instance,
the suffix -tu in ∂arabtu ‘I hit’ and the word ±anà

are regarded as two versions (muttaßil and mun-
faßil respectively) of the nominatival pronoun in
the first person singular.

The separate pronoun also serves as an
emphasizer (ta ±kìd) for a preceding accusatival
or genitival attached pronoun, as in qumta ±anta
‘you stood up’, ∂arabtu-ka ±anta ‘I hit you’ and
marartu bi-ka ±anta ‘I passed by you’ (see, e.g.,
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 344–346). Furthermore, an
emphasizing separate pronoun is obligatory in
cases where a nominatival noun is to be coordi-
nated with a preceding attached (or implicit)
pronoun. Thus, *qumtu wa-zaydun ‘I and Zayd
stood up’ and *qàma wa-zaydun ‘he and Zayd
stood up’ are disallowed: the verb in each of
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these cases must be followed by an emphasizing
separate pronoun: qumtu ±ana wa-zaydun, 
qàma huwa wa-zaydun. However, an attached
accusatival pronoun may be coordinated with
an accusatival noun, as in ∂arabtu-ka wa-zay-
dan ‘I hit you and Zayd’ (for details, see
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 342–344; Ibn as-Sarràj,
±Ußùl II, 119, and see further below; for the prin-
ciple of balancing, see Bloch 1986:1–14).

Regarding the 3rd person pronoun, the gram-
marians differ as to whether the verbal endings -
à in [az-zaydàni] qàmà ‘the two Zayds stood up’
and -ù in [az-zaydùna] qàmù ‘the Zayds stood
up’ serve as pronouns or just as dual and plural
markers (≠alàmàt) respectively. Ibn Ya≠ì“ (”ar™
III, 87–88) states that these two endings serve
both as ∂amìr al-fà ≠il (fà ≠il denotes the subject in
a VS sentence, sometimes translated as ‘agent’, a
semantic term that does not always correspond
with the medieval syntactic usage of fà ≠il) and
number marker. This indeed represents the 
common view among the grammarians in this
regard. He indicates, however, that for other
grammarians the endings in question implement
only the function of number markers, whereas
the fà≠il pronoun is implicit in the verb. By and
large, the grammarians agree that in cases such
as zaydun qàma ‘Zayd stood up’ the verb dis-
plays no morphological marker of number, and
that the fà≠il pronoun is implicit (fì n-niyya). A
significant distinction is drawn between cases
such as az-zaydàni qàmà, where the ending -à is
interpreted as a ∂amìr for az-zaydàni, and cases
such as qàmà az-zaydàni, where the ending is
analyzed as a dual marker. The same applies 
to the plural (see, e.g., Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I,
201–203). However, the construction in which
the fà ≠il is preceded by a verb in the dual/plural
form is considered uncanonical by the gram-
marians; this kind of usage is termed luÿa
±akalùnì l-baràÿìµ ‘the fleas ate me up’ (for an
extensive discussion, see Levin [1989] and his
references). A verb preceding its fà ≠il must, in the
standard language, occur in the singular form
(masculine or feminine), irrespective of the num-
ber inflection of the fà ≠il. In such sentences as
qàma zaydun/az-zaydàni/az-zaydùna, the verbal
form is said to be devoid of a personal pronoun:
the function of the fà ≠il is only implemented 
by the nominal following the verb (see, e.g.,
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 201). The feminine form
qàmat displays, in the grammarians’ theory, the
feminine marker -t, which cannot, however, be

construed as a pronoun (see, e.g., Sìbawayhi,
Kitàb I, 201–202). The argument is that qàmat
may be followed by a fà≠il, whether in a verbal
sentence such as qàmat hindun ‘Hind stood up’,
or in a clausal predicate such as [hindun] qàmat.
In the first of the two cases, interpreting the -t as
a fà ≠il pronoun would mean that the verb assigns
the raf ≠ case to two different constituents, and
that the function of fà≠il is performed first by a
pronoun and then by a full noun, which is theo-
retically unacceptable. Moreover, assigning the
ending -t the function of a pronominal fà≠il in
cases such as qàmat hindun entails an unaccept-
able preposing of the pronoun to its antecedent
(see, e.g., Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ III, 88–89; and → cata-
phora). In the second case, there is a fà ≠il pro-
noun implicit in qàmat, but here too the ending -t
is not analyzable as a fà≠il pronoun since qàmat
may be followed by a full-noun fà ≠il: hindun
qàmat jàriyatu-hà ‘Hind, her maid stood up’.

Pronouns in the naßb and jarr cases normally
occur as suffixes (muttaßil) and, except for the
1st person singular, they are identical. Thus, the
2nd person masculine singular suffix -ka may be
attached either to ∂araba as an accusatival pro-
noun (∂araba-ka ‘he hit you’), or as a genitival
pronoun to bayt (baytu-ka ‘your house’). The
suffix for the 1st person singular is -ì for the gen-
itive (bayt-ì ‘my house’) and -nì for the accusa-
tive (∂araba-nì ‘he hit me’). The grammarians
explain that the actual pronoun in both cases is
the same, -ì; the n in the accusatival suffix is
designed to avoid the ending of a verbal form
with the vowel ì. This n is termed nùn al-wiqàya,
as its function is to retain the original vocaliza-
tion of the third radical (e.g. the u in ya∂ribu-nì)
by preventing an unacceptable vocalic termina-
tion of the verbal form (for further details see,
e.g., Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ III, 89–91, 122–125; cf.
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 338–340). 

A pronominal object coreferring with the fà≠il
is disallowed, unless the verb is a bi-transitive
(see below) cognitive verb. Thus, *∂arabtu-nì

must be replaced by ∂arabtu nafs-ì ‘I hit myself’,
but ™asibtu-nì mun†aliqan ‘I regarded myself as
leaving’ is acceptable (for discussion see, e.g.,
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 337–338).

An accusatival pronoun may be realized as an
independent separate pronoun in cases where
the syntactic structure bars the possibility of
attaching it to a verb or any other verb-like oper-
ator (≠àmil). The grammarians outline three
groups of cases:
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i. When a pronominal object precedes its verb,
as in ±iyyà-ka na≠budu wa-±iyyà-ka nasta≠ìnu
‘You alone we worship and to you alone we
pray for help’ (Q. 1/5).

ii. When the pronominal object functions as the
second object of a bi-transitive verb, as the
second complement of a verbal noun (maß-

dar) or, otherwise, as the predicate in an aux-
iliary-verb construction (xabar kàna etc.). In
the first two cases, the use of ±iyyà- is the
norm when each of the objects is a 3rd per-
son pronoun, as in: ≠allamtu-hu ±iyyà-hu ‘I
taught him it’. When the pronouns involved
are of two different persons, the grammari-
ans do not rule out the use of an attached
pronoun: ±a≠†aytu-ka-hu ‘I gave you it’ and
∂arb-ì-ka ‘my hitting you’ are acceptable
constructions, beside the more common
±a≠†aytu-ka ±iyyà-hu and ∂arb-ì ±iyyà-ka. It is
normally stipulated that the 2nd person pro-
noun should precede the 3rd, and that the
1st person takes precedence over the other
two (Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ III, 104–105). This
restriction does not apply, however, when
±iyyà is used (for further discussion of
pronominal objects in bi-transitive construc-
tions, see Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 335–338).
Similarly, a pronominal xabar kàna may 
be realized as either an attached pronoun
(kàna-nì ‘it was me’), or independently with
±iyyà, as in kàna zaydun ±iyyà-hu (‘Zayd was
him’), kàna ±iyyà-ya (‘he was me’). Ibn Ya≠ì“

(”ar™ III, 107) indicates that the ±iyyà version
is the preferred one, primarily because xabar
kàna is analogous to the → xabar in a mub-
tada ±-xabar construction, which always
occurs as an independent constituent, unat-
tached to the mubtada ± (for further details,
see Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl II, 120–121).

iii. When the conjunctive wa- or the exceptive
particle ±illà bar the use of an attached pro-
noun: ∂arabtu zaydan wa-±iyyà-hu ‘I hit
Zayd and him’, mà ∂arabtu ±illà ±iyyà-ka 
‘I didn’t hit anyone except you’.

In all the above cases, the independent version 
of the accusatival pronoun is realized by a suffix
attached to the bound morpheme ±iyyà. The
grammarians differed as to the status of ±iyyà.
Some regarded it as a prop word (≠imàd) for the
pronoun attached to it. The majority of gram-
marians, however, regarded the suffix attached
to ±iyyà as a kind of particle (™arf ) rather than as

a pronoun, while ±iyyà itself was described as a
pronominal element (ism mu∂mar) (For further
details see, e.g., Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ III, 98–104). One
case where the accusatival pronoun may be real-
ized as an independent pronoun without ±iyyà is
that of exceptive sentences with intransitive
verbs: mà qàma ±illà ±anta ‘no one stood up but
you’ (the pronoun in this case may be inter-
preted as occupying either a nominatival or an
accusatival position). For further discussion of
±iyyà see Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 332–337.

A genitival pronoun, by contrast, must oblig-
atorily take a suffix form (muttaßil), since a con-
stituent in the jarr case may not precede or be
separated from its operator, whether a preposi-
tion or the first member of a genitival construct
(mu∂àf ). However, a pronominal suffix may not
be attached to the particles ka-, ™attà, and mu≈:
in the first case, *ka-hu ‘like him’ is obligatorily
substituted by miµla-hu, whereas the last two
particles would be followed by ≈àka as a substi-
tute for the attached pronoun (™attà ≈àka ‘until
this’, etc.). For further details see, e.g., Ibn Ya≠ì“,
”ar™ III, 93; cf. Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 335, 344).
Another point usually made by the grammarians
regarding the genitival pronoun is that in certain
cases it retrieves the original vowel of a segment,
as is the case in la-hu, etc., where the original
vowel a of the preposition is retrieved by the
suffix: where the preposition is followed by a
noun it takes the vowel i (li-zaydin ‘to Zayd’) so
as to avoid ambiguity with làm al-ibtidà ± (see,
e.g., Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 341–342; Ibn as-Sarràj,
±Ußùl II, 124).

Two special cases of pronominal usage dis-
cussed by the grammarians concern the ∂amìr
following lawlà and ≠asà. Ibn Ya≠ ì“ (”arh III,
118–119) indicates that since the noun follow-
ing lawlà is assigned the raf ≠ case by → ibtidà ±, 
a pronoun in that position must correspondingly
be realized as a separate pronoun (munfaßil):
lawlà ±anta, lawlà ±antum ‘but for you [sg. and 
pl. masc. respectively]’, etc. He notes, however,
the use of lawlà-ka and lawlà-ya by Arabic
speakers, and describes the controversy existing
in medieval grammatical literature regarding 
the case of the pronoun following lawlà. In
Sìbawayhi’s (Kitàb I, 340–341) view, a noun fol-
lowing lawlà is assigned the raf ≠ case, whereas a
pronoun in that same position takes the jarr.
±Axfa“ is quoted by Ibn Ya≠ì“ (”ar™ III, 121–122)
as advocating the raf ≠ case for the pronominal
suffixes in lawlà-ka and lawlà-ya, in correspon-
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dence with the case of the noun in this position.
He argued that there is no one-to-one corre-
spondence between case and pronominal form.
In support of this claim he drew an analogy
between lawlà-ka and mà ±anà ka-±anta ‘I am not
like you’. His argument was that the raf ≠ pro-
noun in lawlà-ka may take the suffix form, much
as the jarr pronoun following ka- in ka-±anta
takes the independent form of the pronoun nor-
mally assigned to the raf ≠ case.

The controversy over ≠asà is related likewise to
the fact that Arabic admits two forms of conju-
gation: ≠asaytu, ≠asayta ‘I may, you may’ versus
≠asànì, ≠asàka. Ibn Ya≠ì“’ discussion of this issue is
interwoven in his discussion of the form of the
pronoun following lawlà (”ar™ III, 118–122).

The medieval grammarians also deal with
non-anaphoric pronouns. Two cases are nor-
mally discussed. The first case is that of ∂amìr
a“-“a ±n. In Medieval Arabic grammatical theory,
∂amìr a“-“a ±n is conceived of as a pronoun occu-
pying a mubtada ± position (mubtada ± denotes
the subject in a non-VS sentence; it is sometimes
translated as ‘topic’, a pragmatic term that does
not cover all instances of mubtada ±). As such, it
may occur either as a separate pronoun in sen-
tence-initial position (huwa zaydun mun†aliqun
‘Zayd is leaving’) or, otherwise, as a ∂amìr mut-
taßil. In the latter case it may be attached to a
particle of the ±inna group (±inna-hu man ya ±ti-nà

na ±ti-hi ‘whoever comes to us we will come to
him’, ±inna-hu ±amatu llàhi ≈àhibatun ‘the 
female slave of God is going’), or take the posi-
tion of the first object of a cognitive verb of the
Úanna group (Úanantu-hu zaydun qà ±imun ‘I
thought Zayd was standing’, ™asibtu-hu qàma
±axù-ka ‘I thought your brother was standing’).
Another option, still, is for ∂amìr a“-“a ±n to be
implicit in an auxiliary verb of the kàna group
(kàna ±anta xayrun min-hu ‘you were better than
he’, laysa xalaqa llàhu miµla-hu ‘God has not
created anything like him’). The clause follow-
ing ∂amìr a“-“a ±n in all these cases is presented as
its xabar. The pronominal mubtada ± refers in a
general way to the ‘matter’ (variously “a ±n,
™adìµ, qißßa) conveyed by the following xabar
clause, and accordingly occurs in the singular.
Hence the respective terms ∂amìr a“-“a ±n, ∂amìr
a“-“a ±n wa-l-™adìµ, and ∂amìr al-qißßa. In the
grammarians’ view, the clausal xabar functions
as an exponent (tafsìr) to the ‘vague’ pronoun
filling the mubtada ± position. Occasionally
∂amìr a“-“a ±n takes the feminine form, so as to

agree with a feminine post-verbal subject occur-
ring later in the sentence. This is normally exem-
plified by the Qur±ànic sentence ±inna-hà là ta≠mà

l-±abßàru ‘it is not the eyes that are blind’ 
(Q. 22/46).

Semantically, the grammarians restrict ∂amìr
a“-“a ±n to markedly emphatic cases of tafxìm wa-
ta ≠Úìm ‘emphasis and exaltation’; thus, huwa zay-
dun mun†aliqun, Úanantu-hu zaydun qà ±imun
and ±inna-hu ±amatu llàhi ≈àhibatun are con-
ceived of as the respective emphatic versions of
zaydun mun†aliqun, Úanantu zaydan qà ±iman,
and ±amatu llàhi ≈àhibatun.

As analogous to ∂amìr a“-“a ±n the grammari-
ans present the pronoun -hu in rubba-hu rajulan
‘many a man’. Zamax“arì (Ibn Ya≠i“, ”ar™ III,
118) describes this pronoun as non-referential
(yurmà bi-hi min ÿayri qaßdin ±ilà mu∂marin la-
hu), indefinite (nakira), and vague (mubham).
Much like the similarly vague pronoun ∂amìr a“-
“a ±n, it requires tafsìr. Ibn Ya≠ì“ points out, how-
ever, that the two cases differ in the kind of tafsìr
involved: while ∂amìr a“-“a ±n is expounded by a
clause (jumla), the pronoun attached to rubba is
expounded by a single word (mufrad).

Another type of non-anaphoric ∂amìr dealt
with by the grammarians is ∂amìr al-faßl. This
pronoun is presented as occurring between two
definite predicative constituents, in sentences
introduced by Úanna, kàna, ±inna and their ‘sis-
ters’, as well as in ‘pure’ mubtada ± + xabar sen-
tences. In particular, it is stipulated that the
xabar must be a definite or quasi-definite phrase.
In effect, any type of nominal phrase would
qualify as a post-∂amìr-al-faßl xabar, apart from
a single-word indefinite nominal (whether a sub-
stantive or an adjective) unaccompanied by any
modifying complement.

Îamìr al-faßl is normally presented by the
grammarians as a disambiguating device: by
separating the (definite) xabar from its (definite)
mubtada ± it marks the relationship between the
two constituents as predicative rather than
attributive. The status of ∂amìr al-faßl is often
described as that of a particle (™arf ) whose →
≠amal is annulled (±ilÿà ±), and is thus devoid of
case (là yakùnu la-hu maw∂i ≠ min al-±i ≠ràb, Ibn
Ya≠ ì“, ”ar™ III, 113).

Significantly, however, the grammarians view
the occurrence of this pronoun as optional
rather than as obligatory. They often point out
that ∂amìr al-faßl also serves for emphasis, and
that as such it corefers with the mubtada ± (e.g.
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Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ III, 110). On the other hand,
there are cases where the pronoun must be inter-
preted as ∂amìr at-ta ±kìd ‘pronoun of emphasis’
rather than as ∂amìr al-faßl. Indeed, Ibn Ya≠ì“

(”ar™ III, 113–114) is well aware of the struc-
tural ambiguity that may arise in cases where a
separate pronoun occurs between two nominal
elements. He therefore outlines the main differ-
ences between ∂amìr al-faßl, a pronominal
apposition (badal), and a pronominal empha-
sizer (ta ±kìd):

i. A pronominal emphasizer may follow only a
pronoun, whereas ∂amìr al-faßl may follow
either a noun or a pronoun.

ii. A pronominal emphasizer is by definition a
nominal, and as such it must agree in case
with the emphasized element. Îamìr al-faßl,
by contrast, is caseless.

iii. A pronominal apposition agrees in case with
its head much like a pronominal emphasizer.
However, if the apposition modifies an
accusatival nominal, it must be attached to
±iyyà (Úanantu-ka ±iyyàka xayran min zaydin
‘I considered you to be better than Zayd’).
By contrast, ∂amìr al-faßl and the pronomi-
nal emphasizer invariably take the form of a
separate pronoun (without ±iyyà).

iv. Làm at-ta ±kìd may be attached to ∂amìr 
al-faßl (±in kàna zaydun la-huwa l-≠àqila
‘indeed, Zayd was the intelligent one’), 
but not to a pronominal apposition or an
emphasizer, because separation between
head and modifier of a noun phrase is un-
acceptable.

For illuminating discussions of ∂amìr al-faßl
by earlier grammarians, see Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I,
346–350; Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl II, 125–126.
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.̨ arf → Maf ≠ùl fìhi

Declension

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

In general, declension affects the nouns, adjec-
tives, articles, numerals, and pronouns of a lan-
guage (as opposed to conjugation, which affects
finite verb forms). In Classical Arabic, the
nouns, adjectives, numerals (except those from
11 to 19), as well as the dual forms of the
demonstrative pronoun (near deixis) and the 
relative pronoun are subject to declension.
According to native Arabic grammatical theory,
nouns are either mu ≠rab ‘declinable’ or (in rare
cases) mabnì ‘indeclinable’. Declinable nouns
are then munßarif ‘declined with nunation (tan-
wìn)’ or ÿayr munßarif ‘declined without nuna-
tion’. The characteristic vowels -u, -i, and -a of
the three cases nominative, genitive, and accusa-
tive are associated with the Arabic terms raf ≠,
jarr (xaf∂ in the terminology of the Kufan gram-
marians), and naßb respectively. Depending on
whether a given noun appears in two forms (u-
ending for nominative and a-ending for both
genitive and accusative) or in three forms (u-
ending for nominative, i-ending for genitive, and
a-ending for accusative), it is commonly called
‘diptote’ (‘having two cases’) or ‘triptote’ (‘hav-
ing three cases’) in the Western tradition (the
terms deriving from Greek ptòsis ‘case’, → dip-
tosis). The scenario ‘diptote’ is sometimes cap-
tured by the opposition casus rectus for the
nominative and casus obliquus for both the gen-
itive and the accusative. There are a few inde-
clinable Arabic nouns of the type CaCàCi which
only appear in one surface form; however, these
forms are not described as ‘monoptote’.

The term → ±i ≠ràb (lit. ‘making Arabic/making
clear, manifest’) should – at least from a historical
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perspective – not automatically be equated with
declension (and, for that matter, conjugation).
Fleisch (1998:1249) points out that for the 
traditional Arab grammarians ±i ≠ràb was a
purely functional term for the analysis of the
syntactic functions that the three vowel markers
∂amma, kasra, and fat™a indicated in both
nouns and verbs.

2 . D e c l e n s i o n  a n d  c a s e  i n
C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

Within Semitic, Classical Arabic shares a tripar-
tite desinential declension of the noun together
with Akkadian (for a comprehensive over-
view, see Brockelmann 1908:459–466; Wright
1967:I, 234–252; Huehnergard 1997:606–609).
Unlike in Akkadian, the independent personal
pronouns and the pronominal suffixes in Arabic
do not undergo declension, with the exception
of the pronominal suffix of the 1st pers. sg. com.,
which is -ì (allomorph -ya after long vowel or
diphthong) for the possessive (genitive) on
nouns and prepositions and -nì for the accu-
sative on verbs, e.g. kitàb-ì ‘my book’ vs.
∂araba-nì ‘he hit me’. Also, the dual of the
demonstrative pronoun (near deixis) has the
oblique forms hà≈ayni (masc.) and hàtayni
(fem.) which contrast with hà≈àni and hàtàni in
the nominative. For the relative pronoun, the
corresponding oblique forms are alla≈ayni
(masc.) and allatayni (fem.) which contrast with
alla≈àni and allatànì in the nominative. There
are also traces of conflicting forms such as
alla≈ùna vs. alla≈ìna for the relative pronoun
masc. pl. While the former form represents the
attempt of early Arab philologists to ‘recon-
struct’ the case marking across the board, it was
the latter form, pointing to the ascendance of the

‘oblique’ case at early stages of Arabic, that nev-
ertheless became the accepted form (cf. also
Vollers 1906:170).

The singular paradigm features separate nom-
inative (raf ≠), genitive ( jarr or xaf∂), and accu-
sative (naßb) forms for Akkadian and Arabic
nouns (both masculine and feminine). However,
the genitive and accusative forms overlap in
both the dual and plural paradigm, as long as the
plural is ‘sound’ (external). (This circumstance is
not referred to as ‘diptosis’.) Table 1 presents 
an overview of the Akkadian (Old Babylon-
ian) nouns malà•um ‘seafarer [masc.]’ and
malà•tum ‘seafarer [fem.]’ in the absolute form
with → mimation, as well as the Arabic counter-
parts mallà™un and mallà™atun in the indefinite
form with nunation (while the Akkadian term
goes back to a Sumerian compound formation
[(LÚ.)MÁ.LA°4/5], the Arabic term is synchron-
ically associated with the root m-l-™ as in mil™
‘salt’).

Arabic nouns with external plural exhibit the
same case endings when indefinite or definite,
irrespective of number, except for the loss of
nunation in the singular and the loss of the na-
or ni-ending in the dual and plural. Thus, as
shown in Table 2, taking the paradigm of ‘the
seafarer’ and ‘the seafarer of the country’, one
arrives at the following definite forms, with the
definite article or in an annexation (±i∂àfa), in
which the second term could also be replaced by
a pronominal suffix.

Nouns with a → ‘broken’ (internal) plural
always appear with u-ending for nominative, i-
ending for genitive, and a-ending for accusative
in their definite form, i.e. they then are triptote.
The indefinite forms of broken plurals may be
triptote or diptote (the dual plays no role in this
context as it is always externally marked). While

Table 1. Singular, dual, and sound plural in Akkadian and Arabic

masc. fem.
Akkadian Arabic Akkadian Arabic

sing. nom. malà•um mallà™un malà•tum mallà™atun
gen. malà•im mallà™in malà•tim mallà™atin
acc. malà•am mallà™an malà•tam mallà™atin

dual nom. malà•àn mallà™àni malà•tàn mallà™atàni
g./a. malà•ìn mallà™ayni malà•tìn mallà™atayni

pl. nom. malà•ù mallà™ùna malà•àtum mallà™àtun
g./a. malà•ì malla™ìna malà•àtim mallà™àtin
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nouns in the singular are triptote, certain types
of adjectives and certain types of proper nouns
are diptote. Whether or not not a given broken
plural is triptote or diptote depends on phono-
tactic criteria (as reflected in the nominal pat-
tern); in rare cases (e.g. “ay ±un/ ±a“yà ±u ‘things’),
diptosis is a lexicalized feature. Diptote nouns
and adjectives always become triptote in the
definite form. Thus, as shown in Table 3, one
arrives at the following forms:

Table 3. Declension of diptote nouns

sg. nom. “ay±un a“-“ay±u “ay±u l-baladi
gen. “ay±in a“-“ay±i “ay±i l-baladi
acc. “ay±an a“-“ay±a “ay±a l-baladi

pl. nom. ±a“yà ±u al-±a“yà ±u ±a“yà ±u l-baladi
gen. ±a“yà ±a al-±a“yà ±i ±a“yà ±i l-baladi
acc. ±a“yà ±a al-±a“yà ±a ±a“yà ±a l-baladi

Generally speaking, the following items are dip-
tote (for further details cf. Wright 1967:I,
239–247):

i. broken plurals of the type CaCàCiCu, 
CaCàCìCu, CuCaCà±u, ±aCCiCà±u, CaCàCin,
CaCCà, CaCàCà; a number of plural forms
such as ±uwalu (pl. of ±awwalu (masc.) and
±ùlà (fem.) ‘first’); ±a“yà ±u (pl. of “ay±un
‘thing’);

ii. adjectives of the type CaCCà±u, Ca/iCCà,
±aCCaCu (fem. CuCCà or CaCCà±u),
CaCCànu;

iii. proper names of Canaanite origin such as
±ibràhìmu, proper names ending in ±alif
maqßùra or ±alif mamdùda such as ya™yà,
proper names ending in -ànu such as
≠uµmànu, proper nouns that formally resem-
ble a verb form such as yazìdu, proper names

ending in tà ± marbù†a such as makkatu
‘Mecca’, most feminine proper names such
as mißru ‘Egypt’, and many masculine
proper names of the type CuCaC such as
≠umaru.

As already stated, all items of type (i) and (ii)
become triptote when definite. Even the proper
nouns of type (iii) may be triptote when used in
an indefinite way, e.g. rubba ±ibràhìmin laqìtu-
hu ‘many an Abraham have I met’ (cf. Wright
1967:I, 245).

Nouns with a weak third radical slightly com-
plicate the situation, as they may have only a vir-
tual (taqdìrì) declension and thus may only
surface in one or two forms, while still being
‘triptote’. Taking, for example, the noun ±af ≠an
‘viper’ one arrives at the paradigm in Table 4.

Table 4. Declension of nouns with weak third 
radical

sg. n./g./a. ±af ≠an al-±af ≠à ±af ≠à

l-baladi
du. nom. ±af ≠ayàni al-±af ≠ayàni ±af ≠ayà

l-baladi
g./a. ±af ≠ayayni al-±af ≠ayayni ±af ≠ayayi 

l-baladi
pl. n./g. ±afà ≠in al-±afà ≠ì ±afà ≠ì

l-baladi
acc. ±afà ≠iya al-±afà ≠iya ±afà ≠iya 

l-baladi

Noteworthy in this context are the triptote
words ±ab ‘father’, ±ax ‘brother’, ™am ‘father-in-
law’, and han ‘thing’, all of which have a long
final vowel in the position of the first term of an
±i∂àfa, e.g., ±abù bakrin, ±abì bakrin, ±abà bakrin,
as well as the words ≈ù ‘owner/possessor of’ and
fam or fù ‘mouth’ (cf. Wright 1967:I, 249).

Table 2. Definite forms in Arabic

masc. fem.
def. article annexation def. article annexation

sg. nom. al-mallà™u mallà™u l-baladi al-mallà™atu mallà™atu l-baladi
gen. al-mallà™i mallà™i l-baladi al-mallà™ati mallà™ati l-baladi
acc. al-mallà™a mallà™a l-baladi al-mallà™ata mallà™ata l-baladi

dual nom. al-mallà ™àni mallà™à l-baladi al-mallà™atàni mallà™atà l-baladi
g./a. al-mallà™ayni mallà™ayi l-baladi al-mallà™atayni      mallà™atayi l-baladi

pl. nom. al-mallà™ùna mallà™ù l-baladi al-mallà™àtu mallà™àtu l-baladi
g./a. al-mallà™ìna malla™ì l-baladi al-mallà™àti mallà™àti l-baladi
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3 . T r a c e s  o f  d e c l e n s i o n  a n d
c a s e   i n  t h e  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s

In the Arabic dialects the tripartite case system
has been lost, and the ‘oblique’ forms won out in
the dual and plural (cf., for instance, Fischer and
Jastrow 1980:41). As is well known, the same
process can also be observed in the transition
from Vulgar Latin to (most of) the Romance 
languages (e.g. Italian notte ‘night’ deriving
from an oblique form of Latin nox). Taking
again the example of mallà™un ‘seafarer’ one
arrives at the forms in Table 5.

Table 5. Case leveling in the Arabic dialects

Classical Arabic 
Arabic dialects

sing. nom. mallà™un mallà™

gen. mallà™in mallà™

acc. mallà™an mallà™

dual nom. mallà™àni mallà™èn
g./a. mallà™ayni mallà™èn

pl. nom. mallà™ùna mallà™ìn
g./a. mallà™ìna mallà™ìn

The question as to the historical period during
which this happened has been the subject 
of much debate (see, for instance, Rabin
1951:56–57; Talmon 2002:359–360; studies
ranging from Fück 1952 vs. Wehr 1953 to Diem
1973 vs. Blau 1977 up to Owens 1998; cf. also
Versteegh 2001:102–113 and passim). Fück
(1950:2) adduces the following examples from
the Qur ±àn, in which the object precedes the
subject; he argues that a reading without ±i ≠ràb
would have made such examples incomprehen-
sible, and that hence ±i ≠ràb could not have been
lost in pre-Islamic times:

Q 35/28: ±innamà yax“à llàha min ≠ibàdi-hi 
l-≠ulamà ±u
‘out of his worshipers, only the
scholars love God’

Q 2/124: wa-±i≈i btalà ±ibràhìma rabbu-hu bi-
kalimatin
‘when his Lord put Abraham to the
test’

Q 4/8: wa-±i≈à ™a∂ara l-qismata ±ùlù l-
qurbà ‘and when the relatives are
present at the distribution’

Against these examples, however, Wehr (1953:
181) adduces ±i ≠ràb-less examples from Egyptian
colloquial Arabic that are supposed to weaken
Fück’s argument, in that the syntax is perfectly
comprehensible without ±i ≠ràb. Yet, both Fück
and Wehr disregard the fact that most of their
examples involve a human agent and a non-
human non-agent. Ambros (1972) also raises the
question of the functionality and redundancy of
the Arabic declension.

At any rate, the loss of the case endings has
gone hand in hand with the emergence of a range
of genitive exponents and object markers in the
Arabic dialects, resulting in the opposition of 
the traditional ‘synthetic’ constructions vs. the
innovative ‘analytical’ constructions. Now-
adays, it is just in adverbs that the an-ending of
the accusative masc. sg. is retained (or ‘bor-
rowed’ from the standard language), e.g. dày-
man (< dà ±iman ‘always’). Residues of →
nunation (tanwìn) in a small number of Arabic
dialects have usually adopted functions other
than case marking (see, for instance, Fischer 
and Jastrow 1980:96, 120).

4 . F u n c t i o n s  o f  d e c l e n s i o n  
a n d  c a s e  i n  C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

With respect to the functions of the Arabic 
terms for the three case endings, it must be 
kept in mind that the Arabic grammatical term
raf ≠ covers all functions of the u-ending, and 
the Arabic grammatical term naßb covers all
functions of the a-ending. The common termi-
nology is meant not only to capture the similar
vocalic pattern but also, more importantly, to
reflect the observation that nominative and
indicative, and accusative and subjunctive, have
a syntactically comparable function, namely
that of independent position vs. complement
position respectively (cf., for instance, Bohas
a.o. 1990:53–55; Versteegh 2001:79). The ques-
tion is whether the grammatical analysis of the
Arab grammarians was triggered by common-
ality in the vocalic pattern, or whether it arose
independently (in the way that modern Trans-
formational Grammar might approach such a
problem). Here is a sketch of the analysis by the
Arab grammarians:
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u-ending (raf ≠ )
noun al-kitàb-u jamìl(un)

DEF-book-NOM beautiful
‘the book is beautiful’

verb yaktub-u
he:writes-IND
‘he writes’

a-ending (naßb)
noun ±urìdu   l-kitàb-a

I:want DEF-book-ACC
‘I want the book’

verb ±urìdu ±an yaktub-a
I:want COMP  he:write(s)-SUB
‘I want that he write’

While the functional characterization of the u-
ending (nominative: subject) and the i-ending
(genitive: possession) is rather straightforward,
the characterization of all the functions of the a-
ending (namely case for the direct object, absolute
negation, vocative in the ±i∂àfa, predicative par-
ticiple (™àl), predicate of ‘kàna and its sisters’ (→
kàna wa-±axawàtu-hà)  and focalized subject pre-
ceded by ±inna) as ‘accusative’ is problematic. This
may be illustrated by the following examples (cf.
Sasse 1984:119–120):

i. accusative: ∂araba zaydan ‘he hit Zayd’
ii. absolute negation: là ±ilàha ±illà llàh ‘there is

no god except Allàh’
iii. vocative in the ±i∂àfa: yà ±abà bakr ‘oh ±Abù

Bakr!’
iv. predicative participle: jà ±a qà ±ilan ‘he came 

saying’
v. predicate of kàna wa-±axawàtu-hà: kàna

malikan ‘he was a king’
vi. focalized subject: ±inna zaydan kabìr

‘(indeed,) Zayd is big’

Among others, Sasse (1981:142) and Lipiński
(2001:259–267) have argued that Afro-Asiatic
originally had an ergative subject (‘agent’) case
associated with an u-ending and an predicative/
absolutive (‘non-agent’) case, which also served
for marking the object, associated with an a-
ending. Along this line of argumentation, the
cases (ii)–(vi) can be said to reflect the latter
predicate case, of which the ‘accusative’ is just a
functional subset of the array of functions asso-
ciated with the a-ending.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Even those who believe in the existence of a
‘Proto-Semitic’ entity have doubts as to whether
the tripartite case system, as found in Akkadian
and Arabic nouns and adjectives, can be recon-
structed for this entity. Other early representa-
tives of Afro-Asiatic such as Ancient Egyptian
did not have a case system. Classical Arabic in its
traditional description featured a tripartite case
system, as outlined above. The case system of
Classical Arabic broke down quite early in the
history of Arabic and has ceased to exist in the
modern Arabic dialects.
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Defective Verbs

Amongst those verbs that have either a semi-
vowel or a hamza as one element of their root
only a few irregularities tend to occur. Moreover,
these irregularities are restricted to certain fre-
quently used verbs, which in some forms lose the
weak element, e.g. the loss of hamza in some
forms of the common verb ra ±à/yar( ±)à ‘to see’
(→ weak verbs). Apart from this, there are some
verbs and verbal expressions that are defective
and/or which can only partly be subsumed under
the usual verbal paradigms.

1 . D e f e c t i v e  v e r b s

Defective verbs show normal conjugation pat-
terns but certain grammatical forms are never
used. Thus, in Classical Arabic there is an imper-
fect yada≠u with the imperative da≠ ‘to let alone’
and ya≈aru with the imperative ≈ar ‘idem’; 
neither verb has perfect forms *wada≠a and
*wa≈ara. As to its cognate roots in other Semitic
languages, presumably, the Hebrew hapax form
mûdå≠îm (modified from mû≠ådîm) ‘[they were]
set’ (Jer 24:1) is derived from the root y-d-≠ (Sem.
*w-d-≠).

Another defective verb is ≠asà ‘perhaps’, of
which only a few perfect forms are documented
(e.g. 1st pers. sg. ≠asaytu). It may be assumed that
originally ≠asà was a particle, which was later
interpreted as a verb and received verbal treat-
ment. From amongst the many usages that
Ullmann (1984) collected only the two most fre-
quent will be mentioned here:

i. ≠asà ([subject]) ±an [jussive], e.g. ≠asà llàhu ±an
yatùba ≠alayhim ‘perhaps God will relent
toward them’ (Q. 9/101);

ii. ≠asà ([subject]) ±an [indicative], e.g. ≠asà qìlun
yadùmu lanà ‘perhaps the [extolling] words
will outlast us’.

2 . L a y s a  a n d  L â t a

The pseudo-verb laysa ‘he is not’ is not only
defective because it only has perfect forms, but it
is also irregular. The two morpheme variants are
lays- (as in laysat ‘she is not’) and las- (as in lastu
‘I am not’). Classical Arabic grammar would like
to see in this a shortening from *layisa. But com-
parative studies in other Semitic languages sug-
gest that we are dealing with an old compound
of the negative particle là and an existential
expression (like Hebrew ye.“ and Aramaic ±îµ).
The oldest cognate expression occurs in
Akkadian là isû(m) ‘not to have’, la““u ‘not hav-
ing, a have-not; is/are not’ (cf. Barth 1913; Blau
1972; Fleisch 1979; Ullmann 1970, s.v.).

In the Qur ±àn laysa has an elucidating func-
tion, e.g. Q. 88/22: lasta ≠alayhim bi-mußay†irin
‘thou hast no power over them’.

The expression làta ‘it is/was all over [usually
with expression of time]’, now only used as a 
particle, is etymologically related, cf. Q. 38/2: 
wa-làta ™ìna manàßin ‘there was no time for 
deliverance’ (see Barth 1913; Ullmann 1970, s.v.).

3 . n i ≠ m a  a n d  b i ± s a  

The two pseudo-verbs ni ≠ma ‘how good is . . .!’
and bi ±sa ‘how bad is . . .!’ are called in Arabic
‘verbs of praise and blame’. They represent a
shortening of *na≠ima and *ba ±isa respectively.
These expressions are normally fossilized, but
supposedly other forms in the 3rd pers. do exist
(e.g. sg. fem. ni ≠mat and bi ±sat). Along with the
frequent type ni ≠ma ß-ßà™ibu zaydun ‘how excel-
lent is Zayd as companion!’ we also find con-
structions with mà like: la-bi ±sa mà kànù

yaf ≠alùna ‘wretched be what they wrought’ (Q.
5/79), cf. also ni ≠im-mà (= ni ≠ma mà) in Q. 4/58:
±inna llàha ni≠im-mà ya≠iÚukum bihi ‘good is
what God admonishes you with!’.

4 . ± a f ≠ â l  a t - t a ≠ a j j u b

The name ‘verbs of surprise or wonder’ covers
two different syntactic constructions, which
express, however, the same meaning.
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i. mà ±af ≠ala zaydan ‘what an excellent man 
Zayd is!’
In this construction predominantly active
verbs describing a state are used. This is folk-
etymologically motivated from its assumed
original meaning (‘what has made Zayd
excellent?’). 

Yet, in reality it is a fossilized → elative
(±af ≠al) in the accusative (Brockelmann
1913:12). This explains the special condition
that this construction is only possible with tri-
radical verbs, and also its strong inflection
with roots IIw/y. The construction mà

±ajwada-hu ‘how generous he is!’ shows
clearly that we are not dealing with a perfect
form of Form IV, but with an original elative
±ajwad ‘excellent’.

ii. ±af ≠il bi-zaydin
The alternative construction with the same
meaning looks like an imperative of Form IV,
e.g. ±asmi≠ bihim ±abßir ‘how well they hear,
how well they see’ (Q. 19/39). An essential
feature is the strong treatment of the second
radical, e.g. ±ajwid bihi. This construction
appears to be a secondary formation, based
on the interpretation of mà ±af ≠ala-hu as a for-
mation of Form IV.
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Deixis

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

The term ‘deixis’ (also deictic expressions or
shifters) indicates a group of linguistic elements
attested in all languages, whose meaning neces-
sarily implies a return to the uttering act in order
to find a particular referent. ‘Deixis’ is a bor-
rowing from Ancient Greek, which originally
signified ‘the action of showing’. In fact, deixis
draws the attention of the interlocutor(s) to a
referent that is present in the situation of com-
munication through the aid of specific words,
such as demonstratives in Look at this beautiful
painting!, which might be said while visiting a
museum. The referent is shown to the add-
ressees, if need be by pointing a finger. The
demonstrative this, as the name suggests, is a
form of deixis. 

The closest Arabic term to ‘deixis’ is ±i“àra.
The term is most often associated with ism
‘noun/nominal’ used as a demonstrative pro-
noun, which is an element of a deictic nature.
The term is also employed by some early Arab
grammarians in the basic lexical meaning ‘indi-
cation’. Since antiquity, the grammatical tradi-
tion has recognized the specificity of these 
terms, which only have a determined value
through the momentary existence conferred on
them by the utterance in which they appear and
which refers back to different localized referents
in the act of communication: the speaker (‘I’),
the addressee (‘you’) and, in a non-anaphoric
interpretation, an object that is present (‘this
painting’). To interpret these deictic expressions,
we must refer to the utterance. Their reference
varies with each particular situation: I’ll be back
in ten minutes can be said or written at different
moments and in different places by a secretary, a
teacher, etc. 

Far from being isolated units, these terms
form a veritable system, that of “indexical
expressions” (Bar-Hillel 1954), or “the formal
apparatus of the utterance” (Benveniste 1970),
which has an essential role in the mechanism of
the function of language (Kury¬owicz 1972) and
which allows the speakers to appropriate lan-
guage in order to convert it into discourse and
state their position as speakers. The coded
meaning of these terms refers back to their use in
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utterances. Thus, a particular occurrence of ‘I’
designates the person who states this occur-
rence. They are then more or less linked to dif-
ferent constitutive elements in the situation in
which the utterance was made. 

Besides person, temporality (represented by
the present tense, the origin of our bearings in
temporality, but also by the circumstants as for
example now and tomorrow) and location (here
‘where I am’, here/in this place ‘where I can be
found’) likewise permit one to ‘anchor’ the utter-
ance with regard to the specific situation of use,
i.e., with regard to the ‘I-here-now’ of the
speaker.

In a synthetic presentation of the demonstra-
tive in Arabic, Fleisch (1979:28–73) compiled a
series of deictic elements, of ‘demonstrative
bases’, in other words morphemes (mono-con-
sonantal for the most part, which can be found
in affective language) with a deictic signification:
≈ (which appears in demonstratives like hà≈a
‘this, this one’, ≈ù ‘[of a person] possessing’, rel-
ative pronouns such as alla≈ì ‘who, which’,
interrogative pronouns mà≈à ‘what’, man ≈à

‘who is it that’, adverbial markers like ±i≈ ‘then’);
t (in the feminine demonstrative tà, tì; demon-
strative adverbs like µammata ‘here’); k (in the
particle kayfa ‘how’); l (in demonstratives like
≈àlika ‘that’); ±ul (in the demonstrative ±ulà ±ika
‘these, those’); n (in demonstrative adverbs such
as hunà ‘here’); ™ (in ™ayµu ‘there, where’); µ (in
µamma ‘there’); m (in interrogative pronouns
such as man ‘who’); f (in the conjunction fa-
‘next, then’); and h (in demonstrative pronouns
and adverbs such as ™à≈à ‘this, this one’, hunà

‘here’), among others. These bases represent the
constitutive elements of deictic words in Arabic,
whose long established usage places them out-
side the general system of language: they are
agglutinated lexical forms, without internal
inflexion.

Several deictic categories should be consid-
ered in Arabic: personal, spatial, and textual.

2 . P e r s o n a l  d e i x i s  

Although traditional grammar associates the
pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ with ‘he’, limiting the
class of shifters dissociates the ‘I–you’ couple
(the veritable ‘persons’ in a dialogue) from the
pronoun ‘he’. The category of personal deixis
includes the pronouns at the level of speaking,

which necessarily refer to human entities,
including what are traditionally called al-
mutakallim ‘the speaker’ (i.e. the 1st person) and
al-muxà†ab ‘the spoken to, the interlocutor’ (i.e.
the 2nd person). ±ana ‘I’ and ±anta/ ±anti ‘you
[masc./fem. sg.]’ refer to the roles of the speaker
and the addressee, which cannot be dissociated
or reversed. What is understood by ‘I’ and ‘you’
refers in fact to a class larger than the two corre-
sponding terms, i.e. a∂-∂amìr al-munfaßil ‘inde-
pendent pronoun’, a∂-∂amìr al-muttaßil ‘clitic
pronoun’ like -ì ‘I’, -ka ‘you [masc. sg.]’, -ki ‘you
[fem. sg.]’, or the suffixes added to the perfect
verbal form al-mà∂ì (-tu ‘I’, -ta ‘you [masc. sg.]’,
-ti ‘you [fem. sg.])’ and the personal prefixes
attached to the imperfect verbal form al-mu∂àri ≠

(±a- ‘I’, ta- ‘you [sg.])’. They also figure in the plu-
ral forms (al-jam≠) and the dual (al-muµannà);
independent and clitic forms like na™nu, -nà, na-
‘we’; ±antum, ±antunna, -tum/-tunna, ta- ‘you
[masc./fem. pl.]’; ±antumà, -tumà, ta- ‘you two
[masc./fem]’.

All these personal forms have a deictic value in
the sense that their meaning integrates a rela-
tionship with the speaker or the addressee(s) dif-
ferent from the 3rd person (al-ÿà ±ib ‘the absent’)
like huwa/hiya ‘he/she/it’ and the different mor-
phological variants that Benveniste (1970)
prefers to place at the level of what he calls the
‘non-person’, that of objects of the world other
than speakers, given that this also applies to
things and abstractions. 

3 . S p a t i a l  d e i x i s  

Spatial deixis terms (like here and there) can be
interpreted by taking into account the position
of the body of the speakers and their gestures.
From a morphosyntactic point of view, spatial
deixis appears quite heterogeneous, and terms
can be classified basically into two groups: →
demonstratives (±asmà ± al-±i“àra), which, accord-
ing to Brockelmann (1908:296), originate in
interjections (like hà≈à ‘this, this one’, ≈àlika
‘that’, ±ulà ±ika ‘these, those there’), and adver-
bials (such as hunà ‘here’, µamma ‘there’,
µammata ‘over there’). 

In general, the demonstratives combine lexi-
cal meaning and deictic value, and they are used
to constitute noun phrases referring to an object
present in the situation of communication, espe-
cially if they are accompanied by a gesture of
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showing something: xu≈ hà≈à l-kitàb/xu≈ hà≈à

‘Take this book/this one!’.
Spatial deixis (adverbs or prepositions used

adverbially, adjectives, prepositional phrases),
often with the status of circumstantial comple-
ments, can be found in diverse micro-systems 
of opposition: hunà/hunàka ‘here, there/over
there’, ±amàma/ warà ±a ‘in front/behind’, ±ilà
l-yasàr/ ±ilà l-yamìn ‘right/left’, qabla/ba≠da ‘before/
after’, hà≈ihi z-zuhùr/tilka z-zuhùr ‘these flowers/
those flowers’, hà≈àni ß-ßa∂ìqàni/≈ànika ß-ßadì-

qàni ‘these two friends/those two friends’. They
acquire meaning with regard to the gesture, posi-
tion or orientation of the speaker’s body. Any
change in one of these parameters correlatively
modifies the objects susceptible of being local-
ized: if the speaker should turn around, that
which was ‘in front’ is now ‘behind’, that which
was ‘left’ is now ‘right’, etc. Among these seman-
tic axes of opposition, language indisputably
favors the opposition between near and far that
we find in hunà/hunàka ‘here/over there’,
hà ±ulà ±i/ ±ulà ±ika ‘these here/those there’.

Within this system of opposition, many Arab
grammarians such as az-Zamax“arì (Fleisch
1970:44–45) recognize for demonstrative pro-
nouns a tripartite system, three maràtib ‘posi-
tions’: al-qurbà ‘the nearest [to the speaker]’ (in
the case of simple morphemes such as ≈à ‘this
[masc.]’, ≈àni ‘these [masc. dual]’, tàni ‘these
[fem. dual]’, ±ùlà ‘these’, etc.); al-wus†à ‘the mid-
distanced’ (for demonstratives which include the
deictic base k as in ≈àka ‘that [masc.]’, ≈ànika
‘those [masc. dual]’, ±ulàka ‘those’); and al-bu≠dà

‘the farthest’ (for demonstratives constructed
with the base l as in ≈àlika ‘that there [masc.
sg.]’, ±ulà ±ika ‘those there’). The same is true for
the demonstrative adverbs hunà ‘here, hunàka
‘there’, hunàlika ‘over there’. Fleisch (1970:
45–46), citing as-Suyù†ì, rejects this triple divi-
sion and pleads in favor of another interpreta-
tion, which sees in this remarkable symmetry the
result of a dialectal sharing. He considers the
demonstratives of Arabic to be organized on two
levels: near, centered on the speaker (simple
demonstratives), and far, centered on al-ÿà ±ib
‘the absent, the non-person’ (forms including the
bases k and l). Yet, it should be pointed out that
the deictic base k is also present in the configura-
tion of the 2nd person of the personal enclitic
pronoun, a∂-∂amìr al-muttaßil al-muxà†ab (-ka
‘you [masc. sg.]’, -ki ‘you [fem. sg.]’, -kumà

‘you two [masc./fem.]’, -kum ‘you [masc. pl.]’,
-kunna ‘you [fem. pl.]’), which refers back to the
addressee situated at a relatively close distance.

Besides the easily recognizable spatial deixis
presented so far, there exist deictic phenomena
no less frequent, yet more delicate. This is the
case in particular for the opposition between
verbs such as ≈ahaba ‘to go’ and ±atà ‘to come’.
From an objective point of view, nothing distin-
guishes ya≈habu zayd ±ilà maktabi-hi ‘Zayd goes
to his office’ from yajì ±u zayd ±ilà maktabi-hi
‘Zayd comes to his office’, but the verb ±atà ‘to
come’ is used only if the agent in the process is
moving toward the speaker at the moment this
process happens/will happen. 

Adverbial demonstratives are also used in 
the construction of → locative clauses (al-jumal
aÚ-Úarfiyya): hunàka mu“kila ‘there is a problem
[lit. ‘there a problem’]’. In this example, the local-
izer does not indicate a precise place; in such a
case, hunàka ‘there’ does not designate a place
that one could point at. The sense of the sen-
tence is abstract: it expresses the existence of a
problem. The demonstrative localizers hunàka
‘there’, hunàlika ‘over there’, µamma ‘there’ and
µammata ‘over there’, which express distancing
and are frequently employed in Modern Arabic,
become the indicators for localization (Ang-
helescu 1995:66–67), where space is the most
spread out to include existence. 

4 . T e m p o r a l  d e i x i s  

Temporal deixis originates at the moment when
the speaker is speaking. The temporal comple-
ments are therefore identified in relation to the
moment the utterance is made, and can show a
coinciding (now, at this moment, today), a pre-
vious (yesterday, last month), or a posterior
(tomorrow, in a few days, next week) interval.
Besides adverbs, adjectives in phrases like next/
last week can also have a deictic value. 

It is more difficult to limit the class of tempo-
ral shifters to elements whose function is that of
‘circumstants’ and whose statute is that of an
adverb (±amsi ‘yesterday’) or a prepositional
group (fì yawmayni ‘in two days’). Apart from
these, there exists a triplet of shifters as ‘essen-
tial’ as they are ‘subtle’: the tense markers con-
tained in the morphology of verbs, whether they
concern the present, past, or future. A sentence
like ra ±aytuhu ±ams ‘I saw him yesterday’

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



568 deixis

includes not one but two temporal deictic ele-
ments: the adverb ±ams ‘yesterday’ and the ‘past’
associated with the paradigm of al-mà∂ì. 

Verbal tenses are first identified in relation to
the circumstances of utterance but do not situate
the process in time in the same manner that noun
phrases refer to their referent. Temporal local-
ization is made by the entire utterance, and not
by the verb alone, even if the verb has a deter-
mining role. 

Arabic, which has only two fundamental par-
adigms, al-mà∂i (‘past’ or ‘perfect’) and al-
mu∂àri’ (‘non-past’ or ‘imperfect’), attributes to
each a vast spectrum of temporal, aspectual, and
modal values which intersect and complement
each other. In this respect, the terminology of
Arab grammarians is heterogeneous, whereas
that of linguists working with Arabic is usually
homogeneous and focused on the aspectual val-
ues. The form al-mà∂ì includes the past or pres-
ent perfect: katabtu can be translated as ‘I wrote,
I have (just) written’. The expression of the pres-
ent, indefinite or continuous, but including all
the nuances of the future tense, belongs to the
mu∂àri ≠: ±aktubu can be translated as ‘I am writ-
ing, I write, I shall write.’ In fact, the context and
value of verbs already used in a text play an
important role in the interpretation one must
give to a verbal form. Elsewhere, there exists a
good number of ‘word-tools’ clarifying the exact
value the speaker intends to give to the verbal 
form as, for example, the proclitic particles 
sa- or sawfa-, which unambiguously mark the
future tense of the imperfect form (sa-±aktubu
can only mean ‘I shall/I am going to write’), 
or, in colloquial Arabic, the particles ÿadi in
Moroccan Arabic (ÿadi nëm“iw ‘we are going to
leave’), rà™ in Lebanese Arabic (ra™ yë∂robna
‘he is going to hit us’). 

The imperative is also deictic. The verb phrase
is directed at one or more addressees at the par-
ticular time of utterance, namely the present
tense as in udxul ‘come in!’ (in a poster saying
xu≈ ‘take!’, for example, the time can be pro-
longed, but the communicative deictic function
is still the same).

5 .  D e i x i s  a n d  a n a p h o r a  o r  
t e x t u a l  d e i x i s  

Whenever a linguistic expression localizes its
referent in the extra-linguistic situation of utter-

ance, the reference is said to be ‘exophoric’ or
‘deictic’ (I am not here). On the other hand, if
the referent in the expression can only be
accessed through other segments of the text, the
reference is called ‘endophoric’: ‘anaphora’ or
‘anaphoric’ (Paul left. He forgot his book), or →
‘cataphora’ (Then I saw it. A furry little thing
beside the bed). In general, anaphora seems to 
be more common than cataphora.

The → coherence of a text depends in part on
iteration. Diverse linguistic elements contribute
to this. Noun phrases, in particular, realize by
their usage and relationships throughout the dis-
course the recalling of information. The notion
of ‘anaphora’ allows one to describe this aspect
of textual organization, defined traditionally as
the recalling of a previous element in a text.

Certain terms used to designate an element in
a specific situation of utterance also allow
anaphoric reference to an element in context. In
discourse, for example, context plays a role
analogous to that of utterance. If the deixis
involves referring back to a referent that must be
looked for in the speech situation, because of its
extra-linguistic orientation, the anaphora refers
back to a word (phrase, sentence, or part of dis-
course) in the linguistic context in adjacent sen-
tences; such sentences are also part of the
situation of the utterance. This explains why
anaphora and deixis are generally represented
by the same elements – sometimes deictic, some-
times anaphoric. At times this leads linguists to
consider anaphora as being “textual deixis”
(Levinson 1983:62–63). Yet, there is an obvious
difference, noted by Kleiber (1991). Between the
deixis and the referent the relationship is direct,
but anaphora only makes a reference through
the intermediary of a word it calls up. The rela-
tionship is therefore indirect. There are several
types of ‘anaphoric’ or ‘textual anaphoric deixis’.
Among these are the following:

i. Pronominal anaphora. The use of a third
person pronoun (a∂-∂amìr al-ÿà ±ib), a
demonstrative (ism al-±i“àra), and a relative
pronoun (al-ism al-mawßùl al-xàßß) to avoid
the repetition of a noun phrase, a name, a
sentence, or a group of sentences: zayd fì r-
ribàµ. huwa mu≠allim ‘Zayd is in Rabat. He is
a teacher’, ar-rajulu l-la≈ì waßala ßadìqì

‘The man who arrived is my friend’, ar-rajulu
l-la≈ì ≈ahabtu ma≠a-hu ßadìqì ‘The man with
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whom I left is my friend (lit.: ‘The man that
I left with-him my friend’)’. The anaphoric
usage of personal pronouns is present in the
qualifying expansions of the noun phrase
with tawkìd ‘emphasis’ as in al-mudìr nafsu-
hu ‘the director himself (lit.: ‘the director
soul-[of]-him’)’, an-nàs kullu-hum ‘all the
people (lit.: ‘the people all-them’)’, and
adjective clauses (bint ±a≠rifu ±axà-™à ‘a girl
whose brother I know (lit.: ‘a girl I know
brother-[of]-her’)’. Used as pronouns, demon-
stratives, especially hà≈à ‘this’and ≈àlika
‘that’, call up again one or several sentences
already evoked: ±anhaytu ≠amalì. hà≈à jayyid
‘I finished my work. That’s good.’ 

ii. Nominal anaphora refers to noun phrases
including definite → determiners such as the
definite article, possessive determiners, or
demonstratives. These noun phrases can
take several forms and maintain several
types of relations with their antecedent: the
‘accurate’ anaphora (or the recalling of a
name by simply changing the determiner) 
as in kataba ™asan kitàban. al-kitàb/hà≈à

l-kitàb/kitàbu-hu mumtàz ‘Hassan wrote a
book. The/this/his book is excellent’; the
‘inaccurate’ anaphora (which calls for a lex-
ical change) as in nagìb ma™fùΩ mißrì.
muni™a hà≈à l-mu ±allif jà ±iza nòbil ‘Naguib
Mahfouz is Egyptian. This writer has been
awarded the Nobel Prize’; the ‘conceptual’
anaphora (which condenses and sums up the
contents of a sentence or an entire fragment
of a previous text) as in ±axù-hu ßadamat-hu
s-sayyàra. hà≈à l-™àdiµ taraka la-hu muxal-
lafàt badaniyya ‘His brother was hit by a car.
This accident left him with scars’. 

iii. Adverbial anaphora refers to instances
where anaphora is extended beyond nomi-
nal expressions. A locative adverb, for exam-
ple, can refer to a previously mentioned
localization as in ya≠ì“u fì firansà. la≠alla †-
†aqs jamìl hunàlika ‘He lives in France.
Perhaps the weather is nice there’. 

iv. Verbal anaphora is expressed by using the
verb fa≠ala ‘to do’, which represents a verb
denoting a process capable of representing a
previous verb phrase: hal katabta r-risàla?
na≠am, fa≠altu hà≈à ±ams. ‘Did you write the
letter? Yes, I did it yesterday’.

The semantic relations and anaphoric func-
tions that the deixis of Arabic presents are com-

mon among natural languages. Since many lin-
guistic elements in an utterance can refer directly
to things in the outside world, deixis may be
considered a specific kind of reference. 
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Demonstratives

Demonstratives in Arabic dialects have different
forms, depending on the region. In order to
describe the main paradigms, this entry general-
izes as much as possible and describes their gen-
eral features rather than individual dialectal
details.

In all Arabic dialects, there are two series of
demonstratives, one conveying the idea of near
deixis, with respect to the speaker, ‘this, these’,
the other the idea of far deixis, which is associ-
ated with the interlocutor, ‘that, those’. This 
difference is not limited to a space opposi-
tion near/far, it can also refer to a modal opposi-
tion of an affective/emotional nature (Caubet
1993:I, 168).

The various existing paradigms can be
grouped into three categories, according to 
different types of dialects: on the one hand,
Bedouin dialects, without geographical distinc-
tion, on the other hand, sedentary dialects, 
both eastern and western. It should be empha-
sized, however, that dialect frontiers are never
impermeable. 
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Demonstratives may have a long form and a
short one, and the use of these forms varies
according to the region, although generally the
long form is the most widely used. However, in
some regions the abbreviated forms are the more
common, as in Egyptian dialects.

The usual position of demonstratives is before
the noun, but in some cases the attributive
demonstrative is placed after the noun, as in
Egyptian and Sudanese Arabic. In these dialects,
the normal pattern is Noun-Demonstrative,
although in the near deixis the word order
Demonstrative-Noun is also possible, with
specific structural and semantic connotations
(Woidich 1992). According to Doss (1979:351),
this word order is currently a residue of a previ-
ous stage in the evolution of Egyptian dialects
toward the Cairene koine, which contrasted
with the usual Noun-Demonstrative word order.
In other dialects, the demonstrative can either
precede or follow the noun, as is the case with
the Central Arabian dialects, where the southern
dialects use both the short form, either preposed
or following the noun, and the longer forms,
whereas in the northern dialects this is impossi-
ble (Ingham 1994:55).

The demonstratives in some Bedouin dialects
are as in Table 1.

Table 1. Demonstrative pronouns in Bedouin 
dialects (Rosenhouse 1984:20; de Jong 2000:43)

near deixis
long form short form

m. sg. hàÚa Úa
f. sg. hà≈i, hè≈iy ≈i
m. pl. hàÚòl, hòÚafi Úòl
f. pl. hàÚan, haÚòlin Úòl, Úòlin

far deixis
long form short form

m. sg. haÚàk Úàk, hà, ha-
f. sg. ha≈ìk, ha≈ì∑ ≈ìk, ≈ì∑, hày-, hay-
m. pl. hàÚlàk, haÚòlàk ≈ùk Úòlàk
f. pl. ha≈ìkan, ha≈ì∑an, ≈òlì∑

haÚòli∑

The gender distinction in the singular is wide-
spread in the Arabic dialects, but in the plural it
only exists in eastern Bedouin dialects, whereas
in the western ones there is a common form

under the influence of sedentary neighbors. The
same applies to the form of expressing the near
and the far deixis, of which the forms of the
£assàniyya dialect in Mauretania are a good
example: near deixis: hà≈ä (≈ä), hà≈i (≈i), hà≈u
(≈u) and far deixis: ≈àk, ≈ìk, ≈ùk (Ould
Mohamed Baba 1999:155, 2000–2001:261). 
As for the eastern Bedouin dialects, not all of
them have plural feminine forms, namely the
dialects of the northern Sinai littoral, some of
which have the same plural form for both gen-
ders and others have feminine plural forms, 
e.g. hàdafifiàka, hadinna, or hà≈ofifiayn ‘these’ (de
Jong 2000:369–370, 451). 

With regard to number, a cross-dialectally uni-
form characteristic is the absence of a dual
demonstrative pronoun, continuously receding
in Neo-Arabic. This feature is even found in 
the Bedouin dialects, where there is still some
residue of the dual form in the nominal area. The
singular is more stable, while in the plural we find
several different forms. Some plural forms are
typical of some areas only, as in the case of ≈anni
and hà≈anni, typical of the dialects of the south-
ern area of Mesopotamia (Ingham 1982:83).

Table 2 gives an example of demonstratives in
an eastern sedentary dialect.

Table 2. Demonstrative pronouns of the Cairo
dialect (Zaki 1972:126)

near deixis far deixis 

m. sg. da, dah dokha
f. sg. di, diyya , diyyat dikha, dikhat
c. pl. dòl dokham, dokhom,

dikhom

Here, we note the distinction of gender in the
singular and the use of a common form in the
plural, this being a typical feature of the process
of reduction that is more typical of sedentary
than Bedouin dialects. In the Cairo dialect, the
forms for far deixis are less frequent, being
replaced usually by those for near deixis, which
have a wider semantic value. Besides, the mas-
culine singular form da is used to express the
neutral gender. 

An example of demonstratives in a western
sedentary dialect is given in Table 3.
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Table 3. Demonstrative pronouns of the Fes
dialect (Caubet 1993:168–169)

near deixis short far deixis short
long form form long form form

m. sg. hàda hàd hàdàk dàk
f. sg. hàdi hàd hàdìk dìk
c. pl. hàdu hàd hàdùk dùk

Gender distinction exists only in the singular, 
as in the eastern sedentary dialects; concerning
number, the only remarkable feature is the absence
of a dual form. In this case, the neutral gender is
expressed adding the particle “i to the masc. sg.
form: near deixis hàd “i; far deixis dàk “i.

As in most Moroccan dialects, we note that
the use of the long and the abbreviated form dif-
fers according to their syntactic function, since
the former acts as a pronoun, the latter as an
attributive demonstrative. Another special fea-
ture is the presence of an invariable form in gen-
der and number in the short form for the near
deixis, whereas in the far deixis the form varies
both in gender and number. Such a feature is not
general, since in some Moroccan dialects, espe-
cially the ones in the northern regions, the far
deixis has only one invariable form, dìk (cf.
Heath 2002:272).

All these forms used as demonstratives in dif-
ferent Arabic vernaculars have variant forms,
depending on the dialects. For instance, a com-
mon feature of almost all Bedouin dialects is the
presence of the interdental phonemes, both /≈/
and /Ú/, which vary depending on the case. Thus,
for example, in some dialects the emphatic does
not appear in contact with /i/ (Rosenhouse
1984:20; de Jong 2000:43). In the sedentary
dialects, however, this phoneme is normally
occlusive, /d/, although there are some excep-
tions. There are also differences between dialects
due to the presence or absence of → ±imàla,
Thus, in the dialect of Sùsa some demonstratives
are pronounced: h…≈ä ‘this [masc.]’, h…≈i ‘this
[fem.]’ (Talmoudi 1980:148). This is also the
case in some Syrian dialects, where we find the
forms: hàdi ‘this [masc.]’, and hàde ‘this [fem.]’
(Behnstedt 1993:77). Another example, regard-
ing far deixis demonstratives, consists of the dif-
ferent forms of the phoneme /k/, which in some
dialects is pronounced as an affricate /∑/, a phe-
nomenon known as → ka“ka“a, which occurs in

some Bedouin type dialects. On the other hand,
in some western dialects, mainly northern seden-
tary rural ones, this phoneme is fricative /k/,
because of Berber Rif dialect influence. 

Apart from these forms, there is also the
demonstrative ha- which is found in some east-
ern and in some western dialects; according to
Fischer (1959:45), it occurs in several dialects of
Libya, Tunisia, Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, and
Mesopotamia. However, its recurrence and form
vary, depending on the type of dialect. In Bedouin
dialects of northern Israel, there are forms hà~
ha- for the masculine and hài-~hai- for the femi-
nine (Rosenhouse 1984:20), and in the Bedouin
dialects of the northern Sinai littoral the usual
form is hal (= ha + article al). De Jong (2000:172)
believes this form has less deictic value than the
aforementioned demonstrative forms: “a deicti-
cized article, specifying some object(s), person(s),
or abstraction(s) not physically present or
demonstrable at the moment of the utterance,
but which/who is/are present in the mind of the
speaker, not in the mind of the hearer”. 

In some eastern sedentary dialects, this
demonstrative also exists, for example in the
Syrian ones, where according to Behnstedt
(1993:77) it is a more common form in the west-
ern Syrian dialects than in those spoken in the
eastern regions of the country. In western type
dialects where the demonstrative hà exists
(mainly of Tunisia and Libya) it is invariable in
gender and number (Marçais 1977:197).

Apart from the near and far deixis already
mentioned, there are other forms that show an
intermediate type of deixis (middle deixis), but
this can only be found in some Arabic vernacu-
lars. This is the case of the Jiblah dialect in
Yemen, where the following forms occur:
hà≈kàh, hà≈kíh, hà≈kúh (Fischer and Jastrow
1980:116), Bë™zànì Arabic in Iraq, with the
forms: hàkà, haykà, hawkà (Fischer and Jastrow
1980:151), and Daragözü Arabic ukkà, ukkì,
ukkò (Jastrow 1973:41).

Furthermore, there are some forms made up
of a demonstrative element and some added
morphemes that vary depending on the type of
dialect. They are part of an independent seman-
tic development and function also as middle
deixis. Thus, in Egyptian, the following forms
can be found: ’ahú, ’ahí, and ’ahúm, e.g. ’ahú ga
‘here is, has come’, ’is-sitt ma≠àya ’ahí ‘the
woman is with me right here’, ’ahúm il-kutub
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‘here are the books’, which may refer to a noun
or to the subject of a verb and do not have a fixed
position within the sentence. In western type
dialects, we have the particles hà- and ®à- to
which the independent or suffixed personal pro-
nouns are added, the latter only in the case of the
particle ®à or with the 1st person singular in the
case of hà, e.g. ®àhu ‘there he is’, ®àk ‘there you
are’, ®àni ‘there I am’, hàkum ‘there you are’,
hàhùwa ‘there he is’, hà-hùma ‘there they are’
(see Caubet 1992). All these forms are used to
denote the existence of someone or something,
and they also have a demonstrative value, which
is sometimes regarded as a middle deixis. 

Demonstratives may have two syntactic roles,
attributive and pronominal. In the former role
they act as attributive adjectives and, depending
on the dialect, they may have a long or an abbre-
viated form and precede or follow the noun,
which is always determined, e.g.:

Near deixis: 
Bedouin dialect (£assàniyya): hà≈ä e®-®à∆ël ‘this
man’
eastern sedentary dialect (Egyptian): ir-ràgil da
‘this man’ 
western sedentary dialect (Moroccan): hàd ß-ßìf
‘this summer’

Far deixis: 
Bedouin dialect (£assàniyya): ≈àk l-gahwa ‘that 
coffee’
eastern sedentary dialect (Egyptian): ir-ràgil
dokha ‘that man’
western sedentary dialect (Moroccan): dàk ß-ßìf
‘this summer’

In this case, the long form is the most common
in Bedouin dialects, whereas in sedentary dia-
lects the abbreviated form is the more common. 

Demonstratives with pronominal value act as
a noun, which they replace. The form of the
demonstrative also varies, depending on the type
of dialect. An important feature is that in their
role as a pronoun they may act as the subject of
both a nominal or a verbal utterance, e.g.:

Bedouin dialect (£assàniyya): hà≈u yëtkallmu
klàm  yëngàl-lu klàm et-tëg®à™ ‘these speak a
language considered pedantic’
eastern sedentary dialect (Egyptian): da l-mudìr
wi-di mràtu ‘that is the director and that is his
wife’
western sedentary dialect (Moroccan): hàdi l-
bënt dyàli ‘this is my daughter’

Demonstratives in Arabic dialects have other
roles too, for example emphasizing a deictic
expression, as is the case in Moroccan when a
long form demonstrative that agrees in gender
and number with the noun is postponed, e.g. hàd
ël-bënt hàdi ‘this girl over here’. They are also
used when forming compound constructions
which are adverbial phrases of time, in which the
space expressed may be both deictic or figurative,
e.g. hàd ël-yùm ‘today’ (Moroccan Arabic),
hè≈ìkt assà ≠ah ‘at that moment’ (Eastern
Bedouin Arabic). Finally, in some dialects they
may also form exclamatory expressions, as is the
case in the Egyptian dialect by means of da. . . .
da, (di . . . di, fem.) and (dùl. . . . dùl, pl.), e.g. di
≠arabiyya di ‘you call that a car!’.

Finally, it should be pointed out that the
demonstratives play a role in sociolinguistic
variation, since the use of some of the forms
indicates the existence of diastratic variations
between the speakers of a certain dialect. This is
the case, for example, of the demonstratives
formed with the suffix -ti, used by the women of
Balyàna in South Egypt, (de/deitei ‘this [masc./
fem.]’, for women, whereas men use the
koineized forms da/di, Miller 2003:489). In this
case, the use of one demonstrative or another
means a diastratic variation related to gender.
We can therefore state that the demonstrative
system in Arab dialects continues to evolve
within a typical general process of koineization
(→ dialect koine).

With regard to demonstratives in different
Arabic dialects, Fischer (1959) remains the main
reference. His general vision must, however, be
complemented with more recent data, which can
be obtained from the synchronic studies carried out
in the various Arabic dialects, and with the infor-
mation supplied by works dealing with specific
aspects of the role and formation of demonstratives
(e.g. Woidich 1992; Doss 1979; Behnstedt 1993).
Sociolinguistic variation is another source of 
information on demonstratives in Arabic dialects
(e.g. Killean 1980; El-Hassan 1979).
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Derivation

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

In Indo-European languages, ‘derivation’ is usu-
ally defined as “the formation of a new word or
inflectable stem from another word or stem. It
typically occurs by the addition of an affix”
(<http://www.sil.org/linguistics/Glossary>). In

Semitic languages and particularly in (Classical)
Arabic, this type of derivation does exist but
must be considered marginal. More central is a
type of derivation in which a word is not derived
from another word, but from a root ‘crossed’
with a pattern (or ‘scheme’, from the French
schème, or ‘template’).

Where French-speaking scholars, following
Cantineau (1950a), use the positive term ‘cross-
ing’ (interdigitation), many English-speaking
linguists use the negative term ‘non-concatena-
tion’, in contrast to the concatenative morphol-
ogy of the Indo-European languages. 

This ‘interdigitation’ would explain not only
the formation of any new word but also its inter-
pretation, because root and pattern are both con-
sidered to be what are called ‘signs’ in the
Saussurean tradition, and ‘morphemes’ in the
American linguistic tradition (for recent over-
views, see Goldenberg 1994; Shimron 2003).

The radical opposition between the two types
of derivation (e.g. Fleisch 1961:247–251) has as a
counterpart the possible analogy between them,
in the sense that the root is to the stem exactly
what the pattern is to the affixes, i.e. a lexical mor-
pheme (or lexeme) to a grammatical morpheme
(or, for the sake of brevity, a morpheme). Lexeme
and morpheme correspond to what the German
linguistic tradition calls Bedeutungslaute and
Beziehungslaute.

Arab grammarians do not derive words
belonging to the same lexical family from a root
but from a base. This base is generally the maß-

dar (nomen actionis, lit. ‘source’) of the ground-
form of the triliteral verb or, even more
generally, an ism jàmid ‘underived noun’, since
only this maßdar, i.e. the maßdar of the ground-
form of the triliteral verb, is considered an ism
jàmid. G

.
alàyinì (Jàmi ≠ I, 214ff., II, 3ff.) points

out that the discipline called ≠ilm at-taßrìf (→
ßarf ) consists of two parts, the second part being
dedicated to phonology, the first part to mor-
phology, more exactly to derivational morphol-
ogy. It is the latter which is called i“tiqàq ßaÿìr
or simply, → i“tiqàq (see below).

Until the 19th century, Arabists, too, used to
derive words not from the root but from a base,
unfortunately called → ‘root’, as clearly appears
from the following quotation from the Arabic
grammar of Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy
(1758–1838): “Cette racine, en arabe aßl, est
toujours la troisième personne du singulier mas-
culin du prétérit de la voix active” (1831:I, 123).
The root here is evidently not k-t-b, but kataba
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‘he wrote’. This quotation from Silvestre de Sacy
easily explains the misunderstanding between
Arab grammarians and Western specialists of
Arabic grammar as a purely terminological one.
In Silvestre de Sacy’s usage, the term racine is a
French translation from the Latin radix, trans-
lating the Arabic ±aßl, possibly via the Hebrew
“ore“ (see Troupeau 1984).

To avoid this ambiguity, we may simply call k-
t-b a consonantal root and kataba a vocalized
root. The terminological misunderstanding was
merely the result of the paradigm shift which
occurred at the time. The newly-born compara-
tive linguistics of the Indo-European languages
introduced the concept of root, but the Indo-
European root was described as monosyllabic
while the Semitic root was described as purely
consonantal (see Rousseau 1980, 1984, 1987).
Western Semiticists and Arabists could then re-
establish the concept of the root as consonantal,
since it had always played a crucial role in
Arabic traditional → lexicography as an instru-
ment of classification, even though it was not
involved in the derivation of words.

From the early 8th century, Arabic lexicons
have been organized on the basis of the conso-
nantal root of the words. This principle of
classification implies the extraction of the root
and thus the analysis of the word into two ele-
ments, a root (màdda ‘matter’ or jawhar ‘sub-
stance’) and a pattern (ßìÿa ‘form’). This does
not imply that the word is formed through the
synthetic crossing of root and pattern, and con-
sequently, the entry of the lexicon should not be
regarded as the basis of the derivational process.

In short, it is not immediately clear whether
‘derivation’ in Arabic means to derive words
from a consonantal root, as most Arabists
believe, or to derive them from a concrete base,
i.e., from another word or stem, as Arab gram-
marians and Arabists (until the 19th century)
believed, as well as many linguists after them
(e.g. Brockelmann 1908).

2 . D e r i v a t i o n  a n d  i ” t i q âq

The maßdar being the base of derivation, all
words belonging to the same lexical family can
be called its derivatives (mu“taqqàt). Neverthe-
less, grammarians do not derive all of these
directly from the maßdar, but indirectly, by suc-
cessively deriving them one from the other. Thus,
when writing about the derivation of the verb,

G
.
alàyinì tells us that the imperative uktub

‘write!’ is derived from the imperfect yaktub- ‘he
writes, he will write’, the imperfect yaktub- from
the perfect kataba and the perfect kataba from
the maßdar kitàba ‘writing’ (Jàmi ≠ I, 215). As for
verb-related nouns, most of them are derived
from the imperfect, especially active and passive
participles, nomen locis et temporis, nomen
instrumenti, maßdar mìmì. Thus, for Arab gram-
marians the maßdar is a semantic base rather
than a morphological one, chosen as the source
of the derivation because it was the unmarked
semantic, not morphological, form (e.g. Ibn
Mas≠ùd; cf. Åkesson 2001). However, it would be
possible to unify semantic and morphological
bases by choosing the maßdar katb as the source
of the derivational chain. The katab- ⇒ yaktub-
derivation could appear somewhat surprising
since the ground-form of the triliteral verb has at
least two stems, namely the perfect stem and the
imperfect stem. Arab grammarians take into con-
sideration not only the ground-form, but also the
augmented forms in which the stem is the same,
abstracting away from the → apophony (or
ablaut): qattal/yu-qattil, qàtal/yu-qàtil, ta-qattal/
ya-ta-qattal, ta-qàtal/ya-ta-qàtal, etc. Hence, the
perfect could be regarded as the basic form of 
the verb.

The central role of the imperfect in deriva-
tional morphology is fully respected, however.
The notion of i“tiqàq transcends the traditional
distinction between derivation and → inflection.
The imperfect prefixes (™urùf al-mu∂àra≠a) are
the ‘person’ features and consequently belong 
to the conjugation, and hence to the inflection.
This shows that derivation and inflection share a
morphological operation, the addition of one or
more affixes to a stem. It suffices to distinguish
between two classes of affixes: the derivational
affixes and the inflectional ones. From this point
of view, there is no difference between Arabic ya-
ta-≠allam-u ‘he learns’ and English re-en-larg-ed,
since both juxtapose on the same line inflec-
tional (y- and -u in Arabic and -ed in English)
and derivational affixes (t- and gemination in
Arabic and re- and en- in English). However,
Arabic adds another type of morpheme, well-
known in English and some other Indo-
European languages, namely apophony (or
ablaut). Note that apophony is sometimes
included with → gemination in the category of
‘internal inflection’ by some authors, who refuse
to consider gemination as a derivational affix.
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In school grammar, i“tiqàq is used as a syn-
onym of i“tiqàq ßaÿìr, but scholars regard i“tiqàq
ßaÿìr ‘small etymology’ as only one of the three
levels covered by the term. The two other levels
are called kabìr ‘great’ and ±akbar ‘greater’.
These three levels of derivation were directly or
indirectly introduced by Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002)
in his Xaßà ±iß (II, 133–139, 145–152). In the
kabìr type, the order (tartìb) of the radical 
consonants is no longer required. In the ±akbar
type, the phonetic proximity of the point of
articulation of one of the three radical conso-
nants suffices (see Versteegh 1986). This theory,
although marginal in the Arabic linguistic tra-
dition, is of historical importance because it is
the ancestor and the precursor of all theories of
the Arabic and Semitic root that have appeared
in the last 150 years. These theories have to be
considered for what they are, i.e. root-generative
models or root-computing models. Neverthe-
less, because of unsolved methodological prob-
lems and ‘rough’ semantics, these theories bear
no direct relation to what it is usually called
‘derivational theory’, i.e. theories of word-for-
mation and interpretation at the same stage of
the same variety of one language.

The fact that i“tiqàq is translated not only as
‘derivation’, but also as ‘etymology’, reminds us
that i“tiqàq, including i“tiqàq ßaÿìr, is related to
what the Western tradition calls → ‘etymology’.
These terms are not equivalent in the technical
sense of etymology, which is diachronic, but in
its historical one, i.e. the search for ‘the true
sense’ (Greek to étumon) of a word, e.g. al-jinn
‘jinnis’ is ‘derived’ from al-ijtinàn ‘the fact of
being hidden’. It is the consonantal root which
functions as a vector for such fallacious ety-
mologies and similar puns, which some re-
searchers invoke as an argument for the
‘consciousness’ of the root and, in the case of
folk etymology, of its semantic unity. Obviously,
such unity can always be found, even if it has to
be invented.

Arabic i“tiqàq raises the same questions as ‘der-
ivation’ in Arabist terminology, i.e. whether it
pertains to morphology or semantics, to syn-
chrony or diachrony. D. Cohen has repeatedly
and very explicitly defined derivation as involving
the crossing of a root with a pattern. He argues
that the ‘functional reality’ and ‘linguistic exis-
tence’ of the consonantal root as the morpholog-
ical base of derivation is demonstrated by the case
of loanwords, nikl ‘nickel’, for instance, being the

origin of the verb nakkala ‘to nickel’. He adds
(1964:74) that “etymologically, nikl is the
mother-form of nakkala . . .; but the process
implies passing through the root nikl > NKL ⇒
nakkala”. Cohen gets rid of the source-word
turning it into the étumon, according to Golden-
berg’s correct expression, who followed Cohen 
in this (Goldenberg 1994). 

The approach of these linguists is reminiscent
of the 19th-century practice, when historical lin-
guists, essentially German (e.g. Hermann Paul),
stated: “We will not talk about derivation if we
cannot prove that a word comes from another 
one, that ‘maisonnette’ comes from ‘maison’,
and proving this requires that the source-word
(‘maison’) pre-exists the derived word (‘maison-
nette’)” (Ducrot and Schaeffer 1995:26). But his-
torical linguistics was followed by Saussurean 
linguistics, for which: “if there is a ‘travailler- 
travailleur’ (‘to work-worker’) derivation, it fits
into a ‘manger-mangeur’ (‘to eat-eater’), ‘lutter-
lutteur’ (‘to fight-fighter’) etc. series, where the
verb, in each pair, is an action-verb” (Ducrot
and Schaeffer 1995:283).

If nickel diachronically precedes to nickel
(and in Arabic nikl precedes nakkala), they also
co-exist synchronically. Synchronically, it is the
verb that is understood as including the seman-
tics of the noun, not the reverse, since the pair
nickel/to nickel or nikl/nakkala fits into a series
of denominative action-verbs (English ‘to N’,
French N-er, Arabic fa≠≠ala), whose general par-
aphrase is ‘to do what we do with the object
referred to by N’. If we refuse to articulate the
relations nikl/nakkala and NKL/nakkala along
the diachrony/synchrony distinction, we can
then only articulate them along the seman-
tics/morphology distinction. 

If nakkala is formed morphologically from
the root n-k-l, the latter is semantically the trace
of the nominal base nikl within the derived (and
denominative) verb. Word-formation may be
the crossing of the root with the pattern, but
there is no doubt that word-interpretation must
relate that root to the source-word. Loanwords
(and more generally denominatives), always
presented as an a fortiori morphological argu-
ment that roots are combined with patterns,
could thus be viewed as a semantic counter-
argument to the same thesis.

This example shows the contradiction exist-
ing between the concept of derivation itself and
the thesis that Semitic morphology involves the
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crossing of a root with a pattern, both of them
being bound morphemes, and neither of them
occurring independently from the other. Deri-
vation presupposes a base. The root/pattern
mode of word-formation turns each word into 
a small system, unrelated to the other words 
of the same lexical family, except via their 
common root. 

The root/pattern principle is typically tran-
scendental and substantialist. It can neither
explain the horizontal relationship among
words (e.g., that makàtib is the plural of mak-
tab) nor can it describe the semantic difference
between maktab and maktaba-t. The meanings
of these two words, having the same root and
the same pattern, should differ only in what
results from the addition of the affix 
-at. But everyone knows that maktaba-t ‘a
library’ is linked to the noun kitàb ‘a book’/
kutub ‘books’, which implies that maktab ‘scrip-
torium’ is linked to the verb katab-/yaktub- ‘to
write’ (Larcher 1995). The question then be-
comes whether or not in the derivational process
the derived word is root-based in a morphologi-
cal sense, since it is never based on the ‘bare’ root
semantically.

3 . N o n  r o o t - b a s e d  
w o r d - f o r m a t i o n

Affixation to a base (word or stem) plays a rela-
tively small part in the derivation of nouns.
Cohen (1964) recognizes only suffixes as mor-
phemes: -iyy (e.g. †abì ≠a ‘nature’ ⇒ †abì ≠iyy ‘nat-
ural’; the addition of this suffix may cause the
deformation of the stem, for instance madìna
‘city’ ⇒ madaniyy ‘civil’); -at-, -àn, augmenta-
tive (e.g. sul†a ‘power’ ⇒ sul†àn ‘sultan’), or
adjectival suffix (e.g. ≠a†“ ‘thirst’ ⇒ ≠a†“àn ‘thirsty
[masc.])’, to which -à may be added (≠a†“à

‘thirsty [fem.]’). Cohen denies the status of mor-
pheme to prefixes such as m-, except for active
and passive participles, which he relates to verb
derivation (for a further discussion of m- as a
morpheme, see below).

Affixation plays, in fact, a big part in the der-
ivation of verbs, since the so-called derived verb
classes are primarily derived from the ground-
form, by prefixation and/or infixation. But all
these forms can also be secondarily denomina-
tive. In this case, the nominal base is generally
represented by the root alone and, as a conse-
quence, the grammatical meaning is discon-

nected from the affix and attributable to the pat-
tern as a whole, so that the analysis/synthesis of
the word into two elements (root and pattern) is
pushed back to word-formation from a verb
itself. This illustrates the paradoxical character
of the principle of root/pattern. It is morpholog-
ically better suited to word-formation from
nouns than from verbs. But, since this principle
is clearly semantically inadequate for word-for-
mation from nouns, word-formation from verbs
is considered more representative of this princi-
ple at both the morphological and semantic
level. What Arabists call the ‘meaning of the
root’ is generally that of the ground-form of the
triliteral verb, for instance k-t-b = ‘writing’. As a
result of this theory, Western grammars of
Classical Arabic usually present a list of forms
on the one hand and a list of meanings on the
other: no links are proposed between the forms
and the meanings.

Some phenomena can be treated under the
generic category of ‘formal’ derivation. This ter-
minology is taken from Joüon (1935), but he him-
self used it for only one of these phenomena (see
below). The most productive of these is surely
that in which one form is a function of another.
This adequately describes the formation of →
diminutives and of plural forms, i.e. the processes
of taßÿìr and jam≠ of the Arab grammarians 
(e.g. kalb/kulayb, “à≠ir/“uway≠ir, kitàb/kutayyib,
≠aqrab/ ≠uqayrib, ≠ußfùr/ ≠ußayfir ‘a (small) dog,
poet, book, scorpion, sparrow’; maktab/makàtib
‘scriptorium/ scriptoria’, daftar/dafàtir ‘a regis-
ter/registers’, ±akbar/ ±akàbir ‘greater/greater ones’,
mu“kila/ma“àkil ‘a difficulty/difficulties’. This
derivational process led some Arabists to con-
clude that the root/pattern model was inade-
quate and to search for alternative models, see,
e.g., Ratcliffe’s (1997, 1998) work on → ‘broken’
plurals. Joüon (1935, cf. Nöldeke 1897) speci-
fically called such derivations as bàl ‘mind’ ⇒
bàla ‘to mind’ ‘formal’, where the form of the
base conditions that of the derivative, hence the
pattern of the derivative has no semantic value
but only a semiotic one. This phenomenon con-
cerns not only Form III, but also other forms,
especially Form IX, which is always denomina-
tive and always linked to a noun ±af ≠al ( ±af ≠al al-
lawn and ±af ≠al al-≠illa for colors and defects or
deformities), for instance ±aswad ‘black’ ⇒
iswadda ‘to be or become black’ and ±a≠war ‘blind
in one eye’ ⇒ i ≠warra ‘to be or become blind in
one eye’.
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Many processes may be called ‘formal deriva-
tion’, from simple deformation of a word
formally attracted to another by coupling, to
true word-formation. The first case is what
Barth (1906) called Formangleichung ‘formal
adjustment’, for instance bidàya ‘beginning’,
linked to the verb bada ±a ‘to begin’ vs. nihàya
‘end’, or zamàn ‘time’ besides zaman because of
the existence of the pair az-zamàn wa-l-makàn
‘time and space’ (Joüon 1913).

The second case involves such words as
qasàma ‘group of people who swear, a collective
oath’. Arab lexicographers explained its forma-
tion by the formal attraction either to jamà ≠a
‘group’ or to ™amàla/ÿaràma ‘thing that must be
paid’: qasàma implies bloodwit (see Ibn ManΩùr
[d. 711/ 1311], Lisàn al-≠arab, s.v. q-s-m). One
could similarly explain the formation of Úàhara
‘to say [to one’s wife] “thou art to me like the
back of my mother”’ by the formal attraction of
fàraqa ‘he separated himself from his wife’ and
the formation of istarja≠a ‘to say: ±innà li-llàh wa-
±innà ±ilayhi ràji ≠ùn’ ‘verily, to God we belong
and verily, unto Him we return’, which has 
the value of a prayer, by the formal attraction 
of other verbs involving prayers such as istaÿ-

fara ‘to ask for forgiveness’ and istasqà ‘to 
pray for rain’.

Finally, under the same category of formal
derivation may also be grouped the formation of
words starting from a morphologically equivo-
cal base. For instance, ±i“àra, pl. ±i“àràt (maßdar
of the hollow verb of Form IV ±a“àra ‘to indi-
cate’), reinterpreted as a form fi≠àla, is the plau-
sible origin of the strong verb of Form II ±a““ara
of which two deverbal nouns are used, namely
ta ±“ìr(a) ‘visa’ and mu ±a““iràt ‘parameters’. This
kind of word-formation shows that native
speakers of Arabic do not necessarily analyze a
word the way Arabists would. 

4 . R o o t - b a s e d  w o r d  f o r m a t i o n :
A n  a m e n d e d  t h e o r y

Arabists sometimes call ‘secondary’ (Mez 1906;
Colin 1961–1963) some kinds of word-forma-
tion discussed above, through which new roots
can eventually come into existence, for instance
±i“àra being a bridge between the root “-w-r and
the root ±-“-r. These word-formation processes
reinstate the root in its proper place, which is not
primary, but secondary. A root exists only if its
consonants appear in at least two words (e.g.
nikl/nakkala). An already existing root can

acquire another meaning when a new associa-
tion appears, for instance k-t-b, after having
associated the original maßdar kitàb with the
plural kutub, changes its meaning from active
‘writing’ to resultative ‘a writing/writings’ be-
fore getting the restrictive meaning of ‘book’, to
which maktaba ‘place for books’ is related.

There is no contradiction in the fact that a
root, even if it may be the morphological base, is
always the product of derivation. Just as a root
comes into existence through the association of
at least two words (a noun and a verb derived
from this noun; a noun and its plural, etc.), in the
same way patterns do not pre-exist as autono-
mous entities. Instead they progressively gain
their autonomy. 

The so-called nomen loci ‘noun of place’, for
instance, occurs in four variants: maf ≠a(i)l(a).
Both Arab grammarians and Arabists focus on
the correlation existing between this nominal
form and the imperfect of the verb. What we
actually have is maf ≠il(a), if the imperfect is
yaf ≠il (e.g. yajlis ‘he sits down’/majlis ‘sitting
place’; yanzil ‘he goes down’/ manzil ‘place’ and
manzila ‘position’). Since the same form is not
exclusively a nomen loci, but could also be a
maßdar mìmì (e.g. ma≠rifa ‘knowledge’), it could
be analyzed as m + the stem of the imperfect.
This is less true for maf ≠al(a) which goes with
yaf ≠al and yaf ≠ul. There is no longer a link with
the vowel of the imperfect, but there is still a link
with the syllabic structure of its stem. It is no 
surprise that maf ≠al(a) was chosen by Arab
grammarians as the denominative nomen loci
(ism al-kaµra, nomen abundantiae ‘noun of
abundance’).

The nominal base of maf ≠al(a) is only repre-
sented by the root, hence the grammatical mean-
ing is conveyed by the entire pattern but, even in
this case, the word is not only the result of the
crossing of the root with the pattern at the mor-
phological level. The form itself denotes its
denominative origin. For example, ma†àr ‘air-
port’ is not a nomen loci, but a nomen abundan-
tiae, i.e. it is denominative, instead of deverbal.
If it had been derived from the verb †àra/ya†ìru
‘to fly’ it would have the form *ma†ìr, just as
bàta/yabìtu ‘to pass, or to enter upon, the night’
gives mabìt ‘a place in which one passes, or
enters upon, the night’. It is actually linked to the
noun †à ±ira/†ayyàra ‘an airplane’ pl. -àt ‘air-
planes’ and it means ‘a place abounding in air-
planes’ (see Lisàn al-≠arab, s.v. †-y-r: ±ar∂ ma†àra
kaµìrat a†-†ayr ‘ground abounding in birds’).

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



The process of pattern derivation is in itself a
dynamic phenomenon. It can be interpreted in a
historical perspective (e.g. Barth 1894) but may
also be observed in the synchrony of Classical
Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic. For exam-
ple, the so-called ‘noun of profession’ fa≠≠àl is 
primarily an intensive form of the active par-
ticiple (±àkil ‘eating’/ ±akkàl ‘glutton’). If the
action verb denotes a professional activity, fa≠≠àl
becomes a noun of profession and such a change
can occur at any time: when †àra ‘to fly’ becomes
‘to fly by plane’, †ayyàr becomes ‘a pilot’. But the
form becomes definitively a noun of profession
only when it is derived from a nominal base, e.g.
µalj ‘snow’ ⇒ µallàj ‘snow-trader’, today ‘ice-
cream seller’.

5 . C o n c l u s i o n  

To assert, following Cantineau (1950b), that the
two great crossed orders of roots and patterns
account for the entire Semitic lexicon, is a holis-
tic view, which, like all such views, fails to reach
simple descriptive adequacy. At the morpholog-
ical level, word-formation may be based on a
root, as well as on a word or a stem. At the
semantic level, even when the word is morpho-
logically based on the root, this root never has a
meaning of its own but always acquires a mean-
ing as a trace of either a verb or a noun, not nec-
essarily the simplest form of the verb or the
noun. In the case of the verb, it may well not be
the active but the passive of the ground-form
(e.g. ±awjada ‘to bring into existence’, linked to
wujida ‘to exist’, not to wajada ‘to find’) or an
augmented form (e.g. ÿallaqa ‘to bolt [door after
door]’ and inÿalaqa ‘to be bolted’, linked to
±aÿlaqa ‘to bolt’) (Larcher 1999).

If at the semantic level, there is no derivation
except from word to word and at the morpho-
logical level, the derived word may be based
either on the source-word (or its stem) or its
root, there is no need to raise the question of
word derivation and formation in Classical
Arabic in terms of a conflict between the two
systems (‘word to word’ or ‘root/pattern’), but
in terms of a concurrence of the two systems.
Hence, the linguist has to understand how one
of the two systems can be ‘derived’ from the
other, not only at the synchronic level (since they
occur simultaneously), but also in the contin-
uum (since there are some mixed forms belong-
ing to both systems).
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Determiners

Determiners, which are a class of noun modifiers
used to express or identify the reference of a
noun, include in Arabic articles, possessive pro-
nouns, and demonstratives. Quantifiers, the
class of noun modifiers used to specify the quan-
tity of a noun, are sometimes considered as part

of the class of determiners, inasmuch as they
restrict the reference of a noun to a specific or
indefinite quantity. The distribution and syntax
of quantifiers differs from that of the other deter-
miners and can therefore be discussed sepa-
rately. The identifiability of a noun’s reference
corresponds to the semantic notion of (in-)
definiteness, which is expressed by the use of
articles. However, the presence of an article in a
noun phrase is not always an indication of
semantic (in-)definiteness. This is for instance
the case with generic nouns, which take the
definite article in Arabic, as in (1).

(1) ±arà ±anna l-±asada ™ayawàn-u-n
think.1s   that     the-lion.acc   animal.nom
jamìl-u-n
beautiful.nom
‘I think that the lion is a beautiful animal’

Thus, it could not be said that in (1), the noun
phrase al-±asada ‘the lion’ has an identifiable ref-
erent, since it refers to the species rather than to
a token animal.

Specificity, a notion related to semantic
definiteness, but not necessarily syntactic
definiteness, is not grammaticalized in Arabic.
That is, the interpretation of a noun’s reference
as known by the speaker is not associated with a
specific expression in Arabic. Thus, definite
noun phrases with an identifiable referent are
naturally specific, as illustrated in (2),

(2) jà ±a        l-mu ≠allim-u
came.3sm the-teacher.ms.nom
‘The teacher came’

where the definite noun phrase al-mu≠allim-u
‘the teacher’ is also specific. Indefinite noun
phrases can also be specific, and that is an inter-
pretation that is available for the indefinite noun
phrase rajul-un ‘a man’ in (3).

(3) jà ±a rajul-u-n li-yabì ≠a-nà

came.3sm man.nom     to-sell.3sm-us
kutub-a t-tàrìxi
books.acc the-history
‘A man came to sell us the history books’

The morphological absence of an article pre-
ceding the noun is generally taken to be a marker
of semantic indefiniteness in Arabic. Indefinite
nouns are also affixed with the → nunation mor-
pheme -n, a suffix that has a wide distribution in
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Modern Standard Arabic, as well as several
functions, and that occurs at the end of nouns
and adjectives. The status of the nunation mor-
pheme (or → tanwìn, as Arab grammarians refer
to it) is still a controversial issue in the context of
the discussion on the syntax of noun phrases
(Fassi Fehri 1993). Two main positions can be
distinguished regarding this element: one which
characterizes nunation as an indefinite enclitic
article, the counterpart of al- ‘the’, and another
which argues that it is an inflectional suffix
marking case. The first position is based mainly
on the observation that (a) nunation generally
appears on indefinite nouns and (b) in those
cases it is in complementary distribution with
the definite article al- ‘the’ (Kouloughli 2001).
Table 1 illustrates the complementarity between
the definite article and nunation for the three
case forms that are generally available for
nouns. In addition, the translations indicate that
the nouns occurring with the nunation mor-
pheme are interpreted with indefinite reference.

Table 1. Distribution of nunation

definite noun indefinite 
‘the man’ noun ‘a man’

nom. ar-rajul-u rajul-u-n *ar-rajul-u-n
acc. ar-rajul-a rajul-a-n *ar-rajul-a-n
gen. ar-rajul-i rajul-i-n *ar-rajul-i-n

Despite these observations, there is no one-to-
one correspondence between the presence of
nunation and the (semantic) indefiniteness of
nouns. Specifically, some indefinite nouns can-
not co-occur with the nunation enclitic mor-
pheme, as the case of diptotes shows (→
diptosis). The case system in Arabic consists of
three forms, namely nominative, generally
marked by the short vowel /-u/; accusative, gen-
erally marked by the short vowel /-a/; and geni-
tive, generally marked by the short vowel /-i/.
Most Arabic nouns belong to this three-way
inflectional system and are called triptotes.
Diptotes are nouns that have only one form for
the genitive and the accusative and therefore the
three-way distinction in their case system is
reduced to a two-way distinction. For common
nouns that fall into the category of diptotes, the
genitive form merges with the accusative form
only when the nouns in question are indefinite.

When those nouns occur with the definite arti-
cle, they become triptotes. The category of dip-
totes is exemplified by singular nouns like ßa™rà ±

‘desert’ and quadriliteral plural nouns like
mafàtì™ ‘keys’. An important observation about
the distribution of nunation is that the mor-
pheme cannot occur on diptotes, as illustrated in
the contrast in (4).

(4) a.    min     ßa™rà ±-a “àsicat-i-n
from   desert.fs.gen   wide.fs.gen
‘from a wide desert’

b.   *min    ßa™rà ±-a-n/-i-n   “àsicat-i-n
from   desert.fs.gen        wide.fs.gen

This observation leads to the conclusion that
nunation need not be present for the indefinite
reading of a noun phrase to obtain, and thus
nunation is only compatible with indefinite
readings of noun phrases.

In fact, there are cases where nunation can be
shown to be clearly compatible with the definite
reading of a noun phrase. This fact relates to the
possibility of nunation occurring on proper
names, like zayd-u-n or mu™ammad-u-n. Proper
names being semantically definite, it would be
contradictory to say that nunation there is a
marker of indefiniteness. Therefore, the fact that
some indefinite nouns need not occur with the
nunation morpheme and that nunation may be
compatible with a definite meaning led some
grammarians to take the position that nunation
is an inflectional suffix that does not mark
indefiniteness, but case morphology (Fleisch
1961). It marks the noun to which it attaches as
a member of the class of triptotes. Interestingly,
most modern Arabic vernaculars have lost the
distinction between triptotes and diptotes along
with morphological case marking. In parallel,
those vernaculars have generally lost the nuna-
tion morpheme on indefinite nouns, except in a
few (mainly frozen) expressions, e.g. yawm-a-n
ma ‘some day’ in Lebanese Arabic. However,
nunation still marks adverbial uses of nouns and
adjectives, like ±abad-an ‘never’, deym-an
‘always’, and ±ahl-an wa-sahl-an ‘welcome’, also
in Lebanese Arabic. Thus, in the modern Arabic
dialects, indefiniteness is associated with the
absence of any morphological marking.

Definiteness in Arabic is morphologically
marked by the presence of the definite → article,
a possessive pronoun, or a → demonstrative.
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The definite article al- ‘the’ in Arabic is a pro-
clitic morpheme that immediately attaches to
the noun. It is in complementary distribution
with possessive pronouns, but must co-occur
with demonstratives, as illustrated in (5).

(5) hà≈à l-walad-u marì∂-u-n
this.ms   the-child.ms-nom sick.ms-nom
‘This child is sick’

Table 2 shows the distribution of the definite
article and the possessive pronoun with respect
to the noun and case markers.

Possessive pronouns are morphologically identi-
cal to the accusative pronouns, which are also
suffixes. Table 3 lists all the possessive/accusative
pronouns.

Table 2. Distribution of definite article and 
possessive pronouns

definite noun possessive noun
‘the book’ ‘her book’

nom. al-kitàb-u kitàb-u-hà *al-kitàb-u-hà

acc. al-kitàb-a kitàb-a-hà *al-kitàb-a-hà

gen. al-kitàb-i kitàb-i-hà *al-kitàb-i-hà

Table 3. Possessive and accusative pronouns

singular dual plural

1st person -ì [poss.]/ -nì [acc.] -nà -nà

2nd person masc. fem.
-ka -ki -kum -kum

3rd person -hu -hà -humà -hum

The only notable difference is in the 1st pers. sg.
forms, where the possessive pronoun -ì has an
accusative counterpart -nì. Some grammarians
analyze the -n morpheme here as a semantically

vacuous suffix that breaks down a hiatus, as
illustrated in (6) (Fleisch 1961:22–23).

(6) ∂araba-n-ì
hit.3sm-n-I
‘He hit me’

Possessive pronouns are in complementary dis-
tribution with lexical noun phrases. Thus, (7a)
alternates with (7b) and (7c). However it cannot
alternate with (8a) or (8b).

(7) a. kitàbu-hà

book.ms.nom-her
‘her book’

b. kitàbu zayna
book.ms.nom Zeina
‘Zeina’s book’

c. kitàbu t-tilmì≈at-i
book.ms.nom the-student.fs-gen
‘The student’s book’

(8) a. *kitàbu-hà zayna
b. *kitàbu-hà t-tilmì≈at-i

Those observations indicate (a) that the posses-
sive pronouns are indeed to be classified as pro-
nouns occupying the position of the possessor in
a noun phrase, and (b) that the syntax of posses-
sive noun phrases is similar to that of construct
state nominals.

→ Demonstratives in Classical and Modern
Standard Arabic are independent words that gen-
erally precede definite noun phrases, as illustrated
in (9).

(9) hà≈à l-kitàb-u jayyid-u-n
this.ms the-book.ms-nom good.ms-nom
‘This book is good’

Classical Arabic has two sets of demonstratives
that serve to identify proximate objects and dis-
tant objects. Table 4 lists those elements. 

Table 4. Demonstratives in Classical Arabic

singular                                  dual                                                   plural
masc.     fem.             masc.                            fem.

proximate hà≈-à hà≈-ihi hà≈-àni [nom.] hàtàni [nom.] hà±ulà±i
hà≈-ayni [acc./gen.] hàtayni [acc./gen.]

non-proximate ≈à-ka tìka ≈-ànika [nom.] tànika [nom.]
≈-aynika [acc./gen.] taynika [acc./gen.] ±ulà±ika

≈-àlika tilka
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It is worth noting that Classical Arabic
demonstratives have a dual form, which inflects
for case. As such, it can be shown clearly that
demonstratives, like adjectives, agree with their
corresponding nouns in gender, number, and
case (10).

(10) a. qara ±tu hà≈ayni
read.1s       this.dual.acc  
l-kitàbayni
the-book.dual.acc
‘I read these two books’

b. hà≈àni l-kitàbàni
this.dual.nom the-book.dual.nom
jayyidàni
good.dual.nom
‘These two books are good’

An older form of the language had a proclitic
demonstrative al-, which can still be seen in
some adverbial uses of nouns like al-±àn ‘now’,
al-yawm ‘today’, and al-bàri™a ‘yesterday’. This
demonstrative was generalized in Classical
Arabic and then in Modern Standard Arabic as
the definite article.

Demonstratives function both as determiners
(9) and as pronouns (11), and in these cases, they
need not be followed by a lexical noun phrase.

(11) hà≈à jayyid-u-n
this.ms good.ms-nom
‘This [one] is good’

Demonstratives can also occur following their
corresponding noun (12).

(12) al-kitàb-u hà≈à jayyid-u-n
the-book.ms-nom this.ms    good.ms-nom
‘This book is good’

This alternation between two positions, one
prenominal and the other postnominal, does 
not obtain freely. Whereas demonstratives can
follow any definite noun phrase, they cannot
precede a proper name (13b) or a construct 
state nominal (14b), including possessive noun
phrases (15b).

(13) a. “ahida zaydun
witnessed.3sm Zayd
hà≈à l-™àdiµa
this the-accident
‘This Zayd witnessed the accident’

b. *“ahida               hà≈à zaydun
witnessed.3sm   this       Zayd
l-™àdiµa
the-accident
‘This Zayd witnessed the accident’

(14) a. kitàbu t-tilmì≈ati hà≈à

book.ms.nom   the-student.fs.gen  this
jayyidun
good.ms.nom
‘This student’s book is good’

b. *hà≈à     kitàbu
this book.ms.nom
t-tilmì≈ati                  jayyidun
the-student.fs.gen     good.ms.nom
‘This student’s book is good’

(15) a. kitàbu-ki hà≈à

book.ms.nom-you.fs this
jayyidun
good.ms.nom
‘This book of yours is good’

b. *hà≈à kitàbu-ki
this book.ms.nom-you.fs
jayyidun
good.ms.nom
‘This book of yours is good’

These observations indicate that it is not
sufficient that the noun phrase following the
demonstrative be definite; it has to be introduced
by the definite article. In other words, the
pronominal demonstrative selects the definite
article.

Some modern Arabic dialects have developed
a proclitic demonstrative, a reduced form of the
full demonstrative, which can only occur pre-
nominally. This demonstrative also differs from
the full demonstrative in that it does not inflect
for number or gender with the corresponding
noun and is not able to function as a pronoun
(Benmamoun 2000).

An important phenomenon that characterizes
the syntax of (in-)definiteness in Arabic is 
(in-)definiteness agreement or (in-)definiteness
spread. That is, adjectives that modify a given
noun must agree with that noun, not only in 
gender, number, and case, but also in (in-)
definiteness (16).

(16) a. qara ±t-u kitàban
read.1s book.ms.acc.[indef.]
jamìlan
nice.ms.acc.[indef.]
‘I read a nice book’
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b. ∂àca l-kitàb-u
lost.3sm the-book.ms.nom
l-jamìl-u
the-nice.ms.nom
‘The nice book is lost’

This phenomenon can be used to diagnose the
syntactic definiteness of noun phrases, especially
those that do not co-occur with the definite arti-
cle, such as construct state noun phrases. Thus,
one can observe that construct state nominals in
which the second member is definite must be
modified by a definite adjective (17).

(17) ∂à ≠a kitàb-u t-tilmì≈at-i
lost.3sm   book.ms.nom  the-student.fs-gen.

*(l-)jamìl-u
*(the-)nice.ms.nom
‘The student’s nice book is lost’

This parallelism between the behavior of (in-)
definiteness and that of other phi-features like
gender and number has led some researchers to
suggest that, in Semitic languages in general, (in-)
definiteness is not only a feature of the article,
but it is also a lexical feature of the noun and it
can function as a trigger of an agreement rela-
tion (see Borer 1999 among others).
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Dialect  → Colloquial

Dialect Geography

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

The Arabic-speaking area is dialectally frag-
mented, as only few other speech areas are, and

many a region remains a terra incognita. This
shortcoming is a result of the geographical aspect
on one hand: not all localities and regions have
been investigated to the same extent. Thus, Khu-
rasan Arabic was discovered only recently (Seeger
2002; → Afghanistan Arabic). On the other hand,
the data are heterogeneous as for size, quality, and
moment of investigation. This can be explained by
the fact that Arabic dialectology is rather a sec-
ondary discipline of Arabic or Semitic studies. It is
therefore not surprising that Arabic dialectology
has not contributed to the general theory of dialect
geography. Arabic data are quoted in virtually no
introductions to dialectology or dialect geography. 

This might be due partly to the political condi-
tions. Because of wars and civil strife, research in
many places is almost impossible. Often the local
authorities do not provide the necessary research
permit, because research on Arabic dialects is
considered to be useless or imperialistic and there-
fore directed against the unity of the Arabic lan-
guage. Thus, in some cases, research had to be
carried out illegally. This may be one of the rea-
sons why existing Arabic dialect atlases do not
have such dense nets of research points as
European ones. Of the current projects, only the
Atlas linguistique de Tunisie and a general survey
of the Arabic dialects spoken in Israel (see Talmon
2002) have a logistic background comparable to
European atlas projects.

2 .  T h e  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t  a t l a s e s

i. Bergsträsser (1915) is the first Arabic dialect
atlas. Bergsträsser attempts a classification of
the dialects of Syria and Palestine. For such a
vast area the net of research points (67 locali-
ties) is too thin, so that no conclusions can be
drawn from the isoglosses. The 43 maps deal
almost exclusively with phonology and mor-
phology. Actually, the atlas may also be
regarded as ‘historical’ because, due to politi-
cal changes, in some of Bergsträsser’s points
Arabic is not spoken anymore.

ii. Cantineau (1940–1946): the atlas is in-
tended as a regional atlas of the £òràn and as
a supplement to Bergsträsser (1915) and the
monograph Les parlers arabes du £òrân. 
It comprises 60 maps. Almost every locality
of the region has been recorded (over 200).
Cantineau uses only isoglosses but does 
not interpret any of the configurations. The
maps have been integrated partly into the
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dialect atlas of Syria (cf. Behnstedt 1997).
Cantineau furnishes a classification of the
dialects. 

iii. Abul Fadl (1960): the 40 dialect maps with
108 research points are a supplement to 
the text. The isoglosses are not interpreted,
but Abul Fadl gives a classification of the
dialects of the ”arqiyya. The layout leaves
something to be desired. His maps have
been integrated into Behnstedt and Woidich
(1985).

iv. Behnstedt and Woidich’s atlas of the
Egyptian dialects (1985) has the densest net
of research points (over 800) to date. It
deals with 438 themes on 560 maps. The
oases are only partly taken into considera-
tion. Isoglosses and synthetic symbols are
used. The configurations are interpreted.
Cartographically it could be improved and
due to too small a format many themes are
presented on several maps each, which
makes a general view difficult. Part of this
atlas is a survey map (Tübinger Atlas zum
Vorderen Orient. A VIII–12) on which the
Egyptian dialects (except the oases) are
classified according to a reference system
with 50 features. 

v. Behnstedt (1985): the atlas deals only with
the former North Yemen. The net of points
of investigation is, with 165 localities,
rather thin. The lexical part is very modest
compared to the Egyptian atlas. As a sup-
plement Behnstedt (1987) presents 27 maps
with variable data.

vi. Arnold and Behnstedt (1993) is intended as
a dialect-geographical investigation of the
Qalamùn region (Syria). All 50 localities of
the region are registered. It covers 61
themes, especially with respect to language
contact. The maps are interpreted, but the
layout is wanting. 

vii. Behnstedt (1997): with 518 themes the atlas
of the Syrian dialects represents the most
elaborate Arabic dialect atlas to date. The
net of points of investigation is, however,
thinner (some 500 localities) than its
Egyptian counterpart. Data from Lebanon
are partly integrated. Non-Arabic lan-
guages are also dealt with (mainly lexicon).
There is a classification of the dialects.
Some of the figurations are commented on
in the Beiheft. For one of the disadvantages
see Zaborski (1999). 

viii. Arnold (1998): the monograph on the
Arabic dialects of the Turkish province of
Hatay (the research for which was carried
out entirely in Germany) contains an
appendix with 59 maps for 70 research
points. Arnold furnishes a classification of
the dialects. The maps are not interpreted.
Arnold uses maps with symbols, but the
symbols are not constructive since they do
not allow recognition of related forms; it is
only possible to tell in which religious com-
munity the respective forms are used. 

ix. The Atlas linguistique de Tunisie is the first
‘national’ project for an Arabic dialect atlas
(see Mejri 2000). A total of 250 localities
were registered, one for each sous-préfec-
ture. Four persons per locality were inter-
viewed (two female, one younger, one
older; two male, one younger, one older).
There are some 3,000 hours of recordings.
For the moment nothing seems to have been
published.

x. There is an ongoing project for an atlas of
the Arabic dialects spoken in Israel. For a
first report, see Talmon (2000).

xi. Seeger has investigated some 68 localities in
the surroundings of Ramallah (Palestine)
with some quite surprising results (Seeger
2004) and intends to publish a dialect atlas
of the area. 

xii. A project in Morocco by Behnstedt and
Benabbou has failed due to lack of funds.
Approximately 150 localities (Arabic and
Berber dialects) have been investigated.
Part of the material (38 maps) has been
published in Zeitschrift für Arabische
Linguistik 2004. 

xiii. Maps for single isoglosses can be found in 
different monographs and articles, e.g.
Cantineau (1940–1946) for Algerian
dialects; Fleisch (1974:144) a map of the
borders between ‘differential’ and ‘non-
differential’ dialects in Lebanon; Ingham
(1982:36) a map of the reflexes of *j = /∆/
and /y/ in Southern Iraq and Khuzistan;
Ingham (1982:64) a map of Northern Najdi
features; Ingham (1982:78) two maps for
main isoglosses in the Arabian Peninsula;
Jastrow (1990) a map of the qëltu-dialects
in Mesopotamia and Anatolia; Johnstone
(1967:3) a dialect map of Northern Arabia;
Johnstone (1967:5) a map of the reflexes of
*j und *q in the north of the peninsula; and
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Johnstone (1967:10) a map of /y/ as reflex
of *j. Survey maps are found in Kontzi
(1982) with 14 primarily lexical themes,
Mörth (1997) with 26 maps of the cardinal
numbers, Procházka (1993) with 9 maps of
different prepositions, and Taine-Cheikh
(1988–1999) with maps of the distribution
of the reflexes of *q and the interdentals.

3 . D i a l e c t  b o r d e r s

Determining dialect borders is one of the great
problems of dialect geography. Some even reject
the concept of discrete dialects and accept only
transitional areas. In neither German(ic) nor
Romance dialect geography do the specialists
agree on the part of the grammar which should
mainly be dealt with: phonology, morphology,
lexicon, or syntax. The problem has to do partly
with isoglosses, as “isoglosses usually mark
transition zones rather than discrete breaks”
(Trudgill 1983:47). Therefore some authors 
suggest a distinction between ‘formal’ and
‘structural’ isoglosses, the latter being more
important. Another distinction is the one be-
tween ‘distinctive’ and ‘non-distinctive’ isog-
losses. ‘Non-distinctive isogloss’ means that one
can ‘translate’ sound by sound from one dialect
into another and vice versa, e.g. ‘interdentals in
dialect A’ = ‘plosives in dialect B’. As for /q/ - /g/
- /±/ as reflexes of *q the qàf-isogloss is non-dis-
tinctive in Egypt or Syria, but it is distinctive in
many Maghrebi dialects where both /q/ and /g/
are found while their distribution cannot be pre-
dicted. The same is true for Standard Iraqi
Arabic, some mixed dialects like the dialect of
Soukhne (/k/ and /g/), or the dialect of Balà† in
the Daxla oasis. For Goossens (1969:57), dis-
tinctive isoglosses in phonology represent a
break and therefore a classification of dialects
should be based mainly on these. Since the
isoglosses of /q/, /±/, etc. – /g/, interdentals–plo-
sives are non-distinctive in many dialect areas
and considered to be ‘macro-discrimants’ (see
Taine-Cheikh 1988– 1989), this approach is cer-
tain to be rejected by dialectologists of Arabic. 

Another distinction is one between ‘primary’
and ‘secondary’ features introduced by Schir-
munski (1930). The differences between them
are determined by four factors: (a) linguistic
aspect = difference from a norm: primary =
important (salient), secondary = insignificant;
(b) socio-psychological aspect: primary = the

speakers are aware of the feature, secondary =
the speakers are unaware of it; (c) communica-
tive aspect: primary = impossible, secondary =
possible; and (d) areal linguistic aspect: primary
= limited distribution of the feature, secondary =
broad distribution. Primary features are given
up first, for instance, in a situation of → code-
switching or dialect contact. The concept is not
undisputed in German dialectology, since it
implies subjective judgments of the dialectolo-
gist. It is applicable to Arabic dialect geography,
but it is also intricate. The /±/–/g/ and /g/–/j/
isoglosses (qàf–jìm) in the northern Nile valley
are non-distinctive. They are primary because
/g/–/j/ deviates from the norm (i.e. Standard
Egyptian), the speakers are aware of their
respective pronunciations, but communication
is possible because people know how others
speak, and finally the distribution of each fea-
tures covers a large area. As for Moroccan
affricated /t/, which is a primary feature (deviat-
ing from an Arabic norm), speakers often are not
aware of it, and its regional distribution is large. 

For dialect speakers themselves, whose judg-
ment should also be taken into account when
fixing dialect borders (see Löffler 1974:136),
very often phenomena which are considered by
the dialectologist to be minor are seen as typical
of another dialect. The speakers’ perception of
other dialects has been investigated in several
dialect areas on ‘mental maps’, e.g. for the
United States by Preston (1988, 1989), for
German and Dutch by Weijnen (1968). For
Japanese, see <http://nihongo.human.metro-
u-ac.jp/long/maps/perceptmaps.htm>. For
Romansh, Goebl (2002:192), using dialecto-
metrical methods, comes to the conclusion that
the results could be interpreted as if they were
based on research with objective data. Applying
perceptive dialectology, similarities between
dialects and not their differences should be indi-
cated by the informants.

As for isoglosses, Löffler (1974:138) comes to
the conclusion that no certain criterion has yet
been found for a true dialect border, that the
quantitative weighing of the number of lines
would be the most objective one, but that there
is still no agreement on the grammatical ele-
ments which furnish the sharper and linguisti-
cally more important borders. The problem may
be illustrated by the shibboleth imperfect 
forms of the Maghrebi dialects nëktëb-nëktbu.
Are the Egyptian dialects which have similar
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forms therefore Maghrebi dialects? As for the
undoubtedly mixed Maghrebi-Egyptian dialects
of the northern oases, Woidich (1993) and
Behnstedt (1999) each stress the elements which
seemed important to them, Woidich more
Egyptian, Behnstedt more Maghrebi.

The fact that on maps with isoglosses very
often one cannot see the wood for the trees led
Seguy (1973) to renounce them completely and
instead to measure the distance between dialects
statistically. He introduced the term ‘dialectom-
etry’, which has become a well-established disci-
pline in dialect geography. There are many
different methods of calculating distance or sim-
ilarity, e.g. with the ‘identity test’, the ‘coherency
test’, ‘multidimensional scaling’, or ‘dendro-
grams’. Dutch dialectologists have applied the
‘feature frequency method’ (Hoppenbrouwers
and Hoppenbrouwers 2001) or the ‘Levenshtein
distance’ (Nerbonne and Siedle, forthcoming).
The ‘Salzburg School’, established by Goebl
amongst others, works with the RIV (‘relative
identity value’) and the MINMWMAX algo-
rithm. In such measurements all features are
weighed equally, a fact which may raise criticism.
For the technical side of the ‘Salzburg dialec-
tometry’, see Goebl (1981, 1982, 1984) and 
the homepage <http://ald.sbg.ac.at/DM/germ/
default. htm>. Of course, calculations and map-
ping are computerized (cf. also Viereck 1988).

In the so-called ‘identity test’ a given point of an
atlas, which could be a point with the standard
dialect or a northernmost point, is chosen and
compared with all the rest of the atlas points.

The relative identity is calculated as a percent-
age. When computerized, any point can be
clicked at in order to see the degree of similarity
with the rest, as illustrated in Map 1 for the
Egyptian oases. The reference point is white.
Comparing Cairo with the oases, the nearest
dialects are those of Xarga-North (XN) and
Xarga-Center (XM) and the least similar those of
the Daxla oases (DW, DZW, DZ). Comparing
Ba™ariyya-Center (BZ) to the others, Ba™ariyya-
East (BO) is the next, then Ba™ariyya-West (BW).
Farafra is the most isolated dialect. In this test, 
all the features have been weighed equally. 
This merely quantitative test reflects perfectly 
a traditional classification of the dialects. 

Dialectometry is without any doubt an impor-
tant step forward, and the graphical representa-
tion of dialectometrical maps is certainly

superior to traditional isogloss maps. See also
the perceptive maps in Goebl (2002) with the
perceptive map of Weijnen (1968) using the ‘lit-
tle arrow method’. 

Dialectometrical maps are quantitative. A
comparison of Cairene with the dialects of the
Nile valley by means of the identity test shows a
clear descent in similarity the further south one
goes. The important dialect border in the region
of Asyù† can be seen neatly on the relevant map,
but the dialect border between Northern Middle
Egyptian and Southern Middle Egyptian does
not appear. The reason is evident: Northern
Middle Egyptian shows features like the →
buka®a syndrome which neither Cairene nor
South Middle Egyptian share. On the other
hand, Northern Middle Egyptian has forms of
the type kitìr ‘much’, Southern Middle Egyptian
katìr. The differences with respect to Cairene
neutralize each other. Therefore, dialectometry
cannot replace traditional qualitative dialect
geography (cf. Viereck 1988:547).

4 . I n t e r p r e t i n g  d i a l e c t  m a p s  

The first attempt to cope with the findings of
European dialect geography, which has a long
tradition and has developed a large theoretical
framework, is to be found in Behnstedt and
Woidich (1985). In Behnstedt and Woidich
(2005), the authors try to elaborate the subject.
Arabic dialect geography is different from
European dialect geography in that the latter is
concerned with linguistic diffusion, centers of
radiation, urban hierarchies, barriers, and the
like, but not migration of speakers. This aspect
is, however, of extreme importance in Arabic
dialect geography and neglecting it would lead
to the wrong interpretation of many areal lin-
guistic phenomena. Map 2 shows the complex-
ity of the argument. 

The distribution of /g/ and /±/ as reflexes of *g
(j) and *q (q) in the Central Delta has the
configuration of a corridor (Schlauch in
German). The first interpretation in Behnstedt
and Woidich (1985) followed the diffusion
model (see Weinhold 1985), by interpreting
Cairene pronunciations on this branch of the
Nile as being diffused from Cairo to Egypt’s
most important harbor in the Middle Ages,
namely Damietta. Along this branch, com-
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Map 1. Identity test

1 Identity test with
384 features
point of reference:
Cairo

0,7172 – 0,7584
0,6761 – 0,7172

0,6350 – 0,6761

0,5868 – 0,6350*

0,5386 – 0,5868

0,4904 – 0,5386

means = 0,6350
*not extant
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BW

F
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mercial centers were concentrated. Cairene 
pronunciations were supposedly used first in 
the commercial centers, then spread to the sur-
roundings, and finally all the dots with Cairene
pronunciations grew together to form a homo-
geneous area. This perfectly fits the socio-
geographical diffusion models and is proved by
Alexandria’s dialect. When Napoleon occupied
Egypt, Alexandria counted only some 7,000
inhabitants. The reasons for its decay need not
be related here. After the repair of the
Ma™mùdiyya canal Alexandria recovered and
became again the most important harbor of
Egypt. With functionaries, traders, and others
from Cairo the Cairene dialect was introduced,
and completely supplanted the original dialect
of Alexandria, which is very close to the rural
Bu™ayra dialects (see Behnstedt 1980). 

This configuration might be interpreted in
another way, namely as caused by speakers’
migration. Assuming for the Delta the Maghrebi
model of Arabization, i.e., a first layer with
sedentary type dialects, and a second Bedouin
one, one might say that the Delta first had as
reflexes of *q and *j /q/ (later /±/)–/g/, and that an
originally homogeneous area was squeezed in
from two sides. From the beginning of the 12th
century, a massive influx of Bedouin from Sinai
and Palestine to the ”arqiyya province is
attested. This is shown by medieval fiefs (cf. map
552 in Behnstedt and Woidich 1985) and by
Syro-Palestinian and Bedouin features in the
”arqiyya dialects. The same applies to the
Western Delta, which through the 12th–18th
centuries witnessed a constant reflux of Western
Bedouin (mainly from Libya) whose dialects
clearly show some Maghrebi features. This
means that the Cairo–Damietta corridor does
not reflect the diffusion of Cairene pronuncia-
tion along an important trade route in the
Middle Ages, but on the contrary, it is a ‘barrier
relic’ of former pronunciations. 

‘Dialects’, ‘dialectal layers’, and ‘mixed
dialects’ are often not the result of mixing via
vicinity or linguistic diffusion but frequently of
migration and mixing of population. The niktib-
niktibu imperfect in the dialect of the Cairene
Jews is not a linguistic innovation or a former
stage of Cairene, neither is it a relic enclave (lin-
guistic island) as might be assumed, since the area
of the niktib-niktibu dialects begins north of
Gizeh. Actually, in the 11th century a massive
immigration of Maghrebi Jews to Egypt took

place when the Maghreb under the Almohades
had become ‘uninhabitable for non-Muslims’ (cf.
Goitein 1973:204). The → ‘communal dialects’, a
phenomenon not found in European dialectology,
have little to do with religion but rather with dis-
tinctive linguistic layers and migration.

The example presented here is an extra-lin-
guistic interpretation of a map. The extra-lin-
guistic method interprets the configuration of
maps by political and economic history (trade
routes), natural environment, and anthropolog-
ical, cultural, and topographical facts. It consid-
ers language or dialect as one of many areal
factors. For example, in northern Yemen the
many stereotypical configurations showing a
clear division between Tihàma dialects and
other dialects correspond to the nature of the
country, namely coast vs. mountains. Political
history can explain the fact that in Eastern Syria,
in an old cultural area, almost no sedentary
dialects are spoken, as a result of the invasion 
of the Mongols (also in Iraq). Towns were
destroyed or left by their inhabitants. This
empty space was later settled by Bedouin. The
plague in the 14th and 15th century had disas-
trous consequences for Upper Egypt. In the 14th
century, between Cairo and Asyù† 438 localities
are registered, but only 77 in Upper Egypt. The
Ottomans compensated for the high human
losses by sending immigrants “from neighbour-
ing countries, especially from North Africa;
Maghrebi villages were established in Upper
Egypt at that time” (Dols 1977:167). In the
”arqiyya province, there is a neat concentration
of blood group O in the core area of the dialects
of the Eastern Delta (the group designated as
OD 1 in Behnstedt and Woidich 1985), which is
considered by ≠Ammar (1944) to be the Bedouin
blood group (for a similar case in England, see
Viereck 1998). Having measured skulls in the
northern oases, Mitwalli (1943:119) states for
Farafra: “The inhabitants say their ancestors
came from Tunisia and the western parts of
Tripoli . . . Comparing the curve representing
percentage frequencies of the cephalic index for
Farafra men with that for the Carthaginian
skulls measured by Bertholon and Chantre we
find a striking resemblance between the two”.
Toponymy, especially in Egypt, shows a clear
preponderance of Bedouin type toponyms like
Banì, Awlàd, al-Fa≠àlil, al-Fa≠àlila, Nazla, and
Naj≠ where a strong Bedouin element in the local
dialects can be detected. 
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According to Goossens (1969), the extra-lin-
guistic method can be resumed in six points:
dialect and trade route; mixed areas; enclaves;
the configuration of the areas; graduation of
phonological changes; and historical lingustic
material. 

Bartoli’s areal norms should also be seen in this
context. They are exhaustively discussed in Wein-
hold (1985). Actually, only two of his areal norms
are still accepted, namely norm 1 ‘norm of the iso-
lated area’, i.e. an area off trade routes, which is
normally more conservative than other areas, and
norm 4 which is hardly applicable to Arabic
dialect geography. In isolated areas, indeed,
highly archaic forms can often be detected, as in
the ≠Asìr province in Saudi Arabia and northern-
most Yemen, but on the other hand, due to their
isolation from mainstream dialects, such areas
can be very innovative, as for instance the
Egyptian oases or those areas which have lost
contact with the coherent dialect area of Arabic
and are affected by superstrate languages like
Turkish, Uzbek, Tajik, Persian, etc. Sometimes
Bartoli’s norms (also the one concerning the lat-
eral areas) work, sometimes not. The same is true
for enclaves. They might be relic enclaves, they
might be innovation enclaves, or they might be
due to migration (cf. the ≠Ajmàn in the Gulf area;
see Ingham 1982:103). For other configurations
and aspects of extra-linguistic interpretations see
Behnstedt and Woidich (2005). 

The internal linguistic interpretation explains
a map by factors within the linguistic system.
The most famous example is Gilliéron’s map for
‘cat’ and ‘cock’, cattus and gattus in Latin,
which in Gascon merged into gat, which led to
the use of new forms for ‘cock’. One should
expect many homonymic clashes in Arabic by
merging of *l and *n in some dialects of the
Egyptian oases and some of Morocco, merging
of *d, *≈, and *j in Upper Egypt, and merging of
*s, *“, *z, and *∆ in Maghrebi dialects. As a mat-
ter of fact, no such clash has been described until
now, only a morphological one in Yemen,
namely analogical formation of the pronouns of
the 1st sg. anà- (masc.) -anì (fem.), reanalysis of
-nà as pronominal suffix of anà, -nì of anì, and
filling the gap for the suffix of the 1st person pl.
by the pronoun -i™na, -ni™na. 

Some maps show an evolution or a derivation.
According to one’s viewpoint one can talk of
maps showing how, mainly in the field of

phonology and morphology, a former system
has developed, or what has become of a former
system. Map 258 in Behnstedt (1997) shows a
graduation of the merging of masculine and 
feminine with verbs, pronouns, pronominal
suffixes, and demonstrative pronouns. An extra-
linguistic interpretation would claim that this is
due to dialect contact. An internal interpreta-
tion, which is more probable, shows that there is
a gradual merging, starting in many places with
the 3rd person pl. com. hinne ‘they’. At the 
borders of the respective areas in many localities
the distinction is maintained in non-noun cate-
gories only with adjectives: kwayysìn (masc.),
kwayy-sàt (fem.), no doubt supported by the
noun endings -ìn and -àt. 

Other maps show differences of systems. In
Northern Morocco, there are three areas that
have maintained interdentals, namely the north-
east, the Jbàla dialects, and the Rìf dialects
(Berber). A form µùm ‘garlic’ in a Jbàla dialect
has to be interpreted within a system other than
that for a corresponding form in the northeast.
The Jbàla dialects have the same distribution of
plosives and interdentals as the Rìf dialects, con-
sequently also zìµ ‘oil’ vs. northeast zìt. 

As for the generative interpretation of dialect
maps, see mainly Behnstedt and Woidich
(1985). It is intricate and very often several inter-
pretations are possible. According to Lang
(1982:169ff). there are no advantages of gener-
ative dialect geography and traditional dialect
geography can interpret maps just as well.

5 . L e x i c a l  g e o g r a p h y  

The lexicon is normally neglected in Arabic
dialect monographies, and for reasons of space
cannot be treated here at length. More recent
atlases, however, have accorded it at least one
third of the maps’ inventory. Lexical maps are
normally onomasiological ones, semasiological
ones being rare and secondary products. Survey
maps of the latter kind, however, might easily be
produced with the existing dialect material, e.g.
meanings of bisbàs: ‘fennel’ in the Maghreb,
‘chilis’ in Yemen, xallaß ‘to pay’ in the Maghreb,
‘to finish’ in the Mashreq, etc. Onomasiological
maps with different designations which, at 
first glance, have nothing to do with each other
may show a common semantic background, 
e.g. qar≠a ‘(glass) bottle’ used in Algeria and
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Map 3. Homonymic clash

3 Homonymic Clash
Pron. 1. sg.c. anà
Pron.Suff. -ì (-nì ), pl. -nà

1.sg.m. anà
1.sg.f. anì
Suff.sg.: -ì (-nì ), Suff.pl.: -nà

1.sg.m. anà, Suff.: -nà
1.sg.f. anì, Suff.: -nì
Suff.pl.: i™na/-ni™na
anì m. + f.

Màrib

Ían≠à±

˛amàr

Yarìm

A

alBayÚà±

B

Ta≠izz
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alMaxà

Al£udaydah

Mìdi

Ía≠dah

A

B

C
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Morocco and dabbùza in Tunisia, both origi-
nally signifying ‘bottle-gourd’, whereas in other
Arabic dialects words for ‘glass’, ‘glass bottle’,
or even English ‘bottle’ (bu†il) are used. 

As for semantic fields, synonyms or rather
pseudo-synonyms of the Classical lexicon are
often heteronyms in modern dialects, i.e.
regional variants. The semantic field ‘nose’ in
Classical Arabic consists of ±anf, ma≠†is, manxar,
nuxra, xa“m, xa†m, xur†ùm. Out of the seven
forms, reflexes of four of them are found in Syria
in regional distribution, namely: xa†m and
derivatives (mainly Bedouin); ±anf (mainly
urban), manxar (mainly coast); and xa†m in a
small coastal area. There is a similar distribution
in Morocco with predominately nìf, forms
related to manxar, forms related to ‘nasality’
(Classical Arabic xanna ‘to speak through the
nose’) like xnàna, xanfù®a. 
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PETER BEHNSTEDT (Chipiona, Spain)

Dialect Koine

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

The term ‘koine’ comes from the Greek word
koinè ‘common’, referring to the variety of

Greek that became the lingua franca, or com-
mon language, of the eastern Mediterranean
area during the Hellenistic period. It has since
been applied to many other languages that share
certain features with the original Greek koine.
Inspired by the Hellenistic tradition, a number
of Arabists used the term to refer to two histori-
cal types of Arabic varieties: the pre-Islamic
poetic koine and the military or urban dialect
koine of the early periods of the Arab conquest.
The → poetic koine, which refers to a literary
use, will not be dealt with here, although many
authors have suggested a dialectal base to this
literary koine. The concept of a military or
urban koine has been used to explain the emer-
gence and development of what are called the
modern Arabic dialects or → Middle Arabic.
Not all Arabists agree with this hypothesis and
other models have been proposed. The debate
around the concepts of koine turns around the
role of contact phenomena in the emergence of
modern Arabic dialects.

The term ‘koineization’ refers to a process of
interdialect contact leading to an amount of lin-
guistic restructuring. A dialect koine is the stabi-
lized mixed variety that results from this process
(Siegel 1993). Koineization usually, but not
always, implies that the most peculiar features of
each contact dialect are dropped and that the reg-
ular/most common features are selected instead.
This implies a certain degree of leveling, but
without radical restructuring, unlike pidginiza-
tion. To speak in terms of koineization rather
than language mixing or → pidginization means
that the varieties in contact are considered to be
sub-varieties of the same linguistic system.

The concept of koineization has also been used
to describe the changes that are occurring in many
contemporary dialects following movements of
population and urbanization. This implies that
these changes are due to interdialectal contact as
much as to Classical–dialectal contact (→ diglos-
sia). The historical situation was dealt with in a
number of theoretical articles, which became 
classic references in the field (Blau 1965; Cohen
1962; Ferguson 1959, 1989; Fück 1950; Larcher 
2001; Miller 1986; Rabin 1955; Versteegh 1984,
1997, etc.). The contemporary situation has been
approached in numerous works describing spe-
cific local situations (urban, rural, or Bedouin),
but few papers offer a wider perspective of the
contemporary dynamics (Ferguson 1987; Miller
2004; Palva 1982).
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2 . D i a l e c t  k o i n e  i n  t h e  f i r s t
c e n t u r i e s  o f  t h e  A r a b  c o n q u e s t

Most authors agree that the grammatical
restructuring that characterized the modern
Arabic dialects, compared to Classical Arabic,
must have taken place during the first centuries
of the Arab conquest, when Arabic spread out
from its traditional homeland to expand to vast
territories of previously non Arabic-speaking
areas. But they disagree on the relationship
between Classical Arabic and the modern
dialects and on the nature of the restructuring
process. The first issue concerns the nature of
pre-Islamic Arabic and whether there were pre-
Muslim Arabic dialectal varieties or not. The
second issue is whether the restructuring pro-
cesses were (a) induced by external influence (the
influence of the local non Arabic languages in a
process of second language learning) or (b) the
result of an internal drift leading to leveling or
(c) a result of interdialectal contact. A number of
theories have been put forward but three main
streams can be isolated: Ferguson’s military/
urban koine; Cohen’s urban koines; and Ver-
steegh’s pidginization/creolization processes.

A number of earlier Arabists assumed that,
generally speaking, modern Arabic dialects
derive lineally from Classical Arabic or a variety
very similar to it (Larcher 2001; A. Miller 1986).
Ferguson (1959) refines this hypothesis and pos-
tulates that the modern Arabic dialects descend
from the earlier language through an Arabic
koine. The koine was not identical with any of
the earlier dialects and differed in many
significant respects from Classical Arabic but
was used side by side with the Classical language
during the early centuries of the Muslim era. The
koine came into existence through a complex
process of mutual borrowing and leveling
among various dialects and not as a result of a
diffusion from a single source. Ferguson postu-
lates one koine and assumes that present dialect
differences are innovations that took place fol-
lowing the spread of the koine. He believes that
the koineizing process must have begun before
the great expansion of Arabic with the spread of
Islam, but that the full development of the koine
coincided with this expansion, which brought
about a mingling of the original dialects and
caused large numbers of speakers of other lan-
guages to adopt Arabic. The koine developed

chiefly in the cities and in the armies and its
spread coincided with the spread of an urban
Arabo-Islamic culture. He distinguishes this
urban koine from Bedouin dialects and assumes
that most sedentary dialects came from this
urban military koine. Ferguson based his argu-
mentation on a selected list of 14 linguistic fea-
tures (1 phonological feature, 10 morphological
features, 3 lexical features) which, according to
him, cannot be analyzed as natural development
or drift continuing early trends (which is why
the loss of the glottal stop or the reduction of
inflectional categories are not included in these
14 features). Among the 14 features are the loss
of the dual, → taltala, the loss of verbs IIIw
verbs, the loss of the feminine comparative, the
relative ±illi, etc. 

It may be noted that Ferguson was not the first 
to use the concept of koine, which can be found
also in the writings of Fleischer (1847, 1854; see
Larcher 2001:595) to designate the common
language or Middle Arabic of the period follow-
ing the conquest. Moreover, the notion, if not
the term, of a dialect koine appears also in the
Arab grammarians’ definition of the Quray“

dialect, the supposed base of the Qur±ànic lan-
guage and the poetic koine (Larcher 2004).

Ferguson’s hypothesis was discussed by
Cohen (1962), who questions the existence of a
unique dialect koine. He mainly bases his argu-
mentation on the nature of the features selected
by Ferguson. In order to sustain the argumenta-
tion, those features must be common to most
sedentary dialects, should not be found in either
Bedouin or Qur±ànic Arabic, and should not be
attributable to a general natural drift. Cohen
concludes that a number of Ferguson’s selected
features do not fit these criteria. Many innova-
tions in the sedentary dialects appear to be the
result of parallel evolution rather than inheri-
tance from a single koine. Cohen proposes a
wave-like diffusion model. A number of different
urban koines emerged independently and pro-
gressively spread out in various directions.

The koine(s) hypothesis leaves little room for
the linguistic influence of local vernacular lan-
guages in the early period of the Muslim con-
quest and stresses the continuity between Old
Arabic and the modern dialects. On the con-
trary, the pidginization/creolization hypothesis
defended by Versteegh (1984) considers that
non-Arabic speakers played a crucial role in the
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early restructuring of urban dialects (see also
Fück 1950). Versteegh draws a parallel between
a number of pidgin/creole contexts and the 
language situation in the newly conquered cities
of the new Arab Empire. He emphasizes that
acquisition of Arabic by the majority of the 
non-Arab urban population was a process of
untutored second language acquisition. He con-
cludes that the modern Arabic dialects are the
result of an initial process of pidginization/ 
creolization followed by a decreolization trend
and a realignment toward the rules of Classical
Arabic. Versteegh’s hypothesis was much dis-
cussed, both at the linguistic and extralinguistic
levels. The contemporary dialectal varieties
show no definite evidence of an earlier pidginiza-
tion process. Most features can be analyzed as
the result of internal drift (e.g. the case of the
dual) or interdialectal contact or universal lan-
guage trends (Ferguson 1989). Today many
authors agree that a less radical process of sec-
ond language learning can explain the develop-
ment of a number of modern dialectal features.
Historically, there is little evidence that a cre-
olization-like context prevailed in most urban
centers of the Arab Empire. 

It may be noted that the main arguments raised
in favor or against the koineization theory are of
a linguistic nature: the presence or absence of
such-and-such a feature which could be analyzed
as a produce of koineization. Yet, linguistic argu-
ments have to be supported by historical and
social data and, for the time being, we still know
very little about the social conditions that led to
the spread of Arabic in many areas of the Arab
Empire (Donner 1981). 

3 . C o n t e m p o r a r y d i a l e c t
k o i n e s  

Whatever their origin, the modern Arabic 
vernaculars present a high range of diversity.
Dialectologists tend to classify the various ver-
naculars according to geographical factors (east-
ern versus western dialects), social factors
(Bedouin dialects versus sedentary dialects, and
within the latter urban versus rural dialects), or
ethnic and religious factors (Muslim dialects ver-
sus Christian or Jewish dialects). But in many
instances, dialect contact and dialect mixing led
to the emergence of mixed dialects. Sedentary
dialects have often been leveled by Bedouin

dialects following waves of Bedouin settlement in
the 10th–13th centuries (Diem 1978; Holes
1995a, 1996). This process was recorded in
North Africa following the settlement of the
Hilàlì tribes through the 12th–13th centuries
(Aguadé a.o. 1988), but also in Mesopotamia
between the 14th and 18th centuries. A well-
described case is Muslim → Baghdadi Arabic,
which emerged in the 18th–19th centuries (Blanc
1964). Another case of a 17th–18th-century
emergence of a mixed dialect is that of the city of
Sal† in Jordan (Palva 1994). Koineization
occurred not only in urban areas, but also in the
rural areas lying between different dialect group-
ings. Examples of such mixed rural dialects are
provided by Behnstedt and Woidich in their atlas
of Egyptian rural Arabic (Woidich 1997). Many
other examples are provided by Johnson (1967)
for the Gulf Arabic vernaculars.

In the late 19th century and in the 20th 
century, rural/urban migration and urbanization
led to many cases of dialect mixing and koinei-
zation. This koineization trend goes in two 
main directions:

i. Due to the urbanization of large segments of
previously rural speakers, many contempo-
rary urban standards emerge through various
degrees of leveling.

ii. The urban dialects of the main cities emerge
as national or regional standards and often
spread to other cities and to rural areas
through the influence of the media; in this
respect they are competing with Modern
Standard Arabic as prestigious norms
(Ferguson 1987; Ibrahim 1986; Palva 1982).

Degrees of koineization and leveling depend 
on each city history and on the rate of
rural/urban migration. Therefore, there is nei-
ther a single model nor a common linear devel-
opment. A number of urban vernaculars, such as
Cairo Arabic, went through a process of dialect
contact and leveling during the second part of
the 19th century, following a significant popula-
tion renewal (Woidich 1994). Since that time,
Cairo Arabic has become more or less estab-
lished, and migration does not initiate new
processes of dialect leveling and koineization.
Instead, rural migrants are subjected to a long-
term accommodation process to Cairo Arabic.
In Morocco, the most typical example of a con-
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temporary koine is the dialect of Casablanca,
which emerged in the early 20th century, based
on a koineized Hilàlì dialect (Aguadé 2003). It is
spreading as the national standard and leading
to the progressive attrition of the prestigious old
urban dialects of the cities of Fes, Rabat, etc.
(Messaoudi 2003). This phenomenon is not
restricted to Morocco since in most North
African old urban centers (Algiers, Constantine,
Tetouan, Tunis, etc.), the old urban dialects tend
to become restricted to women (Boucherit and
Lentin 1989) while the urban koines of the cap-
ital cities are expanding, functioning as national
dialect koine. In cities, where → communal
dialects had coexisted for centuries, a koine
tends to become the shared language among the
various communities. In Bahrain, for instance,
where two communal dialects (the Shi≠i and
Sunni dialects) have existed for more than 200
years, the economical changes of the 20th cen-
tury have led to the emergence of an intercom-
munal standard urban dialect, spoken in public
context and mainly based on the Sunni dialect,
due to the political weight of the ruling Sunni
families (Holes 1995b). In the relatively recent
city of Amman, where different dialects coexist
(rural/urban Palestinian and rural/Bedouin
Jordanian dialects, cf. Abdel Jawad 1986;
Sawaie 1994), it seems that a new urban koine is
emerging among the youth who have developed
a mixed vowel system (Al Wer 2000). In an
expanding city such as Ían≠à± in Yemen, Ían≠ànì

speakers tend to keep their old vernacular for
family interaction and to shift to pan-dialectal
items in public settings, although one cannot
speak of a Ían≠ànì koine (Watson 2003).

The development of a koine used in public
urban context does not necessarily lead to the
loss or total attrition of the different communal
dialects. Each urban context needs to be investi-
gated in detail. Likewise, not all urban dialects
of the capital cities are imposing themselves as a
national standard and there are recorded cases
of regional competition within the same country
(e.g. Algiers versus Oran). Finally, koineization
processes expand sometimes beyond national
boundaries. Many non-Egyptian dialects have
taken some Cairo Arabic features and there is
evidence that some features like the genitive par-
ticle btà ≠ or the verbal prefix b- are becoming
pan-dialectal features (Palva 1982).

4 . C o n c l u s i o n

The past and present states of Arabic dialects/
vernaculars indicate that dialect mixing and
processes of koineization have been extremely
important trends in the development of modern
Arabic vernaculars. Many contemporary cases
could not be recorded here due to lack of space.
Koineization implies a certain degree of leveling
and simplification, yet we lack a comprehensive
survey of the Arabic linguistic features subjected
to leveling. The various examples of dialect
koine indicate that all levels of the language can
be affected and that the selected koine features
are not always the less salient, or the demo-
graphically dominant features. Some general
trends have been recorded, however, such as the
loss of gender distinction for 3rd and 2nd pers.
pl. verbal imperfective markers. 
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Dialect Literature

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

‘Dialect literature’ is defined for the purposes of
this entry as materials written in colloquial
Arabic to be read rather than heard. Thus, the
materials described here are the product of a
choice by their authors to disregard the norm,
prevalent throughout the history of Arabic liter-
ature, that mandates the use of the literary idiom
in written communication. Materials composed
primarily for oral performance and then tran-
scribed, such as printed traditional poetry and
folk stories, have been excluded. Also excluded
are materials that mix colloquial and literary
features, whether these be → Middle Arabic
texts, more recent experiments with a compro-
mise ‘third language’, or novels that use collo-
quial for dialogue only.

The distribution of such works has been
uneven over space and time. It is in Egypt that
written colloquial appears to have been pro-
duced in the greatest quantity and the polemic
around it most elaborated; Lebanon follows.
Certainty on this point is hampered, however, by
a lack of research, especially outside Egypt. This
entry therefore focuses on Egypt and Lebanon.
Tunisia and Morocco are dealt with cursorily.
For Egypt, the entry reviews both the historical
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profile of writing in colloquial and the debate
over its acceptability. 

2 . E g y p t

The history of writing in colloquial in Egypt falls
spontaneously into two periods. From the 15th
till the end of the 18th century fewer than 10
items are known – a small number, even when
allowance is made for the vagaries of manuscript
survival and the relative lack of interest in collo-
quial materials among scholars. Following a hia-
tus of some three-quarters of a century, known
production resumes around 1870 and continues
to increase gradually, aside from a downswing in
the middle of the 20th century, gaining additional
momentum in the 1990s; for the period post-
1870, some 50 items may be identified with ease
and without attempting exhaustive coverage.
Since modern prose, drama, and poetry have
manifested different dynamics in terms of their
use of colloquial, each will be treated separately.

2.1 Egypt: The early period

The earliest materials in Egyptian colloquial
appear to be the long prose piece Kitàb Funayn
‘Funayn’s letter’ in the Dìwàn of Ibn Sùdùn
(1407–1464) and a few verses from the same
source (Vrolijk 1998). The former may be a sur-
vivor of an established genre of comic colloquial
letters – “missives of this type are innumerable”
says the 17th-century Yùsuf a“-”irbìnì – and its
humor is clownish. The poetry is also mostly
light-hearted if sentimental and is placed by the
author in the section Muwa““a™àt hubàliyya
‘Silly muwa““a™s’. Similar in tone is the Qaßìda
on the death of an elephant by an anonymous
poet quoted by Ibn ±Iyàs in his account of the
year 804/1458. A different genre (though the
tone is still comic or farcical) is represented by
Mis†arat xayàl munàdamat ±Umm Mujbir ‘The
±Umm Mujbir party show’ by ≠Abd al-Bàqì al-
±Is™àqì, the only surviving premodern live-the-
ater text, which dates from between 1644 and
1654 (Moreh 1992). Hazz al-qu™ùf bi-“ar™
qaßìd ±Abì ”àdùf ‘Brains confounded by the ode
of ±Abù ”àdùf expounded’ by Yùsuf a“-”irbìnì

(written after 1097/1686) stands out in this ear-
lier period for the length of its colloquial pas-
sages, which, at almost 7,000 words, provide
probably the largest corpus of premodern
Egyptian colloquial in a naturalistic style; the

tone is satirical (a“-”irbìnì, forthcoming). Also
from the 17th century (exact date uncertain) is
another example of entertainment literature,
albeit more serious and formal, in the form of a
Rangstreit fragment, Qißßat al-mißrì wa-r-rìfì
‘The story of the Cairene and the countryman’,
written in Hebrew characters, from the Cairo
Geniza (Goitein 1972). Kahle has published the
surviving fragments of different 17th-century
versions, by Dà±ùd al-Manàwì and ≠Alì an-
Najjàr, of a shadow play largely written in
strophic verse, entitled Li ≠b at-timsà™ ‘The croc-
odile play’ (Kahle 1915), as well as of a further
shadow play, the Li ≠b al-manàr ‘The lighthouse
play’ by Dàwùd al-≠A††àr and others, also in
strophic verse and dating from the early 18th
century, which survives in full (Kahle 1930).
Also entertainment literature is the final piece
from this early period, the anonymous £ikàya
Bàsim al-£addàd wa-mà jarà lahu ma≠a Hàrùn
ar-Ra“ìd ‘The story of Bàsim the Smith and what
happened to him with Hàrùn ar-Ra“ìd’, a story
in the Arabian Nights tradition, though, un-
like the latter, consistently colloquial in idiom
(Landberg 1888). This is the longest colloquial
text from the early period. Apparently dating
from before 1795, the manuscript is curious in
that it contains a second version of the story in
Syrian colloquial. 

2.2 Egypt: Modern colloquial prose writing

Egyptian colloquial prose writing resurfaces in
the late 19th century through the conduit of the
magazine and the newspaper, new vehicles for
colloquial literature that were to play an essen-
tial role in its development through the first
decades of the following century. The first 
magazine produced by an Egyptian was ±Abù

naÚÚàra zarqà ± ‘The man with the blue glasses’
(1877 to at least 1882), and was edited and
mostly written by the maverick political satirist
Ya≠qùb Íannù≠, who railed against the Khedive
and the British largely in colloquial (and
French); Íannù≠ had earlier introduced drama in
(colloquial) Arabic to Egypt (see below). The 
foundation in 1892 by the reformist journalist
≠Abdallàh an-Nàdim of the “humorous, educa-
tional (tah≈ìbì), scientific” magazine al-±Ustà≈

‘The Professor’, gave a further boost to collo-
quial writing: up to half of the earlier issues of al-
±Ustà≈ consisted of dialogues around important
issues of the day designed to reach an audience
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unfamiliar with literary Arabic (fuß™à). Though
an-Nàdim, a staunch defender of the fuß™à,
eventually phased colloquial out of the maga-
zine, humorous but didactic topical dialogues in
colloquial became a standard feature of a series
of magazines such as £imàrat munyatì ‘The she-
ass of my desire’ (ca. 1898) and al-±Urÿùl ‘The
reed pipe’ (1894), and this tradition continued,
at least intermittently, up to the end of the third
decade of the 20th century. The dialogues of
Ma™mùd Bayram at-Tùnusì’s is-Sayyid wi-
mràtu f-Bàrìs ‘The gentleman and his wife in
Paris’ and is-Sayyid wi-mràtu f-Maßr ‘The gen-
tleman and his wife in Egypt’, both originally
published in his Tunis-based magazine a“-”abàb
and subsequently in book form (1923 and 1925)
are late and artistically developed examples of
the same genre.

A fashion for fictitious memoirs of socially 
marginal characters ‘as told to’ editors of maga-
zines, peaking in the late 1920s, produced at
least two works in colloquial. Muzakkaràt
fitiwwa ‘Memoirs of a neighborhood bravo’ by
“Yùsuf ±Abù l-£ajjàj” and Muzakkaràt na““àl
‘Memoirs of a pickpocket’ by “ ≠Abd al-≠Azìz an-
Nußß” were both probably written by £usnì

Yùsuf, of Lisàn a“-“a≠b ‘The voice of the people’
(Häusler 1989) and were later published in book
form (1927/1929, two parts, and 1930). In both
cases the tone is implicitly or explicitly critical of
the political and social order. Similar are the
monologues placed in the mouths of members of
the ‘traditional’ lower classes written by £usayn
”afìq al-Mißrì that appeared originally in the lat-
ter’s magazine al-Fukàha ‘Humor’ under the
titles £awàdis wi-±arà ± il-£agg Darwì“ w-Umm
±Isma≠ìn ‘Conversations and opinions of £àjj
Darwì“ and ±Umm ±Ismà≠ ìn’ and the later £adìs
xalti ±Umm ±Ibràhìm wi-xalti ±Ismà ≠ìn ‘Conver-
sation between Aunty ±Umm ±Ibràhìm and Aunty
±Umm ±Ismà≠ìn’, the former also appearing in
1929 as a book. 

Though the period from the 1930s to the
1980s witnessed a decline in the number of
works written in colloquial in Egypt, what was
produced broke new ground. Muß†afà Mu“ar-
rafa’s Qan†ara allazi kafar ‘Qan†ara who denied
God’, written in the 1940s, is the first novel writ-
ten entirely in colloquial. It is of such quality
that, when finally published in the 1960s, its
author was hailed by Yùsuf ±Idrìs as “a giant
among writers”. Others also experimented with

colloquial for longer literary works, which, 
even if not as successful artistically, extended 
the range of theorizing around the issue. Thus,
in his introduction to his book-length memoir in
colloquial Muzakkaràt ¢àlib Bi ≠sa (written 
in 1942, published in 1965), Luwìs ≠Awa∂

describes himself as having been “kept awake by
the problem of linguistic diglossia in Egypt”,
explaining that, inspired by at-Tùnusì’s pioneer-
ing use of the colloquial as a language of “nar-
rative, description, and criticism but within the
limits of humor”, he had attempted to extend
the latter’s use into the realms of “serious
thought, sublime emotions, and even tragedy”.
Also self-consciously trail-blazing was Íabrì
≠Uµmàn’s Ri™la fi n-Nìl ‘Journey on the Nile’
(1965), which the author sub-titled “the first
comic novel in the Egyptian language”, and
which he prefaced with a lengthy justification of
his use of “the modern, or Egyptian, Arabic lan-
guage . . . as a way of realizing socialism in the
field of culture”.

The richest and most sustained phase of prose
writing in Egyptian colloquial started in the
1990s and continues until the present. The novel
is represented by, for instance, Yùsuf al-Qa≠ìd’s
Laban il-≠aßfùr ‘Sparrow’s milk’ (1994), Bahà±

≠Awwàd’s ”ams il-aßìl ‘Late afternoon sun’
(1998), Íafà± ≠Abd al-Mun≠im’s £alawt ir-rò™

‘Zest for Life’ (1998), and Sàmi™ Faraj’s
Bahnihòf i“tiràsa ‘Bahnhof Strasse’ (1999), the
latter unusual in that it provides glossaries of spe-
cialized, largely automotive, vocabulary. ±A™mad
Fu±àd Nijm’s il-Fugùmi: Tarìx ™ayàt muwà†in
“àyil fi qalbu . . . wa†an ‘Il-Fugùmi: The life 
story of a citizen bearing in his heart . . . a home-
land’ (1992), Mu™ammad Nàßir’s ûla ±awwil
‘Hopscotch’ (2000), and Fat™iyya al-≠Assàl’s
three-volume £u∂n il-≠umr ‘A lifelong embrace’
(2002–2003) are autobiographies. Short and
experimental fiction in colloquial is to be found
in occasional literary magazines such as Kitàb il-
garà∂ ‘The locust book’ (January 1996) and
among the collection of traditional tales rewrit-
ten from a feminist perspective entitled Malik
walla ktàba ‘Heads or Tales?’ (2003, e.g. pp.
35–38, Nisma ±Idrìs’s Zàt ir-ridà ± il-xafì ‘She 
of the invisible cloak’). ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al-
±Abnùdì’s Jawabàt £aràji il-Gu†† ‘Letters of
Haraji the Cat’ (2001) is unique both for its epis-
tolary form and for its use of the dialect of Upper
Egypt. Most innovative, however, is the use of
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colloquial for expository prose, in a variety of
contexts. Mas≠ùd ”ùmàn and Majdì al-Jàbirì
have written literary criticism – il-Sab≠ taklu l-
™umàra: Muxtàràt min “i≠r Ibn ≠Arùs ‘The lion is
eaten by the donkey: Selections from the poetry
of Ibn ≠Arùs’ (1996), while Bayyùmì Qandìl, Bàb
il-Magma≠ il-Luÿawi mxalla ± ‘The Language
Academy’s door hangs askew’ (2000), and
Muß†afà Íafwàn, il-Kitàba wis-sul†a ‘Writing
and authority’, (2001) have written on language
and society; the latter applies his theories in ≠U†èl,
a translation of Shakespeare’s Othello (1998).
≠Ayda Sayf ad-Dawla has written educational
material on gender rights in Hiyya w-huwwa:
zayy ba ±∂ ‘She and He: Just the same’ (2000).
Barti ‘Party’ (from at least 2002), a monthly soci-
ety news magazine containing articles in collo-
quial (often mixed with phrases in English and
French), and I∂™ak li-d-Dunyà ‘Smile for the
world’, a weekly (from 2005) with regular arti-
cles in colloquial, show a renewed interest on the
part of the press, though with no pretense to the
earlier didacticism. Advertisements increasingly
use slogans in colloquial. Finally, the pheno-
menon, associated with the young, of using 
colloquial for emails and other electronic com-
munication, often in an ad hoc Latin-character
transcription, should be noted.

2.3 Egypt: Modern colloquial drama

Arabic theater in Egypt was born speaking collo-
quial – not surprisingly given the fundamental
role of dialogue, and hence naturalistic speech, in
drama. The first plays to be performed in Egypt
in Arabic were those of Ya≠qùb Íannù≠, who
between 1871 and 1872 authored and per-
formed in colloquial a large number of sardonic
social comedies, of which eight have been pub-
lished. The more earnest and explicitly didactic
Mu™ammad ≠Uµmàn Jalàl subsequently pub-
lished translations of Molière – al-±Arba≠ riwàyàt
min nuxab at-tiyàtràt ‘The four plays chosen
from the best theatrical works’ (1873–4) – and
Racine – ar-Riwàyàt al-mufìda fi ≠ilm at-taràjìda
‘The useful plays in the science of tragedy’
(1883–1884) – in colloquial verse; his works
were not performed, however, until the early
20th century. Introducing his Molière, the author
asserts that “theatrical pieces are composed to
educate . . . and the Europeans did not only
newly adopt them but took them in ancient times

from the Romans . . . because of their capacity to
educate the young and train youth”, and in his
introduction to Racine he explains that he had
“made [the plays’] verse in such as a way as to be
understandable to ordinary people, for the every-
day language (al-luÿa ad-dàrija) is more appro-
priate for this situation and has greater impact on
the elite and the common people”.

From the late 1870s, Egyptian theater was
dominated by writers and managers from
Lebanon and Syria, who favored Literary Arabic,
but by the second decade of the 20th century a
new generation of Egyptian writers and actors
started to emerge (Badawi 1988:43–67). ±Ibrà-

hìm Ramzì (1884– 1949) wrote four of his plays
(mostly comedies of manners) in colloquial,
between 1915 and 1931; his Duxùl il-™ammàm
mi“ zayy xrugu ‘Getting into the bathhouse isn’t
like getting out of it’ has been described as “the
first fully-fledged, truly Egyptian social comedy”
(Badawi 1988:76). His contemporary, Mu™am-
mad Taymùr (1892–1921), also wrote four col-
loquial plays, including comedies such as ≠Abd
is-Sattàr ±Afandi ‘Mr. ≠Abd is-Sattàr’ (1918) and
il-≠A“ara †-†ayyiba ‘The ten of diamonds’ (before
1921, in collaboration with Badì ≠ Xayrì) as well
as serious drama on social problems (il-≠Aßfùr fi
l-qafaß ‘The sparrow in the cage’, 1918 and il-
Hàwiya ‘The Abyss’, 1921) (Badawi 1988:113).
The final figure in this generation, ±An†ùn
Yazbak, also produced serious drama in collo-
quial with his play iz-Zabà ±i™ ‘The sacrifices’
(1925). Then as now, ‘light’ or ‘boulevard’ col-
loquial theater coexisted with (and presumably
far exceeded in quantity) the ‘legitimate’ theater,
but no textual trace of it remains, the scripts
almost never being published. An exception that
proves the rule is Ki“ki“ Bak ≠U∂w fi l-Barlamàn
‘Kishkish Bey, Member of Parliament’ (1929):
while the authors Najìb ar-Rì™ànì and Badì ≠

Xayrì were leading lights of boulevard theater,
this particular play is fundamentally didactic in
its attempt to explain how parliamentary
democracy works.

The establishment in 1935 of a National
Theater with a mandate to encourage the use of
literary Arabic appears to have stifled the devel-
opment of colloquial drama over the next twenty
years (Badawi 1988:6). Tawfìq al-£akìm, the
leading dramatist of the period, wrote only 3 (out
of a total of over 80) plays in colloquial: £ayàh
ta™a††amat ‘A life destroyed’ (1930), Rußàßa fi 
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l-qalb ‘A bullet in the heart’ (1931), az-Zam-
màr ‘The piper’ (1932). And al-£akìm’s main
disciple, Ma™mùd Taymùr, after writing five 
one-act plays in colloquial during 1941 at the
start of his career, switched to Classical Arabic
for his 18 other plays, with the exception of 
Kidb f- kidb ‘All lies’ (1951).

Nu≠màn ≠A“ùr’s in-Nàs illi ta™t ‘The people
downstairs’ (1956) marked the start of a return
to colloquial as the dominant idiom for both
serious and lighter plays sparked by the pop-
ulism unleashed by the 1952 revolution and
which accompanied the revival of the Egyptian
theater in the 1950s and 1960s. ≠A“ùr’s social-
realist plays (eight in all) are characterized by “a
bold use of the colloquial” (Badawi 1987:143).
≠A“ùr was followed in this unapologetic attitude
by Sa≠d ad-Dìn Wahba (eight plays in colloquial
between 1961 and 1970), ±Alfirìd Faraj (three
plays in colloquial between 1956 and 1966; he
also wrote in fuß™à), and Ra“àd Ru“dì, whose use
of colloquial for tragic drama in il-Farà“a ‘The
butterfly’ (1959) marks a return to the practice of
such early writers as Yazbak. The most influen-
tial writer of the period, Yùsuf ±Idrìs, wrote all his
plays, and most notably the seminal il-Farafìr
‘The flipflaps’ (1964 – the word is invented), in
colloquial. The dominant role of colloquial in the
legitimate theater was maintained in the second
half of the 20th century in the writings of ≠Alì
Sàlim, Ma™mùd Diyàb, Najìb Surùr, and others,
and colloquial is the most common idiom used in
the theater today. 

2.4 Egypt: Modern colloquial poetry

Egypt has a long tradition of written poetry man-
ifesting colloquial features; in common modern
usage all such poetry is somewhat imprecisely
lumped together under the term zajal. Most older
zajal, however, falls outside our definition of col-
loquial literature, since it also contains literary
features (e.g. desinential inflection [±i ≠ràb], used
to regularize the meter and not as a grammatical
feature). It is better to think of such verse as →
Middle Arabic. Verse that is truly colloquial
(with the odd literary poeticism), appears with
the first magazines and newspapers (although
this implies the existence of undiscovered prede-
cessors) and these magazines promoted zajal
even more vigorously than they did colloquial
prose, since many of them, e.g., the newspaper
as-Sayf ‘The Sword’ (from 1910), did not open

their pages to colloquial prose but did print
examples of zajal in almost every issue. Though
often anonymous, such verse is sometimes signed 
by the editors, such as ≠Abdallàh an-Nadìm of 
al-±Ustà≈, Mu™ammad an-Najjàr of al-±Urÿùl or
Mu™ammad Tawfìq of £umàrat munyatì. By the
1920s and 1930s newspapers and magazines 
had their resident zajal poets, such as Ma™mùd
Ramzì NaΩìm and Mu™ammad Yùnus al-Qà∂ì in
al-La†à ±if al-mußawwara ‘Illustrated amusing 
stories’, Mu™ammad ≠Abd al-Mun≠im (±Abù

Buµayna) in al-Fukàha ‘Humor’ (from 1926),
Faraj as-Sayyid Faraj (±Abù Farràj), who wrote
long narrative poems (qißaß zajaliyya), Badì ≠

Xayrì (in as-Sayf ), and others (see Zakariyyà

1980:321–347). This tradition reached its
apogee with Ma™mùd Bayram at-Tùnusì (1893–
1961), whose poetry of political and social
protest “brought Egyptian [zajal] to a new level
of artistry” (Booth 1998). 

Prefigured in the works published in al-≠âmil 
al-Mißrì magazine ‘The Egyptian Worker’ (from
1930), the Nasserist period produced a popu-
list movement in zajal as in the theater that
found an outlet in, e.g., al-Masà ± magazine (from
November 1957) (Booth 1992). To this point,
colloquial poetry “played the part of a public
voice; almost exclusively, it addressed issues 
of public concern” (Booth 1992:423). Today,
Egyptian zajal continues to flourish, though its
practitioners, such as Fu±àd al-£addàd (1927–
1975), Íalà™ ”àhìn (1930–1986), and many liv-
ing poets such as Sayyid £ijàb have largely
switched their focus to the poet’s inner life.
±A™mad Fu±àd Nijm and ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al-
±Abnùdì (who writes his verse, as he does his
prose in Upper Egyptian dialect) are exceptions
in their continuing concern with political and
social issues.

2.5 Egypt: The debate

Whereas the use of colloquial in writing in the
premodern period appears to have attracted no
special condemnation, or even attention, from
the literary elite, who perhaps viewed it as
innocuous because restricted to humor and
entertainment, the increase in its prominence
and diversity in the early modern period did 
not go unchallenged. ¢àhà £usayn inveighed
against it and Najìb Ma™fùΩ condemned it as a
“social disease” (Dawwàra 1996). The most
comprehensive attack, however, came in 1964 in
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the form of an academic study entitled Tàrìx 
ad-da ≠wà ±ilà l-≠àmmiyya ‘History of the cam-
paign for colloquial’ by Naffùsa Zakariyyà.
Zakariyyà posits a campaign, mounted by
Western Orientalists and British government
servants and adopted by Egyptian nationalists,
to replace literary Arabic with colloquial, thus
precipitating “the most violent crisis that [the
Arabic language] has known in its long history”
(Zakariyyà 1980:i). According to Zakariyyà,
the foreign campaign started with the publica-
tion of Wilhelm Spitta’s Qawà ≠id al-≠Arabiyya
al-≠àmmiyya fì Mißr ‘Grammar of Egyptian
Colloquial Arabic’ in 1880 and culminated in
the activities of William Wilcox, initiated by his
1893 lecture Limà lam tùjad quwwat al-ixtirà ≠

ladà l-Mißriyyìn? ‘Why is there no power of
invention among the Egyptians?’. She identifies
±A™mad Lu†fì as-Sayyid, Mu™ammad Taymùr,
and Salàma Mùsà as the campaign’s leading
Egyptian theorists and lists writers whom she
believes were influenced by the campaign.
Zakariyyà fails, however, to demonstrate either
that the theorists were influenced by, or even
aware of, the writings of the foreigners (with the
exception of Mùsà, who had read Wilcox), or
that most writers in colloquial aimed to oust the
literary language from its pre-eminent position. 

In retrospect, writing in Egyptian colloquial
appears to be a persistent if also sporadic pheno-
menon; more research is needed to identify the 
features of the social, intellectual, and political
environment that have served to encourage or
discourage it. It has been suggested that Egypt’s
reduction to the status of a province of the
Ottoman Empire from the 16th century may
have led to a upsurge of interest in colloquial
since “when the state is decentralized . . . and
the structures at the top are weaker, the cultural
forms and patterns from below are more likely
to emerge” (Hanna 1998:87). In the late 19th
century, the reformist project of the nah∂a or
Arab Revival included a desire to reach out to
those beyond the pale of elite culture; hence the
didactic intent and social critical content of
much early writing in colloquial from ≠Abdallàh
an-Nadìm and Ya≠qub Íannù≠ through to the
populist theater of the mid-20th century. The
adoption of Arab nationalism, however, as an
official ideology in the middle of the 20th cen-
tury seems to have acted as a temporary brake
on output. From the middle of the 20th century,
the spread of literacy without concomitant initi-

ation into elite culture may be providing an ever-
growing pool of writers who use the colloquial
as a mark of their identification with the broader
culture and likewise of readers for their work.
Similarly, the Internet, with its opportunities for
informal personal communication, and the mar-
ket’s need for the shortest communicative route
to the consumer, may be giving its use further
momentum. Booth (1992:419) has noted that
the use of colloquial in the modern period may
suggest to its readers a number of possibilities:
erasure of class borders, the broadening of liter-
ary discourse to include all speakers of the lan-
guage, the assertion of a specific identity, and the
reproduction of power relationships (in that
educated users may employ the dialect to speak
‘to the masses’). Though her remarks were made
with regard to poetry, a reading of modern col-
loquial writing of all sorts raises these issues in
constantly shifting combinations throughout
the modern period. Now, at the start of the 21st
century, it may be asked whether writing in col-
loquial has achieved sufficient critical mass that
it is possible to discern in the nexus of writer and
reader a ‘culture of the colloquial’.

As for content, it may be noted that prose
writing in colloquial – the bellwether for change
in this field – which was limited almost entirely
to the sphere of entertainment and humor in 
the early period, has become steadily more
diversified in the modern period. Starting in the
1870s with the didactic dialogue, political jour-
nalism, and verse concerned with issues of pub-
lic concern, and with a strong tendency to
humor and satire, the field expanded to include
fictitious biography and comic monologue in the
early years of the 20th century, then embraced
the novel, and had moved into the critical area of
impersonal expository prose by the end of the
century, a change accompanied by its emancipa-
tion from an earlier predominance of the first
person narrative (Woidich 1994:14–15). Almost
all colloquial writing has been in the prestige
dialect of Cairo.

3 . L e b a n o n

Lebanon comes closest to Egypt in terms of the
age and vigor of its dialect literature tradition,
although Lebanon’s is dominated by verse. From
the late 15th until the late 17th century, Maro-
nite clergy of Mount Lebanon trained in Rome
and their associates wrote long poems in Syriac
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script (kar“ùnì). The earliest and best known 
of these priest-poets, Jibrà±ìl ibn al-Qilà≠ì (ca.
1450–ca. 1516), appears to have written in col-
loquial; however, the orthographic uncertainties
require that the linguistic status of each work be
determined separately, a task that is in hand
(Kallas 1997, 2000). With the spread of printing
in the 19th century, a previously oral zajal tradi-
tion of village ‘minstrels’ (Lecerf 1932:220)
started to take on a more urban and perhaps lit-
erary form, and by the early 20th century zajal
was being promoted by newspapers and maga-
zines such as al-Ma“riq ‘The Levant’ (from
1898) and ad-Dabbùr ‘The Hornet’ (from 1925);
the name of ≠Umar az-Zi≠innì (1895–1961) is
particularly associated with this period. The
cheap quality of the booklets in which zajal 
was also published up to the 1930s (Lecerf
1932:212) implies, however, a poor and largely
illiterate audience. This changed definitively 
in the 1940s, when a modern school of zajal, 
of whom the best-known proponent is the 
outstanding lyric poet Mì“àl (Michel) ¢ràd
(1912–1998), gained huge popularity (Abdel-
Nour 1966:7); ¢ràd sounds a rare note with his
explicit rejection of formal Arabic as a literary
tool, describing the fuß™à as “un vieux bostonien
sclérose, au dentier doré” (Kallas 2003:450).
Beirut at this time boasted five reviews dedicated
exclusively to colloquial verse and an associa-
tion of 200 poets (the Emirat de zajal) that con-
vened the first (and only) congress of Arab
zajal-poets there in 1945 (Abdel-Nour 1966:
10); in 1957, Fu±àd al-Bustànì could write that
this school “fit si bien que le zajal est devenu
méconnaissable: les traits de cette poésie se sont
transformés si profondément qu’on est porté a
changer son nom spécifique pour celui de poésie
tout court” (Abdel-Nour 1966:x). Lebanon’s
colloquial verse tradition continues to flourish.
Sa≠ìd ≠Aql (b. 1912) and his circle are notable 
for asserting that the Lebanese dialect is of
Phoenician rather than Arabic origin and for
using a Roman-character transcription (for a list
of such works, see ≠Aql 1997:34–35). Mùrìs
(Maurice) ≠Awwàd (b. 1934), after ≠Aql perhaps
Lebanon’s best-known living poet, has collected
in his l-±Antulujya l-Libnaniyyi ‘The Lebanese
anthology’ (1983) the works of 171 colloquial
poets from the period 1800–1982. 

The Lebanese colloquial prose tradition goes
back to at least 1892 when ¢annùs al-£urr 

published Riwàyat a“-“àbb as-sikkìr ±ay Qißßat
Naßßùr as-Sikrì ‘The tale of the drunken youth,
or The story of Naßßùr the Drunkard’. Of a sim-
ilar tone are al-Xùrì ”ukrì’s at-Tu™fa l-≠àmmiyya
fi qißßat Finyànùs ‘The popular gem on the story
of Finyànùs’ (1902) and £annà al-Xùrì al-
Fiÿàlì’s series of moralistic tales (Abdel-Nour
1966:5, n. 4), of which the best known is Rasà ±il
”mùni ‘Letters of ”mùni’, an epistolary novel
describing the adventures of a village girl who
goes to work as a servant in Beirut (Lecerf
1932:102–111). Sa≠ìd ≠Aql and Mùrìs ≠Awwàd
(see above) have both also written prose works
in colloquial, the former publishing a weekly
newspaper Lebnaan (in Roman transcription)
(1983–1988), the latter a short story, t-Tißwìni
‘The enclosure’ (1985), a translation of de Saint
Exupéry’s Le petit prince (l-Amìr iz-zÿìr, 1986),
and a translation of the New Testament
(l-Injìl, 2002); all ≠Awwàd’s works are fully ver-
nacular, from the titles to the typographical 
information.

4 . T u n i s i a  a n d  M o r o c c o

Ma™mùd Bayram at-Tùnusì (see above), who,
though raised in Egypt, was of Tunisian origin,
is said to have written verse in Tunisian as well
as Egyptian colloquial  (Booth 1998:784). The
plays ±Ismà ≠ìl Bà“à ‘±Ismà≠ìl Pasha’ (1997) by
Mu™ammad ±Idrìs and Famìlya ‘Family’ (1997)
by al-Fà∂il al-J ≠aybi are examples of the collo-
quial theater in Tunisia; unlike their Egyptian
and other counterparts, these employ colloquial
for stage directions as well as dialogue. Al-Hàdì

al-Bàliÿ has translated de Saint Exupéry’s Le
petit prince into Tunisian colloquial prose as al-
±Amìr aß-ßÿìr (1997). In Morocco, written collo-
quial appears to be associated primarily with
poetry (zajal) (e.g. ±A™mad Limsì™, a†-¢ayyib al-
≠Alj, al-Maskìnì al-≠âfir, az-Zubayr bin Bu ”tà,
Muràd al-Qàdirì, ±Idrìs al-Misnàwì, Mu™am-
mad Miskìn), while colloquial drama is associ-
ated with the names of Yùsuf Fà∂il and Drìs
ar-Rùx.
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Dialects: Classification

1 . G e n e r a l  r e m a r k s

Generalizing labels such as ‘Egyptian Arabic’,
‘Syrian Arabic’, or ‘Moroccan Arabic’ are com-
monly used to refer to dialect types spoken in the
respective countries. In textbook titles and
names of courses in Spoken Arabic, they are
used for the sake of convenience, although in
fact they often refer to the dialects of the capital
cities. This is not merely a simplification but, in
a sense, it is also justified because of the ongoing
trend toward regional standard dialects with the
dialects of the urban centers as the models. A
striking example of this development is the
influence of Cairene not only on the dialects of
the neighborhood, but on the dialects of urban
centers such as Alexandria and Port Said as well,
in which the structure of Cairene already pre-
dominates (Behnstedt and Woidich 1983).

When systematic classifications based on
well-defined criteria are aimed at, there is more
than one choice for the approach. If the interest
is purely synchronic, the classifications can be
made on the basis of an adequate selection of
synchronically well-documented linguistic vari-
ables for each dialect or group of dialects, con-
trasted with their counterparts in other dialects,
without consideration of diachronic and extra-
linguistic criteria. If the interest is focused on
cultural and historical points of view, diachronic
and comparative data play a crucial role.
Linguistic features mirroring the movements
and interrelationships of various groups, as well
as their ecological environments, stand out as
relevant criteria for classification.

Dialects are identified and their boundaries
defined by means of isoglosses. Drawing a num-
ber of isoglosses on a map normally exhibits bor-
der areas in which a number of isoglosses lie close
enough together to constitute bundles of iso-
glosses marking boundaries between different
dialect areas. The bundles normally reveal the
focal area of a dialect, and between the focal areas
there are transitional areas in which the isoglosses
do not tally with the bundles and in which con-
trasting items may be used interchangeably. In a
parallel way, groups of dialects can be identified.
A prerequisite for exact synchronic classifications
is thorough dialect-geographical study in which a
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sufficient number of relevant isoglosses have been
drawn on a map. Early dialect maps of Arabic are
Bergsträsser’s map of Syria and Palestine (1915)
and Cantineau’s atlas of the £òràn region in
southern Syria (1940); more recent works are
Behnstedt’s dialect atlas of North Yemen (1985),
Behnstedt’s and Woidich’s atlas of Egypt (1985),
Behnstedt’s atlas of Syria (1997), and the dialect-
geographical appendix of de Jong’s grammar 
of the Bedouin dialects of the northern Sinai lit-
toral (2000). An exceptionally illuminating single
example of the results of a systematic survey is the
colored overview map of the sedentary Arabic
dialects of Egypt (Behnstedt and Woidich 1983),
which, in addition to twelve distinct dialect areas,
specifies two areas in which different dialects
coexist, six transitional areas, and a number of
locally limited dialects, all defined by means of 50
selected distinctive features. This map, based 
on purely synchronic material, contains details 
– among them ‘town dialect with Cairene ele-
ments’ and ‘dialect in regression’ – which suggest
that it can also be read diachronically. 

2 . E a s t e r n  v s .  W e s t e r n  d i a l e c t s

Dialect-geographically, the Arabic-speaking
area can be divided into an Eastern (ma“riqì)
and a Western (maÿribì) dialect group. Until the
1970s, the boundary between the two groups
was commonly drawn from the western border
of Egypt on the Mediterranean coast in the
north to Lake Chad in the south. As the most
distinctive individual isogloss, the conservative
inflection of the 1st persons sg. and pl. in 
the imperfect (aktib, niktib) in the Eastern
group, and the paradigmatically leveled inno-
vative inflection (niktib, niktibu/níkitbu) in the
Western dialects was used. However, more
detailed investigations have shown that this
isogloss runs through the western Delta and fol-
lows the Nile Valley between Asyù† and Luxor
(Behnstedt and Woidich 1985, maps 210–213).
Because the dialects of these areas share a signi-
ficant number of distinctive features with the
Egyptian dialects, this isogloss cannot be used as
an absolute classificatory criterion, but other
typologically prominent differences must be
considered as well. Important distinctive fea-
tures of the Western dialect group include the
following: (a) loss of inherited short vowels in
medial position; (b) non-phonemic vowel quan-
tity; (c) aspiration of t [ts] < *t and *µ; (d) the 
syllable patterns CVCC > CCVC (*rijl > r∆ël)

and CVCV- > CCV- (*katab > ktëb); (e) the use
of an innovative indefinite article *wà™id al-; (f)
the use of -à“ (*±ayy “ì < ±ayy “ay ±) to form
adverbs and conjunctions (kìfà“ ‘how?’, bà“ ‘in
order to’, etc.); and (g) high ratio of analytical
genitives (Marçais 1977:iv–vii). Among these,
(a), (b), (c), and (d) apply especially to the
Western branch of the maÿribì dialects. In addi-
tion, there are noticeable differences in the
vocabulary, both in lexical items and their
semantic sense. 

3 . B e d o u i n  v s .  s e d e n t a r y
d i a l e c t s

Arabic dialects cannot be properly classified
without attention to the stratification of society.
One relevant point of departure is a sociologi-
cally-based grouping of them into sedentary
(™a∂arì) and Bedouin (badawì) dialects. The
sedentary dialects can further be divided into
urban (madanì) and rural (qarawì ‘village’ or
fallà™ì ‘peasant’) dialects. These divisions reflect
the history of settlement and are applicable to
the classification of the dialects in virtually the
entire Arabic-speaking world, but with a wide
range of variation as to the degree of mutual
divergences. It has to be emphasized that these
designations in this context refer to different
dialect types, irrespective of the present-day
division between urban, rural, and Bedouin pop-
ulations. As a result of radical changes in the
course of history, in a number of cities the major-
ity of the population speak dialects of a Bedouin,
or sedentarized Bedouin type, many villagers
speak Arabic of an urban type, and in several old
urban centers the inhabitants speak Bedouinized
dialects. 

In a classification exclusively based on lin-
guistic contrasts, scarcely any single criterion
besides the reflexes of *q distinguishing between
the Bedouin-type and sedentary-type dialects
can be found. However, there are a number of
prominent typological features, some of which
are shared by all sedentary dialects, yet with-
out constituting a contrast with all dialects of
Bedouin type, and vice versa, and there are fea-
tures constituting significant partial contrasts
between the two groups. In the following list,
the kind of contrast is indicated by adding (A) to
the criteria which are shared by virtually all the
dialects belonging to the group, and (P) to the
criteria which are shared by a substantial part of
the respective group (Table 1).
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Among Bedouin dialects, a division can be 
made between those which use phonetically-
conditioned affrication of g and k (peninsular
Bedouin dialects) and those which do not 
have affricated allophones (northwest Arabian
dialects, Egyptian and North African Bedouin
dialects). In the classification of a more restricted
group of Bedouin dialects, the contrasting
isoglosses are the different variants of the
affricated allophones: g/j and k/∑ (Syro-Mesopo-
tamian = ‘pre-≠Anazì’) vs. g/ǵ and k/ƒ (northern
Najdì = ‘”ammarì’ or central Najdì = ‘≠Anazì’).
Another criterion is the division between the
inflectional suffixes in the imperfect: -ìn, -ùn
(Najdì, £ijàzì Bedouin, the Gulf dialects, seden-
tary and Bedouin Mesopotamian) vs. -ì, -ù (urban
£ijàzì, northwest Arabian, Bedouin of Egypt 
and North Africa; common sedentary type).

As is obvious from these differences, the
Bedouin dialects have retained more morpho-
phonemic categories than the sedentary dialects.
However, they also exhibit innovations. Thus,
the partial retention of the → tanwìn in the
Najdì dialects is a striking conservative feature,
but this tanwìn is different from the Old Arabic
indefinite marker. It occurs in new morphologi-
cal categories (e.g. suffixed to sound pl. masc.:
muslimìnin) and has partly new functions.
Another highly conservative feature is the reten-
tion of the internal (apophonic) passive. This
category also exhibits innovations: in the north-
ern Najdì dialects the passive vocalism in Form I
(act. kitab, pass. ktib < *kitib) has been applied
to derived forms as well: libbis ‘he was dressed’,
≠ìlij ‘he was treated’, irsil ‘he was sent’, tgìsim ‘it
was shared’, i≠tibir ‘it was considered’, stigbil ‘he
was welcomed’. Another innovation in verbal
morphology is the n-passive of the t-reflexives:
yintalabbas ‘he can/should be dressed’, tinti-

gàsimòn ‘you [pl. masc.] are apt to be shared
with’ (Abboud 1979:474, 476–477; cf. the nt-
/tn- forms in Algeria, Marçais 1958:195–196). 

It is a general tendency in Arabic dialects to
develop toward more analytical structures. The
sedentary dialects have as a rule proceeded farther
than the Bedouin dialects in this direction. The
domains in morphosyntax most clearly display-
ing the sedentary vs. Bedouin dichotomy are the
aspect/tense system in the imperfect and the geni-
tive structures. In Bedouin dialects of the Najdì

type, the old aspect-centered system is preserved,
with only incipient development in the macro-
structure toward a new tense-based system
(Ingham 1994:87), whereas most sedentary dia-
lects have a well-developed relative tense system
implying the use of different verb modifiers. The
very low frequency of analytical genitive struc-
tures is another synthetic trait in Bedouin dialects. 

4 . T h e  s e d e n t a r y  d i a l e c t s  o f
t h e  E a s t e r n  g r o u p

4.1 Yemen

Contrary to most sedentary dialects of Arabic,
the dialects spoken in the southern parts of the
Arabian Peninsula do not result from develop-
ments that have taken place as a consequence of
the spread of Arabic to the Fertile Crescent and
to the African continent. Therefore, they exhibit
many archaic features not found in the more lev-
eled dialects of the other parts of the Arabic-
speaking world. Among them, the following are
attested in different parts of Yemen: the relative
pronoun alla≈ì, mà ‘what?’, ayna ‘where?’, ata
‘to come’, ams ‘yesterday’, ma±, mà ± ‘water’, and
reflexes of *ra±à ‘to see’. An archaic feature inter-
esting from the comparative Semitic point of

Bedouin dialects Sedentary dialects

retained interdental fricatives (A) interdental fricatives > postdental stops (P)
partially retained and generalized indefinite  no indefinite marker -in, except in formulaic 

marker -in (tanwìn) (P) expressions (A)
retained gender distinction in plural (P) no gender distinction in finite verbs and personal 

pronouns (P) 
no verb modifiers in the imperfect (P) different verb modifiers in the imperfect (A)
internal passives  productively used (P) absence of internal passives (A)
retained productivity of Form IV (P) absence of Form IV (P)
very low frequency of analytical genitive common use of analytical genitive structures (A)

Table 1. Features of Bedouin and sedentary dialects
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view is -k (instead of -t) in the personal mor-
phemes of the perfect (e.g. katabku ‘I wrote’).
Idiosyncratic innovations include paradigmati-
cally complemented gender distinction in the 1st
pers. sg. personal pronoun: ana m., ani fem.,
suffixed pronoun 1st pers. sg. masc. -na, fem. 
-ni, 1st pers. pl. com. -™na. Developments typi-
cal of sedentary dialects can also be noticed,
among them the verb modifiers bi-, 1st pers. sg.
bayn- (present tense), and “a-, “-, bà- (future and
volitive/intention), as well as the split-mor-
pheme negation: mà fì“, mà bù“ ‘there is not’.
(Behnstedt 1985) 

4.2 Mesopotamia

Outside the Arabian Peninsula, most sedentary
dialects are descendants of the dialects spoken in
these areas in the first Islamic centuries. Since that
time they have developed relatively independ-
ently of each other in four greater dialect areas:
Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt, and North Africa. 

In Mesopotamia the qëltu dialects represent 
the old sedentary dialect type. Their salient fea-
tures include the retention of the Old Arabic 1st
pers. sg. morpheme -tu (qëltu ‘I said’) in the per-
fect; the q reflex of *q; final-stressed feminine
forms of color adjectives; and invariable suffixed
pronoun -kì in the 2nd pers. sg. fem. (Jastrow
1978:1–32). 

Characteristic features shared by all Mesopo-
tamian dialects include the 2nd pers. sg. fem. -ìn
and 2nd and 3rd pers. pl. -ùn suffixes in the
imperfect, which they have in common with the
Najdì and Syro-Mesopotamian Bedouin dia-
lects, and the use of analytical genitives, with
màl as the genitive marker.

One of the most striking sedentary traits of the
qëltu dialects is the well-developed system of
verb modifiers. In this respect, the Anatolian
group stands out (Jastrow 1978:299–311).
Another Anatolian trait is the substitution of 
n for m, not only in personal pronouns as in
most sedentary dialects in Syria and Lebanon
(Behnstedt 1997, map 257; Jastrow 1978:
223–225), but in inflectional morphemes of the
perfect as well: hënne ‘they’, baytën ‘their
house’, ëntën ‘you [pl. com.]’, baytkon ‘your [pl.
com.] house’, jìtën ‘you [pl. com.] came’
(Mardin). An additional conspicuous innova-
tion, obviously due to language contact, is the
use of a copula in nominal sentences, based on
independent personal pronouns: bayti gbìr-we
‘my house is big’ (Mardin town). The Tigris

group has a very strong → ±imàla, e.g. basìtìn
‘gardens’ (Bë™zàni, near Mosul) (Jastrow 1978:
26–28), a feature shared by northern and coastal
Syrian dialects, and particularly by the dialect of
the Suxne oasis (lsìn ‘tongue’, lìbis ‘clothed’, µìni
‘second’, Behnstedt 1994:30; 1997, maps 43,
45, 48) as well as by the now virtually extinct
Jewish dialect of Baghdad (klìb ‘dogs’, jìme≠

‘mosque’, mizìn ‘scale’, Blanc 1964:42). A com-
parison with Cypriot Arabic suggests that this is
an old trait of a sedentary Syrian-Mesopotamian
dialectal continuum (Borg 1985:156–157).

The qëltu dialects differ from the majority of
sedentary dialects in that they have retained the
interdentals µ, ≈, and Ú. Only in the Christian
dialect of Baghdad and in the Anatolian dialect
of Diyarbakır have they become postdental
stops. In some dialects – mainly in the peripheral
Kozluk– Sason subgroup – of the Anatolian
group they have developed further to correspon-
ding sibilants (s, z, Ω: sawr ‘ox’, zìb ‘wolf’, Úëhër
‘noon’), in some others – mainly in Siirt – they
have become labio-dental fricatives (f, v, v. : fàfe
‘three’, vahab ‘gold’,  v. ëhor ‘noon’) (Jastrow
1978:34–39). A peculiarity of the Tigris group 
is the ÿ reflex of *r: ÿàs ‘head’, ™àÿ ‘hot’ (Blanc
1964:20). 

4.3 Greater Syria

In the Greater Syrian dialect area, the urban
dialects distinguish themselves as a group of their
own, whereas some rural dialects, for example
those spoken in northern Lebanon and in the
Damascus Plain, do not essentially differ from
them. Some others, for example those spoken in
£òràn and central and southern Palestine, are in
sharp contrast with the urban dialects. Shared
features in the whole area include b- as indicative
and non-contingency marker in the imperfect,
contrasting in function, but probably not in ety-
mology, with the Egyptian present tense marker
b(i)-. The southern half of the Greater Syrian
dialect area, up to Beirut, shares the use of split-
morpheme negations with Egyptian and North
African dialects, whereas in the northern half,
like in the qëltu dialects, they are not used
(Behnstedt 1997, map 225).

As in many parts of the Arabic-speaking world,
in most of Greater Syria the contrast between 
the urban and the rural dialects has traditionally
been noticeable. Using the reflexes of *q (→ qàf )
as the most important criterion, Cantineau
(1938) divided the sedentary dialects of Greater
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Syria into four groups. The first division line
goes between the S1 and the S2 dialects. Group S2

comprises the rural dialects spoken in central
Palestine as well as the oasis of Suxne in the
Syrian Desert. This group uses fronted variants
(k) of *q, which has brought about an uncondi-
tioned palatalization of *k to ∑, or the other way
round (Behnstedt 1994:8). On the other hand,
the S1-speakers use back reflexes (q, ±) of *q: the
rural speakers in Syria, southern Lebanon,
Galilee, and Jabal £òràn use the [q] reflex,
whereas the dialects spoken in Aleppo, Latakia,
Hama, Homs, Beirut, Damascus, Saida, Gaza,
Jerusalem, and Hebron are ‘urban S1(±) dialects’
in which the reflex of *q is the glottal stop; the
Palestinian dialects of Haifa, Safed, Tiberias,
and Jaffa belonged to this group. The rural
dialects to the north of Damascus and in the
northern half of Lebanon are ‘rural S1(±)
dialects’. Since the 1930s, the use of the glottal
stop reflex of *q has spread to comprise the
whole of Lebanon, the entire area between
Damascus and Homs, the southern half of the
Syrian coast, and large areas west of Aleppo
(Behnstedt 1997, map 9). The same urbanizing
development is going on in Palestinian dialects. 

Although Cantineau’s classification is mainly
based on the reflexes of *q, it actually coincides
with a significant number of other prominent
isoglosses as well, among them the reflexes of the
interdentals (retained in the oasis dialects as well
as in £òràn, Jabal £òràn, and rural Palestinian);
retention or absence of the h in 3rd pers. sg. 
fem. and 3rd pers. pl. com. suffixed pronouns
(retained in the oasis dialects, part of central
Syrian rural dialects, Qalamùn dialects, south-
ern Lebanon, southern Syrian, Palestinian); as
well as gender distinction in plural forms of
finite verbs and personal pronouns (retained 
in £òràn and rural central and southern
Palestinian). The de-affricated ∆ reflex of *j is an
additional S1(±) feature, used in urban dialects,
except in Hama and the Muslim dialect of
Aleppo. It occurs in Lebanon and coastal Syrian
dialects as well; in rural areas it seems to be a
progressive feature (cf. Behnstedt 1997, map 3,
and Bergsträsser 1915, map 2). 

4.4 Egypt

One of the best-known Egyptian Arabic traits is
the g reflex of *j, as a matter of fact belonging
only to the dialects of Cairo, and the central and

northeastern Delta, as well as the dialect of the
Fayyùm and Bani Swèf areas, whereas the
reflexes in the western and eastern Delta and 
the whole Nile Valley to the south of Bani Swèf
vary between j and d (Behnstedt and Woidich
1985, maps 10–15). The distribution of the
reflexes of *q is virtually the same: if the reflex of
*j is g, the reflex of *q is the glottal stop, whereas
in most of the other dialects it is the Bedouin-
type g. A trait typical of most Lower Egyptian
dialects is the place of the anaptyxis. In them, in
contrast to virtually all other sedentary dialects
outside the Arabian Peninsula, three-consonant
clusters (CCC, /CC, CC/) are broken up so as 
to form open syllables (maps 51–58). A further
salient trait of Lower Egyptian is the Cairene
word accent (bá±a®a, madrása, yixbízu), con-
trasting with Upper Egyptian in which the initial
syllable is stressed (maps 59–60).

In contrast to Mesopotamian and Syrian
dialects, in Cairene and most of the Delta
dialects long vowels are shortened in closed 
syllables: kàtib, fem. katba, pl. katbìn, and 
the monophthongized diphthongs è and ò are
reduced in closed syllables as well as in pretonic
position to i and u: bitna, yumèn. In the sg. fem.
of the active participle, the vowel of the feminine
morpheme is lengthened before suffixed pro-
nouns: màsik + a > maska + -ha > maskàha
(Cairo, Woidich 1980:214). 

The short demonstrative pronouns sg. masc.
da, fem. di, pl. com. dòl are well-known hall-
marks of Egyptian (and Andalusian) Arabic; in
Egyptian dialects they are placed after the noun
irràgil da, innàs dòl. The distal demonstrative
pronouns in Cairo and central Delta are dukha,
dikha, dukham; ‘how?’ is izzày in all of Lower
Egypt; t + Form I is used instead of Form VIII in
almost the whole country, a feature shared with
maÿribì dialects; the present marker is bi- in
Lower Egypt, while in Upper Egypt different
reflexes of *≠ammàl are used; split-morpheme
negations are used in the whole country; the most
common genitive marker is bità≠, in Upper Egypt
“uÿul and ihnìn; ‘to give’ is idda in Lower Egypt
except western Delta, both ≠a†a and idda occur 
in Upper Egypt; ‘to wish, want’ is expressed 
by the participle ≠àyiz in Cairo as well as in the
central and western Delta; kuwayyis ‘good’ is an
item shared with Greater Syrian dialects. A lexical
hallmark of Egyptian Arabic is issanàdi ‘this
year’; in dilwa±ti ‘now’ probably an older place-
ment of the demonstrative pronoun is preserved.
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A typologically prominent feature of Egyptian
Arabic is the word order of interrogative sen-
tences: ti ≠mil èh ‘what are you doing?’ (Behnstedt
and Woidich 1985).

5 . T h e  W e s t e r n  d i a l e c t s

The Western dialects can be divided into two
major groups: the so-called pre-Hilàlì sedentary
dialects and the Bedouin dialects. The former
hark back to the first phase of Arab immigration
(7th–10th centuries C.E.). The rural dialects of
the Jbàla in northern Morocco as well as those
spoken around Nedroma in the northwestern
corner of Algeria and in the neighborhood 
of Djidjelli and Collo in northeastern Algeria
also belong to this phase. These dialects display
considerable substrate influence from Berber
languages.

In the 11th century the originally Najdì tribes
of Banù Sulaym and Banù Hilàl and the 
southern Arabian tribe of the Ma≠qil moved
westward and occupied the North African
plains and steppes. At present, Sulaymì Bedouin
dialects are spoken in Libya, southern Tunisia,
and northeastern Algeria; eastern Hilàlì dialects
in central Tunisia and eastern Algeria; central
Hilàlì in central and southern Algeria; northern
Hilàlì in the northern part of central Algeria;
and Ma≠qilì dialects in northwestern Algeria and
Morocco. The differences between the Bedouin
dialects in the whole Western dialect area are rel-
atively slight. In the Ma≠qil and northern Hilàlì
dialects *j > ∆, ÿ is retained, and the 3rd pers. sg.
masc. suffix pronoun is -ah, whereas the coun-
terparts in the central Hilàlì dialects are *j > ∆, *ÿ

> q, and -u (Grand’Henry 1976:4–5; Fischer and
Jastrow 1980:31–38). 

As a result of the Bedouin migrations, clear-
cut distinctions developed between urban, rural,
and Bedouin dialects. The long belt of urban
pre-Hilàlì dialects begins with the old Tunisian
cities of al-Qayrawàn, Mahdiya, Sousse, and
Tunis. In Algeria it continues with the littoral
cities of Skikda, Djidjelli, Dellys, Cherchell, and
Ténès, and the interior cities of Constantine,
Médéa, Blida, and Miliana. In the westernmost
part of Algeria the pre-Hilàlì dialects include the
dialect of Tlemcen, the old urban center of
Orania, surrounded by a wide area of Bedouin
dialects, and to the northwest of it, the dialect of
Nedroma. In Morocco, old urban dialects are
spoken in Old Fes, Rabat, Salé, Taza, Tangier,

and Tétouan; these constitute the northern
group of urban Moroccan, with the present
tense marker kà- as a salient feature, distin-
guishing the group from the southern urban
Moroccan spoken in Marrakesh and New Fes,
which have tà-. The new cities of Casablanca
and Mogador represent Bedouin-type dialects
(Fischer and Jastrow 1980:33–35).

The pre-Hilàlì dialects of the Maÿrib can be
divided into an Eastern and a Western branch.
The Eastern branch, comprising Libya, Tunisia,
and easternmost Algeria, has a more conserva-
tive structure, as is apparent from the following
phonological traits. The interdental fricatives
are retained in all Tunisian dialects except
Mahdiya and the Jewish dialects. Inherited short
vowels – e.g., in Tunis a, i, u – are better 
retained, whereas in the Western group they
have been reduced into a vs. ë or only one
phoneme, as in Djidjelli. The reflexes of the
diphthongs *aw and *ay are ù and ì, as in the
Western branch, but in Mahdiya they are ù and
ì, in Sfax aw and ay. Also, the women in Tunis
and Sousse, as well as the Jews in these towns,
have retained the diphthongs (Cohen 1975:65–
67; Singer 1980:249–251)

One prominent feature shared by the oldest
urban dialects of the area is the glottal stop
reflex of *q, typical of the urban dialect of Fes,
but occurring in Rabat, Tétouan, Tlemcen, and,
significantly, also in Maltese. When classified
according to the Eastern vs. Western division,
Maltese undoubtedly represents the latter. In a
contrastive analysis on the basis of 37 isoglosses,
Maltese shared 25 with the urban pre-Hilàlì
maÿribì dialects (Vanhove 1998). Its phonologi-
cal innovations, interesting from the compara-
tive Semitic point of view, include the merger of
x and ™ > ™, realized as [h], [Ó], or [χ], and of ÿ
and ≠ > ≠, and further > Ø, still discernible as pha-
ryngealization of the adjacent vowels (Schabert
1976:45–50). 

In Algeria, the old urban dialects of the interior,
except the prestigious dialect of Tlemcen, have
been influenced by neighboring Bedouin dialects;
in Morocco, this is the case with Marrakesh and
Meknès. The rural dialects spoken in wide areas
adjacent to Djidjelli and Nedroma have exerted a
considerable influence on the dialects of these
towns; in Morocco, the same development has
taken place in Tangier (Fischer and Jastrow
1980:34; Iraqui-Sinaceur 1998:138–139). The
population of Algiers, one of the pre-Hilàlì urban
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centers, has during the last few generations grown
too heterogeneous to render it meaningful to
speak about its dialect any more (Boucherit
2002:24–25). In Libya, the most closely seden-
tary-type dialect is that spoken in Tripoli, which
can be characterized as a Bedouinized former
urban dialect. The few extant features of the pre-
Hilàlì urban type include the postdental stop
reflexes of the interdentals and the reflexes of the
verb *ra±à ‘to see’ (Fischer and Jastrow 1980:36).

6 . C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  a c c o r d i n g  t o
r e l i g i o u s  a f f i l i a t i o n

In many Arab cities, religion correlates more or
less closely with dialect. One of the most notice-
able cases is the situation in the Mesopotamian
dialects. The dialect of the Christians of
Baghdad differs from that of the Muslims in sev-
eral points, among them the following: the inter-
dental fricatives have become postdental stops
vs. retained interdentals; *r > ÿ vs. retained r;
retained q vs. g; retained k vs. k + phonetically-
conditioned ∑; use of the present markers qad-,
qa- vs. gà≠ed, da-; use of the optative marker da-
+ 1st pers., e.g., daqùl ‘let me say’, danqùl ‘let us
say’ vs. xaldangùl (Blanc 1964:20, 25–26,
115–118; Abu-Haidar 1991:7–9, 88–89). The
Jewish dialect, which until the beginning of the
1950s was spoken by a significant number of 
the population of Baghdad, was to a high degree
identical with that spoken by the Christians.
Salient Jewish Arabic features were, e.g.,
retained interdentals, a strong ±imàla, and the
future marker (has)sa- (Blanc 1964:42–43,117–
118; Abu-Haidar 1991:29).

In Mosul, where the whole population irre-
spective of religious affiliation speaks qëltu
dialects, the differences are minimal when com-
pared with Baghdad (Jastrow 2004:141–142).
In Aleppo differences are also found between the
dialects of the Muslims and the Christians. At
the beginning of the 20th century there still 
were different Christian dialects in different
quarters, but since then these divisions have
blurred (Behnstedt 1989:43–44). Salient Alep-
pine Christian traits include the retention of the
diphthongs aw and ay; the use of the glottal stop
reflex of *q without the back allophone of a
and à in juxtaposition to it; and ±imàla in many
cases in which the dialect of the Muslims does
not have it (Behnstedt 1989:45–63).

The division between two different dialect
types in Bahrain is parallel with the earlier devel-

opment in Lower Iraq. Although representing the
Shi≠i–Sunni split, it is in fact a result of two phases
of settlement: the Shi≠i population speak the old
rural Ba™àrna dialect, which displays typical
sedentary devices, whereas the Sunni newcomers
speak a dialect of the ≠Anazì Bedouin type (Holes
1995:272–273).

In North Africa the Jewish Arabic dialects are
of urban type and represent the first phase of
Arab settlement. Their phonology is markedly
urban: the reflex of *q is the glottal stop
(Algiers); the old interdental fricatives have
become postdental stops; h has disappeared; “
and s, as well as ∆ and z have merged; short vow-
els have been highly reduced (Marçais 1977:
9–11). In Oran and some towns in the region of
Algiers, the Jewish dialects represent the seden-
tary, and the Muslim dialects the Bedouin type.
As pointed out by Blanc (1964: 16), the parallel
with the distribution of the qëltu vs. gilit dialects
in Lower Iraq is striking. Here, as in all other
cases of dialect differences along the lines of reli-
gious affiliation, the differences – besides reli-
gious-cultural technical terms – can mainly be
attributed to settlement history.

7 . C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  d i a l e c t s
o n  t h e  E a s t e r n – W e s t e r n  
b o u n d a r y

7.1 The oases of al-Ba™ariyya and 
al-Faràfira

The dialects of the Egyptian oases of al-
Ba™ariyya (B) and al-Faràfira (F) are illustrative
examples of classification problems. They dis-
play several isoglosses of the maÿribì type,
among them the aspiration of t [ts] < *t and *µ

(F), the neutralization of phonological contrasts
between s/“ and z/∆ (F), and the paradigmatic
leveling niktib/niktibu (B and F). However, they
exhibit many important features of the Egyptian
type as well, among them the syllable structure
(F); the → ‘buka®a syndrome’; absence of hà- in
demonstrative pronouns and placing them after
the noun; and the inflection of the verbs kal ‘to
eat’ and xad ‘to take’ (Woidich 1993:343–347).
It is therefore obvious that the aktib/niktib vs.
niktib/niktibu isogloss alone cannot be used as a
categorical criterion for grouping these dialects
together with the maÿribì dialects. In a strictly
synchronic classification two alternative solu-
tions may be applied: these dialects might be
defined as part of a transitional area between the

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



dialects: classification 611

Egyptian and the maÿribì dialects, or the ques-
tion of their belonging to either of them might be
solved with reference to the classificatory weight
of different isoglosses. However, no satisfactory
theory has as yet been created which would give
adequate tools for measurement. But as soon as
the question is asked, whether these oasis
dialects basically belong to the sphere of
Egyptian dialects displaying adstrate features of
maÿribì type, or vice versa, diachronic and
extralinguistic criteria will be involved. Since
there is a gap of one thousand years in our
knowledge of the history of the oases and of the
dialects spoken in them, different conclusions
can be drawn. Woidich regards the dialects of
the two oases as isolated and peripheral dialects
belonging to the greater Egyptian dialect area,
with greatest resemblance to the dialects spoken
in Fayyùm and the province of Banì Swèf, while
the Western traits are best explained as results of
dialect contact (1993:355–356). 

Behnstedt (1998:88–92), however, points out
that the short demonstrative pronouns and the
forms of the verbs kal and xad are well attested
Western forms from al-Andalus, and also the
syllable structure in al-Faràfira can be inter-
preted as retention of a very conservative
maÿribì feature, known from the dialect of al-
Andalus. One may also ask why the contrast
∆aw∆ vs. itnèn ‘two’ is not considered as having
the same classificatory weight as a morphologi-
cal contrast, which Woidich considers as having
greater classificatory weight. According to
Behnstedt, the first Arab immigrants to the oases
may very well have been maÿribì tribes, perhaps
speaking a dialect resembling the Andalusian
type. Moreover, the maÿribì traits cannot be
solely attributed to the influence of neighboring
Sulaymì Libyan tribes, at least not the aspiration
of *t and *µ. 

7.2 The Chad region

Besides westward, the spread of Arabic also con-
tinued from Egypt southward along the Nile
Valley to the Sudan – which was Arabicized also
directly from the £ijàz – and from there west-
ward to the Lake Chad region. Arabic arrived
there from southern Egypt in the 14th century at
the latest. In the question of the division of
Arabic into Western and Eastern groups, this
region is of interest because immigrants from
east and west may have met here. This may be
reflected by the occurrence of both the Eastern

(b)aktub-naktub and the Western baktub-nak-
tubu imperfect patterns. However, since one and
the same speaker will vary across the different
paradigms, they cannot be regarded as two
isoglosses but rather as variants of a single vari-
able (Owens 1995:323, 330). 

8 . D e - B e d o u i n i z a t i o n ,  
s e d e n t a r i z a t i o n ,  a n d  
B e d o u i n i z a t i o n  d e v e l o p m e n t s

The dialects spoken in the Arabian Peninsula,
except its southwestern parts, are Bedouin or
former Bedouin dialects. In sedentary environ-
ments the Bedouin dialects tend to adopt reduc-
tional and innovative traits, plausibly as results
of increased dialect contact. The Meccan dialect,
for instance, while displaying several Bedouin-
type features such as the g reflex of *q and 
the productive use of Form IV, at the same 
time exhibits many traits typical of sedentary
dialects, among them the following: absence of
interdental fricatives; absence of gender distinc-
tion in plural forms of finite verbs and personal
pronouns; optional use of the present continu-
ous marker bi-; and frequent use of the genitive
exponent ™agg (Schreiber 1970:6 and passim;
Ingham 1971:273 and passim). 

In a corresponding way, the Arabic dialects of
the Gulf area, which are a relatively recent off-
shoot of the ≠Anazì dialect group, during only
two centuries of sedentarization have adopted
considerable reductional changes, such as elimi-
nation of the internal passive, the indefinite
marker -in, and, mostly, gender distinction in
plural forms of finite verbs and personal pro-
nouns. An innovation typical of sedentary
dialects is the future and volitive marker bi-.
These dialects have thus drawn away from their
original central Arabian ≠Anazì dialects (Ingham
1982:33; Holes 2001:xviii). In maritime envi-
ronments, the vocabulary naturally differs
noticeably from the one mirroring the tradi-
tional nomadic culture. Even the rhythm and
intonation patterns are at the present time quite
different from the dialects of the ≠Anazì type
(Johnstone 1967:18).

The Mesopotamian gilit dialects exhibit similar
developments in the reductional and innovatory
direction. The rural gilit dialects have still pre-
served several prominent features of Bedouin
type, contrasting with the urban gilit dialects.
These include the phonetically-conditioned affri-
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cation of the reflex of *q; the → gahawa syn-
drome; retention of gender distinction in plural
forms of finite verbs and personal pronouns; and
infrequent use of the verb modifier gà ≠id/jà ≠id. In
the Muslim dialect of Baghdad the sedentary-type
development has advanced much more, obvi-
ously under influence from the old sedentary
qëltu dialects. Typical sedentary traits, such as the
use of the verb modifiers gà≠ed, da-, and rà™/ra™

with the imperfect, d(e)- with the imperative, have
been adopted. An important → Aramaic sub-
strate feature has also found its way to the
Muslim dialect of Baghdad through the qëltu
dialects, viz. marking the definite direct object by
affixing to the verb a suffixed pronoun referring
to the object and introducing the object epexeget-
ically by the preposition l-, e.g., bà ≠a lilbèt ‘he sold
the house’ (Blanc 1964:128–130).

During the Ottoman period, in particular, new
Bedouin tribes settled down in the neighborhood
of towns and villages lying near the fringes of the
Syrian Desert. One of the results was a progres-
sive Bedouinization of the old sedentary dialects
in these areas. Examples of this development are
the qëltu dialects of the Euphrates group and the
few sedentary dialects spoken to the east of the
Jordan (Blanc 1964:26–27; Jastrow 1978:25–26;
Palva 1994:468–469). 

9 . I s o l a t e d  d i a l e c t s

→ Cypriot Arabic, the dialect spoken by a few
thousand Maronite Christians in Cyprus, syn-
chronically to be classified as an isolated dialect
displaying considerable superstrate influence
from Cypriot Greek, can historically be
classified as representing the old sedentary
dialects of the Fertile Crescent. According to
Borg’s definition (1985:157), Cypriot Arabic
“represents a now superstratally modified vari-
ety of a dialectal prototype antedating the 
present areal configuration obtaining among
Arabic-speaking sedentaries in this region”. A
prominent typological feature which Cypriot
Arabic shares with northern Syrian dialects 
is the vocalically conditioned ±imàla (Borg 
1985:156–157; Behnstedt 1997, maps 43–62).
Cypriot Arabic also shares a number of salient
traits with the southeastern branch of the Ana-
tolian qëltu dialects, among them, -n in the suf-
fixed personal pronoun of the 2nd and 3rd pers.
pl. com.; use of copulas derived from independ-
ent personal pronouns; use of reflexes of *™attà

as a verb modifier marking the future tense; use
of genitive exponents derived from *≈ayl; and
dropping of h in personal and demonstrative
pronouns. Important affinities to the present-
day sedentary dialects of Greater Syria include
the b(i)- non-contingency marker in the
inflection of the imperfect; retention of reflexes
of tà ± marbù†a in numerical constructs; reflexes
of *hunnà, *-kun, *-hun; and a genitive marker
harking back to “ay ±at- (Borg 1985:154–155).
An interesting trait is the partial retention of
*ra±à, which attests its use in Syrian Arabic dur-
ing the first Islamic centuries.
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Heikki Palva (University of Helsinki)

Dialects: Genesis

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

Scholarly discussions about the genesis of the
Arabic dialects have always been connected by
another crucial issue: the linguistic situation in
Arabia before Islam and its relation to the lin-
guistic variety of the Qur ±àn and poems attrib-
uted to pre-Islamic poets. Yet, there are very few
studies devoted exclusively to dialects in the pre-
Islamic period (Rabin 1951; Owens, forth-
coming 2).

Arabic dialects appeared after the expansion
of the Arabs, which began after the death of the
Prophet Mu™ammad in 632 C.E. All colloquial
varieties or dialects of Arabic are generically
called ‘New Arabic’ or ‘Neo-Arabic’, compris-
ing the spoken varieties that evolved outside
Arabia and those which progressed and changed
within that region. These include modern
dialects as well as those Arabic dialects which
disappeared for historical reasons and can only
be studied through documents, like the Andalus-
ian and Sicilian varieties, or those which served
as basis for other dialects and disappeared as
autonomous languages, as happened in Malta
and Iran.

Two issues need to be addressed here. The first
is the nature of the spoken language exported by
Arabs to conquered lands, because this deter-
mined the type of Arabic which developed after-
wards and its effect on the genesis of dialects.
The second is the new reality after the expan-
sion, in which two linguistic elements were to
play a fundamental role: on the one hand, the
conquerors’ language and its evolution, and on
the other hand, the conquered populations and
their linguistic reactions. 

The term ‘linguistic variety’ is used here as a
neutral linguistic term to be applied to any par-
ticular kind of language considered as a single
entity. It designates a set of linguistic items with
similar social distribution and permits a much
wider use than the lay term ‘language’ (Cham-
bers and Trudgill 1980:5; Hudson 1996:22–
24). This is why the term ‘pre-Islamic poetic lin-
guistic variety’ will be applied to the language
used in this poetry, and ‘normalized variety’ to
the standard language.

→ ‘Middle Arabic’ is a confusing term
(Larcher 2001), traditionally used for “the
mixed language of medieval texts” (Blau 1988b;
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1999:223; see also Fück 1955:87; Fischer 1991),
and in need of further specification (see Abboud-
Haggar 2003:73–75). It is used here to designate
the early medieval (between the 7th and the 10th
century) written variety, whose main feature is
the interference or mixing between normalized
Arabic and non-normalized Arabic. Normalized
Arabic refers to what is known as → Classical
Arabic, while non-normalized refers to Arabic
with grammatical errors or mixed to a certain
degree with dialectal features, depending on
each individual speaker.

The term ‘New Arabic’ or ‘Neo-Arabic’ is
used in the same way that Neo-Latin is used to
refer to varieties related to Classical Latin
(Meillet 1975:310–322; Coseriu 1990:25). It is
also used in opposition to → Old Arabic, the
pre-Islamic Arabic – a use which should be
revised (Versteegh 1997:98). Neo-Arabic is
applied to all post-Islamic colloquial varieties –
medieval or modern, disappeared or living,
inside or outside the Arabian Peninsula – which
emerged after the expansion of the Arabs 
(for their classification, see Abboud-Haggar
2003:84–89, and → Dialects: Classification).

The term → ‘Pre-Islamic Arabic’ or → ‘Old
Arabic’ is used to refer to all varieties known and
used before Islam, a historical epoch fixed
approximately during the century and a half
before the revelation of the Qur±àn. The term
comprises all linguistic varieties used then: col-
loquial, poetic, and commercial, varieties used
in religious services, etc. 

2 . N a t u r e  o f  t h e  e x p o r t e d
l a n g u a g e

Most scholars concerned with the issue of pre-
Islamic Arabic agree that Arab tribes, whether
Bedouin nomads dwelling in the Arabian desert
or settled in sedentarized nuclei (Retsö 2003:
113–116), spoke colloquial linguistic varieties,
which to some extent differed from the variety
used in poetry and the Qur ±àn, and also from
one another. The best evidence is that Arab
grammarians admit that the literary idiom as
used in the Qur ±àn contained elements of differ-
ent dialects (Fleisch 1974:13–14; ±Anìs 1965:43;
Rabin, quoting Ibn Jinnì, 1955:19–23, 1951:17;
al-Fatlì 1988; Owens 1988:19–21, 1990:5–6).

Arabic sources leave no doubt, indeed, about
the existence of many colloquial Bedouin vari-
eties in the period before Islam, although in an

unsystematic and often contradictory way
(Rabin 1955:1). Direct accounts of phonetic,
phonological, morphological, and syntactic par-
ticularities provide a rich comparison with the
8th-century normalized classical variety (Owens
1988:4). Thanks to these sources we know, for
instance, about → ka“ka“a (Banù Rabì ≠a pro-
nouncing /k/ [k] at the end of the word in waqf
position with ±iskàn /“/ [«]); ≠aj ≠aja (Qu∂à≠a tribes,
pronouncing final yà ± as [∆] instead of [j])  and
vice-versa, Tamìm tribes, pronouncing as [j]
instead of [∆]; permanence or loss of hamza; →
±imàla (pronouncing [a] > [e] > [i]); and → taltala
(pronouncing the normalized fat™a of the imper-
fect as [e]), among numerous other phenomena,
many of which are still in use in current collo-
quial varieties. There are also accounts of inter-
nal vocalization of words and lexical usage as
homonyms, synonyms, and antonyms. This
information permitted the division of the old
colloquial varieties into Eastern and Western
varieties (Vollers 1906:4–23; Sarauw 1908;
Rabin 1955:1–13; Corriente 1976:75; a†-¢a≠≠àn
1978:146–152, 171–202, 153–161; ≠Abd at-
Tawwàb 1987:108–115, 229–356; Îayf 1988:
121–130 quoting Suyùtì, Muzhir; al-Fatlì 1988;
Ghul 1993:11–15; Versteegh 1997:41–46;
Fischer 1995:75; Abboud-Haggar 2003:55–57).

There are no explicit or direct data about
declension or ±i ≠ràb – a fundamental trait of the
synthetic character of Arabic – as characteristic
of any colloquial Bedouin variety, whether
Eastern or Western, nomad or sedentarized, in
the pre-Islamic period. Besides, no precise infor-
mation can be extracted from the sources about
pause or waqf (pronouncing the last consonant
without vowel or ±iskàn, i.e. without declension
or mood-ending; ±Anìs 1965: 82–84, 145–152;
Fleisch 1974:23). This lack of information about
declension opened the door to all kinds of specu-
lation, mostly because declension was – and still
is – considered the first sign of the highest level of
literacy, directly related to the Qur±ànic → poetic
koine, the basis of the normalized literary Arabic
language, ‘Classical Arabic’ (Versteegh 1983:
170–171; Hopkins 1984:155, n. 1). Declension,
mood endings, and the analytical character of the
spoken varieties are fundamental in determining
the nature of pre-Islamic colloquials.

In the Muslim tradition, and among most
Arab scholars, the colloquial variety of Quray“,
the Prophet’s tribe, with all its particularities,
including declension, was the basis of the poetic-
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Qur±ànic koine (Îayf 1988:131–137; ±Anìs
1965:39–40). Consequently, the literary lan-
guage was identified with the Qura“ì colloquial
variety, the linguistic variety in which the Qur ±àn
was revealed (£usayn 1927:103–106; Rabin
1951:24, 1955:21; Zwettler 1978:117). This led
to the assumption that all Bedouin colloquial
varieties formed a homogeneous group among
which one variety excelled – the Qura“ì dialect –
and that this group never lost the declension
until the post-Islamic era, when the muwalladùn
(converted non-Arabs who learnt Arabic for
social, economic, or simply religious reasons)
‘corrupted’ the Arabic language, fasàd al-luÿa
(al-Fatlì 1988:95). 

The position of Arab and Muslim scholars
was followed by many European linguists. Fück
(1955) – preceded by Nöldeke (1904), followed
mainly by Ferguson (1959), Blau (1981), and
Versteegh (1984) – based his reasoning on the
assumption that the ≠arabiyya – as he called
Classical Arabic – of poetry and the Qur ±àn was
essentially the Meccan language variety and
identical to Bedouin vernaculars, thus with
declension “[which was] in full flower in
Bedouin speech” (Fück 1955:3; Blau 1981:2–3;
Fischer and Jastrow 1980:15–19; Versteegh
1984:4–5; see also Zwettler 1978:133–134,
151–152). But Fück and those who followed
him did admit that there were some differences
between Meccan speech and Bedouin dialects
and between the latter themselves (Fück 1955:3;
Versteegh 1984:22–23; Fischer 1995:76).

On the other extreme stands Vollers (1906),
followed by Kahle (in Zwettler 1978:129–130),
±Anìs (1966), Diem (1973), Kaye (1972),
Zwettler (1978), Bakalla (1984:85), and Retsö
(1992). He more or less rejected the existence of
declension as an element of spoken vernacular:
if it ever existed, it was only among eastern
Bedouin tribes, whereas in the more sedenta-
rized west, declension was retained simply as an
element of more elevated discourse, borrowed
from Bedouin for poetic and other highly for-
malized purposes, an element which according
to Zwettler (1978:170–172) was fossilized for
prosodic purposes. According to these scholars,
in their everyday speech Bedouin only spoke a
colloquial variety lacking declension and nuna-
tion (tanwìn), as pausal or apocopated forms
with ±iskàn (taskìn) became generalized. They
believe that both phenomena are nothing but
archaisms, as early as the time of Mu™ammad

himself and his companions (Vollers 1906;
Zwettler 1978:118–130).

The general view is that Vollers went too far in
his thesis when he asserted that Mu™ammad
transmitted the revelations in his vernacular vari-
ety, and that they were later transferred into the
≠arabiyya (Vollers 1906:80–83; Rabin 1951:23).
For this reason his basic thesis, as expressed in 
his Volkssprache und Schriftsprache im alten
Arabien, lost support, although it was to consti-
tute an unavoidable reference in all later stu-
dies about declension in pre-Islamic colloquials
(Zwettler 1978:145, 170–171).

Between Fück’s and Vollers’s position stand
other scholars who can be divided into two
groups: on the one hand, the Orientalist scholars
of the early 1950s, who worked mainly within
the German Neogrammarian framework. They
were aware of the importance of spoken dialects
for the study of the evolution of languages – in
fact this is what they studied at the level of the
Semitic languages, including Arabic – but did
not reach a conclusive opinion about the role of
±i ≠ràb in the pre-Islamic linguistic setting. None
of them explicitly broached the question of
whether ±i ≠ràb was unique to the poetic koine, or
whether it was shared by some or all spoken
dialects (Zwettler 1978:131; see also Corriente’s
critical remarks, 1975:45–46), their interests
being mainly oriented toward Classical Arabic
and the Qur’ànic linguistic variety. The lack of
decisive documents made the issue an eternal,
but inconclusive one. Among these scholars,
mention must be made of Fleisch (1974:17),
who believed that the poetic koine was based 
on one colloquial variety, which was, in an
unspecified period, considered to be the “langue
artistique, langue commune de la poésie”. Geyer
accepted the poetic ≠arabiyya more or less as the
naturally spoken language of Bedouin, whose
vernacular was practically identical with this
koine, with declension as its main feature
(Zwettler 1978:118). Rabin did not give a
definitive opinion about ±i ≠ràb, as he found no
clear evidence about it, although he was more
inclined to accept the existence of ±i ≠ràb, inas-
much as Mu™ammad himself was conscious of
using the Bedouin ≠arabiyya, with its case end-
ings (Rabin 1955:26–27; 1951:81). 

On the other hand, in the 1970s Corriente’s
investigations showed that, before the standard-
ization of language by grammarians, the ±i ≠ràb,
especially in prose texts, was largely irrelevant
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for the functional yield of the language. In his
view, even the pre-Islamic poetic koine was less
synthetic than commonly thought (1973–1974).
Following Jespersen’s (1925) theories on lan-
guage – according to which the natural and uni-
versal tendency toward simplification is to fix 
a word order, thus paving the way for a com-
plete loss of case endings, already weakened by
purely phonetic laws and analogy (Jespersen
1964:268–271, 361–364) – Corriente studied
al-±Ißfahànì’s Kitàb al-±aÿànì and showed that 
the disappearance of ±i ≠ràb declension vowels
(±iskàn) was actually the natural tendency of a
drift that is observed in all Semitic languages,
including Arabic. He also showed that ±i≠ràb was
in fact in use as a vernacular colloquial register,
and posited the use of case endings for some
areas at least, but at a rather low functional
yield. In his view, two varieties coexisted, one
with declension, but with less strict rules than
those of the normalized variety, and the other
without it. Later on, the variety with declension,
Classical Arabic, was normalized by Muslim
grammarians on the basis of an already normal-
ized poetic koine (Corriente 1971–1972:29,
41–50, 1973–1974:157, 1976:71–72, 89).

This view was supported by Zwettler, who
went even further by saying that any spoken vari-
ety with a sort of ±i ≠ràb was the special speech-
form routinely mastered by poets and ràwìs,
which could be occasionally employed for 
poetic purposes. Corriente’s thesis supplemented
Zwettler’s: ±i ≠ràb in poetry is the most prominent
archaic feature of the language and has nothing
to do with spoken language (Corriente 1971–
1972:40; Zwettler 1978:148). 

Regarding stress and pausal form, Corriente
showed that pre-Islamic Arabic, even if consid-
ered as a whole, had a combinatory phonetics –
assimilation, dissimilation, backformation, hap-
lology, and aphaeresis – and that phonological
Arabic terms like taskìn (elimination of post-
tonic vowel i/u), ijtizà ± (shortening and eventual
elimination of unstressed originally long vow-
els), and ±i“bà ± (lengthening of a short vowel)
refer to the degree of intensity of stress. For
Corriente, it was almost certain that the pre-
Islamic dialects were stressed and had concomi-
tant segmental phenomena, with shifts in pausal
forms as in other Semitic languages. These allo-
morphic solutions – which go against Birke-
land’s thesis that pre-Islamic Arabic had no
stress at all, and that modern dialects do not

derive from pre-Islamic Arabic (Birkeland
reviewed by Ferguson 1997a, 1997b; Kaye and
Rosenhouse 1997:280) – establish a definite link
between old dialects and Neo-Arabic post-
Islamic medieval and modern dialects (Corriente
1976:78–87).

Pre-Islamic colloquial varieties of Arabic, as
part of the → Semitic languages – its ‘linguistic
stock’ (Sapir 1949:153) – pertain to the West
Semitic group, most probably the South Semitic
subgroup as Diem (1980) and Blau (1978:
29–35) advocate, among others (Faber 1997:12;
≠Abd at-Tawwàb 1987:25–36). They were
exposed to the group’s natural drift – when lan-
guage moves with time in a current of its own
making (Sapir 1949:150–151) – and variations
were assimilated by speakers, becoming, with
time, part of its structure. 

The results of this drift are reflected in some
features of the exported colloquial varieties:
evolution of defective verbs, a tendency which
abutted the contraction of the diphthong ay > è
> à; maintenance of initial hamza in ±af ≠al forms
in spite of the natural tendency of the hamza
toward disappearance – the loss of hamza,
among the Quray“ and Tamìm tribes, is a devel-
opment shared with Canaanite (Rabin 1955:65,
83; a†-¢a≠≠àn 1978:194–195); and the syntactic
phenomenon of natural agreement between sub-
ject and verb, known as ±akalùnì al-baràÿìµ (≠Abd
at-Tawwàb 1980:2–14). Other features were
also due to Semitic linguistic drift: disappear-
ance of ±i ≠ràb declensional vowels because of
±iskàn or apocopation (Corriente 1976:95–96;
a†-¢a≠≠àn 1978:40–45, 189–190; Fück 1955:
91); unconditioned change of /p/ to /f/; appear-
ance of broken plurals formed by prefixation
and/or internal change rather than by suffixa-
tion; the existence of verb stems – Forms III and
VI fà ≠ala and tafà ≠ala – with a long first vowel
(Diem 1980:68–71; Faber 1997:12–13); and the
treatment of dual and → pseudo-dual, more
developed in Arabic than in any other Semitic
language (Retsö 1995:190).

Apart from the general Semitic drift, the
Qur ±àn itself and grammatical treatises show a
pre-Islamic language in evolution with many
variants. For instance, Forms V tafa ≠≠ala and VI
tafà ≠ala alternated with itfa ≠≠al and itfà ≠al forms,
and Form VII infa ≠ala was used as an alternative
for the internal passive, as in modern dialects
(≠Abd at-Tawwàb 1980:14–17, 1987:47–49;
Retsö 1983; Abboud-Haggar 2003:149–150,

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



235). Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb examines the ‘accidents’
(±a ≠rà∂), i.e. the modifications in spoken language
of the theoretically expected form, mentioning a
series of phonological, morphological, and syn-
tactic variants (Blanc 1979:158–161, 172–173).

Pre-Islamic colloquial varieties also show ele-
ments of accommodation between dialects as a
result of contacts between speakers of different
dialects of the same language, as well as adapta-
tion of loanwords to the Arabic language, mainly
from Persian. These elements, like the use of
hamza and of the verb ra±à ‘to see’, are present 
in many sources, including the Qur ±àn (≠Abd 
at-Tawwàb 1980:17–20; Blanc 1979:159–160,
162–163; García Yebra 1982:333–341).

Although research on this topic has not
reached any definitive conclusion, scholars have
pointed out the effects of contact between Arabs
of the south, the Qa™†àn descendants or
Yemenis (who were in contact with another
Semitic language, South-Arabian), and Arabs of
the north, the ≠Adnàn descendants, the Arabs
par excellence. This contact was possible in 
the pre-Islamic period because of migration
from north to south, when the south was pros-
perous, and vice versa, when the south declined
and commerce attracted southern Arabs to the
north (Robin 1992:71–88; Îayf 1988:55–66;
al-Mayyà™ 2003:67–79; Retsö 2003:34–40).
Linguistic effects of the contact between these
two groups are to be taken into consideration
when speaking about the nature of the exported
colloquial varieties because they are reflected in
Neo-Arabic features (a†-¢a≠≠àn 1978:203–232;
Ghul 1993; Corriente 1992:26–27; Diem 1979:
18–41; Ingham 1982:26–32).

On the eve of the Arab expansion, a supra-
tribal linguistic variety used in poetry – and then
in the revealed text of the Qur ±àn – was part of
the linguistic reality in the Arabian Peninsula in
pre-Islamic times (at-Tikrìtì 2003:104). There is
no general agreement about the origin of that
variety, called → poetic koine or Qur±àno-poetic
koine (Versteegh 1993:66). If we were to follow
¢àhà £usayn’s thesis (1927), we would have to
say that most pre-Islamic Jàhiliyya poetry is
mainly an artificial post-Islamic fabrication of
grammarians and is not at all representative of
pre-Islamic Arabic. The only authentic source
for knowing the linguistic situation of that
period is the Qur±ànic text, revealed and con-
served in the Quray“ linguistic variety (£usayn
1927:92–111; Hopkins 1984: xxxviii–xi).

It should be mentioned that the term ‘koine’ –
traditionally used to designate the linguistic
poetic variety elevated to the highest rank, as the
linguistic variety of the Qur ±àn, normalized by
grammarians and considered the literary lan-
guage of Arabia, the ≠arabiyya, Classical Arabic
– is in itself a problematic linguistic issue. Many
Orientalists have questioned the accuracy of this
notion in the case of Arabic (Rabin 1955:24;
Cohen 1962:119–120).

Whether it was originally derived from an
existing tribal dialect, that of Quray“, or
whether it was from the start a formal or poetic
variety separate from all the dialects, most schol-
ars seem to concur that the poetic-Qur±ànic
koine never formed the spoken vernacular of
any Arabic-speaking group, either before or
after Mu™ammad. The koine, “a language of
poets, made for the poets and comprehended by
themselves above all” (Brockelmann, cited in
Zwettler 1978:101), had never been the collo-
quial mother tongue of anybody in Arabia and
had to be acquired like a foreign idiom (Rabin
1951:17, 1955:19–23; ±Anìs 1965:84).

3 . G e n e s i s  a n d  f o r m a t i o n  o f
N e o - A r a b i c

The formation of Neo-Arabic has to be consid-
ered in two areas, the Arabian Peninsula, cradle
of the Arabic language, and the area outside it.
Corriente’s thesis from the 1970s advocates a
common commercial urban spoken Arabic vari-
ety – labeled ‘commercial koine’ – which began
before Islam and continued its natural evolution
after the expansion. Probably a product of lin-
guistic contact between pre-Islamic Arab tribes
settled in the vicinity of Aramaean population,
the Naba† or ±Anbà†, this koine developed in the
naba†ì small trade settlements in north Arabia,
the Syrian desert, down to the sawàd al-≠Iràq
and the area between Kùfa and Baßra in
Mesopotamia (Retsö 2003:375–382). Its speak-
ers lived in cities – which is why it is also
described as an urban or ™a∂arì variety – and
were systematically dubbed ≠ulùj ‘persons
unable to speak pure Arabic±. This commercial
spoken koine, attested in pre-Islamic docu-
ments, arose with almost complete loss of de-
clension. Diem, through his studies on the
Nabatean area, situated the loss of case ending
as early as the late 2nd century C.E. (1973:
234). This koine is considered to have been the
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forerunner of current spoken varieties. Accord-
ing to Corriente, this spoken variety, due to its
commercial importance, and its business contact
with the west £ijàzì area, began expanding and
‘contaminating’ the spoken varieties of those
areas. Meanwhile, the east Arabian population
resisted this expansion for some time, but finally
adopted it (Corriente 1971–1972, notes 4 and 8,
1973–1974:63, 1976:75, 87–89). A similar 
conclusion was reached by Janssens (1972) who
argued on the basis of Ferguson’s (1959) koine
material, that a spoken koine originated in the
Mediterranean area before Islam – the naba†ì

area – and expanded slowly among the sedenta-
rized Bedouin in western Arabia and then
among the eastern nomad tribes. Janssens
(1972:9–16) asserts that the spoken koine bore
Eastern and Western Arabian features. Both
Corriente and Janssens hold that the modern
colloquials developed from this spoken koine.

A second theory is Ferguson’s (1959) concept
of a military koine, originating after the Arab
expansion in the military camps. The existence
of this koine had already been assumed by Fück
(1955:7) who thought, contrary to Ferguson’s
thesis, that it was the basis of Classical Arabic.
Ferguson believed that diachronic dialectology
should study the growth of partial differences at
the expense of similarities and the increase of
partial similarities at the expense of differences
(Weinreich 1977:309, 314). He listed 14 com-
mon features between Arabic dialects (1997c:
55–68). The language exported by Arabs, which
spread all over most of the Islamic world in the
first centuries of the Islamic era, was a relatively
homogeneous koine, totally different from the
traditional poetic koine (Ferguson 1959: n. 4). It
was a new language variety, not based on the
dialect of a single locality, which developed as a
conversational form of Arabic just after the con-
quest, although, as he admits, it seems highly
probable that the origin of this koine lies before
the great expansion of Arabic. For Ferguson,
this spoken koine existed side by side with the
standardized variety, even at the time of
Mu™ammad, and diverged in many parts of
Arabia from the standard ≠arabiyya, which
implies the kind of diglossia that exists nowa-
days in Arabic-speaking countries (Ferguson
1959, 1996), although he admits that evidence
of such continuation on any large scale is hard to
confirm. Followed mainly by Janssens and
Fischer, Ferguson’s structural approach – which
was greatly criticized (Blau 1981:14–17) –

reached a new conclusion: modern dialects were
generated from a spoken koine which existed in
pre-Islamic Arabia and was stressed as post-
Islamic dialects (Janssens 1972:16–18). Fischer
regards this post-Islamic koine as a ‘proto Neo-
Arabic’ variety, which could explain – if
confirmed by more historical-comparative stud-
ies – similarities between Neo-Arabic dialects,
especially those spoken in the central area of the
Arabic-speaking world (Fischer 1995:85–86).

Agreement exists that post-Islamic Arabian
peninsular spoken varieties, urban or Bedouin,
slowly changed to such an extent that, by the
10th century, Arabic grammarians were alarmed
by operated changes among their people and
complained that nobody spoke Arabic correctly;
grammatical treatises are full of anecdotes about
Arabs who made grammatical errors → la™n
(Owens 1988:21–28; al-Farrà±, Mu≈akkar 24).
The same language variation was present among
the Arabs who conquered new territories.

Outside the Arabian Peninsula two poles
should be considered: the Arab contingents and
vernacular populations. Scholars who admit the
existence of spoken pre-Islamic varieties differ-
ent from Classical Arabic, whether emerging
from a leveled koine (like Corriente, Janssens,
Ferguson, and Fischer) or from a non-specified
situation (like Rabin) reached the evident con-
clusion that Arabs established in the newly con-
quered land spoke the same speech varieties they
used before taking part in these ‘military-like’
campaigns (Shaban 1971:34–35). Each variety
bore all or part of the features described above:
loss of declension and mood endings, certain
evolutions proper to all Semitic languages, and
special tribal isoglosses, probably leveled before
the expansion in urban ™a∂arì varieties or lev-
eled after it in military camps – Baßra, Kùfa, 
al-Fus†à†, or al-Qàdisiyya – transformed, a few
years later, in active urban nuclei (Pellat
1953:125). The evolution of these spoken vari-
eties continued and established the basis of spo-
ken varieties which were to constitute, over
time, the colloquial varieties of the area with its
differentiating features. This explains the simi-
larities between contemporary dialects even
when they are geographically very distant from
one another (Owens forthcoming: “the statisti-
cal similarities between Uzbekistan Arabic and
western Sudanic Arabic are due to a common
pre-diaspora ancestor on the Arabian penin-
sula”), with no possibility of applying the dialec-
tological theory of dialect continuum and wave
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diffusion (Hudson 1996:35–36, 39–41). Actu-
ally, as suggested by Diem (1979:63), the begin-
ning of Neo-Arabic was much more influenced
by the proper evolution of Arabic than by sub-
strata of the conquered populations.

Although Arab tribes, mostly southern Arabs,
settled in the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates
in Mesopotamia and the Nile in Egypt, as well as
in East Africa during Roman times and had com-
mercial activities until the 2nd century C.E. (al-
Jamìlì 2003:94), no linguistic influence was left.
So when Arabs expanded outside the limits of the
Arabian desert, comprising the Syrian desert and
Mesopotamia – geographical precision is impor-
tant because in the north of the peninsula, as is
historically known, Arab tribes lived in contact
with Persian and Aramaean populations and
might have participated in the expansion – they
arrived in totally non-Arabic speaking societies.

For Fück and others supporting his views,
who believe that Arabs, as a whole, reached new
territories speaking the Classical variety or
Classical-like varieties, these non-Arab popula-
tions, who came into contact with Arab con-
querors, initiated and caused the deterioration
of language purity and, most importantly, they
were the origin of the formation of dialects.
Following this view, conquered populations are
to be socially divided into a high class and a low
class: the former came into direct contact with
the new masters and began to distort Arabic on
phonetic and grammatical levels, which led
grammarians to write their treatises to protect
the language of the Qur ±àn from corruption.
The latter class, a low social stratum mainly con-
stituted by prisoners of war and manumitted
slaves, adopted a low variety of spoken Arabic
without declension, which was the beginning of
the dialects that arose in urban Muslim cities,
each with its own properties (Fück 1955:8–11).
This is how → ‘Middle Arabic’ literature
emerged as the conquered population ignored
the conquerors’ Classical Arabic, mostly due to
their incapacity to cope with the synthetic (non-
analytic) type of Arabic language (Blau 1981:
1–18). In this view, Neo-Arabic emerged from
Classical Arabic and non-Arabic populations
were the origin of the dialects.

This position led to another thesis based on
the same supposition: the genesis of dialects
built on a ‘pidgin-like’ lingua franca, proposed
by Fück (1955:8–11) and reinforced by Ver-
steegh (1984), a sort of pidgin-Arabic, similar to
pidgin-English, which arose as a consequence of

the difficulties inherent in learning a totally dif-
ferent language. A pidgin is a language variety
created when speakers of one language, for com-
mercial reasons, come into contact with speak-
ers of another and neither knows the other’s
language (→ pidginization). It is the imperfect
version of the language of the stronger, usually
the incoming population. Creolization of a pid-
gin takes place when it becomes the native lan-
guage of a new generation, the shared home
language and mother tongue of children, who
later tend to normalize their language in a
process called decreolization (Jespersen 1964:
216–236; Fasold 1990:180–220). This theory,
based on the homogeneity of the exported lan-
guage and its atomization in pidgins, reached
this conclusion: Arabic was pidginized, cre-
olized, and then decreolized (Versteegh 1984), a
theory that has met much criticism because it
goes against the observed uniformity between
neo-Arabic dialects (Fischer 1995:76–78).

For the other scholars, who took into consid-
eration pre-Islamic spoken varieties introduced
by Arabs, vernacular non-Arab populations
began a long and slow process of coexistence
and contact between their vernacular language
and Arabic with linguistic consequences that
varied from one locality to another, depending
on the local conditions (Jespersen 1964:201;
Weinreich 1974:1–70).

Conquered populations exerted a subtle and
gradual influence on the spoken variety, i.e.
dialects established in the area, as vernacular
populations abandoned their original language
and adopted that of the conquerors. During 
this process, linguistically known as substratal
influence, people kept many of their speech-
habits, especially with regard to articulation and
accent, even while using mainly the vocabulary
of the new language, which in turn was tinged 
to a large extent by the old language (Jespersen
1964:191–192, 200–201). In this way the
indigenous populations affected not the genesis
but the beginning and evolution of Arabic
dialects.

The future of the process as a whole, generally
called ‘Arabicization’ – which is not yet finished,
as stated by Fischer (1995:77) – depended on
many extra-linguistic conditions, but each case
needs to be examined individually. Nevertheless,
on the whole, it can be said that the conquered
populations – Aramaeans (in Iraq and Syria-
Lebanon-Palestine), Berbers (Maghreb), Copts
(Egypt), Iberians (in the Iberian Peninsula) or
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Persians (Persia) – followed the same path,
although reaching different results. To some
degree, they all affected the already shaped collo-
quial variety – or varieties – introduced by the
Arabs (Diem 1979). An example is that of the
Mozárabes in → al-Andalus, who from the very
beginning made an effort to learn Arabic and
shaped a bilingual society (Millet-Gérard 1984:
49–53; Zwartjes 1997:5–22).

In addition, these conquered populations,
which in the second generation became muwal-
ladùn as they converted to Islam, took part in a
process which was already on its way among the
Arabic-speaking population: the formation of
Middle Arabic literature. Like Arabs, they began
to aspire to a correct use of Classical Arabic –
which has never lost its supremacy; on the con-
trary, it gained in importance – and began using
the same grammatical errors, but certainly to a
much higher degree. For both Arabs and muwal-
ladùn, Classical Arabic was an artificial,
acquired language (Carter 1972:92). 

4 . C o n c l u s i o n

The process, not only of Arabicization of the
conquered population but also of language vari-
ation among the Arabs, progressed slowly dur-
ing the first centuries of Islam (Garbell [1958:
303–306] proposed a possible evolution of the
entire phonological/phonetic system although
the dates are to be revised). This led to the for-
mation of different types of Arabic colloquial
varieties, each with its proper features. By the
10th century, dialectal areas were already
shaped as al-Muqaddasì described them in 985
C.E. in his geographical treatise (Fück 1955:143).
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(La Complutense University)

Diathesis

1 . D e f i n i t i o n

Diathesis can be defined as the syntactic rela-
tionship between the verbal core of a sentence
and its nominal constituents, i.e. the verbal pred-
icate and the parts of speech directly relating to
it, mainly subject and object. The relationship
encompasses both semantic and morphosyntac-
tic categories. A verbal sememe may thus auto-
matically imply a series of nominal complements
which differ in number and semantic content

depending on the semantic class of the verb.
Such nominal complements are named by some
linguists ‘actants’.

Thus, for instance, a verbal sememe meaning
‘to rain’ (= the falling of rain) does not normally
imply any nominal sememe or actant (Miklosich
1883:1–7). A sememe meaning ‘to fall’ generates
one nominal actant: ‘a thing falls’. A sememe
meaning ‘to hit’ generates two nominal actants:
‘the man hit the thief’. The sememe ‘to give’ may
generate three: ‘the woman gave the book to the
man’. It is immediately seen that the nominal
actants may have different semantic properties.
The nominal actant in the second example, ‘the
thing’, can be said to have the same semantic
properties or rather, fulfil the same semantic role
as ‘the book’ in the fourth example, i.e. an object
being affected by surrounding events designated
by the verbal sememe. The first actant in the
three latter examples has a similar semantic role:
agent, or source of a verbally designated process
or event. In the three latter cases it is obvious
that there is a hierarchy between the actants as
shown by the fact that usually the verb generates
the first actant, the ‘subject’, but not necessarily
the other(s), the ‘first and second objects’. The
one-actant verbs, i.e. those which only generate
one actant, a ‘subject’, are inherently intransitive
verbs, whereas those with two or more actants
are transitive ones.

A special case of diathesis is when two of the
nominal actants are coreferential, as in ‘the
mother washed the child’ and ‘the mother
washed herself’. The second actant in both
examples has the same position in the hierarchy
but refers to different things, in the second case
back to the first actant. The term ‘reflexive 
construction’ should be reserved for this case.
This designation is also often used for some
inherently intransitive as well as intransiti-
vized transitives due to the fact that many 
languages use a similar morphological or syn-
tactic marking of them. Yet, it is wise to keep all
three apart. 

The different semantic roles of the nominal
actants and the relationship between them and
the verbal core is marked in various ways on the
morphosyntactic level of the language, and lan-
guages show great variation in how they handle
this. The means used are mainly of three kinds: 
verbal agreement, word-order, and case-mark-
ing. Many languages, including Arabic, have a
combination of all three.
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2 . D i a t h e t i c  c h a n g e s

It is possible to change the ‘normal’ diathetic
structure of a verbal sentence according to refer-
ential and contextual factors. It is, for instance,
possible to leave out the first actant of most
verbs if the context allows this. A sentence like
‘there will be dancing tonight’ implies the
process designated by the verb, but a speci-
fication of the first actant is left out. In such 
a case, many languages choose not to generate
any first actant or ‘subject’ at all. Many lan-
guages generate a ‘dummy subject’ like English
‘it’ or ‘there’. In a similar way one can state
‘there was fighting in the street last night’, using
a two-actant verb implying the process but with-
out mentioning the source or the agent. These
‘subjectless sentences’ resemble sentences con-
taining verbs like ‘to rain’, the difference being
that in the latter the absence of the first actant is
inherent, whereas in the former it is generated 
by the context. 

Another case is when the second actant is not
generated with verbs which may have it, like ‘he
hit’ (= ‘he did not caress’), ‘she gave’ (= ‘she did
not sell’). This process may be called intransi-
tivization, distinguishing it from the inherent
intransitive verbs = one-actant verbs. Many lan-
guages tend to employ in such cases the same
devices as with the pure reflexive verbs, although
not consistently. These cases where the full pos-
sible actant structure is not realized often receive
special kinds of syntactic and/or morphological
marking. A two- or three-actant verb may gen-
erate the second actant but not the first. In many
languages, including Arabic, an expression like
‘the murder of a man happened yesterday’ may
be construed with a finite verb rather than a
noun, ‘murder’. Absence of the first actant is
marked in different ways, one of which includes
the traditional passive construction (Retsö
1982– 1983). This passive construction has the
following properties: (a) the first actant of a two-
or three-actant verb is absent; (b) the second or
third actant is moved upward in the hierarchy
assuming the morphological (case-marking) and
syntactic (determining verbal agreement) prop-
erties of the first actant; and (c) the role of the
new first actant in the diathesis is marked mor-
phologically or syntactically by a change in the
verb. The absence of the first actant may be con-
ditioned by many factors: the first actant is
unknown, the speaker does not want to specify

it, it is a general agent (people, usually, etc.), or
it is recoverable from the context.

From this construction should be distin-
guished the one where the first actant reappears
in the sentence as an adverbial complement, the
so-called agent construction. This is also a dia-
thetic change whereby the first actant is not
absent but moved downward in the hierarchy,
its former place now being occupied by the sec-
ond actant. Unlike the preceding construction,
this one is a device for → topicalization or
thematization (→ theme/rheme) of a constituent
in the sentence. The term passive construction is
usually employed for both, but it should be kept
in mind that they are two different diathetical
constructions.

Another diathetic construction is the →
causative. This implies the adding of a new first
actant to a diathetical structure: ‘the tree falls’ >
‘the man felled the tree’; ‘the woman wrote a let-
ter’ > ‘the man had the woman write a letter’.
The addition of a new first actant moves the
original first actant one step downward in the
hierarchy transforming it into a second actant,
an ‘object’. A causative of the three-actant verb
thus transforms it into a four-actant one. Closely
related to the causative is the factitive which 
is the transformation of a nominal sememe to 
a verbal one by adding an agent, as when the
adjective ‘thick’ is verbalized into ‘thicken’ =
‘make thick’ by the addition of a new first
actant.

3 . D i a t h e s i s  i n  A r a b i c

The most important diathetical categories in
Arabic are:

(1) the → passive construction, i.e. the case
where the absent first actant is replaced by
the second, ‘disguised’ morphologically and
syntactically as a first actant;

(2) the passive construction with agent exten-
sion, i.e. a topicalization device;

(3) ‘the subjectless sentence’, i.e. the case when
the first actant is absent, not being replaced
by any other constituent;

(4) the causative/factitive construction, i.e. when
a new first actant is added. 

All forms of Arabic show similar patterns in han-
dling diathesis and diathetic changes, which it
shares with the other ancient Semitic languages as
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part of the common heritage. There is, however,
considerable morphological variation in marking
different kinds of diathetical structures. To the
oldest devices belong the use of the t-element,
prefixed or infixed to the verbal root, which prob-
ably originally marked intransitivization. Thus,
for instance, the frequent opposition between
Forms II and V often exhibits the distinction two-
actant verb-intransitivized two-actant verb, like
rakkaz- ‘to concentrate (something)’, tarakkaz-
‘to concentrate (oneself)’, kabbar- ‘to increase’,
‘to magnify (something)’, takabbar- ‘to be proud,
haughty’. This pattern is old (even if the examples
may not be).

Another ancient diathetical marking is the n-
prefix of Form VII. This seems to be an ancient
morpheme marking verbs of the type ‘fall’ with
a non-agentive first actant. This explains its
occurrence in verbs like -nfajar- ‘to explode’, 
-n†alaq-, ‘to emanate, sweep along’, -nqa†a ≠– ‘to
break [intr.]’, where we may have traces of its
original function, which may be seen operating
in, e.g., Akkadian and Ethio-Semitic. The t- and
n- morphemes are found with these functions in
all documented forms of Arabic. In the above-
mentioned functions they are hardly productive
any longer. Both morphemes are, however,
widely used in the spoken forms of Arabic mark-
ing the verb in a passive construction (1 and 2)
as well as in a subjectless sentence (3). Their
function as markers of verbs in the passive con-
struction is explicable from the intransitive char-
acter of their original function. Both verbs with
the n-morpheme and with the t-morpheme were
originally intransitives and mostly still are.

The use of n- and t-forms in the passive con-
struction and subjectless sentences is found in
the ≠arabiyya as well, but to a much lesser degree
than in the dialects, since the ≠arabiyya has
another device for this kind of verbal marking,
viz. the so-called ‘inner passive’. This is an
Ablaut-like device marking the verb in a passive
or subjectless construction by a vowel sequence
different from the one in an active construction
(→ apophony). In the ≠arabiyya, this is the regu-
lar marking of the verb both in subjectless 
sentences and passive constructions. In the
Ablaut-system the finite verb in an active con-
struction has several different vowel patterns
depending on form and tense, whereas the verb
in a passive construction always has the same
vowel sequence. In the perfect there is -u- in all
syllables except the last: qa†a ≠-/qu†i ≠-, “arib-

/“urib-, kabbar-/kubbir-, (i)staktab-/(u)stuktib-.
The imperfect has -a- in all syllables except the
first (= the marker of the person): yaq†a ≠/yuq†a ≠-,
ya“rab-/yu“rab-, yukabbir-/yukabbar-, yastak-
tib-/yustaktab-. The difference in marking of the
verb in a passive construction is one of the most
salient differences between the ≠arabiyya and the
modern spoken dialects of Arabic, even if some
dialects (Central Arabia, the Gulf region,
Yemen, Mauritania) have developed similar sys-
tems that operate parallel to the t- and n- forms.
Historically, the Ablaut-marking of the verb in
the passive construction in the ≠arabiyya is prob-
ably connected with the morphology of seman-
tically stative verbs in general, since their
common syntactic characteristic is intransitivity.
A small group of statives in fact shows the same
morphology: hu≈il-/yuh≈al- ‘to be/become mea-
gre’. Sometimes the difference between t- and
n- forms in their old function and the ablaut of
the passive construction can be exploited:
(i)nhazama l-jay“u ‘the army fled’; huzima 
l-jay“u ‘the army was put to flight’. In Modern
Standard Arabic, especially in newspaper style,
an analytic passive construction consisting of
the (intransitive) verb tamm- + a verbal noun
(maßdar) as subject is frequently found: tamma
±i ≠dàmu µalàµati ±a“xàß ±amsi ‘three persons were
executed yesterday’ (Holes 1995:257–260).

4 . T h e  p a s s i v e  c o n s t r u c t i o n
( =  1  a n d  2 )

Both the ≠arabiyya and the dialects have a pas-
sive construction with and without agent exten-
sion. The former is, however, of lower frequency
in Arabic than in European languages. Accord-
ing to Classical Arabic grammar, agent exten-
sion does not (or rather should not) exist at all,
which lies behind the designation for the passive
construction: majhùl ‘unknown’, i.e., a verb of
which the agent (→ fà ≠il ‘subject, first actant’) is
unknown. It is also often claimed that the t- and
n- form cannot be used in passive constructions
in the ≠arabiyya, which, however, is not quite 
correct. Passive constructions with agent exten-
sion do occur in all periods of Arabic, from the
Qur ±àn and early poetry to Modern Standard
Arabic, e.g. ±ur∂i ≠na bihà ‘we were nursed by
her’, subiqtu bihi ‘I was left behind by him’,
(a)lla≈ìna yus±alùna lahu ‘those who were asked
by him’ (cf. Q. 2/178; Retsö 1983:29, n.2). In
Modern Standard Arabic agent phrases are quite
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common, introduced by min, li-, min qibal, min
jànib, or ≠alà yad. Their increased frequency
compared to earlier stages is mainly due to
influence from English and French. Analysis of
the context of passive constructions in Arabic
shows clearly that the first actant is often absent
not only because it is unkown. In the dialects,
too, agent extension occurs: hà≈à nbahar 
min jamàlha ‘he was blinded by her beauty’
(Palestine, Bir Zeit); ssël†àn taµµar biya ‘the sul-
tan was impressed by this’ (Baghad Jewish);
në™na nëtßarraf fikon ‘we are honored by you’
(Damascus). The morphology of the verb in the
passive construction in the dialects differs. It is
remarkably uniform as far as the derived Forms
II and III are concerned. These generally add the
t-morpheme in the passive construction, i.e.,
Forms V and VI. The verbs of Form I show three
main variants with different geographical distri-
bution. Almost all dialects of the Arabian
Peninsula as well as Syria-Mesopotamia use the
n-form, i.e. Form VII. Only in some regions in
Yemen a form with a t-infix, i.e. Form VIII, is
used. The n-form also has a wide distribution in
North Africa where, however, some regions, viz.
northern Tunisia, northwestern Morocco, parts
of the Nile valley including Cairo, use a t-
prefixed form of Form I. In many areas there are
isolated cases of the Ablaut variety limited to
certain lexemes like qitil ‘he was killed’. In the
poetic language of the Bedouin in Arabia these
forms have a wider distribution and may be used
as free variants to the t- and n- formations in oral
poetry (→ Najdì Arabic). It is doubtful whether
these are regularly used in the normal spoken
language. The dialect of → £assàniyya in
Mauritania has an apophonic system in passive
contructions, too. It does, however, also employ
the t- and n- forms in the same function.
Analytic passive constructions consisting of an
auxiliary verb + a passive participle are docu-
mented in at least some dialects, but their 
frequency and function have not yet been stud-
ied: rà™ marmi fi l-ar∂ ‘he was thrown to the
ground’ (Cairo).

5 . S u b j e c t l e s s  s e n t e n c e s  ( = 3 )

The verb in a subjectless sentence shows the
same morphology as in the passive construction
and is probably influenced by the latter since the
passive construction is a far more frequent 
phenomenon than the subjectless one. This is

also why the subjectless sentence is sometimes
called ‘impersonal passive’. The ≠arabiyya may,
however, use an ‘active’ form for inherently 
subjectless constructions with ‘meteorological
verbs’ (cf. Miklosich 1883:43–46): wa-làkinna
l-yawma l-la≈ì fìhi xaraja lù†u min sudùma
±am†ara nàran wa-kibrìtan min as-samà ±i (Luke
17:29) ‘on the day when Lot went out from
Sodom it rained fire and sulphur from heaven’.
With a normal transitive verb the use of a sub-
jectless construction with the verb in the same
form as with a passive construction is occasion-
ally found in the ≠arabiyya: wa-yuxraju lahu
yawma l-qiyàmati kitàban ‘on the day of resur-
rection a book will be brought to him’. This 
is a variant reading of Q. 17/14, where the 
Vulgate has an active construction: nuxriju
‘we will bring out’. The second actant, the accu-
sative object, remains in the a-case, the normal
appearance of the second actant. The third
actant, the ‘dative object’, is introduced by the
preposition li-.

The subjectless construction is quite frequent
with intransitive verbs, i.e. one-actant verbs,
where it is usually the equivalent of construc-
tions with ‘dummy’ subjects like ‘they’, ‘one’,
‘man’ in Western European languages (cf. Mik-
losich 1883:58–64). There seems to be a rule
that this construction should have an adver-
bial/prepositional complement of some kind:
furi™a bihi ‘there was rejoicing over it’ (with first
actant: fari™a bihi ‘he rejoiced over it’); sìra ±ilà
l-≠iràq ‘there was a journey to Iraq’, ‘someone
went to Iraq’ (with first actant: sàra ±ilà l-≠iràq
‘he went to Iraq’).

The Arabic dialects have the same construc-
tion but with a different kind of marking of the
verb. Subjectless contructions in the dialects
tend to occur in certain standing expressions,
very often with a negation: hal-bèt ma-yinsikin
bi ‘this house is inhabitable’ (Baghdad Muslim),
bën†ële≠ aßß†u™ ‘is it possible to ascend to the ter-
race?’ (Aleppo). In both cases, the absent actant
of an intransitive verb is marked in the verb by
the n-morpheme. The active forms of the verbs
would be yiskin and yë†la ≠, respectively. The 
subjectless construction is also found with tran-
sitives but is much rarer and possibly belongs to
literary style: wa-yza bëlbab byënda±± ‘immedi-
ately they knocked on the door’ (Damascus, lit-
erary). A case standing between construction (1)
and (2) is the one where a verb with marking of
subjectlessness or passive construction has a
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clause as its complement, e.g.: ma yindiri rà™

yistiqil lo yibqa, ‘it is not known if he is going to
resign or stay (Baghdad M)’; ttes™ab-li bàb
kànet mesdùda ‘I thought [lit. ‘it seemed to me’]
that the door was closed’ (Morocco). It is not
possible to determine whether the clause com-
plement should be seen as the subject (first
actant) to the verb or as an object complement
(second actant). Another construction difficult
to analyze is with the verb ‘to say’ in the mean-
ing ‘to call by name’: yëngalhom ≠eylt ≠abdalla
‘they were called the family of ≠Abdallah’
(Jordan, Ajarma), where it is uncertain whether
the name should be seen as the subject to a verb
in a passive construction, or as a complement to
a subjectless verb.

6 . T h e  c a u s a t i v e / f a c t i t i v e  ( =  4 )

The → causative is a productive category in all
known forms of Arabic. In the ≠arabiyya it is
usually marked by Form IV of the verb, which in
the perfect is characterized by a prefix ±a- and in
the imperfect by the vowel-sequence u-i. A differ-
ence between the ≠arabiyya and the dialects is
that in the latter this form either is of low fre-
quency or absent altogether. It seems to be used
only in some dialects of the badawì-type. In-
stead, most dialects employ Form II as causative
to Form I. This usage is not unknown in the 
≠arabiyya, but seems limited to some lexemes. As
in many other languages, the factitive in Arabic
has the property of often being the verbalization
not only of an adjective but also of a stative verb.
An adjective like kabìr ‘big’, which may stand as
a predicate in a non-verbal sentence has a verbal
equivalent, which may replace a non-verbal sen-
tence with a finite verb, which is syntactically
intransitive (no second actant): kabur-, ‘to
be/become big’. In opposition to this stands a
factitive verb kabbar- ‘to make big’, which
implies the addition of a new first actant and the
transformation of the original one into a second
actant, i.e. an object (Retsö 1989:48–52). Both
Forms II and IV are used for both causative and
factitive in the ≠arabiyya, whereas most dialects
have Form II for both. 

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Holes, Clive. 1995. Modern Arabic: Structures, func-

tions and varieties. London: Longman.
Miklosich, Franz von. 1883. Subjectlose Sätze. 2nd

ed. Vienna: W. Braumüller.

Retsö, Jan. 1982–1983. “Subjectless sentences in
Arabic dialects”. Orientalia Suecana 31–32.71–91.

——. 1983. The finite passive voice in modern Arabic
dialects. Göteborg: University of Göteborg.

——. 1989. Diathesis in the Semitic languages: A com-
parative morphological study. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Jan Retsö (Göteborg University)

Dictionaries → Lexicography

Îidd

In Arabic lexicography this term indicates ‘(a
word) having two mutually exclusive meanings’
(pl. ±a∂dàd). The compilations concerning the
±a∂dàd pertain to the activity of collecting every
aspect of the Arabic language undertaken by
philologists from the end of 2nd/8th century
onwards. The case of the ±a∂dàd, according to the
Arab philologists, is a particular instance of the
lexical category of the → mu“tarak ‘the common
one’, i.e. homonymous polysemic words, such as
≠ayn ‘eye’, ‘source’, ‘coin’, and so on (cf. as-Suyù†ì

[d. 911/1505], Muzhir I, 369–386), which in this
particular case, have contradictory meanings,
e.g. jawn which means ‘white’ and ‘black’, or
jalal ‘momentous matter’ and ‘trifle’. Words of
this kind are few, according to Ibn al-±Anbàrì ([d.
328/940] ±A∂dàd 6); this author, too, explicitly
places the ±a∂dàd within the frame of the
homonymous polysemic words, which can be
understood only by means of their linguistic 
(or, in poetry, literary) context (Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±A∂dàd 4–5). The first scholar to whom a Kitàb
al-±a∂dàd is ascribed is Qu†rub (d. 206/821).
During the 3rd/9th century, several books on the
same subject are recorded, and of these at least
six have been edited. Works on ±a∂dàd have con-
tinued to be written till our time (cf. ±A™mad
1989:53–57; ±âl Yàsìn [1985] reports a list of 33
authors). The great interest this issue raises 
is explained by some scholars, such as Kamal
(1967:62), as a reply to the attacks coming in
particular from the ”u≠ùbites, who criticized the
Arabic language for exhibiting a phenomenon
leading to obscurity and misunderstanding (cf.
for instance Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±A∂dàd 1–2; Kofler
1931–1932:389). 

Lists of the early edited works on ±a∂dàd are
found in Cohen (1961) and Weil (1960). Since
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then, other works have been edited, namely
those of ±Abù ≠Ubayd (d. 224/838), at-Tawwazì,
(d. 233/847), ±Abù †-¢ayyib al-Luÿawì (d. 351/
962), Ibn ad-Dahhàn (d. 569/1174), and al-
Mun“ì (d. 1001/1593); chapters on this topic 
are found in general works on linguistic or 
lexicographical questions, such as as-Suyù†ì’s
Muzhir (I, 387–402), which reports examples of
±a∂dàd taken not only from specific works but
also from very different literary sources.

Some of the works on ±a∂dàd, especially the
later ones, such as those of aß-Íaÿànì, Ibn ad-
Dahhàn, or al-Mun“ì, are mere lists of words
collected from previous sources, arranged in
alphabetical order, without “awàhid ‘textual evi-
dence’. Early works are also lists, but they pres-
ent extensive discussion of the meanings of 
the words in their different poetic or Qur±ànic
contexts. As-Sijistànì (d. ca. 255/869) shows
(±A∂dàd 72) clearly the turn of mind which gov-
erns these early compilations: to clarify to non-
Arab Muslims the exact meaning of each
Qur±ànic passage. Since a Qur ±ànic passage must
have a dogmatically unambiguous meaning, 
a verb such as Úanna cannot mean ‘to presume’ 
in those passages where an article of faith is con-
cerned, as in Q. 72/12, Q. 18/53, or Q. 69/20;
therefore, Úanna is given the ∂idd meaning of 
‘to doubt’ and ‘to be sure’ (cf. Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±A∂dàd 14–15; Kofler 1931–1932:391–392).

As ±âl Yàsìn (1979:162) points out, later on a
trend to fill out the collections led authors to
include among the ±a∂dàd, all at the same level,
words which only for metaphorical or stylistic
reasons could be used with two opposite mean-
ings, or words coming from different readings of
the Qur ±àn (as-Sijistànì, ±A∂dàd 203), or from
two different forms of a verb. Ibn al-±Anbàrì dis-
agrees with Qu†rub’s opinions, when the latter
lists among the ±a∂dàd words like rab≠ ‘dwelling’
and rab≠a ‘quick pace’ (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±A∂dàd
366) or xa≈imat an-na ≠l ‘[the lace of] the sandal
became cut’ and ±ax≈amtu-hà ‘I repaired it’
(±A∂dàd 371), because each of the two items has
its own single meaning; or words such as ™irfa
‘wealth’ and ‘poverty’, because the second
meaning is used only by the common people
(±A∂dàd 366).

According to Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004, Íà™ibì

117) and Ibn Sìda (d. 458/1066, Muxaßßaß XIII,
259), there are ‘people’ (nàs) who deny the exis-
tence of the ±a∂dàd, and according to al-Jawàlìqì

(d. 539/1144, ”ar™ 251), who agrees with them,

they are al-mu™aqqiqùna ‘the experts’ in Arabic.
Ibn Fàris, who affirms that he has written a book
refuting this opinion, does not mention them,
but we know from as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 396)
that Ibn Durustawayh (d. 346/957) composed 
a work entitled ±Ib†àl al-±a∂dàd ‘Invalidation 
of the ±a∂dàd’. According to Weil (1960), al-
Mubarrad (d. 286/900) also held this opinion,
but this author himself (Mà ttafaqa lafÚu-hu wa-
xtalafa ma ≠nà-hu 3–11) seems to accept the 
common view, because he quotes, without men-
tioning the phenomenon of the ±a∂dàd, the usual
examples jalal, jawn, and Úanna.

Many medieval Arab scholars, without deny-
ing a phenomenon which in their opinion does
not lead to ambiguity, owing to the particular
structure of Arabic language (Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±A∂dàd 1–3), and which on the contrary shows
its extensiveness and offers multifarious means
of achieving a literary expression, emphasize the
origin or the formation of the ±a∂dàd and state
that the original meaning of a ∂idd was often
one and the same, because the basic rule of the
language is that each nominatum has its partic-
ular noun (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±A∂dàd 8). Âa≠lab 
(d. 291/904), for instance, says (Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±A∂dàd 16) concerning Úanna that it indicates
‘an inner speech’, which may prove to be true, so
that the verb may receive the meaning ‘to be 
sure of’, or ‘to be uncertain’, hence the meaning 
‘to doubt’. The book gives many examples of 
this kind, e.g., (±A∂dàd 8) about ßarìm ‘day’ and
‘night’ and (±A∂dàd 27) about qur ± ‘menstrua-
tion’ and ‘state of purity [from a menstrua-
tion]’. Al-Jawàlìqì (”ar™ 251) quotes Âa≠lab’s
remarks of the same genre, concerning tal ≠a ‘ele-
vated ground’ and ‘depressed ground’ and jawn
‘white’ and ‘black’, and throughout his chapter
on this question (”ar™ 251–257) al-Jawàlìqì

tries to demonstrate that words considered 
to have contradictory meanings do not in fact
have them.

Another argument lending support to those
who are inclined to view one meaning only at the
origin of a ∂idd, is pointed out by those who
remark that sometimes the two opposite mean-
ings were attested in the dialect of two different
Arab tribes and that they were combined after-
wards, e.g. mu“àyi™, which means ‘who strives
[in fighting]’ in the dialect of Hu≈ayl and ‘cau-
tious, fearing’ in Najd (Ibn as-Sikkìt [d. ca.
244/858], ±A∂dàd, 193; see as-Sijistànì, ±A∂dàd
125; al-±Aßma≠ì [d. 213/828], ±A∂dàd 39), or
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sàjid, which means ‘erect, straight’ in the dialect
of ¢ayyi± and ‘inclined, bowed’ elsewhere (Ibn
as-Sikkìt, ±A∂dàd 196; al-±Aßma≠ì, ±A∂dàd 43;
Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±A∂dàd 294). Another reason
mentioned is antiphrasis for rhetorical or
apotropaic (≠alà jihat at-tafà ±ul, Ibn al-±Anbàrì,
±A∂dàd 105, 267) reasons, e.g. mafàza, which
means ‘place of perdition’ but which is also used
to designate a ‘place of safety’ (Qu†rub, ±A∂dàd
248; al-±Aßma≠ì, ±A∂dàd 38; Ibn as-Sikkìt,
±A∂dàd 192; Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±A∂dàd 104–105),
salìm ‘safe’, which means also ‘bitten, stung’ (as-
Sijistànì, ±A∂dàd 99, 114; Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±A∂dàd
105; mafàza and salìm often occur together). A
survey of the various explications which can be
given for the presence of a ∂idd in the work of
Arab medieval authors is found in ±âl Yàsìn
(1985).

Contemporary Western essays on this phe-
nomenon have tried, in various ways, to reduce
the number of words viewed as having two
opposite meanings and/or to find a general
explanation for all or most of them, sometimes
on the basis of more sociopsychological than 
linguistic considerations. Critical reviews are
found in Weil (1960) and Cohen (1961); see also
Reig (1971). An introduction to the subject of
the ±a∂dàd is also found in the articles collected
by Charnay (1967). Bausani (1971) represents a
commentary on this book; he distinguishes
between the conscious use of ambivalent words,
for rhetorical or philological purposes, and the
possible existence of remnants of an ancient
bipolarity in Arabic as well as in other lan-
guages. In this case he points out the importance
of the gestures that accompany the ambiguous
words in some languages. Cohen (1967) empha-
sizes the sociocultural importance of the
reflections of Arab scholars on the question,
which he considers more relevant than the lin-
guistic reality of the ±a∂dàd. Gardet (1986) links
the notions of ∂idd, ta∂mìn, taxrìj, and muqàbal
in the frame of a ‘bipolarity’ of Arab thinking.
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Lidia Bettini (University of Florence)

Diglossia

In his 2001 inaugural speech at the 67th confer-
ence of the Arabic Language Academy (19
March–2 April), ”awqì Îayf, the president of
the academy, openly accused the media of being
carelessly oblivious, noting that → fuß™à is “the
language of all the peoples of the ±umma [luÿat
“u≠ùb al-±umma jamì ≠an]” whereas the ≠àmmiyya
is the “daily language of a single people . . . the
local language understood only by its people”.
He argued that the media has allowed the
dialects to gradually but intrusively creep into
domains that are traditionally reserved for fuß™à

and eventually claim victory over it. Such intru-
sion needs to be stopped because it will eventu-
ally “dismantle the ties that bond the peoples 
of the ±umma”. Echoing these remarks, the
Egyptian minister of higher education, Mufìd
”ihàb, noted in his address to the conference
participants that fuß™à is “presently suffering
from some ailments”, but then reassured them
that the Arab Academy was and still is the armor
of the Arabic language, “its impenetrable for-
tress, and its great minaret”.

It is quite startling to see how pervasive and still
prevalent the exaltation and professing of fuß™à

as the sole unifying force of an otherwise politi-
cally and economically divided Arab world is,

and how allegiance to ‘perfect’ fuß™à (fuß™à

salìma) continues to be constructed as allegiance
to the unity of the Arab world, its glorious Golden
Age and magnificent heritage, when allegiance to
any alliance or unity in the rest of the world is
based on economic interests and political ties. It is
equally startling to see how pervasive the view of
diglossia as a problem and as a phenomenon
linked to conflict and ‘communicative tensions’
between linguistic codes is in the scholarly lite-
rature on Arabic in both the Arab world and 
the United States of America. When discussing
Arabic diglossia, a significant number of Arab
intellectuals and researchers continue to describe
the diglossic situation in terms of a crisis (±azma),
a cause (qa∂iyya), or a clash (ßirà≠). Other schol-
ars, mostly in the United States, construct diglos-
sia as a social problem (Ferguson 1959; Meiseles
1980; Walters 1989; → colloquial). Discussing
Arab and non-Arab researchers’ response to
Ferguson’s characterization of diglossia and
specifically summarizing European researchers’
treatment of diglossia, Walters (1989:54), for
example, states that European researchers
“remind [us] that when languages, dialects, or
varieties are in contact, they are almost always in
a very real sense in conflict, both at the level of lin-
guistic system and at the far less tangible level of
their place within the society”. These observa-
tions about diglossia are reminiscent of studies on
“bilingualism and multilingualism [that] tradi-
tionally have been cast not only in popular be-
lief but also in social and linguistic theoretical 
perspectives as anomalous, marginal, and in need
of explanation” (Woolard 1999:3), obviously
oblivious of “the idea that monolingualism 
[as] the human norm is a myth” (Thomason
2001:31). 

It is not the purpose of this entry to conduct a
detailed review of the profusely abundant litera-
ture on diglossia or to discuss the history of
Arabic diglossia as a concept. The purpose is
first to discuss some major directions that
research in the Anglophone literature on Arabic
diglossia has taken, focusing primarily on major
developments that have taken place since the
publication of Ferguson’s (1959) inspirational
but controversial article “Diglossia”, and sec-
ond to argue for a reconceptualization of the
notion of diglossia. Such a reconceptualization
foregrounds different questions that are in dire
need of posing and certainly researching.
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1 . F e r g u s o n ’ s  d i g l o s s i a  a n d
i n s i g h t f u l  p r e d i c t i o n s

In a recent issue of the International Journal 
of the Sociology of Language (2003), dedicated
to the memory of Ferguson and devoted solely 
to ‘Western’ Arabist contributors, two major
things are remarkable. First, the contributors
credited Ferguson’s account of diglossia for its
‘prescience’ (Belnap and Bishop 2003; Walters
2003), and ‘grandeur’ (Parkinson 2003), pro-
fusely but rightfully. Second, one cannot fail to
acknowledge the increasing but cautious efforts
to tread on the slippery section of the ‘Arabic
continuum’ (e.g. Parkinson, Belnap, Eisele, and
Walters) by focusing on the ‘messy’ area of
diglossia. The ‘slippery’ and ‘messy’ area is what
Ferguson broadly sketches as “relatively un-
codified, unstable, intermediate forms of the lan-
guage” in his classic paper on diglossia and what
caught early research in a sterile debate. 

Ferguson’s “Diglossia” has become a rite of
passage for scholars working on the current lin-
guistic and sociolinguistic situation in the Arab
world. His definition of diglossia has become 
the standard introduction to studies dealing
with izdiwàjiyyat al-luÿa ‘diglossia’ in the Arab
world. Ferguson’s article has inspired and chal-
lenged scholars for four decades and seeded
significant research on the linguistic and soci-
olinguistic changes in Arabic-speaking commu-
nities. He characterizes (1959:336) diglossia as: 

a relatively stable language situation in which, in
addition to the primary dialects of the language
(which may include a standard or regional stan-
dards), there is a very divergent, highly codified
(often grammatically more complex) superposed
variety, the vehicle of a large and respected body of
written literature, either of an earlier period or in
another speech community, which is learned largely
by formal education and is used for most written
and formal spoken purposes but is not used by any
sector of the community for ordinary conversation.

The article, however, generated an equally strong
reaction to his characterization of the linguistic
situation in the Arabic-speaking communities
(Badawì 1973; El-Hassan 1977; Blanc 1960;
Meiseles 1980; Hary 1996). The strongest objec-
tions leveled are best summarized in Mahmoud
(1986:239). He states:

Many Arab and non-Arab scholars who have
empirically studied the language behaviour of

Arabic speakers (El-Hassan 1978, Blanc 1960,
Mahmoud 1984, Mitchell 1978) have contended
that Ferguson’s description of the societal alterna-
tion between the two forms of Arabic tended to be
too categorical and impressionistic and had over-
looked the range of sociolinguistic variation 
en-countered in the speech of Educated Arabic
speakers. They have also contended that the lan-
guage situations Ferguson has cited as the exclusive
domains of each variety are not as hermetically sep-
arated as he had thought (El-Hassan 1978:113–6).
The emergence of a new, intermediate form of
Arabic called Educated Spoken Arabic is commonly
cited as evidence that the diglossic situation is
undergoing a dramatic change (Abdel-Masih 1975;
Bishai 1966; Mahmoud 1984; Mitchell 1962).

It is true that the linguistic situation in the 
Arab world is no longer (if it ever was) charac-
terized by Classical Arabic/Modern Standard
Arabic, on the one hand, and the various regio-
nal dialects, on the other. Ferguson’s impression-
istic and perhaps idealized characterization of
the two varieties as being in complementary 
distribution functionally is removed from the
reality of Arabic-speaking communities. It is 
idealized in the sense that it does not reflect 
the constant flux and ever-increasing leakage
between the two varieties. Nor does it reflect the
dramatic social changes that have taken place in
the Arab world. “One may ask whether the seal
between the two varieties had ever been her-
metic”, as Walters (1996a) rightly puts it. The
linguistic situation in the Arab world has always
been permeated by a state of linguistic flux due
to the prolonged contact between the two vari-
eties, on the one hand, and between Arabic and
a foreign language (typically a former colonial
language, e.g. French or English), on the other.
The advocacy of universal education and the
accessibility and knowledge of fuß™à have
increased over the years. Fuß™à has increasingly
ceased to be used restrictively by a privileged lit-
erate elite or to be known passively by a handful
of illiterate people. Besides, social changes and
growing literacy rates have called for new
domains of use of both varieties, resulting in an
increasing overlap between the two varieties of
Arabic (and hence a significant leakage), and
have induced changes in attitude toward the use
of either variety in both the written (Daher
1999; Belnap and Bishop 2003) and the spoken
mode (Parkinson 1996, 2003; Walters 1996,
2003; Boussofara-Omar 1999, forthcoming). 
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While some scholars may be right in their con-
tentions, they were not perspicacious enough to
recognize Ferguson’s insightful predictions with
regard to at least three major questions. The first
prediction relates to the kinds of sociolinguistic
changes that would take place (and have indeed
taken place) across the Arab world. The second
concerns the effects that changes in speakers’
attitudes toward each variety may have on vari-
ety use as, for example, the emergence of the so-
called third language, to which some scholars
refer as → Educated (Spoken) Arabic. The third
involves the consequences of those changes for
the distribution of and differential access to vari-
eties of Arabic. 

In his characterization of diglossia, Ferguson
(1959:10) argues that diglossia is a source of
“communicative tensions [that] may be resolved
by the use of relatively uncodified, unstable,
intermediate forms of the language”. In the case
of Arabic he suggests that this is: 

a kind of spoken Arabic much used in certain semi-
formal or cross-dialectal situations [which] has a
highly classical vocabulary with few or no inflec-
tional endings, with certain features of classical syn-
tax, but with a fundamentally colloquial base in
morphology and syntax, and a generous admixture
of colloquial vocabulary.

Although impressionistic in nature, Fergu-
son’s characterization of the intermediate forms
of the Arabic language offers a significant work-
ing definition. It answers questions as to the
modality of Arabic used (speaking vs. writing),
when and where it is used (semi-formal and
interdialectal settings), and what its linguistic
features are (colloquial morphology and syntax
but Classical Arabic and colloquial vocabulary).
Although Ferguson did not relate his description
of the intermediate forms to a theoretical lin-
guistic model or offer a principled way of ana-
lyzing their nature, he first acknowledged their
existence and then paved the way for future
research. The majority of early studies inspired
by Ferguson’s characterization of diglossia have
mainly focused on dividing the Arabic contin-
uum into what they claimed would be ‘clearly
marked middle varieties’. The result was the
emergence of a constellation of labels to catego-
rize a tentative taxonomy of ‘ill-defined’ middle
varieties of Arabic, and hence, a failure to artic-
ulate their description in a coherent manner or
to relate these sets of practices to a theoretical
linguistic model that can account for them. 

2 . A  m i d d l e  l a n g u a g e  o r
i n t e r m e d i a t e  v a r i e t i e s ?  

Over the last 15 years or so there has been a
renewed interest in diglossia (Ferguson 1991;
Haeri 2000, 2003; Hudson 1994, 2002; Kaye
2001; Walters 1989, 1996a, 1996b). At least
three important linguistic journals have devoted
complete issues to this topic (Language 1981;
Southwest Journal of Linguistics 1991; Inter-
national Journal of the Sociology of Language
2002 and 2003). Increasingly, considerable
efforts are being made to redefine Ferguson’s
notion of diglossia, while taking into considera-
tion the sociodemographic and socioeconomic
changes that Arab countries have known over
the last four decades or so. The new situation
has given rise to differential access to and new
uses of the varieties of Arabic, resulting in the
emergence of ‘intermediate forms’ of Arabic – 
as Ferguson (1959) first characterized them –
whose boundaries and contours were fuzzy. 
Because of their fuzziness and fluidity, they con-
stituted a major challenge to all efforts devoted
to delineating their boundaries and labeling
them accordingly. 

The middle language or intermediate varieties
have been referred to, for the most part, as
Educated (Spoken) Arabic. However, as Parkin-
son (2003:29) argues: “Everyone claims to
believe that Educated Spoken Arabic is rule-
governed, but none seems to be able to come up
with the rules. Part of the reason for this may be,
of course, that Educated Spoken Arabic may not
actually be anything”. Other terms that have
been coined include → Middle Arabic (Ferguson
1959; Mahmoud 1978), urban cultivated Arabic
(Abdulaziz 1986), interregional standard (Ibrahim
1986), elevated colloquial (Blanc 1960), and
luÿat al-muµaqqafìn, the language of the edu-
cated (Badawì 1973). Some researchers identify a
number of intermediate levels ranging from
Modern Standard Arabic or a more traditional
Classical Arabic to a plain colloquial, vernacular
or colloquial of the illiterate (Blanc 1960; Badawì

1973; Meiseles 1980). Still others (El-Hassan
1978; Mitchell 1980; Mahmoud 1984) posit a
single intermediate variety, Educated Spoken
Arabic, which is, in Mitchell’s (1980:13) words,
“created and maintained by the constant inter-
play of written and vernacular Arabic.” 

Blanc’s (1960) paper entitled “Style variation
in Spoken Arabic: A sample of interdialectal
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educated conversation” is considered by El-
Hassan (1978) and Mitchell (1986) a pioneer-
ing contribution to Educated Spoken Arabic
despite its limitations. Blanc proposes five levels,
Standard Classical, Modified Classical, Semi-
literary or Elevated Colloquial, Koineized Collo-
quial, and Plain Arabic. He attributes stylistic
modification to two major devices: leveling and
classicizing. “But since the boundaries between
the so-called ‘leveling’ and ‘classicizing’ devices
are not clearly drawn in the first place . . . it is
not clear how these processes are recognized”,
El-Hassan (1977:119) argues.

From a sociolinguistic perspective, Badawì

(1973), unlike Blanc, identifies five levels within
the continuum of contemporary Egyptian
Arabic. In his analysis, Badawì identifies phono-
logical, morphological, syntactic, and lexical
features for each level. Switching is an upward
or downward movement from one level to
another. Badawì asserts that the speaker moves
only from one level to the next (i.e., one level at
a time), a claim that Walters (1989:99) charac-
terizes as unclear. He states:

I have difficulty with the number and characteriza-
tion of Badawì’s levels – I can never decide if the
schema in fact applies to style of language use
within a speaker (cf. Joos 1967), levels of class-
related style (cf. Labov 1966b), or a possible taxon-
omy for spoken utterances and written language.

Badawì’s contention that “these registers do 
not have clear, permanent boundaries between
one another” leaves us with unanswered ques-
tions and unclear understandings of how he
delineated the boundaries between the varieties
that he argues constitute the Arabic continuum.

In his attempt to study variation in contempo-
rary Arabic, Meiseles (1980) proposes four vari-
eties: Literary Arabic or Standard Arabic, Oral
Literary Arabic, Educated Spoken Arabic, and
Basic or Plain Arabic. He states:

Intermediate between the two varieties or sets of
varieties, relatively ‘pure’ Classical and Colloquial,
there are many shadings of ‘middle language.’ These
intermediate forms, some highly fluctuating and
transitional, others more stable, represent these two
tendencies: classicization, in which a dialect is
modified in the direction of classical, and koinei-
zation, in which dialects are homogenized by 
the modification or elimination of features which are
felt to be especially distinctive of a particular dialect.

Within the Tunisian context, the third language
is also characterized by many labels, including la

troisième langue ‘third language’ (Garmadi
1965), le troisième registre ‘third register’ (Attia
1966), simplified Arabic, elevated or polite
dialect (Garmadi 1968), Educated Arabic
(Maamouri 1973), Middle Arabic (Chaib
1976), and Educated Tunisian Arabic (Walters
1989). In his characterization of this variety of
Arabic, Maamouri (1973:17) writes:

Its morphology is simplified because it does away
with all the inflectional case endings. Its syntax is
that of T[unisian] A[rabic] since it adopts, in most
cases, the SVO structure and deletes the dual, the
feminine plural, and similar unnecessary distinc-
tions . . . Its lexicon is almost equally divided
between regular common MSA words, which
replace TA synonyms, and TA loan words which do
not exist in MSA.

In his description of the third register, Attia
(1966) adds some ‘features’ to the ones
Maamouri reported, for example the use of a
syllable configuration that does not exist in
Classical Arabic, the use of a single Tunisian
Arabic relative marker rather than the de-
clined Classical Arabic/Modern Standard Arabic
marker, the use of a Tunisian Arabic negation
marker, and the use of Classical Arabic lexis. In
addition to these features, Chaib (1976) notes
others including the use of case endings in
‘ossified’ expressions, the loss of glottal stop in
all cases, and the use of the accusative/genitive
cases regardless of function.

Previous research on the alternating use of the
two varieties of Arabic does not offer a frame-
work to handle what Meiseles (1980:120) calls
the “uncharted sea of intermediate shades,
whose overall picture is one of a state of flux”.
The efforts are predominantly impressionistic in
nature and do not provide a coherent theoretical
model to predict and explain the structural con-
straints on the mix of the two varieties of Arabic
in a principled manner. “The only possible con-
clusion”, Meiseles (1980:120–21) points out,
“is that outlining borders to the different Arabic
varieties is not only a very difficult task, but 
one that seems, prima facie, unnecessary and
superfluous”.

3 . N o t i o n  o f  i n t e r m e d i a t e n e s s

The nature and degree of the mix of the two vari-
eties give rise to judgments about the forms pro-
duced: whether they belong to fuß™à or dialect
and, more importantly, where they fall on the
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continuum. The speaker/hearer is said to be able
to judge whether intermediate forms are more
dialect-like forms than fuß™à forms and vice
versa. Western scholars have underlined native
speakers’ intuitive perception, and acute aware-
ness of the diglossic nature of their language.
Schmidt states (1974:10):

Although native speakers of Arabic tend to perceive
their speech and the speech of others as discrete CA
[Classical Arabic] or EC [Egyptian Colloquial],
they are able to make judgments, in some cases
finely detailed, about intermediate forms and they
can arrange these forms into hierarchies.

This statement is echoed by Parkinson
(1993:91) who argues that “speakers [of Arabic]
themselves are aware of the source of their 
linguistic material, and can tell you if a particu-
lar lexical item, grammatical pattern, or even
vowel marker, is dialectal or fuß™à”. In a some-
what similar vein, Walters (1996:404) notes that
“speakers of Arabic have consistent intuitions
about which forms are H[igh] and which are
L[oud], and these intuitions involve more than
merely partitioning the lexicon into categories”.
Parkinson (2003:29) reiterates the same claim
stating: “Each specific element of the item is rec-
ognized by native speakers as being fuß™à or col-
loquial or both”. This evidence by no means
indicates that languages/varieties are discrete, or
“homogeneous, static systems, with a minimum
of variation or none at all” (Meiseles 1980:121).
It is “unrealistic to assume that all members of a
speech community share the same language
rules, notably at the level of performance”, as 
El Hassan (1977:117) rightly points out. But 
one wonders whether researchers are not, in a
way, “positively forced to ask [themselves]”
(Parkinson 1993:70), not just what Classical
Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, and the
dialect are, but what they are for users. In their
perception, judgment, and rating of what con-
stitutes Classical Arabic, Modern Standard
Arabic, the dialect, and switching patterns, do
the phonological, morphological, syntactic, or
lexical ‘flags’ play the same or differential roles?
What the statements seem to indicate is that
there is some kind of consensus about the native
speakers’ consistent ability to linguistically dif-
ferentiate between mixed forms, fuß™à forms,
and dialectal forms, despite their apparent fluid-
ity and elusiveness. Three factors may explain
the consistency of native speakers in their judg-

ment of the wide constellation of those mixed
forms. The first is the non-randomness in the
mix of the two varieties. The alternating use of
fuß™à and dialect falls within the scope of struc-
tural constraints on → code-switching. The sec-
ond factor relates to the nature of combinations
of the linguistic levels (whether it is phonologi-
cal, morphological, syntactic, and/or lexical).
The third concerns the degree of their combina-
tion (i.e., one or more of those linguistic levels
are used at a time). The rating and the hierarchi-
cal arrangement of the intermediate forms are
dependent upon the nature, degree, and scope of
combination of levels. 

The early studies on middle language or inter-
mediate varieties led to several conclusions.
First, they suggest that these intermediate forms
(some highly fluctuating and transitional, others
more stable) represent two main tendencies.
One tendency consists in elevating the dialect in
the direction of the prestigious Classical Arabic/
Modern Standard Arabic. The other consists in
simplifying Classical Arabic/Modern Standard
Arabic in the direction of the dialect. Second,
previous studies focused on delimiting bound-
aries for some variety that is neither fuß™à nor
dialect. Third, the description of the middle vari-
eties did not offer a coherent framework to
understand the nature of the mix between the
two varieties in the sense that the findings were
not articulated in a principled manner or in
terms of a theoretical model.

In their efforts to explore the nature of diglos-
sia, earlier studies have tended either to produce
orderly, neat, and ‘clean’ taxonomic descrip-
tions of Arabic diglossia (e.g. Ferguson’s taxo-
nomic chart of domains of use of each variety),
some of which implicitly or explicitly convey the
impression that ‘domains of use’ of either vari-
ety of Arabic “never change, or merge” (Haeri
2003:66), while others tended to describe it in
terms of rivalry, tension, and conflict (Ferguson
1959; Stetkevytch 1970; Meiseles 1980). Even
in their attempt to understand the changing
nature of diglossia, researchers have sought to
divide the Arabic spectrum into clearly marked
middle varieties, a task that proved to be “super-
fluous and unnecessary” (Meiseles 1980:121),
because it focused solely on the discrete, the
homogeneous, and the coherent in language 
and neglected “the contingent, the hybrid, 
the contested, and the performed” (Walters
2003:79). 
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Upon revisiting his 1959 article “Diglossia”
and evaluating the overabundant studies that
arose after its publication, Ferguson (1991:215)
was disheartened to see that “most descriptions
of register variations including [his] own, are
static descriptions that fail to examine the phe-
nomena of register switching and negotiation of
meanings by register variation within a social
interaction” (1991:229). He does not fail to reit-
erate (1991:215) his initial goals: 

I hoped other people would write articles on other
clear cases to develop a fairly elaborate taxonomy
of language situations. Ultimately, that taxonomy
would be replaced by some set of principles or
frame of reference in terms of which this kind of
thinking about language and this kind of research
should be done. My goals, in ascending order, were
clear: clear case, taxonomy, principles, theory.

Research on Arabic diglossia has attained the
first two goals but seems to be grappling with 
the ‘principles’ and ‘theory’ prongs. Some other
studies (Eid 1980, 1988; Walters 1996, 2003;
Boussofara-Omar 1999, 2003, forthcoming)
were conducted in order to go beyond the efforts
to divide the Arabic spectrum into ‘clearly
marked’ middle varieties or to produce mere
taxonomies. These efforts were an attempt to
provide a coherent theoretical framework to
understand the nature of the structural mix
between the two varieties. This involves using
and applying the concept of switching which, in
Parkinson’s (2003:29) view, “has added a much
needed correction to the lens through which we
have viewed the diglossic situation”, despite his
uncertainty that it “has been any more success-
ful than the multiglossic track in characterizing
the mixed varieties in a precise, complete and
insightful way”. 

4 . T h e  c o d e - s w i t c h i n g  
a p p r o a c h

Scarce were the efforts to analyze the ‘third lan-
guage’ and ‘middle varieties’ in terms of patterns
of code-switching, i.e., switching between fuß™à

and dialect, in the literature on the ‘mix’ of
Classical Arabic/Modern Standard Arabic and
dialects. Eid (1982, 1988) was among the first
voices to call for a code-switching approach to
Arabic diglossia. In the conclusion of her study
on Standard Arabic and Egyptian Arabic, Eid
(1980:84) states:

The results obtained from this study then show that
switching between varieties of the same language
does not proceed randomly; it is governed by a prin-
ciple sensitive to three types of information: the
position of the switch, the type of focal point
involved at the switch position, and the variety from
which the focal point is drawn. 

What is more important to note is her call for
further research along the code-switching lines:

The results also indicate that there is a significant
relationship between the kind of switching that
takes place between varieties of the same language
and that which occurs between different languages
in the speech of bilinguals – a relationship that war-
rants further study in future research.

Walters (1996a, 1996b) was the first to use the
label ‘Arabic diglossic switching’ to characterize
the alternating use of Classical Arabic/Modern
Standard Arabic and the dialect. Following
Walters and in light of Myers-Scotton’s original
(1993) and refined (Myers-Scotton and Jake
2000, 2001) versions of the Matrix Language
Frame Model, Boussofara-Omar (1999, 2003,
forthcoming) demonstrates that what researchers
have termed ‘third language’ or ‘intermediate
varieties’ in fact constitute diglossic switching.
She also argues that there is no conventionalized
variety known as ‘third language’ or Educated
Spoken Arabic. What is being conventionalized,
however, are patterns of switching between the
two varieties of Arabic where the dialect serves as
the matrix variety in which constituents from
fuß™à are embedded. Unlike other researchers
(Versteegh 1997:194) who believe that “since 
language choice [in Arabic] takes place on a 
continuum, [the] changes do not take the form 
of code-switching from one variety to another,
but manifest themselves in a larger percentage of
features from the opposite variety”, Boussofara-
Omar demonstrates that Arabic diglossic switch-
ing is more than a ‘Low’ variety sprinkled with
lexical items, frozen expressions or proverbs 
from the ‘High’ variety and involves far more
motivations than simply elevating or lower-
ing the level of one’s text or speech. It is shaped by
morphophonological processes and constrained 
by grammatical rules. The analysis of the mor-
phophonological processes and the morpho-
syntactic constraints seems to suggest that in
diglossic switching there is a significant interplay
between the two varieties, which is quite differ-
ent from code-switching. Research focused 
on the nature of the interplay between the 
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morphophonological processes and the mor-
phosyntactic constraints in a diglossic situation is
expected to provide a better understanding of
diglossic switching.

5 . P a r k i n s o n ’ s  s t a t i s t i c a l  a n d
v a r i a t i o n i s t  a p p r o a c h

In his efforts to characterize the middle section
of the Arabic continuum, Parkinson (2003)
argues for the use of a combination of the 
statistical and variationist approaches. In his 
estimation, attempts to define the continuum 
functionally have been only partially successful.
The issues, observations, and major findings
remain the same as those reported in the early
continuum studies or those based on the code-
switching approach. What differs is their enun-
ciation and articulation. Parkinson, however,
makes an interesting point in the conclusion to
his study:

I put it out as an unsupported opinion that although
there are many performances where a clear matrix
and embedded language can be surmised, it may be,
in the case of a speaker with a good command of
both MSA and colloquial, and with a lifetime habit
of mixing the two, that there is simply no matrix for
him . . . Thus we get the verb forms with one or
more features from both ends as if there were no
problem, leading us from intrasentential to intra-
lexemic codeswitching, with no apparent effort to
follow the “rule” that system morphemes all come
from the matrix language.

Parkinson’s concluding remarks on the use of
system morphemes from both varieties (and
hence the absence of a matrix language/variety)
call for comment. Attempts to apply Myers-
Scotton’s Matrix Language Frame model and 
its sub-models to Arabic diglossic switching
(Boussofara-Omar 1999) gave rise to two sets of
problematic patterns which the model neither
predicts nor provides a satisfactory explanation
for. One set involves utterances in which one
finds grammatical morphemes from both vari-
eties (cases similar to Parkinson’s) within a sin-
gle Complement Phrase. The second involves
utterances in which the word order and subcat-
egorization rules are those of one variety (e.g.
Tunisian Arabic) but system morphemes come
from the other variety (i.e. fuß™à). Boussofara-
Omar (2003) revisited these problematic sets in
light of Myers-Scotton’s latest refinements of her
model in order to provide an explanation for
their occurrence and to understand better the

“messiness of the middle” (Parkinson 2003:40)
and limitations of the Matrix Language Frame
model. The findings suggest that the complex
interactions between fuß™à and dialect cannot be
merely framed within either the Fergusonian
idealized paradigm or the vague continuum
notion. Nor can they be simplistically character-
ized as elevating or lowering one’s speech. The
‘mix’ is socially motivated and structurally con-
strained like ‘classic’ code-switching (to borrow
Myers-Scotton’s term) between any language
pairs. It is also slightly nuanced because it is a
language contact situation. The findings provide
possible venues for investigating the nuances
between ‘classic’ code-switching and switching
in a language contact situation, for rethinking
our conceptualization of the diglossic situation,
and for investigating it in light of theoretical
models that allow us to articulate our findings in
a more principled and coherent manner.

6 . R e c o n c e p t u a l i z i n g  d i g l o s s i a

The conceptualization of the coexistence of lan-
guages/varieties within a speech community in
terms of rivalry, clash, tension, conflict, and 
constraints alone ignores their fluidity, down-
plays the dynamically ‘positive’ nature of the
mutual impact on each other, and disallows any
effort  to explore the conditions under which 
the languages come together naturally, either
through speech or context, and the complex pat-
terns and configurations of use that arise out of
their coexistence. 

This entry calls for a shift from studying
diglossia as a “relatively stable situation” (Fer-
guson 1959:336) to diglossia as sets of practice.
The ways in which members of a community use
language as well as their beliefs about language
varieties and their ways of speaking shift and
change. In the present transnational, globalist
world discrete languages/varieties or homoge-
neous ideologies are far less likely to be wholly
discrete. Furthermore, discussions of Arabic
varieties, or language varieties in general, need
not be based solely on formal linguistic grounds.
Socially-based factors/motivations play as signi-
ficant a role as structural constraints. And the
interplay between linguistic constraints and
social motivations has been neglected so far. 

There has been little, if any, discussion of how
Arabic varieties may have influenced one
another in some kind of dynamic way. The gen-
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eral tendency has been to perceive and describe
the influence as unidirectional, i.e. from fuß™à to
the dialect, in other words from ‘High variety’ to
‘Low variety’. In her analysis of the (socio)lin-
guistic situation in Egypt, Haeri (2003:82) aptly
captures the argument when she states: “There
has been an ideological interest in not professing
the profound actual and potential influences of
Egyptian Arabic in the development of a con-
temporary Classical Arabic”. New domains for
the use of colloquials are generally perceived as
intrusion (Belnap and Bishop 2003:20) into the
domains of Modern Standard Arabic although
the constant leakage and the great overlap
between the two varieties of Arabic appear to
have facilitated the flow both ways. The practice
of switching is increasingly gaining ground and
may eventually give rise to a conventionalized 
spoken standard Arabic that is dialectal in its
underlying structure but fuß™à in its surface real-
ization. Boussofara-Omar (1999, forthcoming)
has demonstrated one way in which the gram-
mar of the dialect is influencing fuß™à in
Tunisian speech. Tunisians, as well as speakers
of other varieties of Arabic (Egyptian, Syrian,
Lebanese), accept as part of fuß™à syntactic pat-
terns that are unambiguously dialectal but
which occur with fuß™à lexical items and fuß™à

system morphemes. 
In the case of Arabic diglossia, the relentless

efforts to reinforce the sacred and divine origin
of fuß™à together with the majestic aura in which
it is – and must continue to be – shrouded do not
allow room for studies of this type. The exag-
gerated focus on the high reverence that Arabs
have for fuß™à, its perfection and purity of
speech or eloquence (faßà™a), remain as widely
prevalent and advocated as they were in the pre-
Islamic era. But users have taken an active part
in ushering Classical Arabic/Modern Standard
Arabic into new “domains of use” (Fishman
1972) and new “spheres of activity” (Bakhtin
1981). Perhaps because Classical Arabic is
deeply embedded in the divine, the holy, and the
sacred, research on the significance and implica-
tions of the ‘modernization’ of a sacred language
or its appropriation by the state is scarce, if not
non-existent. That Modern Standard Arabic 
is the modernized version of Classical Arabic
seems to be a fait accompli since the frequent use
of the term has allowed scholars to take the intri-
cacy/complexity of the interconnectedness be-
tween the politics of modernization of Classical

Arabic, secularization of the state, and its appro-
priation of a sacred language for granted. 

In reconceptualizing diglossia, a dialectical
approach allows an understanding of the
processes by which ‘boundaries’ between
Classical Arabic/ Modern Standard Arabic and
the various dialects are negotiated, redefined,
redrawn, and reproduced by social factors. This
approach is “not an antagonistic alternative to
the study of systems or structures but a necessary
complement to it” (Ortner 1984:147, cited in
Wedeen 2002:720). 

Diglossia need not necessarily be seen as a
problem to be solved, denied, or contained; it is
a richness that is often dramatically underval-
ued. Diglossia can be viewed as “zones of con-
tact” or “zones of relatedness” (Pratt 1987) in
which both varieties are continually and dynam-
ically shaping and reshaping each other, while
creating new arenas for subsequent interaction,
zones of convergence and divergence. Such a
perspective foregrounds the workings of dyna-
mic interaction and exchange among varieties of
Arabic (instead of terminologies of intrusion
and code superiority) and allows for “the con-
tingent, the hybrid, the contested and the per-
formed” (Walters 2003:79) to be explored.
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Diminutive

The diminutive is a morphological pattern
which expresses diminution, reduction, or less-
ening. The common Arabic terms for diminu-
tion and diminutive are at-taßÿìr or al-ism
al-mußaÿÿar, and at-ta™qìr and al-ism al-
mu™aqqar for a pejorative/deteriorative/con-
temptuous meaning which is sometimes implicit
in the form. The diminutive may also be used 
to express endearment or charity (e.g. Wright
1896:166; Fleisch 1961:380–381, 392; Fischer
2002:51). 

Semitic languages, including Arabic, present
series of noun patterns, i.e. substantives and
adjectives, which express diminution. Brockel-
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mann (1928) has the most comprehensive col-
lection, and he shows that the majority of noun
patterns in it hold not only a diminutive mean-
ing but the opposite, i.e. an augmentative mean-
ing as well (named elsewhere ‘enhancement’;
e.g. Wright 1896:166; Fischer 2002:51; see also
Fleisch 1961:390–391). The patterns collected
by Brockelmann may be classified into four main
pattern groups with respect to their morpholog-
ical nature.

i. Patterns involving inner vowel change qutàl
and qutayl, and variants in various Semitic
languages. These exhibit one or more cases of
vowel shortening or change, consonantal
geminating, and addition of a semivowel be-
tween the first and second consonants instead
of the second and third, e.g., qutal, quttal,
quttàl, qaytal, qittawl, qattùl (Brockelmann
1928:109–117, 1908:351, on diminutives in
qutàl, 1908:352–353; Fischer 2002:51–53,
on diminutives in qutayl; Fleisch 1961:
378–380, on qutàl and qutayl, and 380–381,
for references to discussions of Arab medie-
val grammarians on the meaning of qutayl).
More on qutàl for diminutives in Semitic 
languages is given in Fox (2003:229–235).
Diem (1970:61–65) argues that qutàl does
not really have a diminutive meaning in
Arabic. On the form qutayl for diminutives 
in Semitic languages, see also Moscati
(1964:78) and Lipiński (2001:219). Wright
(1896:167) states that the qutayl pattern
might occasionally be pronounced in Arabic
with kasra, i.e. qitayl, when the second con-
sonant of the root is -y-. Barth (1894:
312–315) indicates that the form qutayl
has a diminutive meaning in Arabic, Biblical
Hebrew, and Aramaic, but not in Ethiopic
and Amharic. Arabic is generally considered
the richest Semitic language with respect to
diminutive words of this type. Nonetheless,
von Soden (1991) shows that the number of
Akkadian instances that are probably derived
from the pattern qutayl is significantly greater
than previously thought. 

The main Arabic diminutive pattern is
qutayl, and it is the only one treated in many
Arabic grammars, e.g. kulayb from kalb
‘dog’, ≠uyayd from ≠ìd ‘holiday’, buyayt/
buwayt from bayt ‘house’, jubayl from jabal
‘mountain’; qulay ≠a from qal ≠a ‘fortress’, 

preserving the feminine suffix; hunayda from
hind ‘Hind [proper name]’ and “umaysa
from “ams ‘sun’, both with the addition of a
feminine suffix according to the feminine
gender of the original noun; and without
such an addition in ™urayb from ™arb ‘war’;
±umayma from ±umm ‘mother’, extracting
two consonants from a geminate one and
adding a feminine suffix; ™umayrà ± from
™amrà ± ‘red’, preserving the original feminine
suffix à ± according to Fischer (2002:52), but
replacing it with the regular feminine ending
according to Wright (1896:174); sukayràn
from sakràn ‘drunk’, preserving the suffix 
-àn; bußayriyy from baßriyy ‘someone from
Basra’, preserving the nisba suffix-iyy. More-
over, in Arabic, in order to fit the above 
mentioned triconsonantal patterns, biconso-
nantal roots are extended by the addition of
a semivowel, e.g. dumayy from dam ‘blood’,
luÿayya from luÿa ‘language’; by creating a
semivowel for a two-consonant form origi-
nally with a prosthetic ±alif, e.g. bunayy from
ibn ‘son’; or by restoring a semivowel that
might appear in certain forms of the word,
e.g. ±ubayy from ±ab ‘father’, ±uxayya from
±uxt ‘sister’. Likewise, forms with more than
three consonants or additional suffixes, such
as feminine, dual, etc., may be reduced by
the omission of vowels and consonants in a
process called tarxìm, e.g. ≠u†ayf from mi ≠†af
‘cloak’, ™umayd from ™àmid ‘Hamid
[proper name]’, suwayd from ±aswad ‘black’.
This tendency to adjust roots that are too
short or too long to a triconsonantal pattern
is a perfect example of the morphologically
inherent need in any Semitic language, as
explained by Goldenberg (1994), to make a
Semitic root enter a three-place pattern.
However, Arabic forms with more than 
four consonants or long vowels frequently
employ the secondary patterns fu≠aylil or
fu≠aylìl if the basic form has a long vowel in
the last syllable, e.g. ≠unaykib from ≠ankabùt
‘spider’, involving a consonant omission as
well, “uway ≠ir from “à ≠ir ‘poet’ (unlike other
fà ≠il forms, which are shortened to fu≠ayl like
™àmid above), or ßunaydìq from ßundùq
‘trunk’. For these and similar instances, and
for phonetic and morphological variants, see
Wright (1896:166–175), Fleisch (1961:380–
389), and Fischer (2002:51–53).

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved. 



diminutive 639

ii. Patterns constructed by duplication of the
last consonant or the second and last con-
sonants together (Brockelmann 1928:117–
120, 1908:366–367; Moscati 1964:79;
Lipiński 2001:221 indicates a diminutive
meaning of such forms only in Hebrew for
names of colors). Arabic instances are, e.g.,
ba ≠rùr from ba ≠r ‘camel dung’, ™ubrùr, ™ibrìr,
™abarbar, and ™uburbùr from ™ubàrà
‘bustard’ (these and more in Brockelmann
1908:366–367, 1928:117).

iii. Patterns produced linearly by the addition of
special suffixes, some of which are limited to
a specific Semitic language or group of lan-
guages, while others are common to several
Semitic languages, e.g. -ày, -ìt (mostly Tigrè,
Brockelmann 1928:120–121, also suggested
by Lipiński 2001:230). This -ày appears as 
-è in Amharic according to Brockelmann
(1928:121–122), -ò (mostly Ethiopic, Bro-
ckelmann 1928:122–124). n and l suffixes,
the n combined with vowels, i.e. -an, -àn, 
-òn, -ùn, and -ìn, appear in several Semitic
languages, including Arabic (according to
Brockelmann 1928:124–128, 1908:395–
396, 402–403; Moscati 1964:82; according
to Lipiński 2001:227–229, -àn and -òn are
attested in Arabic), Arabic instances of which
are ≠uqbùl ‘reminder of illness/pimples on the
lips after fever’, ≠aqrabàn ‘small scorpion’
(however, many such Arabic instances pre-
sented in Brockelmann 1908:394, 1928:
124–126, are actually qutayl patterns affixed
by the adjectival -n endings, which is part of
the original pattern, as suggested by Fleisch
1961:386). Suffixes -òs, -ùs occur in
Aramaic, and were also borrowed by Arabic
(Brockelmann 1908:395, n. 2, 1928:128),
e.g. qudmùs ‘old’, qarqùs ‘bald plain’.

iv. Patterns produced linearly by adding the
feminine -t/at and in Arabic tà ± marbù†a
suffix (several Semitic languages including
Arabic, according to Brockelmann 1908:
420, 1928:129–131). Arabic instances are
†à™ùna ‘small mill’ from †à™ùn ‘mill’, and
rajul rab≠a ‘a man of average build’, involving
a pejorative meaning.

In Semitic languages, including Arabic, expres-
sion of the diminutive was not restricted to
nouns but expanded into other forms. Leslau
(1945) presents rare instances of a verbal

diminutive pattern qaytala, occasionally with
phonological modifications, in a few modern
Arabic dialects, in South Arabian, and in a small
number of instances in Ethiopian languages. He
suggests that this verb form with -y- was devel-
oped by analogy to the nominal forms contain-
ing -y-, qutayl and quttayl. Johnstone (1973)
describes diminutive patterns in the Modern
South Arabian languages, among them dimi-
nutives produced from adverbs (Johnstone
1973:99). In Classical Arabic, diminutives can
be formed from demonstrative and relative pro-
nouns, certain prepositions, and a few verbs of
surprise or wonder. These forms usually take the
form qutayl or employ only its main element ay,
e.g. relative pronouns: hà≈ayyà from hà≈à

‘this’ or al-lla≈ayyà from al-la≈ì ‘which’; pre-
positions/adverbs: qubayl from qabla ‘before’,
bu≠ayd from ba ≠da ‘after’; verbs of surprise or
wonder: mà ±u™aysina-hu from mà ±a™sana-hu
‘how good he is’ (Wright 1896:167, 100, regard-
ing all; Fleisch 1961:368, for demonstrative and
relative pronouns; Reckendorf 1921:214, 221
and Fischer 2002:153, for prepositions, which
Fischer 2002:171 regards as adverbs). In addi-
tion, Fleisch shows that diminutives are pro-
duced not just from singular nouns but from
certain internal plural forms as well, e.g.,
±ukaylib from ±aklub ‘dogs’ (Fleisch 1961:386).
Fischer (2002:65) indicates that the plural forms
of the qutayl diminutives are inflected full plu-
rals only. He also mentions that a small number
can be expressed by the plural diminutive, e.g.
sunayyàt from sana ‘year’, expressing ‘several
years’ (Fischer 2002:65).

The use of diminutives has been productive in
Arabic all along. New words in old and new
diminutive patterns appear in various Modern
Arabic dialects exhibiting phonological changes
accordingly. One example of the vitality of
diminutives in a modern Arabic dialect is found
in Masliyah (1997), who presents a large variety
of diminutives of several patterns in spoken Iraqi
Arabic. The qtèl and qtèlìl patterns for three-
and four-consonant roots respectively are the
most productive in the Iraqi dialect. They are
actually similar to the Classical Arabic qutayl
and qutaylìl in involving similar inner vowel
change, albeit adjusted to phonological changes
of vowel shortening in the first syllable and the
contraction ay > è in the second syllable. In addi-
tion, Iraqi Arabic occasionally employs for
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diminutives linear patterns with suffixes that
might denote diminutive value, i.e. the feminine
tà ± marbù†a and the suffixes -ùn, -àn, -àya/-ya, 
-iyya. Another marginal option represented in
Iraqi Arabic is the repetition of a root letter of
the basic word. Since it is found only with bicon-
sonantal roots, it should probably be interpreted
as a means of expanding the word to fit a 
triconsonantal pattern rather than a real dimi-
nutive duplication. Sometimes strategies are
combined, both suffixes and inner vowel changes
being used to create diminutives. Finally, Iraqi
Arabic marginally employs patterns with inner
vowel change other than qtèl and qtèlìl, like
qutal, qattùl, qtàl (qutàl in Classical Arabic).
Also, it uses more extensively, though only for
endearment of proper names, an additional pat-
tern qattùli, constructed by inner vowel change
and the nisba suffix attached, with no equivalent
in Classical Arabic.
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Diphthongs

1 . D i p h t h o n g s  i n  C l a s s i c a l  
A r a b i c  a n d  i t s  d i a l e c t s

In the Semitic linguistic domain a vowel + glide
(w or y) compound is called a diphthong. Its
Arabic name has the same meaning: ßawt
murakkab ‘compound sound’. The hypothetical
Proto-Semitic diphthongs, *aw/*ay, according
to the generally accepted view, are conserved in
Old Arabic (Cantineau 1960:102), but this 
conservation is not at all surprising, since Proto-
Semitic phonology has been reconstructed
mainly from Classical Arabic, as interpreted by
comparatively late sources. Early papyri testify
that aw/ay are preserved and not contracted
(Hopkins 1984:17). Long diphthongs resulting
from the elision of intervocalic hamza are often
shortened: ≠à ±i“a > ≠ày“a > ≠ay“a [fem. proper
name]. The only possible contraction seems to
be ay > à: duwàbba < duwaybba (Fleisch
1961:69). The same -ay > à change may be
observed in the prepositions ±ilà/ ≠alà when used
separately, but it remains ay in connected forms:
≠alayka. Brockelmann (1908:I, 90) supposes an
*≠alaya as the starting point of this shift: ≠alaya >
≠alay > ≠alà. The → ±imàla may have played a 
decisive role in the monophthongization of
ay/aw in the hollow verbs, *baya ≠a > bay ≠a > 
bè ≠a > bà ≠a. In some modern dialects we can see
the same process: “ay ± > “è ± > “à ±; lèh > làh
(Fayyùm, Egypt) (±Anìs 1995:66–67).

Words ending in -à (written with ±alif
maqßùra) became diphthongized in some Classi-
cal Arabic dialects. An example from Sìbawayhi
is ±alif > ay (ey) ( ±af ≠à > ±af ≠ey) by ±imàla (only in
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pause, not in context; quoted in Al-Nassir
1993:94). In the £ijàz, in some Qays dialects à >
ay (Rabin 1951:116; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 349):
±af ≠ay, ™ublay, and some place names. This led
Birkeland (1940:76) to consider the yà ± a pausal
spelling and to maintain that the context form
could only have been -è (becoming later -à).

On the other hand, there are Classical Arabic
dialects which had monophthongization in
prepositions where the norm is a diphthong: ay
> à. The Banù l-£àriµ ibn Ka≠b (North Yemen)
had ≠alàhà/ ±ilàhà/ ±ilàka/ladàka (Rabin 1951:65,
referring to Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì). £ijàzì yawjal had
a yàjal reflex in the dialect of the Qays, and a yìjil
in that of the Tamìm (yiw > yiy > yì) (Jundì

1983:II, 576–577, referring to al-Farrà±’s Ma ≠ànì

l-Qur ±àn). The word occurs in the Qur ±àn
(15/53). ±Abù £ayyàn (Ba™r V, 458) mentions
this special reading: qàlù là tawjal, wa-quri±a là
tàjal bi-±ibdàl al-wàw ±alifan kamà qàlù tàba fì
tawba “They said: ‘Fear not!’ This is also read as
là tàjal replacing the wàw with the ±alif, just as
they said tàba instead of tawba” (cf. Jundì

1983:II, 578; other cases are mentioned in
Åkesson 1996:30).

The monophthongization of the prepositions
±ilà/ ≠alà is explained by Bravmann (1977:103–
104) ( ≠alà < ≠alayhi) by the process ≠alay > ≠alè >
≠alà. According to Bravmann’s theory, there had
been ay > è/aw > ò changes word-finally, while
the diphthongs remained word-medial, e.g. in
the construct state of the dual -ay (yadayhi).
Then, è/ò secondarily changed to à. Mono-
yllabic ay/aw remained non-contracted: law, ay,
kay. Bravmann (1977:105) also explains the
change in the forms of IIIw/y (‘weak’) verbs by
positing the context form *ramaya (like qatala)
and the pausal form *ramay (like qatal ), which
then became ramay > ramè > ramà. The same
with w: -awa/aw > ò > à. Probably, word-final 
-aw was contracted to -à at an earlier period
than -ay, as testified by the Arabic script
(Bravmann 1977:106).

Since w and y are radical consonants, it is
doubtful whether there are real diphthongs at all
in Arabic. According to Fleisch (1961:67) the
words µawb and ÿayb demonstrate that they 
contain real diphthongs by their behavior in 
contracted forms, since real consonants are
impossible at this place in the syllable structure:
µawbu bakrin > µawbbakrin; ÿaybu bakrin >
ÿaybbakrin (where the diphthongs stand in place
of a long vowel in the syllable structure).

The main source of Arabic diphthongs in the
verbal system is the declension of the so-called
→ weak verbs, verbal roots with final w/y, where
the semivowel is deleted between short and/or
long vowels, and the remaining vowels form
diphthongs according to the general phonologi-
cal rule of Arabic that two vowels cannot follow
each other (since no syllable may begin with a
vowel): ÿazaw (<ÿazaù < ÿazawù); tansayna (<
tansaìna < tansayìna). During this morphologi-
cal process those of the potential diphthongs
which have no equivalent in Classical Arabic are
monophthongized: uw/iy > ù/ì; uy/ùy > ì/ìy 
(= iyy) (Cantineau 1960:85–88; Fleisch 1961:
125ff.). Arab medieval grammarians explained
this -aw in da ≠aw and other verbal forms on the
basis of the following series of shifts: kataba + w
> katabaw > katabuw > katabù (Bohas and
Guillaume 1984:30, 291; see also the review of
this by Versteegh 1989). They may have done so
because in the contemporaneous vernaculars sim-
ilar forms had already developed. The same phe-
nomenon takes place in some modern Iraqi
dialects (see below). On the other hand, the uw >
ù change may be conceived of as a writing con-
vention as well (the two forms are written in
exactly the same way).

Secondary diphthongs may have come into
being by double consonants merging with the
final weak radicals in some verbal stems:
taÚannantu > taÚannaytu (Roman 1983:361,
referring to Sìbawayhi, who states that these
phenomena, though acceptable, were laysa bi-
mu††arid ‘not in general use’). In the modern
dialects, this phenomenon has become general
with a further monophthongization: raddayt >
raddèt.

Notwithstanding the conservatism of the
Proto-Semitic diphthongs in Arabic, the fre-
quency of the diphthongs in Classical Arabic
texts is very low compared to that of the vowels.
In a Qur±ànic text (Q. 2/5–11) chosen at ran-
dom, the diphthongs ay and aw occur only
twice, compared to 202 short and long vowels
(Fleisch 1968:16).

2 . M o d e r n  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s

Modern Arabic dialects are characterized by an
overall shift to monophthongization: aw > ò > ù;
ay > è > ì. There are two main systems: one with
five long vowels (mainly in the east) and the
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other with three without diphthongs (mainly in
the west).

The monophthongization of the Classical
Arabic diphthongs in modern dialects is so wide-
spread that their conservation counts as an
exception, for example in some Lebanese dia-
lects. It is not known when this monophthon-
gization happened. Blau (1966: ch. 7.2) thinks
that it had already occurred in early Middle
Arabic, but for Diem (1985:76) this is not 
supported by the evidence. He believes that 
in the 1st century A.H. there were as yet no 
signs of this monophthongization, on the basis
of the evidence of Greek transliterations of
Arabic names, and by the treatment of Arabic
loanwords.

Monosyllabic words with final diphthongs
form a group in themselves in most dialects: law,
saw, “ey, ∂aw, ™ay (Bravmann 1977:102). In
addition to the normal usage there is also, how-
ever, “è in the Libyan dialects as a variation.
Feghali (1919:83) confirms the existence of
diphthongs in Lebanese, e.g. -aw in mawtna and
-ay in layle. The former proves that there are
(phonetically) real diphthongs in the modern
dialects, since three consonants could not possi-
bly occur together. Diphthongs after pharyngeal
™/ ≠ are conserved in almost all modern dialects:
≠ayn/™ayµ (Cantineau 1960:104). Otherwise,
aw/ay have remained only in some dialects: Sfax,
Mauritania, Lebanon, and in women’s dialects
in Tunis and Sùsa (Fischer and Jastrow 1980:
54–56).

In the Eastern Arabic dialects most of the
hypothetical Old Arabic diphthongs have been
monophthongized: ay > è, aw > ò. In the Arabian
Peninsula, however, diphthongs are not rare,
although there are dialects totally lacking them,
e.g. Inner Oman (Fischer and Jastrow 1980:
103). In most parts of Mesopotamia there are
five long vowels and no diphthongs at all
(Fischer and Jastrow 1980:140–141). In the
Muslim dialect of Baghdad, however, there are
diphthongized verbal forms of the type Úurbaw
(Fischer and Jastrow 1980:152). The Syro-
Palestinian area is characterized by monoph-
thongization, but in the Nußayri region, aw/ay –
à alternation is found as well; ay > à (in open syl-
lable) > ay (in closed syllable): bayt > bàt > bayti
(Fischer and Jastrow 1980:176). Lower Egypt-
ian dialects primarily monophthongize the Old
Arabic diphthongs (Fischer and Jastrow 1980:
213). The Old Arabic diphthongs may be further

altered by the so-called ‘fracture’, e.g. in Iraq:
*zayn > zèn > z(i)yèn (Cantineau 1960:105).
There is a special type of partial conservation of
the diphthongs with a slight articulation of the
glide: ay > èy; aw > òw in the speech of some
North Arabian nomads (Cantineau 1960:105).

In the Western Arabic dialects Ph. Marçais
(1977) distinguishes three types of diphthongs:
(a) short vowel + glide, mainly after the pharyn-
geals ≠, ™: ay/aw/ey/ew/ow; (b) long vowel +
glide, of non-Classical origin as a mutation of
the phonetic character: àw/ày, èw/èy (àwnu/
lày∆i); and (c) secondary diphthongization by
‘fracture’, when a long vowel breaks into two
elements: ∆ù ≠/∆ò ≠ + ∆ua ≠; m“èt/m“ìt + m“èyt (Ph.
Marçais 1977:15–19). In Algeria and Morocco,
mainly *aw > ù and *ay > ì are found; in Libya
and south Tunisia *aw > ò, *ay > è; in south
Algeria, in the speech of the camel breeding
nomads aw/ay and ò/è occur (Fischer and
Jastrow 1980:37). Not infrequently, the conser-
vation of the diphthongs becomes partial: ay >
è y; aw > òw (some North Arabian nomads); in
the speech of the Saharan nomads ei/ou:
bei∂a/mout; in the northern parts of Algeria
m“è yt/fòwg (Cantineau 1960:105; W. Marçais
1908:32, 40, 41). There is also a secondary
diphthongization in North Africa, when ancient
ù/ì is diphthongized: ≠ùd > ≠awd, as well as a 
secondary diphthongization of the type ày/àw:
bqàu, mèida (Cantineau 1960:105). 
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Diptosis

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

Arabic is a language of case inflections (→
declension). The majority of nouns have three
cases: /u/ for the nominative, /i/ for the genitive,
and /a/ for complements. This three-case system,
or triptosis, contrasts with a two-case system, in

which nouns have /u/ for the nominative, and /a/
for the other functions. The most important cat-
egories of diptotic nouns in Classical Arabic are
(Fleisch 1961:271–276):

i. proper names: names of foreign origin (e.g.
±ibràhìmu ‘Abraham’); names of cities and
regions (e.g., baÿdàdu ‘Baghdad’); names
ending in tà ± marbù†a, both male and female
(e.g. †al™atu ‘Talha’, fà†imatu ‘Fatima’); all
female proper names except those of the pat-
tern fa/i/u≠l (e.g. da ≠du ≠Da≠d±, but hindun
‘Hind’); all proper names with the same pat-
tern as the verbal perfect or imperfect (e.g.
yazìdu ‘Yazid’); all proper names with the
ending -ànu (e.g. ≠uµmànu ‘Uthman’); all
compounds (e.g. ™a∂ramawtu ‘Hadramawt’)

ii. common nouns: all broken plurals in patterns
containing four consonants (e.g. madàrisu 
pl. of madrasa ‘school’, mafàtì™u pl. of
miftà™ ‘key’, salà†ìnu pl. of sul†àn ‘sultan’);
nouns ending in /-à’u/ (≠a≈rà ±u ‘virgin’,
™amrà ±u ‘red [fem.]’), including plurals with
the same ending (e.g. wuzarà ±u ‘viziers’);
adjectives ending in /-ànu/ (e.g. ÿa∂bànu
‘angry’); the → elative ±af ≠alu (e.g. ±akbaru
‘bigger’); → numerals when used independ-
ently (e.g. nißfu sittata ‘half of six’).

According to the Arab grammarians, diptosis
was the result of the loss of one case-ending in
certain nouns deviating from the default case of
ordinary nouns. They attributed this loss to the
accumulation of properties that differed from 
the default case, such as feminine gender, pro-
per names, foreign origin, or verbal pattern.
Whenever two or more of these properties co-
occurred in a noun (e.g. a feminine noun of for-
eign origin, or a proper name with a verbal
pattern; for a list of these mawàni ≠ aß-ßarf ‘fac-
tors preventing declension’ see Carter 1982:74–
77), they assumed the noun became ‘less declin-
able’ (ÿayr munßarif) and was no longer com-
pletely free in its movement (ÿayr mutamakkin).
As a result, its genitive ending became identical
with the accusative ending (→ ßarf ).

Diptosis is not completely unknown in other
Semitic languages (cf. Moscati 1954, 1958; on
possibly diptotic endings in Ugaritic see Gordon
1955:45) and may even be present in some →
Afro-Asiatic languages. According to some theo-
ries, Proto-Semitic originally had both a triptotic
and a diptotic declension. Brockelmann (1908:
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461; cf. Fleisch 1961:278; Kienast 2001:142;
Baerman 2005:817, n. 10), for instance, believed
that the diptotic endings are etymologically dif-
ferent from the normal case-endings. In his view,
the diptotic endings started with personal names
formed with verbal patterns ending in /-u/ or 
/-a/, of the type yazìd-u ‘Yazid’ and “ammar-a
‘”ammar’, the former modeled on the imperfect,
the latter on the perfect verb. These endings were
later reinterpreted as part of a declensional sys-
tem, and other categories of nouns were added to
this group by analogical extension, e.g. nouns of
the pattern ±af ≠alu, possibly because of their
already having the ending /-a/ in predicative func-
tion, as in kàna ±aswad-a ‘he was black’.

Others maintain that Proto-Semitic originally
had a two-case system. Lipiński (1977:254–
259) compares this two-case system with erga-
tive systems in other languages (cf. Kienast
2001:179–180). In his view, Proto-Semitic
shared with Libyco-Berber two endings, /-u/ for
the ‘active’ case, and /-a/ for the non-active or
predicative case, the genitive ending /-i/ being a
later development, related to the gentilitial suffix
/-iyy/ (cf. Petrá∑ek 1981). A recent proposal by
Baerman (2005) analyzes the diptotic declension
as a case of syncretism and connects the diptosis
of the diptotic nouns with the diptosis of the
sound masculine plural {/-ùna/ /-ìna/} by a sym-
metric rule.

At the level of the historical languages, the dip-
totic endings in Arabic seem to be closely associ-
ated with proper names. In the present entry the
hypothesis will be presented that in early Arabic
the diptotic declension was still the only set of
endings, whereas the triptotic declension repre-
sents a later extension of the system (cf. Roman
1996, 2001).

2 . R e d u n d a n c y  o f  t h e  c a s e  
e n d i n g  / - i /

Historically, the case ending /-i/ has two func-
tions in Arabic: it is applied to complements and
adjuncts of the verb that are introduced by a
preposition, and it is applied to attributive ele-
ments (complements of the noun, or the ampli-
fying nouns in construct state nominals). It is
always redundant. In the former use, the prepo-
sition heading the complement phrase is suffi-
cient semantically. Nevertheless, the case ending
cannot drop off, since case inflections result
from the general organization of the language,

which makes them basic functional category
markers.

In the latter use, the attributive element (the
amplifying noun) to which the case ending is
attached replaces the morpheme of non-specific
place /-n/, called → tanwìn, and it is thereby
clearly marked. When an indefinite constituent
is without /-n/, then the following constituent is
the substitute for /-n/ and is the attribute of the
first constituent. For example:

(1) kalb - u - n ‘dog from a non-specific place’ = 
‘a dog’

(2) kalb - u  da ≠d - a ‘Da≠d’s dog’
(3) kalb - u  “ayx - i - n ‘[the] dog of a sheikh’

The case inflection applied to the attributive 
element was initially the vowel /a/ as in (2). The
vowel /i/ as in (3) seems to have been brought
about by the prepositions themselves, which
made preposition-headed complements, {X [. . .]
-/a/}, seem different from prepositionless com-
plements, {Ø [. . .] -/a/}, so that the former
became {X [. . .] -/i/}. The vowel /i/, having the
same characteristics as /u/ and /a/, took the place
of /a/ as a marker of prepositional complements
and also as a marker of attributive elements that
seemed special due to their place in the tanwìn,
/-n/, paradigm.

In the framework chosen here, Arabic syntax
was originally a two-case system. This early dip-
tosis left a number of disparate traces in the
Classical language.

3 . C o m m o n  n o u n s  a n d  p r o p e r
n a m e s

In early Arabic, both concrete and abstract com-
mon nouns with a triconsonantal root were built
on the pattern R1V1R2R3, represented by /fv≠l/,
with no vowel between R2 and R3. In this pat-
tern, V1, the first vowel, between the first root
consonant R1 and the second root consonant 
R2, denoted animacy. All common nouns, being
capable of forming a non-locational phrase with
tanwìn /n/, were indeterminate, for example kalb-
u-n ‘a dog’.

Proper nouns are genealogical. Their primary
function is to assert a human being’s member-
ship of a social group. In addition to personal
names, Arabic treated and, in some cases, still
treats as proper nouns certain names of places,
animals, numbers, vocatives, for example da ≠d-u
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‘Da≠d’, µalàµat-u nißf-u sittat-a ‘three is half of
six’, yà ±amìr-u ‘oh emir!’.

The nominal system had no way of creating a
form for the proper noun that differed from that
of the common noun. Both had to be built on a
three-consonant root, and both had to code ani-
macy. Thus, common nouns for living beings
include bakr ‘young she-camel’, kalb ‘dog’, “ayx
‘old man’; and proper nouns include bakr, kalb,
taym, zayd.

The difference between the proper noun and
the common noun therefore had to be marked
syntactically. The syntax marked this crucial dif-
ference as follows: since the proper noun could
not be coupled to tanwìn when it referred to a
member of a community, it was the very absence
of tanwìn that, by evoking the community,
turned the common noun into a proper noun.

However, this way of marking the difference
precluded proper nouns from the attributive
relation. This was due to the loss of the relation
with tanwìn, which is the very head of the para-
digm of attributive elements, and the only indef-
inite element of this paradigm. Indeed, to use a
proper noun as the basis for a construct state
nominal would render it indistinguishable from
a common noun. Other dependent construc-
tions therefore had to stand in for the attributive
construction, for example: zayd-u bn-u da ≠d-a
‘Zayd son of Da≠d’, where the proper noun zayd,
identified as a proper noun by the absence of
tanwìn, is the base for the apposition ibn, ‘son’,
thus avoiding the → construct state zayd-u da ≠d-
a, ‘Da≠d’s Zayd’.

Nonetheless, a construct state nominal can be
based on a proper noun where the context makes
it clear that it must be a proper noun, for example
yà taym-u taym-a ≠adiyy-i-n ‘o Taym, Taym
[descendants] of ≠Adi!’, where taym is clearly a
proper noun, given the form of direct address.

Diptosis, then, is characterized by two archaic
features: the two-case inflection system and the
absence of tanwìn. These two features have
stuck together, so that if a diptote noun bears the
definite article, /al-/, or if it bears an attributive
element, thus forming a construct state nominal,
it becomes triptote. For example:

nominative accusative genitive
{salà†ìn-u salà†ìn-a salà†ìn-a} ‘sultans’
{as-salà†ìn-u as-salà†ìn-a as-salà†ìn-i} ‘the sultans’
{salà†ìn-u d-dawlat-i salà†ìn-a d-dawlat-i salà†ìn-i
d-dawlat-i} ‘the sultans of the dynasty’

4 . T h e  o r i g i n  o f  d i p t o s i s

The diptotic paradigm of forms without tanwìn
stems from proper nouns. Proper nouns retained
their special status as long as the language kept
the same noun formation rules and as long as the
speech community took its proper names solely
from the set of animate nouns. Thus, kalb
became a proper noun without disturbing the
system: kalb-u da ≠d-a could only be ‘Da≠d’s 
dog’; kalb-u bn-u da ≠d-a could only be ‘Kalb,
Da≠d’s son’.

The break came with the loss of the regular
noun formation, giving rise to rajul ‘man’, ba ≠ìr
‘camel’, ™imàr ‘donkey’, ™ùt ‘fish’, ≠aqrab ‘scor-
pion’, ™ubàrà ‘bustard’, etc. Released from the
noun formation constraints, Arabic-speakers
were free to take their proper nouns from their
environment, for example ™asan-u-n ‘beautiful’,
di≠bil-u-n ‘seasoned camel’, †al™at-u ‘acacia’.

The loss of the noun formation rules allowed
nicknames to become attributes, for example 
zayd-u l xayr-i ‘Zayd of the best’. These attrib-
utes, being non-genealogical, contributed to the
loss of markedness of proper nouns. 

Despite the evolution of the language, how-
ever, some elements continued to adhere to the
diptotic system because they were associated
with a set of formal features. In the historical
language, diptotes are proper nouns, common
nouns, and adjectives. Diptosis in these elements
seems to be due either to the form being alien to
its paradigm – it is redeployed outside its para-
digm – or to the form being alien to the Arabic
language.

i. proper names: examples of native Arabic
formations are /fu≠al/, /±af≠al/, /fa≠≠al/, /yaf≠vl/;
redeployed outside their paradigms are:
≠umar-u, ±a™mad-u, “ammar-u, yazìd-u. This
last name, yazìd-u ‘Yazid’, and several simi-
lar names, have traditionally been inter-
preted as redeployments of the 3rd person
masculine singular of the imperfect verb
/yaf≠vl/. In fact, /y/ preceding the three root
consonants is probably an old em-phasis
marker. Examples of proper nouns of foreign
origin include ±ibràhìm-u ‘Abraham’, dà ±ùd-
u ‘David’, ba ≠labakk-u, ‘Baalbek’. When the
Arabic noun formation system still adhered
to its characteristic pattern, the different
structure of foreign names indicated the for-
eign origin of the men who bore them.
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ii. proper names suffixed by /-at/, /-à/, /-à±/, /-àn/
and /-ùn/. Proper names with the suffixes 
/-at/, /-à/, and /-à±/ occur in the historical lan-
guage as feminine suffixes. The suffix /-àn/,
by contrast, occurs, though not regularly, 
as a masculine suffix. The suffix /-ùn/ occurs
in later usage as amasculine proper noun 
suffix. Examples of male names bearing a
masculine suffix are marwàn-u, sa ≠dùn-u.
Examples of names, male and female, bear-
ing a feminine suffix are †al™-a-t-u, salw-à,
zahr-à ±-u.

iii. common nominal plurals, traditionally
known as ‘quadrisyllabic’; these are also quite
distinctive. The singular forms are made up 
of four consonants: root consonants, R, or
non-root consonants, C, which can be repre-
sented as: {R1R2R3-C} – {C-R1R2R3} –
{CCCC}, for example sul†àn-u-n, pl. salà†ìn-u
(R1aR2àR3ìC) ‘sultan’ (from the root s-l-†);
maµlaµ-u, pl. maµàliµ-u (CaR1åR2iR3) ‘group
of three’ (from the root µ-l-µ); ya ≠sùb-u-n, pl.
ya ≠àsìb-u (CaCàCìC) ‘male bee, drone; chief’
(from the root y-≠-s-b). Adding the suffix /-t/ 
to the form /CaCàCiC-u/ produces a trip-
totic pattern: /CaCàCiCa-t-u-n/, for example
tilmì≈-u-n, pl. talàmì≈-u, talàmi≈a-t-u-n
‘pupil’, tarjumàn-u-n, pl. taràjim-u, taràjima-
t-u-n ‘interpreter’. Note that plurals in which
the fourth consonant is one of the unstable
consonants /w/ or /y/ are sometimes treated as
three-consonant elements, and sometimes as
four-consonant elements: in the first case they
are triptotic, in the second case diptotic, for
example fatw-à ‘fatwa, judicial consultation’,
whose plural is either fatàw-à for each case, or
fatàw-i-n (< *fatàwiy-u-n) for the nominative,
fatàw-i-n (< *fatàwiy-i-n) for the genitive,
fatàwiy-a for the accusative; in fatàwiy-a, the
consonant /y/, although unstable, has been
maintained because it provides a linking seg-
ment between the syntagmatic vowel /i/ and
the case ending /a/; it is thus stabilized. This
means that the accusative form is treated as a
four-consonant form and therefore a diptotic
form, while the other two case forms are
treated as three-consonant forms and there-
fore as triptotic. Another ‘quadrisyllabic’ plu-
ral is that of singular adjectives which follow
the /±af≠al/ pattern and are treated as nouns,
for example ±akàbir-u ‘[the] great ones [of the
world]’, pl. of ±akbar-u, from the root k-b-r.

Other diptotic plurals are those with feminine
suffixes which are plurals of singulars treated
as adjectives. They follow the patterns /fa≠l-à/,
/fu≠al-à±/ and / ±af ≠il-à±/, for example qatìl-u-n,
pl. qatl-à ‘killed (ones)’, ≠àlim-u-n, pl. 
≠ulam-à±-u ‘scholar’, ßadìq-u-n, pl. ±a-ßdiq-à ±-u
‘friend’. All these plurals are nouns.

iv. Finally, some adjectives have become dip-
totic by analogy with proper nouns, having
the same pattern or the same affix, for 
example ±aswad-u ‘black’, sawd-à ±-u ‘black
[fem.]’; na“w-àn-u ‘drunk [masc.]’, na“w-à
‘drunk [fem.]’.

Plural and dual number are denoted by affixes
which bear, by conditioning, a superficial resem-
blance to original diptosis. The masculine plural
is signaled by just two affixes: /-ù(na)/ for the
nominative and /-ì(na)/ for the genitive/accusa-
tive. Likewise, the dual is signaled by two
affixes: /-à(ni)/ for the nominative and /ay(ni)/
for the genitive/ accusative. These two numbers
use the three long vowels of Arabic and, lacking
a fourth long vowel, use the sequence of vowel
/a/ plus consonant /y/ as a diphthong. This is a
departure from the vowel system of the lan-
guage, which has no → diphthongs.

5 . C o n c l u s i o n

The origin of diptosis must be sought in proper
nouns. Proper nouns – genealogical names –
name human beings as belonging to a community.
Linguistically, original Arabic proper nouns indi-
cated genealogical provenance by detaching from
tanwìn /n/, the marker of non-specific place. Once
its origin was forgotten, diptosis spread to com-
mon nouns and adjectives bearing a formal
resemblance to the nicknames that had become
proper nouns.
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Discourse Analysis

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

The field of discourse analysis is very heteroge-
neous and covers a wide range of language stud-
ies not only by linguists, but also by scholars
from other disciplines such as sociology, rheto-
ric, and anthropology. For this reason the term
‘discourse analysis’ has often been assigned a
variety of meanings. However, it can reasonably
be defined as an area of inquiry dealing with lan-
guage use rather than language as an abstract
system of rules and it focuses on units larger
than the sentence such as a piece of conversa-
tion, a story, or a series of paragraphs in an
essay. This definition is broad enough to include
the bulk of what discourse analysts actually do.
On the one hand, some of their research is con-
cerned with how sentences are put together to
form larger chunks of discourse and with the
identification, description, and explanation of

systematic patterns of discourse organization.
On the other hand, there are studies which
investigate how language is used in social inter-
action and attempt to relate aspects of the struc-
ture of discourse to contextual factors such as
the purpose of the interaction or interlocutors’
traits, shared knowledge, and role relationships.
This twofold approach to discourse analysis 
will serve as the basis for the following discus-
sion of Arabic discourse. This discussion also
takes into consideration two important features
of the literature on Arabic discourse. First, dis-
course analysis in general examines both speech
and writing, with understandable variation
regarding the kind of issues addressed and the
methodology deemed appropriate for each
medium. In the case of Arabic, given the diglos-
sic situation involved, the selection of speech or
writing as a research focus often entails the con-
sideration of a different language variety alto-
gether, since writing is typically associated with
Modern Standard Arabic, and speech with
regional vernaculars. It is not surprising, then,
that research on everyday social interaction typ-
ically involves vernaculars, whereas texts writ-
ten in Modern Standard Arabic serve primarily
to investigate discourse patterns such as the link-
age among sentences or the discourse functions
of particular linguistic elements. Second, there
exist many studies which deal with Arabic dis-
course but only secondarily, their primary focus
being issues in applied linguistics, particularly →
second language acquisition and pedagogy.
Relevant content culled from such studies is also
included in this discussion in order to achieve a
high degree of comprehensiveness. Thus, the
remainder of this entry is organized as follows.
Section 2 deals with discourse patterns in texts
written in Modern Standard Arabic and section
3 with Arabic discourse in social interaction.
The discussion of discourse analysis in pedagog-
ical contexts is provided in section 4 and is fol-
lowed by concluding remarks in section 5.

2 . T h e  d i s c o u r s e  o f  w r i t t e n
t e x t s

Arabic prose exhibits a number of salient fea-
tures which give it a very distinctive quality,
especially when compared to commonly-studied
Western languages, such as English. Lexical rep-
etition, structural parallelism, and the preva-
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lence of coordination are some of the most eas-
ily noticeable and widely investigated features.
These have been of interest not only to Arabic
linguists, but also to scholars in applied linguis-
tics, contrastive rhetoric, and second language
writing (Sa’adeddin 1989; Kaplan 1966;
Connor 1996; see also discussion in section 4).
In addition to investigations of these major char-
acteristics of written Arabic discourse, there are
also other studies that deal with the discourse
functions of specific linguistic structures and still
others that focus on the organization of particu-
lar discourse genres such as academic or busi-
ness discourse. 

Leading the first group is probably John-
stone’s seminal work on the ubiquity of coordi-
nation and repetition in Arabic discourse
(Johnstone 1990, 1991). Using numerous exam-
ples from Arabic prose, Johnstone describes in
detail how such discourse is highly paratactic,
relying heavily on the use of → connectives and
coordination (→ parataxis) rather than subordi-
nation to link sequences of clauses and sentences
into cohesive texts. Arabic texts are also shown
to employ a great deal of repetition and formu-
laic patterns at the morphological, lexical, syn-
tactic, and discourse levels. The following
excerpt where an Arab describes the reaction of
Great Britain to nationalism illustrates extensive
use of structural parallelism involving a number
of parallel clauses linked with the conjunction 
wa- ‘and’.

≠àra∂ùhà fì ba ≠∂i l-±a™wàli 
opposed-them in some the cases

wa-±ayyadùhà fì ±a™wàlin
and-endorsed-them    in cases

wa-qayyadùhà bi- ba ≠∂i l-quyùdi 
and restricted them  with some the restrictions

l-±uxrà fì ba ≠∂i l-±a™wàli      
other    in some the cases     

wa-ltazam       ™iyàlahà              siyàsata
and advocated regarding them   policy

l-™iyàdi              fì mu≠Úami l-±a™wàli
the neutrality in most the cases

‘They [the leaders of England] opposed them
[nationalistic movements] in some cases, and
endorsed them in other cases, and placed some
restrictions on them in some cases, and advo-

cated a policy of neutrality with regard to them
in most cases’ (Johnstone 1991:98–99)

The prevalence of these features is partially
attributed to the orality of Arabic discourse
which, the author argues, can be traced back to
oral styles valued in earlier developments of the
Arabic language. It is also attributed to the 
syntactic mechanisms available in Arabic and 
to the socio-culturally motivated desire of 
writers to draw attention to the form of the mes-
sage itself.

Al-Jubouri (1983) concentrates in particular
on repetition and the distinct quality it gives to
Arabic discourse. He points out that, at the lex-
ical level, Arabic discourse exhibits frequent
strings of two and sometimes three words which
are semantically related, such as al-™ujjatu wa-
d-dalìlu ‘evidence and proof’. Repetition of syn-
tactic patterns which results in partial or
complete parallelism is also documented, in
addition to repetition of meaning through writ-
ers’ restatement of the same point. It is claimed
that these types of repetition serve as a means 
of developing arguments, strengthening the
writer’s  point of view, and in general enhancing
the persuasive quality of discourse.

Other studies have attempted to provide dis-
course accounts of particular linguistic devices
and grammatical structures as they occur in
Arabic texts. Al-Batal (1990) examines the dis-
course functions of connectives such as wa-
‘and’, làkinna ‘but’, and fa- ‘therefore’, in an
essay by the Arab writer and literary critic
≠Abbàs Ma™mùd al-≠Aqqàd and finds that such
connectives encode hierarchical relationships
among different sections of a text and indicate
thematic continuity or shifts in discourse. Ac-
cording to Al-Batal, the high frequency of these
devices in Arabic texts is consistent with the oral
tradition in Arabic literary practices and is 
motivated by the search for rhetorical effective-
ness in argumentative writing and by the need 
to create maximum textual → cohesion. Simi-
larly, Khalil (2000) investigates sentence-initial
markers such as the particle qad and canned
phrases like min al-ma ≠rùfi ±anna ‘it is known
that’ in news discourse. The function of these
markers is to signal the → grounding value of
information in discourse; in other words, they
distinguish important pieces of information
from subsidiary ones. Thus, the expression min
al-ma ≠rùfi ±anna introduces backgrounded sec-
ondary information, whereas the particle qad
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indicates a higher degree of grounding or
‘midground’, to use the author’s terminology.
Furthermore, such grounding functions are
claimed to be associated with and to account for
the distribution of Verb-Subject and Subject-
Verb word orders in Arabic discourse. 

Using Givón’s model of Topic Continuity
(Givón 1983), which captures the correlation
between the linguistic encoding of referents and
their degree of persistence in discourse, Fakhri
(1995a) provides discourse explanations for the
use of a number of morphosyntactic properties
of Arabic. He shows that the maintenance 
or shift of referents in discourse accounts for 
the variable distribution of Verb-Subject and
Subject-Verb word orders in narrative and
expository texts, for the behavior of the particle
±inna as a topic marker, for the pattern of sub-
ject-verb agreement reduction, and for the con-
straints regarding the deletion of wàw al-™àl (the
equivalent of ‘while’) in circumstantial clauses.
A discourse perspective is also adopted in Fakhri
(1998) to analyze the linguistic devices for
reporting the speech of others in newspaper arti-
cles. The analysis indicates that the choice of
direct or indirect reported speech as well as that
of reporting verbs like qàla ‘to say’ and i ≠tarafa
‘to admit’ are not arbitrary, but rather motivated
by the ideological stance of the writer.

In addition to the research outlined above, 
a few studies have adopted a genre analysis
approach to Arabic discourse. Genre analysis
describes and explains discourse patterns and
rhetorical strategies utilized in particular types
of professional or academic modes of communi-
cation (e.g. journal articles or business letters),
which are often conventionalized and exhibit a
well-defined internal structure (Swales 1990).
Using Swales’s model for the analysis of intro-
ductions in research articles (Swales 1981,
1990), Najjar (1990), and Fakhri (2004) investi-
gate the structure of Arabic introductions.
Najjar’s analysis of introductions of research
articles from the field of agricultural sciences
shows that about half of these introductions fit
the model developed by Swales for English,
where authors apply a number of moves to indi-
cate the importance of their area of inquiry, jus-
tify their current contribution, and announce the
purpose and the structure of the article. The
study also shows that challenges of previous
research, which often occur in English academic
discourse, are absent in the Arabic data. Najjar

suggests that this is due to the applied nature of
research in agricultural studies where theoretical
argumentation is considered unimportant. In
the same vein, Fakhri (2004) studies a sample of
introductions from humanities and social sci-
ences articles, with the expectation that such
data are bound to exhibit more language- and
culture-specific properties than data from the
hard sciences, as argued in Duszak (1997:11).
The study indicates important differences be-
tween these data and the Swales model: only a
few Arabic introductions employ the moves pre-
dicted by the model, previous scholarship is
rarely challenged, and the purpose of articles
and their structure are not always explicitly
stated. These findings are accounted for in 
terms of the writers’ educational background
and the modest expectations of a nascent dis-
course community.

Haichour (1999) compares English and
Arabic genres of business discourse in terms of
the following linguistic and discourse proper-
ties: agency, causation, metadiscourse, and 
spatio-temporal indexing. The results indicate
striking similarities between English and Arabic
and lead the author to conclude that English and
Arabic parallel business genres are more similar
both structurally and functionally than different
genres within the same language. Najjar (1996)
examines the discourse organization adopted in
an altogether different genre, lists of martyrs,
which portray Palestinians killed during the
uprising against the Israeli occupation. The lists
come from issues of the Palestinian magazine al-
Kàtib. The analysis indicates that they exhibit
traditional narrative structure consisting of
abstract, orientation, problem, solution, and
coda. They also rely heavily on metaphors and
imagery to dramatize the plight and struggle of
the Palestinian people, which, according to the
author, makes them very persuasive. From a
functional perspective, the author suggests that
the regular publication of these lists serves to
explain the martyrs’ sacrifice so as to make their
deaths tolerable, to routinize the rebellion, and
to provide opportunities for commentary on the
peace process.

3 . A r a b i c  d i s c o u r s e  i n  s o c i a l
i n t e r a c t i o n  

People regularly engage in talk to exchange
information, express opinions, argue, or simply
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tell stories and jokes. Such social interactions 
are conducted so skillfully and effortlessly that
they appear very simple. However, this apparent
simplicity is quite deceptive. Relevant research
consistently points out the complexity of such
human endeavors, which is due to a wide range
of contextual features that determine the shape
of spoken discourse and include, among others,
the degree of formality of the speech event, the
type of language or dialect selected, the topic of
conversation, as well as the gender, status, and
role relationships of participants and the back-
ground knowledge they share. For example, par-
ticipants’ gender and status may influence the
choice of conversation content and how turn-
taking is managed, whereas their shared back-
ground knowledge is likely to determine the
amount of detail necessary to facilitate compre-
hension. These contextual features are bound to
reflect the cultural characteristics and social
norms of the speech community. Given the lin-
guistic and sociocultural diversity in the Arab
world, a great deal of variation is to be expected
regarding the conduct of everyday social inter-
action. This state of affairs should, in principle,
make the study of this aspect of Arabic discourse
appealing and stimulating because of the obvi-
ous intellectual challenges it poses and the
potential sociocultural insights to be gained
from it. Unfortunately, research in this area is
rather scant, with a few exceptions.

Arent (1998) and Kharraki (2001) investigate
negotiations that take place between merchants
and customers in the process of bargaining, an all
too frequent speech act easily observable in Arab
markets. The Arent study is based on data col-
lected from bargaining sessions involving Arab
and non-Arab customers in a market in Amman,
Jordan. The author focuses particularly on lan-
guage choice and pragmatic failure or com-
munication breakdown. As expected, Arabic 
vernaculars are utilized most frequently, with
instances of use of French, English, or a mixture
of the two. A few cases of pragmatic failure are
documented, which vary depending on the
nationality of the customers. In the case of Arab
customers, pragmatic failure often results from
their criticism of product quality, which the 
merchants naturally deem inappropriate and
uncalled for. For non-Arab customers, on the
other hand, such failure occurs when vendors, to
the dismay of these customers, provide the price

of merchandize only after inquiring and obtain-
ing information about their nationality. Khar-
raki’s (2001) study of the speech act of bar-
gaining investigates the similarities and differ-
ences between men and women regarding the
strategies they resort to in order to obtain mer-
chandize price reduction. The data come from
interactions between merchants and customers
in markets in eastern Morocco, where, according
to Kharraki, women are claimed to be particu-
larly keen on, and skilled at bargaining, a socially
stigmatized trait for some. The analysis of the
data indicates that, as a prelude to the act of 
bargaining proper, men attempt to establish
familiarity with vendors and create a friendly
atmosphere through elaborate greetings. Wo-
men, on the other hand, are not supposed to and
in fact do not engage in such talk, the purpose
being to maintain a certain social distance
between themselves and their interlocutors and,
thus, ensure a measure of respectability. Regard-
ing bargaining strategies, men often denigrate the
quality of the products offered in an attempt to
secure price reduction. By contrast, women tend
to view bargaining as an opportunity for self-
assertion and employ an insisting strategy which
consists in continually restating their desire for
price reduction, reinforced by multiple threats to
do their shopping elsewhere.

Of a more solemn nature are the studies con-
ducted by Nazzal (2001) and Saeed (1997),
which explore links between religion and dis-
course. Nazzal examines the pragmatic func-
tions of religious expressions such as ±in“à ±allàh
in everyday social interaction. The main finding
of the study is that speakers resort to such
expressions as face-saving devices that serve to
mitigate the potentially negative impact of their
talk on listeners. Saeed (1997) analyzes audio-
and video-taped segments of religious discourse
in order to determine the pragmatic functions of
switching from Modern Standard Arabic to
regional vernaculars. The data come from Arab
theologians’ religious lectures and interactions
with their audiences. The results show that →
code-switching is very frequent in this type of
religious discourse, especially in the question-
answer portions of the lectures. They also show
that content perceived by the speakers to be pos-
itive is expressed in Modern Standard Arabic,
whereas content with negative connotations is
delivered in the vernacular. 

650 discourse analysis
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4 . D i s c o u r s e  a n a l y s i s  i n
p e d a g o g i c a l  c o n t e x t s

Several studies present analyses of Arabic dis-
course within the context of → second language
acquisition and pedagogy. These studies typi-
cally compare and contrast aspects of text
organization in Arabic and English (and French
in one case) in order to elucidate patterns of 
language transfer and make suggestions for
improving language instruction. Although their
accounts of transfer are interesting and their
pedagogical suggestions quite valuable, these
issues fall beyond the scope of the present dis-
cussion and thus will be mentioned only when
necessary for the clarity of presentation.
Emphasis is instead shifted to portions of this
research dealing with Arabic discourse proper
and how it is similar to or different from that 
of other languages. Furthermore, in order to
understand the variation in some of the results
reached in this research, it is worth noting that
some of the analyses presented are quantitative
and based on computing features of texts and
comparing their frequencies across languages,
while others are qualitative, relying on detailed
descriptions of excerpts from texts. 

Ouaouicha (1986) and Fakhri (1995b) pro-
vide quantitative analyses of English and Arabic
argumentative and expository texts. Using
insights from the Toulmin model for argumen-
tation (Toulmin 1958), the Ouaouicha study
investigates the structure of argumentative
essays by Americans and Moroccans in both
Arabic and English and finds no significant cor-
relation between language and argument struc-
ture. However, the American subjects’ texts
exhibit more awareness of audience and emo-
tional appeals for persuasion, which seems to 
be the result of training rather than linguistic
determinism. Fakhri’s (1995b) study compares 
the topical structure of expository texts in
Arabic and English. Topical structure probes the
patterns of topic maintenance or shifts across
sentence sequences in a text. The comparison
reveals no significant differences between the
two languages: both rely overwhelmingly on
sequential progressions which involve a series of
adjacent sentences with different topics. This
result is attributed to the type of writing consid-
ered, namely expository writing, where often
main topics are subsequently developed and
supported by introducing other subtopics and

details, resulting in topic shifts and a high fre-
quency of sequential progressions.

The qualitative analyses presented in Holes
(1983) and Sheikholeslami and Makhlouf (2000)
are also concerned with the transfer of discourse
patterns from Arabic into the English writing of
Arabic speakers. Holes (1983) examines a sam-
ple writing in English by a native speaker of
Arabic and shows how it is influenced by Arabic
discourse patterns. These influences include the
use of long sentences with many instances of
coordination, frequent repetition and structural
parallelism, and the tendency to adopt a direct
and personal style even in academic discourse.
Sheikholeslami and Makhlouf (2000) on the
other hand analyze two Arabic texts and show
that they follow linear organization similar to the
one used in English prose. This leads the authors
to conclude that the rhetorical problems in the
English writing of Arabic speakers do not stem
from Arabic interference. They suggest that a
more plausible source of these problems is the
model school essay frequently used in teaching
Arabic writing. In support of this claim, they
analyze a model essay from a popular Arabic
composition textbook, which exhibits ornate
style, frequent repetition, and quotations of
Arabic poetry, with little attention given to the
overall organization and coherence of the text.

Two other studies, Williams (1983) and Zizi
(1987), conduct language comparisons involv-
ing Arabic for the purpose of improving the
teaching of English writing to native speakers of
Arabic. The Williams study compares cohesion
patterns and thematic development in English
and Arabic texts and reveals a tendency in
Arabic to repeat the same theme in successive
clauses and to resist ellipsis. Within the context
of teaching English for journalistic purposes in
Morocco, Zizi (1987) compares Arabic, French,
and English with respect to the structure of news
reports and analysis. The results indicate that
the global structure of newspaper articles is sim-
ilar in all three languages; however, French head-
lines tend to be the most ambiguous and, not
surprisingly, Arabic texts are found to comprise
the highest amount of repetition.

5 . C o n c l u s i o n  

While by no means exhaustive, this discussion
provides an adequate picture of the state of the
research on Arabic discourse, its main concerns,
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approaches, and findings. An important conclu-
sion that emerges from this discussion is the
privileged status assigned to Modern Standard
Arabic and written language in both the studies
of Arabic discourse proper and those conducted
for pedagogical purposes. This is not totally sur-
prising because, in a sense, it is simply the con-
tinuation of attitudes adopted in the study of 
the more traditional linguistic levels of phonol-
ogy, morphology, and syntax, where Modern
Standard Arabic has occupied a prominent posi-
tion in the research agendas of Arab and non-
Arab linguists alike. While this approach may
not be viewed as a negative, the relative neglect
of spoken discourse using regional vernaculars
deprives the field of perhaps the most insightful
and advantageous dimension of discourse analy-
sis, its sociocultural dimension. By contrast to
the other linguistic levels, the analysis of the dis-
course of spontaneous everyday interaction not
only enhances our understanding of how lan-
guage works, but also provides an important
means of gaining insights into the sociocultural
makeup of the speech community, its concerns,
norms, values, and aspirations. More research in
this area is thus necessary, especially in light of
the sociopolitical and cultural animation which
currently characterizes the Arab world. 

Another observation worth making is that
most of the topics, issues, constructs, and
approaches selected for investigating Arabic dis-
course reflect to a large degree those used in the
analysis of other languages such as English. This
type of replication has turned out to be quite
fruitful and is undoubtedly very commendable.
However, there seems to be a need for highlight-
ing research aspects peculiar to the conduct of
discourse in Arab communities where different
varieties of Arabic coexist with other languages
such as Berber and French in North Africa or
English in some areas of the Arab Middle East.
Such uncommon linguistic richness with all its
social, political, and cultural implications, needs
to be reflected more prominently in the study of
Arabic discourse, which will certainly constitute
a more original and distinctive contribution to
the field of discourse analysis.
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Discourse Markers → Connectives

Dissimilation

Dissimilation can be viewed as a process by which
one segment avoids taking on a feature (or a set
of features) of another segment, usually an adja-
cent one. As such, it may be regarded as a coun-
terprocess to assimilation. This process is 
not very frequent in either Classical/Modern
Standard Arabic or in the Arabic dialects, at
least not in its linear manifestation. Generally
speaking, dissimilation may be progressive or
regressive and may involve consonants and vow-

els alike. In Classical and Modern Standard
Arabic, the main domain of dissimilation is that
of words derived from weak roots (containing
the semivowels w and y), especially when the
semivowel occurs between two vowels.

Some dissimilative processes are attested from
the dialects of pre-Islamic Arabic tribes, such as
dissimilation of m before b (mà smuka > bà

smuka ‘what is your name?’), dissimilation of m
after w (wamad > wabad ‘strong heat’), elision
of m before n (minxafat > ±inxafat ‘air pump’)
(cf. Fleisch 1961:80).

The behavior of semivowels in weak verbal
roots (especially IIw/y) may also be viewed as
affected by a process of dissimilation. In some
positions, the underlying w/y changes into 
other consonants, mostly ± (glottal stop), as 
in *muwaqqatun > mu±aqqatun ‘temporary’,
*qàwilun > qà ±ilun ‘saying [active participle]’ or
*±a ≠∂àwun > *±a ≠∂à ±un ‘members’. The change w
> ‘can be explained as avoidance of the vocalic
characteristics of the semivowels. In the Arabic
dialects, the Classical Arabic form *qàwimun
changes to qàyim ‘standing’.

Several forms involving vowels may be inter-
preted as dissimilated from an underlying/his-
torical form or in opposition to the singular
form. These include both grammatical mor-
phemes and plural formation, especially that of
the internal plurals ending with suffixed -àn. The
following forms belong here:

plural feminine accusative ending: *-àtan > 
-àtin;

dual ending (both nominal and verbal): *-àna 
-àni;

change of vowel in plurals: e.g., *jàràn > jìràn
(sg. jàrun) ‘neighbors’

Usually, dissimilation is based on the concept 
of adjacency, which is treated in a linear way, but
in Arabic, processes of dissimilation can also be
observed within an autosegmental tier like the
root. The → Obligatory Contour Principle
(OCP; cf. McCarthy 1986) prevents the neigh-
boring members (consonants) of the verbal root
from being identical or similar (formed at a close
point of articulation, e.g. a series of coronal
sonorants are avoided). Yet, this constraint is
only valid within a given domain (verbal root),
and is inactive across the tier boundaries (e.g. in
affixes to the stem formed by combination of the
root/consonantal and vocalic melody). Such a
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concept of dissimilation means a projection of
an underlying dissimilation rule onto the organ-
ization of the lexicon.

Another such type of underlying dissimilation
rule might be the tendency observable in the for-
mation of Forms VII (in-KaTaBa) and VIII (iK-
ta-TaBa), which are both used for forming a
passive transformation of the basic meaning.
Here, one finds that the lexicon avoids combina-
tions of adjacent features in the neighborhood of
the prefix/infix; the verbal roots with coronal
obstruents in the initial position avoid Form VIII
(-t- infix), and verbal roots with coronal sono-
rants avoid Form VII (n- prefix).
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Djibouti/Eritrea

Arabic, though not native to the Horn of Africa,
is widely spoken in two countries where it is not
the majority language: the Republic of Djibouti
and Eritrea. This region on the west coast of the
Red Sea opposite the Tihama region of Yemen
has always been one of contact and exchange.
Links between the African and Arabian coasts
are attested since antiquity and are doubtless
much older.

Arabic was spoken there before the arrival of
Islam. The Christianization of Abyssinia was
carried out by Arabic-speaking priests from
Syria who began to evangelize the hinterland,
central Eritrea, and the Tigray region (Abraha
Wende 2000; Killion 1998:331) early in the 4th
century. Islamization began in the 7th century
with the part of the coast between Massawa and
Zeila which includes the former Adulis (now
Zûla). The spread of Arabic attended the expan-
sion of Islam which reached Djibouti in the 9th
century via the merchants from southern Arabia
who settled in Tadjoura (Rouaud 1997). 

This presence in ancient times is well docu-
mented and has lasted until today. In the 19th cen-
tury, the Rashayda came from Saudi Arabia to

settle along the coast north of Massawa; their
descendants are today citizens of Eritrea, and one
of the national ethnic groups. Around the same
time, another Arabic-speaking community settled
further south in what was to become the Côte
française des Somalis in 1896 and the Territoire
français des Afars et des Issas in 1967. From 1892
onward, large numbers of Yemenis, mostly from
the Tihama and Hogariya regions and from
Aden, were enticed by the French to build the new
city of Djibouti. They were at that time the largest
community in town (Rouaud 1997:324). When
the Territoire became independent in 1977, the
Yemenis, most of whom still lived in Djibouti
Town, although some had settled elsewhere,
became citizens of the new republic.

Arabic has official status in both countries. It
is an official language of Djibouti together with
French. In the young nation of Eritrea, which
became independent in 1993, Arabic is one of
the three ‘working languages’ together with
Tigrinya and English. It is also the religious lan-
guage of almost all Djiboutians: article 1 of the
country’s constitution makes Islam the state reli-
gion, and a little over 40 percent of Eritreans are
also Muslims.

Official status means that Arabic (more pre-
cisely, Modern Standard Arabic) is used nation-
ally for communication in both oral and written
forms as a sort of koine by politicians, intellec-
tuals, and business people. It is taught at school
in both countries and used in the media.
Dialectal forms of oral Arabic are also the ver-
nacular language of a few communities, and/or
may be used as a trade language or → lingua
franca for communication between speakers
whose mother tongue is not Arabic, but another
local language.

In Djibouti, all teaching is done in French, but
Modern Standard Arabic is the only one of the
three national languages to be taught from the
fifth year of primary schooling on. An experiment
is currently underway to begin teaching Arabic
from the first year of primary education. The
entry examination to secondary school includes
an obligatory Arabic test, as do the examinations
leading to the secondary school diplomas: brevet
d’études in secondary school, and baccalauréat in
high school (Ali Awad 2004).

Modern Standard Arabic is used in the written
press in the bi-monthly al-Qarn. The radio
devotes six hours a day (from 8 to 10 a.m. and 4
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to 8 p.m.) to broadcasting in Modern Standard
Arabic. On television, there are news, entertain-
ment, motion pictures, and some advertising
(Kassim Mohamed 2004). An article in the tri-
weekly official French-language publication La
Nation (26 April 2004, 12) envisages a plan to
open three FM radio stations broadcasting
twelve hours a day in each of the three main
local languages: Arabic, Somali, and Afar.

Vernacular forms of Arabic are spoken in
Djibouti by 8–10 percent of the population of
some 644,000 (Couba 1993:18). “Demographic
weakness . . . is made up for by the economic
strength” of this community, all of whom origi-
nated from Yemen (Couba 1993:18). The
mother tongue is used in the family and in rela-
tions with other members of the same linguistic
community. Each can immediately recognize
another’s dialectal origins, as characteristic fea-
tures are not totally blurred when different
Arabic speech forms come into contact. This
community has also been instrumental in the
propagation of a form of trade Arabic used in
relations with speakers of other mother tongues
(Afar and Somali). Arabic speakers can be found
in all population centers, but the great majority
are concentrated in the capital. Among the
400,000 inhabitants of Djibouti Town, some
Arabic speakers, mostly businessmen and traders,
occupy the downtown area while others are
found in quarters 1 to 4 and in Ingela where they
cohabit with citizens who are speakers of other
languages. The members of this community,
who originate from Taez in the mountainous
region of Hogariya, are called Gibaliya. This
designation may also cover the group known as
the Bay∂àni, a term used in the 1970s to refer to
Arabs from the mountainous area (man†aqa al-
wus†à) on the border between the two Yemens
(Rouaud 1997:328).

The suburban town of Ambouli, just four
kilometers outside Djibouti, is said to have
2,000 Arabic-speaking inhabitants (Ali Awad
2004). They represent three different communi-
ties. The Hakmi (™akmi), who came from
Tihama in Yemen (villages of Dhuhab, Wahiga,
and Bab al-Mandeb), live in Ambouli 1 and
Ambouli 2 (or Jebel South). They were originally
marsh dwellers and fishermen. Jebel quarter is
home to the Dureyhimi (durhìmi, pl. daràhíma),
who were formerly farmers and shepherds. As
their name suggests, they are from Durayhimi, a

town near Zabid in Tihama. Lastly, the
Mashlahi are from Moza≠ and live mostly in
Ambouli 1. Rouaud (1997:328) also speaks of
the Banu Zìd from the Makha region.

Small numbers of Arabic speakers can be
found in the other population centers of the
republic: Dikhil, Ali-Sabieh, Tadjoura, and
Obock, which has an entire quarter of Darwish
surrounded by Afar speakers. Their speech is the
only dialect thus far to have been briefly investi-
gated (Simeone-Senelle 2002). It belongs to the
Tihami group. Research on the other vernacular
forms and on the trade Arabic spoken in
Djibouti has barely begun (→ lingua franca:
Horn of Africa).

In Eritrea, Modern Standard Arabic is one of
the three working languages. During the armed
struggle, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front
(EPLF) “organized literacy classes . . . three
times each week in Tigrinya and Arabic to give
people from different communities of Eritrea a
common language” (Connell 1997:37). Now-
adays, Modern Standard Arabic is used as a
medium of instruction “in more than 115 ele-
mentary schools, grades 1 to 5”. Most of these
“are located in the lowland regions, especially in
Gash-Barka (where there is a large number of
returnees from the Sudan), Ansaba, and north
and south Red Sea regions” (Osman Ali 2004).
In some regions, Arabic dialects are or are
becoming the vernacular language. The island of
Dahlak Kebir is an exception. Arabic is used
there for primary instruction, although the
mother tongue of most of the inhabitants is
Dahaalik, an Afro-Semitic language which was
discovered by the French research team only in
1996, and is therefore not included among the
national languages.

The curriculum board of the Eritrean ministry
of education is in charge of the preparation 
of primary school curricula and textbooks in 
the nine national languages including Arabic.
National television broadcasts in Arabic, in the
other working languages, and in Tigre. There is
a weekly Arabic-language newspaper, al-±Irìtriyà

al-™adìµa (Tigrinya and English journals appear
with the same frequency).

There are very few people in Eritrea who have
Arabic as their mother tongue. Estimates of 
their number vary: Killion (1998:354) suggests
1,000, Abraha Wende (2000) 30,000, or nearly
1 percent of a total population of 3,500,000.
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The largest group is the Rashayda, who make up
5 percent of the native Arabic speakers (Osman
Ali 2004). They are Sunni Muslims and live on
the coast north of Massawa. They are camel
raisers and trade mostly with the opposite side
of the Red Sea. Their dialect is related to those of
Saudi Arabia. A different dialect is now the
mother tongue of certain Halenqa, who are cul-
turally of Beja origin and live in the western part
of Eritrea. Modern Standard Arabic is used as
the medium of instruction at the elementary
level in their area (Osman Ali 2004). There is
also a community of Yemeni origin on the coast,
but “their numbers declined during the period of
the Independence War (1961–1991)” (Osman
Ali 2004). To these may be added the Eritrean
citizens who have lived in exile as refugees in the
Arab countries (the Sudan, Yemen, Saudi
Arabia) over the last 40 years. The number of
those who lived in the Sudan and were officially
registered as refugees was more than 750,000;
about half of them have now come back to their
homes. The younger generation of these dias-
pora groups who were born in the Sudan or
other Arab countries learnt Arabic as a first lan-
guage (Osman Ali 2004).

These historical, political, economic, and reli-
gious factors account for the importance and
prestige of Arabic in the region. Such is this pres-
tige that some parents choose to have their chil-
dren taught in Arabic, even when it is not their
mother tongue. It is equally further incitement to
the use of Arabic as a trade language.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Abraha Wende, Tekle. 2000. “A preliminary survey of

Arabic in Eritrea”. Paper presented at the Inter-
national Conference Against all Odds: African
Languages into the 21st Century, Asmara, 11–17
January 2000.

Ali Awad, Fahade. 2004. Personal communication,
Pôle Universitaire de Djibouti, Djibouti.

Connell, Dan. 1997. Against all odds: A chronicle of
the Eritrean revolution with a new afterword on the
postwar transition. Laurenceville, Asmara: Red Sea
Press.

Kassim Mohamed, Souad. 2004. Personal communi-
cation, Pôle Universitaire de Djibouti, Djibouti. 

Killion, Tom. 1998. Historical dictionary of Eritrea.
Lanham Md. and London: Scarecrow.

Osman Ali, Mohammed. 2004. Personal communica-
tion, March. Curriculum Branch, Asmara.

Rouaud, Alain. 1997. “Pour une histoire des Arabes
de Djibouti, 1896–1977”. Cahiers des Etudes Afri-
caines 146.xxxvii–2, 319–348.

Simeone-Senelle, Marie-Claude. 2000a. “Situation
linguistique dans le sud de l’Erythrée”. Proceedings
from the 2nd World Congress of African Linguis-

tics, Leipzig July 1997, ed. H. Ekkehard Wolff and
Orin Gensler, 261–276. Cologne: R. Köppe. 

——. 2000b. “L’arabe véhiculaire parlé en Erythrée sur
la côte de la mer Rouge, de Massawa à Rahayta”.
Oriente Moderno, n.s. 18 (79), 153–180.

——. 2000c. “Les langues en Erythrée”. Chroniques
Yéménites 2000. 167–173.

——. 2002. “L’arabe, langue maternelle de citoyens
djiboutiens du nord de la République de Djibouti”.
Proceedings of the 4th Conference of the Inter-
national Arab Dialectology Association (AIDA),
Marrakesh, Apr. 1–4. 2000, ed. Abderrahim Youssi
a.o., 140–150. Rabat: AMAPATRIL.

Marie-Claude Simeone-Senelle
(LLACAN-CNRS, INALCO, University of Paris-7)

Dravidian Languages → Malayalam;
Tamil; Telugu

Dual → Number

Dysphemism

Dysphemism (the opposite of → euphemism) is
a lexical resource in natural language, whereby
lexemes are created for the purpose of combin-
ing denotation and negative attitude via a com-
plex process of lexical compression. Just like
euphemism, but with an opposite directionality,
the process of dysphemizing produces cognitive
synonyms that converge on denotation but
diverge on attitude. For example, the Jordanian
Arabic lexemes bitsammam ‘he is poisoning
himself’ and ingal ≠at ‘she has been extracted’ are
dysphemistic counterparts of the neutral lex-
emes bòkil ‘he is eating’ and rawwa™at ‘she left’,
respectively. That is, the speaker may utter bit-
sammam instead of bòkil to inform the inter-
locutor that the male denotatum is eating but 
he (the speaker) does not like the fact that the
denotatum is doing so. Hence, the speaker inten-
tionally selects the dysphemistic lexeme, which
literally says that ‘the denotatum is poisoning 
himself’. As a result, the speaker effectively con-
veys the message that the referent is eating,
alongside his negative attitude about the state of
affairs in question. Similarly, the speaker who
employs ingal ≠at ‘she has been extracted’ instead
of rawwa™at ‘she has left’, effectively conveys
the same denotation plus a negative attitude,
namely that the referent’s presence had been a
burden to the speaker.
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Allan and Burridge (1991:26) define dys-
phemism as “an expression with connotations
that are offensive either about the denotatum or
the audience or both, and it is substituted for a
neutral or euphemistic expression for just that
reason”. In this way, dysphemism is used to talk
about one’s adversaries or things one wishes to
downgrade or express disapproval of. Although
Allan and Burridge’s definition roughly captures
the purpose of dysphemism, their discussion of
dysphemistic data (1991:26–29) fails to distin-
guish inherently negative lexical items from dys-
phemistic ones. According to their view, the
Arabic lexemes ±irhàbì ‘terrorist’, ka≈≈àb ‘liar’,
and mutahawwir ‘reckless’ are dysphemisms,
despite the fact that their negativity is inherent
rather than lexicalized.

Farghal (1995:52) criticizes Allan and Bur-
ridge’s account for broadening the concept of
dysphemism to include lexical items which are
inherently marked for negative connotations,
because it weakens the strength of a purely prag-
matic analysis of dysphemism. For instance, in
most Arabic dialects the lexeme ÿabì ‘stupid’ can-
not be regarded as a dysphemism because it car-
ries inherent rather than lexicalized negative
connotations as an immediate consequence of
dichotomizing lexis in terms of positivity and
negativity. However, ™màr and ™umàr ‘stupid’, in
Jordanian and Egyptian Arabic, respectively, are
dysphemistic because they create meaning via
dysphemizing. Thus, ™màr or ™umàr (lit. ‘don-
key’) effectively conveys the message that the
denotatum is extremely stupid by a process of
lexicalization. Consequently, the input of dys-
phemism not only covers neutral and positive
lexis, but also includes inherently negative lexis.
When negative lexis is the target, dysphemizing is
not a matter of adding a negative attitude (which
is already there), but rather a matter of either
heightening or lessening the degree of negativity.
An example of reducing the degree of negativity
would include the common avoidance of the
taboo Arabic verb nàk ‘to fuck’ in most Arabic
vernaculars in favor of a dysphemistic counter-
part such as †ag ‘to knock’ (Jordanian Arabic),
xayya† ‘to sew’ (Egyptian Arabic), †ara± ‘to
knock’ (Syrian Arabic), sàq ‘to drive, ride’
(Kuwaiti Arabic), and zaÿab ‘?’ (Saudi Arabic).
(Note that in some dysphemisms it is difficult to
spell out the literal meaning of the word; a ques-
tion mark is used to indicate this.)

Unlike euphemisms, which seek to save face
(Brown and Levinson 1987), dysphemisms usu-

ally create face affronts in communication.
When language users opt for dysphemizing, they
are taken to be responding naturally to the 
psychological and social pressures they are
experiencing. The issuance of a dysphemism in
interaction is a reflex that represents conscious
lexical choice on the part of the speaker. Yet, 
the pragmatic import, i.e. the illocutionary and
perlocutionary forces (Austin 1962) of dys-
phemisms, correlate with the psychological and
social rapport between speaker and denotatum
in any given conversation, with their distance or
closeness to each other in general, as well as in
the particular context. The Egyptian dys-
phemism ÿùr ‘vanish!’, i.e. ‘get lost!’, for exam-
ple, creates a face affront or is just a flippancy,
depending on the existing psychological and
social rapport between speaker and interlocu-
tor. Dysphemism, though psychologically real at
the level of lexis in Arabic, is interactionally an
utterance level phenomenon, just like conversa-
tional implicature and politeness in language
(Thomas 1995).

Since they represent an utterance-level phe-
nomenon, it is often difficult to assign dictionary
meaning to dysphemistic expressions, despite
their pragmatic import. One of the celebrated
dysphemisms that came into frequent use during
the Third Gulf War (which led to the toppling of
Saddam and the occupation of Iraq) is the
freshly-revived word ≠ulùj. Few native speakers
of Arabic would have missed that as-Sahhaf (the
then Iraqi minister of information) was employ-
ing the unfamiliar lexeme ≠ulùj as a dysphemism
to refer to personnel of the allied forces invading
Iraq. In fact, the revived word came to be on
everyone’s tongue in the Arab world. Ironically,
and amidst the killing of tens of thousands of
Iraqis, however, a row emerged over the original
meaning of this word, with Arab writers citing
many diverse meanings ranging between ‘non-
Arab’, ‘infidel stout men’ and ‘zebras’ (Lisàn al-
≠arab, 4th ed., Cairo, 3065–3066).When asked
about it during and after the war, as-Sahhaf him-
self could not provide an exact original meaning
for the word. He made it clear, however, that the
word originally carried negative connotations
and that he fell back on the Arab linguistic her-
itage to create this memorable dysphemism.

As a lexical resource expressing negative atti-
tudes by adding vulgar meanings to existing
vocabulary, Arabic dysphemisms are largely a
product of colloquial rather than standard
Arabic. This does not mean that standard Arabic
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cannot express negative attitudes; it only means
that standard Arabic largely constructs such 
attitudes through grammaticalization, or what
Sinclair (1991) calls the ‘Open Principle’. In
other words, standard Arabic expresses negative
attitudes by falling back on grammatical rules
and existing lexemes to construct meaning (see
last example in this paragraph). On the other
hand, colloquial Arabic expresses negative 
attitudes via lexicalization and/or the ‘Idiom
Principle’, which mainly create new lexemes or
expressions by metaphoring or idiomatizing. By
way of illustration, in≠aµar (Jordanian Arabic),
ÿàr (Egyptian Arabic), ≈alaf (Kuwaiti Arabic),
and walla (Saudi Arabic) all lexically dysphemize
the message that ‘the referent has left’. Similarly,
Jordanian and Egyptian Arabic employ the
Idiom Principle to dysphemize the same message
in the idiomatic expression warràna ≠ar∂ iktàfuh
‘lit. he showed us the breadth of his shoulders’.
By contrast, standard Arabic largely lacks dys-
phemism as a lexical resource; instead, it resorts
to grammaticalization (the Open Principle) to
add a negative attitude to a message like the one
in the idiomatic expression above, e.g. ÿàdara
wa-±a™madu llàha ±annahu fa ≠ala ≈àlik ‘he left
and I thank God that he did so’. This situation led
Farghal (2003) to call for integrating colloquial
dysphemisms into standard Arabic because they
constitute an important lexical resource that
efficiently responds to the psychological and
social needs of Arabic speakers.

Arabic dysphemisms target a wide spectrum
of words ranging from positive through neutral
to negative vocabularies. Neutral lexis, which
constitutes a clear example of adding negative
attitudes to otherwise attitude-free lexical items,
consists essentially of verbal dysphemisms, as
nouns and adjectives are usually dichotomized
in terms of positivity and negativity in natural
language. These dysphemisms may replace a
host of neutral verbs in different Arabic vernac-
ulars when the need for a negative attitude
arises. Below is a list of neutral verbs used in the
3rd person masculine singular along with their
dysphemistic counterparts in Jordanian Arabic
(JA), Egyptian Arabic (EA), Kuwaiti Arabic
(KA), and Saudi Arabic (SA):

(1) a. bòkil/bàkul ‘he is eating’: biddafla ‘lit. he
is eating bamboo’ (JA), bitsammim ‘he is
poisoning himself’ (EA), ya ≠lif ‘lit. he is
eating animal food’ (KA), yafrum ‘lit. he is
grinding’ (SA)

b. nàyim ‘he is sleeping’: minÿamid ‘lit. he is
put back in his case’ (JA), maxmùd ‘lit. he
has been extinguished’ (EA), xàmid ‘lit. he
is motionless’ (KA and SA)

c. rà™/ma“a/mi“i ‘he left’: ingala ≠ ‘lit. he was
extracted’ (JA), ÿàr ‘lit. he vanished’ (EA),
≈alaf ‘?’ (KA), walla ‘lit. he left, giving us
his back’ (SA)

For their part, positive lexical items are some-
times a target for dysphemizing in vernacular
Arabic. An interesting and frequent example in
most Arabic dialects is the masculine oriented
dysphemism of the adjective ™ilwa ‘beautiful [to
describe a girl/woman]’ as follows: “igfih ‘a piece’
(JA), muzza ‘?’ (EA), gi† ≠a ‘a piece’ (KA and SA).
Other things being equal, these dysphemisms can
be felicitously utilized only in male talk to indicate
the out-of-the-ordinary beauty and/or sexual
attractiveness of the referent. It is inappropriate
to use it in addressing a girl/woman, because 
the freshly acquired attitude is dysphemistic in
nature, even though a socially positive attribute is
being intensified. The following are more exam-
ples from Jordanian Arabic: “abbì™ ‘?’ instead of
“à†ir ‘smart’, habbàj ‘?’ for karìm ‘generous’,
mal ≠ùn wàldèn ‘a man with damned parents’
instead of “ujà≠ ‘brave man’.

Lexical items representing the negative or un-
favorable part of human experience are a com-
mon input for dysphemism. Some socially or
inherently negative attributes can be made more
negative by dysphemizing them. Below are two
negative attributes along with their dysphemistic
counterparts in four Arabic dialects:

(2) a. nàß™a/samìna ‘fat [fem.]’: dubba/bagara
‘she-bear/cow’ (JA), ≠iglah ‘she-calf’ (EA),
ba††a/dubba ‘duck/she-bear’ (KA), fìl ‘ele-
phant’ (SA)

b. ÿabì/ ±a™maq ‘stupid’: ™màr/bhìm ‘don-
key’ (JA), ™umàr/bahìm ‘donkey’ (EA),
±aµwal ‘?’ (KA), dilx ‘?’ (SA)

Negative or unfavorable verbs are also a target
for dysphemism. Below are two examples:

(3) a. rasab ‘he failed in a test’: kawwa ≠ ‘lit. he
rested his head on his arm’ (JA and EA),
gawwa ≠ ‘lit. he fell to the bottom’ (KA 
and SA)

b. màt ‘he died’: in™arag ‘lit. he got burned
(JA), fi†is ‘he died [animal]’ (EA), fanga“

‘?’ (KA), fa†as ‘he died [animal]’ (SA)
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Death is a taboo subject and a common target
for euphemisms. However, the above dysphe-
mistic death terms intensify the negativity of this
part of human experience by adding lexicalized
negative rather than positive attitudes.

The negativity of some inherently negative lex-
ical items may be diminished by dysphemizing.
The output of this lexical process is what Allan
and Burridge (1991) call ‘euphemistic dys-
phemisms’. For example, the Egyptian word
xayya† ‘he sewed’ in the utterance xayya†-ha ‘he
sewed her’ instead of the taboo word nàk ‘he
fucked’ in the utterance nàk-ha ‘he fucked her’ is
meant to euphemistically dysphemize the inher-
ently negative lexical item nàk. The result is lexi-
calization that avoids the explicit mention of a
taboo lexeme in favor of a dysphemism that suc-
ceeds in only lessening the degree of negativity.
Similarly, the word naffas ‘lit. he leaked’ in
Jordanian Arabic manages to reduce the negativ-
ity of the taboo word fasà ‘he broke wind noise-
lessly’ by a euphemistic dysphemism.

As can be observed from the inter-dialectal
data given in this entry, there are striking simi-
larities between dysphemisms among Arabic 
vernaculars. For example, fa†as/fi†is ‘to die [ani-
mal]’, probably among other variants, is dys-
phemistic in most Arabic dialects when refer-
ring to human deaths. However, there are some
words which mean different things in different
Arabic dialects and are often used to gener-
ate humor. Two interesting examples come 

from Kuwaiti and Jordanian Arabic. In Kuwaiti
Arabic, the verb †àg means ‘to beat/hit’, corre-
sponding to the verb katal in Jordanian Arabic.
Interestingly, however, †àg is a dysphemistic
counterpart for nàk ‘to fuck’ in Jordanian
Arabic. Thus, the utterance †àg-ha means ‘he hit
her’ in Kuwaiti Arabic, but ‘he screwed her’ in
Jordanian Arabic. Another example is the dys-
phemism ba††a ‘duck’ in reference to a
girl/woman. In Jordanian Arabic, it indicates the
sexual attractiveness of a female, whereas in
Kuwaiti Arabic it refers to the plumpness of a
female. 
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East Africa

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

Much has been written on the history of Arabic,
Arabs, and Islam in East Africa, their influence
on the peoples, languages, and cultures of the
region, and the status of Arabic and Islam there
(Lodhi 1994a; Lodhi and Westerlund 1994 and
1999). Particular attention has been paid to the
impact of Arabic on → Swahili. A few recent
publications deal with the question of the status
of Arabic in East Africa, Arabic lexical borrow-
ings, and structural intrusion in Swahili (Lodhi
1986a, 1986b, 1992, 1994b).

2 . T h e  s t a t u s  o f  A r a b i c  i n
E a s t  A f r i c a

Arabic in East Africa has a minimal formal and
academic recognition in spite of its historical
predominance on the East African littoral and
the rim of the Indian Ocean in general. Arabic
has had an enormous impact on the languages
spoken by Muslim communities of the Indian
Ocean lands, and particularly on Swahili, the
most widely used literary indigenous language 
in Black Africa (Polomé 1967; Whiteley 1969;
Nurse and Hinnebusch 1993).

In East Africa, Arabic has never been more
important than it is today when Arabic items in
Swahili are increasing and automatically being
loaned into most other languages of the region
(Polomé 1980a and 1980b; Lodhi 1986a, 2000).
Arabic items in Swahili are not properly docu-
mented or satisfactorily analyzed in spite of sev-

eral existing studies in this field (Krumm 1940;
Allen 1945; Ruo ∆i∑ka 1953; Imberg 1973, 1975,
1977; Baldi 1976, 1988; Zawawi 1979; Cassels
1984; Bosha 1993; Lodhi 2000).

Up to the conclusion of the ‘scramble for East
Africa’ with the signing of the Heligoland Treaty
in 1890 whereby the Sultanate of Zanzibar
became a British protectorate, Arabic had been
the sole language of administration, commerce,
diplomacy, education, and liturgy in Muslim
East Africa. Swahili gradually replaced Arabic in
many fields during the 30 years of German occu-
pation of Tanganyika, but after the First World
War and the British takeover of Tanganyika,
English was formally encouraged and spread
there at the expense of both Arabic and Swahili.

Arabic was replaced in all formal contexts
except for the following: (a) constitutionally,
Arabic was the first official language of the
Zanzibar Protectorate/Sultanate (including the
Kenya Coastal Strip Protectorate), followed by
English and Swahili in descending order of
importance, up to the republican revolution in
January 1964 when the linguistic recognition
was reversed, i.e. Swahili, English, and lastly
Arabic; (b) the national anthem of the Sultanate
of Zanzibar was in Arabic; (c) Arabic was a
compulsory subject at Swahili-medium primary
schools and the Muslim Academy which trained
teachers of Arabic, Swahili, and diana (Islamic
theology). Arabic was the medium of instruction
up to Class 4 only at the Arabic-speaking pri-
mary school at Vikokotoni in Zanzibar Town;
and (d) Arabic was offered as an option at the
secondary, high school, and teacher training 
levels. Some Qur ±àn schools (chuo/vyuo/kutab/
madrassa), which were all private, also offered in

E
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the afternoon classes a minimum of instruction
in Arabic to senior pupils who attended primary
schools in the morning and who did not have
Arabic as a subject.

During the colonial educational expansion up
to the middle of the 1920s in Zanzibar, the edu-
cational status of Arabic was drastically re-
duced. In 1910, some government schools in
rural areas closed down because of lack of
pupils. Most parents boycotted the schools
where English was the medium of instruction
from the first year of the primary school, but
where Arabic was a compulsory subject. Swahili
was offered later, in the Roman script, after 
the standardization of 1924. However, there
was no demand from parents to use Swahili as
the medium of instruction in the schools of
Zanzibar – they wanted Arabic, “the language
of their Prophet” (Bennett 1978:229). Accord-
ing to a Zanzibar Government Report in 1939,
47.5 percent of Zanzibaris were literate in
Swahili in the Arabic script. However, the colo-
nial government continued publishing its
Swahili documents in the Roman script in spite
of the fact that only 2 percent of Zanzibaris were
literate in it (Bennett 1978). 

After the revolution, Arabic gradually disap-
peared from the school syllabus in Zanzibar dur-
ing the eight-year-long anti-intellectual reign 
of Sheikh Abeid Aman Karume, the first presi-
dent of the People’s Republic of Zanzibar. 
The Muslim Academy was closed down and 
its functions partly incorporated with the
Nkrumah Teachers College at Beit-el-Ras a few
kilometers north of Zanzibar Town. Following
the assassination of Sheikh Karume in 1972,
during the reign of his successor Alhajj Aboud
Jumbe, a revival of Arabic was realized. Since
1980, it has again been a compulsory subject
from Class 3 at the primary level, though a num-
ber of secondary schools do not offer it for lack
of teachers or teaching materials. It is not yet
compulsory in the current teacher training pro-
grams; instead, Arabic teachers are recruited
through the Institute of Kiswahili and Foreign
Languages (IKFL) at the State University of
Zanzibar (SUZA), and the private Zanzibar
University in which the former Islamic College
(the re-established Muslim Academy) has been
incorporated. Both these institutions provide
training in educational theory and practice. It is
a compulsory subject at the Zanzibar University,
whereas at the IKFL it is optional.

However, during the 2002 calendar year, 46
out of the 300 diploma students at the IKFL had
Arabic as their major subject. With this raised
status, Arabic is the third official language in
autonomous Zanzibar and has a de facto impor-
tance of its own as a language of religious trans-
mission in a predominantly Islamic country (97
percent Muslim). This has encouraged local and
private initiatives to start institutes of Islamic
studies in other parts of East Africa. An Islamic
university similar to the one in Zanzibar, and
having several secular disciplines, has been
founded in Mbale, Uganda, to cater for the
whole region.

In Mainland Tanzania with a population that
is approximatey 50 percent Muslim (Kettani
1982), Arabic has its social status among the
Muslims and is taught in the Qur ±àn schools as
also in Kenya, but the teaching is mostly limited
to ‘reading’ the Qur ±àn. A large proportion of
the population of East Africa (i.e. Kenya,
Uganda, Tanzania, Comoros, Mozambique,
Malawi, Rwanda, and Burundi) is Muslim with
Arabic as the spiritual language (Kettani 1982).
Arabic is also the ‘Latin’ of Swahili, the main
language in this vast region. Although about 42
percent of the Swahili vocabulary is of Arabic
origin (Bosha 1993), Arabic is not offered at any
level in the secular educational system of
Mainland Tanzania (or in Kenya and Uganda), a
system mainly in the hands of numerous
Christian missions. It is included in neither the
programs of the Institute of Kiswahili Research
(IKR), nor the Department of Kiswahili and
African Languages at the University of Daressa-
laam. Only an extramural course is occasionally
offered at the Institute of Adult Education in
Daressalaam, but at the university, no graduate
course in Arabic is offered.

During the 1960s, for a couple of terms only,
a short introductory extramural course in
Arabic was offered to Swahili language students.
These courses were removed from the university
program after the socialist/nationalist Arusha
Declaration in 1967, in an effort to ‘decolonize’
Tanzania, in spite of increasing contacts with the
socialist Arabic-speaking countries. 

At the IKR, no specialist is working with
Swahili manuscripts in the Arabic script or
Arabic language manuscripts. In the archives 
of the IKR there are more than a thousand 
such manuscripts listed in the catalogue of 
Allen (1970). However, Arabic loans are both
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important and popular. Some of the many 
hundreds of recent terms approved by the
National Swahili Council (Baraza la Kiswahili la
Taifa/BAKITA) are: mhifadhina ‘reactionary’,
msamiati ‘vocabulary’, wakala ‘bill of lading’,
mwakilishi ‘elected representative’, dhidi ya
‘against’, thaura ‘political revolution’ and
harakati ya tabaka ‘class struggle’ (Bosha 1993).
These contributions are by Swahili experts with
a Muslim background and knowledge of Arabic.
Swahili lexicography necessitates at least a
working knowledge of Arabic, especially for
people without a Muslim background.

The language typology in Tanzania Mainland
shows that Arabic appears in bilingual, trilin-
gual, quadrilingual, and plurilingual situations,
but not in monolingual ones. Until about three
decades ago Arabic appeared in some multilin-
gual shop notices (together with English,
Gujarati, and Swahili). Arabic has completely
disappeared from auctions and the market-
place, and Arabisms such as arbata-ashara
‘fourteen’, khamso-ishirin ‘twenty five’ and
sitaa-alf ‘six thousand’ have been replaced by
original Swahili or Swahilized Arabic terms
kumi na nne, ishirini na tano, and elfu sita res-
pectively. In the mid-1960s, Arabic terms such as
these were frequently used at auctions, just as
Hindi/Urdu terms such as do chai ‘two teas’ and
tiin kafi ‘three coffees’ were used in many restau-
rants. “The proportion of those who can read
Arabic appears to drop slightly with increas-
ing education from 4% at primary level to 2.8%
at secondary Form VI level. Many primary
school children have also received instruction at
Koranic schools but such schools have not tra-
ditionally fostered academic study in the way
that Christian Mission schools have” (Hill
1980:223).

The status of Arabic in Kenya, with a popula-
tion that is approximately 25 percent Muslim
(Kettani 1982), is similar to that in Tanzania
Mainland, though on the Kenya coast Arabic
has more prestige, due to its historical geogra-
phical proximity and ethnic affinity to southern
Arabia, particularly Hadramawt. In predomi-
nantly traditional Swahili societies of the Lamu
archipelago and Malindi, Arabic is taught in
some primary schools and many parents send
their children to the Middle East for further
studies. It is not uncommon to find Arabic as a
second or third language in the Muslim families
of the Kenya coast and among Muslims up-

country. Instruction in Arabic is given at numer-
ous Qur ±àn schools run by about 120 Islamic
societies. The Kenya Muslim Association has
plans to establish Muslim secondary and high
schools in Mombasa and Nairobi with emphasis
on Arabic and Islamic studies.

In Uganda, where approximately 25 percent
of the population is Muslim (Kettani 1982), the
situation of Arabic is rather similar to that in
Kenya and Tanzania Mainland in that it has no
official recognition. It is taught only at Qur±àn
schools and Islamic institutes. Their activities
are coordinated by the Uganda Supreme Islamic
Council, which has established the Uganda
Muslim University at Mbale, a joint project by
the Uganda Government and the Organization
of Islamic Conference (OIC). A major reason
given by Muslim leaders (including two former
presidents of Zanzibar, Alhajj Aboud Jumbe and
Dr. Salmin Amour) for the establishment of the
Muslim universities in Uganda and Zanzibar
was that theological colleges and faculties at the
established universities in East Africa dealt only
with Christian theology, missiology and history
of Christianity, and peripherally traditional
African religions, but not at all with Islam.
However, at the turn of the 19th century, Arabic
was important in the military camps in Uganda;
Furley (1959:321) suggests poor knowledge of
Arabic on the part of the British officers as one
major reason for the mutiny in Uganda in 1897.

Malawi and Mozambique also have large
Muslim minorities, approximately 20 and 30
percent respectively (Kettani 1982), but the
Muslims are loosely organized and instruction
in Arabic is almost non-existent. However,
knowledge of the Arabic script is widespread.
The Muslim clergy from these countries, as well
as from Burundi, Rwanda, and Zaire (with less
than 5 percent Muslim population in all), usu-
ally receive their higher education in Tanzania,
Kenya, or Uganda. Instruction in Arabic is
offered at most madrassas run by the mosques in
these countries.

The Islamic Federal Republic of the →
Comoros (the Comoro Islands) is wholly
Muslim – the fourth island in the Comorian
archipelago, Mayotte/Maore, is almost wholly
Muslim and continues to be a part of France.
Komorian (Shingazija/Shikomoro) and Arabic
are the national languages with French as the
second official language of the Islamic Federal
Republic. Swahili is generally understood and
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both Shikomoro and Swahili are written in the
Roman as well as Arabic scripts; however, recent
linguistic development is pointing toward the
spread of the Latin orthography (Ben Ali 1983;
Ottenheimer and Ottenheimer 1976), although
the republic is the only country in Bantu-speak-
ing Africa to be a member of the Arab League
since 1994.

In Madagascar, despite several dozen Arabic
loans in the northern dialects of → Malagasy,
which was earlier written in the Arabic script,
Arabic as a language is almost non-existent with
a dwindling Muslim population (Munthe 1987).
Arabic script was, however, used by the early
Christian missionaries there just as in Tangan-
yika and Kenya.

The Swahili-Arabic script is still in use among
Muslims in private correspondence, poetry-writ-
ing, and religious instruction in the whole region,
but there has been no newspaper or bulletin
issued in this script since 1963, although during
1969/70 the Bible Society in East Africa pub-
lished in Nairobi the Swahili versions of the Acts,
St. Matthew, St. Mark, St. Luke, and St. John in
the Swahili-Arabic script, printed in Stockholm
for free distribution among old Christian and
Muslim East Africans who were literate only 
in the Arabic script (→ Arabic Alphabet: for
other languages).

3 . A r a b i c  l e x i c a l  l o a n s  i n
S w a h i l i

“The most visible sign of outside encroachment
in Swahili is in lexis, and the largest identifiable
set of borrowed lexis almost certainly stems
from Omani Arabic in the last three centuries or
so” (Nurse and Hinnebusch 1993:321). Rein-
hardt (1894) has given an excellent description
of this → Omani Arabic dialect as spoken in East
Africa during the peak years of Omani domi-
nance there. 

The most exhaustive study of Arabic loans in
→ Swahili is by Bosha (1993), one of the few re-
searchers on the subject who are native speakers
of Arabic. The studies undertaken so far on the
influence of Arabic and/or Arabic loans in
Swahili have concentrated on the loans as such,
and on suggesting etymologies of mostly nouns
(Krapf 1882; Krumm 1940; Zawawi 1979).
Relatively much has been written on the Swahili-
Arabic script (e.g. Velten 1901; Allen 1945,
1970; Polomé 1967; Imberg 1975). Those few

who have attempted to give the etymologies of
Arabic verbs have in some cases given the wrong
Arabic verb form as the immediate source (e.g.
Johnson 1939; Sacleux 1939). Swahili has bor-
rowed from several of these verb forms. Imberg
(1975) has pointed out these shortcomings in his
essay, and McCall (1969) in his long article has
analyzed Krumm’s classic work on Oriental
loans from a sociological and historical perspec-
tive on borrowing.

The efforts to encourage Swahilization in Tan-
zania and Kenya and limit borrowing from
English, except for stabilized Anglicizations like
kesi ‘case’, kuripoti ‘to report’, have increased
drastically the number and frequency of both
direct and indirect Arabic loans in East Africa,
and in some cases even established English loans
have been replaced with Arabic, Arabic-Bantu, or
purely Bantu elements in the fields of administra-
tion, law, mechanics, and even Christian theology
(KAMUSI 1981), e.g. (with Arabic elements in
heavy type) taarifa ‘report’, mahakama ‘court’,
hakimu ‘judge’, nguvu farasi ‘horse power’, and
waraka ‘epistle’ instead of ripoti, korti, jaji, hosi-
pawa, and epistola respectively. In the various sci-
ences, the specialized terminologies have been
greatly expanded with the help of Arabic loans
such as kusharabu ‘to absorb’, kisharabio
‘absorbent’, usharabu ‘absorption’, ukabila ‘trib-
alism’, utaifa ‘nationalism’, kutaifisha ‘to nation-
alize’, kuthibitisha ‘to probate’, majaribio
‘probation, experiments’, msamaha ‘amnesty’,
and hisabati ‘mathematics’.

Numerous new compounds with Arabic ele-
ments and affixation with Arabic roots or reduc-
tions have given rise to specialized terminologies
similar to the Greco-Latin compounds in the
European languages (Lodhi 1986a:260): (a)
mwana-sheria ‘lawyer’, kibadili-mwendo ‘cam’,
nusu-kipenyo ‘radius’; (b) dakuvu ‘fungicide’,
dabuibui ‘arachnicide’, dadudu ‘insecticide’,
danyungu ‘nematicide’, dakono ‘molluscicide’,
dagugu ‘herbicide’ (the prefix da- here is derived
from the Arabic loan dawà ± ‘drug, medicine,
chemical’); and (c) elimunafsi ‘psychology’,
elimuviumbe ‘zoology’, elimujamii ‘sociology’,
elimubantu ‘Bantuistics’, elimumadini ‘mineral-
ogy’, and elimumimea ‘botany’ (from Arabic
≠ilm ‘science’).

A large number of Swahili nouns are derived
from Arabic roots. A very common way of pro-
ducing Swahili lexis is to borrow the various 
forms already existing in Arabic and Swahilize
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them with an anaptyctic or epenthetic vowel
(Polomé 1967:166–176; Cassels 1984), e.g. his-
abu/hesabu ‘counting, accounts’ from which
mahisabu ‘figures’, and hisabati ‘mathematics’
are derived; haraka ‘to hurry’ , harakati ‘strug-
gle’; safiri ‘to travel’, msafiri ‘traveler’, safari ‘a
journey’, msafara ‘caravan’; fikiri ‘to think’,
fikira/fikra ‘thought’, fikara ‘worries’, tafkira
‘reflections’.

Arabic broken plurals are also found as loans
in Swahili, though few in number, as synonyms
of Swahilized plurals, e.g. for the Swahilized sin-
gulars, binti ‘daughter’, sahaba ‘companion’,
sahibu ‘friend’, walad ‘child, boy’, Swahilized
plurals mabinti, masahaba, masahibu, mawal-
adi are used along with Arabic broken plural
loans banati, as-haba ‘companion of the
Prophet Mu™ammad’, as-habu, awlad, uladi
‘descendants’.

A small number of Arabic plurals also appear
as singular nouns in Swahili and are pluralized
as Bantu roots or stems, e.g. muhajirina/mhaji-
rina ‘refugee’, mshirikina ‘one believing in
superstition, magic, etc.’, and mhifadhina ‘con-
servative’. Alternatively, some singular Arabic
nouns are treated as plural and singular forms
are derived from them, e.g. Arabic mismàr ‘nail,
pin’ > Swahili misumari (pl.) > msumari (sg.).

Swahili adjectives of Arabic origin outnumber
those of Bantu origin. Many of them are bor-
rowed in the adjectival form, whereas others are
constructed or derived. Loans such as dhaifu
‘weak’, ghali ‘expensive’, huru ‘free’, laini ‘soft’,
maskini ‘poor’, nadhifu ‘pure’, safi ‘clean’, and
about 50 more items belong to the first category.
These are not inflected as is the case with the
Bantu adjectives. Constructed or derived adjec-
tives such as aminifu ‘reliable, honest’ from
kuamini ‘to believe in, to trust’ and badhirifu
‘extravagant, prodigal’, from kubadhiri ‘to
squander, to waste’ belong to the second, lesser
category. Others are constructed from nouns,
e.g. fakiri ‘a pauper’ > fukara ‘poor’. How-
ever, numerous other adjectival concepts are
expressed by phrases constructed with Arabic
roots, e.g. mtu wa haki ‘a just man’, maneno ya
kutibu ‘soothing words’, mlango wa saba ‘the 
seventh door’, nyumba za zamani ‘old build-
ings’, gari iliyoharibika ‘a broken-down car’,
mwenye mali ‘a wealthy person’, mti mwenye
maradhi ‘a sick tree’, watu tajiri ‘rich people’
and mtawala dhalimu ‘oppressive ruler’. A large
number of these loans (together with other

Oriental and European loans) have been bor-
rowed from Swahili into many other languages
of East Africa as indirect loans.

4 . A r a b i c  s t r u c t u r a l  l o a n s  i n
S w a h i l i

Arabic grammatical or structural loans include
Arabic or Bantu-Arabic adverbs, conjunctions,
and prepositions and extension of Arabic loan
verbs and their extensions in Swahili. A detailed
description and analysis of Arabic structural
loans and hypotactic structures in Swahili is
given by Lodhi (1994b, 2000a:99–120, 2000b).
In all three cases of structures with adverbs, con-
junctions, and prepositions, there is a marked
tendency to first use Bantu constructions, fol-
lowed by Arabic-Bantu phrases to be finally
reduced to Arabic independent function words.
This advanced use of Arabic loans simplifies
Bantu syntax by reducing subordinate clauses to
infinitive phrases.

Arabic loans appear in all word classes in
Swahili. In many cases they appear as synonyms
to Bantu lexical items; in some cases Bantu-
Arabic phrases appear as function words; and in
some cases the loans have replaced Bantu items.
Moreover, items from all these word classes are
spreading further as indirect Arabic loans from
Swahili to almost all languages of East Africa.

In many Swahili dictionaries, one or more of
the following items belonging to different word
classes are omitted, though they are all com-
monly used by native Swahili speakers and other
speakers of Swahili: abadan ‘never’, aidhan
‘also, moreover’, daiman ‘always’, hususan
‘especially’, mathalan/mathalani ‘as, for exam-
ple’, shukran ‘thank you’, tabaan ‘of course’,
takriban ‘nearly, approximately’, wa baada ‘and
then’, wa baadahu ‘and after that’, wa katabahu
‘Yours sincerely [lit. And he who has written 
is . . .]’. This may be because the foregoing are
viewed by many non-native speakers of Swahili
as Arabisms because of their Arabic -an and -hu
endings and the forward shift in accent. So far,
most Swahili lexicographers and/or their assis-
tants or informants have been non-Muslims or
non-native speakers of Swahili, without much
exposure to Arabic and Islam.

There is an abundance of Arabic grammatical
or structural loans in Swahili, which the other
languages of East Africa borrow freely from
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Swahili. Yet, syntactic Arabic intrusion in
Swahili is not a widespread phenomenon since it
is limited to only a few structures in the lan-
guages of the region, where no Arabic-based pid-
gin or creole variants have developed. Swahili
borrowed three new vowel sequences (ai, au, ei)
and several consonants (th, dh, kh, gh) and con-
sonantal combinations (st, sht) from Arabic,
“But Swahili had if anything a substrate relation-
ship to Arabic, and all these features are simply
borrowed” (Nurse 1996:280, 291).

Even though among non-native speakers of
Swahili, especially Christians and/or people
away from the Swahili coast, there has always
been a “tendency to use Bantu words which usu-
ally are cognate with the inland vernacular in
which the Swahili speaker received his first edu-
cation or with the Bantu languages which he
currently uses in his narrow tribal circle”
(Polomé 1967:166), there is no conscious nega-
tive attitude developing toward Arabic elements
of Swahili. On the contrary, Arabic continues to
make important contributions to the devel-
opment of the modern Swahili lexicon, and 
indirectly the lexicon of other East African 
languages.

Arabic is unique in this respect since the other
major contributor languages in East Africa
which came from the Indian Ocean (Persian,
Cutchi/ Sindhi, Gujarati, English, and Portu-
guese) have contributed mostly nominals. There
are only a few Standard Swahili verbs of English,
Persian, and Indic origin. Swahili has borrowed
very few adverbs, adjectives, conjunctions, or
prepositions from languages other than Arabic,
and this phenomenon has not yet been thor-
oughly studied.

In theory, it is legitimate to use in Swahili any
Arabic word of any word-class, since Arabic is
the ‘Latin’ of Swahili and Persian was the
‘Greek’ in the past. However, it is English which
is the largest language contributor to East Africa
today, but its contribution is limited to nominals
belonging primarily to the fields of modern tech-
nology and science (Lodhi 1986a:256–260).

Many Muslim leaders and scholars in East
Africa claim that a bright future for Arabic is
associated with the growth and strengthening of
Swahili and better educational facilities in the
predominantly Muslim areas of East Africa.
They also believe that reforming and reorganiz-
ing the Qur ±àn schools would improve the qual-
ity of religious instruction as well as strengthen

the position of Arabic. The Qur ±àn school system
is the origin of the Islamic colleges and institutes,
whether established with or without the medium
of Arabic. The stagnation of the Qur ±àn schools
and the afternoon or evening darsa/madarsa (ses-
sions connected with the mosque) from the mid-
dle of the 1960s to the 1980s dealt a severe blow
to further growth of traditional Swahili poetry,
intellectual exchange, and scholarly production
in the fields of diana, philosophy, interpretation
of the Islamic “arì ≠a, and Afro-Oriental herbal
medicine. The future development of Swahili and
Swahili institutions is closely associated with fur-
ther progress of Islamic institutions and recog-
nition of Arabic in East Africa. To the East
Africans, Arabic is not only a foreign colonial
language like English, it is also, unlike English, an
integral part of the Swahili language, literature,
and culture in general. Most Arabic loans are not
considered foreign because of their high fre-
quency and commonness. In light of this, a posi-
tive change in the attitude to Arabic has been
observed in recent years.
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Educated Arabic

The terms ‘Educated Arabic’ (EA) or ‘Educated
Spoken Arabic’ (ESA) are broad designations 
that refer to spoken Arabic showing the following
features:

i. A higher, more formal register than the col-
loquial of primary discourses of familiarity
among family and acquaintances;

ii. A mix of literary and colloquial lexical
items;

iii. Absence of ±i ≠ràb, the markers of desinential
inflection (case and mood).

Some scholars define Educated Arabic as the
higher-register spoken variety of a particular
country or region. “Of all spoken varieties it is
the most dynamic, versatile, and the one readily
understood outside its particular geographical
region” (Badawi 1985:15). However, in addi-
tion to the educated form of speech used in a
particular country, Educated Arabic also refers
to a type of spontaneous inter-regional, ‘mixed’,
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or ‘koineized’ discourse used among Educated
Arabic speakers when they need to accommo-
date differing regional dialects. 

Additionally, in recent usage, Educated
Arabic refers more and more frequently to
unscripted spoken Arabic used in the Ara-
bic broadcast media (→ ‘Media Arabic’) in 
interviews and in spontaneous commentary 
situations. 

1 . E d u c a t e d  A r a b i c ,  d i g l o s s i a ,
a n d  k o i n e

It is important to note that the effort to distin-
guish this particular level of Arabic was in-
fluenced by work initiated by Ferguson (1959a,
1959b) on → diglossia and on what Ferguson
termed ‘the Arabic koine’, an inter-regional
Arabic lingua franca. The term ‘diglossia’ has
traditionally been used to refer to the binary
split between spoken and written Arabic; how-
ever, as several researchers have shown (Badawi,
Hary, Mitchell) the differentiation between High
(H) (literary) and Low (L) (colloquial) forms is
considerably more shaded and nuanced than a
straight bifurcation.

A key feature of Educated Arabic is that it is
variable and realized differently by different
speakers; there is no “institutionalized norm”
(Mitchell 1985:53). Some Arabic scholars
debate Educated Arabic’s existence as an
identifiable register or variant. However, from
the 1970s to the 2000s, a small but significant
body of work has been growing that deals with
the nature and principles of Educated Arabic
speech.

2 . B a d a w i ’ s  p r e m i s e s

Perhaps the first to pin down Educated Arabic 
as an identifiable linguistic phenomenon was 
El-Said Badawi in his classic 1973 Arabic work,
Mustawayàt al-≠arabiyya al-mu ≠àßira ‘Levels of
contemporary Arabic’. In an attempt to system-
atically describe the wide range of variation that
characterizes the Arabic language, Badawi pro-
posed the concept of a continuum of five soci-
olinguistic ‘levels’, ranging from the most
literary to the most colloquial. His later articles
in English (1985, 1995) elaborated on these dis-
tinctions and in particular on the importance of
level three, or what he termed ‘Educated Spoken
Arabic’, for teaching Arabic as a foreign lan-

guage. Badawi proposes the following levels and
labels (1985:17):

Level one: fuß™à at-turàµ Classical Arabic
Level two: fuß™à al-≠aßr Modern Standard

Arabic
Level three: ≠àmmiyyat al- Educated

muµaqqafìn Spoken Arabic
Level four: ≠àmmiyyat al- Semi-literate

mutanawwirìn Spoken Arabic
Level five: ≠àmmiyyat al- Illiterate spoken

±ummiyyìn Arabic

It is important to note that, as Badawi points 
out, the levels “are not segregated entities,”
(1985:17) but shade into each other gradually,
with a “graded continuum of features” (1995:
35). He classifies Level two (Modern Standard
Arabic) as “mostly written” rather than spo-
ken, and Levels two and three as essentially “in 
complementary distribution” with each other
(1985:19), that is, they function in separate
spheres, with some overlap. These linguistic levels
are characterized by two different sociolinguistic
dimensions. First, they reflect the situations in
which speakers find themselves – whether those
situations are, for example, religious, formal,
academic, casual, or intimate. Second, they are
influenced by the educational and regional back-
grounds of the individual speakers. A complex
interplay of situational and interpersonal factors
is therefore involved in the choice  of language
level in any Arabic speech situation.

In his 1995 article Badawi re-draws his dis-
tinction between SMSA (Spoken Modern
Standard Arabic), which he considers severely
restricted in spoken use, and Educated Arabic, a
much more natural form of spoken Arabic for
native speakers. Similarly, the Jordanian linguist
Muhammad H. Ibrahim points out the differ-
ence between ‘standard’ (MSA) and ‘prestige’
(Educated Arabic) language within a diglossic
community, affirming that, for speakers of
Arabic, “a locally recognized standard of pres-
tige exists apart from the standard H variety”
(Ibrahim 1986:118) and that “there is a definite
prestige norm in Arabic which is different from
H” (1986:119).

3 . E d u c a t e d  A r a b i c  r e s e a r c h

The research program at the University of Leeds,
the Leeds Project on Educated Spoken Arabic,
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originated by T.F. Mitchell and sponsored by the
Social Science Research Council of Great Britain
was “based on a corpus of spoken Arabic col-
lected in different parts of the Arab world in the
late 1970’s” (Mitchell 1994:xiii). This project
produced a series of articles by Mitchell (1980,
1985, 1986, 1990) and others (for example,
Agiùs 1990; El-Hassan 1978; Ibrahim 1986;
Meiseles 1980; Sallam 1979) and one book
(Mitchell and al-Hassan 1994) analyzing mate-
rials drawn from the corpus. Aside from this
important project, there has been little or no sys-
tematic effort on the part of academic institu-
tions (Arab or Western) to engage in long-term
empirical investigation of spontaneous formal-
ized discourse of educated native speakers,
although several dissertations have appeared on
the topic (Mehall 1999; Schmidt 1974; Schultz
1981; Wilmsen 1995). Current efforts at the
University of Maryland’s Center for Advanced
Study of Language (CASL) to investigate and
analyze spoken media Arabic will certainly 
add to the knowledge and understanding of
Educated Arabic.

4 . T e r m s  f o r  E d u c a t e d  A r a b i c

The terminology used to refer to Educated
Arabic, or Badawi’s Level three has not yet been
codified. ‘Educated Spoken Arabic’ (ESA) is the
most widely-used term (see Agiùs 1990; El-
Hassan 1978; Mahmoud 1982; Meiseles 1980;
Mitchell 1980, 1985, 1986, 1990; Mitchell and
El-Hassan 1994; Sallam 1979). However,
researchers also use a range of other terms:
‘Formal Spoken Arabic’ (FSA) (Kayyal 1985;
Ryding 1990, 1991, 1994, 1995; Ryding and
Zaiback 1993; Schultz 1981); ‘urban cultivated’
Arabic (Abdulaziz 1986), ‘middle Arabic’ (Hary
1989; Mahmoud 1978a, 1978b; Mansoor 1960),
‘pan-Arabic’ (Abdelmassih 1975; Mitchell 1985),
Standard Spoken Arabic (Haddad and Haddad
1984), the ‘inter-regional standard’ (Ibrahim
1986), ‘supra-dialectal L’ (SDL) (Ibrahim 1986),
‘inter-Arabic’ (Bishai 1966; Sawaie 1980), the
‘inter-Arabic koine’ (Mitchell 1986), ‘the
koineized colloquial’ and ‘the elevated collo-
quial’ (Blanc 1960), the ‘international koine’
(Jernudd and Ibrahim 1986), and ‘prestigious
oral Arabic’ (Drozdík 1996). The most frequent
Arabic terms applied to this variety are al-luÿa
al-wus†à ‘the middle language’, and luÿat al-
muµaqqafìn ‘the language of the cultivated’.

5 . F e a t u r e s  o f  E d u c a t e d  A r a b i c

Despite Badawi’s and others’ research and discus-
sion of the various levels of formality, there is lit-
tle consensus among Arabic linguists about the
features of Educated Arabic, or the inter-mediate
levels in general. As Elgibali states (1993:76), “we
do not . . . have intuition or scholarly consensus
concerning the number, discreteness and/or sta-
bility of the middle level(s)”. Thus, what is real-
ized, if anything, about Educated Arabic is that it
is a “fluid norm” (Mitchell 1986:7) that is “ten-
dency-governed” (Mitchell 1986:19) rather than
consistent and rule-governed. Some scholars,
however, have proposed certain guidelines. For
example, Mitchell states definitively that
Educated Arabic does not include the used of
±i ±ràb, the markers of desinential inflection (case
and mood). “If they use the i ≠raab, then by
definition they are not speaking Educated
Arabic”, but rather a form of Modern Standard
Arabic (Mitchell 1986:19). Hary (1996:83) also
notes that selection of certain morphological,
phonological, and lexical features shows “the sys-
tematic nature” of Educated Arabic.

Ryding (1991) lists characteristics of Formal
Spoken Arabic (Levantine) observed in use
among educated Arabs. These are divided into
categories of inflectional morphology, syntax
(verb strings), modals, agreement features, and
lexicon. In many ways these forms differ from
Spoken Modern Standard Arabic. Some central
features include the following:

i. In verb morphology, the dual forms are gen-
erally not used, nor are the feminine plurals.
Final nùns in present tense verb forms ending
in -ùna or -ìna are also omitted. Short vowel
mood markers for indicative and subjunctive
do not occur.

ii. In Formal Spoken Arabic noun morphology,
cases are eliminated; where case is indicated
by a long vowel suffix, as in the endings for
the dual and sound masculine plural, cases
are reduced to one form, -ìn for the sound
masculine plural and -èn for the dual.
Another feature is conversion of final nuna-
tion on indefinite defective nouns to a long
vowel, e.g. karàsì, layàlì.

iii. Reduction of the relative pronouns to one
form: illì. Metathesis of short vowel endings
for the 2nd and 3rd pers. sg. suffix pronouns
to -ak, -ik, and -uh.
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As Ryding (1991) states, “one of the most dis-
tinctive aspects of FSA syntax is the use of verb
strings without the use of subordinating parti-
cles (which would be necessary in SMSA): e.g.:
aHibb aruuH ashuuf-uh (‘I’d like to go and see
him’)”. Another key feature of Formal Spoken
Arabic is the use of verb strings with function
words such as those that indicate possibility and
necessity, mumkin and làzim, without the use of
periphrastic phrases or subordinating particles:
mumkin ta ≠†ì-nì l-flùs? ‘Could you give me the
money?’, or làzim ±arù™ ‘I have to go’ (see
Ryding 1991:214–216 for a more detailed
description of these features).

6 . K o i n e  a n d  c o d e - m i x i n g

‘Koineization’ is another term used to refer to
elevating and leveling the spoken Arabic idiom,
especially in interdialectal situations. The term
‘koine’ refers to a type of language used as a lin-
gua franca, for wide-ranging communicative sit-
uations among and between different speech
communities. Ferguson’s 1959 article, “The
Arabic koine”, proposed that urban cultivated
Arabic throughout the Arab world shares fea-
tures which do not directly and identifiably
descend from Classical Arabic, and therefore
that these may have come from a shared inter-
dialectal standard that emerged during the time
of the Islamic conquests and has been main-
tained since.

Other scholars who are reluctant to identify a
particular level or register for educated speech
prefer to focus on principled ‘code-mixing’,
where native speakers of Arabic may shift auto-
matically to a ‘mixed variety’ (mixing Modern
Standard Arabic and features of dialectal Arabic)
of speech determined by the situation, especially
in broadcast media (see Eid 1988). This ‘mixed
variety’ is not considered an entity with rules of
its own, but rather a spontaneously generated
construct. Alosh (1997:345–347) provides a
three-page list of “colloquial lexical items in the
speech of native speakers in a formal situation”,
which includes elements such as function words,
verbs, nouns, adverbs, and numbers. He points
out that “variation occurs among speakers as
well as within the language output of the indi-
vidual speaker” (1997:110), highlighting the
characteristic instability of this variety.

Alosh maintains that “so-called Educated
Spoken Arabic” (1997:109) is not so much an

entity in itself, as a situational strategy used by
Arabic speakers “influenced by contextual, 
experiential, and personal factors” (1997:110).
A number of the lexical items in his list
(1997:345–47), however, require inflections
specific to Educated Arabic or colloquial Arabic,
thus representing considerably more than lexical
replacives. For example, Alosh lists common col-
loquial verbs such as xallà ‘to let, permit’, xallaß

‘to finish’, inbaßa† ‘to be pleased’, ™a†† ‘to put’, ijà
‘to come’, rà™ ‘to go’, and jàb ‘to bring’, and
function words, such as the relative pronoun illì,
the negation words mi“ and mà, and the predi-
cator of existence fì(h). The selection of these 
colloquial lexical items, or ‘C-tokens’, as Alosh
terms them (1997:109), entails the use of
inflectional and syntactic features that character-
ize the structure of Educated Arabic and contrast
with Modern Standard Arabic. For example,
Educated Arabic verbal inflections typically do
not include the number inflection for dual or the
number and gender inflection for feminine plu-
ral; it would sound strange to inflect a verb such
as jàb in the dual or feminine plural. Also,
Educated Arabic geminate verbs (such as ™a††)
are inflected as weak verbs in the past 
tense (e.g. ™a††èt ‘I have put’). The negators mi“
and mà are rule-governed in their functions
and distribution.

Thus, the selection of certain key lexical 
items in Educated Arabic entails inflectional
morphology and syntactic structures consistent
with those items. As more studies of spoken,
unscripted media Arabic and Educated Arabic
become available, the principles and features
that native Arabic speakers use to raise their
speech to more elevated levels should become
“an interesting topic for a socio-linguistic
study” (Eid 1988:53).

7 . E d u c a t e d  A r a b i c  f o r  
t e a c h i n g  A r a b i c  a s  a  f o r e i g n
l a n g u a g e

For most of the history of Arabic teaching in the
West, either Classical Arabic (CA) (Badawi’s
Level one) or, more recently, Modern Standard
Arabic (MSA) (Badawi’s Level two), have been
the options of choice for almost all academic
programs. As programs and curricula shifted
into a more communicative gear in the 1990s,
and as oral proficiency became a learning goal,
Modern Standard Arabic materials have been
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adapted to be more communicative in their 
orientation. However, the fact remains that
Modern Standard Arabic (and certainly Clas-
sical Arabic) are not spontaneously spoken 
languages, and not authentic vehicles for spoken
proficiency. A few programs in the United States
(e.g. the University of Michigan, Brigham Young
University, Georgetown University) teach spo-
ken vernacular Arabic in addition to Modern
Standard Arabic.

The choice of whether to teach Educated
Arabic or Formal Spoken Arabic as a viable spo-
ken medium for non-native speakers has been
discussed by Agiùs (1990), Badawi (1985), and
Ryding (1991, 1994, 1995), with Ryding advo-
cating its value for learners who need a spoken
medium of expression that can be used in a wide
variety of places and situations. It is the spoken
medium of instruction at the United States 
State Department’s Foreign Service Institute. In
terms of Educated Arabic/Formal Spoken Arabic
teaching materials, Kayyal (1985) has prepared
a two-volume basic course in Formal Spoken
Arabic, Ryding has published a course in Formal
Spoken Arabic (Ryding 1990), Ryding and
Zaiback published a short (‘FAST’ = Famil-
iarization and Short-Term) course in Formal
Spoken Arabic (1993), and Haddad and Had-
dad have also published a course in ‘Standard
Spoken Arabic’ (1984).
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E

Egypt

1 .  G e n e r a l  l i n g u i s t i c 
 s i t u a t i o n

1.1 Languages spoken in Egypt

Apart from Arabic, some Afro-Asiatic languages 
are spoken in Egypt, viz. ¤ Berber in the oasis 
of Siwa, Bedja (Bi“àri) in the Eastern Desert to 
the south of the Aswàn – Berenike line, as well 
as in Daràw and in the i“”èx Harùn quarter of 
Aswàn. Reliable numbers of speakers of these 
languages are difficult to obtain. Bi“àri speak-
ers are estimated at about 15,000 (http://www.
ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=SD) 
in Egypt and Sudan; and Sìwi (tasiwìt) at 
between 6,000 (Bliss 1998:37), 10,000 (Miller 
1996:420), and 22,000 (Malem 2001).

As for non-Afro-Asiatic languages, ¤ Nubian 
(Eastern Sudanic) exists in two main dialects, 
viz. Kanzi ~ Kunùzi (matoki) and Fadicca. 
With the erection of the High Dam at Aswàn in 
1964 and the inundation of their villages, most 
Nubians were transferred to New Nubia, close 
to Kom Ombo, but some of them have returned 
in the meantime to their old homelands on the 
shore of what is now Lake Nasser. The north-
ernmost Kunùzi-speaking villages used to be 
in the First Cataract, i.e. the two villages on 
Elephantine Island (aswan arti in Nubian), on 
the island of Sehel, and in the village of Ÿarb 
Aswàn on the West Bank of Aswàn. Owing to 
migration, Nubian can be heard in any of the 
larger cities of Egypt, although the younger 
generation are losing their command of the lan-
guage (Miller 1996:416; Rouchdy 1991:19ff.). 

The number of speakers of Nubian in Egypt is 
estimated at about 50,000 (Rouchdy 1991:1) 
or at 170,000 (Miller 1996:415). ¤ Coptic 
has been extinct as a living language since the 
Middle Ages (12/13th centuries). The details 
are still subject to discussion (see Rubenson 
1996 and Björnesjö 1996), but it is still used 
as a liturgical language in the Coptic church. 
Turkish is still spoken at home by a small 
number of families in Cairo. As for Indo-
European languages, small Italian-, Greek-, and 
Armenian-speaking communities exist in Cairo 
and Alexandria.

1.2 Arabic dialects of Egypt

The varieties of Arabic spoken in Egypt can be 
divided into urban, rural, and Bedouin dialects. 
The urban varieties, except those spoken in 
Cairo and Alexandria, have not been studied 
very much so far, and little can be said about 
them. In the northern part of the country they 
seem to be close to ¤ Cairo Arabic, which 
serves as Standard Egyptian Colloquial. In 
Alexandria a Bi™èra dialect (WD 1) was origi-
nally spoken and can still be heard today from 
elderly fishermen in Anfù“i (Behnstedt 1980). 
The modern variety of Alexandrinian is close to 
Standard Egyptian but with a strong admixture 
of the Bi™èra features mocked by speakers of 
Cairo Arabic (nim“i/nim“u, “arab, yòm larba≠, 
tur¤ày fem. etc.). 

Bedouin – or ≠Arab, as they are generally 
called – live in many places in Egypt. The fact 
that many villagers in Upper Egypt, the oases, 
and the Delta claim Bedouin descent does not 
mean that they speak a ¤ Bedouin dialect today; 
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indeed, most of them are assimilated and do 
not differ significantly from their non-Bedouin 
neighbors. As for the different tribes, their pres-
ent locations, and their history, Murray (1935) 
is still authoritative. There can be no doubt that 
sedentarizing Bedouin contributed substantially 
to the formation of the local dialects in several 
regions (western and eastern parts of the Delta, 
and Upper Egypt to the south of Asyù†), in 
particular the ED 1, UE 1, and UE 3 dialects 
(¤ B≠eri on the West Bank of Luxor). There are 
villages where true Bedouin dialects are spo-
ken, i.e. with interdentals, syllable reshuffling, 
¤ gahawa-syndrome, plural feminine forms, 
etc., on the fringes of the Nile Valley (Ma†à≠na, 
Winkler 1936; ≠Azàyza at Guf†, Winkler 1936; 
§ihèna on the West Bank of Luxor, (Woidich, 
field data) and the Nile Delta, in the Fayyum, in 
the Dakhla Oasis (e.g. Ra“àyda in Duhùs close 
to Mù†, and in Bir Bi≠èri close to ilBa“andi in 
the Dakhla Oasis), in the Western Desert and 
on the Mediterranean littoral (Awlàd ≠Ali) to 
the west of Alexandria, and in Wàdi Na†rùn.
So far only the latter have to some extent been 
studied (Ma†ar 1967; Behnstedt and Woidich 
1987:111/1). As to the Eastern Desert, the 
Ma≠àza and Xu“màn tribes roam the desert 
roughly between the Cairo-Suez and Guf†-Gußèr 
roads (Hobbs 1989), but their dialects have not 
been investigated to date. Farther to the south 
and on the littoral of the Red Sea, the ≠Abàbda 
live in the Eastern Desert up to a line between 
Aswàn and al-£alàyib. Being former speakers 
of a Beja language, their present Arabic dialect 
is close to Sudanese Arabic (see de Jong 2002; 
Winkler 1936; Murray 1935).

In ¤ Sinai, formerly a terra incognita, tho-
rough research has been done in the north 
(de Jong 2000) and is in progress in the south 
(Nishio 1992; de Jong 2004).

The rural dialects of the Fallahin in the Nile 
Delta and the Ía≠ayda in Middle Egypt and 
Upper Egypt, as well as the dialects of the oases 
in the Western Desert, were investigated in the 
1970s and 1980s (see Khalafallah 1969; Doss 
1981; Behnstedt and Woidich 1982, 1985–
1999). A simplified list identifies seven major 
dialect groups, apart from the oases with sub-
groupings separated by bundles of isoglosses 
(see Maps 1 and 2). For more details see Maps 
554–559 in Behnstedt and Woidich (1985–
1999) and Woidich (1996).

Lower Egypt
CD = Central Delta (including Cairo)
NED = Northeast Delta: NED 1 dialects 

(Daqahliyya center) – NED 2 dialects 
(Daqahliyya East, ilManzala region)

WD = West Delta: WD 1 (Kafr i“”èx, 
Ÿarbiyya West, Bi™èra) – WD 2 
(irRa“ìd [Rosetta] Bal†ìm, Burullus) – 
WD 3 (Minufiyya Southwest) – WD 
4 (Bi™èra, Minufiyya Northwest, 
Gìza North)

ED = East Delta: ED 1 (east and center of 
”arqiyya) – ED 2 (Daqahliyya East, 
”arqiyya North) – ED 3 (”arqiyya 
Southwest, Daqahliyya South)

Middle Egypt
NME = Northern Middle Egypt: NME 1 

(Gìza South, Fayyum, Bani Swèf) – 
NME 2 (ilFa“n to ilMinya)

SME = Southern Middle Egypt (ilMinya to 
Asyù†)

Upper Egypt
UE = UE 1 (Suhàg to Luxor) – UE 2 (Naj≠ 

£ammàdi to Gina) – UE 3 (West 
Bank Luxor to Isna) – UE 4 (Isna to 
Aswàn)

Oases
OAS = BA£ ilBa™ariyya: BA£-E East (Man-

dì“a) – BA£-C Center (ilBawì†i) – 
BA£-W West (ilGaßir)

FAR  alFaràfira
DAX  adDàxila: DAX-W West (alMu “iyya) 

– DAX NW Northwest (an±âßër) 
– DAX-C Center (Mù†, Is mint) – 
DAX-E East (Balà†)

XAR  ilXàrja: XAR-N North (City) –  
XAR-M Middle (Bulàg) – XAR-S 
South (Barìs, Dù“) 

1.2.1 Lower Egypt  –  Nile Delta
In the Nile Delta a Central (CD) group is sur-
rounded by Eastern (ED), Western (WD), and 
Northeastern (NED) groups, each of which can 
be divided into subgroups (see Map 1).

Cairo Arabic, the Standard Egyptian dialect, 
belongs to this CD group and differs but little 
from the rural varieties. Particularly Cairene 
features are the lack of pausal forms, and the 
suffix -it for the 3rd person singular feminine 
perfect of IIIy verbs, which is -at elsewhere: 
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ramit ‘she threw’, ßallit ‘she prayed’ vs. ramat, 
ßallat in rural areas (see Woidich 1997). On the 
fringes of the Delta, both in the West (WD) and 
in the East (ED), we encounter a palatalized 
pronunciation of *g varying between [dÀ], or 
/// [+], to /∆/ [À], and a voiced palatal stop [;] 
for *q, whereas CD has a glottal stop [π] here. 
Another feature, common in nearly all rural 
dialects, is the pausal ±imàla for -a/ as -e(h)/ ~ 
-i(h)/, which Cairo lost at the end of the 19th 
century (Blanc 1973–74). The dialect groups 
can be described in more detail as follows 
(compare Maps 1 and 2).

WD dialects in general display certain pho-
nological features such as pausal glottalization 
in final long syllables, as in kiti±r [ki'ti1π®]; 
strong pausal a-±imàla in a non-emphatic con-
text: kalbe ~ kalbi/# ‘bitch’; and strong sec-
ondary emphasis under Bedouin influence, as 
in mu™®àt ‘plough’, fa®xa ‘chicken’, du˚˚àn 
‘shop’. *g corresponds here to /j/ [dÀ], or /// 
[+], to /∆/ [À] in the westernmost part of the 
region, apparently imported by North African 
Bedouin. *q is /g/, except in Alexandria and 
irRa“ìd (Rosetta), which follow the CD dia-
lects with / ±/. Short /i/ in open unstressed syl-
lables is not elided: misikit ‘she took’, wisixa 

‘dirty [fem.]’. As to morphology, WD dialects 
(except WD 3) prefer the a-perfect to the i-
perfect in both strong and IIIy verbs, e.g. rakab 
‘he mounted’, “arab ‘he drank’, faham ‘he 
understood’, nasa ‘he forgot’, ma“a ‘he went’, 
etc. (cf. CD rikib, “irib, fihim, nisi, mi“i); the 
in-prefix for the reflexive passive of Form I is 
more frequent than it-, e.g. in∂arab ‘he was 
hit’; the imperfect keeps the vowels of the per-
fect: yin∂arab (CD yin∂irib). The most strik-
ing feature of WD 4 is certainly the Maghrebi 
form of the 1st persons of the imperfect nik-
tib – niktibu. In the adjacent WD 1 and WD 
2 areas (irRa“ìd only, not so the more eastern 
towns of Bal†ìm and Burullus), the paradigm is 
aktib – niktibu, which could be seen as the first 
step of the paradigmatic leveling which finally 
led to the Maghrebi paradigm. Seen from this 
angle, WD 1 would be a transitional area even-
tually turning into the CD dialects. A more 
plausible explanation considers this paradigm 
as the result of dialect contact. Bedouin from 
North Africa (niktib – niktibu) sedentarized in 
the western part of the Delta and mixed with 
the original population (aktib – niktib). In 
this mixed situation niktib could be used for 
both the 1st person singular and the 1st person 

Map 1. Dialects of the Nile Delta
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plural and became ambiguous, thus causing 
a homonymic clash. Hence niktib was elimi-
nated, whereas the two unambiguous forms 
aktib and niktibu remained in use and formed 
the new paradigm (see Behnstedt and Woidich 
2005:162). The same developments occur in 
Upper Egypt in similar situations (see below). 
In WD 1 the base of Form II exhibits three 
allomorphs based on a phonologically condi-
tioned distribution of /a/ and /i/, not just two as 
in CD (Cairo): cf. yi≠allim ‘he teaches’, yikassa® 
‘he smashes’, but with a third type yikillim ‘he 
speaks to’ with an /i/ in the penultima, provided 
there are no back consonants (CD yikallim). 
IIIy verbs still have an a-type and an i-type 
as base forms, e.g. rama ‘he threw’ vs. ÿila ‘it 
became expensive’, but the latter is conjugated 
in the same way as the a-type: ÿila, ÿilat, ÿilu. 
Very common in WD dialects is ilbàri™ ‘yester-
day’ instead of CD imbàri™.

At the northern periphery of the Delta the 
isolated WD 2 dialects of irRa“ìd-Burg Miÿìzil 
and Bal†ìm-Burullus differ markedly from the 
adjacent WD 1 dialects not only in preserv-
ing /q/ [q] and the diphthongs /ay/ and /aw/ 
in pausal closed syllables (reduced to /i/ and 
/u/ respectively when suffixed: bìti ‘my house’, 
bitna ‘our house’, bitayn ‘two houses’), but 
also in their unusual stress pattern, which gives 
prominence to the penultima in -CvCvCv: 
baqára ‘cow’, ∂arábu ‘they hit’.

NED dialects occupy roughly the area 
between Bal†ìm-ilManßùra, ilMa†ariyya, and 
Dumyà† (Daqahliyya province) and can be 
divided into two subgroups, viz. NED 1 and 
NED 2, the latter covering approximately the 
ilManzala region and the northernmost part 
of the shores of the eastern branch of the Nile 
between ”irbìn and Dumyà†. The two groups 
differ in their stress patterns: NED 1 stresses 
madrása ‘school’, yixbízu ‘they bake bread’ 
on the penultima, following the WD and CD 
dialects, whereas NED 2 stresses the antepen-
ultima, e.g. mádrasa, yíxbizu, a pattern com-
mon in the Nile Valley, neighboring Sinai and 
Palestine, and partly in ED 1. As to phonology, 
the NED dialects differ from WD and go along 
with CD: *q is / ±/ and *g is /g/ [;]; together with 
CD the two groups form the Cairo-Dumyà† 
corridor described and interpreted in ¤ dia-
lect geography (Maps 2a, 2b). Other promi-
nent features of NED include the following: 
often /i/ where other dialects have /u/, as in kint 

‘I was’, kill ‘all’, hiwwa ‘he’; the 3rd person plu-
ral -um perfect, as in waßalum ‘they arrived’; all 
IIIy verbs follow the KiKa pattern, i.e. an i-base 
but an a-conjugation: rima, rimat, rimu, rimèt 
‘to throw’ and nisa, nisat, nisu, nisèt ‘to forget’; 
contraction of biyimsik to bimsik ‘he takes’, 
biyudrus to budrus ‘he studies’ (common in ED 
as well); mostly iga/yigi ~ yàgi ‘to come’ instead 
of gih; ilwa±ti ‘now’ instead of dilwa±ti.

The ED dialects occupy a territory covering 
roughly the province of a“-”arqiyya and the 
adjacent parts of ad-Daqahliyya province and 
can be divided into three subgroups, with ED 
1 as the core area and ED 2 and ED 3 dialects 
at the periphery, i.e. ED 2 close to NED in the 
northern part and ED 3 bordering on CD in 
the western part of the area. ED dialects, like 
WD, have /g/ for *q and an affricated /j/ [dÀ] 
~ [+] due to Bedouin influx, in contrast to the 
bordering CD and NED dialects. ED is further 
distinguished by a number of outstanding fea-
tures not present, or present to a lesser degree, 
in other Delta dialects. These are most promi-
nent in ED 1: strong secondary emphasis, again 
under Bedouin influence, in many lexical items 
(cf. mi™®àt ‘plough’, ®ama ‘he threw’, fa®xa 
‘chicken’, du˚˚àn ‘shop’, ka¤àn ‘too’, ig¤à“ 
‘cloth’, xà£ ‘uncle’); /a/ replaced by /i/ in pretonic 
closed syllables, as in fillà™ ‘farmer’, resulting in 
similar variations in verbal paradigms as in 
e.g. Lebanese dialects (cf. lamm ‘he took’, but 
limmèt ‘I took’); /a/ replaced by /i/ in *aCCaC 
adjectives of color and deficiency (cf. i™ma® 
‘red’, isma® ‘brown’, i≠ma ‘blind’); on the other 
hand, /a/ is preserved in pretonic open syllables 
(cf. katìr ‘much’, jadìd ‘new’). The syllable struc-
ture in ED is close to that of Levantine dialects 
and Upper Egyptian (UE) dialects, with elision 
of /i/ after -CC- and subsequent insertion of /i/ 
after the second consonant from the right, i.e. 
(C)CCC > (C)CiCC, as in yíxibzu ‘they bake’. 
Initial and final clusters are resolved in the 
same way (cf. for the former ihn<k ‘there’, islà™ 
‘weapon’, itjìb ‘she brings’), and stress can be 
placed on the inserted vowel, as in í“ta ‘winter’, 
ídra ‘millet’, írkab ‘knees’ (see Woidich 1982). 
For final clusters, cf. ®umu™ ‘tail-pole’, galib 
‘heart’, ±ari∂ ‘ground’, where – in contrast to 
UE dialects – /i/ is inserted even before liquids 
and nasals. Long vowels are preserved before 
-CC-, as in kàtba ‘having written [fem.]’ or 
bètna ‘our house’, just as in UE dialects. Pausal 
±imàla of -/a# to -e/# is as common as in most 
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rural dialects, e.g. kalbe ‘bitch’, ™àje ‘some-
thing’. Stress assignment shows a split between 
nouns and verbs: whereas nouns follow the gen-
eral Delta pattern madrása, verbs get the stress 
on the antepenultima, as in yíxibzu ‘they bake 
[bread]’. A morphological peculiarity of ED 1 
and ED 3 is the distribution of the allomorphs 
-at and -it of the 3rd person singular feminine 
perfect suffix: -at is used with all base forms 
containing /a/ or /à/, otherwise -it (cf. ∂arabat 
‘she hit’, gàlat ‘she said’, but “irbit ‘she drank’, 
nisyit ‘she forgot’). Form VII of the verb has 
the prefix in- as in inmasak; it is more common 
in ED 2 and ED 3, but these still use in- much 
more than e.g. Cairo Arabic; in the imperfect 
of Forms VII and VIII only the vowel of the 
ultima is /i/, whereas the one of the penultima 
remains /a/ (cf. yinmasik in ED vs. yinmisik 
~ yitmisik in CD and NED). As in Levantine 
Arabic the root *g-y-± ‘to come’ is extended in 
the core ED dialect by a prothetic glottal stop, 
producing ±ìja, ±ìjat, ±ìju (3rd persons only), but 
here with a long /ì/ in contrast to NED 2 ±iga 
with a short one.

ED 3 displays fronting of *k to /∑/ [t∑], as 
in ∑al ‘he ate’, a remarkable feature in this 
Egyptian context; but it remains /k/ in a u-
coloring environment (cf. kul! ‘eat!’, yàkul ‘he 
eats’); just as in NME 1 and ilXàrja-South, 
Form II of the verb contains /a/ in both the 
perfect and imperfect, as in ∑allam, yi∑allam ‘to 
speak to’, thus showing neither phonological 
nor morphological variation.

1.2.2 Upper Egypt – Nile Valley
In the Nile Valley, Northern Middle Egyptian 
dialects start immediately to the south of Cairo, 
in the southern Gizeh and Bani Swèf provinces, 
with a transitional area whose dialects are still 
close to WD 1 phonologically (pausal forms, 
pausal glottalization, lack of elision of /i/ in 
open unstressed syllables, as in misikit). On 
the other hand they are already distinguished 
by the ¤ buka®a-syndrome, stress on the first 
syllable in mádrasa, preserved diphthongs, and 
/a/ in the ultima of the base form of Form II 
throughout, which might be seen as a link to 
the ED 3 dialects. From here to Aswàn gìt ~ jìt 
‘I came’ is used instead of gèt, and long vowels 
before -CC remain long (≠àrfa ‘she knows’). 
NME 1 proper starts in the ilWas†a area, with 
its characteristic strong devoicing of the final 
syllable and the equally strong buka®a-syn-

drome, which is a remarkable feature of Middle 
Egypt and the oases. The Fayyùm deviates from 
NME 1 of the Nile Valley by such forms as yàgi 
instead of yìgi.

Approximately 20 km to the south of the 
city of Bani Swèf, NME 1 changes into NME 
2, which continues southward to the city of 
ilMinya. In NME 2 we find *q as /g/ [;] and 
*g as /j/ [dÀ]; i-elision occurs in miskit but not 
in adjectives such as wi™i“a. In the northern 
part of the region between Biba and Abu Jirj, 
Form II has three allomorphs, just as in WD, 
whereas the southern part again  follows the 
one-allomorph system (yikallam) in the same 
way as NME 1, ED 3, and Xarja South. From 
ilMinya southward to Asyù† there follows 
another group, SME, still characterized by a 
northern-type syllable structure with preserva-
tion of short unstressed /i/ in open syllables after 
-CC-, as in yídrisu ‘they thresh’. It is here that 
the distribution of /a/ and /i/ in the perfect and 
imperfect of verb Forms II and III, based on mor-
phological conditioning, starts (ba™™a®/yiba™™ir 
‘to go to the north’, sàfar/yisàfir ‘to travel’), in 
contrast to the phonological conditioning in the 
north. South of Asyù†, approximately at the 
rural towns of Abu Tìj and ilBadàri, we enter 
UE proper, with a glottalized pronunciation 
of /†/ [≥π] and the elision of short unstressed 
/i/ in open syllables after -CC- in parallel with 
the insertion of the intrusive vowel after the 
second consonant from the right: yídirsu ‘they 
thresh’. This UE 1 type prevails in the Nile 
Valley until far beyond Luxor, where UE 4, a 
more Sudanese type of dialect, starts, and only 
with two major areas interspersed, viz. UE 2 
between Naj≠ £ammàdi and Gùß mainly on the 
east bank, and UE 3 (¤ B≠eri) on the west bank 
between Gurna and Esna. UE 2 is close to SME 
in its syllable structure (yídrisu), but otherwise 
it shares most features with UE 1. UE 3 has a 
strong Bedouin admixture, with gahawa-syn-
drome and plural feminine forms. UE 4 deviates 
with its initial a- where all other dialects of the 
Nile Valley have i-, as in the article al-, alli, abn, 
amm an∂arab, etc. Dialects of the types aktib-
niktib, aktib-nikitbu, and niktib-nikitbu are to 
be found here side by side. For more details see 
Woidich (1995).

1.2.3 Oases
In the Western Desert, in addition to the pri-
marily Berberophone Siwa, there are four 
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Arabophone oases, viz. from north to south, 

ilBa™ariya, alFaràfira, adDàxila, and ilXàrja 
(see Map 2), whose dialects have been inves-
tigated in the last 30 years (see Behnstedt 
and Woidich 1982; Woidich 1998). Long iso-
lated, they only became accessible in the 1970s. 
Owing to this isolation and the continuous 
influx of small groups from outside, they offer 

a wealth of strange developments. In particular, 
they display features that connect them both to 
Middle Egypt and to Western (Libyan) Arabic 
as possible substrata or adstrata. For diverg-
ing views on this subject see Woidich (1993), 
Behnstedt (1998): the former relates them more 
to Middle Egypt on structural and phono-
logical evidence, the latter to a North African 

Map 2. Dialects of the Nile Valley
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substrate – at least the two northern ones – on 
morphological and lexical grounds. No single 
major discriminant shared by all four dialects, 
which would separate them as a single entity 
from the dialects of the Nile Delta or the Nile 
Valley, could be detected to date. They differ 
markedly from one another, and even within 
an oasis the individual villages display distinc-
tive features and can be grouped together into 
subgroups (see above). Let us now look at this 
in more detail.

A voiceless reflex of *q, be it [q] or [π], is 
attested in all the oases except BA£, which 
has only the voiced [;]; to the south in FAR we 
encounter [q], corresponding to [π] in DAX-W 
and DAX-C; in DAX-E [q] occurs again, but 
only in about a third of the possible roots; the 
others contain /g/ [;]. This produces a consider-
able number of minimal pairs between /q/ and 
/g/, such as gabba ‘neck [of a gallabiyya]’ and 
qabba ‘block of wood’. XAR has even fewer 
roots with /q/ (phonetically glottalized [qπ]), the 
majority displaying [;]. In all the oases, lexical 
items, such as gà®a ‘hill, mountain’ and zagal 
(BA£, XAR), žigál (FAR), zigÙl (DAX) ‘he 
threw away’, can be found that always have 
[;], never [q]. This indicates the highly mixed 
character of the dialects of DAX-E and XAR. 

In the Nile Delta and Nile Valley a voiced 
reflex of *q, i.e. [;] as a rule implies a pala-
talized pronunciation of *g as [dÀ] etc. (see 
above). This is not true of the oases, where we 
find a voiced [À] (= *g) in addition to a voice-
less [q] (= *q) in FAR, as well as [;], [q] (= *q), 
and [dÀ] (= *g) in DAX-E, and [;], [qπ] (= *q), 

and [+] (= *g) in XAR. Only BA£ conforms to 
this rule, with [;], [À] in BA£-E and BA£-W, 
and [;], [9] in BA£-C respectively. In DAX-W, 
-NW, and -C *q is represented by / ±/ and *g by 
/g/. This again suggests a high degree of mixing 
and the presence of different dialectal layers in 
these dialects. The presence of /q/ and the stress 
on the penultima, just as in the WD 2 dialects at 
the periphery of the Nile Delta, suggest a link to 
pre-Hilalian Arabic (see Behnstedt 1998).

In the two northern oases of BA£ and FAR, the 
sibilants merged to either a postalveolar [∑], [À], as 
in FAR, resulting in e.g. [∑a1b] ‘he left’, [Àajts] ‘oil’, or 
to an alveolo-palatal [¤], [9] in BA£-C, giving e.g. 
[¤a1b] ‘he left’, [9e1t] ‘oil’. This merger is certainly 
a Maghrebi feature not found elsewhere in Egypt, 
like the strong aspiration of /t/ [th] ~ [ts] in FAR. 

Stress assignment, too, follows Maghrebi rules 
in the BA£-C and -W, FAR, and DAX dialects, 
since they stress the last syllable of a word unless 
it contains the feminine suffixes -a or -it (per-
fect) or the pronominal suffixes of the 3rd 
person singular masculine -u (-a, -ih), or the 
2nd person singular masculine suffixes -ak or 
-ik (cf. BA£-W diká® ‘male’ but wúkkil ‘he 
fed’), FAR qamá® ‘moon’, ibyá∂ ‘white’, 
DAX-E ™alÙq ‘earrings’, gabbÙl ‘he went south-
ward’).

Like NME 1, FAR and DAX-W, -NW, and C 
preserve the diphthongs /aw/ and /ay/. Whereas 
they are stable in FAR (bàyts, baytsíy, baytsihíy 
‘house, my house, her house’), they change 
to /i/ or /e/ in DAX-W depending on the 
stress and syllable structure (bàyt, bitË, bètihÛ). 
Another feature common to both NME and 
the oases’ dialects is the ¤ buka®a-syndrome 
(cf. BA£ ita®ama ‘it was thrown’, FAR nuqa®a 
‘hole’, DAX-E ±iba®a ‘needle’, XAR-S ya™arat 
‘he plows’). The syllable structure of all the 
oases’ dialects is also like that of NME, since 
there is no elision of /i/ in unstressed open syl-
lables after -vC-, let alone after -vCC- (BA£ 
and XAR “íribit, FAR “iríbit, DAX “irébit ~ 
“irËbit). FAR and DAX-West, -NW, and -C do 
not elide vowels at all, contrary to the common 
practice in modern dialects, and /i/ is preserved 
even after -8C (cf. DAX ≠àrifa ‘she knows’, 
FAR qàfila ‘caravan’). The question remains 
open whether this represents conservation of 
the older situation or innovation (reintroduc-
tion of the base form by paradigmatic level-
ing). Only BA£ and FAR exhibit the leveled 
Maghrebi-type paradigm of the imperfect with 
niktib-niktibu; DAX and XAR follow the gen-
eral eastern pattern aktib-niktib. In contrast to 
common practice in Egypt, the feminine active 
participle changes -a to -it in BA£, FAR, DAX 
when receiving a suffix, e.g. BA£ màskitu ‘she 
has taken it’ ~ FAR ≠àwižitsih ‘she wants him’ 
~ DAX-W, DAX-C ≠àrifitih ‘she knows him’, 
whereas XAR lengthens this -a as is usual in 
the Nile Valley, e.g. maskàh ‘she has taken it’. 
The active participle of IIIy verbs lengthens its 
final vowel when the feminine suffix is added, 
resulting in forms such as ma“iyya ‘she is going’ 
in BA£, FAR, and DAX; XAR, like the other 
Egyptian dialects, has mà“ya.

Dialectometrical analyses as presented in 
Behnstedt and Woidich (2005:108–118) show 
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that BA£-E and XAR stand closer to the dia-
lects of the Nile Valley, and FAR and DAX form 
a separate group characterized by additional 
features such as a peculiar penchant for nasal-
ity (segmental spread in FAR, as in muwayya 
[m7wïyyï] ‘water’, “àkin [∑21k6] ‘living’, *l > 
/n/ in DAX-NW, pausal nasalization [61] for -à 
in DAX-C], an article al-, and a u-vowel in the 
imperfect of the strong verb and the geminate 
verbs (cf. DAX yiktòb ‘he writes’ and yilòmm 
‘he collects’). As may have become clear from 
the evidence adduced above, FAR stands out as 
the most deviant dialect of the four.

There can be no doubt that Western and 
Eastern Arabic meet in the oases and that 
their dialects display features from both sides, 
including interactions between them that pro-
duce rather strange developments (see Woidich 
1995–1997, 1997a). In order to understand the 
situation better we need to know the dialects 
of the Libyan oases on the other side of the 
Great Sand Sea in more detail than is currently 
the case.

2 .  S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s

The discipline of sociolinguistics usually inves-
tigates language ¤ variation and change in rela-
tion to various socially recognized categories in 
a speech community such as class, age, gender, 
and confession. For its part, Arabic sociolin-
guistics does not usually limit itself, or even 
apply itself to any large degree, to those partic-
ular variables. Some notable exceptions include 
Blanc (1964), who studied dialect differences 
among the three main confessional groupings 
in Baghdad; or, in an Egyptian context, Royal 
(1985), Wahba (1993), and Haeri (1991), who 
examined phonological features of men’s and 
women’s speech in Cairo; Parkin son (1991), 
whose study of terms of address in Cairo 
acknowledged social class as an im portant vari-
able; Peterson (2000), who ob  served the jargon 
of youth in Cairo; or Wilmsen (1999), who 
studied the variation in and interaction between 
a syntactic feature of rural and urban dialects. 
Usually, most attention is paid to the place 
and function of the spoken vernaculars on 
one hand and their relation to and interaction 
with formal written and declaimed Arabic on 
the other. Studies addressing this issue often 
assume certain class distinctions among the 
grades or levels between the ornate, recherché 

styles of declamation (and of course writing) 
in the upper registers of Arabic and the purely 
conversational vernaculars. The assumption is 
that only the educated (assumed to be the 
upper classes) will have any great proficiency 
with the written variety, and only they will be 
able to declaim extemporaneously in it, while 
the lower classes will remain limited in their 
verbal expression to the baser registers of the 
vernacular.

In reality, the assumption of greater pro fi-
ciency among the educated upper classes is 
not entirely accurate. In Egypt it is usually the 
educated among the lower classes whose facil-
ity in written and oral expression in this ideal-
ized eloquent variety is more polished. Among 
the members of the upper classes, the claim 
of low productive proficiency in written or 
declaimed Arabic is itself a badge of refinement 
and breeding. The reasons for this are that the 
lower classes obtain their education from the 
state-sponsored schools and universities, where 
Arabic writing and declamation are integral 
parts of the curriculum, while the upper classes 
send their children to private (‘language’) 
schools, where European languages predomi-
nate. Very often, these same students (young 
men more often than young women) will gain 
some of their education – especially its postsec-
ondary stages – abroad.

In an earlier era, the emphasis in these lan-
guage schools was on French language and 
education, as it was the short-lived Napoleonic 
incursion into Egypt in 1798 that first opened 
Egyptian eyes to the modern West. Despite 
the brevity of that encounter, for several gen-
erations afterward, Egyptian elites would gain 
their education at French missionary schools at 
home and their higher education at universities 
in France.

By the middle of the 20th century, however, 
and increasingly ever since, English has become 
the preferred foreign language for everyone, 
rich and poor alike. French may still be heard 
on the lips of the remnants of the aristoc-
racy, now declining into their twilight years, 
and their attendant upper classes, especially in 
the social venues of upscale neighborhoods of 
Cairo. A few French-language schools continue 
to attract students, but most of them, and many 
others besides, now feature English either as 
the main language of instruction or as the first 
foreign language.

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



 egypt 9 

Familiarity with foreign languages lends to 
speakers a certain cachet, not necessarily a 
class distinction, but surely an air or at least an 
affectation of sophistication. Almost everyone 
who goes to school manages to gain some facil-
ity with English, if only rudimentary, and many 
adults continue to pursue language study well 
beyond their school days. Despite its declining 
number of speakers, French remains the second 
most popular foreign language, still retaining 
some of its older aristocratic associations. For 
its part, Spanish carries something of an elite 
air, both for the relatively few people who 
study it and for its ancient associations with a 
golden era of Arab civilization; it is apparently 
gaining in popularity as a third foreign language 
for adult learners as well. Other European lan-
guages, like Italian, German, and Russian, are 
pursued by those wishing to engage in the hos-
pitality trade, hoping to find work serving the 
tourists speaking one of those languages who 
flock in large numbers to the winter resorts 
on the Red Sea, coming by direct flight to 
Egyptian beach destinations from their respec-
tive countries. For that matter, tourist touts can 
muster communication in a great many foreign 
tongues. A smattering of Japanese and increas-
ingly Chinese are sometimes picked up by those 
engaged in the mule work of importing goods 
from the East.

It is generally the degree of fluency in a for-
eign language as much as the actual language 
spoken that carries with it class connotations. 
People who are very good with English will 
give the impression, often a true one, that they 
have spent large amounts of time abroad and 
are therefore able to afford such travel. Those 
who are good with French will more likely have 
grown up in Egypt in a partially Francophone 
environment and are, therefore, either from the 
remnants of the aristocracy – now perhaps of 
restricted means – or from the Christian upper 
class, either way only occasionally having spent 
years abroad. Those fluent in other foreign lan-
guages are as likely to be members of the lower 
middle classes, from which service employees 
are drawn, as they are to be members of the 
elite.

Current circumstances aside, Egyptian Arabic 
has been in contact with foreign languages for 
centuries, even a millennium or longer, which 
have left their mark on the language in the 
form of loanwords. Earlier influences would 

have come first from Coptic, later Turkish and 
Persian, and much later French, then Italian 
and Greek, and finally English, which continues 
to exert an influence as new concepts, some of 
them quite trivial, such as jargon from the mass 
media, enter the language.

New technologies have brought with them 
entire glossaries, not all of the words of which 
are technical terms. Non-Arabic names for 
automobile parts, for instance, are usually 
French (e.g. dibriyàž ‘clutch pedal’, diriksyòn 
‘steering wheel’, tablò ‘dashboard’, bužehàt 
‘spark plugs’). The more familiar concepts, like 
windshield (±izàz ‘glass’) and wheels (≠agalàt) 
are native Arabic. Those for the computer, a 
later technological introduction, are English. 
In this case, it is the operations that are more 
often English borrowings than the components 
(although the instrument itself is referred to in 
speech and often in writing with the English 
loan kumbiyùtar). Otherwise, for example, 
sayyif means ‘to save’, fayyil ‘to file’, and han-
nig ‘to hang’, while the more familiar concept 
of a computer screen is simply labeled “à“a 
and the keyboard is the calque lò™it ilmafatì™. 
With an even later technological innovation, 
the mobile telephone, has come a new set of 
borrowings. The hand unit itself is referred 
to in speech as a mubayl, or sometimes in the 
lower registers mubayyin. When referred to 
in writing, the calque ma™mùl is more often 
employed. The process of talking to someone 
on the telephone is described with the native 
Arabic kallim ‘to speak’, but the operation of 
sending a text message borrows the English 
concept to yield massij. Similarly, a procedure 
for avoiding the cost of a call while at the same 
time alerting friends to one’s availability is to 
send a missed call: yib≠atlu mist ‘he sends him 
a missed [call]’, or sometimes yimissµı ≠alè ‘he 
misses at him’.

The means by which these terms entered the 
language are instructive. The earliest mobile 
telephones available in Egypt were incapable 
of displaying Arabic writing on their screens; 
as such, the terminology was entirely English. 
What is more, the high cost of the early units 
meant that they were accessible only to the 
affluent, who were generally proficient in read-
ing the English that appeared on the screens. 
By the time the telephones became affordable 
to the common people and the technology 
advanced sufficiently to permit Arabic displays, 
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the terminology was largely fixed in the lan-
guage. This same process no doubt occurred 
with other technical terminologies, from auto-
mobiles to computers.

This use of direct borrowings tends to appear 
more in speech than in writing and declamation, 
wherein loan translations – or calques, whereby 
a new concept is explained periphrastically in 
native lexemes (for example, ™àsib ±àli ‘com-
puting machine’ for computer) – are preferred. 
Often this preference is more observed in the 
breach, with spoken borrowings finding their 
way into writing, regardless of the prescrip-
tions or preferences of language purists. What 
appears, then, is a set of parallel lexemes, one 
used more in speaking and one used more often 
in writing. This duality of reference in speech 
on one hand and writing or declamation on the 
other with reference to some foreign concepts 
is a further reflection of the acknowledged 
dichotomy between spoken Arabic vernacular 
forms and formal written or declaimed forms.

It is this linguistic duality that informs most 
sociolinguistic investigations into Arabic. Called  
¤ ‘diglossia’ (after Ferguson 1959), it is a char-
acteristic of the language in all parts of the 
arabophone world. It is marked by a functional 
distribution of the two varieties of the language, 
often referred to as high (or simply H), for the 
written or declaimed variety, and low (or L), for 
the spoken vernacular. What this implies is that 
there are domains – or functions – in which one 
variety or the other is considered appropriate 
or even obligatory. The H variety is expected 
in formal situations involving public speaking. 
In venues such as the Parliament, courtrooms, 
churches and mosques, official announcements, 
newscasts, college lectures, etc., it is the H vari-
ety that is considered appropriate. 

In actual usage in Egypt, however, there is a 
great deal of overlap and interplay between the 
two codes at all levels, and accordingly H and 
L are generally not really mutually exclusive 
categories. The division of labor between the 
two varieties is more of an ideal than a real-
ity, reflecting speakers’ attitudes toward their 
language and not their actual behavior with it. 
True, in some of the venues mentioned above 
(Parliament, newscasts), the vernacular is never 
– or hardly ever – heard. In all other situations, 
however, the vernacular, or L, predominates, 
even impinging upon the language used in 
formal situations that might otherwise be con-

sidered to be the exclusive domain of H. For 
instance, although news broadcasts are always 
delivered in H, interviews might be conducted 
in a mixture of both, with the announcers hew-
ing more closely to the strictures of declamation 
in H and their interlocutors holding forth in an 
amalgam of H and L or remaining completely 
in L. In man-on-the-street interviews and chats 
with celebrities, even the announcers will speak 
in the L variety.

What is more, in teaching at all levels, from 
the traditional scriptural schools for children 
(kuttàb) to university classrooms, texts are, of 
course, written and read out in H, but almost 
all explication and discussion of them is con-
ducted in L. In sermons too the language used 
is not strictly and exclusively the High variety. 
Instead preachers shift between H and L for 
stylistic purposes. For some highly decorous 
occasions, sermons are written out beforehand 
and read or recited from memory in the pul-
pit, in which case the High variety is, in fact, 
employed. The more usual addresses, such as 
the Friday or Sunday sermons, are not writ-
ten but delivered extemporaneously, granting 
preachers freedom to style shift in their ora-
tory. In some types of oral religious discourse, 
such as scriptural exegesis or hagiographies 
delivered before live audiences, the Low variety 
dominates, with speakers only resorting to the 
H variety when quoting from a text or when 
driving home a point.

The practice of shifting into a higher register 
for emphasizing a point is, in fact, one of the 
motivations for declaiming in H in any discur-
sive context religious or secular. Otherwise, 
all speakers, regardless of how well educated 
and how much they employ H in their pro-
fessional lives, spend most of their time in 
speech situations in which L predominates. 
That notwithstanding, most speakers are under 
the impression that H is an important element 
of their daily experience, even if most of them 
do not themselves actively employ it to any 
large degree. Even so, many would endorse 
the notion that it should be used in most or 
all situations. There are always tales, probably 
apocryphal, of one or two particularly liter-
ate individuals who will speak only H, even 
at home (leading the less reverent to pity their 
long-suffering spouses).

Despite the predominance of L, that H is 
paramount is acknowledged by most people, 
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and some of its registers are held in the high-
est reverence, for instance as the vehicle of 
Christian and Muslim scripture. What is more, 
the notion of H as a unifying element of supra-
national Arab identity is paid a great deal of 
lip service. Nevertheless, its place as an oral 
medium, or indeed a vehicle of secular writ-
ing, is less widely appreciated and more often 
contested (Haeri 2003). For one thing, the 
written Arabic of the daily and weekly press 
is not generally recognized as meeting the high 
rhetorical standards of the venerated classical 
varieties of H (Parkinson 1991). Again, in that 
respect, the H variety is more ideal than real. 
It is, nevertheless, an ideal to be encountered 
daily, in radio and television broadcasts of 
scriptural recitations and exegesis. On the other 
hand, as a vehicle of daily speech, it is rarely 
employed, and attempts to do so are met with 
a certain amount of derision. This is exploited 
to great effect in film, wherein characters using 
or attempting to use H in speech, especially 
in daily life, are often portrayed as pompous, 
ridiculous, or sometimes sinister. In a recent 
comedy, for example, in a scene portraying 
a meeting at the ministerial level in which an 
intractable problem is being discussed, an eager 
up-and-comer announces his elegant solution 
in flowery H, whereupon the deputy minister, 
who is chairing the meeting, comments, “Well, 
I didn’t understand a word of that, but if you 
all agree, we can give it a try”. This is indeed a 
paradox: the Arabic of writing and declamation 
is at once revered and disparaged.

Something similar may be said of the spoken 
vernacular. There are multitudinous vernacu-
lars spoken in Egypt, displaying wide geograph-
ical variation, the principal divisions recognized 
readily by most speakers being that of Upper 
Egypt (called ßa≠ìdi) and that of the capital 
city, with Alexandria and the Delta sometimes 
acknowledged as possessing defining attributes, 
(see above, Sec. 1). In reality there are many 
more distinctions to be drawn along the lines 
of geography, socioeconomic status, age, and 
gender. Speakers of Egyptian Arabic recog-
nize these to a limited degree, and in order to 
do so, they must also possess a perception of 
some standard by which those distinctions are 
to be contrasted. That standard is the spoken 
vernacular of the professional classes of the 
capital city, Cairo (Haeri 1996). Egyptians, 
especially those who speak this variety with 

native facility, tend to regard it with a certain 
pride of ownership, it being a distinguish-
ing mark of identity, both within Egypt and 
indeed throughout the Arabophone world (El-
Hassan 1977). It is this variety that is labeled 
‘Egyptian Arabic’ (maßri) by Arabic speakers, 
even though there are many other varieties that 
might also lay equal claim to the appellation. 
What is more, being accessible to almost all 
Egyptians in any part of the country – anyone 
possessing a radio or a television – it genuinely 
is a de facto standard Arabic and is viewed as 
an appropriate variety for all occasions, up to 
and including formal situations like meetings 
and public addresses (where, of course, H may 
also be employed). Despite this, people will 
make disparaging remarks about the vernacular 
varieties, assuming that they are somehow defi-
cient in important respects. Typical positions 
will be to assert that they lack grammaticality; 
that they are coarse; or that they are inappro-
priate for discussions of a scholarly, technical, 
or high-culture nature. Both the H and the L 
varieties are, then, valued and demeaned for 
different reasons.

These attitudes indicate that there do indeed 
exist some domains in which exclusive use 
of one or the other of the two varieties are 
deemed appropriate but that those in which H 
is actually used exclusively are quite delimited, 
being only newscasts, official announcements, 
and public addresses. In all others, the Cairene 
vernacular variety of L is the standard, if not 
always acknowledged as such.
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Elative

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The word ‘elative’, from the Latin elatio, noun 
of action of the verb efferre ‘to elevate’, refers 
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to a morphosemantic entity and expresses 
in one word what traditional Arabic gram-
mar expresses in two words, ±af ≠alu at-taf∂ìl.    
±Af ≠alu indicates, through the conventional 
f-≠-l paradigm of Arabic grammar, the word 
pattern (aß-ßìÿa ‘pattern, scheme’) and at-taf∂ìl 
‘superiority’ indicates the intended meaning 
among all the possible different meanings of 
this pattern (e.g. the masculine singular pattern 
of the adjective of color, ±aswadu ‘black’, or 
the 1st person singular imperfect of Form I, 
±a≈habu ‘I go’, etc.). Occasionally, as Wright 
(1974:I, 140) points out, the intended meaning 
“has the signification of our comparative and 
superlative, and is therefore called ism at-
taf∂ìl, noun of pre-eminence, or ±af≠alu at-taf∂ìl, 
the pattern ±af≠alu denoting pre-eminence”. 
According to an Arab grammarian (Łartùnì 
1949:IV, 70) “±af≠al at-taf∂ìl is a pattern [ßìÿa] 
employed to describe something that possesses 
a ‘plus’ in comparison to something else: yùsuf 
±akbar min bùlus ‘Joseph is bigger than Paul’”.

2 .  O r i g i n  a n d  e v o l u t i o n

The origin of the elative in Arabic was discussed 
by Speiser (1952:81), who argues that “Semitic 
in general had once an elative or emphatic form 
indicated by a special prefix”. As far as Arabic 
is concerned, Wehr (1952:34) points out that 
“the stem of the form, i.e. the part following 
the prefix a-, had originally been a nomen 
substantivum (an abstraction)”. In Bravmann’s 
view (1968:33), “the form ±af≠alu represents 
the result of a transformation of a certain basic 
adjectival pattern (‘positive’) within the context 
of a comparison of inequality (superiority), i.e. 
when used with the function of comparative-
superlative”.

The semantic evolution of the form ±af≠alu 
is discussed by Wehr (1952:3), who explains 
that ±af≠alu originally indicated a positive 
with a strongly emotional connotation, and 
by Bravmann (1968:22), who “persists in the 
opinion that the primary function of ±af≠alu is to 
indicate a high degree of a quality in comparison 
with other objects (±af≠al at-taf∂ìl)” and that 
“the original use of ±af≠alu as a comparative-
superlative may secondarily occur in the sense 
of a positive. Thus, one cannot attribute to al-
akbaru the primary meaning of ‘the great’ (or 
with affective connotation ‘the very great’) and 

the secondary meaning of ‘the greater’ or ‘the 
greatest’; on the contrary, it is the meaning ‘the 
great’ (which implies no comparison), which 
should be considered as secondary”. Parallel 
to this debate is the controversial allàhu ±akbar 
(cf. Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn III, 211).

3 .  F o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e  e l a t i v e

The elative is formed through modification of 
the triliteral stem of the adjective according 
to the patterns in Table 1: 

Table 1. Patterns of the elative

masculine feminine

singular ±af≠alu fu≠là*

dual
independent ±af≠alàni fu≠layàni
dependent/
oblique

±af≠alayni fu≠layayni

plural
±af≠alùna
or ±afà≠il

fu≠layàt
or fu≠al

* the à is an ±alif maqßùra

For example, in the case of the adjective kabìr 
‘big’, the three radical consonants k-b-r replace 
the three consonants of the fa≠ala paradigm 
(Table 2):

Table 2. Patterns of ±akbaru

masculine Feminine

singular ±akbaru kubrà

dual
independent ±akbaràni kubrayàni

dependent/
oblique

±akbarayni kubrayayni

plural
±akbarùna
or ±akàbir

kubrayà
or kubar

We shall further expand on the syntactic 
reasons which justify the extremely rare 
occurrence of most of these forms, almost 
entirely superseded by the masculine singular 
form ±af≠al.

When the last two consonants of the root are 
identical, as in qalìl ‘few’, the pattern obtained 
is ±aC1aC2C3: ±aqallu ‘less/least’; in practice, 
this form of elative does not occur in the 
feminine, probably on account of the difficulties 
in reading such forms without vocalization. 

{

{
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When the last consonant of the root is w or 
y, for example ™aluw or qawiyy, the pattern 
obtained is ±aC1C2 (à = ±alif maqßùra) for the 
masculine, ±à™là or ±aqwà; the feminine pattern, 
C1uC2y (à = ±alif) rarely occurs, as in ±a≠là, 
≠ulyà ‘higher’ or ±adnà, dunyà ‘lower’. 

Two nouns which do not follow the ±af≠al 
pattern behave as elatives in comparative 
constructions: xayr ‘good’ and šarr ’bad’, ±anta 
xayr min-hu ‘you are better than him’, hiya 
šarr min ±uxti-hà ‘she is worse than her sister’. 
However, according to aš-Šartùnì (1949:IV, 
70) “the origin of these two words is ±axyar 
and ±ašarr (in the ±af≠al elative pattern) but 
their [initial] hamza has been elided due to 
the frequent use [of these words]”. Bravmann, 
(1968:36) on the other hand, claims that these 
two nouns do not admit the prefixed prosthetic 
vowel “on account of the monosyllabic stem 
of these adjectives” and “because of their 
extremely frequent use”.

Aš-Šartùnì (1949:IV, 70) spells out a number 
of rules underlying the formation of the elative: 
the verb “must have a triliteral root (µulàµì), a 
complete conjugation (mutaßarrif ), be in the 
active form (ma≠lùm), in plain sense (tàmm), 
accept [the degree of] superiority (qàbil li-l-
mufà∂ala) and express neither a color nor a 
defect or ornament (™ilya), for example ±anta 
±a≠lam min ±axì-ka ‘you are wiser than your 
brother’”. 

“It is not possible to form the elative in the 
following cases: zà™ama ’to pile up’, because 
the verb is quadriliteral; ni≠ma ‘bravo!’, because 
the verb cannot be conjugated; ™umida ‘to be 
rented’, because it is a passive form; kàna ‘to 
be’, because it does not denote a full meaning; 
faniya ‘to disappear’ and màta ‘to die’, because 
they do not admit the superiority [degree]; 
xa∂ira ‘to be green’, because it denotes a color; 
and ≠amiya ‘to be blind’, because it denotes an 
illness” (Šartùnì 1949:IV, 70). 

All authors record a number of exceptions to 
the above rule: 

i. Examples “formed from the derived forms 
of the verb, especially from IV: ±a†haru ‘more 
cleansing’ or ‘purifying’ (±akµar ta†hìran), 
from †ahhara ‘to cleanse’ or ‘purify’, II. of 
†ahura ‘to be clean or pure’; [. . .] ±aµbatu li- 
‘making more firm’ or ‘sure’, from ±aµbata, 
IV. of (µabata ‘to be firm’; [. . .] ±a™walu min 

‘more crafty than’ from i™tàla, ‘to be crafty’ 
VIII. of ™àla.” (Wright 1974:I, 141). 
 Yet, Blachère (1975:98) argues: “Les gram-
mairiens citent des exemples d’élatifs qui 
seraient issus de participes ou d’adjectifs ver-
baux, provenant de verbes à la forme ‘nue’ 
ou à une forme dérivée, particulièrement à 
la 4ème, et ayant le sens actif ou passif. Mais 
il leur est, en général, impossible de donner 
un exemple du participe ou de l’adjectif au 
degré simple.

±anßafa être juste ±anßafu juste
±aqfara être désert ±aqfaru désert 

On peut se demander [. . .] si ces verbes 
d’état, dits de 4ème forme, ne sont pas, au 
contraire, formés des élatifs, de même que 
les verbes dits de 9ème forme proviennent des 
adjectifs de couleur et de difformité”.

ii. In both Classical and contemporary Arabic 
and in the dialects, the adjective of color 
or deformity ±af ≠alu may be employed as 
an elative; in these cases the elative has a 
comparative or superlative sense, depending 
on the context, as such adjectives already 
bear the pattern ±af≠al (Blachère 1975:98): 

“±abya∂u-hum le plus blanc d’entre eux
abya∂ min u¶t . . . plus blanc que la sœur 
de . . . (Cor. XVII, 74)
wa-man kàna fi hà≈ihi ±a≠mà fa-huwa fi 
l-±à¶ira ±a≠mà wa-±a∂all sabìlan qui sera 
aveugle dans ce monde, sera, dans l’autre, plus 
aveugle et plus fourvoyé (Cor. XVII, 74)”.

But Blachère (1975:98) clarifies: ”Je traduis 
‘plus aveugle et plus fourvoyé’; ce serait 
plutôt ‘spécialement, complètement aveugle 
et égaré’”, which is confirmed by aš-Łartùnì 
(1949:IV, 71): “The elative can be deprived 
of its meaning of superiority and acquire the 
meaning of the adjective with a nuance of 
exaggeration.”

The loss of the sense of superiority of the elative 
is frequent in some current expressions, often 
related to historical events or geographical 
areas, e.g. al-™arb al-≠uÚmà ‘the Great War’, 
al-≠ußùr al-wus†à ‘the Middle Ages’, Barì†àniyà 
l-≠uÚmà ‘Great Britain’, aš-Łarq al-±awsa† ‘the 
Middle East’, Mißr al-≠ulyà ‘Upper Egypt’. These 
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examples show the relational character of the 
elative, in which the relation of comparison, 
though still present, does not entail a comparison 
of degrees. 

To sum up, the main rule states that the ela-
tive may be formed exclusively from a triliteral 
adjective or participle (cf. in English, the -er and 
-est suffixes); in addition, there are forms such 
as ±akµaru ‘more numerous’ for the comparative 
and ‘the most numerous’ for the superlative, or 
±ašaddu ‘stronger’ or ‘the strongest’, followed 
by the abstract or verbal noun semantically 
corresponding to the adjective or participle. 
This verbal noun is analyzed as a specifying 
complement (tamyìz), i.e. dependent case, e.g. 
for muzda™im ‘congested, cluttered up’ madìnat 
al-Qàhira ±akµar izdi™àman min ±Aswàn ‘the 
city of Cairo is more congested than Aswan’; 
for mujtahid ‘studious’ huwa ±ašadd a†-†ullàb 
ijtihàdan ‘he is the most studious of the 
students’.

As for the comparatives and superlatives 
indicating inferiority, they are formed on the 
same pattern by using the elative ±aqallu ‘less’ 
always followed by a verbal noun in dependent 
case, e.g. huwa ±aqall min-hà ijtihàdan ‘he is 
less studious than she’, huwa ±aqallu-humà 
ijtihàdan ‘he is the less studious of the two’.

4 .  S y n t a x  o f  t h e  e l a t i v e 

4.1 The comparative

The elative “must be deprived of [the article] 
al- and must not be in the annexion state: it is 
followed by min, expressed or omitted, which 
introduces what the first element is superior to; 
the elative occurs in the masculine singular, e.g. 
al-±asad ±aqwà min al-rajul ‘the lion is stronger 
than the man’, ar-rijàl ±af∂al mina l-±usd ‘men 
are superior to lions’” (Šartùnì 1949:IV, 315). 
The syntagm introduced by min may be omitted 
when answering a question, for example: hal 
ar-rajul ±aqwà min al-±asad? là, al-±asad ±aqwà 
‘is man stronger than the lion? No, the lion is 
stronger’. 

4.2 The superlative

The elative acquires definiteness through 
the article: it normally agrees in gender and 
number, e.g., al-mudun al-kubrà ‘the biggest 
cities’; al-mar±atàni l-fu∂layàni ‘the two most 

virtuous women’; hum al-±akàbir ‘they are 
the biggest’; hunna l-fu∂layàt ‘they [fem.] are 
the most virtuous’. In modern written Arabic 
this construction occurs less frequently than 
the following ones, with the exception of 
some current expressions, such as the above-
mentioned aš-Šarq al-±awsa†.

The elative is the first element of an annexion 
in which the second element is indefinite: the 
elative remains in the masculine singular and 
“in this case, the second element of the annexion 
must necessarily be of the same gender as the 
subject, and it must agree with it in number, as 
in az-zaydàni ±af∂al rajulayni ‘the two Zayds 
are the most virtuous men’, al-maryamàt ±af∂al 
nisà± ‘the Maryams are the most virtuous 
women’” (Šartùnì 1949:IV, 316).

The elative is the first element in an annexion 
in which the second element is definite: the 
elative may occur in the masculine singular but 
it “may also agree in gender and number with 
the object or the objects spoken of as hiya fu∂là 
n-nisà± ‘she is the best of the women’; humà 
±af∂alà l-qawm ‘these two are the two best of 
the tribe’; hum ±af∂alù l-qawm or hum ±afà∂il 
al-qawm ‘they are the best of the tribe’; hunna 
fu∂layàt an-nisà± or hunna fu∂al an-nisà± ‘they 
are the best of the women’ . . .” (Wright 1974:
II, 228).

Unfortunately, the above examples apply 
mainly to nouns denoting human beings (≠àqil). 
The issue of the agreement with non-human 
being nouns (ÿayr ≠àqil) in modern written 
Arabic appears more complex; examples such 
as mà min šakk fi ±anna min kubrà ihtimàmàt 
ad-dawla hiya . . . ‘no doubt that the major 
preoccupations of the State . . .’ (aß-Íabà™, 14 
July 2002) lead to the supposition that it is 
not the object’s gender which determines the 
agreement in the feminine singular (ihtimàm is 
in fact a masculine word), but rather the fact 
that ihtimàmàt is a non-human being noun 
plural (Girod 2000:78). 

One can debate the semantic difference 
between the last two constructions, for example 
between ±akbar madìna ‘the biggest city’ and 
±akbar al-mudun or kubrà l-mudun ‘the biggest 
of the cities’. According to Wright (1974:II, 
226), the genitive which follows the elative 
“is at times indefinite and explicative, at 
times definite and partitive”. Blachère (1975: 
366) is less dogmatic: “Parfois le second 
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terme de l’annexion est un singulier ou un 
duel indéterminé; on a alors une annexion de 
qualification notant un superlatif vague que 
le français rendra, selon le contexte, par un 
superlatif absolu ou relatif. 

±ašadd ≠a≈àb un extrême tourment/le plus dur 
tourment
±antum xayr ±umma vous êtes un peuple 
excellent/le meilleur peuple”.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Despite the relevant stability in the use of the 
elative throughout the classical and modern 
period, it is not unrealistic to predict further 
developments in the near future, e.g. the curious 
case of the hyperbolic use of the elative in 
the feminine plural, doubtlessly unacceptable 
according to the grammatical norm, but which 
might well become ‘jurisprudence’ (Girod 
2000:78): al-ittifàq ma≠a kubrayàt aš-šarikàt al-
±amrìkiyya ‘the agreement with the major Amer-
ican companies’ (al-±Ahràm 1 April 2000). 
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Elision

The two most common terms in the Arabic 
linguistic tradition for the concept of ‘elision’ 
are ¤ ™a≈f lit. ‘cutting off, curtailing’ and ¤ 
±i∂màr lit. ‘keeping in mind’, but there is a wide 
range of other expressions for the omission or 
deletion of linguistic elements in Arabic, and it 
would be impossible (and indeed undesirable) to 
equate them strictly with any modern Western 
terms. Before elision proper can be dealt with, 
four groups of words will be disposed of, those 
which (1) are hardly technical in nature, (2) mainly 
concern the inflectional system, (3) indicate the 
phonological motives for elision, or (4) refer to 
the stylistic or rhetorical purposes of elision.

In the first group are suqù† ‘falling away [of 
a sound]’ and ≈ahàb ‘departure [of a sound]’, 
which simply denote the effect of elision. Here 
may also be included, since their status as 
technical terms is not clear, some synonyms 
of ™a≈f, namely kaff ‘refraining [from saying 
something]’ and xazala, ixtazala ‘to cut off, 
withhold’. These occur in the context of ™a≈f 
as if to paraphrase or gloss it (unless they 
represent an alternative vocabulary from a 
different grammatical tradition). Thus kaff is 
mentioned by Ibn Fàris as “one of the speech 
habits (sunan) of the Arabs” (Íà™ibì 197, 240, 
256), and in Sìbawayhi the elided verb is said to 
be ‘withheld’ (xuzila) in such exclamations as 
sub™àna llàhi ‘praise to God!’ (Kitàb I, 135, ed. 
Derenbourg / I, 162, ed. Bùlàq). Xazl also has 
a restricted use in metrics to denote the elision 
of a medial vowel.

The second group comprises taskìn and 
±iskàn, lit. ‘silencing’, i.e. removing a vowel 
or voweling with zero, jazm ‘lopping off [an 
inflectional vowel]’, and waqf ‘stopping’. While 
vowellessness occurs in medial or final position 
in any word, jazm is specific to verbs as the 
marker of the apocopated (majzùm) mood, 
contrast yaktubu ‘he writes’ with ±in yaktub ‘if 
he write’. Note that if the apocopation requires 
the removal of a final consonant, it is termed 
™a≈f, contrast yaktubùna ‘they write’ with 
yaktubù ‘they might write’. The phenomenon of 
waqf, generally translated as ‘pause’, involves a 
reduction in the word-ending to signal that the 
speaker is about to take a breath, e.g. (with 
the removed elements in angle brackets) hà≈à 
sayf<un> ‘this is a sword’, fì l-madìna<ti> ‘in 
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the town’ (¤ pausal forms). It will be seen that 
the truncation is more extensive than simply 
dropping the final short vowel.

A third set of terms specifies the articulatory 
conditions or motives for an elision, viz. taxfìf 
‘lightening [a syllable]’ and istixfàf ‘treating 
[a syllable] as light’, usually in ¤ syncope or 
apocope, i.e. dropping a vowel or consonant 
due to frequency of occurrence or lack of 
accent, as in the common poetic variant lam 
yaku for lam yakun ‘he was not’, called by 
Ibn Fàris (Íà™ibì 45) ‘elision for the sake of 
lightening’ (al-™a≈f li-t-taxfìf ).

The fourth group consists of essentially 
rhetorical terms, clarifying the motive or means 
of an elision, viz. ±ìjàz ‘being succinct’, ittisà≠ 
‘exercising latitude’, iqtißàr ‘keeping short’, 
ixtißàr ‘being brief’, which occur as often as 
not in collocation with ™a≈f; thus, ixtißàr is 
associated with ™a≈f as ‘one of the speech 
habits of the Arabs’ by Ibn Fàris (Íà™ibì 205), 
quoting among others the famous Qur±ànic 
example Q. 12/82, wa-s±al-i l-qaryata ‘ask 
<the people of> the village’. Al-Jurjànì (±I≠jàz 
95–114) has an entire section extolling the 
succinctness of the Qur±àn, and the allusive 
economy of Qur±ànic rhetoric is likewise a 
major theme for Ibn Hišàm (Muÿnì II, 160; 
cf. Gully 1994:212f.).  In one passage of the 
Kitàb (I, 88, ed. Derenbourg/I, 108, ed. Bùlàq), 
Sìbawayhi uses no fewer than three terms in 
discussing the elliptical al-qaryata for ‘<the 
people of> the village’, which, he says, exploits 
the latitude (ittisà≠) of the language for the sake 
of brevity (ixtißàr) and succinctness (±ìjàz).

The two most important terms are no 
doubt ™a≈f ‘eliding an element’ and ¤ ±i∂màr 
‘suppressing an element’.  It is evident that for 
the Arabs ™a≈f covered not only ‘elision’ proper, 
the omission of parts of words (i.e. syncope and 
apocope), but also what is differentiated as 
‘ellipsis’, the omission of parts of a syntactic 
structure. These elisions (the term will be used 
for both here) are not all morphological but 
may also be stylistic or hypercoristic, most 
notably in the curtailing ™a≈f of proper names 
in the process of tarxìm lit. ‘softening’, i.e. 
‘shortening a word’, as in yà màli ‘O Màli!’, 
addressing someone called Màlik. £a≈f is best 
understood through a selection of illustrations:

Phonological: lam yaku ‘he was not’, from 
yaku<n>; here may be included the many 
cases where Classical Arabic prefers an elided 

form, e.g. the ‘Eastern’ jum≠a ‘Friday’ over the 
unelided jumu≠a of the ‘Western’ pre-Islamic 
dialects. The metrical sense of ™a≈f for eliding 
the final syllable of a foot can also be mentioned 
here.

Morphophonological: yaßilu ‘he arrives’ from 
ya<w>ßilu, root w-ß-l; yaqum ‘he might stand’, 
from yaqu<w>m, root q-w-m; lam yaq∂i ‘he 
did not finish’, from yaq∂i<y>, root q-∂-y.

Morphological: kitàbu r-rajuli ‘the book of 
the man’, from kitàbu<n>, losing the n which 
here is an indefinite marker incompatible with 
annexation; yakùnù ‘they might be’, marked 
privatively by elision of final -na, contrast 
independent yakùnùna ‘they are’.

Syntactic: là <ba±sa> ≠alayka ‘there is no 
<harm intended> to you’; ±anta Úàlimun ±in 
fa≠alta ≈àlika <fa-±anta Úàlimun> ‘you would be 
wrong if you did that < you would be wrong>’ 
(an apodosis cannot precede its protasis, and 
one must be assumed to have been elided here); 
hal qàma zaydun? na≠am <qàma zaydun> ‘did 
Zayd stand up? Yes <Zayd did stand up>’.
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Michael G. Carter (Sydney University)

Ellipsis

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

Ellipsis is “a discourse phenomenon, in the 
sense that the interpretation of the missing 
constituent sometimes depends on something 
said in an earlier sentence – possibly even by 
another speaker” (Sag and Wasaw 1999:313). 
For example, in (1) the sentential subject of the 
embedded clause, inni afta™ il-bàb ‘that I open 
the door’, is elided and only the negated predicate 
remains. The first clause includes an antecedent, 
which is morphologically, syntactically, and 
semantically identical to the missing constituent, 
hence facilitating its interpretation. 

(1) ™àwilt      in-ni afta™ il-bàb 
 tried-1s.   that-I open.1s.  the-door 
 bass ma-±amkan-š (Egyptian Arabic)
 but    neg-was.possible-neg
 ‘I tried to open the door, but I could not’

The antecedent of an ellipsis can be included 
in preceding discourse rather than a preceding 
clause. The fragment comprising speaker Y’s 
answer in (2), for example, includes only the 
perfect form of the auxiliary verb kàn ‘be’, 
which is marked for tense, number, person, 
and negation, whereas the adverbial predicate 
liwa™di sà≠it il-™adsa ‘alone at the time of the 
incident’ is left out. The missing predicate can 
be reconstructed in relation to the antecedent 
predicate, which is provided in speaker X’s 
question, even though the antecedent is not mor-
phologically identical to the elided constituent.

(2) X. inta kunt-ë l-wa™dak  
        you.2ms were alone         
  sà≠it il-™adsa (Egyptian Arabic)
  time the-incident
  ‘Were you alone at the time of the 
  incident?’
 Y. la±! ma-kunt-iš. ≠ali kàn  ma≠à-ya
  no! neg-was-neg Ali was with-me
  ‘No! I wasn’t. Ali was with me’

Although the missing constituents in an ellipsis 
and their antecedents usually have the same 
morphological and syntactic structure, they do 
not necessarily have the same meaning, i.e., 
ellipsis sometimes displays ‘sloppy identity’ 
where the missing noun phrases are referentially 
ambiguous (Hardt 1999; Baltin 2003). For 
example, the deleted constituent in the second 
conjunct of (3a) is interpreted as including the 
indefinite noun phrase jà±iza ‘a prize’, which is 
ambiguous with regard to its referent. This noun 
phrase can be interpreted as referring to the 
same prize that Jamal won or to another one. 

(3) a.  fàza jamàl bi-jà±iza,    làkinna 
  won.3ms       Jamal with-prize but       
  ≠umar lam         yasta†i≠
  Omar neg.past  be.able.to
  (Standard Arabic)
  ‘Jamal won a prize, but Omar 
  couldn’t’

The ellipsis in the second conjunct of (3b) 
displays two cases of semantic mismatch 
between the gap and its antecedent. First, 
the noun phrase kitàbha ‘her book’, which 
is interpreted as part of the elided structure, 
presents a case of ‘sloppy identity’, as the 
second conjunct could mean that Mona did not 
read Hoda’s book or that Mona did not read 
her own book. Second, the deleted predicate 
is negated, as indicated by the grammatical 
use of the polarity item lissa ‘yet’, whereas its 
antecedent is not.

(3)  b. huda  ±arit      kitàb-ha,  bass 
  Hoda read.3fs         book-her  but  
  muna   lissa (Egyptian Arabic)
  Mona  not yet
  ‘Hoda read her book, but Mona hasn’t 
  yet’

The interpretation of an ellipsis does not always 
depend on its structural or semantic identity 
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with a preceding antecedent because the missing 
constituent can precede the antecedent, as is 
the case with anaphoric expressions (Lobeck 
1995). In other words, the relation between 
the missing constituent and its antecedent is 
not necessarily that of syntactic governing. 
For example, the Standard Arabic sentence 
in (4) below includes two cases of ellipsis: (a) 
the clausal complement of the verb phrase  
™àwaltu ‘I tried’ and (b) the predicate of the 
second conjunct after the auxiliary verb ±asta†i± 
‘could’. There is no preceding structure in the 
same sentence or previous discourse that can 
function as a syntactic antecedent for either 
ellipsis. Rather, the only possible antecedent is 
in the lowest clause in the sentence, namely ±an 
yaktuba r-risàla ‘that he write the letter’, with 
the difference in person marking.

(4) a. ™àwaltu   fa-lam    ±asta†i≠  
    tried.1ms  but-neg. past be able to.1ms 
    ‘I tried but I couldn’t’ 
  b. fa-sa±altu  ßadìqì       
  so-asked.1ms  friend-my  
  ±an   ya-ktub-a       r-risàla    badalan  
  that 3ms-write-subj. the-letter instead  
  min-nì
  from-me 
  ‘so I asked my friend to write the letter 
  instead of me’

Barton (1990) and El-Shiyab (1998) demonstrate 
that having an antecedent in preceding discourse 
is not a necessary condition for the acceptability 
of ellipsis, as it is quite often used without any 
antecedent at all. For example, the sentence 
uttered by speaker X in (5) below does not 
include any constituents that can be used to 
reconstruct the fragment making up speaker 
Y’s response into a grammatical sentence. 
However, the response is understood as an 
explanation of speaker X’s observation. The 
acceptability of examples such as (5) suggests 
that the interpretation of ellipsis involves 
logical and pragmatic inferences rather than 
constituent copying under identity. 

(5) X. muna za≠làn-a    ±awi  in-nahà®da 
      Mona upset-f.    very today
  (Egyptian Arabic)
      ‘Mona is very upset today’

 Y.  ™amat-ha zayy-ë          
  mother-in-law-her as 
  ma nta ≠àrif
  pro. you.m.sg  know(AP)

      ‘Her mother-in-law, as you know’

The fact that there could be semantic and mor-
phological differences between an ellipsis and 
its antecedent, if there is one, demonstrates 
that there is no copying process involved in 
reconstructing the missing constituent(s). 
Rather, unpacking ellipsis is a pragmatic pro-
cess of conversational reasoning, where a 
speaker’s intent is interpreted using linguistic 
and contextual clues. Green (1996) and 
Levinson (2000) account for ellipsis in terms 
of pragmatic axioms such as those proposed 
in Grice’s Cooperative Principle (Grice 1975). 
For example, redundant information that is 
contextually prominent and can be retrieved 
from preceding discourse is left out in accordance 
with Grice’s maxim of quantity: “Make your 
contribution as informative as is required for 
the current purposes of the exchange” (Grice 
1975:45). Moreover, reconstructing ellipsis 
is based on the assumption that a speaker’s 
fragment is relevant to the discourse content 
following Grice’s maxim of relevance: “Be 
relevant” (Grice 1975:46). For example, in (5) 
above speaker Y is understood to be explaining 
why Mona is upset rather than introducing a 
new unrelated topic or contradicting speaker 
A by asserting that it is Mona’s mother-in-law 
who is upset.

2 .  T y p e s  o f  e l l i p s i s

Several linguistic phenomena are usually 
described under the category ‘ellipsis’, including 
sluicing, ellipsis within a noun phrase, and 
verb phrase ellipsis. Sluicing differs from other 
types of ellipsis in that it is constrained to be 
immediately preceded by a wh-element, but 
not a lexical complementizer (Lobeck 1995), as 
illustrated by the Standard Arabic examples in 
(6a) and (6b). In (6a) the question word limà≈à 
‘why’ is followed by a gap that corresponds 
to the preceding clause, whereas in (6b) the 
sluicing in the first conjunct is introduced by 
matà ‘when’, and corresponds to the clause 
following it. 
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(6) a. †alabat       min-nì     mùnà  ±an
  asked.3fs         from-me  Mona that 
  ±ar™ala,   làkin là  ±a≠rif          limà≈à 
  leave.1s   but    neg know.1s  why
  ‘Mona asked me to leave, but I don’t know 
  why’
 b. là ±a-ta≈akkar   matà            
  neg 1s-remember when  
  bi-t-ta™dìd,           làkin-nì   
  with-the-precision but-I     
  ±a≠†aytu-hu    l-kitàb
  gave.1s-him  the-book

  ‘I don’t know when exactly, but I gave him 
  the book’

Another distinctive criterion of sluicing is that 
it allows ‘pied-piping’, where the missing con-
stituent is immediately preceded by a wh-
element as well as a preposition, as in (7a). 
However, sluicing in Arabic does not allow 
stranded prepositions as indicated by the 
ungrammaticality of (7b), where the gap is 
introduced by a preposition rather than a wh- 
complementizer.

(7) a. ra™alat   mùnà,  làkin là    ±a-≠rif-u  
  left.3fs   Mona  but    neg 1s-know-ind
  ±ilà  ±ayna                  (Standard Arabic)
  to    where
  ‘Mona left, but I don’t know to where’
 b. *rahalat mùnà, làkin là±   a≠rifu               
       left.3fs   Mona  but   neg 1s-know-ind.   
  ±ayna  ±ilà  (Standard Arabic)
  where to
     ‘Mona left, but I don’t know where to’

Ellipsis within a noun phrase is similar to 
sluicing in that there is a particular class of 
linguistic forms that signal the syntactic nature 
of the elided structure. For example, sluicing is 
marked by a wh - word immediately preceding 
the missing constituent. In the case of ellipsis 
within a noun phrase, specifiers (e.g., quantifiers 
and demonstratives) immediately precede the 
missing constituent. A distinctive property of 
ellipsis within a noun phrase is that the missing 
constituent is not a complete phrase, but only 
the head noun and its modifiers. The examples 
in (8a) and (8b) demonstrate that quantifiers in 
Standard Arabic introduce ellipsis within noun 
phrases provided that the quantifier is marked 
for ¤ tanwìn, which includes the case marking 
corresponding to the elided head noun as well 

as the suffix -n. This constraint does not apply 
to cases where the specifier is a demonstrative 
as in (8c).

(8) a. zurtu     ±aßdiqà±-ì    wa-±a≠†aytu
    visited.1s       friends-my and-gave.1s    
  kull-an      hadiyy-a
  every-acc.  gift-f.
  ‘I visited my friends, and gave each a 
  gift’

 b. qara±tu    ßu™uf       aß-ßabà™    
  read.1s      newspapers the-morning 
  ÿayra   ba≠∂-in
  except  some-gen.
  ‘I read the morning newspapers except 
  for some’
 c. qàbaltu   ß-ßa™afiyyìn     ≠adà      
  met.1s      the-journalists except 
  hà±ulà±i lla≈ìna    kànù fì  l-ijtimà≠
  those    who.pl.  were in the-meeting  
  ‘I met the journalists except for those 
  who were at the meeting’
Missing constituents following universal quan-
tifiers, as in (8a) and (8b), are always interpreted 
as singular nouns even when the antecedent, if 
there is one, is plural. Egyptian Arabic, on the 
other hand, does not allow ellipsis within a noun 
phrase if the specifier is a universal quantifier, 
as indicated by the ungrammaticality of (9a) 
and (9b) compared to the grammatical sentence 
in (9c), where the quantifier is an existential 
one. Moreover, not all specifiers allow ellipsis, 
as it is ungrammatical with mu≠Ωam ‘most’ in 
Egyptian and Standard Arabic.

(9) a. *±àbilt       i∂-∂iyùf    wi-±a≠adt-ë  
  met.1s       the-guests and-sat.1s   
  ma≠a kull-ë šwayya
  with  every  bit
  ‘I met the guests and sat with each for a 
  bit’
 b. * kull-ë mašÿùl fi  šuÿl-u
  every busy     in work-his
  ‘Everyone is busy with his work’
 c. ragga≠t      ik-kutub   li-l-maktaba     
  returned.1s      the-books to-the-library    
  bass-ë xallèt         šuwayya f-il-bèt
  but     kept.1s      some      in-the-house     
  ‘I returned the books to the library, but I 
  kept some at home’
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Verb phrase ellipsis is similar to ellipsis 
within a noun phrase in that both operate on 
intermediate projections rather than complete 
phrases. Therefore, the elided structure obliga-
torily includes the head verb as well as its 
internal object argument, whereas adverbials 
are optionally deleted. Moreover, verb phrase 
ellipsis is allowed only after the auxiliary verb 
kàn ‘to be’ (Kortobi 2002). For example, the 
ellipsis in the second conjunct in the Moroccan 
Arabic sentence in (10) involves the deletion of 
the head verb as well as its complement.

(10) yasin  kàn  ka-yël≠ëb     
 Yasin was  imperf.-play.3ms 
 l-kòra   w-yosre     kàn  ™ëtta huwa
 the-ball and-Yosre was even   him
 ‘Yasin was playing football, and Yosre 
 was, too’

Although the different types of ellipsis described 
above vary with regard to the syntactic structure 
of the elided strings, they have certain common 
features. They all operate on intermediate 
projections, and there are particular classes of 
linguistic forms that signal the nature of missing 
structure. Finally, despite the fact that the three 
types of ellipsis are syntactically constrained, 
the interpretation of the missing structure is a 
pragmatic process, since there is not always a 
one-to-one correspondence between the elided 
structure and its antecedent, if one is present.
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Emphasis ¤ Velarization; ±I†bàq; 
Tafxìm

Enclisis

Clitic elements (¤ clitics) are those which lack 
an inherent stress and are therefore found 
attached to an adjacent word. The value of the 
term ‘enclitic’ varies, some authors employing 
it to refer specifically to an element which 
follows the element with which it is accentually 
linked (and hence as a synonym of what is 
otherwise known as a ‘postclitic’), while others 
use ‘enclitic’ more broadly to refer to any 
accentually dependent element, regardless of 
the linear relation to its accentual host – in 
the second sense, ‘enclitic’ may refer to either 
proclitics or postclitics. 

Since Arabic orthography provides no 
indication of the suprasegmental features of 
the early language, and since the classical 
grammarians have left no systematic discussion 
of the accentuation of the language which they 
were analyzing, we have no direct contemporary 
data on the early Arabic accent. Nevertheless, the 
graphic conventions of written Arabic suggest 
that clitics existed in the early language, and a 
sequence of two or more words written without 
an intervening word boundary has routinely 
been taken to contain one or more clitics. 

The literary Arabic clitics form two discrete 
sets, a proclitic set composed of prefixes and a 
postclitic set composed of suffixes. The proclitic 
set contains a subset of the prepositions, the 
majority of the conjunctions, and what may 
be called adverbials, while the postclitic set 
consists of pronominals. The great majority of 
the clitics are monomorphemic, and a consider-
able number are monosyllabic. The clitics are 
lo cated in strictly defined sites, being attached 
either to the first element of the sentence or to 
the syntactic head of the phrase in which they 
are located. 
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i .  P r o c l i t i c s

Prepositions: li- ‘to, for’, bi- ‘at, in, by’; ka- 
‘like’ differs from these in that a following 
pronoun is in the independent shape rather 
than the suffixed shape (l-ì ‘to-me’, b-ì ‘in-me’, 
but ka-±ana ‘like-me’).

Conjunctions: wa- ‘and’ (linking words or 
clauses), fa- ‘and (then)’ (linking clauses), li- 
‘in order that’ (preceding a subordinate clause 
containing a subjunctive verb).

Adverbials: ±a- (a marker of an interrogative 
clause), la- (the ¤ asseverative particle), sa- 
(a preverbal future-tense marker, the clitic 
counterpart to sawfa), li- (the preverbal optative 
marker). 

i i .  P o s t c l i t i c  p r o n o m i n a l s

The two pronominal-suffix paradigms (accusa-
tive vs. genitive) are distinguished only in the 
1st person singular (accusative -nì vs. genitive 
-ì/-ya), the remaining forms showing no case 
distinctions: 2nd pers. masc. sg. -ka, 2nd pers. 
fem. sg. -ki, 2nd pers. dual -kumà, 2nd pers. 
masc. pl. -kum, 2nd pers. fem. pl. -kunna, 3rd 
pers. masc. sg. -hu, 3rd pers. fem. sg. -hà, 3rd 
pers. dual  -humà, 3rd pers. masc. pl. -hum, 
3rd pers. fem. pl. -hunna. The genitive forms are 
affixed to nouns, prepositions, or the ‘dummy’ 
stem ±iyyà- (e.g. ±iyyà-ka na≠budu ‘Thee do 
we worship’, Q. 1/5), while the accusative 
forms are attached to transitive verbs, or one 
of various sentence- or clause-initial particles 
(±inna ‘verily’, ±anna ‘that’, làkinna- ‘but’, layta- 
‘would that . . .!’ etc.); the accusative suffixes 
(like accusative-shape substantives in general) 
function as the equivalent of the nominative in 
certain syntactic situations (làkinna-nì ra±aytu 
zaydan ‘but-I [lit. ‘me’] saw [1st pers. sg.] 
Zayd’, in contrast to ±ana ra±aytu zaydan ‘I saw 
Zayd’).

Clitic chains of modest length may be 
constructed by linking to a tonic word a series 
of proclitics (wa-li-zaydin ‘and-to-Zayd’, ±a-fa-
là ‘so isn’t it the case that . . .?’) or postclitics 
(±a≠†i-nà-hu ‘give-us-it’), but a sequence com-
posed of a member of each of the clitic sets is 
rendered as an independent graphic unit (la-ka 
‘to-you’). Certain clitics acquire contextually 
conditioned alternate shapes as the result of 
specific morphophonemic processes: the -u- of 
the 3rd-person pronominal suffixes is fronted 
to -i- after a syllable containing -i- or -ì- (bi-hi, 

bi-himà, bi-him), the preposition li- assumes the 
shape la- before a suffixed pronoun (li-zaydin 
‘to-Zayd’, but la-hu ‘to-him’), and the optative 
li- routinely loses its vowel when preceded by 
a conjunction (li-yaqul ‘may he say’, but wa-
l-yaqul). Certain of the postclitic pronouns 
have preserved a historically underlying long 
-ù- when they are followed by a second suffixed 
pronoun (±arà-hù-hum ‘(he) showed-him-them’, 
±arà-kumù-hum ‘(he) showed-you [masc. pl.] 
-them’). 

Among the modern Arabic dialects clitics con-
tinue to play an important role. New preverbal 
particles marking aspect, tense, and modality 
have arisen across the dialects (e.g. Cairo 
b-yiktib ‘he writes [indicative]’, ™a-yiktib ‘he 
will write’), and several dialects have developed 
a new set of indirect-object clitics affixed to 
the end of the verbal complex, e.g. Damascus 
Arabic žëbt-ëlli ‘(you) brought for me’, Cairene 
±ult-ulha ‘(I) said to her’, gab-hà-lak ‘(he) 
brought her for you’.

David Testen (Reston, VI, U.S.A.)

Energicus

Energicus/energic/energetic and an-nùn al-
mu±akkida/nùn at-tawkìd (al-xafìfa wa-µ-µaqìla) 
in Arabic are parallel names for an optional 
ending of either single or geminate  -n-  which 
is occasionally suffixed to certain Semitic verb 
conjugations, particles, and prepositions. In 
Arabic, the energicus appears mostly in Classical 
Arabic and is found in many Qur±ànic passages 
(Wright 1896:61, 1898:24; Brockelmann 1908: 
554–555, 1913:159; Reckendorf 1921:16; 
Fleisch 1979:128–132, 140–141; Fischer 2002: 
110, 118, 120, 137, 230; Ambros 1989; Zewi 
1999:13–63). The Arabic - n(n)-  ending is suf-
fixed to the prefix conjugation and to the 
imperative with a connecting vowel  -a- . The 
type of Arabic connecting vowel might suggest 
that the energicus is affixed in Arabic to the 
subjunctive, which possibly evolved from an 
ancient Semitic volitive mood ending in an  -a 
vowel. On the origins of the Arabic subjunctive, 
relating it to an ancient Semitic volitive, see, 
e.g., Fleisch (1968), but see observations in Blau 
(1971:144–146), and note the doubts raised by 
Rainey (1991–1993) regarding the existence 
of a volitive mood in El-Amarna Akkadian; 
likewise Testen (1994:158). The connecting 
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vowel of the energicus might also support 
its comparison with the Hebrew cohortative, 
especially in its pausal form, which includes a 
long vowel instead of an - n- . On this pausal form 
see below. On the comparison of the energicus 
with the Hebrew cohortative see Wright 
(1890:194). Arguments against it are, e.g., in 
Blau (1971:135). Also note Testen (1994), who 
stretches this possibility further by suggesting 
that the Arabic subjunctive might have evolved 
from the energicus after elimination of its 
-n- ending, and Zaborski (1996), who regards 
all modal prefix conjugations forms as Proto-
Semitic innovations (¤ Afro-Asiatic languages). 
Wright (1896:61) asserts that the Arabic 
energicus is added to the jussive, but treats 
it as an independent mood in his syntactic 
treatment (Wright 1898:41–43). Nevertheless, 
semantically, the Arabic energicus might be 
more related to the indicative sphere, since 
it mostly expresses modal nuances related to 
the future, and its modal marking is usually 
stronger than the one expressed by jussive 
modal forms. Yet, it might appear in parallel 
to both jussive and indicative (Wright 1898:24; 
Zewi 1999:187–192).

Possible Semitic cognates or remnants of 
cog nates to the Arabic energicus appear in 
several Semitic languages and dialects, i.e. Bib-
lical Hebrew, Phoenician, Old and Imperial 
Aramaic, the Akkadian of El-Amarna, Taanach, 
and Kàmid El-Lòz, Ugaritic, and Ancient South 
Arabian. Some or all of these languages are 
in dicated by, e.g., Wright (1890: 193–194), 
Lambert (1903), Brockelmann (1908: 554–559), 
Moscati (1964:135–136), Hetzron (1969), Wil  -
liams (1972), Muraoka (1975), Rainey (1975, 
1986:10–12, 1996:234–244), Blau (1978), Ben-
nett (1984:37–51, 97–102, 143–144, 198), 
Huehnergard (1988), Testen (1993), Krebernik 
(1993), Fassberg (1994:63–70), Sivan (1997:98–
99, 102–103, 105–106), Zewi (1999), and LipiÐski 
(2001:317, 362–363, 460–461). The connective 
vowel between the verb forms and the  -n(n)-  end-
ings in these languages varies. Moreover, the 
exact function of the  -n(n)- endings attested 
in these languages is not always clear. In cer-
tain Semitic languages and dialects it expresses 
modality while in others it functions as a mere 
stylistic variant. Furthermore, Barth (1907:1–
10, 1913: 34), who presents a broad variety of 
 -n(n)-  endings affixed to several verb conjuga-
tions other than the prefix conjugation, to infin-
itives, and to certain particles and prepositions, 

considers these endings, on account of their 
variety, dis similar to the Arabic energicus.

In any case, the function of the energicus 
in those Semitic languages in which it indeed 
exhibits a special nuance, including Arabic, 
is generally regarded as strengthening or 
emphatic. More precisely, while the energicus 
is suffixed to prefix conjugation verbs, it is 
deemed to express modality, i.e. it adds to 
the verb a nuance of subjective emotional 
involvement of the speaker, expressing in-
tent, oath, self-encouragement, promise, wish, 
com mand, prohibition, threat, warning, affir-
mation, etc. Energicus forms also appear in 
several Semitic languages in questions. Arabic 
instances in all typical contexts are collected in, 
e.g., Zewi (1999:16–61, 59–61 for prefix verbs 
accompanied by energicus forms in questions). 
Classical Arabic instances of prefix conjugation 
verbs accompanied by an energicus in typical 
contexts are, e.g., prophecy expressing God’s 
declaration of intent: la-±amla±anna jahannama 
min al-jinnati wa-n-nàsi ±ajma≠ìna ‘I will fill Hell 
with jinns and men all together’ (Q. 11/119, 
translated by Yusuf Ali 1987), prohibition: wa-
là taqùlanna li-šay±in ±innì fà≠ilun ≈àlika ÿadan 
‘Nor say of anything “I shall be sure to do so and 
so tomorrow”’ (Q. 18/23, translated by Yusuf 
Ali 1987), an oath containing a conditional: 
wa-±aqsamù bi-llàhi jahda ±aymàni-him la±in 
±amarta-hum la-yaxrujunna ‘and they have 
sworn by God the most earnest oaths, if you 
command them they will go forth’ (Q. 24/53, 
translated by Arberry 1955), and a question: 
hal yu≈hibanna kayduhu mà yaÿìÚu ‘whether 
his plan will remove that which enrages [him]’ 
(Q. 22/15, translated by Yusuf Ali 1987).

In later stages of Arabic the energicus is 
rarely used. Hopkins’s grammar of Early 
Arabic (1984), which treats papyri earlier than 
912 C.E., mentions only a few exceptions to 
the general lack of energicus forms in his 
data, namely the official correspondence of 
the Aphrodito archive, where the energicus 
appears regularly (Hopkins 1984:70–71), and 
some instances of the energicus in the apodosis 
of certain conditionals (Hopkins 1984:253). 
A few energicus forms are attested in Saadya 
Gaon’s post-Classical Arabic translation of the 
Pentateuch (Zewi 2001). Blau (1967, 1980) 
does not mention the energicus in his grammars 
of Christian Arabic and Medieval Judaeo-Arabic 
at all. The energicus does not exist in modern 
Arabic dialects. The evidence of  -n(n) - endings 
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affixed to participles in several Arabic dialects 
probably does not represent an energicus but 
pronominal elements (Retsö 1988).

The origin of the energicus form is usually 
considered to be demonstrative, and it is 
viewed as similar to the  -n - found in various 
demonstratives and pronouns, e.g. Hebrew 
hen, hinnè, and Arabic ±in, ±inna, and ±anna, 
e.g. Wright (1890:193) and Barth (1907:7, 
1913:34). Other scholars have tried to related 
its origins to the Hebrew particle nà (e.g. 
Wright 1890:193–194; Fassberg 1994:63, 73).

Paradigms of prefix conjugation verbs and 
imperatives with the Arabic energicus are 
found in Tables 1 and 2. The long vowels 
in the prefix conjugation forms of 2nd pers. 
fem. sg. (taqtulìna), of 2nd and 3rd pers. 
masc. pl. (taqtulùna/yaqtulùna), of imperative 
2nd pers. fem. sg. (uqtulì), and of 2nd pers. 
masc. pl. (uqtulù) are shortened because the 
syllable is closed by the energicus consonant 
- n- . The connective - a-  vowel, which usually 
appears between the verb and the energicus 
 -n(n)-  ending, disappears in these forms. The 
combination of the energicus with III w/y verbs 
is complicated and requires modifications of 
semi-vowels (see Table 3). Also note that the 
energicus is occasionally written with a tanwìn 
instead of an - n- , and it can also take a pausal 
form in which the - n-  becomes silent and the 
preceding vowel is lengthened (an > à, Wright 
1890:194, 1896:61; Fischer 2002:8, note 2).

Table 1. Prefix conjugation + long and short 
energicus

singular plural dual

1st pers.              
±aqtulanna/
±aqtulan

naqtulanna/
naqtulan

2nd pers. masc.       
taqtulanna/
taqtulan

taqtulunna/
taqtulun

taqtulànni

2nd pers. fem.        
taqtulinna/taqtulin taqtulnànni

3rd pers. masc.       
yaqtulanna/
yaqtulan

yaqtulunna/
yaqtulun

yaqtulànni

3rd pers. fem.        
taqtulanna/
taqtulan

yaqtulnànni

Table 2. Imperative + long and short 
energicus

singular plural dual

masc.    
uqtulanna/
uqtulan

uqtulunna/
uqtulun

uqtulànni

fem.     
uqtulinna/
uqtulin

uqtulnànni

Table 3. III w/y verbs Form I: Prefix 
conjugation + energicus

singular plural dual

1st pers.         
±armiyanna/
±ad≠uwanna/
±alqayanna

narmiyanna/
nad≠uwanna/
nalqayanna

2nd pers. masc.    
tarmiyanna/
tad≠uwanna/ 
talqayanna

tarmunna/
tad≠unna/
talqawunna

tarmiyànni

2nd pers. fem.    
tarminna/tad≠inna/
talqayinna

tarmìnànni/
tad≠ùnànni/
talqaynànni

3rd pers. masc.       
yarmiyanna/
yad≠uwanna/
yalqayanna

yarmunna/
yad≠unna/
yalqawunna

yarmiyànni

3rd pers. fem.        
tarmiyanna/
tad≠uwanna/
talqayanna

yarmìnànni/
yad≠ùnànni/
yalqaynànni
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English

English may be considered a typical case of a 
European language indebted to Arabic (often 
through the intermediary of another language). 
Many loanwords, direct or indirect, are in the 
semantic spheres of astronomy (Pei 1967:225 
states that 125 out of 183 star names are 
from Arabic, with 9 more coming from Arabic 
via Latin), chemistry, agriculture, clothing, 
commerce, mathematics, military science, the 
realm of Islam, and so forth.

Arabic is well known as an international 
language, and Islam’s holy book, the Qur±àn, 
has spread from the western part of the Arabian 
Peninsula all over the world. Along with the 
development of Islam, Arabic came in contact 
with the many local languages of a conquered 
area. With cultural contact there is, of course, 
linguistic contact, one of the most important 
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results of which is the phenomenon of linguistic 
borrowing. In addition to Berber, Arabic has 
become a major supplier of vocabulary to 
Swahili in East Africa, Spanish and Portuguese 
in the Iberian Peninsula, Persian, Turkish, 
Urdu, Uzbek, Uyghur in the People’s Republic 
of China, Bahasa Melayu and Bahasa Indonesia 
throughout much of Asia, and others.

Of course, other European languages served 
as transmitting devices for numerous Arabic 
loanwords: for example Spanish, Portuguese, 
and Italian, either directly or indirectly, espe-
cially via the Indian subcontinent. In the 
cases of Spanish and Portuguese, it is easy 
to understand the impact of Arabic on each 
because the Moors ruled the Iberian Peninsula 
for about 800 years. The Arabs also controlled 
Sicily for over 200 years. Thus, one can 
appreciate the impact of Arabic on the various 
Romance languages spoken in that area of 
hegemony. Since France ruled much of the 
Middle East and North Africa, it was only 
natural for numerous Arabic loanwords to 
penetrate French. During the Crusades, French 
was the official language in England, and many 
Arabic loanwords thus surfaced in English from 
French. Two examples of Arabic loanwords 
coming into English through the intermediary 
of French are: magazine ‘periodical’ < French 
magasin < Old Provencal < Arabic maxàzin, the 
plural of maxzan ‘storehouse, warehouse’; and 
admiral ‘the highest ranking officer in the navy, 
equivalent to a general in the army’ < Medieval 
Latin admiralis and Middle French amiral < 
Arabic ±amìr al-ba™r ‘commander of the sea’, 
where the last word ba™r has been deleted due 
to the process of clipping (cf. English deli < 
delicatessen).

The most common Arabic loanwords in 
English, based on Cannon (1994), will now 
be presented. From the realm of anatomy, two 
loanwords are particularly common. They are: 
tripe ‘the wall of a ruminant’s stomach, prepared 
as food; something or someone worthless’ < 
Italian trippa probably < Arabic µarb ‘thin layer 
of fat lining the intestines’; carcass ‘a corpse of 
a human or animal’ < Middle French carcasse 
< Middle Latin tarcasius < Arabic tarkàš ‘arrow 
bearing’.

Most of the over 100 astronomical items 
are little used outside technical terminology, 
for instance azimuth ‘a measured arc of the 
horizon’ < Old French azimat < Arabic as-

sumùt ‘the azimuths or directions’ and zenith 
‘point of heavens directly above observer’ < 
Old French cenit or Middle Latin cenit < 
Arabic samt (ar-ra±s) ‘way above the head’. 
Over 80 star names came directly from Arabic 
into English, including: Dub(b)he < Arabic 
ad-dubb al-±akbar ‘the Greater Bear’; the final 
-e is indicative of a feminine in a dialect with 
vowel raising (±imàla); Duhr < Arabic Úahr 
al-±asad ‘the lion’s back’; Alula Borealis and 
Alula Australis < Arabic al-firqa al-±ùlà ‘the first 
joint’ and Latin australis ‘southern’ < Arabic 
al-qafza al-±ùlà ‘the first leap’ and Latin borealis 
‘northern’.

The great majority of the 268 botanical 
items from Arabic have been part of English 
for a long time. Among fruits and vegetables 
(many of which are international), there are 
apricot ‘an orange fruit resembling the plum 
and peach in flavor’ < Middle French abricot < 
Arabic al-barqùq ‘the plum’ (itself from Greek 
praikokkion < Latin praecox); artichoke ‘a 
tall herb resembling a thistle < Italian (dial.) 
articiocco < Arabic al-xaršùf ‘the artichoke’; 
aubergine ‘the fruit of the aubergine, eggplant’ 
< French diminutive of auberge < Catalan 
alberginia < Arabic al-bà≈injàn ‘the aubergine’; 
endive ‘a widely cultivated salad plant’ < Middle 
French < Late Latin endivia < Latin intubus 
possibly < Arabic hindab ‘endive’; lemon ‘an 
acid fruit containing fragrant lemon oil and 
often candied or preserved’ < Middle French 
limon < Middle Latin < Arabic laymùn; lime 
‘the fruit of the lime tree’ < French lime ‘fruit’ 
< Spanish lima < Arabic lìma (sg.), lìm (coll.) 
‘citrus fruit’; orange ‘any of various citrus 
fruits’ < Old French orenge < Old Provencal 
auranja < Arabic nàranj; spinach ‘an annual 
potherb, widely cultivated for its edible leaves’ 
< Middle French espinache < Old Spanish 
espinaca and Middle Latin spinachia < Arabic 
±isfànax; tangerine ‘one of various cultivated 
citrus fruits, as a Tangerine orange’ < French 
Tanger < Arabic †anja ‘the name of a Moroccan 
port’.

The following plant-related words have 
spread internationally: alfalfa ‘an important 
forage plant, used as hay; also called lucerne’ 
< Spanish < dial. Spanish Arabic al-faßfaßa ‘the 
alfalfa’; attar ‘a fragrant oil obtained from rose 
petals’ < Persian < Arabic ≠i†r ‘perfume, essence’; 
balm ‘an aromatic resinous substance prized for 
its fragrance and healing powers’ < Old French 
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basme < Latin balsamum probably < Arabic and 
Hebrew bàšàm ‘spice’; benzoin ‘a balsamic resin 
obtained from Southeast Asian trees and used in 
perfumes, incense, and skin treatment’ < Middle 
French benjoin < Old Catalan benjui < Arabic 
lubàn jàwì ‘frankincense of Java’; calabash 
‘gourd, especially the common bottle gourd’ < 
French calabasse < Spanish calabaza probably < 
Arabic qar≠a yàbisa ‘dry gourd’; cane ‘a hollow 
or jointed stem, used as a walking stick or for 
flogging’ < Middle French < Old Provençal 
cana < Latin canna < Greek kanna < Semitic, as 
Arabic qanà ‘hollow stick or reed’; caraway ‘a 
biennial, usually white-flowered herb’ probably 
< Middle Latin carvi < Arabic karawiyà ‘a 
white-flowered herb, caraway seed’; cork ‘the 
bark of the cork oak, as used for stoppers 
and insulation’ probably < Arabic qurq; henna 
‘a dye, liquid, powder or paste made from 
henna, used in ceremonies’ < Arabic ™innà±; 
jasmine ‘any of numerous climbing shrubs with 
extremely fragrant flowers’ < French jasmin < 
Arabic yàsa(a)mìn; lilac ‘a plant of the Syringa 
genus cultivated for its fragrant flowers’ < 
Arabic laylak ~ lìlak; safflower ‘the dried 
petals of Carthamus tinctorious or the red dye 
obtained from it’ < Middle French saf(f)leur 
< Old Italian saffiore, zaffrole < Arabic ±aßfar 
yellow [plant]’; sandal(wood) ‘sandalwood’ 
< Middle French < Middle Latin sandalum 
< Late Greek sandanon probably < Arabic 
ßandal ‘sandalwood’; sarsaparilla ‘a plant of the 
Smilax genus indigenous to tropical America’ 
< Spanish zarzaparilla < zarza < Arabic šaraß 
‘bush’; sumac ‘material from a shrub or tree of 
the Rhus genus used in tanning and dyeing’ < 
Middle French < Arabic summàq ‘material from 
a shrub or tree of the Rhus genus’; tamarind 
‘the fruit of the tamarind tree’ < Middle Latin 
tamarindus < Arabic tamar hindì ‘Indian date’; 
simsim ‘sesame’ < Swahili simsim < Arabic 
simsim ‘sesame’; melongena ‘a West Indian 
name for aubergine, eggplant’ < Italian (dial.) 
melongiana < Arabic bà≈injàn ‘aubergine’. 

Turning to the world of birds, 136 words have 
been recorded, 2 of which are: saker(et) ‘a large 
falcon’ < Middle French sacre < Arabic ßaqr 
‘falcon’; albatross ‘a large seabird’ < Spanish 
and Portuguese alcatraz ‘pelican’ probably < 
Arabic al-ÿa††às ‘the white-tailed sea eagle’, lit. 
‘the diver’.

It is surprising that there are only 29 names 
of fish which have been borrowed. Only 4 have 

been directly borrowed from Arabic; the others 
penetrated via a Romance language. Among the 
most important are the following: bolti ‘a cichlid 
food fish’ < Arabic bul†i ‘a Nile fish’; albacore 
‘a large pelagic fish of the family Thunidae’ < 
Portuguese albacor < Arabic al-bakùra ‘alba-
core’; bonito ‘any of several medium-sized 
scromboid fishes’ < Spanish bonito ‘beautiful’ 
but possibly < Arabic baynìµ ~ binnì ‘a Nile 
fish’; tuna ‘any of numerous large fish for sport 
and food’ < Spanish atún < Arabic at-tùn. 

There are 82 zoological items. The following 
are the most common: giraffe ‘a fleet African 
ruminant mammal’ < Italian giraffa < Arabic 
(dial.) ziràfa ‘giraffe’; gazelle ‘a small antelope 
in Asia and Africa’ < Arabic ÿazàl ‘wild goat’; 
jerboa ‘any of various small nocturnal rodents 
inhabiting desert areas of the Old World’ < 
Arabic yarbù≠ ~ jarbù≠ ‘jerboa’; monkey ‘a 
member of a primate order excepting humans, 
and various transferred and figurative uses’ 
probably < Spanish and/or French mona ‘ape’ 
possibly < Arabic maymùn ‘ape, monkey’; 
popinjay ‘a shade of green or a green parrot’s 
color; a green woodpecker [British dial.]’ < 
Middle French papejai < Arabic babaÿà ‘parrot’; 
Saluki ‘an old breed of hunting dog formerly 
called Persian greyhound’ < Arabic salùqì ‘of 
Saluq, an ancient city in Yemen’; tabby ‘a type 
of cat, so named because of its striped coat as 
in the original tabby taffeta’ < French tabis 
< Middle Latin attabi < Arabic al-≠attàbiyya 
‘the name of the Baghdad quarter where this 
material was originally made’.

Arab Spain was probably the center of the 
scientific world during its heyday. Thus, 120 
chemical terms came into English. The following 
are the most common: acetal ‘a colorless, 
alcohol-smelling liquid used as a solvent’ < acet- 
+ alcohol (see below); alchemy ‘the medieval 
science of trying to transfer base metals into 
gold and of seeking cures for diseases’ < Middle 
French or Middle Latin alquemie < Arabic 
al-kìmiyà± ‘the philosopher’s stone’ (itself < 
Greek khumos); alcohol ‘a colorless, volatile, 
flammable liquid’ < Middle Latin < Old Spanish 
< Arabic al-ku™ùl ‘the powdered antimony’; 
alkali ‘a soluble salt obtained from plant ashes’ 
< Middle Latin alcali ~ alkali < Arabic al-qilì 
‘the ashes of the saltwort plant’; amalgam ‘an 
alloy of mercury with another metal such as 
gold or copper’ < Middle Latin amalgama < 
Arabic al-malÿam ‘an alloy of mercury with 

 english 27 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



another metal such as gold or copper’; antimony 
‘a metalloid element used especially in alloys’ < 
Middle Latin antimonium, < possibly Arabic 
al-±iµmid ‘the name of the native trisulfide (gray 
antimony) or stibnite’; benzine ‘one of various 
flammable petroleum distillates used especially 
in solvents or fuels’ < Arabic benzìn ‘benzine’; 
borax ‘the best known sodium borate as used 
in various commercial products’ < Middle Latin 
< Arabic bùraq ‘sodium borate’; sugar ‘a sweet, 
primary sucrose substance important in human 
food’ < Middle French sucre < Arabic sukkar 
‘sugar’; tartar ‘a substance that is essentially 
cream tartar’ < Middle French tartar, possibly 
< Arabic durdì ‘sediment, dregs’; zirconium 
~ zircon ~ jargo(o)n ‘a colorless, pale yellow, 
or smoky zircon’ < French jargon < Italian 
giargone < Arabic zarqùn ‘bright red’.

There are 48 geological items. Among the 
most common are: azure ‘the color of the 
clear sky’ < Old French azur probably < Old 
Spanish azur ~ azul < Arabic làzu/award ‘lapis 
lazuli’; coral ‘a skeletal deposit in reefs’ < 
Latin corall(i)um < Greek korallion, probably < 
Semitic, as Hebrew gòràl ‘pebble’ and/or Arabic 
garal ‘small stone’; lapis lazuli ‘a semiprecious 
stone that is a lazurite with a bright blue 
color’ < Latin lapis ‘stone’ + Middle Latin 
lazuli < Arabic làzu/award ‘lapis lazuli’; talc ‘a 
cosmetic’ < Arabic talq ‘mica’.

The Arabs were great pioneers in the field of 
mathematics. The following items are known 
by many: algebra ‘a branch of mathematics’ < 
Arabic al-jabr ‘algebra (lit. ‘breaking, solving 
of an equation)’; algorithm ‘the system of 
Arabic numerals, arithmetic’ < Arabic al-
xuwàrizmì, named for the 9th-century Persian 
mathematician al-Xuwàrizmì; cipher ‘zero; 
naught’ < Middle French cifre < Middle Latin 
cifra < Arabic ßifr ‘empty, zero, cipher’; sine 
‘the mathematical y coordinate of a point with 
certain exceptions’ < Middle Latin sinus ‘the 
hanging fold of the upper part of a toga’ < Latin 
curve, used as a translation of Arabic jayb ‘sine, 
bosom of a garment’; tariff ‘a schedule of rates, 
as for services, hotel room, train fare, etc.’ < 
Italian tariffa < Arabic ta≠rìf(a) ‘information, 
definition’; zero ‘the cipher symbol, denoting 
nought’ < French and Italian < Middle Latin 
zephirum < Arabic ßifr ‘nothing, cipher’. One 
should note that zero and cipher are doublets, 

the former coming through Italian and the 
latter through Spanish.

Items relating to health have given English 
only one common word: massage ‘the thera-
peutic manipulation of tissues by various 
means’ < French masser ‘to massage’ < Arabic 
massa ‘to stroke, strike’.

The political realm contributed numerous 
loanwords to English. The most generally 
widespread are the following: alcalde ‘an 
administrative officer of a governmental agency 
in Spain’ < Spanish alcalde ‘mayor’ < Arabic 
al-qà∂ì ‘judge’; caliph ‘the title once used 
in Muslim countries for the chief civil and 
religious leader, as successor to Mu™ammad to 
lead the Islamic community’ < Middle French 
calife < Arabic xalìfa ‘successor to the Prophet 
Mu™ammad’.

Arabic music has given English the following 
common terms: guitar ‘a flat-bodied string 
instrument of usually six strings’ < French guitar 
< Old Spanish guitarra < Arabic qìtàr ‘guitar’; 
lute ‘a stringed musical instrument of Oriental 
origin’ < Middle French lut < Old Provencal 
laut < Arabic al-≠ùd ‘the oud’; tambour ‘a 
drum, especially the bass drum’ < French 
tambour ‘drum’ < Arabic †ambùr ‘tamboura’; 
tambourine ‘a small drum’ < Middle French 
tambourin, diminutive of tambour ‘drum’.

The Arabs’ interest in meteorology and 
climatology is well known. The following 
are some of the words borrowed in these 
domains: monsoon ‘a wind that blows from one 
direction for part of the year, alternating with 
one that blows from the opposite direction, 
rainy season’ < Dutch monsoen < Portuguese 
monção < Arabic mawsim ‘season’; sirocco ‘a 
hot, oppressive wind from the Libyan desert 
blowing into Italy, Sicily, etc.’ < Italian sirocco 
< Arabic šarq ‘east’.

In the realm of clothing and cloth, the 
following are fairly common terms: chiffon 
‘an ornamental addition to a woman’s dress, 
as a knot of ribbons’ < French chiffe ‘old rag’ 
possibly < Arabic šiff ‘light garment’; cotton 
‘the soft, fibrous substance from the Gossypium 
plant’ < Middle French coton < colloquial 
Arabic qu†un < Arabic qu†n ‘cotton’; gauze 
‘a thin, often transparent woven fabric, used 
in surgical dressing’ < Middle French gaze, 
probably < Arabic qazz ‘raw silk’; jacket ‘a 
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male or female’s coatlike garment for the upper 
body’ < Middle French jaquette < Old French 
possibly < Old Spanish jaco < Old Catalan 
jaco < Arabic šakk ‘mailcoat’; mohair ‘any of 
various yarns or fabric using the hair of the 
Angora goat’ < Italian mocaiarro (obsolete) 
< Arabic muxayyar ‘choice; select’; muslin ‘a 
varied kind of cotton fabric or garment of 
it’ < French mousseline < Italian mussolina < 
Arabic mawßilì ‘of Mosul, Iraq, where it was 
formerly made’; sash ‘a fine Oriental turban, 
or one who wears it’ < Arabic šàš ‘muslin’; 
satin ‘a lustrous, sleek fabric, especially used 
in lingerie, dresses, and upholstery’ < Middle 
French probably < Arabic (±a†las) zaytùnì ‘(silk) 
of Zaitun, a Chinese seaport praised by Marco 
Polo and usually identified as Tsinkiang’.

Arab cuisine is internationally acclaimed. 
Among the more common food and drink 
terms are the following: rice ‘a cereal’ < Spanish 
arroz ‘rice’ < Arabic ar-ruzz ‘the rice’; bulgur 
‘a cereal food prepared from parched cracked 
wheat and eaten as a staple in Turkey and 
elsewhere’ < Turkish < Arabic burÿul ‘cracked 
grain’; felafel ‘sandwich eaten in some Arabic-
speaking countries’ < Arabic falàfil, pl. of filfil 
‘pepper’; sherbet (and sorbet) ‘a cooling, sweet 
drink of diluted fruit juice’ < Turkish and 
Persian êerbet and šarbat < Arabic šarba ‘drink’; 
syrup ‘a preservative or sweetener, especially in 
confections and drinks’ < Middle French sirop 
< Arabic šaràb ‘syrup, drink’; coffee (and café) 
‘a drink made from the seeds of the Coffea 
plant’ < Italian caffè < Turkish kahve < Arabic 
qahwa ‘coffee, wine, the dark brew’.

The Arabs introduced the game of chess 
to Europe in the 10th century. With it came 
the following: checkmate ‘exclamation at chess 
when an adversary’s king is inextricably checked 
and so has caused the loss of the game’ (also 
just mate) < Middle French escheck mat < 
Persian šàh ‘king’ + Arabic màt ‘he died’.

The following household items are notable: 
jar ‘a vessel for holding liquids, without a spout’ 
< Middle French jarre < Old Provençal jarra < 
Arabic jarra ‘earthen water vessel’; mattress 
‘a resilient pad used as a resting place’ < Old 
French materas < Arabic ma†ra™ ‘place where 
something is thrown’; sofa ‘an upholstered 
couch’ < Turkish and French < Arabic ßuffa 
‘long bench, divan’.

In modern times many Islamic terms have 
entered English as part of the everyday 
vocabulary, such as ayatollah, hajj, and jihad. 
Older loanwords deserving an etymological 
analysis include: assassin ‘a member of a secret 
Muslim order who murdered Christians during 
the Crusades while supposedly under the 
influence of hashish’ < Arabic ™aššàšìn ‘those 
who use hashish (masc. pl., oblique)’; masjid 
‘mosque’ < Arabic masjid ‘mosque’; mesquita 
‘mosque’ < colloquial Arabic masgid ‘mosque’.
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English Loanwords

1 .  E n g l i s h  l o a n w o r d s  i n 
A r a b i c

Borrowing is a natural product of language 
contact between two communities using differ-
ent languages. It happens in situations of 
colonization or when one language fills lexical 
gaps with words available in another language. 
It may also take place for reasons of prestige 
and may appear in the form of calques. The 
degree of borrowing depends on the intensity 
and length of time of contact (Thomason and 
Kaufman 1988:65–109, 215–228). In the case 
of borrowing from English into Arabic it 
should be remembered that the British were 
once colonizers in Arab countries, including 
Palestine, and that English is the modern 
language of science and technology, besides 
being a prestige language. Satellite broadcasting 
has made the world a small village allowing 
everybody to see what others have in life. 

Little has been written about Arabic bor-
rowing from English. As a result of the diglossic 
situation in Arabic, borrowing occurs in 
the vernacular dialects or the low language 
(Ferguson 1959), which is not used in writing, 
but only in speech (Nalborczyk 2002). Any 
new addition to standard Arabic has to go 
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through the Arabic language academy (majma≠ 
al-luÿa al-≠arabiyya). In everyday life, however, 
speakers cannot wait for the academy to tell 
them what words to use, and even if they 
wait for newly coined words as equivalents 
to the English ones, such neologisms may be 
acceptable but rarely used. Cowan (1976:VIII) 
observes that the impact of Western civilization 
has confronted the Arab world with the serious 
linguistic problem of expressing a vast and 
ever-increasing number of new concepts for 
which no words in Arabic exist. The Arabic 
language academies in Damascus and in Cairo 
coined many new terms in the field of science 
and technology (e.g. mi≈yà≠ ‘radio’, ™àsùb 
‘computer’, and mirnàh ‘television’) but few 
have gained acceptance.

Without English technical terminology, people 
would not be able to use computers, which 
are becoming universal and essential tools in 
everyday life. A long time before today’s scale 
of computer use, Kachru (1982) observed that 
the spread of English was as significant in its 
way as the increased use of computers. When 
the need for global communication came to 
exceed the limits set by language barriers, the 
spread of English accelerated. 

The most recent study of Arabic borrowing 
from English is Daher (2003). He collected 
his data by interviewing men and women in 
Damascus to study the linguistic variation 
between the two genders (Daher 1998). In 
his interviews, he neither discouraged nor 
encouraged the use of foreign words. He found 
that the spoken Arabic of Syria included a 
vast number of older loanwords from Turkish 
(Mutawallì 1991) and Persian. More recent 
loanwords came from English, French, Italian, 
and Spanish (Ambros 1977). Daher found that 
many recent borrowings reflect new technology, 
such as fax, satellite dish, pager, e-mail, cell 
phone, connection. The export of technology 
is accompanied by the export of names for 
that technology. Ngom (2002) found through 
interviews a connection between borrowing and 
sociolinguistic variables such as age, culture, 
and politics.

Some Arabic magazines covering stories about 
singers and cinema stars include English loan-
words in Arabic because interviews with such 
people are reported as they are spoken in the local 

dialect. The prescriptive Arab linguists see such 
magazines as deviant in their use of local dia-
lects. Local Arabic dialects have adopted many 
English words without replacing them with 
Arabic approximation. Such borrowing has been 
responsible for introducing sounds such as /g/ 
and /v/, as in hamburger, visa, thus affecting the 
phonological inventory of the dialect. 

2 .  M o t i v e s  f o r  b o r r o w i n g

Borrowing occurs to fill a lexical gap (Atawneh 
1992) or for reasons of prestige. In Cameroon, 
English and French borrow from indigenous 
languages for local color (Echu 2003). The 
most obvious motivation for English loanwords 
is business advertising. American products 
in foods, clothing, shoes, and other kinds 
of industry are popular in the Arab market. 
Goods that carry English loanwords are more 
in demand and find more customers than local 
goods; English loanwords add a certain cachet 
to the advertising process. Advertising uses 
colloquial language, very subtle yet precise.

A recent survey of 6,250 shops in the city 
of Hebron in Palestine showed only 100 
shops used English names. Hebron is known 
as a conservative town and a somewhat 
closed society but with great skill in trade 
and commerce, which allows for contact with 
exporting countries for various products. It 
has a population of about 450,000. Use of 
English in naming shops started in the 1990s 
and reflects a rising tendency in borrowing 
from English. Compared to shops using Arabic 
names the shops that used English names 
were also characterized by higher quality of 
merchandize and better kind of customer. The 
ones that preferred English names turned out to 
be those in the shoe industry, sports and dress, 
like Rami Sports, Tennis Shoes, Reem Sports, 
Delux Shoes, King Star Shoes, Gold Shoes, 
Pretty Woman, Backfire Shoes.

Interviews with shop owners as to why they 
had chosen to use English names for their shops 
revealed the appeal and popularity of such 
names to the public who look for quality and 
kudos. Such people are middle-class and care 
about appearances. Most of the shop owners 
are educated and have some knowledge of 
English. All of them know the meaning of the 
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names (or titles) they use. Half of them like to 
use English in their work. About 65 percent 
of the shop owners use only English in the 
inscriptions on their shops, which reflects their 
high status. 

Reasons given by owners of shops with 
English-only names as to why they used Eng-
lish were: English is an international language; 
goods imported from the West are of better 
quality; the style and status of English is higher; 
and English is favored when dealing with wom-
en’s articles. Reputable names in the West, like 
Armand, Teresa, Cinderella, 4-cats, Grandee, 
and Castro were among the popular names. 

3 .  P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n

According to Asher (1994), loanwords are of 
interest to phonologists for at least two rea-
sons. First, the way in which the loanword is 
pronounced in the borrowing language is often 
quite different from its pronunciation in the 
original language. Second, in many languages 
loanwords have particular phonological char-
acteristics that make them distinct from the 
native vocabulary. Haugen’s (1950) traditional 
classification categorizes borrowing into either 
substitution or importation. Other terms used 
include such terminological pairs as importa-
tion (adoption) vs. substitution, nativization 
(adap tation).

The degree of adoption of English words in 
Arabic depends on the following factors:

i. Structural differences between the two 
languages: the structural difference is not 
great between the two languages. The dis-
agreements are minimal and mostly relate 
to vowels.

ii. Quantity of loans from the same source in 
the borrowing language: the quantity of 
loans is on the rise due to the fast increase 
in the Western products that are imported 
and used by people. 

iii. Degree of bilingualism: the more familiar 
speakers are with foreign words, the 
more likely they are to adopt such words. 
Although English is required in schools 
(7 years), few school graduates are fluent 
users. Therefore, English is used mostly for 
reading and writing, not for speaking. 

iv. Prestige associated with the lending lan-
guage: English is the most prestigious lan-
guage in the world; this is the main reason 
for the rise in borrowing English (Kachru 
1982). 

v. Social attitudes toward bilingualism, lin-
guistic nationalism: social attitudes are not 
against bilingualism, and loanwords in the 
social domain are the second highest in 
both males and females, showing that users 
have a positive attitude toward English.

While the phonological system of Standard 
Arabic does not include /p/, /v/ or /g/, all three 
sounds are commonly used by speakers of local 
Arabic in pronouncing foreign words. The sound 
systems of English and Arabic do not match; 
each language contains some sounds and some 
points of contrast in the consonant patterns 
(e.g. voicing, uvularization, pharyngealization, 
velarization) which are not found in the other. 
This mismatch causes speakers to adapt, rather 
than simply adopt, borrowed terms. Because the 
number of Arabic sounds not found in English 
is greater than the number of English sounds 
not found in Arabic, Arabic loans in English are 
more adapted than are English loans in Arabic. 
In most cases, sounds in borrowed terms that 
have no matching sounds in the borrowing 
language are either deleted or replaced by the 
closest native equivalents.

The phonological inventory of English includes 
the voiceless and voiced interdental fricatives, 
/µ/ and /≈/. While Standard Arabic also includes 
these sounds, they are generally replaced in 
the local dialects by the corresponding dental 
fricatives, /s/ and /z/ in Lebanon and Syria, or by 
the alveolar /t/ and /d/ respectively in the urban 
areas of Palestine and Jordan. Villagers usually 
keep the same standard sounds. Consonantal 
change in loanwords mainly concerns the /p/ 
and /b/ difference. English differs from Arabic 
in showing opposition between voice and lack 
of voice at the labial place of articulation, i.e., 
English has both /b/ and /p/ while Arabic has 
only /b/. As a result, Arabic speakers often 
replace /p/ in English borrowings with /b/ as 
shown in Table 1:
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Table 1. Change of /p/ to /b/ in English 
loanwords

English Arabic English Arabic

petrol /bëtrol/ police /bulìs/
pizza /bìtza/ tape /teib/
pendulum /bëndol/ lamp /lëmbë/ 
power 
supply 

/bëwër 
sëblai/

speaker /sbìkër/

blouse /bluzi/ passport /bësbor/ 
paradise /bërëdais/ special /sbi“ël 
reception /risib“ën/ pardon /bërdon/
permit /birmit/ packet /bëkèt/

At the velar place of articulation, English 
distinguishes between voiced and voiceless 
stops, having both voiceless /k/ and voiced /g/. 
Although Standard Arabic has only voiceless 
/k/, speakers of local Arabic routinely use /g/ 
in words of foreign origin. This adoption, 
rather than adaptation, of /g/ most likely occurs 
because speakers are already familiar with the 
sound: /g/ routinely replaces /q/ in Bedouin 
and village dialects in Palestine and /j/ in the 
Egyptian dialect. Even though there are few 
Bedouin around in Palestine, Egyptian movies 
and television have long been at the forefront of 
the Arabic-language entertainment industry. 

At the labio-dental place of articulation, 
English distinguishes between the voiceless fri-
cative /f/ and the voiced fricative /v/, while 
Arabic has only the voiceless /f/. The /v/ in 
English borrowings is sometimes, but not 
always, replaced with /f/, e.g., vìza~fìza ‘visa’ 
and tilvizyòn~tilfizyòn ‘television’. However, in 
local dialects, the /v/ sound is adopted besides /g/ 
in female names like mervat and nivin. Examples 
of accepting /v/ and /g/ in the pronunciation 
of the borrowed forms include the following: 
microwave [maekrowe:v], vase [va:zë], receiver 
[risiivër], hamburger [haembergër], goal [go:l], 
garage [Òëra:dÀ], gallon [Òëlën].

The English affricate /j/ is often, but not 
always, replaced in Arabic with the palatal fric-
ative /j/, as in djìnz~jìnz ‘jeans’. Such a change 
is consistent with the practice of speakers in 
urban areas like Jerusalem, Nablus, and Gaza.

Since the number of vowels in English is 
double that of vowels in Arabic (12/6), Arab 
users of English adapt those English vowels 
that do not exist in Arabic. In Arabic, there 

is no distinction between /i/ and /e/, which are 
produced as identical pairs as in /sit/ and /set/ 
(Kharma and Hajjaj 1989), as in special [sbi∑al], 
telex [tiliks]. [i] may also replace English [ Æ] as 
in [birmit] < permit.

The sound [eë] as in [feë] fair, [keë] care 
is often replaced by the nearest vowel sound 
followed by a clear Arabic [r], so that [eë] 
becomes [e1], e.g. software [softwe1r]. The 
sound [ëu] as in [rëuz] rose is often replaced 
by the colloquial Arabic vowel /ò/ as in goal 
[Òo1l], mobile [mo1bajl]. The sound [ei] as in 
[leidi] lady is replaced by the long colloquial 
Arabic vowel [e1] as in cable [ke1bil]. The English 
shwa [ë] replaces the low front unrounded 
vowel [a] as in balcony [bëlko1n].

According to Atawneh (2003), the syllable 
structure of fuß™à Arabic is either CV, CVC, 
or CVCC; however, the structure of local 
dialects is CCV, CVCC, or CCVCC. English 
syllable structure is CCV, CCVC, or CVCC. 
That means the onset of a syllable in Standard 
Arabic is always there, but can only include a 
single consonant; the coda of a syllable may 
include one consonant or two. However, in local 
Arabic, the onset or the coda may have one or 
two consonants resembling the English syllable 
structure rather than the fuß™à structure. This 
is why loanwords agreeing with the syllable 
structure of vernacular Arabic will not change 
or become adapted. Borrowed English names 
into Arabic are either adopted with no change 
in their phonological structure or adapted with 
some change in their syllable structure to suite 
the Arabic system. Therefore, borrowed words 
may be classified into two types, adopted and 
adapted. Adopted words agree totally with 
the phonology and morphology of Arabic. 
Table 2 gives some examples of adapted English 
loanwords: 

Table 2. Phonologically adapted English loanwords  

mouse [mæws]  CD [si1di1] modem [mo1dim]
video [vi1dju] microwave  fax [fæks] 
  [maikrowe1v]
microphone  set up [setëp] bomb [bomb]
[mëkrëfo1n]
software  C.P.U.   hard disk 
[softwe1r]  [si1pju1] [hard disk]
cassette [kësit] telephone headphone  
  [tëlëfo1n] [hedfo1n]
telex [tiliks] cable [ke1bil] receiver [risi1var]
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4 .  S p e l l i n g  a n d  t r a n s c r i p t i o n 
o f  E n g l i s h  l o a n w o r d s

In the Hebron survey about 20 percent of the 
shop owners used English along with Arabic; 
these shops wanted the customers to be able 
to read the names in Arabic if they did not 
have the ability to read English, as seen in the 
following examples: Garden City for Curtains 
and Décor والديكور للبرادي  سيتي   Happy ;جاردن 
Family Exhibition معرض العائلة السعيدة.

A group of about 15 percent transcribed the 
English names into Arabic. These people were 
simple, poor, and most of them were not educated. 
They regarded English as a difficult language 
besides not having enough time or money to learn 
English. The following are some examples of 
writing English loans in Arabic alphabet: 

(Super- سوبر ماركت ،(Internet) إبراهيم الرجعي للإنترنت
(market الأراضي المقدسة، محلات الدويك للسـبورات  

(Sports) الجاهزة، بوتيك لايف (Life Boutique)، مون

 ،(Fair Lady) معرض فير ليدي ،(Moonlight) لايت 
(Classic Shop) كلاسـيك شوب ،(Paradise) حلوبات براديس

When asked why they wrote English words in 
Arabic, these shop owners said their knowledge 
of English was very poor and they were unable 
to use it correctly. The hierarchy of status 
between English-using, English-mixing, and 
English-transcribing owners (65 percent, 20 
percent, and 15 percent respectively) shows 
that English loans are used in degrees relevant 
to the class of people and their income.

Most borrowed names are common nouns, 
and compound nouns. To mention but a 
few: Roaster AmericanC, Red Shoes, Pretty 
Woman, Cinderella, Beauty Saloon, Yahoo, 
Castro, Happy Bunny, Five Cats, Internet Café, 
Coffee Shop, Computer Software, Mobiles, 
Ceramics, Boutique, Telephone, Toilet, Deodo-
rant, Hamburger, MacDonald, Coca Cola, 
Macaroni. 

The names and borrowings abound with 
spelling mistakes, e.g. prothers (brothers), jop 
(job); parquin (parking); chiken (chicken); 
dinning room (dining); sanwich (sandwich); 
alyes (eyes); holly (holy); cosmatiks (cosmetics); 
maneger (manager); magestic (majestic); mak 
(make); markiting (marketing); angent (agent), 
taityanic (titanic); bowtik (boutique); midical 
(medical); roes (rose).

5 .  S e m a n t i c  d o m a i n s

Wilson (2001) reported that Arabic words were 
borrowed indirectly into Middle English across 
all semantic fields. She also found that the major-
ity of borrowed words were nouns and adjec-
tives. Echu (2003) studied indigenous loans into 
French and English in Cameroon and made four 
lists of recurrent examples of culture-based areas 
like gastronomy, traditional titles, dance music, 
as well as sociocultural institutions, practices, 
objects, and concepts. He claims that such bor-
rowing adds local color to the official languages. 
This seems to be true in the case of using English 
loans in the Arabic dialects, too. In the Hebron 
survey, semantic domains were tested by means 
of a questionnaire which requested subjects to 
give the words of English origin they used in 
daily life: 1. computer industry, 2. car industry, 
3. health, body, foods, 4. kitchen and house, 
5. electronic machines, 6. clothes, 7. human rela-
tions, and 8. other.

Interestingly, there seems to be a gender 
difference in the borrowing pattern. In a sample 
of 30 female and 30 male undergraduates aged 
between 20 and 23 at Hebron University it turned 
out that there was a significant differ ence in the 
number of words used by females compared to 
that used by males (Table 3). Females use nearly 
double the number of English loanwords (370) 
compared to males (213). This finding is expected, 
based on the assumption that females are more 
sensitive to prestige than males. Labov (1966) and 
Trudgill (1972) found more extreme style shifting 
toward ‘the prestige norm’ in women’s speech. 
One of Labov’s major hypotheses is that the 
linguistic insecurity of lower-middle-class women 
leads to sound change.

Among the seven semantic domains of loan-
words ‘health, body, foods’ turns out to be the 
domain most used by females (20.30 percent), 
while it is ‘car industry’ that is most used by 
males (19.7 percent). This result seems to reflect 
the concerns of females versus males, which go 
with the social patterns of Arab society. It is 
only recently that women have begun to drive 
cars and therefore one does not expect their 
use of car-related words from English to match 
that of males. The second domain most used by 
females is the computer industry (15.4 percent), 
while for males it is electronic machines (12.8 
percent). The third for females is social relations 
(13.2 percent), while it is the computer industry 
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(12.2 percent) in males. The fourth rank in both 
is the category of clothing. Actually, looking at 
the shared words used by both genders gives a 
better idea of the differences between the two 
genders and the differences among the various 
areas in the sample (see Table 4). 

The car industry is the highest shared domain 
for both genders. However, this same category is 
highest among males exclusively, while it is the 
fifth area for females, which shows the lack of 
interest in this area by females when compared 
to males. The following are the top 16 frequent 
English loans in this area: gear, clutch, brake, 
motor, body, handbrake, taxi, service, reverse, 
test, bus, dynamo, switch, condition, jack, 
garage, carburetor. Some of the loanwords 
derive from French, like tableau ‘dash[board]’ 
and [bëskële1t] < French bicyclette.

The category of ‘health, body, foods’ is rated 
second highest in shared words, while it is the 
highest for females (48 words) and third highest 
in males (6 words). This result agrees with the 
nature of women’s concern with such matters, 

which is usually greater than it is for males. 
The following are the top 15 used words: pizza, 
hamburger, ketchup, sandwich, cake, schnitzel, 
mayonnaise, chocolate, chips, Nescafé, Coca 
Cola, biscuits, doctor, steak, shampoo, diet. 

The kitchen and house is the third domain 
that differs for females and males. Females 
have it as sixth in rank. For males it has no 
single word other than shared words. This 
result shows also the roles of females compared 
to males. The following are the top 15 used 
words: corner, corridor, balcony, saloon, 
buffet, veranda, toilet, thermos, roof,  jacuzzi, 
shower (also dosh < French douche), décor, 
mug, gas, villa.

The similarities between the two genders are 
in computer industry, clothes, and electronic 
machines. Here are some examples from each 
group.

Computer industry: mouse, computer, key-
board, internet, disk, cd, floppy, scanner, 
file, printer, e-mail, hard disk, microphone, 
headphones, software, cable.
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Table 3. Number of words per semantic category for both genders

Field  Females % Rank Males % Rank

1. Health, body, foods 75 20.30  (1) 33 10.50  (4)
2. Computer industry 57 15.40  (2) 26 12.20  (3)
3. Human relations  49 13.20  (3) 17  7.10  (7)
4. Car industry 47 12.80  (4) 42 19.70  (1)
5. Clothes 40 10.80  (5) 23  10.40  (5) 
6. Electronic machines 39 10.50  (6) 28 12.80  (2)
7. Kitchen, house 29  7.80 (7) 15  7.40  (6)
8. Other  34  9.20  30    14.40  

Total  370  100.00  213 100.00

Table 4. Shared versus non-shared words in females and males

Domain Shared % Females % Rank Males % Rank

1. car industry 30 18.7 17 08.2 (5) 11 23.9 (1)
2. Health, body, foods 27 16.9 48 23.2 (1) 6 13.1 (3)
3. Electronic machines 26 16.2 13 06.3 (7) 1 02.2 (6)
4. computer industry 23 14.4 33 15.9 (3)  4 08.7 (4)
5. Clothes 20 12.5 20 09.6 (4) 3 06.5 (5)
6. Kitchen, house 15 09.4 14 06.8 (6) 0 00.0 (7)
7. Human relations 10 06.3 38 18.4 (2) 7 15.2 (2)
8. Others 9 05.6 24 11.6 14 30.4

Total 160 100.0 207 100.0 46 100.0
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Clothes: blouse, body, charleston, chiffon, 
coat, cowboy, cut, fashion, jacket, jeans, model, 
overall, off-white, pajamas, shorts, sport. 

Electronic machines: microwave, television, 
radio, satellite, telephone, freezer, video, mole 
nix (Moulinex), microphone, receiver, mobile, 
lamp, digital, stereo, fax, cassette, camera, 
remote, drier (also [si∑wa1r] < French séchoir).

Among words under the category of ‘other’ 
(mainly sports), the following are the top 10 words 
in frequency: football, goal, basketball, film, flash, 
racket, supermarket, tennis, Visa card.

6 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Apparently, borrowing is becoming widespread 
in Arabic dialects. Loanwords are used in daily 
life, mostly in the form of nouns and adjectives 
in relation to kinds of foreign products and social 
relations. The majority of English loan words are 
adopted when they agree with the phonological 
system of dialect; otherwise they are adapted. 
A few changes occur in vowels to agree with 
the system of Arabic. The main motivation for 
borrowing English according to informants is 
prestige, which appeals to the younger generation. 
Users believe that English is an international 
language and, therefore, they are encouraged to 
use it in borrowing. Females seem to be more 
sensitive to prestige than males and thus they use 
more English loans than males. 
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Epenthesis

The clustering of consonants at either or 
both edges of a syllable, which renders it 
complex (CCVC or CVCC), is disfavored, if 
not categorically banned, in many languages. 
Epenthesis (also called ¤ anaptyxis) is one 
of the repair mechanisms a language may 
employ to rectify syllabification violations 
en suing from undesirable clusters. The surface 
effect of epenthesis is insertion of a ‘helping’ 
vowel, to facilitate proper syllabification of all 
output consonants, thereby rendering surface 
phonological representations in tandem with 
the syllable structure constraints of the language 
(¤ prosody). Cluster simplification via conso-
nant deletion is another repair strategy, but 
the morphemic status of the consonantal root 
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in Arabic as the main holder of core semantic 
features guards root consonants against dele-
tion; hence epenthesis remains the optimal 
option to resolve unwanted complex syllables 
across the dialect spectrum, with the inclusion 
of Standard Arabic.

Classical Arabic and its modern offshoot, 
Modern Standard Arabic, is highly conservative 
in its tolerance of complex syllables, which are 
permitted only in pre-pausal position. Epen-
thesis is not pervasive in Classical Arabic, 
however, except when a cluster-initial word 
occurs post-pausally, or at the phrasal level 
where word concatenation may warrant vowel 
insertion, as in /#l-bayt/ > [±albajt] ‘the house’, or 
/hum#ntaqal-u/ > [humuntaqalu] ‘they moved-
3Pl’. Vocalic endings which mark grammatical 
case in nouns and mood in verbs serve a 
dual function. In addition to their syntactic 
function as case and mood markers, they serve 
a phonological function as a barrier against 
cluster formation. Deletion of case and mood 
endings in the spoken dialects (apocope) 
created potential environments for cluster 
formation, e.g. Classical [katab-tu] ‘wrote-1sg.’ 
vs. dialectal [katabt].

In Modern Arabic dialects, sources of con-
sonant clusters include morpheme concatena-
tion, e.g. /gil-t-l-ha/ ‘I said to her’; syncope, 
which deletes an unstressed high vowel in an 
open syllable, e.g. /yi-ktib-u/ > /yik.ti.bu/ > 
/yiktbu/ ‘they write’; or, as in the case of some 
lexical nouns and deverbal nouns (mas∂ar) of 
Form I, the cluster is provided templatically, as 
in [kalb] ‘dog’ or [bint] ‘girl’ (of the template 
CVCC).

The dialects diverge in their tolerance of con-
sonant clusters. Some may allow unrestricted 
clustering only at the right edge of the syllable 
(complex coda), e.g. Egyptian, while others, 
guided by the sonority sequencing restrictions 
(Haddad 1984), break up the coda cluster 
with an epenthetic vowel. Others permit left 
edge or onset clusters, e.g. Levantine and Gulf 
(Qafisheh 1977) dialects. Few allow clustering 
unrestrictedly at both syllable edges, e.g. North 
African dialects.

This divergence provided fertile grounds for 
typological classification (Broselow 1983, 1992; 
Farwaneh 1995; Itô 1986, 1989; Kiparsky 
2003; Selkirk 1981), with epenthesis site serving 
as the primary axis for the proposed dialect 
typology, thereby classifying the dialects as 

‘onset’ or ‘CV’, vs. ‘coda’ or ‘VC’ dialects. If the 
epenthetic vowel lands after the unsyllabified 
consonant, thereby forming an open syllable, the 
dialect is classified as an ‘onset’ or ‘CV’ dialect. 
On the other hand, inserting the epenthetic 
vowel before the unsyllabified consonant to 
form a closed syllable, identifies the dialect as 
a ‘coda’ or ‘VC’ dialect. This variability in the 
positioning of epenthesis was not only evident 
in L1 phonology, but, as observed in Broselow 
(1983), was also transferred into L2 phonology, 
thereby producing divergent surface forms such 
as [filo1r] and [istiri1t] vs. [iflo1r] and [sitri1t] 
among Egyptian and Iraqi learners of English, 
respectively. 

As correlations were drawn between epen-
thesis site in medial and initial clusters on the 
one hand, and between the position of epen-
thesis and other phonological processes such as 
¤ syncope and shortening on the other, it was 
observed that onset-CV dialects shorten long 
vowels in closed syllables, and block high vowel 
syncope in open syllables. Conversely, coda-
VC dialects maintain vowel length in closed 
syllables while deleting high vowels in open 
syllables, thereby rendering its output subject to 
subsequent epenthesis. Table 1 exemplifies the 
typological generalizations. 

Although the aforementioned works converge 
in their typological goals, they diverge in 
their theoretical treatment of the typological 
observations. The degenerate syllable camp, 
spearheaded by Selkirk’s work, accounts for the 
positional variability of epenthesis by stipulating 
the type of ‘degenerate’ (nucleusless) syllable an 
unsyllabified segment is assigned to. This view 
was later implemented in Abu-Mansour (1990, 
1991) and expanded in Broselow (1992). 
The second camp (Itô 1986, 1989; Farwaneh 
1995) resorts to the directionality parameter 
and its variable settings to account for the 
same problem. Rightward (onset dialects) or 
leftward (coda dialects) syllabification places 
the epenthetic vowel when needed in its proper 
location.

In a non-derivational theory such as ¤ Opti-
mality Theory, directional syllabification effects 
are successfully accounted for in terms of an 
Alignment family of constraints (Mester and 
Padgett 1994) which stipulate how constituent 
edges should overlap, e.g. Align left edge of 
syllable with left edge of word, or Align right 
edge of root (final root consonant) with right 
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edge of stem, etc. Attempts are currently being 
undertaken to eliminate the constraint family 
Align and replace it with categorical constraints 
(McCarthy 2003), but the success of this pro-
posal in accounting for all aspects of Arabic 
dialect epenthesis is yet to be determined. Other 
optimality-theoretic accounts of epen thesis 
propose generating the typology within a con-
straint-based model of lexical phonology and 
morphology, termed ‘stratal’ Optimality Theory 
(Kiparsky 2003:152), which “requires distinct 
constraint systems for word phonology and 
sentence phonology, which moreover must inter-
act in serial fashion” (Kiparsky 2003:151).

Despite the divergent ways in which dialects 
syllabify stray consonants, they converge on 
the fact that epenthesis is blocked if it splits 
a geminate (¤ gemination). Guerssel (1979) 
and Abu-Salim (1980) were the first to observe 
that geminate integrity preserves true geminates 
from epenthesis split; hence [binit] < /bint/ 
‘girl’ but not *[sitit] < /sitt/ ‘woman’, derived 
from the biliteral root /st/. However, fake 
geminates which arise as a result of morpheme 
concatenation, e.g. /sakat-t/ > [sakatit], behave 
on a par with non-identical clusters in induc-
ing epenthesis. Regressive ¤ assimilation, on 
the other hand, gives rise to true gemination 
immune to epenthesis (Guerssel 1979). For 
instance, assimilation of the definite article /l/ 

in place of articulation to a stem-initial coronal 
results in an identical sequence which does not 
yield to epenthesis; thus, [likta1b] < /l-kta:b/ 
‘the book’, but not *[zizla1m] < /l-zla:m/ ‘the 
men’; instead, the surface form is [izzla1m] with 
pre-geminate epenthesis in some dialects which 
do not tolerate initial triconsonantal clusters, or 
[zzla1m] without epenthesis in others.

Another puzzling issue which captured lin-
guists’ interest is the transparency vs. opacity of 
the interaction between ¤ stress and epenthesis. 
The interaction of stress and epenthesis is 
transparent in onset dialects, as the epenthetic 
vowel is treated on a par with underlying ones. 
In Egyptian Arabic, for example, penultimate 
stress targets both underlying and epenthetic 
vowels, e.g. [mád.ra.sa] ‘school’ and /bint-ha/ 
> [bín.ta.ha] ‘her daughter’. In Saudi Arabic, 
where stress falls on the antepenult if both the 
penult and the ultima are light, both underlying 
and epenthetic vowels escape stress, e.g. [mád.
ra.sa] and /bint-ha/ > [bín.ta.ha]. In Levantine 
Arabic, by contrast, epenthetic vowels are 
invisible to stress, even if they fall in what 
would otherwise constitute a closed, expected 
to be heavy, syllable, e.g. [ka.táb.na] ‘we write’ 
but /dars-na/ > [dá.ris.na], not *[da.rís.na].

Brame (1973), the first to account for this 
behavioral nonuniformity within the then 
dominant generative approach of Chomsky and 

Table 1. Typological generalizations in Arabic dialect syllable structure

a. Onset-CV Dialects 
Initial epenthesis: CC > #CVC: /wla:d/ > [wila1d] ‘boys’ 
Medial epenthesis: CCC > CCVC: /dars-na/ > [darsina] ‘our lesson’ 
Syncope: Ci > *C: /nizil-t/ > *[nzilt]
   but [nizilt] ‘I descended’ [syncope 
    blocked]
  /yi-ktib-u/ > *[yiktbu] ‘they write’ [syncope 
   but [yiktibu] blocked]
Shortening: CVVC > CVC: /xa:l-na/ > [xalna] ‘our uncle’

b. Coda-VC Dialects
Initial epenthesis: CC > #VCC: /kta:b/ > [ikta1b] ‘book’ 
Medial epenthesis: CCC > CVCC: /dars-na/ > [darisna] ‘our lesson’ 
Syncope: Ci > C: /nizil-t/ > [nzilt] ‘I descended’
  /yi-ktib-u/ > /yiktbu/ > [yikitbu] ‘they write’ [syncope and 
    epenthesis]
Shortening: CVVC > *CVC: /xaal-na/ > *[xalna] 
   but [xaalna] ‘our uncle’ [shortening 
    blocked]
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Halle (1968), captured this opacity through 
rule ordering and cyclic rule application, thus 
accounting for such triplets as [fhímna] ‘we 
understood’ from /fihim-na/, [fihímna] ‘he 
understood us’ from /fihim-Ø-na/, and [fíhimna] 
‘our understanding’ from /fihm-na/. Within 
Moraic Phonology, both Broselow (1992) and 
Farwaneh (1995) capture the opaque stress/
epenthesis interaction in Levantine Arabic 
through a typology of moras and syllables, 
although the two approaches arrive at the 
same target through heterogeneous parsing pro-
cesses. An optimality-theoretic account of stress 
and epenthesis interaction premised on variable 
constraint ranking and minimal constraint 
violation is presented in Farwaneh (1996) and 
Kiparsky (2003). 

Like its positional variants, the allophonic 
variants of the epenthetic vowel received 
attention in the literature on Arabic dialects, 
descriptive and analytical alike. The segmental 
features of the epenthetic vowel in some dialects, 
e.g. Syrian, Iraqi, Gulf, and Egyptian, are 
susceptible to alternations under the influence 
of the place features of neighboring consonants, 
or the harmonizing features of the preceding 
or following vowel. Such alternations include 
lowering in guttural (pharyngeal and laryngeal) 
contexts (Herzallah 1990; McCarthy 1991, 
1994) and rounding in emphatic environments. 
The examples from Gulf Arabic (Ingham 
1982) in Table 2 demonstrate the two types of 
alternation.

Table 2. Epenthetic vowels in Gulf Arabic

Input Output Gloss Process

™aml ™amil ‘burden’ no 
alternation

šahr šahar ‘month’ lowering 
in guttural 
environment

ša≠r ša≠ar ‘hair’ –
barg barug ‘lightning’ rounding 

in emphatic 
environment

xaßm xaßum ‘enemy’ rounding 
in emphatic 
environment

Harmonizing epenthesis wherein the vowel 
assimilates to a neighboring vowel across con-
sonants occurs in Egyptian and Levantine. In 
Levantine (Abu-Salim 1987), the epenthetic 
vowel harmonizes with the preceding vowel. 
This process, however, is intramorphemic and 
does not apply intermorphemically (across a 
stem and a suffix), as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Epenthetic vowels in Levantine Arabic 

Input Output Gloss Process

bint binit ‘girl’ no alternation

ba™r ba™ar ‘sea’ lowering in guttural 
context

≠umr ≠umur ‘age’ harmony

šuf-t šufit 
*šufut

‘I saw’ harmony blocked 
intermorphemically

In Egyptian, the trigger of harmony is the fol-
lowing vowel, and the process is not blocked by 
morpheme boundaries, as shown in Table 4. 

Table 4. Epenthetic vowels in Egyptian Arabic

Input Output Gloss Process

sib-t-na sibtina ‘you left 
us’

no 
alternation

sib-t-ha sibtaha ‘you left 
her’

lowering

sib-t-hum sibtuhum ‘you left 
them’

harmony

Dialectal variation in the segmental quality of 
the epenthetic vowel itself received less attention 
in the literature than its allophonic variants or 
landing site. The pervasive assumption is that 
the quality of the epenthetic vowel is the by-
product of a set of language-specific redundancy 
rules which fill in empty nuclei with the 
segmental features of the default vowel in the 
language (Archangeli 1984). The default vowel 
is a segment present in the vowel inventory of 
the language. Thus, cross-linguistic differences 
in the quality of epenthetic vowels follow from 
arbitrary selection of different default vowels. 

Many dialects select a high front /i/ or mid 
central /ë/; a few, for instance Saudi (Abu-
Mansour 1987, 1990), Sudanese (Hamid 1984; 
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Trimingham 1946), and Ían≠ànì Yemeni (Watson 
2002) opt for a low epenthetic vowel /a/. 
An attempt to correlate epenthetic quality and 
epenthetic site is proposed in Farwaneh (1995) 
who gives a directionality-oriented account 
motivated by the exclusive occurrence of low 
vowel epenthesis in onset-CV dialects. The rela-
tive weakness of open syllables triggers, as a 
strengthening device, a highly sonorant vowel 
(low vowels are more sonorant than high ones), 
hence the implication that epenthetic low vow-
els occur in open syllables only. This proposal 
awaits acoustic verification and cross-linguistic 
evidence.
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Epigraphy (Islamic)

Epigraphy (from the Greek epigráphein ‘to 
write on’) is the science or study of inscrip-
tions. It is distinguished from calligraphy (lit. 
‘beautiful writing’ ¤ Script and art) by the 
nature of the physical support on which the 
writing is inscribed. Epigraphy is executed on 
durable materials. In the Islamic lands these 
include buildings made of stone or brick, where 
the epigraphy is often carved in relief form, 
and portable objects made of wood, metal, 
ceramics, or glass and the like. Calligraphy, in 
contrast, is executed on supple supports. In the 
Islamic lands it was typically done with a reed 
pen (qalam) on papyrus, parchment, or paper.

Virtually all epigraphy from the Islamic 
period is executed in Arabic script, most of it 
in the Arabic language, although vernacular 
languages were introduced beginning in med-
ieval times. New Persian, for example, is first 
documented on the tomb of the Qarakhanid 
ruler Mu™ammad ibn Naßr, erected in the 
mid-11th century by his son at Safid Buland in 
the Farghana Valley of Central Asia. Turkish, 
known since the 13th century, became standard 
under the Ottomans. 

Inscriptions in vernacular languages written 
in Arabic script, often in verse, decorate secular 
buildings and a wide variety of objects, from 
palaces to wine goblets. Arabic, however, has 
remained the principal language of epigraphy 
in buildings connected with the practice of 
the faith, such as mosques and madrasas, and 
their furnishings, such as minbars or pulpits. 
Its importance is clear from its wide currency: 
Arabic inscriptions are found on buildings and 
objects created across the Islamic lands and in 
all historical periods. 

Scholars often divide the inscriptions into 
historical or religious categories. These group-
ings are somewhat artificial, for both types of 
content can be found within the same inscrip-
tion. Nevertheless, the divisions are instructive 
in outlining and understanding the different 
forms used for each category. Islamic epigraphy 
is a vast field; the easiest introduction to it is the 
survey by Blair (1998), from which many of the 
examples in this entry are drawn.

1 .  T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  A r a b i c 
e p i g r a p h y

Along with vegetal and geometric designs, the 
extensive use of writing is one of the hallmarks 
of decoration found on buildings and objects 
created across the Islamic lands in all historic 
periods. Epigraphy was already well established 
in the early Islamic period. The Dome of the 
Rock in Jerusalem, ordered by the Umayyad 
caliph ≠Abd al-Malik in 72 A.H./692 C.E., is the 
first surviving example of Islamic monumental 
architecture. Although the exterior decoration 
was completely replaced in the 16th century 
under the Ottoman sultan Süleiman, the interior 
survives virtually intact. In both form (a domed 
ciborium) and materials (limestone decorated 
with quartered marble and glass mosaic), the 
building belongs squarely to the Late Antique 
tradition. The one feature that immediately 
distinguishes the Dome of the Rock as a build-
ing erected for Muslims is the long (240-meter) 
inscription band that runs around both sides 
of the ambulatory [Fig. 1]. Materials and tech-
nique underscore the prominence of the text: 
the letters are written in cubes made of gold foil 
pasted over glass, the most expensive tesserae 
in an already expensive technique, and they are 
laboriously set at a 30° angle to the surface, in 
order to better reflect light.

Inscriptions continue to play a prominent role 
on buildings today, especially religious ones, in 
which Arabic writing underscores the sanctity 
of the structure and its importance to the Mus-
lim community. The mosque erected in 1984 
at the King Khaled International Airport north 
of Riyadh, for example, has an enormous epi-
graphic band encircling the base of the geodesic 
dome. The inscription, which measures four 
meters in height, is said to be the largest of its 
kind ever produced, outdoing the already large 
ones that had been used in medieval buildings 
such as the complex built for Sultan £asan in 
Cairo in the middle of the 14th century [Fig. 2]. 

Inscriptions were traditionally so important 
to Muslims that they had them added to objects 
even in cases where the technique of manufacture 
rendered their production extremely difficult or 
costly. Such is the case with textiles, the driving 
industry of medieval times [Fig. 3]. It is rela-
tively easy to embroider an inscription on an 
already finished piece but much more difficult 
to incorporate an inscription during weaving. 
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Yet, by the end of the Umayyad period, weav-
ers in the Islamic lands had already overcome 
the limitations imposed by loom technology 
and learned to incorporate epigraphs into their 
weaving. These inscription bands (and the tex-
tiles in which they are inscribed) became known 
as †iràz (< Persian tarazidan ‘to embroider’). 
Woven in state factories, they became a hall-
mark of caliphal privilege, bestowed in large 
numbers as gifts. The textiles were later cut up 
and their inscriptions used to drape bodies, per-
haps out of a belief in the prophylactic power of 
the word in warding off evil in the grave and in 
the afterlife (many examples of these have been 
preserved in graves in the dry soil of Egypt). 

The expression †iràz became so common-
place that the 15th-century Egyptian historian 
al-MaqrìΩì used it to indicate the inscription 
band encircling the funerary complex erected 
between 682 A.H./1283 C.E. and 684 A.H./
1285 C.E. by the Mamluk sultan Qalà±ùn, 
along the main street (Bayn al-Qaßrayn) of 
Cairo [Fig. 4]. The band, which extends more 
than 67 meters, links the disparate parts of the 
complex – minaret, tomb, portal, and madrasa – 
into a unified façade. Its impact was heightened 
by color, for originally the background was 
painted red and the letters gilded.

Muslims used writing on buildings where 
people of other traditions, notably Christians, 
used images. This is clear when comparing 
the entrance façades of two medieval religious 
structures, the small mosque of al-±Aqmar, 
erected in 519 A.H./1125–1126 C.E. on the 
main street of Cairo [Fig. 5], and the Benedic-
tine abbey church of Sainte Foy at Conquès in 
southern France, whose west portal was com-
pleted at approximately the same time.

Both are limestone structures with large 
doorways into which are set carved tympana. 
The tympanum over the western door at Con-
quès depicts the Last Judgment: Christ is seated 
in majesty, flanked by 124 figures set in riveting 
scenes depicting heaven and hell. The images 
are inspired by the Gospel of Matthew, the 
text of which is inscribed on small banderoles 
unfurled by angels flanking Christ’s head. 

On the façade of the al-±Aqmar Mosque, 
by contrast, words supplant images. The west 
façade, set at a 21° angle to align with the main 
street, is decorated almost exclusively with 
epigraphy, supplemented by small amounts of 
floral and geometric decoration. Noticeably 

absent are any representational figures. The 
largest band, carved in relief and running some 
20 meters along the top of the building, con-
tains the foundation inscription by the Fatimid 
vizier Ma±mùn al-Ba†à±i™ì. This text is repeated 
in a slightly smaller band running across the 
façade at mid-level. 

Perhaps the most stunning element of the 
decoration on the al-±Aqmar façade is the 
pierced medallion set in the center of a scal-
loped tympanum over the central doorway 
[Fig. 6]. It contains a circular band inscribed 
with Q. 33/33: “And God only wishes to 
remove all abomination from you, ye members 
of the Family, and to make you pure and spot-
less, O people of the House”. This verse was 
of particular relevance for Shi≠ites, who inter-
preted it as granting them legitimacy as lineal 
descendants of the Prophet, and its use here can 
be construed to support the claims of the Fati-
mids, who were Sevener Shi≠ites. The polemic 
message is reinforced by the inscription in the 
center of the medallion naming the prophet 
Mu™ammad and his nephew and son-in-law, 
≠Alì – names that are repeated on the chamfered 
corners of the mosque. 

The façades of both Sainte Foy and the al-
±Aqmar Mosque exemplify the superb carving of 
12th-century artisans. The tympanum at Con-
quès contains one of the richest ensembles of 
Romanesque sculpture to be found. The inscrip-
tions on the al-±Aqmar façade are equally elabo-
rate. All are carved in sober, angular letters that 
sprout curved leaves and tendrils. The combina-
tion of angular script and curved decoration, as 
well as the equilibrium between letter and orna-
ment, makes this one of the finest examples of 
stone epigraphy in the Islamic lands. 

In both cases, the carved decoration is 
intended as proselytism for spreading the faith: 
Christians used images to explain the Word; 
Muslims used the Word alone.

2 .  H i s t o r i o g r a p h y  a n d 
s o u r c e s  t o  s t u d y  h i s t o r i c a l 
i n s c r i p t i o n s

Scholars have studied Arabic epigraphy since 
the 18th century. Inscriptions on coins were 
the first to be studied, perhaps because Islamic 
coins, unlike those issued elsewhere – notably 
in the Classical world, Sasanian Iran, Byzan-
tium, and medieval Europe – are exclusively 
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epigraphic. The legends on Islamic coins typi-
cally include the mint and the date, as well as 
the name of the leader; the striking of coins, 
along with being named in the Friday bid-
ding prayer (xu†ba), was widely recognized as 
one of the rights of a ruler. In medieval times, 
Islamic coins were traded extensively in Scandi-
navia, northern Germany, and Russia, and the 
large collections in these countries stimulated 
scholarly interest at an early date. Georg Jacob 
Kehr’s monograph, entitled Monarchiae asiatico-
saracenicae status qualis VIII et IX post Chr. 
nat. seculo fuit, ex nummis argenteis script. 
Kufica in littore Maris Baltici prope Gedanum 
effossis illustratus, published in Leipzig in 1724, 
provided readings of the legends on Islamic 
coins and is often reckoned to be the first schol-
arly book not only on Islamic numismatics, but 
on Islamic archaeology in its widest sense. 

By the middle of the 18th century, travelers 
to West Asia began to record the Arabic inscrip-
tions on buildings they saw in the region. The 
first was the German Carsten Niebuhr, the sole 
survivor of a scientific mission sent by Frederick 
V of Denmark in 1761 to explore Egypt, Arabia, 
and Syria. Niebuhr recognized the importance 
of Arabic epigraphy, for he brought home with 
him part of the inscription from the Nilometer 
in Egypt, and his multi-volume publication 
of the expedition, entitled Reisebeschreibung 
nach Arabien und andern umliegenden Ländern 
(Copenhagen, 1774–1778), included drawings 
of many inscriptions. While this publication 
was rather piecemeal, Napoleon’s expedition 
to Egypt between 1798 and 1801 carried out 
a more systematic survey of Egyptian inscrip-
tions. The Description de l’Égypte, published 
between 1809 and 1828 in Paris, was one of 
the greatest achievements of the encyclopedic 
tradition of the French Enlightenment, and 
its ten elephant folios of plates contain repro-
ductions of inscribed objects and monumental 
inscriptions, including the Nilometer and the 
long wooden frieze from the mosque of Ibn 
¢ùlùn, as well as other texts, now destroyed. 
The French remained pioneers in the field of 
Islamic epigraphy; the Orientalist Joseph Touis-
sant Reinaud’s 1828 publication of the works 
of art in the collection of the Duc de Blacas, the 
first catalog of a collection of Islamic decorative 
arts, contained substantial work on epigraphy, 
including the first study of Islamic seals.

Only at the turn of the 19th to the 20th 

century, however, did the Swiss scholar Max 
van Berchem, founder and unsurpassed master 
of the field of Islamic epigraphy, establish a 
scientific basis for studying Arabic inscriptions. 
Van Berchem recognized that while any single 
inscription could be analyzed to furnish specific 
historical information, only a corpus of inscrip-
tions could help discern the unusual from the 
standard. He thus initiated the compilation of 
a regional corpus of Arabic inscriptions. Enti-
tled Matériaux pour un Corpus Inscriptionum 
Arabicarum, the series published the inscrip-
tions from the central region of the Islamic 
lands, subdivided into Egypt, Syria, Asia 
Minor (Anatolia), and Arabia (van Berchem 
a.o. 1894–1985). These weighty tomes went 
far beyond van Berchem’s initial schema for 
a mere compilation of inscriptions; they con-
tained substantial commentaries on the epigra-
phy on buildings (and in some cases, objects) 
arranged chronologically. The lengthy com-
mentaries, however, required time and effort, 
and only a handful of volumes were ever pub-
lished. A decade after van Berchem’s death, his 
colleagues Étienne Combe, Jean Sauvaget, and 
Gaston Wiet took up van Berchem’s original 
idea of a chronological listing of datable histor-
ical inscriptions in Arabic. Entitled Répertoire 
chronologique d’épigraphie arabe (typically ab-
breviated RCEA), this work appeared spo-
radically throughout the next decades in 18 
volumes and with a geographical index (Combe 
a. o. 1931–1991).

Since 1993, the concept of a chronological sur-
vey of Arabic epigraphy has been substantially 
updated with an electronic version on CD-ROM 
compiled under the direction of Ludvik Kalus 
and carried out by Frédérique Soudan. This 
database, Thesaurus d’épigraphie islamique, is 
designed to bring together inscriptions from 
the Muslim lands written in Arabic, Persian, 
and Turkish (as well as in other languages) up 
to the year 1000 A.H./1591 C.E. (Kalus and 
Soudan 1993). To date, five installments con-
taining some 15,000 inscriptions have appeared. 
The first installment covers inscriptions from 
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya; the sec-
ond, inscriptions from the Arabian Peninsula 
(Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, Bahrain); the 
third, inscriptions in Arabic, Persian, and Turk-
ish from Central Asia (Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan); the 
fourth and fifth, inscriptions from Egypt (funer-
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ary and monumental, as well as inscriptions 
on portable objects), along with updates for 
Central Asia, the Arabian Peninsula, and the 
Maghreb. The sixth and seventh installments 
covering the Indian world (Pakistan, India, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives) are 
due out in 2005. The advantages of the elec-
tronic format are manifold and manifest, for it 
is possible to search by various criteria ranging 
from date, site, and type of inscription to sup-
port, material, and current location. By search-
ing the Arabic text, it takes only seconds to 
locate every inscription containing a particular 
Arabic word.

3 .  C o n t e n t  a n d  f o r m a t  o f 
 h i s t o r i c a l  i n s c r i p t i o n s

Most Arabic inscriptions begin with the bas-
mala, usually written out in its full form, bismi 
llàhi r-ra™màni r-ra™ìm ‘In the name of God 
the Merciful and Compassionate’, although 
sometimes shortened to bismi llàh ‘in the name 
of God’ where space was short. Locating the 
basmala is easy – it has a distinctive and visu-
ally recognizable form – but also important, 
particularly on circular inscription bands, for 
this phrase helps the reader to locate the rest of 
the information, notably the date, which typi-
cally occurs at the end. 

The basmala is sometimes preceded by the 
rhyming phrase ±a≠ù≈u billàh min aš-šay†àn 
ar-rajìm ‘I seek refuge with God from Satan 
the accursed’. This prefix is common in North 
Africa, probably because of the conservative 
affiliations of the patrons there who often 
belonged to the Maliki school of law. It is found, 
for example, on the superb minbar made in 532 
A.H./1137 C.E. for the mosque built by the 
Almoravid ruler ≠Alì ibn Yùsuf in Marrakesh 
but later transferred to the Kutubiyya Mosque 
in the same city. This prefix is also found on 
madrasas throughout the Islamic lands, pre-
sumably as a reflection of the role these colleges 
played in disseminating the faith. It is used, for 
example, on the enormous band encircling the 
qibla ±ìwàn in the funerary complex erected by 
Sultan £asan in Cairo in the middle of the 14th 
century, one of the rare buildings in the Islamic 
lands that includes four madrasas, for the four 
major schools of law [Fig. 2].

The basmala is typically followed by a state-
ment of commissioning, usually introduced by 

mimmà ±amara or just ±amara ‘ordered’, as on 
the al-±Aqmar Mosque in Cairo. This opening 
verb is typically paired with bi-binà± ‘the con-
struction’, bi-≠amal ‘the making’ (used on the 
al-±Aqmar Mosque), or bi-inšà± ‘the establish-
ment’, a form increasingly common from medi-
eval times onward. The verb is usually followed 
by the object, sometimes simply a pronoun 
huwa ‘it’, as on the al-±Aqmar Mosque, but 
often a noun specifying the type of building, 
whether masjid ‘mosque’, burj ‘tower’, sabìl 
‘fountain’, or the like, or the type of object, 
such as minbar ‘pulpit’, etc. At first, nouns were 
used alone, but by the 11th and 12th centuries, 
they were often accompanied by adjectives such 
as mubàrak ‘blessed’ or šarìf ‘noble’.

In a typical foundation inscription, more 
attention was given to the patron than to the 
building or object he commissioned, and over 
the centuries the names and titles of these 
people became increasingly lengthy. Typically 
the patrons, whether rulers or their courtiers, 
were glorified by a series of epithets, often 
composed in rhyming pairs. On the al-±Aqmar 
Mosque, for example (RCEA 3011–3012), the 
foundation inscription begins with the titles 
and name of the Fatimid vizier who ordered 
the building. He is introduced as the servant 
(fatà) of the Fatimid caliph al-≠âmir, who is 
identified as “our lord and master, the imam 
al-≠âmir bi-±a™kàm Allàh, son of the imam 
al-Musta≠lì billàh, Commander of the Faithful 
(±amìr al-mu±minin)”. The names of al-≠âmir 
and al-Musta≠lì are followed by a benediction 
invoking God’s blessings on the two caliphs, 
their pure ancestors, and their honorable 
descendants (±àbà±ihim a†-†àhirìn wa-±abnà±ihim 
al-±akramìn), a reference to the Sevener Shi≠ite 
leanings of the Fatimid line, who claimed legiti-
macy as descendants of the Prophet through his 
daughter Fà†ima. The vizier himself is hailed 
as the commander of the army, the sword 
of Islam, the protector of the imam, the 
guarantor of the judges of Muslims, and the 
guide to the missionaries of believers (±amìr al-
juyùš, sayf al-±islàm, nàßir al-±imàm, kafìl qu∂àt 
al-muslimìn wa-hudà du≠àt al-mu±minìn). He is 
then identified by his full name, including his 
patronymic (kunya), ±Abù ≠Abdallàh; his proper 
name (ism), Mu™ammad; and his epithet of 
affiliation (nisba) al-≠âmirì, indicating his rela-
tionship to the caliph al-≠âmir. Following the 
vizier’s name is a benediction asking God to 
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strengthen him in his faith, make the Com-
mander of the Faithful benefit from prolonged 
life, extend his power, and raise his word. Such 
long titles and benedictions served to glorify the 
patron (and his overlord), who usually under-
took the foundation as a pious act that would 
not only benefit the community but also count 
as a righteous deed on the Day of Judgment. 

Objects, especially large and expensive ones, 
were often inscribed with similar inscriptions, 
although the verbs might vary. The most com-
mon term is ≠amila ‘to make’, but another 
option is ßana≠a ‘to fashion’, used, for example, 
on the minbar for the Kutubiyya Mosque in 
Marrakesh [Fig. 7]. Commissioning inscrip-
tions on objects made in multiples, such as 
glass lamps, often open with the phrase bi-rasm 
‘made/intended for’.

On objects, this part of the inscription may 
be followed by the place of manufacture. The 
inscription on the Kutubiyya minbar, for exam-
ple, specifies that it was made in Córdoba, 
followed by a benediction asking God to pro-
tect the city. The inclusion of such optional 
information signals its importance. In the case 
of the minbar, for example, its manufacture in 
Córdoba was significant, for the huge inlaid 
wood construction (it measures almost 4 meters 
high) had to be shipped some 800 kilometers 
down the Guadalquivir River, across the Straits 
of Gibraltar, and then carried by camels or 
mules over the Atlas Mountains to southern 
Morocco. Similarly, the benediction following 
the name of the city might simply be hyper-
bole, but it also alludes to the insecure political 
climate in Andalusia in the mid-12th century, 
when Córdoba changed hands repeatedly. 

This epigraphic information can help us to 
localize craft industries. The inscriptions on a 
group of ivory boxes made in medieval Andalu-
sia, for example, mention two different locales: 
Madìnat az-Zahrà±, the palace-city founded 
by ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn, is named on two boxes 
made in 355 A.H./966 C.E., and Cuenca, a city 
300 kilometers northeast of Córdoba near 
Toledo in Castile, is named on three pieces 
made in the 11th century. Curiously, Córdoba, 
the city most often associated with these ivo-
ries, is not specifically mentioned in any of the 
inscriptions. 

Historical inscriptions regularly end with the 
date. Most often, it is introduced by the phrase 
fì sana ‘in the year’, occasionally preceded by 

bi-tàrìx ‘dated to’ or fì šuhùr ‘in the months of’. 
Sometimes a specific month is given, occasion-
ally qualified by an adjective (e.g. ‘Ramadan the 
blessed’, al-mubàrak). Surviving inscriptions 
suggest that the more specific the information, 
the more unusual the commission. The inscrip-
tion on the Kutubiyya minbar, for example, 
tells us that work was begun on 1 Mu™arram 
532 A.H./19 September 1137 C.E. It must have 
been commissioned to celebrate the new year, 
which begins on 1 Mu™arram. 

A building or an expensive object might 
also bear the name of its maker, who is usu-
ally identified by the introductory phrase ≠amal 
‘work of’. Artisans are the least important 
people named in historical inscriptions, for 
their names are either tacked on at the end of 
historical inscriptions or, more frequently, hid-
den elsewhere in the decoration. Furthermore, 
on objects they are often incised, a cheaper 
technique than the relief carving typically used 
for the main inscription. On the Kutubiyya 
minbar, for example, the craftsman’s name ‘al-
≠Azìz’ is incised on the lower left frame, once 
hidden behind a carved capital. On the ivory 
boxes, the names of the artisans are sometimes 
tucked between the spokes of the hinge on the 
back. 

Sometimes, the artisan’s name is hidden in a 
specific place as a sort of visual pun. Thus, on a 
large gilt-silver box made for the neo-Umayyad 
heir-apparent ±Abù Walìd Hišàm in 366 A.H./
976 C.E. (RCEA 1869) – a box whose shape 
shows that it is a copy of an ivory box – the 
two artisans’ names are incised under the clasp. 
When the clasp was lifted to open the box, the 
craftsmen, who are identified in the inscription 
as the caliph’s two servants, would have been 
under the thumb of the ruler, as it were. 

Inscriptions on works of art are key in 
tracing the history of artisans and the orga-
nization of crafts, for such people are rarely, 
if ever, mentioned in texts. Thus, on a box 
in  Pamplona made for the chamberlain ≠Abd 
al-Malik ibn Manßùr, the largest and most 
splendid of all the medieval Andalusian ivories 
(RCEA 2098), an inscription incised on the 
inside of the lid records that it was the work of 
Faraj and his pupils or apprentices (≠amal Faraj 
ma≠a talàmi≈ihi). Signatures of five individual 
craftsmen, each preceded by the word ≠amal 
‘work of’, are incised in inconspicuous places 
in the various figural scenes on the different 
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plaques composing the lid and base of the box. 
These signatures suggest that each craftsman 
made a separate plaque and the pieces then fit-
ted together to form the large box.

The artisan’s nisba ‘epithet of affiliation’ is 
sometimes a clue to the place of production, 
but the nisba can be a trademark or even the 
sign of a workshop. Thus, the nisba al-Mawßilì 
‘from Mosul’ came to indicate a standard of 
fine metalworking. It is found as part of the 
signature on at least 30 vessels of inlaid brass 
dating from the 13th to the early 14th century. 
At least one piece – the Blacas ewer in the 
British Museum – was made in Mosul (RCEA 
4046), but the inscriptions tell us that others 
were made in Damascus or Cairo. Similarly, 
the nisba aš-Širàzì (from the city of Shiraz in 
southwestern Iran) was used by at least three 
architects working in Timurid Khurasan. 

4 .  R e l i g i o u s  i n s c r i p t i o n s

Following van Berchem’s initiative, scholars 
have concentrated most of their attention on 
studying historical inscriptions from the Islamic 
lands, but many inscriptions also contain other 
material that is typically, though somewhat 
artificially, lumped together in the category of 
religious texts. These inscriptions have some-
times been dismissed as unimportant, even 
banal, although they are far more numerous 
than historical texts and often longer and more 
prominent. In the last decades, however, schol-
ars have begun to recognize the significance of 
these texts in throwing light on the context in 
which buildings and objects were made and to 
distinguish different types of text within this 
broad category. 

Many of these inscriptions contain citations 
from the Qur±àn. Dodd and Khairallah’s Image 
of the Word (1981) gathered 4,000 Qur±ànic 
inscriptions from van Berchem’s corpus and 
other well-known sources into a monograph 
with an accompanying essay on the significance 
of Qur±ànic inscriptions on Islamic architecture. 
They indexed these inscriptions in three ways. 
The first index lists the citations numerically by 
sùra and verse. The second lists the citations geo-
graphically, by country, city, and building. The 
third lists the citations by building type (madrasa, 
mausoleum, mosque, and other). Although not 
without its problems and certainly in need of the 
electronic format now available for historical 

inscriptions, this work is the first place to begin 
any analysis of Qur±ànic inscriptions.

Scholars have just begun to exploit the poten-
tial of this rich material. Hoyland (2002), for 
example, surveyed the field of Qur±ànic epigra-
phy, with particular emphasis on the ways in 
which the Qur±ànic text was inscribed on vari-
ous media (buildings, tombstones and rocks, 
objects and furnishings, coins, seals, and amu-
lets). Blair and Bloom (2006) enumerated six 
principles that might govern the choice of a 
particular chapter or verse in a given situation. 
Three were general principles, ranging from 
pragmatic considerations, such as the space 
available for the inscription and function of 
the particular building or object, to the ideo-
logical goal of glorifying the faith. Three other 
principles were narrower in scope, adapted to 
specific historical situations: sectarian ideology, 
political and current events, and puns or plays 
on words. These principles are not exclusive 
but overlapping, and a particular text might be 
chosen for several reasons.

Coins, seals, and amulets, for example, are 
often inscribed with ™asbiya llàh ‘God is suf-
ficient for me’, found in Q. 9/129 and 39/38, 
a short text that summed up the believer’s 
faith. Q. 9/18, stating that the person to main-
tain God’s mosques is he who believes in 
God, prays, and gives alms, is the most com-
mon verse inscribed on mosques, used four 
times more frequently than any other Qur±ànic 
inscription. One of three Qur±ànic texts that 
refer specifically to God’s mosques (masàjid 
Allàh), it is the only verse that refers specifically 
to the duties of Muslims worshipping inside 
them. This verse was particularly popular in 
Fatimid times, probably because it includes the 
word muhtadin ‘the guided’, and was therefore 
doubly suitable for the Fatimids, descendants of 
the mahdì ‘the right guide’. 

Parts of buildings were also distinguished by 
particular Qur±ànic texts. Mi™ràbs, for example, 
are typically adorned with a verse that includes 
the word for ritual prayer (aß-ßalàt), not surpris-
ingly because the term occurs 67 times in the 
Qur±ànic text. The verse most commonly used 
is Q. 17/78, in which the believer is enjoined to 
perform prayer (aß-ßalàt) from the setting of the 
sun to the darkness of the night, as well as the 
dawn recitation of the Qur±àn, for that action 
is particularly attested. This verse is used, for 
example, to frame the stunning mi™ràb made 
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by £asan ibn ≠Arabšàh in 623 A.H./1226 C.E. 
for the Maydan Mosque in Kashan, the largest 
and most elaborate example of luster tiling 
from medieval Iran (RCEA 3961). The reasons 
for the choice of verse are clear. It is one of 
only two indisputable instances in the Qur±àn – 
the other (Q. 75/16–18) is not suitable to 
inscribe on a mi™ràb as it refers to moving the 
tongue – in which the word qur±àn functions as 
a gerund denoting an activity (‘reciting’) rather 
than a noun denoting an action (‘recitation’). 
This particular verse was chosen because it con-
veys the verbal force of Qur±ànic reciting.

In addition to Qur±ànic texts, some inscrip-
tions contain ™adìµ. Only a very few of these 
prophetic traditions are found in Wensinck’s 
(1936–1988) extensive concordance compiled 
from canonical sources. Rather, the ™adìµs 
inscribed on buildings and objects reflect more 
popular traditions. Some may even have been 
coined for the occasion and thus provide a rare 
source for popular religion. The earliest example 
of an epigraphic ™adìµ, for example, is the one 
found on the minbar donated in 484 A.H./1081 
C.E. by the Fatimid general Badr al-Jamàlì to the 
sanctuary built to hold the miraculously discov-
ered head of £usayn in Ascalon and later moved 
to the Haram in Hebron (RCEA 2791). The 
tradition inscribed there, in which the Prophet 
declares his two legacies to be the Qur±àn and 
his family, vindicates Shi≠ite claims to legitimacy 
and justifies the shrine. Similarly, the doorway 
to the Shah-i Zinda, the cemetery that grew up 
outside Samarqand around the tomb of Quµàm 
ibn ≠Abbàs, is inscribed with a ™adìµ that the 
person most like the Prophet in character and 
appearance is Quµàm. In frontier regions such as 
Central Asia, such inscriptions were drawn from 
a wide, even eclectic, range of sources. One of 
the tombs in the Shah-i Zinda, for example, is 
inscribed with a text from Socrates.

Many portable objects are inscribed with 
superogatory prayers (du≠à±) that ask for God’s 
blessings on the owner. These inscriptions typi-
cally begin with the phrase baraka min Allàh 
li- . . . ‘blessing from God on . . .’ but can also 
include other nouns such as ÿib†a ‘happiness’, 
surùr ‘joy’, sa≠àda ‘felicity’, ni≠ma ‘favor’, and 
the like. The blessing can be invoked on an 
anonymous owner (li-ßà™ibihi), but the inscrip-
tions, particularly in the case of luxury objects 
like the ivory boxes produced in medieval 
Andalusia, can also carry the name of the 

recipient. Seven of the ivory boxes were made 
as gifts for women, who are identified not by 
their names but by their connections to the 
neo-Umayyad patrons who commissioned these 
expensive works of art. Three were given to 
an unidentified daughter of ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn 
II and four to al-£akam II’s consort, known 
from written sources as the infamous Íub™. 
Inscriptions thus furnish a supplementary, and 
often unexploited, source for studying history, 
as these women did not always appear in texts, 
which were traditionally written by men. 

Personal statements drawn from a religious 
vocabulary were often inscribed on tombstones 
and rocks. Many texts seek God’s forgiveness, 
approval, mercy, and the like. They typically 
begin by invoking God’s name (Allàhumma) 
or invoking a blessing (ßalli ≠alà . . . lit. ‘pray 
for . . .’). Some inscriptions entreat God to admit 
the inscriber to paradise or to reward him for his 
good deeds. Other such inscriptions on tomb-
stones and rocks were intended to convey the 
fundamentals of personal faith. The inscriber 
often desired to be reunited with the Prophet 
or to be instructed in God’s proof, references to 
well-known Qur±ànic phrases. Such inscriptions 
often invoke God’s name using Qur±ànic epi-
thets such as ‘the Clement’, ‘the Praiseworthy’, 
‘the Glorious’, or ‘the Knowing’. 

Another category of inscription drawn from 
the Qur±ànic repertory comprises the 99 Beauti-
ful Names of God (al-±asmà± al-™usnà). These 
names are not found in a single specific place 
in the Qur±àn, but lists of them were often 
inscribed in tiny script on amulets, particularly 
those made in later times of semiprecious stones 
like carnelian or nephrite. The names were 
typically invoked with the vocative yà ‘O!’ and 
were sometimes paired with the parallel con-
struction of the 99 Noble Names of the Prophet 
(al-±asmà± aš-širàf). The latter, however, are 
not invoked with ‘O!’ but rather followed by 
the letter ßàd, an abbreviation for the taßliya, 
the phrase ßallà llàhu ≠alayhi wa-sallama ‘may 
God bless him and give him peace!’ that should 
follow every mention of the Prophet in written 
or oral discourse. 

Sets of these sacred names were also made 
into calligraphic pictures. The Mu™ammadan 
Rose, for example, is a floral design contain-
ing the 99 Beautiful Names of God, the 99 
Noble Names of the Prophet, and the names 
of the Ten to whom Paradise was promised 
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(al-≠ašara al-mubaššara), a phrase that turns up 
on architecture as well. Other phrases favored 
by Sunnis invoke the names of the Four Rightly 
Guided Caliphs (al-xulafà± ar-ràšidùn): ±Abù 
Bakr, ≠Umar, ≠Uµmàn, and ≠Alì. Shi≠ites inscribed 
the names of the Fourteen Immaculate Ones 
(Persian ∑ahardum ma≠ßùm): Mu™ammad, his 
daughter Fà†ima, and the twelve imams who suc-
ceeded him. These names attest to confessional 
allegiances, and when the religious affiliations 
of a region changed, the inscriptions were often 
altered. In Iran, now a predominantly Twelver 
Shi≠ite country, for example, the names of the 
first three of the Rightly Guided Caliphs have 
been scratched out, leaving only the name of 
≠Alì, whom Shi≠ites revere as the rightful succes-
sor to Mu™ammad. These religious inscriptions, 
then, like the historical ones, can be important 
documents in charting the religious, social, and 
intellectual history of Islam.
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Figure 1. Mosaic inscription inside the Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem (Photo Credit: Sheila Blair and 
Jonathan Bloom).
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Figure 2. Beginning of the Qur±ànic text on the qibla ±ìwàn in the Mosque of Sultan £asan, Cairo 
(Photo Credit: Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom).
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Figure 3. ¢iràz textile made for the Caliph al-Mustanßir (Photo Credit: V&A Images/Victoria & 
Albert Museum. Museum reference number: 1381–1888).

Figure 4. ¢iràz band on the façade of the complex of Qalà±ùn, Cairo (Photo Credit: Sheila Blair and 
Jonathan Bloom).
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Figure 5. Façade of the al-±Aqmar mosque, Cairo (Photo Credit: Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom).

Figure 6. Roundel on the façade of the al-±Aqmar mosque, Cairo (Photo Credit: Sheila Blair and 
Jonathan Bloom).
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Figure 7. Qur±ànic band on the minbar for the Kutubiyya Mosque, Marrakesh (Photo Credit: Sheila 
Blair and Jonathan Bloom).
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Equative Clause ¤ Copula

Eritrea ¤ Djibonti/Eritrea

Ethiopia

1 .  A r a b i c  i n  E t h i o p i a

Since ancient times Arabic has played an impor-
tant role in the social and literary life of 
Ethiopia. The geographic proximity between 
the Horn of Africa and the Arabian Peninsula 
has encouraged cultural and linguistic contacts 
between the two sides of the Red Sea. As a 
result, the Arabic language has had a consider-
able influence on the languages and literature 
of Ethiopia. Until now, though, only a limited 
amount of the available data has been studied.

Although Ethiopia is generally known as a 
Christian country, it is nevertheless host to a 
rich Islamic culture with a long history. Con-
sequently, Arabic influence is reflected both on 
the literary level and in everyday life, as in 
any other Muslim society. The predominantly 
Muslim areas of Ethiopia are eastern Ethiopia, 
with the old city of Harar as its cultural center, 
most parts of the Oromo region in the East and 
Southeast as well as in the Southwest around the 
city of Jimma, the eastern part of Wällo in the 
Northeast, the Somali and Afar regions, parts of 
the Gurage-Sël†e region, and the Beni Shangul 
region in the Far West, at the Sudanese border.

It has been claimed (Ferguson 1970) that 
Arabic functions as a trade language in Ethio-
pia, but sociolinguistic investigations (Cooper 
and Carpenter 1976) do not support this claim. 
In fact, there exist different spheres of spoken 
and written Arabic in Ethiopia. First, there 
are Arabic-speaking immigrant communities, 
mostly from Yemen, and traders from the Gulf 
States, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen who regularly 
come for commercial purposes. Another group 
are foreign, Arabic-speaking members of da≠wà 
groups who travel around the country, teaching 
the local Muslim population about the tenets 
of their religion. Ethiopians who have worked 
in Arab countries, such as Saudi Arabia, Leba-
non, or Yemen, often have some knowledge 
of spoken Arabic, depending on the length of 
their stay. Many inhabitants of the Beni Shan-
gul region are bi- or multilingual in Sudanese 
Arabic and Ethiopian languages.

Furthermore, as in the entire Islamic world, 
Arabic is the religious language of the Ethio-
pian Muslims. As children they learn to read 
and pronounce the signs of the Arabic writing 
system in Qur±àn schools. Although most do 
not really master the language, some continue 
their study of Arabic in modern or traditional 
centers of advanced Islamic learning.

2 .  C h r i s t i a n  l i t e r a t u r e

The Axumite Kingdom in northern Ethiopia 
became a Christian country in the 4th century 
C.E. Its church belonged to Orthodox Chris-
tianity and had close connections to Coptic 
Egypt. Although the Ethiopian Church was 
theologically independent, its patriarch used to 
be an Egyptian, sent by the Coptic patriarch in 
Alexandria.

The Classical Ethiopian language Gë≠ëz con-
tinued to survive as the literary and liturgical 
language of the Ethiopian Church. After the 
rise of the Solomonic dynasty in the 13th cen-
tury, cultural activities increased, contacts with 
Egypt were intensified, and many Arab monks, 
craftsmen, and merchants came to Ethiopia. 
The Arabic language became the medium of 
communication of the Ethiopian Christian rul-
ers with their Arab neighbors.

The lasting Arabic linguistic influence on Ethi-
opian languages of that time can be observed in 
the literature. The first attested contact between 
Arabic and Ethiopian languages falls in that 
period. Many theological works of the Ethio-
pian Orthodox Church were translated from 
Arabic into Gë≠ëz. In addition to works with 
religious content, many historical and hagio-
graphical treatises were translated as well. In 
the process of translation, this literary variety 
of Gë≠ëz was heavily influenced by Arabic. 
Because Classical Arabic and Gë≠ëz have many 
structural similarities, word-by-word transla-
tions seemed to be the easiest strategy for the 
translators, many of whom were Arabs.

On the lexical level, this resulted in an in-
crease of Arabic loanwords; on the syntactic 
level, it led to new morphosyntactic structures 
which were not typical for Gë≠ëz and original 
Arabic (cf. Kropp 1986). It is not easy to 
give examples of Arabic loanwords which were 
incorporated into Gë≠ëz through direct contact, 
because the incorporation must have taken 
place at a time when the language was still 
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spoken, i.e. sometime before the 10th century 
C.E. In fact, this has to remain speculative, 
since most Gë≠ëz literature was produced after 
the language had died out as a spoken language 
and is based mainly on Arabic literature (Kropp 
1986:315). Leslau (1990:59) supposes that the 
language “incorporated into its vocabulary 
words of the spoken Arabic dialects”, but he 
deals only with the phonetic correspondences 
between the Arabic loanwords in Gë≠ëz and 
their Arabic etyma. The extensive list of Arabic 
loanwords at the end of Leslau’s (1990) article 
is structured according to semantic domains 
but does not mention the origin of individual 
words. In his article he even contradicts himself 
by saying that “the Arabic loanwords were 
taken over in the literary language of Geez and 
were not adopted by the spoken language” 
(Leslau 1990:69). Kropp (1986:328) gives 
some examples of loanwords from Christian 
Arabic literature: ba≠ ‘ba [length measure]’, 
™ëßn ‘fortress’, sahël ‘coast’, (ël)-më≠tëzëla 
‘secessionist, rebel’. 

3 .  I s l a m i c  l i t e r a t u r e  a n d 
C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

The first contact between Ethiopia and 
Islam dates back to the time of the Prophet 
Mu™ammad, when a number of his followers 
found refuge at the Axumite court in northern 
Ethiopia. However, relatively little is known 
about the early propagation of Islam among 
Ethiopians. It is assumed that Islam was spread 
to the local population by Arabian travelers 
who had crossed the Red Sea, mainly mer-
chants but also learned men.

The presence of Islamic statehood in Ethiopia 
beginning in the 9th century C.E. indicates 
an early use of Arabic in Ethiopia. There are, 
however, few written sources from that period. 
In Eastern Shoa, the region neighboring the 
Christian kingdom to the southeast, Arabic 
inscriptions on ruins of a mosque give the 
year 171 A.H. as the date of its construction 
(Hawwatoota Godina Oromiyaa 2000:16). 

The first Muslim state in Ethiopia was the 
Sultanate of Shoa, founded in the year 896 C.E. 
by the Maxzùmì dynasty. An Arabic document 
gives some historical accounts of that sultanate 
(Cerulli 1941). In the following centuries, more 
Muslim states emerged in the east and south of 

Shoa (Braukämper 2004). In 1285 C.E. Yìfàt 
(or Awfàt), which was ruled by the Wàlašma≠ 
(or Wàlasma≠) dynasty (cf. Wagner 1976), 
attacked Shoa and ousted its Maxzùmì ruler. 
Subsequently, Yìfàt became the most powerful 
Islamic state in Ethiopia by conquering neigh-
boring Islamic principalities. After years of 
fierce wars with the Christian kingdom, Yìfàt 
was defeated in 1415 C.E., and the Wàlašma≠ 
rulers moved to the east and made the city of 
Harar the new capital of their kingdom, now 
called Adal. With the exception of Harar, most 
of the Islamic principalities in southern and 
eastern Ethiopia disappeared during a devastat-
ing war in the 16th century between the Chris-
tian kingdom and Adal and the subsequent 
Oromo migration. As a result, all the Islamic 
entities of southern and eastern Ethiopia were 
extinguished or dramatically reduced. With our 
current state of knowledge, it is impossible to 
draw any conclusions about the knowledge of 
Arabic among the population of these territo-
ries prior to these events.

Harar, however, remained a major center 
of Muslim scholarship in Ethiopia. Being the 
language of Islam, Arabic was used in religious 
teaching, liturgy, and administration. But it 
also functioned as a literary language in a wider 
sense. The bookbinding tradition, which was 
remarkably sophisticated, illustrates the appre-
ciation of literature by Harar’s population. 

The Arabic literature found in Ethiopia can 
be classified into two types: works originally 
composed by Arab authors and works written 
by indigenous scholars. The level of compe-
tence in Classical Arabic can be measured by 
the various genres of Arabic literature imported 
to Harar. This imported Arabic literature com-
prises “a fair number of standard works by 
Arab authors as well as some of the classics 
of Arabic religious poetry and pious literature, 
such as Ibn Màlik’s ±Alfiyya, Ibn £ajar’s Tu™fa, 
Bùßìrì’s Burda and Hamziyya and Jazùlì’s 
Dalà±il al-xayràt” (Drewes 1976:174).

Most of the known and documented indig-
enous literary Arabic works were written in 
Harar. Two authors from the 18th century 
were ≠Abd al-≠Azìz ibn ±Amìr Hàšim and £àmid 
ibn al-Faqìh Íiddìq al-Hararì al-£imyarì (cf. 
Brunschvig 1974). A large number of manu-
scripts from Harar were collected and docu-
mented by European scholars (cf. Drewes 1983; 
Wagner 1997).
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The life of the most important saint of Harar, 
”ayx ±Abàdir ≠Umar ar-Ri∂à, who came to 
Harar from the £ijàz in the early 13th century, 
is described in a 19th-century manuscript Fat™ 
madìna Harar al-≠ulyà fì sìrat al-mujtahidìn 
al-±awliyà± (Wagner 1978). Furthermore, the 
indigenous Arabic literature comprises mainly 
genealogies of the Harari rulers from the 13th 
century until the late 19th century (Wagner 
1973, 1974a, 1974b, 1991) and songs com-
posed in praise of the Prophet as well as local 
saints (Wagner 1975). 

In the 18th century, centers of Islamic schol-
arship were also established in the eastern part 
of Wällo. This region was in direct contact with 
neighboring Yìfàt and was probably Islamized 
during the same period. In the 18th century, the 
Qàdiriyya ßùfì order, having been introduced in 
Wällo from Harar, played a crucial role in the 
establishment of Islamic centers (cf. Hussein 
1988, 2001). These centers of learning were 
founded by pious individuals and supported by 
local dynasties. Most of them were located in 
the narrow lowland area between the highland 
in the west and the desert in the east. Impor-
tant locations were Anna in Rayya (north-
ern Wällo), Dana in Yäjju, and Gäddo and 
Shonke in Däwwe (in southern Wällo). Some of 
the most influential scholars from Wällo were 
Muftì Dàwùd (late 18th century) from Gäddo, 
”ayx Mu™ammad al-±Annì from Anna and 
”ayx ±A™mad b. ±âdam from Dana (both late 
19th century), and ”ayx Jawhar ibn £aydar 
(early 20th century) from Shonke. They taught 
various fields of Islamic learning and played a 
crucial role in the revival of Islam in that region 
of Ethiopia. Furthermore, the scholarly reputa-
tion of the ≠ulamà± from Wällo was such that 
students from other Muslim regions, like Gur-
age in central Ethiopia and Jimma in the south-
west, came to Wällo for higher education.

Many of the Wällo scholars had studied in 
the £ijàz and Yemen. When they returned to 
Ethiopia, they brought Arabic literature of vari-
ous genres to Ethiopia. As in Harar, they cop-
ied these books for educational purposes. Muftì 
Dàwùd from Däwwe, for example, produced 
many copies of well-known books, which today 
can only be found in private collections. But in 
addition to this, Wällo scholars composed a 
large number of works in Classical Arabic. This 
literature still remains to be studied. It com-

prises mainly songs and poems in praise of the 
Prophet, sung during mawlid celebrations.

4 .  I s l a m i c  l i t e r a t u r e :  A J Ä M

Though nominally Muslim, the majority of the 
population did not know very much about the 
basic tenets of their faith. The need to teach 
and inform the population in its own language 
was an important concern of the local ≠ulamà±. 
This was their motivation to compose and 
write works in Ethiopian languages. Except 
for the case of Harari (cf. Wagner 1983a), this 
Islamic literature in Ethiopian languages re-
mains virtually unnoticed. There are works at 
least in the languages Amharic (cf. Pankhurst 
1994), Argobba, Oromo, and Sël†e (Wagner 
1983b). Literature in other Ethiopian languages 
may also exist (in Afar, Tigrinya, and others). 
This literature is called ajäm in Amharic and 
is written in the Arabic writing system. In 
Ethiopia, knowledge of this literature and par-
ticularly the application of Arabic script to 
Ethiopian languages is almost nonexistent. 
Amharic, the official language of Ethiopia, is 
usually written with the Ethiopic writing system. 
However, this script was always regarded as 
a Christian script and therefore unacceptable 
to Muslim scholars, whose primary literary 
language was Arabic. Arabic was the familiar 
writing system for the authors of the ajäm 
literary works.

Some phonological similarities between 
Ethio-Semitic (Amharic, Harari, Sël†e) and 
Cushitic languages (Oromo) on the one hand 
and Arabic on the other hand facilitated the 
application of the Arabic script to Ethiopian 
languages. Ejective stops, characteristic for the 
Ethiopian linguistic area, are represented in 
Arabic script by etymologically corresponding 
signs: q (IPA: k±) by ق and † (IPA: t±) by ط. 
Only a few consonants do not exist in Arabic 
and had to be represented by modified letters 
(Wetter, forthcoming). For Amharic these are 
the consonants ∑, ç, ž, g, and ñ, and for Oromo 
the implosive ∂. 

Table 1 shows the modified Arabic signs used 
in Amharic, Argobba, Oromo, and Sël†e ajäm. 
The consonants ñ and g have two regional 
variations. The fourth column contains a 
description of every modified sign.
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Most of the ajäm works in Amharic are com-
posed in various forms of rhyme. The content 
of these poems is usually religious (for the 
content of ajäm poetry see Pankhurst 1994). 
This is also the reason why the texts contain 
more Arabic loanwords than does the spoken 
language. One of the most important authors 
of Amharic ajäm was the scholar ¢al™a Ja≠far 
from Argobba in eastern Wällo, whose works 
still await scientific documentation (cf. Hussein 
1989).

While this literature is more traditional, there 
evolved a modern Islamic literature consisting 
mostly of theological works translated from 
Arabic into Amharic and Oromo. An Arabic 
newspaper (al-≠Alam) has been published by 
the government since 1942 (Hussein 1994). 
After 1991, when the Socialist government fell, 
Islamic newspapers and magazines started to 
appear.

5 .  L e x i c a l  i n f l u e n c e s

The most significant influence of Arabic on 
Ethiopian languages can be observed on the 
lexical level. Many Ethiopian languages have a 
considerable percentage of Arabic loanwords. 
The incorporation of Arabic loanwords took 
place in different periods and from different 
sources. There are differences in number and 
type of Arabic loanwords according to religious 
orientation of the respective speaker commu-
nity. This is the case of Amharic in particular, 
with Christian and Muslim speaker groups.

An additional distinction is the way loan-
words found their way into the various Ethio-
pian languages. Some Arabic loanwords may 

have been incorporated into Gë≠ëz through 
language contact with spoken varieties of Ara-
bic before Gë≠ëz died out as a spoken language 
around the 10th century. However, many loan-
words were incorporated during the translation 
of Christian Arabic literary works, when Gë≠ëz 
was merely a literary language. In many cases, 
one Arabic loanword can be found in many 
Ethiopian languages, making it difficult to draw 
conclusions about the way these specific loan-
words were incorporated into the individual 
languages. Some of the loanwords belonging 
to the more literary language doubtlessly found 
their way subsequently from Gë≠ëz into other 
languages of Christian Ethiopia, e.g. Amharic 
and Tigrinya.

A higher number of Arabic loanwords can be 
observed in languages spoken by Muslim popu-
lations. These languages are Harari, the lan-
guages of Harar, Afar, and Somali, and a num-
ber of Gurage languages like Sël†e, Argobba, and 
Oromo, but also regional varieties of Amharic, 
which are spoken in the predominantly Muslim 
areas of Wällo. As expected, many of the Ara-
bic loanwords in these languages are semanti-
cally connected to a religious context. But there 
are also many words derived from Arabic that 
belong to daily life. 

As examples of Arabic loanwords in the 
living languages, the following Argobba words 
may be cited:

[∏ãruz] ‘groom’ < Arabic ≠arùz
[dÀîsm] ‘body’ < Arabic jism
[dÀãhil] ‘illiterate’ < Arabic jàhil
[sobbîr] ‘patience’ < Arabic ßabr
[sobiy] ‘small child’ < Arabic ßabiyy

Table 1. Modified letters in Arabic script for Ethiopian languages

Ethiopian 
consonant

IPA 
representation

Ajäm 
representation

Description

∑ t∑ سࠟ 4 points above sìn

ç t∑± ڟ 3 points above or under †à±

ž À ژ 3 points above rà±

g g ڭ or چ 3 points above kàf or under ™à±

ñ õ ۑ or نـي 3 points under yà± or nùn + yà±

implosive d , ڎ 3 points above dàl
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[tÆ∏ziyã] ‘mourning’ < Arabic ta≠ziya
[t’ãhîr] ‘clean’  < Arabic †àhir
[xãddÆm] ‘to serve’ < Arabic xadama 
[xÆttÆw] ‘to write’ < Arabic xa†† ‘script’
[zeyyÆr] ‘to pay  < Arabic ziyàra ‘visit’
  respect’

These loanwords occur mostly in such domains 
as religion, scholarship, social relations, and 
law, among Muslim populations like the 
Argobba, Muslim Amharic speakers, Harari, 
and Sël†ë, but also in Cushitic languages like 
Afar, Oromo, and Somali. Leslau (1990:9) 
assumes that Arabic loanwords in spoken 
Ethiopian languages “were taken from a spoken 
language and not from classical Arabic” as in 
Gë≠ëz, but some of the loanwords in the Muslim 
areas must have had their origin in the written 
Arabic that Islamic scholars used to read.

The phonological integration of Arabic 
loanwords in Ethiopian languages depends 
on the structure of the language concerned. 
Some languages or varieties, for example, have 
pharyngeal consonants, while some do not, 
e.g. Argobba du≠a and Amharic du±a ‘special 
prayer’. Arabic consonants that do not exist in 
Ethiopian languages are usually represented by 
consonants with similar place of pronunciation 
and articulation (see also Leslau 1990:9), as in 
the following:

Arabic Amharic
/ ±/ zero or / ±/
/ ≠/ zero or / ±/
/≈/ /z/
/Ú/ /d/, /t’/
/ÿ/ /k’/, /k’w/
/™/ /h/
/x/ /k/, /kw/, but also /x/ among Muslim 
  Amharic speakers 
/q/ /k’/, /k’w/
/ß/ /s/, /sw/
/†/ /t’/

Arabic loanwords are incorporated into the 
morphological system of the Ethiopian language 
concerned. In Amharic, many verbs of Arabic 
origin seem to be derived from Arabic nouns, 
e.g. zäyyärä ‘to pay respect’ < Arabic ziyàra 
‘visit’, rather than from zàra ‘to visit’. In the 
case of other verbs the origin is not so clear, 
e.g., the verb kättäbä ‘to write’ could have 
either a verbal or a nominal origin. The verbs 

take the Amharic morphological structure 
C1äC2C2äC3- (perfective), -C1äC2C3- (imper-
fective), and their derived forms are like those 
of any other Amharic verb, e.g. täkättäbä ‘to 
be written’. Sometimes Arabic plural forms are 
interpreted as singular and take an Amharic 
plural suffix -o∑∑, e.g. mäla±ik-o∑∑u ‘his angels’ 
(< Arabic malà±ika ‘angels [pl.]’). 

The case of Amharic in particular shows that 
speakers of Amharic living in Muslim areas tend 
to use Arabic loanwords even when there is an 
adequate Amharic term available. Sometimes 
entire Arabic phrases are mixed with Amharic 
syntax. This has given rise to a new idiom 
(Drewes 1976:194), a variety based on religious 
orientation that has some characteristics of a 
mixed language. The following lines by She 
Bashir Umar from Dällämäle in Wärrä Babbo 
are an example of Amharic ajäm poetry:

yämmiša yä’iman yäslëmënnan nägär 
läk’ärraw täkätbwall bäññaw annägaggär
‘the one who wants [to know about] the matter 

of faith and Islam
for the one who reads it it has been written in 

our language’

Arabic loanwords in this fragment include 
läk’ärraw (k’ärra) ‘he read, recited’ < Arabic 
qara±a; täkätbwall (täkättäbä) ‘it was written’ < 
Arabic kitàb or kataba. 
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Ethiopic Loanwords

Ethiopic loanwords in Arabic may derive from 
Clas sical Ethiopic, a South Semitic language, 
attested since the 3rd century C.E., or from related 
dialects. The question of Ethiopic loanwords in 
Arabic is complex. Contrary to, for instance, ¤ 
Greek or ¤ Persian loanwords, Ethiopic loans 
are not usually revealed by their phonological 
and morphological shape, so numerous criteria 
are necessary to determine whether a given word 
is an Ethiopic loan in Arabic, or vice versa, or of 
common Semitic stock. These criteria include the 
lexical isolation and attestation of a root, and 
its semantic development. In most cases, extra-
linguistic factors have to be taken into account, 
such as the chronology of attestation or the 
historical background (Weninger 2004).

Probably a number of words common to 
Arabic and Ethiopic, which were earlier clas-
sified as Ethiopic loans in Arabic, are in fact 
originally from Sabaic, and were absorbed by 
both Arabic and Ethiopic. After all, Saba and 
its South Arabian rivals Qataban, £a∂ramawt, 
and £imyar had formed the dominant culture 
of the region many centuries earlier than the 
rise of the Aksumite Empire in Ethiopia in 
the first centuries C.E. and the rise of Islam in 
the 7th century C.E. Nöldeke (1910:51), for 
example, classified xawxa ‘niche, window’ as a 
derivation of Ethiopic ≈o≈t ‘door, opening in a 
wall’. But the Sabaic word ≈≈ (probably *≈ò≈), 
with a comparable meaning, is attested much 
earlier (Ja 552/3, 4th or 3rd century B.C.E.). 
It thus probably derives from a Sabaic word 
which was taken over by both languages.
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Through trade relations and Ethiopian slaves, 
Ethiopic words denoting cultural items reached 
Central and North Arabia, for instance the 
following: jilbàb ‘garment, gown; shirt’, prob-
ably a loan from Ethiopic gëlbàb ‘covering, 
veil, wrapper’ (cf. Ethiopic galbaba ‘to cover’, 
Nöldeke 1910:53); waqf ‘bracelet’ < Ethiopic 
waqf ‘bracelet’ (Nöldeke 1910:53); kabar ‘drum, 
kettle-drum’ < Ethiopic kabaro ‘drum, timbrel’ 
(Nöldeke 1910:56). A possible candidate for this 
class of words is also qàrùra ‘bottle [of glass]’, 
a secondary singular, derived from reanalysis 
of Ethiopic qwarir ‘cold, frozen’ as a broken 
Arabic plural qawàrìr, and then augmented 
with tà± marbù†a (Spitaler 1998:167–168). 

The most important group of Ethiopic loans 
came to Arabia during the first Hijra, when in 
615 a group of early Muslims, not protected 
by tribal law from the hatred of their fellow 
Meccans, made their way to the court of the 
Christian king of Aksum in Northern Ethiopia 
to seek asylum, returning as late as 7/628 
to Medina and bringing with them various 
lexical terms. Most remarkable are words 
from the sphere of religion like muß™af (var. 
maß™af ) ‘book [especially copy of the Qur±àn] 
< Ethiopic maß™af ‘[any kind of] book’; minbar 
‘pulpit’ < Ethiopic manbar ‘seat, chair, high 
place, throne’ (cf. the verb nabara ‘to sit’, 
not attested in Arabic); ™awàrìyùn ‘apostles’ 
< Ethiopic ™awàrëyà ‘traveler, messenger, 
apostle (cf. the Ethiopic verb ™ra ‘to walk’, not 
attested in Arabic); and fà†ir ‘creator’, 
developed under Ethiopic influence and based 
on Ethiopic fa†àri ‘creator’. Derived from 
fà†ir are fa†ara ‘to create’ and fi†ra ‘creation’ 
(Jeffery 1938:221). Among this group should 
be mentioned some hapax legomena, such as 
al-jibt (Q. 4/51) ‘idol, worship of idols’ < 
Ethiopic ±amàlëkta gëbt ‘new gods’ (Deut. 32, 
17; cf. Hebbo 1984:74–75), a much-disputed 
word in Arabic philology. Another famous 
example is mà±ida ‘table [brought down by 
Jesus for His disciples]’. Although its ultimate 
origin is obscure (but cf. Kropp 2003), its 
direct source is Ethiopic mà±ëdd ‘[the Lord’s] 
table’ (Nöldeke 1910:54). Needless to say, the 
status of a loan is in some cases disputable. 
rajìm, for example, with the meaning ‘cursed’ 
as an epithet of Satan, could be influenced 
by Ethiopic rëgum ‘cursed’ (Nöldeke 1910:25, 
47). rajama is supposed to mean originally 
‘to stone’. However, the old ™ajj-custom of 

‘stoning Satan’ at al-Minà is an argument for 
the original Arabic meaning ‘stoned’ (Hebbo 
1984:135). The verb nàfaqa ‘to be a hypocrite, 
to behave hypocritically’ and the munàfiqùn 
‘hypocrites’, an important concept in Qur±ànic 
and early Islamic reasoning, were for a long 
time seen as an Ethiopic loanword from 
manàfëq ‘hypocrite, heretic’ (Nöldeke 1910:48–
49; Jeffery 1938:272; Hebbo 1984:356–360). 
But a close analysis of the Ethiopic and Arabic 
material by Brockett (1993:562) has seriously 
challenged this view.

While some Ethiopic loanwords took root in 
the Arabic language and became integral parts 
of the ordinary language (e.g. minbar), others 
became through their usage in the Qur±àn 
topics of constant philological and exegetical 
debate (e.g. jibt). 

After the 7th century the importance of 
Ethiopia diminished in relation to the Islamic 
lands, so that it is unlikely that further Ethiopic 
words were borrowed by varieties of Arabic. 
The process was reversed: this was the time 
when many Arabic words were borrowed by 
¤ Ethiopic languages (Leslau 1990).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Brockett, A. “al-Munàfi˚ùn”. Encyclopaedia of 

Islam. 2nd ed. VII, 561–562. Leiden: E.J. Brill.
Hebbo, Ahmed. 1984. Die Fremdwörter in der 

arabischen Prophetenbiographie des Ibn Hischàm 
(gest. 218/834). Frankfurt: Lang.

Jeffery, Arthur. 1939. The foreign vocabulary of the 
Qur±àn. Baroda: Oriental Institute.

Kropp, Manfred. 2003. “Viele fremde Tische, 
und noch einer im Koran: Zur Etymologie von 
äthiopisch ma±/.ëd(dë) und arabisch mà±/.ida/
mayda”. Oriens Christianus 87.140–143.

Leslau, Wolf. 1990. Arabic loanwords in Ethiopian 
Semitic. Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.

Nöldeke, Theodor. 1910. “Lehnwörter in und aus 
dem Äthiopischen”. Neue Beiträge zur semitischen 
Sprachwissenschaft, by Theodor Nöldeke, 31–66. 
Strassburg: Trübner.

Spitaler, Anton. 1998. Philologica: Beiträge zur 
Arabistik und Semitistik, ed. Hartmut Bobzin, 
with indices by Stefan Weninger. Wiesbaden: O. 
Harrassowitz.

Weninger, Stefan. 2004. “Anmerkungen zu den ara-
bischen Fremdwörtern im Äthiopischen”. Studia 
aethiopica in honor of Siegbert Uhlig on the 
occasion of his 65th birthday, ed. Verena Böll a.o., 
361–369. Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.

Stefan Weninger (Marburg, Germany)

 ethiopic loanwords 57 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Ethnicity and Language

Among the various identifying characteristics 
of ethnic groups, such as ancestry, religion, and 
territory, language is often considered the most 
prominent. This entry focuses on the extent to 
which Arabic itself serves as a unifying identity 
symbol, and then looks at the significance of 
language variation for some of the minority 
ethnic groups within the Arab world. Such 
groups may relate to language in a variety of 
ways, and distinctions based on language do 
not always correlate with those based on other 
criteria.

Before the movement of the Arabs out of 
Arabia and across the Levant, Mesopotamia, 
and North Africa, the area now called the 
Arab world had hosted many other cultures, 
including the Sumerians, Babylonians, Assyr-
ians, Phoenicians, Ancient Egyptians, Persians, 
Greeks, and Romans. Before the arrival of 
Islam, it had seen the birth of Judaism and 
Christianity. The legacies of these pre-Islamic 
peoples and cultures did not all simply disappear 
with the advent of the Muslim Arabs. If the 
Arab invasions are viewed as a flood arising in 
Arabia and engulfing the regions from Spain 
to the Indus, then in parts of these regions the 
floodwaters bearing Arabic and Islam seem to 
have entirely submerged what was there before, 
while other parts were not covered at all, 
forming islands. In still other places there was a 
mingling of the floodwaters with lakes or rivers 
already present, so that the boundaries between 
the two became fluid. Finally, in some places 
the floodwaters eventually receded so that lands 
once under water re-emerged, possibly showing 
residual effects of the flood. Some peoples of 
the region resisted the forces of Arabicization, 
Islamicization, or both; even among those who 
underwent both these processes, this was not 
always accompanied by a total abandonment 
of their earlier culture. Thus, there are still 
pockets across the Arab world using languages 
other than Arabic and practicing religions 
other than Islam, and there are still groups 
convinced that their ancestors belonged to a 
people different from those of their neighbors. 
The extent to which the various groups assert 
their distinctiveness may vary over time and 
in relation to circumstances, and individuals 
may also feel allegiance to more than one 
group, so that it may be necessary to recognize 

overlapping identities rather than ones that are 
wholly incompatible. Our concern here is with 
the relevance of language to these identities.

Theorists have spent much energy on dev-
eloping definitions of ethnicity, which is an 
analytic concept used to describe the bonds 
which lead certain people to identify themselves 
as a group. It is generally agreed that ethnic 
identity is based on some kind of ancestral 
link – what Fishman (1977:17) has designated as 
paternity as opposed to patrimony: “Ethnicity 
is, in part, but at its core, experienced as 
an inherited constellation acquired from one’s 
parents as they acquired it from theirs, and so 
on back further and further, ad infinitum”. Yet 
according to Fishman, this does not exclude 
the possibility that certain individuals in certain 
circumstances may be considered to acquire 
or lose an ethnicity. It seems important to 
recognize that the characteristics defining the 
group need not all be objectively verifiable ones; 
self-ascription may be important. As Edwards 
(1985:10) notes, the group’s boundary “can 
be sustained by shared objective characteristics 
(language, religion, etc.) or by more subjective 
contributions to a sense of ‘groupness’, or 
by some combination of both”. Moreover, 
as Barth (1969) argues, the actual content 
of a group, such as its use of a particular 
language, customs, and traditions, may change 
over time, yet its separate identity may be 
preserved provided the boundaries remain 
clear. As for the distinction between ethnicity 
and nationalism, the two are often considered 
as points on a continuum, while suggestions 
about what distinguishes the latter from the 
former have invoked notions such as degree of 
self-awareness, organization, mobilization, or 
ideologization (see, for instance, Connor 1978; 
Edwards 1985; Fasold 1984; Paulston 1994).

Certain components are consistently evoked 
as important defining or identifying char-
acteristics of ethnic groups. These include 
ancestry, language, religion, territory, shared 
values, and other traditions, such as specific 
occupations. However, many scholars agree 
that the content of a particular ethnicity is some-
thing malleable: an ethnic group may survive 
intact despite losing its ancestral territory, 
abandoning its original language, and changing 
its religion. Differing views have been adopted 
on the importance of language to ethnic iden-
tity. Fishman (1977:25) describes language as 
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“the quintessential symbol”, which functions 
as “the recorder of paternity, the expresser of 
patrimony and the carrier of phenomenology”. 
Lieberson (1981:4–5) notes that a difference of 
language typically signals a difference of ethnic 
group, insisting that “the overlap between ethnic 
and linguistic boundaries . . . is often only partial 
but never random”, and describes language 
as “an important shield against assimilation”. 
Some imply that language is more essential for 
nationhood than for ethnicity. Thus, Fasold 
(1984:4) suggests that the extent to which a 
group maintains its language rather than aban-
doning it may be taken as “an indicator of 
nationality versus simple ethnicity”. Kedourie 
(1961:68) feels that “a group speaking the 
same language is a nation”, whereas Weber 
(1948:172–173) takes quite the opposite view, 
claiming that a common language is neither a 
sufficient nor a necessary condition for nation-
hood. Ross (1979), while taking the position 
that language is the most powerful single symbol 
of ethnicity, emphasizes that the relationship of 
a group to its language is not static, but may 
change over time.

Across the Arab world, many groups are 
commonly identified by reference to their dis-
tinctive languages. These include groups such 
as the Kurds, Berbers, Assyrians, Armenians, 
Circassians, Nobiin, and Turkmens, at least some 
of whose members continue to use the traditional 
language in everyday life. However, ability to 
speak the language may not be a necessary 
condition for being recognized as part of the 
group. Individuals whose families have undergone 
a process of ¤ language shift, possibly quite some 
time ago, may still identify with a language they 
cannot not speak on a symbolic level. In other 
cases, such as that of Hebrew among some Jewish 
communities or Coptic among the Egyptian 
Copts, a language may retain significance among 
those who cannot speak it because of its role as a 
liturgical language. 

Religion is a crucial distinguishing feature for 
Christian communities such as the Maronites, 
Copts, Assyrians, and Armenians, which lay 
claim to ethnic distinctiveness, and also for 
sects such as the Druze and Alawis. However, 
the divisions drawn on linguistic lines do not 
entirely correlate with religious ones. There are, 
for instance, Aramaic-speaking Muslims (and 
there were until recently Aramaic-speaking Jews) 
in Syria, and Berber-speaking Jews in Morocco, 

not to mention the large numbers of Arabic-
speaking Christians. Maila (1998) points out 
that many Middle Eastern Christians identify 
themselves solidly as Arabs, considering religion 
to be a personal issue rather than a marker of 
group identity; Christian Palestinians would 
seem to be a good example of this position. 
Religious divisions may also split what is felt 
to be a single ethnic group, as in the case of 
the Assyrians of Iraq, who are divided between 
the Nestorian and Chaldean churches. Nisan 
(1996) suggests that a distinctive religion may 
actually encourage language shift, noting that 
communities not distinguished by a separate 
religion, such as the Kurds and the Berbers, 
have preserved their language, whereas those 
with a separate religious identity were more 
ready to adopt Arabic.

As for ancestry, some groups lay considerable 
stress on claiming descent from a tribe or 
civilization different from that of their neigh-
bors. In some cases, the distinction seems 
uncontroversial, as for the Armenians and Cir-
cassians, known to have migrated to the region 
from a homeland elsewhere, and also along the 
fringes of the Arab world in states like Sudan 
and Mauritania, where the tribes of the south 
are clearly distinguishable from those of the 
north. In others, it is much less clear. Some 
Copts, for instance, insist on their descent from 
the Ancient Egyptians rather than the Arabs, 
and some Maronites claim to be descendants of 
the Phoenicians rather than Arabs. Yet Fargues 
(1998) argues that the idea that such groups 
descend from ancestors clearly different from 
those of their Muslim neighbors is a myth, since 
the immigrants who moved from Arabia to the 
region were quite simply not numerous enough 
to constitute the ancestors of all the current 
Muslim populations. Instead, he accounts for 
the present demographic situation as the result 
of conversion and intermarriage. Moreover, 
even where different ancestry is historically 
documented, the lack of salient physical differ-
ences between the original groups may make 
it quite impossible to separate them out. Thus, 
a Moroccan who today thinks of himself as 
an Arab may have ancestors of Berber or 
Iberian stock. On the other hand, there are 
also cases where a group appearing to be 
racially distinctive plays down this aspect of 
its identity. Thus, certain black tribes in Sudan 
choose to identify themselves as Arabs, as do 
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Moroccans of apparently Sub-Saharan ancestry 
whose ancestors arrived in the region via the 
slave trade. Such cases illustrate the extent to 
which self-ascription may be more important in 
upholding the boundaries between ethnic groups 
than scientifically verifiable characteristics.

Finally, territory is of varying importance 
to the different ethnic groups. Some possess a 
well-defined heartland, whether this is clearly 
localized, as with the Maronites in Mount 
Lebanon, or spread across several national 
territories, as in the case of Kurdistan, which 
spans Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. Others 
have been displaced from their ancestral lands, 
and may have reassembled in a new region, as 
in the case of the Armenians in Lebanon, or 
remain dispersed, as with the Circassians, spread 
through Jordan, Syria, and Iraq. The Jews were 
of course dispersed for centuries, and small 
groups still remain in the Arab world outside 
Israel. It is interesting to note that, among those 
now gathered together in Israel, further layers 
of identity relating to their previous homelands 
have become apparent; despite official policies 
encouraging assimilation, some groups, such 
as the Jews of Moroccan, Yemeni, and Iranian 
origin, have nurtured separate ethnic identities 
relating to these places of origin (Eickelman 
1998). A final case is that of the Berber peoples 
of North Africa, who, though linked through 
language and ancestry, exist in a number of 
quite separate pockets from Morocco to Egypt, 
with no clearly overarching ethnic consciousness 
linking the various groups together. 

 It is also worth noting that among those who 
have emigrated from the Arab world, people who 
might have felt divided by language, religion, 
ancestry, or territory at home may come to feel 
bound together by a very broad shared regional 
origin. For instance, while the earliest wave of 
immigrants from the Middle East to the Unites 
States tended to identify themselves as Syrians 
or Lebanese rather than Arabs (M. Suleiman 
1999), there is apparently today a growing 
trend for people originating from the region 
to lay claim to an Arab identity. The 2000 
census showed a 62 percent increase in the 
numbers identifying themselves as Arab rather 
than by national origin (Clemetson 2004). Yet, 
those who choose to describe themselves as 
Arab Americans may be Muslim or Christian, 
and may or may not speak Arabic (¤ Latin 
America, ¤ North America).

Even from this brief survey it can be seen 
that, while language is certainly one component 
contributing to ethnic divisions in the Arab 
world, it may interact with other components 
of identity in various ways. Although the scope 
of this entry does not allow even a cursory 
look at each of the many ethnic groups already 
mentioned, it is still possible to consider in a 
little more detail a few cases which, while not 
necessarily representative, present contrasting 
profiles.

It may first of all be worth looking at the 
label ‘Arab’ itself. Some scholars tend to use the 
term ‘ethnicity’ only when discussing minority 
groups. Bates and Rassam (2000) suggest that 
it is not useful to refer to Arabs in the Middle 
East as an ethnic group, though a subgroup 
of Arabs living among Persian speakers could 
be so labeled. However, it is unnecessary to 
narrow the term’s application in this way. In 
fact, Arab identity might be taken almost as 
a prototype example of an identity defined 
mainly through language. From the begin  n ings 
of Islam, the ¤ Arabs identified themselves 
on the basis of their language and contrasted 
themselves with the ≠ajam, who spoke other 
languages (Hourani 1983). Indeed, Màlik cites 
a ™adì† to the effect that anyone who speaks 
Arabic is an Arab, while the jurist a“-Šàfi≠ì, in 
maintaining that a Muslim could become an 
Arab by learning Arabic, implied that language 
took priority over descent in this respect 
(Y. Suleiman 2003:64). Since then, many pro-
minent Arab thinkers, notably Sà†i≠ al-£ußrì 
(who himself spoke Turkish before learning 
Arabic), have insisted on the crucial role of 
the Arabic language in defining the Arabs as 
a people. To outsiders, the language might not 
seem such a clearly unifying factor; in fact, the 
dialects of Arabic spoken by, say, an illiterate 
Moroccan and his Yemeni counterpart are so 
different that they may find considerable difficulty 
in understanding each other. The real link is 
rather made through Classical Arabic, which is a 
strong symbol of identity even for people unable 
to speak or understand it (¤ ≠arabiyya).

Nowadays, the symbolic value of Arabic 
tends to be very closely associated with Islam. 
The prototype Arab has long been assumed 
to be a Muslim. Yet, the link between Arabic 
and Islam has not always been felt to be 
so exclusive. In al-Andalus, Arabic was the 
native language of Jews as well as Muslims, 
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and Classical Arabic was the written medium 
for Muslim, Jewish, and Christian scholars. 
More remarkably, the Mozarab Christians 
maintained written Arabic as a symbol of their 
distinctive identity for two centuries after the 
Reconquista, while they were under Christian 
rule. Ferrando (2000:69) reports on this rather 
remarkable “role of Arabic in sustaining and 
strengthening a non-Islamic identity”. 

Contemporary ethnic allegiances of non-
Muslim speakers of Arabic are varied. Some 
wholeheartedly assert their own Arabness, as 
in the case of some Moroccan Jews or Lebanese 
Christians, while others make considerable 
efforts to distance themselves from the Arabs 
by claiming separate descent, as in the case of 
some Maronites. Still others are able to view 
themselves as possessing a dual identity. Amin 
Maalouf (1998:24), of Christian Lebanese 
origin, remarks that as an Arabic speaker he 
can identify with all other Arabic speakers, 
and as a Christian with all other Christians, so 
that the combination of these two elements of 
his identity allows him to identify with half the 
human race. 

The Arabic linguistic criterion does not nec-
essarily correlate with common descent, as 
illustrated by the varied make-up of the Arabic-
speaking peoples of North Africa. There are 
also groups who identify themselves as Arabs 
by descent, yet are unable to speak Arabic at all. 
Many Arab Americans of course come into this 
category, while Kieffer (2000) reports on the 
Persian-speaking Arabs of Afghanistan, who 
have maintained neither the Arabic language 
nor distinctive traditions, clothes or way of life, 
yet, insist on their distinctive ethnic status as 
descendants of the Prophet. 

In fact, then, while much has been made of 
the role of Arabic as the cement holding Arabs 
together, it should be recognized that the use of 
Arabic cannot always be considered as either 
a necessary or a sufficient criterion for Arab 
identity. There are Arabic speakers who reject 
categorization as Arabs and self-ascribed Arabs 
whose links with the language are tenuous.

For minority groups within the Arab world, 
the case of the Assyrians may be considered 
as an example. The traditional heartland of 
this group lies in the mountains of Northern 
Iraq, and there are still about one million 
Assyrians in this region, while others live in 
Syria, Turkey, Lebanon, and Iran. They claim 

descent from the ancient Assyrians, and have 
constituted a minority without a state since the 
fall of Assyria in the seventh century B.C.E. 
The Assyrians have long suffered persecution, 
with the massacre of two-thirds of their number 
in Iraq and Turkey in 1915, and a further 
massacre of 3,000 in Iraq in 1933. Under the 
Ba≠ath regime in Iraq, Assyrians had to discard 
their identity and language in order to accede 
to official posts, and in the 1977 census, they 
were obliged to identify themselves as either 
Arabs or Kurds. Unlike the Kurds, they have 
often failed to obtain recognition as an ethnic 
group by outside bodies, such as the Arab 
League, and recently some have expressed fears 
of finding themselves oppressed by the Kurds if 
the latter obtain a greater degree of autonomy 
in postwar Iraq. Since 1991, half of the Assyrian 
population of Iraq has left, and there is now a 
diaspora of four million in the West. 

Despite all these pressures, the Assyrians 
have preserved their distinctiveness. They have 
maintained their language, variously referred 
to as Modern Assyrian, Neo-Syriac, or Neo-
Aramaic, which has a long written history and 
a highly charged symbolic value as the language 
spoken by Jesus. Their separateness from their 
neighbors has also been upheld through their 
Christian faith, which dates from the 1st century 
C.E. According to Lewis (2003), the internal 
divisions between those Assyrians who are 
Nestorians and those who are Chaldean Catholics 
have led to some frag mentation of Assyrian 
identity. However, Deniz (2000) shows how, 
under the influence of modernization and mass 
emigration, Assyrian identity has undergone a 
series of transformations. Intellectual Assyrians 
in the West have attempted to downplay 
divisions between the various churches, and 
some now prefer instead to emphasize their 
identification with the civilization of ancient 
Mesopotamia as a unifying element. They 
fiercely defend their claim to distinct ancestry; 
most recently, in October 2001, the Coalition 
of American Assyrians and Maronites lodged an 
official protest at the Arab-American Institute’s 
tendency to refer to them as Arabs, and totally 
rejected this label (AINA 2001). 

The Assyrians thus offer an example of a 
group which, through centuries of shifting 
political and social conditions, loss of land, 
depleted population and exile, has nevertheless 
preserved its distinctive character through 
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both linguistic and religious demarcation from 
other groups. We may compare their status 
with that of the Berbers of North Africa, who 
were settled in the region before the Arab 
invasions. Peoples classified as Berber by virtue 
of their use of a language belonging to this 
family are to be found in Morocco, Algeria, 
Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Mauritania, Mali, 
and Niger, but they have been cut off from 
one another for so long that, until recently 
at least, no sense of overarching identity 
remained. As Hart (1973:26), among others, 
has noted, “the geographical fractionalization 
of Berber speech areas across the map of North 
Africa has always been a barrier not only to 
linguistic comprehensibility but even more so 
to any concept of ‘Berber nationhood’”. The 
discussion here is confined to the Berbers of 
Morocco, who nowadays prefer to be referred 
to by the name Amazigh (the term ‘Berber’ is 
used here, for clarity’s sake, as the term used 
in earlier research). As the Arabs established 
their rule over North Africa, the Berber tribes 
converted to Islam, and many of them also 
became Arabicized, abandoning their traditional 
language. Many members of the first Arab 
forces to arrive in the Iberian Peninsula were 
of Berber origin, as were two later dynasties 
that ruled al-Andalus, the Almoravids and the 
Almohads (both of whom, interestingly, sought 
to claim Arab lineage for themselves). There 
are no clear racial characteristics distinguishing 
the two groups, and after centuries of shared 
religion and intermarriage, estimates of what 
proportion of Moroccans today are of Berber 
descent vary greatly. While some are content 
to suggest that a majority of Moroccans have 
Berber ancestry, others point out that, given the 
relatively small numbers of the invading Arab 
armies, it is plausible to assume that almost all 
Moroccans have Berber blood.

Today, then, with no distinct religion and no 
clear signs of distinct ancestry, language would 
seem to be the essential defining characteristic 
of the Berbers, though, as Gellner (1969:13) 
points out, “for all practical purposes, a ‘Ber-
ber’ is a native Berber speaker who is both 
Muslim and white. Jewish and Negro Berber-
speaking minorities are sociologically distinct”. 
Apart from these exceptions, it is usually 
taken for granted that families where Berber 
is still spoken are of Berber descent. However, 
it cannot be assumed that those whose first 

language is Arabic are of Arab descent, since 
they may equally well simply descend from 
Berber tribes that have long been Arabicized. 
Nowadays, Berber is still the first language 
used in a number of communities, mainly to 
be found in the remote mountainous regions of 
the Rif and Middle Atlas, the Anti-Atlas, and 
the plain of Souss. The discontinuous nature 
of these speech communities, added to the fact 
that for centuries there was very little writing in 
Berber, has produced three major dialects, with 
less than total intelligibility between them. The 
absence of census questions about knowledge 
of the language means that estimates of the 
number of Moroccans who can speak Berber 
also vary widely, from less than one-sixth to as 
much as one-half of the population.

Despite French efforts to bring about divisions 
between Arabs and Berbers during the period of 
the French protectorate (1912–1956), through 
the provision of separate education programs 
and recognition of a distinct legal system for 
Berber areas, this deliberate manipulation does 
not seem to have had lasting effects. Several 
researchers who studied Moroccan society in 
the postcolonial period concluded that divi-
sions along ethnic lines were not particularly 
prominent for the Moroccans themselves. 
Gellner, writing of the linguistic categories of 
Arab and Berber, remarks that “neither has 
ever acted or felt as one unit” (1973:12), and 
insists on the fact that “the Berber sees himself 
as a member of this or that tribe, within an 
Islamically-conceived and permeated world – 
and not as a member of a linguistically defined 
ethnic group, in a world in which Islam is but 
one thing among others”. (1973:13). Likewise, 
Rosen (1973:173) concludes that even the cate-
gories Arab and Berber are not felt to be 
mutually exclusive, as the French had assumed, 
and that they are “contingent and partial rather 
than complete and pervasive features of each 
man’s social identity”. This view of the fluidity 
of the distinction receives some support from 
a survey of language and identity reported on 
in Davies and Bentahila (1989) and Bentahila 
and Davies (1992) in which 15 percent of the 
Berber-speaking informants actually chose to 
describe themselves as Arabs. This survey also 
suggested that the correlation between group 
identity and language was less than clear. For 
instance, 30 percent of the Berber-speaking 
informants said they considered Arabic rather 
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than Berber to be their own language, and in 
a number of cases Berber speakers referred to 
Arabic as the language of their ancestors even 
though their own parents were monolingual 
speakers of Berber. Such responses may illus-
trate the powerful symbolic link between 
Arabic and Islam noted earlier. As Muslims, 
Berbers may feel they have a share in the Arab 
heritage, just as the Almoravids and Almohads 
did nine centuries ago. In addition, 10 percent 
of those who could not speak Berber chose to 
identify themselves as Berbers; 83 percent of the 
respondents claimed that it was not necessary to 
speak Berber to be a Berber, and interestingly, a 
full 20 percent of Berber speakers said they did 
not wish their children to speak this language. 
Such positions suggest a pragmatic approach to 
the language, retaining it only where it is useful, 
rather than clinging to it as an essential symbol 
of identity. 

As late as 1993, Geertz claimed that Morocco 
is organized “not culturally, or linguistically, 
or racially, or religiously” (1993:12), but 
more in terms of personal relationships than 
in group terms. However, as Crawford (2002) 
emphasizes, there have been changes since the 
studies by Gellner (1973) and Rosen (1973), 
which downplayed the Arab-Berber distinction. 
For ordinary unmobilized citizens, the bound-
ary between Berber and Arab may still seem 
relatively unimportant compared to divisions 
based on tribal, kinship, or occupational links, 
and bonds of shared nationality and religion, 
but over the past three decades activist groups 
seeking to protect and promote Berber language 
and culture have become more prominent. This 
more conscious, militant assertion of ethnicity 
did not spring directly from the rural populations 
who still use the language in everyday life, 
but has been largely the work of urbanized 
intellectuals (including some whose families had 
already abandoned the use of Berber in the 
home). Groups based outside Morocco were 
particularly prominent in the 1980s and 1990s, 
and links with Berber-speaking communities in 
other parts of North Africa have been developed 
through the internet (Almasude 1999). In 
2000, a group of intellectuals signed the Berber 
Manifesto, which made a number of requests 
mainly concerned with raising the status of the 
Amazigh language. Significantly, this document 
explicitly states that people “are Amazighe 
thanks to their language not to their race . . . 

Whoever among them exposes his language 
to loss is doing the same to his Amazighe 
existence”.

As this ethnic movement has gained impetus, 
the government position has gradually shifted 
from studiously ignoring the Berber heritage 
to increasingly recognizing it. In 1994, King 
Hassan II acknowledged the need for the Berber 
language to be used in schools, and television 
news broadcasts in Berber were introduced. 
In 2001, his successor Mohamed VI set up the 
Royal Institute for Amazigh Culture (IRCAM) 
and announced a program for the introduction 
of Berber into the school curriculum. Inter-
estingly, the institute has opted to use the 
ancient alphabet, Tifinagh, rather than the 
Arabic or Latin alphabet, a move which can 
be seen as symbolically emphasizing the dis-
tinctiveness of the language, at the expense 
of practical considerations. Present provisions 
aim at providing teaching of Berber in primary 
schools across the country by 2008. This step 
might look like a decisive reinforcement of 
Berber identity in Morocco. However, it is 
interesting to note that, rather than providing 
teaching in Berber only in the areas where it is 
spoken, which might indeed have emphasized 
the ethnic division, the government has opted 
for teaching the language throughout the 
country and emphasizing the importance of 
Berber culture as part of the heritage of all 
Moroccans. The consequences of these new 
policies remain to be seen, but in fact they 
may not necessarily strengthen the boundaries 
between Arab and Berber.

The Moroccan Berbers would thus seem 
to represent a case where an ethnic group 
is distinguished by language but in fact not 
by much else, since they are united with the 
majority through religion and even ancestry, if 
we accept that most Moroccans are anyway of 
Berber descent. Even the linguistic distinction 
seems not to have been particularly prominent 
in traditional communities, but it remains to 
be seen how the recent mobilization among 
intellectual activists will develop.

 Finally, it may be helpful to consider the 
case of the Jews, who formerly constituted size-
able minorities in a number of Arab countries, 
including Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and 
Yemen. The Moroccan Jewish community will 
serve as an example. The Jewish population in 
Morocco numbered some 250,000 in the 1950s 
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(Zafrani 1983), but mass emigration to Israel, 
Europe, and the Americas has now reduced 
numbers to around 3,500. It is composed of two 
distinct components, the Toshabim or native 
Jews, whose ancestors have lived in Morocco 
since pre-Islamic times, and the Sephardic Jews 
who arrived in Morocco from Iberia following the 
Reconquista. What is striking about this group 
is the traditional absence of a distinguishing 
language. While Hebrew was used solely as a 
liturgical language, the Moroccan Jews have 
traditionally used either Arabic or Berber as 
their home language, depending on locality. 
Close social bonds between Muslims and Jews 
were not unusual in certain communities and 
periods (Rosen 1973; Shokeid 1982; Eickelman 
1998). However, once the Alliance Israélite 
Universelle began operating in Morocco, with 
the opening of schools in Tetouan and Tangier 
in the 1860s (Stillman 1979), there began a 
process whereby the Moroccan Jews turned 
more and more towards the use of French. 
Under the French protectorate this trend was 
actively encouraged. El Maleh (1977) describes 
poignantly the painful process whereby the Jews 
were impregnated with French and European 
values and customs, in an attempt to reinforce 
divisions between Jew and Muslim, in the same 
way as the French had attempted to divide 
Berber and Arab. In many Jewish families, there 
has been a shift over two or three generations 
from Arabic to French as the home language 
(Bentahila and Davies 1992). 

This seems a rather unusual case, as it 
involves a minority group, which for centuries 
had preserved its distinctiveness and hard 
boundaries without the support of a distinctive 
language, moving toward what is essentially a 
foreign language in Morocco and one which 
historically has perhaps fewer associations with 
Jewish identity than has Arabic, which was 
after all the language of Jewish scholarship for 
centuries in al-Andalus. It may be tempting 
to see this shift as a kind of symbolic emigra-
tion on the part of those who did not leave 
Morocco. However, in our survey, the Jews 
questioned insisted on their Moroccan identity, 
with a majority selecting Arabic as the language 
Moroccan Jews ought to speak, yet justifying 
the use of French for its usefulness as a language 
of wider communication; in no age group did 
a majority agree on which language they most 

identified with, and there appeared to be a 
strong conviction that “language is something 
quite separate from identity” (Bentahila and 
Davies 1992:209). 

This brief look at the ways in which lan-
guage relates to ethnic identity in a number 
of communities within the Arab world may 
lend support to Ross’s (1979:11) claim that 
“language has no single mode of relationship 
to collective identity”. Ross points out that a 
group may abandon use of its original language 
and shift its allegiance to a different one, that 
the language taken as a symbol of identity need 
not be spoken by the members of the group, 
and indeed need not even have been spoken by 
the group’s ancestors. All these possibilities are 
illustrated by the examples discussed above. 
The languages of the various minority groups 
have been left in different circumstances by 
the metaphorical flood invoked earlier. For 
the Assyrians, language, assisted by religious 
distinctions, has remained a landmark which 
was not swamped by the floodwaters. For the 
Berbers, to a greater extent, the language forms 
a layer which was submerged and eroded by 
the spread of Arabic and Islam yet which 
remains perceptible and may yet re-emerge. For 
the Moroccan Jews, on the other hand, a new 
language, French, has come to rest as a relatively 
superficial layer on top of those used in the past 
and now abandoned. The impact of Arabic over 
the whole region has been variable, sometimes 
swamping, sometimes merely trickling over 
other layers. And 13 centuries after the flood of 
Arabic, the situation is still evolving as elements 
settle into place, are eroded, submerged, or re-
emerge in changing circumstances.
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Etymology

Etymology is a linguistic discipline dating from 
Ancient Greece. Plato, for instance, devoted 
his dialogue Kratylos to the explanation of 
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various Greek words. The word etumología ‘the 
analysis of a word so as to find its origin’ was 
first used at the end of the 1st century B.C.E. 
by Strabo (784) and Dionysius Halicarnassensis 
(De compositione verborum 16); the verb étu-
mologeò ‘I analyze a word and find its origin’ 
is used only by Athenaeus (35C), living in the 
2nd/3rd century C.E. The compound consists of 
the base log- known from the names of various 
scientific disciplines (lógos ‘word, promise, 
discourse, tale’, logízomai ‘I take into account, 
consider, calculate’). The first component is 
formed from the adjective étumos, -on ‘true, 
sure, real’ (cf. the substantive étumon ‘the 
true literal sense of a word according to its 
origin’, Diodorus I, 11; Athenaeus 571D; and 
the adverb étumòs ‘etymologically’, Aristotle, 
de Mundo VI, 19). 

The main purpose of etymology is to explain 
the origin of words. There are two possible 
strategies: (a) internal etymology, limited to one 
language with its lexicon and grammar; and 
(b) external etymology, based on a comparison 
of several related languages, which allows a 
formulation of phonetic and morphological 
correspondences. This procedure consists of 
two steps, called by Otto Dempwolff: (a) the 
inductive phase, in which similar words with 
similar meanings are collected; the most frequent 
sound correspondences may reflect the phonetic 
rules. For their verification, the second step must 
be realized: (b) the deductive phase, in which 
the most probable sound correspondences serve 
to separate the accidental similarities from the 
real lexical correspondences inherited from the 
protolanguage, a common ancestor of the set of 
studied related languages.

The Arabic grammatical tradition has always 
preferred the approach based on internal 
etymology. This is probably the reason why 
up till now there still is no comparative or 
etymological dictionary of Arabic. This is 
rather surprising in view of the general situation 
in Semitic lexicology: more or less complete 
comparative dictionaries have already been 
published for Akkadian, Ugaritic, Phoenician, 
Hebrew, Aramaic and Syriac, Sabaic, Soqotri, 
Ge≠ez, Tigre, Harari, and Gurage. In the early 
Middle Ages the conditions for a develop -
ment of comparative Semitic lexicology were 
very promising. Sa≠adyah Ga’on (Sa≠adiyya ibn 
Yùsuf, 892–942), the head of the Jewish com-
munity in Babylonia, compiled the Kitàb ±ußùl 

aš-ši≠r al-≠ibrànì ‘Book of the roots of Hebrew 
poetry’, usually referred to by its Hebrew title 
‘Agron ‘Compendium’. It was the first Hebrew 
dictionary, with glosses in Arabic.  Yehudah ibn 
Qurayš, living in Tahort, present-day Algeria, in 
the 10th century wrote the book Risàla ‘Treatise, 
Epistle’, in which he compared Biblical Hebrew, 
Mishnaic Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic, and other 
languages including, for example, Berber. Ibn 
Barùn, living around 1100 C.E. in Saragossa, 
was the author of the Kitàb al-muwàzana 
bayna l-luÿa al-≠ibràniyya wa-l-≠arabiyya ‘Book 
of comparison between the Hebrew and the 
Arabic language’, containing sections devoted 
to the comparative grammar and lexicology of 
Arabic and Hebrew (Schippers 1998:60, 63). 
The contribution of Ibn Qurayš in the field of 
comparative grammar and lexicon of Semitic 
languages is comparable to that of Gottfried 
W. Leibniz (1646–1716) in establishing Indo-
European comparative linguistics. From this 
point of view, the Jewish tradition in the Arabic 
environment had a head start of at least 700 
years compared to the study of the Indo-
European languages.

The difference between internal and external 
etymology can be demonstrated by the Arabic 
root µ-n-y: iµnàni masc., µintàni fem., in 
compounds iµnà- ‘two’. In the Arabic lexicon 
there is a rich set of derivatives: µiny, pl. ‘aµnà 
‘second child or foal’, µiny, µun-an, µin-an, 
pl. µinyat ‘governor’ = ‘the second person in 
the kingdom’. The root µ-n-y does not stand 
isolated within Semitic. There are cognates in all 
Semitic languages: Akkadian masc./fem. šinàn/
šittàn, Eblaic masc. šina (Dombrowski 1994), 
Ugaritic µnm/µtm [µinàmi/µittèmi], Phoenician 
šnm [šënèm], late Punic (l)isnim, Hebrew 
šłnáyim/šłttáyim, Arabic iµnàni/µintàni, Sabaic 
µny/µnty, Qatabanian masc. µnw, all meaning 
‘two’. In the Ethio-Semitic languages the same 
root expresses ‘the next day’ (Ge≠ez sànëy) 
or ‘Monday’ (Tigre säno, Tigray sänuy) (cf. 
Russian vtórnik ‘Tuesday’ vs. vtorój ‘second’). 
On the other hand, the seemingly different 
second radical in the numeral ‘two’ in Aramaic 
(*tëron/tarton) and Modern South Arabian 
(Mehri troh/trìt, Hobyot ôro, ôroh/ôërìt, 
Harsusi ôërò/ôërót, Jibbali ôroh/ôrët, Soqotri 
trøh/trih) probably has its origin in a rule 
changing the initial cluster *Cn- in *Cr- in 
Aramaic and Modern South Arabian and in 
‘iCn- in Arabic (Testen 1985). The present data 
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may be projected to the Proto-Semitic level, 
where *-à- and *-ay- are the dual markers for 
nominative and oblique respectively, *-at-  is 
the feminine marker and *-ni is the determiner, 
not appearing before nouns (Table 1).

Table 1. Proto-Semitic ‘two’

nom. acc./gen.

masc. *µín-à-ni *µín-ay-ni
fem. *µín-at-à-ni *µín-at-ay-ni

The Proto-Semitic reconstruction is not the 
final limit. The Egyptian and Berber cognates 
shift the age of this root to the Afro-Asiatic 
(= Hamito-Semitic) level: Egyptian masc./fem.  
snwj/sntj, Coptic Sahidic masc./fem. snau/sënte 
with the root vowel *-i- confirmed by the 
cuneiform record ši-na from the Amarna tablets 
|| Berber masc./fem. *sìn ~ *Hissìn/*sìnat, 
attested in Siwa, Ghadames sën/-ët, Kabyle 
sin/snat, Wargla sin/sent, Ahaggar ëssin/sänât, 
Zenaga šinan/šenanet; Guanche of Tenerife sijn 
‘two’, Gran Canaria smetti [= sinetti] ‘two’. 
In projecting to the Proto-Afro-Asiatic level, 
the starting point should be reconstructed as 
*∑in-(ay-). But even the Afro-Asiatic proto-
language is not the ultimate limit. If there 
are promising parallels in language families 
that are possibly related to Afro-Asiatic (e.g. 
Indo-European, Kartvelian, Dravidian, Uralic, 
Altaic, all members of the so-called Nostratic 
macro-family), it is legitimate to admit a still 
deeper history of the studied root. In the case 
of Afro-Asiatic *∑in- ‘two’, one could mention 
Kartvelian *∑(w)en- > Swan išgen ‘(an)other’.

Another example of internal etymology, but 
in the Semitic context, is the word for ‘tear’. 
Arabic pl. dam≠, nomen unitatis dam≠at (Fischer 
1972:§84a), differs from other Semitic forms 
which have the vowel *i in the first syllable: 
Akkadian pl. dìmàt-u, du. dimà(-šu), Eblaic 
ì-ti-ma-a-tum [‘idma≠àtum], Ugaritic dm≠t, 
pl. ‘udm≠t [‘udma≠àt], Hebrew coll. dim≠à, pl. 
dëmà≠òµ, Jewish Aramaic (Targum, Babylonian) 
dima/≠µ-à, West Syriac dem≠ëµò, Mandaic dima, 
dimihta, Neo-Aramaic of Heretvin dem’a, Mehri 
dämàt, Harsusi demàt, East Jibbali däm≠at, 
Soqotri ‘edmí ≠a (Dolgopolsky 1999:20: Proto-
Semitic *dáma≠-at-, pl. *dama≠-Ùt-; Militarev 
and Kogan 2000:49: *dim≠-(at-), explaining a 

in the Arabic word as a result of the influence of 
-≠-). This word probably represents a compound 
consisting of two components, (a) ‘blood’ 
and (b) ‘eye’: (a) *dám- > Akkadian damu ~ 
dàmu(m), ?Eblaic divine name Da-mu, Ugaritic 
dm, Punic edom, Hebrew dàm, pl. dàm-ìm, st. 
constr. dam, pl. dëmè, Old Aramaic dm, Jewish 
Aramaic dam, st. emph. dëm-à, West Syriac 
dem, st. emph. dëm-ò, Mandaic dma, Ma≠lula 
e≈ma, Arabic dam, pl. dimà’, dialect (North 
Yemenite) damm, Sabaic dm, Ge≠ez dam, Tigre, 
Tigray, Amhara, Harari, Gurage däm ‘id.’, and 
Mehri dëm, Jibbali dihm, Soqotri dìm ‘pus’ 
(Dolgopolsky 1999:90; Militarev and Kogan 
2000:47–48); (b) *≠ayn- > Old Akkadian, Old 
Assyrian ènu(m), Akkadian ìnu(m), Eblaic 
a-na-a = gen.-acc. du. [≠ayn-ay(n)], Ugaritic du. 
st. constr. ≠n [≠ènè], du. st. abs. ≠n-m [≠ènèma], 
Phoenician du. st. constr. ≠n, Hebrew ≠ayin, 
pl. (< du.) ≠ènayim, Old Aramaic du. ≠yny 
‘my eyes’, Biblical Aramaic ≠ayn-ìn ‘eyes’, 
Jewish Aramaic ≠ayn-– ~ ≠en-–, Syriac ≠ayn-ò, 
Mandaic st. abs. aina, st. constr. ≠in, Ma≠lula 
≠ayna, Arabic ≠ayn, Sabaic, Minean ≠yn, Jibbali, 
Soqotri ≠ayn, Mehri, Harsusi ≠àyn, Ge≠ez ≠ayn, 
Tigre ≠ën, pl. ≠ëntat, Tigray ≠ayni, Amhara ayn, 
Argobba en, Gafat inä, Harari, Selti, Zway 
ìn, Wolane, Soddo in, Chaha, Eža, Muher en, 
Gyeto ayn ‘id.’ (Dolgopolsky 1999:24, 51, 74, 
87; Militarev and Kogan 2000:28–29). A key 
to the solution consists in the Arabic sg./pl. 
opposition in the word dam, pl. dimà’ ‘blood’ 
(cf. pl. nisà’ ‘women’), comparable with šafat 
‘lip’, pl. šifàh or mà’ ‘water’, pl. miyàh (Fischer 
1972:§72a, d).

This means that the starting point of the word 
‘tear’ could be formed in two ways: (a) *dam- + 
*≠ayn-, leading to the result attested in Arabic; (b) 
*dimà(±) + *≠ayn-, resulting in the most widespread 
form *dima≠-. The loss of the final -ayn- could also 
be explained in two ways: (c) apocope (cf. e.g. 
Eilers 1984–1986); (d) reanalysis of the compound 
*dam≠ayn-/ *dimà≠ayn- in *dam≠-/*dima≠-, plus 
the dual oblique marker and determiner *-ay-nV 
(see above). The metaphor ‘tear’ = ‘blood of the 
eye’ has an analogy e.g. in Hittite eshahru- ‘tear’ 
< *H1esH2⁄/-H2 k ru- ‘blood-acrid’ (cf. Hittite 
eshar, gen. eshanas, so first Sapir 1939:181). 
The common Semitic etymon ‘tear’ represents 
a Semitic innovation from the point of view of 
the Afro-Asiatic etymology, but its components 
belong to the most archaic part of the Afro-
Asiatic lexicon:
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i. Semitic *dam- ‘blood’:
Berber *à-dìm, pl. *ì-dàmman > East: Siwa, 

Sokna, Fogjaha idammën, Awgila 
dimmen, Ghadames dammén | North: 
Kabyle adim, pl. idammen, Wargla, 
Mzabi, Ntifa idammen | West: Zenaga 
dëmm-ënh (Naït-Zerrad 1999:338; 
reconstruction after Prasse 1974:196: 
Ahaggar ayil, pl. iyallän ‘shoulder’ 
< *à-yîl < *à-yill < *à-yaHìl, pl. *ì-
yàllan < *ì-yaHàlan).

Chadic: West: Sura tÇy–m, Ankwe tyem 
‘blood’; Dera dôm, Gerumai nduma, 
Kirfi ndame, Bole d–m ‘id.’; Karya 
tûm; Ngizim dIdum, Bade tëdm 
‘id.’ | Central: Tera tòm ‘id.’; Gude 
idIna ‘id.’ (Jungraithmayr and Ibris-
zimow 1994:30–31; Stolbova 1987: 
171 reconstructs West Chadic *dama/
*daHam);

Cushitic *dim-/*dum- ‘red’ > Central: Awngi 
dómmí (Hetzron), Kunfäl demé 
(Cowley) ‘id.’ | East *dim-/*dum- > 
Oromo diim-aa, Konso tiim-, Sidamo 
dum-a, Burji duww-aa ‘id.’ (Sasse 
1982:59) | South: Qwadza dimayi- 
‘id.’ (Ehret 1980:325);

Egyptian (from the Old Kingdom) ±idmj ~ dmj 
‘red linen’ (Erman and Grapow 1971:
I, 153; Faulkner 1981:35, 313).

ii. Semitic *≠ayn- ‘eye’:
Egyptian ≠jn *‘eye’ (Erman and Grapow 1971:I, 

189), reconstructed on the basis of the 
sign ‘eye’ determining, for example, 
the word ≠jn ‘limestone’ (Erman and 
Grapow 1971:I, 191), cf. Arabic ≠ayn 
aš-šams ‘limestone’ = ‘eye of the sun’ 
(Vycichl 1958:381); 

Berber n-H-y ‘to see’ > North: Middle Atlas 
annay, Ait Warain inni | South: 
Ahaggar eni, intens. hânney, Ghat 
eni, Adagh ënhëy, Awlemidden ënëy, 
Taneslemt enhy ‘id.’ (Kossmann 
1999:65, 78: *enhey);

Chadic: West: *≠ayin- ‘to see’ > Kofyar naa, 
Sura náá; Fyer yaána, Bole inne; Pa’a 
hani; Tule yaani, Geji yenî | Central: 
Ga’anda ànni, Nzangi naan, Bachama 
ná, Bata nan, nì; Glavda nagh- 
‘id.’ (Jungraithmayr and Ibriszimow 
1994:284–285; Stolbova 1987:228, 
1996:78).

The present extra-Semitic parallels for the 
Semitic words ‘blood’ and ‘eye’ may illustrate 
the external etymology. Another task of ety-
mology is to differentiate the inherited words 
from borrowings. On the basis of the regular 
phonetic correspondences it is possible to 
determine, for instance, that Arabic ≠ankabùt 
‘spider’ is borrowed from a source of the 
Aramaic type, which has Semitic *µ >t, besides 
the regular reflexes µ and š in Arabic and Hebrew 
respectively. Aramaic of Targum ≠akku/å∫ìµå 
and Hebrew ≠akkå∫iš indicate Semitic *µ (Fox 
1998:28).

In the case of Arabic timsà™, pl. tamàsì™ 
‘crocodile’, it is possible to map a history of 
this zoonym. It is generally accepted that it 
is borrowed from the Late Egyptian or early 
Coptic designation of ‘crocodile’ prefixed by the 
feminine article ti-, cf. Coptic msa™, Demotic 
and Middle Egyptian ms™, XVIII Dynasty fem. 
ms™-t, early Egyptian (Old Kingdom) mz™-t, 
fem. mz ™t. The Egyptian word was twice 
transcribed in cuneiform nam-su-†u and nim-
ša-•u = n3 ms™(w), where initial na-/ni- is the 
Neo-Egyptian definite article in its plural form, 
in the annals of the Assyrian King Tiglathpilesar 
I (Vycichl 1983:123).

Reanalysis of the article is also at stake in 
Arabic ±usquf, pl. ±asàqif ~ ±asàqifa ‘bishop’, a 
loan from Greek epískopos, which was realized 
via Coptic mediation, as shown by the apparent 
identification of epi- with the Coptic masc. 
article pi-. Arabic mìnà, pl. miyan ~ mawànì 
‘harbor’ is borrowed from Greek limËn thanks 
to the identification of the first syllable of the 
Greek word with the Arabic article.

Folk etymology is a false etymology based 
on naive semantic interpretation of  the word, 
usually neglecting historical context and/or 
sound laws; for instance the term al-mu≠allaqàt 
has been interpreted as ‘suspended [poems]’, 
with a false reference to ≠allaqa ‘to suspend’, 
rather than ≠allaqa ‘to adorn’ < ≠ilq ‘precious 
thing, object of value’. Etymological fallacy is a 
mistake committed when etymological meaning 
is taken anachronistically for the modern 
meaning of a word, for instance when the Sufi 
term †arìqa is interpreted only as ‘a way’, rather 
than ‘a religious brotherhood’.
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Euphemism

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

Euphemism is a lexical resource in language, 
whereby an offensive or hurtful word/phrase is 
replaced with one that represents a less direct 
expression or carries a positive attitude. It 
is an important vehicle for creating cognitive 
synonyms in language: the original expression 
and its euphemistic counterpart come to share 
denotative meaning but differ in their attitudi-
nal parameter. The two terms zabbàl ‘garbage 
man’ and ≠àmil naÚàfa ‘a cleanliness worker’, 
for example, denote the same occupation in 
Arabic but the second reflects a positive social 
attitude toward this kind of job which is lack-
ing in the first term. The second alternative 
is said to euphemize the first. Similarly, the 
military phrase ±i≠àdat intišàr ‘redeployment’ 
is more acceptable to listeners/viewers than 
insi™àb ‘withdrawal’, because it is less direct 
than the latter, despite the fact that both terms 
denote the same concept in military affairs.

The term ‘euphemism’ comes from Greek 
euphèmismós, which means the use of words of 
good omen. The Random House College Dic-
tionary (1980:455) defines euphemism as “the 
substitution of a mild, indirect, or vague expres-
sion for one thought to be offensive, harsh, 
or blunt”. More recently, Allan and Burridge 
(1991:14) offer this definition: “Euphemisms 
are alternatives to dispreferred expressions, 
and are used in order to avoid possible loss 
of face”. Clearly, both definitions imply the 
intentional utilization of lexical resources by 
interactants to achieve the expression of polite-
ness and demureness in human communication. 
A speaker’s use of the Arabic common euphe-
mism al-mar™ùm ‘the person given mercy, i.e. 
who died’, for example, instead of the neutral 
al-mayyit ‘the deceased’ may be informed by 
the addressee’s relation to the deceased. The 
speaker/writer will opt for the euphemism in an 
attempt to prevent loss of face if he/she believes 
that the addressee cares for the denotatum. In 
some cases, however, the speaker’s use of a 
euphemism may be instigated by general social 
mores rather than the addressee’s face wants. 
For example, the speaker may opt to employ the 
euphemism ≈awù l-i™tiyàjàt al-xàßßa ‘those with 
special needs’ instead of the direct al-mu≠àqùn 
‘the handicapped’ to express solidarity with the 
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denotatum rather than maintain his/her face 
wants. Thus, euphemism may express both 
negative politeness, as illustrated in the former 
case, and positive politeness, as exemplified by 
the latter case. (For more information on polite-
ness, see Brown and Levinson 1987).

2 .  E u p h e m i s m  i n  A r a b i c 
l i n g u i s t i c s

The linguistics of euphemism in Arabic is 
extremely sparse. There are only a few brief 
mentions of at-tala††uf or at-tal†ìf (≠Askarì, 
Íinà≠atayn; cf. Ma†lùb 1996; al-Jatlàwì 1998). 
Historically, al-≠Askarì’s term at-tala††uf, which 
fits the term ‘euphemism’ very well, hardly 
relates to this phenomenon as we understand 
it in contemporary linguistics. He defines it 
as at-tala††uf li-l-ma≠nà al-™asan ™attà tuhajj-
inuhu wa-l-ma≠nà al-hajìn ™attà tu™assinuhu 
(Íinà≠atayn 482) ‘to kindly manage the pleasant 
meaning to make it objectionable and kindly 
manage the objectionable meaning to make it 
pleasant’. His examples show clearly that what 
he means is the employment of a non-preferred 
expression in a context where it acquires pleas-
ant connotations, or vice versa. This differs 
from what we know as euphemism, a resource 
that necessarily involves the utilization of an 
alternative expression to replace the original 
non-preferred one in an attempt to kindly man-
age meaning via euphemizing.

The lack of a clear treatment of euphemism 
in medieval rhetoric comes as a great surprise, 
especially for those who are aware of the 
striking breadth and depth of this discipline 
in Medieval Arabic linguistics. However, this 
absence cannot be attributed to a shortage of 
euphemisms in Classical Arabic. The Qur±àn 
alone constitutes a rich source for euphemistic 
expressions intended to avoid blunt or taboo 
expressions in areas such as sex and bodily 
effluvia, among others, for instance in the two 
verses ±idà jà±a ±a™adukum min al-ÿà±i†i ±aw 
làmastum an-nisà±a . . . (Q. 5/43) ‘If one of you 
has come back from defecation or you have 
touched women . . .’; fa-lammà qa∂à minhà 
wa†aran zawwajnàkahà (Q. 33/37) ‘After he 
had got his need from her, we married you 
to her.’ In these verses, sexual intercourse is 
euphemistically referred to as ‘touching’ in the 
first verse and ‘getting his need from her’ in the 
second. Similarly, the first verse euphemizes 

the act of ‘shitting’ by the employment of the 
technical term al-ÿà±i† ‘defecation’ in order to 
hide the social taboo regarding this bodily 
function.

More recently, Farghal (1995) interprets the 
process of euphemizing in Arabic in terms 
of conversational implicature (Grice 1975). 
In particular, he emphasizes the interaction 
between the politeness principle (Leech 1983) 
and Grice’s maxims of conversation in euphe-
mistic expressions. Euphemisms are viewed as 
pragmatic mechanisms that reflect the organic 
interlock between the politeness principle and 
conversational maxims. By way of illustra-
tion, the Arabic euphemism wa∂a≠a ™addan 
li-™ayàtihi ‘he put an end to his life’ as a 
replacement for inta™ara ‘he committed sui-
cide’ flouts both the maxim of quality (by 
being metaphorical) and the maxim of manner 
(specifically, the sub-maxim ‘Be brief’) in order 
to conversationally imply that the denotatum’s 
life had been full of suffering; hence, from the 
speaker’s point of view, it was good that he 
killed himself. This conversational implicature 
is missing in the neutral (but inherently nega-
tive) counterpart inta™ara. Similarly, the ver-
nacular euphemism ±a≠†àk ≠umru ‘he gave you 
his age’ instead of the neutral màta ‘he died’ 
flouts the maxim of quality, and as a result, 
conversationally implies the speaker’s wish that 
the addressee live long.

3 .  T y p e s  o f  e u p h e m i s m

Figurative expressions are the most common 
device for euphemizing in Arabic in areas such 
as death, bodily effluvia, sex, and so forth. To 
observe the richness of metaphor in euphemiz-
ing, consider the standard euphemism that views 
death in terms of a transference to another life 
and/or joining the supreme Agent, viz. intaqalat 
±ilà ra™mat Allàh/ad-dàr al-±àxira/dàr al-baqà±/ 
ar-rafìq al-±a≠là/jiwàrì rabbihà ‘she transferred 
to the mercy of God/the afterlife/the home 
of eternity/the supreme comrade/the neighbor-
hood of her Lord’. These standard euphemisms 
effectively find their way into vernacular Arabic 
with regional and social phonological variation 
and may be supplemented with other vernacu-
lar death terms, viz. ±Alla-xtàru ‘God chose 
him’, xubzàtu xilßin ‘his bread ran out’, ≠umru 
ntahà ‘his age [life] ended’, and ±amr Allàh 
nàfi≈ ‘God’s order is inevitable’, for instance, 
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are often heard in many Levantine dialects. The 
common divider in these death euphemisms is 
their inherently fatalistic viewpoint, which may 
be regarded as a hallmark of Arab culture in 
general (Farghal 1993).

Of particular interest is the use of antonyms 
in Arabic euphemisms. Examples include 
mu≠àfà ‘healthy’ for marì∂ ‘sick’, baßìr ‘sighted’ 
for ±a≠mà ‘blind’, ≠à±idùn ‘returnees’ for làji±ùn 
‘refugees’, majbùr ‘with a healing limb’ for 
maksùr ‘with a broken limb’. These positive 
expressions reflect the desired rather than the 
existing state of affairs and are reminiscent of 
another deeply-rooted tradition in Arab cul-
ture. Ugly personal names such as Ja™š ‘Don-
key’ and kulayb ‘Doggie’ were given upon birth 
to keep envy away; Zaynab bint Ja™š ‘Zaynab, 
daughter of Donkey’ was one of the Prophet 
Mu¶ammad’s wives. Such proper names are 
still used in parts of the Arab world. In Egypt, 
for example, family names such as al-™ayawàn 
‘animal’ and al-™imàr ‘donkey’, still designate 
big families. Apparently, the use of antonyms 
in euphemizing has taken an opposite direction 
from using negative terms, which are meant to 
drive envy or evil away.

Circumlocutions, another type of euphemism, 
paraphrase taboos or socially objectionable 
elements. Examples of cicumlocutions include 
lam yu™àlifhu l-™aÚÚ ‘luck did not ally with 
him’ instead of fašila ‘he failed’, bà±i≠a hawan 
‘a seller of love’ for šarmù†a ‘a prostitute’, 
†àra™ahà l-ÿaràm ‘he made love to her’ instead 
of nàkahà ‘he fucked her’, ßà™ibat aß-ßawn wa-
l-≠afàf ‘owner of maintenance and chastity’ for 
al-≠arùs ‘bride’, and so forth.

Remodeling is a fourth type of euphemism. 
It essentially belongs to vernacular Arabic 
and involves the twisting of the phonological 
structure of existing taboo expressions for a 
euphemistic purpose. Popular examples in the 
Levant include yil≠an dìkak/dìxak ‘damn your 
rooster/?’ for yil≠an dìnak ‘damn your religion!’, 
yil≠an ™arìšak ‘damn your . . .?’ instead of yil≠an 
™arìmak ‘damn your kinswomen!’, mgayyir ‘?’ 
for m±ayyir ‘horny’, and ganànì ‘?’ instead of 
±anànì ‘selfish.’ A related euphemizing process is 
ellipsis. Here the speaker falls short of uttering 
the complete taboo phrase. Examples of ellipti-
cal expressions such as ±axù l-. . .‘brother of . . .’, 
yabn il-. . . ‘son of . . .’ and bint il-. . .‘daughter 
of . . .’ function as incomplete imprecatives. In 
some cases and for the purpose of euphemizing, 

the imprecative formula is completed with a 
general word instead of an obscene one. Exam-
ples include the popular Egyptian euphemistic 
imprecative formula yabnil èh ‘son of what!’ 
and the Levantine flippant imprecative yil≠an 
šuÿlak ‘damn your work!’

Euphemistic expressions may take the form 
of understatements. The Arabic word naksa 
‘setback’ came into frequent official use after 
the Arab –Israeli 1967 Six-Day War as a euphe-
mism for hazìma ‘defeat.’ This euphemism was 
not just a word. It provided the Arab world 
with a psychological frame of reference through 
which the late President Nasser of Egypt, King 
Hussein of Jordan, and al-Atasi of Syria were 
to emerge as heroes from that humiliating war. 
Conversely, some euphemisms may be real-
ized as overstatements or hyperboles. Recent 
examples include ±umm al-ma≠àrik ‘mother of 
all battles’, used by the ex-Iraqi regime instead 
of the neutral ™arb al-xalìj aµ-µàniya ‘Second 
Gulf War [of 1991]’ and ÿazwa wàšin†ùn wa-
niyùrk ‘Campaign of Washington and New 
York’ for hujùm al-™àdiya ≠ašara min sibtam-
bar ‘September 11th attack’ in the words of Bin 
Laden’s followers. The latter example delves 
deep into history in search of a phraseology 
that would revive Islamic religious sentiment 
and include fresh positive attitudes. In terms 
of normative Islamic practice, the use of ÿazwa 
is associated only with the campaigns led by 
the Prophet Mu™ammad. The infringement 
of this tacit agreement among Muslims stems 
from Bin Laden’s awareness of the positive asso-
ciations of the said term; he used it to euphemize 
an otherwise objectionable act of terror.

Euphemisms in Arabic may also arise as a 
result of borrowing of foreign words. One of 
the most common euphemisms of this type is 
the use of the loanword madàm ‘madame’ for 
zawja or mara ‘wife’ in many urban areas of the 
Arab world because it carries a more positive 
attitude. Other examples include twàlèt ‘toilet’ 
for mir™à∂ ‘toilet’, kwàfèr ‘coiffeur’ instead of 
™allàq ‘barber’ and sùbarmàkit ‘supermarket’ 
for dukkàn ‘shop’. Sociolinguistically, the use 
of such foreign loans instead of the native 
counterparts is usually taken to be indicative 
of the speaker’s high level of education and 
social class (¤ English loanwords, ¤ French 
loanwords).

Finally, Arabic vernaculars as remote from 
each other as Jordanian Arabic and Moroccan 
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Arabic utilize what may be called ‘euphemiz-
ers.’ Euphemizers are intended to soften the 
impact of mentioning a taboo or a socially 
non-preferred expression. Moroccan Arabic 
and Jordanian Arabic employ the euphemizer 
™àšàk/™ìšàk ‘may this not apply to you!’ right 
after the mention of what is deemed to be 
socially objectionable, for example, references 
to shoes, animals such as donkeys and pigs, 
and negative attributes such as recklessness and 
stupidity. Other euphemizers from Jordanian 
Arabic include balà gàfyih ‘without double 
meaning, i.e., take what I said at face value’, 
balà zuÿra when asking someone about his 
tribal affiliation, and ba≠ìd ≠annak ‘may this be 
far from you!’ (for more details, see Farghal 
2002).
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 Mohammed Farghal (Kuwait University) 

Europe

The influx to European countries of (mainly) 
labor migrants from countries where Arabic is 
the language of daily communication started 

in the early 1950s. The present description of 
the status and development of the varieties of 
Arabic in Europe is based on studies carried 
out in the various European countries where 
Arabic-speaking immigrant groups live. Most 
relevant studies come from France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Belgium, 
and Spain. These studies focus on Arabic as it 
is spoken by people from the most important 
Maghreb countries, i.e. Morocco, Algeria, and 
Tunisia, and to a lesser extent on the Standard 
variety of Arabic.

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n :  M i g r a t i o n 
o f  A r a b i c - s p e a k i n g  m i n o r i t i e s 
t o  E u r o p e 

A speaker of Arabic can be defined as a 
national from an Arabic-speaking country, but 
through processes of nationality erosion, when 
nationals of Arabic countries become citizens 
of European countries, the speakers of Arabic 
disappear from national statistical surveys. The 
criterion of birthplace has its disadvantages as 
well, since many second and third generation 
children born in Europe are not registered in 
national statistics as ‘foreigners’. The combined 
birth criterion, in which speakers of Arabic 
are defined as such if they themselves or one 
or both of their parents are born in an Arabic-
speaking country, seems the most plausible 
way of identifying Arabic-speakers. Based 
on nationality, EuroStat (1997) registers the 
following numbers of people originating from 
Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia in the West 
European countries: Belgium 161,588, Germany 
133,945, France 1,393,195, Italy 3,656, The 
Netherlands 167,887, and Great Britain 7,000 
(see also Basfao and Taarji 1994; López García 
1996; Vermes 1988; Extra and Gorter 2001). 
According to the Spanish National Institute 
of Statistics, 199,782 Moroccans live in Spain 
(Nouaouri Izrelli 2001). In Sweden there is 
an Iraqi community of 55,696 persons and 
another Lebanese community of 20,288 persons 
(statistics based on birth country; Nygren-Junkin 
and Extra 2003). If the combined birth country-
nationality criterion is taken into consideration 
in the case of Moroccans in the Netherlands 
their numbers rise by more than a half, from 
164,567 to 252,000. This kind of consideration 
does not hold for Germany though, where it is 
relatively hard to obtain German citizenship, 
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and therefore the nationality criterion will cover 
the actual number of speakers of Arabic there 
reliably. In France, many speakers of Arabic 
hold French nationality. It is reasonable then to 
suppose for France as well an addition to the 
existing numbers of around 30 percent, which 
implies a total of nearly two million people 
in France from the Maghreb. The Arabic-
speakers from the Near East, living mostly in 
France, and from the Arabian Peninsula, living 
mostly in the United Kingdom, are outside the 
scope of this entry. It is important to note that 
people from North Africa do not automatically 
have Arabic as a mother tongue. In Europe, 
many Moroccans (more than 50 percent) and a 
minority of Algerians have Tamazight (Berber) 
as a mother tongue. Most of them speak 
dialectal Arabic as well, though.

2 .  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e  v i t a l i t y

Large-scale language surveys executed in 
several European cities among children of 
primary school age show that Arabic is a 
relatively vital language (Extra and Ya‘mur 
2004). One of the goals of these surveys was 
to establish the language vitality index (LVI) 
of the languages used and mentioned by the 
children. For the following cities the LVI for 
Arabic was calculated (numbers in parentheses 
are of children who indicated Arabic to be 
their mother tongue): Hamburg (464) 57; The 
Hague (1,391) 56; Brussels (1,608) 52; Lyon 
(2,789) 52; Madrid (662) 69. For all cities 
combined the LVI of Arabic is 58. The Romani/
Sinte language had the highest LVI with 70 and 
German the lowest with 33. With these scores 
the Arabic language groups in the surveys hold 
a middle position among the top 20 languages, 
indicating that Arabic is a vital language among 
its speakers. More specific data on language 
proficiency show that most pupils have a high 
understanding of spoken Arabic and are quite 
capable of speaking the language itself but that 
they have much lower skills in reading and 
writing. In most cases Arabic is spoken with 
fathers and mothers but much less with siblings 
and even less with friends. In general Arabic 
loses ground with older children. Of the total of 
7,787 Arabic-speaking pupils in these surveys 
43 percent said they had received lessons in 
Arabic.

3 .  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e  t e a c h i n g 
a n d  e d u c a t i o n

From the first appearance of Arabic-speaking 
migrants in European countries there has been 
a debate on the question of whether or not 
to teach the children of the migrants Arabic 
language in primary education in the context of 
the so-called ‘Home Language Instruction’ and 
if so, in what juridical and linguistic contexts 
(Obdeijn and de Ruiter 1998; Tilmatine 1997). 
Sweden was the first country to organize this 
kind of language teaching. As early as 1976 
it implemented Home Language Instruction, 
including the teaching of Arabic to primary school 
children. Regrettably, at the beginning of the 
1990s government spending cuts led to a severe 
deterioration of the system (Nygren-Junkin and 
Extra 2003). The effects of this teaching were 
from the start disputed and criticized. The level 
of participation differed strongly from country 
to country, with per cen tages varying from 70 
percent in the Netherlands to 15 percent in 
France. In Spain, where migration from the 
Maghreb started later, in the 1980s and 1990s, 
the teaching of Arabic is partly in the hands 
of the educational authorities and partly in 
the hands of non-governmental organizations, 
such as ATIME (Asociación de Trabajadores 
Inmigrantes Mar roquíes en España; see Broeder 
and Mijares 2003; López García and Mijares 
2001; Franzé and Mijares 1999; López García 
and Berriane 2005). In Belgium, because of 
the strict language laws in that country, the 
teaching of Arabic has never gone beyond 
the experimental stage (Verlot a.o. 2003). In 
France, at the beginning of the 3rd millennium, 
a debate was held over the incorporation of 
Home Language Instruction into the existing 
system of ‘enseignement de langues vivantes’ 
in primary education (Akinci, de Ruiter, and 
Sanagustin 2004). In Germany, the policy con-
cerning Home Language Instruction differs 
from state to state: in Nordrhein-Westphalen 
it is under the shared responsibility of local 
authorities and those of the countries of origin, 
which is also the case in Hamburg, Berlin, and 
Baden-Württemberg, while in Bavaria it is the 
responsibility of the local authorities only (cf. 
Fürstenau a.o. 2003). The Netherlands have 
decided to abolish Home Language Instruction 
as of the school year 2004–2005. 
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Regarding teaching materials, in most 
countries materials developed in the countries 
of origin were and are used. Newly developed 
materials are scarce. The discussion about what 
variety of Arabic to teach, Standard or dialectal, 
played a prominent role in the debate in France 
(Caubet 2001; Caubet, Chaker, and Sibille 
2002) and the Netherlands (Boumans and de 
Ruiter 2002). A European project, Comenius, 
led to the development of a course in dialectal 
Moroccan Arabic for elementary and secondary 
education, suitable for all Western European 
countries mentioned (Aarts and de Ruiter 1998; 
Abu Haidar and Bos 1998, 2000a, 2000b; 
Benjelloun, Bos, and de Ruiter 2001). The 
dialect for the course was written in Arabic 
script. In France the Institut du monde arabe 
(<www.ima.org>) published, not only many 
materials in Standard Arabic like the periodical 
Al-Mukhtaaraat, but also an interactive CD-
ROM for children in Moroccan Arabic (Dumas 
and Laamiri 1997).

In secondary education, Arabic is taught 
in France and the Netherlands. The level of 
participation in both countries has never been 
high. Absolute numbers indicate that in the 
school year 2002–2003 some 3,000 pupils in the 
Netherlands followed this type of education and 
around 10,000 in France. Only Standard Arabic 
is taught. In the Netherlands the government 
decided in 2003 to discontinue financial support 
for the teaching of Arabic but did not prevent 
schools from offering it. Yet, the Dutch ministry 
of education has been very supportive in the 
development of teaching materials of Arabic and 
the development of Dutch/Arabic and Arabic/
Dutch dictionaries. France offers pupils in 
secondary education the possibility of sitting for 
a final examination in more than 60 languages, 
among which there are 5 dialects of Arabic: 
Moroccan, Algerian, Tunisian, Egyptian, and 
Levantine. The measure of participation in 
these examinations is invariably high, with 
5,000 students participating in the 2004 Arabic 
examinations. Benjelloun (1998a, 1998b, 2000a, 
2000b) developed a course in Moroccan Arabic 
for secondary education.

The debate on writing the informal languages 
of Moroccans in particular led in Germany to 
a project aimed at the writing of their mother 
tongues, Moroccan Arabic and Amazigh 
(Maas and Mehlem 2003; Maas, Mehlem, and 
Schröder 2004). This had two goals: a scientific 

one to establish what processes take place 
if speakers of a non-codified language start 
writing their language; and a more applied 
goal, the codification of both mother tongues 
of the Moroccans. Research was carried out 
in both Germany and Morocco. The corpus of 
the project was formed by 73 spontaneously 
written texts in Moroccan Arabic and Amazigh. 
The choice of the writing system was free, but 
the majority of the children in Germany chose 
Latin script (62), while only a small group 
wrote in Arabic characters (11). In Morocco, 
almost exclusively Arabic script was used, for 
both Moroccan Arabic and Amazigh. One of 
the results of the project is that a majority 
of the Moroccan children who grew up in 
Germany not only succeeded in acquiring basic 
orthographical notions of German but also 
transferred this knowledge when writing 
spontaneously their non-written vernacular 
language

The renewed existence of Arabic in Europe led 
to the establishment of new academic programs 
in Arabic, its dialectal varieties in particular. In 
France, INALCO (Institut national des langues et 
civilisations orientales, <www.inalco.fr>) offers an 
M.A. program in Maghrebi Arabic. The University 
of Cadiz (<www.uca.es>) in Spain offers courses 
in dialectal Moroccan Arabic, Amazigh, and 
North African culture in its master’s program of 
Arabic and Islamic studies.

4 .  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e 
p r o f i c i e n c y  a n d  l a n g u a g e 
b e h a v i o r

Studies of language proficiency in Arabic con-
cern mostly members of second generation 
Arabic-speaking children, and to a much lesser 
extent first generation people. Furthermore, 
most studies opt for a bilingual or multilingual 
format. De Ruiter (1989) studied the multi-
lingual development of young Moroccans in 
Dutch, Moroccan Arabic, and where applicable 
Berber. Applying a semi-longitudinal model, he 
measured language proficiency of children and 
youngsters in four groups aged 7, 11, 14, and 
21, each consisting of 20 Moroccans of whom 
10 were Arabophone and 10 Amazighophone. 
The results point to a relatively weak proficiency 
in Moroccan Arabic compared to Dutch in the 
three younger groups and a relatively stronger 
proficiency in the oldest group. The patterns 
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of language use, dominant use of Arabic with 
parents and much less use of Arabic with 
siblings and friends are similar to the European 
patterns found in the Extra and Ya‘mur data 
(2004; see above, section 2).

In Germany, Mehlem (1998) performed an 
elaborate linguistic inventory, comparable to de 
Ruiter’s research of 1989, among 28 children of 
Moroccan descent who had frequented German 
schools from the start. The average age of 
these children was 11 years 8 months. Mehlem 
tested the proficiency of all these children in 
their mother tongues and compared it to their 
proficiency in German. In general, the children 
attained higher levels of performance in German 
than in their mother tongues.

In Spain, Nouaouri Izrelli (2001; forthcoming) 
did a study similar to those of de Ruiter (1989) 
and Mehlem (1998). He found that young 
Moroccans, aged 4–17, living in Andalusia had 
a better proficiency in Spanish than in their 
mother tongues. Furthermore they used their 
mother tongue predominantly in contacts with 
their parents and Spanish only with siblings 
and friends.

Aarts, de Ruiter, and Verhoeven (1993) report 
on a study on the proficiency in Standard Arabic 
of Moroccan children at the end of primary 
education in the Netherlands in the context of 
Arabic language teaching (see also section 3). 
Four language tasks were performed by 222 
pupils. The scores of the pupils on word decoding 
are high at 79 percent. Their scores on reading 
comprehension are reasonable (50 percent), but 
the scores on spelling (30 percent) and written 
vocabulary (34 percent) are extremely low. 
The authors conclude that the limited amount 
of Arabic language instruction that the pupils 
in the Netherlands receive at primary level 
does not suffice to attain a high level of Arabic 
language proficiency. Saidi (2001) argues that 
studies such as those by Aarts, de Ruiter, 
and Verhoeven (1993) took pupils at random 
without taking into consideration the often 
chaotic organization of Arabic lessons. Eager to 
establish a more reliable picture of the results of 
Arabic language teaching to Moroccan pupils, 
he decided to test the proficiency of those 
Moroccan pupils who had followed seven to 
eight years instruction in Arabic uninterruptedly 
within schools. His results point to a higher 
proficiency in Arabic than in the study of 
Aarts a.o. (1993). Nevertheless, the successful 

schools Saidi selected for his study cannot be 
considered representative for all schools where 
Home Language Instruction was offered. 

Pupils who study Arabic at secondary level 
in the Netherlands and France, few as they are, 
are able to attain a reasonably high level. In 
the Netherlands, Citogroep (<www.citogroep.
nl>) is responsible for the development of 
examinations in Standard Arabic for secondary 
education, and from the internal guidelines 
of this institution it is clear that the level 
of Standard Arabic the pupils attain can be 
compared to that achieved in French and 
German in these same schools. Also, in France 
the levels of the examinations in Standard 
Arabic point to high proficiency in reading and 
writing Standard Arabic and the examinations 
in dialectal Arabic can only be accomplished 
successfully if candidates have a relatively fluent 
communicative proficiency in the dialect they 
opted for. In the Netherlands, Diephuis a.o. 
(1993) developed a handbook with guidelines 
for the Arabic examinations for all layers of 
secondary education. In France, the ministry of 
education regularly publishes similar guides.

First generation Arabic-speaking migrants 
have in general a low command of Standard 
Arabic. Only a few people from this group 
followed the full educational programs in 
their native countries or additional education 
in Europe. Illiteracy is more the rule than 
the exception, especially for women of this 
generation (De Ruiter 2000). El Aissati (1997, 
see also below) shows that the migration setting 
of young Moroccan adults affected the richness 
of their language, i.e. Moroccan Arabic, com-
pared to similar young adults in Morocco. 
Broeder (1992) shows that first generation 
Moroccans are very poor in Dutch but they 
can express themselves very well in Moroccan 
Arabic. With the ongoing reunion of families in 
all European countries it is observed that higher 
educated young brides and grooms come to 
Europe. In general, they have a relatively good 
command of Standard Arabic. It goes without 
saying that proficiency in the mother tongues, 
the diverse Arabic vernaculars, is good in all 
members of the first generation. Through the 
1960s to the 1990s local authorities in the 
diverse European countries, the Netherlands and 
Germany in particular, developed information 
materials in Arabic dialects, both in written and 
in audiovisual form. At the beginning of the 
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21st century this kind of information service 
declined as countries adopted stricter language 
policies, implying that migrants should know 
and use the languages of their new countries of 
residence.

5 .  B i l i n g u a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d 
l a n g u a g e  c h a n g e 

Bos (1997) studied the bilingual development 
of Arabophone Moroccan children living in the 
Netherlands. In a pseudo-longitudinal design, 
she followed the acquisition of grammatical 
and pragmatic skills in both Moroccan Ara-
bic and Dutch by children aged 4 to 11. Her 
experimental group consisted of 45 bilingual 
4-year-olds and 45 8-year-olds living in differ-
ent Dutch cities; there was a control group in 
Morocco. She administered two experimental 
tasks and a story-telling task, in both Moroc-
can Arabic and Dutch. The first experimen-
tal task concerned sentence-internal anaphoric 
reference. The youngest informants had the 
highest scores on the non-reflexive items, while 
at the age of 6 and 7 they did better on the 
reflexive ones. All Bos’s informants eventually 
reached a higher than 90 percent score for both 
sentence types in both languages. However, the 
bilinguals showed a slower rate, reaching this 
level at the age of 10, two years after the Dutch 
and the Moroccan monolinguals. The second 
experimental task tested the children’s under-
standing of relative clauses. Bos found that the 
monolingual children in Morocco performed 
better than their peers in the Netherlands on 
sentences with OVS order. Remarkably, the 
bilingual children performed best on SVO sen-
tences, while the monolingual children found 
OVS sentences easier to process. Finally, Bos 
administered a story-telling task in order to 
investigate the children’s narrative skills, in 
particular reference to topics and to temporal-
ity. One of the things she investigated was the 
development of the means of referring to topic 
characters in the story. She found similar pat-
terns of development over time for both lan-
guages and for both the bilingual experimental 
group and the monolingual control groups. The 
bilingual informants did not suffer any delay 
in the acquisition of reference to protagonists 
(for more details on tense and aspect see Bos 
1997). Nouaouri Izrelli (forthcoming) adopted 
a similar format in his study of the acquisition 

of temporality in the discourse of bilingual chil-
dren, speaking Moroccan Arabic and Spanish.

El Aissati (1997) studied Moroccan Arabic 
in the Netherlands from the perspective of 
¤ language loss, as a consequence of the 
second generation’s diminished exposure to the 
language. His 25 Moroccan informants (aged 
between 13 and 17) lived in the Netherlands. 
They filled out a questionnaire reporting on their 
oral skills in Moroccan Arabic and writing and 
reading skills in Standard Arabic, as well as on 
their language choice in various situations. The 
data on self-assessed proficiency in Moroccan 
Arabic were supplemented by a panel of two 
native speaker linguists who rated samples of 
semi-spontaneous narratives produced by the 
informants, a procedure which was also followed 
by Nortier (1990; see also below). Proficiency 
in Moroccan Arabic turned out to correlate 
with the age of immigration to the Netherlands 
and the reported amount of use of the language 
in daily interactions. The informants’ linguistic 
performance was compared to that of a control 
group consisting of 30 Moroccans living in 
the Moroccan cities of Casablanca, Tangier, 
and Oujda. The experimental and the control 
group took part in four experimental settings 
and also produced semi-spontaneous material. 
First, plural formation was studied on the 
basis of experimental data. In the experimental 
setting the informants were asked to provide 
the plural form of nouns presented to them in 
the singular and out of context. The outcomes 
were then compared to those obtained from the 
control group. The participants of low language 
proficiency used fewer plural formation 
strategies. El Aissati concludes that one cannot 
speak of the emergence of a new, immigrant 
variety, but rather of individual paradigmatic 
leveling. Later El Aissati studied language use 
among Moroccan adolescents in the city of 
Utrecht in The Netherlands. There was no 
evidence of a new variety of dialectal Arabic 
developing in a migration context (El Aissati 
2002), which was confirmed by Boumans 
(2001; see also below).

6 .  C o d e - s w i t c h i n g

Nortier’s study on Dutch/Moroccan Arabic ¤ 
code-switching is based on the spontaneous 
conversations of 15 Arabophone Moroccans liv-
ing in the Netherlands. Boumans (1998) discusses 
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15 informants, but these come from different 
parts in the Netherlands. The patterns of code-
switching are heterogeneous but similar in the 
two data corpora. The most conspicuous traits 
of Moroccan Arabic/Dutch code-switching in 
comparison with code-switching varieties in 
general are the omission of the Moroccan Ara-
bic definite article before Dutch nouns, and 
the use of an auxiliary verb in combination 
with Dutch verbs. One typically finds forms 
like Moroccan Arabic/Dutch wa™ed Ø-gesprek 
‘a conversation’, dak Ø-examen ‘that exam-
ination’ instead of Moroccan Arabic wa™ed 
l-™iwa® and dak l-imti™an. The use of Moroc-
can Arabic auxiliary verbs is illustrated in (1):

(1) škun ÿadi y-dir-hom controler-en?
 who fut 3-do-3pl supervise-inf
 ‘Who is going to supervise them?’ 
 (Moroccan Arabic/Dutch, Boumans 
 1998:231)

When Dutch verbs are used in otherwise 
Moroccan Arabic clauses, some speakers use 
the Moroccan Arabic verb dar/ydir ‘to do’ (less 
commonly ≠mel) which is inflected for all verbal 
categories like subject agreement and tense 
and aspect. The Dutch verb is inserted in its 
infinitive form. Some speakers also mark the 
pronominal object of the inserted verb as a suf-
fix on dar, as in the above example. This way 
of treating Dutch verbs is far more frequent 
and widespread in Boumans’s text corpus than 
in the earlier data described by Nortier (1990). 
At first sight, this might reflect a regional dis-
tribution of the construction or else its spread 
and growing conventionalization in the short 
time between the first and the second data col-
lection in 1986 and 1991–1992. However, it is 
much more likely that the random and rather 
small sample of informants caused this differ-
ence between the two data sets. In Boumans’s 
text corpus, almost all types and tokens of the 
dar plus infinitive construction are found in 
the speech of four informants who are siblings. 
From other observations and recordings by 
Boumans (2001; see also Boumans and Cau-
bet 2001) it was found that the construction 
as such is common in Utrecht and elsewhere, 
although not in use by all code-switching bilin-
guals. The use of object suffixes like -hom in (1) 
has thus far been attested only for a couple of 
speakers, however.

Nortier (1990) relates individual speakers’ 
code-switching patterns to their competence in 
Moroccan Arabic and Dutch. A combination 
of a number of criteria (self-report, actual lan-
guage choice during the recordings, and evalua-
tion of text samples by panels of native speakers 
of Moroccan Arabic and Dutch) assessed the 
bilingual competence, i.e. competence in both 
languages, of the individual informants. Relat-
ing competence to code-switching patterns, 
Nortier concludes that speakers with a high 
degree of bilingual competence produce rela-
tively many switches within sentences, whereas 
Dutch-dominant and Moroccan Arabic-domi-
nant speakers produce more switches between 
sentences and between sentences and discourse 
markers. Both studies on Moroccan Arabic/
Dutch are for a large part concerned with the 
discussion of code-switching in general and of 
how it should be analyzed. Nortier sets her 
data against the various constraints on code-
switching that had been proposed at the time. 
Boumans advocates viewing code-switching in 
terms of hierarchically ordered insertion rather 
than alternating language systems. 

Wernitz (1993) reports on research on code-
switching in French/Moroccan Arabic speech 
among young Moroccans living in France. She 
is concerned with the motivation of speakers to 
speak one language or the other, but she also 
pays attention to some linguistic characteristics 
of her data. She notes, for example, that in 
Moroccan Arabic/French speech French nouns 
may be modified by Arabic adjectives, while the 
reverse, an Arabic noun with a French adjective, 
does not occur (cf. Boumans 2002). Canut 
and Caubet (2002) deal with dialectal Arabic/
French code-switching as recorded in France. 
Their conclusions go in the same direction as 
Boumans’s (1998) analysis of code-switching in 
terms of matrix and embedded language.

7 .  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e  i n  t h e 
c u l t u r a l  s c e n e

Many artists from North African origin are 
active in European theatre, music making, and 
literature. Although their output in the form of 
theatre plays, songs, and novels and poetry is 
mostly in the language of the European country 
in question, some productions are composed 
in Arabic, be it dialectal or Standard. The pro-
ductions of these artists have started to attract 
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the cultural interest of researchers in West 
European countries. The output of this new 
kind of artists adds to the existing culture in 
Europe and leads to new forms of intercultural 
arts. Caubet (2004) presents some of the 
leading artists of Maghrebi origin in France, 
among them Fellag, Baâziz, and Cheb Sahraoui. 
The book describes the development of these 
artists and how they view their contribution to 
French art and culture. Caubet (2005) studies 
artists with a Moroccan background in the 
Netherlands. She interviewed, among others, 
writers such as Abdelkader Benali and Hafid 
Bouazza, both of whom won important literary 
prizes in the Netherlands for their novels in 
Dutch.
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Exclamation

The traditional opinions of Arabic scholars 
about exclamation (ta≠ajjub) in Classical Arabic 
are found in various discourses, not only in that 
of the grammarians, in fragments inserted in 
works belonging to grammar (na™w), rhetoric 
(balàÿa), foundations of grammar (±ußùl an-
na™w), scholastic theology (kalàm), Qur±ànic 
exegesis (tafsìr), etc. We find in fact two ways 
of speaking about exclamation in the Arabic 
sciences of the language: 

i. the first in a limited acceptance of this 
concept, referring to an evaluative act, i.e. 
not only an act of admiration, but in general, 
that of preferring (taf∂ìl) something above 
others in the same class, which expresses 
wondering and perplexity. In this case, the 
Arabic authors tend to use the term ta≠ajjub

ii. the second in an extended sense, linked 
to what modern studies on exclamation 
in various languages call ‘expressiveness’, 
‘affective speech’, or ‘affection’. In this case, 
Arabic authors do not systematically use 
the term ta≠ajjub to refer to the exclamatory 
formulas, structures, or turns (cf. Firanescu 
2003 for a synthetic view on exclamation in 
Literary Arabic).

All approaches to exclamations in the Arabic 
grammatical tradition deal with both the ‘form’ 
(¤ lafÚ) and the ‘meaning’ (¤ ma≠nà) in order to 
explain the exclamatory character of a structure 
or utterance, but the approaches differ. Some 
focus on the form, the expression, in order 
to arrive at the sense. This morphosyntactic 
perspective (approximately through the 8–10th 
centuries) is represented by scholars such as al-
Farrà±, al-Kisà±ì, al-Màzinì, Âa≠lab, etc. Other 
approaches start from the sense, being interested 
only marginally in the form. This semantic-
pragmatic perspective (11–14th centuries, with 
an intermediate stage) is represented by scholars 
such as al-Jurjànì, az-Zamaxšarì, Ibn Ya≠ìš, as-
Sakkàkì, al-Qazwìnì, etc. The two perspectives 
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may be combined in one and the same work, 
as is the case with Sìbawayhi or al-Jurjànì 
(see Baalbaki 1983:12; Versteegh 1992:119), 
whereas in others they are easier to distinguish 
from each other.

Several structures are constantly discussed 
by Arabic grammarians as a ‘conventional’ 
part of the linguistic system, when dealing with 
exclamation as an evaluative act. These may 
be regarded as the prototypical expression of 
exclamation or ‘the hard core’ of the concept of 
exclamation (cf. Firanescu 2003:127–128):

i. the two structures with the same meaning 
that are called fi≠là t-ta≠ajjub ‘the two verbs 
of exclamation’ or ßìÿatà t-ta≠ajjub ‘the two 
exclamatory formulas’: mà ±af ≠ala + direct 
object (noun; if it is a pronoun, the formula 
becomes mà ±af ≠ala-hu), which is the 
most frequent one in Modern Literary 
Arabic, and ±af ≠il bi-hi: mà ±akrama zaydan! 
or zaydun, mà ±akrama-hu ‘how generous 
is Zayd!’; ±akrim bi-zaydin! or zaydun, 
±akrim bi-hi ‘how generous is Zayd!’. Some 
authors add a third formula, the pattern 
fa≠ula, which is rare in the texts of the 
grammarians and can be applied to verbs 
of Form I only.

ii. the ‘blame and praise verbs’ ni≠ma (for 
admiration, praise) and bi±sa (for rejection, 
blame): ni≠ma r-rajulàni! ‘how good are 
these two men!’; bi±sat al-jàriyatu ‘how bad 
is this [female] slave!’

iii. the compound particle ™abba≈à: ™abba≈à 
l-™àlu ‘how nice is the situation!’

Linked to these structures, as secondary 
exclamatory formulas, Arabic scholars mention 
certain other marked expressions: 

i. vocatives (nidà±), marked by the particle 
yà (yà la-l-≠ajabi ‘Oh, how wonderful!’, yà 
la-ka šà≠iran ‘What a wonderful poet you 
are!’, yà la-hu min rajulin ‘What a man!’) 

ii. expressions introduced by the relative ±ayy 
expressing admiration (marartu bi-rajulin 
±ayya rajulin ‘I have visited a man, what a 
man!’)

iii. oath formulas, marked by the particle li 
(li-llàhi, là yu±ajjalu l-±ajalu ‘By God, the 
appointed time will be not adjourned!’) 

iv. formulas of compassion and deploring 
(nudba) marked by yà or wa- and the 

‘affective’ suffix -àh (wa-Mu™ammadàh 
‘Oh, poor Mu™ammad!’) 

v. ‘nouns of verbs’ (±asmà± al-±af ≠àl, sg. ¤ 
ism al-fi≠l) in a fixed form (mabniyya), 
expressing a request (sukùtan ‘Silence!’, 
ruwaydan! ‘Easy!’), or an intensive, ex-
pressive assertion (hayhàt al-±amal ‘He is 
so far away!’, šattàna mà bayna zayd wa- 
xàlid ‘Zayd and Khalid are so different!’, 
sur≠àna/bu†±àna ‘How fast!/slow!’)

vi. various oath formulas with exclamatory 
meaning containing the name ±Allàh: ±ayman 
±allàhi ‘I swear on God’s blessing!’), etc.

Exhaustive lists including the exclamatory 
structures and expressions may be found in 
several modern works in Arabic (£assàn 1973; 
Hàrùn 1979; Sàmarrà±ì 1990; and others) 
or other languages (Fleisch 1961; Cantarino 
1974–1975). These works systematize from 
a purely descriptive morphologic-syntactic per-
spective the enormous quantity of information 
and linguistic facts linked to the exclama -
tion within Arabic grammar. They speak (e.g. 
Sàmarrà±ì 1990:651–709) about two categories 
of exclamatory expressions: those which are 
conventional and treated in special chapters 
by the Arabic grammarians (at-ta≠ajjub al-
mubawwab la-hu), and those that are not 
conventional, but can have an exclamatory 
meaning in context (là tadullu ≠alà t-ta≠ajjub 
wa∂≠an bal bi-l-qarìna). 

Yet, Arabic grammarians observed that there 
were a great number of unmarked expressions 
which could acquire an exclamatory sense 
within an appropriate context, if uttered with a 
‘certain intentional meaning’ or ‘speaker’s pur-
pose’ (muràd or qaßd). Therefore, a semantic-
pragmatic perspective on exclamation was 
developed by the Arabic grammarians, who 
speak about the ‘act’ of exclamation in terms 
surprisingly reminiscent of those used in modern 
pragmatic theories, such as ‘performative verbs’, 
‘indirect speech acts’, ‘illocutionary acts’, ‘con-
versational implicatures’, etc. (Austin 1962; 
Searle 1970; Searle and Vanderveken 1985).

Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 303–330) presents 
several vocative formulas (nidà±) as possibly 
exclamatory, conveying by the speaker’s illo-
cutionary intent such meanings as threat, 
menace, pride, affliction, and complaint, which 
are transmitted through expressive speech acts. 
Ibn Fàris (Íà™ibì 183–194) developed a complex 
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discourse about indirect conventional and non-
conventional speech acts, among them various 
expressive acts realized by uttering assertive, 
interrogative, and imperative statements which 
acquire an exclamatory contextual value. As-
Sakkàkì (Miftà™ 305–306), speaking about the 
‘semantic generation’, points to the expressive 
component of certain illocutionary acts, real-
ized by uttering exclamatory sentences (cf. Bubu-
ruzan [Firanescu] 1993, 1995, 2003). From 
the second half of the 13th century onward, 
the discourse of the rhetoricians (±Astaràbà≈ì, 
”ar™ al-Kàfiya, al-Qazwìnì, al-±î∂à™), on the 
concept of ‘performative’ (±inšà±) inaugurated 
an extensive discussion on the ‘subjective mood 
of speech’, including exclamation as a principal 
feature (cf. Larcher 1991:257–263).
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F

Fà≠il

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

The fà≠il (lit. ‘he who does’) corresponds, 
in the analysis of the Arab grammarians, to 
the protagonist of the verb. It is the primary 
element to which the verb relates (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 33–34), meaning that the verb “does 
not go without it” (Sìràfì, Šar™ II, 267). In 
fact, the verb (¤ fi≠l) and its fà≠il constitute 
a pair “each of whose two elements cannot 
go without the other, and which the speaker 
cannot do without” (là yaÿnà wà™idun min-
humà ≠an al-±àxar wa-là yajidu l-mutakallim 
min-hu buddan; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 23). For 
the Arab grammarians, the fà≠il is a syntactic 
function expressed in logical, semantic terms. 
“[Each noun] for which a verb is constructed 
and which is governed by that verb in the 
nominative case is called fà≠il from the point of 
view of syntax, not of the reality of the action” 
(Sìràfì, Šar™ II, 266–267). This is the way 
±Abù ≠Alì al-Fàrisì (Jurjànì, Muqtaßid I, 327) 
defines the fà≠il, hence the early grammarians’ 
definition of fà≠il as “each noun postpositive to 
a verb and to which this verb is predicated and 
related” (Ibn Jinnì, Luma≠ 13). In this sense, 
the term fà≠il applies to an active as well as a 
passive verb (Ibn Xàlawayhi, ±I≠ràb 70). Later 
grammarians called the passive verb nà±ib al-
fà≠il ‘substitute for the fà≠il’. This term, coined 
by Ibn Màlik in the 13th century (±Ahdal, 
Šar™ al-Kawàkib 82–83), came to compete with 
longer syntagms in use at the time, such as mà 
lam yusamma fà≠ilu-hu ‘that whose fà≠il is not 
indicated’ (Ibn Hišàm, Šar™ Šu≈ûr a≈-≈ahab 

159), and which definitively replaced them in 
the works of the very late grammarians.

2 .  T h e  i m p l i e d  F â ≠ I L

Unlike the first two personal pronouns present 
in the act of speech, Arab grammarians call 
ÿà±ib ‘absent’ the morpheme of the 3rd person 
pronoun, considered by Benveniste (1966:228) 
as a non-person (see refutation in Joly 1973:59–
97). In fact, Arabic places kataba-0 ‘he wrote’ 
in opposition to katab-tu ‘I wrote’ and katab-ta 
‘you wrote’. In the case of kataba-0, Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb II, 6, 352) refers to a pronoun with no 
sign, or whose sign is not indicated (al-±i∂màr 
alla≈ì laysat la-hu ≠alàma Úàhira, or alla≈ì 
là ≠alàmata la-hu), it being understood that 
the absence of a sign is considered by Arab 
grammarians to be a sign (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 
I, 46), which is not very far from the idea 
of the zero-significant morpheme in modern 
linguistics. 

The fà≠il and its substitute are not deleted 
(ma™≈ùf ) but always implied (mustatir) and 
never used explicitly. Thus in a statement 
such as kataba-0 + huwa = ‘he wrote, him’, 
the apparent pronoun huwa ‘him’ would 
be quite rightly analyzed as an epithet (ßifa) 
or corroboration (tawkìd) of the fà≠il /0/ = 
huwa =  ‘he’, still being implied (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 351, 378), because this implied pronoun 
/0/, which carries no sign, is considered to have 
the status (bi-manzila) of a pronoun with a sign 
(Kitàb II, 351). In fact, the free pronoun huwa 
cannot be substituted for the attached, implied 
pronoun /0/ which represents the same person, 
exactly as the first two pronouns, ±ana and 
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±anta, as in katab-tu + ±ana ‘I wrote, me’ and 
katab-ta + ±anta ‘you wrote, you’, cannot be 
substituted for the equivalent attached pro-
nouns: -tu ‘me’ and -ta ‘you’, which are always 
fà≠il: *kataba + ±ana and *kataba + ±anta.

3 .  T h e  F â ≠ I L  a n d  t h e  p e r s o n a l 
m o r p h e m e

Unlike the first two persons, which do not 
replace nouns and which are in a way nouns, 
the implied pronoun of the 3rd person is 
anaphoric in Arabic grammatical thinking. It 
therefore needs to refer to an antecedent. If 
you were to say kataba ‘he wrote’ “without 
referring to someone in particular and without 
the person you are speaking to knowing that 
you are indicating someone, it would not be 
a [complete] statement (lam yakun kalàman)” 
(Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 41). Consequently, in a 
statement such as kataba + zayd-u-n ‘he wrote, 
Zayd [nom.]’, the proper noun zayd, which 
becomes an indispensable element “for lack 
of conditions permitting the use of a personal 
morpheme as an anaphoric or a deictic” 
(Touratier 1989:351), is analyzed as the fà≠il 
of the verb.

Such an analysis of verbs with a suffix could 
be extended to verbs with a prefix. Since a verb 
can have only one fà≠il, the prefix y-, as in y-
aktubu + zayd-u-n ‘he writes, Zayd [nom.]’, 
cannot be identified as a personal morpheme. 
The same would apply to the prefixes -±, t-, 
and n- as in ±-a-ktub-u ‘I write’, t-a-ktub-u ‘you 
write’, and n-a-ktub-u ‘we write’, which are 
identified as ™urùf ‘particles’, but indicating, 
as al-±Astaràbà≈ì (Šar™ al-Kàfiya I, 10) puts 
it, the meaning of a concrete noun, that of an 
implied pronoun, which is the fà≠il of the verb. 
In modern linguistic analysis, these prefixes, 
just as the suffixes, are analyzed as personal 
morphemes. However, y- of y-aktub-u is an 
epenthetic element in order to avoid a syllable 
that would otherwise have been anomalous 
(Roman 1983:873).

4 .  P o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  F â ≠ I L

The position of the noun in relation to the verb 
is a determining factor in the concept of the fà≠il 
in the Arabic grammatical tradition (Hamzé 
1999:127–149). In fact, the two statements 
kataba + zayd-u-n and zayd-u-n + kataba are 

not equivalent syntactically or even semantically 
(Jurjànì, Dalà±il al-±i≠jàz 85–87; Ayoub and 
Bohas 1993:31–48). Quite rightly, two different 
analyses apply. In the first statement zayd is the 
fà≠il, but not in the second. Indeed, two types of 
substitution can show that the noun placed in 
front of the verb cannot be the fà≠il of that verb, 
since the fà≠il is always placed after the verb: 
zayd-un kataba-0 ‘Zayd, he wrote’ vs. zayd-
un kataba ±abù-hu ‘Zayd, his father wrote’ 
and zayd-un kataba-0 vs. ±ana katab-tu ‘me, I 
wrote’. If the element zayd-un placed in front of 
the verb were the fà≠il, it would be acceptable 
to say *±ana kataba *‘me, wrote’. This is a valid 
argument, the æàhirite Ibn Ma∂à± admits. But 
as the æàhirites believe in the importance of 
the external meaning (Úàhir) of the text of the 
Qur±àn for ideological reasons, Ibn Ma∂à± is 
opposed to the assumption of implied elements 
(Versteegh 1997:146–148) and argues that 
proceeding by analogy from the 2nd and 1st 
persons to the 3rd person is not irrefutable 
proof. We may find the noun placed before the 
verb sufficient in the 3rd person, but not in the 
others (Ibn Ma∂à±, Radd 92).
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Farsi ¤ Persian

Faßì™

Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002) defines grammar (na™w) 
as follows: “It is to follow the way the Arabs 
speak . . . so that the non-Arabs might have 
access to the Arabs’ faßà™a” (Xaßà±iß I, 34). 
More than a thousand years later, written 
Arabic is still called al-luÿa al-fuß™à. This 
shows how the notion of faßà™a is an essential 
component of Arab language thinking.

The root f-ß-™ is very ancient and is found in 
other Semitic languages. From f-ß-™ is derived 
fiß™ ‘Jewish Passover’, also ‘Christian Easter’ 
(Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn, s.v.). In some Semitic 

languages, f-ß-™ is explicitly associated with 
something clear, or bright: in Assyrian, pißù 
signifies ‘pure; bright’; in Aramaic, paßßi™ 
signifies ‘pure; radiant’. In 7th-century Arabic 
the notion refers to something pure, faultless, 
unaltered (faß™). The verb ±afßa™a means ‘to 
become limpid [urine]; to be skimmed of 
its froth [milk]’; it refers to clearness, to the 
dazzling morning light (±afßa™a ß-ßub™u), and 
to a horse or donkey whose whinnying or 
braying is clear (±afßa™a l-farasu wa-l-ba≠ìru). 
Linguistically, faßu™a wa-±afßa™a r-rajulu refers 
to an enunciation both pure and clear. This 
seems to be the best match for classical texts, 
with the notion of correctness added. It is 
also the meaning retained by Blachère (1952:I, 
119) when he translates the expression fußa™à± 
al-≠Arab as ‘the Arabs with pure and correct 
speaking’. According to as-Suyù†ì (d. 911/1505), 
the linguistic usage is a metaphor derived from 
the concrete meaning of the word. In Classical 
Arabic, it implies at the same time correctness 
of language and its aesthetic quality.

1 .  P r e - c l a s s i c a l  l i n g u i s t i c 
u s a g e  o f  t h e  n o t i o n  F A Í â £ A

The linguistic notion of faßà™a has a long 
history. In pre-Islamic usage and that of the 
1st century A.H., the main sense is that of 
‘clearness’ or ‘intelligibility’, rather than ‘purity’ 
(Ayoub 2003b). In fact, faßì™’s antonym is 
±a≠jam, defined by Ibn as-Sikkìt (d. 244/858) 
and then by Ibn Sìda (d. 458/1066; Muxaßßaß 
I, 113) and Ibn ManΩùr (d. 711/1311; Lisàn I, 
2825) as “the one whose speaking is not clear, 
whether he is of Arab or foreign origin” (alla≈ì 
là yubayyinu l-kalàma min al-≠Arab wa-l-≠ajam, 
alla≈ì là yufßi™u). Ibn as-Sikkìt defines al-faßì™ 
as ‘the one whose speaking is clear’ (al-bayyin; 
Ibn Sìda, Muxaßßaß I, 112). In the entry f-ß-™, 
the Lisàn quotes a line by the poet ±Abù n-Najm 
(d. 130/747) in which the poet describes a 
donkey as ±a≠jam for human beings but faßì™ to 
the ears of its ‘lover’ (a≠jama fì ±à≈àni-hi faßì™a 
‘unintelligible, but to her ears, of a dazzling 
clearness’; I, 2825). Another line quoted by the 
Lisàn confirms this antonym in pre-classical 
usage: “It is a vital source for all creatures, 
the ideal of every unintelligible and intelligible 
creature” (muntahà kull ±a≠jam wa-faßì™ lit. 
‘those expressing themselves clearly’; I, 2825).

After Ibn Sìda (Muxaßßaß I, 112–113), Ibn 
ManΩùr mentions another meaning for faßì™, 
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which is equivalent to being endowed with 
language, or being human: “It has been said 
that living beings are of two kinds: ±a≠jam and 
faßì™. The faßì™ is the living being gifted in 
language, whereas the ±a≠jam is every living 
being not endowed with language” (Lisàn I, 
3419).

Obscurity of speech is to be understood in 
relation to non-Arabic speech (kalàm ±a≠jam: 
yu≈habu bi-hi ±ilà kalàm al-≠ajam; Ibn Sìda, 
Muxaßßaß I, 121). Additionally, the designation 
of ≠ajamì refers to the foreigner’s language. 
This view was expressed at the end of the 8th 
century by ±Abù ≠Amr a“-”aybànì (d. 206/821), 
one of the first lexicographers, born in Kùfa 
and a contemporary of al-Xalìl, whose words 
are reported in the Lisàn (Ibn ManΩùr, I, 
2826): ±A≠jama, he says, is ±abhama ‘to make 
something indeterminable, obscure’, and “the 
≠ajamì has an obscure discourse; it is not clearly 
expressed” (wa-l-≠ajamì mubham al-kalàm, là 
yubayyinu kalàma-hu). Furthermore, ±a≠jam sig-
nifies ‘foreigner’ (man laysa bi-≠arabì), as Ibn 
ManΩùr points out under the lexical definition 
of ≠ajam. Pre-Islamic poetry seems to confirm 
this. Muxaßßaß and Lisàn quote lines by the poet 
±Abù l-±Axzar: “Oh hail! Sallùm, would you be 
among the non-Arabs [al-±a≠jam ‘those who 
speak unintelligibly’], with the Byzantines, the 
Persians, or the Daylamites?” (Lisàn I, 2825). 
Likewise, ≠ujma refers to both the quality of a 
speech that lacks clearness ( fì lisàni-hi ≠ujma) 
and the foreign origin of the word (≠ujmat al-
ism) (Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 270). 

The sense of ‘clearness’ explains why faßu™a 
and ±afßa™a may be used for the speech of 
both Arabs and non-Arabs. Ibn Sìda (Muxaßßaß 
I, 112–113) notes, following Kitàb al-≠ayn, 
that faßu™a l-±a≠jam, used to describe a non-
Arab speaker, means ‘to speak Arabic’, whereas 
±afßa™a implies a better quality of enunciation 
(izdàda faßà™atan) in an Arab speaker (the 
reverse in Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 184). In the former 
case, the enunciation becomes intelligible or 
clear, while in the latter, it becomes clearer or 
more eloquent.

This usage also seems to correspond to 
the Qur±ànic usage of ±afßa™, the masculine 
elative of faßì™. Actually, the only attestation 
of a word derived from f-ß-™ in the Qur±àn is 
Q. 28/34: wa-±axì Harùnu huwa ±afßa™u min-
nì lisànan fa-±arsil-hu ma≠ì (uttered by Moses). 
In this context, ±afßa™ must be understood 
in opposition with the way Moses describes 

himself as being tongue-tied (là yan†aliqu 
lisànì . . . fa-±arsil ±ilà Hàrùna, Q. 26/13; wa-™lul 
≠uqdatan min lisànì yafqahù qawlì, Q. 20/27). 
Aaron has a better quality of enunciation than 
Moses: his words are ‘more understandable’ 
(the root f-q-h) than those of Moses.  

Pre-classical usage of faßà™a thus refers to 
clear, intelligible enunciation rather than to 
purity in the sense of absence of linguistic 
crossbreeding. Rabin (1960:579) believes that 
this was indeed the meaning of faßà™a, whatever 
the period considered. The pre-Islamic Arabs 
seem to have paid careful attention to the 
clearness of the enunciation and, consequently, 
to the language.

2 .  T h e   c l a s s i c a l  n o t i o n  o f 
F A Í â £ A

In Classical Arabic the most striking feature of 
faßà™a is that linguistic correctness, the quality 
of the enunciation, and its truthfulness are 
inextricably linked (Ayoub 2001). This is indeed 
a component of all Classical Arabic thinking on 
language. Thus, according to Ibn Jinnì, the 
verb ±a≠raba ≠an aš-šay± ‘to express something 
clearly’ is a denominative verb derived from 
the term ≠Arab ‘Arabs’ “because of all the 
pure elocution (faßà™a), limpid expression 
(±i ≠ràb), and clear enunciation (bayàn) ascribed 
to them” (Xaßà±iß I, 36). Therefore, kalàm 
al-≠Arab is the equivalent of a ‘clear, eloquent 
language’. But the same verb, ±a≠raba, also refers 
to correctness: ±a≠raba is to speak the way the 
Arabs speak, using syntactic endings (±i≠ràb). 
In the same way, the notion of faßà™a denotes 
the correct and pure usage, as codified by the 
≠arabiyya, and as such it is one of the basic 
notions of non-Greek rhetoric. For al-£arìrì 
(d. 516/1122) in his Durra, correct speaking (aß-
ßawàb) is inextricably connected with eloquent 
speaking (al-bayàn, al-faßà™a, al-kalàm al-
faßì™). It is also pure, uncontaminated with any 
regional feature: although all dialectal variants 
collected by the grammarians are theoretically 
legitimate (al-luÿàt kullu-hà ™ujja; Ibn Jinnì, 
Xaßà±iß I, 257), many of these variants are 
decried (Ayoub 2001:112–117). Furthermore, 
in the 8th century, the collection of linguistic 
data was directed against any crossbreeding, 
the philologists purposefully avoiding those 
tribes that might have borrowed from other 
languages. This is what the philosopher ±Abù 
Naßr al-Faràbì (d. 339/950) asserts in a well-
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known text (Suyù†ì, Iqtirà™ 17, Muzhir I, 
211; cf. Renan 1863:451ff.; Rabin 1951:193; 
Blachère 1952:71). The great debate about 
foreign words in the Qur±àn as reported by as-
Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 266–294) confirms this anti-
crossbreeding tendency (Kopf 1956; Haywood 
1965; Versteegh 1990; Ayoub, forthcoming).

The notion of faßà™a is commented upon 
by grammarians, rhetoricians, poets, lawyers, 
and theologians alike. There is no ≠arabiyya 
without faßà™a, and there is no religious or 
legal science, no ±adab without ≠arabiyya, a 
language stamped with the grammatical norm. 
Definitions of faßà™a are numerous, qualifying 
both the utterance and the speaker. Âa≠lab 
(d. 291/904) seems to link faßì™ with common 
use: “This book presents the faßì™ exclusively, 
what is common (mà yajrì) in people’s speech 
and in their written work” (Faßì™ 2). In the 
following lines, he makes a distinction between 
various degrees of faßì™ (faßì™ and ±afßa™) 
according to this criterion. Going back to 
this usage, as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 185) specifies 
that faßà™a qualifies those words used most 
frequently by Arabs whose language is reliable 
(kaµrat isti≠màl al-≠Arab la-hà). In the classical 
era, the faßì™ is linked to kalàm al-≠Arab, 
the corpus of references whose pillars are the 
Qur±àn and pre-Islamic poems (£arìrì, Durra, 
116). This corpus, which is the basis of the ¤ 
≠arabiyya (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, Luma≠), lays down 
the rules of any speech.

In lexicography, Âa≠lab’s choice of ‘the 
most frequent’ (al-±akµar) is a well-founded 
epistemological choice. It is to be understood 
in the light of the linguistic situation of ancient 
Arabia, when many dialects could be found. The 
description of dialectal features (¤ pre-Islamic 
Arabic) is recorded in numerous classical works 
as early as in the first grammatical treatise, the 
Kitàb by Sìbawayhi (d. 177/793), and is the 
object of many studies (Rabin 1951; Blachère 
1952; Fück 1955). The methodological choice 
of the most common turns of phrase must be 
seen in the light of this dialectal variation. 
The same choice is made by several medieval 
scholars, who seem to distinguish clearly 
between the ≠arabiyya and the kalàm al-≠Arab, 
the ≠arabiyya being the language codified by the 
grammarians (Ayoub 2001:95, 2003a:42). This 
is suggested by the way ±Abù l-±Aswad ad-Du±alì 
(d. 62/681) is described as the first scholar to 
have established the ≠arabiyya: ±awwal man 

wa∂a≠a l-≠arabiyya (Sìràfì, ±Axbàr 13.2, 3, 5; 
Zubaydì, ¢abaqàt 21.9; Suyù†ì, Muzhir II, 
345), or put differently: ±awwal man wa∂a≠a 
(rasama) n-na™w (Sìràfì, ±Axbàr 10.3; Zubaydì, 
¢abaqàt 21.12; ±Abù †-¢ayyib, Maràtib, 27.1). 
There is no trace whatsoever in these texts of 
the expression ±awwal man wa∂a≠a kalàm al-
≠Arab. The distinction between ≠arabiyya and 
kalàm al-≠Arab is implicitly made by az-Zubaydì 
(¢abaqàt 21.4–5): ±Abù l-±Aswad is the first to 
have established the ≠arabiyya, when the kalàm 
al-≠Arab had been altered (±awwal man ±assasa 
l-≠arabiyya . . . wa-≈àlika ™ìna i∂†araba kalàm al-
≠Arab), a point explicitly made by az-Zubaydì 
(¢abaqàt 22, 39) and as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 134). 
The debate deals precisely with the criteria 
that led ±Abù l-±Aswad – or ≠îsà ibn ≠Umar – to 
establish the language he called ≠arabiyya: what 
makes it different from kalàm al-≠Arab? The 
grammarian replies that the ≠arabiyya is the 
most common usage of kalàm al-≠Arab (al-
±akµar), whereas other usages are called luÿàt. 
Hence, ≠arabiyya cannot be understood as ‘pure 
Arabic’ (Blachère 1952:71), at least not in 
the first centuries. The text emphasizes twice 
that this is a necessary epistemological choice: 
only by opting for the common usage was the 
grammarian able to write a grammar.

As-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 185–187) adds that 
iden-tifying the common usage in such a remote 
past is not easy, which is why scholars set 
up criteria for lexical items. He revives the 
criteria applied by al-Qazwìnì, a rhetorician 
of the 14th century (739/1338), in his ±î∂à™: 
sounds must be harmonious, the term must 
not be a rare word requiring long research 
work in dictionaries, it must comply with the 
general rule (qiyàs), and it must not represent 
a marginal form of the language. The demand 
for immediate intelligibility of the meaning 
resembles the pre-classical notion of faßà™a, but 
the criterion of compliance with the qiyàs bears 
the stamp of the norm, whereas the harmony of 
sounds refers to an explicit aesthetic concern.

3 .  T h e   r o o t  F - Í - £  i n  t h e  K I T â B 
b y  S î b a w a y h i 

The elative ±afßa™, a concept not used in 
pre-Islamic poetry, appears in the Kitàb as 
a criterion for correct speech. But the Kitàb 
seems to distinguish kaµìr, ±afßa™, and qiyàs, 
as in the following passage: “It is the way 
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of speaking of most of the Arabs, the Arabs 
with the ±afßa™ way of speaking; it is also 
what complies with the general rule” (wa-huwa 
kalàmu ±akµari l-≠Arab wa-±afßa™i-him wa-huwa 
l-qiyàs; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 184).

Occurrences of faßà™a in the Kitàb are fairly 
rare. They often qualify the speakers (al-≠Arab 
al-fußa™à±; fußa™à± al-≠Arab). Unlike later texts, 
the Arabs with the ±afßa™ manner of speaking 
are called upon neither for the most common 
turns of phrase nor for forms that comply with 
the rule. ‘The Arabs’ (≠àmmat al-≠Arab; Kitàb I, 
252.10, 426.15) or ‘the Arabs whose ≠arabiyya 
is reliable’ (man yùµaqu bi-≠arabiyyati-hi min 
al-≠Arab, Kitàb I, 318.21; al-≠Arab al-mawµùq 
bi-≠arabiyyati-him, Kitàb I, 128.9; etc.) are the 
ones called upon for these turns of phrase. 
The fußa™à± al-≠Arab are quoted for turns of 
phrases which are marginal but nevertheless 
used by them, and which must therefore be 
taken into account (Ayoub 2003:49–51). Thus, 
in the Kitàb (Sìbawayhi II), ordinary usage sup-
presses the ¤ tanwìn from nouns followed by 
the kunya (e.g. hà≈à ±abù ≠amri [not * ≠amrin] 
bni l-≠alà±). Yet, Sìbawayhi quotes a line recited 
to him by fußa™à± al-≠Arab where the tanwìn 
is kept for metrical reasons. In the Kitàb (II, 
299.18), the  ≠Arab fußa™à± say min-a bni-ka, 
instead of min-i bnika. Sìbawayhi calls this 
usage a remarkable exception, after the fashion 
of tazdìr used by the fußa™à± for tasdìr (Kitàb 
II, 477.2). A passage in the Kitàb (I, 426) 
explicitly expresses the discrepancy between 
the kaµìr and qawl fußa™à± al-≠Arab: sami≠nà 
fußa™à± al-≠Arab yaqùlùna wa-laysat fì kalàm 
kull al-≠Arab. But Sìbawayhi resorts to them in 
order to strengthen a morphological hypothesis: 
“This line was recited to me in this way by one 
of the ±afßa™-speaking Arabs (≠arabì min ±afßa™ 
an-nàs) asserting that it was his father’s poetry” 
(Kitàb II, 48). To set up a qiyàs, he asserts: 
“We heard it used by fußa™à± al-≠Arab, and they 
don’t accept anything else” (sami ≠nà ≈àlika min 
fußa™à± al-≠Arab là ya ≠rifùna ÿayra-hu; Kitàb 
II, 20.20). In short, Sìbawayhi calls upon the 
authority of the fußa™à± al-≠Arab as the final 
arbiters of the correctness of the language he 
studies (see also Kitàb I, 91.18; II, 40.20). The 
way of speaking of the fußa™à± al-≠Arab defines 
what belongs to the language, even if it is not 
what is most common.

In fact, as explained by Ibn an-Nadìm (d. 
385/995; Fihrist, 66–72; cf. Blachère 1950; Blau 

1963), the fußa™à± al-≠Arab were professional 
Bedouin informants of the grammarians from 
the 2nd through the 4th centuries A.H. Their 
knowledge of the grammatical metalanguage 
was often scant (Ibn Qutayba [d. 276/889], 

≠Uyùn II, 173; Ibn Fàris [d. 395/1004], Sà™ibì 
35–36; Suyù†ì, Muzhir II, 343). Therefore, 
they were tested before their judgment about 
linguistic matters was asked (Âa≠lab in Muzhir 
II, 337). But they serve as the absolute reference 
as far as language is concerned, which means 
that they are the ones designated as al-≠Arab 
al-mawµùq bi-≠arabiyyati-him. Sìbawayhi high-
lights their quality as fußa™à± whenever he 
wishes to take into account some exceptional 
terms, which proves that the quality of faßà™à is 
a decisive criterion in selecting utterances.

4 .  F A Í â £ A  a n d  t h e 
e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  f o u n d a t i o n s 
o f  A r a b  t h o u g h t

In Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, the faßì™ is far from being 
always the most regular and the most common 
spoken language. Yet, it defines what can be 
said in the language, i.e. what is correct, even 
though it goes beyond it. It refers to a sense 
of value exceeding what is correct. In fact, 
the choice of the corpus of references already 
presupposes the notion of faßà™a: only al-
kalàm al-faßì™, rather than any kalàm uttered 
by Bedouin, is taken as evidence of kalàm al-
≠Arab. As-Suyù†ì defines samà≠ (i.e. the corpus 
collected by the grammarians) as “what has 
been established (µabata) as being the kalàm of 
those whose faßà™a is unquestionable” (Iqtirà™). 
The frequency of the usage and the value of 
the enunciation happen to be reconciled in 
a grammarian’s definition (Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 
187): you can tell a word is faßì™ when it is 
more common among the fußa™à± whose Arabic 
is reliable and it is used more frequently than 
other words (±akµar ≠alà ±alsinat al-fußa™à±).

Actually, faßì™ refers to a sense of value 
that goes beyond the grammatical text, for 
the latter, in fact, is founded on it. Hence 
the Kitàb never defines the faßì™ but admits 
it as a presupposition shared with the person 
addressed. Presumably, at the origin of every 
grammar lies a set of privileged sentences with 
which a community identifies itself. These ‘sen-
tences’ establish the language. Furthermore, 
they also set up the community with the highly 
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symbolic part they play. In Arabic, these words 
are not only literary texts but also a sacred text. 
Hence, the dimension of the correctness of the 
language is not only aesthetic but also ethical 
and ontological.

In classical usage, faßà™a shares in the sacred 
nature of the language. With this notion, 
rhetoric and linguistics meet theology. The 
answer to the question asked over and over 
again in philological works, man ±afßa™ al- 

≠Arab? ‘who among the Arabs speaks Arabic 
most correctly?’ is always the same: the Prophet 
(Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 209). Qur±ànic usage, even if 
it is not the most common usage, is at the base 
of the afßa™. £arìrì expresses this explicitly 
(Durra, 129). Ibn Xàlawayh (d. 370/980) 
asserts it is an ±ijmà≠: a word that appears in the 
Qur±àn is necessarily more faßì™ (±afßa™) than 
its synonym that does not appear in it (Suyù†ì, 
Muzhir I, 213), even if it does not comply 
with the rule (Muzhir I, 188). In the wake of 
the Prophet, the tribe of Qurayš is ±afßa™ al-
≠Arab. This distinction must be understood 
in relation to the dialects of ancient Arabia. 
The classical view is expressed by Âa≠lab in 
his ±Amàlì: Qurayš has been able to rise above 
disparaged dialectal features (Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 
211; Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß II, 11; cf. Rabin 1951; 
Blachère 1952:70–84; Versteegh 1984:1–14). 
According to the grammatical tradition, the 
tribes considered for the collection of data are 
those of central and eastern Arabia, essentially 
Qays, Tamìm, and ±Asad (¤ pre-Islamic Arabic). 
Does this mean that eastern and western tribes 
spoke two different types of Arabic? Versteegh 
(1984:5) points out that since the £ijàzì dialect 
was profoundly influenced by the central and 
eastern dialects (Rabin 1951) and as there is 
no doubt that £ijàzì is the best-known dialect 
of all pre-Islamic dialects, this could mean that 
there was no discrepancy at all between eastern 
and western dialects.

Related to faßà™a, the question of Arabic’s 
incommensurability with respect to other 
languages arises quickly. Arabic cannot be 
compared with other languages: it is infinitely 
superior, a perfect language (Ibn Fàris, Sà™ibì 
40–41). Az-Zubaydì praises God for having 
made Arabic “the most eloquent and melodious 
language in its sounds, the most balanced in its 
order, the clearest in its expressions, the most 
varied in its modes of discourse” (¢abaqàt 11). 
This perfection, added to its untranslatability 

and immutability, is linked to the sacred status 
of the written language during the classical 
period.

In these texts, the antonym of faßì™ is qabì™ 
or rakìk, and not ±a≠jam as in pre-classical 
usage. The notion of intelligibility and clearness 
remains essential in the meaning of the word. 
In discussions about the need to reject the use 
of rare words, faßì™ is the antonym of wa™šì, 
nàdir (Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 233). The purity of the 
language – its lack of disharmonious sounds, 
rare words, and disparaged dialectal features – 
is the condition of its clearness.

As the grammatical epistemology draws 
its inspiration from the epistemology of legal 
science, faßì™ is modeled on ßa™ì™ in the £adìµ. 
There are different degrees in faßì™ (faßì™ and 
±afßa™), which leads to a distinction between 
faßà™a and linguistic correctness, an expression 
being either correct or incorrect. Yet Ibn Fàris, 
in accordance with the definition of faßì™ as 
being what is correct, associates ±aßa™™ wa-
±afßa™, as if the ±afsa™ were the most correct 
expression (Íà™ibì 73; Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 261). 
Likewise, qalìl is associated with radì±, i.e., 
usage of rare words entails poor quality of an 
expression (±aqallu-hà wa-±arda±u-hà; Muzhir 
I, 226). 

The concern for the aesthetic prevailed from 
the 9th century onward and gave rise to a 
thorough questioning of the notion of faßà™a 
throughout the following four centuries. Several 
problems dominated the rhetorical treatises, 
especially in the debate about form (¤ lafÚ) and 
meaning (¤ ma≠nà). Does faßà™a fall within 
the domain of lafÚ or ma≠nà? One says lafÚ 
faßì™ but not ma≠nà faßì™, and yet, there cannot 
be any faßà™a without ma≠nà. Many other 
questions are related to this question: is faßà™a 
different from bayàn, the clear enunciation that 
immediately discloses the meaning? If these 
two notions were synonymous, every clear 
enunciation, even if unsightly, would fall under 
faßì™. Can faßà™a be tantamount to harmony 
of sounds and words? If this were the case, a 
foreigner who does not know Arabic should 
be able to identify the faßì™. Finally, what 
is the difference between faßà™a and balàÿa 
‘rhetoric’? 

Linked to a concern for linguistic correctness 
and aesthetics, a search for the pure appears, a 
purism that becomes an essential connotation 
of the faßì™, characterizing the love of the 
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language in classical Arab culture. It becomes 
the agony of every speaker of written Arabic 
that the feeling for the language has been lost, 
when the system of pre-Islamic Arabic based 
on syntactic endings collapsed as early as the 
conquests. Ever since the 2nd century A.H. and 
the establishment of the ≠arabiyya, it was feared 
that scholars might admit fictitious expressions. 
As-Suyù†ì reports that in response to such 
accusations, al-±Aßma≠ì (d. 213/828) admitted 
nothing but the luÿa fuß™à, the purest, the 
clearest dialectal variant. 

The more we progress in time, the more this 
nostalgia for the pure deepens. The history of 
the meaning of the expression luÿa fuß™à shows 
this ever-increasing nostalgia (Ayoub 2003:51). 
In the 8th century, through a necessary epis-
temological process, the grammarians brought 
out both the common usage on which the 
≠arabiyya is based and its dialectal variants 
(luÿàt). In this perspective, the expression luÿa 
fuß™à is a description; it consists in indicating 
for a given expression the most appreciated 
variant (the clearest, the purest one) among 
all the dialectal variants available, all of which 
are perceived as correct. Quite soon, this most 
ap preciated variant becomes the most common 
one (Âa≠lab), then the only one. From now on, 
¤ luÿa also means language rather than a 
dialectal variant, since only one variant is 
accepted. Luÿa fuß™à becomes a designation of 
written Arabic: a harmonious and pure idiom. 
Interestingly, in the popular literature, such as 
the Arabian Nights, faßà™a lost this connotation 
of correctness and purity. What remains is 
eloquence, the beauty of the expression 
associated with the beauty of faces.
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Feminine ¤ Gender

Fi≠l

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n :  M o r p h o l o g y 
a n d  t e n s e

Fi≠l (etymologically ‘fact, operation’) is generally 
translated by ‘verb’. It is not, as one might 
have assumed, the noun depicting the process 
(maßdar) of the verb fa≠ala ‘to do’, since the 
verbs constructed in the form CaCaCa derive 
their maßdar in the form CaCC (al-Xalìl, al-
≠Ayn, s.v. f-≠-l), apparently with the exception 
of three verbs whose maßdar takes the form 
CiCC (Ibn Manåùr, Lisàn, root f-≠-l).

Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, dating from the 8th 
century, was the first book in the Arabic 
grammatical tradition. It begins by dividing 
speech into three parts: “noun (ism), verb (fi≠l), 

and particle (™arf ), which is used to contribute 
to a meaning and which is neither a noun nor 
a verb” (Kitàb I, 12). In this first chapter, the 
verb is defined as a sum of “paradigms (±amµila) 
issued from nouns depicting the process and 
formed to indicate what has been, what will be 
but has not [yet] happened, and what is but has 
not been completed” (Kitàb I, 12). 

Sìbawayhi’s definition is interesting in many 
respects. It states at the outset that the peculiarity 
of the verb is to be a sum of paradigms, that the 
verb is derived from the maßdar, which is a 
subclass of the noun, and that it is constructed 
in different forms to express time which has or 
has not elapsed (Kitàb I, 35) or, in as-Suhaylì’s 
interpretation, events which have occurred 
and those which have not occurred, i.e. the 
change in the state of an event (Natà±ij al-fikr 
388–389). 

This definition, which is essentially based 
on morphological criteria (Hamzé 1994:93–
115), changed under later grammarians, even 
those who claimed to follow Sìbawayhi’s 
teaching (Hamzé 2002:577–579). The funda-
mental morphological aspect of the Kitàb 
disappeared, and the semantic values indicated 
by the verb, the process, and time came to 
the fore: “[C]onventionally, according to the 
grammarians, the verb is what indicates a 
process and past or future time. . . .This is what 
Sìbawayhi meant by ‘as for the verb, it is a 
sum of paradigms issued from nouns depicting 
process and formed to indicate what has been, 
what will be but has not [yet] happened, and 
what is but has not been completed’” (Zajjàjì, 
±î∂à™ 52). 

The standard definition in the grammatical 
tradition refers to these semantic values. It 
has its roots in Ibn as-Sarràj’s Kitàb al-±ußùl, 
dating from the beginning of the 10th century: 
“The verb is what indicates meaning and time, 
the past, present or future tense” (±Ußùl I, 38). 
One cannot help noticing how this definition 
resembles the one given by al-Fàràbì, Ibn as-
Sarràj’s contemporary, his teacher in logic and 
his disciple in grammar (Ibn ±Abì ±Ußaybi≠a, 
¢abaqàt al-±a†ibbà± 560), in his commentary on 
Aristotle’s Hermeneutics (Fàràbì, ≠Ibàra I, 133). 
It has the advantage of justifying the division of 
speech into three parts and of giving coherent 
definitions of these parts: if the word does not 
have a meaning in itself, then it is a particle; and 
if it does have a meaning, then this meaning is 
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either related to time, in which case it is a verb, 
or not related to time, in which case it is a noun 
(±Astaràbà≈ì, Šar™ al-Kàfiya I, 2–7).

2 .  C o n j u g a t i o n  a n d  t e n s e

The conjugation of Arabic verbs shows a 
remarkable economy. It places a form with 
suffix, fa≠al-ta ‘you did’, in opposition to a form 
with prefix, ta-f ≠al-u ‘you do’. This opposition, 
which from the 19th century onward has been 
regarded in Arabic and Semitic linguistics as an 
aspectual division between accomplished and 
unaccomplished verbs, or as a mixed aspectual/
temporal opposition (¤ aspect; Versteegh 1997:
84), is analyzed by the Arabic grammatical 
tradition as a temporal division.

After the 10th century, Arab grammarians, 
probably under the ever-greater influence of 
Aristotelian logic, tried, not without difficulty, 
to change the binary division of Arabic verbs 
into a ternary division of time (Fleisch 1965; 
Versteegh 1997:84). Ibn Ya≠ìš takes this cor-
respondence a long way: one, and only one, 
verbal form must correspond to each part 
of extralinguistic time: “Since time is divided 
into three parts, past, present and future – for 
time represents the movements of the stars: a 
movement which has taken place, a movement 
which is yet to take place, and a movement 
separating these two – verbs are divided like-
wise into past, future, and present” (Šar™ al-
Mufaßßal VII, 4). In his commentary on Ibn 
Jinnì’s Luma≠, which divides verbs into three 
categories according to the division of time, 
Ibn al-Xabbàz goes even further in this logic 
by saying that the division of verbs into three 
categories is necessary because the tense of the 
action must either coincide with the moment 
of enunciation or not. If it coincides, then it 
is the present; if it does not, then it is either 
posterior or anterior. If it is posterior, then it 
is the future; if it is anterior, then it is the past. 
This limitation to three categories is necessary 
because, according to these criteria, the division 
can only be made based on the answer ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ (Tawjìh al-Luma≠ 100).

The temporal criterion present in Sìbawayhi’s 
definition, whereby the paradigms serve to 
express time, does not aim at a correspondence 
between the forms fa≠ala-0 and y-a-f ≠al-u, 
which distinguish the conjugation of Arabic 
verbs, and a ternary division of time (past, 

present, and future). In his division of the verb, 
Sìbawayhi does not use a clearly temporal ter-
minology for the present, “what is, but has not 
been accomplished”, nor for the future, “what 
will be, but has not yet happened” (Guillaume 
1988:29). To express both present and future, 
he uses the form y-a-f ≠al-u, without resorting to 
the use of the specific modalities of the future, 
sa and sawfa. The third verbal form Sìbawayhi 
mentions is that of the imperative (i)f ≠al, which 
is associated with the form y-a-f ≠al-u to indicate 
“what will be, but has not yet happened”. 

Another important fact presented in the 
Kitàb often goes unnoticed in studies on the 
Arabic tradition. Sìbawayhi says that the verb 
“is constituted to indicate which time is past or 
not past”. This wording, which is repeated in 
the Kitàb (I, 34, 35, 36) and which suggests a 
division between past vs. not past, corresponding 
to two verbal forms fa≠ala-0 vs. y-a-f ≠al-u, does 
not correspond exactly to a division between 
past, present, and future. It is worth noting that 
the Arabic tradition after Sìbawayhi has never 
sought to find a simple term for the expression 
mà lam yam∂i ‘what has not passed’, unlike the 
expression mà ma∂à ‘what passed’, which led 
to the simple term al-mà∂ì. The usual division 
al-mà∂ì vs. al-mu∂àri ≠ used to designate the 
opposition between the two forms of Arabic 
verbs is clearly heterogeneous (¤ mà∂ì/mu∂àri≠. 
Again according to Sìbawayhi, the second term, 
al-mu∂àri≠, is situated not on the temporal level 
but on the level of the governance theory. The 
aim of the term mu∂àri≠ “similar [to the noun of 
agent]” (Kitàb I, 13) is  to justify the change in the 
final vowels of the form of the verb with prefix: 
y-a-f ≠al-u. From a temporal point of view, Arab 
grammarians use in opposition to the past several 
terms indicating either the present (™àl, ™à∂ir, 
±àn, etc.) or the future (mustaqbil, ±àtì, etc.), but 
never both, which is a clear indication of the 
direction post-Sìbawayhi grammarians took.

Dissymmetry between the two forms of 
Arabic verbs and the three tenses, past, present, 
and future, has been the subject of much 
debate in the grammatical tradition. Some 
grammarians denied the existence of a present 
tense for Arabic verbs, while others denied 
even the existence of an extralinguistic present 
time (Ibn ≠Ußfùr, Šar™ al-Jumal I, 127–128). 
The philosophers considered the present to be 
merely a point separating the past from the 
future. Regarding the separation between two 
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tenses as a third tense would be tantamount to 
regarding every binary division as a ternary one 
(±Astaràbà≈ì, ”ar™ al-Kàfiya II, 226).

The linguistic present tense of the Arab 
grammarians cannot therefore correspond to 
that point separating real time, which is the 
moment of enunciation. For az-Zajjàjì, the 
present does not have the depth necessary to 
be expressed in its own right (Suyù†ì, Ham≠ I, 
17-18). When Arab grammarians speak of the 
present tense of a verb, they are referring to that 
which is situated on either side of the moment 
of enunciation, which separates the past from 
the future (mà ≠alà janbatay al-±àn). This is 
what permits us to say that a verb like yußallì 
‘he prays’ is in the present, whereas a part of 
the prayer is in the past and the other part is in 
the future (Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 87; ±Astaràbà≈ì, ”ar™ 
al-Kàfiya II, 226).

3 .  M o o d  a n d  g o v e r n a n c e

Unlike the verb in the past tense, the verb in 
non-past tense is mu≠rab ‘declined’, i.e., its 
final vowel changes under the influence of 
governors, whether apparent or supposed. It 
has three forms, y-a-f ≠al-u vs. y-a-f ≠al-a vs. y-a-
f ≠al-0, which, in Western school-grammar, are 
often called indicative, subjunctive, and jussive 
or apocopated moods. Arab grammarians did 
not deal with the change in the last consonant 
of the verb in terms of mood: they established a 
connection with the last consonant of the noun. 
The same terminology is used for case and modal 
vowels: as with the noun, the verb is marfù≠ 
‘with a vowel /u/’, and manßùb ‘with a vowel 
/a/’. According to Blachère and Gaudefroy-
Demombynes (1975:37), this connection was 
due not only to similarity in form between the 
final consonants of these two parts of speech 
but also to a functional resemblance. The 
marfù≠ is used in a ‘main or isolated clause’, 
like the noun in the nominative case, and the 
manßùb is employed in a ‘subordinate clause’. 
In fact, case or modal changes are analyzed 
within the same theory, that of governance 
(¤ ≠amal), according to which the change in 
the final vowel, when it is not accidental (i.e. 
when it is not due to phonetic or morphological 
conditions) is due to a governor. The use of 
the same terminology for nouns and verbs 
cannot be attributed to a mere formal likeness 
of their final consonants. In fact, going by the 

governance theory, Arab grammarians use two 
different terms for the same vowel inside the 
same part of speech: raf ≠ vs. ∂amm for the 
vowel /u/, naßb vs. fat™ for the vowel /a/, etc. 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 13), depending on whether 
this vowel is declensional. The connection 
established between the noun and the verb is 
based on the notions of similarity (mu∂àra≠a) 
and symmetry, or on noun-verb opposition 
(munàÚara), which is the basis for the tripartite 
division of speech (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 13–23). 
A comparison is made between the final vowel 
/u/ of the verb and the noun, as in yaktub-u 
zayd-un  ‘Zayd writes Zayd’ and al-kàtib-u 
zayd-un ‘the writer [is] Zayd’, and the vowel 
/a/ as in yurìdu ±an yaktub-a ‘he wants that 
he write = he wants to write’ and yurìdu 
l-kitàbat-a ‘he wants the writing’.

The theory of governance perceives formal 
resemblance between the verb and the noun as 
a consequence of the functional resemblance. 
The total absence of resemblance to the 
noun – as in the case of the imperative – results 
in the form farthest removed from the noun, 
which is characterized by the total absence 
of a final vowel /0/ (sukùn), an impossibility 
for nouns. The same applies to the apocopate 
verb (majzùm). Once again, the absence of 
any functional resemblance explains the 
absence, in verbs, of a final vowel /i/ specific 
to nouns: the genitive in the case of the noun 
and the apocopate in the case of the verb are 
in opposition (naÚìr; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 14; 
Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 102–120). A reduced functional 
resemblance gives a reduced resemblance of 
form: the verb in the past tense, fa≠ala, has 
a final vowel like the noun, but this vowel is 
invariable.

In the theory of governance, which is the 
backbone of syntactic analysis for the Arab 
grammarians, the verb is considered to be the 
most powerful governor because it necessarily 
governs a noun, its fà≠il, and can govern one 
or more complements: object, adverbial phrase 
(place, time, manner), etc. Given this power, the 
verb governs, whether preposed or postposed, 
and whether it is next to or separated from 
that which it governs. The verb’s capacity to 
govern depends on its variation, that is, its 
capacity to be conjugated and to belong to a 
network of derivation, i.e. to have a noun of 
process (maßdar), an active participle, a passive 
participle, etc.
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4 .  S i m p l e  f o r m s  a n d 
a u g m e n t e d  f o r m s

Arabic verbs can take two forms: a simple, 
basic form called mujarrad ‘naked’, usually of 
three consonants, CvCvCv, but sometimes of 
four, CvCCvCv, and an augmented form called 
mazìd, formed by adding one or more elements 
to the root consonants of the simple form. The 
final vowel of the three-consonant verb CvCvCv 
is a syntagmatic vowel. It is dropped when the 
verb is conjugated in the 1st or 2nd person, 
fa≠al-tu ‘I did’ or fa≠al-ta ‘you did’, to avoid a 
succession of four short syllables, CvCvCVCV, 
since the verb is regarded as a single word with 
its personal pronoun ¤ fà≠il (Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 
75). The first vowel allows an opposition to 
be established between the active form (fa≠ala, 
fa≠ila, fa≠ula) and the passive form (fu≠ila). Early 
grammarians called the active form mabnì li-l-
fà≠il ‘constructed for the fà≠il’ – the fà≠il being the 
protagonist of the verb – and later grammarians 
called it ma≠lùm ‘[verb whose fà≠il is] known’. 
The early grammarians called the passive form 
mabnì li-l-maf ≠ùl ‘constructed for the maf ≠ùl’, 
since the object becomes the protagonist of the 
verb, or mà lam yusamma fà≠ilu-hu ‘that whose 
fà≠il is not designated’, and later grammarians 
called it majhùl ‘[verb whose fà≠il is] unknown’. 
Arab grammarians emphasized the use of the 
form fa≠ula for qualities and fa≠ila for illnesses, 
for suffering, and for colors. The form fa≠ala 
is used for various meanings since it is the 
lightest form (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ al-Mufaßßal VII, 
156–157), the vowel /a/ being lighter than the 
other two, /u/ and /i/. ±Astaràbà≈ì says that “when 
the form is light, it becomes more frequent and 
likely to vary” (Šar™ aš-Šàfiya I, 70).

In addition to the simple form of the verb, 
Arabic has developed a considerable number of 
augmented forms: twenty-five forms constructed 
on three-consonant verbs and two forms on 
four-consonant verbs (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 
369, 375). The simple form has a lexical value, 
and its domain is the dictionary. However, the 
value added in the augmented form is often 
predictable or belongs to a set of predictable 
values; it is used to add nuance to the lexical 
meaning provided by the simple form. The 
traditional grammatical literature (e.g. 
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 55–80; ±Astaràbà≈ì, Šar™ 
aš-Šàfiya I, 70–113) lists the main values of 
the most frequent augmented forms: fà≠ala for 

reciprocity, e.g. ∂àraba ‘he hit [someone] and 
he was hit [by that someone]’; if ≠alla for taking 
color, e.g. ibya∂∂a ‘he turned white’; istaf ≠ala 
for asking for something, e.g. istaxbara ‘he 
asked to be informed’; and so on. As with the 
median vowel in simple three-consonant forms, 
augmented forms permit remarkable economy 
within the system (Fleisch 1965).

5 .  T y p e s  o f  v e r b s

From a morphophonological point of  view, 
Arabic verbs were divided into ßa™ì™ ‘healthy’ 
and mu≠tall ‘weak’, based on whether they 
 contained elements likely to be transformed. 
Other subdivisions were made within each of 
these two categories in order to explain con-
jugation and the principles of morphophono-
logical variation of the verb (Ibn al-Mu±addib, 
Daqà±iq at-taßrìf 147–360; Liblì, Buÿyat al-
±àmàl).

However, a syntactic-semantic criterion is 
often followed in classifying the chapters on 
verbs. The domination by syntax is obvious 
in the twelve chapters on the verb in az-
Zamaxšarì’s Mufaßßal (219–275), probably the 
first gram-mar to be organized according to the 
three parts of speech. Ever since Sìbawayhi’s 
Kitàb, the classification had been according to 
the theory of governance: verbs which do not 
govern a maf ≠ùl, i.e. intransitive verbs, and 
verbs governing one, two, or three objects, with 
subdivisions relating to the possibility of elision 
of the maf ≠ùl and to the types of relations 
between them (Kitàb I, 33–54).

The grammatical tradition devotes a separate 
chapter to verbs called ±af ≠àl al-qulùb (lit. 
‘verbs of the heart’) because they are related 
to intimate thoughts and their meaning lies in 
the heart, such as Úanna ‘to believe’, ra±à ‘to 
see’. Already in the Kitàb, this category, which 
requires two maf ≠ùls, is quite separate from 
other verbs that take two maf≠ùls, such as ±a≠†à 
‘to give’, kasà ‘to dress’, because it requires 
two accusative nouns, and one object does not 
suffice (wa-laysa la-ka ±an taqtaßira ≠alà ±a™ad 
al-maf ≠ùlayni dùna l-±àxar; Kitàb I, 37).

The chapter on the ‘verbs of the heart’ is 
also distinct from that on verbs known as nàqiß 
‘incomplete’, such as kàna ‘to be’, ßàra ‘to 
become’, not only because of the difference in 
case vowels – the verb governs two accusative 
cases in the first category, a nominative and an 
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accusative case in the second – but also because 
of the different functions in the two types of 
sentence.

Other chapters consider verbs from other 
aspects, such as the imminence of the process 
(±af ≠àl al-muqàraba) or its beginning (±af ≠àl 
aš-šurù≠). In either case, not only semantic 
considerations lead to the adoption of such 
categories but also their effect on the sentence 
structure.

The same is true for chapters devoted to 
verbs known as jàmid ‘fixed’, such as verbs of 
¤ exclamation (±af ≠àl at-ta≠ajjub) or verbs of 
praise and blame (±af ≠àl al-mad™ wa-≈-≈amm), 
which are typically found in the section on 
syntax in grammar books because of the effect 
their fixed character has on their behavior, 
which was the main preoccupation of Arab 
grammarians. 

In addition to semantic and morphological 
differences, each of these categories of the 
verb has specific syntactic properties which 
justify a separate chapter being devoted to 
them (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 345–368). These 
properties are generally linked to the governance 
theory or to the position of different elements 
within the sentence. This position is fixed in 
verbs of exclamation such as mà ±akrama zayd-
an or ±akrim bi-zayd-in ‘how generous he is, 
Zayd!’. In sentences of praise and blame, such 
as ni≠ma r-rajul-u zayd-un ‘what an excellent 
man he is, Zayd!’, the discussion concentrates 
on the fixed form of verb and, fundamentally, 
the specific structure of the sentence in order to 
justify it (Bazzi-Hamzé 2004:272–292).

6 .  T r a n s i t i v i t y  a n d  t h e 
p a s s i v e

The Arabic technical term ¤ ta≠addì (lit. 
‘exceeding [a limit]’) is not exactly identical to 
the term ‘transitivity’, which comes from Latin 
transire ‘to pass’. The verb, which necessarily 
governs its fà≠il, goes beyond that in order 
to govern other elements of speech. Levin 
translates al-fà≠il alla≈ì yata≠addà-hu fi≠lu-hu 
±ilà maf ≠ùl (Kitàb I, 34) by “the subject, the 
grammatical effect of whose verb passes over to 
a direct object” (Levin 1998:194). Moreover, 
ta≠addì does not apply to direct objects 
exclusively but also to any other complement, 
such as object, state, adverbial phrase, etc. In 
this regard, ta≠addì is equally valid for transitive 

and intransitive verbs. However, the technical 
term fi≠l muta≠addì applies most particularly 
to transitive verbs, which can have one, two, 
or three maf ≠ùls, i.e. complements likely to 
become pronouns in the accusative case.

The term ‘passive’ is objected to by Fleisch 
(1957:151–170), who, in the absence of a 
better alternative, adopts the term used by 
the later Arab tradition, majhùl ‘[verb whose 
fà≠il is] unknown’. The passive is generally 
considered to be a secondary form constructed 
from an active, transitive verb “by placing a /u/ 
vowel on its first consonant and an /i/ vowel on 
its second, and by removing its fà≠il and putting 
the direct object (maf ≠ùl) in its place” (Zajjàjì, 
Jumal 77). In this regard, it would be ‘absurd’ 
to form a passive verb from an intransitive one 
for want of a direct object likely to become 
the fà≠il of the verb (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 
77). However, the morphological rules referred 
to permit the construction of the passive, 
thanks to internal inflection, whether the verb 
is transitive or intransitive. This construction 
is clearly shown in action or reaction verbs, 
which Fleisch (1965:918) calls “verbs with 
agent”. It is accepted by grammarians such 
as Sìbawayhi, who forms passive verbs from 
intransitive verbs like qa≠ada ‘to sit’ and 
∂a™ika ‘to laugh’. Arab grammarians would 
later justify this construction, admitted by 
Sìbawayhi, by resorting to an elliptic element, 
the noun of process (maßdar), implied by the 
verb and referring to something known and 
usual (Zajjàjì, Jumal 77; ±Astaràbà≈ì, Šar™ al-
Kâfiya I, 85).

Yet, indirect transitive verbs and intransitive 
verbs, when in the passive, always have an 
expansion, which may be either the maßdar of 
a passive verb, as in Q. 69/13: fa-±i≈à nufixa 
fì ß-ßùr-i nafxat-un wà™idat-un ‘and when 
the trumpet is blown once’, or an adverbial 
phrase, as in the example sìra yawm-u 
l-jum≠at-i ‘it was walked the day of Friday’, or a 
preposition followed by a noun as in this verse 
by al-Farazdaq: yuÿ∂ì ™ayà±an wa-yuÿ∂à min 
mahàbat-i-hi ‘he looks away out of diffidence 
and one looks away out of respect for him’.

Because the verb cannot be without a ¤ fà≠il, 
Arab grammarians regard the expansion as 
a replacement for the passive verb’s fà≠il (Ibn 
Jinnì, Luma≠ 14). For Ibn Hišàm (±Aw∂a™ al-
masàlik I, 371–377), the fà≠il of this type of verb 
is the implied pronoun referring to the noun of 
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process (maßdar) implied by the verb. Others 
consider that the preposition followed by a 
noun functions as a fà≠il because this syntagm is 
considered to have the status of direct object of a 
transitive verb. Indeed, Arab grammarians insist 
on three methods to transform an intransitive 
verb into a transitive one: (a) doubling the 
second root consonant: fari™a ‘to be cheerful’ > 
farra™a ‘to make cheerful’; (b) adding an initial 
hamza: ≈ahaba ‘to go away’ > ±a≈haba ‘to 
make go away’; and (c) adding a preposition: 
xaraja ‘to go out’ > xaraja + bi- ‘to take 
out’ (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 341). According to 
this interpretation, xurija bi-zayd-in becomes 
equivalent to ±uxrija zayd-un ‘Zayd was taken 
out’ (Jurjànì, Muqtaßid I, 347).

It is conceivable that on the logical-semantic 
level the preposition followed by a noun is 
mandatory. In fact, the absence of a reference 
element would produce a sentence with 
a semantic content too vague to satisfy the 
interlocutor. Since it is impossible to identify 
the morpheme of the agent ( fà≠il), the verb being 
impersonal, information and identification are 
given in an expansion, which then appears to 
be an indispensable element. It is around this 
known element that information is articulated 
and the message is conveyed to the interlocutor 
(Hamzé 1993:53).
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First Language Acquisition

Sìbawayhi’s al-Kitàb and Ibn Jinnì’s Sirr ßinà≠at 
al-±i≠ràb (Bakalla 1994) are prominent examples 
of distinguished scholarship that demonstrate 
a long investigative tradition related to the 
study of the Arabic language. In contrast, the 
acquisition of Arabic as a native language by 
children received no particular attention in the 
past – apart from some passing references, such 
as in al-Jà™iΩ’s encyclopedic book al-Bayàn 
wa-t-tabyìn – and continues to be a relatively 
neglected area of study. This marginalization 
may be explained, in part, by the reluctance 
of traditional Classical Arabic scholars to 
consider the spoken vernaculars as worthy of 
true scholarship. And since studying acquisition 
means studying the dialects, as all Arabic-
speaking children are first exposed to a dialectal 
variety of Arabic acquired as their mother 
tongue, the field of language development has 
not represented a central preoccupation in the 
study of Arabic. Although such an attitude 
is slowly changing, the continuing lack of 
attention given to this field is compounded by 
the unavailability of accepted standards against 

which ¤ child language can be measured. 
Dialects generally have no codified grammar 
and are subject to many dialectal variations. As 
a result it is difficult to evaluate child speech 
and decide what is correct and what is not. This 
hesitation to consider the dialects as serious 
linguistic varieties worthy of scholarship by 
Arabs may be one of the reasons why grammars 
of the Arabic dialects have mainly been written 
by non-Arab Arabists, e.g. Cowell (1964) for 
Syrian, Erwin (1963) for Iraqi, Holes (1990) 
for Gulf, Mitchell (1956) for Egyptian, and 
Harrell (1962) for Moroccan Arabic.

The first study of the acquisition of Arabic 
was that of Egyptian Arabic, published by 
Margaret Omar in 1973. To this day it remains 
the only book that provides an investigation 
of the acquisition of all components of 
Arabic (phonology, morphology, and syntax). 
However, this state of affairs is progressively 
changing as many Arab graduates devote their 
doctoral research to the acquisition of their 
native Arabic dialects. Such new interest stems 
from recognition in the field of psycholinguistics 
that the validity of an acquisition theory 
necessitates that it be based on evidence from 
languages typologically different from English 
and other European languages. To test various 
hypotheses about the universality of processes 
and principles underlying language acquisition, 
psycholinguists have stressed the need to obtain 
data from structurally different languages to 
allow them to generalize their conclusions. 
This is a move away from the paradigm 
that dominated language development studies 
in the 1960s and 1970s based on the early 
Chomskyan theory of the language faculty as 
an innate ability that is universal and that is 
not profoundly affected by the type of input 
received by the child. 

As the crosslinguistic approach to language 
acquisition took hold in the late 1970s, interest 
in languages other than English, and particularly 
languages from different typological families, 
grew. While still maintaining that there are 
universal principles (Universal Grammar, UG) 
which guide the acquisition of widely different 
languages, researchers progressively acknowl-
edged that typological characteristics of the 
language being acquired must also play a role 
in how and what children acquire first and 
what they acquire later. This realization that 
neither universality (of grammar) nor devel-
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opmental stages can be based on English and 
other Indo-European languages alone en-
couraged investigation of other languages. The 
crosslinguistic project started by Slobin (1985) 
led to research in languages from different 
language families. The first study of Arabic 
in this tradition was undertaken to show 
that although there are universal conceptual 
prerequisites that underlie the acquisition of 
the Arabic lexicon, in that the same concepts 
are expressed at similar developmental stages 
regardless of the language being acquired, the 
formal properties of the Arabic lexicon influence 
the strategies adopted by children in using the 
specific formal properties in word formation 
(Badry 1983) and sensitize them more to the 
more productive linguistic processes in their 
language. 

In the last two decades there has been an 
increase in doctoral studies devoted to the 
acquisition of different dialects, including 
Kuwaiti, Moroccan, Egyptian, and Saudi 
dialects. These investigations, however, have 
focused on specific aspects in the dialect being 
acquired rather than providing a comprehensive 
study of all of its characteristics. Moreover, 
they remain unpublished and thus difficult 
to access for those who want to build on 
them. Information on Arabic acquisition is 
also available in some published articles about 
different areas of linguistic development. All 
the available resources are therefore rather 
recent and can be framed within modern 
theoretical frameworks dominant in linguistics 
and child language development studies. There 
is also a growing interest in studying bilingual 
development of children of migrant Arab 
communities in Europe and Palestinians in Israel 
(¤ child bilingualism). Several studies have 
been carried out on Arabic-speaking children in 
the Netherlands (Altena and Appel 1982) and 
Sweden (Håkansson a.o. 2003), for example (¤ 
Europe). The focus of these studies, however, 
tends to be limited either to children with 
¤ language impairment (Salameh a.o. 2004) 
or to literacy development among bilinguals 
(Abu-Rabia 1995). The following sections 
provide an overview of information available 
on acquisition of Arabic as a native language by 
children without language impairment.

1 .  A c q u i s i t i o n  o f  p h o n o l o g y

Research in phonological acquisition addresses 
several fundamental issues related to speech 
perception and production. Investigators are 
interested in finding answers to questions 
such as the following: What is the phonetic 
inventory of children at different stages of 
their development? What are the stages of 
phonological development? What phonological 
processes are applied by children in their 
acquisition of the phonological system of 
their language? What is universal and what is 
particular in phonological acquisition? What 
is the relationship between the prelinguistic 
(babbling) and linguistic stages? And what 
factors (physiological, perceptual, and environ-
mental) affect the order of acquisition?

Considering the paucity of research in 
Arabic acquisition, phonological development 
is probably one of the areas that have received 
adequate attention from researchers. Amayreh 
and others have collected and analyzed data from 
children acquiring Jordanian Arabic between 
the ages of 14 months and eight years. Their 
reports address many of the above questions 
in different published articles (Amayreh and 
Dyson 1998, 2000; Dyson and Amayreh 2000; 
Amayreh 2003). Their findings reveal that 
children acquiring Jordanian Arabic follow 
stages in the development of their phonetic 
inventory that are similar to those of children 
acquiring a variety of other languages including 
English, the most studied language in this area. 
At the same time, the sounds specific to Arabic, 
such as emphatics, which are physiologically 
more complex because they involve a secondary 
articulation, are acquired much later, and their 
acquisition is not completed before the age of 
eight. The authors also found that some sounds 
considered to be late in acquisition are found 
earlier in phonetic inventories of Jordanian 
Arabic children. Before discussing the sounds 
acquired at each stage, it is important to keep 
in mind that the complexities brought about 
by the multiglossic Arabic situation and the 
resulting important free variation observed in 
adult speech make it very difficult and even 
sometimes arbitrary to define what is meant by 
acquisition of a particular sound.

Data available from the prelinguistic stage 
come from two infants between the ages of 6 
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and 10 months, which was reported in Omar’s 
study of the acquisition of Egyptian Arabic. The 
phonetic inventory of these Arabic-speaking 
children shows the production of mid and back 
high and low vowels [ë, Æ, e, ∏, u, æ, a] with a 
conspicuous absence of the high front vowel 
[i]. Their consonantal inventory included stops 
[p, b, d, π], fricatives [y, h, v, z], nasals [n, 
m], and glides [w, y]. Findings from Jordanian 
Arabic-speaking children between the ages of 
14 and 24 months show that labial and dental-
alveolar stops [b, p, d, t], nasals [m, n], glides 
[w, y], fricatives [Ó, ∑], liquids [l], and the 
glottal stop [π] are produced in both initial and 
final syllable position (Amayreh and Dyson 
2000). The production of [l], [Ó], and [π] at 
this early stage distinguishes Jordanian Arabic-
speaking children from children of similar ages 
acquiring English, where these sounds usually 
appear at a later age. The earlier appearance of 
these consonants is explained by their relatively 
high frequency in the input and their high 
functional load in the language, as they are 
part of function words commonly used in adult 
speech. The ease of articulation of [∑] is also 
called upon as a possible explanation for its 
early appearance in the Jordanian Arabic data. 
On the other hand, the conspicuous absence 
of [f], [k], [g], and [s] from data reported by 
Amayreh and Dyson (2000) is odd because 
these sounds (except for [s]) are reported to 
appear early in most languages. Moreover, 
casual observation of Arabic-speaking children 
from other dialects indicates their presence in 
their phonetic productions by age two. Children 
also produce sounds that are not part of Arabic 
inventories, such as [p], [ts], [™], [ł], [pf], [b], 
[y], which lends support to the universality 

hypothesis proposed by Jakobson (1968) that 
all children start off with the same phonetic 
inventories but later hone in to those sounds 
present in the language they are exposed to 
and drop off those that are not used in their 
native language. Findings from Arabic are also 
in line with generative phonologists’ proposals 
(Vihman a.o. 1986; Mowrer and Burger 
1991) that phonological acquisition proceeds 
through five levels, where, in each successive 
stage, the additional consonants acquired are 
characterized by more complex consonant 
feature contrasts. Table 1 shows the addition 
of consonants by Jordanian Arabic-speaking 
children to their inventory at each stage. 

Stops are the first consonants to be acquired, 
while the mastery of fricatives spans several 
years to be completed beyond age six and a 
half. The last consonants to be acquired are 
the emphatic ones. Their late acquisition has 
generally been explained by their articulatory 
complexity. Around age two, children produce 
the six phonemic vowels of Arabic, [a, i, u] 
and their long counterparts, along with their 
six allophonic variations. The presence of two 
emphatic allophonic vowels, [ã1] and [ã], is 
particularly interesting in light of the absence 
at this stage of the emphatic consonants from 
children’s inventories. Omar (1973) reports the 
presence of five diphthongs, /æj/, /aj/, /ij/, /uj/, 
and /aw/; two initial clusters, /st/ and /ht/; 
and medial clusters /bl/, /xt/, /bt/, /ft/, /xn/, 
/sf/, and /dl/, where /l/ is a substitute for /r/ in 
input language. Comparison of the inventories 
reported for Jordanian and Egyptian dialects 
reveals some important discrepancies between 
the ages of acquisition of the phonemes listed 
in Table 2.

Table 1. Developmental stages in the acquisition of Arabic consonants (based on Omar 1973 
and Amayreh and Dyson 1998)

babbling 14–24ms 2–3;10yrs 4–6;4yrs 6;5–8yrs

stops b, π b, d, t, π k, q, g ≥, í 

fricatives/affricates h ∑, ∏, Ó, h f s, x, ð, y, y, œ, ß ∞, z

sonorants/liquids m m, n, l r

glides w, y w, y

totals 13 +3 +8 +4 = 28
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Table 2. Differences between ages of 
acquisition as reported by Omar (1973) 
and Amayreh and Dyson (2000)

Phonemes Omar Amayreh 
and Dyson

/s/, /z/ 2;8 4–6;4
/š/ 4;6 14–24ms
/ÿ/ 2;6 4;0–6;4
/ß/ 3;6 4;0–6;4
/Ω/, /†/, /∂/, /£/ 3;6 6;5–8;0
/ž/ (j) 4;0 4;0–6;4
/≠/ 4;6 2;0
/µ/, /≈/ not reported in 

inventory
4;0–6;4

/Ú/ not reported in 
inventory

6;5–8;0

/q/ 6;6 2;0–3;10

These differences could be explained in terms 
of elicitation methods. They may also be due 
to the functional load of the particular sounds 
in the dialect being studied as well as the 
socioeconomic background of the children 
investigated. For example, the phoneme /q/ is 
hardly used in dialectal Egyptian, and children 
are not likely to be exposed to it before they 
reach school age. On the other hand, although 
/q/ is not frequent in the Jordanian dialect, the 
children tested by Amayreh and Dyson are 
middle-class urban children who are probably 
exposed to story reading from their parents 
and thus are likely to hear this sound, unlike 
rural children from an isolated village in Upper 
Egypt.

2 .  C o m p r e h e n s i o n

Egyptian children’s acquisition of vocabulary 
items seems to be in line with children acquiring 
other languages. At the two-word stage (around 
age two), most words produced are concrete 
nouns referring to familiar people and objects, 
but some imperative forms and pronouns do 
occur in speech samples. In comprehension, 
children respond correctly to naming and 
directives. Omar (1973) tested comprehension 
of locatives, color terms, adjectival modifiers, 
gender and number agreements, word order, 
tense contrasts, voice (passive/active), and 
negation in children between the ages of 2;8 

and seven. She identified the following order of 
comprehension. The youngest children tested 
were able to understand the affirmative/negative 
contrasts. The passive/active contrasts are also 
acquired before age three. Gender marking 
of nouns is also acquired early. Prepositions 
representing ‘in’, ‘on’, ‘beside’, and ‘under’ are 
also acquired before age three. 

Such findings are in line with the developmental 
sequences reported from other languages. Omar 
also found that adjective/noun agreements are 
differentiated at about age 4;6, while gender 
marking of the verb is understood at around 
age five and color terms are mastered at around 
age six. Numbers beyond the number ‘two’ 
were difficult and do not seem to be acquired 
before age six, when children enter school. 
Omar stressed the influence of environmental 
factors as playing an important role in the rate 
of acquisition. Most of the children she studied 
may have had health and/or affective problems. 
In addition, their exposure to rich linguistic 
input was limited, as their parents did not give 
them much attention.

Similarly, in a later study Al-Akeel (1998) 
tested the comprehension of possessives, prepo-
sitions, and complex commands by children 
acquiring the Saudi dialect of Arabic and 
concluded that possessives are understood 
before age three while the comprehension of 
prepositions spans from three to six, which 
is comparable to orders reported for English 
except for the prepositions ‘under’ and ‘be-
tween’, comprehended earlier in English (3 
and 3;6 respectively). Al-Akeel reported the 
following order for the Saudi Arabic-speaking 
children tested: fi ‘in’ and ≠ala ‘on’ before age 
three; ta™t ‘under’, žanb ‘beside’, wara ‘behind’, 
and gudàm ‘in front of’, between the ages of 
four and five; and finally ‘between’ after age 
six. He also reported that reversible passives 
where both agent and patient are animate 
were comprehended beginning at age 4;6, but 
agentless passives were understood earlier, at 
age three. 

3 .  A c q u i s i t i o n  o f  s y n t a x

Around age one, children begin to use single 
words to communicate their intentions. As their 
memory and processing capacity develop, their 
sentences become longer and more complex. 
There are several stages in syntactic development 
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beginning with the one-word stage, followed by 
the two-word stage around the 18th month 
and the multi-word stage beginning around 
age three. In early syntactic development, one-
word utterances stand for whole intentions 
and function as full sentences. Psycholinguists 
have argued that child speech at each stage 
is rule-governed and that the progression to 
adult grammar is systematic (Slobin 1973, 
1985). Observed children’s reductions are 
due to processing constraints, such as limited 
memory span. Children conceptualize the 
whole proposition to be communicated, but 
because of processing constraints they generally 
choose the word or words that express the most 
important and new information in the context 
and leave out background information shared 
by the participants. 

In her study of syntactic development of 
Egyptian Arabic-speaking children, Omar 
(1973) describes similar developmental stages. 
When children in the early stages of syntactic 
development are asked to imitate adult 
utterances, their imitations are reductions of 
adult utterances and tend to preserve adult word 
order. The words selected are content words 
that usually carry a heavy semantic load in the 
communication. Thus, these early utterances do 
not contain any function words such as articles 
and prepositions. However, given the more 
synthetic structure of Arabic, in which pronouns 
and other function morphemes are realized 
as affixes, children’s one-word utterances may 
correspond to two-word utterances in more 
analytical languages, such as English. Omar 
also points out that because Arabic equational 
sentences do not have a copula verb (which 
is omitted in English-speaking children’s two-
word utterances), the utterances produced in 
child Arabic at the two-word stage correspond 
to the adult grammar. These and other 
typological differences make it difficult to carry 
out crosslinguistic comparisons. 

As children enter the multi-word stage, 
their utterances become longer. In addition to 
content words produced in previous stages, 
prepositions, articles, cardinal numerals, de-
monstratives, other modifiers, and negative 
particles are used. 

Arabic sentences can be negated with the 
anaphoric negator la± placed as a free mor-
pheme before the sentence. In addition, dia-
lects use the negative double particle m-. . .-š 

combined with the allophonic variants [i, u, a] 
as intervocalic elements to negate sentences. 
The two particles are attached to each other 
[m-i/u/a-ši] when used before a predicate phrase 
in nominal sentences, or used as a discon-
tinuous morpheme, prefixed and suffixed to a 
verbal head ma-V-š (Mohamed and Ouhalla 
1995). Most dialects share these characteristics 
with some variations.

Mohamed and Ouhalla (1995) discuss the 
acquisition of negation by Palestinian children 
aged 1;10 to 2;7. They found that “while 
nominal sentences are invariably ‘correctly’ 
negated with the pattern m-š XP, verbal 
sentences are freely negated either with the 
‘incorrect pattern m-š XP or the correct 
pattern m-V-š’” (1995:88). On the basis of this 
analysis, they argue that this is evidence that 
children at this stage have not yet developed 
the obligatory verb movement responsible for 
a productive derivation of the form m-V-š in 
adult Palestinian Arabic. They found that the 
data collected from the children investigated 
supports their hypothesis that there are two 
patterns of negation which are determined by 
specific syntactic contexts, one that carries a 
meaning load and one that is functional. During 
the early stages of negative acquisition, children 
express only negation that carries meaning, 
while acquisition of negation falling under 
functional categories is still missing. 

In her investigation of the acquisition of 
negation by Egyptian Arabic-speaking children, 
Omar identifies three stages. She notes that 
la± ‘no’ is the first particle to be understood 
and produced appropriately but that it is also 
inappropriately overgeneralized to express all 
types of negation. At this stage, la± is attached 
to the sentence without modifying it. The sec-
ond stage is when children add the negative 
particle miš and use it by tagging it to their 
utterance. In the final stage in the acquisition 
of negation, children use the discontinuous 
negative particle ma-. . .-š appropriately affixed 
to the verb. 

The same developmental stages are observed 
with interrogatives. First, children ask ques-
ions by rising intonation, then they start tag-
ging question words to either the beginning 
or ending of utterances, and finally, they use 
interrogative words with prepositions and adult 
stylistic placement of question words in various 
positions in the sentence.
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This sequence of development is similar to 
that observed in the acquisition of negation 
and interrogation in English and other lan-
guages and supports the operating principle 
proposed by Slobin (1973), which states 
that one of the strategies used by children in 
acquisition is initially to avoid interruption of 
utterances. 

4 .  A c q u i s i t i o n  o f  m o r p h o l o g y

Children begin to use inflections productively 
in their speech around age 2;6½ when their 
utterances contain more than two words. Even 
before this age, however, there are no words 
in their speech that are bare stems. Children 
tend to omit inflections that are prefixed more 
than those that are suffixed, supporting the 
operating principle that ends of words are 
more perceptually salient than beginnings and 
therefore tend to be perceived earlier. Children 
produce nouns in the singular form and inflect 
them for gender and possession. 

4.1 Noun and adjective inflections

The acquisition of the Arabic plural is another 
area that has gained attention in studies of 
acquisition given the complexity of its mor-
phology. Evidence from Arabic plurals acqui-
sition is used to support or refute theories in 
morphology relating to the debate between 
proponents and opponents of the dual route or 
the connectionist theories in morphology. Ara-
bic-speaking children, like children acquiring 
other languages, first express their newly devel-
oped concept of plurality by using modifiers 
such as kulluhum ‘all’ before the singular form, 
or a numeral followed by a singular noun tlata 
ktab ‘three book’, or by repeating the singular 
noun by using a coordinate noun phrase, e.g. di 
gutta w di gutta ‘this is a cat and this is a cat’ 
(Omar 1973).

As early as 1;8, children start producing 
plural nouns with all plural markings. In both 
longitudinal and experimental studies, Ravid 
and Farah (1999, 2001) found that, in speech 
samples from children acquiring Palestinian 
Arabic as their first language, at around age 
two the broken plural category is the most fre-
quently produced, followed by sound feminine 
plurals. Sound masculine plurals are the last to 
appear in speech samples, occurring at around 

age 2;6, and are rare (2% of all plural forms). 
Duals and collective nouns are also late and 
rare acquisitions. By age three, the sound plural 
marker seems to reach its peak productivity.

In the process of acquiring their pluraliza-
tion rules, children make two types of over-
generalization errors. They first overgeneralize 
the sound feminine plural marker -àt to broken 
plural forms, and later, around 2;5, they over-
generalize broken plural patterns to adult 
sound feminine plural nouns. Their productions 
reveal that the broken plural patterns and the 
sound feminine suffix are the most productive 
pluralization processes. Other pluralization 
processes, the masculine sound plural, the dual, 
and the collective forms, are used later and 
without errors, suggesting that they are not 
yet productive in the child’s system. However, 
errors with broken plurals continue well beyond 
age seven.

The overgeneralized use of the sound femi-
nine form is explained by the fact that it is the 
least constrained semantically and formally. 
The overgeneralization of the feminine marker 
-àt seems to persist as a default pluralizer 
even in older children. It is also preferred for 
pluralizing nonce words. The late and limited 
use of the sound masculine form among young 
children, despite its regularity and transparency, 
is attributed to the fact that this inflection is 
restricted to nouns referring to human agents 
or patients (active and passive participles). On 
the other hand, despite its complexity, the 
early use of broken plural forms is the result 
of rote-learned forms which only later become 
analyzed and categorized as subpatterns in 
a network (Ravid and Farah 2001). Omar 
(1973) hypothesizes that these irregular plurals 
are probably acquired item by item, given 
their idiosyncrasy and the large number of 
irregular patterns. Errors of using wrong irre-
gular patterns for irregular nouns, however, 
suggest that children organize irregular plurals 
in subclasses of schemas (Ravid and Farah 
2001), similar to those proposed to explain the 
acquisition of irregular English past tense verbs 
(Bybee and Slobin 1982). A complete mastery 
of irregular plurals goes well beyond school 
years.
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4.2 Noun phrase agreement marking

The plural system of Arabic is characterized 
by another complexity in number agreement 
between cardinal numbers and the nouns 
they modify. Nouns used with numbers are 
in the plural after the numbers 3–10 but in 
the singular after the numbers 11 and above. 
Children as old as 15 years still make errors by 
overgeneralizing the use of plural nouns after 
all cardinal numbers above 2. The same dev-
elopmental trends in pluralization of nouns were 
also observed in noun-adjective agreements. 
Children overgeneralize the affix -ìn to pluralize 
their adjectives. Unlike number marking, gender 
is correctly marked early on. Omar found that 
children were correctly using gender marking 
by age 2;8, the age at which she tested them. 
She also reports no errors in noun-adjective 
agreements except for color adjectives in any of 
the age groups studied.

4.3 Verb inflections

In her study of four children (aged 2 to 2;6) 
acquiring verb inflections in Kuwaiti Arabic as 
their first language, Aljenaie (2001) found that 
children produced verbs with perfect markings 
earlier than the imperfect markings. The 1st 
person singular inflections were overgeneralized 
to other contexts. They were followed by the 
3rd person singular marking, which appeared 
before the 2nd person and plural affixes in the 
children studied. Masculine marking of the verb 
appeared before the feminine affixes. Aljenaie 
notes that while some verb stems appeared 
to be unmarked, unmarking was limited to 
those verb stems that were homophonous with 
imperative forms in the adult language. None 
of the children used a bare stem that does not 
correspond to an acceptable verb form used 
elsewhere in the adult paradigm. Children’s 
performance was interpreted as support for 
Universal Grammar (UG) in that children 
do not construct ‘wild grammars’ and that 
children know the constraint that prevents non-
adult bare stem forms like šrab ‘drink’ from 
surfacing. 

Kuwaiti children also produced suffixed mark-
ers (gender and number) earlier than prefixed 
(tense/aspect) ones. This order is in line with 
acquisitional data from other languages and 
has been explained by invoking perceptual 
saliency of ends of words as well as processing-

span constraints (Slobin 1973). Aljenaie (2001) 
argues that children “retain the suffix which 
marks the gender of the 2nd person and the 
number of the 3rd person to avoid confusion 
with other grammatical markers”. Such an 
argument is in line with the role of functional 
load of linguistic units as a factor in their earlier 
acquisition.

4.4 Derivational morphology

Badry’s (1982, 1983, 2004) investigation of the 
acquisition of lexical derivational processes was 
based on data from children 3;5 to 9;9 years old 
who were acquiring Moroccan Arabic as their 
first language. It shows that children develop 
both horizontal and vertical derivational stra-
tegies that allow them to form words from 
their roots and from other surface forms. Using 
both spontaneous and elicited speech samples, 
as well as nonce words, she found that children 
go through four main stages in acquisition 
of verbal and nominal pattern derivations. 
In investigating the acquisition of causative, 
reciprocal, and middle voice patterns, Badry 
found that the causative pattern was the first to 
be used productively by children, followed by the 
reciprocal and then the middle voice patterns. 
She also notes that children at all ages studied 
preferred to use the basic pattern fa≠ala (Form I 
or PI) “to express several semantic and syntactic 
relations in spite of the availability, in their 
repertoire, of more specialized verbal patterns” 
(Badry 2004:140). The progression observed 
is explained by conceptual development and 
formal structure as well as pragmatic factors. 
The early expression of causation is attributed 
to its earlier conceptual development, while 
the later production of reciprocals is due 
to the complex semantic relations of simul-
taneity which they express (Berman 1985; 
Bowerman 1982; Slobin 1985). However, the 
later appearance of the middle voice pattern, 
appearing earlier in data from other languages, 
was attributed to the experimental testing 
environment, where children were presented 
with pictures in which agents were present and 
the children therefore had no need to disclaim 
personal responsibility. In the production of 
all patterns, children’s errors were with verbs 
derived from weak (one of the three consonants 
is a glide) or irregular roots (one of the three 
consonants is a geminate). Children tended 
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to supply a third consonant or metathesize 
consonantal roots. Such errors were interpreted 
as evidence for the psychological reality of 
the ¤ root in the process of word formation 
(¤ derivation). Children use both horizontal 
and vertical derivational processes in forming 
new words. However, when surface forms 
are not transparent, the knowledge that three 
consonantal roots underlie most content words 
in Arabic is called upon to reconstruct the word 
skeleton. The case of erroneous surface forms 
is due to the lack of specific knowledge about 
defective or weak roots. 

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n 

The investigation of the acquisition of Arabic is 
a promising field of study on both practical and 
theoretical grounds. It promises to shed light on 
the various stages of linguistic development and 
uncover processes developed by children that 
could provide useful insights into the learning 
of Standard Arabic. On the theoretical level, the 
acquisition of Arabic structure can enrich the 
debate in several subfields of linguistics. 
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First Language Teaching

This entry gives a brief overview of the present 
situation of Arabic language teaching and 
learning at primary, preparatory, and secondary 
schools in the Arab world. Although the 
examples concern only a few Arab countries, 
many issues hold true for the rest of the Arab 
countries. The following issues are discussed: 
(1) the teaching and learning of Arabic in the 
Arab world; (2) the structure of the school 
system; (3) the place of the Arabic language 
in the school curriculum; (4) the goals and 
content of the Arabic language curriculum at 
each educational level; (5) methodology and 
professional training of teachers of Arabic; and 
(6) conclusion and critical observations. Issues 
of Arabic language assessment and design of 
Arabic language materials are left aside.

1 .  T h e  t e a c h i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g 
o f  A r a b i c  i n  t h e  A r a b  w o r l d 

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, Arab 
scholars attempted to modernize the Arabic 
language in an effort to cope with modern 

civilization (for more discussion see Stetkevych 
1970; M.M. Badawi 1993). Since then, there 
have not been many attempts to modernize the 
teaching and learning process, i.e. its pedagogy. 
A few studies discuss education in the Arab 
world in general (e.g. Matthews and Akrawi 
1949; Massialas and Jarrar 1983, 1991), and the 
place of the Arabic language in the curriculum 
in particular (e.g. Altoma 1957; 1970; Mujàwir 
1974; Amara and Mar’i 2002), but there are 
no comprehensive studies about teaching and 
learning Arabic as a first language. Many issues 
need to be reconsidered: needs, goals, what is 
to be expected from the students in terms of 
proficiency, the contents of what should be 
taught, methods of teaching, material design, 
ways of assessment, and professional training of 
teachers of Arabic. While steps in this direction 
have been taken for the teaching of Arabic as 
a foreign language, teaching Arabic as a first 
language still requires much attention. 

Since the rise of Islam, the aim of those 
learning Arabic has often been to gain access 
to the knowledge that was introduced by the 
Islamic religion. The language of the Qur±àn 
and Classical Arabic literature represents a 
linguistic standard for which learners of Arabic 
continue to strive. This linguistic standard 
has been documented by vast amounts of 
linguistic descriptions by the classical Arab 
grammarians (E. Badawi 2002: 157–158). 
The rise of the non-religious schools and the 
establishment of media in the Arab world 
(written and spoken), when combined with 
attempts made by Arab countries to eradicate 
illiteracy and to modernize Arabic in order to 
cope with modern civilization, have generated 
a new language standard for Arabic. The first 
standard currently represents an ‘ideological’ 
standard, and the new standard represents an 
‘organic’ one. While the ideological standard 
embodies the aim of Arab native speakers, the 
organic standard represents the actual practice 
of Arabic in its oral and written expression. 

The present language situation in the Arab 
world has resulted in three varieties of Arabic. 
Two of them represent the literary language; 
the third variety represents the native regional 
Arabic dialect. For further discussion, see 
Ferguson (1959) and E. Badawi (2002). There 
are not many descriptive and educational studies 
that document the organic language standard in 
its current form in the same manner as is the 
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case for the ideological one. Because of the 
influence of religious beliefs and nationalistic 
motives, proficiency in the ideological standard 
is still reflected as an educational goal for native 
Arab speakers in primary, preparatory, and 
secondary schools in the Arab world.

2 .  T h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e 
s c h o o l  s y s t e m

Exploring the three basic educational stages 
reveals that most of the Arab countries follow 
a similar educational pattern, which is 6–3–3 
in terms of the total number of years that the 
student spends across the three educational 
stages: the primary, preparatory, and the 
secondary. Due to the influence of either French 
or the British occupation, some Arab countries 
such as Tunisia, Palestine, Lebanon, Sudan, 
Kuwait, Somalia, and Djibouti follow different 
patterns (Massialas and Jarrar 1983:41–42). 
Egypt briefly experimented with a 5–3–3 pattern 
in 2001 but returned to the common 6–3–3 
pattern in 2005. For further discussion of the 
school ladder in the Arab world, see UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics (2002); ALECSO (1986).

3 .  T h e  p l a c e  o f  t h e  A r a b i c 
l a n g u a g e  i n  t h e  s c h o o l 
c u r r i c u l u m

An examination of the school curriculum across 
several Arab countries reveals that Arabic 
language instruction takes a considerable 
amount of time across the three school levels 
per week. The importance attached to the 
teaching of Arabic as a first language is shown 
by the total number of weekly periods allocated 
to Arabic in the school schedule. In Table 1 the 
total number of periods per week is compared 
across the three school levels with the total 
number of periods per week for five subjects. 
The time of the class period ranges from 30 to 
45 minutes at the primary stage, and from 40 
to 55 at both the preparatory and secondary 
stages (ALECSO 1981:36). As can be noted, the 
time allocated for teaching Arabic ranges from 
one-third of the time across the curriculum, as 
in countries such as Kuwait, Iraq, Yemen, and 
Saudi Arabia, to less than one-third of the time 
in countries such as Libya and Bahrain.

As seen in Table 1, most countries devote 
a greater number of periods for Arabic at the 

primary level than at the other two levels. In 
addition, Table 1 illustrates that more time 
is generally spent on Arabic at both the entry 
and the exit levels than at the middle level. 
By exception, Egypt and Jordan (see Table 1) 
foster a gradual system of education, where the 
numbers of hours decrease from the primary 
stage to the preparatory to the secondary stage 
(Gezi 1979:9–10). 

4 .  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e   c u r r i c u l u m 
g o a l s  a n d   c o n t e n t  a t  e a c h 
e d u c a t i o n a l  l e v e l

In the Arab world, ministries of education are 
responsible for determining the goals of the 
teaching and learning of Arabic, the content 
of the instruction, and how and by whom it is 
taught in elementary, primary, and secondary 
schools. The system is structured linearly in the 
sense that each stage leads to the next and at the 
conclusion university students are produced. 
The curriculum is structured around the various 
subjects taught in the Arabic language lessons.  

The goals for the teaching and learning of 
Arabic vary from one country to another in 
terms of clarity and specifications. In some 
cases, they focus more on national and cultural 
particularities than on the language skills 
themselves. Few studies currently exist that 
specifically mention the aims of the teaching 
and learning of Arabic (see, e.g., Khater 1963; 
Altoma 1957, 1970).

National and cultural goals have been 
expressed as, for example, assisting in the 
development of the learner’s ability intellectually, 
physically, socially, emotionally, and rationally, 
or instilling in the youth the values of their 
Arab society and cultural heritage in order 
for them to become good citizens (Suleiman 
1999:106). Other noteworthy aims of teaching 
Arabic include an effort to reinforce belief in 
God and to impart religious values. 

As for language goals, according to Altoma 
(1957:84), the ultimate aim of teaching 
Arabic in Iraq is “the enabling of the pupils 
to read, write and converse in a simple correct 
language”. Amara and Mar’i (2002:67, quoting 
Al-Haj 1996) mention that the goal for teaching 
Arabic to Palestinians in Israel during the 1950s 
and 1960s was to enable students to have a 
“correct reading and comprehension for the 
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written and spoken language; clear, exact and 
logical formulation of ideas and feelings, orally 
and in writing, the ability to understand and 
evaluate good literature; cultural and literary 
consciousness of the past and the present”.

A comparison of the goals of teaching Arabic 
in Iraq and in Israel reveals that while both of 
them emphasize correct reading, writing, and 
speaking, they vary in their focus. In the case 
of Iraq, the first goal is to aim at correctness, 
but this gives no indication of any real-world 
objectives or functions in terms either of what 
the learners will be able to do as a result of the 
language instruction, or any cultural content. 
Moreover, it focuses more on the form and 
accuracy of the message being taught than on its 
communicative meaning. As for the Palestinians 
in Israel, while the learning goals are more 
elaborate in terms of what is expressed and 
comprehended, they fail to provide guidance as 
to the degree of proficiency a learner will attain 
at the end of each stage. Moreover, there is 
no reference to the use of Arabic functionally. 
Interestingly, neither goal refers to any practical 
learning needs. Students who drop out at the 
end of any of the three stages and attempt to 
use their Arabic functionally in their career find 
themselves unqualified to do so. 

4.1 Teaching Arabic in primary school 

According to Khater (1963:2), the goal of 
teaching Arabic, in Egypt as well as in most 
of the Arab countries, is to develop in learners 
the abilities and basic skills that enable them 
to participate effectively in reading and writing 
activities as carried out by most of the literate 
population in Arab societies. What is expected 
from the students in terms of reading is to be 
able to comprehend a few lines in an Arabic 
newspaper and to be able to read aloud in order 
to facilitate correction. In writing, students 
are expected to be able to write a short letter 
in which they express their ideas clearly. 
In speaking, they are expected to articulate 
their thoughts with “a reasonable degree of 
clarity and correctness” (Khater 1963:2). 
In other countries, such as Iraq, the goal of 
teaching Arabic is correct reading, writing, and 
conversation (Altoma 1957:85).

Looking at the curricula of Arabic in several 
Arab countries at the primary school level, we 
see that language education is divided into 
subjects, each of which contains exercises for 
the students to practice. The distribution of these 
subjects varies from one country to another. For 
example, in 1981 the Egyptian Arabic curriculum 
had the following subject divisions: reading and 
writing, composition and stories, memorization 
and prose, dictation, handwriting, and grammar 
(see Table 2). Iraq’s 1971 curriculum had almost 
exactly the same division, but it also emphasized 
conversation (see Table 3).

Table 1. Arabic language instruction in nine Arab countries: Number of periods per week

Country  School levels Total periods 
per week for 
Arabic

Total periods 
per week for 
five subjects*

Primary Preparatory Secondary

Saudi Arabia 57 18 38 113 290
Iraq 54 36 21 111 196
Kuwait 49 32 28 109 264
Yemen AR 54 18 32 104 223
Jordan 48 21 15 84 201
Qatar 53   7 19 79 223
Tunisia 30   – 42 72 148
Bahrain 11   7 35 52 153
Libya 10   7   8 25 151

* Islamic studies, geography, science, math, and foreign language
Source: ALECSO (1981)
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Table 2. Primary school curriculum for Arabic 
(Egypt 1971): Number of periods per week

Branches/Grades 1 2 3 4 5 6

Reading and 
writing

6 6 3 3 3 3

Composition and 
storytelling

2 2 2 2 1 1

Memorization and 
chants

2 2 2 2 1 1

Dictation – – 2 1 1 1
Handwriting – – 1 1 1 1
Grammar – – – 1 2 2

Source: Khater a.o. (1981:58) 

Note that in Egypt composition is introduced in 
the first grade, while in Iraq it is introduced in 
the third grade. In addition, the curriculum 
in Egypt lacks conversation in fuß™à, while this 
is readily available in Iraq’s curriculum (see 
Table 3).

Table 3. Primary school curriculum for Arabic 
(Iraq 1970): Number of periods per week

Branches/Grades 1 2 3 4 5 6

Reading and 
(writing + dictation)

8 8 4 4 1 1

Memorization 3 2 2 1 1 1
Composition and 
dictation

– – 2 4 2 2

Grammar – – – 1 2 2
Conversation – 2 2 – – –

Source: Altoma (1970:701) 

Reading and writing are introduced at the 
beginning of the primary stage in both Iraq 
and Egypt, which is the case in most Arab 
countries. Other similarities include grammar, 
which is introduced as a separate subject in the 
fourth grade, and dictation, which is introduced 
in the third grade in both Egypt and Iraq. 
However, there is no clear justification as to 
why composition is introduced in one country 
in the first grade while it is postponed to a later 
point in the curriculum in another.

Literature at the primary level is introduced in 
the form of poetry and prose texts for students 
to memorize. Arab countries vary in their 

introduction of poetry and prose throughout 
the six grades that compose the primary stage. 
Some countries prefer to introduce poetry from 
the first grade and postpone prose to later 
years, for instance to the fifth grade in the 
case of Sudan, while other countries like Saudi 
Arabia introduce neither poetry nor prose in 
the first two years (see Table 4).

The literary texts expose students to a variety 
of topics dealing with the values of religion, 
nationalism, and manners (Al-Tahir Mikky a.o. 
1986:69). A review of the topics offered in the 
Arabic curricula of four Arab countries (Saudi 
Arabia, Sudan, Egypt, and Bahrain) at this 
stage reveals the focus and importance of each 
topic (see Table 5).

Note that in Table 4 religion ranks fourth 
after nationalism. Description comes in fifth, 
where the student is exposed to topics dealing 
with concrete objects rather than abstract 
concepts, such as describing what exists in 
the student’s environment. Also, topics that 
indicate the value of work and science occur 
less often than topics like nature or nationalism 
(for more discussion, see Al-Tahir Mikky a.o. 
1986:69–82).

4.2 Teaching Arabic in preparatory school 

According to Khater (1963:7), while the goal 
of teaching Arabic at the primary level is to 
build basic language skills, the goal at the 
preparatory stage is to build upon and master 
those language skills for the purpose of writing, 
reading, and oral communication. Thus, at this 
level, the learners are expected to be prepared 
to function in different social situations and to 
begin their exploration of Arabic literature. 

At the end of this stage, the students are 
expected to be able to cope with situations that 
require the use of Arabic for written and oral 
expression, for instance for delivering speeches. 
In writing, the learners are expected to write 
compositions and personal letters. In reading, 
the students must be able to read a variety of 
material and to interpret and summarize what 
is read. At this stage, a student is expected 
to cover most of Arabic grammar (Khater 
1963:7–9).

An analysis of the curricula of Egypt and Iraq 
reveals that at the preparatory level attention is 
paid to the development of oral communication 
(see Tables 6 and 7). In addition, more 
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emphasis is placed on reading than on other 
language skills, while grammar still occupies 
a place in the curriculum. As for composition, 
emphasis is placed more on writing than on 
oral expression.

Table 6. Preparatory school Arabic  
curriculum in Egypt (1981): Number 
of periods per week

Grades/Branches 1 2 3

Reading 2 2 1.5
Composition 1 1 1
Texts 1 1 1.5
Grammar and 
application

1 2 2

Handwriting and 
calligraphy

2 1 –

Source: Khater a.o. (1981:71)

Table 7. Preparatory school Arabic curriculum 
in Iraq (1970): Number of periods per week

Grades/Branches 1 2 3

Reading 1 1 1
Literature – – 2
Memorization 1 1 –
Composition and dictation 2 2 1
Grammar 2 2 2

Source: Altoma (1970:701) 

The study of literary texts, including modern 
and classical poems and prose, for compre-
hension and appreciation is essential at this 
level. It paves the way for the study of litera-
ture at the secondary stage. In the preparatory 
stage, three topics are added to those from the 
primary stage: nationalism, love, and elegiac 
poetry. Religious texts from the Qur±àn and 

Table 4. Number of poetry (Py) and prose (Pr) texts in the curriculum of four Arab countries 
at the primary level

Primary grades 1 2 3 4 5 6

Country/
literary texts

Py Pr Py Pr Py Pr Py Pr Py Pr Py Pr

Saudi Arabia – – – – 388 8 19 379 19 515 159 12
Sudan 92 – 95 – 136 – – 309 92 41 190 8
Egypt 24 – – – 88 – – 131 – 72 – 82
Bahrain – – – – 100 1 6 105 120 4 85 4

Source: Al-Tahir Mikky a.o. (1986:68)

Table 5. Topics in the primary-level Arabic curriculum in four Arab countries
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Saudi 
Arabia

 448 151 148 133 153 109  69 82 46 102 1,441

Sudan  295 235 193   81  56   41  16 44 53   – 1,014
Egypt  163   59   32   49  10   27  41   8 15  6   410
Bahrain    60 128   82   46    1   19  24 16 12   –   388

Totals  966 573 455  309 220 196 150 150 126 108 3,253

* Work: Topics that motivate students to work
Source: Al-Tahir Mikky a.o. (1986:69)
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the £adìµ are incorporated during the third 
and final year of the preparatory stage (see 
Al-Tahir Mikky a.o. 1986:82–88 for more 
information). 

There is a tendency at this stage to train 
students for description, thereby moving from 
describing concrete objects to more abstract 
notions such as the beauty of nature. As pointed 
out by Al-Tahir Mikky a.o. (1986:85), not many 
texts reflect the development of personality 
and maturity at this stage: for example, few 
poetic texts are offered that provide a thematic 
representation of love, while the Qur±àn and 
£adìµ texts are presented throughout the three 
years.

4.3 Teaching Arabic in secondary school

According to Khater (1963:7–9), the primary 
goal at the secondary stage is to prepare 
students to master the reading and writing skills 
they need in order to succeed in the future, 
either in the workforce or at the university. 
By the end of this stage, students are expected 
to have developed their communicative skills, 
their appreciation for literary works, and their 
understanding of Islamic history. 

Again comparing Egypt and Iraq, Tables 
8 and 9 reveal that the curriculum in both 
countries is divided into two sections in the 
secondary stage: literary studies and science. 
However, where students study literature under 
both sections in Egypt, in Iraq literature is only 
studied in the literary section. As for literature, 
students begin the first year of the secondary 
stage in Egypt by studying the pre-Islamic, 
Islamic, and Umayyad periods. Students then 
go on to learn more about the Abbasid period 
during the second year and round out their 
education by studying contemporary literature 
in the third year. Students are trained to analyze 
texts across different literary periods, focusing 
on meaning, vocabulary, structure, images, and 
metaphors. Texts include novels, short stories, 
essays, and dramas. The aim of reading such 
literature is to teach students to appreciate a 
variety of literary works. 

Table 8. Secondary school Arabic curriculum 
in Egypt (1981): Number of periods per week

Branches/grades

1

Literary 
section

Science 
section

2 3 2 3

Reading 2 2 2 2 2
Composition 1 1 1 1 1
Literature and texts 3 4 4 2 2
Criticism, rhetoric, 
grammar

1 – – – –

Source: Khater a.o. (1981:68)

Table 9. Secondary school Arabic curriculum 
in Iraq (1970): Number of periods per week

Branches/grades
Literary 
section

Science 
section

1 2 1 2

Reading 1 1 1 2
Composition and 
dictation

1 1 1 1

Literature 2 2 – –
Rhetoric 1 1 1 –
Memorization 1 1 1 1
Grammar 1 1 1 1

Source: Altoma (1970:701)

5 .  M e t h o d o l o g y  o f  A r a b i c 
i n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l 
t r a i n i n g  o f  t e a c h e r s

It is evident from past complaints about the 
quality of standards of instruction and the low 
level of achievement (Heyworth-Dunne 1939) 
as well as present complaints (M. Ibrahim 
1993) that radical reforms are needed in Arabic 
language teaching and learning methodology. 

Since the rise of Islam, mosques have been 
the schools where students study Arabic within 
an Islamic context. The medieval practice of 
paying schoolmasters according to their results 
remains a traditional practice in the learning of 
Arabic. Listening, recitation, and memorization 
of Arabic have been common methods for 
learning Arabic. To some extent those methods 
are still practiced at the present time, for instance 
in the religious education provided in Egypt. 
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Moreover, this approach has been working 
well because it assures educational results 
(Spolsky 1999). The results are manifested in 
the students’ performance in memorizing parts 
of the Qur±àn or even the entire Qur±ànic text.

 While changes in the methodology of teaching 
Arabic as a foreign language have reflected the 
move toward language proficiency in general 
and oral proficiency in particular, the teaching 
of Arabic as a first language has reflected 
common goals of formal reading and writing 
communication. Generally, the methodology 
of teaching Arabic may be characterized as 
traditional in the sense that the teacher plays 
a central role in the classroom. The teacher’s 
role is that of a knowledge giver. This concept 
is realized in the form of a lecture in which the 
focus is the language lesson itself, rather than 
the development of a student’s ability to use 
Arabic in class. The student’s role is to listen, 
recite, and memorize the lesson rather than 
to express, discuss, and be creative with the 
language. Since the primary focus is reading 
and writing, listening and speaking skills are 
not emphasized in the methodology of teaching 
Arabic. For example, speaking fuß™à is not 
a priority in the classroom. Arabic grammar 
is taught and learned through heavy reliance 
on rote memorization of grammatical rules. 
Reading aloud is still a common practice 
in the teaching of Arabic, while reading for 
comprehension receives far less attention in 
the curriculum. Arabic is not taught as a tool 
for communication. Compared with other 
languages, there is not much classroom-based 
research available concerning Arabic language 
teaching (see A. Ibrahim 1966 for more 
discussion of the methods of teaching Arabic). 
Most teachers derive their knowledge of the 
teaching and learning of Arabic from their own 
experience after graduating from the university 
or higher institutes. 

The field of Arabic language teaching has few 
professionally trained teachers who are able 
to manage effective instruction in class. There 
are not many training programs for Arabic 
language teachers. Many of the programs 
available for teacher training, for instance 
at Cairo University, still follow traditional 
methods of training Arabic teachers. The ability 
to teach Arabic requires not only knowledge of 
the Arabic language but also teaching skills in 
terms of classroom management. According to 

England (2006), practice means that teachers of 
Arabic should have pedagogical skills, i.e., they 
need to know how to apply their knowledge 
about Arabic to learners of Arabic and how to 
manage the classroom effectively. The role of 
the teacher in the classroom has changed from 
an authority figure and provider of knowledge 
to the one who facilitates the learning of 
Arabic. Traditional techniques such as text 
recitation, memorization, and drills should 
be expanded to include classroom interaction 
where the students use Arabic in order to create 
and produce ideas, sentences, and questions. 
In addition, Arabic language teachers need to 
have workshops to learn new methods and 
share techniques in the classroom. According 
to Massialas and Jarrar (1992:39), the training 
of teachers in the Arab world faces a number 
of problems. Primary school teachers are not 
professionally prepared to teach Arabic, and 
there is a common assumption in the Arab 
world that primary school teachers do not 
need professional training, unlike secondary 
school teachers. Secondary school teachers, 
except those trained in faculties of education or 
departments of Arabic, are not properly trained 
in pedagogy to teach Arabic. Moreover, Arabic 
teachers do not have a role in formulating the 
curriculum and selecting textbooks. Everything 
in the teaching and learning process is prescribed 
by the country’s ministry of education.

6 .  C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  c r i t i c a l 
o b s e r v a t i o n s

Pedagogy in the teaching and learning of Arabic 
as a first language faces many challenges:

i. The educational policy that governs the 
Arabic curriculum at the different school 
levels needs to be modified to fit the needs 
of Arab society. Current policy lacks a 
comprehensive vision of a functional 
curriculum and objectives. The lack of 
accountability in terms of practical skills 
in Arabic language curricula has made the 
present curricula inadequate for attaining 
the desired goals and objectives of the 
learners. The Arabic curriculum is based on 
the assumption that students should master 
the various subjects that make up the whole 
of language. However, this approach is 
directed primarily toward the attainment 
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of reading and writing skills, while ne-
glecting the advancement of speaking, 
problem solving, or critical thinking skills. 
Therefore, the curricula written for Arabic 
have proved to be ineffective. Except for 
a few attempts by Arab countries, e.g. 
the Gulf Arab States (1984–1985) and 
Egypt (1995), to reform the Arab curricula, 
not many initiatives have been taken to 
establish general parameters related to a 
student’s use of fuß™à, either in the area 
of general education or in communication 
connected to academic content areas, to 
meet sociolinguistic or pragmatic objectives 
in terms of both oral and written skills. It 
should be noted that the attempts made by 
the Arab countries to renew the curricula of 
Arabic fall short of specifying standards of 
linguistic performance that are expected to 
be attained by each student at the conclusion 
of each year and at the end of each stage. 

ii. The goals of teaching Arabic as a first 
language have to be defined clearly. A 
comparison of the problems faced by 
native Arab students in learning Arabic 50 
years ago with those met by contemporary 
students reveals that few fundamental 
modifications have been made, since 
the same issues continue to surface. It is 
doubtful that all the goals mentioned in 
the curricula are adequately met at each 
educational stage. While religious education 
has clear and specific goals with a defined 
standard, represented in the Qur±àn, the 
goals of education systems that are not 
religiously affiliated lack this clarity. The 
goals of instruction in Arabic as a first 
language in elementary, preparatory, and 
secondary schools are not accompanied 
by either proficiency scales or guidelines. 
Accordingly, curricula are not designed to 
meet such scales. Assumptions about the 
goals of learning and teaching Arabic and 
the needs of the students in using Arabic 
are made at a distance, by ministries of 
educations. No description is provided of 
what educated native learners of Arabic as a 
first language should be able to accomplish 
at the end of each educational level. A 
description might follow the guidelines pro-
posed by ACTFL (American Council on the 
Teaching of Foreign Languages), or the one 
proposed by the Council of Europe (2001) 

for learners of foreign languages. Such a 
description would constitute an important 
step in defining the goals of the teaching 
and learning of Arabic as a first language 
and the stages to be followed to meeting 
them. (For further discussion of scales and 
guidelines, see Spolsky 1999:391.)

iii. The issue of ¤ diglossia poses its own 
problems in the Arabic language classroom, 
due in part to the differences between Clas-
sical Arabic and the colloquial dialects. 
Problems begin to surface as soon as 
Arab children start learning Classical 
Arabic in schools (for more discussion see 
Altoma 1969; Salegh-Haddad 2003). One 
example of this problem can be found 
in reading, where Arab children face an 
uneasy transition when attempting to relate 
what they have read to what they have 
heard and used in daily situations. These 
situations clearly affect word recognition 
and language comprehension. As Maamouri 
(1998:45) states, “The need for language 
comprehension as a prerequisite to the 
acquisition of the decoding skills is an aber-
ration” in the continuous development of 
Arabic reading skills by children in schools. 
As a result, a feeling of linguistic insecurity is 
manifest among young learners of Arabic. 

iv. Arabic language and textbook materials 
are not optimal learning tools. The way 
language materials are presented in text-
books fails to motivate students to learn 
Arabic because the books fail to deal with 
authentic contemporary topics. In addition, 
the quality of the paper and print makes 
the textbooks unattractive for the study 
of Arabic. Many of the pictures presented 
in textbooks are neither expressive nor 
related to the text, as becomes clear from a 
comparison of the Egyptian and Jordanian 
textbooks for the three educational stages 
for the school year 1995–1996. For more 
discussion of Arabic language materials, see 
Barhum (1997:337–348); Al-Kurdi (1997: 
350–400). In addition, many of the Arabic-
language materials focus on reading and 
writing skills to the detriment of listening 
and oral skills in Arabic.
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Focus

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

‘Focus’ belongs to the field of text-linguistic 
or discourse-pragmatic phenomena, or more 
precisely, that of information structure. Although 
focus is determined on a different level than 
syntactic relations, such as subject, object, and 
adverbials, it nevertheless belongs to the gram-
mar and syntax of a language.

Focus is often defined as the new element in 
a sentence. According to Bolinger, “It marks 
the ‘point’ of the sentence where there is the 
greatest concentration of information, which the 
hearer would be least likely to infer without 
being told” (1954:152). According to Halliday, 
“What is focal is ‘new’ information; not in the 
sense that it cannot have been previously men-
tioned, although it is often the case that it has 
not been, but in the sense that the speaker 
presents it as not being recoverable from the 
preceding discourse” (1967:204ff.). Jackendoff 
(1972:230) speaks about the “presupposition 
of a sentence” as “the information in the sen-
tence that is assumed by the speaker to be shared 
by him and the hearer”, whereas “the focus of a 
sentence” is the information in the sentence that 
is assumed by the speaker not to be shared by 
him [or her] and the hearer”. Lambrecht (1994) 
elaborates on these concepts and defines focus 
as “the semantic component of a pragmatically 
structured proposition whereby the assertion 
differs from the proposition”. He defines the 
(pragmatic) assertion as “the proposition ex-
pressed by a sentence which the hearer is expected 
to know as a result of hearing the sentence 
uttered”. His definitions exclude the possibility 
of segmenting a proposition into elements of 
new and old information. Focus is a pragmatic 
relation that combines the presupposition and 
the assertion into a new proposition, as in (1).

(1) Q: Where did you go last night?
 A: I went to the movies.

The information conveyed by the answer is the 
abstract proposition ‘The place I went to last 
night was the movies’, not ‘movies’ or ‘to the 
movies’. 

2 .  F o c u s  d o m a i n

Focus is marked through a prominent accent on 
a word or a minimal constituent. In a sentence, 
the syntactic domain that expresses the focus 
component is the ‘focus domain’. The focus 
domain is always a phrasal category (verb or 
adjective phrase, noun phrase, prepositional 
phrase, or sentence), not a lexical category, 
which would not be able to express the relations 
in question. This is evident from (2), where the 
capitalized word has focus accent.

(2) Q: Which shirt did you buy?
 A: I bought the GREEN one
 (or: The GREEN one, but not: *GREEN) 

(Lambrecht 1994:216)

The focus domain is the GREEN one or the VP 
bought the GREEN one, but not GREEN. 

As is obvious from the example, the focus 
domain may contain nonfocal elements; the NP 
the GREEN one is in focus, but the constituents 
the and one are topical, which is also why the 
accent falls on the penultimate element.

There are three principles that determine the 
placement of the accent (Lambrecht 1994:238–
257). First, according to the Iconicity Principle, 
the prosodic peak falls on the most important 
communicative element. In this case, the rela-
tionship between prosodic prominence and com-
municative importance is at least partly iconic. 
Second, the General Phrasal Accent Principle 
locates the phrasal accent at the right boundary 
focus domain, marking the end of it. This can be 
checked by the Unaccentable Element Principle, 
according to which there are elements, such as 
topical expressions, that are not accented. Then, 
by default, the accent is moved to the next 
element to the left, as happens in (2).

3 .  F o c u s  t y p e s

Lambrecht (1994:221–238) discerns three focus-
structure categories: predicate focus, which 
occurs in topic/comment sentences; argument 
focus, which occurs in identificational sentences; 
and sentence focus, which appears in event-
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reporting sentences (¤ topicalization for more 
information on these three sentence types). The 
examples in (3)–(5) illustrate these categories.

(3) PREDICATE-FOCUS STRUCTURE 
(Topic-comment sentence) 

 (What happened to your car?) My car/it 
broke DOWN.

(4) ARGUMENT-FOCUS STRUCTURE 
(Identificational sentence)

 (I heard your motorcycle broke down?) 
My CAR broke down.

(5) SENTENCE-FOCUS STRUCTURE 
(Event-reporting sentence)

 (What happened?) My CAR broke down.

In the identificational sentence (4), everything is 
presupposed except the argument in focus. In the 
event-reporting sentence (5), on the other hand, 
nothing is presupposed; no topic is present and, 
consequently, the whole sentence constitutes 
the focus domain. The event-reporting type 
belongs to the category of ‘thetic’ sentences, 
which, according to Lambrecht (1994:144), 
lack topical information in that they are all-
new in character. Presentational sentences and 
sentences with weather verbs are also thetic. 
The former present a new ‘entity’ or referent, 
whereas the latter presents a new ‘event’. 

The placement of the accent follows the 
Iconicity Principle in both (4) and (5). The 
accent in these sentences does not disambiguate 
between sentences like (4) and (5). This becomes 
clear from studying the pragmatic structure, 
through identifying what is presupposed and 
what is the assertion (Lambrecht 1994:307–
311). For example, the sentence in (6) –

(6) BAQARATUN takallamat
 an ox has spoken 
 ‘An OX has spoken’ (Wright 1975:II, 263)

– may be either an identificational sentence (‘It 
was not a human being, an OX has spoken’) or 
an event-reporting sentence (‘What happened? 
An OX has spoken’). Lambrecht (1994:264ff.) 
observes that nominal referents receive an accent 
to a much larger degree than verbs, which ex-
plains why the accent is on the subject in an 
event-reporting sentence. 

From the examples it may be observed that 
English has exclusively prosodic mechanisms 

for marking focus. In French, on the other 
hand, we find different constructions whereby 
the argument-focus structure would be C’est ma 
VOITURE qui est en panne ‘My CAR broke 
down’, and the sentence-focus structure would 
be J’ai ma VOITURE qui est en PANNE ‘My 
CAR broke down’. Italian uses word-order 
variation: Si è rotta la mia MACCHINA ‘My 
CAR broke down’ (argument focus) and Mi si 
è rotta (ROTTA) la MACCHINA ‘My CAR 
broke down’ (sentence focus). 

The predicate-focus structure is considered 
to be the unmarked focus structure, argument-
focus and sentence-focus being the marked ones. 
Thus a predicate-focus structure has more than 
one interpretation. To preclude its ‘default’ topic/
comment reading, the predicate must be pro-
sodically marked by the absence of prominence, 
which in most cases means an accent on the 
subject. Such readings are contextually deter-
mined. Sentences with unaccented predicates 
will then be either of argument-focus or sentence-
focus structure. However, in topic/comment 
clauses (with predicate-focus structure), both 
subject and predicate can be accented, as is the 
case with contrastive topics.

(7) I saw Mary and John yesterday, SHE says 
HELLO, but HE’s still ANGRY at you. 
(Lambrecht 1994:291)

4 .  A r a b i c

According to Moutaouakil (1989), Modern 
Standard Arabic may use word order variation 
to express focus, as in cases where a preposed 
constituent may constitute an argument-focus 
structure. This is illustrated by examples (8) 
and (9).

(8) RIWâYATAN ±allafat zaynab-u 
 novel-Acc wrote3fs Zaynab-Nom
 (là QAÍîDAT-AN)
 (not poem-Acc)
 ‘It was a NOVEL that Zaynab wrote (not a 
 POEM)’

(9) LAYLâ ≠ašiqa qays-un 
 Layla loved3ms Qays-Nom
 (là ZAYNAB-A)
 (not Zaynab-Acc)
 ‘It was LAYLA that Qays loved (not Zaynab)’
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However, it appears to be very rare to prepose 
an object without using a suffixed pronoun that 
refers to this element in the following clause, 
the object being left-dislocated (Dahlgren 
1998:176; also ¤ word order). For focalized 
objects, Verb-Subject-Object is a possible, but 
marked order, as illustrated by example (10) 
from the Qur±àn.

(10) fa-±awjasa fì nafs-i-hi
  and-he conceived in soul-Gen-his
 xìfat-an      mùsà
 fear-Acc    Moses
  ‘and Moses conceived A FEAR within 
 him’ (Q. 20/67) 

Postposed independent personal pronouns may 
also mark argument focus: 

(11) ±ammà huwa fa-yadda≠ì           ±anna-hu
 but he           then -he claims    that-he
 lam        yabßuq  ≠alà mir±àt-i-hà
 not-past  he spat  on  mirror-Gen/of it/3fs
 ‘but he claimed that he did not spit at her 
 mirror’

 bal baßaqa   fì  wajh-i-hi            huwa 
 but he spat  in face-Gen/of-his  he
 ™ìna    †àla≠a-hu                 fì   l-mir±àt 
 when  he inspected-it/3ms  in  the-mirror
 ‘but he spat at HIS face when he inspected 
 it in the mirror’ (Bloch 1974:57)

Another type of argument focus is cleft focus, 
which is construed with alla≈ì in Arabic, as in 
(12). 

(12) fa-huwa l-±àn-a  yartàdu   ±aÿlab-a 
 so he  now-Acc  frequents most-Acc 
 ±amkinat-i  l-lahw-i
 places-Gen  the-amusement-Gen
 ‘So he now frequents most places of 
 entertainment’

 wa-ya†lubu mà  yurìdu dùna  
 and demands what he-wants without
 ±an  yajru’a  ±a™ad-un
 that  he dares  anybody-Nom
 ‘and demands whatever he wants, without 
 anybody daring’ 

 ≠alà l-i≠tirà∂-i  ±aw al-mu†àlaba
  to   the-objection-Gen or  the-demand
 ‘to object or demand anything’

 bal huwa lla≈ì   yataqà∂à  min 
 but he       the one he claims from
 ±aß™àb-i-hà  l-±itàwàt-i 
 owners-Gen-their3fs  the-tax-Gen
 ‘for HE is the one who claims from their 
 owners taxes’

 wa-l-murattabàt-i  li-∂amàn-i 
 and-the-salaries-Gen to-guaranteeing-Gen 
 l-hudù±-i fì hà≈ihi  l-ma™àll
 the-calm-Gen in these3fs the-places
 ‘and salaries to guarantee calm in these 
 places’ (Bloch 1974:87)

In the proposition in question it is only huwa 
which is asserted; the rest is presupposed infor-
mation from the preceding context.

4.1 Sentence-focus and focus markers

According to Ouhalla (1997:20-25), particles 
like ±inna(mà) and (la)qad, known as ™urùf 
at-tawkìd ‘particles of corroboration/confirma-
tion’, are used to ‘reinforce/confirm’ the pro-
positional content of a given sentence. These are 
to be seen as marked forms of topic/comment 
sentences, as illustrated in (13) and (14), where 
FM represents focus marker:

(13) ±inna zayd-an  muhàjir-un
 FM  Zayd-Acc emigrating-Nom
 ‘Zayd IS emigrating’

(14) (la)qad ±arsalat zaynab-u  risàlat-an
 FM  sent3fs Zaynab-Nom letter-Acc
 ‘Zaynab DID send a letter’

However, la- may be used independently as a 
‘constituent focus marker’, i.e. an argument 
focus, in Lambrecht’s terminology, as in (15) 
and (16). 

(15) ±inna zayd-an la-MUHâJIR-un
 FM  Zayd-Acc FM-emigrating-Nom
 ‘Zayd is EMIGRATING’ 

(16) la-MUHâJIR-un  zayd-un
 FM-emigrating-Nom  Zayd-Nom
 ‘Zayd is EMIGRATING’

4.2 Interrogative focus

Classical and Standard Arabic have two yes/no-
question particles: hal and ±a (¤ interrogative 
sentence). According to Ouhalla (1997:26–31), 
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the scope of the former covers the whole sentence, 
whereas the scope of the latter is the constituent. 
He presents the examples (17)–(20):

(17) hal ±allafat    zaynab-u  l-qaßìdat-a
 Q   wrote3fs Zaynab-Nom the-poem-Acc
 ‘Did Zaynab write the poem?’

(18) ±a ±allafat zaynab-u  l-qaßìdat-a 
 Q write3fs Zaynab-Nom the-poem-Acc 
 ( ±am ±alq-at-hà)?
 (or   read-3fs-it)
 ‘Did Zaynab WRITE the poem (or READ 
 it)?’

(19) ±a zaynab-u ±allafat  al-qaßìdat-a 
 Q Zaynab-Nom write3fs the-poem-Acc 
 ( ±am laylà)?
 (or   Layla)
 ‘Did ZAYNAB write the poem (or LAYLA)?

(20) ±a l-qaßìdat-an ±allafat  zaynab-u 
 Q poem-Acc write3fs Zaynab-Nom
 ( ±am riwàyat-an)?
 (or a novel-Acc)
 ‘Was it a POEM Zaynab wrote (or a 
 NOVEL)?’

4.3 Negation and focus

In the use of negation, only the asserted portion 
of the corresponding affirmative is denied, while 
the presupposition stays outside the negative 
scope. There is a close connection between the 
focus domain and the scope of the negation. In 
nominal clauses in Standard Arabic the scope 
of the negation is introduced by the particle 
bi-, as in (21):

(21) mà zaydun        bi-≠àlim-in 
 not Zayd-Nom  PRT-scientist-Gen
 (bal šà≠ir-un)
 (but poet-Nom)
 ‘Zayd is not a SCIENTIST (but a poet)’

4.4 Intonation in Moroccan

There is a general lack of phonetic studies 
on intonation in the modern Arabic dialects. 
For Moroccan, though, Benkirane (1998) finds 
that ‘sentence accent’ – corresponding to 
Lambrecht’s General Phrasal Accent and in 
accordance with it – falls on the penultimate of 
the word of a phrase or utterance farthest to the 
right. Benkirane also finds the Iconicity Principle 

to be in operation when the speaker deviates 
from the unmarked pattern to modify and 
focus a particular constituent in an utterance. 
One of his examples is given in (22), where 
capitalization indicates pitched constituent.

(22) ±amina ma-zäla mre∂a
 Amina not-finished sick
 ‘Amina is ill AGAIN’
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Sven-Olof Dahlgren (Göteborg University)

Foregrounding ¤ Grounding

Foreigner Talk

Foreigner Talk is a continuum of formal and 
discourse modifications used by native  speakers 
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in communicating with nonnative speakers/
learners (Ellis 1994:247). It is an automatic 
process triggered by the native speaker’s real-
ization that the nonnative speaker’s proficiency 
level is low (Gass and Varonis 1985:149–162). 
The degree of modification is determined by 
the level of proficiency of the particular nonna-
tive interlocutor in a certain interactive context 
(Gass 1997:66). Native speakers’ modifications 
can affect both linguistic and discourse aspects 
of language (Long 1983a:177–193). Empirical 
studies indicate that adjustments on both levels 
are common among all languages and that this 
type of language modification is governed by 
universal mental rules (Tweissi 1990:297).

Research on the formal aspects of Foreigner 
Talk concentrates on grammaticality issues 
(Ferguson 1971, 1975; Ferguson and DeBose 
1977; Long 1980; Larsen-Freeman and Long 
1991) and the nature of linguistic modifications 
(Ellis 1994:254–257). Research on discourse 
aspects concentrates on the nature of discourse 
modifications (Long 1983b); the structure of 
Foreigner Talk modifications (Arthur a.o. 1980; 
Derwing 1989); and the functions and triggers 
of Foreigner Talk (Gass and Varonis 1984; 
Varonis and Gass 1985).

Different methods have been used for the col-
lection and analysis of Foreigner Talk data, the 
differences being partly connected with the pur-
pose of the research. Direct audio and/or video 
recording is one method that concentrates on 
the spontaneous aspects of a real interaction 
between interlocutors. It allows the documen-
tation of language data that can be analyzed 
on all linguistic levels, including not only the 
phonological, morphological, and syntactic lev-
els but also the discourse level. Some research-
ers record controlled conversations (Tweissi 
1990; Arthur a.o. 1980) and others record free 
conversation (Sharkawi 2005), while yet oth-
ers practice a degree of control on both ends 
(Henzl 1979; Håkansson 1986). The data pro-
duced by semi- or uncontrolled conversations 
provide the most natural modifications native 
speakers produce since no pressure or direction 
is imposed on the situation.

Self-reports (Sharkawi 2005; Ferguson 1971) 
and scripted data (Mühlhäusler 1984, 1986) 
are used to measure interlocutor awareness of 
the modification and response to it. This type 
of data can also show how far a native speaker 
may go in modifying the language, and the 
extent to which these modifications may be 

conscious or merely spontaneous adjustments.
Research in registers modified by native speak-

ers represents a new field of inquiry in Arabic 
linguistics. Two data collections (Tweissi 1990 
and Sharkawi 2005) are available to provide an 
initial overview of Foreigner Talk features in 
modern Arabic dialects. Both focus on describ-
ing the formal modifications of native Arabic 
speakers in talking to nonnative speakers. The 
available data are limited to the two urban 
dialects of Amman and Cairo, respectively, and 
may therefore not be representative of other 
urban dialects.

Two basic strategies have been observed in 
the collected data of Foreigner Talk in Arabic: 
explanation of lexical items and a tendency 
toward structural saliency. These two strat-
egies are reflected at all levels of linguistic 
analysis. Native speakers may achieve their 
goal of modification without restructuring their 
native language, but here, the focus will be 
on structural modifications. On the phonetic 
level, Arabic Foreigner Talk is characterized 
by a slower speech rate than native-speaker 
to native-speaker talk (Tweissi 1990:305). In 
Foreigner Talk an average of 3.06 syllables per 
second was found, as opposed to 5.27 syllables 
in the case of native-speaker speech. Along the 
same lines, more primary stress on words was 
observed in the case of Foreigner Talk than in 
native-speaker talk. In Foreigner Talk, 2.31 
stressed words were found, as opposed to 1.35 
words in native-speaker talk per T-unit (a sin-
gle main clause and the subordinate clauses or 
non-clauses attached to it). As expected, more 
pauses and less phonetic and phonological pro-
cessing were found in Foreigner Talk than in 
native-speaker talk (Tweissi 1990:305).

In words containing more than one mor-
pheme, short vowels in the word are not deleted, 
thus allowing a vowel barrier to separate the 
component morphemes of the word (Sharkawi 
2005). This phenomenon is especially clear in 
the case of verbs. In example (1) the native 
speaker of Egyptian Arabic asks the nonnative 
speaker a question (Sharkawi 2005:109).

(1) bi-ti-≠raf      ti-†bux
 HAB-2ms   2ms-cook-know
 ‘Can you cook?’

The word bi-ti-≠raf contains three morphemes. 
The first, bi-, is a habitual/continuous mood 
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prefix in Egyptian Arabic. The second, t-, is the 
2nd person masculine singular imperfect. The 
third morpheme is the verb stem. The added -i- 
functions as a morpheme boundary to clarify 
where a meaningful morpheme ends and where 
another starts.

The same native speaker directs a comment 
to another native speaker in the same situation 
in which he expresses his surprise that the non-
native speaker learns Arabic and cooks at the 
same time (2). In this exchange with another 
native speaker, the short vowel is deleted 
(Sharkawi 2005:109).

(2) b-yi-t≠allim ≠arabi wi-b-yu-†bu≈
 PROGR-3ms  and-PROGR-3ms
 learn cook
 ‘He learns Arabic and cooks’

All strategies to make the pronunciation more 
salient are related to one another because a 
slower speech rate leads to more primary stress 
and to more pauses. It is to be noted that modi-
fication at the level of phonology is produced 
by means of processes integral to the processes 
of Arabic phonology.

Interestingly, such measures do not appear 
in the reports of foreigners who volunteered 
their experiences with the phenomenon in Ara-
bic. Neither did these modifications appear in 
scripted data collected from the Egyptian mov-
ies (Sharkawi 2005). It is also interesting that 
the collected data do not attest to phonemic 
changes that are found in the movies, such as 
the regular shift of /™/ to /x/, e.g., xaràmì instead 
of ™aràmì ‘thief ’. This change is not found in 
the spontaneous data in Sharkawi (2005), nor 
in Tweissi (1990). The collected data also fail 
to confirm another phenomenon in Foreigner 
Talk in movies, which has to do with the place 
and manner of articulation. Foreigner Talk in 
the movies replaces /≠/ with a glottal stop / ±/; 
the proper noun ≠imàd, for instance, is regularly 
converted into ±imàd.

The phonetic modifications undertaken by the 
native speakers of Arabic in the data reported 
above help nonnative speakers identify major 
constituents and word boundaries, and give 
them more processing time. Phonetic modifica-
tions in other languages serve the same pur-
pose (Hatch 1983a:66, 1983b:158). The attested 
modifications in the Arabic Foreigner Talk data 
are mere suprasegmental changes rather than 

phonemic or allophonic changes in the features 
of the phoneme system of Arabic. Modifications 
representing phonemic changes are not attested 
in natural data, although they regularly occur in 
the scripted Foreigner Talk data of the movies.

At the morphosyntactic level, Arabic For-
eigner Talk in the collected data is characterized 
by structural saliency. Among the modification 
features are redundancy of elements;  avoidance 
of certain elements and morphological forms; 
and a general tendency toward the use of 
 analytical structures. Generalization of elements 
is another tendency added by self-reports of 
nonnative speakers. Native speakers in Arabic 
Foreigner Talk use slightly longer multi- and 
single-clause T-units than the ones they use with 
other native-speaker interlocutors. The average 
of words per multi-clause T-units is 8.66 to 
8.47 words. In single-clause T-units the aver-
age of words was 4.72 to 4.59 words per unit 
(Tweissi 1990:311). At the level of word order, 
no significant difference is observed between 
inter-native-speaker talk and Foreigner Talk.

There is, however, a significantly smaller num-
ber of main clauses per T-units in Foreigner 
Talk than in inter-native-speaker talk (Tweissi 
1990:314). This means that Foreigner Talk utter-
ances are structurally simpler and more linear 
than inter-native-speaker talk. This last phenom-
enon is witnessed in all the sources of data 
available. Utterances are simple, short sentences. 
The beginning of each sentence is a redundant 
nominal or pronominal head. Very few rela-
tive sentences and/or embedding are attested in 
Sharkawi (2005). Whenever relativization occurs, 
it remains confined to the subject position.

There is also less structural complexity at the 
level of the individual sentence constituents. 
In the data collected from Egyptian Arabic, 
there is a consistent use of redundant inde-
pendent pronouns after nouns and prepositions 
that are already modified by a suffix pronoun 
(Sharkawi 2005:110). The same phenomenon 
is also attested by Tweissi (1990:313). An 
example is given in (3).

(3) ±ana ha-≠allimak  ±inta ≠arabi
 I      FUT-teach1s-2ms  you Arabic
 ‘I will teach you Arabic’

The same type of redundancy is attested at 
the level of the verb, where, in native speech, 
the conjugated verb does not need a preceding 
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independent pronoun. In the Arabic Foreigner 
Talk data, all conjugated verbs are preceded by 
an independent pronoun, as in (4) (Sharkawi 
2005:110).

(4) ±i™na  bi-n-™ibb id-dawri  il-±ì†àlì
 we PROGR- the-league the-Italian
  1p-like
 ‘We like the Italian league’

This tendency is alluded to by Tweissi (1990:313) 
and frequently attested in recorded data and 
the scripted data of Foreigner Talk. Interest-
ingly, nonnative speakers who  volunteer their 
experiences do not mention this tendency.

Another way of using fewer morphemes in 
one word is the preference of the genitive expo-
nent over the synthetic noun construction. In 
example (5), the native speaker is talking about 
the Dutch league of football, when he asks the 
nonnative speaker about the name of a certain 
player (Sharkawi 2005:111).

(5) mìn  il-là≠ib bità≠ ik-kòra?
 who the-player POSS the-football
 ‘Who is the football player?’

Another strategy on the part of the native 
speaker is avoidance. It occurs at the word level 
as well as at the sentence level. Native speakers 
avoid the use of derived verb stems. In exam-
ple (6), the native speaker asks the nonnative 
speaker why he did not catch a tan although 
he spent so much time under the hot Cairo 
summer sun. He initially asks the question using 
the derived verb tismarr. Quickly, however, he 
rephrases his question using a clause instead of 
the verb (Sharkawi 2005:111).

(6) NS  ±ummàl      ma-smarrit-š
        then          NEG-get.a.tan2ms-Neg
  ya≠ni 
  it.means
  ‘You have not gotten a tan’
 NNS ha
          [hun?] 
          ‘What?’
 NS   lèh           ma-ba±it-š
         why NEG-become2ms.-Neg
        ±asmar?
         brown  
        ‘Why haven’t you got a tan?’

Another avoided element from the recorded 
native-speaker Foreigner Talk data is the dual 

ending -èn. In the recorded data the number 
‘two’ is regularly expressed by ±itnèn followed 
by the noun in plural. In example (7), the native 
speaker talks about two football players from 
Egypt who are playing in the German league 
(Sharkawi 2005:111).

(7) fìh ±itnèn la≠ìba min maßr
 there.are two players from Egypt
 ‘There are two Egyptian players’

Again, it is not clear whether a deliberate 
avoidance strategy is behind this preference to 
use the numeral instead of the noun followed 
by the dual ending, especially since Tweissi’s 
data do not refer to the issue at all.

An interesting phenomenon reported in vol-
unteer reports but not witnessed in the audio-
recorded data is the reduction of the category of 
verb conjugation in the imperfect. Volunteered 
reports by nonnative speakers claim that native 
speakers of Arabic delete the imperfect 2nd and 
3rd person prefixes on the stem of the verb in 
speech to the nonnative speakers. The 2nd per-
son ti- and 3rd person yi/ti- prefixes have been 
deleted. Native speakers allegedly use forms 
such as ±inta ±išrab ‘you [masc.] drink’, ±inti 
±išrabi ‘you [fem.] drink’, and huwwa ±išrab ‘he 
drinks’. Although this phenomenon has not been 
attested in any other data source, it gains cred-
ibility because it is mentioned six times by six 
different self-reporters. It is also reported from 
the language used by Philippine housemaids in 
Beirut (Ramzi Baalbaki p.c.), where utterances 
such as ana rù™i ‘I go’ with the feminine impera-
tive used as finite verb are used to stereotype the 
pidginized register of these speakers but report-
edly also occur in the Foreigner Talk of native 
speakers when addressing the housemaids.

In self-reports, but not in the collected data, 
there is constant reference to the use of one 
single form for the noun after numerals. All 
reports list examples (a total of seven) of a 
numeral being followed by a noun in the sin-
gular (Sharkawi 2005). A comparison of these 
examples shows that in the case of the numer-
als above 10, like in the Arabic dialects, the 
numeral is followed by a singular noun. Unlike 
the dialects, however, in the case of the numer-
als from 3 to 10, the modifying noun is also in 
the singular (Sharkawi 2005).

Two phenomena occur in the scripted For-
eigner Talk but do not appear anywhere else in 
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the available data, namely, the use of indepen-
dent pronouns after nouns, prepositions, and 
particles rather than a pronominal suffix. This 
occurs in examples (8)–(10) from Sharkawi 
(2005:112).

(8) mràt ±inta
 wife you
 ‘your wife’

(9) il-gòz  bità≠ ±inta
 the husband POSS you
 ‘your husband’

(10) huwwa šàf hiyya
 he saw she
 ‘He saw her’

The other phenomenon that appears only in 
the scripted data is the drastically reduced verb 
conjugation. The 2nd person feminine singular 
is used for both masculine and feminine, with 
the three persons. None of the reports mentions 
the use of a similarly reduced variety of Arabic 
in addressing nonnative speakers of Arabic.

The extreme restructuring in the Foreigner 
Talk of the scripted data is interesting, as it 
reflects the native speaker’s conscious views of 
the modifications that must be applied when 
talking to nonnative speakers. Even more inter-
esting, the collected data and the reports do not 
reflect these extreme modifications. Self-reports 
and recordings agree on certain modifications as 
opposed to scripted data. In addition, and most 
importantly, these modifications never go to the 
point of heavy restructuring. Native speak ers 
of both Jordanian Arabic and Cairene Egyptian 
Arabic agree on the points in which they feel 
they have to modify their language, especially at 
the level of phonetics. These modifications at the 
phonetic and morphosyntactic level are real sim-
plifications of the language which make sounds 
more distinct and structures more transparent.

In addition to the above-mentioned struc-
tural modifications, lexical modifications are 
reported. Foreigner Talk data include the use of 
foreign lexical items (Tweissi 1990:308). This 
phenomenon need not detain us here, since 
such lexical use is a universal phenomenon and 
does not seem to cause any structural modifica-
tion of the language. Semantic modifications of 
Arabic words, however, are relevant because 
they use aspects within the system.

Tweissi (1990:310) notes that native speak-
ers use what he calls a ‘lower type-token’ ratio, 
which means they repeat words the nonnative 
speakers have heard before in the conversation. 
In addition, they do not use synonyms and ant-
onyms in explaining words that the nonnative 
speakers apparently do not understand. Instead, 
foreign words are used to solve the problem. 
One is tempted to assume, based on the lower 
‘type-token’ ratio in talking to nonnative speak-
ers, that this phenomenon affects the level of 
elaboration of the utterance. If native speakers 
find it difficult for the nonnative interlocutors 
to comprehend aspects of lexical elaboration 
(such as synonyms, antonyms, and the use of 
dependent pronouns and relative clauses and 
adjectives), and use foreign words to solve a 
problem, utterances must be short and lexical 
items repetitive.

The general features listed above reflect a 
desire on the part of the native speakers to ren-
der their output comprehensible to the nonna-
tive interlocutor. Since Foreigner Talk data in 
Arabic are scarce, it is useful to group the above 
features into tendencies that may guide further 
data collection and analysis and may help 
in understanding the discrepancies between 
native-speaker interaction with a native speaker 
and the use of a special register with nonnative 
interlocutors.

On the phonetic level, Foreigner Talk in the col-
lected data tends to make the sounds more dis-
tinct by applying primary stress to them. Sound 
combinations (words) are also made clearer 
by adding the full vowel  combination with-
out deletion to separate between  morphemes. 
Word boundaries are also marked by pauses. 
In the natural data, no articulatory modifica-
tions were recorded. Native speakers also did 
not resort to any alteration of the phonologi-
cal features of sounds. Such modifications and 
alterations were only represented in the scripted 
data, as in the case of /™/ changing into /x/.

One of the main tendencies at the morpho-
syntatic level is the movement toward analytic 
typology in order to make syntactic relations 
salient by reducing the number of functions a 
single word assumes and by expressing  syntactic 
functions by separate words. Hence, the longer 
multi- and single-clause T-units mentioned in 
Tweissi (1990:311). This tendency is  manifested 
in the use of analytical structures such as the 
periphrastic dual, genitive exponents, the use of 
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an auxiliary verb plus an adjective instead of the 
geminated derived verb, and the use of redun-
dant independent pronouns with nouns modi-
fied by a suffix pronoun and conjugated verbs.

The existence of the same tendency of mov-
ing toward more analytical structures in the 
scripted Foreigner Talk in movies leads one to 
assume that this tendency is a conscious move 
on the part of the native speakers to simplify 
their speech. The use of independent pronouns 
instead of object suffix pronouns on nouns, 
verbs, and particles is an extreme case of this 
phenomenon. Although the collected data and 
the scripted data share this tendency, native 
speakers seem to avoid completely ungram-
matical analytical structures.

In the collected data, speakers tend to pro-
duce syntactically and morphologically correct 
utterances, contrary to popular expectation and 
unlike the movie Foreigner Talk data. There is 
no evidence in the collected data of the use of 
incorrect structures or drastically reduced mor-
phological categories or syntactic structures. 
Arabic Foreigner Talk in this respect is similar 
to other languages, where grammatical use of 
the language is the norm, not the exception 
(Arthur a.o. 1980:111–112).

The last tendency to be observed in the data 
is the avoidance of structures that are presum-
ably difficult in favor of other presumably more 
straightforward structures, usually analytical 
ones. This can be seen in the absence of relative 
clauses and passive voice from the collected 
data. In addition, if we assume that self-reports 
are representative of Arabic Foreigner Talk in 
general, then this would represent another ten-
dency toward generalization of certain aspects 
of verb conjugations and agreement patterns. 
This is evident in the generalization of the 3rd 
person singular to the 2nd and 3rd person mas-
culine and feminine.

The study of Foreigner Talk in Arabic is 
interesting from both the synchronic and his-
torical perspectives. In the first place, it shows 
that speakers of Arabic exhibit the same uni-
versal modifications and simplification in For-
eigner Talk as speakers of other languages. 
It also shows that each language has its own 
specific treatment of modification. The study of 
Foreigner Talk in Arabic may also contribute to 
some of the undecided issues in the field, such 
as the grammaticality issue (see Ellis 1994:252–
257), and it may enrich the discussion with new 

ideas about the typological implications of For-
eigner Talk modifications. In the second place, 
studying Foreigner Talk strategies in Arabic 
can shed light on the historical development of 
Arabic in the period immediately after the Arab 
conquests of the Middle East, when Arabs and 
non-Arabs had to communicate extensively in 
Arabic by providing a scenario of the manner 
in which such communication may have taken 
place on the part of the native speaker.
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Formulaic Speech ¤ Frozen Expressions

French  Loanwords

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The literature in Roman alphabet on French 
loanwords in Arabic is not very voluminous. 
Noteworthy exceptions are Heath (1989) and 
Benzakour a.o. (2000), who devote a large 
part of their work to French loanwords in 
Moroccan Arabic. Both include a lexicon, the 
former with phonetic transcriptions. This entry 
discusses French loanwords only in Moroccan 
Arabic because it is the Arabic dialect that has 
been the most documented from the point of 
view of borrowings, and it is the dialect for 
which we have a large original corpus. This 
corpus, which is supervised by Carole Paradis 
at Laval University, belongs to Project CoPho.  
The observations in this entry focus exclusively 
on phonological adaptation of lexical forms.

2 .  History  of  French borrowings 
in  Moroccan  Arabic

The contact between French and Moroccan 
Arabic and, consequently, borrowings from 

the French language began in earnest when 
Morocco was made a protectorate of France 
in 1912. Following 1912, French became the 
official language of Morocco, a role that was 
played out in those political and administra-
tive bodies put in place by France. Traditional 
administrative structures existed alongside 
colonial ones, so there was no need for the 
majority of Moroccans to know French to 
conduct their daily business, including legal 
and financial business. French, however, served 
as the principal interface language between 
Moroccans and Europeans and was the main 
foreign language taught in schools after 1912.

The number of French-medium schools rap-
idly multiplied after 1912, although, as noted 
by Benzakour a.o. (2000), very few Moroccans 
attended schools where French was either the 
medium of instruction or where it was taught 
as a foreign language. Indeed, the increase in 
such schools was initially linked to increases 
in the number of foreigners – mainly French – 
in Morocco. French-medium schools were 
intended for their children. French was also 
taught in institutions that were designed to 
train translators and civil servants to meet the 
 practical, political, and social needs of the colo-
nial administration. For many years, though, 
only a few Moroccans, drawn from those mem-
bers of the Moroccan elite who were judged 
to be sympathetic to the colonial regime, had 
access to an education where French instruction 
was provided. According to Benzakour a.o. 
(2000), on the eve of inde pendence in 1956, only 
15 percent of school-age children were attend-
ing what we might call French-style schools.

It is clear, however, that French enjoys an 
important status in Morocco (see, e.g., Marley 
2002, 2005). After independence, French as-
sumed the status of preferred foreign language, 
providing access to the Western world, including 
access to scientific and technical information. 
It is perceived as the language of modernity 
and continues to be a mark of social prestige, 
as evidenced by the fact that it continues to 
engender a notable body of literature and to 
be the medium of instruction in institutions of 
higher learning and the language of diplomacy. 
Somewhat paradoxically, knowledge of  French 
has become much more widespread since 
Morocco gained its independence, due to 
the fact that an education featuring French 
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language instruction subsequently became 
available to the masses (Marley 2005). 
Al though it is sometimes claimed that only a 
minority of Moroccans is completely fluent in 
all aspects of French, French is widely spoken 
and understood in Morocco, and knowledge of 
French is considered to be important.

3 .  P h o n o l o g i c a l  d e s c r i p t i o n 
o f  M o r o c c a n  A r a b i c

Moroccan Arabic has 28 distinctive consonants, 
including pharyngealized consonants (which are 
different from the phonetic emphatic variants). 
The consonant inventory of Moroccan Arabic 
is provided in Table 1.

Moroccan Arabic also has three full distinctive 
vowels, /a, u, i/, which are realized [e, o, a] 
before or after a pharyngealized consonant 
and often, too, before and after a guttural 
one. Elsewhere /a, u, i/ are pronounced [æ, u, 
i] (Heath 1989:19). There are also two short 
vowels, /ë/ and /w/, whose structural status is 
not always clear. /ë/ can be heard as [≥], [(], or 
[ÿ], depending on consonantal environment, but 
these are always quite short, as mentioned by 
Heath (1989). When it is syllabic or the onset 
of a syllabic sonorant, /w/ occurs as [∏]; when 
syncope applies, it is heard as a labialized release 
of a consonant or a labialized transition between 
two consonants. The /w/ phoneme usually occurs 
next to a velar or uvular consonant (Heath 
1989:19). According to Heath, there is a third 
short vowel, which is marginal and can be 
identified as a clear consonantal release between 
two segments. Since this vowel is not found in 

the Project CoPho corpus, it is not discussed 
further in this entry. Moroccan Arabic also has 
four diphthongs: /aj, aw, ej, ew/.

4 .  P r o j e c t  C o P h o  d a t a b a s e 
o f  F r e n c h  l o a n w o r d s  i n 
 M o r o c c a n  A r a b i c

Project CoPho’s corpus of French loanwords in 
Moroccan Arabic comprises 1,127 borrowings 
which yield 2,682 borrowing forms, collected 
between 1994 and 1995. The loanwords were 
culled from a variety of written and oral sources 
and their pronunciations were then verified with 
native speakers of the borrowing language. 
Forms were elicited via picture naming, fill-in-
the-blanks, definitions, etc. For more detail on 
the methodology for Project CoPho’s loanword 
database see Paradis and# Prunet (2000) and 
Paradis and LaCharité (2002). A ‘borrowing 
form’ is a borrowing as it was pronounced by 
one of three native Moroccan Arabic-speaking 
consultants (one from Rabat, another from 
Casablanca, and the third from Tangier). 
When a consultant provided more than one 
form, each was calculated as an independent 
form. The borrowing forms include 4,250 
cases of malformations (i.e. foreign phonemes 
or structures), either segmental (3,676 cases) 
or syllabic (574 cases). For the most part, 
borrowers – by whom we mean those who 
introduce and adapt loanwords – adapt them 
on the basis of phonology, indicating that 
loanwords are ‘Arabicized’ by those with a 
good knowledge of both French and Moroccan 
Arabic. We refer to all such adaptations as 

Table 1. Moroccan Arabic consonant inventory

labials     coronals 
+ant           -ant

velars uvulars pharyngeals glottals

stops
fricatives
pharyngealized

b
f

t [ts] d
s    z           ∑   À
≥    í 
ß    $

k g q
x ® ™ ∏

π

h

nasals 
liquids 
pharyngealized 
glides

m 

w

n 
l     r 
      à 
j
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phonological cases. Of 3,676 malformations, 
3,441 (93.6%) are treated phonologically. There 
are some nonphonological cases, such as missed 
targets,  or cases influenced by nonphonological 
factors such as analogy. However, cases whose 
adaptation in Moroccan Arabic is influenced by 
factors other than phonology are rare (6.9%). 
Among the segmental malformations handled 
by phonology, there are 738 cases of ill-formed 
consonants (the French consonants (/õ/, /p/, /0/ 
and /v/), 2,245 cases of oral vowels (the French 
vowels /e/, /Æ/, /y/, /o/, /–/, /0/, /œ/, and /ë/), and 
693 cases of nasal vowels (the French vowels 
/1/, /2/, and /3/). As shown in Table 2, ill-formed 

segments are usually adapted (84.3% of the 
cases) or imported (14.9% of the cases). Deletion 
is rare in this corpus (0.8% of the cases), as in 
the Project CoPho database of loanwords more 
generally (2.9%, i.e. 1,398/ 47,624 cases).

5 .  A d a p t a t i o n s  o f  F r e n c h 
p h o n e m e s

Detailed statistics, as well as the nature and 
examples of the adaptations for each ill-formed 
segment, are provided  in Table 3. Some of the 
adaptations described below are also reported 
in Driss (1997).

Table 2. Statistics regarding loanword adaptation

Ill-formed 
segments

Cases Phonological
cases

Adaptations Importations Deletions Nonphonological cases

Total Orthography

Consonants 738 735/738 
99.6%

289/735
39.3%

431/735 
58.6%

15/735
2.1%

3/738 
0.4%

0/3
0%

Oral vowels 2,245 2,015/2,245 
89.8%

1,965/2,015
97.5%

36/2,015 
1.8%

14/2,015
0.7%

230/2,245 
10.2%

0/230
0% 

0%/2,245

Nasal vowels 693 691/693
99.7%

648/691 
93.8%

43/691
6.2%

0/691
0%

2/693
0.3%

0/2
0%

0%/693

Total 3,676 3,441/3,676
93.6%

2,902/3,441 
84.3%

510/3,441
14.9%

29/3,441 
0.8%

235/3,676 
6.4%

0/235
0% 

0%/3,676

Table 3. Adaptations, statistics, and examples

Consonant /õ/ õ ¤ nj 25 52.1% 
Loanwords 14 õ ¤ n 21 43.8%
Forms 48 õ ¤ lj 2 4.0%

Adaptation cases 48

Examples of the two main adaptations

Fr. beignet [bÆõÆ] ‘doughnut’ ¤ MA [binji]
Fr. poignée [pwaõe] ‘knob’ ¤ MA [pwanji]
Fr. champagne [∑1paõ] ‘champagne’ ¤ MA [∑Ìmpan]
Fr. peignoir [pÆõwar] ‘dressing gown’ ¤ MA [pinwar]

Consonant /p/ p ¤ b (108), bb (18), pb (1) 127 93.4%
Loanwords 154 p ¤ t 3 2.2%

Forms 431 p ¤ f 2 1.5%

Adaptation cases 136 p ¤ k/g 3 2.2%
p ¤ l 1 0.7%

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. place [plas] ‘square’ ¤ MA [blaß -a]
Fr. papa [papa] ‘dad’ ¤ MA [baba]
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Table 3 (cont.)

Consonant /0/ 0 ¤ w 19 100%
Loanwords 10
Forms 34
Adaptation cases 19

Examples

Fr. biscuit [bisk0i] ‘cookie’ ¤ MA [biskwi]
Fr. juillet [À0ijÆ]  ‘July’ ¤ MA  [Àwiji]

Consonant /v/ v ¤ b (61), p (1) 62 72.1%
Loanwords 70 v ¤ f 24 27.9%

Forms 202
Adaptation cases 86

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. bravo [bravo] ‘bravo’ ¤ MA [brab∏]
Fr. service [sÆrvis] ‘service’ ¤ MA [sërbis]

Vowel /e/ e ¤ i (253), i (134), j (9) 396 93.1%
Loanwords 185 e ¤ a 10 2.4%

Forms 508 e ¤ Æ (9), ë (5) 14 3.3%

Adaptation cases 425 e ¤ Æn 2 0.5%
e ¤ u/∏ (1)  3 0.7%

Examples of the main adaptations

Fr. béret [berÆ] ‘beret’ ¤ MA [biri]
Fr. casquette [kaskÆt] ‘cap’ ¤ MA [kaski≥]

Vowel /Æ/ Æ ¤ i (251), i (197) 448 90.3%
Loanwords 187 Æ ¤ ë 33 6.7%

Forms 525 Æ ¤ a 14 2.8%

Adaptation cases 496 Æ ¤ 2 1 0.2%

Examples of the main adaptations

Fr. bordel [b–rdÆl] ‘brothel’ ¤ MA [b∏ríil]
Fr. briquet [brikÆ] ‘lighter’ ¤ MA [briki]

Vowel /y/ y ¤ ∏ (40), u (26), w (3) 69 47.6%
Loanwords 59 y ¤ i (54), i (12) 66 45.5%
Forms 157 y ¤ ë 7    4.8%

Adaptation cases 145 y ¤ a 3    2.1%

Examples of the two main adaptations

Fr. luxe [lyks] ‘luxury’ ¤ MA [luks]
Fr. terminus [tÆrminys] ‘terminus’ ¤ MA [≥irmin∏s]
Fr. buffet [byfÆ] ‘buffet’ ¤ MA [bifi]
Fr. culotte [kyl–t] ‘trousers’ ¤ MA [kil∏≥]

Vowel /o/ o ¤ ∏ (197), u (29), w (2) 228   97%
Loanwords 79 o ¤ a 3   1.3%

Forms 227 o ¤ i 2 0.85%

Adaptation cases 235 o ¤ wa 2 0.85%

Examples of the main adaptation
Fr. bateau [bato] ‘boat’ ¤ MA [ba≥∏]
Fr. chômeur [∑omœr] ‘unemployed’ ¤ MA [∑umur]
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Table 3 (cont.)

Vowel /–/ – ¤ ∏ (391), u (71), w(3) 465 97%

Loanwords 160 – ¤ ë 6 1.3%

Forms 450 – ¤ 1 (5), i (3) 8 1.7%

Adaptation cases 479

Examples of the main adaptation
Fr. bottes [b–t] ‘boots’ ¤ MA [b∏≥]
Fr. police [p–lis] ‘police’ ¤ MA [bulis]

Vowel /0/ 0 ¤ ∏ (15), u (7) 22 78.6%
Loanwords 10 0 ¤ i 5 17.8%

Forms 30 0 ¤ ë 1  3.6%

Adaptation cases 28

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. deux cheveaux [d0∑(ë)vo] ‘CV (car)’ ¤ MA [du∑uvu]
Fr. pneu [pn0] ‘tire’ ¤ MA [bn∏]

Vowel /œ/ œ ¤ ∏ (72), u (35) 107 96.4%
Loanwords 38 œ ¤ Æj 3 2.7%

Forms 113 œ ¤ a 1 0.9%

Adaptation cases 111

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. docteur [d–ktœr] ‘doctor’ ¤ MA [í∏kt∏r]
Fr. meubler [mœble] ‘to furnish’ ¤ MA [mubl-a]

Vowel /ë/ ë ¤ ∏ (33), u (7) 40 87%
Loanwords 34 ë ¤ i 6 13%

Forms 110
Adaptation cases 46

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. remise [rëmiz] ‘presentation’ ¤ MA [r∏miz]
Fr. recette [rësÆt] ‘recipe’ ¤ MA [r∏si≥]

Nasal vowel /1/ 1 ¤ VN 190 66.7%
Loanwords 105 1 ¤ a 91 31.9%

Forms 294 1 ¤ ar 3 1.1%

Adaptation cases 287 1 ¤ al 1 0.3%

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. bandit [b1di] ‘gangster’ ¤ MA [bãníi]
Fr. manteau [m1to] ‘coat’ ¤ MA [mãn≥∏]

Nasal vowel /2/ 2 ¤ ÆN (97), iN (2) 99 85.3%
Loanwords 43 2 ¤ V 17 14.7%

Forms 122
Adaptation cases 116

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. blindé [bl2de] ‘armored’ ¤ MA [blÆndi]
Fr. coussin [kus2] ‘cushion’ ¤ MA [kusÆn]
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Table 3 (cont.)

Nasal vowel /3/ 3 ¤ uN, ∏N 182  74.6%
Loanwords 90 3 ¤ V 62   25.4%

Forms 258
Adaptation cases 244

Examples of the main adaptation

Fr. bidon [bid3] ‘can’ ¤ MA [bidun]
Fr. trombone [tr3b–n] ‘trombone’ ¤ MA [≥r∏mb∏n]

Examples of importations

/p/ Fr. pantalon [p1tal3] ‘pants’ ¤ MA [pan≥al∏n]
Fr. papillon [papij3] ‘butterfly’ ¤ MA [papij∏]

/v/ Fr. devise [dëviz] ‘currency’ ¤ MA [d∏viz]
Fr. rendez-vous [r1devu] ‘appointment’ ¤ MA [randivu]

/1/ Fr. flan [fl1] ‘custard tart’ ¤ MA [fl1]
Fr. transmission [tr1smisj3] ‘transmission’ ¤ MA [≥r1smij3]

/3/ Fr. crevaison [krëvÆz3] ‘flat’ ¤ MA [kr∏viz3]
Fr. gazon [;az3] ‘lawn’ ¤ MA [;az3]

6 .  I m p o r t a t i o n s  o f  F r e n c h 
p h o n e m e s

French phonemes are not always adapted; in 
nearly 15 percent of the cases in the database, 
they are imported. The phonemes that are 
most often imported are the two obstruents /p/ 
(320/456 cases, 70.2%) and /v/ (111/197 cases, 
56.3%) and the nasal vowels /1/ (26/313 cases, 
8.3%) and /3/ (16/261 cases, 6.1%).  Examples 
of borrowing forms containing these often-
imported French sounds are given in Table 3.

7 .  T h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f 
 o r t h o g r a p h y

Orthography influence refers to an adaptation 
that is based on a graphemic representation 
rather than on the spoken form. The influence 
of orthography is generally scarce in Project 
CoPho’s loanword database, but it is nonexist-
ent in the adaptations of the malformations of 
the corpus of French loanwords in Moroccan 
Arabic. It occurs outside malformations, but 
it is rare, affecting only 20 out of 2,682  forms 
(0.7%; e.g. French casino [kazino] > Moroccan 
Arabic [kasino], French cornet [k–rnÆ] > Moroc-
can Arabic [k∏rnita]; jeune [Àœn] > Moroccan 
Arabic [jœn]). This type of orthography influence 
is obviously based on the graphophonemic 
correspondence rules of French.

8 .  T h e  s y l l a b i c  s t r u c t u r e 
o f  A r a b i c  a n d  t h e  s y l l a b i c 
 a d a p t a t i o n s

Like French, Moroccan Arabic allows the 
following syllables: CV, CVC, CCVC, CVCC. 
The syllables *V, *CV:CC, *CVCCC, *CCVCC 
are disallowed. In other words, a complex 
(branching) coda is permitted only if there 
are no other consonant clusters within the 
syllable.

Moroccan Arabic also imposes restrictions on 
the content of branching codas. Thus, a French 
binary coda can be ill-formed in Moroccan 
Arabic even though the two consonants included 
are each permitted separately. This is the case 
of the following codas of French: /bl, br, dn, 
dr, fl, gl, gm, gr, kl, km, kr, ks, kt, lÒ, lm, 
ls, mn, rg, rk, rl, rm, sm, st, tm, tr/. Despite 
being ill-formed in Moroccan Arabic, these 
codas are nonetheless often imported (52.7%), 
as shown in Table 4. Otherwise, they undergo 
vowel insertion (i.e. adaptation via epenthesis, 
20.7%) or deletion of one of the consonants 
(26.6%).

Examples of insertions, deletions, and impor-
tations are provided in Table 4. As shown, the 
epenthetic vowel is the short vowel /ë/.

In fact, most deletion cases might be impor-
tations, since the final consonant is often deleted 
in some codas in casual speech in French. This 
is indicated by the parentheses around these 
final consonants in the examples above. Thus, 
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Moroccan borrowers who, like all borrowers, 
are bilingual, are often likely to import the 
casual pronunciation of French. If this is the 
case, the true rate of segment deletions in 
branching codas of French loanwords is, in 
fact, much lower than 26.6%.

Regarding structural restrictions on syllables, 
there are three types of possible syllabic mal-
formations in French borrowings: ternary codas, 
hiatus, and onsetless syllables at the beginning 
of words. There are only twelve cases of ternary 
codas in the database. Eleven are deletion cases 
from two borrowings that could actually be 
importations of French casual pronunciations: 
French orchestre [–rkÆs(t(r))] > Moroccan Ara-
bic [l∏rkis(t)] and perdre [pÆrd(r)] > Moroccan 

Arabic [bërd-a]. As for hiatus, statistics are 
provided in Table 5. 

As shown, hiatus usually submits to adaptation 
(70.5%), and less often to deletion (29.5%). 
Adaptation can consist of epenthesis (of a 
glide) or substitution. Examples of adaptation 
through epenthesis are provided in Table 5.

Insertion here is, in fact, the propagation 
of the articulator of one of the vowels to the 
empty onset in the hiatus, which results in a 
glide, either /w/ or /j/. As for substitution, it 
consists in realizing one of the two vowels of 
the hiatus as a glide (devocalization), as can 
also be seen in Table 5.

Examples of vowel deletion in a situation 
of French hiatus are shown right after. As 

Table 4. Statistics on ill-formed binary codas

Cases Phonological 
cases

Adaptations 
(insertions)

Nonadaptations 
(importations)

Deletions Nonphonological cases

Total Missed 
targets

Morphological 
influence

209 150/209 
(71.8%)

31/150
(20.7%)

79/150
(52.7%)

40/150
(26.6%)

59/209
(28.2%)

6/59
(10.2%)

53/59
(89.8%)

Examples of insertions in French branching codas 

/dR/ Fr. cadre [kãd(r)] ‘frame’ ¤ MA [kaíër]
/kR/ Fr. chancre [∑1k(r)] ‘canker’ ¤ MA [∑ãnkër]
/bl/ Fr. immeuble [imœb(l)] ‘building’ ¤ MA [mubël]
/tR/ Fr. mètre [mÆt(r)] ‘meter’ ¤ MA [mitër]
/bR/ Fr. timbre [t2b(r)] ‘stamp’ ¤ MA [tsënbër]

Examples of deletions in French branching codas

/tR/ Fr. arbitre [arbit(r)] ‘referee’ ¤ MA [larbi≥]
/kt/ Fr. contact [k3tak(t)] ‘contact’ ¤ MA [k∏n≥ak]
/st/ Fr. cycliste [siklis(t)] ‘cyclist’ ¤ MA [siklis]
/fl/ Fr. rafle [raf(l)] ‘raid’ ¤ MA [laraf]
/Rk/ Fr. remorque [rëm–rk] ‘trailer’ ¤ MA [rm∏k]
/zm/ Fr. rhumatisme [rymatizm] ‘rheumatism’ ¤ MA [r∏matiz]
/st/ Fr. touriste [turis(t)] ‘tourist’ ¤ MA [tsuris]

Examples of importations of French branching codas

/tr/ Fr. mètre [mÆt(r)] ‘meter’ ¤ MA [mitr]
/kt/ Fr. acte (de mariage) [ak(t)] ‘act (of marriage)’ ¤ MA [lakt]
/Rm/ Fr. alarme [alarm] ‘alarm’ ¤ MA [lalarm]
/ks/ Fr. boxe [b–ks] ‘boxing’ ¤ MA [buks]
/bl/ Fr. câble [kãb(l)] ‘cable’ ¤ MA [kãbl]
/dR/ Fr. cadre [kãd(r)] ‘frame’ ¤ MA [kaír]
/Rk/ Fr. cirque [sirk] ‘circus’ ¤ MA [sirk]
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indicated, vowel deletion occurs more often 
between words than word internally.

By disallowing onsetless syllables (*V(C)), 
Moroccan Arabic also prohibits words that 
begin with a vowel. Statistics on the number of 
adaptations, nonadaptations, and deletions of 
vowels at the beginning of words are provided 
in Table 6.

Adaptation consists in inserting a consonant 
in the empty onset, usually the French definite 
article, or the glottal stop, when the borrowing 
is followed by the Moroccan Arabic indefinite 
article (wahda/wÆhid), as shown in the examples 
after Table 6.

Examples of vowel deletion at the beginning 
of French borrowings are provided right after.

Deletion of initial vowels is proportional to 
the number of syllables within the word. In 
other words, as shown in Table 7, the longer 
the word, the greater the likelihood of initial 
vowel deletion.

This indicates that there is a metrical 
constraint at work, with a clear preference for 
words under three syllables. This hypothesis 
is supported by the fact that deletion of a 
syllable in other positions than word-initially 
is also correlated with the number of syllables 
included in the borrowing. Again, the longer 
the word, the more syllable deletions there are 
(Table 8).

Examples of such deletions are provided after 
Table 8.

Table 5. Statistics on the adaptation of French hiatus (*VV)

Cases Phonological cases Adaptations Nonadaptations 
(importations)

Deletions

44 44/44 (100%) 31/44 (70.5%) 0/44 (0%) 13/44 (29.5%)

Examples of adaptation through insertion in French hiatus (VV)

/au/ Fr. caoutchouc [kaut∑u] ‘rubber’ ¤ MA [kÆwÆt∑u]
/ea/ Fr. clé (à molette) [kleam–lÆt] ‘wrench’ ¤ MA [klijam∏ni≥]
/ai/ Fr. mosaïque [m–zaik] ‘mosaic’ ¤ MA [m∏zajik]
/–Æ/ Fr. Noël [n–Æl] ‘Christmas’ ¤ MA [n∏wil]
/eo/ Fr. video [video] ‘video’ ¤ MA [vidij∏]

Examples of adaptation through substitution in French hiatus (VV)

/ea/ Fr. baccalauréat [bakal–rea] ‘high school diploma’ ¤ MA [bakal∏rja]
/–Æ/ Fr. Citroën [sitr–Æn] ‘Citroën’ ¤ MA [ßi≥ërwin]
/e1/ Fr. fénéant [fene1] ‘lazy person’ ¤ MA [fënjÆn]
/eÆ/ Fr. CTM [seteÆm] ‘CTM’ ¤ MA [sÆtjÆm]
/eo/ Fr. video [video] ‘video’ ¤ MA [vidj∏]

Examples of vowel deletions in French hiatus (VV)

/aÆ / Fr. chambre à air [∑1braÆr] ‘inner tube’ ¤ MA [∑Ìmbrir]
/1a/ Fr. ciment armé [sim1arme] ‘reinforced concrete’ ¤ MA [simãrmi]
/ea/ Fr. clé (à molette) [kleam–lÆt] ‘wrench’ ¤ MA [klam∏ni≥]
/eÆ/ Fr. dmc [deÆmse] ‘dmc’ ¤ MA [dimsi]
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Examples of adaptation through insertion in French before word-initial vowels

/#a/ Fr. adresse [adrÆs] ‘address’ ¤ MA [lÆdris-a], [πadris]
/#Æ/ Fr. essence [Æs1s] ‘gas’ ¤ MA [lißans], [πisans]
/#2/ Fr. internat [2tÆrna] ‘boarding school’ ¤ MA [lÆn≥irna], [πÆntiàna]
/#e/ Fr. étage [etaÀ] ‘floor’ ¤ MA [li≥aÀ], [πi≥aÀ]
/#o/ Fr. hôtel [otÆl] ‘hotel’ ¤ MA [l∏≥il], [π∏≥i¬]
/#–/ Fr. omelette [–mlÆt] ‘omelette’ ¤ MA [l∏mli≥], [π∏mli≥]
/#y/ Fr. urgence [yrÀ1s] ‘emergency’ ¤ MA [l∏rÀanß], [πirÀans]

Examples of vowel deletion at the beginning of words

/#a/ Fr. accélérateur [akseleratœr] ‘accelerator’ ¤ MA [ksiratsur]
/#1/ Fr. ampoule [1pul] ‘bulb’ ¤ MA [b∏la]
/#e/ Fr. écurie [ekyri] ‘stable’ ¤ MA [kuri]
/#2/ Fr. infirmier [2firmje] ‘nurse’ ¤ MA [fërmli]
/#y/ Fr. humidité [ymidite] ‘humidity’ ¤ MA [miditsi]
/#i/ Fr. immeuble [imœbl] ‘building’ ¤ MA [mubël]

Table 7. Word-initial syllable deletions correlated with the number of syllables

1 syllable 2 syllables 3 syllables 4 syllables 5 syllables

0/2 
0%

26/103
25.3%

83/160
51.9%

29/38
76.3%

7/9 
77.8%

Table 8. Syllable deletions in other word positions than word-initially, correlated with the number 
of syllables included in the borrowing

Number of syllables Number of 
borrowings with

Number of forms 
with

Number of syllable 
deletions in

2 syllables 485 1,394 26/1,394  (1.9%)
3 syllables 219 610 54/610  (8.9%)
4 syllables 37 102 24/102 (23.5%)
5 syllables 5 14 7/14    (50%)
6 syllables 1 1 1/1  (100%)

Total 747 2,121 112/2,121   (5.3%)

Examples of syllable deletions in other word positions than word-initially correlated with the number 
of syllables included in the borrowing

3 syllables Fr. millionnaire [milj–nÆr] ‘millionaire’ ¤ MA [mlÆjni]
Fr. numéro [nymero] ‘number’ ¤ MA [nëmra]

4 syllables Fr. électricien [elÆktrisj2] ‘electrician’ ¤ MA [trisjÆn]
5 syllables Fr. accélérateur [akseleratœr] ‘accelerator’ ¤ MA [ksiratsur]

Fr. électricité [elÆktrisite] ‘electricity’ ¤ MA [trisintsi]
6 syllables Fr. municipalité [mynisipalite] ‘town’ ¤ MA [manisipp∏]
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Cases Phonological cases Adaptations Nonadaptations 
(importations) 

Deletions

309 309/309 (100%) 159/309 (51.4%) 8/309 (2.6%) 142/309(46%)
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9 .  C o n c l u s i o n

This entry focuses on the phonological adaptation 
of French loanwords in Moroccan Arabic. The 
picture that emerges from this study is much the 
same as that for the several other large corpora 
that have been studied by Project CoPho. In sum, 
it is generally true that loanwords are borrowed 
and adapted by bilinguals. The adaptations are 
mostly phonological in nature; they are rarely 
due to an inability to ‘hear the word properly’ or 
to knowing the word only in written form. The 
general findings presented here are true not only 
of Moroccan Arabic; they are true of loanword 
adaptation generally. Thus, the Moroccan 
Arabic treatment of French loanwords can be 
taken as being representative of the treatment of 
French borrowing in Arabic.
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Fronting ¤ Vowel Fronting

Fronting

Fronting (taqdìm) is “an informal term to 
denote a movement operation by which a word 
or phrase is moved to the front of some phrase 

or clause” (Radford 1997:261). The front-
ing process has been given several terms in 
the literature, such as ¤ ‘topicalization’ and 
¤ ‘focus’. This entry investigates the syntactic 
notion ‘fronting’ in Arabic syntax within two 
frameworks: the Arabic grammatical tradition, 
represented partly by al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078), 
and Chomsky’s Minimalist Program. Section 
1 deals with fronting in declarative sentences; 
Section 2 explores the strength of functional 
categories used in negation and yes/no ques-
tions in relation to fronting.

1 .  F r o n t i n g  i n  d e c l a r a t i v e 
s e n t e n c e s

In the linguistic literature, fronting is some-
times analyzed as a syntactic process by which 
the speaker attempts to draw the attention of 
the addressee to the significance of the fronted 
element:

(1) a. ∂arab-tu zayd-an
  hit-I Zayd-Acc
  ‘I hit Zayd’

b. zayd-an ∂arabt-u
 Zayd-Acc hit-I
 ‘Zayd, I hit’

(2) a. xaraja l-walad-u ma≠a
  left the-boy-Nom with
  ±abì-hi
  father-his

 ‘The boy left with his father’
b. ma≠a ±abì-hi xaraja
 with father-his left
 l-walad-u
 the-boy-Nom
 ‘With his father the boy left’

(3) a. jà±a-t  al-bint-u ∂à™ikat-an
 came the-girl-Nom laughing-Acc
 ‘The girl came laughing’ 
b. ∂à™ikat-an  jà±at  al-bint-u
 laughing-Acc came the-girl-Nom
 ‘Laughing came the girl’

The (a) sentences in (1)–(3) represent the 
unmarked word order as assumed by the Ara-
bic grammatical tradition. The (b) sentences 
begin with the focused element (in bold) that 
undergoes the fronting (movement) process. 
The fronted constituent functions as a direct 
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object in (1b), as a prepositional phrase in (2b), 
and as a ¤ ™àl (secondary predicate) in (3b). 
The ™àl is a secondary predicate in that it has 
no tense (a type of small-clause predicate); its 
subject (external ¤ theta-role) must be in the 
theta grid of the primary predicate, as illus-
trated in the following paradigm:

(i) jà±at al-bint-u ∂à™ika-t-an
 came the-girl-Nom laughing-Acc
 ‘The girl, laughing, came’

(ii) jà±at al-bintu wa-hiya
 came the-girl-Nom and-she
 ∂à™ikat-un
 laughing-Nom

The ™àl ∂à™ikatan in (i) is assigned the accusa-
tive case by the preceding verb, and its subject 
al-bint (called ßà™ib al-™àl) is the subject of the 
main verb as well; in (ii), however, the ™àl func-
tions as an embedded predicate in a nominal 
sentence preceded by the complementizer wa- 
(called wàw al-™àl).

In all three cases the focused element retains 
its grammatical function as represented by the 
case marker it carries. In generativist terms, the 
(b) sentences are derived from the (a) sentences 
via a movement rule, which simply moves the 
focused element to sentence-initial position. A 
different analysis, however, is proposed by the 
Arabic grammatical tradition when the fronted 
element changes its case, as illustrated by the 
following example (Jurjànì, Dalà±il 107):

(4) zayd-uni ∂arab-tu-hui

 Zaydi-Nom hit-I-himi

 ‘Zayd, I hit’

In (4) the fronted object is co-indexed with a 
co-referential resumptive pronoun (∂amìr ≠à±id; 
¤ resumption). zayd, the thematic object of 
the verb ‘I hit’, is not a fronted object in (4), as 
it does not carry the accusative case. It rather 
functions as a mubtada± ‘topic’ since it carries 
the nominative case assigned to it by ‘initiation’ 
(¤ ibtidà±). The rest of the sentence (i.e. the 
verbal sentence) forms its predicate (¤ xabar), 
as clarified by the following diagram: 

(5) [S [Topic zayd-uni ] [Comment [Verbal S ∂arab-tu-hui] ] ]

In Chomsky’s framework, (5) involves no 
movement as it is base generated.

1.1 Fronting in non-initial positions

Assuming that VSO is the unmarked word 
order in Arabic, al-Jurjànì (Làšìn 1980:141) 
considers fronting the object to a position 
immediately following the verb to be a fronting 
process. Consider the following sentences:

(6) a. qatala zayd-un al-xàrijiyy-a
  killed Zayd-Nom the-Kharijite-Acc
  ‘Zayd killed the Kharijite’
 b. qatala al-xarijiy-a  zayd-un
  killed the-Kharijite-Acc Zayd-Nom
  ‘The Kharijite, Zayd killed’

According to al-Jurjànì’s analysis, (6b) is der-
ived from (6a) by moving the object to a posi-
tion immediately following the verb.

1.2 Fronting and indefiniteness

The syntax of Arabic has a general constraint 
according to which an indefinite subject cannot 
occur in sentence-initial position. 

(7) a. jà±a-nì rajul-un
  came-me man-Nom
 b. *rajul-un jà±a-nì
  man-Nom came-me
  ‘A man came to me’

According to al-Jurjànì, fronting of the subject 
in (7b) is blocked due to the indefiniteness 
constraint. This constraint is also observed in 
nominal (verbless) sentences as illustrated by 
the following contrast:

(8) a. *rajul-un fì l-bayt-i
  man-Nom in the-house-Gen
 b. fì l-bayt-i rajul-un
  in the-house-Gen man-Nom
  ‘A man is in the house’

The indefinite subject in (8a) is obligatorily 
postposed to a position after the predicate 
(mubtada± mu±axxar) in (8b). Here, the Ara-
bic grammatical tradition provides two distinct 
analyses to account for the indefiniteness con-
straint: a fronting analysis for verbal sentences 
as in (7) and a postposing analysis for nominal 
sentences as in (8). The following section pro-
vides a unifying analysis that captures the syn-
tactic behavior of the indefiniteness constraint 
along the lines of Chomsky’s theory.
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1.3 Predicate raising

A unified analysis can be provided to account 
for the indefiniteness constraint observed in 
both nominal and verbal sentences in Arabic. 
The generalization is that an indefinite subject 
cannot occur initially regardless of its predi-
cate, be it verbal or nominal. To capture this 
generalization, a verb-raising analysis (Moham-
mad 1989; Ouhalla 1999) can be extended 
to embrace nominal (nonverbal) predicates as 
well. According to this analysis, it is assumed 
that Arabic is an SVO language in the underly-
ing structure and that the verb is raised to I(nfl) 
to get the VSO word order. To capture the 
indefiniteness constraint, it is assumed that the 
predicate phrase is obligatorily raised to a place 
outside the sentence (IP) via Chomsky adjunc-
tion, if the subject is indefinite. Thus, (7a) and 
(8b) will have the corresponding underlying 
trees in (9) and (10) respectively:

(9)
 IP
Spec I’
 I VP
 Spec V’
 V NP
 rajul jà±a nì

(10)
 IP
Spec I’
 I PredP
 Spec Pred’
 PP
 P NP
 Det N
 rajul-un fi l- bayti

Predicate Raising will result in the following 
unified surface structure:

(11)
                       IP
   Pred’ IP
 Spec I’
  jà±a -nì I PredP
fì  l-bayt-ii

                Spec Pred’

 rajul-un ti

jà±a-nì rajul-un 
‘A man came to me’

fì l-bayt-i rajul-un
‘A man is in the house’

The tree in (11) captures the generalization that 
the predicate phrase, verbal or nonverbal, is ob-
l igatorily raised to a sentence-initial position 
if the subject is indefinite.  

2 .  F r o n t i n g  i n  n o n d e c l a r a -
t i v e  s e n t e n c e s 

Al-Jurjànì was the first grammarian in the 
Arabic linguistic tradition to claim that front-
ing is not a mere stylistic operation limited 
to declarative sentences. He investigated two 
syntactic constructions that also involve front-
ing: declaratives with negative particle mà and 
yes/no question constructions with the particle 
±a-. He claims that fronting triggered by these 
functional particles does affect the semantics of 
the sentence. The particles mà and ±a- have two 
basic properties in common. First, both act as 
complementizers since they cannot occur inside 
the sentence (IP). Second, both trigger fronting, 
i.e., they have the property of hosting other 
arguments from inside the sentence they head. 

2.1 Fronting and negation

Unlike other negators (lam ‘did not’, lan ‘will 
not’, and là ‘do not’, which only precede the 
verb), the negative operator mà behaves as a 
complementizer since it cannot occur inside the 
sentence (IP) it heads, i.e., it always occurs in 
sentence-initial position (¤ negation):

(12) a. ∂arab-tu zayd-an
  hit-I Zayd-Acc
  ‘I hit Zayd’
 b. mà ∂arab-tu zayd-an
  no hit-I Zayd-Acc
  ‘I did not hit Zayd’

According to al-Jurjàni, (12b) involves no front-
ing because the negator mà is followed by the 
unmarked word order VSO. Accordingly, the 
entire sentence in (9b) is negated. However, if 
the subject is fronted to a position immediately 
after the negator mà, a totally different reading 
results:

  fronting 133

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(13) mà ±ana ∂arab-tu   zayd-an
 not I hit  Zayd-Acc
 ‘It was not I who hit Zayd’

The negator mà in (13) negates the subject only 
while the rest of the sentence (the verb + the 
object) is affirmed. The sentence in (13) actually 
means ‘someone hit Zayd, but it was not I who 
did it’. Al-Jurjànì observes that, unlike stylistic 
fronting in declarative sentences, fronting in 
negated sentences does alter the meaning of the 
sentence. Fronting the object in (12b) above, 
for example, yields different results:

(14) mà zayd-an ∂arab-tu
 not Zayd-Acc hit-I
 ‘It was not Zayd that I hit’

If the object zayd is fronted to a position imme-
diately after the negator mà, as in (14), only 
the object is negated; the rest of the sentence 
(the subject + the verb) remains affirmed. The 
general meaning in (14) is ‘I hit someone, but it 
was not Zayd’.

Al-Jurjànì assumes that VSO is the unmarked 
word order of Arabic and, as a result, the front-
ing of the subject or the object to a position 
immediately after the negator mà changes the 
meaning of the sentence. The question particle 
±a- exhibits a similar behavior, which is dis-
cussed in Section 2.2. 

2.2 Fronting and yes/no questions in Arabic

One strategy for forming yes/no questions in 
Arabic is by prefixing the particle ±a- to the 
initial constituent in the sentence, as illustrated 
in (15):

(15) ±a-∂araba zayd-un hind-a
 QP-hit Zayd-Nom Hind-Acc
 ‘Did Zayd hit Hind?’

The Question Particle (QP) is followed by the 
unmarked VSO word order. The answer is ‘yes’ 
or ‘no’ followed by VSO:

(16) a. na≠am ∂araba zayd-un
  yes hit Zayd-Nom
  hind-an
  Hind-Acc
  ‘Yes, Zayd hit Hind’

 b. là lam ya∂rib
  no did-not hit
  zayd-un hind-an
  Zayd-Nom Hind-Acc
  ‘No, Zayd did not hit Hind’

The subject and the object are fronted in (17) 
and (18), respectively:

(17) ±a-zayd-un ∂araba hind-an
 QP-Zayd-Nom hit Hind-Acc
 ‘Is it Zayd who hit Hind?’
(18) ±a-hind-an ∂araba zayd-un
 QP-Hind-Acc hit Zayd-Nom
 ‘Is it Hind whom Zayd hit?’

The scope of the QP is not the entire sentence 
but rather the fronted element only, as was the 
case in negated constructions in (13) and (14) 
above. The speaker in (17) does not question 
the act of hitting but rather asks a question 
about its agent. The difference between (15) 
and (17) lies in the target of the QP. In (15) 
the act of hitting can be denied or affirmed, as 
illustrated in (16). In (17) the act of hitting is 
affirmed, while the target of the QP concerns 
the fronted subject, i.e. the doer of the action. 
The answer either affirms or negates the identity 
of the subject, which could be Zayd, or anyone 
else for that matter. In (18) the object is the tar-
get of the QP as both the subject and the verb 
are affirmed. The speaker in this case would be 
asking about the recipient of the action.

Thus, al-Jurjànì makes a distinction between 
fronting in declarative sentences and fronting in 
nondeclarative sentences. Fronting in the for-
mer expresses stylistic variation in relation to 
the constituent being emphasized in a sentence. 
In nondeclarative sentences, however, fronting 
changes the meaning of the sentence due to the 
presence of such functional categories as mà 
and ±a-, discussed in the following section in 
an attempt to provide a unified analysis based 
on the notions ‘scope’ and ‘c-command’ (May 
1985).

2.3 Functional categories as operators

Al-Jurjànì’s insight into the syntactic as well 
as the semantic behavior of fronting in the 
presence of the negative particle mà and the 
yes/no question particle ±a- can be captured by 
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the notions of ‘scope’ and ‘c-command’. These 
notions are structurally based and defined as 
follows:

(19)
Scope:

The scope of a is the set of nodes that a 
c-commands.

The notion ‘c-command’ is defined as follows:

(20)
a    c-commands   b   iff

 (i) The first branching node dominating a 
also dominates b

(ii) a does not dominate b

The particles mà and ±a- function as operators 
whose meaning is determined by their scope, 
i.e. the domain they c-command. These opera-
tors originate in Comp and exercise wide scope 
over the entire sentence (IP) when no fronting is 
involved, as illustrated by the examples in (21) 
and their corresponding tree structure in (22):

(21) a. mà ∂araba zayd-un
  not hit Zayd-Nom
  hind-an
  Hind-Acc
  ‘Zayd did not hit Hind’
 b. ±a-∂araba zayd-un hind-an
  QP-hit Zayd-Nom Hind-Acc
  ‘Did Zayd hit Hind?’

(22)
 CP
C IP
 Spec I’
 I VP
   Vi sp V’
 V NP

                   ti

mà/±a ∂araba zayd-un hind-an
not/QP hit Zayd-Nom Hind-Acc
‘Zayd did not hit Hind’
‘Did Zayd hit Hind?’

The operator (the negator mà or the question 
particle ±a-) exercizes wide scope over the IP 
since there is no fronting. When fronting takes 
place, the fronted element moves to Comp 
where it lies within the narrow scope of the 

operator. The tree in (23) illustrates the struc-
ture where the subject is fronted:

(23)
  CP
        C IP
           Spec I’
  mà zayd-unj I VP
   ±a- Vi Spec V’
 ∂arabai V NP
     
 ti ti      hind-an

mà zayd-un ∂araba hind-an
‘It was not Zayd who hit Hind’

±a-zayd-un ∂araba hind-an
‘Was it Zayd who hit Hind?’

The fronted subject zayd in (22) is c-commanded 
by the operator and is said to lie within its 
narrow scope. The IP lies outside the scope of 
the operator since it is not c-commanded by it 
as per the definition in (20) above. The same 
analysis is obtained when the object is fronted 
to give the readings in (24):

(24) a. mà hind-an ∂araba
  not Hind-Acc hit
  zayd-un
  Zayd-Nom
  ‘It was not Hind that Zayd hit’
 b. ±a-hind-an ∂araba zayd-un
  QP-Hind-Acc hit Zayd-Nom
  ‘Was it Hind that Zayd hit?’

Thus, the structural notions of scope and c-
command uniformly capture the syntactic and 
semantic behavior of the operators ma and ±a-.

3 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Fronting in Arabic syntax has been discussed 
within two distinct grammatical perspectives: 
the Arab grammatical tradition, as represented 
by al-Jurjànì, and the Chomskyan linguistic tra-
dition. Al-Jurjànì made a distinction between 
fronting in declarative sentences and  fronting 
in nondeclarative sentences. The former is sty-
listic in nature and has no bearing on the basic 
meaning of the sentence. The latter alters the 
meaning of the sentence. In minimalist terms, 
fronting in declaratives, including the indefi-
niteness constraint, has been given a unified 
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analysis along the lines of predicate raising. 
Fronting in nondeclarative sentences has been 
unified through the notions of ‘scope’ and 
‘c-command’.
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(Ain Shams University)

Frozen Expression

Frozen expressions are also known as ‘set expres-
sions’ or ‘frozen structures’. They are “[a] group 
of words standing in a fixed association” (Crystal 
2001:304–305). Examples of frozen expressions 
include a number of structures and genres. They 
may have general applicability, as do phrasal 
verbs (such as da≠à li- ‘to pray for’ and da≠à ≠alà ‘to 
curse’) and other ¤ collocations, or be restricted 
to particular events and situations, as are cer-
tain courtesy expressions (such as the Levantine 
ya≠†ìk il≠àfiya ‘may God give you strength’, said 
to a person who is working; ¤ greetings). They 
can be prayers (such as the familiar Fàti™a), 
or curses (such as yil≠an abùk ‘may God curse 
your father’; ¤ insults). They are as short as a 
proverb  (such as the Egyptian ga yka™™alha 
≠amàha ‘he came to apply kohl to her eyes and 
he blinded her’), or as long as a tale or epic (such 
as Sìrat ≠Antar). 

The term ‘frozen expression’ has wide appli-
cability but is not widely accepted as a technical 
term. It does not occur frequently in linguistic 
research on Arabic or other languages. Infre-
quent use means that ‘frozen expression’ does 
not appear in most English language dictionaries 
and encyclopedias of linguistics, nor does it 
occur in bilingual (English-Arabic) dictionaries 
of linguistics.

‘Frozen expression’ is, it appears, less a tech-
nical term than a loose description of the feature 
shared by the genres listed above and others. 
These genres do not share the paradigmatic 
nature of ordinary language or free discourse; 
they do not allow for substitution of elements. 
An example might be an Egyptian version of a 
well-known proverb ištiri ijjàr ±abl iddàr ‘buy 
the neighbor before the house’. However one 
might feel about the importance of the building’s 
bawwàb ‘doorkeeper’, it is not possible to 
replace the neighbor with the doorkeeper in 
this proverb by saying ištiri ilbawwàb ±abl iddàr 
‘buy the doorkeeper before the house’. Rather, 
it is possible, but this new utterance is not a 
proverb; it is ordinary speech. The elements of 
other genres, in much the same way, cannot be 
replaced. One might say ya≠†ìk ißßi™™a ‘may God 
give you good health’ rather than ya≠†ìk il≠àfiya 
‘may God give you strength’. This is, however, 
inappropriate in certain circumstances, and at 
worst might be considered an insult. To change 
the name of ±Abù Zayd al-Hilàlì, the epic 
hero, means that one is not reciting the Sìrat 
Banì Hilàl but another epic altogether. This 
feature, the feature of ‘frozenness’, has yet to 
be investigated in depth and as it applies to 
multiple genres of Arabic frozen expressions. 

Published research to date has focused on 
particular types or genres of frozen expression, 
such as the ¤ proverb, the curse, and the epic. 
The frozen expression as a class, however, has 
not been the subject of much published research. 
One interesting exception is Youssi’s (1994) 
article on the ‘frozen structure’, as he calls the 
frozen expression. He outlines a categorization 
of frozen expressions (1994:138–139). His 
framework for analyzing them, however, is not 
based on the fact that these forms are frozen. 
Instead, he considers them from the point of 
view of semiotics (1994:139). This approach 
may hold promise for shorter genres, such as the 
proverb. Longer forms, especially narratives, 
may be resistant to semiotic analysis.
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Fulfulde

Fulfulde, a language belonging to the Atlantic 
branch of the Niger-Congo family, is spoken 
by approximately 20 million people in West 
Africa, chiefly in the Sahel region. From Maa-
sina (Mali) and eastward, the name of the lan-
guage is Fulfulde; west of Maasina it is called 
Pulaar, except in Fuuta Jaloo (Guinea), where 
it is called Pular. Compare English Fulani (< 
Hausa Filânì, pl. of Bàfilàcê  ‘Pullo’) and 
Fula (from a Mande language), French peul (< 
Wolof pël ‘Pullo’), and German Ful (the root of 
Fulfulde, Pullo, etc.). Speakers of Fulfulde call 
themselves Fulbe (pl. of Pullo); the most com-
mon English name is Fulani (sg./pl.). 

The Fulbe, traditionally cattle nomads who 
started to spread out from Senegal and western 
Mali early in the 2nd millennium C.E., are 
predominantly Muslims. Some individuals may 
have adopted Islam already in their contact 
with the ¤ Mali empire of the 11th and 12th 
centuries. The contact with Arabic has primar-
ily been through Qur±ànic schools and Islamic 
studies. Direct contact with speakers of Arabic 
is roughly limited to Mauritania, Chad, and the 
Republic of the Sudan. 

Fulfulde has the widest geographical dis-
tribution of all African languages south of 
the Sahara, and dialects often have different 

loanwords or the same loanwords in different 
forms. Arabic loanwords in Fulfulde have often 
come via other languages. There is considerable 
dialect variation. This entry concentrates on 
the well-described Adamawa dialect of eastern 
Nigeria and northern Cameroon, where the 
Arabic loanwords have come via ¤ Hausa and 
¤ Kanuri.

Fulfulde is written in the Arabic and Latin 
alphabets. The Arabic alphabet has been used 
for several centuries, and the Latin alphabet 
was introduced in the late 19th century. In 
Adamawa, the Arabic alphabet is better known 
than the Latin alphabet.

1 .  P h o n o l o g y

Fulfulde phonemes are presented in Table 1, 
orthographically. The symbols are self-explana-
tory, except for c /t∑/, j /dÀ/, b /Å/ and , /∂/, ü 
(creaky voiced palatal semivowel), and ± /π/.

All phonemes except those indicated by w, 
y, h, f, mb, nd, nj, ng have distinctive quantity 
oppositions (s in loanwords only), expressed 
orthographically by doubling.

Arabic consonants foreign to Fulfulde are 
replaced by native ones (see Table 2, where 
the names of the Arabic letters representing 
these consonants are also included, in Arabic 
and Fulfulde forms). Examples of words with 
these sounds are presented in Table 3. The 
nominative ending -u is added in parentheses 
to an Arabic noun when the ending is borrowed 
into Fulfulde. The consonant z occurs only in 
learned pronunciations of some loanwords, and 
is indicated in parentheses.

When an Arabic consonant has several Ful-
fulde representations, the loanwords in which 
it occurs may have been borrowed via differ-
ent languages. Arabic ∂ becomes d, l, and b 
in Fulfulde; b is found, among other places, in 
baadi, the Fulfulde name of the Arabic letter 

Table 1. The phonemes of Fulfulde

p t c k ± i u
b d j g e o
b , ü a

mb nd nj ng
f s h
w l y

r
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Table 2. Arabic consonants not occurring in Fulfulde and their replacements

Arabic                          Fulfulde
Letter names Sounds            Sounds Letter names
µà± µ s, t samablu, samamlu

™à± ™ h haa baalol ‘haa without dot’
xà± x h haa tobbungol ‘dotted haa’
≈àl ≈ j (z) zaali

zày z j (z) zaayra
šìn š s siini

ßàd ß s saadi
∂àd ∂ d, l, b baadi
†à± † t, , ,aadi
Úà± Ú j (z) zadi

≠ayn ≠ ±, h ayni
ÿayn ÿ ng a™iini, angiini

qàf q k, g gaafu

Table 3. Fulfulde nouns borrowed from Arabic, illustrating consonant replacements

Arabic Fulfulde
t > s taman ‘price, cost, value’ saman id.
t > t al-itnayn ‘Monday’ altine id.
™ > h
t > s

™adìµ ‘hadith’ hadiisewol id.

x > h xabar(u) ‘news; information; 
predicate [gram.]’

habaru id.

x > h
z > j

xinzìr(u) ‘pig’ hinjiiru id.

≈ > j ≈immì ‘free non-Muslim 
living in a Muslim 
country’

jimmadunkeejo id.

z > j zakàt ‘alms tax’ jakka (zakka) id.
š > s
q > k

šaqìq ‘full brother’ sakiikeejo ‘full sibling’

ß > s ßawt(u) ‘sound; voice; noise’ sawtu id. 
∂ > d ∂amàn ‘guaranty’ dammaana id.
∂ > l ∂amìr ‘conscience; personal 

pronoun [gram.]’
lamiiri id.

∂ > b rama∂àn ‘Ramadan’ Ramabaana id.
† > ,
≠ > ±

†abì ≠a ‘nature’ ,abi±a id.

† > t
q > k

bi†àqa ‘slip of paper, tag; card’ bataakewol ‘letter; note’

Ú > j Úuhr ‘midday prayer’ juura (zuura) id.
≠ > ± sà ≠a ‘time; hour; watch’ saa±a id.
≠ > h
q > k

 ≠aql ‘sense, reason, 
intelligence’

hakkiilo ‘attention; 
intelligence; 
prudence’

ÿ > ng maÿrib ‘sunset’ mangariba id.
q > g bunduqiyya ‘rifle, gun’ bunndugaaru id.
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∂àd. According to Klingenheben, “Wörter, in 
denen Arabic ∂ . . . l gesprochen wird, sind über 
das H[ausa] ins Ful gekommen” (1963:1). But 
a word like alkaali(ijo) ‘judge’ < Arabic al-
qà∂ì occurs in most Fulfulde dialects, including 
those spoken outside the area of Hausa influ-
ence. Arabic ∂ is apparently found as d as well 
as l in most or all dialects of Fulfulde.

Phonological adaptations also occur in conso-
nant clusters foreign to Fulfulde (see Table 4). 
A vowel splits the cluster, the first consonant 
is changed, or the first consonant (a laryn-
geal or pharyngeal consonant) disappears and 
lengthens the preceding vowel. Often, a vowel 
(whose quality varies according to principles 
that are not well understood) is also added 
word-finally.

Vowels usually do not change. However, in 
some words Fulfulde e corresponds to Arabic 
a; cf. Fulfulde deftere ‘book’ < Arabic daftar 
‘notebook’. This word, found in all dialects in 

the same form (except Maasina dewtere, due to 
a recent sound change), may be among the old-
est Arabic loanwords in Fulfulde; the vocalism 
may indicate oral borrowing.

The initial consonant of Arabic may change in 
Fulfulde consonant alternations; e.g. faama [sg. 
subject] ~ paama [pl. subject] ‘to understand’ 
< Arabic fahima/yafhamu.

In Adamawa, Arabic personal names are 
borrowed via Hausa and retain Hausa tones, 
e.g. Fulfulde Iisaa (HH) < Hausa îsà < Arabic 
≠îsà; Fulfulde Yuusufu (HHL) < Hausa Yùsufù 
< Arabic Yùsuf(u); Fulfulde Umaru (LHL) 
< Hausa Ùmarù < Arabic ≠Umar(u).

2 .  M o r p h o l o g y

Morphological adaptation of Arabic loanwords 
involves loss of Arabic morphology and adop-
tion of Fulfulde morphology. Typically, Arabic 
verbs are borrowed in the imperfect without 

Table 5. Arabic verbs in Fulfulde: Regular

Arabic Fulfulde
perfect imperfect
zàra yazùru ‘to visit’ juuroo ‘to visit returned pilgrim 

or saint’
tàba yatùbu ‘to repent’ tuuba id.
dàma yadùmu ‘to last’ duuma id.
ßàma yaßùmu ‘to fast’ suumoo id.
fassara yufassiru ‘to explain’ fassira ‘to explain a text; to 

translate’
™anna ya™innu ‘to pity, have mercy’ hinna id.
jarraba yujarribu ‘to test; to try; to put to the 

test, tempt’
jarriboo id.

màla yamìlu ‘to bend; to bow down’ miiloo ‘to bend toward, decline’
darasa yadrusu ‘to learn, study’ dursa ‘to know by heart; to 

recite’
fahima yafhamu ‘to understand’ faama id.
sajada yasjudu ‘to bow down, bow in worship’ sujida id.
nafa≠a yanfa≠u ‘to be of use’ nafa id.
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Table 4. Adaptation of Arabic consonant clusters

Arabic Fulfulde
Ø > i /C_C fajr ‘dawn; morning prayer’ fajiri ‘early morning’

qurß ‘plate, disk, tablet’ gurus ‘dollar [esp. the Maria 
Theresa dollar]’

waqt ‘time’ wakkati ‘time [esp. of appointed 
time]’

∂ >  y / _ C (≠ìd) al- ±a∂™à ‘the Feast of Sacrifice’ layha id.
V≠ > VV /_C fi≠l ‘verb’ fiiliwol id.
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Table 6. Arabic verbs in Fulfulde: Irregular

Arabic Fulfulde
perfect imperfect

≠afà ya≠fù ‘to eliminate; to forgive yaafoo ‘to forgive’

±ajàba yujìbu ‘to answer’ jaaboo id.

wa≠aÚa ya≠iÚu ‘to preach; to admonish’ waaja id.

ßa™™a yaßi™™u ‘to be healthy; to be true, 
authentic’

saaha ‘to be clear, correct, 
genuine’

šahida yašhadu ‘to witness, be witness’ seedoo id.

talifa yatlafu ‘to perish’ tilfa id.
xalafa yaxlufu ‘to be the successor, follow’ halfoo ‘to bring up; to guard’

affixes (cf. the regular cases in Table 5 and the 
exceptional cases in Table 6). Fulfulde verbs are 
cited in the active (-a) or middle (-oo) form of 
the singular subjunctive.

In imperfect stems with two initial conso-
nants (see the last four examples in Table 5), 
there is a metathesis from CCVC to CVCC: 
drus > durs, fham > fahm, sjud > sujd, nfa ≠ > 
naf ≠; fahm is further changed into faam (loss of 
h and compensatory lengthening), sujd into sujid 
(epenthesis), and naf ≠ > naf (loss of final ≠).

Arabic verbs in Fulfulde are probably imper-
fect forms stripped of affixes. This hypothesis 
is challenged by the fact that in several derived 
verbs, an Arabic imperfect without affixes is 
identical to an imperative. Fulfulde jarriboo ‘to 
test, try, etc.’ may come from Arabic imperfect 
yujarribu or imperative jarrib ‘id.’. However, 
affix stripping is required in nonderived verbs 
even if the imperative is the source; compare 
Fulfulde dursa ‘to know by heart; to recite’ to 
Arabic imperfect yadrusu and imperative udrus 
‘learn!; study!’. The Arabic imperative could 
not always be the masculine singular, whose 
vocalism in hollow verbs differs from that of the 
imperfect; compare Fulfulde tuuba ‘to repent’ 
to Arabic imperfect yatùbu masculine singular 
imperative tub and feminine singular tùbì. From 
a semantic point of view, an imperative is only a 
likely source in oral borrowing, but in Fulfulde 
many Arabic loanwords seem to have been bor-
rowed from the written language; in such a situ-
ation, a feminine, dual, or plural imperative is a 
less probable source than a singular masculine.

Morphological adaptation of nouns is pri-
marily the acquisition of one of 20 noun classes 
(see Table 7). Nouns usually have a class suf-
fix, except for recent loanwords, which lack a 
suffix and belong to the human o class. Many 
loanwords get a class suffix on a semantic basis, 

or the final consonant and/or vowel is reinter-
preted as a class suffix.

Some Fulfulde nouns have a final vowel -u 
whose source is probably the nominative suffix 
of written Arabic, cf. habaru ‘news; predicate 
[gram.]’ (< Arabic xabar(u)), where neither the 
phonology nor the morphology of Fulfulde can 
explain the presence of -u; Fulfulde words may 
end in r (cf. the alternative forms habar and 
kubar and imperatives like war ‘come!’), and 
habaru belongs to the o class. The analysis is 
supported by women’s names ending in -atu; 
cf. Faa, imatu < Arabic Fà†ima(tu) and Eysatu 
< Arabic ≠â±iša(tu). In Fulfulde hinjiiru ‘pig’ 
< Arabic xinzìr(u), the -u may also be due to 
morphological reanalysis creating the -ru suffix 
variant of the ndu class, which is also the class 
of gaduuru ‘warthog, wild pig’ < Hausa gàdù. 
In Fulfulde sawtu (o class) ‘sound; voice; noise’ 
< Arabic ßawt(u), the -u may also be explained 
as a vowel added because Fulfulde does not 
accept codas with two consonants.

Many Arabic loanwords have a petrified defi-
nite article al- ~ aC- ~ l- (see Table 8). In all dia-
lects of Fulfulde some words are borrowed with 
the definite article. Further research is required 
to discover possible diachronic or oral/written 
differences.

3 .  S e m a n t i c s

Arabic loanwords in Fulfulde cover a broad 
semantic spectrum including ammaa ‘but; or’ < 
Arabic ±ammà ‘as for; but’; jaaboo ‘to answer’ 
< Arabic ±ajàba/yujìbu; bikriijo ‘virgin’ < Arabic 
bikr; as well as sawtu ‘sound; voice; noise’ < Ara-
bic ßawt(u). However, in some semantic domains 
Arabic loanwords are particularly dominant: 
theology and religion (see Table 9); traditional 
schools, reading, and writing, including grammar 
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Table 7. Morphological adaptation of nouns

Arabic Fulfulde

™àla ‘condition, state; 
situation; case’

haala
or
haal-a

‘talk; 
discussion, 
palaver; case’

o class (no suffix) or 
ka class (-a), for 
phonological reasons

tabùt(u) ‘coffin’ tabuutu-wal id. ngal class (-wal) of 
things made of wood or 
having the shape of a 
tree trunk

bunduqiyya ‘rifle, gun’ bunndugaa-ru id. ndu class (-ru) of 
cylindrical objects

tamra ‘date [fruit]’ tamaroo-re id. nde class (-re) of fruits 
and small spherical 
things

≠inab ‘grape’ inaboore id.

daftar ‘booklet, 
notebook’

deft-e-re
pl. deft-e

‘book’ nde class (-re), for 
phonological reasons

±aßl ‘root; origin’ asli pl. aslii-ji
or 
as-ngol pl. as-li

‘root; origin; 
noun class 
[gram.]’

o class (no suffix)
or ngol class (-wol) of 
long, thin objects

Table 8. Loanwords with a petrified definite article

Arabic Fulfulde

al-≠àda ‘custom, habit’ al±aada id.
al-qà∂ì ‘judge’ alkaali(ijo id.
al-law™a ‘board, slate, tablet’ alluha ‘wooden board used for writing, slate’
an-nùr ‘light’ annoora id.
ar-rà± ‘the letter rà±’ arre/arrewol id.
as-samà± ‘sky, heaven’ asama id.
at-tàjir ‘merchant’ attaajiriijo ‘rich and influential merchant’
al-±adab(u) ‘culture, refinement’ ladabu ‘respect, politeness’
al-±imàm ‘imam’ liman(jo) id.
al-±injìl ‘gospel’ linnjiila ‘the book of the gospels’

Table 9. Theology and religion

Arabic Fulfulde

(≠ìd) al-±a∂™à ‘the Feast of Sacrifice’ layha id.
al-±imàm ‘imam’ liman(jo) id.
baraka ‘blessing, benediction’ barka ‘blessing; happiness; 

affluence’
du≠à± ‘prayer’ do±a id.
™adìµ ‘hadith’ hadiisewol id.
™ajja/ya™ujju ‘to make the pilgrimage to Mecca’ hijja id.
mal±ak, pl. malà±ika ‘angel’ malaa±ikaajo id.
rù™(u) ‘breath of life, soul; spirit’ ruuhu ‘soul’
dìn ‘religion’ diina id.
rizq(u) ‘property, wealth; boon, blessing 

[of God]’
risku ‘prosperity, riches’

at-tawràt ‘the Pentateuch’ tawreeta id.
al-±injìl ‘gospel’ linjiila ‘the book of the 

gospels’
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Table 11. The days of the week and other terms from the temporal domain

Arabic Fulfulde

al-±a™ad ‘Sunday’ alad id.
al-itnayn ‘Monday’ altine id.
at-tulatà± ‘Tuesday’ salaasa id.
al-±arbi≠à± ‘Wednesday’ alarba id.
al-xamìs ‘Thursday’ alhamiisa id.
al-jum≠a ‘Friday’ jum±aare~jumbaare id.
as-sabt ‘Saturday’ asawe id.
waqt ‘time’ wakkati ‘time [esp. of appointed 

time]’
sà≠a ‘time’ saa±a ‘hour; clock, watch’
qarn(u) ‘century’ karnuwol id.

Table 10. Traditional schools, reading, and writing

Arabic Fulfulde

bi†àqa ‘slip of paper, card; 
ticket; label’

bataakewol ‘letter; note’

daftar ‘booklet; notebook’ deftere ‘book’
™arf ‘letter [of the alphabet]’ harfeere id.
±alif ‘alif’ aliifi id.
ßifa ‘adjective’ sifa id.
mufrad(u) ‘singular’ mufradu id.
darasa/yadrusu ‘to learn, study’ dursa ‘to know by heart; 

to recite’
fassara/yufassiru ‘to explain’ fassira ‘to explain a text; 

to translate’
mu±addib ‘educator; teacher in 

Qur±ànic school’
moodibbo(ojo) ‘learned man’

mu≠allim ‘teacher’ mallumjo ‘marabout’
faqìr, pl. fuqarà± ‘poor man; Sufi mendicant’ pukaraajo, 

pl. fukaraabe
‘student, pupil’

ta±rìx ‘history’ taariiha(awol) id.

(see Table 10); and time, including the days of 
the week, but not day, night, and the seasons (see 
Table 11).

Many Arabic loanwords in Fulfulde belong 
to a learned style rather than to the colloquial 
language. Wakkati ‘time’, faama ‘to understand’, 
and the names of the days are colloquial, and kar-
nuwal ‘century’, bikriijo ‘virgin’, and grammatical 
terminology are learned, while some words, such 
as bataakewol ‘letter’, and many religious terms 
occupy an intermediary position.
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Functional Grammar

1 .  O v e r v i e w

Functional Grammar as an instantiation of the 
Functional Paradigm is a pragmatically oriented 
linguistic theory meant to describe and explain 
the grammatical organization of natural lan-
guages primarily conceptualized as instruments 
of social interaction. It is commonly opposed 
to the Formal Paradigm as represented, for 
example, by Generative Grammar. An excel-
lent account of the theory of Functional Gram-
mar is found in Mackenzie (1995). Functional 
Grammar was initially proposed by Simon Dik 
in 1978. It has been further developed by Dik 
and other collaborators from such countries 
as the Netherlands, Belgium, England, Spain, 
and Morocco. Functional Grammar has been 
applied to the analysis of typologically different 
languages, including varieties of Arabic (see 
among others Cuvalay-Haak 1996; Mouta-
ouakil 1984, 1988, 1989, 1993, 1996, 1998, 
2000, 2004, 2005), and has been subject to 
several modifications, extensions, and improve-
ments over the past two decades. Since its 
introduction in Morocco in the early 1980s, it 
has been used as a theoretical framework for 
the description of the pragmatic, semantic, and 
morphosyntactic aspects of Standard Arabic 
and some colloquial varieties of Arabic, as 
well as features of their typology and historical 
change.

Functional Grammar has evolved through 
three main stages, based on conceptualization 
of its general organization: Pre-standard version 
(Dik 1978), Standard version (Dik 1997a, 
1997b), and Post-standard version. This entry 
takes as a general framework Dik’s entire work, 
the Functional Discourse Grammar model 
recently proposed by Hengeveld (2004a, 2004b), 
and the Arabic Functional Grammar literature 
mentioned above. It focuses on those aspects of 
Functional Grammar that have been extensively 
studied in functional studies of Arabic. The 
main target of Functional Grammar is the 
description and the explanation of discourse 
phenomena. But since this has not yet been 
extensively applied to whole texts, especially 
Arabic texts, the discussion is restricted to the 
approach it provides for clause and sentence 
structures.

2 .  C l a u s e  s t r u c t u r e

In Functional Grammar, a clear distinction 
is made between Clause and Sentence, the 
latter being understood as a clause with which 
external constituents are associated. The clause 
is a hierarchically organized structure consisting 
of two underlying levels (Interpersonal and 
Representational), representing the pragmatic 
and semantic features of linguistic expressions, 
and a surface (Structural) level where their 
morphosyntactic and phonological correlates 
are specified. The two underlying levels contain 
substructures called ‘layers’. Each layer consists 
of three main components: (i) a Nucleus, which 
is a verbal, nominal, or adjectival predicate 
with its arguments; (ii) an Operator triggering 
morphosyntactic and/or phonological processes; 
and (iii) some optional Satellites (typically 
adverbial). It is assumed in Rijkhoff (1992), 
Dik (1997a), and Moutaouakil (2003) that a 
certain parallelism holds between the different 
parts of discourse (Phrase, Predication, Clause, 
and Text): they all tend to display the same 
layers, although at different degrees.

The Interpersonal level is meant to represent 
the relationships between Speaker and Ad-
dressee, on one hand, and between Speaker 
and clause content, on the other. To fulfill 
this task, the Interpersonal level is provided 
with an illocutionary layer and a modal layer 
and with pragmatic functions as well. Three 
basic clause types are distinguished: declarative, 
interrogative, and imperative. The following 
discussion focuses on properties of interrogative 
clauses. 

As an illocution, Interrogation can take in 
its scope either the whole clause or one of 
its terms. In Arabic, the interrogative term 
operator is typically expressed by one of the 
man ‘who’-paradigm interrogative pronouns. 
It can also be expressed by the particle ±a. The 
difference is due to the type of Focus assigned: 
requestive in the former case and contrastive 
in the latter. The clausal interrogative operator 
surfaces as question word hal. Examples (1a)–
(1c) illustrate the formal expression of the 
interrogative term and clause operators. 

(1a) man ±anba±a       man
 who informed whom 
 ‘Who has informed whom?’
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(1b) ±a fahdan tahwà zaynabu (±am bakran)
 Q Fahd- loves Zaynab- (or Bakr-
  Acc  Nom  Acc)?
 ‘Is it Fahd that Zaynab loves (or Bakr)?’

(1c) hal qàbalta laylà
 Q met-you Laylà  
 ‘Did you meet Layla?’

Interrogative constructions can also carry 
various ‘derived’ (implicated) illocutions. The 
derived illocution can be understood only from 
the context. By uttering (2), for example, one 
can perform an Offer instead of a real Question. 
The Offer illocution is rendered possible only 
by an appropriate situational context:

(2) hal tašrabu š-šàya
 Q drink-you the-tea-Acc
 ‘Do you drink tea?’

It can also have formal correlates, such as the initial 
particle ±a-wa and the morpheme min, which may 
only occur in interrogative constructions carrying 
Disapproval and Denial illocutions, respectively, 
as illustrated in examples (3) and (4).

(3) ±a-wa taštumu ±abàka 
 Q insult-you father-Acc-you
 ‘Do you insult your father?!’
 

(4) hal zàra-nì min zamìlin 
 Q visited-me of colleague-Gen
 ‘Did any colleague pay a visit to me?!’

 
The nonliteral illocution not only can determine 
the occurrence of given particles and morphemes, 
it can also explain the grammaticality of con-
structions where two clauses with different 
illocutions are coordinated, as shown in (5).

(5) ±a lam  ±ù≠†ika       l-màla             wa
 Q Neg gave-I-you the-money-Acc and 
 wahab-tuka      d-dàra
 bequeathed-I-you the-house-Acc
 ‘Didn’t I give you my money and bequeath 
 you my house?!’

What legitimates the coordination in (5) is 
that the interrogative first clause implies an 
Assertion, i.e. an illocution compatible with the 
literal illocution of the second clause.

The derived illocution can lose its marked 
character over time and become gramma-
ticalized. In such a case, the literal illocution 
disappears, leaving room for the derived one 
to become the only illocutionary meaning of 
the construction. A well-known example is 
negated interrogative constructions, as in (6), 
whose actual illocutionary force is a reinforced 
Assertion.

(6) ±a lam ±u≠ir-ka kulla  kutub-ì
 Q Neg lent-I-you all-Acc  books-me
 ‘Haven’t I lent you all my books?!’

The modality layer is meant to account for 
Speaker’s different subjective attitudes toward 
the content of the clause. Modal features, 
such as epistemic, volitional, and emotional, 
are underlyingly handled by operators and 
realized as particles and/or satellite adverbial 
expressions. For example, Reinforcement 
modality is expressed by the particle ±inna ‘it 
is certain’ and/or adverbial satellites like fi≠lan 
‘really’. The expression of volitional modality 
is accomplished through particles like layta ‘I 
hope’ and la≠alla ‘I wish’.

Exclamation is, as argued in Moutaouakil 
(1999), not an illocution but rather an (emo-
tional) modality, which can take in its scope the 
entire clause, its predicate, or one of its terms, 
as shown in (7a), (7b), and (7c), respectively.

 

(7a) tilka l-madìnatu rà±i≠atun
  that the-city-Nom marvelous-Nom
 ‘That city is marvelous!’
 

(7b) mà ±ajmala hindan 
 what beautiful Hind-Acc
 ‘How beautiful Hind is!’

(7c) ±ayya šàyin šaribtu
 what-Acc tea-Gen drank-I
 ‘What a tea I drank!’

 
Arabic has many (positionally undifferentiated) 
sentence/clause-initial particles. The layering 
approach advocated in Functional Grammar 
accounts for the differences by analyzing these 
particles as coming from different underlying 
layers. Thus, ±a and hal are analyzed as illo-
cutionary operators, while ±inna, la≠alla, and 
layta are derived in the modal layer.
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Dik (1997a) defines Topic and Focus as 
pragmatic functions whose main task is to 
ensure discourse ¤ coherence. Topicality 
and Focality are conceived as continuums of 
Topic and Focus types within which different 
types of languages select their grammatically 
relevant topical and focal distinctions (¤ focus; 
¤ topicalization; ¤ topic/comment). Typo-
logically, Arabic belongs to a language type 
that strongly exploits the two continuums. It 
has a relatively large number of Focus con-
structions, including Fronting, Pseudo-cleft, and 
Negative-restrictive, which actualize various 
types of Focus (New Focus and Contrastive 
Focus, with subtypes such as Selecting Focus, 
Replacing Focus, and Restricting Focus).

(8a) man qàbalta 
 whom met-you
 ‘Whom did you meet?’
 
(8b) qàbaltu hindan
 met-I Hind-Acc
 ‘I met Hind’
 
(9) hindan qàbaltu (là zaynaba)
 Hind-Acc met-I (not Zaynab-Acc)
 ‘It was Hind that I met (not Zaynab)’  
 
(10) allatì qàbaltu-hà hindun
 who met-I-her Hind-Nom
 ‘(The person) whom I met was Hind’

Examples (8), (9), and (10) show that in Arabic 
the Focus function can manifest itself by a mere 
prosodic prominence, a special constituent 
order, or special Focus constructions, mostly 
Pseudo-cleft constructions like (10).

The scope of Focus can be a term, as in (8b), 
(9), and (10), or a predicate or whole clause, as 
in (11) and (12b), respectively.

(11) hudima l-baytu hadman
  was-destroyed the-house- destruction-
  Nom Acc
 ‘The house was completely destroyed’

(12a) mà jarà 
 what happened
 ‘What happened?’

(12b) rasabat zaynabu
  failed Zaynab-Nom
 ‘Zaynab has failed’

The assignment of Focus function obeys the 
following constraint.

(13) Focus Assignment Constraint

(i) New Focus may be assigned to more 
than one constituent in the same 
clause; and 

(ii) One and only one Contrastive Focus 
may be assigned to/within a clause.

In (14a) and (14b), New Focus is placed 
on three constituents, which is allowed by 
constraint (13i). In (15), two constituents carry 
Contrastive Focus, which is a clear violation of 
constraint (13ii).

(14a) man ra±à man matà
 who saw whom when
 ‘Who saw whom and when?’

(14b) ra±à fahdun hindan al-yawma
 saw Fahd-Nom Hind-Acc the-day-Acc
 ‘Fahd saw Hind today’

(15) *hindan al-yawma ra±à fahdun
  Hind-Acc the-day-Acc saw Fahd-Nom

The Representational Level is a Predication 
designating a State of Affairs, which can be 
an Action, a Process, a Position, or a State. 
Predication consists of a predicate, which may 
be verbal, nominal, adjectival, or adverbial, 
and a given number of terms (argument and 
satellite) distributed over a Locality, a Quantity, 
and a Quality layer. Predicates are categorized 
according to their valency, both quantitative 
(number of arguments) and qualitative (type 
of predicate, the semantic functions of Agent, 
Goal, Recipient, etc., carried by the arguments, 
and the selection restrictions imposed by the 
predicate on its arguments). The Aspect-Mood-
Tense-(positive/negative) Polarity properties are 
accounted for in the Quality, Quantity, and 
Locality layers. The unified underlying structure 
of (16a), resulting from the mapping of the 
Interpersonal level onto the Representational 
level, is roughly represented in (16b):

(16a) ±inna  fahdan     qàbala hindan     fì
 that   Fahd-Acc met-he Hind-Acc in
 tilka   d-dàri
 that  the-house-Gen
 ‘Certainly, Fahd met Hind in that house’

  functional grammar 145

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(16b) ([DECL Ei:[REINF Pi:[IND PAST PERF 
 ei:[qbl-fà≠alv (xi:Fahd) Top Ag 

(xj:Hind) Go (yi:dàr) New Foc Loc]]]])

The qualitative valency includes, among other 
features, information on predicate type, which 
is based on whether a predicate is basic or 
derived as, for example, Passive, Causative, and 
Reflexive predicates, and whether it takes as 
arguments a phrase, a predication, or a whole 
clause. These issues are extensively discussed in 
connection with derived and complex clauses in 
Moutaouakil (1988) and Dik (1997b).

According to the parallelism hypothesis, the 
underlying term structure conforms to the same 
general schema as the underlying predication 
structure. A term contains a nominal nucleus 
(or Head) and layers of Quality, Quantity, 
and Locality which represent (i) nominal as-
pectuality features such as Mass nouns and 
Count nouns; (ii) Quantifiers and Numerators; 
and (iii) Demonstrative and Definiteness/Inde-
finiteness oppositions. The structure in (17), for 
example, can be taken as a rough underlying 
representation of the Locative constituent tilka 
d-dàri ‘that house’ in (16).

(17) (DEM DEF SING yi:dàr) New Foc Loc

Moutaouakil (2000) argues that even individual 
terms can be modalized, i.e. can display a modal 
layer. His argument is based on data such as 
(18a) and (18b), where the modal particle 
(appreciative/depreciative) has in its scope only 
the subsequent constituent.

(18a) ≠indaka ni≠ma l-jawàdu
 have-you good the-horse-Nom
 ‘You have a good horse!’ 

(18b) fì dàrika bi±sa z-zà±iru 
 in house-Gen-you bad the-visitor-
    Nom

 ‘You have a bad visitor in your house!’

In this approach to term structure, restrictive 
relative clauses are located in the Quality layer 
together with (non-appositional) adjectives.

The underlying representation is mapped 
onto a fully specified formal structure through 
morphosyntactic and phonological Expression 
Rules. Some of the most salient features of 
Arabic morphosyntax are syntactic functions 

assignment, case marking, and constituent 
ordering.

Only two syntactic functions are recognized 
in Functional Grammar: Subject and Object. 
Both are relevant for the description of Arabic 
clause structure. In general, their assignment is 
monitored by the following (probably universal) 
hierarchy.

(19) Subject/Object Assignment Hierarchy
(i) Subject:
 Topic Agent > Non-Topic Agent > Non-Agent
         +  + +
(ii) Object:
 Focus Recipient > Non-Focus Recipient > 
         +  + 
 Focus Goal > Non-Focus Goal > Others
  + +   +

As (19i) shows, Topic, Agent, and Subject 
functions tend to coincide, yielding what is 
commonly called ‘Prototypical Subject’.

Case marking in Modern Standard Arabic 
distinguishes two types of case: Functional 
cases vs. Structural cases and Underlying cases 
vs. Surface cases. Functional cases (Nominative 
and Accusative) are determined by the syntactic 
(or otherwise the semantic) functions the con-
stituents have in the underlying clause struc-
ture. Nominative is assigned to the Subject, 
and Accusative is assigned to the other (non-
Subject) constituents. An example of the assign-
ment of these two cases is given in (20b), which 
represents a pre-surface structure for (20a). 

(20a) kataba bakrun risàlatan
 wrote Bakr-Nom letter-Acc
 ‘Bakr wrote a letter’  

(20b) ([DECL E:[ei:[katabv (SING PROP xi:
 Bakr) Top Ag Subj-nom 

(INDEF SING xj:risàlat) New Foc Go 
Obj-acc]]])

Structural case (Genitive and Accusative) is 
assigned by certain prepositions (e.g. min 
‘from’, fì ‘in’), particles (e.g. ±inna ‘that’, 
layta ‘wish, hope’), and Auxiliary verbs (e.g. 
kàna ‘to be’, bàta ‘to become’). It is assigned 
configurationally within the so-called Annexive 
phrases. When a constituent bears structural 
in addition to functional case, the former 
always ‘masks’ the latter. This is illustrated 
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in (21b) and (22b), where the Nominative 
functional case is masked by the Accusative 
and the Genitive structural cases assigned by 
the particle ±inna ‘that’ and the preposition min 
‘from’, respectively.

(21a) hindun nà±imatun     
 Hind-Nom sleeping-Nom
 ‘Hind is sleeping’

(21b) ±inna hindan nà±imatun
   that Hind-Acc sleeping-Nom
 ‘Certainly, Hind is sleeping’

(22a) hal sà≠adaka rafìqun 
 Q helped-you friend-Nom
 ‘Did a friend help you?’

(22b) hal sà≠adaka min rafìqin 
 Q helped-you of friend-Gen
 ‘Did any friend help you?’

Surface cases are morphemes (Arabic endings) 
by means of which underlying cases are real-
ized. The distinction between Underlying case 
and Surface case is justified by the possible 
‘discrepancies’ between underlying and surface 
cases: the former can receive no formal expres-
sion and can be expressed by morphemes other 
than the expected ones. Nouns without ¤ 
nunation and sound feminine plurals are well-
known examples in this respect.

The underlying clause structure is conceived 
of as an unordered network of (pragmatic and 
semantic) features and relations. It is mapped 
onto a linear sequence by a set of position-
assigning rules called ‘Placement Rules’. These 
rules obey general principles defining permissible 
and impermissible sequences of constituents 
and combinations thereof. They operate on the 
basis of language-specific templates. Examples 
of constituent-ordering principles include the 
Principle of Pragmatic Highlighting (PPH) 
and the Principle of Increasing Complexity 
(PIC). According to the Principle of Pragmatic 
Highlighting, constituents with special prag-
matic functions (e.g. Topic and Contrastive 
Focus) take ‘special positions’ including clause-
initial position(s). In Arabic, Focus or Topic 
constituents are placed in the second initial 
position in a clause, regardless of their semantic 
or syntactic status. The fronted constituent in 
(23b), standing as a corrective answer to (23a), 

is placed in this special position according to its 
pragmatic function (Contrastive Focus).

(23a) A:  ≠ašiqa fahdun zaynaba
  loved Fahd-Nom Zaynab-Acc
  ‘Fahd loved Zaynab’  

(23b) B: là, hindan ≠ašiqa fahdun
  no Hind-Acc loved Fahd-Nom
  ‘No, it was Hind that Fahd loved’

The Principle of Increasing Complexity stipu-
lates that constituents tend preferably to be 
sequenced in an order of increasing complexity. 
Compare, for example, (24a) with (24b). 

(24a) balaÿa hindan ±anna maryama
 arrived-at Hind-Acc that Maryam-Acc
 rasabat
 failed
 ‘Hind was informed that Maryam has 
 failed’

(24b) ??balaÿa ±anna maryama rasabat
  arrived-at that Maryam-Acc failed
 hindan
 Hind-Acc

The grammaticality of (24b) is doubtful when 
it is compared with (24a). In competing situ-
ations certain principles neutralize the effect 
of others. For instance, in (24a) the inverted 
constituents hindan and ±anna maryama rasabat 
(a phrase and an embedded clause, respectively) 
are placed, under the pressure of the Principle of 
Increasing Complexity, in positions other than 
those expected on the basis of their semantic or 
syntactic functional status. The assignment of 
appropriate positions takes place according to 
given syntactic templates. In Arabic, the relevant 
template for a verbal clause is given in (25):

(25) P1 PO V S (O) (X)

This template is to be read as follows:

Clause-initial particles and subordinators 
(‘complementizers’) go to P1;

Q-constituents and Topic or Contrastive 
Focus constituents go to PO;

P1 and PO can each house only one 
constituent;

V, S, and O are the positions of the ver-
bal predicate, the Subject and the Object con-
stituents, respectively; and
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Constituents without pragmatic or syntactic 
function are hosted in position X.

3 .  S e n t e n c e  s t r u c t u r e

In Functional Grammar, a discourse category 
standing between the clause and the text 
is recognized and commonly referred to as 
‘Sentence’. The general format of sentence 
structure is given in (26).

(26) (ECCs) CLAUSE  (ECCs)

Schema (26) shows that a sentence results from 
adding Extra Clausal Constituents (ECCs) to 
a clause. Extra Clausal Constituents do not 
belong to the clause proper. They can take a 
pre-clausal or a post-clausal position and may 
also occur as parenthetical elements. Their role 
in discourse is limited to four main functions: 
(i) interaction management, as in greetings, 
leave-takings, and summonses; (ii) attitude 
specification as in the expression of Speaker’s 
emotional state; (iii) discourse organization; 
and (iv) discourse execution, as in responses 
and tags.

Two Extra Clausal Constituents fulfilling 
the discourse organization macrofunction, the 
Theme and Tail constituents, are exemplified in 
(27a) and (27b), respectively.

(27a) fahdun, ra±aytu-hu l-yawma
 Fahd-Nom saw-I-him the-day-Acc
 ‘Fahd, I saw him today’

(27b) nàmù, al-±awlàdu
  slept-they the-children-Nom 
  ‘They are sleeping, the children’

The constituent with Theme function is defined 
as a constituent designating the ‘universe of 
discourse’ with respect to which it is relevant 
to utter the subsequent clause. The structure 
involved in Theme constructions such as (27a) 
can be represented as in (28).

(28) Theme-nom (xi), (. . .(xi). . .) 

From representation (28), four main properties 
of Theme constructions can be deduced. First, 
the Theme constituent has an autonomous 
intonational contour marked by a comma. 
Second, although the clause is independent 

of the preceding Theme, it must be relevant 
to be predicated to it. Compare, for exam-
ple, (29a) with (29b). (Here and elsewhere 
‘Co-’ in the morpheme translation stands for 
‘coordinator’.)

(29a) ±ammà marràkušu, fa-±inna 
 as-for Marrakesh-Nom Co-that 
 manàratahà mašhùratun
 Menara-Acc-it famous-Nom
 ‘As for Marrakesh, its Menara is famous’

(29b) *±ammà fàsun, fa±inna 
 as-for Fes-Nom Co-that 
 manàrata-hà mašhùratun
 Menara-Acc-it famous-Nom 
 *‘As for Fes, its Menara is famous’

Third, the Theme is typically resumed by a 
pronoun within the subsequent clause, as in 
(27a), for example. However, the resumptive 
pronoun is not always necessary, as, for 
example, in (30).

(30) as-samnu, al-kìsu   
 the-butter-Nom the-bag-Nom 
 bi-≠išrìna dirhaman
 with-twenty-Gen dirham-Acc
  ‘Butter costs twenty dirhams a bag’

In these cases, the Theme-clause link is ensured 
only by the relevance pragmatic relationship. In 
Arabic, unlike languages such as Chinese, this 
kind of construction is rather rare.

Fourth, the Theme constituent typically 
takes Nominative case. Given the externity of 
this constituent, the case it carries is assigned 
either by default or by the Theme pragmatic 
function itself. Other markers may characterize 
the Theme constituent. These include the well-
known embracing morpheme ±ammà . . . fa ‘as 
for . . .’, occurring in constructions like (29a) 
and (29b) (¤ theme/rheme). 

The Tail function is assigned to the constituent 
that presents, as an afterthought, information 
meant to clarify, modify, or correct the content 
of the clause, or a constituent included in it. 
The most pervasive type of Tail construction 
is the so-called Right-dislocation illustrated in 
(27b), whose rough configuration is given in 
(31).

(31) (…(xi)…), Tail-nom (xi)
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The Tail constituent in these constructions is 
intonationally set off from the clause proper 
by a comma, as representation of intonational 
pause. The Tail constituent is represented 
within the clause by a cataphoric pronoun. 
This pronoun is a full argument with semantic, 
syntactic (Subject/Object), and pragmatic 
(Topic) functions.

Certain Extra Clause Constituents can be 
integrated into the clause proper. The Theme 
and the Tail constituents are more likely to 
undergo this progressive diachronic process, 
which can be illustrated by the examples in 
(32a)–(32c).

(32a) bakrun raja≠a
 Bakr-Nom came-back
 ‘Bakr came back’

(32b) fahdan ra±aytu-hu
 Fahd-Acc saw-I-him
  ‘I saw Fahd’ 

(32c) nàmù l-±awlàdu 
 slept the-children-Nom
 ‘The children are sleeping’

Three factors favor the integration: (i) the ‘de-
marking’ (or ‘loss of markedness’) process that 
the constructions often undergo due to frequency 
of use; (ii) the pressure that the predicate 
exercises on the Extra Clause Constituents in 
order to draw them into the clause and convert 
them into fully governed arguments; and (iii) 
the lack of integration-blocking barriers such as 
Theme markers (mentioned above) and clause-
initial particles.

The integration process may have two kinds 
of effects, ‘local’ and ‘global’ (Moutaouakil 
1993). Locally, at the clause level, the inte-
grated constituent (Theme or Tail) receives an 
argument status. When drawn into the clause, 
the Theme becomes a Topic-Agent-Subject or 
a Topic-Goal-Object, as in the constructions 
exemplified in (32a), and the so-called ištiÿàl-
constructions, as in (32b). As a consequence, 
the resumptive pronoun becomes a mere Subject 
or Object agreement marker. The integrated 
Tail in constructions like (32c) is analyzed 
as a postponed Subject while the cataphoric 
pronoun acts as a Subject agreement marker 
(¤ cataphora). 

Globally, the integration of the two con-
stituents at hand results in crucial changes 
in both the constituent ordering and the 
pronominal system of the language in which this 
process takes place. In Arabic, the absorption 
of the Theme constituent is leading to a change 
from VSO to SVO word order, as evidenced by 
the increasing frequency of verbal clauses with 
initial Subject such as (32a) in Modern Standard 
Arabic and the dialects. Number agreement 
between the verb and its postponed Subject 
in the Arabic dialects, illustrated in (32c), 
can be viewed as a direct consequence of the 
progressive integration of the Tail constituent 
(Moutaouakil 1993).
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G

Gahawa-Syndrome

In a feature typical of Bedouin dialects, a short 
vowel a follows a morpheme-internal back 
spirant (X), whenever this X is preceded by a. 
This type of vowel insertion had been described 
previously, in varying degrees of detail, by, 
for example, Wetzstein (1868:185–186, 191), 
Cantineau (1936:66), Mitchell (1960:388), and 
Johnstone (1964:80), before Blanc dubbed it the 
‘gahawah-syndrome’ (1970:125–127).

Although known as a general characteris-
tic of ‘Bedouin’ dialects – Blanc states that it 
is found “only in gàl dialects” (1970:127, 
n. 29) – the syndrome has been reported for 
sedentary dialects as well, e.g. dialects of the 
Egyptian Nile Valley, roughly south of Asyù† 
(in Upper Egyptian 1, 3, and less regularly also 
in 4; see Behnstedt and Woidich 1988, 1985, 
maps 45–46), and among sedentary speakers of 
the Najd (cf. Blanc 1970:127, n. 29). In such 
cases, the gahawa-syndrome is best interpreted 
as evidence of contact with dialects of the 
Bedouin type (on B≠èri or Upper Egyptian 3, for 
example, see Woidich 1997:195).

The rule may be summarized as follows:

Ø > a / (C)aX_C(V)

X = h, ™, r, x, or ÿ (i.e. pharyngeal, laryngeal, 
uvular/velar fricatives)

C = any consonant
V = any short or long vowel

The examples below include the syndrome’s 
namesake:

*qahwa gahwah > gahawah ‘coffee’
*na≠ja na≠jah > na≠ajah ‘ewe’
*naxl nax£ > naxa£ ‘palm trees’
*ba™r ba™® > ba™a® ‘sea’
*baÿla baÿ£ah > baÿa£ah ‘female mule’
*yaxbu† yaxbu† > yaxabu† ‘he knocks’
*ta™t ta™t > ta™at ‘under’

The phonetic quality of the gahawa-vowel in 
nonvelarized environments is near IPA front 
[a], even if the unstressed short a preceding X 
may be nearer to centralized and slightly raised 
IPA [å] (e.g. in dialects that have a CaCáC(v) 
stress type, such as some dialects in the Negev 
and the Sinai, but also when stress shifts due to 
suffixing, e.g. CaXaC+ha). Examples are:

ka≠k/ > ka≠ak ['ka¢ak]  or [kå'¢ak] ‘cookies’
ta™t/ > ta™at ['taÓat] or [tå'Óat] ‘under’
ba≤t/ > baxat ['baxat]  or [bå'xat] ‘luck’

In velarized environments the gahawa-vowel 
tends to be nearer to back IPA [ã]. The preced-
ing a is usually around the same phonetic qual-
ity, even when unstressed, e.g.:

ba≠Ú/ > ba≠aÚ ['bã¢ã∞] or [bã'¢ã∞] ‘each 
     other’
ba™®/ > ba™a®  ['bãõãà] or [bã'õãà] ‘sea’
na≤l/ > naxa£ ['nãxã¬] or [nã'xã¬] ‘palm 
     trees’
baÿl/ > baÿa£ ['bãäã¬] or [bã'äã¬] ‘mule’

In the dialect of the Cyrenaican Jebel (see 
Mitchell 1960:388), raising of the vowel in 
the first unstressed syllable is more extreme, 
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so that we find forms like bu™á®, nuxá£, buÿá£ 
(velarization is marked here in the phonetic 
quality of the a of the second syllable, which 
is transcribed as [ã]), fi™ál ‘stud camel’, and 
li™ám ‘meat’.

Once the gahawa-vowel has become stable, 
the resulting sequence CaXaC(V) (< CaXC(V)) 
may become subject to other rules as well, rules 
by which ‘original’ CaXaC(V) sequences are 
also affected.

The Najdi type of resyllabification of CaCaCV 
sequences is an example of the gahawa-syn-
drome in a ‘feeding’ role (in generative terms). 
In Najdi-type dialects, CaCaCV se-quences 
are resyllabified as CCvCV (a ‘phono-tactic 
constraint’ bars the occurrence of CaCaCV 
sequences; see, e.g., Ingham 1982:37). Sequences 
such as katabat and zalamah are thus resyllabi-
fied as ktibat and zlimah, i.e., the vowel a of the 
initial open syllable is dropped and the vowel 
a of the next open syllable is raised to i, while 
in velarized and/or labial environments it tends 
to be raised to u, as in, for example, ™†uœah 
(< ™a†abah) ‘piece of firewood’. 

After the gahawa-syndrome has produced 
CaCaCV sequences (i.e. CaXaCV) and they 
have become stable as morphophonemic bases, 
these too become subject to this Najdi resyl-
labification rule. Often, however, the mouth is 
in an open position, which leads to the creation 
of the gahawa-vowel as a in the first place. This 
fact also prevents the raising of the gahawa-
vowel in the second open syllable (as is often 
but not always the case in forms like ß™abat 
instead of ß™ibat ‘she sat’, i.e. with the ‘origi-
nal’ a of ßa™ab + at; see Ingham 1982:49 and 
also Johnstone 1967:6 for comparable forms), 
although the vowel a of the first open syllable 
is elided in conformity with the resyllabification 
rule. Examples are r™ámah ‘compassion’ and 
ghawah ‘coffee’, and verb forms such as y≠ágid 
‘he ties’, y≠árif ‘he knows’, y≠á®ag ‘he sweats’ 
(many such examples in dialects of the Arabian 
Peninsula may be found in Prochazka 1988:36–
37, 143). Mitchell (1960:389) reports forms 
from the Cyrenaican Jebel like in™álih ‘bee’ 
and umÿa®af ‘ladle’, while Johnstone (1967:14) 
gives forms from the ≠Anayza like nxalih ‘date 
palm’, n≠ajih ‘she-goat’, and ghawih ‘coffee’. 
In many dialects hamza-initial forms lose 
the hamza together with the vowel from 
the first syllable (i.e., the entire syllable is 
dropped), resulting in X as the initial conso-

nant, e.g. halu (< * ±ahal + u, instead of ±halu) 
‘his family’ and ™amar (< *±a™amar, instead of 
‘™amar) ‘red’.

Another example of the gahawa-syndrome 
in a ‘feeding’ role is found in the dialect of the 
Mzènih of southern Sinai (see de Jong, forth-
coming). Gahawa-forms are treated in the same 
manner as ‘original’ CaCaCV base forms. In 
this dialect, a rule specifies the resyllabification 
of sequences of the type CaCaCT+v(C) (like 
ragabT+uh) as CaCCitv(C), thus producing the 
proper Mzèni form rágbituh ‘his neck’. Since 
in Mzèni the gahawa-syndrome has caused 
morphological restructuring of base forms of 
the pattern CaXCT as CaXaCT, a gahawa-
form like naxa£T+uh will be treated in the 
same manner, resulting in náx£ituh ‘his date 
palm’. Paradoxically, after having been created 
by the gahawa-syndrome, in this dialect the 
gahawa-vowel is dropped in such sequences, 
since the rule specifies that morphophonemic a 
(here underlined) in sequences CaCåCT+v(C) 
is to be elided when vowel-initial suffixes fol-
low. (On the other hand, proper Mzèni forms 
with consonant-initial suffixes are, for example, 
®agabatha and naxa£atha.)

In many dialects, the incorporation of 
gahawa-vowels into new morphophonemic 
bases appears to be somewhat problematic 
when imperfect verb forms are involved. For 
instance, in several Sinai Bedouin dialects (see 
de Jong 2000:109) and also in that of the 
Mzènih, gahawa-vowels – concluded from the 
fact that they are not stressed – tend to behave 
more like anaptyctics than morphophonemic 
base vowels. Forms like (gahawa-vowels under-
lined) yá≠årfih ‘he knows him’ and yá™årµuw 
‘they plow’ (instead of ya≠¡rfih and ya™¡rµuw) 
are thus comparable to forms such as (anaptyc-
tic vowels underlined) yíkïtbih ‘he writes it’ and 
yúÚürbuw ‘they hit [imperf.]’.

In the dialect of ilBi≠i®àt (¤ B≠èri) on the west 
bank of the Nile opposite Luxor, the gahawa-
syndrome is also active, with forms such as 
yaxlaß and nax£a appearing on the surface 
as yaxalaß ‘it ends’ and naxa£a ‘date palm’. 
However, in B≠èri, the Umlautung-syndrome 
‘counter-feeds’ the rule of Umlautung. Forms 
like masak+at and ya∂rab+aw are normally 
‘umgelautet’ to appear on the surface as misikat 
and yuš®ubaw, and likewise a form such as 
yaxlaß+aw will surface as yuxlußaw ‘they end’. 
A gahawa-form like yaxalaß ‘it ends’, however, 
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is left unaffected by the Umlautung-rule (and 
does not surface as yuxulaß). From this it fol-
lows that, in terms of rule ordering, the gahawa-
rule is preceded by the rule of Umlautung in 
B≠èri (see Woidich 1973–1974, 1974). 

Loans from the standard language or Classical 
Arabic are often unaffected by the gahawa-syn-
drome, e.g. ma™kamah ‘court’, arra™màn ‘the 
Merciful’. The gahawa-syndrome also usually 
remains inactive in derived forms and quadrilit-
eral verbs, e.g. (Form IV) a≠†a ‘he gave’, (Form 
ista-I) istahbal ‘he wondered’, (quadriliteral) 
zaÿ®a†at ‘she ululated’. The syn-drome does 
not reach beyond the morpheme boundaries 
of the verbal stem of the perfect, e.g. raja≠t ‘I 
returned’, balaÿna ‘we reached’, naja™tuw ‘you 
[pl.] succeeded’, nor beyond those of the noun, 
e.g. bala™na ‘our dates’.

Considering the vastness of the geographical 
area where the gahawa-syndrome is known to 
be present in dialects, it must be of considerable 
antiquity, and it almost certainly antedates the 
spread of Arabic.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Behnstedt, Peter and Manfred Woidich. 1985. Die 

ägyptisch-arabischen Dialekte. II. Dialektatlas von 
Ägypten. Wiesbaden: L. Reichert.

——. 1988. Die ägyptisch-arabischen Dialekte. III. 
Texte. II. Niltaldialekte. III. Oasendialekte. Wies-
baden: L. Reichert.

Blanc, Haim. 1970. “The Arabic dialect of the Negev 
Bedouins”. Proceedings of the Israel Academy of 
Sciences and Humanities 4.112–150.

Cantineau, Jean. 1936. “Etudes sur quelques parlers 
de nomades arabes d’Orient”. Annales de l’Institut 
d’Études Orientales d’Alger 1.119–237.

Ingham, Bruce. 1982. North east Arabian dialects. 
London and Boston: Kegan Paul International.

——. 1991. “Camel terminology among the âl 
Murra Bedouins”. Zeitschrift für Arabische Lin-
guistik 22.69–78. 

Johnstone, Thomas M. 1964. “Further studies on 
the Dòsiri dialect of Arabic as spoken in Kuwait”. 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies 27.77–113. 

——. 1967. “Aspects of syllabication in the spoken 
Arabic of ≠Anaiza”. Bulletin of the School of Orien-
tal and African Studies 30.1–16. 

Jong, Rudolf E. de. 2000. A grammar of the Bedouin 
dialects of the northern Sinai littoral: Bridging the 
linguistic gap between the eastern and western 
Arab world. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

——. Forthcoming. “The dialect of the Mzènih of 
South Sinai”.

Mitchell, T.F. 1960. “Prominence and syllabication 
in Arabic”. Bulletin of the School of Oriental and 
African Studies 23.369–389.

Prochazka, Theodore Jr. 1988. Saudi Arabian dia-
lects. London: Kegan Paul International.

Wetzstein, János Gottfried. 1868. “Sprachliches aus 
den Zeltlagern der syrischen Wüste”. Zeitschrift der 
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 22.69–
194.

Woidich, Manfred. 1973–1974. “Die 3.sg.f. Perfekt 
im Dialekt von il-Bi≠ràt”. Mélanges de l’Université 
Saint Joseph 48.355–372.

——. 1974. “Ein arabischer Bauerndialekt aus dem 
südlichen Oberägypten”. Zeitschrift der Deutschen 
Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 124.42–58.

——. 1997. “Upper Egyptian Arabic and dialect mix-
ing in historical perspective”. Humanism, culture 
and language in the Near East: Studies in honor of 
Georg Krotkoff, ed. Asma Afsaruddin and A.H. 
Mathias Zahniser, 185–197. Winona Lake, Ind.: 
Eisenbrauns.

Rudolf de Jong (University of Amsterdam)

Ge≠ez ¤ Ethiopia; Ethiopic Loanwords

Gemination

Geminate consonants in Classical Arabic are 
not contrastive, i.e., there are no two mono-
morphemic words that contrast single and 
geminate consonants. Gemination of conso-
nants, however, is associated with a number 
of morphological contexts. Along with cases 
of morphologically conditioned gemination, 
there are cases of phonologically conditioned 
gemination, occurring as a consequence of sat-
isfying the templatic conditions of stems in 
Arabic (McCarthy and Prince 1990a, 1990b). 
The targets of morphological and phonological 
gemination differ: morphologically conditioned 
gemination involves geminating the medial 
consonant of a triliteral root, whereas phono-
logically conditioned gemination involves gemi-
nating the final consonant of the root.

Morphologically conditioned gemination 
occurs in both the verbal and the nominal mor-
phology. A typical case of gemination is seen in 
Form II verb stems, shown in (1).

(1)  Form I  Form II  
 k-t-b katab ‘to write’ kattab ‘to cause 
     to write’
 j-l-s jalas ‘to sit’ jallas ‘to cause 
     to sit’

Medial gemination in Form II is analyzed 
prosodically, following McCarthy and Prince 
(1990a, 1990b). The CVCCVC structure of 
Form II is understood as a disyllabic tem-
plate consisting of a bimoraic syllable and 
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a monomoraic syllable (the final consonant 
is extrasyllabic). The geminate consonant is 
represented as a consonant autosegmentally 
linked to a mora in the syllable coda and the 
onset of the following syllable. This association 
is determined by the Medial Gemination Rule 
(see McCarthy and Prince 1990b), shown in 
Figure 1 and exemplified with kattab.

Triliteral roots in the nominal morphology 
also have medial gemination. This is found in 
nouns of profession kallàf ‘stablehand’, xabbàz 
‘baker’; habitual action kawwày ‘slanderer’; and 
a very small number of underived nouns, such 
as jabbàr ‘giant’. The geminate is the result of 
a triconsonantal root, e.g. k-l-f, associating to 
a template that contains two bimoraic syllables 
(see McCarthy and Prince 1990b). The root-
medial consonant associates to the second 
mora of the first heavy syllable by the Medial 
Gemination Rule (see Fig. 1).

Another case of medial gemination, also 
morphologically conditioned, occurs in the 
plural of lexicalized active participles, for 
example bàhil/buhhal ‘free’ and ±àbiq/±abbàq 
‘fugitive’. Note that the initial syllable of the 
singular is bimoraic, which is realized as a 
long vowel. The plural for this class must 
have a geminated medial consonant, which is 
concomitant with shortening the initial vowel in 
the singular. The prosodic shape of the singular 
and the plural is similar insofar as both forms 
contain a bimoraic initial syllable, but they 
differ with respect to autosegmental association 
to the template. Following McCarthy and 
Prince (1990b), the plural is formed by the 
Medial Gemination Rule, which associates the 
medial consonant to the second mora of the 
initial syllable. The singular does not have this 
rule, so the vowel associates to both moras of 
the initial syllable.

The Medial Gemination Rule only demands 
that a consonant link to a mora, but the relation 
to morphological context is arbitrary. The 
connection between gemination and morphology 
is found when the derivation of these stems is 
considered. McCarthy (1992) proposes that 
Form II stems are derived by affixing a mora 
to the Form I stem. This mora, which is the 
morpheme associated with Form II, is realized 
as an infix, via prosodic circumscription (see 
McCarthy and Prince 1990a; McCarthy 1992). 
The mora is linked to the consonant at the left 
edge of the circumscribed domain, shown in 
parentheses in (2).

(2) Form II: m + Form I
 k-t-b ⇒ katab ⇒ ka* m(tab) ⇒ kattab

This analysis can be extended to gemination 
in noun stems. The CVCCVVC template of a 
noun of professon is derived by affixing a mora 
to a disyllabic base that contains a monomoraic 
syllable followed by a bimoraic syllable with 
an extrasyllabic final consonant. The base is an 
iambic foot, in accordance with the prosodic 
morphology hypothesis (McCarthy and Prince 
1990a, 1990b). The derivation of kallàf, using 
prosodic circumscription, is shown in (3).

(3) Noun of profession: m + [F sm smm]
 k-l-f ⇒ kalàf ⇒ ka*m(làf) ⇒ kallàf

Medial gemination occurs in certain morpho-
logical contexts because the mora that triggers 
gemination is part of the morphemic represen-
tation. The plurals of lexicalized participles can 
also be derived in a similar way, and the small 
percentage of underived nouns must have a 
lexicalized form of this rule. 

Figure 1. Medial Gemination Rule

Medial Gemination Rule

C k a t a b

kattab
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Attributing medial gemination to a mora, 
which is part of the morphology, reveals 
the prosodic organization of the stem and is 
superior to an analysis involving autosegmental 
association to a CV template (see McCarthy 
1979). The autosegmental approach requires 
one-to-one, left-to-right association and then 
subsequent delinking and relinking.

Phonological gemination, in contrast to 
morphological gemination, is triggered by the 
satisfaction of conditions on the stem template. 
There are two template conditions that compel 
gemination: (1) the template must be maximally 
filled, and (2) the stem must be consonant-final 
(see McCarthy and Prince 1990a, 1990b). As 
mentioned above, phonological gemination 
applies to the final radical of the consonantal 
root and is triggered by the fact that there are 
fewer consonants than positions in the stem 
template. The final consonant will geminate 
to ensure satisfaction of the conditions on the 
template.

The CVCVC shape of Form I verbs is derived 
by a disyllabic template and consonant finality. 
McCarthy (1979) argues that geminated verb 
stems, e.g. jarar ‘to pull’ and samam ‘to poison’, 
are derived from the biliteral roots j-r and s-m, 
respectively. Association of the consonants to 
the appropriate positions in the stem template 
fails to satisfy consonant-finality of the stem. 
As a result, the second consonant doubles to 
satisfy this condition (see Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Gemination in biliteral roots

s a m

The alternation between geminates and doubled 
consonants associated with these stems, e.g. [jarra] 
~ [jararta], [samma] ~ [samamta], is the result of a 
subsequent rule (see McCarthy 1979). 

Noun stems with a geminate, e.g. tall ‘hill’, 
barr ‘reverent’, are derived from biliteral roots 
t-l and b-r respectively. The CVCC shape of 

these stems is the result of satisfying a bimoraic 
minimal template (see McCarthy and Prince 
1990a, 1990b), as in Figure 3. 

Figure 3. Geminate noun stems

t a l

The final consonant is associated to the second 
mora of the template and the extrasyllabic 
position.

Gemination also occurs with the prefix 
/al/. This is a segmentally conditioned process: 
a word-initial coronal consonant geminates, 
e.g. [a∑-∑ams] ‘the sun’, [ad-da1r] ‘the house’, 
[ay-yawb] ‘the garment’, but [al-qamar] ‘the 
moon’, [al-faras] ‘the mare’.
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Samuel Rosenthall (Rochester, MI, U.S.A.)

Gender

1 .  T h e  n a t u r e  o f  g r a m m a t i c a l 
g e n d e r

Arabic has two genders, conventionally known 
as feminine and masculine. It has no neutral. 
In general, masculine nouns are not marked 
for gender, but feminine nouns may or may 
not be marked. Every animate and inanimate 
noun must have a grammatical gender irrespec-
tive of whether the noun is marked or not. 
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Gender distinction coincides with natural sex 
division in nouns that denote animates; thus, 
nouns denoting female humans and animals are 
feminine, while nouns denoting male humans 
and animals are masculine. However, gender 
distinction in inanimate nouns is more prob-
lematic since it does not refer to natural gender. 
In fact, it is purely conventional, and it is agree-
ment that disambiguates masculine nouns from 
unmarked inanimate feminine nouns.

Like other gender languages, questions about 
the emergence of gender in Arabic have led to 
two conflicting theories, namely the sex-based 
theory and the grammar-based theory. The sex-
based theory attributes the existence of linguis-
tic gender to speakers who classify everything 
in nature into masculine and feminine based 
on natural gender. The name associated with 
this theory in Arabic and in Semitic languages 
in general is that of William Wright, who 
clearly states that “the vivid imagination for 
the Semite conceived all objects, even those that 
are apparently lifeless, as endowed with life 
and personality. Hence for him there are but 
two genders, as there exist in nature but two 
sexes” (1896:131). This theory has been criti-
cized for being speculative in nature, and not 
many contemporary linguists seem to subscribe 
to it today. The grammar-based theory about 
Arabic gender, on the other hand, argues à la 
Brugmann for the independence of gender from 
social and psychological factors, giving primacy 
instead to linguistic factors. A number of schol-
ars (e.g. Brockelmann 1908:418–426; Féghali 
and Cuny 1924; Speiser 1936), influenced by 
advances in the study of Indo-European gender, 
have sought explanations of the development 
of Arabic and Semitic gender in purely linguis-
tic changes. Most of these diachronic studies 
found evidence for the feminine suffix -at. 
Ibrahim sums up this view as follows: “Gram-
matical gender is merely a means for classifying 
nouns according to their suffixes without in the 
beginning any allusion to sex; the sex reference 
of gender was always posterior to the emer-
gence of grammatical gender” (1973:50). On 
the other hand, the ancient Arab grammarians 
did not provide any theories about the origin of 
Arabic gender, and their accounts on the topic 
in general were strictly descriptive (cf. Ibrahim 
1973). 

2 .  D e s c r i p t i o n  a n d  f u n c t i o n s 
o f  t h e  f e m i n i n e  g e n d e r  i n 
A r a b i c 

 The most common marker of the feminine is 
the suffix -at, which is usually added to the 
masculine form to derive the feminine. This is 
known as tà± at-ta±nìµ ‘the t of femininity’ when 
referring to its grammatical function, or tà± 
marbù†à ‘bound t’ when referring to its ortho-
graphic form. Its pronunciation varies between 
-t- when followed by declensional endings, 
and -a when it is in pausal form. For instance, 
in the sentence madrasat-u †iflat-ì ba≠ìda ‘my 
daughter’s school is far’, the -t is pronounced 
before the nominative case marker -u in the 
first noun of the construct state, and before 
the possessive suffix -ì in the second noun of the 
construct †iflat-ì, but it is silent in ba≠ìda. 

Besides -at there are at least three other 
less common feminine endings, namely ±alif 
maqßùra and ±alif mamdùda, both of which 
are transcribed as à, as in taqwà ‘piety’ and 
ru±yà ‘vision’, and à± as in samà± ‘sky’. The à± 
ending is very common in feminine adjectives, 
such as those denoting color terms: bay∂à± 
‘white [fem.]’, sawdà± ‘black [fem.]’, ™amrà± 
‘red [fem.]’; it is also found in other descrip-
tive adjectives, such as ™asnà± ‘pretty’, ≠a≈rà± 
‘virgin’, and in proper names like lamiyà±. It has 
been argued that even the noun ßa™rà± ‘desert’ 
is an old adjective from ±aß™ar ‘fawn-colored’ 
(Féghali and Cuny 1924:18). This type of lexi-
calization of descriptive adjectives seems to be a 
very common phenomenon, not only in Arabic 
but in Semitic languages in general. 

Of all the Semitic languages, Literary Arabic 
in particular has preserved the largest number 
of feminine endings, but in the modern Arabic 
dialects these endings have merged into one 
ending, -a, e.g. Classical Arabic samà± ‘sky’, 
Moroccan Arabic sma; Classical Arabic ™amrà±, 
Syrian Arabic ™amra. 

It is widely accepted in the Arabic gram-
matical tradition that the feminine suffix -at 
has several other functions besides the marking 
of feminine gender (see Suyù†ì, Muzhir II, 222; 
Wright 1896; Féghali and Cuny 1924; Fleisch 
1961; Moscati 1964; Ibrahim 1973; Drozdík 
1998, to cite just a few). The feminine suffix is 
also used to build nomina unitatis, or singula-
tives, collectives, abstract nouns, diminutives 
and intensives. 
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Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) must be credited 
with discovering the singulative function of -at 
(cf. Ibrahim 1973:48ff.) or the use of the femi-
nine marker -at to indicate the nomen unitatis 
of collectives, e.g. dajàj/dajàj-at- ‘hen’, naml/
naml-at- ‘ant’, bay∂/bay∂-at- ‘egg’, ward/ward-
at- ‘flower’, šajar/šajar-at- ‘tree’, tuffà™/tuffà™-
at- ‘apple’. These unit nouns are consistently 
grammatically feminine, whereas their base 
generic collective nouns are usually treated as 
singular masculine. Conversely, the suffix -at is 
also used to derive collectives out of participles, 
which is conspicuously the precise opposite 
of singulatives, e.g. kàfir/kafarat- ‘unbeliever/s’, 
sà™ir/sa™arat- ‘magician/s’, xà±in/xawanat- ‘trai-
tor/s’. This derivation is quite productive with 
the plural pattern ±afà≠ilat-, which is found 
both in common nouns, e.g. ±asàti≈at- ‘teach-
ers’, ≠amàliqat- ‘giants’, ≠abàqirat- ‘geniuses’, 
and in ethnic and other groups, e.g. ±afàriqat- 
‘Africans’; grammatically, these are treated as 
masculine (Badawi a.o. 2004:92). 

Another very important function of -at is 
intensification, which is found primarily in a 
special category of words usually denoting an 
excess of a certain feature in a male referent. 
These nouns usually follow the emphatic pat-
tern fa≠≠àlat-, as in ≠allàmat- ‘a man of great 
learning’, ra™™àlat- ‘a widely traveled man, an 
explorer’, and also nàbiÿat- ‘a genius’. There are 
other words of this type that are not commonly 
used today, such as maddà™at- ‘a man who 
praises a lot’, nawwà™at- ‘a great mourner, 
a great elegiac poet’, ≠ayyàbat- ‘a great fault-
finder’, ±immà≠at- ‘a characterless person’ (cf. 
Idriss 1999:42). In addition, the suffix -at is also 
used to form abstract nouns, e.g. ≠unßuriyyat- 
‘racism’, from ≠unßuriyy- ‘racist’, and diminu-
tives, as in ±u≈un/±u≈aynat- ‘ear’. 

It is important to note that this multiplicity 
of functions of the feminine marker is not lim-
ited to -at. It has been noted that the other femi-
nine endings, à± and à, are also found in some 
broken plurals, e.g. in šu≠arà± ‘poets’, fuqarà± 
‘poor people’, šuhadà± ‘martyrs’, ≠ulamà± ‘schol-
ars’, kuramà± ‘generous people’, and sukàrà 
‘drunks’.

Based on the multifunctional usage of the so-
called feminine marker, it is recognized today 
that Arabic, and Semitic gender in general, 
might have its origin in non-gender nominal 
classes. It seems that originally, Semitic lan-
guages relied on size and importance to distin-

guish between various classes of words: “those 
denoting large, important objects on the one 
hand, and those denoting small, insignificant 
objects on the other. The latter category also 
included such words as diminutives, abstract 
nouns and collectives; words in this category 
were marked with suffixes as -t, -à, -ay, -à±u, 
which later became the suffixes for the feminine 
gender” (Versteegh 1997:18). This indicates 
that the suffix -at did not develop its function 
as a marker of feminine gender until a relatively 
late period in history.

It is also evident that there is a close connec-
tion between the feminine gender and the gram-
matical category of number. This association 
of gender and number in Arabic has informed 
recent discussions about the function of the 
grammatical category of gender crosslinguisti-
cally (see Unterbeck 2000). In an attempt to 
go beyond the agreement-creating effect that 
has dominated discussions of gender since Cor-
bett’s (1991) definition of gender, Weber refers 
to Arabic to demonstrate the true function 
of gender besides classifying nouns accord-
ing to their suffixes and creating agreement. 
He proposes that “gender has the function of 
qualitatively more precisely defining a quantity. 
Gender offers the opportunity to refine the 
crude perspective of number – singular versus 
plural – into distributive versus collective plu-
ral. It is this aspect of quantity that links gender 
so closely to number” (Weber 2000:506).

Early Arab grammarians recognized that the 
‘feminine’ gender is more complex than the 
masculine. They distinguished between three 
types of feminines: mu±annaµ ™aqìqì ‘true femi-
nine’, mu±annaµ majàzì ‘metaphorical feminine’, 
and mu±annaµ lafÚì ‘morphological feminine’ (cf. 
Ibrahim 1973). Under the category of true femi-
nines they include marked and unmarked nouns 
and proper names denoting biological females, 
e.g. ±umm ‘mother’, na™lat- ‘bee’, hajar ‘Hajar 
[fem. proper name]’. The metaphorical feminine 
includes inanimate nouns with or without a 
feminine ending, such as jannat- ‘heaven’, šams 
‘sun’, and the morphological feminine includes 
masculine nouns that have a feminine ending, 
e.g. xalìfat ‘caliph’, ≠umdat- ‘mare’ and several 
proper names for men, e.g. †al™at-, ≠ubàdat-, 
≠antarat-, ≠uqbat-. These names were very com-
mon in the pre- and early Islamic era, and some 
are still widely used today, e.g. ™amzat-, ri∂à, 
mùsà, ≠ìsà. Grammatically, these nouns are 
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always masculine despite their seemingly femi-
nine ending, e.g. xalìfa ≠àdil ‘just caliph’. The 
early Arab grammarians’ approach to gender 
has been criticized as being merely descriptive, 
its primary objective being to list and classify 
nouns into gender classes without explaining 
how lexical and grammatical genders in Arabic 
emerged, developed, and changed. 

3 .  L e x i c a l - s e m a n t i c  g e n d e r  i n 
A r a b i c 

In pre-Classical Arabic, natural gender nouns 
were commonly formed by using different 
words for male and female humans and animals 
rather than by adding -at. In this respect, nei-
ther the real feminine nor the masculine were 
marked for gender (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Natural gender nouns

masculine feminine

±ab ±umm ‘father/mother’
šayx ≠ajùz ‘old man/woman’
™ißàn faras ‘stallion/mare’ 
™imàr  ±atàn ‘[male/female] donkey’
xuzàz ±arnab ‘[male/female] rabbit’

The fact that this category of words where gen-
der is most natural was not overtly marked, 
particularly in the feminine, has led scholars to 
conclude that the feminine marker -at did not 
develop from naturally female beings in Arabic, 
and in Semitic languages in general (see Ibrahim 
1973:40–50 for a review of several theories on 
the developmental stages of -at). It is worth 
noting, however, that there are pairs in this 
category where the masculine and the feminine 
are lexically different but the words denoting 
the female do have the suffix -at, such as qird 
‘he-monkey’ vs. qiššat- ‘she-monkey’ and ≈i±b 
‘he-wolf’ vs. µurmulat- ‘she-wolf’. There exists 
also a less common category of natural gender 
nouns where the masculine is marked, e.g. 
≠uqrubàn ‘he-scorpion’, whereas the feminine 
is unmarked ≠aqrab ‘she-scorpion’ (examples 
from Suyù†ì, Muzhir II, 222, cited in Idriss 
1999).

Furthermore, there is another class of words 
denoting natural gender in Arabic in which 
one word refers to both the masculine and 
the feminine members of a pair. Some of these 

unigender words are feminine in form since 
they are marked with -at, e.g. ™ayyat- ‘snake’, 
na≠àmat- ‘ostrich’, while others have a zero 
suffix, e.g. ±insàn ‘human being’, ba≠ìr ‘camel’, 
zawj ‘husband/wife’, but grammatically these 
tend to remain faithful to their morphological 
form (examples from Suyù†ì, Muzhir II, 222, 
cited in Ibrahim 1973). 

Throughout the history of Arabic a gradual 
shift from lexical gender to morphological gen-
der demarcation has been taking place. One of 
the common changes is from unmarked femi-
nine to masculine such as ±arnab and ≠aqrab, 
which have shifted gender from feminine to 
masculine while their original masculine coun-
terparts are hardly heard today. This change is 
attributed to a tendency for simplification of the 
linguistic system (cf. Ibrahim 1973; Procházka 
2004). The symmetry of the nominal system is 
enhanced because unmarked feminine nouns 
are brought in line with the rest of the nouns, 
which are unmarked when they are masculine 
and end in -at- when they are feminine. Pro-
cházka (2004) found this shift from feminine 
to masculine to be the most common gender 
change in modern Arabic dialects. 

The other historical change that has affected 
natural gender is from unmarked feminine to 
marked feminine, evidenced by the use of -at 
to generate feminine nouns by attaching it to 
already feminine nouns. This lexical hyper-
characterization seems to be quite common in 
gender languages, particularly with unmarked 
feminine or gender neutral nouns denoting 
female persons and has been explained by Jes-
persen as the outcome of “a natural tendency 
to bring about conformity between gender and 
sex” (1924:230; cited in Ibrahim 1973:53). 
The most frequently cited naturally feminine 
words that have undergone hypercharacteriza-
tion in the spoken dialects are Classical Arabic 
≠arùs ‘bride’ and ≠ajùz ‘old woman’, which 
have become ≠arùsa ‘bride’ and ≠ajùza. This 
change seems to be common in the Maghreb, 
probably because it is an old feature of Sicilian 
and Andalusian Arabic (cf. Drozdík 1973:228; 
Agiùs 1991:2; Procházka 2004). The word 
≠arùs is particularly interesting because origi-
nally it was a gender-neutral word referring 
to both ‘bride’ and ‘groom’, but in Literary 
Arabic today the word ≠arùs is reserved for 
‘bride’ while ≠arìs is used for ‘groom’. It has 
been observed that this is the only pair where 
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the masculine and the feminine are rendered 
through vowel alternation rather than suffix-
ation in Literary Arabic, but this is not the case 
in spoken Arabic, where the feminine suffix -at 
is attached to ≠arùs as in ≠arustak ‘your bride’ 
and ≠arustèn ‘two brides’ (cf. Ibrahim 1973:83). 
Other words of the gender-indifferent type that 
have developed a feminine form in later phases 
of Arabic include zawj ‘husband/wife’, which 
has developed zawjat- for ‘wife’ and kept the 
unmarked zawj for ‘husband’, ±insànat- ‘female 
human being’ from ±insàn, and also the passive 
participle qatìl ‘killed [fem./masc.]’, which now 
has the feminine qatìla ‘killed [fem.]’. A dia-
chronic account of this change from unmarked 
to marked -at suggests that in pre-Classical 
Arabic the change must have started in words 
that belong to the root system or adjectives, e.g. 
xàrij/xàrijat- ‘going out [masc./fem.]’, and later 
through a process of analogy spread to words 
belonging to the noun system, e.g. ™imàrat- 
from the masculine ™imàr (instead of ±atàn) 
(Hämeen-Anttila 2000).

There is a tendency for words that denote 
inherently feminine states and experiences to 
resist lexical hypercharacterization, e.g. mur∂i≠ 
‘breastfeeding woman’ and ™à±i∂  ‘menstruating’, 
™àmil ‘pregnant’, †àmiµ ‘menstruating’, ≠àqir 
‘barren’, †àliq ‘divorced woman’, nàhid ‘full- 
breasted’, kà≠ib ‘buxom’, ≠ànis ‘spinster’, nàšiz 
‘recalcitrant wife’ (examples from Idriss 1999). 
In this category of words, we find a set of adjec-
tives with feminine ending as well, such as ™ublà 
‘pregnant’, ≠a≈rà± ‘virgin’, mu≠allaqat- ‘stranded 
woman [between marriage and divorce; cf. 
Q. 4/129]’. However, even words that denote 
specifically feminine states are being subjected 
to -at as, for instance, mur∂i≠a coexisting with 
mur∂i≠ in Literary Arabic, and ™aml-a instead 
of Classical Arabic ™àmil in Moroccan Arabic. 
It seems that among natural gender nouns the 
word ±umm ‘mother’ and bint ‘girl, daughter’ 
are the most resistant to lexical hyperchar-
acterization because they are very old basic 
vocabulary items, which are not derived from a 
root (cf. Hämeen-Anttila 2000). This origin has 
also been suggested for unmarked inanimate 
feminines. 

Gender assignment in animate nouns is less 
problematic than in inanimate nouns, because 
of the former’s association with biological 
gender. Marked inanimate feminines such as 
qaryat- ‘village’, maxaddat- ‘pillow’ are overtly 

marked with -at, while inanimate masculine 
nouns have a zero suffix as in jabal ‘moun-
tain’, lawn ‘color’, and as such, neither poses 
a real problem. Ambiguity arises with the large 
number of inanimate feminines without an 
overt feminine marker, such as šams ‘sun’, ±ar∂ 
‘earth’, dàr ‘house’, ™arb ‘war’, nàr ‘fire’, sùq 
‘market’, ™àl ‘situation, state’, xamr ‘wine’, 
balad/bilàd ‘country’, †arìq ‘road’, rù™ ‘soul’, 
nafs ‘self’, bi±r ‘well’, rì™ ‘wind’, sikkìn ‘knife’, 
fa±s ‘axe’, ka±s ‘cup’, as well as some body 
parts that come in pairs, ≠ayn ‘eye’, ±u≈un ‘ear’, 
yad ‘hand’, rijl ‘leg’ (see Fleisch 1961:311–338 
for Classical Arabic; Badawi a.o. 2004:93 for 
Modern Standard Arabic). Early Arab gram-
marians, especially in the 8th and 9th centuries, 
provided strictly descriptive ‘explanations’ for 
unmarked inanimate feminines. According to 
them, these words are feminine, first “because 
they were heard from the Arabs as feminine” 
(li-±annahà sumi≠at ≠an al-≠Arab mu±annaµa); 
second, because the diminutives of these nouns 
are feminine, such as ≠ayn/≠uyaynat- ‘eye’, sùq/
suwayqat- ‘market’; and third, because of their 
association either with a synonym or by omis-
sion – in meaning rather than in ending (cf. Ibra-
him 1973:22–23). An instance of associa tion 
with a synonym is the masculine lisàn ‘tongue’, 
which becomes feminine when it is associated 
with the feminine luÿat- ‘language’. Associa-
tion by omission applies, for instance, to names 
of cities, which acquire feminine gender because 
the word madìnat- ‘city’ is feminine, and even 
when this word is omitted, it is still implied.

In fact, unmarked inanimate feminines are 
the category that has generated by far the most 
problems for Classical Arab grammarians and 
lexicographers. They list a total of about 240 
words but agree on 100 words only, which 
all grammarians treat as feminine (cf. Ibra-
him 1973:47). They disagree about the gender 
assignment of approximately 140 words, which 
some list as feminine, others as masculine or 
masculine/feminine depending on the dialect of 
their Bedouin informants. 

Among unmarked nouns that are bi-gender, 
i.e. that can be treated both as a masculine 
and a feminine, one finds silm ‘peace’, †arìq 
‘road’, darb ‘street’, ™ànùt ‘shop’, ±anf ‘nose’. A 
comparison of old and new Arabic texts shows 
that early Arabs had a far greater number of 
bi-gender unmarked inanimate words, which 
is still the case in the spoken dialects, unlike 
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Modern Standard Arabic (Idriss 1999). Idriss 
notes that early Arabs used to treat collectives 
such as ±unàs ‘people’, tìn ‘figs’, baqar ‘cows’, 
™amàm ‘pigeons’, tamr ‘dates’, as masculine 
and feminine interchangeably, referring to sùrat 
an-Na™l in the Qur ±àn. He argues that this 
category of collectives merged toward the mas-
culine as a result of “the gender demarcation 
process that turned open categories of nouns 
to masculine only” (Idriss 1999). Idriss refers 
to extralinguistic factors to explain the change 
from unmarked feminines to masculines: “This 
lingo-cultural process reached its climax when 
the Arabs decided to dethrone their archdeity, 
the feminine ≠Allaat, and worship Allaah, the 
supreme ‘He’ instead. . . . It is more likely that, 
as far as gender is concerned, Islam came to 
conclude, rather than initiate or even expedite, 
a process of masco-centralization that had been 
going on for many centuries” (Idriss 1999:40). 
These types of explanations are reminiscent of 
the speculative theory of gender, which is not 
accepted by formal linguists who explain such 
a change from unmarked feminine to masculine 
as a tendency toward simplifying the linguistic 
system, zero suffix meaning masculine and -at 
feminine. 

In a recent comparative examination of gender 
changes of unmarked feminines in modern 
Arabic dialects, Procházka (٢٠٠٤) found that the 
loss of unmarked feminines is not as common as 
has often been claimed in Arabic dialectology. 
He notes, for instance, that the tendency to 
mark Classical Arabic unmarked feminine 
nouns in the spoken dialects is shown in only 
two body parts, kibda ‘liver’ and sinna ‘tooth’, 
noted by Heath (٢٠٠٠) for Moroccan Arabic; 
and in a few other words for tools and vessels 
such as qidra ‘pot’ and sikkìna ‘knife’, observed 
in urban dialects of the eastern Mediterranean. 
Contrary to earlier observations, only four 
body parts have feminine gender in the spoken 
dialects: ≠ayn, ±u≈un, yad, and rijl. The majority 
of the dialects, Procházka adds, tend to preserve 
the gender of basic words, such as those for 
‘sun, moon, earth, hand, eye, fire’, which is 
apparently a universal linguistic tendency. He 
also notes unusual changes in some basic and 
frequent vocabulary items, despite the claimed 
universal linguistic tendency for stability, such 
as šamsa instead of šams in eastern and Upper 
Egypt, as well as in the Anatolian dialect of 
Daragözü. 

The dialects also show gender changes from 
forms that were masculine in Classical Arabic 
to feminine forms as the outcome of replace-
ment, semantic and phonological analogy, and 
influence from a substrate or adstrate language 
(Procházka 2004). A case of gender replace-
ment may be seen in eastern Arabia, where 
Classical Arabic feminine nàr ‘fire’ is replaced 
by ∂aww (< ∂aw ±), which is now treated as a 
feminine despite its masculine gender in Clas-
sical Arabic (example from Holes 2001:313, 
cited in Procházka 2004). Semantic analogy 
comes about through attraction to the gender 
of synonyms or semantically related words, 
as for instance the word markib ‘ship’, which 
has attracted its feminine gender in Egyptian 
and Sudanese dialects from the feminine of 
falùka ‘boat’ (or Classical Arabic fulk, which 
is feminine) and/or safìna. On the other hand, 
masculine words may become feminine due 
to phonological analogy, when they resemble 
feminine nouns in shape. One example comes 
from Cilician Arabic kirsi ‘chair’, which has 
become feminine because of its feminine ending 
(cf. Procházka 2002:117; 2004). Finally, sub-
strate or adstrate language influence on gender 
transformation is difficult to prove (see Diem 
1979), but Procházka (2004) notes the obvi-
ous Berber influence on the Maghribi Arabic 
dialects in the feminine gender of ßùf ‘wool’ 
and in food names like ≠asal ‘honey’, and the 
case of paxr (< ba™r ‘sea’) in Cypriot Arabic, 
which is feminine because of the feminine gen-
der of Greek thálassa. In addition, Procházka’s 
comparative study has shown that the Bedouin 
dialects are probably not more conservative 
than the sedentary dialects in preserving the 
Classical Arabic gender of nouns, although he 
notes that they tend to retain the feminine gen-
der in nouns associated with nature, whereas 
the sedentary dialects tend to maintain feminine 
nouns related to trade. 

In an attempt to account for unmarked inani-
mate nouns, Idriss (1999) proposes that there 
is a tendency for the feminine to denote wider 
semantic references than the masculine, e.g. dàr 
(fem.), bayt (masc.), and manzil (masc.), which 
all have the meaning of ‘house’, but only the 
feminine dàr is used in the expression dàr al-
±Islàm. The same applies to ™ubb (masc.) ‘love’ 
and ma™abbat- (fem.), the former being used 
for romantic love, while the latter includes all 
kinds of love. 
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4 .  G e n d e r  a g r e e m e n t  i n 
A r a b i c

The Arabic language shows gender ¤ agreement 
between subject and verb, between head noun 
and modifiers, in pronominal anaphora, and in 
the possessive particle with the possessed noun. 
The only exception to gender agreement is the 
definite and indefinite marking. Unlike French 
and Spanish articles, the Arabic definite article 
al- is gender-indifferent, e.g. al-qalam ‘the pen 
[masc.]’ and al-waraqat- ‘the paper [fem.]’, al-
™arb ‘the war [fem.]’, and the same goes for the 
Arabic indefinite ending -n. 

4.1 Pronominal and verbal agreement

Personal pronouns, which include subject, 
object, and possessive pronouns, are marked 
masculine or feminine. Personal pronouns 
agree with the gender of the head noun. Subject 
pronouns in all varieties of Arabic fall under 
two types, independent and dependent pro-
nouns. Independent subject pronouns such as 
huwa ‘he’ and hiya ‘she’ are primarily used for 
emphasis or clarity, since the verb form itself 
usually indicates its subject. Dependent subject 
pronouns are prefixes or suffixes that attach to 
verbs to mark the person of the subject, e.g. -at 
(3rd pers. fem. sg. perfect), ya- (3rd pers. masc. 
sg. imperfect). In all varieties of Arabic, there is 
no gender distinction in the 1st person singular 
and plural in subject, object and possessive 
pronouns (e.g. ±ana ‘I [masc./fem.]’ and na™nu 
‘we [masc./fem.]’), as well as in the 2nd and 3rd 
person dual (±antumà ‘you both [masc./fem.]’ 
and humà ‘they both [masc./fem.]’). The only 
exception is found in some Gulf Arabic dialects 
that have a fem. 1st pers. ani (Zaborski 1995). 
For the other persons, there is usually a mark-
ing of the gender. 

Several gender changes have taken place in 
the pronominal and verbal systems between 
Classical Arabic and the spoken Arabic dialects. 
For instance, in Classical Arabic masculine and 
feminine forms are used for the 2nd and 3rd 
person plural of pronouns and verbs, but most 
spoken sedentary varieties have lost this gender 
distinction, the masculine form being used for 
both genders. Bedouin dialects, on the other 
hand, tend to be more conservative than the 
sedentary dialects with respect to this gender 
distinction, for instance, in the dialect of the 

Najd, which distinguishes between ktibaw ‘they 
[masc.] wrote’ and ktiban ‘they [fem.] wrote’, 
where related dialects in Iraq have only ktibaw, 
like all sedentary dialects in the Arab world (cf. 
Versteegh 1997:100).

Furthermore, some urban varieties of North 
Africa have lost the gender distinction in the 
2nd person singular as well. Tunisian seden-
tary dialects, for instance, have neutralized 
gender distinction in the 2nd person in both 
the pronominal and the verbal systems toward 
the feminine, the feminine form inti being used 
to address a male or a female. In the verbal 
system, gender distinction has been neutralized 
toward the masculine. Thus, the suffix -i that 
marks the feminine is absent in the imperfect, 
perfect, and imperative (Gibson 1996). On the 
other hand, in sedentary dialects of Moroccan 
Arabic, gender distinction has been neutral-
ized toward the feminine in the perfect, e.g. 
klit-i ‘you ate [fem./masc.]’. Both Tunisian and 
Moroccan Bedouin dialects maintain the dis-
tinction, and in this case they are similar to 
Classical Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic 
and to the eastern Bedouin dialects. 

 Possessives in Arabic attach to nouns and 
prepositions and are differentiated by the gen-
der of the referent, e.g. maktabu-hu ‘his office’ 
and maktabu-hà ‘her office’, min-kum ‘from 
you [masc. pl.]’ and min-kunna ‘from you [fem. 
pl.]’. In the spoken dialects, there is variation 
between synthetic and analytic expression of 
possession, but the gender marker is attached 
to the genitive exponent, instead. In Egyptian 
Arabic, for instance, there is variation between 
ilmaktab bità≠u/bità≠ha, in Lebanese Arabic 
ilmak tab taba≠u/taba≠ha, and in Moroccan Ara-
bic lmëktëb dyalu/dyalha. 

Demonstratives in Arabic agree with the gen-
der of their head nouns in the singular. In 
Classical Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic, 
there is a gender distinction between hà≈à 
(masc.), hà≈ihi (fem.) ‘this’, and ≈àlika (masc.), 
tilka (fem.) ‘that’, which has also been pre-
served in the spoken dialects, albeit in slightly 
different forms (¤ demonstrative pronouns). 
This is not the case with respect to relative 
pronouns, where most spoken Arabic dialects 
have lost Classical and Modern Standard Ara-
bic gender (and number) distinction in relative 
pronouns, alla≈ì (masc. sg.), allatì (fem. sg.), 
alla≈ìna (masc. pl.), allawàtì (fem. pl.) being 
replaced by the neutral form (i)lli.
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4.2 Adjectival and verbal agreement

In his discussion of agreement between subject 
and verb and between head noun and modi-
fier in Arabic, Ferguson (1989) distinguishes 
between ‘strict’, ‘deflected’, and ‘equivocal’ 
types of agreement. Strict agreement occurs 
particularly with head nouns denoting human 
beings and checks all noun modifiers for gender 
in the singular and plural, as in (1)–(4). 

(1)  hà≈à huwa l-muhandisu
 this-Masc.Sg. he the-engineer-Masc.Sg.

 l-faransiyyu  lla≈ì
 the-French-Masc.Sg. who-Masc.Sg.

 ßammama   binàyata-hu
 designed-3Masc.Sg. building- his 

‘This is the [male] French engineer who 
designed his building’ 

(2)  hà≈ihi hiya l-muhandisatu 
 this-Fem.Sg. she  the-engineer-Fem.Sg. 
 l-faransiyy-atu llatì
 the-French-Fem.Sg. who-Fem.Sg.
 ßammama-t  binàyata-hà 

 designed-3Fem.Sg.  building-her 
‘This is the [female] French engineer who 
designed her building’ 

(3) hà±ulà’i hum 
 this-Masc.Pl.  they-Masc.Pl.
 al-muhandis-ùna l-faransiyy-ùna
 the-engineer-Masc.Pl. the-French-Masc.Pl.
 lla≈ìna ßammam-ù binàyata-hum 
 who-Masc.Pl.  designed-3Masc.Pl.  
 building-their-Masc.Pl. 

‘These are the [male] French engineers who 
designed their building’

(4)  hà±ulà±i hunna l-muhandis-àtu 
 this-Fem.Pl. they-Fem.Pl. the-engineer-Fem.Pl.
 l-faransiyy-àtu llawàtì
 the-French-Fem.Pl. who-Fem.Pl.
 ßammam-na binàyata-hunna 
 designed-3Fem.Pl. building-their-Fem.Pl.

‘These are the [female] French engineers 
who designed their building’ 

With nonhuman singular referents, gender agree-
ment is often neglected, for instance in menus 
qahwa baladì ‘coffee country-style’, in fash-
ion terms like malàbis jàhiza rijàlì wa-™arìmì 
‘clothes for men and women’, and also in 
some loanwords al-fatàt al-mudirn ‘the modern 

girl’. Similarly, some adjectives do not take a 
feminine form, e.g. xà±ina la≠ùb ‘treacherous 
flirt’, al-insàna al-™anùn ‘the tender person’, 
al-≠aqaba al-ka±ùd ‘insurmountable obstacle’ 
(examples taken from Badawi a.o. 2004:106). 

Unlike strict agreement, both ‘deflected’ and 
‘equivocal’ types of agreement are associated 
with plural controllers only. In deflected agree-
ment, a plural nonhuman head noun or sub-
ject often requires a feminine singular form in 
adjectives, pronouns, and verbs, as in (5).

(5) al-mudunu  l-±ajnabiyy-atu llatì
 the-cities the-foreign-Fem.Sg. that
 zurt-u-hà kànat
 FemSg. visit-1Sg.-Obj3Fem.Sg. was
 barìd-atun
 cold-Fem.Sg.
 ‘The foreign cities that I visited were cold’

However, there are some variations between 
strict or plural agreement and deflected or femi-
nine singular agreement with human collective 
nouns, e.g. nàs muxtalifa (fem. sg.)/muxtalifùna 
(masc. pl.), šu≠ùb maskìna (fem. sg.)/masàkìn 
(masc. pl.) (Badawi a.o. 2004:104). Other head 
nouns that show this variation are broken plu-
rals of human reference, such as rusul ‘messengers’, 
junùd ‘soldiers’, ±ab†àl ‘heroes’, ±aqàrib ‘rela-
tives’, and rijàl ‘men’ (Belnap 1991). 

In equivocal agreement, an initial verb pre-
cedes an indefinite nonhuman subject and may 
have three alternative patterns of agreement. 
Ferguson (1989) illustrates equivocal agreement 
from Damascene Arabic, where the initial verb 
can be masculine singular ±ajà-na makatìb ktìr, 
feminine singular ±ajat-na makatìb ktìr, or plural 
±ajù-na makatìb ktìr ‘many letters reached us’. 

It is well established that the Arabic dia-
lects are more conservative than Literary Ara-
bic (which uses categorically feminine singular 
agreement with head nouns denoting nonhu-
mans), and they are much closer to Old Ara-
bic as far as variable agreement patterns are 
concerned. Belnap and Gee (1994) attribute 
the transition to the new rule of categorical 
feminine singular agreement with nonhuman 
heads to overgeneralization by second-language 
learners. Nonnative writers, they argue, tended 
to resort to avoidance strategy of the variable 
and complex patterns of Old Arabic, because 
they were writing in a second language and 
avoided any questionable usage. 
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Yet, a question that has raised much contro-
versy is whether feminine singular agreement 
with head nouns denoting nonhumans is an 
innovation in the Arabic dialects (Versteegh 
1984), or whether it is a remnant from Old 
Arabic (Ferguson 1989). Versteegh (1984:103–
105) suggests that deflected agreement was 
replaced by strict agreement in Classical Arabic 
and that the presence of deflected agreement in 
New Arabic is the result of decreolization or a 
classicism. Against Versteegh, Ferguson (1989) 
points out that the pure colloquial plural pat-
tern in Damascene Arabic ±ajùna makatìb ktìr 
not only did not disappear as a result of classi-
cization, as one might expect, but is even more 
popular than the patterns ±ajàna makatìb ktìr/
±ajatna makatìb ktìr that are found in Classical 
Arabic. Versteegh (1997) notes that a quantita-
tive study of agreement patterns is important 
to support Ferguson’s observations and appar-
ently agrees with the argument that “it should 
not be taken for granted that all movement on 
the continuum between dialect and standard is 
upwards”. He adds, however, that “in some 
contexts, it is perfectly possible that there is a 
movement towards the dialect pattern. In other 
cases, interference from the standard language 
leads to a redistribution of grammatical func-
tions. In the case of the agreement in Syrian 
Arabic, there probably is a semantic difference 
in that the plural is used for countable enti-
ties, whereas the feminine singular is used for 
non-countable or collective plurals” (Versteegh 
1997:111).

6 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Arabic gender is a complex category that 
has attracted much-deserved attention from 
medieval and contemporary scholars. Several 
questions regarding its origin, development, 
function, variation, and change have been thor-
oughly studied, and we have come a long way 
toward understanding some of the complexi-
ties of Arabic gender. Yet, it seems that the 
jury is still out on several questions. In par-
ticular, one general question about gender in 
Arabic still puzzles linguists working on the 
grammatical category of gender, namely “how 
the quantitative collective/singulative notion is 
related to the notion of female sex. . . . This 
is an open question and it is – also beyond Ara-
bic – one of the crucial questions of the gender 

discussion. An answer to this question would 
explain how the general count-mass distinction 
of nominal classification has been expanded 
to the double feature of [+count-mass] [+sex]” 
(Unterbeck 2000b:xxxii).

It remains to be seen whether the answer 
to this question will be found in Arabic or in 
another language. 
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Genitive Construction ¤ Annexion; 
≠I∂àfa

Gilit Arabic ¤ Iraq

Glide

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

Glides in Arabic are w and y (the ±alif [a1] 
is not considered a glide here; unlike w and 
y, it does not appear in any phonological 
representation of any defective form). Unlike 
sound consonants, e.g. /b/, /t/, the glides, w and 
y, play a double role. They can be consonants, 
as in, for example, wajada ‘he found, yusr ‘ease’, 
or long vowels, as in, for example, taqùlu ‘she 
says’, yasìru ‘he moves on’, or both.

Graphically speaking, Arabic transcription 
does not distinguish between long vowels 
[u1 = و] and [i1 = ي] and their respective glides 
[w = و] and [ j = ي], since both are written the 
same way. When [و] or [ي] is vocalized, e.g. 
ra∂iya ‘he is satisfied’, saruwa ‘he left’, da≠wa 
‘invitation’, it is perceived as a glide; when the 
glide is preceded by [a] and is not followed by a 
vowel, it forms a diphthong, e.g. qawl ‘saying, 
utterance’, sayr ‘trip, tour’. 

Roots containing w or y are called ±ußùl 
mu≠talla ‘weak roots’ (¤ ßarf ). This class of roots 
divides into two categories. The first category 
hosts a glide in the following contexts: 

i. C1 ‘assimilated roots’, e.g. w-j-d ‘to find’, 
y-s-r ‘to be or become easy’ 

ii. C2 ‘hollow roots’, e.g. q-w-l ‘to say’, s-y-r 
‘to move on’

iii. C3 ‘defective roots’, e.g. k-b-w ‘to stumble, 
slip’, k-f-y ‘to be enough’

The second category is doubly weak, showing 
glides in the following:

i. C1 and C3 ‘assimilated and defective 
roots’, e.g. w-l-y ‘to be near someone or 
something’

ii. C2 and C3 ‘hollow and defective roots’, e.g. 
l-w-y ‘to curve’

Weak forms are subject to ±i≠làl ‘defectiveness’ 
(¤ ≠illa), the change that takes place in a word in 
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which a glide is subject to phonological processes, 
such as qalb ‘mutation’, ¤ ™a≈f ‘truncation’, and/
or ±iskàn ‘vowel truncation’. This topic is treated 
in grammatical treatises such as Sìba wayhi’s 
Kitàb, al-±Astaràbà≈ì’s ”ar™ aš-”àfiya, and Ibn 
Jinnì’s Munßif (¤ ßarf ), and in modern studies 
such as Brame (1970), Fleisch (1979), Kouloughli 
(1979), Guillaume (1981, 1982), Bohas (1982, 
1985), Angoujard (1984), Mokhlis (1997), and 
Chekayri and Scheer (2003, forthcoming). 

2 .  T h e  p h o n o l o g i c a l 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  w e a k  f o r m s 

In major Arabic dictionaries, roots are listed 
in alphabetical order. In texts, though, forms 
may not give an indication as to the original 
root form. The identification of the correct 
root allows the user to find out about the 
root, its meaning, derivation, context of use, 
and so on. Mastering the derivation process is 
crucial to finding similarities between forms and 
retrieving the appropriate triradical root. Based 
on the comparison between weak and sound 
roots, Arab grammarians define circumstances 
under which a glide can persist, be changed, or 
be deleted, and they explain Arabic language 
structure by setting up rules governing its use, 
through ¤ analogy (¤ ištiqàq). 

For illustration, Arab grammarians consider 
that the phonological representation of forms 
such as [yaßifu] ‘he describes’, [qa1la] ‘he said’, 
and [sirtu] ‘I went’ are underlyingly /yawßifu/, 
/qawala/, and /sayartu/, respectively. Although 
the glides do not appear at the phonetic level, 
these forms are derived from triradical roots: 
/w-ß-f/, /q-w-l/, and /s-y-r/. Arab grammarians 
used analogy to restore the underlying level and 
retrieve the triradical root. The proof that these 
forms are derived from /yawßifu/, /qawala/, and 
/sayartu/ resides in their maßdar ‘nominal verb’: 
/waßf/, /qawl/, and /sayr/ (cf. Ibn al-±Anbàrì, 

±Inßàf, and Ibn Ya≠ìš, ”ar™ al-Mufaßßal; Bohas 
1982). In order to get the phonetic representa-
tion of /qawaltu/ and /baya≠tu/, whose template 
is fa≠altu, these phonological forms are subject 
to the rules presented in Table 1. 

The underlying representations, i.e. abstract 
forms, are determined on the one hand by the 
requirement that they must be joined to the 
forms phonetically attested by natural phono-
logical processes, and on the other hand by 
the general systemic criteria of consistency and 
elegance (cf. Foley 1985).

3 .  P r e s e n c e  v s .  a b s e n c e  o f 
g l i d e s 

3.1 Assimilated forms

Assimilated forms host w or y in the first position 
of the template. The triradical assimilated roots 
with w total some 378 occurrences, while those 
with y total some 30 occurrences (cf. Al-Bawab 
a.o. 1996; Chekayri 1999, 2001). Chekayri 
(1999, 2001) and Chekayri and Scheer (1996) 
state that assimilated verbs with V2 = [a] do not 
show the glide in imperfect forms. In fact, this 
is true for verbs only. The glide is present in 
almost all verbs with V2 = /i/ or /u/. Consider the 
numerical proportions presented in Table 2. 

Thus, in 248 out of 262 verbs (94.65%) 
with V2 = [a], the glide is absent in imperfect 
forms. On the other hand, 104 out of 118 verbs 
(88.1%) with V2 = /i/ or /u/ do present the glide 
in imperfect forms, with only 14 glideless verbs. 
This distribution is not fully complementary, 
but almost. In any event, it is significant enough 
to be regarded as nonaccidental.

 Verbs with y, however, do not lose their 
first radical in the imperfect. The glides in 
assimilated verbs with V2 = /i/ or /u/ that 
express involuntary actions are regarded as 
sound consonants. The mediopassive meaning, 
which is an important factor for the appearance 
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Table 1. Derivation rules for weak roots (after Bohas 1982:283)

1. Underlying representation ....... /qawaltu/ /baya≠tu/
2. Template change ..................... /qawultu/ /bayi≠tu/
3. Vowel truncation .................... /qwultu/ /byi≠tu/
4. Vowel transfer ........................ /quwltu/ /biy≠tu/
5. Glide elision ............................ /qultu/ /bi≠tu/
6. Phonetic representation ........... [qultu] ‘I said’ [bi∏tu] ‘I sold’
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of the glide, makes the glides behave as sound 
consonants, e.g. wajila/yawjalu ‘to be afraid’, 
wafura/yawfuru ‘to be abundant’. Thus, they 
are not defective at all.

3.2 Hollow forms

Hollow forms host a glide in the second position of 
the template. The class is called ‘hollow’ because 
the glide never appears in any verb conjugation. 
The glide in hollow verbs is replaced by the long 
or the short vowel. Table 3 shows the numerical 
proportion of each class in Arabic.

In Classes 1–4, the long vowel in the middle 
is always [a1] in the perfect (3rd pers. sg. masc.). 
In the imperfect it is an [i1] if the glide in the 
middle is /y/; it usually has an [u1] if the second 
root letter is /w/. When it is an [a1] in the 
imperfect, the glide in the middle is /y/ or /w/. 

Three basic generalizations can be made 
directly from the data in Table 3:

i. Hollow verbs possess one single vowel 
within the template.

ii. This vowel is short if and only if the suffix 
begins with a consonant; it is long if and 
only if the suffix is vowel-initial.
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Table 2. Distribution of glides in assimilated roots 

V2 = 0  ¤ i V2 = a ¤ u
       a ¤ a

V2 = i ¤ a V2 = u ¤ u Total

Glide present 
in imperf.

1 11 64 40 116

Example
wa≠ak/ya-w≠ik
‘to be very hot’

wajaz/ya-wjuz
‘to be brief, 
concise’
wazar/ya-wzar
‘to sin; to err, slip’

wa±ib/ya-w±ab
‘to be angry’

wafur/ya-wfur
‘to be 
abundant’

Glide absent 
in imperf.

205 43 12 2 262

Example
wazan/ya-zin
‘to weigh’

wajad/ya-jud
‘to find’
wahab/ya-hab
‘to give, donate’

watig/ya-tag
‘to be guilty’

waxuš/ya-xuš
‘to be vile’

Table 3. Distribution of glides in hollow verbs

No. of verbs with w or y Example

Class w y perf. 1st 
pers. 

perf. 3rd 
pers. masc.

imperf. 3rd 
pers. masc.

Gloss

1 – 203 sir-tu sàr-a ya-sìr-u ‘to move on’
2a – 015 hib-tu hàb-a ya-hàb-u ‘to fear’
 b 016 – xif-tu xàf-a ya-xàf-u ‘to be frightened’
3 262 – lum-tu làm-a ya-lùm-u ‘to blame’
4 001 – †ul-tu †àl-a ya-†ùl-u ‘to be long’
5 052 – ™awir-tu ™awira ya-™waru ‘to have eyes with a 

marked contrast of 
white and black’

6 – 022 ÿayid-tu ÿayida ya-ÿyadu ‘to be thin’

Total 331 240

Total 571
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iii. Classes 5 and 6 (™awira and ÿayida classes) 
stand apart: they disobey both of the above 
generalizations in that they always host two 
distinct vowels within the template and are 
completely insensitive to the kind of suffix 
present. In sum, they behave exactly like a 
sound triliteral.

Thus, whatever the quality of the root vowel in 
any instance of a hollow verb, its length is condi-
tioned by a simple parameter: if the suffix begins 
with a vowel, it is long; otherwise, it is short. 

As stated in the generalizations above, 
Classes 5 and 6 are in sharp contrast with 
the rest of hollow verbs. They are included in 
the discussion on hollow verbs because they 
possess a glide in C2. But it is this very fact that 
disqualifies them: 

i. Classes 1–4 never show a glide on the surface 
in any position anywhere in the paradigm, 
whereas a glide appears in Classes 5 and 6 
in all conjugated forms. 

ii. The typical alternation in vowel length, 
controlled by the kind of suffix added, is 
not observed in Classes 5 and 6 at all. 

iii. There is only one vowel within the template 
in Classes 1–4, against two vowels in Classes 
5 and 6, e.g. ™awira and ÿayida. These two 
vowels are never long.

3.3 Defective forms

Defective forms have a glide in the third position 
of the template. They are characterized by the 
presence of a glide, e.g. [ramajtu], [danaûtu], 
or a long vowel, e.g. [ramå1], [yadnü1], [yarmï1]. 
The only difference is the spelling of the long 
vowel [a1]: ±alif mamdùda ‘elongated ±alif [ا a1]’ 
for roots with /w/, ±alif maqßùra ‘shortened ±alif 
 for roots with /y/. The distribution of glides ’[i1 ى]
in defective verbs is as follows (Bayyùmì a.o. 

1989:114ff.; see also Chekayri and Scheer 1996).
Since verbs with V2 = [a] admit both [ j] and 

[w] in numerically significant proportions, it 
does not seem possible to predict the glide from 
the second vowel of the stem. However, it may 
be observed that the distribution of the glide 
for V2  = [a] is exactly parallel to that of V2, not 
in the forms of the perfect but in those of the 
imperfect. Indeed, for verbs with perfect V2  = 
[a], all and only those that exhibit a [ j] show an 
[i] in imperfect V2, and all and only the verbs 
whose glide is [w] present [u] in imperfect V2. 
Hence, the glide is predictable for all defective 
verbs on the basis of the imperfect value of V2. 
Distributionally, the glide thus obeys the same 
regularity as the derivation of the imperfect V2 
from its perfect input.

The deletion approach makes the prediction 
that a given verb may not exhibit more than 
one glide throughout the conjugation: if the 
weak root is recorded in the lexicon under one 
entry, e.g. d-n-w, the /w/ may not be replaced 
by the other glide, e.g. /y/, in a particular inflec-
tional form. Consider the forms of the verb 
d-n-w ‘to be close’ (perf. vowel a, imperf. vowel 
u) in Table 5.

Table 5. Conjugation of the verb d-n-w ‘to be 
close’

Phonological 
representation

Phonetic 
representation

a. perf. act. 
sg. 1st 

danaw-tu danaûtu

perf. act. 
du. 3rd m.

danaw-à danà

b. perf. pass. 
sg. 3rd m.

duniw-a duni¥a

c. imperf. 
pass. pl. 
3rd. fem.

tu-dnaw-na tu-dna¥na
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Table 4. Distribution of glides in defective verbs

V2

Verbs with Example

w y perf. active imperf. active Gloss 

a 230 danaw-tu 1st sg. ya-dnu-u 3rd m. sg. ‘to be close’
0 – 118 ramay-tu 1st sg. ya-rmi-i 3rd m. sg. ‘to throw’
i – 132 ra∂iy-a 3rd m. sg. ya-r∂a-a 3rd m. sg. ‘to be satisfied’
u 13 – saruw-a 3rd m. sg. ya-sru-u 3rd m. sg. ‘to leave, go’

Total  493
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If the lexical representation of this verb is 
d-n-w, [ j] appearing in (5b) and (5c) begs the 
question. Whatever the nature of the glide in 
the phonological representation, the sequence 
[iwa] will appear in a passive form as [ija], 
i.e. [dunija] instead of *[duniûa]. In other 
words, the perfect active form [danaûtu] and 
the perfect passive form [duni¥a] are derived 
from the same root d-n-w. In case the odd [w] 
is adjacent to an [i], as in (5b), assimilation 
rules of the kind [/w/ ¤ [ j] / i__] are commonly 
invoked, for example by Ibn Ya≠ìš (”ar™ al-
Mufaßßal), Brame (1970), Kouloughli (1979), 
Bohas (1982), Guillaume (1982), and others.

Chekayri and Scheer (1996) have established 
that the distribution of [w] and [ j] among 
weak verbs is a function of V2. Table 6 shows 
underlying and surface forms of V2 for every 
verbal class, as well as the glide that is observed 
on its righthand side. The underlying identity of 
V2 for the root n-h-w (vowels a/a) may not be 
determined in the usual way because the guttural 
inhibits ¤ apophony to the effect that no 
alternation in imperfect forms occurs. The glide 
[ j], however, points to a lexical V2 = 0 for this 
verb, hence it would be of the ∂araba class.

Clearly, as seen in Table 6, the distribution 
of [w] and [ j] is a function of V2: if the latter 
is subject to variation as in active forms, the 
glide also alternates. If, on the other hand, V2 
hosts the invariable passive marker [i] (perf.) 
or [a] (imperf., i.e. the result of an apophonic 
derivation on perf. [i]), the glide would be [y] at 
the phonetic level.

It could be argued that the invariable [y] 
in perfect passive forms is simply a copy of 
the passive [i]. However, in imperfect passive 
forms whose V2 is [a], the invariable [y] would 
remain a mystery. If, on the other hand, it 
is assumed that in both cases the passive [i] 
is the derivational basis for apophonic glide 
appearance (and for the apophonic derivation of 
the imperf. pass. [a]), the invariable appearance 
of [y] is regular. Moreover, the following 
unifying generalizations can be made (Chekayri 
and Scheer 1996, 2003, forthcoming):

i. All imperfect forms are derived from their 
corresponding perfects.

ii. Perfect V2 is the apophonic origin for both 
imperfect V2 and glides.

4 .  C o n c l u s i o n

In the preceding sections, generalizations have 
been established regarding the appearance of 
glides in the conjugation of defective verbs in 
Arabic forms. A very limited anomaly in the 
conjugational pattern is in fact the trace of a 
fundamental distinction in the Arabic verbal 
system that opposes verbs with V2 = [a] on one 
side to those with V2 = [i] and [u] on the other. 
This contrast has semantic, morphological, and 
phonological manifestations. 

 Defective forms, too, demonstrate the split 
between verbs with V2 = [a] and those showing 
[i] and [u] in V2. Indeed, verbs with V2 = [a] 
lose the glide in most conjugations (perfect, 
imperfect, and imperative). The glides in verbs 
with V2 = [i] or [u] that express involuntary 
actions, e.g. a quality, a defect, or a color, are 
analyzed as sound consonants, e.g. ™awira/
ya™waru, ÿayida/yaÿyadu, wajila/yawjalu, wa-
fura/yawfuru. Thus, they are not defective at 
all.

 It has been shown that the distribution of [y] 
and [w] is predictable. That is, the glide appear-
ing in some forms of a given verb is the output 
of a derivation originating in the lexical vowel. 
The nature of this derivation is apophonic in 
the sense of Guerssel and Lowenstamm (1996). 
Considering the predictability of the glide from 
the lexical vowel, i.e. V2, one may ask questions 
about the structure of weak roots: Are they 
triradicals or biradicals underlyingly (¤ biradi-
calism)? If the appearance and absence of glides 
is predictable, why are weak forms considered 

168 glide

Table 6. Underlying and surface forms of V2 
for each verb class and the accompanying 
glide

Root pf V2 imperf. Glide (G)

d-n-G a u w
r-m-G 0 i y

perf. act. s-r-G u u w
n-h-G a a y
r-∂-G i a y

d-n-G i a y
r-m-G i a y

perf. pass. s-r-G i a y
n-h-G i a y
r-∂-G i a y
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to be triradical and not biradical? (see also ¤ 
weak verbs)
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Abdellah Chekayri (Al Akhawayn University)

Glottal Stope ¤ Hamza

Government

Government is a concept in Arabic grammati-
cal theory, both traditional and modern, with 
a long history. For instance, Wright (1974:3.
I.A.3, B.2) discusses functions of the cases 
under the rubric of verbal and nominal gover-
nance. The medieval Arab grammarians des-
ignated it by the terms ±i≠màl and ¤ ≠amal, 
together with the corollary role assignments 
≠àmil ‘governor [operator]’ and ma≠mùl ‘gov-
erned [operand]’ (Farghal 1986:7; Gaballa 
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1986:24; Haq 1998:61–63). In both traditions, 
the word designates the relationship holding 
between a verb or, secondarily, a preposition, 
and its argument(s); the verb (or preposition) 
is the ≠àmil, and its argument, typically a noun 
phrase (NP), is ma≠mùl. Example (1) illustrates 
this relationship (Farghal 1986:8).

(1) kataba        d-dars-a     fì
 wrote-3ms   the-lesson-Acc in 
 l-bayt-i            l-walad-u
 the-house-Gen the-boy-Nom  
 ‘The boy wrote the lesson in the house’

The verb kataba ‘he wrote’ governs both the 
subject NP al-waladu and the direct object ad-
darsa, while the preposition fì governs its object 
al-bayti. The tradition assumes a VSO word 
order as basic, with government of subject and 
object proceeding on the basis of left-to-right 
linear order. The latter assumption is necessary 
in the presumed absence of a verb phrase (VP) 
constituent, as is found in the English gloss 
[wrote [the lesson][in the house]].

These informal characterizations of gover-
nance are predecessors to its usage in generative 
grammar. Government is also a technical notion 
in government-binding (GB) theory (Chomsky 
1981). In GB theory, the grammar of a human 
language consists of a lexicon and a rule com-
ponent, the latter consisting of phrase struc-
ture and transformational subcomponents. The 
operation of the rule component is constrained 
by a modular array of subtheories belonging to 
Universal Grammar, each of which regulates 
some aspect of the form or interpretation of 
sentences:

(i)  ¤ Case theory licenses the assignment of 
abstract Case and morphological case to 
nominal expressions;

(ii)  y-theory (¤ theta roles) determines the 
assignment of semantic roles such as Agent, 
Theme, Goal to NPs;

(iii) ¤ Binding theory regulates the assignment 
of indices to NPs to express referential 
(in)dependencies;

(iv)  Bounding theory limits movement to posi-
tions that are no more than two ‘bounding 
nodes’ away from the position from which 
movement originates;

(v)  Control theory indicates which overt NP in 
a sentence may or must antecede the empty 
category PRO, the subject pronoun in non-

finite clauses (Johni intends [PROi to go]);
(vi)  Government theory specifies the condi-

tions under which one category governs 
another.

Although itself one of the modules of GB 
theory, government functions as a unifying 
principle for the others. Thus, abstract Case 
and y-roles are assigned to NPs by their V or P 
governors; binding relations between NPs are 
computed within their ‘governing category’, 
the minimal phrase or clause containing the rel-
evant NPs and a governor; and control theory 
includes the PRO theorem, the requirement 
that PRO be ungoverned (Chomsky 1981:191). 
In later work, bounding theory was assimilated 
to the theory of government as a special case 
of a moved category crossing a phrasal node 
that disallows government across that node 
(Chomsky 1986b:28–31). The role of govern-
ment in Case-assignment or checking and in 
y-role assignment is covered in other entries (¤ 
case theory; ¤ theta roles); this entry therefore 
is devoted to its role in other grammatical con-
structions and processes. It is first necessary to 
review some central features of the technical 
definition of government.

Definitions of government are generally 
derived from the primitive relation of ‘c-com-
mand’. A node a c-commands a node b if 
neither a nor b contains the other and the 
first branching node (in some formulations, 
the minimal maximal projection) dominat-
ing a dominates b (Rinehart 1983; Chomsky 
1981:166, 1986a:162, 1986b:8). So defined, 
c-command is an asymmetric relation: a c-com-
mands b but not conversely. As a more local 
relation, government is then defined as minimal 
and symmetrical c-command: a governs b only 
if a c-commands b and conversely, and there 
is no g such that (i) a c-commands g and (ii) 
g c-commands b (Farghal 1986:152). Defini-
tions that restrict the government relation to 
categories contained in the same (minimal) 
maximal projection have the same effect, even 
when they omit any reference to c-command in 
the definition (Aoun and Sportiche 1983:214). 
These locality conditions on government, while 
necessary, are not sufficient because they allow 
phrases to govern heads as well as conversely. 
Thus, not only would the verbal head V of a 
verb phrase (VP) govern its NP complement, 
but the complement would also govern its 

170 government

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



head. To avoid this, the choice of governors 
is limited substantively to the categories N 
(noun), V (verb), A (adjective), P (preposition), 
and I for inflection as the functional head of IP 
(Inflection Phrase), the endocentric reanalysis 
of a root clause (Chomsky 1986b:3).

Government is distinguished from ‘proper 
government’, a narrower relation that divides 
into two types. ‘Head-government’ holds be-
tween the head of a phrase and its complement; 
for example, in the VP [[V hit] [NP the ball]], the 
V hit head-governs its NP complement the ball. 
‘Antecedent-government’ is a relation of coin-
dexing that holds between a moved category 
and its ‘trace’, a copy of the moved category 
left behind at the movement site, represented 
by t. For example, in the question Whom has 
Emily seen?, whom has moved out of the posi-
tion following seen in the VP and antecedent 
governs the trace left in that position: whomi 
has [IP [NP Emily] [VP [V seen] ti]]. Note that the 
trace ti is also head-governed by seen. The con-
dition that traces must be properly governed is 
called the Empty Category Principle (ECP). The 
trace must not be separated from its anteced-
ent by ‘too many’ maximal projections, certain 
of which can act as ‘barriers’ to government; 
otherwise, it will not be properly governed. In 
a similar vein, government is subject to a ‘Mini-
mality Condition’ (Chomsky 1986b, Section 8): 
There can be no closer governor g of the same 
kind (head or antecedent) as a potential gover-
nor a intervening between a and its governee b 
(Rizzi 1990:7, 2003:90).

We now turn to applications of government 
to Arabic, under three headings: (i) licensing of 
traces in subordinate clauses, (ii) licensing of pro 
in finite clauses, and (iii) minimality effects.

Several researchers have investigated the pos-
sibility of extraction of interrogative (WH-) 
arguments out of subordinate clauses in vari-
eties of Arabic. As regulated by the Empty 
Category Principle, such movement exhibits an 
asymmetry between subject and object extrac-
tion. Consider first the Standard Arabic exam-
ple in (2) (Mohammad 1999:57).

(2) mani qàla l-walad-u
 who said the boy-Nom
 ±inna r-rajul-a ra±à ti

 that the man saw
 ‘Who did the boy say that the man saw?’

Man ‘who’ has been extracted from the sub-
ordinate clause introduced by ±inna ‘that’, spe-
cifically from direct object position. This is 
allowed because its trace is head-governed by 
the verb, satisfying the Empty Category Prin-
ciple. The trace must be head-governed to sat-
isfy the principle because ±inna is a barrier for 
antecedent-government by man.

A more complex pair of examples is (3), 
adapted from Farghal (1993:106–107), in which 
a trace has been added to (3b).

(3) a. mà≈ài Úanna xàlid-un ±an
  what thought Khalid-Nom that
  qatal-a l-walad-u  ti

  killed the-boy-Nom
‘What did Khalid think that the boy 
killed?’

 b. *mà≈ài Úanna xàlid-un ±an  
  what thought Khalid-Nom that
  qatal-a-hui l-walad-u  ti

  killed-him the-boy-Nom
‘What did Khalid think that the boy 
killed [it]?’

The complementizer ±an here is called ‘lightened’ 
(muxaffafa) ±an by some scholars (Farghal 1986:
181, n. 2; cf. Abdul-Ghany 1981:8–9). Like the 
subjunctive ±an, it selects VS word order; like 
±anna, it may select perfective aspect (Cantarino 
1975:III.107). Example (3a) is a grammatical 
extraction of the interrogative mà≈à ‘what’ 
from the subordinate clause because, as direct 
object, the trace is head-governed by qatala. 
Example (3b) is ungrammatical. The reason 
might seem to be that it adds the resumptive 
pronoun -hu to the subordinate clause, but this 
is in fact required in contexts such as (4) (Majdi 
1990:146–147).

(4) a. mani ta-Úunnu  [salìm-an
  who 2ms-think Salìm-Acc
  ra±à-hui ti]
  saw-him

‘Who(m) do you think Salìm saw [him]?’
 b. mani ta-Úunnu [±anna salìm-an
  who 2ms-think that Salìm-Acc
  ra±à-hui ti]
  saw-him

‘Who(m) do you think that Salìm saw 
[him]?’
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The trace of man ‘who’ in (4) is again a direct 
object, which is presumably head-governed by 
the verbal complex ra±àhu in both sentences. 
This is so whether there is an overt complemen-
tizer, as in (4b), or not, as in (4a); the occur-
rence of the complementizer has no bearing 
on the head-government relationship between 
the verb and its complement. The trace is also 
antecedent-governed by the interrogative oper-
ator in (4a), since there is no complementizer 
to serve as a barrier to government. Perhaps 
the difference in grammaticality between (3b) 
and (4b) lies in the fact that in the former, al-
waladu intervenes between -hu and the trace, 
blocking a government relation between the 
clitic and the trace that licenses coindexing 
between them. No such blocking occurs in (4b), 
allowing the coindexing to proceed successfully 
there. Extraction of WH-objects is therefore 
licensed under head-government.

By contrast, extraction of a WH-operator 
that functions as a subject produces sharply 
divergent results in the presence or absence of 
±anna (Majdi 1990:147):

(5) a. mani ta-Úunnu [ti ra±à 
  who 2ms-think  saw
  salìm-an]
  Salìm-Acc
  ‘Who do you think saw Salìm?’
 b. *mani  ta-Úunnu [±anna ti

  who 2ms-think that
  ra±à salìm-an]
  saw Salìm-Acc
  ‘Who do you think that saw Salìm?’

Example (5a) is grammatical because, in the 
absence of the complementizer, the trace is 
properly (head-) governed by the matrix verb 
Úanna as well as antecedent-governed by man, 
as in (4a). Example (5b) is ungrammatical 
because the trace is not properly governed. It is 
not head-governed because the complementizer 
intervenes between the matrix verb and the 
subject trace, blocking the government relation 
between them. It is not antecedent-governed 
for the same reason: ±anna is a barrier to 
antecedent-government as well as head-govern-
ment and is, moreover, not itself a proper gov-
ernor (Shlonsky 2000:340). There is, however, 
a repair strategy available, shown in (6), that 

uses the resumptive pronoun (Majdi 1990:148; 
cf. Farghal 1993:107).

(6) mani ta-Úunnu [±anna-hui

 who 2ms-think that-him
 ra±à salìm-an]
 saw Salìm-Acc
 ‘Who do you think that [he] saw Salìm?’

Since -hu is an overt pronoun, the Empty Cate-
gory Principle does not apply, and the violation 
of it in (5b) is voided in (6). Why the embedded 
subject is an accusative clitic pronoun rather 
than the independent form huwa will be consid-
ered under the rubric of minimality effects.

The subject-object asymmetry with respect 
to extraction and the Empty Category Principle 
does not arise with the subjunctive complemen-
tizer ±an (Majdi 1990:144–145).

(7) a. mani tu-rìdu ±an
  who 2ms-want that
  ya-ktub-a t-taqrìr-a ti

  3ms-write-Subj the-report-Acc
‘Who do you want to write the report?’

 b. mà≈à tu-rìdu ±an
  what 2ms-want that
  ya-ktub-a ti salìm-un
  3ms-write-Subj Salìm-Nom
 ‘What do you want Salìm to write?’

Majdi argues that the underlying word order 
for Standard Arabic is VOS, hence the final 
(subject) trace in (7a) and the medial (object) 
trace in (7b). Under the VOS analysis, the VO 
sequence forms a VP constituent that excludes 
the subject (cf. Mohammad 1999, Chap. 2). 
Therefore, the direct object in each sentence, 
at-taqrìra in (7a) and the trace of mà≈à in 
(7b), is properly governed by the verb. Since 
the subject is external to the VP, it cannot be 
governed by the verb. Nor can it be antecedent-
governed in (7a) by man, since ±an is a barrier 
to government. In (7b), salìmun is governed 
by I(nflection), as its nominative case indicates 
(¤ case theory). For (7a), Majdi (1990:145) 
proposes that the subject man undergoes NP 
Preposing to adjoin to the verb in order to be 
head-governed by it. With the Empty Category 
Principle thus satisfied, the operator raises to 
the sentence-initial position it occupies in (7b).
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‘Lightened’ ±an patterns with the subjunctive 
form in (7) against ±anna with respect to subject 
extraction (Fassi Fehri 1993:66; cf. Abdul-
Ghany 1981:113).

(8) a. ±ayy-u rijàl-ini ™asib-ta
  which-Nom men-Gen thought-
    2ms
  ±an ti jà±-ù
  that  came-3mpl
  ‘Which men did you think came?’
 b. *±ayy-u rijàl-ini ™asib-ta
  which-Nom men-Gen thought-
    2ms
  ±anna ti jà±-ù
  that  came-3mp
  ‘Which men did you think came?’

Fassi Fehri speculates that the complementizer 
±an can host an adjacent trace because, unlike 
±anna, it is not a Case-assigner. This is plausible 
in view of the ungrammaticality of *±ayy-u 
rijàlin ™asibta ±an-hum jà±ù: the sentence is 
ungrammatical because -hum lacks (accusative) 
Case. But C(omplementizer) is not a member 
of the class of head-governors above, hence 
not a proper governor, so there should be an 
Empty Category Principle violation in (8a); in 
fact, ±an is a governor only when followed by a 
subjunctive (Cantarino 1975:III, 105). Should 
±an be admitted to the class of head-governors 
to accommodate this case, new problems arise: 
(i) the SV order assumed in (8) must be moti-
vated in view of the VS order in (3); and (ii) 
assuming SV order entails that if ±an assigns 
subjunctive mood to the verb under govern-
ment and strict adjacency (Aoun 1985:57), the 
intervening trace will block government and so 
mood assignment.

An alternative analysis of (8) is suggested by 
Kenstowicz’s (1989) study of WH-extraction in 
two Arabic dialects, Levantine and Beni-Hasan. 
Kenstowicz (1989:263) proposes that Levan-
tine Arabic is a partly null-subject language 
and Beni Hasan a fully null-subject language, 
on the basis of criteria devised for null subject 
Romance languages: (i) null subjects of finite 
clauses, (ii) extraction from the subject position 
of a that clause (i.e., absence of that-t effects), 
and (iii) free inversion of the subordinate clause 
subject. Both dialects exhibit the first property 
while Beni Hasan also exhibits the second in 

(9a) and the third in (9c) as against (9b) (Ken-
stowicz 1989:265–266).

(9) a. wayy binti farìd gàl  innu
  which  girl Farìd said that
  ti i“tarat allibàs
   bought the-dress

‘Which girl did Farìd say bought the 
dress?’

 b. farìd gàl innu albint
  Farìd said that  the-girl
  i“tarat allibàs
  bought the-dress
 c. farìd gàl innu i“tarat albint allibàs

‘Farìd said that the girl bought the 
dress’

Neither (ii) nor (iii) holds in Levantine Arabic 
(Kenstowicz 1989:264–265):

(10) a. *ayy binti farìd kàl  innu
  which  girl Farìd said that
  ti i“tarat alfustàn
   bought the-dress

‘Which girl did Farìd say that bought 
the dress?’

 b. farìd kàl innu albint 
  Farìd said that  the-girl
  i“tarat alfustàn
  bought the-dress
 c. *farìd kàl innu i“tarat albint alfustàn

‘Farìd said that the girl bought the 
dress’

Following Rizzi (1982), Kenstowicz (1989:
267) proposes that Beni Hasan permits subject 
extraction as in (9a) because inversion as in (9c) 
permits the subject to originate in a position in 
which it is head-governed by the verb, satisfy-
ing the Empty Category Principle. This analysis 
extends straightforwardly to (8) if we allow 
that, by virtue of its not being a Case-assigner, 
±an requires inversion of the subject, so that its 
trace is postverbal and properly governed by 
jà±ù (cf. Plunkett 1993:237). Word order with 
overt subjects confirms this conjecture for both 
‘lightened’ ±an (cf. [3a]) and subjunctive ±an 
(Alsayed 1998:151[51]):

(11) ±arad-tu ±an yu-ÿàdir-a xàlid-un
 wanted- that 3ms-leave- Khalid-
 1sg  Subj Nom
 ‘I wanted Khalid to leave’
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Applications of the Empty Category Principle 
to Arabic are more extensive than so far indi-
cated. For discussion of subject relativization 
from complement clauses, see Alsayed (1998); 
for discussion of how the principle constrains 
operator movement at Logical Form in Iraqi 
Arabic, see Wahba (1991).

The second application of government is 
the licensing of pro, the null subject of finite 
clauses in null-subject languages (Chomsky 
1982:77–78). Benmamoun (1995) endorses 
Rizzi’s proposal (1986, 1990:32) that empty 
categories are subject to two licensing condi-
tions, parallel to the Empty Category Principle: 
‘identification’ by a local head with which 
the empty category agrees in its F-features 
(person, gender, number), comparable to ante-
cedent government, and ‘formal licensing’ by 
Case-assignment under government (Alsayed 
1998:28), comparable to head-government. 
Thematic pro is licensed by both identifica-
tion and Case, while expletive pro is licensed 
only by Case. Benmamoun takes exception 
to Rizzi’s requirement that the same head-
governor license and identify pro. Standard and 
Moroccan Arabic provide counterexamples to 
the requirement:

(12) pro lam ya-dxul-ù (Standard 
  Neg-Past 3-come-mp Arabic)
 ‘They did not enter’

(13) pro ÿad-a te-m“i (Moroccan
  will-fsg 3fs-go Arabic)

 ‘She will go’

In (12), the tense feature of the negative head 
lam assigns nominative Case to license pro, 
while agreement features to identify it are car-
ried by the main verb. Similarly, in (13) only 
tem“i carries the person feature that identifies 
the pronoun; the auxiliary ÿada, by hypothesis, 
occupies T(ense) (Inflection in earlier work) and 
assigns nominative Case for licensing (actually, 
under specifier-head agreement [¤ case theory] 
rather than government). The implication of the 
analysis is that the two forms of proper govern-
ment sanctioned by the Empty Category Prin-
ciple are as independent and as necessary as the 
licensing and identification conditions on pro.

The final set of examples illustrate the Mini-
mality Condition on government, the require-

ment that there be no closer governor between 
a governor and putative governee. Recall the 
question of why pronominal subjects in ±anna 
clauses must be accusative clitics rather than 
independent pronouns. Licensing the latter 
would require government by I(nflection, head 
of Inflection Phrase) to assign nominative Case. 
LeTourneau (1993) argues that ±anna is a closer 
governor under Minimality than I(nflection) 
because although the clitic originates in subject 
position (the specifier of IP) at D-structure (and 
later incorporates into C), it is still external 
to the I’ projection headed by I. Since ±anna is 
the closer governor and is an accusative Case-
assigner (cf. [6]), the subject receives accusa-
tive Case and surfaces as a clitic (LeTourneau 
1993:263–266).

Harbert and Bahloul (2002:51) defend a 
partial government analysis of cases of “first 
conjunct agreement” in Standard Arabic VS 
sentences with conjoined subjects:

(14) a. [IP [I xaraj-at] [CjP [al-bint-u]
  left-3fs the-girl-Nom
  [Cj’[C wa] [al-walad-u]]]]
  and the-boy-Nom
  ‘The girl and the boy left’
 b. [IP [I xaraj] [CjP [al-walad-u]
  left-3ms the-boy-Nom
  [Cj’ [wa  ] [al-bint-u]]]]
  and the-girl-Nom
  ‘The boy and the girl left’

Why do gender and number agreement hold 
only between the verb and the first conjunct of 
the compound subject? In agreement with Aoun 
a.o. (1994) and others, Harbert and Bahloul 
assume that coordinate structures conform 
to the X-bar schema, with the first conjunct 
in the specifier of Conjunction Phrase (CjP) 
and the second as the complement of the con-
junction, which heads the phrase. I(nflection) 
is a minimality governor for CjP, there being 
no closer c-commanding head to govern the 
phrase, and so governs its specifier as well 
(Chomsky 1986b:11). The latter government 
relation permits agreement between I and the 
first conjunct (al-bintu or al-waladu), yielding 
gender agreement between the verb and the 
NP. No agreement holds between the verb and 
the second conjunct because the latter is in the 
domain of a more local head, Cj.
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Government and Binding ¤ Binding

Grammatical Tradition: Approach

1 .  S o u r c e s  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l 
o v e r v i e w

Throughout its historical development (¤ 
gram matical tradition: history), the Arabic 
grammatical tradition’s approach to language 
and language description was founded on a 
remarkably self-consistent set of general prin-
ciples (of axioms, so to speak) defining its 
object, its aims, and its methods. These prin-
ciples, however, were not explicitly and sys-
tematically set forth by the first generations 
of grammarians, who usually took them for 
granted, or referred to them casually when 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



and insofar as they were relevant to the dis-
cussion of a specific question or piece of data. 
This situation changed rather drastically in 
the 4th/10th century, when the diffusion of 
the Greek philosophical and scientific heritage, 
and mostly logic, presented grammarians with 
new questions and challenges (Versteegh 2000; 
Bohas a.o. 1990:8–14). Seen from the gram-
marians’ point of view, the debate revolved 
around two main issues, the status of grammar 
as an autonomous science, and the specificity 
of its object, the ‘speech of the Arabs’ (kalàm 
al-≠Arab). These issues figure prominently in 
az-Zajjàjì’s (d. ca. 340/950) ±î∂à™ (Versteegh 
1995) and Ibn Jinnì’s (d. 392/1002) Xaßà±iß 
(Guillaume 2000), which treat a wide range of 
epistemological and methodological questions 
in an attempt to demonstrate that grammar was 
not a mere utilitarian discipline (as most logi-
cians claimed) but rather an authentic specu-
lative science, offering deep insights into the 
nature of language. The same preoccupation 
with clarifying the foundations of grammati-
cal theory and with finding new, more explicit 
ways to formulate it is also perceptible in Ibn 
as-Sarràj’s (d. 316/928) ±Ußùl, a descriptive 
trea-tise following an entirely new and system-
atic order of exposition where the place of each 
category is defined by its position within the 
conceptual organization of the theory. With 
some readjustments, this order was gradually 
adopted by later grammarians and became the 
canonical mode of exposition for grammatical 
treatises. By the end of the 4th/10th century, this 
process of ‘standardization’ (Owens 1990) of 
grammatical doctrine had practically achieved 
its ends, and no major evolution occurred in 
subsequent centuries. In the 6th/12th century, 
though, the jurist and grammarian Ibn al-
±Anbàrì (d. 577/1181) endeavored to launch a 
new grammatical discipline, ±ußùl an-na™w, on 
the model of the ±ußùl al-fiqh. He composed 
two short treatises on this subject, the Luma≠, 
mainly devoted to problems relative to the 
transmission of linguistic data and to gram-
matical reasoning (qiyàs), and the ±Iÿràb, about 
the methodology of grammatical disputation. 
This attempt, how-ever, did not really succeed; 
Ibn al-±Anbàrì had very few followers, the most 
notable being as-Suyù†ì (d. 911/1505), whose 
Iqtirà™ follows rather closely the Luma≠ and 
indeed quotes extensively from it, as well as 

from a number of other texts, among them az-
Zajjàjì’s ±î∂à™ and Ibn Jinnì’s Xaßà±iß.

2 .  T h e  o b j e c t  l a n g u a g e :  K A L â M 

A L - ≠ A R A B

The most common expression used by Arabic 
grammarians to refer to their object is kalàm 
al-≠Arab ‘the speech of the Arabs’, by which 
they meant the linguistic usage of the origi-
nal inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula, as 
opposed to the new, reputedly ‘degraded’ vari-
ety of Arabic that had evolved in the conquered 
provinces soon after the first great expansion 
of Islam (Versteegh 1997:93–113). Although 
the expression kalàm al-≠Arab seems to refer 
to the living usage of the Bedouin Arabs, it 
should be taken in the restrictive sense of 
the literary variety of Arabic reflected in the 
Qur±àn and the ancient poetry, which is gener-
ally considered by contemporary Arabic lin-
guists as clearly different from the language 
that was used in everyday communication in 
pre-Islamic Arabia (Zwettler 1978; Versteegh 
1997:46–51). This distinction, however, was 
never acknowledged by the Arabic grammar-
ians (or indeed by Classical Arabic culture as 
a whole), who, on the contrary, insisted on the 
fundamental unity of kalàm al-≠Arab. In their 
view, the Arabs’ mastery of their language was 
innate, in the sense that it was not acquired 
through an explicit, conscious process of learn-
ing, and came from their ‘natural genius’ (†ab≠). 
Thus, the most primitive and unsophisticated 
Bedouin were believed not only to be able 
to express themselves in the purest and most 
elegant kind of Arabic but also to distinguish 
with total accuracy between correct and incor-
rect forms or constructions, so that they had 
to be considered as infallible authorities on 
language matters. Actually, while early gram-
marians and philologists frequently referred to 
the living usage of Bedouin Arabs (in the case 
of Sìbawayhi, see Levin 1994) and used them 
as informants or even (reportedly at least) as 
arbiters in controversies about the acceptability 
of a given piece of data (see, however, Talmon 
1986), it should be kept in mind that these 
‘native speakers’ were probably poets or trans-
mitters of ancient poetry. In any case, this prac-
tice soon dwindled away, the reason given 
being that even the desert-dwelling Arabs had 
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lost their infallible linguistic intuition owing to 
their frequent contact with the ‘corrupt’ speech 
of the sedentary populations. 

By the end of the 3rd/9th century, kalàm al-
≠Arab had come to denote in effect a vir tually 
closed set of transmitted textual data, consist-
ing mainly in quotations from the Qur±àn 
(in all its canonical variants, qirà±àt), from 
ancient poetry (i.e. prior to the 130s/750s and 
composed by poets born and raised in the 
desert), and, in a much lesser measure, of old 
Bedouin proverbs and sayings. These ‘primary’ 
data, however, usually play a specific part 
in grammatical texts, namely to attest that a 
given form or construction does exist in the 
kalàm al-≠Arab, which normally implies that 
it is somehow deviant from the most common 
usage, or difficult to analyze in terms of the 
basic grammatical rules. This function appears 
quite clearly in the technical term used for 
poetic quotations referred to in grammatical 
texts, šawàhid (sg. šàhid, ‘witness’). On the 
other hand, in order to illustrate and discuss 
more common facts (or, conversely, purely 
hypothetical ones, such as could not be directly 
attested in actual usage; see Baalbaki 2003), 
the grammarians had recourse to artificially 
constructed examples (Fournier a.o. 2006). No 
less than the transmitted data, which knew very 
few additions after the 3rd/9th century, the 
‘technical’ examples show a remarkable per-
manence throughout the history of grammar, 
which tended to lend them practically the same 
degree of authority. 

It should be noted that the variety of Arabic 
described by the grammatical tradition, with its 
heavy reliance on ancient poetry and Qur±ànic 
variants, offered a high degree of variability 
and heterogeneity, and exhibited a large quan-
tity of archaisms, poetic license, and generally 
deviant forms and constructions that did not 
fall easily within the system of rules devised 
by the grammarians on the basis of the most 
common usage. These data, however, could 
not be simply rejected as irrelevant or agram-
matical (although some exceptions occur, see 
Baalbaki 1985 and Guillaume 2006), since 
they were attested in the kalàm al-≠Arab. The 
technical solution to this problem consisted in 
dividing linguistic facts into ‘regular’ (mu††arid, 
qiyàsì) and ‘irregular’ (šà≈≈) ones, the principle 
being that irregular facts could not be used as 

counterexamples to rules built on well-attested 
regularities, nor could any valid generalization 
be built on them (Bohas a.o. 1990:17–20). 
Of course, grammarians did not always agree 
on which facts were regular and which were 
not, but they had at least a practical way 
to neutralize marginal pieces of data. But, at 
another level, these deviant and irregular facts 
played a crucial part in the theory. Arabic 
grammarians had a very strong sense that the 
kalàm al-≠Arab formed a totally coherent and 
harmonious system in which every detail had 
its place and its reason for being (see below, 
Sec. 3). In consequence, they felt that even the 
most irregular and apparently aberrant facts 
could, and should, be accounted for by the 
theory; this was usually done by demonstrating 
that the apparent irregularity could be explained 
in terms of a deeper structural principle that 
had prevented the normal application of a rule 
or, conversely, had caused its application out of 
its normal context (see examples in Bohas a.o. 
1990:17–20; and Guillaume 2006). This tech-
nique, known as ta≠lìl (Suleiman 1999), came 
to play a larger and larger part in grammatical 
texts from the 4th/10th century onward, as the 
gradual standardization of the theory left few 
other possibilities for grammarians to display 
both their deep knowledge of the ‘speech of 
the Arabs’ and their technical mastery of the 
theory’s potentialities. Their efforts, although 
usually demonstrating a remarkable degree of 
ingenuity and subtlety and sometimes bringing 
to light some interesting properties of Arabic 
(notably the case with Ibn Jinnì’s Xaßà±iß), very 
often strike one as purely academic displays of 
a somewhat gratuitous dialectic skill.

3 .  T h e  a i m s  o f  g r a m m a r

According to a widespread tradition, grammar 
was first ‘invented’ by ±Abù l-±Aswad ad-Du±alì 
(d. 69/688?) in an attempt to correct the ‘cor-
ruption of speech’ that appeared among the 
descendants of the Arab conquerors after the 
first expansion of Islam in the second half of 
the 1st/7th century. Although this account is 
most certainly legendary (Talmon 1985), it 
is consistent with a claim grammarians never 
ceased to make, that the basic purpose of their 
discipline was to teach the rules of correct 
linguistic usage and enable learners to avoid 
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solecisms (la™n), notably in the recitation of 
the Qur±àn; indeed, grammar was regarded 
as a propaedeutical science, whose mastery 
was a prerequisite to any kind of intellectual 
career. But, at the same time, it has often 
been remarked that even the earliest gram-
matical treatises, such as Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, 
al-Farrà±’s Ma≠ànì (which is actually a gram-
matical com mentary on difficult passages of the 
Qur±àn; see Kinberg 1996) or al-Mubarrad’s 
Muqta∂ab, could hardly be used as teaching 
grammars, and were certainly never meant for 
that purpose. On the other hand, a number 
of short treatises addressed to beginners were 
written roughly during the same period, such as 
the Muqaddima, attributed to Xalaf al-±A™mar 
(d. 180/796), which was probably composed 
in the late 2nd/8th or the early 3rd/9th century 
(Talmon 1990), and some others, written be-
tween the 3rd/9th and the 7th/13th century. 
By and large, however, pedagogical attain-
ability does not appear to have been the pri-
mary objective of the overwhelming majority 
of the Arabic grammarians (Baalbaki 2005). 
Instead, their main preoccupations seem to 
have been preserving and recording the ‘linguis-
tic heritage’ of old Arabia, in all its richness and 
intricacy (hence the dominant role played, in 
treatises such as the Kitàb or the Muqta∂ab, by 
rare and archaic facts); and devising a coherent 
and comprehensive theory in which the most 
minute and the most deviant examples out 
of a huge mass of data could find their place 
and be accounted for. That such an objective 
went beyond a merely utilitarian conception of 
grammar was explicitly acknowledged by many 
grammarians, especially in the 4th/10th cen-
tury. Indeed, they were eager to establish that 
there was more to their discipline than a mere 
set of prescriptive rules, and they insisted that, 
at a higher level, grammar was able not only 
to describe linguistic facts but also to explain 
them, and, by so doing, to reveal the deep hid-
den harmony and ‘wisdom’ (™ikma) that, in 
their eyes, uniquely characterized the Arabic 
language. Perhaps the most perceptive expres-
sion of this idea is to be found in a well-known 
chapter of Ibn Jinnì’s Xaßà±iß (I, 48–96), where 
he claims that the grammarians’ explanations 
(≠ilal, sg. ¤ ≠illa) are closer to those of the 
speculative theologians (mutakallimùn) than to 
those of the jurists (fuqahà±). According to Ibn 

Jinnì, the fuqahà± limit themselves to normative 
statements based on the Revelation and are not 
supposed to delve into the deep motivations of 
those statements, while the mutakallimùn, in 
their attempt to vindicate the revealed truths 
on rational grounds, must necessarily rely on 
common sense, whether perceptual or rational. 
In the same way, the grammarians, or more 
exactly ‘the most clever and competent ones’, 
are able not only to formulate adequate rules 
describing the correct usage but also to justify 
these rules. Ibn Jinnì exemplifies this claim by 
showing that all morphophonological processes 
in Arabic ultimately rely on the immediate sen-
sory per ception that some sounds or sequences 
of sounds are ‘heavier’ or ‘lighter’ than others 
(i.e. that their pronunciation entails a greater or 
smaller expenditure of energy for the speaker; 
see Bohas 1981; Bohas a.o. 1990:80–92). More-
 over, the way in which morphological rules 
apply or, in some cases, do not apply, is, 
according to him, governed by a general con-
straint optimizing the ratio between the quan-
tity of energy necessary to produce a given 
form and the amount of meaning it conveys. 
For instance, the scheme fu≠il (CuCiC), which is 
‘heavy’, is never used for nouns but only for the 
passive of verbs in the perfect tense, since verbs, 
which express both a process and a time, are 
‘heavier’ than nouns. According to Ibn Jinnì, 
this correspondence between sound and mean-
ing is only one example among many of the per-
fect harmony and equilibrium that pervades the 
kalàm al-≠Arab and shows its superiority over 
other idioms. Just as Ibn Xaldùn (d. 757/1356) 
would do several centuries later, he explains 
this unique characteristic by the ‘innate genius’ 
of the native Arabs, whose natural keenness of 
perception and sense of harmony have not yet 
been spoiled by the sophistication of civilized 
life. An alternative explanation (also sporadi-
cally referred to by Ibn Jinnì, e.g. Xaßà±iß I, 
40–48), more commonly found within the tra-
dition, involves the myth of the ‘institution of 
language’ (¤ wa∂≠ al-luÿa): while grammarians 
and theologians were divided as to the question 
of the human or divine origin of the language 
(see Weiss 1974; Loucel 1963–1964), and while 
most of them concluded on a suspension of 
judgment between the two hypotheses, they 
all agreed on the fact that the kalàm al-≠Arab 
had been instituted, once and for all, by one or 
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several beings of superior forethought and wis-
dom, who had planned it even to its minutest 
details (e.g. Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 55–56; and Versteegh 
1995:89, 94). Consequently, the highest aim of 
grammar should be the reconstruction of the 
hidden ‘intentions of the founder of the lan-
guage’ (±aÿrà∂ wà∂i≠ al-luÿa), whose ‘wisdom’ 
could be discovered not only in general rules 
and regular facts but also in the most recondite 
and apparently deviant pieces of data. 

4 .  G r a m m a t i c a l  e x p l a n a t i o n

This conception of the kalàm al-≠Arab as form-
ing a perfectly coherent and harmonious system 
is reflected in the explanatory method followed 
by the grammarians. Although it can be applied 
in many different ways according to the facts 
or classes of facts under examination and to 
the specific point the grammarian wants to 
make, it relies on a rather simple conceptual 
pattern. The basic idea is that the properties 
and behavior of an entity (be it an individual 
fact, a class of facts, or an abstract category) 
are defined by its position within the general 
system of the language and, conversely, that 
entities occupying identical or similar positions 
tend to exhibit identical or similar properties 
(Bohas a.o. 1990:22–26). It follows that each 
major category is associated with a set of prop-
erties or kind of behavior that is considered 
to be ‘normal’ or, as we would say nowa-
days, ‘prototypical’. It is, for instance, ‘normal’ 
for a noun to have a three-case declension 
(¤ ±i≠ràb), or for a verb to be conjugated. Yet, 
when an entity departs from the prototypi-
cal behavior of the category it belongs to (for 
instance, in the case of indeclinable nouns 
and nonconjugated verbs), an explanation is 
required. Usually, this explanation consists in 
showing that the element or elements under 
consideration occupy a marginal position with-
in their category and as such do not enjoy 
the full privileges associated with more proto   -
typical members (most indeclinable nouns and 
nonconjugated verbs are actually highly gram-
maticalized morphemes, which have much in 
common with particles). One of the most com-
mon terms used by Arabic grammarians to refer 
to the prototypical behavior of a category is ¤ 
±aßl (lit. ‘roots and trunk [of a tree]’), as in the 
following quotation from az-Zajjàjì (±î∂à™ 51), 
which perfectly embodies this kind of reasoning:

A thing [i.e. a category] can have a generally 
accepted prototypical behavior (±aßl mujtama≠ 
≠alay-hi), and then, some of its elements can depart 
from it because of a weakness [¤ ≠illa; it should 
be noted that this term also means ‘cause’ and 
‘explanation’] which affects them.

This approach is explained and illustrated in 
a more detailed manner in another text of az-
Zajjàjì (±î∂à™ 64–65; see Versteegh 1995:86–89; 
Bohas a.o. 1990:25–26), where he distinguishes 
three different levels of grammatical ‘causes’ 
or ‘explanations’ (≠illa). The first one is the 
‘didactic explanation’ (≠illa ta≠lìmiyya), which 
is all but a statement of a general rule, such as 
saying that the assertive particle ±inna (¤ ±inna 
wa-±axawàtuhà) governs the accusative in the 
topic of a nominal sentence and the nominative 
in its comment, for example in ±inna zayd-an 
qà±im-un ‘verily, Zayd-acc [is] standing-nom’. 
This ‘explanation’ simply represents what one 
has to know in order to use correctly this kind 
of particle. 

The second step, the ‘analogical explana-
tion’ (≠illa qiyàsiyya), consists in explaining 
that ±inna governs the accusative because it 
‘resembles’ a verb. By the same token, the topic 
and the comment are ‘assimilated’, respectively, 
to the object and subject/agent of a verbal sen-
tence: ±inna zaydan qà±imun, then, is ‘similar’ 
to a sentence like ∂araba ≠amran zaydun ‘he 
hit ≠Amr, Zayd did’, where the object precedes 
the subject. This similarity, of course, is purely 
formal and only takes into account the nature 
and distribution of case endings. But it provides 
a first hypothesis about the position of ±inna in 
the general system of the language, as a kind of 
‘verb-like particle’. 

The third step, called by az-Zajjàjì the ‘dialec-
tic explanation’ (≠illa jadaliyya), consists in test-
ing this hypothesis, or more exactly in answering 
the possible objections against it. For instance, 
the relevance of the similarity between ±inna 
zaydan qà±imun and ∂araba ≠amran zaydun can 
be challenged on the grounds that the latter does 
not exhibit the basic word order in a verbal 
sentence, which is Verb-Subject-Object. To put 
it differently, if ±inna had the same behavior 
as a verb, it should be expected to govern first 
the nominative and then the accusative, not 
the other way around. The canonical answer 
(referred to by Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 135) is that ±inna, 
being a particle, does not enjoy the same ‘versa-
tility’ (taßarruf ) as the verb, so that “all that is 
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permitted with a verb is not permitted with it”. 
In other terms, ±inna is only weakly related to the 
verb and as such cannot exhibit all its prototypi-
cal properties, except one, namely the govern-
ment of the accusative. One could be tempted, at 
this level, to compare the status of the ±inna-class 
particles with that of the kàna-class of auxiliary 
verbs (¤ kàna wa-±axawàtuhà). Like the former, 
the latter can only affect a nominal sentence, 
governing the nominative in the topic and the 
accusative in the comment (i.e. the reverse of 
±inna), as in kàna zaydun qà±iman ‘Zayd was 
standing’. Consequently, kàna is analyzed as 
being less ‘verb-like’ than ‘normal’, prototypi-
cal verbs, which express both a process (™adaµ) 
and a time (zamàn). On the other hand, since 
they do express a time and have a full conju-
gation, they are more markedly ‘verbal’ than 
±inna, which explains why they govern the 
nominative and the accusative exactly as the 
verb does. Moreover, kàna sentences admit 
the moving of the element governed in the 
accusative (corresponding to the complement 
of the verbal sentence) before the element in 
the nominative (corresponding to the subject/
agent), which is impossible with ±inna sen -tences: 
kàna qà±iman zaydun ‘he was standing, Zayd 
was’ is possible just as ∂araba ≠amran zay-
dun, while *±inna qà±iman zaydun is com pletely 
ungram matical. 

As should by now be clear, explaining a fact 
in this framework usually consists in relating 
it to another, supposedly more basic or pro-
totypical one. The closer this relation is, the 
more properties the fact under discussion will 
have in common with its prototype. Moreover, 
the nature of this prototype can vary according 
to the property under discussion: for example, 
while the distribution of case markers in ±inna 
and kàna sentences is explained by their formal 
affinity to the verbal sentence, they can also be 
analyzed as variants of a basic nominal sentence 
(e.g. zaydun qà±imun ‘Zayd is standing’), since 
they exhibit the same topic/comment structure. 
In some domains of morphophonology (taßrìf ), 
however, a variant of this approach can be 
observed, notably in the treatment of ¤ ‘weak’ 
verbs (i.e. those whose triconsonantal root con-
tains a glide). In this case, the explanation con-
sists in reconstructing an underlying form (±aßl) 
and then identifying the phonological processes 
that have affected it in order to bring forth 

the surface form. For instance, qàla /qa''la/ 
‘he said’ is analyzed as derived from /qawala/ 
through a general rule predicting that wàw 
and yà± are changed into an ±alif when they 
are preceded by an a and followed by a vowel 
(Bohas and Guillaume 1984:375–467; Åkesson 
2001:282–296).

In any case, this approach basically relies 
on the idea that grammatical categories and 
concepts are organized hierarchically. This con-
ception, already present in an incipient form in 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb (Baalbaki 1979), is reflected 
in a more systematic way in the organization 
of the later grammatical treatises, where the 
order of exposition is intended to represent, in 
a wholly transparent and pre dictable way, the 
conceptual hierarchy of the theory. The basic 
principles of this method were first developed 
and implemented in the early 4th/10th century 
by Ibn as-Sarràj in his ±Ußùl and, with some 
minor readjustments and variants, became the 
generally accepted norm for all later grammati-
cal treatises. They are usually divided into three 
main parts, devoted respectively to the noun, 
the verb, and the particle. This is the order of 
treatment that is always maintained; it is justi-
fied by the fact that the noun, which signifies 
only its meaning, is in a way a more prototypi-
cal part of speech than the verb, which signifies 
both its meaning (i.e. the process) and a time 
past, present, or future, while the particle, 
which can only signify when it is associated to 
something else (a noun, a verb, or a sentence) 
is less prototypical than the other two. In the 
first section, the declinable nouns are dealt 
with before the indeclinable ones, as declension 
(±i≠ràb) is a prototypical property of the noun. 
The nouns governed in the nominative have 
precedence because they belong to the predica-
tive core of the sentence, while those governed 
in the accusative and the genitive do not, so 
that they come later. This method offered many 
obvious advantages, among them the fact that 
it could be used in any kind of grammatical 
writing, from the basic compendium to the 
most exhaustive and theoretically ambitious 
treaty. At the same time, it led to an increasing 
degree of standardization and predictability of 
the theory, which ultimately caused the decline 
of this method after the 8th/14th century. 
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5 .  C r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e   s t a n d a r d 
a p p r o a c h  w i t h i n  t h e 
 g r a m m a t i c a l  t r a d i t i o n

Some aspects of the approach theorized by the 
4th/10th century grammarians were criticized 
by a number of later scholars. The most radical 
was certainly Ibn Ma∂à± (d. 606/1208), who 
vehemently rejected some of the basic concepts 
of the canonical doctrine, notably the theory 
of government (¤ ≠amal) and reproached the 
grammarians for their overindulgence in far-
fetched explanations and fruitless speculation 
(Suleiman 1999:145-164). Although his critic-
ism often agrees with common sense, it is 
mostly negative, and his Radd ≠alà n-nu™àt 
‘Refutation of the grammarians’ sounds more 
like the work of a religious polemist than of a 
reformist grammarian. In a much less polem-
ical vein, as-Suhaylì (d. 581/1192), another 
Andalusian scholar, offers in his Natà±ij an 
original and interesting attempt at simplifying 
the canonical theory (Baalbaki 1999), leav-
ing alone many traditional issues of purely 
academic interest. But perhaps the most far-
reaching endeavor to reform grammar, and 
indeed to found a new approach to language, 
is represented by al-Jurjànì’s Dalà±il. Strongly 
criticizing the gram marians for their narrowly 
formalistic outlook and deriding their taste for 
‘abstruse questions’ and their hazardous specu-
lations on the ‘inten tions of the founder of 
language’ (Dalà±il 30–36), he reproaches their 
lack of interest in the semantic aspect of the 
concepts and categories they use (Kouloughli 
1985; Bohas a.o. 1990:116–117).

Although some of al-Jurjànì’s ideas found 
their way into the canonical doctrine, if rather 
superficially and imperfectly, and influenced 
later grammarians such as az-Zamaxšarì (d. 
539/1143) and al-±Astaràbà≈ì (d. 686/1288), 
these attempts, by and large, remained isolated 
and had few, if any, consequences for the 
 evolution of grammar. Moreover, they never 
challenged some of the basic attitudes under-
lying the tradition’s approach to language, 
notably its claim of the uniqueness and supe-
riority of the kalàm al-≠Arab, which is perhaps 
the tradition’s major limitation. The effects 
of the approach of the grammarians were two-
fold: they were not interested in other lan -
guages than Arabic, and they were unable to 
take into account historical change in the only 

language they were interested in, Arabic. It is 
remarkable that, although many Arabic gram-
marians knew several languages (not a few 
were indeed non-native Arabic speakers), and 
although Arabic grammar served as a model to 
describe several languages (notably Hebrew), 
references to other languages or to other vari-
eties of Arabic than the kalàm al-≠Arab are 
practically nonexistent in the whole corpus 
of Arabic grammatical texts, extensive as it is. 
But then, this exclusive interest in the pecu-
liarities of a single language, at the expense 
of its most universal traits, is perhaps a com-
mon characteristic of independent grammatical 
 traditions.
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Grammatical Tradition: History

Arabic is unique among languages as the cho-
sen medium of divine communication in a 
direct, complete revelation exclusively to a 
single prophet. That revelation has been pre-
served to this day in the document known as 
the Qur±àn.

The special character of Arabic did not dis-
courage Muslims from exploring the language 
as a purely human vehicle, and they were easily 
able to separate the celestial from the sublunar 
Arabic to describe and analyze the language 
spoken in this world: for them Adam was cer-
tainly the first created person to speak Arabic 
in heaven, but on earth he spoke Syriac, and 
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Arabic was just one of many earthly languages 
that evolved naturally. These two kinds of 
Arabic were then recombined in the person of 
Mu™ammad, whose mother tongue was mirac-
ulously identical with the language of God and 
Adam before the Fall.

It is not surprising, therefore, that almost 
every branch of Muslim scholarship involves 
some aspect of language, from Qur±ànic textual 
criticism and exegesis, theology, logic, jurispru-
dence, and legal semantics to the specifically 
linguistic sciences of rhetoric, poetics, syntax, 
phonology, morphology, and lexicography.

Of these areas of study, only syntax will be 
dealt with here in detail. Articulatory phonet-
ics was highly developed in the Middle Ages 
(though not enough to constitute an indepen-
dent discipline as in the modern ≠ilm al-±aßwàt 
‘the science of sounds’) and served the dual 
purpose of ensuring correct pronunciation in 
Qur±ànic recitation and accounting phonologi-
cally for numerous morphological processes. 
Morphology itself became a specialized field 
of study by the 3rd/9th century as ≠ilm aß-ßarf 
lit. ‘the science of the way [forms of words] 
circulate’. Morphology can fairly claim to have 
identified every known word pattern in the 
entire Arabic vocabulary (¤ ßarf ). This vocab-
ulary was in turn the object of lexicography, 
≠ilm al-luÿa ‘the science of [spoken, specifically 
idiomatic] language’ (¤ lexicography: Clas-
sical Arabic). Its data being purely empirical, 
lexicography allied itself methodologically with 
the science of £adìµ, so vocabulary items were 
collected and authenticated in the same way as 
the sayings of the Prophet, by observation and 
memorization, relying for their evidential value 
on the probity of the individuals in the chain of 
transmission.

Syntax, being the study of the arrangement 
of the elements of verbal communication, nor-
mally in the form of statements, offers much 
more scope for theoretical explorations than 
phonology or morphology, and it touches the 
central preoccupations of all the text-based 
religious sciences. Theologically, the nature of 
God’s speech, kalàm Allàh, and its relation-
ship to the physical text of the Qur±àn were 
contentious issues, as was the problem of the 
origins of human language per se. Legal theory 
could not begin without first agreeing on the 
way meaning is expressed, both by God and 
His addressees, and how laws are derived from 

what God says to us in His xi†àb ‘allocution’. 
And, as we shall see, philosophers and logicians 
came into conflict with grammarians over the 
universality of logic against the specificity of 
the Islamic/Arabic revelation.

The grammatical tradition, therefore, is part 
of a larger development in which grammar 
marched in step with the other sciences to 
construct a doctrinal system in which every 
discipline had a complementary and mutu-
ally supportive role. Unlike modern theoretical 
linguistics, which aims, rightly or wrongly, to 
be context-free, Arabic grammar, even at its 
highest level of abstraction, must always justify 
itself by its relevance to Islamic beliefs.

Seven phases are used as reference points 
herein, without implying that the grammar-
ians consciously located themselves at any par-
ticular point in the series, although many did: 
(1) primitive grammar, (2) the first systematic 
grammar, (3) the beginnings of pedagogy, (4) 
the evolution of a general theory, (5) the assimi-
lation of grammar and law, (6) the elaboration 
of scholastic grammar, and (7) grammar since 
the Middle Ages.

1 .  P r i m i t i v e  g r a m m a r

In the decades after the death of the Prophet in 
11/632, the immediate concern was to preserve 
the record of the revelation, which was threat-
ened with loss and corruption as Mu™ammad’s 
surviving contemporaries died off. There was 
no single authorized text of the Qur±àn, and 
all efforts went into stabilizing the earliest ver-
sions, at first memorized and only later written 
down, during which the archaic and ambiguous 
orthography was enhanced by the addition of 
diacritical points and vowel markers. This was 
completed by about the middle of the 2nd/8th 
century, the same time in which the first exeget-
ical works were written and, not unrelated, the 
first collections of pre-Islamic poetry were made 
in the search for the semantic bedrock of the 
Arab(ic) revelation. The undertaking presumes 
some awareness of linguistic entities, and there 
can be no doubt that a number of important 
grammatical terms came into use in this period, 
largely taxonomic, such as ¤ ™araka ‘vowel’, 
¤ ßifa ‘adjective’, and waqf ‘pausing’, as well 
as general notions of number, case, and gender. 
But research by Versteegh (1993) has shown 
that there was virtually no scientific analysis or 
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processing during this stage, simply an honest 
and diligent compilation of data.

2 .  T h e  f i r s t  s y s t e m a t i c 
g r a m m a r

With the arrival of Sìbawayhi in Baßra in the 
middle of the 2nd/8th century, the picture 
changed. Sìbawayhi was attracted to Baßra 
by the presence there of circles of scholars 
engaged in relatively advanced discussions of 
language, law, and creed, among them al-Xalìl 
ibn ±A™mad, the genius of his era. It was he 
who definitively revised the vowel markers of 
the Qur±àn, formalized the metrical system, and 
initiated the ordered collection of vocabulary in 
the first Arabic dictionary, and it was his vast 
personal corpus of linguistic data that was the 
main source for Sìbawayhi, who became his 
devoted pupil.

But al-Xalìl did not create a science of gram-
mar: this was Sìbawayhi’s achievement after his 
association with al-Xalìl and other like-minded 
intellectuals, several of whom are named in the 
Kitàb ‘Book’, as Sìbawayhi’s untitled treatise 
came to be known after his death.

The Kitàb is a massive exercise of induc-
tion based on the data supplied mostly by 
Sìbawayhi’s scholarly informants but also by 
a number of Bedouin native speakers. The 
result is a near-exhaustive description of Arabic 
within a coherent theoretical framework that 
treats language as a form of behavior. Speech 
(¤ kalàm ‘talking’) is categorized into about 
80 linguistic acts, e.g. ¤ ibtidà± ‘starting [an 
utterance]’, taµniya ‘making dual’, nafy ‘negat-
ing’, waßf ‘describing [adjectivally]’, istifhàm 
‘asking a question’. These are all subjected to 
the same ethical criteria as legal acts, hence 
an utterance is called ™asan ‘good, beautiful’ 
when it is structurally well formed, qabì™ ‘bad, 
ugly’ if not, mustaqìm ‘right, straight’ when 
it conveys the intended meaning, and mu™àl 
‘wrong, perverted’ when it fails to convey any 
meaning at all. Significantly, a mustaqìm utter-
ance that conveys its intended meaning can 
still be jà±iz ‘permissible’ even if it is qabì™ ‘ill 
formed’, as often happens in poetry (¤ poetic 
license). Structural correctness is determined by 
the maw∂i≠ ‘place’ in which an element occurs, 
and its range of functions by its manzila ‘sta-
tus’. Formally, there are only three categories 
of speech elements, ¤ ism ‘name [in grammar: 

noun]’ (which includes adjectives and most 
adverbials), ¤ fi≠l ‘action [in grammar: verb]’, 
and the ¤ ™arf ‘bit, particle’, an amorphous 
group that also comprises morphemes and pho-
nemes. Speech is linear, so these elements occur 
in a string, with inflections resulting from the 
¤ ≠amal ‘operation, effect’ of one element upon 
(usually) the next. The guiding principle of 
language use, both for speakers and observers, 
is analogy (¤ qiyàs), often intuitive (see also ¤ 
grammatical tradition: approach).

Sìbawayhi accomplished an unprecedented 
systematic, comprehensive study of language; 
after him a science of grammar came into exis-
tence that was eventually termed (though not 
by Sìbawayhi) ≠ilm an-na™w ‘the science of the 
way [people speak]’.

3 .  T h e  b e g i n n i n g s  o f 
p e d a g o g y

The Kitàb of Sìbawayhi is far too descriptive to 
be of use for teaching, but grammarians after 
him were soon faced with the need to promote 
a standard Arabic in order to maintain both the 
Islamic religion and the Muslim state. Here we 
can agree with Ibn Xaldùn about the corruption 
of the language arising from the conversion to 
Islam of more and more non-Arabs; the need 
for Arabic instruction led to the emergence of 
a professional class of Arabic teachers, with 
all the attendant rivalries and power struggles 
abundantly recorded in biographical literature.

Already within decades of Sìbawayhi’s death 
there are signs of pedagogical activity, and 
the earliest nonanecdotal evidence of Arabic 
being taught professionally (to children) is in 
a work of Ibn Sa™nùn, written before 256/870 
(Lecomte 1953). The first pedagogical texts 
were in circulation soon after, such as the Mux-
taßar fì n-na™w (Compendium on grammar) of 
Luÿda (d. late 3rd/9th century) and the Muwaf-
faqì (named after his patron) of Ibn Kaysàn 
(d. between 299/912 and 320/932), proba-
bly written for children. A number of more 
advanced grammars were created in the 4th/
10th century and are still useful today, e.g. the 
Mùjaz ‘Condensed’ of Ibn as-Sarràj (d. 316/
929), the Jumal fì n-na™w ‘General statements 
about grammar’ of az-Zajjàjì (d. 339/949 or 
340/950), and the Luma≠ ‘Illuminating flashes’ 
of Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002). It is probably about 
this time that the first versified teaching gram-
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mars appeared, to judge from fragments attrib-
uted to Qalfà† (d. 302/914–915) in late sources 
(didactic poems credited to 2nd/8th-century 
grammarians are unconvincing). But these are 
not the great pedagogical masterpieces, in prose 
or verse, composed when the systematization of 
grammar was complete.

4 .  T h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  a 
g e n e r a l  t h e o r y

By the 3rd/9th century, Sìbawayhi’s type of 
grammar was under review, indeed threatened, 
from two sides. Among the grammarians there 
was a growing tension between those who 
regarded Sìbawayhi’s data as more or less 
exhaustive and those who believed that more 
data could always come to light. And from 
outside the grammatical community came the 
challenge from the logicians that they were bet-
ter qualified than the grammarians to control 
the Arabic language and with it the Islamic 
ideology.

The issues were connected, as they stemmed 
from the realization that every science, such as 
grammar had now become, requires a sound 
theoretical basis. This had not been a problem 
for Sìbawayhi because he simply transferred the 
ethico-legal reasoning of his day from the regu-
lation of human behavior to linguistic behavior, 
but not long after his death the (re)translation 
of a number of Greek works forced the Arabs 
to take a position on the nature of the Islamic 
sciences, especially those dealing with theology, 
law, and language.

The internal conflict among the professional 
grammarians was sparked off by the question of 
authority. They had learned from the logicians 
that rules depend for their validity on the data 
from which they are inductively derived and 
that only a closed corpus could guarantee that 
these rules could never be overturned by new 
data. To their credit, everyone was well aware 
of this: the controversy, which would result in 
the famous division into ‘Baßran’ (closed corpus) 
and ‘Kùfan’ (open corpus) grammatical schools, 
named after the two leading cultural centers 
before the foundation of Baghdad, was long and 
acrimonious, but grammarians never lost sight 
of the fact that grammatical science must draw 
its authority objectively from its logical structure 
and not, as had formerly been the case, subjec-
tively from the personal prestige and strength of 

character of its leading practitioners.
It was inevitable that the Baßrans would 

prevail, as their attitude was in harmony with 
parallel developments among theologians and 
jurists, who responded to the same problem 
with the well-known ‘closing of the gate of 
ijtihàd’, deliberately restricting the corpus of 
religious texts from which they could derive the 
law by the exercise of their personal reasoning 
(ijtihàd). The Baßrans’ way of closing the lin-
guistic corpus was effectively to define it as the 
contents of Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, to which hardly 
anything had been or ever would be added: as a 
result they could claim, as did the lawyers, that 
the proper use of analogical reasoning applied 
to a well-defined and authoritative text could 
provide answers to all linguistic or juridical 
questions. This left the Kùfans on the outside 
as nonconformists, and they never afterward 
played any significant role, although it is also 
true that allegiance to one or another school 
(there was also a ‘Baghdad’ school and per-
haps others) was seldom crucial and often very 
inconsistent.

At the same time as the grammarians and 
others were dealing with the need to close the 
corpus, far more complex issues were being 
raised both internally among grammarians and 
externally in court circles, where philosophers 
and logicians publicly challenged the grammar-
ians’ authority. In the end, the grammarians 
were forced literally to organize their method-
ology according to the logical principles set out 
in Aristotle’s Organon and related works.

There is no compelling evidence that Sìba-
wayhi was aware of the exiguous literature in 
logic available to Arabic readers in the 2nd/8th 
century, and what few signs of logical con-
cepts there are in the Kitàb can only have been 
absorbed informally, as there is no trace of any 
literary influence. But it was not long (and we 
can admire the Abbasid courts for their open 
and enthusiastic patronage of intellectual curi-
osity) before such notions entered grammatical 
works. Al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898) may be the 
first to offer the Aristotelian definition of a 
sentence as that which can be true or false, and 
other evidence of philosophical contacts is scat-
tered throughout his large grammatical work 
al-Muqta∂ab ‘Pruned’; (referring to his virtual 
abridgement of Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb), such as his 
formulation that the circumstantial qualifier 
(¤ ™àl) can be used to express only a transient 
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quality, not a jawhar, a philosophical term 
meaning ‘substance, ousía’.

In the following century, the rivalry between 
grammarians and logicians created a small liter-
ary genre recording their hostile confrontations. 
The most famous is the battle of words between 
±Abù Sa≠ìd as-Sìràfì (d. 368/979) and the Chris-
tian ±Abù Bi“r Mattà ibn Yùnus (d. 328/940), 
which took place in the presence of the wazìr 
Ibn al-Furàt in 320/932 (±Abù £ayyàn, ±Imtà≠ 
I, 107–129). The symbolism of the debate 
is at least as important as its content, which 
must here be reduced to a single issue, namely 
as-Sìràfì’s refutation of ±Abù Bi“r’s claim that 
Arabic is only a particular instance of a univer-
sal logical code. This was an argument he was 
bound to lose. As a Christian and the leading 
Aristotelian scholar of the day, ±Abù Bi“r repre-
sented a double threat to Islam, as the sources 
of both his faith and his reasoning were non-
Arab, in a period when the identification of 
Islam with the Arabs was at its peak. Not sur-
prisingly, as-Sìràfì tried to disqualify him from 
putting his case at all by declaring that he did 
not speak Arabic well enough, a not uncom-
mon debating trick in such circles.

On the positive side, there is no doubt that 
the conflict between grammarians and logi-
cians, like that between Baßrans and Kùfans, 
resulted in radical changes in grammar as a sci-
ence. While the grammarians eventually agreed 
to differ on the fundamental issue of induction 
from a closed corpus, the logicians taught them 
a great deal about categories and methods.

For categories, it will suffice to mention two 
kinds of innovation that came about during 
this phase. First, the gaps in Sìbawayhi’s ter-
minology were filled, partly, perhaps, for peda-
gogical reasons but also because the imported 
definitions of the sciences presumed that their 
vocabulary was exhaustive. So we find ¤ 
tamyìz ‘specifying element’ for structures such 
as ±a“addu ™umratan ‘redder’, lit. ‘more intense 
as to redness’; là li-nafy al-jins for ‘categorical 
negative là’; ±af ≠àl al-qulùb ‘verbs of the heart’ 
for mental verbs; and other neologisms for 
items that Sìbawayhi never bothered to name, 
although they are all dealt with in the Kitàb. 
Several abstract nouns were coined for the same 
reasons, e.g. fi≠liyya ‘verbality’ for the quality of 
being a verb, Úarfiyya for the quality of being a 
Úarf ‘adverbial complement’, etc.

Second, there was a complete revision of the 
concept of communication. For Sìbawayhi, the 
purpose of language was essentially ethical and 
pragmatic, namely, for the speaker to satisfy the 
listener’s expectations by accurately conveying 
the speaker’s intention (muràd ‘what is meant’), 
and it was linguistically irrelevant whether the 
utterances were true or false and even less so 
that they should be structurally complete or free 
of formal defects. For the grammarians of the 
4th/10th century (perhaps even earlier, though 
less systematically), the unit of discourse was 
no longer ¤ kalàm ‘talking’ but the ¤ jumla 
‘sentence’, with a minimum of a subject and a 
predicate, and which, to qualify as a ‘sentence’ 
at all, had to be falsifiable, like a logical propo-
sition. And the pragmatic criterion of satisfy-
ing the listener’s expectations was replaced by 
the semantic (scil. abstract) prerequisite that 
the sentence/proposition should deliver fà±ida 
‘information’.

The origin of this new sense of jumla is 
obscure. Although it is common in all periods 
in the meaning of ‘aggregate, general summary, 
totality’, it entered the grammatical vocabu-
lary only hesitantly in the meaning of ‘sen-
tence’ in the early 3rd/9th century, and kalàm 
remained in use alongside it for a long time 
until it eventually yielded to jumla. After this, 
kalàm preserved only the overarching meaning 
of undifferentiated speech, with jumla covering 
all the subtypes of utterance we call sentences 
and clauses.

Methodologically, there was also a total 
rethinking because grammar now had to 
conform with universal scientific principles. 
Hitherto, it had been taken for granted that 
language was a rational phenomenon because 
it is an activity of rational beings, which made 
it possible to infer linguistic rules directly from 
the behavior of speakers. But Ibn as-Sarràj 
(d. 316/929) introduced the fine distinction 
between the principles (±ußùl) that a speaker 
applies to produce correct utterances and those 
the grammarian uses to account for the cor-
rectness of an utterance. The former are pre-
scriptive, pedagogical, and deductive, while the 
latter are inductive and ensure that the science 
of grammar itself is rational.

These ±ußùl were the outcome of discussions 
of grammatical causes (¤ ≠illa, pl. ≠ilal), another 
concept brought in from Greek. In the earliest 
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grammar, linguistic cause and effect was limited 
to the ‘operation’ (≠amal) of one word upon 
another (often misinterpreted as ‘government’). 
No abstract reasons for a phenomenon could 
be given beyond the practical (e.g. frequency, 
phonological convenience) or the psychologi-
cal (e.g. communicative efficiency, pressure of 
analogy, the speaker’s motives): one could say 
empirically, for example, that agents of verbs 
always occur in the independent (raf ≠) form, 
but one could not give a logical reason for it. 
By the 4th/10th century three kinds of causality 
were distinguished (even more were introduced 
later). Lowest in the hierarchy was the ≠illa 
ta≠lìmiyya ‘pedagogical reason’, which was all 
that the language user had to know, e.g. that 
nouns operated on by ±inna ‘verily’ take depen-
dent (naßb), i.e. direct object form. Then came 
the ≠illa qiyàsiyya ‘analogical reason’, which 
enabled both speakers and linguists to make 
sense of the rules for their own purposes, e.g., 
the reason ±inna takes nouns in direct object 
form is that it resembles a verb. Finally, there 
was the ≠illa jadaliyya naÚariyya ‘speculative-
dialectical reason’, e.g. what kind of verb ±inna 
resembles and in what way (Suleiman 1999).

Needless to say, the search for the specula-
tive-dialectical reason led to complex discus-
sions among grammarians as well as between 
them and their rivals, the logicians. In the 
internal arguments between adherents of the 
two schools, the Kùfans matched their Baßran 
opponents point for point in obscurity and 
hair splitting. From the ±î∂à™ ‘Clarification’ of 
az-Zajjàjì, it is likewise clear that grammarians 
and logicians too attained a very high theoreti-
cal level as they challenged each other over the 
fundamentals of grammatical science, although 
in the end az-Zajjàjì, speaking no doubt for all 
his colleagues, felt obliged to declare that “[the 
logicians’] aims are not ours and our aims are 
not theirs” (±î∂à™ 38). Wholly unsympathetic 
to this line of inquiry were those few gram-
marians who rejected the notion of linguistic 
causality altogether on the grounds that every 
human act, including speech, is predetermined: 
the short and pungent ar-Radd ≠alà n-nu™àt 
‘Refutation of the grammarians’ by Ibn Ma∂à± 
al-Qur†ubì (d. 592/1195–6) is the best known 
representative of this somewhat marginal view 
of language.

5 .  T h e  a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f 
g r a m m a r  a n d  l a w

At the same time that Ibn as-Sarràj was writing 
on the principles of grammar (±ußùl an-na™w), 
his contemporaries in the legal sciences were 
occupied with a similar task, which came to 
fruition in works on the ±ußùl al-fiqh ‘principles 
of jurisprudence’. What these disciplines had 
in common is that both depended on the inter-
pretation of a textual corpus to derive rules 
for human behavior. They differed, of course, 
in the nature of their corpus, the corpus of the 
law being divine inspired while that of the lan-
guage was Bedouin speech (the Qur±àn could 
not be the primary source of data for the gram-
marians). But it is not an exaggeration to say, 
indeed it was said by the Arabs themselves, that 
correct grammar (na™w) was a subset of the 
orthodox practice (sunna) of the good Muslim. 
Nor is it a coincidence that na™w and sunna are 
synonymous, both meaning ‘way’, none other 
than the ßirà† mustaqìm ‘straight path’ that 
Muslims are enjoined to follow in the opening 
verses of the Qur±àn.

This shared character led to a kind of symbio-
sis between law and grammar, and increasingly 
there was a professional overlap in the two 
disciplines, so that a scholar might function as a 
judge and write grammatical works as well. The 
relationship was not always amicable. ±A™mad 
ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004) was very critical of the 
linguistic inadequacies of his legal brethren in his 
treatise Kitàb aß-Íà™ibì fì fiqh al-luÿa wa-sunan 
al-≠Arab fì kalàmihim, whose title alone reveals 
the interpenetration of language and law: ‘Book 
[dedicated to the wazìr] aß-Íà™ib on the juris-
prudence of language and the habitual ways of 
the Arabs in their speech’, where sunan ‘habitual 
ways’ is simply the plural of sunna ‘orthodox 
Muslim practice’. He makes a strong plea for 
greater competence in Arabic among the jurists, 
from which we may infer that in his time some 
of them did not live up to that standard.

Full integration of grammar and law, both in 
goals and methods, is argued explicitly by Ibn 
al-±Anbàrì (d. 577/1181) in his Luma≠ al-±adilla 
fì ±ußùl an-na™w ‘Illuminating flashes on the 
evidence[s] for the principles of grammar’, 
which sets out to demonstrate that the value of 
linguistic and legal evidence and the interpreta-
tion of the data are identical in both disciplines. 
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There is no better indicator of this relationship 
than the term “àhid ‘legal [eye]witness’, which 
also stood for ‘item of linguistic testimony’ 
centuries before Ibn al-±Anbàrì. So close, in 
fact, are the two sciences that it is even possible 
to discern a correlation between the scholar’s 
legal affiliation (there were important technical 
differences between the schools of law) and his 
grammatical preferences, for example over the 
degree of latitude permitted in making a dis-
cretionary choice where two pieces of equally 
valid evidence conflict.

6 .  T h e  e l a b o r a t i o n  o f
s c h o l a s t i c  g r a m m a r

Ibn al-±Anbàrì wrote in a time of two great 
changes in Islamic civilization, one architec-
tural, the other intellectual. Sometime in the 
late 4th/10th century the first dedicated edu-
cational buildings began to appear. Previously, 
teaching had been done in the mosque or the 
scholar’s home, but although both continued 
to be used, the desire for specialized accommo-
dation led to the establishment of the madrasa 
lit. ‘place of study’, often loosely translated 
‘college’. Its main purpose was to train jurists 
in the various schools of law, but the syllabus 
was quite broad, and there were professorial 
chairs, student stipends, libraries, and lodgings. 
Since it was a pious act to endow a madrasa, 
madrasas were soon found in every major 
town, often several, although, curiously, they 
never flourished in al-Andalus, where teaching 
remained in the mosques.

The intellectual analogue of these new build-
ings was scholasticism, a system of thought 
no less rigidly constructed than the bricks and 
stones of the madrasa. Scholasticism was a 
response to the pressure for knowledge to be 
packaged for the curriculum, requiring not 
only a sound theoretical basis, which had been 
largely worked out in the 4th/10th century, but 
also a style of presentation suitable for class-
room teaching at different levels.

It is impossible here to do justice to the com-
plexity of the process by which grammatical 
theory developed to its scholastic maturity. It 
was a vast communal exercise in which all the 
Islamic sciences consolidated their place in the 
educational system, each with its own defini-
tion, method, and technical vocabulary. This 
could not be accomplished until the sciences had 

become self-conscious enough to assert their 
own autonomy in the pivotal 4th/10th century. 
The Mafàtì™ al-≠ulùm ‘Keys to the sciences’ of al-
Xwàrazmì (written between 366/976 and 387/
997) documents the advanced state of organized 
knowledge in this crucial stage.

A grammarian whose contribution has been 
undervalued is al-Xwàrazmì’s contemporary, 
±Abù ≠Alì al-Fàrisì (d. 377/987). He was a 
prolific author, a serious student of the history 
of his discipline, possessor of several manu-
scripts of Sìbawayhi, tireless in his investigation 
of grammatical phenomena, and a respected 
teacher who traveled widely – in short, the 
very best kind of committed scholar. But he 
has been overshadowed by his own pupil, the 
insatiably curious Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1004), who 
frequently acknowledged his debt to his master. 
Another grammarian from the same period 
whose reputation outshines that of al-Fàrisì 
is the Mu≠tazilite ar-Rummànì (d. 384/994), 
famous for his relentless application of pure 
logic to the facts of grammar in his search 
for the ultimate ™ikma ‘wisdom’ of language. 
These scholars are witness to the almost unlim-
ited intellectual freedom enjoyed before scho-
lasticism imposed itself on the form and content 
of Muslim thought.

The first pedagogical grammars written 
expressly for the madrasa date to the 5th/11th 
century. The Mi±a ≠àmil ‘One hundred operators’ 
of al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078) ruthlessly cuts up 
the whole subject into exactly one hundred very 
short pieces. The Muqaddima ‘Introduction’ of 
Ibn Bàba“à≈ (d. 469/1077) is remarkable for dis-
tributing its contents neatly into ten categories, 
and the Mufaßßal of az-Zamax“arì (d. 538/1144), 
as its title ‘The subdivided’ implies, consists of 
759 well-planned but still somewhat arbitrary 
paragraphs. These works, which completely sub-
ordinate the natural language to the demands of 
pedagogical arrangement, are worlds apart from 
the textbooks of previous centuries. Moreover, 
the rewards of teaching at the madrasa encour-
aged scholars to produce more than one version 
of the same book, short, medium, and long, to 
suit the curriculum, and even to write commen-
taries on themselves. Needless to say, this was 
also the heyday of the supercommentary, gloss, 
and paraphrase industry.

The apogee of pedagogical grammar was 
reached in the 7th/13th century, in the works 
of the three great masters Ibn al-£àjib (d. 646/
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1249), Ibn Màlik (d. 672/1274), and Ibn Hi“àm 
(d. 761/1360).

Two short treatises by Ibn al-£àjib, one on 
syntax, al-Kàfiya ‘The sufficient’, the other on 
morphology, a“-”àfiya ‘The effectual’, represent 
the art of compression at its best, confirmed 
by the number of commentaries they have 
inspired, among them the Kàfiya by Ra∂ì d-
Dìn al-±Astaràbà≈ì (d. 684/1285 or 686/1288), 
which still commands respect for its profound 
and as yet largely unappreciated subtlety. Ibn 
Màlik is famous for his use of verse as a peda-
gogical medium, and his al-Xulàßa al-±alfiyya 
‘The thousand-line digest’, better known simply 
as the ±Alfiyya ‘The thousand-liner’, though 
not the only work of its kind (and far from the 
first), is the best-known instructional poem in 
the genre and has been the object of numerous 
commentaries, some of which have become as 
famous as the original, especially those by Ibn 
≠Aqìl (pupil of Ibn Màlik, d. 769/1367) and 
al-±U“mùnì (d. 872/1467). Ibn Hi“àm completes 
the trio with a series of pedagogical works that 
are such masterly statements of the rules and 
principles that they earned him the reputation 
of being ‘a better grammarian than Sìbawayhi’. 
Two of his best known works are his Qa†r 
an-nadà ‘Drops of dew’ and Muÿnì l-labìb ≠an 
kutub al-±a≠àrìb ‘All the intelligent man needs 
instead of books about inflections’.

These achievements were eclipsed by an obscure 
Moroccan schoolmaster who boiled down the 
syntax of Arabic to a dozen pages easy enough 
to be memorized, if not necessarily understood, 
by a seven-year-old child. The Muqaddima al-
±âjurrùmiyya ‘The ±âjurrùmì introduction’, named 
after its author, Ibn ±âjurrùm, of Fes (d. 723/
1327), is without doubt the most widely known 
textbook of its kind and has spawned more than 
60 commentaries. It was not the first elementary 
grammar to appear in this period: there is the 
Mißbà™ ‘The lamp’ of al-Mu†arrizì (d. 610/1213), 
composed for his young son, and the Muqaddimat 
al-£arìrì ‘£arìrì’s introduction’ of al-Quhandizì 
(d. 666/1267), also written for juveniles. But the 
±âjurrùmiyya was one of the first two grammars 
to be published in Europe (Rome 1592; the other 
was Ibn al-£àjib’s Kàfiya), after which it came to 
be regarded, quite mistakenly, as typical of Arabic 
grammar and has had a disproportionate influ-
ence on Western attitudes toward the topic ever 
since (¤ Arabic studies in Europe).

7 .  G r a m m a r  s i n c e  t h e  M i d d l e 
A g e s

After the 8th/14th century, serious and valuable 
works, invariably commentaries, continued to 
be produced. These include works by, among 
others, ad-Damàmìnì (827/1424), al-±Azharì 
(d. 905/1499), as-Suyù†ì (d. 911/1505), a“-”irbìnì 
(d. 977/1570), and aß-Íabbàn (d. 1206/1792), 
all perpetuating the medieval scholastic mode, 
although the individuality of the author occa-
sionally breaks through. Even when Lebanese 
scholars began to revive interest in the Arabic 
literary heritage, they expressed themselves in 
the medieval style, as in the grammatical works 
of Germanus (Jarmànùs) Far™àt (d. 1732), 
Nàßìf al-Yàzijì±s (d. 1871), and Fàris a“-”idyàq 
(d. 1887). By this time we are well into the 
colonial era, when the Arabic language began 
to fall under the intellectual dominance of the 
West. Establishment of the Arab academies 
in the early 20th century and the increase in 
vernacular literature are both symptoms of the 
impact of Western cultural values on the Arab 
world. In the second half of the 20th century, a 
new factor emerged: the large number of Arab 
linguists trained in the West, whose role in the 
teaching and preservation of Classical Arabic 
(as it should now be called) is far from clear. 
But some do claim the right to play a part, and 
their dealings with the traditional grammarians 
are likely to be as tense as those encounters 
between grammarians and logicians in early 
Islam, and for similar reasons.

To date the most striking postcolonial phe-
nomenon is the movement to simplify Arabic, 
going back at least as far as ±Ibràhìm Muß†afà, 
whose ±I™yà± an-na™w ‘Revival of grammar’ was 
first published in 1937 and sparked a series of 
attempts at language reform that are still being 
energetically but inconclusively pursued. Ironi-
cally, the Andalusian fundamentalist Ibn Ma∂à± 
al-Qur†ubì has been involuntarily coopted as 
the patron saint of reform, even though he 
would probably not be in favor of anything 
that threatened to draw people away from the 
purest classical language, which he himself had 
no intention of simplifying. It has to be said 
that with the present increase in fundamental-
ism, efforts to simplify or modernize Arabic are 
likely to be resisted if they seem to weaken the 
bond between contemporary Arabic and the 
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Islamic revelation, but this simply brings us 
back to our starting point: Arabic grammar is 
an integral part of the Islamic faith.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
The most popular works appear in many editions 
but are more usually read with their commentar-
ies and supercommentaries, especially true for the 
±âjurrùmiyya and the ±Alfiyya.

±Abù £ayyàn, ±Imtà≠ = ±Abù £ayyàn at-Taw™ìdì, 
Kitàb al-±imtà≠ wa-l-mu±ànasa. Ed. ±A™mad ±Amìn 
and ±A™mad az-Zayn. Cairo, 1939–1944. (Repr., 
Saida and Beirut: al-Maktaba al-≠Aßriyya li-†-¢ibà≠a 
wa-n-Na“r, 1953.)

±Astaràbà≈ì, ”ar™ al-Kàfiya = Ra∂ì d-Dìn Mu™ammad 
ibn £asan al-±Astaràbà≈ì, ”ar™ Kàfiyat Ibn £àjib. 
2 vols. Beirut: Dàr al-Kutub al-≠Ilmiyya, 1969.

——, ”ar™ a“-”àfiya = Ra∂ì d-Dìn Mu™ammad ibn 
£asan al-±Astaràbà≈ì, ”ar™ ”àfiyat Ibn al-£àjib. 
Ed. Mu™ammad Nùr al-£asan, Mu™ammad az-
Zafzàf, and Mu™ammad Mu™yì d-Dìn ≠Abd al-
£amìd. 4 vols. Repr. from the Cairo ed., Beirut: 
Dàr al-Kutub al-≠Ilmiyya, 1982.

±Azharì, £à“iya = a“-”ayx Xàlid al-±Azharì, £à“iya 
≠alà l-±âjurrùmiyya. Cairo, n.d.

——, Taßrì™ = a“-”ayx Xàlid al-±Azharì, at-Taßrì™ bi-
ma∂mùn at-Taw∂ì™. Cairo, n.d.

Ibn ±âjurrùm, al-Muqaddima al-±âjurrùmiyya. 
(Numerous editions; see the commentaries by al-
±Azharì and a“-Širbìnì.)

Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf = ±Abù l-Barakàt ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn 
ibn Mu™ammad al-±Anbàrì, Kitàb al-±inßàf fì masà±il 
al-xilàf bayna n-na™wiyyìna l-basriyyìn wa-l-kùfi-
yyìn. Ed. Gotthold Weil. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1913. 
(Ed. Mu™ammad Mu™yì d-Dìn ≠Abd al-£amìd. 
2 vols. Cairo: al-Maktaba at-Tijàriyya, 1955.)

——, Luma≠ = ±Abù l-Barakàt ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn ibn 
Mu™ammad al-±Anbàrì, Luma≠ al-±adilla fì ±ußùl 
an-na™w. Ed. Sa≠ìd al-±Afÿànì. 2nd ed. Beirut: 
Dàr al-Fikr, 1971. (Ed. Attia Amer. Stockholm: 
Almqvist and Wiksell, 1963.)

Ibn ≠Aqìl, ”ar™ = Bahà± ad-Dìn ≠Abdallàh Ibn ≠Aqìl, 
”ar™ Ibn ≠Aqìl ≠alà ±Alfiyyat Ibn Màlik. Ed. Ramzì 
Munìr Ba≠albakì. Beirut: Dàr al-≠Ilm li-l-Malàyìn, 
1992. (German trans. Friedrich Dieterici. Ibn 
≠Akils Commentar zur Alfiyya des Ibn Màlik. 
Berlin, 1852.)

Ibn Bàba“à≈, Muqaddima = Ibn Bàba“à≈, al-Muqad-
dima al-mu™siba. Ed. H. ≠Abd al-Karìm. Kuwait, 
1976–1977.

Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì = ±Abù l-£usayn ±A™mad Ibn Fàris, 
Kitàb aß-Íà™ibì fì fiqh al-luÿa wa-sunan al-≠Arab fì 
kalàmihim. Ed. Moustafa Chouémi [Muß†afà a“-
”u±aymì]. Beirut: A. Badran, 1964.

Ibn Hi“àm, Muÿnì = Jamàl ad-Dìn ±Abù Mu™ammad 
≠Abdallàh Ibn Hi“àm, Muÿnì l-labìb ≠an kutub al-
±a≠àrìb. Cairo, 1885. (Ed. Màzin al-Mubàrak and 
Mu™ammad ≠Alì £amdallàh. Damascus: Dàr al-
Fikr, 1969; numerous reprints of Cairo edition.)

——, Qa†r = Jamàl ad-Dìn ±Abù Mu™ammad 
±Abdallàh Ibn Hi“àm, Qa†r an-nadà wa-ball aß-

ßadà. French trans. Antonin Goguyer. Paris, 1888. 
(Numerous editions.)

Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß = ±Abù l-Fat™ ≠Uµmàn Ibn Jinnì, al-
Xaßà±iß fì n-na™w. Ed. Mu™ammad ≠Alì an-Najjàr. 
3 vols. Cairo, 1371/1952–1376/1956.

Ibn Kaysàn, Muwaffaqì = ±Abù l-£asan Mu™ammad 
ibn ±A™mad Ibn Kaysàn, Kitàb al-Muwaffaqì fì 
n-na™w. Ed. ≠Abd al-£usayn al-Fatlì and H.T. 
”ilàs. al-Mawrid 4:2 (1975), 103–124.

Ibn Ma∂à±, Radd = ±Abù l- ≠Abbàs ±A™mad Ibn Ma∂à± 
al-Qur†ubì, Kitàb ar-radd ≠alà n-nu™àt. Ed. ”awqì 
Îayf. Cairo: Dàr al-Fikr al- ≠Arabì, 1947.

Ibn Màlik, ±Alfiyya = Jamàl ad-Dìn ±Abù ≠Abdallàh 
Mu™ammad ibn ≠Abdallàh Ibn Màlik, al-±Alfiyya. 
Cairo: Ma†ba≠a ≠îsà al-Bàbì al-£alabì, n.d.

Ibn as-Sarràj, Mùjaz = Mu™ammad ibn as-Sarì Ibn 
as-Sarràj, Kitàb al-mùjaz fì n-na™w. Ed. Muß†afà 
a“-”u±aymì and Bin Sàlim Dàmirjì. Beirut: al-Mak-
taba al-Luÿawiyya al-≠Arabiyya, 1965.

——, ±Ußùl = ±Abù Bakr Mu™ammad ibn Sahl Ibn 
as-Sarì, al-±Ußùl fì n-na™w. Ed. ≠Abd al-£usayn al-
Fatlì. 3 vols. Beirut: Mu±assasat ar-Risàla, 1985.

Ibn Ya≠ì“, Šar™ = Muwaffaq ad-Dìn ±Abù l-Baqà± 
Ya≠ì“ Ibn Ya≠ì“, Šar™ al-Mufaßßal. 2 vols. Beirut, 
n.d. (Ed. Gustav Jahn. Leipzig, 1882–1886.)

Jurjànì, Mi±a ≠àmil = ±Abù Bakr ≠Abd al-Qàhir ibn 
≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al-Jurjànì, Mi±a ≠àmil. [Many edi-
tions; 1st European ed. Erpenius, Leiden, 1617.]

Luÿda, al-Muxtaßar = ±Abù ≠Alì al-£asan ibn ≠Abdallàh 
Luÿda, al-Muxtaßar fì n-na™w. Ed. ≠Abd al-£usayn 
al-Fatlì. al-Mawrid 3:3 (1974), 221–246.

Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab = ±Abù l-≠Abbàs Mu™am-
mad ibn Yazìd al-Mubarrad, al-Muqta∂ab. Ed. 
Mu™ammad ≠Abd al-Xàliq ≠U∂ayma. 4 vols. Cairo: 
Dàr at-Ta™rìr, 1965–1968.

Quhandizì, Muqaddima = al-Quhandizì, Muqaddi-
mat al-£arìrì. Lucknow, 1262 A.H. (Also many 
other editions.)

Sìbawayhi, Kitàb = ±Abù Bi“r ≠Amr ibn ≠Uµmàn 
Sìbawayhi, al-Kitàb. Ed. Hartwig Derenbourg. Le 
livre de Sîbawaihi (Kitàb Sìbawaihi), Traité de 
grammaire arabe. 2 vols. Paris, 1881–1889. (Repr. 
1970.) (Ed. Bulaq, 2 vols., 1316 A.H., repr. Bagh-
dad: al-Muthanna Library, n.d.; ed. ≠Abd as-Salàm 
Hàrùn, 5 vols., Cairo, 1966–1977.)

”irbìnì, Nùr = Mu™ammad a“-”irbìnì al-Xa†ìb, Nùr 
as-sajiyya fì ™all ±alfàÚ al-±âjurrùmiyya. Ed. and 
English trans. Michael G. Carter. Arab linguistics: 
An introductory classical text with translation and 
notes. Amsterdam: J. Benjamins.

Suyù†ì, ±A“bàh = Jalàl ad-Dìn ±Abù l-Fa∂l ≠Abd 
ar-Ra™màn ibn ±Abì Bakr as-Suyù†ì, al-±A“bàh 
wa-n-naÚà±ir. 4 vols. Ed. Beirut: Dàr al-Kutub al-
≠Ilmiyya, 1984. [Ed. Hyderabad, 1940–1942.]

±U“mùnì, Manhaj = ±Abù l-£asan ≠Alì ibn Mu™ammad 
al-±U“mùnì, Manhaj as-sàlik ±ilà ±Alfiyyat Ibn 
Màlik. Ed. Mu™ammad Mu™yì d-Dìn ≠Abd al-
£amìd. Cairo: Maktabat an-Nah∂a al-Mißriyya, 
1970. [Also many other editions.]

Xwàrazmì, Mafàtì™ = ±Abù ≠Abdallàh Mu™ammad 
ibn ±A™mad al-Xwàrazmì, Kitàb mafàtì™ al-≠ulùm. 
Ed. Gerlof van Vloten. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1895.

Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ = ±Abù l-Qàsim ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn ibn 
±Is™àq az-Zajjàjì, al-±î∂à™ fì ±ilal an-na™w. Ed. 
Màzin al-Mubàrak. Cairo: Dàr al-≠Urùba, 1959. 
(English trans. Kees Versteegh. The explanation of 
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linguistic causes: az-Za©©à©ì’s theory of grammar. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins, 1995.)

——, Jumal = ±Abù l-Qàsim ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn ibn 
±Is™àq az-Zajjàjì, Kitàb al-jumal fì n-na™w. Ed. 
Muhammad Ben Cheneb. Paris: Klincksieck, 1957. 
(Ed. ≠Alì Tawfìq al-£amad. Beirut and Irbid: 
Mu±assasat ar-Risàla and Dàr al-±Amal, 1984.)

Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal = ±Abù l-Qàsim Ma™mùd ibn 
≠Umar az-Zamax“arì, al-Mufaßßal. Ed. Jens Peter 
Broch. Christianiae: Libraria P.T. Mallingii, 1859. 
(2nd ed., 1879.)
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tradition. London and New York: Routledge.
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Brill.

Stammerjohann, Harro (ed.). 1996. Lexicon gram-
maticorum: Who’s who in the history of world 
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Michael G. Carter (Sydney University)

Grammaticalization

Grammaticalization (Arabic inti™à±) is com-
monly defined, in Kuryłowiczian (1965) terms, 
as a gradual evolutionary process of change 
whereby contentive lexical units and structures 
acquire grammatical meanings and functions 
and less-grammatical forms become more gram-
matical. The term ‘grammaticalization’, while 
selected here for its widespread use and without 
theoretical predilections, has alternatives: ‘gram-
macization’ (Hopper 1991) and ‘grammatiza-
tion’ (Matisoff 1991), which stand for divergent 
theoretical underpinnings.

The term ‘grammaticalization’ is French in 
origin, owing its first use to the Indo-European-
ist Meillet in 1912. Nonetheless, the notion of 
grammaticalization outside of Western schol-
arship harks back to 10th-century China (see 
Heine a.o. 1991; Lehmann 1995, for a his-
torical overview), or even farther back to the 
Greeks (see Harris and Campbell 1995). While 
there is growing research interest in this subfield 
of linguistics, systematic studies of grammati-
calization in Arabic are conspicuously lacking, 
despite widespread evidence of the phenom-
enon in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and 
modern dialects alike.

Grammaticalization is acknowledged gener-
ally at synchronic and diachronic levels. Syn-
chronically, it accounts for the existence of 
multiple usages of a single form at a given point 
in time and their relative degrees of grammati-
calization, hence assuming dynamism in lan-
guage motivated by semantics and pragmatics. 
Diachronically, it sheds light on the evolution-
ary tracks of a given form. In most accounts 
treating the grammaticalization phenomenon, 
a panchronic account combining the two per-
spectives is used (see Hopper and Traugott 
1993). In the literature on grammaticalization, 
crosslinguistic frequency in the development 
of grammaticalized forms (called ‘grams’) sug-
gests that the transition from lexical to gram-
matical status or from grammatical to even 
more grammatical status follows a predictable 
conceptual track called pathway, cline, chan-
nel, and chain. Crosslinguistic attestations of 
the evolution of grammatical forms along these 
pathways preclude the coincidence of gram-
maticalization. Along these grammaticality 
pathways, progression from concrete sources 
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toward more abstract end points or ‘targets’, 
with numerous intermittent salient functions 
that cluster at various points with those closer 
to the lexical source, are more concrete; the 
closest to the target are more mature abstract 
forms. The relative order of a given form to 
the one preceding or succeeding reflects the 
degree of grammaticality. The precise location 
of these points is hard to determine, a fact that 
underlies in the study of grammaticalization 
the lack of clear boundaries among categories 
establishing a conceptual continuum in their 
evolution. The changes (semantic, morphosyn-
tactic, and phonological) that each lexical or 
less-grammatical item undergoes on its path 
toward grammaticalization are said to be uni-
directional, as shown in Figure 1 (Hopper and 
Traugott 1993:7).

Figure 1. Hopper and Traugott’s cline of 
grammaticality

content word > grammatical word > clitic > 
inflectional affix

Basic to the grammaticalization phenomenon 
is the unidirectionality principle entailing the 
movement away from the erstwhile lexical form 
and progressing gradually toward a more gram-
maticalized morpheme status; for example, 
once an originally lexical item becomes a clitic, 
it does not regress to one of its earlier forms. 
This does not exclude the possibility of the 
erstwhile lexical item coexisting with the non-
lexical grammaticalized form (dubbed ‘diver-
gence’ in Hopper 1991:24). This evolutionary 
process figures in the development of the future 
marker in Modern Standard Arabic, sa-/sawfa. 
This marker has its origin in a noun denot-
ing ‘patience, procrastination’ that showed full 
declension and took the definite article, as in 
fulànun yaqtàtu s-sawfa ‘so-and-so lives on 
wishes’ (Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn III, 2152). As a 
future marker, it lost its ability to be definite 
and to decline for case and became restricted to 
co-occurrence with verbs with imperfect stem 
having indicative inflection. Advancing toward 
further grammaticalization, the reduced form 
sa- became a particle prefixed to the same class 
of verbs. Although the noun is no longer used 
in Modern Standard Arabic, this does not nec-
essarily mean that the original lexeme ceases to 
exist as a result of advancing toward cliticiza-

tion or affixation in all cases. In a variety of 
instances, the two forms – the lexical (or the 
less-grammaticalized form) and the gramma-
tizalized form – coexist side by side. Such is 
the case of sawfa and sa-, which are still used 
interchangeably in Modern Standard Arabic 
and negated by means of là ‘not’ and lan ‘will 
never’.

Another important observation about gram-
maticalization is the fact that it usually begins 
with a lexical item but need not terminate in 
an inflectional affix. Lexical items exit their 
pathway of grammaticalization at points prior 
to completion of full grammaticalization, as 
is the case of various nouns and adjectives 
in Arabic that grammaticalize as adverbs (a 
‘category conversion’ termed ‘adverbialization’; 
see Lehmann 1982:172 cited in Lessau 1994:
I, 102), and do not progress further along the 
grammaticalization pathways (e.g. ±a™yànun 
‘times’ > ±a™yànan ‘sometimes’, kaµìrun ‘much’ 
> kaµìran ‘a lot, a great deal’). More important, 
inflectional affixes are not perceived as the end 
result of grammaticalization (Givón 1979:209; 
Lehmann 1995:13), which suggests that mor-
pheme loss or reduction to zero is possibly 
a final destination for some grammaticalized 
forms, as Figure 2 depicts.

Figure 2. Givón’s grammaticalization cycle

discourse > syntax > morphology > 
morphophonemics > zero

As forms and structures change functions 
and become more grammatical, they undergo 
changes in semantic, pragmatic, syntactic, 
morphological, and phonological features and 
distribution, which entail losses as well as coun-
tervailing gains (Hopper and Traugott 1993:87–
88). In the case of the future marker discussed 
above, among the most notable losses are sig-
nificant reduction of semantic content (vari-
ously labeled ¤ ‘semantic bleaching’, ‘fading’, 
and ‘weakening’); membership in open word 
classes; syntactic independence; and phono-
logical material. Among the gains are change 
in meaning (also called ‘pragmaticization’; see 
Lessau 1994:II, 675–676); widened range of 
contexts and greater frequency; increase in 
semantic generality; and becoming a member 
of a paradigm (see below, Sec. 2.5).
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Different researchers have paid attention to 
different aspects of the lexical items and con-
structions recruited for grammaticalization. 
Heine a.o. (1991:32–33), for instance, empha-
size the high level of generality of semantic 
content, concreteness, and basicness to human 
experience and hence the cultural independence 
of these sources. Bybee a.o. (1994:11), on 
the other hand, ascertain that source concepts 
“encode major orientation points in human 
experience”, and furthermore, these authors 
broaden their view by taking the morphology 
and syntax of source constructions into consid-
eration. Consistent with these observations and 
crosslinguistic evidence, certain lexical items 
are recruited while others are excluded from the 
grammaticalization process: body part terms 
used as nouns for signaling spatial relations 
grammaticalize as prepositions (e.g. fù ‘mouth’ 
> fì ‘in, inside’; wasa† ‘waist’ > was†a ‘middle, 
in the middle of’; xalfu ‘rear’ > xalfa ‘in back 
of’; qadam, ‘foot’ > quddàm ‘in front of’), but 
not semantically specific ones (e.g. rim“ ‘lashes’, 
surra ‘navel’, or kà™il ‘heel’). Likewise, kàna ‘to 
exist, be’, ±axa≈a ‘to take, begin’, and qa≠ada 
‘to sit down; to continue’ are grammaticalized 
as auxiliaries, but not saraqa ‘to steal’, qarfaßa 
‘to squat’. Such selectional restrictions entail 
the nonarbitrariness of grammaticalization (see 
Lessau 1994:I, 58–59).

Although the foregoing criteria and exam-
ples may suggest a one-to-one correspondence 
between a source concept and a target, the rela-
tionship contrariwise is one to many. Gram-
maticalization of a single source could result 
in several targets: the grammaticalized forms 
resulting from the noun sawà±u ‘similar, same’ 
include the clause linker sawà±un ‘whether’, the 
exceptive particle siwà ‘except’, and là siyyamà 
‘particularly, in particular’. These cases exem-
plify what Craig (1991) terms ‘polygrammati-
calization’. Syntactic and semantic ambiguity 
may become the consequences of polygram-
maticalization. Such a state of affairs obtains 
in the usage of ™attà as a preposition in ±akaltu 
s-samakata ™attà ra±sihà ‘I ate the fish to its 
head’ (Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab II, 37), which 
contrasts with its use as a particle in ±akaltu 
s-samakata ™attà ra±sahà (Ibn Hi“àm, Muÿnì 
I, 115), where the meaning becomes ‘I ate the 
fish, even its head’.

After assuming grammatical functions, grams, 
as a token of their increased grammaticality, 

may continue to enter into other morphosyn-
tactic relations that were not available to them 
previously. For example, the verb ±axa≈a ‘to 
take’, when used as a lexical verb, e.g. ±axa≈a 
l-waladu l-kitàba ‘the boy took the book’, may 
take a rational being as its subject; as such, 
it may inflect for tense, change word order 
with its subject, undergo passivization, form an 
imperative, and be negated. When grammati-
calized (e.g. ±axa≈at ar-rì™u ta≠ßifu ‘the wind 
began to storm’), its syntactic position becomes 
restricted. It also embeds another finite verb 
and may not inflect for other tenses. But the 
grammaticalized ±axa≈a may take an inanimate 
subject while embedding a finite verb. In the 
latter case, ±axa≈a belongs to a closed class of 
verbs traditionally labeled ‘verbs of beginning’ 
(±af ≠àl a“-“urù™/al-±in“à±).

Grammaticalization very often involves the 
entire construction in which the gram occurs (see 
Hopper and Traugott 1993:82). For instance, the 
active participle làzim ‘necessary’ is grammati-
calized as part of a construction that includes a 
preposition and a particle min al-làzimi ±an ‘it is 
necessary that’. In advanced stages of grammati-
calization, such paraphrases become severely 
reduced. This occurs when only làzim substitutes 
for the entire construction in modern Arabic 
dialects. Reduction in the structural scope of 
this kind is labeled ‘condensation’ (Lehmann 
1995:143, 164).

1 .  M e c h a n i s m s  f o r 
g r a m m a t i c a l i z a t i o n

Several mechanisms motivating semantic change 
leading to grammaticalization of lexis and con-
structions have been suggested (¤ mechanisms of 
linguistic change), chief among them metaphor 
(Heine a.o. 1991), metonymy (Traugott and 
König 1991; Heine a.o. 1991), ¤ reanalysis, and 
¤ analogy (Hopper and Traugott 1993). While 
most researchers agree that these mechanisms 
are frequently involved in grammaticalization, 
consensus on sequence and relative significance 
of mechanisms has not yet emerged. Since these 
mechanisms occur outside of grammaticaliza-
tion, it cannot be concluded that they are a 
necessary or sufficient condition for grammati-
calization. For example, the use of the body part 
ra±sun ‘head’ in metaphorical constructions such 
as ra±sumàlin ‘financial capital’ or ra±su s-sana 
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‘New Year’s Day’ did not result in the body part 
ra±s ‘head’ assuming a grammatical function.

That said, interaction between one or more 
mechanisms can result in grammaticalization, 
as illustrated in the example below of the 
development of the negative suffix -“ in some 
spoken Arabic varieties. It is plausible to recon-
struct an initial stage where preverbal negation 
particle mà was used alone in negation of the 
perfect or verbal nouns as in mà bi-wuddì ‘I do 
not want/like’. Negation structure of this type 
could have been strengthened optimally by the 
addition of the noun “ay±un ‘thing’ in the object 
(postverbal position). This is in line with the 
use of negation emphasizers in such position 
in Classical Arabic, such as qa†† ‘time’, al-batta 
‘decidedly’, as in mà ra±aytu miµlahu qa†† ‘I 
have not seen the like of him’ (Ibn ManΩùr, 
Lisàn V, 3672). Thus, mà bi-wuddì “ay±un 
underwent reanalysis where the preposition bi- 
is reanalyzed as part of the nominal stem wudd, 
resulting in bidd-ì or biddì ‘I want/desire’. It is 
highly likely that “ay±un became “ay±an – hav-
ing lost its inflectional variability with regard to 
case, number, and definiteness prior to chang-
ing from optional emphasizer, via reanalysis, 
to an obligatory part of the negation construc-
tion. Such a use of “ay±an is attested in the 3rd 
century A.H. in Ibn Wahb (Jàmi≠ 38.2, cited 
in Hopkins 1984:167) wa-lam yußibhu “ay±an 
‘and nothing struck him’. In later stages, “ay±an 
underwent phonological reduction or attrition 
resulting in the enclitic -“ (for phonological 
attrition, see Lehmann 1995:126). This step 
marks a loss of categorial status from a noun to 
a clitic and simultaneous gain in frequency.

The next step is the emergence of the discon-
tinuous negation pattern, the circumfix mà X 
-“. A further development yielded a construc-
tion where the original negation particle mà 
becomes optional and the clitic -“ becomes 
sufficient for carrying out the negation function 
alone in certain contexts such as biddì“ (Holes 
1995:202, n. 54).

Via analogical extension, the enclitic -“ 
became a fossilized component of the derivative 
negation particle mi“ in Egyptian and its vari-
ant mà“i in Moroccan Arabic, and is further 
used in predicate negation constructions involv-
ing the future in some Arabic dialects, particu-
larly Egyptian. Due to the high level of internal 
cohesion of mi“, it is not easily broken down 
into its componential parts (Brustad 2000:313). 

The choice of the lexical form “ay±un ‘thing’ 
for grammaticalization is likely because of its 
general semantic content, which determined its 
suitability for grammatical functions in varying 
constructions. When it underwent phonologi-
cal attrition, it also lost its semantic content, 
evidencing desemanticization (see Sec. 2.1), by 
which the original general meaning is lost alto-
gether, resulting in greater abstraction of the 
enclitic remnant -“ to the point that it now co-
occurs alongside ™àga ‘thing’ in spoken Egyp-
tian (mafì“ ™àga ‘there is nothing’), without any 
hint of redundancy. The presence of “ay± ‘thing’ 
along with the grammaticalized enclitic form 
-“ in Arabic may be regarded as an instance of 
what Hopper and Traugott (1993) label ‘split-
ting’ or ‘divergence’.

2 .  M a j o r  p r i n c i p l e s  f o r 
g r a m m a t i c a l i z a t i o n

2.1 Desemanticization

‘Desemanticization’ first appeared in Lehmann 
(1995); it refers to the partial or total loss of 
referential meaning or erstwhile semantic sense 
of a lexical item. Desemanticization marks the 
first step and continues along the path to gram-
maticalization. When Ibn Barrì describes aux-
iliaries such as ¤ kàna wa-±axawàtuhà ‘to be 
and its sisters’ as well-grammaticalized verbs 
of motion, e.g. jà±a (details in Ibn ManΩùr, 
Lisàn V, 3962), he might well be speaking of 
this aspect of the grammaticalization phenom-
enon when he describes their emptied semantic 
content and their obligatory occurrences in 
constructions to mark grammatical relations. 
An auxiliary such as kàna, originally denoting 
existence, is ‘bleached’ out of its semantic con-
tent. The intimate connection between semantic 
and pragmatic factors in grammaticalization 
(hinted at in Hopper and Traugott 1993 and 
in Bybee a.o. 1994) correctly predicts that 
the more generalized a gram is, the wider its 
domain of applicability, which holds true for 
kàna. As an auxiliary, kàna embeds a wide 
range of word classes, including participles and 
verbs inflected for past and non-past. In some 
instances, it marks grammatical relations even 
without contributing to the sentence or clause 
meaning, e.g. yajibu ±an yakùna ≠indahu ≠u≈run 
‘he must have an excuse/he should have an 
excuse’, where the embedded auxiliary kàna is 
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semantically vacuous but ensures grammatical-
ity of the sentence.

2.2 Layering

The existence of forms and constructions with 
nearly identical function in Arabic may be 
attributable to successive layers of grammati-
calization. An example is the existence of a 
construction of the type verb + verbal noun 
(maßdar) ±u™ibbu l-qirà±ata ‘I like reading’ and 
its near-equivalent type, the particle ±an, which 
triggers the use of the subjunctive as in ±u™ibbu 
±an ±aqra±a. Other examples are the use of rela-
tive pronouns in clauses such as al-mura““a™u 
lla≈ì yutawaqqa≠u ntixàbuhu ‘the candidate 
whose election is expected’ and its equivalent 
expressed with a participial form, al-mura““a™u 
l-mutawaqqa≠u ntixàbuhu, and the use of pas-
sive verbs with internal vowel pattern alteration 
such as uftuti™a l-ma≠ri∂ ‘the exhibition was 
opened’, alongside the periphrastic construc-
tion tamma ftità™u l-ma≠ri∂, in which the verb 
is active in form but with acquired passive 
sense. Another verb in the incipient stage of its 
grammaticalization in Modern Standard Arabic 
is qàma ‘to stand up’. When used in the Arab 
media, scripted and otherwise, it forms a periph-
rasis with the following prepositional phrase, 
for example, qàmat al-™ukùmatu bi-±i≠dàdi 
taqrìrihà ‘the government prepared its report’. 
In such a construction, the erstwhile postural 
verb has lost much of its semantic content and 
is used to provide the time contour to the event 
itself. This newer analytic construction is, nev-
ertheless, equivalent to or substitutable by the 
older synthetic ±a≠addat al-™ukùmatu taqrìrahà, 
in which the full lexical verb carries its own 
tense marking while having the same function 
as the periphrastic counterpart. In these exam-
ples, layering – as Hopper and Traugott label 
it – of similar constructions may show a differ-
ence along the pragmatic dimension (degree of 
formality) and with respect to other discourse 
factors. In such cases, a cline of grammaticality 
is construed where clauses with overt relative 
pronouns, periphrastic passive constructions, 
to exemplify, are rendered newer than the 
corresponding synthetic counterparts (verbal 
noun, participial, and internal passive), since 
the latter exhibit a higher degree of syntheticity 
and internal unity.

2.3 Specialization

The pool of grammaticalized elements serv-
ing a particular function may be reduced dia-
chronically to the extent that a single element 
takes over and becomes the focus grammatical 
formative. Among the pool of interrogatives, 
mà ‘what’, matà ‘when’, man ‘who’, which 
were later grammaticalized as conditional par-
ticles expressing unchanging truth value, for 
example, man jàla nàla ‘he who roams will 
reach something’ (as cited in Fischer 2001:227), 
only mà survives in the construction of derived 
conditionals of the type kullamà, ‘whenever’, 
mahmà ‘whatever’, ™ayµumà ‘wherever’ †àlamà 
‘as long as’, ±aynamà ‘wherever’. In these forms, 
mà assumes a function relatively more abstract 
than that of conditional particles, since the lat-
ter is far more complex cognitively. The same 
particle specializes alone in the construction 
of exclamation expressions (e.g. mà ±ajmalahà 
‘how beautiful she is!’), to the exclusion of 
all other interrogatives. In like manner, only 
the preposition min ‘from’ specializes in the 
creation of the comparatives as in ±a†walu min 
‘taller than’. Within the ¤ negation paradigm in 
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic, several 
negation particles exist: là, lan, lam, as well as 
mà and the ¤ defective verb laysa. Diachronic-
ally, however, mà and its variants, including the 
discontinuous mà…“ or merely mà or mi“/mà“i, 
came to enjoy a privileged status as the most 
widespread negation particle across all modern 
Arabic dialects. The particle in major dialects 
is used to negate personal pronouns function-
ing as copula (Brustad 2000:296), imperatives, 
and participles, as well as verbal phrases. From 
the grammaticalization perspective, mà already 
had distinguished itself from other markers 
of the negation paradigm even in Classical 
and Modern Standard Arabic because it occurs 
not only with verbs marked for past and non-
past (e.g. mà ±a™adun ya“ukku fì qawlika ‘no 
one is questioning what you said’ (Fassi Fehri 
1993:165) but also with nominal sentences (e.g. 
mà ±ana qàdirun ≠alà hà≈à ‘I am not capable 
of (doing) this’ (Fassi Fehri 1993:165). The 
diachronic reduction in the membership of the 
paradigm of negation markers corresponds to 
what Lehmann (1995:139) labels ‘obligatorifi-
cation’, which corresponds closely to Hopper 
and Traugott’s ‘specialization’.
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2.4 Persistence

Although lexical sources, when grammatical-
ized, lose much of their lexical substance, in 
many cases their erstwhile meaning persists to 
a varying degree and may continue to have an 
influence on the grammatical functions that the 
gram assumes during the course of its grammat-
icalization (a phenomenon called ‘persistence’ 
by Hopper 1991:28). The postural verb qàma 
‘he stood up’ is among a class of verbs tradi-
tionally called ‘verbs of beginning’. As such, 
they occur in the perfect and usually embed 
other verbs in the imperfect indicative, and 
regardless of their original lexical meanings, 
when grammaticalized, they mark the begin-
ning of an action: qàmat al-mar±atu tanù™u ‘the 
woman began to wail aloud’ (Wright 1982:II, 
109). The original sense of this postural verb 
is not entirely lost and continues to impose 
restrictions on the range of semantic relations 
for its grammaticalized form, which does not 
occur with verbs that semantically contradict 
such a sense: *qàmat al-mar±atu tanàmu ‘the 
woman began to sleep’ is ungrammatical as a 
result of the contradiction between qàmat ‘she 
stood/got up’ and tanàmu ‘she sleeps’, when 
compared with the grammatical construction 
qàmat al-mar±atu min an-nawm ‘the woman 
woke up, got up, from sleep’.

2.5 Paradigmaticity

That paradigms containing similarly functioning 
forms (inflections, personal and other pronouns, 
prepositions) are formed and recognized even 
by medieval Arabic grammarians is a testimony 
to the presence and awareness of the cumula-
tive effect of the grammaticalization process in 
the field of Arabic linguistics. Admittance of 
like grammatical forms into paradigmatic rela-
tions is facilitated by grammaticalization, and 
the formation of paradigms is the result of this 
process. Lehmann (1995) shows that as mem-
bers of a given paradigm advance toward the 
end of their grammaticalization, they become 
radically reduced in number and thus constrict 
‘intraparadigmatic variability’. This constitutes 
the highest degree of paradigmaticity, beyond 
which the whole paradigm becomes extinct. In 
Arabic, the size of monosyllabic and proclitic 
primary prepositions (e.g. li- ‘for’, bi- ‘by’, 
ka- ‘as’, ta- ‘by’) is considerably smaller than 

other primary, yet autonomous, ones (e.g. min 
‘from’, bayna ‘between’), which are juxtaposed 
with their dependents. This is exemplified in 
the case of the relative pronoun paradigm in 
Modern Standard Arabic, which is radically 
reduced to merely the single member ±illì and 
its allomorphs in the modern spoken Arabic 
varieties. Size alone is an insufficient variable 
for measuring the degree of ‘paradigmaticity’ 
(one of Lehmann’s terms); other criteria, such 
as the degree of homogeneity in functional 
and formal properties among the members of 
the paradigm, are shown to be more reliable 
(Lehmann 1995:134).

3 .  M o t i v a t i o n s  f o r 
g r a m m a t i c a l i z a t i o n

That the process of grammaticalization recurs 
crosslinguistically in a more or less uniform fash-
ion propelled the search for adequate explana-
tions or motivation for its systematicity. Among 
the proposed explanations are considerations of 
pragmatic and semantic factors, as well as use 
of metaphor and metonymy that effect change 
and its direction. Central to all these factors are 
the role of context and communicative strate-
gies used by participants, possibly conducive 
to grammaticalization. The utility of existing 
basic lexical items in the evolution of more 
abstract grammatical or functional categories is 
seen by some researchers (Heine a.o. 1991) as a 
‘problem-solving strategy’, in which creativity 
in the use of extralinguistic processes such as 
metaphor and metonymy in a permitting con-
text would result in grammaticalization. Other 
suggested factors that take semantic and prag-
matic functions into account include increased 
expressivity, at least in the initial stages of gram-
maticalization, and later ‘routinization’, that is, 
grammaticalized forms that are semantically 
bleached coexist side by side with their erstwhile 
lexical forms (Hopper in Hopper and Trau-
gott 1993:68). A more reconciliatory approach 
between the metaphoric and “strengthening of 
informativeness” as enabling factors that result 
in grammaticalization is hypothesized (Traugott 
and König 1991:190), in which the two are seen 
as complementary, rather than as substitutes for 
each other.
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4 .  C o u n t e r e x a m p l e s  t o 
g r a m m a t i c a l i z a t i o n

What sets grammaticalization apart from other 
types of language change lies in the notion 
of unidirectionality. Few crosslinguistic cases 
challenge the notion that grammaticalized 
forms return to lexicalized form (see Campbell 
2001). For instance, unidirectionality presup-
poses that the direction of evolution in the 
typical case is from analytic to synthetic con-
structions (Lehmann 1995:21). Cases that run 
counter to this notion are found in Arabic, 
particularly in the genitive construction (¤ 
±i∂àfa) in modern dialects, which have in addi-
tion to the synthetic construction (maktabti 
l-gam≠ah ‘the university library’) an alterna-
tive construction (¤ analytical genitive), in 
which a group of similarly functioning particles 
(e.g. bità≠ ‘belonging to’, taba≠ ‘following’, màl 
belonging to’) intervene between the head noun 
and the annexed one (e.g. il-maktaba bità≠it 
l-gam≠ah ‘the library belonging to the univer-
sity’ = ‘the university library’). Likewise, ¤ 
passive verbs in Classical and Modern Standard 
Arabic are derived from active ones via alterna-
tion of internal vowels (e.g. kataba ‘he wrote’, 
kutiba ‘it was written’). These currently have 
an alternative analytic structure (e.g. tamma 
kitàbato ‘it was written’), where the erstwhile 
lexical verb tamma ‘he completed’, which is in 
the active voice, is grammaticalized to serve this 
passivizing function. Prepositions such as li- 
‘for, to’, fì ‘in, at’, ≠inda ‘at’, as well as personal 
pronouns, exhibit verb-like syntactic behav-
ior as in mafì“ mu“kila ‘there is no problem’ 
(Brustad 2000:152; ¤ pseudo-verb). That said, 
when comparing the number of such cases of 
what Lehmann (1995:16) labels ‘degrammati-
calization’ with the grammaticalized forms, it 
becomes clear that these cases constitute a 
very small and insignificant argument against 
grammaticalization (see Haspelmath 2004). 
This does not detract from the fact that such 
linguistic manifestations pose a challenge to the 
canons of grammaticalization and need to be 
accounted for in further research. Examination 
of the boundaries of grammaticalization may 
yield more vexing problems and perhaps would 
bring about modification to some of its well-
established principles.
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Greek Loanwords

Despite the very extensive contacts between 
speakers of Greek and Arabic for over a thou-
sand years between Alexander the Great and 
the advent of Islam, the paradoxical fact is that 
the forms of the two languages extant in recov-
erable documents show very few traces of such 
contacts. In an area where mutual influence 
was presumably most profound, that of spoken 
forms of the languages, no documentation has 
survived for either the Greek or the Arabic 
spoken in places where such interpenetration 
could be expected, as, for example, in Petra 

and Palmyra in the first three centuries of the 
Christian era or among the soldiers on the  east-
ern frontier of the Byzantine Empire in the 4th 
through the 6th centuries. Thus, colloquial syn-
tax and everyday vocabulary and expressions in 
civilian or military life, where one would expect 
the greatest contact, have left no traces. Written
Arabic is not documented, either; for the dura-
tion of the entire millennium from Alex ander 
to Mu™ammad, there is no extant Arabic lit-
erature. The Nabataeans used Aramaic in their 
administration, and although the occurrence of 
Greek words in Nabataean inscriptions would 
tend to indicate their presence in Nabataean 
Arabic as well (Jeffery 1938:17 n. 2), this 
remains a conjecture. The Qur±àn is, essen-
tially, the first Arabic book, and it is written in 
the language of central and southern £ijàz in 
the Arabian Peninsula (Mecca and its environs), 
which, unlike the northern part, never came 
under Roman domination. Pre-Islamic poetry, 
transmitted orally and eventually recorded only 
after the 1st Islamic century, is of restricted 
usefulness for our purposes even if the authen-
ticity of its linguistic forms is accepted: its styl-
ized conventions and high language exclude the 
more colloquial and provincial elements which 
might betray foreign influence in syntax and 
style, i.e. in anything other than vocabulary. 
Apart from these documents for ¤ pre-Islamic 
Arabic, the only other sources at our disposal 
are inscriptions and graffiti in various forms 
of what has been called ‘early North Arabic’ 
(Frühnordarabisch) by W. Caskell: Thamùdic, 
Li™yànite, Íafàitic, and £asàitic. These inscrip-
tions, the product of nomadic tribes in north 
Arabia, are mostly commemorative, funereal, 
or apotropaic; they are important for allow-
ing the reconstruction of the grammar of these 
varieties of early Classical Arabic and provide 
a wealth of information about Arabic proper 
names, but beyond that, their usefulness is very 
limited (Müller 1982a). Briefly put, we do not 
have much evidence for pre-Islamic Arabic, and 
the little that we do have does not come from 
those Arabs who had the most extensive con-
tacts with Greeks (Gutas 2001:629–631). 

The documents at our disposal are accord-
ingly totally inadequate for a study of the 
history of contacts between the two languages 
until the rise of Islam. A comparison of the 
vocabularies of their extant forms, because of 
the disparities of the levels of the two languages 
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that are being compared, yields few results and 
is not representative of the extensive contacts 
between Greek and Arabic speakers through-
out the millennium. A major characteristic of 
Greek loanwords in pre-Islamic Arabic in the 
Qur±àn, in the earliest poetry, and in whatever 
prose from the first two Islamic centuries can be 
confidently assumed to reflect pre-Islamic usage 
is that they were not borrowed directly from 
Greek but rather through the intermediacy 
of Aramaic or Persian (references in Endress 
1992:14, n. 88). In other words, they are not 
the direct result of the contact between Greek 
and Arabic speakers but rather the result of the 
Hellenization of the Near East after Alexander 
and the eventual permeation of such culturally 
significant terms into the Arabic represented 
by our earliest sources. For example, dirham 
‘monetary unit’ in Arabic is a singular back-
formation from daràhim in Pehlevi (Middle 
Persian), taken over into Arabic as plural from 
the Greek draxmÆ (i.e. dirham, sg. Arabic < 
daràhim, pl. Arabic < daràhim, sg. Pehlevi < 
draxmÆ). Similarly, Arabic ±istàr, in the meaning 
of ‘four’, comes from statÆr over Syriac estèrà; 
and even Arabic ±injìl (‘gospel’) for eÈagg°lion 
is transmitted through Ethiopic wangèl. As 
these examples indicate, in the areas of trade 
and religion, Greek loanwords in the Arabic of 
those Arabs who had not been in direct contact 
with the Greeks come through the intermediacy 
of peoples who had (Gutas 2001:632).

Preliminary studies for Greek loanwords in 
this earliest recoverable form of Arabic exist 
only for the Qur±àn and Ibn Is™àq’s (d. 150/
767) biography of the Prophet, where the yield 
is relatively meager. Of all the foreign words 
in the Qur±àn, those which with relative cer-
tainty can be traced to a Greek origin come to 
about only 17, a very small number in a text 
of 340 large pages in Flügel’s edition. Since 
these borrowings are almost without exception 
early, i.e., they had become part of the Arabic 
language of the £ijàz long before Mu™ammad 
insofar as they are mostly attested also in pre-
Islamic poetry, it is worth listing them here. 
Other than dirham and ±injìl mentioned above, 
there are ±iblìs ‘devil’ < diãbolow; burj ‘tower’ 
< pÊrgow; zawj ‘one of a pair’ < zeËgow; sìmà± 
‘sign’ < shme›on – s∞ma; fulk ‘ship’ < §fÒlkion; 
qir†às ‘paper’ < xãrthw; quray“ qar“ ‘shark’ < 
karxar¤aw; miqlàd ‘key’ < kle¤w; qalam ‘pen’ < 
kãlamow; qamìß ‘shirt’ < kam¤sion; kùb ‘cup’ < 

koËpa < kÊmbh; yàqùt ‘gem, sapphire’ < Íãkinyow; 
yaqìn ‘icon’ < efik≈n. Among these, only the 
nautical term fulk and possibly the religious 
one ±iblìs may be considered as having come 
directly from the Greek; the rest entered Arabic 
through the mediation of other languages, pri-
marily Aramaic/Syriac and Pehlevi. Conversely, 
Greek itself acted as the intermediary for the 
transmission of a few ¤ Latin loanwords into 
Arabic: balad ‘territory; dwelling’ < palãtion < 
palatium; ßirà† ‘road’ < strãta < strata; qis†às 
‘scales’ < j°sthw < sextarius; qaßr ‘castle’ < 
kastron < castrum; qin†àr ‘weight measure’ 
< kenthnãrion < centenarium (Jeffery 1938:
s.vv.). Similar, proportionately, is the presence 
of Greek words in the Prophet’s biography: in 
a text covering 1,000 pages, only 29 words are 
of Greek origin (Hebbo 1984). It is again obvi-
ous from the nature of the Greek loanwords 
just listed from the Qur±àn that this borrowed 
vocabulary is broadly cultural and not specific, 
reflecting the dominance of Graeco-Roman 
institutions and activities in the Near East after 
Alexander (Gutas 2001:632–633).

After the advent of Islam, and throughout 
the Umayyad period (661–750), Arabic was 
in constant contact with Greek through the 
incorporation of millions of Greek speakers in 
Syro-Palestine and Egypt within the borders 
of the Islamic empire. Although the numer-
ous Greek loanwords that must have entered 
spoken Arabic do not reveal themselves in the 
documents of the high language that have sur-
vived from the earliest period of Islam, an idea 
of their nature and extent can be gleaned from 
the administrative and commercial Graeco-
Latin terms that entered spoken Egyptian 
Arabic and are preserved in papyri documents 
(Schall 1982:149). Most important, however, 
this contact was official in the chanceries of 
the Umayyad state in governmental centers, 
including Damascus, where the administra-
tive personnel, kept over from the Byzantine 
period, used Greek as the official language 
until the Arabization reforms of ≠Abd al-Malik 
(r. 685–705; Gutas 1998:17–18). The reforms 
apparently worked very well, for high Arabic 
absorbed few Greek administrative loanwords, 
notably the name for land#tax, xaràj < xorhg¤a, 
apparently also through Syriac mediation (EI2 
s.v. arà&).

It was in the subsequent period, during the 
early Abbasids (750–1000), under whom an  
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extensive Graeco-Arabic translation move-
ment was instituted (Gutas 1998), that numer-
ous Greek words appeared in Arabic scientific 
and philosophical literature. However, Arabic 
speakers of the time reacted to this influx of 
foreign words and concepts in ways that, as 
in pre-Islamic times, resulted in the absorp-
tion of few Greek loanwords in the high lan-
guage. The loanwords that were accepted in the
sciences and philosophy were, again, for the 
most part mediated primarily through Syriac 
but also through Persian. This is clearly due to 
the fact that the vast majority of the Graeco-
Arabic translators were native Syriac speak-
ers, while the Persians, who were responsible 
for the Perso-Arabic translations, may have 
been transferring into Arabic Greek words that 
could have passed from the Greek into Middle 
Persian. Such loanwords became naturalized 
in Arabic through morphological accommoda-
tion to Arabic patterns of nominal, adjectival, 
and verbal formation. Thus, from the Syriac, 
we have such words as jins ‘genus’ (pl ±ajnàs) 
< Syriac gensà < g°now; hayùlà ‘matter’ (adj. 
hayùlànì) < Syriac hywlà (for u > yw see 
Daiber 1980:44–45; Endress 1992:14, n. 89) < 
Ïlh, eventually replaced by màdda; ±us†uquss
‘element’ (pl. -àt) Syriac es†ùksà < stoixe›on, 
replaced by ±unßur; faylasùf ‘philosopher’ (pl. 
falàsifa, noun falsafa, verb tafalsafa, adj. fal-
safì < Syriac pìlòsòpà < filÒsofow, replaced by 
™akìm ‘philosopher, physician, sage’; ±istà≈iyà 
‘stadium’ < Syriac estadyà < stãdion (cf. mod-
ern Arabic ±istàd, this time from French stade); 
±aqràbà≈ìn ‘dispensatory’ < Syriac gràpà/ìdìn < 
graf¤dion; kìmiyà± ‘alchemy’ (adj. -iyà±ì, -iyàwì, 
-àwì) < Syriac kìmìyà < xhme¤a. Through the 
mediation of Persian we have such words as 
qawlanj ‘colic’ < kvlikÆ and ±iyàraj ‘divine 
[remedy]’ < flerã (Endress 1992:14–15).

In the early phases of the translation move-
ment, numerous Greek words without obvious 
Arabic counterparts were simply transliterated. 
This practice, however, proved unsatisfactory, 
primarily because of the inherent unwieldiness 
of such Greek words and the impossibility of 
their morphological and syntactic adaptation 
in an Arabic linguistic environment, and they 
were eventually almost all replaced by native 
Arabic words (Heinrichs 1978:260–261, n. 26). 
For example, ‘syllogism’ (sullogismÒw), a word 
which proved compatible with patterns in 

Latin and other Indo-European languages of 
Europe, was at first simply transliterated as 
sìlùjismùs (Vagelpohl 2002:256), later replaced 
by Arabic qiyàs; f/ban†asiyà ‘imagination’ < Syriac 
pan†asiyà < fantas¤a, replaced by tawahhum, 
ta•ayyul (although in this case it is interesting 
to see that the Greek word was retained by 
Ibn Sìnà but given a different technical sense, 
Heinrichs 1978:260 n. 25); ±an†alàšiyà ‘ente-
lechy’ < §ntel°xeia replaced by kamàl, tamàm; 
qatafasìs ‘affirmation’ < katãfasiw, replaced
by ±ìjàb; etc. (Endress 1992:16). Of the words 
transliterated in the learned literature there 
were eventually tolerated only a few, primar-
ily those that referred to specific disciplines 
and subjects of study, e.g. ±ariµma†ìqì ‘arith-
metic’ < ériymhtikÆ, Qà†àÿuriyàs, ‘Categories’ 
< Kathgor¤ai of Aristotle, Sùfis†ìqà ‘Sophistics’ 
(nouns safsa†a, sufis†à±ì) < SofistikÆ (scil. 
§pistÆmh, for Sofistiko‹ ¶legxoi of Aristotle), 
etc., although even these were given Arabic 
counterparts, ≠ilm al-™isàb, Maqùlàt, and tam-
wìh ‘misrepresentation’ and muÿàla†a ‘inducing 
error’, respectively (Endress 1992:16–17). In 
the end, it appears that the Greek loanwords of 
wider currency that were accepted into Arabic 
vocabulary, both those that entered through the 
mediation of Syriac and Persian, given above, 
and those that entered through the Graeco-
Arabic transliterations in the learned tradition, 
show two characteristics: they entered through 
the mediation of Syriac (and, to a lesser extent, 
Persian) pronunciation, which apparently made 
them phonetically more acceptable, and  almost 
all eventually acquired Arabic equivalents 
(Heinrichs 1978:261 n. 26; Endress 1992:20), 
so that, in principle rendered superfluous, their 
use could be regarded as a sign of learned 
 jargonism. 

By contrast, loanwords that referred to 
highly technical terms in most fields, but espe-
cially in botany and pharmacology (Dietrich 
1988:II, 708–714, 728–746), were accepted 
as such and have formed part of the Arabic 
vocabulary. (For example, of the words listed 
above, ±aqràbà≈ìn, kìmiyà±, and qawlanj, and 
the word in wide use to this day in the entire 
Near East, tiryàq ‘antidote, panacea’ < Syriac 
teryàqì < yhriakØ [ént¤dotow], which, through 
Persian teryàq/k ‘antidote, wine, opium’ and 
the adjective teryàq/kì ‘addict, opium eater’ 
and Turkish tiryàq/k and tiryàq/kì (with the 
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same meanings as in Persian) has reentered 
Modern Greek as yeriaklÆw ‘addicted, aficio-
nado [of tobacco and coffee]’, with the addition 
of -lhw in an apparently improper back-forma-
tion for the Turkish associative suffix -li. In 
at least one case, that of ±as†urlàb ‘astrolabe’ 
< éstrolãbion, the acceptance of the loan-
word was accompanied by attempts to find an 
‘Arabic’ etymology for it (Endress 1992:17, 

n. 128, referring to D.A. King). In general, 
however, and technical terminology apart, 
written Arabic proved to be not very hospi-
table to Greek loanwords. Instead, the need to 
incorporate new words into Arabic to meet the 
demands of the translated literature and the 
rapidly expanding scientific and philosophical 
endeavors during the early Abbasids was met 
in at least four ways: approximate translations 
of Greek terms (occasionally accompanying the 
transliterated word), etymological translations 
(calques), assignment of new meanings to exist-
ing Arabic words, and derivation of new words 
(Endress 1992:17–23; Schall 1982:150–151).

The phonology of the loanwords and trans-
literated words oscillated between the two 
major sources from which these words came 
into Arabic, through Syriac and directly from 
Greek. The Syriac phonology is partly due to 
its impact on the language of the translators, 
as noted, and partly to their familiarity with 
the transcription of numerous Greek words 
in Syriac texts (den Heijer 1991:104). The 
Greek phonology is directly derived from the 
spoken Greek of early Islamic times, which 
appears to be very close to that of Modern 
Greek: the spiritus asper is almost universally 
suppressed, iotacisms – insofar as vowels can 
be determined from the Arabic script – would 
seem to abound, and the consonants clearly 
have the values of Modern Greek: gamma (g) 
is transcribed mostly with a ÿayn, delta (d) 
with a ≈àl, and chi (x) oscillates between the 
Syriac transcription of kòf, which appears in
Arabic as kàf, and the actual sound of the letter 
(especially before a, o, v, ou), transcribed with 
a xà±. The letter sigma (s, w), normally tran-
scribed with a sìn, in one instance gives a clue 
to the transcription of the letters on the basis 
of actual pronunciation: in the translation of 
Aristotle’s Generation of Animals (763b 1), the 
name of the island L°sbow is transliterated as 
Làzbùß, indicating both the actual /z/ phoneme 

of the letter before bèta (presumably, at that 
time, pronounced /v/) and the emphasized pho-
neme /s/ characteristic of final sigma (Vagelpohl 
2002:143–153).
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Dimitri Gutas (Yale University)

Greetings

1 .  T h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f 
g r e e t i n g s

The term ‘greetings’ refers to any verbal behav-
ior that a speaker engages in upon recognizing 
another, or one that has the function of recog-
nition of an encounter with a person as socially 
acceptable (Firth 1972:1). Greetings are also 
defined as the set of linguistic and/or nonlin-
guistic devices used for the initial management 
of encounters (Yusuf a.o. 1976), that is of 
paramount significance in everyday interaction. 
They are aspects of politeness routines (Ervin-
Tripp 1964:195) that are tied to conversational 
exchange; hence, their manipulation is instru-
mental to power relationships and solidarity. 
They are also considered markers of social 
identity (El-Zeini 1985). While their presence 
usually guarantees continuation of social inter-
action, their absence, or the failure to respond 
to them, is a violation that could be interpreted 
as rudeness or breakdown in the social rela-
tionship between parties or individuals (Chaika 
1989:44).

In most cultures, greetings are usually rou-
tinely performed formulaic expressions, “cul-
turally valued patterns of speaking preserved 
for their own sake, and in which few changes 
can be made, with the exception of features 
of pitch and loudness” (Caton 1986:296). A 
formulaic linguistic unit is also “one in which 
the referential value of the speech signal is 
either minimized or non-existent” (Yùsuf a.o. 
1976:812). Routines do not have a manifested 
topic, hence they are considered contentless 
speech that can be replaced by gestures (Ervin-
Tripp 1964:195).

The systematic study of greetings started 
toward the beginning of the 1970s (Kendon 
and Ferber 1973) and may be attributed to 
the growing interest in the ethnography of 
speaking and conversational analysis. They are 
usually studied within the framework of lin-

guistics and anthropology. In conversational 
interaction they are termed ‘adjacency pairs’ 
(Sacks a.o. 1974), “utterances produced by 
two successive speakers such that the second 
utterance is identified as related to the first as 
an expected follow up”. They are also called 
a ‘dialogic couplet’ (Goffman 1981), since a 
greeting is a two-part structure. Yet another 
term used in reference to greetings is ‘exchange’ 
(Mauss 1967:3), in which a formula uttered by 
the speaker triggers a standard reply uttered by 
the addressee. In sociolinguistics, they are also 
referred to by the term ‘summons’ (Schegloff 
1968); they are repeated until they receive a 
response and are then followed by the formu-
laic routines as a way of carrying on with social 
interaction. In the field of discourse analysis, 
greetings are classified as expressive speech acts 
(Searle 1979), that is, acts that express emo-
tions and feelings.

In anthropology, greetings are considered 
aspects of phatic communion (Malinowski 
1927) that set the tone for communication but 
have no cognitive content. They also fit into 
‘rituals’, arbitrary communicative procedures 
that regulate social situations (Firth 1972). 
Ritual is also viewed as that aspect of custom-
ary behavior that makes statements about the 
hierarchical relations between people. The form 
and function of greetings and their interpreta-
tion vary across cultures, a variation that has 
prompted a number of researchers to study 
them in different languages.

2 .  G r e e t i n g s  i n  t h e  A r a b 
w o r l d

Greetings in the Arab world are related to 
various layers of cultural meaning. Reducing 
greetings to a matter of etiquette or politeness 
without pointing out their religious signifi-
cance, as noted in the literature on the subject 
(e.g. Caton 1986), would yield an impoverished 
analysis. This religious significance is imme-
diately noticed in the triradical root of the 
nomenclature/word as-salàm in Arabic, s-l-m. 
This root denotes ‘being sound and void of 
defects, weaknesses, or any sort of imperfec-
tion’, e.g. bi-qalbin salàm ‘with a clean heart’ 
(Q. 26/89), i.e. ‘with a heart void of hypocrisy 
and infidelity’ (Zabìdì, Tàj s.v.).

The religious significance of greetings may 
also be readily grasped in the Qur±ànic verse 
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in which greetings should follow the principle 
of ‘better or same response’: “When you are 
greeted with a greeting, greet in return with 
what is better than it, or [at least] return it 
equally” (Q. 4/86). Hence, performing greet-
ings is in fact a fulfillment of a religious duty 
in Islam. Moreover, as-salàmu ≠alaykum is the 
greeting that should be used among Muslims 
(El-Zeini 1985:71–72; Caton 1986:294). Fur-
thermore, the structure of a greeting, i.e. who 
initiates it and how to respond to it, is rule-gov-
erned, as is clearly exemplified by the following 
Prophetic ™adìµ: “The rider should first greet 
the pedestrian, and the pedestrian the one who 
is seated, and a small group should greet a 
larger group with as-salàmu ≠alaykum” (Mus-
lim, Sa™ì™ Book 26, Chap. 1, no. 5374). Another 
Prophetic ™adìµ that shows the importance of 
greetings in Islam says: “Give currency to [the 
practice of paying salutation to one another by 
saying] as-salàmu ≠alaykum” (±af“ù s-salàma 
baynakum; Muslim, Sa™ì™, Book 1, no. 0096). 
Such ™adìµs attest to the fact that greetings in 
Islam are deeply rooted in its religious credo. 
The meaning of the Muslim greeting itself also 
carries religious connotations. It is an invoca-
tion for peace to spread onto the addressee and 
it is reversed in the response to invoke peace 
for the initiator by saying ‘and upon you be 
peace!’. Such connotations are further intensi-
fied by adding words like wa-ra™matu llàhi wa-
barakàtuh ‘and God’s mercy and His blessings’. 
In this way, the respondents heap more bless-
ings on the addressee than they receive, which 
attests to the better or same response stated 
in the Qur±àn as indicated above, which rein-
forces the religious value of Islamic greetings.

The religious input in Islamic greetings is 
also reflected in the greeting formulas that 
Muslims use. For instance, Islamic greetings are 
often mentioned in association with the Name 
of God, as in responses to kèfak, ±izzayyak 
‘how are you?’, such as naškur Allàh/al-™amdu 
li-llàh ‘thanks, praise be to God’, respectively. 
As such, they differ from other greetings used 
in the Arab world that have secular values of 
beauty or flowers, such as those used in Egypt 
and in Syria, e.g. ßabà™ il-ward/ßabà™ il-full 
‘[may you have] a morning of roses/jasmine’.

The greeting as-salàmu ≠alaykum is also the 
one used by pious Muslims in particular (Caton 
1986:294), as prescribed in the Qur±ànic verse 
(Q. 6/54). Moreover, the greeting ßabà™ in-nùr, 

as a response to ßabà™ il-xèr, derives religious 
significance through the word ‘light’, which is 
also one of God’s attributes. In addition there is 
a sùra in the Qur±àn called an-Nùr (Q. 18/35). 
Thus, to fully understand the greeting behav-
ior in the Arab world, it is important that the 
study be contextualized within such a religious 
framework.

The religious background of greetings in 
the Arab world manifests itself through actual 
greetings, as in the case of as-salamu ≠alaykum. 
The use of a response better than the initiation, 
irrespective of the nature (religious or nonreli-
gious) of the greeting itself, reflects an Islamic 
influence. Thus, it is not only the greeting per se 
that is religious, but also the way it is structured 
and manipulated.

Ferguson (1967) points out that Arabic has 
a number of ‘root-echo responses’, e.g. Allàh 
yibàrik fìk ‘may God bless you’, which may be 
modified by “the addition, deletion, permuta-
tion or the ringing of paradigmatic changes of 
some kind” (Ferguson 1976:143). For example, 
as-salàmu ≠alaykum ‘peace be on you’ receives 
the response: wa ≠alaykumu s-salàm ‘and upon 
you be peace’. Another multipurpose response 
is Allàh yi™faÚak ‘may God protect you’, which 
fits in case no specific response is expected.

The use of greetings in Egypt varies accord-
ing to education, sex, religion, and degree 
of familiarity between participants. Greetings 
also allow for a degree of creativity reflected 
in the use of metaphorical and flowery expres-
sions. Members of the lower socioeconomic 
strata commonly use ornate greetings, such as 
ßabà™ il-full ‘morning of jasmine’, ßabà™ il-±iš†a 
‘morning of cream’, ßabà™ il-ward ‘morning of 
roses’. These same greetings are used among 
familiars, such as friends and colleagues. They 
would be inappropriate in formal situations 
as, for example, from an employee to a boss; 
such greetings as ßabà™ il-xèr and as-salàmu 
≠alaykum are seen as being more suitable for 
such formal relationships.

In Egyptian society, a speaker’s sex influ-
ences the use of greetings. A highly educated 
male speaker is not expected to greet his female 
colleague with ßabà™ il-full or ßabà™ il-±iš†a, 
unless the two have a very close relationship. 
Otherwise, the woman may feel embarrassed. 
Christians in Egypt often use the Muslim 
greeting of salàm. One possible explanation 
attributes this usage to certain behaviors of 
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 minority groups: minority groups are liable to 
be influenced by the majority. According to 
Firth (1972:33–34), “As a rule, adoption of the 
new forms of greeting has been credited with 
the prestige of association with a larger uni-
verse, or alternatively, has been stimulated by 
the wish to develop patterns of weight, such as 
Moslem parallels to Christian forms”. Another 
possible explanation attributes this usage to the 
word salàm itself. The salàm greeting, accord-
ing to this interpretation, is similar in its refer-
ence to ‘peace’ to the Biblical greeting “And 
into whatsoever house ye shall enter, first say, 
peace be to this house” (John 14:27).

Muslims, in general, vary greeting responses 
in accordance with the Qur±ànic verse stated 
above, that is, they should use a better greeting 
than the initiation, which implies that varia-
tion is recommended and preferred to using the 
same response. They use ßabà™ il-full/il-ward/
il-±iš†a/in-nùr ‘morning of jasmine/roses/cream/
light’, respectively, all associated with the color 
white, which is a sign of purity, good omens, 
and well-wishing. Christians also vary their 
patterns of greeting responses as well, in spite 
of the fact that they are not religiously ordered 
to do so. But, as Ferguson (1976) notes, such a 
phenomenon is natural because gradually these 
greetings are integrated within the culture, and 
people become unaware of the religious origin 
of the variation in greeting responses.

Related to variation in greeting responses is 
the creative use of greetings typical of Egyp-
tians. For instance, the greeting ßabà™ is-sukkar 
‘morning of sugar’ has come into use on a tele-
vision program in Egypt. Another interesting 
creative greeting is ßabà™ in-neskafè ‘morning 
of Nescafé’, also used on a TV promotion. 
Creativity here refers to flexibility of inser-
tion, addition, or replacement in the usual 
fixed greetings, depending on one’s individual 
choice and context, e.g. ßabà™ ≠asal ‘morning of 
honey’. This is not usually the case in Western 
greetings, for instance, where greetings consist 
of fixed adjacency pairs. In Arab countries, 
however, they are not fixed but more varied 
and likely to change according to variables of 
context, personal mode, and other factors.

The greetings mar™aba/mar™abtèn/mìt mar-
™aba ‘hello/two hellos/a hundred hellos’ and 
the plural formula mìt ßabà™a ‘hundred mor-
nings’, are typically Levantine. Greetings for 
the morning in the Levant are used between 

waking up and midday. Other more flowery 
responses include ßabà™ il-ward ‘morning of 
roses’ and ßabà™ il-full ‘morning of jasmine’, 
which are common family greetings.

However, variation of greetings in Syria, 
according to Ferguson (1967), is not predictable 
in any universal sense; rather, what is universal 
is the correlation between the structure of the 
greeting formula and the sociospatial dimen-
sion. The one who initiates the greeting cannot 
anticipate the response, because of the creative 
nature of greeting usage in Syria (as well as in 
some other Arab countries). Nonetheless, one 
can predict certain greeting formulas to be asso-
ciated with certain social classes and certain 
contexts. For instance, an informal greeting like 
ßabà™ il-full is likely to occur in a café between 
friends of the same sex, but not in a lecture 
from a professor to students. Furthermore, such 
variation is not restricted to the Syrian society; 
it applies to most of the other Arab countries, 
such as Egypt.

Caton’s (1986:290–303) study of greetings in 
Yemen focuses on a Hijrah (Caton 1986:292) 
village whose inhabitants are reputed to be 
descendants of the Prophet Mu™ammad. The 
greetings used in this village are deeply con-
nected with the Islamic credo (Caton 1986:294). 
Caton also mentions ±ahlan wa-sahlan lit. ‘you 
have come to your people and it is easy to wel-
come you’ or simply ‘feel at home’. Although 
this greeting is not the typical salàm greeting, it 
is a pan-Arab greeting.

The intensity of greetings in Yemen is indexed 
in various ways. One such strategy is the meta-
phoric use of number categories, such as the 
dual and plural forms of mar™abtèn (Caton 
1986:298). A further intensification strategy 
of greetings in Yemen is to add more words 
by performing two acts in the second turn: 
reply to the first exchange and initiate another 
one, e.g. initiation ±ahlan wa-sahlan; response 
±ahlan bìk, wa-™ayya llàh man ™ayyàk ‘hello, 
hello to you; may God greet him who greets 
you’. Other intensification strategies in Yemen 
mentioned by Caton (1986:299) include the 
use of an intensifier phrase, such as the phrase 
bi-l-xèr wa-l-≠àfiya, and extending the blessing 
beyond the immediate party of the greeting 
to encompass the whole Muslim community. 
Furthermore, some greetings can be used only 
by an individual in saluting a group, especially 
the salàm ta™iyya (Caton 1986:303).
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In Saudi Arabia, according to Hassa nayn 
(1994), the address term ±axx ‘brother’ or ≠amm 
‘uncle’ is used with the greeting when addressing 
a male older than the greeter, and ±uxt ‘sister’ 
and ≠amma ‘aunt’ for the female counterpart 
(¤ terms of address). Moreover, some gestures 
have special significance for Saudi Arabian 
greetings. For example, handshakes show inti-
macy and are used after the verbal greeting in 
male/male interaction, whereas in male/female 
interaction, the handshake takes place only 
among relations. In addition, kissing the fore-
head, nose, and right hand of the person who 
is being greeted is a sign of respect and loyalty. 
Gestures also replace the verbal greeting when 
there are constraints on the utterance of greet-
ings, e.g. in extreme silence as in funerals.

Moroccans greet friends and acquaintances 
with ça va? or là bas?, stop in order to shake 
hands, then ask about the other person’s fam-
ily, children, and health. The exchange extends 
to include a flow of questions without actually 
waiting for a response, which reflects their 
phatic nature, and it ends when one of the par-
ties says bàrak Allàh fìk (Lowless 2004).

3 .  G r e e t i n g s  i n  g e n e r a l

On the whole, Arabic displays more elaborate 
and varied greeting structures than other lan-
guages, especially in the ‘how are you?’ phase, 
which includes an exchange of phatic questions 
about one’s family members. Despite the spe-
cific aspects of greeting behavior in the Arab 
world, there are other general features that 
cannot be ignored. These include some typical 
aspects of greetings, strategies of intensifica-
tion, social functions, nonverbal behavior, and 
channels of exchanging greetings. Despite the 
variation of greetings across cultures, there is, 
to a great extent, some common ground for 
greetings everywhere, for instance, the factors 
affecting their intensity, strategies of greeting 
intensification, and other shared features.

Factors that influence the intensity of greet-
ings include such salient features as length of 
time elapsed since previous encounters, distance 
between communicators, number of individuals 
in the relevant groups, relative social status of 
the communicators, and social power and soli-
darity between them.

There are several strategies for intensify-
ing greetings. One of these is the metaphoric 

use of number categories in the noun (singu-
lar/dual/plural), e.g. ±ahlèn, the dual form of 
±ahl in many Arab countries. Another strategy 
involves the use of an intensifier phrase in addi-
tion to the blessing mentioned in the initiation. 
A third is the use of a more metaphoric lexical 
item than the one used in the initiation. Still 
another common strategy to intensify greetings 
is extending the greeting beyond the immedi-
ate party being greeted to include the entire 
Muslim community. For example, ≠ìd mbàrak 
‘blessed holiday’ receives the response ≠alà l-
jamì≠ ‘to all’. Repetition of the greeting formula 
itself, e.g. ±ahlan ±ahlan ‘welcome welcome’, is 
also an effective strategy for intensifying the 
greeting.

Greetings perform several social functions. 
They may be a prelude for social interaction, 
and for opening a sequence of communicative 
acts. They also set the frame for interaction 
(Firth 1972). However, one of the significant 
functions of greetings is that of indexing the 
hierarchical relationship of the users and reflect-
ing their status through the variation of the 
verbal behavior of greetings (El-Zeini 1985). 
Greetings also perform a pious act, since their 
structure is deeply implicated in Islamic piety 
(Caton 1986), and they reflect social values 
and politeness norms. Other functions of greet-
ings include expressing solidarity through the 
use of address terms, titles versus first names, 
and honorific tu/vous distinctions common in 
French and other European languages, and 
through showing friendliness, respect, defer-
ence, or de cency toward the greeted party 
(Chaika 1989).

Nonverbal behavior may accompany greet-
ings, replace them, or precede them. However, 
this depends on spatiotemporal aspects or con-
text of use as well as on cultural background. 
Nonverbal greetings may include both facial 
expressions and body language. A wave, a 
smile, a nod, a gesture, a bow, and even a clap 
may replace the verbal greeting. The signs and 
gestures may communicate in much the same 
way a word does. However, both verbal and 
nonverbal greetings may co-occur or overlap. 
For instance, on recognizing someone at a 
distance, a smile is the first nonverbal greeting 
to acknowledge the other. Yet, coming closer, 
both parties exchange eye contact and extend 
a hand for shaking. At this point, the verbal 
greeting is uttered and the nonverbal behavior 
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may last a little bit longer or end, depending 
on the degree of familiarity between the two 
parties involved. The closer the participants, 
the more nonverbal behavior of greeting is 
observed, namely through hugging, kissing, and 
touching, although this varies across cultures. 
Nonetheless, if in a hurry, the two parties may 
exchange the nonverbal greeting or the distant 
salutation, as it is sometimes called. It is worth 
noting here that all nonverbal behavior in greet-
ings is culture-bound. For instance, the number 
of kisses varies across cultures, as does the part 
of the face being kissed. Egyptians, for exam-
ple, usually exchange two kisses, one on each 
cheek, whereas Saudis may kiss the nose, the 
forehead, or the cheek depending on the level 
of familiarity between participants. What is 
more, the ritual of greeting should be observed 
strictly, since it is rule-governed. Any change 
in the nonverbal behavior of greeting would 
result in embarrassment, and would also label 
the greeter as a stranger who does not know the 
routine of that specific culture.

Greetings may be expressed through different 
channels: oral in the presence of another party, 
as in spoken, everyday face-to-face interac-
tion, or in one another’s absence, as in radio 
programs and phone calls. Despite their short 
duration, for example, phone calls may not 
take place without the greeting exchange, oth-
erwise, the caller is considered extremely rude. 
Yet another way is the written channel, as 
in exchanging greetings via greeting cards or 
e-greetings, which emphasizes the social role 
that greetings play in various cultures. Greeting 
cards help to maintain social solidarity, even 
though the two parties involved are usually 
absent at the time of the greeting exchange.

4 .  C o n c l u s i o n s

A number of important conclusions can be 
drawn regarding the use and manipulation of 
greetings in the Arab world. Knowledge of 
the speakers’ religious background is crucial 
to understanding some aspects of the greeting 
behavior in the Arab world. The greeting as-
salàmu ≠alaykum is regarded as the pan-Arab/
Islamic greeting and is recommended for use by 
conservative Muslims. The definition of greet-
ings itself is fuzzy in the available literature; it 
is sometimes used to refer to other fixed routine 
expressions such as compliments, as in the 

work of Hassanayn (1994) and Caton (1986). 
The available literature puts more emphasis on 
the verbal aspects of greetings. Verbal greetings 
are accompanied by nonverbal behaviors such 
as hugging, kissing, and handshaking which 
vary significantly across cultures. These, how-
ever, have not received adequate attention in 
available literature.

Finally, intensification strategies in the Arab 
world include quantification, better responses to 
greetings, and use of flowery language. Overall, 
further empirical research is needed in the field 
of greetings, particularly in the Gulf area and 
in North Africa.
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Nagwa Elzeiny (Helwan University)

Grounding

Grounding is a discourse semantic notion. It 
pertains to the organization of meaning in 
terms of a foreground/background structure. 
This structure is not a binary opposition but 
rather a gradual scale of meaning distribu-
tion and dis tinc tion among whole propositions 
in terms of ‘grounding values’, based on the 
assignment of degrees of impor tance to infor-
mation. A grounding value is a measure of the 
relative worth of a textual proposition on the 
foreground/background gradient. Roughly, a 
proposition is the semantic equivalent of a 
clause. On the grounding scale, foreground 
meaning is high and background meaning is 
low. Between both grounding values are mean-
ings (viz. propositions) that occupy various 
positions such as midground.

The organization of meaning as a fore-
ground/background structure is a fundamental 
property of text or discourse, and a language-
independent, universal principle of text orga-
nization. The terms ‘text’ and ‘discourse’ are 

used interchangeably. Discourse does not refer 
only to conversation, and a written text may 
also be a “monologue discourse” (van Dijk 
1977:8). The scalar foreground/background 
structure makes texts or discourses interesting. 
It is also consistent with the assumption that 
hu man com munica tion does not manifest the 
same grounding value throughout a text or 
texts and that events and participants referred 
to in text do not enjoy the same significance. 
A text that was a “story in which ev ery charac-
ter was equally important and every event 
equally significant can hardly be imagined” 
(Callow 1974:49). Language users, and in par-
ticular readers and writers of texts, “lend more 
impor tance to some information than to other 
information” (Wallace 1982:208). They assign 
variant grounding values to the semantic mean-
ing or content of text.

Propositions, and events referred to in them, 
vary in their significance and grounding values, 
as illustrated in (1).

(1) ±Adrusu l-±àna fì jàmi≠at laydin. Wa-
kuntu qad darastu min qabl fì jàmi≠at 
±amstirdàm.

 ‘I study now at the University of Leiden. 
Earlier, I studied at the University of 
Amsterdam.’

Writers or speakers consider the meaning or 
proposition expressed in the first sentence as 
being more important and more relevant to 
them (and to readers or listeners) than the 
meaning or proposition expressed in the second 
sentence, hence, they assign it a foreground 
value or interpretation. The meaning expressed 
in the second sentence, which reports infor-
mation about earlier activities, serves a back-
ground function. This means that the writer or 
speaker assigns different grounding values to 
what is written or said. It also means that the 
grounding structure is part of the communica-
tive strategy used for the realization of in tended 
meaning.

A burgeoning interest in the phenomenon 
of grounding has emerged during the last 
three decades. Grounding has been studied 
from different perspectives: linguistic, literary, 
and psycholinguistic (Dry 1992). Several lin-
guistic studies have characterized foreground 
in terms of events and background in terms 
of nonevents or states (Labov and Waletzky 
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1967; Grimes 1975), or in terms of a con-
trast between “sequenced events” and “non-
sequenced states and actions” (Hopper 1983; 
Fox 1983; Reinhart 1984; Thelin 1984; Flash-
ner 1987; Thompson 1987; Couper-Kuhlen 
1989). This characterization is typical for nar-
rative discourse, where narrative foreground 
consists of the plot or of sequentially organized 
events, and narrative background consists of 
descriptive material.

Much of the work done on grounding has 
also conflated the distribution of the fore-
ground/background structure (at the seman-
tic level) with manifestations of grounding in 
surface structure (the ex pression of the fore-
ground/background structure in clauses or sen-
tences). Furthermore, research on grounding 
was focused primarily on narrative and conver-
sational types of discourse. Other types, which 
may very well have differ ent characteristics, 
re mained largely unexplored. Inevitably, this 
has led to a restricted view of ground ing and 
to problems when other types of dis course, 
such as news, are ana lyzed. See Khalil (2000) 
for a short critical survey of the work done on 
grounding.

In news discourse, as in other types of dis-
course, the main, thus most important, and 
recent events are usually expressed in the begin-
ning of the text (in the headline or the lead sen-
tence), and the less important, old, or known, 
events about details as well as information 
about the spatio-temporal setting of main events 
are expressed later (toward the end of the text). 
The typical grounding structure of this type of 
discourse is based on a gradual departure from 
fore ground to background meaning.

Generally speaking, the writer’s per spective 
on grounding and its structure may determine 
the order in which sentences appear in text. 
This means that the writer may manipulate 
the order of sentences in order to signal the 
foreground/background structure and to pro-
vide readers with clues as to how they (should) 
interpret the grounding structure in a given 
situation. Example (2) illustrates this point.

(2) a. Waqa≠a hujùmun ≠ala l-madìna. Wa-li-
hà≈à istaslamat al-™àmiya.
‘There has been an onslaught on the 
city. As a result the garrison has sur-
rendered.’

 b. Istaslamat al-™àmiya. Fa-qad waqa≠a 
hujùmun ≠ala l-madìna.
‘The garrison has surrendered. There 
has been an onslaught on the city.’

In (2a), the sequence of sentences expresses a 
consequence relation, denoted by wa-li-hà≈à. 
The sequence of sentences in (2b), which is the 
opposite of (2a), expresses an explicative rela-
tion (denoted by the particle fa- and the pre-
verbal particle qad), providing the cause of the 
event referred to in the preceding sentence. In 
foreground/background terms, one may assume 
that the proposition expressed in the first sen-
tence of (2a) and (2b) – about the cause and 
the consequence of the event – has more impor-
tance, hence, it is assigned foreground inter-
pretation and, as a result, is more prominently 
ex pressed in the se quence. (Depending on the 
type of text, other interpretations of the signifi-
cance of sentence order might be possible.)

In addition to sentence order, syntax can also 
serve an important discourse function, that is, 
to signal distinctions in grounding values. Thus, 
grounding may be locationally and syntacti-
cally encoded as shown in (3).

(3) Al-munaÚÚama, allatì tu≠ànì min ma“àkila 
màliyya kabìra, ±a≠lanat ±annahà ™aßalat 
≠alà musà≠adatin qayyima.
‘The organization, which suffers from huge 
financial problems, announced that it has 
received valuable assistance’

The structure of the sentence signals the dis-
tinction in grounding values. The main clause 
expresses meaning about the main and most 
important information (viz. receiving assis-
tance), and hence, it has a foreground value 
or interpretation. The relative clause expresses 
meaning about less important information (viz. 
contextual information about current financial 
problems), and hence, it encodes a background 
proposition.

Languages vary in the explicitness of mark-
ing relative grounding values in text or dis-
course. They also vary in the devices they 
employ and in the contribu tion of these de vices 
to the grounding-signaling function. In many 
types of English texts, for example, expressions 
such as lexi cal repetition, ¤ pronominalization, 
and renomi nal ization are in general suf ficient to 
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make clear the different grounding values of the 
underlying propositions. Example (4) illustrates 
this point.

(4) Sandra said that . . .
She explained that . . .
Her explanation . . .
Sandra has been . . .

Introduced by a personal pronoun, the second 
sentence expresses specifics of the event referred 
to in the first sentence; hence, it denotes a 
midground proposition. Later in the sequence, 
a proper noun is introduced again, denoting 
a shift in the level of description and a lower 
grounding value.

Arabic texts employ devices that play a 
crucial role in signaling the foreground/back-
ground distinction across sentence boundar-
ies. Arabic also makes extensive use of extra 
words and prefatory expressions such as spatio-
temporal and cir cumstantial expressions to per-
form impor tant grounding-signaling functions. 
For details, see Khalil (2000). Among the many 
expressions that serve a grounding-signaling 
function in Arabic are prepositional phrases 
and adverbials such as mimmà yu≈karu ±anna 
‘among things to be mentioned is that’, and 
fì l-masà± ‘in the evening’. In sentence-initial 
position, these expressions make explicit the 
writer’s perspective on the (presentation of the) 
subject matter and his or her communicative inten-
tions re garding how the foreground/background 
structure is to be interpreted. Put differently, 
the choice of a certain expression is determined 
by the grounding value that the proposition 
is intended to serve. Mimmà yu≈karu ±anna 
signals the writer’s perspective on the under-
lying proposition, that is, that it is tangential
and marginally related to other meanings 
expressed previously. Preposed adverbials of 
time, place, and manner – included among 
“syntactic foreground ing devices” (Fareh 
1995) – may be due to constraints to express 
background meaning about the context of the 
event before expressing other higher grounding 
values.

Aspectual markers can also have a grounding-
signaling function. For example, qad and kàna 
qad perform gram matical func tions in text that 
are distinct from their sen tential (viz. temporal 
or circumstantial) functions. Customarily, the 
preverbal particle qad signals a higher ground-

ing value than the grounding value signaled by 
kàna qad. This is illustrated in (5).

(5) Waßala r-ra±ìsu ±ilà l-ma†àr.
Wa-qad istaqbala-hu ≠adadun kabìrun min 
an-nàs.
Wa-kàna r-ra±ìsu qad zàra ba≠∂a d-duwal 
al-≠arabiyya.
‘The president arrived at the airport.
A large number of people received him.
The president had visited a number of Arab 
countries.’

In the second sentence, qad introduces a develop-
ment, a subevent, of the event reported in the first 
sentence, thus signaling a grounding value lower 
than foreground, a midground. The third sen-
tence is introduced by kàna qad, and it encodes 
a countersequential event that is also a typical 
background function. The marker expresses a 
temporal re lation of an tecedence between two 
past events, a case of “non-sequenced states and 
actions” as per Hopper (1982b:6).

Expressions occurring in sentence-initial 
position have been related to three levels of 
narration (Hatim 1997). The first is introduced 
by the simple past, and it indicates that the nar-
rative is progressing; the second and third are 
intro duced by qad and kàna qad respectively. 
Qad introduces the se quences as one aspect of 
the same set and “at the same time pushes the 
narration back slightly from the basic level” 
(Hatim 1997:70). Kàna qad “pushes the nar-
ration even further back” (Hatim 1997:71). 
For functional differ ences be tween these two 
discourse markers, see Khalil (1985).

The notion of grounding plays a prominent 
role in second/foreign language learning. It 
underlies several textual and linguistic prob-
lems, particularly in translation. The learner/
translator has to cope with grounding con-
straints that lie beyond the sentence boundar-
ies and with ensuing problems in recasting 
the way meaning has been expressed in the 
source language text. One source of grounding 
problems in translation involves misinterpret-
ing the grounding function of propositions in 
the source language text. A second source of 
grounding problems relates to the absence or 
omission in the translated text of expressions 
that may be particularly important for ground-
ing-signaling functions. The absence of these 
expressions may lead to an imbalance between 
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source and target language texts (see Khalil 
2001). An account of how Arabic distinguishes 
and signals grounding values in different types 
of text would provide a valuable contribution 
to studies of second/foreign language.
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Gulf States

1 .  A r a b i c  a n d  m i n o r i t y 
l a n g u a g e s

A number of languages in addition to Arabic 
are used in all the modern Gulf States:

Persian. Persian is widely understood through-
out the Persian Gulf, though perhaps less than 
was the case fifty years ago. Older immigrants 
of Iranian origin, born in Iran in the first half 
of the 20th century, have retained their Persian 
alongside the Arabic they learned on the Arab 
side of the Gulf, but the younger generations, 
brought up and educated through the medium 
of Arabic, are well assimilated and many are 
either losing their Persian or use it only as 
a domestic language with their parents and 
grandparents. Over the centuries, Persian has 
contributed many loanwords to the Gulf dia-
lects, especially words for foodstuffs, domestic 
goods, textiles, and building and architectural 
terms (Holes 2001), e.g. rubyàn ‘prawns’, rwèd 
‘radishes’, mèwa ‘fruit’, “akkar ‘sugar’, dò“ag 
‘mattress’, nihàli ‘carpet’, zari ‘gilded cord’, làs 
‘silk’, “igirdi ‘building laborer’, gòni ‘builder’s 
set-square’, dirì“a ‘window’, bàdgìr ‘wind-
tower’.

Indian languages. Hindi/Urdu and, to a lesser 
extent, Punjabi and some South Indian languages 
have always been widely understood by sections 
of the population in all the Gulf States. Trade 
links with India have been strong for centuries 
if not millennia, and for a hundred years, until 
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1947, the whole area was governed by British 
India from Bombay. The doctors, nurses, minor 
civil servants, engineers, and teachers who came 
to the area from India to build its infrastructure 
also incidentally made Indian languages more 
widely understood. Gulf Arabs working in cer-
tain trades, such as jewelry making, have long 
been familiar with these languages because India 
is a main source of gold and precious gems, and 
many local businesses employed Indian crafts-
men. Before the advent of modern education in 
the Gulf, it was normal for the comfortably well 
off to send their children to India to be educated, 
and until the 1970s, many Gulf residents would 
routinely go to India for the medical treatment 
until then unavailable in the Gulf. Indian films, 
not necessarily with Arabic subtitles, have 
always been very popular in the Gulf States. 
India has also historically been a source of 
cheap marriage partners for Gulf men unable 
to afford the high dowries demanded by the 
fathers of local brides. More recently, there 
has been an influx of less-educated cooks, maids, 
and laborers from India, Pakistan, and Bangla-
desh, which has led to the formation of a Gulf 
pidgin. As a consequence of these various types 
of long-standing contact, the Gulf Arabic dialects 
are permeated with Indian borrowings, especially 
in employment-related vocabulary and terms 
for domestic equipment, clothing, and cooking 
(Holes 2001). Some examples: kràni ‘clerk’, 
ka∑∑a ‘form, protocol’, banka ‘fan’, ∑ùla ‘stove’, 
∑irfàya ‘bedstead’, bijli ‘torch’, jùniyya ‘sack’, 
sirwàl ‘(women’s) trousers’, binjiri ‘bangle’, jùti 
‘shoes’, àlu ‘potato’, ßàlùna ‘curry, stew’. Some 
of these words are now beginning to drop out of 
use with the general rise in literacy and exposure 
to Modern Standard Arabic forms.

There are some other languages whose use is 
limited to one or two of the Gulf States:

Baluchi. Until 1958, the Baluchi-speaking 
Gwadur area of Pakistan was an Omani pos-
session. Baluchi is the language of a portion 
of the population in Oman, well-represented 
in the police force and the army, which is 
concentrated in the Capital Area and on the 
Bà†ina coast. Its use is limited to domestic 
contexts and in-group conversation. Baluchi 
speakers are in virtually all cases fully proficient 
in Omani Arabic. There are smaller groups of 
Baluchi speakers in Bahrain and the southern 
Gulf States.

Swahili. Swahili is widely understood and 
spoken in Oman, particularly in the Capital 
Area. After the revolution that brought Sul-
tan Qaboos to power in 1970, a large num-
ber of Zanzibari Omanis, many of them well 
educated, returned to Oman, their ancestral 
home, from East Africa and other Gulf States. 
The East African contingent spoke little or no 
Arabic. A UNESCO-funded literacy program 
to teach these ‘returnees’ (≠à±idìn) Arabic ran 
throughout the 1970s.

The Modern South Arabian languages. In the 
south of Oman, several non-Arabic Semitic lan-
guages are spoken: Mahrì, £arsùsì, and Jibbàlì 
(Johnstone 1977, 1981, 1987; Stroomer 1999). 
These languages, the remnants of the languages 
spoken before the area became fully Arabized 
(probably before the Islamic conquests), are 
now spoken only by a few thousand speak-
ers each (only a few hundred in the case of 
£arsùsì). All have been heavily infiltrated by 
Arabic vocabulary, and virtually all speakers 
are bilingual in their local language and Arabic 
(¤ Modern South Arabian).

”i™™ì. This term refers not to a single language 
but to a heterogeneous collection of dialects, 
many of them not mutually comprehensible, 
which are spoken by a grouping generically 
known as the ”i™ù™, tribesmen who live in the 
remote mountainous regions of the Musandam 
peninsula in northern Oman and the United 
Arab Emirates. Some of these appear to be 
Arabic dialects, but at least one, Kumzàrì, is 
structurally a variety of Persian and is appar-
ently of some antiquity. None of these dialects/
languages have been properly described (Jaya-
kar 1904; Thomas 1930).

2 .  H i s t o r y  o f  A r a b i c  i n 
t h e  r e g i o n

Little is known for certain about the linguistic 
situation in the Gulf before Arabic became the 
dominant language after the Islamic conquest, 
but it is beyond doubt that, alongside the Old 
Arabic tribal dialects, Persian was in use as a 
trading language and Syriac was used as a 
language of liturgy and ecclesiastical corres-
pondence by the Christian church in the whole 
area. Some short funerary inscriptions in Ara-
maic have been found, and it is likely that Ara-
maic was in use as a vernacular language by the 
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sedentary agriculturalists of eastern Arabia. An 
inscription in Greek has been found at Failaka, 
off the coast of Kuwait. In the south of Oman, 
as in the whole of southern Arabia, the forerun-
ners of the present-day Modern South Arabian 
languages must have been in use in ancient 
times. Monumental cuneiform inscriptions in 
Hadramitic, an ancient South Arabian lan-
guage, have been found at the ruined seaport 
of Samàrum (modern Khòr Ròrì) east of Íalàla 
in southern Oman, founded by colonists from 
the Wadi Hadramawt toward the end of the 1st 
century B.C.E.

For centuries before Islam, the coast of east-
ern Arabia provided a south-north corridor 
for tribal movements, with Taÿlib, Bakr bin 
Wà±il, and ±Azd ≠Umàn all gradually moving 
north along it. There were also major migra-
tions, probably from around the 4th century 
C.E., west to east from Yemen into Oman, and 
northeast from Yemen into ancient Bahrain 
and then south into what is now the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE). These ancient popula-
tion movements help explain the present-day 
wide dispersal of certain ‘southern’ dialect fea-
tures (see below). All of the Gulf Arabic dia-
lects, including that of northern Oman, also 
contain words, especially in agricultural and 
seafaring terminology, that seem to have come 
into them from Mesopotamia via Akkadian 
and/or Aramaic (Holes 2002), e.g. †uba≠ ‘to 
sink’, xinn ‘hold [in a ship]’, xaßìn/ßaxxìn ‘axe, 
digging tool’, zabìl ‘basket’. This ancient lin-
guistic influence, if that is what it is, is not 
surprising, given the length of time that these 
coastal regions were under Babylonian com-
mercial and political influence. It became an 
idée reçue among the medieval Arab grammar-
ians that the speech of Bedouin tribesmen from 
the Gulf Coast − the ≠Abd al-Qays (regarded 
by the [Shi≠a] Ba™àrna of modern Bahrain as 
one element of their ancestry) and ±Azd ≠Umàn 
are usually mentioned by name − was the least 
‘pure’ of all because of their contact with Per-
sians and Indians.

3 .  M o d e r n  A r a b i c 
d i a l e c t o l o g y

From the point of view of phonology and mor-
phology, there are two major dialect types in the 
Gulf region, although each type exhibits a degree 

of geographical variation (¤ Kuwaiti, Bahraini, 
Omani Arabic). These are usually referred to 
in the literature as the badawì or ‘Bedouin’ (B) 
type, and the ™a∂arì or ‘sedentary’ (S) type. 
Despite the fact that, with the arguable excep-
tion of southeastern Oman, all forms of nomadic 
pastoralism have ceased in the Gulf, these two 
dialect types still remain distinct, harking back to 
a time when they marked important differences 
in the culture and social organization of the 
population of the area (and to a limited extent 
still do). The B/S distinction cuts across national 
boundaries (which are a relatively recent inven-
tion) and still survives in the collective memory. 
Speakers in most areas of the Gulf will, if asked, 
unhesitatingly classify themselves, their commu-
nity, and their speech as either belonging to the 
badu (an alternative term is ≠arab) or the ™a∂ar. 
In the case of Bahrain, this distinction is largely 
coterminous with a sectarian one, but it is the 
lifestyle distinction that is historically primary, 
as it is in the other major case where it is still 
linguistically salient, Oman. Systemic linguistic 
differences of this type, like differences in dress, 
are badges of communal identity, and drawing 
attention to them is met with official coolness, 
since it tends to subvert modern governmental 
efforts to create a unified national identity to 
which all can sign up (see Holes 2005b for an 
example of how this is manifested in modern 
media productions).

Many features differentiate the two dialect 
types, but the key phonological distinction is 
their reflex of Old Arabic q. The Bedouin 
dialects have a voiced reflex, which may be a 
uvular G or velar g, and in the latter case has 
undergone a further development, conditioned 
affrication to j. The sedentary dialects, on 
the other hand, have a voiceless reflex, which 
may be a uvular q as in much of Oman, or a 
velar k as in the village farming communities 
of Bahrain and in some mountain villages of 
northern Oman. In the sedentary dialects which 
have this latter k < Old Arabic q development, 
original Old Arabic k has developed, possibly 
as a result, a more fronted reflex, which in some 
dialects is palatalized and in others affricated to 
∑, but, either way, occurs in all environments, 
not just in front-vowel ones, as is the case of 
the Bedouin dialect treatment of Old Arabic k. 
Some further typical distinctions between the 
Gulf B and S dialects are given in Table 1.
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In other areas of phonology and morphol-
ogy, a Bedouin/sedentary distinction exists in 
one area of the Gulf but is absent in another. 
For example, in Oman, all the B dialects have 
a final -n in 2nd person singular feminine and 
2nd/3rd person plural imperfect verbs, as in 
tikitbìn, tikitbùn, yikitbùn, and the S dialects 
do not have this -n, whereas in Bahrain there 
is no distinction: both B and S types have the 
forms with -n. Conversely, in Bahrain the B 
dialects retain the Old Arabic interdentals µ, ≈, 
Ú while the S dialects have ƒ, d, ∂, whereas in 
Oman the B and S dialects all retain the Old 
Arabic interdentals.

The B dialects from Kuwait to the UAE as a 
group are all structurally very similar, although 
they differ slightly one from another in vocabu-
lary. They have become the dominant speech 
type in the whole Gulf area and are usually 
what is being referred to by the shorthand 
term ‘Gulf Arabic’. This linguistic dominance 
has arisen as a result of pulses of migration 
to the coast that have occurred over a long 
period. The most recent of these, in the 18th 
century, gave rise to the current ruling families 
of Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, and the United 
Arab Emirates. Compared with the Central 
Arabian dialects from which they are descended 
(Ingham 1994), these Gulf B dialects have lost 
a number of morphological distinctions (cf. 
Ingham 1982:33−62). They do not distinguish 
gender in the 2nd and 3rd persons of the verb; 
have become less synthetic in structure, as evi-
denced by the loss of the internal passive and 
the heavier use of the analytic genitive; and 
absorbed much foreign vocabulary.

Although historically, the origin of the dif-
ference between them is geographical, the two 
dialect types, B and S, have acquired new 
social connotations in some areas. In Bahrain, 
the S dialect is associated with the socially dis-

advantaged (Shi≠a) Ba™àrna and is somewhat 
stigmatized, while the B dialect is that of the 
largely Sunni social, commercial, and political 
elite (although of course there are also many 
poor Sunnis). In contrast with the situation in 
the northern Gulf, it is an S dialect, that of the 
Capital Area of Muscat and Mutrah, which is, 
sociolinguistically speaking, the dominant one 
in Oman.

In Oman, the B/S dialect distinction continues 
(just) to correspond to differences of geogra-
phy and lifestyle, with tribes such as the ±âl 
Bu ”àmis, the Durù≠, the ±âl Wahìba, and the 
Janaba still being seminomadic. However, as 
noted in Table 1, the B/S distinctions in Oman 
are not always the same as those which typically 
distinguish Bedouin and sedentary descended 
groups in northern Arabia, and there are some 
important structural features that all, or virtually 
all the dialects of Oman share, whether they are 
B or S, and which should be thought of as geo-
graphically ‘southern’ rather than lifestyle related 
(Holes 1989, 1996). The -i“ 2nd person feminine 
singular pronoun ending is one such (¤ ka“ka“a/
kaskasa), the sole exception being the B dialect 
of the ±âl Wahìba of the southeastern Oman, 
which has -ik; another ‘areal’ feature is the 
-in(n)- infix in active participle + object pronoun 
forms, such as “àyfinnah ‘I have/you [masc.] 
have/he has seen it’. Both these ‘southern’ fea-
tures are found as far north as the (Shi≠a) 
Ba™àrna dialects of Bahrain and eastern Saudi 
Arabia, in some coastal dialects of the UAE, and 
in parts of southern Yemen. This interrupted 
pattern of dispersion suggests that the present-
day sedentary dialects of the periphery of the 
Gulf and southern Arabia may be the residue 
of a homogeneous dialect continuum that was 
once more continuous and connected than it 
is today, after centuries of Bedouin migrations 
from Central Arabia.
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Table 1. Distinctions between Bedouin and sedentary dialects

Features B dialects S dialects

Old Arabic j y g (Oman) or j (Bahrain)
gahawa-syndrome yes no
CCvCvC-type verb forms, yes no: kitbat/katabat-type
e.g. ktibat
2nd pers. sg. fem. suffix -i∑* -i“

* But see comments on Oman below.
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4 .  D i g l o s s i a

The domains of use of Modern Standard Ara-
bic are very much the same as they are in the 
rest of the eastern Arab world: formal written 
texts and their oral performance, as in news 
bulletins and other formalized media contexts, 
and ‘set piece’ scripted public speaking of any 
kind. In educational contexts, the age of the 
audience, the nationality of the teacher, and the 
subject matter are key factors: at the primary 
and secondary school level, where in some Gulf 
States the teachers are now mainly local, an 
‘educated’ variety of Gulf dialect is the norm in 
speech. Expatriate Arab teachers, often Egyp-
tians or Palestinians, will similarly use their col-
loquial dialect, especially in what are perceived 
to be culturally neutral subjects like science 
and mathematics. But at the university level, 
where there are very many expatriate lecturers 
(and nowadays these can be from as far afield 
as Morocco or Tunisia), a more ‘standardized’ 
speech style is the norm, particularly in the 
teaching of subjects like Arabic literature and 
Islamic studies. Nonscripted speech in formal 
contexts where the speakers are all local, such 
as parliamentary debates, are normally in an 
educated form of the local dialect, as is also 
the case in the nonformulaic parts of court 
proceedings (witness statements, for example). 
Mosque sermons and religious discourse in 
general (for example in discussions on televi-
sion) are normally in Modern Standard Arabic. 
Television plays, soap operas, and comedies 
with a Gulf setting are very popular, and invari-
ably are performed in dialect. The language 
used is often a kind of regional koine, not iden-
tifiable with the speech of any one state, and 
making use of features common to the whole 
area (as described in Holes 1984, 1990), since 
such media products need to have as broad an 
appeal as possible if they are to sell. Popular 
music sung in Gulf dialect has a big following, 
alongside the better-known products of Egypt 
and the Levant.

Ordinary speech throughout the Gulf is per-
meated with words borrowed from English, 
especially in the spheres of technology, industry, 
and office employment in which that language 
is internationally dominant (see Smeaton 1973 
for an account of borrowing in the oil industry 
in eastern Saudi Arabia). The following speech 
extract, from a description of his job given in 

the 1970s by a Bahraini worker in an oil refinery 
with a secondary school certificate-level educa-
tion, is typical. The underlined words are English 
borrowings in varying degrees of assimilation 
to Arabic phonology and morphology:

al−™ìn nàxid fi tonki ya≠ni krùd, maxlù† ±àyil u 
dìzal, u hày kull “ay maxlù† . . . ya≠ni nàxdëh min 
il−bambàt u ndaxlëh fi ikstinjah, miµil “ay †awìl 
ya≠ni fìh mày, fìh tyùbàt . . . ba≠adèn nxallìh, ndax-
lëh dàxil hìtar

‘Now we take the crude [oil] in the tank, a mixture 
of oil and diesel, all completely mixed up . . . we 
take it from the pumps and pass it into the (heat) 
exchanger, that’s like a long thing in which there’s 
water, and tubes . . . then we make it – . . . we pass it 
into a heater’.

Nor is it just a question of borrowed nouns. 
Verbs like fanna“ ‘to dismiss, fire someone 
from a job’, ∑ayyak ‘to check’, layyak ‘to leak’, 
kansal ‘to cancel, abolish’ respectively from 
English finish, check, leak and cancel are still 
in common use throughout the Gulf. However, 
as a consequence of education and increased 
exposure to Modern Standard Arabic, many 
older borrowings are now being replaced by 
Modern Standard Arabic neologisms in the 
speech of educated younger speakers, e.g. mòtir 
(< English motor) is giving way to sayyàra ‘car’, 
sbètar (< English hospital) to musta“fa, drèwil 
(< English driver) to sà±iq. But as fast as the 
older borrowings disappear, new ones are com-
ing in, e.g. rimùt ‘remote control’, dì“ ‘satellite 
dish’, jinz ‘jeans’, even jaksan ‘Afro hairstyle’ 
(< the pop singer Michael Jackson, who in the 
1970s and 1980s had this hairstyle).

As elsewhere, informal written Arabic con-
taining dialectal forms is common in personal 
letters, notes, and other ephemera such as 
newspaper cartoons. More importantly, there 
are whole genres of popular literature, espe-
cially poetry, that are composed and published 
in a written form of Gulf dialect, using meth-
ods of rendering the sounds and morphologi-
cal forms of the dialect that are more or less 
standardized throughout the Gulf. This kind 
of literature is sometimes frowned upon by the 
language purists, but it is very popular among 
ordinary people nonetheless.

The presence of many immigrant laborers 
from the Indian subcontinent who work in an 
Arabic-speaking environment but know little or 
no Arabic has led to the formation of an Arabic 
pidgin in some of the Gulf States − Bahrain, the 
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United Arab Emirates, and Oman, for certain 
(documented by Smart 1990). This pidgin is 
typically used in market transactions, work 
environments, and other limited speech con-
texts (it can be heard used by Bahraini farmers 
giving instructions to their Pakistani laborers, 
for example) and is remarkably uniform. Like 
all pidgins, it exhibits a total loss of inflectional 
morphology and a drastic reshaping of syntac-
tic structures through the grammaticalization 
of lexemes. 

A non-Arabic (Hindi/Urdu) set of syntactic 
templates and word order seems to underlie it, 
with ‘frozen’ verbal, nominal, demonstrative, 
copular, and negative Arabic elements being 
slotted in. The fact that there are quite a large 
number of words of Indian origin in the normal 
Gulf colloquial, such as sìda ‘straightaway, 
directly’ in one of the examples below, no 
doubt assists comprehension. Some examples:

ana fìh ma≠lùm, hà≈a mà fìh ma≠lùm
‘I know how [to do that], but he doesn’t’

inta rù™ sìda mà fìh yarja≠
‘Go right away and don’t come back’

hà≈a nafaràt sèm sèm ha≈àk nafaràt
‘These people are the same as those people’

Trade jargons also exist. One such, recorded in 
the 1970s but now more or less dead, is that of 
traditional wooden boatbuilders (galàlìf ). Many 
of the same jargon terms were used in Bahrain 
and Kuwait (Holes 2005a:34−35), e.g. wa™™ar 
‘to work’, ràbaß ‘to sit with’, †àrùd ‘man’, min-
gar ‘woman’. The jargon was employed in the 
presence of outsiders in order to prevent them 
understanding the boatbuilders’ talk.

5 .  ‘ N a t i o n a l ’  d i a l e c t s

Since the early 1980s, there has been a conscious 
attempt to develop a regional Gulf identity. 
Moves toward political integration, embodied 
in the Gulf Co-operation Council (set up in 
1981), have been largely superficial, but there 
have been attempts to harmonize educational 
standards across the Gulf and establish prestige 
regional institutions like the Arabian Gulf Uni-
versity (based in Bahrain). Sporting links within 
the Gulf abound, and since as long ago as the 
1970s there has been an annual football tourna-
ment for the Arabian Gulf Cup, competed for 

by the national teams of the area. The physical 
isolation of the individual Gulf states, one from 
another, has been completely removed by a 
network of fast, metalled roads that now allow 
one to drive from Muscat to Kuwait (something 
unthinkable even 25 years ago) in a matter of 
hours, and even from mainland Arabia to Bah-
rain via the causeway opened by King Fahd in 
1986. Soon there is to be another bridge linking 
Bahrain and Qatar, symbolizing the newfound 
friendship between states that until 1999 were 
bitterly disputing sovereignty over the Hawar 
Islands before the International Court of Justice 
in The Hague.

These developments are having their lin-
guistic impact. There is now more contact be-
tween Arabs from different Gulf States than 
ever before, and a type of dialect has arisen, 
which, while regionally ‘Gulf’ in pronunciation, 
morphophonology, ‘core’ syntactic structures, 
and vocabulary, eschews obvious localisms. 
Thus, in conversations between people from 
different areas of the Gulf, region-wide forms 
like baÿa, yabbi ‘to want’, bannad ‘to close’, 
ba††al ‘to open’ are usually maintained, but 
more localized forms like (m)àku (Kuwait), 
(mà) hast, mi“ (Bahrain, Qatar), all meaning 
‘there is/are (not)’ may be dropped in favor of 
the more regional (mà) fìh. At a more formal 
level, the influence of Modern Standard Arabic 
kicks in, for example in the broadcast media 
in discussion programs on all kinds of topics. 
The excerpt below is taken from a Bahrain 
radio broadcast of the 1980s; it illustrates how 
Modern Standard Arabic phraseology from a 
‘literate’ frame of reference (here, the theater) 
is slotted into a dialectal syntactic framework 
even here, where both interlocutors are Bah-
rainis. The sections in bold are dialectal, the 
rest is in an only slightly modified Modern 
Standard Arabic:

bi n-nisba li taqabbul il-jumhùr . . . . fì ≈àk il-wagt . . .
li ±ayyi masra™iyya, †ab≠an, ya≠ni kàn il-mustawa 
mustawa taqabbul il-jumhùr − hal kàn, ya≠ni, bi 
l-mustawa illi i™na al-±àn n∑ùfah, mustawa il-
jumhùr li taqabbul ±ayy masra™iyya tu≠raÚ li ±ayy 
masra™, in kàn fi l-ba™rèn . . .

‘As far as the receptivity of the public is concerned, 
at that time, to any play at all, I mean, was the 
level of public receptivity, was it, I mean, er . . . at 
the same level that we see now, the public level 
of receptivity to any play which is put on, in any 
theater, if it is in Bahrain?’
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6 .  L a n g u a g e s  o f  w i d e r 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n

Today, English is the major language of wider 
communication in the area. It impinges in every 
sphere of the globalized economies of the Gulf 
States and serves as the lingua franca between the 
Gulf Arabs and the large multinational commu-
nities of educated expatriates they play host to, 
from Filipino nannies to European bankers to 
American military personnel, and between such 
groups. Semipermanent expatriate communi-
ties have been a feature of Gulf society for well 
over a century, their composition a reflection 
of the political and economic conditions of the 
time. The English language first arrived in the 
area in the 19th century as the language of 
the British imperial authorities, the protecting 
power that eventually entered into treaty rela-
tions with each of what would later become 
the modern Gulf States. As modern education 
systems began to take shape, English was intro-
duced as the sole foreign language taught in the 
school system. English was the language that 
the American and British owners/operators of 
the first industrial concerns, the oil companies, 
brought with them when they arrived in the 
area in the 1930s and 40s, and which took over 
as the main employers of local labor with the 
decline of local industries such as pearl fishing 
and agriculture. The industrial training schemes 
run by these companies were in English, and 
the British Council has since the 1960s been 
actively involved in English-language teaching 
in all the Gulf States both in adult education 
and inside the school system. In the sphere 
of higher education, the establishment of uni-
versities in the Gulf States (the first, Kuwait 
University, opened in 1966) has seen a further 
expansion in the role of English. Many science-
based subjects, such as medicine and engineer-
ing, are routinely studied through the medium 
of English even at the undergraduate level. The 
vastly increased influence in the region − com-
mercial, political, and military − of the United 
States since the formal withdrawal of Britain 
from the area in 1971 has accelerated the pen-
etration of English into every sphere of life.
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Ÿunna ¤ Nasalization

Gypsy Arabic

‘Gypsies’ is an ambiguous term. It is used on 
the one hand as a universal term to denote 
ethnically and linguistically diverse populations 
of commercial nomads (also known as service 
nomads, itinerants, or peripatetics). In a more 
restricted sense, it often refers specifically to 
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the >om or Romanies of Europe, a popula-
tion of Indian origin whose language is (or, in 
the case of some communities, was) a dialect 
of Romani – «omani ∑hib or «omanes, as it is 
usually referred to by its speakers (see Matras 
2002). A further, mixed reading of the term 
‘Gypsies’ might include populations of com-
mercial nomads outside of India who, like the 
Romanies, are of Indian origin, but who speak 
an Indian language that is not a dialect of 
Romani. This includes the populations known 
as Dom (also Duman, Qurbà†, see Kara∑i) in 
the Middle East, whose language is known as 
Domari (see Matras 1999), populations like 
the Jat of Afghanistan (Rao 1995) or the Îum 
of the Hunza Valley (Lorimer 1939), who speak 
Central Indian languages, and perhaps also the 
Lom or Bo“a of Anatolia and Armenia (Finck 
1907; Patkanoff 1908), who speak Armenian 
but retain a distinct in-group vocabulary of 
Indo-Aryan origin known as Lomavren. The 
broader interpretation of the term is followed 
here for the purpose of this description, asso-
ciating it with populations of commercial 
nomads, irrespective of origin or ethnicity, in 
the Arabic-speaking area.

Linguistically, three separate phenomena 
potentially merit attention: (1) the use of an 
in-group special vocabulary of limited size and 
usually of limited communicative functions, by 
groups whose everyday family and commu-
nity language is a form of Arabic; (2) the 
incorporation of Arabic structures into the 
speech of peripatetic communities that consti-
tute linguistic minorities in the stricter sense, 
that is, who speak a language other than 
Arabic among themselves but use Arabic in
interaction with outsiders: (3) the kind of 
Arabic dialect, sociolect, or ethnolect used by
minority peripatetic communities. The discus-
sion in this entry is limited to the first two 
phenomena, in the absence of any data on the 
third.

The use of special vocabulary to cover every-
day, nontechnical meanings (or ‘basic’ vocab-
ulary) in group-internal communication is a 
well-known, universal feature of peripatetic 
communities and is documented among diverse 
communities in many regions and on differ-
ent continents. Examples are English Cant, 
Hiberno-English Gammon, Spanish Germanía, 
German Rotwelsch, Czech Hantýrka, Dutch 
Bargoens, and more. Such speech varieties are 

often referred to as ¤ ‘secret languages’ and, 
to the extent that they draw on vocabulary 
deriving from a particular second language, as 
‘mixed languages’. Their status as full-fledged 
languages, however, is disputable. Essentially 
we are dealing with a fixed, albeit often flexible 
and volatile set of lexical items covering a lim-
ited range of meanings, and so with something 
that might rather be defined as a ‘disguised 
vocabulary’ – a reservoir of lexical items that 
are known only to group members. Its pri-
mary function is to exclude outsiders from key 
portions of the discourse, by disguising key 
meanings in the sentence. Sometimes, special 
vocabularies are also used to establish group 
membership, to flag group identity, or to mark 
out the dichotomy between  insiders and outsid-
ers (see Hanna 1993:80–83). Compared to ‘lan-
guages’ in the normal sense, special vocabularies 
are thus structurally and functionally restricted. 
Grammatical structures usually remain unaf-
fected by the special vocabulary. The occa-
sional confusion of special  vocabularies with 
pidgins or creoles is therefore incorrect.

Only limited documentation exists on Arabic-
based special vocabularies. It is nevertheless 
clear that different groups use different sets 
of vocabularies, although there is quite often 
some overlap. A clear-cut taxonomy relating 
groups to types of special lexicon is made dif-
ficult due to the paucity of material, and the 
fact that there is only partial overlap between 
group name and the composition of the various 
special vocabulary sets. Thus, any two groups 
known by names such as Ÿajar, £alab, Nawar, 
Qurbà†, or Bahlawàn may have identical, partly 
overlapping, or even entirely different special 
vocabularies.

The special vocabulary items themselves may 
be divided into different types. The first type 
are language-internal formations that have 
their origin in Arabic itself and derive from a 
deliberate attempt to disguise everyday Arabic 
words. This procedure is well attested in other 
special vocabularies (e.g. ‘pig Latin’), and is 
sometimes referred to as ‘cryptolalic forma-
tion’. Vycichl (1959) had already presented an 
overview of different cryptolalic techniques in 
what he calls the ‘slang’ of the £alab is-Sùdàn, 
whom he encountered in the vicinity of Luxor, 
Egypt. They tend to match cryptolalic forma-
tions that appear in wordlists collected among 
other peripatetics, for example by Newbold 
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(1856) among the £alab of Egypt, by von 
Kremer (1860) among the Ÿajar of Upper 
Egypt, by Hanna (1993) among the Ÿajar of 
Cairo, or by Streck (1996) among the £alab of 
Sudan. Although cryptolalic formations have 
their origin in lexical camouflage strategies, 
the fact that we encounter the same items in 
various locations and among different groups 
indicates that the formation strategies are 
not usually on-the-spot productive techniques. 
Rather, they belong to the diachrony of the 
word, having been formed at some earlier point 
and then transmitted from one generation of 
users to the next.

Morphological distortion of words is a 
 common cryptolalic formation. Vycichl (1959) 
mentions the pattern CuCCàC – †urràg ‘road’ 
(†arìg), †ubbàx ‘cooked vegetables’ (†abìx). A 
widespread pattern is the insertion of the root 
of the target word into a special derivation pat-
tern involving m- and a suffix -i“: mubwàbi“ 
‘door’ (b-w-b), muftà™i“ ‘key’ (f-t-™) (Vycichl 
1959); menáhri“ ‘day’ (n-h-r), ma™rári“ ‘hot’ 
(™-r-r), mebrádi“ ‘cold’ (b-r-d) (Newbold 1856); 
max“ábe“ ‘wood’ (x-“-b), midhábe“ ‘gold’ (d-h-
b), migbáli“ ‘mountain’ (g-b-l), mutwari“ ‘bull’ 
(t-w-r), minxali“ ‘palm’ (n-x-l) (von Kremer 
1860); maßabì≠a“ ‘finger’ (ß-b-≠), madahaìb“ 
‘gold’ (d-h-b), maxtìam“ ‘ring’ (xtm) (Hanna 
1993). There are corresponding feminine 
forms: mub†àn“e ‘belly’ (b-†-n), misnàn“e ‘tooth’ 
(s-n-n), muwdàn“e ‘ear’ (w-d-n) (Vycichl 
1959); mubßàl“e ‘onion’ (b-ß-l), mubgar“e ‘cow’ 
(b-g-r), mudàn“e ‘ear’ (w-d-n) (von Kremer 1860). 
The two camouflage morphemes may also ap -
pear independently. Hanna (1993) notes manùra 
‘light’ (n-w-r), as well as ma±±aßbà™ ‘morning’ 
(ß-b-™), ma±±akbìr ‘big’ (k-b-r), ma±±aßÿìr ‘small’ 
(ß-ÿ-r). Plain addition of a camouflaging suffix 
-ayi“ is noted by von Kremer (1860): ™ußànayi“ 
‘horse’, “agaráyi“ ‘tree’, ™adìdáyi“ ‘iron’, dìbáyi“ 
‘wolf’; cf. also aswádi“ ‘black’ (Newbold 
1856). While m- is clearly the Arabic nomi-
nal/participial marker, with ma±± deriving from 
the exclamative/emotive form (‘what a . . .’), 
the suffix -i“, which Vycichl(1959:224) specu–
lates might be an Indo-European nominative 
ending, is strongly reminiscent of the Domari 
nominalizer -i“: cf. Domari mang- ‘to beg’, 
mangi“ ‘begging’. Littmann (1920), on the other 
hand, derives it from “ì± ‘thing’. Phonological 
distortions are widespread with numerals: tulit 
‘three’, rúbi≠ ‘four’, xúmis ‘five’, sutet ‘six’, 

súbi≠ ‘seven’, túmin ‘eight’, tiwa≠ ‘nine’, ≠u“ir 
‘ten’ (von Kremer 1860; Streck 1996).

Another widespread cryptolalic strategy is 
the functionalization of figurative and meta-
phorical constructions. Von Kremer (1860) 
notes mume“ayàt ‘feet’ (from m-“-y ‘to walk’), 
and paraphrases such as ma±á™li ‘dates’ 
(‘sweet stuff’), el-ma-±asfar ‘gold’ (‘the yellow 
stuff’), and magaswade < ma-±aswad ‘coffee’ 
(‘black stuff’). Metaphors combined with cam-
ouflage morphology are found in ba™arayi“ 
‘north’ (b-™-r ‘sea’ toward the Medi terranean), 
kiblayi“ ‘south’ (toward Mecca, the qibla). 
In Vycichl’s (1959) list, a special morpho-
logical derivation – mukaf ≠al – is employed 
with metaphorical associations: mukabwa∂ 
‘eggs; milk’ (b-y-∂ ‘white’), mukaswade ‘cof-
fee’ (s-w-d ‘black’), muka™mar ‘one pound’ 
(™-m-r ‘red’ – ‘gold coin’), muganwara ‘lamp, 
light, fire’ (n-w-r ‘light, fire’), mukabwar 
‘fish’ (bùri, a Nile fish). Other metaphorical 
extensions include forms such as yamùy ‘to
drink’ (mùy ‘water’) or sabsab ‘hair’ (ysibsib 
‘to comb’) (Hanna 1993). Word derivation
may combine figurative or paraphrase forma-
tions with generic or dummy words, such as 
màx ‘thing’ or anta ‘place’: màx l-mòya ‘well’ 
(‘water thingy’), anta l-kabìr ‘town’ (‘big place’),
anta ß-ßaÿìr ‘village’ (‘small place’). Some 
vocabulary items appear to derive from local
usages and idiomatic expressions. Winkler 
(1936:389, cited in Streck 1996:300), for ex-
ample, derives the £alab word for money, 
bu†ùqa or ba†qa, from the Cairene name of a 
Spanish coin – abù †àqa – which pictures fields 
that appear as ‘windows’. Sudanese £alab kù“ì 
‘Black African’ (Vycichl 1959) can be derived 
from Kush.

Internal (Arabic-based) cryptolalic forma-
tions are rarely the sole basis of the special 
lexicon. Most vocabulary sets also show words 
that appear to be of foreign origin, although in 
many cases their etymology remains unclear. 
Widespread non-Arabic items of unknown ori-
gin in the speech of the Ÿajar and £alab of 
Egypt and Sudan, for instance, include raxwa 
‘food’ and raxxa ‘to eat’, watab ‘to come’ 
and wattab ‘to bring’, kodde ‘woman’, anta 
‘place’, dàzì ‘policeman’, xu“ni (pl. xa“àna) 
‘non-Ÿajar’, hidìd ‘night’, màx ‘thing’ (also 
‘one’), and more. Recognizable etymologies 
show a range of contributor languages. Vycichl 
(1959) names Aramaic damax ‘to sleep’ and 
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mu†allim ‘blind’, and Nubian tòd ‘boy’, buru 
‘girl’, and amanga ‘water’. The Nubian influ-
ence can be attributed to contacts with other 
Sudanese peripatetic groups that are or were 
Nubian speaking. The Aramaic component, on 
the other hand, is found in special vocabularies 
of peripatetic groups as far away as Iran and 
Afghanistan. It is likely to derive originally 
from the use of Aramaic as a trade language 
or lingua franca in the region, although the 
concrete diffusion of individual Aramaic-origin 
lexemes into various special vocabularies of 
present-day peripatetic groups may be much 
more recent and attributable simply to contact 
among the various groups and to vocabulary 
borrowings or admixture of the special lexicon 
sets. A small number of words of Iranian origin 
are likely to have been adopted in a similar 
fashion. While items such as piyaz ‘onion’, go“t 
‘meat’, or deh ‘ten’ could be of either Persian 
or Kurdish origin, others, such as Newbold’s 
(1856:295) Nawar numerals suso ‘three’ and 
∑ar ‘four’ point somewhat more clearly to a 
Kurdish origin. The source of at least some 
of this vocabulary may in fact be a peripatetic 
group of Kurdish origin. The kràd ‘Kurds’ of 
the Palestinian West Bank are itinerant metal-
workers who speak Arabic but have a special 
vocabulary that is based partly on Domari and 
partly on Kurdish. Palestinian Domari itself also 
contains many Kurdish loans, which is indica-
tive of a prolonged stay in Kurdish-speaking 
territory prior to immigration into the present 
location. Among the isolated items of Turkish 
origin we find gemi ‘ship’ and, especially wide-
spread, kapi ‘door’, which also appears in 
Domari. A number of items in Newbold’s lists 
of Nawar and Ÿajar words, notably namak 
‘salt’ and thoraki ‘a little’, appear to be of 
Hindi origin and may have similarly been trans-
mitted into the special vocabularies of Egypt via 
other special lexicons.

An interesting contribution to the Arabic-
based special lexicon is that made by (European) 
Romani to the vocabulary of the Ÿajar of 
Egypt, as documented first by Newbold (1856) 
and later confirmed by Streck (1996) for the 
Ÿajar of Sudan. The two vocabularies share 
many similarities, including the same deviations 
from the common Romani shape of the word, 
for example gaziye ‘wife’ (Newbold) qazihe 
‘woman’ (Streck), Romani gaži ‘woman, wife’; 
marey (Newbold), mari± (Streck), Romani maro 

‘bread’; reibo ‘king’ (Newbold) raibó ‘police-
man; non-Gypsy’ (Streck), Romani raj ‘non-
Gypsy official’. Both vocabularies are mixed 
and contain also non-Romani items, includ-
ing, in Newbold’s list, widespread items like 
kuddi ‘mother’ (elsewhere ‘woman’), as well 
as items derived from Domari, such as bakra 
‘sheep’ (Domari bakra, Romani bakro), sir 
‘head’ (Domari sir, Romani “ero), kustúr ‘hand’ 
(Domari xastúr ‘your hand’, Romani vast). The 
phonology of some words, however, points 
very clearly to a European Romani origin: mar- 
‘bread’ (Romani maro, Domari mana); “awe 
‘boy’, ∑avo and ∑ai ‘girl’ (Romani ∑havo ‘boy’, 
∑have ‘boys’, ∑haj ‘girl’); kam ‘sun’ (Romani 
kham); ker/kir ‘house’ (Romani kher); kalo 
‘black’ (Romani kalo); la“o ‘good’ (Romani 
la∑ho); manu“ ‘man’ (Romani manu“); rátsi 
‘night’ (Romani rat±i); yag ‘fire’ (Romani jag); 
kagniye ‘fowl’ (Romani kaxni ‘chicken’). The 
word balamo/balamu ‘Christian’ is a specifi-
cally Balkan Romani term denoting ‘Greeks’. 
The presence of enna ‘nine’ (Romani enja, from 
Greek) in Newbold’s list further confirms the 
Balkan Romani origin. Sampson (1928) had, 
on this basis, suggested that the Egyptian Ÿajar 
were the descendants of Moldavian Romanies 
who had been taken prisoner by the Ottomans 
and deported to Egypt as slaves. Sampson 
was skeptical about some of the items on 
Newbold’s list, suggesting contamination with 
George Borrow’s lists of the Romani vocabu-
lary of Spanish Gypsies, to which Newbold 
had access. Thus, the verb sobelar ‘to sleep’ 
appears in its Spanish Gypsy (Caló) form, with 
a Spanish infinitive ending. However, other 
items on the list suggest replication of Romani 
inflected verb forms, which are not present in 
Caló. Thus we find on Newbold’s list words 
spelled as khaba ‘to eat’, chúrábi ‘to rob’, laba 
‘to bring’, which remind us of Romani xava ‘I 
eat’, ∑orava ‘I rob’, lava ‘I take’. The presence 
of inflected items is partly confirmed by Streck’s 
list, where we find besheba ‘sit down!’ (be“- ‘to 
sit’, possibly be“ava ‘I sit down’) and awela 
‘come here!’ (avela ‘she/he comes’). The data 
thus suggest at least contacts with a community 
of Romani speakers, and so a Romani immigra-
tion from the Balkans to Egypt, although the 
circumstances of this immigration cannot be 
inferred from the linguistic data alone.

A further conspicuous contributor language 
is Domari, the full-fledged language of Gypsy 
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groups that are scattered throughout the Middle 
East. Streck’s (1996:295–297) wordlist of the 
Sudanese Bahlawàn is almost entirely derived 
from Domari. Many words closely resemble 
the citation form known to us from Jerusalem 
Domari (see Matras 1999; Macalister 1914): 
tmaliyen ‘police’, ku“keti ‘small’, díes ‘two’, 
taran ‘three’, a“tar ‘four’, and more. Most 
nouns in the list, however, appear in the Domari 
accusative form (masc. -as, also -es, fem. 
-(i)a): qaras ‘donkey’, santas ‘dog’, kuturyes 
‘European’, “unes ‘man’, “unya ‘woman’, 
masiya ‘meat’, jimariya ‘chicken’, and more. 
Some inalienable possessives (body parts, kin) 
appear with a possessive marker: ikyos ‘eye’ 
(lit. ‘his/her eye’). Verbs tend to appear in 
the Domari 3rd person singular present form: 
sutari ‘to sleep’, qotari ‘to steal’. This selective 
 replication of inflected forms, both nouns and 
verbs, suggests that the ancestors of the  present-
day Bahlawàn had access to an inflected lan-
guage and so to a form of Domari that was 
in everyday use as a full-fledged language. 
It appears that the special vocabulary was 
retained following a shift in the community 
language from Domari to Arabic, a process that 
is well attested in many Romani communities 
of Europe. Domari has also enriched the special 
vocabularies of other groups that were not pre-
viously Domari speakers, and we find items like 
bakra ‘sheep’, gora ‘horse’, sir ‘head’, sanota 
‘dog’ in various special Arabic-based vocabu-
laries, but also in Iran and the Caucasus.

There are thus at least three pools of lexi-
con on which Arabic-based special vocabularies 
draw. The first is the indigenous, cryptolalic 
component, the roots of which appear to be 
old or even ancient, but the patterns may still 
be productive and allow speakers to create 
new lexical items. Some vocabularies draw on 
this source as a primary reservoir – notably 
the speech of the Sudanese and Egyptian £alab 
described by von Kremer (1860), Vycichl 
(1959), and Hanna (1993). Others may incor-
porate a selection of items, apparently as a 
result of contact with these user groups. The 
second source of lexical enrichment comes 
from occasional contacts with other peripatetic 
groups and possibly also settled populations 
who speak another language, such as Nubians, 
Kurds, Romanies, or Dom, as well as with 
peripatetics who are users of a different special 
lexicon. It is through the latter type of con-

tacts that individual items of vocabulary may 
be diffused far beyond the area reached by 
speakers of the actual contributor language. 
The diffusion area of some vocabulary items 
may therefore cover wide regions in the Middle 
East and Central Asia (see Windfuhr 2002). 
Finally, a third source of vocabulary items 
stems from the selective retention of lexicon 
from a former separate language spoken by 
earlier generations, e.g. Domari, Kurdish, or 
Romani. Streck (1996:302) suggests a three-
way classification of special languages, based 
on the type and sources of vocabulary, which 
he labels according to the word for ‘Christian; 
European’, as the xa“àna-group for the luÿa 
™alabiyya (in which most items are internal 
cryptolalic formations), the kuttur-group for 
speakers of the luÿa bahlawàniyya (containing 
Domari-derived items), and the balamo-group 
for the luÿa ÿajariyya (containing a significant 
number of words of Romani origin, and other-
wise a mixed vocabulary). Although the classifi-
cation is useful, the various patterns of contact 
among the groups and the layered vocabulary 
borrowings that result from them complicate 
the real picture considerably.

A final point for consideration is the Arabic 
influence on Domari, the archaic Indo-Aryan 
language spoken by populations throughout 
the Arabic-speaking regions and beyond, which 
are known by various names. Descriptions of 
the language that is called here Domari appear 
in Pott (1844–1845, 1846), based on a list by 
Seetzen from Nablus, Palestine, in Newbold’s 
(1856) description of the speech of the Kurbat 
of Aleppo and Antioch and the Duman of 
Baghdad, in Groome’s (1891) list from Beirut, 
and in Patkanoff’s (1908) essay based on mate-
rials collected among the Kara∑i of Tabriz 
(Iranian Azerbaijan), Maraç, and Antep (east-
ern Anatolia). Other Domari-speaking com-
munities are known to exist in Lebanon, Syria, 
and Jordan. The most extensive documentation 
of the language so far is based on the Jerusalem 
dialect (Macalister 1914; Matras 1999). As 
an archaic New Indo-Aryan language, Domari 
retains the Old Indo-Aryan present conjuga-
tion of the verb and passive and causative 
valency morphology, as well as consonantal 
case endings. At the same time, like Romani, 
it renews the past-tense conjugation in a way 
that is reminiscent of northwestern Indian or 
‘Dardic’ languages like Kashmiri and shows, 
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again like Romani, agglutinated case affixes. 
In vocabulary, Domari shows Turkish and 
Kurdish influences and an immense Arabic 
impact, with some 50 percent of the Swadesh 
list of ‘basic’ lexicon (in the long, 207-item 
version) deriving from Arabic. Arabic loans 
tend to keep their Arabic phonology, which 
means that Domari speakers, who have been 
bilingual in Arabic for many generations now, 
also have the full range of Arabic phonemes 
at their disposal. It is noteworthy, however, 
that some Arabic loans in Jerusalem Domari 
retain a pronunciation reflecting, presumably, 
an earlier Arabic contact variety. Domari has, 
for instance, qahwè ‘coffee’, cf. Jerusalem Arabic 
±ahwe. Arabic phonology partly influences the 
pre-Arabic or Indo-Aryan component as well. 
Intonation and prosody are the most strongly 
convergent with Arabic, and in some words 
pharyngealization of stops is also found in the 
inherited component. As in Jerusalem Arabic, 
the affricates j and ∑ are undergoing a shift, to 
ž and “ respectively. Although b and p remain 
distinct, there is a strong tendency toward 
lenization of p. Arabic verb roots are adapted 
to Domari through a strategy reminiscent of 
most Indo-Iranian as well as Turkic languages, 
whereby a ‘carrier’ verb, either transitive 
(from kar- ‘to do’) or intransitive (from hr- ‘to 
become’) carries the inflection (¤ Persian). The 
Arabic base that is selected is not, as in many 
other languages, a nominal form or maßdar, 
but a reduced form of the imperfect/imperative: 
“trì-karami ‘I buy’, fhim-homi ‘I understand’.

Jerusalem Domari has in effect undergone 
what might be referred to as structural fusion 
with Arabic in the domain of clause combin-
ing. All connectors, conjunctions, interjections, 
and discourse markers derive from Arabic, and 
word order in the basic and complex clause is 
virtually identical to that in Arabic. Inflected 
Arabic conjunctions and particles, such as inn- 
‘that’ or the resumptive pronoun iyyà-, retain 
their Arabic agreement inflection, leading for 
instance to the introduction in Domari of 3rd-
person gender distinctions that are otherwise 
not present in the inherited (Indic) pronominal 
system. A further domain of near-complete 
fusion is the area of modality. Domari retains 
its own tense and modality inflection, but all 
modal and aspectual auxiliaries, with the excep-
tion of sak- ‘to be able to’, are borrowed from 
Arabic and retain, wherever relevant, Arabic 

person and tense inflection: biddì laham ‘I want 
to see’, làzim d∆am ‘I must go’, ßàrat rowari 
‘she began to cry’. Most sentential adverbs, as 
well as many temporal expressions, are Arabic, 
and almost the entire inventory of prepositions 
is borrowed from Arabic, with the exception of 
several person-inflected forms (such as ‘for-’, 
‘about-’, and ‘with- me, you, etc.’): ma≠ ‘with’, 
la ‘to’, fì ‘in’, bèn ‘between’, min ‘from’, ≠ind 
‘at’, etc. While Macalister’s (1914) description 
of Jerusalem Domari still shows the full Indic 
series of numerals, present-day Domari (Matras 
1999) has retained only the Indic numerals 
for one through five, ten, and one hundred, 
replacing the others by Arabic numerals. A 
lexical-typological oddity is the wholesale bor-
rowing of the comparative-superlative form 
and with it the Arabic lexical form of the 
adjective, so that all Domari adjectives, even 
the basic adjectives that are Indic, have supple-
tive, Arabic-derived, non-positive forms: tilla 
‘big’ – ±akbar ‘bigger’, ki“tota ‘small’ – ±aΩÿar 
‘smaller’.

Finally, Domari is undergoing further con-
vergence with Arabic by generalizing those 
structures that are closest to the counterpart 
Arabic configuration. In the domain of adjective 
attribution, the inherited Indic word order is 
Adjective-Noun: tilla zara ‘the big boy’, tillì 
“onì ‘the big girl’. However, there is a clear 
preference toward the use of predicative ad-
jectival constructions in place of the normal 
attributive construction, for the former agree 
in their word order with the Arabic pattern. 
Thus, we normally find zarèk tillèk ‘the big 
boy’ (lit. ‘the boy, being big’), “ònik tillik 
‘the big girl’ (lit. ‘the girl, being big’). In the 
possessive attribu-tive construction, the forma-
tion Possessor-Head (båyim kuryos ‘my father’s 
house’, barim kuryos ‘my brother’s house’) 
is being replaced by the construction Head-
Possessor: kury-os båyim-ki ‘my father’s house’ 
(lit. ‘his-house of-my-father’), cf. Jerusalem 
Arabic bèt-o la- ±abùy. Although word order in 
the verb phrase is generally identical to Arabic, 
Domari has retained just one trace of the 
Indic verb-final order, namely the present-tense 
enclitic copula, which in Arabic is matched by 
the nominal clause: ama mi“ta-hromi ‘I am ill’, 
pand∆i mi“t-èk ‘he is ill’, cf. Jerusalem Arabic 
±ana marì∂-Ø, huwwe marì∂-Ø. In the other 
tenses, Arabic auxiliaries are employed to main-
tain the similarity to the Arabic construction: 
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ama kunt mi“ta-hroma ‘I was ill’, pand∆i kàn 
mi“t-èk ‘he was ill’, cf. Arabic ±ana kunt marì∂, 
huwwe kàn marì∂. Those areas of structure 
that are not prone to convergence with, or sub-
stitution through, Arabic include a selection of 
basic vocabulary, perhaps as few as 500–600 
lexical roots, among them most body parts 
and verbs of movement and physical activity, 
some but not all kinship terms, and the numer-
als under ‘five’; gender, number, and person 
agreement rules, and corresponding nominal 
and verbal (and to a lesser extent adjecti-
val) inflectional morphology, including subject 
and object concord and possessive inflection; 
synthetic valency-derivation, aspect, tense, and 
modality formation in the verb; pronouns and 
demonstratives, as well as place deixis and some 
time deixis expressions; and some basic expres-
sions for local and spatial relations, including 
some inflected prepositions that derive from 
them. Arguably, this is an extremely limited set 
of structural features and a limited vocabulary 
range. The primary function of such a system 
appears to be to maintain and flag group sep-
arateness, which makes it functionally related, 
albeit only partially, to the special vocabularies 
discussed above.
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£a≈f

There is a tendency in Semitic languages (nota-
bly in Ge≠ez) for short vowels i and u to become 
ë and, often, to disappear. This tendency is 
apparent in Arabic in a restricted number of 
cases only, a process the Arab grammarians call 
™a≈f ¬ ‘elision’. For huwa and hiya preceded 
by fa-, wa-, la-, ±a- , an elision may occur: wa-
huwa or wa-hwa, fa-hiya or fa-hya, la-huwa or 
la-hwa, ±a-hiya or ±a-hya. In the jussive, forms 
like fa-li-yaqtul and wa-li-yaqtul may have an 
elision of i: fa-l-yaqtul, wa-l-yaqtul. As for verbs 
and nouns, in verbs of the pattern fa≠ula, fa≠ila 
(ma≠lùm) and of the pattern fu≠ila (majhùl), 
elision of u/i may occur: karuma ~ karma ‘to 
be generous, magnanimous’, ≠alima ~ ≠alma 
‘to know’, ≠ußira ~ ≠ußra ‘to be pressed (out), 
squeezed (out) [grapes, etc.]’, kabid ~ kabd 
‘liver’, ≠a∂ud ~ ≠a∂d ‘upper arm’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 277.21, 22, 23; 278.2ff.). Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb II, 277.23) regards these elisions as luÿàt 
‘idioms’ which are transmitted from the tribes 
Bakr ibn Wà±il and many Banù Tamìm (wa-
hiya luÿa Bakr ibn Wà±il wa-±unàs kaµìr min 
Banì Tamìm). Some other sporadic examples of 
elision of i are mentioned by the ancient Arab 
grammarians: ±aràka muntafxan ‘I see you 
swollen’, muntaßban instead of muntaßiban ‘set 
upright’, in†alqa instead of in†aliq ‘go away!’, 
and in the proverb lam yu™ram man qußda lahu 
(instead of qußida) ‘the one who lives frugally 
does not feel frustrated’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
277.23, 278.1; incorrectly Fleisch 1961:157d, 
who reads fußda and fußida instead of qußda 
and qußida). Although disappearance of u/i in 
the forms mentioned here seems to be a general 

tendency in the Semitic languages, fa≠l is not 
necessarily a reduced or elided form of fa≠il 
in all Semitic languages. Arabic malik and 
Hebrew malk ‘king’ may be lexically different 
base forms (Fleisch 1961:158). It should be 
added that Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 274.5ff.), in the 
chapter on the six back consonants (al-™urùf 
as-sitta: x, ÿ, ™, ≠, ±, h), mentions a usage specific 
to the Banù Tamìm, namely the possibility for 
those nouns with the wazn fa≠il and verbs with 
the pattern fa≠ila that have one of the ™urùf 
sitta as a second radical consonant to appear 
in four different forms. For the verb these are 
“ahida, “ahda, “ihida, “ihda ‘to witness’; for the 
noun: faxi≈, fax≈, fixi≈, fix≈ ‘thigh’. In “ihda/
fix≈ elision of i occurs (from “ahida/fixi≈), and 
“ihida/fixi≈ are formed through vowel harmoni-
zation on the basis of “ahida/faxi≈ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 274.6–7; Fleisch 1961:158–159).
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£àl

£àl (mostly fem.) is literally the ‘state’ or 
‘situation’ of someone or something subject 
to change. The plural ±a™wàl is used as a plu-
ral of multitude, hence ‘circumstances’ (Lane 
II, 675). £àl as a grammatical term is used 
for an adverbial expression or a nominal or 
verbal phrase denoting the circumstances of 
either the subject or object (≈ù l-™àl or ßà™ib 
al-™àl), or both, of the act taking place. It is 
complementary to the sentence and answers the 
question ‘how?’, hence the English denotation 
of ‘circumstantial’ accusative or circumstantial 
clause. £àl is rendered variously as “denotative 
of state” (Howell 1990:I, 238–239); “state or 
condition” (Wright 1967:II, 113, 115); jumla 
™àliyya ‘circumstantial clause’ (Wright 1967:II, 
333); “circumstantial accusative” (Cantarino 
1975:II, 186); “circumstantial clauses” (Canta-
rino 1975:III, 242); “circumstantial qualifier” 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:156, 456); “circumstan-
tial qualifying clauses or phrases (Badawi 
a.o. 2004:579); cf. Wehr 1994:252; Cachia 
1973:34; Dahdah 1988:88. In German, ™àl is 
rendered as “Zustandsausdruck, Zustandssatz” 
(Reckendorf 1977:97, 447; cf. Kluge 1999:43) 
and in French as “complément circonstan-
tiel, proposition circonstantielle” (Blachère and 
Gaudefroy-Demombynes 1975:397; Blachère 
1985:150).

In Standard Arabic, the circumstantial clause 
may be an asyndetic construction beginning 
immediately with an imperfect verb, as in 
xaraja ya™milu l-kitàb fì yadihi ‘he went out 
carrying the book in his hand’. The circum-
stantial clause may be a syndetic construction 
as well, introduced by wa-. This introduc-
tory wàw indicates the simultaneousness of 
the main clause and the circumstantial clause, 
as in the English ‘while, when, although’, e.g. 
jarat hà≈ihi l-waqà±i≠u wa-l-™arbu qà±imatun 
‘these events occurred while the war was going 
on’; kataba maktùban wa-huwa malikun ‘he 
wrote a letter, although he was king’; or ra±aytu 
†àriqan fì l-bayti wa-huwa yanhàru ‘I saw ¢àriq 
in the house while it [the house] was falling 
down’. However, when wa-qad followed by 
a perfect verb is used to introduce the circum-
stantial clause, the circumstance or situation 
is the result of an act anterior in time to the 
main statement: jarat hà≈ihi l-waqà±i≠u wa-qad 
zàlat al-™arb ‘these events occurred when the 

war had ceased’; sa-yastaqbilunì wa-qad qara±a 
maktùbì ‘he will receive me now that he has 
read my letter’; kàna ya±innu wa-qad wa∂a≠a 
yadahu ≠alà qalbihi ‘he was groaning, having 
put his hand on his heart’ (examples taken 
from Bateson 1967:47; Beeston 1975:81–82; 
Cantarino 1975:III, 242–244; Badawi a.o. 
2004:579, 586).

Usually, the syndetic circumstantial clause 
cannot precede the main clause, but it may be, 
and frequently is, inserted in the main clause 
immediately following the subject or object 
whose specific circumstance it describes (i.e. 
the ≈ù l-™àl): sàfartu wa-±ana fì hà≈ihi l-™àli 
±ilà l-ba™rayni ‘I departed, still in this condi-
tion, for Bahrain’; sa-tanqilu wa-±anta fì najd 
±ilà l-qarni l-xàmis ‘while you are in Najd, 
you will be transported back to the 5th cen-
tury’ (Cantarino 1975:III, 278–279). However, 
Badawi a.o. (2004:584) mention the possibility 
of inversion of main and circumstantial clauses 
for emphasis, as in wa-hum yatanàwalùna 
l-qahwata ta™addaµa ≠an ba≠∂i l-±anmà†i llatì 
qàbalahà fì s-sijni ‘while they were drinking 
coffee, he talked about some of the types he 
had encountered in prison’ – an illustration of 
Arabic as a living language. When introduced 
by the particle ±ammà, precedence of the cir-
cumstantial clause is allowed, a phenomenon 
that is even “becoming increasingly common” 
in ±ammà . .    . fa- constructions when using the 
syndetic ™àl introduced by wa-qad: ±ammà 
wa-qad futi™at ±abwàbu l-qaßri l-jumhùriyyi 
li-l-™iwàri . .    . fa-±inna mà ™adaµa . .    . ‘as for the 
doors of the republican palace having been 
opened for dialogue . .    . then what happened . .    .’ 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:586–587; cf. Cantarino 
1975:III, 279).

An indefinite accusative, mainly of an active 
or passive participle, may replace the circum-
stantial clause: intaxabùhu wa-huwa ÿà±ibun 
≠an al-≠àßima ‘they elected him while he was 
absent from the capital’ is equivalent to intaxa-
bùhu ÿà±iban ≠an al-≠àßima (Beeston 1975:94). 
The following examples illustrate further usage 
of the circumstantial accusative: ma“aytu muta-
mahhilan ‘I walked slowly’ (like ÿà±iban, an 
active participle); wa-tuhàdà n-na≠“u ma™mùlan 
≠alà l-±a≠nàqi ‘the bier slowly moved off, car-
ried on shoulders’, with the passive ma™mùlan 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:156). Sometimes, a substan-
tive, an infinitive, or, rarely, an adjective is used: 
±axa≈a yatama““à fì l-qà≠ati ≈ahàban wa-jì±atan 
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‘he began to walk back and forth in the room’; 
min al-mu™zini ±annaka lam tùlad bintan! ‘it is 
a pity that you were not born a girl!’; taxarraja 
l-waladu ∂àbi†an fì l-ba™riyyati ‘the boy gradu-
ated as an officer in the navy’ (Cantarino 1975:
II, 195; Badawi a.o. 2004:157). Although, as 
stated above, the circumstantial accusative is 
normally indefinite, it may be defined by a fol-
lowing substantive noun, basically forming an 
improper annexation, as in fa-jalastu ∂ayyiqa 
ß-ßadri ‘so I sat down with a heavy feeling 
about me’; ßirtu ±asìru fì l-™àrati kasìra r-rù™i ‘I 
started going around the quarter with a broken 
spirit’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:158, 580).

Sequences of circumstantial clauses and/or 
circumstantial accusatives occur asyndetically, 
as in al-wa≠du lla≈ì qa™a≠ahu ≠alà nafsihi mux-
lißan ßàdiqan ‘the promise he made to himself 
sincerely and honestly’ and wa-±aqifu ™à±iran 
±as±alu nafsì . .    . ‘and I would stand confused, 
asking myself . .    .’; and syndetically, as in wa-
btasama sam≠ànu mu±ànisan wa-mu“ajji≠an ‘and 
Sam≠àn smiled in a friendly and encouraging 
way’. Combinations of asyndetic and syndetic 
constructions are found frequently: qàlat hàmi-
satan wa-hiya tabtasimu ‘she said, whispering, 
as she smiled’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:157, 582, 584; 
also Cantarino 1975:II, 190-191, 496–497).

£àl may denote the circumstances of objects 
as well, for instance in bi≠tu “-“à±a “àtan wa-
dirhaman ‘I have sold the sheep at a dir-
ham apiece’ or bayyantu lahu ™isàbahu bàban 
bàban ‘I explained his account to him item by 
item’; or there may be more ™als referring to 
both the subject and the object: laqìtu hindan 
muß≠idan mun™adiratan ‘I, going up, met Hind 
[a woman’s name] coming down’. When both 
™àls agree in gender and number, confusion 
may arise unless the circumstantial accusatives 
are placed behind the ∂ù l-™àl: laqìtu muß≠idan 
zaydan mun™adiran ‘I, going up, met Zayd 
coming down’ (Wright 1967:II, 115; Howell 
1990:I, 240–241).

All preceding examples are ™àl expressions 
in the affirmative, but negative circumstantial 
clauses occur as well, e.g. wa-±ajabtu wa-±ana 
là ±a≠rifu li-mà≈à yu≠àkisunì ramzì hàka≈à ‘and 
I answered without knowing why Ramzì was 
bothering me in this way’; qad marra bì ±akµaru 
min ≠àmin wa-lam ±araka ‘it has been more than 
a year since I saw you last’; kàna llàhu wa-là 
“ay±a ma≠ahu ‘God existed with nothing else 

(existing) with him’ (Cantarino 1975:III, 272; 
Badawi a.o. 2004:585).

In the Arabic linguistic tradition, the nature 
of the ™àl as an adverbial expression is often 
explained alongside ¤ tamyìz, the accusative of 
‘specification’ (as in †àba l-wardu lawnan ‘the 
rose is charming in color’; cf. Wright 1967:II, 
122). A neat summary is given by the 8th/14th-
century scholar Ibn Hi“àm al-±Anßàrì (d. 756/
1355), whose eminence ultimately earned him 
the title of ‘second Sìbawayhi’ (Gully 1995:7–
8). Ibn Hi“àm (Muÿnì II, 532–535; cf. Kluge 
1999:43–50) finds five points of resemblance 
between ™àl and tamyìz and seven points of 
difference, as follows: £àl and tamyìz agree 
in that they are both nouns (±asmà±), indefinite 
(nakira), dispensable (fa∂la, i.e. redundant for 
rendering a grammatically correct sentence), 
and in the accusative (manßùb), and they both 
serve to clarify (ràfi≠a) what is unclear. The 
seven distinctions between ™àl and tamyìz can 
be summarized as follows: (1) the ™àl may be 
a sentence, a Úarf (i.e. adverbial accusative), or 
a prepositional expression, whereas the tamyìz 
can only be a noun; (2) sometimes the meaning 
of the sentence depends on the ™àl, which is not 
the case with tamyìz; (3) the ™àl clarifies exte-
rior circumstances whereas the tamyìz clarifies 
inner essences; (4) the ™àl may consist of several 
components (because it clarifies exterior cir-
cumstances, which can be many), unlike tamyìz; 
(5) the ™àl can precede its regent and the tamyìz 
cannot; (6) in principle, the ™àl is derived from 
a verb and tamyìz is a noun proper (but some-
times it is the other way round); and (7) while 
™àl can be used to strengthen or intensify its 
regent, tamyìz has no strengthening power.

The basic rules of the use and the nature of 
circumstantial expressions as sketched above 
(in Classical as well as in Modern Arabic) are 
laid down by Sìbawayhi, with references to ™àl 
dispersed throughout his Kitàb, beginning with 
Chapter 16 (Kitàb I, 15–16), titled, “This is the 
chapter dealing with what the verb puts in the 
accusative case because it is the ™àl in which 
the action takes place” (hà≈à bàb mà ya≠malu 
fìhi l-fi≠lu fa-yantaßibu wa-huwa ™àlun waqa≠a 
fìhi l-fi≠l). Here, Sìbawayhi explains that for 
instance in ≈ahaba zaydun ràkiban ‘Zayd came 
riding’, the verb ≈ahaba puts ràkiban in the 
accusative not as a direct object – ≈ahaba is 
intransitive – but as a ™àl, indicating the way 
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Zayd came (for the main references to ™àl in 
the Kitàb, see I, 155–156, 158–159, 161–163, 
168–169, 169–170, 211–212, 218–219, 221–
222, 222–224). This at once goes to the heart of 
the matter as far as the discussion of ™àl within 
the Arabic linguistic tradition is concerned. The 
discussion focuses mainly on the circumstantial 
accusative and evolves around its regent, i.e. 
what puts the ™àl in its characteristic accusative 
case, something that has a direct bearing on the 
™àl’s position in the sentence as a whole.

In Chapter 16 Sìbawayhi introduces the 
notion of ‘intervention, separation’ (™àla bayna) 
to explain the occurrence of the circumstantial 
accusative, even if no verb or ≠àmil carrying the 
sense of a verb is present to act as regent and 
to put the ™àl in the accusative. The underlying 
principle of this notion of ™àla bayna is identi-
fied by Carter (1972) in his classic analysis 
“‘Twenty dirhams’ in the Kitàb of Sìbawayhi”. 
Carter explains that the phrase ≠i“rùna dirha-
man ‘twenty dirhams’ is used by Sìbawayhi to 
indicate that regency is not restricted to verbs 
or nonverbal regents carrying the sense of a 
verb, but that certain classes of words have the 
same influence, though less powerful.

In Sìbawayhi’s example mentioned above 
(≈ahaba zaydun ràkiban), the expression 
≈ahaba zaydun renders a grammatically cor-
rect sentence whose completeness is marked by 
tanwìn, the nùn of zaydun. Just like any other 
adverbial accusative, ràkiban is redundant, not 
identical with or included in its antecedent, and 
as such it is a surplus to an already complete 
utterance. In the expression ≠i“rùna dirhaman, 
≠i“rùna represents the completeness of ≈ahaba 
zaydun, and dirham represents the redundancy 
of ràkiban. The nùn/tanwìn of ≠i“rùna, indi-
cating completeness, separates the two ele-
ments of the sentence and prevents the genitive 
case in dirham. Dirham subsequently obtains 
the accusative case in what Carter (1972:485) 
has dubbed a tanwìn-naßb construction (called 
tanwìn-±alif construction by Blau 1981:183, 
204, 206–207; cf. Hopkins 1984:168–169). 
The nùn/tanwìn of zaydun in ≈ahaba zaydun 
ràkiban stands – just as the nùn/tanwìn of 
≠i“rùna does in ≠i“rùna dirhaman – between the 
≠àmil, the verb ≈ahaba (which gives zayd the 
nominative case as its subject) on the one hand, 
and the redundant ràkiban on the other. It is 
this sense of separation and redundancy that 

gives ≈ahaba the power to put ràkiban as ™àl in 
the accusative case (Carter 1972:488–490; cf. 
Owens 1990:107ff., who calls it the “separation 
and non-identity principle, SNIP for short”; see 
also Talmon 1993, Talmon 2003:245ff.).

In this light, Sìbawayhi’s initial explana-
tion – that in the expression ≈ahaba zaydun 
ràkiban the verb ≈ahaba is the regent that puts 
ràkiban in the accusative as a ™àl – clearly 
implies that the regent of the ™àl may be an 
expression without a verb, not even carry-
ing the sense of a verb. This is, for instance, 
the case in ≈àlika ≠abdullàhi ≈àhiban ‘that is 
≠Abdullàh coming’, or fìhà ≠abdullàhi qà±iman 
‘in it ≠Abdullàh is standing’ (Kitàb I, 218–220, 
222–224). The lack of a verbal sense in the 
demonstrative ≈àlika and in the prepositional 
clause fìhà has direct bearing on the position of 
the ™àl in the sentence. That is, the ™àl may pre-
cede its regent only on the condition that this 
regent is a fully inflected verb. This principle is 
based on the fact that ràkiban in ≈ahaba zaydun 
ràkiban is comparable to, for instance, ≠amran, 
which is the direct object in ∂araba zaydun 
≠amran ‘Zayd hit ≠Amr’. In the latter case, pre-
cedence of the direct object is allowed – ≠amran 
∂araba zaydun is grammatically correct – and, 
therefore, precedence of the ™àl is allowed 
in similar constructions. However, when the 
regent is not a fully inflected verb, the com-
parison cannot be made, and as a consequence, 
precedence of the ™àl is not permitted. Hence, 
*≈àlika ≈àhiban ≠abdullàhi and *fìhà qà±iman 
≠abdullàhi are rejected, just as *≈àhiban ≈àlika 
≠abdullàhi and *qà±iman fìhà ≠abdullàhi are 
unacceptable (see Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 237–238; 
cf. e.g. Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab III, 36–37, IV, 
168–169; Ibn Wallàd, Intißàr 38–39, 79–81, 
96–97; Ibn Jinnì, Luma≠ 26–27; ±Abù £ayyàn, 
Manhaj 194–195, 228; Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal 
28, 30; Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ 57, 73). For the inter-
pretation of ™àl regency and its position in the 
sentence in Western grammars, see, e.g., Wright 
1967:II, 218–220; Howell 1990:I, 244–251).

The general rules on ™àl, as found in Sìba-
wayhi’s Kitàb and, more crystallized, in later 
grammatical works, go back to the earlier 
grammatical tradition which Talmon (2003) 
identifies as the Old Iraqi school of grammar 
(including both Baßran and Kùfan scholars; 
for a discussion of differences of opinion on 
various issues concerning ™àl in the light of the 
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Baßran/Kùfan dichotomy, see Ibn al-±Anbàrì, 
±Inßàf 112–118, masà±il nos. 31–33). Underly-
ing the analysis of ™àl is the notion of xabar 
manßùb lit. ‘predicate in the accusative case’, 
or xabar al-ma≠rifa ‘predicate of something 
known’, labeled by Talmon (1993:95, 2003:40) 
“transformed predicate”, i.e. a predicate that is 
separated from its subject and “transforms con-
sequently to a ‘second rate’ predicate position 
marked grammatically by naßb”. As appears 
from Talmon’s research, the earliest recorded 
analysis of this kind of structure in terms 
of xabar al-ma≠rifa comes from al-±Axfa“ al-
±Awsa† (d. between 210/825 and 221/835), 
who refers to previous generations of linguists 
including Ibn ±Abì ±Is™àq and ≠îsà ibn ≠Umar (as 
well as to the Qur±àn reader and Companion 
of the Prophet, Ibn Mas≠ùd, regarding his inter-
pretation of Q. 36/57 wa-lahum mà yadda≠ùna 
salàman; Talmon 2003:117, 185–194; see also 
Owens 1990:119–120). The notion of ‘trans-
formed predicate’ is treated by al-Farrà± (d. 207/
822) in terms of either ¤ xabar or fi≠l (Kinberg 
1996:205, 595–596; cf. Talmon 2003:40, 190).

Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 218), probably following 
his most important teacher, al-Xalìl (see Talmon 
2003:40), uses the term xabar al-ma≠rifa/xabar 
li-l-ma≠rùf to explain the difference between a 
predicate of someone or something not known 
to the listener and hence in the nominative, and 
a predicate of someone or something known to 
the listener, which has a clarifying or strength-
ening function and obtains the accusative. Sìba-
wayhi identifies this notion of xabar more than 
once as ™àl, thus reformulating the ™àl category 
into the standard concept it has remained until 
this day (Talmon 1993:96, 2003:295–297; cf. 
Levin 1979:193ff.).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
±Abù £ayyàn, Manhaj = ±Abù £ayyàn Mu™ammad 

ibn Yùsuf al-Ÿarnà†ì, Manhaj as-sàlik fì l-kalàm 
≠alà ±Alfiyyat Ibn Màlik. Ed. Sidney Glazer. New 
Haven, Conn.: American Oriental Society, 1949.

Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf = ±Abù l-Barakàt ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn 
ibn Mu™ammad ibn ±Abì Sa≠ìd al-±Anbàrì, Kitàb al-
±inßàf fì masà±il al-xilàf bayna n-na™wiyyìna l-Baßriy-
yìna wa-l-Kùfiyyìn. Ed. Gotthold Weil. Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1913.

Ibn Hißàm, Muÿnì = Jamàl ad-Dìn ±Abù Mu™ammad 
≠Abdallàh ibn Yùsuf Ibn Hi“àm, Muÿnì l-labìb ≠an 
kutub al-±a≠àrìb. Ed. Mu™ammad Mu™yì d-Dìn 
≠Abd al-£amìd. 2 vols. Beirut: al-Maktaba al-
≠Aßriyya, 1991.

Ibn Jinnì, Luma≠ = ±Abù l-Fat™ ≠Uµmàn Ibn Jinnì, 
Kitàb al-luma≠ fì n-na™w. Ed. Hadi M. Kechrida. 
Uppsala: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1976.

Ibn Wallàd, Intißàr = ±Abù l-≠Abbàs ±A™mad ibn 
Mu™ammad Ibn Wallàd, Kitàb al-intißàr. Ed. 
Monique Bernards. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1997.

Ibn Ya≠ì“, ”ar™ = Muwaffaq ad-Dìn Ya≠ì“ Ibn Ya≠ì“, 
Šar™ al-Mufaßßal. 10 vols. in 5. Cairo: ±Idàrat a†-
¢ibà≠a al-Munìriyya, n.d. [Fahàris ”ar™ al-Mufaßßal. 
Damascus: Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya, 1990.]

Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab = ±Abù l-≠Abbàs Mu™ammad 
ibn Yazìd al-Mubarrad, Kitàb al-muqta∂ab. Ed. 
Mu™ammad ≠Abd al-Xàliq ≠U∂ayma. 4 vols. Cairo: 
Ma†àbi≠ al-±Ahràm, 1979.

Sìbawayhi, Kitàb = ±Abù Bi“r ≠Amr ibn ≠Uµmàn 
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb Sìbawayhi. Ed. Hartwig Deren-
bourg. 2 vols. Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1881. 
(Repr., Hildesheim and New York: G. Olms, 
1970.)

Zamax“arì, Mufaßßal = ±Abù l-Qàsim Ma™mùd 
ibn ≠Umar az-Zamax“arì, al-Mufaßßal fì ≠ilm al-
≠Arabiyya. Beirut: Dàr al-Jìl, n.d.

Secondary sources
Badawi, Elsaid, Michael G. Carter, and Adrian Gully. 

2004. Modern Written Arabic: A comprehensive 
grammar. London and New York: Routledge.

Bateson, Mary Catherine. 1967. Arabic language 
handbook. Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied 
Linguistics.

Beeston, A.F.L. 1968. Written Arabic: An approach 
to the basic structures. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. (Repr., 1975.)

Blachère, Régis. 1985. Éléments de l’arabe classique. 
4th ed. Paris: Maisonneuve and Larose.

—— and Maurice Gaudefroy-Demombynes. 1975. 
Grammaire de l’arabe classique. 3rd ed. Paris: 
Maisonneuve and Larose.

Blau, Joshua. 1981. The emergence and linguistic 
background of Judaeo-Arabic: A study of the 
origins of Middle Arabic. 2nd ed. Jerusalem: Ben 
Zvi Institute.

Cachia, Pierre. 1973. The monitor: A dictionary of 
Arabic grammatical terms. Beirut: Librairie du 
Liban and London: Longman.

Cantarino, Vicente. 1975. Syntax of Modern Arabic 
prose. II. The expanded sentence. III. The com-
pound sentence. Bloomington and London: Indi-
ana University Press.

Carter, Michael G. 1972. “‘Twenty dirhams’ in the 
Kitàb of Sìbawayhi”. Bulletin of the School of Ori-
ental and African Studies 35.485–496.

Dahdah, Antoine el-. 1988. A dictionary of terms 
of declension and structure in universal Arabic 
grammar. Rev. ed. Martin J. McDermott and Elias 
Matar. Beirut: Librairie du Liban.

Gully, Adrian. 1995. Grammar and semantics in 
Medieval Arabic: A study of Ibn-Hisham’s ‘Mughni 
l-Labìb’. Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press.

Hopkins, Simon. 1984. Studies in the grammar of 
early arabic based upon papyri datable to before 
300 A.H./912 A.D. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Howell, Mortimer Sloper. 1883. A grammar of the 
Classical Arabic language. Translated and com-
piled from the works of the most approved native 
or naturalised authors by Mortimer Sloper Howell. 

 £âL

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



228

(2nd ed., 1986, with a new preface by Satkari 
Mukho padhaya, 4 vols. in 7 parts. New Delhi: 
Gian Publishing House; repr. 1990.)

Kinberg, Naphtali. 1996. A lexicon of al-Farrà±’s 
terminology in his Qur±àn commentary, with full 
definitions, English summaries, and extensive cita-
tions. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Kluge, Eva-Maria. 1999. Syntaktische Bestimmun-
gen im Arabischen: Das vierte Kapitel aus dem 
“Muÿnì l-labìb ≠an kutub al-a≠àrìb” des Ibn Hi“àm 
al-Anßàrì, Übersetzung und Kommentar. Leiden: 
Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten.

Lane, Edward William. 1863–1893. An Arabic-Eng-
lish lexicon derived from the best and most copious 
Eastern sources. 8 vols. London and Edinburgh: 
Williams and Norgate.

Levin, Aryeh. 1979. “Sìbawayhi’s view of the syntac-
tic structure of kàna wa-±axawàtuhà”. Jerusalem 
Studies in Arabic and Islam 1.185–213.

Owens, Jonathan. 1990. Early Arabic grammati-
cal theory: Heterogeneity and standardization. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Reckendorf, Hermann. 1977. Arabische Syntax. 2nd 
ed. Heidelberg: C. Winter.

Talmon, Rafael. 1993. “The term qalb and its signifi-
cance for the study of the history of early Arabic 
grammar”. Zeitschrift für Geschichte der arabisch-
islamischen Wissenschaften 8.71–113.

——. 2003. Eighth-century Iraqi grammar: A criti-
cal exploration of pre-‡alìlian Arabic linguistics. 
Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns.

Wehr, Hans. 1994. A dictionary of Modern Written 
Arabic (Arabic-English). Ed. J. Milton Cowan. 4th 
ed. Ithaca, N.Y.: Spoken Language Services.

Wright, William. 1859–1862. A grammar of the 
Arabic language, translated from the German of 
Caspari and edited with numerous additions and 
corrections. 3rd ed., rev. W. Robertson Smith and 
M.J. de Goeje. 2 vols. in 1 part. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press. (Repr., 1967.)

Monique Bernards (University of Groningen)

Hamza

The primary reference of the term hamza is the 
letter ع. However, it is also used, especially in 
the Arabic grammatical tradition, to refer to 
a specific speech sound, the glottal stop. Since 
the letter hamza is not always pronounced as a 
glottal stop, and since some letters other than 
the hamza are sometimes pronounced as the 
glottal stop, these two referents of the word 
hamza should be carefully distinguished.

1 .  O r t h o g r a p h y

The hamza is usually not written on its own 
but is supported by one of the consonants و ,ى 
or ا. The supporting consonant is known as 

the kursì ‘chair’ of the hamza. The rules about 
how to write the hamza are complicated, but 
see Wright (1967, Paragraphs 15–22, 131–139) 
or Mitchell (1953:20–21, 39–40, 79–81) for a 
good discussion. The following are the most 
important rules: The default kursì is the ا. 
However, when preceded or followed by the 
u or i, the و or ى sometimes serves as kursì. 
There are also contexts in which the hamza is 
not supported by a kursì – when preceded by 
a long vowel or a closed syllable, especially in 
word-final position. Lastly, there are instances 
in which the hamza, while pronounced, is not 
written. When it occurs in phrase-initial posi-
tion, it is customary to write only the vowel 
associated with the hamza directly over or 
under the ا  that serves as the kursì.

2 .  P l a c e  o f  a r t i c u l a t i o n

Consonants are produced by obstructing air-
flow somewhere in the speech tract. They are 
classified into places of articulation accord-
ing to the locus of the narrowest constriction 
of airflow. Therefore, one question about the 
hamza that needs to be answered is what its 
place of articulation is. The early Arab gram-
marians disagreed about the constriction in the 
articulation of the hamza. One of the earliest 
statements of Arabic phonetics is the introduc-
tion that al-Xalìl (d. 175/793) prefaced to his 
dictionary Kitàb al-≠ayn (Sara 1991, 1993). In 
this treatise, al-Xalìl divided the speech tract 
into eight regions, each of which was known 
as a ™ayyiz ‘locale’. With the exception of the 
wàw, yà±, ±alif, and hamza, al-Xalìl assigned 
each of the Arabic consonants to one of these 
locales, based on the locus of the narrow-
est constriction in the speech tract during the 
articulation of the consonant. However, wàw, 
yà±, ±alif, and hamza were classified by him 
as hawà± ‘air/cavity’ sounds (al-Xalìl, ≠Ayn I, 
58.13; Roman 1983:I, 216). This means that he 
considered the hamza, like the glides wàw and 
yà±, as a consonant with no clear constriction, 
i.e. no clearly identifiable place of articulation. 
Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796), al-Xalìl’s student and 
the most famous of the Arab grammarians, 
espoused a different view of the hamza in his 
grammar, al-Kitàb (III, 541–556; cf. Al-Nassir 
1993:81–90; Sara 1993, 1996). He assigns 
the hamza to a region of the speech tract that 
he calls the ™alq ‘throat’. He then divides the 
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™alq into three subregions, and assigns hamza 
and hà± to the subregion that is the furthest 
back, most probably corresponding to the glot-
tis. Sìbawayhi did consider the hamza to be a 
true consonant, formed with a glottal constric-
tion. He also describes an allophonic variant 
of the hamza (hamza bayna bayna ‘interme-
diate hamza’), which according to Al-Nassir 
(1993:81–82) was a spirantized glottal conso-
nant (cf. Roman 1983:I, 322–348). Sìbawayhi’s 
influence in the Arabic grammatical tradition 
was significant enough that his views on the 
hamza were accepted by his successors.

In the modern linguistic tradition, it is gener-
ally accepted that the hamza, together with the 
other so-called gutturals (see McCarthy 1991, 
1994), is formed with a constriction in the 
postvelar region of the speech tract. However, 
there is disagreement about where in this region 
the constriction is made and about which artic-
ulators are responsible for the constriction.

One view is that the constriction is made 
at the glottis (Kästner 1981:47; McCarthy 
1991:78, 1994:193). This view is based on the 
results of Klatt and Stevens (1969) who found 
that the hamza does not influence the formant 
structures of adjacent vowels. Any constriction 
above the glottis will influence formant struc-
tures of adjacent vowels, and a constriction in 
the postvelar region will in particular raise F1 
and depress F2 (Stevens and House 1955).

More recently Zawaydeh (1999) and Shahin 
(1997, 2002) found evidence that the laryngeal 
consonants (hamza and hà±), do influence the 
formant structures of adjacent vowels. Both 
of them found that the laryngeals raise F1, and 
Shahin also found that laryngeals depress F2 in 
non-low vowels. Zawaydeh and Shahin ascribe 
the findings of Klatt and Stevens (1969) to the 
fact that they investigated only vowels in stem-
final position – a position that is phonologi-
cally immune to co-articulation with adjacent 
consonants.

The fact that the hamza does influence the 
formant structure of adjacent vowels implies 
that it must be pronounced with a constric-
tion somewhere between the velum and glot-
tis. The question then becomes exactly where 
and by which articulators this constriction is 
made. Shahin assumes that a constriction is 
made in the pharynx by retracting the tongue 
root, basing this assumption on analogy with 
the pharyngeals ™à± and ≠ayn. The pharyngeals 

are pronounced with a retracted tongue root, 
and they are associated with raised F1 and 
depressed F2 (Al-Ani 1970:60, 63–64; Butcher 
and Ahmad 1987). Since the hamza shares 
these acoustic properties with the pharyngeals, 
Shahin assumes that it also shares the articula-
tory properties with these sounds.

However, Zawaydeh (1999) performed an 
experiment in which she inserted a fiberoptic 
endoscope through the nasal passage into the 
pharynx, enabling her to observe the movement 
of the pharyngeal articulators during speech. 
Zawaydeh found evidence for narrowing of 
the pharynx (through tongue root retraction) 
during the pronunciation of the pharyngeals, 
emphatics, and uvulars. However, she found 
no pharyngeal narrowing for the laryngeals 
hà± and hamza. She therefore hypothesizes that 
the constriction for the hamza is made closer 
to the glottis, in the area of the aryepiglottic 
folds, just above the glottis. There are Cauca-
sian languages that distinguish two kinds of 
laryngeal consonants, pure glottal consonants 
and consonants with a constriction at the ary-
epiglottic folds (Nolan 1995). It is therefore 
possible that the Arabic laryngeals, including 
the hamza, have a constriction above the glottis 
at the aryepiglottic folds. However, this issue 
still needs to be settled by careful physiological 
investigation.

3 .  C o n t e x t u a l l y  d e t e r m i n e d 
v a r i a t i o n

The hamza is subject to contextual variation 
in the degree of obstruction associated with 
its pronunciation. This is not unexpected – the 
glottal stop is an unstable consonant and is 
subject to weakening (widening of the closure) 
in many languages (Ladefoged and Maddie-
son 1996:75). There is likely to be dialectal 
variation concerning this aspect of the hamza’s 
pronunciation. Unfortunately, few of the gram-
mars of colloquial Arabic dialects report in 
detail on this aspect of pronunciation (but see 
Al-Ani 1970:60–62; Kästner 1981:46–48; and 
Watson 2002:18, for some discussion). The 
discussion below is based primarily on what we 
know about Classical Arabic from Sìbawayhi’s 
Kitàb.

Sìbawayhi devotes a separate section of his 
grammar to the realization of the hamza (Al-
Nassir 1993:81-90). In general, the hamza is 
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pronounced as a stop only in utterance-initial 
position (±abun [πabun] ‘father’). In other con-
texts, it is subject to various degrees of weak-
ening. Intervocalically, there are three ways in 
which it can be realized: as a glottal fricative 
[h] (sa±ala [sahala] ‘he asked’) or as one of the 
glides [w, j] (su±àlun [suwa1lun] ‘question’). The 
fricative is the default value in this context, with 
the glides being more likely to occur if one of 
the flanking vowels is u or i. When the hamza 
is preceded or followed by another consonant, 
it is usually deleted (ra±sun [ra1sun] ‘head’). In 
Classical Arabic, words did not typically end in 
consonants, so that the hamza could not occur 
in word-final position. However, modern col-
loquial Arabic has lost many of the word-final 
vowels of Classical Arabic, so that words often 
end in consonants in colloquial Arabic. Al-Ani 
(1970:62) and Kästner (1981:48) claim that 
hamza in word-final position is pronounced 
as a stop (i.e. with total glottal closure), either 
with or without release of the glottal closure.

4 .  O t h e r  p h o n o l o g i c a l 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s

The hamza is a member of the natural class 
of guttural sounds (McCarthy 1991, 1994). 
McCarthy has detailed a cluster of phono-
logical phenomena associated with this class of 
sounds in Semitic. The two that are most rel-
evant for Arabic are that with very few excep-
tions, consonantal roots are allowed to contain 
only one guttural consonant – i.e. there exists 
no Arabic root that contains both a hamza and 
another guttural; and that vowels that occur in 
the context of the gutturals are often lowered. 
For instance, in Classical Arabic the thematic 
vowel of the Form I imperfect of verbs with a 
guttural as second or third radical is always a 
rather than the more typical i or u, e.g. yas±alu 
and not *yas±ilu or *yas±ulu (s-±-l ‘to ask’). 
Vowel lowering associated with gutturals in 
general and with the hamza in particular is also 
observed in modern colloquial Arabic – see, for 
instance, Zawaydeh (1999) on Jordanian Ara-
bic, and Shahin (2002) and Younes (1982) on 
Palestinian Arabic (¤ vowel backing).

Traditional Arabic grammars distinguish two 
kinds of hamza, hamzat al-qa†± ‘the hamza of 
separation’ and hamzat al-waßl ‘the hamza of 
connection’ (Haywood and Nahmad 1965:10–
11, 114 etc.; Wright 1967, Paragraphs 18–21). 

The hamzat al-waßl is found only word-initially. 
It occurs in a few nouns ((±)ibnun ‘son’), in the 
definite article ((±)al ‘the’), and in some verbal 
forms – Form I imperatives ((±)uktub ‘write!’), 
and all forms from VII onward that do not take 
an imperfect or participial prefix ((±)inkasara 
‘it broke’). When any of these words occurs 
in non-phrase-initial position, the hamzat al-
waßl, together with its accompanying vowel, 
is deleted (compare (±)inkasara ‘it broke’ with 
wa-nkasara ‘and it broke’). The hamzat al-qa†≠, 
on the other hand, can occur word-initially 
(±abun ‘father’) and word-medially (su±ila ‘it is 
asked’), and is never deleted. A word like ±abun 
with the hamzat al-qat≠ is therefore pronounced 
with the hamza when preceded by another 
word, while (±)ibnun with the hamzat al-waßl is 
pronounced without the hamza in this context 
(li-±abin ‘for a father’, but li-bnin ‘for a son’). 
Coetzee (1998) and Gadoua (2000) indepen-
dently argue against this traditional view. They 
argue that the hamzat al-waßl is not part of the 
underlying form of any word. Words that are 
traditionally assumed to start on the hamzat 
al-waßl should rather be seen as starting on a 
consonant cluster. Classical Arabic, and many 
modern colloquial dialects as well, do not allow 
tautosyllabic consonant clusters. When any of 
these words occur phrase-initially, a syllable 
consisting of a hamza and a vowel is inserted 
in order to prevent the word from starting 
on a consonant cluster (/bnun/ ¤ [πib.nun]). 
However, when such a word is preceded by 
another word, resyllabification across the word 
boundary resolves the consonant cluster (/li + 
bnin/ ¤ [lib.nin]). Under the traditional view 
it is not possible to explain adequately why 
hamza deletes phrase-initially in some words 
but not in others. Under the alternative view, 
this is no longer a problem. The hamza is never 
deleted but is rather inserted phrase-initially 
just in those cases where it is necessary to 
resolve a tautosyllabic consonant cluster.

5 .  D i a l e c t o l o g y

Modern colloquial dialects have not all pre-
served the glottal stop in their phonemic inven-
tories (Fischer and Jastrow 1980:52–53; Kaye 
and Rosenhouse 1997:277). According to 
Cadora (1992:13), it is mostly the Bedouin dia-
lects that have retained the glottal stop, while 
urban dialects have lost it. However, this is 
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probably an oversimplification, especially since 
the distinction between Bedouin and urban dia-
lects is becoming more blurred with increased 
urbanization. The following dialects have all 
preserved at least some glottal stops: Cairene 
(Watson 2002:20), Iraqi (Al-Ani 1970:29), Jor-
danian (Zawaydeh 1999), Lebanese  (Obrecht 
1968:19), Maltese (Borg 1997b:249), Palestin-
ian (Shahin 2002), and Ían≠ànì Arabic (Watson 
2002:19). Dialects that have lost the glottal 
stop include Cypriot (Borg 1997a:222) and 
Moroccan Arabic (Heath 1997:207). For the 
pharyngealized glottal [Ö] in the speech of 
Sunni men in Beirut ¤ Beirut Arabic.

There are also dialects in which the uvular 
stop qàf of Classical Arabic has been replaced 
by the glottal stop. Cadora (1992) claims that 
this has happened mostly in the urban dialects. 
See also Fischer and Jastrow (1980:52) and 
Watson (2002:17), who state that this change 
affected mostly the larger cities around the 
Mediterranean – Cairo, Jerusalem, Damascus, 
and Beirut.
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Andries W. Coetzee (University of Michigan)

£araka

In Arabic linguistic terminology, the term 
™araka lit. ‘movement’ indicates a vowel or, 
more precisely, the phonemes that are known 
in the Western tradition as ‘short vowels’. It 
contrasts with the term ¤ ™arf ‘consonant’. 
Sìbawayhi distinguishes three vowels, /a/, /u/, 
and /i/, called fat™a, ∂amma, and kasra, respec-
tively (cf. Al-Nassir 1993:28–35). The vowels 
are not phonemic entities in themselves; their 
sole function is to make the pronunciation of 
the consonants possible, a statement attributed 
by Sìbawayhi (d. 177/793?) to his teacher al-
Xalìl (d. 175/791): “Al-Xalìl asserted that the 
fat™a, the kasra and the ∂amma are additions; 
they are attached to the consonants so that 
these can be pronounced” (za≠ama l-Xalìl ±anna 
l-fat™a wa-l-kasra wa-∂-∂amma zawà±id wa-
hunna yal™aqna l-™arf li-yùßala ±ilà t-takallum 
bihi; Kitàb II, 315.2–3; Troupeau 1989). 

The names of the vowels are explained by the 
Arabic tradition in articulatory terms. The leg-
endary founder of the linguistic tradition, ±Abù 
l-±Aswad ad-Du±alì, is said to have instructed a 
scribe as follows:

When you see me opening my mouth, write a dot 
above the letter, and when you see me contract-
ing my mouth, write a dot within the letter, and 
when you see me folding my mouth, write the 

dot beneath the letter (±i≈à ra±aytanì qad fata™tu 
famì bi-l-™arf fa-nqu† nuq†a ≠alà ±a≠làhu wa-±i≈à 
∂amamtu famì fa-nqu† nuq†a bayna yaday al-™arf 
wa-±i≈à kasartu famì fa-j≠al an-nuq†a ta™ta l-™arf). 
(±Abù †-¢ayyib, Maràtib 10–11)

The etymology given here for the names of the 
vowels is probably spurious, but it seems to 
be connected with the phonetic terminology 
for the vowels in the Syriac linguistic tradi-
tion, in which the short vowels /a/, /i/, and /u/ 
were called płµà™à ‘opening’, ™ł∫àßà ‘pressure, 
pushing’, and ≠łßàßà ‘contraction’ (Versteegh 
1993:28–32). Apparently, the Syriac names for 
the vowels are the source for the Arabic terms, 
which in itself is quite plausible in view of the 
early contacts between Arabic and Syriac gram-
marians (Revell 1975). 

Originally, the terms for the vowels and 
those for the vocalic declensional endings were 
confused. In the earliest Qur±ànic commentar-
ies, terms like xaf∂, kasr, and jarr are used 
indiscriminately for all instances of the vowel 
/i/, both within the word and as an ending, and 
regardless of whether or not they are declen-
sional (Versteegh 1993:125–130); likewise, 
naßb and fat™ are used for the vowel /a/, and 
∂amm and raf≠ for the vowel /u/. A word like 
muxlißìna ‘being sincere [acc.]’, for instance, is 
distinguished from the passive form muxlaßùna 
with the expression bi-xaf∂ al-làm. This prac-
tice was continued by most Kufan grammar-
ians. In al-Farrà±, the confusion is no longer 
conceptual but purely terminological; he does 
distinguish between declensional and nonde-
clensional vowels but calls the latter indiscrimi-
nately ∂amma/raf≠, fat™a/naßb, and kasra/xaf∂ 
(Owens 1990:159). One of the innovations in 
Sìbawayhi’s grammatical system was probably 
the introduction of a distinction between the 
two sets. This distinction must be attributed to 
Sìbawayhi alone because in the Kitàb al-≠ayn 
that is attributed to al-Xalìl (¤ lexicography; ¤ 
Classical Arabic), the names of case endings are 
still used for non-final vowels, and occasion-
ally the vowel names are used for case endings 
(Talmon 1997:194–197).

Right from the beginning of the Kitàb (3.1–5), 
Sìbawayhi takes great care to distinguish be-
tween the vowels as phonological units and the 
vowels that constitute the declensional endings 
-a, -u, and -i (¤ ±i≠ràb). He states that there are 
eight different endings (majàrin) in Arabic:
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These eight endings are combined in four catego-
ries in speech: naßb and fat™ are one category in 
speech, jarr and kasr are one category, likewise raf≠ 
and ∂amm, and jazm and waqf. I mentioned eight 
endings in order to distinguish between [words] 
receiving one of these endings because they are 
affected by a governor . . . and [words] whose final 
consonant always stays with the same [vowel] 
(wa-hà≈ihi l-majàrì µ-µamàniya yujmi≠uhunna fì 
l-lafÚ ±arba≠ ±a∂rub fa-n-naßb wa-l-fat™ fì l-lafÚ 
∂arb wà™id wa-l-jarr wa-l-kasr ∂arb wà™id wa-ka-
≈àlika r-raf≠ wa-∂-∂amm wa-l-jazm wa-l-waqf wa-
±innamà ≈akartu laka µamàniya majàrin li-±afruqa 
bayna mà yadxuluhu ∂arb min hà≈ihi l-±arba≠a 
li-mà yu™diµu fìhi l-≠àmil . . . wa-bayna mà yubnà 
≠alayhà l-™arf binà±an là yazùlu ≠anhu).

In Sìbawayhi’s phonological analysis, phoneti-
cally long vowels are analyzed as combinations 
of a vowel with one of the three ¤ glides (™urùf 
al-lìn wa-l-madd or ™urùf mu≠talla; ¤ ≠illa), /w/, 
/y/, and /’’/ (fa-l-fat™a min al-±alif wa-l-kasra 
min al-yà± wa-∂-∂amma min al-wàw; Kitàb II, 
315.4). According to this analysis [u1] is /uw/, 
[i1] is /iy/, and [a1] is /a"/. The glide that is com-
bined with the vowel /a/ (transcribed here as 
/"/) is called ±alif, an abstract element that does 
not surface phonetically and only serves to pre-
serve the transparency of the triradical struc-
ture on the underlying phonological level, for 
instance when comparing ±aswadu, pl. sùdun 
‘black’ with ±a™maru, pl. ™umrun ‘red’, whose 
relationship becomes much clearer when they 
are compared on the underlying level, /suwdun/ 
and /™umrun/ (cf. Bohas 1985; Bohas and Guil-
laume 1984:241–267).

The phonetic definition of the vowels is 
derived from that of the glides of which they 
are a part (Kitàb II, 285.12ff.). The three glides 
are defined as ÿayr mahmùsàt ‘not voiceless’, 
and they are called ™urùf al-lìn wa-l-madd 
‘consonants of softness and lengthening’. Their 
place of articulation is the widest of all conso-
nants for the passage of the air (wa-maxàrijuhà 
muttasi≠a li-hawà± aß-ßawt wa-laysa šay± min 
al-™urùf ±awsa≠ maxàrija minhà wa-là ±amadd 
li-ß-ßawt). The interpretation of long vowels 
as combinations of (short) vowels and glides 
implies that length as a contrastive feature in 
vowels does not play any role in Sìbawayhi’s 
analysis. Cases that are described in Western 
grammars of Arabic as a shortening of a long 
vowel because of the constraint against long 
vowels in closed syllables, for instance in fì l-
kitàbi [filkita1bi], are analyzed as the deletion 
of a glide, i.e. /fiylkita"bi/ ⇒ /filkita"bi/.

The changes in the combinations of vowels 
and glides were explained by the grammar-
ians within the framework of an opposition in 
terms of heavy (µaqìl) and light (xafìf). They 
assigned to each sound a certain position on a 
scale that went from the lightest element to the 
heaviest. Certain constraints in phonological 
structure were then explained as measures to 
avoid excessive heaviness (istixfàf), for instance 
when a word contains the combination /a-"-a/, 
which is therefore changed into /a"/, realized as 
à (¤ ≠illa). 

Vowels are not always realized the same 
way. Sìbawayhi attributes these phonetic differ-
ences to the preceding consonant (cf. Schaade 
1911:23). The main modifications that affect 
vowels are ¤ ±imàla and ¤ tafxìm (Al-Nassir 
1993:91–107). In certain contexts, the  sequence 
/a"/ is said to contain an ±alif al-±imàla, which 
then spreads to the short a preceding it. In his 
view, this is part of a process of ¤ iddiÿàm in 
which the ±alif is made similar to a yà±, and as a 
result the short a is made similar to a short i (cf. 
Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß II, 141). In combinations of a 
consonant with a following short a, it is again 
the consonant that is said to undergo ±imàla 
(e.g. Kitàb II, 270.19: when you pronounce 
≠amrin, you apply ±imàla to the /≠/). Likewise, 
tafxìm is regarded as a feature of the conso-
nant, which spreads to the vowel.

Later grammarians modified this analysis by 
stating that the difference resided in the pho-
netic realization of the short vowels. According 
to Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß III, 120–121; cf. Méhiri 
1973:227ff.), for instance, between each pair 
of vowels there is another one, so that the 
total number of vowels is actually six. Between 
/a/ and /i/, there is the fat™a that is followed 
by an ±alif with ±imàla, whose pronunciation 
is between [a] and [i], i.e. [Æ] or [æ], called 
elsewhere (Sirr I, 52.4) al-fat™a al-mašùba bi-
l-kasra ‘a mixed with i’. Between /a/ and /u/, 
there is the fat™a followed by an ±alif at-tafxìm, 
which is probably pronounced [–]. Between /i/ 
and /u/, there is the kasra in words like qìla, 
which is pronounced with ±išmàm of the kasra, 
i.e. probably as [y]. In this analysis, the differ-
ent realizations are seen as allophones of the 
three phonological vowels.

In later analyses, the views on the relation-
ship between vowels and consonants and that 
between vowels and glides also changed. In 
the Kitàb al-≠ayn the glides were seen as the 
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product of the (short) vowels (al-wàw xuliqat 
min a∂-∂amma ‘the w is created from the u’; 
VIII, 195; cf. Talmon 1997:134), but there is 
no explanation of the process by which this 
‘creation’ takes place. Apparently, some gram-
marians believed that phonetically long vowels 
are the result of a ‘lengthening’ (±išbà≠) of the 
short vowels. This term is derived from metrical 
theory, where it is used to indicate the lengthen-
ing of a vowel for metrical reasons. According 
to Ibn al-±Anbàrì (±Inßàf 6.12–12.25), the gram-
marian al-Màzinì (d. 249/863) applied it to 
the declension of the so-called ‘six nouns’ (al-
±asmà± as-sitta) ±abun ‘father’, ±axun ‘brother’, 
≈ù ‘possessor of’, ™amun ‘father-in-law’, hanun 
‘thing’, fù- ‘mouth’, whose case endings have 
long vowels in the construct state (±abù, ±abì, 
±abà, etc.). The same theory is mentioned by 
Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß III, 136.1) who probably 
also quotes from al-Màzinì (about al-Màzinì’s 
theory of morphology, see Versteegh 1985).

The ±išbà≠ theory applied only to a limited 
class of nouns, but it may be connected with a 
general theory that made the long vowels in the 
sound dual and masculine plural endings (-àni; 
-ùna/-ìna) ‘substitutes of the vowels’ (±abdàl al-
™arakàt). This theory is attributed by az-Zajjàjì 
(±î∂àh 141.10ff.; cf. Versteegh 1995:254) to 
the Kufan grammarian Âa≠lab (d. 291/903). Az-
Zajjàjì states that Âa≠lab held that “the ±alif in 
az-zaydàni is the equivalent of two ∂ammas . . . 
and the wàw in az-zaydùna is the equivalent of 
three ∂ammas” (al-±alif fì az-zaydàni badal min 
∂ammatayni . . . wa-l-wàw fì az-zaydùna badal 
min µalàµ ∂ammàt).

Throughout the Arabic tradition there are 
traces of such a different concept of length in 
vowels. This concept may be connected in its 
turn with the theory about the vowels that is 
mentioned by al-Xwàrizmì (Mafàtì™ 46.3–10) 
in connection with Greek logic. He says:

According to the Greek logicians the nominative is 
a defective w, and so is the u and the related sounds 
we have mentioned; the i and related sounds 
are for them a defective y, and the a and related 
sounds are for them a defective ±alif. You could 
also call the glide w a lengthened u, and the glide 
y a lengthened i, and the glide ±alif a lengthened a” 
(ar-raf≠ ≠inda ±aß™àb al-man†iq min al-Yùnàniyyìn 
wàw nàqißa wa-ka-≈àlika ∂-∂amm wa-±axawàtuhu 
l-ma≈kùra wa-l-kasr wa-±axawàtuhu ≠indahum yà± 
nàqißa wa-l-fat™ wa-±axawàtuhu ≠indahum ±alif 
nàqißa wa-±in ši±ta qulta al-wàw al-mamdùda al-
layyina ∂amma mušba≠a wa-l-yà± al-mamdùda al-

layyina kasra mušba≠a wa-l-±alif al-mamdùda fat™a 
mußba≠a).

The term ±išbà≠ provides the link between this 
‘Greek’ theory and the ideas of Âa±lab and al-
Màzinì mentioned above. In a different context, 
the same concept of short and long vowels in 
Arabic is found in Jàbir ibn £ayyàn (2nd/8th 
century; cf. Kraus 1942:244, n. 1).

In a different manner Ibn Jinnì reaches the 
same conclusion; he says that when you lengthen 
the vowel, the homorganic (min jinsihà) glide is 
produced, which is why “the ∂amma is called a 
small wàw, the kasra a small yà±, and the fat™a 
a small ±alif” (Xaßà±iß II, 121–124 fì ma†l al-
™arakàt). The connection with Greek theories is 
also apparent in Ibn Sìnà’s Risàla (85.2–6):

The case of these three [the glides /w/, /y/, /"/] is 
difficult for me to understand. But I know for a 
fact that the lengthened voiced ±alif takes up twice 
as much or more time than the fat™a and that 
the fat™a just takes up the minimum amount of 
time that is necessary to go from one consonant 
to another. The relationship between the voiced 
w and the ∂amma and between the voiced y and 
the kasra is the same (µumma ±amr hà≈ihi µ-µalàµa  
≠alayya muškil wa-làkinnì ±a≠lamu yaqìnan ±anna 
l-±alif al-mamdùda al-mußawwita taqa≠u fì ∂i≠f 
±aw ±a∂≠àf zamàn al-fat™a wa-±anna l-fat™a taqa≠u 
fì ±aßÿar al-±azmina llatì yaßi™™u fìhà l-intiqàl 
min ™arf ±ilà ™arf wa-ka-≈àlika nisbat al-wàw al-
mußawwita ±ilà ∂-∂amma wa-l-yà± al-mußawwita 
±ilà l-kasra).

In a different recension of the Risàla (126.2–7; 
Semaan 1977:48), Ibn Sìnà even uses the terms 
ßuÿrà and kubrà to indicate short and long 
vowels. He avoids the term ™arakàt altogether 
and combines the three glides and the three 
short vowels under the term mußawwitàt.

In mainstream Arabic grammar, meanwhile, 
the focus was on the relationship between 
consonants and vowels. In a series of chapters 
in his Xaßà±iß, Ibn Jinnì deals with this issue, 
in particular the question of when the vowels 
are pronounced: before, after, or together with 
the consonant (Xaßà±iß III, 121–127; Mehiri 
1973:219-225). According to Sìbawayhi, the 
vowel is pronounced after the consonant. Ibn 
Jinnì discusses the alternative theory according 
to which the vowel precedes the consonant and 
demonstrates that this does not make sense, 
because in that case phenomena of assimila-
tion could not be explained. In /miwza"n/ the 
change of the w to y is caused by the preceding 
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i, resulting in /miyza"n/, which is realized as 
mìzàn. If the i were to precede its consonant, 
it would not be contiguous to the w and could 
not cause its change.

According to some grammarians, the vowel 
and the consonant are pronounced simulta-
neously. Ibn Jinnì cites his teacher ±Abù ≠Alì 
al-Fàrisì (d. 377/987), who claimed that this 
is the only way to explain the pronunciation of 
the /n/: without a vowel it is produced through 
the nose, with a vowel through the mouth. If the 
vowel followed the consonant, even the /n/ with 
a vowel would have to be pronounced through 
the nose. Ibn Jinnì himself does not accept this 
argument, because sounds may affect  preceding 
sounds (as, for instance, the assimilation of  
the /m/ in ≠anbar, which is pronounced as /m/ 
because it is affected by the following /b/). 
His own view is that vowels are pronounced 
after the consonant, and he adduces as one of 
his arguments the relationship between vowels 
and glides. The glides are lengthened vowels, 
therefore, the combination Ca" cannot be ana-
lyzed as aC", because in that case the glide is 
no longer in contact with the vowel /a/ and 
therefore cannot surface as a lengthened vowel. 
This means that vowels indeed come after the 
preceding consonant.

A different division of sounds occurs in the 
tradition that is connected with Greek phi-
losophy and logic, for instance in Fàràbì’s (d. 
339/950) Kitàb al-mùsìqà al-kabìr. He divides 
the ™urùf (here ‘phonemes’, rather than ‘con-
sonants’) into mußawwit ‘voiced’ and ÿayr 
mußawwit ‘voiceless’; he states further that the 
mußawwit can be divided into long and short 
ones and adds that the short ones are what the 
grammarians call ™arakàt. Ibn Sìnà avoids the 
term ™arakàt altogether, as seen above.

The Arabic concept of vowels was taken over 
by all linguistic traditions that borrowed the 
Arabic model for the description of their own 
language, for instance Turkic, Coptic, and Per-
sian. As these languages possess more vocalic 
phonemes than Arabic does, there was a prob-
lem, which was solved in different ways. For 
Coptic grammarians it was relatively easy to find 
a solution because they used the Coptic alpha-
bet to represent the sounds of Coptic. In their 
description of Coptic they called the seven vow-
els of Coptic ±a™ruf ßawtiyya or ±a™ruf nawà†iq, 
a direct translation of Greek phònèenta (stoi-
cheía) ‘sounding (elements)’ (Bauer 1972:147–

148), thus avoiding the problem of having to 
assign them to the three ™arakàt of the Arabic 
system.

The Turkic grammarians, beginning with 
±Abù £ayyàn al-±Andalusì (d. 745/1344), who 
wrote the first grammar of a Turkic language, 
were confronted with a vowel system with a 
twofold opposition between front and back 
vowels and between rounded and unrounded 
vowels (cf. Ermers 1999:93–128), giving a total 
of eight vowels, five more than in the Arabic 
system. They solved this problem by assigning 
the vowel quality to the preceding consonant. 
Thus, for instance, the opposition between the 
back vowels /u, o, a, ı/ and the front vowels 
/ö, e, i, ü/ is equated with that between velar-
ized (mufaxxam) and palatalized (muraqqaq) 
consonants, which implied that the Turkic pho-
nemic inventory had to be enlarged with a 
number of velarized consonants compared to 
the Arabic inventory. The rounded/unrounded 
vowels were more difficult to accommodate in 
this system. According to Ermers (1999:121–
128), some grammarians applied the label of 
velarization (tafxìm) to a velar consonant to 
indicate the vowel /o/, and to a palatal conso-
nant to indicate /ö/. Likewise, palatalization of 
a palatal consonant indicated /ü/. In all these 
attempts, they followed the basic rule of Arabic 
grammar, according to which the quality of the 
vowel depends on the preceding consonant.
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£arf

The term ™arf (pl. ™urùf, a™ruf) ‘part, particle, 
edge, end, boundary’ is used in Arabic linguistic 
terminology to indicate (1) the final segment 
formed as a result of the linear segmentation 
of the Arabic word; (2) a component of the 
prosodic, morphological, and lexical pattern 
of a word; (3) any discrete unit of an Arabic 
text that has a linguistic function (word, mor-
pheme); (5) a certain class of linguistic units; 
or (6) one of the parts of speech, against nouns 
and verbs.

As a polyvalent notion, the term ™arf has no 
equivalent in the conceptual system of Euro-
pean linguistics (Frolov 1991:57). Its polysemy 
derives from the systematic use of the same term 
at different levels, not only within one scientific 
domain but also across a broad range of subjects, 
a characteristic typical of the entire spectrum of 
medieval Arabic science (al-≠ulùm al-≠arabiyya). 
This is not the consequence of undifferentiated 
functional contents of the denoted units; rather, 
it stems from the conceptual perception of lan-
guage as a unitary process (Carter 2004:53), 
whereby the model of language structure is 
linear and one-dimensional and lacks multi-
tier organization (Frolov 1991:134). The term 
™arf can be applied to elements of any size 
and length, as long as it denotes a quantum 
of enunciated and hence recorded information 
that is small in scale but not strictly limited 
(Weiss 1910:375–379; Fischer 1989:140), its 
actual meaning depending entirely on the con-
text. Building upon the perception of the term 
™arf as an ultimate unit (Ibn Jinnì, Sirr I, 15–19) 
with its own meaning (Fleisch 1986:204b), it 
may be treated as a segment of speech with 
a semiological value, specified both semanti-
cally and semiotically. Consequently, two gen-
eral meanings of the word ™arf can be viewed 
as most prominent in early Arabic texts: a unit 
with a syntactic status (semantically specified), 
on the one hand, and a unit of a phonological 
(scriptural) character (semiotically specified), on 
the other (Owens 1990:245).
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Both meanings derive from the most compre-
hensive definition of the term ™arf, by Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb I, 1), as a word that “has a meaning, 
but is neither a noun nor a verb” (™arf jà±a 
li-ma≠nan laysa bi-smin wa-là fi≠l). The second 
part of this definition, ‘neither a noun nor a 
verb’, implies that the notion ™arf may apply to 
both nouns and verbs. It is used to indicate the 
class of words in general, which can be broken 
down further into three subclasses. The third 
subclass is represented by those units from the 
™arf category that are neither nouns nor verbs 
(a particular usage of the term is the subclass 
of particles lacking a common semantic charac-
teristic and morphological regulation), because 
noun words and verb words have as their basis 
a precisely defined set of morphological models 
and a set range of meanings that only vary 
insignificantly. Particles do not have any struc-
tured form or model whatsoever in their basis, 
and they may have a wide range of meanings 
(Carter 2004:88).

As far as the first part of the definition is 
concerned (a word that ‘has a meaning’), this 
feature implicitly puts the ™arf in opposition to 
the eponymous category of units, which even 
though lacking semantic meaning (cf. Versteegh 
1977:44, 45; Carter 2004:75; but according 
to Levin [2000:45], the correct interpretation 
of this phrase in Sìbawayhi is ‘which occurs 
in order to denote a meaning and nothing 
else [except this specific meaning]’), nonethe-
less have a semiotic function. It is the nature of 
that unit that generates the most frequent use 
of the term ™arf. By virtue of the ambiguity of 
its content, this use has produced a wide array 
of explanations and interpretations in Western 
studies of Arabic, because in this connotation 
it correlates with a whole number of similar 
(in terms of the system) concepts of theoretical 
linguistics, such as phoneme, grapheme, pros-
odeme, and morpheme (see Fischer 1989 for a 
general review). Attempts at viewing any single 
one of these aspects independently face consid-
erable obstacles, created by their interconnected 
nature, because such an approach goes against 
the functional universality of a unit postulated 
in the Arabic system of grammar.

The syntactic role of the ™arf (in the narrow 
sense of ‘particle’) is defined by its instrumental 
function, a fact supported by the alternative 
name of this subclass, ±adà lit. ‘tool’ (Carter 
2004:74). In many cases, ™arf manifests itself 

as an operational element (≠àmil ‘operator’; ¤ 
≠amal). Since particles are the exclusive instru-
ment for performing linguistic functions, each 
of them can be defined by its function, for 
example ™arf istifhàm ‘interrogative particle’, 
™arf nidà± ‘vocative particle’, ™arf qasam ‘par-
ticle of oath, vow’, and so on (Carter 2004:88). 
These functions form specific subclasses of par-
ticles: ™arf aš-širàk (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 211.10, 
264.15, 382.17) ‘coordinate particle’; ™arf jarr 
(Kitàb I, 244.1, 252.12, 329.14) or the posses-
sive ™arf (Kitàb I, 276.16), the ‘preposition’ that 
controls the -i inflection. ±Inna and the particles 
that govern two nominal complements (¤ ±inna 
wa-±axawàtuhà) are also called ™arf (Kitàb I, 
241.13, 244.14). Other subclasses of particles 
called ™arf include particles of warning (tanbìh; 
Kitàb I, 277.18), particles of exception (Kitàb 
I, 314.17), and verb operators (Kitàb I, 361.13, 
363.11, 406.1), realized at the beginning of 
the sentence. Other particles include those 
that occur sentence-initially (Kitàb I, 244.12, 
367.15, 391.10, 429.20), those that must be 
followed by a verb (Kitàb I, 407.16), and con-
ditional particles (Kitàb I, 398.8).

In the phonological sense, the term ™arf is 
viewed as a phoneme. This is validated by data 
coming from early philological texts, which 
present the behavior of sounds in phonetic 
processes through the term ™urùf, as well as 
by research done by later philologists, such as 
az-Zamaxšarì (see Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ X, 120–155, 
124.7-8; Carter 2004:120–121). In descriptions 
of their articulatory characteristics, reference 
is made to the place of articulation (maxraj 
lit. ‘place from which [the sound] exits’) of 
the ™urùf. It may be concluded from this that 
Arab philologists view the ™arf as a discrete, 
phonetically differentiated sound (ßawt). In this 
sense, ™arf is a subclass of ßawt, a sound with 
specific and discrete features (Owens 1988:91, 
95). The correlation of the notions of ™arf 
and ¤ ™araka is explained through the vowel/
consonant contrast (Levin 1986:425). In terms 
of the graphical realization (™arf yatahajjì bihi 
or ™urùf li-l-hijà±; see Weiss 1910:357, 359–
360), this approach leads to the perception 
of the ™arf as the equivalent of the ‘letter of 
the alphabet’ concept (Fleisch 1986:204b; Al-
Nassir 1993:9–10).

On the other hand, it is noteworthy that in 
more recent grammatical treatises (Ibn Sìnà, 
Risàla, Chap. 2), the terms ™arf and ¤ ™araka 
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are used to indicate consonants and vowels 
when they are viewed functionally as compo-
nents of a word, but when the sounds of speech 
are viewed as independent units of the phono-
logical system, the terms ßawt ßàmit ‘consonant’ 
and ßà±it or mußawwat ‘vowel’ (Axvlediani 
1981:93; Bravmann 1934:7–18, 112–135) are 
preferred. The structure of a word in the Arabic 
linguistic tradition is described and mapped in 
™urùf, which suggests that ¤ ™araka should be 
regarded as a vowel element, integrated into the 
™arf, rather than a vowel sound that is added 
to ™arf. Consequently, sound segments, such as 
/ba/, /bu/, /bi/, /bØ/ (i.e. b with sukùn), should 
be interpreted as different variants of the same 
™arf that emerge as a result of a variation in 
the vowel component of the ™arf, while the 
consonant remains invariant. According to al-
Xalìl ibn ±A™mad, every ™arf has its own sound 
and variation (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 342.21–23: 
wa-za≠ama l-Xalìl ±anna l-fat™a wa-l-kasra wa-
∂-∂amma zawà±id wa-hunna yal™aqna l-™arf 
li-yùßala ±ilà t-takallum bihi wa-l-binà± huwa 
s-sàkin alla≈ì là ziyàdata fìhi ‘al-Xalìl claims 
that the /a/, the /i/, and the /u/ are additions 
that attach themselves to the consonant so 
as to make it possible to pronounce it; the 
pausal form is the vowelless consonant without 
addition’). Variation is revealed in the ™araka 
(Gabu∑an 1965:121).

Alternatively, it has been noted that, unlike 
the classic definition of the phoneme as a 
unit with differentiating features as well as an 
integrative (morpheme-forming) function, the 
consonantal component ™arf typically has only 
differentiating features, whereas the implemen-
tation of the integrative function is delegated 
to the element ™araka. This is why the status 
of the phonological segment capable of form-
ing the exponent of a morpheme requires the 
combination of both elements (Karabekyan 
2004:510). With this approach, ™arf, corre-
sponding not only to a separate consonant 
(™arf sàkin), but also to a combination of 
sounds (™arf muta™arrik), can be correlated 
with the notion of ‘grapheme’ rather than that 
of ‘letter’ (Frolov 1991:56, 57). Conceptually, 
this is linked with the general methodological 
premise of the Arab linguistic tradition, which 
considered the spoken word to be prior to the 
written (Owens 1988:284). On the other hand, 
it should be noted that as an element of the 
script system, ™arf is in the first place a cod-

ing unit. Any segment of Arabic speech can 
be coded as a sequence of ™urùf. Through the 
application of minor modifications, the struc-
ture of the Arabic written language is derived 
from this code system (San∑es 1968:91). Oth-
ers have suggested that as a term, ™arf does not 
indicate any physical substrate at all but rather 
is a diacritic element, capable of transforming 
into one physical substrate or another, acoustic 
or scriptural (Gabu∑an 1965:120).

The analysis of the basic notions of the 
Arabic prosodic system (≠arù∂), in which ™arf 
occurs as the main operational notion (San∑es 
1968:86), also suggests that ™arf is a unit, 
largely similar to the notion of ‘mora’ (Tru-
betzkoy 1977:169–179; Al-Nassir 1993:9–10). 
As such, it is used both in morphology, where 
it has a quantitative parameter, and in metrics, 
where ™arf indicates metric feet and their com-
ponents (Frolov 1991:54). This conclusion is 
supported by the analysis of the terminological 
pair ™arf muta™arrik and ™arf sàkin. Underly-
ing this contrast is the polarity of the prosodic 
functions of two types of ™arf, rather than the 
modality of their phonetic realization. It is no 
coincidence that despite their reduced conso-
nantal status, the so-called ™urùf al-madd wa-l-
lìn are thought to belong to the ™arf sàkin class 
on the basis of their prosodic function. 

In morphological terms, the notion ™arf can 
be interpreted as a (morphological) position. 
Relevant here is the distinction between basic 
™urùf (™urùf ±aßliyya: root positions of the 
base depicted through the symbols fà±, ≠ayn, 
làm, which are open to realization by phono-
logically perceived segments) and augmented 
™urùf (™urùf zà±ida: positions added to the 
base, closed to realization, and represented 
by one segment from a given list, abstracted 
from its exact phonetic meaning, occurring 
only as a quantitatively structuring morpho-
logical model of a diacritic notion). One of 
the key questions here is the morphological 
status of ™urùf ±aßliyya and ™urùf zà±ida. On 
the one hand, both the ™urùf ±aßliyya aggregate 
(as root morphemes) and the separate ™urùf 
zà±ida (as analogues of affixes) are customarily 
explained as morphemes. At the same time, the 
notions ™urùf ±aßliyya and ™urùf zà±ida are a 
complex morphological characteristic (fa≠ala; 
tafa≠ Ø≠ala, etc.) of the segment of speech they 
indicate (kataba, jalasa, rasama; tarakØkaba, 
tanafØfasa, etc.), rather than the segment of 

  £arf 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



239

speech itself. Therefore, it is not the ™urùf 
±aßliyya and ™urùf zà±ida that have the status of 
a morpheme, but this status is rather assigned 
to segments that are formed by a certain series 
of concrete realizations of the open positions 
(™urùf ±aßliyya), as well as at a certain local-
ization of the closed positions (™urùf zà±ida). 
Furthermore, the ™urùf zà±ida of this type 
(tà±, sìn, hamza, etc.) differ in function from 
the ™urùf zà±ida that additionally have their 
own discrete nominal or nominal-relative value 
(™urùf al-mu∂àra≠a, tanwìn, tà± at-taµniya, etc.). 
The latter are considered to be positions dis-
tributed around the basis that shape the word 
form. Unlike the ™urùf zà±ida of the former 
type, they are partially open to realization by 
a strictly defined set of segments that modify 
the overall meaning of the given position. For 
example, the position tanwìn may be realized 
in two ways, the nØ (nùn sàkina) and the null 
one, whereas the position of, for instance, the 
™urùf al-mu∂àra≠a allows for four realizations, 
and so forth.

This leads us to believe that the morpho-
logical analysis of the Arabic linguistic tradi-
tion is based on a range of interrelated factors 
whereby the variability of characters in the 
™urùf ±aßliyya and their invariance in the ™urùf 
zà±ida, on the one hand, and the preservation 
of the quantitative integrity of ™arf as a unit 
of morphological calculation, on the other, 
form a complex system that constitutes the 
main mechanism for forming both the expres-
sion and the content plan of a word within, as 
well as outside, the root base. The functioning 
of this system itself is based on the conceptual 
nature of ™arf as a universal operational unit of 
linguistic analysis.
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£assàniyya Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l  i n f o r m a t i o n

£assàniyya (or klàm ël-BìÚàn ‘language of the 
Whites’) is the mother tongue of the Arabic-
speaking population of the western Sahara, 
especially the Moors (BìÚàn) of Mauretania 
and the former Spanish Sahara (from the Sagya 
el-£amra and the Rio del Oro). It is difficult to 
draw the precise geographical limits of this dia-
lect, but its approximate borders are Goulimine 
in the north, Tindouf in the northeast, Tom-
bouctou in the southeast, and the Senegal River 
in the south. The percentage of £assàniyya 
speakers is highest in the central regions. There 
are about 3 million speakers, around 2 million 
of them living in Mauretania, out of a total esti-
mated population of 2.9 million. By the middle 
of the 20th century, most speakers still had a 
Bedouin lifestyle.

The origin of the £assàniyya is linked (as 
indicated by its name) to the arrival of the Banù 
£assàn, a branch of the Ma≠qil Arabs – who 
were themselves linked to the movements of 
territorial expansion of the Banù Hilàl and 
the Banù Sulaym. £assàniyya is a Bedouin 
dialect that is part of the western dialect group 
(Maghrebi) and has developed in a Berber-
speaking environment. Despite the influence 
of the substrate and because of its Bedouin 
nature, it has more in common with eastern 
Arabic dialects, most of which (though not all) 
are Bedouin, than with most of the Maghrebi 
dialects like Moroccan and Algerian.

£assàniyya is rarely used as a lingua franca, 
even if certain Black African Mauretanians are 
more or less proficient in it. It is not used as 
a means of written communication; Literary 
Arabic (Classical or Standard) or a foreign 
language, in particular French, are used for 
writing. An important oral literature exists, 
most of it poetry, but the conditions that gave 
rise to this literature are rapidly changing (¤ 
Mauretania).

£assàniyya has been studied extensively, but 
no recent manuals exist, except in xeroxed form. 
A reference grammar was published by Cohen 
(1963). Although its subtitle is ‘Dialect of the 
Gëbla’, it may be regarded as typical of the dia-
lect variety that is spoken in Mauretania as well 

as in the former Spanish Sahara. An overview 
of the grammar is given in the introduction 
to Taine-Cheikh’s £assàniyya/French diction-
ary (1988:I, CIII). For grammatical details see 
Taine-Cheikh’s articles, published in particular 
in Matériaux Arabes et Sudarabiques.

£assàniyya shows an exceptional unity, with 
a few exceptions. Genuine £assàniyya speakers, 
as well as unilingual or, more often, bilingual 
people speaking a variety that differs from the 
standard dialect, can be found at the Moroc-
can, Malian, and probably Algerian borders. 
The dialects of these speakers are so different 
that they are virtually incomprehensible to the 
uninformed £assàniyya speaker (Heath 2002, 
2004). Nowadays, this variation is largely indi-
vidual, but formerly it was often linked to 
the history of certain tribal groups, such as the 
Tekna of Morocco or the Bràbì∑ and the Kunta 
of Mali.

In the 1970s, under the influence of Arab 
nationalist movements and in the context of 
forced settlement, intellectuals and their stu-
dents developed a form of Arabic that was a mix 
of dialect and Modern Standard Arabic, used in 
political discussions (Taine-Cheikh 1978). This 
‘middle’ Arabic has spread gradually, introduc-
ing many new words into the traditionally very 
rural dialectal lexicon.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

£assàniyya is a relatively conservative language 
(at least when compared to other Maghrebi 
dialects), but it has also developed several inno-
vations, in particular certain morphosyntactic 
patterns (Taine-Cheikh 1991). The Berber sub-
strate does not seem to have had a large influ-
ence on the structure of Arabic. Its presence 
may be perceived in the lexicon, but since most 
loanwords receive special treatment, their influ-
ence is usually limited. Where common forms 
exist between £assàniyya and Mauretanian 
Berber (Zenaga), it is often hard to attribute 
the source to either language. In several cases, 
a parallel development may have taken place, 
facilitated by the remote genealogical relation 
between Arabic and Berber. This development 
may have been furthered by the progressive dis-
appearance of Zenaga and a process of osmosis 
between Arabic- and Berber-speaking groups.
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2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants

2.1.1.1 Inventory (Table 1)
/ÿ/ is attested only among certain speakers 
(mainly in the west, southwest, and north-
west) when it is not geminated. /ÿ/ and /q/ 
have merged, being realized as [q] by the other 
£assàniyya speakers (central, eastern, and 
northeastern Mauretania, Mali, and Algeria), 
and by all in case of gemination (/ÿÿ/ realized 
[qq] as in Zenaga).

The phonological system is rich. £assàniyya 
tends to phonemicize the opposition emphatic/
non-emphatic (especially for the vibrants, /®/ 
being more frequent than /r/) and to preserve 
the pronunciation of some of the borrowed 
lexemes, hence the presence of phonemes from 
Classical Arabic (/∂/, /q/, or even /’/), Zenaga 
(/Ω/, /dy/, /ty/, /ny/), and even from Black African 
languages (/q/ and the palatalized consonants).

Yet, certain phonemes remain marginal, 
especially in loanwords and the velarized œ, 
¤, ñ, Ñ). It is often difficult to find minimal 
pairs, except for l~£, g~q, and above all r~®: 
dàr/idìr ‘to put’ vs. dà®/idò® ‘to want’; gàs ‘to 
go toward’ vs. qàs ‘measure’; gàm ‘to get up’ 
vs. qàm ‘to prepare the tea’; ∂all ‘to err [in 
religion]’ vs. Úall ‘to spend the day’; zanga 
‘to skirt around while going up’ vs. Ωanga ‘to 

make someone pay a tribute’; walla ‘to come 
back’ vs. wa££a ‘or’; bërga ‘shacks’ vs. œë®ga 
‘bad-quality tea’; tamàtàya ‘(a) gum tree’ vs. 
ta¤àtàya ‘(a) tomato’.

Even though the status of some phonemes is 
problematic (especially in the case of ñ and Ñ), 
this does not challenge the existence of empha-
sis (for an opposite position see Zavadovskij 
1981:26–27).

2.1.1.2 Historical remarks on the inventory
£assàniyya is characterized by the realization 
of qàf as [g], the maintaining of the interdentals 
(/Ú/ being the reflex of most words with ∂ in 
Classical Arabic), and the disappearance of the 
hamza (often compensated, at the end of the 
syllable, by lengthening the preceding vowel).

2.1.1.3 Phonetic realization
/j/ is realized as a palato-alveolar fricative [À]. 
The labial spirant is realized preferentially as a 
voiced consonant [v], except in contact with a 
voiceless consonant or when it is geminate. This 
realization is particular to this dialect (with the 
exception of the £assàniyya of Mali).

2.1.1.4 Distribution
The emphasis of the vibrant varies sometimes 
according to the context. Emphasis may be lost 
or absent in the presence of /y/, /ì/, or even /ë/: 
≠a“®a ‘ten’, ≠ë“rìn ‘twenty’, ≠à“ër ‘to count by 

Table 1. Inventory of consonants

velarized labial inter-
dental

dental pre-
palatal

post-
palatal

velar pharyngeal laryngeal

plosive
voiced

-
+

b
œ

d
∂

dy g

plosive
voiceless

-
+

t
†

ty k
q

(±)

continuant
voiced

-
+

v
(Ñ)

≈

Ú

z
Ω

∆ ÿ ≠

continuant
voiceless

-
+

µ s
ß

“ x ™ h

nasal -
+

m
¤

n
(ñ)

ny

lateral -
+

l
£

vibrant -
+

r
®

semivowel w y
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tens’. More generally, the assimilation of sonor-
ity and emphasis – in particular for /s/~/ß/, /z/~
/Ω/ – is frequent among the consonants, whether 
in contact or not: ≠rìs ‘bridegroom’, but ≠®ùß 
‘bride’. Extended to all the forms of the same 
root, this helps to explain certain differences 
with Classical Arabic (sometimes common to 
other dialects), e.g. t-f-l: dvël ‘to spit’ (but in the 
east and in Mali: tfël), q-t-l: ktël ‘to kill’, ß-ÿ-r: 
sÿayyër ‘small’, ß-±-y: Ωwä ‘to twitter’. There 
are also some conditioned alterations between 
sibilant and palato-alveolar fricatives belonging 
to the same root (assimilation with loss of the 
palato-alveolar fricative), thus n-s-z: näzz ‘to 
weave’, ∆-z-z: zäzz ‘to shear’.

2.1.1.5 Sociolinguistic variables
Some tendencies appear among the least edu-
cated groups, e.g. the marginalization of /∂/; in 
the southwest, the merger of /q/ and /ÿ/; and, 
only in a limited region, the tendency to empha-
size t in contact: [≥àa1b] ‘earth’.

2.1.2 Vowels (Table 2)

Table 2. Vowels

long short

open syllable closed syllable

/ì/
/ù/

/i/
/u/

/ë/

/à/ /a/ /a/

The merger of /i/ and /u/ in closed syllables is 
characteristic of the nomadic dialects (Cohen 
1970). The short phonemes /a/ and /ë/ are real-
ized variably, according to context. In a neutral 
context, /a/ undergoes ±imàla and is realized 
more centralized (transcribed ä). Long vowels 
have variable length: long under the accent, 
average apart from the accent, and short in 
final position. Final long vowels are lengthened 
again before a suffix: “àvu ‘they have seen’, 
“àvù-h ‘they have seen him/her/it’. When /à/ is 
realized as a short vowel, it undergoes ±imàla: 
∆ä ‘he came’, ∆à-h ‘he came to him’.

2.1.3 Diphthongs
The four former diphthongs are preserved: /ay/, 
/aw/, /iy/, and /uw/. However, the realization 
of /ay/ and /aw/ sometimes tends toward [e1] 
and [o1].

2.1.4 Syllables
Because of the general preference for closed 
syllables, short vowels in open syllables are 
rare, apart from loanwords and in final posi-
tion. They are found, however, in several initial 
syllables in which the short syllable represents 
a first radical w/y (uvä ‘he is over’) or plays 
an important morphological role (a™ma® ‘red’, 
ikättäb ‘he makes [them] write’, udägdäg ‘to be 
broken’).

The most frequent syllabic type is CVC and 
CVV, but syllables with double coda CVCC or 
double-onset CCVC are frequent. Closed syl-
lables with long vowels (CVVC) are attested, 
especially in the participles: kàtbìn ‘writing 
[pl.]’. Several open syllables have a secondary 
origin (3rd radical w/y): ∆äru < ∆ërw ‘young 
dog’ (fem. ∆ërwä).

2.1.5 Consonant clusters
The general rule for consonant clusters is to 
introduce epenthetic vowels after elision of short 
vowels in an open syllable, mal™afa > /mal™fa/ 
‘veil [of the women]’ (realized [mælëÓfæ]). In 
monosyllabic nouns, metathesis is regular, 
except in loans from Classical Arabic: [≥fël] 
‘boy’ (but [≥ëvl-u] ‘his boy’).

2.1.6 Stress
Stress is on the third mora from the end of the 
word, e.g. on the first syllable in mäktäb ‘desk’, 
on the second in mäktùb ‘written’. It is strongly 
marked only on long vowels (accent of length 
rather than intensity). Many grammatical mor-
phemes are clitics.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns
The gender opposition is never marked in the 
1st person.

2.2.1.1 Personal independent pronouns 
(Table 3)

Table 3. Personal pronouns

  singular plural

3rd masc. huwwä, hùwä hùmä
 fem. hiyyä, hìyä hùmàti
2nd masc. (ë)ntä (ë)ntùmä
 fem. (ë)nti, (ë)ntiyyä (ë)ntùmàti
1st  ànä (ë)™nä, në™nä
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2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes (Table 4)

Table 4. Possessive/object suffixes

singular plural

after a consonant after a vowel

1st object suffixes -ni -nä

possessive suffixes -i -yä

2nd masc.
fem.

-ak
-ëk

-k -kum

3rd masc. -u (-ù-) -h -hum

fem. -hä (-hà-)

The clitic pronoun of the 1st person singular 
has two different forms, after a verb (“àv-ni ‘he 
saw me’) or after a preposition (vì-yä ‘in me’) 
or noun (ktàb-i ‘my book’). In certain special 
contexts (e.g. after mà- ‘not’, mën- ‘who?’), a 
short form of the independent pronoun is used 
for the 3rd person singular: masc. -hu, fem. 
-hi. The possessive pronouns consist of a base 
that varies according to gender in the singular 
(masc. lìl-, fem. lìlt-; pl. lwàyl-) and of an affix 
pronoun: lìl-i ‘mine’.

2.2.1.3 Demonstratives (Table 5)

Table 5. Demonstratives

masc. sg. fem. sg. pl.

proximity or 
neutral use
‘this’

≈ä ≈i ≈u

proximity (hà-)
‘this one, this’

hà≈ä hà≈i hà≈u

distance (-k)
‘that one, that’

≈àk ≈ìk ≈ùk

2.2.1.4 Presentatives
The presentatives consist of an independent 
personal pronoun (in the sg., short or long 
form), preceded by a demonstrative or a par-
ticle with a verbal origin: ≈ähu(wwä) ‘here’, 
≈àkhu(wwä) ‘there’, (a)®ahu(wwä) ‘there he is’, 
≈ìkhi(yyä) ma®yäm ‘there is Maryem’.

2.2.1.5 Relative pronoun
The relative pronoun is invariable in gender 
and in number: lli (sometimes ël) ‘who, what’.

2.2.1.6 Interrogative pronouns
Interrogative pronouns include mën ‘who?’ 
(mën-hu ‘who is it?’); “(ë)- ‘what?’ and its 

variants: -à“ after a preposition; “ën- in “ën-hu 
‘what is it?’; äyy (invariable) ‘which one?’ (äyy-
kum ‘which one of you?’).

2.2.2 Adverbs
i. Interrogative adverbs: mnäyn and wäyn 

‘where?’, äyntä ‘when?’, kämm ‘how 
much?’, ë≠l-à“ ‘why?’, “kìv ‘how?’

ii. Adverbs of place: hùn, hùnàti(yyä) ‘here’, 
vämm, vämmàti(yyä) ‘there’, hòwk, 
hòwkàti(yyä) ‘over there’, ilàh ‘toward 
there’, l-gäddàm ‘in front of’, ët-ta™t 
‘under’, ël-väwg ‘above ‘

iii. Adverbs of time: Úa®k, Úa®kàti(yyä) ‘now’, 
l-yäwm ‘today’, ÿdä ‘tomorrow’, ëßßëb™ 
‘tomorrow morning’, yàmës ‘yesterday’, 
ëlbàrë™ ‘yesterday night’, ëlläylä ‘tonight’

iv. Adverbs of quantity: yàsër ‘a lot’, ™attä 
‘very’, “wäyy ‘little, few’

2.2.3 Particles
The l of the definite article ël- assimilates to 
all ‘sun letters’ and to ∆. There is no indefinite 
article and no particle of the genitive. The ver-
bal negative form is mà in assertive sentences 
(without a second element), là with the impera-
tive. In a nominal sentence, the negative form 
is combined with the suffix pronouns (mà-ni, 
mà-n-ak, etc.).

i. Prepositions: vë (vì- + pronoun) ‘in’, ≠lä 
(ë≠lì-) ‘on’, bë (bì-) ‘with’, mën ‘from, of’, 
≠and ‘by’, “äwr ‘toward’, gäddàm ‘in front 
of’, u®a ‘behind, after’, sàbëg ‘before’, ta™t 
‘under’, väwg ‘above’

ii. Subordinating conjunctions: ≠an, änn ‘that’; 
mnäyn ‘when’; bì(h)ëlli ‘because’; äyyàk, 
bbà“ ‘for’; ilà, i≈a ‘if’ (condition); (yä)kàn 
‘whether’ (indirect interrogation)

iii. Coordinating conjunctions: wë/u ‘and’, 
wa££a ‘or’, (ya)ÿäyr/(ya)qäyr ‘but’
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2.2.4 Nouns
The singular feminine form of nouns and adjec-
tives ends in -a(t) with a few exceptions such as 
≠anz ‘goat’, xàdëm ‘woman slave’, ≠ayn ‘eye’, 
dà® ‘house’, xandùd ‘good milker’, ™àmël ‘preg-
nant’ (but ™àmlä ‘[who] wears’).

Apart from the broken plurals there is an 
external plural: masculine -ìn and feminine -àt; 
there are some ¤ pseudo-duals such as u≈näyn 
‘ears; two ears’.

Numerous Berber loanwords have special 
affixes: prefixes in a(a)-/i(i)- for masculine 
nouns, ta(a)-/ti(i)- for feminine nouns; suffixes 
-t for feminine singular nouns and -ën for plural 
nouns.

The pattern C1aC2C2àC3 (nouns of habit, 
profession) is very frequent: kä≈≈àb ‘liar’.

Adjectives of color and defect: masc. sg. 
aCCaC, a™ma® ‘red’, fem. sg. CaCCa, ™am®a, 
comm. plural CëCC, ™ëm®.

aCCaC is also the pattern of the comparative 
form (invariable): akba® ‘taller’, a™ma® ‘more 
red’.

The diminutive formation is very productive 
and very differentiated for nouns and adjec-
tives: CCayC kläyb (< kälb ‘dog’), CCayyëC 
ktäyyëb (< ktàb ‘book’), CCayCëC ≠gäyrëb (< 
≠agrëb ‘scorpion’), CCayCìC bzäyzìl (< bäzzùl 
‘udder’), aCayCëC a™aymër (< a™ma® ‘red’).

2.2.5 Numerals
Cardinals 1 and 2 agree in gender: 1 masc. 
wà™ëd, fem. wa™dä; 2 masc. äµnäyn, fem. 
µäntäyn. The dual is still productive: kälb-äyn 
‘two dogs’. Certain cardinals have two forms. 
From 3 to 10, the long form in -a is used in the 
absolute state.

absolute state construct state

3 (ä)µlàµä äµlët

4 a®b≠a a®ba≠
5 xamsä axmës

6 sëttä sëtt

7 säb≠a äsba≠
8 (ä)µmànyä äµmën

9 tës≠a ëtsa≠
10 ≠a“®a ë±“ë®

From 11 to 19, the cardinals are used without 
final -ër in the absolute state.

absolute state construct state

11 a™da≠“ a™da≠“ë®
12 aµna≠“ aµna≠“ë®
13 aµlë††a≠“ aµlë††a≠“ë®
14 arba≠†a≠“ arba≠†a≠“ë®
15 axmës†a≠“ axmës†a≠“ë®
16 së††a≠“ së††a≠“ë®
17 äsba≠†a≠“ äsba≠†a≠“ë®
18 äµmën†a≠“ äµmën†a≠“ë®
19 ätsa≠†a≠“ ätsa≠†a≠“ë®

The number 100 is miyyä in the absolute state 
and mìt in the construct state. The other cardi-
nals have an invariable form: 20 ≠ë“rìn, 30 µlàµìn, 
40 a®b≠ìn, 50 xamsìn, 60 sëttìn, 70 säb≠ìn, 80 
µmànyìn, 90 tës≠ìn, 200 mìtäyn, 1,000 älv.

With the exception of äwwäl ‘first’, the 
or dinals have the pattern of the participle 
C1àC2ëC3: µàni ‘second’.

2.2.6 Verbs

2.2.6.1 Patterns/stems

2.2.6.1.1 Pattern I: Triradicals
The stem vowels are /a/ or /ë/; there are three 
subclasses, the most frequent being that of 
verbs with a harmony between the two vowels: 
type a: ktëb/yëktëb ‘to write’ (often roots with-
out back consonant); type b: vta™/ yavta™ ‘to 
open’; type c (mixed): ®gaß/yërgëß ‘to dance’.

The diminutive form aC1ayC2aC3/yaC1ay-
C2aC3 äkäytäb/yäkäytäb ‘to write with a bad 
handwriting’ is rare.

2.2.6.1.2 Pattern I : Quadriradicals
This type is unique, with two stem vowels 
/a/: ga®maß/iga®maß ‘to pinch’. Particular cases 
are (R2=R4) baxbax ‘to burst out laughing’, 
(R3=R4) ba™“ä“ ‘to strangle’.

2.2.6.1.3 Derived patterns (Table 6)
The derived forms are numerous and pro-
ductive. In many cases there is a correlation 
between active and reflexive (forms with/with-
out t- or -t-) and a systematic relation between 
active and passive (forms with/without n- or 
u-). The internal passive has disappeared in 
£assàniyya (as in most dialects), but a new 
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system of formal oppositions has developed to 
denote the distinction between middle/reflexive/
reflexive-passive, on the one hand, and a real pas-
sive form, on the other. Only Form ‘XI’ (express-
ing a change of state) is isolated in this system.

The stem vowel of the derived forms is 
always that of the perfect of Form I. Form 
VIII (rare as middle, ë“tÿal ‘to work’) is used 
as passive of Form I if the first radical is l, m, 
n, r, ®, w, or an original hamza: (ë)rtdëm ‘to be 
buried’, (ë)lt≠an ‘to be cursed’. Form VII is the 
regular passive of Form I: (ë)nktëb ‘to be writ-
ten’, ënvta™ ‘to be opened’.

Form II is very frequent as causative-factitive 
and iterative of Form I or denominative: ga††a≠ 
‘to have it cut; to cut in small pieces’, ba®®ag 
‘to make it shine’. Form V is frequent as middle 
or reflexive of Form II: tga††a≠/yëtga††a≠ ‘to cut 
itself in small pieces’; u-II: uga††a≠ ‘to be cut in 
small pieces; to be made to go across’.

Form III is quite frequent as extensive of 
Form I or causative-factitive of Form VI: vàrëg 
‘to separate one from the other’. Form VI is 
frequent as reciprocal, middle, or reflexive of 
Form III: tvàrëg ‘to separate ourselves from one 
another’; u-III: uvàrëg ‘to be separated from 
one another’.

Form ‘IV’ has some causatives-factitives of 
Form X: sa≠®ab ‘to arabize’, sa™ma® ‘to get it 
reddish’. Form X is quite frequent as reflex-
ive, middle, and inchoative: sta≠®ab ‘to arabize 
itself’, sta™ma® ‘to become reddish’.

Form ‘XI’ is rare: gßà® ‘to become short’.

Examples of derived forms of quadriradical 
verbs are ba≠®aß ‘to fluster’, tba≠®aß ‘to fluster 
oneself’, uba≠®aß ‘to be flustered’.

2.2.6.2 Inflection of aspects and moods

2.2.6.2.1 Perfect (Table 7)

Table 7. Perfect verb

Triradicals:
type a

Triradicals:
types b 
and c

Quadriradicals

3rd sg. 
masc.

ktëb vta™ ba≠®aß

3rd sg. 
fem.

këtbët vät™ët ba≠ë®ßët

2nd sg. 
masc.

ktëbt vta™t ba≠®aßt

2nd sg. 
fem.

ktëbti vta™ti ba≠®aßti

1st sg. ktëbt vta™t ba≠®aßt
3rd pl. këtbu vät™u ba≠ë®ßu
2nd pl. ktëbtu vta™tu ba≠®aßtu
1st pl. ktëbnä vta™nä ba≠®aßnä

2.2.2.6.2 Imperfect (Table 8)

The prefix vowel of the imperfect is always /ë/ 
for derived verbs beginning with two conso-
nants (V, VI, VII, VIII, X, and ‘XI’), yëtba≠®aß 
‘he flusters himself’. The vowel u- of the passive 
form is constant, yuba≠®aß ‘he was flustered’.

Table 6. Derived forms

active meaning* reflexive meaning passive meaning

triradicals I
C1C2ë/aC3

VIII
(ë)C1tC2ë/aC3

VII
(ë)nC1C2ë/aC3

doubling R2 II
C1aC2C2aC3

V
tC1aC2C2aC3 uC1aC2C2aC3

lengthening V 
after R1

III
C1àC2ëC3

VI
tC1àC2ëC3 uC1àC2ëC3

prefix s- ‘IV’
saC1C2aC3

X
staC1C2aC3 usaC1C2aC3

lengthening V 
after R2

‘IX’
(ë)C1tC2àC3 — —

quadriradicals C1aC2C3aC4 tC1aC2C3aC4 uC1aC2C3aC4
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Table 8. Imperfect verb

Triradicals:
types a 
and c

Triradicals:
type b

Quadriradicals

3rd sg.
masc.

yëktëb yävta™ iba≠®aß

3rd sg.
fem.

tëktëb tävta™ tba≠®aß

2nd sg.
masc.

tëktëb tävta™ tba≠®aß

2nd sg.
fem.

tëkëtbi tävët™i tba≠ë®ßi

1st sg. nëktëb nävta™ nba≠®aß
3rd pl. yëkëtbu yävët™u iba≠ë®ßu
2nd pl. tëkëtbu tävët™u tba≠ë®ßu
1st pl. nëkëtbu nävët™u nba≠ë®ßu

2.2.6.2.3 Imperative (Table 9)

Table 9. Imperative

Triradicals:
types a 
and c

Triradicals:
type b

Quadriradicals

2nd sg. 
masc.

ktëb avta™ ba≠®aß

2nd sg. 
fem.

këtbi ävët™i ba≠ë®ßi

2nd pl. këtbu ävët™u ba≠ë®ßu

2.2.6.3 Participles and elatives
All derived verbs have a participial form in m- 
except VII and ‘XI’. The participles form their 
plural form with the suffixes -ìn and -àt. The suf-

Table 10. Verbal nouns

active reflexive passive elative

— I
C1àC2ëC3

VIII
mëC1tC2ë/aC3 mäC1C2ûC3

I and VIII
aC1C2aC3

doubling R2 II
mC1aC2C2aC3

V
mëtC1aC2C2aC3 muC1aC2C2aC3 aC1aC2C2aC3

lengthening V 
after
R1

III
mC1àC2ëC3

VI
mëtC1àC2ëC3 muC1àC2ëC3 aC1àC2ëC3

prefix s- ‘IV’
msaC1C2aC3

X
mëstaC1C2aC3 musaC1C2aC3 asaC1C2aC3

quadriradicals
mC1aC2aC3aC4 mëtC1aC2aC3aC4 muC1aC2aC3aC4 aC1aC2aC3aC4

fix of the feminine (*-at) is in -a, except before 
a direct object clitic pronoun: hiyyä “àrbä ‘she 
drank’, hiyyä “àrëbt-u ‘she drank it’.

Elatives (invariable) exist for all participles, 
with an identical form for the forms with/with-
out t (Taine-Cheikh 1984:284–290): I (vàhëm) 
äfhäm mën ‘understanding better than’; VIII 
(më“tma®) ä“ma® mën ‘demonstrating more 
courage than’; II/V (m≠alläm, mët≠alläm) 
ä≠alläm mën ‘teaching/studying better than’; 
III/VI (mvàrëg, mëtvàrëg) ävàrëg mën ‘separat-
ing (themselves) from one another better than’; 
‘IV’/X (msa≠®ab, mësta≠®ab) äsa≠®ab mën ‘ara-
bizing (oneself) more than’; quadriradicals (I 
and with t-) (mba≠®aß, mëtba≠®aß) aba≠®aß mën 
‘flustering (oneself) more than’.

2.2.6.4 Verbal nouns (Table 10)
With the exception of Form ‘XI’, verbal nouns 
usually exist for all verbs with a non-passive 
meaning. The forms vary for I (long or short 
vowel): vähm ‘understanding’, ™sàb ‘act of 
counting’, ÿrìg ‘act of sinking’, rsùl ‘act of 
sending’. One form prevails for all other cases, 
often common to verbs with/without t: II/V 
tëC1C2àC3, tëb®àg ‘act of making something 
shine’; III/VI tC1àC2ìC3, tvàrìg ‘mutual sepa-
ration; act of separating from one another’; 
‘IV’/X staC1C2ìC3, sta≠rìb ‘arabization; act of 
arabizing oneself’; quadriradicals (I and with 
t-) tC1aC2C3ìC4, tba™“ì“ ‘strangling; the act of 
strangling (oneself)’.

The instance noun is generally in -a. It may be 
accompanied by a pattern change for I (räslä ‘(a) 
sending’) and regularly so for II/V: tëC1C2ìC3a, 
tëb®ìgä ‘act of making something shine once’.
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2.2.6.5 Weak verbs (Table 11)

Table 11. Weak verbs

geminate I w/y II w/y III w/y

type a 2 cases:
Úall/iÚall ‘to while 
away the time’,
tämm/itämm 
‘to go on’

R1=w
ußal/yäwßal 
‘to arrive’

(rare)
R2=w:
xàf/ixàf ‘to be scared’
R2=y:
bàt/ibàt ‘to spend the 
night’

R3=w/y
(rare)
nsä/yänsä ‘to forget’

type b — R1=w: 
uzën/yùzën 
‘to weigh’
R1=y: ibës/yìbës 
‘to dry’

R2=w:
gàl/igùl ‘to tell’
R2=y:
gàs/igìs ‘to head for’

R3= w/y
(frequent)
“rä/yë“ri ‘to buy’

type c R2=R3
ba††/ibë†† ‘to beat’

particularities 1st, 2nd pers. perf. 
in -äy-: ba††äyt

3rd pers. fem., 
pl. perf. in w-: 
waßlët
wëznët/ùznët

1st, 2nd pers. perf. in 
-ë-: gëlt 

3rd pers. pl. imperf.
type a: yänsàw
type b: yë“ru

active participle bà†† wàzën R2=w > y:
gàyël

nàsi (fem. nàsyä)
“àri (fem. “àryä)

passive 
participle

mäb†ù†
(pl. mba††a)

mäwzùn R2=w > y:
mägyùl

mänsi(yy)
më“ri(yy)

The derived verbs are generally well attested.

i. Geminated verbs: Derived forms include 
Forms III and VI: sàtt/isàtt ‘to count by 
sixes’, tmàss m≠a ‘to adjoin something’; 
X: with a joint form stäxaff ‘not to take 
something seriously’, or disjunctive stägläl 
‘to regard as rare’.

ii. I ±alif: In integrated borrowings from Clas-
sical Arabic, the first radical of these verbs 
is represented by à: à≈ën ël ‘to authorize’; 
X: stàxa® ‘to move back’.

iii. I w/y: Form VIII has a passive meaning: 
ùtzën/yùtzën ‘to be weighed’.

iv. II w/y: The alternation à~ë attested in the 
perfect of Form I likewise occurs in the 
derived forms VII, VIII, and IX; VIII: ™tàl 
‘he was crafty’, ™tëlt ‘I was crafty’; Form X: 
with à, stävàd ‘to take advantage of’; with 
w or y, stälyän ‘to become more supple’.

v. III w/y: The vowel of the 3rd person singu-
lar is always à in the perfect. In the imper-
fect ì is used in Forms II, III, ‘IV’, and single 
quadriradicals verbs; à is used in Forms V, 
VI, VII, VIII, X, quadriradicals verbs with 
t-, and all the u-forms.

vi. Irregular verbs: There are two verbs with 
‘mixed’ conjugation (perfect of II w, imper-
fect of I w): kàl/yäwkäl ‘to eat’ (participles 
wàkël and mäwkùl) and xà≈/yäwxa≈ ‘to 
leave’; the verb ∆ä/i∆i ‘to come’ has the par-
ticiple ∆ày.

2.3 Syntax

The syntax of the dialect shows only a few 
specificities when compared with the other Bed-
ouin dialects of the Maghreb.

2.3.1 Noun phrase
The main characteristic of the noun phrase is 
the preservation of the synthetic construction.

2.3.1.1 Expression of (in)definiteness
The presence/absence of the definite article ël 
marks definiteness, except in the construct state 
and with certain masculine nouns borrowed 
from Berber (generally beginning with a(a)- or 
i(i)-): kälb ‘(a) dog’ ~ ëlkälb ‘the dog’, ävùk ‘(a 
~ the) veal’.

The demonstrative generally precedes the 
noun, which is always determined: ≈ìk-ëddà® 
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‘this house’. Sometimes it follows the noun, 
especially with proper nouns: †ëvl a™mäd ≈àk 
‘this son of Ahmad’, ‘the son of this Ahmad’. 
There is no indefinite article. The partitive is 
expressed with mën ‘of’: wà™ëd mën lëktùb 
‘one of the books’, ktàb mën lëktùb ‘any of the 
books’.

2.3.1.2 Construct state
Possession is expressed by the construct state: 
ktàb ë†-†fël ‘the book of the boy’, ktàb-u 
‘his book’. There is no genitive particle in 
£assàniyya, except, infrequently, in Morocco: 
dyal (Taine-Cheikh 1999:98–99), nta≠ (Heath 
2002:7).

2.3.1.3 Numeral phrase
If the counted noun is indetermined, the numer-
als (from 3 upward) are always constructed as 
nouns in annexion: ≠a“rìn ∆mäl ‘twenty cam-
els’. The form used is the one of the construct 
state: from 3 to 10 short and/or contracted 
(axmës äklàb ‘five dogs’; with a -t suffix before 
some masculine forms with an original hamza, 
axmës-t äyyàm ‘five days’); from 11 to 19 long 
with -ër (axmës†a≠“ër ktàb ‘fifteen books’).

If the counted noun is determined, the numeral 
is constructed as an adjective (invariable in gen-
der from 2 upward): läklàb läµnäyn ‘the two 
dogs’, ktùb a™mäd ël≠a“rìn ‘the twenty books of 
Ahmed’, ∆màl-u l-miyyä ‘his hundred camels’. 
The form used is the one of the absolute state: 
from 3 to 10 long in -a (läklàb lxamsä ‘the five 
dogs’); from 11 to 19 short without -ër (lëktùb 
laxmës†a≠“ ‘the fifteen books’).

2.3.1.4 Adjective phrases
The order is noun+adjective. Adjectives agree in 
gender and number with the noun they deter-
mine: ®à∆ël msäggäm ‘(a) fair man’, ®a∆∆àlä 
msäggmìn ‘(some) fair men’, m®a msäggmä ‘(a) 
fair woman’, ≠läy(y)àt msäggmàt ‘(some) fair 
women’. They are preceded by the definite arti-
cle when the noun is determined, ënnàgä lbäyÚa 
‘the white female camel’, nyàg a™mäd ëlbìÚ 
‘the white female camels of Ahmad’, or when 
it is highly referential, ma®yäm ë““äybàniyyä 
‘Maryem, the old woman’.

2.3.1.5 Elative constructions
Followed by mën (introducing the second term 
of the comparison), the elative expresses the 
comparative: äkba® mën xù-h ‘taller than his 

brother’. Followed by a determined noun (or 
pronoun), it expresses the relative superla-tive: 
äkba®-hum ‘the taller among them’, äkba® 
ë†-†avilàt ‘the taller of the girls’. When it is 
definite, it expresses the absolute superlative: 
läkba® ‘the tallest’, lëm®a läkba® ‘the tallest 
woman’.

2.3.1.6 Relative clauses
The relative  pronoun does not appear with an 
undetermined antecedent: m“ä m≠a ™add mà 
ga†† “ëfnà-h ‘he is gone with someone we have 
never seen’, but m“ä m≠a ë®®à∆ël lli vëtnä “ëfnä 
‘he is gone with the man we had already seen’. 
Note the absence of the referential pronoun in 
relative clauses with lli.

2.3.2 Verbal phrase
The direct object precedes the indirect object, 
which is introduced by ël: ë≠†a ∆mäl l-xàl-u ‘he 
gave a camel to his maternal uncle’, ë≠†à-h l-u 
‘he gave it to him’. However, the indirect object 
is expressed without ël when it is the only suf-
fix: ë≠†à-h ∆mäl ‘he gave him a camel’.

2.3.3 Verbal aspect: Time and tense
Innovations are very limited. There is no indica-
tive prefix.

2.3.3.1 Future intent prefixes
The predicted future is expressed with the 
invariable particle làhi (+ imperfect), which 
corresponds etymologically to the participle 
of lhä ‘to keep oneself busy doing something’: 
làhi ngìs nwàk“ò† ë““har ëddàxël (in-“à-allàh!) 
‘I’ll go to Nouakchott next (God willing!)’. 
Combined with past modality (perfect of kàn 
‘to be’), làhi express the future in the past, kënt 
làhi ngìs nwàk“ò† mnäyn ≠ëdt mäw∆ù≠ ‘I was 
about to go when I fell ill’. The imperfect of dà® 
(verb of desire) is also used, especially for the 
intended future: ndò® nëm“i ‘I am going (will-
ing) to leave’.

2.3.3.2 Use of active participle
In its predicative use, the active participle has 
the meaning of a concomitant action. Depend-
ing on the verb, it expresses a concomitant 
action in the unaccomplished [= progressive 
present or past] (huwwä †àlë≠ ëlkëdyä ‘he is 
going up the mountain’, hiyyä kànët †àl≠a 
ëlkëdyä ‘she was going up the mountain’), 
or in the accomplished [= resultative perfect] 
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(huwwä mëtÿaddi ‘he had lunch’ [= he is not 
hungry anymore]). The participle is sometimes 
used for an imminent action, as if the agent was 
already engaged in the action: ànä mà“i (ßßëb™) 
‘I am going (tomorrow)’.

2.3.3.3 Negation
The usual negative form is mà, but là is used in 
several cases: for prohibitions, with the imper-
fect (là tëbki! ‘don’t cry!’); after the coordinator 
wë/u ‘and’ (mà ∆ä u là ktëb ‘he didn’t come and 
he didn’t write’; for a negative wish, with the 
perfect, in some expressions (là qërzu nyàg-
hum! ‘I hope the milk of your camels doesn’t 
dry up!’); sometimes, as an ‘expletive’ negation 
after xàf ‘to fear’.

The negation is not discontinuous, but the 
affix pronoun appears regularly in the absence 
of a conjugated verbal form (non-verbal predi-
cate or presence of làhi): màn-ak ga®®ày ‘you 
are not a teacher’, mà-ni xàyëv ‘I am not 
afraid’, (a™mäd) mà-hu làhi yëbki ‘(Ahmad) he 
won’t cry’.

2.3.4 Word order SVO, VSO
In the absence of thematization, the order of 
the verbal sentence is VSO. This is the only pos-
sible order if the subject is totally undetermined 
(Taine-Cheikh 1998). The interrogatives mën 
‘who?’ and ë“ ‘what?’ come at the beginning of 
the sentence.

2.3.5 Existential sentences
The dialect has several ‘pseudo-verbs’ consist-
ing of a preposition and an affix pronoun, in 
particular ≠and- (possession, hence ‘to have’), 
l- (attribution and alienable possession), m≠a- 
‘with’, vì- (location). The order is VO (SVO 
with a thematized ‘subject’ noun), and the 
negative form is mà: (≠ay“ä) mà ≠and-hä vaÚÚa 
‘(Aïsha) she doesn’t have money’. The present 
participle of xlëg ‘to exist’ expresses existence: 
(mà-zàl) xàlëg mbù®u ‘there is (still) bread’.

3 .  L e x i c o n

The £assàniyya lexicon is rich and well struc-
tured around a relatively limited number of 
high-frequency schemes (cf. Taine-Cheikh 1988–
1998). It seems always to have had a tendency 
to enrich itself, either through borrowings (from 
Berber, closely related African languages, Liter-
ary Arabic, French, etc.) or through internal 

development. Yet, the majority of the lexicon, 
at least 80 percent of the lexical items and 
maybe 90 percent of the roots, is still Ara-
bic in origin. A quite important part of this 
vocabulary is more or less characteristic of the 
Maghrebi dialects, especially of the Bedouin 
type, e.g. ≠atrùs ‘goat’, bÿa ‘to desire’, g≈ëv ‘to 
vomit’, or yàmës ‘yesterday’.

The Arabic core is very stable, and it is 
found, for its essential parts, across the whole 
£assàniyya-speaking area. Borrowings, calques, 
neologisms, semantic shifts, and other innova-
tions are often less stable and more localized 
(for the eastern region, cf. the lexicons of 
Pierret 1948 and Heath 2004). The history of 
these forms, hard to reconstruct, is often more 
autochthonous than it seems. The £assàniyya 
dialect has certainly borrowed more from Ber-
ber (especially Zenaga) than from any other 
non-Arabic language, but many creations seem 
to have appeared, if not first in £assàniyya, 
at least simultaneously in £assàniyya and in 
Zenaga. Indeed, they are often absent from 
both the Berber and Arabic lexicons.
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Hausa

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Most scholars who speculate on the origin 
of the Hausa agree that the Hausa’s ethnic 
composition includes a Hamitic element. If 
Palmer’s (1967:95) view is taken as reason-
ably true, the Hausa people developed from a 
mixture of groups migrating from the central 
Sahara (due to desertification) to the central 
savanna in the south during the 1st millenium 
C.E. The new group which emerged out of 
that contact was relatively more sophisticated 
and later on absorbed a number of other small 
ethnic groups, all constituting together one 
cultural and linguistic entity, with the Hausa 
language as a unifying factor. Therefore, the 
term ‘Hausa’ is in actual fact more a linguistic 
than an ethnic term, and the Hausa people can 
be regarded as a nation rather than a tribe.

Spoken by well over 80 million people, the 
Hausa language is the first lingua franca of 
West Africa. The Hausa migrations for the 
purposes of trade, pilgrimage, and preaching 
of Islam led to the spread of their language 
beyond the original homeland (Hausaland: 
present Nigeria and Niger Republic). Hausa 
also has a significant presence in Ghana, Togo, 
Chad, Cameroon, Central African Republic, 
southern Libya, and Sudan, and is known as far 
as Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia.

In Nigeria, Hausa exists in two major dia-
lects: the eastern (or Kano) and the western 
(or Sokoto) dialects. Each of them comprises a 
chain of further subdialects and geographically 
extends to the neighboring parts of the Niger 
Republic. Although the eastern dialect has been 
affected by more phonological and morpholog-

ical erosion and simplification than the western 
dialect, it is still the variety on which Standard 
Hausa is based.

2 .  H a u s a  a n d  A r a b i c

Hausa is one of the few languages that enjoys 
a strong relationship with Arabic at three 
distinct levels: common descent (i.e. genetic 
relationship), indirect contact through literary 
traditions (in West Africa), and direct contact 
through human migrations to Arabic-speaking 
lands (e.g. Sudan, Libya, and Saudi Arabia).

With regard to the first level, it is now 
unanimously accepted among Africanists that 
Hausa shares a common descent with Arabic. 
The two languages are classified as members of 
the old Hamito-Semitic family reorganized and 
renamed by Greenberg (1966) as ‘Afro-Asiatic’: 
Arabic as Semitic and Hausa as Hamitic (Mein-
hof 1912) or Chadic (Greenberg 1966). The 
Ethnologue (www.ethnologue.com 2000) lists 
it as Chadic, West.

The common linguistic heritage of the two 
languages is reflected in various elements. 
Examples of the most salient of these include:

i. (V+)t as a feminine marker: Hausa ya/ta zo, 
Arabic jà±a/jà±at ‘he/she came’

ii. Some object and possessive pronouns: 
Hausa ya ba ni/ka/ki/ku, Arabic ±a≠†à nì/
ka/ki/kum ‘he gave me/you [sg. masc.]/[sg. 
fem.]/[pl.]’; Hausa gidanka/ki/ku, Arabic 
baytuka/ki/kum ‘your [sg. masc.]/[sg. fem.]/
[pl.] house’

iii. Some forms of broken plural: Hausa doki 
(<dawki)/dawaki ‘horse/horses’, Arabic 
zawraq/zawàriq ‘boat/boats’

iv. The morpheme m+V for derivation of 
noun of agent, place, or instrument: Hausa 
rubuta/marubuci ‘to write/writer’, Arabic 
qàtala/muqàtil ‘to fight/fighter’

v. A few cognates: Hausa éashi ‘bone’, Ara-
bic qaß ‘chest bone’; Hausa afa ‘to put in 
the mouth’, Arabic fà ‘mouth’; Hausa tofa 
‘to spit’, Arabic taffa ‘to spit’; Hausa yau 
‘today’, Arabic yawm ‘day’

When studying the Arabic loanwords in Hausa, 
their common heritage should be taken into 
consideration, and inherited features should 
be left out of the discussion. Note that the 
Nigerian Hausa orthography, which does not 
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mark vowel length, is used for the language 
examples.

3 .  C o n t a c t s  b e t w e e n  A r a b i c 
a n d  H a u s a

The indirect contact between Hausa and Ara-
bic in West Africa (through commercial trans-
actions, literary traditions, and intermediary 
languages) extends over six centuries, during 
which the Hausa language borrowed and inte-
grated a considerable corpus of words and 
concepts from the Arabic. Arabic loanwords 
in Hausa have been historically identified and 
registered to varying degrees in all the Hausa 
dictionaries (Mischlich 1906; Robinson 1913; 
Bargery 1934; Abraham 1962; Newman 1977; 
McIntyre and Meyer-Bahlburg 1991), in addi-
tion to a few research papers and monographs. 
The most comprehensive lists of these loans are 
those of Greenberg (1947) and Baldi (1988), 
comprising 455 and 1,245 items, respectively. 
The large discrepancy in size between the two 
lists may be attributed partly to the difference 
in sources from which each author drew his 
data and partly to the time span separating the 
compilation of their lists (35 years).

Arabic words are borrowed into Hausa from 
both written and oral sources, directly from the 
target language and indirectly through other 
intermediary lingua francas, mainly ¤ Berber 
and ¤ Kanuri. The phonological features of a 
substantial number of these loans, coupled with 
some extralinguistic evidence, indicate that the 
North African (Maghrebi) dialects of Arabic 
were the major suppliers of the orally borrowed 
words. In fact, the North African factor in 
Hausa Islamic culture is very significant. This 
is in addition to the early commercial links 
which existed between Hausaland and North 
Africa, reflected in the many loanwords denot-
ing North African commodities, such as susiyya 
< sùsiyya ‘purple cloth or thread’ (from Sousse 
in Tunisia), za±afaran < za≠faràn ‘saffron’, zai-
tun < zaytùn ‘olive’. Another piece of evidence 
is that of words borrowed with the undoubt-
edly North African contracted definite article 
al. This article is usually realized in the North 
African dialects as li- before plosives and l- 
before continuants. Thus, the Standard Arabic 
form al-kitàb ‘the book’ becomes liktàb, and 
al-xayma ‘the tent, umbrella’ becomes lxayma. 
The form of these two words in Hausa and the 

different phonological changes they underwent 
are as follows: Arabic al-kitàb > North African 
dialect liktàb > Hausa liktabi > liktafi > littafi 
(addition of the vowel suffix -i, change of b into 
f, and regressive assimilation of k to t); Arabic 
al-xayma > North African lxayma > Hausa 
laima (deletion of x to avoid a consonant clus-
ter in a word-initial syllable).

Relying on their phonetic behavior vis-à-vis 
their Arabic etyma and on other cultural evi-
dence, Greenberg (1947) assigned all Arabic 
loanwords in Hausa to two major groups. 
Loans in Group I were borrowed earlier than 
those of Group II, and mainly from collo-
quial sources, whereas those of Group II were 
more recent and borrowed mainly from written 
sources. The characteristics of Group I can be 
summarized as follows:

i. Loans display irregular treatment of the 
Arabic sounds: e.g. Arabic b rendered by 
Hausa f, as in aljifu < al-jayb ‘pocket’; µ 
and ≈ represented by t and d, as in talata < 
µulaµà± ‘Tuesday’; dara±a < ≈irà≠ ‘cubit’.

ii. The definite article is usually borrowed 
with the noun in a contracted form l- or 
li-, as in the above examples of laima and 
littafi.

iii. They comprise terms of everyday life, trade, 
and technology and elementary aspects of 
Islamic religion.

Loans of Group II, on the other hand, are char-
acterized by the following:

i. They display more regular treatment of the 
Arabic sounds, e.g. Arabic b > Hausa b, 
as in aibi < ≠ayb ‘fault, defect’; µ > s, as in 
wasiéa < waµìqa ‘letter’; ≈ > z, as in zamba 
< ≈anb ‘fraud, swindling’.

ii. The article, if borrowed with the nouns, is 
in its complete form, al, as in alkali < al-
qà∂ì ‘judge’.

iii. They include words that refer to the more 
recondite aspects of Islam and technical 
terms of pseudosciences (grammar, astrol-
ogy, etc.).

The characteristics of these groupings exhibit a 
high degree of regularity, but exceptional cases 
can also be encountered. A few loans may be 
detected with characteristics of both groups, 
e.g. aljifu < al-jayb ‘pocket’, with the complete 
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form of the article al (Group II) and the repre-
sentation of b by f (Group I).

4 .  I n t e r m e d i a r y  l a n g u a g e s

Many loans, especially those identified by 
unusual treatment of the Arabic sounds, reached 
Hausa through intermediary languages. This 
is why Wexler (1980) emphasizes the role 
of African lingua francas in the diffusion of 
Arabic loanwords in Central and West Africa, 
and the importance of this fact in retracing 
the different paths followed by these words 
into the recipient languages. With regard to 
Hausa, three intermediary languages have been 
shown to provide loans: Berber, Kanuri, and 
¤ Fulfulde. Loans passed through Berber can 
be recognized by the Berber feminine marker 
ta-, as in Hausa tad(d)awa < Berber taduat < 
Arabic dawàt ‘inkstand’, and replacement of ß 
by z as in Hausa azurfa ‘silver’ < Berber azref 
< Arabic aß-ßarf ‘changing money [formerly in 
silver]’. Kanuri, on the other hand, contributed 
loans such as Hausa kasuwa < Kanuri kasuwu 
< Arabic as-sùq ‘market’, and Hausa sirdi < 
Kanuri sirdi < Arabic sarj ‘saddle’. Finally, in 
words such as Hausa hubbare < Arabic qubba 
‘tomb of a religious leader’, the class suffix -re 
speaks for Fulfulde as an undoubted intermedi-
ary channel.

5 .  P h o n o l o g y

The phonological adaptation of the Arabic 
loanwords in Hausa relates basically to the 
process of altering the Arabic sounds that do 
not exist in Hausa and the unusual behavior 
of those that do exist in Hausa. The variations 
concern only consonants, since all the Arabic 
vowels (in terms of quality as well as quantity) 
exist in Hausa and therefore do not undergo 
any significant change in the recipient language, 
with the exception of a few isolated cases.

Hausa and Arabic share 17 consonants: b t 
d k ± f h s z “ j m n r l w y. There are 11 con-
sonants in Arabic that do not exist in Hausa: 
† ∂ q µ ≈ Ú ß x ÿ ™ ≠, while Hausa includes 14 
consonants that do not exist in Arabic: b , c ts 
ky kw

 éy é éw g gy gw ±y ®. In terms of their treat-
ment in Hausa, Arabic sounds can be divided 
into three categories:

i. Sounds that do not exist in Hausa and that 
are usually replaced by the phonetically 
nearest Hausa sounds. These include q µ ≈ 
Ú s x ÿ ™ and ≠. Examples:

 q > k or é: kabila < qabìla ‘tribe’, fasiéi > fàsiq 
‘profligate’

 µ > s or t: wasiéa < waµìqa ‘letter’, talata < µulaµà± 
‘Tuesday’

 ≈ > z or d: kazafi < qa≈f ‘false accusation’, idan < 
±i≈à ‘if’

 Ú > z: azahar < aÚ-Úuhr ‘noon (prayer)’
 x > h or Ø: < hatimi < xàtim ‘seal, stamp’, lahira < 

al-±àxira ‘the hereafter’
 ÿ > g: gaibi < ÿayb ‘the unknown’
 ™ > h: haji < ™ajj ‘pilgrimage’
 ß > s or z: nasiha < naßi™a ‘advice’, azumi < aß-

ßawm ‘fasting’
 ≠ > ±: jama±a < jamà≠a ‘the public, crowd, com-

munity’

ii. Sounds that do not exist in Hausa and are 
replaced by phonetically less related Hausa 
sounds. These include † and ∂. Examples:

 † > , (alveolar voiced implosive) or ts or ±y (dialec-
tal variations): , ibbu/tsibbu/±yibbu < †ibb ‘medi-
cine’, ,ahara < †ahàra ‘ritual purity’

 ∂ > l: la±ifi ‘sexually impotent’ < ∂a≠ìf ‘weak’, alkali 
< al-qà∂ì ‘judge’

According to the description by the Arab gram-
marians, these two sounds are realized as lateral 
(¤ ∂àd) and voiced, respectively. As such, their 
nearest Hausa correspondents are indeed l and 
,, respectively (and not d and t as expected).

iii. Sounds that do exist in Hausa and yet 
sometimes are also replaced by phonetically 
less-related Hausa sounds. These include b 
m n s r j. Examples:

 b > f (intervocalic): aljifu < al-jayb ‘pocket’
 m > b (one instance): albashi < al-ma≠à“ ‘salary, 

wage’
 s > “ (before front vowel): numfashi < nafas 

‘breath’
 n > l: lakadan < naqdan ‘in cash’
 r > n (one instance): alharini < al-™arìr ‘silk’
 j > d (from a Sudanese dialect through Kanuri) 

or z (through Fulfulde?): sirdi < sarj ‘saddle’, 
zuwaira < juwayriyya ‘[female’s name]’

The irregular behavior of some Arabic sounds 
in Hausa primarily reflects the intermediary 
languages, but in some cases it is the result of 
phonological constraints in Hausa, e.g. Hausa t 
> c (before front vowel), hence lokaci < al-waqt 
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‘time’; or of internal sound shift, e.g. b shifted 
to w, hence allura (< alliwra) < al-±ibra ‘needle’. 
In other cases it is the result of dialectal varia-
tions, e.g., f in the eastern dialects is realized 
as h in the western dialects, hence sahu < ßaff 
‘row, a line of people’.

6 .  M o r p h o l o g y

Like most African languages, Hausa words as a 
rule end in open syllables. Therefore adaptation 
of Arabic loanwords in Hausa involves opening 
the final closed syllables through attachment 
of the vowel suffix -i for masculine substan-
tives (e.g. alkalam-i < al-qalam ‘pen’) or, in a 
few cases, the nominative case marker -u, as 
in sahu < ßaff ‘row, line of people’, especially 
with Arabic proper names (umaru, bashiru, 
etc.) Final closed syllables can also become 
open through the deletion of the final conso-
nant, as in albasa < al-baßal ‘onion’. Feminine 
nouns are borrowed with their feminine ending 
-a, which is identical with the Hausa feminine 
marker (common heritage). Otherwise, nomi-
nals systematically attach -i when masculine 
and -a when feminine, as in ja±ir-i/ja±ir-a < jà±ir 
‘a shameless man/woman’. Non-final closed 
syllables, too, sometimes become open through 
insertion of an epenthetic vowel, as in lakadan 
< naqdan ‘in cash’. The Hausa nominalizing 
morpheme -ci is suffixed to loan adjectives to 
derive nouns, as in ha±inci ‘dishonesty’ < xà±in 
‘dishonest’, or to loan nouns for their further 
integration, as in hukunci < ™ukm ‘judgment, 
verdict’. Likewise, the verbalizing morpheme 
-ta is attached to loan nouns to derive verbs, as 
in hukunta ‘to pass judgment’ < ™ukm ‘judg-
ment, verdict’. Some Arabic verbs are used in 
Hausa as nouns, as in éaddara ‘fate’ < qaddar 
‘to destine’. Derived verbs behave like proper 
Hausa verbs; they receive their tonal patterns 
in accordance with their assimilation to one or 
the other Hausa verbal classes or grades; e.g. 
bayyana (Grade II) ‘to make clear’ < bayyana. 
The root then takes various affixes and tonal 
changes, such as ya bayyana ‘it appeared’, ya 
bayyana mishi ‘he explained to him’, bayyana 
mishi ‘explain to him!’. However, assignment 
of tone to nominals follows a different pattern 
in that the stressed syllable of the Arabic word 
is often (though not always) assigned a high 
tone and the following (but not necessarily the 
preceding) syllable always carries a low tone.

7 .  S e m a n t i c s

Arabic loanwords in Hausa cover a wide range 
of semantic fields and touch upon almost all 
aspects of the life of Hausa Muslims. However, 
more than half of the loanwords recorded by 
Greenberg and Baldi derive from the Islamic 
religion in its broad sense, i.e. as a way of life 
embodying not only a system of belief but also 
a series of social institutions. Therefore, this 
macrosemantic field can be detailed in a num-
ber of related fields, such as social, political, 
and legal domains. Other important semantic 
fields include trade, literacy, and sciences, as 
well as numerals and time reckoning.

i. Religion (faith, practice, and concepts): 
imani < ±ìmàn ‘belief’, addini < ad-dìn 
‘religion’, salla < ßalàt ‘prayer’, adili < ≠àdil 
‘just’, aléur±ani < al-qur±àn ‘the Qur±àn’

ii. Social system: sadaki < ßadàq ‘bride-
money’, iyali < ≠iyàl ‘family’, balaga < 
balaÿ- ‘to reach puberty’, likkafani < 
al-kafan ‘shroud’, ta±aziyya < ta≠ziya 
‘condolence’

iii. Political organization: siyasa < siyàsa ‘poli-
tics’, waziri < wazìr ‘vizier’, jamhuriyya < 
jumhùriyya ‘republic’, jam±iyya < jam≠iyya 
‘political party’, mulki < mulk ‘rule, reign’

iv. Legal system: alkali < al-qà∂ì ‘judge’, 
tuhuma < tuhma ‘suspicion’, shaida < 
“ahida ‘to witness’, hukunci < ™ukm ‘judg-
ment, verdict’

v. Trade and imported commodities: attajiri 
< at-tàjir ‘trader; wealthy man’, mizani < 
mìzàn ‘scales’, riba < rib™ ‘profit’, asara < 
xusàra ‘loss’, sandal < ßandal ‘sandalwood’, 
zaitun < zaytùn ‘olive’

vi. Literacy and sciences: littafi < al-kitàb 
‘book’, alkalami < al-qalam ‘pen’, karatu < 
qirà±atu ‘reading; learning’, hisabi < ™isàb 
‘arithmetic; astrology’, fikhu < fiqh ‘juris-
prudence’, ,ibbu < †ibb ‘medicine’

vii. Numerals and time reckoning: ashirin < 
≠i“rìn ‘twenty’, and all decimal numbers up 
to ninety; la±asar < al-≠aßr ‘late afternoon 
(prayer)’, and all prayer times; asabar < as-
sabt ‘Saturday’, and the rest of the days of 
the week

Other minor fields include: household utensils, 
e.g. sahani < ßa™n ‘plate’; tools, e.g. allura < 
al-±ibra ‘needle’; warfare items, e.g. bindiga < 
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bunduqiyya ‘gun’; and a large number of mis-
cellaneous items such as abstract concepts, e.g. 
annashawa < an-na“wa ‘joyful feeling’, niyya < 
niyya ‘intention’, ni±ima < ni≠ma ‘bounty’.

A few cases of reborrowing have also been 
recorded whereby the same loan exists in 
two morphological forms indicating different 
sources and times of borrowing, either with 
the same or with a slightly different meaning. 
Examples of these are cazbi/carbi and tasbaha 
< tasbì™ ‘rosary’; lissafi ‘calculation’ and hisabi 
‘astrology’ < (al-)™isàb ‘calculation’.

Most loanwords are used in Hausa with 
their original Arabic meanings, but some have 
undergone varying degrees of semantic modifi-
cations: (a) by semantic extension, e.g. attajiri 
‘trader; wealthy man’ < at-tàjir ‘trader’; alhaji 
‘pilgrim; socially distinguished personality’ < 
al-™àjj ‘pilgrim’; (b) by semantic shrinking: 
bidi±a ‘innovation in religious practices; mer-
rymaking; drumming’ < bid≠a ‘innovation in 
religious practices’; sunna ‘prophetic tradition; 
sexual intercourse with a wife’ < sunna ‘pro-
phetic tradition’; la±ifi ‘sexually impotent’ < 
∂a≠ìf ‘weak’; (c) by semantic intensification: 
alkawari/alkawali ‘solemn promise’ < al-qawl 
‘word, promise’; (d) by semantic devaluation: 
wasiéa ‘letter’ < waµìqa ‘document’; fitina ‘sedi-
tion, troublesomeness’ < fitna ‘sedition’.

Unlike the above modifications, which devel-
oped spontaneously, the choice of an item such 
as daéiéa < daqìqa ‘minute’ to stand in Hausa 
for ‘second’ is the direct result of a decision 
by the Hausa Language Board established in 
the mid-1970s at Bayero University, Kano (for 
‘minute’ Hausa uses the English loan minti). 
Arabic µàniya (expected to be realized in Hausa 
as saniya) ‘second’ seems to have been excluded 
to avoid confusion with Hausa saniya ‘cow’.

Not all documented loanwords in Hausa are 
commonly used. In fact, these loanwords range 
from being dormant to being very current. Gen-
erally, words are used with varying degrees of 
frequency according to the relevance of their 
semantic field to the actual conditions of life 
of Hausa speakers. Therefore, a number of 
loanwords recorded in the early Hausa dic-
tionaries have now become obsolete because of 
the disappearance of the context in which they 
were used, e.g. hindi < hindì ‘a type of [Indian] 
sword’, adda±ira < ad-dà±ira ‘small dependent 
kingdom’. The largest number of infrequently 
used loanwords belong to the specialized vocab-

ulary used among narrow scholarly circles or 
small social sectors, such as traditional scholars 
or medicine men. Most of the loans relating 
to the areas of grammar, astrology, minerals, 
and precious stones fall in this category, e.g. 
li±irabi < al-±i≠ràb ‘declension’, zaharatu < zuhrà 
‘Venus’, zabarjad < zabarjad ‘topaz’. Some loans 
have been replaced by other words, either native 
or borrowed from other languages, mainly Eng-
lish (or French), e.g. munzari < minÚàr ‘eye-
glasses’, replaced by tabaru; alhanzir < al-xinzìr 
‘pig’, replaced by alade; gahawa < qahwa ‘cof-
fee’, replaced by kofi.

With the spread of the Western type of 
education toward the end of colonial rule in 
the Hausa-speaking states (Nigeria and Niger 
Republic), Arabic was relegated to third place, 
behind English and French, as a source of bor-
rowing for Hausa, but it was not completely dis-
placed. After these states achieved independence 
in the 1960s, Arabic resumed its role, operating 
on an almost equal footing with English and 
French. From that time, borrowing from Arabic 
into Hausa has been, to a large extent, moni-
tored by academic institutions (e.g. the Center 
for the Study of Nigerian Languages at Bayero 
University, Kano) and other relevant bodies, 
especially the Hausa Language Board and Hausa 
radio stations. Thus, many words have recently 
been borrowed from Arabic into Hausa within 
this framework to meet the needs of some new 
semantic fields. These include, for example:

i. The modern political system: jamhuriyya < 
jumhùriyya ‘republic’, éuri±a < qur≠a ‘vote’, 
milkin mallaka < mulk at-tamalluk ‘coloni-
zation’

ii. The modern system of education: jami±a 
< jàmi≠a ‘university’, ,alibi/,aliba < †àlib/
†àliba ‘male/female student’

iii. Mass media: jarida < jarìda ‘newspaper’, 
mujalla < majalla ‘magazine’, basasa ‘civil 
war’ < (™arb al-)basùs ‘a famous war be-
tween two tribes in Arabia before Islam’, 
ta±addanci ‘terrorism’ < ta≠addà ‘to aggress’, 
éalu-bala ‘challenge, confrontation’ < qàlù 
balà ‘they said yes in a friendly manner’

iv. Other fields: lahani ‘harm, damage’ < la™n 
‘tune; distortion in pronunciation’, na±ura 
< nà≠ùra ‘machine’, annoba < an-nawba 
‘epidemic, plague’

The recent borrowings display minimal phonologi-
cal and morphological changes in the recipient 
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language. From the semantic point of view, 
loans such as basasa ‘civil war’ and éalu-bala 
‘challenge, confrontation’ show clearly that 
they were introduced by literate and knowl-
edgeable people and endorsed by specialized 
(academic) institutions.

8 .  D i r e c t  c o n t a c t s  b e t w e e n 
A r a b i c  a n d  H a u s a

The third type of relation between Hausa and 
Arabic is that of close or direct contact, where 
speakers of the two languages live in contiguous 
proximity under conditions favoring close and 
active interaction. This is the situation under 
which Hausa communities in some Arab coun-
tries such as Sudan, Libya, and Saudi Arabia 
are found. Such a situation leads to the emer-
gence of various sociolinguistic phenomena: 
bilingualism, intensive borrowing, interference, 
loan translation (calques), code-switching, and 
language shift (to Arabic). In some cases the 
recipient language undergoes a kind of ¤ pid-
ginization – though never creolization – before 
the total shift of its speakers to Arabic.

In Sudanese Hausa, for instance, all the above-
mentioned phenomena have been observed 
among its speakers to varying degrees according 
to a number of variables: place of living (urban/
rural area), age, level of education, profession, 
etc. However, the great majority of the Suda-
nese Hausa can be said to be bilingual in their 
mother tongue and Arabic, irrespective of the 
above variables.

At the phonological level, Sudanese Hausa 
speakers differ from speakers in West Africa in 
the way they realize individual Arabic sounds. 
As a rule, all emphatic Sudanese Arabic con-
sonants are replaced by their non-emphatic 
correspondents († > t, ∂ > d, ß > s, Ú > z). But 
this pattern is not always regular because not 
all Sudanese Hausa speak Arabic with the 
same degree of fluency and perfection. So, their 
realization of these sounds may vary from the 
above pattern to perfect pronunciation and 
even to hypercorrection. Thus, for a Sudanese 
Arabic loanword such as ≠adas ‘lentil’, one may 
hear ±adas, ≠adas, or even ≠a∂aß.

Borrowing of Sudanese Arabic words is inten-
sified through social and cultural assimilation 
whereby entire groups of words pertaining to 
certain adopted customs or professions are bor-
rowed wholesale. For example, the speech of 

those Sudanese Hausa communities that have 
adopted the Arab marriage system includes Ara-
bic loanwords such as xutuba < xu†ùba ‘engage-
ment (gifts), shela < “èla ‘marriage gifts’, darira 
< ∂arìra ‘plaster of local perfume applied on 
the head of the bridegroom’, ±azuma < ≠azùma 
‘feast’, shahar al-±asal < “ahr al-≠asal ‘honey-
moon’. Such intensive use of Sudanese Arabic 
words in Sudanese Hausa extends over a num-
ber of grammatical categories, including:

i. Verbs: ya xataba < xa†ab ‘he got engaged’, 
ya jaddada ruxsarsa < jaddad ruxßatahu ‘he 
renewed his (driving) license’

ii. Adjectives: ±awira < ≠awìra ‘foolish [fem.]’, 
mu±addaba < mu±addaba ‘polite [fem.]’

iii. Adverbs: koyis < kòyis ‘well’, tawwali < 
†awwàli ‘ahead; immediately’, ±aslu < ±aßlu 
‘in fact, actually’

iv. Prepositions: lahaddi < la™addi ‘until’
v. Conjunctions: lakin < làkin ‘but’, ±aw < ±aw 

‘or’
vi. Interrogative pronouns: malu < màlu ‘why?’, 

le < lèh ‘why’

Some of these words have already been well 
integrated in Sudanese Hausa, whereas many 
others appear merely as cases of interference on 
the way to integration.

Another remarkable phenomenon char-
acterizing Sudanese Hausa is loan transla-
tion (calques), whereby Arabic concepts are 
expressed by Hausa words (literal translation). 
Even if such an expression does not contain 
any Arabic loanwords, it may still be difficult 
or even impossible for the West African Hausa 
speaker to understand the message. Loan trans-
lations involve mostly idiomatic expressions, 
such as bu,e mishi, translated from afta™ lèhu 
lit. ‘open for him’, i.e. ‘forget about him, just 
neglect him’.

A kind of pidginized Hausa has been observed 
in the speech of educated Hausa speakers, espe-
cially females, living in urban centers, exempli-
fied by utterances such as ku fa∂∂ala su cikin 
ßalun, ku gaddama musu sharbat da ™alawa 
(Arabic words underlined) ‘Welcome them in 
the sitting room and offer them soft drinks and 
sweets’. In families where Hausa is spoken in 
this way, one usually finds the children speak-
ing Arabic as their first language, and the suc-
ceeding generations may be expected to shift 
completely to Arabic.
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Head ¤ X-bar Syntax

Hebrew ¤ Ivrit

£imyaritic

£imyaritic is a Semitic language that was spo-
ken in the mountains of Yemen during the first 
centuries of Islam. The name is derived from 
the tribe of £imyar, whose origins lie in the 
region of æafàr (125 kms south of Sanaa) in the 
southern highlands. This tribal group gradually 
extended its power across the whole of Yemen 
and eventually exercized authority over the 
southwestern half of the Arabian Peninsula (1st 
century B.C.E.–6th century C.E.).

The adjective ‘£imyarite’ was coined by tra-
ditional Arab and Islamic scholars and gram-
marians who preserved and transmitted a 
limited number of words and a small corpus of 
short texts that they had heard (proverbs, say-
ings, and conversations from daily life) or read 
(epitaphs), in order to emphasize the strange-
ness of this language to an Arab ear. The term 
‘£imyarite’ can also be applied to two inscrip-
tions of pre-Islamic Yemen.

1 .  B e f o r e  I s l a m

For the pre-Islamic period, the term ‘£imyarite’ 
cannot be used without being defined and 
explained. According to author or context, it 
possesses a political meaning (texts coming 
from the kingdom of £imyar) or a linguistic 
one (written evidence exhibiting certain mor-
phological and lexical features, as well as a 
specific syntax). Even in the latter sense, the 
adjective may refer to different varieties. One 
must keep in mind that in the pre-Islamic period 
the terminology was not yet fixed. The confu-
sion is the result of a rather complex situation. 
Although the £imyarites left a great number of 
inscriptions, sometimes of considerable length 
(Gajda 1997), these inscriptions were written in 
Sabaean, the language of the kingdom of Saba, 
of which the £imyarites considered themselves 
the rightful heirs. However, the Sabaean lan-
guage used by the £imyarites was not perfectly 
regular. Even a superficial examination reveals 
lexical, morphological, and syntactic particu-
larities that were infrequent before the 4th 
century C.E. and became increasingly common 
later on (Robin 1991:96). The Sabaic diction-
ary (Beeston a.o. 1984) uses a special symbol 
for inscriptions of the 380–560 C.E. period. 
To add to the confusion, authors apply  various 
names for the Sabaean used by £imyarites: 
‘£imyaritic’, ‘Raydànitic’ (after ˛ù Raydàn, 
the name of the tribal confederation formed by 
the princes of £imyar, whose name is derived 
from the Raydàn palace in æafàr), ‘Sabaeo-
£imyaritic’, or ‘Sabaeo-Raydànitic’.

Two inscriptions discovered in £imyarite terri-
tory are not written in Sabaean. They come from 
peripheral areas (Qàniya and Širjàn, located 100 
and 150 kms, respectively, from æafàr, in the 
territory of the tribes of Radmàn and Ma∂™à). 
It is therefore difficult to assess to what extent 
these inscriptions accurately reflect the language 
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spoken by the £imyarites, in the strict sense of 
inhabitants of æafàr. The inscriptions are of very 
different genres. The first text is a hymn of 27 
rhyming verses in honor of the goddess Šams 
(Robin 2001:516–521, with bibliography), while 
the second one is a triumphal song written in the 
first person by a great lord (Robin 2001:523, 
n. 47). It is not even possible to establish whether 
they were written in the same language. The first 
text dates from around 100 C.E. and the second 
from around 300 C.E.

The most noteworthy features of these two 
inscriptions are the occurrence of three sibilants 
(s1, s2, and s3, probably articulated as /š/, /«/, 
and /s/) and the form f≠lk for the 1st and 2nd 
person singular perfect (Arabic fa≠altu, fa≠alta, 
fa≠alti), as in Sabaean. However, the article 
hn- precedes the noun, whereas in Sabaean 
the article is an -n suffix. Most of the lexicon 
is unknown from Ancient South Arabian texts 
and contains several words whose roots are not 
attested in any other Semitic language, not even 
in Arabic.

The difficulties increase when uncertain read-
ings are taken into consideration. The Qàniya 
poem was carved in a very shallow manner, so 
that only a few passages have been deciphered 
securely. All in all, only two verses (2 and 13) 
have been interpreted convincingly. The first 
verse plausibly alludes to a ritual hunt, a sign 
of abundant rains:

(b-)ßyd ‡nwn ±t ns3™k
‘During the hunt of Xinwàn, you have bled a hun-
dred [beasts]’

The second alludes to wine:

w(y)[n ]mzr kn k-s2q™k
‘The vine became wine after you shone’

Note the rhyme -™k at the end of the poem’s 
verses.

The reading of the Širjàn text is not as prob-
lematic. Carved high on a rock face and always 
in the shade, it is still difficult to decipher from 
photographs, which explains the many mis-
takes in the early translations. However, the 
Qatabàn expedition was able to read it directly 
in the field in 1992, by looking at the original 
stone copy and at a squeeze, and thus obtained 
a more thorough and exact translation. The 
beginning of the text is deciphered without 
problems and is easily understood:

S3mdt S1≠dm Yhs1kr bn Hßb™ | s2mk-±n b-ænt s1wr 
Bn± ms1qt l-≈ | w-br±k-h ±n ≈-tns1r µw-s2qr . . .
‘Song of Sa≠dum Yuhaskir ibn Haßbà™: I myself have 
erected in ænt the Bn± wall in order to irrigate it; 
and I, in command [?, read tansìr or tanassur?] 
have built it myself, right up to its summit . . .’

Compare s3mdt and tns1r with Yemeni  Arabic 
samada ‘to sing’ and mansar ‘command [qiy-
àda]’ (Al-Selwi 1987:113, 201–202).

2 .  A f t e r  I s l a m

If the traditional Arab and Islamic scholars 
are to be believed, the £imyaritic language 
was incomprehensible to a speaker of Arabic. 
This is stated as common knowledge by a 
large number of authors (Rabin 1951:49). The 
most frequently quoted anecdote states that 
a desert Arab visited a king of £imyar, who 
politely invited him to sit down, saying µib 
(imperative of Sabaean wµb, Hebrew yašav). 
The man understood ‘jump!’ (imperative of 
Arabic waµaba) and obeyed by leaping out 
the window. The story’s function is to illus-
trate the proverb with which it ends: ‘Whoever 
enters æafàr has to “£imyarize” himself’ (man 
daxala ðafàr ta™ammara), which means that 
‘he has to learn £imyaritic’ (fa-l-yata≠allam al-
™imyariyya) (according to the Yemeni author 
Našwàn al-£imyarì [d. 573/1178]; see Ahmad 
1916:113, s.v. w-µ-b). Of course, this story does 
not reflect a true historical incident but is a pun, 
based on the fact that there are ‘false friends’ 
(identical words with very different meaning) 
between £imyaritic and Arabic.

About 200 years before Našwàn, another 
Yemeni, al-£asan al-Hamdànì (d. after 360/971) 
wrote a description of the languages spoken in 
the Arabian Peninsula. Quite understandably, 
this description is much more detailed as to 
Yemen, an area that was of more interest to 
al-Hamdànì and, moreover, exhibited a greater 
diversity of dialects. For al-Hamdànì, whose 
native language was Arabic (his family came 
from al-Maràšì, 130 kms north of Sanaa, from 
the tribe of ±Ar™ab, to which he claimed to 
belong), the language of reference was Stan-
dard (faßì™) Arabic. The other languages were 
defined by him according to their divergence 
from this model. The most important text is 
found in the Íifa jazìrat al-≠Arab (D. Müller 
1877:I, 134–136). It was studied and translated 
by Rabin (1951:43–44), Robin (1991:103–105, 
83 with map), and Belova (1996:15–16).
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Concerning the tribe of £imyar in the narrow 
sense, al-Hamdànì observes that “from £aql 
Kitàb to ̨ amàr, pure £imyaritic is spoken, which 
is hard to understand [al-™imyariyya al-qu™™a 
al-muta≠aqqida]”. The last word, muta≠aqqid, 
is translated by Rabin (1951:45) as ‘halting’, 
i.e. ‘with £imyaritic rhythm and intonation’, 
which could mean ‘without tonic accent’ (Rabin 
1951:49). Belova (1996) renders the same word 
as maloponjatnyj ‘incomprehensible’.

Al-Hamdànì is the author with the greatest 
amount of information about the £imyaritic 
language. Drawing from the Kitàb al-±iklìl, 
of which only Books I and II (genealogies of 
£imyar), VIII (antiquity of Yemen), and X 
(genealogies of Hamdàn) have survived, he 
cites many £imyaritic texts – all of them quite 
short – and comments on certain traits of the 
language. No manuscript of Book IX, Fì ±amµàl 
£imyar wa-™ukmi-hà bi-l-lisàn al-™imyarì wa-
™urùf al-musnad (£imyarite wisdom and prov-
erbs in £imyaritic language and South Arabian 
script), has yet been found.

The most recent observations are by a 
Yemeni ruler of Turcoman-Syrian origin, the 
Rasulid ±Abù l-Fat™ ≠Umar ibn al-Malik al 
MuΩaffar Yùsuf ibn ≠Alì ibn Rasùl, often called 
al-Malik al-±Ašraf, who reigned from 1295 to 
1297 C.E. In a book written around 1271, the 
author characterizes the £imyaritic language as 
having a “strong foreign deformation” (≠ujma), 
resulting from the combined influence of Abys-
sinian and Arabic. He illustrates this with a 
surprising anecdote: while traveling in Yemen, 
a person with good knowledge of Arabic heard 
£imyaritic spoken and thought it was Abyssin-
ian (Saliba 1985). Al-Malik al-±Ašraf reproduces 
the sentence that this person heard, <™ssn±-h 
yxsm m≠-n± sw s±mn± (f-)dw ±syn±-h>, and trans-
lates it as ‘they inquired about the man so that 
he would eat with them until satisfaction, but 
they did not find him’ (iltamasù r-rajul ya±kul 
ma≠a-hum ±ilà ±an sa±imù fa-lam yajidù-hu). 
Walter Müller (1989), who reconstructed that 
£imyaritic text, translates it as ‘we looked for 
him so he could eat with us, until he could do 
so no more; but we have not found him’.

The Austrian David Heinrich Müller was 
the first scholar interested in the £imyaritic 
language as presented by Arab authors from 
the Islamic era. In 1877, he published a 
brief inventory of small texts taken from al-
Hamdànì; these are short quotations, proverbs, 
or alleged epitaphs, all of them more or less 

corrupted. This seminal study was the basis for 
the work of Chaim Rabin (1951:42–53), who 
suggested that £imyaritic did not differ essen-
tially from Arabic, except for certain features 
that appeared exotic to speakers of Arabic. 
According to him, close scrutiny revealed that 
these specific features were few in number and 
of little consequence, even though the Arab phi-
lologists had made the most of them. Fifty years 
earlier, Landberg (1898:110–119) had reached 
the same conclusion.

Since Rabin’s study, which remains generally 
valid, several unknown works of al-Hamdànì 
have been published (not always, however, 
in a critical edition), offering new quotations 
and allowing a better understanding of those 
already known. An inventory and study of 
these quotations was published by the Yemeni 
scholar ±Asmahàn al-Jahrù (1987). To these 
may be added the sentence reproduced by 
al-Malik al-±Ašraf that was mentioned above 
(Saliba 1985; W. Müller 1989).

Knowledge of the £imyaritic calendar has 
also improved. The names of the months were 
already known in consonant graphs from 
pre-Islamic inscriptions. Their vocalization 
and order were established with the help of 
a medieval Yemeni Arabic poem relating to 
agriculture, and subsequently by a work on 
astronomy, the Kitab at-tabßira fì ≠ilm an-
nujùm by al-Malik al-±Ašraf, who mentions 
(in Chap. 32) the corresponding months in the 
Syrian solar calendar (Beeston 1974; al-±Akwa≠ 
1981; Saliba 1985; Varisco 1994). The above-
mentioned sentence in £imyaritic is found in 
al-Malik al-±Ašraf’s text.

Lastly, knowledge of Yemen’s historical geog-
raphy has much improved. This has enabled 
scholars to map more accurately the spatial and 
tribal distribution of linguistic phenomena, which 
was still very approximate in Rabin’s time.

The study of these materials is facilitated 
nowadays by a better understanding of ancient 
inscriptions, especially those in Sabaean, as 
shown by the publication of the Sabaic dic-
tionary (Beeston a.o. 1984). Studies on the 
Yemeni lexicon in Classical Arabic texts (Al-
Selwi 1987) or in contemporary dialect (Pia-
menta 1990; ≠Iryànì 1996) also contribute to 
the understanding of these materials.

Robin’s (1991) study, which surveys the lan-
guages of Arabia, has a note summarizing 
what is known about the £imyaritic language 
from the Arab sources (Robin 1991:107–108). 
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As already underlined by Rabin, all texts in 
£imyaritic quoted by Islamic authors seem to 
exhibit the same differences with Arabic: the 
negation daw (Arabic là); the relative ≈ì (Arabic 
alla≈ì); the definite article an- or am- (Arabic 
al-); the ending -k of the 1st and 2nd person sin-
gular perfect of the type fa≠alku, fa≠alka, fa≠alki 
(instead of -t as in Arabic); the regular endings 
-an/-anna of the imperfect (as in the ¤ energ-
icus in Arabic); and finally, words belonging to 
an exotic lexicon, such as bahala ‘to say’, halla 
‘to be’, ša±ama ‘to buy’, ±awwala ‘to bring’, 
±asiya ‘to find’, µaw ‘until’, ™inj ‘as’.

Yet, the real impetus for research into 
£imyaritic was given by Anna Belova, a Rus-
sian scholar who published several short studies 
focusing on aspects of this language and has 
now written the first comprehensive mono-
graph on the language, The Himyaritic lan-
guage: Regional studies on the history of the 
Arabic language (1996). She has discovered 
numerous data related to £imyar in Arabic 
sources, and undertook the ambitious proj-
ect of presenting a synthetic and comparative 
view of £imyaritic phonetics and phonology 
(Chap. 1), morphology (Chap. 2), and  syntax 
(Chap. 3), supplementing these with tables 
 comparing the £imyaritic data with other 
Semitic languages.

Admittedly, Belova’s work is only a first 
step. It could be argued that a simple descrip-
tion of the language would have been safer at 
this stage. It is easy to see that quotations from 
£imyaritic offer very different readings accord-
ing to the manuscripts. Belova does not give 
the full recorded body of material with a criti-
cal edition for each of them but only provides 
details for five examples, offering her trans-
lation without showing the possible variants 
(Belova 1996:139–169). In order to have an 
idea of the different readings, one has to ana-
lyze and explore the commentaries of the first 
three chapters. Not surprisingly, the selected 
readings often differ from those chosen by other 
scholars, which obviously weakens the linguis-
tic reconstruction (compare, for instance, the 
text of Daybajat in Robin 1991:107 with that 
in Belova 1996:151). The publication’s date is 
deceptive, as the work must have been available 
in draft form for a long time and must have 
been stored for a considerable period of time 
on the shelves of the Academy. Consequently, 
several of the studies mentioned above, such as 
W. Müller (1989), Robin (1991), and Varisco 

(1994) do not appear in the bibliography (for 
a supplement to the bibliography, see Belova 
1998).

There is nowadays a certain consensus about 
the intelligibility of £imyaritic during the first 
centuries of Islam. It should not have pre-
sented extraordinary difficulties for an Arab 
with an agile mind, even if certain varieties 
of the language may have been particularly 
difficult to understand; al-Hamdànì describes 
one of these varieties as ‘unintelligible’ (ÿutm; 
±Iklìl II, 246). This is also the case for some of 
the contemporary dialects, especially those of 
the Tihàma and the valleys of western Yemen. 
This alleged lack of mutual intelligibility 
between certain varieties of Ancient Arabic is 
not without parallel: the Arabic spoken by the 
Jews of the £ijàz during the 7th century C.E., 
called yahùdiyya, was also called ‘gibberish’ 
(ra†an; Gil 1984:205–206, esp. n. 10 for full 
references).

One last point remains to be explained: 
the relationship between the £imyaritic of the 
Islamic period and the £imyaritic of the ancient 
inscriptions. This relationship must have been a 
close one, as demonstrated by common features, 
such as the article hn- in the Qàniya inscription 
and an- (but also am-) in the works of tradi-
tional Islamic scholars (Belova 1996:115–121). 
Yet, substantial differences are apparent, which 
may have been the result of linguistic evolution. 
This is the case with the system of sibilants, of 
which there are three in the Qàniya and Širjàn 
inscriptions while only two seem to occur in the 
£imyaritic texts of the Islamic period. This is a 
field of research that still needs more investiga-
tion. Likewise, £imyaritic loanwords in Arabic 
may be mentioned; they are sometimes referred 
to (Rabin 1984; Al-Selwi 1987) but have never 
been treated comprehensively.

3 .  A  £ i m y a r i t i c  s a y i n g  i n 
a n c i e n t  m a n u s c r i p t s

An example from Book X of al-Hamdànì’s 
±Iklil may serve to illustrate the difficulties 
inherent in the study of the £imyaritic dialect 
of the Islamic period. There are two editions of 
this work, one by an Egyptian scholar (Mu™ibb 
ad-Dìn al-Xa†ìb) and the other by a Yemeni 
scholar (Mu™ammad al-±Akwa≠). The former 
could be called a critical edition, even though it 
is based on only three manuscripts. The latter 
derives from the first and contains many cor-
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rections, often justified by the author’s famil-
iarity with Yemeni toponymy and onomastics, 
but also demonstrating certain biases on the 
editor’s part.

Al-Hamdànì quotes a saying by a certain 
al-Labaxì (also mentioned in Book VIII of the 
±Iklil, but otherwise unknown), who appears to 
have been one of his masters.

The £imyarite says in the £imyaritic language, 
quoting the ±anwà±: ±qsmn ±njwm ±rb≠ ≈w tÿyb lw 
yrwy sd bt≠ [al-Xa†ìb’s edition] ±qsmn ±m ±njm ±m 
±rb≠ dw tÿyb lw yrwy sd bt≠ [al-±Akwa≠’s edition] 
‘[The Bata≠ dam] is located between £àz [a village 
27 kms northwest of Sanaa] and Bayt Dafa≠ [a 
place not yet identified]’; ≈ù/dù means ‘no’ and lw 
‘until’. Al-£asan [al-£amdànì] quotes [this saying] 
in Book IX of al-±Iklil, and it is to be understood 
as follows: ‘The four stars – they constitute [the 
constellation] of aß-Íawàb – will not disappear at 
the moment of the dawn prayer, before the Bata≠ 
be fed by strong March rains, and this is the regu-
lar pattern’.

Belova (1996:166–169) uses the text of al-
Xa†ìb with only minor changes. There are only 
two ways to reconstruct the original text of 
the saying. The first is to compare the different 
manuscripts, something that warrants a specific 
focus for research; the second is to restore the 
original script by assuming that it derives from 
words known from pre-Islamic inscriptions and 
that some Arabic letters were subjected to 
normal alterations (change in diacritical points 
and transformation of a letter into one with a 
similar shape).

The article in this saying is probably an- 
(Robin 1989:5), a form mentioned by both 
al-Hamdànì and Našwàn (see Ahmad 1916, 
root ≠-b-b: “Among these [£imyarites] there 
are some who change the l of the article into 
mìm and others who change it into a nùn”). 
One must therefore correct ±jwm ±rb≠ into ±(n)-
njwm ±(r)-rb≠.

The negation ≈w is probably written this way 
because of contamination with the pronoun 
≈ù and should therefore probably be read as 
dw. Compare with this the negation dw in late 
£imyaritic inscriptions and the negations da±, 
daw, and duwway attested in modern south-
ern Yemeni dialects (Behnstedt 1985:170, table 
117).

The conjunction lw may be compared with 
the preposition/conjunction µw of £imyaritic 
inscriptions (three occurrences published and 

a fourth one still unpublished), which means 
‘until, up to’ (Beeston a.o. 1984; to the refer-
ences quoted there add the Širjàn text mentioned 
above). The unpublished inscription commem-
orates the conclusion of the hydraulic works in 
Wàdì Îura± ‘from its upper to its lower course’ 
(mn ≠ly-hw µw s1fl-hw; Îura± 4/3–4). In contem-
porary Yemeni dialects, µw survives under the 
form taww ‘until, toward’ (Deboo 1989:258; 
Piamenta 1990:54). The passage from µ to t 
(µw, taww) to l (lw) can be explained without 
much difficulty by the particularities of the Ara-
bic script: there may have been a certain mea-
sure of confusion between µ/t, written without 
diacritical dots, and a short l.

The saying quoted by al-Hamdànì should 
probably be read as ±qsmn ±(n)-njwm ±(r)-rb≠ dw 
tÿyb tw yrwy sd bt≠. Accordingly, its meaning 
probably was ‘I swear that the four stars will 
not set until the Bata≠ dam will be filled’. There 
is still one obscure point, the precise analysis of 
qsmn, for which al-Hamdànì does not give any 
explanation. Is the verb ±aqsama a 1st person 
singular imperfect form with the ending -n, 
which is mentioned by Arab lexicographers as 
typical of the £imyaritic language (±uqsiman 
‘I swear’)? Or is it a 1st person plural perfect 
(±aqsamnà ‘we have sworn’)? The former seems 
more likely, because al-Hamdànì prefers to 
give examples that illustrate the largest possible 
number of £imyaritic particularities.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
Hamdànì, ±Iklìl = Lisàn al-Yaman ±Abù Mu™ammad 

al-£asan ibn ±A™mad ibn Ya≠qùb al-Hamdànì, 
Kitàb al-±iklìl min ±axbàr al-Yaman wa-±ansàb 
£imyar. Vol. II. Ed. Mu™ammad ibn ≠Alì al-±Akwa≠ 
al-£iwalì (= al-Maktaba al-Yamaniyya, 3.) Cairo: 
as-Sunna al-Mu™ammadiyya, 1386/1967. Vol. X. 
Ed. Mu™ibb ad-Dìn al-Xa†ìb. Cairo: as- Salafiyya, 
1368/1948–1949. Vol. X. Ed. Mu™ammad ≠Alì 
al-±Akwa≠. Sanaa: Maktabat al-Jìl al-Jadìd, 1410/
1990.

Hamdànì, Íifa = Lisàn al-Yaman ±Abù Mu™ammad 
al-£asan ibn ±A™mad ibn Ya≠qùb al-Hamdànì, Íifa 
jazìrat al-≠Arab. Ed. David Heinrich Müller, al-
Hamdânî’s Geographie der arabischen  Halbinsel. 
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lichen Angaben Našwàn’s im Šams al-≠ulùm, gesam-
melt, alphabetisch geordnet und herausgegeben. 
(= E.J.W. Gibb Memorial Series, 24.) Leiden: E.J. 
Brill; and London: Luzac.

  £imyaritic 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



261

±Akwa≠, Mu™ammad ≠Alì . . . al-£iwalì al-. 1981. 
“Qaßìdat al-ba™r an-na≠àmì fì l-±ašhur al-™imyariyya 
wa-mà yuwàfiqu-hà min ±aÿ≈iya”. al-±Iklìl (Sanaa), 
I/3–4, 9–17.

Al-Selwi, Ibrahim [±Ibràhìm aß-Íilwì]. 1987. Jemeni-
tische Wörter in den Werken von al-Hamdàni und 
Našwàn und ihre Parallelen in den semitischen 
Sprachen. Berlin: D. Reimer.

Beeston, A.F.L. 1974. “New light on the £imyaritic 
calendar”. Arabian Studies 1.1–6.

——, M.A. Ghul, Walter W. Müller, and Jacques 
Ryckmans. 1984. Sabaic dictionary (English – 
French – Arabic) – Dictionnaire sabéen (anglais – 
français – arabe) – al-Mu≠jam as-sabà±ì (bi-l-±injilìziyya 
wa-l-firansiyya wa-l-≠arabiyya). Louvain-la-Neuve: 
Éditions Peeters; and Beirut: Librairie du Liban.

Behnstedt, Peter. 1985. Die nordjemenitischen Dia-
lekte. I. Atlas. Wiesbaden: L. Reichert.

Belova, Anna G. 1996. Him±jaritskij jazyk:  Arealnye 
issledovanija k istorii arabskogo jazyka [The £im-
yaritic language: Regional studies on the history of 
the Arabic language]. Moscow: Rossijskaja Aka-
demija Nauk, Institut Vostokovedenija.

——. 1998. “Nazvanija sezonov v južnoj Aravii: 
Opyt sravnitel’nogo analiza” [The names of the 
seasons in South Arabia: An attempt at compara-
tive analysis]. Epigrafika Vostoka 25.5–15.

Deboo, Jeffrey. 1989. Jemenitisches Wörterbuch: 
Arabisch – Deutsch – English. Wiesbaden: O. 
Harrassowitz.

Gajda, Iwona. 1997. Himyar gagné par le monothé-
isme (IVe–VIe siècle de l’ère chrétienne): Ambitions 
et ruine d’un royaume de l’Arabie méridionale 
antique. Thèse de doctorat, Université de Provence. 

Gil, Moshe. 1984. “The origin of the Jews of Yath-
rib”. Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 4.203–
224.

≠Iryànì, Mu††ahar ≠Alì al-. 1996. Fì l-luÿa wa-t-turàµ: 
£awla mufradàt xàßßa min al-lahjàt al-yamaniyya. 
(= al-Mu≠jam al-yamanì, I). Damascus: Dàr al-
Fikr.

Jahrù, ±Asmahàn al-. 1987. Les antiquités du Yemen 
dans l’oeuvre d’al-Hamdànì. Ph.D. diss., Univer-
sité de Paris-1.

Landberg, Carlo (comte de). 1898. Arabica, V. Lei-
den: E.J. Brill. 

Müller, David Heinrich. 1877. “Südarabische Stu-
 dien”. Sitzungsberichte der philosophisch-histori-

schen Classe der kaiserlichen Akademie der Wis-
senschaften 86.103–182. [“II. Die ™imjarischen 
Schriftdenkmäler in der arabischen Überlieferung”, 
115–134.]

Müller, Walter W. 1989. “Ein himjarischer Satz bei 
al-Malik al-Ašraf”. On both sides of al-Mandab: 
Ethiopian, South-Arabic and Islamic Studies pre-
sented to Oscar Löfgren on his ninetieth birth-
day, 13 May 1988, by colleagues and friends, II, 
49–43. Istanbul: Swedish Research Institute in 
Istanbul.

Piamenta, Moshe. 1990, 1991. Dictionary of post-
Classical Yemeni Arabic. 2 vols. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Rabin, Chaim. 1951. Ancient West Arabian. Lon-
don: Taylor’s Foreign Press.

——. 1984. “On the probability of South-Arabian 
influence on the Arabic vocabulary”. Jerusalem 
Studies in Arabic and Islam 4.125–134.

Robin, Christian J. 1989. Review of: Al-Selwi (1987). 
Bulletin Critique des Annales Islamologiques 6.3–6.

——. (ed.). 1991. L’Arabie antique de Karib ±îl à 
Mahomet: Nouvelles données sur l’histoire des 
Arabes grâce aux inscriptions. Revue du Monde 
Musulman et de la Méditerranée 61:3.

——. 2001. “Les inscriptions de l’Arabie antique et 
les études arabes”. Arabica 48.509–577.

Saliba, George. 1985. “A medieval note on the 
£imyarite dialect”. Journal of the American Ori-
ental Society 105.715–717.

Varisco, Daniel M. 1994. Medieval agriculture and 
Islamic science: The almanac of a Yemeni sultan. 
Seattle and London: University of Washington 
Press.

Christian Julien Robin (CNRS, 
Laboratory for Ancient Semitic Languages)

Hindi ¤ Urdu/Hindustani

Hindustani ¤ Urdu/Hindustani

History of Arabic

This entry describes the evolution of the Arabic 
language through all its phases, paying special 
attention to the causes and implications of 
the changes which have taken place in the 
language. In order to place Arabic in its broad 
context and to offer a diachronic insight into the 
history of a language which is spoken today by 
approximately 200 million people worldwide 
and is the preferred religious language of all 
Islamic countries, it is necessary to consider its 
historical setting and present-day situation. 

From the outset it is necessary to consider the 
scope and limits of the term ‘Arabic language’. 
Should it comprise mainly the Classical variety 
in both its ancient and modern stages, or 
should the term be applied to all of the known 
varieties of the language, including vernacular 
or colloquial varieties past and present? The 
answer to this question, quoting Holes, may 
be that “much of the work done in Arabic, it 
seems to me, has suffered, and continues to 
suffer, from a reluctance on the part of native 
and western linguists alike to recognise the 
contemporary linguistic realities of the Arab 
World and take these as the starting point for 
their descriptive and analytical researches . . . 
[and to] view the language as an integrated 
whole which is, after all, how its native speakers 
use, experience and think about it” (1995:
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viii). It should not be forgotten that Standard 
Arabic has always been subject to the influence 
of other varieties of the language. To study 
Standard or Classical Arabic as independent 
entities means to disregard the broad range of 
interaction among the different varieties of the 
language from the very beginning to the modern 
stages of Arabic. The interdependent approach 
is taken, among others, by the general surveys 
of Versteegh (1997) and Ferrando (2001). A 
history of Arabic, then, must emphasize that 
Arabic is a dynamic language, rather than a 
monolithic, immutable reality. When dealing 
with the different varieties of the language 
complex, it seems inaccurate to rely on the 
Classical or Qur±ànic language as a model from 
which all other varieties have been derived. One 
frequently encounters unsubstantiated claims 
such as “This X form in a given Arabic dialect 
comes from the Classical Y through a process 
of change (or even corruption)”. It would seem 
more precise to attempt an integration of facts 
in a less treelike linguistic model, emphasizing 
alternative explanations such as language drift, 
convergence and/or divergence processes, and 
adstratal, substratal, and hyperstratal influx. 

Nonetheless, describing the history of Arabic 
and its evolution through all its stages is not an 
easy task. The main reason is that the Qur±ànic 
variety and the canonized Classical Arabic 
became a model to imitate and also a pattern 
not to deviate from. As the language of Islam, 
Classical Arabic is considered the language of 
God; hence, a reluctance to change the contents 
of this linguistic inheritance persists. This does 
not mean, of course, that Arabic remains today 
as it was in the 7th century. However, it is 
undeniable that, compared with other language 
groups (e.g. Romance and Germanic), language 
change and variation in Standard Arabic has 
been reduced to a minimum, especially in 
aspects of morphology and phonology. 

1 .  A r a b i c  i n  i t s   l i n g u i s t i c 
s e t t i n g :  T h e  p o s i t i o n  o f 
 A r a b i c  w i t h i n  t h e  S e m i t i c 
p h y l u m 

Arabic belongs to the group of the so-called 
¤ Semitic languages, formed by about 70 
different languages spoken mainly in the Middle 
East. The temporal frame of this language 
phylum dates from the 3rd millennium B.C.E. 

and continues up to the present. This group 
includes some well-known and widespread 
languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic), together 
with many varieties no longer extant or very 
poorly attested to. Within this broad context, 
Arabic may be placed, together with Ethiopian, 
Modern South Arabian, and Epigraphic 
or Ancient South Arabian (Sayhadic in the 
terminology used in Hetzron 1997:241), in 
the Southwest Semitic languages, according 
to the traditional classification supported in 
recent times by scholars like Diem (1980) and 
Corriente (1996:12–13; 2003). Others, like 
Hetzron (1974), Voigt (1987), and Rodgers 
(1991), prefer to separate Arabic from the 
¤ South Semitic languages and place it in a 
central position, alongside Hebrew, Aramaic, 
and other close varieties. Both positions ac-
count for the fact that Arabic, in addition to 
sharing important isoglosses linking it to the 
basic linguistic structure of the South Semitic 
languages, shows some particular evolution-
ary features akin to North Semitic languages 
(¤ Northwest Semitic). Its peripheral location 
may have given Arabic these ambivalent, 
particular features, typical of a transition-like 
status. Nevertheless, while Arabic is a Semitic 
language and the structure of the language 
includes the main features of other Semitic 
languages, it differs from other Semitic varieties 
in that it shows a wide range of presumably 
ancient linguistic forms that can be traced back 
to an early stage of Semitic. Arabic may be 
labeled, in this respect, a conservative Semitic 
language. However, the fact that Arabic is the 
best-known of the Semitic languages does not 
necessarily mean that it is equivalent to Proto-
Semitic. 

2 .  E a r l y  A r a b i c  ( o r 
P r o t o - A r a b i c ) 

The Arabian Peninsula, especially in its south-
ern region, was inhabited by the South Arabian 
people, who developed advanced forms of civi-
lization between the 4th century B.C.E. and the 
6th century C.E. However, there are records of 
several other groups in the same region speaking 
different languages at the beginning of the 2nd 
millennium B.C.E., and even more to the middle 
and the north of the peninsula. These groups, 
who, according to the sources, were identified 
as ¤ ≠Arab, began making use of other lan-
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guages (South Arabian, Greek, and Aramaic) in 
writing their inscriptions and monuments. The 
presence of their own Arabic language may be 
traced in these foreign inscriptions, according to 
Müller (1982:26–28), Diem (1973), and Robin 
(1993:122–125). From the 2nd century B.C.E. 
onward, however, inscriptions attest to the use 
of these very language varieties by these Arabs. 
According to Robin (1993), these inscriptions 
allow for a division of ¤ Proto-Arabic into 
four varieties, Âamùdic, Li™yànitic, Íafà±itic, 
and £aßà±itic, all of them showing an h-prefixed 
article (¤ North Arabian). Later, from the 3rd 
century C.E. onward, a variety of inscriptions 
are attested to in various parts of the Arabian 
Peninsula. The language of these records is more 
akin to the language patterns of Classical Arabic 
in its known structure. In these inscriptions the 
first attestations of an l-prefixed article appear, 
as well as a causative prefix ±- and other features 
closer to Standard Arabic. The most famous of 
these inscriptions is that of an-Namàra, 120 
km southeast of Damascus, dating from the 
4th century C.E. Robin (1993:116–117), who 
carefully studied its language, has demonstrated 
the existence of a close affinity between an-
Namàra Arabic and Classical Arabic, the most 
relevant common features being an article ±l-, 
the negational particle lam with the imperfect 
verb, and a case of internal verbal complement. 
Other features, however, link this inscription 
to the Aramaic language, which was dominant 
in the region at that time (¤ Old Arabic). It 
should be noted that South Arabian or Naba-
taean alphabets were generally used in these 
inscriptions, with the exception of some late 
(4th and 5th centuries C.E.) Syrian and Jorda-
nian inscriptions in the new Arabic alphabet, 
which, according to most scholars, e.g. Gru-
endler (1993), is probably based on Nabataean 
script (¤ Arabic alphabet: origin.) 

3 .  T h e  A r a b i a n  P e n i n s u l a 
j u s t  b e f o r e  t h e  r i s e  o f  I s l a m : 
 L i n g u i s t i c  p a n o r a m a

The next stage in the development of the Arabic 
language is represented by the variegated Arabic 
varieties employed throughout the Arabian 
Peninsula just before the rise of Islam, that is to 
say, during the 5th and 6th centuries C.E. (¤ pre-
Islamic Arabic). The speakers of these varieties 
were called the Arabs (¤ ≠Arab), pertaining 

to numerous tribes, and their languages are 
generally labeled as kalàm al-≠Arab, the starting 
point for the Arabic of the Qur±àn and the pre-
Islamic poetry, the two major sources for the 
Classical Arabic language. Since the available 
data concerning the dialects of pre-Islamic 
Arabia are fragmentary, it is not easy to set up a 
dialectal map of the region. The valuable work 
of Rabin (1951) stands out as a basic tool for 
an understanding of the particular features of 
some Western varieties where a basic distinction 
between Eastern Arabic and Western Arabic 
is postulated. Eastern Arabic, represented by 
the dialect of Tamìm, is said to be closer to 
the language of poetry, whereas the Western 
dialect, represented by the dialects of the £ijàz, 
including the famous variety of Qurayš, is 
supposed to be the basis for the language of 
the Qur±àn. Another important group is that of 
the South or Yemenite dialects. The principal 
differences between the three groups are found 
in phonological and lexical aspects, although, 
as clearly stated by as-Sàmarrà±ì (1994:16–18), 
the data remain unclear and even contradictory 
in many cases, which makes a complete de-
scription of the broad linguistic panorama of 
pre-Islamic Arabia particularly difficult. Some 
of the most commonly mentioned features are 
the insertion of a vowel in final consonant 
clusters (West); vowel harmony or assimilation 
(East); ¤ ±imàla or fronted pronunciation of [a] 
toward [e] and [i] (East); the presence of the 
phoneme [e] (West); voiceless realization of [q] 
in the East but voiced in the West; the loss of 
the glottal stop (hamz) in the West as opposed 
to its retention in the East; imperfect prefix 
with -i- (the so-called ¤ taltala) in the East but 
with -a- employed in the West. 

Other features certainly exist, but the absence 
of a complete list makes an exhaustive survey of 
the linguistic situation of ancient Arab dialects 
impossible at present. The question of whether 
these Arabic varieties were conservative (re tain-
ing the full declension system, called ¤ ±i≠ràb) 
akin to the Classical synthetic type, or innovative 
(not showing a coherent declension system), 
akin to the Neo-Arabic language type, has led 
to considerable debate among scholars. The 
most widely accepted view is that both types 
coexisted and interacted during this period. The 
synthetic varieties were, however, considered 
to be more ‘pure’, rapidly becoming more 
prestigious throughout the Arabian Peninsula. 
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This accounts for the adoption of these varieties 
in the two major works of pre-Islamic Arabic, 
the Qur±àn and pre-Islamic poetry. 

4 .  Q u r ± â n i c  A r a b i c  a n d  t h e 
A r a b i c  o f  p r e - I s l a m i c  P o e t r y 

The primary source for the study of the Stan-
dard Arabic variety consists of a corpus of 
poetry composed during the 5th and 6th centu-
ries C.E. and at the beginning of the 7th century 
by Arabs originating from tribes located in 
different places in the Arabian Peninsula, with 
a predominance of poets coming from eastern 
regions. This corpus was orally transmitted 
until it was finally recorded and encoded in 
the 8th century. The most outstanding feature 
of this poetry is its full linguistic homogeneity: 
all the recorded material conforms to morpho-
logical and syntactic patterns with no apparent 
devia tions. Based on this observation, ¢àhà 
£usayn (1926:32–35), among other scholars, 
did question its authenticity. If, as has been 
clearly demonstrated, different tribes employed 
different varieties of Arabic, why was this not 
reflected in their poetry? £usayn was inclined 
to believe that this material underwent reelabo-
ration after Islam. However, an alter native 
answer to the question suggests that the poets 
resorted to a supratribal register of the language, 
a pre-Islamic koine that allowed for communi-
cation among all Arabs (¤ poetic koine). The 
language of this poetry is essentially the same as 
the language of the Qur±àn in its morphology 
and syntax. Some phonetic differences presum-
ably exist, e.g. the status of hamz, although the 
absence of contemporary records prevents fur-
ther in-depth analysis in this domain. Lexical 
material also differs slightly: pre-Islamic poetry 
reflects the nomadic life in the Arabian deserts 
and plains, hence the archaic flavor of a good 
deal of the lexicon. 

Although the Qur±àn stands out as the first 
monument of Arabic prose, several other pieces 
of prose, some of which can be traced back to 
pre-Islamic times, show linguistic and stylistic 
forms similar to those found in the Qur±àn (see 
Mannà≠ 1993). The Qur±àn is reputed to be the 
highest and purest performance/reflection of the 
Arabic language and thus impossible to imitate 
or translate into other languages (¤ ±i≠jàz). As 
most Arab speakers see in the language of the 
Qur±àn the perfect model of ¤ al-≠arabiyya, a 

consensus arose that this language variety had to 
be preserved and cared for in order to avoid the 
corruption of the Arabic language. Its rhymed 
prose (¤ saj≠), in a generally concise style, 
brought to the Arabic language a new stock of 
lexicon and phraseology that set it apart from 
the Bedouin ambiance of pre-Islamic poetry and 
allowed new tools to develop for the creation of 
new lexical items, such as the Arabicization 
of loanwords, new morphological derivations, 
and semantic extensions. The fact that it was 
originally meant to be recited gives it a new 
rhythm, leaving a powerful acoustic impact on 
every audience. Many scholars accept that the 
language of the Qur±àn is similar to that of pre-
Islamic poetry, a sort of unified register or luÿa 
muwa™™ada, leaving aside some orthographic 
devices and the question of the hamz, a symbol 
which was probably added at the time of the 
official recording of the Qur±àn at about 650 
C.E., under the auspices of ≠Uµmàn, the third 
caliph of Islam. A basic reference for the study 
of the textual history and the language of the 
Qur±àn is Nöldeke (1938). As to the status 
and identification of the language of Qur±àn, 
various theories have been put forward. Some 
scholars see it as the very dialect of Qurayš (the 
tribe of the Prophet), while others consider it 
an extended variety based on the £ijàzì dialect. 
Others point out that some ingredients of the 
prestigious Eastern Arabic varieties are also 
present in the Qur±ànic text. Whatever its origins, 
Qur±ànic Arabic became, in a very short time, 
the undisputed reference model for good Arabic, 
and this is still the case today (¤ Qur±àn). 

5 .  T h e  c l a s s i c a l  p e r i o d : 
 C o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e 
c o r p u s  a n d  g r a m m a r 

During the 7th century, the new Islamic empire 
grew very quickly, reaching the farthest regions 
of the known world. The development of 
Arabic as the official language of this empire, 
a step not taken until the times of ≠Abd al-
Malik, around the end of the century, required 
some kind of language standardization. First, 
a complete set of orthographic norms was 
required when recording the sacred text of the 
Qur±àn and the pre-Islamic poetry. Second, 
Arabic had to go through a transition stage 
from being a language with no cultural tradition 
to being a powerful new cultural tool for 
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a growing empire. Arab grammarians played 
a crucial role in this process by creating an 
accurate description of Arabic and by setting 
out linguistic rules so as to avoid corruption 
or mistakes. Of great importance were the 
recording and study of the lexical material, 
giving rise to several impressive and influential 
works. In addition, lexical borrowings from 
prestigious neighboring languages, such as 
Persian, Greek, and Aramaic, were promoted, 
giving Arabic the flexibility and prestige it 
needed. The development of a written literary 
and scientific style relied on the emergence of a 
literary prose corpus consisting of translations 
from Persian, Aramaic, and Greek. Arabic 
became the language of prestige throughout 
the empire and was employed for all religious, 
cultural, and administrative purposes. Other 
languages such as Persian, Greek, or Aramaic 
were finally discarded by Arab people, who 
clearly identified themselves as Arab speakers. 

Arab grammarians produced impressive 
works dealing with practically all aspects of the 
language. Their main task was to record and 
preserve all data stemming from the speakers of 
the true or pure Arabic, that is to say, kalàm al-
≠Arab, the language of the Bedouin of Arabia. 
The language varieties of the urban centers 
were considered corrupt and were therefore 
not included in the grammarians’ material. As 
the Bedouin came more and more in contact 
with speakers of other varieties of Arabic, 
their language also underwent a process of 
corruption. Lexicographers and grammarians 
tended not to accept Bedouin data stemming 
from the 4th century A.H. and later. This 
meant that the linguistic inheritance of Classical 
Arabic consisted of a closed corpus. On the 
other hand, the dialects of Arabic evolved in 
a more natural way, as they did not show 
the same degree of reluctance to change or to 
incorporate foreign borrowings. 

6 .  P o s t - C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c : 
N e o - A r a b i c  a n d  d i g l o s s i a 

As indicated by Versteegh (1997:93–98), im-
portant changes occurred in the Arabic lan-
guage as a consequence of its spread over an 
enormous territory and its contact with many 
different languages (South Arabian, Persian, 
Greek, and Berber). The acquisition of Arabic 
by a large number of speakers of other lan-

guages had a considerable impact on the lan-
guage which the conquerors brought with 
them, especially in the formation of the differ-
ent colloquial varieties. However, the process of 
pidginization, creolization and de-creolization 
which Versteegh (1984) puts forward is unlikely 
to have occurred on a large scale. Rather, it 
is probable that Arabic, as the language of 
power and prestige, was retained by the Arab 
rulers and learned by the local population. The 
substratum effect, important as it is, should 
be kept in proportion, according to Diem’s 
contentions (1979; ¤ substrate). 

An important issue is that of the emergence 
of the so-called Neo-Arabic language type, an 
analytic language structure attested in most 
dialects of Arabic. This variety would be one 
of the two sides of a linguistic situation known 
as ¤ diglossia, that is to say, the use of a 
High variety for formal and literary purposes 
along with a Low variety for everyday commu-
nication. The old type of Arabic is a synthetic 
one, bearing, among other features, nominal 
declension and internal morphological devices, 
in contrast to the Neo-Arabic type, which 
is more analytic, having no declension and 
showing a strong tendency to make use of 
external morphemes for the expression of 
syntactic relations between words. In order 
to trace the coexistence of these two varieties 
diachronically, the emergence of the new type 
of Arabic needs to be considered. Two different 
theories have been proposed to account for 
this. The first one holds that diglossia was 
present well before Islam, with the old type 
being restricted to literary and formal domains 
and contexts. The second theory claims that 
diglossia did not emerge until the spread of 
Islam, as a consequence of the linguistic contact 
between Arabic and other languages. According 
to this second approach, well argued by Blau 
(1977), the Old Arabic type was the language of 
all Arabs for almost all purposes before Islam. 
As we do not have clear evidence supporting 
either one of the two theories, both theories 
must be taken into account when considering 
the history of Arabic. 

7 .  M i d d l e  A r a b i c

¤ Middle Arabic is a cover term for the language 
variety employed in all texts with deviations 
from Classical Arabic grammar. This term does 
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not, however, refer to a particular period in 
the history of the language, as is the case for 
Old, Middle, and Modern English. Texts which 
may be labeled as Middle Arabic exist from 
the first years of the Islamic era to the present 
day, and even some forms of oral production 
could be regarded as Middle Arabic. It is also 
important to note that Middle Arabic does not 
constitute a discrete variety of the language 
with its own set of rules, nor does the term 
refer to an intermediate stage between Classical 
and dialectal Arabic. While it is true that some 
Middle Arabic texts are close to the High 
acrolect and others to the Low variety, they are 
neither truly dialectal nor truly classical. More-
over, the amount of deviation varies from one 
text to another, and even in the same text from 
one sentence to another. It is therefore more 
accurate to see Middle Arabic as a continuum, 
rather than an established register of the lan-
guage. For further information on these aspects 
see Blau, especially (1988) and (1999). 

The aforementioned deviations from Classical 
Arabic grammar are mainly due to the fact that 
the authors had an imperfect knowledge of Clas-
sical Arabic. When trying to write correctly, 
the authors of Middle Arabic texts often used 
forms that were neither Standard nor collo-
quial. These forms are called pseudocorrections 
(¤ hypercorrection). An example of this may 
be the use of a dual verb našrabàni ‘we two 
drink’, with a suffix used only with the 2nd and 
3rd persons in Classical Arabic. The author, 
wishing to be seen to be a good Classical Arabic 
writer, incorrectly extends the use of the suffix 
to the 1st person, thus producing an aberrant 
form. Another kind of deviation is the presence 
in the texts of dialectal elements which originate 
from the author’s mother tongue. These dia-
lectal elements are often used unconsciously, 
although some are used deliberately to depict, 
for example, a lively dialogue where Classical 
Arabic would be inappropriate. 

Middle Arabic texts are very important for 
the study of the history of Arabic, especially 
for the history of Arabic dialects, because they 
provide us with early attestations of dialectal 
features and allow for a diachronic insight into 
the origins of Arabic dialects and Neo-Arabic 
lingual forms. 

There is a special branch of Middle Arabic 
which is usually called ¤ Judaeo-Arabic, refer-
ring to the variety of Middle Arabic used 

by Jewish communities. It is characterized by 
two particular features: the use of Hebrew 
script and the presence of a large number 
of Hebrew loanwords and borrowings. These 
texts are usually less influenced by the Classical 
Arabic rules than those written by Muslim 
authors. See Blau (1981) for a full and accurate 
description of Judaeo-Arabic. Another branch 
is the so-called ¤ Christian Middle Arabic, a 
group of texts which are often translations of 
religious texts from Syriac or Greek sources, 
often neglecting Classical Arabic norms and 
offering a unique flavor which sets it apart from 
general Middle Arabic. See Blau (1966–1967) 
for a good study of these texts. 

8 .  T h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  M o d e r n 
S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c 

From the 13th century onward, Arabic began 
to lose its position of prestige and its con-
sideration as the language of culture and 
power. Consequently, its use in official and 
high domains gradually declined. With some 
outstanding exceptions, Arabic became restricted 
to everyday communication. This is the so-
called dark period of the language. However, 
starting from the end of the 18th century, 
Arabic began to recover its status as a language 
of culture. The contacts between Arabs and 
other cultures, especially in Egypt and the Syro-
Lebanese area, favored a renaissance (nah∂a) in 
which the Arabic language was an important 
symbol. The development of many cultural 
activities, such as translation, publication of 
Arabic journals and books, and the foundation 
of ¤ language academies, led to the emergence 
of a ‘new’ Arabic based mainly on the inherited 
classical language. Such a new cultural tool 
had to be adapted to the reality of the new 
era, and to achieve this goal Arabic needed 
new words to designate modern concepts and 
realities. This was one of the main objectives of 
the Arabic ¤ language academies, which tried 
to introduce the new terms into the language 
without altering the very nature of Arabic. 
The preferred method for new coinages was 
to create a derivate word from a preexisting 
Arabic root (e.g. miß≠àd ‘elevator’, formed with 
the root ß-≠-d ‘to raise’ + the pattern mif ≠àl 
for names of instruments). Another method 
was to adapt the foreign word to Arabic 
morphological patterns (e.g. tilfàz ‘television 
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set’, with the foreign consonants t-l-f-z + the 
pattern for instruments). The compounding of 
two or more words (¤ compounds) and simple 
borrowing were two methods not favored by 
the academies. The emergence of the mass 
media and a new Arabic literature during the 
20th century have brought Arabic to its current 
position as a powerful cultural language well 
adapted to the requirements of modernity. 

The main differences between Modern Stand-
ard Arabic and Classical Arabic are of a lexical 
nature. A large number of foreign terms and 
expressions have entered the language, in 
many cases through a process of adaptation. 
Concerning syntax, some ancient structures 
were abandoned and a new style of connection 
between sentences was favored, heavily influ-
enced by the language of the press, which 
incidentally suffered the impact of European 
linguistic influence. Various tendencies toward 
a more analytic language are registered in the 
modern language. Phonetics and morphology 
remain essentially the same, except where 
ancient patterns have been abandoned in favor 
of more productive modern forms. 

9 .  T h e  d i a l e c t s  o f  A r a b i c 

Arabic dialects constitute an integral part of 
the language complex. They are the favorite 
everyday communication tool for all Arab 
speakers. Although they are usually studied as 
a separate phenomenon, they should perhaps 
be considered in a more comprehensive way, 
together with Modern Standard Arabic, a line 
taken by Holes (1995) in his complete survey. 

Concerning the origins of Arabic dialects, 
three major theories have been proposed. The 
first one, represented by Ferguson (1959), 
states that all dialects derive from a koine, a 
hypertribal language in opposition to Classical 
Arabic, originating in the first military camps 
just before the great conquests of Islam. 
This would explain the structural differences 
between Classical Arabic and all Arabic dia-
lects. Versteegh (1984) proposes that the pro-
cess of acquisition of Arabic by a large number 
of foreign speakers (pidginization) is at the base 
of a structural reduction attested to in many 
dialects. A third theory sees in the dialects of 
Arabic the natural evolution of Old Arabic 
dialects by a process of drift. According to this 
view, because the Old Arabic dialects were 

diverse and tended toward the use of analytic 
structures, unlike Classical Arabic, it is hardly 
surprising that the modern Arabic dialects con-
tinue this trend.

1 0 .  T h e  p r e s e n t - d a y  s i t u a t i o n 

Arabic is today the native language of more 
than 200 million people, from the Atlantic 
coast to the plains of Mesopotamia. As the 
most outstanding identifier of the Arab people, 
the Arabic language is considered a symbol of 
Arab ¤ nationalism. It is the official language 
of at least 23 countries, and since 1974 one of 
the official languages of the United Nations. In 
addition to this, Arabic is a minority or second 
language in many parts of the world, either as 
a native language or as a religious or cultural 
means of expression. 
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Horn of Africa

While Arabic is the native language of only 
a small minority of the citizens of Eritrea 
and Djibouti (¤ Djibouti/Eritrea), it is never-
theless used as a trade language by almost 
everyone. The multilingualism in these two 
countries (three national languages in Djibouti, 
ten in Eritrea) has favored the development of 
Arabic as a lingua franca. This is the situation 
in Djibouti and in the lowland coastal region 
of Eritrea, including the islands such as the 

Dahlak archipelago, together with a part of the 
western highlands. The current situation has its 
historical, geographical, and economic roots in 
the strength of the centuries-old links between 
the African and Arabian coasts of the Red Sea 
and the subsequent presence of Arabs on the 
islands and in the ports on the African side. 
The preference for Arabic is reinforced by its 
religious dimension, as the coastal populations 
are all Muslim. In Eritrea, the war of independ-
ence has also had a decisive impact. For 30 
years, this war was responsible for the emi-
gration of a considerable number of inhabit-
ants, mainly from non-Arabic-speaking groups, 
toward the surrounding countries, Saudi Ara-
bia, Yemen, and particularly the Sudan. These 
emigrés are now returning home having learned 
Arabic abroad. In addition, the liberation army 
included soldiers of diverse ethnic origin, and 
there has been internal displacement of popula-
tions toward regions where a different language 
is spoken. The result has been the emergence 
of an Arabic lingua franca spoken by people 
whose mother tongues are Afro-Semitic and 
Cushitic. The lingua franca displays a north-to-
south divergence deriving from both linguistic 
factors such as differing roles of the mother 
tongue, substrates, and influences of the Arabic 
dialects with which the speakers have been in 
contact, and extralinguistic factors such as the 
speakers’ class, personal experience, and the 
circumstances in which they learned Arabic and 
now use it.

The following discussion is based on data 
collected on the island of Dahlak Kebir and on 
the coast between Massawa and Djibouti from 
speakers whose native tongue is either an Afro-
Semitic language such as Dahalik (at Dahlak 
Kebir) or a Cushitic language such as Saho 
(between Massawa and Irafayle in Eritrea) or 
Afar (on the coast between the Bori peninsula 
in Eritrea and the city of Djibouti). More is 
known of the Arabic lingua franca spoken 
in Eritrea than of any of the other varieties 
(Simeone-Senelle 2000a, 2000b).

1 .  P h o n o l o g i c a l  f e a t u r e s

The characteristic features of the Arabic lingua 
franca and the influence of the speakers’ mother 
tongues are most immediately perceptible in the 
phonetics and the phonological system of the 
language. The consonant system is composed 
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of 25 elements, including the semiconsonants, 
or 24, when the emphatic dental stop and 
interdental fricative merge, as they did in most 
Arabic dialects. The native languages of lingua 
franca speakers include Afro-Semitic Dahalik 
and Tigre, which have an equivalent 24-conso-
nant system including two palatoalveolars (š, 
IPA ∑, and ž, IPA À), a voiced apico-alveolar (z), 
and a voiced velar (ÿ). While the Tigre system 
has four ejectives, †, ß, ˚, ç (Raz 1983:4), Daha-
lik has only ejective ç (in borrowings?), the other 
three being velarized. Cushitic Afar and Saho, 
on the other hand, have smaller systems: 15 in 
Afar and in Saho 16, although some scholars 
have noted up to 22 (with ejectives) according 
to dialect (Morin 1994:257–258, 1995:68–69; 
Welmers 1952:145). Afar and southern Saho 
have no emphatic consonants, no alveolars 
(apico- and palato-alveolars in Afar, while Saho 
has only /z/), and no dental fricatives. Only 
Saho has a velar, voiceless fricative, but both 
languages have a retroflex stop (d). With the 
exception of the retroflex, the features of these 
languages can be found in the speakers’ lingua 
franca systems.

A common feature is that, whatever the 
speakers’ mother tongue, the velarized emphatic 
consonants of Arabic are either unstable or lost. 
While Saho speakers at Irafayle and Dahalik 
speakers tend to retain emphatics, realizations 

elsewhere vary over retention and change. Thus 
a single speaker may use both man†aqa or man-
taqa ‘region’, and both ≠asab or ≠aßab ‘Asab’ in 
the same utterance. Where the emphatic conso-
nant is retained, it always has a  velarized reali-
zation as in Arabic, rather than a  glottalized 
one as in the Afro-Semitic contact languages 
(Tigre and Tigrinya). More often the  realization 
is indistinguishable from the corresponding 
non-emphatic stop or fricative /†/ > [≥], [t]; /ß/ > 
[ß], [s] (mabsùtìn ‘[they are] well’; sádëf ‘shell’). 
Generally speaking, the archiphoneme Î is real-
ized as a dental stop or more rarely as a voiced 
apico-alveolar /∂/ and /Ú/ > [d] and [z]: ard 
‘earth’, ba≠d ‘some of them’, del ~ zel ‘shadow’.

None of the speakers’ mother tongues have 
the dental fricatives µ and ≈. A few speakers 
use them in the lingua franca, but they usually 
merge with the apico-alveolars in line with the 
Afro-Semitic systems: /µ/ > [s] and /≈ > [z] (ízà 
‘if’, masalan ‘for example’, hèze ‘this, that’). 
Many speakers produce a dental stop instead 
of a dental fricative, as in the Arabic dialects 
which have no dental fricatives (tiyàb ‘gar-
ment’, hède ‘this, that’). Nevertheless, a single 
speaker may use all three pronunciations (in 
Dahlak Kebir, keµìr, kesìr, ketìr ‘many’).

Native Afar speakers often merge the voiced 
alveolar fricative, not found in Afar, with the 
voiced dental stop /z/ > [d] (derì≠a ‘agriculture’). 

Table 1. Primary correspondences Standard Arabic/lingua franca

emphatic interdentals apico-
alveolars

palato-
alveolars

velars uvulars

Standard 
Arabic

† ß ∂, Ú µ ≈ z š ž ÿ x q

lingua 
franca

(†) t (ß), s (∂) 
d, z

(µ) 
t, s

(≈) d, z z, d (š) s, ss, 9 j, y, g ÿ, q, g k (q) g, ÿ, 
®, x, k, π

Table 2. Primary assimilations

regressive assimilation n-d > dd: ≠áddahà t-d > dd: dëdáwwer  d-t > tt: àgétto

‘with her’  ‘you[sg.] look for’  ‘I found him’

t-z > zz: yazzáwwej ž-d > dd: taddil l-n > nn: en-nùn

‘he gets married’ ‘you [sg.] throw’ ‘the color’

progressive assimilation s-t > ss: yissénni b-l > bb: kébb-i

‘he stays’ ‘before me’
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Saho and Dahalik speakers, who have a z in 
their own language, produce one in their vari-
ety of the lingua franca.

Standard Afar has no voiceless palato-alveolar 
fricative š, ž; only a few dialects have incor-
porated š in a small number of lexical items. 
This sound exists in some Saho dialects (Morin 
1995:68), although its status is uncertain. Native 
Saho speakers retain the unvoiced palato-alveo-
lar fricative of Arabic in the lingua franca. Afar 
speakers either palatalize the unvoiced consonant 
as 9 (IPA ¤) or pronounce it as an apico-alveolar 
fricative [s]: mus ‘isn’t?’. A single speaker may 
use all three realizations in the same utterance 
(Dahlak Kebir: šajara ~ 9ajara ~ sajara ‘tree’). 
Others pronounce the unvoiced consonant as 
a geminate apico-alveolar (in Gala≠lo: tamúšu ~ 
tamússu ‘you [pl.] walk’).

/ž/, which is not found in either Afar or south-
ern Saho, allows of varying degrees of palatali-
zation: /ž/ > [œ], [dy], [ j] ( jedìra ‘island’, yed 
‘grandfather’, yayi ‘he comes’). This phenom-
enon has also been observed in some Tihama 
Yemeni dialects; the realization of */ž/ as [ j] is 
a feature of the Hadramawt dialects. Another 
pronunciation, infrequent among Afar speakers 
but more widely used by Saho speakers, is the 
velar stop [g] (narga≠ ‘we come back’). This can 
be found in many Arabic dialects, particularly 
in southwest Yemen where it is common. Three 
pronunciations can be observed in the produc-
tion of a single speaker ( jibùti ~ dyibùti ~ gibùti 
‘Djibouti’).

The voiceless uvular plosive /q/ has a wide 
variety of realizations. Unlike the situation 
which prevails in the Tihama region (Behnstedt 
1985:41), it is rare to find a speaker of any of 
the native languages who will pronounce this 
consonant as a voiceless uvular plosive outside 
such frequently spoken items as qàl ‘he said’. 
It usually appears as the voiced velar (g), as 
in some forms of ‘Bedouin’ Arabic (wálad 
™agg-i <boy/of-me> ‘my son’, gábel ‘before’, 
gárya ‘village’), or as the unvoiced velar (k) 
(takta≠ ‘you [sg.] cut’). Strong palatalization of 
the velar may move it to a palatal fricative (y) 
(/qa≠àda/ > ga≠àda, but also ja≠àda ~ dya≠àda ~ 
ya≠àda ‘traditional bed/bank’, in Eritrea). This 
phenomenon can be found in some Tihama dia-
lects (Simeone-Senelle a.o. 1994:219). The most 
widespread realizations are fricative, velar, or 
uvular, either voiced or unvoiced according to 
the other consonants and/or vowels in the con-

text, although these may alternate with plosion. 
This is true even of Saho and Afar speakers, 
whose own system has no velar or uvular frica-
tives (qanùn ~ ¡anùn ‘law’, naÿder ‘I am/we are 
able’, wáxta-nà ‘our times’, qalìl ~ ¡alìl ~ ÿalìl 
‘few’). The same alternating variants (q, ÿ, ¡) 
can be found in some Yemeni dialects (Vanhove 
1995a:146). /q/ is rarely pronounced as a glot-
tal stop [π] unless under the influence of an Ara-
bic dialect encountered in emigration (Cairo 
or Middle East) or some western Yemeni dia-
lects (Behnstedt 1985:44). There are abundant 
examples showing that all these realizations can 
be used by a single speaker, often in the same 
utterance (et-ta±àlid w-al-kawànin ™agg-al-≠áfar 
‘the customs and laws of Afar’; lá-ho ±úmnà ka-
qárya <for-him/we set up/like-village> ‘for that 
reason, we built a kind of village’). 

Concomitantly, the etymological voiced velar 
fricative ÿ is realized as a uvular stop, whether 
unvoiced as in the southern Yemeni dialects 
(Van hove 1995a:147), where /q/ > ÿ and /ÿ/ > q 
(the most frequent pronunciation for Saho speak-
ers: qàli ‘expensive’, ßaqìra ‘small [fem. sg.]’, 
qálat ‘he is wrong’), or as voiced g (ßagìra, 
áßgar min-el-ÿazàl ‘[it is] small [fem. sg.], smal-
ler than the gazelle’). A single speaker may use 
both pronunciations in the same utterance. The 
unvoiced velar fricative in turn is most often 
realized as a velar stop (lákam ‘shark’; dàkil 
‘inside’; karùf ‘lamb’; kállast is the general way 
of saying ‘I have finished’).

The lingua franca has another feature com-
mon to many Arabic dialects: the spirantiza-
tion of bilabials (ßë-bá™ar rather than bë-bá™ar 
‘at sea’; fè ‘there is’). As in the Tihama dia-
lects, particularly among women of the Khokha 
region, dental and bilabial stops are not released 
in word-final position and almost all conso-
nants are lost before pause (bá ≠de± ‘after’, basì± 
‘simple’, n™ása± ‘I/we count’).

Reduplication and assimilation are wide-
spread in consonant groups. As in many other 
Arabic dialects, the suffixation of a personal 
pronoun to a preposition with a final conso-
nant results in gemination of the latter. All 
speakers say ménni ‘from me’, mínnahà ‘from 
her’, mínno (or múnno in Dahlak Kebir) ‘from 
him’. Assimilation is systematic whenever one 
of two consonants is dental or apicoalveolar 
(l or n). The direction is usually regressive 
except when a dental or the bilabial b follows 
an apico-alveolar (s or l).
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There are six short vowel realizations: i, e, 
a, o, u, and unstressed ë, except in certain verb 
paradigms. Some Afar speakers, particularly at 
Dahlak and Assab, tend to nasalize prepausal 
vowels. The nasalization is sometimes velarized 
as in the western Yemeni dialects (lámmã™ ~ 
námmã™ ‘when’; Simeone-Senelle a.o. 1994:220; 
Behnstedt 1985:57). Most speakers contrast 
length for all stressed vowels.

For most speakers, diphthongs are system-
atically reduced: /aw/ > [ò]/[ù], and /ay/ > 
[i1]/[e1], e.g. mùj ‘waves’, dè (cf. zey) ‘like’. 
This phenomenon is attested in many Yemeni 
dialects including most Tihama dialects. A sin-
gle speaker may nevertheless pronounce either 
≠áydàn or ≠Ûdàn ‘pieces of wood’.

Syllable structure is generally either CVC or 
CVV. Most etymological consonant clusters are 
split, and there are no heavy CVCC syllables in 
final position (lá™am ‘meat’, sámis ‘sun’, al-íbin 
‘the son’).

2 .  M o r p h o l o g i c a l  f e a t u r e s

2.1 Pronouns

Table 3. Personal pronouns

singular independent dependent

3 húwa/hù -o/-oh/-ho
3 f. híya -hà
2 ínta  -k
1 ána -i (-ni after verb)

plural

3 húmma -hum/-hun
2 éntun/íntu -kum
1 ná™na -nà

As in Afar and Saho, there is no gender dis-
tinction in the 2nd person.

The reflexive is either b-nafs + pronominal 
suffix or b-rùs + pronominal suffix (bi-náfsa-nà 
‘(by) ourselves’, b-rùs-hum ‘(by) themselves’). 
Note that nafs and ra±as are also used to form 
the reflexive pronouns in Tigre (Raz 1983:40).

The relative pronoun is elli, almost always 
invariable. The animate associative pronoun is 
men or elli, but mà is used for an inanimate ref-
erent (≠alàqa élli térbùt ‘relation which binds’, 
élli ≠éndihum sámbuk ‘those who have a boat’, 
men dára≠o ‘the one who has cultivated it’, mà 
gúlta ‘what I/you [sg.] have said’).

The demonstrative is hèda/hèza/(hè≈a); infre-
quently one finds hède/hèze/(hè≈e) for the femi-
nine. It is extremely rare to find a distinction 
between proximate and distant deictics. So far, 
only one Afar speaker has been found in Eritrea 
using dè/dì/da as a base for the deictic, which 
is also found in the Khokha region of Tihama 
(Simeone-Senelle a.o. 1994:223) and occasion-
ally forms a plural (en-nàs dìla (~ zèla) . . . fì 
l-amàkin da ‘these people . . . in these places’).

2.2 Nouns

Some nouns have plural forms of a type uncom-
mon or even unknown in Modern Standard 
Arabic (muta†állabàt ‘requests’, qaryàt ‘villa-
ges’, ayàmàt ‘days’, nuxùl ‘palm trees’).

2.3 Verbs

The imperfect conjugation is characterized by 
the use of a single form for both singular and 
plural 1st person subjects. This feature, already 
recorded by Cohen (1931–1934:31), is confined 
to this form of Arabic. It is rare in the north and 
only becomes general in the southern part of 
the region (naÿder ‘I am/we are able’).

In the perfect, there is a single form for mas-
culine and feminine subjects in the 1st and 2nd 
persons. It has final -a (sama≠ta, šúfta, fahámta 
‘I/you heard, I/you saw, I/you understood’), as 
in some Tihama dialects (Behnstedt 1985:117) 
and in Khartoum (Persson and Persson n.d. 
[1979]:29).

The apophonous passive is very rare. The 
passive is a derived form obtained by prefixing 
or infixing t, generally in a passive or middle 
sense (fèn atwáladt? ‘where were you born?’, 
yetwàgid ‘there is/it is found’, yébta≠ ‘it is sold’, 
néntaqël ‘we move’).

3 .  V e r b a l  m o r p h o s y n t a x

A set of particles, preverbs, and auxiliaries, 
together with kàn, is used to express tense and 
mode in verb phrases. The attested construc-
tions are mostly comparable to those found in 
Yemeni dialects (Simeone-Senelle 1996).

The prefix ba- in the imperfect expresses con-
comitance (simultaneity of the verb  process with 
the moment of utterance or some other refer-
ence point fixed in the utterance). This particle, 
which is also attested in eastern  dialects, is used 
in Yemeni dialects to express concomitance and 
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impending future (Behnstedt 1985:132; Jastrow 
1980:122; Simeone-Senelle a.o. 1994:204): bá-
≠tì lu-kum ‘I am giving/transmitting [it] to you’, 
í≈e kúnna ba-nakát ter-o ‘if we were currently 
increasing it’.

Concomitance can also be expressed by the 
participle (generally variable in gender and 
number) of the verb ga≠ad ‘to stay, remain’, fol-
lowed or preceded by a verb in the imperfect: 
el-≠ámël élli íntu gÙ≠adìn tš‹fu-hà ‘the labor 
which you are watching’, tagúl-l-ak gÙ≠ad ‘she 
is telling you’. The same speakers use ga≠ad 
in the perfect as an auxiliary expressing past 
inchoative. The main verb takes the imperfect: 
ga≠ádna nëbni fi-hà <we stayed/we build/in-
her> ‘we started to build there’. Elsewhere (at 
Gala≠lo), another verb, bagà ‘to stay’, is used to 
express concomitance in the imperfect: nábgà 
nagùl bi-l-≠áfar ‘I am/we are now saying it in 
Afar’ = ‘I am/we are now speaking Afar’.

™a- followed by the imperfect expresses the 
future in southern Eritrea in the Afambo region 
and at Rahayta: yagùlu ™a-yákùn ëm†àr katìra 
‘they say there will be a lot of rain’. This parti-
cle is attested in other Arabic dialects, in Yemen 
(Vanhove 1995b:266), in Egypt, and in Sudan. 
It is also found in the dialects of Oman.

The use of gàma, etymologically ‘to stand 
up’, in the imperative as an interjection or 
exhortation is another feature shared by the 
Tihama Yemeni dialects (Simeone-Senelle 1996: 
232–233) and the lingua franca of the Horn of 
Africa: g‹mu! ‘go ahead!’ (inviting the address-
ees to speak into the microphone without mov-
ing from where they are).

The use of bagà/baga ‘to stay’ in the 3rd 
person masculine singular of the imperfect as a 
connective in a list seems to be limited to native 
Dahalik speakers on the island of Dahlak Kebir; 
it has not been observed in Yemen or in other 
varieties of the lingua franca, e.g. in a geneal-
ogy, bága hé≈i ya≠ìdi jàb a™med saÿìr ‘and 
then, that Ya’idi gave [birth to] Ahmed Junior’, 
or in a description, . . . bága-l-lá™am yi†állë≠u-ho 
‘. . . and then the flesh, they removed it’.

4 .  S y n t a c t i c  f e a t u r e s

4.1 Noun syntax

The constituent order is Modified + Modifier. 
The nominal or pronominal modifier may be 
constructed synthetically or analytically. The 

direct construction is used for kinship terms, 
body parts, and origin (ibn ≠ámm-o ‘the son 
of his uncle’, ism-o(h) ‘his name’, ßul†àn ≠áßab 
‘the sultan of Asab’). This rule is not applied 
strictly, however, since the same speakers may 
say qalabíyyet-nà ‘the majority of us’. The ana-
lytic construction is more common, even for the 
expression of possession: the personal pronoun 
referring to the possessor is usually suffixed to 
the preposition (™agg/™aqq): wálad ™agg-i ‘my 
son’, ≠iyèl ™ágg-ak ‘your [sg.] children’, er-rìša 
™agg-o ‘its [masc.] wing’, as in the Tihama 
dialects, but unlike most other Yemeni dialects 
(Piamenta 1990–1991). Use of men is rare and 
requires reversal of constituent order (mén-ni 
awlàd ‘my children’). In Afambo, a speaker 
who had been in contact with the Cairo dialect 
used the connective bità≠at (el-mawàši bità≠at-
nà ‘our cattle’).

The definite article is el-/al-. There being no 
article in Afar or Saho, the rules governing its 
use in the lingua franca are often different from 
those which hold in the dialects of native Arabic 
speakers (ed-dìn islàmi ‘the Muslim religion’, 
et-tejémmo≠ axwàn ‘the gathering of the broth-
ers’, min el-jild el-ÿánem ‘out of sheepskin’).

4.2 Agreement

As in most trade languages, agreement in per-
son, number, and gender is sporadic, even 
between subject and verb or auxiliary verb. 
The relative pronoun is usually invariant, and 
very few speakers use varying forms of the 
demonstrative (see above). Apart from this, 
only a few examples can be given, without any 
claim to systematicity: el-lúqat [fem.] el-≠áfari 
[masc.] ‘the Afar language’; mëntága ™ágganà, 
zerà≠a mà-fì-ho [instead of fi-hà] ‘in our region, 
there is no agriculture’; ánà kúnta ≠ajibt ‘I was 
surprised’, but also: námšì kàn yémen ‘I was 
going to Yemen’; atfàham, atfággu ‘they under-
stood each other/one another, they agreed’; 
yáqdar yaqburu ‘they can bury’. Any type of 
agreement with a collective noun is possible: 
as masculine or feminine singular, or as plural 
(nàs kúll-o ‘all the people, everybody’, en-nàs 
élli mawjùda gábel kída, ™áddadu el-¡anùn 
‘the people who were there beforehand, they 
laid down the law’. As in Afar, an ethnonym 
takes feminine singular agreement (≠áfar tugùl 
‘the Afar say’, el-≠áfar ≠inda-hà qanùn sàbit 
‘the Afar have firmly established laws’). After a 
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numeral, a noun can be either singular or plural 
(in the native languages, the counted noun is 
always singular).

4.3 Sentence syntax

The predominant constituent order in the sen-
tence is Subject – Object/Adverbial – Verb, 
which seems attributable to the speakers’ native 
languages. The most striking feature is the 
placement of the auxiliary, usually after the 
modified verb and even in proposition-final 
position (™arb isáwwù wu-igé††ë≠ù kÙnù en-
nàs <war/they do/and-they cut into pieces/they 
were/ART-people> ‘they were waging war, 
and they were slaughtering people’; kulli-yòm 
yá≠mil-l-oh kída kàn ‘he behaved thus with him 
every day’), as in the Cushitic and Afro-Semitic 
languages of the region.

Nominal predication is used to express exis-
tence. For all speakers, the locative preposition 
fì ‘in’ is the existential copula ‘there is’. The 3rd 
person masculine singular independent personal 
pronoun (at times supported by fì) can have the 
same role. The verbal copula kàn, with or with-
out fì, allows existence to be situated in the past 
(fì ™arìm, fì kamàn ríjel ‘there are women, and 
also men’; árba≠ w-ášrìn kòkab húwa ‘there are 
twenty-four stars’; húwa fì ≠alàqa [fem.] ‘there 
is a relationship’; kàn ™arb hìna ‘there was war 
here’).

Existential possessive propositions are con-
strued almost exclusively with ≠ind-/≠end- ‘at 
(the home of), for’ + pronominal suffix refer-
ring to the subject/possessor (≠inda-hà ≠iyèl ‘she 
has children’, élli ≠énd-o ™úkum ‘the person 
who is in power’).

4.4 Negation

The negative particle is mà/má. It is always 
stressed as in Afar, where the same particle is 
used. When the scope of the negation is the 
entire predicate, the particle precedes the verb 
or the copula (mà-yet™asel ‘it doesn’t happen’, 
má-kàn diràsa ‘there was no teaching’). Nega-
tion of existence is placed at the end of the 
proposition (yemeniyùn mà-fi ‘there are no 
Yemenis/Yemenis, there are none’). On rare 
occasions, mà-fi-š/mà-fi-šin expresses absolute 
negation (‘there is nothing’). In a noun phrase, 
mùš/muš/mus before a noun or an adjective 
functions as negation (mùš húmma ‘it’s not 

them’, mùš kwéys ‘it’s not well’). One of the 
characteristic features of both the Afro-Semitic 
languages and the Arabic dialects of the region 
is the placement of this particle in proposition-
final position as a rhetorical interrogative nega-
tion punctuating an assertion. It is so used by 
all speakers without regard to native language. 
All languages in the region tend to use it as 
punctuation after each phrase in the utterance.

5 .  L e x i c a l  f e a t u r e s

The lexicon reveals the various Arabic dialects 
with which the speakers have come into con-
tact. Many terms are common to the lexicon 
of the Yemeni dialects, particularly those of 
the Tihama region. Thus, the most widespread 
verb, išti ‘he wants’, is used in almost all 
of western Yemen (Behnstedt 1985:202). At 
Dahlak Kebir, some people also use bÿa, as in 
the Hadramawt region (eš tabÿa along with eš 
tišti ‘what do you [sg.] want?’). At the same 
time, a speaker at Afambo in Eritrea who spent 
some years in Egypt makes nearly systematic 
use of the participle ≠àwez: fì wà™ad ≠àwez 
yazzáwwej ‘there is one who wants to get mar-
ried’. As in the Khokha region, in Yemen, ata 
‘to come’, is used along with agà/ajà. In Eritrea, 
particularly in the Ti±o region, estanna does not 
mean ‘to wait’ but rather ‘to live, stay’; when 
followed by a participle, it denotes a durative 
aspect ‘to do over time’: arum, húwa yisténni fi-
l-ba™ar ‘the dugong [sea cow] lives in the sea’; 
yestánnu máwgudin fi l-mántaqa ‘they still live 
in the region’.

Speakers vary greatly in their choice of nouns 
and prepositions; even individuals may vary 
from one occasion to another. According to 
the region, ‘water’ is either mòya or mà±; in 
Dahlak Kebir, mòya alternates with mò. katkùt 
(pl. katàkìt) denotes ‘chick’ as in some quarters 
of Aden (the term is not recorded by Piamenta 
1990–1991). bèn is used in Dahlak, as in the 
Khokha region of Yemen and in Jiblih (Jastrow 
1980:127), with the sense of ‘in, inside’ along 
with fì: bèn el-fërùm ‘in the oven’, fì l-ba™ar 
‘in the sea’. Under the influence of an Egyp-
tian dialect, one speaker uses júwwat el-ba™ar 
in the same context (Egyptian guwwa; Hinds 
and Badawi 1986, s.v.). da™™in alternates with 
del™in, or dé™in in some cases, for ‘now’.
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6 .  D i s c o u r s e - r e l a t e d  a n d 
s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  f e a t u r e s

Discourse-related features found in the lingua 
franca are similar to those found in many trade 
languages. One characteristic feature is the 
tendency on the part of all speakers to repeat 
themselves as they proceed. Such redundancy 
makes the content clearer and does away with 
ambiguity. Lexical, syntactic, and phonetic pro-
cedures are all used. Word order may be rear-
ranged (élli yisáwwu kànu fi-hà ≠ásel áwwel, 
hé≈e áwwel élli kànu yisáwwu-hà ‘what they 
put in there was first of all honey, that was 
what they put in there first’); prepositions, 
whatever their meaning, may be reinforced 
by fì ‘in’ (fì dàkil ‘inside’, fì men ‘outside’); an 
adverb may be supported by another one with a 
similar meaning (kamàn bárdo ‘likewise, also’); 
phonetic variants of the same term may be 
repeated within the same sentence (sámis, sámi 
‘sun’; túmun qirà†, núßß-u-¡irà†, gerà† ‘one-
eighth of a carat, half a carat, a carat’); and 
different words for the same referent may be 
used within the same utterance (bàbur, safìna, 
markab, all denoting a kind of boat).

Hypercorrect forms involve mainly phonetic 
realizations (xatìr for /kaµìr/).

Instances of semantic interference are few 
in number; a typical example is provided by a 
speaker who uses ≠ìdan [pl.] for ‘medicines’. In 
Afar, his native tongue, ™ada (pl. ™ood) means 
both ‘tree, wood’ and ‘medicine’.

Codeswitching is frequent with speakers who 
begin a sentence in Arabic and then switch to 
their native tongue (Arabic//Afar: el-gélid ™ágg-
o//goobu-h haan ‘its skin,//they make a shield 
out of it’; taÿrìban kébbi kam ≠àm//yekkee 
‘how many years before me [i.e. my birth]//did 
it happen?’.

Evidently, Arabic as a lingua franca is not 
a homogeneous variety. While some features 
may fluctuate less than others, it is an unstable 
variety, varying from one group of speakers, 
or even from one speaker, to another. This is 
the inevitable consequence of the fact that its 
development is intimately connected with both 
the sociolinguistic history of the users and the 
structure of their native tongues (Abu Manga 
and Miller 1995–1996:185).

In the coastal region of Eritrea and in Dji-
bouti, fishermen and seafarers in general are 
in regular contact with Yemen, the Tihama 

region, Aden, and the Hogariya region, as well 
as with some Hadramawt dialects on the coast 
of the Indian Ocean. The Arabic lingua franca 
in Eritrea is also dependent on the dialect 
learned and used during the independence war 
(1961–1991), on the front or in the refugee 
camps, or in exile in a neighboring or more 
distant Arabic-speaking country. Overall, the 
Arabic lingua franca strikes one as a speech 
form in constant change. Nevertheless, it has 
its own characteristic features, which identify 
it as originating in this region of the Horn of 
Africa.
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Hypercorrection

Hypercorrection (also called overcorrectness) is 
one kind of ‘linguistic correction’, best termed 
‘pseudocorrection’ (Blau 1970). Pseudocorrec-
tions result from speakers’ and writers’ desire 
to speak and to write a more prestigious variety 
and to avoid stigmatized forms. For example, 
in England, tension between social dialects 
has persistently caused speakers and writers to 
employ various hypercorrections. One impor-
tant determinant of social status has been the 
pronunciation of the glottal fricative [h] rather 
than its omission. A phrase such as [amÆnd-
hÆgz] ‘am and heggs’, therefore, is a hypercor-
rection because the speaker wants to use the 
prestigious glottal fricative [h] but fails to use 
it in the appropriate place. Another example, 
from the dialect of children in Reading, Eng-
land (Cheshire 1984:551–552), appears where 
the marked verbal -s suffix form is generalized 
for all forms, thus, the dialect calls for I knows, 
he knows, and they knows. In this example of 
hypercorrection, the children aspired to use the 
prestigious form of the verbal -s suffix in all 
forms. However, with growing criticism of this 
phenomenon by their educators, the children 
omitted the verbal -s suffix from all forms, as 
it was widely criticized; their efforts resulted in 
another form of hypercorrection, as they began 
to omit it even when it was actually needed in 
the standard variety, resulting, for example, in 

it taste all rich and creamy, this time in writing. 
In other dialects, what is in Reading, England, a 
hypercorrection is simply a dialectal feature, as 
in he go in deep African American Vernacular 
English. Another example comes from written 
British Black English (Fasold 1996:280), where 
the plural marking -s is not present in the dia-
lect. Thus, golds results, not from a desire to 
use the dialectal zero plural suffix, but rather 
to employ the prestigious plural marking -s in 
all positions, even when it is unnecessary in the 
standard variety as well.

The phenomenon of hypercorrection is not 
at all unusual in most languages. Hypercorrec-
tion is especially important in Arabic because 
of its continuuglossic situation (Hary 2003), 
and because the phenomenon is a mechanism 
for change in all languages (Labov 1972:178–
180).

Whenever a variety of a language with social, 
religious, economic, or other prestige comes 
into contact with a variety without such pres-
tige, speakers and writers of the latter will, at 
times, try to use forms of the former even if the 
forms are unnecessary in that linguistic envi-
ronment. They will change or ‘correct’ forms 
of the prestigeless variety and utilize the forms 
of the language with the prestige. However, 
sometimes these speakers do not have sufficient 
knowledge of the prestigious variety. Thus, 
they change or ‘correct’ forms that do not 
need to be changed even according to the pres-
tigious variety, and may arrive at forms that 
are ‘too corrected’ (hence, hypercorrections) or 
‘halfway corrected’ (or ‘not corrected enough’; 
hence, hypocorrections). Furthermore, speakers 
and writers may sometimes mix forms. Such 
pseudocorrections stem from the desire of the 
speakers to ‘decorate’ themselves with forms of 
the prestigious variety and to avoid the domi-
nant usage of the prestigeless variety, often out 
of over-self-denial, in order to gain prestige in 
their speech or writings. At times, such cor-
rections can become standardized in the pres-
tigeless variety, thus contributing to language 
change (see below the example of lam followed 
by the perfect and the example of hamza).

Arabic serves as a perfect example of frequent 
pseudocorrections because historically Classical 
Arabic has enjoyed tremendous prestige com-
pared to colloquial Arabic. For example, the 
pronunciation of the uvular stop [q] in Classi-
cal Arabic becomes a glottal stop [π] in many 
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urban Arabic dialects. Therefore, one can hear 
the pronunciation of a woman’s name [πumm 
fuπÌ1d] ‘mother of heart’ in a hypercorrected 
form as [πumm fuqÌ1d] ‘mother of bereavement’ 
(Garbell, as quoted in Kutcher 1959:23, n. 4). 
The speakers may have heard the word [fuπÌ1d] 
‘heart’ but assumed that every glottal stop [π] 
in the dialects stems from a literary uvular stop 
[q], thus replacing the glottal stop [π] with [q], 
where it is not needed even by the literary vari-
ety, which, in effect, changes the name and its 
meaning in an awkward way. Because of the 
desire of the speakers to ‘decorate’ themselves 
with the prestigious literary pronunciation of 
[q] and to avoid using the glottal stop, they 
created the form [fuqÌ1d] ‘bereavement’. This 
phenomenon of hypercorrection can be also 
analyzed in terms of markedness. The glot-
tal stop [π] is the unmarked equivalent of the 
marked uvular stop [q]. Thus, speakers in a 
language contact situation involving issues of 
prestige try to avoid the unmarked forms and 
use the marked ones.

Prestige plays a key role in terms of back-
ground analysis of the creation of pseudocor-
rections; in addition, the issue of ‘authenticity’ 
must be taken into account. In other words, if 
speakers want to sound authentic in a language 
or a dialect that may be foreign to them, they 
might create a pseudocorrection. The follow-
ing example from South African English illus-
trates this point. A visitor from Johannesburg 
regarded American English as a more presti-
gious variety and wanted to sound authentic 
and fluent in it. In his dialect, the word guess 
for think, as in the sentence I guess he’s com-
ing tomorrow, does not exist. Thus, instead of 
saying, I don’t think he’s coming tomorrow, he 
substituted guess for think, only because think 
is dominant in his dialect and he knew that in 
American English one may use guess. However, 
he used guess in the wrong environment (guess 
for think cannot be used in a negative sentence 
in American English) and came up with a pseu-
docorrected form: I don’t guess he’s coming 
tomorrow. This process may be best termed 
as hyperadaptation. In Arabic, we see hyper-
adaptations and authenticity in pseudocorrec-
tions in the contact between dialects. Baghdadi 
Christians and Jews use in their dialect the 
velar fricative [y] to replace Classical Arabic 
/r/. Baghdadi Muslims, on the other hand, use 
/ÿ/ and /r/ in accordance with Classical Arabic. 

When Baghdadi Christians and Jews wish to 
avoid their characteristic marked feature [y] 
and sound more ‘authentic’ in the Muslim vari-
ety, they replace it with the unmarked /r/, even 
when it is not needed by the dominant Muslim 
dialect and Classical Arabic. Since many of 
these speakers are ‘literate’, these examples are 
quite rare: Christians use [qÌ∑u1ra] ‘spoon’ for 
Muslim [qÌ∑u1ya] (Blanc 1964a:21), and Jews 
use in their literary idiom [lëjërsël] ‘that he may 
wash’ (Blanc 1964b:21, n. 8). In fact, the verb 
ÿasal is perfectly accurate even in Muslim Bagh-
dadi dialect (as is the case in Classical Arabic). 
Because it had the marked feature [y], though, 
it was replaced by the unmarked /r/, even when 
it was not needed. This case of hyperadapta-
tion can also be called ‘false regression’ (Blau 
1970:16) or ‘false restitution’ (1970:109).

The above example, typical of hyperadap-
tation, is triggered not just by prestige but 
also by the motivation for authenticity. In 
other words, both prestige and authenticity 
are important factors in the creation of pseudo-
corrections.

Hypercorrections are only one kind of pseu-
docorrection made by speakers. Other kinds 
are hyperadaptations, hypocorrections and 
mixed forms. While it is possible and important 
to distinguish between hyper- and hypocor-
rections (Blau 1981:27–34; Hary 1992:62–69, 
313–314) and between hypercorrection and 
hyperadaptation, it is often difficult to identify 
mixed forms or simple mistakes. Differentiating 
several kinds of pseudocorrections is valuable 
since it aids in examining the different elements 
exhibited by the various kinds. The following 
paragraphs exhibit examples for the various 
pseudocorrected forms, accompanied by an 
analysis of the difference between hyper- and 
hypocorrections.

Hypercorrection examples (1) and (2) come 
from a 16th-century Egyptian Judaeo-Arabic 
text (published in Hary 1992:144–203):

(1) wa-†alab minhum mablaÿ miya wa-xamsùn 
±alf šarìfì ≈ahab ‘and he asked from them 
the sum of one hundred and fifty thousand 
coins’ (Hary 1992:313). The form wa-
xamsùn is a hypercorrection: in the writer’s 
Egyptian Judaeo-Arabic dialect, as in most 
Arabic dialects, speakers use the sound 
plural form -ìn for all occurrences, but here 
the writer uses -ùn, knowing that Classical 
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Arabic has the latter form, considered by 
him to be more prestigious. However, he 
fails to use the form -ùn in the correct 
syntactic environment, as even in Classical 
Arabic the form -ìn would be employed in 
this example because of the oblique case. 
In terms of markedness, the oblique form 
-ìn is used everywhere in his dialect, so 
the author chooses the marked form -ùn 
but uses it in the inappropriate syntactic 
environment.

(2) na™wa ≠an iµna ≠ašar rajul ‘about twelve 
thousand men’ (Hary 1992:313). The 
numeral iµnà ≠ašar ‘twelve’, which is the 
Classical Arabic nominative form, is a 
hypercorrection. The author, wanting to 
use the prestigious marked Classical Arabic 
form, not current in the colloquial, fails to 
use it in the correct syntactic environment. 
In this case the unmarked colloquial form 
iµnay ≠ašar would be appropriate here even 
in Classical Arabic because it follows the 
preposition ≠an ‘about’.

Example (3) presents a special kind of hypercor-
rection, ‘false regression’ or ‘false restitution’:

(3) Tunisian Judaeo-Arabic frequently exhibits 
the omission of the glottal fricative [h]. Yet, 
in their writings, Tunisian Jews often rein-
stitute the glottal fricative, even when not 
needed, so we find [nhÌ1à] for ‘fire’ where 
[nÌ1à], which is found in both Tunisian 
Judaeo-Arabic and Classical Arabic, would 
have been perfectly appropriate (Cohen 
1964:17.4). Out of over-self-denial and in 
their desire to sound more classical, Tuni-
sian writers embellish their writings when 
not needed.

Another kind of hypercorrection is ‘ hyperforeign’ 
(Blau 1970:17, 104–105), as in example (4):

(4) Speakers of Colloquial Arabic may hyper-
foreign words borrowed into their dialect 
from foreign languages when their knowl-
edge of the foreign language is insufficient 
and when they desire to embellish their 
speech with foreign elements, considered 
prestigious by them. Thus, in Baghdad and 
Damascus one may hear [pas] for English 
bus. As a rule, in Arabic dialects the bila-
bial stop [p] occurs in the dialect only when 

there is a direct borrowing from a foreign 
language. In the example of [pas], speakers 
hyperforeign, as they mistakenly think that 
the [b] in bus comes from the bilabial stop 
[p] and was assimilated into the Arabic 
phonemic inventory (/p/ > /b/).

Examples (5) and (6) are hypocorrections:

(5) In a Christian Arabic text, we find ≠ìda 
±ilayhi r-rasùl µàniya ‘the messenger was 
sent to him again’ (ms. British Museum Or. 
5008, 7b, 9, quoted in Blau 1966:153). In 
Christian Arabic the verb ≠àda means ‘he 
returned [trans.]’, as it is common to use 
Form I for Form IV (cf. bàd ‘he destroyed’ 
for ±abàd). The writer evidently wants to 
use an internal passive form, unusual in 
his dialect. However, instead of using the 
internal passive of Form IV, as required 
by Classical Arabic, he goes only halfway 
and uses the internal passive of Form I. 
Consequently, the form ≠ìda is not regular 
in Christian Arabic (as the internal passive 
is scarcely used), or in Classical Arabic 
(where Form IV would have been used). 
Because the correction is made only half-
way, it is a hypocorrection.

(6) In a Judaeo-Arabic text, the phrase hum 
bàqiyùn ‘they remain’ appears (Blau 
1981:29). In the dialects, the sound plural 
suffix -ìn supersedes the Classical Arabic 
sound plural suffix -ùn in all occurrences. 
Therefore, the author does not want to use 
the form bàqiyìn with the prevalent suffix 
-ìn of his dialect, because he knows of the 
Classical Arabic suffix -ùn, not employed 
in his dialect. Therefore, he substitutes -ùn 
for his commonly used suffix -ìn. However, 
this is only a ‘half correction’, since in 
Classical Arabic the form is bàqùn (the yà± 
is elided). Consequently, the form bàqiyùn 
appears neither in a Judaeo-Arabic dialect 
nor in Classical Arabic. Because it is cor-
rected only halfway, it is a hypocorrection.

Both hyper- and hypocorrections stem from 
the speakers’ desire to use a linguistic form of 
a prestigious variety. However, there are some 
fundamental differences:

i. The underlying form (to be changed in order 
to assimilate it to a more prestigious form)

 hypercorrection
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 in the hypercorrected case does not differ 
from the prestigious form, i.e., it is perfectly 
standard usage and should not have been 
‘corrected’ at all, whereas the underlying 
form in the hypocorrected case differs from 
the prestigious form. Thus, in example (1) 
above, the word wa-xamsìn ‘and fifty’ is the 
underlying form to be changed and is not dif-
ferent from the use in the prestigious variety, 
since even in the prestigious variety it is used 
in this syntactic environment. Similarly, in

 example (2), the underlying form iµnay ≠ašar 
‘twelve’ is not different from the Classical 
Arabic form. The same is true for the other 
hypercorrection examples. In the hypocor-
rection example (5), though, the underly-
ing reflexive verbal form differs from the 
internal passive form used in the prestigious 
variety. Similarly, the underlying form in 
example (6) bàqiyìn is different from the 
prestigious word bàqìn.

ii. The resulting (i.e. surface) form in the hyper-
corrected case does not contain any dialectal 
element, whereas in the hypocorrected case, 
it contains at least one vernacular feature, 
since only one feature was changed, thus 
not changing the whole word enough to 
equal the prestigious form. Accordingly, in 
example (1) above, the resulting form wa-
xamsùn ‘and fifty’ does not contain any dia-
lectal feature; the same is true for iµnà ≠ašar 
‘twelve’, in example (2), whereas in example 
(5), the resulting form contains a vernacular 
feature, the use of Form I rather than Form 
IV, which is typical of Arabic dialects in gen-
eral. Similarly, in example (6) the resulting 
form bàqiyùn contains a dialectal element 
(the preservation of the yà±).

iii. The resulting form in the hypercorrected 
case goes too far, whereas the resulting 
form in the hypocorrected case does not go 
far enough. Thus, in example (1), the result-
ing form wa-xamsùn ‘and fifty’ goes too far, 
since the underlying word wa-xamsìn is suf-
ficient, even by the grammatical rules of the 
prestigious variety. Likewise, in example (2) 
the resulting form iµnà ≠ašar ‘twelve’ goes 
too far, as the colloquial form iµnay ≠ašar 
should not have been corrected in this envi-
ronment. However, in the hypocorrected 
examples, the resulting forms do not go far 
enough: in example (5) ≠ìda ‘was sent’ does 
not go far enough in the direction of Form 

IV, and in example (6) bàqiyùn does not go 
far enough because of the preservation of 
the yà± rather than its deletion.

iv. The surface form in hypercorrected cases 
may exist in the prestigious variety in 
another environment or it may not exist at 
all in the prestigious variety, whereas the 
resulting form in hypocorrected cases does 
not exist in what the speakers consider the 
prestigious variety, nor does it exist in the 
colloquial. Consequently, in example (1) 
the resulting form wa-xamsùn ‘and fifty’ 
exists in the prestigious variety but in a dif-
ferent syntactic environment, and the same 
is true for iµna ≠ašar ‘twelve’ in example (2), 
whereas the resulting forms in example (5), 
≠ìda ‘was sent’, and in example (6), bàqiyùn 
‘they remain’, do not exist in Classical Ara-
bic (the prestigious variety), nor do they 
exist in the Judaeo-Arabic dialect.

Sometimes, however, it is not so easy to dis-
tinguish between the various kinds of pseudo-
corrections, e.g. example (7), [≥Ìri1π] ‘way’, in 
Damascene Arabic. Is it a hypocorrection, as 
it has both a vernacular feature (/q/ > /±/) and 
a Classical Arabic feature (the preservation of 
/a/, as we would have expected [≥ri1π] in the 
dialect)? Or is the word simply a mixed form 
(Blau 1970:107)? The same question holds true 
for example (8), faqa† bi-l-luÿa al-≠àmmiyya ‘in 
the colloquial only’ (Blau 1970:107), where the 
Classical Arabic word faqa† ‘only’ is used with 
colloquial word order. Similarly, example (9), 
the number [yalati1n] µalatìn ‘thirty’, used in 
Egyptian radio Arabic, may be interpreted as a 
hypocorrection where the speaker does not go 
far enough, or as a mixed form of a literary ele-
ment (the use of the interdental fricative /µ/) and 
a colloquial element (the alveolar stop /t/).

Example (10) from Lebanon [∏alakëllen] ‘at 
any rate’ (Bloch and Grotzfeld 1964:66, n. 5, 
quoted in Blau 1970:105) is more clearly a 
mixed form. It contains a colloquial element, 
the dialect [ë] corresponding to Standard /u/, 
and a literary element, the ¤ tanwìn, although 
there are many dialects where /kull/ occurs with 
frozen tanwìn.

When a pseudocorrection becomes preva-
lent in the variety, at one point it ceases to be 
a pseudocorrection and becomes an accepted 
form of the variety. In Later Egyptian Judaeo-
Arabic there are countless examples where the 
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negative particle lam is followed by the per-
fect: lam ≠arafùk ‘they did not know you’, 
lam nadahu ‘they did not call’, lam ≠a†ànì ‘he 
did not give me’ (examples taken from ms. 3, 
Cairo Collection, Hary 1995:84, n. 18; see also 
Hary 1992:294–295, 314; Blau 1981:223). The 
examples are hypocorrected forms that have 
probably been later standardized in the variety. 
In the dialect, the regular particle to negate 
the past is mà. The writer does not choose it 
because it is the unmarked form, dominant in 
his dialect, and thus not prestigious. He chooses 
instead the prestigious marked Classical Arabic 
negation particle lam. However, he ‘corrects’ 
only halfway: he only changes mà to lam, but 
does not replace the perfect form that follows 
it with a jussive, as required by standard Clas-
sical Arabic. This example follows the criteria 
for hypocorrections: the underlying form mà 
differs from the form in the prestigious variety 
lam; the resulting form contains a vernacular 
feature (the use of the perfect form, not the 
jussive), it does not go far enough (to change to 
the jussive), and the form lam followed by the 
perfect does not exist in the prestigious variety 
nor in the dialect. However, since these forms 
were regularly used in Later Egyptian Judaeo-
Arabic, they were standardized at one point 
in writing (as is evident in many manuscripts 
from that period), and probably reflected also 
a living usage of lam followed by the perfect in 
this Judaeo-Arabic dialect. This is a case where 
a pseudocorrection is created, used quite fre-
quently, and then becomes standardized to be 
part of the dialect.

Another example comes from orthographical 
evidence. In the old Arabic dialect of the £ijàz, 
the glottal stop was reduced and deleted, thus 
ra±s ‘head’ became ràs. Official Qur±ànic read-
ing, though, as a hypercorrection restored the 
glottal stop and added the orthographic symbol 
of the hamza, probably under the influence of 
Eastern dialects, where the glottal stop was 
still retained. Consequently, the hamza with its 
glottal stop pronunciation was added to words 
even when not needed by the dialect, and since 
this was prevalent, it became standardized in 
Arabic. Thus, kàs ‘cup’, radìy ‘bad’, and tawrìx 
‘history, date’, which were standard in pre-
£ijàzì dialect, became ka±s, radì± and ta±rìx, 
respectively, as this hypercorrection standard-
ized in the language (Blau 1970:16–17, 56).

Pseudocorrections are crucial to the study 
of Arabic. For example, there are many texts 
of literary written Middle Arabic exhibiting 
a mixture of Classical Arabic elements, ver-
nacular features, pseudocorrected forms, and 
standardization of such forms. We can extract 
the characteristics of the Middle Arabic dialects 
only by isolating the Classical Arabic elements, 
on the one hand, and the pseudocorrected 
forms, on the other hand, leaving us with the 
dialectal features of the text. Only a careful 
examination of Middle Arabic texts can reveal 
dialectal or pseudocorrected features and dis-
tinguish between them.
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±Ibdàl

±Ibdàl or badal ‘permutation’ is a term used 
for two distinct phenomena in Arabic linguis-
tics. ±Ibdàl na™wì ‘grammatical ±ibdàl’ refers to 
certain, mainly morphophonological, changes 
in verbs, nouns, and particles, whereas ±ibdàl 
luÿawì  ‘lexical ±ibdàl’ refers to phonologically 
and semantically related doublets, triplets, or 
longer series in the lexicon. In both cases, only 
consonants (as defined by Arab grammarians, 
i.e. including the ‘weak consonants’ w, y, ±alif) 
are concerned; variation of short vowels is not 
called ±ibdàl, the starting point for the medieval 
authors being the codified written language 
rather than the spoken vernacular language. 
(For a survey of changes affecting individual 
consonants, see Cantineau 1960:17–88.)

1 .  G r a m m a t i c a l  ± I B D â L

Various lists are given of consonants subject to 
grammatical ±ibdàl. Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 313–
315) lists ±, ±alif, h, y, t, m, j, n, l, w, and Ibn 
ManΩùr (Lisàn, root b-d-l) lists ±, ±alif, y, w, m, n, 
t, h, †, d, j, remarking that if one adds to these s 
and l while removing †, d, and j, the list is identi-
cal with the ™urùf az-ziyàda. Al-Qàlì (±Amàlì II, 
186) gives the mnemonic phrase †àla yawmun 
±anjadtuhù (†, ±alif, l, y, w, m, ±, n, j, d, t, h).

The cases of ±ibdàl listed by Sìbawayhi include 
both standard morphophonological forms (± < 
y, as in qa∂à± < *qa∂ày) and rare variants 
caused by partial assimilation (fuzdu < fuztu, 
1st pers. sg. perf. f-w-z). Dunaynìr is taken as 
an ±ibdàl because the diminutive would imply 
*dinnàr instead of dìnàr; mà± is an example of 

± < h, on the basis of the plural miyàh,  implying 
a root m-w-h; and fam is an ±ibdàl m < w (fù-).

Even partial assimilation not visible in the 
script (as in [≠ambar] for [≠anbar], or [±aždaq] 
for [±ašdaq]; Kitàb II, 427) is taken by Sìba-
wayhi as an ±ibdàl, but total assimilation is 
discussed under another term, ¤ ±idÿàm. In a 
few cases, such as ≠alijj- for ≠alì(y), Sìbawayhi 
accepts as ±ibdàls cases that come closer to lexi-
cal ±ibdàl. In cases like ∂ùriba-∂àraba, modern 
terminology would speak of a vocalic change 
(à-ù), but for Sìbawayhi, this is a consonantal 
±ibdàl (w < ±alif).

2 .  L e x i c a l  ± I B D â L

±Ibdàl luÿawì received less attention in native 
theory, but this lack of attention was com-
pensated for by monographs listing hundreds 
of cases. Ibn as-Sikkìt’s (d. 857) soundly criti-
cal Kitàb al-qalb wa-l-±ibdàl influenced all 
later studies, but the largest, though com-
pletely uncritical, collection was ±Abù †-¢ayyib 
al-Luÿawì’s (d. 962) Kitàb al-±ibdàl (see El 
Berkawy 1981). The mutual relations of these 
and other ±ibdàl works, or chapters in other 
works, and their later influence have been stud-
ied in Hämeen-Anttila (1993).

The terminology of the lexicographers fluc-
tuated, and one finds as synonyms for ±ibdàl 
also qalb (used by both Sìbawayhi and Ibn as-
Sikkìt; later usually in the sense of ‘metathesis’), 
mu≠àqaba, and sometimes naÚà±ir (az-Zajjàjì, 
±Ibdàl 1).

Ibn as-Sikkìt lists pairs that, if taken as exam-
ples of phonological changes, often match mod-
ern linguistic criteria. Thus, a case typical of Ibn 
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as-Sikkìt is ba≠μara ~ ba™μara (Qalb 86), where 
ba™μara is quite obviously a variant caused by 
the following voiceless consonant. This exam-
ple contains a salutary caveat, though: the pair 
clearly derives from the Qur±àn, where the rather 
rare bu≠μira(t) occurs twice (Q. 82/4, 100/9). The 
pair of Ibn as-Sikkìt does not stem from spoken 
language but from the recitation of the Qur±àn 
– the relevant article b-≠-μ-r in Ibn ManΩùr’s Lisàn 
begins symptomatically by mentioning this qirà±a. 
Whether the variant ba™μara really existed – it 
may well have – in other varieties of Arabic can-
not be proven on the basis of Ibn as-Sikkìt. Many 
examples have their origin in texts, whether 
Qur±ànic or poetic (e.g. ¤ rajaz, notorious for its 
extravagances). Thus, even Ibn as-Sikkìt’s exam-
ples have to be used with caution.

±Abù †-¢ayyib, on the other hand, gives most 
improbable pairs, aiming at systematically list-
ing every theoretically possible pair and finding 
examples for it. Thus, we find in his book seven 
cases of ±ibdàl between q and m (±Ibdàl II, 365–
368), which he gets through devices such as 
interpreting ±itbà≠ as ±ibdàl (as in ±innahà tamìsu 
maysan wa-taqìsu qaysan; ±Ibdàl II, 367, taken 
from a ™adìμ) or searching for various meanings 
for words until he finds one common to two 
etymologically unrelated, though phonetically 
similar, words. ±Abù †-¢ayyib (as quoted in as-
Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 460, from the initial lacuna of 
Kitàb al-±ibdàl), though, does not claim that the 
members of the pairs would be etymologically 
or historically related. In his opinion, ±ibdàl is 
an accidental phenomenon, caused by the fact 
that various tribes used similar words to denote 
one thing. The same idea is seen in al-Muxaßßaß 
(XIII, 274), where Ibn Sìda introduces his chap-
ter on lexical ±ibdàl as Bàb mà yajì±u maqùlan 
bi-™arfayn wa-laysa badalan ‘Chapter of what 
is said in two different ways but is not [gram-
matical] badal’.

Variation introduced after the beginning of 
the Islamic period is not called ±ibdàl, but ¤ 
la™n. Thus, ±ibdàl words are correct Arabic, 
and la™n words are mispronunciations and fall 
outside correct language. From a modern point 
of view, ±ibdàl and la™n (as far as the latter 
concerns phonological matters) differ from each 
other only in chronology: pre-Islamic phonetical 
variation is called ±ibdàl, Islamic variation la™n.

A special case are the orthographic ±ibdàls, 
i.e. pairs that are due to misspellings of rare 
words, one of the pair being a ghost word. Still, 

±ibdàl monographs contain much material valu-
able for the study of early dialectal variation 
and historical linguistics, but they must be used 
with circumspection.
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Ibero-Romance

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The multifarious contacts between Arabic and 
Ibero-Romance have led to prolific cultural 
exchange. The linguistic aspect of this exchange 
materializes as mutual influence between differ-
ent varieties of Arabic and the Ibero-Romance 

 ibero-romance 
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languages and dialects. Arabic loanwords are 
defined as ‘words introduced directly from Ara-
bic into another language’. The superordinate 
term is Arabism, “an Arabic word or meaning 
introduced into another language, or a typical 
Arabic syntagm imitated in another language” 
(Kiesler 1994:44), e.g. Spanish azúcar < as-súk-
kar, llenar el ojo ‘to delight’ 

¤

 mala±a l-≠ayna. 
Arabisms extend semantically from limón 
‘lemon’ to alboroto ‘uproar’ and Andalusian 
califa ‘rascal’. Formally, most of them are 
substantives, although there are adjectives like 
alazán ‘chestnut’, verbs like halagar ‘to flatter’, 
adverbs like de marras ‘long ago’, the preposi-
tion hasta ‘up to’, the demonstrative particle 
he (aquí) ‘(here) is’, and interjections like ojalá 
‘I hope so!’. Chronologically, they reach from 
barrio ‘district’ (10th century) and aduana ‘cus-
toms’ (13th century) to contemporary jalifa 
‘Moroccan caliph [in the former Spanish pro-
tectorate]’ (20th century?). Geographically, 
they remain restricted to local or regional diffu-
sion (Andalusian aljofifa ‘floorcloth’), or have 
spread nationally (aduana) or internationally 
(taza ‘cup’); many internationalisms, e.g. alco-
hol and algebra, have been diffused via Middle 
Latin. As for stylistic levels, we find learned 
words like almagesto ‘almagest’, technical 
terms like alfiz ‘square [of an arch]’, everyday 
words like aceite ‘oil’ and aldea ‘village’, collo-
quialisms like jamar ‘to chew’, and vulgarisms 
like cipote ‘tool’. There are even loanwords in 
the terminology of children’s games, e.g. aleleví 
‘hide-and-seek’ (Corriente 1999:65, emphasiz-
ing the role of Moorish nursemaids).

The following types of Arabisms can be dis-
tinguished (cf. Kiesler 1994:35–57). First, there 
are direct (alfombra ‘carpet’ < al-xúmra) and 
indirect Arabisms, Indirect Arabisms have either 
been introduced via third languages (e.g. Span-
ish tarifa ‘tariff’ < Catalan tarifa < ta≠rìfa; many 
words passed through Middle Latin), or they 
are intralinguistic formations (alquilar ‘to rent’ 

¤

 alquilé [< al-kirà± ‘rent’] + -ar). In what fol-
lows, only direct Arabisms will be considered. 
Second, there are loanwords and loan names: 
different sorts of toponyms (Alhambra, Alcalá, 
Almería, Guadalquivir, [Plaza de] Bibarrambla 
in Granada; and names of more than 170 cities 
founded by the Arabs in the Iberian Peninsula) 
and learned astronyms (Aldebarán, Algol, Altaír, 
Rigel). Third, we must distinguish between loan-
words and calques (see below, Sec. 5). Finally, 

Arabisms can be fully integrated, e.g. arroz ‘rice’ 
< ar-ruzz, or be ‘foreign words’, e.g. Islam < 
±islàm (where m = [n]).

2 .  A r a b i s m s  i n  P o r t u g u e s e , 
S p a n i s h ,  a n d  C a t a l a n

Arabic influence in the Iberian Peninsula has 
differed in intensity according to place and time. 
It was very important in the Middle Ages, with 
a majority of first documentations occurring in 
the 13th century, although special studies are 
lacking (Kiesler 1994:78–80). Geographically, 
this influence is stronger in the south than in the 
north, which can easily be illustrated by top-
onyms, e.g. by the names of the five big rivers 
in the peninsula (Guadalquivir is entirely Ara-
bic, Guadiana is only half Arabic, and Tajo is 
phonetically influenced, while Duero and Ebro 
are wholly Romance), and, naturally, by the 
Arabic loanwords in the southern dialects; they 
very probably are stronger in the western than 
in the eastern part of the peninsula. There is 
some evidence of a deeper level of Arabization 
in the west (Kiesler 2003): the higher number 
of loanwords existing only in Portuguese (22 
vs. only 17 in Spanish, and only 13 in Catalan); 
the number of Arabisms in the basic vocabulary 
(1.13% in Portuguese vs. 0.92% in Spanish 
and 0.75% in Catalan; Kiesler 1994:70); the 
high number of loanwords preserved in Portu-
guese with corresponding forms abandoned in 
Spanish; a possibly higher ratio of toponyms 
of Arabic origin in Portugal than in Spain; and 
a probably higher number of calques in Portu-
guese. Finally, the linguistic contacts between 
Arabic and Portuguese continued for a long 
time even after the Reconquista, in Africa and 
in the Orient, while those between Arabic and 
Spanish were much less intensive after 1492. 

Among 300 direct Arabisms – 100 in each 
language – there are 248 that appear in two or 
three of the main Ibero-Romance languages, 
while 52 exist in only one of these languages. 
Among these 248 Arabisms, 166 have similar 
forms and meanings, while the remaining 82 
show semantic, formal, diachronic, or diatopic 
differences or differences in use. Portuguese 
taça, for instance, means ‘glass’, while Span-
ish taza and Catalan tassa have the meaning 
‘cup’. Sometimes there are different Arabisms 
for the same concept, as in Portuguese alfân-
dega ‘customs’ (according to Corriente 1999, 
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s.v. < *al + ™aÚÚ + -iqa) and Spanish aduana, 
Catalan duana < (ad-) dìwàn. Diachronic dif-
ferences appear when one language substitutes 
a new word for an Arabic loanword, the most 
frequent cases seeming to be those where Por-
tuguese conserves Arabisms and Spanish gives 
up corresponding forms, as occurred with the 
words for ‘flock’, ‘lettuce’, and ‘secondhand 
dealer’, where Portuguese retains alcateia < 
al-qa†ì≠a, alface < al-xass, algibebe < al-jab-
bàb, whereas Spanish has substituted manada, 
lechuga, ropavejero for Old Spanish alcatea, 
alfaça, aljabibe. Diatopic differences can be 
seen where an Arabism exists only in certain 
dialects of one language, as in aletría ‘noodle’ 
in the Spanish of Murcia and in Portuguese 
aletria < al-±i†riya, but Spanish fideo(s) (for 
which see Corriente 1999, s.v. fideu). Differ-
ences in use concern those cases where an Ara-
bism exists in one language only as an unusual 
variant, e.g. Portuguese xairel ‘caparison’ and 
Spanish jirel < jilàl, but the usual word in 
Spanish is gualdrapa, probably of Latin origin, 

or, vice versa, Spanish alquiler ‘rent(ing)’ and 
Portuguese alquilé(r) besides usual Portuguese 
aluguer < Latin locarium. 

Interestingly, the number of Arabisms shared 
by Portuguese and Spanish (83) is much higher 
than the number of Arabisms shared by Spanish 
and Catalan (27; Kiesler 1996:478). The typical 
cases may be illustrated by Tables 1 and 2.

3 .  S e m a n t i c  f i e l d s  o f 
I b e r o - R o m a n c e  A r a b i s m s

Like other loanwords, Ibero-Romance Ara-
bisms are usually classified according to seman-
tic fields. The most important of these fields are 
the following (Kiesler 1994:80–82, 115–135): 

i. Names of plants: Portuguese alcaçuz ‘lico-
rice’ < ≠irq as-sùs, alecrim ‘rosemary’ < 
al-±iklìl, alface ‘lettuce’, cenoura ‘carrot’ < 
safunàriya, tremoço ‘lupin’ < turmùs; Span-
ish acelga ‘beet’ < as-sílqa, adelfa ‘rose-
bay’ < ad-dífla, alubia ‘bean’ < al-lùbiyà, 

Table 1. Arabisms shared by the three Ibero-Romance languages (Kiesler 1996:473)

Arabic Portuguese Spanish Catalan meaning

(as-)súkkar açúcar azúcar sucre ‘sugar’

(al-)qu†ún algodão algodón cotó ‘cotton’

(al-)maxzan armazém almacén magatzem ‘warehouse’

al-fànìd alfenim alfeñique alfenic ‘almond paste’

al-qawwàd alcaiote alcahuete alcavot ‘procurer’

ar-ruzz arroz arroz arròs ‘rice’

bárri bairro barrio barri ‘district’

laymùn(a) limão limón llimona ‘lemon’

makìla maquia maquila maquila ‘multure’

Table 2. Arabisms shared by Portuguese and Spanish (Kiesler 1996:474)

Arabic Portuguese Spanish Catalan meaning

al-xuzàmà alfazema alhucema (espígol) ‘lavender’

al-muxádda almofada almohada (coixí) ‘pillow’

al-búnduqa almôndega albóndiga (pilota) ‘meatball’

™áttà até hasta (fins) ‘up to’

at-tùn atum atún (tonyina) ‘tuna’

az-zayt azeite aceite (oli) ‘oil’

fulàn fulano fulano (en tal) ‘so-and-so’

law “a lláh oxalá ojalá (tant de bo!) ‘I hope so!’

zárqa zarco zarco (blau clar) ‘light blue’
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berenjena ‘aubergine’ < bà≈injàn, retama 
‘broom’ < ratama; Catalan alfàbrega ‘basil’ 
< al-™abaqa, alfals ‘alfalfa’ < al-faßfaß, atze-
rola ‘haw’ < az-za≠ùra, bacora ‘early fig’ < 
bàkùra, llessamí ‘jasmine’ < al-yàsamìn.

ii. Names of victuals, clothes, etc.: Portu-
guese acepipe ‘tidbit’ < az-zabìb, aletria 
‘noodle’, alféloa ‘icing’ < al-™alwà, fatia 
‘slice’ < fatìla, moxama ‘salted tuna’ < 
mušamma≠; Spanish albóndiga ‘meatball’, 
alhaja ‘jewel’ < al-™àja, alpargata ‘canvas 
shoe’ < Hispano-Arabic al-parÿàt, jofaina 
‘washbasin’ < jufayna, zaragüelles ‘wide-
legged pants’ < saràwìl; Catalan alamara 
‘braid’ < al-≠amàra, arracada ‘pendant ear-
ring’ < qarra†, arrop ‘boiled must’ < ar-
rubb, barnús ‘bathrobe’ < barnùs, escabetx 
‘marinade’ < sikbàj.

iii. Designations in the spheres of agriculture 
(where the terminology of irrigation is espe-
cially important), handicrafts, trade, and 
household: Portuguese alfaiate ‘tailor’ < 
al-xayyà†, almece ‘whey’ < al-mayß, almo-
faça ‘currycomb’ < al-mi™assa, almofate 
‘awl’ < al-mixya†, ceifa ‘harvest’ < ßayfa; 
Spanish aceña ‘water mill’ < as-sàniya, ace-
quia ‘irrigation ditch’ < as-sàqiya, albañil 
‘bricklayer’ < al-bannà±, almoneda ‘auction’ 
< al-munàdà, noria ‘waterwheel’ < nà≠ùra; 
Catalan almàssera ‘oil mill’ < al-mi≠ßara, 
almodí ‘corn exchange’ < al-mudì, assut 
‘dam’ < as-sudd, caduf ‘scoop’ < qàdùs, 
naquera ‘trough’ < naqìr. 

iv. Designations in the sphere of social orga-
nization: Portuguese aldeia ‘village’ < 
a∂-∂ay≠a, alfândega ‘customs’, algoz 
‘executioner’ < al-ÿuzz, bairro ‘district’, 
refém ‘hostage’ < rahn; Spanish aduana 
‘customs’, albacea ‘executor’ < al-waßiyya, 
alcalde ‘mayor’ < al-qà∂ì, arrabal ‘suburb’ 
< ar-raba∂, marchamo ‘seal’ < maršam; 
Catalan aljama ‘Arab quarter’ < al-jamà≠a, 
almogàver ‘raider’ < al-muÿàwir, atzucac 
‘blind alley’ < az-zuqàq, rambla ‘avenue’ < 
ramla, tàvega ‘dungeon’ < †abaqa. 

v. Names of colors: Spanish alazán ‘chestnut’ 
< al-±az≠ar, azul ‘blue’ (according to Cor-
riente 1999, s.v. atzur, < Middle Latin), 
carmesí ‘crimson’ < qirmizì, escarlata ‘scar-
let’ < siqirlà†, turquí ‘indigo’ < turkì, zarco 
‘light blue’, and corresponding Portuguese 
alazão, azul, carmesim, –, turqui, zarco. 

vi. Names for measures and weights, often 
obsolete today, e.g. Spanish adarme ‘dram’ 
< ad-dirham, almud ‘almud’ < al-mudd, 
fanega ‘fanega’ < fanìqa, quilate ‘carat’ 
< qìrà†, quintal ‘quintal’ < qin†àr, resma 
‘ream’ < rizma, and corresponding Portu-
guese and Catalan words. 

vii. There are a few Arabisms for feelings, emo-
tions, etc. (Kiesler 1994:82), e.g. alborozo 
‘joy’ < al-burùz and zalema ‘cajolery’ < as-
salàm ≠alayk.

4 .  L i n g u i s t i c  a d a p t a t i o n  o f 
A r a b i c  l o a n w o r d s

The adaptation of Arabic loanwords  concerns 
the phonological, morphological, and lexi-
cal levels. The phonological adaptation is 
treated extensively in Corriente (1999:22–50; 
for Catalan cf. Kiesler 1995). The vocalism 
of Arabic loanwords “is not exactly predict-
able from Arabic with unequivocal genera-
tive rules” (Corriente 1999:25). Arabic /a/ is 
conserved (Hispano-Arabic ma†ráqa > matraca 
‘rattle’), or rendered as /e/ or /i/ in palatalized 
contexts or through ¤ ±imàla: (as-)sàqiya > 
acéquia, acequia, sèquia; al-mihràs > almofariz, 
almirez ‘mortar’. Similarly, Arabic /i/ > /i/ or 
/e/: (al-)qa†ìfa > alcatifa, Catalan catifa ‘carpet’; 
al-misk > almíscar, almizcle, almesc ‘musk’; 
ta≠lìqa > Old Portuguese, Spanish talega, Cata-
lan taleca ‘bag’. And Arabic /u/ > /u/ or, fre-
quently, /o/: (as-)súkkar > açúcar, azúcar, sucre 
besides Hispano-Arabic (al-)qu†ún > algodão 
(with assimilation to -ão), algodón, cotó. Diph-
thongs are frequently conserved in Portuguese 
(where ou > /ö/) but monophthongized in Span-
ish and Catalan: a∂-∂áy≠a > aldeia but Spanish 
and Old Catalan aldea, as-sáw† > açoute vs. 
azote, assot ‘whip’.

As for consonants, the plosives /b, d, t, 
∂, †, k, q/ are normally substituted with the 
corresponding Romance phonemes, while / ±/ 
is not reflected in loanwords. Thus al-birqùq 
> albricoque, albaricoque, albercoc ‘apricot’, 
(ad-)dìwàn > aduana, aduana, duana, turkì 
> turqui, turquí, turquí, a∂-∂áy≠a, al-qà∂ì 
(see above; sometimes /∂/ > -ld-, see Corri-
ente 1999:31; Kiesler 1994:161, 173), †ássa > 
taça ‘glass’, taza, tassa ‘cup’, kubàba > cubeba 
‘cubeb’, Hispano-Arabic ±ispinàx(a) > espin-
afre, espinaca, espinac ‘spinach’. The affricate 
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/j/ regularly > (d)ž (> Spanish /x/): jarra > jarra, 
jarra, gerra ‘jug’. Among the fricatives, /f, š, ÿ/ 
are normally rendered as /f, š (> Spanish /x/), g/, 
while /μ, ≈, Ú/ are rare in etyma of Arabisms, and 
/≠/ and /h/ are generally not reflected (sometimes 
/h/ > /f/, as in Faro < Hàrùn): al-fìl ‘elephant; 
bishop [in chess]’ > alfil, alfil, alfil, in Romance 
only ‘bishop [in chess]’, šabbàk > xaveco, 
jabeque, xabec ‘xebec’, ÿadàmasì > guadame-
cil, guadamecí, guadamassil ‘embossed leather’; 
Hispano-Arabic al-bárda≠a > albarda ‘packsad-
dle’, az-zahr > azar, azar, atzar ‘chance’. Arabic 
/s, ß, z/ are frequently rendered as affricates in 
Old Portuguese (> /s/) and Old Spanish (> /y/), 
as /s/ in Catalan: (as-)sàniya > azenha, aceña, 
sínia ‘watermill’, (aß-)ßíbar > azebre, acíbar, 
sèver ‘aloe’, az-zahr (see above). For /x/ and /™/ 
there are different solutions, i.e. /f/, often /h/ in 
Spanish, more rarely /k/ (Corriente 1999:37–
38): Hispano-Arabic xaláq > afagar, halagar 
(Old Spanish falagar), afalagar ‘to flatter’ (Cor-
riente 1999, s.v. afagar), (al-)xaršùfa > alcacho-
fra, alcachofa, carxofa ‘artichoke’, al-™abaqa > 
alfavaca, albahaca, alfàbrega ‘basil’, Hispano-
Arabic al-ma†rá™ > almadraque, Old Spanish 
almadraque, Old Catalan almatrac ‘mattress’. 
Nasals and liquids are normally conserved, see 
examples above. For prosodics and combina-
tory phonetics, see Corriente (1999:39–50).

Morphological adaptation: Spanish and Cata-
lan – but not Portuguese – have borrowed the 
nisba-suffix -í, still productive today for the 
formation of Oriental(izing) gentilics like anda-
lusí and bengalí (Corriente 1999:51–52; Kiesler 
1994:42–43). Borrowed verbs, whose number is 
considerably higher than traditionally assumed 
(Corriente 1999:53), naturally take Romance 
endings, thus *en + balá + -ar > embelecar ‘to 
deceive’, *en + juf + -ar > enchufar ‘to connect’, 
halagar (see above). A much-discussed problem 
is the ‘agglutination’ of the Arabic article al- in 
many Spanish and Portuguese Arabisms, some-
what less in Catalan, which distinguishes Ibero-
Romance Arabisms from Italian ones, cf. açúcar, 
azúcar vs. sucre, Italian zucchero; see the discus-
sion in Noll (1996), Corriente (1999:57–63). The 
explanation – though some questions remain – is 
to be seen in the stable form of Hispano-Arabic 
al- (no elision), the special sociolinguistic situa-
tion in al-Andalus, where the article was used 
as a prestige marker, and the role of the only 
superficially Arabicized Berbers, who frequently 
agglutinated al- in the Arabic they spoke. Some 
typical examples can be seen in Table 1.

At the lexical level, we may distinguish 
contamination through mere analogy from 
remotivating folk etymology (cf. Corriente 
1999:19, n. 3). Examples of contamination are 
aljama ‘Arab quarter’ < al-jamà≠a ‘community’ 
× al-jàmi≠ ‘mosque’, algoritmo ‘algorithm’ < 
al-Xuwarízmi × Greek ériymÒw ‘number’, gua-
damecí < ÿadàmasì × guad- as in Guadalquivir, 
etc. Folk etymology may be illustrated with 
caparrosa ‘vitriol’ < (zàj) qubrusì, mamarra-
cho ‘ninny’ < momarracho (< Hispano-Arabic 
*muharráj + momo ‘gesture’) + mamar, mata-
lahuva ‘anise’ < matahalúa < Hispano-Arabic 
™abbat ™alúwwa. The importation of Arabic 
loanwords has endowed the Ibero-Romance 
languages with new homonyms and synonyms. 
Curiously, there are a good many cases of hom-
onymy where both words derive from Arabic, 
e.g. Portuguese albardão ‘cheeky’ < al-bardàn, 
albardão ‘packsaddle’ 

¤

 albarda < al-bárda≠a, 
Portuguese alifafe ‘bedspread’ < al-li™àf, 
alifafe ‘windgall’ < an-nafáxa; Spanish limón 
‘lemon’ < laymùn, limón ‘shaft’ < al-≠amùd. 
Synonyms are either both of Arabic origin or 
not. Thus Portuguese adelo ‘secondhand dealer’ 
< ad-dallàl ~ algibebe ‘id.’ < al-jabbàb; Spanish 
orozuz ‘licorice’ < ≠urùq sùs ~ alcazuz ‘id.’ < 
≠irq as-sùs ~ rabazuz ‘id.’ < rubb as-sùs besides 
regaliz ‘id.’ < Late Latin lÿquÿrÿtÿa. For differ-
ent types of semantic change, see Kiesler (1994, 
index).

5 .  A  t e n t a t i v e  t y p o l o g y  o f 
I b e r o - R o m a n c e  A r a b i s m s

Apart from loanwords, the loan affix -í, and 
loan names, there are other types of linguistic 
loans, which can preliminarily be classified in 
three groups. 

Loan blends are ‘partial translations’: mà± 
zahár > agua de azahar ‘orange-flower water’; 
*mà± an-naf™ > Catalan aiguanaf ‘id.’. Arabic 
jild ÿadàmasì > cuero guadamecí, Arabic fì 
l-bà†il > en balde ‘in vain’ (Kiesler 1994:158); 
Hispano-Arabic wá™ida bi-wá™ida > guájete 
por guájete (Corriente 1999, s.v.) ‘one thing 
for another’; Arabic jawz aš-šarq > Catalan 
nou d’eixarc(h) (Corriente 1999, s.v. axarque) 
‘nutmeg’. 

Calques can be distinguished in two types. 
On the word level there are (a) loan trans-
lations (‘literal translations’), e.g. Portuguese 
mãe d’água ‘fountain’ 

¤

 ±umm al-mà±; (b) loan 
meanings (‘borrowed senses’), e.g. Navarrese 
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fila (de agua) ‘portion [of irrigation water]’ 

¤

 xay† (Corriente 1999, s.v.) and Old Span-
ish casa ‘house’ + ‘town’  dàr; and (c) hardly 
explored loan creations (‘formally independent 
formations’), e.g. Old Spanish endereçamiento 
‘straightening’ 

¤

 endereçar, in imitation of 
Arabic taqwìm 

¤

 qawwama. On the level of 
syntagms there are influences in the realms 
of (a) phraseology, e.g. saíu ao pai, salió a su 
padre ‘he took after his father’ 

¤

 Hispano-
Arabic xaraj li-wildihi; also many formulas 
and proverbs (Kiesler 1994:46–47); (b) word 
formation, e.g. Old and Classical Spanish, fi 
de nemiga ‘enemy’, hijo del naipe ‘who always 
wins’, imitating Arabic ibn al-layl ‘thief’, ibn 
as-sabìl ‘wanderer’; (c) syntax, e.g. the Old 
Spanish type el caballo del rey y su espada ‘the 
king’s horse and sword’ 

¤

 farasu l-maliki wa-
sayfuhù, and probably Portuguese falar em (um 
tema) ‘to talk about (a subject)’ 

¤

 takallama fì; 
and (d) the use of the figura etymologica, e.g. 
in Llull (d. 1316). 

Finally, there are borrowings of literary themes 
and motifs, as Galmés de Fuentes (1999:186) 
has convincingly demonstrated, e.g. in Spanish 
mysticism and in Ramón Llull, where we find 
motifs like ‘the blind obedience to the beloved’, 
‘the joyful suffering’, or ‘the unrequited love’. 
These types of borrowings represent a challenge 
for contact linguistics insofar as their linguistic 
repercussions cannot be seized by current classi-
fications of loans. It is true, for instance, that we 
can classify the designation amic ‘friend/lover’ in 
Llull 

¤

 mu™ibb as loan meaning or perhaps bet-
ter as loan usage, but there is no such generally 
accepted linguistic category for the borrowing of 
a motif like ‘the blind obedience to the beloved’ 
(Kiesler 2002). 

Thus, the revision of the typology of loans 
is one of the tasks of future research. Another 
task is the description of the exact filiation of 
Arabic loanwords. Many of the Arabic words 
that have passed to the Ibero-Romance lan-
guages are not autochthonous but are taken 
from other languages (cf. Corriente 1999:22), 
especially from Persian (taza < –ássa < Pehlevi 
tašt), Sanskrit (azúcar < as-súkkar < Pali 
sakkharà), and Greek (alhóndiga < Hispano-
Arabic al-fúndaq < Arabic funduq < Aramaean 
pendłqà < Greek pandoke›on). On the other 
hand, Ibero-Romance languages have served as 
transmitters for Arabic loanwords introduced 

into ¤ English and other languages, even if ¤ 
Italian seems to have played a more important 
role in this sense, e.g. English apricot < Spanish 
or Portuguese, aubergine < French < Catalan, 
spinach < French < Old Provençal < Catalan, 
typhoon < Portuguese.

The study of Arabic influence on Ibero-
Romance languages and literatures has made 
considerable progress in the last decades, 
thanks to scholars like Corriente and Galmés 
de Fuentes; still, much remains to be done. 
We know, for instance, rather little about “the 
marginal and final phenomena of the history 
of Romance Arabisms”, such as their introduc-
tion into thieves’ slang and into the language of 
children’s games (Corriente 1999:65). Yet, it is 
clear that the linguistic and extralinguistic influ-
ences – like influence on the origin of universi-
ties – of Arabo-Islamic civilization on Medieval 
Europe, and especially on the Ibero-Romance 
languages, have been greater and more pro-
found than generally thought.
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Ibero-Romance Loanwords

1 .  L a n g u a g e  c o n t a c t s  b e t w e e n 
A r a b i c  a n d  R o m a n c e

At the beginning of the 8th century, armies 
of Muslim Arabs and somewhat Arabicized 
Berbers invaded the Iberian Peninsula. The lexi-
cal interference of Ibero-Romance with Arabic 
was the unavoidable consequence of contacts 
between these armies, who imported Arabic 
dialects, and the local inhabitants, who spoke 
Proto-Romance dialects derived from Low 
Latin. The invaders succeeded in creating a new 
geopolitical entity, soon called ¤ al-Andalus 
by its mixed population. The guest language 
obviously occupied a dominating position in 
the ensuing situation of bilingualism. In addi-
tion to being the tongue of the ruling classes, 
administration, and religious services, Arabic 
was soon to become the main linguistic link 
with the rest of the Islamic world, with which 
trade and intercourse would be increasingly 
frequent, and even between the different ethnic 
groups of al-Andalus.

However, as the newcomers had not brought 
along women, they took native women as 
wives, thus creating bilingual households. The 
local Hispanic population, which could not, 
would not, and did not forsake their ancestral 
tongue immediately, nevertheless soon had to 
communicate with the monolingual newcom-
ers. The only possible outcome of this situation 
was that in a matter of a few years almost 
everybody became more or less bilingual. It 
took the guest language, Arabic, much longer 
to drive Romance out of fashion even in low 
registers, and four or five centuries finally to 
reign alone in the country.

In the meantime, of course, there was inter-
ference between the spoken dialects of Arabic 
and Romance, above all lexical borrowing in 
both directions, to the point that this borrowing 
became one of the most characteristic features 
of both ¤ Andalusi Arabic and Andalusi or 
Southern Romance (formerly misnamed ‘Mozar-
abic’). The earliest attempt at producing a survey 
of the matter was Simonet (1888), to which 
Corominas (1951) and Griffin (1961) added 
much-needed methodological approaches, while 
Corriente (1992:125–142) constitutes the latest 
account of this subject.

Romance loanwords in Andalusi Arabic can 
be studied from diverse linguistic points of 
view, some diachronic, e.g. their chronology, 
some synchronic, e.g. their degree of integra-
tion into the lexical stock and their semantic 
distribution, and even panchronic, like their 
frequency ratio in the texts and over the lexi-
con, or their functional distribution, from the 
point of view of the relative frequency of the 
different grammatical categories.

2 .  T h e  d i a c h r o n i c  s t u d y  o f 
R o m a n c e  l o a n w o r d s  i n  A r a b i c

From a diachronic viewpoint, it is noteworthy 
that Romance loanwords may belong to at least 
three different chronological strata:

i. The earliest borrowings are substratal and 
consist of signifiers for concepts unknown 
to the newcomers, such as animal and plant 
names (e.g. /lúp/ ‘wolf’ < Latin lupus, /
qalápaq/ ‘tortoise’ [cf. Castilian galápago], 
/istípa/ ‘rockrose’ < Low Latin stippa, /mul-
lún/ ‘melon’ < Low Latin melon[em]), or 
those belonging to semantic fields where the 
Romance spoken by the mothers won the 
day because of their predominant role in 
nursing and rearing children, as is patent in 
the names of parts of the body (e.g. /imlíq/ 
‘navel’ < umbilicus, /mú∑∑a/ ‘breast’ < Latin 
mulcta, /pa∑∑áyna/ ‘eyebrow’ [cf. Castilian 
pestaña]); the same may also be the case of 
some taboo words (e.g. /píšš/ [cf. Castilian 
picha] or /qaráyl/ ‘penis’ [cf. Portuguese car-
alho], /búlba/ ‘vulva’ < Latin vulva), where 
the Romance words might have served at 
the beginning as euphemisms in a society 
aesthetically dominated by Arabic-speaking 
fathers. In all such cases, the morphopho-
nemic integration into Arabic patterns is 
perfect or nearly perfect, as is obvious, in 
particular, from the fact that the Castil-
ian suffixes were recognized or metanalyzed 
(e.g. /qaláp+áq/, /pa∑∑+áyna/, /qar+áyl/, etc.). 
However, in some instances, the Arabic 
equivalents often appear to have survived 
as well (e.g. /súrra/ ‘navel’, /μádd/ ‘breast’, 
/zúbb/ ‘penis’, /™írr/ ‘vulva’, undoubtedly 
current, in spite of their rudeness, as some 
of them would wind up in later stages of 
the Romance languages, e.g. Castilian zorra, 
zupo, and herre que herre ‘stubbornly’).
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ii. The next oldest group of loanwords, in 
all likelihood adstratal, is integrated by 
words proceeding from Southern Romance 
as well, but only imperfectly integrated 
into Arabic, e.g. /apúryu/ ‘stick [used to 
goad animals]’ < Low Latin *aporrigium, 
/rumíškal/ ‘rorqual’ < Hispanic Romance 
*lu musklu, /marrúyu/ ‘horehound’ < Latin 
marrubium. Most of them appear to belong 
to the special lexica of certain crafts and 
rural milieus, where Romance technical 
terms were likely to have survived better 
and longer without strong Arabicizing pres-
sures. It must be acknowledged, though, 
that their distinction from the previous 
group is not always easy. 

iii. The youngest group of Romance loanwords 
in Andalusi Arabic is superstratal and results 
from its contact with the languages spoken 
by the Christian powers, Castilian, Portu-
guese, or Catalan, as a consequence of the 
Reconquista, i.e. the occupation of lands for-
merly held by the Muslims, in a reversed sit-
uation of bilingualism, where Arabic became 
the dominated language. In this case, their 
origins, semantics, and scarce adaptation to 
Arabic morphophonemics are generally quite 
obvious and characteristic, e.g. /nifindír/ ‘I 
defend’ < Castilian defender, /qalunjíyya/ 
‘canonry’ < Old Castilian calongia.

3 .  T h e  s y n c h r o n i c  s t u d y  o f 
R o m a n c e  l o a n w o r d s  i n  A r a b i c

The degree of morphophonemic integration of 
these borrowings, although legitimately con-
strued as proof of their age, cannot always be 
considered of decisive value, without resort-
ing to other gauging devices. It may happen, 
for instance, that a certified late loanword 
like /laßqúna/, from Castilian azcona ‘dart’, 
on account of its casual fit in the template 
{1a23ú4(a)}, is assimilated at once and given a 
broken plural, /laßáqin/, an assumed hallmark 
of total integration, which would suggest a 
much earlier date than the actual ones. A more 
accurate methodology should take into account 
as well whether the borrowed item proceeds 
from Low Latin, Early Romance, Southern or 
Andalusi Romance, or the modern Romance 
languages, and seek some philological informa-
tion about the dates of its earliest appearance 
in texts of general or specialized contents. Of 

course, it will often happen that some of these 
details or indeed most of them are presently not 
available, which will necessarily lead to uncer-
tain conclusions.

The semantic distribution of Romance loan-
words is of paramount importance in assessing 
the overall contribution of the native Hispanic 
population to the culture, society, and institu-
tions of al-Andalus, in the same manner that 
Arabic loanwords in the modern Romance lan-
guages of the Iberian Peninsula are witnesses to 
their debt to Arab and Islamic culture. Practical 
considerations make it advisable to adopt the 
following semantic classification.

Onomatopoetic borrowings have been trans-
ferred from one language to another, without 
regard to lexical necessity, simply because of 
their phatic value or synaesthetic expressive-
ness, such as /bába/ ‘daddy’, /páppa/ ‘pap’, 
/∑aw∑ál/ ‘to whisper’, /karkál/ ‘to trample’, /
zázza/ ‘slap on the neck’ (cf. Castilian papá, 
papa, chuchear, and zas and Latin calcare). 
Some of them might be instances of baby talk, 
easily borrowed in situations of bilingualism.

Conceptual borrowings, designed to fulfil 
the speakers’ lexical needs not satisfied by the 
target language, are related to physical objects, 
such as humans themselves, their inanimate 
setting, and their biological environment, or to 
social realities.

i. Physical objects. For the reasons previously 
advanced, loanwords related to humans are 
relatively abundant in the case of names 
of parts of the body (e.g. /búff/ ‘lungs’ [cf. 
Castilian bofe], /pulliqár/ ‘thumb’ < Latin 
pullica[is], /furá†/ ‘anus’ < Latin forat[us], 
/qub†ál/ ‘elbow’ [cf. Castilian codillo]), but 
rather scarce in the case of diseases and 
their cures (e.g. /rábyana/ ‘scabies’ < Latin 
robigin[em], /russál/ ‘sty’ < Latin hordeo-
lus), apparently because imported Eastern 
medicine was more developed than the 
native notions in this realm.

ii. Inanimate settings. Loanwords related to 
inanimate settings such as dwellings, sites, 
and places are also quite frequent (e.g. 
/píl∑/ ‘latch’ < Latin pestul[um], /par†ál/ 
‘porch’ < Low Latin portale, /pár∑ala/ ‘gar-
ret’ < Romance *bár∑ena, /pur†ál/ ‘moun-
tain pass’ < Low Latin portel[um], /šim†áyr/ 
‘path’ < Low Latin *semitarius). It is also 
noteworthy that some meteorological phe-
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nomena have kept their Romance names 
(e.g. /∑íqa/ ‘fog’ < Latin caeca, /∑ír∑/ ‘north 
wind’ < Latin cercius, /labá∑/ ‘south wind’ 
< Latin libyce, /šulúq/ ‘wind from the sea’ < 
Greek sálos with a Romance suffix).

iii. Biological environment. The biological 
environment is the largest contributor to 
the Andalusi Arabic lexicon. This may have 
been because the Arabic names of ani-
mals and plants were often inadequate for 
the local species (e.g. /pár†al/ ‘sparrow’ 
< Latin pardalus, /kúrs/ ‘roebuck’ < Low 
Latin *curtiu, /náÿra/ ‘crow’ < Latin nigra, 
/qunílya/ ‘rabbit’ < Latin cuniculus, /paní∑/ 
‘millet’ < Latin panicium, /bíban/ ‘willow’ < 
Latin vimen, /aplantáyn/ ‘plantain’ < Latin 
plantagin[em]), or simply because the direct 
care of lands and beasts was left in the 
hands of the local population, so that such 
words had become a species of craft jargon 
by the time they were Arabicized.

iv. Social realities. When dealing with loan-
words related to the social infrastructure of 
al-Andalus, it is obvious that legal language 
is almost entirely free of Romance borrow-
ings (in spite of an exceptional /pársana/ 
‘accusation’ < Low Latin perdition[em]), 
although there are a few among kinship 
terms (e.g. /šúqr/ ‘father-in-law’ < Latin 
socer, /núra/ ‘daughter-in-law’ < Latin nurus, 
/antiná†/ ‘stepson’ < Low Latin antenatus). 
There is a much larger number of borrow-
ings connected with folklore, games, and 
music (e.g. /fálya/ ‘bonfire’ < Latin facula, 
/maránda/ ‘snack between lunch and din-
ner’ < Latin merenda, /fá†a/ ‘fairy’ < Latin 
fata, /dúrqa/ ‘witch’ < Low Latin *turica, /
pandáyr/ ‘drum’ < Latin pandorium, /ÿay†a/ 
‘bagpipe’ [cf. Castilian gaita], /malandíyya/ 
‘melody’ < Latin melodia), as well as with 
armies and weapons (e.g. /†árÿa/ ‘shield’ [cf. 
Castilian targa], /†ištány/ ‘helmet’ < Low 
Latin *testaneu, /ÿírra/ ‘war’ [cf. Castilian, 
Catalan, and Portuguese guerra], /pannún/ 
‘banner’ < Latin pinna with a Romance 
suffix).

There is a host of borrowings related to house-
hold accessories and clothing (e.g. /pinnís/ ‘jug’ 
[cf. Castilian pañés], /iškála/ ‘cup’ < Low Latin 
scala, /qúbb/ ‘bucket’ < Latin cupus, /†ábla/ 
‘table’ < Latin tabula, /†irpá∑/ ‘candelabrum’ 
< Low Latin *tripediu, /ÿaškún/ ‘shirt’ < Latin 

vascon[em]), in addition to the names of the 
months of the Christian calendar, used for agri-
cultural purposes, and a considerable array of 
names of instruments of the diverse crafts and 
trades (e.g. /fúrka/ ‘pitchfork’ < Latin furca, 
/duntál/ ‘plowshare bed; share-beam’ < Latin 
dentale, /faw∑íl/ ‘sickle’ < Latin falc[em], /rúkka/ 
‘distaff’ [cf. Portuguese roca], /šuqúr/ ‘axe’ < 
Latin securis, /barrína/ ‘gimlet’ < Latin veru-
ina, /pála/ ‘shovel’ < Latin pala), agricultural 
and industrial products (e.g. /pur∑ín/ ‘certain 
fruits of low quality’ < Latin porcinus, /fuqqún/ 
‘figs’ < Low Latin ficon[em], /iškirlá†/ ‘scarlet’ 
< Latin sigillatus, /uš†úp/ ‘tow’ Latin stuppa, 
/†ápya/ ‘adobe wall’ [cf. Castilian tapia], /†únna/ 
‘cask’ < Low Latin tunna), and food special-
ties (e.g. /pulyá†/ ‘porridge’ < Latin puleiatus, 
/mirkás/ ‘sausages’ [cf. Portuguese morcela], 
/pišmá†/ ‘biscuit’ < Greek paxamádion).

Romance loanwords related to social, cul-
tural, or religious aspects of the Andalusi peo-
ple’s life are practically nonexistent, as those 
areas were ruled by Islamic principles, and 
therefore their concepts were expressed in Ara-
bic. The few exceptions are technical terms 
applied to typically Christian or Jewish institu-
tions, such as /qúm†/ ‘count’ < Latin comit[em], 
/šunúÿa/ ‘synagogue’ < Latin synagoga, /pa†ríq/ 
‘patriarch’ < Latin patricius. 

4 .  T h e  p a n c h r o n i c  s t u d y  o f 
R o m a n c e  l o a n w o r d s  i n  A r a b i c

The frequency ratios of Romance loanwords 
in the texts and over the lexicon are extremely 
difficult to calculate because the number of 
Andalusi Arabic texts having reached us is 
exceedingly small, and even these are most of 
the time interspersed with Classical Arabic. 
As this last feature also impairs the quality of 
most of the extant medieval lexical inventories, 
we are not always in a position to determine 
whether a given item really belongs to Andalusi 
Arabic or is a mere classicism embedded in a 
low-register utterance. Besides, we are far from 
possessing a nearly complete lexical list of this 
dialect bundle. Corriente (1992:142) reports 
that the ratio of Romance loanwords in the 
Vocabulista in arabico was about 2.7 percent 
and that the 5.3 percent exhibited by Alcalá’s 
lexicon is undoubtedly swollen by the author’s 
habit of introducing unassimilated Castilian 
words whenever he does not know or decides to 
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ignore their Arabic equivalents, if they existed 
at all. Taking into account those reservations, 
an educated guess is that, regarding the admis-
sion of foreign lexical stock, Andalusi Arabic 
stood in a position intermediate between the 
dialects of eastern Arabia, almost free from that 
kind of lexical interference, and the somewhat 
hybrid Maltese and Central Asian dialects.

As for the functional distribution of Romance 
loanwords in Andalusi Arabic, it is noteworthy 
that the loanwords are overwhelmingly sub-
stantives, followed at a considerable distance 
by verbs, most often denominative, and that 
adverbs (e.g. /makkár/ ‘at least’ [cf. Old Castil-
ian maguer], /yá/ ‘already’ < Latin iam) and 
interjections (/áya/ ‘come on!’ < Latin eia) are 
oddities.
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 Federico Corriente
(University of Zaragoza)

Ibtidà±

Ibtidà± is the term used in the Arabic grammatical 
tradition for the commencement of an utterance 
by putting a noun in the initial position. The 
notion of ibtidà± is used in two main domains 
of the Arabic language sciences, grammar and 
Qur±àn reading. In grammar, it is used in 
governance (¤ ≠amal) theory and in sentence 

grammar (na™w al-jumal). It is an ambiguous 
notion that was much disputed in the Arabic 
grammatical tradition. While it is still used in 
school programs and in university departments 
of Arabic, the notion of ibtidà± plays hardly any 
role in modern linguistic approaches to Modern 
Standard Arabic. 

1 .  I B T I D â ±  i n  g o v e r n a n c e

The ibtidà± indicates the governor (≠àmil) of 
the first noun of the nominal sentence, which 
is called mubtada±, like zaydun in zaydun 
mun†aliqun ‘Zayd is going’. The nominal case 
of zaydun is assigned by a posited ‘abstract 
governor’, “characterized by the fact that it is 
phonetically void” (Bohas a.o. 1990:60, 69–
70). In standard Arabic grammar, the ibtidà± 
operators both the mubtada± and the attribute 
(xabar), in the same way as the governance of 
operators like kàna ‘to be’, Úanna ‘to believe’, 
and ±inna ‘indeed’ (emphatic particle) (¤ kàna 
wa-±axawàtuhà; ¤ ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà).

It is possible for a sentence to contain more 
than one ibtidà±, as in zaydun ±abùhu mun†aliqun 
‘Zayd’s father is going’, where both zaydun and 
±abùhu ‘his father’ are mubtada±. In this case, 
we have two ibtidà±s for the two mubtada±s. 
However, the governance of the ibtidà± can 
be canceled if a verbal or particle modifier 
(nàsix; ¤ nawàsix) is introduced in the nomi-
nal sentence, e.g. kàna ≠abdullàhi mun†aliqan 
‘Abdallah was going’, where ≠abdullàhi is the 
agent of kàna and no longer a mubtada± (on 
the nawàsix, see Versteegh 1995:92–93, n. 3; 
Owens 1988:239–242; Peled 1992:148–150). 
The mubtada± can be introduced by some par-
ticles (™urùf al-ibtidà±), which are, however, 
devoid of governance (Peled 1992:148–150). 
Historically, the term ibtidà± was used to denote 
the mubtada± as well, for instance by Xalaf al-
±A™mar (Muqaddima 51). 

It is generally admitted that the ibtidà± is an 
abstract governor (≠àmil ma≠nawì). This abstract 
idea (ma≠nà) is not the result of elision (¤ ™a≈f  ), 
nor of suppression (¤ ±idmàr), and it cannot be 
restored with a paraphrase (¤ taqdìr). Its main 
characteristic is that it has neither equivalent 
nor substitute in the actual utterance; “it is 
impossible to pronounce it or to translate it” (là 
™aÚÚa li-l-lisàni fìhi or là yutalaffaÚu bi-l-lisàn), 
as defined by Jurjànì in his commentary on the 
≠awàmil (≠Awàmil 312). The concept of such 
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a type of governor is posited by the so-called 
Baßra school in reply to the question ‘What 
governs the mubtada±?’. But the so-called Kùfan 
school rejected the idea of ibtidà± and opted for 
a bidirectional governance: “The topic and 
the comment govern[ed] each other in the 
nominative” (Owens 1988:52). This provides 
the point of departure for the analysis in terms 
of ≠umda/fa∂la ‘indispensable/optional elements 
[of the sentence]’, which was developed by 
al-±Astaràbà≈ì (see Guillaume 1997:55). The 
majority of the Baßrian grammarians believed 
that it was the abstract governor that governed 
the mubtada±, but they disagreed about its 
definition (on these differences, see Ibn al-
±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf I, 44–53; Ba†alyùsì, £ulal 144–
149; ≠Ukbarì, Tabyìn 224). Three tendencies 
may be distinguished in the definition of ibtidà±: 
the abstract-governance approach, the syntactic 
approach, and the functional approach, which 
integrates the ‘pragmatic’ dimension of the defini-
tion of ibtidà ±.

The abstract-governance approach is based 
on the opposition between the morphological 
governor (≠àmil lafÚì) and the abstract gover-
nor (≠àmil ma≠nawì). It is widely agreed that an 
abstract governor is a ‘pure meaning’ (±innamà 
huwa ma≠nan; Jurjànì, Muqtaßid I, 214). The 
specificity of this ‘meaning’ is the lack (ta≠arrì 
lit. ‘nakedness’) of an ≠àmil lafÚì, but this lack 
does not have the same status as an ≠àmil lafÚì: 
“The lack is not a word [and is not comparable 
to a morphological governor] like ±inna” (wa-
laysa t-ta≠arrì bi-lafÚin ka-±inna; Muqtaßid I, 
214). Al-Jurjànì insists on the special status of 
the abstract governor and refuses to integrate 
the notion of ¤ ±isnàd ‘predication’ in its defi-
nition, because the presence of predication is 
a condition on sentence construction but not 
on governance. According to him, the ±isnàd 
operation must be accomplished before the 
introduction of the abstract governor. The role 
of this governor in the grammatical system 
consists in effecting the nominative case on the 
mubtada±. Governance is an abstract structure, 
in which syntactic and semantic considerations 
are irrelevant. Thus, the meaning of ibtidà± is 
neither semantic nor predicative.

The syntactic approach focuses on the syn-
tactic characteristics of the mubtada±. It stipu-
lates that the reason why the ibtidà± makes the 
noun first in the sentence is in order to attribute 
a predicate to it (≠Ukbarì, Tabyìn 224). In this 

approach, the ibtidà± is not dissociated from the 
±isnàd. This approach also emphasizes the fact 
that the achievement of the ±isnàd is a condi-
tion on the governance of the ibtidà±. Even if 
the ibtidà± is taken as an abstract governor, 
this abstraction is interpreted here as resulting 
from the absence of a morphological governor 
(≠àmil lafÚì), such as the verbal operators kàna 
and Úanna, or the particle modifiers ±inna and 
its sisters (¤ ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà). The ibtidà± 
is no longer a ‘pure meaning’ with its own 
independent structure, as in the abstract-gov-
ernance approach. The majority of the Arab 
grammarians adopt the syntactic approach, 
which uses the term ibtidà± but without its 
theoretical meaning. Az-Zajjàjì (Jumal 36), for 
example, defines it as the resemblance to the 
agent, because for him the verbal sentence 
constitutes the basic structure of the Arabic lan-
guage (cf. Ba†alyùsì, £ulal 144). Ibn Ya≠ìš sum-
marizes the theoretical criteria of this approach: 
“The ibtidà± means that you are focused on 
the noun and give it a first position [in the 
sentence] with respect to a second [noun], 
which is its attribute. Being in first position is 
an abstract idea that gives it strength, while 
the other noun [i.e. the predicate] depends 
on it” (al-ibtidà±u ihtimàmuka bi-l-ismi wa-
ja≠luka ±iyyàhu ±awwalan li-ma≠ànin kàna xaba-
ran ≠an-hu, wa-l-±awwaliyyatu ma≠nan qà±imun 
bi-hi yuksibuhu quwwatan ±i≈ kàna ÿayruhu 
muta≠alliqan bi-hi; ”ar™ I, 85). This means that 
the ibtidà± is replaced by a syntactic character-
istic, ‘being first, in initial position’. This notion 
is all but equivalent to the mubtada±. We have 
moved from ibtidà± to mubtada±.

As a historical consequence of this approach, 
some grammarians consider that it is useless 
to speculate about the identity of ibtidà±. This 
is the position that as-Suyu†ì (Ham≠ I, 308) 
attributes to ±Abù £ayyàn (qàla ±Abù £ayyàn 
wa-hà≈a l-xilàfu là yuÿdì fà±idatan). Some 
grammarians practically ceased to use the term 
ibtidà± and dealt with the mubtada± directly 
(e.g. Ibn Màlik, ≠Umda I, 256).

The functional approach may be exemplified 
by al-Mubarrid, who defines the ibtidà± first as 
awareness (tanbìh) and then as lack of governors. 
He clarifies it through an example: “The ibtidà± 
is when you say zayd, and when you express it, 
you do so for the listener, so that he expects the 
information you are bringing him concerning 
it [sc. zayd]; when you then say ‘is going’, or 
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something like this, the meaning of the speech 
is fulfilled” (al-ibtidà± na™wu qawlika ‘zaydun’ 
fa-±i≈a ≈akartahu fa-±innamà ta≈kuruhu li-s-
sàmi ≠i li-yatawaqqa≠a mà tuxbiruhu bi-hi ≠anhu, 
fa-±i≈à qulta mun†aliqun ±aw mà ±ašbahahu 
ßa™™a ma≠nà l-kalàm; Mubarrid, Muqta∂ab 
IV, 126).

Al-Ba†alyùsì considers that “the best inter-
pretation of ibtidà± is to say that the meaning 
that assigns to the mubtada± the nominative 
case is the special interest uttered by the 
speaker” ( fa-±a™sanu mà qìla fì ™aqìqati r-ràfi≠i 
li-l-mubtada±i ±anna l-ma≠nà r-ràfi≠a la-hu 
≠inàyatu l-mutakallimi wa-htimàmuhu; £ulal 
147). What is stressed here is the pragmatic 
dimension of the notion of ibtidà±: the special 
attention of the speaker is the reason why 
the nominative case is assigned. In both texts, 
the speaker and the listener are part of the 
definition of this notion. In this conception, 
the grammarians do not see any conflict or 
heterogeneity between governance analysis and 
pragmatic dimension. The ibtidà± is indeed a 
governor, but it is more than a standard one, 
because it links the different aspects (levels) 
of the grammatical analysis. In order to 
understand this characteristic we have to go 
back to Sìbawayhi, who puts forward such 
aspects, according to Carter (1968:219, 247–
248).

2 .  I B T I D â ±  i n  S î b a w a y h i

Sìbawayhi believes that in the nominal utterance 
the ibtidà± governs the topic (mubtada±), which 
in its turn governs the attribute. In his Kitàb, 
in the chapter on ibtidà±, he defines the relation 
between these three notions as follow: “The 
topic is every noun you begin with in order 
to construct an utterance on it. The topic, 
and what is constructed on it, has the nomina-
tive case; the ibtidà± cannot exist without a 
construct on it” (fa-l-mubtada±u kullu smin 
ubtudi±a bi-hi li-yubnà ≠alayhi kalàm, wa-l-
mubtada±u wa-l-mabniyyu ≠alayhi raf  ≠un, fa-l-
ibtidà±u là yakùnu ±illà bi-mabniyyin ≠alayhi; 
Kitàb II, 126). Thus, the comment depends on 
the mubtada±. This definition suggests that the 
mubtada± is the organizer of the grammatical 
relations in nominal utterances, just as the verb 
in verbal sentences organizes the grammatical 
relations upon which agent and complement 
depend (cf. Alaoui 1987:25). Sìbawayhi’s gov-

ernance system is not based on lexical or mor-
phological properties of the governors (as is 
the case in standard Arabic grammar), but on 
its capacity to organize the positions and assign 
declensional endings. He states that “just like 
the verb governs necessarily, the ibtidà± governs 
necessarily” (fa-kamà là tajidu buddan min 
±i ≠màli l-fi≠li ka≈àlika là tajidu buddan min ±i ≠màli 
l-ibtidà±; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 128). There is no 
‘conflict’ between the two types of governance; 
each has its specific governance domain. The 
governance is a necessity for the ibtidà± even in 
the presence of a verb or interrogation (Kitàb I, 
128): “You produce the interrogation when you 
have finished with the governance of ibtidà±” 
(±innamà tajì±u bi-l-istifhàm ba≠damà tafruÿu 
min al-ibtidà±). Moreover, Sìbawayhi’s use of 
ibtidà± has to be understood within a paradigm 
of notions like governance interruption (qa†≠), 
continuity of the governance relation (±išràk), 
separation (faßl), and connection (waßl). The 
domain of this paradigm is mainly the relation 
between sentences. The conditionals are the 
best example for the use of this paradigm. In 
a case like ±in ta±tinì ±àtìka wa-±u™addiμuka ‘if 
you come to me, I will come to you and I will 
tell you’, the third verb ±u™addiμu is not in the 
apocopate because the governance of the particle 
±in ‘if’ is interrupted, and a new utterance with 
a new governance begins. In this new utterance, 
the indicative (raf  ≠) is used because of the 
governance of the ibtidà± (yurfa≠u ≠alà qa†≠ wa-
btidà±; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 49). Here, the ibtidà± 
governs the entire utterance and not just a word 
(Iraqi 1992:58–60). For Sìbawayhi, it organizes 
the assignment of the declensional endings and 
regulates the relation between the utterances. 
The ibtidà± governs the entire utterance and is a 
universal governor, which is necessary for every 
governance structure.

3 .  I B T I D â ±  i n  s e n t e n c e  ( J U M L A ) 
t h e o r y

Na™w al-jumal is a grammar of text. It is 
an extension of ‘word grammar’, whose main 
focus is on the use of declensional endings. 
Na™w al-jumal deals with the grammatical 
status of these endings and their function 
within the text. For instance, a sentence is 
called ibtidà±iyya in two cases: at the beginning 
of a speech or text, and when a sentence 
is independent and ‘cut off from a previous 
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sentence’ (munqa†i ≠a ≠ammà qablahà). Ibn 
Hišàm (Muÿnì 500) calls it ‘recommencement’ 
(isti±nàf; for the use of ista±nafa in early 
exegesis, see Versteegh 1993:132–136, 196ff.). 
The ibtidà±iyya sentence belongs to the category 
of nondeclined sentences, to which no case is 
assigned (là ma™alla lahà min al-±i ≠ràb). 

4 .  I B T I D â ±  i n  Q U R ± â N  r e a d i n g

The meaning of ibtidà± in Qur±ànic reading is 
‘starting; starting again’. It is related to the 
notion of pause (waqf ). The main goal is 
to show the reader of the Qur±àn when it is 
possible to make a pause and how to start 
again. For Ibn al-Jazarì (Našr I, 230), the ibtidà± 
is optional, being conditioned by autonomy 
of meaning and noncontradiction with text 
‘intention’. This use of ibtidà± is not associated 
with grammatical categories, such as the noun 
or the sentence. Generally, ibtidà ± rules depend 
on pausal (waqf ) rules (Našr I, 231).
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±I∂àfa

1 .  T h e  ± I Î â F A  i n  t h e  A r a b i c 
l i n g u i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n

Two Arabic nouns may be linked together in 
a noun phrase in such a way that the second 
noun in the sequence determines the first by 
limiting, identifying, possessing, defining, or 
amplifying it. The two nouns in this phrase 
function as a closely knit syntactic unit. In Ara-
bic grammatical terminology, this structure is 
referred to as ±i∂àfa ‘annexation; addition’; the 
first noun in the structure is mu∂àf ‘annexed’ to 
the second noun, which is the mu∂àf ±ilay-hi lit. 
‘the added-to (or ‘annexing’) noun’. The annex-
ing noun is in the genitive case. In traditional 
English descriptions of Arabic grammar, this 
unit is normally termed ‘construct state’, ‘geni-
tive construct’, ‘construct phrase’, or ‘annexa-
tion structure’.

The grammarians also acknowledged the 
existence of what they called an ‘improper 
annexion’ (±i∂àfa ÿayr ma™∂a; Ibn as-Sarràj, 
±Ußùl II, 6–10); this included the construction 
of a participle with a following genitive (hà≈à 
∂àribu zaydin ÿadan ‘this is the one who will hit 
Zayd tomorrow’); an adjective with a following 
genitive (marartu bi-rajulin ™asani l-wajhi ‘I 
passed a man with a beautiful face’); an ela-
tive with a following genitive (zaydun ±af∂alu 
l-qawmi ‘Zayd is the best of the people’); 
and the slightly controversial construction of a 
noun with a following adjective in the genitive 
(e.g. ßalàt al-±ùlà ‘the first prayer’, masjid al-
jàmi≠ ‘the Friday mosque’).

The genitive construct is a central component 
of Arabic syntax, and the term ±i∂àfa occurs fre-
quently in grammatical treatises. In the Ma≠ànì 
l-Qur±àn by the Kùfan grammarian al-Farrà± 
(d. 207/822), the verb ±a∂àfa ±ilà is used both 
for the annexion of a noun to another noun 
(for which al-Farrà± also uses the term ¤ ±isnàd) 
and for the construction of a preposition with a 
noun (Kinberg 1996:436–445).

In the Kitàb Sìbawayhi, ±i∂àfa and cognate 
terms are very frequent (Mosel 1975:205–207): 
the verb ±a∂àfa occurs 233 times, ±i∂àfa 243 
times, and mu∂àf/mu∂àf ±ilayhi 183 times 
(Troupeau 1976:132). They do not always 
indicate the same phenomenon, however. Trou-
peau distinguishes between the translations 

‘annexer à’ and ‘relier (un individu) à’ for the 
verb ±a∂àfa, probably in order to differentiate 
between noun/noun constructions and prepo-
sition/noun constructions, but it is not quite 
clear which criteria he uses in assigning the 
loci to either sense. Talmon (2003:236–238) 
points out that ±a∂àfa may be used generally 
for any preposition linking a verb with a noun 
(e.g. Kitàb I, 177.11 yu∂àfu bihà ±ilà l-ism mà 
qablahu ±aw mà ba≠dahu). Hence, all preposi-
tions may be called ™urùf al-±i∂àfa (e.g. Kitàb 
II, 146.11; Owens 1990:14–17). Elsewhere, 
Sìbawayhi restricts this use to the preposition 
li-, which is called làm al-±i∂àfa (Kitàb II, 
331.2).

A special case is the use of ism ±i∂àfa for the 
relative adjective (¤ nisba), referring to what 
is currently called the yà± of nisba as yà± al-
±i∂àfa (cf. Wright 1967:II, 225). According to 
Talmon (2003:132), this is a relic of an earlier 
use of ±i∂àfa, which he connects with Syriac 
grammar. The same term, yà± al-±i∂àfa, is used 
in the Ma≠ànì l-Qur±àn by al-±Axfaš al-±Awsa† 
(d. 215/830?) for a different meaning, namely the 
suffix -ì of the 1st person (Ma≠ànì II, 375.5).

In the case of an annexion between a preposi-
tion and a noun, no explanation was needed of 
the genitive case in the noun, because particles 
have the right to govern. But in the case of the 
syntactic relationship between two nouns in 
an ±i∂àfa, the question of the governor of the 
genitive in the second noun was more difficult 
to answer, at least from the perspective of later 
grammarians. For Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 177) this 
was apparently not a problem, since he regards 
the first noun in the ±i∂àfa as the ≠àmil of the 
genitive case in the second noun (cf. Mosel 
1975:86–87):

The genitive occurs in any noun that is annexed; 
you must know that the annexed noun is put in the 
genitive by one of three items: a word that is nei-
ther a noun nor an adverbial adjunct, a word that 
is an adverbial adjunct, and a word that is a noun 
and not an adverbial adjunct (wa-l-jarr ±innamà 
yakùnu fì kull ism mu∂àf ±ilayhi wa-≠lam ±anna 
l-mu∂àf ±ilayhi yanjarru bi-μalàμa ±ašyà±: bi-šay± 
laysa bi-sm wa-là Úarf wa-bi-šay± yakùnu Úarfan 
wa-bi-sm là yakùnu Úarfan)

The three instances mentioned in this definition 
may be exemplified by the following expres-
sions: marartu bi-zayd-in ‘I passed Zayd’, ta™ta 
zayd-in ‘under Zayd’, and ™imàr-u zayd-in 
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‘the donkey of Zayd’, respectively. In the third 
example, the noun is clearly recognized by 
Sìbawayhi as governor. Note that in all three 
instances, it is the second noun that is called 
mu∂àf ±ilayhi ‘the [noun] to which [the first 
noun] is annexed’.

Al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898), too, regarded the 
first noun as the governor (Muqta∂ab IV, 136; 
Owens 1988:153–154, 242–243, 1990:15), but 
later grammarians rejected this government by 
a noun. They believed that the only elements 
in language capable of governing are the verbs 
and the particles, which meant that in the case 
of the ±i∂àfa another element than the first noun 
had to be made responsible for the genitive end-
ing in the second noun. Just as Sìbawayhi did 
in the Kitàb, al-Mubarrad (Muqta∂ab IV, 143) 
paraphrases the relationship between the two 
nouns by a construction with the preposition li- 
indicating possession: “Nouns that are annexed 
to other nouns do so with the meaning of li-” 
(wa-±ammà l-±asmà± al-mu∂àfa ±ilà l-±asmà± bi-
±anfusihà fa-tadxulu ≠alà ma≠nà l-làm). This 
reflects the old connection between preposi-
tional phrases and noun/noun phrases. But the 
semantic equivalence does not imply that a 
preposition has to be posited in the underlying 
structure as the implicit governor.

Some grammarians were content to limit 
their analysis to the observation that in posses-
sive constructions the second noun has a geni-
tive; this is the case, for instance, in the Kitàb 
al-jumal fì n-na™w, a treatise that has some-
times been attributed to al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad 
(Ryding 1998:109; about the authorship of the 
treatise see also Owens 1990:180). For the gen-
itive of annexion, the author simply observes 
(Jumal 173.9–10) that in an expression like 
dàr-u zayd-in, the second noun receives a geni-
tive ending because of the annexion of the first 
noun to it (qawluhum dàru zaydin wa-ÿulàmu 
≠amrin xafa∂ta zaydan bi-±i∂afa dàrin ±ilayhi).

Later grammarians, however, were concerned 
with determining the government relations in 
the possessive construction. Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl 
II, 5–6) distinguishes within the proper annex-
ion (±i∂àfa ma™∂a) between two possibilities, 
depending on whether the meaning of the con-
struction was that of li- or min. Clearly, he 
believed that the semantics of the construction 
could be expressed by prepositional meanings. 
But the expression bi-ma≠nà ‘with the meaning 
of’ does not imply that there is an underly-

ing preposition acting as implicit governor. 
According to Owens (1990:16), it was not until 
al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078) that the first explicit 
statement appeared to the effect that the noun 
cannot be the governor and that the underlying 
preposition is the governor of the construction, 
the noun having “the meaning of the geni-
tive particle” (ma≠nà ™arf al-jarr; Muqtaßid II, 
871).

Apart from the government relations, gram-
marians also became interested in the vari-
ous types of annexion. Az-Zajjàjì (d. 339/949) 
devotes an entire chapter to the question of 
why verbs cannot enter in an annexing con-
struction, and in this connection he classifies 
the ±i∂àfa into three types (±î∂à™ 108; Versteegh 
1995:190–215): annexion of a possession to its 
possessor, e.g. hà≈à dàru zaydin ‘this is Zayd’s 
house’; annexion of something to someone 
who is entitled to it or connected with it, e.g. 
al-™amdu lillàhi ‘praise be to God’, marartu bi-
zaydin ‘I passed Zayd’; and annexion of some-
thing to its genus, e.g. bàbu sàjin ‘a door made 
of teak’. The inclusion of the second type in az-
Zajjàjì’s analysis demonstrates that the original 
connection with prepositional phrases as in the 
Kitàb persevered in the Arabic tradition.

Later grammarians elaborated on this by 
translating the various semantic functions of 
the genitive construct into different preposi-
tional governors; along with li- for possession, 
prepositions like min were also adduced. In 
his Irtišàf (II, 501–502), the Andalusian gram-
marian ±Abù £ayyàn (d. 745/1344) quotes az-
Zajjàj as being the first to assign to the noun in 
the ±i∂àfa the meaning of li-. ±Abù £ayyàn then 
lists the various types of ±i∂àfa proposed by 
other grammarians, not only with an underly-
ing min or li-, but also with other prepositions, 
such as fì, ≠alà, and even ≠inda. In his own view, 
all these shades of meaning can be subsumed 
under one heading, that of ixtißàß ‘specifica-
tion’, which he believes is the core meaning of 
the ±i∂àfa.

2 .  T h e  ± I Î â F A  i n  m o d e r n 
g r a m m a r s  o f  A r a b i c

An extensive examination of ±i∂àfa construc-
tions is contained in Cantarino (1974–1975:II, 
92–119). See also Wright (1967:II, 198–234) 
on the rules for Classical Arabic. Fleisch (1971) 
is concise and informative. For discussion in 
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Arabic of the genitive construct, £asan (1987:
III, 1–180) provides an in-depth analysis. Just as 
the Arabic grammarians did, modern grammar-
ians attempt to set up a semantic framework 
for the different shades of meaning in the ±i∂àfa 
construction. However, the term is no longer 
used for constructions with a preposition as in 
the Arabic grammatical tradition.

The first noun in the genitive construct, the 
mu∂àf, is distinguished by the fact that it car-
ries neither the definite article nor nunation (the 
word-final inflectional marker of indefiniteness) 
because it is determined by means of the sec-
ond noun. “In Arabic it is the amplifying term 
whose definitional status yields the definitional 
status of the whole phrase: consequently, an 
annexed substantive will not itself have the arti-
cle” (Beeston 1970:46). However, as the head 
noun of the phrase, the first noun in the genitive 
construct may be in any case: nominative, geni-
tive, or accusative, depending on the function 
of the ±i∂àfa unit in a sentence structure. The 
first term of a construct phrase cannot have a 
possessive pronoun suffix.

The first term of the construct carries a case 
marker (overt or implied) determined by the 
syntactic role of the phrase in the sentence 
or clause, e.g. ™a∂ar-a zu≠amà±-u l-qabà±il-i 
‘the leaders of the tribes came’; nu-qaddim-u 
mùjaz-a l-±axbàr-i ‘we present the news sum-
mary’; fì šimàl-i l-≠iràq-i ‘in the north of Iraq’.

The restriction on nunation of the first term 
of the ±i∂àfa applies also to the final inflec-
tional nùns of the dual (-àni/-ayni) and the 
sound masculine plural (-ùna/-ìna) suffixes, 
e.g. wazìr-à l-xàrijiyyat-i ‘the two foreign min-
isters’; li-wazìr-ay-i l-xàrijiyyat-i ‘for the two 
foreign ministers’; murašša™-ù l-™izb-i ‘the par-
ty’s nominees’; min murašša™-ì l-™izb-i ‘from 
the party’s nominees’.

Another traditional restriction on the first 
term of the ±i∂àfa is that it may not be con-
joined; if more than one noun is to be included 
in the first element of the phrase, then the sur-
plus nouns follow the ±i∂àfa and refer back to 
it by means of a resumptive pronoun suffix, e.g. 
bi-n-nisbat-i ±ilà ±asàti≈at-i l-luÿat-i wa-†ullàb-
i-hà ‘in relation to professors and students of 
the language’. In the grammatical tradition, the 
insertion of a surplus noun was called ±iq™àm 
‘intrusion, invasion’ (Ryding 1992:272), and it 
was generally regarded as incorrect. This rule is 
still active in Modern Standard Arabic, but in 

current usage it is sometimes broken, in Media 
Arabic especially. This conjoining of the first 
term is referred to by Badawi a.o. (2004:138) 
as ‘binomial/polynomial annexation’, and by 
Ryding (2005:217) as ‘joint annexation’ (after 
Beeston 1970:48), e.g. qaddam-ù šukr-a wa-
taqdìr-a š-ša≠b-i ‘they offered the thanks and 
appreciation of the people’; fì šimàl-i ±aw ÿarb-i 
l-min†aqat-i ‘in the east or west of the region’.

A construct phrase may not be interrupted by 
modifiers for the first term. Adjectives or other 
modifiers applying to the first term of the ±i∂àfa 
follow the last term. Modifiers for the first 
term agree with it in gender, number, case, and 
definiteness, e.g. ±arkàn-u l-±islàm-i l-xamsat-u 
‘the five pillars of Islam’; jawàzàt-u s-safar-i 
l-jadìdat-u ‘the new passports’; fì kutub-i 
t-tàrìx-i hà≈ihi ‘in these history books’.

The second or determining noun in the ±i∂àfa 
is in the genitive case and is marked either for 
definiteness or indefiniteness, thereby determin-
ing the definiteness or indefiniteness of the entire 
phrase. It may carry a suffixed pronoun; it may 
also be a demonstrative pronoun, e.g. wàdì 
n-nìl-i ‘the Valley of the Nile’; †abìb-u ±asnàn-in 
‘a dentist’; ™all-u muškilàt-i-nà ‘the solution 
of our problems’; ma≠nà hà≈à ‘the meaning of 
this’. Some grammarians also consider a noun 
followed by a possessive pronoun suffix to be 
in the construct state (see, for instance, Fischer 
2002:89).

The second term of the construct may be 
modified by adjectives directly following it and 
agreeing with it in definiteness, gender, number, 
and case, e.g. fì min†aqat-i š-šarq-i l-±awsa†-i ‘in 
the region of the Middle East’; ™aqq-u l-lujù±-i 
s-siyàsiyy-i ‘the right to political asylum’. It may 
be preceded directly by a demonstrative pro-
noun plus definite article, e.g. qìmat-u hà≈ihi 
l-max†ù†àt-i ‘the value of these manuscripts’.

More than two nouns may occur in a string 
of construct relationships; this is called a ‘multi-
noun construct’ or ‘extended annexation’ by 
Badawi a.o. (2004:133), and a ‘complex or 
multi-noun construct’ by Ryding (2005:215). 
In this multi-noun construct, the first term 
(as the head noun) carries the case marker 
determined by the role of the phrase within a 
sentence; all subsequent nouns are in the geni-
tive case. For non-final nouns, the restrictions 
on nunation and the definite article apply. Only 
the final noun in the string may carry the mark-
ers of definiteness: either the definite article or 
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nunation, e.g. ra±ìs-u ta™rìr-i l-jarìdat-i ‘the edi-
tor in chief of the newspaper’; jamì ≠-u qaràràt-i 
majlis-i l-±amn-i ‘all the resolutions of the secu-
rity council’.

An adjective or participle may appear as the 
first term of a construct phrase instead of fol-
lowing the noun as a modifier. In these phrases 
the adjective remains in the masculine  gender, 
but it may be singular or plural. These expres-
sions are often set phrases, e.g. fì muxtalif-i 
l-manà†iq-i ‘in various regions’; fì qadìm-i 
z-zamàn-i ‘in olden times’.

In the adjective ±i∂àfa (±i∂àfa ÿayr ™aqìqiyya), 
the first term is an adjective or participle 
and may carry the definite article if it modi-
fies a definite noun, hence its label of ÿayr 
™aqìqiyya ‘unreal, false ±i∂àfa’, e.g. fì l-≠alàqàt-i 
l-muta≠addidat-i l-±a†ràf-i ‘in multilateral rela-
tions’; al-±ar∂-u mustadìrat-u š-šakl-i ‘the earth 
is circular in shape’.

The noun ÿayr, which denotes a meaning of 
‘non-’, ‘dis-’, or ‘un-’ may form the first term of 
an ±i∂àfa whose second term is an adjective, e.g. 
ÿayr-u rasmiyyin ‘unofficial’; ÿayr-u munàsib-in 
‘unsuitable’; ÿayr-u ±islàmiyy-in ‘non-Islamic’; 
ÿayr-u marÿùb-in fìhi ‘undesirable’.

The meanings assigned to an ±i∂àfa in mod-
ern grammars of Arabic are wide-ranging, and 
occasionally the categories are hard to delimit; 
Beeston (1970:46) calls this the “semantic poly-
valency of the annexation structure”. Some 
general categories are listed here; for a more 
detailed list see Ryding (2005:205–211).

i. Identity relation. In this broad category, 
the second term specifies, defines, limits, 
or explains the purpose of the first, e.g. 
madìnat-u l-xar†ùm-i ‘the city of Khartoum’; 
†ullàb-u t-tàrìx-i ‘history students’; ™alìb-u 
l-baqar-i ‘cow’s milk’; †à±irat-u ±inqà≈-in ‘a 
rescue plane’.

ii. Possessive relation. In this kind of annexa-
tion  structure, the first term can be inter-
preted as belonging (in the very  broadest 
sense) to the second term. In certain respects, 
it is very close to the next category, the 
partitive relationship, and it is sometimes 
difficult to draw a line between the two, 
e.g. maktabat-u l-jàmi≠a ‘the university 
library’; bayt-u ±abì ‘my father’s house’.

iii. Partitive relationship. Here the annexed term 
(the first term) serves as a determiner for a 
part or quantity of the annexing term. This 

includes the use of quantifier nouns, certain 
numbers and fractions, and the superlative 
construction, e.g. kull-u l-qawàmìs-i ‘all of 
the dictionaries’; mu≠Úam-u l-±aßwàt-i ‘most 
of the votes’; xams-u mudun-in ‘five cities’; 
mi±at-u marrat-in ‘a hundred times’; nafs-u 
š-šay±-i ‘the same thing’.

iv.  Constructs with deverbal nouns. In this type 
of construct, the first term is a verbal noun 
(¤ maßdar), the name of an action, and 
the second term is the agent or doer of the 
action, e.g. muÿàdarat-u s-safìr-i ‘the depar-
ture of the ambassador’. When the object of 
the verbal action is mentioned in addition 
to the doer of the action, the object may 
follow the ±i∂àfa construction and is in the 
accusative case (as object of the underlying 
transitive verb), e.g. muÿàdarat-u s-safìr-i 
l-≠àßimat-a ‘the ambassador’s leaving the 
capital’. In an object relationship, the sec-
ond term of the construct is the object of an 
action, and the first term is either the name 
of the action (maßdar), or an active parti-
ciple (ism fà≠il) referring to the doer of the 
action, e.g. rukùb-u l-xayl-i ‘riding horses’; 
raf ≠-u l-≠àlam-i ‘the raising of the flag’; 
musà≠id-u wazìr-in ‘an assistant minister’.

v.  Measurement, composition, contents. In 
these structures, the second noun of the 
construct expresses measurement, contents, 
or nature of the first, e.g. muddat-a sanat-
ayni ‘[for] a period of two years’; finjàn-u 
qahwat-in ‘a cup of coffee’; bàqàt-u zuhùr-
in ‘bouquets of flowers’; ≠unqùd-u ≠inab-in 
‘a bunch of grapes’.

 vi. Title or quote. When a title or quote is the 
second term of an ±i∂àfa, it is considered iso-
lated from the case-marking requirements 
of the second term and it is inflected inde-
pendently, not necessarily in the genitive, 
e.g. kitàb-u ±alf-u laylat-in wa-laylat-un ‘the 
book “The thousand and one nights”’.
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±Idÿàm

The term ±idÿàm (or iddiÿàm) lit. ‘insertion’ 
denotes in Arabic phonetics different types of 
assimilatory processes (¤ assimilation), which 
lead either to ¤ gemination (prolongation) of 
consonants or their change. The term ±idÿàm 
was used by the Kufan school of grammar, 
whereas iddiÿàm is said to have been used by 
Sìbawayhi and the Basrans (Suyù†ì, Ham≠ II, 
225 quoting Ibn £ayyàn). In fact, Troupeau 
(1976) has a total of 217 occurrences for 
the verb ±adÿama in the Kitàb and 141 for the 
masdar ±idÿàm; iddaÿama occurs once, in the 
passive (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 386.12 ±anna n-
nùn qad tuddaÿamu ma≠a l-làm); in al-Farrà±’s 
Ma≠ànì l-Qur±àn (cf. Kinberg 1996:250–252) 
±idÿàm is very frequent as well; to express 
the notion ‘to be assimilated’, al-Farrà± uses 
indaÿama once (Ma≠ànì I, 279.6). The analysis 
of ±idÿàm takes up the last six chapters of 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb (Kitàb II, 404–431; cf. Al-
Nassir 1993:56–80); in this bàb al-±idÿàm, 
Sìbawayhi also includes his description of the 
entire phonetic system of the Arabic language. 
±Idÿàm is regarded as a subject belonging to 
taßrìf ‘inflection’ (¤ ßarf ), or rather, in modern 
terms, to morphophonology. It is said to occur 
more often in verbs, since they have more 
irregular forms than do nominal parts of speech 
(Suyù†ì, Ham≠ II, 225).

It should be noted that although some 
cases of ±idÿàm would be described in modern 
phonetics as assimilation, this does not mean 
that the two terms are identical; in a case 
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like ≠anbar > ≠ambar ‘amber’, Sìbawayhi calls 
the assimilation of the /n/ to the place of 
articulation of the /b/ ¤ ±ibdàl, because the 
two consonants do not share the same place 
of articulation. In principle, ±idÿàm is reserved 
for those cases where identical consonants or 
consonants with adjacent places of articulation 
are affected. Between ±ibdàl and ±idÿàm there is 
yet another category of phonotactics, ±ixfà± lit. 
‘concealment’ (Al-Nassir 1993:58); this term 
is used for combinations of Cv#Cv, in which 
the duration of the intervening short vowel 
is reduced without disappearing completely. 
±Ixfà± takes place in cases where ±idÿàm is not 
allowed, e.g. in ismu mùsà ‘Moses’ name’, 
where ±idÿàm would lead to an illicit cluster of 
three consonants.

Early grammarians like al-Xalìl had already 
pointed out the connection between gemination 
and ±idÿàm (≠Ayn I, 50.4 fa-t-tašdìd ≠alàmat al-
±idÿàm), but in later grammatical theory ±idÿàm 
was identified with the result of complete assi-
milation, i.e., it was used to mean gemination 
or geminated consonants. Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß II, 
139–145) distinguishes between iddiÿàm ±aßÿar 
‘partial assimilation’ and iddiÿàm kabìr, which 
is only used for complete assimilation (cf. Méhiri 
1973:183–186). Al-±Astaràbà≈ì (”ar™ III, 233–
235; cf. Bohas and Guillaume 1984:295–307) 
stresses the fact that the consonants have to be 
identical; were they not, no ±idÿàm would result. 
This is different from the early tradition in the 
Kitàb where ±idÿàm covers both gemination of 
identical consonants and assimilation (change) 
of nonidentical consonants.

When two consonants (¤ ™arf) have the 
same or an adjacent place of articulation, they 
are assimilated and form a geminated ™arf. The 
first ™arf loses (or is without) the following 
vowel (i.e., it becomes sàkin), while the other 
has to be followed by a vowel (muta™arrik), 
i.e., it forms an open syllable.

±Idÿàm is classified by Sìbawayhi as accept-
able (yajùzu), not approved (là ya™sunu), or 
unacceptable (là yajùzu). In later theory, other 
terms were used: obligatory (wàjib), unaccept-
able (mumtani≠), and acceptable (jà±iz). In 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb it denotes:

i. Sandhi phenomena
 a. With accompanying haplology: two iden-

tical consonants form one geminated (long)

   consonant, as in ja≠ala laka ¤ ja≠allaka or 
fa≠ala labìdun ¤ fa≠allabìdun. According 
to Sìbawayhi, ±idÿàm in these cases 
is the result of a constraint in Arabic 
against four consecutive open short 
syllables (™urùf muta™arrika; Kitàb II, 
407). If there are four or more, haplology 
sets in, as in the above examples.

b. With accompanying assimilation:
n + l ¤ nn: buyyina lahum > buyyinnahum 
هُمْ) (بُيِّنَ لهَُمْ    بُيِّنَّ
x + ÿ ¤ ÿÿ: isla™ × ÿanamaka > 

islaÿÿanamaka (اسلخ غنمك    اسلغَّنمك)
t + s ¤ ss: ≈ahabat salmà > ≈ahabassalmà 
لمى) (ذهبَتْ سلم    ذهبسَّ
d + s ¤ ss: qad sami≠ta > qassami≠ta 
معت) (قد سمعت    قسَّ

ii. Haplology
Obligatory: humà yuÚlimàninì > humà 
yuÚlimànnì
Acceptable: tatakallamùna > takallamùna; 
tatarassùna > tarassùna; tatanazzalùna > 
tanazzalùna
Obligatory ±idÿàm is explained by reference 
to underlying structures. For instance, forms 
of verbs such as radda, madda, wadda are 
analyzed as radada > radda, on the basis of 
existing forms such as radadtu (> radattu). 
In forms such as yamuddu, the underlying 
process is described as transfer (naql) of 
the vowel -u- from the du syllable to mu: 
yamdudu > yamuddu.

iii. Progressive assimilation
Between two consonants having the same 
place of articulation: mu≈takir > mu≈dakir > 
mu≈≈akir (but also regressive: > muddakir); 
ißtabara > iß†abara; mu∂taji≠ > mu∂†aji≠ > 
mu∂∂aji≠/mu††aji≠; i†ta≠anù > i††a≠anù; idtànù 
> iddànù. Although progressive assimilation 
of verbal endings (as in fa™aßtu > fa™aß†u,   
-afiÚtu > ™afi††u, etc.) some™ ;فَحَصْتُ > فَحَصْطُ
times occurs, it is deemed rare. When it 
occurs, it is accepted but not approved, 
since the -tu is a personal verbal ending 
having the status of a pronoun (≠alàmat al-
±i∂màr); therefore, it should retain its initial 
form. However, regressive assimilation of 
verbal endings is acceptable since the initial 
form of the ending is preserved: madadtu > 
madattu.
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iv. Regressive assimilation
tasdìr > tazdìr (تسدير > تزدير)
tasdulu > tazdulu (تسَْدُل > تزدل)

As a matter of fact, almost all instances of ±idÿàm 
in the Kitàb concern regressive assimilation. Al-
Nassir (1993:80) calculates that out of 123 
cases of ±idÿàm only 31 are cases of progressive 
assimilation. of which only 6 concern total 
progressive assimilation; the rest are cases of 
regressive assimilation. This is in agreement 
with Sìbawayhi’s repeated rule that ±idÿàm is 
the assimilation of the first element with the 
second one (e.g. Kitàb II, 254.5–7 wa-l-±idÿàm 
±innamà yadxulu fìhi l-±awwal fì l-±àxir wa-
l-±àxir ≠alà ™àlihi wa-yuqlabu l-±awwal wa-
yadxulu fì l-±àxir ™attà yaßìra huwa wa-l-±àxir 
min maw∂i≠ wà™id). This first element is, in 
the overwhelming majority of cases, a coronal 
consonant (Al-Nassir 1993:80).

A special case is that of the assimilation of the 
consonant /n/ to medial consonants (Al-Nassir 
1993:68–69), e.g. man kàna ‘who was’, man 
jà±a ‘who came’, etc. The resulting value of /n/, 
[™] or [õ], respectively, is regarded by Sìbawayhi 
as one of the ‘acceptable consonants’ of Arabic. 
In his view, the original place of articulation of 
/n/ is ‘concealed’ (±ixfà±), but its release through 
the nasal cavity remains, and this is enough to 
preserve its status as a separate consonant.

In accordance with the use of ±idÿàm in 
later Arabic grammatical theory, modern Ara-
bic linguistic terminology usually employs the 
term to mean gemination resulting from assimi-
lation. Related terms are mudÿam ‘the assimi-
lated [consonant]’ and mudÿam ±ilayhi ‘[the 
consonant] to which something is assimilated’.
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±I∂màr

Although the term ±i∂màr lit. ‘keeping in mind’ 
sometimes occurs interchangeably with ¤ ™a≈f 
‘¤ elision’, it represents an entirely different 
phenomenon. Whereas ™a≈f denotes an omis-
sion at the surface level, as a purely phono-
logical event that leaves the utterance formally 
incomplete, ±i∂màr refers to the mental act of 
suppressing an element at what might now 
be called the deep-structure level, independ-
ent of any phonological realization, and not 
necessarily producing a formally incomplete 
utterance (¤ ellipsis). Moreover, it is a feature 
of ±i∂màr that, unlike ™a≈f, only complete 
morphemes (mostly whole words) can be ‘sup-
pressed’. Significantly, the concept of ‘suppres-
sion’ also supplies the cognate term for ‘pro-
noun’, ¤ ∂amìr lit. ‘thing kept in the mind’ (in 
Modern Standard Arabic also ‘conscience’), so 
that mu∂mar can mean both ‘suppressed’ and 
‘pronominalized’. One class that is regularly 
‘suppressed’ is the agent pronoun of certain 
verb forms: thus, ∂araba-nì is interpreted by 
default as ‘he struck me’ in the absence of an 
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overt agent (muÚhar ‘expressed openly’, anto-
nym of mu∂mar), but in the sentence ∂araba-nì 
wa-∂arabtu zaydan lit. ‘struck me and I struck 
Zayd’, i.e. ‘[Zayd] struck me and I struck 
Zayd’, the agent of ∂araba-nì ‘struck me’ must 
be interpreted as elided (ma™dùf) and not pro-
nominalized (mu∂mar), because a pronoun 
normally cannot refer cataphorically to a fol-
lowing noun (¤ cataphora), so the full sen-
tence is ∂araba-nì [zaydun] wa-∂arabtu zaydan. 
±I∂màr also denotes the ‘keeping in mind’ of 
other elements, particularly the subordinating 
conjunction ±an ‘that’, thus accounting, inter 
alia, for the ability of the preposition li- ‘for, to’ 
to subordinate verbs; hence, li-yaktuba ‘so that 
he may write’, is analyzed as li-[±an] yaktuba 
lit. ‘for that he may write’. Finally, ±i∂màr in 
metrics refers to the shortening of a prosodic 
pattern, e.g. the foot mutafà≠ilun to mustaf ≠ilun 
(= mut[a]fà≠ilun). It will become apparent that 
the distinction between ™a≈f ‘ellipsis’ and ±i∂màr 
‘suppression’ is sometimes blurred. However, 
although as a rule of thumb all elided elements 
can be thought of as suppressed, not all sup-
pressed items are elided; thus, the suppressed 
agent pronoun in ∂araba ‘he struck’ cannot 
be restored in the surface structure (∂araba 
huwa lit. ‘struck he’ is an emphatic expression 
meaning ‘he and not someone else struck’). The 
agent pronoun in ∂araba is called mustatar 
‘concealed’ (¤ ∂amìr).

The term ±i∂màr belongs to the oldest 
layer of Arabic grammatical terminology: it 
occurs already in the early exegetical literature, 
for instance in Muqàtil’s (d. 150/767) Tafsìr 
(Versteegh 1993:146–151). In the majority of 
passages in which Muqàtil uses this term, it 
indicates the suppression of an attributive or 
prepositional phrase, e.g. Q. 33/50 fa-sajada 
l-malà±ikatu ‘and the angels bowed down’, 
to which Muqàtil (Tafsìr III, 653.11) adds 
alla≈ìna kànù fì l-±ar∂: ±i∂màr ‘the ones that 
were on the earth: suppression’. In such cases, 
±i∂màr indicates the suppression of an element 
that may be reconstructed from the context 
but which is not necessary for the syntactic 
construction. In later exegetical literature, the 
meaning of ±i∂màr shifts to those instances of 
suppression where the suppressed element is 
necessary for the explanation of the surface 
structure. ±Abù ≠Ubayda (d. 210/825), for in-
stance, uses the term ∂amìr fi≠l to explain the 
dependent (accusative) form in Q. 2/135 bal 

millata ±Ibràhìma: “It is in the dependent form 
because there is a ∂amìr fi≠l in it, as if its actual 
meaning is ‘follow Ibrahim’s religion’” (intaßaba 
li-±anna fìhi ∂amìr fi≠l ka-±anna majàzahu bal 
ittaba≠ù millata ±Ibràhìma; Majàz I, 57.10–11). 
Of course, ∂amìr could also refer here to some 
kind of concealed agent pronoun.

Mu∂mar is a common term among the Kùfan 
grammarians (cf. Kinberg 1996:430–433). 
According to Dévényi (1990:104), al-Farrà± (d. 
207/822) uses mu∂mar to refer to words that 
are ‘hidden’ in one reading of the Qur±àn but 
appear in another reading (e.g. Ma≠ànì I, 141). 
In her view, this differs from the use of the term 
in the Kitàb Sìbawayhi, where mu∂mar does 
not refer to any actual reading in which a word 
appears but rather to a word that is suppressed 
in the surface structure, and which may be 
restored in the underlying structure.

In the Kitàb, mu∂mar and its cognates are 
used frequently, both in the sense of ‘sup-
pression’ and of ‘pronominalization’ (Troupeau 
1976:132; see the index by ≠U∂ayma 1975, s.v.). 
Ayoub (1990) interprets this double meaning 
by focusing on the role of the speaker. In her 
view, the common factor is that in both cases 
the speakers leave out something in their speech 
because they know that the interlocutor will 
understand what is being referred to. This is 
why ±i∂màr is often used in conjunction with the 
expression fì n-niyya ‘in the intention’ (Ayoub 
1990:3–4; e.g. Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 106 ed. 
Derenbourg/I, 127 ed. Bulaq). In all instances, 
the choice between using a verb or suppressing 
it is connected with a pragmatic motivation 
on the part of the speaker who has to decide 
whether or not to use the verb. The intended 
sense of the utterance may be reconstructed 
by the grammarian through tamμìl (called in 
later grammatical treatises ¤ taqdìr). The 
grammarians may then use this reconstructed 
element to explain the syntactic structure, for 
instance to explain the -a ending in li-yaktub-a 
by reconstructing a suppressed ±an. 

Elision or suppression is not unconditioned. 
Sìbawayhi laid down the principle that there 
are three categories: those where it is incorrect 
to suppress the verb (là ya™sunu ±i∂màruhu); 
those where the verb is usually elided; and 
those where it is always elided, the last also 
including elliptical expressions that have become 
proverbial (Kitàb I, 125 ed. Derenbourg/I, 149 
ed. Bulaq):
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Know that . . . the verb has three different ways with 
respect to the noun: a verb that is used explicitly 
and whose suppression is incorrect; a verb that 
is suppressed but may be used explicitly; and a 
suppressed verb that is never used explicitly (fa-
≠raf . . . ±anna l-fi≠l yajrì fi l-±asmà± μalàμata majàrin: 
fi≠l muÚhar là ya™sunu ±i∂màruhu wa-fi≠l mu∂mar 
musta≠mal ±iÚhàruhu wa-fi≠l mu∂mar matrùk 
±iÚhàruhu.)

Sìbawayhi then gives examples of these three 
categories. The first case is when you say 
to someone zaydan without any mention of 
hitting; in such a case the use of a verb is 
compulsory because otherwise the interlocutor 
would not know that he was meant to hit Zayd. 
The second category is when you say zaydan 
to someone when hitting has been mentioned, 
so that it is obvious that you intend him to 
hit Zayd; here, the verb may or may not be 
used. The third category is that of phrases 
like mar™aban ‘welcome’, where it would be 
incorrect to add an explicit verb.

The listeners’ ability to recover the missing 
elements based on their own knowledge (≠ilm al-
muxà†ab) was schematized by later grammarians 
into the various kinds of ‘contextual indicators’ 
(dalìl), both linguistic and situational, which 
accompany elision and suppression and through 
which the countless elliptical passages in the 
Qur±àn were reconstructed by the process of 
¤ taqdìr ‘suppletive insertion’. The treatise 
on the inflection of the Qur±àn attributed to 
az-Zajjàj, for instance, is a rich compendium 
of grammatically classified material in which 
numerous instances of ±i∂màr (and ™a≈f) are 
dealt with (±I≠ràb, Chaps. 1, 2, 4,10, 14, 15, 
16, 20, 31, 32, 33, 47, 52, 61, 63, 66, 68, 71; 
in Chap. 84 ¤ cataphora is treated; cf. the 
classified index, pp. 973–1054).
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±I≠jàz

The term ±i≠jàz is a technical term referring to 
the status of the Qur±àn as a miracle (mu≠jiz 
or mu≠jiza) resisting imitation and confirming 
the Prophet’s mission. The doctrine of the 
inimitability of the Qur±àn was founded on 
a number of Qur±ànic verses in which the 
authenticity of the Prophet’s mission was 
linked to a challenge (ta™addì) addressed to 
unbelievers to produce a likeness (miμl) of a 
specified portion of it: “Or do they say, ‘He 
fabricated the [Message]?’ Nay, they have no 
faith! Let them produce a recital unto it – if 
[it be] they speak the Truth!” (Q. 52/33–34; cf. 
Q. 2/23–24, 10/38, 11/13, 17/88). This notion 
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of matching or emulating (mu≠àra∂a) reflected 
the competitive practice of pre-Islamic poets, 
and there are several reports of attempts to 
meet the Qur±ànic challenge by the Prophet’s 
contemporaries, such as Musaylima ibn £abìb, 
whose verses earned him the taunts of later 
writers. But it was in the 3rd/9th century that 
the doctrine took shape and found its place at 
the confluence of several Islamic sciences, such 
as exegesis, theology, and the nascent practice 
of literary criticism, whose resources it both 
used and helped extend.

The development of the doctrine must be 
seen as a response to several social, political, 
and intellectual contexts, such as the heightened 
interest in the notion of prophethood and in 
miracles as the grounds of prophetic claims 
which was stimulated by interreligious (espe-
cially Muslim and Christian) polemics in the 
3rd/9th century, as well as by the challenges 
arising from within the Islamic community itself, 
where attacks on the notion of prophethood 
were often combined with criticisms of the 
Qur±àn. Ibn ar-Ràwandì (d. 245/860 or ca. 298/
912) is the most famous example, but similar 
challenges were ascribed to representatives 
of the šu≠ùbì movement in the same century, 
whether poets or secretaries, several of whom 
attracted charges of freethinking or dualism 
(zandaqa; Abdul Aleem 1933; Martin 1980, 
2002). Thus, the doctrine of ±i≠jàz might be seen 
in its connection with the battles over language 
which were bound up with larger questions 
about cultural and ethnic allegiance involved 
in šu≠ùbiyya, and hence as a force cementing 
a sense of community – a community ranged 
around a text whose fixedness the doctrine 
could be seen as reflecting and celebrating 
(cf. Audebert 1982:10–11). In addition, the 
doctrine had close links with the theological 
controversies concerning the status of the 
Qur±àn (whether created or eternal) and the 
divine attribute of speech that dominated 
the 3rd/9th century and constituted a formative 
influence on the perspective on language dev-
eloped across a variety of Islamic sciences. 
Theological commitments on these questions 
were an important factor affecting positions 
adopted on the question of ±i≠jàz (Larkin 
1995).

Several unpreserved works appeared in the 
3rd/9th century under the title of NaÚm al-
Qur±àn, among them one by the renowned 

Mu≠tazilite littérateur al-Jà™iΩ (d. 255/868–
869), and have been interpreted as precursors 
of the later treatments of the topic, initiating an 
exploration of the Qur±àn’s literary qualities (see 
Audebert 1982:57–71). Special treatises under 
the title of ±i≠jàz al-Qur±àn begin to be written 
in the 4th/10th century, with the Mu≠tazilite 
ar-Rummànì’s (d. 384/994) an-Nukat fì ±i≠jàz 
al-Qur±àn and the traditionalist al-Xa††àbì’s 
(d. 386/996 or 388/998) Bayàn ±i≠jàz al-Qur±àn, 
while the works often deemed to consummate 
the treatment of the doctrine appear soon after, 
in the contributions of the Ash≠arite authors 
±Abù Bakr al-Bàqillànì (d. 403/1013; ±I≠jàz al-
Qur±àn) and ≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 471/
1078; Dalà±il ±i≠jàz al-Qur±àn), on which the 
greatest focus will be placed here.

Investigations into the Qur±ànic miracle 
had to engage with several distinct questions, 
of which the most important concerned 
the nature of the miracle and the means by 
which knowledge of it was attained. The first 
question was directly invited by the terms of the 
challenge itself, which challenged unbelievers 
to produce the ‘like’ of the Qur±àn. But ‘like’ 
in what respect? Two approaches came to be 
distinguished early in the history of the debates, 
one of which located the miracle in certain 
features of the Qur±àn itself, while the other 
located it in God’s act of averting or preventing 
(ßarafa) human beings from attempts to rival 
the Qur±àn by depriving them of motivation 
and interest. Known as the doctrine of ßarfa, 
the latter was notably propounded by the 
Baÿdàdì Mu≠tazilite ±Abù ±Is™àq an-NaΩΩàm 
(d. between 220/835 and 230/845), and its 
corollary was the claim that “had God left [the 
Arabs] to their own devices, they would have 
been capable of producing a sùra which was 
like it in eloquence” (Šahrastànì, Milal I, 56–
57). Like others who followed his lead (notably 
ar-Rummànì), he was happy to combine this 
view with an approach of the first kind, and 
here he claimed that the feature internal to the 
Qur±àn which constituted its miraculous nature 
was the knowledge of ÿuyùb – information 
inaccessible to human beings, such as prophetic 
statements – which it contained.

An-NaΩΩàm’s view remained popular with 
Baÿdàdì Mu≠tazilites as well as Imamite Shi≠ites, 
but most writers on the topic – in particular 
the Baßran Mu≠tazilites, Zaydite Shi≠ites, and 
Ash≠arites – rejected it on both counts. On 
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the one hand, they took issue with its implied 
ascription of miraculous quality to God’s act 
of averting as against the Qur±àn itself, and 
some went so far as to claim consensus for the 
latter position (Suyù†ì, ±Itqàn II, 231; cf. al-
Bàqillànì’s discussion of the ßarfa view in ±I≠jàz 
41–43, and ≠Abd al-Jabbàr’s in Muÿnì XVI, 
217–220, 323–328). Equally important, the 
dominant view within the second approach was 
to identify the miraculous quality, not primarily 
within the content of the message, but within 
its form and, in particular, within its singular 
and insuperable eloquence.

The long probing of Muslim scholarship 
into the stylistic wonders of the Qur±àn which 
thus began would play host to several key 
themes that linked it to other domains of 
scholarship in various ways. One prominent 
theme, which brought investigations into ±i≠jàz 
into the intellectual orbit of literary criticism, 
appeared in answer to the second question 
mentioned above, concerning the means by 
which knowledge of the miracle could be 
gained. Insofar as the miracle was to serve as 
a proof (™ujja) and a sign of prophethood (one 
of the Prophet’s dalà±il an-nubuwwa), knowl-
edge of it needed to be readily accessible – its 
target audience was not the believer but the 
unbeliever. Indeed, “The underlying assumption 
of the challenge was that the merit and 
beauty of the Qur±àn could be appreciated 
even by those outside the hold of faith” (Mir 
1988:51). The fact of its accessibility was 
urged by reports of spontaneous responses to 
the beauty of the Qur±ànic language by the 
Prophet’s contemporaries, which could produce 
conversions and secure grudging admissions 
even from the Prophet’s opponents (see az-
Zarkašì’s paradigmatic description of al-Walìd 
ibn al-Muÿìra’s awestruck response in Burhàn 
II, 110–111). At the same time, the fact that 
knowledge of the Qur±àn’s aesthetic excellence 
required cultivation was made evident in 
certain writers’ classification of the miracle 
as one known through a process of proof 
(istidlàl). The more nuanced position on the 
topic was that an immediate knowledge was 
possible to those of trained literary judgment 
and ability, whereas others would need to rely 
on proof and avail themselves of the indirect 
or circumstantial evidence provided by the 
fact that the Arabs, acknowledged masters of 
their eloquence, had not produced a successful 

match for the Qur±àn (Bàqillànì, ±I≠jàz 393; 
cf. the discussions in Ÿazàlì, Iqtißàd 206–208; 
Juwaynì, ±Iršàd 288–295; Weiss 1992:74–79). 
This understanding of aesthetic judgments was 
in line with developments in the field of literary 
criticism, where the notion of the critic as an 
authority whose literary judgment overruled 
the subjective response of ordinary people, 
and of criticism as a craft (ßinà≠a) requiring 
professional training and producing specialized 
knowledge, had emerged clearly, beginning 
with Ibn Sallàm (d. ca. 232/847) in the 3rd/9th 
century and carried forward by his successors 
in the 4th/10th (Abu Deeb 1990, esp. 348–
349). While never losing sight of the limits of 
explanation, these developments led away from 
aesthetic subjectivism and toward a view of 
literary judgments as justifiable by reasons.

A second theme carried discussions of the 
Qur±ànic ±i≠jàz into the range of kalàm, where 
the debates concerning the nature of divine 
speech – chiefly polarized between Mu≠tazilite 
and Ash≠arite theologians – had issued in 
theologically mindful accounts of the nature 
of language and the relation between word (¤ 
lafÚ) and meaning (¤ ma≠nà). These accounts 
provided the backdrop for a debate to which 
early critics such as al-Jà™iΩ and Ibn Qutayba 
(d. 276/889) had made formative contributions 
which sought to identify the locus of eloquence, 
and in particular whether it lay in the words of 
a text or its meaning – a contrast between form 
and content different from, but not entirely 
unrelated to, the debate between an-NaΩΩàm 
and his detractors.

These themes provide some important prisms 
for presenting and contrasting the works of 
al-Bàqillànì and al-Jurjànì in this field. An 
accomplished theologian, al-Bàqillànì’s ±I≠jàz 
al-Qur±àn was a layman’s foray into the field 
of literary studies (cf. the comments of van 
Gelder 1982:100; Grunebaum 1950:xx), and he 
draws heavily on the work of predecessors such 
as ar-Rummànì, Qudàma ibn Ja≠far (d. 337/
948), and al-±Askarì (probably ±Abù ±A™mad, 
d. 382/993). He identifies several elements 
which might constitute the Qur±àn’s miraculous 
character (±I≠jàz 48–71), but his main focus 
is on its eloquence (faßà™a, balàÿa), which he 
claims surpasses that of any other speech. His 
account of this position is multifaceted, but 
his urge throughout is to present the Qur±àn 
as a literary phenomenon transcending the 
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categories of human literary creation. Thus, 
one of the grounds on which al-Bàqillànì 
argues the case of the Qur±àn’s unsurpassable 
eloquence is in its sui generis construction 
(naÚm), which defies classification and departs 
from all accustomed styles, modes, or genres, 
such as poetry or rhymed prose (¤ saj≠; ±I≠jàz 
51–52, 76ff.). The same desire to steer clear of 
category is revealed in al-Bàqillànì’s discussion 
of the types of badì≠ – which he lists in some 
detail – where again he insists that, while the 
Qur±àn partakes of such figures, its eloquence 
cannot be reduced to them. Employing many 
of the concepts familiar in the literary thinking 
of his contemporaries, he likens such figures to 
a craft attainable through training and argues 
that the grounds of the Qur±àn’s miraculous 
character must lie beyond the reach of human 
artifice (Bàqillànì, ±I≠jàz 162).

The challenge, then, is to place the Qur±ànic 
eloquence beyond human artifice, yet still within 
human capacities of aesthetic appreciation, 
beyond human literary categories, yet still 
within the reach of judgments of value which 
stand in need of such categories. However, this 
is not ultimately the task that al-Bàqillànì has 
set himself. Whether it was in awareness – or, 
if not, then in token – of his status as a layman 
in the field of literary studies (a status expressed 
in the pervasive mode of third-person reference 
to the judgment of the specialists or ±ahl aß-
ßan≠a), or whether it was a result of his stress on 
the transcendence of the Qur±ànic eloquence, 
al-Bàqillànì’s positive strategy for revealing this 
quality does not involve an analytical approach 
to the text (cf. the remarks in ≠Abbàs 1971:353–
354; his negative strategy, consisting of a critique 
of the Mu≠allaqa of Imru± al-Qays, among the 
‘Ancients’, and a poem by al-Bu™turì, among the 
moderns, is examined by van Gelder 1982:100–
107, Mir 1990, and Grunebaum 1941). Diffuse 
and rhetorically effusive, its task is not to 
educate the reader’s judgment through literary 
analysis and lead him through a perception 
of the grounds of eloquence to an aesthetic 
response. Within this framework, the capacity 
for responding to the beauty of the Qur±àn is 
demanded as a prerequisite – for otherwise al-
Bàqillànì’s invitations to contemplate examples 
of it (±I≠jàz 279ff.) would meet with no response 
– as, indeed, is the willingness to engage in the 
attempt, insofar as this cannot be urged on by 
reason-giving. Both demands are evident in 

al-Bàqillànì’s final admonition to his reader, 
should he fail to perceive the beauty toward 
which al-Bàqillànì points, to “take one’s seat 
among the muqallidìna” (±I≠jàz 370), contenting 
himself with taqlìd – the mode of knowledge 
which consists of accepting the judgment of 
authority. This authority must be understood at 
the same time as literary and religious authority 
(that the latter is also at issue is revealed further 
in al-Bàqillànì’s references to the authority, 
internal to faith, of consensus [±ijmà≠ ]: ±I≠jàz 
389). At his hands, the inquiry into the Qur±àn’s 
unsurpassable eloquence, formally conceived as 
a probative sign addressed to the unbeliever, 
becomes a form of fides quaerens intellectum – 
a devotional practice in which the miraculous 
character of the sacred text is presupposed in 
the attempt to perceive it.

Al-Jurjànì – fellow Ash≠arite, philologist, 
literary theorist, and thus member of the 
specialist ±ahl aß-ßan≠a which is the subject of 
al-Bàqillànì’s allusions – approaches the topic 
in a way which shares many of the elements 
of al-Bàqillànì’s outlook while displaying 
fundamental differences in others. He, too, 
locates the miracle in the Qur±àn’s inimitable 
eloquence (faßà™a, balàÿa, bayàn), which he 
examines in the context of a multilayered project 
addressing the nature and locus of eloquence, 
the (closely linked) questions of the relation 
between meaning and words, and the means 
by which eloquence may be known. Rejecting 
narrow views of eloquence which locate it 
merely at the level of isolated words, of the 
aural qualities of speech, or of its semantic 
content, he argues for a more holistic view 
of both eloquence and language. Eloquence 
is a matter of the naÚm – the ordering or 
construction – of speech, where naÚm is defined 
in terms of the features of grammar (ma≠ànì n-
na™w) and is seen as the carrier of an indissoluble 
connection between thought and language, 
insofar as the order of words is determined 
by the order of meanings in the mind. Al-
Jurjànì’s position on the semantic dimension 
of eloquence is supported by his discussion 
of figurative language (¤ majàz), arguably a 
showpiece of eloquent speech, claiming that 
devices such as ¤ isti≠àra ‘metaphor’, tamμìl 
‘analogous comparison’, ¤ kinàya ‘metonymy’ 
or ‘allusiveness’ are only intelligible in terms 
of second-order signification (Dalà±il, passim; 
Larkin 1988, 1995; Abu Deeb 1979).
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Al-Jurjànì’s stress on the unity of thought 
and language and on the semantic dimension of 
eloquence aims in part to heal the rift, fraught 
with theological significance, pervasive in 
Mu≠tazilite views of the nature of language and, 
as a corollary, of the nature of eloquence. Part of 
his project constitutes a polemical engagement 
with the views of the Baßran Mu≠tazilite ≠Abd 
al-Jabbàr (d. 415/1025; Larkin 1988, 1995; 
for his views see briefly Rahman 1996). Al-
Jurjànì’s stress on the semantic component 
may be seen simultaneously as supporting an 
Ash≠arite understanding of language in terms 
of a connection between uncreated internal 
speech (kalàm an-nafs or nafsì) and its external 
expression as phonic speech (kalàm lafÚì or 
lisànì) which buttressed Ash≠arite claims about 
the eternity of the Qur±àn as God’s speech (Lar-
kin 1995; cf. the presentation of the Ash≠arite 
position in Weiss 1992:65–69). Simultaneously, 
in overcoming the duality of thought and 
language through a conception of grammar in 
which the structure of the linguistic utterance 
is based on the structure of a mental act, al-
Jurjànì was helping to overcome a view of 
language – made compelling by a prevalent 
conception of its institution – as a naming 
mechanism intelligible in terms of a correlation 
between words and objects (see especially his 
remarks in Dalà±il 374ff.).

Al-Jurjànì’s opposition to placing the Qur±àn’s 
eloquence in the realm of the ineffable sub-
jective reactions and his commitment to the 
justifiability of aesthetic response in terms of 
reasons and grounds are expressed clearly in his 
work, in the insistence that “for every instance 
of discourse which you approve (tasta™sinu-
hu) . . . your approval of it must have a known 
ground and intelligible cause (≠illa)” (Dalà±il 
85). The language of reason, cause, and proof 
(dalìl, ≠illa, and sabab all appear in al-Jurjànì’s 
idiom), carried over to an investigation of 
the Qur±àn’s eloquence, pulls in the opposite 
direction from al-Bàqillànì’s transcendentalism. 
Here, al-Jurjànì’s interest in producing a unified, 
general account of the qualities determining 
literary value could be deemed to frustrate an 
appreciation of the special otherness of the 
Qur±àn, insofar as it is handled in terms of 
its instantiation of grounds of value which it 
shares with other literary works and is thus 
assimilated to human literary creations (Vasalou 

2002). Taken as a remark about the absence, 
in al-Jurjànì’s work, of an explicit analytical 
statement of the features constituting the 
Qur±àn’s miraculous eloquence, this appraisal 
may rest on a conception of the aim as that of 
saying or of stating, whereas al-Jurjànì’s work 
might be cast as an effort to rather show, which, 
by training one in the recognition of literary 
beauty through the recognition of general 
grounds exemplified by means of a variety of 
literary works, cultivates the taste that equips 
one to perceive the Qur±àn’s inimitable beauty. 
Later writers using al-Jurjànì’s tools, such as 
az-Zamaxšarì (d. 538/1144) in his Qur±ànic 
commentary al-Kaššàf (Boullata 1988:146–7), 
may be said to exemplify this training.

On the other hand, careful attention to al-
Jurjànì’s method will reveal that his strategy 
in examining literary passages – whether from 
poetry or from the Qur±àn – is often to begin from 
the aesthetic response (of approval, of delight, 
of wonderment) and, working backward, to 
provide a literary analysis which comes as an 
interpretation of this response by uncovering 
its latent reasons (for an example, see Dalà±il 
282). The question which such a strategy raises 
is faced boldly by al-Jurjànì when he confronts 
the possibility (Dalà±il 284) of a failure to 
respond differently to qualitatively different 
types of utterance – to have the response that 
becomes material for interpretation. Here, 
acquiescing to the logic of his specialized craft, 
he accepts that the capacity for such response 
may be confined to the people of taste and 
knowledge (±ahl a≈-≈awq wa-l-ma≠rifa) and, 
regarding it as a given which one either has 
or fails to have, countenances the existence of 
those who altogether lack the instrument (±adà) 
and the sense (™àssa) by which such knowledge 
is attained, whom he would advise against 
seeking to enlighten (“how little words avail 
with such a one!”). Whether or not al-Jurjànì’s 
professional exclusiveness here prevented him 
from doing sufficient justice to his own work 
and its capacity to cultivate aesthetic taste and 
judgment, these features of his project render 
it a contribution, less to the articulation of 
an apologetic theological doctrine than to the 
development of the sciences of rhetoric (≠ilm al-
ma≠ànì and ≠ilm al-bayàn), where he can rightly 
be credited with having bequeathed a towering 
presence to the generations that followed.
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Sophia Vasalou
(Gonville and Caius College)

±Ilÿà±

The term ±ilÿà± lit. ‘nullification, annulment’ is 
used in Arabic grammar to denote the opposite 
of ¤ ≠amal ‘government’. It is applied to sen-
tences in which the expected government rela-
tions have been canceled. The term is related to 
laÿw (synonyms ™ašw and zà±id), which is used 
for redundant elements in the sentence (on the 
meaning of laÿw, see Talmon 2003:222–223).

±Ilÿà± was analyzed by Carter (1973:156), 
who translates it as ‘neutralization’ and de-
fines it as a process “by which elements are 
deprived of their operative effect”. He refers 
to Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 243.6), who explains 
the fact that the comment in the sentence fìhà 
≠abdullàhi qà ±imun ÿadan ‘≠Abdallàh is in it 
standing tomorrow’ does not have the expected 
accusative by saying, “because the adverbials 
are annulled, so that it is as if the speaker 
did not mention them in this position” (li-
±anna Ú-Úurùf tulÿà ™attà yakùna l-mutakallim 
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ka-±annahu lam ya≈kurhà fì hà≈à l-maw∂i  ≠). 
The term appears rather frequently in the Kitàb 
(according to Troupeau 1976:190, ±ilÿà± occurs 
9 times, the verb ±alÿà 25 times, and the passive 
participle mulÿà ‘neutralized element’ 4 times).

The prototypical use of ±ilÿa± is in cases 
of disrupted government in sentences like 
zaydun Úanantu mun†aliqun ‘Zayd, I believe, 
is leaving’ (Owens 1988:50–51), as against 
zaydan Úanantu mun†aliqan, in which the verb 
Úanna – one of the ¤ nawàsix – governs 
the underlying topic/comment construction. In 
such a sentence, the topic and the comment 
are in principle governable, but the potential 
governor Úanna may be inserted as a canceling 
element that has no structural relations with 
the rest of the sentence. Another example is 
given by aš-”irbìnì (Carter 1981:114–115), 
±i≈an ±ukrima-ka ‘therefore, I shall honor you’, 
as against ±i≈an ±ana ±ukrimu-ka; in the latter 
case, it is the intervening personal pronoun that 
prevents the governor ±i≈an from governing.

Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl II, 257–261) has a 
separate chapter about the ±ilÿà± in which he 
defines it as follows: “±ilÿà± is when you use a 
word that has no place in the declension, if it 
is something that [normally] causes declension; 
when it is deleted from speech, the sentence 
does not become faulty” (al-±ilÿà± ±innamà 
huwa ±an ta±tiya bi-kalima [read so, instead 
of l-kalima]  là maw∂i≠a lahà min al-±i≠ràb ±in 
kànat mimmà tu≠ribu wa-±innahà matà ±usqi†at 
min al-kalàm lam yaxtalli l-kalàm [read so, 
instead of li-kalàm]; ±Ußùl II, 286.2–3). This 
definition also explains the connection with the 
meaning of laÿw denoting a redundant element 
in the sentence.

By extension, ±ilÿà± is also used in cases of 
deviating constructions, for instance when the 
absolute negation là is followed not by an 
accusative but by a nominative, e.g. là rajulun 
fì d-dàri wa-là mra±atun ‘there is no man in the 
house, nor a woman’ (Carter 1981:414–415); 
or in exceptive sentences when ±illà is not 
followed by an accusative, as in mà qàma ±illà 
zaydun ‘no one stood up except Zayd’ (Carter 
1981:400–401). In the latter example, zaydun 
functions as agent of qàma and the government 
of ±illà is neutralized (the author refers to Q. 
54/50 wa-mà ±amrunà ±illà wà™idatun ‘and Our 
command is not but one’ for another example 
of this).
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Kees Versteegh (University of Nijmegen)

≠Illa

The term ≠illa lit. ‘cause; illness’ is used for two 
central notions in technical linguistic terminology. 
On the one hand, it means ‘(linguistic) cause’, 
and in this sense it is connected with such terms 
as i≠tilàl ‘argumentation’, ma≠lùl ‘caused’. On 
the other hand, it is used to indicate the effect 
of the ‘weak consonants’; in this sense it is 
connected with such terms as mu≠tall ‘weak’, 
i≠tilàl ‘weakness’.

The connection between the two central 
senses in which ≠illa is used is not immediately 
clear. According to Lane (1863–1893:V, 2124), 
≠illa is “an accident that befalls an object 
and causes its state, or condition, to become 
altered”, hence “a disease that diverts [from 
the ordinary occupations]”, hence it may be 
“an accident, or event, that diverts the person 
to whom it occurs from his course” and even 
“a cause [and particularly an efficient cause]”. 
The verb ≠alla/ya≠ullu means ‘to give someone 
to drink the second time’, hence ‘to divert 
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someone from his want’; the verb ≠alla/ya≠illu 
means ‘to become sick, to fall ill’. What is 
probably behind the double sense in which ≠illa 
is used is that in speech, accidents may ‘befall’ 
the sounds, so that the shape of the word is 
altered. These accidents may be regarded as 
the causes of linguistic change, and even of 
linguistic structure.

The phonetic sense of ≠illa is probably the 
older one. It occurs in al-Xalìl’s Kitàb al-≠ayn 
(e.g. I, 59–60) to indicate the effect of the three 
¤ glides, /w/, /y/, and /''/, which are related to 
the ¤ ™arakàt ‘vowels’. They are often called 
™urùf al-lìn wa-l-madd ‘consonants of softness 
and lengthening’, because they represent the 
lengthening of vowels. But at the same time, they 
are responsible for most of the phonetic changes 
words undergo, disguising the transparency of 
Arabic, which is why they are known as ™urùf 
al-≠ilal. Words containing one of the glides are 
called mu≠tall ‘sick, ill’, and words without 
any glide are called ßa™ì™ ‘healthy, sound’. If 
the intended metaphor in characterizing the 
phonetic behavior of morphological forms is 
indeed one of ‘illness/health’, it may have been 
transmitted to Arabic grammar from Greek 
theories of linguistic pathology, through the 
intermediary of Syriac grammarians. In Greek 
grammar, the term hugiès ‘healthy’ indicates 
a word that is not affected by any change, and 
páthos ‘illness; accident; affection; suffering’ is 
used for phonetic changes affecting the shape 
of the word (Versteegh 1977:26). This parallel 
is, however, rejected by Guillaume (n.d.:29–
35), who points out that the páthè of Greek 
linguistics are used for all kinds of linguistic 
change, whereas in Arabic grammar ≠ilal are 
closely connected with the presence of glides. 
Guillaume (n.d.:9–47) does not accept the sense 
of ‘illness’ for ≠illa and, in fact, rejects the 
traditional interpretation of its meaning, which 
in his view does not involve any polysemy. 
He proposes for ≠illa and the adjective mu≠tall 
the interpretation of “une préoccupation ou 
une distraction secondaire qui vient détour-
ner quelqu’un de son occupation principale” 
(Guillaume n.d.:36); in linguistics, this translates 
as a transfer from an underlying, base form 
(±aßl) to a secondary form. The ™urùf al-≠illa are 
those elements that effect this transfer, and they 
have nothing to do with the notion of ‘illness’. 
The use of ßa™ì™ ‘sound’ to indicate the opposite 
of mu≠tall is in this view secondary, inspired by 
the other meanings of ≠illa in everyday speech.

Guillaume is certainly right when he says 
that for the grammarians there was no ambi-
guity in the use of the term ≠illa: for them, 
‘cause’ and ‘accident befalling a word’ were 
identical notions. It is also true that ≠illa has 
a connotation of ‘deviation’ from the rules 
that has to be explained. As a matter of fact, 
Ibn Jinnì (Munßif II, 262; Méhiri 1973:187) 
states that ±i≠làl should be avoided as much as 
possible, and Arabic grammarians always take 
great care to posit as few ≠ilal as possible. In 
some cases, however, they are the lesser evil, 
when no other explanation can be found. 

In Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, according to Trou-
peau (1986:144–145), ≠illa is used as a method-
ological term, translated by him with ‘raison’, 
23 times, and as a morphological term, trans-
lated with ‘débilité’, 11 times; the related term 
i ≠tilàl always means ‘débilité’ (50 times), and 
other related terms, like ≠alla (2 times), i≠talla 
(97 times), and mu≠tall (95 times) are all 
connected with the morphological sense. In the 
sense of ‘cause’, ≠illa is used in the Kitàb in a 
nontechnical way to indicate general causes in 
linguistic argumentation, for instance when a 
structure like yà zaydu is said to have a ‘reason’ 
that will be dealt with in another chapter 
(Kitàb I, 147.9). In discussing the declension 
of the imperfect, Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 409.12) 
combines ≠illa with sabab ‘reason’ when he says 
that the verb has the nominative because it is 
used in a syntactic slot (maw∂i≠) of the noun 
(wa-hiya sabab duxùl ar-raf ≠ fìhà wa-≠illatuhà); 
the same combination is used for the cause 
of a physical phenomenon (Kitàb I, 430.16). 
Elsewhere, ≠illa indicates the cause of a phonetic 
change, for instance when Sìbawayhi compares 
the relational adjective of sana ‘year’, sanawiyy, 
with that of ±ab ‘father’, ±abawiyy, and states 
that the ‘cause’ (≠illa) of this change is the same 
in both words (Kitàb II, 80.19). 

In 4th/10th-century grammar, ≠illa acquired a 
new, crucial meaning when it began to be used in 
discussions about the epistemological status of 
linguistic arguments. Ibn as-Sarràj (d. 316/928), 
in a famous passage (±Ußùl I, 35), states that 
there are two kinds of linguistic argumentation 
(i≠tilàlàt). The first kind consists of grammatical 
rules, such as ‘all agents are in the nominative’. 
The second kind is called by him the ≠illat al-≠illa 
‘the cause of the cause’. This type of reasoning 
provides an explanation of the linguistic rules 
and explains, for instance, why an agent has 
to have a nominative (Guillaume n.d.:94–106). 
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In his discussion of the dichotomy, Ibn Jinnì 
(d. 392/1002) shows that ultimately it leads 
to an argument ad infinitum (Xaßà±iß I, 173–
174; cf. Méhiri 1973:139–149). He himself 
contributed to the discussion by comparing 
grammatical ≠ilal to those used in theology 
and legal theory (Xaßà±iß I, 48–95). True to his 
Mu≠tazilite leanings, he concludes that like the 
theologians, linguists look for the underlying 
rational ‘causes’, whereas legal scholars work 
with rules that have once been instituted and 
cannot be explained rationally (Suleiman 1999:
64–108).

The most important contribution to the 
debate is found in az-Zajjàjì’s (d. 339/949) 
±î∂à™ fì ≠ilal an-na™w (The elucidation of the 
causes of grammar), which devotes an entire 
chapter to the nature of linguistic causes. Az-
Zajjàjì attempted to get out of the vicious 
circle by introducing three levels of linguistic 
reasoning. The first two levels, the ≠ilal 
ta≠lìmiyya ‘causes connected with acquisition’, 
and the ≠ilal qiyàsiyya ‘causes connected with 
analogy’, correspond to Ibn as-Sarràj’s ≠ilal and 
≠ilal al-≠ilal. But with the third level, that of the 
≠ilal naÚariyya wa-jadaliyya ‘speculative causes’ 
(Versteegh 1995:90–92; Guillaume n.d.:144–
158; Suleiman 1999:43–63), he attempted to 
legitimize linguistic argumentation by appealing 
to causes outside the system of grammar: as 
a true rationalist (like most 4th–10th-century 
grammarians, he was a Mu≠tazilite), he believed 
that without such outside arguments the entire 
reasoning would collapse. Therefore, the third 
level of the ≠ilal naÚariyya wa-jadaliyya seeks 
arguments in objective facts, such as natural 
phenomena, the wisdom of the Arabs, the 
nature of sound, the hierarchy scale of sonority, 
or the laws of logic.

In the later systematization of linguistic 
argumentation along the lines of legal theorizing, 
≠illa came to mean the compelling cause that 
constitutes the basis for a sound analogy (¤ 
qiyàs). This is what Ibn al-±Anbàrì (d. 577/
1181) holds in his Luma≠ al-±adilla when he 
says (Luma≠ 42.10–11; cf. Suleiman 1999:109–
144) that each valid analogy (qiyàs) consists 
of a basic rule (±aßl), a derived rule (far≠), 
a compelling cause (≠illa), and a conclusion 
(™ukm). This became the most obvious sense 
in which ≠illa was used in later grammar, 
always along with the standard terminology of 
the ™urùf al-≠illa. The notion of a ‘compelling 
cause’ is precisely what led to the rejection of 

this concept by some theorists (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, 
Luma≠ 44–48, ‘refutation of those who reject 
reasoning by analogy’; cf. Arnaldez 1956:165–
193), and in particular, to the rejection of 
the entire structure of linguistic reasoning by 
scholars like the æàhirì grammarian Ibn Ma∂à± 
(d. 592/1196) in his Kitàb ar-radd ≠alà n-
nu™àt (cf. Arnaldez 1956:89–97; Wolfe 1984; 
Suleiman 1999:145–177). 
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±Imàla

The term ±imàla is used by the medieval Arab 
grammarians to denote the fronting and raising 
of Old Arabic à toward ì, and the old short a 
toward i (Levin 1992:74, esp. n. 1). Although 
the term ±imàla denotes the fronting and rais-
ing of both à and a, the ancient Arabic sources 
almost completely ignore the ±imàla of short 
a, and the term in these texts usually denotes 
the ±imàla of long à (Levin 1992:74). The few 
grammarians who mention the ±imàla of short 
a deal with it only when it occurs in the prox-
imity of r (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 293.6–294.5; 
Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 160.10–11; Ibn Ya≠ìš, 
Šar™ II, 1265.19–1266.7; Ibn ≠Aqìl, Šar™ II, 
527.6–528.4). Literally, ±imàla means ‘inclina-
tion’. It was known by this name because the 
person who pronounces à and a with ±imàla 
‘inclines’ the ±alif in the direction of yà± and the 
fat™a in the direction of kasra (Levin 1992:74–
75, esp. n. 3).

The Arab grammarians saw the ±imàla as a 
phenomenon close to that known today as ‘vowel 
harmony’. In their view, ±imàla and ¤ ±idÿàm 
‘assimilation of consonants’ show much similar-
ity (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 279.11–16; Ibn Jinnì, 
Xaßà±iß II, 141.16; Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 158.11–
13; Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ II, 1252.22–1253.14).

In Sìbawayhi’s (d. 180/796) view, the occur-
rence of ±imàla includes both à and the preced-
ing consonant (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 284.8–11, 
292.13–14, 293.6–294.2). This suggests that 
he noticed that the phenomenon of the fronting 
of à is combined with the fronting of the point 
of articulation of the preceding consonant (¤ 
vowel raising).

The grammarians regarded ±imàla as a legiti-
mate phenomenon from the normative point of 
view when it occurred in certain conditionings, 
but cases deviating from these conditionings 
were regarded as errors (Levin 1992:75, n. 5). 
In the Kitàb, al-±alifu llatì tumàlu ±imàlatan 

šadìdatan ‘the long à which is pronounced with 
strong ±imàla’ is counted among the legitimate 
sounds of Arabic, which may be used in read-
ing the Qur±àn and poetry (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 452.8–10).

Sìbawayhi, al-Mubarrad, and Ibn as-Sarràj 
do not say anything about the quality of the 
vowel of the ±imàla. It is therefore impossible 
to get any idea of this quality in the 8th and 
9th centuries and to judge whether the vowel of 
the ±imàla was closer to è or ì. According to as-
Sìràfì and Ibn Jinnì (10th century), the vowel of 
the ±imàla was pronounced somewhere between 
à and ì (Sìràfì, Šar™ I, 306.3–4; Ibn Jinnì, Sirr 
I, 50.1–2; Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß III, 120.10–13; Ibn 
Jinnì, Munßif I, 42.11–17). Similar information 
is given by Ibn Ya≠ìš (Šar™ II, 1252.12–1253.1). 
This suggests that the vowel of the ±imàla, at 
least in most dialects, was è.

±Imàla occurred in Old Arabic (Levin 1971:
I, 9–61), but it was not a general phenomenon, 
occurring only in some of the old dialects 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 284.1–6). These dialects 
sometimes also differed from each other with 
respect to ±imàla, since the à shift was not 
homogeneous in all of them (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 284.1–6, 284.11–13). It also occurred in 
some Middle Arabic dialects (Levin 1971:I, 62–
73; Levin 1975:261–265) and in many modern 
Arabic dialects (Levin 1971:I, 79–412).

±Imàla and the factors conditioning its occur-
rence were described for the first time by Sìba-
wayhi. His description of ±imàla is based on the 
linguistic situation prevailing in his time and 
environment, mainly al-Baßra and its surround-
ings in southern Iraq. This is confirmed by 
evidence in the Kitàb (Sìbawayhi, II, 294.4–5; 
Levin 1992, n. 14). The description of ±imàla 
by all later grammarians is based on that of 
Sìbawayhi.

±Imàla occurred both in medial and final posi-
tion. The factors conditioning medial ±imàla 
differed from those of final ±imàla.

According to Sìbawayhi, there were three 
types of medial ±imàla in the Arabic spoken in 
Iraq in the 8th century: 

i. Medial ±imàla, conditioned by the vocalic 
environment of medial à. This ±imàla occurs 
when the vowel of the syllable adjacent to 
à is i or ì, e.g. ≠im3d ‘pillar’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 279.17), kil3b ‘dogs’ (Sìbawayhi,
Kitàb II, 279.21), šiml3l ‘brisk camel’ (Sìba-
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wayhi, Kitàb II, 279.21), ≠3bid ‘worshipper’ 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 279.11), ≠3lim ‘one who 
knows’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 279.11), maf3tì™ 
‘keys’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 279.11). Note that 
±imàla occurs irrespective of whether i or ì 
follows or precedes à (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
279.10–21).

With some speakers, ±imàla also occurs when 
à is preceded by y (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 281.19–
282.3), e.g. bayy3≠ ‘seller’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
281.20), kayy3l ‘grain measurer’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 281.20), šayb3n [proper name] (Sìba-
wayhi, Kitàb II, 282.2).

This type of ±imàla, conditioned by the occur-
rence of i or ì in the syllable adjacent to à, does 
not occur if one of the ™urùf al-musta≠liya, i.e. 
one of the emphatic consonants ß, ∂, †, Ú or 
one of the back consonants q, ÿ, x is adjacent 
to à (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 285.17–286.6), e.g. 
qà≠id ‘sitting’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 285.19), 
ÿà±ib ‘absent’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 285.19), 
†à±if ‘walking around something’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 285.19), ≠à†is ‘sneezing’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 286.5). However, Sìbawayhi men-
tions that ±imàla does occur in the immediate 
proximity of these consonants in the dialect (or 
dialects) of certain people whose speech cannot 
be considered as an example of good Arabic 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 285.17–286.6).

Sìbawayhi also mentions the exceptions an-
n3s ‘the people’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 285.7) 
and the proper name al-™ajj3j (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 285.8), where ±imàla occurs although no i or 
ì is found in the proximity of à (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 285.5–8).

ii. Medial ±imàla occurring in the 3rd person 
masculine singular perfect of IIw/y verbs, as 
in †3ba ‘he was good’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
281.13), x3fa ‘he was afraid’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 281.13), h3ba ‘he feared’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
281.13). This ±imàla occurs only in verbs where 
the first vowel in the 1st and 2nd person is i, as 
in †ibtu and xiftu. It is only found in the speech 
of some of the people of al-£ijàz (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 281.10–14) and is not conditioned by 
the vocalic or consonantal environment.

Sarauw (1908:35) was the first to notice 
that Sìbawayhi distinguishes between these two 
types of ±imàla. In his view, ±imàla conditioned 
by the vocalic environment occurred in the 
dialects of the eastern tribes Tamìm, Qays, and 
±Asad, although Sìbawayhi does not explicitly 

say so (Sarauw 1908:33). However, it can be 
inferred from his remarks (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 36.20–37.21) that this ±imàla occurred in 
the dialect of Tamìm (Levin 1971:II, 422–424, 
n. 10). 

iii. The third type of medial ±imàla, occurring 
in nouns of IIw/y roots, is conditioned by the 
consonantal environment of à. It occurs only in 
the proximity of front consonants, not in that 
of the ™urùf al-musta≠liya (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
285.10–16, 289.15–18), e.g., b3b ‘door’ (Sìba-
wayhi, Kitàb II, 285.10), m3l ‘flocks’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 285.10), and ≠3b ‘disgrace’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 285.10) are pronounced with ±imàla, as 
against sàq ‘leg’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 289.16), 
qàr ‘large herd of camels’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 289.16), ÿàb ‘forest’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
289.16). Sìbawayhi does not say in which dialect 
this particular ±imàla occurred.

Final ±imàla occurred only in some of the Iraqi 
dialects in the 8th century (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
281.4–5, 281.9–10). It was not usually condi-
tioned by the presence of i or ì in the syllable 
preceding final à, and it was not precluded in the 
immediate proximity of the ™urùf al-musta≠liya 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 287.15–20), e.g. ™ubl3 
‘pregnant’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 281.6), mu≠†3 
‘given’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II 287.18), saq3 ‘he 
gave to drink’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 287.19), 
da≠3 ‘he called’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 280.18). 
The pausal form of the feminine ending -at- 
was also affected by it, as in ∂arb4h ‘one act 
of striking’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 292.14) and 
±ax≈4h ‘one act of taking’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
292.14). As-Sìràfì, Sìbawayhi’s commentator 
(10th century), states that the ±imàla of this 
ending was widespread in al-Baßra, al-Kùfa, 
and Mosul and their surroundings (Sìràfì, Šar™ 
I, 349.3).

In most cases there was no difference between 
the behavior of the endings ا and ی. With some 
speakers, ±imàla of final à in certain endings 
occurred in pause. The endings Sìbawayhi men-
tions in this respect are the accusative and geni-
tive pronoun suffix of the 3rd person singular 
feminine -hà, and the genitive pronoun suffix of 
the 1st person plural -nà (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
284.16–21).

±Imàla occurred also in some Middle Arabic 
dialects, and the phenomenon is also known 
today in many modern Arabic dialects, both 
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in medial and final position. The medial ±imàla 
vowel in most modern dialects is è, but in some 
of them it is ì (Levin 1971:I, 387–388; also 
for the occurrence of diphthongization after 
the ±imàla vowel in Cyrenaica and usually in 
Malta). The final ±imàla vowel is in most cases a 
short, unstressed vowel. In some of the dialects 
the vowel is i, in others e, and in some of them 
the vowel is between i and e (Levin 1971:388–
390; also for other variants).

The data gathered from some Middle Ara-
bic and modern Arabic dialects shows that 
 Sìbawayhi’s description of the ±imàla is authentic 
and accurate (Levin 1992:80–88). This  inference 
is mainly based on a discovery by Blanc (1964:42–
49) that in the modern qëltu dialects of Iraq 
and Anatolia and in the modern dialect of 
Aleppo, the factors conditioning the medial 
±imàla correspond to those described by Sìba-
wayhi in the 8th century. The same type of 
medial ±imàla also occurs today in Turkey, 
in the dialects of the districts of Alexandretta 
and ¤ Antiochia (Arnold 1996:4), and in the 
dialects of the districts of Adana and Mersìn 
(Procházka 1996:192). Medial ±imàla in these 
modern dialects is conditioned by the histori-
cal vocalic environment: ±imàla usually occurs 
when the historical vowel of the syllable adja-
cent to à was i or ì, e.g. klìb ‘dogs’ in Jewish 
Baghdadi, klèb in Christian Baghdadi, Mosul, 
Anatolia, and Aleppo; u™èm (<*wi™àm) ‘carv-
ing  during pregnancy’ in Aleppo (Barthélemy 
1935–1954:887); jìmë≠ ‘mosque’ in Jewish 
Baghdadi, jèmë≠ in Christian Baghdadi and in 
Mosul and Anatolia; mafètì™ ‘keys’ in the Jew-
ish dialect of Mosul, mfètì™ in Aleppo (Levin 
1994:219); sakìkìn ‘knives’ in the Muslim dia-
lect of Mosul, sakèkìn in the Jewish dialect of 
Mosul (Jastrow 1989:285). These examples 
show that in these modern dialects, medial 
±imàla occurs in the proximity of old i, even if 
it has dropped out or changed. The historical 
character of the factors conditioning medial 
±imàla in these dialects is also shown by the fact 
that it does not occur in the proximity of ë < a 
or ë < u, as in the examples xëbbàz ‘baker’ and 
sëkkàn ‘inhabitants’ in Jewish Baghdadi.

Evidence supporting the authenticity of Sìba-
wayhi’s description of ±imàla is also furnished 
by texts in Middle Arabic dialects. Recently, 
Blau and Hopkins noticed in unpublished man-
uscripts of early Judaeo-Arabic texts from the 
9th and 10th centuries the occurrence of medial 

±imàla under conditions very similar to those 
described by Sìbawayhi (Hopkins 2005:195, 
211). The occurrence of the type of medial 
±imàla described by Sìbawayhi is also attested 
by examples found in the text of the vernacular 
poetry of Íafiyy ad-Dìn al-£illì in the 14th cen-
tury (Levin 1975:261–264).

The inference that Sìbawayhi’s description 
of ±imàla is authentic and accurate is also sup-
ported by his information that some people 
pronounce the form an-nàs ‘the people’ with 
±imàla, as an exception to the usual condition-
ing factors. The same exception is found today 
in some of the qëltu dialects: the form nès ‘peo-
ple’ occurs in Christian Baghdadi and in the 
dialects of northern Iraq and Anatolia (Levin 
1994:220).

The above inference is also confirmed by 
Sìbawayhi’s description of the final ±imàla: in 
comparing final ±imàla as described by him with 
that occurring today in some modern dialects, it 
can be inferred that the situation in Sìbawayhi’s 
period was, in general, similar to that prevail-
ing in the modern qëltu dialects and in the dia-
lect of Aleppo (Levin 1992:86–88): in the qëltu 
dialects of Iraq and Anatolia and in Aleppo, 
just as in Sìbawayhi’s period, final ±imàla is 
not conditioned by the existence of historical i 
or ì in the syllable preceding final à, e.g. ™ëblè 
‘pregnant’ in Jewish and Christian Baghdadi 
and in the Jewish dialect of Mosul (Blanc 
1964:150), and ™ëble in Aleppo (Barthélemy 
1935–1954:144). This example corresponds to 
™ublà in Sìbawayhi’s period (see above). Other 
examples are a≠mi ‘blind’ in Jewish Baghdadi 
(Blanc 1964:84), skàÿi ‘drunkards’ in Jewish 
Baghdadi, and sakàÿi in Christian Baghdadi 
and in the Muslim dialect of Mosul (Blanc 
1964:82). One of the most striking points of 
resemblance between final ±imàla in some old 
and some modern dialects is the behavior of the 
final ى : in some dialects in Sìbawayhi’s time, 
the ±imàla of this à occurred only in nouns and 
adjectives, and not in verbs (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 284.13–16). In the modern qëltu dialects and 
in Aleppo the situation is exactly the same, as 
illustrated by the examples ™ëblè and a≠mi vs. 
banà ‘he built’ (Levin 1992:87–88).

There is, however, another type of medial 
±imàla, not mentioned by Sìbawayhi, which 
occurs today in many modern dialects outside 
Iraq. This medial ±imàla is conditioned by the 
consonantal environment of à, and it occurs in 
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many Lebanese dialects, in the Druze dialects 
of the £òràn and the Golan, in the dialects of 
the Syrian desert oases Qarìtèn, Palmyra, and 
Suxne, in the Bedouin dialects of Sà™il Maryù† 
in Egypt, and in the Jabali dialect of Cyrenaica 
(Levin 1971:I, 186–234). In the dialects of 
Malta, medial ±imàla occurs in any consonantal 
or vocalic environment, but sometimes it is con-
ditioned by the historical consonantal environ-
ment of old à (Levin 1971:I, 295–302).

The factors conditioning the occurrence of 
the medial ±imàla in the above-mentioned dia-
lects, except for those of Malta, can be sum-
marized as follows:

i. ±Imàla usually occurs when the old à is sur-
rounded by two front non-emphatic con-
sonants or by h and a front non-emphatic 
consonant (the furthest back consonant to 
be considered front according to this defini-
tion being k), e.g. kèn ‘he was’ in Beirut; 
bèb ‘door’ in Sà™il Maryù†; ljèm ‘bit’ in 
Beirut; ∑uhhèl ‘youngsters’ in Palmyra; ∑lìb 
‘dogs’ in Suxne (Levin 1971:I, 209).

ii. ±Imàla is precluded when one of the histori-
cal emphatic consonants ß, ∂, †, Ú, Ω occurs 
in the immediate proximity of the old à, e.g. 
™ì†àn ‘walls’ and ™ßàn ‘horse’ in Palmyra; 
na∂àfi ‘cleanliness’ in Beirut; a≠Úàm ‘bones’ 
in Palmyra (Levin 1971:I, 209).

iii. ±Imàla is frequently precluded in words con-
taining an emphatic consonant, even when 
it does not occur in the immediate prox-
imity of old à. Usually this phenomenon 
occurs when one of the labials b, m, w, f or 
the lateral consonant l is adjacent to the old 
à. For example: †wàl ‘high [pl.]’ in Beirut; 
ßëbàya ‘women’ in Cyrenaica (Levin 1971:
I, 210). 

iv. When one of the back consonants q, g < q, ± 
< q, x, ™, ≠, ± or one of the consonants w, r, 
k occurs in the immediate proximity of old 
à, ±imàla occurs in some cases but not in 
others. The factors conditioning the occur-
rence of ±imàla in this position are very 
complicated, and there are many differences 
between the various dialects in this respect 
(Levin 1971:210, 212–233).

In the modern dialects where medial ±imàla is 
conditioned by the consonantal environment, 
final ±imàla is also known. This final ±imàla is 
conditioned by the consonantal environment of 

old à (Levin 1971:I, 235–251). This ±imàla also 
occurs in dialects where medial ±imàla does not 
occur at all (Levin 1971:I, 304–326). ±Imàla of 
the feminine ending -at- occurs in some dialects 
where final ±imàla of other endings usually does 
not occur (Levin 1971:I, 326–327, 341–351). 
In the dialects of Malta, final ±imàla usually 
does not occur (Levin 1971:I, 302). Final ±imàla 
occurs only in pause in the dialects of Upper 
Egypt (Levin 1971:I, 371–376) and in the Leba-
nese dialect of Š™ìm (Levin 1971:I, 262–263, 
273–278).
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Impairment ¤ Language Impairment

Imperative ¤ Mood

Imperfect ¤ Tense

Impersonal Verb

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

According to a classic definition, “An imper-
sonal verb is a verb that occurs only in third 
person singular forms, has no specified agent, 
and has a dummy subject or no subject” (www.
sil.org/linguistics/GlossaryOfLinguisticTerms/
WhatIsAnImpersonalVerb.htm). The notion of 
‘impersonal verb’ seems to have been unknown 
to Arab grammarians, who assumed that all 
verbs have either a ‘real’ subject (¤ fà≠il ) 

or a ‘substitute for the subject’ (nà±ib fà≠il). 
Blachère (1975:266) highlights this ambiguity 
as fol lows: “L’appellation de verbe uniperson-
nel paraît de voir être préférée à celle de verbe 
impersonnel”. There exists, therefore, a differ-
ence between unipersonal verbs, which occur 
only in 3rd person singular forms whose subject 
has a referent, and impersonal (or not-personal) 
verbs, whose subject has no referent. Badawi 
a.o. (2004:394) provide an example of such 
an ambiguity when they refer to “impersonal 
verbs, particularly those which have a sub-
ordinate clause as their agent, ‘it is necessary 
that’, etc.”. They quote, among other examples: 
yajibu ±an natawaqqafa ≠inda-hum qalìlan ‘we 
must pause with them a little’, where the verb 
yajibu has the subordinate clause as its subject. 
Although this kind of verb is now perceived 
as impersonal, it has not always been treated 
as such, as shown in Ibn Jubayr (Ri™la 199): 
hà±ulà±i mimman inqa†a≠a ±ilà llàh fa-tajibu 
mušàrakatu-hum ‘they are among those who 
dedicated themselves to God, therefore, it is 
necessary to help them’. The feminine tajibu 
proves that this verb, undoubtedly unipersonal, 
is neither impersonal nor ‘non-personal’ and 
has a real subject (mušàrakatu-hum). 

2 .  U n i p e r s o n a l  v e r b s

Western authors agree that “our impersonal 
actives indicating natural phenomena, such as 
it snows, it rains, etc., are always expressed 
by the Arabs personally. They say either μalaja 
μ-μalju ‘the snow snows’, ma†ara l-ma†aru ‘the 
rain rains’, or μalajat as-samà±u ‘the sky snows’, 
maμarat as-samà±u ‘the sky rains’” (Wright 
1974:II, 271). 

Wright continues: “In the case of words like 
yajùzu ‘it is allowed’, yajibu ‘it is necessary’, 
yanbaÿì ‘it behooves’, etc., followed by ±an with 
the subjunctive, the subject naturally is the fol-
lowing clause, and therefore the verb does not 
come under the head of impersonal”.

In their recent grammar, Badawi a.o. (2004:395) 
confirm that “verbs denoting ‘must’, ‘ought’, 
‘may’, ‘suffice’, etc. have ±an clauses as their 
agents”; they implicitly acknowledge that since 
these verbs have a non-dummy subject, they are 
not impersonal verbs. 

The above-mentioned verb ‘to suffice’ (kafà/
yakfi) is quite controversial. According to 
Wright (1974:II, 161), in the example “kafà bi-
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llàhi šahìdan ‘God sufficeth as a witness’ . . . the 
preposition bi- is redundant after kafà, its 
function being simply that of emphasizing the 
subject-predicate relation, in which allàhuis the 
agent”. Wright expresses the opinion that “it is 
better, however, to take kafà as containing its 
subject in itself, viz. kifàya and thus being used 
impersonally”.

According to Brahim (1996:30), “Dans le 
même exemple wa-kafà bi-llàhi šahìdan ‘Suffit 
d’Allah (comme) témoin’ l’équivalence entre 
groupe prépositionnel et nom au nominatif (bi-
llàhi = allàhu) utilisée comme argument pour 
justifier l’analyse de ces groupes comme des fà≠il 
(sujets) ou nà±ib fà≠il (substituts de sujets) se 
fonde sur une correspondance distributionnelle 
trop partielle pour permettre une quelconque 
généralisation”.

Ibn Hišàm (Muÿnì 106) stresses that the 
particle bi- is “a superfluous augment (zà±ida) 
which occurs predominantly (al-ÿàliba) with 
the subject of kafà as in kafà bi-llàhi šahìdan”; 
the nonagreement of the verb in the feminine 
in the example he quotes subsequently, kafà 
bi-hindin ‘Hind suffices’, does not constitute for 
him a counterexample because “according to 
Ibn as-Sarràj, the subject is the pronoun [which 
refers to the maßdar] al-iktifà±”.

Although classical Arabic grammarians often 
disagree on the analysis of such  examples, they 
nevertheless admit that the presence of a subject 
or a semantically charged substitute for the 
subject is obligatory, be it apparent or underly-
ing. In other words, the notion of impersonal 
verb seems to be incompatible with the classi-
cal Arabic grammatical theory. There exists a 
real dummy pronoun (-hu), the ∂amìr aš-ša±n 
or ∂amìr al-qißßa as in qàla ±inna-hu yanbaÿì 
±an yarji≠ù ‘he said that it was necessary for 
them to return’ (¤ ∂amìr), but the ∂amìr 
aš-ša±n only plays the role of a semantically 
empty embedding element aimed at ensuring 
the grammaticality of the sentence. The particle 
±inna cannot be directly followed by a verb, 
and therefore, the subject of yanbaÿì remains 
the ±an clause. 

3 .  I m p e r s o n a l  v e r b s

According to the above definition, one gets the 
impression that in Arabic impersonal verbs are 
generally passive. ”ar†ùnì (1969:188) describes 
the passivization process as follows: 

If the subject (fà≠il) is deleted and the verb has a 
complement (muta≠addiyan ±ilà maf≠ùl), the com-
plement takes the place of the subject and takes 
the subjective case; it is called ‘substitute for the 
subject’ (nà±ib al-fà≠il) and the verb is in the pas-
sive voice.

If the sentence contains no complement, the 
subject can be replaced (nàba ≠an al-fà≠il) by a 
declinable element such as the maßdar or a circon-
stant, but the two must be semantically defined 
(muxtaßß) and be able to function as a support 
(±isnàd ±ilay-hi), as in ∂uriba ∂arbun šadìdun ‘there 
have been violent blows/some violent blows have 
been stricken’ or in suhirat laylatu l-±uns ‘we spent 
the night in a sociable atmosphere/the night was 
spent in a sociable atmosphere’, where the agree-
ment of the verb in the feminine and the subjective 
case placed on layla keep the ambiguity on the 
meaning of the sentence and do not allow for any 
particular choice.

The subject can be replaced by a prepositional 
group (al-majrùr wa-l-™arf ) as in murra bi-l-
bustàni ‘we passed through the garden’ and nuÚira 
fi l-±amri ‘we examined the matter’; al-bustàni and 
al-±amri are virtually in the subject case as substi-
tutes for the [subject] (≠alà n-niyàba).

According to as-Suyù†ì (Ham≠ I,162), the analy-
sis is more complex in the latter case:

As to the prepositional group, if the preposition is 
redundant (zà±id), there is no disagreement on the 
fact that it can take the place [of the subject] and 
that it is positionally in the subject case (fi ma™all 
raf ≠ ), like the word ±a™ad in a context such as mà 
∂uriba min ±a™ad ‘nobody has been beaten’. How-
ever, if the preposition is different, things change: 
most scholars view the prepositional group as posi-
tionally in the subject case, hence, they believe it to 
be the substitute for the subject, as in sìra bi-zayd 
‘there was a trip with Zayd’, regarding the preposi-
tion as superfluous. Some others, like Hišàm, claim 
that the substitute for the subject is a nonspecified 
pronoun, dissimulated (mubham mustatar) in the 
verb, its function being that of referring back to 
the maßdar signified by the verb. Others, with 
al-Farrà±, consider the preposition, positionally in 
the subject case, as the veritable substitute for 
the subject. Finally, Ibn Durustawayhi, as-Suhaylì, 
and ar-Rundì maintain that the substitute for the 
subject is a pronoun that refers to the maßdar of 
the verb. What is underlying, then, is sìra huwa 
±ay as-sayr ‘it has been traveled, i.e. the traveling’, 
because if the substitute for the subject was the 
indirect complement (majrùr), one could say sìrat 
bi-hind ‘there was a traveling [they traveled] with 
Hind’ and julisat fi d-dàr ‘there was a sitting [they 
sat] in the house’.

This last argument is refuted by as-Suyù†ì, who 
quotes as a paradigmatic example kafà bi-
hindin, where hind, though the subject of kafà, 
does not impose on the latter the feminine gen-
der. The argument highlighted so far suggests a 
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circular argument, caused by the fact that the 
grammarians felt that in Arabic there always 
needs to be a substitute for the subject, be it 
real or virtual.

Orientalist grammarians are rather cautious 
when talking about impersonal verbs. Blachère 
(1975:261) stresses that “les verbes arabes peu-
vent fournir un passif impersonnel”, but that 
this passive refers to an active verb “figé à 
la troisième personne masculin pluriel dont 
le sujet virtuel serait nàs ‘gens’: furi™a bi-hi 
(= fari™ù bi-hi) ‘on se réjouit de le voir’, sìra 
(= sàrù) ±ilà l-≠Iràq ‘on alla en Iraq’”. Wright 
(1974:II, 268) notes:

If the impersonal form of expression [by which 
he means ‘our impersonal form in English’] is to 
be employed, the Arabs use the third person sing. 
masc. of the passive voice, whether of a transitive 
or of an intransitive verb . . .; as kutiba bi-l-qalam ‘it 
has been written, it is written with the writing reed’; 
sìra ±ilà l-≠iràq ‘there was a traveling, they traveled 
towards Iraq’. . . . Verbs thus used are always of 
the masculine gender, which the Arabs frequently 
employ where we should use the  neuter.

He cautiously continues:

If a passive, which is, according to our ideas, 
impersonal, governs an object by means of a prepo-
sition – as ÿušiya ≠alay-hi ‘he fainted’ (lit. ‘there 
was a covering thrown over him’) – this subject 
becomes virtually the subject of the passive voice, 
just as it was virtually the object of the active.

Badawi a.o. (2004:389) mention a rather recent 
use of the passive with an impersonal appear-
ance that “often functions as a kind of impera-
tive, especially in labels and instructions for 
use: yu™faÚu fi μallàjatin ‘to be kept in refrigera-
tor’, lit. ‘is kept’, turajju qabla l-isti≠mal ‘to be 
shaken before use’”. These passive forms are 
not really impersonal; their subject is, as Arab 
grammarians put it, the pronoun dissimulated 
in the verb, which refers back to the concrete 
object on which the instruction is written.

Brahim (1996:34) attempts an analysis of 
impersonalization:

En s’inspirant de la ‘théorie de la valence’ de 
L. Tesnière, on peut affirmer que la diathèse du 
ma©hùl est essentiellement une ‘diathèse récessive’ 
(Tesnière 1976:272) dont la fonction caractéris-
tique est la réduction de la ‘valence verbale’ par la 
suppression du ‘prime actant’ initial, de sorte qu’un 
verbe ‘divalent’ (transitif à complément unique) 
devienne ‘monovalent’ et qu’un verbe monovalent 
(intransitif) devienne ‘avalent’. Dans ce premier 

cas, la fonction syntaxique du prime (en fait le 
seul) actant non exprimé est prise en charge par un 
élément postiche (dummy element) représenté en 
surface par une forme neutre (homonyme du pro-
nom de l’absent [∂amìr al-ÿà±ib] masculin singu-
lier) intégrée au verbe. . . . Mais on peut envisager 
une analyse encore plus conséquente avec la notion 
de réduction de valence et ce qu’elle implique 
quant à la valence zéro du verbe intransitif mis à la 
forme fu≠ila. Au lieu de chercher coûte que coûte à 
trouver un sujet, même postiche, à ce verbe, il est 
possible de partir de l’idée que c’est la forme même 
du verbe qui ‘impersonnalise’ la désinence neutre 
(homonyme de la désinence de troisième personne) 
et non l’inverse, c’est-à-dire de considérer cette 
désinence comme une simple marque syntaxique 
nécessaire, en arabe, pour maintenir la ‘verbalité’ 
du verbe.

4 .  C o n c l u s i o n

The impersonal verb does not have, or at 
least does not yet have, a real status in Arabic 
grammar. In this connection the verb taqar-
rara, which occurs more and more frequently 
in the Arabic press, may be mentioned. The 
‘mental’ calque seems evident, whether from 
English it was decided that or from French il 
a été décidé de/que. Although taqarrara has a 
formal subject, a maßdar or a clause, it is rather 
perceived as an impersonal verb. In the example 
wa-ßarra™a s-sayyid [fulàn] bi-±anna-hu taqar-
rara taklìf itti™àdàt . . . ‘Mr [X] declared that it 
had been decided to assign to the unions . . .’ 
(al-±Ahràm January 2000), the meaning is not 
‘the fact of assigning to the unions . . . has been 
decided’, but rather ‘it has been decided to 
assign to the unions . . .’. This simple calque 
would suffice to justify the use of the ∂amìr 
aš-ša±n, which takes the place – ‘mentally’, 
not yet grammatically – of the subject it or il 
of the English or French impersonal verb. The 
∂amìr aš-ša±n is evidently required as an embed-
ding element because of the – phraseologically, 
not grammatically – imposed Verb + Subject 
order.

Nevertheless, in the case of a sentence such 
as qàla ±inna-hu yajibu ±an yušàrika [fulàn] 
fì . . . ‘he said that it was necessary for [x] to take 
part in . . .’, it is not clear what is perceived as 
the subject of yajibu, the pronoun -hu or the 
±an yušàrika clause. Finally, in the sentence qàla 
±inna-hu yajibu mušàrakatu-hu (*mušàrakata-
hu?) . . .“he said that it is necessary for him to 
take part in . . .’, it is not clear what the ‘mental 
subject’ is (Girod 2000:223).
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Implicational Scale

Implicational scaling is a very useful language 
analysis tool when it is suspected that two 
variables are in a dependency relationship with one 
other. This entry explores the nature and proper 
(and improper) use of implicational scaling. It 
also gives some examples from Gibson’s work 
in Tunisian Arabic, where ordering of changes 
in the dialect demonstrate what Weinreich a.o. 
(1968) call ‘structured heterogeneity’.

1 .  T h e  i m p l i c a t i o n a l 
r e l a t i o n s h i p

Implication is the relationship between two 
variables such that we can make a generalization 
about the absence or presence of one from the 
absence or presence of another. An example 
from Gibson (1998) is given in Table 1 to 
demonstrate this relationship.

Table 1. Co-occurrence of gender marking in the 
2nd person in Tunisian Arabic

VERBAL 
SYSTEM

                                                  
      PRONOMINAL SYSTEM

no gender 
marked

gender 
marked

gender
not 
marked
in perfect

165 9

gender 
marked
in perfect

0 68

Table 1 sums up data taken from 242 speakers 
of different varieties of Tunisian Arabic. It 
shows that the vast majority of speakers use 
either a fully urban variety, i.e. a variety that 
does not mark gender anywhere in the 2nd 
person (represented by the top left cell) or a 
fully Bedouin one, i.e. a variety that does (as 
shown in the bottom right cell). We also have in 
the top right cell nine speakers who use gender 
marking in the relevant pronouns, but not 
consistently with the verbs – a mixed system. 
The bottom left cell represents a combination 
with no speakers. 

The data in Table 1 lead to two absolute 
implicational statements: (i) if speakers use 
gender marking in the verb, then they also 
distinguish for gender in the pronouns; and 
(ii) a lack of gender marking in the pronouns 
implies the same in the verbs. In any such 
table with one empty cell, there are always two 
implicational relationships. These two may, at 
first sight, appear to be independent statements, 
but they are inevitably each other’s corollary. 
In each case, the inverse of the implication 
does not hold; we can say nothing about use 
of the verbal forms if we find marking in the 
pronouns (both options are available), nor can 
we predict what marking there is among the 
pronominal forms if there is no marking in 
the verbal system. The empty cell is essential 
for there to be a real or strong implicational 
relationship. (Weak or statistical implication is 
discussed below.)

The implicational relationship describes a 
situation that is clearly different from that of 
free variation, where all four cells of Table 1 
would be filled in some way. It is also different 
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from equivalence or bilateral implication, where 
there is complete codependency between two 
variables, exemplified by Table 2.

Table 2. Equivalence or bilateral implication

VARIABLE 
B

VARIABLE A
a1 a2

b1 found not found

b2 not found found

Here, the presence of b1 implies a1, whereas in 
Table 1 we cannot make the inverse implication, 
that a1 also implies b1. The same relationship 
holds between a2 and b2. Whereas the normal 
implicational relationship is that expressed by 
if in logic, the equivalence relationship is the 
logical iff, i.e. if and only if: a bidirectional 
relationship. Bilateral implications denote a 
discrete split between language varieties, rather 
than a continuum. Henceforth, any reference to 
implication refers to the unilateral implication 
demonstrated in Table 1. 

2 .  I m p l i c a t i o n a l  s c a l e s

The use of implicational scales in social science 
stretches back to the Guttman scale (from its 
first use in Guttman 1944). The word ‘scale’ 
denotes a one-dimensional measurement, but 
the term ‘implicational scale’ is often used 
by sociolinguists for the matrix (e.g. Table 3 
below); this might be better named an ‘impli-
cational matrix’.

In an implicational matrix, one dimension 
represents the individuals involved, and the 
other represents different linguistic environ-
ments. The data are then arranged so that the 
data appear, as much as possible, to pattern in an 
implicational manner, where implicational rela-
tionships may hold between each environment. 
A neat example is Table 3, Fasold’s (1990:191) 
restructuring of De Camp’s (1971a:355) por-
trayal of an implicational continuum holding 
between seven speakers of Jamaican Creole.

Table 3. An implicational scale or matrix

Feature 
Speaker B E F A C D

1 + + + + + +

2 + + + + + -
3 + + + + - -
4 + + + - - -
5 + + - - - -
6 + - - - - -
7 - - - - - -

The presence of a plus sign means in this case 
that the relevant speaker uses the standard form 
of the variable, and the minus sign the Creole 
form. In this example, apparent implicationality 
can be seen between all environments.

3 .  I m p l i c a t i o n s  i n  l i n g u i s t i c 
r e s e a r c h

The notion of implication in linguistics has 
been particularly associated with the study 
of language typology and universals, e.g. Green-
berg (1962:83, n. 1), where he acknowledges 
the work of Roman Jakobson in pointing him 
toward implicational (as opposed to absolute) 
universals of language. This use of implicational 
universals has continued in the typological 
and generative paradigms, where it has been 
complemented by the use of parameters. 
Drawing on these frameworks in an attempt to 
lay the bases of a theory that could predict the 
route of language change, Weinreich a.o. (1968) 
invoke interconnected changes as phenomena 
that can delimit possible types of linguistic 
change; these are in fact implications. In a 
similar vein, Greenberg (1978) proposes that 
implicational universals not only account for 
the state of languages but also limit the routes 
from one state to another, i.e. the route of 
change, and that therefore there should be 
universals of linguistic change. 

In the late 1960s, many students of language 
variation became interested in implication as 
a tool of analysis. For example, Labov (1969) 
uses implicational analysis to examine the 
social meaning of certain linguistic features in 
Spanish. But it was in the field of creolistics that 
implicational analysis was initially popularized, 
starting with De Camp (1971a), and where its 
ramifications were most deeply considered. The 
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phenomenon under study was the ‘post-creole 
continuum’. Taking Jamaica as an example, this 
continuum of varieties resulted from continued 
contact between Standard English and (English-
based) Jamaican Creole. 

De Camp finds that most speech in Jamaica 
cannot be analyzed as either purely standard or 
purely creole, and he further finds that the use 
of one variant often implies the use of another, 
logically independent, variable. This implies a 
linear continuum of varieties, the alternative 
to each rule being ‘blind’ to the application of 
other rules, which would give a much greater 
number of possible combi nations of variants in 
an utterance. De Camp (1971b:34) describes the 
community grammar as follows: “Implicational 
analysis attempts not to describe a set of speech 
acts but to model the idealized competence of 
the persons involved in those speech acts”. He 
does not, however, attempt to find linguistic 
explanations for these relationships; there is 
no a priori reason why the word child should 
be more restricted to near-standard contexts 
than eat.

Outside Creole studies, Kristensen and 
Thelander (1984) find that the use of dialect 
variants can also be analyzed in terms of impli-
cational scales. In a work that provides a 
very useful framework for examining contact-
induced dialect change, Auer (1997) proposes 
a fixed route in the shift toward a standard 
language, with a strong claim that a phonological 
dialectalism implies a morphological dialectal-
ism. Dialect shifting toward the standard must, 
herefore, occur first in the morphology before 
it affects the phonology. In the field of Arabic 
linguistics, the earliest example of implicational 
analysis in a contact situation is Holes (1987:
81–91).

4 .  T h e  i m p l i c a t i o n a l 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  g e n d e r 
m a r k i n g  i n  T u n i s i a n  A r a b i c 

Now we turn to examine an Arabic implica-
tional relationship in detail, taken from Gibson 
(1998). Table 1 shows a clear implicational 
relationship between the marking of gender in 
the pronoun and the perfect form of the verb 
in Tunisian Arabic. In fact, the correlation is 
highly significant, with a security level of 0.004. 
Similar absolute relationships hold between the 

pronoun and the verb in the imperfect and the 
imperative but do not occur between the differ-
ent aspects and moods of the verb.

Gibson (1998, 2002) shows that many 
Tunisian Arabic speakers accommodate their 
Bedouin dialect in the direction of the dialect 
of Tunis (this variety, unlike Modern Standard 
Arabic and most modern Arabic dialects, does 
not mark gender in the 2nd person). On this 
variable (unlike any of the others examined 
in the same works), there is a categorical 
implication among Bedouin-origin speakers:

genderless pronoun  ⊃  genderless verbal form

or its converse,

gender-marked verbal form  ⊃  gender-marked 
pronoun

Hence any intermediate system will consist of a 
gender-marked pronoun and a fully or partially 
genderless verbal system. This implies that in 
the shift from a system that marks gender, this 
distinction will be lost first in the verbal system, 
and only then in the pronominal system. This 
is not to say that gender marking is merely 
more likely to be lost in the verbal system, 
but that its loss in the pronominal system is 
dependent upon its disappearance in the verbal 
system. This is what the implication established 
shows – a fixed route in accommodation to a 
Tunis-like variety. What is interesting is why 
the relationship between gender marking on 
pronouns and verbs should be so strong. 

The discovery of such a strong implicational 
relationship motivates a further quest for ex-
planation: this is not what we expect when cor-
relating logically independent variables. The 
relationship here is one that holds over a variety 
of dialects. In fact, mixed dialects were found 
among speakers from all over the Tunisian in-
terior. Explanations such as one variable having 
special social marking are not sufficient. In fact, 
there is no evidence of particular stigmatization 
of one feature, and even if this were to be the 
case, we would still want to look for a linguistic 
explanation behind it. Some such potential 
reasons are examined in Gibson (1998:216–
222) and are found to be unconvincing.

Labov (1972:300) asserts that in contact 
situations the simpler system is more likely to 
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win out. A study of linguistic universals and 
typology can help us define what constitutes a 
simpler system. In ¤ pro-drop languages such as 
Arabic, we often find a strong match in person, 
number, and gender marking between the 
verbal and pronominal systems. The unmarked 
form of a sentence is one with no lexicalized 
subject pronoun, the features of the subject 
being marked on the verb. Hence, pronouns 
have a different pragmatic role from that found 
in languages with an obligatory overt subject. 
In Tunisian Arabic, for example, pronouns 
are mainly used either with the copula or to 
mark focus and contrastive topics. So if there 
is any difference between the number of forms 
available to verbal morphology and this number 
in the pronominal system, then we would expect 
to find finer distinctions in the pronominal 
system, where contrast and focus are expressed. 
This generalization will be referred to as the 
‘feature implication hypothesis’. It is supported 
by a typological study of 49 languages made by 
Perkins (1992:184–187) for inclusive/exclusive 
and dual marking on verbs and pronouns. The 
evidence is not entirely conclusive; Perkins does 
find some counterexamples. In fact, Modern 
Standard Arabic constitutes a counterexample 
in the conjugation of dual forms that are differ-
entiated for gender (unlike the pronoun), as does 
the dialect of Jenin, Palestine, where gender is 
marked in the verb morphology of the 2nd 
person, but not on the equivalent pronoun.

The feature implication hypothesis, a strong 
universal tendency, is followed strictly in the 
Tunisian case of contact-mediated change. 
The change in the verbal forms is a necessary 
prerequisite of the change in the pronominal 
system: a rare example of something that fulfils 
the aims of Weinreich a.o. (1968). So we have 
a fixed-route process for the loss of gender, 
with all varieties remaining within the limits 
of the preferred language type delimited by the 
feature implication hypothesis. This contact-
mediated change has taken the route of the 
simplest system. Changes that are not due to 
contact are more likely to result in less simple 
systems. There is no strong implication between 
the forms of the verb itself; these are not linked 
by any universal tendencies. 

Here we have a clear case in which the use of 
implicational analysis gives us a richer under-
standing of the data than that which could 
be obtained through other statistical methods. 

Had it not been used, we might not have been 
driven to suggest an explanation of why this 
implication should hold so strongly.

5 .  S t a t i s t i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n

When using the notion of implication, creolists 
do not adhere to the notion that implication 
is necessarily an absolute relationship with an 
empty cell in the matrix, as in Table 1. The 
measure of the extent to which a relationship 
of covariation can be defined by implication 
is referred to by Bickerton as ‘scalability’, a 
figure representing the number of cells in an 
implicational matrix that fit the proposed 
pattern of implication; in the case of strong 
implication (as in Table 1), this figure is 100 
percent. However, Bickerton, along with other 
creolists, permits a certain number of exceptions 
under his working definition of implication. For 
an implication still to be valid, he says that “in 
practice, figures around 90% can be regarded 
as adequate” (Bickerton 1973:647). The use of 
the implicational scale has come under much 
criticism from some sociolinguists (see, e.g., 
Romaine 1982:177–82; Fasold 1990:199), but 
none have shown that Bickerton’s 90 percent 
figure for validating an implicational matrix is 
fallacious. An example disproving Bickerton’s 
contention is now given.

For there to be a genuine relationship of 
correlation, if we find variant a1, then variant 
b1 must be more likely to occur than if we had 
a2 in the same environment. As a hypothetical 
example, we will take two linguistic variables, 
<A> and <B>. Innovation a1 occurs in 70 
percent of possible instances, and innovation b1 
in 20 percent. Assuming that the two variables 
pattern independently of each other, we would 
get something like the covariation pattern in 
Table 4:

Table 4. The matrix of probabilities given 
independent variation of variables <A> and < B>

a1  a2 

b1 14% 6%

b2 56% 24%

Table 4 satisfies Bickerton’s criteria for an im-
licational relationship to hold, with 94 percent 
of cells satisfying the implication that the pre-
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sence of b1 implies a1 (and a2 b2); it would 
seem that the innovation in <A> is preceding 
that in <B>. In order to claim this, however, 
we need to establish whether the presence of 
b1 correlated with that of a1. Of course there 
is no such correlation; the figure of 6 percent 
of counterexamples arises from the covariation 
pattern of two independent variables. We 
have thus been able to show that a scalability 
measure of 90 percent does not correctly 
delimit real implicational relationships; in fact, 
a percentage figure is not a suitable measure at 
any level. An implicational relationship is of 
necessity a relationship of dependency. 

In Table 4, innovation in <A> is found 
more often than innovation in <B>. This is 
very different from saying that there is a 
strong or even weak implicational relationship 
between them. What we have is purely and 
simply a relationship of differing strengths 
of rule application. From this we have no 
basis to propose any temporal or other ordering 
of the two variables with respect to each 
other. This can only be proposed in the 
case of a statistically justified implicational 
relationship.

A better basis for proposing a genuine but 
statistical implication is needed. In the case of 
strong implication, the correlation coefficient is 
1 or -1. In the example given in Table 4, it is 
0, as there is no codependency. Furthermore, 
a correlation coefficient in itself is not enough 
to propose an implicational relationship, 
as we need to measure the chance of such 
a coefficient occurring as a consequence of 
the random patterning of two independent 
variables. Random variation will normally give 
some small level of correlation even for totally 
independent variables, so statistical tests (in 
this case an exact-probability test) are used to 
assess the likelihood of such variation being 
due to chance. Results that have less than a 
5 percent chance of occurring by chance are 
normally accepted as being sufficient to show 
some level of correlation between the two 
variables. Where such statistical testing does 
show some level of codependency, we may 
propose statistical implication, so we are not 
led to reject implicational analysis: it can still 
offer an insight into ordering of changes. 

6 .  T h e  v a r i a b l e  < Q >  i n 
T u n i s i a n  A r a b i c :  A  c a s e  o f 
s t a t i s t i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n

The second variable to be examined is more 
fully discussed in Gibson (1998); the data used 
here are taken from interviews. It again concerns 
the adoption of an urban sedentary variety by 
Bedouin-origin speakers and concerns a variable 
familiar to any student of Arabic dialectology, 
the reflexes of Old Arabic ¤ qàf. In both urban 
and Bedouin varieties of Tunisian Arabic, we 
find two phonemically contrastive reflexes of 
this variable: /q/ and /g/. However, in the 
majority of these words, urban varieties have 
/q/ while the Bedouin varieties have /g/. Table 
5 presents which form was used in particular 
roots and words. 

The matrix is arranged so that the use of /g/ 
is maximal to the top and left. The bold line is 
an attempt to separate uses of /g/ from /q/. 
Starred cells are those that do not fit the pro-
posed pattern, while one speaker does not seem 
to be ranking more privileged environments for 
use of /q/ in a manner similar to other speakers. 

Submitting potential implications between 
columns to statistical evaluation, we find that 
none are secure at the 5 percent level. The clos-
est we get to this is the relationship between l-
q-a and /qad/, with all seven cases of mismatch 
being in the predicted direction, but where 
independent variation would predict a prob-
ability of this happening in each case by chance 
as 0.766, giving us the overall probability of 
0.766 to the power of 7, which is 0.156, equiv-
alent to a significance level of 15.6 percent. 
The comparatively small amount of data makes 
it difficult to establish individual implications 
with any level of certainty, as does the increased 
number of starred cells. But if we further com-
bine the above categories in the manner shown 
in Table 6, we find more individuals that can be 
examined for each implication.

The significance values of the proposed impli-
cations in Table 6 are given in Table 7.

Hence, even though the data sample is quite 
small, we can still show one implicational 
relationship to be valid if we group larger 
numbers of words together. What we have 
here is not an absolute implication but rather 
a statistical one; there are some exceptions. 
However, we have established that a speaker’s 
use of /g/ in a word such as /qad/ has a statistically 
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significant relationship on concomitant use of 
/g/ in a root such as q-w-l. Note that we have 
not validated the entire chart, but just one of 
the relationships within it.

Such data, among others found in Gibson 
(1998), show that there are groups of words that 
do pattern together and vary in similar ways to 
other members of that group. When taken as a 
group, they act in a hierarchical way in relation 
to other groups of words, the use of one feature 
in one group implying to some extent its use 
in another group. As to why the words are in 
a particular group, there are some pointers. 
Loans from Modern Standard Arabic and more 
technical words tend to be found with /q/, while 

many of the most common words, such as 
q-w-l ‘to say’ and q-≠-d ‘to sit, stay’ (and marker 
of progressive aspect), are found with /g/, along 
with agricultural words such as /qam™/ ‘wheat’. 
This finding is similar to what Holes (1987:49–
57) notes in Bahrain, where he says that the 
dialectal ‘core-items’, such as /gàl/ ‘to say’ (also 
the word most resistant to change in Tunisia), 
show no variation, despite morphosemantic 
congruity with Modern Standard Arabic, which 
he otherwise finds to be a predictor of change. 
He claims that these words are “too much a 
part of the core of the dialect for replacement 
to occur in anything but the most formal styles 
of speech” (Holes 1987:53). Thus, frequency
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Table 5. An implicational matrix for /g/-use

q-w-l l-q-a q-m-™
q-≠-d
†-≠-l-q
™-r-q
q-d-m

z-r-q
≈-w-q
qad
q-l-q

q-t-l
s-w-q

qbilìka
q-l-l
qrìb

fùq
 qbal
™-q-q
q-s-m

BenGardaneM g g g g

JerbaM2 g g g g

ZarzisM3 g g g g g q

AlamM2 g g g g q

OmAdhmaM g g g/q* g q

KefF3 g g g g/q

AgegchaM g g g/q g/q q

TalaM g g g q q

GafsaM3 g g g q q

ChniniGabesF g/q* g g q/g q

TeborsoukF g g g q q q

GhomrassenM1 g g q

SidiHassouneM g g g q

GafsaM2 g g q

TnGafsaM1 g g/q* g q q

NeftaM g g g q

BirLahfeyM2 g g q

JendoubaM g g/q g/k q q

ZaghouanM g q q

TnGafsaM3 g/q g/q q q q

TnJerbaM1 q (g) q/g q q q

ZarzisM2 g/q q q (g)* q q

Misfit

JerbaM3 g (q) g q q
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Table 6. A combined implicational matrix for 
/g/-use

q-w-l
l-q-a

q-≠-d
qad

qrìb
qbal

BenGardaneM g g g

JerbaM2 g g g

ZarzisM3 g g g/q

AlamM2 g g g/q

OmAdhmaM g g/q g/q

KefF3 g g g/q

AgegchaM g g g/q

TalaM g g q

GafsaM3 g g q

ChniniGabesF g (q) g (q) q

TeborsoukF g g/q q

GhomrassenM1 g g q

SidiHassouneM g g q

GafsaM2 g g q

TnGafsaM1 g (q) g/q q

NeftaM g q

BirLahfeyM2 g q

JendoubaM g (q) g/k q

ZaghouanM g q

TnGafsaM3 g/q q q

TnJerbaM1 g/q q q

ZarzisM2 q (g) q (g) q

Table 7. Significance values for Table 6

q-≠-d qad qrìb qbal

q-w-l l-q-a *0.040 0.252

q-≠-d qad 0.247

of occurrence is a barrier to such change in two 
very different dialects of Arabic.

7 .  C o n c l u s i o n

The use of implicational analysis has given 
significant insights into the patterning of two 
linguistic variables. In the case of gender marking 
we have seen that there is strict ordering of the 
categories in which it was lost, and that this 
is a rare case where we can predict the route 
that a linguistic change will take. The reasons 
for such a strict ordering seem to be found 
within language typology, and we do not find 

such strict ordering in the route of acquisition 
of a new dialect in the variable <Q>; however, 
we still find evidence for a less-than-perfect 
continuum of varieties here. We can conclude 
that implicational analysis is indeed a very 
useful tool in studying variation, but one to 
be used more carefully than has often been the 
case in the past. 
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Maik Gibson (Reading, United Kingdom)

India

From the 8th century onward India has had a 
close association with Arabic. In its classical 
form, with some regional linguistic features, 
the language has played a significant liturgical 
and religio-scholarly role in the subcontinent. It 
has generally not been utilized for routine com-
munication or other secular functions. Viewed 
as the sacred language of Islam and the Qur±àn, 
its primary use is by Muslims, who equate 
Arabic scholarship with Islamic learning and 
regard both the language and its scholars with 
veneration. Indian Muslims currently number 
approximately 133.54 million (Shahabuddin 
2003, from Census of India 1991, 2001). The 
vast majority of Indian Muslims have, at the 
very least, a basic liturgical association with 
Arabic, and some study the language in mak-
tabs or madrasas. Accordingly, India has one 
of the largest numbers of Arabic users – albeit 
as a subsidiary language – in the world. Indeed, 
through the centuries Indian scholars and poets 
have proffered a weighty, though largely unrec-
ognized, contribution to the Arabic library. 

1 .  H i s t o r i c a l  d e v e l o p m e n t

Indians made their first, rudimentary acquain-
tance with Arabic sometime in the 3rd century 
C.E., close to the beginning of the time it 
appeared as a distinct language in the Arabian 
Peninsula. This linguistic contact transpired 
through Arab sailors who, from antiquity, had 
been docking at ports on the southwestern 
coast of India to acquire spices. From the 
8th century onward, the history of Arabic in 
India (Yusuf 1967) became closely linked with 
the development of Islam in the subcontinent 
(Wink 1990–2004; Schimmel 1980; overview 
in Burton-Page 1971). 

In 711 C.E., the Arab-Muslim Umayyad 
commander Mu™ammad ibn al-Qàsim aμ-

Âaqafì conquered and colonized the western 
Indian province of Sind. Over the next four 
centuries of Arab rule, Arabic was probably 
the language of administration, and the cities of 
Multan, Mansura, and Daibul became key cen-
ters of Arabic-Islamic scholarship. According 
to the medieval geographers Ibn £awqal and 
al-Muqaddasì, the people of these towns were 
bilingual, speaking both Sindhi and Arabic 
(Yusuf 1967:56). Southward, maritime trade 
continued. Early on, several small trader settle-
ments of Muslim Arabs from coastal Yemeni 
and Iraqi backgrounds sprang up on the Mala-
bar coast (Wink 1990:I, 67–86; Koya 1988; 
Bouchon 1986). These settlers came to form 
distinct ethnic groups, including the Navàyat or 
Naitias (from the Arabic nù†ì, pl. nawà±i† ‘mari-
ner’) of Maharashtra and Karnataka (Baha-
dur 1902; Poonawala 1993), the Mappilas of 
Kerala (Miller 1991), and the Ilappais or Lab-
bais of Tamil Nadu (Mines 1986). Arabic was 
initially their mother tongue, but they gradually 
phased it out, switching to the local languages.

In 1193, the Turkish sultan Mu™ammad 
Ghuri conquered Delhi and established defini-
tive Muslim dominion in India. From the 13th 
through the mid-19th centuries, Muslim rul-
ers controlled almost the entire subcontinent. 
Over time, large numbers of the local populace 
converted to Islam and gained an interest in 
learning the language of its scriptures, Arabic. 
Following the initial Umayyad conquest, the 
majority of the incoming monarchs, including 
the Great Mughals, were Central Asian Turks, 
whose mother tongue was not Arabic. As such, 
they neither cultivated Arabic as a language 
of daily use in India nor used it as an official 
court language (the latter role was filled by 
Persian; for the parallel development of Persian 
in India, see Alam 2003). Thus, contrary to 
the case in lands conquered by Arab Muslims, 
such as Egypt, Arabic did not displace the 
local Indian languages. However, the Mughals 
and other Muslim sovereigns fostered Arabic as 
a language of religion and scholarship by 
patronizing Arabic-Islamic scholars and estab-
lishing a large number of Arabic madrasas and 
maktabs.

By the 10th century, the first ad hoc 
maktabs – associated with local mosques – had 
already been established in Sind, particularly in 
the towns of Mansura and Multan. In the last 
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decade of the 12th century, Mu™ammad Ghuri 
instituted formal madrasas in the town of Ajmer, 
and early in the 13th century, Iltutmish founded 
the first madrasa in Delhi and one in Badaun. 
In the following decades, madrasas sprang up 
all over the north. There were fewer elsewhere, 
but Ibn Ba††ù†a (Ri™la IV, 66 = Travels 218), 
who visited the city of £inawr on the Malabar 
coast in the 14th century, does mention that he 
saw there something he had not seen in other 
parts – 23 maktabs for boys and 13 for girls; 
he marvels that women memorized the (entire?) 
Qur±àn. Over the next five centuries of partial 
or full Muslim rule, madrasas, many of them 
independent of mosques, proliferated in all parts 
of India into the hundreds.

In 1612, the East India Company was 
formed, and the British gradually took over 
Mughal power until, in 1857, they deposed 
the last emperor and declared India a colony. 
They promoted Western-style secular educa-
tion, particularly English, and the Arabic lan-
guage (and Persian) diminished in importance. 
Many madrasas were adversely affected, but 
Islamic revivalists instituted several new ones 
deliberately to counter the colonial approach 
and bolster the traditional education of Indian 
Muslims. In these institutions, “Arabic, being 
the language of the original sources of Islam, 
was to be the major focus of study. It was, 
so to speak, not only a language, but the 
major linguistic symbol of Islamic identity and 
Muslim resistance to modernity” (Rahman 
2000:411). Most of the important (Salafì and 
other) madrasas existing today were estab-
lished during British rule in the 19th century: 
Dàr al-≠Ulùm in Deobandh (Metcalf 1982; al-
Fàrùqì 1990); Jàmi≠a Sayfiyya in Surat; and, in 
Lucknow (Farooqi 1999), Dàr al-≠Ulùm Nad-
wat al-≠Ulamà± (Zaman 2001), Madrasat al-
Wà≠iÚìn, and Jàmi≠a NàÚimiyya. (For details of 
all Indian madrasas and Muslim universities, 
see Kaur 1990; Desai 1978; Rahman 2000; 
Is™àq 1996.) 

While deemphasizing religious madrasa educa-
tion, the British – indirectly, through modernist 
Muslim reformers – created three institutions of 
secular learning, largely for Muslims, although 
not restricted to them: Aligarh Muslim Uni-
versity (founded 1875; see T. Wright 1966), 
Jamia Millia Islamiyya (founded 1920), and 
Jamia Osmania University (founded 1917). The 

Arabic curriculum in these institutions was to 
some extent detached from Islam; nevertheless, 
students of Arabic were mostly Muslims who 
were interested in the language for religious 
reasons.

In 1947, after independence and partition 
into India and ¤ Pakistan (and later ¤ Ban-
gladesh), Arabic usage in all three nations 
developed in somewhat different directions. For 
example, in the 1950s and 1970s, various 
political groups in Pakistan voiced the proposal 
that Arabic be adopted as the national language 
(H. Nadvi 1975; Rahman 2000:416). In India, 
the central government has, in the main, not 
promoted Arabic scholarship (it does patronize 
the study of Sanskrit, the sacred language of 
Hinduism, through scholarships, literary prizes, 
and organizations such as the Rashtriya San-
skrit Sansthan). Being an intrinsic part of Mus-
lim religiosity, however, Arabic usage continues 
to be important. Institutions of Arabic-Islamic 
learning flourish – the number of full-time 
Arabic madrasas in 1996 is listed by a modern 
scholar as 757 (Qamar ad-Dìn 1996:70). Under 
the auspices of the madrasas and the various 
Indian Muslim communities, Arabic scholar-
ship, too, thrives.

2 .  D i s t i n c t i v e  f e a t u r e s  o f 
I n d i a n  A r a b i c

Because of its association with religious tradi-
tion, Indian Arabic has preserved classical fea-
tures and archaic forms. It has almost totally 
resisted the penetration of dialectal elements 
and modifications discernible in Modern Stan-
dard Arabic. Adherence to Classical Arabic is 
manifest in three major areas:

i.  Orthography and pronunciation. Rather 
than being changed to ±alif, the archaic wàw 
is preserved in the orthography of certain 
Aramaic-origin words (صلوة, not صلاة;  , زكوة 
not زكاة). The ±alif is usually not written in cer-
tain words (قيمة , not سموت ; قيامة , not سماوت). 
Long vowels are generally preferred to the 
hamza in the taf≠ìl form of verbal nouns 
(tàwìl vs. ta±wìl, tàrìx vs. ta±rìx); and (usually 
in pronunciation only), in the muf≠il form 
of the active participle (mùmin vs. mu±min). 

ii. Reading and speech (uttering of short 
phrases). Except in rhyming prose and 
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expressions ending in Allàh, the pausal 
form is rare. The hamzat al-waßl is carefully 
maintained. And instead of being changed 
to a long à, the tanwìn fat™a at the end of a 
sentence is often sustained.

iii. Grammar. Rather than being substituted by 
the masculine plural, the nùn an-niswa and 
the dual are regularly used. The làm al-±amr 
and nùn at-tawkìd can be found in most 
texts.

Contrary to standard Middle Eastern pronunci-
ation, Indians use the Persianate pronunciation 
of Arabic. They pronounce all emphatic conso-
nants nonemphatically (ß > s, Ú > z, ∂ > d, † > t, £ 
> l in the word A££àh). They have difficulty with 
the velars and pharyngeals (hurùf ™alqiyya), 
some always (≠ > ± , ™ > h, ± dropped from ±alif 
mamdùda), and others occasionally (x > kh, ÿ 
> g). They substitute some nonemphatic apicals 
with other, similar-sounding consonants (μ > s, 
≈ > z). From time to time they mispronounce 
three other consonants (q > k, w > v, z > j). 
They treat the tà± marbù†a as a tà± maftù™a, 
pronouncing it as t rather than h, even outside 
an ±i∂àfa construct (da≠wat, jannat). Their artic-
ulation of vowels is also unusual: u and i at the 
end of words become ò and è (kuntu > kuntò, 
kunti > kuntè); and a at the beginning or middle 
of a word often becomes e (±A™mad > Ehmad, 
Zahrà± > Zehra, ßa™rà± > sehra).

Textual composition is dominated by the 
enormously difficult and often artificial ornate 
£arìrian badì≠ style. Authors regularly employ 
what appear to be pure verbal acrobatics, such 
as restricting the text to undotted letters of the 
alphabet (see the Qur±àn commentary Sawà†i± 
al-±ilhàm by Akbar’s court poet Fay∂ì, d. 1595), 
or avoiding the use of letters like the ±alif or 
fà±. There is often, however, a philosophical 
rationale – such as a taw™ìd-based cosmologi-
cal underpinning – behind this manner of writ-
ing (some long opening ta™mìd sections of the 
Rasà±il Rama∂àniyya of the ¢ayyibì dà≠ì ¢àhir 
Sayf ad-Dìn, d. 1965, are good examples).

3 .  C u r r i c u l a  a n d  t e a c h i n g 
m e t h o d o l o g y

Arabic is taught in India for the most part in 
religious schools called maktabs and madrasas, 
occasionally at home, maktab-style, by mullas 
or moulvis, and, to a small extent, in secular 

universities. Maktabs impart primary learning, 
including Qur±àn recitation and memorization, 
Šarì≠a precepts relating to the ritual prayer, 
and basic reading knowledge of the Arabic 
script. In madrasas, which are generally for more 
advanced religious learning, Arabic is an impor-
tant component of the syllabus, and many of the 
schools have ‘Arabic madrasa’ as part of their 
name (Persian madrasas exist as well). 

The curriculum followed currently in most 
madrasas is the Dars-i Nizàmì, the revised ver-
sion proposed in the 18th century by Mulla 
NiΩàm ad-Dìn of Sihali (near Lucknow) of an 
earlier, more ad hoc program. It includes texts 
from the Middle Eastern Arabic canon in the 
religious sciences of Qur±àn exegesis, ™adìμ, 
jurisprudence, Sufism, theology, and history; 
the related subjects of grammar, rhetoric, and 
prosody; the rational sciences of logic and phi-
losophy; medieval science (added in the 15th 
century); and belles lettres (with a view to 
understanding better the literary features of 
the Qur±àn). NiΩàm ad-Dìn incorporated a 
large number of books authored by early-18th-
century Indian savants such as Mulla Jìwan of 
Amethi, Mìr Mu™ammad Zàhid al-Harawì, 
and Mullà Ma™mùd Jawnpùrì. Later, secular 
fields such as mathematics and English were 
included as peripheral subjects. In the 19th and 
20th centuries, Salafì madrasas expurgated Sufi 
material. Shi≠ite madrasas follow different cur-
ricula with regard to religious texts, but they 
usually use the same works for the study of 
Arabic grammar, rhetoric, and literature. 

The method of teaching Arabic in these madra-
sas is text based, where Islam is the subject and 
Arabic the tool. Madrasa students pay particular 
attention to the study of philology, as this is vital 
in learning to decipher the Islamic scriptures and 
theological texts. Speaking skills are not empha-
sized, although writing skills (termed ±inšà±) are 
given some attention. Generally, modern profi-
ciency-based techniques are not used, although 
there is a gradual move toward them. Rote 
memorization is favored over analysis, and large 
selections are learned by heart.

4 .  S c h o l a r s h i p

Through the centuries, a large number of 
Arabic books on various subjects have been 
composed in India (listed in several biblio-
graphical, anthological, and descriptive  studies: 
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Brockelmann 1938:309–312, 598–628, 849–
864; Ahmad 1946; ±A™mad 1977; ±Idrìs 1998; 
Schimmel 1973:1–8, 48–52; Poonawala 1977; 
Haroon 1996; Ishaq 1955; Kokan 1974). The 
majority of these works are on topics of an 
Islamic nature: Qur±àn and £adìμ studies, juris-
prudence, Sufism, theology, and the lives of 
saints. They include original religious books; 
commentaries, glosses, and superglosses on 
classical religious texts; translations into Arabic 
from Persian Sufi works; and religious praise 
poetry. Several works have been composed on 
Islamic philosophy and history, Graeco-Arabic 
medicine, Arabic grammar and rhetoric, and 
classical-style belles lettres. Also numerous are 
Indian-language commentaries on, and transla-
tions of, Classical Arabic religious texts. Some 
Arabic works are by Arab immigrants, but the 
bulk are by scholars of Indian ethnicity, a few 
of them trained in Mecca or Baghdad. A large 
number of authors are Sufi, many of whom 
composed their Xilàfat Nàmahs in Arabic.

The best known Indian Qur±àn commentary 
is the two-volume Tafsìr ar-ra™màn wa taysìr 
al-mannàn by the Navàyat scholar ≠Alà± ad-Dìn 
Mahà±imì (d. 1431). Eminent compilations of 
™adìμ include the Mašàriq al-±anwàr by £asan 
aß-Íaÿànì of Lahore and the Kanz al-≠ummàl fì 
sunan al-±aqwàl wa-l-±af ≠àl by ≠Alì al-Muttaqì 

of Burhanpur (d. 1568). A sizable fiqh work 
is the multiauthored £anafì law book com-
missioned by Aurangzeb (r. 1754–1760), titled 
al-Fatàwà al-hindiyya (or Fatàwà-yi ≠àlamgìrì). 
In theology, an important work is the Huj-
jat allàh al-bàliÿa of Šàh Walì Allàh of Delhi 
(d. 1760). Belles lettres in prose includes ±Abù 
Bakr ibn Mu™sin’s (d. 1715) al-Maqàmàt al-
hindiyya (study and translation, Ebeid and 
Young 1978).

Of the Arabic poetry composed in India, 
a large proportion is in praise of the prophet 
Mu™ammad and his family. The prolific poet 
and author Ÿulàm ≠Alì âzàd Bilgràmì (d. 1785) 
of Aurangabad in the South was given the 
honorific £assàn-i Hind ‘the £assàn of India’, 
after the Prophet’s chief panegyrist. Several 
poets of the Twelver Shi≠ite Deccan kingdom 
of Golconda in southern India – such as the 
£ijàzì poet Sayyid ≠Alì ibn Ma≠ßùm (d. 1705) – 
spent a large proportion of their literary ener-
gies in praising ≠Alì ibn ±Abì ¢àlib and the 
Shi≠a imams (Khan 1963). In western India, 
several of the religious leaders of the Dà±ùdì 
Bohra (¢ayyibì Musta≠lawì ±Isma≠ìlì Shi≠ite) 
community, especially the dà≠ìs ≠Abd ≠Alì Sayf 
ad-Dìn (d. 1817) and ¢àhir Sayf ad-Dìn (d. 
1965), were notable poets who composed 
poetry in praise of the Prophet, the imams, 
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Table 1. Selected texts from the Dars-i Nizàmì (full list in Qamar ad-Dìn 1996:345–352)

Qur±àn exegesis Tafsìrs of al-Jalàlayn, al-Bay∂àwì, 
az-Zamaxšarì, and Ibn Kaμìr

£adìμ Màlik, Muwa††à
Buxàrì and Muslim, Ía™ì™ayn; 
al-Xa†ìb at-Tibrìzì,
Miškàt al-Maßàbì™

Jurisprudence al-Marÿìnànì, Hidàya fì l-furù≠
Mullà Jìwan, Nùr al-±anwàr

Sufism ±Abù Najìb Suhràwardì,
≠Awàrif al-ma≠àrif
Ibn al-≠Arabì, Fußùß al-™ikam

Logic Qu†b ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì, Qu†bì
Qazwìnì, Šar™ Šamsiyya
Taftàzànì, Tah≈ìb

Philosophy Jawnpùrì, Šams al-bàziÿa
Mullà Íadra, Íadra

History Suyù†ì, Tàrìx al-xulafà±
Ibn al-Xayyà†, Tàrìx

Belles lettres al-Mu≠allaqàt as-sab≠
al-Mutanabbì, Dìwàn
±Abù Tammàm, £amàsa 
£arìrì, Maqàmàt

Rhetoric Taftàzànì, Muxtaßar al-ma≠ànì 
and Mu†awwal
Qazwìnì, Talxìß al-miftà™

Grammar Ibn al-£àjib, Kàfiya and Šàfiya
£usayn ibn ¢awqànì, 
Hidàyat an-na™w and 
Šar™ mi±a ≠àmil

Mathematics Nàßir ad-Dìn a†-¢ùsì, 
Ta™rìr ±Uqlìdus
Bahà± ad-Dìn al-≠âmilì, 
Xulàßat al-™isàb

Theology Dawwànì, Šar™ ≠aqà±id Jalàlì
Ibn aš-Šarìf, Musàmara
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and the dà≠ìs, elegies for £usayn, and poetry in 
communion with God, called munàjàt.

Numerous libraries in India house extensive 
collections of Arabic works by Indian and Mid-
dle Eastern scholars, including tens of thousands 
of manuscripts, some quite valuable (S. Nadvi 
1945, 1946; Desai 1978:95–125). Several of 
the libraries are affiliated with madrasas and 
universities or with shrines of saints (dargàh), 
and others are independent, either public or 
private. In northern India, the most important 
are the Rampur Raza Library in Rampur; Mau-
lana Azad Library, Aligarh Muslim University, 
Aligarh; and Kutubkhana-i Nàßiriyya (Twelver 
Shi≠ite), Lucknow. In western India, significant 
libraries are Rajasthan Oriental Research Insti-
tute, Tonk; Jàmi≠a Sayfiyya Library (Dà±ùdì 
Bohra), Surat; and Hazrat Pir Muhammad 
Shah Dargah Library, Ahmedabad. Mumbai 
has the Jami Masjid Library, the library of 
Bombay University, and the ¢ayyibì Da≠wat 
(Dà±ùdì Bohra) Library. In eastern India, sizable 
libraries include the Khuda Bakhsh Oriental 
Public Library, Patna; the Library of the Asiatic 
Society of Bengal, Calcutta; and the Oriental 
Public Library, Bankipore. In southern India, 
libraries with large collections include three in 
Hyderabad: the Salar Jang Museum Library 
(Twelver Shi≠ite), the State Central Library, and 
the Kutubkhana-i-Saidiyya.

A number of publishing houses take a spe-
cial interest in publishing editions of Arabic 
texts. The foremost is the Dà±irat al-Ma≠àrif 
al-≠Uμmàniyya, Hyderabad-Deccan (founded 
1888). Other publishers include university-affil-
iated and government-sponsored houses such as 
the Institute of Islamic Studies, Muslim Univer-
sity, Aligarh; Osmania University, Hyderabad; 
Government Oriental Manuscripts Library, 
Madras; and Government of Bihar Institute of 
Post-graduate Studies and Research in Arabic 
and Persian, Patna. The University of Lucknow, 
the University of Delhi, and Madras University 
also publish studies on Arabic works. A few 
publishers are associated with madrasas, such 
as the Dàr al-Mußannifìn (also called Shibli 
Academy), Azamgarh (founded 1915). 

5 .  U s a g e s

In addition to scholarship, there are numer-
ous other usages of Arabic in India, mostly 
connected with religion: liturgy, inscriptions, 

nomenclature, borrowing of vocabulary and 
phraseology (¤ Urdu/Hindi; ¤ Bengali), and 
the use of the Arabic script to write Indian 
languages (¤ alphabet, Arabic for other lan-
guages).

The foremost usage of Arabic is liturgical, 
primarily in the form of Qur±ànic recitation. 
Since most Indians do not understand the lan-
guage, their recitation is, more often than not, 
without an understanding of the literal meaning 
of the verses. They nevertheless consider it a 
source of divine grace (baraka). Arabic litanies 
(tasbì™) are common, as is the recitation in Ara-
bic of prayers (du≠à±), Sufi ritual chants (≈ikr), 
and religious poetry (called qaßìda or na≠t).

Arabic is utilized for inscriptions on mosques, 
mausoleums, graves, madrasas, palaces, forts, 
and other monuments, as well as on coins (over-
view by Burton-Page 1986; extensive catalogs, 
e.g. Desai 1989, 1999; Abdur Rahim 2000; 
Abdul Karim 1992; N. Wright 1972a, 1972b; 
Whitehead 1914). The inscriptions are of an 
essentially religious nature, with Qur±ànic verses 
taking pride of place. They are used for dedica-
tions, ornamentations, and epitaphs. The earliest 
Arabic inscription found in India is from a 2nd/
8th-century mosque in Kovalam, South India 
(Chaghatai 1978 from Majalla ¢ilsànìn I, 51).

Indian Muslims frequently adopt names of 
Arabic derivation, and these names often have 
a religious association. Names from the family 
of the Prophet and of the early Companions are 
common. Many males use Mu™ammad as the 
first component of a compound name. Mixed 
Arabic and Persian or Indian language names 
are also found, such as Ÿulàm ≠Alì ‘servant of 
≠Alì’. Pseudo-Arabic names that are semanti-
cally difficult to fathom sometimes crop up, 
such as Samìyullàh ‘God’s namesake [?]’, ±Islàm 
ad-Dìn ‘the Islam of Religion [?]’, and Qiyàm 
ad-Dìn ‘arrival of Judgment Day [?]’.
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Indicative ¤ Mood

Indirect Speech

The function of reporting speech in any language 
consists of a speaker conveying or reflecting 
what another speaker said, wrote, or thought, 
either in the original speaker’s terms or in the 
reporter’s words. Direct speech corresponds to 
the former case, by which the exact terms of 
the speaker are quoted, whereas indirect speech 
(also called ‘reported speech’) corresponds to 
the latter case. As noted by Coulmas (1986:1), 
the notion of ‘verbatim rendition’ of direct-
speech utterances varies from one culture to 
another. Also subject to variation from one lan-
guage to another are the grammatical modifica-
tions involved by the indirect-speech utterance. 
The main grammatical modifications involved 
by indirect speech generally concern the pro-
noun, the verbal tense, and mood, as well as the 
form of the question and command (Jespersen 
1965:290–300). Yet, not all languages require 
the same rules of modification.

The question of reported speech is generally 
discussed by the Arab grammarians under the 
title of maqàl al-qawl ‘the utterance of saying’ 
or al-jumla al-marwiyya ‘the reported sentence’. 
Two types of storytelling are identified: ar-riwàya 
bi-l-lafÚ ‘the story told in its literal words’, which 
corresponds to direct speech, and ar-riwàya bi-l-
ma≠nà ‘the story told according to its meaning’, 
which corresponds to indirect speech (Abdul 
Aziz 2003:268). The direct-speech utterance is 
usually introduced by a verb of saying, such as 
qàla, followed by the quotation. The quotation 
marks, part of a punctuation system introduced 
in Arabic only in the 20th century, are not thor-
oughly used in marking direct-speech quotations. 
The indirect-speech phrase is also introduced by 
a verb of saying, such as qàla, ßarra™a, ±akkada, 
za≠ama. It can be introduced by a complemen-
tizer, such as ±anna, followed by a pronoun, but 
it can also be asyndetic. No modifications are 

required in the verbal tense or mood, but only in 
the form of the pronoun, which shifts from 1st 
to 3rd person. 

In texts from the Classical Arabic tradition, 
direct-speech utterances seem to be more fre-
quent in comparison to indirect-speech ones. 
Since research on reported speech in Arabic 
is very scarce (Doss 2000:32), the following 
remarks on the ratio of direct to indirect speech 
in Classical Arabic texts are based on direct 
perusal of the sources. Concerning the Qur±àn, 
the findings concur with those of Hatim, who 
observes that the Qur±ànic text “abounds with 
examples of direct speech” (1997:124). In fact, 
very few occurrences of ‘indirect speech’ are to 
be found in the Qur±àn. When found, indirect-
speech utterances are generally represented by 
short forms, such as the ones appearing in the 
examples below, and are by far outnumbered 
by direct quotes or direct-speech utterances. 
An example of indirect speech from the Qur±àn 
appears in sura ±Ibràhìm (Q. 14/31), where the 
construction is asyndetic: qul li-≠ibàdì lla≈ìna 
±àmanù yuqìmù ß-ßalàta wa-yunfiqù mimma 
razaqnàhum ‘Tell My bondmen who believe to 
establish worship and spend of that which We 
have given them’ (Pickthall 1956:189). Direct-
speech phrases, however, are abundant in the 
Qur±àn, as in the following verse from sura al-
Baqara: wa-±i≈à qìla lahum là tufsidù fì l-±ar∂ 
qàlù ±innamà na™nu mußli™ùna (Q. 2/11) ‘And 
when it is said unto them: Make not mischief in 
the earth, they say: We are peacemakers only’ 
(Pickthall 1956:34). 

This observation equally applies to texts 
from the Classical Arabic period, such as Ibn 
al-Muqaffa≠’s (d. 760) Kalìla wa-Dimna, where, 
in a random sampling of two stories, “Bàb al-
qirdi wa-l-ÿaylami” (The story of the monkey 
and the tortoise) and “Bàb al-jur≈i wa-s-sin-
nawri” (The story of the rat and the cat), 63 
occurrences of direct speech were found, versus 
5 of indirect ones, the latter all being introduced 
by the verb of saying za≠ama, as can be seen 
in the following example, where both forms 
appear: qàla l-faylasùfu: za≠amù ±anna nàsikan 
min an-nussàki kàna bi-±ar∂i Jurjàna wa-kànat 
lahu mra±atun jamìlatun ‘The philosopher said: 
They claimed that a pious man lived in the land 
of Jurjan, and that he had a pretty wife’ (Ibn 
al-Muqaffa≠, Kalìla 240).

In Modern Standard Arabic, the two forms 
of reported speech (direct and indirect) are 
used in addition to ‘free indirect speech’, a 

 indirect speech

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



332

form which combines the characteristics of 
both direct and indirect reported utterances. 
This form, also called ‘represented speech’ by 
Jespersen (1965:290), appears particularly in 
literary writings; it is not introduced by a verb 
of saying or by a complementizer, nor is it 
marked by quotation marks, but it nevertheless 
represents the particularity of direct speech, 
and it is understood by the context, as appears 
in the example below from Edouard Kharrat. 

Unlike Classical Arabic, indirect speech utter-
ances in Modern Standard Arabic outnumber 
direct ones. In a survey conducted of newspa-
per Arabic, Hatim (1997:123, 125) gives the 
figure of 98 percent for the frequency of indi-
rect-speech utterances vs. direct speech ones. In 
translating news from texts written in Western 
languages, and particularly from English into 
Arabic, the indirect form is preferred (Hatim 
1997:123). Indirect speech is considered more 
appropriate for the “pedestrian occasions such 
as that of reporting the news”, as opposed to 
direct speech, which is reserved for “loftier 
forms of expression” (Hatim 1997:137, 138). 
The absence of punctuation associated with 
indirect speech is provided as a partial expla-
nation for this preference. According to this 
explanation, punctuation has become redun-
dant because of the dependence of Arabic on 
oral/heard rather than on visual effects like 
punctuation and diacritical marks (Hatim 
1997:125). 

A study based on an observation of jour-
nalistic writings (from the daily newspaper al-
£ayàt) gives the following most frequent verbs 
of saying: qàla ‘to say’, ßarra™a ‘to declare’, 
±a∂àfa ‘to add’, ±a≠lana ‘to announce’, ±akkada 
‘to emphasize’, by order of frequency out of 
a list of 29 verbs in 500 instances of reported 
statements (Al-Kasimi 1966:73). In a short 
unpublished search conducted by Doss on texts 
from the newspapers al-±Ahràm and al-±Axbàr, 
these same verbs were found to appear, as well 
as ±ašàra ‘to point out’, ±ablaÿa ‘to inform, 
notify’, and ≈akara ‘to mention’. According 
to Al-Kasimi (1966:75−76), verbs of saying 
are followed by two forms of particles, ±anna 
(±inna) and bi-±anna, the first usually following 
the verb qàla, the second following the verb 
ßarra™a. 

Free indirect speech is a stylistic device con-
sidered by some to be a “European technique” 
(Essawi 1996:3). It appears in contemporary 

Arabic literary texts, possibly as the result 
of the influence of literary translations. The 
following extract from az-Zaman al-±àxar, a 
novel written by the Egyptian novelist Edouard 
Kharrat, illustrates this stylistic device:

wa-humà yatabàdalàni as-su±àla ≠an al-±a™wàli, 
wa-limà≈à lam taštarikì fì l-mu±tamari? li-±annahà 
≠àdat mun≈u ±ayyàmin faqa† min bi≠μati taftìšin 
±uxrà fì l-wà™àt, wa-≠indahà lajnatun fì l-wizàrati, 
wa-mà ±axbàru l-mat™afi fì l-±Iskandariyya, wa-t-
tarmìmàti l-jadìdati li-l-™à±i†i š-šarqiyy? wa-±idmàji 
≠anàßiri l-±a≠midati llatì ktušifat fì Maryùpùlìs, hal 
naja™a? wa-±axbàru qirà±àtihà l-±axìrati li-l-bardiy-
yàti l-yùnàniyyati? wa-ya∂™akàni min ±axbàri 
z-zumalà± wa-r-ru±asà± al-judud fì l-maßla™a, wa-
yansilàni rìšahum qalìlan, bi-stimtà≠ ‘And they 
engage in questions about everything, and why is 
it that you’re not participating at the Conference? 
Because she has returned only a few days ago from 
another exploration mission at the oases, and 
she is in charge of a committee at the Ministry. 
And what is the news of the Alexandria Museum, 
and the Eastern Wall’s new restoration? And the 
element insertion in the columns discovered at 
Mariopolis, did it succeed? And news about her 
last reading of the Greek papyri? And they laugh, 
recalling the news of new colleagues and superiors, 
and they enjoyably ‘pluck their feathers’

A hybrid form of reported speech remains to 
be mentioned. This involves an indirect-speech 
utterance abruptly interrupted by a direct one. 
These forms are frequent in Middle Arabic 
texts, as well as in contemporary journalistic 
writing. Both are illustrated in the following 
two excerpts; the first excerpt is from al-Jabartì 
(1756−1825; ≠Ajà±ib III, 5.10−12):

fa-kallamùhum wa-staxbarùhum ≠an ÿara∂ihim fa-
±axbarù ±annahum ±Inkilìz ™a∂arù li-t-taftìš ≠ala l-
Firinsìs li-±annahum xarajù bi-≠imàratin ≠aÚìmatin 
yurìdùna jihatan min al-jihàti wa-la nadrì ±ayna 
qaßdihim fa-rubbamà dahamùkum fa-là taqdirùna 
≠alà daf ≠ihim wa-là tatamakkanùna min man≠ihim 
‘So they [Umar Makram and high dignitaries] 
talked to them [the English] and asked them about 
their aims, they said that they were English, com-
ing in search of the French, since these had sailed 
in a huge vessel toward a certain direction, and we 
don’t know where they are planning to go: they 
could attack you and you would not be able to 
push them off or to prevent them’.

The second excerpt is from the daily newspaper 
al-±Ahràm (February 9, 2004):

wa-†alabat minhu ≠adam al-™u∂ùr ±ilayhà marratan 
μàniyatan bi-šiqqatihà ≠inda ≈àlika janna junùnahu 
ba≠da ±an ÿadarat bì wa-qatalat †umù™ì ‘And she 
asked him not to visit her in her flat another 
time; it is then that he lost his mind after she has 
deceived/betrayed me and killed my ambition’.
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This form, which we designate as ‘hybrid’, 
is sometimes attributed to the rhetoric fig-
ure known as iltifàt, in which certain stylistic 
devices concerning mainly pronominal shifts 
are used to attract the attention of the reader. 
In this case, it would be the change of pro-
nominal reference within the same utterance. 
In the example, we see the story told by the 
narrator (who in this situation is the journal-
ist), who uses the third person, then shifts to 
the first. The construction observed can also 
be attributed to lack of attention and disregard 
for punctuation in journalistic writing (Doss 
2003:191−201).

In the Arabic dialects, ±inna is the only con-
junction (or complementizer) used to introduce 
indirect speech: biy±ùl innu nàwì ysàfir barra 
‘he says he is planning to travel abroad’. How-
ever, indirect-speech utterances often appear in 
the asyndetic construction: ±ultilha tìgi tàxud 
™àgitha magatš ‘I asked her to come and pick 
up her things, but she didn’t’. In general, the 
conjunction ±inna is less frequent in oral dis-
course.
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Indonesia

Since the arrival of Islam in the Indonesian 
archipelago, Arabic has been used as a religious 
language for the basic rituals and for technical 
instruction of specialists in the religious sci-
ences. It has, however, remained restricted to 
the religious realm, the major vehicle of con-
tact being ¤ Tamil rather than Arabic. Many 
Indonesian commercial terms bear witness to 
the influence of southeast Indian Muslims in 
the period before Malay developed into the 
lingua franca of the archipelago and, after 
independence in 1945, into modern standard 
Indonesian. During the 16th–18th centuries, 
Portuguese was an important medium for trade 
and cultural contacts in mixed ethnic groups, 
but from the 17th century onward, Dutch 
increasingly took over the role of Portuguese, 
while English has become important as an 
international language since 1945. Notwith-
standing efforts by Muslim modernists in the 
20th century to promote Arabic as a second 
language (after Malay/Indonesian) for Indone-
sian culture in general, Arabic has not been able 
to compete with the Western languages, and 
its use has remained restricted to the religious 
domain.

1 .  T h e  a r r i v a l  o f  I s l a m  i n 
I n d o n e s i a

The first Muslims to arrive in the archipelago 
were part of an expanding Islamic network of 
trade in the larger Indian Ocean. They were 
often not of Arab descent but were Gujera-
tis, Tamils, Bengalis, or Chinese and Champa 
(Vietnamese) Muslims. The arrival of Islam 
caused a stream of Indonesian Muslims to go to 
the Middle East, mostly Mecca and Medina, for 
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religious studies, bypassing India, where until 
the 14th century Indonesians had studied Hin-
duism and Buddhism (Steenbrink 1988). With 
the early conversions, Arabic became known as 
the language of Islam, as reflected in the con-
version myth of the ruler of the Acehnese king-
dom of Pasai, whose tomb bears an inscription 
from the year 696/1297. The ruler, Merah 
Silau, saw in a dream the prophet Mu™ammad, 
who spat in his mouth. When the ruler woke 
up, the taste in his mouth was rich and sweet. 
The following day, a ship arrived from Mecca 
that had picked up a certain Sultan Muham-
mad, who came to preach Islam. At his arrival, 
Merah Silau was already able to recite the 
profession of faith and the thirty juz± of the 
Qur±àn “although he had never been taught 
by anyone. At this the people and the chiefs 
exclaimed: As for this that our ruler is recit-
ing, we do not understand a single word of it” 
(Jones 1979:134). Whether acquired through a 
miracle or a long process of study, the Arabic 
of the Qur±àn and other texts would remain a 
sacred language never truly understood by most 
Indonesians. Some of the conversion stories 
add: “But apart from that the ruler did not 
alter a single one of his heathen habits.” (On 
the conversion of the ruler of Patani, see Jones 
1979:143.)

Right after the first conversions, Arabic 
names became quite common, as many of the 
conversion stories show, more so in Malay cul-
ture than in Javanese, Buginese, and some other 
societies of the vast and diverse archipelago. 
Especially in the Malay world, an Arabic name 
was a sign of Islamic identity, like giving up 
idol worship and pork.

2 .  A r a b i c  i n  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s

The oldest preserved literary texts in Malay 
were mostly, besides original chronicles of the 
major realms, translations from Persian rather 
than Arabic. The first major Islamic epic work 
to be translated into Malay, probably in the 
15th or 16th century, is the Hikaya Muhammad 
Hanafiyya (about the half-brother of the grand-
sons of the Prophet, £asan and £usayn; cf. 
Brakel 1975). The stories of ±Amìr £amza and 
Alexander the Great, and the Book of the Thou-
sand Questions (about a discussion between 
a Jew, ≠Abdallàh ibn Salàm, and the prophet 
Mu™ammad) were also translated from Persian 

before 1600. There is only one major work in 
this tradition that was translated directly from 
Arabic, the £ikàya ±Iskandar ˛ù l-Qarnayn. 
Only in the 17th century do we find more trans-
lations directly from Arabic, such as the abstracts 
from ¢abarì’s Ta±rìx in the work of Raniri.

The first author whose mystical works in 
Malay have been preserved, Hamzah Fansuri 
(probably active around 1600 C.E.), wrote in a 
very refined Malay, with many loanwords from 
Persian and even more from Arabic. Hamzah 
Fansuri was a well-traveled person. He almost 
certainly learned Persian in Ayuthia, the ancient 
capital of Siam. This shows the connections 
between Indonesian Islam and East Asia, which 
are further documented in the influence of Chi-
nese and Champa or Vietnamese Muslims on 
the spread of Islam in Southeast Asia. It is not 
certain whether Hamzah Fansuri visited Mecca 
or other places in Arabia, but he testified that he 
had been in Baghdad. His life story is reflected 
in his style of ‘international’ Malay, with many 
Persian and Arab words but still so elegant that 
it remains obligatory reading for all students in 
contemporary Indonesian high schools.

To write Malay, an adapted form of the 
Arabic script was and sometimes still is used (¤ 
alphabet, Arabic for other languages). Major 
differences from the original Arabic script are 
an ≠ayn with three dots for nga; a fà± with three 
dots for pa; a nùn with three dots for nya; a 
kàf with one dot on top for the letter ga; a 
jìm with three dots in its ‘heart’ for cha. Some 
regional languages, like Javanese and Buginese, 
continued to use a script derived from Sanskrit 
(Devanagari) in addition to the adapted Arabic 
script. Malay, written with adapted Arabic 
script, is called Jawi script (cf. Jones 1983), 
while Javanese with Arabic script is called 
pegon. In direct translations from Arabic many 
loanwords were introduced in ¤ Indonesian/
Malay, as well as some morphological and 
syntactic structures taken from Arabic. This is 
even seen in the older translations of the Bible 
by missionaries, which are full of Arabicizing 
tendencies. Yet, the general impression is that 
Arabic has had little impact on the overall 
structure of the Indonesian language, although 
about 10 percent of its vocabulary originates 
from Arabic, directly or indirectly (van Ronkel 
1899; Landelinus 1938; Drewes 1950).

From the 17th century onward, many Islamic 
scholars wrote in both Arabic and local or 
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regional languages. Šams ad-Dìn as-Samatrànì, 
who held a prominent position at the Aceh-
nese court in the early 17th century and died 
in 1630, wrote mystical works in both Ara-
bic and Malay. One of the major scholars of 
the 17th century was Nùr ad-Dìn ar-Ranirì 
(d. 1659), born in Gujerat, probably of mixed 
Arab-Malay descent. In Malay he wrote a large 
encyclopedic work of some 1,600 pages (Busta-
nus Salatin) and a fiqh work, but his doctrinal 
and mystical works are partly in Arabic and 
partly in Malay. He held a prominent position 
at the Acehnese court. His successor as scholar 
and politician at that court was ≠Abd ar-Rà±ùf 
as-Singkìlì (ca. 1620–1693), who stayed for 
19 years in Medina, where he studied with al-
Qušàšì (d. 1660), ±Ibràhìm al-Kurànì, and oth-
ers. He translated the Qur±àn into Malay with 
the full Tafsìr al-Jalàlayn and many additions 
from other commentaries. This Malay transla-
tion and commentary only became popular 
after it had been printed at the expense of the 
Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid in Istanbul in 
1884 and was reprinted in various places like 
Bombay, Singapore, Penang, and Jakarta.

Another 17th-century scholar who wrote in 
Arabic was Mu™ammad Yùsuf al-Makassarì 
(1627–1699). He was born into a noble fam-
ily in South Celebes that had accepted Islam 
in 1605. He studied Arabic and religious dis-
ciplines in his hometown of Goa in Southwest 
Celebes with an Arab teacher from Yemen, Bà 
≠Alwì ibn ≠Abdallàh al-≠Allàma a†-¢àhir, until 
the age of 15, when he went traveling to study, 
at the same time pursuing a political career. 
In 1644 he sailed to Arabia, where he first 
followed courses in Zabid, Yemen, and later 
in Mecca and Medina, where he was together 
with the Acehnese as-Singkìlì. Al-Makassarì 
even went to study in Damascus and visited 
Istanbul before he returned to the Indonesian 
archipelago between 1664 and 1672, having 
lived in the Arab world for at least 20 years. 
In the 1670s he settled in Banten, West Java, 
where he became the dominating political fig-
ure in the anti-Dutch party. In 1683 he was 
arrested by the Dutch and sent into exile to 
Sri Lanka. In Sri Lanka he was still considered 
dangerous because of the many people who 
came to see him. Therefore, in 1694 he was 
expelled to Cape Town, South Africa, where he 
died five years later. Yùsuf al-Makassarì wrote 
many mystical works, some in his native lan-
guage, Makassarese, and some in Malay, but 

quite a few also in Arabic. Like other major 
17th-century scholars, he could address his 
readers in the international language, Arabic, 
but also in some local Indonesian languages 
(Riddell 2001; also Azra 2004 for other 17th- 
and 18th-century authors).

Manuscript collections may give an idea of 
the spread and use of Arabic in the Indonesian 
archipelago. The collection of colonial Batavia 
(now Jakarta) is of special interest because it 
contains documents brought together from the 
whole archipelago. The catalogs of the Batavia 
Society of Sciences and Arts show us that with 
the exception of a few manuscripts with poetry 
and folktales, most manuscripts were devoted 
to the religious sciences. Out of more than one 
thousand Arabic manuscripts, only fifteen con-
tain poetry, and even these are about religious 
topics: four copies of the Qaßìdat al-Burda by 
al-Busìrì, three copies of the poem about the 
miracles performed by Mu™ammad, the Ham-
ziyya, etc. The collection catalogued by the 
Batavia Society of Sciences and Arts includes 
more than one hundred full or incomplete 
copies of the Qur±àn, often with interlinear 
translation in one of the Indonesian languages. 
The collection also contains more than seventy 
manuscripts of ™adìμ, twelve of them copies of 
the Forty [™adìμ] of Nawawì, the others offering 
selections from the six great collections, accord-
ing to specific topics. It is likely that no full 
text of al-Buxàrì’s Ía™ì™ or of any other collec-
tions was available anywhere in the archipelago 
before interest in the topic rose together with 
20th-century reformism. Works on mysticism 
were very well represented (about 250), even 
somewhat more frequently than those on fiqh 
or Islamic law (about 180). Besides smaller 
numbers of manuscripts on history (the life of 
the Prophet and his companions, saints, and 
Sufis) and on ‘sciences’ (mostly the calendar, 
astrology, astronomy, and medicine in combi-
nation with divination and amulets or charms), 
there is quite a large section of philology.

3 .  T h e  s t u d y  o f  A r a b i c

The approximately 150 texts of the Batavia 
Society of Sciences and Arts section on philol-
ogy mostly concentrate on grammar, and more 
specifically the quite complicated books in use 
for Indonesian students who have wanted to 
master Arabic. There were as yet no Arabic/
Indonesian dictionaries, and only a few Arabic/
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Arabic works. The total number of Arabic 
works is quite striking: the society had a special 
interest in local languages, but in reality it pos-
sessed fewer Malay than Arabic manuscripts. 
This underlines the fact that in more advanced 
religious education, Arabic texts were the rule 
and full translations the exception. Even inter-
linear translation was an important means but 
not the rule.

Religious works in translation or in more 
or less original form represent mainstream 
Sunnì Islam, but several of the original works, 
especially Javanese texts, show an aversion to 
strictly Arabic idiom. One of the most promi-
nent examples is the minor prince of Surakarta, 
Mangkunagera IV (1811–1881), who wrote 
angrily in a major poem: “Many are the young 
people who boast of their theological knowl-
edge / Though not yet qualified / they are in 
a hurry to show off, / The way they interpret 
the Arabic texts / is like a Sayyid from Egypt / 
every time they belittle the abilities of others”. 
In the same vein, perhaps with even more 
nationalist sentiment, the notorious text of 
the Suluk Gatoloco, also from the second part 
of the 19th century, rejects Islam as an Arab 
religion: “Know, the religion of Muhammad / 
is the religion of the Arabs. Since you invoke 
a foreign people, / again you’re simply proven 
to be thieves” (references and more examples 
in Steenbrink 1999). These are not isolated 
texts, criticizing Arabic language and influence. 
Already in the 17th century, a Javanese poem 
circulated that even more specifically criticized 
the study of Arabic grammar, the Suluk Wujil, 
transmitted in a manuscript dated 1607, but 
probably much older. Stanza 88 reads in trans-
lation: “Therefore people quarrel, desiring to 
outperform other people. They cling to the 
letter, scrupulously follow the rules. Day and 
night they study bayàn-ma±àni, saraf, nahu” 
(Poerbatjaraka 1938:172). A similar anti-Arab 
mood is perhaps found in the curious debate 
in the late 1990s about a statement made by 
Abdurrahman Wahid, the leader of the major 
organization of the mainstream Muslim leaders, 
Nahdlatul Ulama, who had stated on several 
occasions that Indonesians should not use the 
Arab greeting as-salàmu ≠alaykum but rather 
the common Indonesian expression selamat 
pagi, because there was no need to use Ara-
bic in nonreligious, everyday use. Yet Wahid 
himself, the Indonesian president from October 
1999 until July 2001, was not consistent in the 

application of this bold statement and usually 
started and interspersed his speeches with many 
phrases in Arabic.

Over the centuries, Islamic religious knowl-
edge was more or less identical with skill 
in reading and even writing in Arabic. The 
lower-level Qur±ànic courses provided the basis 
for reading and reciting. The boarding school 
of the pesantren started with the teaching of 
Arabic, usually with the Mi±a ≠àmil by ±Abù 
Bakr ≠Abd al-Qàhir ibn ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al-
Jurjànì (d. 1078) and commentaries on this 
work by various authors. Another extremely 
popular work was the ±âjurrùmiyya by ±Abù 
≠Abdallàh Mu™ammad ibn Dà±ùd as-Sanhàjì 
Ibn al-±âjurrùm (d. 1322). Only in the 1930s 
did Indonesians start to write their own gram-
mars and Arabic dictionaries. Probably the first 
series of basic teaching material was the four 
volumes of Mahmad Junus, Peladjaran Bahasa 
Arab, published in the 1930s. For dictionaries, 
advanced students in the 20th century could use 
the well-known Munjid by the Lebanese priest 
Louis Ma±lùf. The first more or less complete 
dictionary in 1,701 pages was compiled by the 
traditional scholar Ahmad Warson Munawwir 
of the religious school (pesantren) of Krapyak, 
Yogyakarta, in 1984 under the title al Munaw-
wir, Kamus Arab-Indonesia. An important 
means to understand Arabic better consisted 
in presenting texts (first in handwriting and 
then, since the late 19th century, also in print) 
in two languages, an Arabic sentence immedi-
ately followed by a translation in one of the 
Indonesian languages. A special method of this 
learning-by-translation is the so-called jenggot 
(lit. ‘beard’) method: under each Arabic word, 
an Indonesian translation is written or printed 
[Fig. 1]. Many basic books still circulate in 
jenggot copies, both in standard Indonesian and 
in Javanese. In the late 20th century, this method 
came to be used also for editions of the Qur±àn, 
in which every word in Arabic was accompa-
nied by a Latin transcription of the Arabic and 
a translation. Obviously, a jenggot text without 
further explanation is not very helpful.

4 .  A r a b s  i n  t h e  a r c h i p e l a g o

There were never many Arab migrants in Indo-
nesia. Those who came (mostly in the second 
half of the 19th century and the early 20th cen-
tury) married Indonesian women. The migrants 
were often £a∂ramì peasants who became 
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traders or religious leaders and soon adapted to 
their new country (de Jonge and Kaptein 2002). 
In 1936, 115,535 people counted as Vreemde 
Oosterlingen ‘foreign Easterners’ in the Dutch 
colony, including women and children. Of a 
total population of more than 60 million in 
1936, this amounted to only 0.19 percent. The 
Chinese, another category in the ethnic com-
position of the Dutch East Indies, constituted 
more than 2 percent. Van den Berg (1886) 
published a monograph on the largest group of 
Indonesian Arabs, who most often originated 
from Hadramaut, the northern mountainous 
section of Yemen. After the opening of the 
Suez Canal in 1869, their migration became 
more and more significant until in the early 
1930s about 25 percent of the population of 
Hadramaut lived outside their homeland, the 
majority of them in Southeast Asia (de Jonge 
and Kaptein 2002:2–3).

Within the family, this group sometimes con-
tinued the use of Arabic, and therefore several 
members of this community have played an 
important role in diplomatic relations between 
Indonesia and the Arab countries. Recently, two 
Indonesians of £a∂ramì descent served as min-
ister of foreign affairs: from 1987 to 1999, Ali 
Alatas (b. 1932), succeeded by Alwi Abdurrah-
man Shihab (b. 1949; Ph.D. in religious studies, 
Temple University, 1995) for the tumultuous 
period 1999–2000 under President Abdurrah-
man Wahid. Alwi’s older brother, Muhammad 
Quraish Shihab (b. 1944), used his fluency in 
Arabic to study in Egypt, where he took a doc-
torate in Qur±ànic studies at al-Azhar University. 
He was minister of religion in the last year of the 
Suharto government, 1998–1999.

After independence in 1945, the Arab com-
munity quickly mixed with the Indonesian 
nation, and most of its members are no longer 
easily recognizable as Arabs, unlike the much 
larger group of ethnic Chinese, who remained 
much more separate from the Indonesian 
population.

5 .  T h e  s t u d y  o f  A r a b i c  t o d a y

In the first decades of the 20th century, reform-
ist teaching started to pay attention to Arabic 
outside the realm of religion. In Minangkabau, 
West Sumatra, the modernizing reformist 
Zainuddin Labai el-Junusi introduced Ara-
bic schoolbooks from Egypt for history and 

geography. His students complained that in 
Dutch schools the pupils had to learn all the 
Dutch towns, while in the ‘Arab school’ all 
towns and villages along the Nile had to be 
memorized! Haji Abdulmalik ibn Karim ibn 
Amrullah (1908–1982, better known under his 
acronym Hamka), who studied with Zainuddin 
Labai, is the only Indonesian author who wrote 
about modern Arabic literature; he even got in 
trouble because of accusations that he had pla-
giarized a popular love story by Muß†afà Lu†fì 
al-Manfalù†ì (Teeuw 1979:I, 69–72). The most 
outspoken advocate of Arabic in Indonesian 
public life was Ahmad Hassan (1887–1958), 
himself of mixed Tamil-Indonesian descent. As 
leader of the reformist movement Persatuan 
Islam, he wrote a political pamphlet in 1947 
in which he argued that the 90 percent of 
Indonesia’s population who accepted Islam, a 
religion based on an Arab revelation, had a per-
sonal duty (far∂ ≠ayn) to learn Arabic as well as 
possible: “This language should not be studied 
for the sake of religion alone; also philosophy, 
medicine, ethics, and many secular sciences can 
be studied in this language”. Against this the 
lawyer and Ahmadiyyah sympathizer Hasbul-
lah Bakry argued in 1972 that a ™adìμ orders 
that the prayer be performed “as we saw it 
being performed by the Prophet Mu™ammad” 
and not “as we heard it”. Therefore, even the 
ßalàt may be performed in Indonesian, with the 
exception of a few essential Arab phrases. As 
an army chaplain, Hasbullah Bakry had sug-
gested this easier style to soldiers who found it 
difficult to perform the ritual prayer in Arabic. 
He stated that Šàfi≠ì law did not allow this 
modification, but £anafì rules do (cf. Steen-
brink 1974:179–188).

The debate about the role of Arabic in mod-
ern Indonesian society is also visible in official 
terminology. For the national Parliament, Ara-
bic terminology has become dominant: Majelis 
Permusyawaratan Rakyat or MPR. In institu-
tions related to religion, Arabic phrases are very 
often used, but the Department of Education 
usually prefers neologisms rooted in Sanskrit. 
The state ideology is called Pancasila ‘Five Pil-
lars’, and its introductory course for all govern-
ment officials is called Ekaprasetya Pancakarsa 
‘Five Noble Works for One Final Goal’, a quite 
mysterious expression for modern Indonesians, 
taken from Sanskrit. The army, defender of 
national unity and free from religious bounds, 
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in its official terminology also often borrows 
new words from Sanskrit. Against this tendency 
Arabic loanwords are constantly produced in 
Islamic religious circles, like the terminology for 
the State Islamic Institute, the major academic 
training center in Islam: al-Jàmi≠a al-±Islàmiyya 
al-£ukùmiyya.

Indonesian education, from kindergarten 
through the secondary level, is divided into 
two types. One system, under the Ministry of 
Education, is called sekolah after the Dutch 
word school. This secular education continues 
the system started by the colonial government 
after 1900. In modern Indonesian schools reli-
gious education is obligatory at all levels, but 
restricted to about two hours per week. The 
second type, the madrasah system, falls under 
the Ministry of Religion. It provides primary 
and secondary education for about 15 per-
cent of the children in this age group, and its 
schools pay much more attention to religious 
matters; this automatically means attention to 
Arabic, which is taught intensively at all levels. 
Religious (and Arabic) classes constitute 25–40 
percent of the curriculum of the madrasah. In 
the year 2000–2001, nearly 3 million pupils at 
the primary school level were enrolled in the 
madrasah system, while 1,888,576 students 
were enrolled in the junior high schools and 
576,221 students in the senior high schools. 
The madrasah system is supported by a third 
type of schools, the pesantren. These latter are 
boarding schools, often including a secondary 
madrasah. Indonesian students who follow the 
madrasah system at the secondary level in the 
boarding facilities of the pesantren sometimes 
attend courses restricted to reading and memo-
rizing the Qur±àn. At other institutions, several 
thousand students acquire the ability each year 
to read Arabic books on religion. There are 
about 6,000 larger pesantren in Indonesia that 
provide lodging for about 700,000 students, 
as well as a favorable atmosphere for religious 
studies, including the study of the Arabic lan-
guage. The system is often criticized as irrele-
vant for modern Indonesian society. Therefore, 
since the 1970s both government and nongov-
ernmental organizations have introduced many 
agricultural and technical training programs 
into this type of education. The pesantren is 
also seen as a cheap alternative for dropouts 
from the secular system. In general, however, 
the debate about this type of education has not 

changed much since the 1950s. In 1953, Kiyahi 
Haji Abdul Wahid Hasjim, minister of religion 
and father of the later president Abdurrahman 
Wahid, stated that “matters of Islam and Ara-
bic are two different fields. Of course, I agree 
that the religion of Islam must be acquired 
with the help of the language that has brought 
it, Arabic. But I do not agree that people try 
to ‘Arabicise’ our society by the use of Arabic 
language and customs, that are different from 
our Indonesian language and customs” (Steen-
brink 1974:192). Another scholar, Nurcholis 
Madjid (b. 1939), studied between 1955 and 
1960 at the Darul Salam Pesantren of Gontor, 
where it is obligatory to use Arabic (besides 
some English, but no Indonesian) in class and 
also at leisure time during meals and sports. As 
a cultural and political leader, Madjid propa-
gated the idea that Islam in Indonesia should 
be ‘secularized’ in the sense of ‘finding a local 
expression, in a local context’.

English has become by far the most popular 
foreign language in Indonesia. In the 1980s and 
1990s, many Muslim organizations complained 
that state television regularly gave English courses 
and even news in English but paid no attention 
to the study of Arabic. The complaints did not 
help. From the very start, the use of Arabic was 
restricted in Indonesia to the religious domain, 
and this has not changed. Books in Arabic, in a 
mixture of Arabic and Indonesian languages, or 
simply in one of the Indonesian languages with 
Arabic script, are still published and used. They 
are called ‘yellow books’ (Kitab Kuning) because 
they are popular only when printed on yellowish 
paper (cf. van Bruinessen 1990).

In the 1990s and the early 21st century, an 
orthodox style of religious school developed, 
called pesantren salafiyah. Its main character-
istic is the use of ‘classical textbooks’, written 
in Malay or modern standard Indonesian but 
printed with Arabic characters or, for the higher 
level of learning, in full Arabic. When šarì≠a law 
was promulgated as the law for the province 
of Aceh on 15 March 2002, it generated little 
change in the region. There was much stress on 
Islamic clothing and limitation of free movement 
for women. One of the effects was the adoption 
of Arabic script to indicate the function of the 
various offices in government buildings. Yet, 
Arabic not only remained restricted to the reli-
gion of Islam, it was increasingly identified with 
its more traditional and orthodox aspects.
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Figure 1. Kitab jengot (litt. ‘beard-book’), first page of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Ihya, in Arabic, with 
below each word the Javanese translation by Kiyahi Haji Misbakh ibn Zain Mustafa Bangilani. Published 
ca. 1988 in Pekalongan: Maktab Raja Murah.
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Indonesian/Malay

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

Indonesian and Malay (officially known as 
Bahasa Indonesia and Bahasa Malaysia) contain 
hundreds of loanwords of Arabic origin. Many 
early loans came via intermediary languages 
influenced by Persian, if not Persian itself, while 
recent loans come directly from Arabic. Most 
of the loanwords are connected in some way to 
Muslim life, belief, and practice. Arabic loan-
words mostly function as nouns in Indonesian 
and Malay, and few Arabic morphological rules 
have been borrowed. Loans are assimilated to 
the Indonesian/Malay phonological patterns, 
for example with the virtual loss of the plain/
emphatic distinction in consonants. Malay was 
routinely written in a Persianized Arabic script 
until the end of the 19th century, and the 
script is still taught in Malaysian schools. Very 
little colloquial Arabic was borrowed; rather, 
loans are generally learned forms. The Arabic 
loanwords are symbolic of the radical shift in 
the Malay cultural sphere occasioned by the 
adoption of Islam and are used to convey ideas 
that were absent in the Hinduized and animist 
cultures of the region before Islam.

2 .  H i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r o u n d

The Arabic loanwords in Indonesian and Malay 
are a consequence of the Islamization of the 
Malay world. From the late 13th century, 
accounts by travelers as well as gravestone 
inscriptions point to the gradual spread of 
Islam first in North Sumatra, next in north-
east Malaya and East Java, and, by the 15th 
century, in Malacca. While the main source of 
Muslim influence was from the west, there are 
claims of Muslims reaching the Malay world 
from the north via southern China and via 
Champa (Fatimi 1963; Chen Da-Sheng 1992). 
Islam is said to have been brought to the Malay 
world by traders and missionaries, and there 
are indeed accounts of intermarriage between 
foreign Muslims and local women, local dynas-
ties headed by foreign Muslims, and conversion 
of local rulers to Islam. Indonesian and Malay 
chronicles recount stories of conversions and 
miraculous events surrounding the adoption 
of Islam, although the relatively recent manu-
script versions of these old tales make them 

less than reliable as primary historical sources. 
Suggestions that Arabs were the sole vectors 
of Islam (e.g. Shellabear 1901:75) have been 
disputed by Drewes (1968), and it is generally 
agreed that Arab, Persian, and Indian Muslims 
must have played a role. Al-Attas (1969), while 
insisting that Hadramaut was the source of the 
early missionaries, concedes that they may have 
come via India. Indeed, the etymology of the 
Arabic loanwords in Indonesian and Malay is 
a crucial part of the historical evidence for the 
Islamization of the region.

Arabic loanwords in Indonesian and Malay 
show evidence of layers of borrowing over 
time (Bausani 1974; Campbell 1996; Versteegh 
2003). Conclusive periodization and identifica-
tion of the layers is problematic, but there is 
agreement that an early layer dated from the 
arrival of Islam and involved borrowing directly 
from Arabic and from other, evidently Persian-
ized, Muslim languages, and a more recent and 
continuing layer has borrowed directly from 
Standard Arabic. Versteegh (2003) has proposed 
four elements of the older layer, i.e. words 
deriving from the South Arabian, North Indian, 
South Indian, and Chinese connections.

There is little reliable historical evidence 
about early language contact between the Ara-
bic language and Malay speakers that would 
help to answer questions such as: (a) Were 
those who imported Arabic native speakers 
of Arabic or of something else? (b) If those 
people were native speakers of Arabic, did they 
speak with Malays in some form of colloquial 
Arabic? (c) Was there any Arabic-Malay bilin-
gualism among the Malays, for example among 
the offspring of mixed marriages? (d) How 
important was translation as a vector of Arabic 
loanwords? In this case the Arabic loanwords 
must speak for themselves: (a) Many Arabic 
loanwords carry the phonological traces of Per-
sianized languages, indicating that at least some 
of those who introduced Arabic were not native 
speakers. (b) There are very few unequivocally 
colloquial Arabic loanwords in Indonesian and 
Malay, suggesting that colloquial Arabic was 
not the medium of discourse with Malays. (c) If 
there was any bilingualism among the foreign-
ers it was short-lived and left no obvious traces 
in Malay; otherwise, the loan stock would 
contain such evidence as a wider range of word 
classes and more examples of colloquial Arabic. 
(d) The semantic and grammatical characteris-

  indonesian/malay 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



341

tics of the Arabic loanwords confirm that many 
of them functioned as neologisms in Malay 
texts with Islamic themes or in translations of 
such texts from other languages into Malay (see 
Teeuw 1959:150 for a discussion of both types 
of text). The language contact situation with 
regard to Arabic seems unlike that of Chinese. 
Jones (2003), extending to the Malay context 
Van Coetsem’s (1988) theory of two types of 
loanword transfer, argues that Chinese loan-
words probably entered Indonesian and Malay 
via Chinese speakers who were more proficient 
in Malay (the recipient language) than Chinese 
(the source language). Using this framework we 
might argue that while some early loans may 
have been introduced by non-Malays who were 
more proficient in Arabic (the source language) 
than Malay (the recipient language), on the 
whole the loanwords were (and continue to 
be) introduced by Indonesian and Malay native 
speakers with a range of proficiency in Arabic 
as a learned language.

Our understanding of more recent borrow-
ing from Arabic is much clearer, especially in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when 
Malay began to be seen as an essential element 
of nation building and provided the foundation 
for Bahasa Indonesia and Bahasa Malaysia. 
Abas (1987:59) summarizes the development 
of these two national languages, including 
the conversion to Roman orthography (Abas 
1987:104) and procedures for coining new 
terminology (Abas 1987:125). Lexicographers 
and language planners have proposed guide-
lines for adopting and spelling foreign loan-
words, including Arabic words (e.g. General 
guidelines for the formation of terms in Malay 
1992:20), and the etymology of Arabic words 
has been examined and recorded by native lexi-
cographers and linguists (e.g. Ngajenan 1987). 
New Arabic loanwords are much more likely 
to appear in Bahasa Malaysia than in Bahasa 
Indonesia, and Jawi script is actively taught 
in Malaysian schools. Large Malay colonies 
evolved in Arabia itself in the 20th century 
(Meulen and Von Wissman 1932; Matheson 
and Hooker 1988:13–14), and they have pre-
sumably provided a channel of recent influence 
directly from Arabic to Malay rather than via 
an intermediary language.

The size and currency of the Arabic loan 
stock is a source of contention. Beg (1979:81) 
mentions eight scholarly works between 1801 

and 1975 that have provided estimates ranging 
from 150 to 1,125 items, and claims that there 
are about 1,000 such words in current use (Beg 
1979:78). Jones (1978) lists 2,750 Arabic and 
Persian loans, but on testing the list with three 
young university lecturers in Indonesia, it was 
found that they could only recognize about 
10 percent of the words (Campbell 1996:26). 
On the whole, authorities may be more or less 
liberal with what they consider to be Arabic 
loanwords; Kasimin (1987) includes many new 
and unassimilated loans in his lists. (Unattrib-
uted examples of loanwords in this entry are 
adapted from Echols and Shadily 1992.)

3 .  T h e  l i n g u i s t i c 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  A r a b i c 
l o a n w o r d s

From the semantic point of view, Arabic loan-
words tend to refer to abstract concepts rather 
than concrete objects, and most loanwords 
are concerned with aspects of Muslim belief 
and practice, or with the arts and sciences that 
accompanied Islam to the Malay world. Seman-
tic classifications have been proposed by Jones 
(1984), Beg (1979), Tham Seong Chee (1990), 
and others. Beg, speaking of Malaysia rather 
than Indonesia, mentions the categories of 
“knowledge and science, architecture, nomen-
clature, greetings, feasts and festivals, state 
affairs, economy, common feelings and senti-
ments, canon law (Shari≠ah), and rites and ritu-
als of religion” (Beg 1979:89). Beg’s work also 
includes an interesting discussion of Arabic loan-
words in Malay proper names, historic coins of 
Malaya, and Malay state anthems – again with 
the focus on Malaysia (Beg 1979:90–93). Tham 
Seong Chee (1990:86–93) proposes a cognitive 
classification of Arabic loanwords. A ‘central 
domain’ includes words such as Allah ‘God’, 
firdaus ‘paradise’ < firdaws, nabi ‘prophet’ < 
nabì, and wahyu ‘revelation’ < wa™y. There are 
then subdomains: Islamic jurisprudence, e.g. 
dakwa ‘accuse’ < da≠wà; Muslim worship, e.g. 
kalimah ‘creed’ < kalima; Islamic mysticism, 
e.g. makrifat ‘enlightenment’ < ma≠rifa; Islamic 
rituals, e.g. khatan ‘circumcision’ < xatn; family 
life, marriage, and inheritance, e.g. nikah ‘wed-
ding’ < nikà™; Muslim education, e.g. makalah 
‘essay’ < maqàla; and Islamic institutions or 
institutional ideas, e.g. mahkamah ‘court’ < 
ma™kama.
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Jones (1984:13–17) proposes the follow-
ing semantic fields: Islamic religion, including 
examples such as balig ‘of the age of legal 
maturity’ < bàliÿ and lahad ‘the hollow made in 
a grave on the qibla side’ < la™d; abstract and 
philosophical terms, e.g. adil ‘just’ < ≠àdil and 
ilmu ‘science’ < ≠ilm; euphemisms, e.g. hamil 
‘pregnant’ < ™àmil; political and military, e.g. 
daerah ‘district’ < dà±ira and saif ‘sword’ < sayf; 
botanical and zoological, e.g. tufah ‘apple’ < 
tuffà™ and zaitun ‘olives’ < zaytùn; anatomy 
and medicine, e.g. kulup ‘foreskin’ < ÿulfa 
and haid ‘menses’ < ™ay∂; times, dates, and 
numerals, e.g. Muharram ‘first lunar month’ 
< mu™arram and Selasa ‘Tuesday’ < yawm 
aμ-μalàμà±; education, books, and writing, e.g. 
murid ‘pupil’ < murìd and kalam ‘pen’ < qalam; 
cultural innovation, e.g. kursi ‘chair’ < kursì 
and salju ‘snow’ < μalj.

There are some instances of semantic change 
or specialization. While Arabic kitàb is a gen-
eral word for ‘book’, kitab refers to a religious 
book, with the English loan buku used as 
the general word; while Arabic kalima means 
‘word’, kalimat is used for ‘sentence’, with the 
indigenous words kata or perkataan used for 
‘word’. There are a number of etymological 
doublets such as fardu ‘obligation under Islam’ 
and perlu ‘necessary’, both from far∂; similarly, 
syajarah ‘tree’ and sejarah ‘history’ are derived 
from šajara (Jones 1984:17).

With regard to word classes, Indonesian and 
Malay have generally borrowed nouns and 
nominal forms derived from verbs. Among the 
borrowed Arabic verbs are yakni ‘that is’ < 
ya≠nì ‘it means’ and nukil ‘quotation’ < nuqila 
‘it was transmitted’. Arabic verbal nouns are a 
source of loans, such as iklan ‘advertisement’ < 
±i≠làn; tafakur/tafakkur/tafkur ‘contemplation’ 
< tafakkur; mufakat/muafakah/muafakat ‘(to 
hold) discussion to make agreement’ < muwà-
faqa; tertib ‘order’ < tartìb; bina ‘building, con-
struction’ < binà±. The fà≠il form of the Arabic 
verb provides loans such as arif/arip ‘learned’ 
< ≠àrif and hadir ‘to be present’ < ™à∂ir, while 
the maf≠ùl form gives us maklum ‘to know’ < 
ma≠lùm and masyhur <well known < mašhùr. 
While mostly nominal forms have been bor-
rowed, Indonesian and Malay have where nec-
essary grammatically reclassified words. Note 
among the foregoing examples the shift from 
Arabic nominal form to Indonesian/Malay verb 
in mufakat, hadir, and maklum.

Besides single words, Indonesian and Malay 
also include numerous loan phrases, appar-
ently of two types. There are formulaic expres-
sions of everyday Muslim discourse such as 
astagfirullah ‘God forbid’ < ±astaÿfiru llàh and 
alhamdulillah ‘Praise be to God’ < al-™amdu 
lillàh (Jones 1984:16); and there are borrowed 
±i∂àfa phrases which are lexicalized in Indo-
nesian and Malay, e.g. usuludin ‘one of the 
branches of theology pertaining to law and 
philosophy’ < ±ußùl ad-dìn, and malaikatulmaut 
‘angel of death’ < malà±ikat [pl.] al-mawt.

Two phenomena are relevant to the morphol-
ogy of Arabic loanwords: the extent to which 
Arabic morphological processes have been bor-
rowed, and the extent to which loanwords have 
been assimilated into the morphological system 
of Indonesian and Malay. The derivational and 
syntactic morphology of Indonesian and Malay 
is quite different from that of Arabic; derived 
forms in Indonesian and Malay arise from 
prefixing and suffixing stems, and there is virtu-
ally no inflectional morphology. Arabic loan-
words mostly occur in Indonesian and Malay 
as unanalyzed, lexicalized forms. Nouns, for 
example, are usually borrowed in their singular 
forms, and where broken plurals do occur they 
are likely to be lexicalized as singular forms, 
e.g. ulama ‘scholar of Islam’, routinely used 
as a singular despite its origins in the Arabic 
broken plural ≠ulamà±. While there is an Indo-
nesian/Malay word alim which is derivable 
from the Arabic singular ≠àlim (as well as from 
≠alìm), alim does not function as the singular of 
ulama. In all likelihood, Arabic singular nouns 
and Arabic plural nouns have been mostly bor-
rowed as unrelated items.

While a range of derived Arabic forms have 
been borrowed, these being mostly verbal 
nouns and participial forms, the Arabic root + 
measure derivational system is entirely unpro-
ductive in Indonesian and Malay loans. Thus, 
while words like takrif ‘definition’ < ta≠rìf, arif, 
and makrifat coexist, they are lexical isolates 
rather than members of a paradigm. The forms 
of the feminine ending tà± marbù†a in Indone-
sian and Malay loans differ in distribution from 
Arabic. While Arabic tà± marbù†a has a cita-
tion form -a(h) and a construct state form -at, 
Indonesian/Malay has Arabic loans with either 
-ah or -at, or both spellings, e.g. noktah ‘dot’ < 
nuq†a; saat ‘moment’ < sà≠a ‘hour’; ibadah/iba-
dat ‘act of devotion’ < ≠ibàda.
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Verhaar (1984) identifies three Arabic affixes 
that have some degree of morphemic status. The 
definite article al- occurs in many Arabic loan-
words and, if not productive, is at least identifi-
able as a morpheme; the oblique masculine plural 
suffix -ìn appears in Muslimin < muslimìn ‘the 
Muslims’ and hadirin < ™à∂irìn ‘those present’, 
but it cannot be said to be productive. The femi-
nine plural suffix -àt similarly appears in Musli-
mat < muslimàt ‘Muslim women’ and hadirat < 
™à∂iràt ‘those women present’. The -ah variant 
of the feminine ending tà± marbù†a is found in 
a small number of words with natural femi-
nine gender such as almarhumah < al-mar™ùma 
‘the female deceased’ alongside almarhum < 
al-mar™ùm ‘the male deceased’. Other perhaps 
morphemically identifiable but unproductive 
suffixes are -iah in ilmiah ‘scientific’ < ≠ilmiyya 
and harafiah ‘literal’ < ™arfiyya, and -i in words 
such as abadi ‘everlasting’ < ±abadiyy and falsafi 
‘philosophical’ < falsafì (Verhaar 1984:22). No 
gender distinction is signaled in Indonesian and 
Malay by -iah and -i.

Traces of the Arabic noun inflections remain, 
notably in construct phrases like malaikatul-
maut. A handful of loanwords end in -u and/or 
-i, e.g. napsu/nafsu ‘natural appetite or desire’ 
< nafs, perlu, wahyu, salju/salji. While some 
scholars have suggested that the -u ending is 
evidence of a South Indian intermediary source, 
Versteegh (2003) has more plausible explana-
tions, e.g. naive attempts to emulate case end-
ings or a reflex of the 3rd person masculine 
suffix -hu.

Many Arabic loanwords in Indonesian/Malay 
undergo modification through prefixation and/
or suffixation. An example is khusus ‘special’ 
< xußùß, which appears in the derived forms 
khususnya ‘in particular’, mengkhususkan ‘set 
aside’, terkhusus ‘particularly’, kekhususan 
‘specific characteristics of’, pengkhususan ‘spe-
cialization’. Less transparent because of phono-
logical assimilation are derived forms of pikir 
‘opinion, idea’ < fikra, e.g. berpikir ‘to think’, 
berpikiran ‘to have a certain thought’, mem-
pikir ‘to think about, worry over’, mempikir-
kan ‘to think about, meditate over’, terpikir ‘to 
come to one’s mind’, terpikirkan ‘can happen 
to be thought about’, and others. The accretion 
of derived forms is a likely indicator of the age 
of Arabic loanwords; the more derived forms 
evidence older loans.

From the perspective of phonology, Ara-
bic loanwords in Indonesian and Malay lose 
their vowel length distinction and the dis-
tinction between plain and emphatic conso-
nants, between alveolar stops and interdental 
fricatives, and between the glottal stop and 
the voiced pharyngeal fricative. Gemination of 
consonants is not usually represented in loan-
words. The phonology of Arabic loanwords 
in Indonesian/Malay reflects a complex history 
of language development, and only the broad 
issues can be summarized here. Among the phe-
nomena to influence the way Indonesian and 
Malay speakers pronounce Arabic loanwords 
are the following:

i. Layers of borrowing. There are differences 
between the way that recent and older bor-
rowings represent some Arabic phonemes. 
Arabic /∂/, for example, corresponds to 
Indonesian/Malay /l/ or /dl/ in some older 
loans, e.g. perlu, Nahdlatul Islam ‘Associa-
tion of Muslim Scholars’ < nah∂at al-±islàm. 
Elsewhere /∂/ occurs as /d/, e.g. darurat 
‘emergency’ < ∂arùra. Versteegh (2003) 
argues that the /l/ and /dl/ reflexes are evi-
dence of a very old, pre-Persianized layer of 
borrowings.

ii. Degrees of assimilation. Some Arabic loans 
are more assimilated than others, e.g. pisah 
‘legal separation of a couple’ < fasx, cf. 
khurafat (pronounced kurafat) ‘myth’ < 
xuràfa.

iii. Change of script. Toward the end of the 
19th century, Jawi script was replaced by 
Roman orthography, with the loss in writ-
ing of some Arabic phonemic distinctions 
and the confusion of others. One such area 
of confusion is the glottal stop and the 
voiced pharyngeal fricative, for which the 
new orthography introduced the letter k 
in some contexts, perhaps with the inten-
tion that it be pronounced as an unreleased 
velar stop to approximate a glottal stop. 
Although the Arabic glottal stop / ±/ is omit-
ted in some loanwords, e.g. masalah ‘prob-
lem’ < mas±ala, it occurs in others as k, e.g. 
mukmin ‘the believers’ < mu±min. However, 
k is also commonly used in some words as 
the counterpart of the voiced pharyngeal 
fricative / ≠/, e.g. yakni, although in other 
contexts / ≠/ may be omitted, e.g. saat.
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The Trengganu Stone, which contains the earli-
est inscriptions in the Malay language written 
in Arabic script, dates the adoption of the Ara-
bic or Jawi writing system to no later than the 
14th century. A tradition of fine Malay manu-
scripts in Jawi script dates back to the early 
17th century (see Gallop 1991). The principles 
and practice of writing in Jawi are popular 
pursuits in Malaysia, and works such as Daf-
tar ejaan Rumi-Jawi (1994) exist to guide the 
student. Many Arabic loanwords are written in 
contemporary Malaysia as they are written in 
Arabic. However, highly assimilated loanwords 
such as perlu are written as pronounced, not as 
their Arabic reflexes; some possibly older loans 
have Malayized spellings with additional vow-
els, such as mukmin, which has an additional 
yà± before the nùn. The tà± marbù†a is spelled 
somewhat inconsistently. No vowel pointing is 
used in Jawi, and it is presumed that Malaysian 
readers of Jawi infer the voweling of Arabic 
loans primarily from their knowledge of the 
Roman spelling or from their knowledge of 
Arabic per se. For the serious scholar, Pedoman 
transliterasi huruf Arab ke huruf Rumi (1992) 
has instructions on writing Arabic words in 
a detailed Roman transcription (¤ alphabet, 
Arabic for other scripts).

4 .  R o l e  o f  i n t e r m e d i a r y 
l a n g u a g e s  a n d  c o l l o q u i a l 
A r a b i c

In a historiographical analysis of the evidence 
for the coming of Islam to the region, Drewes 
(1968) cites sources claiming Muslim influence 
from Bengal, Gujerat, and South India. From a 
linguistic perspective, we need to exercise cau-
tion in looking for evidence of North and South 
Indian languages in the forms and meanings of 
Arabic loanwords. The most reliable conclu-
sion that can be drawn is that numerous Arabic 
loanwords have come to the Malay world via 
languages influenced by Persian or via Persian 
itself; this conclusion is made on the basis of 
the distribution of the -at and -ah variants of tà± 
marbù†a, which corresponds to the distribution 
in Persian or Persianized Indian languages (Perry 
1991:158). Campbell argues that the distribu-
tion of tà± marbù†a endings proves the existence 
of an early Persianized loan stock, but he warns 
of the difficulty of untangling the Indian prov-
enance of such words (Campbell 1996:37).

As to the possibility of colloquial Arabic 
influence, Versteegh (2003) cites a few examples 
of words with /g/ for /j/, e.g. gamal < Egyptian 
Arabic gamal ‘camel’ and gengsi ‘prestige, sta-
tus’ possibly from Egyptian Arabic gins ‘race’, 
as possible evidence of an Egyptian source. 
However, there is no trace of the high fre-
quency and characteristically urban colloquial 
verbs such as šàf and rà™, which would indicate 
a more extensive and systematic evidence of 
colloquial Arabic influence.

5 .  C u l t u r a l  d i m e n s i o n s  o f 
b o r r o w i n g  f r o m  A r a b i c

The Arabic element in Indonesian and Malay is 
a potent symbol of Islam in the region and its 
connection with the wider Muslim world; indig-
enous scholars see in the Arabic loanwords the 
evidence of a fundamental shift in Malay culture 
resulting from Islamization. Arabic names are 
especially important: Beg (1979:81) notes that 
each of the states of Malaysia has an Arabic 
name as well as its Malay name, e.g., Kedah is 
also known as darul-amàn ‘the abode of peace’. 
He talks of the three basic types of Malay 
proper names: Arabic names, e.g. Hamid bin 
Dollah (i.e. Abdullah); combined Arabic/Malay 
names, e.g. Yusof bin Long; and names such as 
Mastom bin Tumingam which are Malay but 
nevertheless contain words like bin ‘son of’ and 
binti ‘daughter of’ (Beg 1979:91). Tham Seong 
Chee (1990:82) is especially interested in the 
cognitive restructuring of the Malay world that 
he claims was triggered by the arrival of Islam, 
and remarks in relation to the acceptance of 
Muslim names that “no other area of Malay 
life exemplifies such an extensive cultural-
psychological transformation”. A third indig-
enous commentator should have the last word: 
Al-Attas says of the “Islamized Malay lan-
guage” that “it would be there that the revo-
lutionary changes in world view . . . would be 
preserved and effected” (1969:22).
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Inflection

I n t r o d u c t i o n

Inflection is one of the two major processes of 
word formation, the other being ¤ derivation. 
It is generally assumed that inflection serves 
to signal grammatical functions (such as case 
marking, plural formation, and verb conjuga-
tion), while derivation is used to generate new 
word classes (verbs from nouns, adverbs from 
adjectives, etc.). This is not the case in Arabic, 
where inflection plays a considerable part in the 
formation of the lexicon.

Languages vary widely as to the importance 
and complexity of their systems of morphological 
marking. Typologists have therefore proposed 
to classify them along a continuum ranging 
from languages in which words undergo almost 
no morphological change to those in which 
variations are numerous and complex. The first 
case, typically exemplified by Chinese, corres-
ponds to uninflected languages. The second, in 
which Classical Arabic is ranked with Latin, 
Classical Greek, and modern languages such 
as German or Russian, corresponds to inflected 
languages. Languages like French or English 
stand somewhere between these two extreme 
positions.

Morphological changes undergone by words 
in inflected languages are not discrete: one cannot 
establish a one-to-one relationship between a 
morphological variant and a precise functional 
value. Consequently, although an inflected word 
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necessarily contains more than one morpheme 
(since it is composed of a basic lexical unit 
plus various grammatical markers), one cannot, 
as a rule, establish a precise correspondence 
between the morphemes involved and the 
linear sequence of segments which make up 
the word. This trait typically differentiates 
inflected languages from ‘agglutinative’ ones. 
It results both from coalescence, which tends 
to merge into a single unanalyzable sequence 
morphemes that were distinct at an earlier 
stage of the history of the language, and from 
the fact that some inflected languages make use 
of morphophonological processes affecting the 
word globally, for instance vowel alternation 
(ablaut or ¤ apophony), which modifies the 
overall vocalic melody of a word to express 
some of its functional variations. At all 
documented stages of its long history, Arabic 
has made massive use of this kind of process, 
both to develop its lexicon (which is mainly 
the domain of ‘internal’ inflection) and to mark 
several grammatical functions (the preferential 
domain of ‘external’ inflection).

A fundamental feature of Arabic is that no 
word belonging to an open class is formed by a 
single morpheme. Every such word is minimally 
made up of a ¤ root morpheme and a pattern 
morpheme intertwined with it to form the base 
of the word. This base, nominal or verbal, con-
stitutes the domain of internal inflection. On 
the other hand, affixes are normally necessary to 
actualize nouns and verbs in discourse. At this 
level, external inflectional phenomena take place.

1 .  I n t e r n a l  i n f l e c t i o n

1.1 General processes of internal inflection

In Arabic, internal inflection essentially involves 
three formal processes, used either separately or 
in combination:

i. Vowel insertion in different positions of 
the ‘consonantal skeleton’ formed by the 
consonants of the root and those of the 
affixal augments. When it involves several 
vowels, this insertion obeys constraints 
imposed both by principles governing 
vowel alternation (ablaut) and by certain 
rules of phonological alternation. Vocalic 
alternation may be purely qualitative (only 
vowel quality is involved) or quantitative 

(vowel length is also used). The two 
parameters may be combined.

ii. Consonant ¤ gemination, essentially con-
cerning the second or third consonant in 
triconsonantal roots.

iii. Addition of prefixal, infixal, or suffixal aug-
ments to give substance to the consonantal 
skeleton of a base. Such augments may them-
selves bear a vowel which becomes an integral 
part of the overall vocalic melody of the 
base involved.

1.2 Internal vs. external inflection

In his study of the development of the Arabic 
lexicon, Fleisch (1968:49ff.) defines ‘internal’ 
inflection as including only those processes which 
involve vocalic alternations within root conso-
nants; he calls ‘external’ all processes involving 
augments (which he simply calls affixes).

It seems, however, that limiting ‘internal’ 
inflection in the way proposed by Fleisch 
constitutes a rather artificial distinction and 
does not shed any light on the way the system 
actually works. Many facts suggest that aug-
ments are an integral part of the base of the 
word, even though the root consonants may 
still be recognized as such, at least as long as the 
link is transparent between the augmented form 
and the members of the same morphological 
family. In fact, as soon as this link is obscured, 
some augments tend to be reanalyzed as root 
consonants, leading to the formation of a 
new root. For example, at first a word like 
miskìn ‘poor’, but originally ‘immobilized’, was 
a qualifying noun formed with the intensive 
pattern miR1R2ìR3 and associated with the 
triconsonantal root s-k-n (general meaning ‘to 
be motionless’). In the subsequent history of the 
language, it tended to get free from its original 
root and started its own family, based on the 
(reinterpreted) quadriconsonantal root m-s-k-n, 
thus generating forms like maskana ‘poverty’ 
and tamaskana ‘to play the poor’. 

In the same way, most processes affecting the 
domain of the root can also be shown to play 
a role outside this domain, suggesting that the 
speaker does not care about such a distinction. 
For example, the tendency, observed in many 
dialects, to change R1iR2àR3 into R1uR2àR3, 
e.g. ™imàr/™umàr ‘donkey’, which is ‘internal’ 
to the root, is quite analogous to the change of 
miftà™ to muftà™ ‘key’, which is ‘external’. 
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Likewise, in most cases there seems to be no 
point in differentiating phonological processes 
that take place inside the word base (nominal or 
verbal) from those which take place outside it. 
For example, a sequence like /awu/ is normally 
transformed into [a1], whether it occurs within 
a base, e.g. /†awula/ ‘to be long’ which changes 
into [≥a1la], or at a ‘borderline’, e.g. /yud≠aw+u/ 
‘it is called’, which becomes [jud∏a1]. It is true 
that a few morphophonological processes only 
apply within the boundaries of the root, such 
as the change of /buy∂/ ‘white [fem. pl.]’ to 
[bi1í], contrary to the general tendency to 
change /uy/ sequences to [u1]. But precisely such 
processes are irregular and have to be listed as 
exceptional and probably belonging to an older 
layer of rules that are no longer productive and 
whose output is learned as such by the users of 
the language.

It has even been suggested (Saguer 2002) 
that most roots beginning with /m/ or /n/ and 
analyzed today as triconsonantal are very likely 
to derive from biconsonantal bases with an 
old nasal augment, which was integrated to 
generate a new triconsonantal root.

Last but not least, from a methodological 
point of view, separating augments from 
bases, whether nominal or verbal, requires 
a segmentation procedure producing two 
strings with a definite linguistic status (albeit 
an abstract one). This is the case when one 
analyzes a nominal base, say kitàb ‘book’, into 
a root morpheme k-t-b and a pattern morpheme 
R1iR2àR3, the first one conveying the idea of 
‘writing’ and the second one being identified 
as a nominalizing pattern found in other nouns 
like ™ißàn ‘horse’ or silà™ ‘weapon’. But nothing 
similar is possible with the mi++ augment of 
a word like miftà™ ‘key’, for although one 
does recognize in this word the root f-t-™ 
(general idea: ‘opening’), it would be completely 
misleading to link the idea of ‘instrument’ to 
the sole augment mi++, for it is the complete 
pattern miR1R2àR3 that conveys this notion. 

Consequently, it seems more appropriate to 
limit the notion of ‘external inflection’ to those 
inflectional phenomena which involve clearly 
identified affixes segmentable into discrete 
morphemes to which a definite form and 
function may be attributed. In Arabic verbs, this 
is the case for the affixes of conjugation, and in 
nouns for the morphemes of case and other 
affixal morphemes, such as the /+iyy/ marking 

origin (nisba), the /+at/ marking individuation 
or gender, and the suffixes of ‘external’ number 
(dual and masc. or fem. external plurals).

2 .  I n f l e c t i o n  i n  v e r b s

In the verbal domain, due to the joint influence 
of many historical and structural factors, such 
as the deep renewal of paradigms, the pressure 
of ¤ analogy, and the tendency to paradigmatic 
uniformity, inflection has undergone an evolu-
tion tending to limit its proliferation and 
enhance its coherence. As a result the verbal 
system of Arabic appears less diversified and 
more systematic than the nominal one.

2.1 Internal inflection in verbs

The general processes of internal inflection can 
be seen at two levels in the verbal system: the 
organization of ‘primary’ (i.e. unaugmented) 
verb bases in several classes of vocalic alter-
nations on the one hand, and that of ‘secondary’ 
or augmented verbs on the other hand.

In the primary form, the verbal base of the 
perfect presents a R1vR1vR3 structure, while 
that of the imperfect has a R1R1vR3 structure. 
Between these two kinds of bases there exists 
a system of vowel alternations involving both 
the two vowels of the perfect and the only 
vowel of the imperfect. Table 1 lists the four 
main classes of this alternation and, when 
relevant, the proportion of verbs involved, as 
computed from Wehr’s Dictionary of Modern 
Written Arabic (note that there is a small class 
with a/a alternation, for phonological reasons, 
representing 12% of the verbs, and a ‘rest’ cate-
gory of irregular patterns, representing 8%):

Table 1. Main verb classes

R1aR2aR3 ¤ Ca+R1R2i/uR3 (59%, of which 
   27% intransitive)
R1aR2iR3 ¤ Ca+R1R2aR3 (16%, of which
   68% intransitive)
R1aR2uR3 ¤ Ca+R1R2uR3 (5%, of which
   97% intransitive)
R1uR2iR3 ¤ Cu+R1R2aR3 (passive verbs)

There is more or less agreement about the 
nature of the semantic categorization under-
lying the last two classes: the last one is recog-
nized as a ‘passive’ conjugation, or, to stick to 
the intuitions of the Arab grammarians, an 
‘objective’ one promoting the semantic ‘patient’ 
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to the status of grammatical subject, and the last 
but one is recognized as a stative conjugation 
whose members are normally intransitive. On 
the other hand, the meaning of the semantic 
categorization of the first two classes, and 
especially the second one, has been the object 
of many speculations. Fleisch (1968:115f.) 
proposes to analyze the first class as that of 
‘purely and simply agentive processes’, while 
the second would subdivide into a class of 
‘processes with concerned agents’, e.g. rabi™a 
‘to gain’ or sakira ‘to get drunk’, and a class 
of ‘qualitative processes’, practically melting 
into the third class, e.g. fari™a ‘to be glad’ 
or kabira ‘to get old’. This classification is 
rather unsatisfactory. In the first place, it splits 
the second class into two, thereby making it 
impossible to determine what the common factor 
was between all R1aR2iR3 verbs that could have 
led the speakers of the language to group them 
together. Moreover, the proposed analysis of 
R1aR2aR3 verbs is far from convincing, for even 
disregarding the classic case of màta ‘to die’, it 
remains unclear how such unintentional verbs 
as waqa≠a ‘to fall’ or ja™aÚa ‘to bulge’ could 
be regarded as ‘purely and simply agentive’. 
Although the point cannot be argued here in 
detail, it seems more likely that this classification 
is based essentially on the orientation of the 
process: R1aR2aR3 verbs, whether intentional or 
not, may be regarded as having their ‘starting 
point’ in the grammatical subject (agent or 
not). In contrast, the subject of R1aR2iR3 verbs, 
whether agentive or not and whether transitive 
or not, may be analyzed as being the ‘arrival 
point’ of the process, as can be seen in verbs 
like fahima ‘to understand’ or mari∂a ‘to fall 
ill’. Finally, R1aR2uR3 verbs are characterized 
by the fact that their subject is both the starting 
and the ending point of the process.

There are 14 types of augmented verb bases, 
but only about 10 are really productive. Their 
traditional classification rests on a simple enu-
meration which sheds no light on their linguis-
tic organization. Consequently, Fleisch (1968: 
121–122) is quite right to reorganize augmented 
verbs ‘according to their morphological con-
nections’, which gives approximately the listing 
in Table 2.

Table 2. Augmented verb classes

Unaugmented or simply 
augmented forms

Doubly augmented 
forms 

R1vR2vR3 ¤ 
Cv+R1R2vR3 (Form I)

R1++ta++R2aR3 ¤ 
Cv+R1++ta++R2iR3 
(Form VIII)

R1aR2R2aR3 ¤ 
Cu+R1R2R2iR3 
(Form II)

ta++R1aR2R2aR3 ¤ 
Ca+ta++R1aR2R2aR3 
(Form V)

R1àR2aR3 ¤ 
Cu+R1àR2iR3 (Form III)

Ta++R1à R2aR3 ¤ 
Ca+ta+R1à R2aR3 
(Form VI)

±a++R1R2aR3 ¤ 
Cu+(±a++)R1R2iR3 
(Form IV)

s++ta++R1R2aR3 ¤ 
Ca++s++ta++R1R2iR3 
(Form X)

n++R1R2aR3 ¤ 
Ca+n++R1a R2iR3 
(Form VII)

As a rule, simple augmentations add to the 
basic verbal notion a special modality: conative/
factitive (Form II), participative/afficient (Form 
III), causative (Form IV), and passive (Form 
VII). Double augmentation, always marked with 
the ta++ augment, adds to the first modality 
a reflexive one. Form VII, being in itself a 
reflexive-passive transform of Form I, has no 
correspondent in the doubly augmented forms.

Some formal characteristics of this table call 
for additional comment. In the first place, 
doubly augmented forms associated with 
Form I and Form IV exhibit an infixal ++ta++ 
augment, in contrast to all other cases, where 
it is prefixal. The historical evolution of the 
language transformed former *ta++R1vR2vR3 
and *ta++sa++R1R2aR3 into R1++ta++R2aR3 
and s++ta++R1R2aR3. In this last case, it must 
be added that the correspondence between 
±a++R1R2aR3 and s++ta++R1R2aR3 also rests 
on diachronic considerations: the prefixal 
causative augment ±a++ which shows up in 
Form IV was historically in competition with 
other augments with the same meaning, ha++ 
and sa++. It is the latter which finally won in 
doubly augmented forms. Such transformations 
of prefixal augments into infixal ones stress the 
strong tendency to incorporate into the base 
components that were originally external to it. 
This constitutes one of the deep tendencies of 
Arabic inflectional morphology.

Table 2 displays a vocalic alternation within 
the prefix of conjugation of the imperfect: 
it is everywhere Ca+ except in Forms II, III, 
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and IV, where it shows up as Cu+ (as in the 
objective conjugation). A close scrutiny of the 
bases involved shows that they are the only 
ones exhibiting a long syllable (Cvv or CvC) 
after the prefix in question. This correlation is 
no coincidence and shows that a phonological 
process involving the vowels of the prefix 
of conjugation (‘external inflection’) crucially 
depends on the structure of the verb base 
(‘internal inflection’), again revealing the narrow 
relationship between the two domains and 
stressing still more the strong morphopho-
nological unity of the word.

The study of the so-called rare augmented 
forms reveals other applications of the 
mechanisms of internal inflection: gemination 
of R3 (as in Form XI i™marr ‘to become red’), 
diphthongization (as in Form XII i™dawdaba 
‘to become hunchbacked’), and insertion of 
an /++n++/ infixal augment and duplication 
of R3 (as in Form XIV i™lankak ‘to be deep 
black’). These forms are no longer productive 
in Modern Arabic and are mere survivors in 
the lexicon.

Such is not the case for verbs formed on 
quadriconsonantal roots, which represent more 
than 500 units in Wehr’s Dictionary of Modern 
Written Arabic, i.e. about 6 percent of the total 
verbal lexicon. These roots result from different 
processes, mainly addition of a consonant 
(generally a liquid) to a triconsonantal root, or 
partial or total duplication of a biconsonantal 
one. In Wehr’s dictionary 30 percent of these 
verbs have an augmented form with a prefixal 
ta++ and a reflexive value. 

2.2 External inflection in verbs

The two basic conjugations of Arabic are 
realized through a set of suffixes for the perfect 
and prefixes and suffixes for the imperfect. 
When the suffixes of the perfect or imperfect 
are appended to a ‘weak’ third-root consonant, 
that is, a /w/ or /y/ ¤ glide, the ensuing sequence 
is in general phonologically unstable and 
coalescence phenomena tend to occur. Thus, a 
theoretical sequence like /da≠aw+a/ ‘he called’ is 
realized as [da∏a1], and an underlying sequence 
/ya+rmiy+uw+na/ ‘they throw’ is realized 
[jarmu1na] (¤ weak verb). The rules involved 
are basically the same as those postulated for 
phonological processes within the verb base, 
but also for all analogous phenomena in verbs 

and nouns. This highlights the fact that the 
same basic phonological processes are involved 
in internal and external inflectional phenomena, 
whether in verbs or in nouns.

3 .  I n f l e c t i o n  i n  n o u n s

Inflection in nouns is much more productive 
and even more prolific than in verbs and has 
retained many more archaic traits. As a result, 
inflection in nouns is much more difficult to 
present in a structured and coherent form. 
The following representative samples will 
serve to clarify the general logic underlying its 
development.

3.1 Internal inflection in the noun

3.1.1 Nominal bases
Although it is impossible to give, in a short 
article, a complete survey of the nominal 
bases generated by the mechanisms of internal 
inflection in Arabic, the following Tables and 
the accompanying comments give a general idea 
of the process and its results. Table 3 presents 
the nouns with a nominal basis containing only 
one thematic vowel.

 inflection

Table 3. Nominal basis with one thematic vowel

Vowel 
insertion 

Vowel 
alternation 

Augments

R1vR2R3 R1aR2R3

R1uR2R3

R1iR2R3

R1R2vR3 Cv++R1R2aR3

Cv++R1R2uR3

Cv++R1R2iR3

The ‘minimal’ triconsonantal nominal bases 
have CVCC patterns. A statistical survey 
of Wehr’s Dictionary of Modern Written 
Arabic shows that 2,172 nouns (including all 
subclasses) have such patterns. As for their 
voweling, their distribution is as follows: 1,478 
have /a/ (68%), 364 have /i/ (16%), and 330 
have /u/ (15%). The three vowel qualities of the 
language are not distributed randomly, even 
in this elementary word pattern. The obtaining 
proportions actually reflect the old ‘lightness 
scale’ established by the Arab grammarians, 
that is a > i > u, which plays such an im-
portant part in their explanatory system of 
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the morphophonological properties of the 
language. 

As can be seen in the second column of 
Table 3, inserting a vowel after the second 
root consonant is only possible if the base is 
preceded by a prefixal augment, since initial 
consonant clusters are precluded by Arabic’s 
general constraints on ¤ syllable structure.

The next step in the logical process of 
development of nominal bases is the insertion 
of two vowels: one after R1, the other after 
R2. From this step on, the process of vowel 
alternation (or ablaut) comes into play, giving its 
characteristic aspect to the lexicon of Arabic.

For nominal bases containing two thematic 
vowels, there exist, in principle, 36 potential 
patterns resulting from the insertion after R1 

and after R2 of the six vowels (three short and 
three long) of Arabic. Here too, in order to 
give an idea of the generative capacity of the 
mechanism in play, close examination is limited 
to one of the cases, that of R1vR2vR3 patterns. 
In theory there are nine of these. Out of these 
nine potential bases, one, namely R1iR2uR3, is 
precluded because it violates general constraints 
on ablaut. In the terminology of the Arab 
grammarians, it is ‘too heavy’. A second one, 
R1uR2iR3, is reserved to verbal bases, with one 
or two exceptions, e.g. du±il ‘a small weasel-like 
animal’, according to Ibn Xàlawayhi (d. 370/
980; Laysa 65). The seven remaining patterns 
are realized in 1,088 nouns in Wehr’s dictionary 
(all subtypes included), and their distribution is 
as follows: R1aR2aR3: 711 (65%), R1aR2iR3: 
260 (24%), R1uR2uR3: 45 (~4%), R1iR2aR3: 
40 (~4%), R1uR2aR3: 20 (~2%), R1aR2uR3: 8 
(~0%), R1iR2iR3: 4 (~0%). Here, too, the vowel 
patterning is subject to severe constraints, and 
‘light’ vowel patterns have the lion’s share.

The data so far concern only the insertion 
of short vowels. But nothing precludes the 
use of long vowels, either in only one of the 
two positions, with the second keeping a short 
vowel, which gives patterns R1vvR2vR3 and 
R1vR2vvR3, or in both positions, producing 
patterns like R1vvR2vvR3. All these possibilities 
are used, again with the prohibition of some 
sequences and a definite preference for some of 
the possible patterns over others.

The study of the other 27 possibilities would 
reveal the same general tendencies: the exclu-
sion of sequences considered ‘too heavy’, and 

assigning quite variable productivity to those 
retained.

Among the possible reasons to explain the 
highly variable productivity of attested patterns, 
Fleisch (1968:63) mentions a possible preference 
of speakers for ‘iambic’ rhythmical patterns like 
R1vR2vvR3 as compared to ‘trochaic’ ones like 
R1vvR2vR3. As a matter of fact, a statistical 
comparison of the two categories reveals 
that, among trochaic patterns, only R1àR2iR3 

represents a significant part of the nominal 
patterns, probably because it spread as the 
nomen agentis of the unaugmented verb.

Another massively underrepresented category 
is R1vvR2vvR3. The only base in this class to 
occur with some frequency is that of nominal 
plurals of pattern R1àR2àR3, and then most of 
them are in fact ±aR1R2àR3 forms whose first 
root consonant is a glottal stop /±/. This forms 
in a closing-syllable position a long vowel, 
following a well-documented process. In order 
to account for the scarcity of nominal bases of 
this type, Fleisch (1968:67) mentions a supposed 
‘preference for consonants’, which would have 
led to R1vR2R2vvR3 patterns with gemination 
of R2 rather than R1vvR2vvR3, with lengthening 
of the vowel. It seems that one could invoke, 
with as much likelihood, the stress rules of 
Arabic (which Fleisch ignores): in a word with 
a long vowel after R2, stress has no chance to 
go beyond there, and the preceding long vowel, 
always unstressed, will most likely tend to 
shorten. The productivity of such a patterns is, 
therefore, bound to be very low.

The speakers have tended to diphthongize 
formerly long vowels, as an expressive variant 
tending to become independent. This possibility 
has of course been taken advantage of to further 
enrich the lexicon. Thus, in addition to a 
R1uR2àR3 pattern, there developed a R1uR2ayR3 

pattern. Nöldeke (1904), who carefully studied 
this case, showed that R1uR2àR3 must have 
been the older diminutive pattern of Arabic 
but that it was supplanted in this function by 
R1uR2ayR3, which came to be felt as more 
expressive by the speakers. R1uR2àR3 was 
consequently confined to limited uses such as 
the expression of physical ailments (e.g. su≠àl 
‘cough’, zukàm ‘influenza’), or verbal nouns 
expressing physiological sounds (e.g. ßuràx 
‘shout’, ∂urà† ‘fart’). Only rare vestiges of the 
former value of the diminutive of this pattern 
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are found, e.g. quràba ‘small goatskin’. This 
case sheds some light on one of the linguistic 
mechanisms underlying the development of the 
Arabic lexicon, a mechanism which may be called 
‘expressive renewal’. It consists in adjoining to 
an existing form, felt to be worn-out and lacking 
expressive force, a new one which only differs 
from the first by a minimal addition of phonetic 
material (vowel lengthening, diphthongization, 
gemination) and which is consequently felt to 
be more expressive. With the passing of time, 
this new form ends up ousting the first one 
from its previous function and marginalizes it 
in secondary functions. By then the conquering 
form, having become dominant, loses in turn 
its expressive force and ends up being felt 
itself as unsufficiently expressive. A new cycle 
of renewing may then start. As a matter of 
fact, the diminutive pattern R1uR2ayR3, having 
become ‘normal’, has tended in turn to lose its 
expressive force and has been replaced, at least 
in North African Arabic dialects (Maghreb and 
Egypt), by R1uR2ayyiR3, which has more ‘body’.

Table 4 gives an idea of the generative 
power of the mechanism of root consonant 
gemination (patterns preceded by an asterisk 
are not attested, and G stands for ‘glide’).

Here, the general process consists in geminat-
ing either the second radical to generate 
the R1vR2R2v(v)R3 class, or the third one to 
generate the R1v(v)R2vR3R3 class. In practice, 
one observes a significant gap between the 
theoretical possibilities of the system and those 
actually realized. On the one hand, the possible 
succession of vowels is severely restricted 
(R1iR2iR3R3 is possible, R1iR2uR3R3 is not); 
on the other hand, the preference for some 
rhythmic patterns is here again sharply marked: 
patterns like R1vR2R2vR3 are rarer than those 
with rhythm R1vR2R2vvR3 or even R1vR2vR3R3. 
It should be noted that here too the possibility 
of replacing a long vowel by a diphthong has 
been exploited.

The proliferation of patterns and hence of 
nominal bases did not take place in a random and 
anarchic way. Well-documented cases suggest 
that the development of the lexicon took place 
under the control of two major principles: the 
principle, already referred to, of expressive 
amplification, and the principle of analogical 
leveling, which is both its dialectic negation and 
its logical continuator. One aspect of the pressure 
of analogy is the fact that there exist what may 
be called ‘categorial quasi exclusions’, which 
tend to preclude some patterns from applying 
to given categories. One example is, according 
to Ibn Ya≠ìš (d. 643/1245; ”ar™ al-Mufaßßal VI, 
112), the fact that only one adjective is realized 
with pattern R1iR2aR3, namely ≠idan ‘hostile’ 
(from the root ≠-d-w). Ibn ≠Ußfùr (d. 669/1270; 
Mumti ≠ I, 62–63) manages to cite only one 
other adjective, ziyam, glossed as ‘[a dwelling 
place] whose people are scattered’.

The best example of the leveling effects of 
analogy remains that of verbal nouns (maßdars) 
of unaugmented verbs. In Classical Arabic, 
and in sharp contrast to the case of augmented 
verbs (for which there is practically only one 
pattern of maßdar for each augmented form), 
the maßdars of unaugmented verbs used to 
exhibit a large variety of forms. Ibn Ya≠ìš (Šar™ 
al-Mufaßßal VI, 43), following Sìbawayhi, cites 
as many as 32 different patterns. But although 
this remains the case in Wehr’s dictionary of 
the modern language, most of these patterns 
have only limited use: a large number of 
unaugmented verbs select their maßdar from a 
very small subset of nominal bases. Thus, the 
pattern R1aR2R3, which represents 40 percent 
of singular nouns in Wehr’s dictionary, stands 
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Table 4. Nominal bases with root consonant 
gemination

Vowel insertion Gemination of R2 Gemination of R3

R1vR2R3

R1R2vR3 Cv++R1R2aR3R3

*Cv++R1R2uR3R3

Cv++R1R2iR3R3

R1vR2vR3 R1aR2R2aR3

*R1aR2R2uR3

*R1aR2R2iR3

R1uR2R2aR3

R1uR2R2uR3

R1uR2R2iR3

R1iR2R2aR3

R1iR2R2uR3

R1iR2R2iR3

R1aR2aR3R3

R1aR2uR3R3

R1aR2iR3R3

R1uR2aR3R3

R1uR2uR3R3

R1uR2iR3R3

R1iR2aR3R3

*R1iR2uR3R3

R1iR2iR3R3

R1vR2vvR3 R1aR2àR3

R1aR2R3

R1aR2ìR3

R1uR2àR3

R1uR2ùR3

R1uR2ìR3

R1iR2àR3

R1iR2ùR3

R1iR2ìR3

R1vR2R2vGR3 R1uR2R2ayR3
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for 62 percent of all maßdars. If one restricts 
the inquiry to maßdars of R1aR2aR3 verbs, the 
number jumps to 87 percent. Likewise, the 
R1aR2aR3 pattern represents ‘only’ 19 percent of 
triconsonantal singular nouns, but it constitutes 
64 percent of the maßdars of verbs of the 
R1aR2iR3 pattern. 

3.1.2 Nominal augments
The augment mv++ has a nominalizing value, 
which shows up in the role it plays in the 
formation of participles. Augments yv++ and 
tv++, found in such names as yaÿùμ ‘[name of 
a pagan god]’ and tan∂ub ‘[name of a thorny 
tree]’, could well be the prefixes of conjugation 
of the imperfect incorporated to the base fol-
lowing the nominalization of verbal forms. The 
latter has witnessed an expansion of its use in 
the formation of maßdars. The augment ±v++ 
is widely used not only in the formation of the 
pattern of high degree, ±aR1R2aR3 (as in ±akbar 
‘greater’), but also in the formation of many 
internal plurals, particularly those of ‘small 
number’: ±aR1R2àR3, ±aR1R2uR3, ±aR1R2iR3at.

Infixed augments are similar to those already 
mentioned in the verbal lexicon. They seem to 
result either from the incorporation of former 
prefixal augments (as is the case for infix 
++t++), or from diphthongization processes, or 
else from the dissimilation of long vowels.

Only one suffixed augment seems to play 
an important role in the lexical development 
of the language, to wit ++n, variably realized 
as ++an, ++àn, or even ++un, ++in, ++ùn, or 
++ìn. It is found in adjectives and maßdars of 
augmentative formations.

3.1.3 Internal plurals
One of the characterizing features of Arabic 
nominal morphology consists in associating 
to a singular noun a plural formed on the 
same root but on a totally different base. Such 
plurals are called ‘internal plural’ to indicate 
that they do not use any suffixing mechanism, 
or ¤ ‘broken plural’, a term taken from the 
ancient Arab grammarians and indicating that 
the nominal base of the singular has, so to say, 
‘exploded’ in this process of plural formation. 
This process constitutes one of the most typical 
fields of application of internal inflection. Such 
plurals are traditionally divided into ‘plurals of 
small number’, whose main patterns have been 
presented in relation with the ±v++ augment, 

and ‘plurals of large number’, whose patterns 
are extremely diverse. Here too, however, 
the profusion of possibilities is considerably 
reduced in practice. Thus, in Wehr’s dictionary 
49 types of pattern realize the plurals of 
all triconsonantal nouns, and only three of 
these patterns are really frequent: ±aR1R2àR3, 
±aR1R2uR3, and R1iR2àR3. Here again, analogy 
seems to have played a crucial role in the 
regulation of this lexical profusion: 27 percent 
of nouns of the type R1aR2aR3 have a plural of 
type ±aR1R2àR3 (e.g. fara™/±afrà™ ‘joy’). Plurals 
of type R1uR2ùR3 have, in 80 percent of cases, 
a singular R1aR2R3 (e.g. ša≠b/šu≠ùb ‘people’). 
Moreover, the so-called quadriconsonantal 
nouns all form their internal plurals on the 
maR1àR2iR3 pattern (maR1àR2ìR3 if their last 
vowel is long). Significantly, words formed on 
actual quadriconsonantal roots, e.g. ≠aqrab/
≠aqàrib ‘scorpion’, are treated in the same way 
as words formed on triconsonantal roots with 
augments, e.g. maktab/makàtib ‘office’, which 
reveals once again the integration of augments 
in the word base.

A word in passing concerning what is termed 
‘plural of plural’ in traditional Arabic grammar 
(jam≠ al-jam≠): in some cases, a former plural 
having ceased to be felt as such, as in the 
case of bilàd (‘country’, originally the plural 
of balad ‘country’), the speakers formed on 
the older plural a newer one felt to be a ‘real 
plural’, in our example buldàn. In other cases, 
the speakers, probably driven by ‘expressive 
wit’ felt the need to add to the existing plural 
a new one supposed to stress even more the 
idea of plurality. This was especially frequent 
when the older plural was a ‘plural of small 
number’: thus, singular kalb ‘dog’ has a ‘small-
number plural’ ±aklub (supposedly referring 
to no more than ten individuals) and a plural-
of-plural ±akàlìb (supposedly applying to a 
larger number of animals). The mechanism 
involved is strongly reminiscent of the processes 
of expressive renewing already referred to. 
Grammarians stress that such plurals may not 
be freely produced and that only the existing 
ones, inherited from the old language of the 
Bedouin, are to be used.

3.2 External inflection in nouns

The noun base may be modified by elements 
in prefixal position, but one should rather 
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qualify these elements as ¤ clitics rather than 
affixes because they are not indispensable to 
the morphological autonomy of the base. These 
clitic elements are the definite article /al// (whose 
initial vowel behaves like an epenthetic one, 
although it is quite likely that it was originally 
lexical, as the older form of the article could 
well have been /*hal/) and a small number of 
functional words: coordinating conjunctions 
(e.g. /fa// and /wa#//), thematic particles (e.g. 
/la//), and prepositions (e.g. /bi//, /li//, or 
/ka//), whose common characteristic is their CV 
struc-ture, a sequence too small to constitute an 
Arabic word, hence their cliticization.

External inflection in the noun essentially 
shows up in suffixal position and may be divided 
into three main functional slots: the suffix 
morpheme /+iyy/, marking origin (nisba), the 
suffix morpheme /+at/, marking individuation 
or gender (which may alternate with the suffix 
of ‘external’ fem. pl. /+àt/), and the morphemes 
of case. In words like / ≠arab+iyy+at+u/n/ 
‘Arab [fem., sg., nominative, indefinite]’ or 
/≠arab+iyy+àt+u/n/ ‘Arab [fem., pl., nominative, 
indefinite]’, all three slots are filled as well as a 
fourth one, occupied actually not by a suffix 
but by a clitic, the famous ¤ tanwìn, marking 
indefiniteness in the morphologically regular 
common noun. This succession is regular and 
shows that Arabic presents to some degree 
morphological properties found in agglutinative 
languages.

On the other hand, forms like /muslim+à+ni/ 
‘Muslim [dual, nominative, unspecified status 
marker]’ or /muslim+ù+na/ ‘Muslim [pl., nomi-
native, unspecified status marker]’ show that 
case markers sometimes coalesce with number, 
a morphological accident which seems to have 
caused the reinterpretation of a former tanwìn 
as a mere marker of unspecified status (for 
more details cf. Kouloughli 2001).

The declensional suffixes deserve some special 
attention. In the general case, that of fully 
declinable nouns, they simply consist of the three 
short vowels of Arabic added in final position 
(pre-final if the tanwìn follows), /+u/ marking 
the nominative, /+a/ the accusative, and /+i/ the 
genitive. In the so-called diptotic declension 
(¤ diptosis), the /+a/ suffix covers the last two 
cases, and after the feminine plural suffix /+àt/ 
it is the /+i/ case suffix which fills this role. 
In the case of duals and external masculine 
plurals, case, together with number as we have 

just seen, is marked by long or diphthongized 
vowel suffixes, again in a reduced binary formal 
opposition: /+à/ in the dual and /ù/ in the 
plural for the nominative, /+ay/ in the dual and 
/+ì/ in the plural for the oblique case. In all 
cases, if the base of the word has a glide as its 
third root consonant, the contact with vowel 
suffixes triggers, just as in verbs, phonetic muta-
tions. Here again, the same basic rules apply to 
generate stable surface representations mani-
festing the great morphophonological unity of 
the language and the absence of essential differ-
ences between the processes involving the base 
and those involving the affixes.

It must be stressed, in this connection, that 
the suffixal nature of the phonetic material 
involved in marking case inflection in Arabic, 
together with its ‘lightness’ (short vowels in 
most cases), has had considerable consequences 
for the morphosyntactic evolution of the lan-
guage. The main reason for this is that the ¤ 
stress rules of the language, together with its 
pausal rules (¤ pausal forms), implied that the 
case suffixes, when consisting of short vowels, 
were doomed to become imperceptible in pausal 
position. It is generally assumed that children 
elaborate their grammar on the basis of the 
pausal forms. It was consequently inevitable 
that the grammar of the language tended to 
shift progressively toward a form devoid of 
case markers. Epigraphic data suggest that this 
progressive loss of case marking started very 
early in peripheral Arabic dialects. It is only 
due to the deeply conservative character of the 
Bedouin dialects of the central domain (the high 
plateaus of the Najd) that the ¤ poetic koine, 
which was the basis of elaboration of the literary 
language, preserved the use of case endings up 
to the times when the language was codified 
by grammarians. It is all the more remarkable 
that the grammarians turned these inflectional 
endings, which by then were disappearing from 
daily use even in Bedouin dialects, into the 
nodal point of all their theoretical work on the 
language, so much so that the word ¤ ±i≠ràb 
came to mean both case marking and syntax 
in general.

In conclusion, we may note that the spoken 
varieties of the language, even if they all discarded 
case marking, have nevertheless continued to 
make systematic use of the mechanisms of 
internal inflection: qualitative and quantitative 
vowel alternation, consonant gemination, and 
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augments. Just as in earlier stages of the 
language, these mechanisms remain essential for 
the development of the living lexicon of today’s 
Arabic, even in the borrowing of foreign words. 
Thus, on a productive pattern of singular/plural 
alternation like CàC/CìCàC (as in bàb/bìbàn 
‘door(s)’), Maghreb Arabic has integrated the 
French word car ‘coach’ as kàr/kìràn. In the 
same way, Cairo Arabic forms on the borrowed 
word gurnàn ‘journal’ the quadriconsonantal 
plural with vowel-lengthening garànìn. All 
this shows that a language may be massively 
inflectional and yet make little or no use of case 
endings in marking its grammatical functions.
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±Inna wa-±axawàtuhà

Among the particles in Arabic grammar there 
is one group that has a special status because 
of the way it affects syntactic relations in 
the sentence. This group includes the particles 
±inna, ka-±anna, làkinna, layta, and la≠alla, 

collectively called ±inna wa-axawàtuhà ‘±inna 
and its sisters’. Most later grammarians count 
±anna and its derivatives, such as li-±anna, 
among the ±axawàt ±inna, but according to ±Abù 
£ayyàn (Manhaj 72.1), these were excluded by 
Sìbawayhi because ±anna is an accidental form 
(≠ara∂) of ±inna (for a detailed analysis of the 
difference between ±inna and ±anna, see ±Abù 

£ayyàn, Manhaj 74–78; Bergter 1988:64–85). 
All particles in this group act on a topic/
comment sentence; the former topic (mubtada±) 
is put in the accusative and the former comment 
(xabar) in the nominative, as in (1).

(1)  ±inna zayd-an mun†aliq-un
  ‘Indeed, Zayd is leaving’

Traditionally, ±inna is translated in English 
with asseverative adverbs like ‘verily, indeed, 
surely, certainly’, but as Bloch (1986:102–136) 
explains, “Inna was originally a presentative 
in a primary, nuclear sentence-structure of the 
type inna Zaydan” (1986:136). He compares 
±inna with Hebrew hinnè ‘here is . . .!’, drawing 
attention to isolated examples in Arabic in 
which ±inna is followed by only one noun (Bloch 
1986:113–115). Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 283.15–
16; cf. Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 15.8–12) quotes 
the following example: ±inna màlan wa-±inna 
waladan wa-±inna ≠adadan ‘there is money, 
there is a boy, there is [large] number’. Bloch 
regards such examples, in which ±inna functions 
as a ¤ presentative, as traces of the original 
usage of ±inna. The grammarians interpreted 
them as cases of deletion of the comment; 
underlyingly, ±inna màlan means ±inna lanà 
màlan ‘there is money for us, we have money’ 
(Bloch 1986:123). 

The presentative function of ±inna was already 
mentioned by Reckendorf (1921:127); according 
to him the main function of ±inna is to present 
a subject about which new information is given 
in the sentence. Accordingly, the emphasis is in 
many cases on the predicate (comment):

Es legt bei weitem nicht mehr immer einen Nach-
druck auf den Akk.; im Gegenteil ist der Akk. 
oft eine aus der Situation bereits wohlbekannte 
Vorstellung, über die etwas Neues und Wichtiges 
erst jetzt hinzugefügt wird, so daß der Schwer-
gewicht gerade auf diesem anderen Teile des Satzes 
liegt.

This means that it is not quite accurate to say 
that ±inna “introduces independent sentences 
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with emphasis or focus on the subject”, as a 
recent grammar of Modern Standard Arabic 
maintains (Badawi a.o. 2004:320).

The other particles in this group have various 
meanings: ‘but’ (làkinna), ‘that [introduction of 
sentential complement with verbs of information 
and sensory perception]’ (±anna), ‘as if’ (ka-
±anna), ‘because’ (li-±anna), ‘perhaps’ (la≠alla), 
‘may [wish]’ (layta).

The grammarians assert that there is a shorter 
form of ±inna, ±in (±in al-muxaffafa), which has 
the same meaning as ±inna but without its syn-
tactic effect (±Abù £ayyàn 82–84; cf. Bergter 
1988:106–111; Badawi a.o. 2004:321; Nebes 
1982, 1985, 1987). This form is mainly known 
from its use in the Qur±àn (e.g. Q. 86/4 ±in kullu 
nafsin la-mà ≠alayhà ™àfiÚun ‘verily, every soul 
has its own guardian’; cf. Q. 36/32, and Q. 
7/102, 26/186, where it is followed by a verb; 
Nebes 1982:11). Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 283.7ff.) 
mentions expressions of the type ±in zaydun 
la-≈àhibun ‘indeed, Zayd is leaving’, in which 
±in has the same function as ±inna; in this form 
it is followed obligatorily by la- (làm al-fàriqa). 
According to some grammarians, even with ±in 
the topic noun may have the accusative (Rabin 
1951:168–170, quoting Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
283, and Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 137). Ibn Hišàm 
(Muÿnì I, 22) says that Kùfan grammarians 
did not accept this usage. It should be added 
that Nebes (1982, 1985, 1987) interprets these 
instances of ±in as negative ±in. The particle 
làkinna also has a shortened form, làkin, which 
occurs much more frequently than ±in; it is 
always followed by a verbal sentence (Recken-
dorf 1921:130–131). Obviously, the short form 
of the particle ±anna, ±an, is always followed 
by a verb, or as Ibn Màlik expresses this, 
wa-±in tuxaffif ±anna fa-smuhà stakan / wa-
l-xabara j≠al jumlatan min ba≠di ±an ‘if you 
shorten ±anna, its noun is concealed; turn its 
comment into a sentence following ±an’ (see 
±Abù £ayyàn’s commentary, Manhaj 84.1ff.; 
Bergter 1988:111–112). 

Some variation in the syntactic behavior of 
±inna is reported from ¤ pre-Islamic Arabic. Ibn 
Hišàm (Muÿnì I, 35) adduces a luÿa from the 
£ijàz in which both topic and comment after 
±inna have the accusative (Rabin 1951:173; 
and cf. ±Abù £ayyàn, Manhaj 72). Conversely, 
a famous controversy surrounded the inter-
pretation of the Qur±ànic verse ±inna hà≈àni 
la-sà™iràni (Q. 20/63 of 66) ‘indeed, these two 

are sorcerers’, in which ±inna is followed by 
two nominatives (Rabin 1951:156). Ibn Hišàm 
(Muÿnì I, 37) explains this deviation from the 
normal rules by a morphological peculiarity of 
the dialect of Mecca, in which, so he claims, 
the nominative and the oblique case of the dual 
both end in -àni. 

The government of ±inna and its sisters is 
explained by their formal resemblance to a 
verb: just like a verb, they exclusively govern 
nouns, and just like a verb in the perfect 
tense, they end in -a. The exact government 
relations, in particular the government of the 
predicate, are a point of controversy (cf. Ibn al 
±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 81–84; ±Abù £ayyàn, Manhaj 
72): according to the Baßran grammarians the 
comment in the sentence with ±inna is put in 
the nominative by the particle ±inna, just as the 
topic is put in the accusative by this particle. 
According to the Kùfan grammarians, however, 
the former governor of the comment, i.e. the 
topic, continues to exert its influence on it, even 
when it is affected itself by its new governor, 
±inna (¤ ≠amal). Az-Zajjàjì (Majàlis 132–133) 
attributes the Baßran and Kùfan points of view 
to al-Màzinì (d. 248/862) and al-Kisà±ì (d. 
183/799), respectively.

In later Arabic grammar (Carter 1981:222–
229), ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà are dealt with in 
the chapter about the ¤ nawàsix (cf. Bergter 
1988:169–171), i.e. those grammatical elements 
that change the regular relationship between 
topic and comment, and they are treated together 
with the class of verbs like kàna (¤ kàna wa-
±axawàtuhà), and the class of verbs like Úanna 
‘to think’ that are followed by a topic/comment 
sentence as sentential complement.

There are two ways of looking at the rela-
tionship between ±inna and the nouns dependent 
upon it. The first analysis calls the first noun 
– the original topic – the ism ±inna, while 
the second noun – the original comment – is 
called xabar ±inna. This is the analysis found in 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb. In his view, the second noun 
in the construction with ±inna is the xabar of the 
governor ±inna, just like mun†aliqan is xabar in 
the construction with kàna (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 280.7; Mosel 1975:283). Sìbawayhi explains 
that in the sentence (2a)

(2a) ±inna zaydan aÚ-Úarìfa mun†aliqun
    ‘Indeed, Zayd, the charming one, is
    leaving’
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when mun†aliqun is omitted, aÚ-Úarìf becomes 
the comment, as in (2b)

(2b)  ±inna zaydan aÚ-Úarìfu
     ‘Indeed, Zayd is the charming one’

This is exactly like the syntactic relationship in 
sentences (3a) and (3b).

(3a)  kàna zaydun aÚ-Úarìfu ≈àhiban 
        ‘Zayd, the charming one, was going 
       away’
(3b)  kàna zaydun aÚ-Úarìfa
        ‘Zayd was the charming one’

Sìbawayhi states that the accusative aÚ-Úarìfa 
in (3b) is in the same manzila ‘category’ as the 
nominative with ±inna in (2b). The implication 
is that ±inna governs both the topic and the 
comment that fall under its scope. If another 
constituent intervenes between ±inna and its 
comment, as in (4)

(4)  ±inna fìhà zaydan/zaydan qà±iman
   ‘Indeed, in it is Zayd standing’

two analyses are possible: zayd may be analyzed 
as being governed by ±inna, in which case it 
receives the accusative, or the intervening ad-
verbial fìhà may annul the government (¤ 
±ilÿà±), in which case it receives the nominative 
as the topic of the sentence.

Likewise, when the adverbial intervenes 
between the topic and the comment, as in (5)

(5) ±inna zaydan fìhà qà±imun/qà±iman
     ‘Indeed, Zayd is standing in it’

there is a choice in the case ending of the 
comment: it may be interpreted as being 
governed by ±inna, in which case it receives 
the nominative, or it may be regarded as a ™àl, 
comparable to its interpretation in a simple 
topic/comment sentence like (6):

(6)  zaydun fìhà qà±imun/qà±iman
   ‘Zayd is standing in it’

In grammatical treatises in the 4th/10th cen-
tury, the formal resemblance between ±inna wa-
±axawàtuhà and a verb is handled differently. 
Some grammarians draw from the case relations 
in the sentence with ±inna the conclusion that 

the noun governed in the accusative must 
be its object, and the second noun, which is 
governed in the nominative, its agent. Thus, a 
linguistic theorist like az-Zajjàjì (d. 339/949) 
simply states: fa-l-manßùb bihà mušabbah bi-
l-maf≠ùl lafÚan wa-l-marfù≠ bihà mušabbah bi-
l-fà≠il lafÚan ‘the word in the accusative [i.e. 
the topic] is formally likened to the object, and 
the word in the nominative [i.e. the comment] 
is formally likened to the agent’ (±î∂à™ 64.17). 
His preoccupation here is with the epistemol-
ogical structure of linguistic argumentation 
(cf. Versteegh 1995:93); elsewhere, az-Zajjàjì 
(Jumal 64.6) takes care to add that this formal 
resemblance exists in spite of the meaning 
because obviously the topic governed by ±inna 
does not have the meaning of an object (cf. Ibn 
al-Warràq, ≠Ilal 333.7–8).

Owens (1988:223, 240–241) analyzes the 
relationship between the simple sentence zaydun 
mun†aliqun ‘Zayd is leaving’ and the sentence 
with ±inna as governor in connection with his 
comparative treatment of Arabic grammar and 
modern linguistics. He states that at first sight 
the construction with ±inna might be seen as 
a derivation in the sense of transformational 
grammar: the topic/comment sentence is trans-
formed in a sentential complement of ±inna 
or ±anna. But as it turns out, the relationship 
is analyzed by the Arab grammarians in a 
different way: they say that these governors 
‘enter’ (daxala) the simple sentence, just like any 
other non-basic element may enter a construction. 
In this sense, the sentences with ±inna etc. 
are similar to those with kàna (¤ kàna wa-
±axawàtuhà). In Owens’ view a transformational 
interpretation of this process would be in-
appropriate: “There is no technical sense, no 
specific rule by which the Arabic grammarians 
derive a sentential complement from a basic 
topic-comment construction” (1988:242). 

In connection with the constructions with 
±inna wa-±axawàtuhà, several aspects were 
analyzed by the grammarians. The syntactic 
difference between constructions with and 
without ±inna are dealt with, for instance, by al-
Ba†alyùsì (d. 521/1127) in his commentary on 
az-Zajjàjì’s Jumal (£ulal 158–166; cf. Owens 
1988:241). The difference had already been 
noted by al-Mubarrad (quoted in Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 
135.8–9), who attributes it to the fact that ±inna 
and its sisters have less ‘freedom of action’ 
(taßarruf) than the verbs which they formally 
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resemble. It is, for instance, impossible for ±inna 
to follow its ism, whereas a verb can follow 
its noun; therefore, a sentence like *zaydan 
±inna qà±imun is unacceptable. Likewise, it 
is impossible to say *inna qà±imun zaydan, 
fronting the comment before the topic, even 
though in a verbal sentence the object normally 
follows the agent.

By contrast, it is allowed to say ±inna fìhà 
zaydan (istaqarra) ‘indeed, Zayd is (residing) 
in it’, where the adverbial ≈arf (¤ maf ≠ùl fìhi) 
intervenes between ±inna and its noun (a word 
order that is even deemed obligatory by ±Abù 

£ayyàn, Manhaj 73.2 to avoid ¤ cataphora in 
cases like ±inna fì d-dàri sàkinahà ‘indeed, in the 
house is its inhabitant’). An original explanation 
of this construction is given by Ibn al-Warràq 
(d. 381/991). He states (≠Ilal 333–339) that the 
adverbial is governed by the underlying verb 
istaqarra and may be fronted to it just like any 
other object may be fronted to its verb. It is not 
directly governed by ±inna, and consequently, 
it may be moved. A verb, as in ±inna zaydan 
kataba ‘indeed, Zayd wrote’, is not directly 
governed by ±inna, either, but it is in the same 
slot (maw∂i≠) as the comment, and therefore, it 
cannot be moved. Consequently, a sentence like 
*±inna kataba zaydan is not allowed. The reason 
why fìhà may intervene between ±inna and its 
noun is that it is connected with the comment 
(the underlying verb istaqarra), so that it is not 
really a ‘foreign’ (±ajnabì; ¤ sabab) element, 
and may be allowed to intervene between ±inna 
and its noun (cf. Versteegh, forthcoming). 

The early grammarians did not focus on any 
semantic differences between the particles in 
the group of ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà, and they 
did not use these differences to explain any 
differences in their syntactic behavior. For later 
grammarians, however, this became a major 
issue. Ibn al-Warràq, for instance, explains the 
difference in syntactic behavior between làkinna 
‘but’ and ±inna, on one hand, and the rest of the 
±axawàt kàna, on the other, by referring to the 
semantic difference between these two groups 
(≠Ilal 339–344). In (7a) 

(7a)  làkinna zaydan qà±imun wa-≠amrun
       mun†aliqun
       ‘but Zayd is standing, and ≠Amr is 
       leaving’

the two sentences can be coordinated because 
làkinna signals ‘topicality’ (¤ ibtidà±) in the 

following noun (i.e. it signals that the noun 
following it may be interpreted as a topic). 
With ka-±anna ‘as if’, such a coordination is 
impossible, as in (7b)

(7b) *ka-±anna zaydan qà±imun wa-≠amrun 
       mun†aliqun
       ‘as if Zayd is standing and ≠Amr is
       leaving’ 

In (7b), the topicality of ≠amrun clashes with the 
meaning indicated by ka-±anna, and, therefore, 
the coordination fails. Some grammarians even 
condemned the use of làkinna in coordinative 
structures because they maintained that the 
topicality of the second part clashed with the 
meaning expressed by làkinna, viz. istidràk 
‘rectification’ (e.g. Ibn ≠Ußfùr, ”ar™ I, 451–457; 
cf. Larcher 1990). Ibn al-Warràq’s explanation 
is one of the first attempts to define the semantic 
aspects of the construction with ±inna wa-
±axawàtuhà. A thorough semantic analysis 
was developed in later grammar, starting with 
grammarians like al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078) in 
his Muqtaßid (I, 451ff.), and culminating in Ibn 
Hišàm’s discussion of the particles in his Muÿnì 
(I, 36–38).
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±In“à±
Lexically speaking, ±inšà ± is the maßdar of the 
verb ±anša ±a ‘to create’. In Arabic linguistic 
terminology, it is the opposite of ¤ xabar. 
Xabar designates the assertive (xabariy(ya)) 
utterance (¤ kalàm) or sentence (¤ jumla); 
±inšà± designates the non-assertive utterance or 
sentence (ÿayr al-xabariy(ya)). According to 
the encyclopedist al-Kafàwì (d. 1094/1683), 
it consists of two subdivisions, †alabì ‘jussive 
utterance’ and ±ìqà ≠ì ‘performative utterance’ 
(Kafàwì, Kulliyyàt I, 332). ±Inšà ± is sometimes 
referred to as balàÿì ‘rhetorical’ for two reasons: 
first, to distinguish it from the ±inšà ± kitàbì 
‘composition’, which belongs to the kàtib’s art; 
second, because rhetoric (≠ilm al-balàÿa) is the 
linguistic discipline in which the opposition 
xabar/ ±inšà ± stands out most clearly. Since al-
Qazwìnì’s (d. 739/1338) Talxìß, this opposition 
has shaped the first part (≠ilm al-ma ≠ànì) of the 
tripartite science of rhetoric. 

The late introduction of this category may 
explain why it is still to some degree unknown to 
Western scholars of Arabic. The entry “Inhà±” 
in the 2nd edition of the Encyclopaedia of 
Islam does not mention it. The few scholars of 
Arabic who are aware of it provide a totally 
or at least partially inadequate description 
of it. Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy (1758–
1838) refers to it twice in his Grammaire 
arabe (1831:I, 147, II, 513), in the form of jumla 
±ixbàriyya ‘proposition énonciative’/jumla 
±inšà±iyya ‘proposition tendant à produire 
une action ou une manière d’être’ (also called 
‘productive’ or ‘volitive’). His pupil Heinrich 
Leberecht Fleischer (1801–1888), who knew 
the definitions and subdivisions of this category 
in the Arabic linguistic tradition, was well 
aware that de Sacy’s terminology resulted in 
a confusion between ±inšà± and one of its two 
sections (an-naw≠ a†-†alabì ‘jussive utterance’), 
overlooking the other section (an-naw≠ al-
±ìqà ≠ì). Unfortunately, though describing the 
meaning of the latter, he proposes for ±ixbàr 
and ±inšà± two terms that are not very helpful, 
either: Objectivitätssatz and Subjectivitätssatz 
(Fleischer 1885–1888:I, 779–780). 

Paradoxically, one can find the most faithful 
description of the ±inšà± ±ìqà ≠ì in the Arabic 
grammar by Caspari/Wright (1896–1898:II, 1): 
“The perfect, al-mà∂ì . . . indicates: . . . (d) an act 
which is just completed at the moment, and by 
the very act of speaking; as ±anšadtuka-llàha I 
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conjure thee by God; bi ≠tuka hà≈à I sell thee 
this”. The paradox is that Caspari/Wright do not 
refer at this point to the ±inšà± ±ìqà≠ì, and that the 
only time they do mention the ±inšà± (1896–1898:
II, 73), they mean de Sacy’s interpretation of 
±inšà±, i.e. ‘a command or wish’, as opposed 
to ±ixbàr ‘statement of fact’. Caspari/Wright’s 
description immediately identifies the ±inšà± ±ìqà ≠ì 
as what Western linguistics after Austin (1962) 
has called ‘performatives’ and, more specifically, 
‘juridical performatives’. This interpretation has 
been developed in contemporary Arabic linguistics 
(Larcher 1980; summed up in a series of articles 
– see, among others, Larcher 1998), followed by 
contemporary Arab linguistics (e.g. Mìlàd 2001). 

The first part of this entry shows how an 
originally juridical category has become a lin-
guistic one. The second, shorter part suggests 
that this juridical category represents a strong 
and original pragmatic link between the different 
sciences that deal entirely or in part with language 
in the Islamic world and in later times.

1 .  F r o m  f i q h  t o  g r a m m a r  a n d 
r h e t o r i c  v i a  t h e  ± u ß ù l  a l - f i q h

The term ±ìqà ≠ appears in the treatises of fiqh 
‘jurisprudence’ as early as aš-Saybànì’s (d. 189/ 
805) al-Jàmi ≠ al-kabìr. It designates what 
in post-classical times will be defined by az-
Zarkašì (d. 794/1392) as “the accomplishment 
through words of something one aims at, the 
existence of which is linked to the existence 
of these words, such as the accomplishment 
of a sale by bi ≠tu ‘I sell’, of a marriage 
by tazawwajtu ‘I take as a wife’, and of a 
repudiating act by †allaqtu ‘I repudiate’” (±ìqà ≠ 
lafÚ li-ma≠nan yuqàrinuhu fì l-wujùd ka-±ìqà ≠ 
al-bay≠ bi-bi ≠tu wa-n-nikà™ bi-tazawwajtu wa-
†-†alaq bi-†allaqtu; Manμùr I, 205). In later 
treatises of fiqh, ±inšà± appears as a synonym 
of ±ìqà ≠, but also in opposition to ±ixbàr, in 
order to distinguish between two possible ways 
of uttering the same sentence, for example 
±a≠taqtu-ka: this can be either a performative of 
the freeing of a slave with present-time meaning 
(‘I free you’), or a statement with past-time 
meaning (‘I freed you’) (Kàsànì [d. 587/1189], 
Badà±i≠ IV, 46). In the related discipline of the 
±ußùl al-fiqh ‘foundations of jurisprudence’, al-
±âmidì (d. 631/1233) uses ±inšà ± in this way, 
but he also distinguishes between imperative 
and performative of order (±amartu-ka ‘I order 

you’ or ±anta ma±mùr ‘you are ordered to . . .’), 
qualifying the former as “instituted for the 
±inšà±” and the latter as “used for the ±inšà ±” 
(al-±âmidì, ±I™kàm II, 131–132). This means 
that he uses ±inšà ± in a broader sense, since 
this can be said not only of the ±ìqà ≠ but also 
of the †alab ‘request’. The opposition between 
‘institution’ (wa∂≠) and ‘usage’ (isti ≠màl) reveals 
the relationship with rhetoric. Yet, the only 
division of utterances known in rhetoric at 
this time is that into xabar and †alab (Sakkàkì 
[d. 626/1229], Miftà™ 71). One can therefore 
propose the following hypotheses:

i. ±Inšà± has its roots in fiqh. Its juridical 
origins are corroborated by a short entry in 
al-Kafàwì’s Kulliyyàt:

The act of the tongue is to say and not to 
do; similarly, the act of all the other organs 
is to do and not to say. Despite that, the 
law has made the act of the tongue a legal 
act, so that it has become similar to the 
acts of all the other organs (fi ≠l al-lisàn 
huwa li-l-±ixbàr là li-l-±inšà± kamà ±anna fi ≠l 
sà±ir al-jawàri™ li-l-±inšà± là li-l-±ixbàr làkinna 
š-šar ≠ ja ≠ala fi ≠l al-lisàn ±inšà± šar ≠an fa-ßàra 
ka-sà±ir ±af ≠àl al-jawàri™). (V, 314)

ii. ±Inšà± has experienced a broadening of 
scope toward the †alab in the ±ußùl al-
fiqh, for in this discipline, the †alab, which 
includes in the first place ±amr ‘order’ and 
nahy ‘prohibition’, represents a crossing 
between language and law.

iii. Finally, it was thanks to such versatile 
writers as Ibn al-£àjib (m. 646/1249), ±ußùlì 
and grammarian, that the category of ±inšà± 
has been expanded from the juridical to 
the lin-guistic sciences. In the latter, ±inšà±, 
though still used to indicate a performative 
act of uttering, both in a strict sense (±inšà± = 
±ìqà ≠) and in a broader one (±inšà± vs. ±ixbàr), 
is used more frequently by metonymy for 
the performative utterance (= sentence) in a 
strict as well as in a broad sense: ±inšà± has 
therefore four extensions. Ibn al-£àjib’s 
main commentator in the field of grammar, 
al-±Astaràbà≈ì (d. 688/1289), uses ±inšà± 
either in opposition to xabar and †alab, 
or in opposition to xabar only, but in this 
case he divides ±inšà± into †alabì and ±ìqà ≠ì 
(”ar™ al-Kàfiya I, 8, II, 221). Likewise, Ibn 
Hišàm al-±Anßàrì (d. 761/1361) first divides 
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utterances into xabar, †alab, and ±inšà±, 
then he classifies them further as xabar or 
±inšà±, thereby transferring the definition of 
the first ±inšà± to the second: “to bring its 
expression into existence is to bring what 
it aims at into existence” (±ìjàd lafÚihi ìjàd 
li-ma ≠nà-hu; ”ar™ 31–32). Using Austin’s 
(1962) terminology, this is a typically 
‘illocutionary’ definition, whereas the 
definition of †alab, in the first classification, 
was a typically ‘perlocutionary’ one, 
concerning the realization of the requested 
thing (ma†lùb) and not the act of requesting 
itself. Although the four extensions are 
constantly and simultaneously employed, 
it is nevertheless the fourth and last one 
that has become the ‘classic’ one: in this 
sense, ±inšà ± (vs. xabar) is the equivalent, 
by extension, of Austin’s ‘performative 
utterance’ (vs. ‘constative utterance’).

  Although the interpretation in terms of 
performativity and illocutionary activity 
is the only one that allows an adequate 
comprehension of the entire category of 
±inšà±, one finds in the primary sources 
other interpretations of this concept, which 
cannot be discussed here in detail. It should 
be signaled, however, that the opposition 
±ixbàr/ ±inšà± is sometimes reduced to two 
types of ±ixbàr ‘assertion’, one concerning 
the outside world (≠àmma fì l-xàrij), the 
other concerning the speaker’s inner world 
(≠àmma fì l-bà†in). This conception may be 
at the origin of Fleischer’s above-mentioned 
terminology.

2 .  J u r i d i c a l  a n d  l i n g u i s t i c 
s c i e n c e s  i n  p o s t - c l a s s i c a l 
I s l a m

In fiqh, the category of ±inšà± occupies a central 
place within the section of the mu≠àmalàt 
‘transactions’ and, more specifically, in the 
debate on the siyaÿ al-≠uqùd wa-l-fusùx, i.e. the 
expressions allowing to bind or unbind juridical 
ties. In the ±ußùl al-fiqh, this is the key concept 
of juridical hermeneutics, i.e. the derivation 
of norms (±a™kàm šar≠iyya), in particular the 
prescriptive ones (taklìfiyya), from Qur±ànic 
or ™adìμ utterances having a jussive form or 
meaning. In both disciplines, the interpretive 
mechanism is actually a ‘rhetorical’ one: the 
meaning of the utterance is its practical value 
when it is regarded as an ‘address’ (xi†àb). The 

≠ilm al-ma≠ànì, in its two sections, xabar and 
±inšà± (the latter subdivided into †alabì and non-
†alabì, or ÿayr †alabì), is nothing but a pragmatic 
calculation of the meaning. In the interpretation 
of Qur±ànic utterances, as well as in the arguments 
(qiyàs) provided by the ±ußùliyyùn, there appear 
some ‘abstract’ performatives in the form fa≠altu 
(e.g. ™arramtu ‘I forbid’, where -tu refers to 
the ‘Lawgiver’). This form of concrete juridical 
performatives is the one most frequently used, 
though not exclusively. The concept of ±inšà± 
and the form fa≠altu reveal the parallelism made 
by Islamic law between contract creation and 
norm creation. Finally, the same couple appears 
in grammar, namely in al-±Astaràbà≈ì’s ”ar™ 
al-Kàfiya: fa≠altu represents the ‘speaker’s act’ 
(fi≠l al-mutakallim), which is constituted by the 
uttering of any sentence. Via the exclamative 
utterances – ±inšà± juz±u-hu (‘partly’) l-xabar – 
al-±Astaràbà≈ì enlarges the category so as to 
include the most descriptive statement, zaydun 
qà±imun ‘Zayd is standing’, to which an act of 
assertion (±ixbàr) may correspond. He enlarges it 
even to the point of including the connectives (e.g. 
làkinna ‘but’/istadraktu ‘I rectify beforehand’; 
”ar™ al-Kàfiya I, 93; II, 311, 346).

3 .  C o n c l u s i o n

At first sight, the category of ±inšà± (vs. xabar) 
occupies a modest place as a simple classification 
of utterances that originated at a late date. 
Actually, it has a long and complex history, 
and synchronically it symbolizes well the 
systematization and interaction of the different 
disciplines, as well as the predominance of 
the pragmatic dimension. Its importance has 
recently begun to be recognized by scholars 
of Arabic, not only by specialists of language 
sciences, rhetoric (e.g. Simon 1993; Jenssen 
1998), or grammar (e.g. Fir≥nescu 2003; 
Versteegh 2005), but also of Islamic law (e.g. 
Johansen 1996).
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Insults

Classical Arabic uses two more or less 
synonymous words that are equivalent to 
‘insults’: šatm and sabb. There are only a few 
definitions of the word šatm, and they mention 
practically only one synonym, that of sabb. 
The term refers to ugliness, or more exactly 
to the expression of a feeling of repulsion 
or rejection, whether in the spoken word or 
physical appearance. ”atm indicates bad, ugly 
language, qabì™ al-kalàm. It is sometimes 
specified (Ibn ManΩùr [d. 705/1311], Lisàn 
s.v.) that the reference is to words that are 
“bad but not accusatory” (wa-laysa fì-hi qadf ). 
In the case of sabb, once the synonymy with 
šatm is made clear, other synonyms seem just 
as important and their definitions have very 
diverse meanings. The closest synonym found 
is qa†a≠a-hu for sabba-hu, which carries some 
idea of a cutting; or else †a≠ana-hu bi- ‘to hit 
with a sword’ or ‘to strike with a lance’, the 
expression †a≠ana fì-hi (or ≠alay-hi) bi-l-qawl 
being translatable as ‘to administer tongue 
lashings’.

Apart from these two words, there are others 
whose definition shows more or less explicitly 
a link with šatm and sabb (Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn 
s.v.; Bustànì, Mu™ì† s.v.). For example, the 
verb šàna emphasizes the idea of making ugly, 
disfiguring, or spoiling in the physical but also 
moral sense of debasing; ≠àba implies a notion 
of fault and is used to denigrate, to accuse 
someone of misbehaving; qada™a includes the 
notion of drilling, gnawing, disintegrating by 
penetrating inside, and, when followed by 
fì fulàn, it means ‘to denigrate; to destroy’; 
damma is defined by ∂idd mada™a-hu ‘the 
opposite of praising’ and refers to the notion of 
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blame and criticism; qa≈a≠a is associated with 
ideas of indecency, coarseness (fa™š), or dirt 
(qa≈r), but it also evokes words thrown out 
one after another. Ibn Sìdah’s (d. 458/1066) 
thematic dictionary al-Muxaßßaß includes in 
the same entry the words ‘insult’, ‘blame [or: 
reproach]’ and ‘prejudice’: aš-šatm wa-l-lawm 
wa-l-±a≈à±.

Reference to these terms, as well as many 
others, makes it possible to define the limits 
of a lexico-semantic field of insults in Arabic. 
Although this procedure is quite interesting in 
itself, it is a type of investigation that may lead 
to circular reasoning, avoiding the insult phe-
nomenon itself, as it is evident in social life.

The laws surrounding insults provide more 
information. In their analysis, Yahya Ould al-
Barra and Abdel Wedoud Ould Cheikh (2004), 
extensively quoted below, show clearly that 
insults cannot be easily isolated from a whole 
set of regulations concerning the use of spoken 
or written language. Yet, two distinct kinds of 
offense may be distinguished. Generally speak-
ing, for the fuqahà± ‘theologian-legal scholars’, 
insults are associated with “ ‘dangers’ (±àfa) that 
threaten through words the moral rectitude of 
someone who would wish to stay or become 
a good Muslim” (Ould al-Barra and Ould 
Cheikh 2004:59). “Complete self-control, and 
even complete silence, are essential in order to 
avoid the pitfalls and faux pas that go hand 
in hand with the oral expression of language” 
(2004:60). In the detailed list of the twenty 
‘dangers’ drawn up in particular by al-Ÿazàlì 
(d. 505/1111) in the ±I™yà± ≠ulùm ad-dìn, insults 
(sabb) rank seventh along with coarseness 
(fa™ìš) and verbal aggression (ba≈a±at al-lisàn), 
all of which, he believes, “come from the low 
moral standards and spiritual turpitude of those 
who are tempted by them” (2004:60).

A quick look at the other ‘dangers’ (Ould 
al-Barra and Ould Cheikh 2004:60–64) shows 
that these words are to be avoided because they 
are of no concern to anyone, are futile, and deal 
with dubious subjects. They also have a kind of 
affectation, or else they are used to tease, argue, 
joke, and banter aimlessly. Singing and poetry, 
without being completely prohibited, belong 
to these dangers. Cursing (la≠n) has no effect 
against the ‘infidel’, whereas cursing a believer 
is equivalent to killing him. To make fun of 
someone, to betray him (namìma), to give away 
a secret, to break a promise, to lie and give false 

testimony, or to use deliberately ambiguous 
words and flattery (madhì) are clearly to be 
regarded as ‘dangers’. To speak ill of someone 
and make unkind comments about someone 
who is absent (ÿìba) is compared to ‘eating 
the flesh of a dead person’. On the other hand, 
to talk about God’s qualities in a casual way 
or to ask questions about them relates more 
particularly to the notion of ridda ‘apostasy’.

When studying Ÿazàlì’s treatise and others 
like it (cited by Ould al-Barra and Ould Cheikh 
2004), one cannot help thinking about the ‘sins 
of language’ analyzed and listed by Christian 
theologians in medieval culture (Casagrande 
and Vecchio 1991), where insults also figured 
prominently. On the other hand, the Kitàb al-
kabà±ir (Book of sins) by a≈-˛ahabì (d. 748/ 
1348) shows an interest in language only as far as 
ten sins are concerned, out of the seventy listed. 
If it deals with lying (ki≈b), abusive invective 
(±a≈à), and insults (šatm, sabb), it is mainly 
insofar as they are perpetrated against God or 
His Envoy, His saints and His worshippers, 
or the Prophet’s companions. Denunciation 
and malediction are also mentioned, but those 
practicing them are referred to as an-nummàm 
‘those who betray’ and al-li ≠àn ‘those who 
curse’.

Apart from its general criminal character, 
the insult represents for legal scholars a quite 
specific offense, also linked to the use of words, 
but clearly of a different type: it does not 
represent a possible, misguided use of language, 
implying a lack of self-control, but rather a 
voluntary act with a precise intention. This 
offense is the qa≈f explained by Ould al-Barra 
and Ould Cheikh (2004:66–79) as follows: 
“The verb qa≈afa is given as a synonym of 
ramà, which means ‘to shoot’ (a target with a 
bow, etc.), ‘to aim’, ‘to throw towards’, ‘to 
hit with a projectile’, but also throwing hurt-
ful or insulting words at someone, for qa≈f 
is a synonym of as-sabb (insult). In the voca-
bulary of the fuqahà±, qa≈f defines mainly the 
accusation of fornication (zinà)”. The con-
demnation that follows is not just a moral 
one; it is a criminal sanction that, the authors 
claim, originates in the Qur±ànic formulation 
“defining the sentence [eighty lashes] risked by 
the accuser of fornication toward ‘protected 
women’ (mu™aßßanàt) [Muslim women of good 
repute]”. In fact, the qa≈f leads to a whole 
system in which specialists in theological law 
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study in detail conditions, cases, degrees of 
sanction, etc., and strive to distinguish whether 
an accusation is justified, whether it is merely 
calumny, whether it is an insult, and whether 
it is necessary, lawful, or forbidden. “What 
is above all called into question, what is used 
as the focal point of verbal aggression is 
women’s ‘virtue’, and the prejudice incurred 
by their male relatives because of the insulting 
suspicions they might attract”. This is why qa≈f 
is particularly representative of what is at stake 
in society, because “insults, taken in the context 
of the qa≈f, turn out to be an expression of the 
threat that weighs on the social order, to the 
precise extent in which they affect, through 
the questioning of female sexuality, the ‘honor’ 
of individuals and groups or even more that of 
‘corporate groups organized along patrilineal 
lines’ (≠aßabàt) which forms the initial base 
of social order in the Arabo-Muslim world” 
(2004:79). From this perspective  it is possible, 
for example, to interpret the acts of violence 
against women in Algeria in the 1990s as 
insults against the group, encouraging similar 
reprisals against the opposing group, and, from 
a more individual, less collective point of view, 
as an affirmation (or a defense) of manhood 
degraded precisely by these offenses against 
honor (Moussaoui 2004).

The difference in character between the 
offense of šatm and that of sabb, made obvious 
by the legislation, can be found in society itself. 
In a society like the Lebanese, which is not ex-
clusively Muslim, these same basic ideas are 
deeply rooted in the culture. On the one hand, 
there is a kind of repulsion and fear of words 
and expressions with a sexual content, mostly 
considered to be vulgar and coarse, and in 
some ways unpronounceable without risking 
contamination. On the other hand, there is an 
awareness of the seriousness of any violation of 
≠ir∂ ‘women’s sexual honor’ (Kanafani-Zahar 
2004), which, in a way, represents the group’s 
honor as a whole, whether it be its lineage, the 
space it occupies, the members who make it up, 
or the God and prophets it worships.

Studies concerned with the concept of insults 
in Arabic culture are mostly scattered in general 
anthropological works, sometimes in ethno-
graphical documents or even in research in sem-
antics. The collective work L’injure, la société, 
l’islam (Larguèche 2004a) focuses on this theme 
while tackling the subject from a pragmatic 

point of view through an interest in the effect 
of insults, rather than confining itself to a 
collection of terms and expressions that are 
regarded as insults, independent of any social 
context or specific situations in which they are 
used. A number of generalizations emerge from 
the studies cited in this article that raise further 
questions and allow for the formulation of 
specific hypotheses regarding insults.

The moral taboo of insults is quite often 
coupled with a social taboo. In highly hierar-
chical societies, members who are at the top 
are precisely those who know how to use 
a word properly and are, more fundamen-
tally, the representatives of moral standards. In 
Tunisia, for example, a kind of social control 
of insults can be implicitly determined on the 
basis of “a system of appropriateness allowing 
people to distinguish between ‘those who can 
be insulted’ (and insult each other) and those 
who cannot”, and consequently, a space begins 
to emerge where it is possible to talk about ‘tol-
erated’ insults under specific conditions (Roth 
2004). This hierarchical dimension is expressed 
through social classes; it also structures the 
relationship between generations and the sexes, 
thereby establishing a certain systematic usage 
of insults, with its own conditions, its obvi-
ous evasions, its allusive processes, etc. As a 
result, prohibition depends not only on the 
type of words or expressions used but also on 
the relative hierarchical position of the persons 
involved.

When an insult is examined within its situa-
tional context, the moral taboo itself appears to 
be part of an honor system that is not identical 
to that of the group but rather is one in which 
a person’s own self-image plays a particularly 
important role. In Mauritania, for example, 
insulting someone not only brings discredit to 
the one doing the insulting (since that person 
does not respect propriety) but also causes loss 
of respectability to their own image, their body 
itself (Taine-Cheikh 2004). An insulting person 
is said to have a ‘foul-smelling’ mouth, or one 
that is ‘eaten by termites’. Insulted persons 
certainly perceive themselves as debased, or at 
least smeared; but they are also torn between 
the necessity of retorting to defend themselves 
and the impossibility of replying in a way 
that will not soil their own mouth. Thus, the 
use of insults is not at all recommended, as 
is borne out by numerous Moorish proverbs 
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and popular sayings. Strategies are therefore 
developed in order to manage this phenomenon 
between equals and between persons from 
different social backgrounds. This is often done 
through literary forms of expression, poems, 
and songs, the main consideration being to 
preserve a good image of oneself. Praise itself, 
in a particular nuance of this concept of honor, 
can be interpreted as an insult, precisely for the 
one who does not receive it.

From the point of view of the modalities of 
insults, cursing (la≠n or, often in dialects, na≠al) 
is a very common, if not the main form for 
expressing insult. Accordingly, it remains an 
issue with respect to the taboo formulated by 
legislation. Divine invocation, if not explicitly 
mentioned, is always implied. Wishing someone 
ill can take many different forms; its target may 
be a particular person, his or her relatives, or 
anything closely or remotely linked to that per-
son. Cursing compels its recipient to retort in 
similar or even stronger terms than the original 
insult (usually just common, unpleasant words) 
would require. It would appear that in the act 
of cursing, divine invocation – be it explicitly or 
implicitly evoked – makes the mouth powerful 
and malevolent, so that an immediate reply is 
necessary, not in order to protect one’s image 
but to exorcize evil by sending it back to the 
other.

The points discussed in this article and the 
examples provided are only some among many 
others still too scattered to summarize. They 
show how much light the phenomenon of 
insults can shed on a set of problems far 
more complex than the sole notion of moral 
and social taboo usually evokes. The most 
obvious is the double-based system of honor. 
On the one hand, it considers honor in the 
context of a person who is an inseparable part 
of the group, as exemplified by the ‘double’ 
insult (Kanafani-Zahar 2004), in which the 
named target is part of a group (mainly based 
on lineage and religion). On the other hand, 
insults refer to the honor of a person (perhaps 
independent of the group), whose image in 
society is determined by the person’s own 
language and actions. This image is what is 
at stake in the competitive behavior among 
persons with an equal status with respect to the 
honor of the group, sharing rights and duties 
toward women, revenge, etc. Through this 
image, anyone may temporarily acquire honor 

and prestige, thereby distinguishing themselves 
from the others (Bonte 1998, 2005).

The effect of an insult (injury) is above all 
social, in the collective and individual sense of 
comparing one’s own image to that of others 
and, through a kind of internalization of the 
social dimension, of comparing one’s image 
to oneself. This may recall other references to 
honor, represented, for example, by respect for 
a pledge that has been made.
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Interface Linguistics

Grammar is modularized, as evidenced by the 
fact that distinct types of grammatical processes 
impose their effects autonomously, unaware of 
the contributions of other types of processes. 
Generalizations of the form ‘subjects precede 
verbs’ have no counterparts of the form ‘terms 
containing the phoneme /p/ precede verbs’. Nor 
do generalizations such as ‘stops become voiced 
intervocalically’ have counterparts of the form 
‘stops become voiced in subjects’. This division 
of labor is nonetheless the apportionment of 
a common goal, the production of a linguistic 
expression in which the work of the mod-
ules is brought together. In points of intersec-
tion, processes are at work that belong neither 
entirely to one module nor to the other but lie 
in the interface, the space between modules 
where their autonomy melts away. The follow-
ing discussion examines salient interface phe-
nomena in Arabic in the phonetics-phonology 
interface, the phonology-morphology interface, 
the morphology-syntax-semantics interface, 
and the syntax-semantics interface.

1 .  T h e  p h o n e t i c s - p h o n o l o g y 
i n t e r f a c e

Much recent work in phonology revolves around 
the issue of the extent to which phonological 
processes are guided by articulatory and per-
ceptual (i.e. phonetic) considerations (Ohala 
1974, 1983; Archangeli and Langendoen 1994; 
Steriade 1995; Jun 1995; Kaun 1995; Flemming 
1995; Silverman 1995; Kirchner 1998; Hayes 
1999). Phonological processes that appear to 
be motivated by phonetic considerations are 
said to be ‘grounded’. Grounded phonological 
processes lie at the interface between phonet-
ics and phonology. Davis (1995) characterizes 
the opacity of certain segments to emphasis 
spread in Arabic as a grounded phenomenon. 

In a dialect of Palestinian, the phonemes [i], 
[j], [∑], and [œ] block the rightward spread 
of retraction of the tongue root (the feature 
RTR), hence, e.g., [πÌ≥fÌ1l] ‘children’ and 
[ßÌbÌ1Ó] ‘morning’ (where the bold characters 
are those pharyngealized by emphasis spread – 
RTR assimilation – including the trigger), but 
[≥i1nak] ‘your mud’ and [ßÌjja1d] ‘hunter’. The 
class of opaque phonemes share a high tongue 
body position, which is antagonistic with the 
low tongue position associated with RTR 
(Archangeli and Langendoen 1994). The block-
ing effect is a physiological antagonism. It is not 
a categorical impossibility, since it constrains 
only progressive spreading. Regressive spread-
ing is unconstrained, hence [xÌjjÌ1≥] ‘tailor’ 
and [nÌ∑Ì1≥] ‘energy’ (where the bold char-
acters are those pharyngealized by leftward 
spreading, including the trigger, which is the 
last segment in these words). Hence, regressive 
and progressive emphasis spreading are distinct 
processes, one grounded and the other not, 
meaning emphasis spreading is a true interface 
phenomenon, neither purely phonological nor 
physiologically epiphenomenal.

McCarthy (1994) proposes that physiologi-
cal considerations define the class of gutturals 
([π], [h], [Ó], [∏], [x], and [y]). The gutturals do 
not appear to share an articulator or a place 
of articulation, the first pair being articulated 
in the larynx by the vocal chords, the second 
in the pharynx by the tongue root and epi-
glottis, the third at the uvulum by the tongue 
dorsum, but they nonetheless behave as a pho-
nological class. McCarthy proposes, following 
Perkell (1980), that distinctive features cor-
respond to patterns of orosensory feedback. 
The lack of phonological distinctiveness among 
the gutturals is directly due to poor neural 
innervation of the posterior region of the vocal 
tract, which obscures definition in the feed-
back from that area. The orosensory feedback 
from the posterior region consists of propri-
oceptive input from an undifferentiated posterior 
region and auditory input from the high F1 
formant typical of the gutturals (Klatt and 
Stevens 1969; Al-Ani 1970; and others). The 
proprioceptive indistinguishability of the gut-
turals, an epiphenomenon of the neural struc-
ture of the vocal tract, defines the gutturals as 
a phonological class, which McCarthy terms 
‘pharyngeal’.
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2 .  T h e  p h o n o l o g y - m o r p h o l o g y 
i n t e r f a c e

Phonological processes are commonly sensitive 
to the morphological context in which they 
apply. Level ordering of phonological rules is 
a paradigm case. Arabic displays level-order-
ing effects in stress placement and ellipsis as 
described in Brame (1971). In his review of 
Abdo (1969), Brame points out that the elision 
of unstressed high front vowels in Palestinian 
Arabic, as in (1b) and (1c), is blocked when a 
word is lengthened by clitic affixation but not 
by agreement affixation, a phonological distinc-
tion related to the morphological structure of 
the word.

(1) a. [V sími≠-Ø]
 hear-3sg/sub
 ‘He heard’

     b. [V smí≠-t]
 hear-1sg/sub
 ‘I heard’

     c. [VP [V simí≠-Ø]-kum]
 hear-3sg/sub-2pl/obj
 ‘He heard you [pl.]’

Affixation of -kum in (1c) shifts stress to the 
right after initial stress is established in the 
base, the constituent Brame labels V, as in (1a). 
The prior placement of stress on the initial 
syllable manifests itself at the VP level as a 
secondary stress on that syllable, which in turn 
blocks the vowel deletion seen at work in (1b). 
A categorial morphological distinction (agree-
ment inflection vs. clitic pronoun) affects the 
morphological constituency of the word and, 
in turn, phonological processes sensitive to that 
constituency, such as stress, a morphology-pho-
nology interaction.

Phonological processes in Arabic appear to 
be sensitive to lexical semantic classes as well. 
Regular rules of glide deletion are suspended in 
the class of verbs of color or defect, e.g. sawida 
‘to become black’ and ≠awira ‘to become one-
eyed’. These forms evade rules that normally 
delete glides in the phonological contexts pre-
sented there. The same roots are subject to glide 
deletion when another interpretation is avail-
able for them. For example, the root s-w-d sur-

faces as sàda when construed to mean ‘to reign’ 
(underlyingly /sawada/), and a morphological 
augmentation of ≠awira, ±a≠àra (underlyingly 
/±a≠wara/), means ‘to loan’ (Brame 1970). These 
facts demonstrate a phonological process that 
is sensitive to the meaning of the term it applies 
to, not merely its phonological and morpho-
logical form, information that is outside the 
domain of the phonology module proper. Brame 
notices that a metathesis rule is subject to the 
same exception. Verbs constructed from roots 
with identical final consonants require them to 
be adjacent in certain phonological contexts, 
hence, underlying /madada/ ‘to spread’ surfaces 
as madda. Verbs of defect evade metathesis, e.g. 
ßakika ‘to be knock-kneed’, ±alila ‘to smell bad’. 
Brame concludes that glide deletion involves 
metathesis. At the relevant level they are one 
and the same rule.

A great deal of Arabic morphology is temp-
latic, a quasi-productive derivational morphol-
ogy in which conditions on phonological and 
phonotactic well-formedness play a substantial 
role in the morphological expression of syntac-
tic and semantic features, a paradigmatic case 
of phonology-morphology interaction. Because 
of the derivational significance of templatic 
morphology, it is discussed in Section 3 in the 
context of the morphology-syntax-semantics 
interface.

3 .  T h e  m o r p h o l o g y - s y n t a x -
s e m a n t i c s  i n t e r f a c e

The morphology-syntax-semantics interface 
deals with the manner in which a word’s mor-
phophonological characteristics influence its 
syntactic distribution and/or semantic inter-
pretation (the term is not meant to subsume the 
syntax-semantics interface, discussed in Section 
4). As mentioned above, phonology and mor-
phology are unusually intimately intertwined 
in Arabic. Such an interaction is exemplified by 
the Arabic verb forms. Verbs are constructed 
from a three- (but sometimes two- or four-) 
consonant root filling consonantal positions in 
a prosodic template. The templates differ from 
one another in their phonological structure and 
the manner in which root consonants associate 
with prosodic positions. The templates are not 
productive, and not all templates are attested 
for all roots. But when a root is extant in more 
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than one template, the meanings of the words 
so formed and the syntactic frames in which 
they occur differ in systematic ways. That is, 
alternations in the phonological and prosodic 
structure of verbs correlate with units of mean-
ing and associated syntactic properties.

For example, doubling of the middle conso-
nant of the root yields either a ¤ causative form 
(compare fari™a ‘to be happy’ with farra™a ‘to 
make happy’) or an intensive or repetitive form 
(compare ∂araba ‘to beat’ with ∂arraba ‘to beat 
violently/repeatedly’). Prefixation of ±a- forms 
a noncoercive causative (compare jalasa ‘to 
sit down’ with ±ajlasa ‘to bid one to sit down’ 
or ≠alima ‘to know’ with ±a≠lama ‘to inform’). 
Causativization is valency-increasing, i.e., the 
derived forms occur in a syntactic frame with 
one additional argument vis-à-vis the underived 
form.

(2) a. fari™a           samìr-un
 be:happy      Samir-nom
 ‘Samir was happy’
     b. farra™a         ±a™mad-u       samìr-an
 make:happy  Ahmed-nom  Samir-acc
 ‘Ahmed made Samir happy’

(3) a. ≠alima  samìr-un al-™ukm-a
 know  Samir-nom  the-judgment-acc
 ‘Samir knew/learned about the
         judgment’
     b. ±a≠lama      al-mu™àmì     samìr-an  
 inform the-attorney   Samir-acc
 al-™ukm-a 
         the-judgment-acc
 ‘The attorney informed Samir of the 
         judgment’

Other templates preserve the argument structure 
of the base but affect its temporal/aspectual 
character. Doubling of the final consonant 
invariably forms a verb from an adjective (i.e. 
a finite form from a non-finite form; compare 
±a™mar ‘red’ with i™marra ‘to become red’ or 
±a≠waj ‘curved’ with i ≠wajja ‘to become curved’). 
Lengthening of the first vowel derives an activity 
from an accomplishment (compare qatala ‘to 
kill’ with qàtala ‘to fight with’ or sabaqa ‘to 
outrun’ with sàbaqa ‘to run a race with’).

Morphologically unaugmented verbs vary in 
the ‘stem vowel’, i.e. the second vowel of the 
stem, which may be i, a, or u. The stem vowel 

u systematically occurs in verbs that describe 
permanent states (Wright 1981:2.38), e.g. 
™asuna ‘to be beautiful’, μaqula ‘to be heavy’, 
kabura ‘to be big’.

There is no universal generalization about 
the meanings of verbs with stem vowel i or a, 
but the following implicational generalization 
is systematic. Whenever the same root occurs 
with both i and a, the i-form is unaccusative 
(¤ middle verb) and the a-form is its causative 
(Fassi Fehri 1987).

(4) a. ™azina ‘to be sad’ 
  ™azana ‘to cause to be sad’
 b. hadima ‘to fall apart’ 
  hadama ‘to demolish’
 c. wajira ‘to be frightened’
  wajara ‘to frighten’
 d. xariba ‘to go to ruin’  
  xaraba ‘to destroy’
 e. najiza ‘to be implemented’
  najaza ‘to implement’

See Doron (2003) for a detailed semantic 
analysis of the form-meaning correspondences 
in Semitic template systems, and McCarthy 
and Prince (1990a, 1990b), Ussishkin (1999, 
2001), Idrissi (1997), and Ratcliffe (1998) for 
discussions of templatic morphophonology in 
Semitic.

Morphosyntactic regularities are found in 
templates other than the verbal templates. 
In some varieties of Arabic, agentivity and 
eventiveness are morphologically marked in 
passive participles. In Lebanese Arabic, passive 
participles of basic (morphologically unaug-
mented) verbs may be formed on either the 
template minfa≠el or maf ≠ùl, the latter more 
productive than the former (where f, ≠, and l 
stand for the first, second, and third consonants 
of a triconsonantal root). Examples (5) and (6) 
below demonstrate that the maf ≠ùl participles 
license agent-oriented adverbs like bi-di±±e 
‘carefully’, a diagnostic of agentivity (Manzini 
1983), and are grammatical in the progressive, 
a diagnostic of eventiveness (Vendler 1957). 
The minfa ≠el participles fail these diagnostics 
as in (7) and (8).

(5) a. š-šrì† kèn  ma±tù≠  bi-di±±e
 the-wire was  cut carefully
 ‘The wire was cut carefully’
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     b. š-šrì†               ≠am  byikun    ma±†ù≠
 the-wire prog  is     cut
 ‘The wire is being cut’

(6) a. l-bèb      kèn    ma±fùl    bi-di±±e
 the-door was   opened   carefully
 ‘The door was opened carefully’
     b. l-bèb ≠am byikun ma±fùl
 the-door prog is opened
 ‘The door is being opened’

(7) a. *š-šrì† kèn min±e†i ≠ bi-di±±e
 the-wire was cut carefully

     b. *š-šrì† ≠am byikun min±e†i ≠
 the-wire prog is cut

(8) a. *l-bèb kèn min±efil bi-di±±e
 the-door was closed carefully

     b. *l-bèb ≠am byikun min±efil
         the-door prog is closed

4 .  T h e  s y n t a x - s e m a n t i c s 
i n t e r f a c e

Gottlob Frege’s Principle of Compositionality 
(Frege 1892) states that in languages that obey 
the principle (clear cases being manufactured 
logical languages), the meaning of an expression 
is a function of the meaning of its parts. 
Natural languages appear to obey this principle 
to a great extent, although it is unclear whether 
they can be described as fully compositional 
(Higginbotham 1986). In a fully compositional 
language, the only kinds of ambiguity that 
are expected to arise are lexical ambiguities, 
e.g. the different meanings of ‘bank’ in English 
(‘riverbank’ vs. ‘financial institution’). The mean-
ing of a sentence is otherwise pinned down 
by its structure. But there are many cases in 
natural language in which the interpretation 
of an expression appears to diverge from 
its structure and therefore from a one-to-one 
relationship between structure and meaning. 
These divergences occur at the interface between 
syntax and semantics and constitute the focus 
of linguistic inquiry on the relationship between 
structure and meaning.

There is not uncommonly a divergence, for 
example, between the apparent hierarchical 
order of quantifiers in a sentence (based on 
their linear order) and their relative scope. A ¤ 

quantifier is in the scope of another quantifier 
if the interpretation of the first is subordinate 
to the interpretation of the second. In (9a) 
below, for example, the indefinite qaßìdatan ‘a 
poem’, which asserts the existence of a poem, 
is (most saliently) interpreted subordinate to 
kullu šàbbin ‘every boy’, so that a potentially 
different poem is asserted to exist for each boy, 
the poems varying with the boys. In (9b), on the 
other hand, šàbbun ‘a boy’ asserts the existence 
of only one boy; it is not subordinate to any 
other quantifier.

(9) a. qara±a kull-         šàbb-in   qaßìdat-an
 recited every-nom  boy-gen poem-acc
 ‘Every boy recited a poem’

     b. qara±a    šàbb-un     kull-a             
 recited   boy-nom   every-acc 
 qaßìdat-in
         poem-gen
  ‘A boy recited every poem’

But the sentences above are ambiguous. In 
both cases, the opposite scopal interpretation is 
available. That is, (9a) may mean ‘a (particular) 
poem is such that every boy recited it’, and (9b) 
may mean ‘every poem is such that a (potentially 
different) boy recited it’. In these interpretations, 
the scopal order is the inverse of the linear order. 
The fact that the hierarchical arrangements 
that instantiate the scope of quantifiers in a 
sentence may diverge from those hierarchical 
arrangements that instantiate their linear order 
suggests that sentences are systematically related 
to ‘logical forms’, representations that feed the 
interpretive component of language use but not 
the articulatory component.

If this is so, the syntax-semantics interface 
lies in the relationship between surface repre-
sentations, or ‘phonological forms’, and these 
compositional semantic representations, or 
‘logical forms’. A conventional line of reason-
ing about this relationship is that it is trans-
formational (May 1985). Logical forms are 
derived from phonological forms by the same 
transformations that derive phonological forms 
from other phonological forms, i.e. syntactic 
displacement. In (9a) and (9b), the object may 
(covertly) raise to the sentence-initial position (a 
transformation known as ‘quantifier raising’), 
where the subject falls in its scope. This view 
preserves the Principle of Compositionality by 
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casting the ambiguity in (9a) and (9b) as syn-
tactic, not semantic. Each syntactic structure is 
associated with one and only one meaning, but 
a sentence may be associated with more than 
one structure at the syntax-semantics interface.

Properties of Arabic support this view. The 
availability of the object-wide scope reading 
of the sentences in (9) is contingent on the 
position of the subject with respect to the verb. 
If the subject precedes the verb, the inverse 
scope reading is unavailable. Note that in Stan-
dard Arabic, an indefinite subject must be 
modified in order to be licit in the preverbal 
position, another syntax-semantics interaction 
(Mohammad 1999).

(10) šàbb-un     ßaÿìr-un       qara±a    
      boy-nom    young-nom   recited
 kull-a          qaßìdat-in
        every-acc     poem-gen
 ‘A specific young boy recited every poem’
 Not: ‘For each poem, a potentially 
  different young boy recited it’

That is, the availability of an inverse scope 
reading depends on the syntactic form of the 
sentence, indicating that certain syntactic struc-
tures block certain interpretations, which cor-
relates structure and interpretation. It indi-
cates, in particular, that quantifier raising may 
raise an object to a position superior to a 
postverbal subject, but not a preverbal subject, 
and more generally, that quantifier raising is 
not unbounded but targets particular syntactic 
positions, as in Beghelli and Stowell (1997), 
Kitahara (1996), and Hornstein (1999).

Quantifier raising lies at the interface of syn-
tax and semantics, as does its inverse, ‘recon-
struction’. When a displaced term is inter-
preted, for the purposes of scope or binding, as 
if it occurred in its canonical position, it is said 
to have been reconstructed. Mohammad (1989) 
reports that a term that binds a pronoun in its 
clause must either be structurally superior to 
the pronoun’s canonical position (its position 
prior to any surface word order changes), or 
precede it in the surface order (see also Fassi 
Fehri 1993). Since the canonical order (subject 
> object) can be reinstated by reconstruction, a 
subject may bind a pronoun in an object regard-
less of surface precedence (11a) and (11b), but 
an object may only bind a pronoun in a subject 
if the object precedes the subject (12a), not if it 

follows (12b). The judgments below reflect the 
reading in which the pronoun is bound by the 
NP ±a™mad.

(11) a. ∂araba ±a™mad-u       ßadìq-a-hu
  hit       Ahmed-nom  friend-acc-his
  ‘Ahmed hit his friend’
 b. ∂araba  ßadìq-a-hu       ±a™mad-u
  hit        friend-acc-his  Ahmed-nom
  ‘Ahmed hit his friend’

(12) a. ∂araba ±a™mad-a        ßadìq-u-hu
  hit       Ahmed-acc   friend-nom-his
  ‘Ahmed’s friend hit him’

 b. *∂araba ßadìq-u-hu       ±a™mad-a
  hit        friend-nom-his  Ahmed-acc
  ‘Ahmed’s friend hit him’

That reconstruction is impossible in (13), taken 
from Ouhalla (1994), suggests that recipient > 
theme is the canonical order for objects.

(13) *±a≠†ay-tu     ßà™ib-a-hu  
 gave-1sg     owner-acc-its
 kull-a       kitàb-in
 every-acc book-gen
 ‘I gave its owner every book’

Aoun and Benmamoun (1998) and Aoun a.o. 
(2001) point out that in Arabic, reconstruction 
is more restricted than displacement itself. 
Aoun and Benmamoun show that in Lebanese 
Arabic, a displaced term may index a syntactic 
position across what is normally a syntactic 
island (a barrier for displacement), if the 
indexed position is identified by a pronominal 
clitic (as opposed to a gap). That is, islands do 
not restrict displacement when the displaced 
term binds a clitic. However, antecedent-clitic 
chains only display reconstruction when not 
separated by an island. Hence, the possessive 
pronoun -un ‘their’ in (14a) may be bound by 
the quantifier kell l-m≠allmèt ‘the teachers’, but 
not in (14b). The difference is that the term 
containing the pronoun, tlèmiz-un z-zÿàr ‘their 
young students’, is separated from the clitic 
pronoun it binds by an island (a relative clause) 
in (14b) but not (14a).

(14) a. [tlèmiz-unj      z-zÿàr]i       ±ël-to
       students-their  the-young   said-2sg
  [këll l-m≠allmèt]j  bifa∂∂luw-uni
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  all the-teachers    prefer-them
  ‘Their young students, you said all 
  the teachers prefer them’

 b. *[tlèmiz-unj    z-zÿàr]i     ±ël-to 
  students-their the-young said-2sg     
  [këll l-m≠allmèt]j  ±aßaß-o 
     all the-teachers    punished-3pl 
  l-wlèd          [Island yalli ∂arab-uw-uni]
  the-children  that hit-3pl-them
  ‘Their young students, you said all 
           the teachers punished the children 
           that hit them’

(14b) is grammatical if the pronoun -un in 
tlèmiz-un z-zÿàr is not bound by kell l-m≠allmèt. 
That is, displacement itself is not blocked, 
but reconstruction is. Aoun and Benmamoun 
claim that since reconstruction is a property of 
movement chains (Hornstein 1984; Barrs 1986; 
Chomsky 1993), the ‘displaced’ term tlèmiz-un 
z-zÿàr has moved only in (14a), not (14b). In 
(14b) it is base-generated at the left clause edge 
and so does not reconstruct, because it has not 
been moved. It is displaced, then, only in the 
sense of not occurring in the canonical object 
position, which is postverbal.

Aoun a.o. (2001) show a similar effect for 
strong (nonclitic) subject pronouns in Lebanese 
Arabic. But interestingly, a quantifier may 
bind a strong pronoun only when the two are 
separated by an island (again a relative clause 
in (15b)).

(15) a. *këll muttaham-ei   ≠rëf-to       ±ënno
  each suspect-f       know-2sg that   
  hiyyei n™abas-it
  she     imprisoned-3Fsg
  ‘Each suspect, you know that she was
     imprisoned’
 b. këll  muttaham-ei   šëf-to 
  each suspect-f        saw-2sg     
  l-mu™àme     yalli  bya≠rif 
  the-attorney  that  know   
  ±ënno  hiyyei   harab-it
  that    she      ran:away-3sf
  ‘Each suspect, you saw the attorney 
      that knows that she ran away’

Again, reconstruction is impossible in the 
context presented in (15b), demonstrated in 
(16), suggesting that the relation between 
the displaced term and the pronoun is not a 

movement relation when the two are separated 
by an island, as expected, since islands block 
movement.

(16) *[tëlmìz-ai  l-këslèn]j  ma bëdd-kun
 student-her the-bad   not want-2pl 
 txabbr-o wala m≠allmei ≠an      l-bënt 
 tell-2pl   no    teacher   about the-girl
 yalli huwwej za≠bar    ma≠-a  
 that  he         cheated  with-her
 b-l-fa™ß
        in-the-exam
 ‘Her bad student, you don’t want to tell
 any teacher about the girl with whom he
 cheated on the exam’

Aoun a.o. (2001) claim that (15a) is ungram-
matical for interface reasons as well. In the 
base structure for the derivation, the pronoun 
huwwe is an appositive modifier of the 
quantifier këll muttahame before the quantifier 
is displaced. Following Emonds (1979), Aoun 
a.o. propose that appositive modifiers are 
interpreted as separate clauses conjoined with 
the clause in which they occur in the surface 
representation, so that binding between the 
quantifier and the pronoun fails in the logical 
form, as the pronoun is then not structurally 
subordinate to the quantifier. In summary, 
the breakdown in each of the ungrammatical 
sentences in (12)–(16) arises because the logical 
forms of these sentences do not instantiate the 
relevant configurations. These sentences cannot 
be mapped to logical forms that license the 
relevant configurations because of constraints 
on the interface between syntax and semantics, 
in particular constraints on displacement. These 
facts lend credence to the hypothesis described 
above that the constraints on the interface are 
the same as those that constrain the derivation 
of surface forms.

Another syntax-semantics interaction typical 
of Arabic is the manner in which inflectional 
distinctions in the finite verb reflect the 
position and/or interpretation of its subject. 
Again to take Lebanese as an example (see 
Hoyt 2000 on Palestinian), unaccusative verbs 
may optionally fail to agree with a postverbal 
indefinite subject. However, the presence 
of agreement correlates with the discourse 
semantic property of specificity. A noun phrase 
(NP) interpreted specifically must refer back 
to a previously mentioned discourse referent, 

  interface linguistics 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



371

while an NP interpreted nonspecifically must 
introduce a new discourse referent (Enç 1991). 
The discourse in (17)–(19), in Lebanese Arabic, 
demonstrates this; (17i) and (17ii) are two 
possible continuations of the sentence in (17).

(17) “òför  l-baß     ±ëll-na  ±ënno ≠iddet    
 driver the-bus told-us that   several 
 baßèt  ≠il ±-o bi-≠až ±et sèr
 buses stuck-3pl in-jam traffic
 ‘The bus driver told us that several buses 
      were stuck in traffic’
 (i) ba ≠dèn  smi ≠-na     ±ënno  wëßil  
  later     heard-1pl  that   arrived
  tlèt    baßèt m±axxarìn
   three buses late
  ‘Later we heard that three buses 
  arrived late’
 (ii) ba ≠dèn smi  ≠-na    ±ënno  wëßl-o 
  later    heard-1pl that   arrived-3pl
  tlèt    baßèt m±axxarìn 
  three buses late
  ‘Later we heard that three buses 
  arrived late’
(18) ≠rif-t sè ≠ita ±ënno hùle kèn-o  
 knew-1s then that these were-3pl
 min bayn l-baßèt lli
 of among the-buses that 
 ±ëll-na ≠an-un š-šòför
 told-us about-them the-driver
 ‘Then I knew those were the buses that 
  the driver was talking about’

Sentence (17) introduces several buses as 
discourse-referent. In the continuation in (17i), 
the verb wëßil ‘arrived’ does not agree with 
the indefinite subject tlèt baßèt ‘three buses’ 
(cf. [17ii]), and the indefinite is interpreted as 
introducing a new discourse referent – three 
additional buses. In the continuation in (17ii), 
the verb agrees with the indefinite, and the 
indefinite is interpreted as referring back to a 
previously introduced discourse referent, the 
previously mentioned buses in this case. That 
is, (17ii) asserts that the buses that arrived 
late were among the buses the driver said 
were stuck in traffic, while (17i) does not 
make this assertion. As a result, the assertion 
in (18) is infelicitously redundant following 
continuation (17ii) (it asserts only what [17ii] 
already asserted), but informative following 
continuation (17i) (it asserts more than what 
[17i] asserted). (17i) and (17ii) differ only in 

the presence of agreement on the verb, meaning 
this inflectional morphological characteristic 
has a significant impact on the interpretation 
of the sentence.

The phenomenon in (17) and (18) illustrates 
a case in which a particular morpheme, the 
agreement affix, affects the interpretation of 
another constituent in the sentence, the subject. 
The fact that subjecthood is a syntactic notion 
suggests that the dependency is mediated 
structurally, and indeed the relationship is 
impacted by word order. When an indefinite 
subject precedes the verb, the verb obligatorily 
agrees (and consequently, as expected, the 
subject is interpreted specifically).

(19) tlèt    baßèt wëßl-*(o)        m±axxarìn
 three buses arrived-*(3pl) late
 ‘Three buses arrived late’

5 .  S u m m a r y

The phenomena discussed above illustrate 
interactions between phonetics and phonology, 
phonology and morphology, morphology and 
syntax, and syntax and semantics. These 
interactions demonstrate limits to modularity 
and reify the coherence of language. Interface 
linguistics in Arabic is a rich and varied 
domain, with unique empirical contributions 
to the theory of language and with substantial 
complexities yet to be explained.
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Interference

Broadly speaking, there are two sources of inter-
ference in Arabic, one extraneous and one indi-
genous, affecting both the spoken and written 
forms of the language. Extraneous interferences 
come from the foreign languages with which 
speakers of Arabic come into contact. Indigenous 
interferences come from local spoken varieties 
of Arabic and the written form of the language 
itself. Contact interference is not uncommon in 
other languages. In the case of Arabic, however, 
the matter is more complex, owing to factors 
peculiar to the language and region itself. 

Arabic has been in contact with foreign lan-
guages since its first appearance as a world 
lan-guage, which coincided with the expansion 
of Arab/Islamic civilization in the late 7th 
century C.E. (or the early 1st century A.H.). As 
Arabic-speaking armies and migrants spread 
into neighboring regions and beyond, they 
came into contact with foreign languages (¤ 
language contact).

It can be argued that even before the coming 
of Islam, foreign languages had an impact on 
Arabic, although the extent of their interference 
is difficult to assess. Speakers of Arabic resided 
outside of the Arabian Peninsula well before 
the Islamic era. From as early as the 1st 
millennium C.E., and possibly well before that, 
Arabic speakers were in contact with peoples 
of the Fertile Crescent and the Levant, who 
spoke related languages, such as ¤ Aramaic 
and Hebrew (Bowersock 1983; Abbot 1939). 
However, because these languages are so 
closely related, and early historical records are 
so sparse, it is difficult to determine the extent 
to which they affected one another. 

A noticeable effect of these early contacts can 
be found in the first lengthy Arabic writing, the 
Qur±àn, encoded in the late 7th century C.E. It 
exhibits scores of borrowings from languages 
such as Greek (¤ Greek loanwords), Persian 
(¤ Persian loanwords), and other more closely 
related languages, such as Hebrew and Aramaic 
(¤ Aramaic/Syriac loanwords). Early scholars 
produced catalogs of foreign borrowings found 
in the Qur±àn (Jeffery 1938; Rippin 1981). 

It is, moreover, likely that the spoken 
varieties of the Arabian Peninsula differed one 
from another. It is also likely that all of them 

differed from the formal, elegiac language of 
poetry (Rabin 1951; Zwettler 1978), which, 
by the time the Arabs had migrated in large 
numbers into neighboring lands, had become 
the language of religious scripture (¤ poetic 
koine). 

With the expansion of the Arab/Islamic 
civilization outside of the Arabian Peninsula, 
Arabic became the language spoken over a vast 
geographical area. With a resulting need for 
written records, Arabic also became a formal 
written language, patterned after the Arabic 
used in scripture, elocution, and poetry.

As Arabs settled into the lands of the Fertile 
Crescent and North Africa, the spoken varieties 
of Arabic diverged even further from each 
other and from the variety that had become 
the written language. Exposure to Persian also 
increased under the Arab/Islamic civilization, 
with some of the eastern varieties adopting large 
Persian vocabularies. Later, the roughly five 
hundred years of Ottoman Turkish dominance 
of the Arab world provided a new avenue of 
entry for Persian, as well as Turkish, words into 
Arabic (¤ Turkish loanwords).

In some areas, the existing (or ¤ substrate) 
languages were entirely or almost entirely 
replaced by Arabic. In other areas, adstrate 
languages continued to exist alongside Arabic. 
Those becoming extinct or nearly extinct include 
Aramaic and ¤ Coptic. Aramaic is still spoken 
in small holdout communities in the Levant and 
Iraq, while Coptic survives as a purely liturgical 
language in the Christian Church in Egypt. The 
spoken Arabic of Egypt contains thousands of 
loanwords from Coptic (¤ Coptic loanwords), 
although they are not frequently used by all 
Egyptian speakers, especially urbanites (Bishai 
1959; Versteegh 2001). A great many of the 
Coptic borrowings are related to agricultural 
products, processes, and implements; clothing 
and adornment; and Christian dogma and 
practice. 

The Moroccan vernaculars provide an ex-
cellent illustration of the types of language 
interference to which Arabic is subject. Prior 
to Arab expansion into the area, ¤ Berber was 
the spoken language of the region. Today, large 
Berber communities retain their language, which 
has in turn exerted a great deal of influence on 
the Arabic dialects of the region (¤ Berber 
loanwords). French occupation of Morocco in 
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the 19th and 20th centuries exerted a strong 
influence on colloquial Arabic. The combined 
interference from Berber and French sources 
has given the Moroccan dialect a reputation for 
incomprehensibility to speakers of Arabic from 
outside areas. 

In truth, all of the regional dialects of Arabic 
are to some extent mutually incomprehensible, 
and the Moroccan dialect presents a good 
illustration of the principles involved to 
one degree or another in most of them. The 
impression in Arabic-speaking countries outside 
is that Moroccans cannot complete a sentence 
without lapsing into French. In reality, a great 
many French words have been adopted into 
the language and are used as if they are native 
elements (¤ French loanwords). Moreover, 
French continues to exert an influence on 
Moroccan Arabic dialects, and new French 
words continue to enter the language. The 
manner in which this occurs involves a complex 
process of ¤ code-switching and code mixing – 
the first involving an alternation between the 
two languages, often at clause and sentence 
boundaries, and the second involving a blending 
of the two, often within a single word (Heath 
1984). This contributes to the perception among 
outside Arabic speakers that Moroccan dialects 
are incomprehensible hybrids.

Interference from European languages is by 
no means unique to Morocco. Various regional 
dialects of Arabic exhibit interference from 
modern foreign languages, depending on the 
recent history of the countries in which they are 
spoken. For example, the Algerian and Tunisian 
dialects, closely related to those of Morocco, 
also exhibit influence from French. For its part, 
Libyan Arabic contains many borrowings from 
Italian, arising out of Italian occupation of the 
country in World War II (¤ Italian loanwords). 
Egyptian Arabic has borrowed words from 
French and English (¤ English loanwords). This 
is because of the 19th-century orientation of 
Egyptian elites toward France in matters having 
to do with education and culture, engendered by 
the short-lived Napoleonic invasion of Egypt in 
1798, and due to the British occupation, which 
began in the late 19th century. For similar 
reasons of occupation and cultural orientation, 
the Levantine dialects of Lebanon and Syria 
also demonstrate tremendous influence from 
French. The Gulf dialects contain many words 

of Persian origin, because of the Gulf’s close 
proximity to and cultural interaction with 
Iran. Finally, the ascendance of English as an 
international language has influenced all Arabic 
dialects.

The path by which unfamiliar concepts are 
introduced involves what initially could be 
regarded as single-word switches into one of 
these second languages, immediately followed 
by a switch back to the matrix language. This 
switching into another code may have several 
motivations; one of the most important of 
these is that the concepts under discussion 
may be more easily expressed in one code than 
the other. In this case, Arabic speakers with 
European education may be more accustomed to 
expressing certain concepts in a foreign language 
than in Arabic. The same principle applies 
in contending with concepts that are entirely 
foreign to Arabic, such as new technologies or 
ideologies introduced from abroad. 

This process can be observed in Arabic 
writing as well as in Arabic speech, whereby 
a single foreign word might appear in a sea of 
Arabic print, either written in its native alphabet 
or transliterated into Arabic script and often 
enclosed in quotation marks or parentheses. 
Of necessity, many of the borrowed concepts 
are nouns, expressing concepts unfamiliar to 
traditional Arabic culture. Prime targets are 
concepts from various new technologies such 
as those involving automobiles or electronics. 
A borrowed concept will undergo assimilation 
to Arabic phonology, and if the borrowing 
is completely successful, its lexeme may be 
reanalyzed as other parts of speech, and Arabic 
paradigms may be applied (Wilmsen 1996).

Phonological modifications may include, 
among others, /p/ > /b/, /v/ > /f/ or /w/, /ü/ 
> /u/ or /i/. Different regional varieties will 
treat foreign sounds differently according to 
the repertoire available to them. For example, 
Gulf Arabic tends to modify /v/ as /w/, as in 
rewas for reverse, while others favor /f/, as in 
the Egyptian filla for villa. Moroccan Arabic, 
with its extensive exposure to French, exhibits 
a much wider range of acceptance of foreign 
phones than other varieties do. Moreover, as 
most varieties of Arabic cannot tolerate conson-
ant clusters of more than two – and in the 
word-initial position none at all – epenthetic 
vowels will be interpolated between two – often 
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the first and second – consonants in a cluster. 
Word-initial consonant clusters beginning with 
sibilants may have a vowel placed in the word-
initial position, as in ±istudiyu ‘studio.’ 

The amount of exposure to foreign languages 
attained by individual speakers will also dictate 
their own articulation of foreign phonological 
patterns. The word for ‘rehearsal’ in Egyptian 
Arabic, for example, is birova (< Italian prova), 
with an epenthetic vowel between the /b/ 
and the /r/, but, unusually, the /v/ is retained. 
More highly educated speakers can handle 
the pronunciation prova without difficulty. 
Similarly, the name of the make of the Peugeot 
automobile is generally pronounced bìjù, but 
the more sophisticated speakers can muster 
something approximating the canonical French 
pronunciation, perhaps without the /ö/. 

Often, but not always, a borrowed term with 
more than four consonants or three syllables will 
undergo syllable reduction and/or consonant 
elision to bring it into conformity with the 
triliteral or quadriliteral root system of Arabic, 
as in the treatment of the word ‘television’ as 
tilfaz in Peninsular varieties (but elsewhere it is 
tilifizyòn or tilifizyò). 

Some nouns already containing only three 
or four consonants become so completely 
assimilated as to be assigned broken plurals, the 
default plural form for most foreign borrowings 
being the feminine sound plural -àt. Familiar 
examples of broken plurals applied to foreign 
nouns are ±aflàm (sg. film) and bunùk (sg. 
bank). Apparently, these particular examples 
apply in all regional varieties. Others may 
appear in one region but not in another, as, for 
example, the Egyptian falàtir (sg. filtir, ‘filter’).

Well-assimilated nouns may be reanalyzed 
as verbs, very often of Form II. The process by 
which this happens seems initially to involve 
the use of a dummy verb compounded with 
a borrowed noun, as in ≠amal sèf ‘to save [a 
computer file]’, which with familiarity with the 
concept is reanalyzed to sayyif. These processes 
occur in an ad hoc fashion across the Arabophone 
world, with some regions adopting the foreign 
term and others supplying a loan translation 
(calque) or Arabic analogue. Sometimes, the 
same term can be used to denote different, even 
opposite, meanings in different regions. For 
example, in the Gulf, the borrowing fanna“ 
means ‘to resign’, whereas in Egypt, if used at 

all, it is pronounced fanni“, meaning either ‘to 
dismiss someone from employment’ or more 
commonly ‘to apply a finish’. The verbal noun 
tafnì“ ‘finishing’ also exists and is in fact more 
often used than the verb itself to indicate the 
final coat of varnish (warnì“, which also means 
‘nail polish’) on a piece of furniture or the final 
detailing of a garment.

It is worth noting that the same ad hoc 
procedure applies in the borrowing of ¤ technical 
terminology into the written language. Various 
techniques are employed in the borrowing of 
unfamiliar concepts from other codes. The 
easiest of these is transliteration, whereby 
the foreign term is simply rewritten in Arabic 
letters, perhaps with some modifications. A 
further step involves ‘Arabization’ – exploiting 
the derivational properties of Arabic to coin 
new terms and introduce them into the Arabic 
lexicon. This may involve adopting some or all 
consonants of the borrowed term and incor-
porating them into an Arabic format. Alter-
natively, it may involve constructing a novel 
derivation of a native triliteral root conveying 
something of the semantic domain of the 
borrowed term. The latter alternative is in itself 
an example of another much-used technique: 
calquing or loan translation, wherein the 
meaning of a novel concept is translated into a 
native Arabic construction, often in periphrasis 
employing novel collocations.

A well-known example of these techniques 
may be seen in the concept of ‘computer’, 
which is borrowed ‘as is’ in Egypt, to give 
the term kombiyutir, adopted as an Arabized 
analogue in North Africa ™àsùb ‘something 
that by its very nature computes well’, rattàba 
in the Levant (< French ordinateur), and as the 
calque ™àsib ±àlì ‘a computing machine’ in the 
Arabian Peninsula. A similar term, ±àla ™àsiba 
‘calculating machine’, is used in the Levant to 
indicate a calculator. 

All told, borrowing and assimilation of 
foreign nouns affects the spoken language more 
than it does the written, inasmuch as concepts 
from fields such as consumer electronics and 
automobiles, food and fashion, or arts and 
entertainment are likely to be spoken about more 
often than written about. In addition, the pace 
of adoption and spread of foreign terms is 
slower in formal written Arabic because more 
rigid standards of acceptability are exercized 
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in that medium. Be that as it may, many novel 
concepts will remain in the domain of formal 
spoken or written discourse. 

The various ¤ language academies meet 
regularly to discuss new concepts entering the 
language and to propose and publish lists of 
Arabized alternatives for the foreign terms 
associated with them. Aside from some of the 
laughable constructions they come up with – 
the classic example being their proposal for 
‘sandwich’, “a†r wa-maš†ùr wa-baynahumà 
†àzij, roughly ‘two slices with something fresh 
between them’, the glacial pace at which they 
contend with the flood of new terminology 
renders their efforts all but irrelevant.  

At the same time, a variety of organizations 
and entities, ranging from international donor 
agencies to newspaper editorial boards, have 
a pressing need for formal Arabic technical 
terminology. They therefore engage in their 
own construction of concepts, very often in 
the form of loan translations or coinages. 
This duplication of efforts leads to variation 
in standard terminologies exhibited between 
regions and organizations.  

It is especially in the domain of formal 
discourse over technical subjects that spoken 
varieties of Arabic interfere with formal written 
Arabic, and vice versa. To be more precise, the 
norms of spoken Arabic may interfere with the 
canons of written Arabic when that variety 
is spoken or declaimed. At the same time, 
canonical forms of the written language may 
impinge upon speech, especially in formal or 
technical discourse otherwise conducted in a 
vernacular (i.e. spoken) variety. 

In either direction, the interaction can be 
complex. The consonants of the written variety 
in reading aloud, recitation, or declamation 
may be rendered as their colloquial analogues. 
This tendency generally applies to the alveolar 
and dental consonants, so, for example, /≈/ may 
be pronounced /z/, as it would be in colloquial 
analogues, producing such hybrid forms as 
hàza for the canonical hà≈à ‘this’ and allazìna 
for alla≈ìna ‘those which’. 

Additionally, lexemes from one code may be 
inserted for effect into discourse conducted in 
the other. This is especially evident in speech, 
but it may occur in writing as well, if less 
often. Discourse conducted in the vernacular 
will incorporate specialized terminology from 

the written code, as appropriate. This can 
result in the incorporation of other features of 
the written code while declaiming aloud. An 
example might appear like this:

issabab inn il±aflàm ilmulawwana btitkallif kitìr 
±awi
‘The reason is that color film costs a whole lot’
wi lfilm ilmaßri byu≠ra∂ fi lbilàd iššarqiyya 
faqa†
‘And Egyptian films are shown in Eastern 
countries only’
wi da ma ykaffì š innafaqàt ilbàhi≈a illi 
titkallafha il±aflàm ilmulawwana
‘And that is not enough to cover the exorbitant 
expenses that burden color films’

As the above example demonstrates, the mixing 
between two codes is complex, and yet, the 
utterance is not at all unusual. Of the 21 
words of which it consists (counting the words 
mulawwana, film along with its plural ±aflàm, 
which might also be considered a borrowed 
technical term, and the conjunction wi only 
once each, while the clitic pronoun -hà, in any 
case a shared feature of both codes, is left 
uncounted), eleven are lexemes common to both 
the written and the spoken forms of the lan-
guage. Seven of those are marked by vernacular 
features such as the affixation of the vernacular 
variant of the definite article il- as opposed to 
the canonical written form al-. Six more of 
them arise unambiguously from the vernacular 
(those being tikallif, kitìr, ±awi, da, ykaffì, illi). 
Only four are clearly drawn from writing, albeit 
three of them with colloquializing elements, 
such as the definite article on the word for 
‘expenses’ nafaqàt (the preferred vernacular 
reflex being takàlìf ), the indicative prefix bi- 
in the passive voice verb yu≠ra∂ (for which 
the vernacular variant yit≠iri∂ exists) and the 
verb takallaf ‘to burden’ with its 3rd person 
feminine singular clitic ti- drawn from the 
vernacular, the canonical form of the conjugated 
verb being tatakallaf. The sole lexeme drawn 
unambiguously from the written code is faqa†. 
Meanwhile, the single instance of negation, ma-
ykaffìš, conforms to the vernacular grammar, 
even though the negative particle ma- is a 
shared feature of both codes. This is basically 
a vernacular utterance that incorporates a few 
features from the written code. 
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Nevertheless, in more formal speech declaimed 
in a spoken form of the written code, the 
vernacular language also interferes. This may 
be seen in the following example:

±inta ™a-tu≠allim-ni èh huwa lmugtama≠ ilma-
dani? la± miš ma±≠ùl!
‘Are you going to teach me what civil society is? 
No, unbelievable!’
±ilmugtama≠ ilmadani huwa da illi byi ≠mal kida; 
byi≠mal xadamàt biyi≠mal waΩà±if ±ibdà±iyya
‘Civil society is precisely that which does such 
things; it offers services, it creates entry-level 
jobs’
biyi ≠mal mu™àwalàt at-taÿyìr, kull še ±. ma 
tkallimš ≠an nußß wi tßìb innußß ittàni
‘It attempts to work change, everything. Don’t 
talk about one half and leave off the other 
half’
±ilmugtama≠ ilmadani wi™da là tatagassad
‘Civil society is an undifferentiated unit’

Using the same measure as that used with 
the previous utterance, it may be seen that of 
the 28 tokens in this utterance, 17 are shared 
by both the vernacular and written codes, 
generally marked by vernacular features. Seven 
are drawn from the vernacular; two are verbs 
from the written code (albeit one with the 
vernacular clitic ™a- indicating futurity applied 
to it); and two other tokens, ilmugtama≠ il-
madani ‘civil society’ and waΩà±if ±ibda±iyya 
‘entry-level jobs’, are calqued technical terms 
and can thus be considered to have been drawn 
from the formal written code. The second is not 
even a standard technical term, appearing to be 
a coinage of the speaker (the standard would be 
waÚà±if al-mustajaddìn). 

It is worth noting that all of the verbs in 
both of the above examples exhibit vernacular 
features of one sort or another. Especially 
common in this type of formal or semiformal 
discourse is the bi- clitic, indicating the habitual 
and inchoate in the vernacular. In formal 
speech, this may be applied in some instances in 
a manner uncharacteristic of vernacular gram-
mars (Doss 1987). Indeed, one of the features of 
this type of speech is that it regularly produces 
forms that violate the prescriptions of either 
code. This has led some to propose a third 
intermediate variety between the formal written 
code and the unadulterated vernacular. Others 
argue that these are nothing more than unstable, 

intermediate forms (¤ educated Arabic; ¤ luÿa 
wus†à).  

Whatever the case, interference from the 
vernacular appears in declaimed formal Arabic, 
and interference from formal written Arabic 
occurs as well in the vernacular. This does not 
mean that entire discourses in either variety may 
not be conducted without interference; such 
occurrences are common and entirely appro-
priate, depending upon the situation in which 
the speech acts occur. On the other hand, inter-
ference between the codes is also quite common.

Generally, the perception and preference of 
native speakers of the language is toward a 
strict separation of the two. The two samples 
above, however, demonstrate that some leeway 
is allowed in extemporaneous speech, where the 
deliberate mixing of codes may be employed for 
effect. Inserting a vernacular expression into an 
otherwise staid and punctiliously correct formal 
declamation often serves to bring a point home 
or invest it with some emotive force. Similarly, 
to punctuate vernacular discourse with formal-
ities from the written code may serve to elevate 
the discussion – or just the opposite: to express 
irony or ridicule. Deliberate style shifting aside, 
the sheer effort of declaiming extemporaneously 
in formal Arabic may prove too burdensome 
for speakers unaccustomed to the exercise, and 
vernacular features may begin to interfere as a 
consequence.  

It also happens that vernacular features 
may find their way into serious writing. The 
following example comes from a feature article 
in a newspaper discussing the sale of rancid 
butter and other spoiled foodstuffs on the open 
market:

wa-là ba±s ±an ya±kulahu an-nàs al-galaba al-
ma™rùmùn min al-la™m fì baladinà
‘And it’s okay that poor people deprived of 
meat in our country eat it’ 
wa-mi≠datuhum ta±kulu z-zalat
‘Their stomachs are made of cast iron’ (lit. 
‘their stomachs eat pebbles’)
wa-xalli n-nàs ta±kul wa-tfal≠as
‘So let them eat and get fat’

Here, the writer appears to have employed 
colloquialisms deliberately, lapsing almost en-
tirely into the vernacular by the end of the para-
graph with the use of the thoroughly vernacular 
lexeme fal ≠as ‘to get fat’. It is also worth 
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noting the deflected agreement (appearing as 
the fem. sg.), employed with the plural noun 
nàs ‘people’, in the verbs tfal ≠as ‘get fat’ and 
ta±kul ‘eat’, which, nevertheless, appear in 
canonical written form (the vernacular being 
tàkul without the glottal stop), while displaying 
deflected agreement with the human plural. This 
appears to be an instance of morphosyntactic 
interference of spoken norms in writing.

Acceptable in either code, deflected agreement 
with human plurals occurs far more frequently 
in speech than in writing (Cachia 1969). Even 
so, that form of agreement may also appear 
in more straightforward writing, without 
exhibiting style shifting, as in the following sen-
tence from a newspaper columnist largely con-
sidered to be a superb stylist: 

±inna n-nàs là tußàb bi-™àla junùn mufàji±
‘People are not afflicted with sudden madness’
±aw tußarrif ÿayr mutawaqqa≠i bi-dùn ±asbàb
‘or act unexpectedly without reason’

Here, both verbs carry deflected agreement. 
Whether this amounts to interference from the 
vernacular or whether it is purely a stylistic 
alternative is unclear. It is seen as perfectly 
acceptable written style; all the same, the 
possibility that it represents interference from 
spoken Arabic cannot be dismissed.

Either way, just as speakers will style shift 
for effect, so too will writers in certain genres 
(e.g. humor and irony) deliberately insert 
colloquialisms into their writing (Rosenbaum 
2000). Viewed from afar, this should not 
appear so terribly remarkable. Like any living 
language, Arabic will exhibit ranges of style. It 
will register between the formal and the casual 
and between spoken and written norms. So, 
too, will it be affected by events and concepts 
impinging on it from outside its native regions. 
What makes Arabic remarkable is its speakers’ 
expressed preference for – and perception of – 
the strict segregation between the spoken and 
written codes. Regardless of such normative 
sentiments, the two codes do interfere and 
interact with each other.  
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Interjection

An interjection is a word, typically of indeclin-
able form, that in most languages has no gram-
matical or syntactic relationship to any other 
words or parts of a sentence (Hartmann and 
Stork 1972:115). An interjection may express 
emotional reactions and sensations, but also 
surprise, including curse and malediction, and 
it may serve to contact someone (Bussmann 
1983:216–217). Therefore, it is used to exclaim, 
to protest, or to command. It is generally short, 
one syllable or word, and cannot be inquired 
after.

Classical Arabic possesses a large number of 
interjections (listed especially in Wright 1962:
I, 294–296), e.g. yà ‘oh’ (as a particle also used 
for the vocative) and, with similar meaning, 
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wà, hà, ±a, and ±ay or way ‘woe’. Most of these 
interjections have lost their importance in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic, as also in the modern Ara-
bic dialects, where only a few have survived. 

Some interjections have variant forms. They 
may occur with or without final vowels, which 
may be quite different. Others occur with or 
without the final n of the ¤ nunation (¤ 
tanwìn): ±ah, ±ahi, ±ahin ‘oh’, ±àh, ±àhi, ±àhin 
(equal meanings). Further variation character-
izes those interjections, for ‘oh’ also may be 
expressed by ±awih, ±awha or ±awhu, ±awwah or 
±awwih, ±awwàh, ±awwàhi or ±awwàhu, as also 
by ±awwatàh, ±awwi, ±àwi, ±àwin, etc.

Numerous variations are known to express 
‘ugh, faugh, fie’: ±uf, ±uffu, ±uffun, ±uffi, ±uffin, 
±uffa, ±uffan, ±uffatan; to express ‘excellent, 
bravo’: wàha, wàhi, wàhan, wàhà, wàh; or 
‘well done, bravo’: bax, baxi, baxin, baxxin.

The interjections already mentioned may 
be regarded as often repeated. Also used fre-
quently are ßah and ßahin ‘hush!, silence!’, mah 
and mahin ‘stop!, give up!, let alone!’, ±ìhan ‘be 
silent!, give up!’, and also ±ìhi and ±ìhin ‘go on!, 
proceed!’.

Interjections with more than one syllable are 
also in frequent use; see the enlargements of 
one-syllable words mentioned above, as well as 
other examples: hayhàta, hayhàti or hayhàtu 
‘away with it; impossible’, and hayya, hayyi, 
or hayyà ‘make haste!’, followed by a personal 
suffix.

Unlike interjections in other languages, Ara-
bic forms may be followed by personal suffixes 
or certain grammatical cases. For example, 
hàka ‘take!’ is built from hà plus a suffix and in 
addition may receive suffixes: hàkahà ‘take her’; 
hàlumma is followed by ±ilà in the meaning of 
‘come here!’ but by the accusative in the mean-
ing of ‘bring here!’; way™a ‘woe!’ is followed by 
a genitive or a personal suffix, and hayya ‘make 
haste, come!’ is followed by ≠alà.

Some of these interjections are frequently 
used in reduplicated form: hayyà hayyà (same 
meaning as hayyà ‘make haste!’) and bax bax 
(same meaning as bax ‘well done!’), and some 
of them imitate sounds, like †ìxi †ìxi (laughter) 
and ≠u≠ ≠u≠ and hu≠ hu≠ (vomiting).

Classical Arabic possesses a wide range of 
compound interjectional forms like ±allàhumma 
‘oh God’; ±ayyuhà and yà ±ayyuhà ‘oh’ (also 
used as a vocative particle, requiring a definite 
article in the following noun, which must have 
a nominative case ending); ±ayà ‘oh’; ±alà and 

±amà ‘oh no’; yà la- (used as a cry for help when 
followed by the genitive case, and as a cry of 
surprise when followed by a personal suffix or 
the accusative case or by the preposition min); 
and way la- ‘woe’ (with personal suffix added), 
as also waylummi, which is contracted from 
waylun li-±ummihi (shows shock of admiration 
and is followed by personal suffix or the accusa-
tive case).

In certain atypical cases, long words are orig-
inally derived from short words, after enlarge-
ment: ™ayyahala, ™ayyahalan, ™ayyahlà, etc. 
‘make haste!; keep to!; call!’, followed by per-
sonal suffix and ±ilà, ≠alà, or bi-.

Some Arabic forms are used as interjections 
only according to their function, not their 
grammatical origin, like da≠ ‘let it!’, or ta≠àla 
‘come, go on!’.

A special group of interjections in Classical 
Arabic is that of calls to animals, especially 
to domesticated ones (an exhaustive list is to 
be found in Schulthess 1912). The sounds of 
the animals themselves are not to be counted 
as interjections in the real sense of the word. 
Among the interjections serving as calls to ani-
mals are those used in connection with driving 
different animals: halà (horses), ≠adas (mules), 
hayda, hìda, ™à±i, and ™awba (camels), hus 
(sheep or goats); those in connection with mak-
ing camels knee: ±ìnix, hìxi, naxxi; and those for 
calling camels to water: jawta. A dog is called 
by qùsi and driven away by haj.

Classical Arabic grammarians also may deal 
with interjections to an abounding extent (¤ 
ism al-fi≠l). Az-Zamaxšarì (Mufaßßal 61–67) 
gives information about the Classical Arabic 
interjections, dividing them into certain groups, 
the calls to animals included. In addition to the 
examples given above, he also refers to adverbs 
like ruwayda and tayda, prepositional expres-
sions like ≠alayka and ≠alayya, and to šattànà, 
sar≠ànà, and waškànà, and he deals at length 
with fa≠àli forms like nazàli, taràki, baràki, 
etc.
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Internet

The discussion of Arabic and the Internet 
consists of three main parts. The first part, 
“Configuring the components”, is a discussion 
about configuring a basic set of tools – software 
applications – and enabling them to support 
Arabic for browsing the Internet as well as 
storing and exchanging documents and doing 
e-mail, thereby enabling communication and 
interchange between students and experts. Con-
figuration issues are only discussed as neces-
sary for enabling Arabic support. The second 
part, “The Arabic Internet”, outlines a small 
subset of Arabic site genres: searching, portals, 
news media, multimedia organizations, and 
chat forums. The last part deals with capturing 
data for processing and exchange.

1 .  C o n f i g u r i n g  t h e 
c o m p o n e n t s

At the time of this writing, the two most com-
monly used operating systems for Arabic Internet 
information storage and retrieval systems are 
Windows and Mac. Regrettably, these two 
systems are not immediately compatible for 
data exchange because their schemes for Arabic 
text encoding are different.

The repertoire of Arabic alphanumeric char-
acters is encoded as computer character sets 
using more than one standard encoding scheme. 
Consequently, applications using different en-
coding schemes for Arabic – as is the case with 
the Windows and Mac operating systems – 
cannot exchange Arabic documents unless the 
documents are translated. The Windows Arabic 
encoding scheme is called cp1256; the Mac 
Arabic encoding scheme is a superset of the ISO 
8859–6 encoding scheme. For further information 
regarding encoding, see the links section below. 
In the future, as different operating systems move 
more fully to implementing the Unicode encoding 

standard, sometimes referred to as UTF, it may 
become possible to overcome current problems 
of Arabic document interchange.

In view of the foregoing, a selection has to 
be made regarding which of the three following 
operating systems to use: Windows, Mac, or 
Linux/Unix. This selection must be informed 
by the target audience. Who will read your files, 
whose files do you want to read? The selection 
must also be informed by the type of files you 
wish to create or use: will these be HTML, 
will they be word processor documents, or 
will they be application programs. Other 
important questions include: what tools and 
development environments will be used; will 
they be programming languages, or authoring 
environments; what kind of support will be 
provided; how large is the community of users/
experts involved; and many other important 
questions. The selection thus has far-reaching 
consequences, and once made, it becomes a 
limiting one, and exchanging documents – 
which is what computers and the Internet are all 
about – across different platforms requires the 
extra, intermediate, and possibly problematic 
translation step.

In the Arab world, Windows is the choice 
because it is – by far – the most widely used 
operating system – if not the only one. This 
situation does not appear likely to change 
any time in the foreseeable future. Mac users 
are locked out of exchanging documents with 
Windows users. AWstats (advanced Web 
statistics) is a tool that generates advanced 
Web statistics about visitors to a site. A site 
running AWstats can determine a visitor’s 
operating system and browser (see the AWstats 
site for details). For a glimpse of the situation in 
Norway, consider the Al-Mashriq site’s statistical 
page showing the percentage of visitors to the 
site, categorized by operating system and by 
browser: The Windows operating system is 
in the first four positions – Windows XP at 
47.4 percent, Windows 98 at 16.6 percent, 
Windows 2000 at 15.1 percent, Windows ME 
at 7.2 percent – comprising 86.3 percent of all 
operating systems accessing the site, followed 
by Mac in the 6th position at 2.5 percent. For 
browsers, the site reports Internet Explorer at 
89 percent, with Netscape in third position at 
3.4 percent, and Safari in 7th position at 0.5 
percent (results obtained November 12, 2003). 
Although Al-Mashriq is neither an Arabic site 
nor located in the Arab world, the numbers 
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do indicate a predominance of Windows and 
the Internet Explorer browser. The AWstats 
demo site enables one to compare the statistics 
of their visitors with those of Al-Mashriq. 
They are similar, and also show Windows 
and Internet Explorer to be dominant. No 
Arab host site running AWsats or a similar 
tool could be found. At any rate, until the 
time of this writing in late 2003, browsing the 
Internet using Windows components has been a 
perfunctory affair for several years; for the Mac, 
browsing Arabic sites has been plagued with 
problems, impeding efficient and productive 
work. Viewing Arabic sites under the Mac OS 
X, with the Safari browser, said to be the best 
available at this time, displays Arabic letters 
with varying sizes within the sentence.

Based on the number of users and the 
problems associated with the Mac, Windows 
is the operating system to use for the Internet 
in Arabic.

2 .  T h e  A r a b i c  I n t e r n e t

2.1 Searching

Search engines such as Google, Vivisimo, and 
Copernic support searches with Arabic strings. 
To perform an Arabic search in any of these 
search engines, just type the search string in 
Arabic. It is also possible to customize search 
engines. For example, under Preferences or 
Language Tools, Google can be tailored to 
specific languages preferences, such as Arabic. 
Vivisimo has a useful feature, a clustering 
engine, which groups hits in the lefthand side 
pane of the browser, allowing one to select 
specific groups and display the hits in the 
righthand side pane. Copernic integrates with 
the Internet Explorer browser, providing its 
own search box on the browser’s toolbar. 
Copernic comes in three versions: Basic, which 
is free, and Personal and Professional. The 
latter is able to track changes in the contents of 
Web pages one wishes to watch.

2.2 Portals

According to Berkman (2000), “A Web portal 
is a ‘supersite’ on the Internet that provides a 
comprehensive entry point for a huge array of 
resources and services. Portals typically contain 
news, free e-mail services, search engines, online 
shopping, chat rooms, discussion boards, and 

links to other sites”. There are several Arabic 
portals, including Bawwàbat al-±Ahràm, al-
±Imàràt li-l-±intarnit wa-l-waßà±il al-muta≠addida, 
”abakat al-±intarnit li-l-±i≠làm al-≠arabi, and 
”abakat al-ma≠lùmàt al-≠arabiyya.

2.3 News media

Commenting on the media in the Arab world, 
Lynch (2003) states:

Whereas the broadcasting of the 1950s had been 
in the service of powerful states, the new media 
(both television and press) have self-consciously 
portrayed themselves as a mouthpiece for an Arab 
public deeply frustrated with all Arab regimes 
and beholden to none of them. Based primarily in 
London, the elite Arab press has been able to escape 
direct government control while drawing on writers 
and journalists from all over the world. Regular 
news roundups broadcast on the new satellite 
stations, along with the increasing availability of 
newspapers on the Internet for a small but growing 
younger following, have allowed this Arab press 
to reach a large audience. As a result, the staid 
and politically conservative national television 
stations have been rapidly losing market share and 
political significance. Yemeni President Ali Abdallah 
Salih, for example, once famously admitted that 
he watched the Qatar-based independent satellite 
network al Jazeera more regularly than he did 
official Yemeni TV.

Using a search string such as “Arabic news-
papers” or “Arabic press” or “العربية  ”الجـرائد 
(al-jara±id al-carabiyya) or “العربية -aß) ”الصحافة 
ßa™àfa al-≠arabiyya) will provide several hits, 
such as Daily Sahafa of Sahafa.com and several 
others containing links to Arabic newspapers 
indexed by country name. Viewing newspapers 
by means of an intermediate redirecting site  – 
such as Sahafa.com – is slow, particularly if 
the redirecting site has bandwidth problems. 
Therefore, a direct link is always better. Yet, 
it is a useful strategy to use indirect sites to 
determine names of newspapers and then to 
use the search engines to find the URLs of these 
publications.

There are online versions of newspapers 
published in the Arab world as well in non-
Arab countries. Internet news organizations are 
a rich source of editorial and op-ed opinions 
about local or non-local issues – such as the 
attacks against the United States on the 11th of 
September, or the invasion of Iraq. Using these 
Internet resources it is possible to compare 
ideologies across different publications within 
one country, such as al-±Ahràm, al-±Axbàr, and 
a“-”a≠b in Egypt; or between different Arab 
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countries, such as Egyptian newspapers, the 
Lebanese an-Nahàr, and the Saudi Jarìdat a“-
”arq al-±Awsa†; or between publications based 
in non-Arab countries, such as al-£ayàt and 
al-Quds al-≠arabì; or between them all.

These and other media organizations are 
a rich source of Arabic news discourse and
culture: short stories, poetry, religious dis-
cussions, history, analyses of current affairs,
and so on. Editorials and op-ed type arti-
cles can be investigated for ideology, hege-
mony, discourse structures, and layout (see, 
e.g., Bell and Garret 1998). Not only are these 
opinions present in the daily issues, but also 
in the weekend editions, such as ±Axbàr al-
Yawm, which is published on Saturdays, and 
periodicals, such as Markaz al-±Ahràm li-d-
Diràsàt al-±Istràtijiyya, which has analyses on 
issues such as the attacks on New York on 
September 11, 2001. One of the great features of 
al-±Axbàr is their search facility, which provides 
archived editions, free of charge.

2.4 Multimedia organizations

Multimedia sites require programs for playing 
audio and video files. The most common are 
Windows Media Player, which comes with 
the Windows operating system, and Real 
Player and Apple’s Quick Time Player, both of 
which can be downloaded from the Internet. 
BBCArabic.com uses Real Player, and al-Jazìra 
uses Windows Media Player.

Like newspapers and newsmagazines, multi-
media sites such as al-Jazìra and BBCArabic.
com also provide news. Unlike newspaper sites, 
these multimedia sites continually update their 
news content, and are a good place for breaking 
news.

These organizations and others provide 
discussion forums. BBCArabic.com hosts a 
section entitled ”àrik bi-ra±yik ‘Share your 
opinion’, which is a forum for visitors to write 
their views on various political, religious, and 
cultural issues. BBCArabic.com also has an 
excellent audio page, Istami≠ ±ilà ±i≈à≠at Bi 
Bi Si al-≠arabiyya ‘listen to the BBC Arabic 
broadcast’, which is accessible from a link 
on their site. At this time, the site features 19 
programs, including such classics as as-Siyàsa 
bayna s-sà±il wa-l-mujìb ‘Politics Q&A’, ≠âlam 
aÚ-Úàhira ‘The world at noon’, and £ißàd as-
sinìn ‘Harvest of the years’. BBC Arabic radio 

aficionados will recognize these programs and 
be happy to know they are accessible on the 
Internet as well.

Al-Jazìra also includes a discussion forum 
entitled Muntadayàt al-Jazìra ‘Al-Jazeera forums’, 
which, like the BBC’s ”àrik bi-ra±yik, involves 
Arabs from varying backgrounds discussing 
political and cultural issues. Al-Jazìra is par-
ticularly distinguished because in addition to 
the latest news, its Internet site also hosts 
well-known, widely watched phone-in discus-
sion panel programs that cover a wide array 
of topics including – to mention only 5 out 
of the 40 currently existing programs – news 
and opinions ±Akμar min ra±y ‘more than one 
opinion’, religion a“-”arì≠a wa-l-™ayàt ‘life and 
the ”arì≠a’, books al-Kitàb xayru jalìs ‘a book is 
man’s best companion’, sports Su±àl fi r-riyà∂a 
‘a sports question’, and culture al-Ma“had aμ-
μaqàfi ‘the cultural scene’. Not only does Al-
Jazìra provide complete audio recordings of 
these programs, as well as sometimes providing 
short video clips, it also provides the complete 
text transcript. These resources are a great 
source of data for discourse-analytic research. 
For example, the panel discussions demonstrate 
mixing, overlap, and fusion of colloquial and 
Modern Standard Arabic in syntactic, morpho-
logical, lexical, and phonological terms. These 
panel discussions can also be investigated in 
conversation-analytic terms, as Clayman and 
Heritage do in The news interview (2002), 
focusing on features peculiar to the interview 
as an interactional forum, such as its turn-
control system, management and progression 
by questions and answers, the art of questioning 
and interrogation, how public figures deal 
with journalists’ questions, the conduct and 
strategies of the interviewees in order to serve 
their agendas, how they deal with each other 
at different points during the game, and other 
distinctive features.

2.5 Chat forums

In order to find chat sites a search engine, such 
as Vivisimo, may be used with a search string 
such as: منتدى (muntadà ‘place of gathering or 
assembly’) or حوار (™iwàr ‘dialogue’) or حلقة 
(™alqa ‘circle’). There are numerous such chat 
sites in various Arab countries. In contrast 
with opinion forums such as BBCArabic.com’s 
”àrik bi-ra±yik or al-Jazìra’s Muntadayàt al-
Jazìra, these muntadayàt are often multitiered 
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and extensive, containing several top-level topic 
nodes, such as the 17 top nodes at the  site Al-
Muntada.com: Muntadà al-±axbàr (news), al-
Muntadayàt al-≠àmma (general), al-Muntada-
yàt al-±islàmiyya (Islam), al-Muntadayàt as-
siyàsiyya (politics), al-Muntadayàt al-±adabiyya 
(literature), Muntadayàt al-mar±a (women), 
al-Muntadayàt at-tarfìhiyya (entertainment), 
Muntadayàt al-kumbyùtar wa-l-±intarnit (com-
puters and Internet), Muntadayàt ±ajhizat al-
ittißàlàt wa-l-±ajhiza a“-“axßiyya (personal 
digital assistants), Muntadà l-hiwàyàt (hobbies), 
al-Muntadayàt at-ta≠lìmiyya (education), al-
Muntadayàt ar-riyà∂iyya (sports), Muntadayàt 
Sinama (cinema), Muntadayàt mawqi≠ al-±al≠àb 
al-≠arabì (gaming), Muntadayàt as-siyà™a wa-
s-safar (travel), Muntadayàt as-sayyàràt (auto-
motive), and Muntadà l-iqtirà™àt wa-“-“akàwà 
(suggestions and complaints). Each one of 
these top-tier topic mother nodes can comprise 
numerous daughter nodes, with each daughter 
node having several daughters of its own. 
For example, at the time of this writing, al-
Muntadayàt al-±adabiyya includes two topics: 
Muntadà “-“i≠r, which shows 194 subtopics 
with 1,045 replies, and Muntadà r-riwàya wa-
l-qißßa al-qaßìra, which has 86 topics and 491 
replies.

The largest topic appears to be Muntada-
yàt mawqi≠ al-±al≠àb al-≠arabì, with 107,873 
topics and 1,081,707 replies. Muntadayàt al-
kumbyùtar wa-l-±intarnit has the greatest number 
of daughters under the heading: 8 daughters, 
some of which are mothers themselves, with 
thousands of topics and responses.

The site al-Qißßa al-≠arabiyya comprises two 
sister nodes: a literary chat forum (muntadà), 
and a site (mawqi≠) where authors from 22 
Arab countries post short stories. Members 
discuss and criticize these stories, and post 
inquiries about them to the authors.

In the Holy Koran.net site, clicking any word 
performs a search and provides a list of the 
locations – sùra (chapter) and ±àya (verse) – 
of that word in the Qur±àn, as well as a link 
to a choice of three tafàsìr ‘interpretations’. 
An alternative method of searching is also 
provided, permitting one to locate words or 
strings of one’s own choice in the Qur±àn by 
typing the required term in al-Munaqqib al-
Qur±ànì ‘the Qur±ànic searcher’. It is possible 
to select the entire text of any sùra, or portions 
of it, and to paste it into a word processor or 
other application.

The Koran.muslim-web.com site has regular 
and calligraphic lettering, audio, a search 
facility, tafsìr ‘interpretation’, translation, and 
a memorizing tool. For each sùra, there is a 
choice of recordings – from the most famous 
readers of the Qur±àn – to listen to. The audio 
is not locked, so it is also possible to record it 
by right-clicking the audio icon and selecting 
Save Target As. The memorizing tool plays one 
verse at a time and pauses for the learner to 
type it, using either an on-screen keyboard or 
the regular one. The result can be checked and 
kept in a database file that tracks the learner’s 
progress. There is also a choice of translation 
to English, French, German, Dutch, or Spanish. 
The calligraphic-style lettering displays the 
selected ±àya in the attractive familiar traditional 
style. This view is displayed in another window 
(see Fig. 1). This calligraphy is a link to the 
English site of al-±Azhar University. The tafsìr 
offers the following four selections: Ibn Kaμìr, 
al-Jalàlàn, a†-¢abarì, and al-Qur†ubì. Each one 
of these four tafàsìr is a link to the tafsìr page 
of the al-±Islam.com site.

Al-±Islam.com is probably the largest site 
dedicated to Islam, and it is vast. The top-level 
Arabic page includes links to the following 
daughter node sites: ±Arkàn al-±Islàm ‘the pillars 
of Islam’, al-£adìμ ‘the sayings of the Prophet’, 
al-Fiqh ‘jurisprudence’, al-Qàmùs al-±Islàmì 
‘the Islamic dictionary’, as-Sìra an-Nabawiyya 
‘the tradition of the Prophet’, at-Tàrìx al-
±Islàmì ‘Islamic history’, including the Qur±àn 
as well as a few others. Some of these daughter 
sites are large. For example the as-Sìra section 
includes excerpts from the following classics of 
biographical works: Sìrat Ibn Hi“àm, ar-Raw∂ 
al-±Anaf, Muxtaßar as-Sìra, Zàd al-Ma≠àd, and 
al-Maÿàzì. The history section also includes 
several classics, and the dictionary section 
includes the following dictionaries: Arabic to 
English, Malay, or Indonesian; and English, 
Malay, or Indonesian to Arabic.

3 .  C a p t u r i n g  d a t a  f o r 
p r o c e s s i n g  a n d  e x c h a n g e

It may be necessary to capture a document 
displayed in the browser and save it to the hard 
drive before it is deleted from its location on 
the server, or archived. The displayed document 
can be directly saved from the browser to 
HTML or text format files. Alternatively, the 
displayed document or portions of it can be 
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pasted into a word processor. Whether the 
captured document should look exactly as 
it appears depends on the kind of analysis 
required. If, for example, the analysis requires 
examining layout – see Kress and van Leeuwen 
(1998:186–216) – the document should be 
saved directly from the browser as HTML. On 
the other hand, if the analysis does not call for 
displaying the document layout, the displayed 
document should be saved directly from the 
browser as “text” format. An alternative method 
is to select the entire displayed document, 
or parts of it, and paste the selection into 
Word, then to save the Word document in the 
required format. Before saving large amounts 
of data, in one or several files, one could 
experiment by saving a document displayed 
in the browser, or parts of it, to different file 
formats. File sizes, and appearances, may be 
compared in order to verify that the final 
format choice meets the required goals. Text 
files require the smallest storage overhead, and 
they are suitable for corpus linguistics analysis 
of different genres, such as fiction vs. academic 
texts (Biber a.o. 1998). On the other hand, 
text format documents are neither visually 
pleasing nor able to be suitably formatted for 
presentations. Thus, while Word documents 
impose more storage requirements, they allow 
more control over document formatting and 
processing. If document size becomes a problem, 
it is possible to select only the required portion 
from the browser display, for instance when 
doing Critical Discourse Analysis as ideology 
analysis (van Dijk 1995, 1998), where it is 

possible to select only the required part of 
the displayed document and to paste it into 
Word. If necessary, the document can then be 
reformatted. For example, editorials are often 
displayed in columnar or tabular format in 
HTML documents. Tables and columns may 
not serve a useful purpose in a word processor, 
and they can impose impediments to processing 
that document. Therefore, once pasted into 
Word, it is possible to use the Convert Table 
to Text function of Word, under Table, to get 
rid of unwanted tables. Similarly, in doing con-
versation analysis, for example to investigate the 
applicability of structural-functional categories 
of chat dialogue, including features such as topic 
management, pre-closing sections (Levinson 
1983), or discourse markers (Schiffrin 1988), 
with large amounts of chat room text, it is 
possible to select the desired thread from a chat 
room, paste it into Word, and finally remove 
buttons, separators, icons, and any other super-
fluous objects (see Figs. 2, 3, 4). For issues regard-
ing what to capture and what to omit, see for 
example Preston (1985), and Have (1999).

4 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Having a set of tools configured for Arabic 
makes it possible to browse Arabic sites, store 
and retrieve documents, do e-mail, participate 
in chat forums, exchange attachments, and 
buy books. The right set of tools configured 
for Arabic increases productivity and enables 
research, networking, and collaboration in a 
community of experts.

  internet 

Figure 1. Calligraphic-style lettering in the site Koran.muslim-web.com
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Figure 2. Chat room data, original layout (Source: http://www.montada.com)

Figure 3. Chat room data, text format (Source: http://www.montada.com)
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Links
The following links were all live at the time of 
writing.

AWstats
The AWstats official Web site: http://awstats.source
forge.net/

Al-Mashriq
al-Mashriq: http://almashriq.hiof.no
AWstats page: http://almashriq.hiof.no/cgi-bin/awstats.
pl?config=almashriq.hiof.no

Linux
http://www.arabeyes.org/
http://www.langbox.com/arabic/
http://www.linux-egypt.org/
http://www.linuxjournal.com/index.php
http://www.linux4arab.com/

Encoding
ISO 8859–6 (Arabic): http://www.microsoft.com/
globaldev/reference/iso/28596.htm
Windows Arabic: http://www.microsoft.com/global
dev/reference/sbcs/1256.htm
Mac Arabic: http://www.unicode.org/Public/MAP
 PINGS/VENDORS/APPLE/ARABIC.TXT

  internet 

Figure 4. Chat room data, reformatted, more legible text (Source: http:www.montada.com)
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Transliteration fonts
Font Creator: http://www.high-logic.com/fcp.html
SIL International: http://www.sil.org/computing/index.
html

Search engines
Vivisimo: http://vivisimo.com/
Copernic: http://www.copernic.com/en/index.html
Google: http://www.google.com/

Portals
Bawwàbàt al-±Ahràm al-±iliktrùniyya: http://portal.
ahram.org.eg
 al-±Imàràt li-l-±Intarnit wa-l-Wasà±i† al-Muta≠addida: 
http://www.albahhar.com/
Šabakat al-±intarnit li-l-±I≠làm al-≠arabì: http://www.
amin.org/
”abakat al-Ma≠lùmàt al-≠arabiyya: http://www.
moheet.net/

News media
Daily Sahafa: http://www.sahafa.com/daily.asp
al-±Ahràm: http://www.ahram.org.eg/
al-±Axbàr: http://www.elakhbar.org.eg/index2.html
a“-”a≠b: http://www.alshaab.com/
an-Nahàr: http://www.annaharonline.com/
Jarìdat a“-”arq al-±Awsa†: http://www.asharqalawsat.
com/
al-£ayàt: http://www.daralhayat.com/
al-Quds al-≠arabì: http://www.alquds.co.uk/
±Axbàr al-Yawm: http://www.akhbarelyom.org.eg/
akhbarelyom/
±Axbàr al-±Adab: http://www.akhbarelyom.org.eg/
adab/
Markaz ad-Diràsàt as-Siyàsiyya wa-l-±Istratijiyya: 
http://www.ahram.org.eg/ACPSS/
Barìd al-≠Arab: http://www.arabmail.de/

Multimedia
Audio and video players:
Real: http://www.real.com/
Quick Time: http://www.apple.com/quicktime/
Sites:
BBCArabic.com: http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/arabic/news/
BBCArabic.com audio: http://www.bbc.co.uk/arabic/
radio/aod/arabic promo.shtml
Al-Jazira: http://www.aljazeera.net/index.htm

Chat
Al-Muntadà: http://www.montada.com/
Muntadà l-Mißriyyìn: http://www.egyptiantalks.org/
bforums/
al-Qißßa al-≠arabiyya: literary forum: http://www.
arabicstory.net/forum/index.php

Literature/culture
al-Qißßa al-≠arabiyya: short stories: http://www.
arabicstory.net/index.php
±Axbàr al-±adab: http://www.akhbarelyom.org.eg/adab
al-£ayàt: http://www.daralhayat.com/culture/

Heritage
The Qur±àn: http://quran.muslim-web.com/index.htm
The Qur±àn: http://www.holyquran.net/quran/index.
html
Al-Islam.com top-level Arabic entry point: http://
quran.al-islam.com/arb/

Zaydàn: http://www.ziedan.com/index_o.asp
al-Warràq: http://www.alwaraq.cc/

Books online
an-Nìl wa-l-Furàt: http://www.neelwafurat.com/
Kawkab: http://en.kawkab.com/egi-bin/switch?lang=ar

Translation
Al-Misbàr (requires a subscription): http://www.
almisbar.com

Dictionaries
≠Ajib: http://lexicons.sakhr.com/

Recipes
Dalìl a†-¢abx al-≠arabì: http://acookweb.hawaaworld.
com/index.php
Zurùna: http://216.203.153.240/pages/arabic/foodand-
pastries/recipes/more2.html
£iwàràt al-ma†bax: http://www.hwarat.com/index.
php?s=3687424a302a6bb1b714339c46b8c542
Horus: http://www.horus.ics.org.eg/arabic/html/recipes.
html

Waheed Samy 
(University of Michigan)

Interrogative Pronoun

The interrogative pronouns in Classical Arabic 
are man ‘who?’ and mà ‘what?’, which are inde-
clinable (Wright 1964:I, 274–275; II, 311–315; 
Fleisch 1979:74–78); the interrogative adjec-
tive is ±ayyun ‘which?’, which has a feminine 
form ±ayyatun and is declined (Wright 1964:
I, 275–276; II, 315–317; Fleisch 1979:78–81). 
In combination with prepositions, mà is often 
shortened (bima, lima, etc.); before verbs, it 
is usually strengthened by ≈à: mà ≈à ßana≠ta 
‘what have you done?’.

According to Rabin (1951:189), the pronoun 
man was inflected in the pre-Islamic dialect of 
the £ijàz, with forms like manù, manì, manà, 
manùna, which may be related to interroga-
tive pronouns in other Semitic languages, such 
as Akkadian mìnu. The Arabic grammarians 
give an entire paradigm of this form of the pro-
noun (cf. Fleisch 1979:II, 78; Wright 1964:I, 
275). According to az-Zamaxšarì (Mufaßßal 
59), the ending of inflected man reflects the 
ending of the questioned word: in reaction to 
ra±aytu zaydà ‘I have seen Zayd’, one might 
say manà ‘whom?’, and in reaction to jà±anì 
rajulun ‘a man came to me’, one might say 
manù ‘who?’. In the dual and the plural, these 
forms are manàn, manùn/manàt (the variant 
manùna ±antum ‘who are you?’ in a poetic line 
is rejected by az-Zamaxšarì). If this information 

 interrogative pronoun

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



388

is correct, these forms are not connected with 
the phrasal interrogatives (< man huwa, man 
hiya in modern Arabic dialects; see below).

In the Arabic linguistic tradition, man and 
mà are regarded as nouns with a special func-
tion, that of istifhàm ‘questioning, interroga-
tion’. All grammarians devoted much attention 
to the syntax of the interrogative pronouns, 
especially the interrogative adjective ±ayyun, 
but in later grammar there is also considerable 
interest in the pragmatic aspects of interroga-
tion. Ibn Hišàm (d. 761/1359), for instance, 
investigates in detail the various pragmatic cat-
egories of yes/no questions in his Muÿnì l-labìb 
(see Gully 1995:138–140, 145–146, 189–191). 
With respect to the interrogative pronouns, he 
observes that they indicate the meaning of istif-
hàm in something else, a property they share 
with the particles (Gully 1995:127–128). In the 
framework of the Arabic linguistic tradition, 
this explains why they are indeclinable.

In the modern dialects, the pronoun for 
‘who?’ goes back to four different forms (Singer 
1958:93ff.): man (e.g. Gulf Arabic man ~ min), 
mìn (e.g. Egyptian Arabic mìn), ±ayyu šay±in 
huwa (e.g. Daμìna šù≈ì), and ±ayyu šay±in 
yakùnu (e.g. Moroccan Arabic škun). The first 
two are regarded by Singer as original doublets 
(1958:129–130, 137); the other two are phrasal 
interrogatives. In some dialects, the forms man 
or mìn also develop into phrasal interroga-
tives, e.g. in Gulf Arabic, where minhu occurs 
along with min, and in Šukriyya minù (< man 
huwa; Reichmuth 1983:116–117). The origin 
of Chadian Arabic yàtu is not completely clear; 
according to Roth-Laly (1979:170–171) it goes 
back to ±ayyu + t + hu; a feminine form yàti is 
also attested.

For the pronoun ‘what?’, almost all modern 
dialects have a form containing the word šay± 
‘thing’. Reflexes of Classical Arabic mà are 
found only in Yemeni Arabic (Behnstedt 1985, 
Map 59), where mà is found alone or in com-
bination with a personal pronoun: mà huwa 
> maw, mò, mù and mà hiya > mì; in some 
areas mà huwa is combined with -ši, e.g. Ristàq 
mhùšši (Singer 1958:173).

In the other dialects, the neutral interrogative 
pronoun has developed from a combination 
±ayyu šay±in ‘which thing?’. Even in Classical 
Arabic this form is not unknown, possibly 
as an emphatic variant of the more usual 
mà, but mostly as the result of interference 
from the vernacular language in Middle Arabic 

texts. In the modern dialects, it has become 
grammaticalized as the only way to express 
‘what?’. There are two types, distinguished 
by the presence or absence of the ending -in. 
Forms with this ending are, for instance, Iraqi 
Arabic šinu, Tunisian Arabic àšnùa, Moroc-
can  Arabic àšnhuwa, Andalusian Arabic ašan, 
aššan. According to Singer (1958:209), they 
represent an older type, while the forms with-
out -in, for instance Egyptian Arabic ±èh, Sinai 
Arabic ±èš, Syrian Arabic šù, Moroccan Arabic 
±àš, Maltese xi, are the result of a later develop-
ment. In many dialects, phrasal forms occur 
along with nonphrasal forms, e.g. in Gulf Ara-
bic šinhu along with wèš; other dialects have 
only phrasal forms (e.g. £assàniyya šënhu, 
šënhi). In some dialects, for instance in Aden 
Arabic, the interrogative pronoun begins with 
w-, weš, waš, wuš. These forms are explained 
by Singer (1958:211) as the result of an alterna-
tion w-~±, rather than a combination with the 
conjunction wa-. The Moroccan Arabic ques-
tion particle wàš (¤ interrogative sentences), 
on the other hand, may have developed out of 
such a combination.

For the interrogative adjective, the dialects 
use various forms that can be divided into 
forms with and without an element -n-, often in 
combination with a suffixed pronoun. In Egyp-
tian Arabic, for instance, Woidich (2006:35) 
mentions ±ayy as a borrowing from Standard 
Arabic. The original forms were ±anhu/±anhi 
before the questioned noun, or anhù/anhì/
anhùm after the questioned noun. An alter-
native form is àni, which is not inflected at 
all. Forms with -n- also occur in Syrian Ara-
bic (±anu/±ani/±anon along with ±ayy; Cowell 
1964:573) and Moroccan Arabic (ìna/àna or 
fìna/fàna; Caubet 1993:I, 172). According to 
Fischer and Jastrow (1980:86), they go back 
to Aramaic aynà. Forms without -n- occur 
in Gulf Arabic (ayhu/ayhi/ayhum or yahu(m)/
yahi/yahum as independent forms, and ay as 
adjective; Holes 1990:177–178) and in Iraqi 
Arabic (yàhu; Erwin 1963:295).

Forms like ±ayyu šay±in could be called bi-
morphemic: they contain a question word and 
a questioned word (Versteegh 2006). Through 
the question word they are connected paradig-
matically – at least partly in some dialects – 
with interrogative adverbs, e.g. Iraqi Arabic 
šwakit ‘when?’ (< ±ayy šay± waqt), šlòn ‘how?’ 
(< ±ayy šay± lawn), šgad ‘how much?’ (< ±ayy 
šay± qadr). There are some indications that the 
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bimorphemic forms represent an older type. 
In Egypt and Syria, for instance, the usual 
form for ‘when?’ is a reflex of Classical Arabic 
matà or *±ayy matà, but some peripheral areas 
use forms going back to ±ayyu (šay±) waqtin 
‘which time?’, e.g. waktè, waxtè in the oasis 
of Kharga and in the eastern Delta (Behnstedt 
and Woidich 1985, Map 185), or šwakit, šokt 
in the Qamiçli area in northeast Syria (Behn-
stedt 1997, Map 290). Such peripheral forms 
are probably traces of an earlier language type 
in which the interrogative words were more 
transparent (Muysken and Smith 1990; on the 
development of bimorphemic interrogatives, 
see Bruyn 1991).

For the syntax of interrogative sentences in 
modern dialects, see ¤ interrogative sentence. 
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Interrogative Sentences

Interrogative sentences in Classical Arabic are 
divided into yes/no questions, and questions 
with an ¤ interrogative pronoun or adverb 
(Reckendorf 1921:31–41; Wright 1964:II, 306–
317). Yes/no questions are usually introduced 
by a question particle ±a- or hal. In Classical 
Arabic, ±a- is the general interrogative particle, 
but it may be used to express astonishment or 
indignation: ±a-jà±a zayd ‘Zayd didn’t come, 
did he?’. With a negation, a positive answer is 
often anticipated, e.g. ±a-là tarà ±anna . . . ‘don’t 
you see that . . .; surely, you can see that . . .’; 
±a-là or ±allà may also express a request, e.g. 
±a-là tuqàtilùna qawman nakaμù ±aymànahum 
‘won’t you fight a people who have broken 
their oaths?’, in the sense of ‘fight those people!’ 
(Q. 9/13, quoted by Wright 1964:II, 311). The 
particle hal is often used when a positive answer 
is anticipated, e.g. hal ±aqsamtum kulla muqsa-
min ‘didn’t you swear every oath?’ (Zuhayr, 
Mu≠allaqa 26, quoted by Reckendorf 1921:36), 
wa-hal ±atàka ™adìμu mùsà ‘haven’t you heard 
the story of Moses?’ (Q. 20/9, quoted by Wright 
1964:II, 308). With the negation là it is used in 
the sense of ‘why not?’, e.g., fa-hal-là ta“kuru 
lì ±i≈ qataltu zuhayran ‘why aren’t you grateful 
to me that I killed Zuhayr?’ (±Aÿànì X, 17.15, 
quoted by Reckendorf 1921:36). The structure 
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of interrogative sentences in Modern Standard 
Arabic is essentially identical with that of Classi-
cal Arabic (Badawi a.o. 2004:685–710), except 
for the fact that the distinction between the two 
question particles has become blurred.

Interrogative sentences in modern Arabic dia-
lects are dealt with at length in most reference 
grammars, e.g. Libyan Arabic (Owens 1984:101–
103); Egyptian Arabic (Woidich 2006, Syntax 
IV); Iraqi Arabic (Erwin 1963:292–295); Syrian 
Arabic (Cowell 1964:566–577); Gulf Arabic 
(Holes 1990:2–16); Yemeni Arabic (Watson 
1993:127–128, 292–294, 404–405, 408–410). 
The present entry gives a detailed description of 
the major types of direct and indirect questions 
in one dialect, Moroccan Arabic. Like most 
Arabic dialects, this dialect has ¤ WH-move-
ment in questions containing an ¤ interroga-
tive pronoun or adverb (Egyptian Arabic is an 
exception, because it has in situ position of the 
interrogative). It differs, however, from most 
other dialects in that it has a special question 
particle in yes/no questions, waš.

Moroccan Arabic has two basic word orders: 
an unmarked Verb-Subject-Object order used 
in any context, and a marked Subject-Verb-
Object order used only under specific discourse 
conditions. Furthermore, Moroccan Arabic is 
not a case language, i.e., there is, for instance, 
only one single form for all noun phrases (NPs), 
as in (1) and (2).

(1) šaf ≠ali l-wëld
 saw Ali the-boy
 ‘The boy saw Ali’

(2) xrëž l-wëld
 went.out the-boy
 ‘The boy went out’

As the examples above illustrate, verbs in Moroc-
can Arabic are highly inflected. For instance, all 
the verb forms are complex and tensed, unlike 
English; they inflect for number, gender, and 
person of the subject and carry tensed endings 
(e.g. in the past, future tense, etc.).

On the other hand, prepositions cannot be 
stranded in Moroccan Arabic. Thus, whereas 
(3a) is grammatical, (3b) is ill formed because 
Moroccan Arabic prepositions cannot be left 
without an overt complement.

(3a) ™a†† ≠ali lë-ktab fuq †-†abla
 put Ali the-book  on the-table
 ‘Ali put the book on the table’

(3b) *†-†abla ™a†† ≠ali lë-ktab fuq

Like English, Moroccan Arabic exhibits ‘Pied-
Piping’, i.e., the movement of the WH-phrase 
along with the preposition is obligatory in 
Moroccan Arabic because it cannot be stranded, 
as in (4a) and (4b).

(4a) xëlla ≠ali l-kas fuq aš?
 left Ali the-glass on what
 ‘Ali left the glass on what?’ 

(4b) fuq aš xëlla ≠ali l-kas?
 on what left Ali the-glass
 ‘On what did Ali leave the glass?’

Furthermore, there is no analogue in Moroccan 
Arabic of Subject-Auxiliary-Inversion in ques-
tions of any sort. By way of example, consider 
(5) and (6).

(5a) ÿadi marya tšuf ±a™med
  will Maria see Ahmed
 ‘Maria will see Ahmed’

(5b) škun ÿadi marya tšuf?
 who will Maria see
 [Subject-Auxiliary-Inversion]
  ‘Who will Maria see?’

(6a) xëlla ≠ali lë-ktab fuq †-†abla
 put Ali the-book on the-table
 ‘Ali put the book on the table’

(6b) fin xëlla ≠ali lë-ktab?
 where put Ali the-book
 ‘Where did Ali leave the book?’

Note that questions in Moroccan Arabic have 
the same word order(s) as statements, e.g. 
Verb-Subject-Object in (5) and (6) above.

By contrast, indirect questions are character-
ized by the fact that the interrogative structure 
is a dependent clause and is at the same time the 
complement of verbs such as sewwel ‘to ask’, 
xammem ‘to wonder’, etc., as illustrated by the 
bold clause in (7).
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(7) suwlat-ni maryam ±imta ržë≠
 asked-me Maria when came.back
 yusif
 Youssef

‘Maria asked me when Youssef had come 
back’

Note the contrast between (7) and (8).

(8) suwlat-ni maryam, ±imta ržë≠
 asked-me Maria when came back
 yusif?
 Youssef

‘Maria asked me, “When did Youssef 
come back?’ ’’

The direct WH-question in (8) is distinguished 
from the indirect one in (7) by intonation.

WH-words in Moroccan Arabic behave in 
more or less the same way as they do in English, 
except for the fact that Moroccan Arabic does 
not distinguish between WH-phrases referring 
to humans and those referring to nonhumans. 
In addition, WH-words in Moroccan Arabic 
are not phonetically homogeneous but behave 
functionally in the same manner as in English, 
as illustrated in Table 1.

By way of example, consider (9) – (11).

(9a) aš †ra?
 what happened
 ‘What happened?’

(9b) aš šëfti?
 what saw2s
 ‘What did you see?’

(9c) b-aš ™alliti l-bab?
 with-what opened2s the-door
 ‘With what did you open the door?’

(10a) škun ža?
 who came3ms
 ‘Who came?’

(10b)  škun šëfti?
  whom saw2s
  ‘Whom did you see?’

(10c) *l-škun h∂ërti?
 to-who spoke2s
 ‘To whom did you speak?’

(11a) *-mën r™ël?
 whom moved3ms
 *‘Whom moved?’

(11b)  *-mën šëfti?
  whom saw2s
  ‘Whom did you see?’

(11c) l-mën h∂ërti?
 to-whom spoke2s
 ‘To whom did you speak?’

From these data, it follows that škun and aš are 
NP (pronouns) while -mën is an NP complement 
of a preposition, as in (11). The interrogative 
-mën is a bound morpheme derived from Classi-
cal Arabic man ‘who?’, which is used as an inter-
rogative and as a relative pronoun. In Moroccan 
Arabic, -mën never occurs alone. It is a bound 
morpheme to which enclitic prepositions like l- 
‘to’, m≠a ‘with’, etc. are usually attached when it 
is used as an interrogative, as in (11c), as well as 
a relative pronoun, e.g. r-ražel l-mën h∂ërti.

Although -mën is restricted to only some 
case functions, this is not a counterexample 
to the fact that Moroccan Arabic is not a 
case language, because -mën is a clitic bound 
morpheme.

 interrogative sentences

Table 1. Syntactic functions of WH-words in Moroccan Arabic

Interrogative PRO Subject Direct object Prepositional 
object

Adverbial form

aš ‘what?’ *

škun ‘who?’ * *

-mën ‘whom?’ * * *

fin ‘where?’, ±imta ‘when?’, ≠laš 
‘why?’, kif ‘how?’

* * *

= acceptable; * = unacceptable
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The pronoun aš is apparently used in five 
contexts:

(12) r-ražel l-aš h∂ërt
 the-man to-whom spoke2s
  ‘The man to whom you spoke’

(13) ≠laš žiti-ni f had ∂-∂uruf?
 why came2s in these circumstances

‘Why did you come to me under these 
circumstances?’

(14) rma yusif l-fardi b-aš
 threw away Youssef the-gun with-which
 qtal marya 
 killed Maria

‘Youssef threw away the gun with which 
he killed Maria’

(15) bÿit yusif baš iqra
 want1sg. Youssef for study3ms 
 mëzyan
 well
 ‘I would like for Youssef to study hard’

(16) waš nta mažnun?
 whether  you crazy
 ‘Are you crazy?’

However, apart from the WH-phrases b-aš 
‘with what’ (not identical with the comple-
mentizer in (15)) and l-aš ‘to whom’, which 
can be segmented into b-, l-, and aš (meaning 
synchronically and literally ‘with what’ and ‘to 
what’ respectively), it seems that WH-phrases 
like ≠laš ‘why?’, baš ‘for’, and waš ‘whether’ 
cannot be divided into enclitic prepositions and 
the WH-element aš, and must be assumed to 
be simple forms rather than compounds. One 
could, for instance, divide waš into w-aš (mean-
ing historically and literally ‘and what’) and baš 
into b-aš ‘with what’, but it is not clear that 
synchronically there is any relation between 
these enclitic prepositions (namely w-, b-) and 
aš since waš corresponds simply to ‘whether’ 
and baš to ‘for, in order to’.

As in English, the interrogative pronouns 
fin ‘where?’, ±imta ‘when?’, ≠laš ‘why?’, and 
kif ‘how?’ are used as adverbial pronominal 
forms but never as subject, direct object, or 
prepositional object forms, because they are 
not WH-NP forms. Note that except for the 
pronominal quantifier š™al ‘how much/many?’, 

which can be used in exclamations as well, and 
-aš, which can also appear in relative clauses, 
all these interrogative pronouns are used only 
in interrogative constructions.

In Moroccan Arabic, there are no interroga-
tive determiners. For example, the WH-phrases 
aš and š™al cannot be used as interrogative 
determiners:

(17) š™al mën ktab qriti?
 how.many of book read2s
 ‘How many books did you read?’

(18) aš mën ktab qriti?
 what of book read2s
 ‘Which book did you read?’

The preposition -mën lit. ‘of’ goes along here 
with the head noun phrase ktab, not with the 
WH-words aš or š™al, unlike the WH-phrase 
‘whom’ in the configuration in Table 1. The 
use of -mën, which is also used as a preposition 
meaning ‘from’ as well as ‘than’ after compara-
tives, is similar to the French preposition de, 
which precedes NPs, as in (19) (for a detailed 
discussion of French syntax, see Kayne 1975).

(19) combien de livres a-t-il achetés?
 how.many of books has-he bought
 ‘How many books did he buy?’

In fact, we might have either of the following 
structures:

(20) i. š™al  mën ktab

  NP  PP

 ii. š™al  mën ktab

  NP   PP 

In (20i), š™al mën ktab is one constituent, 
whereas in (20ii) š™al and mën ktab are two 
separate constituents. The same thing can be 
stated about (18): either aš mën ktab represents 
a single constituent as in:

 i. aš mën ktab

  NP  PP

or it consists of aš + mën ktab:

  interrogative sentences 
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 ii. aš mën ktab

  NP  PP

These two alternative structures could clearly 
make different predictions about extraction. 
But in neither case would š™al mën/aš mën be 
one constituent; hence, it can never undergo 
preposing. Consider (21a)–(21d).

(21a) qriti aš/š™al mën ktab?
 read2s what/how.many of book

‘Which book/how many books did you 
read?’

(21b) aš/š™al mën ktab
 what/how.many of book
 qriti -----?
 read2s -----

‘Which book/how many books did you 
read -----?’

(21c) *aš/š™al mën qriti -----
 what/how.many of read2s -----
 ktab?
 book

(21d) aš/š™al qriti mën ktab?
 what/how.many read2s of book
 ‘Which/how many books did you read?’

In sum, all these WH-words seem to behave 
analogously within the framework of WH-
Movement, as exemplified below. Hence, on 
the basis of the typological differences between 
Moroccan Arabic and English, it is not unex-
pected that the rule of WH-Movement behaves 
in a different way in Moroccan Arabic. 

Interrogatives in Moroccan Arabic can be 
divided into various types. One  fundamental 
typological classification, for instance, is be -
tween yes/no questions and WH-questions. 
The former yield ‘yes’ or ‘no’ as appropriate 
answers. WH-questions are so called because 
in English they make use of an interrogative 
word starting with wh-, e.g. ‘what’, ‘where’, 
‘who’, ‘how’, etc. They are usually employed to 
inquire about the identity of some entity in the 
sentence. A second typological classification of 
questions is between echo and non-echo ques-
tions. Echo questions involve someone echoing 
the speech of another person:

(22) speaker A: šrit ktab
  bought1s book
  ‘I bought a book’

 speaker B: šriti ktab?
  bought2Sg. book
  ‘You bought a book?’

In this case, speaker B is reiterating a statement 
made by A by means of yes/no questions. A 
WH-question could have been used, as in (23):

(23) speaker A: šrit ktab
  bought1s book
  ‘I bought a book’

 speaker B: šriti aš?
  bought2s what
  ‘You bought what?’

Non-echo questions do not echo statements 
made by another person. Unlike echo-questions, 
which cannot initiate a conversation because 
they are generally used to echo somebody else’s 
statement, non-echo questions can be used to 
initiate a discourse.

A further typological division is the tradi-
tional one between direct and indirect ques-
tions. In direct questions, the interrogative 
construction constitutes an independent sen-
tence, as in (24).

(24) ±imta ržë≠ ±a™med?
 when return Ahmed
 ‘When did Ahmed return?’

There are various interrogative words in Moroc-
can Arabic. Each form corresponds to the ques-
tioned element, which could be a subject, an 
object, an adverb of time or place, an adjective, 
etc. The basic question morphemes include the 
following: škun ‘who?’, šnu or ±aš ‘what?, ≠laš 
‘why?’, kif or b™alaš ‘how?’, fin ‘where?’, fuqaš 
or ±imta ‘when?, kifaš ‘how?’.

Indirect interrogatives are instances of com-
plex sentences, which consist of more than one 
clause: a main clause and at least one subordi-
nate clause. They are also referred to as inter-
rogative complement clauses. By interrogative 
complement clauses we mean indirect ques-
tions, which are of two major types: (i) yes/no 
questions, which are obligatorily introduced by 
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the neutral complementizer waš; and (ii) WH-
questions, which are introduced by different 
WH-complementizers.

(25a) ma-≠raft-š waš had
 not-know1s-not whether this
 lë-xbar ß™i™
 the-news correct

‘I don’t know whether this information 
is correct’

(25b) sewwel-ni ≠ali waš ža
 asked-me Ali whether came
 ßa™b-u
 friend-his
 ≠Ali asked me whether his friend came’

The matrix verbs in (25) select the comple-
mentizer waš, the absence of which leads to 
ungrammaticality: 

(26) *sewwel-ni ≠ali ža ßa™b-u

Note that when the complementizer waš in 
(25a) is replaced with bëlli, the complement 
clause becomes noninterrogative:

(27) ma-≠raft-š bëlli had lë-xbar ß™i™
‘I don’t know that this information is 
correct’

In this case, the complement clause implies that 
the information is correct, while in (25a) the 
complement clause implies that the informa-
tion may be correct or not. However, in the 
case of (25b), the interrogative verb sewwel or 
seqsa ‘to ask’ does not permit the occurrence of 
bëlli, which appears exclusively with declara-
tive clauses: 

(28) sewwel-ni ≠ali waš ža ßa™b-u
≠Ali asked me whether his friend had 
come’

As to WH-interrogative sentences, they may be 
exemplified by the following structures: 

(29a) ma-≠raft-š škun ™all
 not-know1s-not who open3ms
 l-bab
 the-door
 ‘I don’t know who opened the door’

(29b) kan xammem ≠laš baÿi
 was3ms wonder3ms. why wanting
 yë-mši l-xariž
 he-goes the-abroad

‘He wondered why Ali wanted to go 
abroad’

(29c) kan tsa±el fuqaš/kifaš ≠ali ÿadi
 yë-mši l-xariž

‘He was asking himself when/how Ali 
wants to go abroad’

(29d) kan tsa±el fuqaš/fin/kifaš ≠ali ÿadi
 yë-mši l-xariž

‘He was asking himself when/where/how 
Ali will go abroad’

Worthy of notice here is that the embedded 
subject in the interrogative clause can be pre-
verbal, as in (29b) and (29c), or postverbal, as 
in (30):

(30) kan xammem šnu ÿa-ydir
 was3ms wonder3ms what FUT-do3ms
 ≠ali f l-xariž
 Ali in the-abroad
 ‘He wondered what Ali would do 

abroad’

This possibility of placing the subject before or 
after the verb follows from the fact that Moroc-
can Arabic allows both SVO and VSO orders.

Thus far, we have seen interrogative comple-
ment clauses requiring a particular complemen-
tizer, depending on the selectional properties of 
the matrix verb. With regard to finite interroga-
tive complement clauses, the complementizers 
involved are of two major types:

Yes-No questions = waš
WH-questions = WH-elements (škun, šnu, fin, 
≠laš, kifaš, etc.)

The first type of questions is introduced by waš. 
The latter is optional when the question is sim-
ple, e.g. (waš) safer m™ammed? ‘has Mohamed 
traveled?’ vs. ma-≠raft-š waš m™ammed safer ‘I 
don’t know whether Mohamed has  traveled’. 
As to WH-questions, they are obligatorily 
introduced by a WH-element, irrespective of 
whether the question is direct or indirect; see 
Ennaji (1985) for more details.

  interrogative sentences 
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Intonation

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Intonation is defined as the linguistic variation 
of pitch that applies to an utterance as a whole, 
the resultant tune of which gives the utterance 
a particular meaning independent of that 
ascribed by the text (Ladd 1996). The study of 
intonation has been approached from differ-
ent perspectives, some scholars investigating 
it in terms of attitudinal and sociolinguistic 
factors (e.g. Bolinger 1989), others examining 
its interface with other parts of the grammar 
(e.g. Selkirk 1984). More recently, researchers 
have come to a consensus that a phonological 
level of abstraction must be posited, mediating 
between intonation and the other linguistic 
spheres (Ladd 1996). 

In this phonological perspective, different 
models have been proposed for the description 
of intonation in various languages, and the 

description of Arabic intonation has been largely 
influenced by these models. The American Struc-
turalist school views tunes as being composed of 
four level tones. The Dutch and British schools 
of intonation divide the pitch contour configura-
tionally, in terms of dynamic falling-and-rising 
pitch movements. Currently, the Autosegmental-
Metrical (AM) model is a widely accepted 
model of intonation (Bruce 1977; Pierrehumbert 
1980; Gussenhoven 1984; Pierrehumbert and 
Beckman 1988; Ladd 1996). This model resolves 
issues raised by previous theories by analyzing 
apparent rises and falls in intonational contours 
as a local and linear sequence of two level 
tones, High (H) and Low (L) (Ladd 1996). 

Studies that investigate Arabic intonation 
point to the fact that Arabic, like intonational 
languages such as English and Dutch, uses 
pitch postlexically. Utterances in Arabic thus 
show various F0 contours, which give them 
additional meaning. Furthermore, in Arabic an 
intimate relationship exists between intonation 
on the one hand, and prosody in its prominence 
and phrasing functions on the other. Some of 
the tones composing an intonational contour 
attach to prominent syllables in the prosodic 
hierarchy (pitch accents), while others attach 
to the edges of phrasal constituents in this 
hierarchy (edge tones). Thus intonation in 
Arabic fulfills both a ‘prominence-lending’ and 
a ‘demarcative’ function (Beckman 1996). 

2 .  I n t o n a t i o n  a n d  p r o m i n e n c e

It is widely observed that in the various dialects of 
Arabic, certain F0 peaks or valleys in intonational 
contours occur around the lexically stressed 
syllable of a word (Cairene Arabic: Norlin 
1989; Standard Arabic: Haydar and Mrayati 
1985; Jordanian Arabic: Rammuny 1989, De 
Jong and Zawaydeh 1999; Moroccan Arabic: 
Benkirane 1998; Lebanese Arabic: Chahal 2001). 
This is taken as evidence of the association of 
intonational tones to these lexically stressed 
syllables. Lexical ¤ stress thus plays an important 
role in the prominence hierarchy of Arabic, 
since lexically stressed syllables form the poten-
tial landing sites of intonational accent in the 
language. 

The location of the lexically stressed syllable 
in Arabic is predicted by rule. In Levantine 
dialects, lexical stress assignment rules require 
that the word-final superheavy syllable (CVVC 
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or CVCC) be stressed, otherwise the heavy 
penultimate (CVV or CVC), otherwise the ante-
penultimate (whether heavy or light CV). CV, 
CVC, and CVV form the maximal word-internal 
syllables (McCarthy 1979). The superheavy syl-
lable is restricted in distribution, occurring only 
in word-final position, where it is always stressed 
(Kenstowicz and Abdul-Karim 1980; Kiparsky 
1979; McCarthy 1980; Selkirk 1981; Halle and 
Vergnaud 1987; Halle and Kenstowicz 1991). 

Lexically stressed syllables that get attached 
to intonational tones are conventionally 
called pitch-accented syllables. They are more 
prominent than lexically stressed syllables that 
are not attached to such accents. In addition, 
among the various pitch-accented syllables 
occurring in an utterance, research on Arabic 
intonation finds that the positionally final pitch 
accent – the nuclear accent – carries the most 
prominence (Rammuny 1989; De Jong and 
Zawaydeh 1999; Chahal 2001). There are thus 
three paradigmatic levels of prominence in 
Arabic: lexical stress, (prenuclear) pitch accent, 
and nuclear accent, the latter two levels being 
ascribed by intonation.

While syllables bearing pitch-accent or 
nuclear-prominence levels are characterized by 
their association to tonal targets, they may also 
bear nontonal cues. In Lebanese Arabic, for 
example, it is found that nuclear-accented, 
accented, and unaccented syllables are significantly 
distinguished in terms of a combination of F0, 
duration, RMS, F1, and F2 correlates (Chahal 
2003). The higher the prominence level of a 
particular vowel, the higher its pitch and amplitude, 
the longer its duration, and the more peripheral 
its spectral realization in the vowel space. These 
results reiterate findings on other dialects of 
Arabic (Al-Ani 1992; Belkaid 1984; De Jong and 
Zawaydeh 1999; Haydar and Mrayati 1985), 
thereby confirming the typological classification 
of Arabic as a stress-accent language, similar to 
English (Beckman 1986).

The idea that the nuclear accent in Arabic 
constitutes the final pitch accent in an into-
national phrase is evidenced by various studies 
on intonational focus (Cairene Arabic: Norlin 
1989; Lebanese Arabic: Chahal 2001; Moroccan 
Arabic: Benkirane 1998). When a declarative 
utterance receives broad focus in Arabic, it 
shows one or more prenuclear accents and a 
final nuclear accent in a predominantly falling 
contour. When a particular item of this 

utterance is narrowly focused, the narrowly 
focused item bears a nuclear accent and receives 
an expanded F0 value, while the postfocus 
material is invariably realized in a compressed 
and level pitch range. This postfocal compression 
is suggestive of de-accenting, thereby making 
nuclear accent assignment in Arabic inherently 
right-headed.

3 .  I n t o n a t i o n  a n d  p h r a s i n g

In addition to prominence-lending tones, Arabic 
displays intonational edge tones that carry out 
a phrasing function. These edge tones group 
utterance segments into phrasal constituents and 
delimit the right-edge boundaries of these phrasal 
constitutents. Studies investigating Arabic sug-
gest three intonationally relevant phrasal con-
stituents. The first is the prosodic word, which 
is a widely implied constituent since it defines 
the unit within which lexical stress is assigned. 
The remaining two phrasal constituents are 
generally referred to as minor and major 
boundaries (Alharbi 1991; Rammuny 1989). 
Using Autosegmental-Metrical terminology, 
these correspond to the intermediate and into-
national phrase respectively. 

According to Autosegmental-Metrical ana-
lyses of Arabic (De Jong and Zawaydeh 1999; 
Chahal 2001), complex utterance-final pitch 
patterns in the language (such as falling-rising 
contours) can be explained in terms of a 
sequence of two distinct edge tones. The first is 
a phrase accent that associates itself to the edge 
of the intermediate phrase, while the second 
is a boundary tone that associates itself to the 
right edge of the intonational phrase. Besides 
being demarcated by a right-edge tonal event, 
the intermediate phrase defines the domain 
within which relative prominence patterns are 
established (each intermediate phrase is com-
posed of at least one pitch accent) and within 
which pitch is reset. The intonational phrase, 
on the other hand, is a higher-level constituent 
composed of one or more intermediate phrases; 
it is demarcated by a boundary tone and defines 
the domain within which global declination 
and local final lowering occurs. 

While the intermediate phrase and the 
intonational phrase are primarily defined by 
the presence of edge tones, these tonally marked 
boundaries receive junctural cues additionally 
delimiting their right edge. It is widely noted 
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that syllables occurring at the end of into-
national phrases in Arabic receive phrase-final 
lengthening (Haydar and Mrayati 1985; Alharbi 
1991; Al-Ani 1992; De Jong and Zawaydeh 
1999) and pausing phenomena (Rammuny 
1989). There is also evidence of segmental 
sandhi-blocking phenomena of the type dis-
cussed in Nespor and Vogel (1986), whereby 
voiceless alveolar stops are heavily aspirated 
when they occur at the right edge of major 
boundaries (El-Imam 1990).

In addition, junctural phenomena in Arabic 
seem to be affected by boundary strength. 
Accented syllables located at the end of into-
national phrases are significantly longer in 
duration than corresponding syllables found 
at intermediate phrase boundaries, and the 
latter are in turn significantly longer than 
corresponding syllables found at prosodic word 
edges. Similarly, F0 accentual peaks occurring 
at the end of intonational phrases are aligned 
earlier within the bounds of the syllable they 
are associated with than those occurring at the 
edge of intermediate phrases, while the latter 
are earlier aligned than peaks occurring at 
the edge of prosodic word boundaries (Chahal 
2001). 

4 .  T u n e s

The combination of pitch accents and edge 
tones discussed above constitutes the tune of 
a particular intonational phrase. Various studies 
describe the nuclear tunes found in different 
varieties of the Arabic language, most using 
analyses in the British school style. In Modern 
Standard Arabic, Haydar and Mrayati (1985) 
note that nominal affirmative, negative, and 
exclamatory sentences show a falling configura-
tion. They also found that interrogatives display 
a rising configuration in this dialect. Kharrat 
(1994) reports similar findings for this dialect, 
additionally noting the usage of level tunes. 

A study of Syrian Arabic shows that it 
displays three phonological nuclear melodies – 
falling, rising, and level (Corvetto 1982). 
These melodies exhibit phonetic differences, 
depending on the configurations of syllables 
occurring before the nuclear word (the heads) 
and those occurring after it (the tails). The 
three nuclear tunes are employed in diverse 
sentence types: falling melodies are used in 
assertions, commands, and exclamations; rising 

melodies are used in WH-questions and yes/
no questions; and level contours are used in 
incomplete phrases, questions with alternative 
answers, and vocative exclamations. 

In Jordanian Arabic, Rammuny (1989) iden-
tifies (1) falling contours, which start from high 
or mid and subsequently fall to low; (2) rising 
contours, which start from low and then rise to 
mid or high; (3) level contours, which start and 
remain either high or mid in the pitch range; (4) 
rising-falling contours, which start from low, 
then rise to high or mid level, then fall back 
to low; and (5) rising-falling-rising contours. 
Investigating the same dialect, De Jong and 
Zawaydeh (1999) describe four major tunes 
occurring in single-word intonational phrases: 
(1) a rising-falling tune, which is realized as an 
F0 peak followed by a subsequent fall at the 
right edge of the utterance, indicating general 
statements; (2) a rising tune, which is generally 
produced as a rising pitch configuration begin-
ning with either low or high pitch, and indicating 
question tunes; (3) a rise-plateau tune, which is 
composed of an F0 peak followed by a high 
plateau extending until the end of the utterance, 
and indicating incompleteness; and (4) a rising-
falling-rising tune, which shows a similar F0 
peak followed by a fall and a subsequent rise at 
the right edge of the utterance, and may be used 
in question forms. 

For the Kuwaiti dialect and for utterances 
containing a single nucleus, Alharbi (1991) 
proposes a set of falling, rising, and level simple 
nuclear tunes – tunes occurring across utterances 
displaying a single nucleus and unidirectional 
pitch movement, and falling-rising and rising-
falling complex tones – tunes occurring across 
utterances containing a single nucleus and 
bidirectional pitch movement. Alharbi notes 
that the final pitch movement following the 
nucleus constitutes the most important pitch 
movement in an utterance. 

The Autosegmental-Metrical analysis of 
Lebanese Arabic (Chahal 2001) identifies (1) 
declarative tunes, which show a falling con-
figuration at the edges of phrases, taking the 
shape of a ‘pointed hat’ or a ‘flat hat’ (‘t Hart 
a.o. 1990), and indicating neutral statements; 
(2) question tunes, which consist of a high 
rising edge configuration usually preceded by 
low pitch occurring on the nuclear-accented 
syllable and which are used in yes/no question 
forms; (3) plateau tunes, which illustrate a high 

 intonation

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



398

plateau extending from the nuclear accent to 
the edge of the intonational phrase and which 
indicate an unmarked type of incompleteness; 
(4) marked continuation tunes, which consist of 
a falling-rising edge and indicate a marked type 
of continuation; and (5) downstepped or styl-
ized plateau tunes, consisting of a plateau the 
elbow of which is realized in the middle of the 
speaker’s range (it is downstepped), and which 
conveys a sense of polite and mild reproach. 

Figure 1 schematizes the various nuclear 
tunes found for different dialects of Arabic.

In order to account for tunes found in par-
ticular dialects of Arabic, certain Autosegmental-
Metrical studies posit a tonal inventory for the 
pitch accents and edge tones composing these 
tunes. For example, De Jong and Zawaydeh 
(1999) find that Jordanian Arabic tonal 
patterns may be explained in terms of a pitch-
accent inventory that includes a high and a low 
monotonal pitch accent (H* and L*) and a 
bitonal pitch accent, composed of a low tonal 
target that occurs within the bounds of the 
associated syllable and is preceded by high-level 
pitch (H+L*). The tonal inventory also includes 
a high and a low phrase accent (H- and L-) 
and a high and a low boundary tone (H% and 
L%).

The proposed model for Lebanese Arabic 
(Chahal 2001) posits a tonal inventory composed 
of six pitch-accent types (H*, L+H*, L*, !H*, 
L+!H*, and H+!H*), three phrase-accent types 
(H-, L-, and !H-), and two boundary tones 
(L% and H%). Like Jordanian Arabic, pitch 
accents in Lebanese Arabic may be bitonal. 
However, it is the rightmost tone that associates 
with the accented syllable in this dialect. High 
pitch accents and phrase accents (!H* and !H-) 
may be affected by downstep, a local tonal-
implementation rule that considerably lowers 
the pitch range of these high tones. Boundary 
tones are affected by upstep, another tonal-
realizational rule, which raises the F0 value of 
boundary tones following H- phrase accents. 
Upstep accounts for the existence of high-
rising boundary configurations and the lack of 
rise-fall boundaries in this dialect (similar to 
American English). L% tones are optionally 
affected by final lowering effects. 

Figure 2 provides a tonal representation of 
the intonation of an Arabic utterance using the 
Lebanese Arabic inventory. It also represents 
the association of tonal targets with their rele-
vant prominence and phrasal constituents, con-
ventionally using prominence grids and metrical 
trees.

  intonation 

(a) Pitch contours for Standard Arabic (Haydar and Mrayati 1985; Kharrat 1994)
(b) Pitch contours for Syrian Arabic (Corvetto 1982)
(c) Pitch contours for Jordanian Arabic (Rammuny 1989)
(d) Pitch contours for Jordanian Arabic (De Jong and Zawaydeh 1999)
(e) Pitch contours for Kuwaiti Arabic (Alharbi 1991)
(f) Pitch contours for Lebanese Arabic (Chahal 2001)
Dotted lines indicate optional pitch configurations.

a

c

e

b

d

f

Figure 1. Schematization of the various nuclear tunes found for different dialects of Arabic
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The utterance in Figure 2 is produced as two 
intermediate phrases within a single intonational 
phrase. In the first intermediate phrases, /muna/ 
and /lama/ are pitch accented, and in the second, 
/lima/ is accented. The intonational structure 
of the utterance is: H* H* H- H* L-L%. In 
the prominence grid, square brackets indicate 
intermediate phrase boundaries.

5 .  C o m p a r a t i v e  s t u d i e s

A small body of work on Arabic intonation is 
comparative in nature, delineating similarities 
and differences between the intonation of Arabic 
and that of the English language. El-Hassan 
(1988), for instance, compares the intonation 
of questions in Standard Arabic with English 
counterparts. The author finds that in WH-
questions, both languages predominantly use 
a falling nuclear melody. However, whereas in 
English a low fall is interpreted as hostile and 
a high fall as brisk and business-like, in Arabic 
a low fall represents an ordinary question, with 
no connotations of hostility, while a high fall 
suggests a high degree of interest verging on 
objection and disbelief. In yes/no questions, 

El-Hassan finds that both Arabic and English 
usually employ a rising tune. But he argues that 
English uses a variety of falling melodies (such 
as falling tunes in rejoinders and tag questions, 
and rise-fall tunes) that are alien to Arabic yes/
no questions.

In a comparison of Lebanese Arabic with 
American English (Chahal 2001), it was found 
that while mid-scaled (or downstepped) plateau 
contours occur in both languages, in English 
they are characteristic of stylized calling con-
tours (Ladd 1978), whereas in Lebanese Arabic 
they denote statements conveying a sense of 
mild reproach. Also, whereas incompleteness is 
indicated by falling-rising tunes in English, in 
Lebanese Arabic it is indicated by plateau tunes. 
Phonotactically, both English and Lebanese 
Arabic require similar rules of association of 
pitch accents to lexically stressed syllables, and 
nuclear accents to right-most positions. 

One phonotactic difference between the two 
languages, however, is that L* and H* are 
restricted in distribution in rising phrase-final 
syllables in Lebanese Arabic (i.e., they do not 
occur in such phrasal contexts), whereas they 
do not show such distributional constraints 

 intonation

Intonational phrase          IP

Intermediate phrase                            iP                              iP

Prosodic word                 Pw             Pw          Pw                           Pw

Syllable                       s        w       s       w          s       w     w          s        w

Segmental tier              mu    na     ™a      met      la      ma          min       li        ma

Tonal tier                    H*                                 H*    H-                       H*             L-     L%

Nuclear accent [ x ] [ x ]

Pitch accent   X x x

Lexical stress   X x x x

Syllable   X x x x x x x x x

Utterance  mu na ™a met la ma men li ma

Figure 2. A representation of the intonation and prosodic hierarchy of Lebanese Arabic, illustrated 
for the utterance /muna ™amet lama min lima/ ‘Muna protected a llama from Lima’ 
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in English. As for phonological contrasts, it 
was found that whereas English contrasts left-
headed vs. right-headed bitonals (e.g. H*+L and 
L*+H and H+L* vs. L+H*), bitonal accents in 
Arabic do not show such contrasts, as they 
are all right-headed. Also, English displays a 
categorical contrast dependent on the phonetic 
alignment of one tone within the boundaries 
of the accented syllable (e.g. L+H* vs. L*+H), 
while no evidence for such contrast is found in 
Lebanese Arabic.

6 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Based on the above literature, it is found that 
Arabic falls within the typology of intonational 
languages where the linguistic usage of pitch 
applies at the level of the utterance as a whole. 
Arabic thus differs from languages such as 
Mandarin Chinese, where tone is used lexically. 
Pitch in Arabic also carries out both prominence 
and grouping functions. Certain tonal events 
associate with lexically stressed syllables, 
thereby contributing to the relative prominence 
hierarchy of the language. Other tones demar-
cate the right edge of certain intonational bound-
aries occurring in the constituency hierarchy of 
the language. Arabic is thus similar to languages 
such as English and Dutch, which carry out 
these functions, and is dissimilar to languages 
like French or Korean, where pitch is seen to 
fulfill a purely delimitative function. Related 
to the prominence-enhancing function is the 
classification of Arabic as a stress-accent lan-
guage; intonationally assigned prominence pat-
terns in the language demonstrate nontonal 
stress cues. 

The by-product of the combination of 
prominence and edge tone types is a tune 
that gives the utterance additional meaning 
not predicted by that of the text. Three basic 
contours are shared by all dialects of Arabic: 
falling, rising, and level or plateau contours. 
Additional tunes may be found, depending on 
the particular dialect examined. While formally 
these tunes occur in other languages, such as 
English, they may differ in the meanings they con-
vey, in the phonotactic constraints they follow, 
and in the phonological contrasts they display.
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Dana Chahal (University of Balamand)

±I≠ràb

The verb ±a≠raba, from which the term ±i≠ràb 
is derived, means ‘to use good Arabic style, to 
express one’s mind clearly, to make known’ 
and, in a technical sense, ‘to pronounce the 
final short vowels of a word’, hence the usual 
translation of ±i≠ràb as ‘declension’. The ±i≠ràb 
is the main distinctive feature of the ≠arabiyya, 
the language used by the Arabs of the desert, 
and in particular the form of expression of 
the oldest poetry, transmitted by the ruwàt 
‘reciters’ of certain trustworthy Bedouin tribes. 
It is usually regarded as a synonym of bayàn 
‘clear expression’ (e.g. Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 91; cf. 
Carter 1981:34).

The explanations given concerning the 
original meaning of this word show its central 
place in Arab grammar. Arabic sources date 
its first appearance to the beginnings of Arab 
linguistic activities, specifically to ±Abù l-
±Aswad ad-Du±alì, the putative father of Arab 
grammar (Suyù†ì, Tu™fa 49). Reportedly, he 
was persuaded to write a grammar of Arabic 

when he heard someone reciting Q. 9/3 with 
a faulty ±i≠ràb ending (±Abù †-¢ayyib, Maràtib 
24–29). Different sayings recommending 
the use of ±i≠ràb are attributed to prominent 
persons, among them for instance the 8th-
century jurist Màlik ibn ±Anas, who said: 
“±I≠ràb is the jewelry of your tongue, so do not 
deprive your tongue of its jewelry” (Zubaydì, 
¢abaqàt 13 al-±i≠ràb ™aly al-lisàn fa-là tamna≠ù 
±alsinatakum ™alyahà). Versteegh (1977:61ff.) 
following Merx (1889:56–62) argued that, not-
withstanding their different technical meanings, 
±i≠ràb is a calque of the Greek term hellènismós, 
but this is rather improbable in view of the 
occurrence of the term ±i≠ràb in one of the 
earliest Qur±ànic commentaries, Mu™ammad 
al-Kalbì’s (d. 146/763) Tafsìr, where it has 
the sense of ‘speaking Arabic correctly as a 
Bedouin’ (Versteegh 1993:127–128). This 
obviates the need for an explanation in terms 
of foreign origin.

The emphasis placed by the Arabic gram-
marians on the correct use of the case endings 
shows that its original function had become 
obscured by the 8th century, or even by 
the end of the 7th century, if we give some 
credit to the traditions about ±Abù l-±Aswad. 
Vollers (1906:169) maintains that the use of 
declensional endings (±i≠ràb) had died out by 
600 C.E. from spoken Arabic. In combination 
with the presence of alternating endings in the 
corpus of ¤ kalàm studied by the grammarians 
(including Qur±àn and poetry), this explains the 
central position of ±i≠ràb in Arabic grammar. 
It also accounts for the fact that grammarians 
accept that in a given construction different 
±i≠ràb endings of a word may be found; if one of 
the alternatives is favored, for instance because 
of theological considerations, this ending is 
then explained painstakingly (cf. Dévényi 1987–
1988:201). Such an approach would have been 
impossible if the endings still functioned as real 
case markers.

The central place of ±i≠ràb became even more 
conspicuous in shorter grammatical treatises 
written by later grammarians. Even in a very 
late author like the 19th-century Nàßif al-Yàzijì, 
we find the following definition: “Grammar is 
the discipline by which the states of the endings 
of the words are known regarding ±i≠ràb and 
binà±” (Faßl 94 an-na™w ≠ilm tu≠rafu bihi ±a™wàl 
±awàxir al-kalim min jihat al-±i≠ràb wa-l-binà±). 
A series of present-day works announce the 
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central role of ±i≠ràb already in their titles, e.g. 
Qàmùs al-±i≠ràb (al-±Asmar 1986).

±I≠ràb is regarded as an essential characteris-
tic of Arabic, or more precisely of kalàm. It is 
dealt with by na™w ‘grammar’ or ‘syntax’, and 
in this sense it is contrasted with ¤ ßarf/taßrìf, 
which deals with morphological and phono-
logical changes in the declension of nouns and 
the conjugation of verbs, whereas ±i≠ràb deals 
with syntactic changes. Changes in person and 
number are not part of ±i≠ràb.

The term ±i≠ràb is used first of all for the 
short vowel endings, which alternate according 
to the underlying rules of the language. These 
changes were generally regarded as correlating 
with syntactic functions. The task of the 8th-
century grammarians was to reveal the causes 
and circumstances of these changes, to find 
satisfactory explanations for ±i≠ràb on the basis 
of the vast corpus that was partly collected 
by the philologists and partly memorized by 
the transmitters. The raison d’être of Arabic 
grammarians was to sort out this corpus and 
state the rules governing the short vowel endings. 
Their task did not consist in deciding whether 
in a given line of poetry a word should have an 
-a or an -u ending, or both, but in explaining 
each alternative. Al-Farrà±’s explanations in his 
Ma≠ànì l-Qur±àn typically contain such phrases 
as: if it ends in -u, there are three ways (wajh) 
of explanation; if it ends in -a, there are also 
three ways of explanation, and if there is a 
reading with an -i ending, there are also three 
ways. The meaning of the expression was not 
necessarily at stake here, but often remained the 
same in all alternatives.

During the early period of Islamic civili-
zation, possibly during the 7th century, two 
sets of labels had been established for the 
three short vowels (¤ ™arakàt) that were not 
expressed in script: for -u, raf ≠ and ∂amm 
were used; for -a, naßb and fat™; for -i, jarr (or 
xaf∂) and kasr; and for the lack of a vowel, the 
terms jazm and waqf (later sukùn) were used. 
Both sets were still used indiscriminately for 
final and non-final vowels by al-Farrà± (Owens 
1990:159), and even by al-Xalìl, Sìbawayhi’s 
teacher (Talmon 1997:194–197), and in a few 
cases by Sibawayhi himself (Talmon 2003:239–
244). The names for the various endings, 
whether declensional or non-declensional, pos-
sibly derive from Syriac grammar (Versteegh 
1995:159–162; ¤ ™araka).

This lack of distinction between declensional 
and non-declensional endings disappeared 
with Sìbawayhi’s innovatory approach to the 
analysis of language. The second chapter of 
his Kitàb (Bàb majàrì ±awàxir al-kalim min al-
≠arabiyya ‘Chapter on the ending of words in 
Arabic’) is dedicated to the definition of ±i≠ràb 
and its counterpart, ¤ binà±. Sìbawayhi divides 
the three short vowel endings and the zero 
morpheme (-u, -a, -i, -0) into two sets of four 
endings, one for ±i≠ràb endings (raf ≠, jarr, naßb, 
jazm) and the other for binà± endings (∂amm, 
fat™, kasr, waqf). His innovation consisted 
in assigning to the members of the former set 
(raf ≠, naßb, jarr, jazm) a syntactic status, while 
the latter set served as the names for short 
vowels both in non-final position and in those 
endings that did not change (binà±).

As the next step, the grammarians identified 
other endings – long vowels and consonants, 
expressed in Arabic script by letters (™urùf) – as 
being analogically similar to the short vowels. 
This applied, for instance, to the declension 
of words like ±abun ‘father’ (±abù-ka, ±abì-
ka, ±abà-ka); their endings contained a short 
vowel accompanied by a glide (/uw/, /iy/, /a''/) 
and could be analyzed as having a partly 
consonantal ending. Likewise, in the plural 
endings -ùna/-ìna and the dual endings -àni/-
ayni, some grammarians posited a declension 
by means of consonants (cf. Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 72–
75; Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 6–18). Thus, the terms 
used for the short vowel ±i≠ràb endings were 
expanded to cover these consonants as well, 
although the short vowels remained the basic 
and primary (±aßl, ±awwal) ±i≠ràb markers.

Already in the Kitàb, a further step was made 
to expand ±i≠ràb to cases where no material 
marker at all was present. The method used by 
the grammarians to establish the declensional 
status in such cases was the restitution of the 
underlying structure (¤ taqdìr); this became 
one of the most important tools of linguistic 
analysis. If a whole phrase or even clause is 
used in a place where originally a single word 
occurred with a definite ±i≠ràb category, this 
phrase would be considered as having implicitly 
the same ±i≠ràb category. In this way, even 
clauses could be said to be in raf ≠, although 
originally this term was reserved for words 
having the ending -u.

Sìbawayhi not only distinguished between 
declensional and non-declensional endings, he 
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also explained the declension as the result of 
the action (¤ ≠amal) of another word. The usual 
definition of ±i≠ràb in medieval Arabic grammars 
runs as follows: “±I≠ràb is the alteration of the 
endings of a word because of the variation of 
the regents entering upon it, either verbally or 
implicitly” (al-±i≠ràb taÿyìr ±awàxir al-kalim li-
xtilàf al-≠awàmil ad-dàxila ≠alayhà lafÚan ±aw 
taqdìran; Ibn ±âjurrùm, Muqaddima, Chap. 2; 
see Carter 1981:34). In this definition, taÿyìr 
‘alteration’ is the most important element, 
since without alteration there is no ±i≠ràb. 
What does not change is called binà± and is 
less problematic because there is no need for 
seeking the ways and causes of its variants. But 
the definition also introduces the cause of the 
alteration, which was found in the ‘regents’ or 
‘operators’ (≠awàmil) that operate on the words 
with ±i≠ràb. Finding and explaining these regents 
became one of the central preoccupations of the 
grammarians to such an extent that Arabic 
grammar almost became identified as ≠ilm al-
≠awàmil ‘the study of the regents’, and the 
regents sometimes seem to be more important 
than the ±i≠ràb endings themselves. Yet, this is 
not quite true. Arabic grammar had started as 
the study of ±i≠ràb, and these endings remained 
its main focus throughout its history. As al-
±Ardabìlì (d. 617/1220), the commentator of az-
Zamaxšarì’s (d. 538/1144) ±Unmù≈aj (3) puts 
it: “The purpose of [grammar] is [to acquire] 
the knowledge of ±i≠ràb” (al-ÿara∂ minhu 
ma≠rifat al-±i≠ràb). The study of regents was part 
of linguistic theory, while the ±i≠ràb endings 
were regarded as legitimized by the speakers 
themselves. Grammarians who did not recog-
nize the limits of their theorizing are criticized 
by Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 157.12) when he says 
that one or the other form or phrase is only the 
result of a linguistic rule but is not acknowledged 
by informants of the ≠arabiyya: “This is [only 
the grammarians’] example, but not used in 
the speech [of the Arabs]” (fa-hà≈à tamμìl wa-
làkinnahu lam yusta≠mal fì l-kalàm).

In the long history of Arabic grammar writing, 
surprisingly few alternatives have been brought 
forward to the theory of ±i≠ràb and ≠awàmil. 
One grammarian who voiced a different opinion 
concerning the status and origin of ±i≠ràb endings 
was Sìbawayhi’s student Qu†rub (d. 206/821). 
He maintained that different ±i≠ràb endings are 
not used to indicate different meanings (lam 
yu≠rab al-kalàm li-d-dalàla ≠alà l-ma≠ànì wa-l-

farq bayna ba≠∂ihà wa-ba≠∂) and do not correlate 
with the action of a regent, but their function is 
to ensure the alternation of vowelless consonants 
and consonants with a vowel (Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 
70–71; cf. Versteegh 1981:407–408).

Another alternative to the theory of ≠awàmil 
explains the ±i≠ràb endings by proximity (≠alà 
l-jiwàr). Although this explanation has not 
gained prominence, it is present throughout the 
history of Arabic grammar as a less speculative 
and more descriptive way of explanation (see 
e.g. Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß III, 218–227, Chap. 
147 Bàb al-jiwàr; cf. Dévényi 1987–1988). An 
example of this principle is when an attribute 
to the first member of an ±i∂àfa attracts the 
genitive ending of the second member, e.g. 
nasja al-≠ankabùti l-murmali ‘the fabric [acc.] 
of the spider [gen.], the woven [gen.]’ (Ibn 
Jinnì, Xaßà±iß III, 221.2).

The term ±i≠ràb is characteristic of Arabic 
grammar and does not lend itself easily to 
identification with any European grammatical 
term or expression. Rabin (1969:190) has drawn 
attention to the fact that a forced correspond-
ence between Indo-European and Semitic case 
endings might lead to a false interpretation of 
these endings. His reevaluation of the Semitic 
system led him to the reconstruction of an 
original system of case endings (1969:201). The 
most fundamental difference between Arabic 
±i≠ràb and Indo-European declension is that 
±i≠ràb covers both nominal and verbal endings, 
so that the notion of raf ≠ ‘-u ending, nominative’ 
is applied to the -u ending of both nouns 
and (imperfect) verbs (i.e. both the ‘nominative 
case’ and the ‘indicative mood’). Whereas 
nouns possess ±i≠ràb by nature (¤ ±aßl), verbs 
acquire it only by their similarity (mu∂àra≠a) 
to the nouns. This resemblance is found in the 
imperfect verb because it can be used in some 
of the syntactic contexts in which a noun can 
be used, as in ±inna zaydan la-yaktubu/±inna 
zaydan la-kàtibun ‘Zayd is writing’ (¤ mà∂ì/
mu∂àri≠).

The notion of ‘resemblance’ also plays a role 
in the nominal declension. Nouns are called 
munßarif when they receive all ±i≠ràb endings, 
including the ¤ tanwìn; those nouns that lose 
part of their ±i≠ràb (the so-called diptotic nouns; 
¤ diptosis) are called ÿayr munßarif. These 
nouns resemble verbs or particles because of 
their phonological shape (e.g. a proper name 
like yazìd which looks like an imperfect verb), 
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and for that reason they lose (part) of their 
±i≠ràb. Note that the term munßarif is of the same 
root as ¤ ßarf ‘morphology’ and taßrìf al-±af ≠àl 
‘conjugation of verbs’, which have nothing to 
do with ±i≠ràb, according to the grammarians. 
On the concepts behind Sìbawayhi’s theoretical 
system with special regard to ±i≠ràb and binà±, 
see Baalbaki (1990).

The ±i≠ràb endings that express the syntactic 
functions do not always have the same phonetic 
shape. In nouns, the ‘declension by means of 
consonants’ was mentioned above; in verbs, on 
the analogy of yaktubu (raf ≠), yaktuba (naßb), 
yaktub (jazm), a similar series may be modeled 
from verbal forms ending in consonants: 
taktubìna (raf ≠), taktubì (naßb, jazm). Whether 
or not the endings apart from a syntactic 
function also stand for an underlying meaning 
is controversial (cf. Ermers 1999:170ff.). In 
the case of phrases or clauses having a certain 
syntactic function, their ±i≠ràb status is implicit 
and acquired by analogy. In the nominal sen-
tence zaydun qà±imun ‘Zayd is standing’, for 
instance, the nominal predicate (xabar) qà±imun 
‘standing’ is in raf ≠, so when a whole clause 
occupies its place it will also be designated as 
raf ≠. In zaydun qàma ±abùhu ‘Zayd, his father 
stood up’, the clause qàma ±abùhu acquires raf ≠, 
implicitly (taqdìran), without having an explicit 
formal marker. Inside this clause, ±abùhu ‘his 
father’ is also in raf ≠, because it is the agent of 
the verb. In these constructions, the assignment 
of a case is purely formal and does not correlate 
with any underlying ‘meaning’. According to 
az-Zamaxšarì (Mufaßßal 10.19ff.), the endings 
of the noun indicate a ¤ ma≠nà ‘meaning’ (kull 
wà™id minhà ≠alam ≠alà ma≠nan); in (imperfect) 
verbs, on the other hand, the endings are 
again purely formal and do not stand for any 
meaning (Mufaßßal 109.8ff.: wa-laysat hà≈ihi 
l-wujùh bi-±a≠làm ≠alà ma≠ànin ka-wujùh ±i≠ràb 
al±ism).

±I≠ràb and binà± are an integral part of the 
structure of language and cannot exist outside 
of a context. An individual word is deprived 
of any endings, al-±Ardabìlì (±Unmù≈aj 3) says: 
“±I≠ràb and binà± cannot exist without entering 
into a syntactic structure that only exists in the 
[intended] speech [i.e. al-≠arabiyya]” (al-±i≠ràb 
wa-l-binà± là yùjadu ±illà fìmà yaqa≠u fì t-tarkìb 
al-±isnàdì alla≈ì là yùjadu ±illà fì l-kalàm). This 
is the reason why grammars always exemplify 
±i≠ràb endings in context: zaydun mun†aliqun, 

ra±aytu zaydan, marartu bi-zaydin ‘Zayd is dep-
arting; I saw Zayd; I passed by Zayd’ for the 
nominative, accusative, and genitive cases, res-
pectively.

The strict relation between ¤ kalàm and 
±i≠ràb is exemplified very well by the discussion 
on the priority of the one over the other, best 
summed up by az-Zajjàji (±î∂à™ 67). According 
to one view, the kalàm has precedence over 
the ±i≠ràb, since we see kalàm without ±i≠ràb 
endings: zayd wa-mu™ammad has the same 
meaning with and without ±i≠ràb, and the two 
words remain nouns. According to other views, 
however, it is only ±i≠ràb that makes kalàm what 
it is, since kalàm always has a composite nature 
and a compound cannot do without ±i≠ràb.

Short vowel endings, both those of ±i≠ràb 
and binà±, may be dropped in pause (waqf ). 
This shows that a fundamental difference exists 
between ±i≠ràb with ™araka and ±i≠ràb with 
™arf in spite of their being brought together in 
common categories. At the same time, there are 
three different sets of ¤ pausal forms: pausal 
forms in prose, in poetry in qàfiya mu†laqa 
‘fettered rhyme’, and in qàfiya muqayyada ‘loose 
rhyme’. In poetic pause, there may occur more 
than simply the dropping of the vowels: ±i≠ràb 
endings may be shifted backward, resulting in 
bakur instead of bakru (ascribed by Ibn Jinnì, 
Xaßà±iß III, 220, to the working of jiwàr). If 
the same phenomenon occurs inside the line, 
it is called ∂arùra (¤ poetic license). For the 
first exposition on the qàfiya and waqf, see 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 507–508, Chap. 325; II, 
493ff., Chap. 306ff.). The best overview of 
pausal forms in European literature is still 
Birkeland (1940).

The preservation of the case endings in the 
spoken dialects in the 8th century and even 
earlier is a controversial issue. In contemporary 
dialects, instances of the use of ¤ tanwìn 
endings in some of the Bedouin dialects (¤ 
Najdi Arabic) are sometimes advanced as 
evidence of the preservation of the case system 
among the Bedouin. Yet, this misrepresents 
the nature of the ±i≠ràb in Classical Arabic 
grammar: if a word is supplied with one ending 
only, it cannot be taken as a sign of ±i≠ràb, since 
±i≠ràb means first of all the change of endings 
(cf. Ingham 1994:47–51). For a detailed study 
of the usage of ±i≠ràb in the various registers of 
Modern Standard Arabic, see Aamer (1980), 
describing the usage in Cairo.
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The special connection of ±i≠ràb with Arabic 
is often underlined by the Arabic grammarians. 
Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004), for instance, states 
that Arabic is the only language in which such 
a system of declensional endings governed by 
≠awàmil exists (Sà™ibì 42.6). A similar view is 
found in the descriptions of other languages 
within the framework of Arabic grammar. 
Grammarians of Turkic, for instance, hesitate 
to apply the notion of ±i≠ràb to the structure 
of Turkic and prefer to use instead the notion 
of ≠alàma, which in Arabic grammar usually 
means ‘marker’ of categories that are not 
affected by the action of an ≠àmil (Ermers 
1999:163). Ermers (1999:286–290) explains 
this hesitation to use the concept of ±i≠ràb by 
pointing out the difference between Arabic and 
Turkic morphology and syntax. The Turkic 
possessive construction, for instance, does not 
have the fixed relationship with an ≠àmil that 
exists in Arabic ±i≠ràb (¤ ±i∂àfa).
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Kinga Dévényi
(Corvinus University)

Iran

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

New ¤ Persian, including its most recent phase, 
Modern Persian, the official language of Iran 
and the main or second language of huge 
surrounding territories, has absorbed a large 
number of foreign words. These loanwords 
were borrowed from various northwestern and 
eastern Iranian dialects or from Western lan-
guages in the modern period, but the most 
effective and influential source was Arabic. Ara-
bic loanwords constitute more than 50 percent 
of the contemporary Persian vocabulary, and 
in elevated styles it may exceed even 80 percent 
(Pisowicz 1985). The reason for the presence 
of such a staggering number of loanwords goes 
back to the earliest period of Arabicization of 
the country in the 7th century. After the fall 
of the Sasanian empire, Arabic was introduced 
as the main language of administration, just as 
happened in all conquered territories (about the 
period of the conquests and their effects in Per-
sia, see Zarrìnkùb 1975). During the first centu-
ries of the Islamic period, Arabic remained the 
dominant language in administration, religion, 
theology, science, and culture.

There was, however, a crucial difference 
between Persia and other Islamic provinces 
with respect to the fate of the language origi-
nally spoken there. In Persia, the indigenous 
aristocracy remained an important factor; Per-
sian nobles (dihqàns) were put in charge of tax-
ation and held on to their influential position, 
even to the point that they collected taxes from 
Arab settlers, for instance, in the province of 
Khurasan. At first, the language of the Sasanian 
empire, Middle Persian, retained its original 
position as the administrative language, but this 
changed in the course of the first two centuries 
of Islam, when it was replaced by Arabic. All in 
all, both socially and politically the indigenous 

culture was more prestigious in Persia than was 
the case in other provinces.

Persian also remained in use as one of the 
vernacular languages in the new cities of the 
eastern Islamic empire, and the sources con-
tain many anecdotes about the Persian spoken 
in the streets of cities like Basra (e.g., Fück 
1955:12–18; Pellat 1953:128). During this 
period, many ¤ Persian loanwords were intro-
duced into Arabic and became an accepted part 
of the Classical Arabic lexicon. Yet, despite this 
survival of the colloquial language, the cultural 
role of Persian was diminished by the dominant 
position of Arabic, and no doubt many Persians 
became bilingual in Arabic and Persian or even 
switched to Arabic entirely. Some of the most 
important scholars of Arabo-Islamic culture 
had Persian as their mother tongue, among 
them the first grammarian of Arabic, Sìbawayhi 
(d. 177/793?), whose very name was Persian. 
But in spite of their Persian background, these 
scholars did not doubt the cultural and reli-
gious superiority of the Arabic language. Sìba-
wayhi hardly ever mentions his native language 
in the Kitàb, and a later grammarian, al-Fàrisì 
(d. 377/987), when asked about the Persian 
language, is said to have stated that Arabic 
surpassed it by far in elegance (lu†f; Ibn Jinnì, 
Xaßà±iß I, 243).

The spoken language of the Sasanian empire, 
Dari (Pàrsì-i Darì) never went out of use com-
pletely, but it remained a colloquial language 
because of the adoption of Arabic as a cultural 
language, even by Iranian intellectuals (Lazard 
1975). This changed with the emergence of Per-
sian poetry in Dari, in particular through the 
success of Firdawsì’s ”àhnàma. This New Per-
sian language became the preferred language 
of the court of the newly independent Iranian 
dynasties like the Samanids (10th century). 
After the fall of Baghdad in 1258, Arabic lost 
its foothold in the eastern provinces, and even-
tually New Persian (fàrsì) was adopted as the 
language of administration in the Seljuq period 
(11th century) and replaced Arabic entirely. 
This may have been caused in part by the rift 
between Shi≠is and Sunnis, and the introduction 
of Persian as the new language went hand in 
hand with the introduction of Shi≠ite Islam as 
the ‘national’ religion of Iran (Lazard 1975). 
Because of the role Persian missionaries played 
in the spread of Islam to the East, Persian also 
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became the main vehicle of the Islamic da≠wà 
in South Asia and Southeast Asia (¤ Urdu/Hin-
dustani; ¤ Indonesian/Malay).

Obviously, the original shift in status of the 
Persian language also had an impact on the 
influx of Arabic loanwords, and this did not 
change when it was reinstated as the language 
of culture and religion. The earliest loanwords 
began to penetrate New Persian in the 9th/10th 
centuries (20–30 percent), but their proportion 
increased heavily in the subsequent 11th/12th 
centuries (ca. 50 percent) and continued until 
quite recently. The majority of Arabic loan-
words were already incorporated into New 
Persian by the late 12th century and showed 
a remarkable stability until recently, as the 
statistics of Arabic loanwords based on sources 
of various styles, genres, and authors illustrate 
(see Moïnfar 1970; Skalmowski 1961; Koppe 
1959; Utas 1978; Lazard 1965; Telegdi 1974; 
Íàdiqì 1975; etc.). This large presence of Ara-
bic loanwords demonstrates that, by reason 
of rational, aesthetic, or religious motivation, 
the Iranians’ attitude toward the Arabic lan-
guage may be characterized as hospitable, as 
early and subsequent sources of Persian lit-
erature, lexicography, and science testify. For 
instance, the author of the Qàbùsnàma in the 
11th century, while treating the art of letter 
writing, says: “Do not write pure Parsi, for it 
is unpleasant” (translation Lazard 1993:27), 
and Shams-i Faxrì, the famous lexicographer, 
writes in the 14th century: “The word can be 
of two [kinds]: a strange Arabic word and a 
pearl-like Darì”. Further testimonies can also 
be found in the lexicographical literature, such 
as the Farhang-i Jahàngìrì in the 17th century, 
or £abìb Ißfahànì’s Dastùr-i suxan in the 19th 
century (see Jeremiás 2003, Sec. II “The impact 
of Arabic”). Even though the proportion of 
Arabic loanwords may vary according to age, 
genre, social context, or even idiolect, a Mod-
ern or Classical Persian style entirely deprived 
of Arabic loans is almost impossible, despite the 
purists’ reawakening movement over centuries 
(Koppe 1959:593).

This difference in treatment of loanwords can 
also be found in the attitude toward Arabic in 
modern Iran. In spite of the religious impor-
tance of Arabic, there is a certain ambivalence 
in the attitude toward the Arabs’ claim about 
the uniqueness of the language. Even within 
the Iranian clergy there seem to be differences, 

some religious leaders preferring to use Persian 
words while others always use Arabic words for 
certain fundamental concepts. Surprisingly, the 
word for ‘God’ is always Persian Xodà rather 
than Arabic Allàh. Whether or not a choice for 
Persian words reflects a political or ideologi-
cal attitude is difficult to say because no study 
has yet been made of the religious vocabulary. 
During the Iran-Iraq war, the friction between 
Arabs and Persians was not often alluded to in 
the propaganda, but the underlying tone often 
made clear that there was not much sympathy 
for the Arab monopoly on religious matters 
(Gieling 1999:85). Religious leaders in Iran 
resisted the opinion sometimes expressed in 
Iraqi war propaganda that Persians were not 
Muslims because the Qur ±àn had been revealed 
in Arabic. In reply, the ayatollah Khomeini 
stressed the universal character of Islam, rather 
than playing on Iranian nationalist feelings.

Most common believers in Iran, in spite of 
compulsory education in Arabic, are unable 
to read Arabic texts, let alone to conduct a 
conversation in Arabic. Arabic is not taught 
as a living language but purely as a means to 
learn passages from the Qur ±àn by heart (Ing-
ham 1994:104). This applies even to the clergy, 
although there are exceptions, usually because 
of contacts with Shi≠ite clerics in the holy cities 
of Karbala and Najaf in Iraq. Especially those 
among the religious establishment who had 
to flee the country during the shah’s regime 
and stayed in Iraq or other Arabic-speaking 
countries are fluent in Arabic. In their Fri-
day speeches, the religious leaders sometimes 
translate Qur±ànic verses into Persian (Gieling 
1999:93).

The situation is even more complicated 
because of the presence of an Arabic-speaking 
minority within the boundaries of Iran. In the 
province of ¤ Khuzistan (Arabic ≠Arabistàn), 
most people speak Arabic, but this dialect 
is not recognized as a minority language; to 
some extent, it is even suppressed because of 
a deep distrust on the part of the Iranian gov-
ernment, whether in the period of the shah or 
after the Islamic Revolution, toward the Arab 
neighbors. Because of the large-scale immigra-
tion of Persian families, the larger towns in 
Khuzistan have now become Persian-speaking, 
but in the countryside many people still speak 
(and dress) as Arabs (Ingham 1994:107–108). 
The younger generation grows up learning 
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Persian and speaking Arabic only as a colloquial 
language, with little prestige. Elsewhere in Iran, 
Arabic is spoken on the coast of the Persian 
Gulf in the region of Fars, and possibly also 
in the area of Gumbad-i Qabus in Khurasan 
(Ingham 1994:106), but not much information 
is available on these areas. Speakers of Arabic 
on the coast have regular trade relations with 
speakers of Arabic on the other side of the Gulf 
(Ingham 1994:112), which makes it easier for 
them to hold on to their language.

2 .  A r a b i c  l i n g u i s t i c 
i n f l u e n c e

Whatever the attitude toward Arabic, the influ-
ence of the Arabic language has always been a 
crucial factor in Modern Persian. The follow-
ing section deals with its influence on script, 
phonology, and morphosyntax, with special 
attention to the undeniable register differences 
in each domain.

2.1 Script

The linguistic influence of Arabic is most 
clearly detectable in the vocabulary of Persian, 
due to the huge number of Arabic lexical 
items, and somewhat less so in phonology and 
morphosyntax. But these are not the only fields 
where the impact of Arabic can be felt. The 
first step was obviously the script (¤ Arabic 
alphabet for other languages). After the Islamic 
conquest, New Persian, including its ancient 
and modern varieties (except ¤ Tajik in the 
20th century) in the larger Persian-speaking area 
(Iran, Afghanistan, and Central Asia), began to 
use a slightly modified Arabic script. This script 
has 32 letters, 28 taken over from Arabic and 
4 new letters supplied with three dots to denote 
Persian phonemes that are missing in Arabic: 
p چ ∑ ,پ, Δ ژ, and g َک = archaic ک (here, the 
letters g and k could have the independent 
form with hamza in it). However, there is 
no one-to-one correspondence between letters 
and consonantal phonemes in Persian because 
not all the Arabic letters distinguish phonemes 
in Persian; some of them were introduced 
mainly, though not exclusively, through Arabic 
loanwords, and (probably) gradually assimilated 
to the pronunciation of the Persian phonemes 
(see ظ ,ض ,ذ = /z/, ص ,ث = /s/, ط = /t/, ق ,غ = /ÿ/ 
or /q/, ح = /h/, ء ,ع = / ±/ or zero. Some of these 

letters (ق ,غ ,ط ,ص ,ث ,ذ) do occur in words 
of Persian origin as well as reflexes of earlier 
dialects (e.g. پن يرفتن pa≈ìruftan ‘to accept’), or 
they are due to the unfixed orthography (e.g. 
Tihràn ~ ¢ihràn). The new Perso-Arabic script 
as it is used today gained ground gradually by 
the 12th century, but some intricate problems 
of orthography have remained unsettled until 
recently (for details, see Horn 1898–1901:
I/2, 12; Lazard 1963, passim; Meier 1981:71; 
Hashabeiky 2005, passim). These difficulties 
derived mainly from the typological difference 
between the two languages: the Arabic script, 
being a Semitic alphabet, consists only of 
consonantal signs (™urùf), and the vowels are 
represented only partially and variously, that is, 
by certain consonantal letters (±alif, yà±, wàw), 
which serve to denote long vowels and vowel 
sequences called diphthongs, by orthographic 
devices (hamza, ±alif, etc.), and by optional 
superscript signs (fat™a, ∂amma, kasra, etc.). 
The Iranians, however, whose language is of 
an Indo-European type, in which the vowels 
and consonants are of equal value, introduced 
some innovations into the Semitic system – 
in addition to the newly invented letters – in 
order to adapt the script to the characteristics 
of the Persian language. For instance, the 
system of denoting word-final short vowels 
had gradually developed (partly following an 
already existing Arabic tradition), and word-
final -a, -u (Modern Persian -e, -o) came to be 
written by the so-called silent letters hà± or wàw 
(bayàn-i ™araka), e.g. <n±mh> = nàma (Modern 
Persian nàme) ‘book’, <tw> = tu (Modern 
Persian to) ‘you’ (for more details, see Jeremiás 
2003, V “Scripts”).

2.2 Phonology

Because of the impact of Arabic loanwords, the 
phonological inventory of Classical Persian was 
augmented with new phonemes as compared to 
Middle Persian. The most characteristic new 
phoneme is the glottal stop, which originated 
in two separate Arabic phonemes / ±/ and / ≠/, 
represented by the sign hamza and the letter 
≠ayn. In Modern Persian, the pronunciation of 
the Arabic-voiced pharyngeal / ≠/merged entirely 
with the glottal stop / ±/ (their phonemic status 
cannot be stated with certainty for the earlier 
stages), and its occurrence as a separate pho-
neme is restricted by both phonetic and social 
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factors: it is pronounced only in certain medial 
and final positions before or after consonants in 
careful speech (e.g. ma≠lùm > Modern Persian 
/ma±lum/ ‘known’; al-±àn > Modern Persian 
/al±àn/ ‘now’) or, rarely, in intervocalic posi-
tion in place of an etymological ≠ayn (e.g. sà≠at 
> /sà±at/ ‘hour’). In Modern Persian, however, 
there is a non-phonemic indigenous glottal 
articulation in a vocalic onset after a pause or 
between two consecutive vowels, represented 
by the signs hamza or ±alif , which may have 
helped the incorporation of the glottal stop 
into Persian (e.g. أمروز imrùz > Modern Persian 
/emruz/ > [πÆmruz] ‘today’, پائيز (or پاييز) pàìz > 
Modern Persian /pàiz/ > [pa1πiz] ‘autumn’). The 
appearance or disappearance of this phoneme 
with a compensatory lengthening of the preced-
ing vowel or consonant (e.g. ma≠lùm > Modern 
Persian /ma±lum/ > [ma1lum]) or its substitu-
tion with hiatus or an intrusive element such 
as y, or rarely h and w (e.g. Modern Persian 
/pàiz/ > [pa1πiz, pa1jiz] ‘autumn’ greatly varies 
according to register (see Pisowicz 1985, pas-
sim; Windfuhr 1979:139; Lazard 1992, passim; 
Jahani 2005). In the spoken register, the glottal 
stop as a phoneme does not occur at all (Lazard 
1992:12). Like the glottal stop, the uvular 
voiceless plosive /q/ became a separate pho-
neme in Classical Persian under the influence of 
Arabic (see its development in Modern Persian 
in Pisowicz 1985:42–47; Íàdiqì 1975).

2.3 Morphosyntax

Through loanwords, some grammatical ele-
ments of Arabic were also transmitted into 
Persian, especially in nominal morphology, such 
as regular and broken plurals, ±i∂àfa-structures, 
feminine gender, and gender agreement, but also 
in the creation of compounds and derivations. 
However, it is hard to decide whether these 
phenomena pass beyond pure lexical borrowings 
to function as creative linguistic rules that 
generate Arabicized structures. Occasionally, 
the latter could be the case, but the majority 
of constructions containing Arabic linguistic 
elements appear to involve lexical borrowing 
that has become integrated into the morphology 
of Persian to various extents (see Sec. 2.3.1, 
regarding plural formation of the noun). It is 
also true that the Arabic component of Persian 
has shown a great variety both historically 
and stylistically. Certain hybrid constructions 

containing both Arabic and Persian elements 
are used mainly, but not exclusively, in highly 
elevated style (occasionally they can evoke 
humorous or satiric effects), while others 
occur in the colloquial register in most cases. The 
productivity of the rules imported from Arabic 
is a matter of debate (Windfuhr 1979:80–83).

2.3.1 Plural formation
The plural formation of nouns exhibits the 
characteristic linguistic contribution brought 
about by Arabic loans. New Persian (Classical 
and Modern) uses two kinds of Persian plural 
markers: -hà (with all kinds of nouns) and 
-àn (with animate beings). In addition, many 
Arabic loans have preserved their original 
plural formation and, moreover, extended their 
use to words of Persian origin (sometimes in 
Persian garb as -jàt). This steadiness in use and 
the creativity of Arabic plural formation in 
producing doublets, sometimes with differing 
meanings, shows the deep and effective impact 
of Arabic, even though some of the Arabic 
plural forms were substituted by Persian plural 
formations or were kept as alternative (formal 
or colloquial) stylistic variants throughout the 
different periods of Persian. Among the types 
of Arabic plurals there are nouns with regular 
plural endings, such as -àt, (-jàt), -(ì)yàt, -ìn, 
-yùn (e.g. kalima ‘word’, pl. kalimàt; intixàb 
‘election’, pl. intixàb-àt; rubà≠ì ‘tetrastich’, pl. 
rubà≠ì-yàt; musàfir ‘traveler’, pl. musàfir-ìn; 
inqilàbì ‘revolutionary’, pl. inqilàbì-yùn), or 
nouns with irregular, broken plural (e.g. kitàb 
‘book’, pl. kutub; vazìr ‘minister’, pl. vuzarà, 
but also vazìr-hà, vazìr-àn). From among the 
plural markers, the morpheme -àt appears to 
be mostly accepted by Persian speakers: in 
the post-Classical formal language it began to 
appear with non-Arabic words as well (e.g. 
farmàyiš ‘order’, pl. farmàyiš-àt; dih ‘village’, 
pl. dih-àt ‘villages’ [see also dihàtì ‘villager’]; 
tiligràf/tilgiràf ‘telegraph’, pl. tiligràf-àt), but 
some of them are already attested in early 
sources (e.g. bàÿàt ‘gardens’ in the Safarnàma of 
Nàßir-i Xusraw in the 11th century). Its variant 
-jàt is used with Persian words (e.g. mìva-jàt 
‘fruits’), but there are some occurrences with 
words of Arabic origin (e.g. qal≠a-jàt ‘fortresses’ 
vs. qal≠a-hà, qilà≠) as well. The acceptance of 
the latter formation is disputed among men 
of letters: some allow the formation (-jàt) 
only with Persian words with a final vowel, 
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while others accept it only with foreign words. 
Modern writers have started, however, to use 
such plurals regularly. There are some Persian 
words that can be used with a double plural 
formation (Arabic -(j)àt and Persian -hà or 
-àn), and the nouns so produced can exhibit a 
semantic difference of genus (jins) vs. species 
(naw≠), e.g. rùznàma-jàt ‘the press, newspaper’ 
vs. rùznàma-hà ‘the various individual copies
of newspapers’. Sometimes, these doublets re-
present only various registers, e.g. farmàyiš-àt 
(vulgar) vs. farmàyiš-hà (cf. Haïm 1988, s.v.; 
but Íadrì Afšàr a.o. 2002, s.v., give the two 
plural forms without register specification), or 
dihàt-ì ‘villagers’ (vulgar; cf. Dihxudà 1999, 
s.v.). The plural marker of Arabic origin 
-ìyàt is attached to denote a special literary 
genre in most cases, e.g. pand ‘advice’, pl. 
pand-ìyàt ‘moral poems’. Broken plurals were 
widely used in Classical Persian and have 
been retained in modern formal style. Some 
words occurring with both regular Persian and 
Arabic (broken) plurals may display a semantic 
difference, according to some linguistic sources, 
e.g. ™arf ‘letter, particle, word, etc.’, pl. ™urùf 
‘letters’, ™arf-hà ‘particles’, etc. (for different 
views see Íadrì Afšàr a.o. 2002, s.v.; Anwarì 
and A™madì Gìwì 1999:II, 4), while others 
appear to signal only various registers, e.g. 
musàfir-ìn, musàfir-hà, musàfir-àn ‘travelers’; 
≠amala ‘workman’, pl. ≠amala-hà, ≠amala-jàt. 
Sometimes, Arabic broken plurals are further 
expanded by Persian plural markers, combining 
the two types of plural formation; these 
occur in very early sources of prose and poetry, 
e.g. malik ‘king’, pl. mulùk, mulùk-àn in 
Tarjuma-i tafsìr-i ¢abarì; kawkab ‘star’, pl. 
kawàkib, kawàkib-hà in Farruxì (see Anwarì 
and A™madì Gìwì 1999:II, 341 jam≠-i jam≠). In 
the latter case, the broken plural may be regarded 
as a singular noun (see Dihxudà 1999, s.v. a†ràf; 
but modern sources like Haïm 1988 and Íadrì 
Afšàr a.o. 2002 treat a†ràf as a plural). In 
the classical period, certain Persian words 
were reborrowed from Arabic with their 
broken plurals modeled on patterns of Arabic 
morphology (where they remain in use to date), 
such as farmàn ‘order’ and faràmìn ‘orders’; 
bustàn ‘garden’ and basàtìn ‘gardens’, etc. (see 
more details in Faršìdward 1988:151; Anwarì 
and A™madì Gìwì 1999:II, 87–93; Lazard 
1989:60–62).

2.3.2 Concordance
Gender is not marked in Persian morphologic-
ally, but via the transference of an Arabic 
syntactic rule of concord (mu†àbiqa(t)-i ßifat 
wa mawßùf), a certain type of ±i∂àfa-structure 
(adjectival modification) began to appear in 
early prose from the 12th century onward (e.g. 
in the „ahàr maqàla of NiΩàmì ≠Arù√ì (Arabic 
≠Arù∂ì), where a feminine noun or a broken 
plural was followed by an adjective supplied 
with the ending of the Arabic feminine -at 
(> Classical Persian -a, Modern Persian -e) in 
Persian (e.g. mulùk-i mà√iya ‘past kings’; see 
Bahàr 1958:II, 306–307). This construction 
occurred especially in the terminology of 
science (e.g. quwwa-i ™àfiΩa ‘retentive power’, 
quwwa-i darràka ‘perceptive power’, etc.), but 
structures of Persian type – without this gender 
concordance – were most commonly used (e.g. 
™awàs-i bà†in ‘internal senses’). In Modern 
Persian, however, these kinds of construction 
have begun to occur again with great frequency 
as translations of Western political terms (e.g. 
umùr-i xàrija ‘foreign affairs’), used in parallel 
with constructions of Persian type (e.g. umùr-i 
ijtimà≠ì ‘social affairs’; see Faršìdward 1988:24, 
155; Perry 1991:16). These adjectival phrases 
with the Arabic feminine concord rule seem to 
have been regarded as directly borrowed lexical 
units from Arabic rather than generated by a 
creative syntactic rule. On the other hand, the 
two constituents of the phrase are connected 
through a Persian i∂àfa-structure which signals 
their embedding into Persian morphosyntax, 
even though it has a marginal significance, due 
to its rare occurrence.

2.4 Word-formation (derivation and 
compounding)

2.4.1 Derivation
Some characteristic features of word-formations 
through derivation are the following. Nouns 
(abstract nouns in most cases) can be derived 
from words of Arabic or Persian origin with 
certain patterns or suffixes (sometimes with an 
uncertainty in vocalization) that do not exist in 
Arabic or, if they do exist, now convey a new 
meaning (e.g. ™ifàΩat ‘care, custody’, dixàlat/
daxàlat ‘interference; participation’, xijàlat/
xajàlat ‘shame’, etc.). The ending -ìyat creates 
abstract nouns from both Arabic (e.g. jam≠ 
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‘united [adj.]’ ⁄ jam≠ìyat ‘crowd’; see Telegdi 
1962:330, n. 15; Perry 1991:25–26) and 
Persian words (e.g. mard ‘man’ ⁄ mard-ìyat 
‘manliness [rare]’). Curiously, some Persian 
words create derivatives with certain patterns of 
Arabic morphology in addition to their regular 
Persian plural forms (e.g. nàzuk ‘tender’ ⁄ 
nàzukì ‘tenderness’ or nazàkat ‘id.’; see Dihxudà 
1999; Haïm 1988; Íadrì Afšàr a.o. 2002; 
Faršìdward 1988 ss.vv.; nard ‘backgammon’, 
narràd ‘backgammon player’; muhr ‘seal’, 
mamhùr ‘sealed’; see more details in Faršìdward 
1988:151–152, etc.). Some comparatives are 
derived by a double formation, and occasionally, 
the Arabic elative forms are further extended 
by the Persian suffixes of comparative degree 
-tar (e.g. awlà-tar ‘prior, better’, a≠lam-tar 
‘more/most learned [very formal]’, muhim(m) 
‘important’ ⁄ aham(m) ‘more/most important’ 
or muhim(m)-tar ‘more important’, muhim(m)-
tarìn ‘most important’; see Jazayery 1977:133). 
The abstract words and comparatives of the 
above formation mostly belong to a very formal 
style. Besides, one of the oldest ways of deriving 
Persian verbs was by way of adding the suffix 
-ìdan, -àndan to Arabic ism-forms, e.g. fahm 
‘comprehension’ ⁄ fahm-ìdan ‘to comprehend’ 
or fahm-àndan ‘to cause to comprehend 
[causative]’. However, this synthetic method 
was gradually replaced by the more popular 
analytical method of creating new verbal forms 
by compounding (see below, Sec. 2.4.2).

The Arabic accusative forms with tanwìn, 
generally used in Persian as adverbs, belong 
to the oldest layer of Arabic loans (e.g. ≠amd-
an ‘intentionally’, ™aqq-an ‘justly’). Their 
proliferation began from the 12th century 
onward, and they integrated into Persian 
vocabulary to the extent that Persian words (and 
also Western loans) were derived analogically 
by the suffixation of the morpheme -an (e.g. 
jàn-an ‘wholeheartedly’, nà∑àr-an ‘helplessly’, 
in addition to the adverbs of Arabic origin that 
are not used in Arabic (e.g. aksar-an ‘mostly’). 
In Modern Persian they are widely used in every 
register (e.g. taqrìb-an ‘approximately’, kàmil-
an ‘completely’; see Faršìdward 1988:152–154), 
even though these forms are not recommended 
by purists.

2.4.2 Compounding (word-compound, 
phrasal-compound)
Compounding was one of the most developed 
procedures of enlarging vocabulary with Arabic 

loans in New Persian. Its capability for forming 
compounds made the indigenous grammarians 
consider Persian to be a ‘compounding language’ 
(zabàn-i tarkìbì) and Arabic a ‘derivational 
language’ (zabàn-i ištiqàqì). This process created 
word-compounds and phrasal-compounds by 
combining two (or, rarely, more) base forms 
(also called free morphemes), but the distinction 
between them cannot always be established 
clearly. These compounds are of a heterogeneous 
nature, representing various types according to 
the syntactic and semantic relations between 
their constituents, according to the word class 
of the constituents, and according to the word 
class produced by composition. Constituents 
of Arabic origin appear in every kind of old 
and new compounds from the early beginning 
of New Persian, substituting Arabic loans for 
the Persian elements of old compounds or 
creating new compounds modeled on Persian 
patterns. There are various types of compounds 
(nouns or adjectives in most cases), where the 
first or the second constituent or sometimes 
both constituents are of Arabic origin. Some 
compounds are made up of two nominal parts, 
e.g. dawlat-xàna ‘wealth [Arabic]’ + ‘house 
[Persian]’ ⁄ ‘(your) house [polite]’, kutàh-
naΩar ‘short [Persian]’ + ‘mind [Arabic]’ ⁄ 

‘narrow-minded’, kam-≠aql ‘few [Persian]’ + 
‘mind [Arabic]’ ⁄ ‘foolish’, nàqis-≠aql ‘defective 
[Arabic]’ + ‘mind [Arabic]’ ⁄ ‘foolish’. The 
latter represents the Persianized form of the 
well-known Arabic structure called ±i∂àfa 
taqdìriyya (e.g. nàqiß ul-≠aql), which abounded 
in Persian formal style (e.g. zàyid ul-waßf 
‘beyond description’).

Another common type of verbal compound 
consists of an Arabic ism followed by a Persian 
verbal stem (past or present) whose relation 
is equivalent to a verb and an object (or 
another verbal complement); the compounds 
so produced can have active or passive (if the 
second constituent is the past stem) meaning. 
The Persian verb-stems that can appear in such 
compounds are àlùd- (⁄ àlùdan ‘to soil’), šinàs- 
(⁄ šinàxtan ‘to know’), àrà(y)- (⁄ àràstan 
‘to decorate, adorn’), gùy- (⁄ guftan ‘to say’), 
xwàh- (⁄ xwàstan ‘to wish’ ), etc., e.g. xàk-àlùd 
or xàk-àlùda ‘earth-soiled ⁄ earthy, dusty’, 
™aqq-šinàs ‘justice (duty)-knowing ⁄ grateful’, 
≠àlam- àrà(y) ‘world-adorning’, saj≠-gù(y) ≠saj 
‘-saying’ ⁄ ‘who uses rhyme in prose’ ⁄ 
‘rhymer’, maßla™at-xwàh, ‘benevolence-seeking’ 
⁄ ‘well-wishing’. The old type of compounds 
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that combined an adjective and a noun produced 
an adejctival compound, such as xujasta-pày or 
xujasta-qadam ‘blessed [Persian]’ + ‘foot(step) 
[Persian or Arabic]’ ⁄ ‘of blessed foot(step)’ (see 
Utas 1978:138). This type shows the possibility 
of selecting either a Persian or an Arabic word 
for constructing the same compound (see 
Lazard 1992:261–292).

The phrasal compounds originating as 
syntactic phrases are not simple loanwords: 
sometimes it is hard to establish the distinction 
between regularly used syntactic constructions 
held together by stress and intonation and 
lexicalized, ‘fossilized’ compounds. The com–
pound verbs (also called ‘verbal phrases’) 
constitute the largest group of these phrasal 
compounds, which may appear as single 
lexemes or occasionally as syntactic groups. 
Their behavior differs according to historical 
stages, stylistic levels, dialects, or idiolects. 
Historically, the possibility of constructing this 
type of compound facilitated the infiltration 
of the majority of Arabic loans from the 
first centuries of the Islamic period. This 
heterogeneous group, including very peculiar 
verbal constructions, consists of two or more 
lexemes combined with the ‘base’ verb. The 
most common type is formed with verbs of 
exclusively Persian origin that serve as a kind 
of auxiliary, such as kardan ‘to do’, zadan 
‘to cut’, dàdan ‘to give’, dàštan ‘to have’, etc., 
following a nominal form of Arabic origin in 
most cases (noun, participle, adjective, etc.), 
e.g. ™arf zadan ‘to speak’, ßu™bat kardan ‘to 
talk’ (or ‘to keep company [archaic]’), najàt 
kardan ‘to save’ or najàt dàdan ‘id.’, xalàß 
šudan ‘to be rescued’, xalàß kardan ‘to rescue’, 
šurù≠ šudan ‘to begin [intrans.]’, šurù≠ kardan 
‘to begin [trans.]’, ma™fùΩ dàštan ‘to protect’. 
As these examples show, the selection of the 
verbal constituents may express various verbal 
categories, such as voice (active or passive), or 
many other nuances of meaning. The instability 
of these phrasal compounds appears clearly in 
cases where their constituents can be broken 
up, and the phrasal compounds are constructed 
as syntactic phrases. In such cases, the nominal 
part may be followed by certain (but not 
all) grammatical morphemes of the nominal 
inflection, such as the indefinite article -ì (e.g. 
™arf-ì zad ‘he said (s.th.)’, adjective modifiers 
such as noun, adjective, pronoun, etc. (e.g. 
xwàja . . . bisyàr dar najàt-i mardum kard ‘X . . . 
made (kard) a lot (bisyàr) for the salvation (najàt) of 

(-i) people (mardum)’), or verbal complements 
such as direct or indirect objects (e.g. xalàß-am 
kun ‘rescue me (-am)’). The variations of such 
verbal phrases (either as single lexical items or 
as syntactical phrases) are almost unlimited in 
Persian, and they may occur in every possible 
register, irrespective of historical periods. Yet, 
some of them seem to belong exclusively to the 
most elevated speech, while others belong to the 
colloquial style. Moreover, a tendency is felt in 
Modern Persian to substitute verbal phrases 
made of Arabic nouns and Persian auxiliaries 
for single Persian verbs of ancient origin (e.g. 
pa¡ìruftan (Persian) ⁄ qabùl (Arabic) kardan 
(Persian) ‘to accept’, especially in the modern 
standard. Nearly all old Persian verbs have 
similar synonyms constructed from an Arabic 
noun and a Persian auxiliary (see Jazayery 
1977:129).

Other phrasal compounds of heterogeneous 
nature, which appear rather as stock phrases, 
occur abundantly from an early date, such as 
prepositional phrases (fawq ul-≠àda ‘unusual’, 
fì l-jumla or bi-l-jumla ‘in short’, bayn ul-milal 
[modern beynolmelal] ‘international’ or bayn 
ul-milal-ì ‘id.’, which is extended by the Per-
sian adjective suffix); determinative juxtaposed 
constructions (qàbil-i ta™ammul ‘bearable’ or 
ÿayr-i qàbil-i ta™ammul ‘unbearable’, ≠adam-i 
muwàfiqat [archaic muwàfaqat] ‘disagreement’); 
rank-expressions (amìr ul-umarà± ‘the prince of 
princes’ ⁄ ‘prime minister’); and even whole 
sentences used as single lexical units, nouns 
or adverbs in most cases (e.g. mà jarà ‘what 
happened’ ⁄ ‘event, accident’, mà ya™tàj ‘what 
is needed’ ⁄ ‘necessaries’, kamà huwa ™aqquhu 
‘as ought to’ ⁄ ‘duly’, e.g. man ù-rà kamà huwa 
™aqquhu na-šinàxtam ‘I did not recognize him 
as I should’ (Haïm 1988 s.v.). Historically, some 
phrasal compounds changed both constituents 
or the type of constructions, supposedly in order 
to bring the phrase closer to Persian context, 
e.g., qarìb ‘near, close’ could be used either 
with an ±i∂àfa construction as qarìb-i or with a 
preposition qarìb ba- meaning ‘approximately’.

There are peculiar examples of calque-like 
phrases in Persian in which the borrowed Arabic 
lexeme (a participle used as an adjective or a 
prepositional phrase, in most cases) requires 
an obligatory prepositional extension and the 
Persian phrase employs the Persian equivalent of 
the original Arabic preposition, e.g. ≠alà mùjib 
(Arabic) ⁄ bar (Persian archaic) mùjib-i or ba 
(Persian) mùjib-i ‘according to, by virtue of’.
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The types and examples listed here do not 
cover all the possible variations of smaller 
or larger units of compounds constructed 
wholly or partly out of Arabic constituents. 
There was practically no limit to creating such 
constructions, including even such strange 
phrases as a≠am(m) az mard-u zan ‘both men 
and women’, or mixed constructions of Classical 
Persian literary sources, which reflected the 
underlying Arabic structures truly, such as ba≠√ì 
[az ìn murakkabàt] muxtalaf fìhi bàšad ‘some 
[of these compounds] are disputed’, in which 
muxtalaf fìhi means ‘[what is] disputed upon’ 
(13th century).
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Éva M. Jeremiás
(Eötvös Loránd University)

Iranian Arabic ¤ Khuzestan Arabic

Iraq

1 .  G e n e r a l

Arabic is the majority language of Iraq, the 
most important minority language being Kurdish; 
lesser minority languages are Neo-Aramaic (in 
its two main varieties, Chaldean and Ashuri) 
and Turkoman. Geographically, Arabic is mostly 
found in the lower-lying regions of Iraq, while 
the minority languages are predominantly found 
in the mountainous regions of the north and 
northeast (i.e. Iraqi Kurdistan). As in all Arab 
states, a situation of ¤ diglossia obtains. Modern 
Standard Arabic is the official language and the 
language of instruction and the media, while 
in everyday life the various dialects are spoken. 
The use of dialects for literary purposes is rare 
(e.g. vernacular poetry of the Bedouin type), and 
dialect texts are rarely committed to writing. 
There is no tradition of written dialect literature. 

Arabic in Iraq is spoken by Muslims (Sunnis 
and Shi≠is) and by the religious minorities of the 
Christians and Jews; in the area of Kurdistan, 
however, the Christians and, to a lesser degree, 
the Jews speak Aramaic rather than Arabic. In 
the vicinity of Mosul, there are some Arabic-
speaking Yezidi villages. During the second half 
of the 20th century the Christian and Jewish 
populations of Iraq were greatly reduced. The 
Jewish population has emigrated to Israel since 
the 1950s, and today there are no Jews reported 
to be still living in Iraq. Likewise, the Christian 
population has been greatly diminished by 
emigration.

The Arabic dialects spoken in Iraq fall into 
two main categories, called qëltu and gëlët. 
This division was first described by Haim Blanc 
in his well-known book Communal dialects in 
Baghdad (1964). Blanc coined the terms qëltu 
and gëlët (for typographical reasons he used the 

symbol e instead of ë). The key words qëltu and 
gëlët (both harking back to Old Arabic qultu ‘I 
said’) encapsulate two distinguishing linguistic 
features: the treatment of the Old Arabic uvular 
stop q and the shape of the inflectional suffix of 
the 1st person singular perfect. The linguistic 
division is, following Blanc’s formulation, partly 
regional, partly social. While Jews and Christians 
speak qëltu dialects, and nomadic, sedentarized 
nomadic, and Bedouinized populations speak 
gëlët dialects everywhere, the dialects of the 
sedentary Muslim population (mostly city 
dwellers) follow a geographical pattern of dis-
tribution: north of the Samarra-Fallujah line 
qëltu dialects prevail, and south of the same line
gëlët dialects prevail. In the city of Baghdad, 
there was a unique linguistic situation, with 
Muslims speaking a gëlët dialect and Christians 
and Jews speaking two different qëltu dialects, 
dubbed Muslim, Christian, and Jewish Baghdadi 
(¤ Baghdad Arabic; ¤ Baghdad Arabic, Jewish). 
The linguistic panorama that formed the subject 
of Blanc’s book has since been disturbed by the 
emigration of religious minorities.

Neither qëltu nor gëlët dialects are confined 
to the political borders of Iraq. Qëltu dialects 
are also spoken in southeastern Anatolia (¤ 
Anatolian Arabic) and, to a lesser extent, in 
north-eastern Syria (Der izZor, Khatuniya); they 
share some significant features with ¤ Uzbekistan 
Arabic (Jastrow 1997, 1998). gëlët dialects, on the 
other hand, extend into Kuwait, the Persian Gulf, 
the Iranian province of Khuzestan (¤ Khuzestan 
Arabic) and, again, northeastern Syria; more 
generally, they are akin to the Bedouin dialects of 
the Fertile Crescent and the Arabian Peninsula.

The history of Arabic in Iraq that led to the 
intricate present-day dialect distribution has 
best been summed up by Blanc (1964:168ff.). 
According to this view, the qëltu dialects con-
tinue the Arabic vernacular spoken in Abbasid 
Iraq, whereas the gëlët dialects penetrated 
into Iraq only after the Mongol raids, due to 
a re-Bedouinization of central and southern 
Iraq, with a subsequent sedentarization of the 
Bedouin in rural settlements. In the Ottoman 
period, the influx of rural population into the 
growing towns led to a Bedouinization of the 
urban dialects as well. Only Christians and 
Jews who did not mix socially with the Muslims 
retained their older qëltu-type dialects.

The state of research on Iraqi Arabic is rather 
unbalanced. Interestingly, the dialects of the 
Christian and Jewish minorities have received 
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more attention than those of the Sunni and 
Shi≠i population (cf. Abu-Haidar 1991; Blanc 
1964; Jastrow 1989, 1990a, 1990b, 1991, 
1993; Khan 1997; Mansour 1991). This is 
due to the fact  that the Jews and part of 
the Christian population have left Iraq, and 
thus have been easier to access. A noteworthy 
exception is the majority dialect of the capi-
tal, Baghdad (Muslim Baghdadi), for which a 
number of excellent books, including grammars 
and dictionaries, exist (see Clarity a.o. 1964; 
Erwin 1963; Malaika 1963; Woodhead and 
Beene 1967). There are three articles on the 
slightly divergent Jewish, Christian, and Mus-
lim dialects spoken in the northern town of 
Mosul (Jastrow 1979, 1989, to appear). The 
dialect of the most important city of the south 
(and second largest city of Iraq), Baßra, so far 
has been described only in an unpublished 
dissertation (Mahdi 1985). 

The following is a short dialect classification 
of Iraqi Arabic. Note that the classification of 
gëlët dialects is still tentative.

Qëltu dialects

i. Tigris group
Mosul and surroundings (Muslims, Chris-
tians, Jews, Yezidis)
Tikrit and surroundings (Muslims)
Baghdad and southern Iraq (Jewish and 
Christian communities only)

ii. Euphrates group
≠âna (Muslims, Jews)
Hìt (Muslims, Jews)

iii. Kurdistan group (Jewish communities only) 
Northern Kurdistan (Sendor, ≠Aqra, Arbil) 
Southern Kurdistan (Kirkuk, Tuz Khurmatu, 
Khanaqin)

Gëlët dialects
i. Northern and central Iraq

Rural dialects of northern and central 
Iraq Sunni area around Baghdad Muslim 
Baghdadi

ii. Southern Iraq
Rural dialects of southern Iraq
Urban Muslim dialects

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
Muslim Baghdadi has the inventory of conso-
nant phonemes shown in Table 1.

Identical or very similar consonant systems 
are found in all Iraqi dialects. The following 
divergencies may be noted:

i. The voiceless bilabial stop /p/ is a stable 
phoneme in most Iraqi dialects. It has been 
introduced via loanwords from Turkish and 
Iranian (Persian, Kurdish) but also English, 
e.g. Muslim Baghdadi pà∑a ‘traditional dish 
made from the head, feet, and stomach of 
sheep’, parda ‘curtain’, pan∑ar ‘puncture, 
flat tire’.

ii. The interdental fricatives /μ/, /≈/, /Ú/ (the 
latter being the joint reflex of Old Arabic 
∂àd and Úà±) have been retained in the vast 
majority of dialects, and constitute one 
of the hallmarks of Iraqi Arabic speech. 
They have shifted to the dental stops /t/, 
/d/, and /∂/ in Christian Baghdad and in 
the Jewish dialects of Kurdistan, with the 
exception of the northernmost dialect of 
Sendor, e.g. Arbil talj ‘snow’, dahab ‘gold’, 
∂ëfër ‘fingernail’ vs. Muslim Baghdad μalij, 
≈ahab, iÚfir.

 iraq

Table 1. Inventory of consonants in Muslim Baghdadi

bilabial labio-dental apical palatal velar uvular pharyngeal glottal

stop p b t d † k g q (±)
affricate ∑ j
fricative f μ ≈ Ú x ÿ ™ ≠ h

s z ß
nasal m  n
lateral l £
vibrant r ®
semivowel w y
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iii. Alongside the lateral /l/ and the vibrant /r/ 
there exist the emphatic counterparts /£/

 and /®/, which, in many Iraqi dialects, have 
a marginal phonemic status, e.g. Muslim 
Baghdad ∑alib ‘dog’ but ga£ub ‘heart’, ™àl 
‘condition, state’ but xà£ ‘maternal uncle’.

iv. Old Arabic /r/ has shifted to a velar 
fricative /ÿ/ (phonetically identical with 
original /ÿ/) in the qëltu dialects of the 
Tigris group and the southern part of the 
Kurdistan group, e.g. Muslim Baghdad 
∑iμìr vs. Mosul kμìÿ ‘much’. In loanwords, 
including loans from Modern Standard 
Arabic, an apical /r/ is nevertheless pro-
nounced. The shift /r/ > /ÿ/ is very old and 
has been attested in vernacular Arabic 
of the Abbasid period; it is one of the 
hallmarks of most Iraqi qëltu dialects.

v. The voiced affricate /j/ has been preserved 
as such throughout most of Iraq; however, 
in Samàwa (situated on the Euphrates, 
halfway between Baghdad and Baßra) a 
voiced fricative /ž/ is the common reflex. 
The south, with Baßra as its center, has 
shifted /j/ to a palatal approximant, /y/, 
e.g. yimal ‘camel’, ≠ayùz ‘old woman’.

vi. The voiceless palatal affricate /∑/ is a stable 
phoneme in most Iraqi dialects. It was 
introduced via loanwords from Turkish 
and Iranian (Persian, Kurdish) but also 
from English, e.g. Muslim Baghdad ∑òl 
‘desert’, ∑ày ‘tea’. In gëlët dialects /∑/ may 
also be a reflex of Old Arabic /k/, e.g. 
Muslim Baghdad ∑am ‘how many’, sim∑a 
‘a fish’ (see below under vii).

vii.  Old Arabic /k/ has been preserved as a 
velar stop in the qëltu dialects but in the 
gëlët dialects has shifted to the palatal 
affricate /∑/ in the vicinity of front vowels, 
thus, e.g., Muslim Baghdad ∑àn ‘he was’ 
vs. ykùn ‘he shall be’, ∑ìs ‘sack’ vs. 
kull ‘all’. The affrication of /k/ is more 
widespread in the rural gëlët dialects, 
whereas in Muslim Baghdad /k/ has been 
preserved (or restituted) in many cases 
due to the stronger impact of Modern 
Standard Arabic.

viii. As implied by Blanc’s terminology, 
Old Arabic /q/ has been preserved as a
voiceless uvular stop in the qëltu dialects 
but shifted to a voiced velar stop /g/
in the gëlët dialects, thus, e.g., Jewish 
Baghdad qàm ‘he got up’, qàl ‘he said’
vs. Muslim Baghdad gàm, gàl. Contrary 
to the rural gëlët dialects, however,
/q/ in Muslim Baghdad has been preserved 
(or restituted) in quite a number of
words, e.g. biqa ~ buqa ‘he stayed’, qira 
‘he read’, qarya ‘village’. Parallelling the 
affrication of Old Arabic /k/ to /∑/ there 
has been affrication of /g/ to /j/ in rural 
gëlët dialects in the vicinity of front 
vowels, e.g. jarya ‘village’, μijìl ‘heavy’, 
but μugu£ ‘weight’. This feature is all but 
absent from Muslim Baghdad, e.g., μigìl 
‘heavy’; a noteworthy exception is the 
name of the Old City quarter, Bàb i“”arji 
(< “arqi) ‘the East Gate’. In some rural 
and Bedouin dialects of northwestern 
Iraq, Old Arabic /ÿ/ has shifted to /q/  
(phonetically identical with the original 
/q/), while Old Arabic /q/ is represented 
by /g/, thus, e.g., qanam ‘sheep’ (< Old 
Arabic ÿanam) but gàm ‘he got up’. 
In all Iraqi dialects /g/ may appear in 
foreign loans, e.g. the widespread words 
g£às ‘(drinking) glass’, g£òb ‘light bulb’.

ix. The glottal stop /±/ is a marginal phoneme 
in city dialects, e.g. Muslim Baghdad 
si±al ‘he asked’. In most rural dialects it 
has been replaced by a glide, e.g. sàyal, 
sayyal ‘he asked’.

2.1.2 Vowels

2.1.2.1 Long vowels and diphthongs
The inventory given in Table 2 is widespread, 
although the historical correspondences vary 
widely.

The Old Arabic diphthongs /ay/ and /aw/ 
have been preserved in two Jewish qëltu dialects 
in the north (Sëndò® and ≠Aqra) and in Tikrit 
but have been monophthongized to /è/ and /ò/ 
in the rest of the country. In gëlët dialects there 
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Table 2. Inventory of long vowels and diphthongs in Iraqi dialects

ì ù
è ò ay aw

à
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is, however, a widespread occurrence of -aw as 
the ending of the 3rd person plural masculine 
perfect, e.g. Muslim Baghdad Úurbaw ‘they 
shot’; -aw changes to -ò- when suffixes are 
added, e.g. Úurbòni ‘they shot at me’.

Other than by monophthongization of /ay/ and 
/aw/ the mid long vowels /è/ and /ò/ have entered 
the inventory by the following processes:

i. Via borrowing from Turkish, Iranian, 
English, etc., e.g. ∑òl ‘desert’, xò“ ‘good’, 
mèz ‘table’, mèwa ‘fruit’.

ii. In the qëltu dialects, by lowering of /ù/ 
and /ì/ in contact with emphatic and back 
consonants, e.g. Jewish Arbìl daqèq ‘flour’, 
xëyò† ‘threads’ (< Old Arabic daqìq, 
xuyù†).

iii. In the qëltu dialects, by the so-called ¤ 
±imàla, i.e. the conditioned shift of Old 
Arabic /à/ to /è/ or /ì/ if the preceding or 
following syllable contains an i or ì vowel. 
In the Jewish qëltu dialects of Kurdistan 
and in Christian Baghdad, the ±imàla only 
reaches /è/, e.g. Jewish ≠Aqra basètìn ‘fruit 
gardens’, jèmë≠ ‘mosque’, pl. jawèmë≠ < 
Old Arabic basàtìn, jàmi≠, jawàmi≠ (Jastrow 
1990a:30), while in Jewish Baghdad it 
reaches /ì/, e.g. jìmë≠, pl. jwìmë≠ (Blanc 
1964:42). An interesting situation obtains 
in Mosul. While the Jewish dialect only 
has /è/, the Muslim dialect has /ì/ when the 
±imàla has been triggered by Old Arabic /ì/, 
otherwise /è/, e.g. Jewish Mosul jawèmë≠, 
basètìn, but Muslim Mosul jawèmë≠, basìtìn 
(Jastrow 1989:285).

2.1.2.2 Short vowels
Qëltu dialects have a system of two short 
vowels, while the gëlët dialects typically display 
a system of three short vowels (Table 3).

In open unstressed syllables the Old Arabic 
short high vowels /i/ and /u/ have been elided  in 
the majority of Iraqi dialects, e.g. flùs ‘money’ 
< Old Arabic fulùs; in Jewish Baghdad, Jewish 
Kirkuk, and Tikrit, short /a/ has been elided 

as well, under the same conditions, e.g. Jewish 
Baghdad fta™tu ‘I opened’. In all qëltu dialects 
/i/ and /u/ have merged into a single phoneme 
/ë/, e.g. Christian Baghdad ëbën ‘son’, ëxët 
‘sister’ < Old Arabic ibn, uxt. In the gëlët 
dialects the situation is much more complicated. 
Thus, in Muslim Baghdad /i/ and /u/ have 
been redistributed according to the phonetic 
environment. In what Blanc (1964:37) called 
‘u-coloring environments’ (back, emphatic, 
and labial consonants), both older /i/ and /u/ 
now appear as /u/, e.g. xubuz ‘bread’ < xubz, 
ßudug ‘truth’ < ßidq. In so-called i-coloring 
environments (neither back nor emphatic and 
labial consonants), both older /i/ and /u/ now 
appear as /i/, e.g. μiliμ ‘third’ < μulμ, isim ‘name’ 
< ism. There is a third, less frequent ‘color- 
preserving environment’ in which original /i/ 
and /u/ are preserved as such, e.g. yàkul ‘he 
eats’ < ya±kul vs. màkil ‘eating, having eaten’ 
from a dialectal *màkil (cf. Old Arabic ±àkil). 
Not only /i/ and /u/ have been redistributed 
in Muslim Baghdad; stressed /a/ in open 
syllable, if immediately followed by another 
/a/, has  shifted to either /i/ or /u/ according 
to the phonetic environment, e.g. sima∑ ‘fish’ 
< samak, but bußal ‘onion’ < baßal; diras ‘he 
studied’ < daras, but Úurab ‘he hit’ < Úarab. 
Old Arabic /a/ in closed syllables has generally 
been preserved, but in Tikrit, Jewish Kirkuk, 
and Jewish Baghdad, it has been raised to /ë/ 
when unstressed, e.g. Jewish Baghdad fat™ët 
‘she opened’, but fët™ótu ‘she opened it’.

2.1.3 Suprasegmental features

2.1.3.1 Stress
In all Iraqi Arabic dialects stress is usually 
determined by syllable structure, according to 
the rule of thumb that stress will fall on vKK 
or äK closest to the end of the word, otherwise 
on the first v. In the qëltu dialects there is an 
additional morphological rule that requires the 
stress always to be on the last syllable of a 
nominal or verbal form if a pronominal suffix 
is added, e.g. Muslim Mosul nëxló†u ‘we mix 
it’, da“aÿólak ‘I shall make you [masc.] work’, 
sayyódi ‘my grandfather’.

2.1.3.2 Consonant clusters and anaptyxis
Final clusters of two consonants are in general 
separated by an anaptyctic vowel (ë in the 
qëltu dialects, i, u, or a in the gëlët dialects), 
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qëltu gëlët

 ë  i u

 a  a

Table 3. Inventory of short vowels in Iraqi 
dialects
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e.g. Muslim Baghdad mili™, Christian Baghdad 
mëlë™ ‘salt’ < Old Arabic mil™; Muslim Baghdad 
uxut, Christian Baghdad ëxët ‘sister’ < Old 
Arabic ±uxt; Muslim Baghdad “ahar, Christian 
Baghdad “ahëÿ ‘month’ < Old Arabic “ahr; 
Muslim Baghdad dirásit, Christian Baghdad 
darásët ‘I studied’ < Old Arabic darast. 
Jewish Baghdad, on the other hand, inserts 
an anaptyctic ë only when the last consonant 
is a liquid (r, ÿ, l, m, n), thus mël™, ëxt, drast 
but ëbën, “ahëÿ. Word-initial clusters of two 
consonants and word-internal clusters of three 
consonants have an anaptyctic vowel after the 
first consonant (word-initial after the word 
juncture). In the gëlët dialects, the anaptyctic 
vowel can be stressed, e.g. Muslim Baghdad 
yuÚrub + -a > *yuÚrba > yuÚúrba ‘he shoots 
him’. Only some Jewish qëltu dialects of the 
north (Arbìl, Kirkuk) have in this case the 
anaptyctic vowel after the second consonant, 
e.g. Arbìl tëqùm ‘she gets up’, ≠ëndëkëm ‘with 
you’. In the imperfect, all qëltu dialects of 
the north retain the ë vowel of the base, e.g. 
yëktëbùn ‘they write’.

2.1.3.3 Pausal forms
Final -a in Muslim Baghdad, irrespective of 
its origin, is pronounced as a slightly raised 
and centralized [ä] vowel. In some rural gëlët 
dialects, the raising can reach -e (according 
to the notation of some sources, e.g. Salonen 
1980). These pausal allophones tend to be 
generalized and thus can also occur in context.

2.1.4 Diachronic changes in syllable structure

2.1.4.1 Syllables of the type CaCaCa(C) have  
changed to *CvCvCa(C) in the gëlët dialects; 

v symbolizes either /i/ or /u/ depending on the 
phonetic environment. In the urban gëlët dialects, 
for instance Muslim Baghdad, the second vowel 
has been elided, thus samaka > sim∑a ‘fish’, 
qaßaba > gußba ‘reed’. In the rural gëlët dialects 
the first vowel has been elided: smi∑a ‘fish’, 
gßuba ‘reed’; likewise in the verb: Úarabat ‘she 
hit’ > Úurbat (Muslim Baghdad), Úrubat (rural).

2.1.4.2 The elision of short /i/ and /u/ in open 
syllables in the gëlët dialects leads to anaptyctic 
vowels that acquire phoneme status and 
eventually bear the stress; this produces the effect 
called Vokalumsprung, e.g. *yidris-ùn > *yidrs-
ùn > yidirsùn > ydirsùn ‘they study’; *yuÚrub-a 
> *yuÚrb-a > yuÚurba > yÚurba ‘he hits him’. 
In the qëltu dialects, /ë/ is usually not elided 
in the imperfect forms, e.g. Christian Baghdad 
yëktëbùn ‘they write’. When a pronominal suffix 
is added, the stress remains on the last vowel 
of the preceding form (see 2.1.3.1), e.g. Jewish, 
Christian Baghdad yëktóbu ‘he writes it’.

2.2 Morphology

Gender distinction in the 2nd and 3rd person 
plural in verbs and pronouns has been preserved 
in rural gëlët dialects, while it is absent both in 
urban gëlët and in all qëltu dialects. Generally 
speaking, the former masculine forms have 
been generalized as the new communis forms.

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Independent pronouns
Table 4 shows the independent personal pro-
nouns in two gëlët dialects, one rural and one 
urban, and in two qëltu dialects.

  iraq 

Table 4. Independent personal pronouns in Iraqi dialects

Širgà† Muslim Baghdad Muslim Mosul Jewish Mosul

3rd sg. masc. huwwe huwwa huwwa (hìnu) hùwe

sg. fem. hiyye hiyya hìya hìye
pl. masc. humme humma humma (hìyëm) hëmme

pl. fem. hinne
2nd sg. masc. inte inta ënta ënta

sg. fem. inti inti ënti ënti 

pl. masc. intu intu ëntëm ëntëm
pl. fem. intin

1st sg. àni àni ana ana

pl. i™ne i™na në™na në™na
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For the final -e in the Širgà† forms, see 2.1.3.3.  
The 1st person singular àni is a hallmark of gëlët 
dialects and may be explained by analogy to the 
pronominal suffix -i/-ni. Equally significant is 
the gëlët form i™na, as opposed to qëltu në™na 
(with initial n). In Muslim Mosul, the expected 
form hìye (cf. Jewish Mosul hìye) has become 
hìya by analogy to the pronominal suffix 3rd 
person singular feminine -a. The forms hìnu 
and hìyëm in turn are back-formations from 
hìya, by attaching to a basis hìy- the respective 
pronominal suffixes -nu and -ëm; they are now 
becoming obsolete and are replaced by the 
respective forms of Muslim Baghdad.

2.2.1.2 Copula
In the Jewish dialects of Iraqi Kurdistan and 
in Jewish Mossul, a copula is used in nominal 
sentences. It consists of the unstressed and 
sometimes shortened forms of the independent 
pronouns that follow the predicate enclitically, 
e.g. Jewish Mosul malì™-ùwe ‘he is good’, 
malì™a-ye ‘she is good’, Jewish ≠Aqra rëjèl-
ëntëm ‘you are (real) men’, šabàb këwayysìn-
ëme ‘they are good-looking young men’. 
While Jewish Baghdad does not have a copula, 
Christian Baghdad uses a copula consisting of 
the base yà- plus pronominal suffixes, e.g. hày 
šlòn bënët yàha? ‘what sort of girl is she?’

2.2.1.3 Pronominal suffixes
The pronominal suffixes (attached to bèt ‘house’ 
and abù- ‘father’) are set out in Table 5.

In Muslim Mosul verbal imperfects like 
y“ùfùnu (< yšùfùn + -u) ‘they see him’ have 
been reanalyzed as yšùfù-nu, thus giving rise to 
a new pronominal suffix, -nu, which is attached 

to forms ending in a long vowel, e.g. abùnu ‘his 
father’, nsammìnu ‘we name him’, ≠alènu ‘on 
him’, šàfùnu ‘they saw him’ etc. The suffix -nu 
is also found in Jewish and Christian Baghdad 
and seems to be a hallmark of the Tigris group. 
There are, however, differences in the extent 
to which -nu is applied. Thus, Jewish Mosul 
has abùnu but nsammìyu, ≠aláyu. On the other 
hand, the suffixes of the 3rd person replace the 
initial h- by a glide in Jewish Mosul, e.g. abùwa 
‘her father’, nsammìya ‘we name her’, abùwëm 
‘their father’.

2.2.1.4 Relative pronouns
The relative pronoun is generally illi (qëltu 
dialects: ëlli), with a frequent allomorph il- 
(qëltu dialects: ël-) which is identical with the 
definite article (2.2.3.1), cf. Muslim Baghdad 
tu≠ruf kull irriyàjìl i∑-∑ànaw bi lijtimà≠? ‘do you 
know all the men who were at the meeting?’. 

2.2.2 Particles

2.2.2.1 The definite article is il- (gëlët dia-
lects) or ël- (qëltu dialects). The l is usually 
assimilated to following ‘sun letters’, e.g. 
Muslim Baghdad iššaxiß ‘the person’, how-
ever, in Jewish ≠Aqra and Arbìl there is a 
tendency to retain the l- unassimilated, e.g. 
ëlßàla ‘the synagogue’.

2.2.2.2 Iraqi Arabic, both in its qëltu and 
gëlët varieties, has an indefiniteness marker 
fad (< fard) ‘a, one; some, a certain’, e.g. 
Muslim Baghdad fad yòm fad rajjàl gàlla 
lxàdma ‘one day a (certain) man told his 
servant’ (¤ article, indefinite). Fad is a prime 
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Table 5. Pronominal suffixes in Iraqi dialects

Širgà† Muslim Baghdad Muslim Mosul

3rd sg. masc. bètu/abù bèta/abù bètu/abùnu

sg. fem. bètha/abùha bètha/abùha bèta/abùha
pl. masc./comm. bèthum/abùhum bèthum/abùhum bètëm/abùhëm

pl. fem. bèthin/abùhin
2nd sg. masc. bètak/abùk bètak/abùk bètak/abùki

sg. fem. bèti∑/abù∑ bèti∑/abù∑ bètki/abùki

pl. masc./comm. bètkum/abùkum bètkum/abùkum bètkëm/abùkëm
pl. fem. bèt∑in/abù∑in

1st sg. bèti/abùya bèti/abùya bèti/abùyi
pl. bètna/abùna bètna/abùna bètna/abùna

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



420

hallmark of Iraqi speech as it is hardly found 
outside the Iraqi borders. Only ¤ Uzbekistan 
Arabic (which ultimately hails from Iraq; see 
Jastrow 1998) has fat in the same function, 
e.g. fat amìr kòn ‘there was an emir’. The 
lexeme faqet ‘one, a certain’ used in the 
Diyarbakır group of Anatolian Arabic seems 
to be a cognate of fad as well.

2.2.2.3 The most frequent genitive marker 
in Iraqi Arabic is màl, with an allomorph 
màlat which is, however, not subject to 
gender agreement, e.g. Muslim Baghdad 
fad gahwa màl ™a““àša ‘a café of hashish 
smokers’. In the northern qëltu dialects other 
genitive markers can be found, e.g. Jewish 
≠Aqra lìt, pl. làt.

2.2.3 Nouns

2.2.3.1 Feminine forms
In the gëlët dialects the feminine ending is 
always -a (with phonetic variants as described 
in 2.1.3.3), e.g. Muslim Baghdad sim∑a ‘fish’, 
marga ‘stew’, ™un†a ‘wheat’, while the qëltu 
dialects have two allomorphs: -e/-i after front 
consonants and -a after emphatic and back 
consonants, e.g. Jewish ≠Aqra samake ‘fish’, 
™ën†a ‘wheat’, maraqa ‘soup, stew’. The variant 
-e is predominant in the northern qëltu dialects, 
while in the south we find -i. In Mosul the 
Jewish dialect has the feminine ending -e, e.g. 
jèje ‘hen’, while the Muslim dialect shows -i 
(jèji). The distribution of the allomorphs -i and 
-a in Jewish Baghdad is particular insofar as it is 
not determined by the preceding consonant but 

by the presence of i, ì, è, or y in the preceding 
syllable, in which case the -i allomorph occurs, 
e.g. jìji ‘hen’ but samka ‘fish’.

2.2.4 Numerals
The numerals from one to ten are given in 
Table 6.

The numeral ‘four’ in Mosul has the peculiar 
form òb≠a (< *aÿb≠a). In the Muslim dialect 
it has been replaced by the Baghdad form 
arba≠- ~ arbà- in the derived numerals arbà†á≠ëš 
‘fourteen’, arba≠ìn ‘forty’ and arba≠mìyi ‘400’, 
while the Jewish dialect still has òba≠†a≠š, òb≠ìn, 
and òb≠amìye.

Wà™id ~ wè™ëd is constructed as an adjective 
but can either precede or follow a noun. The 
number ‘two’ is frequently expressed by the 
dual, which is not restricted to time units, 
e.g. yòmèn ‘two days’, sà≠tèn ‘two hours’, but 
can be used with ordinary nouns as well, e.g. 
waladèn ‘two boys’, bintèn ‘two girls’. When 
combined with a counted noun (always in the 
plural) the numerals from three to ten have 
shorter forms without the final vowel, e.g. 
Muslim Baghdad tlaμ/arba≠/xamis banàt, Mosul 
(Jewish and Muslim) μàμ, xams banàt, but 
Jewish òba≠ banàt, Muslim arba≠ banàt.

A small list of nouns that originally began 
with ±v- in the plural have special count plurals 
with initial t-; they are used after the numerals 
from three to ten, e.g. Muslim Baghdad xamis 
talàf ‘five thousand’, xamis tiyyàm ‘five days’,  
xamis tušhur ‘five months’. 

The numerals from 11 to 19 only have a 
single form, e.g. Muslim Baghdad xmuß†a≠aš 
‘fifteen’, xmuß†a≠aš sana ‘fifteen years’.

  iraq 

Table 6. Numerals in Iraqi dialects

Muslim Baghdad Muslim Mosul Jewish Mosul

1 wà™id, fem. wi™da wè™ed, fem. wë™di wè™ed, fem. wë™de

2 μnèn, fem. μintèn μnèn, fem. μëntèn μnèn (no fem.)
3 tlàμa μàμi μàμe
4 arba≠a òb≠a òb≠a
5 xamsa xamsi xamse

6 sitta sëtti sëtte

7 sab≠a sab≠a sab≠a
8 μmànya μmèni μmènye

9 tis≠a tës≠a tës≠a
10 ≠ašra ≠ašÿa ≠ašÿa
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2.2.5 Verbs

2.2.5.1 Derivation

2.2.5.1.1 Form I
Most qëltu dialects preserve two different vowel 
patterns in the perfect, reflecting Old Arabic 
‘transitive’ fa≠ala and ‘intransitive’ fa≠ila/fa≠ula 
patterns. In the imperfect, the stem vowel is 
ë (< Old Arabic i, u) or a. In the gëlët dialects 
the vowel qualities have been redistributed 
(2.1.2.2) and accordingly only a single pattern 
with predictable vowel variation remains, e.g. 
Muslim Baghdad širab ‘he drank’, kitab ‘he 
wrote’, Úurab ‘he shot’, with Jewish ≠Aqra, 
Arbìl šërëb, katab, ∂arab.

2.2.5#.1.2 Derived forms
Form IV survives to a significant extent only in 
rural gëlët dialects, in urban gëlët and in qëltu 
dialects it survives only in some fossilized forms. 
The internal passive has all but disappeared; 
only in rural gëlët are there still a few traces.

In Jewish ≠Aqra and Arbìl, Forms II, III, V, 
VI, and X have identical inflectional bases for 
perfect and imperfect, the last syllable always 
being vocalized with ë, e.g. ≠allëm/yë≠allëm 
‘to teach’, t≠allëm/yët≠allëm ‘to learn’, ≠èwën/
yë≠èwën ‘to help’.

2.2.5.2 Inflection

2.2.5.2.1 Table 7 contains the paradigm of 
the Form I imperfect of the strong verb.

2.2.5.2.2 Treatment of IIIy verbs
In the gëlët dialects IIIy verbs are no longer 

distinguished from strong verbs; the inflectional 
endings of the strong verb have been generalized. 
In most of the qëltu dialects, however, the 
distinction is maintained, as in Table 8.

In Jewish Baghdad, Jewish Kirkuk, and Tikrit, 
on the other hand, the endings of the IIIy verbs 
have been generalized, thus Kirkuk, Jewish 
Baghdad tkëtbèn, ykëtbòn, Tikrit tkëtbayn, 
ykëtbawn.

Most qëltu dialects distinguish between 
strong and IIIy verbs also in the perfect, e.g. 
Jewish and Muslim Mosul bano < Old Arabic 
banaw ‘they built’. In the gëlët dialects, strong 
and IIIy verbs have been thrown together; in 
this case, however, the ending of the 3rd person 
plural masculine of the IIIy verb has been 
generalized, e.g. Muslim Baghdad binaw ‘they 
built’, kitbaw ‘they wrote’.

2.2.5.2.4 Perfect forms with the empty 
morph -è-
An almost universal feature of modern Arabic 
dialects, the insertion of an empty morph ay 
~ è in the perfect between an inflectional base 
ending in -CC and an inflectional suffix with 
an initial consonant, is also current in Iraqi 
Arabic, thus Muslim Baghdad dazz ‘he sent’, 
dazz-èt ‘I sent’. By analogy this formation has 
sometimes been extended to hollow verbs in 
Forms VII and VIII, e.g. Muslim Baghdad ndà® 
‘he turned’, ndà®èt ‘I turned’. In southern Iraq, 
including the city of Baßra, the use of the empty 
morph -è- can also be found in Form I of the 
strong verb, alongside the regular inflection: 
(see Table 10)
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Table 7. Imperfect of the strong verb (Form I) in Iraqi dialects

Rural gëlët Muslim Baghdad Muslim Mosul Jewish Baghdad

3rd sg. masc. yiktib yiktib yëktëb yëktëb

sg. fem. tiktib tiktib tëktëb tëktëb

pl. masc. yikitbùn yikitbùn yëktëbùn ykëtbòn

pl. fem. yikitbin

2nd sg. masc. tiktib tiktib tëktëb tëktëb

sg. fem. tikitbìn tikitbìn tëktëbìn tkëtbèn

pl. masc. tikitbùn tikitbùn tëktëbùn tkëtbòn

pl. fem. tikitbin

1st sg. aktib aktib aktëb aktëb

pl. niktib niktib nëktëb nëktëb
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2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase
While the use of the definite article il- or 
ël- (2.2.2.1) does not call for any comment, 
Iraqi Arabic is remarkable for its use of an 
indefiniteness marker, fad (2.2.2.2), e.g. Muslim 
Baghdad šifna fad ibnayya kulliš ™ilwa ‘we saw 
a very pretty girl’ (Erwin 1963:355).

2.3.2 Verbal phrase

2.3.2.1 Object marking
A definite object noun is often  announced by 
an anticipatory object suffix on the preceding 
verb, e.g. Jewish Baghdad ≠ëqëb ma ax≈ùwa 
lëflùs ‘after they took [lit. ‘they took it’] the 
money’, Jewish ≠Aqra kùharrbùwa lbënt ‘they 
have kidnapped the girl’. In Muslim Baghdad 
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Table 8. Inflectional endings of strong and IIIy verbs

Old Arabic Muslim Baghdad Muslim Mosul

3rd pl. masc. strong verb yaktubùna yikitbùn yëktëbùn

IIIy yansawna yinsùn yënsòn

2nd sg. fem. strong verb taktubìna tikitbìn tëktëbìn
III y tansayna tinsìn tënsèn

Table 9. Perfect of the strong verb (Form I) in Iraqi dialects

Rural Muslim Muslim Jewish

gëlët Baghdad Mosul Baghdad

3rd sg. masc. kitab kitab katab katab

sg. fem. ktibat kitbat katabët katbët

pl. masc./comm. ktibaw kitbaw katabu katbu

pl. fem. ktibin

2nd sg. masc. kitábit kitábit katábit ktabt

sg. fem. kitabti kitabti katabti ktabti

pl. masc./comm. kitabtu kitabtu katabtëm ktabtem

pl. fem. kitabtin

1st sg. kitábit kitábit katabtu ktabtu

pl. kitabnè kitabna katabna ktabna

Table 10. Perfect of the strong verb (Form I) in Baßra Arabic

3rd sg. masc. kitab

sg. fem. kitbat

pl. masc./comm. kitbaw

pl. fem. kitban

2nd sg. masc. kitábit ~ kitbèt

sg. fem. kitabti ~ kitbèti

pl. masc./comm. kitabtu ~ kitbètu

pl. fem. kitabtan ~ kitbètan

1st sg. kitábit ~ kitbèt

pl. kitabnà ~ kitbèna
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the object noun itself is frequently introduced 
by the particle l-, e.g. axa≈a l-xàla ‘he took his 
uncle’. The same construction is also used with 
indirect objects, e.g., Muslim Baghdad ™i∑àla 
li-lqàÚi ™∑àyta ‘he told [lit. ‘he told him’] his 
story to the qadi’.

2.3.2.2 Expression of tense and aspect

2.3.2.2.1 Present tense
The Jewish dialects of Iraqi Kurdistan have 
a present tense marker kù- like some of the 
Anatolian dialects, e.g. Jewish ≠Aqra aš kùtrìd? 
‘what do you want?’, kòqëllëk (< kù + aqëllëk) 
‘I am telling you’. The qëltu dialects of the 
Tigris group have a present tense marker qa- 
(< qà≠id ‘sitting’) with gemination of the fol-
lowing consonant, e.g. Jewish Baghdad qayyë™ki 
‘he is talking’. The corresponding particle of 
Muslim Baghdad is da-, which is, however, used 
much more rarely, e.g. aku ™aràmi dayungub 
™àyi† bèthum ‘there is a robber who is making 
a hole in the wall of their house’.

2.3.2.2.2 Future and intent
In Jewish Arbìl and ≠Aqra the future is expressed 
by a prefix të- ~ dë - and in Mosul (all 
communities) by dë-, e.g. ≠Aqra në™na tënëbqa 
yëhùd ‘we shall become Jews’, dìrmawn (< 
dë-yërmawn) ‘they will shoot’. When prefixed 
to the 1st person singular, the ë is elided, e.g. 
Muslim Mosul daÿò™ ‘I shall go’. In the gëlët 
dialects invariable rà™ is used, as is ÿà™ in the 
qëltu dialects of central and southern Iraq. In 
Muslim Baghdad da- is used not for the future 
but for intent only, e.g. faš-šaxuß rà™ da-yißba™ 
b il™ammàm ‘a person went to the hammam to 
take a bath’.

2.3.2.2.3 Perfective
The perfective (resultative) aspect in the gëlët 
dialects is expressed by the active participle, 
e.g. Muslim Baghdad sàmi≠ il±axbàr? ‘have you 
heard the news?’ In Mosul for the same purpose 
kën- is prefixed to the past tense, e.g. Muslim 
Mosul kënmàt abùnu ‘his father has died’. The 
Jewish dialects of Kurdistan, like some of the 
Anatolian dialects, use a prefix kù- e.g. Jewish 
≠Aqra abùyi kùqàl ‘my father has said.’

3 .  L e x i c o n

3.1 Borrowings

The most important source for lexical borrowing 
into Iraqi Arabic is Ottoman Turkish, second 
come Iranian (Modern Persian) and English. 
Many borrowings from these sources are part 
of the core lexicon and are still in current 
use, e.g. from Ottoman Turkish: ùta∑i ‘presser 
[of clothes]’, bòyinbàÿ ‘tie’, purtaqàl ‘oranges’, 
pòß†a ‘post office’, pòß†a∑i ‘postman’, jòràb 
‘pair of socks’, jun†a ‘suitcase’, ∑ày ‘tea’, šarbat 
‘sherbet’, qà† ‘suit’, qappù† ‘overcoat’, qazà†ma 
‘a dish of meat and rice’, qišla ‘barracks’, 
qundara ‘shoe’, qundar∑i ‘shoemaker’, qùzi 
‘roasted lamb’, gazìno ‘open air café’, gèjaluÿ 
‘nightgown’, nèšan ‘to aim’. From Persian: 
parda ‘curtain’, xòš [unvariable, preceding a 
noun] ‘good’, mèz ‘table’, hamm ‘also, too’. 
From English: bòy ‘waiter’, pàß ‘bus’, talafòn 
‘telephone’, sìnama ‘cinema’, g£às ‘glass’, g£òb 
‘light bulb’.

3.2 Characteristic lexical items

Characteristic lexical items include fad ‘a, one’ 
[indefiniteness marker, 2.2.2.2), màl (genitive 
marker, 2.2.2.3), aku ‘there is’, maku ‘there 
is not’, hwàya ‘much, a lot’, wàjid ~ wàyid 
‘a lot’ (in the south), kulliš ‘very’, zèn ‘good, 
nice’, hamm ‘also, too’, bà∑ir ‘tomorrow’, hassa 
‘now’, hna ‘here’, hnàk ‘there’, hì∑ ‘thus, so’.
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Ism

Ism, pl. ±asmà±, is the technical term for 
‘noun(s)’, the first of the three major parts 
of speech traditionally recognized in Arabic 
grammar (the other two being ¤ fi≠l, pl. ±af ≠àl 
‘verb(s)’, and ¤ ™arf, pl. ™urùf ‘particle(s)’; ¤ 
parts of speech).

Morphosyntactically, the category of ±asmà± 
is characterized by the following four features: 

i. Nouns have declension, either full 
(munßarif ), partial (ÿayr munßarif ), or 
invariable (mabnì); 

ii. Nouns may be marked for definiteness (by 
the prefixed al-) or indefiniteness (by ¤ tan-
wìn ‘nunation’); 

iii. Nouns have three numbers, singular, dual, 
and plural; 

iv. Nouns have two genders, masculine and 
feminine. 

The last two features are not restricted to nouns, 
since verbs inflect for gender and number as well. 
A fifth feature, unique to Arabic nouns in the 
plural, may be added, namely animacy. Whether 
or not a noun refers to human beings determines 
the way it agrees with other elements of the 
phrase or clause (Badawi a.o. 2004:25; Ryding 
2005: 119; also Abboud a.o. 2002:57−8).

Arabic nouns occur in a wide range of types 
identified by a variety of morphological pat-
terns, such as ¤ verbal nouns (maßdar); active 
and passive ¤ participles (ism al-fà≠il/al-maf≠ùl); 
nouns of place (ism makàn), instrument (ism al-
±àla), profession, intensity, or repetition (of the 
fa≠≠àl-pattern); abstract nouns (marked by the 
nisba-ending); and diminutives (taßÿìr; Badawi 
a.o. 2004:49−50; Ryding 2005:74−92).

The category of ±asmà± comprises the sub-
classes of nouns (common and proper nouns, 
including cardinal numbers), pronouns (either 
free or bound), adjectives (including ¤ elatives 
and ordinal numbers), adverbials, demonstra-
tives, relatives, and nominal prepositions (i.e. 
nouns that function as prepositions; Badawi 
a.o. 2004:25; Abboud a.o. 2002:67−8).

In general, Western grammars of Modern 
Arabic lack a straightforward definition of ism; 
rather, they describe the category of nouns in 
terms of a set of grammatical properties as out-
lined above. Arab grammars and grammatical 
studies, on the other hand, usually start with 
a definition that is anchored in the Arabic lin-
guistic tradition. According to this tradition – 
a consensus reached after much debate – a 
noun is “a word [¤ kalima, also lafÚ ‘sound’] 
indicating a meaning in itself and not contain-
ing any reference to time” (ÿayr muqtarin bi-
zamàn, also wa-laysa z-zamàn juz±an minhà 
‘time is not part of it’; e.g. Dahdah 1990:29; 
cf. Ryding 2005:74, n. 1; Howell 1990:I, 1) 
or, alternatively, “a word indicating in itself 
something perceptible (šay± ma™sùs) or some-
thing imperceptible (ÿayr ma™sùs) known by 
understanding (bi-l-≠aql), both not containing 
any reference to time” (£asan 2004:26).

This definition is typically followed by five 
characteristics that describe the category in the 
manner Western grammars generally do and 
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that are based on grammatical properties con-
sidered to be unique to nouns. These features 
include the following: 

i. Nouns may have the genitive case ending 
(jarr) by one of the grammatical reasons (li-
dà≠in min ad-dawà≠ì n-na™wiyya) restricted 
to nouns, for instance by a preposition (™arf 
al-jarr); 

ii. If fully inflected, nouns may have nunation; 
iii. Nouns can be used as a vocative (nidà±); 
iv. The ±alif làm of definiteness may be prefixed 

to nouns; and 
v. Nouns may be used as subject of announce-

ment (mubtada± ¤ ibtidà±) or receive a 
predicate (musnad ±ilayhi ¤ ±isnàd; Dahdah 
1990:28−29; £asan 2004:26−28; cf. Howell 
1990:I, 1−3). 

An additional set of features includes the 
fact that nouns may be governing words in 
a genitive construction (mu∂àf ), that per-
sonal pronouns (∂amìr/∂amà±ir) may refer to 
them, and that they form diminutives (£asan 
2004:29).

The tripartite division of words (±aqsàm al-
kalàm) into nouns, verbs, and particles, though 
not always easy to maintain, has never really 
been challenged in the Arabic linguistic tradi-
tion. Only a few examples that indicate other-
wise are known; as-Suyù†ì (±Ašbàh III, 2) 
mentions xàlifa, a category reportedly added 
by one Ja≠far ibn Íàbir; a category of xawà-
lif is also recognized by al-Faràbì, who has 
four more categories (cf. Guillaume 1988:25; 
Versteegh 1995:28). For a discussion of the 
number of parts of speech restricted to three, 
see az-Zajjàjì (±î∂à™ 41−45). The introduction 
of this tripartite division into Arabic grammar 
is ascribed to either Caliph ≠Alì or his Baßran 
judge ±Abù l-±Aswad ad-Du±alì (see, e.g., Ibn 
al-±Anbàrì, Nuzha 3−8).

That the basic tenet of the three parts of 
speech was taken from Greek grammar can 
no longer be sustained – the beginnings of the 
Arabic tradition lie before the introduction 
of Greek writings in the Arab world, even 
if we take Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb as the starting 
point. Yet, some traces of influence from Greek 
grammar, which may have entered the Arabic 
tradition through knowledge of the Hellenistic 
education system (Versteegh 1977:40, 1995:33), 
can, however, be recognized in the examples 

Sìbawayhi uses to illustrate the noun category. 
Sìbawayhi gives no real definition of ism but 
simply states: fa-l-ismu rajulun wa-farasun ‘the 
noun is man and horse’ (Kitàb I, 1). A third 
example, ™à±i† ‘wall’, has found its way into the 
printed editions of the Kitàb, but as Humbert 
(1995:57−58) has shown, this was a later addi-
tion. The manner in which grammarians of 
Arabic came, through trial and error, to for-
mulate definitions of the parts of speech shows 
how, in the course of time, Arabic grammar 
yielded to the influence of Greek logic. Various 
theories on the introduction of the tripartite 
division of parts of speech in Arabic linguistic 
thinking have been put forward, for instance by 
Weiss (1976); Versteegh (1977:38−54);  Guillaume 
(1988); Owens (1989); Suleiman (1990); for a 
general overview, see Versteegh (1995:27−30; 
¤ parts of speech).

Although Sìbawayhi does not define ism, the 
Kitàb in several disconnected passages pres-
ents numerous properties of the noun, mainly 
based on their syntactic functions or on the 
basis of their morphological forms in rela-
tion to these functions. Thus, we learn that 
nouns have tanwìn (suffixed -n) as a sign of 
their being mutamakkina ‘fully declinable’ (lit. 
‘firmly established’), that they may have jarr 
(genitive case ending), as in the mu∂àf ±ilayhi 
(‘to which is annexed’, i.e. the second part of 
a genitive construction), and that they can take 
the ±alif làm of definiteness (prefixed al-, i.e. the 
article), to give but a few examples. In the same 
inventory-like manner, Sìbawayhi identifies, 
among others, kayfa ‘how?’ and ±ayna ‘where?’ 
as nouns, which made it very complicated for 
representatives of the later grammatical tradi-
tion to formulate definitions of the noun (Kitàb 
I, 2.3−5, 7, 9−10, 20−21). 

Subsequently, the grammarians applied the 
principle of similarity (tašbìh, mu∂àra≠a; also 
¤ qiyàs ‘analogy’; cf. Carter 2004:82−86) to 
the relationship between words from the cat-
egory of nouns and those from one of the 
other two categories, and in this way they 
identified subclasses of nouns with deviating 
characteristics. This allowed them to rank the 
three categories and the various subclasses in 
terms of heaviness (μiqal) or lightness (xiffa). 
The following example illustrates the working 
of this principle. Nouns constitute the light-
est category of words due to their property of 
having tanwìn, which makes them unrestricted 
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in their movements (taßrìf, taßarruf ). Some 
nouns, however, show the same pattern as the 
fi≠l mu∂àri≠, the imperfect verb (‘that resem-
bles the noun’): nouns like ±abya∂u ‘white’ 
or ±a™maru ‘red’, for instance, have the same 
±af ≠alu pattern as ±a≈habu ‘I go’ and ±a≠lamu 
‘I know’. This similarity makes them share the 
verbal property of being too ‘heavy’ to bear 
tanwìn. Consequently, they lose their ability to 
be fully inflected (mutamakkin, also munßarif  ) 
and become less free in their movements, and 
hence they are called ÿayr mutamakkin or ÿayr 
munßarif (i.e. diptotes instead of triptotes; ¤ 
diptosis; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 5.8−14; II,1.11ff.). 
Az-Zajjàj’s Kitàb mà yanßarif wa-mà là yanßarif 
was a work entirely devoted to this subject 
(cf. Carter 2004:68, 104−106, 108; Versteegh 
1995:174, n. 3). £adìμì (2003:296−297) even 
credits Sìbawayhi with ‘inventing’ the science of 
ßarf. For an overview of the subclasses of nouns 
as defined by the grammatical tradition, see 
Howell (1990:I, 1−1813 [Parts 1−4]). Specific 
classificatory problems concern adverbs of 
time and place, Úarf/Úurùf (Versteegh 1995:68; 
Owens 1988:131−138; cf. Howell 1990:I, 
217−227; Wright 1967:II, 109−112; ¤ maf ≠ùl 
fìhi), and ¤ ßifa ‘adjective, attribute’ (Diem 
1974; Versteegh 1977:49−50, 1995:29−30).

Other early grammarians and those of the 
first generations after Sìbawayhi more or less 
followed his cue in describing rather than defin-
ing the class of nouns in Arabic. Some of 
these descriptions are the following: al-ism mà 
wußifa ‘the noun is that to which [something] 
can be attributed’ (al-Kisà± ì, d. 183/799); mà 
™asuna fìhi ‘yanfa≠unì wa-ya∂urrunì ’ fa-huwa 
ism ‘that about which it is allowed to say “it 
benefits me” or “it hurts me” is a noun’, i.e., 
as az-Zajjàjì (±I∂à™ 49) explains, mà jàza ±an 
yuxbara ≠anhu ‘about which it is allowed to 
predicate something’ (al-±Axfaš al-±Awsa†, d. 
ca. 215/830); al-ism mà ™tamala t-tanwìn ±aw 
al-±i∂àfa ±aw al-±alif wa-l-làm ‘the noun is what 
bears the nunation or the annexion or the 
article’ (al-Farrà±, d. 207/822); kull mà daxala 
≠alayhi ™arf min ™urùf al-jarr fa-huwa ism fa-
±in imtana≠a ≈àlika fa-laysa bi-sm ‘everything to 
which a preposition can be attached is a noun, 
and if this is impossible, it is not a noun’ (al-
Mubarrad, d. 285/989). 

A neat overview of these early, as well as 
some later, attempts to formulate quasi-defini-
tions of ism is presented by Ibn Fàris (Íà™ibì 

89−91). He himself is satisfied with none of 
them because they do not offer any room for 
kayfa, ±ayna, and the like to be included in the 
category of nouns.

When referring to al-Mubarrad’s above-men-
tioned description of noun, Ibn Fàris appar-
ently leaves out the first part, found at the very 
beginning of the Muqta∂ab (I, 1). Al-Mubarrad 
first restricts the noun to the ism mutamakkin 
‘fully declinable noun’, and then proceeds by 
saying ±ammà l-±asmà± fa-mà kàna wàqi≠an ≠alà 
ma≠nan na™wa rajul wa-faras ‘nouns are what 
touches upon (‘what denotes’, Jarrar 1992:134; 
‘what is applied to’, Versteegh 1995:51) a 
meaning, like “man” and “horse”’. It is pre-
cisely the inclusion of ¤ ma≠nà ‘meaning’ in the 
description that initiates the formulation of the 
first true definition of ism by the late- 3rd/9th-
early- 4th/10th-century grammarian az-Zajjàj, 
which runs as follows: ßawt muqa††a≠ mafhùm 
dàll ≠alà ma≠nan ÿayr dàll ≠alà zamàn wa-là 
makàn ‘an articulated understandable sound, 
indicating [or: implying] meaning and not indi-
cating [or: implying] time or place’. Comparing 
this with the Aristotelian definition of the noun, 
“a noun is a sound with meaning [by agree-
ment] without time, no part of which has 
meaning in isolation”, Fleisch (1978:181−182) 
recognizes the Greek logical basis of the defi-
nition, and, consequently, he makes a clear 
distinction between the grammarians before 
and after az-Zajjàj; ‘by agreement’ belongs to 
the discussion about the origin of language, 
whether by institution or by revelation (for a 
discussion of variant formulations of Aristotle’s 
definition, see Versteegh 1977:138, 1995:58).

Ibn Fàris (Íà™ibì 2) is equally dissatisfied with 
az-Zajjàj’s definition of ism, this time because it 
does not exclude particles. His objections clearly 
show how difficult it is to stick to the rationale 
of categorization, namely that words belong to 
one category and one category only. The many 
subclasses of noun appeared to be very hard to 
capture in one overall definition, so that even 
az-Zajjàj’s rather sophisticated definition had 
to be modified and improved on. Criticisms of 
and attempts to improve this definition basi-
cally focus on two aspects: one having recourse 
to ma≠nà for the purpose of excluding particles, 
the other dealing with aspects of time to distin-
guish nouns from verbs.

Ibn as-Sarràj (d. 316/928), for instance, mod-
ifies ma≠nà by adding mufrad ‘a single mean-
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ing’, wa-≈àlika l-ma≠nà yakùnu šaxßan wa-ÿayr 
šaxßin lit. ‘and this meaning is a person or not 
a person’. From his examples it becomes clear 
that he refers to concrete (e.g. rajul, faras) and 
abstract (∂arb ‘hitting’, ±akl ‘eating’) nouns. In 
an elaborate discussion of the matter at hand, 
az-Zajjàjì remarks that this modification is not 
an improvement because the definition still 
allows meaningful particles, like ±an ‘that’ or 
lam ‘not’, to be included in the category of 
nouns. Reference to the aspect of time in az-
Zajjàj’s definition is formulated as ma≠nan ÿayr 
muqtarin bi-zamàn mu™aßßal min ma∂iyyin 
aw ÿayrihi ‘a meaning not associated with a 
specified time, be it past time or another’, for 
instance in as-Sìràfì (d. 368/958; Ibn as-Sarràj, 
±Ußùl I, 36−37; Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 48; Sìràfì, Šar™ I, 
53−54; on the fundamental distinction between 
concrete and abstract nouns, see Versteegh 
1995:61).

Az-Zajjàjì provides us in the ±î∂à™ (48−52) 
with a thorough discussion of the definitions 
based on logic that were known to him at the 
time, but he himself explicitly prefers to remain 
on the solid ground of linguistics and formu-
lates the following definition on a syntactic 
basis: “A noun in the language of the Arabs is 
what is an agent or an object or what replaces 
the agent and the object” (al-ism fì kalàm al-
≠arab mà kàna fà≠ilan aw maf ≠ùlan aw wàqi ≠an 
fì ™ayyiz al-fà≠il wa-l-maf ≠ùl bihi). At this 
point, az-Zajjàjì underlines his preference for 
grammatical rather than logical reasoning by 
adding: “This definition is in accordance with 
grammatical standards and conventional rules. 
It includes absolutely all nouns and excludes 
everything which is not a noun” (Versteegh 
1995:49−53, 56−64; Jarrar 1992:129−135). 
For the interpretation of fà≠il and maf≠ùl in 
this context as ‘something active or something 
passive’ because the definition deals with nouns 
as representatives of substances, see Versteegh 
(1995:57). Otherwise, Versteegh argues, words 
such as kayfa and ayna, which denote sub-
stances and hence may be regarded as some-
thing active or something passive, are not 
covered by the definition. For further details 
see, however, Owens (1989:215−219), who 
compares az-Zajjàjì’s definition with earlier 
versions ascribed to Luÿda (d. 310/922) and 
his contemporary Ibn Kaysàn.

Ibn al-±Anbàrì (±Asràr 9−10) remarks that 
in due course up to seventy definitions of ism 

had been formulated (which Versteegh 1995:56 
roughly divides into the five main categories of 
morphological, ontological, logical, syntactic, 
and exemplifying categories). Some grammar-
ians even assert that no clear-cut definition can 
be established, and they venture to say that 
this is the reason why Sìbawayhi did not even 
try to give one, sticking to a description and 
a few illustrations. And, indeed, in the Arabic 
linguistic tradition a gradual movement to what 
may be termed a two-pronged approach may 
be observed: a definition including a reference 
to ‘meaning without time’, followed by an 
enumeration of properties to make certain that 
everything is absolutely clear. For instance, 
az-Zamaxšarì (d. 538/1143−1144) rephrases 
the definition as follows: al-ism mà dalla ≠alà 
ma≠nan fì nafsihi dalàlatan mujarradatan ≠an 
al-iqtiràn [bi-zamàn] wa-lahu xaßà±iß minhà 
jawàz al-±isnàd ±ilayhi wa-duxùl ™arf at-ta≠rìf 
wa-l-jarr wa-t-tanwìn wa-l-±i∂àfa. Here, we 
find mà≠nan fì nafsihi ‘a meaning in itself’, in 
order to avoid overlap with the category of 
particles and mujarradatan ≠an al-iqtiràn [bi-
zamàn] ‘free from association with time’, in 
order to make sure verbs are excluded; this is 
followed by a selection of the most characteris-
tic properties of the noun (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 
6; Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ I, 22−25; Xwàrizmì, Taxmìr 
I, 157−158). The same manner of defining the 
noun, outlined above, is embraced by contem-
porary Arab grammarians.

Finally, in the Arabic grammatical tradition, 
the etymology of the word ism belongs to the 
traditional Baßran-Kùfan debate (recorded as 
the first mas±ala in Ibn al-±Anbàrì’s ±Inßàf and 
in his ±Asràr 5−10; summarized by, for exam-
ple, Zabìdì, Tàj IX, 538, followed by Lane 
1863−1893:IV, 1435). The word has found its 
way into the Modern Arabic dictionary of Wehr 
(1994) under the radicals s-m (cross-referenced 
with s-m-y from sammà ‘to name, designate’). 
Yet, consensus follows the Baßran theory that 
ism (or, according to some, the tribes of Tamìm 
and Qu∂à≠a say usm) is derived from s-m-w 
‘to be elevated, raised’, and the original simw 
or sumw is a thing raised into notice, thus 
denoted and made known. The last radical, 
wàw, has been dropped and compensated by 
a prefixed hamza; consequently, its plural is 
±asmà± and its diminutive sumayy. According 
to some Kùfans, however, the word is from 
w-s-m, wasm (meaning ≠alàma ‘sign, indica-

 ism

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



428

tion’, synonym of ism), the first radical wàw 
being substituted by hamza. This theory is 
considered to be weak because wasm would 
form the plural ±awsàm and the diminutive 
wusaym. Fleisch (1978:181, 1961:252−261) 
treats the word as biliteral and considers it 
as such to belong to ‘ancient linguistic stock’. 
The etymology of the word ism has some bear-
ing on the discussion about whether ism and 
musammà, the sign and the designated, are 
identical, an issue that belongs to the origin of 
speech (see, e.g., Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß I, 40−47; 
Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn al-≠Arab III, 2109−2110; 
Versteegh 1995:34, 38).
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Ism al-fà≠il

It is characteristic of medieval terminology not 
to be specific to one analytical level, thus, for 
example, ¤ ™arf ‘particle’ can refer to anything 
from phonemes to paragraphs. The word fà≠il is 
no exception. It is discussed here on four levels.

1. Lexically, ¤ fà≠il means ‘doer, person doing’. 
An obscene metaphor, doubtless coined by a 
grammarian, pairs it with another technical 
term, maf ≠ùl bihi ‘done to’, viz. ‘direct object’, 
for the active and passive members of a homo-
sexual relationship.

2. At the morphological level, fà≠il has three 
applications: 

(a) Fà≠il stands for any word in the template 
C1àC2iC3, where the root f-≠-l ‘to do’ acts as a 
morphological symbol, hence xàmis ‘fifth’ is 
said to have the pattern fà≠il.

(b) It denotes the pattern of the agent of a 
simple verb, rather as one says that the agent 
in English is formed by adding -er to the 
stem, e.g. kàtib ‘writer’, màlik ‘owner’, Úàlim 
‘wrongdoer’. Not every word of this pattern 
is necessarily an agent, e.g. the toponym qàdis 
‘Cadiz’.

(c) By extension fà≠il stands for the whole mor-
phological category of words  denoting agents 
regardless of the pattern, which  varies accord-
ing to the verb stem, e.g. mudarris ‘instruc-
tor’, muràsil ‘correspondent’, mudìr ‘director’, 
muta≠allim ‘learner’, etc. The  allomorphs fa≠≠àl, 
fi≠≠àl, etc., which denote an agent in an exag-
gerated sense, e.g. ka≈≈àb ‘great liar’, širràb 
‘heavy drinker’, are also covered by this term.

3. At the syntactic level, the phrase ism al-fà≠il 
denotes the ‘agent noun’ in all aspects: word 
order, case, agreement, and other features (¤ 
fà≠il). Apart from the Qur±ànic quotations, the 
examples below are artificial, and the transla-
tions are literal enough to expose the structures 
under review (often in bold type).

(a) Word order. By observation the gram-
marians knew that the agent noun always fol-
lows its verb, e.g. ∂araba zaydun ‘Zayd struck’. 
The agent pronouns, being fundamentally suf-
fixes, morphologically confirmed this order, e.g. 
∂arabtu/∂arabù ‘I struck/they struck’, analyzed 
as ∂arab+tu ‘struck-I’/∂arab+ù ‘struck-they’. 
With passive verbs, e.g. ∂uriba zaydun/∂uribtu 
‘Zayd was struck/I was struck’, the gram-
matical agent is called nà±ib ≠an al-fà≠il ‘deputy 
agent’, among other terms.

(b) Case. The agent noun takes the indepen-
dent (raf≠) case, in common with subjects and 
predicates. Several functional equivalents for 
the agent noun were identified by the gram-
marians, such as prepositional phrases, e.g. the 
Qur±ànic mà jà±anà min bašìrin lit. ‘not came 
to us [anyone] by way of messenger’ (Q. 5/13) 
and kafà bi-llàhi šahìdan lit. ‘there is enough 
with God as a witness’, interpreted as ‘God suf-
fices as a witness’ (Q. 4/79, 166); nominalized 
clauses, e.g. yabqà ±an ±a≈kura lit. ‘that I men-
tion remains’, i.e. ‘it remains for me to men-
tion’; and free pronouns in certain contexts, 
e.g. mà fa≠ala ±illà ±ana ‘none did [it] but I’.

(c) Agreement is the most outstanding feature 
of verbal syntax: the verb precedes its agent 
and remains singular, agreeing with the agent 
only in gender, e.g. qàma r-rajulu/r-rajulàni/
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r-rijàlu ‘the man/two men/men stood up [masc. 
sg.]’, qàmat al-mar±atu/al-mar±atàni/an-nisà±u 
‘the woman/two women/women stood up [fem. 
sg.]’. Historically, this is a regularization of 
a more fluid situation allowing other forms 
of agreement, notably the dialectal ±akalùnì 
l-baràÿìμu ‘the fleas consumed [masc. pl.] me’, 
and the Qur±ànic qàla niswatun fì l-madìnati 
‘women in the town said [masc. sg.]’ (Q. 12/30); 
agreement with the sense or by attraction is not 
rare, e.g. jà±athu kitàbì ‘my letter [masc.] came 
[fem.] to him’, where the speaker is thinking of 
feminine risàla ‘message’. Much discussion was 
provoked among the grammarians by agree-
ment problems in elliptical coordinated verbal 
sentences of the type marartu wa-marra bì 
zaydun lit. ‘I passed and Zayd passed by me’, 
similar to English They do not and have not 
written together (the example is genuine).

(d) The overt agent noun does not have 
to follow its verb immediately, but pronoun 
agents are incorporated in the verb, reinforc-
ing their mutually indispensable formal and 
semantic relationship: this indispensability also 
exists between subjects and predicates, and it is 
one reason why agents, subjects, and predicates 
all have the same independent (raf ≠) inflection. 
There are, however, two fundamental differ-
ences between agents and subjects. The first 
difference is that agents, being integral with 
their verbs, can never be elided, while subjects 
and predicates can be left unsaid. Every verb is 
in effect a complete sentence, and there is no 
infinitive in Arabic, only fully inflected verbal 
nouns (¤ maßdar).

(e) Nominal vs. verbal sentence. The second 
difference between subjects and agents is that 
their status is determined by word order. Since 
the order verb+agent is fixed, any sequence in 
which the verb is preceded by a noun must be 
analyzed differently: zaydun qàma can only be 
parsed as ‘Zayd, he stood up’, i.e. an equational 
sentence whose predicate is a verbal sentence. 
This is clear from the obligatory agreement 
in the postposed verb, e.g. ar-rajulàni qàmà/
ar-rijàlu qàmù ‘the two men, they [du.] stood 
up/the men, they [pl.] stood up’. Agreement is 
obligatory because all predicates in Arabic must 
contain a pronoun linking them to the subject, 
and it is always possible at qàm- to introduce a 
new agent, e.g. ar-rijàlu qàmat ±ummuhum ‘the 
men, their mother stood up [fem. sing.]’ with 
the binding pronoun now elsewhere.

The Arab grammarians maintained a strict 
terminological distinction between the struc-
ture verb+agent, which they called a ‘verbal 
sentence’ (jumla fi≠liyya), and the binary unit of 
subject+predicate, e.g. zaydun qà±imun ‘Zayd 
[is] standing’, which they termed a ‘nomi-
nal sentence’, jumla ismiyya. Regrettably, fà≠il, 
which in Arabic can only denote the agent of a 
verb, is all too often rendered inappropriately 
as ‘subject’, thereby obliterating the indigenous 
grammatical theory altogether.

4. At the semantic and theoretical levels, vari-
ous issues were raised by the grammarians, 
some with important logical and theological 
implications.

(a) Miscellaneous theoretical topics. The 
assignment of independent case to agents, sub-
jects, and predicates was accounted for by their 
structural similarities; in addition, for reasons 
of systematic coherence, the agent noun was 
said to take the (phono)logically more sig-
nificant case (independent) over the dependent 
(naßb) case of objects and complements because 
there is only one agent but multiple comple-
ments. The latter moreover are intrinsically 
redundant elements (fa∂la), while the agent is a 
structural necessity (≠umda).

The agreement system led to the inference 
that the agent pronoun of the 3rd person 
singular verb was always latent (mustatir ‘hid-
den’). Hence qàma/yaqùmu only means ‘he 
stood/stands’ by default, when not followed by 
an overt agent. Western segmentation of these 
verbs as qàm+a, fem. qàm+at gives a wrong 
impression of the status of these endings: for the 
Arabs they are merely gender markers, unlike 
the true agent suffixes in qum+tu/qum+nà ‘I 
stood/we stood’, etc. The same applies to the 
3rd person prefixes ya- [masc.] and ta- [fem.] 
in the imperfect.

The logical priority of agents and subjects 
was disputed. Some argued that the agent is 
logically prior to the subject (mubtada± bihi 
‘thing started with’; ¤ ibtidà±) because it has a 
formal operator (≠àmil), i.e. the verb, while the 
subject has no overt operator. The opposing 
view was that the subject has priority because 
it remains a subject even in inversion (fì d-dàri 
rajulun ‘in the house [is] a man’), while an agent 
becomes a subject when fronted. Expressed so 
briefly here, the argument may seem trivial, but 
it had pedagogical consequences affecting the 
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arrangement of material, and it was also part of 
the larger topic of predication theory.

The standard definition of the fà≠il as some-
one who performs the act denoted by the verb 
was an irresistible challenge. How, it was asked, 
can there be an agent when no act occurs, such 
as dying? Further, how can there be an agent 
when the act is prohibited or negated? This 
was easily answered by pointing out that at the 
grammatical level all verbs must have agents 
regardless of their meaning. But it was not 
a complete irrelevance: the lawyers applied 
similar reasoning to conclude that Qur±ànic 
prohibitions reduce to positive commands to 
refrain from the forbidden action. More sub-
tly, the grammarians recognized that there is a 
category of verbs which cannot have an agent, 
namely verbs of existence, e.g. kàna ‘to be’ (¤ 
kàna wa-±axawàtuhà). These do have the same 
syntax as transitive verbs, hence their predicate 
has dependent form like a direct object (kàna 
zaydun qà±iman ‘Zayd [indep.] was standing 
[dep.]’), but they have no fà≠il; instead, the 
element in that position is called the ‘noun of 
kàna’ (ism kàna), and the dependent comple-
ment its ‘predicate’ (xabar kàna).

(b) The semantic status of the agent noun in 
the sense of participle is ambiguous. In the first 
place, its time reference is controversial: some 
Kùfan grammarians called this form fi≠l dà±im 
lit. ‘lasting act[ion]’, perhaps in response to a 
debate about the unreality of the present as the 
dimensionless point where the past meets the 
future. If so, the Kùfan term implies a rejection 
of that sophism. Incidentally, there can be no 
discussion here of the role of the fà≠il in the 
tense system, not well developed in Classical 
Arabic but a prominent feature of some modern 
dialects (¤ participle; ¤ aspect).

Secondly, it combines both verbal and nomi-
nal properties. It does loosely correspond to 
both the English ‘present participle’ and ‘agent’, 
but, unlike the participle, it always remains 
a noun. So ±ana kàtibun can represent ‘I am 
a person writing or going to write’ or ‘I am a 
person having written, a writer’. This duality is 
reflected syntactically in the alternative verbal 
and nominal constructions seen in ±ana kàtibun 
al-kitàba ‘I am a person going to write the 
book’ (marked as direct object) or ±ana kàtibu 
l-kitàbi ‘I am the writer of the book’ (marked 
as possessed). The lawyers were aware of the 
implications for contracts, as the first implies 

future and the second past time, but they could 
do little with the Qur±ànic kullu nafsin ≈à±iqatu 
l-mawti (Q. 3/185, 21/35, 29/57), lit. ‘every 
soul has tasted death’ in the ‘past’ construction, 
where one might expect ≈à±iqatun al-mawta 
‘is going to taste death’. In inversions of the 
type ‘are they standing, the two Zayds?’, the 
preposed predicate may display either partial, 
verbal agreement, viz. ±a-qà±imun az-zaydàni 
‘are the two Zayds standing [masc. sg.]?’, or 
nominal, full agreement ±a-qà±imàni z-zaydàni 
[masc. du.].

(c) The inflection of the imperfect verb is 
ascribed to its resemblance to the agent noun, 
for which reason it is called al-fi≠l al-mu∂àri≠ 
li-sm al-fà≠il ‘the verb which resembles the 
agent noun’ (¤ mà∂ì/mu∂àri≠), referring to the 
striking distributional and semantic similarities 
between this verb and agent noun: both occur 
as predicates and can be prefixed with the 
emphatic la-, e.g. ±inna r-rajula la-yaktubu/la-
kàtibun ‘verily the man, indeed he writes/[is] 
indeed someone writing’, and both occur attrib-
utively, as in hà≈à rajulun yaktubu/kàtibun ‘this 
is a man who writes/a man, a person writing’. 
As a result the verb inflects like a noun, sharing 
two of the three nominal case endings.

(d) The agent noun is central to the theory of 
predication. The theory is based on two  axioms: 
first, as there is no copula, the union of subject 
and predicate is marked by a referential pro-
noun in the latter; and second, verbs  function 
exclusively as predicates of their agents. More-
over, all verbs incorporate an agent pronoun, 
either implicit (mustatir, see above), as in qàma 
r-rijàlu ‘the men stood [Ø-marker]’, or external-
ized, as in ar-rijàlu qàmù ‘the men, they stood 
[masc. pl.]’. Because agent nouns have verbal 
meaning they also are marked for the gender 
and number of their agent, as in hiya qà±imatun 
‘she is a person standing [fem. sg.]’ (remember 
that the ism fà≠il is by definition a noun: even 
attributively it remains a noun, in apposition, 
e.g. marartu bi-rajulin kàtibin ‘I passed by a 
man, a person writing [masc. sg. obl.]’).

The grammarians generalized the number 
and gender agreement in verbs and agent nouns 
to explain the agreement of a third category, the 
qualifiers we call adjectives (¤ ßifa). These, like 
the fà≠il, also alternate with verbs, e.g. wajhun 
™asanun/ya™sunu ‘a beautiful face/face which is 
beautiful’, and between pseudoverbal syntax, as 
in ™asanun wajhan ‘beautiful as to face [dep.]’ 
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(cf. kàtibun al-kitàba ‘writing the book’), and 
pseudonominal, as in ™asanu l-wajhi ‘beautiful 
of face [obl.]’ (cf. kàtibu l-kitàbi ‘the writer of 
the book’). For this they are termed ‘the adjec-
tive assimilated [by the speaker] to the agent 
noun’ (aß-ßifa al-mušabbaha bi-sm al-fà≠il). It 
is important to stress that this is not a subset 
of adjectives; it covers all adjectives. Since they 
are morphologically related to agent nouns 
in being deverbal (muštaqq ‘derived’), adjec-
tives too are assumed to contain a pronoun 
reference to their head which accounts for 
their  agreement. Significantly, agent nouns and 
adjectives are virtually in complementary distri-
bution, thus kàtib ‘person writing, writer’ has 
no  corresponding adjective and ™asan ‘beauti-
ful’ no corresponding agent noun. The sym-
metry is completed by the occurrence of agent 
nouns in attributive adjectival positions and of 
adjectives in isolation as nouns, e.g. al-™asanu 
‘the beautiful [one]’.

The pronominal trace in verbs, agent nouns, 
and adjectives acts as the copula in equational 
sentences, except when the predicate is not 
deverbal, e.g. zaydun ±axùka ‘Zayd is your 
brother’ (subject and predicate are identical), or 
is locative, e.g. zaydun fì d-dàri ‘Zayd is in the 
house’ (mostly explained as elliptical for ‘Zayd 
[is situated] in the house’, using the agent noun 
mustaqirrun ‘person situated’). The theological 
implications of all this cannot be explored here: 
it must suffice to allude to the problem of God’s 
attributes. The theologians were aware of the 
risk of hylomorphic dualism in predicating 
qualities of God through verbs, since these are 
a compound of verb (scil. ‘accident’) and agent 
pronoun (scil. ‘substance’). But the pronoun 
trace in the agent noun and adjective is never 
realized except as agreement, and since more-
over the agent noun is temporally and aspectu-
ally indeterminate, the theologians consciously 
preferred it over the verb for enumerating and 
discussing God’s attributes.
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Ism al-fi≠l

The term ism al-fi≠l (pl. ±asmà± al-fi≠l) is used 
for ¤ interjections conveying the sense of a 
verb. Most of them denote an imperative, e.g. 
nazàli ‘go down!’, ±ilayka ‘go away!’, hàlumma 
‘come here!’. However, some ±asmà± al-fi≠l have 
the sense of a declarative sentence (xabar), e.g. 
hayhàtu ‘far from it!’. The plural form is men-
tioned for the first time in the 8th century, by 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 102.8). The singular ism 
al-fi≠l or ism fi≠l occurs only in later sources. 
Interjections known by this term are also called 
±asmà± li-l-fi≠l (sg. ism li-l-fi≠l) and ±asmà± al-
±af≠àl (Levin 1991:247).

In the Arab grammarians’ classification, 
±asmà± al-fi≠l as imperatives are divided accord-
ing to derivational criteria into three groups: 

i. ±Asmà± al-fi≠l on the fa≠àli pattern, derived 
from triliteral roots, e.g. nazàli ‘go down!’, 
™a≈àri ‘beware, be cautious!’, naÚàri ‘look!’ 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 34.11–35.8).

ii. ±Asmà± al-fi≠l formed by a combination of 
a preposition and a genitive pronoun of 
the 2nd person, e.g. ±ilayka ‘go away!’; 
≠alayka zaydan, ≠indaka zaydan, dùnaka 
zaydan ‘seize Zayd!’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
105.15–107.10). This category of ±asmà± 
al-fi≠l is called by some grammarians ±iÿrà± 
lit. ‘incitement’ (Zajjàjì, Jumal 144; Ibn 
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al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 99.15–16, ±Asràr 67.2–5). 
As a technical term ±iÿrà± means ‘words 
inciting to do a certain act’. 

iii. ±Asmà± al-fi≠l as isolated forms, e.g. ™ayya 
‘come!’ (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 63.1), 
™ayahalla ‘come quickly!’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 102.10), ±ìhi ‘tell more!’ (Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 61.13). These isolated forms are 
called ±aßwàt (sg. ßawt) by some grammar-
ians (Levin 1991:249). This term is rarely 
used by Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 40.22–41.8, 
49.3–5).

Some interjections belonging to the category 
of ±asmà± al-fi≠l take the place of a declarative 
sentence: hayhàtu ‘far from it!’ (Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 61.18), šattàna ‘how different is . . .!’ 
(Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 61.18), ±uffin (an inter-
jection expressing anger; Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 
61.20), ±awwah (an interjection expressing 
pain; Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 61.20).

According to some grammarians, the mean-
ing of the term ±asmà± al-fi≠l is ‘the proper 
names of the verbs’, which derives from their 
notion that certain verbs have a proper name. 
Sometimes, instead of using a given verb, the 
speaker uses its proper name as a sign denoting 
this verb, just as the proper name of a given 
person is a sign denoting that person. The form 
™ayyahala, for instance, is the proper name of 
the verb ±ìti ‘come!’, just as the name ™assànu 
is the proper name of a given person. Hence, 
™ayyahala, when used by the speaker, denotes 
the verb ±ìti, just as ™assànu denotes a person 
known by this name. For this interpretation of 
the term ±asmà± al-fi≠l, see Mubarrad (Muqta∂ab 
III, 202.1–4); Ibn Xaššàb (Murtajil 248.1–11); 
Ibn Ya≠ìš (”ar™ I, 494.17–19, ed. Jahn = ”ar™ 
IV, 25.12–14, Cairo ed.; ”ar™ I, 496.14–15, 
ed. Jahn = ”ar™ IV, 29.6–7, Cairo ed.); Ibn ±Abì 
r-Rabì≠ (Basì† 163.17–164.1; Îab† 347.2–8, 
348.12–349.1). For a translation of some of 
the excerpts mentioned in the above references, 
see Levin (1991:249–251).

The interpretation of the term ±asmà± al-fi≠l 
by later grammarians shows that Wright’s edi-
tor is mistaken when he says that ±asmà± al-fi≠l 
are called thus because they have ‘a certain 
verbal force’ (Wright 1951:296). Lane is also 
mistaken when he calls various forms of ±asmà± 
al-fi≠l ‘verbal noun’ (1863–1893:V, 2146) or 
‘imperative verbal noun’ (1863–1893:I, 86, 
305; II, 534).

Since the Arab grammarians hold that ±asmà± 
al-fi≠l are proper names of verbs, they classify 
them as nouns (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 102.17–18; 
Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab III, 202.1–4). As-Suyù†ì 
(±Ašbàh III, 2.8–9) quotes from ±Abù £ayyàn 
(13th century) the exceptional view of Ibn 
Sàbir that the ±asmà± al-fi≠l form a special part 
of speech called xàlifa  ‘the word which takes 
the place of verbs’.

In the grammarians’ view, words belonging 
to the category of ±asmà± al-fi≠l are nouns con-
veying the sense of a verb (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
102.6–7, 102.23–24; II, 38.12–13), and the 
place occupied by them in speech is that of 
a verb (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 102.6–7). Some 
grammarians emphasize that ±asmà± al-fi≠l are 
not maßàdir ‘verbal nouns’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
102.23–24; Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab III, 202.1– 3). 
Every ism fi≠l conveys the sense of the verb 
named by it; ™ayyahala ‘come!’, for instance, is 
the ism of the imperative ±ìti (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
102.9–11).

±Asmà± al-fi≠l of verbs that take an accusative 
as a direct object can also govern a direct object 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 102.7–16; Ibn as-Sarràj, 
±Ußùl I, 141.2–9), as in the examples hàlumma 
zaydan ‘bring Zayd!’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
102.9) and ™ayyahala μ-μarìda ‘come quickly to 
have soup!’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 102.10). Such 
±asmà± al-fi≠l can take an accusative pronoun 
as a direct object, as in taràkihà ‘leave them!’ 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 102.13) and manà≠ihà 
‘defend them!’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 102.15). An 
ism fi≠l of an intransitive verb cannot govern a 
direct object (Sìbawayhi, Kitab I, 102.7–9; Ibn 
as-Sarràj, ±Usùl I, 141.2–4), as illustrated by the 
examples ßah ‘shut up!’ and mah ‘stop!’ (Sìba-
wayhi, Kitàb I, 102.7).

In Sìbawayhi’s view, ±asmà± al-fi≠l on the pattern 
fa≠àli, e.g. nazàli, are feminine nouns (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 37.21–22). Some of the ±asmà± al-fi≠l 
that form a combination of a preposition and a 
2nd person genitive pronoun can take a direct 
object, as in ≠alayka zaydan, ≠indaka zaydan, 
and dùnaka zaydan ‘seize Zayd!’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 105.15–107.10; see Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
105.15–17; Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 141.11–16). 
Some of these ±asmà± al-fi≠l can govern a prepo-
sition + genitive, as in the examples ±ilaykum 
≠annì ‘go away from me!’ (±Ißbahànì, ±Aÿànì II, 
36.31), ≠alaykumà bi-n-nàqati llatì ßifatuhà ka≈à 
‘go, the two of you, to the she-camel whose 
description is such and such’ (±Ißbahànì, ±Aÿànì 
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II, 182.17), and ≠alaykum bi-n-nàri ‘come to the 
fire!’ (±Ißbahànì, ±Aÿànì XVI, 109.10).

Most of the ±asmà± al-fi≠l are indeclinable 
forms that can denote any number or gen-
der of the 2nd person, e.g. ™ayyahala t-tarìda 
‘come [pl.] quickly to have soup’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 102.10) and ™ayya ≠alà ß-ßalàti ‘come 
[pl.] to prayer!’ (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 63.1). 
However, in certain dialects the form hàlumma 
was declined like an imperative (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 106.24–25). The 2nd person genitive 
pronoun suffix in those ±asmà± al-fi≠l that com-
bine a preposition with a pronominal suffix is 
declinable for gender and number, e.g. ±ilayka 
‘go away!’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 105.23) and 
±ilaykum ≠annì ‘go away from me!’ (±Ißbahànì, 
±Aÿànì II, 36.31).
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Aryeh Levin (Hebrew University of Jerusalem)

±Isnàd

The term ±isnàd and words derived from it indi-
cate in Arabic grammar the connection between 
a noun and its predicate, or the act of assigning 
a predicate to a subject (Levin 1981:157). The 
central point in the analysis of the sentence 
in Arabic grammar is the distinction between 
nominal (±ismiyya) and verbal (fi≠liyya) sen-
tences, each with their own constituents. The 
nominal sentence is built on a topic/comment 
structure, with the topic (mubtada±; ¤ ibtidà±) 
and the comment (¤ xabar) as basic constitu-
ents, whereas the verbal sentence consists of a 
verb (¤ fi≠l; this term is synonymous with the 
name of one of the three parts of speech) and an 
agent (¤ fà≠il). This means that in traditional 
Arabic syntax there is no room for a notion of 
‘subject’ (cf. Ayoub and Bohas 1983). In the 
later tradition of linguistic analysis, which was 
heavily influenced by Greek logic, terms like 
¤ maw∂ù≠ ‘subject’ and ¤ ma™mùl ‘predicate’ 
are sometimes mentioned, but these remained 
alien to the indigenous tradition of analyzing 
sentence structure.

Yet, from an early stage onward, there was 
a definite awareness among Arab grammar-
ians about the basic resemblance between 
the constituents of the nominal sentence and 
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the constituents of the verbal sentence. This 
resemblance focused on the notion of ‘predi-
cation’, for which such verbs as ±axbara and 
™addaμa were used. These terms were seman-
tic in nature: they expressed the fact that the 
basic purpose of a sentence is to provide new 
information about something already known. 
Alongside this terminology, there was another 
set of terms, derived from the verb ±asnada ‘to 
make something lean on something’, which 
stressed the syntactic relationship between the 
main constituents in the sentence. This set was 
possibly connected with early Arabic logic. In 
his exposé of Aristotle’s De interpretatione, 
Ibn al-Muqaffa≠ (d. 2nd half 8th century C.E.) 
uses musnad ±ilayhi in the sense of ‘predicate’ 
(Talmon 1987:215; Goldenberg 1988:45). He 
says about the verb (in his terminology the 
™arf ): là yakùnu ±illà ma™mùlan ≠alà ÿayrihi 
musnadan ±ilayhi ‘it is always predicated about 
something else, being made to lean against it’ 
(Ibn al-Muqaffa≠, Man†iq 28.12). Here, musnad 
±ilayhi is the element that is made to lean upon 
another element, being supported by it. This 
other element – the subject – could then appro-
priately be called musnad ‘support, prop’. The 
term musnad also occurs in the works of a later 
philosopher, al-Fàràbì (d. 339/950), who states 
(±AlfàÚ 57) that musnad/musnad ±ilayhi for 
subject/predicate is synonymous with muxbar 
≠anhu/muxbar bihi, xabar, and mawßùf/ßifa, the 
latter used especially in theological discourse 
(Versteegh 1995:67).

In grammatical treatises, the terms derived 
from ±asnada also occurred, but they were 
superposed on the usual terms for the syntactic 
relations in nominal and verbal sentences. In a 
sentence like (1)

(1) zayd-un ∂araba
 ‘Zayd hit’

the topic zaydun acts as the support for the 
comment, which may be a verb as in (1), or a 
noun as in (2)

(2) zayd-un rajul-un
 ‘Zayd [is] a man’

In a verbal sentence like (3)

(3) ∂araba zayd-un
 ‘Zayd hit’

the agent zaydun is still credited with the act of 
hitting. This means that at a deeper, semantic 
level, the agent and the topic are identical. In 
general, one could say that the grammarians 
were only interested in the analysis of the 
syntactic level. Nonetheless, they did speculate 
about the nature of this identity and the nature 
of the tie between the constituents in both types 
of sentence. This tie was the ±isnàd ‘support, the 
act of making lean against’, and the two par-
ticipants in the ±isnàd relationship were called 
musnad and musnad ±ilayhi.

Sìbawayhi dedicates a separate but unfor-
tunately rather short and not very informa-
tive chapter to the musnad and the musnad 
±ilayhi (Kitàb I, 7). He begins by saying that 
the musnad and the musnad ±ilayhi need each 
other (là yastaÿnì wà™id minhumà ≠an al-±àxar), 
and then exemplifies this mutual need with 
the example of the mubtada± and the mabniyy 
≠alayhi in ≠abdallàh ±axùka ‘≠Abdallàh is your 
brother’ (for the term mabniyy ≠alà cf. Levin 
1985). The problem arises when he then gives 
a second example, ya≈habu zaydun ‘Zayd goes 
away’, in which the verb ya≈habu has the same 
need for the following noun as the first noun 
for the second noun in the first example. This 
is the basis for the identification of the musnad 
as topic/verb and the musnad ≠ilayhi as com-
ment/agent.

Elsewhere, Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 256.17–18) 
uses musnad in the statement fa-l-mubtada± 
musnad wa-l-mabniyyu ≠alayhi musnad ±ilayhi 
‘the topic [or: the word with which the sentence 
begins] is being leaned upon and the [constitu-
ent] that is built on it [i.e. the predicate] is made 
to lean upon it’ (Goldenberg 1988:43). From this 
statement it is not clear, either, what his posi-
tion vis-à-vis these two terms is when applied 
to a verbal sentence. According to Levin (1981) 
and others, musnad is always literally the first 
constituent in the sentence, which implies that 
in a verbal sentence the musnad is the verb and 
the musnad ±ilayhi the agent. But Goldenberg 
(1988:44) argues that it is more likely that 
both xabar and fi≠l are subsumed under musnad 
±ilayhi because they both function as predicates 
to another word, which is then the musnad 
‘the constituent upon which something else [sc. 
the predicate] is made to lean’. He supports 
this with a phrase from Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl I, 
63.7–8), al-mubtada± yubtada±u fìhi bi-l-ism 
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al-mu™addaμ ≠anhu qabla l-™adìμ ‘in the topic, 
one begins with the noun of which something 
is reported before the report’, whereas accord-
ing to Ibn as-Sarràj, al-fà≠il mubtada± bi-l-™adì† 
qablahu ‘with the agent, one begins with the 
report before it’. At the very least, this quota-
tion confirms that there is a semantic resem-
blance between the topic and the agent, which 
are both constituents about which something 
else is reported (mu™addaμ); in other words, 
they are both constituents on which a predicate 
is made to lean (musnad ≠ilayhi).

In fact, these terms are hardly ever used by 
Sìbawayhi. According to Troupeau (1976:112), 
musnad is used four times and musnad ±ilayhi 
three times, and ±isnàd does not occur at all 
in the Kitàb; the verb ±asnada ±ilà is used only 
once. Talmon (2003:163–166) believes that this 
terminology belongs to an earlier stage of gram-
mar, called by him ‘the Iraqi school’, which was 
transcended by Sìbawayhi’s distinction between 
nominal and verbal sentences. This probably 
implies that the few instances of the ±asnada set 
in the Kitàb are traces from the earlier tradi-
tion, which somehow remained in the Kitàb but 
did not play an important role. The same terms 
occur only twice in al-Xalìl’s Kitàb al-≠ayn (VII, 
68, 228; VIII, 11; Talmon 1997:209).

In al-Farrà±’s Ma≠ànì l-Qur±àn, terms derived 
from ±asnada are used somewhat more fre-
quently: ±asnada is used nine times and mus-
nad ±ilà four times (Kinberg 1996:266–267). 
According to Owens (1990:103–107, 249–
250), al-Farrà± uses these terms in two different 
senses. In nominal constructions, the relation-
ship between an annexed noun and the noun 
to which it is annexed is expressed by the verb 
±asnada, for instance, when he compares the 
two expressions huwa rajul dùna-ka ‘he is a 
man inferior to you’ and huwa rajul dùnun ‘he 
is an inferior man’ (al-Farrà±, Ma≠ànì I, 119.5); 
the former is said to have been annexed to 
the pronoun (±usnida ±ilà šay±). For the same 
relationship al-Farrà± also uses, and more fre-
quently, the term ¤ ±i∂àfa. The second sense 
in which ±asnada is used by al-Farrà± is more 
related to its use in Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, viz. to 
indicate the relationship between a verb and its 
agent. When comparing the expressions ∂àqa 
≈ar≠ì bihi ‘my ability [to deal] with him became 
narrow [i.e. ‘I became fed up with him]’ and 
∂iqta bihi ≈ar±an ‘I became annoyed with him’ 

(Ma≠ànì I, 79.9; cf. II, 270.1), al-Farrà± states 
that in the latter expression the notion of ∂ìq 
is made to lean against the 2nd person (ja≠alta 
∂-∂ìq musnadan ±ilayka). Owens (1990:249) is 
probably right in regarding musnadan ±ilayhi 
here as the description of a process, rather than 
a fixed grammatical term. The analysis of all 
passages in which this terminology is used by 
al-Farrà± makes it clear that he regards the first 
word (the verb) as the constituent that acts as 
support for the second word (the agent), in line 
with the way Sìbawayhi uses these terms.

In later grammar, ±isnàd is used in almost the 
same sense as ±ixbàr, for instance by al-Jurjàni 
(Muqtaßid I, 76.19–20; Goldenberg 1988:48), 
the only difference being that ±ixbàr is usually 
restricted to cases where the truth value of a 
statement can be determined, so that impera-
tives do not commonly fall under the definition 
of ±ixbàr, yet they still represent a case of ±isnàd, 
i.e. a connection between a subject and its 
predicate. The basic identity between the topic 
and the agent, on one hand, and the verb and 
the predicate, on the other, is stressed by many 
authors, e.g. by Ibn as-Sarràj: al-fà≠il mu∂àri≠ 
li-l-mubtada± min ±ajli ±annahumà jamì≠an 
mu™addaμ ≠anhumà ‘the agent resembles the 
topic in that they both are being predicated 
about’ (±Ußùl I, 39.10–11; cf. Zajjàjì, Jumal 
48.6; Goldenberg 1988:47).

However, with respect to the names of the 
two constituents of the ±isnàd connection, 
Goldenberg (1988:45; cf. Levin 1981:151–
153) notes that their meaning was switched 
in the later grammatical tradition. Originally, 
musnad indicated either the subject or, accord-
ing to another interpretation of its early use, 
the first element in the sentence, and musnad 
±ilayhi the predicate that was ‘made to lean’ 
on the subject, or the second element in the 
sentence. The two terms may, however, be 
interpreted in a diametrically opposed way: 
musnad could be the constituent that is being 
made to lean against something else; musnad 
±ilayhi would then be the constituent upon 
which this other constituent is made to lean. 
In this interpretation, musnad corresponds to 
the predicate and musnad ±ilayhi is the subject. 
Levin (1981:151–157) has shown that this new 
interpretation of the two terms can first be 
attested in the 10th century C.E., for instance 
in as-Sìràfì’s (d. 368/978) commentary on the 
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Kitàb (”ar™ II, 59) where he explicitly refers to 
a difference of opinion about the interpretation 
of the terms. He states that in his view the best 
interpretation is the one according to which 
the musnad ±ilayhi is the mu™addaμ ≠anhu, 
i.e. the thing about which something is told, 
and the musnad the ™adìμ or xabar, i.e. the 
thing that is told. He adds that the musnad 
±ilayhi is thereby identical with both the topic 
and the agent, and the musnad with the com-
ment and the verb. Similar statements are made 
by many other later grammarians, e.g. by ±Abù 
£ayyàn (Manhaj 4.13–15). The inherent ambi-
guity of the terminology probably made these 
terms less than useful for syntactic analysis (a 
similar ambiguity reigned in the case of the two 
terms mu∂àf and mu∂àf ±ilayhi; ¤ ±i∂àfa).
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Israel

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Arabic is the mother tongue and the main 
national language of more than one million 
Palestinian citizens in the state of Israel. It is 
also a community language of hundreds of 
thousands of Sephardic Jews. Arabic serves as 
the sole official language of Israel’s neighboring 
countries and enjoys a special status in most 
Muslim countries. The case of Arabic in Israel 
is unique. It is a minority language and is legally 
recognized as a second official language. Arabic 
was a majority language, as well as one of three 
official languages, in the British mandate to 
Palestine, until the founding of Israel, when by 
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changed sociopolitical circumstances it became 
a secondary language. Arabic is learned as the 
first language in all Arab schools in Israel from 
the first through the twelfth grades, and in sev-
eral institutes for teacher training.

The perception of Arabic  and its status as an 
additional language  among the Jews of Israel  
creates a paradox. On the one hand, the status 
of the language  is inferior and there are only 
minimal requirements to learn it, but on the 
other hand the study  of Arabic is closely con-
nected to the army and the intelligence service. 
That is to say, learning Arabic as a foreign 
language  in Israel is largely influenced by the 
military needs of the state (Amara and Mar’i 
2002).

Spolsky and Shohamy (1999a:103) estimate 
that 4,500,000 Israelis have functional com-
petence in Hebrew vs. 2,000,000 in Arabic. 
According to these figures, Arabic is the second 
major language of Israel. The overwhelming 
majority of Palestinians in Israel demonstrate 
high levels of functional competence in Hebrew 
because they learn it as a subject in their 
schools beginning in the third grade and in 
their daily contact with Israeli Jews in various 
domains of life (Amara 2002). About one mil-
lion Israeli Jews have functional competence 
in Arabic, whether they learned it at school 
or as a community language, as in the case of 
Sephardic Jews.

The official status of Arabic in Israel is far 
from clear. When researchers talk about its 
status, they mention mainly Article 82 of the 
Palestine Order in Council 1922 (e.g. Landau 
1987; Koplewitz 1992; Spolsky 1994; Spolsky 
and Shohamy 1999a, 1999b). However, to 
understand the real status of Arabic in Israel, 
one needs to consider also the influence of 
sources such as the Supreme Court and the 
attorney general, and basic laws in Israel such 
as the one relating to ‘human dignity’.

Examining the official status of Arabic is 
of particular interest in Israel because Israel 
is defined and perceived as an ethnic national 
state, and Jews are the only nationality rec-
ognized by law in Israel. Arabs are legally 
recognized as a religious and cultural minority 
but not as a national minority. Rights granted 
to the Arabs are mainly at an individual rather 
than communal level (Smooha 1999).

2 .  T h e  s t a t u s  o f  A r a b i c  a s  a n 
o f f i c i a l  l a n g u a g e

The official status of Arabic was bestowed in 
the mandatory legislation, and Arabic was left 
on its pedestal after the establishment of the 
state of Israel. Article 82 of the Palestine Order 
in Council 1922 referred (under the marginal 
heading ‘Official Languages’) to English, Ara-
bic, and Hebrew, and determined that:

All ordinances, official notices and official forms 
of the government and all official notices of local 
authorities and municipalities in areas to be pre-
scribed by order of the High Commissioner shall 
be published in English, Arabic, and Hebrew. The 
three languages may be used in debates and discus-
sions in the Legislative Council and subject to any 
regulations to be made from time to time, in the 
Government offices and the Law Courts.

After Israel became independent, all mandatory 
legislation was retained except for a few laws. 
Paragraph 15(b) of the ordinance, pertaining 
to the use of English, was canceled, but no 
legislation, then or later, canceled the official 
status of the Arabic language as fixed in Article 
82 (Kretzmer 1990; Rubinstein and Medina 
1996).

The three issues dealt with in the Order in 
Council 1922, Article 82, are (1) obligations 
regarding the languages in which the central 
government must carry out central functions; 
(2) the languages in which official notices must 
be issued by the local authorities; and (3) the 
languages in which an individual is able to 
access public services of the central government 
and perhaps also the language of the workplace 
of public servants in government offices and the 
courts.

The structure of the language arrangements 
in these areas is not uniform. The operating 
language of the central government, according 
to law, is bilingual: there are two official lan-
guages. The operating government language of 
the local authorities, though, is bilingual only 
in those areas where it is fixed by decree. As 
for the accessibility of the central government’s 
services for the public, here the normative stan-
dard prescribes bilingualism.

The status of Arabic as an official language 
means that there exists a clear and far-reaching 
communal right. It is far reaching because the 
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official status is not just the grant of a multi-
ethnic right but is an even more radical right: 
the communal right for a special allocation. 
The potential importance of the official status 
of Arabic extends from symbolic to pragmatic 
dimensions, economic, social, and political.

As for the symbolic dimensions of Article 
82, the possible implications are even more 
far-reaching. The potential is embedded in law 
in that Arabic is an ‘official’ language. That is 
to say, not just a language, or a recognized lan-
guage, nor even a language with a special status 
which fixes comprehensive rights and obliga-
tions in its use. An official language touches 
on the essence of the state, hence official bilin-
gualism is a clear manifestation of a binational 
state. It appears in all the binational states in 
which the national communities have sepa-
rate languages, as in Switzerland, Belgium, and 
Canada. Yet, multilingualism exists not only in 
multinational states. It also exists in states with 
a multicultural citizenry, outstanding examples 
being the new South Africa and India, and also 
Italy/southern Tirol, and Spain/Catalonia and 
the Basque country, although there it is limited 
to the area of the minority itself (Kaufman 
1999; Alcock 1979; Hannum 1996; World 
Directory of Minorities 1997).

It may be assumed that the historical-statu-
tory background greatly facilitated the main-
tenance of the official status of Arabic. First of 
all, its status as an official language was already 
anchored in mandatory legislation. Second, to 
cancel this status would have elicited a nega-
tive reaction on the part of the international 
community, for the partition decision of the 
United Nations in November 1947 directed the 
protection of a series of human and collective 
rights, including linguistic rights, in the two 
states – the Arab and the Jewish – that were to 
be established in Palestine.

However, a more comprehensive and logi-
cal explanation lies in the practical meaning of 
the official status of Arabic. Instead of going 
through a problematic process of canceling the 
official status of Arabic, Israel satisfied itself 
with a de facto emptying of Arabic’s official 
status from almost all practical arenas in Israel. 
That is to say, Arabic was deleted from almost 
all practical sociolinguistic uses in the public 
language landscape. The following examples 
illustrate the various meanings and dimensions 
of the official position of Arabic.

i. An Arabic version of state legislation does 
indeed appear in official publications, but 
only many months after publication in 
Hebrew. This delay does not affect the 
validity of the legislation: the effective date 
of the legislation is not conditioned on its 
publication in law books in both languages 
but on “publication in the law books” 
(Paragraph 10 of the Rules of Order of 
the Government and the Courts, 1948). In 
any case, there is a preference for Hebrew, 
which results from the force of the interpre-
tive principle as set out in Paragraph 24 of 
the Law of Interpretation (1981), accord-
ing to which the two versions do not have 
equal weight, but rather the legislation is to 
be interpreted according to the original lan-
guage in which it was passed (Rubinstein 
and Medina 1996:99).

ii. In practice, one cannot appeal in Arabic to 
the central government authorities, which 
are above the level of local branches in 
the Arab settlements. There is no basic 
organization that enables this. Many offi-
cial forms, perhaps most of them, do not 
appear in the Arabic version.

iii. Individuals may testify in Arabic at their 
own trial or that of someone else, and they 
are entitled to an interpreter if they are 
a defendant (see Criminal Procedure Law 
1982), but in practice, one cannot conduct 
a criminal or civil procedure mainly in Ara-
bic, or submit court documents in Arabic.

iv. Official announcements of the government, 
especially those of the local authorities where 
the population is Jewish or mixed, appear 
almost always only in Hebrew (Barzilai 
2003). Until recently, the road signs were 
almost all in Hebrew (sometimes English 
was added, but only rarely Arabic). Street 
signs and by-laws of the ‘Jewish’ authorities 
and the mixed ones are still given only in 
Hebrew, except for the cities of Jerusalem 
and partially also Haifa and Acre.

Over the course of the years, quite a bit of 
legislation has been added to Article 82 dealing 
with the question of language in the frame-
work of its arrangements. This legislation deals, 
among other things, with the obligation of vari-
ous bodies to publish public notices regarding 
procedures and safety instructions and with 
the language of examinations and conditions 
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for qualification in certain regulated profes-
sions and even conditions for naturalization. 
This legislation does not reveal any uniform 
approach with reference to Arabic. On the 
one hand, there is occasionally an explicit 
obligation to publish in Arabic as found, for 
instance, in Article 76 of the Knesset and 
Prime Minister Elections [Consolidated Ver-
sion], 1969 (proclaiming that the ballots must 
be in both languages). On the other hand, there 
is often an obligation to publish in Hebrew 
(or a requirement of sufficient knowledge of 
Hebrew) without any parallel obligation as to 
Arabic. A characteristic example appears in 
Paragraph 9(b) of the Decree of Local Councils 
A, 1950: “A notice for a public tender shall be 
made by its publication in at least two newspa-
pers printed in Israel, of which at least one is 
in Hebrew”. In other words, there is a require-
ment for publication in Hebrew, and against 
this there is only the possibility for publication 
in Arabic (or Russian, or some other lan-
guage). Another example with much symbolic 
significance expressing a clear preference for 
Hebrew is the instruction in Article 5 (a) (4) 
of the Citizenship Law, 1952, that requires “a 
certain knowledge of Hebrew” as a condition 
for naturalization.

The practical significance of the status of 
Arabic has been mainly confined to the domain 
of protection of the internal life of the Arab 
minority, especially the right to education in 
Arabic. There exists a full-fledged public educa-
tion system (mainly at the primary and second-
ary levels), in which more than a half million 
Arab pupils receive their education in Arabic. 
The right to operate private Arab schools is 
being upheld, and since the 1980s the schools 
have been, to a large extent, state financed.

The language situation in Israel has nev-
ertheless changed somewhat in recent years. 
Developments have taken place in several con-
texts. The government entities involved in these 
developments are especially the Supreme Court, 
the attorney general, and the government legal 
advisor – all of whom have been motivated for 
their involvement by the activities of human 
rights organizations and reactions from mem-
bers of the minority group. Thus, for example, 
the Supreme Court certified the right of citizens 
to publish in Arabic alone on bulletin boards 
of local authorities, even of those in which the 
majority or even the entire body of residents 

are Jews. Similarly, following petitions to the 
court from Adalah (the Legal Center for the 
Defense of Arab Minority Rights in Israel) and 
the Society for Civil Rights, there occurred a 
strengthening of the appearance of Arabic on 
road signs on interurban highways – including 
the commitment to go over to fully bilingual 
signposts within a relatively short period of 
years – and also the wider use of Arabic in the 
signposts on streets and highways in two mixed 
cities, Haifa and Acre. The attorney general 
entered a non-negligible change when in 1995 
he put into force a requirement for publication 
also in Arabic of announcements of tenders 
published by government offices. The govern-
ment legal advisor also intervened a number 
of times in defense of the Arabic language, as 
when he made clear that government offices 
were required to publish in Arabic notices invit-
ing citizen groups to submit requests for state 
support.

The above-mentioned developments are 
joined to a new understanding that began to 
crystallize in recent years, according to which 
the source of requirements in the matter of 
Arabic is not in Article 82 of the Order in 
Council alone (or the legislation added to it). 
In recent judgments, a more general and intan-
gible requirement was pointed out – the obli-
gation derived from ‘human dignity’ and the 
linkage between human dignity and cultural 
affiliation.

3 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Although recent legal developments regarding 
the status of Arabic are impressive, their influ-
ence on the sociolinguistic actuality of Israel is 
limited. The state of Israel, and Israeli society 
even more so, is very far from being bilin-
gual. More concretely, the status of ‘official 
language’, given to Arabic in Israeli law, is 
still empty of practical meaning at the level of 
public life, that is to say, in the common arena, 
the general society of Jews and Arabs in Israel. 
Hebrew is, in practice, the sole language of the 
society at large. This is the language in which 
the public front of Israel speaks in the prepon-
derant portion of the public arena, as well as 
being the governmental bureaucratic language, 
the language of higher education, the language 
of most of the public electronic communication 
in Israel, and most important, the language of 
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large sections of the business market open to 
the minority. In other words, in Israel there is 
an integration of a state and civil society that 
works almost exclusively in the language of 
the majority community. Together they push 
toward a society characterized by asymmetri-
cal bilingualism and biculturalism: unilateral 
bilingualism and biculturalism of the minority 
(Smooha 1980; Al-Haj 1996). The main signifi-
cance of the status of Arabic in Israel appears, 
then, not in regard to society as a whole but 
to the extent of the protection it affords to 
the internal life of the minority, especially in 
regard to the right to education in the minority 
tongue.
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Isti ≠àra

Isti≠àra is used as a technical term in the Arabic 
linguistic and literary tradition for a figure of 
speech or mode of expression that is usually 
described as a metaphor in classical and mod-
ern rhetorical theory. The literal meaning of 
isti≠àra is ‘borrowing’, which in the given con-
text means borrowing the name or an attribute 
of something to stand for something else, as 
in ra±aytu ±asadan ‘I saw a lion’, ±asad being 
borrowed to stand for a brave man, to cite the 
simplest form. This linguistic phenomenon may 
be found in Western manuals also under the 
heading of simile or allegory, when related to 
the level of a sentence. As in Western rhetoric, 
the concept of metaphor and its definitions vary 
with time and theorist. Within the mainstream 
theory of metaphor in the East, i.e. the school 
of as-Sakkàkì (d. 626/1229) and his commenta-
tor al-Qazwìnì (d. 739/1338), whose works are 
based mainly on the thoughts of the master in 
the field, ≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078), 
isti≠àra is essentially an intensified comparison 
in which one term is concealed. In the canoni-
cal system, the study of isti≠àra falls under the 
heading of ¤ majàz ‘trope’, and isti≠àra is the 
most frequently discussed. Majàz in its turn is 
part of ≠ilm al-bayàn, a discipline that studies 
the presentation of thoughts in various degrees 
of explicitness and the corresponding modes of 
indirect expression. Usually, isti≠àra is treated 
subsequent to the section on simile, tašbìh.

The balàÿiyyùn, or theorists of eloquence, 
use a set of terms in order to describe the mech-
anism and functioning of isti≠àra. The musta≠àr 
minhu is the thing or notion the metaphorical 
meaning is borrowed from, while the thing or 
notion the metaphorically used word is given 
to is called musta≠àr lahu. The transferred or 
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borrowed word itself is referred to as musta≠àr. 
One might draw a parallel between musta≠àr 
lahù and ‘tenor’. For both musta≠àr minhu 
and musta≠àr, however, ‘vehicle’ is the only 
equivalent. In a simple word metaphor like 
ra±aytu ±asadan ‘I saw a lion’, the musta≠àr is 
simply regarded as the noun that represents the 
musta≠àr minhu; thus, the difference in descrip-
tive approach might not be obvious at first 
sight. Another standard example, wa-šta≠ala 
r-ra±su šayban ‘The head flared up in white hair’ 
(Q. 19/4), makes it clearer. Here, the musta≠àr 
minhu is ‘fire’, the musta≠àr lahù is ‘white hair’, 
and the musta≠àr borrowed from ‘fire’ is ‘flared 
up’. The ground or aspect of similarity is called 
wajh aš-šibh or jàmi≠. There must be an indi-
cation in the situation, qarìna ™àliyya, or the 
speech sequence itself, qarìna maqàliyya, that 
blocks the conventional meaning of the word, 
e.g. ra±aytu ±asadan yarmì ‘I saw a lion throw-
ing’. The adjunct yarmì indicates a nonliteral 
usage of ±asad. 

An important difference between isti≠àra and 
the common concept of metaphor is that most 
theorists do not treat an expression combining 
both tenor and vehicle, e.g. zaydun ±asadun 
‘Zayd is a lion’, as isti≠àra. If you say ‘zayd’, 
one knows that you want to assert something 
about that person. A sentence like zaydun 
±asadun, however, makes no sense when taken 
literally. It is perceived and interpreted imme-
diately as a comparison. Once the compared 
thing is mentioned, it can no longer be imag-
ined as belonging to the genus of the object of 
comparison. The identification is weakened, if 
not made impossible, by mentioning the entity 
being compared, thus bringing it as something 
real and existing to the consciousness of the 
hearer. While in the example above the meta-
phorical character is blocked, due to the predi-
cative relationship between the thing compared 
that functions as subject of the sentence and the 
thing compared with as its predicate, the exam-
ple ra±aytu ±asadan constitutes a separate case. 
The comparison is not obvious, and the thing 
compared appears in a completely new shape. 
It is as if you have given someone the robes of 
a king. If you just give him some of the clothes 
while attributes of a common man remain, you 
cannot make him appear as a king. Here, the 
concept of transference, naql, turns into a claim 
of identity (iddi≠à±). Despite these differences 
between the canonical concepts of East and 

West, it should be emphasized that, contrary 
to a widespread assumption, from Aristotle up 
to Quintilian, metaphor was not seen mechani-
cally as a shortened simile, nor did the formula 
‘A is B’ exclude the interpretation as a simile 
without particle (cf. Eggs 2001).

The criterion of originality was taken into 
consideration when commonly known meta-
phors were treated not as isti≠àra but as simi-
les. Several further issues are discussed: the 
requirements for the beauty of a metaphor; 
its strangeness and unfamiliarity (ÿaràba); the 
relationship between metaphorical wording 
and lying; the nature of the qarìna; the problem 
of distinguishing between isti≠àra and the use of 
synonyms or the use of a general term instead 
of a specific one; the grammatical categories of 
metaphorically used words; and the like.  

The first studies of isti≠àra confined them-
selves to providing examples and did not go 
into further theoretical considerations. Usage 
of metaphor is termed isti≠àra, or sometimes 
maμal. On the other hand, isti≠àra is used to 
designate semantic figures in a broader sense, 
especially in Qur±ànic studies. A more specific 
meaning of the term emerges only in later stud-
ies. According to Heinrichs, who summarizes 
opinions on metaphor before ≠Abd al-Qàhir 
al-Jurjànì, isti≠àra is used in old textbooks for a 
concept based on analogy, rather than a simple 
comparison. Comparison and metaphor seem 
to have been regarded as two separate concepts. 
Isti≠àra is described as ja≠lu š-šay±i li-š-šay±i 
‘making something belong to something else’, 
like borrowing an object from its owner and 
giving it to someone else, as in the famous line 
‘the reins of the morning were lying in the hand 
of the northwind’. Here, ‘reins’ and ‘hand’ 
are borrowed objects. This form of metaphor 
frequently results in a genitive construction. In 
scriptural exegesis, however, the term isti≠àra 
meant that a name is borrowed and given to 
a new owner. This comes closer to a concept 
of isti≠àra designed for a word metaphor like 
ra±aytu ±asadan. Here, something is declared 
something else, hence the formula is ja≠lu š-šay±i 
š-šay±a ‘making something become something 
else’, and the problem of identity and similarity 
comes into the focus.

±Abù ≠Amr ibn al-≠Alà± (d. 154/750) is said to 
have been the first scholar who used the term 
isti≠àra. Al-Jà™iΩ (d. 255/868) describes isti≠àra, 
among other figures of speech, in a more generic 
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way as “naming something with the name of 
something else when it takes its place” (Bayàn I, 
86). Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) means by isti≠àra 
figurative use of language including metonymy 
and other rhetorical devices. He introduced the 
approach of Qur±ànic studies into the discus-
sion and is regarded as the first representative 
of a Qur±ànic tradition within Arabic rhetoric. 
Metonymy is also included in Ibn Durayd’s 
(d. 321/933) concept. This is paralleled by 
the formative phase of Western rhetoric, in 
which no clear distinction was made between 
metonymy and metaphor. Isti≠àra apparently 
signified what was later classified majàz, while 
majàz was used in an even broader sense than 
in later periods.  

Ta≠lab (d. 291/904) seems to have felt the 
need for a unifying theory, covering different 
forms of metaphor in his Qawà≠id aš-ši≠r, which 
marks the first study on the field of Arabic poet-
ics. Ibn al-Mu≠tazz, (d. 296/908) defines isti≠àra 
in a work exclusively dedicated to rhetorical 
figures as “borrowing of a word for some-
thing that is not known under this word from 
something that is” (Badì ≠ 2). It is listed among 
eighteen means of figurative expression associ-
ated with the so-called new poets of his time, 
although, as the author points out, they may 
be found in the Qur±àn, old poetry, and other 
contexts as well. Understanding those early the-
orists’ definitions is difficult, and translations 
are doubtful because of the lack of distinction 
between words as formal units (¤ lafÚ) and 
their meaning (¤ ma≠nà). The relation between 
simile and metaphor is discussed by ≠Alì ibn ≠îsà 
ar-Rummànì (d. 384/994) within the study of 
¤ ±i≠jàz al-Qur±àn, the unsurpassable rhetorical 
qualities of the Holy Book. Similarity is seen as 
the basic principle and the only necessary con-
dition for the transference (naql), which consti-
tutes a metaphor. For aμ-Ta≠àlibì (d. 429/1038), 
comparisons without the particle of compari-
son can be called isti≠àra. The views of ≠Alì ibn 
≠Abd al-≠Azìz al-Jurjànì (d. 392/1001) on simile 
and metaphor influenced the distinctions made 
by ≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì and later theorists. 
In the Kitàb aß-ßinà≠atayn of al-≠Askarì (d. 
after 395/1004), we find isti≠àra described as a 
motivated transference of an expression from 
its normal use in language to another one. The 
intention might be to make something more 
distinct, to stress it, or to intensify its presen-
tation. The isti≠àra can touch the soul of the 

listener in a way the straightforward expression 
cannot (≠Askarì, Sinà≠atayn 295).

≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì, the key figure in the 
field of Arabic rhetoric, deals with metaphor in 
both his major works. In particular his ±Asràr 
al-balàÿa contains a theory of isti≠àra that 
provided the material for the next generations. 
≠Abd al-Qàhir shares with Aristotle an inter-
est in cognitive processes and discusses the 
psychological aspects of metaphorical speech. 
Expressions that evoke images appeal to the 
senses and thereby move the soul. Strangeness 
and alienation (ÿaràba) elevate their effects. Al-
Jurjànì first follows the lines of his predecessors 
by defining isti≠àra as a word that is temporar-
ily lent to something it does not designate con-
ventionally in the system of language, and by 
discussing the concept of transference (±Asràr 
29). Then he points out that the information 
implied in an isti≠àra is a comparison (±Asràr 
31). Since increased intensity and conciseness 
are further purposes, metaphor meets three 
goals with one rhetorical operation. Al-Jurjànì 
sees comparison as a basic mental operation 
that results in a corresponding semantic pattern, 
ma≠nan min al-ma≠ànì (±Asràr 222). However, 
neither the idea of comparison or analogy nor 
the concept of transference can explain the 
effect of metaphor. Its appeal is rather based 
on the claim (iddi≠à±) that two disparate entities 
are identical. Al-Jurjànì distinguishes between 
a metaphor that provides some new informa-
tion, isti≠àra mufìda, and an exchange of words 
that, without being strictly synonyms, have 
the same basic meaning and thus do not carry 
original new information, isti≠àra ÿayr mufìda. 
For example, mišfar ‘lip of a camel’ differs 
from šafa ‘lip of a human being’ by selectional 
restrictions only. The isti≠àra mufìda is of two 
kinds: the borrowed word stands for something 
particular and known as real, e.g. ‘lion’ for a 
brave man; or there is no concrete equivalent 
in reality, as in the example where a hand is 
attributed to the northwind, or when ‘light’ 
stands for ‘right guidance’. Cases like the latter 
are also named tamμìl. 

It should be noted that the subject of trans-
ference is always supposed to be a noun, while 
verb metaphors are to be explained via the 
verbal noun. Further distinctions focus on 
how easily the point of resemblance of an 
isti≠àra may be understood. One type of isti≠àra 
remains within the same genus by naming one 
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of its species by another, e.g. ‘flying’ for ‘run-
ning’. The difference between this type and 
an isti≠àra ÿayr mufìda lies in the intention to 
stress the specificity of the borrowed notion. 
The criterion of a second type is that a certain 
quality is shared between the musta≠àr and the 
musta≠àr minhu, like ‘bravery’ in the lion exam-
ple. The third type is a fictitious intellectually 
construed image (ßùra ≠aqliyya). The aspect of 
comparison does not lie in genus or in shared 
characteristic features, form, or spatial arrange-
ment. This is what ≠Abd al-Qàhir declares to be 
the purest form of isti≠àra. Here, (1) something 
perceivable by the senses might be applied to 
something abstract, like ‘balance’ for ‘justice’, 
or ‘light’ for ‘evidence’; (2) something perceived 
by the senses stands for something else that is 
also perceived by the senses, but the similarity 
can only be inferred intellectually, as in ‘he is a 
honey, if you meet him halfway’; or (3) there 
is a transference within the level of intellectual 
concepts. The most common form of this lat-
ter type plays with the category of quantity by 
ascribing a degree of existence or nonexistence 
of a certain quality to something, as in Q. 6/122, 
where a human being living in ignorance is said 
to be dead. Al-Jurjànì equally uses the term 
tamμìl for a metaphor that is based on abstract 
similarity, for the corresponding explicit simile, 
and for an analogy-based sentence metaphor. 
Here, a multiplicity of relations must be taken 
into account, e.g. when a noble and generous 
man is described as a full moon high above 
and yet close. A special type of tamμìl is maμal, 
a proverbial saying whose words retain their 
original meaning.  

Faxr ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì (d. 606/1209) criticizes 
ar-Rummànì’s definition of isti≠àra as the use of 
an expression for something it does not denote 
in normal language. According to ar-Ràzì, this 
definition is deficient for four reasons: (1) every 
trope would be an isti≠àra; (2) proper names 
that also have a conventional meaning would 
be tropes; (3) every erroneous use of a word 
would be an isti≠àra; and (4) the so-called 
isti≠àra taxyìliyya would not be included. Then 
Ar-Ràzì defines isti≠àra as “mentioning some-
thing under the name of something else and 
attributing to it what belongs to something 
else, in order to intensify a comparison” (≈ikru 
š-šay±i bi-smi ÿayrihì wa-±iμbàtu mà li-ÿayrihì 
lahù li-±ajli l-mubàlaÿati fì t-tašbìhi). The first 
part of the definition should exclude patterns 

where the thing compared is explicitly named, 
as in zaydun ±asadun. The reference to ±iμbàt 
is needed to cover the isti≠àra taxyìliyya. Then 
he refers to older concepts, stating that ‘mak-
ing something become something else’ would 
also be a valid definition, e.g. making a brave 
man a lion as in laqìtu ±asadan, as would ‘mak-
ing something belong to something else’, e.g. 
ascribing a hand to the northwind in order to 
compare it to someone who controls things. In 
both cases an enhanced comparison is intended 
(Ràzì, Nihàya 81–82). Faxr ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì 
proved to be influential in the field of systema-
tization and technical vocabulary, shaping pairs 
of antonymic terms out of categories he found 
mostly in the works of his predecessors, e.g. 
isti≠àra ±aßliyya/isti≠àra †aba≠iyya or taršì™ al-
isti≠àra/tajrìd al-isti≠àra.  

Finally, metaphor is described in terms of 
simile. Once isti≠àra is based on comparison, 
mušabbah bihì ‘the thing compared with’ and 
musta≠àr minhu, on the one hand, and mušabbah 
‘the compared thing’ and musta≠àr lahù, on the 
other, are paralleled. The term musta≠àr has 
no counterpart. Again, this approach threatens 
to mix the formal and the conceptual levels, a 
danger not unknown in Western linguistics.

With as-Sakkàkì (d. 626/1229), a new stage 
of systematization is reached. While al-Jurjànì 
sometimes has different names for one type of 
isti≠àra or uses one and the same technical term 
for different types, as-Sakkàkì establishes strict 
and rigorous categorizations. The main crite-
rion is now the mention of either the mušabbah 
or the mušabbah bihi of the implicit compari-
son, which is combined with the idea of iddi≠à±. 
If both are mentioned, it is a simile without a 
particle. As-Sakkàkì defines isti≠àra by saying 
hiya ±an ta≈kura ±a™ada †arafay at-tašbìhi wa-
turìdu bihì †-†arafa l-±àxara mudda≠iyan duxùla 
l-mušabbahi fì jinsi l-mušabbahi bihi dàllan ≠alà 
≈àlika bi-±iμbàtika li-l-mušabbahi mà yaxußßu 
l-mušabbaha bihì, i.e., one mentions one side of 
a comparison while the other one is intended, 
claiming that the thing compared falls into the 
same genus as the thing likened to, and indicat-
ing this by ascribing a special property of the 
thing likened to the thing compared (Sakkàkì, 
Miftà™ 369). This may be the application of its 
noun, in the simplest case, or of something else, 
e.g. ascribing claws to death in order to equate 
death with a beast of prey. As for the opposite 
concepts of linguistic trope corresponding to 
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word metaphor (majàz luÿawì) and intellectual 
trope (majàz ≠aqlì), developed from al-Jurjànì’s 
ideas, as-Sakkàkì tries to establish a unifying 
theory. Anchoring majàz in language itself, 
he postulates a broader meaning of a word 
comprising all physical and abstract properties 
of the denotatum, whereas a narrower mean-
ing would cover only abstract features. In a 
given speech act the metaphorical claim for 
identity might be restricted to some incorporeal 
attributes which are indicated by context.  

Another step toward definitive formaliza-
tion of the isti≠àra concept is seen in Ibn 
az-Zamlakànì’s (d. 651/1253) Tibyàn. The 
classificatory division into two categories, the 
word metaphor and the analogy-based meta-
phor, appears to be firmly grounded. Views on 
isti≠àra as shortened similes are known from 
Îiyà± ad-Dìn Ibn al-±Aμìr (d. 637/1239) and 
Ya™yà ibn £amza al-≠Alawì (d. 749/1348).  

In the works of Jalàl ad-Dìn al-Qazwìnì, 
who comments critically on as-Sakkàkì and 
al-Jurjànì, we find the material systematized 
in a way that represents the dominant tradi-
tion passed on in lectures up to modern times. 
In essence, isti≠àra expresses a relationship of 
comparison between the conventional mean-
ing of a word and the metaphorical one that 
is actualized in a particular case. Al-Qazwìnì 
distinguishes a word metaphor with a verifi-
able mušabbah in the background, whether it 
is sensory (‘I saw a lion’) or intellectual (‘light’ 
for ‘proof’), from a compound trope, majàz 
murakkab, a complete analogy or allegory that 
is realized in a sentence as a whole (‘one step 
forward and one back’). An intermediate posi-
tion has the combined isti≠àra bi-l-kinàya wa-
l-isti≠àra t-taxyìliyya (the northwind example). 
Subdivisions are made considering the nature 
of both sides of the implied comparison, of the 
tertium comparationis, of all these three com-
ponents, of grammatical and formal aspects of 
the word, lafÚ, and so on. For example, when-
ever the jàmi≠ is easily understood, al-Qazwìnì 
speaks of an isti≠àra ≠àmmiyya; otherwise, it is 
called a special one, isti≠àra xàßßiyya. In case the 
jàmi≠ belongs as inherent quality to both sides, 
he speaks of an isti≠àra dàxiliyya, otherwise of 
an isti≠àra ÿayr dàxiliyya. When both sides are 
compatible (‘make someone alive’ for ‘guiding 
him the right way’), they constitute an isti≠àra 
wifàqiyya, while a logically contradictory com-

bination (‘death’ for ‘living as an ignorant’) is 
called an isti≠àra ≠inàdiyya.  

Just as in Western rhetoric, formal, s yntactic, 
semantic, and modal subdivisions may be found 
in handbooks. It should be noted that the 
parameter ‘animate/inanimate’ is not used as a 
distinctive feature in Arabic rhetoric. Instead, 
the dichotomy ‘perceptible by the senses vs. 
intellectual’ plays an important role as classifi-
catory criterion. As a result of the history of the 
concept of isti≠àra outlined above, the following 
technical terms may be found in later sources.

An isti≠àra taßrì™iyya or mußarra™ bihà is 
one which explicitly names the thing compared 
with, i.e. the mušabbah bihì of the implied 
comparison. This type is called ta™qìqiyya if 
the suppressed mušabbah is something perceiv-
able by the senses or something one is certain 
about. 

In case of an isti≠àra makniyya or isti≠àra 
bi-l-kinàya, the mušabbah appears while the 
mušabbah bihì is concealed, as is the compari-
son itself, and is only hinted at by something 
associated with it (¤ kinàya). In the canonical 
system, this type is always combined with an 
isti≠àra taxyìliyya, which means the aspect of 
attributing to the mušabbah a characteristic it 
does not have in reality and thus creating an 
illusion.  

Considering grammatical categories, an 
isti≠àra realized through a nonderived noun, 
ism jàmid, is named isti≠àra ±aßliyya. However, 
realized through a verb or a verbal derivative 
or a particle – e.g. wa-lammà sakata ≠an mùsà 
l-ÿa∂abu ‘when anger grew silent before Moses’ 
(Q. 7/154), sukùt ‘growing silent’ being the 
mušabbah bihì according to one of the possible 
interpretations, and the ending of anger the 
mušabbah – it is named an isti≠àra †aba≠iyya. 

As for the ‘divested’ metaphor, isti≠àra mujar-
rada, the musta≠àr lahù, i.e. the mušabbah, can 
be inferred from a qualification added to the 
musta≠àr, e.g. ‘I saw a lion groaning under his 
armor’.

In case of the ‘prepared’ or ‘developed’ meta-
phor, isti≠àra murašša™a, something that fits the 
mušabbah bihì, i.e. the musta≠àr minhu from 
which the metaphorical word is borrowed, is 
added to speech.

The term isti≠àra mu†laqa is applied to cases 
that are neither mujarrada nor murašša™a or, 
especially in late compendiums, to cases that 
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are both at the same time. That means that 
either there is no specification at all or both 
sides of the implied comparison are character-
ized, e.g. ‘a lion, bristling with weapons, whose 
talons have not been cut’.

The ironic or ‘salty’ metaphor, isti≠àra 
ta™akkumiyya or isti≠àra tamlì™iyya, is a play 
with opposites in which one substitutes for the 
other, e.g. calling a coward a lion.

In an isti≠àra tamμìliyya or tamμìl ≠alà sabìl 
al-isti≠àra, the point of resemblance is not a 
simple notion but a relation in itself. As men-
tioned above, the meaning of a whole sentence 
is  likened to another constellation of things, 
e.g. ‘he whose mouth is bitter from malady will 
find bitterness even in pure water’.

Given the overall relevance of poetry and 
language as a source of cultural pride and 
the construction of Arabic identity, metaphor 
as a creative mode of expression has always 
played an important role in the linguistic habit 
of the Arabs. While in pre-Islamic times a 
preponderance of similes and genitive meta-
phors are stated, in the Abbasid period poetry, 
influenced by urban milieus and the influx of 
Persian cultural elements, started to change. 
A higher degree of rhetorization came into 
fashion, with metaphors becoming keener and 
sometimes far fetched. In the discussion on 
literary standards, a line was drawn between 
modern (mu™daμùn), and more traditionally 
orientated poets (mutaqaddi mùn). Muslim ibn 
al-Walìd (d. 208/823) is said to have been the 
first to cultivate the new style, badì≠, of which 
±Abù Tammàm (d. 230/846) is another master. 
In the 10th century an often manieristic style 
was established, characterized by the anthro-
pomorphization of nature and the construction 
of highly imaginative worlds where a poetic 
image provides the background for another 
(‘the cheek of a rose is glowing with shame’). 
The role of panegyric, especially in poetic pro-
duction, was another factor that stimulated 
hyperbolic metaphorical speech and the con-
struction of fantastic etiologies. Even official 
writings were expected to meet literary stand-
ards. In the milieu of learned secretaries, often 
closely connected with literary circles, the ideal 
of ±adab was held up, and artistic prose, includ-
ing verses, assonances, tropes, and rhetorical 
figures, was of common usage. A rhetorically 
highly elaborated genre of Arabic literature 

was the maqàma, represented in classical form 
in the works of al-£arìrì (d. 516/1122). Due to 
the unrivaled artificiality and enigmatic char-
acter of later maqàmàt, even the well-educated 
reader of that time was not easily able to get 
along without commentaries on metaphors, 
allusions, and the like. Here, verbal art tends 
to become an end in itself. Literary virtuosity 
in all genres of writing, down to the most pro-
saic ones, has been an ideal throughout Islamic 
history, or at the least, a learned person was 
supposed to have knowledge of grammar and 
rhetoric.

Recently, the use of metaphorical language 
in contemporary official, public, and everyday 
speech in the Arabic world has come into the 
focus of study and needs further research.
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Udo Simon (University of Heidelberg)

Ištiqàq

1 .  I š t i q â q

The term ištiqàq lit. ‘splitting’ is a grammatical 
term that translates into English as ‘deriva-
tion’; in some respects it could be viewed as 
the equivalent of the notion of ¤ etymol-
ogy. Ištiqàq means that one word is derived 
from another, or that the two are derived 
from a common source, called ±aßl ‘root’ (cf. 
±Astaràbà≈ì, Šar™ aš-Šàfiya II, 334). In order to 
understand the derivation of new words from 
the root, the root should be defined in relation 
to another concept called wazn ‘template’.

2 .  R o o t

Since there is no infinitive in Arabic, the verb 
in the 3rd person singular masculine perfect, 
e.g. kataba, corresponds to the citation form of 
the verb ‘to write’, even though grammatically 
it refers to a conjugated verb ‘he wrote’. Íafara 
‘he whistled’, ßafìr ‘whistling’, ßaffàra ‘whistle’ 
are words that share the three consonants 
ß, f, r and the underlying idea of ‘whistling’. 
These three consonants in this particular order 
are known as the ¤ ‘root’. The root is com-
posed of consonants referred to as radicals 
(™urùf ±aßliyya), which denote a general mean-
ing. Altering the position of any of the radicals 
would cause a complete change in the meaning 
(cf. Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß II, 134, about ištiqàq 
±aßÿar ‘small derivation’). The root refers to the 
common denominator shared by a number of 
words connected synchronically by meaning. 
Vowels and affixes are introduced to derive 
actual words.

Some Arab grammarians consider the seman-
tic relationship between the root and its derived 
forms to be crucial. Only when the semantic 
relationship is satisfied are derived forms regar-

ded as belonging to this root. This approach is 
called derivational and is found, for instance, in 
Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl) and as-Sakkàkì (Miftà™). 
Figure 1 illustrates this approach.

Figure 1. Derivational approach

Root    ß-f-r

Derived ßafara ßafìr ßaffàra
forms ‘he whistled’ ‘whistling’ ‘whistle’

Forms such as ßifr ‘zero’, ßafara ‘he whistled’, 
ßafìr ‘whistling’, ßaffàra ‘whistle’, and ±aßfar 
‘yellow’ do not necessarily all have a semantic 
relationship, although these forms have one 
common root, i.e. ß-f-r. Some Arab grammar-
ians (e.g. Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß) regard the derived 
forms as derived from a formal root. This view 
does not require the derivation to be governed 
by semantic considerations. Figure 2 illustrates 
this point of view.

Figure 2. Formal approach

Root  ß-f-r

Derived forms ßifr ßafìr ±aßfar
 ‘zero’ ‘whistling’ ‘yellow’

Since the forms ßifr, ßafìr, and ±aßfar do not 
have any semantic relationship, each derived 
form could be analyzed as having its own root, 
as in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Three different roots

Three roots  ß-f-r1  ß-f-r2 ß-f-r3

Derived forms ßifr ßafìr ±aßfar
 ‘zero’ ‘whistling’ ‘yellow’

Both approaches, the derivational and the for-
mal, could be combined, as in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Combination of derivational and for-
mal approaches

Root    ß-f-r

Lexical base ßfr1  ßfr2 ßfr3

Derived forms ßifr ßafìr ±aßfar
 ‘zero’ ‘whistling’ ‘yellow’

The root ß-f-r could be seen as the neutral and 
abstract source of derivation for all the forms 
in Figure 4, without giving any specific consid-
eration to the semantic or the formal root (cf. 
Mokhlis 1997:37-38). 

The three consonants ß, f, r are stable in dif-
ferent templates. This class of roots is called 
ßa™ì™a ‘sound’ because the three consonants 
appear regularly without showing any change 
and are not subject to elision. The total number 
of triradical sound roots is about 3,218, while 
the number of quadriradical roots is about 
1,293 (cf. Al-Bawab a.o. 1996).

Another class of roots is called mu≠talla 
‘weak’ (¤ ≠illa). This class shows semivowels 
(or ¤ glides), i.e. w and/or y, among its radi-
cals. This class subdivides into two categories. 
The first cate-gory shows a glide in R1, the 
‘assimilated words’, in R2, the ‘hollow words’, 
or in R3, the ‘defective words’. The second 
category is doubly weak and shows glides 
either in R2 and R3, e.g. R1wy (lafìf maqrùn), 
or in R1 and R3, e.g. wR2y (lafìf mafrùq). These 
last two classes are subject to ±i ≠làl ‘defective-
ness’: “the phonological change that is car-
ried out in a word in which a weak radical is 
counted as unsound” (¤ ßarf; Åkesson 2001). 
This weak radical is subject to morphological 
and phonological processes such as mutation, 
truncation, and/or vowel truncation (cf. Brame 
1970; Bohas 1981, 1982, 1985; Kouloughli 
1979; Guillaume 1982; Angoujard 1984; 
Mokhlis 1997; Chekayri and Scheer, forth-
coming). Comparing weak and sound roots, the 
Arab grammarians define circumstances under 
which a glide could persist, be changed, or be 
deleted, and they explain the morphological 
structure of the language by setting up rules 
governing its use.

According to the Arab grammarians, both 
defective and sound verbal phonological rep-
resentations are subject to ¤ qiyàs ‘measure-
ment’. Translated into English as ¤ ‘analogy’, 
qiyàs is a method used to explain apparent 
deviations from the rules in certain phenomena 
by referring to their resemblance to other phe-
nomena (cf. Versteegh 1997:47). This concept 
is one of the basic instruments for finding simi-
larities between forms. It became an important 
explanatory principle at the theoretical level 
and was used for induction as well as for for-
mulating general principles in the language. 
As an illustration, Arab grammarians consider 
that the phonological representation of forms 
such as [jaßifu] ‘he describes’, [qÌ1la] ‘he said’, 
and [sirtu] ‘I went’ are /yawßifu/, /qawala/, and 
/sayartu/, respectively. Although the glides do 
not appear at the phonetic level, these forms 
are derived from triradical roots: w-ß-f, q-w-l, 
and s-y-r. The Arab grammarians use analogy 
to restore the underlying level and retrieve the 
triradical root. In this view, grammar defines 
in which contexts glides are deleted. Accord-
ing to Arab grammarians, the proof that these 
surface forms are derived from /yawßifu/, 
/qawala/, and /sayartu/ resides in the form of 
their ¤ maßdar ‘verbal noun’: waßf, qawl, and 
sayr (cf. Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf; Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ 
al-Mufaßßal; Bohas 1982, regarding the debate 
about whether the verb or the maßdar is the 
source of the derivation). 

All derived forms are ultimately traceable 
to a triradical root. The verb istaqbala ‘he 
received’ breaks down to a triradical root q-b-l ‘to 
accept.’ In the same way, the imperfects yaßifu 
‘he describes’, yasmù ‘he ascends’, yamšì ‘he 
walks’ derive from the triradical roots w-ß-f, 
s-m-w, and m-š-y, respectively. As for the verb 
tada™raja ‘he rolled himself’, it is listed under a 
quadriradical root, d-™-r-j ‘to roll.’ 

3 .  W A Z N  t e m p l a t e

The Arabic and Semitic grammatical tradition 
use the three consonants f, ≠, and l to describe 
forms according to specific templates, called 
wazn, ßìÿa, and binya. The template represents 
an abstract concept for formal description. The 
template denotes the morphological representa-
tion that substitutes for a given lexical form. 
Every template carries a grammatical sense 
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that is combined with the basic meaning of the 
root. 

To make a distinction between the root 
radicals and affixes, Arab grammarians list ten
segments that are susceptible to being affixes or 
augments (zawà±id): ±alif ‘long a’, y, w, m, t, n, 
s, h, l, and the glottal stop ±. The question that 
arises is how to identify these affixes.

Three main arguments are given by Arab 
grammarians to distinguish between the root 
and the augment segments. The identification 
of augment segments is made by (1) ištiqàq 
‘splitting’, (2) istidlàl bi-l-miμàl ‘arguing by 
similar form’, and (3) istidlàl bi-l-kaμra ‘arguing 
by frequency’.

The first argument is related to ‘splitting’. The 
root s-k-n, which carries the semantic load ‘to 
live’, is associated with the template fa ≠ala. The 
first radical, s, of the root s-k-n must occupy 
the position of the f of the template fa ≠ala. The 
second radical of the root, k, fits in the ≠ posi-
tion of the template. Finally, the third radical 
of the root, n, must replace the l position of the 
template. The result of this association is the 
output form sakana ‘he lived’. It is necessary 
to note that the vowels of the template remain 
unchanged in their features, quantity, and posi-
tion. If one says yaskunu ‘he lives’, then the 
template is yaf≠ulu, the radicals corresponding 
to f, ≠, and l. The y and the vowels are consid-
ered to be augments in this case. They are kept 
identical to the ones in the template (cf. Ibn 
Ya≠ìš, Šar™ al-Mulùkì 118–121):

(1) (2)

f   a   ≠   a   l   a y   a     f   ≠   u   l   u

s       k       n             s   k      n
       [sakana]           [yaskunu]

(3) (4)

f   a   ≠   u   l   a s t  a   f      ≠   a     l   a

k       b       r         q   b         l

    [kabura]          [staqbala]

It should be noted that forms may be derived 
not only from a root but from other derived 

forms as well. The reflexive form tafa≠≠al is 
derived from fa≠≠al, and tafà≠al is generated 
from fà≠al; the passive is derived from the 
active, the imperfect is derived from the per-
fect, the passive participle is derived from the 
passive imperfect, and the active participle is 
derived from the active imperfect, etc. (cf. 
Bohas 1982).

The second argument is referred to as istid-
làl bi-l-miμàl ‘arguing by similar forms’. It is a 
method used to identify segments susceptible 
to being an augment in a given word. These 
opaque segments can be radicals or augments: 
if ištiqàq cannot help in extracting the root, 
then istidlàl bi-l-miμàl may be used as an ana-
logical process based on comparing forms to 
similar ones. Ibn Ya≠ìš gives two main exam-
ples to illustrate this process (cf. Ibn Ya≠ìš, 
Šar™ al-Mulùkì 120–121; Bohas 1982:180–182; 
Mokhlis 1995:94).

i. The form ≠antar [proper noun] has two 
segments, n and t, that are susceptible to being 
augments. Ibn Ya≠ìš compares ≠antar with a 
similar form such as the proper noun ja≠far, 
whose segments are all radicals. He then con-
cludes that ≠, n, t, and r are also radicals.

ii. The form ≠anbas [attribute of lions] con-
tains a segment n, which might be considered 
to be an augment. Although this form has 
the same template as ja≠far, i.e. fa≠lal, the n in 
≠anbas does not appear in the verbal form ≠abas 
‘to scowl’ and in the maßdar ≠ubùs ‘scowling’. 
Thus, the n in ≠anbas is an augment. Since 
≠anbas, ≠abas, and ≠ubùs have a related mean-
ing, they are considered to be derived forms 
from the same root ≠-b-s.

The third argument is referred to as istidlàl 
bi-l-kaμra ‘arguing by frequency’. An example 
is the segment ±a, which is analyzed as a prefix 
because of its frequent occurrence in forms of 
the template ±af≠al, which denotes nouns of 
color or a comparative or superlative form, e.g. 
±azraq ‘blue’, ±akbar ‘biggest’, etc. Assigning 
these words to the template ±af≠al makes it pos-
sible to establish the difference between the ele-
ments that are analyzed as augments and those 
that are radicals. It then becomes obvious that 
±a in ±azraq is an augment.

The repetition of ma in masba™ ‘swimming 
pool’, mal≠ab ‘stadium’, maktab ‘office’, etc. 
identifies it as a prefix. These forms are derived 
from the template maf≠al, which refers to a 
noun of place. We thus have:
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(5) (6)

±  a   f     ≠  a   l m  a   f    ≠  a   l

        z    r      q          k    t      b

         [πazraq] [maktab]

To restore the underlying level (phonological 
form) and retrieve the correct root, it is crucial 
to know the principles governing Arabic word 
structure (morphology). In this context, three 
possible ways of arguing are given: (1) splitting 
words (ištiqàq); (2) comparing forms to simi-
lar ones; and (3) determining frequency. Arab 
grammarians consider ištiqàq the most accurate 
tool to find out about the source of derivation. 
Other methods may have different results. Ra∂ì 
d-Dìn al-±Astaràbà≈ì gives in his Šar™ aš-Šàfiya 
(II, 335) the example of ±alandad, which has 
the template ±afan≠al. ±Alandad and yalandad 
have the same meaning as ±aladd ‘fierce’. The 
three forms ±alandad, yalandad, and ±aladd are 
derived from the root l-d-d, which carries the 
semantic load ‘to dispute violently’. According 
to ištiqàq, the glottal stop at the beginning of 
the word followed by three consonants is ana-
lyzed as an augment. The nonvocalized n in the 
third position and the reduplicated radical are 
perceived as augments as well.

Ra∂ì d-Dìn al-±Astarabadi  considers two pos-
sibilities: ± and n are augments because ±alandad 
is derived from the root l-d-d; and ± and one d 
are augments because ±alandad is derived from 
the root *l-n-d. He chooses the first possibil-
ity, in which ± and n are augments. In his view, 
ištiqàq is still the best way to identify augment 
segments accurately. 

The choice of three segments, f, ≠, and l, as 
the template of the lexical forms in Arabic is 

based on the occurrence and the frequency of 
triradical forms compared to other structures 
such as quadriradical or quinqueradical forms 
(Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ al-Mulùkì 116). Table 1 gives 
an estimate of the number of roots, based on 
an inventory from Classical Arabic dictionaries 
(cf. £ilmì 1973; Mrayati 1987).

This explains why the Arab grammarians 
believe that the minimal template in Arabic 
is triradical and why they deny the existence 
of biradical roots in the lexical system of the 
Arabic language. In modern linguistic analyses 
this is sometimes regarded as one of the weaker 
points of the Arab grammarians’ reflections on 
the lexicon (¤ biradicalism; cf. Chekayri forth-
coming; Mokhlis 1997:57).

4 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Being able to recognize word templates and roots 
is very important for three principal reasons:

i. In the usually unvocalized text, the recogni-
tion of a known template will enable the 
learner to pronounce a particular word and 
learn it without having to puzzle out which 
vowels go where.

ii. In many cases the template of a word will 
suggest its function within the sentence and 
help the learner to determine its meaning.

iii. In case of doubt, ‘splitting’ confirms the 
existence of a word (cf. Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß I, 
369).

Not all derived verbs exist for all roots. Most 
roots (1,212) have at least one, and a few (5) 
have nine derived forms. This obviously causes 
problems for the learner, and the only way 
to overcome them is to study the templates 
of Arabic words and thus gain experience in 
distinguishing roots from augments. Students 
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Table 1. Numbers of roots in dictionaries

Author(s) Dictionaries 
inventoried 

Roots Total 

three 
radicals 

four 
radicals 

five 
radicals

£ilmì (1973) Tàj al-≠arùs 7,597 4,081 300 11,978 

Mrayati (1987)

al-Jamhara 
at-Tah≈ìb
al-Mu™kam 
Lisàn al-≠Arab 
al-Qàmùs

7,198 3,739 295 11,232
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of the Arab grammarians, confronted with the 
same problems, were presented with compli-
cated exercises to learn this procedure of ‘split-
ting’ the word.
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Abdellah Chekayri
(Al Akhawayn University)

I“tiràk ¤ Mu“tarak

Istiμnà±

Istitnà±, a verbal noun of Form X from the 
radicals t-n-y, literally means ‘setting aside as 
excluded; exclusion, exception’ (Lane 1863–
1893:I, 357; Wehr 130). The term is used in 
Arabic grammar to denote an exception or an 
exceptive sentence (jumlat al-istitnà±), which 
basically consists of two parts: the general term 
from which the exception is made (al-mustatnà 
minhu) and the exception itself (al-mustatnà). 
The relationship between these two parts of 
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the sentence is made through the use of an 
exceptive particle (™arf al-istitnà±), mostly ±illà 
(a compound of ±in and là and traditionally 
considered the ±aßl ‘source, basic principle’ of 
the exceptive particles). Other expressions are 
used in the sense of ‘excluding, excepting’ as 
well, for example nouns like siwà ‘another 
[besides so-and-so]’ and ÿayr ‘other than, differ-
ent from’, or the verbal clauses mà xalà ‘what 
is free from’, mà ≠adà ‘what goes beyond’, and 
™àšà ‘he excepted’ (Cachia 1973:19–20 [A-E], 
27 [E-A]; Wright 1967:II, 335–343, and Howell 
1990:I, 296–319, both of whom also mention 
the verbal expressions laysa and là yakùnu to 
denote exceptions in Classical Arabic; Fischer 
2002:168–170; Cantarino 1975:III, 192–193, 
338–352; Dahdah 1988:180–181; Reckendorf 
1967:712–726, “Exzeptivsätze”; Reckendorf 
1921:502–512, “Ausnahmesätze”; Blachère and 
Gaudefroy-Demombynes 1975:405–406, 445–
446, “phrase exceptive”; Blachère 1985:156; 
Badawi a.o. 2004:671–684).

The general principles of exceptive sen-
tences are usually explained based on the way 
the most widely used exceptive particle, ±illà, 
occurs in Arabic. ±Illà’s natural position in the 
sentence is after the general term from which 
the exception is made; the syntactic function 
of the exception following ±illà depends on 
the relationship between the general term and 
the excepted element. There are three types 
of exceptive sentences, called ‘void exception’ 
(istitnà± mufarraÿ), ‘joined exception’ (istitnà± 
muttaßil), and ‘severed exception’ (istitnà± 
munqa†i≠); they are translated, respectively, as 
‘exhaustive’, ‘continuous’, and ‘discontinuous’ 
exceptions in Badawi a.o. (2004:671).

The void-exceptive sentence – the most fre-
quently used in Modern Standard Arabic – is 
always negative and has no general term; the 
exception obtains whatever case the general 
term would have had were it expressed. Hence, 
in mà qàma ±illà zaydun ‘no one stood up 
except Zayd’, zayd assumes the nominative 
case ending because, if expressed, the general 
term would have taken the nominative, e.g. 
mà qàma l-qawmu ‘the people did not stand 
up’. The following examples provide further 
illustration: mà ≠alayka ±illà tajdìdu malàbisika 
‘you only have to change your clothes’, lam 
yakun ±illà majnùnan ‘he was nothing but 
insane’, ±amrà∂un là tu≠àlaju ±illà bi-d-dawà±i 
l-mustawradi ‘illnesses that can only be treated 

with imported medicine’ (Cantarino 1975:III, 
342; Badawi a.o. 2004:673, 674).

The joined exception is characterized by the 
fact that the general term is explicitly men-
tioned and the exception belongs to the same 
genus or generic category as the general term, 
as is the case with qawm ‘people’ and zayd 
‘Zayd’. The syntactic function of the excepted 
element depends on whether the antecedent 
containing the general term is positive or nega-
tive. If positive, the exception expresses an 
exclusion from the general term and obtains the 
accusative case: qàma l-qawmu ±illà zaydan ‘the 
people stood up except Zayd’, i.e., everyone 
stood up, but Zayd was excluded from them 
and did not stand up. When the antecedent 
is negative, however, the exception might be 
considered a substitute for the general term and 
takes over its syntactic function. In mà qàma 
l-qawmu ±illà zaydun ‘the people did not stand 
up, except Zayd’, Zayd is the only one standing 
up from among the people, taking their place as 
it were. Examples of positive joined exceptions 
are wa-qad turjimat kutubuhu fì ™ayàtihi ±illà 
kitàban wà™idan ‘all his books were translated 
during his life except one’ and taraka l-≠amala 
±illà ±ašÿàlan xafìfatan ‘he gave up work except 
small jobs’. Examples of negative joined excep-
tions are lam yatruk lahum šay±an ±illà naßìbahu 
fì baytin qadìmin ‘he did not leave anything 
for them except for his share in an old house’ 
and laysa lì naßìbun min ad-dunyà ±illà hàdihi 
s-sà™atu d-∂ayyiqatu l-jàmida ‘I have no other 
property on earth than this narrow, dry patch 
of land’ (Cantarino 1975:III, 340; Badawi a.o. 
2004:675).

In a severed exception, the antecedent con-
taining the general term is negative (as in the 
last mentioned examples), but the exception 
belongs to a fundamentally different category 
than this general term. As a consequence, the 
exception expresses exclusion and cannot take 
the syntactic function of the general term, so 
it is always put in the accusative case. In mà 
jà±anì ±a™adun ±illà ™imàran ‘no one came to 
me except a donkey’, the donkey cannot substi-
tute for a human being, and ™imàr obtains the 
accusative case ending to emphasize its being 
different. Although the concept of the severed 
exception is prominent in the discussions about 
exceptive sentences in the Arabic grammatical 
tradition (which may be due to the fact that 
initially the distinction between severed and 
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void exceptions was not made; cf. Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 319ff.), the grammatical construction 
itself is rare in Standard Arabic (no examples 
were found in Badawi a.o. 2004; cf. 672, 675). 
For other usages of ±illà (e.g. ±illà wa-, ±illà with 
clauses introduced by ±an or ±anna, ±illà with 
adverbial clauses), the rules for ÿayr and siwà 
(which resemble those for ±illà), and the use of 
verbal clauses with the sense of exception, see 
Cantarino (1975:III, 338–352) and Badawi a.o. 
(2004:675–684).

The principal grammatical rules for exceptive 
sentences, as formulated in Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb 
based on the use of the exceptive particle ±illà  
(Kitàb I, 314–329; cf. Carter 1975; Bernards 
1997:16–18), were not subject to fundamental 
disagreement between grammarians of Arabic, 
but the interpretation and application of the 
rules left ample room for discussion. Especially 
the governance of the exceptive particle ±illà 
was elaborated. In Sìbawayhi’s view, for exam-
ple, the noun following ±illà in a severed excep-
tion is governed by the antecedent in the same 
way that dirhaman is governed by ≠išrùna in 
the expression ≠išrùna dirhaman, where the 
nùn/tanwìn of ≠išrùna separates the two ele-
ments of the sentence and prevents the genitive 
case in dirham (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 315; cf. 
Carter 1972 for further analysis of what he has 
coined the tanwìn-naßb construction; Owens 
1990:107ff., who calls it the ‘separation and 
non-identity principle’, SNIP; see also Talmon 
1993, 2003:245ff.). Mà jà±anì ±a™adun ‘no one 
came to me’ is a grammatically correct and 
complete sentence – the nùn/tanwìn indicates 
this completeness. That a donkey did come 
(±illà ™imàran) stands by itself. The donkey can-
not take the place of the general term, a human 
being; the donkey cannot even be considered 
to be a description of the general term as an 
adjective (waßf/ßifa), so in this case there can 
be no grammatical agreement between ±a™ad 
and ™imàr. Hence, ±illà assumes the meaning of 
wa-làkinna: ‘no human being came to me, but a 
donkey did’, and the accusative is preferred for 
the excepted noun (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 319).

Among the first generations of grammarians 
after Sìbawayhi, not only the nature of a sev-
ered exception was contested but the regency 
of ±illà as well. In a marginal note to the Kitàb 
Sìbawayhi, al-Màzinì (d. 248/862) argues that 
human beings and donkeys belong to the same 
category of living creatures; and in the opinion 

of al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898; Muqta∂ab IV, 
390), ±illà takes the place of a verb and gives 
what follows its case ending. Moreover, the 
regency of ±illà, more specifically in positive 
exceptive sentences like qàma l-qawmu ±illà 
zaydan ‘the people stood up, except Zayd’, is 
the topic of one of the masà±il ixtilàfiyya, the 
Streitfragen between Baßran and Kùfan gram-
marians as it appears from Ibn al-±Anbàrì’s 
±Inßàf (118–122, mas±ala no. 34). Subsequent 
generations of grammarians pondered the issue, 
refining and clarifying Sìbawayhi’s theories 
without, however, changing the basic underly-
ing concepts (see, e.g., Zajjàjì, Jumal 235–236; 
Ibn Jinnì, Luma≠ 28; ±Abù £ayyàn, Manhaj 
162ff.; Ibn Ya≠ìš, ”ar™ II, 79–81; cf. Bernards 
1997:16–22).
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Italian

The history of the Italian territory bears a 
certain resemblance to that of the Iberian Pen-
insula because both were occupied by Arabs at 
the time of their expansion. The Arab influence 
was most strongly felt in Sicily, which was 
conquered in 827 and remained under Arab 
rule until some years after the fall of Palermo 
to the Normans in 1071. The effect of Arab 
civilization in Italy was much smaller than in 
Spain, and, accordingly, the number of Arabic 
loanwords is much smaller. A number of Ara-
bic loanwords are attested in Sicilian dialects, 
especially in medieval dialects, but the majority 
of them were never accepted in the literary lan-
guage, which is founded on the medieval dialect 
of Florence (a town not in direct contact with 
Mediterranean trade). In the late Middle Ages, 
linguistic contact was established between Arab 
populations and some maritime Italian cities, 
especially Pisa, Genoa, and Venice. During the 
Ottoman period, from the early 16th century to 
1830 (when the French occupation of Algeria 
began), relations between Italy and the south-
ern Mediterranean coast were mostly hostile, 
and the Arab world was despised and seen as 
the worst enemy. In the late 19th century new 
occasions of contact with the Arabic language 
arose with the colonization of Eritrea, where 
a variety of Sudan Arabic was employed as a 
trade language, and, in 1911, with the occupa-
tion of Libya.

In his seminal work Gli arabismi nelle lingue 
neolatine con speciale riguardo all’Italia, Pel-
legrini (1972:70–71) focuses on four types of 
Arabic loanwords in Italian: (1) words spread 
from Sicily; (2) scientific words, known in 
Medieval Latin and also in European lan-
guages; (3) words employed in medieval trade, 
spread through maritime cities and sometimes 
restricted to regional varieties of Italian; and (4) 
some foreign words (voci peregrine), reported 
by travelers and chroniclers. Perhaps one could 
add another type: (5) words typical of the colo-
nial experience.

The first group is probably the largest, and 
examples may be quoted from many seman-
tic fields: plants, e.g. carciofo ‘artichoke’ from 
Arabic xaršùf, melanzana ‘eggplant’ from 
ba≈injàn (with a paretymological  assimilation 
to mela ‘apple’), spinaci ‘spinach’ from ±isbinàx, 
carruba ‘carob’ from xarrùba, gelsomino 
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‘jasmine’ from yasmìn (with a paretymologi-
cal assimilation to gelso ‘mulberry’), limone 
‘lemon’ from lìmùn, cotone ‘cotton’ from qu†n; 
pottery containers, e.g. giara (Arabic jarra) 
‘jar’, tazza (Arabic †àsa) ‘cup’, ziro ‘a container 
for olive oil’ from zìr; fishing terms, e.g. ràisi 
‘the leader of a group of tuna fishermen’ from 
Maghrebi Arabic ràyis ‘captain’, sciàbica ‘a 
kind of net’ from šabaka; some objects, like 
coffa ‘a big basket of woven palm leaves; and, 
in ancient ships, ‘the top of a mast’ from quffa, 
or risma ‘ream’ from rizma. In ancient Sicilian 
documents, many other Arabic loanwords were 
employed (see Caracausi 1983; Scholz 1996).

Among scientific words of Arabic origin, the 
best known is algebra, coined, according to 
Pellegrini (1972:79), by Leonardo Fibonacci, 
a citizen of Pisa who was born in Bugia (today 
Bijàya, an Algerian town); it appears in his 
Liber Abaci, adapting the Arabic expression 
≠ilm al-jabr wa-l-muqàbala ‘science of reduc-
tion and comparison’. The word algoritmo or 
algorismo occurred in the title of a book by 
Gherardo da Cremona, Liber alchorismi de 
iebra et almucabala; it acquired the meaning of 
‘algorithm’ but was originally the name of the 
mathematician al-Xwàrizmì; the words cifra 
‘numeral’ and zero were two different adapta-
tions of Arabic ßifr. Many names of stars are 
derived from Arabic, e.g. Aldebaran from al-
dabaràn (without assimilation of the article), 
Vega from al-wàqi≠, and also words connected 
with astronomy, e.g. zenit ‘zenith’ from samt 
(English azimuth is derived from the plural as-
sumùt Italian azimut), alidada ‘alidade’ from 
al-≠idàda, and almanacco ‘almanac’ from al-
manàx (about these ‘cultivated’ loanwords see 
also Gleßgen 1996).

Many words are typically connected with 
medieval trade. One could mention fondaco, 
which was a sort of accommodation for trad-
ers, with a warehouse and the possibility of sell-
ing. It derives from Arabic funduq, which has 
come to mean ‘hotel’ in Egyptian Arabic but 
in Tunisian Arabic retains the meaning ‘cara-
vanserai’. One could also quote the modern 
Italian word magazzino ‘warehouse’, derived 
from maxzin, for which Pellegrini (1972:105) 
mentions an eastern Algerian form, maÿzin, as 
the true etymon, but a regressive assimilation 
like this can be found almost anywhere in sub-
standard Arabic; dogana (in Medieval Italian 
the form duana was used), derived from Arabic 

dìwàn ‘office’; and tariffa ‘tariff rate’, derived 
from Arabic ta≠rìf ‘notification’. In Italian, one 
also finds many names of merchandise known 
through medieval trade: some spices, e.g. zaf-
ferano ‘saffron’ from za≠faràn, tamarindo ‘tam-
arind’ from tamar hindì, curcuma ‘turmeric’ 
from kurkum; and also zucchero ‘sugar’ from 
sukkar, ambra ‘amber’ from ≠anbar, sandalo 
‘sandal(-wood)’ from ßandal; and probably also 
some minerals, e.g. catrame ‘tar’ from qa†ràn, 
talco ‘talc’ from †alq; perhaps also soda, which 
in Medieval Italian had the meaning of ‘alkali’ 
and may be derived from Arabic sawwàd, the 
name of a plant whose ashes contain sodium. 
Very typical are the variants darsena ‘dock’ 
and arsenale ‘shipyard’, both derived from dàr 
aß-ßinà≠a, the former being a word from Pisa, 
the latter from Venice.

All these ‘ancient’ words exhibit some pho-
netic adaptations (not phonetic laws). As noticed 
by many scholars, most Arabic loanwords in 
Spanish have an assimilated article (aceite from 
az-zeit, alcázar from al-qaßr), whereas Arabic 
loanwords in Italian do not, with the excep-
tion of ‘scientific’ words. Final -ì is assimilated 
to the suffix -ino, which in Italian can form 
diminutives, but also some ethnonyms, such 
as triestino from Trieste; with this suffix are 
formed tunisino from tùnisì ‘Tunisian’, beduino 
‘Bedouin’ from badawì, assassino ‘murderer’ 
from ™aššàšì ‘member of the sect of Assas-
sins’, perhaps also facchino ‘porter’ from faqìh 
‘expert in Islamic law’ (final -h in Arabic is 
pronounced very weakly; for the change of 
meaning see below). Some words show a dia-
lectal origin from the Maghreb: the model of 
beduino probably was not the classical form 
badawì but an occidental form *[bedwi]; also 
benzoino ‘benzoin’ is probably not derived 
from lubàn jàwì, literally ‘incense of Java’, but 
from a Maghrebi form *[lbe1n 6a1wi1], where 
initial l- was mistaken for the article and then 
eliminated; and the expression a bizzeffe ‘in 
large quantity’ is clearly from Algerian bizzàf 
‘a lot’, derived from Classical Arabic bi-l-juzàf 
‘in a big amount’.

During the long period of cultural and eco-
nomic decline of the Arab world, some words 
were borrowed with pejorative meanings. The 
most typical case is facchino, attested in the 
15th century: in some Arabic documents of 
the late Middle Ages the word faqìh is attested 
with a generic honorific meaning, but facchino 
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was employed in Italy as a word for qualifying 
foreign workers, like French sidi; now it means 
‘porter’. Cabibbo, from Arabic ™abìb, is a semi-
slang word to indicate people from southern 
Italy. Crumiro, from the Tunisian tribe of Khu-
mirs, means ‘blackleg, one who works during 
a strike’ (these etymologies are treated in Pel-
legrini 1972:503–523; see also Cifoletti 1984; 
Orioles 1984).

Arabic loanwords of the colonial period have 
received less attention, but some of them are 
easily recognizable: ghirba ‘water skin’, attested 
since 1881, is probably from Sudan Arabic girba 
(classical qirba); carcadè or karkadè ‘roselle 
tea, made with flowers of a kind of hibiscus’ is 
a well-known word in Egyptian and Sudanese 
Arabic, pronounced [karkade1]; uadi ‘a valley 
without river, typical of dry climates’, attested 
since 1895, probably goes back to Egyptian 
Arabic wàdì (in Sudan, the current word for 
this meaning is xòr; in the Maghreb this word 
is pronounced [wæ1d] and means ‘river’); and 
ghibli, designation of the south wind in Libya, 
attested since 1912, derives from a local pro-
nunciation for qiblì.

In more recent times, some Arabic loanwords 
are reproduced in the lexicon of the press and 
international politics, which is why many Ital-
ians know what jihad means (in Italian, it is 
treated mostly as a feminine substantive, under 
the influence of guerra ‘war’), or raìs (a presi-
dent of an Arabic republic), or fatwa. Probably 
most of these words have been introduced 
through English or French. There is perhaps 
one word that has gained a certain popular-
ity because of the popularity of the object: the 
typical headgear of Palestinian men, called (in 
Italian) kefiyyah or kefiah.
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Italian Loanwords

This entry addresses Italian loanwords in some 
Arabic dialects, especially Egyptian Arabic (the 
dialect of Cairo, with some mention of Alex-
andria) and Tunisian Arabic (the dialect of 
Tunis). Because of its proximity, Tunisia has 
always been in contact with Italy; likewise, the 
dialect of Libya has been strongly influenced by 
Italian, but not much is known about it, and 
after Rossi (1933) the topic has hardly been 
studied. For Italian borrowings in some Orien-
tal dialects, see Abou Abdallah (1981), Butros 
(1973), and Behnstedt (1996).

In the centuries when the Arab civilization 
flourished, borrowings were mostly from Arabic 
to the European languages, especially Medieval 
Latin (which only became well differentiated 
from Italian in the 13th century). There was 
a long period in which Italian was the most 
prestigious of the Mediterranean languages. 
Although not much is known about this period, 
it probably began in the early 15th century and 
ceased about 1850. During this time, many 
treaties, diplomatic correspondence, and official 
documents were written in Italian, or at least 
in what may count as Italian (cf. Bruni 1999, 
2003). Especially in the Ottoman Empire, Ital-
ian was the language of foreign relations: some 
of the most important documents, for example 
the decree that authorized Lord Elgin to take 
the sculptures of the Parthenon to England, 
were written in Italian, probably by Greek 
secretaries. Moreover, from the beginning of 
the 15th century the maritime language of the 
Mediterranean developed on the basis of Ital-
ian (cf. Kahane a.o. 1958); this lingua franca 
was observed and partially recorded by some 
German travelers and pilgrims (Battisti 1962; 
Milani 2000; Röll 1967).

For the Arab world, this was perhaps the 
period in which cultural stagnation and eco-
nomical decline were at their worst and the 
prestige of the Arabic language was at its low-
est level. When the modern age began in Egypt 
with the government of Muhammad Ali, Ital-
ian was still the current language for contacts 
with the thousands of foreigners who settled 
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in the country, many of whom were Italians. 
Until 1860, Italian was the high-level language 
for Egypt, when the country was organizing 
all public services like mail, railways, hospi-
tals, and courts of law. The subsequent loss 
of influence of Italian and the increase in the 
French and English influence are well docu-
mented (Sammarco 1937; see Balboni 1906 for 
an eyewitness report of the decline of Italian in 
Egypt). Some of the loanwords in use in Egypt 
at the beginning of the 20th century are now 
obsolete (see Spiro 1904), but many others are 
still current.

Borrowing was facilitated by some accidental 
similarities between Italian and Arabic: both 
languages have geminate consonants, both have 
a feminine ending -a, and the Italian masculine 
singular il is very similar to the dialectal Arabic 
article. The problem was that many Italian 
words were too long for Arabic; in this case, 
aphaeresis often presented a solution. Italian 
insalata ‘salad’, for instance, is known in Mod-
ern Arabic as salà†a (note that salata is used in 
some Italian dialects, in particular Venetian); 
Italian arrosto is in Egypt rustu ‘roast’, which is 
nearer to Venetian rosto. In some cases the first 
Italian syllable is simply omitted, without any 
model in Romance languages. Tunisian Arabic 
furnà†a ‘batch’, for instance, is derived from 
Italian infornata, but with aphaeresis; likewise, 
Egyptian Arabic sibinsa ‘caboose, guard’s van 
[of a train]’ probably derives from Italian dis-
pensa ‘pantry’. In all these cases, the deleted 
syllable corresponds to an Italian preposition 
or to a prefix.

Another difficulty is the presence in Ital-
ian of an ending -o, which usually marks the 
masculine. In spoken Arabic, the ending -u 
can be the ending of some plural forms of the 
verb, or the possessive suffix for the 3rd person 
masculine. Substantives with such an ending 
are exceptional. Only in Tunisian Arabic there 
are some words that probably derive from the 
Latin substrate, like furnu ‘oven’ < Latin fur-
num, knàstru ‘a traditional basket of the bride’ 
< Latin canistrum, ginnàru ‘chicken coop’ 
< Latin gallinarium, etc. Perhaps these words 
opened the way for the introduction of new 
words with the same ending. This explains 
why many Italian words lost the ending -o, 
as in Egyptian Arabic baskùt ‘biscuit(s)’ < bis-
cotto, or Tunisian Arabic jìlàt < gelato. Some 
other words changed the vowel into -a, like 

ricamo ‘embroidery’, which became rukàma 
in Egypt. But the majority maintained final 
-o, pronounced [u] in Tunisia or [∏] in Egypt, 
in words like (Egyptian and Tunisian) kám-
biyu ‘change [of money]’ < cambio; brutistu ~ 
burtistu ‘protest’ < protesto; abukàtu ‘lawyer’ 
< avvocato; karru ‘animal-drawn cart’ < carro. 
In most cases, a final -e of Italian was rendered 
as -a, which in many Arabic dialects has a 
fronted pronunciation (in a non-emphatic con-
text): so Italian cartone ‘cardboard’ > Arabic 
kartòna, or balcone ‘balcony’ > balkòna.

Some Italian consonants have no correspond-
ing sounds in Arabic: /p/, /v/, /tš/, /dj/, /ts/, /dz/, 
/lj/, /nj/. While in some Arab countries Italian 
/dj/ corresponds to the normal realization of 
jìm, in others it is a foreign sound. The sound 
/p/ is normally realized as /b/ and is pronounced 
voiceless only by cultivated persons. For /v/ 
the situation is more complex, because in the 
past (probably during the Ottoman period) it 
was rendered as /w/, and this pronunciation 
survives in some words like lawanda ‘lavender’ 
< lavanda. In Egypt, there is also a popular 
pronunciation as /b/, which is prevalent in 
words like bitillu ‘veal’ < vitello ‘calf, veal’. 
/f/ for /v/ is very common in Egypt and also 
in Tunis, in words like Egyptian vanilya ~ 
fanilya ‘vanilla’ < vaniglia, karafatta ‘necktie’ 
< cravatta, or Tunisian fìsta ‘clothing’ < veste. 
The sound /∑/ was rendered normally with 
/š/ as in Modern Arabic šìkùrya ‘chicory [used 
as a substitute for coffee]’ < cicoria; but when 
geminated, it is rendered by /tš/ (which in Tuni-
sian and Egyptian Arabic is not a phoneme 
but a cluster), as in Egyptian bilyatšu ‘clown’ 
< pagliaccio, Tunisian fàtša ‘face’ < faccia, or 
Tunisian fatšà†a ‘façade’ < facciata; and also 
in the recently spread (Tunisian and Egyptian) 
kabutšìnu < cappuccino. Tunisian Arabic has 
the sound /j/ as the normal realization of jìm 
and employs it for Italian /dj/. The Cairene 
dialect (which has /g/ for jìm) has a phoneme 
/j/ which occurs only in foreign words and did 
not become popular until the 20th century 
(also for Italian words, such as jilàti ‘ice cream’ 
< gelati, or jakitta ‘jacket’ < giacchetta). In 
older loanwords the pronunciation /g/ is kept, 
as in gamadàna ‘demijohn’ < damigiana (with 
metathesis), or garunya ‘geranium’ < geranio. 
Complex Italian sounds like /ts/ and /dz/ are 
normally rendered by sibilants: Italian pinza 
‘pliers’ (with /ts/) becomes binsa in Egyptian; 
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dozzina ‘dozen’ (with geminated /dz/) becomes 
dazzìna in Alexandria (not used in Cairo) and 
tuzzìna in Tunis; gazzosa ‘soda water’ (also 
with geminated /dz/) is kazòza in Egypt and 
gazùz in Tunisia; terrazzina ‘terrace’ is tarasìna 
in Cairo; only the word mozzarella, recently 
spread, is mutsarilla in Egypt and Tunisia with 
the cluster /ts/ for a geminate Italian z. Palatal 
continuous consonants of Italian are rendered 
with the clusters /ly/ and /ny/: for example, 
Egyptian bastilya ‘small sugar candies, pastilles’ 
< pastiglia ‘pastille’; Tunisian trilya ‘mullet’ 
< triglia; and bunya ‘punch’ (known in Egypt, 
Tunisia, and also in Algiers and Lebanon) 
< pugno. Sometimes in Italian there is a con-
sonantal cluster (two consonants at the begin-
ning, or three within the word), which is not 
tolerated in Egyptian Arabic (nor in Classical 
Arabic). This cluster is dissolved by the inser-
tion of a vowel: so we have in Cairo kirèma 
‘cream’ < crema; garanì†a ‘grated-ice drink’ 
< granita; and kuntiràtu ‘agreement’ < con-
tratto. Cases like istubba < stoppa ‘oakum’, or 
istabèna from the expression sta bene ‘that’s all 
right’, probably go back to an earlier period.

Italian stress is almost always maintained: 
when it is on the penultimate syllable and 
followed by only one consonant, in Egyptian 
Arabic, the stressed vowel is lengthened, as in 
kabìna < cabina ‘cabin; bathing hut’, or in nòta 
< nota ‘note’.

The great majority of Italian loanwords are 
nouns. Some of them are without plural, as for 
example all names of diseases: Egyptian malaria 
< malaria; azma ‘asthma’ < asma (this word is 
homophonous to another azma ‘crisis’, so that 
some speakers believe the borrowed meaning is 
a semantic expansion). Some Italian plurals are 
taken in a collective sense, as Tunisian bam-
balùni < bomboloni [pl.] ‘a kind of pancake’, 
but some loanwords have developed a plural in 
-àt, e.g. Egyptian kambiyàla ‘bill of exchange’ 
< cambiale, pl. kambiyalàt. In some masculine 
nouns this formation can be interesting, as in 
Egyptian banyu ‘bathtub’ < bagno ‘bath’, pl. 
banyuhàt, or Tunisian bùnu ‘voucher’ < buono, 
pl. bùnuwàt. Many loanwords have a broken 
plural, e.g. Egyptian kabìna ‘cabin’, pl. kabàyin; 
or Tunisian kalsì†a ‘sock’, pl. klàsi† < calzetta. 
In Egyptian Arabic some words have been inte-
grated in the paradigm nomen unitatis/collec-
tive, e.g. bilya < biglia ‘small ball, marble’, pl. 
bily; kartòna < cartone, which means ‘one box 

of cardboard’, while the material is kartòn; also 
benzìna < benzina ‘gasoline’, which means ‘gas 
station’, while benzìn means ‘gasoline’.

The great majority of borrowed nominals are 
substantives, but there are also some adjectives: 
they are integrated in a category which is com-
mon in many Arabic dialects, that of the unin-
flected adjectives. Both Egyptian and Tunisian 
Arabic have fìnu < fino ‘fine, fine-textured’; also 
falßu < falso, meaning ‘false, counterfeit’. Egyp-
tian has also birìmu, sikundu, tirsu < primo, 
secondo, terzo ‘first’, ‘second’, ‘third’, mean-
ing ‘first-, second-, third-class’; Tunisian has 
dilikàtu < delicato ‘delicate, weakly’. No Italian 
verbs have been borrowed.

Semantic changes are frequent. Some are 
ob vious, as in the case of ballerina ‘dancer’, 
which became in Egyptian Arabic ballirìna 
‘ballet dancer’; others are more interesting, 
e.g. Egyptian manafilla < manovella ‘crank’, 
which is used for the crank of old cars and 
also for the foot lever to switch some motor-
cycles. Egyptian ballu, at the beginning of the 
20th century, was a dance soirée in European 
style but now is only a hullabaloo; Tunisian 
armatùra < armatura probably originally indi-
cated all equipment of a ship but now may be 
used also for the goods of a shop. Some words 
retain the various meanings of Italian: kabìna 
< cabina in Egypt and also in Tunisia; it can be 
a ship’s cabin, a telephone kiosk, or a bathing 
hut. Also ba††àriyya < batteria, known in Egypt 
and Tunisia, can be the battery of a car, a bat-
tery of guns or of drums, or (only in Egypt) 
an electric torch. Some Italian words have 
become current in Modern Standard Arabic, 
e.g. mò∂a ‘fashion’ < moda, mobilya ‘furniture’ 
< mobilia (now obsolete), fàtùra ‘invoice, bill’ 
<  fattura, ubira ‘opera’ < opera, ßàla ‘hall’ < sala, 
kumudìnu ‘bedside table’ < comodino, etc.

The semantic domains in which most Ital-
ian borrowings are found are gastronomy and 
the old maritime terminology, but in the past 
there were many other domains, especially in 
Egyptian Arabic. The many commercial terms 
include, besides the above-mentioned fàtùra, 
kambiyàla, kuntiràtu, kambiyu, istabèna, 
burßa ‘stock exchange’ < borsa (still current 
both in Egypt and Tunisia), brutistu ~ bur-
tistu ‘protest’ < protesto, marka ‘mark, check’ 
< marca, bus†a ‘post, post office’ < posta, and 
(only Tunisian) afár ‘bargain’ < affare, also 
the expression (Egyptian, but also well known 
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in Tunis) àla ùna, àla duwwa, àla trè, which 
closes an auction sale, < uno, due, tre ‘one, two, 
three’. Nouns referring to music and theater, 
like the above-mentioned ubira, ballirìna, and 
nòta, include (Egyptian) kumidya ‘comedy’ < 
commedia, urkístira ‘orchestra’ < orchestra, 
mayístiru ‘conductor’ < maestro, prìma dunna 
~ birìma dunna (‘prima donna’ < prima donna), 
trumbèta ‘trumpet’ < trombetta.

Finally, it is surprising to find some words 
of Italian origin for elementary concepts that 
could have been expressed by Arabic words. 
Because of their diffusion in many modern 
dialects, these words were probably borrowed 
at an early period, e.g. familya ‘family’ < fami-
glia, surely a non-necessary loanword, and also 
bunya ‘punch’ < pugno (in other Romance lan-
guages, corresponding words mean only ‘fist’) 
or màkìnà (pronounced in Egypt mákana) 
< macchina ‘engine’.
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±I†bàq

The term ±i†bàq, derived from the Arabic root 
†-b-q, generally means ‘covering, e.g. a lid cov-
ering a pot’. As a phonetic term, it is defined 
by Sìbawayhi as “the raising of the (back of) 
the tongue toward the velum” (Kitàb IV, 436). 
While some modern phoneticians call ±i†bàq 
‘emphasis’ (Vollers 1893:147), others speak 
of ‘velarization’ (Gairdner 1925:20). Gairdner 
defines velarization as an articulation in which 
“the back of the tongue is raised towards the 
back of the velum, i.e. the extreme back of 
the palate. The tongue feels as if it ‘fills the 
mouth’. This velarization was described by the 
old Arab phoneticians as a ‘lidding’ – they said 
that the tongue seems to fill the cavity above 
like a lid”.

There are four velarized consonantal pho-
nemes in Arabic, namely /ß/ (ßàd) ص, /†/ (†à±)  
 Sìbawayhi .ظ and /Ú/ (Úà±) ,ض (àd∂) /∂/ ,ط
de scribes them as velarized consonants (™urùf 
mu†baqa) in contrast with the rest of the Arabic 
consonants, which are described as nonvelar-
ized (™urùf munfati™a). In his explanation 
of the articulatory processes of the velarized 
consonants, Sìbawayhi states: “In these four 
consonants, if you apply your tongue in their 
place, it will close on them from their primary 
positions of articulation up to that part of the 
tongue opposite the soft palate, toward which 
you raise the tongue. Applying the tongue this 
way the sound will be enclosed between the 
tongue and the soft palate on the one side, and 
the places of the consonants on the other side” 
(Kitàb IV, 436). Again, Gairdner explains this 
process as follows: “We have called it velariza-
tion because the most prominent feature of the 
phenomenon is the raising of the back of the 

 ±I¢BâQ

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



460

tongue towards the soft palate. But in addi-
tion to this, the blade of the tongue is tensed 
and spread, which involves a raising, and the 
middle part of the tongue, though lower than 
the back, is doubtless raised also” (1935:250). 

Two analytic systems for describing the speech 
sounds of Arabic are employed in Classical 
Arabic phonetic scholarship: the description 
according to place and manner of articulation, 
on the one hand, and the description according 
to binary or tertiary feature analysis, on the 
other.

As for /ß/, Sìbawayhi describes it, together 
with the other sibilants, /s/ and /z/, as being 
articulated “between the tip of the tongue 
and the upper part of the incisors” (Kitàb IV, 
433ff.). In addition, /ß/ is described as a voice-
less, velarized, fricative consonant.

The consonant /∂/ is described as being artic-
ulated “between the front part of the edge of 
the tongue and the molars lying next to it” (¤ 
∂àd; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 433). In terms of 
manner of articulation, it is a voiced, velarized, 
lateral, fricative consonant (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
IV, 435ff.). In modern Arabic dialects, /∂/ is 
pronounced either as a plosive or fricative con-
sonant. There is hardly any trace of laterality in 
the modern Arabic dialects.

The consonant /†/, just like /d/ and /t/, is 
described as being articulated “between the tip 
of the tongue and the tooth-holes/tooth ridge 
of the incisors” (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 433), i.e. 
alveolar. It is also described as a voiced, velar-
ized, plosive (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 434ff.). In 
the modern pronunciation of Arabic, however, 
/†/ is a voiceless consonant.

As for /Ú/ ظ, Sìbawayhi describes it as being 
produced “by the tip of the tongue and the 
edges of [the upper and lower of] the front inci-
sors” (Kitàb IV, 433), just like /d/ and /t/. It is 
also described as a voiced, velarized, fricative 
consonant (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 434ff.).

In all these cases, the Arab and Muslim pho-
neticians made it very clear that the feature of 
±i†bàq or velarization is like an additional char-
acteristic of the four consonants. Sìbawayhi 
points to the fact that in the pronunciation of 
each of those four consonants the articulation 
is made in two places. He remarks: “Each of 
these four [consonants] has two places [of 
articulation] in the tongue” (Kitàb IV, 436). 
In modern phonetics these are termed ‘primary 
and secondary articulations’. Ladefoged ana-
lyzes velarization as a secondary articulation or 
coarticulation which “involves raising the back 
of the tongue. It can be considered as the addi-
tion of a [u]-like tongue position, but without 
the addition of the lip rounding that also occurs 
in [u]” (1975:208). According to Sìbawayhi, 
the difference between the nonvelarized conso-
nant and the velarized counterpart lies in the 
absence of ±i†bàq in the former and its presence 
in the latter. Thus, he states: “Without ±i†bàq, 
/†/ would be a /d/, /ß/ would be an /s/, /Ú/ would 
be a /≈/, and /∂/ would not exist, because it has 
no nonvelarized counterpart” (Kitàb IV, 436). 
The statement applies to Classical Arabic only, 
as both /†/ and /∂/ have undergone phonetic 
changes which make them different from their 
cognates in Modern Arabic.

Velarization, however, is not as simple as 
that. It is a more involved process. Apart 
from the raising of the back of the tongue, 
it also involves multiple articulations. Other 
secondary articulations such as pharyngealiza-
tion (constriction of the pharynx), labialization 
(some degree of lip rounding), and glottaliza-
tion (a simultaneous glottal constriction) may 
contribute to velarization.

A form of binary distinctive feature analysis 
is also concomitantly employed in the tradi-
tional Arabic phonetic description, as is obvi-
ous from the statement cited above, according 
to which velarized consonants are distinguished 
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Figure 1. Matrix of distinctive features of velarized and nonvelarized consonants

features ß ∂ Ú † s d ≈ t b μ j ™ x r z “ ± ÿ f q k l m n h w y a a: u u: i i: ≠

consonantal + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + - - - - - - +
vocalic - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - + + + + + + -
velarized + + + + - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
voicing - + + + - + + - + - + - - + + - 0 + - - - + + + + - + + + + + + + +

key to + = presence of the feature - = absence of the feature 0 = neutral
symbols
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from nonvelarized ones. The matrix in Figure 1 
outlines some of the distinctive features distin-
guishing the four velarized consonants from 
their nonvelarized counterparts.

Acoustically, velarization manifests itself in a 
spectrogram as a lowering of the second form-
ant in speech segments. Concluding his experi-
ments on velarized vs. nonvelarized pairs of 
Arabic segments, Obrecht remarks:

Though F2 transitions are obviously a powerful 
cue in the perception of velarization, a separate 
transitional segment cannot be identified and said 
to function with constant effectiveness throughout 
the system. The degree of separability of a visible 
transition portion of a pattern depends, naturally, 
on the type of consonant involved and its vocalic 
environment. (1968:39)

The analysis by the Arab and Muslim phoneti-
cians of the phenomenon of ±i†bàq or velariza-
tion constitutes a significant contribution to the 
study of Arabic speech sounds, which helps us 
to reconstruct the sound system of the time. It 
is due to their meticulous phonetic description 
that the modern Arabic sound systems can be 
understood.
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Ivrit

The penetration of Arabic loanwords into 
Modern Hebrew (Ivrit) is vast. Some of these 
loanwords derive from fuß™à (Literary Arabic), 
some from the dialects, especially the Palestin-
ian dialects, and a rare few from the Jewish 
Arabic dialects of other regions. All layers of 
Israeli society, including the media and mod-
ern literature and poetry, rich and poor, Jews 
of Ashkenazi or Sephardi origin, use Arabic 
loanwords in their speech. There seems to be 
no geographical connection with the degree 
of usage of Arabic loanwords, but it is pos-
sible that younger people, especially those who 
have been in the army, use a higher percentage 
of such words in comparison with other age 
groups.

The phonological developments in Ivrit – the 
loss of emphatic and guttural consonants such 
as ™ and †: q > k, † > t, ™ > x, ≠ > ± for most of 
the speakers; some changes in the vowel system, 
such as the loss of vowel length; and the shift 
of the stress – have led to some misconceptions 
about the etymology of loanwords of Arabic 
origin. Therefore, the Ivrit words in this entry 
will be written out according to the modern 
pronunciation. An example would be the Ara-
bic loanword †afràn ‘penniless’ (Ivrit tafrán, 
with the same meaning). The root t-f-r (and not 
†-f-r) exists in Ivrit with the meaning ‘to sew’; 
with the loss of emphatics in Ivrit, the Arabic 
loanword in fa≠làn created another meaning to 
this loanword, namely ‘a tailor’, hence ‘poor as 
a tailor’. The word tafrán has become natural-
ized to such an extent that Israeli speakers do 
not think of it as an Arabic loanword. Ara-
bic loanwords that have changed their origi-
nal vowels have entered Ivrit, e.g. ya±éni ‘as 
though’, derived from the Arabic ya≠nì ‘that is’. 
Some Ivrit speakers attribute a folk etymology 
to this Arabic loanword and think that it is 
derived from the Arabic word ≠ayn ‘eye’. Apart 
from ya±éni, the Arabic filling word ya≠nì exists 
in Ivrit with the same meaning as in Arabic 
(pronounced ya±ni).

When dealing with Arabic loanwords in Ivrit, 
a distinction must be made between loan-
words and loan translations. The Arabic words 
that have penetrated into Ivrit can be divided 
into two groups: a natural penetration through 
the spoken language and Modern Hebrew lit-
erature, and a planned insertion of Arabic 
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loanwords, especially by numerous innova-
tors beginning with Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, the 
Hebrew Language Council (Va≠ád ha-Lašón 
ha-Ivrít) in the late 1920s, and, since 1952, the 
Academy of Hebrew Language (ha-Akadémya 
la-Lašón ha-Ivrít).

Ben-Yehuda often borrowed from Literary 
Arabic. His innovations, based on Literary 
Arabic vocabulary, occurred on different levels. 
One level is that of direct copies of the Ara-
bic word or root, e.g. adív from Arabic ±adìb 
‘polite’, mehagér < muhàjir ‘immigrant’, retsiní 
‘serious’ from Literary Arabic raßìn, bubá ‘doll’ 
from bu±bu± (lit. ‘pupil of the eye’), ribá ‘jam’ < 
murabbà, mivrák ‘telegram’ < barqiyya, kidmá 
‘progress’ < taqaddum. A second level is that 
of loan translations based on Arabic, e.g. afór 
‘gray’ from Hebrew éfer ‘ash’, since the Arabic 
word for ‘gray’, ramàdì, is related to ramàd 
‘ash’. The third level of Ben-Yehuda’s innova-
tions was based on morphology, e.g., the Ivrit 
word mi†riyá (pronounced mitriyá) ‘umbrella’ 
has the suffix -iya, imitating the Arabic word 
šamsiyya (lit. ‘parasol’), with a similar suffix 
-iyya. Another example is iriyá ‘municipality’ 
from the Hebrew ≠ìr (pronounced ±ir) ‘city’, 
based on the Arabic baladiyya.

Ben-Yehuda was not the only one to inno-
vate words based on Arabic. Mirkin (1902) 
proposed the combination ±eglát kitór for 
the English steam car (German Dampfwagen; 
French wagon à vapeur). Yalin objected to this 
innovation and said that this new loanword 
based on European idioms could be understood 
in the developing Ivrit as ‘vapor’. Therefore, 
he preferred Arabic qi†àr, which could be built 
according to the Hebrew morphological struc-
ture of fa≠≠àl, hence qattàr (today katár, mean-
ing ‘locomotive’). In the 1930s and 1940s some 
neologisms were based directly on Arabic but did 
not survive, e.g. baddorá from Arabic bandòra 
‘tomato’. The word used today is agvanyá, 
derived from the Hebrew root a-g-v ‘to lust 
for’, based on the supposition that the tomato 
is an aphrodisiac. Another example is ±egóz 
hódu (lit. ‘nut of India’), meaning ‘coconut’, as 
a loan from the Arabic jawz hindì. The preva-
lent Ivrit word today is egóz kókus. Two other 
examples of Ben-Yehuda’s innovations that have 
not survived are latíf < la†ìf ‘gentle, cute’, today 
nexmád; and the invention mózen ha-±avír from 
Arabic mìzàn naql al-hawà± ‘barometer’, a term 
that was not accepted at all, as Ivrit today uses 

barométer. Piamenta (1961) quotes Ben-Yehuda 
as saying that Arabic holds out hope for the 
enrichment of the Modern Hebrew language 
because its words preserve the ancient etymolo-
gies of the Semitic languages.

Already at the beginning of the Hebrew Lan-
guage Council’s work one finds words derived 
from Arabic, e.g. †appìl ‘parasite’ (nowadays 
tapíl) from †ufayliyy. In recent years there has 
been a tendency in the Academy of Hebrew 
Language to derive Arabic loanwords, par-
ticularly in the field of botany, e.g. xilbá ‘fenu-
greek’ from Yemenite Arabic ™ilbe. In 2003 
the Academy decided that the official word for 
‘pine nut’ should be changed from ±óren ha-
séla± to tsnovár (pronounced today tsnóbar), 
from Arabic ßanawbar, a word which had been 
naturalized by the Israeli public in any case. 
The plant prosopis (English ‘burdock’) was 
named by the Academy after the Arabic yanbù† 
(with the same pronunciation, yanbù†, Spoken 
Hebrew yanbút), although this plant is men-
tioned in some old Hebrew sources as kalìs.

Blanc (1955) divides the Arabic loanwords in 
Ivrit into groups:

i. Words for food, e.g. xúmus < ™ummuß, 
txína < †a™ìna. Faláfel, the representative 
and symbol of Israeli food, is a loanword 
from the Arabic falàfil (pl.). It is used in the 
singular, not as in Arabic, e.g. faláfel ta±ím 
‘a tasty falafel’.

ii. Words connected to Israeli society, espe-
cially those adopted before the establish-
ment of the state of Israel in 1948, e.g. 
xamsín < xamsìn ‘hot and dry weather’, 
or the head covering kafiya < kufiyye 
‘kefiyyeh’.

iii. Blessings, curses, and interjections, e.g. 
±áhlan or ±álen < ±ahlan ‘welcome, hello!’, 
±iná±al ±abúk < ±inna≠al ±abùk ‘may your 
father be cursed!’ or the well-known kuss 
±immak ‘motherfucker!’, or xabíbi < ™abìbì 
‘my dear’.

iv. A wide range of adjectives or adjuncts, e.g. 
zift ‘a very bad thing’ < zift (etymologi-
cally ‘pitch’) or jéda ‘a strong and vigorous 
woman’ < jada≠ ‘a vigorous and courageous 
man’.

Ben-Amotz is responsible for a large contribu-
tion of Arabic loanwords in Ivrit. His diction-
ary of spoken Ivrit (1972), written together 
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with Ben-Yehuda, is a landmark in the his-
tory of the language for its audacity and dar-
ing. Many words in this dictionary are curses 
belonging to certain sociolinguistic registers, 
like army language and street language, e.g. 
±axú lmanyúki < ±axú šarmúta < ±axù š-šarmù†a 
‘the brother of the prostitute’. A very interest-
ing phenomenon is that many curses derived 
from Arabic have both negative and positive 
meanings in Ivrit. For example, one can say 
±asíti ±axú lmanyúki šel ±avodá, meaning ‘I did 
a very good job’. It is worth noting that vari-
ous entries in Ben-Amotz’s dictionary are not 
known to many people nowadays and it even 
seems that some of the entries were already 
idiolects or obsolete words at the time and are 
considered archaic today, e.g. furšáye ‘bad and 
superficial work’; in some Palestinian Arabic 
dialects, this word has the meaning of ‘partial 
sexual intercourse’, whereas in all Palestinian 
dialects it means ‘toothbrush’.

Some loanwords were taken from Palestin-
ian Arabic dialects like that of the Triangle 
Area in modern Israel (al-muμallaμ), e.g. ∑ílba 
‘to be angry with’ from ∑ílba (Literary Arabic 
kalba(tun) ‘a bitch’) or ∑izbát ‘fib’, used as a 
singular noun in Ivrit, from ∑izbàt ‘fibs’ (Liter-
ary Arabic ki≈bàt). We occasionally find Arabic 
loanwords in Ivrit derived from Jewish Arabic 
dialects, e.g. šlóx ‘a shabby person’ after the 
name of a Berber tribe in Morocco.

The use of Arabic components is found not 
only in the vocabulary but also in loan transla-
tion (calque) and external borrowing, e.g. hu 
±axál otá < ±akalha w širib ≠alèha mayy ßàfi ‘he 
got done’, ±al ha-bóker < ≠ala ßßubi™ 'first thing 
to do early in the morning', hu met aléha< 
bimùt ≠alèha ‘he is dying for her’. However, 
Blau (1974) notes that it is often quite difficult 
to locate the real origin of foreign borrowings 
into Ivrit. He observes that borrowed phrases 
like hitsíl et ha-matsáv (Literary Arabic ±anqa≈a 
l-mawqif ) exist in several languages, e.g. Ger-
man die Situation retten, French sauver la situ-
ation, and English save the situation.
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Ivrit Loanwords

Historically, Hebrew was extensively  influenced 
by Arabic, especially during the Middle Ages, 
with the result that many lexical items entered 
Hebrew from Arabic. Since the establishment of 
Israel, though, the Arabic spoken by Palestin-
ians who became Israeli citizens has absorbed 
many items from Modern Hebrew (Ivrit).

1 .  K n o w l e d g e  a n d  u s e  o f  I v r i t

Although Palestinian Arabs in Palestine had 
some contact with the Jews even before the 
establishment of Israel in 1948, extensive con-
tacts developed in subsequent years. Between 
1948 and 1966 the encounter was limited to 
young Palestinian Arab men coming in contact 
with Israeli Jews at work. The military gov-
ernment that controlled the Palestinian Arabs 
limited direct contact with the Israeli Jewish 
population not just in workplaces but also in 
other areas. Today, however, in Israel, there 
is intensive contact with Jews almost daily in 
all areas of life: at work, in institutions of higher 
education, in government offices, in health insti-
tutions, and even, though minimally, in social 
relations. Without taking into account age, 
gender, or education, most Palestinians in Israel 
know and use Ivrit. Modern Israeli Hebrew has 
become an important language in the linguistic 
repertoire of the Palestinian Arabs in Israel.

While the purpose of teaching Ivrit to Jew-
ish immigrants is to replace their original lan-
guages with Ivrit, the purpose of teaching Ivrit 
to Palestinian Arabs is additive, teaching Ivrit 
as an additional language.

For most Palestinian Arabs, Ivrit is the most 
important second language, even more so than 
English, and at times and in some domains it 
is even more important than Arabic (Shohamy 
and Donitsa-Schmidt 1998; Amara and Mar’i 

2002). Not knowing Ivrit handicaps a Pal-
estinian Arab in Israel, especially in contacts 
with government offices, in employment, and in 
higher education.

Ivrit is learned formally and informally. Since 
Ivrit is one of Israel’s two official languages, 
the Palestinian Arabs in Israel learn it as the 
language of the state (Winter 1981; Hallel and 
Spolsky 1993; ¤ Israel). Indeed, Ivrit is studied 
in Arabic-medium schools from the third grade 
and, in many schools, even from the second 
grade, but the influence of informal studies 
and external contacts is much greater (Reves 
1983), thanks to continuous contact with 
Israeli Jews. All age groups maintain contact 
with Israeli Jews at different levels and degrees. 
Therefore, the use of Ivrit words, phrases, and 
even expressions is common among Palestinian 
Arabs in Israel. The extent of this use reflects 
the level of familiarity of the Palestinians in 
Israel with Israeli Jewish culture (Amara 1986, 
1995; Amara and Spolsky 1986).

The degree of proficiency in speaking is the 
result of the extent and efficacy of the connec-
tion with the Jewish society. For example, Pal-
estinian Arabs in the cities (such as Haifa, Jaffa, 
Ramla, and Lydda) and also Druze Arabs and 
the Bedouin who serve in the army use more 
Ivrit lexical items in their Arabic than other 
Palestinian Arabs (Abu Rabi±a 1996:7).

Ivrit for the Palestinian Arabs in Israel is 
getting stronger both at the qualitative level – 
higher levels of knowledge of the various vari-
eties of Ivrit – and the quantitative level – the 
number of speakers and the frequency of speak-
ing it.

2 .  I v r i t  l o a n w o r d s

Palestinian Arabs in Israel come in daily con-
tact with the Hebrew language and Israeli 
Jewish culture not only in speech but also with 
the written varieties of the language, such as 
in literature, science, and journalism. Conse-
quently, spoken Arabic in Israel constantly 
absorbs words from all varieties of Hebrew in 
different domains of life (Mar’i 1998). Among 
the Palestinian Arab population there is an 
increasing trend to borrow words from Ivrit 
and integrate them into their native language, 
Arabic. This phenomenon is not specific to a 
particular level in the Palestinian Arab society 
but is spread throughout all levels and ages. It is 
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especially salient among academics. Integrating 
Ivrit words into Arabic is not considered alien 
but constitutes an integral part of the spoken 
language .

Based on various studies carried out by Amara  
(1986, 1991, 1995, 1999a, 1999b), Ben-Rafael 
(1994), Badeir (1990), and Koplewitz (1990) on 
Ivrit lexical integration , the following conclusi-
ons can be drawn.

i.  Ivrit  is now the main source of innovation, 
not just for Ivrit words but also for original 
English  words.

ii.  The level of diffusion and integration of 
Ivrit items differs according to domain. In 
the traditional domains (such as kinship 
and animal names), there is little influence 
from Ivrit. In modern domains (such as 
transport and electricity), there is exten-
sive borrowing from Ivrit. Mixed domains 
(such as construction and health services), 
which existed before contact with Ivrit but 
in which change has occurred as a result of 
this contact, show appropriate intermediate 
levels of integration of Ivrit items.

 iii. The levels of diffusion and integration of 
Ivrit items differ according to the social 
characteristics of the individual: education 
and the opportunity for outside contact are 
the main contexts for borrowing. The bro-
kers of Ivrit diffusion are those who work 
outside their places of residence and their 
children, those who go to school, and espe-
cially those who pursue higher education in 
Israeli Jewish institutions.

Although Palestinians in Israel code-switch fre-
quently from Arabic to Ivrit in many topics (e.g. 
shopping, construction, electricity, health care, 
transportation, schooling), the items reported 
here represent cases of borrowing. Borrowing 
from Ivrit takes place in all speech categories. 
Most of the studies show (although there are 
no comprehensive studies showing the  frequency 
of the various types used) that nouns are the 

most frequent words borrowed. Items are bor-
rowed from Ivrit into Arabic in several ways:

i.  Many words are borrowed from Ivrit into 
Arabic without any change, preserving 
their Ivrit phonological form and mean-
ing. Examples: deši ‘grass’, širutìm ‘toilets’, 
±eisik ‘business’, m±alit ‘elevator’, bagrùt 
‘matriculation examination’, šalat ‘remote 
control’, otomàt ‘automatic’ (originally bor-
rowed into Ivrit from English – notice that 
the Ivrit form is borrowed into Arabic and 
not the English one; in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip, the form otomàtìk is used, 
revealing a direct borrowing from English).

ii.  Many borrowed words have been adapted to 
Arabic phonology and morphology but pre-
serve the original Ivrit meaning. Examples: 
yi†abbal < yitapel ‘to take care’, yišaxbel 
< yišaxpel ‘to duplicate’, yimra™ < yimràx 
‘to smear’. Note that the borrowed words 
are verbs.

 iii. There are borrowed words from Ivrit that 
may be used with both Ivrit and Arabic suf-
fixes. The use of one suffix or another depends 
on the social characteristic of the speaker 
and context. Highly educated people, for 
instance, tend to use the Ivrit suffix in most 
 contexts and words. Examples: tlùš/±itlùš, pl. 
±itlùš-àt or tlùš-ìm (with Ivrit suffix) ‘cou-
pon’; ma™som, pl. ma™som-àt, ma™àsìm, or 
ma™som-ìm (with Ivrit suffix) ‘roadblock’.

 iv. Not only single words are borrowed but 
also phrases. Examples: taxanàt delek ‘gas-
oline station’, bank diskont ‘discount bank’, 
±ìr taxtìt ‘downtown’.

v.  Many loan translations are borrowed from 
Ivrit into both the spoken and the written 
varieties of Arabic. Examples are found in 
Table 1.

 vi. There are words that did not exist in Arabic 
and were borrowed from Ivrit as loan trans-
lations; these are mainly academic or scien-
tific terms. Ivrit originally borrowed many of 
these words from English, and Arabic in 

Table 1. Loan translations

Ivrit Arabic loan Standard Arabic Translation

±avar et ha-bxina abar il-imti™àn naja™a fì l-imti™àn ‘he passed the test’

sagar et ha-±iskàh sakkar ±iskàh ≠amila ±iskàh ‘he has made a deal’
giyùs ±iksafìm taÿnìd ±amwàl istiq†àb ±amwàl ‘raising money’

 ivrit loanwords

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



466

Israel borrowed them from Ivrit. Presumably, 
in other Arab dialects these words were 
originally borrowed from either English or 
French. Examples are found in Table 2.

vii.  It is important to note that many of the 
words borrowed from Ivrit and preserv-
ing Ivrit forms are also used in the writ-
ten varieties of Arabic in Israel, mainly 
in newspapers. Frequently used words: 
bagrùt ‘matriculation exam’, ramzor ‘traf-
fic light’, histadrùt ‘federal organization of 
workers’, kupàt xolìm ‘clinic’.

 viii. Sometimes words existing in Arabic 
receive an expanded meaning borrowed 
from Ivrit. Examples: naqqàl < nayad ‘cell 
phone’, imti™àn al-±ataba < baxìnat sàf 
‘placement test’.

ix.  Some items are borrowed that are not 
familiar in the Arab world. Examples are 
found in Table 3.

3 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Ivrit  is now the main source of innovation, 
not just for Ivrit words but also for words that 
originally derive from English.  The various lin-
guistic aspects borrowed from Ivrit into Arabic 
in Israel reveal that borrowing is motivated not 
only by need but also by taboo and by desire 
for prestige. Several types of loanwords occur, 

i.e. loanwords preserving original Ivrit form 
and meaning in Arabic, loan translations, and 
borrowing of single words and also phrases and 
expressions.

However, in spite of the increasing use of Ivrit 
features in Palestinian Arabic in Israel, the exist-
ing tension between the Israeli and Palestinian 
identities among the Palestinian Arabs (because 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the definition 
and perception of Israel as a Jewish state, and 
the physical separation of Palestinians and Jews 
in patterns of settlement) has limited the conver-
gence to the Ivrit language and the language of 
the dominant Jewish culture in Israel. The Pales-
tinian Arabs in Israel have opted for the strategy 
of linguistic integration rather than linguistic 
assimilation. On the one hand, they attempt to 
acquire high sociolinguistic competence in Ivrit 
in order to be connected to and easily function 
in the wider social network mainly shaped by 
the majority culture, but on the other hand 
they preserve their Palestinian Arab identity by 
maintaining their Arabic mother tongue (Amara 
2002). The nature of loanwords and their types 
from Ivrit in Palestinian Arabic in Israel give 
support to the conclusion that most of the bor-
rowed items are lexical items, mainly nouns. The 
borrowing of Ivrit morphemes is minimal, and 
so far no influence on Arabic syntax has been 
documented.

Table 2. Loan translations as neologisms

Ivrit Arabic loan translation Gloss

tahlìx sayrùra ‘process’

mašov imti™àn al-mardùd ‘feedback test’

mipùy mas™ ‘surveying’

Table 3. Special expressions in Arabic in Israel

Ivrit Arabic in Israel Arabic in the Arab 
world

mifakèx mufattiš muwajjih fannì ‘inspector’

menahèl mudìr nà∂ir ‘headmaster’

bèt-sefer jisodi madrasa ibtidà±iyya madrasa ±asàsiyya ‘elementary school’

bèt-sefer-xativat benayim madrasa ±i≠dàdiyya madrasa mutawassi†a ‘high school’

lòx law™ sabbùra ‘blackboard’

misràd ha-xinùx 
vi-ha-tarbùt 

wizàrat at-tarbiya wa-
t-ta≠lìm

wizàrat at-ta≠lìm wa-
t-tarbiya

‘Ministry of 
Education’ 
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Jargon

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n  a n d  n a m e

‘Jargon’ may be broadly defined as “the modi-
fications that a socioprofessional group brings 
to the national language (especially in vocabu-
lary and pronunciation)” (Ducrot and Todorov 
1979:59). These modifications appear to arise 
from the particular or specific nature of the 
topic, the need for group members not to be 
understood by others, or the wish to identify 
the group as somehow different (Ducrot and 
Todorov 1979:59). Jargon thus includes ¤ 
technical terminology and specialist vocabu-
lary, such as the terms defined in this encyclo-
pedia. It also includes words and phrases that 
stand in for or replace commonly used words 
and phrases that already exist. 

The literature on Arabic jargon published in 
Western languages uses a number of terms to 
name its subject matter. These terms include 
‘jargon’, ‘argot’, ‘cant’, and ¤ ‘secret language’, 
and their equivalents. ‘Argot’ and ‘cant’ usu-
ally refer to the jargon of criminals and other 
groups whose professional activities depend 
on secrecy. ‘Secret language’ is a more gen-
eral term. It includes jargons as well as ‘play 
language’. Play language is one of a number 
of terms that describe language disguised by 
regular phonological change, like Pig Latin in 
English or javanais in French. Play language in 
Arabic provides useful data to test assumptions 
about Arabic phonology (see Heath 1989:185–
199). A particular jargon may contain lexical 
items that appear to be produced by phono-
logical change similar to that of play language. 

The lexicon of most jargons, however, derives 
from other processes as well. Play languages 
rely only on phonological change for word 
disguise. Further, a play language tends to be 
shared by a social group rather than a profes-
sional or special interest group (for an example 
of play language in Saudi Arabia, see Bàkallà 
2000, 2002).

There is no generally accepted equivalent 
for ‘jargon’ in Arabic, although several equi -
valents occur in bilingual dictionaries. These 
include ra†àna ‘jargon; lingo, gibberish’ (Ba≠albakì 
1996:489). This alludes to the incomprehensi-
bility of jargon to outsiders. Also found is luÿa 
xàßßa ‘special language, specialist language’ 
(Bàkallà 1983:45) and lahja ™irfiyya ‘profes-
sional language’ (Alkhuli 1982:142). These are 
technical terms, the jargon of linguists and lin-
guistics.

Nontechnical names for jargon in Arabic 
are numerous. One is luÿa sirriyya ‘secret lan-
guage’. The term sìm or sìn is attested from 
the 19th century (Rowson 1983:11). Spoken 
Moroccan Arabic uses ÿùß or ÿawß. These 
terms refer to language used within a specific 
professional or social group, as well as to play 
speech. A specific jargon or the jargon of a 
particular profession or group is often named 
by the term luÿa ‘variety; dialect’, sometimes 
followed by the name of the group, as in luÿat 
an-naššàlìn ‘the language of pickpockets’. 

2 .  J a r g o n  i n  m e d i e v a l  A r a b i c

Research on jargon in Arabic has focused less 
on conventional or mainstream professions than 
on groups that are marginal within society. 
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This tradition has a long history, examined 
by Bosworth (1976) in his study of the Banù 
Sàsàn. ‘Banù Sàsàn’ is a general term for the 
group that includes beggars, tricksters, swin-
dlers, etc. The jargon of the Banù Sàsàn (luÿa 
Banù Sàsàn or manàÿàt Banù Sàsàn) is pre-
served in two jargon poems, each titled al-
qaßìda as-sàsàniyya ‘the Sasanian poem’. 
One was written by ±Abù Dulaf al-Xazrajì 
(fl. 4th/10th century) and the other by Íafì 
d-Dìn al-£illì (d. ca. 750/1349). Other sources, 
among them the works of al-Jà™iΩ (160/776–
255/868), the maqàmàt of Badì ≠ az-Zamàn al-
Hama≈ànì (d. 398/1008) and al-£arìrì (d. 516/
1122) , the shadow plays of Ibn Dàniyàl (d. 710/
1310), and Kašf al-±asràr by al-Jawbarì (fl. 
7th/13th century), use jargon to describe the 
tricks of the Banù Sàsàn.

The jargon of the Banù Sàsàn shares certain 
features with jargon in modern Arabic, particu-
larly processes of word formation. Bosworth 
describes as phonological change the regular 
morphological derivation that results in the 
verb faššaša ‘to fart in the mosque, thus annoy-
ing the worshippers into giving money to make 
the beggar go away’, from fašša ‘to belch, fart 
softly and gently’ (1976:159). Semantic change 
or shift narrows the sense of the verb fakkaka 
‘to escape from bonds or chains as a feat of 
skill’ from its more general meaning of ‘to sepa-
rate two things fastened together’ (1976:159). 
Finally, jargon may borrow words from other 
languages, as the word kurs ‘hunger’ from the 
Persian gurs (1976:160). 

Although the Banù Sàsàn no longer exist, 
many of their tricks and some of their jargon 
live on. Rowson (1983:17–18) compares the 
jargon terms he collected in Cairo with ear-
lier sources. These include the jargon of the 
shadow puppet theater (xayàl aÚ-Úill) from 
Kahle’s (1926) list and the shadow plays of Ibn 
Dàniyàl, as well as the jargon poems of ±Abù 
Dulaf al-Xazrajì and Íafì d-Dìn al-£illì. In 
spite of the time and in some cases geographi-
cal distance that separate the historical sources 
from contemporary Cairene jargon, Rowson 
finds correspondences. He cites, for example, 
the term bišbàša, which means ‘moustache’ in 
his data and ‘beard’ in earlier sources (Rowson 
1983:18).

3 .  J a r g o n  i n  m o d e r n  A r a b i c

Treatments of jargon in modern Arabic are not 
numerous. This may be due to the difficulties 
of gathering data from groups of users with 
a vested interest in maintaining the secrecy of 
their jargons. Jargons in modern Arabic can be 
divided into the following categories: jargons 
of Egypt, jargons of North Africa, jargons of 
Arabic-speaking Jews, and jargons of Islamic 
scholars. 

3.1 Jargon in Egypt

Research on jargon in Egypt has to date focused 
on social as well as linguistic variety. Based on 
fieldwork conducted mainly in Alexandria, ≠îsà 
(1988) identifies nine distinct jargons: luÿat 
an-nassàlìn ‘the languge of pickpockets’, luÿat 
al-™aràmiyya ‘the language of thieves’, luÿat 
an-na““àbìn ‘the language of swindlers’, luÿat 
al-muxaddiràt ‘the language of drugs’, luÿat 
al-mutasawwilìn ‘the language of beggars’, 
luÿat aß-ßàÿa ‘the language of goldsmiths’, luÿat 
al-munajjidìn ‘the language of craftsmen who 
renew and restuff upholstery’, and luÿat al-
≠awàlim ‘the language of female entertainers’. 
It may seem that the munajjidìn are keeping 
strange company among groups that hide their 
activities, for one reason or another. As ≠îsà 
points out, however, the work of the munajji-
dìn takes place in their clients’ homes. Their 
jargon lets them communicate privately even 
when their clients are nearby (1988:99).

Divisions between and within groups of jar-
gon users are to a certain extent linguistic as 
well as vocational. The jargon of the munaj-
jidìn borrows some terms from Turkish (≠îsà 
1988:99); the jargon of ™aràmiyyat al-ba™r 
‘thieves who steal from harbors and airports’ 
takes some lexical items from Greek (1988:22); 
and that of goldsmiths has many items from 
Hebrew (1988:92). 

For all of the variety seen in the jargons 
of Alexandria, they share some features. A 
number of these jargons share what appears 
to be a reflexive, xa≈a or xa≈at, as in juwar 
ba≠ìd ≠an xa≈atahu ‘get away from him!’ (≠îsà 
1988:49). The ¤ gypsies (al-ÿajar), whose pos-
sible Romani borrowings ≠îsà does not discuss 
in detail, use instead bùs, as in bi-tšawri ≠ala 
bùsna ‘she is spying on us’ (1988:22). The term 

 jargon
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≠arwa ‘money’ occurs in a number of jargons. 
Other shared items include kùdiyàna ‘woman’, 
suhni ‘good’, and ≠asaf ‘to take, steal; to arrest’ 
(perhaps from Classical Arabic ≠asafa ‘to take 
by force’). 

Rowson (1983) describes the jargons of Cairo 
as equally complex. He, however, sees linguis-
tic as well as vocational and social divisions 
between groups of jargon users. The two pri-
mary jargons are sìm iß-ßàÿa ‘the jargon of 
goldsmiths’ and sìm il-fannanìn ‘the artists’ 
jargon’. They are distinguished by their sources. 
The jargon of goldsmiths in Cairo, as in Alex-
andria, borrows from Hebrew, while Romani 
is the source of some lexical items in the artists’ 
jargon. The artists’ jargon also shows links 
to the medieval luÿa Banù Sassàn, as noted 
above. These two jargons, sìm iß-ßàÿa and sìm 
il-fannanìn, have given rise to others. One, the 
sìm il-xartiya ‘the jargon of those who prey on 
tourists’ derives from sìm aß-ßàÿa, augmented 
by borrowings from sìm il-fannanìn and sìm 
il-™aràmiya ‘jargon of thieves’. Van Nieuwkerk 
(1995:102) and Rowson (1983) both see sìm 
il-kawanìn ‘homosexuals’ jargon’ as the most 
productive and widely used of Cairo jargons. 
According to Rowson, the vitality of sìm il-
kawanìn results from its role in building and 
maintaining group solidarity, as well as its 
importance in protecting the secrecy of what is 
being said (1983:20). 

The jargons of various criminal groups, 
which make up a large part of ≠îsà’s material 
from Alexandria, hardly figure in Rowson’s 
study. This is due to differences in data col-
lection. Rowson relied mainly on social con-
tacts (1983:14–15), where ≠îsà conducted his 
research in a prison (1988:5). Rowson notes, 
however, that the kind and amount of data 
collected from criminal groups was not promis-
ing (1983:20). He says the same of the jargon 
of drugs in Cairo. Hashish was at that time 
so widespread that its terminology was hardly 
secret, although other drugs were relatively 
uncommon (Rowson 1983:22). 

Two jargons, those of il-fannanìn (Rowson 
1983) and al-≠awàlim (≠îsà 1988), allow us to 
compare the jargons used in Cairo and Alexan-
dria. A number of lexical items are shared. They 
include šalaf ‘bad’, kanwin (≠îsà 1988:111) and 
ikkanwin (Rowson 1983:19) ‘to participate in 
homosexual acts’. There are also borrowings 

from Italian that appear to date to 19th-century 
tours by commedia dell-l’arte troupes, such as 
furti ‘hurry up!’ (Rowson 1983:18). Van Nieuw-
kerk confirms that the jargon of il-fannanìn in 
Cairo and Alexandria share much vocabulary 
(1995:96).

3.2 Jargon in North Africa

Published research on jargon in North Africa 
to date surveys processes of word formation 
rather than groups of jargon users. Brief articles 
by Roux (1936), Pianel (1950), and Youssi 
(1977) consider Moroccan jargons in Berber 
as well as Arabic. Most of these are play lan-
guages, relying on phonological change. Pianel 
(1950) identifies artisans in Rabat and Mar-
rakech, as well as women and children in 
Rabat, as users of play language. Youssi (1977) 
also cites a number of play languages as used 
by professional and social groups in Mar-
rakech, Casablanca, and Oujda. In addition to 
play language, Roux (1936) gives examples of 
what he calls “argot métaphorique”. These are 
words and phrases used as code in certain pro-
fessions, such as the phrase lmansëj xawi ‘the 
loom is empty [or unwarped]’, used by weavers 
to describe a woman too thin for beauty (Roux 
1936:1074). He also identifies two jargons, the 
Berber ta≠jmiyt, used by poet-bards, and the 
Arabic ÿùß or ÿawß, used by singers and other 
professional groups. Each jargon makes use of 
a variety of processes to form words. Where the 
Berber ta≠jmiyt borrows from Arabic, however, 
the Arabic ÿùß or ÿawß borrows from llašuniya, 
the Hebrew-derived jargon of the Moroccan 
Jewish community, discussed in Section 3.3, 
below. Roux points out that the Arabic ÿùß 
or ÿawß is identifiably Arabic, even when its 
lexicon makes it incomprehensible to outsiders, 
as in f-sratu lfërza b-ëzza®®a® ‘he has a lot of 
money’ (1936:1086). 

In a longer article, Bencheneb (1942) exam-
ines processes of word formation in the jargon 
of criminals and prostitutes in Algiers. He 
catalogs a variety of processes for word forma-
tion: phonological, morphological, and seman-
tic. In addition, words are borrowed from 
Classical Arabic, from the spoken Arabic of 
the surrounding countryside, and from Berber, 
Turkish, Persian, French, Spanish, Italian, and 
Judaeo-Arabic.
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3.3 Jargons of Arabic-speaking Jews

The jargons of Arabic-speaking Jews vary as 
much as do the spoken Arabic varieties used 
by the larger populations within which Jews 
lived. They are all, however, characterized by 
the use of words and phrases derived from 
Hebrew. The origins of some of these jargons 
are recognized in their names. In Damascus, for 
example, the jargon used by Jewish goldsmiths 
is lkalàm il≠ëbrànì ‘the Hebrew language’ (Bar-
bot 1974:83). Libyan Jewish peddlers called 
their jargon lašòn haqodè“ ‘the holy tongue’ 
or lašòn haqodè“ a†-†awàfa ‘the peddlars’ holy 
tongue’; Libyan Muslims called it ≠abrànì or 
≠abriya ‘Hebrew’ (Goldberg 1983:90). Chetrit 
(1994) records a number of names used by Jews 
to name their jargons in the cities and regions 
of Morocco. Muslims throughout Morocco, 
however, referred to these jargons as llašuniya, 
from the Hebrew word lašon ‘language’ (Chet-
rit 1994:523). 

Published research on the jargons of Arabic-
speaking Jews are mainly brief sketches. Khan 
(1995–1997) provides a short list of words and 
phrases collected from Karaite Jews from Cairo 
living in Israel (cf. Rosenbaum 2003). Gold-
berg (1983:90–91) does much the same for 
Libyan Jews. Roux’s survey of Moroccan jar-
gons touches on lašuniya in Rabat (1936:1086–
1087). Chetrit (1994) examines two brief texts 
from Morocco. Barbot (1974:73–76) gives a list 
of specialist technical terms used by goldsmiths 
in Damascus. It begins with ™am∂ ëlkibrìt ‘sul-
furic acid’ and ends with ±ëßba≠ ‘ring-sizing rod 
[lit. finger]’. He follows up with a list of jargon 
terms (Barbot 1974:78–81) that includes work-
place terms such as madhobòt or mazhobòt 
‘gold’ and bà® ‘alloy; imitation’. The list also 
includes words and phrases that conceal the 
speaker’s meaning, such as taštrìt ‘stupid’ and 
mëÿloyòt ‘expensive’. 

3.4 Jargons of Islamic scholars

Jargons have been recorded as used by Qur±ànic 
students in Morocco (†olba) and in Nigeria. 
Their users aside, these jargons have little in 
common. 

Perhaps the simplest of these jargons, in 
terms of use if not comprehension, is described 
by Pianel (1950:166–167). It is similar to the 
techniques used in play language. One version 
inserts the words of the intended utterance into 

the words of a given verse of the Qur±àn. Pianel 
cites the example of the question škun huwa 
l-manjùr? ‘who is al-Manjùr?’, inserted into Q. 
2/7 xatama ££àhu ≠alà qulùbi-him ‘Allah hath 
sealed their hearts’. The result is xatama ££àhu 
škun ≠alà huwwa qulùbi-him al-manjùr?. A 
variation of this technique inserts the root con-
sonants of the words of the intended utterance 
into the words of a Qur±ànic verse. 

Another jargon, briefly mentioned by Roux 
(1936:1074–1075), replaces frequently occur-
ring words and phrases with proper names. The 
slave’s name Mbarek means ‘silver’, while xàli 
bë-l≠ëššàb ‘my uncle Bë-l≠ëššàb’ means ‘be quiet 
in front of this stranger!’. A third †olba jargon 
of Morocco is described by Berjaoui (1994). 
It spells out the intended word, but replaces 
the letters by the numeric values assigned to 
them by the ±abjadiyya. In this jargon, the 
word lxarëj ‘abroad’ becomes sëttmya [pause] 
myatayn [pause] tlata ‘six hundred [pause] two 
hundred [pause] three’, with deletion of the 
definite article. 

The Nigerian waris, the jargon of students in 
the Qur±ànic schools of Borno State, is described 
in some detail by Owens and Hassan (2000). 
Of the processes this jargon uses to derive 
words and phrases, possibly the most unusual 
is that of association with Qur±ànic citations. 
This process links a word of Nigerian Arabic 
with a similar word contained in a phrase from 
the Qur±àn. A word such as hùt ‘fish’ is associ-
ated with the phrase ka-ßà™ibi l-™ùt ‘like him of 
the fish’ from Q. 68/48. Both words for ‘fish’, 
hùt and l-™ùt, are displaced, leaving ka-ßà™ibi. 
As a result, one could say ±akalna ka-ßà™ibi 
aloom ‘we ate fish today’ (Owens and Has-
san 2000:228–229). A similar process of asso-
ciation and displacement is recorded by Roux 
(1936:1075) among †olba in Berber-speaking 
regions of Morocco.

It is frequently suggested that one of the 
primary purposes of jargon is secrecy. It allows 
group members to conceal their intended mean-
ing from outsiders. If this is the case, waris is 
highly effective. When tested for their under-
standing of waris words and phrases, students 
as well as teachers from Qur±ànic schools had a 
success rate of 92 percent. This compares with 
a 22 percent rate for members of the larger 
community (Owens and Hassan 2000:250). 
Owens and Hassan suggest that waris may 
also serve another function for its users. It may 
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aid learning: “[It] brings koranic language into 
contact with the everyday experience of the 
koranic students themselves” (2000:251). 
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Jarr ¤ ±I≠ràb

Javanese

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Javanese is a member of the Austronesian family 
of languages, which includes the languages of 
the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, Mada-
gascar, and the Pacific. It is spoken on the 
island of Java, but not all who live on Java 
speak the language. It is spoken only in Central 
and East Java, with the Central Javanese variety 
being considered the standard. The Javanese 
constitute the largest ethnic group in the 
Indonesian population, and it is estimated that 
40 percent of the Indonesian population speaks 
Javanese. In addition, due to transmigration, 
Javanese is also spoken on other islands, e.g. 
South Sumatra. Beyond Indonesia, Javanese is 
spoken in Surinam and New Caledonia.

Borrowing from Arabic must have begun 
during the period of East-Javanese Muslim 
literature (16th–17th centuries), following on 
the spread of Islam, through which the use 
of Arabic proliferated. It is important to note 
here that the phrase ‘Arabic language’ refers to 
Classical Arabic. As to Javanese, only words 
of the ngoko level are used as examples, since 
it is considered the neutral level, which, unlike 
the other levels, does not contain interpersonal 
meaning.
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2 .  P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n

There are 20 consonant phonemes in the 
Javanese phonological inventory: the bilabial 
stops /p, b/, the nasals /n, m/, the palato-nasal 
/ny/, the velar nasal /ng/, the sibilant /s/, the 
liquids /l, r/, the semivowels /w, y/, the velars 
/k, gh/, the retroflex palato-alveolars /†, ∂/, 
the dento-alveolars /t, d/, and the palatals /c, 
j/. There are six distinct vowel phonemes in 
Javanese: /a, o, e, u, i/ and a shwa vowel.

The following examples illustrate the phono-
logical adaptation in the loanwords involving 
Arabic sounds that are nonexistent in Javanese:

i. The Arabic uvular fricatives /™/, /x/, and the 
uvular plosive /q/ are commonly pronounced

 as [k] in Javanese. Except for the word 
qur±àn, q is normally represented by k in 
Javanese; q can occur initially, medially, or 
finally. As for x, it is sometimes also reflected 
as h.

™ as h haram < ™aràm ‘forbidden’
 rahmat < ra™ma ‘God’s mercy’
 sah < ßa™™ ‘legal’
™ as k kurmat < ™urma ‘respect’
 mokal < mu™àl ‘impossible’
x as k kotbah < xu†ba ‘sermon’
 makluk < maxlùq ‘creature’
 naskah < nusxa ‘writing; copy’
q as k kamus < qàmùs ‘dictionary’
 akal < ≠aql ‘intelligence’
 mutlak < mu†laq ‘absolute’

ii. The velar fricative ÿ is predominantly 
pronounced as g, except for bihal < biÿàl 
(pl. of baÿl) ‘mule’, where it is pronounced 
as h. Some examples: galib < ÿàlib ‘usual’, 
magrib < maÿrib ‘sunset’, mubalig ‘preacher’ 
< muballiÿ ‘messenger’.

iii. The Arabic glottal plosive ± and the 
pharyngeal fricative ≠ are realized in various 
ways in Javanese. The most common way 
is to represent the sound as a fronted vowel 
in Javanese, as in adil < ≠àdil ‘just’. In other 
cases, however, the sound is represented by 
the velar nasal ng in Javanese, e.g. Ngahad 
< ±a™ad ‘Sunday’, Dulkangidah < ≈ù l-
qa≠da ‘the eleventh month’.

iv. The interdental ≈, the velarized ∂, and Ú are 
most commonly realized as d in Javanese, but 
also as l in some cases, e.g. dikir < ≈ikr ‘invo-

cation of God’, adan < ±a≈àn ‘call to prayer’, 
kadi < qà∂ì ‘judge’, taklim < ta≠Úìm ‘great 
respect’, luhur < Úuhr ‘midday’. Realizing ∂/Ú 
as l becomes compulsory when they occur 
in final position, as such sounds would not 
normally occur finally in Javanese, e.g. lapal 
< lafÚ ‘spoken word’, lila ‘sincere’ < ri∂à 
‘approval’, aral < ≠ar∂ ‘hindrance’.

v. The post-alveolar sibilant š and the 
velarized sibilant ß merge with s or retain 
the fricative sound as sy in Javanese. The 
fricative interdental μ is also pronounced s 
in the few loanwords found:

š as s sahid < šàhid ‘religious martyr’
 mesgul < mašÿùl ‘sad’
 Kures < qurayš ‘name of tribe in 
  Arabia’
ß as s sabar < ßabr ‘patience’
 tasawup < taßawwuf ‘Sufism’
 kusus < xußùß ‘special’
μ as s Selasa < μalàμà± ‘Tuesday’
 isbat < ±iμbàt ‘to assert with 
  parables’ (more 
  specific meaning  
  than its original,
  which means
  ‘assertion’)
 kadas < ™adaμ ‘ritual impurity’
š as sy masya Allah < ‘Good Lord!’ 
 mà šà±allàh
 syarif < šarìf ‘descendant of 
  Mu™ammad’

vi. The labiodental fricative f is commonly 
realized as p, except in a few words such 
as fajar < fajr ‘dawn’, wafat ‘to pass away’ 
< wafàt ‘demise, death’, maaf ‘to pardon’ < 
ma≠a ≠afw ‘excuse me!’. Normally, no entry 
under f is found in Javanese dictionaries.

The above patterns of assimilation are rather 
simplified, showing mainly how nonexistent 
sounds are adapted in the borrowed word. In 
fact, even sounds that are shared by the two 
inventories are slightly different in pronuncia-
tion, for example, while the Arabic /h/ is glot-
tal, it is velar in the Javanese sound system.

Vowels are also adapted in the loanwords. 
There are commonly two kinds of assimilation: 
by realizing the Arabic long vowels as short, 
as in hurup ‘alphabet’ < ™urùf ‘letters’, or 
by pronouncing them as weak sounds. Even 
vowels that exist in Javanese may be changed 
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in pronunciation, particularly when the back 
vowel u occurs in the first syllable of the Arabic 
word, where it is often realized as o, e.g. kotbah 
< xu†ba ‘sermon’, sokur < šukr ‘thanks’, donga 
< du≠à± ‘prayer’.

3 .  S e m a n t i c  a d a p t a t i o n

The largest part of the loanwords were borrowed 
directly without change of meaning or with 
a very slight change of semantic nuances. In 
the examples quoted above, words that were 
borrowed directly include haram ‘forbidden’, 
rahmat ‘God’s mercy’, mutlak ‘absolute’. Direct 
borrowing rarely involves a change of meaning, 
but meaning tends to be more specialized in 
the loanword. However, changes of meaning 
can occur along the singular-plural dimension 
of nouns. The change along this dimension is 
very common in a language such as Javanese, 
where plurality is not syntactic but lexical, 
through word reduplication. Likewise, the dis-
tinction between masculine and feminine is 
rarely indicated in Javanese, except in obvious 
cases such as in mukmin/mukminat ‘believer 
[masc./fem.]’.

Indirect borrowing occurs mainly through 
translations of Arabic texts. There are three 
subtypes: loan mismatches (sometimes called 
loan shifts), loan blends, and loan transfer. 
Loan transfer involves more than translation 
proper since the loanword seems to have 
entered the lexicon through reinterpretation of 
the loanword in the light of the Javanese belief 
system.

Loan mismatches occur when the loanword 
has acquired a new meaning on the basis of 
the Javanese meaning. Loan mismatches here 
include not just changes of meaning but also of 
form. Loanwords in this category are mainly 
concerned with philosophical concepts and 
religious practices. In the examples of Table 1, 
the original Arabic meaning and the Javanese 
meaning are presented, to show the difference.

These examples demonstrate the specialized 
Javanese meaning compared to the original. The 
Islamic credo šahàda appears twice, with a very 
different meaning in Javanese. In fact, the same 
credo is also used as direct borrowing sahadat 
and klimah sahadat, with the latter usually 
glossed as ‘phrase or expression containing the 
two Arabic phrases basic to Islam: believing in 
Allah and believing in Mu™ammad as prophet’. 

This complex borrowing implies different 
chronological layers. The most probable ex-
planation would be that the two loans in Table 
1 are older than the direct borrowing. The older 
loans must have made their way into Javanese 
during the early years of Islamic civilization 
in Java. Both kalimasada and sekaten have 
Hindu-Buddhist elements in them and contain 
an element of syncretism central to the Javanese 
belief system.

Another important point to make concerns 
the doublet slamat and slamet. While the former 
was borrowed directly, the latter was not. The 
meaning of the latter changes dramatically. 
It is usually combined with another Javanese 
word to create loan blends, e.g. slametan 
brokohan ‘christening ceremony at childbirth’, 
slametan jenang abang ‘ceremony celebrating 
a circumcision or wedding’. Cultural reasons 
such as this seem to be the most probable cause 
of loan mismatches.

Loan blends are formed in two ways: by 
taking some elements from Arabic and some 
from Javanese, or by adapting the Arabic word 
morphologically using Javanese affixes to 
form a new meaning. The main purpose is to 
make the meaning more specific for particular 
contexts.

Loan transfers occur when new words are 
constructed from Javanese forms parallel to 
Arabic models. Loanwords in this category 
seem to be generally related to spirituality and 
mysticism. In the examples in Table 3, they 
are presented as etymological doublets, even 
triplets, as they appear as entries in Horne’s 
Javanese-English dictionary, along with the 
gloss.

The examples in Table 3 show doublets or 
triplets that have entered the lexicon; one is the 
loanword with original Arabic meaning and 
one is a loan transfer. In each case, the loan 
transfer retains an element of meaning from the 
loanword, e.g., the semantic element ‘blessing’ 
that is found in the loanword is retained in the 
loan transfer. The meaning of the newly formed 
words tends to be more specialized than their 
loan counterparts.

The loan transfers presented here reflect 
spiritual and mystical practices in Java that may 
be regarded as inherently Javanese. In these 
cases, Javanese has transferred the original 
Arabic loanword and redefined it in the context 
of the Javanese belief system and worldview.
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Table 1. Semantic changes in loanwords

Loanword Arabic meaning Javanese meaning

isim ≠ißma ‘to safeguard, protect’ ‘a written Arabic phrase used for warding off 
danger/illness’

kalimasada kalimat aš-šahàda ‘the Muslim 
credo’

‘magical book having the power of 
resurrection’

sekaten šahàdatayn [dual] ‘the Muslim 
credo’

1. ‘an important court festival held during 
Mulud’; 2. ‘the gong music accompanying the 
festival’ 

slamet(an) salàma ‘well-being; safety’ Dramatic changes in meaning with the 
verb-forming suffix
-an: 1. ‘to keep someone safe, well, secure’; 
2. ‘to save someone’s life’; 3. ‘to hold ceremony 
on someone’s behalf’

Table 2. Loan blends

Loanword Arabic meaning Javanese meaning

abdi dalem ‘one who serves in the royal palace/
court’

Arabic ≠abd ‘servant’ +
Javanese dalem ‘inside’

kejiman ‘being (inadvertently) possessed 
(by the genie)’

Arabic jinn ‘genie’ +
Javanese affix ke-an meaning ‘[done] 
inadvertently’ 

ilmu kedjawen ‘mystical Javanism’ Arabic ≠ilm ‘science; knowledge’ + Javanese 
kedjawen ‘Javanese-ism’

ratu adil ‘the messiah’ Javanese ratu ‘queen’ +
Arabic ≠adl ‘justice’

Table 3. Examples of loan transfers

Loanword Gloss Loan transfer Gloss

berkah ‘blessing’ berkat ‘food, blessed by a religious 
official, taken home from a ritual 
ceremony by the guests after they 
have eaten a portion of it’

sariah ‘canon law; lawfulness’ serengat ‘fulfilment of religious duty 
according to Muslim law’

tarekah ‘Dervish order; spiritual 
path [esp. mystical]

tarekat ‘religious acts that bring one closer 
to God, according to Islamic 
principle [e.g. meditation, devotion 
to the ethical principles]’

tirakat ‘to deny oneself food and sleep as a 
sacrificial act in order to be granted 
one’s desire’
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4 .  S e m a n t i c  f i e l d s  o f 
l o a n w o r d s

Following Jones (1984) in his list of Arabic 
loanwords in Indonesian, the loanwords are 
categorized into ten categories, with one additio-
nal category, ‘Food and drink’. Two categories 
constitute the biggest part: more than 60 percent 
of the loanwords belong to ‘Islamic religion and 
Arabic culture’ and to ‘Abstract and philosophi-

cal terms’. The least in number are loanwords in 
the categories of ‘Euphemisms’ and ‘Food and 
drink’, each 0.5 percent (see Table 4).

‘Abstract and philosophical terms’ is a cover 
term for words that cannot be listed under 
any other category. ‘Arabic culture’ has been 
added to ‘Islamic religion’ to cover words 
such as cadhir ‘veil’. Words in the ‘Food and 
drink’ category may have entered the language 
through Persian.

Table 4. Semantic fields

Semantic fields Loanwords

Islamic religion and Arabic culture donga
haram
pekih
cadhir 

< du≠à± ‘prayer’
< ™aràm ‘forbidden’
< fiqh ‘fiqh’
< Persian ∑àdor ‘veil’

Abstract and philosophical terms aib
ajaib ‘miraculous’
hakekat

< ≠ayb ‘shame’
< ≠ajà±ib ‘miracles [pl.]’
< ™aqìqa ‘essence’

Euphemisms wafat ‘to pass away’
hamil

< wafàt ‘death’
< ™àmil ‘pregnant’

Political and military sultan
majelis
Kures
laskar

< sul†àn ‘Islamic ruler’
< majlis, pl. majàlis ‘council’
< Qurayš ‘an Arabian tribe’
< al-≠askar ‘the soldiers’

Nautical and trade atlas
dinar
kutub

< ±a†las ‘atlas’
< dìnàr ‘gold coin’
< qu†b ‘pole’

Botanical and zoological bihal
hewan
jaetun
jerapah

< baÿl, pl. biÿàl ‘mule’
< ™ayawàn ‘animal’
< zaytùn ‘olive’
< ziràfa ‘giraffe’

Anatomy, medicine dakar
tabib ‘medicine man’
preji
bawasir

< ≈akar ‘male genital’
< †abìb ‘physician’
< farj ‘female genital’
< bawàßir ‘hemorrhoids’

Times, dates, and numerals Ngahad
Jimakir
Mulud

< ±a™ad ‘Sunday’
< jumàdà l-±àxira [name of month]
< mawlid ‘Mu™ammad’s birthday’

Education, books, and writing abjad ‘letter’
ilmu
ijasah

< ±abjad ‘alphabet’
< ≠ilm ‘knowledge; science’
< ±ijàza ‘diploma’

Cultural innovation sabun
merjan
rebab

< ßàbùn ‘soap’
< marjàn ‘coral; beads’
< rabàb ‘violin’

Food and drink juadah
arak
serbat

< zuwàda ‘snack; supply’
< ≠araq ‘strong drink’
< širba ‘a drink’

  javanese 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



477

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Campbell, Stuart. 1996. The Arabic element in Indo-
nesian: What do students need to know about 
it? http://intranet.usc.edu.au/wacana/4/campbell.
html. University of the Sunshine Coast, Queensland, 
Australia.

Echols, John M. and Hasan Shadily. 1989. Kamus 
Indonesia-Inggris [An Indonesian-English dictio-
nary]. 3rd rev. ed. John U. Wolff and James T. 
Collins. Jakarta: Gramedia.

Geertz, Clifford. 1964. The religion of Java. New 
York: Free Press.

Horne, Elinor Clark. 1974. Javanese-English dictio-
nary. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press.

Jones, Russell. 1984. “Loanwords in contemporary 
Indonesian”. Verhaar (1984:1–38).

Kamus Besar Bahasa Indonesa (KBBI). 2001. 3rd ed. 
Jakarta: Balai Pustaka. [Indonesian monolingual 
dictionary published by the National Office of 
Education.]

Koentjaraningrat. 1984. Javanese culture. Singapore 
and New York: Oxford University Press.

Partaaatmadja. 1992. Kamus Praktis Jawa-Indonesia 
[A practical Javanese-Indonesian dictionary]. Sura-
baya: Djojobojo.

Poedjosoedarmo, Soepomo. 1982. “Javanese influ-
ence on Indonesian vocabulary”. Pacific Linguistics 
Series 38.105–130.

Uhlenbeck, E.M. 1978. Studies in Javanese morpho-
logy. The Hague: Nijhoff.

Verhaar, John W.M. and Bambang Kaswanti Purwo 
(eds.). 1984. Towards a description of contemporary 
Indonesian: Preliminary studies, II. (= NUSA 
Linguistic Studies in Indonesian and Languages in 
Indonesia, XIX.) Jakarta: Universitas Atma Jaya.

Wehr, Hans. 1979. A dictionary of Modern Writ-
ten Arabic. Ed. J. Milton Cowan. Wiesbaden: 
O. Harrassowitz.

Zoetmulder, Petrus Josephus. 1974. Kalangwan: A 
survey of Old Javanese literature. The Hague: 
Nijhoff.

Rochayah Machali
(University of New South Wales)

Jazà±

The term jazà± ‘requital’ is the most common 
term used by early medieval Arab grammar-
ians in connection with conditionality. It can 
be interpreted as involvement of a condition. 
The conditional particles (™urùf al-jazà±) are 
those that trigger a conditional relation (mà 
yujàzà bihi). In addition to terminological dif-
ferences in describing conditional structures, 
Arab grammarians throughout the ages held 
different opinions concerning the scope of these 
particles, and hence the structures that they 
described under this heading also differed.

1 .  C o n d i t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e s 
i n  C l a s s i c a l  a n d  M o d e r n 
S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c

The following description is only a very brief 
introduction to the basic types of conditional 
sentences in Arabic, which seem to have under-
gone a number of modifications in Modern 
Standard Arabic. For a detailed description of 
all the possible variations within these struc-
tures in Classical Arabic, see Trumpp (1881) 
and Peled (1992); for the Qur±ànic usage, see 
Tietz (1963); and for the changes that are 
apparent in Modern Standard Arabic, consult 
Badawi a.o. (2004: Chap. 8).

The basic type of conditional sentences in 
Arabic is a symmetrical structure made up of 
a protasis and an apodosis and introduced by 
a conditional particle. There are three main 
types of conditional sentences primarily dif-
ferentiated by the conditional particle which 
introduces them:

i. ±i≈à introduces possible (probable) condi-
tions: ±i≈à du≠ìnà ±ajabnà ‘if we are invited, 
we accept [the invitation]’;

ii. ±in (together with some compound particles 
ending in -mà: mahmà ‘whatever’, ±aynamà 
‘wherever’, etc.) introduces real conditions: 
±in ta≠jal tandam ‘if you hurry, you will be 
sorry’;

iii. law introduces hypothetical (irreal) condi-
tions; its apodosis is generally introduced 
by the emphasizer la- (¤ asseverative parti-
cle): law kunta mubßiran la-ra±ayta bašaratì 
an-nàßi≠a ‘if you had been endowed with 
eyesight, you would have been able to see 
my white skin’ (for a complete analysis of 
law clauses, see Kinberg 1977).

The primary word order is: particle (™arf ) + 
protasis (šar†) + apodosis ( jawàb). In Classical 
Arabic, in the cases of (i) and (iii) the two verbs 
are in the perfect, whereas in (ii) the primarily 
expected verb form is jussive + jussive, but per-
fect + perfect and other combinations are also 
accepted (see below). For the historical inter-
pretation of these usages, see Bravmann (1953, 
esp. Secs. 103 and 105; 1977 and the bibliogra-
phy cited there). If the apodosis is not the logi-
cal consequence of the protasis, or if it is not 
a verbal sentence, it should be introduced by 
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fa-. The use of fa- also seems to be semantically 
determined (Peled 1985, esp. 224). Negation of 
the verbs in the protasis in all the three types 
happens with lam. The verb in the apodosis is 
negated by lam (+ jussive) in (i) and (ii), and by 
mà (+ perfect) in (iii). The verb kàna ‘to be’ is 
used to indicate that perfect or past meaning is 
intended: ±in kàna fahima ≈àlika kàna xa†i±a ‘if 
he understood it that way, he was mistaken’.

In Modern Standard Arabic, where the inver-
sion of apodosis and protasis is permissible 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:640–641, 649, 659), the 
function of ±in – except in the highest regis-
ter, and in the case of proverbial and set 
phrases – is being taken over on the one hand 
by ±i≈à and on the other hand by law (cf. 
Badawi a.o. 2004:636ff.), although the inter-
changeability of law and ±in had already been 
observed by medieval Arab grammarians (Ibn 
Ya≠ìš, Šar™ II, 1206).

2 .  T e r m i n o l o g y  o f  t h e 
A r a b  g r a m m a r i a n s  f o r  t h e 
c o n d i t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e

2.1 Early grammarians

Sìbawayhi called the whole conditional period 
jazà±, the protasis al-kalàm al-±awwal (Kitàb I. 
387), and the apodosis jawàb or jawàb al-jazà± 
(Kitàb I, 40; III, 387). The name of the apodo-
sis (‘answer’) refers to the fact that Sìbawayhi 
saw similarities between the interrogative and 
the conditional sentences. He considers this 
similarity from several semantic and structural 
aspects at different places in his book: “The 
answer ( jawàb) [given to question words] is 
like the answer [i.e. apodosis] of the condi-
tional sentence ( jazà±). . . . The question words, 
just like the jazà±, are not necessary [i.e., the 
verb following it indicates an action that is 
not a fact, but something that may or may not 
happen]” (wa-jawàbuhà ka-jawàbihi . . . wa-hiya 
ÿayr wàjiba ka-l-jazà±; Kitàb I, 40). The rela-
tionship between the protasis and the apodosis 
is similar to that between a question word and 
the question following it (Kitàb I, 385):

The same can be said about the conditional sen-
tence and the question. Don’t you see that if you 
use a question word you do not make what fol-
lows it a ¤ ßila. The correct way is to say that the 
verb in the conditional sentence is not a ßila to 
what stands before it [i.e. the conditional particle], 
and the same applies to the verb preceded by a 

question word. If you say: ™ayμumà takun ±akun 
‘wherever you will be I shall be’, the verb is not a 
ßila to what stands before it. Likewise, if you ask 
±ayna takùnu ‘where will you be?’, the verb is not 
a ßila to what stands before it. . . . And when you 
ask man ya∂ribuka ‘who beats you?’, or when 
you make a conditional sentence man ya∂ribka 
±a∂ribhu ‘if somebody beats you, I beat him’, 
the verb in neither of them is a ßila (wa-làkinna 
l-qawl fìhi ka-l-qawl fì l-istifhàm ±a-là tarà ±annaka 
±i≈à stafhamta lam taj≠al mà ba≠dahu ßilatan fa-l-
wajh ±an taqùla al-fi≠l laysa fì l-jazà± bi-ßila li-mà 
qablahu ka-mà ±annahu fì ™urùf al-istifhàm laysa 
ßilatan li-mà qablahu wa-±i≈à qulta ™ayμumà takun 
±akun fa-laysa bi-ßila li-mà qablahu ka-mà ±annaka 
±i≈à qulta ±ayna takùnu wa-±anta tastafhimu . . . wa-
taqùlu man ya∂ribu-ka fì l-istifhàm wa-fì l-jazà± 
man ya∂rib-ka ±a∂rib-hu fa-l-fi≠l fìhimà ÿayr ßila.)

Al-Farrà± uses the term jazà± to denote the fol-
lowing meanings (cf. Kinberg 1996:117–118): 
(i) the condition (i.e. the semantic content of 
conditional relationship, conditionality); (ii) the 
conditional sentence; (iii) the protasis; and (iv) 
the conditional particle as the indicator of a 
conditional sentence.

As for the apodosis, al-Farrà± uses two terms. 
On the one hand, like Sìbawayhi, he usually 
employs the term jawàb or its extended form 
jawàb al-jazà± or more specifically jawàb ±in, 
jawàb law (e.g. Farrà±, Ma≠ànì II, 506, 202). On 
the other hand, a special usage of the word šar† 
is encountered as well (e.g. Ma≠ànì I, 157; III, 
45). In these instances, al-Farrà± uses the term 
šar† (and šar† li-l-jazà±) in the meaning of ‘apo-
dosis’. This usage is only found in the Ma≠ànì. 
The examples with this term always contain an 
imperative (±amr) in their protasis (Ma≠ànì I, 
157; III, 45). Sìbawayhi does not use this term 
at all, while later grammarians use it to denote 
the protasis (e.g. Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 151).

Like Sìbawayhi, al-Farrà± uses the word 
mujàzà when speaking about the contents of 
a sentence: “As for jazm, it is because of the 
conditional relationship (mujàzà) induced by 
an imperative” (Ma≠ànì I, 160). Unlike Sìba-
wayhi, however, al-Farrà± does not explain an 
ending from an ≠àmil (¤ ≠amal) but rather from 
a semantic category. In the case of conditional 
sentences, this category is that of mujàzà (cf. 
Dévényi 1990:106).

2.2 Later grammarians

In later periods, the terminology went through 
some changes. For the protasis, the term šar† 
‘condition’ became almost uniformly used, while 
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the earlier term, jazà±, came to mean ‘apodosis’ 
and was used together with jawàb, e.g. by Ibn 
≠Aqìl (Šar™ II, 377), “if there is a second verb 
after the apodosis” (±i≈à waqa≠a ba≠da jazà± 
aš-šar† fi≠l).

Although both jazà± and jawàb were used 
for the apodosis, later grammarians still regard 
them as different to a certain extent: “±i≈an is 
answer ( jawàb) and requital ( jazà±) as well. 
Somebody says ±ana ±àtìka, then you say ±i≈an 
±ukrimaka. With this you have answered him 
and at the same time made your hearty wel-
come a requital for his coming” (Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 151).

The term šar† was given the original mean-
ing of jazà± as well: “As for ±ammà, it has the 
role (ma≠nà) of triggering conditional relations 
(šar†)” (Zamaxšaři, Mufaßßal 151).

3 .  T h e  c o n d i t i o n a l  p a r t i c l e s

Sìbawayhi defined the conditional particles 
basically from a formal point of view: “The 
conditional particles put the verbs into the 
jazm (jussive)” (™urùf al-jazà± tajzimu l-±af ≠àl; 
Kitàb I, 386). Accordingly, he only included 
(e.g. Kitàb I, 384) in this group those particles 
and other nouns that trigger a conditional rela-
tion (mà yujàzà bihi), which corresponded to 
this definition. This means that the  conditional 
particles par excellence are ±in and those 
words that resemble it in taking two struc-
tures with jazm after them, while the particle 
law – which can only take a perfect (mà∂ì), 
and not jazm – is in no way connected to these 
particles in Sìbawayhi’s description.

On the other hand, constructions with man, 
mà, and alla≈ì, which do trigger the jussive, 
belong to the conditional particles (Mosel 
1975:I, 161ff.). Furthermore, since participles 
are sometimes equivalent to constructions with 
alla≈ì (as in as-sàriqu in Q. 5/38 = alla≈ì saraqa), 
these participles have conditional meaning (cf. 
Schöck 2006:79–88).

The grammarians’ analysis went hand in hand 
with a total disregard of the actual usage of verb 
forms in conditional structures of contemporary 
prose, where ±in was most often followed by 
two verbs in the mà∂ì (Amayreh 1983:311ff.), 
although the language of the Qur±àn and pre-
Islamic poetry – the two main sources of the 
grammarians – seems to fit their description 
(Tietz 1963; Dévényi 1991:43; Peled 1992). 

It should also be pointed out that as part of 
the  ¤ ±i ≠ràb system, jazm – and not mà∂ì, which 
belongs to  ¤ binà± – was the form that called 
for a linguistic explanation.

Later grammarians – probably under the 
influence of Greek logic (see Versteegh 1991) 
– treated the conditional particles and the con-
ditional structure quite differently. So much so 
that az-Zamaxšarì (Mufaßßal 150) defines ±in 
and law as the two [primary] conditional par-
ticles (™arfà š-šar†).

4 .  T h e  c o n d i t i o n a l 
s t r u c t u r e s

The Kitàb contains a series of chapters on con-
ditional structures ( jazà±; Kitàb I, 384–401), 
which do not contain sentences with law at all, 
since these do not contain jazm, and so, viewed 
from a formal criterion, law cannot be treated 
together with ±in and similar particles that 
entail a modification of ±i ≠ràb.

In the first chapter on jazà±, Sìbawayhi 
defines the conditional structures in the fol-
lowing four rules (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 386; cf. 
Peled 1992:2–7):

(i)  The conditional particles put the verbs into 
jazm and the [verb] of the apodosis is in

   jazm because of what precedes it (™urùf al-
jazà± tajzimu l-±af ≠àl wa-yanjazimu l-jawàb 
bimà qablahu).

(ii)  The apodosis either is a verb or is intro-
duced by fa- (là yakùnu jawàb al-jazà± ±illà 
bi-fi≠l ±aw bi-l-fà±).

(iii) The basic structure of the apodosis is the 
verb (al-jawàb bi-l-fà± fì maw∂i≠ al-fi≠l; ±aßl 
al-jazà± al-fi≠l).

(iv)  It is grammatically incorrect to have a verb 
in jazm in the protasis which is not being 
followed by another verb in jazm in the 
apodosis, for this is what corresponds to 
it in their usage if it [i.e. ±in] is the ≠àmil 
(qabu™a fì l-kalàm ±an ta≠mala ±in ±aw šay± 
min ™urùf al-jazà± fì l-±af ≠àl ™attà tajzimahu 
fì l-lafΩ μumma là yakùnu lahà jawàb yan-
jazimu bimà qablahu . . . lammà kànat ±in 
al-≠àmila lam ya™sun ±illà ±an yakùna lahà 
jawàb yanjazimu bimà qablahu fa-hà≈à 
lla≈ì yušàkiluhu fì kalàmihim ±i≈à ≠amilat).

Tables 1–6 sum up the opinions of some of the 
major Arab grammarians concerning permissible 
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verb forms in the two parts of the conditional 
structure introduced by ±in. Parentheses mark 
the authors’ negative opinion of the given struc-
ture or the fact that they allow it only under 
certain circumstances.

Tables 1–6. Opinions of the grammarians about 
the jazà±

     1. Sìbawayhi          2. al-Farrà±

      1
2 mà∂ì jazm

mà∂ì
jazm
raf ≠

(+)
(+)

+

    3. Ibn Jinnì     4. az-Zamaxšarì

      1
2 mà∂ì jazm

mà∂ì
jazm
raf ≠

+

 5. Ibn al-£àjib       6. Ibn Màlik

      1
2 mà∂ì jazm

mà∂ì
jazm
raf ≠

+
+
+

+
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+
+

+
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raf ≠
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Jazm ¤ ±I≠ràb

Jerusalem Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

Jerusalem Arabic is the colloquial Arabic dia-
lect spoken in Jerusalem. It includes three com-
munal subdialects of the Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews, although the differences among them 
are not large (Blanc 1960). Jerusalem Arabic is 
an urban dialect within the larger dialect area 
of a“-”àm, which extends from Syria to Leba-
non, Israel, and Jordan. The dialects of this 
region are part of the Eastern dialects within 
the Arabic-speaking world.

The number of Jerusalem’s inhabitants is at 
present about 500,000 people (mainly Jewish 
since the establishment of Israel). During his-
tory, Jews, Christians, and Muslims inhabited 
the city and ruled it in turns. Due to its cultural 
and historical importance, the dialect has been 
rather well researched. Among these studies see 
Löhr (1905), Spoer and Haddad (1909), Bauer 

(1913), Rice and Said (1953), and Piamenta 
(1964, 1966).

Other textbooks (Kapliwatzky 1941; Ben-
Ze±ev 1945, 1948; Piamenta 1968) present 
local urban colloquial Arabic, but do not usu-
ally refer specifically to Jerusalem Arabic. Levin 
(1994), though mainly based on previous litera-
ture, is the major recent grammar of Jerusalem 
Arabic. Piamenta’s studies (1970, 1979, 1981, 
1991, 1992) culminate in his book (2000). Dic-
tionaries referring at least partly to Jerusalem 
Arabic include Barthélemy (1935–1954), Bauer 
(1957), Denizeau (1960), Elihay (1977), Pia-
menta (1979), the glossary in Piamenta (2000), 
and Othman and Neu (2002).

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
Table 1 presents the inventory of consonants 
and vowels in Jerusalem Arabic. The conso-
nants in brackets mark allophones or borrowed 
phonemes.

Uvular /q/ is usually pronounced as a glot-
tal stop / ±/ (unlike rural and Bedouin dialects). 
It occurs as uvular mainly in Literary Ara-
bic words, e.g. al-qur±àn ‘the Qur±àn’, al-quds 
‘Jerusalem [in Arabic], qura ‘villages’, etc. *k 
remains and is not palatalized into /∑/.

Table 1. Consonants and vowels in Jerusalem Arabic

feature bila- labio- alveolar palatal velar uvular laryn- glottal

bial dental geal

stops (p)b t d † ∂ k(g) (q) ±

fricatives μ ≈ s z “ ž x ÿ ™ ≠ h

f (v) ß Ω

affricate (c) (∑) ©

nasals m n

trill r

lateral l

semivowel w y

vowels short long anaptyctic diphthongs

i e a ì è à ë iw aw

o u ò ù

 jerusalem arabic
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The interdental phonemes /μ/, /≈/ are usu-
ally pronounced as /μ/ or /t/, and as /z/ or /d/ 
respectively (e.g. μàniye ‘a second’, tilmìz ‘a 
pupil’). Likewise, /Ú/ is usually merged into /∂/ 
in Jerusalem, e.g. ∂all ‘he stayed, remained’, 
∂uhr ‘noon’, but words of the root Ú-b-t have 
Ω, such as maΩbù† ‘right, correct’, Ωàbe† ‘officer’. 
See Al-Wer (2004) on these processes.

The phoneme *g is articulated in Jerusalem 
Arabic as either /j/ or (rarely) as /Δ/, as often else-
where in this country, e.g. jàr (~ Δàr) ‘neighbor’.

The glottal stop / ±/ is retained in the middle 
of certain non-monosyllabic words, e.g. yu±mor 
‘he commands’, sa±al ‘he asked’, mu±min 
‘believer’, but is often deleted at the head of a 
word, e.g. ±akal > akal ‘he ate’; when in a pre-
fixed unstressed syllable of the plural pattern 
aCCàC, e.g. wlàd for ±awlàd ‘children, boys’; 
when it is the third consonant of a verb, e.g. 
bada ‘he began’; when it is part of the feminine 
noun ending /à±/, e.g. sama ‘sky’; in the impera-
tive of akal ‘eat’ and axad ‘take, seize’, e.g. kul 
‘eat!’, xùd ‘take!’.

Elsewhere /±/ is substituted by other phonemes: 
(a) In the environment V±C (forming a cluster), 
it is replaced by a long vowel, e.g. ra±s > ràs 
‘head’, ya±kul > yàkul ~ yòkul ‘he eats/will eat’, 
mèkel ‘having eaten’. (b) In the sequence ±V± it is 
replaced by /h/, e.g. hu±mur ‘command!’, hu±≠ud 
‘sit!’, ha±all ‘less’. (c) At the head of some words 
/±/ becomes /w/, e.g. wadda ‘hand over’. (d) Pre-
ceding the vowel /i/ in the middle of a word, /±/ 
becomes /y/, e.g. nàyim ‘asleep’.

The phonemes /g, v, p, c, ∑/ are borrowed 
from Hebrew or from European languages, 
such as English, French, or Italian.

Emphasis (palatalization or velarization) is 
retained, but is phonetically somewhat weak-
ened. Emphasis may spread to non-emphatic 
homophonic phonemes as in, for example, 
mabßù† ‘satisfied, happy’, ßul†àn ‘sultan’, and 
the numerals 11–19 (†na≠“ ‘twelve’, xames†a≠“ 
‘fifteen’). New emphatics occur only in a few 
words, such as a££àh ‘God’, œàœa ‘the pope’. 
In certain words emphatics have become de-
emphacized, e.g. sadda± ‘to believe’, sandù± 
‘box,’ zÿìr ‘small’ (where ß > s, z).

The laryngeal / ≠/ is also usually rather weak. 
A special case is the verb mazza≠ (Literary Ara-
bic mazzaq) ‘to tear up’.

Such phonetic changes do not weaken the 
phonemic status of the phonemes. Thus, for 

example, emphatics still affect adjacent vowel 
phonemes.

2.1.2 Vowels
The vowel system includes five short and five 
long vowels /i, ì, e, è, a, à, o, ò, u, ù/. The three 
short and long vowels /i, u, a/ are the main pho-
nemes of the system, as in Literary Arabic.

The vowels /e, o/ are not always phonemically 
distinguished from /i, u/, e.g. zerr ~ zirr ‘but-
ton’, bèthom ~ bèthum ‘their house’. /i/ remains 
when it is followed by two consonants (iCC), 
e.g. nzilt ‘I ~ you went down’. /e/ may also be a 
raised allophone of /a/ in ¤ ±imàla of word-final 
feminine endings, e.g. madrase ‘school’, or an 
anaptyctic vowel, e.g. isem ‘name’.

The long vowels /è, ò/ usually reflect a diph-
thong in Literary Arabic, e.g. yawm > yòm 
‘day’, zayt > zèt ‘oil’. In zitùn ~ zetùn ‘olives’, 
the first vowel is also short. /è, ò/ may also be 
the phonetic articulation of the parallel /ì, ù/ 
vowels in Literary Arabic, e.g. rò™ ‘soul, spirit’ 
vs. rù™ ‘go!. Exceptions are sè ≠a ‘hour; watch’ 
(also sà≠a) and embèri™ ‘yesterday’ with ±imàla.

The vowel /a/ has fronted and back allo-
phones, depending on the environment: labial 
and coronal consonants attract the forward 
allophone [æ], whereas laryngeal and pharyn-
geal consonants attract the back allophone 
[a]. Emphatic consonants tend to attract a still 
higher back allophone [Ì].

A shwa [ë] serves as anaptyctic vowel, with 
various allophones, to prevent illegal conso-
nant clusters within and between words (la™ëm 
‘meat’, bèt-ëlwalad ‘the boy’s house’).

The diphthong /iw/ occurs in roots with /w/ 
as first consonant, following the prefix yi-, as in 
yiwßal ‘he arrives ~ will arrive’. The diphthong 
/aw/ is retained when /w/ is a root consonant, 
e.g. maw≠ùd ‘there is’, awsa≠ ‘wider’.

2.1.3 The syllable
Syllable patterns in Jerusalem Arabic include 
the following patterns:

Cv, Cä, CvC, CäC, CvCC, e.g. wa-lad ‘boy, 
child’; ≠am-mi ‘my paternal uncle’; rà™ ‘he 
went’; bint ‘girl’, min-dìl ‘scarf, shawl’, sà-far 
‘he traveled’, ka-tabt ‘I ~ you wrote’.

Usually consonant clusters are prevented (by 
anaptyctic vowels), but in some biconsonantal 
and triconsonantal clusters, mainly with /t/ or 
/d/ as second consonant, no anaptyctic vowel 
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occurs, yielding the patterns CCv, CCvC, or 
CvCC, e.g. “taÿal ‘he worked’ or stanna ‘he 
waited’, miftker ‘thinking [masc. sg.]’, ≠indkom 
‘at our place’. Sometimes vowel shifts (reshuf-
flings) occur, affecting word-internal syllable 
structures, e.g. yuk-tu-bu > yu-kut-bu ‘they 
write/will write’.

Long vowels in certain syllable patterns may 
be phonetically shorter due to stress rules (see 
below).

2.1.4 Stress
Stress rules in Jerusalem Arabic include the 
following:

i. Syllables include short syllables (Cv), 
medium syllables (CvC, Cä), and long syl-
lables (CäC, CVCC).

ii. A long syllable in the word is stressed, e.g. 
fallà™ ‘farmer’, maktùb ‘written [Literary 
Arabic]’, tuffà™ ‘apple’, muftà™ ‘key’.

iii. If there is more than one long syllable in 
the word, the last one is stressed and the pre-
vious one is slightly shortened, e.g. falla™ìn 
‘farmers’, tuffa™àt ‘apples’, mafatì™ ‘keys’.

iv. If there is no long syllable but there is a 
medium syllable, it is stressed unless it is 
at the end of the word. If the medium 
syllable is the last one in the word, the 
stress falls on the syllable before it, e.g. 
katabtu ‘you [pl.] wrote’, safarna ‘we trav-
eled’, madàres ‘schools’, kassar ‘he broke,’ 
maxzan ‘storeroom’.

v. If the word has only short syllables, the first 
syllable in the word is stressed, e.g. ±aja ‘he 
came’, mara ‘woman, wife’, zalame ‘man’, 
katabu ‘they wrote’, baqara ‘cow’, waladi 
‘my child, my son’.

The definite article, many enclitics, and prefixes 
and anaptyctic vowels do not affect word stress, 
e.g. el-wa-lad ‘the boy’, ≠a-l-bèt ‘to the house’, 
binet ‘girl, daughter,’ i“-ta-ÿal (or “ta-ÿal) ‘he 
worked’. However, in some other environments 
anaptyctic vowels and/or suffixes change the 
structure of the last syllable and cause it to be 
stressed, e.g. in ßùritha ‘her picture’, the nega-
tive –“ ~ –““ (mà) katab“ ‘he did not write’, (mà) 
≠indo““ ‘he doesn’t have’, and the inflected l- 
‘to, for’ following a verb, e.g. kàtib > katib-lak 
‘has written to you’. Thus, syllable structure is 
dominant and not morphological structure.

2.1.5 Phonotactics

2.1.5.1 Assimilation
The major assimilation phenomenon in Jerusa-
lem Arabic is assimilation of the definite article 
l- by ‘sun letters’. Novel sun letters /j/ (and /∑/) 
occur in Jerusalem Arabic.

Other assimilation patterns include spread 
of emphatization (see above); full assimilation 
of Iw/y to /t/ of the infix -ta-, for example in 
ittaßal ‘he contacted’, partial assimilation of the 
/t/ of the infix -ta- to an emphatic first conso-
nant, e.g. i∂†arab ‘he was uneasy’, jh > “ in wi““ 
‘face’, and word-final /™/ > / ≠/ when followed 
by a word-initial / ≠/ rà™ ≠a-lbèt > rà≠ ≠a-lbèt ‘he 
went home’.

2.1.5.2 Dissimilation
Some quadriradical words seem to have devel-
oped by dissimilation from triradical roots, e.g. 
bi-l-im“abra™ ‘explicitly’ <m“arra™ ‘explained’.

2.1.5.3 Metathesis
marsa™ for masra™ ‘theater’ is found, though 
not frequently nowadays, in Jerusalem Arabic. 
Examples such as ma≠la±a ‘spoon’ (cf. Literary 
Arabic mil≠aqa), na≠al (for la≠an) ‘to curse’, or 
ijer (for rijl via *lijr) ‘leg’ exist as well.

2.1.5.4 ±Imàla
Word-final ¤ ±imàla, as in kalbe ‘bitch’, is 
found in Jerusalem Arabic. The two words sè ≠a 
‘hour; watch’ and embèri™ ‘yesterday’ are rare 
cases of internal ±imàla.

2.1.6 Morphophonology

2.1.6.1 Vowel elision
Unstressed vowels elide under the following 
conditions:

i. Feminine form of active participles, e.g. kàtbe 
‘having written; writer [fem.]’ m≠al(l)me 
‘teacher [fem.]’

ii. An active participle singular to which a 
bound pronoun is suffixed, e.g. kàtbo ‘hav-
ing written it’, sami ≠to ‘she hears him’

iii. A short unstressed vowel preceding a 
stressed vowel in adjectives, e.g. kbìr ‘big 
[sg. masc.]

iv. A verb in the 3rd person feminine singular, 
e.g. katbat ‘she wrote’

 jerusalem arabic
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v. The preformative of Form V, e.g. t ≠allam 
‘he studied’

vi. Imperfect and imperative forms of Form 
VIII verbs: yi“tÿil ‘he works/will work’, 
i“tÿil ‘work!’

2.1.6.2 Vowel insertion
Shwa is inserted to break triconsonantal or 
quadriconsonantal clusters, especially when 
suffixes are added. These anaptyctic vowels 
usually do not change the stress pattern of the 
word or the phrase, e.g. walad-i-kbìr ‘a big 
boy’, binet ‘girl, daughter’, but †àwle ‘table’ > 
†awilto ‘his table’, †awlitna ‘our table’.

2.1.6.3 Construct state and suffixation
In construct state, -t (tà± marbù†a) is suffixed 
to feminine word endings, e.g. maliket jamàl ‘a 
beauty queen’. In the bound personal pronoun, 
this added t- is the hinge of the added syllable, 
e.g. ÿuriftak ‘your [masc. sg.] room’; “ayifto ~ 
“ayfito ‘she sees him’.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns
Table 2 shows independent and bound pro-
nouns in Jerusalem Arabic. As in other urban 
dialects of the area, gender difference is limited 
to the 2nd and 3rd person singular. The inde-
pendent pronoun for the 3rd person singular 
and plural can be short or long: hù ~ huwwe, 
hì ~ hiyye, hum ~ humme.

When a word ends in a vowel, the 1st person 
singular bound pronoun begins with /y/ or /n/. 

For the 3rd person singular masculine, the final 
vowel of the word is lengthened. Sometimes, a 
weak /h/ can be heard following this vowel. In 
these words, 2nd and 3rd person suffixes begin 
with a consonant (/k/ or /h/, respectively).

Following a verb, the direct object suffix of 
the 1st person singular is –ni (not in the table).

2.2.1.2 Relative pronoun
The relative pronoun for both genders and 
numbers has only one uninflected form: illi ~ 
elli.

2.2.1.3 Demonstrative pronouns
Demonstrative pronouns are shown in Table 3 
(allomorphs between brackets). Short forms exist 
for near objects in addition to long forms.

2.2.2 Nouns
Noun structures include root consonants only 
(e.g. walad ‘boy’, dars ‘lesson’) or root conso-
nants with affixes (e.g. ma±≠ad ‘seat’, madrase 
‘school’, muftara± ‘road junction’, xaddàm ‘ser-
vant’, ≠arabùn ‘guarantee’).

The noun system distinguishes natural and 
grammatical gender (masc./fem.) usually by 
suffixing a feminine ending to the (unmarked) 
masculine form, e.g. kalb/kalbe ‘dog/bitch’. The 
number category distinguishes between singu-
lar, dual, and plural forms. Dual forms exist 
only for nouns. These distinctions are marked 
by suffixation of -èn for the dual, -ùn for sound 
masculine plural, and -àt for sound feminine 
patterns. Different patterns take ‘broken plural’ 
forms, e.g. dukkàn/dakakìn ‘shop/shops’, yòm/
ayyàm ‘day/days’.

pronouns independent pronouns

after consonant after vowel

3rd sg. masc. huwwe -o -lengthened vowel

3rd sg. fem. hiyye -(h)a -ha

3rd pl. humme -hom -hom

2nd sg. masc. inte -ak -k

2nd sg. fem. inti -ek -ki

2nd pl. intu -kom -kom

1st sg. ana -i -yy(i)/-ni

1st pl. i™na ~ ni™na -na -na

Table 2. Independent and bound pronouns in Jerusalem Arabic

  jerusalem arabic 
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2.2.3 Numerals
As in the rest of the region, ‘one’ and ‘two’ 
distinguish gender by separate forms for the 
masculine and feminine (wà™ad/wa™ade ‘one’, 
tnèn/tintèn ‘two’); the numbers 3 through 10 
mark syntactic cases, i.e. independent (nomi-
nal) vs. construct state of the numeral: the 
short (fem. or base) form for the construct 
state and the long form (reflecting an old tà± 
marbù†a) for the independent form, e.g. talat 
iwlàd/banàt ‘three boys/girls’ vs. talàte ‘three’. 
The numbers 11 through 19 distinguish the 
same syntactic cases: the independent form uses 
a short form of the suffix – ≠a“ whereas the con-
struct state form uses the full suffix – ≠“ar, e.g. 
tna≠“ar walad/bint ‘twelve boys/girls’ and tna≠a“ 
‘twelve’. In certain cases, emphasis spreads in 
these numbers, e.g. tala†≠“ar/tala††a≠e“ ‘thirteen’, 
xames†a≠e“/xames†a≠“ar ‘fifteen’, etc.

Tens get the suffix -ìn, e.g. ≠i“rìn ‘twenty’, 
talatìn ‘thirty’. miyye is ‘one hundred’, mitèn 
‘two hundred’, talatmiyye ‘three hundred’, etc.; 
±alf is ‘one thousand,’ ±alfèn ‘two thousand’, 
‘talat-alàf ’ ‘three thousand’, etc.

When the counted noun begins with a vowel 
(due to a deleted glottal stop), the numeral 
often begins with an affixed t-, as in xams-t-alàf 
‘five thousand’.

Ordinals use the CàCiC pattern, e.g. tàni/
tànye ‘second [masc./fem.]’, ràbi≠/ràb≠a ‘fourth 
[masc./fem.]’, sàdes/sàdse ‘sixth [masc./fem.]’, 
except for ±awwal ‘first [masc.]’/±ùla ‘first 
[fem.]’. The dissimilation of the double /t/ of 
sitte ‘six’ recurs in fractions, with the pattern 
CuCC, e.g. tult ‘one third’, xums ‘one fifth’, 
suds ‘one sixth’.

2.2.4 Adjectives
Adjectives have singular and plural masculine 
and feminine forms. Many adjective patterns 
occur in CàCiC and maCCùC active and pas-
sive participle forms, respectively. Among the 

most frequent adjective patterns are CaCìC or 
CCìC (†awìl ‘long’, kbìr ‘big’), CàCiC (wàsi≠ 
‘broad’), CaCCàn (ta≠bàn ‘tired’), CaCùr (faxùr 
‘proud’). The pattern aCCaC denotes colors 
and defects as well as elatives and superlatives, 
e.g. aswad ‘black’, a≠ma ‘blind’, akbar ‘bigger, 
biggest’. Most of the adjectives form the femi-
nine as in nouns, by suffixing the ending -a ~ 
-e to the masculine form; adjectives indicating 
colors or defects use a different pattern, namely 
CaCCa, e.g. zar±a ‘blue [fem.]’, ≠amya ‘blind 
[fem.]’.

2.2.5 Verbs

2.2.5.1 Forms
Quadriradical roots are declined as verbs of 
Forms II and V, e.g. tarjam ‘to translate’, 
tza™la± ‘to slide’.

2.2.5.2 Form I
Form I has two subpatterns in the perfect inflec-
tion and three subpatterns in the imperfect 
conjugation. These differ by the vowel follow-
ing the second root consonant (see Table 4, the 
conjugation of katab ‘to write’ and nizel ‘to 
descend’).

The CiCeC pattern in the perfect conjugation 
consists of two subgroups: 1st and 2nd person 
vs. 3rd person (sg. and pl.). This grouping 
recurs in the conjugation of the weak verbs and 
geminates.

In the imperfect 2nd person singular femi-
nine, 2nd plural, and 3rd plural, a vowel 
reshuffling occurs, e.g. tuktubi > tukutbi ‘you 
[sg. fem.] write’.

The imperfect conjugation presented here is 
used in the subjunctive mood; for the indica-
tive, b- is prefixed to the verb forms, e.g. btuk-
tub ‘you [sg. masc.] write’.

The glottal stop of the 1st person prefix ±a- is 
elided when b- is prefixed to it, e.g. baktob ‘I 

Table 3. Demonstrative pronouns in Jerusalem Arabic

number/gender near object (normal) near object far object

(short) (normal)

sg. masc. hàda hà, hày hadàk

sg. fem. hàdi hà, hày hadìk
pl. masc. fem. hadòl (hadòla, hà, hày hadulàk

hadòli) (hadulìk)
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write’; 3rd person y- can also be elided in the 
indicative, e.g. buktob ‘he writes’. In the 1st 
person plural b- is often assimilated to the fol-
lowing nasal and is replaced by m-, e.g. mnuk-
tob ‘we write’. When this b- causes a consonant 
cluster, a prosthetic vowel can precede it, e.g. 
ibtuktob ‘she writes’, or follow it, e.g. bitkùn 
‘you [sg. masc.] are’.

Tables 5, 6, and 7 present the conjugation of 
the weak and geminate verbs in the perfect and 
imperfect tenses.

2.2.5.3 Derived forms
The derived verb forms vary by affixes: gemina-
tion of the 2nd consonant (Form II ≠allam ‘to 
teach’, V t≠allam ‘to learn’); prefixation of ±a- 
(Form IV, ±akram ‘respect’) or of ta- ~ t (Form 
V tmaddad ‘to stretch out’, VI tnàzal ‘to do 
without’), lengthened vowel following the first 
consonant (Form III sàfar ‘to travel’, VI txàna± 
‘to quarrel with’), prefixed n- (Form VII in±atal 
‘to get killed’) and st- (Form X sta≠mal ‘to 
use’), infixed – t- (Form VIII i“tarak ‘to partici-
pate’), and geminated third consonant (Form 
IX iswadd ‘to become black’). See Table 8.

Jerusalem Arabic has no internal passive; 
thus, wiled, xile± ‘he was born’ are isolated resi-
dues. The passive and reflexive are expressed 
mainly by Form VII, e.g. inmasak ‘he was 
caught’, Form V, e.g. t™akkam ‘he was treated 
medically’, and Form VIII iltazam ‘to oblige 
oneself’.

Form II has practically taken over the caus-
ative function of Form IV; thus, only a few 
verbs or partial declensions in Form IV are 
found in Jerusalem Arabic. Similarly, Form 
IX, usually denoting the process or change of 

physical features and color, is hardly used and 
is replaced by ßàr ‘to become,’ e.g. ßàr aswad = 
iswadd ‘he became black’.

2.2.5.4 Participle patterns
Active and passive participles are inflected only 
to gender and number. Thus, they are semi-
verbal and semi-nominal. Table 9 presents the 
participles in Form I.

The active participle of Form I is CàCeC. 
However, the participle of akal ‘to eat’ and axad 
‘to take’ adds a prefixed m-: mèkel, mèxed.

The pattern of the passive participle is maC-
CùC, e.g. maktùb ‘written’, maftù™ ‘open(ed)’. 
The patterns of active and passive participles 
in the derived forms are presented in Table 
10, although the passive participle in derived 
forms is not frequent. The forms with asterisk 
in Table 10 are theoretical only.

2.2.5.5 Verbal nouns
Numerous forms are considered verbal nouns 
of Form I (e.g. na±l ‘transfer’, ziyàde ‘addition’, 
wu±ùf ‘standing manner, stance’). Weak roots 
yield variations, e.g. talbiye ‘fulfillment [a wish]’ 
(Form II). Form III has two verbal nouns. See 
Table 11 for examples (¤ verbal nouns).

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 The noun phrase
Nouns are defined by the prefixed definite arti-
cle (il-, el-). Jerusalem Arabic has no indefinite 
article for indefinite nouns, although wà™ad 
(masc.), wa™de (fem.) ‘one, someone’ some-
times denotes the indefinite.

3rd
pers.

2nd
pers.

1st
pers.

3rd
pers.

2nd
pers.

1st
pers.

sg. masc. katab
nizel

katabt
nzilt

katabt
nzilt

yuktob
yinzel
yirkab

tuktob
tinzel
tirkab

±aktob
±anzel
±arkab

sg. fem. katbat
nizlet

katabti
nzilti

tuktob
tinzel
tirkab

tukutbi
tinizli
tirkabi

pl. katabu
nizlu

katabtu
nziltu

katabna
nzilna

yukutbu
yinizlu
yirkabu

tukutbu
tinizlu
tirkabu

nuktob
ninzel
nirkab

Table 4. Form I verbs in the perfect and imperfect conjugation in Jerusalem Arabic
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Table 5. Perfect and imperfect conjugation of IIw/y roots in Jerusalem Arabic

gloss to be to occur to fear to be to occur to fear

perfect imperfect

3rd sg. masc. kàn ßàr xàf ykùn yßìr ynàm

3rd sg. fem. kànat ßàrat xàfat tkùn tßìr tnàm

3rd pl. kànu ßàru xàfu ykùnu yßìru ynàmu

2nd sg. masc. kunt ßirt xuft tkùn tßìr tnàm

2nd sg. fem. kunti ßirti xufii tkùni tßìri tnàmi

2nd pl. kuntu ßirtu xuftu tkùnu tßìru tnàmu

1st sg. kunt ßirt xuft akùn aßìr anàm

1st pl. kunna ßirna xufna nkùn nßìr nnàm

Table 6. Perfect and imperfect conjugation of IIIw/y roots in Jerusalem Arabic

gloss to throw to forget to read to throw to forget to read

perfect imperfect

3rd sg. masc. rama nisi ±ara yirmi yinsa yi±ra

3rd sg. fem. ramat nisyet ±arat tirmi tinsa ti±ra

3rd pl. ramu nisyu ±aru yirmu yinsu yi±ru

2nd sg. masc. ramèt nsìt ±arèt tirmi tinsa ti±ra

2nd sg. fem. ramèti nsìti ±arèti tirmi tinsi ti±ri

2nd pl. ramètu nsìtu ±arètu tirmu tinsu ti±ru

1st sg. ramèt nsìt ±arèt ±armi ±ansa ±a±ra

1st pl. ramèna nsìna ±arèna nirmi ninsa ni±ra

Table 7. Perfect and imperfect conjugation of geminate roots in Jerusalem Arabic

gloss to knock to destroy to stay to knock to destroy to stay

perfect imperfect

3rd sg. masc. da±± hadd ∂all ydu±± yhidd y∂all

3rd sg. fem. da±±at haddat ∂allat tdu±± thidd t∂all

3rd sg. da±±u haddu ∂allu ydu±±u yhiddu y∂allu

2nd sg. masc. da±±èt haddèt ∂allèt tdu±± thidd t∂all

2nd sg. fem. da±±èti haddèti ∂allèti tdu±±i thidd t∂alli

2nd pl. da±±ètu haddètu ∂allètu tdu±±u thiddu t∂allu

1st sg. da±±èt haddèt ∂allèt ±adu±± ±ahidd ±a∂all

1st pl. da±±èna haddèna ∂allèna ndu±± nhidd n∂all
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Table 8. The base form of derived verb forms in the perfect and imperfect in Jerusalem 
Arabic

Derived Form perfect imperfect gloss

II sallam yisallem ‘to greet’

III sàfar ysàfer ‘to travel’

IV ±arsal yirsil ‘to send’

V t≠allam yit≠allam ‘to learn’

VI tnàwal yitnàwal ‘to take’

VII inkasar yinkser ‘to be broken’

VIII iftakar yiftker ‘to think’

IX iswadd yiswadd ‘to get black’

X istaxdam yistaxdem ‘to use’

Table 9. Active and passive participle in Form I in Jerusalem Arabic

sg. masc. sg. fem. pl. masc. pl. fem. gloss 

active kàteb kàtbe katbìn katbàt ‘having
written’

active ±à≠ed ±à≠de ±à≠dìn ±à≠dàt ‘sitting’

passive ma†lùb ma†lùbe ma†lubìn ma†lubàt ‘wanted’

passive ma≠rùf ma≠rùfe ma≠rufìn ma≠rufàt ‘known,
famous’

Table 10. Active and passive participles of derived forms in Jersualem Arabic

Derived Form active passive gloss

II m≠allem m≠allam ‘to teach’

III mkàteb mkàtab ‘to correspond’

IV mirsil mursal ‘to send’

V mit≠awwed *mit≠awwad ‘to get used to’

VI mitnàzel mitnàzal ‘to do without’

VII minikser *minkasar ‘to be broken’

VIII mint±il munta±al ‘to move [place]’

IX miswadd miswadd ‘to become black’

X mistaxdem mustaxdam ‘to use something’
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Table 11. Verbal nouns in derived verb forms 
in Jerusalem Arabic

Derived Form form gloss

II ta≠lìm teaching

III mkàtabe, correspondence

firà± parting with 
someone

IV ikràm respect (for)

V taßarruf behavior, attitude

VI tanàzul doing without

VII inkisàr being broken

VIII i“tiràk participation

IX iswidàd becoming black

X istixdàm use, using 
something

The nominal head may be free (wlàd ‘chil-
dren’), have a bound pronoun suffixed to it 
(wlàdo ‘his children’), or may be part of a 
construct state structure (wlàd elmudìr ‘the 
manager’s children’).

Construct state structures often denote pos-
session or belonging, e.g. ktàb ilwalad ‘the 
boy’s book’, ±iben ≠amm ‘masc. cousin’. When 
the first (dependent) noun is feminine, tà± 
marbù†a appears at its end, e.g. sè ≠at mu≠àyane 
‘reception hour [clinic]’. In a ‘double’ construct 
structure the preposition l- is added to the 
second noun in the construct structure, fol-
lowing the bound pronoun suffixed to the first 
noun in the structure, e.g. bèto la-mùsa ‘Mùsa’s 
house’.

Analytic possession structures are formed by 
inserting a preposition between the two nouns, 
e.g. elktàb taba≠ elwalad ‘the boy’s book’. This 
occurs when it is (i) phonetically conditioned, 
e.g. when the dependent word ends with a 
vowel and cannot take the final t- (e.g. irrà-
dyo taba≠ jàrti ‘my neighbor’s radio’), (ii) in 
constructs with more than one noun, e.g. ilbèt 
u-ssayyàra taba≠ axùy ‘my brother’s house and 
car’, (iii) when an adjective complements the 
first noun of the construct, e.g. ilbèt ilikbìr 
taba≠ ilmudìr ‘the manager’s big house’.

Adjectives follow the nominal head and usu-
ally agree with it in number and gender. When 
the head is an inanimate plural, the adjective 
often takes the masculine plural form (instead 
of the fem. sg. form expected according to the 

Literary Arabic rule), e.g. byùt kbàr ~ kbìre ‘big 
houses’.

2.3.2 Quantifiers
Quantifiers usually precede the noun: kull innàs 
‘all the people’, ba≠∂ innàs ‘some people’. How-
ever, ‘many people’ can be ktìr nàs, nàs ktìr, 
or nàs ktàr, the latter with the quantifier as 
adjective (inflected in gender and number). The 
preposition min ‘from’ is used as partitive; 
thus, yòm min iliyyàm ‘one day [lit. a day from 
the days]’. The preposition ba≠∂ is used also in 
reciprocals, e.g. ba≠∂hom ba≠∂ ‘each other, one 
another’.

2.3.3 The numeral phrase
The singular number ‘one’ follows the noun 
as an adjective, e.g. zalame wà™ad ‘one man’. 
The number ‘two’ is usually substituted by the 
dual (e.g. waladèn ‘two boys’). The number 
tnèn ‘two [masc.]’, tintèn ‘two [fem.]’ may fol-
low the noun in the dual or plural to stress the 
number (waladèn tnèn ~ wlàd tnèn ‘two boys’). 
The numeral phrase uses the noun in the plural 
form for the numbers 3 through 10 (talat iwlàd 
‘three boys,’ talat banàt ‘three girls’); above this 
number, the noun is only in the singular, e.g. 
sitt-mìt dolàr ‘six hundred dollars’.

2.3.4 Elatives and superlatives
The elative has only one uninflected (masc. sg.) 
form, e.g. huwwe akbar min ±uxto ‘he is bigger 
than his sister’, hum akbar min ±uxto ‘they are 
bigger than his sister’. The same pattern is used 
for the superlative, usually in construct with 
the head noun, e.g. maryam akbar bint fi ßßaff 
‘Maryam (is) the biggest girl in the class’. The 
Literary Arabic structure [(definite article + noun) 
(definite article + aCCaC)] also occurs (with 
aCCaC only), e.g. maryam hiyye lbint el±akbar fi 
ßßaff ‘Maryam (is) the biggest girl in the class’.

2.3.5 Relative clauses
Relative clauses follow the uninflected relative 
particle illi, e.g. ilwalad illi rà™ hunàk huwwe 
axùk ‘the boy who went there is your brother’. 
The Literary Arabic rule concerning the dele-
tion of the relative particle when the antecedent 
noun is indefinite is not always observed; thus, 
the following is possible: “uft walad illi rà™ fi 
““àri≠ ‘I saw a boy who went in the street’.
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2.3.6 The verbal phrase
Verbal phrases include intransitive and transi-
tive verbs governing direct or indirect objects 
(with or without attached negative particles) 
and verbs governed by modal verbs or particles. 
Generally speaking, the system is similar to that 
in Literary Arabic and regional dialects. Only 
special structures are referred to here.

The preposition iyya- is used to indicate the 
suffixed accusative following an indirect object, 
e.g. a≠†àni iyyà ‘he gave it to me’.

2.3.7 Functions of participles
The active participle indicates (a) ongoing 
actions for verbs of motion or space and verbs of 
sensory perception (e.g. ‘to go, sit, lie down, see, 
hear’); see also làbes ‘wearing, being dressed’; 
(b) actions that have already taken place and 
are still valid, similar to the present perfect tense 
in English (e.g. huwwe msàfer ‘he has traveled’, 
i.e. he is not here now; huwwe mèkel ‘he has 
eaten’, i.e. he is not hungry now).

The passive participle refers to a completed 
action, the result of an action, or a situation, 
e.g. maktùb ‘written’, maftù™ ‘open(ed).’ How-
ever, active participles often replace passive 
participles of derived forms above Form II.

2.3.8 Verbal aspect, time, and tense
The imperfect conjugation takes a prefix b- for 
the indicative mood (byif ≠al). This form is usu-
ally used to indicate (non-past) present, habit-
ual, or future actions, but may also be used for 
past events in a lively narrative.

The prefix b- is deleted in the subjunctive 
mood, usually after certain modal verbs, certain 
prepositions, and other particles. Examples are 
given in Table 12.

To imply durativity the prefix ≠am, and less 
frequently also ≠amma-, or ≠ammàl precedes the 
b+yif ≠al form, e.g. ≠am buktob ‘he is writing’.

The form rà™, ràyi™, ™à-, or biddo followed 
by the subjunctive indicates the future tense.

To imply imminence and processes, verbs 
such as kàn ‘to be’, ±àm ‘to get up’, ±a≠ad ‘to sit 
down’, na†† ‘to jump’, etc. are used, followed 
by verbs in the perfect or imperfect, e.g. ±àm ±àl 
‘he said’, ±a≠ad katab ‘he began writing’, ±a≠ad 
yuktob ‘he sat down to write, he was writing’.

The ‘narrative imperative’ indicates a lively 
action in the past. This structure, usually consid-
ered typical of Bedouin dialects, is also found in 
Jerusalem Arabic. Wishes can be expressed by 
perfect tense or by yif ≠al verbs following a con-
ditional particle such as ya rèt ‘would that . . .’, 
kàn ‘if’, kinno ‘if’, or law ‘if’ (irrealis).

2.3.9 Negation
Negation particles are of three types: mà, là 
(also la±, la±±a, and even la≠, lah), and mi“ ~ 
mu“.

Preceding perfect verb forms, mà negates the 
past; mà before byif ≠al negates the imperfect; 
preceding yif ≠al, mà indicates a negative com-
mand (i.e. a prohibition). The particle mà also 
serves to enhance activity (like the jussive), if 
the whole utterance has a different intonation 
(pitch and loudness rising at the end of the 

Table 12. Examples of components governing the subjunctive verb in Jerusalem Arabic

modal element subjunctive verb form gloss

kàn + yif ≠al ‘he used to (do)’

ßàr + yif ≠al ‘he began (doing)’

biddo + yif ≠al ‘he wants/has to (do)’

làzim + yif ≠al ‘he must (do)’

byi±dar + yif ≠al ‘he can (do)’

mamnù≠ + yif ≠al ‘it is forbidden (to do)’

±abel ma + yif ≠al ‘before (doing)’

ba≠ed ma + yif ≠al ‘after (doing)’

rà™, ràyi™ + yif ≠al ‘he is going to do, he intends to do’
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utterance); mà also negates ¤ pseudo-verbs 
such as fì ‘there is’ or ≠ind-, ±il-, ma≠- ‘have 
something (by someone).’

The particle là indicates a negative command 
(i.e. a prohibition) when preceding yif ≠al verb 
forms. It also serves for the ‘overall negation’, 
i.e. implying negation in holophrastic utter-
ances. là can also appear in double negation 
with any tense, e.g. là ±akal wa-la “ireb ‘he 
neither ate nor drank’.

Usually a correlative suffix -“ follows mà and 
là, e.g. mà katab-“ ‘he did not write’, là tuktob-“ 
‘don’t write!’.

mi“ ~ mu“ negates nominal sentence constitu-
ents, including active and passive participles, 
nouns, adjectives, prepositions, and certain par-
ticles, e.g. mu“ ana ‘not me’, mu“ ≠àref ‘don’t ~ 
doesn’t know’, mu“ fi lbèt ‘not at home,’ mu“ 
sàken hòn ‘not living here’, mu“ rà™ yuktob ‘he 
is not going to write’.

2.3.10 Word order
The unmarked word order is SVO. VSO is 
somewhat more marked, when the subject is 
not a bound pronoun. It occurs almost as fre-
quently as SVO.

Negative particles precede the negated word. 
In addition, a correlative -“ is usually suffixed 
to verbs in the perfect or imperfect forms.

Interrogative particles usually head a sen-
tence, e.g. mìn hàda ‘who is this?’ For prag-
matic or thematic functions, the interrogative 
particle may sometimes follow the subject or 
predicate, e.g. “uft ±è“ ‘you saw – what?’

2.3.11 Agreement/concord
Within a sentence, the predicate and comple-
ments agree to the subject or headword in 
gender and number. But when the subject or 
headword is an inanimate plural noun, adjec-
tives, verbs, and other complements may take 
the plural form or the feminine singular form.

2.3.12 Interrogations
In addition to the usual interrogative particles, 
i“i at the end of the question expresses doubt 
or vagueness, e.g. elmuxtàr ≠azamkom i“i ‘has 
the village chief invited you [at all, possibly]?’. 
Rhetorical questions may begin with any of the 
words ±ayy, hù, or mi“; e.g. hù ana a†ra“ ‘am I 
deaf?’, ±ayy hu bifta™ tummo ±uddàm marato 
‘will he open his mouth in front of his wife?’, 
mi“ ±ultillak hày ‘haven’t I told you this?’.

2.3.13 Subordinated clauses
Subordination is expressed with or without sub-
ordinating particles. Adverbial clauses include 
temporal and locational clauses, often headed 
by particles, although asyndetic subordination 
also occurs. Typical particles are lamma ‘when’, 
±abel ma ‘before’, ba≠ad mà ‘after’, ma-dàm ‘as 
long as’, ™attà ‘until’, wèn-mà ‘wherever’.

¤ £àl (circumstantial) clauses begin with 
w- or u-, followed by the subject and the verb 
in the imperfect or active participle. £àl clauses 
may precede the main clause.

Conditional clauses begin with iza, kàn, or 
kùn ‘if.’ The clause may be verbal or nominal. 
The particle ±in is used in fossilized formulae, 
e.g. in-“a-lla ‘God willing’. For unreal condi-
tions, law (irrealis) and lòla (negative irrealis) 
are used.

3 .  L e x i c o n

Jerusalem Arabic speakers belong to at least 
one of three large ethnic and religious groups: 
Muslim, Christian, and Jewish. The Jerusalem 
Arabic lexicon comprises community-specific 
elements, mainly those related to sociocultural 
domains. Piamenta (2000) describes the Jerusa-
lem Judaeo-Arabic dialect and compares it with 
general Jerusalem Arabic. The present linguistic 
trend in Jerusalem is toward standardization, 
unification, and koineization, based on Modern 
Standard Arabic, Arabic communal dialects, 
and Modern Hebrew. This tendency has been 
going on in Jerusalem since 1948 (the establish-
ment of Israel) and especially since 1967. Other 
sources of influence on the Jerusalem Arabic 
lexicon are Turkish, due to the Ottoman rule 
of the area until the end of World War I, and 
European languages, such as Italian, Spanish, 
and French. Ladino and Massoretic Hebrew 
influenced Jerusalem Judaeo-Arabic. Since the 
20th century, English has also been lending 
lexical elements to Jerusalem Arabic. These 
borrowings fill cultural voids, enable contem-
porary emotive expressions, and form modern 
doublets with original colloquial expressions. 
This situation leads to the decay of specific 
features of Jerusalem Arabic. Some examples of 
Jerusalem Arabic vocabulary are given in Table 
13. Most of them have cognates in the country 
and the surrounding regions.
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Table 13. Examples of vocabulary used in Jerusalem Arabic

lexeme gloss notes

nouns ™ràm ‘[woolen] blanket’
ma±àm ‘rank,

position of dignity’
xazàne ‘wardrobe’
sufra ‘[dining] table, set

table’
hawwàye ‘fan, fire fan’
lagan ‘wash basin’ < Persian
nafs ‘appetite, wish to

eat’
m“axxeß ‘actor’
†àbe, †abbe ‘ball [toy]’
luÿa, luÿÿa ‘language, dialect’
“adde ‘(deck of) cards’

verbs ™ass ‘to feel, sense’
irta≠ab ‘to become frightened,

alarmed’
ni“ef ‘to be or become

dry’
≠a†a kilme ‘to give one’s word,

promise’
thanna bi- ‘to prosper, enjoy
™ayàto ~ bi happiness in life’
≠ì“to

adjectives mahmùm ‘worried’
mdàya± ‘annoyed,

oppressed; short of
cash’

±àdami, ‘genteel, well-bred’
±iben nàs
middayyen ‘pious, religious’
m±angej ‘joining arms with < French

someone’
mhandaz ‘arranged, adorned’ < Persian

adverbs zayy ennàs ‘decently, properly;
normally’

≠a lmò∂a ‘fashionable’ < French
eßßubo™ ‘in the morning’
ellèle ‘at night’
bukra ‘tomorrow’
lèl u nhàr ‘day and night’
jum≠et ejjày ‘next week’
≠àmin-awwal ‘last year’

prepositions min ~ minni ‘from’ geminated
before bound
pronouns
beginning with
vowel

±ili – ±ilak ‘to have’ in the negative
 and before
 nouns, prosthetic

i of ±ili etc. is 
≠indi – ≠indak deleted
ma≠i, ma≠ày ‘with; to have’ two declension

 bases
fiyyi, fìk, fi(h) ‘in, within’
wiyyàni, wiyyàk ‘with me,

with you’
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Table 13 (cont.)

lexeme gloss notes

interrogatives “ù ‘what?’ only ±è“
±è“ after prepositions
±ayya, ‘which?’ ±ayya for all
±anu, ±àni numbers and

genders; ±anu/±àni
for sg. masc./fem.

±addè“ ‘how much,
±akam how many?’
wèn, fèn ‘where?’
±èmta ‘when?’

Expressions ßa™™a w-≠àfiya ‘in health [at
(greetings, a meal]!’
exclamations)

±a££a yxallìk ‘thank you [lit.
may God
preserve you]’

pardon ‘pardon!’ < French
mersi ‘thanks!’ < French
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Jibbala ¤ Modern South Arabian

Jìm

Jìm is the name of the fifth letter of the Arabic 
alphabet, usually transcribed as © or j (in Eng-
lish publications), sometimes as dj (e.g. in the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam). The letter jìm in the 
Arabic alphabet is used for the phoneme that is 
pronounced in the tradition of ‘correct’ stand-
ard written Arabic, both in the Arab countries 
and in Arabist practice elsewhere, as [dÀ], i.e. 
a voiced lenis palato-alveolar affricate. There 
are several reflexes of the Standard Arabic pho-
neme in the modern dialects:

i.  [dÀ] is standard in the majority of the 
dialects of Iraq, in rural dialects of Syria, 
Palestine, and Jordan, in many dialects of 
Yemen, and in several dialects of northern 
Algeria.

ii.  This phoneme is realized as a post-alveolar/
palato-alveolar fricative [À], mainly in most 
urban dialects of Syria, with the exception 
of Aleppo; in Palestine Arabic, except the 
Muslim dialect of Jerusalem, where it is 
[dÀ]); partially in Jordan, the whole of Leba-
non, except to the north of the Biqà≠, and in 
most but not all Maghreb dialects.

iii. It is realized as a strongly palatalized [gy] 
or [dy], for instance in some Bedouin dia-
lects of Arabia, in Middle and Upper Egypt 
(see Behnstedt and Woidich 1985–1999:II, 
maps 10–14), and in the Sudan; Gairdner 
(1925:23) believed that this might have 
been the original pronunciation.

iv. It is realized as a voiced velar plosive [g], 
mainly in Cairo Arabic and in the central 
and northeastern Delta, as well as in the 
area of Fayyùm and Bani Swèf; it is also 
realized this way elsewhere, for instance in 
various Bedouin dialects of Central Arabia 
and in some Yemenite dialects.

v. It is realized as a palatal semivowel or sono-
rant [j], mainly in many dialects of the Gulf, 
including southern Iraq, also in some dia-
lects of North Arabia, in which it is partly 
lexically conditioned, with some irregular 
free variation of [j] and [dÀ], e.g. diyàya/
dayàya for dijàja/dajàja ‘hen’, yaryùr/jarjùr 
‘shark’ (¤ Bahraini Arabic).

vi. Very seldom it is realized as [z], merging 
with /z/, for instance in Jewish Arabic dia-
lects of Morocco and Algeria.

vii. It is realized as a voiceless affricate [t∑], 
e.g. in Palmyra and in some villages in the 
Anti-Lebanon.

viii. It is realized as a dental-alveolar affricate 
[ts], e.g. in Sukhne and two regions north 
of Damascus in Syria.

ix. It is realized as a dental plosive [d], e.g. 
in some dialects of the western Nile Delta 
in front of liquids and nasals as well as in 
Upper Egypt, and originally in what used 
to be Nubia (Gairdner 1925:23–24; Behn-
stedt and Woidich 1985–1999:I, 70).

Since these variants are not phonemically dis-
tinctive (Cantineau 1946), apart from those 
dialects in which /q/ has shifted to [g], and 
apart from those dialects in which there has 
been a partial merger of /j/ with /y/, they also 
occur in the oral realization of modern written 
Arabic by native speakers of the particular dia-
lects, who may apply the [dÀ] variant, usually 
after some kind of training, only for special 
purposes, for instance for the recitation of 
the Qur±àn. Therefore, there are variants like 
[gamal], [gyamal], [dyamal], [dÀamal], [t∑amal], 
and [jamal] all meaning ‘camel’. In final posi-
tion, /j/ is either voiced or voiceless, i.e., there 
is free variation.

Assimilations and dissimilations in which 
the jìm takes part include [dÀ] > [À] > [∑] before 
/t/, e.g. ijtama≠ù > [i∑tama∏u1] ‘they gathered’; 
between two lexemes or in sandhi: -j š- > -šš-; 
-j t- > -tt-; j z- > -zz-; -d j- > -jj-. Assimilation 
and dissimilation at a distance occur in jazzàr 
> žazzàr > zazzàr and dazzàr, also gazzàr‚ 
‘butcher’ in some Tunisian and Algerian dia-
lects; žùž < zùž < zùj < zawj ‘two’ (Cantineau 
1960:60–62). Another example is ed-dzàir < al-
jazà±ir ‘Algiers’. Typically Algerian is bezzàf < 
bi-l-jizàf ‘a lot, much’. Remarkably, a shift iyy 
> ijj is reported about the pre-Islamic dialects 
of ¢ayyi±, Tamìm, and partially ±Asad in the 
Arabian Peninsula, e.g. iyyal > ijjal ‘mountain 
goat, stag’; this phenomenon is called ≠aj≠aja 
(Fleisch 1990:I, 78). 

It is usually taken for granted that the Proto-
Semitic occlusive, postpalatal, voiced phoneme 
/g/ was pronounced as a voiced velar plosive [g], 
but as a matter of fact, /g/ may have had fronted 
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or palatalized allophones, first of all [gy], [dy], 
and affricated [dÀ], which were phonemically 
nondistinctive (as they are today in modern 
Arabic dialects), and which could be typical of 
some Proto-Semitic dialects. There is no need 
to assume, and actually there is no proof, that 
the fronted allophones of /g/ appeared within 
Semitic for the first time in Proto-Arabic or 
in some pre-Classical Arabic dialects. There 
can be no doubt that different allophones, i.e. 
different realizations of the phoneme later writ-
ten with the letter jìm, must have existed in 
some pre-Classical Arabic dialects. According 
to one interpretation (Fleisch 1990:I, 228) of 
the description given by Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 
453–454), the ‘correct’ pronunciation in his 
period was [gy], i.e. a voiced medio-palatal dor-
sal plosive with obvious palatalization, rather 
than [dy], [dÀ], or [À], while the pronunciation 
as [g] was mentioned but disapproved of.

As far as the relative chronology of the 
historical phonology of Arabic is concerned, 
Semitic /g/ was fronted in Arabic before the 
occurrence of the shift /q/ > [g] (Blanc 1969), 
which took place in mainly Bedouin dialects 
(¤ qàf). The particulars of the conditioning of 
the fronting of /g/ are not clear (see Cantineau 
1960; Martinet 1959; Blanc 1969), but adja-
cent front vowels must have played at least 
some role, and the shift /q/ > [g] must have con-
tributed as well. The evolution was as follows: 
/g/ > [gy] > [dy], and then in some dialects [dy] > 
[dÀ], in another group [dÀ] > [À], in still another 
group [dy] > [y], which means a merger with the 
phoneme /y/, and finally [dy] > [d], which means 
a merger with the phoneme /d/. It is impossible 
to accept Cowan’s (1960:50) reconstruction of 
Proto-Colloquial Arabic jìm as [À] (supported 
by Kaye 1972:62–63), since it is based on very 
incomplete data and is methodologically unac-
ceptable. It has been suggested that the Cairene 
Arabic pronunciation as a voiced velar plosive 
[g], but often pronounced as a palatal plosive in 
the environment of /i/ and /ì/, does not continue 
the Proto-Semitic pronunciation but rather goes 
back to a secondary and rather recent (late 18th 
century, according to Blanc) reintroduction of 
[g] going back to [gy]. Woidich (¤ Cairene 
Arabic; see also Hary 1996) states that [g] must 
have been prevalent there in the Middle Ages. 
The phonetic development within the varieties 
of Arabic was similar to what is found, for 
instance, in Romance and Germanic languages, 

e.g. English yard/garden and German Garten; 
English day and German Tag; English say and 
German sag-en; Italian gamba, French jambe 
[À1b]; Italian giardino [dÀardino], French jar-
din [Àard2] ‘garden’; Latin gens, genitive gentis, 
Italian gente [dÀÆnte], French gens [À1], etc. 
Therefore, it is rather astonishing that some 
Arabists emphasized an alleged idiosyncrasy 
of Arabic in this case. The evolution of the 
pronunciation of /j/ (here it is better to use this 
symbol rather than /g/ because of the phonemic 
conflict within gàl dialects, i.e. the dialects in 
which /q/ resulted in [g], and because of the 
common pronunciation as [g] in such a socio-
linguistically important and influential dialect as 
Cairene Arabic) is still going on due to internal 
dynamics of the particular phonemic systems, 
as well as to interference (‘borrowing’) between 
different dialects. In Alexandria, for instance, 
/q/ has shifted to [g], and rather recently, under 
the influence of Cairo prestige pronunciation, 
/j/ has shifted to [g], which means that the two 
phonemes have fully merged.
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Andrzej Zaborski (University of Cracow)

Jinàs

Jinàs is one of the names Arab theorists use 
to designate a rhetorical figure based, in its 
most general meaning, on the repetition of 
an identical or similar sequence of sounds in 
the same verse or colon. Both definition and 
name vary according to author and period; 
moreover, Arab theorists have described jinàs 
by introducing more and more complex and 
subtle subdivisions. The possible translations 
of these technical terms (jinàs, tajnìs, mujànasa, 
mujànas, tajànus) are therefore equally diffe-
rent, e.g. ‘¤ paronomasia’ (the most general), 
‘alliteration’, or ‘pun’.

The kinds of jinàs early authorities seem to 
have had in mind are pun and figura etymo-
logica; these are combined by Qudàma (d. ca. 
320/932) in his definition as follows: ma≠ànin 
mutaÿàyira qad ištarakat fì lafÚa wà™ida wa-
±alfàÚ mutajànisa muštaqqa ‘different mean-
ings joined in the same word, and cognate 
words from the point of view of their conso-
nantal basis’ (Naqd 92, s.v. al-mu†àbaq wa-l-
mujànas). Figura etymologica is represented, 
for instance, by the definition of tajnìs in Ibn 
al-Mu≠tazz (d. 296/908) and the example he 
quotes: wa-±aslamtu ma≠a sulaymàna (Q. 27/44; 
Badì ≠ 25). Later on, figura etymologica consti-
tutes a separate and minor category, called jinàs 
al-ištiqàq. Pun is represented in Âa≠lab’s (d. 
291/904) definition: takrìr al-lafÚ bi-ma≠nayayn 
muxtalifayn ‘repetition of the [same] word in 
two different meanings’ (Qawà≠id 64−67, s.v. 
al-mu†àbaq).

The origin of the linguistic interest in this 
phenomenon seems to be connected with the 
lexicological side of early linguistic thinking, 
in this case the question of ¤ ištiqàq (the 
possibility of producing words with similar 
meanings from the same consonantal basis) 
and the question of ¤ muštarak (homony-
mous polysemic words). Ibn al-Mu≠tazz (Badì ≠ 
25) and al-≠Askarì (d. 395/1004; Íin. 330), in 
their definition of the tajnìs, quote as reference 
the Kitàb al-±ajnàs of al-±Aßma≠ì (d. 213/828), 
which, judging by the passage reproduced by 
as-Suyù†ì (d. 911/1505; Muzhir I, 372−373), 
must have been a collection of homonymous 
polysemic words.

Of these two aspects of jinàs, the latter is 
well represented in ancient poetry and abun-
dantly quoted, for instance, by Ibn al-Mu≠tazz 
(Badì ≠ 25−28) and al- ≠Askarì (Íin. 330−337), 
but ancient poetry also presents other kinds of 
phonetic repetitions (such as the often quoted 
hemistich of al-±A≠šà: šàwin mišallun šalùlun 
šulšulun šawilu ‘[a boy] who roasts [meat]; 
light, active, agile’. These words, which des-
cribe a drinking companion, were variously 
interpreted, for instance by al-≠Askarì (Íin. 
344), al-£alabì (d. 725/1325; £usn 199), and 
Ibn £ijja (d. 837/1434; Xizàna I, 378). Such 
phonetic repetitions, as Heinrichs says, “found 
their way into the later tadjnìs category only in 
part” (1998:68).

The former aspect, on the contrary, came to 
constitute the type par excellence of jinàs. Ibn 
al-±Aμìr (d. 637/1249; Maμal I, 56−58) empha-
sizes the importance of the knowledge of the 
‘common words’ for the sake of their use in 
jinàs (especially the jinàs tàmm, which in his 
view is the only true tajnìs, cf. Maμal I, 342). 
Ancient poetry presents examples of repetitions 
of the same word, but often with the same 
meaning; early authorities do not insist on a 
difference in meaning between the two terms 
(rukn) of a jinàs, and the examples they present 
do not always have this characteristic (Jundì 
1954:196). For later theorists, however, this 
feature becomes a means to determine whether 
a line presents this rhetorical figure (Ibn al-
±Aμìr, Maμal I, 342, III, 198; as-Suyù†ì, Janà 74, 
concerning Q. 30/55).

From the rhetorical point of view, jinàs (s.v. 
tajnìs) belongs to the five kinds of badì ≠ ‘orna-
ments of style’ listed by Ibn al-Mu≠tazz, who 
states that modern poets multiplied its use but 
did not invent it. According to a tradition related 
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by Ibn Rašìq (d. ca. 456/1063−1064; ≠Umda I, 
331), the term tajnìs was unfamiliar to ancient 
poets, and Ibn al-Mu≠tazz was the first to use it. 
The definitions one finds in various works are 
multifarious, and it was easy for later authors, 
such as aß-Íafadì (d. 764/1363; Jinàn 36−42), 
to criticize the lack of accuracy, consistency, or 
completeness of earlier authors. Scholars like 
Ibn Rašìq (≠Umda I, 321) or Ibn £ijja (Xizàna 
I, 384−385) prefer to define each subcategory 
separately rather than provide a general defini-
tion. The final setting distinguishes two major 
kinds of jinàs: the ‘complete one’ (tàmm) and 
the rest.

In the jinàs tàmm the two words are iden-
tical in consonantal and vocalic frame, and 
have different meanings. The article, the vowel, 
or the sukùn of the final consonant does not 
count. This kind receives different designations 
(e.g. aß-Íafadì, Jinàn 45; as-Suyù†ì, Janà 73; cf. 
Jundì 1954:64). Additional subcategories take 
into account whether or not the two words 
belong to the same grammatical class (noun, 
verb, or preposition) as in the frequent instan-
ces in which one rukn is a verb and the other 
a proper noun: ya™yà ‘he lives’ and ya™yà as 
a proper name (Far™àt [d. 1145/1732], Bulùÿ 
77). The jinàs tàmm can be murakkab ‘com-
posed’ when one of the two rukn consists of 
two distinct words, e.g. ≈à hiba ‘having a gift’ 
and ≈àhiba ‘leaving’ (as-Suyù†ì, Janà 126; aß-
Íafadì, Jinàn 53). A further distinction concerns 
the case in which the composed term consists of 
two words, or of one word and part of another; 
or in which both terms are composed.

In the ‘non-tàmm’ kind the two words are 
not identical and the subcategories are classified 
according to the kind of dissimilarity. In the 
jinàs mu™arraf the difference is in the vowels: 
qidr/qadr (as-Suyù†ì, Janà 163) or in vowel and 
sukùn: ši≠r/ša≠ar (as-Suyù†ì, Janà 171). In the 
jinàs nàqiß, the difference concerns the number 
of consonants: one of the two words presents 
one or two additional consonants: dà±/dawà± 
(as-Suyù†ì, Janà 246), ßafà/ßafà±i™ (as-Suyù†ì, 
Janà 252), which can occur at the beginning, 
the middle, or the end of the word. In the jinàs 
maqlùb, the difference lies in variations in 
the arrangement of consonants: fat™/™atf (as-
Suyù†ì, Janà 198). In the jinàs mu∂àri≠, it lies in 
the quality of the consonants: one of the conso-
nants is not the same in the two words, but it 
may have the same point of articulation. Each 

kind and subcategory receives its own designa-
tion, which is often different from one author 
to another (cf. Jundì 1954; Heinrichs 1998).

Modern authors point out the euphonic effect 
of this rhetorical ornament (Jundì 1954:29, 31). 
Bencheikh (1975:186−197) shows convincingly 
its poetical impact on Abbasid poetry. But the 
medieval theorists who expressed their opi-
nion were more concerned with the wordplay 
implied by jinàs than with its sonorous effect. 
They considered the jinàs tàmm the most per-
fect variety, and Ibn £ijja (Xizàna I, 390−391), 
who finds jinàs a heavy and feeble stylistic 
device, argues that it is possible to lighten it 
by using tawriya ‘double entendre’, because 
in this way the double meaning is restricted to 
only one rukn. Moreover, later subdivisions 
classify among the types of jinàs also jinàs al-
xa†† (e.g. as-Suyù†ì, Janà 180; al-£alabì, £usn 
192), in which the similarity between the two 
words lies in the writing, not in the sounds: 
μà±ir/bàtir (as-Suyù†ì, Janà 187). In the ‘virtual’ 
(ma≠nawì) jinàs (as-Suyù†ì, Janà 277; al-£alabì, 
£usn 197), the author elides or hints at one 
of the two terms of the jinàs, which is easily 
understood by the audience or the readers, for 
instance in the case of a segment of the proper 
name of a well-known person.

Jinàs is a very popular device in Arabic rhe-
toric. Thus, all treatises dealing with poetical 
questions have a chapter on this topic; some 
monographs, too, are devoted to jinàs (for a 
quite considerable list of these, see Heinrichs 
1998).
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Jordan

1 .  H i s t o r i c a l  i n t r o d u c t i o n

This entry refers to modern-day Jordan, as esta-
blished in 1921 by the British. Initially it was a 
princedom designated to Emir (‘prince’), later 
King, Abdullah. During that stage, between 
1921 and 1946, it was known as Trans-Jordan. 
It was also called ‘the East Bank’, referring to 
the River Jordan. The second stage began after 
the annexation of the Palestinian territories, 
or ‘the West Bank’, that were left unoccupied by 
the State of Israel in 1948. In 1950, the name 
changed to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. 
In the wake of the 1948 war, Palestinian refu-
gees significantly increased the population of 
Trans-Jordan, especially after the annexation 
of the West Bank. The 1967 war resulted 

in the loss of the West Bank, causing more 
Palestinians to take refuge in Jordan. ‘Trans-
Jordan’ is used in this entry to designate the 
period predating 1946; thereafter, this country 
is referred to as ‘Jordan’.

The agreement between Emir Abdullah and 
Britain in 1923 recognized an autonomous 
administration in Trans-Jordan, separate from 
that of Palestine, despite the continued general 
supervision of the British high commissioner in 
Palestine (Vatikiotis 1967:xi, 45−48). Thus, as 
of the early 1920s, Palestine and Trans-Jordan 
began to develop geopolitically in rather dif-
ferent ways. The populations of these two 
regions have had separate social, political, and 
economic environments that have resulted in 
the development of relatively separate speech 
patterns. However, it would be extremely dif-
ficult to examine the linguistic situation in 
today’s Jordan in isolation from its larger geo-
graphical, demographic, and linguistic Arab 
context.

In 1921, the population of Trans-Jordan 
was estimated by the two high-ranking British 
officers Somerset and Peake at 230,000 (Musa 
1972:126). In 1946, the population figures were 
about 433,659 (Al-Madi and Musa 1959:448; 
Vatikiotis 1967:9; Patai 1958:10).

Ecologically, this population included three 
groups: nomadic and seminomadic tribes 
(Be douin), sedentary villagers (fallà™ìn ‘sub-
sistence farmers’), and town dwellers (Glubb 
1938; Epstein 1938; Dann 1984:4). Ethnically, 
the overwhelming majority of the population 
were Arab. However, at the turn of the 19th 
century and into the early 20th century, non-
Arabic-speaking Circassian and Chechen refu-
gees from the Caucasus were settled by the 
Ottoman sultan Abdul-Hamid in and around 
Amman, Jerash, Na≠ìr, Íwayli™, Wadi al-Sìr, al-
Azraq Oasis, Sukhnah, and al-Zarqa (Hourani 
1947:59; Patai 1958:20−21; Kazziha 1972:24; 
Dann 1984:4; Jaimoukha 2001:106).

Because of high illiteracy among Trans-
Jordanians in the early 20th century, their rela-
tive isolation, and the lack of effective means 
of communication, divergent Trans-Jordanian 
dialects resulted in different localities. Thus, the 
three ecological groups each developed their own 
characteristic ‘social’ dialects. Regional dialects 
also emerged in the north (Irbid region), in the 
central part of the country (aß-Íal†), and in the 
south (Ma≠àn, Karak, and Aqaba). Social dialects 
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intersect with regional ones, producing linguistic 
varieties that combine these two parameters.

The emergence of Jordan in 1921 as an auto-
nomous political and administrative entity crea-
ted a need for skilled manpower. Consequently, 
about 10,000 skilled, educated civil servants from 
Palestine moved to Amman long before 1948 
(Plascov 1981:33). Merchant families as well 
as professionals from Syria settled in Amman, 
Jerash, Ma≠àn, and Irbid in the 1920s and 1930s 
(Musa 1972:73; Aruri 1972:34). In addition, 
a number of Syrian nationalists took refuge in 
Jordan as a result of their resistance to the French 
domination of Syria in the early 1920s (Musa 
1972:73). These new immigrants contributed to 
the diverse nature of the population and, conse-
quently, to the linguistic make-up of the nascent 
Jordanian entity. It is reasonable to speculate that 
Trans-Jordanian dialects started to change in the 
1920s and 1930s as a result of the arrival of 
Emir Abdullah in 1921 and his retinues from the 
£ijàz region in the western parts of the Arabian 
Peninsula, and the arrival of Palestinian and 
Syrian civil servants.

2 .  T h e  l i n g u i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n  i n 
J o r d a n

Records of the linguistic situation in Trans-
Jordan in the early part of the 20th century 
are not available. Consequently, it is hard to 
state with certainty which dialects dominated 
then: the indigenous rural Trans-Jordanian 
dialects of the small populations of Amman, 
Irbid, aß-Íal†, and Karak; or the Syrian and/or 
Palestinian dialects introduced by the socially 
prestigious newcomers; or the £ijàz dialect of 
the royal Hashemite family; or the dialects of 
the Bedouin, the monarch’s favored groups, 
who served in the armed and security forces 
and in other governmental agencies. Four pos-
sible linguistic outcomes of this situation could 
have evolved. First, there might have been 
a linguistic shift toward the newly intro-
duced Syrian and Palestinian dialects, the lan-
guage varieties of the government employees 
with high social status. The indigenous Trans-
Jordanian population might have emulated 
these prestigious linguistic varieties, thus star-
ting a trend toward linguistic change. Second, 
there could have been a shift by the Syrian 
and Palestinian newcomers toward indigenous 
Trans-Jordanian linguistic forms as a way of 

identifying with the indigenous population. 
Third, the new Syrian and Palestinian civil 
servants could have adopted the dialect of the 
royal family, i.e. the £ijàz dialect spoken by 
Emir Abdullah and his retinue. Fourth, a poly-
dialectal situation might have evolved.

It is important to consider women and their 
possible impact on the choice of a spoken 
language variety. Because of social restrictions 
imposed on females in Trans-Jordanian society 
at that time, women of the new Syrian and 
Palestinian arrivals most likely preserved their 
dialectal features. It is reasonable to hypothe-
size that in the nascent evolving society, Trans-
Jordanian women who came in contact with 
Syrian and Palestinian women were inclined to 
adopt some dialectal features of these newco-
mers, due to their higher social status.

The annexation of the Palestinian areas in 
1949 by the Trans-Jordanian monarch caused 
profound changes, not only in the popula-
tion numbers, social structure, and political 
and economic life of the kingdom, but also 
in its linguistic composition. In addition, the 
merging of the two territories, Trans-Jordan 
and the West Bank, resulted in the increase 
of urban ratios and a decrease in nomadic life 
patterns (Aruri 1972:49; Patai 1958:50). The 
demographic composition of many Jordanian 
towns, such as Amman, Irbid, aß-Íal†, and 
Karak, started to change. The Palestinian popu-
lation movement into these towns was accom-
panied by a voluntary migration from the 
Jordanian countryside to developing towns 
that offered better living conditions, economic 
advancement, new employment opportunities, 
and better educational facilities.

The majority of the population in present-
day Jordan who identify themselves as Arabs 
are perhaps descendants of the waves of Arab 
tribes that migrated to the Greater Syria regi-
ons after the Islamic conquest of these lands in 
637 C.E. Some are perhaps descendants of the 
Ghassanids, the indigenous Arabic-speaking 
tribes, or speakers of other Semitic languages 
such as Aramaic or Syriac who populated the 
southern parts of Greater Syria (today’s Jordan) 
during the Byzantine control that preceded the 
Islamic conquest, thus maintaining continuity 
of Arabic in Jordan over these centuries.

The Arab majority aside, at the turn of the 
19th century and in the early 20th century, 
the Ottoman Empire settled 3,500 Circassian 
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and Chechen refugees in agricultural villages in 
various parts of Trans-Jordan. These refugees 
had fled their original homelands pursuant 
to the Russian Caucasian Wars that ended 
in 1864. Initially, these displaced non-Arabic-
speaking groups lived separately from the indi-
genous Arab tribes populating those regions. 
As the numbers of such immigrants were small 
and they were then scattered in isolated com-
munities, their linguistic impact on Jordan-
ian Arabic was negligible. Over the years, 
however, these groups began to assimilate in 
their new adoptive country. Emir Abdullah 
was instrumental in integrating them into his 
new government, especially in senior posi-
tions in the army, the security forces, and other 
governmental agencies. The new and younger 
Circassian and Chechen generations assimi-
lated into Jordanian society and adopted Arabic. 
The number of Circassians at present is estima-
ted to range between 20,000 and 100,000. 
Modest efforts are being made to stimulate 
interest in Circassian language instruction in 
Jordan (Jaimoukha 2001:107−109). By way of 
contrast, the Chechens, estimated to number 
around 9,000 people, have had more success 
at maintaining their native language for ‘dif-
ferent domains and situations’. This could be 
attributed to many factors: positive attitudes 
toward the Chechen language, social isolation 
of the community, and resistance to interethnic 
marriage (Dweik 2000:184).

Armenians, a much smaller minority, esti-
mated at present to be around 4,000 people, 
is another group that sought refuge in Trans-
Jordan, principally due to their forced migration 
after World War I as a result of the pogroms 
perpetrated against them by the Ottoman 
Turks. These new immigrants, especially the 
elderly, initially formed a close-knit commu-
nity, maintaining their language at home, in 
churches, clubs, and so on. Employable and 
professional members of this minority group, 
however, had to learn Arabic to function in the 
new society, thus causing a shift toward Arabic. 
Eventually, this community’s younger genera-
tions who continued to live in Jordan learned 
Arabic through educational institutions, cau-
sing a gradual loss of Armenian (Al-Khatib 
2001:153−177). However, recent contacts with 
the Republic of Armenia have revived interest in 
ethnic affiliation and opened opportunities for 
higher education in Armenia for members of 

this community, thus fostering the maintenance 
of Armenian among Armenians in Jordan.

Few Turkish words entered into Jordanian 
Arabic, partly because Jordan was the back-
water of the Ottoman territories, and partly 
because of the absence of major urban cen-
ters in the country to justify the presence of 
Turkish-speaking communities or institutions 
(¤ Turkish loanwords). While the Ottomans 
maintained a limited police force and army gar-
risons and other administrative offices in some 
towns, Trans-Jordan was divided into sectors 
that were administratively subordinate to larger 
urban centers, sanjaks ‘districts’ and vilayets 
‘provinces’ in Palestine and Syria. The Turkish 
words that filtered into Jordanian Arabic came 
via Turkish-speaking administrators, the mili-
tary, and the police, or those few who were 
schooled in Damascus, Jerusalem, or Istanbul, 
where the official language of the government 
was Turkish.

Turkish words in Jordanian Arabic are often 
either military in nature, e.g. ßawàrì ‘cavalry, 
mounted policemen’, †ub∑i ‘artillery officer’; 
or administrative, e.g. qà±im-maqàm ‘district 
administrative officer; or names of culture 
items. These military and administrative words 
are no longer used officially; they have been 
replaced by Arabic substitutes in recent years. 
Instead of ßawàrì and †ub∑i, Jordanian Arabic 
uses fursàn and madfa≠i, respectively. The insti-
tution of mounted policemen is almost extinct 
in the modern police force in Jordan. The 
words, nonetheless, linger in the dialects. The 
term qà±im-maqàm, on the other hand, was re-
placed by mudìr nà™iya ‘district administrator’. 
Names of culture items that continue to be used 
in today’s Jordanian Arabic include màsùra 
‘pipe’, kafkìr ‘ladle’, (∑af∑ìr in rural or Bedouin 
pronunciation), ±ùzi ‘young lamb meat’, and a 
few others.

The British, through their mandate over 
Trans-Jordan, had a brief presence in the coun-
try that started with the foundation of the 
princedom in 1921 and ended in the early 
1950s. They maintained airfields and military 
camps in Amman, Mafraq, and Aqaba, in 
rather isolated quarters. British officers occu-
pied high positions in civil and military posi-
tions in the Jordanian government (Butros 
1963:80−81). As these personnel were small 
in numbers and tended to operate through 
Arabic-speaking subordinates, their impact on 
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Jordanian Arabic was limited to a few lexical 
items. However, as contacts with the English-
speaking West increased, more English words 
entered Arabic in Jordan via other channels 
(¤ English loanwords). English vocabu-
lary items span two areas, those representing 
Western cultural items relating to dress, food, 
furniture, sports, and architecture, as in jàkèt 
‘jacket’, blùzih ‘blouse’, sandwì“ ‘sandwich’, 
ßandal ‘sandals’, sòfa ‘sofa’, baranda ‘veranda’, 
tanis ‘tennis’, etc.; and those representing mod-
ern Western inventions introduced into the 
region in the early part of the 20th century, 
as in †umbìl ‘automobile’, bank ‘bank’, karàj 
‘garage’, alamunyu ‘aluminum’, etc. (Al-Khatib 
and Farghal 1999). It is worth mentioning, 
however, that a push toward preservation of the 
purity of Arabic displaced some of the English 
borrowings. The word †umbìl, for example, lost 
ground to the Arabic coinage sayyàrah. On the 
other hand, bank, talifòn, and ràdyu, among 
many others, endured longer survival in the 
Arabic of Jordan and are still in stiff competi-
tion with the Arabic maßraf, hàtif, and mi≈yà≠, 
respectively.

3 .  I n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  J o r d a n i a n 
d i a l e c t s

Western travelers recorded impressions about 
the Arabic dialects in the region. Perhaps the 
earliest specific study of linguistic matters in 
the regions of Palestine and Trans-Jordan 
is Christie (1901) on the dialects of rural 
people in the middle Galilee region in Pales-
tine. Studies conducted by Friedrich Binder 
(1939) and Jean Cantineau (1939) are very 
broad. Cantineau lumped together diverse and 
varied pronunciations of sedentary dialects 
in the Syria-Lebanon-Palestine area. In a later 
study, however, Cantineau (1946) included des-
criptive statements about dialectal features used 
in villages in the Horan areas (southern Syria), 
some of which are now inside the northern bor-
ders of Jordan. Charles Ferguson (1962) provi-
ded a survey of dialect studies in Greater Syria 
produced before World War II and up to 1962.

Ray Cleveland’s (1963) study attempts to 
classify the Arabic dialects of ‘Jordan’ using pho-
nological, morphological, and syntactic para-
meters to categorize them. Cleveland (1963:56) 
recognizes the presence of “the astonishing 
diversity of dialects in the spoken Arabic of the 

Hashemite kingdom of Trans-Jordan”, which, 
he says, contributes to the difficulty of catego-
rizing these dialects satisfactorily in one article. 
Nonetheless, he goes on to present “the most 
general outlines of the situation illustrated by 
a very limited number of dialectal characteris-
tics”. He categorizes dialects in this region into 
four different groups corresponding “though 
not precisely, to social and economic strati-
fication and geographical zones” (Cleveland 
1963:56). Despite its generalizations, his work 
provides an overall picture of the linguistic 
situation in Jordan and captures many of its 
realities.

In the 1980s and 1990s there was a rise in the 
study of Jordanian Arabic, primarily by linguis-
tics practitioners or Jordanian doctoral students 
in linguistics in Western countries, mainly the 
United States. The phenomenon of ¤ diglossia 
in Arabic generated much interest among such 
scholars. Several articles, dissertations, and mono-
graphs were written on the subject, includ-
ing, among others, Mitchell (1978, 1980), 
Mitchell and El-Hassan (1994), El-Hassan 
(1977), Zughoul (1980), Hussein (1980), and 
Suleiman (1985). Much work concentrated on 
sociolinguistics and phono-logy and, to a lesser 
degree, on syntax. The sociolinguistic studies 
include, among others, Abdel-Jawad (1981, 
1986), Sawaie (1986, 1987, 1994a, 1994b), 
Farghal and Shakir (1994), Al-Khatib (1988), 
Migdadi (2003), Saidat (2003), and Al-Wer 
(2003). The phonological studies include, for 
example, Palva (1976, 1980, 1986), Hussein 
and El-Ali (1989), El-Yasin (1982), Bani-Yasin 
and Owens (1984, 1987), Irshied (1984), Al-
Sughayer (1990), Sakarna (1999, 2002), and 
Abu Abbas (2003). Some of these studies do not 
restrict themselves to the Arabic of indigenous 
Jordanians. Cleveland (1963), for example, 
interpreted Jordan to encompass Jordanian 
Arabic native speakers and Palestinian spea-
kers who acquired Jordanian citizenship after 
1949.

In his study of phonological and lexical 
variation in Amman, Abdel-Jawad (1981:68ff.) 
speaks of a trichotomy of ecological groups: 
urban, rural, and Bedouin. In defining the 
rural group (fallà™ìn) in Amman, he restricts 
this usage to “those who came originally from 
the countryside of Palestine” (Abdel-Jawad 
1981:72). Bedouin represent “those who came 
from a tribal origin or from various parts of the 

 jordan

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



502

East Bank of Trans-Jordan and the Southern 
parts of Palestine”. Abdel-Jawad’s nomencla-
ture lumps together disparate dialectal groups 
from various regions of Jordan and Palestine 
that differ in terms of dialectal features. It is 
well-known that within villages of the same 
geographical zone, different dialectal features 
exist (Bauer 1913).

The example of the ancient Roman city of 
Jerash illustrates this complex linguistic situ-
ation. The demographic situation in this city 
has undergone many changes since the early 
part of the 20th century. In the 1920s and the 
1930s its population comprised three groups: 
Circassians (settled at the turn of the 19th and 
early 20th century), Syrian mercantile families 
and professionals (settled in the 1920s and 
the 1930s), and indigenous Trans-Jordanians, 
originally from surrounding villages. In the 
1950s, the demographic composition of Jerash, 
however, began to change. Some Palestinians, 
displaced in 1948, took residence in the city. 
Many other Palestinians who settled in two 
refugee camps outside Jerash after the 1967 
Arab-Israeli war slowly began to move into the 
city, lured by employment opportunities. This 
migratory trend was paralleled by indigenous 
Jordanian migration from surrounding villages 
for economic opportunities. The influx of these 
two groups was countered by emigration of 
long-time residents, the Circassian and Syrian 
families who started to emigrate to the capital 
city of Amman for its more lucrative economic 
environment. If this ebb and flow of Jerash 
population resulted in social change, a linguis-
tic change was likely to have occurred as well.

Jordan can be divided into discrete zones 
geographically, socioeconomically, and eco-
logically. Within each zone we find subdia-
lects, not one uniform language variety. These 
dialects, however, are not exclusive in their 
features; overlapping of many features is an 
observable phenomenon in the dialects of the 
region. By applying the socioeconomic and eco-
logical sets of variables, we can speak of city vs. 
village dialects, sedentary vs. Bedouin dialects, 
high vs. low socioeconomic class dialects, and 
so on. The geographical parameters produce 
northern, central, or southern dialects.

Dialectal categorization has inherent prob-
lems because of aggregating villages, towns, 
cities, and Bedouin settlements, each of which 
may have distinct dialectal features. Neighbor-

ing Jordanian villages each have their own 
dialect(s) and distinct features that identify 
speakers’ local affiliation (≠Uzayzì 1973:I,8−9). 
Since there are no clearly defined linguistic 
boundaries to characterize each dialect group, 
intradialectal features suggest that there is 
no absolute homogeneity in dialectal divisi-
ons. Nonetheless, phonological, lexical, and 
morphological features distinguish Jordanian 
groups and make their speakers identifiable 
on the basis of their speech. The comments 
below are restricted to the indigenous dialects 
of Trans-Jordan (the East Bank; see also ¤ 
Jordanian Arabic: Amman). A profile of Arabic 
in Palestine (the West Bank) is provided else-
where in this work (¤ Palestinian Arabic).

While Jordanian speakers undoubtedly have 
many phonological features in common, they 
reveal phonological differences from which one 
can readily identify their regional affiliation 
(northern, central, or southern) or ecological 
(Bedouin, rural, and urban). Rural and urban 
features tend to overlap at times.

Phonologically, Arabic in Jordan compri-
ses vocalic as well as consonantal variations. 
Vocalically, Jordanian dialects are characteri-
zed by the presence of the diphthongs [ay] and 
[aw] as in ßayf ‘summer’ and mawt ‘death’. 
In rural Jordanian dialects the final vowel is 
[+back] as in gamo™ ‘wheat’, gabor ‘grave’, etc. 
(≠Uzayzì 1973:I,5−6).

With respect to consonants, the rural features 
involve distinction between [Ò] as a variant 
of the phonological variable (q), the Classical 
Arabic /q/. All indigenous Jordanian speakers 
use [Ò] in words such as galb ‘heart’, and gad 
aysh ‘how much?’. Only a small number of the 
population, the Druze in some northern border 
villages and in the eastern desert (Umm ul-
Qu††ayn, and al-Azraq Oasis, respectively) use 
[q] as a variant of the Jordanian [Ò]. No indige-
nous Jordanian rural dialect makes use of [π] as 
a variant of [Ò]. The variant [π] is an exclusively 
urban feature and an import by speakers from 
urban centers in Palestine (Jaffa, Jerusalem, 
and elsewhere) and Syria (Damascus). Some 
rural speakers, especially females, are likely 
to switch from the rural variety [Ò] to the city 
[π] upon taking residence in urban centers. 
The variant [π] generally tends to elicit value 
judgments from opposite sides: those who view 
its use negatively, associating it with ‘effemin-
acy’ and affectation, and, on the other side, 

  jordan 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



503

those who view its use positively, associating 
it with sophistication, urbanism, and desire for 
upward mobility (Sawaie 1986, 1987). 

Jordanian dialects tend to use some velarized
consonants (¤ tafxìm ‘emphasis, velariza-
tion’), instead of their plain counterparts. 
Examples include: /£/ (i.e. ‘dark’ [¬], as in xa£af 
‘a man’s name’, baÿu£ ‘a mule’, etc.). This 
use of emphatics extends also to the voiced 
interdental fricative /≈/ [—], thus resulting in 
/Ú/ [∞], most noticeably in the pronunciation 
of the demonstrative pronouns, especially 
in Bedouin and Fellahin speech: hàÚa ‘this’, 
haÚòla ‘these’, haÚolàk ‘those’, and haÚì∑ 
‘that [fem.]’. Note that /∑/ [t∑] in the last 
item is a variation of /k/ [k], commonly used 
by rural and Bedouin speakers, never by city 
speakers unless they use it jocularly (≠Uzayzì 
1973:I,25). Instead of /≈/, city speakers use 
the interdental stop /d/ in the pronunciation of 
the demonstrative pronouns, as in hàda ‘this 
[masc.]’, hadìk ‘that [fem.]’, etc. Additionally, 
among Bedouin and Fellahin speakers the em-
phatic /ß/ [s] often replaces the plain sibilant [s], 
as in ßaxan ‘to become warm’, or ßàxin ‘warm’. 
The hamza ‘glottal stop’ is produced as a voi-
ced pharyngeal sound / ≠/ in the dialects of Bani 
Hamida and Bani Hasan, both Bedouin tribes, 
as in mas≠ala for mas±ala ‘matter’ and hay≠a for 
hay±a ‘shape’ (≠Uzayzì 1973:I,9).

It is probably accurate to examine lexical 
items broadly in terms of the ecological para-
meters of city vs. rural. This group-specific lexi-
cal categorization does not necessarily preclude 
the same lexical items in the repertory of a dif-
ferent region or in another group. Around the 
1930s, about half of the Trans-Jordanian popu-
lation lived in villages and were settled farmers 
(Aruri 1972:34; Epstein 1938:228); urban cen-
ters and towns were not at all developed. One 
can safely extrapolate that linguistic differences 
among Trans-Jordanians were two-tiered: rural 
and Bedouin. Bedouin lexical items in Trans-
Jordanian dialects tend to be transparent, mar-
ked phonologically, and stigmatized by other 
speakers (Abdel-Jawad 1986). The use of some 
of these items is age- or generation-dependent; 
younger, educated speakers tend to use lexical 
items differently from outmoded ones com-
monly used by members of older generation(s).

Certain lexical items tend to be specific to 
rural Jordan, a situation that induces associa-
tion of certain lexical items with certain natio-

nal groups and leads to regional identifiability: 
™a∑a ‘he said’, inhazam ‘he ran away’, gunnay-
niyyi ‘a bottle’, zamm ‘he carried’, baddi [waddi 
or widdi in Bedouin speech] ‘I want’, etc.

Additionally, Arabic in Jordan exhibits mor-
phological variations. Speakers in Karak in the 
south, for example, use ±a- as an aspectual form 
for the 1st person singular prefix in the aspec-
tual form of imperfect verbs. Speakers in the 
Irbid region in the north, however, use ba- to 
mark the same feature. Thus, ±a-“rab ‘I drink’ in 
Karak is realized as ba-“rab in Irbid.

In the numerals 3–10, no distinction is shown 
between masculine and feminine in Jordanian 
Arabic (≠Uzayzì 1973:I,32). Thus, one hears 
μalaμ zlàm ‘three men’ and μalaμ niswàn ‘three 
women’. However, when these numerals are 
followed by a noun beginning with a glottal 
stop, an epenthetical [t] is introduced, as in the 
following: μalaμ t-iyyàm ‘three days’.

In Jordanian dialects, the feminine adjectival 
and nominal suffix tends to have the suffix -ah 
to mark feminine nouns, as in barakah ‘bles-
sing’, samakah ‘a fish’, fa“akah ‘a bullet’. The 
suffix -ih is used, however, to indicate feminine 
nouns and/or adjectives in some lexical items, 
as in tis≠ih ‘nine’, malì™ih ‘good’, zaÿìrih or 
zÿayyrih ‘small’, etc.

The preceding variations among the Bedouin, 
Fellahin, and urban dialects aside, the official 
language sanctioned in all spheres of formal 
public interaction is the language variety that 
has acquired the name of Modern Standard 
Arabic (MSA). This variety is taught in schools 
and is acquired by schoolchildren as a second 
language, along with their already developed 
regional dialects. Modern Standard Arabic is 
commonly used in formal and semiformal set-
tings. In its spoken form, it is used in radio and 
television newscasts, public lectures, religious 
sermons (in churches as well as in mosques), 
classroom instruction, specialized historical 
films, and television and radio programs. Written 
Arabic in newspapers and official documents is 
always in Modern Standard Arabic, unless the 
material is folk literature. Whereas stories and 
novels are often written in Modern Standard 
Arabic, it is not unusual to encounter dialogues 
in the dialectal varieties. Personal letters can be 
either in Modern Standard Arabic or the dialect, 
depending on the writer and the recipient.

Attitudinal studies in the context of Arabic in 
Jordan tend to focus on the study of speakers’ 
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attitudes toward various dialects (Sawaie 1986, 
1987, 1994a). As far as we know, attitudinal 
studies regarding foreign languages have not 
been conducted to date in Jordan. English 
is the predominant foreign language in the 
country, introduced at an early stage in public 
schools and used at the university level in the 
teaching of sciences, engineering, and medi-
cine. However, the Jordan Arabic Language 
Academy is attempting to Arabicize instruction 
in these disciplines. Translation of scientific 
books into Arabic for university instruction has 
already been undertaken, despite opposition in 
some quarters.

The prevalence of English can be explained 
on historical grounds due to the role of the 
British in founding the country and its vari-
ous governmental institutions, and also due to 
the present predominance of English globally. 
As more people acquire university education, 
they aspire to further their studies in English-
speaking countries in order to enhance their 
professional and personal lives.

On the other hand, lately there has been 
a trend to acquire other languages. French 
was introduced in recent years on an experi-
mental basis in some governmental secondary 
schools, despite the fact that private parochial 
schools had engaged in teaching this language 
much earlier. As this experiment shows success, 
French instruction in secondary schools may 
receive wider interest. Some public universities 
have introduced degree programs in modern 
European languages (French, Spanish, and 
Italian), as well as degree programs in Eastern 
languages (Persian, Hebrew, and Turkish). 
However, the percentage of students pursuing 
studies in these languages is very small relative 
to those who major in English.
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Jordanian Arabic (Amman)

Jordan is the southernmost country of Bilàd a“-
”am, and, like the other countries in the region, 
it came to exist as a separate political entity 
after the dismantlement of the Ottoman Empire. 
This part of the region had been the poorest 
in terms of natural and human resources, 
and it lacked large urban centers that could act 
as cultural and linguistic focal points for the 
local population. Throughout the first half of 
the 20th century, Jordanians looked outside 
their country’s borders to cities such as Haifa, 
Jerusalem, Damascus, and Beirut for cultural 
refinement and education. The linguistic impact 
of this situation was that while in Syria, 
Lebanon, and Palestine, the course of linguistic 
developments in the local dialects has favored 
the emergence of national norms based on the 
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dialects of the metropolis, in the Jordanian 
capital the linguistic situation remained largely 
diffuse, and, until recently, a label such as 
‘Ammani Arabic’ has been rather ill-defined. 
The absence of a linguistic metropolis in the 
country also partly explains the obvious lin-
guistic influence of urban Palestinian dialects 
on Jordanian Arabic, compared with the effect 
of these dialects on Syrian and Lebanese dialects. 
It is noticeable, for instance, that the Palestinians 
in Syria and in Lebanon readily accommo-
date to the local Syrian or Lebanese dialects, 
although the Palestinian dialects have a con-
siderably larger demographic representation in 
Amman than in Damascus or Beirut.

Jordanian dialects are generally under-studied, 
and no comprehensive accounts of their gram-
mars are available (¤ Jordan). Among the  
valuable resources are a series of articles by 
Heikki Palva on certain tribal dialects from 
the Balqa region, and by the same author on 
the dialect of el-Karak. The area east of the 
River Jordan is included in Bergsträsser’s 
atlas. In addition, Cleveland (1963) provides a 
rough classification of the dialects spoken in 
the country. Within the framework of Labovian
sociolinguistics, there are a few studies that 
address mainly phonological varia-tion and 
change in some Jordanian localities, namely 
Amman (Al-Wer 2000, 2002, 2003; Abdel-Jawad 
1981), Irbid (Al-Khatib 1988), and Sult, Ajloun, 
and Kerak (Al-Wer 1991, forthcoming).

According to Cleveland’s classification, Jor-
danian Arabic is classified into two major dia-
lect groups. Broadly speaking, the eastern and 
southern dialects are of the Najdì Arabic type 
and have fewer speakers than the northern and 
northwestern dialects. The northern dialects are 
classified as southern Levantine. Within this 
group, one can add a further distinction between 
the far northern dialects, which are clearly of 
the £òrànì type (e.g. the dialect of the city of 
Ajloun), and Balgàwì (e.g. the dialect of the city 
of Sult and its surroundings). Balgàwì could 
well turn out to be essentially £òrànì, but 
contemporarily the two types can be distin-
guished by a number of features.

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n :  A m m a n 
A r a b i c

Amman, Roman Philadelphia and Ammonite 
Rabbath Ammon, is a new city that has no 

traditional native Arabic dialect simply because 
it did not have a native population. At the turn 
of the 20th century it was a deserted Roman 
site that had been used as a summer watering 
ground by Bedouin tribes, particularly those of 
the nearby Balga region. By 1906, it became 
home to 5,000 or so Circassian settlers, who 
were at that time monolingual in dialects of 
Adyghe, a western branch of the North Caucasian 
language family. Amman was declared the 
capital city of the newly formed Emirate of 
Transjordan in 1921, and thus attracted migrants 
from other locations. By the 1930s, it had 
received an additional 5,000 migrants, mainly 
from the Balga and £òràn regions in the north, 
from Kerak and Madaba in the south, and from 
the Palestinian cities of Haifa, Jaffa, Nablus, 
and Hebron, as well as a few merchant families 
from Damascus. Internal migration from other 
Jordanian and Palestinian towns and villages 
increased steadily in the following decades, but 
the most sudden population increases occurred 
as a result of the wars with Israel in 1948 and 
1967. In the early 1950s, Amman had just over 
100,000 people, and by the late 1990s the pop-
ulation had increased more than fifteen times, 
to reach 1.6 million, according to the most 
recent census. Including the earliest emigrants, 
Amman only has three generations of native 
inhabitants.

The population is mainly comprised of two 
groups, who will be called here the Jordanians 
and the Palestinians for simplicity, but without 
losing sight of the fact that neither group is 
homogeneous, and intermarriages between the 
two groups are commonplace. Under these labels, 
the Jordanians are the sector of the population 
whose families originally migrated from vari-
ous localities within Jordan and spoke Jordanian 
dialects, and the Palestinians are those whose 
families originally came from Palestinian towns 
and cities and spoke Palestinian dialects. Unfor-
tunately, no statistics are published with details of 
the breakdown of the city’s inhabitants in terms 
of their origins. Informal reports indicate that 
those of Palestinian origin may comprise a major-
ity of the city’s population. The dialects spoken 
by both groups exhibit a high degree of vari-
ability, especially so in the case of the Palestinian 
dialects. The three major Palestinian dialect types, 
the urban (Madanì), the rural (Fallà™ì), and the 
Bedouin, are represented in Amman. Among the 
Palestinian dialects, the most important distinction 
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is between the Madanì and the Fallà™ì groups of 
dialects, which can be readily distinguished by a 
number of linguistic features, such as the variants 
of (q), which are [π] in Madanì and [k] in Fallà™ì. 
As widely documented, the trend of linguistic 
developments in Palestinian dialects in Palestine 
itself is overwhelmingly in favor of the Madanì 
dialects. In Amman, too, the Fallà™ì Palestinian 
dialects are certainly the losers, although their 
demographic representation in the city may be 
larger than the representation of the Madanì 
dialects. None of the linguistic features that have 
been focused in Amman or play an important role 
in the formation of its dialect are Fallà™ì Palestinian 
in origin. Thus, the competing linguistic features 
in Amman are really of the Madanì Palestinian 
type on the one hand, and the Jordanian East 
Bank type (linguistically Bedouin) on the other. 
In terms of numbers of speakers, these two types 
are roughly equally represented.

In three generations, the speech of Amman 
has undergone a considerable degree of focus-
ing, to the extent that it is now possible to 
speak of a distinctive dialect in its own right, 
which the younger generation in the city call 
≠Ammànì. This is really a textbook case of the 
process of new dialect formation, as outlined 
in Trudgill (1986, Chap. 3). Here, first-gen-
eration inhabitants speak dialects that can be 
easily identified with the original Jordanian or 
Palestinian towns from which they migrated. 
In the speech of the second generation, there is 
a mixture of both types and a complication in 
the sociolinguistic correlations. For instance, 
whereas in the speech of the first generation 
there is a straightforward correlation between 
origin of the speakers and linguistic usage, in 
the second generation gender emerges as an 
important factor, too. But the speech of the sec-
ond generation can still be identified as either 
Jordanian or Palestinian, most clearly through 
vocalic features. The mixture is considerably 
reduced in the speech of the current generation; 
instead, we find a high degree of stability of usage 
of certain linguistic features, the use of fudged 
forms, and very many totally new features.

The extralinguistic aspects of the emergence 
and increased focusing of the new dialect are 
significant. For instance, youngsters in Amman 
call themselves ‘Ammàniyyìn, which is a new 
derivation denoting the status of natives of the 
city. Their parents, on the other hand, even 
those who were born in Amman, most often 

refer to themselves as sukkàn ≠Ammàn ‘inhabit-
ants of Amman’, while they affiliate themselves 
with the hometowns and villages of their fore-
fathers. This development indicates that the city 
is acquiring a regional identity for the first time 
in its modern history. The symbols of this new 
identity are reflected in the youngsters’ clear 
linguistic divergence from the dialects spoken 
by their parents and their grandparents, and the 
agreement and awareness among themselves as 
to what constitutes their dialect.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants 
The phonological inventory is given in Table 1.
The interdentals (plain and emphatic) are cur-
rently in a state of variability with their stop 
counterparts. The origin of the variability in 
Amman is the contact between Jordanian dia-
lects, which have interdentals, and Madanì 
Palestinian dialects, which do not. In the case of 
the plain interdentals, /μ/ and /≈/, many speakers 
(especially the male speakers) use them variably 
with /t/ and /d/. The emphatic interdental, /Ú/, 
shows a considerably lower degree of variation 
with the stop variant /∂/ in the speech of the same 
speaker, i.e., the speakers tend to use either one 
or the other. The speakers who use the emphatic 
interdental are exclusively of Jordanian or Fallà™ì 
Palestinian origin and are most often male speak-
ers, while those who use the stop counterpart can 
be from anywhere and of either sex. The inven-
tory above lists both fricative Δ [À] and affricate j 
[dÀ]. These are not separate phonemes but rather 
variants of the same phonological unit. The varia-
tion between [À] and [dÀ] is not conditioned pho-
nologically. The occurrence of the fricative or the 
affricate correlates with independent variables, 
such as origin of the speaker and gender. The 
affricate variant occurs mainly in Jordanian and 
Fellà™ì Palestinian speech, especially in the speech 
of male speakers. The fricative can occur in the 
speech of all groups. Especially in the speech of 
the younger generation in Amman, there is evi-
dence of a change in progress from interdental to 
stop and a change from affricate to fricative. If 
these processes go to completion, the system will 
become empty of interdental and affricate sounds 
altogether, and thus become similar to that found 
in the other major urban dialects in the region.
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The glottal stop / ±/ listed above occurs both 
as an independent phoneme, as in [saπal] ‘he 
has asked’, and as a variant of /g/, as in [πa1l] 
‘he has said’. The [Ò] ~ [π] variation is excep-
tionally salient in Amman. For many speakers, 
these sounds are used as labels to distinguish 
Jordanian (gàl dialect) from ‘other’ (±àl dia-
lects), and male ([Ò]) from female ([π]) speech. 
In Labov’s terminology, they can be considered 
stereotypes. It is noticeable in this context that 
the Fallà™ì Palestinian variant [k] is completely 
leveled out in the emergent dialect. The com-
petition is solely between [Ò] and [π]. Generally 
speaking, the female speakers show a strong pre-
ference for [π], and the female speakers from 
a Madanì Palestinian background do not use 
[Ò] at all. The highest rate of variation is found 
in the speech of male speakers from Madanì 
background, who often use [Ò] in public, espe-
cially when interacting with other male speak-
ers. In practice, the speakers who alternate 
between the two sounds normally do so de-
pending on the context, the participants, and 
the identities they wish to project in a parti-
cular setting. They utilize the full range of con-
notations associated with the use of these vari-
ants. It is difficult to predict on the basis of the 
available data whether one of the two sounds 
will oust the other, exactly because of the ste-
reotypical nature of the variation between the 
two sounds. Theoretically speaking, [π] should 
have a better chance of diffusing, given that it 
is the urban koine form in the region. On the 
other hand, [Ò] is strongly associated with a 
local Jordanian identity, which is occasionally 
called upon, especially at times of conflicts. It is 
very well possible that the variation in the use 
of [Ò] and [π] will remain stable and that the 

dialect will have both sounds as a case of inher-
ent variability. In the examples used here to 
demonstrate various features, these variations 
will be used alternately, with the implication 
that items such as talàte ‘three’, gàl ‘he said’ 
also occur as μalàμe and ±àl.

2.1.2 Vowels

Table 2. Inventory of vowels in ≠Ammànì 
Arabic

       Short vowels                  Long vowels

       i                u                 ì ù

                   (o)                        è        ò
               a                                    à

The phonetic property of the short high front 
vowel /i/ is normally [i] or slightly lower, 
and that of the short high back vowel /u/ is 
[∏] or slightly lower. The 3rd person singular 
masculine clitic is phonetically [o] or slightly 
lower. The contrast between /o/ and /u/ can be 
found only word-finally, ±àmo ‘he removed it’ 
vs. ±àmu ‘they removed’, “àfo ‘he saw him’ vs. 
“àfu ‘they saw’. Since the 3rd person singular 
masculine is phonetically [o] but the 3rd person 
plural inflection is [u], minimal pairs for the 
/o/, /u/ distinction in final position are plentiful. 
Similarly, /o/ and /i/ contrast phonemically in 
final position, in the capacity of -i, phonetically 
[i], being the 1st person singular possessive 
clitic form: ßà™bo ‘his friend’ vs. ßà™bi ‘my 
friend’, ≠indo ‘he has’ vs. ≠indi ‘I have’. With 
such restricted position of occurrence, however, 
it is debatable whether a phonemic status can 
be established for /o/ and /e/ (on this point, see 
Garbell 1958:332). The status of /i/ and /u/ as 

Table 1. Inventory of consonants in ≠Ammànì Arabic

 bilabial  labio- dental inter- alveolar postal- palatal velar pharyngeal laryngeal
  dental  dental  veolar

plosives
voiceless, voiced  b   t, d     k, g  ±

emphatic    †, ∂
nasal  m    n
fricatives
voiceless, voiced  f   μ, ≈ s, z  “, Δ  x, ÿ  ™, ≠  h
emphatic       Ú ß

affricate          j
trill or tap      r
lateral      l
glides  w       y
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separate phonemes is also precarious. Minimal 
pairs for this opposition are extremely hard to 
come by: full ‘a type of flower’, fill ‘run away!’, 
™ubb ‘love [noun]’, ™ibb ‘love! [verb]’, thus, 
™ubbha lazìz ‘her love is sweet’, rù™ ™ibbha 
wxallißna ‘for God’s sake, go on love her and 
be done with it’. Some of the items mentioned 
in de Jong (2000:69) from North Sinai dialects 
also occur in ≠Ammànì: fitt ‘break bread into 
little pieces!’ vs. futt ‘I dropped by’, xiff (as 
in xiff iΔrak) ‘do something quickly!’ vs. xuff 
‘hoof’, and some of those mentioned in Blanc 
(1970; cited in de Jong 2000:69-70) also occur 
in ≠Ammànì: gimt ~ ±imt ‘I removed’ vs. gumt ~ 
±umt ‘I got up’; †ibb ‘medicine’ vs. †ubb ‘arrive 
unannounced!’. The Amman dialect tends 
toward /u/ where other neighboring dialects, 
e.g. Damascus and Beirut, have /i/, e.g. lubb 
‘heart of the fruit’, ±umm ‘mother’, ™u®® ‘free’, 
“ur†a ‘police’, kull ‘all’.

The short low /a/ has phonetic realizations 
that range from back [ã] (especially after /r/) to 
true front low [a] (cardinal vowel 4), and can 
be raised to [Æ] (cardinal vowel 3). Three-way 
opposition between /a/, /i/, /u/ can be found in 
fall ‘he ran away’, full, fill ‘run away!’ (in addi-
tion to the items mentioned above for /i/ vs. /u/, 
e.g. ™abb ‘he loved/liked’). Two-way opposi-
tion between /a/ and /i/ or /u/ is plentiful: kabb 
‘he disposed [of something], kubb ‘dispose of!’, 
™arr ‘spicy’, ™urr ‘free’, lamm ‘he gathered’, 
limm ‘gather!’.

The mid long vowels /è/ and /ò/ are reflexes 
of *ay, and *aw: bèt ‘house’, zèt ‘oil’, ßòt 
‘noise; voice’, mòt ‘death’. The monophthongal 
realizations group the dialects of Amman, Jeru-
salem, and Damascus together, in opposition 
to the Beirut dialect, which has the diphthongal 
realizations. In ≠Ammànì, /ay/ and /aw/ are 
used before /y/ and /w/, respectively: mayyil 
‘drop by!’, ±awwal ‘first’; they are also used 
in the comparative form of adjectives that 
begin with /y/ and /w/: yàbis/±aybas ‘dry/drier’, 
wàsi≠/ ±awsa≠ ‘wide/wider’. For phonotactic rea-
sons, the diphthongs are preserved in law ‘if’, 
±aw ‘or’, fayy ‘shade’, ±ayy ‘any’. Phonetically, 
/è/ and /ò/ are roughly of the quality of cardinal 
vowels 3 and 6 or slightly higher, respectively. 
In the speech of the younger generation, the 
mid and high front long vowels can develop an 
off-glide (on this process, see below).

The long low vowel /à/ has a relatively high 
functional load and phonetic values that range 

from back [ã1] (in the vicinity of /r/) through 
[ã1] to [æ1], and, especially in the speech of 
first- and second-generation speakers of ori-
ginally Palestinian dialects, long /à/ can be as 
close as long [e1]. Thus, the name of the city of 
Amman can occur as [∏amma1n], [∏ammæ1n], 
[∏ammÆ1n], [∏amme1n]. However, in the speech 
of the younger generation the closest realizations 
are leveled out. Focusing around [æ1] is taking 
place. In the environment of /r/, where both 
Jordanian and Palestinian input dialects have 
a back /a/ (and in the case of the latter group, 
/a/ is extremely back with pharyngeal constric-
tion), fronting to [a]-like quality takes place. 
From the perspective of traditional Jordanian 
dialects, these processes involve fronting and 
raising of long /a/, which may represent the 
onset of a chain shift. The movement of long 
/a/ in this fashion causes pressure in the pho-
nological space of the long mid and long high 
vowels, which may explain the development 
of the off-glide mentioned above. Thus, zèt 
‘oil’ becomes [ze1ët], and mìn ‘who’ becomes 
[mi1ën] (see Al-Wer 2002).

2.1.3 Final -a ~ -e
The feminine ending -a is raised to [Æ] every-
where, except after velarized, emphatic, back, 
and pharyngeal sounds, as in the other major 
urban Levantine dialects, e.g. ™ilwe ‘pretty’, 
baßale ‘onion’, kulliyye ‘college’, but bi“≠a ‘ugly’, 
lam™a ‘glance’, maraga ‘sauce’; the same is true 
for huwwe ‘he’, hiyye ‘she’. The raised feminine 
marker in Amman is most often a half-open 
vowel, unlike, for instance, in Jerusalem, where 
it is considerably closer. A closer realization can 
be heard in the speech of older Palestinians.

2.1.4 Syllable structure and word stress
Open and closed syllables occur in ≠Ammànì. 
The possible syllable types are Cv, Cä, bà.ba 
‘daddy’; CCv, sli.gì.ha ‘boil it!’; CCä, ßfì.™a 
‘meat pie’; CvC, sa™.lab ‘milk pudding’; CCvC, 
sta≠.ba† ‘he acted foolishly’; CäC, ma.ka.tìb 
‘letters’; CCäC, krùm ‘vineyard’; CCvCC, kriht 
‘I hated’. Word stress falls on the ultimate, if 
super heavy, ma.ka.tÛb, otherwise, on a heavy 
penultimate, ma.kÙ.tib ‘offices’; and if there 
is no heavy penultimate, stress falls on the 
antepenultimate, mádrase ‘school’. Stress is 
predictable in accordance with this rule also 
when the word inflects, or is attached to suf-
fixes of various sorts: kÙ.tab, kÙt.bat, kÙt.
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ba.to, ka.ta.bù, ka.ta.bù.lo, ka.ta.bùl.hum ‘he 
wrote, she wrote, she wrote it, they wrote 
it, they wrote to him, they wrote to them’; 
yit.fÙl.saf ‘he philosophizes’, tit.fal.sá.fi“ ‘do 
not play smart!’, tfal.sa.fÛ.lo ‘play smart with 
him!’, tit.fal.saf.lÛ“ ‘do not play smart with 
me!’; tÙw.le ‘table’, tà.wíl.ti ‘my table’, tàw.lít. 
ha ‘her table’.

2.2 Morphology

In the speech of the younger generation, gen-
der distinction is maintained only in the 2nd 
and 3rd persons singular. Neutralization, as in 
katabu for katabin + katabu, is consistently in 
favor of the (originally) masculine forms. The 
same is true of gender neutralization in the 
pronouns and pronominal clitics, which is an 
important feature that distinguishes ≠Ammànì 
from the other major Levantine dialects. Evi-
dence for the existence of the distinction in the 
plural forms is widely available in the speech 
of the first-generation speakers from Jordanian 
origins. Evidence is also available that the 
prevalent pattern (generalization of the mas-
culine forms) is a local innovation by the third 
generation. The feminine forms occur as the 
generalized forms in the speech of the first- and 
some second-generation speakers of Palestinian 
origin. In the description which follows, only 
the forms occurring in the speech of the third 
generation have been included, on the basis 
that these forms are the features that are most 
likely to become characteristic of the dialect; 
where the emerging pattern is unclear, more 
than one form is listed.

The verb allows the suffixation of direct 
and indirect objects: bi≠zimha ‘he invites her’, 
±a≠†ètùna ‘you gave us’, katablo ‘he wrote to 
him’. The nouns allows suffixation of posses-
sive pronouns: ktàbo ‘his book’. The verb also 
allows suffixation of the negative particle -“ 
(whose use is optional with a preceding ma): 
bti≠zimhù“ ‘she doesn’t invite him’.

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Independent personal pronouns 
Independent personal pronouns are set forth in 
Table 3.

Table 3. Independent personal pronouns in 
≠Ammànì Arabic

 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc.  huwwe  inta  ana
sg. fem.  hiyye  inti
pl.  humme  intu  ni™na/i™na

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes
There are two series of suffixes, which differ 
ac cording to whether the word ends in a vowel or 
a consonant (including CC), as shown in Table 4.

The -kum of the 2nd person plural is used 
consistently by the third generation; older-gen-
eration Jordanians use -ku for both genders, or 
-ku/-kin, and older Palestinians use -kon.

2.2.1.3 Indirect object suffixes
A preceding -CC produces a third series, in 
addition to the two series after a vowel or after 
a consonant (Table 5).

Table 4. Possessive/object suffixes in ≠Ammànì Arabic

 after-v after-C
 axu- ‘brother’ xàl ‘uncle’
 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers. 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers. 

sg. masc. '-(h)  -k  -y -o -ak -i
sg. fem. -ha -ki  -ha -ik
pl. -hum kum -na -hum -kum -na

Table 5. Indirect object suffixes in ≠Ammànì Arabic 

after -v after -C after -CC
katabùlo ‘they wrote to him’ katablo ‘he wrote to him’ katabtillo ‘I wrote to him’

-lu -lak -li -lo -lak -li -illo -illak -illi
-lha  -lik -li -ilha  -lik  -ilha  -illik
-Ihum  -lkum -lna -ilhum  -ilkum -ilna -ilhum  -ilkum ilna
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2.2.1.4 Demonstratives

Table 6. Demonstratives in ≠Ammànì Arabic

 near deixis far deixis
sg. masc. hàd(a) hadàk
sg. fem. hày ~ hàdi hadìk
pl. hadòl  hadolàk

The attributive demonstrative can occur before 
or after the noun: hàda ilwalad ~ ilwalad hàda 
‘this boy’. A contracted form of the near deixis 
forms is hal-, which is used in an invariant form 
with the noun, e.g. halwalad, halbint, halbanàt. 
The -l- element is the definite article. Hal- is 
usually used as a stylistic device, especially in 
expressions of astonishment and the like, e.g. 
halwalad mà ±a“†aro ‘how clever this boy is!’. 
To add emphasis, hal- can also occur together 
with a post-nominal hàda/hày/hadòl: halwalad 
hàda mi“ ma≠ ±ùl “ù t±ìl damm ‘it is incredible 
how insipid this boy is’. With indefinite nouns, 
and in similar expressions, hèk can be used, 
e.g. hèk zalame willa balà“ ‘this is what I call 
a man’.

2.2.1.5 Presentatives
Hayy functions as a presentative in the follow-
ing forms: hayyo, hayyha, hayyhum, hayyak, 
hayyik, hayykum, hayyni, hayyna: hayyni bak-
tub ‘here I am, writing’, hayyo fahhmu ‘here 
he is, make him understand’, hayyhum Δàyyìn 
‘here they are, coming’.

2.2.1.6 Interrogatives
The interrogative pronouns are: mìn ‘who?’, 
placed nearest to the subject of inquiry, e.g. 
mìn talfan ‘who called?’, ma≠ mìn a™ki, a™ki 
ma≠ mìn ‘whom shall I speak to?’; anù sg. masc. 
and pl. masc./fem., anù wa™ad ‘which one?’, 
anù karàsi ‘which chairs?’; anì sg. fem. and 
pl. fem. ‘which?’, e.g. anì bint/banàt ‘which 
girl/girls?’. Anù can be generalized for use with 
both genders and all numbers. There are two 
interrogative particles, which can be used inter-
changeably: è“ ~ “ù ‘what?’. They, too, assume 
various positions depending on the subject of 
inquiry, e.g. è“ ~ “ù biddak ti≠mal ‘what do you 
want to do?’, ≠imlat è“ ~ “ù ‘she did what?’.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Temporal: èmta ‘when’, lyòm ‘today’, bukra 
‘tomorrow’, ba≠id bukra ‘the day after tom-
orrow’, mbàri™ ‘yesterday’, ±awwal mbàri™ 

or ±abl imbàri™ ‘the day before yesterday’, 
halla ‘now’. An interesting temporal adverbial 
expression which is losing ground in Amman, 
but is nevertheless worth mentioning, is μàni 
yòm ‘the day after’, e.g. ya≠ni bitsàfri μàni yòm 
≠ìd mìlàdik ‘so, you travel the day after your 
birthday’. The younger generation in Amman 
do not generally parse this expression correctly 
(they may not have acquired its correct refer-
ence in the first place). They tend to understand 
the events mentioned in the example above, the 
act of traveling and the date of the birthday, 
the other way around, i.e., they interpret the 
date of the birthday to be after the day traveling 
takes place.

Local: wèn ‘where?’, minwèn ‘from where?’, 
lawèn ‘where to?’, hòn ‘here’, hunàk ‘there’.

Manner: kèf ~ kìf ‘how’, hèk ‘like this’, ktìr 
‘very’, ‘al±àxir ‘totally’, la±alla lit. ‘to God’, used 
as an intensifier as in ≠indhum sanwi“àt zàkye 
la±alla ‘they sell very delicious sandwiches’; ≠àdi 
lit. ‘ordinary’, used in a range of situations, 
often in the sense of ‘it makes no difference’.

Causal: lè“ ‘what for?’ ‘why?’, e.g. lè“ ≠milt 
hèk ‘what did you do this for?’; ≠a“àn hèk 
‘therefore’.

Number and mass: ±addè“ ~ ±addè ‘how 
many?’, ‘how much?’.

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 Article
The article is il ~l, as in ilwalad ‘the boy’, liwlàd 
‘the boys’.

2.2.3.2 Genitive marker
The genitive marker is taba≠: taba≠o masc., 
taba≠ha fem., taba≠hum pl., or tà≠: tà≠o, tà≠ha, 
tà≠hum, tà≠ithum pl. fem. (the latter two used 
more frequently by female younger speakers). 
In ≠Ammànì, however, the construct state is 
the unmarked option, and the analytical geni-
tive tends to be the marked option, the use of 
which may be precipitated by pragmatic rea-
sons, e.g., to add emphasis or to disambigu-
ate an utterance. For instance, consider these 
exchanges:

vèlithum Δanb innàdi ‘their villa is near the 
club’; “ù illi Δanb innàdi? ‘what is near the 
club?’; ilvèlla tà≠ithum ‘their villa’

la± la± issayyàra tab≠ato bè∂a ‘no, no, his car 
is white’
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2.2.3.3 Negation
The negative particles are mà, mù, mà . . . 
+“, . . . +“, mi“, and la. The particle la is used 
before imperatives: rù™ ⇒ la trù™ ‘do not go!’. 
In this construction, mà . . . +“ is also admissi-
ble: mà trù™ ~ trù™i“. In response to yes/
no questions, an alveolar click, which may 
be repeated a number of times, can replace la± 
in informal situations.

mi“ is used to negate participles (active and 
passive), e.g. mi“ ràyi™ ‘I am not going’, mi“ 
ma≠mùl ‘it is not done’. It is also used before 
prepositions: mi“ bi lbèt ‘not in the house’, 
mi“ ma≠i ‘not with me’; before adjectives: mi“
™ilu ‘not nice’; before nouns: zèd mi“ daktòr 
‘Zaid is not a doctor’; before quantifiers: mi“ 
kull ilbanàt ‘not all the girls’; and for senten-
tial negation in the jussive mood: mi“ trù™ 
ti™kìlhum ilgußßa ‘don’t you go telling them 
the story!’. The particle mù can replace mi“ in 
all of the above examples, but it is used less 
frequently.

mà, with or without +“, is used before verbs 
in the perfect, e.g. mà “ift ±i“i ~ ma “ifti“ ±i“i 
‘I haven’t seen anything’; and in the imperfect: 
mà baktub ~ ma baktubi“ ‘I do not write’.

2.2.3.4 Prepositions
The usual set of prepositions are used in ≠Ammànì. 
Both fi and bi are used. However, when followed 
by the noun, although both can be heard, the 
younger generation prefer bi: bi lbèt rather than 
fi lbèt ‘in the house’. Elsewhere, for instance, 
when pronominal suffixes are attached to these 
prepositions, only fi + suffix is permitted: fiyyo ~ 
fì ‘in it’. The preposition l- is used as ±il ~ la±il, 
when attached to a pronominal suffix: ±ili ~ 
la±ili, ±ilak ~ la±ilak, ±ilna ~ la±ilna ‘for me’, ‘for 
you’, ‘for us’, and as la when followed by a 
noun: la ±ummi ‘for my mother’.

2.2.3.5 Conjunctions
The conjunctions used include: lamma ‘when’; 
ta- ‘when’, tayiΔi ißßabi binßalli ≠annabi ‘when 
the boy [newborn] arrives, we shall bless the 
Prophet’; ≠a“àn ‘so that’; ™atta ~ ta- (short for 
™atta) ‘so that’, ±ihda tatifham ‘calm down so 
that you understand’; li±anno ‘because’; bass 
‘but’; willa ‘or’; ±iza ~ ±izan ‘if’; law ‘if’; la ‘lest’; 
±inno ‘that’; lamma ~ lamman ‘when’.

2.2.4 Nominal morphology

2.2.4.1 Gender
Feminine nouns without marking include: ±ìd 
‘hand; arm’, ≠èn ‘eye’, ±iΔir ‘foot; leg’.

2.2.4.2 Productive patterns
For instruments: mu(i)CCàC muftà™ ‘key’, 
munfàx or minfàx ‘air pump’, mihbà“ ‘a tradi-
tional coffee grinder’; maCaCC mafakk ‘screw-
driver’, magaßß ‘scissors’; CaCCàCa(e) massà™a 
‘windshield wiper’, “affà†a ‘plunger’, ±a““à†a 
‘floor rubber wiper’, jarràfe ‘digger’, maßßàßa 
‘drinking straw’; CuCCèCa(e), ßuffèra ‘whistle’, 
™ummèle ‘hammock’. For professions, CaCCàC 
produces la™™àm ‘butcher’, ™allàg ‘barber’; for 
this category noun + ji is productive: kundarji 
‘cobbler’, ™alawanji ‘sweet maker’.

The ¤ pseudo-dual is maintained in: ±idèn 
‘hands; arms’, ±iΔrèn ‘feet; legs’, and for some 
speakers in ≠inèn. These items lose the -n when 
suffixed: ±idèha ‘her hands; her arms’, ±iΔrayyè 
‘my feet’; my legs’, ≠inè ~ ≠yùno ‘his eyes’.

2.2.5 Numerals
The cardinal numbers 1–10 are: wa™ad, tnèn or 
tintèn, talàte, ±arba≠a, xamse, sitte, sab≠a, tamanye, 
tis≠a, ≠a“ara. When the numerals wa™ad and 
tnèn are used in conjunction with the noun, 
they always assume a postnominal position 
and show gender agreement: walad wa™ad ‘one 
boy’, bint wa™de ‘one girl, wlàd tnèn or waladèn 
tnèn ‘two boys’, banàt tintèn ‘two girls’. When 
the numerals 3–10 are used with a following 
noun they are shortened as follows: talat, arba≠, 
xamis, sitt, sabi≠, taman, tisi≠, ≠a“ar: talat banàt 
‘three girls’, ±arba≠ iwlàd ‘four boys’. If the noun 
begins with a vowel, -t can be added, and the 
vowel changes from /a/ to /i/, if it is followed 
by /a/: ±arba≠ t-iyyàm ‘four days’, and from /a/ 
to /u/, if it is followed by /u/: sitt-t-u“hur ‘six 
months’. For some speakers in the younger gen-
eration, however, these occur as ±arba≠ ±ayyàm, 
sitt ±a“hur.

The numerals 11–19 are: ™da≠“, †na≠“, 
tala††a≠“, ±arba≠†a≠“, xamis†a≠“, si††a≠“, saba≠†a≠“, 
taman†a≠“, tisa≠†a≠“. If the noun follows, -ar is 
added to the numeral: ™da≠“ar walad ‘eleven 
boys’. The ordinal numbers are: ±awwal ‘first’, 
tàni ‘second’ from ‘third’ upwards, they follow 
the CàCiC pattern: tàlit, ràbi≠, xàmis, etc.
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2.2.6 Strong verb

2.2.6.1 Forms
Form I verbs are either CaCaC, which is always 
transitive and usually has an u- or a-imperfect, 
or CiCiC, which has an a-imperfect and can be 
transitive, e.g. ≠imil/ yi≠mal ‘to do’, or intransi-
tive, e.g. kibir/yikbar ‘to grow’. 

Form II is always CaCCaC and has an i 
in the final syllable. It turns an intransitive 
verb into transitive, e.g. barad/yubrud, ‘to feel 
cold’, barrad/ibarrid ‘to cool’; it is a particu-
larly productive form and has a relatively high 
functional load conversationally, especially in 
storytelling. 

Form III is CaaCaC and has an i in the final 
syllable. This form implies the involvement of 
more than one person/thing in the action, ßà™ab 
‘he befriended’.

Forms VII (the n- prefix) derives the passive 
and also, in the case of some verbs, denotes 
acquiescence to an action which was precipit-
ated by others, or by a situation, e.g. nßaraf/
yinßarif lit. ‘to leave’, but in ≠Ammànì (as in 
the Levant in general) its meaning is similar to 
British English ‘to buzz off’. There is consider-
able variation in the imperfect of this Form 
among ≠Ammànìs. In the speech of the Jordan-
ians, n- prefixed to Form I (both CaCaC and 
CiCiC) yields as imperfect either yinCaCiC, 
or yinCaCaC, yinkatib ~ yinkatab, yin“arib ~ 
yin“arab. For some speakers of Palestinian ori-

gin, resyllabification occurs, yielding yinCCiC, 
yinktib, yin“rib. It seems that the (originally) 
Palestinian yinCCiC is leveled out by the third 
generation, and that the (originally) Jordanian 
yinCaCiC ~ yinCaCaC is undergoing focusing.

Forms V and VI (t-prefix) also function to 
derive passives, and, in the case of Form VI, 
there is a sense of reciprocity. Form VIII in-
volves an infix, and in the case of X with a 
sta-prefix, there is a change from /a/ to /i/ in 
the imperfect. The remaining Form IX is parti-
cularly productive for color associations, swadd/
yiswadd ‘to become black or darker’, ßfarr/yiß-
farr ‘to become yellow or pale’.

2.2.6.2 Inflections

2.2.6.2.1 Perfect
In the speech of the younger generation, gender 
distinction is maintained in the 3rd and 2nd 
person singular. The older generation, espe-
cially of Jordanian origin, occasionally main-
tain gender distinction in the plural forms, 
katabtu/katabtin, katabu/katabin.

2.2.6.2.2 Imperfect
Here, too, the younger generation show gen-
der distinction only in the 3rd and 2nd person 
singular, while in the speech of the (Jordanian) 
older generation, gender distinction can be 
heard in the plural forms, yudrusu ~ yudursu/
yudrusin ~ yudursin.

Table 7. Derived Forms in ≠Ammànì Arabic

I II III
daras/yudrus ‘to study’ darras/idarris ‘to teach’   sà≠ad/isà≠id ‘to help’
“irib/yi“rab ‘to drink’  kabbar/ikabbir ‘to enlarge’ ràgab/iràgib ‘to watch’ 
kibir/yikbar ‘to grow’  sàbag/isàbig ‘to race’

 V (t-II)  VI (t-III)
 tdarras/yitdarras ‘to be taught’  tsà≠ad/yitsà≠ad ‘to be helped’
 tna∂∂af/yitna∂∂af ‘to be cleaned’  tràgab/yitràgab ‘to be watched’
 tkabbar/yitkabbar ‘to be enlarged’ tßà™ab/yitßà™ab ‘to befriend’

VII (n-I) VIII (t-I)
ndaras/yindaris ‘to be studied’ xtalaf/yixtalif ‘to disagree’
n“arab/yin“arib ‘to be drunken’ ftara±/yiftari± ‘to part with someone’
nßaraf/yinßarif ‘to leave’

X (sta- )  IX
staslam/yistaslim ‘to surrender’  ™marr/yi™marr ‘to become red’
sta≠add/yista≠idd ‘to prepare oneself’ x∂arr/yix∂arr ‘to become green’
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Present and habitual actions are denoted by 
the use of bi-. In the case of the 3rd person mas-
culine and 3rd person plural bi- either replaces 
the /y/ or is added to it. Thus, budrus ~ byu-
drus, bifham ~ byifham, budrusu ~ byudrusu. 
In the speech of first- and second-generation 
Ammanis, there is a straightforward correlation 
between origin and y-dropping: the Madanì 
Palestinians maintain /y/, while the Jordanians 
drop it. In the case of the third generation 
(the youth), the picture is more complicated. 
Here, gender becomes a factor, and the female 
speakers use /y/ more consistently, regardless 
of origin.

The future marker in ≠Ammànì Arabic is most 
often ra™ ~ ràyi™; ™a- is also used but less fre-
quently. The verb bidd ‘to want’ can also be used as 
a future marker, with or without ‘volition’ 
being implied, biddi ±arù™ bukra ‘I will go 
tomorrow’.

2.2.6.2.3 Participles
Form I active and passive participles take the 
forms: CàCiC and maCCùC, respectively, dàris, 
madrùs. Forms II–VIII active participle deriva-
tions involve a prefix m-, mi- ~ mu, and /i/ in the 
final syllable: mdarris, mràgib, mindaris, mit-
darris, mitràgib, mixtalif, mistaslim. The passive 
participle of these forms has a prefix m- and an 
/a/ in the final syllable: mdarras, mràgab, mind-
aras, mitràgab, mu“tarak, musta≠mal. Form 
IX has one active and passive derivation with 
mi-, mi™marr, mix∂arr.

2.2.7 Weak Verb

2.2.7.1 Geminated verbs
In verbs such as ™ass/y™iss ‘to feel’, “add/y“idd 
‘to tighten’, the 2nd person singular masculine 
and the 1st person singular perfect inflect as: 
™assèt, “addèt. In the active participle, they 
show variation between two forms: ™àss ~ 
™àsis, “àdd ~ “àdid; the use of the latter pattern 
is on the increase, particularly in the speech 
of female speakers. Traditional Jordanian dia-
lects, e.g. the dialect of Sult (18 km northwest 
of Amman), only have the former pattern, i.e. 
™àss, “àdd.

2.2.7.2 Verbs I±
I± verbs show considerable variation in their 
imperfect (conjugations: with or without /y/ (for 
3rd persons sg. masc. and pl.) and with low 
front /à/ or raised back /ò/ as in the paradigm 
below (listed with b-): 

The perfect conjugation is ±akal, ±aklat, 
±akalu, ±akalt, ±akalti, ±akaltu, ±akalt, ±akalna. 
The participles are: màkil, ma±kùl ~ mittàkil, 
and the imperative is kul.

2.2.7.3 Verbs Iw
With b- prefix: b(y)uw±af, btuw±af, baw±af, 
btiw±af, btiw±afi, b(y)uw±afu, btuw±afu, bnuw±af.

The imperative forms are: wa±±if, ±uwsal. 
The participles follow the pattern for strong 
verb Form I wà±if/maw±ùf.

Table 8. Inflection of the perfect in ≠Ammànì Arabic

 katab ‘he wrote’  kibir ‘he grew’
 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.  3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc.  katab  katab(i)t  katab(i)t  kibir  kbirt  kbirt
sg. fem.  katbat  katabti  kibrat  kbirti
pl.  katabu  katabtu  katabna kibru  kbirtu  kbirna

Table 9. Inflection of the imperfect in ≠Ammànì Arabic

 yudrus ‘he studies’  yifham ‘he understands’
 3rd pers. 2nd pers 1st pers.  3rd pers. 2nd pers.  1st pers.

sg. masc.  yudrus  tudrus  adrus  yifham  tifham  afham
sg.fem.  tudrus  tudrusi   tifham  tifhami
pl.  yudrusu  tudrusu  nudrus  yifhamu  tifhamu  nifham
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Table 10. Inflection of I± verbs (imperfect) in ≠Ammànì Arabic

 yòkil ‘to eat’    
 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc.  b-òkil ~ b-yòkil ~ b-yàkul b-tòkil ~ b-tàkul b-àkul
sg. fem. b-tòkil ~ b-tàkul b-tòkli ~ b-tàkli 
pl.  b-òklu ~ b-yòklu ~ b-yàklu b-tòklu ~ b-tàklu b-nòkil ~b-nàkul

Table 11. Inflection of Iw verbs in ≠Ammànì Arabic 

 wi±if ‘he stopped’  wißil ‘he arrived’
 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers. 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

Perfect
sg. masc.  wi±if w±if(i)t  w±if(i)t  wißil wßil(i)t  wßil(i)t
sg. fem.  wi±fat  w±ifti   wißlat wßilti
pl.  wi±fu w±iftu  w±ifna wißlu wßiltu  wßilna

Imperfect 
sg. masc.  yuw±af  tuw±af  ±aw±af  yuwßal  tuwßal  ±awßal
sg. fem. tiw±af  tiw±afi   tuwßal  tuwßali
pl.  yuw±afu  tuw±afu  nuw±af yuwßalu  tuwßalu  nuwßal

Table 12. Inflection of IIw/y verbs (perfect) in ≠Ammànì Arabic

 gàl ‘he said’  bà≠ ‘he sold’ 
 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers. 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc.  gàl gult gult bà≠  bi≠t  bi≠t
sg. fem. gàlat  gulti  bà≠at  bi≠ti
pl.  gàlu gultu gulna bà≠u  bi≠tu  bi≠na

Table 13. Inflection of IIIy verbs (perfect) in ≠Ammàrì Arabic

 rama ‘he walked’  nisi ‘he forgot’
 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers. 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc.  rama  ramèt  ramèt nisi nsìt  nsìt
sg. fem.  ramat  ramèti  nisyat  nsìti
pl. ramu  ramètu  ramèna nisyu ~ nisu  nsìtu  nsìna

2.2.7.4 Verbs IIw/y 
The imperfect of ybì ≠ ‘to sell’, with b- prefix, 
conjugates as follows: bibì ≠, bitbì ≠, babì ≠, bitbì ≠, 
bitbì ≠i, bibì ≠u, bitbì ≠u, binbì ≠ (the /b/ before /n/ 
often assimilates to /m/ ~ minbì ≠ ‘we sell’).

The imperative forms have long vowels: gùl, 
bì ≠. The participles follow the patterns CàyiC/
maCyùC, “àyil/ma“yùl ‘carrying/carried’, bàyi≠/
mabyù≠.

2.2.7.5 Verbs IIIy
The imperative forms are ±insa, ±im“i. The par-
ticiples follow the pattern CaCi/maCCi nàsi/
mansi.

The imperfect forms are b+ yinsa, tinsa, insu, 
tinsa, tinsi, tinsu, ansa, ninsa; b+ yim“i, tim“i, 
im“u, tim“i, tim“i, tim“u, am“i, nim“i.
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2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase
The noun phrase has the usual constituents: 
nouns or pronouns + adjectives, prepositional 
phrases/adverbials. In addition to the definite 
article al- (or its derivatives, il, l, i), the numeral 
wa™ad/wa™de is used to specify animate nouns, 
t≠araft ≠ala wa™ad ßìni bi“taÿil bilma“rù≠ ‘I met 
a Chinese person who works on the project’. 
The following quantifiers are used: kull ‘every’, 
kull walad ‘every boy’; kull ‘all’, kull ilbanàt 
‘all girls’; kam/kammin/akammin ~ akkamman 
‘a few’, ‘some’, ≠indi akammin mi“wàr ‘I have a 
few errands to run’; “wayy ‘a little’, dil≠a zìdilha 
“wayyit mili™, ‘it is bland, add a little salt’; 
kaza ‘a number of’, kaza marra ™akètlo mà 
yit±axxar ‘a number of times I told him not to 
be late’. The noun phrase is negated by means 
of mi“ or mù positioned immediately before 
the negated element, e.g. mi“/mù daktòr ‘not a 
doctor’, mi“ ™ilu ‘not nice’, mi“ kull lbanàt ‘not 
all the girls’.

2.3.2 Verb phrase

2.3.2.1 Tense and aspect
Past tense is expressed through the perfect form, 
daras ‘he studied’. The use of xalaß ‘done’, or 
wxalaß ‘and done’ can emphasize the comple-
tion of the action xalaß daras, daras wxalaß 
‘he has (done) studied’. The perfect form can 
combine with kàn ‘was’ to denote modality 
(obligation) in the past, kàn darast mbàri™ mi“ 
kàn ±a™san ‘you should have studied yesterday, 
would it not have been better?’

Like the other sedentary dialects in the region, 
≠Ammànì utilizes the b- imperfect to express 
present tense as well as habitual action: bi“taÿil 
‘he works’ or ‘he is working’. The bi-imperfect 
combines with the markers gà≠id ‘sitting’, or 
≠am/ ≠ammàl to express continuity, gà≠id/ ≠am 
bi“taÿil ‘he is working. These markers can be 
used with the bare form of the imperfect to 
express continuity: gà≠id/ ≠am/ ≠ammàl yi“taÿil. 
Present continuous for some verbs can be 
expressed through the active participle nàyim 
‘he is sleeping’, gà≠id ‘he is sitting’, mà“i ‘I’m 
going/he is walking’. For other verbs, the active 
participle expresses perfect tense, bi™ki ±inno 
màkil ‘he says he has eaten’, dàris ‘I have stud-
ied’. The verb ràyi™ or its short form ra™ ‘going’ 

is used as a future marker, placed before the 
bare imperfect, ràyi™/ra™ yudrus ‘he will study’. 
Some speakers use ™a- as a future marker. 

Kàn placed before the bi-imperfect, or im-
perfect, expresses past continuous, kàn budrus/
yudrus ‘he was studying’; kàn + imperfect 
denotes past habitual, kàn yudrus kull yòm ‘he 
was (in the habit of) studying every day’. gà≠id/
≠am/ ≠ammàl + kàn + bi-imperfect/imperfect also 
express past continuous: kàn gà≠id/ ≠am/ ≠ammàl 
budrus/yidrus ‘he was studying’. Kàn + ra™/
ràyi™ denotes past intention, kunt ra™ amùt 
min il©ù≠ ‘I was going to die of hunger’, ‘I was 
starving’.

2.3.3 Word order
Word order is most commonly SVO; VSO 
accompanied with rising intonation is used in 
interrogative sentences: randa rà™at ≠a ““uÿul 
‘Randa went to work’, rà™at randa ≠a ““uÿul? 
‘did Randa go to work?’. Verb-initial sen-
tences are also usually used when the subject is 
indefinite, ±iΔat wa™de ≠indhum bti“bahik ktìr 
‘a woman, looking very much like you, visited 
them’.

2.3.4 Conditional sentences
iza ~ izan, and law ‘if’ are used to introduce 
conditional sentences: iza ™aka ma≠ik ™aki bah-
dilì ±imsa™i fì l’ar∂ ‘if he as much as talks to 
you, scold him (lit. wipe off the floor with 
him)’, alla ysàm™ak law talfanit kàn ijitlak ≠ala 
†ùl ‘God forgive you. If you had called I would 
have come to you immediately’. Conditional 
meaning is implied by simply juxtaposing two 
clauses; the first clause usually starts with a 
verb in the imperative form, and the second 
clause begins with the verb in the bi-imperfect 
form: ™ukkilli ba™ukkillak ‘if you scratch my 
back, I’ll scratch yours’; dugg ≠a lbàb btisma≠ 
iljawàb ‘if you knock on the door you’ll hear 
the answer’, nazzil ràsak bit“ùf ‘if you lower 
your head, you’ll see’.
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Juba Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Area, range, functions

Juba Arabic is the name given to an Arabic-
based variety spoken mainly in the southern 
part of the Sudan and more precisely in Juba, 
the capital city of the Equatoria region. There 
are indications that the Arabic varieties spoken 
in the other southern regions (Bahr al Ghazal 
and Upper Nile) are dialectally distinctive. Juba 
Arabic is spoken either as an interethnic ¤ 

lingua franca or as a mother tongue among the 
members of the South Sudanese urban popula-
tion who lost their ethnic native language (no 
number available). In Juba it is the dominant 
lingua franca and is used in various contexts 
such as administration, local courts, preach-
ing, broadcasting, daily talk in the streets or 
with neighbors, and songs. Juba Arabic is a 
generic term applied to a wide range of social 
and geographical varieties that include pidgin/ 
creole-like varieties up to decreolized or quasi-
colloquial varieties. The pidgin/creole variety of 
Juba became ‘standardized’ and popularized in 
the 1970s, among other ways through the radio 
programs of the Sudan Council of Churches. 
The historical context of development (mas-
sive and quick language changes related to 
social upheavals in a multilingual context), the 
historical lack of contact with standard/collo-
quial Arabic, and the importance of its identity 
function are the main factors that explain the 
development and maintenance of this Arabic-
based pidgin/creole as a language distinct from 
colloquial Arabic.

1.2 History and development

Contemporary Juba Arabic descends from an 
Arabic military pidgin, first known as Bimbashi 
Arabic (from Osmanli bimba“i ‘officer’) then 
Mangalla Arabic (a military garrison near con-
temporary Juba), that appeared in southern 
Sudan following the annexation of the Sudan 
by the Turkish-Egyptian government in 1820 
(Prokosch 1986; pidginization; ¤ creoles). The 
subsequent establishment of military and trade 
camps and the development of a large-scale 
slave trade between 1854 and 1889 led to 
major social upheavals and to the emergence of 
an Arabic pidgin in this previously non-Arabic-
speaking area (Mahmud 1982; Owens 1997). 
The exact origin and form of this Arabic pidgin 
remains unknown. Its target language seems 
to have been a mixture and approximate form 
of Egyptian and Northern/Western Sudanese 
Colloquial Arabic spoken by the soldiers of 
the Turkish-Egyptian army. It is not certain 
whether a single variety spread all around 
southern Sudan or whether various varieties 
emerged simultaneously in the different camps. 
But the available historical and contemporary 
data indicate that this Arabic-based pidgin 

 juba arabic

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



518

 stabilized in a very short span of time, i.e. within 
approximately 45 years (1854–1889), and prob-
ably before the split between Juba Arabic and 
¤ Ki-Nubi.

Bimbashi Arabic continued to develop in sout-
hern Sudan, with minimal contact with standard 
Arabic, during the first decades of the 20th cen-
tury, first in the military garrisons and urban 
centers and then as the main lingua franca in 
the heterogeneous rural areas. In spite of its 
policy of ‘divide and rule’, and its intention to 
stop the spread of Islam and Arabic in south-
ern Sudan, the British condominium could not   
stop the development of Juba Arabic as the 
main lingua franca in the highly multilingual 
Equatorial Province. In the early 1970s, after 
the end of the first civil war (1956–1972) and 
the resettlement of the refugees, Juba Arabic 
became the dominant oral lingua franca for 
all types of com munication. It thus became the 
mother tongue of a growing number of children 
in the southern urban areas due to mixed neigh-
borhoods and interethnic marriages (Mahmud 
1982). Since 1972 and more intensively since 
the 1980s, Juba Arabic speakers have been more 
exposed to Colloquial Sudanese Arabic and 
Modern Standard Arabic through mass media, 
schooling, urbanization, and migration/displace-
ment to northern Sudan. Therefore, many Juba 
Arabic speakers can shift from a more creolized 
variety to a more colloquial one according to 
setting. However, the antagonistic relationship 
between the North and the South fosters the iden-
tity function of Juba Arabic, which is perceived as 
expressing and symbolizing an African identity. 
This is why Juba Arabic is not (yet?) threatened 
by a decreolization process. Today it can be 
heard in the displaced southern communities 
based in Khartoum, Cairo, or London, either in 
informal friendly or family settings or in more 
symbolic and formal settings such as artistic per-
formances, special radio programs, and Christian 
religious celebrations (Miller 2002).

Juba Arabic is mainly a spoken language. It is 
not taught and has neither been standardized nor 
normalized through an official script. Its formal 
contexts of use include radio broadcasts, the-
atrical performances, songs, Christian religious 
preaching, some political speeches, and so on. 

Some prayer books are written in Juba Arabic 
using Latin script, while individuals educated in 
standard Arabic may use Arabic script to write 
Juba Arabic.

1.3 State of research

The most detailed sources for the historical con-
text of the emergence of Juba Arabic in the 
19th century are Mahmud (1979, 1982), Owens 
(1997), and Prokosch (1986). Many papers have 
discussed the linguistic origin and affiliation of 
Juba Arabic and Ki-Nubi and their degree of 
autonomy compared to other Arabic vernacu-
lars (Owens 2001). The oldest description of 
the Arabic military variety is an unpublished 
manuscript by Jenkins 1908 analyzed by Kaye 
and Tosco (1993). Other sources are Thorburn 
(1925) and missionary books intended for the 
southern population. Linguistic sketches are 
provided by Nhial (1975), Yokwe (1985), and 
Watson (1984). A sociolinguistic description of 
Equatoria and a monographic description of Juba 
Arabic are given by Miller (1984). The verbal 
system is discussed by Mahmud (1979), Miller 
(1986), and Tosco (1995). Additional linguistic 
and sociolinguistic descriptions are found in 
Bureng (1986), Kaye (1994), and Miller (1993, 
2001, 2003) and Manfredi (2005). Smith and 
Ama (1985) provide the first Juba Arabic dic-
tionary, though without a clear distinction 
between Juba Arabic and Sudanese Colloquial. 
Hago (2001) collected a corpus of different 
levels of southern Arabic used in the special 
programs of Radio Omdurman. Most linguistic 
descriptions rely on data recorded in Juba or 
in Equatoria in the 1970s and 1980s or among 
displaced Equatorian speakers in Europe and 
Khartoum. No update information about the 
evolution of Juba Arabic in Juba since the 1980s 
is available. Much more data are needed.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

The following linguistic sketch presents the 
pidgin/creole level. It does not take into consid-
eration social and individual variables found in 
the rural lingua franca or in the more decreolized 
varieties often used by urban speakers.
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2.1  Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
Comments:

i.  /∑/, /5/, /™/ are ‘borrowed’ consonants 
which appear in non-Arabic words: korba∑ 
‘whip’, 5erkúK ‘child’, ™õ ™õ ‘termites’.

ii. /p/ is a full borrowed phoneme in loan-
words like patrõ ‘rich’, koropo ‘leaves’, but 
it is also a frequent variant of /f/: filwata ~ 
palata ‘down’.

iii.  /h/ is often dropped: sehí ~ seí ‘right’.
iv.  /z/ is often realized as an affricate /j/: 

zówju ~ júju ‘to marry’.
v.  /š/ is most often realized as /s/: ašurubu ~ 

asurubu ‘drink’.
vi.  Emphatics, pharyngeal, and velars are not 

preserved (*†ala≠ > tala ‘to go out’, * ÿàba 
> gába ‘forest’, *daxal > dákalu ‘to come 
in’).

vii.  Geminate consonants do not occur (*gassam 
> gésemu ‘to divide’, *dagga > dúgu ‘to hit’). 

viii. Many consonants drop in final position or 
lose voice opposition and merge into archi-
phonemes. The inventory in final position 
includes four archiphonemes (P, T, S, K) 
and four other consonants (/m, n, l, r/). 
The archiphonemes erase the voiced/voice-
less distinction and thus P = /b/ and /p/; T = 
/t/ and /d/, S = /s/ and /z/, and K = /g/ and /k/, 
as in abyeT ‘white’ (< abyed); suK ‘market’ 
(< suug), keleP ‘dog’ (< keleb).

The Juba Arabic phonological system is rather 
unstable. Two trends have been noticed. One, 
recorded among the Bari speakers of Juba region, 

neutralizes the plosive/affricate/fricative distinc-
tion and the alveolar/palatal distinction and gives 
a system with 17 consonants, close to the Bari 
phonological system (see Table 2).

Table 2. Phonological system of Bari speakers

b d j g

p t s k

l r

m n ñ ™

w y

The other trend, among speakers influenced by 
Sudanese Colloquial Arabic, maintains the alveo-
lar-palatal distinction and keeps 20 consonants 
(see Table 3).

Table 3. Phonological system of Sudanese 
Arabic Speakers

b d z j g (±)
f t s š k h

l r
m n ñ ™
w y

2.1.2 Vowels
Juba Arabic has five phonemic vowels, /i/, /e/, 
/a/, /u/, /o/, and three allophones [Æ, ?, –]. These 
three allophones are particularly noticeable 
among Bari speakers and appear both in Bari 
words and in a number of words that reflect 
former phonological restructuring. 

Table 1. Consonants of Juba Arabic

bilabial dental alveolar palatal velar glottal
plosives 

voiced 
voiceless

b 
(p)

d
t

g
k

affricates 
voiced 
voiceless

(   j)
∑

fricatives 
voiced 
voiceless (f)

(z) 
s (“)

laterals l r

nasal m n 5 ™

glides w y
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[Æ] is the allophone of /e/ and appears in the 
following:

i. In Bari words such as ñerkuK “child”
ii. In words where Juba Arabic /e/ reflects an 

etymological *è in contact with former 
emphatic or pharyngeal consonants, as in 
tÆr (ter < *†èr) ‘bird’, Æna (ena < *≠èn)   ‘eye’,   
sÆT (seT < *ßèd) ‘to hunt’

iii. In words where Juba Arabic /e/ comes from 
an etymological *a or *i in contact with 
former emphatic, pharyngeal, or geminate 
consonants, as in sÆli (seli < *ßalla) ‘to pray’, 
waÆT (waeT < *wà™id)  ‘one’

iv. In open syllables like bÆlÆ < beleT < *balad   
‘country, village’

[6] is an unrounded low-mid centralized vowel, 
transcribed here as ö. It is the allophone of /e/ 
and /o/ in various syllabic contexts:

köbir < kebir < *kabìr ‘big’
göliba < geliba < *galba ‘heart’
köli < keli  < *xalli ‘to let’
köruP <  koruf  < xarùf ‘sheep’ 
wökit < wokit  < wakit ‘time’

[–] is the allophone of /o/ in open CvCv syllables  
 like k–re < kore ‘to shout’ and b–lis < bolis  
‘policeman’ and in a few Bari words, e.g. k–r–p–/
korofo ‘leaves’.

Long vowels are not preserved. The vowels 
/e/and /o/ have a wide distribution and corre-
spond either to an etymological /è/ or /ò/ or to an 
etymological /a/ and /u/ in numerous consonantal 
environments: *CaCìC > CeCiC *kabìr > kebír 
‘big’; *CacaC > CeCeC if the second or the third 
consonant is a lateral or a vibrant *jabal > jebel; 
*CaCCac > CeCeC if CC is a geminate *gassam 
> gesemu ‘to share’; *CaCuC or *CawCiC 
 > CoCuC or CoCiC *xarùf > korúP ‘sheep’, *†awíl 
> towíl ‘tall’. 

/Æ/, /ö/, /–/, seem to reflect the influence of 
an [+Advanced Tongue Root] [–Advanced 
Tongue Root] set common to many southern 
Sudanese languages (Watson 1984).

A tendency toward vowel harmony is well 
attested. Leaving out of account a word-final 
vowel, a word can have only front vowels /i/ or 
/e/ or back vowels /o/ or /u/. Low vowel /a/ occurs 
in both contexts (ásurubu ‘to drink’, kátifu ‘to 

write’), but in many contexts /a/ has raised to 
/e/ before /i/ and to /o/ before /u/ (badri > bedíri 
‘early’, majnùn > mojnún ‘mad’).

Vocalic harmonization spreads to morphemes 
like particles ta, fi, bi, ge: te ñerekú ‘of the child’, 
ta mára de ‘of the woman’, to rujál ‘of the men’, 
paláta (> fi-l-wáta) ‘down’.

2.1.3 Syllables
The most common syllable types are:
v: u ‘and’; Cv: fi ‘in’; CvC: bab ‘door’.

Other syllable types are:
vC in initial position if the first consonant is R 
or L: arda ‘termite’, or in final position: boíT 
‘far’ (but variant boyiT), CCv in final position if 
the second consonant is R or L: bafra ‘manioc’, 
CCvC in a few loanwords like skul ‘school’.

2.1.4 Stress
Juba Arabic is characterized by a lexically 
defined high tonal stress. It is placed on the first 
high tone syllable of the word. In Arabic-based 
words, the position of stress is often determined 
by the etymological syllabic structure, i.e., it 
falls on an etymological heavy syllable as in 
sabá (< ßabà™) ‘morning’ vs. sába (< sab≠a) 
‘seven’. Synchronically, this leads to a phonemic 
stress contrast. Stress also plays a distinctive 
grammatical role. It can help to distinguish 
between verbs and verbal nouns and between 
active verbal forms and passive verbal forms, 
especially for CvCvCv forms: kéleP de ákalu ‘the 
dog has eaten’ – akúlu ta keleP ‘the eating of the 
dog’ – kéleP de akalú ‘the dog has been eaten’.

2.2 Morphology

The phonological reduction leads to a complete 
restructuring of the Arabic lexical bases and 
patterns. It prohibits the productivity of a 
number of Arabic morphophonological pro-
cesses. Juba Arabic is characterized by the use 
of invariable forms and independent grammati-
cal markers. In many instances, the same form 
can function as a verb, a nominal, an adjective, 
an adverb, etc. The surrounding grammati-
cal morphemes mark the morphological and 
syntactic functions. Juba Arabic has a sharply 
reduced morphology in comparison with stan-
dard Arabic or Arabic dialects.

  juba arabic 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



521

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns
Juba Arabic has two sets of personal pro-
nouns: independent and affixed. The indepen-
dent personal pronouns are given in Table 4.

Table 4. Independent personal pronouns

 singular  plural

3rd úwo (~úo~u) úmon
2nd íta (~éta) ítakum
1st ána anína

Independent pronouns function as subject 
and direct object and object of prepositions: 
ána bi dúgu íta ‘I hit you’, íta bi  dúgu ána 
‘you hit me’, anína wóri l-ítakum ‘we showed 
to you’. 

Possessive pronouns are suffixed to the gen-
itive particle bita ~ ta and form another set, 
given in Table 5. 

Table 5. Possessive pronouns

singular plural

3rd tó-u tó-mon

2nd tá-ki tá-kum

1st táy tá-nína

júa ta ána ~ júa táy ‘my house’, dé bita 
itakum ~ dé tákum? ‘is it yours?’

2.2.1.2 Interrogatives
The interrogatives are minú ‘who?’, yatú 
‘who, which?’, sunú ‘what?’, malú ‘what?’, 
winú ‘where?’, kéf ~ kefín ‘how?’, mitín 
‘when?’, kam ‘how much?’, asán senú ‘why?’, 
le ‘why’? Interrogatives occur sentence-initially 
or in the same place as corresponding non-
interrogative elements: minú báda ákalu ‘who 
started eating?’, ákalu táni minú ‘who else has 
been eating?’, grús ligó winú fi zamán zede 
‘where is money to be found these days?’.

Interrogative clauses are very often marked 
by seí: íta seí rúdu ána ‘do you love me?’, seí 
nás pojulu ge ákulu makáko ‘do Pojulu people 
eat monkey?’.

2.2.2 Adverbs
The most common adverbs are:

i. Temporal: badín ‘after that’, taraó ‘then’, 
zamán ‘at that time’, badri ‘recently’, aléla 

‘today’, ombáre ‘yesterday’, asáde ‘now’, 
kulu mayóm ‘every day’

ii. Local:  wára  ‘behind’,  fi  daar  ‘behind’, 
juwa ‘inside’, íne ‘here’, ináK ‘there’, boí T 
(~ boyiT) ‘far’, paláta ‘down’, bára ‘outside’, 
gidám ‘in front’, gerib ‘nearby, recently’

iii. Others: seí seí ‘very’, ketír ‘many’, kamán 
‘also’, kalás ‘only’, akér ‘better, finally’, 
sáwa ‘together’, swéya ‘little’

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 The particle dé
The particle dé functions as a single invariable 
determinative particle. It is always postposed, 
like all nominal modifiers, and takes the last 
position (see Sec. 2.2.4): bíneya dé ‘the/this girl’, 
jerán batál dé ‘the/this/those bad neighbor(s)’, 
bágara táki dé ‘your cow’, keliP ta rájil dé ‘the 
dog of this man’, rájil kebír taláta dé ‘the three 
big men’.

dé functions as a clause closer in relative clauses, 
conditional clauses and time clauses, as in

 
ána áozu kamís taé el ána kásulu dé

I want shirt mine REL I wash this

‘I want the shirt that I washed’

dé can function as a preposed presentative: dé 
kalám kaáP ‘this is a serious issue’ vs. kalám dé 
kaáP ‘this issue is serious’ ~ kalám kaáP dé ‘this 
serious issue’.

Another presentative is the focus marker yaú: 
yaú gúna kan gunaú mátara binázel ‘this is a 
song, if/when it is sung, rain falls’.

2.2.3.2 Genitive marker
The genitive marker is ta: rás ta júa ‘the head 
of the house = the roof’. Synthetic construct 
states are only found in lexicalized compound 
words: jena murkáka ‘grindstone’.

2.2.3.3 Negative marker
The negative marker is má for nominal and ver-
bal clauses. má precedes the predicate: wéle dé 
má suker ‘this boy is not small’, ána má bíyu le 
zól dé ‘I did not sell (it) to this man’.

Negative existential máfí can be postposed 
to a negative clause to emphasize negation: 
ána má dúgu zól máfí ‘I did not hit this man 
at all!’.

In imperative clauses, the negative marker is 
máta: máta gésimu badúm ‘don’t divide between
yourselves!’.
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2.2.3.4 Existential particles
The main existential particle is fí: fí nás ketír fi 
júba ‘there are many people in Juba’. Existential 
constructions can be used to express possession: 
fí grús le éta ‘there is money for you = you have 
money’.

2.2.3.5 Prepositions
Prepositions are fi ‘in, at, to’, le ‘to’, ma ‘with, 
by’, madúm ‘without’, foK ‘on’, min ‘from, 
through’, tat (tihit) ‘under’, lakadi ‘until’, wára 
‘after, behind’, gidám ‘in front’, zay (~ze) ‘like’, 
ila ‘except’. A number of prepositions are made 
of two elements: fi rás ‘on’, fi dahar ‘behind’, fi 
nús ‘in the middle’, fi júwa ‘inside’, fi tihit ‘under’, 
fi gidám ‘in front’, fi bátina ‘among’.

The distribution of fí and li after verbs of 
movement indicates a distinction between a human 
and a non-human destination: ána ge fútu fi 
béT/ fi súK/fi kór ‘I go to the house/the market/
the river’, ána ge fútu le-íta/le binéya/ le mára de/ 
‘I go to you/the girl/the woman’. 

 
2.2.3.6 Conjunctions
Conjunctions are   wa ~ u ‘and’, wala ‘or’, lakín 
‘but’, asán keli ‘therefore’, asán kede ‘in order 
to’, kan ‘if, when’, wokit ‘when’, gal ‘[dependent 
clause] that’.

2.2.3.7 Definite particles
The definite particle el (~ al ~ ale) introduces 
verbal or nominal expansions; e.g. dé júju ale 
adíl  ‘this is a regular marriage’, el gúm dé 
bára dé zeríya ‘the ones coming out are germs’, 
binéya dé el ge wónosu ma ítakum dé ísom tó 
senú ‘this girl, who comes to talk with you, 
what is her name?’, uwo bikúbu matára el kan 
uwo kútu fi búrsa tó dé  ‘he pours the rainwater 
that he has put in his water-skin’.

Another definite particle is abu: úo bisílu ay 
bíneya abu úo áozu   ‘he takes any girl he wants’ 
(see Sec. 2.2.4).

2.2.4 Noun
Nouns and verbs are distinguishable through 
three main features:

i. Word order. Nouns are characterized by post-
posed nominal modifiers with the following 
word order: {N. Gen}, {N. Poss}, {N. Adj} {N. 
Rel} {N. Det}, while verbs are characterized 
by preverbal modifiers.

ii. Stress (see Sec. 2.1.4)

iii. Word ending. Most nouns end in -a or -i 
or -C, while approximately 50 percent of 
verbs end in -u: fíli ‘an elephant’, bokra 
‘tomorrow’, dúgu ‘to hit’, ámusuku ‘to take’, 
etc. Juba Arabic tends to develop a produc-
tive -a/-u inflectional opposition for trisyllabic 
words: setíma/sétimu ‘an insult/to insult’.

Arabic nominal patterns are not productive, 
although a number of words reproduce inher-
ited patterns such as localities (máal ‘place’, 
matár ‘airport’), instruments (málaga ‘spoon’, 
máfata ‘key’), and some professions (múdir 
‘director’, najár ‘carpenter’). Most nouns derive 
from etymological singular forms, but a set of 
nouns derive from etymological internal plural 
patterns which have lost their meaning: jerán 
‘neighbor(s)’, sunún ‘teeth/tooth’.

Analytical constructions render professions, 
localities, adjectives, etc.:

Arabic Juba Arabic
ßayyàd zól ta dugu lahám ‘hunter’
mazra≠a mahál ta kurúju ‘farm, field’
≠anìf zól ta dosomán ‘violent;  troublemaker’
midagg jéna fundùK ‘pestle’

There is no gender distinction. Plural is often 
marked for nouns, but number agreement is 
irregular for adjectives. Very few cases of internal 
plural have been recorded:

singular plural
mara nuswán ‘woman/women’
âku akwán ‘brother(s)’
askári asakér ‘soldier(s)’
kebír kubár ‘big’

When expressed, plural is marked by the suf-
fixes -át for nouns and -ín for adjectives and a 
few nouns: ñerkúK ‘child’/ñerkukát ‘children’, 
mobsút/mobsútín ‘happy [sg.Pl.]’, -in is also 
often suffixed to internal plural: kebír ‘big’/
kubár ~ kubárin ‘big [sg.Pl.]’, áku/akwán ~ 
akwánín ‘brother/brothers’.

The word nás (nasi) ‘people’ + noun expresses 
a general plural, a collective, or a type marker, as 
in nás ardá ‘termites’, nás silá ‘weapons’, nás 
dupi ‘the class of the slaves’, nás dúra ‘sorghum’, 
nás móya ‘water’. With noncountable objects, 
it often carries the meaning of large quantities; 
e.g. súK yambio dé kebír seí seí ibiyú fógo nási 
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gomása nási dúra nási merísa nási senú senú    
‘the market of Yambio is very big, they sell a 
large [quantity of ] materials, sorghum, local 
beer, and many other things’. The diminutive 
is expressed by sukér ‘small’: júa sukér ‘tiny 
house’, binéya sukér ‘small girl’.

Most adjectives are built on CaCCán, CeCíC, 
and mvCCvC patterns: takyán ‘nervous’, kebír 
‘big’, moksút (mobsút) ‘happy’. Adjectives do 
not form a specific word category. They can 
be nominalized with the definite particle al: al 
báreT to ‘the cold part of it’, or they can be 
preceded by the two verbal markers bi and gi 
(see Sec. 2.2.6): úwo tabán ‘he is tired’, úwo gi 
tabán ‘he is suffering’, úwo bi tabán ‘he will 
become tired’.
 The definite particle abu before nouns, adjec-
tives, or numerals expresses an inalien able pos-
sessive state: móz abu nedíf dé ‘ba nanas of good 
quality’, gumasát abu seretú ‘torn clothes, rags’, 
arági abu ta dùra ‘a sorghurn-based alcohol’, 
anína rúwa abu síta ‘we went to six people’. 
Bodily defects are mainly expressed with the abu 
construction: abu éna ‘one-eyed’, abu sála ‘bold’, 
abu dá™a ‘paraplegic’, etc. Color adjectives have 
an inherited form: abye ‘white’, aswáT ‘black’, 
amár ‘red’, etc., but they are often introduced by 
abu: bágara abu abye ‘the white cow’, gélib abu 
aswáT de ‘a black heart’.

Comparison and superlative are expressed by 
analytical constructions using the verb fútu ‘to
go; to overtake’, or the topic marker yaú, 
e.g. Juba fútu Malakal ‘Juba is bigger than 
Malakal’, úwo kebír fútu éta ‘he is  bigger 
than you’, kebír tómon yaú Tomáya ‘Tomáya 
is the biggest’.

2.2.5 Numerals
Cardinal numerals are 1–10: wáhid ~ wáe, itnín, 
taláta, árba, kámsa, síta, tamániya, tísa, ásara; 
11–19: idáser, itnáser, talátaser, etc. 20–90: 
isrín, talatín, etc. 100: miya (mia)  1,000: alef. 
Digits precedes tens: 21 = wáe u asrín.

2.2.6 Verbs
The majority of the basic verbal stems have a 
CvCv or CvCvCv or aCvCvCv syllabic pat-
tern: gáta ‘to cut’, kátifu ‘to write’, asurubu ‘to 
drink’, etc.

The majority of the verbal stems seem to 
derive from an etymological 3rd (pl. or sg.) 
perfect or imperative Form I stem with further 
phonological restructuring. The basic verbal 

stem remains invariable but can be pronounced 
differently according to speakers: katabu ~ kat-
ibu ~ katifu ~ kataP ‘to write’.

There is no morphological vowel alternation 
except in one case: ákulu ‘to eat’/ákeli ‘to feed’ 
(< ±akkal). The only attested derived verbal pat-
tern is a limited set of verbs with an opposition 
between a basic CuCu form and an expended 
Cow(u)Cu form expressing a transitive/factitive 
meaning:

gúmu ‘to stand up’ gówmu (gowumu) ‘to raise, to
    make rising, to make 
    germinate’
númu ‘to sleep’ nówmu (nowumu) ‘to put to sleep’
fúru ‘to boil’ fówru (fowuru) ‘to get to boil’

As mentioned in Section 2.1.4, the shift of stress 
expresses an active/passive-like distinction and a 
verb/verbal noun distinction, particularly with 
CvCvCv verbs. In passive-like constructions, the 
agent can be introduced by the particle ma ‘with’. 
This type of construction does not function with a 
human agent: júa al kan durubú ma sága de salaú 
‘the house that was destroyed by the storm was 
rebuilt’. 

Person and number are marked by exter-
nal personal pronouns (see Sec. 2.2.1). Tense, 
Moods and Aspect are expressed by two core 
verbal particles (affixed to the bare form), bi 
and gi, and by a number of verbal semi-auxilia-
ries: kán, áozu, já, rúwa, gúm, téde, and a few 
adverbs: baga, kalás.

2.3 Verbal phrase

Juba Arabic has developed a Tense-Mood-Aspect 
system through the combination of the various 
particles. Juba Arabic divides its verbal lexicon 
between statives and nonstatives (Tosco 1995). 
Injunctive, factitive, intensive, iterative, and 
other meanings are expressed through analyti-
cal constructions.

The bare verbal stem is the general unmarked 
form. In some functions (perfect and imperative) 
it can alternate with a more specific Tense-
Mood-Aspect marker. It expresses:

i. A past or perfect action with nonstative 
verbs in main sentences: nás ákulu lahám 
de kúlu ‘the people ate/have eaten all the 
meat’ vs. nás ákulu lahám de kúlu kalás ‘the 
people have eaten all the meat’

ii. A present tense with stative verbs in main 
sentences: ána ma áozu kalám ketír ‘I 
don’t want trouble’
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iii. An imperative: ákalu lahám de ‘eat the 
meat!’; ákalu tákum lahám de ‘eat [pl.] the 
meat!’

iv. An infinitive in subordinate sentences: bókora 
ána birúwa fátisu dáwa ‘tomorrow I will 
look for medicine’

The particle bi functions as an irrealis marker 
and is used to express:

i. A general present or an habitual action: nás 
bigúm sabá bádri ‘people get up early’

ii. A future or possible/potential/conditional 
action: bókra anína bikúruju ‘tomorrow we 
will cultivate’; úwo bikátalu áku tó kalám 
grús ‘he could kill his brother for money’; 
kan nás rúwo fi gába úmon bikátalu nas 
gém ketír ‘if/when people go to the forest, 
they kill a lot of game’

The particle ge functions as a continuous marker 
and expresses a continuous, habitual, iterative 
action: báhar de ge mála kuluyóm ‘every day 
the river gets a bit higher’; fi keríf nás ge 
kúruju ‘during the rain season people culti-
vate’; zamán fi wokít zedé nási ga ákulu lahám 
‘before, at that time people used to eat meat’. bi 
and ge are found in a number of similar seman-
tic contexts (e.g. habitual or general present), 
and they never combine.

kán marks a past tense with stative verbs and 
an anterior with nonstative verbs: úwo kán mási 
u lígo tumsá kebír ‘he went and found a big 
crocodile’; úmon kán ákulu ketír ‘they have been 
eating a lot’. kan + bi marks an anterior irrealis: 
w-ána kan bi rákabu senú lakín ‘but what could I 
cook?’. kan + gi marks a continuous past action: 
wókit ána já nás kan ge álabu ‘when I came, peo-
ple were dancing’. Both can mark a past habitual: 
zamán nás kán gi (~ kán bí ) kúruju ketír ‘before, 
people used to cultivate a lot’.

Other verbal Tense-Mood-Aspect markers 
include the following semi-auxiliaries:

i. rúwa ‘go’ combined with bi or gi expresses 
a near future but still implies the notion of 
movement, as in ána gi rúwa núm ‘I am 
going to sleep’; íta birówa wódi senú li sabí 
táki ‘what are you going to give to your 
friend?’.

ii. áozu ‘want’ expresses a near future without 
movement: úwo áozu mútu ‘he is about to 
die’; ñerkukát áozu ámulu subián ‘the chil-
dren are about to become teenagers’.

iii. já ‘come’ before a bare verb can express 
a perfective (resultative) and has the same 
meaning as kalás: úwo já ába/ úwo ába 
kalás ‘he has refused’.

iv. bága ~ bíga ‘then, so, after’ is a (resultative) 
perfective and an inchoative and indicates 
a change of state or action: u bága askut 
gidám ta sultán ‘so he kept silent in front of 
the chief’; kán mátara názal nás bága biku-
ruju ‘if it rains, then people will cultivate’.

v. gum ‘stand’ and bitede ~ tede ‘start’ indi-
cate the beginning of an action: wókit 
ñerkukát del lisa sukerín azigu gúm mútu 
‘the children were still young when Azigu 
[suddenly] died’; nás bitede kúruju ‘if it 
rains, people start to cultivate’.

vi. lisa marks an ongoing action in affirma-
tive sentences: úwo lisa gi bíyu skot jedíd 
‘she is still buying a new skirt’ vs. úwo 
lisa ma biyu skot jedíd ‘she has not yet 
bought a new skirt’.

vii. Injunctive/imperative/orders are expressed 
either by the bare form (see above) or by 
tákum: rúwa tákum fi súK ‘go to the 
market!’, or by keli ‘let’ as in kel-ita áskut 
‘keep quiet’; kel-ina ábinu béleT tanína 
‘let us build our country!’.

viii. kéli is often translated as an optative: 
kéli nás rúa sáyidu sámaK ‘people should 
go fishing’, kéli introduces a complement 
clause after verbs of request as in ána bi 
ásalu úwo keli rákabu sámaga dé ‘I will 
ask her to cook the fish’; ánina áwuju kéli 
jówju íta ma wélet dé ‘we would like to 
marry you with this boy’.

ix. kéde expresses a request: kéde jíbu lána 
merísa ‘can you bring me a beer?’.

x. lazim expresses a need, an obligation: 
ánina lázim ábini béle tanína ‘we should 
build our nation’.

Verbal reduplication expresses durative, iterative, 
or habitual meaning (Miller 2003), as in bágara 
de ge mútu mútu ‘cows are dying one after 
the other’; mára de ge ákulu ákulu fi júa ‘this 
woman always eats in her house [i.e., she is a 
selfish woman]’.

Intensive is expressed by the following con-
struction: ána fáta báb ma fata ‘I open the door 
by force’, ána jére ma jere ‘I am running [like 
a runner]’.

Reciprocity is expressed by badum: rijál dúgu 
badúm ‘men fought between themselves’.
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Reflexive is expressed by nefisa: kéli báb 
gáfalu nefísa bitá ‘let the door close by itself’.

kutu + verb expresses a factitive: ána kútu 
úwo ásurubu ‘I make him drink’.

Complement clause and adverbial clauses 
are introduced by gale ‘say’ and keli ‘let’, 
which have lost their semantic meaning and 
become grammaticalized (Miller 2002): nás 
kúlu ge sáadu ána asán keli ána ábinu júa táe 
‘all the people help me to build my house’; 
úmon ge ába gále kéli nás ma kátulu ayawanát 
‘they refuse to let people kill  animals’.

3. Lexicon

Approximately 80–85 percent of the lexicon 
derives from Arabic roots; the remaining 20 
percent derives from local African vernaculars 
(Bari, Moro, etc.), English, Swahili, Bangala, 
and so on. Compound words seem less devel-
oped than in Ki-Nubi. Analytical constructions 
combining a single verb and various verbal 
extensions are frequent, e.g. dúgu ‘to hit’; dúgu 
ma tín ‘to plaster’, dúgu ma bóya ‘to paint’, 
dúgu bonya ‘to box’, dúgu paláta ‘to demolish’. 
Many idiomatic expressions appear to be trans-
fers of vernacular expressions, e.g. túfu buzaK 
‘to spit [i.e. to give one’s blessing]’, gafúlu ta 
báb ‘closure of the door [i.e. engagement]’.

More research is needed to verify the influ-
ence of local vernacular languages at the syn-
tactic and semantic levels. If the lexicon is 
dominantly Arabic-based, the grammar of Juba 
Arabic exhibits considerable restructuring and 
innovations.
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Judaeo-Arabic

The term ‘Judaeo-Arabic’ refers to a type of 
Arabic that was used by Jews and was distinct 
in some way from other types of Arabic. It is 
by no means a uniform linguistic entity and is 
used to refer both to written forms of Arabic 
and also to spoken dialects.

The Arabic language was used by Jews in 
Arabia before the rise of Islam. Some of the 
pre-Islamic Arabic poets were Jewish, the most 
famous of whom was as-Samaw±al ibn ≠Adì. The 
surviving written works of those Jewish poets 
do not exhibit anything that distinguishes them 
from the equivalent works of their non-Jewish 
contemporaries, and so they are generally not 
referred to as Judaeo-Arabic. It is assumed that 
the Jewish communities in Arabia spoke Arabic 
as their vernacular language. Although we do 
not have any direct evidence of the nature of 
this spoken language, some scholars claim there 
are indirect indications that it differed from the 
vernacular of the non-Jews mainly by the pres-
ence of Hebrew and Aramaic lexical elements 
transferred, through cultural contact, to the 
non-Jewish population and appearing in the 
Qur±àn and other early Arabic literature.

After the Islamic conquests in the 7th century 
C.E., the Arabic language gradually spread 
throughout the Near East. It was initially 
restricted to the Arab invading armies but soon 
began to be used by the local population. This 
applied not only to converts to Islam but also 
to Jews and Christians, who maintained their 
religion and traditional communal life. The 
Arabicization took place most rapidly in the 
large urban centers, where the Arab armies 
had settled and established centers of admin-
istration. In the pre-Islamic period, the Jews of 
Iraq and Syria spoke Aramaic, whereas further 
west they used Berber or Romance as their ver-
nacular language. These languages were largely 
replaced by Arabic. The Jewish communities 
in rural areas were much slower to adopt the 
Arabic language. Although the Jews of the 
urban centers in Iraq appear to have become 
Arabic-speaking by the 8th century C.E., there 
is evidence that the Jews in the countryside 
continued to speak Aramaic at least until the 
10th century. Some Jewish communities living 
in the isolated mountainous areas of northern 
Iraq never fully adopted Arabic as a vernacular 
and continued to speak Aramaic until modern 

times. A similar pattern applied to the spread of 
Arabic elsewhere in the Islamic empire.

During the first three centuries of the Islamic 
period, the Jews in the Near East used the 
traditional rabbinic languages of Hebrew and 
Aramaic as their written languages, although 
many of the urban communities were no doubt 
using Arabic as their vernacular in this period. 
One factor that may explain the slowness of 
the Jews to use Arabic as a written literary 
language was that the main centers of Jewish 
learning, such as the academies of Sura and 
Pumbeditha, were situated in the Iraqi country-
side, where Aramaic remained the spoken lan-
guage for a longer period (Fenton 1990:464). 
The earliest surviving records of Judaeo-Arabic 
are datable to the 8th or 9th century C.E. 
They were written in Hebrew script, which 
became one of the most conspicuous distinctive 
features of written Judaeo-Arabic. Thereafter, 
Arabic in Hebrew script continued to be used 
by Jews in Arabic-speaking lands throughout 
the Middle Ages down to modern times. The 
term ‘Judaeo-Arabic’ is frequently used to refer 
to all such cases of Arabic written in Hebrew 
script. This is based on a descriptive criterion, 
namely its graphic representation, and also, by 
implication, one of communicative function, 
since anything written in Hebrew script would, 
one would assume, be addressed to a Jewish 
readership.

Judaeo-Arabic in this sense, i.e. any form of 
Arabic written in Hebrew script, is not a lin-
guistically uniform phenomenon. It is generally 
categorized into three chronological periods 
corresponding to three major phases in its 
linguistic development, namely Early Judaeo-
Arabic, Classical Judaeo-Arabic, and Late 
Judaeo-Arabic.

The term ‘Early Judaeo-Arabic’ is used to 
refer to Judaeo-Arabic that was written before 
the 10th century. This material has come to 
light only in the last few decades. It consists of 
private documents on papyrus and some manu-
script fragments of literary texts. These texts 
are datable to at least the 9th century and some 
possibly earlier.

The period of Classical Judaeo-Arabic began 
in the 10th century. During this period, Judaeo-
Arabic was used in a very wide range of texts. 
Many of the traditional texts of Judaism were 
translated into Judaeo-Arabic, including first 
and foremost the Hebrew Bible, but also other 
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texts such as the Mishnah, Talmud, Midrashim, 
and liturgy. Many new genres of Arabic text 
were adopted by the Jews from the Muslim 
cultural environment and adapted to Judaism. 
This reflected a close rapprochement between 
the Jews and Muslim culture in the High Mid-
dle Ages (approximately 10th–13th centuries 
C.E.). The new genres of texts included works 
on biblical exegesis, grammar, systematically 
arranged handbooks of legal subjects, and 
works on theology and philosophy. Judaeo-
Arabic was also used for a wide range of docu-
mentary material. Most letters were written in 
Judaeo-Arabic and also a large proportion of 
Jewish legal documents. Hebrew was still used 
as a learned language in letters by some Jewish 
intellectuals, such as the Geonim. It was also 
used by the leading Jewish poets in the Middle 
Ages, but many popular verses and songs were 
composed by Jews in Judaeo-Arabic.

In the Late Judaeo-Arabic period, the range 
of texts written in Judaeo-Arabic became more 
restricted. Among the factors that brought this 
about was a decrease in intellectual rapproch-
ment between the Jewish communities and their 
Muslim environment. In many of the regions of 
the Near East, the beginning of this period can 
be located in the 15th or 16th centuries, when 
Spanish and Portuguese Jewish refugees from 
the expulsions and their descendants came to 
be among the leading intellectuals in the Ara-
bic-speaking Jewish communities. As a result, 
Hebrew was used in these communities for the 
composition of many literary texts. Judaeo-
Arabic became restricted largely to popular 
texts such as stories and songs or private letters. 
Another common type of Judaeo-Arabic text 
in this period was a literal translation of the 
Bible and a few other traditional Jewish texts 
known as “ar™. This was a word-by-word gloss 
that generally could not be understood inde-
pendently of the original Hebrew source text. 
The medieval Judaeo-Arabic Bible translations 
ceased to be used in most Arabic-speaking Jew-
ish communities and were supplanted by the 
“ar™, the language of which was much closer to 
the local vernacular spoken dialect. The print-
ing press gave an impetus to new genres of Late 
Judaeo-Arabic. In the 19th century, for exam-
ple, Judaeo-Arabic newspapers were produced 
in several Arabic-speaking Jewish communities. 
Avishur (1986:3) has proposed that the begin-
ning of the Late Judaeo-Arabic period in Iraq 

should be located in the 13th or 14th century, 
after the devastations of the Mongol invasions. 
In the Jewish communities of Yemen, Classical 
Judaeo-Arabic texts continued to be copied and 
read down to modern times, and the division 
between classical and late periods of Judaeo-
Arabic is not as appropriate.

One of the main distinctive linguistic features 
of Early Judaeo-Arabic is the orthography with 
which Arabic is represented. It is a phonetic spell-
ing representing the way the writers pronounced 
the language based on the orthographic practices 
used for rabbinic Hebrew and Aramaic at that 
period, rather than those of Classical Muslim 
Arabic in Arabic script. This is particularly 
noticeable in the use of vowel letters, e.g. the 
defective spelling of long /à/ (سلام = סלם ‘greet-
ing’, عافية = עפיה ‘health’) and the plene spelling 
of short /i/ and /u/ (الحكمة  =  ,’wisdom‘ אלחיכמה 
-you flee’). The let‘ تهرب = תהרוב ,’to‘ الى = אילא
ters ∂àd and Úà±, which had no direct equivalent 
in the Hebrew consonantal inventory, were rep-
resented by the letter daleμ, the nearest phonetic 
equivalent, e.g. יקבדוה = يقبضه ‘he will receive it’, 
 admonition’. The làm of the definite‘ عظة = עדה
article was not represented when it was assimi-
lated to the following letter, e.g. السلام = אסלם 
‘the greeting’. Tà± marbù†a was represented by 
taw when it was pronounced /t/ in a word in an 
annexation construction, e.g. عظة עיד֗ת אלחיאה 
 the admonition of life’. Examples are from‘ الحياة
Blau (2002:136–154).

In Classical Judaeo-Arabic, which was used 
in most Arabic-speaking Jewish communities 
from the 10th to approximately the 15th cen-
turies, the spelling used was made to cor-
respond to the orthographic conventions of 
Classical Arabic. Long vowels were regularly 
represented by vowel letters, whereas short 
vowels were spelled defectively without vowel 
letters, e.g. سلام = סלאם ‘greeting’, =  אלחכמה 
 /you flee’. Long /à‘ تهرب = תהרב ,’wisdom‘ الحكمة
was generally spelled defectively in the small 
set of words where this was the norm in Classi-
cal Arabic orthography, ذلك = ד֗לך ‘that’. Final 
long /à/ was represented by yo≈ where Classical 
Arabic orthography had ±alif maqßùra spelled 
with yà±, e.g. الى = אלי ‘to’. The làm of the defi-
nite article was regularly represented, including 
where it was assimilated to the following con-
sonant, e.g. السلام = אלסלאם ‘the greeting’. Tà± 
marbù†a was represented by heh in all contexts, 
including when pronounced [t] in annexation 
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constructions, e.g. معرفة البرهان = מערפה אלברהאן 
‘knowledge of the proof’. The Arabic letters 
∂àd and Úà± were represented respectively by 
ßa≈e and †eμ, with a superscribed dot in imita-
tion of the Arabic alphabet, e.g. يقبضه = יקבצ֗ה 
‘he will receive it’, عظة = עט֗ה ‘admonition’. The 
Arabic alphabet was not, however, imitated 
where the sound existed in Hebrew. The Arabic 
letters xà± and ÿayn, for example, were repre-
sented by Hebrew kaf and gimel, often with 
diacritical marks (֗גִ ,כ), rather than ™eμ and 
≠ayin with diacritical marks. This is because the 
pronunciation of the fricative allophones of the 
Hebrew letters kaf and gimel corresponded to 
that of the Arabic letters in question.

In most forms of Late Judaeo-Arabic, which 
began to be used roughly after the 15th century 
C.E., scribes abandoned a rigorous imitation 
of the orthography of Classical Muslim Ara-
bic and, as in the Early Judaeo-Arabic period, 
employed many of the conventions of spelling 
that were used for rabbinic Hebrew and Ara-
maic. Short /i/ and /u/ vowels were frequently 
represented with vowel letters, e.g. =  איבני 
-I said’. Where Clas‘ قلت = קולת ,’my son‘ ابنى
sical Arabic orthography had ±alif maqßùra 
written with yà±, the late texts often used the 
Hebrew vowel letter heh, in conformity with 
Hebrew/Aramaic orthography, e.g. على = עלה 
‘upon’. Some of the orthographic conventions 
of Classical Arabic do, however, appear in Late 
Judaeo-Arabic. These are likely to be vestiges 
of Classical Judaeo-Arabic usage rather than 
direct imitations of Muslim Classical Arabic. 
Late Judaeo-Arabic is a diverse corpus of mate-
rial from different regions, and the degree to 
which such features are found is not uniform 
across all texts. The following is the situation 
that is found in texts from 17th- and 18th-
century Egypt. In many of these texts long /a/ 
is regularly written with the vowel letter ±aleƒ, 
e.g. قالوا = קאלו ‘they said’, قاعد = קאעיד ‘[he is] 
sitting’. The letter ∂àd is generally represented 
by ßa≈e with an upper diacritic, e.g. יחצ֗ר = 
 he attends’. The làm of the definite article‘ يحضر
is regularly represented, even when it is assimi-
lated to the following consonant in pronuncia-
tion, e.g. الناس = אל נאס ‘the people’, אל רחמאן 
 the Merciful’. Examples are from Khan‘ = الرحمن
(1992).

The use of Hebrew script for writing Arabic 
was taken over from the Hebrew and Aramaic 
literary tradition of the Jews. The language was 

changed, but the traditional script continued. 
The different degrees with which the orthogra-
phy of Arabic was adopted reflect the different 
degrees of rapprochement between Jewish and 
Muslim literature and culture at the various 
periods. This rapprochement was at its great-
est in the High Middle Ages (approximately 
10th–13th centuries). Indeed, at this period, 
certain circles of Jewish scholars belonging to 
the Karaite movement of Judaism wrote some 
of their Arabic works in Arabic script, even 
when intended only for a Jewish readership. 
This reflects a particularly advanced degree 
of absorption into the Islamic cultural envi-
ronment. In addition to being determined by 
external influences, orthographic practices in 
Judaeo-Arabic were affected also by literary 
models and traditions internal to Judaeo-Ara-
bic. In the Middle Ages the widespread adop-
tion of Classical Judaeo-Arabic orthography 
appears to have been stimulated by Saadya 
Gaon’s use of this type of orthography in his 
Arabic translation of the Pentateuch (Blau and 
Hopkins 1984). Late Judaeo-Arabic orthogra-
phy, as remarked, carried over some vestiges 
from Classical Judaeo-Arabic. In Yemen the 
tradition of Classical Judaeo-Arabic remained 
robust in the later period, with the result that 
its orthography stayed largely unchanged down 
to modern times.

In addition to differences in orthography 
in these three periods, there were also dif-
ferences in grammatical structure. The writ-
ers of the Judaeo-Arabic texts spoke Arabic 
dialects as their vernacular. The language of 
the texts, however, is not a direct representa-
tion of these dialects. During all periods the 
writers attempted to produce a literary form 
of language that was distinct from their ver-
nacular. In the Middle Ages, in both Early 
and Classical Judaeo-Arabic texts, the standard 
that the writers aimed at was that of Classical 
Arabic, or at least the post-Classical Arabic 
that was the normal form of literary expres-
sion in the cultural environment in which they 
lived. In the Late Judaeo-Arabic texts, the liter-
ary model was generally that of contemporary 
substandard genres of writing, which tended to 
differ from region to region. In all periods of 
Judaeo-Arabic, however, vernacular dialectal 
features appear in the texts. In the Middle Ages 
this came about because the writers fell short 
of their goal of conforming to their literary 
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standard, producing a form of language that 
is sometimes referred to as ¤ Middle Arabic. 
In the later period, the literary model itself 
was a substandard form that contained a high 
proportion of local dialectal elements, so the 
presence of dialectal elements in Late Judaeo-
Arabic is far greater than in the medieval texts. 
On account of this extensive local dialectal 
component of Late Judaeo-Arabic, the lan-
guage of the texts differs in the various regions 
in which it was written, e.g. North Africa, 
Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, whereas such regional 
differentiation is not as pronounced, or indeed 
is sometimes entirely absent, in the medieval 
texts. In the Late Judaeo-Arabic texts, the local 
vernacular dialects usually form the base of the 
language, to which are added a limited number 
of nonvernacular elements to raise the register 
above that of pure vernacular. In medieval 
Judaeo-Arabic, on the other hand, the base of 
the language, or at least the intended base, can 
be said to be Classical Arabic, and deviations 
from this base occurred by interference from 
the spoken vernacular.

In the Middle Ages the extent to which the 
language deviated from Classical Arabic varies 
from text to text. The same author sometimes 
used different degrees of vernacular elements 
according to the readership. This is seen, for 
example, in the writings of Maimonides (1135–
1204), whose extant letters to private individu-
als tend to contain more vernacular elements 
than his literary works, which were intended 
for an educated readership. This continuum 
of the degree of vernacular admixture rela-
tive to the literary standard language has been 
termed by Hary (1992) ‘multiglossia’. It should 
be noted that vernacular elements have some-
times entered Judaeo-Arabic literary texts in the 
course of scribal transmission, and the extent of 
their occurrence sometimes differs among the 
manuscripts of a single work.

The degree of vernacular interference in the 
language of Classical Judaeo-Arabic texts is 
disguised somewhat by the orthography of the 
texts. As remarked, this was an imitation of the 
spelling practices of Classical Arabic and so did 
not in principle indicate deviations from the 
Classical Arabic relating to vowels and syllable 
structure. Several extant manuscripts datable 
to the medieval period that are supplied with 
Hebrew vocalization signs reveal numerous 
dialectal features that would not be apparent 

in unvocalized texts. This can be illustrated 
by a few examples taken from the Genizah 
manuscript (Cambridge University Library, T-S 
Ar. 8.3): ְעַבְדַּך  wa-±ana ≠abdak ‘and I am וְאַנַא 
your servant’ (invariable 2nd pers. masc. sg. 
pronominal suffix -ak); ְעִבֵּאדַּך  alè ≠ibèdak≠ עַלֵי 
‘over your servants’ (invariable 2nd pers. masc. 
pronominal suffix -ak and ±imàla of long /à/ 
vowels); מַוּתֻה  ba≠ad mawtu ‘after his וּבַעַד 
death’ (invariable 3rd pers. masc. sg. pronomi-
nal suffix -u); חַתֵּי יִפְתַח עַיְנֻה ™attè yifta™ ≠aynu 
‘until he opens his eye’ (/i/ in verbal prefix, lack 
of verbal mood ending, invariable 3rd pers. 
masc. sg. pronominal suffix -u); יִנְתִּטּר yintiΩir 
‘he waits’ (/i/ vowels in prefix and verbal base). 
Some of these dialectal features are visible in 
the orthography of the Early Judaeo-Arabic 
texts, which indicated some of the short vowels 
by vowel letters and was generally more pho-
netically based than the orthography of Classi-
cal Judaeo-Arabic.

The standardized orthography of Classical 
Judaeo-Arabic could be read with a variety of 
different vernacular vocalisms, so many of the 
regional dialectal differences of the writers were 
not manifested in the texts. This facilitated 
its use as a literary koine language across all 
Arabic-speaking Jewish communities.

Despite the standardizing tendencies of the 
orthography, some dialectal phonetic processes 
are occasionally exhibited by the spelling of 
words in Classical Judaeo-Arabic texts. These 
relate mainly to changes in syllable structure 
and the shortening of long vowels. A pros-
thetic ±aleƒ, for example, indicates the elision 
of a short vowel in the following syllable, as 
in دراهم = אדראהם ‘dirhams’ and in the spell-
ing of the perfect of Forms V and VI, אתפעל 
and אתפאעל respectively. The shortening of a 
long vowel in an unstressed syllable is reflected 
by the occasional omission of a vowel letter, 
as in الدنانير = אלדנניר ‘dinars’, אלגוואר  =   الجوارى 
‘maidservants’ (Blau 1999:70ff.). Some dialec-
tal features relating to the pronunciation of 
the emphatic consonants are indicated by the 
spelling in the manuscripts, as in אלכצארה =  
 the loss’, which reflects the emphatic‘ الخسارة
pronunciation of rà± and the spread of emphasis 
(¤ tafxìm; Blau 1999:77). A variety of dialectal 
features of morphology and syntax are revealed 
by the texts, such as the leveling of the case 
distinctions of sound masculine plural and dual 
endings and the use of the oblique form as the 
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common form (-ìn, -èn), the diminishing use 
of the internal passive, and the extension of 
the use of the particle mà to negate future and 
subordinate clauses and its replacement as an 
¤ interrogative pronoun by the constructions 
±ayy “ay±, ±è“, ±à“ (Blau 1999:105ff.).

The features described in the preceding para-
graph are common to a large number of dialects 
and not distinctive of one particular region. 
Occasionally, however, the texts contain fea-
tures that are distinctive of the regional dialect 
of the writer. Some texts of North African ori-
gin, for example, contain the 1st person imper-
fect forms nqtl (1st pers. sg.)/nqtlù (1st pers. 
pl.), and texts of Iraqi origin sometimes use 3rd 
person plural and 2nd person plural imperfect 
verb forms with the ending -ùn in all contexts, 
irrespective of mood. A few texts written in 
Egypt attest to the demonstrative pronouns dà 
(masc. sg.), dì (fem. sg.), and dòl (pl.), which are 
often placed after the noun (Blau 1999:60ff.).

There appears to have been particular resis-
tance to a few specific dialectal features. The 
medieval texts, for example, regularly use the 
literary form of the relative pronoun alla≈ì in 
preference to the dialectal form illi.

The dialectal features described above cor-
respond directly to features that are found in 
the modern spoken Arabic dialects. Although 
attested in medieval texts, they generally do 
not appear to represent forms that are at an 
earlier stage of diachronic development from 
their counterparts in the modern dialects. The 
Judaeo-Arabic texts attest to the existence of 
spoken dialects in the Middle Ages that are 
remarkably similar to the modern dialects. One 
would expect that the spoken dialects would 
have changed over the course of a thousand 
years, and this may well have been the case in 
a number of details. It is not easy, however, 
to establish with certainty the details of such 
historical development from the medieval texts. 
The main reason for this is that not all devia-
tions from Classical Arabic should be identified 
as the reflection of genuine dialectal features. 
In some cases these deviations are pseudo-liter-
ary features, which arise due to the fact that 
the writer attempts to avoid a dialectal feature 
but produces a form that does not exist either 
in the writer’s spoken dialect or the Classical 
Arabic literary language. Blau (1999:28–31) 
distinguishes between two types of pseudo-
literary features: ¤ hypercorrections, where the 

writer completely replaces a form that exists in 
the vernacular with a literary form, although 
the literary form is incorrect in this context, 
e.g., the sound oblique plural ending -ìna may 
be replaced by -ùna even in an oblique context; 
and hypocorrections, where the writer only 
partially transforms a dialectal form into a 
literary form and produces a hybrid form that 
exists neither in the dialect nor in the literary 
language, e.g. באקיון  hum bàqiyùn ‘they הם 
remain’, which is halfway between the dialect 
form bàqìn and the literary form bàqùna. Such 
hypocorrections may have a syntactic dimen-
sion, e.g., the dialectal relative pronoun illi is 
generally replaced by the literary form alla≈ì, 
but in many texts alla≈ì is used as an invariable 
form in all syntactic contexts, thus retaining 
the syntactic behavior of the dialect form. In 
general, therefore, it is difficult to distinguish 
between, on the one hand, a genuine dialectal 
form that is at an earlier stage of diachronic 
development than the corresponding form in 
the modern dialects and, on the other hand, 
forms that are pseudo-literary phenomena.

Many of the remarks made above regard-
ing the dialectal elements in the medieval texts 
apply also to the language of Late Judaeo-
Arabic texts. These texts have a much more 
extensive dialectal base and clearly reflect the 
regional dialect of the writer. The predomi-
nantly phonetic nature of the orthography, 
moreover, reflects many details of dialectal 
vocalism. The use of these texts as a source for 
the study of the diachronic development of the 
spoken regional dialects is, however, problem-
atic. Forms and constructions differing from 
what is found in the corresponding modern 
dialect are often archaisms or pseudo-literary 
features. This can be illustrated by examining 
briefly the syntax of the demonstrative pro-
nouns in Judaeo-Arabic texts from 17th- and 
18th-century Egypt that have been preserved 
in the Genizah. These texts generally use the 
typically Egyptian forms of the demonstrative 
dà, dì, dòl, but they are regularly placed before 
the noun, rather than after the noun as in the 
modern Egyptian dialect. In the modern dialect, 
the demonstrative occurs before the noun in a 
few fossilized expressions, e.g. dilwa±ti ‘now’, 
ya delxèba ‘what a pity!’, which may suggest 
that the Early Judaeo-Arabic texts preserve 
an earlier stage in the development of the 
syntax in the dialect. In fact, the placement 
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of the Egyptian demonstratives after the noun 
is attested already in medieval Judaeo-Arabic 
texts. Their occurrence before the noun in the 
17th- and 18th-century texts is a pseudo-liter-
ary feature. Classical Arabic syntax is used with 
dialectal morphological forms of the pronouns. 
This phenomenon is found in several dialectal 
literary texts that have been preserved from 
Mamluk and Ottoman Egypt. It is likely to 
have entered Late Egyptian Judaeo-Arabic texts 
from this dialectal literature.

The orthography of Late Judaeo-Arabic, 
moreover, contains some vestiges of Classical 
Judaeo-Arabic practice. Original long /à/ vow-
els that are shortened in the modern spoken 
dialect are frequently written with the vowel 
letter ±aleƒ, e.g. Cambridge University Library 
T-S 10J16.30: سـنة كاملة = סנה כאמלה = Modern 
Egyptian Arabic sana kamla ‘a whole year’. 
The presence of the ±aleƒ should not, therefore, 
be interpreted as reflecting the preservation of 
the long /à/ in the spoken dialect of the 17th 
and 18th centuries.

Some genres of Late Judaeo-Arabic literature 
have been transmitted down to modern times 
orally. This applies, for example, to the “ar™ 
literature of the North African communities 
and poetry and folk literature in Yemen. The 
language of such orally transmitted texts is free 
of the disguise of orthographic practices. In 
Yemen it also had a more dialectal base than 
the contemporary written Judaeo-Arabic. It is 
still, however, problematic as a source for recon-
structing earlier phases of the dialects due to the 
presence of literary or pseudo-literary construc-
tions or, in the case of the “ar™, the imitation of 
the syntax of another language. Finally, it should 
be noted that some Late Judaeo-Arabic texts 
were direct copies, in Hebrew script, of Muslim 
dialectal literature and so cannot be used as a 
source for the study of the history of Jewish 
dialects. Such texts, for example, were produced 
and distributed in printed form in Tunisia during 
the 19th century (Chetrit 1993).

Another feature of written Judaeo-Arabic 
of all periods is the presence of Hebrew and 
Aramaic words in the language. These words 
occur mainly in the fields of rabbinical law and 
religious tradition. They are often adapted to 
the morphological structure of Arabic (Blau 
1999:134ff.). Hebrew verbs are given Arabic 
verbal inflection, the derived Hebrew verbal 
forms being assimilated to the corresponding 

Arabic forms, e.g., the hiμpa≠el verb התאבל ‘to 
mourn’ is adapted as an Arabic Form V verb 
 Hebrew nouns are given Arabic broken .תאבל
plurals, e.g. פסוק (pàsùq), pl. פואסיק (pawàsìq) 
‘verse’. There is occasionally some phonologi-
cal adaptation. A particularly interesting phe-
nomenon is the conversion of Hebrew “ìn into 
Arabic sìn, e.g. פרשה (pàrà“à) ‘weekly scripture 
lesson’ > שופר ,פראסה (“òpàr) ‘horn’ > סאפור. 
This probably arose due to the equation of 
Hebrew “ìn with Arabic sìn in cognate words 
such as Hebrew שבת (“abbàμ) = Arabic سبت 
(sabt). There are a few cases of Hebrew and 
Aramaic influence on the syntax of Medieval 
Judaeo-Arabic, e.g. the use of an anticipatory 
object suffix preceding a direct object nominal 
introduced by the preposition li-, e.g. סמאה 
 He called Israel “my firstborn‘ לישראל בני בכורי
son”’ (Blau 1999:82).

We have been concerned so far almost exclu-
sively with Judaeo-Arabic in its written form. 
The term Judaeo-Arabic, however, is also used 
to refer to the spoken vernacular of Jewish 
communities in the Arabic-speaking world. 
Most of the members of these communities 
have left their original places of residence, and 
many have settled in the State of Israel. There 
are still, however, remnants of Arabic-speaking 
Jewish communities in some parts of the Arab 
world, especially in North Africa.

The spoken Judaeo-Arabic dialects origi-
nated in the Arabic that was adopted by Jewish 
communities in various regions of the Middle 
East and North Africa after the Arab conquests. 
Most of these dialects now differ in some way 
from the dialects spoken by their Muslim neigh-
bors and also, in certain regions, from those 
spoken by neighboring Christian communities. 
There is a linguistic justification, therefore, 
for designating such dialects as Judaeo-Arabic. 
They are far more diverse in their structure than 
the various literary forms of Judaeo-Arabic. 
Even Late Judaeo-Arabic, with its several 
regional variations, tended to reflect the dialect 
of the major Jewish community of the region 
and so functioned as a regional koine.

The Jewish communities, which were gener-
ally urban-based, adopted the Arabic speech of 
the Muslims who settled in the various towns 
throughout the Middle East. The differences 
between the Jewish and non-Jewish dialects 
developed due to the different historical cir-
cumstances experienced by the Jews and their 
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non-Jewish neighbors. The Jewish dialects do 
not have a common origin.

The degree of difference between the Jewish 
dialects and those of their non-Jewish neigh-
bors varied from region to region. The greatest 
differences are found in cases in which the Jew-
ish dialect was the continuation of an old sed-
entary dialect, whereas the Muslim population 
had adopted a Bedouin type of speech. The best 
studied case of this was in Baghdad and Lower 
Iraq (Blanc 1964). Similar cleavages between 
a Jewish urban dialect and a Muslim Bedouin 
dialect existed in some North African cities 
such as Tripoli, Benghazi, and Oran and some 
smaller towns in the region of Algiers. Differ-
ences were found between the speech of Jews 
and non-Jews also in towns where the speech 
of the whole population belonged to the sed-
entary type. Considerable structural differences 
existed, for example, between the pre-Hilalian 
sedentary dialects of Jews and Muslims in some 
North African cities, such as Algiers, Fes, and 
Tlemcen. The Christians of Baghdad speak a 
sedentary type of dialect that exhibits numerous 
differences from the Jewish dialect. Until the 
middle of the 20th century, therefore, Baghdad 
had three distinct communal dialects, spoken by 
the Muslims, Jews (¤ Baghdad Arabic, Jewish), 
and Christians respectively. In other regions, 
the differences between sedentary Jewish and 
adjacent non-Jewish dialects were of a lesser 
degree. As far as can be established in the pres-
ent state of research, this applied, for example, 
to the dialects spoken by the Jewish communi-
ties of Upper Iraq, southeastern Turkey, Syria, 
Jerusalem, Egypt, and Yemen. In some of these 
dialects the divergence consisted of little more 
than the incorporation of Hebrew vocabulary 
into the speech of the Jews and suprasegmental 
phenomena, such as intonation patterns, as 
was the case in the Old City of Jerusalem. In 
others, there were also a few minor morpho-
logical differences. Finally, it should be noted 
that according to reports from the first half of 
the 20th century, certain members of the Jew-
ish communities, for the sake of social prestige, 
made conscious attempts to avoid distinctive 
features of their Jewish dialects in their speech 
and replaced them with features of the adjacent 
Muslim dialect.

The conspicuous cleavages between Jewish 
and non-Jewish dialects have in most cases 
come about by different migration histories of 

the communities, compounded by social dis-
tance. In the case of towns where the Muslims 
speak a Bedouin type of dialect, the Jews are 
typically an old component of the population 
who resisted the linguistic influence of Muslim 
nomadic elements settling in the town. In the 
case of some of the towns in the region of Iraqi 
Kurdistan, the Muslim population ceased to 
speak Arabic altogether. In Arbìl, for example, 
only the Jewish community continued to speak 
Arabic down to modern times, whereas the 
Muslims are now Kurdish- or Turkish-speaking. 
In Kirkuk, the Arabic-speaking Jewish com–
munity resided with predominantly Turkish-
speaking Muslim neighbors.

Some differences between Jewish and non-
Jewish sedentary dialects have arisen by the 
immigration of Jews from one town to another 
town with an existing Arabic-speaking Muslim 
population. This appears to have been the case, 
for example, with the Jewish communities of 
the Tunisian towns, which at some point in 
history migrated from a center in Qayrawàn. 
Jewish immigrants in some cases joined an 
existing Jewish population, which may have 
affected the speech of the Jews of the town. 
Migrations of large numbers of Jews from 
North Africa into Egypt from the Middle Ages 
onward has resulted in the presence of certain 
Maghrebi features in the dialect of the Egyptian 
Jews, although some pecularities of the Jewish 
Cairene dialect may be conservative retentions 
of features that were present in Muslim speech 
at an earlier period. In North Africa itself, the 
Jewish communities received successive waves 
of Jewish refugees from Spain. Those flee-
ing from the Almohads in the 12th century 
would have been Arabic-speaking, although 
later waves of immigration in the 14th and 
15th centuries from Christian Spain would 
have spoken Spanish, and some features of the 
modern Jewish dialects could have arisen due 
to a Spanish substrate.

An illustration of structural differences 
between a Jewish sedentary dialect and a Mus-
lim Bedouin type of dialect can be given by 
adducing a few examples from the dialects of 
Baghdad. Following Blanc (1964), the Jewish 
dialect of Baghdad is said to belong to the qëltu 
group of dialects. These are the old sedentary 
dialects of the Mesopotamian region. The shib-
boleth for this group, qëltu ‘I said’, contains 
two conspicuous features that distinguish them 
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from the Bedouin dialects, namely the unvoiced 
uvular pronunciation of the qàf and the -tu 
inflection of the 1st person singular perfect. The 
Bedouin dialects of Lower Iraq, including that 
of the Muslims of Baghdad, on the other hand, 
belong to the gilit group, in which Classical 
Arabic qàf is pronounced as /g/ and the 1st per-
son singular inflection of the perfect verb is -it. 
Some other phonological differences between 
the Jewish and Muslim dialects of Baghdad are: 
Classical Arabic kàf: /k/ (Jewish) vs. /∑/ (Mus-
lim, in some circumstances); Classical Arabic 
rà±: /ÿ/ (Jewish) vs. /r/ (Muslim); ¤ ±imàla of 
Classical Arabic long /à/ (Jewish, in most cases 
conditioned by the presence of an adjacent /i/ 
or /ì/ vowel in Classical Arabic, e.g. klìb ‘dogs’) 
vs. lack of any ±imàla in Muslim Arabic (∑làb). 
There are differences in the verbal inflectional 
morphology of the dialects, the Jewish one 
being, on the whole, more conservative, e.g. 
the subject inflection of the strong verb in the 
perfect: (Jewish) 1st sg. -tu, 3rd fem. sg. -ët, 
2nd pl. -tëm, 3rd pl. -u vs. (Muslim) 1st sg. -t, 
3rd fem. sg. -at, 2nd pl. -tu, 3rd pl. -aw; and in 
the 3rd masc. sg. possessive suffix: -u (Jewish), 
-a (Muslim). There are also lexical differences 
between the two dialects. The other Jewish 
dialects of Iraq and southeastern Turkey, all 
of which belong clearly to the sedentary qëltu 
group, share some of these distinctive features 
of the Jewish dialect of Baghdad, the closest 
being the Jewish dialects belonging to what 
Jastrow (1990a) calls the southern Kurdistan 
group (from Kirkuk to Khànaqìn). A common 
feature running through all the Jewish dialects 
is the /q/ phoneme and the -tu 1st person sin-
gular perfect suffix. The dialect of the Karaite 
Jews in the town of Hìt on the Euphrates, 
however, was not as resilient against Bedouin 
influence, and although a qëltu dialect in ori-
gin, it now exhibits numerous Bedouin features 
and mixed sedentary and Bedouin forms such 
as qilit ‘I said’. It is noteworthy that already in 
the Middle Ages the Karaite Jews were particu-
larly open to absorption into the surrounding 
culture, as shown, for example, by their use of 
Arabic script in many of their writings.

An illustration of some differences between 
the Jewish and non-Jewish sedentary dialects 
can be provided by a few examples from the 
Jewish and Muslim dialects of Fes in Morocco. 
The distinctive phonological features of Jewish 
Arabic are the pronunciation of Classical Arabic 

qàf as / ±/ vs. Muslim /q/ and the phonological 
merger of the sibilants /s/ with /“/ and /z/ with 
/ž/ (Classical Arabic jìm) vs. the lack of merger 
in the Muslim dialect. In verbal morphology the 
3rd person feminine singular inflection of the 
perfect in the Jewish dialect has merged with 
that of the 1st person singular and 2nd person 
singular forms (ktëbt), whereas in the Mus-
lim dialect, the 3rd person feminine singular 
form is distinct (këtbët). In geminate triliteral 
verbs, Jewish dialect lacks an augment element 
before suffixes beginning with a consonant (e.g. 
™abbët ‘I loved’), whereas the augment is pres-
ent in Muslim dialect (™abbìt). These distinctive 
features were found in various other Jewish 
dialects in Morocco (Heath 2002:132, 218, 
222) and elsewhere in the Maghreb. There are 
also various lexical differences.

A case of only minor differentiation between 
Jewish and non-Jewish dialects was Cairo, where 
until the middle of the 20th century there were 
communities of Rabbanite Jews and Karaite 
Jews. The dialect spoken by the Karaite Jews 
was virtually identical to that of the Muslims, 
in conformity with the general tendency for the 
Karaites to be particularly open to influences 
from the non-Jewish environment. The Rabban-
ite Jewish dialect, on the other hand, exhibits a 
few differences, but these were not always con-
sistent. One notable feature was the use of the 
forms niqtil/niqtilu for the 1st person singular 
and 1st person plural of the imperfect, which, 
although found in some Egyptian dialects, espe-
cially in the western delta, is not found in the 
standard Muslim Cairene dialect. There are also 
a few differences in individual verbs, e.g. Jewish 
gàtit ‘she came’ vs. Muslim gat, and interroga-
tive particles, e.g. Jewish ±è“ ‘what’ vs. Muslim 
±è, Jewish kìf ‘how’ vs. Muslim ±izzày.

As in written Judaeo-Arabic, the spoken dia-
lects all contain a certain number of lexical 
items of Hebrew and, to a lesser extent, Ara-
maic origin. The degree with which they are 
used depends on the level of education of the 
speaker. They are often adapted to Arabic mor-
phology, as in written Judaeo-Arabic, by, for 
example, forming broken plurals of nouns (Jew-
ish Tlemcen sifr pl. syafër ‘book’) and adapting 
Hebrew roots to Arabic verbal morphology 
(Bar-Asher 1992:77ff.). In many communities, 
Jewish traders used a secret argot, which con-
sisted largely of Hebrew and Aramaic lexical 
items with Arabic grammatical inflection.
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With regard to the historical depth of the dis-
tinctive features of the Jewish spoken dialects 
mentioned above, many of them can be traced 
back to the Middle Ages. The pronunciation of 
rà± as /ÿ/, which is distinctive of the Jewish dia-
lect of Baghdad, is reflected in some Medieval 
Judaeo-Arabic texts of Iraqi origin in which 
the letters re“ and gimel interchange (Blau 
1999:252). The patterns of ±imàla that are char-
acteristic of Jewish Baghdad dialect correspond 
closely to the descriptions by the Arabic gram-
marians in the Abbasid period of the ±imàla that 
existed in the speech of the general population 
of Baghdad in their time (Blanc 1964:48–49). 
Some medieval Judaeo-Arabic texts of North 
African origin exhibit an interchange of “ìn 
and sìn, reflecting a phonological merger of 
sibilants (Blau 1999:251). Judaeo-Arabic texts 
emanating from medieval Egypt attest to the 
niqtil/niqtilu inflection of the verb and the 3rd 
person feminine singular form gàtit ‘she came’ 
(Blau 1999:57, 1979:68).

F u r t h e r  r e a d i n g

An introduction to Classical Judaeo-Arabic and 
its linguistic background is given by Joshua 
Blau in his book The emergence and linguis-
tic background of Judaeo-Arabic, originally 
published in 1966 but reissued twice in revised 
editions (the latest in 1999) that take into 
account more recent work in the field. The 
only systematic grammar of Medieval Judaeo-
Arabic is Joshua Blau, A grammar of Mediaeval 
Judaeo-Arabic (2nd ed., 1980), which is written 
in Hebrew. Blau has compiled a dictionary of 
Medieval Judaeo-Arabic, which has still not 
appeared at the time of writing. Ratzaby (1985) 
has produced a helpful dictionary of the rare 
words occurring in Saadya’s Bible translation. 
Studies of the Early Judaeo-Arabic texts have 
been published by Blau and Hopkins (1984, 
1987). Analysis of some of these texts can also 
be found in Blau (2002). For the language of 
the Jews in pre-Islamic and early Islamic Ara-
bic, see Newby (1971, 1988). A detailed intro-
duction to Late Judaeo-Arabic is that of Hary 
(1992), which gives a general introduction 
to the background of post-Medieval Judaeo-
Arabic and a detailed analysis of the language of 
a text from Egypt. See Khan (1991) and (1992) 
for studies of Late Egyptian Judaeo-Arabic doc-
umentary texts. Important studies on the Late 

Judaeo-Arabic of the North African communi-
ties have been made by Bar-Asher (1998, 2001) 
and Chetrit (1994). Avishur (1986) discusses 
some features of Late Judaeo-Arabic written in 
Iraq. For studies of Hebrew and Aramaic lexi-
cal elements in Late Judaeo-Arabic see Chetrit 
(1991), Hary (1999), and Bahat (2002).

For a general survey of the literature on spo-
ken Judaeo-Arabic dialects with special atten-
tion to those of North Africa, see D. Cohen 
(1978) and Bar-Asher (1996). For a general 
survey of the Judaeo-Arabic dialects of Iraq, see 
Jastrow (1990a). The classic treatment of the 
phenomenon of communal dialectal divergence 
is Blanc (1964). A general description of the 
Jewish Baghdad dialect is given by Mansour 
(1991). Jastrow has published numerous stud-
ies of the Jewish dialects of Iraq and the adja-
cent region, including the dialects of ≠Aqra and 
Arbìl (1990b), Nußaybìn and Qami“li (1989a), 
Moßul (1989b, 1991a), and Sendor (1991b, 
1993). The dialect of the Karaite Jews of Hìt 
is described in Khan (1997). Important studies 
on North African Jewish dialects are on those 
of Tunis (D. Cohen 1964, 1975), Fes (Brunot 
and Malka 1939, 1940), Moroccan dialects in 
general (Heath 2001), Sefrou (Stillman 1988), 
Algiers (M. Cohen 1912), Constantine (Tirosh-
Becker 1988, 1989), and Tripoli (Yoda 2005). 
Some details of the Jewish dialect of Tlemcen 
can be found in Marçais (1902). A description 
of the Jewish dialect of Aleppo was made by 
Nevo (1991). The dialect of Egyptian Jews is 
studied by Blanc (1974) and more comprehen-
sively by Rosenbaum (2006). Piamenta (2000) 
gives some details of the dialect of the Jews of 
Jerusalem in the first half of the 20th century. 
Some details on the Jewish dialects of Yemen 
can be found in Goitein (1932–1933, 1934, 
1960), which are compared to the adjacent 
Muslim dialects by Diem (1973:33–34, 77, 
111), Morag (1963), Tobi (1986), and Piamenta 
(1990). Studies of the Hebrew and Aramaic 
component in modern Jewish dialects include 
Goitein (1931), Bar-Asher (1992, 1998), and 
Avishur (1993). For the description of a trade 
argot used by Karaite Jews in Egypt, see Khan 
(1995–1997) and Rosenbaum (2002).
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Jumla

The lexical meaning of the word jumla (pl. 
jumal) is ‘sum, total’; in the Western linguistic 
tradition it is usually translated with ‘clause, 
proposition’ or even ‘sentence’; in modern 
Arabic linguistics it is used for ‘sentence’. 
Originally, jumla was the opposite of mufrad 
lit. ‘single, individual’ which in linguistics 
meant ‘simple, consisting of one word or 
element’. Thus, jumla means approximately 
‘consisting of more than one word or element’. 
In the medieval Arabic dictionaries, jumla 
is explained by jamà≠a ‘group, sum’, and as 
such, it contrasts with ‘individuals’ (±afràd) and 
‘separation’ (tafarruq). This meaning is also 
found in the verb ±ajmala, as in the expression 
±ajmaltu lahu l-™isàba wa-l-kalàma ‘I summed 
up for him the account and the speech’ (Ibn 
ManΩùr, Lisàn, s.v. j-m-l).

The word jumla is found eight times in the first 
Arabic grammar (end of the 8th century C.E.), 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, but only as a common noun, 
not as a linguistic term (Troupeau 1976:61, 
who translates it with ‘ensemble’). Jumla occurs 
four times in al-Farrà±’s (d. 207/822) Ma≠ànì 
l-Qur±àn (cf. Kinberg 1996:133), once in the 
combination jumlat al-kalàm. Although it does 
not seem to be used systematically, Talmon 
(1988:90–91) may be right when he regards 
it – together with its morphological variant 
mujmal, which has the same meaning – as the 
first real sign of the birth of a new linguistic 
term. It seems a little far-fetched to translate 
these occurrences as ‘clause’, but they certainly 
demonstrate that the original meaning of the 
word has become specialized and that it is used 
for a combination of words taking the place of 
a single word in a specific syntactic position.

The first occurrence of the word jumla as a real 
linguistic term may have been in al-Mubarrad’s 
(d. 285/898) Muqta∂ab. Al-Mubarrad, probably 
the first grammarian to use jumla consistently 
in a linguistic sense, defines the combination of 
verb and agent as a jumla because “it may be 
followed by silence” (ya™sunu ≠alayhi s-sukùt). 
Talmon (1988), Versteegh (1995) and others 
believe that al-Mubarrad’s usage of jumla cor-
responds to the notion of ‘clause’, while the 
view of Bohas a.o. (1990:56) is that it is not 
clear whether al-Mubarrad intends by jumla 
something different from what Sìbawayhi means 
by ¤ kalàm. The main argument raised to 
support the view that al-Mubarrad already 
uses the term in the sense of ‘clause’ or even 
‘sentence’ is that he analyzes jumla, like kalàm, 
as a unit having fà±ida ‘communicative value’, 
or simply as containing useful information for 
the listener.

It must be noted, however, that 20th-century 
descriptive grammar defines the ‘utterance’ as 
‘a linguistic unit between two pauses’. This is 
in accordance with Carter’s (1973) view on the 
resemblance of medieval Arabic grammar, at 
least at its roots, to modern descriptive theory.

However, jumla does not seem to mean for 
al-Mubarrad more than its original everyday 
sense: ‘a sum; a group of words’, as opposed 
to ‘an individual word’. Only a combination of 
at least two elements, a governor (≠àmil) and a 
governed word (ma≠mùl) can have ¤ ±i≠ràb, and 
only complex utterances with ±i≠ràb can serve 
as meaningful communications (fà±ida) for the 
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listener (muxà†ab ‘the one who is addressed’). 
“It is not possible to delete the agent (fà≠il), 
because the verb (fi≠l) cannot stand alone without 
an agent” (Muqta∂ab I, 157 wa-lam yajuz ™a≈f 
al-fà≠il li-±anna l-fi≠la là yakùnu ±illà bi-fà≠ilin). 
Al-Mubarrad defines the combination of a verb 
and its agent as jumla in the chapter about 
the agent, saying that “the agent may only 
have the nominative [±i≠ràb ending -u], because 
together with the verb it forms a jumla, which 
may be followed by silence and is necessarily 
accompanied by a profit [for the hearer]. The 
agent and the verb have the same status as the 
topic (mubtada±; ¤ ibtidà±) and its comment 
(¤ xabar)” (Muqta∂ab I, 146 hà≈à bàb al-fà≠il 
wa-huwa raf ≠un . . . wa-±innamà kàna l-fà≠ilu 
raf ≠an li-±annahu huwa wa-l-fi≠lu jumlatun 
ya™sunu ≠alayhà s-sukùt wa-tajibu bihà l-fà±ida 
li-l-muxà†ab fa-l-fà≠ilu wa-l-fi≠lu bi-manzilati 
l-ibtidà±i wa-l-xabar). Although this may be 
considered the most important occurrence of 
the term jumla, which might almost serve as a 
definition, al-Mubarrad concentrates even here 
mainly on the ±i≠ràb ending and its justification 
in terms of the theory of position and status 
(see Versteegh 1978).

Al-Mubarrad’s use of jumla becomes clearer 
when considered in connection with the chapter 
on the relative pronoun alla≈ì serving as ¤ 
ßila ‘connection’ to the mawßùl ‘connected’ 
(Muqta∂ab I, 156): “[In the sentence a∂-∂àribu 
±axàhu zaydun ‘the one who beats his brother 
is Zayd’] ‘the one who beats his brother’ is 
the mubtada± and ‘zayd’ is its xabar; they 
all [both the mubtada± and the xabar] are 
in the connection (ßila) of the connected 
[relative pronoun] alla≈ì)” (a∂-∂àribu ±axàhu 
mubtada±un wa-zaydun xabaruhu wa-humà 
jamì ≠an fì ßilati alla≈ì). Here, al-Mubarrad uses 
the word jamì ≠ ‘all’ in the same sense he 
uses jumla elsewhere. A topic/nominal subject 
(mubtada±) and its comment/predicate (xabar) 
would be analyzed as a relative clause in the 
European grammatical tradition, but it could 
not be maintained that jamì ≠ means ‘clause’, 
even though it is used here as a synonym of 
jumla. In a later passage (Muqta∂ab I, 157), 
however, al-Mubarrad uses jumla and says: 
“Alla≈ì may be considered a noun only by the 
strength of its second, complementary part, 
the connection (ßila). The latter must be a 
self-sufficient utterance (kalàm), consisting of 
two parts, the mubtada± and its xabar, or a 

verb and its agent. These compounds (jumal) 
[or: clauses] can only be connections if there 
is something in them that refers back to the 
connected word” (alla≈ì là yakùnu isman ±illà 
bi-ßilatin wa-là takùnu ßilatuhu ±illà kalàman 
mustaÿniyan na™wa l-ibtidà±u wa-l-xabaru wa-
l-fi≠lu wa-l-fà≠ilu . . . wa-là takùnu hà≈ihi l-jumalu 
ßilatan lahu ±illà wa-fìhà mà yarji≠u ±ilayhi min 
≈ikrihi).

In the 10th century, az-Zajjàjì (d. 337/949) 
compiled a book under the title al-Jumal. The 
term jumla occurs twelve times in this book 
(jumla has seven; jumal, its plural, has five 
occurrences, and in addition the title of the 
book has the plural jumal). According to the 
editor, Ben Cheneb, the correct interpretation 
of the title is ‘précis’ (summary), and this 
meaning is adopted by Versteegh (1995:3) as 
well: the term in the title does not refer to 
‘sentences’ but means something like ‘summary, 
résumé’. The title might also be interpreted 
quite differently, however: ‘compounds [i.e., 
words in a given position]’ or ‘collected [sc., 
linguistic expressions]’, since the plural jumal 
does not mean ‘précis’.

There are three types of environment in 
which jumla or its plural are mentioned in 
az-Zajjàjì’s work: (i) three times as the xabar 
‘predicate’ of the verb kàna ‘to be’; (ii) eight 
times as the contents of ™ikàya ‘imitation of 
someone’s phrase [i.e., a quotation from a not 
entirely authentic source]’, where it is opposed 
to the simple phrase (mufrad); and (iii) once 
as a ßila (Jumal 342.5): “It is possible for 
alladì and its like to be connected with every 
jumla, which stands on its own, assuming that 
mention has been made of it within the jumla” 
(yajùzu ±an yùßala alla≈ì wa-±axawàtuhu bi-
kulli jumlatin taqùmu bi-nafsihà ±i≈à kàna fìhà 
≈ikrun ya≠ùdu ≠alà alla≈ì).

The commentator of the Jumal, Ibn ≠Ußfùr 
(d. 670/1271), uses jumla in a passage in which 
he explains the notion of ‘quotation’ (Šar™ II, 
461): “A quotation is the expression of the 
words of the speaker as he has mentioned 
them in his speech, be they quoted as an 
individual word, or a compound” (al-™ikàya 
±ìràd lafÚ al-mutakallimi ≠alà ™asbi mà ±awradahu 
fì kalàmihi wa-là yaxlù ±an yakùna al-ma™kì 
mufradan ±aw jumlatan). But jumla has a 
special status as a compound of words: as a 
whole, it has underlyingly (taqdìran) an implicit 
declension (±i≠ràb), even though the endings 
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of its constituent elements cannot be changed 
by governors (≠awàmil), because they stand 
already in a government relation to each other. 
Therefore, in a quotation, the wording of the 
jumla, for instance the object of the word qàla ‘he 
said’, cannot be changed (Zajjàjì, Jumal 323.2: 
i≠lam ±anna l-jumala là tuÿayyiruhà l-≠awàmilu 
wa-hiya kullu kalàmin ≠amila ba≠∂uhu fì ba≠∂in 
fa-hiya tu™kà ≠alà ±alfàÚihà). The jumla may be 
mu≠raba, which here means ‘well formed’, or 
mal™ùna ‘having wrong endings’ (fa-±in kàna 
l-ma™kì jumla fa-là yaxlù ±an takùna l-jumla 
mu≠rabatan ±aw mal™ùnatan), while kalàm 
may only be grammatically correct. Az-Zajjàjì 
(Jumal 313.12) also writes that one may repeat 
a jumla as it was told, or repeat its sense, i.e. 
not verbatim, without the possible faults of 
±i≠ràb (≠alà ™àlihà vs. ma≠nà l-kalàm). This also 
shows that the original meaning of jumla ‘sum 
of words’ is still felt. In one place (”ar™ I, 95.4), 
Ibn ≠Ußfùr explains jumla simply as majmù≠ 
‘totality, sum’ of the words in it (al-jumla 
tadullu ≠alà majmù≠ihimà). The term jumla is 
essentially used in az-Zajjàjì’s Jumal just as in 
al-Mubarrad’s work, in the sense of a bundle 
of words taking the place of a single element 
in the ±i≠ràb (Jumal 313.8 al-jumla fì maw∂i≠ 
naßb). Versteegh (1995:214) proposes ‘core-
sentence’ as the correct translation of jumla in 
az-Zajjàjì’s other main work, the ±î∂à™.

At the end of the 10th century, al-Fàrisì (d. 
377/987) uses jumla in a wider sense in his 
commentary on Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb: “If the noun 
after it [sc. after mun≈u ‘since’] is put in the -u 
ending, as in ‘I have not seen him for two years’, 
then the speech consists of two compounds 
(jumla) ‘I have not seen him’ and ‘for two 
years’” (fa-±ammà ±i≈à rufi≠a l-ismu ba≠dahà fì 
na™wi lam ±arahu mun≈u ≠àmàni fa-l-kalàm 
min jumlatayni lam ±arahu jumlatun wa-mun≈u 
≠àmàni jumla ±uxrà; Ta≠lìqa I, 23). This means 
that the temporal adverbial expression mun≈u 
≠àmàni is labeled here as jumla. In that case, 
however, it cannot be translated as ‘clause’, 
but it is still in accordance with the definition 
of jumla by the medieval Arab grammarians: a 
compound substituted for an individual word, 
having an implicit (taqdìran) ±i≠ràb, in this case 
the nominative. This is a perfect demonstration 
that for al-Fàrisì, and perhaps also for other 
grammarians, the term jumla may not have 
meant more than a ‘group of words; phrase’.

In the same period, al-Fàrisì’s student Ibn 

Jinnì (d. 392/1002) seems to use the two terms 
interchangeably (Xaßà±iß I, 17): kalàm means 
any semantically independent sequence of 
sounds: this is what grammarians call jumal 
(‘compounds’; perhaps ‘sentences’?). But then 
he adds (Xaßà±iß I, 19): kalàm is independent 
in itself, and does not need anything else; this 
seems to exclude, at least implicitly, ‘dependent 
compounds’, i.e. the so-called subordinate 
clauses (cf. Bohas a.o. 1990:56). According to 
Méhiri (1973:353) the definition of ‘sentence’ – 
his translation of jumla – is mixed with that of 
kalàm ‘discourse’. Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß I, 21) states 
that jumla is in essence every expression that 
exists by itself and does not need a complement 
(mutammim). Méhiri (1973:355) maintains on 
the basis of Xaßà±iß (II, 331) that kalàm is 
instituted (wu∂i≠a) for bringing sense (fà±ida). 
Thus, it cannot result from one isolated word 
but only from ‘sentences’ (i.e. ‘phrases’ jumal). 
These remarks, according to Méhiri, have great 
importance, because they explicitly indicate 
that jumla constitutes for Ibn Jinnì the basic 
unit of meaningful speech (kalàm).

In Ibn Jinnì’s Luma≠, the term jumla occurs 
16 times altogether. He also handles jumla 
‘group’ as the opposite of mufrad ‘individual’ 
(Luma≠ 72): “The comment/predicate (xabar) 
of the topic/nominal subject (mubtada±) may 
be of two types: individual and group” (xabaru 
l-mubtada±i . . . ≠alà ∂arbayni mufradun wa-
jumla). On the next page (Luma≠ 73) he further 
defines the term, explaining jumla by the word 
murakkab ‘composed’: “As for jumla, it is 
every utterance (kalàm) that is profitable [for 
the hearer] and self-sufficient. It may be of 
two types: a jumla [i.e. a group of words] 
consisting of a topic and its comment; and a 
jumla consisting of a verb and its agent” (wa-
±ammà l-jumlatu fa-hiya kullu kalàmin mufìdin 
mustaqillin bi-nafsihi wa-hiya ≠alà ∂arbayni 
jumlatun murakkabatun min mubtada±in wa-
xabarin wa-jumlatun murakkabatun min fi≠lin 
wa-fà≠il). The individual predicate is the ‘first’, 
i.e. basic, constituent, and the ‘group’ is what 
takes its place (al-Xa†ìb at-Tibrìzì, Šar™ 92).

In the 12th century C.E. az-Zamaxšarì (d. 538/
1144) sometimes uses jumla as the structural 
counterpart of kalàm (communicative and 
meaningful utterance); at other times he uses 
it simply in the same sense as kalàm. The 
latter needs to be composed (mu±allaf) of two 
parts that are related to each other by ¤ ±isnàd 
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‘predicativity’. If there is no ±isnàd, there is 
no kalàm. The result of the combination is 
called either jumla or kalàm (±Unmù≈aj 6–7). 
In his main grammatical work, the Mufaßßal, 
he becomes more explicit, stating that the xabar 
‘predicate’ is the second part of the jumla, 
and that it may be of two kinds: mufrad 
‘individual’ or jumla ‘group’ (Mufaßßal 13). 
Ibn Ya≠ìš (d. 643/1245), the author of a large 
commentary on the Mufaßßal, analyzes jumla 
as the secondary (far≠) counterpart of mufrad, 
taking its place. In his usage of jumla, he returns 
to an earlier period when he states that jumla is 
the comment/predicate (xabar) of the mubtada± 
(topic/subject), as is the individual (mufrad; Ibn 
Ya≠ìš, ”ar™ I, 88).

Characteristically, Ibn al-±Anbàrì (d. 588/
1181) does not use the term jumla when 
comparing the Basran and Kufan grammatical 
views in his ±Inßàf. The same holds true for 
Ibn Hišàm al-±Anßàrì (d. 761/1360) in his Šar™ 
”u≈ùr a≈-≈ahab and for introductory works 
like the ±âjurrùmiyya written by Ibn ±âjurrùm 
(d. 723/1323; for the latter, see Carter 1981). 
In a short compendium, concentrating on the 
±i≠ràb endings, there probably was no need 
or place for the term jumla; alternatively, 
the lack of a comparatively later term may 
suggest that these and similar works followed 
an ancient tradition which remained basically 
unaffected by later developments. However, in 
his large work, Muÿnì l-labìb, Ibn Hišàm does 
treat the notion of jumla in detail (cf. Owens 
1988:38; Gully 1995). He opposes jumla to 
kalàm (Muÿnì 419); the latter is defined by 
him as “informative, purposeful utterance” (al-
qawl al-mufìd bi-l-qaßd), whereas jumla is “the 
expression of a verb and an agent or a topic and 
a comment” (al-≠ibàra ≠an al-fi≠l wa-l-fà≠il wa-
l-mubtada± wa-l-xabar). Ibn Hišàm’s treatment 
is interesting for another reason as well, because 
he introduces the notion of a ‘small sentence’. 
In zaydun ±abùhu mun†aliqun ‘Zayd, his father 
is leaving’, the component ±abùhu mun†aliqun, 
which serves as the comment to the topic 
zaydun is called by him al-jumla aß-ßuÿrà ‘the 
smallest sentence’, whereas the entire sentence 
is called al-jumla al-kubrà ‘the largest sentence’ 
(Owens 1988:38).

Goldenberg (1988) and Talmon (1988) 
present an extensive analysis of the term jumla, 
in relation with the term kalàm. The only 
modern author, however, who makes notice 

of the relevant connection of jumla ‘group; 
clause’ with mufrad ‘individual’ is Reckendorf 
(1921:1, n. 1): “Einzelwort (im Gegensatz zum 
Satz): mufrad”.

The problem of understanding and translat-
ing the term jumla is a problem common to 
almost all Arabic linguistic terms. Once it is 
translated one way or the other, the translation 
determines what it means, rather than its origi-
nal sense. Rabin (1969:191) puts this as follows: 
“The adoption of the Indo-European terminol-
ogy probably to no small extent derived from 
the implicit assumption that the structure of 
the European phrase was the ‘natural’,  perhaps 
even only possible one. . . . [O]ur initial assump-
tion should rather be one of complete difference 
of [surface] structure”.
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Kalàm

The word kalàm means ‘speech’; it is used for 
the pure, uncorrupted speech of the Bedouin 
Arabs, as a synonym of ¤ ≠arabiyya. Kalàm, 
however, also means any length of words 
uttered in a grammatically correct form; it 
is “a complete [series] of sounds, beneficial 
[for the hearer]” (al-kalàmu lla≈ì là yakùnu 
±illà ±aßwàtan tàmmatan mufìdatan). Therefore, 
‘the Qur±àn is kalàm Allàh ‘God’s speech’, 
because it is complete, and self-sufficient 
(muktafì bi-nafsihi; Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn k-l-m; 
for the theological implications of speech as 
an attribute of God, see Peters 1976). In later 
linguistic compendia kalàm is usually defined 
as “a compound expression, intentionally bene-
ficial [for the hearer]” (al-kalàm huwa l-lafÚ 
al-murakkab al-mufìd wa∂≠an; ±âjurrùmiyya, 
quoted by Carter 1981:8). In this definition, 
the speaker’s intention has become a significant 
factor: “If that is what you intend, it is kalàm” 
(fa-±in ±aradta ≈àlika kàna kalàman; Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 353.20). This is an argument in favor 
of the interpretation of wa∂≠an as qaßdan ‘inten-
tionally’ in the above definition (Ramlì, Šar™ 57; 
for an opposing view, see Carter 1981:8–9).

Kalàm has to be differentiated from qawl 
‘saying’ because the latter may or may not be 
part of the accepted (regular) speech, i.e. kalàm, 
while kalàm is actualized by different sayings 
(mainly quotations from poetry). Everything 
may be quoted, both (grammatically) correct 
sayings and unsound (mal™ùn) ones. Therefore, 
a Qur±ànic quotation is introduced by qawluhu 
ta≠àlà ‘the Almighty said’, which is followed by a 
part of the kalàm Allàh. The distinction between 

kalàm and qawl sheds light on the nature of 
kalàm: every kalàm is qawl, but not every qawl 
can be regarded as kalàm. The expression qawl 
ba≠∂ al-≠Arab ‘the way of speaking of some 
Bedouin’, for instance, means not only that the 
individuals or tribes concerned offer spurious 
evidence but also that they are insignificant 
informants, who cannot even produce a line of 
poetry from some well-known poet containing a 
poetic license in support of their saying. In such 
a case, Sìbawayhi may qualify their speech in 
the following way: “[Such-and-such an expres-
sion] . . . is not very frequent in the speech of all of 
them; only some of them use it in their speech” 
(wa-laysat . . . ±akµara fì kalàmihim jamì≠an wa-
±innamà yatakallamu bihà ba≠∂uhum; Kitàb 
I, 13.3). Other qualifications include: “If you 
said . . . it would not be an [accepted] utterance” 
(law qulta . . . lam yakun kalàman; Kitàb I, 
223.13); “the Bedouin say in their speech . . .” 
(±inna l-≠Araba taqùlu fì kalàmihà . . .; Kitàb 
I, 173.3). Here, kalàm may mean either the 
corpus or a rule derived on the basis of the 
corpus, while qawl is perhaps what the Arabs 
(i.e. the transmitters) would say, if asked, on 
the basis of their knowledge of the corpus of 
accepted poetry.

The term kalàm first occurs in Sìbawayhi’s 
Kitàb, appearing at least 1,144 times (the precise 
number varies in the different manuscripts and 
editions); it is the most frequently used and 
most important term in the Kitàb (cf. Iványi 
2002). Mosel (1975:18) maintains that in 
Sìbawayhi’s view kalàm can best be defined by 
“what can be followed by silence” (mà ya™sunu 
s-sukùt ≠alayhi) and “what has no need of 
something else” (mà yastaÿnì ≠an ÿayrihi), 
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more or less identical with the way Zellig 
Harris defines ‘utterance’. Beeston (1976:650), 
however, regards kalàm more as an equivalent 
of the notion of ‘sentence’, in the sense that 
it not only can be actual but also potential, 
i.e., the speakers could break it off if they 
wish. Contrary to both these views, Troupeau 
(1976:184) does not translate kalàm by either 
‘utterance’ or ‘sentence’ but distinguishes be-
tween four different translations: ‘langage, 
langue’, ‘énonciation, énoncé’, ‘mots, mot’, 
and ‘prose’. Carter (1972) translates kalàm 
as ‘speech’. In his analysis of the evolution 
of the concept of ‘sentence’ in medieval 
Arabic grammar, Talmon demonstrates that 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb still lacked a technical term 
for ‘sentence’. He concludes that kalàm meant 
‘speech unit’ for Sìbawayhi (Talmon 1988:89).

Originally, the term kalàm may have been 
identical with or very much similar to ¤ ±i≠ràb, 
or it may have meant any part of the language 
containing ±i≠ràb: “Concerning ni≠ma and bi±sa, 
there is no kalàm [i.e. ±i≠ràb endings] in them 
because they cannot be changed” (wa-±ammà 
ni≠ma wa-bi±sa . . . fa-laysa fìhimà kalàm li-
±annahumà là tuÿayyaràni; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
32.15). The most telling examples are found in 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 5.11, 13), when he equates 
kalàm with ±i≠ràb: “the nouns that resemble 
the imperfect verb in kalàm [i.e. with respect 
to ±i≠ràb] and agree with it in ¤ binà± [i.e. in 
having immutable endings]” (mà ∂àra≠a l-fi≠la 
l-mu∂àri≠a min al-±asmà±i fì l-kalàm wa-wàfaqahu 
fì l-binà±). A somewhat later development, 
brought about by the need to explain the 
‘changing endings’, may have identified kalàm 
as ‘the result of the activity of an ≠àmil’: “Because 
it is kalàm, some parts of it act upon other 
parts” (li-±annahu kalàm qad ≠amila ba≠∂uhu 
fì ba≠∂; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 176.7). Although 
the two, ±i≠ràb and ¤ ≠amal, seem to have been 
strongly interrelated, originally they represented 
two distinct phases of the Arab approach to 
linguistic forms – the recognition of the end-
ings themselves, and a logical way to interpret 
them.

Since grammaticality depends on the correct 
use of ±i≠ràb, kalàm is qualified accordingly: “If 
you put it in raf ≠, the kalàm ‘speech’ is good” 
(±in rafa≠ta fa-l-kalàmu ™asanun; Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 400.17). There is at least one example 
to show that kalàm and ±i≠ràb are strongly 
inter dependent – the weakness of the first is 

explained by the rarity of the second: “This is 
ugly, weak kalàm . . . its ±i≠ràb is light” (fa-hà≈à 
kalàmun qabì™un ∂a≠ìfun . . . ±i≠ràbuhu yasìr; 
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 238.4). Since we read that 
kalàm may be accepted by wide circles of the 
informants or only by some (groups) of them, 
the term may have come to denote ‘any part 
of the [accepted] speech’, but only as far as it 
fits into a larger structure of so-called useful 
communication (fà±ida): “The verb needs a 
noun, otherwise, there is no kalàm [accepted 
speech]” (al-fi≠lu là budda lahu min al-ismi 
wa-±illà lam yakun kalàman; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 5.10); “±ana ‘I’ is not kalàm until you build 
something upon it” (li-±anna ±ana là yakùnu 
kalàman ™attà yubnà ≠alayhi šay±; Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 395.3).

Eventually, kalàm came to mean any length 
or any kind of linguistic text: “It is permitted 
to be between two kalàms [i.e. words]” (wa-
jàza ±an yakùna bayna kalàmayni; Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 36.1); “if there is kalàm after it” 
(±i≈à kàna ba≠dahu kalàm; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
303.17). Thus, the term kalàm could be applied 
to a part of speech, a clause, or a complete 
sentence: “the part of speech [that serves as] 
topic” (kalàmun mubtada±; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 415.2); “the part of speech/clause after fa-” 
(al-kalàmu lla≈ì ba≠da l-fà±; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
398.4). In this way, kalàm, as the collection of 
all words with ±i≠ràb, naturally came to mean 
‘corpus’, i.e. the linguistic material discussed 
(but not necessarily collected) by the linguists. 
Sìbawayhi says, for instance: “in the rest of 
the kalàm [i.e. ‘collected speech material’]” (fì 
sà±iri l-kalàm; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 19.5); “the 
majority of [the utterances in] their speech 
is inflected [completely]” (±akµaru kalàmihim 
yanßarifu; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 5.21).

For the informants (al-≠Arab, i.e. the ràwìs), 
kalàm was what their linguistic intuition and 
usage suggested to them. Sìbawayhi identified 
kalàm by his analysis of its grammatical 
structure and recognizing the rules governing 
it (cf. Dévényi 1990; see also Carter 1972). It 
was not his task to accept or re fuse utterances. 
In conditional sentences with ±in, for instance, 
although he himself always uses the perfect in 
the Kitàb, he nevertheless advocates the use of 
the jussive, because this is the rule based on 
the informants’ corpus (see Dévényi 1988:41, 
n. 28; cf. also Dévényi 1991; ¤ jazà±). Yet, 
he does accept or refuse grammatical rules or 
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analyses. Linguists argue with each other, not 
with the informants, about the grammaticality 
and acceptability of structures and explanations 
for the ±i≠ràb: “It is kalàm ‘accepted speech’ in 
questioning, but it is impossible in a [nominal] 
predicate” (huwa kalàmun fì l-istifhàmi mu™àlun 
fì l-xabar; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 353.22).

The expression kalàmuhum may differ from 
al-kalàm in some cases, the former being the 
authentic corpus (lines of poetry or responses 
of the informants to questions put to them by 
the linguists), while the latter is a generalization 
built upon these data about the linguistic 
competence of the informants. Linguists (or 
nonauthentic speakers, i.e. not ràwìs) may try 
to vary their data, generating forms not given 
in the corpus, but the result cannot be kalàm, 
no matter how much it complies with their 
grammatical rules: “If you did not make the 
utterance agree with the second [part], you 
would say ∂arabtu wa-∂arabùnì qawmaka, but 
the corpus contains only ∂arabtu wa-∂arabanì 
qawmuka” (wa-law lam ta™mil al-kalàma ≠alà 
l-±àxiri la-qulta ∂arabtu wa-∂arabùnì qawmaka 
wa-±innamà kalàmuhum ∂arabtu wa-∂arabanì 
qawmuka; Sìbawayhi Kitàb I, 29.19). Since 
this corpus consists primarily of poetry, the 
example cited by Sìbawayhi as evidence is 
derived from a line of poetry from al-Farazdaq 
(Kitàb I, 29.23).

The different ways in which kalàm is qualified 
demonstrate that it is not always absolute. The 
relativity of the term kalàm means that the 
scope of a rule may or may not extend to 
the whole grammar: “I traced it back to the 
analogy of ±af≠alu and to the predominant usage 
in the speech of the Bedouin” (fa-radadtuhu ±ilà 
qiyàsi ±af≠alu wa-±ilà l-ÿàlibi fì kalàmi l-≠Arab; 
Sìbawayhi Kitàb II, 112.18).

The difference between al-kalàm and kalà-
muhum sometimes seems to be that between 
‘language’ and ‘informants’ sayings’, but at 
other times both terms may be used to indicate 
the corpus. If, however, some important 
informants support the rare occurrence of a 
linguistic phenomenon, it is qualified as partly 
acceptable. “We have heard the eloquent 
Bedouin [i.e. the transmitters] say . . ., but this 
is not in the speech of all of the Bedouin 
(sami≠nà fußa™à±a l-≠Arabi yaqùlùna . . . wa-
laysat fì kalàmi kulli l-≠Arab; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 426.9). This is contrasted with other sources 
of linguistic evidence: “This is said by all of 

those in whose knowledge and recitation we 
trust” (wa-hà≈à qawlu jamì≠i man naµiqu bi-
≠ilmihi wa-riwàyatihi; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 4); 
“This is the speech of most of the Bedouin and 
the most eloquent ones, and it is the analogy 
[rule]” (wa-huwa kalàmu ±akµari l-≠Arabi wa-
±afßa™ihim wa-huwa l-qiyàs; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 184.20).

Linguists analyze the corpus (kalàm) with 
analogical methods (qiyàs, perhaps inherited 
from fiqh; see Carter 1973, 1997), but their 
results have to be validated by the informants. 
If the results cannot find support from the 
transmitters from among the Bedouin (al-≠Arab), 
Sìbawayhi rejects them. Linguistic forms that 
seem acceptable on the basis of grammatical 
rules deduced from the whole corpus may 
disagree in some cases with forms given by the 
inform ants. This lies behind the differentiation 
between ¤ ±aßl and kalàm, and is expressed by 
him in various ways, for instance: “The speech 
[corpus] contains mittu tamùtu, although muttu 
tamùtu conforms better to the rule (wa-qad 
jà±a fì l-kalàmi mittu tamùtu wa-muttu tamùtu 
±aqyas; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 240.7).

There are some indications that kalàm 
may be interpreted as ‘prose’ in contrast with 
‘poetry’. This interpretation finds support in 
statements like: “In poetry is permitted what 
is not permitted in kalàm” (yajùzu fì š-ši≠ri mà 
là yajùzu fì l-kalàm; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 7.19). 
It is to be emphasized, however, that for the 
linguists poetry forms the basis of kalàm: “You 
are allowed to elide là because it is from the 
speech of the Bedouin, as [the poet] said” (wa-
qad yajùzu laka wa-huwa min kalàmi l-≠Arabi 
±an ta™≈ifa là . . . wa-qàla [š-šà≠ir]; Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 404.1). Throughout the grammatical 
literature from the time of Sìbawayhi onward, 
grammarians used in their examples seemingly 
everyday utterances with zayd, marartu, 
qà±iman (which, however, are not classified 
by them as ‘prose’). Yet, these are nothing else 
but grammatical rules expressed in an easily 
memorizable and useful way. Even ¤ poetic 
licenses (∂arà±ir aš-ši≠r) formed part of kalàm 
meaning ‘corpus’ (see Iványi 1991): “Similar 
to this speech is the saying of the poet in 
license” (wa-miµlu hà≈à l-kalàmi qawlu š-šà≠ir 
±i≈à ∂†urra; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 302.4); “This is 
used in poetic license in the speech” (wa-≈àlika 
™ayµu ∂†urra fì l-kalàm; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
145.16). Even such late grammarians as Ibn 
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Hišàm (d. 761/1360) include ∂arùra in kalàm 
(Taxlìß 481): “It is permitted in speech to elide 
the feminine t in the perfect tense as the poet 
said (in the basì† meter)” (yajùzu fì l-kalàmi 
™a≈fu tà±i t-ta±nìµi min al-fi≠li l-mà∂ì . . . ka-
qawlihi [al-basì†]). He goes on, stating explicitly 
that he is speaking about ∂arùra (Taxlìß 482): 
“It is permitted in poetry to elide the feminine 
t in the perfect tense as the poet said (in the 
mutaqàrib meter)” (wa-yajùzu fì š-ši≠ri ™a≈fu 
t-tà±i min al-mà∂ì . . . ka-qawlihi [al-mutaqàrib]). 
‘Poetry’ means ‘license’ in this relation, while 
kalàm refers here to the regular linguistic 
usage (mainly in poetry): “This kind of speech 
[utterance] occurs most frequently in poetry” 
(wa-miµlu hà≈à l-kalàmi ±akµaru mà yakùnu 
fì š-ši≠r; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 237.18). When a 
form was used with considerable frequency in 
the corpus, it was not considered license, even 
though it occurred exclusively in poetry and 
deviated from the basic rules. When contrasted 
with poetry, kalàm is generally equivalent to 
‘main rule’ (™add; cf. Iványi 1995).

Summing up, the scope of kalàm in 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb may be defined as follows: (i) 
material: corpus (speech acts or utterances) or 
any part of it (fì ba≠∂i l-kalàm; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 19.10); (ii) immaterial: language as defined 
by a set of grammatical rules or linguistic 
knowledge (competence) of the informants. In 
other words, there is a horizontal dimension 
consisting in the speakers’ knowledge, as well as 
a vertical dimension consisting in the linguistic 
data with their rules. In this way, kalàm means 
simply ‘Arabic’: the Arabic language, speaker of 
Arabic, Arabic nominal phrase, Arabic nominal 
subject, etc. In this connection, Arabic is defined 
horizontally by the ‘Arabs’, and vertically by 
Sìbawayhi and his colleagues: “We have heard 
them [sc. the Bedouin] use it in the kalàm” 
(sami≠nàhum [al-≠Araba] yatakallamùna bihi fì 
l-kalàm; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 330.10). This 
implies that they had another language, too, 
along with kalàm!

Kalàm remained the most comprehensive 
term to deal with the grammatical structure 
of the language, long after Greek logic had 
made its way into Arabic grammar. The 
term ¤ lisàn was usually reserved for foreign 
languages, whereas ¤ luÿa, which is sometimes 
used in logical writings for ‘language’, in 
linguistics usually means ‘lexicon’. In his 
analysis of the usage of the term kalàm in 

grammatical writings from al-Mubarrad’s 
time on, Goldenberg (1988, Sec. III) concludes 
that in later grammatical writings kalàm, 
though always self-sufficient, as a syntactic 
term overlaps with ¤ jumla, without being its 
synonym. According to Versteegh (1995), the 
concept of kalàm is more related to semantic 
considerations, whereas the jumla is a syntactic 
unit. Talmon (1988), Versteegh (1995:214), 
and others believe that al-Mubarrad’s usage of 
jumla corresponds accordingly to the notion of 
‘clause’, but Bohas a.o. (1990:56) believe that 
it is not clear whether al-Mubarrad intends by 
jumla something different from what Sìbawayhi 
means by kalàm.

According to Bohas a.o. (1990:56), a 
century after al-Mubarrad, Ibn Jinnì appears 
to have used the two terms interchangeably 
(Xaßà±iß I, 17): kalàm means any semantically 
independent sequence of sounds, which is 
what grammarians call ‘sentences’ (jumal). But 
then Ibn Jinnì adds (Xaßà±iß I, 19): kalàm 
are those sentences which are independent in 
themselves and do not need anything else. This 
seems to exclude, at least implicitly, ‘dependent 
sentences’, i.e. subordinate clauses. In Méhiri’s 
view (1970:352–354), kalàm for Ibn Jinnì is a 
collective noun, and just like the word ±insàn 
‘man’, it can be employed for the unit as well 
as for the totality. In connection with the first 
sentence of the Kitàb Sìbawayhi (hà≈à bàb ≠ilm 
mà al-kalim min al-≠arabiyya), the commentator 
as-Sìràfì deals at length with the difference 
between kalim and kalàm; he states (”ar™ I, 
49.7) that kalàm may be used for the whole 
of language or any part thereof, while kalim is 
the collective plural of ¤ kalima ‘word’. In his 
Luma≠, Ibn Jinnì uses the term jumla only for 
the clause, while calling the complete compound 
sentence kalàm. Short school compendia, like 
the ±âjurrùmiyya, did not take over the term 
jumla at all but kept kalàm as their central 
notion, the object of their study.
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Kalima

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The form kalima (pl. kalim), commonly denot-
ing ‘a word’, sometimes occurs as a grammatical 
term corresponding in sense to the modern lin-
guistic term ‘morpheme’. This sense of kalima 
is inferred from Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 330.15–
339.19), al-Mubarrad (Muqta∂ab I, 36–52), 
Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl III, 171.1–179.5), and Ibn 
Ya≠ìš (Šar™ I, 21.5–20 ed. Jahn; I, 18.29–19.15 
Cairo ed.). The discussion of kalima by al-
Mubarrad and Ibn as-Sarràj resembles that of 
Sìbawayhi. Ibn Ya≠ìš’s short discussion of this 
topic is mentioned by Fleischer (1888:III, 540). 

2 .  D i v i s i o n  i n t o  p a r t s  o f 
s p e e c h

Words (= kalim) are divided by the gram-
marians into three main parts of speech: ¤ 
ism ‘noun’, ¤ fi≠l ‘verb’, and ¤ ™arf ‘particle’ 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 1.1–8). These parts are 
divided into many subcategories (see, e.g., az-
Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 51.3–158.5).

3 .  T h e  s o u n d s  c o m p o s i n g  a 
K A L I M A

The smallest phonetic units composing a kalima 
are called ™urùf (sg. ™arf) and ™arakàt (sg. ¤ 
™araka). The term ™arf as a phonetic unit must 
not be confused with the term ™arf as a parti-
cle. As a phonetic term, the form ™arf denotes 
a sound, but it refers only to those sounds 
represented in Arabic orthography by a letter. 
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Irrespective of that, it is attested by the text of 
the Kitàb that the distinction between a sound 
as a phonetic unit, and a letter of the alphabet 
as an orthographic unit, was clear to Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb II, 56.17–57.12).

Sìbawayhi mentions in his phonetic descrip-
tion 35 ™urùf occurring in the Old Arabic 
dialects. Seven of them are not accepted in the 
recitation of the Qur±àn and in poetry. The ™urùf 
described by him include all the consonants, the 
semivowels w and y, and the long vowels ù, à,  ì 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 452.3–455.13). The short 
vowels u, a, i are called ™arakàt (sg. ™araka;  
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 384.1–3), and they are not 
considered to be ™urùf since they are not repre-
sented by a letter in the Arabic alphabet. Sìba-
wayhi holds that the short vowels form a part 
of their long equivalents (Kitàb II, 342.21–24; 
Blanc 1967:297).

The sounds (= ™urùf) included in nouns end-
ing with a tanwìn or with a case marker, and in 
verb forms occurring without a pronoun suffix, 
are divided into three main categories: 

i. Sounds called ±ußùl (sg. ¤ ±aßl) are the radi-
cal sounds of the root from which a given 
noun or a given verb is derived (Ibn Jinnì, 
Munßif I, 11.9–12.14). 

ii. Sounds called ™urùf az-zawà±id (sg. ™arf 
zà±id) are sounds added to the radical 
sounds of the noun or the verb (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 338.20–340.21). These sounds are 
frequently called by the shortened name 
zawà±id (Ibn Jinnì, Munßif I, 11.9–12.14). 

iii. The short vowels, called ™arakàt, and the 
¤ tanwìn are classified as zawà±id and not  
as ™urùf az-zawà±id (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 
342.21–24, I, 79.7–8), since they are not 
represented in the Arabic alphabet by a 
 letter. 

This division is illustrated by the classification 
of the sounds contained in the active participle 
form ∂àribun: this form contains the ±ußùl, 
which are the radicals ∂, r, b; the à, which is 
a ™arf zà±id; and the short vowels i, u and the 
tanwìn, which are zawà±id.

Some verbs and nouns include sounds that 
belong to the category of ™urùf al-badal ‘the 
sounds that are substituted for one of the 
radical sounds’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 340.22–
342.21; Levin 1978:182). For example, the à 
contained in qàla ‘he said’ and in al-mà± ‘the 
water’ is a badal min al-wàw, i.e., it is substi-

tuted for the radical wàw, while the à in bà≠a 
‘he sold’ and in ≠àb ‘a fault’ is a badal min al-
yà± ‘substituted for the radical yà±’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 341.2–4).

The above classification of ™urùf does not 
refer to those sounds contained in words belong-
ing to the category of particle (= ™arf) and to 
the subcategory of nouns which do not take a 
case ending (Ibn Jinnì, Munßif I, 7.1–8.16). 

All the ™urùf that belong to the categories of 
al-±ußùl or al-badal are meaningless elements. 
Some of the sounds that belong to the category 
of ™urùf az-zawà±id, like the à in ™imàr ‘a don-
key’, are also meaningless elements. In contrast, 
some of the ™urùf az-zawà±id are meaningful 
elements (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ II, 1337.7–14 ed. Jahn 
= IX, 143.13–144.14 Cairo ed. (see below, 
Sec. 4).

4 .  K A L I M A  a n d  m o r p h e m e

Hockett (1960:123) defines morphemes as “the 
smallest meaningful elements in the utterances 
of a language”. According to this definition, an 
Arabic word such as fì ‘in’ is a morpheme, as it 
is impossible to divide it into smaller meaning-
ful elements. Other words may contain more 
than one morpheme, e.g., ∂arabtuhu ‘I hit 
him’ contains three morphemes: ∂arab+tu+hu. 
The morpheme ∂arab denotes that someone 
performed the act of hitting. The nominative 
bound pronoun -tu- denotes the agent who 
performed the act expressed in the verb ∂arab, 
and the accusative bound pronoun -hu denotes 
the object suffering this act. The division of the 
form ∂arabtuhu into three morphemes, accord-
ing to the principles of modern linguistics, 
accords with Sìbawayhi’s concept of kalima. 

The term kalima refers in Chapter 508 of 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb (II, 330.15–339.19) to words 
that are free forms containing one morpheme, 
e.g. huwa ‘he’ (Kitàb II, 336.6) and kul ‘eat!’ 
(Kitàb II, 332.9); to morphemes that are bound 
forms, such as the suffixes of the perfect -tu in 
≈ahabtu ‘I went away’ (Kitàb II, 331.12–13) 
and the -t in fa≠alat ‘she did’ (Kitàb II, 331.14); 
to some accusative and genitive pronominal 
suffixes, such as -ka in ra±aytuka ‘I saw you’ 
and ÿulàmuka ‘your servant’ (Kitàb II, 331.11); 
to the -ta contained in ±anta ‘you’ (Kitàb II, 
331.12–14); and to some other suffixes (Levin 
1986:426–427). The term kalima also refers 
there to some morphemes, occurring as bound 
forms preposed to nouns and verbs (Levin 
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1986:428–429), e.g. the conjunction wa- ‘and’ 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb, II 330.15–18), the definite 
article al- in al-qawmu ‘the people’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 335.5), the future marker sa- in sa-
yaf  ≠alu ‘he will do’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II 331.9), 
and the preposition bi- ‘with’ as in the exam-
ple xarajtu bi-zaydin ‘I went out with Zayd’ 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 331.6). This shows that 
when referring to free forms containing one 
morpheme, e.g. huwa and kul, and to mor-
phemes that are bound forms, e.g. -tu and sa-, 
kalima corresponds to morpheme, as it refers in 
these cases to the smallest meaningful elements 
in the utterances of the language. Hence, it is 
inferred that in these cases the grammarians’ 
view of kalima basically corresponds to the 
modern linguistic concept of morpheme (Levin 
1986:429–431). This inference is supported by 
Ibn Ya≠ìš’s discussion of kalima (Šar™ I, 21.5–
20 ed. Jahn = I, 18.29–19.15 Cairo ed.). How-
ever, the correspondence between kalima and 
morpheme is not complete, since the grammar-
ians do not conceive of certain linguistic units 
as kalim that in modern usage would be mor-
phemes, because of theoretical morphological 
considerations. Thus, some bound forms that 
are morphemes according to modern linguistic 
concepts are not classified by the grammarians 
as kalim, although the linguists conceive of 
them as meaningful elements. The grammar-
ians refer to these morphemes as zawà±id or 
as ™urùf zawà±id, i.e. ™urùf (= sounds) that are 
added to the radical sounds of the word (Levin 
1986:436–443). Hence, they conceive of these 
morphemes as an integral part of the form in 
which they are included (Levin 1986:432–435). 
For example:

i. The prefixes of the imperfect verb, ±a-, 
ta-, ya-, na-, as in ±af ≠alu, taf ≠alu, yaf ≠alu, 
naf≠alu, are classified as zawà±id because the 
grammarians believe that they form an inte-
gral part of the morphological pattern of 
the form in which they are included (Levin 
1986:432). The status of these prefixes as 
zawà±id with a grammatical task but form-
ing an integral part of the pattern in which 
they are included is the same as that of the à 
contained in the fà≠ilun pattern denoting the 
active participle, and as that of the ma- and 
-ù- contained in the maf≠ùl pattern denoting 
the passive participle (Ibn Jinnì, Munßif I, 
11.15–12.5; see also Munßif I, 12.3–7).

ii. Sìbawayhi believes that the tanwìn is an 
integral part of the noun, since it forms its 
final limit (Levin 1986:436–437). Hence, 
the tanwìn itself and the suffixes preceding 
it are classified as zawà±id and not as kalim. 
This notion explains the classification of 
the case endings and the morphemes pre-
ceding them as zawà±id and not as kalim. 
Thus, the feminine suffix -at- in †al™atun 
‘an acacia tree’, the feminine plural suf-
fix -àt- in mun†aliqàtun ‘going away’, and 
the suffix -iyy- denoting the relation in 
tamìmiyyun ‘Tamimite, belonging to the 
tribe of Tamìm’, are classified as zawà±id 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 340.12–13; Mubarrad, 
Muqta∂ab I, 57.10, 60.3–4). The notion 
that the tanwìn is the final limit of the noun 
also led Sìbawayhi to classify nouns like 
farasun ‘a horse; a mare’ (Kitàb I, 1.1–2), 
yadun ‘a hand’, and damun ‘blood’ as kalim 
(Kitàb II, 332.4–8), irrespective of the fact 
that they include the case marker and the 
tanwìn that belong to the category of the 
smallest meaningful elements.

iii. In Sìbawayhi’s view, the dual endings -àni 
and -ayni, as in ar-rajulàni and ar-rajulayni, 
and the plural suffixes -ùna and -ìna, as in 
al-muslimùna and al-muslimìna, correspond 
to the combination of the case ending and 
the tanwìn in nouns like zaydun: the à/ay 
included in the dual endings and the ù/ì 
in the plural suffixes correspond to a case 
ending, while the final - ni and -na corre-
spond to the tanwìn (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
3.12–4.1; Levin 1986:432–435). It seems 
safe to assume that since the case endings 
and the tanwìn are classified as zawà±id, the 
dual and plural endings corresponding to 
them are also classified as zawà±id. 

iv. For the considerations that led Sìbawayhi 
to classify other morphemes, including 
the mood endings, as zawà±id, see Levin 
(1986:435–446). 

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n s

i. The form kalima frequently refers in the 
Kitàb to linguistic units that are composite 
forms containing more than one morpheme, 
e.g. ±a≠†aytu ‘I gave’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
342.12) and at-taßdìru ‘the act of putting 
the breast girth upon the camel’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 476.20). When referring to such 
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composite forms, kalima occurs in its usual 
sense of ‘a word’ and is not used as a techni-
cal term. In Ibn Ya≠ìš’s use, the term refer-
ring to such composite forms is lafÚa (Šar™ 
I, 21.5–20 ed. Jahn = I, 18.29–19.15 Cairo 
ed.). 

ii. As a technical term, kalima corresponds to 
‘morpheme’ when referring to two types 
of forms: morphemes that are free forms, 
e.g. xu≈ ‘take!’, and morphemes that are 
bound forms, e.g. the definite article al- in 
al-qawmu ‘the people’ and the pronoun suf-
fix -tu in ≈ahabtu ‘I went’.

iii. Kalima also occurs as a technical term refer-
ring to nominal and verbal composite forms 
containing meaningful zawà±id, e.g. farasun 
‘a horse’ and ya∂ribu ‘he beats’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 1.1–5). In this case, kalima does not 
correspond to the modern linguistic term 
‘morpheme’, since it includes more than one 
morpheme.

iv. The points of difference between kalima and 
morpheme derive from the fact that some 
morphological considerations interfere with 
the main criterion, which is a semantic one, 
in the determination of a kalima, while such 
morphological considerations do not inter-
fere with the same semantic criterion for 
the determination of a morpheme. Hence, 
in Arabic grammatical theory, unlike in 
modern linguistics, the smallest meaningful 
elements of the Arabic language are divided 
into two groups: kalim, which correspond 
to morphemes, and zawà±id, which, irre-
spective of their being meaningful elements, 
are conceived of as an integral part of a 
wider linguistic unit, also called kalima.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
Ibn Jinnì, Munßif = ±Abù l-Fat™ ≠Uµmàn Ibn Jinnì, 

al-Munßif, šar™ li-Kitàb at-taßrìf li-±Abì ≠Uµmàn 
al-Màzinì. Ed. ±Ibràhìm Muß†afà and ≠Abdallàh 
±Amìn. 3 vols. Cairo: ±Idàra ±I™yà± at-Turàµ al-
Qadìm, 1954–1960. 

Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl = ±Abù Bakr ibn as-Sarì Ibn 
as-Sarràj, Kitàb al-±ußùl fì n-na™w. Ed. ≠Abd al-
£usayn al-Fatlì. 4th ed. 3 vols. Beirut: al-Resalah 
Publishers, 1999.

Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ = Muwaffaq ad-Dìn ±Abù l-Baqà± 
Ya≠ì“ Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ al-Mufaßßal. Ed. Gustav Jahn, 
Commentar zu Zamachšarî’s Mufaßßal. 2 vols. 
Leipzig, 1882–1886. Ed. Cairo, 10 vols. Cairo: 
Maktabat al-Mutanabbì, n.d.

Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab = ±Abù l-≠Abbàs Mu™ammad 
ibn Yazìd al-Mubarrad, Kitàb al-muqta∂ab. Ed. 

Mu™ammad ≠Abd al-Xàliq ≠U∂ayma. Cairo: Lajna 
±I™yà± at-Turàµ al-±Islàmì, 1385–1388 A.H.

Sìbawayhi, Kitàb = ±Abù Bišr ≠Amr ibn ≠Uµmàn Sìba-
wayhi, al-Kitàb. Ed. Hartwig Derenbourg, Le livre 
de Sìbawayhi, Traité de grammaire arabe. 2 vols. 
Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1881–1889.

Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal = ±Abù l-Qàsim Ma™mùd ibn 
≠Umar az-Zamxšarì, al-Mufaßßal fì n-na™w. Ed. 
Jens Peter Broch. 2nd ed. Christiania: Libraria P.T. 
Mallingii, 1879.

Secondary sources
Blanc, Haim. 1967. “The sonorous vs. muffled dis-

tinction in Old Arabic phonology”. To honor 
Roman Jakobson: Essays on the occasion of his 
seventieth birthday, 295–308. The Hague and 
Paris: Mouton.

Fleischer, Heinrich Leberecht. 1885–1888. Kleinere 
Schriften: Gesammelt, durchgesehen und verme-
hrt. 3 vols. Leipzig: Hirzel. (Repr., Osnabrück: 
Biblio, 1968.)

Hockett, Charles F. 1958. A course in modern lin-
guistics. New York: Macmillan Company.

Levin, Aryeh. 1978. “The ±imàla of ±alif fà≠il in Old 
Arabic”. Israel Oriental Studies 8.174–203. 

——. 1986. “The Medieval Arabic term kalima and 
the modern linguistic term morpheme: Similarities 
and differences”. Studies in Islamic history and 
civilization in honour of Professor David Ayalon, 
ed. M. Sharon, 423–446. Jerusalem and Leiden: 
Cana and E.J. Brill.

Aryeh Levin (Hebrew University of Jerusalem)

Kàna wa-±axawàtuhà

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The expression kàna wa-±axawàtuhà lit. ‘kàna 
and its sisters’ occurs as a grammatical techni-
cal term in the sense of kàna and the verbs that 
grammatically resemble kàna. This term refers 
to a category of verbs sharing with kàna the 
same grammatical qualities and occurring in 
the same syntactic constructions. 

In their discussions of this category of verbs, 
the grammarians focus on two main kinds 
of kàna: kàna at-tàmma and kàna an-nàqißa 
(Levin 1979:185). The grammarians also briefly 
discuss two other marginal kinds of kàna: kàna 
az-zà±ida and kàna allatì fìhà ∂amìr aš-ša±n (see 
Sec. 6 below).    

2 .  K â N A  A T - T â M M A  a n d  K â N A

A N - N â Q I Í A 

The distinction between these two kinds of 
kàna originates in the grammarian’s notion 
that most verb forms denote two things: occur-
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rence of an act (= ™adaµ) and time (= zamàn). 
For example, the verb ≈ahaba ‘he went away’ 
denotes the occurrence of the act of going 
away (= a≈-≈ahàb) and the fact that this act 
took place in the past (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
11.5–15). The verb called kàna at-tàmma ‘the 
complete kàna’ is conceived of as a complete 
verb because it denotes both an act and time. In 
contrast, kàna an-nàqißa ‘the incomplete kàna’ 
is regarded as an incomplete verb because it 
does not denote an act but only time, thus lack-
ing one of the elements expressed in most verb 
forms (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ II, 996.19–24, ed. Jahn 
= VII, 89.15–19, ed. Cairo); cf. Ibn as-Sarràj, 
±Ußùl I, 81.17–82.14, 91.15–92.4). For a dif-
ferent explanation of these terms, which seems 
to be incorrect, see az-Zamaxšarì (Mufaßßal 
119.2–6). 

These two types of kàna occur in two dif-
ferent syntactic constructions, and they differ 
in sense:

i. Kàna at-tàmma is an intransitive verb that 
takes a subject in the nominative. It denotes 
the sense of waqa≠a ‘it happened’ or xuliqa 
‘he was born’, as in the examples qad kàna 
l-±amru ‘the thing happened’ or qad kàna 
≠abdu llàhi ‘Abdallah was born’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 17.1–2). This kàna denotes also the 
sense of wujida ‘he existed’ (Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 119.16).

ii. Kàna an-nàqißa occurs as a copula in the 
sense of ‘he was’. It takes a nominative and 
an accusative, as in the example kàna ≠abdu 
llàhi ±axàka ‘Abdallah was your brother’ 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 16.17). Both the nomi-
native and the accusative are indispensable 
for the construction of the sentence. The 
grammarians believe that the primary and 
underlying construction of a sentence begin-
ning with kàna an-nàqißa is a nominal sen-
tence, such as ≠abdu llàhi ±axùka. Kàna is 
preposed to this nominal sentence in order 
to denote the time of the act expressed by 
it (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 6.14–20, 16.17–18; 
Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 82.7–17). Thus, kàna 
becomes the ≠àmil, affecting the case end-
ings of the two indispensable parts of the 
underlying and primary nominal sentence: 
it produces the nominative in its subject 
(mubtada±), ≠abdu llàhi, and the accusative 
in its predicate, ±axàka (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl 
I, 82.9–11). The nominative is called ism 

kàna ‘the subject in the sentence beginning 
with kàna’, while the accusative is called 
xabar kàna ‘the predicate in the sentence 
beginning with kàna’ (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ II, 
999.2–6, ed. Jahn = VII, 91.16–21, ed. 
Cairo). The term xabar kàna refers to the 
predicate of the subject of the underlying 
and primary sentence zaydun ±axùka, i.e., 
it is the predicate of ism kàna and not the 
predicate of kàna itself. Ibn Ya≠ìš argues 
that xabar kàna cannot be the predicate of 
kàna because kàna is a verb, and a verb can-
not take a predicate (Levin 1979:203–205). 
He states explicitly that xabar kàna is an 
inaccurate term, used by the grammarians 
for the sake of convenience when teaching 
Arabic grammar to beginners.

3 .  ± A X A W â T  K â N A 

The notion that a given verb form occurs in a 
certain syntactic construction as a fi≠l tàmm, 
denoting both an act and time, while in another 
syntactic construction it occurs as a fi≠l nàqiß, 
denoting time only, is implied by the grammar-
ians with respect to some other verbs, known 
as ±axawàt kàna ‘verbs which grammatically 
resemble kàna’. These verbs are divided accord-
ing to semantic criteria into three main groups:

Group 1: Verbs that, as ±af ≠àl tàmma, denote 
the sense of ‘he did something at a certain part 
of the day’ or ‘he entered upon a certain part of 
the day’, such as Úalla ‘he did during the whole 
day’, bàta ‘he did during the whole night’, 
±aßfara ‘he did at daybreak’, ±aßba™a, ÿàda ‘he 
did in the morning’, ±a∂™à ‘he did in the fore-
noon, ±amsà, rà™a ‘he did in the evening’.When 
occurring as ±af ≠àl nàqißa, these verbs denote 
the sense of ‘he became’ and do not express an 
act, since their literal sense is ‘beginning with a 
certain point of time he was’, e.g. ±aßba™a zay-
dun ÿaniyyan ‘Zayd became rich’ (Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 120.10) lit. ‘beginning with a certain 
point of time Zayd was rich’, Úalla wajhuhu 
muswaddan ‘his face became black’ (Q. 16/58; 
Wright 1951:II, 102–103). Some grammarians 
say that when some of these verbs occur as 
±af≠àl nàqißa, they can also express the sense 
of ‘he came in a certain part of the day [in any 
particular state or condition]’. Thus, ±aßba™a 
means ‘he came in the morning [in any particu-
lar state or condition]’ (Lane 1863–1893:IV, 
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1641B), ±amsà ‘he came in the evening . . .’ and 
±a∂™à ‘he came in the forenoon . . .’ (Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 120.4–6, 120.13–15; Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ 
II, 1007.24–1008.5, 1009.6–10, ed. Jahn = 
VII, 103.18–23, 105.8–106.2, ed. Cairo). For 
example, ±aßba™a zaydun mun†aliqan ‘Zayd 
came in the morning in a state of walking’ (Ibn 
as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 82.14–15).

Group 2: Verbs that, as ±af ≠àl tàmma, denote 
an act of motion or rest. According to Wright 
(1951:II, 102–103), these verbs are ßàra ‘he 
went’; raja≠a, ≠àda, ±à∂a ‘he came back’; jà±a, ±atà 
‘he came’; qa≠ada ‘he sat down’. As ±af ≠àl nàqißa 
these verbs denote the sense of ‘he became’, e.g. 
ßàra l-faqìru ÿaniyyan ‘the poor man became 
rich’ (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 120.2–3) and al-
≠aduwwu mà yarji≠u ßadìqan ‘an enemy never 
becomes a friend’ and i≈habù bi-qamìßì hà≈à 
fa-±alqùhu ≠alà wajhi ±abì ya±ti baßìran ‘go with 
this shirt of mine and throw it on my father’s 
face, and as a result he shall become seeing’ 
(Q. 12/93; Wright 1951:II, 102–103). All gram-
marians agree that ßàra is one of the ±axawàt 
kàna, occurring both as a fi≠l tàmm and a fi≠l 
nàqiß, but not all of them agree that the rest of 
the above verbs denoting an act of motion also 
belong to this category. Some grammarians do 
not mention these verbs at all in their discus-
sions of kàna wa-±axawàtuhà, while others say 
that only some of them belong to this category 
(Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 119.6–10; ±Abù £ayyàn, 
Manhaj 53.10–21). Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 18.22–
19.5) says that the verb jà±a corresponds to 
kàna known later as kàna an-nàqißa only in the 
expression mà jà±at ™àjataka ‘What has become 
your need?’.   

Group 3: Verbs that, as ±af≠àl tàmma, denote 
the sense of ‘to continue’ or ‘to cease’. These 
verbs are dàma ‘he continued’ and zàla, bari™a, 
fati±a, and infakka ‘he ceased’. These verbs 
occur as ±af≠àl nàqißa only when they are used in 
expressions designating the sense of an adverb 
denoting duration: 

i.  mà dàma ‘as long as’. In this expression 
dàma is inflected only in the past tense, and 
it is always preceded by mà expressing dura-
tion, as in the example là ±uÿannì li-nafsì 
šay±an mà dumtu ™ayyan ‘I will never sing 
a melody that I myself composed as long as 
I live’ (±Ißbahànì, ±Aÿànì IV, 170.3).

ii. mà zàla, mà bari™a, mà fati±a, and mà 
infakka, denoting the sense of the adverbs 
‘still, yet’. The inflected forms of these verbs 
occur in all tenses and are usually preceded 
by a negative particle, as in the example 
mà ziltu qà±iman ‘I am still standing’. In 
some examples in the Qur±àn and in old 
poetry, the negative particle is dropped, but 
its sense is implied in the utterance, as in 
tallàhi tafta±u ta≈kuru yùsufa ™attà takùna 
™ara∂an ‘By God! You will never cease to 
mention Yùsuf until you will be an old man’ 
(Q. 12/85; Wright 1951:II, 101–103). 

To Group 3 one can add the verb baqiya, 
which as a fi≠l tàmm denotes the sense of ‘he 
remained’ and as a fi≠l nàqiß denotes duration 
(Wright 1951:II, 101–103), as in the example 
lam yabqa †iflan ‘he is no longer a child’ (Wehr 
1961:69A).

In addition to Groups 1–3, the verb laysa forms 
a category by itself: this verb denoting the nega-
tion of the nexus between the subject and the 
predicate occurs only as a fi≠l nàqiß (Jurjànì, 
Muqtaßid I, 400.19–401.5).   

4 .  T H E  G R A M M A R I A N S ’  V I E W  O F 

K â N A  W A - ± A X A W â T U H â  a s  ± A F ≠ â L 

N â Q I ß A 

Sìbawayhi’s view of kàna, later called kàna an-
nàqißa, is based on five notions: 

i. Sìbawayhi emphasizes that grammatically, 
kàna is a transitive verb like ∂araba. This 
kàna takes an agent called ism al-fà≠il or al-
fà≠il, and a direct object called ism al-maf≠ùl 
or al-maf≠ùl, and it is the ≠àmil producing the 
nominative in the agent and the accusative 
in the direct object (Levin 1979:186–190).

ii. The direct object is indispensable for the 
syntactic structure of the sentence where 
this kind of kàna occurs (Levin 1979:186–
187, 189–192).

iii. The relation between the agent and the direct 
object corresponds to the relation between 
a subject (mubtada±) and a predicate in a 
nominal sentence (Levin 1979:196–202). 

iv. The underlying and primary construction of 
a sentence beginning with kàna is a nominal 
sentence (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 6.14–20; see 
Sec. 2 above).
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v. The aim of preposing kàna that does not 
express an act to a nominal sentence is to 
denote the time of the act expressed in it 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 16.17–18; see Sec. 2 
above).

Al-Mubarrad (Muqta∂ab III, 97.1–6, 189.12–
15; IV, 86.1–15) and Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl I, 
81.1–82.17) accepted these notions. The later 
grammarians, from the 10th century onward, 
also accepted them. However, the contents and 
the structure of the grammarians’ discussions of 
kàna an-nàqißa show that the later grammar-
ians differed from Sìbawayhi, al-Mubarrad, and 
Ibn as-Sarràj in their evaluation of the impor-
tance of the notion that kàna is a transitive 
verb like ∂araba. While this notion is of great 
importance to Sìbawayhi, who deals with it in 
detail (Kitàb I, 16.13–24), the later grammar-
ians briefly refer to it in their discussions, say-
ing that ism kàna and xabar kàna are  likened 
to the fà≠il and the maf≠ùl respectively (Ibn 
Jinnì, Luma≠ 15.13–14; Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Asràr 
57.10–12; Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 33.19–20). It 
seems that their wording in this respect derives 
from the text of Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl I, 82.7–
11). The later grammarians focused in their 
discussions of kàna an-nàqißa on Sìbawayhi’s 
other notions, although they expressed them 
in a different way (Ibn Jinnì, Luma≠ 15.9–16.7; 
Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Asràr 55.3–57.20; Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 119.1–16).

Some of the later grammarians, including 
al-Mubarrad and Ibn as-Sarràj, hold that kàna 
wa-±axawàtuhà as ±af ≠àl nàqißa are improper 
verbs (±af ≠àl ÿayr ™aqìqiyya) because they do 
not denote an act (Levin 1979:206; cf. Ibn as-
Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 82.2–9). Others call them ±af ≠àl 
al-≠ibara ‘[words classified as] verbs [because 
of the way they] are pronounced’, i.e. words 
classified as verbs because of their form and not 
because of their grammatical qualities (Levin 
1979:206, n. 126). Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl I, 74.4–
7) calls them ±af ≠àl fì l-lafÚ. This expression 
denotes the same as ±af ≠àl al-≠ibara. 

5 .  T h e  t e r m i n o l o g y  r e f e r r i n g 
t o  K â N A  W A - ± A X A W â T U H â

The terminology referring to kàna wa-
±axawàtuhà originates in the grammatical 
notions discussed in Sections 2 and 4 above.      

i. In Sìbawayhi’s terminology for the nomina-
tive and the accusative in sentences begin-
ning with kàna, the nominative is called 
¤ ism al-fà≠il ‘the noun that is the fà≠il [= 
agent]’ , and the accusative is called ism 
al-maf≠ùl ‘the noun that is the maf ≠ùl [= 
direct object]’ (Kitàb I, 16.12–13, 16.20). 
The nominative and the accusative are also 
called al-fà≠il and al-maf ≠ùl, respectively 
(Kitàb I, 16.12–13, 16.20, 17.1, 18.4, 63.4, 
63.11–12). The accusative is called once 
by Sìbawayhi xabar kàna (Kitàb I, 63.8) 
because in his terminology the term xabar 
refers to the predicate of a nominal sen-
tence, occurring as the underlying and pri-
mary sentence of some syntactic structures 
(Levin 1979:193–196).

ii. Some of Sìbawayhi’s terminology appears 
in al-±Axfaš (Ma≠ànì I, 197.3–4; II, 670.2–
3). The whole of Sìbawayhi’s terminology, 
including the term xabar kàna, appears in 
al-Mubarrad (Muqta∂ab III, 97.1–3, 117.3, 
189.12; IV, 86.1–3) and in Ibn as-Sar-
ràj (±Ußùl I, 91.7; II, 277.4–5, 288.12–14, 
290.3–4). Apart from Sìbawayhi’s termi-
nology, al-Mubarrad (Muqta∂ab IV, 88.3, 
88.14, 98.2) and Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl I, 82.1, 
82.2, 83.11) also use the terms ism kàna, 
kàna wa-±axawàtuhà, and ±axawàt kàna. 
These terms, as well as the term xabar kàna, 
became the usual ones for the later gram-
marians from the 10th century onward. 
These later grammarians also use the terms 
al-±af ≠àl an-nàqißa (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 
119.1–2), kàna at-tàmma, and kàna an-
nàqißa. The terms nàqißa and tàmma are 
used to refer to kàna for the first time by 
az-Zajjàjì (Jumal 48.11–49.5). Ibn as-Sarràj 
(±Ußùl I, 91.15–92.4) was the first to use the 
term ±af ≠àl tàmma.

6 .  T h e  m a r g i n a l  t y p e s  o f  K â N A

Additionally, there are two marginal types of 
kàna:

i. The type of kàna called kàna az-zà±ida only 
occurs as a word denoting emphasis. This 
kàna has no literal meaning, and it does 
not affect the case ending of any word in 
the sentence, as in the example lam yùjad 
kàna miµluhum ‘nobody like them existed 
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[among the people of their tribe]’ (Mubar-
rad, Muqta∂ab IV, 116.6–118.3). For refer-
ences to this kàna see Levin (1979:185, n. 1); 
see also Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl I, 92.7–8).

ii. The grammarians say that kàna allatì fìhà 
∂amìr aš-ša±n occurs in examples such as 
kàna zaydun qà±imun, where kàna is fol-
lowed by two nominatives. They assert that 
this kàna contains an implicit pronoun of the 
3rd person singular, referring to the noun 
aš-ša±n or al-±amr ‘the matter, the affair’ or 
al-™adìµ ‘the story’, which does not occur 
in the sentence. Hence, when saying kàna 
zaydun qà±imun, what the speaker actually 
intends to say is kàna š-ša±nu wa-l-™adìµu 
zaydun qà±imun ‘the affair and the story 
was: Zayd is standing’ (Ibn Jinnì, Luma≠ 
16.13–17). The grammarians believe that 
this implicit pronoun referring to aš-ša±n is 
a subject (mubtada±) and that the following 
clause zaydun qà±imun is assigned to it as 
its predicate (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ I, 435.13–19, 
1005.8–19, ed. Jahn = III, 116.5–6; VII, 
101.14–102.3, ed. Cairo). The implicit pro-
noun is analyzed as ism kàna (Zajjàjì, Jumal 
49.9–10). The examples mentioned by the 
grammarians show that this kàna occurred 
mainly in poetry.
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Kanuri

1 .  K a n u r i  a n d  A r a b i c

The first contact between Islam and the empire 
of Kanem, situated near Lake Chad, was made 
through trade. Kanem had commercial links 
with Tripoli in North Africa via Kawar and 
the Fezzan. This trade “provided the gateway 
for Islam to enter Kanem” (Clarke 1982:67). 
In the second half of the 8th century, a more 
permanent Muslim presence was established on 
the Kanem-North African trade route with the 
establishment of the small states of Ajar Fazzan 
and Zawila; Zawila, further south and close to 
Kanem, was a center for Ibadite Islam. Kanem 
became Muslim at the beginning of the 12th 
century. According to some scholars, the first 
Muslim ruler in Kanem was Humai Jilme of the 
Saifawa dynasty (from ca. 1085 to 1097 C.E.).
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Kanuri is the Nilo-Saharan language with the 
largest number of Arabic loans, second only 
to Hausa (see Baldi 2002). Its lexicon “might 
be described as a layered lexicon. It is layered 
chronologically in the sense that it is possible 
to recognize words in the language that are 
older as distinct from words that have not been 
in the language as long and also others that 
have entered the language from other language 
sources. Borrowed words in the lexicon as well 
are layered chronologically, since certain Arabic 
loan words have been part of the language for as 
much as a thousand years, whereas words from 
Hausa entered much later, and words from 
English only very recently” (Hutchison 1981:10).

It has been observed that one important sub-
part of the Kanuri lexicon is made up of historic-
ally derived words that are now recognizable 
as composed of word formatives that are no 
longer productive in the language (see Baldi 
1998).

Words that have entered the Kanuri language 
from sources other than Arabic are insignificant 
in comparison to those from Arabic. Many have 
been greatly altered by the phonology of Kanuri.

2 .  P h o n o l o g y

Kanuri seems to be a language with a tendency 
to erosion of the phonetic shape of the borrowed 
words. This phenomenon does not seem to 
correlate with the position of the syllable, 
consonant, or vowel eroded in the word. In 
fact, one glance at the loanwords shows that 
this erosion may take place in any part of 
the word: xaràj > arájí ‘[land] tax’, ßadaqa > 
sádáa ‘alms’, µaman > táma ‘price’. Sometimes 
the two variants (i.e. with and without the 
phoneme assimilated) coexist: ßul™> sólfu/solô 
‘reconciliation’, xaràj > harájí/arájí ‘[land] tax’, 
xalq > álóga/áláa ‘creation’, ≠aql > hángal/ángal 
‘intelligence’.

In Kanuri there is a tendency to preserve 
within loanwords the original Arabic geminates: 
dàbba > dábba ‘animal’, ™ujja ‘argument’ > 
hújja ‘reason’, ±illà > íllá ‘except’, ±ammà > 
ammá ‘but’, janna > zánna ‘paradise’. There 
are only a few exceptions, probably due to 
colloquial use: mu≠allim > málëm ‘teacher’, 
mu≠allima > málamá ‘female teacher’.

Individual Arabic phonemes are realized in 
Kanuri as follows (for more details see Baldi 
2002):

/ ±/ > Ø: ra±y > râi ‘opinion’
/b/ > /b/: rajab > Rázab/Rájab ‘seventh Islamic 

month’; in intervocalic and medial position /b/ 
> /w/: xu†ba > kútúwa ‘Friday sermon’; in final 
position /b/ > /b/ or sometimes /p/: tartìb > 
tartîp ‘order’

/t/ > /t/: turjumàn > turjimán ‘interpreter’; in 
two cases, /t/ > /d/: µàbit ‘firm, fixed; permanent’ 
> táwadë ‘definite, certain, sure’, sabt > s ̀ ëbdë 
‘Saturday’

/µ/ > /t/: µaman > táma ‘price’; in two cases /µ/ > 
/s/: µumn > súmmun ‘one-eighth’, ™adìµ > hadîs/
hadîsë ‘Hadith, traditions about the Prophet’

/j/ > /j/: jarìda (via Hausa jàrìdâ) > jerída 
‘newspaper’; sometimes in intervocalic or initial 
position /j/ > /z/: ≠ajal > azála ‘hurry, haste’, 
jum≠a > zóma ‘Friday’; in one case /j/ > /g/: farj 
> fárgi ‘vagina’; in another case /j/ > /d/: sarj > 
sórdó ‘saddle [for horse]’ 

/™/ > /h/: ba™r > báhar ‘sea’; often, in initial, 
intervocalic, or final position /™/ > Ø: ™arf > 
árawu ‘letter of the alphabet’, mu™arram > 
Márrëm ‘first month’, ≈ab™ > dúwa ‘slaughter’; 
in two cases /™/ > /k/: /ßa™n ‘dish, plate’ > sakân 
‘kettle’, faßì™ > fásek ‘eloquent’; in another case 
/™/ > /f/: /ßul™ > sólfu ‘reconciliation’

/x/ > /h/: xabar > hawâr ‘news’; often /x/ > 
Ø: xàdim ‘domestic servant’ > ádim ‘eunuch’; 
in two cases /x/ > /k/: xu†ba > kútúwa ‘Friday 
sermon’, xums > kúmsa ‘sign marking end of 
every fifth verse of the Qur±àn

/d/ > /d/: dars > dáras ‘lesson’; in one case /d/ 
> /t/: labbàd > labbât ‘felt’ 

/≈/ > /d/: ≈ab™ > dúwa ‘slaughter’; /≈/ > /z/ 
only in a very few cases: ≈akar > zákar ‘penis’

/r/ > /r/: ra†l > rátal ‘a weight’; once with 
dissimilation: /r/ > /l/: ™arìr > harîl ‘silk’

/z/ > /z/: zamàn > zamân ‘time’; but often 
/z/ > /j/: zabàd ‘civet’ > jíbda ‘civet cat’; in one 
case /z/ > /s/: ™izb > ísëp ‘one-sixtieth part of 
the Qur±àn’

/s/ > /s/: bàsùr ‘hemorrhoids’ (? via Fulfulde 
baksur) > boksûr ‘tumor; piles’; but sometimes 
/s/ > /š/ before front vowel: masjid > máshídi 
‘mosque’, as-sirr > ashîr ‘secret’

/š/ > /š/: šahàda > sháda ‘creed formula’; but 
sometimes /š/ > /s/, under the influence of Ful-
fulde, where it is regular: šukr > askóra ‘thanks’, 
muškil ‘equivocal, problematic’ > mískil ‘mis-
understanding, altercation’, qurùš [pl.] > gúrsu 
‘Maria Theresa dollar’

/ß/ > /s/: /ßandùq > sandúwu ‘box’; but some-
times /ß/ > /š/: ßàbùn > shawûl ‘soap’, ßafar 
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> Sháwur/Sáwur ‘second month’, mußìba > 
mashíwa ‘misfortune’, aß-ßawm > ashâm 
‘the fast [of Ramadan]’, maqàßß > mówosë 
‘scissors’

 /∂/ > /l/: al-qà∂ì > alkáli ‘judge’; sometimes 
/∂/ > /d/: al-ar∂ > lárdë ‘earth’, ™a∂ara ‘to 
be present’ > ádári ‘witnessing’, rama∂àn > 
Ramadán ‘ninth month’, mara∂ ‘disease, 
malady’ > mërdí ‘wrinkles or folds of the flesh’ 

/†/ > /t/: †àsa (via Hausa tàsâ) > tása ‘metal 
bowl’; in one case /†/ > /l/, with assimilation 
to the preceding phoneme: lù† ‘Lot’ > lúlu 
‘sodomy’

/Ú/ > /z/: naÚm > názëmu ‘verse’; in one case 
/Ú/ > /s/: ±aÚhàr (pl. of Úuhr) ‘midday prayer’ > 
ásar ‘late afternoon’

/≠/ > Ø: na≠na≠ > naná ‘mint’; -C- + /≠/ > -CC-: 
rub≠ > róbbu/rúbbu ‘one-quarter’

/ÿ/ > /g/: ÿanìma (via Hausa gànìmâ) > ganíma 
‘booty, loot’; in one case /ÿ/ > /i/: maÿrib > 
máirúwu ‘prayer at sunset’

/f/ > /f/: far∂ > fáral ‘religious duty’; sometimes 
/f/ > /w/: al-fù†a ‘serviette, towel’ > alwúta 
‘handkerchief’

/q/ > /k/: qabr > káwar ‘grave’; in some cases 
/q/ > /w/: sùq > kasúwu ‘market’, /ßandùq > 
sandúwu ‘box’, al-qur±àn > Luwurân ‘the 
Qur±àn’; but in a very few cases /q/ > /g/, 
reflecting the pronunciation of some West 
African languages and local Arabic: bunduqiyya 
> bóndóg ‘gun’, xalq > álagë ‘creature’, xalq > 
álóga ‘creation’, qahwa > gáwa ‘coffee’; in a few 
cases /q/ > Ø: xalq > áláa ‘creation’, ßadaqa > 
sádáa ‘alms’, †àqa > táa ‘window’, waqa≠a > 
waajîn/wakajîn ‘to occur, happen’; in one case 
/q/ > /y/: waµìqa ‘document, paper’ > wotíya 
‘letter’

/k/ > /k/: kàfùr > kawûr ‘camphor’; in a few 
cases /k/ > /g/: baraka > bárga ‘blessing’; in a 
few cases /k/ > Ø: ™àkam > háá ‘fine’; in one 
case /k/ > /w/: ™ukm > hówum ‘judgment’

/l/ > /l/: jumla > júmla ‘total’
/m/ > /m/: miµàl > misâl ‘example’; in one 

case /m/ > /w/: al-ma≠àš ‘means of subsistence’ 
> alwóshi ‘salary’

/n/ > /n/: qarn > kárnu ‘century’; in one case 
/n/ > Ø in final position: µaman > táma ‘price’; 
in another case /n/ > /m/: burnus > barmúsu 
‘burnous, hooded cloak’

/h/ > /h/: hijra > híjíra ‘the Hegira’; in a 
couple of cases /h/ > Ø: jahannam ‘hell’ > jánëm 
‘fire’, rahn > rân ‘pawn; mortgage’

/w/ > /w/: wahla ‘fright, terror’ (via Hausa 
wàhalâ ‘trouble’) > wahála ‘difficulties, troubles’; 

sometimes /w/ > Ø, especially in medial position: 
jawàb > jaáwu/zaáwu ‘answer’; in one case /w/ 
> /m/: †àwùs > támus ‘peacock’

/y/ > /y/: qiyàma > kiyáma ‘resurrection’

3 .  M o r p h o l o g y ,  s y n t a x ,  a n d 
s e m a n t i c s

In some cases, but not as frequently as in 
Hausa, the Arabic definite article al+ is retained 
as a prefix on the Kanuri word: al-bišr ‘joy’ > 
albíshir ‘good news’. In other cases, the l of 
the definite article has become the initial con-
sonant of the loanword in Kanuri, followed in 
some cases by an epenthetic vowel: al-qur±àn > 
Luwurân ‘the Qur±àn’.

Apart from the case of the Arabic article 
retained in loans, there are cases where the k+ 
prefix has been applied as a word formative to 
the Arabic borrowing (sùq > kasúwu ‘market’). 
The Kanuri lexicon is made up of historically 
derived words that are now recognizable as 
composed of word formatives no longer pro-
ductive in the language: ≠adàla > nëm±ádal 
‘justice’, al-±islàm > kërmósëlëm ‘Islam’. 

Arabic loanwords were introduced in domains 
of the Kanuri cultural lexicon: jurisprudence 
(sharâ < šarì≠a ‘Muslim law’), trade (shirgamá 
‘co-owner’ < širka ‘partnership’), religion 
(kútúwa < xu†ba ‘Muslim Friday sermon’), 
science and culture (ílmu < ≠ilm ‘knowledge’, 
dárasë < dars ‘lesson’), names of some everyday 
objects (shawûl < ßàbùn ‘soap’).

Kanuri not only received Arabic loans but 
was also a donor language. Many languages 
acquired Arabic loans in West Africa through 
Kanuri: Arabic sùq ‘market’ > Kanuri kasúwu 
> Buduma káhukù; Hausa kâsuwà; Kotoko 
gás ̀ ëgbí; Musgu kàskú; Tubu kasúgu.
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Kaškaša and Kaskasa

The terms kaškaša and kaskasa refer to the 
phenomenon of using the suffixes /š/ and /s/, 
respectively, for the attached object pronoun 
of the 2nd person feminine singular (cf. Jindì 

1983:I, 359−364). These suffixes were not used 
in Classical Arabic, but they occurred in some 
dialects in the Arabian Peninsula. The Arab 
linguists describe this phenomenon, although 
there is some inconsistency in their descriptions. 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb IV, 199−200), Ibn Jinnì (Sirr 
aß-ßinà≠a I, 219; Xaßà±is, II, 11−12), and Ibn 
Ya≠ìš (”ar™ al-Mufaßßal II, 9.48−49) recognize 
two groups of people in the Arabian Peninsula 
who use kaškaša. One group uses /š/ instead of 
Classical Arabic /ki/, as in ±a≠†aytiš ‘I gave you 
[fem.]’, and the other group adds /š/ to Classical 
Arabic /ki/, as in ±a≠†aytikiš ‘I gave you [fem.]’. 
Both phenomena occur in pausa.

The explanation that Sìbawayhi advances for 
this change is that the speakers wanted to make 
a distinction between males and females when 
addressing them. The Classical Arabic reference 
to a male person is /ka/, and both feminine 
/ki/ and masculine /ka/ lose their final vowel 
in pausa, so that the distinction between the 
two genders disappears there. Sìbawayhi adds 
that the speakers select /š/ since it is a voice-
less sound, just like /k/, e.g. ±inniš ≈àhiba ‘you 
[fem.] are leaving’; màliš ≈àhiba ‘why are you 
[fem.] leaving?’, instead of ±innaki and màlaki.

Kaskasa, on the other hand, is explained by 
Sìbawayhi as the addition of /s/ to the feminine 
/ki/, as in ±a≠†aytikis ‘I gave you [fem.]’, by 
some speakers in pausa. Neither Sìbawayhi nor 
Ibn Ya≠ìš mentions the replacement of /ki/ by 
/s/, but Ibn Jinnì and other linguists do men-
tion that /s/ replaces /ki/ in the speech of some 
speakers, just as in the case of kaškaša.

The Arabic grammatical literature mentions 
different tribes whose dialects exhibited these 
phenomena. Kaškaša, for instance, was said to 

  kaškaša and kaskasa 555

be used among the Tamìm (Zamaxšarì, Rabì ≠ 
al-±abràr IV, 273; Ibn Ya≠ìš, ”ar™ al-Mufaßßal II, 
49; Âa≠àlibì, Fiqh 39). Ibn ManΩùr (Lisàn XII, 
232), as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 221), and Ibn Jinnì 
(al-Xaßà±iß II, 11−12) conclude that kaškaša 
occurred among Rabì≠a. On the other hand, Ibn 
Ya≠ìš (”ar™, al-Mufaßßal II, 49) and Ibn Fàris 
(Íà™ibì 33−36) conclude that Bakr ibn Wà±il 
used to have kaškaša.

Kaskasa is mentioned for Bakr ibn Wà±il as 
well (Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn XII, 80; Zamaxšarì, 
Rabì ≠ al-±abràr IV, 273; Ibn Ya≠ìš, ”ar™, al-
Mufaßßal II, 49; Âa≠àlibì, Fiqh 39). Ibn Fàris 
(Íà™ibì 33−36) and as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 221) 
conclude that kaskasa occurred in Rabì ≠a, while 
Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß II, 11−12) mentions that kas-
kasa occurred among the Hawàzin.

If one traces the occurrence of these phenom-
ena among Arab tribes, it becomes obvious that 
there is a certain inconsistency in indicating the 
tribes. This inconsistency may have been caused 
by the huge size of some tribes. Rabì≠a, for 
example, was a large tribe that included several 
smaller tribes, such as ±Asd and Bakr ibn Wà±il, 
who settled in the north and east of the Arabian 
Peninsula. Another reason for the inconsistency 
may have been the continuous traveling of the 
Arabs, which led to a dispersal of dialectal fea-
tures from one place to another through time. 
In the main, by tracing the locations of the old 
tribes using kaškaša and kaskasa on the map, 
one finds that all of them lived relatively close 
to each other, roaming from the middle to the 
north and east of the Arabian Peninsula (see 
Map 1). Incorrect description may have been 
another reason for the inconsistency in the 
descriptions (see Jindì 1983; ±Anìs 1990).

The present-day situation in the Arabian 
Peninsula is slightly different from that described 
by the Arab linguists. In the east and northeast 
of the Arabian Peninsula, one finds that /∑/, not 
/kiš/, is the form used to indicate the feminine 
attached pronoun. However, this change is not 
limited to the 2nd person attached feminine 
pronoun. Any /k/ may be replaced by /∑/ in 
some positions, as in ∑èf al-™àl ‘how are you?’, 
dì∑ ‘rooster’, fi∑ ‘open!’, instead of kèf, dìk, fik. 
In addition to the east and northeast of Saudi 
Arabia, Gulf countries such as Kuwait, Bahrain, 
Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates, Iraq, and 
the southern parts of Jordan and Syria have this 
feature as well (¤ palatalization).
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According to the description of the Arab lin-
guists, /š/ for the 2nd person attached feminine 
pronoun is found in the province of Asir, which 
is located in the southwest of Saudi Arabia. We 
should note that there is another phenomenon 
mentioned by Sìbawayhi and others, under 
the name of šanšana, which consists in the 
replacement of any /k/ by /š/ (cf. JindÌ 1983:
I, 362−363). This phenomenon has survived 
in Yemeni Arabic (Watson 1992). The dif-
ference between the šanšana of Yemen and 
the kaškaša of Asir is that /š/ in Asir replaces 
only the attached pronoun of the 2nd person 
feminine singular. /s/ and /ƒ/ occur in the middle 
and some parts of the north of the Arabian 
Peninsula. Similarly to /∑/, /s/ and /ƒ/ replace /k/ 
not only in the feminine attached pronoun but 
in other positions as well, as in išlòniƒ ‘how 
are you [fem.]?’, ƒalb ‘dog’, bàƒir ‘tomorrow’, 
instead of išlònik, kalb, bàkir.

This phenomenon is a feature of some 
Arabian peninsular dialects and exists until 
now. Nowadays, many speakers of these dia-
lects are not aware that these features have a 
history in the pre-Islamic Arabic dialects and 
were discussed by the Arab linguists. They 
assume that it is a deviation from Classical 
Arabic and tend to shift to a neutral /k/ in an 
attempt to adopt the Classical Arabic form.
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Kazakh

Kazakh is a Central Asian Turkic language 
spoken by approximately 10 million people in 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Mongolia, and China. 
It belongs to the Qipchaq subgroup of the 
Turkic languages, within which it is in the first 
place closely related to Karakalpak, Bashkir, 
and Altay and secondly to Kyrghyz, Karachay-
Balkhar, Kumyk, and Tatar (on the history of 
Kazakh, see Balaqaev and Sayrambaev 1997; 
Sïzdïqova 1993, 1994). Like most Tur kic lan-
guages, the Kazakh lexicon includes a consid-
erable number of Arabic loanwords, albeit 
fewer than, for instance, ¤ Uzbek.

Arabic words entered Kazakh with the 
embracement of Islam by Turkic tribes in 
Central Asia, starting from the late 11th cen-
tury. Through their nomadic lifestyle, which 
the Kazakhs managed to preserve up to the 
early 20th century, combined with the cultural 
and physical distance from the centers of Islamic 
culture and learning, they developed a nomadic 
variant of Islam. The Kazakhs retained their 
ancient shamanist focus on ‘the spirits of the 
ancestors’ (Kazakh aruwah/aruwaq < Arabic 
±arwà™ [pl. of rù™] ‘spirits’) and on nature. 
The influence of Islam was reinforced in the 
18th century by missionary activities of Tatar 
Muslims, which were directed by the Russian 
royal court in an attempt to control the peoples 
of the steppes (cf. Kreindler 1979). Most Arabic 
loans must have reached Kazakh, therefore, 
through a ¤ Tatar filter.

The Kazakhs have put hardly anything in 
writing throughout their nomadic history. 
Although the first recordings of their ancient 
oral epics were made by Russian travelers in 
the 17th century, most date from the 19th 
century, when the second wave of Islamiciza-

tion had already begun. The date of recording 
no doubt influenced the vocabulary of the epics 
(cf. Asanbayev a.o. 1995). It is therefore diffi-
cult to ascertain which words belong to the 
oldest layer of loans. An early loan is per-
haps mal, the common word for ‘cattle’ (< 
Arabic màl ‘possession’). An indicator might be 
the different treatment of the Arabic feminine 
ending -a, which is sometimes preserved as 
-a and sometimes as -et; these endings may 
belong to different layers in the borrowings (¤ 
Persian).

Not surprisingly, the Arabic loans in Kazakh 
belong to the domains of religion and culture, 
e.g. Kazakh bereket < Arabic baraka ‘blessing’; 
Kazakh qalam Arabic qalam ‘pen’; Kazakh 
tarÿ¶ < Arabic ta±rìx ‘history’; Kazakh dünye < 
Arabic dunyà ‘earth’; Kazakh momïn < Arabic 
mu±min ‘believer’; Kazakh mektep < Arabic 
maktab ‘school’. Yet, Kazakh Qŭday < Persian 
Xuda ‘Lord’ is the normal expression for ‘God’. 
Sometimes, there is a slight shift in meaning, 
e.g. Kazakh žanaza ‘corpse’ < Arabic janàza 
‘funeral’.

Almost all Arabic loanwords in Kazakh are 
nouns; to form verbs from Arabic loanwords, 
Kazakh uses dummy verbs like yetu ‘to do’, 
e.g. iyqpal yetu ‘to neglect’ < Arabic ±ihmàl 
‘negligence’, or aytu ‘to say’, e.g. aytu salem 
‘to greet’ < Arabic salàm ‘greeting’; similar 
constructions are found in ¤ Persian, ¤ 
Turkish, and ¤ Urdu.

Kazakh underwent a number of phonological 
shifts, some of which set it apart from other 
Turkic languages, such as the shift e- > ye-, e.g. 
er > Kazakh yer ‘man’; š > s, e.g. baš > Kazakh 
bas ‘head’, followed by ∑ > š, e.g. ∑ïq- > Kazakh 
šïq- ‘to leave’. The sequence of these shifts can 
to some extent be reconstructed, but due to 
the scarcity of written material, dating them 
is an extremely difficult enterprise. Even when 
ancient material is available, the Chagatay-based 
orthography in Arabic script in which Kazakh 
from the 17th century onward was written 
hardly reflects actual Kazakh phonology. Arabic 
loanwords too were subjected to a number of 
those phonological shifts, e.g. Derbÿsèlÿ, derbÿs 
+ èlÿ < Arabic darwìš ≠ali ‘Darwish Ali’. Another 
such shift is y- > ž-, which Kazakh shares with 
Kyrghyz (e.g. yol > Kazakh žol ‘road’); it is 
found in Arabic loanwords such as the Arabic 
proper name Yùsuf > Kazakh Žüsÿp ‘Joseph’, 
and Arabic yatìm ‘orphan’ > Kazakh žetim.
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In the first decades of the 20th century, 
Kazakh was written in the Arabic, Latin, and 
Cyrillic scripts more or less specially adapted 
for Kazakh but none of which adequately met 
all aspects of Kazakh phonology (cf. Baldauf 
1993). The Cyrillic alphabet, for example, still 
does not reflect the full vowel harmony, e.g. 
KY3iM (közÿm) for [közüm] ‘my eye’.

Arabic loanwords have undergone shifts also 
encountered by Arabic loanwords in many 
other languages, such as the loss of emphasis in 
emphatic consonants, e.g. Arabic ∂ > z, Arabic 
™à∂ir ‘present’ > Kazakh azÿr/qazÿr ‘now’; 
ß > s, e.g. Arabic ±aßl > Kazakh asÿl/èsÿl ‘base’; 
generally -b (and -Cvoicedp) > p, e.g. Arabic 
kitàb > Kazakh kÿtap ‘book’. Foreign phonemes 
readily change into a Kazakh one, e.g. Arabic 
f > Kazakh p (e.g. Arabic far∂ ‘prescription’ > 
Kazakh parïz; Arabic kafìl > Kazakh kèpÿl, as 
in kèpÿldÿ ‘with warranty [i.e. ‘guaranteed’]’; 
Arabic fà±ida ‘profit’ > Kazakh payda); Arabic 
≠ > Kazakh ÿ/Ø (e.g. Arabic ≠ilm ‘science’ 
> Kazakh ÿïlïm; Arabic ≠ajà±ib, pl. of ≠ajìba, 
‘strange things, miracles’ > Kazakh ÿažayïp 
‘splendid’; Arabic ≠aql ‘common sense’ > Kazakh 
aqïl); Arabic ™ > Kazakh q/Ø (e.g. Arabic 
™àja ‘need’ > Kazakh qažet/èžet ‘obligation’. 
Arabic ™àl has two realizations: (i) Kazakh 
qal ‘well-being; situation’, as in qalï™ qalay? 
‘how are you?’, and (ii) Kazakh èl ‘power’, e.g. 
èlsÿz ‘sick, powerless’; Arabic ™aqìqa ‘truth’ 
> Kazakh aqiqat; Arabic ™uqùq ‘laws’ [pl. of 
™aqq] > Kazakh qŭqïq ‘law’).

Since religion was officially prohibited during 
the seventy years of Soviet rule, many Arabic 
loanwords in the religious domain remained 
virtually invisible (on Islamic peoples in the 
Soviet Union, see Akiner 1986). The revival of 
Islam in the last decade of the 20th century has 
not only caused the religious terms to surface 
again, most of them—apart from the most 
evident (aqÿret ‘the hereafter’ < Arabic ±àxira; 
ažal ‘fate’ < Arabic ±ajal ‘fate’; èwliye ‘saint’ < 
Arabic ±awliyà±, pl. of wàlì)—not understood 
by the nonreligious part of the population, 
but it also brought reloans into the language, 
e.g. Kazakh ÿibadat < Arabic ≠ibàda ‘prayer, 
adoration’. There must have been a certain 
reluctance against adapting the pronunciation 
of religious notions to Kazakh phonology; in 
this way Arabic šay†àn ‘devil’ has survived 
with š-, but in Kazakh dialects the regular 
Kazakh form seytan is still found. In 19th-

century poetry, lines like the following can 
still be found: Yekewi köp tilekpen ≈ŭÿå qïldï 
/ Qŭdayïm ≈ŭÿålarïn qabïl qïldï ‘Both of them 
prayed with many intentions / My God accepted 
their prayers’ (Qaliyasqarŭlï 1995:183).

One particular phenomenon of Kazakh is 
dissimilation of consonants, for instance in 
the plural suffix -lar, in which l- changes to 
d- (voiced) or t- (voiceless), e.g. qol ‘hand’ 
~ qol-lar ‘hand’ > Kazakh qoldar. This also 
occurs in Arabic loanwords, e.g. Kazakh 
žendet < Arabic janna ‘heaven’; iyqpal (yetu) 
‘to neglect’ < Arabic ±ihmàl ‘negligence’ (with 
Kazakh q < Arabic h producing *iyqmal through 
dissimilation of qm > iyqpal); Kazakh molda 
(as in the name Moldabek) in which molda is 
‘mullah’ + bek ‘lord’ (which has now reentered 
the language as molla). A striking example 
of dissimilation is Arabic Mu™ammad, which 
in Kazakh has different forms, e.g. Membet, 
Ma¶ambet, Ma¶anbet (in which mb/nb < mm 
through dissimilation).

Abay’s famous song is still full with Arabic 
loanwords: Ayttïm salem, qalamqas / saÿan 
qŭrban mal men bas ‘I greet you, o [girl] with 
your brows [thin like a] pencil / [I am] sacrificed 
to you [with all my] livestock and [my] head’ 
(Qŭnanbayŭlï 1976:85).
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Kenya ¤ East Africa

Khartoum Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Area, range

The dialect referred to in this article as Khar-
toum Arabic is spoken in Greater Khartoum 
(Khartoum, Khartoum North, and Omdurman) 
and in other urban areas of central Sudan, roughly 
to the towns of Atbara in the north, Sennar on 
the Blue Nile, and Kosti on the White Nile.

1.2 Speakers

Sudan is a multilingual country, with Arabs 
making up around 40 percent of the population. 
Khartoum Arabic is the prestige Arabic dialect 
and has several million native speakers. Most of 
these are descendants of migrants into the cities 
of central Sudan during the 20th century.
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1.3 Position

Sudan has a well-developed tradition of writ-
ing and performing in colloquial Arabic. The 
University of Khartoum Centre for Afro-Asian 
Studies has published collections of folk liter-
ature and oral histories in various Arabic dia-
lects, a number of well-known literary figures 
have published collections of poetry in Sudanese 
Arabic, literary figures such as a†-¢ayyib Íàli™ 
have made use of colloquial Arabic in their 
writing, and there is a well-established tradition 
of colloquial Arabic broadcasting – plays, soap 
operas, and folkloric material, in particular.

1.4 Linguistic type

Khartoum Arabic is an Eastern-type Arabic dia-
lect and seems to be more closely related to the 
dialects of Upper Egypt than to any other non-
Sudanese dialect, although there are also Penin-
sular and North African influences. Historically, 
this reflects the major penetration route of Arabic 
speakers, from Upper Egypt and through Nubia 
(via the Islamization of the Nubian kingdoms) 
into central Sudan.

Within Sudan, Khartoum Arabic is closely 
related to the dialects of the Ja±aliyyin tribal 
grouping, found to the north of Khartoum. 

Table 1. Inventory of consonants of Khartoum Arabic

place of bilabial labio- apico- apico- dorso- dorso- post-dorso- post-dorso pharyngeal  glottal
articulation  dental dental alveolar prepalatal  palatal velar  post-velar

manner of    
articulation    
plosives    

voiced    
plain b  d  j  g
emphatic    ∂ 

voiceless    
plain   t  ∑  k
emphatic    † 

fricatives    
voiced    
plain   z     ÿ   ±
emphatic    Ω     ≠

voiceless   f
plain   s  “   x  h 
emphatic    ß     ™ 

trills
plain    r
emphatic    ®

laterals
plain    l
emphatic    £

nasal m   n ñ
glide w     y
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The history of Khartoum Arabic is reflected in 
its lexicon. This includes old borrowings from 
Aramaic (including Syriac), Ancient Egyptian 
(via Nubian) and Coptic, and Persian (sometimes 
via Ottoman Turkish); more recent borrow-
ings from Ottoman Turkish, English, French, 
Italian, Greek, Ethiopian languages, and Egypt-
ian Arabic; as well as words from other Sudanese 
languages, particularly Nubian, Beja, and Fur.

1.5 State of research

Research into Sudanese Arabic began fairly early 
in the 20th century, impelled by the requirements 
of the British colonial administration and the 
personal interests of members of the British Sudan 
Service. Early works include Worsely (1925), 
Hillelson (1930), and Trimingham (1946).

More recent works include Kaye (1976) and 
Persson and Persson (1980). Collections of texts 
have been produced by Hillelson (1935), Yagi 
(1981), and Bergman (2002), which includes an 
account of the grammar (1–63). Particularly im-
portant is the Sudanese Arabic/Standard Arabic 
dictionary of Qàsim (2002).

Phonology is the only linguistic subdiscipline 
to have received detailed attention. There have 
been studies by Mustapha (1982; particularly 
recommended), Blair (1983), and Hamid (1984).

2 .  P h o n o l o g y

2.1 Phonemics

/∑/ and /ñ/ occur in only a small number of 
words and are not in the inventory of all 
speakers. Speakers who do not have /∑/ and /ñ/ 
use /“/ and /n/ respectively, instead: thus ∑arra ~ 
“arra ‘to gurgle [of water]’, ñarra ~ narra ‘to 
growl [of a dog]’. 

Minimal /r/ vs. /®/ and /l/ vs. /£/ pairs include 
jabar ‘to set [a broken bone]’ vs. jaba® ‘to force’ 
and galam ‘to prune’ vs. ga£am ‘pen’. However, 
/£/ never appears word-initially (cf. Mustapha 
1982:61), and /®/ is particularly subject to inter-
nal root allomorphy with /r/; thus ja®®à™ ‘surgeon’ 
and jari™ ‘wound’ belong to the same root.

/ ±/ is positionally restricted, occurring only 
syllable-initially. Both /≠/ and / ±/ are more 
reasonably analyzed as fricatives than plosives, 
/ ±/ typically being realized as creaky voice.

There are virtually no occurrences of the 
apico-alveolar emphatics /∂/, /†/, /Ω/, /ß/, /®/, /£/ 
in the environment of /ÿ/ and /z/ (exceptions 
are ßàÿ, a rank in the Ottoman army, and 

some words borrowed from Standard Arabic). 
In the current state of the language, this is 
phonetically unmotivated since /ÿ/ and /x/ do 
not themselves have emphatic-type realizations. 
At an earlier stage, however, /ÿ/ and /x/ seem 
to have been emphatics and to have yielded 
de-emphasization of other emphatics in their 
environment.

Khartoum Arabic has developed a 4-way (2 × 
2) emphatic/plain, voiced/unvoiced opposition 
out of the original Arabic 3-way emphatic, 
voiced (or unaspirated), unvoiced (or aspirated) 
opposition. The 2 × 2 opposition is apparent in its 
full form in the apico-dental and apico-alveolar 
series: /∂/, /†/, /d/, /t/ and /Ω/, /ß/, /z/, /s/, and in the 
guttural series: /≠/, /™/, /±/, and /h/, where /≠/ and 
/™/ are the emphatic counterparts of /±/ and /h/, 
one phonetic interpretation of this being that 
/≠/ and /™/ are primarily glottals with secondary 
pharyngealization (cf. Jakobson 1957:112). The 
major phonetic correlate of emphasis in Khar-
toum Arabic is pharyngealization. In the case 
of /£/ and /®/, however, the phonetic correlate 
may be velarization.

Khartoum Arabic has three short vowels, /u/, 
/a/, /i/, and five long vowels, /ù/, /à/, and /ì/, /ò/ 
and /è/. It has four diphthongs. By far the most 
common are /aw/ and /ay/. However, /iw/ and 
/uy/ also occur, e.g. siwsìw ‘chicken’, buy∂ 
‘white [pl.]’ in liaison before a following vowel 
(citation form buyu∂).

2.2 Syllable structure

Khartoum Arabic has the following syllable 
types:

Type 1 Cv e.g. da ‘this [masc.]’
Type 2 CvC e.g. bün ‘coffee beans’
Type 3 CäC e.g. bèt ‘house’ 
Type 4 CvCC e.g. bånk ‘bank [financial 
    institution]’
Type 5 CäCC e.g. tàks ‘taxi’

Khartoum Arabic also has a high tone, re-
presented here as ↑, and occurring most commonly 
in running text on 1st person singular pronoun 
suffixes, e.g. ummi↑ ‘my mother’, lèy↑ ‘to me’.

2.3 Consonant clusters

Syllable-final consonant clusters are of two types:

i. Sonorant /m/, /n/, or /l/ followed by a fricative 
/f/, /s/, /z/ /“/, or by a stop, normally at an 
adjacent, but less commonly at the same point 

560 khartoum arabic

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



of articulation. Sonorant-stop cluster forms 
include jamb ‘beside’, asmant ‘cement’ (but 
also asmantiy among noneducated speakers). 
Sonorant-fricative cluster forms include hals 
‘bad, corrupt’.

ii. Fricative /f/ or trill /r/ followed by a stop or, in 
the case of /r/ only, also a fricative, typically 
at an adjacent (but not identical) place of 
articulation. Fricative/trill-stop cluster forms 
include zift ‘pitch, tar’ (but also zifti among 
noneducated speakers), while fricative/trill-
fricative cluster forms include kurs ‘course 
[educational]’.

3 .  M o r p h o l o g y

Feminine plural pronouns and verbs are con-
sidered a rural feature (and are placed in square 
brackets throughout this entry). Where a sound 
plural is used, there seems to be an increasing 
tendency for feminine plural human nouns to 
take masculine plural adjectives.

3.1 Independent pronouns

The independent personal pronouns are set out 
in Table 2.

3.2 Possessive/object suffixes

The possessive/object suffixes are: set out in 
Table 3.

Where the possessive/object suffix has two 
forms (allomorphs), the vowel-initial form is 
postconsonantal and the consonant-initial form 
postvocalic. The only exception is the 1st person 
singular suffix form -ni↑, which occurs as the 
object suffix on verbs and participles and also 
in fìni↑ ‘in me’.

Where the suffixes -a 3rd person singular 
feminine, -um 3rd person plural masculine, 
and [-in 3rd pers. pl. fem.] are preceded by 
a short vowel, the main stress falls on the 
syllable immediately preceding the pronoun 
suffixes (thus ga£am ‘pen’, but ga£áma ‘her 
pen’). This is a relic of a previous stage of the 
language, where these pronoun suffixes were 
here, as elsewhere, -ha 3rd person singular 
feminine, -hum 3rd person plural masculine, 
and -hin 3rd person plural feminine, a CvC 
suffix on this type yielding a syllable structure 
in which Sudanese standardly has stress on the 
penultimate syllable.

3.3 Demonstratives

The demonstratives are as follows:

Near: ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘it [of inanimate objects]’
sg. masc. da
sg. fem. di
pl. com. dèl

Far: ‘that over there; that which is conceptually/
discoursally distant’

sg. masc. dàk
sg. fem. dìk
pl. com. dèlak; also dèk

3.4 Interrogatives

The main interrogatives are the following:

minu↑ ‘who?’
“inu ‘what?’
yàtu↑ ‘which?’
wèn ‘where?’
mitèn ‘when?’
kèf ‘how?’
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Table 2. Independent personal pronouns

3rd sg. masc. hu 2nd sg. masc.  inta 1st sg. ana
3rd sg. fem. hi 2nd sg. fem. inti    
3rd masc. pl. hum 2nd pl. masc. intu 1st pl. ni™na
[3rd pl. fem.  hin] [2nd pl. fem.  intan]

Table 3. Possessive/object suffixes

3rd sg. masc. -hu/-u 2nd sg. -ak/-k 1st sg. -y↑/i↑/-ni↑

3rd sg. fem.  -ha/-a/-a↑/i↑ 2nd sg. fem.  -ik/-ki
3rd pl. masc.  -hum/-um 2nd pl. masc.  -kum 1st pl.  -na
[3rd pl. fem.  -hin/-in] [2nd pl. fem. -kan]
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yàtu↑ ‘which?’ occurs prenominally and post-
nominally. Prenominally, yàtu↑ is invariable: 
yàtu↑ ràjil ‘which man?’, yàtu↑ mara ‘which 
woman?’, yàtu↑ awlàd ‘which children?’. Post-
nominally, yàtu↑ takes different suffixes in agree-
ment with the preceding noun (which occurs 
with the definite): arràjil yàtu↑ ‘which man?’, 
almara yàtì↑ ‘which woman?’, alawlàd yàtum↑ 

‘which children?’. Where interrogative pronouns 
take pronoun suffixes, the singular feminine 
suffix form is normally -i↑ rather than -a.

kèf ‘who?’ and wèn ‘where?’ optionally take 
pronoun suffixes; kèfak, kèfik, etc. are fairly 
common ways of saying ‘how are you?’

Interrogatives may occur in the same place 
as corresponding noninterrogative elements: 
e.g. mà“i wèn ‘where are you (etc.) [sg. masc.] 
going?’ (e.g. mà“i ssùg ‘I (etc.) [sg. masc.] am 
going to the market’), jìt ma≠a minu↑ ‘who did 
you come with?’ (e.g. jìt ma≠a ™mad ‘I came 
with A™mad’).

Interrogatives may also occur sentence-initi-
ally; when they do, they are a major sentence 
element, e.g. main predicand, main predicate, 
or directly dependent on the verb. (The term 
‘predicand’ is used in this entry as in Bohas 
a.o. 1990 and Watson 1993) to cover both 
the subject of a verb and the ‘initial element’ 
[mubtada± bi-hi] of a verbless sentence.) Thus, 
wèn mà“i ‘where are you (etc.) [sg. masc.] 
going?’. A postprepositional interrogative can 
only occur sentence-initially as a complete 
prepositional phrase, e.g. ma≠a mnu↑ jìt ‘who did 
you come with?’. Sentence-initial interrogatives 
are somewhat emphatic.

3.5 Adverbs

3.5.1 Temporal adverbs
Temporal adverbs include:

hassa≠ ~ hassi ‘now; just now [past or future]’
yà dòb ‘just now [past]’
gibèl ‘recently’
garìb ‘recently; soon’
ba≠dèn ‘soon; afterward’
ba≠ad dàk ‘afterwards, after that’
allèla ‘today’
amis ‘yesterday’
bàkir ‘tomorrow’
bukra ‘tomorrow’ (possibly originally
 a borrowing from Egyptian,
 but extensively used)

yòm dàk ‘a long time ago’
wakit dàk ‘at that time [in the past]’ 
yòmáta ‘at that time [in the past]’, with
 impersonal use of the feminine 
 singular -a pronoun suffix
badri ‘a long time ago; early’
zamàn ‘a long time ago’

Forms with the demonstrative are also common 
to emphasize immediacy: hassa≠ da ‘right now’ 
(hassa≠ is masc.), hassi di ‘right now’ (hassi is 
fem.), allèla di ‘this very day’.

3.5.2 Local adverbs 
Local adverbs include:

hina ‘here’; also hina da ‘right here’
hinàk ‘there’
fòg ‘up, upward’
ti™it ‘down, below’
“amàl ~ “imàl ‘left; north’
yamìn ‘right’

3.5.3 Other adverbs
These include:

kida (also kadè) ‘so, thus’
xàlis ‘very’ 
jiddan ‘very’
jadd ‘very’ (esp. with adjectives 
 such as ßa≠ab ‘difficult’ and 
 za≠làn ‘angry’)
“iwèya ‘a little’
™abba ‘a little’

3.6 Verbs

3.6.1 Form I
There are two Form I patterns: CaCaC and, less 
commonly, CiCiC.

3.6.1.1 Form I perfects

3.6.1.1.1 CaCaC perfects 
Prototypically, CaCaC verbs have agentive 
subjects:

katab ‘he wrote’
daras ‘he studied’

However, the subject may also be the patient:

waga≠ ‘it fell’
barad ‘it [objectively] got cold’ (cf. birid, 
 below)
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3.6.1.1.2 CiCiC perfects 
The final /i/ of the CiCiC perfect pattern drops 
out before vowel-initial subject suffixes.

CiCiC verbs typically express the following 
notions:

becoming/getting biga ‘to become’; kibir
into a state: ‘to grow big, old’
involuntary activities: ≠irig ‘to sweat, perspire’;
 wildat ‘she gave birth’
(loss of) senses: simi≠ ‘to hear’; xiris ‘to 

go dumb’
subjective experience: girif ‘to get fed up’; zi≠il 

‘to get angry’; birid ‘he 
[subjective] got/felt cold’ 
cf. barad, above)

3.6.1.1.3 Perfect of weak verbs
Geminated verbs

IIIy CaCaC verbs have the same basic pattern 
as geminated verbs. Thus, jarèt ‘I ran’ (etc.), 
jara ‘he ran’, jarat ‘she ran’, jaru ‘they ran’.

IIIy CiCiC verbs take the ending /ì/ before 
consonant-initial suffixes, thus from biga ‘to 

become’: bigìt ‘I became’. Elsewhere, they take 
the same presuffix endings as final weak CaCaC 
verbs: biga ‘he became’, bigat ‘she became’, 
bigu ‘they [pl. masc.] became’.

The great majority of IIw/y verbs belong 
to one of two closely related perfect unsound 
patterns: à-u alternation, or à-i alternation.

Most IIw/y verbs follow the same à-u 
alternation pattern as ßàm: CàC before vowel-
initial suffixes and CuC before consonant-initial 
suffixes. A somewhat smaller proportion have 
an à-i alternation pattern, thus †àr ‘he flew’, 
†irna ‘we flew’.

The verb ja ‘to come’ (root j-y-y) is irregular, 
having the form j- before most consonant-
initial suffixes (jìt ‘I came’), ja- before almost all 
vowel-initial suffixes (jàt = /ja-at/) ‘she came’, 
and the monophthongized form jò ‘they [pl. 
masc.] came’ (=*jaw).

3.6.1.2 Form I imperfects
The initial vowel of Form I imperfects is /a/, and 
there are three imperfect patterns: yaCCuC, 
yaCCiC, and yaCCaC.
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Table 4. Conjugation of the perfect daras ‘to study’

3rd sg. masc.  daras 2nd sg. masc. darasta 1st sg. darasta
3rd sg. fem.  darasat 2nd sg. fem. darasti 
3rd pl. masc. darasu 2nd pl. masc.  darastu 1st pl.  darasna
[3rd pl. fem.  darasan] [2nd pl. fem.  darastan]

Table 5. Conjugation of the perfect simi≠ ‘to hear’

3rd sg. masc. simi≠ 2nd sg. masc. simi≠ta 1st sg. simi≠ta
3rd sg. fem. sim≠at 2nd sg. fem. simi≠ti
3rd pl. masc. sim≠u 2nd pl. masc. simi≠tu 1st pl. simi≠na
[3rd pl. fem. sim≠an] [2nd pl. fem. simi≠tan]

Table 6. Conjugation of the perfect ™abba ‘to love’

3rd sg. masc. ™abba 2nd sg. masc. ™abbèt 1st sg.  ™abbèt 
3rd sg. fem. ™abbat 2nd sg. fem. ™abbèti
3rd pl. masc. ™abbu 2nd pl. masc. ™abbètu 1st pl.  ™abbèna
[3rd pl. fem. ™abban] [2nd pl. fem. ™abbètan]

Table 7. Conjugation of the perfect ßàm ‘to fast’ (à-u alternation)

3rd sg. masc. ßàm 2nd sg. masc. ßumta 1st sg.  ßumta
3rd sg. fem. ßàmat 2nd sg. fem. ßumti
3rd pl. masc. ßàmu 2nd pl. masc.  ßumtu 1st. pl.  ßumna
[3rd pl. fem. ßàman]  [2nd pl. fem.  ßumtan]
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The a- imperfect is illustrated by yasma≠ ‘he 
hears’, and the i- imperfect by yaktib ‘he writes’. 
Apart from the vowel difference, both conjugate 
exactly like the u- imperfect.

All u- imperfects have a- perfects. Almost all 
i- imperfects have a- perfects. However, a small 
number have aCCaC (i.e. Form IV) perfects. 
Examples are yasri≠ ‘he hurries’ (perfect asra≠); 
borrowings from Standard Arabic, such as 
yasbit ‘he demonstrates’ (perfect asbat); and 
the very common verb yaddi ‘he gives’ (perfect 
adda; root d-d-y).

Geminated verbs have either u- or i- imperfect: 
ya™ibb ‘he loves’, yaÿu““ ‘he deceives’ (perfect 
ÿa““a). The affixes are, in both cases, the same 
as for sound verbs.

IIw/y verbs have either (i) medial /ù/, in 
almost all cases corresponding to perfect 
à-u alternation, e.g. yaßùm ‘he fasts’ (perfect 
ßàm), yadùr ‘he goes round’ (perfect dàr); (ii) 
medial /ì/, e.g. ya†ìr ‘he flies’ (perfect †àr), yadìr 
‘he administers’ (derived from Standard Arabic 
Form IV); or (iii) very rarely, medial /à/, e.g. 
yaxàf ‘he fears’ (perfect with à-u alternation; 
xàf ‘he feared’, xufta ‘I feared’). Subject affixes 
are the same as for sound verbs.

IIIy verbs have either final /i/, e.g. yajri ‘he 
runs’ (from jara) or /a/ e.g. yabda ‘he begins’ 
(from bada). The final /i/ or /a/ disappears before 
vowel-initial subject suffixes: e.g. yajru ‘they [pl. 
masc] run’, tabdi ‘you [sg. fem.] begin’.

Verbs with medial and final weak radicals 
are medially sound but finally as for other weak 
final verbs: ya“wi ‘he grills’ (perfect “awa), 
ya≠ya ‘he becomes ill’ (perfect ≠iya).

Iw verbs take various imperfect patterns. 
Some lose the /w/ of the perfect, e.g. yaga≠ 
‘he falls’ (perfect waga≠); some have /ò/ as a 
reflex of root /w/, e.g. yòja≠ ‘it hurts’ (perfect 
waja≠); and some retain the /w/, e.g. yawzin (but 
for some speakers yòzin) ‘it weighs’ (perfect 
wazan). The verb wagaf ‘to stop, stand’ is 
reinterpreted as a hollow verb in the imperfect: 
yagìf ‘he stops, stands’.

3.6.2 Form II
Form II is produced by doubling of C2. It is 
extremely common and has a very wide range 
of meaning correlates, the most important of 
which are the following:

Same meaning as Form I
kammal ‘to finish [intrans.]’ (= kimil; note 

that kammal is also used causatively)

Causative of Form I
The notion of causative covers a range of 
meanings from genuine causation to permission 
and enabling.

bagga ‘to cause to become’ (biga ‘to 
become’)

rabba ‘to grow [e.g. a beard]’ (riba ‘to grow 
[intrans.]’)

Causative of other forms

saffar ‘to cause to travel’ (Form III sàfar ‘to 
travel’)

“aÿÿal ‘to cause to work’ (Form VIII i“taÿal 
‘to work) [intrans.]

Intensive

gaffal ‘to close up [completely; intr. and 
trans.]’

Distributive

∂abba™ ‘to slaughter [lots of animals]’ (∂aba™ 
‘to slaughter’)

Accusational

sarrag ‘to accuse of stealing, accuse of being 
a thief’

jahhal ‘to consider ignorant, accuse of 
ignorance’

Having a disease/defect

nammal ‘to get pins and needles’
ßadda≠ ‘to get a headache’
™awwaß ‘to go cross-eyed’
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Table 8. Conjugation of the imperfect yadrus ‘he studies’

3rd sg. masc. yadrus 2nd sg. masc. tadrus 1st sg. adrus
3rd sg. fem. tadrus 2nd sg. fem.  tadrusi 
3rd pl.  masc. yadrusu 2nd pl. masc.  tadrusu  1st pl.  nadrus
[3rd pl. fem. yadrusan] [2nd pl. fem.  tadrusan]

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Becoming a color

zarrag ‘to turn black; to make black’ (root 
z-r-g; azrag ‘black’)

xaddar ‘to turn brown/green; to make brown/
green’ (root x-d-r; axdar ‘brown/
green’)

The imperfect of Form II is on the yiCaCCiC 
pattern: darras ‘he taught’, yidarris ‘he 
teaches’.

3.6.3 Form III
Form III is produced by lengthening the initial 
/a/ vowel of the verb. Form III verbs typically 
express the following:

Action involving two people with subject as 
agent and object as patient

ÿàmaz ‘to wink at’
≠àlaj ‘to treat, cure’
“àwar ‘to consult’

Reciprocal relationship with discoursally fore-
grounded entity as subject

sàwa ‘to be equal to’
bàdal ‘to exchange’
∂àrab ‘to hit [someone who is hitting you]’

Other
™àwal ‘to try’
sàfar ‘to travel’
≠àyan lè ‘to look (at)’
bàrak lè ‘to congratulate’

The imperfect of Form III is on the yiCàCiC 
pattern: “àfar ‘he traveled’, yisàfir ‘he travels’.

3.6.4 Form IV
Form IV is produced by adding an a- prefix in 
the perfect. Form IV verbs are rare, and most 
are recent borrowings from Standard Arabic. 
They include:

asm≠ ‘to hurry’
adda ‘to give’ (root d-d-y)
a∂rab ‘to go on strike’ (from Standard Arabic)
The imperfect of Form IV is on the yaCCiC 
pattern: yasri≠ ‘he hurries’.

3.6.5 Form V
Form V is produced by adding an it- prefix to 
Form II. The main meanings of Form V are the 
following:

Passive of Form II

itkassar ‘to be smashed up’ (Form II kassar
 ‘to smash up’)

Reflexive of Form II

itÿatta ‘to cover oneself’ (root ÿ-t-y)
itga††a≠ ‘to become split up into’ (root g-†-≠)

Reciprocal of Form II

itwannas ‘to chat (with one another)’ (cf. 
wannas ‘to chat to’)

Reciprocality in this article is defined as 
subsuming both the notions of activity directed 
at one another (e.g. it“àkal ‘to quarrel with one 
another’) and that of doing things together (e.g. 
itnòna ‘to buzz together’, not necessarily ‘to 
buzz at one another’).

Acting or pretense

itkabbar ‘to act arrogantly, be arrogant’

The imperfect of Form V is on the yitCaCCaC 
pattern: itkallam ‘he talked’, yitkallam ‘he talks’.

3.6.6 Form VI
Form V is produced by adding an it- prefix to 
Form III. The main meanings of Form VI are 
the following:

Reflexive

itgàwal ‘to contract (oneself) to do’ (root 
g-w-l)

it≠àhad ‘to undertake [= get oneself to 
undertake] to do’

Reciprocal (esp. of Form III)

it“àkal ‘to quarrel with one another’ (Form
 III “àkal ‘to quarrel with’)
itgàbal ‘to meet one another’ (Form III 

gàbal ‘to meet’)

Acting as/pretense

itnàsa ‘to pretend to forget’
itÿàba ‘to pretend to be an idiot’
itΩàhar (bè) ‘to pretend to’

The imperfect of Form VI is on the yitCàCaC 
pattern: itkàsal ‘he was (too) lazy (to do 
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something), yitkàsal ‘he is (too) lazy (to do 
something)’.

3.6.7 Form VII
Form VII is produced by adding an in- prefix 
to the root. Form VII gives a middle sense. It 
is unproductive in Khartoum Arabic and is 
confined to a small number of words, although 
in many Sudanese dialects it is standardly used 
to make the passive, where Khartoum Arabic 
uses the root prefix it-. Examples are:

inbasa† ‘to become happy’ (also itbasa†)
indaha“ ‘to become surprised, astonished’
in†alag ‘to become loose, dissolute’

That Form VII is older than the use of the root 
prefix it- is suggested by the frequent use of 
Form VII in proverbs, e.g. “òkat ™ùt la tanbali≠ 
la tafùt ‘caught on the horns of a dilemma’ (lit. 
‘a fishbone; it can’t be swallowed and it won’t 
go away’).

The imperfect of Form VII is on the yanCaCiC 
pattern: yanbasi† ‘he becomes pleased’. Some 
speakers use the yinCaCiC pattern (yinbasi†).

3.6.8 Form VIII
Form VIII is produced by adding a -t- post- C1 
infix. Form VIII often gives a residual reflexive 
sense, e.g. i“taÿal ‘to work’, or reciprocal sense, 
e.g. ijtama≠ ‘to meet (together)’.

The imperfect of Form VIII is on the yatCaCiC 
pattern: ya“taÿil ‘he works’. Some speakers use 
the yitCaCiC pattern (yi“taÿil).

3.6.9 Form IX
Form IX does not occur in Khartoum Arabic. 
Its functions – getting a disease/defect and be-
coming a color – are sometimes expressed by 
Form II verbs in Khartoum Arabic (see Sec. 
3.6.2 above).

3.6.10 Form X
Form X is produced by adding an ista- prefix 
to the root. Form X gives the following main 
senses:

estimative

istaÿrab ‘to find strange/unusual, be sur-
 prised at’
istahwan ‘to treat (someone) as unimportant, 
 look down upon’

reflexive

ista≠adda ‘to get (oneself) ready for’
ista™amma ‘to take/give oneself a shower’

The imperfect of Form X is on the yistaCCaC 
pattern: istafraÿ ‘he vomited’, yistafraÿ ‘he 
vomits’. Where a verb is a recent borrowing 
from Standard Arabic, the yastaCCiC form 
is sometimes found: istawrad ‘he imported’, 
yastawrid ‘he imports’.

3.6.11 Quadriliteral verbs
Quadriliteral forms may be formed in Khartoum 
Arabic in a number of ways.

Quadriradicals
A few verbs are constructed from four root 
letters. Examples are:

hadrab ‘to talk deliriously’
“alwa† ‘to scald’

Twin-radical reduplicatives
The twin-radical reduplicative morpheme 
results in a quadriliteral stem on the form C1-
C2-C1-C2 and occurs in the following contexts: 
With biradicals (roots not attested in non-
reduplicated form)

katkat ‘to tremble, shiver’
ma∂ma∂ ‘to rinse out the mouth’

With doubled roots

ja®ja® ‘to pull backward and forward’ (root 
 j-®-®)
laflaf ‘to wrap round and round, go round 
 [and round]’ (root l-f-f )

With final-weak roots
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Table 9. Conjugation of the perfect hadrab ‘to talk deliriously’

3rd sg. masc. hadrab 2nd sg. masc. hadrabta 1st sg.  hadrabta
3rd sg. fem. hadrabat 2nd sg. fem. hadrabti
3rd  pl. masc. hadrabu 2nd pl. masc. hadrabtu 1st pl.  hadrabna
[3rd pl. fem.  hadraban]  [2nd pl. fem.  hadrabtan]
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daldal ‘to let hang down’ (root d-l-y ‘to let 
 down’)
lawlaw ‘to twist round and round [of a 
 rope]’ (root l-w-y ‘to twist’)
With medial-weak roots

gargar ‘to hollow out’ (root g-w-r ‘to
 hollow’)

With sound triradicals having identical C1 and 
C3

galgal ‘to disturb, not to let rest’ (root g-l-g
 ‘to disturb’)

Twin-radical reduplication typically gives a 
sense of intensiveness, repetition of the action, 
and/or distributed action.

Single-radical reduplicatives
Single-radical reduplicatives occur only with 
sound and medial weak verbs and involve 
repetition of the initial root letter in post-C2 
position. 

garga“ ‘to eat bread [or similar] without 
 broth [hence: ‘to make a crunch-
 ing sound’]’ (root  g-r-“ ‘to crush,
 crunch (up)’)
karka≠ ‘to drink with a gulping sound’ 
 (root k-r-≠)
lòla™ ‘to wag [tail], move [of leaves, 
 and similar]’ (root l-w-™)

†ò†a™ ‘to swing, sway’ (root †-w-™)

Single-radical root reduplicatives share with 
twin-radical root reduplicatives the sense of 
repeated action, but not so strongly the sense 
of intensive or distributed action.

Pre-C2 /ò/ infix
The pre-C2 /ò/ infix is derived from the co-
alescence of an original infixed /w/ and the 
preceding /a/ of the perfect tense. Pre-C2 /ò/ 
infix forms most commonly denote:

Noises (especially repeated noises)
kòrak ‘to shout’
nòna ‘to hum, buzz’
lòla ‘to lull to sleep, sing a lullaby’

Other repeated action
gòlab ‘to turn [liquid food] over [in pan]’
hòzaz ‘to move slowly to and fro [trans.]’

Other
ßòban ‘to wash with soap’ (ßàbùn ‘soap’)

Pre-C2 /r/, /n/, and /l/ infixes
These typically add an intensive or repetitive 
sense to that of the root.

“arbak ‘to complicate, ensnare, tangle’ 
 (root “-b-k)
™ankal ‘to trip (someone) up’ (root ™-k-l; 
 ™akal – same meaning)
fal†a™ ‘to broaden’ (root f-†-™)

Post-C2
 /b/, /m/, /w/ infix

This typically gives a repetitive or intensive 
sense:

xarba“ ‘to scratch [skin]’ (also Form I, xara“)
†arbag ‘to knock’ (root’ †-r-g)
“arma† ‘to become a prostitute; to give 
 (someone) over to prostitution; to
 make dry meat [“armù†]’ (root “-r-† 
 ‘to slit’)
kajwal (also kajal) ‘to cause (someone) 
 to walk so that his legs obstruct one
  another [of paralyzing disease, etc.]’

  khartoum arabic 567

Table 10. Conjugation of the imperfect yihadrib ‘he talks deliriously’

3rd sg. masc. yihadrib 2nd sg. masc. tihadrib 1st sg. ahadrib
3rd sg. fem.  tihadrib 2nd sg. fem. tihadribi
3rd pl. masc. yihadribu 2nd pl. masc. tihadribu 1st pl. nihadrib
[3rd pl. fem. yihadriban] [2nd pl. fem. tihadriban]

Table 11. Conjugation of the imperfect yitlaflaf ‘he goes [round and round]’

3rd sg. masc. yitlaflaf 2nd sg. masc.  titlaflaf 1st sg. atlaflaf
3rd sg. fem. titlaflaf 2nd sg. fem. titlaflafi
3rd pl. masc. yitlaflafu 2nd pl. masc. titlaflafu 1st pl.  nitlaflaf
[3rd pl. fem. yitlaflafan] [2nd pl. fem. titlaflafan]
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Forms derived from more basic nouns:

With initial m-:

maÿrab ‘to get to sunset’ (cf. muÿrib 
 ‘sunset’)
maglab ‘to play a trick on’ (cf. maglab
 ‘trick’)

With final -n:

galban ‘to change [subtly or deviously]’ 
 (galban almaw∂ù≠ ‘to shift the
 subject’)

Quadriliteral verbs take a-i internal imperfect 
forms with an /i/- vowel in the prefix.

3.6.12 Form II quadriliteral verbs
Form II quadriliteral verbs, i.e. quadriliteral 
verbs with an it- prefix, are used to express 
passive, reflexive, or reciprocal meaning or 
acting/pretending.

Passive
The it- prefix can be used to passivize virtually 
all transitive verbs with an active (nonrelational) 
meaning.

itßòban ‘to be washed’ (root ß-b-n with /ò/
 infix; cf. ßàbùn ‘soap’; imperfect 
 yitßòban)

Reflexive
Reflexive uses of the it- prefix are also common. 
They shade into passive uses and also into uses 
where the translation suggests a notion of pure 
becoming.

it≠arban (min) ‘to get an advance payment 
 (from)’ (root ≠-r-b-n)
it™al™al (min) ‘to get free of’ (root ™-l-(l))

Reciprocal
itnòna ‘to buzz around/together [of 

flies, etc.]’

Acting as/pretense

itfalham ‘to pretend to knowledge’ (+ 
triradical f-h-m + pre-R2 /l/)

it“axsan ‘to show off, pretend to be a big 
 personality’

Form II quadriliteral verbs take a-a internal 
imperfect forms with an /i/ vowel in the prefix.

3.6.13 The t- prefix with Form I and Form 
IV verbs
The t- prefix also occurs in derivations from 
Form I, giving the following senses:

Passive
from Form I
itla≠ab ‘to be played’
itfaham ‘to be understood’

from Form IV
it±adda ‘to be given’ (alkitàb da (i)t±adda 
 lèy↑ ‘that book was given to me’)

Reflexive
from Form I
itzagga ‘to slip into [e.g. a queue]’ (root  
 z-g-g; zagga ‘to slip something in 
 [e.g. a paper/ name]’)
itga†a≠ (min) ‘to stop (coming to see)’ (ga†a≠ ‘to
  stop [someone else]’)

Form I verbs with t- prefix take a-i internal 
imperfect forms: itla≠ab ‘it was played’, yatla≠ib 
‘it is played’. Some speakers have an initial /i/ 
instead of /a/ (yitla≠ib).

Form IV verbs with t- prefix take a-a internal 
imperfect forms: it±adda ‘it was given’, yit±adda 
‘it is given’.

3.7 Tense markers

The imperfect occurs in the following tense 
forms:

bare imperfect
bi- + imperfect 
gà≠id + imperfect
™a- + imperfect 

3.7.1 Bare imperfect
The bare imperfect is used:

i. to express commands in the 1st and 3rd 
persons, and tentative commands in the 2nd 
person:

 mà fi zòl yam“i ma≠ày↑ ‘nobody is to go 
  with me’

tadfa≠ ba≠dèn ‘you must/should 
  pay later’
ii. to express purpose in subordinate structures:

ana jìt a“ùf “uÿul ‘I came to find work’
iii. in other subordinate structures, most 

obviously after modals:
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ana ≠àwiz na“taÿil ‘I want us to work’
 ma btagdar ta“ùf ‘she isn’t able to see’

In many contexts, the bare imperfect has the same 
sense as the bi- + imperfect or gà≠id + imperfect.

3.7.2 bi- + imperfect
bi + imperfect expresses:

continuous present
bitsawwi “inu ‘what are you doing?’

general present
bagùm assà≠a sitta ‘I get up at six o’clock’
a““uÿul mà bintahi ‘work never finishes’

future
bajìkum bukra ‘I’ll come to [see] you 
 [pl. masc.] tomorrow’

3.7.3 gà≠id + imperfect
gà≠id is the active participle form of ga≠ad ‘to 
sit; to remain, last’, and has the forms gà≠da (sg. 
fem.), gà≠dìn (pl. masc.), and gà≠dàt (pl. fem.).

gà≠id expresses most basically:

continuous present
gà≠id tasawwi “inu ‘what are you doing?’

general present
gà≠id agùm assà≠a sitta ‘I get up at six o’clock’

gà≠id + imperfect is more emphatic than bi- + 
imperfect, giving greater focus and a greater 
sense of voluntariness to the action.

3.7.4 ™a- + imperfect
™a- + imperfect seems to be a 20th-century 
borrowing from Egyptian that is now well 
established in Khartoum Arabic. It basically 
expresses future:

™a±ajìkum bukra ‘I’ll come to [see] you 
 tomorrow’

4 .  S y n t a x

4.1 Word order

The interaction between subject and predicate 
and theme and rheme provides insights into the 
word order of most clauses that contain a verb 
phrase.

S-V(-O)
Subject-Verb(-Object) is the most common 
word order for clauses involving a verb, and 
is understood as follows. Subjects are typically 
definite and therefore thematic. Verb phrases 
are indefinite and therefore rhematic. Subjects 
thus come first in the clause and verb phrases 
last, since themes typically precede rhemes. 
Objects come after verbs, in line with the 
general tendency in Khartoum Arabic for the 
head (here the verb) to precede the modifier 
(here the object).

V(-O)-S
Verb(-Object)-Subject word order occurs either 
where the subject is indefinite and therefore 
rhematic (as in gàmat nàr ‘fire broke out’), or 
where the verb phrase is an initial rheme (as in 
fihm almu“kila arràjil da ‘that man understood 
the problem’). As noted above, the V-O word 
order embodies the general tendency toward 
head modifier sequencing.

Other word orders are also possible. Relatively 
infrequently one finds V-S-O word order, and 
somewhat more commonly the essentially 
syntactically identical V-S-C(omplement) word 
order with verbs such as kàn ‘to be’ and biga 
‘to become’:

“uft(a) inta azzòl da? ‘have you seen that 
 man?’
biga zzòl da diktòr ‘that man became a 
 doctor’

4.2 The definite particle

The definite article  – or better, given its wide 
range of usage, the ‘definite particle’ – has 
the canonical form al-. The /l/ assimilates to 
the following letter when this is apico-dental, 
apico-alveolar, or dorso-prepalatal (cf. Table 1), 
and lacks initial /a/ following a preceding vowel.
 The definite particle occurs before various 
elements, e.g. prenominally, arràjil ‘the man’, 
prejadjectivally azza≠làn ‘the angry one’, 
preverbally azzi≠il ‘the one who got angry’ 
[i.e. ‘the-(he-)got-angry (one)’], preadverbially 
alhassi ‘the one/ones who is/was [here] now’, 
and before subject-predicate structures, e.g. 
alana zi≠ilta minnu ‘the [thing/person] I got 
angry with’.

Prenominally, the definite particle is co-
referential with its following noun. Thus, arràjil 
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‘the man’ is both ‘man’ and definite (in respect 
of being [a] man). Preadjectivally, the definite 
particle is normally co-referential with the 
following adjective. However, if the adjective is 
modified by a subsequent prepositional phrase, 
the definite particle may be co-referential 
with some other element of the phrase. Thus, 
[arràjil] azza≠làn minnu may mean either ‘[the 
man] who is angry with him’ or ‘[the man] 
with whom he is angry’. The definite particle 
may be co-referential with a following verb 
(i.e. Verb-Subject), or with a verb-dependent 
element: a““àfáta can mean either ‘the one [sg. 
fem.] whom she saw’ or ‘the one [sg. fem.] who 
saw her’ (in the latter interpretation a“- [= al-] 
is co-referential with the Verb-Object ‘her’). 
Correspondingly, with prepositions: algiddàma 
may mean either ‘the one who is/the ones who 
are in front of her’ or ‘the one (fem.) whom he 
(etc.) is in front of’.

al- phrases (except those with a following 
noun) typically function as attributive 
adjectivals to preceding head nouns (e.g. arràjil 
azzi≠ilta minnu ‘the man whom I got angry 
with’). However, they quite frequently occur 
without a head noun, and in this case may, like 
nouns, function as predicands, predicates, verb-
objects, and preposition-objects; thus algàl kida 
mnu↑ ‘who said that’ (lit. ‘[the one who] said 
thus [was] who’).

4.3 Construct state: Types

Khartoum Arabic has both the construct (syn-
thetic genitive) and an analytical genitive with 
bità≠ or ™agg. These agree with the preceding 
noun in number and gender:

 masculine feminine
singular bità≠, ™agg bità≠(a)t, ™aggat
plural bità≠ìn, ™aggìn bità≠àt, ™aggàt

zòl bità≠/™agg ma“àkil ‘a man of problems/
  a problematic
  person’
alkutub bità≠t/™aggat  ‘the books of the
almadrasa school’ (sg. fem. 
 agreement with
 inanimate pl.
 noun)
nàs bità≠ìn/™aggìn  ‘talkative people 
kalàm katìr [people of much 
 talking]’
attazàkir ™aggàtu  ‘his tickets’

The internal structure of bità≠/™agg phrases is 
itself a construct, as suggested by the /t/ of the 
feminine singular bita≠(a)t/™aggat. Accordingly, 
bità≠/™agg phrases in which the following 
noun is definite are standardly definite (e.g. 
bità≠t/™aggat almadrasa), while those in which 
the following noun is indefinite are indefinite 
(e.g. bità≠/™agg ma“àkil). Bità≠/™agg phrases are 
adjectival in nature; following a definite noun, 
the bità≠/™agg phrase is normally definite, and 
following an indefinite noun, the bità≠/™agg 
phrase is indefinite. Like indefinite adjectives, 
indefinite bità≠/™agg phrases cannot occur as 
objects of verbs or prepositions:

*bita≠rif bità≠/™agg ‘do you know one who
ma“àkil is problematic?’
*ja ma≠a bità≠/™agg   ‘he came with a talkative
kalàm katìr one/person’

Like definite adjectives, definite ™agg/bità≠ 
phrases can occur as objects of verbs or 
prepositions, typically with a following 
demonstrative:

bita≠rif bità≠/™agg alma“àkil da 
 ‘do you know the problematic person?’
ja ma≠a bità≠/™agg alkalàm alkatìr da 
 ‘he came with a talkative one/person’

In most cases, the synthetic genitive and bità≠/
™agg phrases are grammatically interchange-
able. Inalienable possession, however, is ex-
pressed only through the synthetic genitive:

rijli↑ ‘my foot/leg’ (not *arrijil bità≠ti↑/
 ™aggati↑)

4.4 Negation

The normal negator is ma. This standardly 
occurs before predicates, e.g.

inta ma ràjil/kwèyis/ ‘you’re not a man 
fi lbèt [prenominal]/nice 
 [preadjectival]/in the 
 house [preprepositional]’
[inta] ma btafham ‘you don’t understand 
 ≠arabi Arabic [preverbal]’

The distribution of ma- phrases is fairly similar 
to that of (indefinite) adjectives (e.g., both can 
occur as predicates, but not as objects of verbs 
or prepositions). The only common phrase 

570 khartoum arabic

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



involving ma with a suffixed negative -“ is the 
adjectival ma fì“ (sg. fem. ma fì“a, pl. masc. ma 
fì“ìn, pl. fem. ma fì“àt ‘not there, absent’).
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Khuzestan Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

The dialect of Khuzestan is of the Southern 
Meso potamian or gilit type, to follow the ter-
minology introduced by Haim Blanc. Specifi-
cally, it is similar to the dialect of the adjoining 
areas of Iraq, namely south of Kùt on the Tigris 
and Nàßiriyyah on the Euphrates.

1.1 Area

Khuzestan is the area of southwestern  Persia or 
Iran to the east of the ”a†† al-≠Arab and generally 
up to the fringes of the Zagros Mountains. This 
area has been Arabic speaking from approxi-
mately the 17th century. The area of Khuzestan 
is named after the Xùz, the original inhabitants 
of the area at the time of the Arab invasions, 
and was similarly named by the Arabs Sùq 
al-±Ahwàz ‘market of the Xùz’. ±Ahwàz is the 
modern pronunciation, although in the earlier 
period it was often written ±A™wàz.

1.2 Position

The social organization of the population is 
by tribe, by far the largest in number and in 
area being the Ka≠b. Along the ”a†† are the 
Mu™aysin, and further north around ±Ahwàz 
the Bani ¢uruf, Bàwiyah, and Bani Làm are 
found, the latter spreading also into Iraq north 
of the Hòr al-£uwayzah. All of these speak 
Arabic as their first language, but many could 
also speak Persian to some degree.

During the time of the shah the regional, 
non-Iranian languages of Iran were definitely 
suppressed, the idea being propagated that such 
languages were not languages but rather dialects, 
‘dialect’ denoting a purely local form of speech 
of low prestige without a written literature.

At that time Persian was the official language 
and the main language of commerce in the 
towns. Outside the towns, however, the lan-
guage was Arabic. Arab dress was worn in the 
distinctive North Gulf manner, usually, in sum-
mer, a light µòb, with a white head cloth called 
there ∑affiyyah, without the head rope and with 
the long ends thrown back over the head. The 
weather was too hot and humid even for the 
very light Iraqi summer bi“t, so it was carried 
neatly folded over one shoulder.

1.2.1 Dialect distribution
Three main dialects can be discerned. These can 
be described as ™aÚar, ≠arab, and marshland 
dialects. The dialect distribution represents a 
continuum with that of neighboring southern 
Iraq as described below. The linguistic areas 
that can be perceived, again with a fair degree 
of gross generalization, are the following:

i.  The ™aÚar dialect along the ”a†† al-≠Arab and 
Lower Kàrùn and parts of the Eu phrates 
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below Nàßiriyyah and the banks of the 
Jarrà™i around ”àdigàn, including the main 
old towns of the region, i.e. Basra and 
Khorramshahr.

ii.  The ≠arab dialect in the bàdëyah or open 
country between the rivers, embracing also 
some of the newer towns, such as ±Ahwàz.

 iii. The marshlands dialect around the Hòr al-
£uwayzah and around ≠Amàrah in Iraq and 
spreading into the Hòr al-£ammàr.

The above conforms to a fairly well observed fact 
about linguistic geography, namely that rivers 
and water networks form the centers of linguis-
tic regions, rather than dividing them. Thus, 
it would be unnatural to find that the ”a†† al-
≠Arab constituted a linguistic boundary.

1.3 History

The earliest firsthand account we have of the 
Arab population of Khuzestan is from the 
Portuguese Jew Pedro Teixera, who traveled 
up the ”a†† al-≠Arab in 1604. At that time, he 
reported that all of the country to the east of 
the ”a†† was ruled by Mubàrak ibn Mu†lub, 
“an Arab chief who maintained a claim to 
Basrah and was perpetually at war with the 
Turks” (Lorimer 1915:iv, 2:1625). Mubàrak 
was, according to The Gazetteer, one of the 
wàlìs of £uwayzah. These were descended 
from a family of Sayyids from Mecca who 
were chiefs of Wàsi† in southern Iraq and 
during the Safavid period extended their rule 
east to £uwayzah in Khuzestan. This ushered 
in an era of Arab domination of the area, 
uninterrupted until the first half of the 20th 
century. The area was previously universally 
known as ≠Arabistàn, both by Arabs and 
Persians, until it was finally taken over again 
by Reza Shàh, when its name was officially 
changed to Khuzestan (Xùzistàn). At the end 
of the 17th century the Arab tribe of the Bani 
Ka≠b (often referred to as the Chaub) moved 
into Khuzestan and took over the area from 
the Afshar Turks, becoming clients of the wàlì 
of £uwayzah and later themselves becoming 
rulers of the area. The Ka≠b seem to have 
been independent of the rule of Basra at most 
times and had settlements initially at Gubàn 
at the head of Khòr Mùsa until 1747 and then 
later at ”àdigàn, or Fallà™iyyah, to give it its 
Arabic name. The later rule of the Mu™aysin 

under ”ayx Xaz≠al in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries moved the seat of power to 
Mu™ammarah (Khorramshahr) on the lower 
Kàrùn. ”ayx Xaz≠al built a flourishing trad-
ing economy at Mu™ammarah and was a 
rival power to the neighboring ±âl Íubà™ of 
Kuwait, to whom even the Bedouin of the 
Kuwait hinterland would come for help with 
local problems.

1.4 State of research

Available data on the use of Arabic in Khuzestan 
date from the mid-1970s before the upheavals 
resulting from the revolution and the Iran-Iraq 
war that devastated much of the area and 
caused much of the population to emigrate to 
neighboring cities, particularly Shiraz.

The main sources on the dialect are Ingham 
(1973, 1976, 1982) and D. Lorimer (n.d.) 
However, the dialect resembles in many ways 
the gilit dialects of Baghdad, which are more 
extensively described (¤ Baghdad Arabic) than 
the dialect of Khuzestan. Useful historical back-
ground can be gleaned from Layard (1846), 
Loftus (1857), J. Lorimer (1915) and Stoc-
queler (1832).

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

The consonant inventory is conservative in hav-
ing preserved the interdentals in such forms as 
µëlëµ ‘three’ and ≈àk ‘that’. It also shows the 
development of the fronted variants of velar 
/k/ and /g/ in fronting environments as /∑/ and 
/j/, familiar in the area, as in ∑alëb ‘dog’ and 
jëddàm ‘before’. As with the Gulf litoral and 
southern Iraq, it regularly shows /y/ for /j/ as in 
yàb ‘he brought’, yà ‘he came’, fëyël ‘radish’. 
The marshland dialect here shows /∆/ as in ∆ìt 
‘I came’, ∆ìba ‘bring it [sg. masc.].’ The conso-
nant /±/ has disappeared except in borrowings 
from Classical Arabic, generally being elided or 
replaced by /y/ as in gàyël ‘having said’ (Clas-
sical Arabic qà±il), the verb sa±al ‘to ask’ being 
replaced by në“ad. The vowels follow the gen-
eral Arabic pattern except that non-final /i/ and 
/u/ have merged as one phoneme, /ë/.

Initial consonant clusters can stand in the 
dialect, and new ones are also formed by the 
elision of short vowels. These can also show an 
anaptyctic vowel before the consonant cluster. 
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Thus, we find ëktàb ~ ktàb ‘book’, µnèn ~ ëµnèn 
‘two’.

Notice also that the ≠arab dialect shows words 
of the form CCvC- as in ktëbat ‘she wrote’, 
x“ëba ‘piece of wood’, nxala ‘palm tree’, ßxala 
‘goat’, where the ™aÚar dialect would show 
këtbat, xë“ba, naxla, and ßaxla. In both dialects 
the effect of the guttural group also produces 
elatives of the form CaCa(C) such as xaÚar 
‘green’, ≠aray ‘lame’, ≠away ‘crooked’, ™amar 
‘red’, ≠ama ‘blind’ (¤ gahawa-syndrome).

2.1.1 Consonants

Plosives: b, t, d, †, k, g, q, ±
Affricates: ∑, j
Fricatives: f, µ, ≈, Ú, x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h
Sibilants: s, ß, z, “
Laterals and vibrants: l, r
Nasals: m, n
Semivowels/glides: w, y

/j/ is realized as a voiced palato-alveolar fricative 
[À] in the marshland dialect, and /q/ mainly occurs 
in borrowings from Classical Arabic as an equiva-
lent to /g/. /†/ may be pronounced as pharyngeal-
ized voiceless or voiced dental plosive. /f/ is a 
voiceless labiodental fricative often pronounced 
rather laxly and sometimes voiced. /ÿ/ is a voiced 
uvular fricative sometimes pronounced plosive [q] 
when initial. There is a degree of merger between 
Classical Arabic /ÿ/ and /q/, yielding, for instance, 
ÿaßër (< qaßr) ‘castle’, ÿalam (< qalam) ‘pen’, 
gàlab (< qàlab) ‘mould’, qèr (< ÿayr) ‘other than’. 
Note that the dialect has y for Classical Arabic 
jìm in all local words, as in yëbal ‘mountain’, ëyyi 
‘he comes’, yëfal ‘it shied’, ≠ayìn ‘dough’, ≠ayùz 
‘old woman’, ≠aray ‘lame’.

2.1.2 Vowels

Short vowels: ë, a
Long vowels: ì, ù, è, ò, à

ë This vowel shows back rounded realiza-
tions [∏] in bilabial and velar environments 
and front spread realizations [i] in dental 
and palatal or palato-alveolar environments, 
while becoming very indistinct and central-
ized with a shwa-like quality [ë] in neutral 
environments such as in the neighborhood 
of /r, h, ™, ≠, x, ÿ/.

a This vowel is generally central in quality, 
but it does show fronting to a sort of [Æ] 
sound in front environments. In the envi-
ronment of the pharyngeals /™/ and /≠/, it has 
a rather more open position.

è The typical realization in most front envi-
ronments is a glide from lax half-close to 
mid central [ie], as in zèn [zien] ‘good’. In 
more neutral environments it has a pure 
vowel realization, as in hèl [he:l] ‘cardo-
man’, ™èl [Óe:l] ‘very much’.

ò This vowel is generally a long half-close 
rounded vowel, as in fòg [fo:g] ‘above’, yòm 
[jo:m] ‘day’, bòg [bo:g] ‘stealth, trickery, 
dishonesty’.

à The usual realization in all environments is 
a fully open, longish mid vowel.

Long /ì/ and /ù/ are shortened in word-final un-
stressed position; they are written here -i, -u.

2.1.3 Syllable structure
The dialect shows non-final syllables Cv, Cvv, 
CvC, and CvvC and final Cv, CvC, and CvvC. 
Examples are Cv- në“ad ‘he asked’, Cvv “àyël 
‘carrying [pl. masc]’. Non-final CvvC occurs 
only in active participle forms such as “àyla 
‘carrying [sg. fem.]’ and “àylìn ‘carrying [pl. 
masc.]’. Final Cv occurs in mara ‘woman’, final 
CvC in në“ad ‘he asked’, and final CvvC in ktàb 
‘book’. Note that underlying final CvCC does 
not occur, and an anaptyctic vowel ë separates 
the final cluster, which shows back rounded 
realizations [∏] in bilabial and velar environ-
ments and front spread realizations [i] in dental 
and palatal or palato-alveolar environments, 
as in ∑alëb [t∑alib] ‘dog’, ga£ëb [Òa¬∏b] ‘heart’. 
Note also that a final 3rd singular masculine 
suffix -h is often elided in rapid speech, result-
ing in final Cvv, as in bì from bìh ‘in it’, “ëfnà 
from “ëfnàh ‘we saw him’, etc.

Note that the ≠arab dialect shows verbal, 
nominal, and adjectival structures of the type 
CCvC-v as in n“ëdat ‘she asked’, nxalah ‘palm 
tree’, ≠“ara ‘pregnant [of livestock]’, bÿadàd 
‘Baghdad’, n≠asat ‘she dozed’.

2.2 Morphology

The dialect is in general progressive in its mor-
phology, and particularly in the verb, merging 
verbal classes and leveling distinctions.
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2.2.1 Pronouns and similar elements

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns
Personal pronouns are unremarkable, though 
showing some idiosyncrasy in the 3rd person 
(Table 1).

Table 1. Personal pronouns in Khuzestan Arabic

3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc. ëhwa ënta àna, àni

sg. fem. ëhya ënti

pl. masc. ëhma ëntëm ë™na
pl. fem. ëhna ëntan

2.2.1.2 Object pronoun suffixes
The forms of the suffixes are as follows: -ni 
‘me’, -(a)k ‘you [sg. masc.],’ -(ë)∑ ‘you [sg. 
fem.]’, -a(h) ‘him’, -ha ‘her’, -na ‘us’, -këm ‘you 
[pl. masc.]’, -∑an ‘you [pl. fem.]’, -hëm ‘they [pl.
masc.]’, -hën ‘they [pl. fem.]’.

The suffixes -an, -at, and -tan double the final 
consonant when followed by a vowel-initial 
object suffix, in këtbatta ‘she wrote it [sg. masc.]’, 
këtbanna ‘they [pl. fem.] wrote it [sg. masc.]’, 
këtabtanna ‘you [pl. fem.] wrote it [sg. masc.]’, 
while the vowel-final suffixes -aw, -na, -ti, and 
-tu lengthen the vowel, -aw showing -ò, as in 
këtbòha ‘they [pl. masc.] wrote it [sg. fem.]’, 
këtabnàha ‘we wrote it [sg. fem.]’, etc.

In the imperfect, where a vowel-initial object 
suffix follows stems without the number and 
gender suffixes, resyllabication occurs, as in 
anë“dak ‘I ask you [sg. masc.]’, ënnë“dë∑ 
‘we ask you [sg. fem.]’, ëtkëtba ‘you write it 
[sg.masc.]’, ëykëtla ‘he hits him’, në“da ‘ask 
him!’

With the preposition lë- ‘to, for’, a particle 
-ëyya- can occur as the bearer for the direct 
object pronoun, as in gëltëlhëm-ëyyà ‘I said it 
to them’, yàbatënna-yyàha ‘she brought it [sg. 
fem.] for us’.

2.2.1.3 Demonstrative pronouns
The demonstrative pronouns distinguish near 
and far, singular and plural, and masculine and 
feminine. They also show variant forms in some 
cases, with or without final short vowels and 
with or without the element hà- (Table 2).

Table 2. Demonstrative pronouns in 
Khuzestan Arabic

masculine feminine

‘this’ singular hà≈a, hà≈ hà≈i, hày

plural hà≈òla, hà≈òl hà≈anni, ≈anni
≈òla, ≈òl

‘that’ singular ≈àka, ≈àk hà≈ì∑, ≈ì∑
plural ≈òlàk, ≈òlàka hà≈annì∑, ≈annì∑

2.2.1.4 Interrogative pronouns
WH- questions show a specific type of intona-
tion with high-level followed by low-level tone, 
the prominence coming early in the word, very 
often on the WH- element. The interrogative 
pronouns are the following:

‘what?’ sënu, “-
‘who?’ yàhu, yàhaw, -man
‘which? yàhu, yàhaw, -man, yà-
‘why?’ lè“, lawè“, ≠alè“
‘when?’ yamta
‘whither?’ lëwèn
‘where?’ wèn
‘how’? “lòn

The preposed element yà ‘which?’ occurs in 
combinations such as yà walad ‘which boy?’, yà 
ßòb ‘which direction?’. The forms “- ‘what?’ and 
-man ‘who?’ ‘which?’ occur, signaling the object 
of verbs and prepositions and the possessors of 
nouns. The stress on these combinations usually 
comes on the first syllable of the verb or noun 
or preposition as in “-“awwèt ‘what did you 
do?’, “-gàl ‘what did he say?’, “ëfët-man ‘who, 
which did you see?’, trìd-man ‘which, who do 
you want?’, ktàb-man ‘whose book?’, ≠alè-man 
‘on, about whom, what?’, ël-man ‘belonging 
to whom; what for’, mëm-man ‘from whom; 
what?’, ™adër-man ‘underneath whom?’, màl-
man ‘belonging to whom?’. Examples in context 
include mëmman ëmsawwàya ‘what is it made 
of?’, lënsàn ≠alèman ëy≠ì“ ‘what does a man live 
on?’, ≠alèman ëya ‘what did he come for?’.

The independent WH- elements usually occur 
initially in the sentence as in yàhaw hà≈ ‘who 
is this?’, yàhaw ya ‘who has come?’, wèn ràyë™ 
‘where (are you) going?’, “lòn sawwèta ‘how 
did you do it?’, lè“ mà yèt ‘why didn’t you 
come?’, yamta tëyi ‘when will you come?’.
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2.2.2 Particles

Syntactic and grammatical elements, usually 
undeclinable, peculiar to the dialect occur both 
in the nominal and the verbal phrase and in-
clude the following:

i.  fad ¤ indefinite article: fad walad ‘a boy’, 
fad waladèn ‘some two boys’, fad awlàd ‘a 
few boys’.

ii.  màl ‘belonging to’, general genitive particle 
also occurring in the forms màlt-, màlìn, 
and màlàt: ëlbèt màli ‘my house’, ëlbèt màl 
ëlwalad ‘the boy’s house’

 iii. aku ‘there is’ existential particle: aku walad 
bëlbèt ‘there is a boy in the house’

 iv. hast, hassët ‘there is’ existential particle: 
mày hassët ‘there is water’

 v. ham, hammèna ‘also’

2.2.3 Noun
Nominal morphology does not differ from the 
general Arabic pattern except for the junction of 
nouns with possessive pronoun suffixes. In par-
ticular the anaptyctic vowel occurring between 
the two elements of a final cluster causes the fol-
lowing alternations: ∑alëb ‘dog’, ∑alba ‘his dog’, 
∑alëbha ‘her dog’; galëb ‘heart’, galba ‘his heart’, 
galëbha ‘her heart’.

Nouns of the form CiCCa, when followed by 
vowel-initial possessive suffixes, resyllabify as fol-
lows: ™ëjra ‘room’, ™ëjërti ‘my room’, ™ëjërta ‘his 
room’, ™ëjërtak ‘your [sg. masc.] room’, ™ëjërtë∑ 
‘your [sg. fem.] room’.

Nouns of the form CaCaC delete the second 
-a- when a vowel follows the form, as in balam 
‘boat’, balmi ‘my boat’; ÿalam ‘pen’, ÿalma ‘his 
pen’.

2.2.4 Verbs

The verb has leveled the distinction between 
the Classical Arabic transitive CaCaC and 
intransitive CaCiC or CaCuC types, having 
only CiCaC, representing the Classical Ara-
bic CaCaC, although also showing CaCaC in 
the ≠arab dialect in guttural environments (see 
below 2.2.4.1).

2.2.4.1 Form I
The basic paradigm of the strong verb is given 
in Tables 3, 4, and 5.

Table 3. Perfect of the strong verb in Khuzestan 
Arabic

3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc. këtab këtabët këtabët

sg. fem. këtbat këtabti
pl. masc. këtbaw këtabtu

këtabna
pl. fem. këtban këtabtan

Note that in the ≠arab dialects the forms ktëbat 
‘she wrote’, ktëbaw ‘they [masc.] wrote’ and 
ktëban ‘they [pl. fem.] wrote’ occur. Also, if C1 
or C2 is one of the guttural group /h, ™, ≠, x, ÿ/ 
or if C2 is one of the liquids /l, n, r/, the vowel of 
the first syllable of the stem is /a/ in accordance 
with the vowel-raising rule, as in the follow-
ing examples: ™alaf ‘to swear’, xala† ‘to mix’, 
ÿalab ‘to conquer’, hamaz ‘to massage’, ≠abar 
‘to cross’, za ≠ al ‘to be angry’, na ≠ as ‘to doze’, 
sa™ag ‘to crush’, naha ‘to forbid’, †ala ≠ ‘to 
emerge’, “arab ‘to drink’, bana ‘to build’.

Table 4. Imperfect of the strong verb in 
Khuzestan Arabic

3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc. yëktëb tëktëb aktëb

sg. fem. tëktëb ëtkëtbìn

pl. masc. ykëtbùn ëtkëtbùn 
nëktëb

pl. fem. ykëtban ëtkëtban

Note also the form akëtban for ‘I write’ occur-
ring optionally before object pronoun suffixes, 
as in akëtbanna ‘I write it [sg. masc.]’. The 
imperfect of verbs with one of the guttural 
group as C1 shows resyllabication in the ≠arab 
dialect, as in y™alëf ‘he swears’, yxalë† ‘he 
mixes’, aÿalë† ‘I make a mistake’, yÿalëb ‘he 
defeats’, yharëb ‘he flees’.

Table 5. Imperative of the strong verb in 
Khuzestan Arabic

ëktëb ‘write [sg. masc.]!’
këtbi ‘write [sg. fem.]!’
këtbu ‘ write [pl. masc.]!’
këtban ‘write [pl. fem.]!’

Note the forms ëkëtbi ‘write [sg. fem.]!’ ëkëtbu 
‘write [pl. masc.]!’, and ëkëtban ‘write [pl. 
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fem.]!’, occurring as alternatives and as the 
most common forms in the ≠arab dialect.

2.2.4.2 Internal passive
Two forms of the internal passive were recorded 
in narratives, namely ÿëdër ‘he was deceived’ 
and ∑ëtël ‘he was killed’. These were recorded 
from speakers of the ≠arab dialect, Kawàwila 
or Gypsies in the area of ±Ahwàz, who were 
professional storytellers and entertainers. Such 
forms were not recorded in informal speech. In 
general, Form VII ënfë≠al acts as the passive and 
is totally productive.

2.2.4.3 Derived forms
The dialect includes all the usual forms with 
the exception of Forms IV af ≠al and IX ëf ≠all. 
These do not occur in the ™aÚar dialect, but the 
former does occur in the ≠arab dialect gener-
ally as verbs of movement, as in adbar ‘to go 
away’, agfa ‘to go away’, a“mal ‘to go north’, 
agbal ‘to approach’. Otherwise, the causative 
function is served by Form II. Note also that 
Form VII is the regular passive in this dialect. 
Examples of the regularly occurring forms are 
the following:

II lagga† ‘to pick things up’
  (repetitive)
 kassar ‘to shatter’ (intensive)
 gawwam ‘to raise’ (causative)
III ™àrab ‘to fight with’ (comitative)
V tna““ad ‘to inquire about’
  (repetitive)
 tma““a ‘to stroll, walk’
  (continuously)
VI t™àrab ‘to fight together’
  (reciprocal)
VII ënnë“ad ‘to be asked’ (passive)
VIII ë“tëra ‘to buy’ (derived transitive)
 ëftëham ‘to understand’ (derived
  transitive)
X ëstafham ‘to inquire about’ (reversed 
  transitive)

New forms include CòCaC sòlaf ‘to talk’, tCò-

CaC tsòlaf ‘to talk, chat’, and tCèCaC tnè“an  
‘to take aim’. These forms have no specific 
function. The derivation of tsòlaf is from the 
plural form swàlëf ‘stories, talk’, and tnè“an is 
from the Persian loanword nè“àn ‘aim’.

2.2.4.4 Geminate verbs
The geminate verb, as in most spoken dialects, 
introduces a vowel /è/ before consonant-ini-
tial subject suffixes in the perfect, as in rad-
dèt I/you [sg. masc.] answered’, raddèti ‘you 
[sg. fem.] answered’, raddètu ‘you [pl. masc.] 
answered’, raddètan ‘you [pl. fem.] answered’, 
raddèna ‘we answered’, in contrast to radd ‘he 
answered’, raddat ‘she answered’, raddaw ‘they 
[pl. masc.] answered’, raddan ‘they [pl. fem.] 
answered’. The 3rd person singular masculine 
perfect may also show a formative /à/ before 
object pronoun suffixes, as in “addàha ‘he tied 
it [sg. fem.]’.

The imperfect forms conform to the gen-
eral Arabic pattern, showing arëdd ‘I answer’, 
ëyrëdd ‘he answers’, ëtrëdd ‘she answers, you 
[pl. masc.] answer’, ënrëdd (> ërrëdd) ‘we 
answer’, ëyrëddùn ‘they [pl. masc.] answer’, 
ëyrëddan ‘they [pl. fem.] answer’, ëtrëddùn 
‘you [pl. masc.] answer’, ëtrëddan ‘you [pl. 
fem.] answer’. In the ≠arab dialect, in unsuffixed 
forms, the doubled consonant can be reduced 
and initial stress can occur, as in yërëd, tërëd, 
nërëd, and arëd. When followed by a vowel- 
initial suffix, however, the double consonant is 
heard, as in ëyrëddah ‘he returns it [masc.]’ The 
-an alternative of the 1st person singular regu-
larly occurs, as in arëddan ‘I answer’, a“ëddan 
‘I tie’.

2.2.4.5 Weak verbs

2.2.4.5.1 Initial weak verbs
The weakness of these verbs is apparent in 
the imperfect and imperative, showing initial 
±- (hamza, w-, and y- types. Initial ±- shows 
two verbs, axa≈ (or xa≈a) ‘he took’, yàxë≈ ‘he 
takes’, yàx≈ùn ‘they [pl. masc.] take’, etc.; and 
akal (or kala) ‘he ate’, yàkël ‘he eats’, yàklùn 
‘they [masc.] eat’, etc. If the initial consonant 
is w, it has the exponent /ò/ as in wëzan ‘he 
weighed’, yòzan ‘he weighs’, yòznùn ‘they [pl.
masc.] weigh’, òzan ‘I weigh’. Initial y- has only 
one item, yëbas ‘it dried’. In the imperfect the 
exponent of y- is /è/, as in yèbas ‘it dries’, etc.

The imperative has the forms kël or ëkël 
‘eat!’, xë≈ or ëxë≈ ‘take!’, and ògaf ‘stand!’. No 
examples of imperatives of yëbas were found.

2.2.4.5.2 IIw/y verbs
Here the medial w or y is realized vocalically 
or as zero, giving such forms as “àl ‘he took 
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away’, “àlat ‘she took away’, “ëlët ‘I took 
away’, ëy“ìl ‘he takes away’, y“ìlùn ‘they [pl. 
masc.] take away’, “ìl ‘take away!’, “ìli ‘take 
away [sg. fem.]!’, “ìlu ‘take away [pl. masc.]!’ 
The -an alternative of the 1st person singular 
regularly occurs, as in arù™an ‘I go’, a“ìlan ‘I 
carry’, agùlan ‘I say’, a“ùfan ‘I see’.

2.2.4.5.3 IIIw/y verbs
The dialect only includes verbs in final -y, but 
it includes both -a and -i types, as in yëb∑i ‘he 
cries’, yëlga ‘he finds’. The final y is realized 
vocalically or as zero in weak stems, as in më“a 
‘he went’, më“at ‘she went’, më“èt ‘I went’, 
yam“i ‘he goes’, yëm“ùn ‘they [pl. masc.] go’, 
yëm“an ‘they [pl. fem.] go’, ëm“i ‘go!’, ëm“i ‘go 
[sg. fem.]!’, ëm“u ‘go [pl. masc.]!’, ëm“an ‘go 
[pl. fem.]!’. Note that the ≠arab dialect shows 
masculine singular imperatives with no final 
vowel, but an anaptyctic vowel is shown inter-
vening between the resulting consonant cluster, 
as in ëmë“ ‘go!’, ë™ë∑ ‘speak!’

2.2.4.5.4 Generalization of the final weak 
type

The geminate type shows a formative -è- in the 
perfect in raddèt ‘I answered’. Some speakers 
generalize this to other classes, giving such 
forms as këtbèt ‘I wrote’, këtbèna ‘we wrote’, 
wëznèt ‘ I weighed’, “àlèt ‘I carried’.

2.2.5 Preverbal particles
Preverbal particles mark negation, tense, and 
mode. They are often reduced forms of verbs or 
other elements and include negators and tense 
and mode markers.

2.2.5.1 Negators
Negators include mà, là, and, in the marshland 
dialect, ≠èb-, all of which are stressed. The ele-
ment mà precedes indicatives, while là precedes 
wishes and imperatives, as in mà yà ‘he didn’t 
come’, mà arìda ‘I don’t want it’, là trù™ ‘don’t 
go!’, là ëyyi ‘let him not come!’, là y“ùfna ‘let 
him not see us!’. The marshland element ≠èb 
occurs in indicatives, as in ≠èb ëy†ël≠an barra 
‘they [the buffaloes] do not go out’, ≠èb nëdri 
‘do we not know?’, ≠èb bìhën ìdàm ‘they have 
no fodder’.

2.2.5.2 Tense and mode markers
Markers include gà≠ëd present continuous, xall- 
jussive, ra™- future, kùn-, wàkùn- ‘must’, ∑àn- 
‘should have’, as in gà≠ëd ë““ùf ‘she is looking’, 

xall-nrù™ ‘let’s go!’, xal-ëyyi ‘let him come!’, ra™-
arù™an ‘I am going to go’, kùn a“ùfannak ‘I must 
see you’, ∑àn gëtla ‘you should have told him’.

2.3 Syntax

The syntax of the dialect is unremarkable, as 
it follows the general Arabic pattern. Sentences 
can be of the form VSO or can front any 
noun phrase in a Topic/Comment construc-
tion. Examples are (VSO) ≈ëba™ àfa rmë™i or 
≈ëba™ rmë™i àfa ‘my lance killed a dragon’, 
jatlak mën “ëbb u “àyëb ‘young and old came 
to you’, (Topic/Comment) abu zèd sawwòh 
≠abëd ‘they disguised Abu Zaid as a slave’, †àri 
a≈≈ìb mà yàbatta ‘she did not mention the 
wolf’, hà≈a ≈≈ìb ≠abar ‘this wolf crossed over’, 
ëzzanàti xalìfa ≠ëdda xandag ‘Zanàti Khalìfa 
had a ditch’.

3 .  L e x i c o n

The lexicon is mainly that of southern Iraq 
and is not very different from that of Bagh-
dad, although there are some items that 
link it more to the Gulf Coast. Typical 
examples are an†a/yën†i ‘to give’, bàryàw 
‘flooded land’, bàwa≠/ybàwë≠ ‘to look at’, 
bë- with the meaning ‘in’ and ‘at’ (fì does not 
occur), farax ‘child’, harfi ‘early’, hè∑ ‘thus, 
like this’, hnà ‘here’, ™adër ‘under’, ™alg 
‘mouth’, ëntë“al/yëntë“ël ‘to catch a cold’, 
kaÚÚ/ykëÚÚ ‘to grasp’, këtal/yëktël ‘to hit, 
beat’, la≠ad ‘so’, lëban ‘yoghurt mixed with 
water’, lo ‘or’, mawwat/ymawwët ‘to kill’, 
në“ad/yën“ëd ‘to ask’, ràd/yrìd ‘want’, ròba 
‘yoghurt’, sìda ‘straight ahead’, tàna/ytàni ‘to 
wait for’, xa“ëm ‘nose’.
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Kinàya

1 .  T h e  c o n c e p t  o f  K I N â Y A

Unlike many Medieval Arabic rhetorical pro-
cesses, such as isti≠àra ‘metaphor’, kinàya can-
not be matched appropriately with an English 
trope or figure. Yet, the rhetorical processes 
involved are of a general nature, supporting the 
idea that kinàya is not only a specific trope of 
the Arabic linguistic tradition but also a general 
concept of rhetoric and speech analysis (Dichy 
2003). Three arguments support this assump-
tion and at the same time account for the 
difficulty in investigating the meaning of the 
term:

i. The notion that kinàya represents a gen -
eral rhetorical concept can only arise from 
a close analysis of lexical, rhetorical, and 
exegetic Arabic sources in a historical per-
spective. In Western Arabic studies, kinàya 
is often translated as ‘metonymy’ (e.g. Pellat 
1986:116) or ‘periphrasis’ (e.g. Lecomte 
1965:296; Heinrichs 1977:31; Larkin 
1995:75). These apparently contradictory 
translations cor relate, at least partly, with 
specific texts, authors, or epochs. Medieval 
Arabic rhetoric underwent  considerable 
development over the lengthy period be-
tween the 8th century and the 14th century 
C.E. Well-known definitions appearing in 
contemporary didactic publications (e.g. 
al-Jàrim and ±Amìn 1936) only report a 
late, stabilized ‘state of the art’ and do not 
account for either polysemy due to historical 
evolution or the possibility of referring this 
evolution to a general rhetorical process.

ii. The sense of kinàya evolved from the begin-
ning of Qur±ànic exegesis to later rhetorical 
treatises, in which it is defined (after Ibn 
al-±Atìr [d. 637/1239], Maµal II, 180ff.) as 
a device by which a word, phrase, or utter-
ance may support both tropic and literal 

interpretations, or either one. Kinàya thus 
appears as a dual rhetorical process to 
be interpreted beyond the mere notions 
of trope or figure (hence the difficulty in 
finding a corresponding term in English or 
French rhetoric).

iii.  The original lexical meaning of kinàya  is ‘indi-
rect expression’ (antonym: taßrì™ ‘explicit 
expression’). In Islamic law, the word refers 
to a declaration of intent phrased in indirect 
terms (e.g. Ibn al-Minàwì [d. 1031/1621], 
Tawqìf 285; £asb ±Allàh 1997:223–226). 
In many rhetorical treatises kinàya is intro-
duced with ta≠rì∂ ‘implication, indirect inti-
mation’. Both discourse devices – to which 
tawriya ‘concealed expression’ should be 
added – illustrate what can be called a “rhet-
oric of indirect wording” (Dichy 2004). 

2 .  E a r l y  u s e s

Lexically, kinàya is a nominalized infinitive 
form (maßdar) of the verb kanà. Ibn Fàris (d. 
385/1005) states that it denotes “the concealed 
expression (tawriya) of a denomination through 
[the use of] another. One says kanaytu ≠an ka≈à 
‘I avoided mentioning something’ upon using 
another expression from which the first one can 
be inferred” (Maqàyìs V, 139). Such indirect 
wording may be due to modesty, where overt 
utterance of the concealed expression is deemed 
‘abominable, impudent, obscene’ (yustaf™aš; 
Ibn ManΩùr [d. 710/1311], Lisàn, root k-n-y). 
Lexicographers mention a second sense of the 
verb, with which another nominalized infinitive 
form, kunyà ‘surname, agnomen’, is connected. 
The kunyà consists of ±abù ‘father of’ or ±umm 
‘mother of’ followed by the name of the son. 
It is still used either in order to avoid uttering 
in public someone’s actual name (commonly 
that of a woman), or as an honorific or friendly 
term of address. Ibn ManΩùr (Lisàn, root k-n-y) 
quotes the use of kunyà in wartime by compet-
ing fighters (mubàrizìn), whose surnames are 
thus remembered. Ibn Fàris explicitly relates 
the second term to the first: “Kinàya stands in 
opposition to ‘explicit expression’ (mußàra™a). 
This is why the surname is called kunyà, as if 
it were a ‘concealed expression’ (tawriya) of 
someone’s name” (Maqàyìs V, 139).

Early metalinguistic uses of kinàya are very 
much akin to the lexical description of the term, 
which is taken by Sìbawayhi (d. ca. 175/791; 
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Kitàb II, 170, 415) to refer to pronouns (for 
discussion of kunyà, see Kitàb II, 93–101; also 
Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì 439–443). In one of the old-
est Qur±ànic commentaries to have reached us, 
±Abù ≠Ubayda’s (d. 210/825) Majàz, the term 
appears in the gloss of verses mentioning sexual 
intercourse indirectly (e.g. Q. 2/223, 4/43). 

In al-Jà™iΩ’s (d. 255/868) famous rhetorical 
treatise and anthology, kinàya occurs in the 
phrase al-kinàya wa-t-ta≠rì∂  ‘inexplicit expres-
sion and indirect intimation’ (Bayàn I, 117). 
Historically, this is a crucial quotation for two 
reasons: first, kinàya appears here in a definitely 
rhetorical sense, and second, in accordance 
with its original meaning, the word denotes a 
rhetorical device of ‘indirect wording’. Other 
occurrences of the word in al-Jà™iΩ’s writings 
relate kinàya to means of expression opposed to 
‘explicit utterance’ (taßrì™). The term describes 
a ‘minimal expression’, only partly related to 
understatement. Al-Jà™iΩ gives the example of 
“declaring somebody moderate (muqtaßid) as 
an inexplicit expression (kinàya) of his being a 
miser” (Bayàn I, 263). Gesture and silence are 
magnified along with kinàya when they “bring 
forth what spoken utterance (qawl) is unable 
to [express]” (Jà™iΩ, Rasà±il I, 308). Al-Jà™iΩ 
(Bayàn I, 115–116) quotes Ibn al-Muqaffa≠ (d. 
ca. 142/749), who deems allusion (lam™a) to 
be ‘eloquent discourse’ (balàÿa) par excellence. 
Indirect wording and the various forms of mini-
mal expression are, indeed, intimately related 
in Medieval Arabic culture, which is, of course, 
echoed by rhetorical treatises (e.g. al-≠Askarì 
[d. 395/1005], Íinà≠atayn 22ff., which includes 
a reference to Indian rhetoric). 

3 .  T h e  t w o  a s p e c t s  o f  K I N â Y A

Later definitions feature two fundamental 
aspects of the notion of kinàya: direct vs. indi-
rect reference to meaning (taßrì™ vs. kinàya and 
ta≠rì∂), and ‘tropic’ vs. ‘non-tropic expression’ 
(¤ majàz vs. ™aqìqa, the English translation 
being a rough approximation). The first aspect 
is partly based on the original lexical meaning 
of kinàya, the second on later substantial devel-
opments in the conceptual analysis of majàz. 
Both aspects remain interwoven throughout the 
9th and 10th centuries C.E., before clear techni-
cal definitions of majàz appear. Ibn Qutayba 
(d. 276/889; Ta±wìl 15–16) mentions a number 
of subcategories of majàz, which he under-

stands as “everything that goes beyond the 
strictly logical application of language, i.e., 
beyond being a true and simple copy of real-
ity” (Heinrichs 1977:31). The notion includes 
for him both kinàya, opposed to ±ì∂à™ ‘plain 
and clear designation’, and ta≠rì∂, the antonym 
of which is ±ifßà™ ‘overt utterance’. Kinàya is 
discussed in relation to the question of avoid-
ing mention (ta≠rì∂) of someone’s name for 
the sake of discretion, as in Q. 25/28, where 
fulàn ‘so-and-so’ denotes a blamable friend (Ibn 
Qutayba, Ta±wìl 202, with other examples). 
The point is significant for Ibn Qutayba’s view 
of language, the nature of which includes rhe-
torical processes listed by him under majàz. 
Yet, he maintains a restrictive attitude toward 
the ‘interpretation’ (ta±wìl) of those Qur±ànic 
expressions that result from such processes 
(cf. ≠Abd al-Jabbàr [d. 415/1024], Muÿnì XVI, 
272–275, on ‘ambiguous verses’; for the Jewish 
tradition, see Fenton 1997:265).

One of the oldest works on Arabic poetic 
style, Ibn al-Mu≠tazz’s (d. 296/908) Badì≠ (64), 
also mentions kinàya together with ta≠rì∂. Al-
Mubarrid (d. 285/898; Kàmil II, 290–292) 
elaborates on the lexical definition and intro-
duces some rhetorical categorization: ‘obscur-
ing’ the name of the beloved or one’s feelings 
for the sake of honor; ‘covering up’ an expres-
sion for the sake of modesty; ‘honoring’ a man 
by using his kunyà. In his more directly rhe-
torical treatise, Naqd, Qudàma ibn Ja≠far (d. ca. 
337/949) considers two tropes, the description 
of which is taken up by later scholars in the 
definition of kinàya although he himself does 
not use the term. The first trope, ±irdàf ‘impli-
cation’, consists of referring to a meaning (¤ 
ma≠nà) through an expression (¤ lafÚ) ‘imply-
ing’ or ‘entailing’ it but not denoting it directly 
(Naqd 88). The second trope, ±išàra, is defined 
as a general process by which an expression can 
take a number of meanings, through hinting and 
alluding (±ìmà± and lam™a). Meaning through 
allusion is, in addition, described, according 
to a very old tradition, as a distinctive feature 
of balàÿa ‘eloquent discourse’ (Qudàma, Naqd 
85; also Ibn al-Muqaffa≠, quoted by al-Ja™iΩ and 
al-≠Askarì, Íinà≠atayn 22ff.). 

Al-≠Askarì (d. 395/1005; Íinà≠atayn 407–
410) gives a single definition for kinàya and 
ta≠rì∂. He opposes both to ‘explicit expression’ 
(taßrì™), and analyzes ±išàra in terms very close 
to those of Qudàma (Íinà≠atayn 383–388).
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The second aspect mentioned above (majàz 
vs. ™aqìqa) only seems to emerge in the writings 
of ≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. ca. 474/1082), 
who elaborated on earlier treatments of tropic 
vs. non-tropic expression, particularly the one 
by ≠Abd al-Jabbàr (d. 415/1024; Muÿnì XV, 
162; Larkin 1995:38). Al-Jurjànì (Dalà±il 66) 
defines kinàya as a rhetorical device in which 
an expression is used in a different mean-
ing from its own, the ‘other meaning’ being 
inferred through a link that can be established 
‘in the existent world’ (fì l-wujùd). This view 
can be related to Qudàma’s notion of ±irdàf 
and explains why kinàya has so often been 
translated as ‘metonymy’. Discussion on the 
literal and/or tropic nature of kinàya continues 
with Faxr ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì (d. 606/1210; Nihàya 
190–192) and as-Sakkàkì (d. 626/1229; Miftà™ 
400–412). 

4 .  D i r e c t  v s .  i n d i r e c t 
r e f e r e n c e  t o  m e a n i n g 

4.1 Zamaxšarì’s denial

The position of az-Zamaxšarì (d. 538/1144) 
deserves special mention: his great Qur±ànic 
commentary includes a substantial number of 
rhetorical analyses and presents a very technical 
view of kinàya. The term noticeably appears in 
his commentary on ‘anthropomorphic verses’ in 
which ‘the hand’ of God and God’s ‘throne’ are 
mentioned (e.g. Q. 48/10, 20/5). The interpre-
tation of these verses plays an essential part in 
the development of Arabic rhetoric (an-Nuwìrì 
2001:220ff.). Az-Zamaxšarì (Kaššàf I, 215) 
gives only a vague definition of kinàya: “men-
tioning something by an expression other than 
its own”, but he states, significantly, that “a 
speaker cannot denote, through a single expres-
sion, [both] non-tropic and tropic meanings” 
(III, 298; ±Abù Mùsà 1988:545–563), which is a 
close application of what we would call the law 
of the excluded middle. Az-Zamaxšarì’s denial 
of the conjunction of ‘proper’ and tropic mean-
ings in kinàya can be regarded as a forerunner 
of 7th/13th-century definitions of the term. It is 
related to his rationalistic Mu≠tazilì position on 
the question of ‘anthropomorphic verses’ and 
to his rejection of al-±Aš≠arì’s doctrine of bi-là 
kayf, according to which these verses are to be 
admitted by the believer ‘without [asking] how’ 
tropic and non-tropic interpretations relate.

4.2 The turning point

In the following century, Ibn al-±Aµìr (d. 637/
1239; Maµal II, 180–201) defines kinàya as: 
“[an expression] drawn to either proper or 
tropic meaning, which can be interpreted from 
both sides”, owing to a “descriptive feature 
comprehending (waßf jàmi≠ li-) each of these 
senses” (II, 181–182). This definition brings 
– from a purely rhetorical standpoint – an 
elegant solution to az-Zamaxšarì’s objection: 
the meaning of kinàya is said to support either 
‘proper’ or tropic interpretation, or both mean-
ings, according to the case. In other words, Ibn 
al-±Aµir’s move considerably increases the power 
of the rhetorical device by adding the possibility 
of disjunctive kinàya (‘either proper or tropic 
meaning’) to that of conjunctive kinàya (‘both 
proper and tropic senses’). Az-Zamaxšarì, in 
the discussion quoted above, only considered 
disjunctive meaning.

Ibn al-±Aµìr furthermore includes in the pro-
cess of kinàya a sort of pendulum movement 
between conjunction and disjunction, which 
is expressed in the definition of the term by 
the verb ‘to draw to’ (tajà≈aba) and illustrated 
immediately thereafter by a revisiting of the 
traditional example “or [if] you touch women” 
(Q. 4/43; cf. ±Abù ≠Ubayda, Sec. 2 above). This 
phrase can be taken either in its proper meaning 
(no rhetorical process involved), or as a kinàya, 
the tropic sense of which is sexual intercourse. 
The latter, Ibn al-±Aµìr points out, does include 
actual touching. The phrase is associated, in 
Q. 4/43, with the obligation of ritual washing, 
which can be entailed, according to the legal 
interpretation chosen, either by sexual inter-
course including touching, i.e. conjunctively, 
by both ‘proper’ and tropic senses (only sexual 
intercourse renders ritual washing obligatory); 
or else, disjunctively, by either (or any) proper 
or tropic meanings (in which case, ritual wash-
ing is deemed obligatory for a man whenever 
touching a woman).

Treatises on Arabic rhetoric often quote al-
Jurjànì’s example of na±ùm a∂-∂u™à ‘a regular 
[or deep] morning sleeper’, said, in a compli-
mentary way, of a well-off woman. The tropic 
meaning to be inferred ‘in the existent world’ 
(fì l-wujùd) is that of affluence and the assis-
tance of servants, so that the woman described 
does not have to wake up early in the morn-
ing (Jurjànì, Dalà±il 66, 262; the traditionally 
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unquoted source of the example is ±Imru± al-
Qays, Mu≠allaqa, l. 38). Ibn al-±Aµìr adds the 
idea that the ‘comprehensive description’ (waßf 
jàmi≠) virtually includes the non-tropic mean-
ing, i.e. that this person effectively sleeps late, 
and that either sense – or both – can be borne 
by the expression na±ùm a∂-∂u™à.

A century later, al-Qazwìnì (d. 739/1338) 
presents a revised definition, based on fur-
ther progress in characterizing majàz: “Kinàya 
refers to an expression indicating an implied 
meaning (làzim ma≠nàhu), together with the 
possibility of indicating its own meaning, here 
and then” (±î∂à™ V, 158). It is distinguished 
from majàz (stricto sensu) in that majàz is 
restricted to tropic meaning “by a contextual 
element (qarìna) prohibiting literal meaning” 
(±î∂à™ V, 12). ‘Context’ is to be taken here in a 
very broad meaning.

Both definition and restriction derive, 
together with some added technical discus-
sion, from the treatise on which al-Qazwìnì’s 
±î∂à™ is a commentary: as-Sakkàkì’s Miftà™ 
(359, 402). The former includes, albeit implic-
itly, Ibn al-±Aµìr’s conception. Restriction of 
majàz to tropic meaning through (broad) con-
text had already been mentioned, in different 
terms, by al-Jurjànì (±Asràr 304), and the rela-
tion of ‘implication’ between the two meanings 
involved in a given kinàya can be traced back to 
Qudàma’s ±irdàf. Al-Qazwìnì’s definition is still 
widely reproduced today (al-Jàrim and ±Amìn 
1979:125) and may be regarded as an essential 
synthesis of the tropic aspect of kinàya.

On the other hand, the second fundamental 
aspect of the notion (explicit vs. indirect word-
ing, cf. Qudàma’s ±išàra) falls out of focus. This 
not only obscures the relation between primary 
and later definitions of kinàya, it also leaves 
unanswered the question of the rhetorical effect 
that explains the use of that speech process.

5 .  T r o p i c  v s .  n o n - t r o p i c 
e x p r e s s i o n

Ibn al-±Aµìr’s definition was considered cru-
cial enough to be added almost verbatim to 
the original lexical meanings of kinàya in al-
Fayrùzàbàdì’s (d. 816/1413) Mu™ì† (IV, 386). 
Ibn al-±Aµìr introduced, in addition, an explicit 
distinction between kinàya and ta≠rì∂ ‘indirect 
intimation, implication’. The fundamental dif-
ference is that kinàya is based on tropic and 

non-tropic interpretations, and ta≠rì∂ is “an 
expression that denotes something through 
induced meaning (≠an †arìq al-mafhùm) and not 
by way of proper or tropic institution of mean-
ing (là bi-l-wa∂≠ al-™aqìqì wa-là al-majàzì)” 
(Ibn al-±Atìr, Maµal II, 186). He follows al-
Jurjànì’s definition of language ‘institution’ 
(wa∂≠), which may correspond either to ™aqìqa, 
i.e. to an expression in which words directly 
reflect the world (cf. Ibn Qutayba in Sec. 3 
above), or to majàz, i.e. to tropic meanings 
produced in specific utterances (Jurjànì, ±Asràr 
303–304). Ibn al-±Aµìr goes on: “If you say, for 
instance, to someone whom you expect to be 
beneficent and bestowing toward you without 
[any need for you] to ask, ‘By God, I am in 
need, and have nothing in my hands’ and ‘I 
am naked and stung by cold’, such expressions 
and other similar ones are indirect intimations 
(ta≠rì∂) of [your] asking”. Contemporary prag-
matic analyses describe such dialogical utter-
ances as indirect speech acts (Searle 1979). But 
‘indirect intimation’ can also be purely descrip-
tive when included, for example, in a narrative: 
in the Qur±ànic story of Joseph, no expression 
directly refers to the young man’s beauty (as 
in Genesis 39:6), but his beauty is expressed 
powerfully through ta≠rì∂ in the description of 
women who had been invited to a light meal 
and who, upon catching sight of him, “made 
cuts to their hands” (Q. 12/31), presumably 
while they were peeling fruit. The two mean-
ings inferred are that of ravishment and of the 
beauty that entailed it. 

Both direct and indirect meanings are sup-
ported by the examples above. The person 
in Ibn al-±Aµìr’s example is in need, and the 
women in rapture did make cuts to their hands 
in the Qur±ànic narrative. Likewise, in Searle’s 
analysis both direct and indirect meaning are 
supported by indirect speech acts. The virtual 
conjunction of straightforward and inferred 
meanings is therefore common to kinàya and 
ta≠rì∂. So are inference from context and indi-
rect wording (as opposed to taßrì™ ‘explicit 
expression’). The two main differences, accord-
ing to Ibn al-±Aµìr, lie in the inference process 
in ta≠rì∂: it is – in modern terms – situational 
and pragmatic rather than based on the actual 
words of the utterance. The rhetorician sig-
nificantly remarks that ta≠rì∂ can only occur in 
compound utterances, whereas kinàya can be 
restricted to a single word. Moreover, in kinàya, 
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as opposed to ta≠rì∂, meaning is  produced by 
way of ‘proper’ and/or tropic meaning.

Ta≠rì∂ and kinàya are included in the same 
chapter by Ibn al-±Aµìr, and both belong to a 
“rhetoric of indirect wording” (Dichy 2003, 
2004). The terms also share the meaning of 
‘avoiding mention’ of something, when used 
with the privative preposition ≠an (±a≠ra∂a ≠an, 
kanà ≠an). Inclusion of both rhetorical pro-
cesses in the same general category links the old 
lexical meanings of kinàya to its later sophis-
ticated definitions, and also accounts partly 
for the not infrequent overlapping of kinàya 
and ta≠rì∂ in previous rhetorical works (e.g. 
those of Ibn Qutayba and al-≠Askarì, as well as 
the compilation of examples by aµ-Âa≠àlibì [d. 
430/1039] and the one by al-Qà∂ì al-Jurjànì 
[d. 482/1089]). In Classical Arabic rhetoric, 
indirect wording has traditionally always been 
deemed ‘more eloquent’ (±ablaÿ) than direct 
speech.
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Kitàb al-badì≠. Ed. Ignatius Kra∑kovskij. London, 
1935. (Repr., Beirut: Dàr al-Masìra, 1982.)
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Kinship Terms

Kinship has always played a significant role 
in human societies on the political, economic, 
and social levels. Throughout history, people 
have sought refuge in biologically based bonds 
expressed socially through kinship relations. 
These relations have provided political, eco-
nomic, and social security for both the indi-
vidual and the group at varying levels in human 
culture (Farber 1968; Goody 1969). The impact 
of kinship bonds has generally diminished with 
the emergence of industrialization and urbani-
zation as civil service structures and government 
institutions have replaced tribal affiliations in 
industrial societies. The change is less notice-
able in underdeveloped, less industrialized soci-
eties, though, where tribal affiliations continue 
to perform many important functions.

Kinship was a very influential factor in Arab 
communities before Islam.  As a result of tribal 

rivalry in the Arabian Peninsula and neigh-
boring regions, tribal affiliation constituted a 
crucial factor in the allocation of political, 
economic, and social power among existing 
Arab tribes (£ußàm ad-Dìn 1990; Smith 1990). 
With the advent of Islam and its subsequent 
large-scale conquests, it was proclaimed that 
tribalism had gone forever in compliance with 
deeply cherished Islamic teachings by Muslim 
Arabs. However, medieval Arab history shows 
hard evidence that Islam did not manage to 
eradicate tribal tendencies from the psychology 
of Arabs. On the contrary, kinship and tribal 
influence,  rendered dormant only for a short 
period of time during the life of the prophet 
Mu™ammad, reemerged on a more intense level 
after the Prophet’s death and, in effect, led 
to an everlasting rupture in the Arab-Muslim 
community, that is, the birth of the Sunni and 
Shi≠i sects.

Kinship bonds are still an all-pervasive phe-
nomenon in Arab societies. Their impact can be 
easily felt in different walks of life, despite con-
tinuing, but mostly nominal, measures taken by 
modern Arab states to curb them. At the global 
political level, most, if not all, Arab dynas-
ties and republics have evolved from or have 
evolved into family investments or bureaucra-
cies that are overwhelmingly based on kinship 
orientation. At the societal level, the tribal 
paradigm may have lost some ground in urban 
centers, but it is still operating on full power in 
rural and Bedouin quarters. The popular Arabic 
proverbs ±ana wa-±axì ≠alà bn ≠ammì wa-±ana 
wa-bn ≠ammì ≠alà l-ÿarìb ‘I stand by my brother 
against my (paternal) cousin and by my (pater-
nal) cousin against the stranger’ and unßur 
±axàka Úàliman ±aw maÚlùman ‘stand by your 
brother whether he is oppressor or oppressed’ 
still represent cherished didactic morals for 
mainstream Arabs. In these encouraging socio-
cultural milieus, the sociolinguistics of Arabic 
kinship terms has developed enormously in 
terms of structure, scope, and function.

1 .  M o r p h o l o g i c a l  p r o p e r t i e s

Like most Arabic common nouns, kinship terms 
mainly mark gender distinctions derivationally 
by adding as a suffix the feminine marker tà± 
marbù†a to the masculine kinship term. Exam-
ples include ≠amm/≠amma ‘paternal uncle/pater-
nal aunt’, xàl/xàla ‘maternal uncle/maternal 
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aunt’, ™afìd/™afìda ‘grandson/granddaughter’, 
±ax/±uxt ‘brother/sister’, ibn/ibna ‘son/daughter’, 
zawj/zawja ‘husband/wife’. However, there are 
a few suppletive forms where the feminine term 
is not derived morphologically from its mascu-
line counterpart; examples include ±ab/±umm 
‘father/mother’ and walad/bint ‘son/daughter’. 
Historically, many of the kinship terms that 
were not marked for gender in Classical Arabic 
now show such a distinction in the standard 
as well as the vernacular variety. For example, 
in the Classical Arabic variety, the terms zawj 
and walad used to mean ‘husband/wife’ and 
‘children’, respectively, but they now mainly or 
exclusively denote the masculine member.

In terms of word structure, Arabic employs 
single lexemes plus gender marking to denote 
immediate (i.e. one stage removed) kinship 
bonds such as ±ab/±umm ‘father/mother’, ±ax/
±uxt ‘brother/sister’, zawj/zawja ‘husband/wife’, 
≠amm/≠amma ‘paternal uncle/paternal aunt’, 
xàl/xàla ‘maternal uncle/maternal aunt’, jadd/
jadda ‘grandfather/grandmother’, ™afìd/™afìda 
‘grandson/granddaughter’. On the other hand, 
kinship terms referring to non-immediate bonds, 
i.e. more than one stage removed, are typically 
created by compounding. Examples of kinship 
compounds include ibn ±axì/±uxtì ‘son of my 
brother/my sister [nephew]’, ibn xàli/xàltì ‘ son 
of my maternal uncle/maternal aunt [cousin]’, 
zawjat ±axì ‘my brother’s wife [sister-in-law]’, 
zawj ±ummì ‘my mother’s husband [my step-
father]’, ≠amm ±abì/±ummì ‘paternal uncle of 
my father/my mother’. In creating these com-
pounds, one kinship term is used to modify 
another. Further, more remote kinship relations 
can be designated by combinatory units featur-
ing more than two kinship terms, such as ibn 
bint ±axì ‘son of my brother’s daughter’, ±uxt 
±umm zawjatì ‘sister of my wife’s mother’, ibn 
ibn xàlti ‘son of my maternal aunt’s son’, and 
so on.

2 .  S e m a n t i c  p r o p e r t i e s 

Unlike other Arabic common nouns, kinship 
terms may not be used as one-place predicates 
because they are inherently relational, that is, 
they cannot function by themselves as predi-
cating expressions for subjects. Contrast the 
acceptable sentences in (1) with the unaccept-
able ones in (2):

(1) a. sàmì jundiyyun  ‘Sami is a soldier’
 b. yazìdu muhandisun  ‘Yazid is an 
  engineer’

(2)  a. ?sàmì ±abun   ‘Sami is a father’
 b. ?yazìdu xàlun  ‘Yazid is a maternal 
  uncle’

Kinship terms, unlike other common nouns 
in Arabic, cannot be predicated of subjects as 
shown in (2). They are two- rather than one-
place predicates, as illustrated in (3).

 
(3) a. sàmì ±abun li-bnatayni   ‘Sami is a   
  father of two girls’
 b. yazìdu xàlu fà†imata  ‘Yazid is Fatima’s 
  maternal uncle’

They can, however, be predicated of subjects if 
the predicating expression includes an embed-
ded proposition in the form of a premodifier, 
as shown in (4).

(4) a. sàmì ±abun mitàliyyun  ‘Sami is an ideal 
  father’
 b. yazìdu xàlun sayyi±un    ‘Yazid is a bad 
  maternal uncle’

In addition, Arabic kinship terms enter into 
several semantic relations with one another – 
relations such as synonymy, hyponymy, con-
verseness, and incompatibility. Synonymous 
kinship terms are cognitive synonyms that usu-
ally differ in formality, as in the following 
pairs, where the second item in each pair is 
the formal Standard Arabic form: zawja/≠aqìla 
‘wife’, ibn/najl ‘son’, ibna/karìma ‘daughter’, 
±ab/wàlid ‘father’, ±umm/wàlida ‘mother’. Simi-
larly, Arabic vernaculars often use informal 
synonyms for some kinship terms, e.g. mara 
for zawja ‘wife’ and jòz for zawj in the Levant 
dialects, mràtì ‘my wife’ and gòzì ‘my husband’ 
in Egyptian Arabic, and bàba and màma for ±ab 
and ±umm ‘father and mother’ in most urban-
ized Arabic vernaculars. Interestingly, vernacu-
lar forms may cause problems interdialectally. 
For instance, the Levantine mara ‘wife’ is pejo-
rative in Egyptian Arabic, where it means ‘a 
worthless woman’, despite its phonological and 
etymological similarity to the Egyptian mràtì 
‘my wife’; both are vernacular versions based 
on the lexeme imra±a ‘woman’ in Standard 
Arabic. 
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In some cases, the semantic relation is that 
of inclusion, where a kinship term is a hypo-
nym of another. For example, ±ab and ±umm 
‘father and mother’ are co-hyponyms of al-
wàlidàni ‘parents’, ±abnà± and ±a™fàd ‘children 
and grandchildren’ are co-hyponyms of an-nasl 
or al-xalaf ‘descendants’, and ibn ‘son’, rabìb 
or ibn az-zawja ‘the wife’s son’, and da≠iyy 
‘foster son’ are co-hyponyms of ibn. In a few 
cases, the superordinate is not specified for 
gender. The kinship term ßihr ‘in-law’, for 
example, includes as co-hyponyms ±axù z-zawj 
‘husband’s brother’ and ±uxt az-zawj ‘husband’s 
sister’ with respect to the wife. Interestingly, 
there are few kinship terms that are stranded 
alone in terms of hyponymy. Examples include 
∂urra ‘co-wife’ and ≠adìl ‘wife’s sister’s husband 
in relation to the husband’.

The other two semantic relations involve a 
kind of opposition. The first relates to con-
verseness, where two kinship terms function 
as relational opposites, or converses of each 
other, e.g. jadd/™afìd ‘grandfather/grandson’, 
zawj/zawja ‘husband/wife’, ±ab/ibn ‘father/son’, 
±umm/ibna ‘mother/daughter’. The second con-
cerns the semantic relation of incompatibility 
where a number of kinship terms stand in an 
opposite relation to each other. The kinship 
terms ibn/ibna ‘son/daughter’ and ™afìd/™afìda 
‘grandson/granddaughter’ constitute pairs of 
incompatibles.

Interestingly, some Arabic kinship terms have 
taken on new senses in communication. First, a 
few are used as ordinary adjectives in expres-
sions like mubàdara ±axawiyyya ‘a brotherly 
initiative’ and dawla šaqìqa ‘a sister country 
[i.e. an Arab country]’. Second, a few others 
have found their way into common interjec-
tions such as ya màma/yammah ‘oh, mother!’, 
meaning ‘gee!, goodness!’, and ±ax ‘brother!’, 
meaning ‘ouch!’. Third, some are employed in 
ritualistic expressions such as ±axì l-≠azìz/±uxtì 
l-≠azìza ‘dear brother/dear sister’, as address 
terms in informal letters, and ±ayyuhà l-±ixwatu 
wa-l-±axawàt ‘brothers and sisters’, as forms 
of address in formal speeches. These exam-
ples, which are only a few among a multitude, 
clearly show the far-reaching impact of kinship 
terms on the affective function of communica-
tion in Arabic.  

In addition to the above semantic properties, 
Arabic kinship terms enjoy a noticeable pres-
ence in vocatives and in lamentation and/or dis-

tress calls. Standard kinship vocatives employ 
the vocative marker yà + kinship term, e.g. yà 
±ummì ‘oh mother’, yà ±abì/±abatì ‘oh father’, 
yà ±uxtì ‘oh sister’, and yà ≠ammì ‘oh paternal 
uncle’. These vocatives can be rendered more 
intimate by deleting the vocative marker and 
effecting a uniform morphological change in the 
kinship term, namely ±ummàh, ±abatàh, ±uxtàh, 
and ≠ammàh, respectively. Lamentation forms 
are obtained by prefixing the intimate forms 
with the morpheme wà, namely wà±ummàh, 
wà±abatàh, wà±uxtàh, and wà≠ammàh, respec-
tively. For example, wà±ummàh ‘oh, mother! 
where are you?’ may be uttered upon the 
death of one’s mother. However, it may also 
be uttered to make a distress call by meta-
phorically lamenting the referent (e.g. mother), 
who is not coming to the rescue of her son 
or daughter. Hence, these forms effectively 
perform lamentation and call-for-help func-
tions. Similar forms exist in vernacular Arabic. 
These include wàbayyàh ‘oh, father! where are 
you?’, wàxayyàh ‘oh, brother! where are you?’, 
and wà≠ammàh ‘oh, paternal uncle! where are 
you?’, as they are often heard in the Jordanian 
vernacular. 

3 .  B l o o d  v s .  n o n - b l o o d 
r e l a t i o n s

Arabic kinship terms belong to two main cat-
egories: blood relations and non-blood rela-
tions. All immediate husband-wife-child blood 
relations, whether vertical, horizontal, or exter-
nal, have non-blood counterparts. The follow-
ing pairs and sets illustrate this: ±ab/≠ar-ràb 
or zawj al-±umm/±ab bi-t-tabannì/™amù/al-±ab 
ar-rù™ì ‘father/stepfather/foster father/father-
in-law/godfather’, ±umm/≠ar-ràbah or zawjat 
al-±ab/±umm bi-t-tabannì/™amàt ‘mother/step-
mother/foster mother/mother-in-law’, ibn/ar-
rabìb or ibn az-zawja/da≠iyy or ibn bi-t-tabannì 
‘son/stepson/foster son’, bint/ar-rabìba or bint 
az-zawja/da≠iyya or bint bi-t-tabannì ‘daughter/
foster daughter/stepdaughter’, ±ax/šaqìq/±ax bi-
t-tabannì/±ax bi-r-ri∂à≠à/±ax az-zawja ‘brother/
stepbrother/foster brother/milk brother/brother-
in-law’, and ±uxt/šaqìqa/±uxt bi-t-tabannì/±uxt 
bir-ri∂à≠/±uxt az-zawja ‘sister/stepsister/foster 
sister/milk sister/sister-in-law’. 

Excluding šaqìq and šaqìqa, only the first 
member of the above sets necessarily designates 
a blood relation. The other kinship relations 
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may or may not designate a blood relation 
depending on the type of marriage, that is, 
whether or not the marriage in question is 
consanguineous. For example, in the case of 
cousin marriages, in-laws include blood rela-
tions. Conversely, in non-consanguineous mar-
riages, in-laws will not involve blood relations. 
This partially contrasts with kinship relations 
in Western cultures where consanguineous 
marriages are not sanctioned, hence, there is 
no overlap between blood and non-blood rela-
tions as it exists in the Arab culture. In case 
of overlap, blood kinship relations take prec-
edence in address forms. A Jordanian wife, 
for example, would call her father-in-law who 
happens to be her maternal uncle xalòh ‘mater-
nal uncle’ rather than ≠ammòh ‘father-in-law’ 
in Jordanian Arabic. The latter kinship term 
may, however, coincide with ≠ammòh ‘paternal 
uncle’ if her husband’s father happens to be her 
paternal uncle.

4 .  T e k n o n y m s

Arabic teknonyms also employ kinship terms 
such as ±abù, ±umm, and ibn or bin, and 
they are commonly used in absolute titles 
of address (Yassin 1978). These constitute a 
popular and, probably, culture-specific trait of 
Arab culture. Foreigners interested in Arabic 
and Arab culture cannot miss the heavy pres-
ence of teknonyms in both spoken and written 
communication. Classic examples include ±Abù 
l-Qàsim ‘Prophet Mu™ammad', ±Abù Bakr aß-
Íiddìq ‘Abu Bakr [the first caliph in Islam]’, 
±Abù †-¢ayyib al-Mutanabbì ‘al-Mutanabbi 
[a medieval Arab poet]’, ±Umm al-Mu±minìn 
‘Mother of the Believers [i.e. the Prophet’s 
wife Aysha]’, ±umm al-ma≠àrik ‘mother of all 
battles [i.e. the 1991 Gulf War]’, ±umm ad-
dunyà ‘mother of the universe [i.e. Egypt]’, 
±umm al-qurà ‘mother of villages [i.e. Mecca]’, 
Ibn Rušd ‘Ibn Rušd [a medieval Arab phi-
losopher]’, Ibn al-Muqaffa≠ ‘Ibn al-Muqaffa≠ 
[a medieval Arab writer]’, al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad 
‘al-Xalìl [a medieval Arab grammarian]’, and 
Bin Làdin ‘Bin Laden’, among scores of other 
celebrity figures and expressions in Arab-Mus-
lim culture.

Teknonyms still play an important role in the 
sociolinguistics of present-day Arabic.  In the 
Levant and the Arabian Gulf, the combination 
(±a)bù/±umm + proper name is a common title of 

address among friends and in casual interaction, 
where a more formal title like duktòr ‘medical 
doctor; university professor’ or a less formal 
title like the addressee’s first name would be 
avoided. Teknonyms, as they are applied to 
individuals, do not always reflect the reality 
of the individual’s situation. In Jordan, for 
example, they do reflect that reality, whereby 
the eldest son of the addressee corresponds to 
the proper name in the formula. Terms such as 
±abù yazìd and ±umm yazìd will be employed 
to address a couple whose eldest son’s given 
name is Yazid. Alternatively, they may be used 
in anticipation of a son for an addressee who 
is still unmarried or who is married but only 
has daughters. Furthermore, the same formula 
is heavily present in Jordanian family names, 
where the second item in the teknonym is a 
common rather than proper noun, e.g. ±abù 
l-baßal ‘father of onions’, ±abù l-bandòra ‘father 
of tomatoes’, ±abù r-rùz ‘father of rice’, ±abù 
d-dahab ‘father of gold’. Teknonyms can also be 
used relationally as praise formulas in expres-
sions like ±abù l-karam ‘father of generosity’ 
and ±umm al-mò∂a ‘mother of vogue’ or as 
condemnation formulas as in ±abù l-mu±àmaràt 
‘father of conspiracies’ and ±umm al-mašàkil 
‘mother of troubles’. In both cases (praise or 
condemnation), it serves as an intensifier add-
ing the meaning of ‘very’ or ‘extremely’. 

The other teknonym ibn/bin + proper name 
is still frequently used in personal names in 
North African Arab countries and Arabian 
Gulf states, e.g. ±A™mad bin Billa ‘Ben Bellah 
[the first Algerian president after independ-
ence]’, Zèn il-≠àbidìn bin ≠Alì  ‘Zeinilabidin 
[Tunisian president]’, and Qàbùs bin Sa≠ìd 
‘Qabus [sultan of Oman]’. A common variant 
of this teknonym in North Africa is wild ‘son’ 
+ proper name, e.g. Mu≠àwiyah wild Tàyi≠ 
‘Ould Tayi [ex-Mauritanian president]’. These 
teknonyms are only rarely used in the Levant 
and Egypt, except in the case of members of the 
ruling family in Jordan.

Of particular interest is the employment 
of analogous teknonyms featuring ibn/bint/
wild/±axù + common noun in Arabic impreca-
tives, considered by some a hallmark of Arabic 
swearwords. Examples often include obsceni-
ties such as ibn iš-šarmù†a ‘son of a prostitute’, 
bint il-manyùka ‘daughter of the fucked [fem.], 
±ibn/wild il-haràm ‘son of the forbidden [i.e. 
bastard]’, and ±axu-l-qawwàdi ‘brother of a 
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pimp [fem.]’. Targets of these swearwords are 
the subject’s kinswomen, who represent the 
important concept of ≠ir∂) ‘honor’ in the Arab 
culture (¤ insults). The formulas, however, 
may also involve attributes that do not relate 
to honor, such as ±ibn-il-™aywàn ‘son of an 
animal’ and bint-il-majnùni ‘daughter of the 
crazy one [fem.]’, among others. Furthermore, 
kinswomen often occur in popular impreca-
tives featuring kus ‘pussy’ + kinship term such 
as (yil≠an) kus ±ummak ‘damn your mother’s 
pussy!’ and (yil≠an) kus ±uxtak ‘damn your sis-
ter’s pussy!’. These imprecatives may exclude 
the obscene part but retain the kinship terms, 
as, for example, in the popular yil≠an ±ummak 
‘damn your mother!’ and yil≠an ±abùk ‘damn 
your father!’.

5 .  R e l a t i o n a l  v s .  a b s o l u t e 
k i n s h i p  t e r m s

The above discussion has focused primarily on 
absolute kinship terms that denotationally des-
ignate family relations, such as ±ab/ibna ‘father/
daughter’, zawj/zawja ‘husband/wife’, ±ax-±uxt 
‘brother/sister’. However, kinship terms in 
Standard Arabic as well as in different Arabic 
vernaculars are frequently used connotation-
ally to maintain and enrich social interaction 
among both related and unrelated participants. 
These terms can be divided into distant and 
affectionate kinship terms, depending on their 
function (Levinson 1983; Farghal and Shakir 
1994; Farghal 2002).

Distant kinship terms are commonly used to 
promote solidarity and politeness in casual sum-
monses among strangers. The best way to get a 
stranger’s attention on the street is to employ, 
among other honorifics, a kinship term. The 
summons yà ±ax/yà ±uxt ‘hey, brother/hey, sister 
[i.e., excuse me, sir/ma’am]!’, for example, are 
frequently used, admittedly with some pho-
nological variation, in the Levant, Egypt, and 
the Arabian Gulf. Other vernacular formulas 
include yà xàl/xàla ‘hey, maternal uncle/mater-
nal aunt!’, yà ≠amm/≠ammi ‘hey, paternal uncle/
paternal aunt!’, yà jiddò/jiddi ‘hey, grandfather/
grandmother!’, ≠ammò ‘hey, paternal uncle!’, 
yà garàba ‘hey, relative!’. These and other dis-
tant kinship terms may vary from one Arabic 
vernacular to another and may be subject to 
subtle pragmatic constraints. Inter-regionally, 
for example, the summons formula yalaxù ‘hey, 

brother’ is frequently employed in Arabian Gulf 
vernaculars but may not be heard in urbanized 
areas in the Levant or Egypt, where the for-
mula yà ±ax ‘hey, brother!’ would be employed. 
Similarly, age or social class constraints within 
the same region may instigate variation. For 
instance, ≠ammò is a summons kinship term used 
by children and urbanized female youths when 
addressing adult male strangers in Levantine 
Arabic, but may not be used by a male youth. 
Rural female youths would employ xayyò ‘hey, 
brother!’ rather than ≠ammò in this context, at 
least in Jordanian and Palestinian Arabic. Dis-
tant kinship terms often interact with Arabic 
greetings when addressing strangers in expres-
sions such as mar™aba yà garàba ‘hi, relative!’ 
(Jordanian Arabic), ±izzayyak ya ≠amm ‘how are 
you, paternal uncle?’ (Egyptian Arabic), and 
šlònak yalaxù ‘how are you, brother?’ (Arabian 
Gulf or Bedouin Arabic).

Affectionate kinship terms, on the other 
hand, are usually employed among relatives 
and close friends to show intimacy. One of the 
main resources here is the use of morphology 
to indicate intimacy. Expressions such as xayyò 
‘brother’, xayyi ‘sister’, ≠ammò ‘paternal uncle’, 
xàlò ‘maternal uncle’, ±ibnayyì ‘my son’, ±ibnaytì 
‘my daughter’ are often used for this purpose in 
the Levant. Another important and common 
resource of intimacy manifests itself in the 
reversal of absolute kinship relations in Arabic, 
viz., màma/yamma/yumma ‘mother’ and bàba/
yàba/yùba ‘father’ are overwhelmingly used by 
Arab mothers and fathers in addressing their 
children (Farghal and Shakir 1994; Rieschild 
1998). Differences among the alternates are 
due to regional and/or social variation in Ara-
bic vernaculars. The absolute kinship relation 
reversal is applicable to other kinship terms like 
≠ammò ‘paternal uncle’, ≠ammi ‘paternal aunt’, 
xàlò ‘maternal uncle’, xàla ‘maternal aunt’, 
jiddò ‘grandfather’, and jiddi ‘grandmother’. 
This metaphorical application of kinship terms 
may obliterate natural or traditional social 
roles. It is customary, for example, in Egypt 
for educated husbands to address their wives 
by the kinship term màma ‘mother’ and for 
their wives to use bàba ‘father’ in addressing 
them. In addition to showing intimacy toward 
each other, this may be interpreted as a strategy 
to avoid the use of first names, which may 
sound a little direct and unaffectionate in this 
context. The avoidance strategy in the Levant 
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vernaculars is not realized by twisting social 
roles but rather by using teknonyms such as 
±abù ±a™mad or ±umm ±a™mad in husband-wife 
interaction as well as other non-kinship terms 
of endearment such as ™abibtì ‘my love [fem.]’, 
rù™ì ‘my soul’, and ≠umrì ‘my age/life’.
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Ki-Nubi

1 .  G e n e r a l

About 25,000 (Ki-)Nubi speakers live scattered  
throughout the towns of Uganda and Kenya. 
Nubi is essentially a spoken language. Written 
literature hardly exists. Nubi, used as a lingua 
franca in the West Nile district in northern 
Uganda, has often been called an Arabic creole. 
(¤ Creole Arabic).

The Nubi language most likely originated 
in the southern Sudan. Owens (1996) suggests 
that before 1820 a pidgin Arabic was already 
in use in sub-Saharan Africa, also called the 
Sudan. The events that fostered the develop-
ment of Nubi, however, began around 1820 
when Arabic speakers from the north moved 
southward for military operations and trading 
activities. Black Sudanese were taken as slaves, 
or they entered the military and trading camps 

deliberately. Around 1885, the trading and 
military activities came to an abrupt end as a 
result of the Mahdist revolt. Emin Pasha, gov-
ernor of Equatoria province, withdrew to the 
Lake Albert area in present-day Uganda with 
his mixed Arab-black Sudanese troops. After a 
three-year period of seclusion, they left for the 
coast. However, Selîm Bey and Fa∂l al-Mawlà 
were left behind with approximately 900 armed 
men and 10,300 followers, and were joined by 
many native Lendu and Lur. The group was 
met in 1891 by Captain Lugard, representative 
of the Imperial British East Africa Company, 
and later incorporated into the King’s African 
Rifles. The group was divided into garrisons 
and scattered thoughout present-day Uganda 
and Kenya. The downfall of the Ugandan Nubi 
came soon after. Idi Amin brought them a 
period of revival, but in 1979 Amin fled and 
the Nubi were forced to seek exile in the sur-
rounding countries. From 1986 onward, under 
Museveni, the Nubi gradually began to return and 
resettled throughout Uganda.

Presumably the Arabic lingua franca used for 
commercial purposes in the Sudan before 1820 
found its way initially to the military training 
camps in and around Aswàn, and later on in 
the southern Sudan through southward move-
ments of the military and through the activities 
of merchants. The high-status Arabic-speaking 
officers and traders probably used a simplified 
Arabic when communicating with their southern 
Sudanese subordinates. The black slaves were thus 
addressed directly with a foreigner-talk variety of 
Arabic. Through contacts with the Arabic-speak-
ing population they must have picked up some 
knowledge of Arabic native speech as well, how-
ever impeded they were by limited access to Arabic 
and by processes of imperfect language learning. 
The pidgin Arabic may have become a symbol of 
group membership for its speakers, differentiating 
them from their own tribal background and from 
their Arabic-speaking superiors.

By 1888, when Emin left for the coast, the 
pidgin Arabic had already evolved into a stable 
pidgin. It then experienced extensive input from 
speakers of local languages from the Lake Albert 
area, especially Lur and Lendu. It must still have 
taken many years before the number of newborn 
children in the group was large enough to bring 
about structural nativization or creolization of the 
language. By the time the groups were separated 
and the Nubi settlement in Nairobi was estab-
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lished in 1902, creolization must have taken place 
on a large-enough scale to explain the lack of 
major structural differences between the regional 
varieties. These were only affected marginally by 
substrate and adstrate influences. The extensive 
contacts between the Nubi people who live scat-
tered nowadays in the larger towns of Kenya and 
Uganda, especially after 1979, when many Nubi 
went into exile, have affected the Nubi regional 
varieties and reduced their differences.

Owens (1977) and Heine (1982) describe the 
Nubi of Nairobi, while Wellens (2005) gives 
a detailed description of the Ugandan Nubi, 
including history and some texts. The latter is 
available on the Internet. 

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n 

2.1 Phonology 

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1 Consonants
The consonants in parentheses have a mar-
ginal status and occur in Arabic and English 
loanwords or as the result of phonological 
processes. Nasal compounds may occur in bor-
rowings from Bantu languages.

All consonants may occur in word-initial 
position. The consonants t, d, k, g, ny, v, z, ∑, 
j, and h do not normally occur in word-final 
position, except for a few words, like the 
nouns 'bit and 'bint, both meaning ‘girl’.

The consonants s − “ and y − z are subjected 
to phonemic variation. The consonants “ and 
z occur in the speech of older and/or north-

ern Ugandan speakers, whereas s and j are 
restricted to young and/or southern speakers. 
The consonants q, µ, ≈, ™, and x, may be used 
in Islamic expressions, or by speakers who 
have some knowledge of Arabic, alternatives 
for the more common Nubi k, t, d, and h.

2.1.1.2 Vowels
Nubi has five vowel phonemes: i  u
 e  o
  a

Allophonic variants: a [a; a1; å; å1; ã; ã1]
 e [e; e1; e; e1; æ; æ1; ë; 6]
 i [i; i1; ë]
 o [o; o1; –; –1]
 u [u; u1; ë]

Vowel length is neither lexically nor gram-
matically distinctive in Nubi. Heine and 
Owens, however, mention at least one mini-
mal pair each for Kenyan Nubi: 'bara ‘out-
side [adverb])’ – 'baara ‘the outside [noun]’ 
(Heine 1982:25), 'sara ‘to herd cattle’ – 
'saara ‘to bewitch’ (Owens 1985:234). In 
Ugandan Nubi, this distinction is not made 
for the above words or for others. There is, 
however, a general tendency for vowels to be 
realized long in stressed syllables, while short 
vowels tend to occur in unstressed syllables, 
for instance in 'basala ['ba2sala] ‘onion(s)’ and 
bi'niya [bi'ni1ja] ‘girl; daughter’.

Usually, front vowels do not co-occur with 
back vowels morpheme-internally (vowel har-
mony). The final vowel is exempted from this 
general tendency, as in 'beredu ‘bath’. The 
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 bilabial labio dental alveolar post- palatal velar uvular  pharyn glot
  dental   alveolar    geal tal

plosive p    b   t    d   k g (q)  (π)

nasal m (-)  n  õ (™)  

trill    r    

flap    (r)    

fricative  f v (y) (ð) s    z ∑  (x)  (Ó) h

affricate     t∑ dÀ   

approx w     j   

lateral    l    

approx      

[∑] = “; [t∑] = ∑; [dÀ] = j; [õ] = ny; [w] = w or u; [j] = y or i; [y] = µ; [—] = ≈; [x] = x, [Ó] = ™
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vowel a may co-occur with both groups of 
vowels, as in anka'buti ‘spider’.

2.1.1.3 Syllable
There is a tendency toward a CV structure. 
However, syllables of the following types may 
occur:

V 'ju-a ‘house’, ju-'a ‘houses’
VC 'am-suku, ‘to grab, take’  
C m-'ze ‘old man’, kele-'m ‘it was said’
CV 'ka-su-ru ‘to break’ 
CVC li-'fil ‘elephant’
CVCC 'bint ‘girl’
CCVC 'sten ‘to wait for’

The last two types are far less common than 
the others. Disyllabic and trisyllabic words are 
more frequent than monosyllables. Words with 
more than three syllables are rare.

2.1.1.4 Stress, pitch, and tone 
Stress is generally confined to one of the last 
three syllables in the word. There is a relation 
between stress and vowel length in Nubi. Vowels 
in stressed syllables are mainly articulated long, 
whereas vowels in unstressed syllables are gener-
ally short. Stress is also marked by loudness and 
high pitch. Word stress in Nubi largely depends 
on the stress patterns in the source languages of 
the Nubi words. The majority of words origi-
nally derive from the Arabic lexifier language. 

Although the words are subjected to phonemic 
changes, stress is retained, e.g. in Nubi ge'ri 
‘near(by)’ from Sudanese Arabic ga'rìb. Stress is 
lexically distinctive in a few cases, as in the nega-
tor 'ma vs. ma  ‘with; and’. 

Stress is associated with grammatical mean-
ing in some domains of grammar. Linked to 
vowel length and pitch, it distinguishes the 
predicatively used singular demonstrative from 
the one in attributive position: 'wede and we'de 
‘this’, respectively. In plural formation, stress 
is shifted to the final syllable, as in 'jua ‘house’ 
>ju'a, 'bagara ‘cow’ >baga'ra. Stress shift in 
verbs is shown in Table 1. The unmarked verb 
usually takes stress on the first syllable, with the 
exception of verbs in (d), (e), and (f). To form a 
gerund, stress is shifted to the penultimate syl-
lable, while the passive takes stress on the last 
syllable. Tonal contrasts are also involved, as 
shown in the table. Pitch behaves independently 
of stress in marking verbal forms.

2.1.2 Phonotactics
Nubi nasal consonants tend to assimilate 
toward the articulation place of the following 
consonant, as in kele'm neita > [kÆlÆ'n'ne2ta] 
‘you were told’ and 'jengis ['dÀÆngis] ‘like’.

Consonants k, d, h, and l may be palatal-
ized and are realized as y in the vicinity of 
front vowels, as in la'kin > la'yin ‘but’. Voiced 
consonants are generally devoiced in prepausal 
position and before voiceless consonants, as 
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Table 1. Stress and tone in verbs (H = high tone, L = low tone; bold characters indicate stress)

 trisyllabic  disyllabic monosyllabic
 (a) 'kasulu ‘to wash’ (b) 'fata ‘to open’ (c) 'so ‘to do’

bare verb HLL HL L 
gerund LHL HL L 
infinitive HHL HH H 
passive LLH LH H 

 (d) ni'situ ‘to forget’ (e) we'di ‘to give’ 
bare verb LHL LH 
gerund LHL LH 
infinitive HHL HH 
passive LLH LH 

 (f) fata'ran ‘to be’   
 tired’  
bare verb LLH  
gerund LLH  
infinitive HHH  
passive LLH  

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



in 'kalabtu > ['ka2laptu] ‘to mix’. Voiceless 
consonants may become voiced if followed by 
a voiced plosive, as in 'katif 'buku > [ka2tiv 
'bu2ku] ‘to write a book’.

Regressive vowel assimilation is a common 
phenomenon in contemporary Nubi, especially 
in southern Uganda:

i/a > o/u before back vowels/bilabials, as in fi 
'bele > fu ’bele ‘in the country’;
u/a > e/i before front vowels/y, as in man'dil > 
men'dil ‘handkerchief’;
r/l may cause an adjacent a to change into e, as 
in tara'biya > tere'biya ‘custom(s)’.

Unstressed i and u may be realized as a cen-
tralized vowel, as in fi 'sokol > [fë 's–k–l] ‘in 
something’.

2.1.3 Morphophonology
Geminates are not common in Nubi; 'tenna 
(an allomorphic variant of 'tenna ‘our’), 'Allah 
‘God’, and 'yalla ‘well’, ‘0kay’ are probably 
the only instances. However, consonants can 
become geminated after processes of vowel dele-
tion and/or consonant assimilation, as illustrated 
in me'dida > 'medda ['mÆdda] ‘porridge’. The 
doubled consonant may, however, be degemi-
nated in allegro forms, as in 'meda [ 'mÆda].

Unstressed vowels are often elided in allegro 
forms. Deleted vowels are marked by round 
brackets, as in 'gez(i)ma ‘shoe’, (a)nka'buti ‘spi-
der’. As a result, the number of syllables in the 
word or word phrase may be reduced. Vowel 
elision occurs especially between homorganic 
consonants, as in 'badul(u) le'bis ‘to change 
clothing’. Vowels, especially unstressed ones, 
may be elided before other vowels (fusion). 
In some cases, both vowels are absorbed and 
emerge as a new single vowel. This may occur 
across word boundaries, leading to new syllabic 
structures, as in 'ana li'go 'ita > 'ana li'g-eta ‘I 
met you’. Glide loss from the coda may take 
place in allegro forms, as in 'youm > 'yom ‘day’ 
and 'leil > 'lel ‘night’. 

Vowels are added word-finally to avoid 
closed syllables, and particularly to avoid 

monosyllabic words. This is especially common 
in prepausal position. If the final consonant is 
alveolar and/or the preceding vowel is a front 
one, then i is attached, as shown in ke'bir > 
ke'biri ‘big’, a'nas > a'nasi ‘people’. However, if 
the word-final consonant is nonalveolar and/or 
the preceding vowel is a back vowel, then the 
added vowel is u, as in 'num > 'numu to sleep’, 
a'jol > a'jolu ‘person’.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns
The Nubi pronominal system does not make a 
distinction for gender.

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns
Nubi does not have a set of pronominal suffixes 
(verbal, prepositional) but rather uses the inde-
pendent pronoun. Inanimates are normally not 
expressed pronominally:

'itokum bi-        'sten helicopter.      
PRN2PL FUT- wait for helicopter       
bi- 'tala min En'tebbe.
FUT-    leave    from     Entebbe
‘You [pl.] will wait for the helicopter. [It] will 
leave from Entebbe’

2.1.1.2 Possessive pronouns and adjectives

Table 3. Possessive pronouns and adjectives

 singular  plural

person 
3rd 'to ‘his, her, 'toumon ‘their’
  its’
2nd 'taki ‘your’ 'takum ‘your  
    [pl.]’
1st 'tai/ta’yi ‘my’ 'tena ‘our’

2.2.1.3 Demonstratives
The core element of the Nubi demonstrative is 
'de. Plural is marked by 'dol. The proximal and 
distal aspects are indicated by 'in ‘here’ and 
'na' ‘there’.
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Table 2. Personal pronouns

person singular plural

3rd 'uo ('owo) ‘he, she, it’ 'umon ('omon) ‘they’

2nd 'ita ('ta) ‘you’ 'itokum ('itakum, 'tokum, 'tom) ‘you [pl.]’

1st 'ana ('an) T 'ina ‘we’
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Table 4. Demonstratives

 proximal distal
singular (¸u)we'de (ATTR) 'na'de 
 ~ ( u)'wede (PRED)     
 'de (ATTR ~ PRED)
plural 'dol'de, do'lin'de 'na'de, 'na  
  'dol'de

The proximal singular demonstrative is com-
posed of the 3rd person pronoun 'uo and 'de, 
interpreted as one form and subjected to some 
minor phonological changes (fronting of o): 
'uwe'de. The independent predicative demon-
strative is subjected to a stress shift to the penul-
timate syllable: u'wede. The particle 'de, which is 
formally similar to demonstrative 'de, is option-
ally attached to convey a certain emphasis.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Nubi adverbs often consist of a preposition 
or the genitive marker ta followed by a noun, 
like ta 'tab ‘problematically’. The emphasizing 
element 'de may be attached to the adverb, e.g. 
'ase'de ‘now’, even in reduplicated form, as in 
'ase'de'de ‘now’.

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 Articles
The indefinite article 'wai is derived from the 
numeral 'wai ‘one’. The article 'de marks defi-
niteness of singular and plural definite nouns.

2.2.3.2 Genitive marker
The genitive marker is ta, as in 'jua ta 'ragi 'de 
‘the house of the man’ and in the possessive 
pronouns (see 2.2.1.2).

2.2.3.3 Question words
The most common question words are mu'nu? 
‘who?’, su'nu? ‘what?’, (f )(u)'wen? ~ we'nu? 
‘where?’, mi’ten? ‘when?’, ke'fin? ~ 'kef ? ‘how?’, 
'le? ‘why?’, ma'lu? ‘why?’, ya'tu? ‘which?’, 
‘what?’, 'kam? ‘how many?’.

2.2.3.4 Prepositions
Nubi shows a variety of prepositions: single 
ones, like fi ‘in’, min ‘from’; combined prepo-
sitions, such as 'ladi min ‘up to [spatial]’, fi 
gi±dam ‘in front of [spatial]’; and constructions 
like fi 'batna (ta) ‘in the belly of’, ‘inside of’ > 
‘inside’, fi 'te (ta) ‘at the bottom of’ > ‘under’.

2.2.3.5 Conjunctions
The conjuction ma ‘with; and’ is homophonous 
with the comitative marker. It generally joins 
together two noun phrases with similar func-
tions. Occasionally, it joins together two sen-
tences. The conjunction wu, wa, u ‘and’, on the 
other hand, generally joins together sentences, 
and only occasionally noun phrases.

2.2.3.6 Focus markers
The most frequent Nubi focus marker is 'ya, 
which is homophonous with the vocative par-
ticle and with the conjunction 'ya ‘thus’.

2.2.4 Nouns
Gender is only indicated for persons and domes-
tic animals. There either are separate names for 
masculine and feminine, like bi'niya ‘girl’ vs. 
yo'wele ‘boy’, or gender is expressed by juxta-
posing 'marya or bi'niya and 'ragi or yo'wele 
respectively, as shown in a'ku bi'niya ‘sister’ vs. 
a'ku yo'wele ‘brother’. 

Plurals are formed in many ways:

i. by a shift of stress toward the final syllable. 
As a consequence of the heavy stress, the 
pitch on the last syllable becomes high, as in 
gi'dida ‘chicken’, pl. gidi'da, 'bele ‘country’. 
pl. be'le;

ii. by suppletion, as in 'marya ‘woman; wife’;  
pl. nus'wan;  

iii. by ablaut, as in ke'bir ‘director’ pl. ku'bar;
iv. by suffixation of -±(y)a, as in ’seder ‘tree’, 

pl. sede'ra; -'iya, as in 'asker ‘soldier’, pl. 
aske'riya; -'in, as in 'tajir ‘rich person’ pl. 
taji'rin; -'an, as in 'ter ‘bird’, pl. 'te'ran; -'na, 
as in 'sokol ‘thing’, pl. sokol'na; -'ka, as in 
nyere'ku ‘child’, pl. nyereku'ka; and -'u, as 
in 'bab ‘door’, pl. ba'bu. The word stress is 
shifted toward the suffix; 

v. by a combination of plural markers, as in 
ke'bir ‘director’, pl. ku'bar ~ kubari'na.

Many words have more than one plural form, 
like nyere'ku ‘child’, pl. nyereku'ka ~ 'yal -
ya'la. Nubi adjectives are not marked for gen-
der, but they may be marked for number 
by suppletion, as in sa'kar ‘small’, pl. du'ga 
~ duga'ga; by ablaut, as in to'wil ‘long’, pl. 
'tu'wal; by addition of a stressed suffix -'in, as 
in a'sas ‘beautiful’, pl. asa'sin; -'ya, as in a'jusi 
‘old’, pl. ajusi'ya; -'iya, as in fi'lan ‘certain’, pl. 
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fila'niya. Like nouns, adjectives may combine 
plural markings, and they may have more than 
one plural form. Not all adjectives, however, 
have plural forms.

2.2.5 Numerals
The Nubi numeral system is a decimal one.
Cardinals:

'wai ‘one’ i'da“ar
 ‘eleven’
ti'nin ~ ti'nen it'na“ar  i“i'rin ‘twenty’
‘two’ ‘twelve’  
ta'lata ‘three’ tala'ta“ar  tele'tin ‘thirty’
 ‘thirteen’ 
'arba ~ 'aruba arba'ta“ar  ar'bein ~ 
‘four’       ‘fourteen’ arbe'yin ‘forty’
'kamsa ‘five’ kam(i)s-  kam'sin ‘fifty’ 
 'ta“ar  ‘fifteen’ 
'sita ‘six’ si'ta“ar  si'tin ‘sixty’
 ‘sixteen’
'saba ‘seven’ saba'ta“ar se'bein ~ sebe'yin
 ‘seventeen’ ‘seventy’
ta'maniya  taman'ta“ar tama'nin  
‘eight’ ‘eighteen’ ‘eighty’
'tisa ‘nine’ tisa'ta“ar ti'sein ~
 ‘nineteen’ tise'yin ‘ninety’ 
'a“ara ‘ten’  'mia ‘hundred’

After ‘twenty’, the cardinal numerals are com-
posed of the numeral followed by the tens and 
optionally linked together by u, wu, or wa 
‘and’, as in ta'lata w(u) ar'bein ‘forty-three’. 
An exception is 'wai ‘one’, which is realized 
as 'waid. It is joined with i“i'rin by u/i: 'waid 
(i) i“i'rin ‘twenty-one’. Plurals of hundreds: 
numeral + 'mia, as in ta'lata 'mia ‘three hun-
dred’, with the exception of mi'ten ‘two hun-
dred’. Plurals of thousands are formed the 
other way around: 'elf ‘thousand’ + numeral. 
Thousands and hundreds are optionally linked 
by u, wu, or wa; hundreds and tens are not, as 
in 'elf 'arba (wu) 'kamsa 'mia 'sita (wu) ti'sein 
‘four thousand five hundred and ninety-six’.

Ordinals are formed by the genitive particle 
ta and the cardinal. The ordinal ‘first’ is ta 
aw'lan or ta 'wai.

2.2.6 Verbs
The core element of the Nubi verbal system 
is the unmarked verb form (Ø). Verbs are not 
inflected morphologically, except for the pas-
sive and the gerundival verb forms.

2.2.6.1 Verb-final u
Most Nubi verbs end in a vowel, whether -i, 
-e, -a, -o, or -u. This feature corresponds to 
the Nubi tendency toward CV syllables. In 
Ugandan and Kenyan Nubi, about 57 percent 
and 45 percent of the verbs respectively end 
in -u.

'itokum 'sulu    nyere'ku 'de
PRON 2PL     take-Ø child DEF
‘ You took the child’

The function of -u is a topic for discussion. 
Some regard it as a verbal marker while others 
go much further, considering it a marker of 
high transitivity of the clause.

2.2.6.2 Passive, stative passive, and verb 
nominalizations

The passive is formed by a stress shift toward 
the final syllable, together with high pitch on 
that syllable. Passive monosyllabic verbs are 
marked by a high tone (see Table 1). Nubi has 
several verbs that can have both  transitive and 
intransitive meanings without a change of form, 
like 'fata ‘to open’ and ‘to open something’.

There are two types of verb nominalization 
in Nubi. The stress pattern of the first type, 
called ‘infinitive’ corresponds to the stress pat-
tern of the simple verb form. However, tone on 
the first and second syllables is high, irrespec-
tive of stress (see Table 1). Shifting the stress to 
the syllable preceding the last consonant forms 
the second type, called ‘gerund’. The stressed 
syllable has higher pitch than the unstressed 
syllables (see Table 1). There are a few verbs 
where final -u is turned into -a in the gerund 
form, in addition to the usual stress changes, 
as in 'karabu ‘to destroy’—ka'raba ‘destroying, 
destruction’.

2.3 Syntax 

2.3.1 Noun phrase

2.3.1.1 Expression of number and gender
Nubi does not obligatorily mark number in the 
noun itself. The lower the noun is situated on 
the scheme of animacy hierarchy in Table 5, the 
less likely it is to be marked overtly on the noun 
for plurality:
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Table 5. Number marking in the noun according 
to animacy hierarchy

Human beings: Kin, tribe, and/or gender terms>
Human beings in reference to their activities> 
Domestic animals> 
Non-domestic animals> 
Inanimates, associated with the house and with 
housekeeping / ka'lam, 'sokol ‘thing’
> Other inanimates

If not marked in the noun, plurality is inferred 
from the context, expressed periphrastically 
with separate quantifiers, such as mi'lan, 'zaidi, 
ke'tir ‘many’, numerals, and/or via the use 
of plural demonstratives. Adjectives express-
ing properties of human beings or animates 
are more frequently marked for number than 
others.

2.3.1.2 Definiteness and indefiniteness
A three-way division can be posited for the 
article use (Table 6; after Givón 1984, 1990).

Table 6. Three-way division of article use

 definite indefinite

referential  'de  'wai
nonreferential  bare   noun (Ø)

It is, however, possible for definite, referential 
noun phrases to appear without any overt 
marking because of their thematic centrality, 
and in certain contexts, such as nonindividu-
ated ones, the unmarked noun phrase may 
occur instead of the indefinite article.

2.3.1.3 Possessive constructions
Possession is expressed by an analytic construc-
tion that binds the possessed to the possessor 
by means of the genitive marker ta: Possessed 
ta Possessor, e.g. 'kalwa ta '“eik 'Musa ‘the reli-
gious school of Sheikh Musa’. Another possibil-
ity is to juxtapose possessed and possessor, e.g. 
ba'kan be'redu ‘place used for bathing; bath-
room’. In general, the N N-construction marks 
inalienable possession, which applies to kin-
ship terms, body parts, some other part-whole 
relations, and goal. Alienable possessive rela-
tionships, such as typical owner-possessed rela-
tions, class, time, and location, are expressed 
by the possessed ta possessor-construction.

2.3.1.4 Quantifiers
The class of non-numeral quantifiers is small 
and includes mi'lan ‘many, a lot of’, ke'tir 
‘many, a lot of’, 'sia ‘few, some’, 'kulu ‘all of’, 
'kila ‘every’. Except for 'kulu ‘all’, all quanti-
fiers typically modify indefinite, often nonrefe-
rential nouns.

2.3.1.5 Numeral phrase
The Nubi numeral follows the noun. Nubi 
numerals do not agree with their head nouns. 
Similarly, Nubi head nouns have no obligatory 
agreement with numerals, as in ku'baya ti'nin 
‘two cups’.

2.3.1.6 Elative constructions 
Comparison is expressed mainly by the prepo-
sition 'futu, derived from the verb 'futu ‘to 
pass’, and infrequently by the preposition min. 
The compared quality may be expressed by 
an adjective, quantifier, or noun and is often 
followed by a non-numeral quantifier or an 
adverb of degree.

'bei ta  lese'ri 'hari 'futu
price GEN   maize  high in comparison  
    with 
'bei ta  'gwanda   
price GEN   cassava 
‘The price of maize is high in comparison with 
the price of cassava’

An alternative is a clause with the verb 'futu/
's(h)inda ‘to surpass’: ‘X (sur)passes Y, regard-
ing quality Z’.

The superlative is realized with adverbs of 
degree following the adjective, as illustrated in:
'bele ke'bir 'sei-'sei 'de
country big very EMPH
‘a very big country’

Superlative meaning may also be expressed by 
a relative clause (see 2.3.1.7) and by reduplica-
tion  of adjectives.

2.3.1.7 Relative clauses
Nubi relative clauses consist of the relative 
marker ('ali, a'li, al, 'abu, a'bu, or ab) and the 
subordinate clause, and are placed directly after 
their head noun. Nubi distinguishes between 
nonrestrictive and restrictive relative clauses. 
The head noun of a nonrestrictive relative clause 
is optionally marked by a definite article. Often, 
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nonrestrictive relative clauses are modified by 
the definite article or a demonstrative, as in:

'ahadi 'na'de al ku'tu
agreement DEM DIS REL put-PASS-Ø

'nena 'na'de
for + PRN  DEM DIS
1PL
‘that agreement, which was made for us’

Restrictive relative clauses are normally not 
marked by a determining element, and their 
head nouns are either definite or indefinite.

A resumptive pronoun is optional in the sub-
ordinate clause in object position and is obliga-
tory in the prepositional phrase and  possessive 
phrase. The co-referent of relative clauses 
related to place, time, manner, and purpose is 
indicated by 'fogo, either compulsory (place, 
purpose) or optional (time, manner).

2.3.1.8 The focus marker 'ya
The focus marker 'ya functions as a contrastive 
device or as a highlighter of new or asserted 
information.

gi- 'ben je 'uo
PROG-seem like PRN 3SG

'ya ma'ma 'taki
FOC mother PRN POSS 2SG
‘It looked as if she were your mother’

The focus marker may refer to any sentence 
constituent except the verb. It may, however, 
focus on the verbal predicate.

2.3.2 Verbal phrase
No typical analytic or synthetic devices exist to 
mark the direct or indirect object on the verb.

2.3.3 Verbal tense and aspect

2.3.3.1 Stative vs. nonstative verbs
Nubi distinguishes between stative and nonsta-
tive or dynamic verbs. Stative verbs include 
verbs expressing feeling and emotions, like 'aju 
‘to wish’, ‘to want’, ‘to like’, ‘to need’; verbs 
reflecting a mental activity, like 'fahamu ‘to 
understand’; verbs semantically pertaining to 
state, like 'gen/'gai ‘to sit’, ‘to stay’; and verbs 
of (non-)possession, like 'endi(s)(i) ‘to have’. 

Stative and nonstative verbs behave differently, 
as seen below.

2.3.3.2 The unmarked verb vs. the gi- prefix
The unmarked verb form of nonstative verbs 
marks punctual aspect and realis. As long as no 
other time marking is available, the unmarked 
form of nonstative verbs refers to the past. 
Nonpunctuality of nonstative verbs is marked 
by the prefix gi- and essentially refers to pres-
ent events. Stative verbs do not normally take a 
marker to express nonpunctuality, except when 
indicating inchoativeness or denoting habitual 
or generic aspect, and with the verbs 'gen, 'gai, 
‘to sit; to stay’ and 'ben ‘to look like’, ‘to seem’ 
in the speech of a limited group of Nubi speak-
ers. However, the unmarked verb form may 
express any tense or aspect, including continu-
ation and repetition, on the condition that these 
are marked by other means, such as adverbs 
and adverbial phrases, the context, or other 
marked verbs, as illustrated in:

yo'wele, 'kila min 'sub, 'uo 
boy    every  (in) morning PRN 3SG 

'kub  'moyo 'te     te  'maua
pour-Ø  water under  GEN flowers
‘The boy, every morning, he pours water under 
the flowers’.

The progressive marker gi- is equally neutral 
as regards tense, but it always denotes non-
punctuality.

2.3.3.3 The future marker bi-
The verbal prefix bi- marks unrealized future 
events involving volition, or strong expectation 
of future events. It may also mark habitual 
actions irrespective of time. In this respect, bi- 
and gi- are interchangeable.

'kweis, 'ana   ka'man
fine PRON 1SING    also

bi-    'wonusu    'sia . . .
FUT- talk   a little bit 
‘Fine, I will also talk a little bit (. . .)’

2.3.3.4 The anterior marker 'kan
The marker 'kan indicates that the event or state 
took place before the time in focus and is no 
longer in existence. Followed by a nonstative 
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verb, 'kan may also denote perfective aspect. 
With stative verbs, 'kan often marks modality. 
The three core-markers gi-, bi-, and 'kan may be 
combined in the order ANT FUT PROG.

ka'lam al  gi'bel 'kan rasu'l
thing  REL  before  ANT send-
   PASS-Ø

'nana   'ana
to + PRON 1SING PRON 1SING

'so  ka'la
do-Ø    already 
‘The thing that was sent to me before, I have 
done [it]’

2.3.3.5 Other auxiliaries and markers
Intention is marked by the auxiliary 'rua ‘to 
go’, gi-'rua V and gi-'ja V are typically used to 
express immediate future, bi-'rua V and bi-'ja V 
mark an uncertain and remote future. The aux-
iliaries 'gum ‘to get up’ and 'ja ‘to come’ express 
inception, 'arija V marks repetition, and the  
auxiliaries 'gen/'gai ‘to stay’, ‘to sit’, and 'fi ‘to 
be there’ typically mark duration. The marker 
ka'la(s)(i) signals completion. With gi-marked 
and stative verbs, ka'las emphasizes the current 
relevance of states or processes, 'lisa marks that 
an action or state is still in progress.

'ase'de ka'las 'ja la'siya. 'gu- 
now   COMPL come-Ø  evening PROG-
 
rwa  'ja    'sa    ta  'num.
go come-Ø hour GEN sleep-GER 
‘Now, it has already become evening. It is going 
to become the time of sleeping?

2.3.3.6 The imperative
The singular imperative consists of the unmarked 
verb form, e.g. 'jib ‘bring!’. Exceptions are 
'rua/'ro from 'rua ‘go’, 'ja/'tal from 'ja ‘come!, 
and 'lib from 'alabu -play!’. To form the plural 
imperative, the subject suffixes -kum, -'tokum, 
or -'takum are fixed to the unmarked verb, e.g. 
'gum-kum ‘wake up [pl.]!’,'lebis-'takum ‘get 
dressed [pl.]!’, and 'aruf-'tokum ‘know [pl.]!’.

2.3.3.7 The subjunctive
Subjunctive mood is expressed by the marker 
ke'de or 'ke introducing a verbal clause. The 
verb is generally unmarked.

2.3.3.8 The stative passive
The stative passive is formed by prefixing ma- to 
the unmarked verb form, e.g. 'kasuru ‘to break 
– ma-'kasuru ‘(to be) broken’. The stative passive 
behaves like a predicative adjective and expresses 
a state resulting from a completed action.

2.3.3.9 Negation
Nubi employs two different devices for negat-
ing sentences or clauses. The marker 'ma may 
take any position in the sentence, but sentence-
final position is most frequent. The marker 
'maf(i) occurs generally in sentence-final posi-
tion. Double negation exists, though rarely. For 
the negative imperative, the unmarked verb is 
preceded by 'mata and 'matakum for the nega-
tive singular and plural imperative respectively, 
e.g. 'mata 'fata ‘do not open!’ and 'matakum 
’wonus ‘do [pl.] not talk!’. Occasionally, the 
negative imperative consists of the positive 
imperative form followed by 'ma, e.g. 'sul 'ma 
‘do not take [it]!’.

2.3.4 Word order
Nubi is essentially an SVO language, in both 
the main and subordinate clauses. The word 
order may be reversed with focus-attracting 
devices, such as left dislocation, Y-movement, 
and strategies for introducing new informa-
tion. Questions do not normally have a devi-
ant word order. The question words mu'nu? 
‘who?’, su'nu? ‘what?’, ya'tu? ‘which?’, 'kam? 
‘how many?’, ke'fin?, 'kef? ‘how?’, and mi'ten? 
‘when?’ remain in situ depending on their func-
tion in the sentence. The question word (f )(u) 
'wen?, we'nu? ‘where?’ usually takes sentence-
final positions; 'le? and ma'lu? ‘why?’ may take 
any position.

Within the noun phrase; the head noun is 
preceded by 'kila ‘every’, 'aya ‘any’, or collec-
tive marker 'nas and is followed by the indefi-
nite article 'wai or a pronominal possessor, 
the adjective and/or the numeral, which may 
exchange positions, the relative clause, the defi-
nite article 'de, and/or the demonstrative. The 
quantifier 'kulu ‘all’ closes the noun phrase.

a'ku 'to 'wai 
brother PRN POSS 3SG NUM   

ke'bir 'de       'na'de
big DEF DEM DIS
‘that one eldest brother of his’
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2.3.5 Agreement
Number agreement within the noun phrase and 
agreement across the predicate are optional. 
The verb is not marked for gender or number, 
except for the imperative, which may take a 
plural suffix.

2.3.6 Existential sentences
Existence is indicated by the marker 'fi ‘there is, 
there are.’ The marker 'fi may be analyzed as a 
stative verb with a reduced tense/aspect system, 
restricted to the gi-, bi-, and 'kan markers. To 
negate, the negative marker 'ma is prefixed: 
'ma'fi, also produced as 'mafi, 'maf, or even 
'ma. Definite subjects generally precede the 
existential marker. Indefinite subjects follow it. 
The negated existential marker 'ma'fi is gener-
ally preceded by its definite subject.

3 .  L e x i c o n

Approximately 90 percent of Nubi vocabulary 
is of Arabic origin. Wellens (2005) argues that 
the Nubi vocabulary indicates Egyptian Arabic 
sources, apart from its general Sudanese origin. 
Owens (1985, 1996), on the other hand, points 
to a western Sudanese Arabic origin. Nubi took 
borrowings especially from Swahili, Luganda, 
and Nilotic languages such as Bari, Luo, and 
Alur.
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Kufic

Kufic (Arabic kùfì) is an angular style of script 
used in early Islamic times for monumental 
inscriptions and Qur±àn manuscripts. Derived 
from Kùfa, the city in southern Iraq renowned 
for its erudition in early Islamic times, the term 
‘Kufic’ was introduced to Western scholarship 
in the late 18th century by Jakob George Chris-
tian Adler (1756–1834), a Lutheran cleric from 
Schleswig who was charged with cataloguing 
the Qur±ànic material in the Royal Library at 
Copenhagen. The collection comprised a mere 
five fragments, and Adler grouped them all 
under the rubric ‘Kufic’, a term he had found in 
the writings of the 13th-century biographer Ibn 
Xallikàn and the 14th-century lexicographer 
al-Fìrùzàbàdì. The term gained currency and 
became widely accepted.

In the late 1980s, however, François Déroche, 
the French expert on Qur±ànic paleography, 
objected to the term ‘Kufic’, noting that it 
encompassed a wide variety of hands and that 
the connection to Kùfa was misleading because 
not all of the inscriptions or manuscripts writ-
ten in an angular script were connected with 
that city. He proposed, as an alternative, ‘old 
(or early) Abbasid style’, a term chosen to con-
trast with the newer rounded style of script that 
came to the fore in Arabic manuscripts during 
the 9th and 10th centuries. To account for the 
many variants of the angular style, Déroche 
divided his ‘early Abbasid style’ into six groups 
(lettered A–F), further subdivided into catego-
ries identified by Roman numerals and subcat-
egories identified by the addition of a lowercase 
letter (e.g. B.I.a). 

In many ways, Déroche’s choice of name was 
equally unfortunate. As he himself noted, this 
angular style was already used before the Abba-
sid period and, furthermore, was not necessar-
ily connected with or limited to the Abbasid 
caliphate. His divisions, moreover, may seem 
subjective. They also assume a standardiza-
tion readily obtainable only with mechanical 
means of dissemination, and they overlook a 
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calligrapher’s ability to adapt a style to different 
materials, sizes, and shapes.

The term ‘Kufic’ (French coufique) therefore 
should be retained. It should be taken, how-
ever, not as the name of a specific script used 
at a particular time or place, but as a general 
rubric for the angular style used in early Islamic 
times to inscribe monuments and transcribe the 
Qur±àn. Using this broad definition, we can 
trace the use of the term in texts, describe the 
salient characteristics of this style, enumerate 
its various forms, and chart its demise.

1 .  T e x t u a l  e v i d e n c e

The term ‘Kufic’ appears already in the Fihrist 
by Ibn an-Nadìm (d. 380/990), our main source 
for much of the information about books and 
copyists in the early Islamic period. The 10th-
century encyclopedist uses the term (Fihrist 
12) to designate the script written by a group 
of Qur±àn copyists in the time of the Abbasid 
caliph al-Mu≠taßim (r. 833–842): ±Abù Juday 
and, following him, Ibn ±Umm ”aybàn, al-
Mas™ùr, ±Abù Xamìra, Ibn £umayra, and 
finally ±Abù l-Faraj, a calligrapher and Qur±àn 
reader who was active in Ibn an-Nadìm’s own 
day and a friend of Ibn ”anabù≈, the Baghdadi 
scholar condemned for his variant readings of 
the Qur±àn. No examples of these calligraphers’ 
hands are known, nor do we know how Ibn an-
Nadìm distinguished Kufic from similar scripts 
like mu™aqqaq and mašq, which he mentions 
in his following paragraph as also used to tran-
scribe the Qur±àn in Abbasid times.

There is at least one instance in which a ref-
erence to Kufic in a late medieval text can be 
matched with an actual specimen. An inventory 
dated 693/1293–1294 of the library of the Great 
Mosque of Qayrawàn refers to a large-format 
seven-part Qur±àn manuscript written on blue 
(±ak™al) parchment in gold ink in Kufic script 
with silver chapter headings and verse counts. 
Already in 1956 ±Ibràhìm ”abbùh matched the 
description to the famous Blue Qur±àn (see 
Fig. 1), a manuscript now dispersed but with 
at least 75 folios once in the Great Mosque at 
Qayrawàn (Déroche 1992, no. 42). A codex 
in seven sections (manzil), it is transcribed in 
gold ink and silver incidentals on large sheets 
of parchment dyed dark blue. Many sheets 
are trimmed, but on average they measure 30 × 
35 cm and probably once measured 31 × 41 cm. 

Each page contains fifteen lines of bold angu-
lar script notable for its blocky and elongated 
letters. 

The term ‘Kufic’ became widely accepted in 
later times, particularly by Persian authors who 
applied it to the angular style used before the 
codification of the round scripts known as the 
‘Six Pens’ (Arabic al-±aqlàm as-sitta; Persian 
šìš qalam). According to these sources, Kufic 
had one-sixth round strokes and five-sixths 
straight. This description is given, for example, 
by the Safavid calligrapher and  commentator on 
calligraphy Qà∂ì ±A™mad (1959:53–54), who 
contrasts Kufic with the completely straight 
ma≠qilì, said to be named from the Ma≠qil Canal 
near Baßra. These two terms were repeated by 
many authors in the prefaces to the albums of 
calli graphy and painting composed at this time. 
Dùst Mu™ammad, in the preface to the album he 
prepared for the Safavid prince Bahram Mirza 
in 951/1544 (Thackston 2001:7), for example, 
credits ≠Alì ibn ±Abì ¢àlib with perfecting the 
Kufic used until the time of the master Ibn 
Muqla (d. 328/940). So do Mìr Sayyid ±A™mad 
(Thackston 2001:24) and Mu™ammad Mu™sin 
(Thackston 2001:35). The Mughal chronicler 
Abù l-Fa∂l ≠Allàmì repeats the same informa-
tion. The Mamluk author a†-¢ayyibì compiled 
a treatise in 908/1503, dedicated to the Mam-
luk sultan Qànßawh al-Ÿawrì, on the kinds of 
script in the tradition of Ibn al-Bawwàb. His is 
the first album of calligraphic scripts to survive 
from the Arab lands. A†-¢ayyibì, like other 
Mamluk authors, neither discusses nor illus-
trates the angular Kufic style because Kufic was 
regarded as predating the round scripts.

2 .  T h e  c l a s s i c  K u f i c  s t y l e

Kufic is written with thick uniform strokes and 
few diagonals and curves. The ±alif is a straight 
vertical stroke that ends with a hook or foot to 
the right, and the upper strokes of other letters, 
such as †à±, are similarly vertical. In contrast to 
this verticality, the letter bodies are horizontal, 
posed on a flat (though usually unruled) base-
line and connected directly with each other 
without the notch or indentation used in other 
scripts. Letters are aligned linearly; connected 
letters are usually not raised, even when join-
ing to jìm or other letters that are tradition-
ally begun from the top in other scripts. In 
Kufic, diacritical marks are not usually added 
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to distinguish homographs or letters of similar 
shapes, such as bà±, tà±, and nùn, although they 
can be indicated by thin slashes in cases where 
important to avoid ambiguity. Vowels are not 
written, and the script is one of the scriptiones 
defectivae in which ±alif is omitted in certain 
words, such as samàwàt ‘heavens’ or qàla ‘he 
said’, or hortative phrases with yà. To compen-
sate for the unwritten vowels, in some Kufic 
Quràn manuscripts vowels are indicated by red 
dots, one above the line for fat™a, one below 
the line for kasra, and one following the letter 
for ∂amma.

The spacing in Kufic is also distinctive, as 
the spaces between words are the same width 
as the spaces between the letters within words. 
That is, calligraphers writing Kufic willfully 
abandoned the spaces between words. In manu-
scripts written in Kufic, furthermore, both the 
right and left edges of the written area are 
justified. The alignment along the left edge is 
accomplished by stretching out the connecting 
strokes between letters or the horizontal bod-
ies of letters such as dàl, kàf, and ßàd. Words 
can also be broken between lines. Such spac-
ing, especially when combined with the lack 
of pointing, served deliberately to slow down 
reading and enhance the oral and rhetorical 
aspects of the text.

Angular script was used for the earliest monu-
mental inscriptions in Arabic, such as the six 
lines scratched on a rock near ¢à±if in the £ijàz 
that record the construction of a dam by the 
Umayyad caliph Mu≠àwiya in 58/677–678 (Blair 
2006, Fig. 3.3). The script there includes a 
diagonal upstroke on †à±, but a more rectilinear 
style was regularized in the 70s/690s with the 
reforms by the Umayyad caliph ≠Abd al-Malik, 
who made Arabic the language of the chancery 
and administration. Arabic legends in Kufic were 
introduced on coins, culminating in 77/697–698 
with the appearance of dinars, or gold coins, 
that are entirely epigraphic (Blair 2006, Fig. 
3.4). Letters are posed flat and descend only 
slightly from a uniform baseline, with medial 
jìm a short stroke that bisects the baseline diago-
nally. Several traits show that the inscriptions 
were designed by a calligrapher using pen and 
ink. The ±alif, for example, has a bent right foot; 
isolated bà± opens with a short curved stroke; dàl 
has a small hairline stroke at the top; final mìm 
ends with a short horizontal tail; and final yà± 
swings to the right below the word.

Many of the same features can be seen even 
more clearly in the mosaic inscription ringing 
the interior of the Dome of the Rock in Jeru-
salem begun in 72/692 (see Fig. 2). The text, 
which contains the first dated evidence of the 
writing down of the Qur±àn, is executed in gold 
mosaic against a blue-green ground. Diagonal 
strokes for pointing accompany at least 92 let-
ters. Like the inscriptions on coins, the text for 
this inscription was drawn up by a calligrapher. 
Final yà±, for example, not only swings to the 
right but also tapers to a point. A similar but 
even more calligraphic style was used for the 
hammered copper plaques that once adorned 
the lintels over the inner doors of the east and 
north entrances to the building.

In addition to monumental inscriptions, Kufic 
was standard for transcribing Qur±àn manu-
scripts. The style seems to have been reserved 
for scripture, as distinct from the rounded 
scripts that scribes had used since the  begin-
ning of Islam for correspondence and non-
Qur±ànic texts. Of the 1,300 manuscripts or 
fragments written in Kufic, only two do not 
belong to Qur±àn manuscripts: a fragmen-
tary genealogical work (Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale, ms. arabe 2047, 13 folios; Berlin, 
 Staatsbibliothek, ms. Or. 379, 2 folios); and a 
copy of the Acts of the Apostles transcribed 
by the monk Mùsà ar-Ràhib, probably in 9th-
century Palestine (Mount Sinai, Monastery of 
St. Catherine; Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, 
ms. arabe 6725; Guesdon and Vernay-Nouri 
2001, no. 13). These two exceptions seem anec-
dotal, and Kufic remains a hallmark of Qur±àn 
manuscripts.

In format, most Kufic Qur±àn manuscripts are 
horizontal (landscape), although a few vertical 
(portrait) ones are known. We do not know why 
this oblong format was chosen, perhaps to dis-
tinguish scripture from other texts and certainly 
to take advantage of the elongations possible 
in Kufic script. Kufic Qur±àn manuscripts are 
transcribed on parchment, usually in a brown-
ish-black ink whose iron tannates eat into the 
support. A few are copied in gold ink, as in a 
codex with fifteen lines to the page (Istanbul, 
Nurosmaniye Library ms. 27; Déroche 1992, 
no. 41) or another with five lines to the page 
(Tunis, ms. Rutbi 198; Déroche 1992, no. 19). 
As with these two gold examples, the text in 
most Kufic Qur±àn manuscripts ranges from a 
smaller and more crowded script written with 
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fifteen to seventeen lines per page to larger and 
more spacious scripts with only three to five 
lines per page. The Blue Qur±àn exemplifies 
the former; a good example of the latter is the 
±Amàjùr Qur±àn (see Fig. 3), so called because it 
was endowed by ±Amàjùr, Abbasid governor of 
Damascus, to a foundation in the port of Tyre 
in 262/876 (Déroche 1990–1991). None of the 
surviving Qur±àn manuscripts or fragments in 
Kufic is signed or dated, and such an endow-
ment notice (waqfiyya) provides a convenient 
terminus ad quem, although we do not know 
how much earlier such a manuscript might have 
been copied.

3 .  T h e  e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  k u f i c

To judge from examples in dated media such 
as coins, tombstones, and †iràz (the inscribed 
textiles issued by state manufactories), over the 
course of the 9th and 10th centuries inscrip-
tions in Kufic became taller with more elon-
gated stems to the letters. As the upper part of 
the band became increasingly large, designers 
gradually developed new devices to fill the 
empty space and balance the bodies of the let-
ters in the lower part of the band. In addition 
to beveling the ends of the letters and carrying 
the tails of descending letters like rà± upward in 
sweeping strokes, designers added decorative 
devices such as barbs and palmettes. In this 
way, foliated Kufic slowly evolved into a flori-
ated style in which flowers, tendrils, and scrolls 
seem to grow from the final or medial forms of 
the letters. Floriated Kufic was in full bloom by 
the mid-10th century, and magnificent bands 
of floriated Kufic sculpted in stone became 
a hallmark of the Fatimids, the wealthy and 
sophisticated rulers of Egypt from 969 to 1171 
C.E. Some of the finest examples are found on 
the façade of the Aqmar Mosque, erected on 
the main street of Cairo in 519/1125–1126 (see 
Fig. 4). Such bands in floriated Kufic were also 
used for sùra headings in Kufic Qur±àn manu-
scripts to distinguish supplementary informa-
tion from revelation (e.g. Déroche 1992, no. 
68). In floriated Kufic, the decoration some-
times threatens to obscure the writing, which 
then devolves into a meaningless design. This 
type of script, called pseudo-Kufic or kufesque, 
was popular from the 10th century to the 12th, 
particularly in the Byzantine lands (e.g. Blair 
1998, Fig. 7.32).

In the eastern Islamic lands artists developed 
another decorative device – interlacing – to 
meet the same demand of filling the upper zone 
of a Kufic inscription. Whereas in the western 
Islamic lands elaboration of the letter stems had 
led from beveling to foliation and then to floria-
tion, in the East the tendency toward elongation 
and distortion of horizontal letters led to inter-
nal modifications and superimposed ornament. 
Like floriation, interlacing had already reached 
sophisticated levels by the 11th century, as 
shown by the tomb tower erected at Radkan 
in 411/1021, or the minaret erected at Tirmidh 
in 423/1031–1032 (Blair 1998, Fig. 7.33). The 
plethora of decorative devices threatened to 
overwhelm the readability of the words, and 
so artists increasingly moved the decoration to 
the upper zone above the bodies and even the 
stems of the letters. This type of bordered Kufic 
was particularly popular in the eastern Islamic 
lands in the 11th and 12th centuries, as with 
the foundation inscription that once graced the 
madrasa founded by NiΩàm al-Mulk at Khar-
gird and now in the Iranian National Museum 
(Blair 1998, Fig. 7.34). 

Bricklayers also took advantage of the angu-
larity of Kufic to develop the script known as 
ma≠qilì (square), bannà±ì ‘builder’s [technique]’, 
or square Kufic. In this script, words, phrases, 
and even sentences are inscribed within a 
square. Perhaps the most exotic examples are 
the stucco panels covering the interior of the 
shrine built in the opening decades of the 14th 
century for Pìr-i Bakràn at Linjàn near Isfahan, 
with the Ninety-Nine Names of God and the 
names of the Four Orthodox Caliphs and the 
Fourteen Immaculate Ones beloved by Twelver 
Shi≠ites (≠Alì, his daughter Fà†ima, and the 
Twelve Imams). The texts are readable mainly 
because they are so well known.

4 .  T h e  d e v o l u t i o n  o f  K u f i c

From the late 9th or early 10th century, copy-
ists began to replace Kufic with round scripts. 
The first surviving example of a Qur±àn manu-
script penned in a round hand is a tiny dis-
persed copy with notes in Persian saying that it 
was corrected by one ±A™mad ibn ±Abì l-Qàsim 
al-Xayqànì in 292/905 (Blair 2006, Fig. 5.2). 
The round book hand used in this manuscript 
is frankly unattractive, with wiggly lines and 
awkward spacing. It was clearly an experimen-
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tal copy, as calligraphers were trying to regular-
ize and monumentalize the round hands they 
traditionally used for copying documents and 
secular texts in order to transform them into 
a new style suitable for transcribing scripture. 
This new style, characterized by distinct diago-
nals and a marked difference between thick 
and thin strokes, is sometimes dubbed eastern 
(or occasionally, western) or broken Kufic, 
misnomers implying that it developed from 
Kufic. Rather, this stylized script, called broken 
cursive or ‘new style’ by Déroche (1992, nos. 
75–98), should be seen as a stylization of round 
scripts. 

Broken cursive came to the fore in the 10th 
century as shown by two fine manuscripts: an 
autographed copy of Mu™ammad ibn ≠Abd al-
Jabbàr an-Niffàrì’s mystical reflections, Mawà-
fiq, dated 344/955–956 (Dublin, Chester Beatty 
Library ms. 4000), and a Qur±àn manuscript 
copied by ≠Alì ibn ”a≈àn ar-Ràzì in 361/972 
(Blair 2006, Fig. 5.3). This script was also used 
for notes added to earlier manuscripts, as in 
the waqfiyya added at the top of each folio 
of the ±Amàjùr Qur±àn (see Fig. 3). From the 
11th century, Qur±àn manuscripts in broken 
cursive were increasingly supplanted by cop-
ies in round scripts, notably the Six Pens, as 
in the well-known manuscript transcribed by 
Ibn al-Bawwàb at Baghdad in 391/1000–1001 
(Chester Beatty Library ms. 1431). 

From the late 11th century, round scripts 
replaced Kufic in monumental epigraphy. At 
first they were used for religious inscriptions, 
such as the Qur±ànic verses inscribed across the 
façade of the south dome erected in the Fri-
day Mosque at Isfahan in 479–480/1086–1087. 
They were then adopted for historical texts. 
While this was a gradual change in the East, it 
was more abrupt in the central Islamic lands. 
The last Kufic inscription in Cairo, for exam-
ple, is found on the mosque of ±Amìr ¢alà±ì ibn 
Ruzziq built in 555/1160. With the arrival of 
Saladin in Egypt a dozen years later, Kufic was 
swiftly replaced by a round ¤ nasx. The advent 
of the Zangid Nùr ad-Dìn (r. 1146–1174 C.E.) 
heralded a similar transition in Syria. 

There are many reasons why the angular Kufic 
style was supplanted by round scripts. One is 
the nature of the support used in manuscripts. 
≠Alì ibn ”a≈àn’s manuscript dated 361/972 is 
not only the first surviving Qur±àn in broken 
cursive, but it is also the first copied on paper. 

The more fluid round scripts took better advan-
tage of the smoothness of the new support. The 
change to round scripts also heralds a change 
in the status of copyists: As opposed to the 
anonymous Kufic Qur±àn manuscripts, those 
in round scripts are signed by calligraphers and 
eventually by illuminators as well. This change 
was also part of the new grammar of legibility, 
in which oral recitation increasingly gave way 
to private reading. The abandonment of Kufic 
for monumental epigraphy also coincided with 
new propagandistic politics. Rulers like Saladin 
and Nùr ad-Dìn Zangì did not invent round 
scripts, but they certainly exploited them to 
distinguish their works from their predecessors’ 
and to establish distinctive dynastic styles.

In succeeding centuries Kufic became a con-
scious archaism. It continued to be used spo-
radically for headings and incidentals in Qur±àn 
manuscripts, particularly those made in the 
15th century for the Timurids. It was also 
revived occasionally for historical texts. For the 
foundation inscriptions dated 839/1435–1436 
on the minarets of the mosque of Gawhàr ”àd 
at Herat, for example, the designers plaited the 
stems to form a interlaced band between the 
smaller letter bodies and the decorative termi-
nals. Such Kufic was, however, rare, perhaps 
because it was difficult to read (and still is: it 
is sometimes reproduced upside down). Square 
Kufic was popular for wall revetments of matte 
and glazed bricks, in which the shining sacred 
names and phrases reverberated visually like 
the verbal repetitions in a Sufi ≈ikr. Square 
Kufic was also used for puzzles and rebuses and 
often juxtaposed to the flowing round scripts, 
as in the double frontispiece to a volume of 
religious texts penned by the noted Ottoman 
calligrapher Ahmad Karahisari for Sultan Sül-
eyman around 1550 (Istanbul, Türk ve Islam 
Museum 1443, Blair 2006, fig. 11.8). 

Kufic remains a symbol of tradition. In 1846 
Renard designed type fonts in Kufic and so-
called Qarmathian Kufic (the new style of 
broken cursive) for the Imprimerie Royale in 
Paris. Kufic is still recognized as one of the 
traditional scripts in the international calligra-
phy competitions sponsored by IRCICA, the 
Research Center for Islamic History, Art and 
Culture founded in Istanbul in 1980. The grid-
ded basis of square Kufic makes it a favorite for 
computer graphics, as in the designs composed 
by the Syrian-born American designer Mamoun 
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Figure 1. Page from the Blue Qur±àn. Museum Associates/LACMA. 
The Nasli M. Heeramaneck Collection, gift of Joan Palevsky. 2005 © 
Museum Associates/LACMA.

Sakkal. In most cases, these Kufic texts are 
readable only because they are well known, and 
Kufic is primarily used not to convey informa-
tion but to evoke the past.
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Figure 3. Amàjùr Qur±àn: Damascus, 256–260H. In: Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1927.

Figure 2. Dome of the Rock: Mosaic inscription. Photo Credit: Sheila Blair 
and Jonathan Bloom.
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Figure 4. Floriated Kufic on the façade of the Aqmar mosque dated 519/1125–1126. Photo Credit: 
Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom.

Kurdish

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Kurdish is an Iranian language spoken in 
eastern Turkey, northern Syria, northern Iraq, 
and northwestern Iran, in a contiguous area 
known by the Kurds as Kurdistan. It is also 
found in pockets in the Caucasus, and even in 
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, as well as in 
central Anatolia and in Lebanon. The number 
of Kurds is difficult to estimate; the following 
numbers are sometimes quoted: 12 to 20 million 
Kurds in Turkey; 6.5 to 8 million Kurds in Iran; 
4.5 to 5 million Kurds in Iraq; 1 to 2 million 
Kurds in Syria, but by now these numbers may 
be higher. However, the number of Kurds and 
the number of Kurdish speakers are not iden-
tical, particularly not in Turkey, where Kurdish 
is an endangered language.

The northern dialect of Kurdish, Kurmanji, is 
spoken by the Kurds of Turkey and Syria and 
the Caucasus, as well as in the villages in the 
hinterland of Urmia in northwestern Iran, and 
by half of the Kurds of Iraq, where it is known 
as Bahdînanî. The central dialect is known as 
Sorani and is spoken by half of Iraq’s Kurds (in 

and around the towns of Sulaimania, Kirkuk, 
and Arbil), and by the majority of the Kurds 
of Iran (from Mahabad to Sanandaj [Sinneh]). 
The southern Kurdish dialects are spoken in the 
area of Kermanshah. Mention should also be 
made of the minority languages Zaza (Dimlî), 
spoken in Turkey, and Gorani (Hewramî), 
spoken along the Iraq-Iran border region.

Although contact with Semitic languages ( Ara-
maic) predates the Islamic campaigns of the 7th 
and 8th centuries C.E., Arabic has had a great 
deal of influence on Kurdish ever since those 
momentous events. Arabic, and to a lesser ex-
tent Persian, have been the languages of learn-
ing, culture, and science as well as religion, and 
until recently it has been fashionable to pepper 
one’s Kurdish with Arabic (and Persian) words. 
Consequently, early Kurdish classics such 
as Ahmed-i Khani’s Mem û Zîn are so full of 
Arabic and Persian vocabulary that they cannot 
be used as models for modern Kurdish usage. 
Personal names also manifest Arabic influence. 
Only since the last decade of the 20th century 
has it become common practice to name 
Kurdish children after figures in Kurdish history 
and folklore, whereas before that period many 
people had Islamic names. This reflects a rise in 
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Kurdish national awareness. A common social 
phenomenon is the replacement of an original 
Arabic name with a new Kurdish name, so 
that someone originally named Ferhad is now 
known as Birûsk.

In transliterating Kurdish in this entry, the 
standard orthography is used, for which see: 
http://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/
kurdish.pdf. 

2 .  P h o n e t i c s

In the realm of phonetics, certain guttural and 
emphatic sounds are attributed to Arabic influ-
ence, such as the gutturals /≠/ and /ḧ   / in Kurdish. 
This is in fact an areal feature, also found in the 
Turkish of Diyarbakır, Van, etc., e.g. ≠arabaya 
bin! ‘get in the car!’, raḧ  atsızlanmak ‘to be 
uncomfortable’. It may well predate the advent 
of Arabic (i.e., it may be due to Aramaic influ-
ence). Several regional dialects are known for 
confusing /≠/ and /ḧ /, for instance the dialect 
of Yezidi speakers of Kurmanji, e.g. siḧ et = 
se±at ‘hour’ (also in Turkish: saatler olsun = 
sıhhatler olsun, said to someone who has just 
had his hair cut, or has just emerged from 
the hammam); likewise in the Sorani dialects 
of Arbil (Iraq) and Serdeçt and Çino [Ushnu] 
(Iran), e.g. ≠Acî Ḧ   alî = Ḧ   acî ≠Alî.

There are instances of hypercorrection, in 
which gutturals are added to Arabic loanwords 
originally lacking them, e.g. /ḧ / in deḧ  be < 
Arabic dàbba ‘beast’; /≠/ in ≠erd < Arabic ±ar∂ 
‘earth, ground, land’; and ≠emir < Arabic ±amr 
‘order, command’, in Kurdish a homonym with 
≠emir ‘age’ < Arabic ≠umr. This phenomenon is 
not limited to words of Semitic origin, e.g. ≠egît 
‘hero’ < Turkish yi‘it; ≠ewr ‘cloud’, cf. Persian 
abr. The /≠/ is unpredictable, having vanished 
in certain loanwords, such as zeyf ‘thin, weak’ 
< Arabic ∂a≠ìf, çayîr ‘poet’ < Arabic šà≠ir, but 
preserved in çî≠ir/çê≠r ‘poetry’ < Arabic ši≠r. 

Although Kurdish has the fricative /ÿ/ (Arabic 
ÿayn), spelled ẍ  in Kurdish orthography (e.g. 
aẍ  a ‘agha, feudal lord’), in Arabic loanwords 
it is pronounced as unvoiced /x/ by many 
speakers, e.g. xelet ~  ẍ elet ‘mistake, error’ < 
Arabic ÿala†, also Sorani [heł]xełetandin ‘to 
deceive, cheat, dupe’; xeçîm ~  ẍ eçîm ‘naïve’ < 
Arabic ÿašìm; xulam ~  ẍ  ulam ‘servant boy’ < 
Arabic ÿulàm; zext ‘pressure’ < Arabic ∂aÿ†.

The emphatics /ß/ and /†/ are of limited occur-
rence. Neither xelet nor zext (see preceding para-
graph) carried over the Arabic /†/. In addition 
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to appearing in words – largely names – that 
were borrowed from Arabic, e.g. Saliḧ  , Âayyib, 
these sounds also occur in words of Iranian 
origin, e.g. çe (Kurmanji)/çeg (Sorani) ‘dog’, 
†a (Kurmanji) ‘thread’, †ovik ‘seed’ (cf. Persian 
toxm + -ik).

The sounds /q/ and /x/ (see discussion of /ÿ/ 
above) are common in Kurdish, even in native 
Iranian words, e.g. paqij ‘clean’ (cf. Persian pàk), 
qenc ‘good’, xwe ‘oneself’ (cf. Persian xvìš and 
xvud), xwar[d]in ‘to eat’ (cf. Persian xvurdan).

Arabic /∂/, /Ú/, and /≈/ all generally become z 
in Kurdish, e.g.

/∂/: ≠erz ‘honor’ < Arabic ≠ir∂; razî ‘willing, 
content’ < Arabic rà∂ì; Remezan ‘Ramadan’ < 
Arabic Rama∂àn; zext ‘pressure’ < Arabic ∂aÿ†; 
zirar/zerer ‘damage’ < Arabic ∂arar

/Ú/: Mezher ‘Mazhar [man’s name]’ < Arabic 
maÚhar; we±z ‘sermon’ < Arabic wa≠Ú; wezîfe 
‘duty’ < Arabic waÚìfa; zerf ‘envelope; adverb’ 
< Arabic Úarf

/≈/: zikir ‘recitation of the names of God’ < 
Arabic ≈ikr; zilfeqar ‘trusty sword’ < Arabic ≈ù 
l-fiqàr ‘name of Ali’s sword’; zu5et ‘offspring’ < 
Arabic ≈urriyya

Some of the above examples may have been 
borrowed through the intermediary of Turkish. 
There are also a few examples of all three 
being realized as d, which may indicate direct 
borrowing from spoken Arabic: dêrandin ‘to 
winnow’ < Arabic ≈arà; derb ~ zerb ‘blow, stroke’ 
< Arabic ∂arb; ≠erd ‘earth, ground, land’ < Arabic 
±ar∂; xeyidîn ‘to be angry’ < Arabic ÿayÚ

In an article on Kurdish proverbs, MacKenzie 
(1970:110) mentions a phenomenon peculiar 
to Sorani, the pronunciation of Arabic /Ú/ as 
velar ł, as an affectation of mullahs “who have 
been known to inject a fine emphatic Arabic [Ω] 
into such plain Kurdish words as minał ‘child’, 
bełam ‘but’, ełê ‘says’, etc.”. He quotes a proverb 
containing the form wełîfet, i.e. wezîfe[t] ‘duty’.

Arabic /µ/ generally corresponds to s, e.g. beḧ   s 
in beḧ  skirin ‘to discuss, talk about’ < Arabic 
ba™µ ‘studying’; espab ‘armor, equipment’ < 
Arabic ±aµwàb, pl. of µawb ‘garment’; îsbat in 
îsbat kirin ‘to prove’ < Arabic ±iµbàt ‘proving’; 
mesel ‘fable, tale’ < Arabic maµal ‘parable; 
proverb’. As with /∂/, /Ú/, and /≈/, this µ > 
s correspondence may also be through the 
intermediary of Turkish, whereas there are 
some examples of µ > t possibly from spoken 
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Arabic, e.g. meteł (Sorani) ‘riddle’ < Arabic 
maµal ‘proverb’; mîratgîr ‘heir’ < Arabic mìràµ 
‘inheritance’ + Kurdish -gîr ‘taker’.

The tà± marbù†a (-a) is realized in some cases 
as -e and in others as -et/-at, as in ¤ Persian and 
¤ Turkish. Examples of the former include: 
feyde ‘benefit’ < Arabic fà±ida, ḧ    île ‘ruse, trick’ 
< Arabic ™ìla, miẍ   are ‘cave’ < Arabic maÿàra. 
Examples of the latter include: ḧ  ekyat (Kur-
manji) ‘folktale’ < Arabic ™ikàya ‘story’; 
ḧ  ikûmet ‘government’ < Arabic ™ukùma; se±at 
‘hour’ < Arabic sà≠a; siyaset ‘politics’ < Arabic 
siyàsa; welat (Kurmanji)/wiłat (Sorani) ‘country’ 
< Arabic wilàya ‘province’; xîvet (Kurmanji)/
xêwet (Sorani) ‘tent’ < Arabic xayma. Rarely, 
both -e and -et occur as variants of the same 
word, such as wezîfe ~ wełîfet (affected Sorani 
form), or tobe[t] ‘repentance’ < Arabic tawba.

An original Arabic long à is often realized 
in Kurdish as ê, e.g. h¨  isêb ‘account’ < Arabic 
™isàb; kitêb ‘book’ < Arabic kitàb; lih¨  êf ‘quilt’ 
< Arabic li™àf; çêwirîn ‘to consult, deliberate’ 
< Arabic šàwara; xizêm ‘nose ring’ < Arabic 
xizàm.

An original Arabic -m- often becomes Kurdish 
-v-/-w-, e.g. civat ~ cema±et (Kurmanji) ‘group’ 
< Arabic jamà≠a; h¨  eravî (Kurmanji) ‘thief’ 
< Arabic ™aràmì; silav ~ silam (Kurmanji) 
‘greeting’ < Arabic salàm[a]; siław (Sorani) 
‘greeting’ < Arabic salàm[a]; tewaw (Sorani) 
‘complete, finished’ < Arabic tamàm. The same 
correspondence can be seen in native Iranian 
words, e.g. hev (Kurmanji)/haw (Sorani) = ham 
(Persian) ‘each other’; nav (Kurmanji)/naw 
(Sorani) = nàm (Persian) ‘name’.

3 .  S e m a n t i c s

In the semantic realm, categories of borrowing 
from Arabic include:

i. Change in form, without change in meaning
cema±et (Kurmanji) ‘group, assembly’ < Arabic 
jamàca ‘group, community’; harsim (Kurmanji) 
‘unripe grapes’ < Arabic ™ißrim; helbet (Kur-
manji) < Arabic al-batta ‘absolutely’; ḧ  ekyat 
(Kurmanji) ‘folktale’ < Arabic ™ikàya ‘story’; 
kitêb < Arabic kitàb ‘book’; meçiyan (Kurmanji) 
< Arabic mašà ‘to walk’; mizgeft (Kurmanji)/
mizgewt (Sorani) < Arabic masjid ‘mosque’; 
teqawît (Sorani) < Arabic taqà≠ud ‘retirement’; 
wext < Arabic waqt ‘time’
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ii. Compound verbs
These consist of an Arabic noun and a Kurdish 
auxiliary verb, kirin (Kurmanji)/kirdin (Sorani) 
‘to do’. This is not limited to foreign borrowings 
(e.g. nas kirin ‘to know a person’, where nas 
is Kurdish). Examples with Arabic nouns 
include: beyan kirin ‘to declare’ < Arabic bayàn 
‘statement’; fêm/fehm/fe±m kirin ‘to understand’ 
< Arabic fahm ‘understanding’; texmîn kirin ‘to 
suppose, presume’ < Arabic taxmìn ‘estimation, 
assessment’; xilas kirin ‘to finish; to rescue, 
save’ < Arabic xalàß ‘rescue, salvation’ and 
colloquial Arabic xallaß ‘to finish’. The last 
example shows that both Classical Arabic and 
spoken Arabic dialects (Syrian and Iraqi in 
particular) are sources of borrowing.

iii. Kurdish singular meaning from original 
Arabic plural
cîran ~ cînar (Kurmanji) ‘neighbor [sg. or pl.]’ < 
Arabic jìràn [pl.]; cemawer (Sorani) ‘crowd; 
group of people’ < Arabic jamàhìr [pl.] ‘multi-
tudes, crowds’; zilam (Kurmanji)/zelam (Sorani) 
‘man, fellow’ < Syrian Arabic zilàm [pl.] ‘men’ 
(sg. zalameh). This phenomenon also occurs in 
Turkish, e.g. talebe ‘student’ < Arabic †alaba 
pl. of †àlib ‘student’; tüccar ‘merchant’ < Arabic 
tujjàr pl. of tàjir ‘merchant’; ukelâ ‘smart aleck’ 
< Arabic ≠uqalà’ pl. of ≠àqil ‘wise man’.

iv. Change in meaning (Kurdish innovation)
berdêlî (Kurmanji) ‘practice of marrying a 
brother and a sister of one family to the sister 
and brother of another family’ < Arabic badìl 
‘substitute, replacement, stand-in’; cahil/ciḧ  êl 
(Kurmanji) ‘young’ < Arabic jàhil ‘ignorant’; cehç 
(Kurmanji)/caç (Sorani) ‘donkey foal; collabo-
rator, Kurd who cooperates with the government 
against his own people’ < Arabic ja™š ‘donkey 
foal’; celeb (Kurmanji)/cełeb (Sorani) ‘flock of 
sheep being led to market’ < Arabic jalaba 
‘to bring, fetch, import’; civat (Kurmanji) 
‘society; evening social gathering of men’ < 
Arabic jamà≠a ‘group, community’; de±wat 
(Kurmanji) ‘wedding celebration’ < Arabic 
da≠wà ‘invitation’; feqî (Kurmanji) ‘religious 
student’ < Arabic faqìh ‘jurisprudent’; feqîr 
‘nice, harmless’ < Arabic faqìr ‘poor, indigent’; 
herikîn (Kurmanji) ‘to flow’ < Arabic ™araka 
‘movement’; hêrs ‘anger, fury, rage’ < Arabic ™irß 
‘greed’; ḧ  ez in: jê ḧ  ez kirin (Kurmanji) ‘to love’ 
< Arabic ™aÚÚ ‘luck, fortune’; îsim (Kurmanji) 
‘spell, incantation, charm’ < Arabic ism ‘name’; 
kulfet (Kurmanji) ‘woman’ < Arabic kulfa 
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‘lady’s maid; standing on ceremony; etc.’; mamik 
(Kurmanji) ‘riddle’ < Arabic mu≠ammà ‘literary 
riddle’; meteł (Sorani) ‘riddle’ < Arabic maµal 
‘proverb’; micewir (Sorani) ‘mosque steward’ 
< Arabic mujàwir ‘neighboring, adjacent; 
student at al-Azhar University in Cairo’; mitirp 
~ mirtiv (Kurmanji) ‘Gypsy musician’ < Arabic 
mu†rib ‘singer, entertainer’; qelp (Kurmanji) 
‘counterfeit, fake, false’ < Arabic qalb ‘reversal, 
inversion, overthrow’ [note that the Kurdish 
word is an adjective, while the Arabic original 
is a noun]; qutabî (Sorani) ‘pupil, student’ < 
Arabic kuttàb ‘Qur±àn school’ + -î; sekinîn 
(Kurmanji) ‘to stop, stand’ < Arabic sakana ‘to 
calm down, rest’; sib[eh]ê ~ subaḧ  î (Kurmanji)/
sib[ḧ  ]eynê (Sorani) ‘tomorrow’ < Arabic ßub™ 
‘morning’; çe5 ‘war’ < Arabic šarr ‘evil, 
wickedness’; çteẍ ilîn (Kurmanji, dialectal) 
‘to speak’ < Arabic ištaÿala ‘to work’; taqî 
kirdinewe (Sorani) ‘to test, try out’ < Arabic 
ta™qìq ‘realization, assertion, verification’; 
weḧ  ç (Kurmanji) [noun] ‘pig’ < Arabic wa™š 
[adj.] ‘wild, untamed’; xirab (Kurmanji)/xirap 
(Sorani) [adj.] ‘bad’ < Arabic xaràb [noun] 
‘ruins’

iv. Calques from Arabic
pê rabûn (Kurmanji) ‘to undertake, carry out’ < 
Arabic qàma bi- lit. ‘to stand up + in [preposi-
tion]’; [kobûnewe] bestin (Sorani) ‘to hold [a 
meeting]’ < Arabic ≠aqada [ijtimà≠an] (bestin = 
≠aqada ‘to tie’)

v. In the realm of word formation, one 
remarkable phenomenon is the existence of 
predictable patterns in Kurmanji, based on 
Semitic triliteral roots. All examples quoted in 
Table 1 are from Arabic and Aramaic.

Table 1. Word formation patterns in Kurdish

noun simple verb causative verb

<Fe≠aL> <Fe≠iLîn> <Fe≠iLandin>
≠elam  ≠elimîn ‘to learn’ ≠elimandin ‘to
‘notification’  teach’
lebat  lebitîn ‘to move, lebitandin ‘to 
‘movement’ stir’ move’
çewat ‘burning’ çewitîn ‘to be  çewitandin ‘to 
 on fire’ burn’
xebat ‘work’ xebitîn ‘to work’ xebitandin ‘to 
  use’
xepar ‘digging’ xepirîn ‘to dig’ xepirandin ‘to 
  cause to dig’
zewac  zewicîn ‘to be  zewicandin ‘to 
‘marriage’ wed’ wed, marry off’
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4 .  R e g i o n a l  i n f l u e n c e s

In the section on Kurdish language in the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, MacKenzie (1954:497b) 
states that “Northern Kurdish appears to have 
been somewhat more open to the penetration 
of Arabic and especially Turkish loanwords”. 
Arabic words may be found in Kurmanji (= 
Northern Kurdish) dialects as far afield as 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, and the same can 
be said for the neighboring Azerbaijani and 
Persian languages. Whereas Anatolian Turkish 
influence is prevalent throughout the Kurmanji 
subdialects, both in Turkey and beyond, the 
influence of other neighboring languages can 
also be discerned in particular regions. In the 
Northeast (the Serhedan or ‘[Ottoman and 
Persian] Border’ dialects, spoken in Kars, A‘rı, 
the Republic of Armenia, and in the hinterland 
of Urmia in Northwest Iran), Azerbaijani 
influence can be seen in such words as begem 
kirin <beyen- ‘to like’, qatix <gatig ‘yoghurt’, 
k±ok < kök ‘fat’. In the Northwest (Dêrsim/
Tunceli, Bingöl, Elâzı‘), the Armenian influence 
is most strongly felt, e.g. [h]avlik < avel ‘broom’, 
hêlî < hayeli ‘mirror’, as well as the numbers 
11–19 deh-û-yek, deh-û-dido, etc., patterned 
after Armenian dasn-u-meg, dasn-u-ergu, etc. 
Semitic influence is strongest to the south of 
this area: Aramaic influence is particularly 
noticeable in the Bahdinan region of Iraqi 
Kurdistan, both in vocabulary (miçext ‘exiled, 
away from home’, xepirîn ‘to dig’) and in the 
external marking of grammatical gender (yê 
masc., ya fem., [yê]t pl.) on adjectives and 
participles (Turkish yê baç î ‘you are well 
[masc.]/ya baç î ‘you are well [fem.]’). It should 
be noted that Kurdish influence on the Neo-
Aramaic dialects is also quite strong. Arabic 
influence – in evidence throughout Kurdistan – 
is most strongly felt in Mardin province of 
Turkey and the Syrian dialects (the area known 
as Binxet ‘beneath the line [drawn to separate 
Syria from Turkey]’), e.g. ≠ecibandin ‘to be 
pleasing, to like’ < Arabic ≠ajaba; çtexilîn ‘to 
speak’ < Arabic ištaÿala ‘to work’; neciḧ  în ‘to 
succeed’ < Arabic naja™a. Arabic influence can 
also be seen in proverbs from this region, e.g. 
meymûn ç±e±vê dya xweda – xezale (Dzhalil 
and Dzhalil 1972:219, no. 1154) ‘a monkey 
is a gazelle in its mother’s eyes’, a well-known 
Arabic proverb (il-qird bi-≠ayn immo ÿazal). 
Another example is destê te nikanî geskira tê 
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maç±kî (Dzhalil and Dzhalil 1972:95, no.329) 
‘you will kiss the hand you cannot bite’ (Arabic: 
ìd il mà fìk ti≠a∂∂à bùsà, wid≠ì ≠aleyà bilkasr 
‘kiss the hand you cannot bite, and pray for 
it to break’). By contrast, a version of this 
Kurdish proverb from the Mahabad region of 
Iranian Kurdistan resembles more closely the 
Turkish version, which is kesemedi‘in eli öp 
‘kiss the hand you cannot cut off’, with ‘biting’ 
replacing ‘cutting off’.

Because the Sorani dialect (Central Kurdish), 
particularly the Sulaimania subdialect, boasts 
a literary tradition, Arabic influence on it 
is often minimized. However, many Sorani 
speakers use Arabic loanwords in their speech, 
particularly in Kirkuk and Arbil. There are also 
Sorani words of Arabic origin which have been 
changed beyond recognition, such as cemawer 
‘crowd, group of people’ < Arabic jamàhìr [pl.] 
‘multitudes, crowds’; qutabî ‘pupil, student’ 
< Arabic kuttàb ‘Qur±àn school’ + -î; teqawît 
< Arabic taqà≠ud ‘retirement’; taqî kirdinewe 
‘to test, try out’ < Arabic ta™qìq ‘realization, 
assertion, verification’. 

5 .  K u r d i s h  i n f l u e n c e  o n 
A r a b i c

With the exception of Arabic dialects spoken 
in the provinces of Mardin, Batman, Siirt, and 
Urfa in Kurdistan of Turkey (¤ Anatolian 
Arabic; Vocke and Waldner 1982:xlv–li), where 
Kurdish is the dominant language, there are 
very few Kurdish borrowings into Arabic.

What few loanwords exist include: jabas 
(Arabic dialect of Aleppo, Syria) < Kurmanji 
zebeç ~ çebeç ~ cebeç ‘watermelon’; sarqìn < 
Kurmanji sergîn ‘dunghill’ < sergo ‘ dung’ < 
ser ‘head; on’ + gû ‘feces’; and possibly kawm 
‘heap’ < Kurmanji kom/Sorani ko ~ kom.

There is a proverb shared by Arabic, Kurdish, 
and Aramaic: ‘He who knows, knows, and he 
who doesn’t know says, ‘It’s a handful of 
lentils’. It is unknown in Turkish and Persian. 
The Kurdish form exhibits rhyme: yê zane zane, 
yê nizane – baqê nîskane. The Arabic lacks 
rhyme (il yidrì yidrì, il mà yidrì yiqùl kaff [or 
ga∂bit] ≠adas), which suggests Kurdish origin. 
This proverb, implying that there is more to the 
incident at hand than meets the eye, is roughly 
the equivalent of English ‘if you only knew the 
half of it’.
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Kurmanji ¤ Kurdish

Kuwait Arabic ¤ Gulf States

Kuwaiti Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

1.1 Area

The mainland of Kuwait is a wedge-shaped, 
almost perfectly flat expanse of desert (17,818 
km2) with borders to the north and northwest 
with Iraq and to the west and south with 
Saudi Arabia. It has a coastline approximately 
195 km in length. There are three principal 
islands: Failaka, 20 km east of Kuwait City, 
which once had a small population but has 
been uninhabited since the Iraqis expelled 
the population in 1990, and the much bigger 
islands of Warbah and Bubiyan, at the head 
of the Gulf, which are uninhabited but on 
which the Kuwait government has plans to 
resettle up to 100,000 people. The population 
of Kuwait was ca. 2.2 million in 1999, of 
whom 798,000, or 35 percent, are Kuwaiti 
by nationality. The rest of the population is a 
shifting multinational mix of foreign workers.

1.2 Society

There is a sharp social distinction between 
Kuwaitis who have full citizenship, including 
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the right to vote (if male and over 21) − urban, 
mainly mercantile, and descended from the 
Najdi tribes that arrived in the area from the 
mid-18th century − and other Kuwaitis, mostly 
recently sedentarized Bedouin who roamed the 
borderlands of Iraq and Saudi Arabia until 
the early 1950s, who have a lesser form of 
citizenship. There is an even sharper distinc-
tion between Kuwaitis and non-Kuwaitis, with 
certain residential areas of Kuwait City being 
reserved for Kuwaiti nationals only. Kuwait 
is an overwhelmingly urbanized society: offi-
cial estimates put the urban population at 97 
percent of the total, concentrated in Kuwait 
City and a few satellite townships such as 
Salmiyya, Fahahil, and Ahmadi.

1.3 Regional context

Kuwaiti Arabic is typologically similar to 
the Bedouin-descended dialects of other Gulf 
States, such as those of the ≠Arab popula-
tion of Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab 
Emirates, though containing some distinctive 
local features which ally it with the dia-
lects of nearby southern Iraq. The tribal dia-
lects that could once be distinguished in the 
Kuwait of the 1950s, described in Johnstone 
(1961) and (1964), have gradually coalesced 
into a dialect that, while still distinctively 
Kuwaiti, is now a leveled and somewhat
classicized Gulf koine which has absorbed 
influences from written Arabic (85 percent of 
the population is literate) and other Arabic 
dialects, although the degree of influence in 
any individual’s speech depends on age and 
level of education. The Kuwaiti population 
is approximately 75 percent Sunni and 25 
percent Shi≠i, many of the latter being origi-
nally immigrants from other areas of the Gulf 
such as Bahrain and eastern Saudi Arabia, but 
there is no sect-based dialect cleavage. 

Kuwait has a thriving television production 
industry that makes and exports soap operas 
in the local dialect to neighboring Gulf States. 
As in other Gulf States there is a thriving ver-
nacular poetic tradition.

1.4 Historical evidence

There is no tradition of writing in the dialect, 
so little evidence of what the dialect was like 
before World War II, roughly the time when 
Western Arabists, principally with the aim of 
equipping Americans and others working in 
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the oil industry with a knowledge of the local 
dialect, began to write pedagogical grammars 
such as that published by the Kuwait Oil 
Company (KOC) in 1951. Modern Kuwaiti 
appears to be a leveled local koine which has 
several ingredients: the dialects of the coastal 
population, originally Najdi in character but 
which, like those in the rest of eastern Arabia, 
had absorbed Persian, Indian, Portuguese, and 
English vocabulary over a long period; and 
the dialects of more recent migrant groups 
from northern Arabia, southern Iraq, and 
even southwestern Najd (Johnstone 1961).

1.5 State of research

Following Johnstone’s (1961, 1964) early 
studies of the Dòsiri dialects of Kuwait and 
his general study of the Gulf littoral dialects 
(1967), which places Kuwait in a regional 
context, Ma†ar (1969, 1970) carried out use-
ful phonological and morphological studies 
that largely replicate Johnstone’s work but 
provide many more examples. Ingham (1982) 
is a comparative study of the Bedouin and 
Bedouin-descended dialects of the whole 
northeastern region of the Arabian Peninsula, 
in which Kuwait is included. On the vocabu-
lary side, £anafì (1964) provides a study of 
the lexicon of the pre-oil culture of Kuwait, 
while Sab≠àn (1983) is a brief study of the 
recent evolution of Kuwaiti neologisms and 
borrowings. There has been no more recent, 
in-depth, dialectological or sociolinguistic 
study of Kuwait City.

In what follows, the language level des-
cribed is that of urban Kuwaitis speaking in 
relaxed conversational circumstances. Where 
appropriate, differences between educated 
and uneducated speakers are noted. In most 
details, the Kuwaiti dialect is similar to the A 
dialect of Bahrain (¤ Bahraini Arabic).

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1 Consonants

Plosives: (p), b, t, d, †, ∂, k, g, q, ±
Affricates: ∑, j
Fricatives: f, µ, ≈, Ú, x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h
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Sibilants: s, ß, z, “
Laterals and vibrants: l, r
Nasals: m, n
Semivowels/glides: w, y

Some speakers have /p/ in borrowings, e.g. 
pèp ‘pipe’, which others pronounce with /b/. 
/∑/ and /g/ are common in borrowings, e.g. 
∑ày ‘tea’, rig ‘oil rig’, and are indistinguishable 
phonetically from /∑/ and /g/ resulting from 
internal phonological changes.

The Old Arabic interdentals, /µ, ≈, Ú/, are 
preserved in Kuwaiti, and words with etymo-
logical /∂/ are pronounced with /Ú/, e.g. Úarab 
‘he hit’. Normally /g/ < Old Arabic /q/, e.g. gàl 
‘he said’, but in front vowel environments /g/ 
was fronted and affricated in many words to 
/j/, e.g. bàji ‘remainder’, rìj ‘saliva’. In similar 
environments, Old Arabic /k/ was fronted and 
affricated to /∑/, e.g. ∑ibìr ‘great, old’, fa∑∑ ‘to 
open’. Nowadays, these affricated variants in 
even slightly formalized speech are replaced 
by the corresponding stops /g/ and /k/; some 
educated speakers do not use the affricate 
variants at all. Old Arabic /j/ became /y/ cate-
gorically, e.g. yàr ‘neighbor’, daray ‘step’, but 
/j/ in foreign borrowings is usually preserved, 
e.g. jùti (< Urdu) ‘shoes’, jàm (< Persian) ‘pane 
of glass’ (although such old-fashioned borro-
wings may be avoided altogether by educated 
speakers). As in Bahrain, Old Arabic /ÿ/ > [g] 
or [q] as well as [y]: [qe1r] ~ [ge1r] ~ [ye1r] 
are all possible realizations of /ÿèr/ ‘other’. 
Modern Standard Arabic /q/ in neologisms is 
often pronounced [y] or [g], e.g. [tayaddum] 
~ [tagaddum] ‘progress’, its allophones thus 
overlapping completely with those of dia-
lectal /ÿ/. Old Arabic /±/ disappeared initially 
and finally, e.g. xa≈ ‘he took’, gaÚa ‘fate’, 
and was replaced medially by vowel length, 
e.g. yìt ‘I came’, ràs ‘head’. /±/ occurs even in 
uneducated speech in a few items which are 
Modern Standard Arabic-derived, e.g. yis±al 
‘he asks’ (alongside the dialect form ysàyil). 
/l/ and /r/ have velarized allophones in some 
words, especially when a labial is present, 
when the whole word may become velarized, 
e.g. [,Ì)I¬] ‘before’.

2.1.1.2 Vowels
Kuwaiti has three short vowels, /a, i, u/, and 
five long, /à, è, ì, ò, ù/. Unstressed /i/ in non-

final open syllables is often deleted (see Sec. 
2.1.3.1). /è/ and /ò/ are sometimes shortened 
in particular words, but the resulting short 
mid vowels are not phonemic.

2.1.1.2.1 Short vowels
Distribution and quality of short vowels: As 
in other eastern Arabian Bedouin-type dia-
lects, /i/ occurred historically to the exclusion 
of /a/ in open, non-final syllables, except in 
the contiguity of guttural consonants /x, ÿ, 
™, ≠, h/, or where the following consonant 
was /l/, /n/, or /r/ when at the same time the 
vowel of the following syllable was /a/ or /à/ 
(Johnstone 1967:27). Thus, kitab ‘he wrote’ 
but barad ‘it got cold’, tkallam ‘he spoke’ 
but tkallimaw ‘they spoke’. However, there 
is now a tendency to replace /i/ with /a/ in 
such forms in educated speech. For some 
(perhaps less educated) speakers, the labials 
have a rounding and backing effect on /i/ (> 
/u/) whether /i/ is original or < /a/, especially if a 
velar, emphatic, or /l/ or /r/ are also present, e.g. 
mukàn ‘place’, bußal ‘onions’, “rubat ‘she drank’, 
but x“iba ‘piece of wood’, where /b/ is present but 
none of the other factors. For such speakers, /i/ 
and /u/ are virtually in complementary distribu-
tion in open syllables but not in closed ones. Final 
/à  / and /à±/ are shortened; when not in contiguity 
with a guttural, emphatic, /l/, or /r/, and when 
preceded by an open syllable, they are both shor-
tened and raised, e.g. ni“i ‘starch’, simi ‘sky’ (an 
exception is mày ‘water’) but ™amra ‘red [fem.]’, 
ram∂a ‘hot ground’.

/a/ is realized: as [æ] or [Æ] where gutturals 
(excluding /h/) and emphatics are absent, e.g. 
[hæli] ‘my family’, [dæz1] ‘he pushed’; as [a] 
in guttural environments, e.g. [ba∏ad] ‘after’ 
[xal1e1t] ‘I/you allowed’; as [Ì] with an emp-
hatic, and often with labials, /r/ and /g/, e.g. 
[≥Ì¬1] ‘mist’, [xÌÂÌà] ‘alcohol’, [,Ì)i¬] ‘before’. 
Medial /i/ is retracted, e.g. [bint] ‘girl’; in final 
position it is closer and more front, e.g. [riÓti] 
‘you [fem.] went’; with emphatics it is lowered, 
e.g. [yià≥^Ã] ‘he gabbles’. /u/ is back and roun-
ded [∏], e.g. [∑r∏bæt] ‘she drank’, [Ò∏mÌr] 
‘moon’, [ß∏b1] ‘pour!’

2.1.1.2.2 Long vowels
Generally, /à/ has a more retracted articulation 
than /a/, especially when an emphatic or any of 
/x, ÿ, r, g/ are present, e.g. [sa1l] ‘it flowed’, but 
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[rÌ1Ó] ‘he went’, [ÒÌ:l] ‘he said’. /ì/ is a close, front 
vowel, but with the emphatics it is more centrali-
zed, e.g. [bî 1 s] ‘keel of a boat’. /è/ and /ò/, both 
pure mid vowels, correspond to the Old Arabic 
diphthongs /ay, aw/ and occur medially, e.g. ÿèm 
‘clouds’, lòn ‘color’.

2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
Where /aw/ occurs in the first syllable of a word 
which has a heavy syllable (Cä or CvC) following, 
it is often reduced to /à/, e.g. màjùd ‘existent’. In 
verb forms, final /aw/ > /ò/ when suffixed, e.g. 
gàlaw ‘they said’, gàlòli ‘they told me’. /ù/ is [∏ 1 ], 
e.g. [∑∏1f] ‘look!’

2.1.1.4 Syllable types
The following syllable types are possible.

Cv:  Úarab ‘he hit’ (Cv-CvC)
CvC:  gaf“a ‘spoon’ (CvC-Cv)
CvCC: gilt ‘I said’, maÿarb ‘evening’ (Cv-

CvCC), yisallimk ‘[may God] preserve 
you’ (Cv-CvC-CvCC)

[Cä]:  sòlaf ‘he chatted’ (Cä-CvC)
[CäC:]  bàg ‘he stole’

The above are the basic types. CäCC also 
occurs, but only in one type of form (the 
active participle of geminate verbs), e.g. ràdd 
‘rejecting, replying’. The following also arise, 
partly as a result of the short vowel and resylla-
bication deletion rules operated by some spea-
kers, partly as a result of borrowings.

CCv:  drisat ‘she studied’, ghawa ‘coffee’ 
 (CCv-CvC)
CCäC:  kwèt ‘Kuwait’, smìt ‘cement’ (borro-

wing)
CCvCC: fhimt ‘I understand’, trinj ‘citron’ 

(borrowing)

Distribution of syllable types
CCv is always word-initial: CvCvCv(C) is 
reduced by elision of the first vowel (see Sec. 
2.1.3.1). A prosthetic vowel is inserted before 
the resulting consonant cluster after a word 
ending in a consonant, e.g. l-ix“iba ‘the lump 
of wood’.

CvCC is always word-final and, except for 
monosyllabic words like “arg ‘east’, arises in 
some words as a result of the so-called ghawa-
syndrome (see Sec. 2.1.2.4) and in a few fixed 
phrases (e.g. allah yisallimk).

2.1.1.5 Consonant clusters
CCC clusters that arise via suffixation, where 
the first two consonants are the same, are 
usually reduced, e.g. ™agna ‘our right, for 
us’ (< ™agg + na), †agha ‘he hit her’ (< †agg 
+ ha), and kilkum, kilhum ‘all of you/them’. 
In one common item, ≠ind, where the first 
two consonants are different, there is reduc-
tion, e.g. ≠idkum, ≠idna (although ‘imported’ 
epenthesized forms such as ≠indëna are also 
heard). Otherwise, CCC clusters are stable, 
e.g. bintkum ‘your daughter’, “iftkum ‘I saw 
you’, although again, there is variation: some 
speakers, unpredictably, have forms of the 
binitkum, “ifitkum type that are standard in 
Muslim Baghdadi and may be a reflection 
of Iraqi influence. Reduction in one high-fre-
quency phrase is universal for all: git < gilt, 
‘I/you [masc.] said’ in phrases like git lik/lah 
‘I told you/him’.

The treatment of non-doubled final clusters 
in words of the structure CvCC in Old Arabic 
depends on the preceding vowel and the 
consonants:

Old Arabic CaCC

i.  C2 is /l, m, n, r/: the form is stable, e.g. galb 
‘heart’, ≈anb ‘sin’, war∑ ‘thigh’, “ams sun’.

ii.  C2 is a guttural: CaCaC is normal, e.g. ba™ar 
‘sea’, “ahar ‘month’, naxal ‘palm trees’.

iii. In all other cases, the form is CaCiC, e.g. 
™abil ‘rope’, xa“im ‘nose’, gaßir ‘palace’, the 
/i/ having a central quality if a labial and an 
emphatic consonant (including /l/ and /r/) 
occur together as C2 and C3, e.g. in ≠aÚim 
‘bone’, gabil ‘before’, tamir ‘dates’.

Old Arabic CiCC and CuCC

i.  C2 is /l, n, r/: the form is stable, e.g. bint 
‘girl’, ≠il∑ ‘chewing gum’, ≠irs ‘marriage’, 
bunk ‘essence’, gurß ‘flat piece of bread’.

ii. In other cases CvCvC, with vowel har-
mony, is the most common form, e.g. 
≠ugub ‘after’, Úuhur ‘noon’, dihin ‘oil, fat’, 
mi“i† ‘comb’, but there are exceptions, e.g. 
rizg ‘sustenance’, bi“t ‘man’s cloak’, ßub™ 
‘morning’.

2.1.1.6 Stress
The rule is that the last syllable of a polysyl-
labic word is stressed if long (CäC, CvCC); 
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otherwise, the penultimate is stressed, except 
in cases of a succession of three short Cv sylla-
bles, when the antepenultimate is stressed, e.g. 
báraka ‘blessing’, although some (uneducated) 
speakers reduce all such concatenations, verbal 
or nominal, to CCvCv and stress them accor-
dingly, viz bríka. Stress is nondistinctive.

2.1.2 Phonotactics

2.1.2.1 Assimilation
The following are major loci:

i.  The definite article: sun-letters and moon-
letters behave as in Old Arabic.

ii.  /l/ in the imperative xall ‘let’ > /n/ before the 
-ni and -na suffixes, e.g. xanna ‘let’s…’ For 
some speakers, this assimilation is general, 
e.g. “taÿanna ‘we worked’, ginna ‘we said’.

iii. /ÿ/ > /b/ in the imperfect forms of the verb 
baÿa ‘to want, need’ e.g. abbi, tabbi, etc.

iv.  /h/ in the 3rd person suffixes -ha and -hum 
is assimilated to the -t of the 3rd person 
singular feminine perfect verb and other 
feminine forms, e.g. drisatta ‘she studied it 
[fem.]’, rgubattum ‘their neck’.

v.  /t/ in ti- verbal prefixes of various kinds is 
assimilated by some speakers to /t, †, µ, d, 
≈, ∂, Ú, ∑, j, s, ß, “/ as a consequence of the 
deletion of unstressed /i/ in open syllables 
(see Sec. 2.1.3), e.g. (i)ßßìr ‘she becomes’, 
(i)††awwar ‘it developed’, (i)∑∑iddùn ‘you 
work for your money’.

2.1.2.2 Dissimilation
Certain dialectal quadriliteral verbs may have 
arisen historically via consonantal dissimila-
tion, e.g. xarba† ‘to get confused’ < xabba† 
‘to beat’.

2.1.2.3 Metathesis
Occasional examples noted gaÚb, ‘grasping’ for 
gabÚ, but no regular and clear pattern was noted.

2.1.2.4 Ghawa-syndrome
The ghawa-syndrome (¤ gahawa-syndrome) is the 
deletion of /a/ in CaC non-final syllables where 
C2 is a guttural, and epenthesis of /a/ after C2, 
e.g. nxala (< naxla) ‘palm tree’, yi≠arf (< yi≠arif < 
ya≠rif  ) ‘he knows’, mëÿarb (< mëÿarib < maÿrib) 
‘evening’. This rule is now moribund as an active 
phonological process, although its results survive 
in a few common words, especially colors, e.g. 

xaÚar ‘green [masc.]’, ™amar ‘red [masc.]’, and 
some proper names, e.g. ™amad (< ±a™mad).

2.1.2.5 Conditioned ±imàla
See Section 2.1.1.2: vowel raising.

2.1.2.6 Spread of velarization
Velarization may spread, especially to /l/, /r/, 
/b/, /m/, e.g. ßabi ‘boy’ (= [ßÌ)i]), †abil ‘drum’
(= [≥Ì)i¬], ßabir ‘patience’ (= [ßÌ)ëà]. Combina-
tions of velars, labials, and /l/ or /r/ may also 
become velarized when an emphatic consonant 
is not present, e.g. ramil ‘sand’ (= [àÌÂi¬]), gabil 
‘before’ (=[,Ì)i¬]), ixtarab, ‘to go rotten’ (= 
[ix≥ÌàÌ)]).

2.1.3 Morphophonology

2.1.3.1 Elision of vowels
Unstressed /i/ and /u/ in non-final open syllables 
are deleted in certain syllable structures (e.g. 
in CvCäC, CvCvCC, and as the first vowel in 
CvCvCv(C)), and a prosthetic vowel /i/ is inserted 
utterance-initially or if a consonant-final word 
precedes, e.g. itgùl ‘you say’, l-ibyùt ‘the houses’, 
l-i“yara ‘the tree’ (citation forms buyùt, “iyara). 
Medially doubled consonants are reduced in cer-
tain verb forms as a result, e.g. (i)t≠allim ‘you 
[masc.] teach’ but (i)t≠alm‹n ‘you [pl.] teach’, 
labbisaw ‘they dressed’ but labsÈha ‘they dressed 
her’. Uneducated speakers tend to delete /a/ in the 
initial syllable of CvCvC(v/ä) strings, e.g. “arab 
‘he drank’ ¤ (i)“rubah ‘he drank it’, “rubaw ‘they 
drank’.

2.1.3.2 Insertion of vowels
See Section 2.1.3.1 for prosthetic /i/. See Section 
2.1.1.5 for epenthetic vowels, and Section 2.1.2.4 
for the ghawa-syndrome.

2.1.3.3 Shortening and lengthening of vowels
Where two or more long vowels occur in a word, 
the unstressed first long vowel may be shortened, 
especially in rapid speech, e.g. rayàyÛl ‘men’ = 
[ræyæyi1l]. Final vowels that are short in unsuf-
fixed form are lengthened and stressed when 
suffixed, e.g. yxálli ‘he lets’, yxallÛni ‘he lets me’; 
xálla ‘he let’, xallÙha ‘he let her’. 

2.1.3.4 Clitics
There are a number of clitics:
i.  Deictic ha- prefixed to the definite articles, 

e.g. ha-l-bèt ‘this house’.
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ii.  b- prefix indicating proximate intent, e.g. 
b-inrù™ bà∑ir ‘we’ll go tomorrow’.

iii. taw(w)- is arguably a clitic, as it does not occur 
unsuffixed and signifies recently completed 
action, e.g. taw-ni yày ‘I’ve just arrived’. 

iv. “- ‘what?’, e.g. “-gilt ‘what did you say?’, 
“-™aggah? ‘what for?’.

v. Presentative kà-, e.g. kà-hu-yày! ‘here he 
comes!’.

vi. Presentative hà-, e.g. hà-∑ il≠è“ ‘here’s the 
rice for you [fem.]!’.

vii. mà, inserted between the repetition of a 
word to indicate ‘and such like’, e.g. fàr 
mà-fàr ‘rats and things like that’.

2.1.3.5 Construct state
This is less used because of the development 
of an analytic genitive (Sec. 2.3.1.3). Plural 
and (for some speakers) dual nouns retain 
their endings when they are the head noun, 
e.g. yùniyyat ≠è“ ‘a sack of rice’, rò™at issìf 
‘going to the seashore’, mwaÚÚafìn il™ukùma 
‘government employees’, ìdèn irrayyàl ‘the 
man’s [two] hands’ (but also ìdè lmara ‘the 
woman’s hands).

2.1.3.6 Suffixation
(a) The /h/ of the -ha and -hum suffixes assi-
milates to the suffix /t/ of feminine forms (see 
Sec. 2.1.2.1). When vowel-initial suffixes are 
added to suffix-stem 3rd person verb forms, 
they are resyllabified, in line with the general 
rule which replaces /a/ in non-final open syl-
lable with /i/ except in certain well-defined 
phonological environments (Sec. 2.1.1.2) and 
then deletes it, e.g. (i)“rúbat ‘she drank’ + ah > 
(“rubitah) > (i)“rúbtah ‘she drank it [masc.]’. 
In all suffixed plural forms, the final -aw 
becomes -ò and is stressed, e.g. “rúbaw ‘they 
drank’ + ah > (i)“rubÈh ‘they drank it’.

(b) Active participle + suffix forms:

Table 1. Participle kàtib ‘writing’ + suffix in 
Kuwaiti Arabic

 vowel-initial  consonant-initial
 suffix (-ah)  suffix (-ha)
sg. masc. kàtbah kàtibha 
sg. fem. kàtbitah kàtbatta
pl. kàtbìnah kàtbìnha

The corresponding forms in IIw/y and IIIy roots 
are bànìh, bànyitah and ∑àyifha, ∑àyfitah, etc.

(c) The treatment of suffixed CvCvC nouns is 
somewhat unpredictable. Some ‘core’ nouns 
such as yimal ‘camel’ become ymalik ‘your 
camel’, but others, seemingly neologisms, do 
not undergo this rule. Contrast ™arasah ‘his 
defense force’, a neologism, with ™risah ‘he 
defended him’, both < ™aras + ah.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal independent pronouns

Table 2. Independent pronouns in Kuwaiti 
Arabic

3rd pers. masc. sg.  hù, huwa
3rd pers. fem. sg.  hì, hiya
3rd pers. pl.  hum
2nd pers. masc. sg.  inta
2nd pers. fem. sg.  inti
2nd pers. pl.  intu
1st pers. sg.  ana
1st pers. pl.  i™na, ™inna

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes

Table 3. Possessive/object suffixes in Kuwaiti 
Arabic

3rd pers. sg. masc. -ah
3rd pers. sg. fem. -ha
3rd pers. pl. -hum
2nd pers. sg. masc. -ik
2nd pers. sg. fem. -i∑
2nd pers. pl. -kum
1st pers. sg. -i (poss.); -ni (obj.)
1st pers. pl. -na

There is some allomorphy in the 1st person with 
certain prepositions, e.g. with l-: lì; with ila: ilì, 
ilayya; with fì: fiyya, fìni; with ≠ala: ≠alayya; with 
bi: biyya; with wiyya: wiyyày.

2.2.1.3 Indirect object suffixes
With some verbs, the indirect object is suffixed 
directly to the verb and the direct object carried 
by the particle, e.g. ≠a†ni iyyàh ‘give it to me!; 
but in most cases of such constructions involving 
two pronoun objects, it is the direct object that is 
suffixed to the verb and the indirect object (= the 
embedded subject) to iyya-, e.g. samma≠òha iyyày 
‘they made/let me listen to it’ (lit ‘they made it 
audible to me’).
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2.2.1.4 Demonstratives

Table 4. Demonstratives in Kuwaiti Arabic 

proximal sg. masc.  (hà)≈a
proximal sg. fem.  (hà)≈i
proximal pl.  (hà)≈òl
distal sg. masc.  (hà)≈àk
distal sg. fem.  (hà)≈ì∑
distal pl.  (hà)≈òlàk

When used as an adjective, the demonstra-
tive precedes the noun; used contrastively, it 
follows. The proximal set of forms can be 
reduced to a clitic ha- prefixed to any defined 
noun, e.g. ha-lbèt ‘this house’, ha-rrajàjìl 
‘these men’.

2.2.1.5 Presentatives
kà- may be prefixed to any suffixed pronoun, 
e.g. kà-ni ihni! ‘here I am!’ (see Sec. 2.1.3.4 (e)). 
It is also used with verbs, e.g. kà-yat issayyàra! 
‘here’s the car!’. hà- followed by a 2nd person 
suffixed pronoun is also used, especially when 
handing over something, e.g. hà-kum liktàb 
‘here’s the book for you [pl.]!’.

2.2.1.6 Relative pronouns
illi is used.

2.2.1.7 Interrogative pronouns
Typical examples: “inhu ‘what?’; min, 
minhu ‘who?’; kèf ~ ∑èf ‘how?’; ∑am ‘how 
much/many?’; wèn ‘where?’; mita ~ muta 
‘when?’.

“- formations: “- + verb, ‘what..?’, e.g. “-
gilt? ‘what did you say?’; “ + prep: “-™aggah, 
“-≠alèh, “-lèh, “-minnah ‘why, because of 
what?’; “ + noun: “-kiµir, “-gadd ‘how much/
many?’; “-lòn ‘how?’; ‘what kind?’; “-fì + 
pronoun ‘what’s wrong with…?; yahu ~ yahi 
and ayhu, ayhi ‘which one?’ Other forma-
tions borrowed from other dialects are also 
often heard, e.g. lè“ ‘why?’.

Interrogatives have no fixed sentence position: 
pragmatic factors determine their position.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Note that only unusual forms or local innova-
tions are listed in this section.

Some adverbs, e.g. ≠àd ‘just, so, then, again’, 
have very many diverse uses and are not easily 
classifiable.

2.2.2.1 Temporal
al™ìn ‘now’; ha-l™azza, ™azzat ™àÚir ‘at this 
moment’; bà∑ir ‘tomorrow’; ≠ugub bà∑ir ‘the 
day after tomorrow’; ilbàr™a ‘yesterday’; dòm 
‘always’; (min) ißßub™ ‘in the early morning’; 
iÚÚi™a ‘in the forenoon’; ilgàyla ‘at mid-day 
[i.e. approximately 12:00−2:00]; il≠aßir ‘in the 
late afternoon’; lawwal ‘in the old days’; 
ba≠ad ‘still, yet’; abdan ‘totally; ever, never’; 
ràyi™ ‘continuously’; iljàbla ‘tomorrow night’; 
illàbla ‘the day after tomorrow’; mba∑∑ir 
‘early’; mßayyif ‘late’.

2.2.2.2 Local
ihni ‘here’, ihnàk ‘there’, ™adir ‘beneath’, 
™adir fòg ‘upside down’, sìda ‘straight ahead, 
directly’, ha-ßßòb ‘over here’.

2.2.2.3 Manner
ham ‘also’, bass ‘only’, ∑i≈i ‘thus’, wàjid ~ 
wàyid ‘much, very’, zèn ‘well’, killi“ ‘comple-
tely’, zitàt ‘quickly’, falla ‘well, excellently’, 
wakàd ‘certainly’, ≠asà- ‘hopefully’.

2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 The definite article
The article is (i)l- and is assimilated by the 
sun-letters as in Old Arabic. In a few com-
mon phrases it is al-, e.g. al™ìn ‘now’. When 
prefixed to nouns whose first syllable is an 
open, unstressed /i/ or /u/, especially if the fol-
lowing vowel is long, it normally become li-, 
e.g. liktàb.

2.2.3.2 Indefinite article
Some uses of wà™id have the function of an 
indefinite article when it follows the noun, e.g. 
≠idna walad wà™id yigàl lih ‘we once had a boy 
here called . . .’; marra wà™da i™na fi ““wèx ‘one 
time, when we were in Shuwaykh . . .’.

2.2.3.3 Genitive markers
màl(at) and ™agg are both used as geni-
tive markers, e.g. issayyàra màlat ≠ammi ‘my 
uncle’s car’, ilmuftà™ ™agg ilbàb ‘the key to 
the door’, màl can be used with inalienable 
possession, e.g. ilìdèn màlah ‘his hands’. Both 
markers have a wide range of other uses.

2.2.3.4 Negative particles
With indicative verbs the normal negative 
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particle is mà. It is also used with ‘dummy’ 
verbs expressing possession (≠ind) and exi-
stence (àku, fìh, less commonly hast), e.g. 
mà fìh “ay fi lgù†i ‘there’s nothing in the 
can’, màku ∑ara ‘it can’t be helped’. Note 
also mà min in, e.g., mà min musta“fa fi ≈àk 
ilwagt ‘there wasn’t a hospital at that time’. 
ma™™ad or mà . . . ™ad is used for ‘no one’.

With other parts of speech − nouns, adjec-
tives, prepositions − mu or muhu are used, 
and (for some speakers) the following vari-
ants: mub, muhùb, hùb, humb (masc.) and 
mahi, hìb, mahìb (fem.). In negating nega-
tives, e.g. ‘I didn’t not tell you’, one uses mu 
or a variant, e.g. mub mà a™ibbah, a™ibbah! 
‘it’s not that I don’t like him, I do like him!’. 
In nominal sentences, and those with partici-
pial predicates, mà + independent pronoun 
is an alternative to pronoun + mu, etc., e.g. 
inta mub rayyàl or minta (bi) rayyàl ‘you’re 
not a [real] man’, ana mub ràyi™ or màna 
bi ràyi™ ‘I’m not going’.

là is used for prohibitives and optatives, 
e.g. là yirkab fòg issa†i™! ‘don’t let him 
climb up on the roof!’, là sama™ allàh! ‘God 
forbid!’. It is also used in the sense of ‘lest’, 
e.g. i†la≠ là a™ibsik was† iljilìb! ‘get out or I’ll 
throw [= ‘lest I throw’] you down the well!’.

2.2.3.5 Particles to introduce questions
The tag mu ∑i≈i ‘isn’t that so?’ is used. 

2.2.3.6 Existentials
àku is the local form, which Kuwait shares 
with southern Iraq. fìh is also common, but 
hast is heard less often than in Bahrain. All are 
negated with mà: see Section 2.2.3.4.

2.2.3.7 Prepositions
li ‘to, for’; bi (or ib) ‘with, by means of’; fi 
(or if  ) ‘in, on’; ™agg ‘to, for’; ila ‘to, toward’; 
≠ala ‘on, against’; min ‘from’; ≠an ‘away from’; 
fòg ‘on top of, above’; ta™t ‘under, near’; ™adir 
‘under, below’; ßòb ‘toward’; wara ‘behind’; 
™òl ‘around’; jiddàm ~ giddàm ‘in front of’; 
mjàbil ~ mgàbil ‘opposite’; bèn ‘between’; 
gabil ‘before’; ba≠ad, ≠ugub ‘after’; bidùn, 
min dùn ‘without’; ≠ind ‘at, with, according 
to’; màl ‘of, relating to’; wiyya ‘with’; yamm 
‘beside’; dùn ‘in contrast with, different from’; 
gufa ‘dependent upon, incumbent on’; dàyir 
madàr ‘around’; miµil, “ikil ‘like’.

2.2.3.8 Conjunctions
wi ~ u ‘and’; willa, aw ‘or’; amma . . . aw 
‘either . . . or’; làkin, bass ‘but’; innamà ‘only, 
except that’; inn ‘that’; yòm, min, lamma, 
lamman ‘when’; lèn, ilèn, ilamma ‘whenever, 
until’; li±ann ‘because’; ™atta, ™agg ‘so that’; ≠an 
là ‘lest’; gabil là, gabil mà ‘before’; ba≠ad mà, 
≠ugub mà ‘after’; miµil mà, “ikil mà ‘like’; wèn 
mà ‘wherever’; mà dàm ~ im dàm ‘as long as’; 
∑inn- ‘as if’; mà . . . illa ‘as soon as, no sooner 
than’. Conditional conjunctions: in, i≈a, ila, 
lèn, lò, (in) ∑àn.

2.2.3.9 Exclamations
Particles of affirmation and denial are:

‘Yes!’: è! è na≠am! ajal, ≠ajal! bala, 
mbala!
‘No!’: là!

yallah! ‘come on!’; yà rèt! ‘would that . . .!’; 
bass! ‘stop! enough!’; ≠ajal ~ ≠ayal ‘well . . .’; 
ila . . . ‘lo and behold!’; ≠àd, which has many 
uses, e.g. mild reproach, e.g. isma≠ ≠àd! ‘just 
listen, will you!’, cajoling, e.g. rù™i “-≠àd! ‘go, 
why don’t you?’ ya! ‘what?!’ for incredulity, 
often coupled with dismissal of a proposition; 
ax! used to express pain; wèl! to express woe, 
sorrow; bwèl! used to express surprise; afa! 
used to express disgust. “ + diminutive noun 
is used to express admiration/surprise, e.g. 
“-i™lèla! ‘what a pretty little thing [she is]!’

2.2.4 Nouns

2.2.4.1 Gender
Feminine by usage: double parts of the body; 
notes denoting females, e.g. umm ‘mother’, 
≠arùs ‘bride’; names of countries; a few com-
mon nouns, e.g. “ams ‘sun’, arÚ ‘earth, land’, 
nàr and Úaww ‘fire’, rù™ ‘soul, spirit’, especi-
ally those which are reflexes of Old Arabic 
-à±, e.g. kahraba ‘electricity’. mày ‘water’ 
may be of either gender.

2.2.4.2 Productive patterns
Common patterns are similar to those in Bahraini 
Arabic. Particularly productive are CaCCàC for 
occupations, e.g. ≠ayyàr ‘swindler’; CaCCàCa 
for tools, e.g. †affàya ‘ashtray’, dabbàsa ‘stapler’; 
and miCCaC(a)/miCCàC, e.g. mi“xal ‘sieve’, 
mid≠àb ‘sewer’, midwisa ‘treadle’.
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A few nouns of very local reference (now 
obsolete) end in the suffix -ò, e.g. ™alwayò ‘a 
type of fish’, ∑aftò ‘keelson’ (in maritime ter-
minology).

The -iyya suffix is also productive, e.g. 
yòmiyya ‘daily wage’, ≠aßriyya ‘afternoon’.

2.2.4.3 External and internal plural
External plurals for human nouns are mainly 
formed with -ìn (masc.) and -àt (fem.), the lat-
ter also being used for borrowings, e.g. bàß/ 
bàßàt ‘bus’. -a is used for some human nouns 
of the CaCCàC form, e.g. ™addàda ‘ironmon-
gers’. The -iyya suffix is used for some male 
human nouns, e.g. drèwil/drèwiliyya ‘driver’, 
especially those ending in the relational -i, e.g. 
ba™rèniyya ‘Bahrainis’ (although the plural in 
-ìn is now more common for this type of form). 
abu ‘father’ forms a plural ubuhàt.

Internal plurals are similar to those of the 
Gulf dialects as a whole, for which see Bahraini 
Arabic.

2.2.4.4 Diminutives
Diminutive forms are common, e.g. klèb ‘lit-
tle dog’, mrèx ‘mist’, ™lèla ‘sweet little thing’, 
“nètir ‘chicken pox’, mrèkib ‘little ship’, dwèrat 
™amàm ‘pigeon loft’, and are especially com-
monly encountered in the names of animals, 
birds, etc., e.g. dxèxla ‘type of warbler’, ≈bèbna 
(< ≈ubbàna) ‘little fly [the name of a children’s 
game]’. The form with a relational -i suffix 
is also common in animal names, e.g. zhèwi 
‘cockroach’, †bèji ‘type of poisonous sea crea-
ture with tentacles’, wÚè™i ‘oryx’.

CaCCùC is used for the diminutive of names, 
e.g. ammùn < amìna, la††ùf < la†ìfa, xallùd < 
xàlid. The suffix -ò or -(a)w is also used for this 
purpose, e.g. zambaw (< zènabaw), fiÚÚaw (< 
fiÚÚa).

2.2.4.5 Vocatives
There is a complex system of vocatives invol-
ving bipolar address forms, e.g. yàbù-k, yàxù-k, 
yàxt-i∑, yumma-k, yà nasìb-ik, etc., as well as 
(yà) yubba, (yà) yumma. See Yassin (1977).

2.2.4.6 Adjectives
The following are additional to the nominal 
patterns:

CaCCàn:  for example ta≠bàn, pl. ta≠àba 
(also ta≠bànìn) ‘tired’.

CaCCàCi: a type of relative adjective, e.g. 
rawwàsi ‘method of pearl diving 
in shallow water in which the diver 
dives headfirst’, ≈abbàbi ‘type of 
fly-eating bird’.

CaCCùC: intensive pattern, e.g. akkùl ‘greedy’.
CàCùC:  intensive pattern, e.g. “àÿùl ‘hard-

working’.
CaCCa:  the feminine of some CaCìC and 

CaCCàC adjectives, e.g. xanµa 
‘catamite’ (< xanìµ), ÿaÚba ‘angry’ 
(< ÿaÚbàn).

CuCàC:  plural of some adjectives, e.g. 
kubàr ‘old’.

CiCCaC:  plural of some adjectives, e.g. 
≠ittag ‘old’, sg. ≠atìj.

2.2.4.7 Color and deficiency adjectives
aCCaC (masc.), CaCCa (fem.): e.g. aswad, 
sòda ‘black’. The masculine forms of some 
words in this class are resyllabified because of 
the ghawa-syndrome, e.g. xaÚar ‘green’, ÿatam 
‘dumb’. The plural is CuCC or CuCCàn, 
the latter pattern usually designating animate 
beings: thus ™umràn is (somewhat pejorati-
vely) used to mean ‘pink-skinned [people]’ 
(i.e. Westerners and Persians).

2.2.4.8 Elatives
These are formed as in Classical Arabic. The 
aCCaC pattern has been extended, however, 
e.g. a“wa < “way ‘better’ (as in ittòz ßàr a“wa 
‘the dusty weather has abated’), a“†an < “è†àn 
‘naughtier’.

2.2.5 Numerals
‘One’ is wà™id, fem. wa™da. It precedes the 
noun as an indefinite article (Sec. 2.2.3.2), and 
follows it to signify ‘one’ (as opposed to ‘two’, 
etc.), e.g. sayyàra wa™da ‘one (single) car’, 
marra wa™da ‘in one go, all at once’.

‘Two’ is µnèn, fem. µintèn. The dual or the 
plural followed by ‘two’ can be used, with 
no difference in meaning, e.g. bintèn or banàt 
µintèn ‘two daughters’.

‘Three’ to ‘ten’: there are two systems in 
operation. The first (probably imported from 
non-Gulf dialects) uses the masculine form of 
the numeral with enumerated nouns of either 
gender, e.g. xams awlàd ‘five boys’, xams 
banàt ‘five girls’.

In the alternative system, which appears to 
be the original one, the gender polarity system 
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operates as in Modern Standard Arabic, with 
no reanalysis of forms with -t, e.g. xamsat 
awlàd, xams banàt.

Telling the time: the masculine form is 
normally used, except in sà≠a µintèn ‘two 
o’clock’.

‘Eleven’ to ‘nineteen’: there is considerable 
variability, but the most common forms are 
those without the -ar ending (contrast this with 
Bahrain), whether there is an enumerated noun 
or not, and there is also some variability in the 
form of the numeral in the numbers ‘eleven’ and 
‘twelve’, e.g. idà“ ~ i™dà“ ~ i™da≠a“ sana ‘eleven 
years’, iµnà“ ~ iµna≠a“ yòm ‘twelve days’.

‘Hundred’:  miya or imya, pl. miyàt.
‘Thousand’:  alf, pl. ulùf. ulùf il±ulùf ‘thou-

sands upon thousands’
Larger numbers: lakk, pl. lkùk signifies a large 

number (cf. English ‘zillion’), 
for some speakers 10,000, for 
others 100,000!

Ordinal numbers are regular.
Count nouns: an -a suffix is added to the col-

lective, e.g. xòx ‘peaches’, xòxa ‘a peach’, or to 
a verbal noun to form an instance noun, e.g. 
nòm ‘sleep’, nòma ‘a nap, period of sleep’.

2.2.6 Verbs

2.2.6.1 Verbal forms

2.2.6.1.1 Form I
(a) Perfect stems
In verbs of the CaCaC- stem type in Old Arabic, 
the factor determining the first vowel was, as in 
the Bedouin-type Eastern Arabian dialects as a 
whole, originally phonological (see Sec. 2.1.1.2 
(a)), thus kitab, wußal vs. halak, daxal, Úarab. 
Many of the dialectal CaCaC verbs, however, 
now have an alternative in CiCaC, e.g. dixal, 
Úirab as in southern Iraq and Muslim Baghdadi. 
Verbs of the Old Arabic CaCiC/CaCuC- stem 
type were originally voweled in the Kuwaiti 
dialect according to the same phonological 
rule as the CaCaC- type, thus “arab, sima≠, but 
again CiCaC is an alternative for virtually any 
CaCaC- dialectal stem < Old Arabic CaCiC-
/CaCuC-. Examples:

Old Arabic Kuwaiti
“ariba “arab ~ “irab ‘he drank’

za≠ila za≠al ~ zi≠al ‘he got upset’

kaµura kiµar ‘it grew more 
numerous’

∂araba Úarab ~ Úirab ‘he hit’

kataba kitab ‘he wrote’
dafa≠a difa≠ ‘he pushed’

(b) Imperfect stems
As in the rest of Bedouin-type Eastern Arabic 
dialects, such as the Bahraini A dialect, if C2 
or C3 is a guttural, the theme vowel is /a/ and 
the prefix vowel /i/, e.g. yig≠ad, yi†bax. If C1 is 
a guttural, the stem vowel is /i/ and the prefix 
vowel /a/, the form then being resyllabified 
according to the rule already given, e.g. y≠arf 
< ya≠rif, yxa†ib < yax†ub. Non-resyllabified 
forms (which apparently sound ‘more educa-
ted’) are now common in this dialect. In non-
guttural stems, the dialect generally, like the 
rest of Bedouin-type Eastern Arabic dialects, 
follows the Old Arabic system: theme vowel 
/a/ for Old Arabic /a/, otherwise theme vowel 
/i/ or /u/ depending on the consonants in the 
C2 and C3 position, with the prefix vowel 
typically opposite in height from the theme 
vowel, e.g. yilbas, yi“rab, yigdar but yabriz, 
ya≈kir, yaßbur, yaglub, where in the last two 
examples the labial /b/ (as also /f/, /m/) has a 
backing effect.

2.2.6.1.2 Derived forms 
Noteworthy semantic aspects are the following:

Form II is mainly causative and has largely 
supplanted Form IV, which survives only in a 
few verbs such as aßba™/yißbi™ ‘to get up in the 
morning’. There are some denominative Form 
II verbs, e.g. ßayyan ‘to stink’ < ßyàna ‘stagnant 
dirty water’.

Forms V and VI: in the perfect, the vowel 
of the t-prefix is often elided; in the imperfect, 
Kuwaiti Arabic normally has yit-, tit-, nit- type 
forms. Form V is often reflexive or passive, e.g. 
tba††a† ‘to burst open’. Form VI most often 
signifies reciprocal action, e.g. thàwa“ ‘to argue 
with one another’, but also often implies gra-
dation or repetition, e.g. tgàßar ‘to peter out’, 
tmàyal ‘to sway, incline’. Form VI has other 
values also, e.g. taràxaß ‘to buy cheaply’.
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Form VII is the normal means of passiviza-
tion but is also used for reflexives, e.g. intaras 
‘to be filled’, in“àf ‘to be seen’, but also inkama“ 
‘to shrink’, inba†a™ ‘to collapse, throw oneself 
down’.

2.2.6.1.3 Internal passive
The internal passive occurs in normal speech 
only in a few fixed phrases, and usually in the 
imperfect, e.g. wà™id yigàl lih ‘someone cal-
led…’, wlidt ‘I was born’, but more commonly 
in proverbs, e.g. i≈a †igg ilxa“im, ihmalat il≠èn 
‘if the nose is struck, the eye weeps’.

2.2.6.2 Inflection

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect

Table 5. Inflection of the imperfect in Kuwaiti 
Arabic

yaktib ‘he writes’ sg. pl.
3rd pers. masc. yaktib yikitbùn
3rd pers. fem. taktib
2nd pers. masc. taktib tikitbùn
2nd pers. fem. tikitbìn
1st pers. aktib naktib

yilbas ‘he wears’ sg. pl.
3rd pers. masc. yilbas yilibsùn
3rd pers. fem. tilbas
2nd pers. masc. tilbas tilibsùn
2nd pers. fem. tilibsìn
1st pers. albas nilbas

These are the canonical syllable structures for 
verbs that do not have a guttural in C1 position 
in the original dialect, but forms like yaktibùn, 
taktibìn are also now freely variant with the 
forms noted. Verbs with C1 = guttural routinely 
have resyllabified forms of the y≠arf, y≠arfùn, 
t≠arfìn type, but forms like ya≠rif, ya≠rifùn are 
also now freely variant with them. It seems 
that this is a tendency mainly found in educated 
speakers influenced by non-Gulf dialects and/or 
Modern Standard Arabic.

Like other eastern Arabian dialects, Kuwaiti 
prefixes b- to imperfect verbs to express proxi-
mate intent. gà≠id is used to express continu-
ous or iterative processes.

The imperative: iktib, kitbi (or kitbay), 
kitbu (or kitbaw), the bracketed forms being 
more typical of older, less educated speakers, 
especially women. The negative imperative is 
la tiktib/tikitbi/tikitbu.

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect

Table 6. Inflection of the perfect in Kuwaiti 
Arabic

kitab ‘he wrote’ sg. pl.
3rd pers. masc. kitab ktibaw
3rd pers. fem. ktibat
2nd pers. masc. kitabt kitabtaw
2nd pers. fem. kitabti ~ kitabtay
1st pers.  kitabt kitabna

These syllable shapes apply to all Form I perfect 
verbs. In the 3rd person, forms of the kitbat, 
kitbaw type are also common and are syllabi-
cally similar to those of neighboring southern 
Iraq and Muslim Baghdadi.

2.2.6.3 Participles
The morphology of participles is similar to 
Old Arabic. CvCCàn is productive for stative 
verbs, e.g. Úamyàn ‘thirsty’, bardàn ‘(feeling) 
cold’, za≠làn ‘annoyed, upset’.

2.2.6.4 Verbal nouns
Form I: The patterns are similar to those 
found in other dialects (see ¤ Bahraini Arabic 
for some Gulf examples).

Derived form verbal nouns that are original 
to the dialect (and attested in Old Arabic) but 
now obsolescent are:

Form II: tvCCùC: ta≠lùm ‘teaching, educa-
tion’

 tiCCàC: tisgàm ‘advance paid to 
pearl divers’

 CvCCàC: giffàl ‘end of the pear-
ling season’

Form III: m(u)CàCaC: m≠àfar ‘wrestling, thro-
wing to the ground’, 
mxàzar ‘staring some-
one out’

Modern Standard Arabic-type verbal nouns of 
Forms II, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, X occur, but 
less often in uneducated speech.

2.2.7 Weak verbs

2.2.7.1 Geminate verbs
Perfect forms with consonant-initial suffixes 
are on the usual pattern CaCCèC, e.g. dazzèt ‘I 
pushed, sent’. There is contraction in the active 
participle of Form I, e.g. màrr ‘passer-by’. But 
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in Forms III and VI, there is no vowel contrac-
tion, e.g. yit™àjaj ‘he gets into an argument’.

2.2.7.2 Verbs I± 
In the perfect of Form I, some verbs lose the 
initial /±/, e.g. akal, axa≈, and behave like 
strong verbs. akal and axa≈ have alternatives 
kal and xa≈ which behave like doubled verbs, 
although these forms are less common in edu-
cated speech. In all cases, the imperfect is of 
the form yàCvC, e.g. yàkil, yàxi≈ and the 
active participle màkil, màxi≈ and the passive 
participle màkùl, màxù≈. In Forms II and III, 
/±/ has either been lost, e.g. amman ‘to trust’, 
or been replaced by a semivowel, e.g. waxxar 
‘to move back, get out of the way’ (axxar 
has the Modern Standard Arabic sense of ‘to 
postpone’). In the first case, in the imperfect, 
it reappears: yi±a≈≈in, yi±akkil. In Form VII it 
is preserved, e.g. in±axa≈, in±akal, but in Form 
X it is lost, e.g. istànas ‘to be content’ in the 
typically Kuwaiti greeting mistànis?

Form I imperatives: ikil, ikli, iklaw. 

2.2.7.3 Verbs Iw
The perfect verb is formed as for the normal 
Form I, with 3rd person variants of the two 
types wßilat ~ wußlat. The /w/ is preserved 
in the Form I imperfect, normally becoming 
yò- or yù- e.g. yòguf, yòßal, yù≠a, and in the 
imperative, e.g. òguf! ‘stop!’ However, some 
speakers have a yà- prefix (which also occurs 
in parts of Najd), as in the proverb allàh 
yàgàh ‘may God protect him’.

2.2.7.4 Verbs IIw/y
The perfect and imperfect paradigms are syl-
labically similar to those of most Arabic dia-
lects. The vowel of the Form I imperative is 
always long: gùl ‘say’, etc. In the passive par-
ticiple, /y/ and /w/ are treated as strong con-
sonants (with /w/ > /y/), e.g. madyùs ‘trodden 
on’, mabyù≠ ‘sold’, ma“yùf ‘seen’, mabyùg 
‘stolen’. The Form VIII perfect behaves as 
Form I, e.g. i™tijt ‘I needed’, gilt ‘I said’.

2.2.7.5 Verbs IIIw/y
There are two types: the /a/ type, e.g. nisa, 
yinsa, and the /i/ type, e.g. mi“a, yim“i. Verbs 
which in Old Arabic had final hamza lost it 
and were absorbed into the /a/ type, e.g. gara, 
yigra, and Old Arabic IIIw verbs have been 
absorbed by the /i/ type, e.g. tala/ yatli ‘to fol-

low’. One verb, baÿa ‘to want’, has alterna-
tive forms in the imperfect: yabÿi/ yabbi.

Like the Bahraini dialects, the Kuwaiti dia-
lect has masculine imperatives which lack a 
final -i, e.g. ≠a† ‘give!’, saww ‘do!’ taÿadd ‘eat 
lunch!’. It also, like many other Gulf and Najdi 
dialects, allows iCC imperative forms in form 
I, e.g. ibg ‘stay!’, im“ ‘go!’, isg ‘water!’. Other 
verbs, somewhat unpredictably, may have an 
epenthetic vowel, e.g. imi“ (variant of im“) 
‘go!’, igir ‘read!’, irim ‘throw!’, i“iw ‘roast!’.

In the imperfect, the endings of the suffixed 
forms of the imperfect in /a/ type verbs are -èn 
and -òn, e.g. tinsèn, tinsòn.

2.2.7.6 Irregular verbs
The verb ja ~ ya ‘to come’: this verb is nowa-
days often encountered with /j/ than with /y/, 
but /y/ is the ‘original’ form for Kuwait City:

Table 7. Inflection of the verb ja ~ ya ‘to come’ 
in Kuwaiti Arabic 

singular perfect imperfect
3rd pers. masc. ya iyi

3rd pers. fem. yat ~ yàt tyi

2nd pers. masc. yìt tyi
2nd pers. fem. yìti tyìn
1st pers. yìt ayi

plural

3rd pers. yaw iyùn

2nd pers. yìtaw tyùn
1st pers. yìna nyi

2.2.8 Quadriliterals
Both Forms I and II are common. The main 
types: reduplicatives (some mimetic), e.g. 
ÿarÿar ‘to gargle’; echoic, mimetic in which C2 
= /l, r, n, m/, e.g. bamba≠ ‘to bleat’; C2 = /w/: 
color verbs and bodily states (replacing Old 
Arabic Form IX), e.g. bòya∂ ‘to be whitish, 
go white’, fò“a™ ‘to be bowlegged’, and deno-
minatives, e.g. sòlaf ‘to chat’ < sàlfa ‘mat-
ter, affair’, with reciprocal pattern tisòlaf ‘to 
chat to each other’; C2 =/y/: with a t- prefix, 
denoting affectations of one kind or another, 
e.g. t“è™a† ‘to claim superiority, put on airs’, 
tßèmax ‘to feign deafness’, tlèÿab ‘to butt in 
on a conversation and ruin it’ (cf. ¤ Bahraini 
Arabic, ¤ Omani Arabic); C2 = /r, n/ inserted 
into a triliteral root, e.g. “arbak ‘to ensnare’ < 
“abak ‘net’, txarba† ‘to get confused’ < xaba† 
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‘to beat’. Others fall into no particular pat-
tern: bar†al ‘to bribe’, tga“mar ‘to joke, play 
tricks’. Apart from the above, there are deno-
minatives, some formed from foreign bor-
rowings, e.g. kansal ‘to cancel’, tban∑ar ‘to 
get a puncture’, both the latter from English 
(cancel, puncture).

Inflection, participle formation, and verbal 
nouns (where they exist) conform to the pat-
terns already described, e.g. verbal nouns: 
ÿarÿara ‘gargling’, mfò“a™ ‘state of being 
bowlegged’, kilfàt ‘caulking’ (< kalfat ‘to 
caulk [a boat])’.
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L

Labiovelarization

Labiovelarization may be described as a round-
ing of the lips, accompanied by the raising of 
the back of the tongue; it may be analyzed as 
a case of secondary combined articulation or 
of co-articulation. This phenomenon is com-
mon to all ¤ Afro-Asiatic (Hamito-Semitic) 
languages.

Cantineau (1960:30) mentions what he calls 
“l’affrication des labiales b, m, f”, which can 
be uttered with “un w furtif, ‘spirante de pas-
sage’”. This appears mainly before vowels with 
“une ouverture maxima des lèvres”, whereas 
the labials need “une fermeture des lèvres”. The 
contradiction leads to a mechanic “son de pas-
sage”, used as a transition.

In the Maghreb, one finds two types of 
labiovelarization, whose origins are probably 
quite different. One is a labialization of velars, 
which clearly comes from contact with Berber 
and is one of the discriminants used in the 
comparative dialectology of Maghrebi dialects 
(sŭkkà® vs. sëkkwà®). The other type, closer to 
what Cantineau described and used in a wider 
zone, corresponds to a velarization of labials, 
resulting from the contact of a labial or front 
consonant with the semivowel w, generally 
followed by a long vowel (m + w, b + w, f + 
w), with simultaneous velarization and dou-
bling, together with rounding: bwìba > œœwìba 
(diminutive of bàb ‘door’), mwìma > ¤¤wìma 
(diminutive of mma ‘mother’).

1 .  L a b i a l i z a t i o n  o f  v e l a r s

Labialization of velars is probably borrowed 
from Berber and thus remains a trait typical 
of the Maghreb. In the environment of velars, 
especially when the following phoneme is a 
front consonant or a vowel, there is a labializa-
tion of the velars.

In Morocco, this is mostly present in the 
southern dialects, such as that of Marrakesh 
and its region, which has a heavy Berber influ-
ence; it is also found commonly in Casablanca, 
where a number of southerners now live. In 
the northern region, this phenomenon is much 
scarcer. Morocco, for that matter, opposes 
two types of dialects: those with strong labio-
velarization in the contact of velars, uvulars, 
and sometimes pharyngeals (/k, g, q, x, ÿ, ™/, as 
described in Elmdari 1997:6 for Marrakesh), 
and those which have developed an opposi-
tion between two short vowels /ë/ : /»/ (in the 
region of Rabat, Meknes, and Fes). This affects 
the phonological system of Moroccan Arabic, 
which varies from four to five vocalic pho-
nemes, according to the presence or absence of 
a short /»/ (to which must be added the long or 
medium phonemes /à, ì, ù/).

Thus, regional differences appear explicitly in 
offering either an opposition between two short 
vowels /ë/ : /»/ in northern dialects, with a long 
series of minimal pairs (see Table 1) or an opposi-
tion between only one short vowel, /ë/, and labio-
velarization, as in Marrakesh (see Table 2).
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Table 1. Opposition pairs /ë/ : /»/ in northern 
dialects

/ë/ /»/ 

rëkba ‘the fact of 
riding’

r»kba ‘knee’

xë∂®a ‘green [fem.]’ x»∂®a ‘vegetable’

dxël ‘he came in’ dx»l ‘the fact of 
coming in’

k™ël ‘black’ k™»l ‘kohl [eye 
makeup]’

Table 2. Opposition pairs /ë/ : labiovelarization 
in Marrakesh

/ë/ labiovelarization 

rëkba ‘the fact of 
riding’

rëkwba ‘knee’

xë∂®a ‘green [fem.]’ xwë∂®a ‘vegetable’

dxël ‘he came in’ dxwël ‘the fact of 
coming in’

k™ël ‘black’ k™wël ‘kohl [eye 
makeup]’

Other pronunciations can appear without a pho-
nemic opposition, denoting either a Marrakshi 
or rural accent (see Table 3):

Table 3. Regional variants [ë] : [ŭ]

Northern Marrakshi/rural

sŭkkà® sëkkwà®  ‘sugar’
ÿzàl ÿwzàl ‘gazelle; handsome’
ßÿà® ßÿwà® ‘small [pl.]’
ÿ®àb ÿw®àb  ‘crows’
hakka hakkwa ‘like this’
qtël qwtël  ‘he killed’
kbà® kwbà®  ‘big [pl.]’
xëbbìza xëbbwìza ‘mallow [bot.]’
gbìla gwbìla ‘before’
ß™à™ ß™wà™ ‘strong; real [pl.]’
tqàl tqwàl  ‘heavy [pl.]’

2 .  V e l a r i z a t i o n  o f  l a b i a l s

Labialization of velars seems to occur essentially 
in the Maghreb, with the presence of a Berber 
substratum. The second type, velarization of 
labials, occurs in all Arabophone areas. It takes 
place when labials such as /b, m, f/ encounter 
the labiovelar semiconsonant /w/, followed by 
a long vowel, which could be presented as a 

case of velarization of labials. This second type 
is what Cantineau (1960:30) describes for the 
nomadic dialects of North Africa and in the 
Orient. 

In Morocco, velarization of labials can also 
distinguish between regional/dialectal accents 
(see Harrell 1962:10), when a word like bwìba/
mwìma is realized as œœwìba/¤¤wìma, implying 
an important change at the level of the syllable, 
bw > œœw: a gemination of the initial consonant, 
which is also pharyngealized and rounded (see 
Table 4).

Table 4. Velarization of labials

Northern Marrakshi/rural

bwìba œœwìba ‘door [dim.]’
mwìma ¤¤wìma ‘mother [dim.]’
mwìha ¤¤wìha ‘a little water 

[dim.]’ 
mwàgën ¤¤wàgën ‘wristwatches’ 
fwà† f.f. 

wà†  ‘towels’

mwàlìn (pl. of 
mùl)

¤¤wàlìn ‘owners’

Some words beginning with labials are always 
pronounced labiovelarized, especially names 
of parents, used as terms of address or in 
construct state, e.g. œœwa ‘father, my father’; 
¤¤w-i ‘mother, my mother’ (other dialects have 
yëmma instead); ¤¤w-uk/-ha/-u ‘your/her/his 
mother’ (can be used in insults); œœwa-k/-h/-ha 
‘your/his/her father’ (used in insults).

As for other dialects, Cantineau (1946:92–
95), indicates similar facts for the Horan for 
/b/ and /m/ (mmà  ≠ìn, mmwà  ≠ìn). For the Fezzan 
region, as described by Ph. Marçais, the first 
type exists rarely, only for sedentaries, in Gorda 
(ßuÿà®; see Marçais 2001:6). For the second 
type, there are many occurrences: fi-l-ummw7yya 
(Marçais 2001:12), mmwàli (Marçais 2001:32), 
fì-mmwè  ≠ìn (Marçais 2001:52), and for the 
nomads of Brak, the 3rd person plural pronoun 
is h8mmwa. D. Cohen (1963:4) describes velari-
zation of labials for £assàniyya, in œœwèyb (the 
diminutive of bàb) and ¤¤wassax ‘dirty’.

To sum up the two cases, one (case 2, 
velarization of labials) has been described for 
the entire Arabophone area, the other (case 1, 
labialization of velars) seems to appear only on 
a Berber substratum. Both phenomena are vari-
ants inside an area or a country, pointing to a 
particular dialectal pronunciation.
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Dominique Caubet (INALCO)

LafÚ

1 .  P r e l i m i n a r y  r e m a r k s

Etymologically, the term lafÚ  is a maßdar, i.e. a 
verbal noun. Originally it meant ‘to spit, reject, 
vomit’ and, in the specific context of speech 
activities, ‘to emit words, to utter’. In practice, 
there has been a shift from action to result and 
hence from a verbal value of the maßdar to a 
nominal one. Taken substantively, lafÚ is not 
to be understood as a singular noun but rather 
as a collective one. This collective and conse-
quently generic meaning implies a globalizing 
comprehension of the utterance perceived as a 
whole, as opposed to the words that make it up. 
This means that lafÚ must not be understood as 
referring to an isolated word but rather to the 
global result of the uttering process. When 
single units making up this whole are intended, 
one uses the singulative form lafÚa ‘term, word’ 
and its plural ±alfàÚ. 

In its original meaning, nothing suggests that 

lafÚ only refers to the signifier side of utter-
ances: on the contrary, it can be shown that the 
term ¤ ma≠nà, with which it is generally con-
trasted, did not refer primarily to the signifier 
side of an utterance but rather to the com-
municative intention which motivated it. This 
implies that lafÚ covered all specifically linguis-
tic aspects of an utterance (kalàm). As a matter 
of fact, one cannot understand the actual use 
of the word lafÚ in a great number of texts, 
linguistic or otherwise, unless it is understood 
as referring to a global linguistic entity, with 
its own rules, its own logic, and even its own 
‘meaning’.

In its original meaning, lafÚ does not refer 
to the concept of ‘signifier’, understood as the 
mere phonetic (or more generally, material) 
medium distinct from the semantic content 
which it conveys. Rather, it refers to the lin-
guistic sign as a whole. This is why one finds 
in some ancient texts that grammar is defined 
as an ‘art of lafÚ’ (ßinà≠a lafÚiyya), i.e. a disci-
pline which studies the global properties of the 
linguistic sign. It is from this point of view that 
this entry presents the main technical uses of 
the term lafÚ (but also, inevitably, of its con-
ceptual counterpart ma≠nà) in different fields of 
Arabic grammar.

2 .  L A F ð  ( a n d  M A ≠ N â )  i n 
m o r p h o p h o n o l o g y  ( T A Í R î F )

Taßrìf is one of the two basic components of 
traditional Arabic grammar, the other one being 
na™w. The object of taßrìf (¤ ßarf) is, on the one 
hand, the exhaustive description of the nominal 
and verbal base forms of the language, and on 
the other, the study of the changes which these 
bases may undergo in the course of inflectional 
or derivational processes. Traditionally, these 
two aspects of taßrìf are carefully distinguished 
in a way which crucially involves the lafÚ/
ma≠nà distinction. The Andalusian grammarian 
Ibn ≠Ußfùr (d. 669/1270), for instance, presents 
this question in his great treatise al-Mumti≠ fì 
t-taßrìf as follows:

Taßrìf is divided into two parts: the first consists 
in modifying the form of a word in order to 
express different meanings, as in ∂araba, ∂arraba, 
ta∂arraba, ta∂àraba, or i∂†araba: on the word 
formed on ∂, r, and b, that is ∂arb, these differ-
ent forms have been built to express different 
meanings. . . . The other part of taßrìf [studies] the 
change in the base form of the word, without 
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this change being an indication of a new meaning 
that would affect the word, like the change from 
qawala to qàla. Don’t you see that this has not 
occurred in order to indicate a meaning other than 
the one qawala, which is the base form, would 
have indicated, had it been used? (Mumti≠ 31–32)

After characterizing the first part of taßrìf, 
which ultimately consists in making a complete 
inventory of all the nominal and verbal bases of 
the language, together with a semantic descrip-
tion thereof, Ibn ≠Ußfùr stipulates that this part 
is not generally the object of detailed studies 
in taßrìf treatises and that his work will be no 
exception to this habit. This is tantamount to 
saying that in practice taßrìf only deals with 
those changes in lafÚ which do not correlate 
with a change in ma≠nà. As a matter of fact, 
taßrìf treatises very seldom refer to semantic 
considerations, at least explicitly.

On closer scrutiny, however, the lafÚ/ma≠nà 
distinction does have a methodological role, be 
it only implicit, in the study of taßrìf. For exam-
ple, in the above-cited text of Ibn ≠Ußfùr, the 
mere fact of stating that forms such as ∂araba, 
∂arraba, ta∂arraba, ta∂àraba, and i∂†araba are 
somehow ‘derived’ from the word ∂arb, and 
that each form has a different meaning, implies 
that all these words belong to the same seman-
tic family and that each one differs from the 
others semantically in a specific way, as a result 
of its change in form. The invariable ma≠nà 
which makes it possible to consider this series 
of words as related is linked with the invariable 
lafÚ, manifested by the persisting three radicals 
∂, r, and b, which show up in each word of this 
series. It is the “semantic load common to all 
words derived from the same root” according 
to Bohas (1984:27), who proposes to identify 
it as ‘MA≠Nâ I’. As to the ma≠ànì (plural of 
ma≠nà) which result from the changes in form 
of words of the same root, they are considered 
by the specialists of taßrìf as semantic-grammat-
ical meanings attached to the different verbal 
and nominal patterns, for instance ∂araba, in 
which the verbal pattern expresses the ‘past’, or 
ma∂rib, in which the nominal pattern expresses 
the ‘name of place’. Bohas (1984:27) proposes 
to identify this level of semantic content as the 
‘MA≠Nâ II’.

Admittedly, this type of semantic analysis 
remains rather minimal in the works of the spe-
cialists of taßrìf. It plays a crucial role, however, 
in some types of technical reasoning. Such is the 

case, for instance, when they say that a verb 
like qàla has qawala as its base and not a con-
ceivable qawula, because it is transitive while 
all verbs with a FA≠ULA pattern are intransitive 
(Bohas 1984:73ff.). Similarly, when a given 
lafÚ exhibits two ma≠nàs normally related to 
two different patterns, as for example muxtàr, 
which may be understood either as a name 
of agent (ism fà≠il) ‘choosing’ or as a name of 
patient (ism maf≠ùl) ‘chosen’, they will posit at 
the base level (±aßl) two different representa-
tions matching the normal constructions (in the 
above case, /muxtayir/ and /muxtayar/, respec-
tively), and devise morphophonological rules 
applying to these basic representations in order 
to generate the ambiguous lafÚ. This clearly 
implies that there is a postulated regular corre-
spondence between lafÚ and ma≠nà. Sometimes 
they might even adduce that a given morpho-
phonological process is blocked, precisely in 
order to avoid generating an ambiguous lafÚ 
(li-man≠ al-iltibàs).

All this suggests that even in a field appar-
ently indifferent to meaning, such as taßrìf, 
semantic considerations, however minimal, do 
play an indispensable role.

3 .  L A F ð  ( a n d  M A ≠ N â )  i n  s y n t a x 
( N A £ W )

Sìbawayhi’s (d. ca. 177/793) Kitàb, the oldest 
Arabic grammatical treatise to have reached 
us, refers in its introduction (I, 24) to the lafÚ/
ma≠nà opposition, one of its chapters bearing 
the title “Chapter of [the relationship of] form 
to meanings” (Bàb al-lafÚ li-l-ma≠ànì). As a 
matter of fact, this rather brief chapter only 
refers to ideas current at the time and accord-
ing to which there may be differences in form 
expressing differences in meaning (the default 
case), differences in form without differences 
in meaning (i.e. synonymy), and differences 
in meaning without differences in form (i.e. 
homonymy). In spite of this, Sìbawayhi does 
not seem to make any technical use of these 
distinctions in the rest of his book.

The chapter devoted, in the same introduc-
tion, to ‘the changes in word endings in Arabic’ 
(majàrì ±awàxir al-kalim min al-≠arabiyya) is in 
this respect very different. This chapter presents 
a systematic and exhaustive description of the 
various endings, nominal and verbal, and pro-
poses a different terminology for the final short 
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vowels according to whether they are lexical 
vowels or case markers. This chapter somehow 
sets the tone for the rest of the book, where 
Sìbawayhi continually discusses the case endings 
of inflected words in an attempt to justify them. 
And yet, the word ma≠nà is far from absent in 
the Kitàb: according to Troupeau (1976) there 
are 891 occurrences of this word in the singular 
and 19 in the plural, not counting the multiple 
uses of the verb ≠anà/ya≠nì. But as Carter (1968) 
convincingly argues, almost all these uses refer 
to the notion of ‘syntactic function’ of a form 
or construction. A typical example from the 
Kitàb, in which the lafÚ/ma≠nà pair is used as 
well, is the following. Sìbawayhi says about 
doubly transitive verbs: “You may say kasawtu 
zaydan μawban ‘I gave Zayd [acc.] a garment 
[acc.]’, assigning a second object [to the verb], 
and you may say kusiya zaydun μawban ‘Zayd 
[nom.] was given a garment [acc.]’, without 
assigning [the verb] a second object, as the 
first [argument of the verb] has the status of an 
accusative, because the ma≠nà is identical even 
if the lafÚ [of the verb’s first argument] is in 
the nominative” (Kitàb I, 42). The point here 
is to show that in the doubly transitive verb in 
the objective (passive) form one cannot men-
tion the agent, and therefore, the first object is 
promoted to the function of syntactic subject. 
It is clear that for Sìbawayhi the ma≠nà is here 
nothing more than the syntactic function, in 
this case of the verb’s arguments.

Accounting for the assignment of cases 
remains the main concern of Arabic gram-
mar at all steps of its development, and this 
largely justifies its traditional characterization 
as an ‘art of lafÚ’ (ßinà≠a lafÚiyya). This does 
not mean, however, that it has not paid any 
attention to questions relating to ma≠nà and its 
relationship with lafÚ. But in fact, in the frame-
work of na™w, semantic considerations were 
always subordinated to the analysis of case 
assignment and were only taken into account 
in a sporadic and sometimes even contradictory 
manner, as illustrated below.

This is all the more striking as the writings 
of the first theoreticians of the fundamentals of 
grammar (±ußùl an-na™w) do present ideas that 
give the impression that they intended to give 
semantic considerations a real place in their 
systematization. For example, az-Zajjàjì (d. 
340/951), in one of the first treatises on the sub-
ject, the ±î∂à™ fì ≠ilal an-na™w, explains that the 

reason why there are cases is that “inasmuch as 
nouns undergo differences in meaning so as to 
be sometimes subjects, and sometimes objects, 
specified or specifiers, while nothing indicates 
these meanings in their invariable forms, the 
case endings were made to indicate such mean-
ings in them” (±î∂à™ 69). This was admittedly 
a good starting point for the development of a 
real ‘grammatical semantics’. But the increas-
ingly formalistic approach to the discipline in 
the course of its development led to a rejec-
tion of such semantic justifications, which were 
regarded as inadequate in the new framework 
of ideas. The new trend is well illustrated by 
Ibn al-±Anbàrì (d. 577/1181), who argues in his 
celebrated book al-±Inßàf (81) that the idea of a 
correlation between case ending and semantic 
function is false since in the objective (passive) 
construction (mabnì li-l-maf≠ùl) the semantic 
‘patient’ occupies the syntactic position of the 
subject and takes the nominative. Such argu-
ments led to a complete rejection of ‘semantic-
minded’ interpretations of case endings and 
imposed the idea that their sole acceptable jus-
tification was that they were imposed by a ‘case 
assigner’ (≠àmil), notwithstanding the semantic 
function of the element concerned.

The theory of case assignment (naÚariyyat 
al-≠amal) has had a ‘blocking effect’ on other 
aspects of morphosyntactic analysis with respect 
to the integration of the semantic dimension 
(¤ ≠amal). One obvious case has to do with 
the fact that this theory stipulates that only 
nouns are ‘originally’ (fì l-±aßl) entitled to case 
marking. When it came to accounting for the 
verb (modal) endings of the imperfect, which 
Arabic grammar considers to be case endings, 
these ‘verb cases’ were explained by the for-
mal ‘resemblance’ (mu∂àra≠a) of the imperfect 
with certain nominal forms, hence the name 
of ‘resembling verb’ (fi≠l mu∂àri≠) given to this 
verbal paradigm. But the postulate according 
to which only nouns are rightfully entitled to 
declensional marks led to the idea that as far as 
verbs were concerned, these marks were purely 
formal (lafÚiyya) and devoid of any semantic 
content. This is why the great grammarian az-
Zamaxšarì (d. 538/1144), when tackling the 
study of the imperfect verb endings in his well-
known treatise al-Mufaßßal, states: “On the 
declensional forms of the resembling [verb]: 
these are the nominative, the accusative, and 
the apocopated; unlike the declensional forms 
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of the noun, these forms indicate no meaning, 
because the verb has no primacy in case mark-
ing” (Mufaßßal 244–245). It is interesting to 
observe that this declaration of allegiance to 
the dogmas of the theory of ¤ ≠amal does not 
prevent az-Zamaxšarì, as a true linguist, from 
perceiving and citing many cases in which a 
‘nominative’ (i.e. an indicative) contrasts with 
an ‘accusative’ (i.e. a subjunctive) with a dif-
ference in semantic interpretation. Such is the 
case, for instance, in the contrasting pair sirtu 
™attà ±adxula-hà ‘I walked so as to enter it’ 
and sirtu ™attà ±adxulu-hà ‘I walked so that 
I entered it’, the first utterance indicating the 
aim, the second its fulfilment. Surprisingly, he 
introduces the discussion of these cases by the 
following preamble: “It is not compulsory to 
put the verb in the accusative in such contexts. 
On the contrary, doing otherwise has an appre-
ciable effect on the meaning that depends on 
the case marking”. The least that can be said 
is that this contradicts the dogmatic statement 
introducing the study of verb endings.

There is another aspect of syntactic analy-
sis where considerations articulating lafÚ and 
ma≠nà came into play in Arabic grammar, but 
following rather different modalities. That is 
when the linguistic form of an utterance, its 
lafÚ, exhibits a case ending which cannot be 
attributed to a visible case assigner (≠àmil). 
In such a case, it was necessary to postulate 
an underlying representation of that linguis-
tic form, which reveals the reason for that 
case assignment. This operation, which played 
a fundamental part in the general workings 
of traditional Arabic grammar, was called ¤ 
taqdìr ‘postulation’, as it consisted in postulat-
ing (qaddara) in the underlying representation 
of the sentence the presence of a case assigner, 
invisible in the phonetic form. In some cases, 
this operator was simply elided in the phonetic 
realization of the utterance and could, without 
difficulty, be restored even by a speaker with 
no particular grammatical sophistication. This 
is the case, for example, for certain ‘emotional’ 
utterances, in which one utters only a noun in 
the accusative, e.g. al-kilàba! ‘the dogs [acc.]!’, 
as a form of warning. Everyone would admit 
that the speaker had in mind something like 
i™≈ar al-kilàba! ‘beware of the dogs!’, and the 
grammarian did nothing more, in his taqdìr, 
than formalize this truism. In other cases, how-
ever, it was much more difficult to admit that 

the grammarian’s taqdìr really reflected what 
went on in the speaker’s head. In the classic 
example zaydan ∂arabtu-hu ‘Zayd [acc.], I hit 
him’, in which the noun bears an accusative 
ending notwithstanding the fact that the object 
position of the verb is saturated by an object 
pronoun, the theory stipulated that the under-
lying form of the utterance is ∂arabtu zaydan 
∂arabtu-hu ‘I hit Zayd [acc.], I hit him’, and 
that the first occurrence of the verb, postulated 
to account for the accusative in the noun is later 
‘obligatorily elided’. In this case, the taqdìr 
no longer consists in restoring in the phonetic 
form something which has simply been elided 
in speech, but in positing in the underlying 
syntactic structure of the utterance something 
which is explicitly characterized as impossible 
to say. At this point of its development, tra-
ditional Arabic grammar may be said to have 
drifted away from common sense, so much 
so that as great a grammarian as Ibn Jinnì (d. 
392/1002) even felt the need to warn the begin-
ner against the temptation to cling too much to 
the meaning of an utterance when attempting 
to build a taqdìr to account for a case ending. 
For example, in an utterance like ±ahla [acc.]-ka 
wa-l-layla [acc.] ‘go back to your family before 
the night’, he warns against the appeal of such 
a taqdìr as il™aq ±ahla-ka qabla l-layli ‘join 
your parents before the night’, which, although 
quite near to the intended ma≠nà, would leave 
unexplained the accusative present in the lafÚ 
and, even worse, could induce the use of a geni-
tive instead of the accusative, which would be 
a gross violation of the linguistic usage of the 
Arabs. The expert grammarian will propose as 
the underlying representation of the utterance 
in question something like il™aq ±ahla-ka wa-
sàbiq al-layla ‘join your parents and precede 
night’, which alone can explain the structure of 
this utterance’s lafÚ.

In practice, the technique of taqdìr not 
only took grammar away from the ordinary 
intuitions of the speakers, it also introduced, 
within that discipline itself, more or less deep 
divergences between grammarians, insofar as 
numerous ‘postulations’ proposed by one of 
them could differ from those advocated by 
another. It is not surprising then that many 
methodological writings bear on this question 
in an attempt at constraining taqdìr.

It is also necessary to mention another aspect 
of the ancient grammarians’ method that 
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proved harmful to a meticulous and methodi-
cal study of the relationship between lafÚ and 
ma≠nà, namely the tendency, already present in 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, to consider a given structure 
that is analyzed as ‘equivalent’ to another, bet-
ter-known structure. A typical case is the well-
known example from the Qur±àn (2/184) in 
which the string wa-±an taßùmù xayrun la-kum 
‘and that you should fast is good for you’ is said 
to be equivalent to ßiyàmu-kum xayrun la-kum 
‘your fasting is good for you’, so that the phrase 
‘±an + verb’ is equivalent in this context to a 
noun in the nominative. This analysis, which 
may have some validity at a very general level 
(comparable to the distributional method), has 
nevertheless the very negative effect of sug-
gesting that two different lafÚs have the same 
ma≠nà. No wonder that al-Jurjànì (d. 471/
1078), the founder of grammatical semantics, 
fought energetically against the implications of 
this kind of approach so widely used among 
grammarians. In this respect, he writes in his 
epoch-making book, Dalà±il al-±i≠jàz:

Do not be fooled by the fact that, when treating 
of questions bearing on topic (mubtada± ¤ ibtidà±) 
and comment (¤ xabar), we postulate that the 
verb in such structures is the equivalent of a noun, 
as when we say that zaydun yaqùmu ‘Zayd stands 
up’ is equivalent to zaydun qà±imun ‘Zayd is stand-
ing up’. This by no means entails that the ma≠nà 
is identical in the two structures, so that there 
would remain no difference. If this were so, you 
would not have a verb in one case and a noun in 
the other, but [you would have] in both either two 
verbs or two nouns. (Dalà±il 136)

In another passage of the same book, he criti-
cizes the grammarians’ view according to which, 
if the two constituents of a nominal sentence 
are both defined, as in zaydun al-mun†aliqu 
‘Zayd is the one leaving’, you may assume 
either word to be the mubtada±, and treat al-
mun†aliqu zaydun ‘the one leaving is Zayd’ 
as exactly equivalent to the first utterance. Al-
Jurjànì explains that the semantic implications 
of the two utterances are completely different 
and that regarding them as equivalent entails 
a complete disregard of ma≠nà. He even criti-
cizes Sìbawayhi in this respect, since all he said 
about word order in this sentence was a vague 
formula on the ‘attention’ (≠inàya) the speaker 
gives the different terms involved. He even 
goes so far as to say that this ‘devil-inspired 

negligence’ closed the doors of knowledge to 
grammarians!

One last aspect of the grammarians’ han-
dling of the lafÚ/ma≠nà relationship must be 
mentioned here, albeit in a very cursory way: 
it has to do with the theory of ‘expletive’ ele-
ments. One example will help us define the con-
cept better than a long theoretical exposition. 
Grammarians say, for instance, that mà qàma 
min ±a™adin is equivalent to mà qàma ±a™adun 
‘no one stood up’ because in the first utter-
ance the particle min is, as it were, superfluous 
(zà±ida) from a strictly grammatical point of 
view, even if it is generally conceded that it 
may slightly enhance the overall meaning. Some 
grammarians would even go so far as to say 
that “its presence or absence in the utterance 
makes no difference” (duxùlu-hà fì l-kalàm 
ka-xurùji-hà). Again, such points of view are 
severely criticized by rhetoricians, mindful of 
giving a careful account of the actual semantic 
value of such utterances.

To conclude this cursory presentation of the 
place of semantics in Arabic grammar, it must 
be admitted that the characterization of na™w 
as being essentially a ßinà≠a lafÚiyya is finally 
rather realistic. Admittedly, no minimally ade-
quate grammar of a natural language can alto-
gether neglect to take into account the semantic 
dimension, and traditional Arabic grammar is 
no exception to this principle. It would even be 
possible to conduct a systematic study of all the 
points where na™w makes crucial use of seman-
tic considerations. It remains true, however, 
that the permanent concern of Arab grammar-
ians has been to account for the mechanisms of 
case assignment and that, in the course of this 
endeavor, the recourse to meaning has always 
remained essentially accessory.
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La™n

In Medieval Arabic texts la™n is the key term to 
refer to linguistic mistakes. According to Fück 
(1955:205), who studied the term in detail, it 
is first attested in this sense after the advent of 
Islam, at the end of the 1st century A.H., but 
the term itself is older. The common element 
in all archaic examples is ‘leaning over; devia-
ting’ (màla ±ilà in Classical Arabic dictionaries). 
Another element in its meaning is the connection 
between la™n and sound or voice. These two 
elements explain that in the earliest examples 
la™n is used for any manner of speaking that 
deviates from the usual way, for instance a 
psalmody, a melody (a meaning still current), 
a way of speaking with outstanding eloquence 
(in a prophetic tradition), or an allusive way of 
speaking. The only Qur±ànic attestation of the 
term has this last meaning (wa-la-ta≠rifanna-
hum fì la™n al-qawl, Q. 47/30). According to 
the Lisàn al-≠Arab, the expression rajul la™in 
‘clever man’ in a line by the poet Labìd (d. 
40/660) is connected with this.

There is yet another element in the sense of the 
word which is significant for the history of lan-
guage and culture. In the classical era, linguistic 
thought clearly distinguishes between la™n and 

¤ luÿa, for instance in a treatise by Ibn Hišàm 
al-Laxmì (d. 577/1181): “On what has been 
transmitted by the Arabs with two luÿa or even 
more. The common language has used the wea-
kest luÿa, sometimes the better established one, 
and sometimes it has diverged from the correct 
form and has used la™n” (Taqwìm II, 99). In 
this passage, luÿa refers to the dialectal variant 
of the kalàm al-≠Arab, particular to a region or 
tribe. It represents legitimate linguistic varia-
tion, prior to the ‘corruption of the language’ 
that according to the sources appeared in the 
1st century A.H. La™n, on the other hand, is 
illegitimate linguistic change, “the diverging [in 
speech] from the correct form” (Ibn ManΩur, 
Lisàn 4013), as a result of ‘corruption of the 
language’. But the Lisàn (4013) also states that 
la™n, in one of its meanings, is synonymous 
with luÿa: “La™ana can be said of a man who 
speaks his own luÿa”. 

Thus, la™n also means ‘the proper way of 
speaking of a person or an ethnic group’. This 
meaning seems to be old: al-±Aßma≠ì (d. 216/
831) says that it was used in a sentence attri-
buted to the caliph ≠Umar: ta≠allamù l-farà±i∂ 
wa-s-s-sunan wa-l-la™n (Zubaydì [d. 379/989], 
¢abaqàt 13; Ibn ManΩur, Lisàn 4013–4014; 
Fück 1955:199). When reporting this sentence, 
Ibn al-±Aμìr (d. 606/1210) explains that ≠Umar 
meant, “Study the language of the Bedouin 
with their endings” (Nihàya, reported by ±Abù 
l-Fa∂l ±Ibràhim in Zubaydì, ¢abaqàt 13, n. 9). 
This meaning of la™n is also found in the words 
of a Bedouin informant working for the scho-
lar ±Abù ≠Amr ibn al-≠Alà± (d. 154/770). When 
the transmitter Xalaf al-±A™mar (d. 180/796) 
quotes an unacceptable sentence to him, the 
informant says: laysa ha≈à min la™nì wa-là min 
la™ni qawmì. He then recites a few lines to the 
effect that he is determined not to speak Persian 
instead of his own idiom, using la™n to desig-
nate both Arabic and Persian: “I’ll not abandon 
my own idiom in order to speak correctly their 
idiom” (wa-là tàrikan la™nì li-±u™sina la™na-
hum; Zubaydì, ¢abaqàt 43–44; Suyù†ì, Muzhir 
I, 291). 

All these usages of la™n as a synonym of luÿa 
seem to come from an archaic meaning of la™n 
prior to the setting up of a linguistic norm. The 
norm is what differentiates between the clas-
sical use of la™n and its more archaic use as a 
synonym of luÿa. With the implementation of 
the norm, la™n, which in its pre-classical accep-
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tation meant a detour of speech in a positive 
sense, came to express a negative ‘deviation’, a 
speech error. The norm is also what differen-
tiates la™n from luÿa in classical use: luÿa is a 
way of speaking which does not go against the 
norm.

There is yet another difference between the 
classical and the pre-classical use of the term. 
Originally, la™n seems to have denoted the 
wrong use of language in speaking, since it is 
linked to voice and sound. This is confirmed by 
the various stories (probably spurious), dating 
from the 1st century A.H., in which la™n is one 
way to make puns and get laughs because of its 
play on the homophony of the language, which 
involves pronunciation (Versteegh 1984:11). 
Moreover, la™n is associated with xu†ba and 
qaßìd in the first attestation of the word to indi-
cate linguistic errors (Fück 1955:26, 205); in 
other words, la™n is associated with the oral use 
of the language, even in a literary context. Soon 
after, it came to refer to mistakes in the written 
language, demonstrating the status acquired 
over nearly a century by the ¤ ≠arabiyya as a 
literary language, essentially linked to writing. 

1 .  T r e a t i s e s  o n  L A £ N

Treatises listing linguistic errors are found as 
early as the 8th century C.E., under the gene-
ric term of kutub la™n al-≠àmma ‘treatises on 
common language mistakes’. The first such 
treatise, attributed to al-Kisà±ì (d. 183/799), 
is contemporary with Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb (d. 
177/793), thus confirming that la™n and gram-
matical norm are corollaries. The genre is fairly 
productive. More than 50 treatises are listed, 
extending over more than eight centuries. The 
most commented upon are, in the East, ±Ißlà™ 
al-man†iq by Ibn as-Sikkìt (d. 244/858), ±Adab 
al-kàtib by Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889), Kitàb 
al-faßì™ by Ta≠lab (d. 291/904), and Durrat 
al-ÿawwàß by al-£arìrì (d. 516/1122), and in 
the West, Kitàb mà yal™anu fì-hi ≠awàmm al-
±Andalus by az-Zubaydì (d. 379/989), Taμqìf 
by Ibn Makkì (d. 501/1108), and Taqwìm 
by Ibn Hišàm al-Laxmì (see Thorbecke in the 
introduction to his edition of £arìrì’s Durra); 
Rizzitano 1956; Krotkoff 1957; Pellat 1960 
for a full bibliography). After the 15th cen-
tury C.E., these treatises were succeeded by 
treatises such as at-Tanbìh ≠alà ÿala† al-jàhil 
wa-n-nabìh by Ibn Kamàl Bàšà (d. 940/1533) 

and in modern times by treatises such as Luÿat 
al-jarà±id by ±Ibràhìm al-Yàzijì (1847–1906) or 
by dictionaries dealing with common mistakes 
(ma≠àjim al-±ax†à± aš-šà±i≠a).

The aim of these treatises is puristic: the 
authors do not intend to understand the errors 
but rather to denounce them and to recall 
the kalàm faßì™ (Versteegh 1984:7; Ayoub 
2001:103–111). So, although many of the 
 authors are grammarians, none of them use 
¤ qiyàs or ¤ ≠illa to understand the rationality 
of the mistakes. Their educational aim is clear. 
While assuming Qur±ànic expressions and style, 
al-£arìrì states: “I wrote this book so that it 
might shed some light for those who want some 
clarification and something to resort to for 
those who wish to have the language ever pre-
sent in their mind (tabßiratan li-man tabaßßara 
wa-ta≈kiratan li-man ±aràda ±an ya≈≈akkara)” 
(Durra 2). These works consist in catalogs of 
entries, without any systematic arrangement. 
The material is usually presented in identical 
ways: first the incorrect use is recorded, then 
the correct form. The word la™n generally 
refers to the mistake, but words like wahm, 
xa†a±, ÿala†, and saq†a are also used. The cor-
rect forms are called ßawàb, wajh al-qawl, 
wajh al-kalàm, etc. In some treatises, the cor-
rect form is legitimized by a sentence from 
the kalàm al-≠Arab: a Qur±ànic verse, a line of 
poetry. The proof is then a matter of transmis-
sion (naql). Grammarians’ opinions may also 
be given as evidence. Sometimes, albeit rarely, 
treatises like the Taqwìm had recourse to the 
poets of the first three centuries, who either 
were great scholars themselves, like ±Abù l-≠Alà± 
al-Ma≠arrì (Taqwìm II, 291), or who were never 
corrected by contemporary grammarians, like 
al-Mutanabbì. 

In all texts (¢abaqàt and Majàlis) dealing 
with language mistakes in the first century 
and in the early stages of grammar, la™n often 
consists in an incorrect ending or an error 
in pronunciation. The symbolic value of the 
syntactic endings is clearly seen in the forceful 
rejection of such errors. Whatever the linguistic 
situation at the dawn of Islam and the status 
of the koine, the system of syntactic endings 
definitively collapsed with the conquests (Blau 
1963, 1977; Fück 1955; Versteegh 1983, 1984; 
etc.) or had already collapsed (Rabin 1951; 
Corriente 1971; etc.). The manifest collapse 
of the inflectional system became the emblem 
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of radical linguistic change in the texts. Such 
a view is not unreasonable since the collapse 
of the inflectional system brought about a 
chain reaction: the word order (Blau 1977), 
the verbal system (Blau 1977; Versteegh 1984; 
etc.), the negative system (Ayoub 1996), the 
complementary system (Blau 1977), etc., all of 
them linked to the system of syntactic endings. 
The endings gained a highly symbolic value, 
becoming the “finery of the language and the 
embroidery embellishing it” (Ibn Qutayba, 
≠Uyùn II, 172; Zubaydì, ¢abaqàt 11; etc.) and 
one of the features of the Arabic language that 
made it superior to other languages (Ibn Fàris, 
Íà™ibì 40–41; Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 327–328).

The treatises on la™n are sometimes regarded 
as a ‘branch of lexicography’ (Pellat 1960:
V, 609; Molan 1978). Numerous entries are 
indeed devoted to semantic shifts, confusions 
in meanings ( juniba ‘to be altered by the sou-
thern wind’ for ±ujniba ‘to be spoiled by the 
flow of sperm’, £arìrì, Durra 122), the use 
of one derived form for another (xa†i±a for 
±ax†a±a, £arìrì, Durra, 113; ±arsat as-safìna for 
rasat, Ibn Hišàm, Taqwìm II, 171), etc. But 
the mistakes occur at all grammatical levels, 
whether phonetic or phonological: substitution 
of a consonant by another in some contexts 
(tùμ for tùt, Durra 66; barham for marham, 
Taqwìm II, 260), weakening of the hamza 
(ma†lùb bi-t-tàr for ma†lùb bi-μ-μa±r, Taqwìm 
II, 184; aš-šùm for aš-šu±m, £arìrì, Durra 
48), diphthongization, emphasis, palatalizati-
ons, etc., and the mistakes are morphological 
(mußàn from ßàna for maßùn, £arìrì, Durra 
58; maÿrafa for miÿrafa, Ibn Hišàm, Taqwìm 
II, 174), syntactic (hab-nì fa≠altu for hab ±annì 
fa≠altu, £arìrì, Durra 111), morphosyntactic 
(agreement of the verb or the adjective: qàmà 
r-rajulàni, £arìrì, Durra 108; etc.), and syntac-
tico-semantic (value of rubba and rubbamà, 
value of la≠alla, etc.). 

2 .  T r e a t i s e s  o n  L A £ N  a n d 
h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e

The validity of these lexical data for a ‘recon-
struction’ of the contemporary dialects is dis-
puted. In fact, their existence is due to both 
the grammatical norm and the ¤ diglossia. 
Quite often, the implicit influence of the spoken 
dialectal form is to be held responsible for the 
‘deviation’. Thus, Molan (1978) attempted to 

reconstruct elements of the dialects in Sicily and 
Andalusia, starting from four Western treatises 
on la™n, and Pérez Lázaro, in his edition of Ibn 
Hišàm’s Taqwìm (1990:i), deduced some of the 
features of Hispano-Arabic from the Taqwìm’s 
data. However, this raises difficult epistemolo-
gical problems. The first one concerns the status 
of the data and the identity of the speakers. 
For instance, the expression ≠àmmat al-≠Arab is 
used by Sìbawayhi, and the expression ≠awàmm 
al-±a†ibbà± is found in Ibn Hišàm (Taqwìm II, 
180). Al-Jà™iz (Bayàn I, 137) clearly rules out 
the notion of a ‘mob’ and of allophone elements 
in ≠àmma. In the texts, other social categories, 
often of literate people, are mentioned: £arìrì 
(Durra 199) mentions al-xawàßß, al-kuttàb, al-
kubarà±, and al-±a≠ yàn; an-nu™àt are mentioned 
in ≠Umar ibn Šabba’s book Kitàb an-na™w 
wa-man kàna yal™anu min an-na™wiyyìn, quo-
ted in all the sources; al-≠ulamà± is used, for 
instance, by Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß III, 282–309), as 
are the native Bedouin (Xaßà±iß III, 273–282). 
Another question concerns the target group 
of the treatises. In his introduction, al-£arìrì 
addresses the well-read and high-ranking per-
sons of his time (man tasannamù ±asnimat 
ar-rutab); Ibn Hišàm addresses the †àlib al-luÿa 
‘the student in lexicography’, who must first 
correct the altered Arabic words; and Ta≠lab is 
known to have written his book for the novice 
learner (Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 204). The question 
remains whether these mistakes stem from pre-
vious catalogs or from personal observation. 
Pérez Lázaro notes that out of 1,906 words of 
the Taqwìm, 1,549 are characterized as qawl 
≠àmmat zamànina, qawl al-≠awàmm, yaqulùna, 
etc. But Ibn Hišàm (Taqwìm II, 291) borrows 
most of al-£arìrì’s entries before quoting his 
book. A more general question is which langu-
age these mistakes concern. It seems that the 
mistakes mentioned are ‘deviations’ from the 
literary language (≠arabiyya, fuß™à) in its oral or 
written use. Actually, many errors concern wri-
ting, for instance ta™rìf and taß™ìf, i.e. mistakes 
stemming from inversion of letters (mu™azraq 
instead of mu™arzaq; Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß III, 283) 
and mistakes in reading or writing through 
badly placed diacritic marks. An example of 
the latter is the anecdote in as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir 
II, 393) about the Kitàb at-taß™ìf by al-≠Askarì 
(d. 382/993). According to him, the name of 
one poet was read by great scholars, including 
az-Zajjàjì (d. 337/949) and Ibn al-±Anbàrì (d. 
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271/885), as Ma™faß, Maxfa∂ or Mu™ayßin, 
his real name being Mu™affa∂. Other data are 
difficult to explain. The observations in Ibn 
Hišàm’s Taqwìm (II, 326) about daily-life inter-
jections, e.g. ‘they say ßab to the cat when they 
want it to go away’ or interjections of pain (±a™ 
for ±ax), hardly concern the written register. It 
is, therefore, not certain that all data in these 
works have the same status.

The mistakes reported are generally made by 
learned people in their use of the ≠arabiyya and 
usually do not give any direct indication about 
the dialect spoken at the time of the author. 
Yet, sometimes they do. Thus, Molan (1978:3) 
notes that the alternation nktb/nktbw – a spe-
cific feature of Western dialects – is mentioned 
as a mistake only in the Western treatises, never 
in Eastern ones. Ibn Hišàm (Taqwìm II, 195) 
denounces dialecticisms still current in Eastern 
dialects involving the interdentals: ≈ibbàna/
≈ibbàn instead of ≈ubàba ‘fly’, and min barra 
for min barrin. Therefore, these treatises can 
provide indirect indications about the author’s 
dialect if the data are judiciously assessed, inas-
much as they allow us to formulate hypotheses 
on the dialectal forms that caused them.

Moreover, these treatises enable us to define 
the changes in the literary language in relation 
to the norm and indicate the interference by 
current dialectal forms, without providing a 
precise chronology of the changes (Versteegh 
1997:97): the changes they denounce may be 
old (e.g. the agreement in number of the sub-
ject with the verb). It is necessary to take into 
consideration ¤ hypercorrections (e.g. when 
inflectional vowels are assigned to the names 
of numbers or letters of the alphabet; £arìrì, 
Durra 171–172) and questionable comparisons 
by the author, e.g. al-£arìrì’s (Durra 183) com-
parison of the ‘Persianism’ ham in the dialect 
of Baßra with the form ±am of the article used 
among the £imyar. Yet, this Persian ‘form’ 
must stem from the spoken language and have 
existed at the time of al-±Axfaš (d. 221/835), 
300 years earlier.

Even with these reservations in mind, the 
treatises are very instructive. They generally 
emphasize the kind of data produced by interfe-
rence, as we know them from today’s dialectal 
usage, modern Arabic writing, and the learning 
of the literary language by Arabic speakers. 
Thus, al-£arìrì denounces the use of infa≠ala 
forms for the apophonic passive form (in∂àfa 

š-šay± ±ilay-hi, infasada l-±amr ≠alay-hi; Durra 
38). In morphology, he denounces the con-
fusion between fa≠ala, fa≠ila, and fa≠ula (™alà 
š-šay± fì ßadrì wa-bi-≠aynì for ™aliya fì ≠aynì, but 
™alà fì famì; Durra 166); the weakening of the 
causative value of Form I in favor of Form IV 
(±u≠lifat ad-dàbba instead of ≠ulifat; Durra 68); 
the formation of the nomina instrumenti; the 
formation of elatives and exclamatory words 
(mà ±abya∂a hà≈à μ-μawba, Durra 30, already 
present in a Qur±ànic verse; ±ašarr and ±axyar 
for šarr and xayr, Durra 40; al-±awwala for al-
±ùlà, Ibn Hišàm, Taqwìm II, 261); errors linked 
to the dropping of the declensional endings 
(confusion between -iyy of the nisba and the 
-ì of the manqùß: mukàriyy for mukàrin; *ma≠ 
for ma≠a); hypercorrections (dunyan mut≠iba; 
Durra 70); the syntax of the numerals; pho-
nological rules specific to the literary language 
(*al-muÿaniyyìn, *al-musammùn for al-musam-
mawn); and last, classic morphological questi-
ons involving the diminutives, or the nisba 
(already a concern for grammarians before 
Sìbawayhi; Versteegh 1983:142–148).

At times, a chronology of interference can 
be established. Thus, the form of the nomina 
instrumenti gave rise to errors as early as the 
8th century, probably because it differed from 
the dialectal form. al-Kisà±ì (Mà tal™anu 114) 
already mentions this error, but unfortuna-
tely he only gives the corrected form: miμqab, 
minjal, mibrad, mijmara, mixadda, etc. His 
data are taken up again by Ta≠lab in his Faßì™, 
by Ibn Qutayba (±Adab al-kàtib 583), and in 
many later works. Likewise, £arìrì tells us that 
by the 11th century qa††u had already lost the 
temporal value given by the norm, as in modern 
usage (Ayoub 2001:110). al-£arìrì’s (Durra, 
13) contemporaries say là ±ukallimu-hu qa††u, 
a ‘mistake’ confirming the change in the verbal 
system: qa††u in complementary distribution 
with ±abadan is the norm, being used for the 
past, while ±abadan is used for the present and 
the future. Unfortunately, al-£arìrì does not 
say whether it is purely modal, as in present 
usage, nor does he speak about the real value 
of ±abadan.

3 .  T r e a t i s e s  o n  L A £ N  a n d 
h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  c u l t u r e

The treatises that discuss la™n are instruc-
tive not only linguistically but also from an 
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anthopological and sociological point of view. 
They help us to define the representations relat-
ing to language in the classical era through the 
connotations of the terms used, the anecdotes 
scattered in the works, and so on. The analysis 
of the notions of ¤ faßì™ and la™n shows that 
correct speech is the condition for sincere and 
beautiful speech: aesthetics, ethics, and linguis-
tic accuracy are closely linked (Ayoub 2001). 
Linguistic errors are moral errors, a wander-
ing from the straight and narrow. On hearing 
a man misusing the language, the Prophet is 
said to have exclaimed: “Guide your brother 
[on the right path], for he has gone astray”. 
In fact, the misuse of language threatens the 
continuity of the sacred text, which must be 
safeguarded and guaranteed out of concern for 
the beyond, but also for the affairs of this world 
and, first and foremost, for the laws determin-
ing social life – the sources of the law being 
based on the scriptures, first of all on the sacred 
text. In these works one finds quite remark-
able and uncommon qualifying terms for la™n: 
la™n fà™iš wa-xa†a± šà±in ‘a horrible mistake, a 
shameful mistake’ (£arìrì, Durra 10); wahm 
yašìn wa-xa†a± mustabìn ‘a shameful mistake; 
an obvious mistake’ (Durra 125); mafà∂i™u 
l-la™n aš-šanì≠ ‘among the ugly mistakes and 
the disgraceful mistakes’ (Durra 38); etc. These 
qualifying terms point at the special status of 
this language: language mistakes belong to the 
hideous, the horrible, the obscene, the dreadful, 
the indecent, the immoral, to turpitude.

Furthermore, linguistic errors degrade the 
beauty of the language. ±Abù l-±Aswad ad-Du±alì 
(d. 62/681), the legendary founder of grammat-
ical science, is quoted as saying, “I find that a 
language mistake is like the smell of bad meat” 
(Sìràfì, ±Axbàr 14). ≠Arabiyya is the language of 
±adab, based on pre-Islamic poetry, an essential 
linguistic and literary reference. To claim to 
distinguish oneself by one’s ±adab and then to 
misuse the language is to have a stain on one’s 
honor and reputation. This is what al-£arìrì 
asserts in his preface:

I have seen (fa-±innì ra±aytu) many people who 
have risen to the highest ranks in society want-
ing to distinguish themselves by their ±adab but 
being nothing less than vulgar in the incorrectness 
of their speech (±kalàm) and their written work 
(±aqlàm). If these incorrect manners were to be 
known and become customary, they could dimin-
ish the respect due to distinguished people for their 

nobility (al-≠ilya), and tarnish the splendor of their 
merit. (Durra 2–3)

Thus, what is at stake in the language is social 
dignity and rank, people’s qadr and manzila. In 
the passage quoted, some terms relate language 
to social rank. Countless anecdotes assert this. 
Numerous others illustrate the following idea: 
the ≠arabiyya is a source of material wealth 
and power. The treasure-language is worth its 
weight in gold: the learned man is honored by 
the greatest princes, the poor man is showered 
with riches.

The importance attached to linguistic correct-
ness had tremendous consequences on the cul-
ture. First, it generated a grammatical tradition 
of high theoretical content. It also gave birth 
to a remarkable stylistic analysis, developed by 
great theoreticians. But it also led to purism. 
Language was regarded as a treasure that must 
be jealously protected from the vicissitudes of 
history, even more so when speakers lost their 
feel for the language, as early as the advent of 
the Arabic language in history. From then on, 
the language was perceived as an unattainable 
ideal. It enjoyed an extraordinary fortune and 
was the noble language of an empire, the lan-
guage of tremendous poets and great minds, 
but it was never referred to as ‘our language’ in 
classical works, but rather as ‘their language’, 
the language of the Bedouin of Central Arabia, 
from whom the grammarians of the 8th century 
collected their data. Throughout its history, it 
was ‘the language of the absent one’ (Ayoub 
2001:78–86).

The ill effects of purism were heavily felt in 
the history of the culture: in the name of the 
Arabic language, there was a lot of haggling 
and ostracizing as early as the first centuries. In 
the episode of al-mas±ala az-zunbùriyya (Blau 
1963; Talmon 1986; Ayoub 2003:52–55), 
many details are emblematic. The real gram-
matical argument was between Sìbawayhi and 
Kisà±ì, focusing on data. It dealt with ‘what 
can be said’ and ‘what cannot be said’ in 
Arabic. The founder of the grammatical tradi-
tion, Sìbawayhi, was being judged on his ability 
to speak correctly and not on the depth and 
the subtlety of his analysis: “You have made 
a linguistic mistake! This is not the way Arabs 
speak!”. Linguistic mistakes were a matter of 
syntactic ending. Besides, ‘the pure-speaking 
Arabs’ (fußa™à± al-≠Arab) were symbolically 
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those ‘at the door’, not in the room. The critics 
judged between the two grammarians, but were 
absent from the debate.

Moreover, the views on language determined 
the views on evolution: linguistic change, a 
necessary consequence of the action of time, 
could only be a matter of decay and corruption. 
This view also affected innovation in  language 
and literature. The fascination with the langu-
age, the magic of words, brought about tre-
mendous masterpieces. But at the same time, 
the status of the written work was such that the 
spoken language was at risk. The views on 
works of art necessarily entailed a scrupulous 
respect of the Arabs’ speech, and on account of 
the status of the literary language, any mistake 
whatsoever became a mistake forever. These 
fears are expressed by al-£arìrì in his conclu-
sion of the Maqàmàt (IV, 272): “If I had been 
enlightened by the divine light and if I had 
looked at myself sympathetically, I would have 
buried my incompetence into oblivion forever”.

However, every law calls for its infringement, 
and every culture, even the most literate one, 
arranges a necessary breathing space. The hor-
ror of the mistake in Arab culture is linked with 
a certain fascination. La™n fills with horror, but 
also intrigues. Linguistic errors become fresh 
and stylish in anecdotes and witty remarks, 
as confirmed by great writers, from al-Jà™iz 
(Bayàn I, 145–146) to al-£arìrì: “An anecdote 
is told as it is; a language mistake and coarse 
words remain unchanged. Didn’t some people 
say: all the charm of the anecdote lies in its 
faulty enunciation, and it is delightful when it is 
told with brio (mul™at an-nàdira fì la™ni-hà wa-
™alàwatu-hà fì ™aràra maq†a≠i-hà)?” (£arìrì, 
Durra 96).
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Language Academies

1 .  A c a d e m y  p r e c u r s o r s

The first ‘academy’ in the Arab world was 
established by the French during the Napole-
onic occupation of Egypt (1798–1801); it came 
to an end with the French exit from Egypt in 
1801. There were several attempts in the 19th 
century, especially in Egypt and Lebanon, by 
enlightened scholars concerned with intellec-
tual issues in general, and language matters in 
particular, to establish similar organizations. 
A serious effort was made in 1892/1893 when 
the first meeting of al-Majma≠ al-Luÿawì al-
≠Arabì ‘Arabic Language Academy’ was held 
at the home of Mu™ammad Tawfìq al-Bakrì 
(1870–1933). Its goal was to coin terminology 
for newly introduced Western cultural items. 
In a subsequent meeting, more new coinages 
were suggested (Fahmì 1967:64–65). Despite 
the membership of leading scholars and writers, 
however, the Majma≠ did not persist (≠Ubàda 
1928:307; Madkùr 1981:22).

In 1907/1908 the Nàdì Dàr al-≠Ulùm ‘Dàr 
al-≠Ulùm Club’ was founded by £afnì Nàßif 
(1855?-1919/1920?) in Cairo to coin new 
terminology and to address the dilemma of 
foreign words introduced into Arabic. Dur-
ing its brief life, the club proposed thousands 
of coinages in its journal (≠Ubàda 1928:307; 
Madkùr 1964:15). In 1916/1917, ±A™mad Lu†fì 
as-Sayyid (1872–1963), then director of the 
Egyptian National Library, established al-Majma≠ 
al-Luÿawì al-±Awwal ‘First Arabic Language 
Academy’, modeling it after the Académie Fran-
çaise. Its purpose was to compile a comprehen-
sive dictionary of terminology in sciences, arts, 
and crafts. Like its predecessors, it disbanded 
without leaving a trace after the 1919 revolu-
tion (≠Ubàda 1928:308; Madkùr 1964:15). In 
1921 some founding members convened to 
resurrect the Majma≠. Thus renewed, it held 
40 sessions, the last one in December 1925. 
Eventually, it too became moribund, because 
of political divisions among members, lack 
of financial and moral support from the gov-
ernment, and linguistic polarization for philo-
so phical reasons. The bone of contention 
between the two groups evolved around sup-
port of derivation vs. advocacy of Arabiciza tion 
(≠Ubàda 1928:308–309). Certain members of 
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the group, however, continued their untiring 
quest to establish an academy. Their efforts 
finally bore fruit in 1932 (≠Ubàda 1928:308–
309).

Discussion follows of the language academies 
in Damascus, Cairo, Baghdad, and Amman, 
according to their chronological establish-
ment, and of the Union of Arabic Language 
Academies, all established in the 20th century. 
Al-Majma≠ at-Tùnisì li-l-≠Ulùm wa-l-±âdàb 
wa-l-Funùn – Bayt al-£ikma in Tunis and 
Markaz at-Ta≠rìb in Rabat will not be treated 
in this entry. Reports about recently established 
academies in Libya, Sudan, and Palestine (al-
Fa™™àm 1996:28; ar-Ràwì 2002:78) have not 
been confirmed. Due to the paucity of informa-
tion as to their existence or productivity, they 
are not discussed in this entry.

2 .  T h e  A r a b i c  L a n g u a g e 
A c a d e m y  i n  D a m a s c u s

Following the dissolution of the Ottoman 
Empire after World War I, the newly estab-
lished state of Syria faced new realities with 
respect to language. During the Ottoman rule 
(1516–1918), Turkish had been the official lan-
guage. The Arab authorities that took control 
of the country in 1918 were bound to replace 
Turkish with Arabic; thus, for example, they 
established a special department for translation 
and book preparation (Šu≠bat at-Tarjama wa-t-
Ta±lìf ) in Damascus. This section later became 
the Dà±irat al-Ma≠àrif ‘Education Department’ 
in 1919. Subsequently, it was replaced by al-
Majma≠ al-≠Ilmì al-≠Arabì ‘Arabic Language 
Academy’ on 8 June 1919. The newly estab-
lished Majma≠ held its first meeting on 30 June 
1919. In 1920, it became a part of the Educa-
tion Department, later coming under the aegis 
of the Syrian University, founded in 1923. In 
the early part of 1927, the Majma≠ severed its 
relationship with the university and was placed 
again under the Ministry of [Public] Education 
(Kurd ≠Alì 1926:555–557). It finally acquired 
independent status in 1927.

The Damascus Majma≠ was the first to be 
established in any Arab country and was in 
its turn modeled after the Académie Fran-
çaise (Kurd ≠Alì 1922:3). The Majma≠ al-≠Ilmì 
al-≠Arabì merged with its Egyptian counter-
part in 1960 following the political unifica-

tion of Egypt and Syria in 1958, and acquired 
the name of Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya bi-
Dimašq. Despite the collapse of that political 
unity in 1961, the Damascus Majma≠ continues 
to carry this name (al-Fa™™àm 1996:27). When 
first established in June 1919, the Majma≠ had 
only eight members in addition to its president, 
Mu™ammad Kurd ≠Alì (1876–1953). Initially, 
it comprised two branches, one concerned with 
linguistic and literary matters and the other 
with scientific and technical issues. However, 
due to administrative reasons and financial 
difficulties, the work of the Majma≠ was sus-
pended in November 1919; only two members 
were retained to supervise the public library 
and the museum. Then, on 14 September 1920, 
the Majma≠ was reconstituted and Kurd ≠Alì 
was reinstated as president.

In its meeting on 12 October 1920, the 
Majma≠ elected Arab and European members, 
thereby swelling the ranks of its membership 
(al-Futayyi™ 1956:233–237). The May 1947 
legislative decree established two membership 
categories, active members (≠àmilùn) and cor-
respondent members (muràsilùn).

New statutes were issued in May 2001 to 
regulate the work of the Majma≠, effectively 
abrogating the previous statutes and redefining 
the membership categories. The active-member 
category was replaced by the category of ≠u∂w 
Majma≠ ‘Academy member’. This category’s 25 
members are required to be Syrian nationals 
and residents of Damascus. The correspondent-
member category was maintained in the new 
regulations without restriction as to number 
of members, which may include Syrians, other 
Arabs, and non-Arabs. The 2001 law intro-
duced the new category ≠u∂w šaraf ‘honorary 
member’ (Majalla Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya 
bi-Dima“q 78:1.109–136).

The statement of the Majma≠’s goals under-
went several amendments. In 1919, the goals 
were determined by the needs of the nascent 
government and included dissemination of lit-
erary Arabic works to the public; resuscitation 
of Classical Arabic manuscripts and establish-
ment of a national public library; coinage of 
technical and scientific idioms; and publication 
of a journal (al-Futayyi™ 1956:11–14).

Kurd ≠Alì (1922:3–4) modified the goals of 
the Majma≠ three years later to include reform 
of the Arabic language; coinage of new termi-
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nology for modern technical inventions; and 
support for research and encouragement of 
book publishing and translation, especially in 
the sciences.

The 2001 regulations redefined some of the 
Majma≠’s earlier objectives and added others. 
They stipulated, for example, that scientific, 
technical, and literary coinages follow set para-
digms. Efforts should be made to standardize 
coinages and disseminate them in all Arab 
countries. Additionally, the regulations empha-
sized that the methods of teaching Arabic gram-
mar and morphology must be simplified, along 
with standardization of orthography and spell-
ing. Emphasis was, furthermore, placed on 
finding ways to limit the spread of dialects in 
all spheres of language use.

The Majma≠ rendered valuable services to the 
new Syrian government and its administrative 
apparatus in three ways: by training employees 
in Arabic, by translating the Ottoman adminis-
trative terminology into Arabic, and by coining 
new terminology in fuß™à ‘Standard Arabic’ 
(Kurd ≠Alì 1921:43–46).

The transition into the new idiom took many 
forms. Ottoman Turkish administrative termi-
nology was abolished and Arabic counterparts 
were adopted instead. Sometimes, Ottoman 
administrative words were slightly modified to 
bring out the vestiges of their Arabic elements, 
and certain terms were redefined to denote spe-
cialized meanings. To encourage use of the new 
technical terminology, the Majma≠ urged the 
heads of governmental departments to enforce 
such usage in their transactions.

The Majma≠ was concerned with serving the 
public at large. It initiated public lectures in 
1921, some of which were designed for all-
women audiences. Developed by Majma≠ mem-
bers and guest lecturers including women, the 
lectures covered topics in literature, language, 
history, geography, health, medicine, sociol-
ogy, ethics, etc. Insofar as those lectures devi-
ated from the original Majma≠ goals, long and 
heated debates flared about its mission. Despite 
the rancor, however, the Majma≠ pursued its 
commitment to lecturing as well as to publish-
ing both in its journal and in separate mono-
graphs. The first monograph appeared in 1925 
(al-Futayyi™ 1956:75–76).

The Majma≠ combated widespread linguistic 
errors common in the writing of journalists and 
others. Lists of corrections of errors were pub-

lished in the Majma≠ journal under the heading 
≠Aμaràt al-±aqlàm ‘Writers’ errors’. Errors in 
speech were also combated by the Majma≠, 
appropriately acquiring the title of ≠aμaràt al-
±afmàm ‘slips of the tongue.’

The journal Majallat al-Majma≠ al-≠Ilmì al-
≠Arabì (‘Majalla’) was first established in Janu-
ary 1921. Initially published monthly, in 1931 it 
became a bimonthly. Beginning with Volume 24 
it became a quarterly, continuing in this format 
to the present (an-Naßß 1966:105–116). Due to 
financial difficulties and administrative reasons, 
publication of the Majalla was interrupted 
twice, during 1932–1935 and 1938–1941. It 
resumed publication in 1941. The Majalla 
changed its name to Majalla Majma≠ al-Luÿa 
al-≠Arabiyya bi-Dimašq beginning with Vol-
ume 36, following the political union between 
Syria and Egypt in 1958 and subsequent to the 
merger of the Cairo and Damascus Academies 
in 1960. However, after the breakup of this 
political union in 1961, effective with Volumes 
37, 38, 39, and 40, the Majalla reverted to its 
original name Majallat al-Majma≠ al-≠Ilmì al-
≠Arabì. From Volume 41 on, the name was once 
again Majalla Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya 
bi-Dimašq (Xa†ìb 1969:19; an-Naßß 1996:114; 
Hamzaoui 1988:111–112).

The publishing and rehabilitation of Arabic 
manuscripts had been a primary Majma≠ goal 
since the organization’s foundation. Despite a 
limited budget, it published small pamphlets, 
extracts from larger classical works, and some 
of its public lectures. As of 1944 it focused on 
publishing works in literature, history, and lan-
guage, especially Classical Arabic manuscripts 
from the æàhiriyya Library collection.

The Majma≠ publications, presented as gifts 
to universities, were also made available to 
the public at reasonable cost. Because early 
publications have gone out of print, the cur-
rent Majma≠ has arranged with commercial 
publishers to reproduce such items – possibly a 
financially unfeasible arrangement due to lim-
ited readership. The volume of publications has 
shrunk in recent years due to the modest royal-
ties extended to authors or editors, compared 
to larger royalties and wider publicity offered 
by commercial publishers.

Demands were placed on the Majma≠ to 
publish a dictionary comparable to that of the 
Académie Française. Kurd ≠Alì was resistant to 
these demands for two reasons: the unlikelihood 
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of the young Majma≠’s being able to accomplish 
results comparable to those of centuries-old 
Western academies; and the fact that the nec-
essary terminology for sciences and material 
objects was unavailable. A dictionary without 
such coinages, Kurd ≠Alì (1924:65) maintained, 
would amount to a mere duplication of Clas-
sical Arabic dictionaries. Nonetheless, the idea 
of a dictionary is still alive insofar as the 2001 
statutes stipulate the compiling of modern dic-
tionaries for the various scientific fields.

The Majma≠ organized public commemora-
tives to honor leading classical poets, writers, 
and former members of the Majma≠. It also 
held ceremonies in honor of major figures in 
modern Arabic literature, including members 
of the Majma≠. In 1920 the Majma≠ organized 
the first commemorative anniversary for its 
member ¢àhir al-Jazà±irì (1851–1920), credited 
with the founding of the public æàhiriyya Library 
in Damascus. In August 1924 another commem-
orative was held to honor the Egyptian essayist 
and writer Muß†afà Lu†fì al-Manfalù†ì (1876–
1924) and the Iraqi scholar Ma™mùd Šukrì al-
±Alùsì (1857–1924) (al-Futayyi™ 1956:85–86).

Commemorative ceremonies on a larger scale 
were held to honor poets and writers from 
the classical period. A week-long millennary 
memorial was held in 1936 to honor the 10th-
century poet al-Mutanabbì. A similar cere-
mony was held in 1944 in honor of the poet, 
writer, and philosopher ±Abù l-≠Alà± al-Ma≠arrì 
(d. 1058) on the millennary occasion of his 
birth (al-Futayyi™ 1956:95–99). The Majma≠ 
assumed the authority to defend Arabic against 
‘foreignisms’ resulting from intensified contacts 
with Western languages. Three guidelines were 
established: existing Arabic words should be 
used to convey foreign notions; in the absence 
of existing words, new terminology that was 
coined from Arabic radicals must adhere to 
Arabic morphological and phonological pat-
terns; and if appropriate Arabic words could 
not be devised, foreign words could be adopted 
provided they approximated those of Arabic, 
morphologically and phonologically.

One of the early attempts to coin technical 
and scientific terminology was made by a 
Majma≠ member in 1935. ≠Izz ad-Dìn at-Tanùxì 
(1889–1966) published Tašrì™ ad-darràja ‘Anat-
omy of the bicycle’, an article in which he 
provided Arabic terms for the various parts 
of the bicycle, newly introduced to the region. 

At-Tanùxì based his terminology on the French 
equivalents by providing literal translations (at-
Tanùxì 1935:363–368). He suggested, for exam-
ple, ad-dùlàb al-muwajjih for the front wheel in 
imitation of the French la roue directrice. By the 
time he suggested this term, though, the popular 
term ad-dùlàb al-±amàmì ‘the front wheel’ had 
already gained currency. A complicating factor 
in the acceptance and currency of such coin-
ages was the gap between the Majma≠ and its 
members on the one hand, and society at large 
on the other. Another complicating factor was 
the multiplicity of suggested terms for the same 
referent.

Such technical and scientific lexical contri-
butions were accomplished by Syrian schol-
ars, scientists, and medical professionals. The 
Majma≠ maintained, however, that other com-
parable Arab institutions must be involved for 
such terms to be adopted in educational and 
governmental institutions throughout the Arab 
countries. The Majma≠ solicited views from 
specialists in other Arab countries with a view 
toward producing standard Arabic terminol-
ogy and perhaps, eventually, a comprehensive 
modern dictionary.

3 .  A r a b i c  L a n g u a g e  A c a d e m y , 
C a i r o

The 1932 decree of the Egyptian government to 
establish the Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya al-
Malakì ‘Royal Language Academy’ was a result 
of demands for such an organization (Mad-
kùr 1964:15). In 1934, the Majma≠ started its 
activities, modeled after the Académie Fran-
çaise with respect to objectives and organiza-
tion (Hamzaoui 1988:48–50, 107). In 1938 
the name changed to Majma≠ Fù±àd al-±Awwal 
li-l-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya ‘[King] Fouad I Academy 
for the Arabic Language’. In 1954 the name 
changed again to Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya, 
then, in 1960, the name became Majma≠ al-
Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya fì l-Qàhira as a result of the 
1958 political union between Egypt and Syria.

The Cairo Academy set the following objec-
tives: preservation of the Arabic language and 
its development in ways expressive of mod-
ern sciences, arts, and society; inquiry into all 
means that could enhance the Arabic language; 
editing of Classical Arabic texts and manu-
scripts; compilation of a historical dictionary; 
and publication of a journal.
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The journal was issued on an annual basis 
from 1934 until 1937. It was later suspended 
for eleven years for several reasons: the budget 
was too modest, the administrative and bureau-
cratic procedures were slow, and it was difficult 
to print the journal (Madkùr 1964:36). The 
fifth volume appeared in 1948; between 1948 
and 1956 only four volumes were printed. 
Effective 1957, the journal resumed publication 
on an annual basis.

Membership is open to scholars recognized 
for their scholarship in the Arabic language 
without restriction to nationality or political or 
sectarian affiliation, thus giving the Majma≠ the 
potential to be an international  organization. 
The members are Egyptian, Arab, and non-
Arab, membership being based on their quali-
fications and contributions to Arabic studies. 
They fall into three categories: active (≠àmi-
lùn), honorary (faxriyyùn), and correspondent 
(muràsilùn).

The Cairo Academy contributed the follow-
ing advances: simplification of Arabic grammar 
and writing style; provision of scientific and cul-
tural terminology through the mechanisms of 
¤ ištiqàq ‘derivation’, ¤ majàz ‘metaphors’, 
naql ‘translation’, na™t ‘calque’, and ta≠rìb 
‘Arabicization’; refinement of Arabic language 
dictionaries; rehabilitation of Classical Arabic 
works; and compilation of a comprehensive 
historical dictionary (Madkùr 1964:34, 51ff.; 
Madkùr 1981:27–29; El-Khafaifi 1985:68–178; 
Sawaie 1983:58–61). In 1936, the Academy 
recommended support for the preparation of 
August Fischer’s al-Mu≠jam al-luÿawì at-tàrìxì 
‘Etymological historical Arabic dictionary’ 
(Fischer 1967:31). It should be added that this 
project has never been realized.

The Majma≠ published two dictionaries. 
al-Mu≠jam al-wasì† appeared in 1960 in two 
volumes. In this dictionary, words are arranged 
alphabetically rather than morphologically. 
Verbs are introduced before nouns, tricon-
sonantal verbs before augmented ones, and 
intransitive before transitive. With respect to 
nouns, concrete meanings are organized before 
abstract, real meanings before metaphorical. 
It also introduces items generated by analogy 
apart from that transmitted (Madkùr 1964:67). 
The second dictionary is al-Mu≠jam al-kabìr, an 
endeavor begun in 1946, with the first volume, 
comprising part of the letter hamza, published 
in 1956 on an experimental basis. Five volumes 

have been published to date. Its organiza-
tion is similar to al-Mu≠jam al-wasì† in that 
it introduces Arabicized items alphabetically, 
with indication of their foreign sources. It also 
mentions the Semitic cognates where possible 
(Madkùr 1964:68–70; ≠Umar 2002:309–312).

The Cairo Academy faced various obstacles. 
In 1942 there was governmental interference 
in appointing members. Kurd ≠Alì mentions 
that the selection of members in the early 
stages of the Academy in Cairo was based on 
merit. However, membership appointment was 
at times compromised as a result of political 
considerations, and its workings were affected 
by partisanship (Kurd ≠Alì 1948:495–498). The 
situation may not have been dissimilar to that 
of the Damascus Majma≠ (Kurd ≠Alì 1948:791–
792; Hamzaoui 1975, 1988:58–71). More-
over, political instability and wars caused the 
suspension of Majma≠ sessions and prevented 
members from attending meetings (Madkùr 
1964:20; Kurd ≠Alì 1948:277–286).

Kurd ≠Alì provides a comparison between the 
Cairo and Damascus Academies, lauding Damas-
cus Academy members for their successes while 
harshly criticizing members of the Cairo Acad-
emy for their ineffectiveness. Some members, he 
adds, never contributed or expressed an opinion 
to its journal (Kurd ≠Alì 1948:529–530).

4 .  T h e  I r a q i  A c a d e m y

The first attempt to establish an academy in 
Iraq was in 1921, through the establishment 
of al-Ma≠had al-≠Ilmì fì Baÿdàd ‘Scientific Insti-
tute in Baghdad’, whose main goals were the 
revitalization of the heritage of Islamic and 
Arab past, the abolishment of illiteracy, and the 
support of education (al-Jubùrì 1965:31–33). 
In 1934, Nàdì l-Qalam al-≠Iràqì ‘Iraqi Pen 
Club’ was founded to cement relations among 
authors and writers and to support research 
and Arabic literature in general. In 1945 Lajnat 
at-Ta±lìf wa-n-Našr ‘Committee on Writing and 
Publishing’ was established to support authors, 
translators, and publishers, and continued until 
1947, when the Ministry of Public Educa-
tion established al-Majma≠ al-≠Ilmì al-≠Iràqì ‘the 
Iraqi Academy.’

In 1963 a presidential decree abolished the 
Iraqi Academy, along with its 1947 regulating 
guidelines and the 1949 amendments, and insti-
tuted new regulations (al-Jubùrì 1965:47). Thus 
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reformed, the academy set up its own printing 
press and began an annual public lecture series 
by its active and honorary members as well as 
by other qualified scholars. These lectures were 
published in the Academy journal and also in a 
separate monograph in an effort to reach wider 
audiences (al-Jubùrì 1965:70–74). In addition 
to al-Majma≠ al-≠Ilmì al-≠Iràqì, the Kurdish 
Language Academy and the Syriac Language 
Academy were established in 1968. All three 
academies were merged into one in 1978. This 
new unified academy was named al-Majma≠ al-
≠Ilmì al-≠Iràqì fì Baÿdàd (Ma†lùb 1983:161).

Al-Majma≠ al-≠Ilmì al-≠Iràqì was modeled 
after the Damascus Majma≠ in its focus on lan-
guage, sciences, literature, history, etc. (Majal-
lat al-Majma≠ al-≠Iràqì 1950, 383–384). The 
Cairo Academy’s primary interest, by contrast, 
was in language matters: grammar, morphol-
ogy and coinages, etc. To unify the coinages in 
all Arab countries, the Iraqi Academy tradition-
ally consulted scholars of Arabic and the pro-
ceedings of the Cairo Academy and its journal, 
in addition to the Damascus Majma≠ journal 
(Jawàd 1955:121).

In 1995, a new law was passed regulating 
the Academy and naming it al-Majma≠ al-
≠Ilmì. The new academy was placed directly 
under the Presidential Office instead of the 
Ministry of Public Education or the Ministry 
of Higher Education (established 1968). The 
1995 regulations reorganized the Academy into 
the following specialized sections, each charged 
with a special task: the Arabic language; Arabo-
Islamic heritage; humanities; theoretical and 
applied sciences; terminology; and translation 
(al-±Alùsì 1997:62–63). In addition, two com-
mittees were established: a committee of the 
Kurdish language charged with all matters per-
taining to the Kurdish language, culture, and 
heritage; and a committee for Syriac that was 
charged with the Syriac language, culture, and 
heritage. No updated information is available 
at this moment regarding the activities of the 
Kurdish and Syriac sections.

The goals of the Iraqi Academy were modi-
fied over the years. The 1947 goals were to 
enable the Arabic language to express the needs 
of the modern age in the sciences and arts; to 
publish, in Arabic, literature, history (especially 
Iraqi), languages, sciences, and civilization; to 
preserve rare manuscripts and archival materi-
als; and to encourage translations of modern 

sciences and arts and promote scientific inquiry. 
In 1963, the goals were reformulated to include 
revitalization of scientific inquiry in Iraq to 
cope with the advancement of science; protec-
tion of the Arabic language from deterioration 
and promotion of ways to enrich it to express 
modern sciences and the arts; encouragement of 
original research, translation, and publishing in 
the sciences and the arts; and revitalization of 
Arabo-Islamic heritage in the sciences and arts. 
In 1995, the regulations set the following objec-
tives: emphasis on and care of the preservation 
of Arabic; inquiry into modern sciences and 
technology; encouragement of translation and 
scientific inquiry; revitalization of the Arabo-
Islamic heritage; and support for and revital-
ization of humanities, sciences, and the arts 
(al-±Alùsì 1997:61).

The 1947 regulations created four mem-
bership categories: active (≠àmilùn), assistant 
(musà≠idùn), honorary (faxriyyùn), and cor-
respondent (muràsilùn) (Majallat al-Majma≠ 
1950, 4). New categories were established in 
1949 as follows: active (≠àmilùn), supporting 
(mu±àzirùn), honorary (faxriyyùn), and corre-
spondent (muràsilùn). In 1949, the ‘assistant’ 
category was replaced by the ‘supporting’ cat-
egory. In the 1995 guidelines, members were 
divided into three categories: active (≠àmilùn), 
comprised of residents in Baghdad who formed 
the membership of the Academy Council; cor-
respondent (muràsilùn), referred to at times 
as supporting, who were selected from among 
Iraqi scholars as well as various Arab, Islamic, 
and other foreign countries; and honorary 
(faxriyyùn), Iraqi nationals who were residing 
outside Iraq for extended periods of time. In 
addition, the Academy had the authority to 
select no more than ten non-Iraqi Arab scholars 
as active members to participate in Academy 
activities while residing in Iraq.

In 1950, the Academy established Majal-
lat al-Majma≠ ‘Journal of the Iraqi Academy’. 
Until its abolishment in 1963, the journal pub-
lished ten volumes in twelve parts (al-Jubùrì 
1965:75–83). A considerable amount of writ-
ing in these journals was devoted to topics per-
taining to the Arabic language and coinages for 
various new inventions introduced in Iraq: the 
oil industry, the railway, air and space, public 
transportation, etc. In addition, the Academy 
published dictionaries, lists of coinages, and 
books on  language, literature, and history and 
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 subsidized the publishing of other books (al-
±Alùsì 1997:515).

Like the other academies, the Iraqi Academy 
faced several obstacles. Interference of politi-
cians in the Majma≠’s affairs in various ways 
created difficulties, e.g. by decreasing the bud-
get and by appointing unqualified members. 
The bureaucracy of the various governmental 
offices affected the operation of the Academy in 
its connection with those offices, and unilateral 
decisions by governmental bureaucrats were 
made on Academy matters (al-±Alùsì 1997:283; 
≠Alì 1959:318–354). Due to the 2003 war on 
Iraq, no reliable information is available at this 
moment about the fate of the Iraqi Majma≠.

5 .  T h e  J o r d a n  A r a b i c 
L a n g u a g e  A c a d e m y

The idea of establishing an Arabic language 
academy in Jordan dates back to the early 
years of the Arab Kingdom in 1921. At the end 
of April 1922, the government of Transjordan 
wished to establish an academy in Amman 
comparable to the one in Damascus. Prince 
Abdullah issued a decree in July 1923, naming 
the new academy’s active members, whom he 
charged with electing honorary members from 
outside Jordan. The members held meetings, 
but in the end the academy idea was abandoned 
due to financial difficulties and lack of quali-
fied members (Xa†ìb 1969:66–67; Kurd ≠Alì 
1948:518–519).

However, the idea of an Arabic language 
academy never died. In 1961, the Jordan Com-
mittee on Arabization, Translation, and Pub-
lishing was founded. In 1976, authorization 
to establish Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya al-
±Urdunnì ‘Jordan Arabic Language Academy’ 
was issued, and the Academy, consisting of five 
members, was inaugurated in 1977; it joined 
the Union of Arabic Language Academies that 
same year.

Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya al-±Urdunnì 
is headed by a president and vice president. 
There are three categories of members: active 
members from Jordan, honorary members from 
Jordan and elsewhere, and supporting members 
from Arab and foreign countries, as the Acad-
emy stated in its first annual decision in 1977.

The Academy set the following goals: pre-
serving the Arabic language and enabling it to 
express modern sciences, arts, and technology; 

standardizing terminology of sciences and arts; 
and compiling a dictionary expressive of the 
needs of modern times. The Academy proposed 
the following means to accomplish its goals: 
inquiry into and research on Arabic; support 
of translation and publishing; publication of 
new coinages; publication of a journal (the first 
issue was published in 1978); and convening of 
conferences on language issues.

To that end, several practical steps were 
taken. Investigations were made into weakness 
in Arabic among speakers; foreign scientific ter-
minology was Arabicized; university instruction 
was Arabicized; and, finally, steps were take to 
revive the Arabo-Islamic heritage. The follow-
ing are among the Academy’s accomplishments 
to date: translation of scientific books as part 
of all-Arabic instruction at the university level, 
including books in mathematics, physics, chem-
istry, biology, and geology; editing of Classical 
Arabic books and books on Arabic; cultural 
conferences; cataloguing of manuscripts; and 
coinages for metrology, commerce, economy, 
agriculture, and the military.

Despite its successes, the Jordan Academy 
has faced several problems, among them lack 
of financial support and lack of coordination 
among language academies, particularly with 
respect to standardization of new coinages.

6 .  U n i o n  o f  t h e  A r a b i c 
L a n g u a g e  A c a d e m i e s

The call for establishment of a union of Arabic 
language academies first appeared in October 
1956, eventually bearing fruit in 1971. A consti-
tution for the Union, which then included only 
the Academies of Damascus, Cairo, and Bagh-
dad, and its council were established (Majalla 
Majma≠ al-Luÿa al-≠Arabiyya bi-Dimašq 1971, 
593–598). The Jordan Arabic Language Acad-
emy joined the Union in 1977 as its fourth 
member. The Union has an executive council 
consisting of two members from each Acad-
emy, headed by a president who is elected from 
among the members, in addition to a secretary-
general and two assistant secretaries-general.

The goals of the Union are to facilitate con-
tacts among all the Arabic language academies, 
to coordinate their activities, and to standardize 
Arabic scientific, technical, and cultural termi-
nology and its dissemination.

Several mechanisms were suggested for 
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 coining terminology: the revivification of termi-
nology from the Arab heritage, and the coining 
of new terminology by means of metaphors 
(majàz), derivation (ištiqàq), calque (na™t), and 
Arabicization (ta≠rìb). Emphasis was placed on 
the use of fuß™à ‘Standard Arabic’ terminology 
instead of Arabicized terms. Preference is to 
be accorded to terminology that yields itself to 
derivation.

The Union organized the following confer-
ences to posit technical and scientific termi-
nology on various topics: Legal Terminology 
(Damascus, 1972), Oil Terminology (Bagh-
dad, 1973), Simplifying the Teaching of Ara-
bic (Algeria, 1976), the Teaching of Arabic 
in the Last Quarter of the Century (Amman, 
1978), Arabicization of Higher and University 
Education (Rabat, 1984), Unification of Sci-
entific Symbols (Amman, 1987), Standardiza-
tion of Arabic Medical Terminology (Tunis, 
1992), Dictionary of Oil Terminology (Damas-
cus, 1994), and Dictionary of Geology (Tunis, 
1994) (Îayf 1996:92).

The Union of the Arabic Language Academies 
has faced obstacles, some quite severe at times. 
These include political disagreements among 
various Arab states that affect Union activities; 
lack of financial and moral support; and the 
failure of some Academies to pay their annual 
membership fees. In addition, there was a sched-
ule conflict with the meetings of the Arabic Lan-
guage Academy in Cairo, causing the meetings 
to lack seriousness; in general, some representa-
tives failed to attend the meetings. There has 
also been a lack of support for Union decisions, 
both in the media and in institutions of higher 
learning. As a result, coinages have not filtered 
down easily to institutions of higher learning, 
academics, or research institutes. Finally, the 
Union has faced competition from other orga-
nizations engaged in coinages, such as the Arab 
League’s Educational, Cultural, and Scientific 
Organization (ALECSO) (ar-Ràwì 2002:5–16).
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Language and Gender

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The Arabic fuß™à has two gender-linked 
characteristics: it is not a mother tongue, and it 
entertains a diglossic (¤ diglossia) relationship 
with the dialectal Arabic mother tongues with 
which it co-exists. Both characteristics make 
of Arabic a typically ‘public’ language in an 
overall patriarchal context where ‘public’ 
denotes ‘male power’, as opposed to ‘private’, 
which denotes ‘women’s realm’ (El Saadawi 
1980; Mernissi 1997; Sadiqi and Ennaji 2006). 
The study of Arabic from a gender perspective 
is still in its beginnings in spite of the fact 
that Arabic sociolinguistics has attracted the 
attention of scholars worldwide (Fück 1955; 
Cohen 1962; Al Ani 1978; Ibrahim 1986; 
Daher 1987; Ferguson 1987; Eid 1988; 
Suleiman 1994; Ennaji 1995; Holes 1995; 
Versteegh 1997; Boumans 1998; Haeri 2000; 
Owens 2001; Rouchdy 2002; Messaoudi 2003; 
Miller 2004; Caubet 2004). Some of this work 
uses the variable of ‘sex’ in deconstructing 
Arabic usage, but without paying significant 
attention to the use of gender as an analytical 
tool in deconstructing the men/women power 
relationship among Arabic users.

The interaction of Arabic and gender may be 
attested at two levels: the formal (grammatical) 

level and the sociolinguistic (relational) level. At 
the formal level, Arabic exhibits grammatical 
and semantic gender usages which may be 
qualified as ‘androcentric’ (male biased), and 
at the sociolinguistic level, Arabic is more often 
used in male-associated than female-associated 
contexts. It is important to note that although 
Arabic is androcentric, the claims made here 
should not be understood in strong Whorfian 
terms according to which language determines 
thought/culture, and culture determines lan-
guage. Such claims would be too strong and 
at best unrealistic. Hudson (1996) makes clear 
that meaningful claims in Whorfian terms 
have to be carefully qualified and empirically 
established, which is not always feasible. Thus, 
the observations and claims made about the 
androcentric nature of Arabic are not related 
to Arab culture in a direct way. Whatever 
links exist in this respect must be mediated 
and indirect. Various factors are involved in 
this mediation such as the speaker’s personal 
judgment and the general context of language 
use.

2 .  F o r m a l  a n d r o c e n t r i c i t y  i n 
A r a b i c

Scholarship on Arabic grammar contains 
extensive accounts of gender as a grammatical 
category (¤ gender). Such grammatical accounts 
of Arabic gender have often been presented in 
androcentric terms. The term ‘gender’ was first 
used by grammarians; it is only in the mid-
1970s that feminists took up the term and 
used it as an analytical tool to deconstruct 
the power relation between men and women 
in given societies and cultures. Thus, for 
example, ±Abù Bakr Ibn al-±Anbàrì (d. 328/
940), a reputed medieval Arab grammarian, 
not only investigated the gender system of 
Arabic grammar in his Kitàb al-mu≈akkar wa-
l-mu±annaμ in great and impressive detail, but 
he accompanied his investigation with typically 
androcentric explanatory comments on why 
things were the way they were so far as gender 
marking was concerned. According to this 
scholar, Arabic exhibits two types of gender 
markers: masculine and feminine (there is no 
morphological encoding of a neuter). These 
markers appear on verbs, nouns, adjectives, 
determiners, and quantifiers and may be used 
to signal grammatical agreement between these 
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various categories. Thus, adjectives generally 
agree with the noun they modify in person, 
number, and gender, as in:

(1) mu≠allim-at-un
 schoolteacher-fs-Nom
 ±anìq-at-un
 elegant-fs-Nom
 ‘an elegant female schoolteacher’

But this pattern is far from being regular, as 
some adjectives may not show feminine gender 
agreement with the noun they modify, as in (2) 
and (3).

(2) imra±-at-un ≠àšiq-un/-at-un
 woman-fs-Nom lover-fs-Nom
 ‘a female lover’

(3) baqar-at-un ™alùb-un/-at-un
 cow-fs-Nom milky-fs-Nom
 ‘a milky cow’

Such forms are not very frequent and could 
easily have been listed as exceptions to specific 
rules, a common feature of natural languages. 
What is interesting, however, is the explanation 
that Ibn al-±Anbàrì gives to account for them. 
According to this author, the masculine forms 
≠àšiqun and ™alùbun in (2) and (3) are ‘better’ 
than the feminine forms ≠àšiqatun and ™alùbatun 
because these forms denote “intensity and 
abundance”, which are typically masculine 
qualities that are more associated with men and 
male attributes than with women and female 
attributes. Ibn al-±Anbàrì adds in relation to 
≠àšiqun ‘lover [masc. sg.]’ that ‘being in love’, 
which is closely related to ‘courting’, is a typi-
cally male state, as only men are supposed to 
‘show’ or ‘express’ love.

The formal androcentricity attested in the 
comments on the examples above are far from 
being neutral; they stem from the subjective 
views of the grammarian that could not but 
creep into his supposedly scientific renderings 
of the gender system of Arabic. These comments 
also reflect the subordinate position in which 
women were (and still are) held in relation to 
men in the patriarchal Arab-Islamic societies and 
cultures. The force of such comments resides in 
the fact that they emanate from outstanding 
scholars who had considerable influence on 
their contemporaries’ gender views.

Another example of grammatical andro-
centricity is attested in the fact that the masculine 
normally precedes the feminine in expressions 
and sentences, as in rajulun wa-mra±atun, †iflun 
wa-†iflatun, etc. Again, this precedence would 
have seemed ‘normal’, except for the accom-
panying comments of grammarians such as Ibn 
al-±Anbàrì (cited in Abu-Risha 1996: 31–32):

The proof that the masculine precedes the feminine 
is that when you say qà±im ‘standing [3rd pers. 
masc. sg.]’ and qà±ima ‘standing [3rd pers. fem. 
sg.]’ and qà≠id ‘sitting [3rd pers. masc. sg.]’ and 
qà≠ida ‘sitting [3rd pers. fem. sg.]’ and jàlis ‘sitting 
[3rd pers. fem. sg.]’ and jàlisa ‘sitting [3rd pers. 
fem sg.]’, you find that the feminine contains 
additional material, and words in which something 
is added to the root are secondary. And when you 
see something from a distance and you do not 
know what it is, you say: ‘a woman, an animal or 
something like that’.

Ibn al-±Anbàrì’s relegation of women to a 
secondary position in the above quote and his 
association of them with animals and unknown 
entities is reminiscent of the folk ideology still 
prevalent in the Arab-Islamic world whereby 
males are given precedence over females, as 
reflected, for instance, in the contemporary 
Moroccan proverb lem®a u le™ma®a ma ka-
y∂ayfuš ‘a woman and a donkey should not be 
treated as guests’, i.e., they should not be served 
lest they become spoiled. Indeed, the comments 
of traditional Arab grammarians can be read 
only as a particular kind of language ideology, 
which often leads to stereotypical and sexist 
views in society at large.

Grammatical androcentricity is also attested 
in the derivation hypothesis on which a great 
part of the morphology of Arabic is based. The 
fact that in this language the feminine gender 
marker contains one sound or letter more than 
the masculine marker has been interpreted by 
traditional and modern grammarians as evidence 
that the feminine gender is historically derived 
from the masculine one. Grammar books on 
Arabic by grammarians like Sìbawayhi, Ibn 
Jinnì, and Ibn al-±Anbàrì are full of grammatical 
rules that formalize this derivation hypothesis.

The derivation hypothesis in the case of Arabic 
gender markers is, however, questionable. In 
fact, history has shown that human languages 
are naturally subject to economy (reduction at 
the level of form) as a result of being spoken. 
For example, so-called Modern English lost 
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some of the inflection that characterized its 
ancestors, namely Middle English and Old 
English. Furthermore, the formalists’ accounts 
of Arabic agreement data are different from the 
traditional grammarians’ accounts; thus, some 
transformational generative accounts, for exam-
ple, begin with the feminine form and derive the 
masculine form by a rule of deletion because it 
is ‘less costly’ on the theoretical level, and 
more predictable from the ‘explanatory power’ 
perspective than starting with the masculine and 
deriving the feminine form (Chomsky 1965).

Likewise, as languages are subject to the 
rule of economy, it is more logical to assume 
that the original form in Arabic is the feminine 
and that the masculine is obtained by the 
‘shrinking’ process which languages undergo. 
These accounts show that the traditional 
Arab grammarians’ derivation hypothesis was 
advanced and maintained mainly because it 
served sociocultural purposes and had a social 
meaning that fits within the overall Arab-Islamic 
patriarchy where women were subordinate to 
men, and hence men needed to ‘grammatically’ 
precede women. Additionally, the fact that the 
masculine usually doubles as the generic in 
grammatical forms or word choice makes it the 
social norm from which the feminine derives, 
hence excluding the feminine from the generic. 
Thus, the word imra±a ‘woman’ in Arabic is 
said to derive from mar± ‘person’, but only mar± 
is used generically because it is grammatically 
masculine. Likewise, words like al-muwà†in ‘the 
citizen [masc. sg.]’, al-≠àmil ‘the worker [masc. 
sg.]’, or even al-±ustà≈ ‘the teacher [masc. sg.]’ 
are used generically, although there are at least 
as many female as male citizens, workers, and 
teachers, and in spite of the fact that Arabic 
contains gender morphemes even in the dual 
form. This seems to be a general feature cross-
linguistically: in many languages the masculine 
noun is used generically.

These facts show that the male social sym-
bolic power is carried over to the grammatical 
masculine inflection. In the grammatical hierar-
chization process, as well as in the grammatical 
comments that explain this hierarchization, 
the masculine category is commonly taken 
to be bigger, unmarked, and higher than the 
feminine category because the social category 
‘male’ has a bigger and higher status in Arab-
Islamic societies and cultures than the ‘female’ 
category. As a result, the feminine category is 

socially viewed as the smaller, marked, and 
‘degenerate’ version of the male category. A 
further supporting example of this view is the 
grammatical use of the term al-±insàn ‘man/
person’. Although this term may take both the 
masculine and the feminine gender markers in 
the singular, only the masculine appears when it 
is pluralized: ±insàn-at-un ‘person [fem. sg.]’ but 
±unàs-un ‘people [masc. pl.]’ and not *unàs-àtun 
‘people [fem. pl.]’. Furthermore, although the 
term ±insàn-un ‘man/person’ is used generically, 
it cannot be used with feminine agreement 
markers: *qara±a-t al-±insàn lit. ‘read-she man/
person’, i.e., ‘the person read’ is ungrammatical. 
Likewise, although ±insàn-un has a feminine 
counterpart, ±insàn-atun, the term fardun 
‘individual’ does not: *fard-atun ‘individual 
[fem. sg.]’. Indeed, the grammatical expression 
of individuality is predominantly male in Arab 
culture – except in the case of singulative nouns 
like namlatun ‘ant’, ≈ubàbatun ‘fly’, dajàjatun 
‘chicken’, where the feminine gender is used 
precisely for the individual. The expression 
≠abdu rabbihi ‘God’s servant’, a modest way of 
referring to oneself, has a feminine counterpart, 
≠abdatu rabbihà ‘God’s (female) servant’, which 
is never used. The reason is that the expression 
≠abdu rabbihi was first used in all-male public 
formal domains.

At the syntactic level, full ¤ agreement be-
t ween the subject and the verb obtains in both 
VSO (Verb-Subject-Object) and SVO (Subject-
Verb-Object) sentences and even in the dual 
form of nouns and verbs in Arabic. However, 
when the subject is plural, Arabic shows an 
interesting idiosyncrasy because agreement 
ceases to be symmetrical in this context, as in 
(4) and (5).

(4) jà±-a l-±awlàd-u
 came-3ms Def-boys-Nom
 wa-l-banàt-u
 and-Def-girls-Nom
 ‘the boys and the girls came’

(5) jà±-at al-banàt-u
 came-3fs Def-girls-Nom
 wa-l-±awlàd-u
 and-Def-boys-Nom
 ‘the girls and the boys came’

Examples (4) and (5) are characterized by 
the fact that the subject is formed of two 
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coordinated nouns: a masculine and a feminine. 
In (4), the masculine gender agreement obtains 
between the verb and the subject because the 
nearest noun to the verb is masculine, and in (5) 
the gender agreement is feminine because the 
closest noun to the verb is feminine.

Grammatical gender in Arabic can be rather 
complex (Wright 1981; Benmamoun 1996; 
Harrell 2004, among many others). In fact, 
the appearance of the gender feature in Arabic 
does not always depend on the bipolar male/
female opposition, as in (6).

(6) qàla-t al-±anbiyà±-u
 said-3fs Def-prophets-Nom
 ‘the prophets said’

In (6), the verb is in the singular form, 
whereas the subject is in the plural form, and 
interestingly, the agreement on the verb is 
feminine and singular. This type of agreement 
is referred to in the literature as ‘deflected 
agreement’ and appears on the verb only when 
the latter is initial in the sentence and when 
the subject is plural. If the subject precedes the 
verb, the feminine gender feature disappears: 
al-±anbiyà±u qàl-ù ‘the prophets said’, where 
the morpheme -ù ‘they [masc. pl.]’ refers to al-
±anbiyà±u ‘the prophets’. The appearance of the 
feminine singular ending -at in (6) is, therefore, 
due to the syntax of the words qàla-t and al-
±anbiyà±u, i.e. their specific distribution in the 
sentence in (6).

As it does not match the gender of the 
agreeing constituents, this type of agreement 
may be termed ‘functional’ in the sense that it is 
not gender-dependent and pertains rather to the 
internal grammatical distribution of verbs and 
subjects and not to the relation of words with 
the outside world. Functional gender marking 
is not based on the male vs. female notion: in 
(6) above, the masculine noun al-±anbiyà±u is 
functionally feminine because it agrees with 
a feminine verb, but it is not grammatically 
feminine, because its agreement is not based on 
the male/female opposition by virtue of the fact 
that all prophets were male.

Arab grammarians hypothesized that in in-
s tances such as (6) above, the gender morpheme 
-t refers to majmù≠a ‘group’, that is, to majmù≠a 
min al-±anbiyà±i ‘a group of prophets’, where 
agreement takes place with majmù≠a, which 
has the feminine ending -a. However, here 

again, majmù≠a min al-±anbiyà± can never refer 
to a group of females, or even to a mixed-sex 
group of prophets because, again, all prophets 
were male. The explanation seems to be that 
the feminine ending on the verb is used with 
collectives, i.e. all broken plurals (which seem 
to function as collectives in Classical Arabic), 
but also cases like al-±anbiya±u or even al-≠Arab, 
which is almost always used with a 3rd person 
feminine singular, e.g. kamà taqùlu l-≠Arab’; 
in pre-Islamic Arabic, but even much later, 
tribal names (like Hu≈ayl or ¢ayyi±) are almost 
always treated as feminine. As a result, gender 
in Arabic may sometimes be purely functional 
(see Sadiqi 2003b for many more examples 
from the Qur±àn).

Overall, formal or grammatical androcentri–
city in Arabic is mainly due to the interpretations 
that Arab grammarians gave to grammatical 
phenomena. Such interpretations abound in 
grammar books, and it is high time for a new 
look at grammatical gender in Arabic. Two 
questions that arise at this juncture are, first, in 
what specific ways grammatical androcentricity 
in Arabic is related to the overall sociopolitical 
background in which this language is used 
nowadays. And second, what the general 
relationship of Arabic is to present-day Arab-
Islamic women. Possible answers to these and 
similar questions bring us to the sociolinguistic 
androcentricity in Arabic.

3 .  S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c 
a n d r o c e n t r i c i t y

Sociolinguistic androcentricity in Arabic can 
be understood only within the overall sociocul-
tural framework within which it is created and 
perpetuated (Badran a.o. 2002; Sadiqi 2003b). 
Like most societies and cultures today, Arab-
Islamic societies and cultures are patriarchal. 
However, patriarchy is far from being uniform 
across cultures; it differs from culture to cul-
ture. Arab-Islamic patriarchy is based on the 
notion of space dichotomy (El Saadawi 1980; 
Mernissi 1997): men are associated with the 
public space and women with the private space. 
This ‘space’ notion (™udùd ‘frontiers’) is not 
only spatial but also linguistic and symbolic. 
Thus, in addition to public places being associ-
ated with men and private places with women, 
public languages like Arabic are associated 
with men and mother tongues with women, 

  language and gender 645

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



and public rituals that are culturally symbolic, 
like Friday prayers, are associated with men, 
and those that are private, like birth rituals, are 
associated with women. Further, public spatial, 
linguistic and symbolic rituals are associated 
with the male attributes of rationality and rea-
son. Arab-Islamic patriarchy is different from 
mainstream Western patriarchy in the sense 
that whereas the former is based on space, the 
latter is based on the power of ‘image’, which 
creates ‘models’ for men and women. Western 
women’s emancipation has not been brought 
about by the church or through militancy, but 
mainly through the power of the great multi-
national companies, which kept ‘guessing’ at 
the needs of women and providing those needs 
through constant image creation.

The repercussions of the gendered space 
dichotomy are multifaceted and far-reaching: 
they not only associate the public space with 
the outside/exterior and the private space with 
the inside/interior, but they also imply that the 
outside is the place of power where the social 
norms are produced and the inside is the place 
where this power is exercised. These two spaces 
are strictly gender based and interact in a 
dynamic way in the sense that one does not 
exist without the other. It is true that women 
can be in some public spaces – for example on 
the street – but they are not encouraged to 
stay there as men are; rather, they must do 
their business and move on. And men do not 
generally spend time in the kitchen, for example, 
so the taboo works for them, too, though with 
very different consequences.

It is in these contacts that gender identities 
are constructed and power is negotiated. The 
private space is culturally associated with 
powerless people (women and children) and 
is subordinated to the public space, which is 
culturally associated with men, who dictate 
the law, conduct business, manage the state, 
and control the economy, both national and 
domestic. It is true that the strict public/private 
space dichotomy has been significantly disrupted 
ever since women started to take jobs outside 
their home from the 1960s onward. At least 
this was the case in North Africa; elsewhere, 
participation of women in work outside the 
home may have begun at an earlier date, for 
instance in Egypt. In rural areas, women have 
always worked on their families’ farms, but 
it is also true that men insert themselves into 

the private space, where women may have real 
power (Davis 1983; Sadiqi 2003b), in order 
to satisfy their needs (food, rest, procreation), 
and some of men’s most important life ex–
periences, such as circumcision and marriage, 
take place in the private space. Thus, Arab-
Islamic men have socially sanctioned power over 
both the public and private spaces which they 
direct and control. This control is supported 
by the various Šarì ≠a-based family laws. The 
question to ask here is what the place of 
Arabic is in this overall space-based patriarchal 
system.

4 .  A r a b i c / g e n d e r  i n t e r a c t i o n

Arabic has been very instrumental in creating 
and maintaining this gendered space dichot-
omy. In fact, although Arabic co-exists with 
a number of other indigenous and foreign 
languages in present-day Arab-Islamic societies 
and cultures, it has had a special social func-
tion ever since it became associated with Islam 
and was introduced as such by the Prophet 
Mu™ammad in the year 622 C.E. This special 
function of Arabic made it a powerful tool in 
the hands of the rulers. Dominant groups in 
a society tend to achieve power through con-
trol of high languages, and it is through this 
control that they ensure the ‘obedience’ and 
‘allegiance’ of ‘subordinated’ portions of the 
population, including women, as Mary Kaplan 
(1979) rightly puts it: “Refusal of access to 
public language is one of the major forms of 
the oppression of women within a social class 
as well as in trans-class situations.”

Arabic/gender interaction is best perceived 
through the relationship between this language 
and the four sites of public power in the Arab-
Islamic world: religion, politics, the law, and 
literacy.

4.1 Arabic, religion, and gender

As the language of the Qur±àn and the mosque, 
Arabic is more accessible to, and significant 
for, men than women. Although Arab-Islamic 
women strongly feel that they ‘belong’ to the 
official religion of their countries, and hence 
to Arabic as the medium through which 
this religion is expressed, they do not really 
participate in public religious practices because 
their culture does not encourage them to do so. 
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Most formal speeches involving women’s issues 
are used as an opportunity to remind Arabs 
and Muslims that a woman’s raison d’être is 
her home and children. Consequently, women’s 
religious space in Arabic, through which religion 
is expressed, is rather limited and publicly 
constrained (Sadiqi 2003a). For example, in 
spite of the fact that many women are erudite 
in religious matters in the Arab-Islamic world, 
women’s opinions in matters of religion lack 
authority and are not publicly sought. Even 
when some women venture to advance religious 
opinions in books, newspapers, and so on, 
they are never taken seriously and may even 
be severely rebuked or attacked, as the cases of 
Nawal El Saadawi and Amina Wadud attest. 
Many of Nawal El Saadawi’s opinions on 
religious rituals, such as her view that circling 
the Ka≠ba during the ™ajj is a Jàhiliyya (pre-
Islamic) ritual, were severely attacked by the 
religious authorities in Egypt. Amina Wadud’s 
leading of a mixed prayer stirred up very 
hostile reactions across the world. This overall 
negative attitude toward women’s opinions on 
religious matters, especially those dealing with 
behavior, is explained by their lack of religious 
credibility in the eyes of society. As a reaction, 
many feminists (men and women) attribute 
this lack of religious authority more to the 
male-biased interpretations of the Qur±àn and 
the £adìμ (the Prophet’s sayings) than to core 
teachings of Islam (El Saadawi 1980; Mernissi 
1997; Wadud 1999).

Thus, women’s religious space is more 
re stricted than men’s and never coincides with 
the latter as it is very different from it (Buitelaar 
1993). Women often recite Qur±ànic verses in 
their prayers without understanding what they 
mean, and listen to official formal speeches on 
the radio or television without understand-
ing them. Most Arab-Islamic women are not 
daily exposed to Arabic; unlike men, women, 
especially younger ones, do not usually attend 
the mosque and, thus, do not participate in 
the daily ritual of public prayers as frequently 
as men. Even when they attend the mosque, 
women are usually apologetic in this space. 
They pray in special places, where they may see 
men without being seen by them. As compen-
sation, women visit tombs of saints and holy 
sanctuaries of ancestors more often than men in 
their search for baraka ‘blessing’, which ambig-
uously intermingles with religion in their minds 

(Gellner 1969; Doutté 1984). These sacred 
tombs are generally perceived by women as 
being associated with religious power. This is 
reinforced by the important place that religious 
sites have in Arab-Islamic culture; they are vis-
ited for a variety of reasons, which range from 
seeking to enter paradise after death to implor-
ing God’s help for bearing children, especially 
boys. Overall, women in general, and illiterate 
ones in particular, have a ‘strange’ relationship 
with Arabic: they venerate it but do not really 
feel spontaneously attached to it the way they 
are to their mother tongues (cf. Sadiqi 2003b, 
reporting on the results of a survey in 2002).

The fact that women in the Arab-Islamic 
world do not publicly announce prayers, pray 
aloud, or pronounce religious formulae that 
accompany important religious rites is often 
exploited by patriarchal ideology and taken as 
proof that women are not fit for public power. 
This explains the rather rare use of words 
like ±imàma ‘female leader of prayers’, faqìha 
‘female religious consultant’, muftiya ‘female 
religious legislator’, mußalliya ‘female leader of 
prayers’, muqri±a ‘female reader of the Qur±àn’, 
and mujawwida ‘female reciter of the Qur±àn’ 
in spite of the fact that the language does 
contain them.

4.2 Arabic, politics, and gender

Politically, the official standardization of Arabic 
was a direct consequence of the Arab countries’ 
association with the Arab nation (±umma) after 
independence. This consciously constructed 
alliance was based on the ‘one nation, one reli-
gion, one language’ principle and was needed 
for cultural unity and cultural identity of newly 
independent countries in a specific historical era 
when such unity made genuine political sense.

It is basically for these reasons that Arabic 
is the official language of all Arab states 
which, just after independence, joined the Arab 
League, in which Arabic is the lingua franca. 
Indeed, on the eve of independence, women 
were not a priority on the political agenda of 
the newly formed Arab states in spite of the 
fact that almost all nationalists used Arabic and 
women’s issues to promise more open and more 
egalitarian societies after independence.

Women were excluded from the political 
arena and had to fight for decades to grad-
ually gain some public visibility. Because of 
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their relative exclusion from politics, a general 
tendency to disqualify women as competent 
public speakers in Arab-Islamic societies has 
developed. This state of affairs has created an 
apparent paradox: women are perceived as 
‘conservative’, in the sense that they preserve 
oral culture by speaking indigenous, often oral, 
languages and transmitting cultural values, and 
‘non-conservative’ because they do not use the 
conservative means of public linguistic expres-
sion: Arabic. This paradox, however, makes 
sense politically in that it highlights the political 
status of oral and written mediums of language. 
It is true that both Arabic and indigenous oral 
languages (such as ¤ Berber in Morocco) are 
socially defined as conservative, but that is so 
in very different ways: whereas Berber, for 
example, is perceived as ‘conservative’ because 
it expresses traditional oral literature and folk-
lore in the Maghreb, Arabic is perceived as 
‘conservative’ because it perpetuates traditional 
written literature, history, and poetry, in addi-
tion to the fact that it is the language of the 
Qur±àn, the Holy Book of all Muslims. Of 
course, the Arab Muslim world is not a uni-
form world, and all three categories (Arabs, 
Muslims, and women) are extremely variable, 
as sociolinguistic and other cultural studies 
have shown.

4.3 Arabic, the law, and gender

Legally, Arabic is the reference and vehicle of 
the law and its implementation. As the exercise 
of the law takes place in the public sphere, 
Arab-Islamic women, especially illiterate ones, 
do not generally understand the language of 
the law, and hence often fail to know their 
rights. A recent national survey of Leadership 
(a Moroccan NGO) has revealed that at least 
87 percent of Moroccan women know nothing 
about the new 2004 Family Law. Although 
Arabo-Islamic laws regulating policy-making 
and the economy are based on liberal, modern, 
universal laws, those regulating the family and 
relations and behavior between men and women 
are still largely based on the Šarì ≠a, which 
makes them more inaccessible to women.

It is important to note that Arab-Islamic 
feminist movements realize the legal power asso-
ciated with Arabic. Politically aware feminists 
started to target the improvement of family 
law, using Arabic to enlarge their audiences 

and gain public credibility. In Morocco, for 
example, women feminist writers, activists, 
journalists, and others, who started by express-
ing their views in French during the 1960s 
and 1970s, skillfully switched to Arabic from 
the mid-1980s onward, especially when giving 
statements to the media, in an attempt to 
stop radical Islamists from using the language 
argument against them. By using Arabic in the 
public sphere, these women are also seeking a 
place in the powerful religious and legal spaces. 
They have succeeded in this respect, as the new 
Moroccan Family Law attests (cf. Sadiqi and 
Ennaji 2006). They have exhibited dexterity 
in the use of the Qur±àn and the Prophet’s 
sayings on television to show that Islam as a 
religion and Arabic as a language are not the 
prerogative of men only. In so doing, these 
feminists highlight the fact that Islam preaches 
universal ideas about equality and tolerance 
between the sexes. This particular use of Arabic 
may be seen as being motivated by the wish 
to instigate ideological change and gain more 
credibility in society at large.

4.4 Arabic, literacy, and gender

Arabic is backed by a centuries-old documented 
history, literature, poetry, and prose; it is 
perceived as the language of literacy par 
excellence. Arabic poetry and literature have 
always been prestigious forms of symbolic 
language. The relatively greater number of 
male scholars and intellectuals both dramatizes 
the gap between literate and illiterate Arabs, 
and distances men from women. As Arabic is 
tightly linked to literacy (it can be learned only 
at school), the large number of Arab-Islamic 
women who are illiterate are excluded from 
using it. The rate of female illiteracy in the Arab-
Islamic world varies from country to country. 
Morocco is one of the most affected countries 
in this regard: around 60 percent of Moroccan 
women are illiterate, according to the most 
recent official 2002 census. The rate is much 
higher in rural areas. This is one of the factors 
that make Berber (the indigenous language) 
and dàrija (the Moroccan Arabic dialect) more 
accessible to women than fuß™à. In other words, 
the fact that Arabic is learned at school and not 
acquired during childhood puts it on a pedestal 
where men, not women, can use it and gain 
power through its use. Elsewhere in the Arabic-
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speaking world, the situation may be somewhat 
different, although one could probably say that 
the standard form of the language is usually 
felt to be more associated with men than 
with women. As a result, the Arabic language 
and Arabic writings have strong ‘masculine’ 
connotations and often result in the false view 
that thinking and rationalizing are ‘male’. In 
contemporary times, Arab women’s relation 
to literate knowledge is still ambiguous; it is 
generally believed that knowledge threatens 
women’s ‘femininity’. On a more general level, 
the scarcity of women writers in general is due, 
according to Kaplan (1979), to a prohibition at 
a deeper psychological level so far as women are 
concerned. The idea that poetry and literature 
are not a woman’s domain is deeply internalized 
in women, according to this author.

Literate women have a less ‘detached’ attitude 
toward Arabic, but just like illiterate women, 
they are subject to a heavy patriarchy; they 
are not encouraged to be actors in the public 
sphere, and generally speaking they tend to use 
Arabic less than men do.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Overall, as the language of Islam, politics, the 
media, and written knowledge, Arabic is the 
‘recipient’ of the dominating ‘public’ and ‘high’ 
culture that constitutes the male domain in 
Arab countries. It is the language of institutions 
where the gatekeepers of Arabic are most active. 
Only males have the right to recite the Qur±àn 
aloud in public, to lead the Friday prayers, to 
deliver Friday sermons, to slaughter animals 
while uttering specific religious formulae, to be 
present and participate orally during marriage 
and burial rites, to deliver ‘important’ political 
speeches, to debate ‘serious’ literary works. 
It should be added that there are degrees of 
exclusion. Women are excluded from leading 
the Friday prayers and delivering the Friday 
sermon in all Islamic countries, but in some 
countries, like Morocco, Egypt, and Lebanon, 
women do deliver political speeches and debate 
literary works, and they are seen doing all of this 
in the media, in abundance. Current research 
on the use of Arabic in the media, especially 
in Egypt, shows an increase in the use of the 
vernacular language (≠àmmiyya) in contexts 
that used to be reserved for fuß™à. Some literary 
genres are written in Egyptian Arabic (poetry 

and plays); novelists and short story writers 
also incorporate elements of Egyptian Arabic 
into their texts. This, of course, may have a 
positive effect on the visibility of women in 
public life. Standard Arabic remains associated 
with formal, influential, and ‘serious’ language 
functions in which women’s voices are often 
marginalized, at least in some countries. These 
are the main factors that mark Arabic as a 
male language. They do not make Arabic a 
men’s language in the literal sense of the term; 
they simply mean that historically, more men 
may have been competent in the religious and 
literary-language-dependent professions, given 
their greater social opportunities.
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Language Attitudes

Social psychologists define ‘attitude’ as “a psy-
chological tendency . . . expressed by evaluating 
a particular entity with some degree of favor 
or disfavor” (Eagly and Chaiken 1988:269). 
The entity, or attitude object, may be anything 
from the color of a car – purple – to a class of 
behaviors – encouraging democracy – to spe-
cific individuals or groups – Oum Kalthoum 
or immigrants. When the entity is or involves a 
specific language, language variety, or language 
practice, social psychologists speak of ‘lan-
guage attitudes’. As Eagly and Chaiken have 
explained, because attitudes are internal states, 
they cannot be observed directly but must be 
inferred on the basis of observable behaviors, 
and the evaluative responses to which they give 
rise may be overt or covert – facts that make 
the study of any sort of attitudes particularly 
challenging. These psychologists likewise noted 
that evaluative responses have generally been 
seen as cognitive, affective, or behavioral in 
nature. Cognitive responses involve beliefs, and 
affective responses involve emotions, feelings, 
and sympathetic nervous system activity, while 
behavioral responses involve overt actions. Such 
responses are often in conflict. For example, 
people trained in linguistics agree that all lan-
guage varieties are equally systematic and logi-
cal – a cognitive response – although they often 
continue to cringe on hearing a socially stigma-
tized dialect – an affective response  reminding 
us of the visceral or embodied nature of this 
category of language attitude. Whether the cog-
nitive or affective response wins out often influ-
ences overt behaviors, for example in assessing 
whether a speaker of the stigmatized variety 
is employable. Understandably, applied lin-
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guists – both students of second/foreign lan-
guage acquisition and language planners – are 
likewise interested in questions of language 
attitudes because these researchers assume that 
a person’s willingness to learn or use (or not 
learn or refuse to use) a language is linked to 
motivation, which grows at least partly out of 
attitudes that influence behavior. Indeed, much 
of the research related to language learning 
is couched in terms of motivation rather than 
language attitudes per se. 

Anthropologists have likewise been interested 
in what psychologists term ‘language attitudes’ 
because “a group’s beliefs about language, often 
unexamined beliefs at that, are typically at the 
heart of its sense of group identity” (Kroskrity 
2004:511). Much of the recent work on this 
subject falls under the rubric of language ide-
ology (Kroskrity 2004; cf. Eagly and Chaiken 
1988 for social psychologists’ understanding of 
attitudes and ideology), which can be defined 
as “the cultural system of ideas about social 
and linguistic relationships, together with their 
loading of moral and political interests” (Irvine 
1989:255). Irvine’s definition highlights several 
important aspects of language ideologies. They 
do not represent discrete, isolated attitudes 
but rather function as systems, linking aspects 
of language to aspects of social organization 
and to various sorts of positioned interests. 
Thus, members of a community come to believe 
that a particular language or language  variety 
is appropriate for a specific function or con-
text – reciting a sacred text, delivering a formal 
speech, talking with one’s parents, or speak-
ing on television. Similarly, they come to see 
the speakers of certain languages or language 
varieties as intelligent or not, as hard work-
ing or lazy, and so on. Likewise, political 
leaders often seek to persuade citizens that by 
speaking or not speaking certain languages, 
the society can achieve particular goals – the 
country can become modern or independent or 
be (or become) part of some larger entity, such 
as the Arab world or the European Union. In 
contrast to social psychologists, whose focus 
is individual or group differences, linguistic 
anthropologists are concerned with the ways 
that beliefs about language(s) structure and are 
structured by society, influencing everything 
from face-to-face interactions to local instan-
tiations of abstractions like nationalism. Socio-
linguists have drawn on all these strands of 

research in their analysis on language attitudes, 
combining them with research in quantitative 
sociolinguistics, which focuses on the unequal 
distribution and use across any speech com-
munity of various communicative resources. 
Generally, regardless of discipline, those using 
the phrase ‘language attitude’ align themselves 
with psychology and its methods, while those 
speaking of ‘language ideology’ are probably 
anthropologically informed.

Readers having any familiarity with the 
 Arabic-speaking world should see the many 
questions about language attitudes that imme-
diately arise in that connection. Likely every 
paper written about the sociolinguistics of the 
Arab world (and about many other topics rel-
evant to the area) represents, in a nontrivial 
sense, a discussion of some aspect of language 
attitudes in the region. 

Following a discussion of relevant research 
methodologies, this entry discusses five broad 
areas relating to language attitudes and attitude 
objects involving Arabic: the Arabic language 
itself; the relationship between the fuß™à and 
national varieties of Arabic; the relationships 
among various regional and social varieties of 
Arabic; the relationship between Arabic and 
other languages used in the region; and lan-
guage practices like diglossic switching and 
code-switching.

1 .  M e t h o d  i n  t h e  s t u d y  o f 
l a n g u a g e  a t t i t u d e s

Because language attitudes are psychological 
states related in complex ways to larger abstract 
language ideologies, they cannot be inspected 
directly. Researchers use a range of direct or 
indirect methods in an effort to document their 
existence and nature. Borrowing from psychol-
ogy and sociology, researchers using direct 
meth ods employ questionnaire-based studies or 
interviews wherein questions about language 
are posed. However, many find questionnaire-
based studies suspect, contending that their 
findings are best taken as evidence of overt or 
imagined norms rather than actual behaviors. 
Additionally, it is very difficult to determine 
what speakers specifically have in mind when 
responding to questionnaire items. If they are 
asked their opinion about the fuß™à or French, 
for example, what kind of fuß™à or French 
do they ‘hear’ as they respond? The fuß™à or 
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French as spoken by whom and in what cir-
cumstances? Even more complex is the question 
of how speakers define a language variety like 
the fuß™à or why they might define it as they do 
(Dweik 1997). Perhaps more important, a clear 
fact about language attitudes and language 
behaviors more broadly is that language users 
are unable (and sometimes unwilling) to report 
accurately their own attitudes and behaviors 
or those of others. For example, speakers will 
consistently underreport the use of stigmatized 
varieties (e.g. dialectal Arabic in contrast to 
the fuß™à) or stigmatized practices (e.g. code-
switching), and bilinguals are often unable to 
recall accurately the language(s) used in a par-
ticular interaction. In such cases, researchers 
do not assume that speakers are lying or have 
faulty memories. Rather, such reports are taken 
as evidence of the robust structuring power of 
language ideologies. Speakers generally believe 
they are reporting accurately on their behaviors 
and are surprised, shocked, or humiliated when 
presented with empirical evidence (such as tape 
recordings) to the contrary. A further problem 
with questionnaire-based studies is the quick-
ness with which researchers and consumers of 
the research assume that the reported attitude 
(e.g. ranking Levantine Arabic as ‘more beauti-
ful’ than Egyptian Arabic) or behavior (e.g. 
claiming never to code-switch between Arabic 
and English) can be taken as evidence of actual 
behavior – a very serious but nevertheless recur-
ring logical fallacy. Similarly, researchers some-
times write as if the findings of a study done 
decades ago on a specific population represent 
current generalized attitudes, a risky assump-
tion given the nature of social change in the 
Arab world and elsewhere. 

To address the problem of the gap between 
speaker reports of attitudes and actual  attitudes 
they might hold, in the 1960s social psycholo-
gists of language developed an especially power-
ful – and many would claim ingenious – indirect 
method, the matched-guise test, in work on 
bilingualism in Canada and elsewhere (Lambert 
a.o. 1960; Lambert a.o 1965; Lambert 1967). 
Lambert and colleagues initially recorded bal-
anced English/French Canadian bilinguals reading 
the same passage twice, once in each language 
(or guise); they then created an experimental 
stimulus – an audiotape – on which the record-
ings, along with additional recordings of the 
same passages by monolinguals, were ordered 

so as to minimize the likelihood that experi-
mental subjects would realize they were hear-
ing the same voice more than once. Groups of 
Anglophone and Francophone subjects were 
then asked to evaluate each sample on the basis 
of a number of characteristics or  personality 
traits (height, intelligence, religiousness, socia-
bility, etc.), using a six-point scale of the sort 
pioneered by Osgood (Osgood a.o. 1957). 
Although the Francophone subjects expressed 
favorable attitudes toward French Canadi-
ans – their own group – on direct measures 
of attitudes, they evaluated the Anglophone 
guises in the matched-guise test more highly 
on most characteristics than the Francophone 
guises produced by the same speakers. In other 
words, there was a mismatch between attitudes 
elicited by direct and indirect measures. In 
these early studies, care was taken to employ 
both direct measures of attitudes toward vari-
ous groups and indirect measures based on 
language sample, correlating the two. Over 
time, it has come to be assumed by some that 
the findings of the matched-guise test represent 
a group’s ‘real’ attitudes toward a language or 
its speakers, attitudes that speakers themselves 
might not be consciously aware of. Innovations 
in the methodology have included the use of 
spoken-language samples, rather than samples 
read aloud, to make the stimuli more natural, 
and averaging responses to several stimuli from 
a specific style when balanced bilingual (or 
bi dialectal) speakers are not available (e.g. El-
Dash and Tucker 1975). Although each of these 
innovations ostensibly solves a  methodological 
problem, it also results in less controlled experi-
ments than the original methodology does, 
making comparison across studies difficult. 
Additionally, as Agheysisi and Fishman (1970) 
point out, designing completely parallel stimuli 
in diglossic situations is especially challenging 
because of the functional differentiation that 
defines appropriate use of each variety. Despite 
the many critiques of the matched-guise tech-
nique (see Fasold 1984:147–179; Bradac a.o. 
2001), work on language attitudes continues to 
presume the use of the matched-guise method-
ology for many scholars. 

Several important matters of interpretation 
arise with all these quantitative methods. One 
relates to the problem of the relationship of 
the sample – those responding to the question-
naire or participating in the experiment – to the 
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population or sampling universe. As quickly 
becomes clear, most of the questionnaire-based 
research on Arabic has polled students or fac-
ulty, an elite and important group but hardly 
representative of society as a whole. As studies 
that seek a broader range of the population 
remind us, even samples that appear similar 
can, in fact, be quite different. For  example, 
Bentahila investigated a number of topics 
related to language attitudes in Morocco, using 
several different subsamples, and concluded 
that his subsamples were not, in fact, com-
parable (1983:110). Additionally, the results 
of questionnaire-based studies conducted by 
researchers not trained as psychologists are 
often reported as percentages; at best, descrip-
tive statistics, rather than inferential statistics, 
including tests of statistical significance, are 
used. Hence, generalizing from questionnaire-
based studies presents a great challenge, one 
rarely addressed in research on language atti-
tudes in Arabic (or other languages). A final 
methodological challenge results from the fact 
that most research on language attitudes in 
general remains in many ways locked in the 
past (cf. Bradac a.o. 2001). The research cited 
and models used date from several decades 
ago, and researchers have generally not kept 
abreast of empirical and theoretical work in 
sociolinguistics or social psychology and psy-
chology more broadly, whether work on the 
nature of attitudes (Eagly and Chaiken 1998) 
or the complexity of constructing valid surveys. 
In research on language attitudes conducted by 
those who have not, for example, had training 
in social psychology, discussions of reliability 
and validity with respect to questionnaire items 
or methods are rarely found. The questions and 
methods used by earlier researchers are merely 
assumed to be reliable or valid and are recycled 
or adapted without comment. As Krauss and 
Chiu (1988:44) pointed out, research in social 
psychology demonstrates that surveys present-
ing questions about multiple attitude objects 
in distinctive contexts – e.g. within a single 
questionnaire – elicit different responses than 
those elicited when the objects are examined in 
different contexts. Sociolinguists would surely 
not be surprised to find this phenomenon rel-
evant when the attitude objects are languages 
or language varieties. For example, expatriate 
and emigrant Tunisians living in the United 
States created a T-shirt with the slogan “With-

out Tunisian (Arabic), we’re not Tunisian”, 
transliterated into Roman script. Despite this 
overt expression of direct allegiance to Tunisian 
Arabic, one may expect all these Tunisians to 
rate the fuß™à more highly than the dialect on 
matched-guise tests that test attitudes toward 
the two language varieties in such a maximally 
contrastive context. In other words, attitudes 
reported are heavily influenced by the context 
in which they are reported, and the likelihood 
of isolating a group’s real or true attitude is 
probably limited because of the complex nature 
of attitudes. For all these reasons, then, research 
on language attitudes does not figure in theory 
building on attitudes; none of the references in 
Eagly and Chaiken’s 1998 survey, for example, 
discuss language attitudes in the sense treated 
here. Further, because the social psychology of 
language (e.g. Bradac a.o. 2001) is concerned 
with general processes, there has been little 
focus on the situations of specific languages or 
language communities, with notable exceptions 
such as Francophone Canada. Thus, there is no 
unified body of quantitative research treating 
attitudes involving Arabic. 

Nonquantitative research methods take several 
distinct forms. Researchers often find evidence 
of language attitudes in a range of phenomena, 
including jokes, comedy routines, media and 
literary representations of language in use, meta-
linguistic comments in ongoing conversation, 
and public debates about language, as well 
as government policies and institutional prac-
tices that somehow involve language. Anthro-
pologists in particular have favored long-term 
participant observation, where researchers use 
a combination of direct observation of com-
munity practices – including language prac-
 tices – in context, ethnographic interviews, and 
other sorts of evidence to offer a ‘thick descrip-
tion’ of beliefs and ideologies in light of con-
temporary theorizing. Haeri (2003) represents 
such a perspective. The goal of such research is 
not prediction but rather interpretation. 

2 .  T h e  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e  a s 
a t t i t u d e  o b j e c t

Not surprisingly, there has been discussion 
of what can be characterized as the Arabic 
language as an attitude object. First, because 
definitions of ‘Arab’ often claim that an Arab 
is ‘one who speaks Arabic’, the language itself 
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becomes an essential, nondetachable compo-
nent of group membership – often the single 
such component. Likewise, because Arabic is 
spoken across a group of contiguous states 
that refer to themselves as ‘the Arab world’ 
(despite the presence now and in the past of 
various non-Arab groups), the language itself 
has become an important tool in theorizing 
and creating nationalism and pan- nationalism, 
often in exclusionary ways, as thinkers, groups, 
and polities have struggled to define the proper 
role and meaning of Arabic in defining nations 
or supranational entities (e.g. Suleiman 2003, 
2004). Such theorizing has been markedly 
shaped by the experience of Ottoman and 
European colonization and their aftermath, 
when these countries were labeled ‘underdevel-
oped’ by the West. Finally, because the Qur±àn 
was delivered in Arabic, the language itself 
has become linked to Islam in ways that many 
believers, especially Arab believers, experience 
as essentialist, despite the presence of other 
faiths in the region and the fact that the major-
ity of the world’s Muslims are not speakers of 
Arabic (although many study it as a liturgical 
language). Part of the Qur±àn’s miraculous 
nature, for believers, lies in its language as well 
as the variety and style of Arabic in which it 
was delivered. 

Understandably, then, the Arabic language 
itself has become a powerful signifier, a ready 
resource for those who wish to link Arabic 
and group, political, or religious identity, often 
collapsing these latter categories. Such uses 
are predicated on the indexical meanings of 
the language (on indexicality, see Ochs 1992; 
Myers-Scotton 1993). In recent years, linguistic 
anthropologists in particular have focused on 
the social processes that create links between 
language or language varieties and abstractions 
like the nation-state, social descriptors like ‘reli-
gious’ and ‘masculine’, or social categories like 
class or religious confession. Attitudes about 
the language and its nature are, as noted, a 
significant part of such ideologies. At least 
since Ferguson (1959a, 1959b), there has been 
discussion of Arabs’ beliefs about the Arabic 
language. Ferguson used the potentially prob-
lematic label ‘myths’ to refer to such attitudes, 
and, as Eisele (2003) noted, Ferguson drew 
broad unqualified generalizations and did not 
contextualize the imputed attitudes discussed 
in a larger comparative framework. In par-

ticular, Ferguson discussed attitudes or beliefs 
in three general areas: the language’s superi-
ority resulting from what are perceived to be 
its beauty, logical structure, rich lexicon, and 
divine nature; speakers’ frequent contention 
that their native dialect of Arabic is closest to 
the Classical variety; and the language’s future, 
which is envisioned as a variety that is “unified, 
standardized, universal in the Arab world, used 
for both speaking and writing, and appropri-
ate for all kinds of literature” (1959b:381). 
Elsewhere, Ferguson (1959a) discussed a fourth 
domain of language attitudes, those related to 
Arabic ¤ diglossia, especially the stigmatized 
nature of dialectal varieties and the elevated 
status of the fuß™à. Ferguson’s original fram-
ing of these issues has taken on a life of its 
own. Nader (1962), for example, expanded and 
critiqued the notion of ‘prestige’ assumed by 
Ferguson and, indeed, by many sociolinguists 
today, and Zeinab Ibrahim’s survey-based 
attempts to test several of Ferguson’s conten-
tions led her to conclude that his “observations 
about Arabic language attitudes are still largely 
accurate” (2000:23). Eisele’s (2003) comments 
on Ferguson’s discussion of these ‘myths’ and 
reformulation of it are most promising. 

3 .  T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n 
t h e  F U Í £ â  a n d  v a r i o u s 
n a t i o n a l  v a r i e t i e s  o f  A r a b i c

Likely no topic relating to attitudes about 
Arabic has spawned the volume or intensity 
of commentary as the complex relationship 
between the fuß™à and the various national 
varieties of Arabic, and the proper or possible 
roles of each. The functional differentiation 
between the two – often labeled High and 
Low, respectively – in terms of both modal-
ity (written/spoken) and context (formal/infor-
mal), which has held for centuries, is usually 
termed ¤ diglossia. This functional differen-
tiation is predicated on certain sets of atti-
tudes or ideologies, a fact acknowledged by 
Ferguson (1959a) in his initial characterization 
of the phenomenon, even as he predicted the 
social circumstances that might give rise to 
its reconfiguration (Walters 2003). Ferguson 
(1959a) likewise explained that diglossic situa-
tions inevitably give rise to communicative ten-
sions, which, under certain conditions, come to 
be constructed as social problems. As he also 
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noted, the simple existence of spoken variet-
ies of Arabic is seen as a problem – indeed, a 
crisis – by many commentators on the lan-
guage. Bluntly put, “Arabs still revere fuß™à” 
(Z. Ibrahim 2000:23) and are quick to speak in 
pejorative terms of the dialects. Indeed, as Hus-
sein and El-Ali (1989:41) insightfully pointed 
out, with regard to matched-guise experiments 
that include the fuß™à, “The colloquial variet-
ies cannot withstand comparison with it”. In 
fact, such attitudes follow logically when one 
considers recent work in language ideology and 
the nature of diglossia. In her efforts to under-
stand discrimination based on speakers’ accents 
in the United States, Lippi-Green (1994:166), 
building on the work of Milroy and Milroy 
(1985), posited the notion of standard language 
ideology, which she defined as “a bias toward 
an abstracted, idealized, homogeneous spoken 
language which is imposed from above, and 
which takes as its model the written language. 
The most salient feature is suppression of varia-
tion of all kinds”. In other words, the written 
language becomes the model for speaking (even 
though, as Milroy and Milroy [1985] amply 
demonstrated, there are many functional rea-
sons to expect spoken and written language 
forms of any language to differ). We can predict 
that an ideology of the sort described by Lippi-
Green, which is associated with the language 
variety accorded overt prestige, will be found 
in all speech communities where a superposed, 
consciously standardized variety of language 
exists (e.g. French, whether in Paris or Algiers). 
In many regards, we can claim that diglossia 
of the sort found in Arabic represents the most 
complete instantiation of standard language 
ideology. The fuß™à is, indeed, superposed; 
be ing no one’s native language, it is necessarily 
idealized and abstracted (though not ill-defined, 
pace Kaye 1972; see Walters 2003:104, n. 4). 
Because of its history, the fuß™à is inevitably 
and essentially associated with writing because 
the texts of the Islamic heritage, including the 
Qur±àn, and what many see as the zenith of 
Arab thought – a glorious past never to be 
equaled – are written in this variety. Similarly, 
it is the written version of the fuß™à that serves 
as the basis for its spoken variety: when speak-
ing the fuß™à, one is, in some very real sense, 
talking like a book or, minimally, using the 
language variety historically associated with 
books and literacy to speak aloud. Given the 

symbolic loadings of these phenomena, the 
fuß™à has understandably come to be imbued 
with near-totemic power. There is persistent 
hand-wringing across the Arab world about ¤ 
lexical variation in the fuß™à as used in various 
countries (especially in the domain of jour-
nalism) and about the language’s contamina-
tion because of lexical borrowings from other 
languages and about structural and stylistic 
influences from those same languages. This 
hand-wringing provides strong evidence for the 
desire to suppress variation of the sorts linguists 
expect to find in any living language, especially 
one in intense contact with other languages 
and other varieties of the same language. Lippi-
Green’s (1994) description shares much with 
Ferguson’s (1959b) discussion of the idealized 
future of Arabic; in fact, they are identical in 
many regards. 

In the same way that the circumstances of Ara-
bic diglossia might lead us to predict the nature 
and strength of the ideology associated with 
the fuß™à, as well as the power granted it, they 
set up a polarized structural contrast with the 
dialects, which come to represent symbolically 
the absence of everything the fuß™à is claimed 
to be. Predictably, we might argue, some have 
come to the defense of the dialect as a way of 
overcoming the very real practical challenges 
Arabic diglossia presents, whether educating all 
a country’s citizens or creating a vibrant and 
vital literary language that reflects and instanti-
ates daily life and contemporary national cul-
ture. Indeed, there have been proponents of 
elevating local varieties so that they could be 
used for functions traditionally reserved for 
the fuß™à, much as European vernaculars were 
elevated in status, ultimately replacing Latin 
as the language of learning. Suleiman (2004, 
Chap. 3) has offered an excellent survey and 
analysis of the history of these debates. As he 
aptly states, “Acting as a proxy for extralin-
guistic issues, the SA [Standard Arabic] versus 
dialects debate is used to signal metonymically 
the concern with identity, modernization, tradi-
tion, change, and globalization. . . . The fact that 
the main arguments in [this debate] tend to be 
repeated ad nauseam in each generation and, in 
the same generation, in different locations testi-
fies to the perennial nature of the issues that 
animate them” (Suleiman 2004:93–94). 

Likely the most provocative and fully devel-
oped recent such argument is that of Haeri 
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(2003), who analyzed the conflicts inherent 
in a situation in which ‘ordinary people’ are 
expected to use a ‘sacred language’ in their 
daily lives in the context of a nation-state in 
the modern world. Despite the richness of 
Haeri’s insights in problematizing the  Egyptian 
situation, she did not discuss the practical prob-
lems associated with elevating the status of 
the dialectal variety, including the challenge 
of standardizing Egyptian Arabic and the sorts 
of social inequalities any such standardization 
project would create or replicate. Nor did she 
engage the predictable (indeed, in many ways, 
ready-made) ideological critiques of any such 
suggestion. These critiques include the potential 
loss (or even destruction) of the ‘unity’ assumed 
to exist among Arab nations, a concern of 
those who claim that the fuß™à is the glue hold-
ing Arab culture and the Arab world together 
(given the essential role assigned to language in 
defining ‘Arab’), and the potential loss of access 
to the texts of the past, especially a concern of 
those who link Islam and the fuß™à. Follow-
ing Suleiman (2004), it may be predicted that 
Haeri’s arguments will change the attitudes of 
few, if any, Egyptians or Arabs more broadly 
and that her status as non-Egyptian and non-
Arab (though Muslim, trained in the West) will 
result in her being labeled a traitor (especially 
to Islam) in collaboration with modern-day Ori-
entalists. That we can accurately predict such a 
response teaches important lessons about how 
language attitudes become part of larger social 
discourses. Such ideologies become part of 
the creation and perpetuation of social struc-
tures, granting power or hegemony to some 
but not others. Suleiman, for example, outlined 
the arguments made, on the one hand, by those 
who cast themselves as defenders of the fuß™à 
and simultaneously Islam, Arab nationalism, 
authenticity, purity, or any of several other val-
ues – positions that align them with a preexist-
ing dominant ideology, and, on the other hand, 
by those who argue for modernizing the fuß™à 
or for expanding the roles in which the use 
of dialectal Arabic is legitimated, often in the 
name of democratizing the language or mak-
ing it more useful in a globalized marketplace. 
Within such a context, the available positions 
to which one can stake claim are limited. Situ-
ations like this one demonstrate that it is not 
simply that we, as members of a society, choose 
to subscribe to particular ideologies, including 

language ideologies, but rather that, in a real 
sense, ideologies choose us, based on our posi-
tion in the social order, our life experience, and 
our value commitments of various sorts. 

From this perspective, ideologies can be said 
to beckon us, and we recognize ourselves in 
them much as we might respond to a stranger 
on the street hailing us with ‘Sir’ or ‘Madame’ 
or imagine that some piece of clothing we see 
in a shop window would suit us perfectly. An 
understanding of such structural configurations 
of attitudes and ideologies helps account for 
the findings of research on attitudes toward the 
fuß™à, the dialect(s), and projects like Arabiza-
tion. Predictably, questionnaire-based surveys 
of attitudes, whether using direct questions or 
the matched guise in which the fuß™à appears 
alongside one or more dialects, yield results 
favoring the former. Thus, the sample of high 
school and university students studied by El-
Dash and Tucker (1975) ranked the fuß™à high, 
in contrast to Egyptian Arabic and English 
spoken with three accents, on intelligence, like-
ability, religiousness, and leadership. 

Hussein and El-Ali (1989) studied a sample 
of 303 university students enrolled at Yar-
mouk who ranked Modern Standard Arabic 
highest in status in contrast to three local dia-
lects of spoken Arabic. Sawaie’s (1994) study, 
which manipulated sociolinguistic variables in 
a matched-guise context, found that his sample 
of 321 Jordanians and Palestinians, mostly 
university students in their 20s, ranked the 
variants associated with the fuß™à, especially 
the sociolinguistic variant [q], as most elegant, 
in contrast to those associated with three local 
dialects of spoken Arabic. Al-Haq’s (1998) 
sample of 211 faculty members at Yarmouk 
agreed that the fuß™à was superior to all other 
varieties, that it was beautiful, and that it 
marked a person as well educated; this sample 
expressed overwhelming support for Arabiza-
tion of the curriculum. Respondents likewise 
agreed that Arabization represented ‘a national 
and academic duty’ (and thus, to raise any 
questions about Arabization is to set oneself 
up to be labeled unpatriotic). Such findings led 
Al-Haq to conclude that “using the colloquial 
does not entail attachment and loyalty to it, 
but rather is functional” (1998:21). Given the 
findings of other research, however, such an 
interpretation is likely too simplistic. Arabs 
generally prefer their own national dialect to 
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those from elsewhere, clear evidence of attach-
ment and loyalty in the ears of many. Further, 
Al-Kahtany’s (1997) survey of 40 male univer-
sity and postgraduate students from fourteen 
countries in the Arab world studying in the 
United States found that respondents under-
stood and appreciated the functional differen-
tiation of varieties associated with diglossia and 
did not perceive the situation to be a problem 
(cf. also Dweik 1997). In fact, Al-Kahtany’s 
small sample of North Africans believed that 
local dialects could replace Modern Standard 
Arabic in schooling and the media, evidence 
of possible regional differences in perceptions 
of the imagined community of the Arab (and 
Arabic-speaking) world. Such a finding will pre-
dictably be troubling to those who fetishize 
the fuß™à. At the same time, it should not be 
surprising, given the history of North Africa, 
including the ways in which it is often margin-
alized in the Arab world. 

In fact, we might say that the outcome of 
surveys of attitudes in which the fuß™à is placed 
in a context of contrast with other varieties is 
overdetermined: multiple factors that cannot 
easily be teased apart contribute to predictable 
responses. Additional challenges associated with 
any such survey – especially one that asks about 
the subject’s ability to speak the fuß™à – are the 
question of using self-report data to assess abili-
ties in such a value-laden attitude object (cf. 
Z. Ibrahim 2000) and the larger, more abstract 
issue of what speakers believe the fuß™à to 
be. Parkinson’s work (e.g. 1991, 1993, 1994) 
is most instructive with respect to this latter 
question. All these factors help account for the 
apparent gap between expressed loyalty to and 
esteem for the fuß™à, even as speakers continue 
to use and prefer local varieties – their mother 
tongue – in their daily lives, if preference is 
assessed on the basis of practice. An especially 
interesting and robust finding of quantitative 
studies of sociolinguistic variation with respect 
to language attitudes between the dialects and 
the fuß™à involves behavior with respect to 
what Haeri (1996) has termed ‘diglossic vari-
ables’. Such variables, like (q), which in Cairene 
Arabic has the variants [q], associated with the 
fuß™à, and [π], associated with the dialect, show 
distributions unlike the sorts of patterns found 
in most Western speech communities. As Wal-
ters (1996) demonstrated, at the most general 
level these patterns fall out from the nature of 

diglossia, which presumes very different norms 
for speaking and writing (and hence predicts 
different distributions of data gathered from 
informal interviews and literacy-based prompts 
like paragraphs, word lists, and minimal-pair 
lists read aloud – data-gathering procedures 
most often used by quantitative sociolinguists). 
Especially relevant to this discussion, however, 
is the fact that in informal interviews, males as 
a group favor variants associated with what we 
might term the ‘deterritorialized’ written stan-
dardized variety, i.e. the fuß™à, more so than do 
females, who as a group use a higher percent-
age of the variants associated with the prestige 
variety of the local urban spoken dialect (¤ 
language and gender). One way of interpreting 
this finding, which recurs across the Arabic-
speaking world and contrasts markedly with 
findings in Western urban areas, is to claim 
that males and females have different attitudes 
toward these variants (i.e., they assign them 
different social meanings) and use them differ-
ently in constructing their respective gendered 
identities – masculinity or femininity – as these 
interact with their social class position. In other 
words, following Muhammad Ibrahim (1986), 
we can claim that in Arabic speech communi-
ties, because of diglossia we find a standard 
variety, associated with the fuß™à, and a local 
prestige variety (in contrast to Western speech 
communities, where the two are, with rare 
exception, the same) and that attitudes to these 
varieties can differ. 

4 .  R e l a t i o n s h i p s  a m o n g 
 v a r i o u s  r e g i o n a l  a n d  s o c i a l 
v a r i e t i e s  o f  A r a b i c

A third relevant area of interest and research 
involves attitudes toward the various regional 
and social varieties of spoken Arabic (although 
national boundaries often do not correspond 
to regional dialect boundaries – the Arabic of 
northeastern Algeria is surely closer to that of 
northwestern Tunisia than it is to the dialect 
of Arabic spoken in southwestern Algeria, yet 
both are perceived and treated as Algerian 
Arabic). Natives of every country in the Arab 
world have strong attitudes about how people 
of various regions, faiths, and social groups 
within their country and across the region 
speak, and language and language attitudes 
become components of prototypes or stereo-
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types about these various groups. As Muhawi 
(1994) demonstrated, understanding the punch 
line to many jokes told in the Arab world 
presumes knowledge of just such linguistically 
based stereotypes. As nonnative speakers of 
Arabic learn the language, they internalize such 
attitudes or at least gain knowledge of them. 
Students in anthropology, folklore, and cultural 
studies remind us that in television programs 
around the world, we can expect the buffoons 
to speak socially stigmatized language varieties, 
a reflection of attitudes linking social  hierarchy 
and language use. Interestingly, within a coun-
try, stigmatized urban and rural varieties of 
a language are generally treated differently. 
Again, around the world, researchers find that 
city folk are quick to laugh at the country 
bumpkin’s speech, assuming him or her to be 
simple but trustworthy; in contrast, they are 
less charitable to the urban poor, whose speech 
is stigmatized in other ways, as Hussein and 
El-Ali (1989) and Sawaie (1994) illustrate for 
Jordan. Suleiman (2004, Chap. 4) has offered 
a different reading of the Jordanian situation, 
focusing on urban, Bedouin, and rural fellahi 
variants of the sociolinguistic variable (q) as 
well as the standard variant, which is also asso-
ciated with the Druze and Syriacs in Jordan; 
he contextualized his findings in terms of the 
demographics of Jordanian society, especially 
the various waves of Palestinian immigrants to 
the country, linking the distribution of variants 
to historical events and the renegotiation of Jor-
danian nationalism in light of these immigrants. 
An interesting aspect of language attitudes in 
Arabic is the value attached to Bedouin varieties 
of Arabic (Ferguson 1959b; Nader 1962; Hus-
sein and El-Ali 1989), which have been taken as 
purer or more authentic since the earliest study 
of the language (Versteegh 1997:57ff.). 

Attitudes toward various national varieties 
of Arabic are, however, more complex. There 
has been no comprehensive study of this situa-
tion, for instance from the perspective of social 
psychology, one in which a representative ran-
dom sample of raters from each of the Arab 
countries evaluates a well-constructed stimulus 
tape of samples from all the countries where 
Arabic is spoken natively, using the matched-
guise technique. However, some outlines of 
the situation can be sketched, based on exist-
ing research. Herbolich’s (1979) matched-guise 
experiment compared responses to Egyptian, 

Syrian, Saudi, and Libyan dialects by a sample 
of 80 female and male Egyptians, representing 
professionals, American University of Cairo 
students, national university students, and high 
school students. The sample ordered these dia-
lects in the following way: Egyptian, Syrian, 
Saudi, and Libyan. (Thus, the study provides 
additional evidence of a speaker’s preference 
for her or his own dialect.) As Herbolich 
de monstrated, however, raters often incorrectly 
identified speakers’ nationality. Hence, it was 
the perceived nationality of the speaker and 
attitude toward the perceived nationality that 
influenced various rankings more than actual 
nationality or actual native dialect. (Similar 
findings are common in matched-guise studies 
in other languages, reminding us that raters are 
guided by their assumptions of what particular 
groups sound like rather than by how members 
of those groups in fact sound.) Al-Kahtany’s 
matched-guise study of 40 Arab students in the 
United States included conversational stimuli 
representing six dialects, but his 1997 article 
focused only on attitudes toward Modern Stan-
dard Arabic and the Damascene dialect. With a 
sample of 70 male and female university gradu-
ates in Egypt and Morocco, Zeinab Ibrahim 
(2000) found that the Egyptians overwhelm-
ingly ranked their dialect as most beautiful, 
while the Moroccans favored Egyptian (n=28) 
over Moroccan (n=25) and Levantine (n=17). 
(Responses to questions about which dialect 
subjects preferred males and females to speak 
showed that attitudes about national dialect 
were likewise linked in complex ways to the 
sex of the speaker. One might also question 
whether Ibrahim’s own nationality, Egyptian, 
might not have influenced some Moroccans to 
rank Egyptian as they did.) As Ibrahim noted, 
Egyptians appear ‘dialectally insulated’ from 
the remainder of the Arab world, a finding 
she, like many, attributed to the role Cairo 
has long played in the entertainment indus-
try – music, cinema, radio, and television. This 
situation results in Egyptian Arabic’s being 
almost universally understood across the Arab 
world – espe cially the Cairene dialect of Egyp-
tian Arabic. Ibrahim also pointed out that 
changing technology, especially the satellite 
dish and pan-Arab television stations, means 
that Arabs are (or can be) exposed to  varieties 
of Arabic other than their native variety to a 
degree formerly not possible. Interestingly, she 
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likewise contended that “Arabs usually do not 
feel the urge to learn another Arabic dialect”, 
a claim called into question by S±hiri (2002), 
who examined Tunisians’ understanding of 
their own accommodation to the Arabic of 
those she termed Middle Easterners. As S±hiri 
explained, because Middle Easterners often 
complain that they cannot understand Tunisian 
Arabic (and North African varieties of Arabic 
more broadly), Tunisians are encouraged, if not 
forced, to engage in asymmetrical accommoda-
tion, suppressing Tunisian forms while using 
forms more familiar to their  interlocutors. For 
S±hiri, the causes of such a situation are both 
cultural and linguistic. Indeed, the differences 
in the verb morphology and stress, as well as 
lexis, between the Western and Eastern  varieties 
of Arabic are great (Versteegh 1997, Chap. 
10), and Easterners have little or no exposure 
to North African, or Maghrebi, varieties of 
Arabic. However, according to S±hiri’s inter-
viewees, Eastern Arabs often claim that because 
of the Maghreb’s history of colonization by 
the French and the lexical influences on North 
African Arabic from Berber, Italian, Spanish, 
and French, they find the Maghrebi varieties 
incomprehensible. Not surprisingly, such atti-
tudes reflect a much broader set of attitudes 
about the Mashriq, or Arab East, and about the 
Maghreb, or Arab West, a distinction replicated 
in many interesting ways. Even scholars writing 
about language as a unifier in the Arab world 
often focus on what they term ‘the Middle East’, 
noting that the North  African situation is so 
distinct as to require separate treatment. 

The relevant issue here is not the actual 
degree of difference or the need for separate 
treatment, but rather the observation that in 
focusing on the Middle East and so labeling it 
(instead of using a label like ‘the eastern part of 
the Arab world’, much closer to the meaning 
of the Arabic term mašriq), scholarly practice 
helps perpetuate and reify an East/West distinc-
tion, one in which North Africa, including its 
varieties of Arabic, is marginalized. 

5 .  A r a b i c  a n d  o t h e r 
 l a n g u a g e s  i n  t h e  r e g i o n

A fourth area of relevant research has involved 
attitudes toward Arabic as compared with 
those toward other languages in the region, 
whether indigenous (e.g. Berber and Kurdish) 

or superposed (English, French, Hebrew, Ital-
ian, and Spanish). With regard to indigenous 
languages, attitudes influence the behavior of 
the society and those in power with respect 
to the treatment of the language, especially its 
legitimated presence or absence in the public 
domain (e.g. education, media), and its speak-
ers (e.g. whether those who continue to use 
the language are seen as backward or, more 
seriously, as not fully loyal to the nation-
state). Within minority-language communities, 
the issues include whether the ethnic language 
is seen as a detachable or nondetachable part 
of group identity, whether speakers of these 
languages assimilate to the dominant language 
by choice or force, and how attitudes change 
across time, as they clearly have in Morocco and 
Algeria with respect to Berber since the 1990s. 
Because of the nature of Arab nationalism and 
nationalism in the Arab world, reliable data 
do not exist on minority-language speakers. 
Questions about such matters are not asked on 
censuses inasmuch as the national governments 
see such information as potentially divisive and 
threatening to national unity. Similarly, there is 
limited research on these languages or attitudes 
about them, with the exception of ¤ Berber 
(¤ language shift: Amazigh). Discussions of 
the situation of Berber in North Africa include 
 Bentahila and Davies (1992), which also con-
siders ¤ Judaeo-Arabic, Ennaji (1997), Sadiqi 
(1997), Marley (2004), and Errihani (2006). 
There has been far less written on ¤ Kurdish, 
but see Hassanpour (1992) on Kurdish in Iraq 
and elsewhere. 

In contrast, there has been extensive discus-
sion of superposed languages, notably French, 
English, and Hebrew. Discussions of French and 
English cannot, in most cases, be divorced from 
impassioned debates about Arabization, i.e. the 
use of some form of Arabic as the language of 
government, education (including higher edu-
cation), and the media, in the postcolonial era 
and more recent discussions of competitiveness 
in times of globalization. (In this regard, Ara-
bization represents a case of language spread: 
Arabic – or the standard variety of it – is to be 
used in contexts previously reserved partly or 
exclusively for the use of some other language.) 
Just as those defending the fuß™à against the 
dialects position themselves as defenders of spe-
cific cultural values, those arguing for Arabiza-
tion and a reduced role for European  languages 
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do likewise. Bentahila (1983, Chap. 6) and 
Mouhssine (1995) have analyzed the ideolo-
gized contradictions such positions have repre-
sented in Morocco. Studies of language attitudes 
in North Africa have offered especially interest-
ing findings with respect to language and what 
Bentahila (1983, Chap. 3) termed ‘views of 
the world’. In sentence-completion tasks, his 
87 respondents, aged 17–38, representing a 
range of professions and various regions of 
Morocco, demonstrated very different ideas, 
depending on whether they responded in Ara-
bic or French, about what a person needed in 
order to have a successful life; the nature of 
marriage; one’s duty to society; and one’s own 
goals in life, among other views. Using a sample 
of 120 Tunisians aged 20–28, stratified by edu-
cation, sex, class, and size of town or city of 
residence, Riguet (1981–1982a, 1981–1982b) 
used French- and Arabic-language versions of 
a questionnaire about attitudes regarding fam-
ily, work, and society to investigate whether 
the language of the questionnaire influenced 
responses. (Thus, questions were not asked 
about language, but as in the study by Benta-
hila, language was an independent variable.) 
Riguet found that educated subjects reported 
different attitudes on some items depending 
on the language of the questionnaire, with the 
French-language version favoring certain mod-
ernist attitudes. At the same time, he did not 
find any simple or clear distinctions according 
to the language of the questionnaire; however, 
he found abundant evidence of a clear attach-
ment to Islam, regardless of the questionnaire 
used. While questionnaires about language atti-
tudes often demonstrate that students across 
the Arab world exhibit instrumental, rather 
than integrative, motivations for studying 
Western languages, reality is likely more com-
plex. Lambert’s (1967)  instrumental/integrative 
dichotomy itself has been called into question 
by researchers in second-language acquisition. 
Further, one might contend that students who 
report wanting to master English in particu-
lar, because of its current global status – a 
motivation that might traditionally be seen as 
instrumental – simultaneously seek to integrate 
themselves into a globalized economy that uses 
English as its language and is much influenced 
by Anglo-American  capitalist  practices that 
currently may have little to do with Ameri-
can or British culture directly. Additionally, 

mastery of a Western language represents an 
important kind of embodied symbolic capital 
(Walters 1999b), a fact not lost on future 
elites across the Arab world. Knowledge of a 
Western language may be useful in getting a 
job or helping one’s country modernize, but it 
also increases one’s social status and may help 
women, in particular, in the marriage market. 
It does, however, appear that speakers from 
across the Arab world have different sets of 
attitudes about mastering second/foreign lan-
guages and particularly about speaking them 
‘without an accent’, which, of course, means 
speaking them with an accent that resembles 
or is indistinguishable from that of a native 
speaker of the language. 

North Africans and Lebanese, citizens of 
countries that were heavily colonized by the 
French (and where French is often considered a 
second, rather than foreign, language), appear 
more willing to adopt native-like accents when 
speaking French, English, or other languages, 
a practice those from other parts of the Arab 
world sometimes criticize, taking it as evidence 
of disloyalty to some construction of Arab-
ness. Females, more so than males, seem will-
ing to adopt native-like accents and are often 
expected to do so (e.g. Diab 2000). Represen-
tative discussions of attitudes toward English 
in the Arab world include El-Dash and Tucker 
(1975) for Egypt; Walters (1999a), Lawson 
and Sachdev (2000), and Daoud (2001) for 
Tunisia; Malallah (2002) for Kuwait; and Abu-
Rabia (2003) for Israel. On French, see Benta-
hila (1983) and Marley (2004) for Morocco; 
Stevens (1983), Lawson and Sachdev (1997), 
and Daoud (2001) for Tunisia; Taleb Ibrahimi 
(1997) for Algeria; and Diab (2000) for Anglo-
phone Lebanon. 

Examining the status of Arabic in ¤ Malta, 
a country whose linguistic situation does not fit 
comfortably with those of the rest of the region, 
Scirha (2001) sought to explain why second-
ary school children there showed little interest 
in studying the language although their native 
language is derived from Arabic and considered 
by many to be a variety of Arabic. For many 
reasons, the linguistic situations in Palestine 
and ¤ Israel and attitudes toward ¤ Hebrew 
among Arabs have been the subject of much 
research on language attitudes. Research on 
this area includes attitudes toward Hebrew and 
Arabic of Israeli Arabs, versus those of Palestin-
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ians in a divided community (Amara and Spol-
sky 2001) and of Israeli Arabs in contrast to 
Israeli Jews more broadly (Lambert a.o. 1965; 
Kraemer and Olshtain 1989; Kraemer and 
Birenbaum 1993, who also consider English; 
Ben-Rafael and Brosh 2001). Bentolila exam-
ined attitudes concerning ¤ Judaeo-Arabic vs. 
Hebrew among Israeli Jews of Moroccan origin 
(Bentolila 2001). Suleiman (2004, Chap. 5) has 
offered a critique from a Palestinian perspec-
tive of much of the work done by Jewish Israeli 
scholars. Using the specific example of the lan-
guages of street signs and the larger issues of 
the naming or renaming of streets, he likewise 
documented the ‘language conflict’ in public 
spaces in Palestine and Israel. Al-Haq (2000) 
reported on changing attitudes toward Hebrew 
among Jordanian university students, who are 
now permitted to study that language. 

6 .  L a n g u a g e  p r a c t i c e s : 
D i g l o s s i c  s w i t c h i n g  a n d 
c o d e - s w i t c h i n g

Experience and research demonstrate that prac-
tices like diglossic switching between the fuß™à 
and a national variety (Walters 1996) and ¤ 
code-switching between Arabic and another 
language evoke strong responses from speakers. 
Although there has been no empirical research 
on attitudes toward diglossic switching per se, 
given the ideologies associated with diglossia, 
it can be predicted that someone speaking the 
dialect can almost always use lexical resources 
from the fuß™à without criticism, whether sin-
gle words or set expressions, especially where 
these fill lexical gaps, when interacting with a 
comparably educated person. Indeed, in many 
contexts, especially among educated speakers, 
one is expected to do so. As an early study 
of radio Arabic (Schulz 1981) demonstrated, 
speakers speaking extemporaneously, espe-
cially in group settings, often begin in the 
fuß™à, but the longer they talk, the more likely 
they are to move toward using the dialect, 
as what some researchers in code-switching 
would term the matrix or base language with 
frequent and extended embeddings from the 
fuß™à. Such language practices enable speakers 
to demonstrate simultaneously their loyalty to 
the local dialect and their education by using 
the fuß™à. It likewise enables them to overcome 
an especially complex interactional situation. 

Because the fuß™à indexes formality, because 
it is a superposed variety, and because of the 
ideologies of correctness associated with it, 
few speakers are comfortable speaking it for 
long periods of time – especially if they are 
expected to use all the case endings. Their 
switching – whether through using the dialect 
as a matrix or through using some form of what 
some would term ¤ Educated (Spoken) Arabic 
(ESA) – permits them to transform the situa-
tion from one of formality to one of solidarity, 
as connoted by the use of dialectal Arabic. (As 
Suleiman [2004:8, n. 28] explains, Educated 
Spoken Arabic and diglossic switching, which 
he lumps together, have not become ideologized 
in the way varieties of Arabic like the dialect 
and the fuß™à have.) On the other hand, we 
can predict that if one is  speaking the fuß™à, 
especially in a formal context, any switch to 
a dialect or another language must be rhetori-
cally marked (e.g. as humor or solidarity more 
broadly); otherwise, the speaker is assumed to 
be unable to speak the fuß™à well. 

There have been several studies of attitudes 
toward code-switching (e.g. Bentahila 1983, 
Lawson and Sachdev 2000 on Arabic and 
French; Hussein 1999 on Arabic and English). 
Bilinguals are sensitive – and often very sen-
sitive – not only to whether code-switching 
occurs but also how often it occurs; which 
specific structural constituents are switched; 
which social contexts the switching occurs in; 
and what the relative social status of the person 
switching is vis-à-vis their own. Thus, it is not 
at all clear how to interpret the findings of these 
studies, especially those using matched-guise 
methodology. Clearly, such code-switching is 
stigmatized – and doggedly so – even by people 
who engage in it. The claim that code-switch-
ing constitutes a language variety (e.g. Lawson 
and Sachdev 2000) rather than, say, a commu-
nicative resource or language practice, remains 
problematic. For students of language struc-
ture, the claim of a new variety would require 
evidence of novel structures found in neither 
variety, structures that cannot be accounted for 
by existing models of code-switching. Likewise, 
given the nature of standard language ideolo-
gies and language purity, it should come as a 
surprise to no one that code-switching is often 
highly overtly stigmatized, especially when it 
involves two languages, each of which has 
undergone standardization. At the same time, 
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speakers often willingly acknowledge that they 
engage in the practice and admit its potential 
usefulness in communicating. 

7 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Language, language varieties, and language 
practices are attitude objects in every speech 
community that has been investigated. Although 
the construct of language attitudes has tradi-
tionally been associated with social psychology, 
scholars from a wide range of disciplines are 
concerned with whatever it is that the label rep-
resents. Applied linguists, language teachers of 
native and nonnative languages, and language 
planners repeatedly demonstrate the signifi-
cance of attitudes in their projects.

Anthropologists are quick to remind us that 
attitudes, including attitudes about language 
of one sort or another, become constitutive of 
communities and community membership: To 
speak a language or language variety  (especially 
if one speaks it natively or speaks it well as a 
nonnative speaker) is to be aware of sets of 
beliefs associated with that language by in-
group and out-group members, even if one 
seeks to reject them. Thus, language, or some 
aspect of it, becomes a proxy for other atti-
tudes or beliefs, often justifying behaviors of 
many sorts. The Arabic-speaking world offers 
an especially rich and instructive context in 
which to examine attitudes associated with lan-
guage in some way. Because of the language’s 
intimate association with Islam, it presents an 
important example of the sorts of links believ-
ers can create between language and religious 
experience or practice, as well as the  special, 
indeed, sacred, registers of language that can be 
created for religious purposes (Nelson 1985). 
Because of the nature of the Arab world – a 
group of contiguous states sharing a major-
ity religion and a cultural past linked directly 
with the fuß™à but speaking different national 
dialects as mother tongues and having very 
different colonial and postcolonial trajecto-
ries – language varieties and practices pre-
dictably become ideologized. Attitudes toward 
them figure prominently in the available social 
and political positions with which individuals 
and groups can align themselves. Finally, an 
essential part of Arabic diglossia is attitudinal. 
It is not merely that, by convention, one writes 

the fuß™à, but that, in the minds of many, it 
is the fuß™à alone that should be written. For 
some, to seek to write the dialect or legitimate 
its use as a written variety is to engage in heresy 
or to favor national over pan-national interests, 
thereby playing into the hands of those who 
would destroy the Arab world. 

As Gal and Irvine (2000) remind us, the 
processes such as those by which the conven-
tional use of the fuß™à for writing gives rise 
to the array of attitudes and social, political, 
and moral arguments one finds in the Arab 
world merit close attention. Indeed, the com-
plex chain of assumptions and reasoning that 
licenses such arguments, as one moves from 
the act of writing to debates about the sacred 
or nationalism (often linking the two), is by no 
means simple or transparent. That such links 
have become naturalized – or taken for granted 
as natural or commonsensical – in no way ren-
ders the Arab world or Arabic unusual; simi-
lar complex ideological processes recur across 
languages, cultures, and societies. At the same 
time, these links are very real; for certain Arabs, 
they are reality, not a mere representation of it, 
clear evidence of the importance and power of 
language attitudes.
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Keith Walters (Portland State University)

Language Contact

The study of contact situations involving Arabic 
permits a number of generalizations, most of 
which are unsurprising. More interesting, there-
fore, are the sometimes quite striking differences 
among the contact situations and their linguis-
tic and sociolinguistic outcomes. In this entry, 
three sets of topics are surveyed, and some of 
their implications for general theories of con-
tact-induced language change are discussed. Less 
attention is paid to the historical, political, and 
socioeconomic settings of the various contact 
situations, not because they are unimportant 
or uninteresting but because they vary so 
much: the one thing almost all of them have in 
common is the crucial role of Islam in the spread 
of Arabic throughout and beyond the Arabian 
Peninsula. 
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1 .  T o p i c s  a n d  t e r r i t o r i e s

By far the most prominent topic in virtually all 
studies on language contact involving Arabic 
is the adoption and adaptation of loanwords 
(see Sec. 2), primarily from Arabic into other 
lan-guages but also, in a small number of cases, 
from other languages into Arabic. The promi-
nence of this topic comes as no surprise: with the 
exception of isolated minority communities of 
Arabic speakers in ¤ Latin America, ¤ North 
America, and ¤ Europe, structural interference 
is only likely to have occurred within Arabo-
phone areas; and most of the contacts with 
other languages – sub-Saharan African contacts, 
South and Southeast Asian contacts, and even 
European contacts – took place outside Arab 
lands. The most important subtopics within this 
area concern the semantic domains of loan-
words, the particular word classes that are 
borrowed, and the phonological and morpho-
logical nativization, or lack thereof, of the 
loanwords. The question of structural interfer-
ence is explicitly raised much less often, but 
is especially interesting when it does arise (see 
Sec. 3). Next comes a discussion of multilingual-
ism and its manifestations, including language 
death and pidgins and creoles (Sec. 4). The 
final main section concerns language planning 
in a broad sense, with special emphases on the 
goals of teaching Arabic, the choice(s) of writ-
ing system(s), and language purism movements 
(Sec. 5). The sixth and final section is a brief 
conclusion.

The regions and languages covered in this 
entry can be roughly divided into five groups 
according to the nature of their contacts with 
Arabs and/or Arabic. First, the most intimate 
contacts are (or, in some historical cases, were) 
with languages spoken within or near Arabic-
speaking territory, namely, the Near and 
Middle East and modern Turkey: ¤ Modern 
South Arabian languages, ¤ Aramaic/Syriac, 
Modern Hebrew or ¤ Ivrit; ¤ Coptic; ¤ Berber 
languages; ¤ Persian, and nearby ¤ Tajik and 
¤ Kurdish (closely related to Persian); and ¤ 
Turkish and other Turkic languages, such as 
¤ Tatar, ¤ Kazakh, and ¤ Uzbek. In these 
cases – with the possible exception of Coptic, 
because details of its contacts with Arabic 
are not well understood – influence between 
Arabic and the other language(s) has often been 

mutual and has involved a significant degree 
of bilingualism. Influence from other languages 
on Arabic all fall in this group, except for the 
influence of European languages like English, 
French, or Italian, which is a relatively recent 
phenomenon (¤ English loanwords; ¤ French 
loanwords; ¤ Italian loanwords).

In the next three groups, influence has been 
entirely, or almost entirely, from Arabic into 
the other language(s), although of course this 
generalization is not meant to rule out the 
possibility of other-language influence on local 
varieties of spoken Arabic, where there were 
any (but usually there were not). The second 
group comprises languages of sub-Saharan 
Africa, primarily spoken in modern countries 
lying on or near the Arabs’ ancient trade routes: 
¤ Nubian; ¤ Somali; Tigrinya, Afar, and other 
languages of the Horn of Africa (¤ Ethiopia); 
¤ Swahili and other East African languages; ¤ 
Hausa, ¤ Kanuri, ¤ Songhay, ¤ Wolof, ¤ 
Yoruba, ¤ Fulfulde, and ¤ Bambara. In the 
third group are languages of Europe, where 
Arabic once had a dominant presence both in 
southern Spain (¤ al-Andalus) and in ¤ Sicily 
and (to a lesser extent) southern Italy, and 
from those regions influenced other European 
languages as well, including ¤ Italian, the ¤ 
Ibero-Romance languages, and ¤ English. 
Fourth, and more distantly, Arabic has long 
been in contact (often indirect contact, via 
Persian) with languages of South and Southeast 
Asia, in the Indian subcontinent (in what 
are now Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh; ¤ 
Indonesian/Malay) and in Thailand (¤ Thai) 
and Indonesia (¤ Urdu/Hindustani; ¤ Bengali), 
especially the latter, with its largely Muslim 
population. In addition to its spread with Islam, 
Arabic reached the Indian subcontinent via 
trade, including trade settlements in Indian 
Ocean coastal areas. Finally, the fifth group is 
the case of the Arab ‘diaspora’, in the first place 
to ¤ Latin America, where communities of 
19th-century Arabic-speaking immigrants came 
into intimate contact with Spanish and Brazilian 
Portuguese; here, the pattern was Spanish 
or Brazilian Portuguese influence on Arabic, 
rather than vice versa. At a later stage, such 
communities arose in ¤ North America; in ¤ 
Europe, Arabic was brought by the large labor 
migration movement from the 1960s onward.

A methodological issue that arises frequently 
should be mentioned here. Although there exist 
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deep and wide-ranging studies of the various 
phenomena for particular locations (for instance 
Arabic loanwords into Turkish), for other con-
tact situations (for instance on Turkish loan-
words into Arabic and Arabic loanwords into 
Nubian) no systematic studies have as yet been 
carried out, so that only preliminary analyses 
are possible. Among other things, this problem 
affects discussions of the numbers and vari-
able phonological nativization of loanwords, 
and it also hinders attempts to discover struc-
tural interference in those (relatively few) cases 
where one might expect to find some. But the 
lack of definitive answers in most cases should 
not be seen as any kind of defect in existing 
research; rather, it is an indication that there is 
still much room for exciting new research on 
language contacts involving Arabic.

For the most part, sources on particular con-
tact situations may be found in other entries, 
which are cross-referenced in the present entry 
(for a general survey somewhat similar to the 
one presented here, but with more limited 
access to data, see Versteegh 2001). For general 
literature on contact linguistics, see Thomason 
and Kaufman (1988) and Thomason (2001). 

2 .  L o a n w o r d s

In all studies of contact between Arabic and 
other languages, loanwords are a central issue, 
often to the exclusion of other topics. Studies 
on loanwords from other languages into Arabic 
range from ¤ English and ¤ Italian loanwords 
in modern Arabic; ¤ Turkish loanwords; ¤ 
Ethiopian and ¤ South Arabian loanwords in 
Classical Arabic; and ¤ Ivrit (Modern Hebrew) 
loanwords in (specifically) Palestinian Arabic. 
One of the most interesting, but admittedly 
controversial, topics is that of the estimated 
322 loanwords in the Qur±àn (Jeffery 1938), 
for instance from ¤ South Arabian and from 
¤ Aramaic/Syriac. The near-universal focus on 
loanwords fits the general picture of Arabic 
in contact with other languages, especially 
but not only those spoken relatively far from 
Arabophone regions. Without the presence 
of communities of native speakers of Arabic, 
it is likely that linguistic interference will be 
largely or entirely limited to non-basic lexi-
cal items. The reason is that intimate contact, 
including significant degrees of bilingualism, is 

needed to provide an appropriate social set-
ting for contact-induced language change that 
affects the receiving language more deeply than 
the adoption of loanwords (cf. Thomason and 
Kaufman 1988:47ff.). Accordingly, with the 
possible exception of highly formal Arabic-
related contexts (such as religion and poetry), 
deeper influence is found only in Arabophone 
regions (see Sec. 3 for further discussion of this 
point). 

Numerical estimates of Arabic loanwords in 
other languages are rare, but one figure that is 
given is startling: loanwords from Arabic and 
Persian once formed more than 80 percent of 
the vocabulary of written Ottoman Turkish; 
nonetheless, Ottoman Turkish is claimed never 
to have been a mixed language because the 
grammar and ‘verbal core’ remained Turkish 
(see ¤ Turkish). For Modern ¤ Persian, a much 
lower estimate is given: 8,000 loanwords in a 
dictionary count and considerably fewer, depend-
ing on the genre, in a count of text frequency. 
Since Persian, like Turkish, underwent a period 
of attempts to purge its vocabulary of loan-
words (see Sec. 5), this figure is much lower 
than it would have been before the 1930s.

Calques (loan translations) are frequently 
highlighted in the consideration of loanwords. 
These are a subtype of lexical borrowing, 
involving morpheme-by-morpheme translation 
of words (involving only roots and derivational 
affixes, not inflection) and/or word-by-word 
translations of phrases. The most prominent of 
these discussions are in contact situations in the 
first group listed above (henceforth Group 1) – 
the regions in or near Arabophone territory, 
i.e. the Near and Middle East and modern 
Turkey. There are many calques from Hebrew 
in both written and spoken Arabic of the region 
(see ¤ Ivrit); and conversely, there are many 
calques from Arabic in Ivrit. In the latter case, 
they come both from ‘natural’ sources – that 
is, from people’s daily interactions with each 
other in speech and writing – and from planned 
calquing, especially by numerous innovators, 
beginning with Eliezer Ben-Yehuda and con-
tinued by the Hebrew Language Council and, 
later, by its successor, the Academy of the 
Hebrew Language. In ¤ Turkish, calques were 
much harder to identify as being of foreign ori-
gin and were thus left as traces after the post-
Ottoman Turkish language reform attempted 
to eliminate all Arabisms. And among the 
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Turkish loanwords in the Arabic dialects spo-
ken by minority groups within Turkey there 
are many calques, but it is often impossible 
to tell in which direction the borrowing went 
because there are no detailed studies of phra-
seology in Arabic and Turkish (see ¤ Turkish 
loanwords).

The major semantic domains in which loan-
words cluster are roughly predictable, with one 
or two surprises, from the nature of the contacts. 
Words connected with Islamic religious prac-
tices and beliefs are prominent in almost all 
regions with a significant Muslim population, 
notably in sub-Saharan Africa and South and 
Southeast Asia; for ¤ Hausa, for instance, 
over 50 percent of the Arabic loanwords are 
estimated to concern religion. Strikingly, how-
ever, and despite very large numbers of Arabic 
loanwords in other domains, ¤ Persian has not 
borrowed heavily from Arabic in the domain of 
religion. This may be accounted for by the com-
mon-sense reasoning that a successful effort to 
convert people to a new religion will necessarily 
require that they understand what the mission-
aries are telling them, so that it makes sense for 
the missionaries to use the prospective converts’ 
own words in the process (see ¤ Persian). 
But this explanation does not work for other 
areas to which Islam spread, as indicated by 
the extent to which more distant cultures have 
adopted Arabic religious vocabulary along with 
Islam. This does not necessarily mean that the 
explanation is invalid for Persian, but it seems 
more likely that the explanation lies instead, 
or at least in part, in the prestige of Persian 
at the time of the conversions, rivaling that of 
Arabic and far higher than the prestige of most 
other languages spoken in regions in which 
Arabic loanwords predominate in the field of reli-
gion (¤ Iran). It is worth noting in this context 
that the absence of lexical borrowing is well 
attested in even quite intense contact situa-
tions elsewhere in the world, for instance 
in Native American languages of the Pacific 
Northwest of the United States and Canada, 
some of which have borrowed almost no 
words from English in spite of more than 
150 years of intimate contact and extreme 
cultural pressure. Clearly, therefore, cultural 
factors can and do influence the likelihood of 
lexical (and other) borrowing.

Other semantic domains are largely or wholly 
unconnected with religion, except insofar as 

Arabic-language administration and culture 
accompanied Islam. The most frequently men-
tioned domains, obtaining also in Europe and 
other regions that did not turn to Islam, are 
trade, science and technology, time, literacy 
and grammar, administration, maritime termi-
nology, jurisprudence, food, items connected 
with daily life (curiously, ‘soap’ seems to be 
the item most frequently mentioned), and flora 
and fauna. Many authors emphasize the very 
wide semantic range of Arabic loanwords, but 
overall these domains, especially the first few, 
reflect the features of Arabic civilization (out-
side religion) that have been most important 
internationally: ancient trade routes around the 
Mediterranean and south to sub-Saharan Africa 
and the Indian Ocean, and world dominance in 
science – a dominance still visible in the large 
number of international words of Arabic origin 
in mathematics and astronomy. Items of trade 
(including ‘soap’!) and food, as well as other 
everyday terms, speak to the influence of Arabic 
culture in near and distant regions.

When Arabic is the recipient language in a 
contact situation, religion is not a source of 
loanwords, which is hardly surprising. Instead, 
everyday items predominate; recent English 
loanwords in the domains of computers, cars, 
foods, and clothes provide one obvious example 
(obvious because English terms in these areas 
have spread around the world in recent dec-
ades). An interesting example of a more spe-
cialized set of loanwords is found in Sudanese 
Arabic, which has mainly borrowed agricul-
tural terms from ¤ Nubian.

Another topic that is covered in many stud-
ies of language contact involving Arabic con-
cerns borrowed word classes. There is quite 
general agreement that nouns are by far the 
largest class of loanwords – no surprise there, 
as this is true all over the world. It is some-
what surprising, however, to find that in many 
contact situations involving Arabic, verb bor-
rowing does occur, given the still widespread 
(though mistaken) view that verbs are rarely 
borrowed. True, finite verbs are very seldom 
borrowed from Arabic into Turkish; but even 
this means that at least a few verbs have 
been borrowed. Verbs have been borrowed 
into Arabic from (at least) Aramaic, Ivrit, and 
Turkish, and from Arabic into (at least) Neo-
Aramaic, Modern South Arabian languages, 
Turkish (rarely), Tatar, Persian, Kurdish, 
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Hausa, Yoruba, Fulfulde, Songhay, Swahili, 
Nubian, Urdu, Bengali, Telugu, Indonesian, 
and Malay. Sometimes, there are many such 
loanwords: by one count, there are 75 verbs in 
Syrian Arabic dialects from Turkish (¤ Turkish 
loanwords). The actual mechanism of borrow-
ing varies. As has been noted for other contact 
situations around the world, verb borrowing 
often involves the adoption of a nominalized 
verb (such as an infinitive or a participle) which 
is then combined with an auxiliary verb native 
to the borrowing language; this is found in some 
of the Arabic contact situations as well, for 
instance in ¤ Persian, ¤ Urdu/Hindustani, and 
¤ Bengali. But the language contact literature 
also has examples of direct borrowing of verbs 
as verbs, and that, too, happens in these contact 
situations, e.g. in ¤ Fulfulde and ¤ Songhay, 
where the Arabic imperfect is borrowed, and 
in the Nubian language Nobiin. By contrast to 
Nobiin, the closely related Nubian language 
Kenzi-Dongolawi borrows verbs by means of 
an auxiliary -e(e) ‘to say’ (see ¤ Nubian), in a 
striking instance of different borrowing strat-
egies employed in very similar systems. The 
overall picture of diverse means and rates of 
verb borrowing in contact situations involving 
Arabic is of considerable significance for general 
investigations of lexical transfer in language 
contact situations, because it arises from par-
allel studies of the phenomenon in situations 
involving a single language.

Two other frequently mentioned borrowed 
word classes are numerals and discourse mark-
ers (both particles and full words). Numerals 
have been borrowed in (at least) ¤ Modern 
South Arabian languages, where most numerals 
above 10 are of Arabic origin; ¤ Swahili, prob-
ably the best-known case, where the numer-
als for 6, 7, and 9 are of Arabic origin, the 
numerals for 11–19 are expressed by doublets, 
both Arabic terms and Bantu terms, and other 
numerals are Arabic; and in ¤ Nubian, ¤ 
Hausa, and ¤ Javanese.

The borrowing of discourse markers is 
interesting from a syntactic and pragmatic 
viewpoint, as such morphemes tend to have 
structural functions, not (just) lexical ones; no 
details are available in the literature on syntactic 
implications of these borrowings, however. In 
some situations apparently all word classes can 
be borrowed, including adjectives, conjunctions, 
prepositions, and various kinds of particles, e.g. 

in ¤ Modern South Arabian languages, ¤ Hausa, 
and ¤ Nubian, all borrowing from Arabic, 
as well as in the case of ¤ Ivrit loanwords in 
Arabic. Other languages have borrowed mainly 
nouns, including some deverbal nominals, and 
also some adjectives (e.g. ¤ Persian, ¤ Indo-
ne sian/Malay, all from Arabic, and ¤ Italian 
loanwords in Arabic).

One final point on loanword domains: ¤ 
Modern South Arabian is said to have borrowed 
from Arabic a 1st person singular suffix. This 
isolated instance is worth noting because the 
borrowing of personal pronouns is rather rare 
in this and most other parts of the world. Pro-
noun borrowing is also mentioned in Turkish 
from Arabic (see ¤ Turkish), but no details are 
given, so its significance cannot be assessed: it 
is only the borrowing of personal pronouns 
that is believed to be especially rare. Versteegh 
(2001:479) has noted that the Arabic pronouns 
ane ‘I’ and ente ‘you’ are used in Betawi Bahasa 
Indonesia “in order to avoid the complicated 
system of prestige pronouns that exist in many 
Indonesian languages”; pronoun borrowing is 
actually rather common, for this and other 
purposes, in Southeast Asia (see Thomason and 
Everett 2005 for discussion of similar cases).

The phonological, morphological, and syn-
tactic nativization of loanwords is the norm 
in casual-contact situations, where typically 
only non-basic vocabulary items are borrowed 
(Thomason and Kaufman 1988:77–78). Only 
where there is enough knowledge of source-lan-
guage structure within the borrowing-language 
speech community is there the possibility of 
borrowing structure along with words, includ-
ing the possibility that loanwords will retain 
some source-language features that are new 
to the borrowing language (Thomason and 
Kaufman 1988:78–95). Since the lack of nativi-
zation is in fact structural interference, it is 
covered primarily in Section 3 below.

For contact situations involving Arabic, the 
phonological and, to a lesser extent, the mor-
phological treatment of loanwords in the receiv-
ing languages is often mentioned. The main 
theme is indeed nativization, as one would expect 
in Arabic contact situations outside Group 1. 
In most varieties of ¤ Hausa, for instance, Arabic 
sounds foreign to Hausa are replaced by the 
perceived closest equivalents in the native 
Hausa inventory, and Arabic loanwords with 
closed word-final syllables undergo either dele-
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tion of the final consonant(s) or epenthesis of a 
vowel (for instance the suffix -i for masculine 
nouns). The same seems to be true of ¤ 
Bambara, in which (for instance) the Arabic 
glottal stop is either deleted or replaced by /w, 
y, h/, and of ¤ Fulfulde, where, for instance, 
Arabic /q/ is replaced by /k/ or /g/ and consonant 
clusters are either broken up by an epenthetic 
vowel or simplified by consonant deletion. In 
most of the languages, emphatic consonants 
are replaced by non-emphatic counterparts or, 
when these are lacking, other (fairly) similar 
phonemes.

Nativization also often occurs when Arabic is 
the receiving language. In ¤ Italian loanwords 
in Arabic, for instance, Italian /p/ is replaced by 
Arabic /b/, and only educated persons realize it 
as a voiceless stop; besides, initial Italian conso-
nant clusters are broken up by epenthesis, e.g. 
Cairo Arabic kirèma ‘cream’ from Italian crema. 
In ¤ Turkish loanwords non-Arabic sounds 
are usually replaced by native sounds; for 
instance, /p/ is almost always replaced by /b/.

Although, as seen in Section 3, lexical bor-
rowing in these contact situations is some-
times accompanied by phonological interference, 
at least in Group 1 contact situations, morpho-
logical interference is much rarer and is almost 
entirely confined to a few borrowed plural 
endings in situations where Arabic is the donor 
language. That is, morphological nativization 
is pervasive in these contact situations. Telugu 
is a typical case. Although, like Arabic, ¤ 
Telugu has a noun-class system that is semantic-
ally based partly on biological gender, the two 
languages differ sharply in their gender cate-
gories, and Arabic words are nativized into the 
Telugu gender system. Moreover, nominals are 
borrowed as uninflected singular forms and 
then used with Telugu plural suffixes – in other 
words, complete nativization (likewise in two 
other Dravidian languages, ¤ Tamil and ¤ 
Malayalam). Even in ¤ Swahili, where phono-
logical interference from Arabic is significant, 
Arabic loanwords are generally nativized mor-
phologically (but see Sec. 3 for exceptions to 
this generalization). In most other languages 
that have borrowed from Arabic, morphologi-
cal nativization is complete.

One final point should be emphasized here: 
the frequent pattern in which an Arabic noun 
is borrowed with the Arabic definite article 
al- (or one of its allomorphs) attached is not 

evidence of Arabic morphological interference 
in the receiving language. The reason is that 
the Arabic morpheme and the following nomi-
nal are borrowed as an unanalyzable whole. 
In none of the languages that have borrowed 
from Arabic is any productive use of the Arabic 
article mentioned as a separate morphosyntac-
tic element; instead, it is a mere phonological 
part of the noun in the borrowing language, 
just as an English word like alcohol, also origi-
nally a borrowing from Arabic consisting of an 
incorporated Arabic article al- plus a nominal 
stem, is a single English morpheme. It has been 
suggested that the Arabic article al-, although 
not productive, has morphemic status in ¤ 
Indonesian/Malay (cf. Verhaar 1984) – that is, 
it is identifiable as a morpheme. But there seems 
to be no evidence that nouns occur both with 
and without al-, which would be a requisite for 
identifying al- as a morpheme.

3 .  S t r u c t u r a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e

In spite of the fact that most contacts involving 
Arabic are not intense enough to make extensive 
structural interference likely, the link between 
Arabic and one of the world’s major religions 
raises the possibility of relatively minor kinds of 
structural interference in languages spoken in 
Muslim areas distant from Arabophone coun-
tries. This is especially likely in the writings of 
highly educated people who have learned Arabic 
as a second (or third or further) language. These 
phenomena will probably be confined mainly 
to features that enter the language attached to 
loanwords and are used only with loanwords, 
but the rather frequent reports of borrowing 
of conjunctions and discourse markers means 
that contact-induced syntactic change is also 
possible (although this possibility is rarely 
explored; for examples of syntactic interference 
in written Afrikaans, see ¤ South Africa).

All these are the kinds of features that appear 
in (for instance) English as a result of bor-
rowing from Latin, which once enjoyed the 
high level of prestige in Europe that Arabic 
has in the Muslim world. In addition to the 
many loanwords that English has adopted from 
Latin, and the many technical terms coined 
within English from Latin morphemes, English 
has a small number of Latin morphosyntactic 
features, e.g. a handful of Latin plurals such as 
alumni [masc.], alumnae [fem.], and millennia 
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(compare the singular forms alumnus, alumna, 
and millennium). Typically, in such a situation, 
a language will borrow different forms of the 
same word separately and then, later on, speakers 
analyze the forms morphologically. In English, 
the singular/plural -us/-i pattern in particular 
has become modestly productive in loanwords, 
as seen in the innovative (non-borrowed, non-
original) plural octopi: here, the singular, octo-
pus, is ultimately from Greek, not Latin, and 
was originally a Greek compound okto-pous, 
eaning ‘eight feet’, which originally had the 
Greek plural oktopodes.

Similar kinds of minor structural incur-
sions from Arabic are found in regions outside 
Arabophone territory that have been influenced 
by Arabic, for instance broken plurals in Arabic 
loanwords. Swahili, for instance, has a few of 
these, although they compete with native Bantu 
plural formations (¤ East Africa); an exam-
ple is binti ‘daughter’, variously pluralized as 
mabinti (with a Bantu plural class prefix) and 
as banati (with an Arabic broken plural forma-
tion). Ottoman Turkish, Tajik, and Persian all 
had broken plurals on some loanwords. Indeed, 
broken plurals were a target of the 20th-century 
movement to purge Turkish of foreign elements, 
and the broken plurals that remain in Turkish 
are lexicalized as singular forms (see ¤ Turkish). 
In Ottoman Turkish, before the language reform, 
both Arabic and Persian loanwords were plural-
ized with Arabic formations (see ¤ Turkish), 
a circumstance which, like the English plural 
octopi, indicates a cer-tain level of productivity 
of the Arabic plural patterns, even though they 
remained confined to loanwords. Elsewhere, 
too, Arabic broken plurals are borrowed intact 
but lexicalized as singular forms rather than as 
plurals (see e.g. ¤ Tajik, ¤ Persian, ¤ Kurdish 
and ¤ Indonesian/Malay). These lexicalized sin-
gular forms of course do not exemplify struc-
tural interference, since only the Arabic forms, 
and not their structure, have been adopted. It 
is worth noting that although borrowed nouns 
often have Arabic plural suffixes (and other 
Arabic features: see below), borrowed verbs are 
always nativized (Versteegh 2001:479).

Most examples of minor structural inter-
ference are reported for the phonology. For 
instance, some loanwords in ¤ Wolof are pro-
nounced with Arabic consonants not native to 
Wolof when the speakers have some acquaint-

ance with Arabic – that is, these are learnèd 
loans. They display such Arabic features as a 
voiceless uvular stop /q/ and even, apparently, 
occasional pharyngeal consonants. Likewise, ¤ 
Italian loanwords in Arabic are generally nativ-
ized, but the fact that educated people maintain 
the distinction between Italian /p/ and /b/ seems 
to reflect a similar pattern: people who know 
some Italian do not (always) nativize loanwords 
completely. And the varieties of ¤ Hausa that are 
spoken in the Sudan differ from Hausa varieties 
spoken farther west: in the Sudan, where Hausa 
speakers have more exposure to Arabic, the 
speakers sometimes keep emphatic consonants 
in Arabic loanwords, even to the point of 
inserting them via hypercorrection where they 
were not present in the Arabic source word. 
Both for ¤ Turkish and ¤ Tatar, it is reported 
that Arabic loanwords often violate the two 
Turkic languages’ vowel harmony rules.

The only hints of more extensive structural 
interference are found in contact situations in 
Group 1, namely regions in and near Arabo-
phone territory – and also in Swahili, which is 
a special case. Versteegh (2001:495) reports, 
for instance, that in Ottoman Turkish one finds 
“much more productive” Arabic (and Persian) 
morphosyntax, including not only the broken 
plurals mentioned above but also such features 
as Arabic agreement rules in noun phrases. 
Citing Prokosch (1980:40), he also notes that 
such rules were used variably, not consistently, 
which might reflect a distinction between edu-
cated and less educated usage and/or between 
formal and less formal registers. And there is 
evidence of the use of some Ivrit loanwords in 
Palestinian Arabic with both Ivrit and Arabic 
suffixes (see ¤ Ivrit loanwords); the choice of 
suffix often seems to reflect the speaker’s level 
of education, such that highly educated peo-
ple tend to use Ivrit suffixes in most contexts 
and words. There are some indications that 
the dialects of speakers of Arabic in Turkey 
are affected by interference from Turkish, not 
only in the lexicon but also to some degree in 
morphology and syntax (see ¤ Turkish loan-
words and ¤ Uzbekistan Arabic), but the lack 
of details about this situation suggests that this 
is a topic that has not yet been systematically 
explored.

In the phonology, chronological layers of 
borrowing may be identified in some Jewish ¤ 
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Neo-Aramaic dialects of northern Iraq accord-
ing to the degree to which Arabic loanwords 
are nativized: in older borrowings, Arabic pho-
nemes not native to Aramaic have been replaced 
by native Aramaic phonemes, but in more recent 
loans, certain Arabic phonemes are retained. 
Similarly, thanks to Nubian speakers’ increas-
ing proficiency in Arabic, Arabic loanwords in 
Nubian sometimes preserve non-native Arabic 
segments and structures, which leads to changes 
in the original Nubian phonological system. So, 
for instance, although emphatics are replaced by 
non-emphatic consonants, and Arabic con-
sonant clusters are broken up by epenthetic 
vowels, a voiced alveolar fricative /z/, new to 
Nubian, is now found in loanwords only, and 
/l/ and /r/, previously barred from initial position 
in Nubian, now occur there in loanwords (see ¤ 
Nubian). This picture resembles changing con-
tact situations elsewhere in which an early 
period of casual contact, with little bilingualism 
among borrowing-language speakers, saw full 
phonological nativization of loanwords, while 
later on, when bilingualism had become wide-
spread among borrowing-language speakers, 
loanwords were not nativized. A clear example 
is found in Siberian Yupik (Eskimo), where early 
Russian loanwords have only native Yupik 
sounds, but later Russian loanwords preserve 
(previously) foreign sounds and have thus 
changed the phonemic inventory of Siberian 
Yupik (Menovš∑ikov 1969:124–130).

Swahili, with its huge number of Arabic loan-
words and its establishment as the major lingua 
franca of East Africa by Arab traders, lies out-
side Group 1 regions but nevertheless seems to 
have undergone more extensive influence from 
Arabic than have other sub-Saharan African 
languages within the Arabic sphere of influence. 
In addition to the broken Arabic plurals on 
loanwords that were mentioned above, Swahili 
also has several new phonemes, confined to 
Arabic loanwords. These are used variably, but 
especially by those who have acquired some 
knowledge of Arabic and who feel that the 
use of Arabic phonemes adds to the prestige 
of their speech (see ¤ Swahili). Non-Muslim 
Swahili speakers who have less (or zero) 
knowledge of Arabic nativize loanwords fully. 
Register matters: Arabic pronunciation may 
be heard in ‘highly formal’ speech but not in 
casual speech. The recurrent view that Swahili 

may have originated as a pidgin or creole, with 
Arabic as a major component, is rejected by 
modern scholars (see Nurse 1997). But there 
is little doubt that the flood of Arabic loan-
words has had structural effects, and not only 
in semantic domains like the numeral system 
(where most native Bantu numerals have been 
replaced by Arabic numerals): Swahili is one of 
very few Bantu languages that have lost pho-
nemic tone distinctions entirely, and the trigger 
for this development was surely the impact of 
all those tone-less Arabic loanwords.

Overall, then, the amount of structural inter-
ference reported in language-contact situations 
involving Arabic is nontrivial but also not 
deep. It is likely that further research, espe-
cially on Arabic contacts in Group 1 regions, 
will reveal considerably more structural inter-
ference, not only from Arabic into other lan-
guages, but also from other languages into 
Arabic-speaking minority groups.

4 .  M u l t i l i n g u a l i s m  a n d  i t s 
e f f e c t s

Not surprisingly, bilingualism/multilingualism 
in Arabic and other language(s) is concentrated 
in Group 1 regions that have a major Arab pres-
ence. Almost all speakers of ¤ Modern South 
Arabian languages (except in Soqotra) speak 
their own language, one or two other Modern 
South Arabian languages, and also Arabic; and 
Hausa-speaking communities in Sudan, Libya, 
and Saudi Arabia tend to be bilingual in Arabic 
and ¤ Hausa. The picture is often less clear 
for past eras – the question of when, and even 
whether, bilingualism obtained in ¤ al-Andalus 
is highly controversial, for instance, but past 
bilingualism can be confidently discussed in, 
for instance, Aramaic-speaking regions (¤ 
Aramaic/Syriac), ¤ Sicily, Persia (¤ Persian), 
and certain Indian towns whose residents were 
bilingual in Sindhi and Arabic (¤ India; cf. 
Yusuf 1967:56). The ups and downs of bilin-
gualism in Arabic and Portuguese (Brazil) and 
in Arabic and Spanish (especially Argentina) is 
particularly interesting, covering such factors 
as the speed of assimilation of Arabic-speak-
ing immigrants and the wider community’s 
negative or positive reactions to Islam (¤ Latin 
America). The situation in Latin America also 
highlights, by contrast, the extent to which 
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elucidation of the political and social condi-
tions of past contact situations is hampered 
by incomplete information: even with all the 
documentation available on the former use of 
Arabic in Persia, Turkey, Andalusia, Sicily, and 
elsewhere, it remains impossible to carry out 
the kinds of fine-grained analyses that one can 
conduct on a live contact situation, and gener-
ally impossible to speak with confidence about 
the linguistic repertoires of illiterate folk, as 
opposed to the literate, educated, higher strata 
of society.

In some cases, there are reports of a recent 
decline in the use of Arabic in public life in 
regions outside Group 1, for instance on the 
Tanzanian mainland, where one no longer sees 
shop signs and other signage in Arabic in the 
towns (¤ East Africa). But the instances of 
contact situations within Group 1 regions in 
which Arabic is replacing other languages – that 
is, in which language death is occurring – are 
more striking. Some ¤ Modern South Arabian 
languages are being replaced by Arabic, and 
several ¤ Nubian languages have already van-
ished as a result of Arabization.

A parallel topic, one that concerns the most 
dramatic things that happened to Arabic as 
it spread rather than what happened to the 
languages with which it came into contact, 
has to do with Arabic-lexifier pidgins and 
¤ creoles. The topic has been addressed by 
Owens in a number of articles (e.g. in two gen-
eral survey articles, 1997, 2001), and it seems 
to provide at least some of the background for 
the situation in the ¤ Horn of Africa where 
Arabic functions as a ¤ lingua franca; it is also 
a topic that has received a significant amount 
of attention within Arabic studies over the 
past 20 years. The first major work to focus 
on pidgins and creoles in this domain was 
Versteegh (1984), an investigation of the pos-
sibility of ¤ pidginization as a phenomenon 
accompanying the spread of Islam to what are 
now Arabophone territories; two years later, 
Prokosch (1986) surveyed Arabic-based pidgins 
and creoles in Africa, where almost all the ones 
reported in the literature are located. Proposals 
about Arabic-lexifier pidgins spoken early in 
the history of the spread of Arabic and Islam 
have been based on fragmentary documenta-
tion from as early as the 11th century C.E. 
(Thomason and Elgibali 1986, reporting on a 
passage in al-Bakrì) and on inferences about 

the kinds of contact situations that likely arose 
as Arabic spread (e.g. Versteegh 1984). This 
topic is not addressed in detail here because 
for the most part, though obviously related 
to the general subject of Arabic contacts with 
other languages, it does not lend itself to direct 
comparisons with other kinds of contact situa-
tions – namely those whose social contexts and 
linguistic results were less drastic.

5 .  L a n g u a g e  p l a n n i n g

A final recurring set of topics in the liter-
ature on language contact involving Arabic 
falls under the general heading of language 
planning. Many authors discuss the teaching 
of Arabic in various regions, the choice(s) of a 
writing system for other languages in regions 
influenced by Arabic, and language reform 
movements designed to purge various lan-
guages of Arabic loanwords. These are all huge 
topics, of course, and space limitations make it 
impossible to do justice to them, especially as 
policies and practices have changed over time 
in a number of regions, sometimes more than 
once. This section, therefore, is merely a sketch 
of the issues that arise in this area.

The teaching of Arabic outside Arabophone 
regions has often, as one might expect, aimed 
at a reasonable level of competence in written 
or spoken Arabic, or both. But sometimes the 
goal is instead to teach the rudiments of the 
alphabet and the recitation of prayers, nothing 
more; comprehension of the Arabic prayers is 
neither required nor expected. There are vari-
ous religious and political motivations for the 
latter practice, and it is tolerably widespread 
in Muslim regions; it is mentioned especially 
in South Asia (¤ India; ¤ Pakistan; and ¤ 
Bangladesh). In ¤ Pakistan, familiarity with 
the Arabic script has remained part of the 
traditional education, and even those who do 
not understand the text are taught to read 
the letters. Various other political and social 
motives have driven Arabic teaching in these 
and other regions, and there exists rich material 
for the study of the issues.

A related topic is the choice of one or 
more writing systems for languages in contact 
with, and under the influence of, Arabic and 
(usually) Islam (¤ Arabic alphabet for other 
languages). This matter is mentioned for many 
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contact situations involving Arabic, an indi-
cation of its central importance in language 
planning: it is a topic with profound political 
implications. Modern Persian, for instance, is 
written with a version of the Arabic alphabet, 
but Middle Persian was not – it was written in 
an Aramaic script (¤ Iran). The change to the 
Arabic alphabet came with Islam by the mid-9th 
century C.E. Ottoman Turkish was written with 
Arabic letters, but Modern Turkish is written in 
the Latin alphabet; the change was made as part 
of the language reform undertaken by a secular 
government looking to the West for its future. 
The history of ¤ Tatar writing has been unusu-
ally complex: in the mid-19th century, Tatar 
was written in the Arabic alphabet; in 1927, 
the Arabic alphabet was abandoned in favor of 
Latin letters; and in 1938, in accordance with 
Soviet policies regarding minority languages, a 
Cyrillic alphabet replaced the Latin one.

In ¤ Malta, where the spoken Arabic variety 
lost its cultural connection to Classical Arabic 
very early, Maltese Arabic was never written 
in the Arabic alphabet; even the earliest texts, 
starting in ca. 1470 C.E., were written in Latin 
letters. In sub-Saharan Africa, the first writing 
systems were often Arabic (¤ Swahili; ¤ Wolof; 
¤ Fulfulde). Under European colonial rule, 
literate Swahili speakers generally knew only 
the Arabic alphabet, but the colonial govern-
ment in Zanzibar persisted in publishing Swahili 
in the Latin alphabet (¤ East Africa), a prac-
tice that guaranteed that almost no Swahili 
speakers would be able to read it. In South and 
Southeast Asia, Urdu, an official language of 
Pakistan that is also widely spoken in India, is 
written in Arabic script, while Hindi, an official 
language of India, is written in a Sanskrit-
derived script; and yet Urdu and Hindi are so 
closely related as to be arguably dialects of the 
same language (¤ Urdu/Hindustani). Farther 
east, a comparable split is found in Indonesia: 
until the end of the 19th century, Malay was 
(and sometimes still is) written in a version 
of the Arabic alphabet, while certain other 
Indonesian languages – notably ¤ Javanese – 
still use a Sanskrit-derived writing system (¤ 
Indonesia; ¤ Indonesian/Malay).

This brief survey of alphabet choices neces-
sarily omits a great many useful and important 
details in the discussions on the various language 
contact situations. It does, however, provide 
an indication of the spread of Arabic writing 

in addition to, and sometimes partly independ-
ently of, the spread of the Arabic language itself. 
A very recent development in Morocco under-
scores the cultural and political dimensions of 
such a choice. With the newly established pol-
icy of introducing Berber into some schools 
came the necessity for standardizing ¤ Berber 
(specifically Tamazight Berber; ¤ language shift: 
Amazigh), including establishing an official 
writing system. The planners rejected both the 
Latin alphabet, formerly a symbol of the French 
colonial government, and the Arabic alphabet, 
the writing system of the country’s official lan-
guage, Arabic; instead, they chose to revive the 
ancient Tifinagh writing system because it is 
unique to Berber (Hamid Ouali, p. c., 2005).

The move to establish Berber in Moroccan 
schools as a language independent of Arabic 
(and French) is just one of many instances in 
which speech communities have tried to free 
themselves of the cultural weight of Arabic 
(although in most cases they continue to revere 
Arabic as the language of the Qur±àn). Vigorous 
debates and policies on this issue took place in 
Persia/Iran and Turkey. The use of Persian itself 
in scholarly writing was controversial in Persia 
a thousand years ago; that changed in the 13th 
century, when Arabic ceased to be spoken in 
Persia (¤ Iran), but it was not until the 1930s 
and 1940s, in Iran, that language reformers 
attempted to replace Arabic loanwords with 
native Persian words (see ¤ Persian). They were 
less successful (or less radically inclined) than 
the language reformers in Turkey. There, during 
the transition from the Ottoman Empire to the 
modern Turkish state in the 1920s, the politic-
ally dominant radical purists wanted to elimin-
ate all foreign elements, especially those from 
Arabic and Persian, from Turkish. As a result 
of their efforts, the percentage of Arabic (and 
Persian) loanwords in Standard Turkish was 
sharply reduced (see ¤ Turkish). Similarly, ¤ 
Tatar lost most of its Arabic and Persian loan-
words as a result of Soviet policies, which led 
to a wholesale replacement of those words, not 
by native words as in Iran and Turkey, but by 
Russian words. Nowadays, half the words in a 
Standard Tatar-Russian bilingual dictionary are 
of Russian origin, although since perestroika 
some Arabic words have again been appearing in 
written Tatar. In old Bengal, an influential 18th-
century grammarian, Halhed, regarded foreign 
elements as a ‘pollution’ of ‘pure’ ¤ Bengali; but 
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in the 19th century there was an influx of Perso-
Arabic borrowings into Bengali in reaction to 
the British/Hindu Sanskritization of the lan-
guage. Differences of opinion about the cultural 
mean-ing of loanwords remain, however.

A very different form of linguistic purism was 
inflicted on, and resisted by, the Maltese speech 
community (¤ Malta). The British, while trying 
to replace Italian with English on the island, 
also promoted Maltese; but their efforts along 
these lines involved trying to make Maltese a 
‘purer’ language by bringing it closer to Clas-
sical Arabic, an approach that met with strong 
negative reactions among the community’s edu-
cated elite.

6 .  C o n c l u s i o n

The study of Arabic in contact presents a pic-
ture of the rich variety of linguistic, social, and 
political settings. The picture is not complete, of 
course: most of the issues discussed above still 
need further systematic investigation, includ-
ing both case studies of individual contact situa-
tions and comparative studies of partly similar 
contact situations. Comparative information is 
already available in the literature on some top-
ics, for instance strategies of verb borrowing, 
patterns of phonological nativization of loan-
words, and motivations for choosing writing 
systems. Other topics are barely touched on in 
the literature, perhaps most notably the issue 
of morphosyntactic structural interference; if 
its absence in the literature reflects the state of 
research on the topic, this is clearly a growth 
area for Arabic scholarship.
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Language Impairment

The term ‘language impairment’ covers a wide 
array of language disorders that affect language 
abilities, including hearing, speaking, signing, 
reading, and writing across all levels of language 
structures and functions as well as processes of 
language comprehension and production. The 
field dedicated to the study of language impair-
ments is called ¤ language pathology.

1 .  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  a n d  c a u s e s

Language impairments can generally be clas-
sified into two main categories: acquired and 
developmental disorders. Acquired language 
impairments result from a variety of causes 
affecting the functioning of the brain and the 
nervous system, including disease (e.g. degener-
ative diseases, such as Alzheimer’s and Parkin-
son’s, and brain tumor), stroke or brain injury, 
and mental retardation due to genetic disorders 
such as Down Syndrome, Williams Syndrome, 
and Fragile X syndrome. The most widely and 
historically studied phenomenon of acquired 
language disorders is that related to stroke or 
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brain injuries resulting in a language impair-
ment, whether total or partial, called aphasia or 
dysphasia (¤ language pathology).

Developmental language impairments are 
usually classified into two subcategories: (1) 
impairments associated with congenital mental 
retardation or brain damage (caused during 
pregnancy or at birth), such as cerebral palsy, 
autism (although the exact causes of autism are 
still not known), and verbal dyspraxia (also 
called developmental verbal dyspraxia); con-
genital physical abnormalities (caused before, 
during, or after birth) having to do with hear-
ing (loss), abnormalities of the tongue, palate, 
lips, jaw, teeth, etc., or with early childhood 
illnesses such as otitis media ‘middle ear infec-
tion’ that result in temporary or permanent 
hearing loss; and (2) impairments that have no 
apparent causes and are detected during child-
hood. Developmental impairments of the latter 
type are also known as developmental aphasia, 
developmental dysphasia, developmental lan-
guage disorder, developmental language delay, 
etc., but the term that is increasingly gaining 
currency and more widely used is ‘specific 
language impairment’ (SLI). Other language 
impairments that fall under neither of these cat-
egories include those associated with non-brain 
diseases, drug and alcohol abuse, vocal abuse, 
and swelling of the vocal cords, and result in 
many different voice disorders, the severest of 
which is aphonia or ‘voice loss’. Other impair-
ments (such as stuttering or abnormal dysflu-
ency) are assumed to be caused not by a single 
factor but by a combination of factors: neu-
rological, environmental, and developmental. 
This entry focuses on developmental language 
impairments, particularly non-brain acquired 
disorders (for acquired language impairments, 
see ¤ language pathology).

2 .  D e f i c i t s  o f  s o m e 
 d e v e l o p m e n t a l  l a n g u a g e 
i m p a i r m e n t s

Deficits of developmental language  impairments 
that are caused by (congenital) physical dis-
abilities are usually specific to the abnormality 
associated with the disorder and are usually 
accompanied with compensatory articulations 
or strategies that individuals develop to over-
come or minimize the impairment deficit. What 
follows are deficit descriptions of most widely 

known and studied developmental language 
impairments that have been observed among 
speakers of Arabic.

2.1 Hearing loss and speech of the hearing 
impaired

Hearing loss directly impacts auditory and 
receptive processing abilities (of the under-
lying phonological, morphological, syntactic, 
semantic, pragmatic systems, etc. of language 
rules), which in turn impairs articulatory and 
expressive abilities. Children with hearing loss 
have no way of assessing the linguistic input or 
accessing a proper representation of the speech 
code nor of monitoring their own speech. 
Language impairment varies according to the 
degree of hearing loss and onset, whether pre- 
or post-lingually; hence the ability to develop 
compensatory skills varies accordingly (includ-
ing use of speech, lip-reading, and signing; ¤ 
sign languages). For example, a mild (sensory-
neutral) hearing loss mainly affects the high fre-
quencies, resulting in the reduced ability to hear 
consonantal information – consonants being 
higher pitched than vowels – important for 
comprehension of auditory information. To a 
lesser extent, high vowels may also be affected 
more so than low vowels, the former being 
relatively higher pitched than the latter. Speech 
of the hearing impaired is usually character-
ized by sound/syllable/word omission and/or 
distortion, high-pitched segments, and uncoor-
dinated speech breathing patterns, resulting in 
an abnormal tone of voice. Additional charac-
teristics include the use of simple sentence con-
structions, inflexible or stereotyped language 
style, overuse of content words (such as nouns 
and verbs), and underuse of function words 
(auxiliaries, conjunctions, and prepositions). 
Similarly, temporary hearing loss caused by 
an illness such as a history of otitis media usu-
ally results in similar impediments to language 
acquisition, since fluctuation in auditory output 
may impede the process of analyzing, categoriz-
ing, and organizing auditory information (see 
Gold 1980; Bamford and Saunders 1991).

2.2 Cleft palate

Cleft palate is a congenital physical defect in 
which the closure of the velo-pharyngeal port 
is incomplete. It mainly affects the production 
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of vowels and oral obstruent phonemes (requir-
ing intra-oral pressure) such as stops, fricatives, 
and affricates. Thus, vowels are nasalized and 
oral obstruents are produced with weak pres-
sure. Additionally, nasal emission, weak or 
strong expiratory air, glottal replacement, glot-
tal reinforcement, and backing are character-
istic compensatory articulations of cleft palate 
impairment. Crosslinguistic data suggest that 
cleft palate deficits are universal and may per-
sist even after repair, depending on many fac-
tors such as type of cleft and time of repair (e.g. 
Bronsted a.o. 1994; Bzoch 1997; Bernhardt and 
Stemberger 1998).

2.3 Specific language impairment and 
 phonological disorders

Unlike the above conditions, specific language 
impairment (SLI) is not specific to a particular 
physical abnormality. Children with SLI exhibit 
no physical disability, mental retardation, or 
neurological damage. They display normal 
hearing and age-appropriate scores on nonver-
bal intelligence tests. The number of children 
with SLI seems to be significant. According to 
a U.S. survey, about 5–10 percent of children 
exhibit language delay, some of whom are 
able to catch up later, but some seem to con-
tinue to show persistent problems (Bishop and 
Leonard 2000:ix). SLI is generally character-
ized in terms of significant deficit or delay in 
language development. Thus, children whose 
language development lags behind other chil-
dren in the same age group are considered to 
have SLI. Based on crosslinguistic evidence, SLI 
deficits include late emergence of first words, 
late emergence of word combinations, a pro-
tracted period of lexical development, problems 
with inflectional forms (e.g. grammatical mor-
phemes for agreement and tense as in he plays 
football > he play football), and more difficulty 
with language production than with language 
comprehension (Leonard 2000). Additionally, 
children with SLI acquiring a language with 
rich morphology (what is referred to as the 
Sparse Morphology Hypothesis) are found to 
be generally less impaired than children with 
SLI acquiring a language with impoverished 
morphology. Errors in the production output 
of the former are usually characterized with 
substitutions but not omission. Function words 

seem to be problematic for children with SLI 
regardless of the nature of the morphological 
system of their language, due to the presence of 
additional production factors such as prosodic 
features (Leonard 2000). Finally, to be identi-
fied as exhibiting SLI, a child with phonological 
disorders needs also to perform poorly on other 
measures of language (e.g. exhibiting deficits in 
comprehension, production, and grammar); a 
child with only a phonological deficit is con-
sidered to exhibit simply ‘a language disorder’, 
not SLI (Leonard 1998:13–14). Children who 
are developing normally resort to naturally 
 occurring phonological and phonetic processes 
as a means of simplifying or approximating 
mature adult speech that they cannot yet pro-
duce fully. Phonological disorders are identified 
in children when those processes persist longer 
than usual (see Sec. 5.3 for examples). Thus, 
usually this type of disorder is referred to in 
terms of delay (e.g. Ingram 1990).

3 .  M e d i e v a l  A r a b i c  v i e w s  o n 
l a n g u a g e  i m p a i r m e n t s

The earliest recorded views of language impair-
ments or speech defects are made, although 
in passing, by Sìbawayhi (765–796 C.E.) in 
his Kitàb (II, 415), considered, to the present 
day, to be the most authoritative extant work 
on Arabic grammar. In explaining the close 
proximity of the yà± /y/ with respect to both 
the rà± /r/ and the làm /l/, Sìbawayhi observes 
that al-±alμaÿ ‘one who lisps’ the rà± or the làm 
substitutes for this speech defect by producing 
the yà± [y], since it is the closest of all other 
sounds to the rà± and the làm with respect to 
their points of articulation. Al-Jà™iΩ (780–869 
C.E.), the well-known medieval Arab encyclo-
pedic thinker, linguist, orator, rhetorician, and 
writer, takes more interest in the phenomenon. 
He identifies many different speakers with dif-
ferent types of speech defects in the introduc-
tory chapters of his Kitàb al-bayàn wa-t-tabyìn, 
including al-lajlàj ‘the stutterer’; at-tamtàm ‘the 
one who stutters with tà± [t]; al-fa±fà± ‘the one 
who stutters with the fà± [f ]’; al-±alμaÿ ‘the lisper 
who mispronounces qàf [q] as †à± [≥], sìn [s] as 
μà± [ô], làm [l] as yà± [j] or kàf [k], and rà± [r] as 
yà± [j], ÿayn [y], ≈àl [—] or Ωà± [$]’; ≈ù l-™ubsa 
‘the one whose speech is not heard’; ≈ù l-™ukla 
‘the one whose speech is not clear’; ≈ù r-rutta 
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‘the one whose speech is too fast’; ≈ù l-lafaf ‘the 
one with intermingled speech’; and al-±a≠lam 
‘the one with a cleft lip’. He also discusses the 
necessity of the teeth and the nasal cavity for 
proper pronunciation of sounds and speech 
(Jà™iΩ, Bayàn 15–50). In addition, al-Jà™iΩ con-
siders such defects to be quite different from 
al-xaras ‘muteness’. Although deaf individuals 
may or may not be able to use speech, depend-
ing on the extent of their residual hearing, the 
association between hearing and speaking was 
also observed by al-Jà™iΩ. He states explicitly: 
“A mute person is language-impaired not due to 
defects with his tongue but rather for not hav-
ing heard sounds, speech sounds or  otherwise, 
and therefore he does not know their composi-
tion so as to emulate them” (£ayawàn 404; see 
also Rockey and Johnstone 1979).

Ar-Ràzì/Rhazes (865–925 C.E.), the well-
known medieval Arab scholar and medical 
doctor, seems to have been similarly interested 
in language impairments. He dedicates a siz-
able chapter in his book al-£àwì to the subject. 
In particular, he points to different types of 
impairments attributable to congenital abnor-
malities of the tongue due to tongue size (al-
±aratt ‘the one with a too-big tongue’, al-±alkan 
‘the one with a too-wide tongue’, and al-±alμaÿ 
‘the one with a too-short tongue’), weakness 
of the muscle/nerve of the middle ear, and 
what is widely known today as lingual frenum. 
With respect to lingual frenum, ar-Ràzì states: 
“The more forward in the mouth the frenum 
is placed, the more speech becomes impeded” 
(£àwì 207; see also Rockey and Johnstone 
1979:233). In addition, he mentions at least 
three main types of stutterers: al-fa±fà± ‘the 
one who stutters with the fà± [f ]’; al-±alμaÿ ‘the 
one who pronounces sìn [s] as μà± [θ] or rà± [r] 
as ÿayn [y], làm [l] or yà± [j]’; and at-tamtàm 
‘the one who stutters with tà± [t] and mìm [m]’ 
(£àwì 208). He points out that luμÿa ‘lisp’ is 
caused by the short length of the frenulum, as 
a temporary phonological disorder that goes 
away with age, and briefly mentions develop-
mental speech delay in children (±ab†a±a kalàm 
al-±a†fàl; £àwì 208). Ar-Ràzì also speculates on 
the brain as a possible source of speech impair-
ments when accompanied with a disorder of the 
™awàss ‘senses/sensory perception’ (£àwì 211; 
Rockey and Johnstone 1979:234), implying a 
brain-acquired language disorder (¤ language 
pathology).

4 .  D a t a  f r o m  r e c e n t  s t u d i e s 
o n  A r a b i c

Data reported in contemporary studies on devel-
opmental language impairment with respect to 
Arabic relate to three areas: speech of the hear-
ing impaired, cleft palate disorders, and phono-
logical disorders in SLI.

4.1 Speech of the hearing impaired

At least one study examines the speech of 
some hearing-impaired speakers of Egyptian 
Arabic. Ammar and Rifaat (1998) examined 
the acoustic characteristics of ten prelingually 
deaf females within the age range of 13–18 
years. All the subjects were diagnosed as having 
severe to profound hearing loss. Ten normally 
hearing subjects within the same age range were 
included as a control group. The study focuses 
mainly on examining three widely attested 
features of deaf speech: high pitch, segment 
lengthening, and vowel reduction (in quality). 
The study therefore focuses on the three corre-
sponding acoustic characteristics: fundamental 
frequency, duration frequencies, and formant 
frequencies, respectively. All participants were 
required to read four words containing long 
vowels flanked by similar consonants. The 
four words were fàl ‘omen’, fìl ‘elephant’, fùl 
‘beans’, and fàr ‘mouse’. The words were ran-
domized and presented to the participants in 
five lists. The main findings of the study reveal 
a statistically significant difference across the 
two groups with respect to fundamental fre-
quency. In other words, the deaf participants 
exhibited significantly higher pitch in vowel 
production than did their hearing counterparts. 
In addition, whereas the hearing participants 
exhibited the widely attested phenomenon that 
high vowels have higher frequency in similar 
phonetic contexts than low vowels, the deaf 
participants did not.

A similar (statistically significant) difference 
with respect to duration frequencies was also 
found across the two groups. However, both 
groups showed (in line with a generally attested 
observation) that low vowels have higher dura-
tion values than high vowels. The two main 
results above are in line with crosslinguistic 
evidence (e.g. Plant and Hammarberg 1983; 
Oster 1990). An additional finding of Ammar 
and Rifaat’s (1998) study is that fundamental 
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frequency seems to be the better predictor of 
the two, since the results showed that while the 
subjects could not maintain the normal intrinsic 
fundamental frequency distinction between high 
and low vowels, they did maintain the normal 
intrinsic duration distinction between high and 
low vowels. As for the result of formant fre-
quencies, it was found that high vowels of the 
deaf participants were significantly lower (in 
position) than those of their hearing counter-
parts. But no difference was found with respect 
to low vowels. In other words, only high vow-
els were found distorted in the deaf data; low 
vowels remained intact and kept within normal 
position. While this last finding is also observed 
in earlier studies, there is too much variability 
in the production of deaf vowel patterns for 
this observation to be universal.

4.2 Cleft palate

At least one study considers Arabic cleft palate 
data. Shahin (2002) analyzes data from three 
Palestinian-Arabic-speaking children: a girl, age 
3® years, and two boys, ages 5 and 5½ years, 
all with complete (soft and hard) cleft palate. 
The data sets comprised 80 (mostly discrete) 
words produced mostly in picture-naming tasks 
during speech therapy sessions. The data show 
that all three subjects produced vowels as nasal-
ized long vowels with weak expiratory air and 
oral obstruents as weak pressure consonants. 
Additionally, all three subjects exhibited devoic-
ing of /b/ > [%]. Some exhibited devoicing of /d/ 
and /∂/ and backing of /t/ and /†/, realizing them 
all as [k], or realizing /d/, /†/, and /k/ as [q], e.g. 
™a††èthum ‘I put them’ > ™akkèkhum, ba†à†à 
‘potato’ > baqàqà. Some also exhibited glottal 
replacement of stops /b/, /t/, /d/, /k/, and /†/, 
realizing them as [π], as in šurab ‘drink’ > šura±, 
ta™t ‘under’ > ±a™±. At least one subject exhib-
ited nasal emission [b] > [m], e.g. ±abya∂ ‘white’ 
> ±amya∂. Devoicing is explained as a strategy 
for increasing intra-oral pressure to “coun-
teract velo-pharyngeal leak”. More evidently, 
the exhibited backing and glottal replacement 
processes, compensating for the articulation of 
the affected phonemes, result in phoneme con-
flation or merger ‘insensitive’ of the phonemics 
of the language. Thus, the findings of the study 
support the crosslinguistic evidence and the 
general observation that the deficits resulting 
from cleft palate are universal.

4.3 Specific language impairment and 
 phonological disorders

The area of specific language impairment has 
only recently begun to receive interest in studies 
investigating developmental language impair-
ments in Arabic-speaking children. Ammar 
(1992) studies delayed speech in Arabic-speak-
ing children but focuses exclusively on phono-
logical deficits, hence, the conclusions reached 
are not sufficient to relate to SLI findings. 
The study examines the speech of 32 Egyp-
tian children. The subjects belonged to two 
groups: 16 with normal speech and 16 with 
delayed speech. The age range of the former 
was 4 years one month–4 years 10 months; 
the age range of the latter was 4–9 years. The 
phonemic inventories and phonological pro-
cesses exhibited in the output production of 
the groups were compared. The findings reveal 
that out of the 27 Egyptian Arabic conso-
nants reported in Harrell (1957), 14 phonemes 
were acquired at the ‘mastery’ range level (at 
90 percent correct criterion), and the other 13 
were acquired at the ‘customary’ range (of over 
50 percent correct criterion) by the normal 
group. The phonologically disordered/delayed 
group exhibited 10 of the Egyptian phonemes 
at the customary level (at 50–70 percent cor-
rect), 4 phonemes at below the customary 
level (at 25–50 percent correct), and 13 pho-
nemes at much lower than the customary 
level (less than 25 percent correct). As for 
the phonological processes exhibited by the 
participants, 15 such processes were identi-
fied in both groups, including devoicing, de-
emphatization, sibilant fronting, [r] deviation, 
velar fronting, cluster simplification, syllabic 
simplification, diminutization, reduplication, 
metathesis, stopping, backing, consonant dele-
tion, glottal  replacement, and assimilation. The 
normal group exhibited a much lower number 
of processes in their speech samples with very 
low percentages (less than 25 percent), while 
the disordered group exhibited a larger number 
of such processes with considerably higher per-
centages than their normal counterparts.

A more recent study (Salameh 2003; Salameh 
a.o. 2003a, 2003b) investigated both phono-
logical and grammatical disorders, thus falling 
more closely than Ammar’s (1992) study within 
the scope of specific language impairments. 
Salameh a.o. (2003a) focus on the phonologi-
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cal disorders of the impaired participants of the 
study while Salameh a.o. (2003b) focus on the 
grammatical disorders. Salameh a.o. (2003a) 
produce similar findings to those of Ammar 
(1992). Salameh a.o. report on data from two 
groups of bilingual Swedish- and Arabic-speak-
ing children with and without impairment in 
both languages. The two groups consisted of 
20 children, 10 in each group. The two groups 
were matched for age (with age means of 4.96 
and 5.03 for the normal and the delayed group, 
respectively), gender, and time of exposure to 
Swedish preschool and parental Arabic dialect 
at home. The language development of the chil-
dren with impairment was found significantly 
lagging behind other areas of development, 
such as nonverbal intelligence and motor and 
socioemotional abilities, thus fitting inclusion-
ary criteria of SLI. Moreover, they exhibited 
delay in both languages. The children came 
from different Arabic dialect backgrounds, 
in cluding Iraqi, Lebanese, Palestinian, Gulf, 
and Syrian Arabic. Data from the two groups in 
the two languages were compared on the basis 
of a number of phonological simplification pro-
cesses, similar to those examined in Ammar’s 
(1992) study, but with more refined definitions 
of such terms as ‘syntagmatic’ or context-sensi-
tive processes and ‘paradigmatic’ or context-
free processes. The most frequent processes 
were found to be the same for both groups 
and both languages. Syntagmatic processes 
included consonant deletion (e.g. ≈ayl ‘tail’ > 
sei), metathesis (e.g. μalj ‘snow’ > [ôalÀd]), and 
assimilation (e.g. ∂ufda≠ ‘frog’ > dufba≠). Para-
digmatic processes included devoicing (e.g. dib 
‘teddy bear’ > [du%]), and fronting (e.g. warde 
‘flower’ > walib). The main findings revealed 
that the children with impairment displayed 
a significantly higher number of both syntag-
matic and paradigmatic processes in each of the 
two languages than their normal counterparts. 
There were also significantly fewer syntagmatic 
processes in the children with impairment if 
they had been additionally exposed to Swed-
ish input for longer than 1.6 years. Thus, it 
is necessary to know both age and length of 
exposure to assess bilingual children. The gen-
eral conclusion is that both groups seem to fol-
low roughly the same developmental paths as 
monolingual children in each language, based 
on results from Nettelbladt (1983) and Hans-
son and Nettelbladt (2002) for Swedish, and 

Ammar (1992), Dyson and Amayreh (2000), 
and Amayreh and Dyson (2000) for Arabic. 
Children with language impairment, however, 
exhibited a higher degree of phonological sim-
plifications typical of younger children.

Salameh a.o. (2003b) report on the gram-
matical disorders described in Salameh a.o. 
(2003a). They used Pienemann’s (1998) process-
ability model as a base line for language devel-
opment by which morphological agreement 
forms are stipulated to be acquired along a set 
implicational sequence. The earliest stage of 
language development, stage 1, is characterized 
by the emergence of single words or unanalyzed 
chunks, followed by a ‘category’ stage 2, where, 
for example, tense and number suffixes are 
acquired, followed by a ‘phrasal’ stage 3, where 
grammatical-agreement morphemes within the 
same phrase, such as Noun-Adjective agreement, 
are acquired, then an ‘inter-phrasal’ stage 4, 
where grammatical-agreement morphemes across 
phrases, such as Subject-Verb agreement, are 
acquired, and a final stage 5, where subordinate 
clauses emerge. The Arabic results of Salameh 
a.o.’s (2003b) study were based on longitudinal 
data that examined the productive use of the 
feminine plural suffix /-àt/ as in biss-e ‘female 
cat’ vs. biss-àt ‘female cats’, 3rd person singular 
and plural suffixes of the imperfect and the per-
fect as in yaktub ‘he writes’ vs. yaktub-ù ‘they 
write’, and gender and number agreement in 
Noun-Adjective constructions as in kalb kabìr 
‘a big male dog’ vs. biss-e kabìr-a ‘a big female 
cat’ for gender agreement and al-walad al-kabìr 
‘the big boy’ vs. al-±awlàd al-kubàr ‘the big 
boys’ for number.

The main findings show that the children 
with impairment did in fact develop their two 
languages during the twelve months of observa-
tion but did so at a slower pace than their coun-
terparts without impairment. With respect to 
the Arabic data, only three of the ten children 
with impairments progressed to stage 3 (Noun-
Adjective agreement), while all children with-
out impairment progressed to stage 3. Despite 
a number of methodological limitations of the 
study, including the limited Arabic structures 
examined, the mixed colloquial backgrounds of 
the children, and the use of Pienemann’s model, 
which has been shown to be problematic in 
other studies examining Arabic acquisition data 
(Lykke-Nielsen 1997; Alhawary 1999, 2003), 
the general finding of Salameh a.o. (2003b) 
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shows that the children with impairment ex-
hibited problems with inflectional agreement 
forms at the phrasal level – an observation 
supported by crosslinguistic observations of 
children with SLI.

Another study (Abdalla 2002) examined SLI 
in £ijàzì-Arabic-speaking children. The chil-
dren exhibited developmental language-learn-
ing difficulties (both receptive and expressive) 
without displaying nonverbal deficits (including 
hearing, cognitive, behavioral, neurological, or 
psychological deficits). Speech production of 
three groups of children, ten in each group, 
was compared. One group consisted of children 
diagnosed with SLI, while the other two groups 
consisted of children with typical development 
used as control groups matched with those of 
the SLI group by Mean Length of Utterance 
(MLU) and age. The age range of the groups is 
4.0 to 5.3, 4.0 to 5.2, and 2.0 to 3.0 years of the 
SLI and the two control groups, respectively. 
The language level of the SLI group was found 
comparable to approximately that of 24- to 28-
month-old normally-developing children. The 
target structures examined are Subject-Verb 
agreement, tense (present and past), determin-
ers, and prepositions. The findings showed that 
the SLI group exhibited significantly more diffi-
culty in all target forms than the control groups 
did. In particular, the performance of the SLI 
group is marked by more inconsistency than the 
control groups in the use of tense, substitution 
of 1st person in 3rd person masculine and femi-
nine contexts in Subject-Verb agreement cases, 
and omission of determiners and prepositions. 
Such results, based on grammatical-agreement 
mismatches in the SLI group, lend further sup-
port for the general crosslinguistic observation 
that grammatical-agreement deficit is a charac-
teristic of SLI. The study also provides support 
for another generally observed crosslinguistic 
tendency, expressed in the Sparse Morphology 
Hypothesis (see section 2.3 above). The errors 
of the children with SLI acquiring Arabic, an 
inflected language with rich morphology, are 
characterized as substitution rather than omis-
sion errors. More significantly, the correctness 
rate of one of the forms investigated, the past 
tense, is found at 82 percent, as opposed to, 
for example, the 22 percent found in Rice and 
Wexler’s (1996) study of children with SLI 
speaking English, a language with impoverished 
morphology. Thus, children with SLI acquiring 

a language with rich morphology are found to 
be generally less impaired than children with 
SLI acquiring a language with impoverished 
morphology.

Language impairment continues to be of 
interest to Arabists, past and present. Stud-
ies of language impairment in Arabic con-
ducted within current psycholinguistic models 
of analysis have been on the rise. Such studies 
are significant in that they add to the body of 
crosslinguistic evidence on the subject, provid-
ing support for crosslinguistic generalizations 
that often have theoretical implications as well 
(for more discussion of theoretical implications, 
¤ language pathology).
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Language Loss

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Language loss refers to a variety of  phenomena 
relating to the loss of a whole language or a por-
tion thereof by an individual or a speech com-
munity (Freed 1982:1; Jaspaert a.o. 1986:38; 
Lambert and Freed 1982:6). Different defini-
tions converge onto an understanding of lan-
guage loss as partial or complete disappearance 
of one or more linguistic features from the 
grammar of a speaker. This feature can be 
the meaning of a lexical item (reception skills), 
the item itself (production skills), or a language 
rule (phonological, morphological, syntactic, or 
pragmatic). 

A commonly accepted definition in the psycho-
linguistic tradition of language loss in general is 
that it “can be best characterized as difficulty 
in retrieval rather than total loss” (Hakuta and 
D’Andrea 1992) or that language loss is more 
of a “decrease in the ability to have immediate 
access to a word in production and perception” 
(Hulsen a.o. 2002:33), rather than a total loss 
of grammatical notions or lexical knowledge. 
The notion that inaccessibility rather than loss 
is at stake stems from research on memory sys-
tems. In essence, findings about retrieval and 
retention of knowledge in general are extended 
to retention of a specific type of knowledge, 
namely language. Loftus and Loftus qualify 
forgetting “much like being unable to find 
something that we have misplaced somewhere” 
(1976:78). In their view, forgetting is a mat-
ter of temporary inaccessibility, and once the 
right retrieval cue is provided, the information 
sought after could successfully be retrieved.

The literature also makes a distinction be tween 
pathological and nonpathological loss. As the 
terminology suggests, pathological loss occurs 
as a result of physical damage to the brain, as 
in certain types of aphasia (Broca’s aphasics) or 
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simply as a result of aging (¤ language pathol-
ogy). Nonpathological loss occurs in bilingual 
and multilingual situations where one language 
ceases to be used or becomes limited in the con-
texts in which it can be used. In the remainder 
of this entry, only nonpathological language 
loss is covered.

The term ‘loss’ does not imply that there is 
a total or complete loss of a language feature. 
To avoid this implication, some researchers use 
‘attrition’, instead (e.g. Weltens and Grendel 
1993). 

2 .  D o m a i n s  o f  l a n g u a g e  l o s s

In addition to the categorization of individuals 
who can be subject to language loss, another 
categorization has been made, this time in 
reference to the languages that can undergo 
language loss and the contexts in which this can 
happen. De Bot and Weltens (1985) provide a 
useful categorization of the languages and con-
texts where language loss can occur.

i.  Loss of L1 in L1 environment (e.g. dialect 
loss within the dialect community)

ii.  Loss of L1 in L2 environment (e.g. loss of 
native languages by migrant workers)

 iii. Loss of L2 in L1 environment (e.g. foreign-
language loss)

 iv. Loss of L2 in L2 environment (e.g. second-
language loss by aging migrants)

In this categorization, L2 does not necessarily 
stand for the second language a speaker has 
learned; it can refer to any language learned after 
or simultaneously with one’s native language. 

3 .  F a c t o r s  d e t e r m i n i n g 
d e g r e e  o f  l a n g u a g e  l o s s

Weltens and Grendel (1993:144–148) list five 
factors that can explain variation in the degree 
of lexical attrition to which bilinguals are sub-
jected. The length of the period of disuse is one 
of these factors, although it cannot explain all 
the variation between individuals. Some speak-
ers end up retaining more language skills after 
a long period of disuse, compared to speakers 
with a shorter period of disuse. A second factor 
is the original proficiency level. The third fac-
tor is attitude and motivation, both important 
in explaining the amount of lexical loss. The 

fourth factor discussed by Weltens and Grendel 
is the language distance. It is generally assumed 
that the further apart the mother tongue is from 
a second or foreign language, the more difficult 
it will be for a speaker to retain lexical knowl-
edge in the nonnative language. Finally, the lan-
guage environment can also have tremendous 
effects on the degree of attrition. In situations 
where a second or foreign language is widely 
in use, attrition will not proceed as fast as it 
would under circumstances where the second 
or foreign language is not so widespread.

4 .  M e t h o d o l o g i c a l  i s s u e s  i n 
l a n g u a g e  l o s s  r e s e a r c h

Ideally, to determine whether speakers have lost 
a certain feature of their language, one has to 
establish first what is learned or known (origi-
nal proficiency level), choose a time period over 
which to test whether this feature is still pres-
ent in the language system of the speaker, and 
devise a method by which to test this. The first 
step is rather straightforward. A number of tests 
and experiments can indicate whether a speaker 
knows a certain feature of a language system. 

Once the problem of determining the issue 
of ‘knowing’ a linguistic feature is solved, one 
can proceed to test whether this knowledge 
still exists after a certain period of time. In 
psycholinguistic literature, word-recognition 
experiments, for example, can tell us whether 
speakers know if a word X is part of language 
Y and whether they know the meaning of 
the word in question. Picture-naming tasks 
and word-recognition tasks are often used in 
psycholinguistic research on language attrition 
to test production skills and perception skills 
respectively. The advantage of this method 
is clear: instead of a wholesale testing of the 
knowledge of a word (‘do you know what a 
book is called in Arabic?’), one can test this 
knowledge at different levels. Can speakers 
produce the linguistic form if shown a picture 
corresponding to that form? Do speakers know 
the meaning of a word they have identified as 
part of language Y? Do the speakers know the 
exact meaning of word X, or, as in our example 
of ‘book’, only that word X has to do with the 
semantic field of ‘writing’? All these levels can 
be tested in an online method, which adds the 
extra dimension of measuring reaction times in 
the tasks at hand.
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If speakers do not provide the meaning of 
a word, it does not follow that they do not 
know its meaning. The well-known ‘tip of the 
tongue’ phenomenon applies in a large number 
of cases where speakers almost certainly know 
the meaning of words but cannot get to them or 
access them in their mental lexicon. 

In addition to the issue of the original profi-
ciency level, there is also the problem of choosing 
a time interval after which a test or experiment 
can be run to check for language loss. Choosing 
a long period of disuse (e.g. ten years or longer) 
raises the problem of finding speakers who are 
willing to sit for an experiment or test and will 
also be available after such a period of time 
to re-sit for a similar experiment. Choosing 
shorter periods of time might have a test-retest 
effect. One way to get around this problem is 
to test immigrants who left their home country 
when they were adults and settled in a country 
with a different dominant language. Some stud-
ies in this vein are Hulsen (2000) and de Bot 
and Weltens (1992). An alternative method is 
to design a pseudo longitudinal research study 
that is synchronic in nature but uses different 
age groups. For example, in an immigrant com-
munity, one would test the language skills of 
the second generation in their home language 
and compare their skills to those of their par-
ents. Obviously, such a comparison is flawed in 
that the researcher cannot know what the origi-
nal language skills were like before the onset of 
language loss. The same problem would also 
arise when one compares similar age groups 
residing in different countries (El Aissati 1997). 
The purely longitudinal method is certainly the 
one with the most robust results; if there is a 
decrease in language skills, the decrease will be 
easy to identify since there is a clear reference 
point, namely the original proficiency level.

The following review, although not exhaus-
tive, illustrates the studies in this field. 

5 .  E x a m p l e s  o f  c a s e s  o f 
 l a n g u a g e  l o s s

Research on language loss has uncovered a 
number of linguistic features susceptible to loss 
(see Andersen 1982 for a useful list of hypothe-
ses about aspects of language susceptible to lan-
guage loss). In a large number of  publications 
on this issue, reference is made to attrition at 
the level of language and not at the level of the 

speaker. When we read that a given feature is 
not found in a language in an immigration con-
text but is found in the ‘same’ language in the 
original country, we should not assume that a 
speaker has in fact lost this feature. A speaker 
not using the feature in question might simply 
never have learned it. With this in mind, we 
proceed to a brief survey of cases of language 
attrition.

5.1 Lexical knowledge

Knowing a word involves knowing its form, 
its position, its function, and its meaning 
(Nation 1990:31, cited in Weltens and Gren-
del 1993:141). In psycholinguistic tradition, 
this knowledge is measured by the speed with 
which it can be retrieved. Studies on attri-
tion at the lexical level outnumber those on 
other aspects of language attrition because the 
lexicon is the domain most likely to be affected 
by the process of language attrition (Seliger 
1985), but also because of the relative impor-
tance of vocabulary in language learning classes 
(Weltens and Grendel 1993:142). Some of the 
studies dealing with word processing in bilin-
gual contexts, where language attrition is likely 
to occur, are reviewed in Weltens and Grendel 
(1993). The results of these different investiga-
tions conflict in a number of ways, for example 
in the amount of knowledge that was found to 
be subject to loss. Scherer (1957) and Weltens 
(1989) found no lexical attrition, while Bahrick 
(1984) and Verkaik and van der Wijst (1986) 
found some attrition, and others (Geoghegan 
1950 and Schumans a.o. 1985) showed an 
improvement in the lexical knowledge of their 
subjects (Weltens and Grendel 1993:144). Next 
to this variation, in terms of the amount of 
lexical attrition, the authors also cite the rate of 
attrition as an important point of conflict. Thus, 
while Bahrick (1984) reports a 25 percent rate 
of attrition during the first year of disuse, Mes-
selink and Verkuylen (1984) explain that attri-
tion proceeds at a much lower rate in the first 
periods of disuse, and they speak of an ‘initial 
plateau’ before attrition can be evidenced.

At the level of word meaning, Seliger and 
Vago (1991:8) report that in Hungarian spoken 
in the United States, the distinction between 
the verb tud ‘to know how to do something’ 
and the verb ismer ‘to know someone’ has been 
lost as a result of ¤ semantic extension under 
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the influence of English. Another example is 
the category switch (Schmidt 1991), whereby a 
category is maintained at the conceptual level 
but is designated by a different category, for 
example by using prepositions to substitute for 
affixes. Further, loan translation or calquing 
has also been considered as a possible result 
of language loss. Seliger and Vago (1991:8–9) 
provide the example of an L2 phrase trans-
lated into L1, where it is ungrammatical. They 
explain that the German equivalent of the Eng-
lish forget it! is lass es bleiben! But the literal 
translation vergiss es! is attested in contexts of 
language loss.

5.2 Morphosyntax

Morphosyntactic constructions can also be sub-
ject to erosion or loss. For example, Maher 
(1991), drawing on minority languages like Fin-
nish in Minnesota, Slavonic languages in the 
American Midwest, French in Louisiana, and 
Albanian in Greece, reports a tendency to replace 
synthetic forms by analytic forms or periphrastic 
constructions, and, as a result of disappearing 
inflections, a rigid word order replaces a previ-
ously more flexible one. Clyne (1977) reports a 
preference for SVO over SOV among the immi-
grant Dutch population in  Australia. 

A number of morphological changes instan-
tiating language loss have been identified in the 
literature. Weinreich (1966:43) reports the loss 
of the dative/accusative case distinction among 
speakers of German in Texas. Maher (1991:71) 
cites Bhatia (1982) in reporting on an inter-
generational loss of gender, number, and case 
distinctions in the NPs of young speakers of 
Trinidad Hindi. Romaine (1989:73) gives the 
example of gender distinctions in Asia Minor 
Greek, under the influence of Turkish, which 
does not have gender distinctions. Plural forma-
tion has also been documented as a case of lan-
guage loss. Dorian (1978:601) reports that East 
Sutherland Gaelic has lost most of the variation 
it had in plural formation in the speech of semi-
speakers (Dorian’s terminology) of this lan-
guage, who have resorted to the invariable use 
of the suffix -en. A further instance of morpho-
logical loss can be found in the Hebrew spoken 
as an L1 in a dominant L2 environment, where 
the verbal template iCaCe(C) has been found 
to be overgeneralized to other forms in a case 
study (Kaufman and Aronoff 1991:185).

5.3 Phonology

The phonological component has also been the 
subject of some research dealing with language 
loss. Weinreich (1966:18–19) provides a clas-
sic categorization of what could happen in a 
¤ language contact situation, i.e. in situations 
where language loss is very likely to be attested. 
Weinreich speaks of underdifferentiation of 
phonemes, overdifferentiation of phonemes, 
re interpretation of distinctions, and phone sub-
stitution. An example of underdifferentiation is 
the merging of short /i/ and long /i:/ in English 
by French/English bilinguals who produce the 
two as a short vowel, since this distinction is 
not found in French (Romaine 1989). Over-
differentiation can be illustrated by speakers 
of Romansch as a native language who make 
a vowel-length distinction in Swiss German, 
where no such phonological distinction applies. 
Seliger and Vago (1991:9) report that Hungar-
ian/English bilinguals growing up in the United 
States show evidence of attrition in intonational 
patterns of Hungarian as a minority language, 
under the influence of English as a dominant 
language. 

6 .  L a n g u a g e  l o s s  i n  A r a b i c

Studies on Arabic within the psycholinguistic 
tradition are in general very rare, and those 
specific to language loss are even more so. 
Kenny (1996) conducted research on fluency 
rates of adult Arab immigrants in the Detroit 
area, originating from Ramallah. Kenny used 
a combination of sociolinguistic and psycho-
linguistic insights in a ‘Macro-Fluency Model’ 
(1996:234), an approach that has as a goal 
“to provide information about the intensity of 
the overall breakdown of competence in L1, 
that is the loss of a speaker’s ability to retrieve 
and process linguistic elements generally”. His 
results indicate different degrees of processing 
difficulties among the informants, evidenced 
by a higher frequency of silent pauses in the 
speech of immigrants who had been living in 
the Detroit area for 21 years or more. The 
strength of this model, according to Kenny, is 
that it opens a window on the actual speech 
disturbances characteristic of speakers show-
ing signs of language attrition, mainly pauses, 
errors, and false starts. These were correlated 
with external factors, like education level and 
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length of stay. Data for Kenny’s study were 
collected using a questionnaire for the socio-
linguistic background and an interview for the 
speech part. In particular, silent pauses and 
verboseness were taken to be signs of language 
attrition in the study in question.

Kenny (1996) interprets his findings about 
the speech-delivery disturbances as being symp-
tomatic of attrition at the competence level of 
language. This interpretation, however, goes 
against other findings on language attrition. 
Evidence of attrition at the level of competence 
has yet to be provided in studies on language 
attrition. The observed speech ‘disfluencies’ in 
Kenny’s study might as well be indicative of 
troubles at the language-processing level and 
not at the competence level. 

In a more recent article, Kenny focuses his 
search on the relationship between fluency 
in Arabic/English and English/Arabic ¤ code-
switching as an indicator of language attrition, 
and “a variety of temporal, social, and psy-
chological variables” (2002:332). The findings 
of this study indicate a variety of correlations 
between code-switching disfluency and other 
speech disturbances, but they do not support 
a linear interpretation of the relationship of 
speech disturbances with length of stay, or lan-
guage attrition with language disuse.

Another study on language attrition among 
speakers of Arabic is El Aissati (1997), which 
examines the loss of language skills in Moroc-
can Arabic of second-generation youngsters of 
Moroccan descent, born and/or living in the 
Netherlands. The areas examined in this study 
are phonology, morphology, and morphosyn-
tactic sentence processing, at the production 
and perception levels.

6.1 Phonology

To test the production skills in Moroccan Ara-
bic, participants in the study of El Aissati 
(1997) were asked to tell a narrative based 
on a picture book (Mayer 1969). The record-
ings of these narratives were checked for any 
anomalies, especially regarding the so-called 
marked phonemes or segments (like the uvular 
/q/ and the pharyngeals /™/ and / ≠/). Infor-
mants with the lowest language proficiency did 
show some difficulties in pronouncing some 
segments, especially /q/, /š/, and /Δ/. None of 
these three segments is part of the phonological 

inventory of Dutch, which might be the rea-
son for these difficulties. The uvular /q/ was 
substituted by the velar /k/ in a large number 
of cases. The palatals /š/ and /Δ/ were substi-
tuted by the alveolars /s/ and /z/ respectively. 

Next to substitution, the informants in ques-
tion resorted to geminate reduction, which 
might be partly explained by the absence of 
lexical gemination in Dutch. Some of the lexical 
geminates that underwent reduction are /qq/ in 
kayneqqez ‘it is jumping’ and /dd/ in dda ‘he 
took’. Geminates resulting from assimilation, 
especially word-initially, were more affected 
by the process of reduction. Some illustrative 
examples are /dd/ in d-derri ‘the child’, /nn/ in 
nnmel ‘the ants’, and /v/ in ßßba™ ‘the morning’. 
Next to geminate reduction, a speaker with the 
lowest proficiency score in Moroccan Arabic 
resorted to resyllabification. The word nn™el ‘the 
bees’ was produced as ne™™el instead of nn™el. 
The informant turned the monosyllabic word 
with the structure CCCVC into a bisyllabic one 
with the structure CVC.CVC. The initial gemi-
nate nn followed by ™ results in a cluster that is 
not allowed by Dutch syllabification rules. This 
can be an explanation for the resyllabification 
carried out by the informant in question. While 
geminate reduction was observed in a large 
number of the informants, resyllabification was 
limited to one informant who was at a very 
advanced stage of language loss.

The lack of ability to produce a certain 
segment does not necessarily mean that the 
informant in question also cannot perceive this 
segment. The informants in El Aissati’s (1997) 
study took part in an experiment that was set 
up to test the capacity of identifying the marked 
segments /™/ /q/ / ±/ /ß/ and /∂/, none of which 
is part of the Dutch phonological inventory. 
The results indicate that the target group liv-
ing in the Netherlands did not differ from the 
reference group in Morocco in identifying these 
segments. This confirms the general idea that 
production is more affected than perception in 
contexts of language loss.

6.2 Morphology

To test language loss in the area of morphology, 
a plural formation task was elaborated. Plural 
formation in Moroccan Arabic is a rather com-
plex area of grammar, especially when com-
pared with the plural morphology of Dutch. 
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In addition to the Classical Arabic distinction 
between broken plurals and sound plurals, Ara-
bic has a large number of irregular forms. In his 
classic grammar manual for Moroccan Arabic, 
Harrell (1962) devotes 28 pages to plurals in 
this language.

The procedure of the morphology test was 
as follows. Informants were shown a picture of 
one object, and asked to say what it was; then, 
they were shown a picture of the same object 
drawn twice and asked to say what that was. 
The examiner noted the answers on a piece of 
paper. 

The analysis of the results indicated large gaps 
in the knowledge of the speakers. The general 
tendency was that the speakers with the lowest 
proficiency levels opted for a limited number of 
preferred strategies, like the suffixation of -in 
or the suffixation of the Dutch plural marker 
-s, resulting in forms like kursin ‘chairs’, kel-
bin ‘dogs’, žmilin ‘camels’ in one speaker, and 
dubbs ‘bears’, ßenduqs ‘boxes’, ™mars ‘don-
keys’ in another (El Aissati 1997:74).

6.3 Morphosyntax

Languages differ in how they use morphosyn-
tactic cues in sentence processing (MacWhin-
ney and Bates 1989). English, for example, 
relies heavily on word order to determine the 
role of agent in an utterance, while Dutch 
monolinguals rely more on case inflection. To 
examine whether second-generation speakers 
of Moroccan Arabic in the Netherlands differ 
from native speakers of Moroccan Arabic in 
Morocco in the way they process sentences 
in determining the agent function, a test was 
designed manipulating the following cues: word 
order, Subject-Verb number and gender agree-
ment, animacy, and word stress (see El Aissati 
1997:71-95). The results indicate that the group 
growing up in the Netherlands relied slightly 
more on agreement and a little less on animacy 
than the control group. These results can be at 
least partly ascribed to the influence of Dutch. 
Here, too, one can speak of signs of ‘losing’ pro-
cessing strategies of the native language.

7 .  C o n c l u s i o n s

Research on language loss in Arabic is very 
scant. The limited amount of available data sug-

gests that native speakers of Arabic as a minor-
ity language, as a consequence of restricted 
language input, show signs of language loss 
at the different levels of language. This does 
not necessarily imply a loss of linguistic fea-
tures previously under the command of a given 
speaker. More research is certainly needed to 
uncover the processes that the different varieties 
of Arabic undergo when they are transplanted 
in an immigration context or when they are 
used as minority languages.
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Language Maintenance ¤  Language 
Shift: Amazigh

Language Pathology

Language pathology’ (also known as ‘language 
disorder’ or ¤ ‘language impairment’) refers 
to deficiencies in language use (production or 
comprehension or both) due to a clear physi-
cal cause. Roman Jakobson (1971) was prob-
ably the first linguist to stress the insights that 
can be drawn from pathological deficits in 
linguistic performance. What he called ‘experi-
ments in nature’, he argued, not only provide 
information on the nature of the deficit itself 
but also provide a testing ground for theo-
retical linguistic claims and psycholinguistic 
models of language acquisition and use. Over 
the past few decades, language deficits have 
indeed been used to argue for the psychological 
reality of constructs developed within linguistic 
theory. Likewise, both psycholinguists who fol-
low the Chomskyan ‘nativist’, ‘autonomous’, 
‘modular’ tradition and those who adhere to 
the more ‘cognitivist’, ‘interactive’, ‘connection-
ist’ position often turn to language-impaired 
populations as a source of neurolinguistic and 
psycholinguistic data to support their claims.
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Language pathologies are distinguished 
from speech pathologies in that the former are 
concerned with dysfunctions of the symbolic 
linguistic system, including manifestations of 
the deficit in all modes of language use such 
as writing, reading, speech, hearing, and sign-
ing (e.g. aphasia, dyslexia, agraphia), while the 
lat ter are concerned with the use of sounds 
without any reference necessarily to meaning 
or phonology (e.g. aphonia, stuttering, or hear-
ing impairment). The traditional classification 
of language pathologies is along the lines of 
production and comprehension. Several terms 
have been used to refer to this distinction, 
e.g. expressive/receptive, motor/sensory, decod-
ing/encoding. Another classification within the 
field reflects whether the disorder affects the 
linguistic system during the course of its devel-
opment (developmental language disorder), or 
after the system is realized (acquired language 
disorder). 

1 .  D e v e l o p m e n t a l  l a n g u a g e 
d i s o r d e r s

By the age of five or six most children will have 
mastered the sound system and the basic struc-
ture of their native language. Although there 
will be aspects of the language that they con-
tinue to refine, by six years old they will have 
an impressive vocabulary and a more impres-
sive command of syntax. They can take part in 
conversations and use language appropriately 
in most social situations. There are children, 
however, who, in the absence of any organic 
etiology (e.g. cleft palate or hearing impair-
ment), produce speech that exhibits a sound 
system that is deviant from adult language, have 
difficulties acquiring new words or using newly 
acquired words, or tend to acquire simpler, 
more frequently used and concrete vocabulary 
items limited to names of persons and objects. 
Likewise, there are other children who continue 
to use words and phrases stripped of gram-
matical morphemes, such as plural or past tense 
markers or articles, and there are those who 
produce short or incomplete utterances, often 
with incorrect word order. Complex structures 
such as passives or embedded questions may 
appear much later in development or not at all. 
These language-disordered children often show 
deficiencies in all aspects of language (phono-
logical, morphological, syntactic, semantic, and 

pragmatic) that manifest themselves in produc-
tion as well as comprehension. 

Language disorders are often but not neces-
sarily associated with well-defined physical hand-
icaps such as cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, 
autism, brain injury, and hearing impairment. 
Normal hearing is essential for oral language 
development. Consequently, some language 
disorders can be attributed to hearing impair-
ment or loss; the extent of the language disor-
der is positively correlated with the amount and 
time of onset of hearing loss (partial or total) 
the child suffers (¤ language impairment). In 
many cases of developmental language disor-
ders, however, it is not possible to specify the 
cause or causes of the language deficit.

One of the most studied syndromes that 
affect the developing sound system is known 
as Phonological Disorder. The speech produc-
tion of children in this category exhibits a 
sound system that is deviant from the target or 
adult language and which continues beyond the 
norms of development. The disorder manifests 
itself in substitution errors such as substitut-
ing glides for liquids or stops for fricatives, or 
omission errors such as word-final stop deletion 
(see Dyson and Amayreh 2000). Stoel-Gam-
mon and Dunn (1985) characterize the pattern 
of substitution and omission in phonological 
disorders within the framework of Natural 
Phonology. Assuming an adult-like underlying 
representation, the disorder then is the result of 
the application of natural simplifying phonetic 
processes such as fronting or gliding. Dinnsen 
and Elbert (1984) and Dinnsen (1993), how-
ever, attribute the errors to an underspecified 
underlying representation that varies among 
children (thus explaining the different patterns 
of substitution and omission observed in this 
disorder). For a full review, see Dinnsen (1996a, 
1996b). Ingram (1989) argues that the disorder 
is one of delay rather than deviance, since 
the phonetic inventory of phonologically disor-
dered systems resembles those of younger nor-
mally developing children. Ingram also argues 
that the reduced inventory is the result of 
merger between segments. Instrumental analy-
ses, however, of the acoustical quality of these 
children’s reduced inventory have revealed that 
the children indeed have some knowledge of 
the underlying target distinctions (see Maxwell 
and Weismer 1982; Hoffman a.o. 1983; Forrest 
a.o. 1990). Maxwell and Weismer (1982), for 
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example, found that the child under investiga-
tion who collapsed or merged the voice con-
trast between /t/ and /d/ nevertheless used Voice 
Onset Time (VOT) for producing an adult-like 
[d] and for distinguishing [d] from other voiced 
obstruents and from voiceless obstruents. They 
argue that although the phonemic inventory is 
perceptually reduced, the children’s underlying 
system retains the adult phonemic distinctions, 
albeit differently.

Developmental Aphasia (also known as con-
genital aphasia or childhood aphasia) tradition-
ally referred to comprehension and production 
language disorders that are not attributed to 
postnatal neurological damage, hearing impair-
ment, mental retardation, or social or physical 
deprivation (the term is controversial since it 
reflects diagnosis by exclusion rather than by 
confirmed neurological evidence). The child’s 
language is characterized by limited vocabulary, 
short utterances, and a high degree of gram-
matical morpheme omission. Recently, the term 
Specific Language Impairment (SLI) has been 
used to refer to this syndrome. There is dis-
agreement in the literature as to whether word 
order or phrase structure is affected in SLI. The 
consensus, however, is that SLI children suf-
fer from damage to grammatical morphology, 
with inflectional morphology (free and bound 
grammatical morphemes encoding case, gen-
der, number, person, etc.) being most impaired. 
SLI children either omit or use grammatical 
morphemes incorrectly. Abdalla (2002) inves-
tigated tense, Subject-Verb agreement, deter-
miners, and prepositions in the production of 
children speaking £ijàzì Arabic with SLI. She 
found that the performance of SLI children was 
significantly different from that of matched-age 
and matched-language groups, with more errors 
of substitution than deletion. The SLI children 
in her study, for example, substituted 1st per-
son for 3rd person and masculine for feminine, 
as well as the imperative verb form for the 
finite tense marking (see Safi-Stagni 1992 for 
similar findings on agrammatic aphasic speak-
ers in the same dialect). Clearly, with highly 
inflectional languages like Arabic and Hebrew, 
children with SLI tend to have fewer omissions 
than in English. The linguistic accounts of the 
syndrome suggest that the normal develop-
ment of the grammatical representations (the 
central grammatical module) is disrupted (see 
Clahsen 1991; Gopnik and Crago 1991; Leon-

ard a.o. 1992). The psychological accounts, on 
the other hand, suggest a processing impair-
ment, such as an auditory processing prob-
lem or a short-term memory deficit. Most of 
the empirical results, however, are consistent 
with a missing-agreement hypothesis where SLI 
children have problems establishing agreement 
relations in grammar, e.g. Subject-Verb agree-
ment, agreement within noun phrases, and case 
and gender agreement (see Rice and Otting 
1993; Clahsen and Rothweiler 1993). For a full 
review, see Bishop (1992, 1997) and Leonard 
(1998). 

Children exhibiting a selective deficit to the 
processing of the written code (reading, writ-
ing, and/or spelling) are called dyslexic, and the 
deficit is known as Developmental Dyslexia. 
Dyslexia (which also includes dysgraphia) is 
characterized by systematic but peculiar read-
ing and spelling errors (such as reversed or 
misordered letters), poor directional ability 
that often confuses left and right, difficulty in 
naming letters of the alphabet or correlating 
graphemes with phonemes, difficulty reading 
nonsense words, and better reading perfor-
mance of concrete as opposed to abstract words 
(see Ellis 1993; Miles 1993). 

Many researchers believe that language acqui-
sition and language processing involve rules 
and representations that form a distinct cogni-
tive subsystem. Others believe that the rules 
and representations developed within linguistic 
theory are epiphenomena of the more general 
and basic cognitive processes used in general 
learning. Since various components of gram-
matical knowledge develop in parallel, with 
normal development, it is difficult to determine 
whether any component is autonomous. Disor-
ders of language during the early years of lan-
guage development, such as SLI, can shed light 
on the nature of the developing representations 
and processes involved in normal acquisition. 
Developmental language pathologies attributed 
to genetics (autism or Down syndrome) have 
been used to argue for innate domain-relevant 
rather than domain-specific mechanisms that 
are crucial to language acquisition and devel-
opment. See Elman a.o. (1996) and Karmiloff-
Smith (1997, 2001) for a full discussion of the 
contribution the study of atypical language has 
to the question of innateness and to the bigger 
issues of nature vs. nurture or the role of gene 
vs. environment.
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2 .  A c q u i r e d  l a n g u a g e 
 d i s o r d e r s

The total or partial inability to understand or to 
use language in any one of its forms as a result of 
brain damage is known as ‘aphasia’. The type and 
extent of the language disturbance is a function 
of the site and size of the associated brain lesion. 
Aphasias are qualitatively different from non-
aphasic disorders of speech such as dysarthria 
(speech disorders due to paralysis or weakness 
of the speech muscle) or verbal apraxias (disor-
ders of sequenced movements in the absence of 
speech muscle weakness or paralysis). 

One of the first outcomes of the study of lan-
guage pathologies, adult aphasia in particular, 
is the correlation of language functions or com-
ponents with brain sites (the localizationist the-
ory). In this theory, which was proposed back in 
1885 with the Wernicke-Lichteim model, pro-
duction and comprehension, reading and writ-
ing, inflectional morphology, or even regular vs. 
irregular morphology are localized in different 
brain regions such as Broca’s area, Wernicke’s 
area, the angular gyrus, the arcuate fasciculus, 
etc. Evidence, however, from patients who had 
lesions in Broca’s or Wernicke’s areas and who 
presented different language deficits, as well as 
patients who exhibited similar language dif-
ficulties as a result of lesions in different areas, 
has been used to advance the opposite view that 
claims that every region in the brain is equally 
involved in all language functions (the theory 
of equipotentiality). Despite the controversy, in 
the majority of cases where language was dis-
rupted as a result of brain damage, the lesion is 
in or around the classic Broca’s and Wernicke’s 
areas. Additionally, data from brain-damaged 
adults and children have been relevant to issues 
of hemispheric lateralization or asymmetry and 
to questions of the roles of each hemisphere in 
language processing. 

The classic taxonomy of aphasic syndromes 
was either neurologically (e.g. Broca’s or Wer-
nicke’s aphasia) or behaviorally (e.g. anomia) 
motivated, or both (e.g. conduction aphasia). 
Broca’s aphasia, associated with lesions to 
 Broca’s area, is also known as non-fluent apha-
sia, expressive aphasia, efferent aphasia, verbal 
aphasia, and encoding aphasia and is charac-
terized by telegraphic speech (characteristically 
lacking grammatical markers), which is uttered 
slowly, with great effort and poor articulation 

and a relatively intact comprehension. Wer-
nicke’s aphasia is correlated with lesions to 
Wernicke’s area and is also known as fluent 
aphasia, expressive aphasia, sensory aphasia, 
and decoding aphasia. Wernicke’s aphasics pro-
duce well-articulated long structures with nor-
mal grammatical marking and correct prosody, 
which are nevertheless abnormal since they are 
devoid of content and are replete with circum-
locutionary phrases or verbal or phonemic sub-
stitutions. The comprehension of Wernicke’s 
aphasics is usually severely disrupted. 

Goodglass and Kaplan (1972) and Goodglass 
(1982) offer a classification along the lines of 
comprehension and production, which is based 
on the nature of the language disturbance rather 
than lesion site. Auditory and visual compre-
hension can be disrupted jointly or indepen-
dently. In the former, affected individuals fail 
to attach meaning to words or structures they 
hear, particularly if the words are presented in 
isolation or the structures are complex, while 
in the latter, affected individuals may not be 
able to recognize individual letters or attach 
meaning to symbols they see written on a page 
(a syndrome also known as alexia). The most 
prominent of production disorders are word-
finding difficulty, paraphasia, and loss of gram-
mar or syntax. These can affect oral as well as 
written production (a phenomena described 
as ‘agraphia’). Difficulties in naming (things, 
objects, or persons) where the individuals know 
what they want to say but cannot ‘find’ the 
right word or cannot get the right word ‘acti-
vated’, are known as word-finding difficulty. 
Sometimes, affected individuals cannot find or 
retrieve a word but can talk about it. If this dif-
ficulty occurs in the absence of all other aphasic 
symptoms, the condition is known as anomia. 
Often, patients (typically Wernicke’s aphasics) 
produce phonemic (sound-based) paraphasias 
(word substitutions) or verbal (meaning-based) 
paraphasias to substitute for words they can-
not retrieve. At times, the patient substitutes 
the missing word with an invented form or a 
neologism. The loss of grammar or syntax is 
apparent in the production of short utterances 
that are either stripped of grammatical markers 
(a phenomenon also known as agrammatism) 
or carry the wrong markers (paragrammatism). 
For a full review, see Bates and Wulfeck (1989), 
Bates and MacWhinney (1991), and Crystal 
and Varley (1998). 
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Safi-Stagni (1991, 1992) describes the mani-
festation of aphasia in two agrammatic speak-
ers of the £ijàzì dialect of Saudi Arabia. The 
agrammatic speakers in the study showed rela-
tively intact auditory and reading comprehen-
sion with a severe naming deficit and a severe 
agraphia, being able to write only their names, 
addresses, and letters of the alphabet. Their 
oral production was laborious and replete with 
substitution errors. Both individuals substituted 
major content words and function words such 
as pronouns and clitics, and above all inflec-
tional bound morphemes marking tense, gender, 
and number. The substitutions, however, were 
always within category, i.e. one clitic pronoun 
for another or one tense marker for another. 
One of the most pronounced difficulties these 
patients exhibited lay in the breakdown of 
agreement relations, specifically of those mark-
ing number and gender. The breakdown was 
sensitive to structural constraints, i.e., it was 
more evident across phrasal boundary (e.g. 
between NP and VP) than within phrasal cat-
egory (e.g. between adjective and noun within 
an NP). Safi-Stagni argues that the ‘manifesta-
tion’ of agrammatism is language-dependent, 
insofar as the production errors of the affected 
individuals occur within the morphophono-
logical constraints of the affected language. 
Thus, in Arabic, grammatical morphemes are 
substituted, as opposed to the deletion observed 
in Indo-European languages like English (the 
omission of grammatical markers in Arabic 
would result in unpronounceable three-conso-
nant roots).

Mimouni a.o. (1995) describe an agramma-
tic Lebanese bilingual (Arabic-French) patient 
whose oral production was severely impaired 
but whose oral and written comprehension of 
single words was spared. Sentence comprehen-
sion, on the other hand, was severely affected 
in both Arabic and English. He showed pat-
terns of semantic paraphasias and a plethora of 
errors mainly on morphological markers and 
prepositions. Mimouni a.o. argue that although 
the patient’s written comprehension in general 
was better preserved in Arabic than in French, 
the locus of the selective ‘functional’ lesion was 
limited to the output lexicon but affected the 
same component in both Arabic and French. 
More recently, Friedmann (2001) presented 
findings of a syntactic analysis of 14 Hebrew 
and Palestinian Arabic agrammatic patients. 

Friedmann uses the Tree Pruning Hypothesis 
(TPH) to provide a unified account for the 
patterns of dissociations observed within and 
between languages (like English and Arabic), 
where structures that relate to high nodes of the 
tree (e.g. full relatives and embeddings as well 
as WH-questions) are impaired, whereas lower 
structures (e.g. agreement inflection, reduced 
relatives, non-finite verbs, and yes/no questions 
in Hebrew and Arabic) are spared. The under-
lying deficit, then, is in the inability to project 
the syntactic tree to its highest nodes of TP and 
CP. Friedmann uses these findings to argue for 
the psychological reality of the syntactic tree.

Within the domain of psycholinguistics, pat-
terns of impaired and intact language func-
tions are explained in terms of damage to one 
or more components of a theory or model 
of normal language processing in an attempt 
to draw conclusions about language process-
ing in normal subjects. For example, the fact 
that the processing elements (or modules) of 
language (e.g. inflectional morphology) can be 
and are selectively impaired (e.g. in agram-
matic and SLI cases) has been used to sup-
port hypotheses regarding the ‘modularity’ or 
autonomy of cognitive systems advocated by 
Chomsky (1980, 1999), Gardner (1983), and 
Fodor (1983). Data from language disorders 
are relevant to the understanding of the mental 
representations and computations involved in 
language use (production and comprehension) 
and acqui sition. For example, using aphasic 
data, computational distinctions have been 
drawn between inflectional and derivational 
affixation (see Badecker and Caramazza 1989). 
Garrett (1980, 1984) develops a model of 
language production using evidence from both 
speech errors and aphasic patients. Safi-Stagni 
(1991, 1992) correlates the aphasic errors with 
speech errors of normal speakers of £ijàzì 
Arabic and attributes the aphasic deficit to a 
breakdown in the operations that specify the 
positional level in Garrett’s model. Safi-Stagni 
(1995) uses the discrepancy in the performance 
of an Arabic-speaking patient in reading aloud 
simple vs. complex forms to argue for the 
decompositional view of processing complex 
forms. The substitution (almost always within 
class) of grammatical morphology shows that 
complex forms are stored decomposed and 
that speech production involves a process of 
assembly. In the same study, Safi-Stagni also 
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reports an observed discrepancy in the process-
ing of derivationally vs. inflectionally complex 
forms with a 50 percent success rate in reading 
the former as opposed to 2 percent in reading 
the latter. Additionally, a frequency effect was 
noted for derived but not for inflected forms.

In a study investigating aspects of the  mental 
lexicon (representation, organization, and access), 
Mimouni a.o. (1998) describe two agram matic 
speakers of Algerian Arabic. Both speakers in 
their study were bilingual (Arabic-French). Both 
individuals had lesions in the left hemisphere, 
which left them with a mild right  hemiplegia. 
The female speaker exhibited a mild oral com-
prehension deficit of morphologically complex 
words and sentences, but a severe comprehen-
sion deficit when the same complex words and 
sentences were presented in writing. The second 
speaker (a male subject) had a relatively intact 
oral production with a severe impairment in 
oral and written comprehension of morpholog-
ically complex words and sentences. Mimouni 
a.o. used a lexical decision task of regular 
(sound) vs. irregular (broken) plural forms in 
Arabic to compare the performance of normal 
and language-disordered Arabic subjects. Their 
study revealed a discrepancy in the process-
ing of irregular vs. regular forms of plurals in 
Arabic, with the irregular forms indicating a 
whole-word access strategy, while a decompo-
sitional strategy of word-plus-affix was used 
for the regular ones. They argue that although 
the overall pattern of lexical access for both 
normal and aphasic subjects was the same, the 
aphasic subjects in their study showed a higher 
Reaction Time (RT). Accordingly, the speakers’ 
performance (on the lexical access) was simply 
slower than normal subjects rather than lexical 
access being unavailable. Recently, Prunet a.o. 
(2000) used production errors from an Arabic-
speaking aphasic as well as normal subjects 
(speech errors and language games) as evidence 
for the independent psychological status of the 
consonantal ¤ root as a computational unit 
used in production (a theoretical framework 
proposed by McCarthy [1981] and [1982] for 
Semitic languages). 

Many researchers believe that reading and 
writing involve the mapping of written forms 
onto phonological representations and as such 
require prior activation of a phonological code, 
arguing that the initial stage of word recogni-
tion consists of extracting a pronunciation from 

sublexical units (also known as the phonologi-
cal route to reading). Thus, the recognition of 
spoken and written words is the same. There 
are others who maintain that entire written 
words are recognized prior to being understood 
or transformed into sounds (also known as 
the lexical route to reading). The third group 
of researchers argue that reading and writing 
must involve both a phonologically mediated 
subword translation process (for reading novel 
forms) and a whole-word recognition and pro-
duction process (for reading words with regu-
lar spelling). The relative contribution of the 
phono logical as opposed to the lexical routes to 
processing written forms hinges on the nature 
of the orthographic system used, i.e. whether 
the language uses deep orthography where 
there is no one-to-one grapheme-to-phoneme 
correspondence, or whether the orthography is 
shallow where the relationship is transparent 
(Bentin and Frost 1987). Since Arabic has two 
types of orthographies (deep when written with-
out diacritics and shallow when all the vowels 
are indicated with diacritics), it can be used to 
test the claim that individuals with Deep Dys-
lexia will present more semantic errors when 
confronted with deep orthographies. Beland 
and Mimouni (2001) describe a bilingual Ara-
bic/French patient (ZT) who showed typical 
symptoms of Deep Dyslexia, such as semantic 
errors and morphological errors, concreteness 
effect when reading aloud, and impossibility 
of reading nonwords. The distribution of ZT’s 
errors was significantly different in the two 
languages he spoke, with more semantic errors 
in French and more translation errors in Ara-
bic. In addition, Beland and Mimouni (2001) 
show that the percentage of correct responses 
was significantly higher when ZT read Arabic 
stimuli presented in deep orthography than 
in shallow orthography. They also found that 
semantic errors (a key feature of Deep Dys-
lexia) occurred with the same proportion in 
both of the patient’s languages. Interestingly, 
the concreteness effect, function word effect, 
and lexicality effect were found to be the same 
in both of his languages, whereas grammatical 
class effect was found only in Arabic (ZT had 
more difficulty reading verbs than nouns and 
adjectives). Beland and Mimouni attribute the 
discrepancy to ‘the heavy morphological load 
characterizing Arabic verbs’. 

The study of language pathologies has over 
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the decades provided (and continues to pro-
vide) insights not only into the units of gram-
matical knowledge but also into the nature of 
the representations of these units and the men-
tal computations involved in their acquisition 
and use (comprehension and production). 
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Sabah M.Z. Safi (King Abdulaziz University)

Language Policies and Language 
Planning

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The place of Arabs in the modern world has 
been determined to a large extent by the fact 
that, beginning around the end of World War 

I and well into the post-World War II period, 
the majority of the countries of the Arab world 
were under British or French mandate, in accor-
dance with the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916. 
The development plans of these countries and 
their emergent political, economic, administra-
tive, and educational systems were established 
during the colonial period and modeled largely 
after the French and British systems. As a 
result of the colonial hegemony at the time, 
the indigenous Arab linguistic, religious, and 
cultural traditions “tended to be swept under the 
carpet” (Findlow 2001). Immediately  following 
independence – mainly as a reaction to years 
of deliberate suppression or marginalization 
of their native language(s) and culture (Haeri 
2000) – Arab countries adopted a general pol-
icy of Arabization in all domains of societal life, 
especially in administration, media, political 
discourse, physical environment, and educa-
tion. The expressed goal of plans, policies, and 
decrees promoting Arabization was the rees-
tablishment and regaining of an autonomous 
Arab identity. In practical terms, this Arabi-
zation policy involved the use of the mother 
tongue, Arabic, in dispensing education to 
Arab children; in communication, self-expres-
sion, and interaction in all societal functions 
and domains; in the naming of streets, shops, 
companies, and other objects of the physical 
environment; and in all public and private oral 
and written communication in administrative 
offices and departments (Shaaban and Ghaith 
1999; Daoud 2002; Marley 2004; Mostari 
2004).

The first Arabization campaigns did not make 
significant gains in Arab societies due to both 
lack of adequate planning and underestimation 
of the degree of entrenchment of the colonial 
systems. However, later campaigns managed 
to overcome many of the shortcomings of 
earlier efforts and to achieve a great degree of 
 success in pre-university education, in the phys-
ical environment, and in public administra-
tion (Maamouri 1998; £ammùd 2000; Mostari 
2004). Despite its gains and successes, the 
Arabization movement fell short of fulfilling its 
promises and was marred by some questionable 
practices regarding indigenous languages other 
than Arabic. Thus, it is clear to any outsider 
coming into the Arab world that the colonial 
language (French or English) still occupies a 
prominent place in daily communication, in the 
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physical environment, and in education, espe-
cially in private business and educational insti-
tutions. Furthermore, speakers of indigenous 
languages other than Arabic, such as Berbers, 
Kurds, Assyrians, Nubians, and southern Suda-
nese, still feel that their language, even when 
tolerated in communication and education, is a 
liability rather than an asset in the job market, 
government, and higher education.

The advent and crystallization of the phe-
nomenon of globalization during the last few 
years of the 20th century, however, has forced 
the Arab countries to revise their original plans, 
for a variety of reasons: in order not to be left 
behind, to survive the assault of external pres-
sures, to create social harmony among all indig-
enous communities, and to maintain global 
competitiveness. The response to globalization 
and to the pressures applied on the Arabs after 
the 9/11 attacks in the United States came in the 
form of a reevaluation of educational systems 
and curricula that were partly blamed for the 
development and promotion of a culture of vio-
lence and intolerance in the Arab Middle East 
(Chugtai 2004; Dokainish 2004). In addition to 
implementing major changes in religion curri-
cula, the Arab countries opted for reviving and 
strengthening foreign-language education, as 
well as for maintaining and expanding the use 
of minority languages (Marley 2004; Benrabah 
2004). Furthermore, serious work is underway 
throughout the Arab world to join and take 
advantage of the fruits of the worldwide revo-
lution in information and communication tech-
nology (ICT) through the medium of the Arabic 
language, in order to empower young Arabs 
with tools and attitudes that help them function 
and prosper in a diversified, multilingual, and 
multicultural world and to provide them access 
to a continuing stream of knowledge coming 
through the Internet and multimedia satellite 
systems.

The challenges facing the Arab world in the 
area of language planning and language policy 
in the age of globalization are too many and 
too complicated to be covered adequately in 
one study. Therefore, it is the intent of the pres-
ent entry to focus on the policies of Arabiza-
tion and the issues associated with them. More 
specifically, this entry first presents a brief 
overview of the current language situation in 
the Arab world. Then it presents, analyzes, and 
discusses policies of Arabization and the related 

issues of standardization and modernization of 
Arabic, the choice of medium of instruction in 
schools and universities (¤ first language teach-
ing). It will also address the place of minority 
languages in the lives of their speakers and in 
the societies in which they live.

2 .  T h e  l a n g u a g e  s i t u a t i o n  i n 
t h e  A r a b  w o r l d

Language in the Arab world is characterized 
by ¤ diglossia and ¤ multilingualism. The 
original definition of diglossia centered on the 
existence of two main varieties of the Arabic 
language, what Ferguson (1959) called High 
(H), which refers to Classical Arabic (CA), 
known in the Arab world as fuß™à; and Low 
(L), which refers to the spoken varieties of Ara-
bic. The concept has been modified and revised 
by many linguists to emerge as the existence of 
a standard-vernacular, or H-L, continuum with 
many variations and overlaps in between (Ben-
tahila and Davis 1991; Parkinson 1992; Owens 
2001). Multilingualism refers to the existence 
of other languages, in addition to the native 
language, in the speech communities that serve 
various communicative functions.

All Arab countries have decreed in their 
constitutions that Arabic is the only official lan-
guage of these countries, but the sociolinguistic 
situation remains far from being dominated by 
a unitary language. The sociolinguistic profile, 
a concept suggested by Ferguson (1971), shows 
that the Arab world exhibits a great degree of 
language diversity, where Arabic and one major 
foreign language, usually French or English, 
serve as major languages; indigenous languages 
serve as minor languages; and a variety of other 
languages serve as special-purpose languages. 
In diglossic terms, the fuß™à and the main 
foreign language constitute the high varieties, 
and the vernaculars, indigenous languages, and 
special-purpose languages constitute the low 
varieties.

The fuß™à, in its Classical Arabic (CA) and 
Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) forms, is used 
in formal written and spoken communica-
tion. It is “the literary dialect which is used 
in the Qur±àn; in most publications includ-
ing books, magazines and newspapers; and 
in formal spoken discourse, including prayer, 
television news broadcasts and formal prepared 
speeches” (Warschauer a.o. 2002). This variety 
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is mutually intelligible among all literate, and 
many illiterate, Arabs from various countries. 
It exhibits slight variations in stress patterns 
and word choice, but its syntax and morphol-
ogy are virtually the same. The vernacular, on 
the other hand, appears mostly as a spoken 
variety and “is used [though not exclusively] in 
conversation, songs, films, and television soap 
operas. As for written forms, it is used in comic 
strips and, occasionally, in novels and short 
stories” (Warschauer a.o. 2002). Researchers 
and scholars have also identified other variet-
ies that lie somewhere between the fuß™à and 
the vernaculars. Blanc (1960), Shaaban (1978), 
Sayah (2002), Boukos (1995), and Zughoul 
(1980) speak of an ‘educated’ form of Arabic 
(¤ Educated Arabic) that draws heavily on 
Modern Standard Arabic for vocabulary and 
morphology but whose syntax and phonology 
are heavily affected by the vernaculars.

The role of foreign languages in Arab societ-
ies remains crucial, and in many countries these 
languages continue to compete with the native 
language in many societal, educational, and eco-
nomic communicative functions.  English and 
French remain the major languages of instruc-
tion at the tertiary level in most professional 
and scientific specializations in most Arab coun-
tries. In Lebanon and in some North African 
countries, the foreign language is the medium 
of instruction for mathematics and sciences in 
the secondary cycle and in some instances even 
earlier, especially in private schools (Shaaban 
1997; Daoud 2002; Marley 2004). In fact, in 
countries where French is the dominant foreign 
language, we find that bilingualism is turning 
into trilingualism as a result of the desire on 
the part of Arab governments to be part of the 
wave of globalization. Thus, “the dynamism 
and complexity of the [language] situation are 
further enhanced by the promotion of several 
foreign languages, especially English as the lan-
guage of science and technology, international 
trade and electronic communication” (Daoud 
2002:207). Even in countries such as Egypt, 
Syria, and Sudan, where Arabic is the main 
language of instruction at the university level, 
English plays a dominant role in the educa-
tion process because it is the major language 
in which research is disseminated worldwide. 
It is important to note that many Arab Gulf 
countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Bahrain are 

planning to start teaching English as a foreign 
language in public schools in the first grade. 
Similar plans are underway in Palestine (Amara 
2003).

Another impetus for the spread of English 
among Arabs is the introduction of informa-
tion and communication technology (ICT) into 
the Arab world; in fact, “emphasis on ICT has 
tended to privilege the use of English over Ara-
bic” (Warschauer 2003).

Minority languages, which have suffered as 
a result of policies of Arabization originally 
enacted “with the apparent aim of creating a 
monolingual nation” (Marley 2004:25), have 
managed to survive in the local communities to 
which they belong, serving as the vernaculars 
alongside spoken Arabic. Recently, however, 
these languages have acquired respectability as 
a result of being allowed to be used in commu-
nication, mass media, and education.

3 .  A r a b i z a t i o n

The terms ‘Arabization’ and ‘Arabicization’ 
have been used interchangeably in the literature 
on language planning in the Arab world to refer 
to the declared ta≠rìb policy of Arabic-speak-
ing countries, which decrees that Arabic is the 
official national language of these countries. 
Although the term ‘Arabicization’ seems to be 
more accurate as a reference to the concept, 
as it involves the language and not the ethnic 
group, ‘Arabization’ is the term most frequently 
used in the literature. Needless to say, this 
definition excludes its use in Arabic linguistic 
terminology to refer to loanwords that enter the 
language through “total assimilation of foreign 
vocabulary into Arabic” (Abu-Absi 1984:113). 
It also excludes its reference to the assimilation 
of non-Arab ethnic minorities and imposition 
of the Arab identity on them.

The policy of Arabization came as a natural 
move on the part of the newly independent Arab 
governments after years of linguistic and cultural 
submission to foreign colonizers during which 
Arabic served as the rallying point of opposition 
to the hegemony of the colonizer. It was a move 
to restore to Arabic all its  natural rights and 
communicative functions as the native language 
of the population. The national constitutions 
that were drawn up after independence in all 
Arab countries stipulate that Arabic is to be 
adopted as the only official language. 
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In the countries of the Maghreb, which were 
under French rule, independence brought with 
it the launching of major Arabization cam-
paigns, whose purpose was to replace French 
with Arabic in the various public sectors, most 
notably in administration, mass media, the 
physical environment, and education. Arabic 
was viewed by leaders of the Maghreb coun-
tries as the symbol of identity and of the rich 
cultural heritage that they share with the Arab 
countries of the Middle East (Marley 2000). 

In the Middle East, on the other hand, the 
nationalist movements in the newly independent 
countries saw Arabic as the major force in their 
drive for a pan-Arab political and economic 
entity extending from the Atlantic Ocean to the 
Arabian Gulf (Barakat 1993). The attempts to 
Arabize administration, mass media, political 
and economic discourse, the physical environ-
ment, and education achieved varying degrees 
of success for a variety of reasons, including 
inadequate preparation and planning; paucity 
of resources; resistance by the elite who owed 
their privileges, especially in administrative 
positions, to their high level of proficiency in 
the  language of the colonizer; and the deep 
resentment of the minority groups, who believed 
that their languages and cultures would be 
 marginalized.

In Algeria, where French rule lasted from 
1830 to 1962, the process of Arabization proved 
particularly difficult. The French left behind a 
heavy legacy in which French was the principal 
language of administration,  education, and the 
environment. The vernaculars, Algerian Arabic 
and ¤ Berber, were nurtured at the expense 
of the fuß™à, and Algerian leaders and civil 
 servants of independent Algeria did not have 
the ability to express themselves in the fuß™à 
(Abu-Absi 1984; Mostari 2004; Benrabah 2004). 
“Several laws, decrees and ordinances aimed 
at implementing Classical Arabic and strength-
ening its position in all public domains were 
duly enacted, reinforced and applied” (Mostari 
2004:27). The initial campaign faced many 
difficulties in the area of education, due to a 
shortage of teachers of Arabic in the country 
and the high cost of importing teachers from 
the Middle East who had to teach as well as 
train local teachers; a lack of linguistically and 
culturally appropriate instructional materials; 
and resistance by Algerian Francophones who 
fought to retain French, claiming that Arabic 

was incapable of coping with the demands of 
technology and modernity.

The Algerian government had to relaunch 
new Arabization campaigns, trying to avoid the 
pitfalls of the original campaign. In 1968, Presi-
dent Boumediene issued a decree which stated 
that “within a period of three years, functionar-
ies should learn enough Arabic to work in the 
language” (Grandguillaume 1991:3). Although 
the implementation of such a decree was not 
very effective, the fact that it represented a 
serious step in the direction of Arabizing the 
administration made it possible to introduce 
other measures, such as the law known as Gen-
eralization of the Use of the Arabic Language, 
which stipulated that by July 1998, all admin-
istrative, financial, technical, and social interac-
tion and communication in public institutions 
should be fully in Arabic (Mostari 2004). The 
Arabization of the environment was also carried 
out at a fast pace in compliance with “Article 
3 of the Circular of July 1976 . . . [which] stated 
its intent to Arabize totally all the external and 
internal signage of public administrations and 
companies and absolutely forbid any inscrip-
tion in a foreign language” (Mostari 2004:28). 
The campaign was successful, but it did not 
entirely change the face of the country because 
many private enterprises opted to keep French 
names in their signs.

The Arabization of education was the most 
painful, especially in the first few years, owing 
to an attempt to achieve too much in a very 
short time. The ambitious plans to Arabize all 
levels of education at the same time backfired, 
creating many logistical and educational prob-
lems and forcing the government to maintain the 
teaching of science and mathematics through the 
medium of French. In an attempt to remedy the 
situation, the Algerian government introduced 
a number of legislative reforms in the 1970s, 
such as the Arabization of all teacher-training 
centers. Furthermore, the government estab-
lished the tradition of holding periodic national 
conferences to assess the Arabization process 
and to move it in new directions. It is impor-
tant to mention that although Arabization at 
elementary and secondary levels was achieved, 
Arabization at the university level failed to take 
hold. The humanities (Arabic language and 
literature, history, Islamic philosophy, and edu-
cation) have been totally Arabized; the social 
sciences (economics, business administration, 
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journalism, law, political science, psychology, 
and sociology) have been Arabized only par-
tially; and the technical and scientific subjects 
(computer science, mathematics, physics, chem-
istry, biology, medicine, and engineering) are 
still taught in French (Mostari 2004).

In Morocco, initial plans for total Arabiza-
tion, adopted after independence in 1956, were 
abandoned in favor of a gradual approach 
in order to avoid the problems of scarcity of 
instructional materials, shortage of teachers, 
and unneeded disruption in the educational sys-
tem (Abu-Absi 1984). Another reason for the 
change in the pace of Arabization was the fear 
that it could lead to a rise in Islamic fundamen-
talism, similar to what had happened in Algeria 
(Marley 2004). One of the major moves in the 
direction of Arabization was the establishment 
in 1961 of the National Institute of Arabiza-
tion Studies and Research, whose function was 
to assess and support the Arabization process 
and to address any problems that might arise 
(Abu-Absi 1984). £ammùd (2000:99) divides 
Morocco’s Arabization efforts into five major 
phases. The first phase, which started in 1958, 
launched the process without affecting the role 
of French; the second phase, 1968–1972, saw 
the completion of Arabization of the elementary 
cycle; the third phase, 1973–1977, involved the 
Arabization of social studies in the secondary 
school; the fourth phase, 1978–1980, witnessed 
intensive efforts to Arabize all secondary school 
subjects; and the fifth phase, 1980 and beyond, 
relaunched a campaign for Arabizing scientific 
subjects in the secondary school to achieve 
total Arabization of pre-university education 
and civil service. The Arabization of univer-
sity  education has not been more successful 
than it was in neighboring Algeria. French 
remains the main medium of instruction in all 
technical and scientific fields, and English is 
entering the  picture as an additional language 
of professional fields. Establishment of the 
English-medium, American-style Al-Akhawayn 
University in Ifrane in 1995 gave English a big 
boost in the country.

Moroccan authorities realized in the 1990s 
(and maybe even earlier) that the Arabization 
policy, despite its importance for the creation 
of a unified Moroccan identity, was in fact 
ignoring the reality of the long-established mul-
tilingual structure of the country, especially the 
vital role of French in Moroccan society and 

the language rights of the Berbers, who con-
stitute more than one-third of the population. 
Therefore, in 2000 the government issued the 
Charter for Educational Reform, which high-
lights three main themes: “the reinforcement 
and improvement of Arabic teaching, diversi-
fication of languages for teaching science and 
technology and openness to Tamazight” (Mar-
ley 2004:31). The charter also provides for the 
establishment of an Arab Language Academy 
charged with modernization of the language. It 
is obvious that the new policy represented by 
the charter recognizes that Arabization has not 
achieved its goals and that the Arabic language 
needs to be developed to become fit for the 
teaching of scientific and professional subjects. 
Furthermore, it opens the door for restoring the 
role of French, as well as the possible introduc-
tion of English in the teaching of science and 
technology.

In Tunisia, the campaign for Arabization fol-
lowed a gradual methodical approach in order 
to ensure a smooth transition from French to 
Arabic as the language of teaching in Tunisian 
schools. Arabic was added, one or two classes at 
a time, with a hiatus from time to time to allow 
for a natural assimilation of the changes. The 
Arabization campaigns, started after indepen-
dence from France in 1956, were accompanied 
by fluctuations in the fortunes of French, which 
was delayed to the fourth grade, then brought 
back to second and third grades, then dropped 
again. Arabization of sciences, mathematics, 
and technical education up to the ninth grade 
was achieved in 1997 (Daoud 2002). In the 
year 1999, the Tunisian government confirmed 
its policy of Arabizing administration and set 
the year 2000 as the deadline for achieving that 
goal. It also emphasized the need to Arabize 
computer software and databases in all pub-
lic institutions, and established committees to 
work on preparing specialized dictionaries in 
all fields of knowledge (Daoud 2002). Tunisia 
was more successful than the other Maghreb 
countries in the area of preparing teachers and 
instructional materials in Arabic. In fact, the 
textbooks are research-based and follow a com-
municative, functional approach that differs 
radically from traditional approaches to teach-
ing Arabic (Habib and Shaaban 1983). Univer-
sity education in technical and scientific fields is 
mainly conducted in French, with a significant 
move toward English as well.
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In the countries of the Middle East, Arabic 
was seriously challenged by the Turks during 
the rule of the Ottoman Empire (1517–1918), 
when Turkish was introduced as the language 
of instruction in schools as well as the language 
of government. However, in the 19th century, 
especially the second half, there was a liter-
ary, cultural, and journalistic renaissance spear-
headed by Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria as well as 
by recent immigrants from the eastern Mediter-
ranean region to the Americas. This literary and 
educational awakening started with Napoleon’s 
campaign in Egypt and Syria in 1799 and the 
subsequent follow-up on what this campaign 
had started by Egypt’s Muhammad Ali Pasha, 
whose rule extended beyond Egypt to include, 
for some time, Syria and Lebanon. The posi-
tion of Arabic was strengthened by the open-
ing of missionary schools in Lebanon, Syria, 
and Palestine (Amara 2003). These mission-
aries represented different Christian churches 
in the West. Their schools taught their own 
respective languages in addition to Arabic, the 
native language of the land: French or Italian 
by Catholics; English by British and American 
Presbyterians, Anglicans, and Quakers; Ger-
man by Lutherans; and Russian by the Ortho-
dox. Strong competition among these schools 
resulted in strengthening Arabic, the language 
they all stressed in order to attract students to 
their schools. The competition was especially 
fierce between the Jesuits and the Presbyteri-
ans; it culminated in the establishment of the 
French-medium Saint Joseph University and the 
American University of Beirut (AUB), the two 
most prominent universities in Lebanon and 
the Middle East. At AUB, Arabic was used for 
a short while as a medium of instruction in all 
fields, even medicine.

The defeat of Turkey in World War I put an 
end to the challenge of the Turkish language. 
However, a more serious challenge for Arabic 
emerged in the form of French and English, after 
the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916 between 
Britain and France placed Lebanon and Syria 
under French mandate and Egypt, Sudan, Iraq, 
and Palestine under British mandate. French 
colonial authorities introduced new systems 
of education and administration modeled after 
the French system, and decreed that French and 
Arabic would be the two official languages in 
Syria and Lebanon, to be used in the physical 
environment, education, and administration. In 

reality, however, French dominated in educa-
tion, as it was used as the medium of instruc-
tion in social studies, sciences, and mathematics 
(Shaaban and Ghaith 1999). In Egypt, Pales-
tine, and Sudan, the British introduced English 
as an official language alongside Arabic. 

In the case of Palestine, Hebrew was also 
treated as an official language (Amara 2003). In 
education, English was introduced as a second 
language, but it was not made to replace Arabic 
in schools, although many private schools were 
established emphasizing the use of English as 
a medium of instruction in areas of scientific 
subject matter.

Upon achieving independence, all of the Arab 
Middle Eastern governments proclaimed Arabic 
as the only official national language of their 
countries. The Arabization process in Egypt, 
Iraq, and Syria took place smoothly. In Syria, 
the Syrian Arab Science Academy “was estab-
lished in 1919 with the goal of developing badly 
needed instructional materials and adopting the 
necessary scientific and technical vocabulary” 
(Abu-Absi 1984:116); in Egypt, the Arabic Lan-
guage Academy was established in 1932; in Iraq, 
the Iraqi Science Academy was founded in 1947; 
and in Jordan, the Jordanian Arabic Language 
Academy was founded in 1976” (Elkhafaifi 
2002; ¤ language academies). It is important 
to mention here that the Permanent Bureau for 
Coordination of Arabization in the Arab World 
was established in 1962 by the Arab Educational, 
Cultural, and Scientific Organization (ALECSO) 
in Rabat to help coordinate all the various 
efforts of coining new terminology, especially in 
scientific and technical fields. These Arabic-lan-
guage  planning agencies have set for themselves 
four major goals: “the regeneration of Arabic as 
an effective communication medium for modern 
science and technology[;] . . . the preservation of 
the purity of the language[;] . . . collecting, edit-
ing, recording, and restoring manuscripts to 
preserve classical works, and to reprint and 
publish them for modern use[; and  encouraging] 
new works by Arab scholars,  including transla-
tions of foreign works into Arabic” (Elkhafaifi 
2002:255–256).

The process of Arabization is considered 
most successful in Syria, mainly because it has 
covered all levels of education, including uni-
versity education and scientific and technical 
fields such as engineering and medicine. Abu-
Absi (1984:116) considers that “the Syrian 
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experiment has thus set an example to the rest 
of the Arab world by demonstrating that Ara-
bic can indeed be used as a language of science 
and technology”.

The same is true in some Egyptian universi-
ties. However, all Arab countries have recently 
started to emphasize the knowledge of English as 
a necessity for students of scientific and technical 
fields, a very rational move in the age of global-
ization, in which English is the language of over 
80 percent of scientific and technical research.

In Sudan, Arabic is the official language and 
the main language of education in the North. 
In the south, and after the Addis Ababa accord 
between north and south, a bilingual system 
has been installed with Arabic and English, 
and in some cases a minority language, used as 
media of instruction in schools. The Sudanese 
government remains committed to the Arabiza-
tion of university education, after having suc-
cessfully Arabized pre-university education. In 
1991, Sudan established the Higher Authority 
of Arabicization (HAA) in order to implement 
a policy stating that Arabic should be the lan-
guage of teaching and scientific curricula at 
Sudan’s institutions of higher education. The 
HAA was entrusted with overseeing the pro-
cesses of language standardization, including 
coining and unifying terminology in physical 
and applied sciences at all universities; estab-
lishing an Arabic-language scientific library; 
encouraging translation and scientific publi-
cation in Arabic; convening conferences on 
Arabization in Sudan; and coordinating with 
ALECSO and other Arab agencies for language 
planning.

The Arab Gulf States (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
UAE, Oman, Qatar, and Bahrain) have always 
looked upon the Arabic language as the symbol 
of their identity and Islamic faith. In fact, these 
countries assign more hours in their curricula 
to the teaching of Arabic and Islamic studies 
than the other Arab countries (¤ first language 
teaching). Furthermore, Arabic is the language 
of instruction of all school subjects; interna-
tional schools operating in these countries are 
forced to teach Arabic. In the UAE, for exam-
ple, “all subjects taught at government schools 
use Arabic language as a medium of instruction 
except for the English language classes. In tech-
nical education, English is used for technical 
and specialized subjects, but the rest of the 
subjects are taught in Arabic. . . . Some private 

schools for which Arabic is not the medium 
of instruction are to teach Arabic language to 
non-speakers of Arabic” (UAE 1996). At the 
university level, Arabic is officially the medium 
of instruction for all subjects, but some courses 
are taught in English. However, during the 
last decade, many private and public English-
medium universities have been established in 
the Gulf countries, and they usually offer pro-
fessional and scientific specializations.

4 .  I s s u e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h 
 A r a b i z a t i o n

After gaining their independence, Arab coun-
tries in the Middle East and North Africa 
alike adopted a policy of Arabization in order 
to promote the use of Arabic in all aspects of 
Arab life. The “purpose has been to provide 
a modern standard language that enhances 
the transfer and growth of knowledge among 
speakers whose mother tongue is  (colloquial) 
Arabic . . . thus enhancing the efficiency of educa-
tion, and strengthening the cultural  consciousness 
in Arab societies” (Meiering 2004:2). How-
ever, although the motivation was noble, actual 
implementation has been fraught with prob-
lems that have slowed down and continue to 
slow down the pace of educational and linguis-
tic reform. Some of these problems include the 
need for modernizing and standardizing the lan-
guage; the relation between the Arabic language 
and Islam; and limitations in the job market for 
those who are fluent only in  Arabic.

4.1 Standardization and modernization of Arabic

Language standardization involves the creation 
or borrowing of new vocabulary and expres-
sions, especially ¤ technical terminology; 
the use of language in mass media, public 
spheres, government offices, courts, and politi-
cal institutions; the use of language as a medium 
of instruction in schools and universities; and 
its use in economic, scientific, and political spo-
ken and written discourse. Modernization, or 
“creating contemporaneity”, as Haeri (2003) 
calls it, refers to the introduction of linguistic 
and educational reforms needed to make Ara-
bic a more effective language of communication 
in the modern world. In particular, the empha-
sis has been on providing the tools that would 
turn Arabic into a suitable vehicle for mass 
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media, modern science, and technology and 
making it easy to learn by both children and 
adults. Unfortunately, despite all the efforts 
put into standardizing and modernizing the 
language, little has been achieved, and little 
consensus has been reached regarding the need 
for these reforms. Thus, the debates that started 
at the time of independence about the place 
of Arabic and the need to modernize it con-
tinue years after the establishment of language 
academies and the publication of all kinds of 
lexicons and dictionaries and the holding of 
so many conferences on the issues related to 
Arabization. The calls by Arab scholars to 
modernize the language “by avoiding older or 
archaic vocabulary, accepting foreign borrow-
ings, use of shared cognates with the nonclas-
sical varieties, avoiding some of its syntactic 
constructions, and so on, proved to be highly 
contentious”, and they remain so today (Haeri 
2000:72).

Maamouri (1998) identifies three schools of 
thought regarding language modernization in 
the Arab world. The first is highly resistant to 
any change, claiming that Arabic is adequate 
for the functions that its speakers demand of it. 
The second school is striving to simplify some 
of the language rules without deviating radically 
from the traditional prescriptive approach. The 
third school demands radical changes in the 
rules, patterns, and uses. Maamouri himself 
suggests a few reforms based on experiments 
carried out in Egypt, Lebanon, Tunisia, and 
elsewhere in the Arab region: the selection of 
‘common Arabic’ terms in reference to Modern 
Standard Arabic (MSA), terms that have their 
counterparts in the vernaculars, or using what 
Fray™a (1955) called “cultivated fuß™à”, which 
highlight forms closely related to the various 
colloquial varieties; doing away with gram-
matical declensions; secularization of Arabic 
grammar by taking it away from the hands 
of religious institutions and establishments, as 
proposed by ¢àhà £usayn (1957); first estab-
lishing ¤ literacy in colloquial Arabic whereby 
“the incorporation of colloquial Arabic into the 
oral classroom discourse will reduce miscom-
munication and improve learning” (Maamouri 
1998:59); and “the use of the diacritical marks 
and the use of only one letter form [which] 
should help reduce the complexities of the Ara-
bic reading process and improve Arabic reading 
results” (Maamouri 1998:63).

Proponents of linguistic reform have identi-
fied four major areas that need to be addressed: 
orthography, syntax, technical vocabulary, and 
lexical expansion. Abu-Absi (1984, 1986) has 
discussed in great detail specific issues per-
taining to each of these four areas. In the 
area of orthography, the main complaints are 
that Arabic does not have clear representation 
for short vowels, and that there are different 
shapes for consonants depending on their place 
in the word. The introduction of diacritics and 
the different proposals for having one or two 
shapes for each letter have reduced the acute-
ness of this problem. However, the increasing 
use of the Arabic language on the ¤ Internet 
has highlighted some of the problems that 
need to be addressed before such use becomes 
more effective and widespread. Diab states that 
“the Arabic language is being increasingly used 
on the internet despite significant obstacles. . . . 
One of the biggest problems is the issue of 
multiple character sets that represent Arabic” 
(2003:17).

The area of grammar, which in the Arabic 
educational context refers to morphology and 
syntax, has traditionally been the most difficult 
part of learning Arabic, mainly because it is the 
grammar of Classical Arabic. Because Classical 
Arabic is not part of everyday communication 
in the Arab world, learning Arabic grammar 
is much like learning the grammar of a for-
eign language, with one major difference: Arab 
teachers avoid using foreign-language method-
ology in order not to be accused of treating the 
‘native tongue’ as a foreign language. Calls for 
the simplification of Arabic grammar have been 
echoed all over the Arab world. The following 
reforms have been suggested: “(a) reduction 
of the most exceptional cases for maximum 
consistency; (b) a simplification of the declen-
sional system; (c) freedom from multiplicity of 
forms; and most importantly, (d) selection of 
uses which have their counterparts in the collo-
quials” (Maamouri 1998:56). Similar reforms 
were advocated by Fray™a (1955), but without 
much success because of the stand of tradition-
alists against such changes and accusations that 
such reforms are intended to weaken the Arabic 
language.

In the area of vocabulary expansion – espe-
cially the development of words and  expressions 
in technical and scientific fields – the  various 
language academies and the  Arabization offices 
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have been rather active in developing  dictionaries 
in various fields to allow Arabic to express new 
concepts in Arabic. Thus, since the mid-1990s, 
the Bureau of Coordination of Arabization in 
Rabat and ALECSO have been producing what 
they call unified dictionaries of terms in differ-
ent fields, such as meteorology (1999), hydrol-
ogy (2000), information (1999), pedagogical 
techniques (1999), vocational and technical 
endeavors (1996), human science (1997), and 
geology (2000). However, how many of these 
dictionaries are in active use in the hands of 
practitioners in these fields and how much use 
is made of them is debatable. One of the rare 
studies to address the issue of the use of Arabi-
zed words in written Arabic discourse is that of 
Al-Qahtani (2000), who examined a corpus of 
1,068,236 words compiled from Saudi newspa-
pers to check the extent of use of 288 Arabized 
words. The findings of his study indicate that 
the selected words occur with reasonable fre-
quency, especially in scientific discourse, and 
that words coined by morphological derivation 
are used more frequently than words coined by 
compounding. He also found that around 15 
percent of the words were used in their origi-
nal English form rather than in their Arabized 
form.

Yet, despite extensive efforts exerted in the 
area of developing technical terminology, the 
controversy continues, with traditionalists call-
ing for tapping the language’s inner resources, 
citing its use in the past as a language of science 
and technology, and warning of the danger that 
these foreign words might bring with them lin-
guistic elements incompatible with the Semitic 
characteristics of the language (Maamouri 1998: 
55). Modernists, on the other hand, call for 
assimilating foreign vocabulary into Arabic. 
Their argument rests on the actual assimilation 
by Arabic speakers of foreign terms as the need 
arises for using them, as in the case of computer 
science, in which new terms are added at a fast 
pace. They argue that users cannot wait for the 
academies to coin new terms for loanwords 
that have already been in active use for some 
time.

Finally, in the area of lexicographic reform, 
efforts have been exerted to modernize the way 
dictionaries are compiled, both in content and 
form (¤ lexicography: monolingual dictionar-
ies). The traditional Arab method of listing 
words by their roots rather than alphabetically 

has proven to be confusing to beginning learn-
ers of Arabic, who may have trouble recogniz-
ing the prefixes, suffixes, and internal changes 
that a root might undergo. At present, one can 
find dictionaries that arrange words by roots 
and others that arrange them alphabetically 
(Abu-Absi 1984). Maamouri (1998) calls for 
the compilation of an Arabic thematic dic-
tionary that could blend Modern Standard 
Arabic with the colloquial to help build the 
confidence of Arab children by allowing them 
to be more articulate when they speak about 
familiar objects and actions in familiar lan-
guage. One important development in the area 
of dictionary making in Arabic is the attempt 
by some researchers to base the dictionaries on 
language use, rather than on archaic and made-
up examples. Thus, a team of researchers at 
the Catholic University of Leuven in Belgium, 
funded by the Dutch Language Union, has col-
lected a database corpus of 3,000,000 words 
from various authentic written and spoken text 
materials to use as a base in compiling Mod-
ern Standard Arabic-Dutch and Dutch-Modern 
Standard Arabic dictionaries (Van Mol and 
Paulussen 2001). The database “contains a 
completely elaborate learner’s dictionary con-
sisting of 19,000 Arabic words translated in 
context and more than 10,000 illustrative sen-
tences. . . . It is the first Arabic dictionary which 
is based on extensive corpus analysis” (Van 
Mol and Paulussen 2001:1).

4.2 Language of instruction

Teaching through the medium of the mother 
tongue is the preferred practice in most coun-
tries of the world; it is advocated by the United 
Nations as vital for the preservation of culture 
as well as for facilitating the process of learn-
ing (United Nations Foundation for Endan-
gered Languages 2002). In fact, educators and 
researchers believe that educating children in 
their native language is necessary not only for 
their cognitive development but also for their 
sense of belonging and national identity, for 
“language is not a neutral tool of communica-
tion but is everywhere implicated in the ways 
in which we read and write the world, the 
ways in which knowledge is produced and 
legitimated, the ways in which a human subject 
is constructed as a complex set of identities 
based on, amongst other things, race, class, 
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gender, education, age, nationality, [religion]” 
(Hanks 1997:241). In education, it is believed 
that “when . . . [classroom] communication takes 
place in a language known to the student, the 
chances of achieving understanding are high 
compared to when it takes place in a language 
with which the student is not familiar” (Ejieh 
2004:73).

Given these facts, it looks and sounds strange 
to have a debate on which language to use – 
the native language or the ex-colonizer’s lan-
guage – in the Arab world, whose language, 
Arabic, is at the core of Arab identity and has 
a rich literary heritage and successful experi-
ence in serving as a language of science. But 
the fact of the matter is that this debate still 
goes on, and the educational practices reflect 
this dichotomy of opinion. In private schools in 
most countries of the Arab world, the foreign 
language is used in the teaching of science, 
mathematics, and technology as of the fourth 
or seventh grade; in Lebanon this phenomenon 
occurs as of the first grade. Arabic, on the other 
hand, is used in the teaching of all other subject 
matter in these schools and in all subjects in 
public schools.

In most Arab countries, educational authori-
ties claim that because of the need for mod-
ernization and technology and its fruits, they 
cannot afford to wait for academies to coin 
new terms; thus, they argue for retaining a 
major role for foreign language in education. 
Furthermore, most Arab citizens themselves 
believe it is important to get education through 
the medium of international languages in order 
to stay competitive in the age of globaliza-
tion. Parents who, for economic or ideological 
reasons, send their children to Arabic-medium 
educational institutions remain uncomfortable 
with their decision, as it becomes obvious to 
them that their children do not have the same 
competitive edge in the job market as children 
who have had their education in English- or 
French-medium schools. Babault and Caitucoli 
(1997) state this is the case in most former colo-
nies, where the struggle between the national 
language and the colonial language continues 
even after independence, as is the case with for-
mer French colonies in many parts of Africa.

The expanding role of foreign languages, espe-
cially English, is more pronounced in tertiary 
education, where most professional,  scientific, 
and technological fields are taught in French or 

English or a combination of both. Furthermore, 
many American-style, English-medium univer-
sities that teach all  specializations in English 
are being established in many Arab countries 
in the East and in North Africa, and many 
British, American, and Australian universi-
ties are opening regular or distance-education 
branches. Another example of the increasing 
importance of foreign languages has been the 
production of literature in French and English 
by Arab writers in an attempt to achieve inter-
national recognition. This phenomenon began 
with Middle Eastern immigrants to Europe and 
America, such as Gibran Khalil Gibran, George 
Chehadeh, and Amin Rihani, and has grown 
phenomenally in the last four decades, with 
names like Taher Ben Jalloun, Kateb Yacine, 
Rashid Boujedra, Salah Stetie, Ahdaf Soueif, 
and Amin Maalouf leading a long list of lesser-
known writers. Marley (2000) observes that 
“the use of French [and English] is still wide-
spread in certain areas of cultural production, 
most notably literature, and in fact is actually 
expanding for a number of reasons”.

Researchers have recently noticed that a 
new utilitarian attitude is becoming prevalent 
in most Arab countries (Shaaban and Ghaith 
1999; £ammùd 2000; Daoud 2002). Very few 
Arabists are fighting for Arabization; similarly, 
very few French-educated elitists are insisting 
on French. Parents seem to be looking for what 
gives their children an edge in a competitive 
world of globalization. So, although the Ara-
bists insist on their children acquiring a good 
basis in Arabic, and the others insist on a good 
French education, both parties are espousing 
English as a language of education in Arab 
societies, especially at the tertiary level. In this 
context, educators have warned of the danger 
of promoting bilingualism or multilingualism 
without having proper planning and adequate 
resources. They believe such a scenario would 
result in a situation of semilingualism and code-
switching as a result of the absence of good 
school programs, especially in public schools, 
for any of the languages involved (Baÿdàdì 
1998; Bay∂ùn 1998).

Another issue raised by researchers is the 
fear that school graduates educated in Arabic-
medium schools would not have a solid base 
in foreign languages and thus would not be 
able to compete in the job market. In extreme 
cases, such graduates are turning to Islamic 
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 fundamentalism, as is the case in Algeria (Mar-
ley 2000).

Many of the problems that plague Arab 
policies regarding the place of the Arabic lan-
guage in education nowadays go far beyond 
the choice of medium of instruction. The main 
problem resides in the low quality of education 
in general and the absence of good language 
education programs in particular. Despite the 
various reforms, the most prevalent mode of 
teaching remains the lecture format. Students 
are not active participants in their classrooms; 
they concentrate mainly on memorizing hand-
outs or summaries. Classroom interaction is 
didactic, supported by a set of textbooks in 
which knowledge is factual and by a national 
examination system that tests memorization 
and factual recall. ‘Study skills’, ‘autonomous 
learning’, and ‘critical thinking skills’ are terms 
thrown around in new curricula, but methods 
that embody the terms have not made their way 
into the actual classroom.

4.3 Minority languages

Minority languages in Arab societies have been, 
up to the very recent past, rather marginalized. 
Despite marginalization, these languages have 
had enough ethnolinguistic vitality to remain 
alive in their communities, serving as the ver-
naculars alongside spoken Arabic. Recently, 
however, there have been radical changes in 
the Arab world in this area. Minorities have 
continued the struggle to have their languages 
and cultures recognized inside their countries; 
activists have carried their cause to the inter-
national level; and Western countries, along 
with the United Nations, have applied pres-
sure in the last decade, issuing calls emphasiz-
ing language rights and the preservation of 
en dangered languages. UNESCO director-gen-
eral Kochiro Matsuura has stated that “favor-
ing the promotion of linguistic diversity and the 
development of multilingual education from an 
early age helps preserve cultural diversity and 
the conditions for international understanding, 
tolerance and mutual respect” (United Nations 
Foundation for Endangered Languages 2002). 
Thus, in 2000, Morocco issued its Charter 
for Educational Reform, which recognized the 
language diversity in the country and allowed 
“local authorities to use Tamazight or ‘any 
local dialect’ in order to facilitate . . . learning” 

(Marley 2004:32). Similarly, in 2001, the Alge-
rian government amended the constitution to 
make Tamazight a national language, thus rec-
ognizing the right of the Kabylians (Algerian 
Berbers) to use their language in schools (¤ 
language shift: Amazigh). The Algerian gov-
ernment also allowed the use of the language 
in university education at the University of 
Tizi Ouzou (Mostari 2004). The language of 
the Kurds of northern Iraq is now used in 
schools alongside Arabic, and it is also used in 
 university education for humanities and social 
sciences (¤ Kurdish). In Lebanon, the Arme-
nians have full rights to use their language at all 
levels of education (Cobban 1985).

It is not enough, however, to merely refrain 
from suppressing or neglecting minority in-
 digenous languages in favor of the national 
language. Governments must nurture these lan-
guages. Skutnabb-Kangas (2000:312) believes 
that “unsupported coexistence” will not be 
enough and will most likely lead to the extinc-
tion of minority languages. Even when policies 
are enacted, it is difficult to guarantee that 
such policies will have an impact on language 
behavior (Bourhis 2001). Therefore, advocates 
of minority languages have repeatedly stressed 
that “demographically weak languages need 
firm policies in order to survive and thrive” 
(Romaine 2002:7). Arab countries have taken 
the first positive steps in recognizing the right 
of minorities to their language and culture, and 
they certainly need to consolidate and develop 
this new approach.

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

The first United Nations Arab Human Develop-
ment report, issued by UNDP in 2002, identified 
the major problems facing human development 
in the Arab world: deficiencies in knowledge 
and freedom; lack of empowerment of women; 
high levels of illiteracy; and lack of readers and 
reading material. The second report issued in 
2003 reports that the same problems persist 
and are becoming more serious. Further, the 
brain drain of scientists and other intellectu-
als to the West is increasing as a result of the 
absence of government support for scientific 
research, as well as a lack of an environment 
conducive to generating science.

The report draws a vision for building an 
Arab knowledge society through encouraging 
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freedom of expression; good and just gov-
ernance; and quality education with priority 
for early childhood education. It also calls for 
building a genuinely open general-knowledge 
base through “promoting the Arabic language; 
invoking the Arab knowledge heritage in forg-
ing the knowledge society model; enriching, 
enhancing and appreciating cultural diversity; 
and opening up to other cultures through stim-
ulating Arabization and translation from other 
languages” (Fergani 2003:10).

The UNDP reports address the same issues 
discussed in this entry in relation to the Arabic 
language. The ailments of the Arabic language 
are caused by societies and governments that 
have neither succeeded in generating and build-
ing a general-knowledge base, nor managed to 
create a culture of freedom of expression, good 
governance, and diversity that would be condu-
cive to intellectual productivity. It is not reason-
able, for example, to expect Arabic to serve as 
a vehicle for science and technology in schools 
and universities if Arab researchers (and they are 
not to be blamed) publish their work in English 
or French. However, it needs to be stressed that 
Arabic has in the past served as a language of 
science par excellence and has supplied the West 
with the base for its modern science (Versteegh 
1997); there is no reason to claim that it cannot 
serve that function again if its speakers use it as 
a vehicle of scientific experiments. 

It is also unrealistic to expect that any Arab 
country can on its own succeed in achieving 
the needed level of Arabization in its educa-
tion, administration, economic and commercial 
trade, and wider communication. A coherent 
pan-Arab plan for economic and human devel-
opment is needed, and within it one can factor 
in Arabization (Daoud 2002). Furthermore, 
it needs to be stressed that Arabization cam-
paigns, no matter how intense, cannot succeed 
if they produce university graduates who are 
unemployable because they are not fluent in a 
foreign tongue.

Despite the abundance of problems and chal-
lenges facing Arabic, the language will always 
rule strong and supreme in the Arab world, not 
to be replaced or surpassed by a vernacular or 
foreign language. The domains of its use could 
well increase, but they will not as long as there 
are no serious concerted Arab efforts in the 
areas of economic development. The source of 
the Arabic language’s strength and survivability 

is multifold. Thus, Arabic has a cultural dimen-
sion as the main identity base for 280 million 
people who use it as an official language and 
another 140 million people who use it as a 
first language (al-£annàš 2004). Second, the 
religious dimension of Arabic as the language 
of the Qur±an helps rally around it 900 million 
Muslims worldwide. Third, Arabic is seen as an 
aspect of the struggle with the West, amount-
ing to an ideology for the Arabs in the face of 
“the other”, as Jacques Berque says (Shaaban 
1993). In brief, there is no fear that Arabic will 
become extinct or be taken over by the dialects, 
as happened with Latin, although it could be 
marginalized in some domains.

The need for language planning in the Arab 
world, which has always been emphasized by 
concerned Arab linguists, educators, journal-
ists, and researchers (Shaaban 1990; Maamouri 
1998; Haeri 2000; ”a†a† 2002; Elkhafaifi 2002), 
is much greater now in light of the linguistic and 
cultural challenges of globalization. Globaliza-
tion makes it imperative that every individual 
Arab country and the Arab world as a whole 
come up with clear policies for language educa-
tion and societal language use before Arabic is 
swept by globalization that might obliterate its 
linguistic and cultural distinctiveness (Findlow 
2001; Chugtai 2004). The main challenge lies 
in the need to produce policies that draw a 
three-way balance among the need to maintain 
and strengthen the mother tongue, Arabic, as 
a language of social, cultural, and educational 
communication as well as a symbol of identity 
and culture; the need to master at least one 
international language in order to stay abreast 
of technological and scientific development; 
and the need to give indigenous languages and 
cultures a voice. Such policies will ensure that 
each language or language variety operating 
in Arab societies has clear-cut, well-defined 
communicative functions that could overlap in 
some cases but should not be allowed to create 
tensions and conflicts that could upset societal 
harmony, productivity, and development.
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Language Shift: Amazigh

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

The term ‘language shift’ refers to the change 
from the habitual use of one language to that of 
another. This implies that a community gives up 
a language in favor of another one. When shift 
has taken place, members of the community are 
said to have collectively chosen a new language 
instead of their native one (Fasold 1984). This 
is, in fact, a common re sult of extensive ¤ lan-
guage contact, occurring typically where there 
is a sharp difference in prestige and levels of 
official support for the languages concerned. 
Language shift is not the only possible outcome 
of language contact; in some circumstances, 
communities or groups are motivated to main-
tain their language (see below, Sec. 4). 

This entry analyzes language shift and/or 
maintenance in three North African countries, 
Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, with a focus 
on the Moroccan situation, where the largest 
Amazigh population is found. The reference 
to the North African context is motivated by 
the features that the three communities share, 
especially at the historical and linguistic levels. 
They are Muslim states and former French 
colonies that have resorted to the process of 
‘Arabization’ as a means to put an end to cul-
tural colonization. 

Language shift in the North African context 
in general and the Moroccan one in particular 
appears in the gradual disappearance of the 
Amazigh language from communities where 
it was widely spoken until the 1970s. The 
members of the Amazigh community seem to 
have collectively chosen an outside language 
(i.e. the colloquial or dialectal Arabic spoken 
in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia) where their 
native language, Amazigh, was formerly used. 
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This shift is the outcome of many factors, 
including language contact and bilingualism. In 
this context, Amazigh is shifted from because 
it is the language of the sociological minority 
group. The present entry explores the situa-
tion of Amazigh as a minority language in its 
con tact with dialectal Arabic, a nonprestigious 
language when compared to Standard Arabic 
and French, but a more prestigious language 
when compared to Amazigh. The aim is to 
reveal the degree of shift the Amazigh language 
has undergone and to assess the outcome of the 
contact between Amazigh and dialectal Arabic, 
the two national mother tongues in North 
Africa. The objective is to determine the factors 
leading to shift, as well as those acting in favor 
of language maintenance in a community where 
orality predominates. 

Given the nature of the topic, namely the 
outcome of the contact between the two 
ethnic groups and particularly the interplay 
between their languages, colloquial Arabic and 
Amazigh, a brief overview of the general lin-
guistic  situation in North Africa is needed 
to provide a socio linguistic profile of North 
Africa, its language configurations, and the 
status of both Amazigh and dialectal Arabic 
in these countries. Although it is very hard to 
extend and generalize the facts in one country 
to the others, since each society has its own par-
ticularities, the overall situation is, to a great 
extent, similar.

2 .  T h e  l i n g u i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n 
i n  N o r t h  A f r i c a :  A  b r i e f 
o v e r v i e w

Amazighs, formerly referred to as Berbers, are 
the oldest known inhabitants of North Africa. 
Their language is also claimed to be the most 
ancient in the Maghreb. While the three coun-
tries (Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia) share a 
number of features, each has its own particu-
larities. Whereas Amazigh is moving toward 
extinction in Tunisia, it is fighting for revival 
and maintenance in Algeria and Morocco. 

Algerian, Moroccan, and Tunisian varieties of 
Arabic are referred to as colloquial or dialectal 
Arabic. These varieties are the mother tongues of 
the large majority of the population in Tunisia 
(about 99 percent of whom are considered to be 
Arabs and speak Tunisian Arabic as their first 
language, while fewer than 1 percent of the pop-

ulation speak Amazigh), and of a great number 
of both Algerians and Moroccans, even those 
people who are of Amazigh origin. Algerian, 
Moroccan, and Tunisian Arabs use it in their 
everyday conversations. It can be considered to 
be the lingua franca (i.e. in areas of intensive 
language contact, a language adopted by speak-
ers of different speech communities as their com-
mon medium of communication) of these three 
countries because it is used not only between the 
Arabs and Amazighs but also among Amazigh 
people speaking Amazigh varieties that are not 
mutually intelligible. It is originally an unwritten 
and noncodified lan guage, standing in a diglos-
sic relationship with Classical Arabic (Ferguson 
1959; ¤ diglossia), for they have different func-
tions and a different status. Classical Arabic 
is the prestigious or ‘High’ variety, while col-
loquial Arabic is the ‘Low’ variety, not socially 
valued. Colloquial or dialectal Arabic is a mother 
tongue, the language of the home and intimacy 
and the vehicle of oral popular literature. It rep-
resents the most widely used language form in 
North Africa, both as concerns the number of 
speakers and the areas covered. Classical Arabic 
is learned only in a formal educational context. 
It is used for literature, newspapers, broadcast-
ing, and religious ceremonies.

Colloquial Arabic is stigmatized because it 
is not codified. An individual who speaks only 
Algerian, Moroccan, or Tunisian Arabic is illit-
erate because these varieties are not taught at 
school. The prevailing attitude is that dialectal 
Arabic is a corrupt or incorrect form of Arabic, 
useless and inappropriate in important matters. 
For religious and historical reasons, the written 
medium is almost exclusively reserved for Clas-
sical Arabic. 

The differences between Classical Arabic 
and dialectal Arabic concern all levels (lexical, 
phonological, morphological, syntactic, and se -
mantic), to the degree that uneducated speakers 
of Algerian, Moroccan, and Tunisian Arabic 
cannot understand Classical Arabic, while flu-
ent Classical Arabic speakers need some time 
to understand dialectal Arabic. The contrast 
between the two varieties is accentuated by 
the prestige of Classical Arabic as a sacred lan-
guage, the language of the Qur±àn, used by God 
to give His message to the Prophet.

Amazigh is also known as ¤ Berber. This 
name derives from the Latin term barbarus, 
which designated uncultivated people who 
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lived outside the civilized world. The Amazigh 
people refer to their native language as Tama-
zight (tamaziÿt or tmaziÿt) and to themselves 
as Imaziÿen (sg. Amaziÿ). Most Amazigh 
researchers, especially in Morocco, have aban-
doned the term ‘Berber’ because of its negative 
connotations and adopted the term ‘Amazigh’ 
instead. 

It is very difficult to estimate the number or 
percentage of Amazighs in North Africa, espe-
cially in the urban centers where the lan guage 
is in clear regression because it is in strong 
competition with dialectal Arabic. There has 
never been any census for determining the exact 
figures of the Amazighs (or the Imazighen, to 
use the correct plural form) in any of the three 
countries because this has always been a very 
sensitive issue. Yet, the number is estimated to 
be about 40 percent of the overall population 
in Morocco, between 20 and 25 percent in 
Algeria, and less than 0.5 percent for Tunisia. 
Morocco has the largest Amazigh community. 
It also represents the largest number of Amazigh 
varieties. The discontinuous geographical dis-
tribution of Amazigh not only in Morocco but 
also in Algeria and Tunisia reflects the effect 
of rural exodus that North Africa has under-
gone especially since its independence from the 
French colonization. Today, Amazigh is spoken 
in various urban centers of the Magh reb such 
as Casablanca, Rabat, Agadir, and Nador in 
Morocco, and Algiers, Oran, and Tizi-Ouzzou 
in Algeria. In Tunisia, however, Amazigh is 
spoken only by a handful of people in Guellala 
on the island of Jerba and in a few southern vil-
lages in the regions of Mednine and Tataouine. 
In some remote and isolated areas, it is still 
possible to find monolingual Amazighs, mainly 
among women and children, especially those 
under the school age of seven years.

Amazigh is a spoken language with practi-
cally no written history. The Touareg dialects 
do have a writing system called Tifinagh. There 
is, however, no evidence that it has been used 
extensively, for no texts or documents exist. 
Nowadays, the language is essentially reserved 
for the domains of the home, family, and friends. 
The Amazigh literature is transmitted via oral 
tradition. Thus, the various Amazigh varieties 
are the vehicles of cultural traditions specific 
to the areas where they are spoken. With the 
growing interest in the Amazigh language and 
identity and the development of research in 

Morocco and Algeria, both the Arabic and 
the Latin alphabets have been used to write 
Amazigh. Recently, however, an adapted form 
of Tifinagh has been adopted as the official 
Amazigh alphabet by the Moroccan Royal 
Institute of the Amazigh Culture (IRCAM). 
This Amazigh alphabet has been acknowledged 
by the International Standardization Organiza-
tion (ISO-UNICODE). 

The areas where Amazigh is spoken are not 
continuous but are broken up into ‘islands’ sur-
rounded by Arabic-speaking populations. The 
boundaries between the different areas are not 
well known because of the lack of a linguis-
tic atlas. This discontinuity has brought the 
populations and their languages into contact. 
Given the inequality of the two languages 
and their speech communities, the majority 
language (i.e. dialectal Arabic) imposed itself 
as the language of intercommunication. Ama-
zigh people had to learn dialectal Arabic for 
communication needs. Progressively, Arabic 
has gained in prestige and status among the 
Amazigh speech communities in North Africa. 
The Amazigh language has progressively lost 
its usefulness and a language shift is in pro-
gress in the three North African Amazigh com-
munities. Amazighs learn Arabic not only for 
instrumental reasons, such as to achieve socio-
economic mobility, but also for integrative rea-
sons, such as to become part of the Muslim 
community. Arabic is thought to be essential 
for understanding the Qur±àn and all the facets 
of Islam. 

The shift from Amazigh to Arabic has been 
going on for centuries. It has been speeded up 
by recent sociopolitical developments. Many 
factors have, in fact, encouraged the spread of 
dialectal Arabic. Arabic/Amazigh bilingualism 
is progressively leading to the abandonment of 
Amazigh and the adoption of Arabic. 

3 .  L a n g u a g e  s h i f t  a n d 
 l a n g u a g e  m a i n t e n a n c e

There are a number of indications that a shift 
is in progress in the North African countries 
of Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia. The exten-
sive use of Algerian, Moroccan, or Tunisian 
Arabic in domains previously restricted to the 
Amazigh language is the most important evi-
dence. Many factors have contributed either 
directly or in di rectly to the weakening of the 
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Amazighs’ linguistic and communicative com-
petence, es pe cially in contact area s. Amazighs 
have been submitted to a linguistic and cultural 
assimilation or accommodation process due to 
the stigmatization and exclusion of their native 
language and identity. Yet, recently language 
awareness and a cultural-identity conscious-
ness have emerged with the aim to protect, 
maintain, and revive the Amazigh language, 
culture, and identity. The discussion is focused 
on causes of language shift as well as forces 
leading to maintenance or revival.

The factors that seem to have played – and 
are still playing – a role in the Amazigh language 
shift in North Africa in general and Morocco 
in particular are more or less the same as those 
associated with language shift in the literature. 
They include bilingualism or ¤ multilingualism, 
language transmission and language attitudes, 
urbanization, migration, as well as intermar-
riage, the school system, and the media. 

The situation of continuous contact between 
Amazigh and dialectal Arabic in North Africa 
makes it an ideal condition for the phenomenon 
of shift, although it is not a sufficient one. Most 
Amazighs are bilingual. The few monolingual 
people are those living in remote and isolated 
areas. A large number of the Amazigh people 
in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia had, in fact, 
to go through different linguistic stages. They 
moved from the exclusive use of their native 
language (i.e. Amazigh monolingualism) to the 
exclusive use of colloquial or dialectal Arabic 
(i.e. colloquial Arabic monolingualism). This 
was motivated by a number of factors such as 
migration, the school system, and the media.

Within the Moroccan context, El Kirat (2004) 
undertook extensive fieldwork to determine the 
degree of bilingualism among Amazigh speak-
ers. The research showed that fluent bilingual 
speakers are in general past the age of 40. 
Younger people can still be fluent bilinguals 
depending on the area where they are (an urban 
contact area or a rural isolated area), the degree 
of contact they have with the language, and 
their attitudes toward it. Some people beyond 
forty can have low competence in the language 
given the lack of contact, diminished opportu-
nities to use the language, and their attitudes 
toward it. People below the age of twenty 
have, in general, a reduced proficiency and a 
low degree of bilingualism. Unlike Morocco 
and even Alge ria, however, no monolingual 

Amazigh speakers remain in Tunisia (Batten-
burg 1999). Pencheon (1968) reports the exis-
tence of a small number of elderly monolingual 
Amazigh females. Today all Amazighs (except 
for some preschool children) are at least bilin-
gual, and many also speak other languages, 
including French (Batten burg 1999).

The degree of active bilingualism (i.e. the 
active use of more than one language in everyday 
interaction) is high only among the older gener-
ation (i.e. people aged fifty and above). It is very 
unstable among people aged between twenty 
and forty, and nearly absent among young 
people. The low degree of active bilingualism 
is mostly due to the reduction of the domains 
of use of the language and the decrease of 
the community’s competence in its mother 
tongue. This is, indeed, clear evidence that 
a rapid shift is in progress among the young 
Amazigh generations. 

The intergenerational dimension of language 
shift in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia should 
be emphasized. Language shift in this context 
should be seen as an intergenerational process 
rather than an individual phenomenon. An 
unmistakable sign of Amazigh language shift is 
the bilingual parents’ transmission of only one 
language to their children, in this case Algerian, 
Moroccan, or Tunisian Arabic. As a result, 
the whole community is shifting to the use 
of dialectal Arabic because of the feeling that 
Amazigh, the language being shifted from, is 
not a prestigious language. The deliberate non-
transmission of the Amazigh language to the 
younger generations is the main symptom not 
only that a language shift is in progress but also 
that the language is facing loss and even death. 

Language shift in the North African bilingual 
community appears in the unstable form of 
bilingualism. Stability does not mean that the 
degree of use of the two languages, in this case 
Amazigh and dialectal Arabic, should be the 
same, but rather that the functional distribution 
should remain intact. The Amazigh commu-
nity provides evidence for Boyd’s (1986) claim 
that great domain overlap is a clear indication 
of language shift. As the domains of use of 
the Amazigh bilingual speakers overlap, the 
prospects for the maintenance of the Amazigh 
minority language are bleak. The domains of 
use of dialectal Arabic and Amazigh are so 
blurred that it is very difficult to establish any 
separation. The collective shift of the Amazigh 
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community to a language other than its native 
language, dialectal Arabic here, has led – and is 
still leading – to the failure by some members 
of the Amazigh community to acquire the lan-
guage or to partial acquisition. 

The pattern of language use between the 
generations is also indicative of a language shift 
in progress, since larger proportions of older 
people use the language than the younger ones. 
This is mainly due to the fact that the use of 
Amazigh by the young people is vertical rather 
than horizontal (i.e., Amazigh is not the means 
of communication between the members of the 
same generation of young people). Interaction 
with age peers takes place in dialectal Arabic, 
while use of Amazigh is confined to interaction 
with the older generation.

At this stage, the degree of language shift in 
most of the Amazigh communities in North 
Africa has reached an advanced level. The 
members of the Amazigh community almost 
unavoidably shift to the use of dialectal Ara-
bic, not only in their contacts and interac-
tions with the dominant group (i.e. the Arab 
group), but also in their interactions within the 
Amazigh group. Indeed, if only interethnic shift 
had occurred in the Amazigh community, the 
situation would have evolved toward a form of 
stable bilingualism: Amazigh would have been 
used for communication within the group while 
Arabic would have been the language of com-
munication in the other instances. What has 
led to language shift and even ¤ language loss 
is the intra-ethnic shift that is widely spread-
ing in the community. The choice of dialectal 
Arabic for communication within the group 
is a new form of behavior. This is central to 
the language shift and maintenance issue, for 
as long as there is an Amazigh minority group 
and as long as the minority group is not demo-
graphically broken up, the use of the Amazigh 
language should not disappear unless the norms 
for language use within the group are changed. 
The argument here is that the intra-ethnic shift 
has destabilized the situation to the extent that 
bilingualism has disappeared, or is disappear-
ing, in the North African context in general and 
the Moroccan community in particular. 

In the fieldwork in the Moroccan context (El 
Kirat 2001), people from different age groups 
and generations spoke about the phenomenon 
of shift and the lack of transmission of the 
Amazigh language in the community. A large 

number expressed no regret about the shift and 
loss of their native language. They all seemed 
to consider its nontransmission to children as 
an efficient solution to school failure. They also 
insisted on the disadvantages of not knowing 
Arabic. Many parents referred to their personal 
experience with the Amazigh language and how 
much they have psychologically endured. Many 
of them admitted that they have consciously 
and deliberately not transmitted their mother 
tongue to their children in order to spare them 
all the psychological pressures they went through 
themselves. They also insisted that Amazigh is of 
no use nowadays and that it represents a stigma 
that sets them apart and contributes to their 
estrangement from the dominant group, i.e. the 
Arabs. They also consider it a socially discredit-
ing marker, a minus, and a handicap. Most of 
the informants pointed to the effects of school 
in lowering the value of the Amazigh language. 
Examples of cases of language shift and non-
transmission in the North African community 
are found in abundance. 

Urban life is not favorable to Amazigh 
be cause of the presence of another ethnic and 
linguistic group whose language is more highly 
valued and more widespread than Amazigh. 
This has encouraged Amazigh/dialectal Ara-
bic bilingualism, which is, however, present 
only on the Amazigh side (i.e. unidirectional), 
because the Arabs have not felt the need to 
learn Amazigh. 

The use of dialectal Arabic increased in North 
Africa with the increase of contact between the 
two ethnic groups. Arabic is used in all the 
domains of interaction between the two com-
munities for communicative purposes because 
it imposes itself as the language of daily activi-
ties in the urban centers. This has been encour-
aged by the low official status of the Amazigh 
language and its institutional exclusion, as well 
as by intermarriage patterns. The two groups 
(i.e. the Amazighs and Arabs) have become so 
close that intermarriage between them is a very 
common phenomenon, invariably resulting in 
a failure to transmit the Amazigh language. 
It does not matter who is Amazigh: the father 
or the mother. Indeed, most of the communi-
ties where Amazigh is maintained (e.g. Souss 
and Rif for Morocco, Kabyle for Algeria) are 
opposed to intermarriage and marry mostly 
within their ethnic group.

The hard conditions of life in most Amazigh 
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mountainous and rural areas, together with 
demographic pressures, have forced the Ama-
zighs to migrate to the closest urban centers and 
even to some European countries (¤ Europe). 
The 1960s were the starting point for an impor-
tant wave of emigration toward the industrial 
European countries (mainly France and Italy) 
in search of work for the survival of the whole 
group. As it was easy then to find jobs because 
these countries needed cheap labor, all the male 
members of the same family used to emigrate, 
leaving behind only the elderly, the women, 
and the children. The men would soon return, 
either to buy a house in the city for the family, 
or to take their family members (i.e. wife and 
children) back with them, leaving behind in the 
homeland the elderly and those with no other 
alternatives. The dispersal of the Amazigh com-
munity together with its abandonment of the 
homeland made its language and culture easy 
prey to shift and loss, especially in the urban 
environment, which is the ideal setting for such 
a process. 

The influence of dialectal Arabic as the domi-
nant language (i.e. the most widely used) has 
increased exponentially with better commu-
nication and transport, and access to radio, 
television, and videos, which has extended to 
include even the remote areas. This has not 
only increased exposure to Arabic as a lan-
guage and a culture, but also has enabled it to 
become the language of daily life. 

The media is relevant here in terms of lan-
guage broadcasts. It facilitates access to Arabic 
even in remote areas where there is no contact 
between the two communities. The Amazigh 
language has for a long time been excluded 
from the media and especially television. In 
Morocco, for instance, only very short pro-
grams in some varieties of Amazigh, mainly 
Tarifit, Tashelhit, and Tamazight, are broad-
cast. Until now, and even after the creation of 
the Royal Institute for the Amazigh Culture, 
there are still no Amazigh radio or television 
stations as such. The written press is available 
only for some Amazigh varieties, mainly in the 
Souss (i.e. southern Morocco). This is mainly 
due to the marginalization and exclusion of 
Amazigh and the lack of in stitutional support. 
In Algeria, the situation is a bit more favorable. 
Yet, this concerns mainly the Kabyle area. The 
school system has for long been an instrument 
of language suppression. In Morocco, Amazigh 

had no place in that system until September 
2003. In Algeria, the regime created the Haut 
Commissariat à l’Amazighité (High Commis-
sion for Berber Identity) in 1995, describing 
Tamazight as a heritage language and promis-
ing to allow its use in education and the media. 
By 1997, the universities of both Tizi Ouzou 
and Bejaïa were offering Algeria’s first-ever 
degree courses in Amazigh language and cul-
ture, and Algerian television offered a short 
daily newscast in Amazigh. In Tunisia, the 
language has always been completely excluded 
from both education and the media. 

The educational system’s exclusion of the 
Amazigh language has transmitted an indirect 
message to the Amazigh people about the rela-
tive worth of their mother tongue. School sup-
port for languages such as French and English 
has been taken to mean that these languages, 
spoken hundreds, if not thousands, of miles 
away, are worth the time and effort, while 
Amazigh is not worthy of any expenditure. The 
school can be seen to have played a negative 
role with regard to Amazigh at three levels: it 
has excluded Amazigh as a medium of com-
munication; it has excluded Amazigh from the 
curriculum; and, in taking these actions, it has 
transmitted to the community at large and the 
Amazigh community in particular a low assess-
ment of the value and utility of the Amazigh 
language. School is not singled out here to 
be held responsible for the stigmatization and 
derogation of Amazigh but rather to show 
that as a national institution in terms of the 
policies it sets and the practices and attitudes 
it adopts, it reflects the national rejection of 
Amazigh. Schools have a more persistent and 
penetrating effect in remote areas than most 
of the other institutions not only because they 
reach far more people directly but also because 
their impact is greater as it begins so early in 
the individual’s life. Although Amazigh was not 
outlawed as a communicative medium within 
the school setting, as was the case for Gaelic 
in the United Kingdom or Breton in France, 
it was implicitly excluded by sociolinguistic 
rules existing in the community and assimi-
lated by every Amazigh child before arriving 
at school. Although the Amazigh language has 
been introduced in the educational system – at 
the university level for Algeria and the primary 
school level for Morocco – this in no way 
means that the situation has changed and that 
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the above facts do not hold anymore. Yet, it 
will surely reinforce the language awareness 
and cultural identity consciousness that have 
emerged recently, especially among the edu-
cated elite and young people.

Assimilation is the factor most often used 
by analysts to explain language shift and loss 
in minority language settings. As a universal 
phenomenon, it refers to the situation where 
a whole group takes on the characteristics of 
another, an out-group, in order to achieve 
equality with it. This is what has happened in 
the Amazigh language contact areas in Algeria, 
Tunisia, and mainly Morocco. 

Consideration of the political, historical, eco-
nomic, and linguistic realities of intergroup 
relations (i.e. Amazighs and Arabs) is essential 
for an understanding of the North African lin-
guistic situation. Tajfel’s (1974) theory of inter-
group relations and social change, based on the 
understanding that individuals have a desire to 
belong to groups that provide them with satis-
faction and pride, provides the ground for the 
discussion and explanation of the linguistic and 
cultural assimilation in the Amazigh commu-
nity. The Amazigh people are not proud of, nor 
are they satisfied with, their social identity. This 
can, indeed, help account for their strong desire 
to change and their attempt to attain a more 
adequate and positive social identity through 
total assimilation into the mainstream society.

Fieldwork in the Moroccan Amazigh com-
munity (El Kirat 2001) has revealed not only 
the degree of linguistic and cultural assimilation 
but also the indifference and lack of concern 
the community shows towards the Amazigh 
identity and language. The research also shows 
that, despite their awareness of their inadequate 
social identity and low status as a group, the 
Amazigh people endure their negative social 
identity and do not undertake any collective 
attempts to change or improve it. The majority 
of Amazigh people (i.e. common people) consider 
the position of their own group vis-à-vis the 
out-group (i.e. the Arab group) as stable and 
legitimate. This leads them to attribute the 
blame for their low position in society inter-
nally to themselves as a group because of its 
inferior characteristics and to their language 
as a useless and primitive language. As they do 
nothing to change their group situation they 
adopt individualistic actions as a means of 
attaining a positive social identity and avoid-

ing social stigmatization and exclusion. Thus, 
they attempt to pass into the dominant group 
so as to achieve a more positive identity. This 
involves assimilation along both linguistic and 
cultural lines, which leads to the abandonment 
of all those visible markers of ‘groupness’ or 
identity that might compromise their chances 
of success in the mainstream society.

In these social movements which lead to the 
erosion of the Amazigh group markers, one fact 
stands out: most Amazigh people, if not all, 
are animated by the desire for material well-
being and advancement and are drawn toward 
the majority group’s language, culture, and 
way of life. They do, indeed, welcome all the 
changes required for social mobility and access 
to a more positive social identity. The cost- 
benefit aspects seem to justify this enterprise. 
Throughout Moroccan society, Amazigh dress, 
ornamentation, and dance (and even songs and 
fairy tales in some Amazigh communities) have 
disappeared as ordinary markers of the group. 
They persist or are remerging only as symbolic 
markers. Their appearance is, indeed, limited to 
special festivals, ‘days’, and the like, linked to 
commercial interests (such as cultural manifes-
tations and folklore shows for attracting tour-
ists), and they have become available to anyone 
interested, group member or not.

4 .  L a n g u a g e  m a i n t e n a n c e 

Language shift is not an automatic outcome 
of language contact. The same conditions that 
may lead one community to shift from its native 
language may motivate another one to main-
tain it. In cases of maintenance, the minority 
language shows not only retention of both use 
and proficiency but also resistance to replace-
ment. In this situation, the minority language 
is used for communication within the group 
while the dominant group language is used in 
all other instances. The functional distribu-
tion of the two languages remains intact. Such 
a case resembles a diglossic situation. What 
governs the maintenance of a language is the 
community’s choice of the minority language 
in intragroup communication. While Tunisia is 
claimed to be a nearly monolingual community 
because its Amazigh community has totally 
shifted to the use of Tunisian Arabic, Algeria 
and Morocco offer cases of Amazigh communi-
ties fighting for the revival and maintenance of 
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their native language. This concerns mainly the 
Amazigh communities in noncontact areas such 
as the Rif, Souss, and the south in Morocco and 
the Kabyle area in Algeria. Thus, many factors 
have come into play for the maintenance of 
Amazigh. Among those having had a key role 
it is possible to distinguish between internal 
and external factors. The internal factors have 
to do with the isolation of the language and the 
nonintegration of some Amazigh communities. 
The external factors include language aware-
ness, cultural action, scientific activities, and 
the authorities’ change in attitude.

Internal factors refers to the causes that are 
directly related to the Amazigh community 
and language. Two major internal factors are 
identified: the isolation of the language and the 
nonintegration of the Amazigh community. 

The isolation of Amazigh in rural and moun-
tainous areas in the North African communities 
is a double-edged sword. It has, on one hand, 
led to its exclusion and stigmatization in these 
communities, especially in the urban context, 
but has, on the other hand, contributed to 
its protection and maintenance in these areas. 
Amazigh owes its continuity over centuries to 
its isolation. The use of the language in the 
rural areas far away from Moroccan social 
and political power has allowed the language 
to continue as the means of communication of 
large populations. Amazigh is a vehicular lan-
guage used for all the needs of everyday com-
munication, including oral, familial, and social 
needs. It has been maintained even in some 
urban centers where the Amazighs are the dom-
inant group (i.e. Agadir and Nador in Morocco 
and Kabylie in Algeria). This isolation of the 
Amazigh communities and their limited contact 
with and exposure to the Arabic language has 
contributed to the maintenance of Amazigh as 
a major means of communication within these 
communities. The shift to Arabic occurs only 
for communicative reasons (i.e. in interethnic 
communication). Intra-ethnic communication 
is done in the native language. In the language 
contact areas with an Amazigh minority group, 
the language is mainly used within the family. 

Another determining factor in the mainte-
nance of Amazigh comes from the nonintegra-
tion of some Amazigh communities. This is 
mainly the case in noncontact areas (e.g. the 
Rif and the south of Morocco, and Kabyle in 
Algeria). In contact areas, the psychological 

pressure on individuals is such that they opt 
for assimilation and accommodation for social 
promotion and mobility and also for social 
integration. Indeed, this is what has happened 
not only to most of the Amazigh communities 
in Tunisia but also to some communities in 
Morocco (especially in the central and north-
eastern parts) and Algeria (e.g. Chaouia). 

They attribute the cause of their plight exter-
nally to the out-group’s unfair advantage over 
them and to the fact that the intergroup situ-
ation can be changed. This motivates their 
search for distinctiveness. This is the group that 
articulates the attribution of blame away from 
oneself as an inferior individual group member 
to the dominant group as an agent of oppres-
sion. This awareness of the illegitimacy of their 
inferiority and their perception that change 
is possible in the status relationship between 
them and the dominant group has led them to 
undertake an action to achieve a positive social 
identity through collective group action.

One of the main external causes of the Ama-
zigh language shift in North Africa was the 
authorities’ negative attitudes toward the lan-
guage and its people. For years, the language 
was excluded from all the formal domains 
(e.g. school and the media), and Amazigh was 
a political rather than a linguistic issue. It was 
taboo to speak of the Amazigh language or iden-
tity. These were perceived as  dividing elements 
threatening the national unity. In Morocco, 
national attention has focused on the Amazigh 
language and culture only quite recently, espe-
cially with King Hasan II’s 20 August 1994 
speech in which he proclaimed Amazigh an 
important part of the Moroccan identity and 
announced the introduction of the language 
in primary school instruction. A spectacular 
shift also occurred in Algeria with the status 
of the Amazighs, their language, and culture 
when the Algerian government approved a new 
constitution in November 1996, the first in the 
Maghreb or even in North Africa that officially 
recognized its Amazigh population in a docu-
ment stipulating that three fundamental features 
characterize the Algerian people: Muslim, Arab, 
and Amazigh. Given the very small number of 
Amazigh speakers in Tunisia, the Amazigh peo-
ple and language did not receive any attention. 

The shift in the authorities’ attitudes in Alge-
ria and Morocco is perceived as an official 
recognition for the Amazighs. This has made 
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some people feel more at ease in their Amazigh 
identity. The introduction of Amazigh into the 
educational system has reinforced a positive 
feeling among young people. It has also led to 
more language awareness, especially in the lan-
guage contact areas where a negative attitude 
was prevailing. 

The cultural action undertaken at both the 
international and local levels by the Amazigh 
elite in the form of cultural associations has 
had a very positive impact on the status of the 
Amazigh language, identity, and culture. A 
large number of such associations are located 
in Rabat, Casablanca, Agadir, and Nador in 
Morocco, and Algiers, Tizi Ouzzou, Bejaia, 
and Gherdaya in Algeria. This has contributed 
to the development of language awareness and 
the valorization of the language and identity in 
these areas. The Summer Institute of the Agadir 
University (held from 1980 to 1991) has contrib-
uted to a deep reflection on both the language 
and culture. The publication of periodicals such 
as Amud and Tasafut in Morocco, and Tafsut 
and Asalu in Algeria, has enabled the diffusion 
of the Amazigh written literature. The associa-
tions allowed for cultural manifestations. The 
Fourth Moroccan Summer Institute of Agadir 
elaborated a charter with recommendations 
aiming at the juridical and legal recognition 
of Amazigh and its promotion at the level of 
public institutions, especially in education and 
the media. Algeria succeeded in gaining an 
institutional breakthrough with the creation of 
two departments of the Amazigh language and 
culture in Tizi Ouzzou and Bejaia. 

Cultural production has contributed to an 
indirect normalization of the language. Many 
writers contributed to the coining of new terms. 
Two types of literature have emerged: an oral 
one (e.g. poetry, tales, proverbs, and riddles), 
connected with traditional architecture, songs, 
and jewelry; and a modern written one, including 
mainly written productions and modern instru-
mental songs. The song is the domain where the 
vitality of the Amazigh culture appears. It is the 
most efficient one, indeed. The production of 
audio- and videotapes testifies to the dynamism 
of the mass culture (Boukous 1995). 

5 .  C o n c l u s i o n

Language shift in the North African context, 
i.e. Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, appears 
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to be the direct outcome of language contact 
between two unequal communities, the Arab 
and Amazigh communities. The members of the 
Amazigh community in the three North Afri-
can countries seem to have collectively chosen 
an outside language (dialectal Arabic) where 
their mother tongue (Amazigh) was formerly 
used. Pragmatic considerations of power, social 
access, material advancements, and so on are 
of the utmost importance in understanding the 
patterns of language use and shift in these com-
munities. Language shift in Algeria, Morocco, 
and Tunisia appears in the gradual disappear-
ance of the Amazigh language from a commu-
nity where it was widely used until the 1970s. 
The Amazigh language is being shifted from 
because it is the language of the sociological 
minority group. 

Along with widespread bilingualism, another 
indication of language shift appears from the 
reduction or complete absence of domains in 
which the language is used. The failure in the 
transmission of the Amazigh language to the 
young people has allowed dialectal Arabic to 
invade all the domains where the Amazigh lan-
guage was exclusively used, even at home. The 
ignorance of the mother tongue by the younger 
generation will progressively lead not only to lan-
guage shift but to language loss and death. The 
analysis of such spheres of activities reveals that 
although Amazigh is still employed in Morocco 
and Algeria, its use is restricted to only a few 
domains. If nothing is done to maintain and 
revive the language, it will not exceed the limits 
of the home, as is the case in Tunisia.
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L

Latin America

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Arabic speakers have been part of Latin Ame-
rican society since the mid-17th century, when 
the Syrian Chaldean priest ±Ilyàs al-Mawßilì 
came to South America on a papal mission. The 
ties between Iberian and Arab culture date even 
further back, to the conquest of the Iberian 
Peninsula by the Moors, an event that left an 
indelible impression on Spanish and Portuguese 
culture, architecture, and language. So it should 
come as no surprise that Latin America, in 
particular the great economic powerhouses of 
Brazil and Argentina, formed one of the most 
important destinations for Middle Eastern emi-
gration beginning in the late 19th century. The 
relative ease of acculturation, in particular on 
the part of the Syro-Lebanese, bespeaks the 
similarities of a common cultural heritage, as 
well as the ability of these migrants to adapt to 
shifting circumstances. 

This entry examines the state of the Arabic 
language and the cultural space that Latin Ame-
ricans of Arab descent have carved for them-
selves in the past century. It first presents a 
gloss of the historical background of Arab emi-
gration to Latin America and then a discussion 
of the role and place of Arabic in the region. 
Overall, the discussion focuses on the two most 
important groups of Arab immigrants, those in 
Brazil and Argentina, although other countries 
with an important Arab presence, such as Chile, 
Ecuador, and Mexico, are touched upon.

2 .  T h e  s o c i o c u l t u r a l 
b a c k g r o u n d 

The first Arabic speakers to emigrate en masse 
were Maghrebi Jews leaving Morocco in the 
wake of the Spanish-Moroccan war (1859–
1860), a time when business shrank and xeno-
phobia against Jews increased. Unlike later 
waves, the vast majority of these migrants 
left exclusively for South America, particularly 
Brazil, where by 1890 more than one thousand 
migrants worked as peddlers or middlemen 
in the great Amazonian rubber trade in Pará. 
Brazilian naturalization was readily available, 
an important factor for the many migrants 
who returned home to establish commercial 
ventures and did so with the protection of the 
Brazilian government against imprisonment or 
xenophobic violence (Lesser 1999:46–47).

The largest wave of emigrants, however, 
were the Syro-Lebanese, a group that began 
a massive migration at the close of the 19th 
century, driven largely by the economic flux 
in the Ottoman Empire and the dreams of a 
better future in America. (Because they histori-
cally formed a single province in the Ottoman 
Empire, the two nationalities are treated here 
as a single group.) Their entry during this time 
also led to their being labeled turcos by the 
local population, an appellation that the group 
has been unable fully to shake off despite the 
existence of independent Syria and Lebanon. 
Foreign and Lebanese companies attempted to 
profit from their migration and developed great 
advertising campaigns that brought many a 
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2 latin america

landlubber onto their boats. Several embarked 
unaware of their final destination, assuming 
that America meant the United States and only 
realizing their mistake when it was too late. For 
Maronite Christians from Lebanon, the larg-
est group emigrating, another factor was the 
increasing dominance of Muslims throughout 
the empire, following the large migrations from 
the Crimea, the Caucasus, and the Balkans 
in the wake of the Ottoman-Russian wars.

These early settlers navigated their new coun-
tries by tapping into the existing trade networks 
developed by the Moroccans. The Syro-Leba-
nese tended to congregate in large urban cen-
ters and formed a conduit for goods from the 
rural interior as well as for products obtained 
from overseas. The greatest populations were 
in large commercial centers such as São Paulo, 
Buenos Aires, Baranquilla, and Guayaquil. Ara-
bic-speaking enclaves appeared, e.g. the neigh-
borhood surrounding Rua 25 de Março in São 
Paulo, which rapidly developed into the urban 
heart of the local population. Many of these 
merchants swiftly acquired wealth and pres-
tige, and by the early years of the 20th century 
they began to play a prominent role in local 
society.

At the same time, a backlash against the suc-
cessful economic rise of the Syro-Lebanese 
began to be felt. While many Latin American 
countries had encouraged immigration from 
Europe in the 19th century, the influx of people 
from an unknown and unfamiliar land encour-
aged xenophobia. The settlement patterns of 
Arabic speakers in the large cities also dis-
pleased many elites in Brazil and Argentina, 
who had hoped immigrants would become 
agricultural workers. Violence fed by vitriolic 
anti-immigrant rhetoric rose against the Arabs 
in Buenos Aires in the 1910s, while restrictions 
on Middle Eastern entry were passed in Brazil 
and Colombia in the 1930s. Although efforts by 
the Ottoman commercial and diplomatic elite 
led some new-comers to venture into the hinter-
lands, the escalating Arab population (65,000 
in Argentina by 1914, 107,000 in Brazil by 
the end of the 1930s) continued to congregate 
in the main centers (Klich 1993:199; Lesser 
1999:49).

The concentration of the community helped 
to propel the Syro-Lebanese into their status 
as a powerful economic and political block 
in the 1920s, when they established banking 

concerns across the continent. These financial 
institutions featured generous credit policies for 
the community, fostering the creation of indus-
trial endeavors such as the great Arab tex-
tile factories of São Paulo and Santiago de 
Chile. The most prosperous of these manu-
facturers began to assimilate into the upper 
strata of Latin American society. They moved 
into wealthy neighborhoods, and their children 
attended the best schools, becoming profession-
als and marrying into powerful families.

Although industrialists such as Juan Yarur 
in Chile had long used personal networks to 
organize manufacturing concerns, the second 
generation applied their connections to enter 
politics. In some areas, such as São Paulo and 
Guayaquil, the vast political web created by the 
Syro-Lebanese led to a situation that Oswaldo 
Truzzi (1995) has called sobre-representaçao 
‘overrepresentation’. Populists such as Ecuador’s 
Assad Bucaram used the slums of Guayaquil to 
build the CFP party in the 1950s, while Paulo 
Jorge Mansur, owner of Radio Difusor in São 
Paulo, bankrolled a number of winning cam-
paigns beginning in the 1960s (for Brazil, see 
Truzzi 1995:31–42; for Ecuador, see Almeida 
1996:106–108). By the 1990s, the consolidation 
of the Arab position in Latin American politics 
had become obvious as presidents of Arab 
descent were elected in Argentina, Colombia, 
Ecuador (two), and Venezuela. 

3 .  T h e  r o l e  a n d  p l a c e  o f 
A r a b i c  i n  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n 
s o c i e t y

The spectacular ascent of the Syro-Lebanese 
during the 20th century was largely predicated 
upon their initial bond as members of the same 
culture. While the first generation of immigrants 
remained largely endogamous, subsequent gen-
erations have mostly assimilated into the local 
culture. Their common linguistic bond has 
suffered throughout the region, though miti-
gated by local circumstances. In general, the 
presence of Arabic is much higher in Brazil than 
in Spanish Latin America, except among the 
latter’s largely bilingual Muslim community.

The cosmopolitanism of the early settlers 
and their numerical strength contributed to this 
quick assimilation. As merchants with extensive 
ties across the Mediterranean, the Maghrebi and 
Syro-Lebanese immigrants were already familiar 
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with the French and Spanish languages before 
coming to the Americas. In countries like Mexico 
and Ecuador, where there were rather small 
communities initially, this cosmopolitan iden-
tity aided their absorption into the local culture. 
The lack of a large population also diminished 
the possibility of setting up Arabic- language 
schools, as happened in Argentina and Brazil. 
The second generation, by necessity, had to take 
advantage of the national public school system, 
which quickly eroded their use of Arabic in 
daily life to the point where the language is 
little used in these countries today.

In Argentina the situation was rather dif-
ferent. The large Arab immigrant population 
led to the development of schools conducted 
completely in Arabic, particularly among the 
Aleppine community. Arabic-language news-
papers also circulated in the main cities and 
continue to do so, even though most contem-
porary Arabic newspapers are bilingual. How-
ever, the intensity of the negative reaction 
against a language that symbolized Islam in the 
early 20th century fed the desire to blend in, 
particularly among Christian circles. Over the 
years, the use of Arabic declined until it was 
largely relegated to the Muslim community, 
who often converted to Christianity in order to 
conduct business with greater ease and achieve 
prosperity. The case of Argentine ex-president 
Carlos Menem is a case in point. Like so many 
others, Menem’s childhood in the La Rioja 
district in the north of the country was plagued 
by the anti-Muslim sentiment dominating the 
conservative Catholic province. His conversion 
to Catholicism in 1963 was a prelude to his rise 
in politics. 

Among the Muslim community, Arabic con-
tinued to flourish in the private and religious 
spheres while diminishing in the public sphere 
as later generations became increasingly bilin-
gual. A study by Estela Biondi Assali (1989) 
reviewed the correlation between social codes 
of conduct and the use of Arabic or Spanish 
among Muslims of the first, second, and 
third generations in Tucuman. Her research 
revealed that a highly stratified system of usage 
existed among Arab Argentines, who tended to 
equate the language with the intimacy of the 
home, the mosque, and the family, while Spanish 
constituted the language of public life. The 
degree of Arabic usage differed across genera-
tions. For the first immigrants, familial and 

pan-Islamic communication remained tied to 
Arabic, while both languages were used in their 
professional life. Reading and writing also 
tended to be mostly confined to Arabic. In 
the second and third generations, bilingualism 
increased to include both the home and the 
mosque, while reading and writing tended to be 
conducted in Spanish. The exceptions to these 
norms occurred at moments of intense emo-
tion, when Arabic would become the dominant 
tongue, or in writing letters to relatives either in 
the Middle East or other parts of Argentina. In 
effect, the language was relegated to secondary 
status among a group striving to restrict their 
identity in order to prosper in a society intoler-
ant of their religion, with which the language 
remained indelibly linked.

This situation has begun to change in recent 
years as Argentine society has become more 
tolerant of Islam, largely because of Menem’s 
 presidency and in particular because of the 
shocking death in 1995 of his son, who had 
reclaimed the faith of his forefathers. The pre-
sence of Islamic funeral rites on Argentine radio 
and television directly led to a revalorization of 
the religion by a great number of Argentines as 
well as the onset of an extension of the Islamic 
infrastructure in Argentina (Jozami 1996:67–
68). To wit, the government provided support 
for the construction of a major cultural center 
in the Palermo Mosque in Buenos Aires. Built 
on land donated by the government, the cor-
ner-stone was laid on 7 December 1998. The 
structure now forms a major cultural com-
plex,  complete with religious instruction as 
well as both a primary and secondary school, 
each of which has about three hundred stu-
dents. Independent cultural centers have also 
appeared since the early 1990s, as the younger 
generation seeks to understand their heritage. 
These centers often celebrate the trappings of 
Arab culture like music, food, and dance; at 
times they also offer Arabic lessons.

However, the overall state of Arabic in Argen-
tina continues to be relatively under-developed, 
with little presence of the language outside of 
the religious and private spheres. There are 
no major universities, for instance, that offer 
courses in the language. This situation is rather 
distinct from Brazil, the other main center of 
Latin America’s Arab population.

While Argentina’s Arab community was 
forced to contend with a strong degree of xeno-

EALL_L_1-95.indd   3 10/4/2007   5:07:50 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



4 latin america

phobia from the onset of their tenure   in their 
adopted country, those who came to Brazil man-
aged to formulate a prouder sense of identity by 
adopting Brazilian traits without shedding their 
Arab past. Part of the reason for their success 
concerned the racial differences prevalent in 
Brazil, a country whose population is largely of 
European and African descent. Arabic speakers 
entering Brazil did not stand out racially to the 
same degree as those who settled in Spanish 
and Italian Argentina. In addition, idealized 
notions of Arab culture had existed as part of 
Brazilian 19th-century romanticism, as in Teó-
filo Braga’s lauding of the Mozárabs. Although 
many native Brazilians rebuked the growing 
Syro-Lebanese population during the strongly 
nationalist Vargas regime of the 1930s, nativist 
rhetoric paled in comparison to Argentina, and 
the turco continued to captivate the imagina-
tion of Brazilian intellectuals as in the central 
character Nassim of Jorge Amado’s celebrated 
novel Gabriela, clove and cinammon.

Some Arab Brazilians felt pressured to assim-
ilate by abandoning highly visible markers 
and adopting Portuguese-sounding names. One 
of the primary strategies, however, was to praise 
the notion of a special relationship between the 
two cultures in works such as Tanus Jorge 
Bastani’s O libano e os libaneses (1945), which 
extols Middle Eastern culture while focusing 
on its historic connections with Brazil. One 
of the most noticeable signs of this apprecia -
tion for the synchronicity between the groups 
came in 1922 with the erection of a statue called 
Amizade sirio-libanesa ‘Syro-Lebanese Friend-
ship’ that celebrated the centennial of Brazilian 
independence. The base of the statue represents 
Syro-Lebanese contributions to world culture, 
while the central figures depict the Brazilian 
Republic embracing an indigenous warrior and 
a Syrian maiden. The ceremonies dedicating the 
statue also included a poetry contest in which 
contestants presented material describing the 
life of the émigré in Brazil. The victor, ±Ilyàs 
£abìb Far™àt, wrote in Arabic to underscore 
the hyphenated identity of the immigrant, at 
once thankful for Brazilian acceptance and con-
fident that the new Lebanese presence expanded 
Brazil’s Christian heritage.

The presence of Arabic poetry at this impor-
tant event was due to the rapid inauguration 
of Arabic-language educational institutions, 
beginning in 1912 with the Gimnásio Oriental. 

Three others in São Paulo alone were founded 
by 1922, helping to transform the city into the 
center of South American Arabic intellectual 
production. Over the course of the next couple 
of decades, Brazil became the cornerstone of 
the southern mahjar literature. One of the early 
Brazilian poets was Fawzì al-Ma±lùf, whose 
poem �Alà bisà† ar-rì™, published in 1929, 
paints the world of the immigrant alone in a 
vast wilderness. Others, such as Far™àt, Michel 
Ma±lùf, and Rašìd Salìm al-Xùrì (al-Khouri) 
celebrated the vast riches of Arab Brazilian 
culture when they founded the literary society 
al-±Ušra al-±Andalusiyya as a place in which a 
‘second Andalusia’ would be built. Al-Xùrì’s 
early work celebrates pastoral themes.

The development of Arab-Brazilian literature 
continued through the next several decades, 
significantly after Jorge Salìm Safady founded 
a publishing house that catered to Arabic-lan-
guage texts. Arabic poetry, histories of Brazil 
in Arabic, and translations of Brazilian litera-
ture formed the bulk of his publishing work, 
illustrating the degree to which the wish to 
formulate a simultaneously Brazilian and Arab 
identity dominated the community. Jose Xùrì 
added to this possibility when he wrote a Por-
tuguese/Arabic dictionary in the 1950s. Others, 
such as Jorge Suleiman Yàzijì, crafted Arabic 
manuals for Brazilians using Latin letters to 
make the language more familiar.

As a result of these endeavors, Arabic flow-
ered as an important aspect of Arab-Brazilian 
life and, indeed, of Brazilian culture in general. 
The University of São Paulo recognized this 
fact when it incorporated Arabic literary and 
language studies into its program of Oriental 
literatures in 1970. The program, which also 
offered instruction in Armenian, Chinese, Heb-
rew, Japanese, Russian, and Sanskrit, formed 
a joint department with the linguistics depart-
ment until 1986, when the two were split into 
separate entities. Today, students can take an 
eight-term sequence in Arabic language and six 
courses on Arabic literature. Included in the 
latter is extensive study of immigrant literature 
(see www.usp.br).

Brazilian Arabic thus continues to flourish. It 
has also incorporated a number of Portuguese 
loanwords, illustrating its validity to contem-
porary Arab-Brazilian life. In a recent study 
by Neuza Neif Nabhan (1994), several levels 
of interference are identified. As in Argentina, 
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Portuguese dominates the public sphere and 
so the presence of Portuguese loanwords is 
most highly noted in terms of work-related 
subjects. Some examples from Nabhan’s study 
(1994:223–225) include:

bi-maskiet  < mascatear ‘to peddle, to sell’
bi-marik < marcar ‘to mark’
bulùza ßùf, pl.  < blusa de lã ‘woolen sweater’
 bluzàt ßùf
gravata, pl. gravatàt < gravata ‘tie’
ma™all mubilia < loja de mobilias ‘furniture 
  store’

Other domains in which loanwords are com-
mon are domestic and social life, particularly 
involving relationships, food, and education 
(Nabhan 1994:235–238):

brimu, primu < primo ‘cousin’
namurado < namorado ‘boyfriend’
fòrn < forno ‘oven’
màmun < mamão ‘papaya’
bil-brimariu < no primário ‘in nursery school’

Some of these words represent the incorpora-
tion of words from Portuguese that do not have 
exact equivalents in Arabic, such as màmun and 
namorado. Others, however, represent a sim-
pler lexeme than that contained in Arabic, in 
which brimu (< primo ‘cousin’) replaces ibn xàl 
‘mother’s brother’s son’ or ibn �amm ‘father’s 
brother’s son’. In cases where there is a complex 
lexeme in both languages, there are three ways 
to organize the resulting loanword (Nabhan 
1994:238–240), either an Arabic/Portuguese 
syntagm (ma™all mubilia ‘furniture store’ < 
Portuguese loja de mobília + Arabic ma™all ±a�à�), 
a Portuguese/Arabic syntagm (bulùza ßùf ‘woolen 
sweater’ < Portuguese blusa de lã + Arabic 
qamìß ßùf ), or a Portuguese/Portuguese syn-
tagm (bèti finu ‘fine-tooth comb’ < pente fino). 

Nabhan’s study also showed that this phe-
nomenon was common both in established 
descendants of earlier immigrants and in the 
smaller groups of newer émigrés who began 
appearing in the 1970s as trouble roiled the 
Middle East, particularly during the Lebanese 
civil war. In effect, Arabic continues to evolve 
as a living language in Brazil even as the Arab-
Brazilian population grows. 

Throughout the region, then, it is possible to 
say that Arabic has a definite presence in the 

countries with a larger Arab population, such as 
Brazil and Argentina, while it has largely faded 
from use among the descendants of Arabic 
speakers in countries with a smaller popula-
tion such as Ecuador, Colombia, and Mexico. 
In Argentina, the resurgence of Islam in recent 
years is perhaps leading toward a renewed use 
of Arabic outside of religious circles, although 
that waits to be seen. In Brazil, with a strong 
tradition of Arabic literature and a transition 
relatively free of intense persecution, Arabic 
continues to hold a key place in Arab-Brazilian 
society as a method of communication, artistic 
expression, and academic study.
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Latin Loanwords

Latin loanwords entered the Arabic language 
during the seven centuries or so which elapsed 
between the Roman conquest of Bilàd aš-Šàm 
in 63 B.C.E. and its subsequent conquest by the 
Arabs in the 630s C.E. The area extended from 
the Euphrates River or the Amanus Mountains 
in the north to the Sinai Peninsula in the south. 
Roman rule in this area was preceded by some 
three centuries of a Macedonian presence, initi-
ated by the conquests of Alexander the Great. 
During that time the Greek language spread 
in this region and became its language of cul-
tural dominance, even as Aramaic/Syriac had 
become dominant among the Semitic popula-
tion of the region. Consequently, many Latin 
loanwords reached Arabic through the filter 
of Greek or Aramaic (� Greek loanwords; � 
Aramaic/Syriac loanwords). 

Greek contributed more loanwords than 
Latin, but some loanwords from Latin, as 
relatively few as they are, have become part 
and parcel of the Arabic language, owing to 
the strong Roman military and administrative 
presence in the region. Others had an ephem-
eral life in Arabic and have survived only in 
medieval historical texts that refer to the distant 
past, sometimes used only once hapax lego-
mena. Sirà† < strata ‘paved Roman road’ is a 
key Qur±ànic term meaning ‘path’ or ‘way’ (Q. 
1/5, 6). Qaßr < castrum, in the sense of both 
‘castle’ and ‘palatial mansion’ (Q. 22/45, 7/74), 
nowadays only means ‘palace’. Qas†al < castel-
lum ‘forti-fied post; tank, cistern’ still appears 
in Modern Arabic as a toponym deriving from 
the first signification and as ‘water pipe, water 

main’, deriving from the second meaning (Dozy 
1927:II, 352–353). Fus†à† < fossatum ‘camp; 
ditch’ (Shahîd 2002:64) survives until the pres-
ent day as the name of Old Cairo. �Askar < 
exercitus ‘army’ is a more plausible etymology 
than Persian laškar (Fraenkel 1886:239). Mìl < 
miliarium ‘milestone’ and ‘measure of dis-
tance, mile’ were both used in Classical Arabic 
(Maqrì�ì, Xi†a† 199), but the word has sur-
vived only in the second signification. Sijill 
< sigillum ‘signet or its impression; a docu-
ment; an imperial edict’ in Late Antiquity is 
used in Arabic only as ‘document, official or 
juridical’ (Q. 21/104; De Blois 1997). Sijn 
< signum ‘signet, signet’s impression; prison 
[in Late Antique usage]’ is still used in this 
sense in Arabic (Niehoff-Panagiotidis 1996; 
Schneider 1997). ±Iß†abl derives from stabulum 
‘stable’ (Fraenkel 1886:124; Viré 1978). Barìd 
< veredus was applied in classical times to 
the post horse, the courier, and the stage and 
is used nowadays only for the postal service 
and the mail (Sourdel 1960b). Hury, pl. ±ahrà± 
derives from horreum ‘storehouse, granary’ 
(Fraenkel 1886:136). Furn derives from furnus 
‘oven, bakehouse’ (Dozy 1927:II, 262). Balà† < 
palatium ‘imperial residence’ means in Arabic 
‘royal court’; in the sense of ‘flagstone, paved 
way’, it derives from Greek ������� (Sourdel 
1960a). The Latin term cohors, pl. cohortes 
‘division of the Roman army; police’ appears 
in Arabic in its two significations as kurdùs, 
kurdùsa, pl. karàdìs ‘a company, a subdivi-
sion in the army’ (Fraenkel 1886:239) and as 
šur†a ‘police’ (Brockelmann 1961:122; Nielsen 
1997). Qayßar < Caesar, the generic title for the 
head of the Roman/Byzantine state (Shahîd a.o. 
1978), also survives as a personal name among 
Christian Arabs. The name ar-Rùm < Rhòma6oi 
was applied to both the Romans of Rome and 
those of Constantinople, the Byzantines (Q. 
30/2), although now the former are referred to 
as Rùmàn < Romani.

Less common words from the Roman mili-
tary and administrative establishment are bi†rìq 
< patricius ‘honorary title of high-ranking dig-
nitary, unrelated to any specific function’, by far 
the most common of all Roman military terms in 
the sources, sometimes applied indiscriminately 
to a Persian commander (Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 
128; Shahîd 1960); fìqàr < vicarius ‘nonmili-
tary officer endowed with various administra-
tive functions’ (¢abarì, Ta±rìx, prima series IV, 
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2099); qus†àr < quaestor, a financial officer 
(Fraenkel 1886:187; Kunitzsch and Ullmann 
1992, nos. 391, 392); qubiqlàr < cubicularius 
‘praepositus sacri cubiculi, the high-ranking 
grand chamberlain’ (¢abarì, Ta±rìx, prima series 
IV, 2099, 2100); dumustuq < domesticus, a 
term applied to ecclesiastical, military, and civil 
officers, but in Arabic only to military com-
manders (Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 129); qawmas < 
comes ‘companion [honorary title for officers 
in various functions]’ (Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 129; 
Dozy 1927:II, 436); ±ibra†uryùn < praetorium 
‘the tent or headquarters of a Roman general’, 
hence ‘palace’ (Ullmann 2002); baq† < pactum 
originally ‘agreement or compact’ but later 
‘tribute’, which is what it signified in Arabic 
(Maqrì�ì, Xi†a† 199–200). 

Certain words pertaining to the Roman mon-
etary system have come from Latin, such as 
dìnàr < denarius ‘gold coin’ (Q. 3/75; Balà�urì, 
Futù™ 573; Miles 1965); fils < follis ‘copper 
coin piece’ (Udovitch 1965); nummiyya < num-
mus ‘coin of the lowest denomination’ (Ma�arrì, 
Ÿufràn 583). From Latin come four words for 
weights: qin†àr < centenarium ‘weight of a hun-
dred pounds’ (Q. 3/14, 75; Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 
179), ±ùqiyya < uncia ‘twelfth part of a pound’ 
(Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 178), mudd ‘measuring 
vessel’ < modius (Oxford Latin Dictionary 
1123; Arabic sources in Fraenkel 1886:206–
207), ±ì†àlìqùs < italicus ‘weight of sixteen 
uqiyyas’ (Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 178). Both num-
miyya and ±ì†àlìqùs are now extinct.

Words related to everyday life have also come 
from Latin, e.g. ßàbùn < sapo ‘soap’ (Kühnel 
1995; Dietrich 1995); qindìl < candela ‘wax light, 
Arabic lamp’ (Fraenkel 1886:95); mindìl < 
mantelum ‘hand towel; napkin’, in Arabic, 
‘handkerchief; head kerchief’ (Rosenthal 1992); 
dals < dolus ‘fraud in commercial transac-
tions’ (Schacht 1964:9; Fraenkel 1886:188). 
Now extinct are muß†àr ~ mus†àr < mustum 
‘new wine’ and mustarium ‘new wine’s con-
tainer’ (Nöldeke 1961:54.12), siqlà†ùn < sigil-
latus ‘textile covered with figures and patterns 
in relief’ (Mas�ùdì, Murùj I, 230; Colin 1930).

In modern times Arabic has picked up from 
Latin two terms, possibly three: qunßul < con-
sul ‘functionary in an embassy’ (Spuler 1965); 
±imbarà†ùr < imperator, never used for the 
Roman or Byzantine ruler in medieval texts 
but used in modern times for heads of states 

that still have emperors. Qub†àn, the captain 
of a ship from Late Latin capitaneus, is not 
attested in the Classical Arabic lexica but is 
used in post-Medieval and Modern Standard 
Arabic, mediated through Ottoman Turkish 
(Dozy 1927:II, 310).

Latin etymologies have been suggested for 
certain loanwords in Arabic, but questions still 
surround them: �atìq < antiquus ‘old, ancient’ 
(Q. 22/33; Fraenkel 1886:210–211); qamìß < 
camisia ‘shirt or mantle’ (Fraenkel 1886:45; 
Brockelmann 1961:169; Teubner 1997); 
balad < palatium ‘town, inhabited area’ 
(Fraenkel 1886:28); qis† < iustitia ‘justice’ 
(Q. 3/18, 21) or < sextarius ‘measure of fluid or 
dry material’ (Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 179); qis†às 
< ‘balance’ (Q. 17/35; Fraenkel 1886:198), 
related to constans as used of the libra ‘pair of 
scales, balance’.

Latin loanwords in Arabic have never been 
the topic of a monograph as Greek, Aramaic, 
and Persian have been. In medieval times, 
Muslim scholars were aware of the problem of 
foreign words in the Qur±àn, including Latin, 
which they called Rùmiyya, often confused 
with Greek, while others strongly denied this 
since it ran counter to the orthodox Islamic 
dogma of �arabiyyat al-Qur±àn, the Arabness 
of the Qur±àn. Of these medieval authors, Jalàl 
ad-Dìn as-Sùyù†ì (d. 916/1610–1611) was the 
only one who listed Latin words from what 
he called ar-Rùmiyya (Latin and Greek) in 
his work al-Mutawakkilì (91–100), which he 
arranged according to the various languages 
from which he thought the foreign vocabulary 
words were derived. In spite of the fact that 
modern research has shown many inaccuracies 
in his etymological attributions, some terms 
he listed as Latin are correct, such as ßirà† and 
qin†àr, from strata and centenarium. The first 
scientific monograph on the foreign vocabulary 
of the Qur±àn including Latin was written in 
1938 by Arthur Jeffery, whose work, arranged 
alphabetically, is still indispensable. Like as-
Sùyù†ì, he limits the Latin loanwords in his 
work to those in the Qur±àn (Jeffery 1938:82, 
133, 146–147, 163–174, 211, 243–244; cf. 
Rippin 2002); hence, the present entry is the 
first attempt to list Latin loanwords found not 
only in the Qur±àn but also in the Arabic lan-
guage generally.
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Irfan Shahîd (Georgetown University)

Leveling

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Leveling is defined by Blanc (1960:62) as a 
process that occurs in “inter-dialectal contact”. 
In such contacts, speakers may replace some 
features from their own dialect with those of 
another dialect that carries more prestige. The 
different dialect is not necessarily that of the 
listener. Blanc cites the example of villagers in 
central Palestine who may try to use the dialect 
of Jerusalem, or of non-Muslim Baghdadis who 
may try to move toward linguistic features of 
Muslim Baghdadis.

Leveling does not necessarily mean that the 
speakers will abandon their own dialect in favor 
of another one. They may, for example, select 
features which are more urban and  abandon 
those which are more rural – and therefore 
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more difficult for the listener to understand.
Thus, leveling, as defined by Blanc, is not just 

accommodation to a different dialect but also 
includes a process of unselecting local and rural 
features in favor of others which are easier to 
understand because they are more common.

This entry provides an in-depth explanation 
of the process of leveling. It includes examples 
of leveling, discusses factors that influence the 
occurrence of leveling, and explains the relation 
between leveling and language change.

According to Holes (1995:39), leveling is 
limited to the “elimination of very localized dia-
lectal features in favour of more regionally gen-
eral ones”. Standardization (or ‘classicization’, 
as it is called by Blanc), on the other hand, is the 
elimination of local features in favor of standard 
ones. Standard or classical features are used not 
only to facilitate conversation but for other 
purposes as well. It is worth noting, however, 
that this distinction is not always maintained. 
Sometimes the term ‘leveling’ is used to refer to 
both standardization and classicization.

Versteegh (1993:65) defines leveling as a gen-
eral process in which the differences between 
varieties of speakers that comprise a speech 
community have almost disappeared. This new 
variety of speech, which is the result of leveling, 
is different from all the specific existing variet-
ies. He also uses the term ‘koineization’ as a 
term synonymous with leveling, and maintains 
that the process of koineization is in most cases 
connected with situations in which groups of 
speakers have been thrown together by acci-
dent. Thus, leveling, in his opinion, is usually 
an unplanned process. However, he mentions 
one case in which leveling was a planned pro-
cess, namely that involving settlers in the new 
polders of North Holland that were reclaimed 
in the first half of the 20th century (Versteegh 
1993:65).

Note that Versteegh prefers the term ‘leveling’ 
to that of ‘koineization’, which has diachronic 
connotations. The term ‘leveling’, on the other 
hand, is a sociolinguistic notion with synchronic 
connotations in a certain speech continuum. 
From an historical perspective, leveling could 
be used to describe the process of convergence 
between the early Arabic dialects, and it could 
also be used in connection with regional stan-
dards – in particular in the western part of the 
Arab world. The term ‘leveling’ refers to a pro-
cess by which a mixture of dialectal varieties in 

a region take on the function of a prestigious 
substandard, often taking over from the exist-
ing varieties (Versteegh 1993:69). According to 
Versteegh, the emergence of a regional standard 
in Arab countries is connected with the pre-
dominance of the dialect of the capital, which 
imposes its variant on the surrounding areas. 
An example of this is the ‘Moroccan dialect’, 
meaning the dialect of Rabat, or the ‘Egyptian 
dialect’, meaning the dialect of Cairo. Again, 
according to Versteegh, this concept of the 
emergence of a dialect as a standard in a specific 
community is related to a process of leveling 
and may be its direct outcome.

2. E x a m p l e s  o f  l e v e l i n g

In 1960, Blanc offered an example of leveling 
involving a conversation between Arabs from 
different countries. The speakers were discussing 
the future of the Arabic language and the dif-
ferences between the various dialects. They 
then used leveling in order to facilitate their 
conversation.

According to Holes (1995:294), leveling can 
affect all linguistic levels: semantic, syntactic, 
phonological, etc. He gives the example of 
a conversation among educated Arabs from 
the Gulf, Baghdad, Cairo, and Jerusalem, and 
examines how these people express the existen-
tial ‘there’, as in ‘there are people’. These speak-
ers of Arabic had at least three dialectal ways 
of expressing existential ‘there’: Gulf: hast, aku, 
Baghdad: aku, Cairo: fì, Jerusalem: fì.

In this case, fì is the feature likely to be used 
by all of the speakers, since it has no  association 
with any particular area and represents the near-
est thing to a dialectal common meeting point 
for this specific group. Speakers in a “hetero-
geneous group tend to level their speech in the 
direction of a pan-Arab dialectal form”. In such 
a case, Iraqis, for example, would resort to using 
a form that they do not have in their dialect.

Some linguists, like Versteegh, tend to study 
the process of leveling in relation to language 
change. Versteegh (2001:103) gives the histori-
cal example of the Arab armies. These armies 
consisted of a mix of different tribes, in which 
the existing differences between pre-Islamic dia-
lects were leveled out. He posits that the new 
dialects in the conquered territories must have 
been the result of local independent evolution.

Continuing on this historical line, Versteegh 
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(2001:149) explains cases of leveling within the 
same dialect. He believes that in the Arabian 
Peninsula, the “nomadic sedentary dichotomy 
does not function in the same way as outside”. 
This is because many tribes have settled mem-
bers with whom there is frequent interaction, 
both economically and socially. Therefore, all 
dialects – including the sedentary ones – exhibit 
Bedouin features.

Versteegh (1993:70) also cites Egypt as an 
example of the process of leveling between 
speakers of the same country. He speaks about 
the influence of Cairene Arabic in the Nile 
Delta and mentions the example of the “iso-
glosses of the realisation of q and j”. In 
Cairene Arabic, the reflex of Classical Arabic 
/q/ is /±/ and that of Classical Arabic /j/ is /g/; 
in the Delta the reflex of /q/ is /g/ and of /j/ 
it is /j/. Versteegh thinks that there is a “for-
midable clustering of isoglosses” in Egypt. 
Many Egyptians will admit to modifying their 
dialect once they come in touch with the 
speech of the capital, and with time, they may 
give up their speech habits altogether. Note 
that Versteegh also mentions that Cairene 
Arabic is the language of the media, movies, 
and songs. Therefore, Cairene Arabic could 
become the future ‘koineized’ variety of the 
Arabic-speaking world. This is doubtful, how-
ever, because the influence of media is only one 
of a number of factors that influence leveling.

Versteegh (1993:72–75) also gives an exam-
ple of leveling in relation to language change, 
in which there is an emergence of a regional 
standard. The example he offers is that of the 
development of � Juba Arabic in the southern 
Sudan. This example is significant, because 
Juba Arabic dialect displays ongoing decreoliz-
ing change in the development of aspectual 
and agreement marking of the verb. Versteegh 
refers to a thesis on Juba Arabic (Mahmoud 
1979), which predicts that in the future, the 
linguistic variety or varieties spoken in Juba will 
become more and more similar to the Arabic 
spoken in Khartoum. Depending on the politi-
cal situation, which determines the amount of 
exposure to standard Arabic, Juba Arabic may 
undergo the same equalizing influence of stan-
dard Arabic that all Arabic dialects undergo. 
This could result in a situation in which Juba 
Arabic would be nothing more than a regional 
variety of general Sudanese Arabic, without any 
trace of its creole origins. Versteegh concludes 

that if it is possible for a creolized variety to 
acquire through a process of semantic change 
features that pertain to normal dialects, one 
could conclude that the only way to distinguish 
between a decreolized and a normal dialect 
would be by an analysis of the historical facts 
connected with those varieties, since the linguis-
tic structure does not offer us any clue to the 
genetic origins.

Versteegh’s conclusion leads the linguist to 
wonder about the real origins of present-day 
regional varieties. He concludes that the level-
ing which takes place in Sudan and the rest of 
the Arab world proves that the emergence of 
a regional standard, when it occurs, is identi-
cal with the leveling process resulting from 
the influence of a prestigious variety of speech 
forms. For example, a creolized dialect may 
become decreolized to such a degree that it 
looks like a normal dialect.

3. F a c t o r s  t h a t  i n f l u e n c e 
l e v e l i n g

Because of the � diglossia in Arab countries, 
leveling is different there than in other coun-
tries (Ferguson 1959). Two language varieties 
in Arab countries exist side by side, each with 
its own function: standard Arabic and the ver-
nacular of the individual country (as well as 
Classical Arabic, which is the language of the 
Qur±àn and pre-Islamic poetry). The position 
of standard Arabic is very strong, and it is dif-
ficult for any vernacular to replace it (Versteegh 
2001:71). In most Arabic-speaking countries, 
Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) is the language 
of individual constitutions. Leveling in these 
countries may be different from leveling in 
other communities in which no language or va-
riety has been given a special status. Versteegh 
believes that as a result of the special status of 
Modern Standard Arabic, inter-Arabic conver-
sation in dialect will not converge in the direc-
tion of a regional dialectal variety but rather 
exhibit an increasing use of Modern Standard 
Arabic features. That is to say, leveling is not 
likely to lead to the ultimate disappearance 
of Modern Standard Arabic in favor of any 
vernacular.

Holes (1995:294) argues that leveling is a 
reaction to the dialectal differences between 
speakers whose aim is to emphasize shared 
elements and eliminate local ones. In addition, 

10 leveling

EALL_L_1-95.indd   10 10/4/2007   5:07:53 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



interaction between dialects – both economi-
cally and socially – also encourages the use of 
leveling (cf. Versteegh 2001).

Leveling is influenced by the following factors: 

i. Stigmatization
Stigmatization can play a role in the direc-
tion of leveling. When there is interaction 
among different groups and one group’s 
variety is stigmatized, leveling will take 
elements from the nonstigmatized variety. 
The following example clarifies this point. 
Woidich (1994) mentions that the Cairene 
dialect of today is a mixed dialect formed in 
the second half of the 19th century, when 
many people from the countryside moved 
to Cairo. A number of features became 
stigmatized as a result of being associated 
with low-prestige rural dialects. According 
to Versteegh (2001), this process of stigma-
tization led to the disappearance of rural 
forms and the emergence of new forms as 
a result of overgeneralization and leveling, 
as exemplified by the loss of the pausal � 
±imàla.

ii. Political and social issues
Al-Wer (2002b:45) discusses why pressures 
toward regional koineization will not lead 
the dialects of Beirut, Damascus, Jerusalem, 
and Amman to become identical. The rea-
son she offers is that the countries of the 
Levant are separate political entities, with 
different political and social attitudes. 
Thus, political factors are important in the 
process of leveling.

iii. The issue of identity
The concept of identity also plays a major 
role in the process of leveling. Al-Wer 
(2002b:45; 2003) cites the example of 
Amman, where leveling has occurred as the 
country has acquired a new population – 
and, therefore, a new identity (� Jordan 
Arabic). Among older population groups 
in Amman, the dialects can be clearly rec-
ognized as either Jordanian or Palestinian; 
however, among the new generation, lev-
eling plays a role in decreasing regional 
differences and constructing a new dialect. 
Leveling here is used to increase localized 
and marked features, as well as to mark a 
symbol of a new identity.

iv. Markedness and simplification
Al-Wer (1997) mentions markedness and 

simplification as factors which influence the 
occurrence of a specific variable. She argues 
that a marked variable, which is associated 
with indigenous dialects, is not often used 
because people tend to simplify. This is con-
nected to Myers-Scotton’s (1997) idea of 
minimizing costs and maximizing rewards. 
She states that people try to facilitate the 
process of communication with the least 
effort on their part, at the same time trying 
to have a greater impact on the listener.

v. Context
Holes (1995:40) mentions that context 
plays a major role in the process of leveling. 
He asserts that in a supranational speech 
context, national dialects may be used, but 
with leveling and standardization. Holes 
adds that this kind of leveling may occur in 
certain contexts, such as a pan-Arab discus-
sion on educational cooperation, depend-
ing on contextual factors (including the 
subject itself, which may have more or less 
strong associations with Modern Standard 
Arabic). Al-Wer (1997) also offers an inter-
esting example of Palestinian and Jordanian 
dialects in contact. She claims that although 
the contact between the dialects is nothing 
new, the context for the interaction is new 
and different. Both groups form together 
the population of a new city, Amman, 
and thus share a new political entity. This 
context, Al-Wer argues, plays an important 
role in leveling.

vi. Media and education
Gibson (2002) mentions the fact that 
increased mobility and education influence 
leveling in Tunisia. He speculates that dur-
ing the 20th century, nonstandard dia-
lects became closer to the standard vari-
ety in many languages, including English. 
Gibson attributes this to the spread of 
media – print, television, and radio. He 
examines whether the same is true in the 
Arabic-speaking world, with reference to 
ongoing phonological and morphological 
changes in Tunisian Arabic. He admits 
that although there is a great influence of 
Modern Standard Arabic on the vocabulary 
of Arabic dialects – including Tunisian – the 
same may not be true for phonology and 
morphology. Gibson examines the assump-
tion that because of the prestige of Modern 
Standard Arabic, as well as the spread 
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of education and media, change favors 
Modern Standard Arabic. He studies four 
Tunisian variables, including the increased 
use of /q/ instead of /g/, which is used in 
Bedouin dialects. One should bear in mind 
that the realization of this variable is shared 
between the urban dialect of Tunis and 
Modern Standard Arabic. Another variable 
Gibson examines is the treatment of the 
final vowel in weak verbs. He concludes 
that the direction of many language changes 
is toward the modern-day dialect of Tunis 
(Gibson 2002:28). In fact, in the case of 
the conjugation of weak verbs, changes 
are moving away from Modern Standard 
Arabic-like forms. This may be related to 
the spread of education and media.

4. L e v e l i n g  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o 
l a n g u a g e  c h a n g e

In drawing conclusions about leveling in rela-
tion to language change, an essential question 
must be considered, i.e., whether leveling has 
played a major role in explaining the process 
of decreolization and the formation of dif-
ferent dialects of Arabic. According to Holes 
(1986:221), leveling cannot explain the large 
difference between modern Arabic pidgins or 
creoles and mainstream dialects. He believes 
that similarities between modern dialects must 
stem from the main input, comprised of a range 
of slightly different dialects sharing similarities 
to Arabic, as opposed to being a unified form 
of Arabic. Versteegh (2004:352), on the other 
hand, stresses that the influence of the standard 
language should not be ruled out completely. 
Throughout the modern Arab world, one can 
find examples of illiterate speakers who can 
still produce standard forms (Palva 1969). This 
shows that the standard language may still have 
played a major role in current Arabic dialects. 
He also adds that at all levels, hybrid forms 
such as b-tuktab ‘it [fem.] is being written’ are 
heard (cf. Bassiouney 2003). The influence of 
Modern Standard Arabic is not just related to 
the spread of education and media but, accord-
ing to Versteegh (2004), has religious signifi-
cance as well, because it is used in mosques. 
The difference between Classical Arabic and 
Modern Standard Arabic is not discussed in 
detail here, because it does not contribute to the 

main argument; see Bassiouney (2003) for a full 
discussion of this difference.

5. C o n c l u s i o n

A number of linguists who have studied leveling 
in Arabic argue that leveling is not necessarily 
in the direction of Modern Standard Arabic. 
Ibrahim (1986), Abdel Jawad (1987), Al-Wer 
(1997), and Gibson (2002) explain that Modern 
Standard Arabic is not a spoken variety. Thus, 
leveling does not necessarily have to be toward 
Modern Standard Arabic but could instead be 
directed toward the prestigious vernacular of 
different countries. Gibson also rejects the term 
‘prestige’ when discussing leveling, since there is 
an overt and a covert prestige (cf. Trudgill 1974). 
Holes (1983) cites as an example to support 
Gibson the fact that despite increased literacy 
and urbanization in Bahrain, the local lan-
guage has not moved toward Classical Arabic 
features. According to Al-Wer (2002b:46), lin-
guistic change in the Arab world is determined 
by the status of the native varieties, which is in 
turn determined by the status of the speaker 
rather than the status of Modern Standard 
Arabic. Similarly, a higher level of education 
does not necessarily mean that speakers will use 
more standard Arabic forms.

Finally, it should be noted that leveling may oc-
cur in differing degrees. For example, Egyptians 
in an interdialectal context tend to accommod-
ate their speech to others and use leveling less 
than Gulf Arabic speakers (� speech accom-
modation). As stated above, leveling is not 
necessarily toward Egyptian Arabic in spite of 
the prestige of this dialect. This is because level-
ing is not only dependent on prestige but on a 
combination of factors. Versteegh (2001) offers 
another example to prove that there are degrees 
of leveling. He posits that the Bedouin dialects 
in the Arabian Peninsula are more conservative 
than those outside that region, the most conser-
vative of them being Najdi Arabic. Therefore, 
they do not allow leveling to the same extent as 
other dialects outside the Peninsula do.

According to Al-Wer (2002b), the most im-
portant feature in leveling which may lead to 
language change is not education but rather 
frequency of interaction. Meanwhile, Versteegh 
(2004:355) argues that what is needed is “a 
much more detailed and fine-grained analysis 
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of the demographic, cultural and social circum-
stances of the early period of Arabization”. 
Since it is difficult to study change in progress 
(Gibson 2002:38), it is also difficult to study 
leveling in relation to language change. In fact, 
relatively few detailed studies on leveling in 
Arabic have been conducted, and there remains 
an urgent need to study this phenomenon from 
different perspectives and in relation to differ-
ent variables, such as education, gender, social 
class, and country.
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Lexical Variation: Modern 
 Standard Arabic

1. L e x i c a l  v a r i a t i o n  i n  A r a b i c

Lexical � variation is an area of sociolinguis-
tics which studies differences in certain lexical 
items used by various speech communities. 
This phenomenon can be attributed to many 
variables, such as the nature of the language 
itself, geography, social status, individual pref-
erences, topic, hierarchy, language academies, 
media, etc. � Modern Standard Arabic reflects 
the variability of one language still in use. It 
can be traced back centuries to the pre- and 
early-Islamic periods and found in the lexical 
variability among the numerous Arab tribes.

Lexical variation continues to exist in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic because it is of the used 
language variety and thus cannot remain static. 
A certain lexical item may be used in one Arab 
country while another is used in other Arab 
countries. In some cases, these lexical varia-
tions are simply a different form of the same 
root, while in other cases they are a completely 
different word. There are several elements con-
tributing to this phenomenon, such as lexical 
preferences, � diglossia, the activities of the 
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Arabic � language academies and the media, 
and the influence of � Educated Spoken Arabic 
(Ibrahim 1997).

Modern Standard Arabic has been defined 
as “the mutual official language in the Arab 
world today” (�Abd al-�Azìz 1992:11), and as 
“the language uniting the Arab countries” (aß-
Íàyiÿ 1990:20). It is sometimes referred to as 
fuß™à l-�aßr and defined as occurring “in all the 
subjects that deal with our contemporary life, 
and in which fuß™à Arabic is used. It is used to 
broadcast political commentaries on the radio, 
and found in prepared scientific speeches that 
are read from a written paper. Since this level 
is wide and comprehensive, it includes differ-
ent types such as the scientific, political, liter-
ary, social . . . etc.” (Badawi 1973:90). Modern 
Standard Arabic is also defined as “the variety 
of Arabic that is used in newspapers, magazines, 
textbooks, academic books, novels, short stories 
and other ‘serious’ writing. It is used orally in 
some university contexts, in political and other 
‘read’ speeches and in the delivery of the news 
on radio and television” (Parkinson 1991:32).

Lexical variation in Modern Standard Arabic 
is not a new phenomenon in the Arabic lan-
guage; on the contrary, it has existed for cen-
turies. The morphological system of Modern 
Standard Arabic holds inherent characteristics 
which enable the formation of different lexical 
items derived from the same root. It also allows 
for the existence of different words carrying 
exactly the same meaning. The diglossic nature 
of the Arabic language influences the choice of 
words in Modern Standard Arabic. Personal 
preferences have always been and will continue 
to be a factor in the process of word choice. 

2. V a r i a t i o n  i n  C l a s s i c a l 
A r a b i c

Lexical variation has existed in the Arabic 
language as early as the pre-Islamic period 
(� pre-Islamic Arabic). At the time of the 
Islamic Revelation, there was a certain degree 
of dialectal variation between the tribal groups 
living in the £ijàz and Najd (Holes 1995:14), 
leading Rabin (1951:1–2) to conclude that the 
Eastern dialects (Tamìm, �Uqayl, and others) 
“must have sounded to the Arab from Najd like 
a foreign language”. Linguists such as Rabin 
attribute the lexical variation to dialectal varia-
tion between tribes. Others, such as Versteegh 
(1997), attribute it to stylistic variation.

Numerous anecdotes are reported about 
lexical variation in the pre-Islamic period. For 
example, it is said that when a knife fell from 
the Prophet Mu™ammad, he told ±Abù Hurayra 
to hand it to him, using the word sikkìn for 
‘knife’. ±Abù Hurayra did not understand, so 
he asked the Prophet to repeat his words 
three times. Finally, ±Abu Hurayra said, “Is it 
the mudya ‘knife’ that you want?”, and the 
Prophet answered “yes”. Then ±Abù Hurayra 
asked, “Is it called sikkìn among your tribe?”. 
And he continued, “I had never heard it until 
that day” (±Anìs 1973:138–139).

Another story is told about �Alì ibn ±Abì 
¢àlib, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet 
Mu™ammad, who heard him speaking to a del-
egation from the tribe of Nahd (Banù Nahd). 
�Alì said to the Prophet, “We hear you speaking 
to the Arabs, and we are from the same father 
[i.e., ‘we speak the same language’], but we do 
not understand much of what you say” (�A††àr 
1958:26).

Lexical variation is also referred to in the 
words of the Prophet, “The Qur±àn was revealed 
in seven letters” (nazala l-Qur±àn �alà sab�ati 
±a™ruf; Naßßàr 1956:79). The seven ‘letters’ are 
the seven different ways of reading the Qur±àn 
(� qirà±àt). The variations are due to dialectal 
and pronunciation differences among the tribes 
(Naßßàr 1956:79). The Qur±àn includes dialec-
tal words from the various tribes (al-Munjid 
1946:8). For example, in sura ±âl �Imràn (Q. 3/
39), there is the following example of a lexi-
cal item from different tribes: ßabùr means ‘a 
patient man’ in the tribe of �Amìr, but in the 
tribe of Kinàna it means ‘a man who does not 
need women’. There are also phonetic varia-
tions in the realization of the word massakum 
qar™ ‘you were wounded’, as the Tamìm tribes 
pronounced it qur™ and the £ijàzì tribes pro-
nounced it qar™.

Examples of phonological variation are 
found in the variation in short vowels, e.g. 
nasta�ìn and nista�ìn ‘we seek help’, one with a 
fat™a in the prefix and the other with a kasra. 
According to al-Farrà± (Naßßàr 1956:77–78), it 
was pronounced with a fat™a in the language of 
the tribes of ±Asad and Qurayš (the tribe of the 
Prophet Mu™ammad), while other tribes say it 
with a kasra (� taltala). Another example is 
found in cases of deletion, e.g. ma�akum ‘with 
you’ and ma�kum, and in ista™yaytu ‘I was shy’ 
and ista™aytu, with deletion of the first y.

Examples of sound substitution are ±ulà±ika 
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‘those’ and ±ulàlika; ±ammà ‘as for’ and ±àmma, 
where the hamza is substituted with a long 
vowel /à/; deglottalization of the hamza, as 
in mustahzi±ùn ‘those who ridicule’ and mus-
tahzùn; � metathesis, as in ßà�iqa ‘thunderbolt’ 
and ßàqi�a; � assimilation, as in muhtadùn 
‘those rightly guided’ and muhdawn; lengthen-
ing of the vowel, as in unÚur ‘look!’ and unÚùr. 

An example of grammatical variation is that 
some Arabs say hà�ihi l-baqar ‘these [fem.] 
cows’, while others say hà�à l-baqar ‘these 
[masc.] cows’. An example of lexical variation 
in the plural form is ±asrà ‘prisoners of war’ 
and ±asàrà. Variation in verbs involves the fam-
ous story about the imperative �ib ‘rise!’ or 
‘jump!’, which in � £imyaritic meant ‘sit down!’
(Naßßàr 1956:77–78). 

Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002), who has been 
described in the Encyclopaedia of Islam (III, 
754) as the founder of the science of etymology 
(� ištiqàq), wrote a chapter about variation 
in his Xaßà±iß (I, 370), with the title Fì l-faßì™ 
yajtami�u fì kalàmihi luÿatàni fa-ßà�idan ‘About 
eloquent persons in whose speech there are 
two or more dialectal forms’. He wrote that 
if one says baÿdàd ‘Baghdad’ or baÿdàn, or 
even miÿdàn, all these variations are correct. 
Likewise, one can say both li™ya or ±aym for 
‘beard’, both being correct.

A case of lexical variation in poetry is reported 
by Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß II, 467), about a poet 
using zabn ‘narrowness, tightness, closeness’ in 
one verse, and then reciting �ìq in another line. 
A friend of the poet remarked, “This is not how 
you said it before, you used zabn before”. The 
poet answered, “Don’t you know that zabn and 
�ìq are one [i.e. ‘have the same meaning’]?”. 

Variation of this kind existed in pre-Islamic 
times and has continued since then. Dialectal 
variation among the Arab tribes led to the 
existence of many words with the same mean-
ing but differing in form (±Anìs 1973:138). 
Obviously, lexical variation is not a new phe-
nomenon in the Arabic language.

3. L e x i c a l  v a r i a t i o n  i n 
M o d e r n  S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c

3.1 Lexical items from the same root

The following are examples of words which 
come from the same root yet in some instances 
carry two or more meanings. In some Arab 
countries one derived form of the verb is used, 
while in other countries another form is used. 

The following examples illustrate specific cases 
of preference on the part of some Arabs for 
a certain lexical item or form over another, 
despite the fact that they are derived from the 
same root.

i. TaÚàhuràt and muÚàharàt ‘demonstra-
tions’ both come from the root Ú-h-r ‘to be 
or become visible, clear, apparent’ (Wehr 
1980:583). Form III of this root, Úàhara, 
means ‘to help, assist, aid, support’, verbal 
noun muÚàhara (Wehr 1980:584). In Form 
VI (tafà�ala), the root means ‘to mani-
fest, display, show, pretend’, verbal noun 
taÚàhur (Wehr 1980:584). Both verbal 
nouns are used to mean ‘demonstrations’. 
Some speakers choose to use muÚàharàt 
in order to avoid confusion with the word 
meaning ‘to pretend’. In the sense of ‘dem-
onstrations, riots’, muÚàharàt is used in 
Egypt, while taÚàhuràt is used in this sense 
in Lebanon; the latter word refers in Egypt 
to art exhibitions, musical concerts, or film 
festivals, just as it does in Morocco.

ii. Istixbàràt and muxàbaràt ‘intelligence’ both 
come from the root x-b-r ‘to try, test, experi-
ence, know by experience, have experience’ 
(Wehr 1980:225). In Form X (istaf �ala), 
this root means ‘to inquire, ask about’, 
verbal noun istixbàr (Wehr 1980:225). In 
Form III (fà�ala), the root means ‘to contact 
in writing, negotiate, treat’, verbal noun 
muxàbara (Wehr 1980:225). Both verbal 
nouns are used in the plural to mean ‘intel-
ligence’. In Lebanon and Morocco, istix-
bàràt is used, while muxàbaràt is used in 
Egypt.

iii. Taxßìßa, xaßxaßa, and xawßaßa are all three 
used for ‘privatization’. The first and third 
word come from the same root, x-ß-ß ‘to 
particularize, designate, allocate to’ (Wehr 
1980:240), taxßìßa being the verbal noun of 
Form II of the verb, while xawßaßa is from 
the form faw�ala. The second word, xaß-
xaßa, is from a quadrilateral root. In Egypt, 
xaßxaßa is preferred, while in Lebanon one 
uses taxßìß and in Morocco xawßaßa.

iv. Makman and kamìn ‘ambush’. The root is 
k-m-n, used in Form I as kamana or kamina 
‘to hide; to be hidden, concealed, latent; to 
ambush’ (Wehr 1980:841). Kamìn means 
‘hidden, lying in ambush, ambush, secret 
attack’ (Wehr 1980:841), while makman 
means ‘place where something is hidden, 

  lexical variation: modern standard arabic 15

EALL_L_1-95.indd   15 10/4/2007   5:07:55 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



ambuscade, ambush hiding place’ (Wehr 
1980:841). The pattern of makman is 
maf �al, which is used to form the nouns of 
places. In Lebanon, makman is used, while 
kamìn is used in Egypt.

3.2 Lexical items from different roots

The examples provided below are cases of lexi-
cal preferences between synonyms.

i. Istanfara and istad�à ‘to put on alert’. The 
verb istanfara (Form X) means ‘to be fright-
ened away, to call upon, to fight, to call 
out’ (Wehr 1980:984). The verb istad�à 
(Form X) means ‘to call or send, to sum-
mon, to recall [e.g. a diplomatic envoy]’ 
(Wehr 1980:283). Thus both not only share 
the same meaning, they also share the same 
Form, istaf �ala (Form X). In Egypt, isti�dàd 
(or ta±ahhub) used to be the term for ‘alert’, 
often in combination with the adjective 
qußwà ‘ultimate’, while in Lebanon and 
Morocco istinfàr was used. However, from 
the year 2000 onward, Egyptian newspa-
pers have switched to istinfàr.

ii. Humùm and mašàkil ‘concerns; prob-
lems’. Humùm is the plural of hamm 
‘anxiety, concern, solicitude, worry’ (Wehr 
1980:1033), while mašàkil is the plural of 
muškila ‘problem, unsolved question, issue, 
difficulty’ (Wehr 1980:483). In Lebanon, 
humùm is preferred, while in Egypt mašàkil 
is more common in this sense.

iii. Tatimma and baqiyya are used in newspa-
pers and magazines in the sense of ‘con-
tinuation’. The literal meaning of tatimma 
is ‘completion’ (Wehr 1980:97); this is the 
current term in Lebanon and Morocco. The 
literal meaning of baqiyya is ‘remainder, 
rest’ (Wehr 1980: 69); this is the current 
term in Egypt.

iv. Mašàÿil and wiraš ‘workshops’, the for-
mer being the plural of mašÿal (Wehr 
1980:476), the latter the plural of warša 
(Wehr 1980:1061). Mašàÿil is used in 
Lebanon, while wiraš is used in Egypt.

4. C a u s e s  o f  v a r i a t i o n

4.1 Influence of dialect

Diglossia plays a decisive role in the choices 
illustrated in the following examples. Speakers 

of a dialect sometimes prefer to restrict one par-
ticular lexical item to the dialect and another to 
Modern Standard Arabic to avoid confusion.

i. ±Ijàza and šahàda ‘university degree’. The 
verb ±ajàza means ‘to permit, allow; to 
license; to approve’ (Wehr 1980:147). In 
Lebanese and Moroccan Modern Standard 
Arabic, ±ijàza is used for ‘degree’, while in 
Egyptian šahàda is used in this sense; ±ajàza 
is a false cognate because in Egyptian col-
loquial it means ‘holiday, vacation’. Since 
the short vowels /i/ and /a/ do not occur in 
printing, Egyptians would read the word 
as ±agàza (the /ž/ sound in Lebanese cor-
responds to /g/ in Egyptian). The word 
šahàda ‘certificate’ may come from the verb 
šahada ‘to certify’, which is usually written 
in contexts such as ‘The Ministry of . . . cer-
tifies . . .’. ±Ijàza appears to be a translation 
from the French word license, meaning a 
bachelor of arts degree, a term still used in 
Lebanon.

ii. The oldest Arabic dictionary, al-Xalìl’s Kitàb 
al-�ayn states that “the two thighs (wirkàni) 
are above the two legs (fax�àni)” (V, 403).
This difference has become obsolete in 
Modern Standard Arabic, and both wirk 
and fax� are now used to refer to the same 
body part, ‘thigh’. However, in written 
Lebanese Modern Standard Arabic, only 
wirk is used, while fax� is the correspond-
ing word in written Egyptian Modern 
Standard Arabic, wirk being reserved for 
the colloquial.

iii. Manàšìr and manšùràt ‘leaflets’ are two 
plurals for the singular manšùr, from the 
root n-š-r ‘to spread out, unfold, publicize, 
publish’ (Wehr 1980:965). However, in the 
Egyptian dialect, manàšìr is used as the 
plural of minšàr ‘saw [carpenter’s tool]’, 
leading Egyptians to prefer manšùràt as the 
plural of manšùr. 

iv. Kulfa and taklifa ‘expenditure’. Kulfa means 
‘expenditure; trouble, fuss [for the benefit 
of guests]; trimming, garniture [of a dress 
or shirt]’ (Wehr 1986:750). Egyptians limit 
the usage of the word kulfa to the dialect 
when it refers to the trimming of a dress, 
and prefer taklifa to refer to ‘expenses’ in 
both Modern Standard Arabic and dialect.

v. Both ™aßala and ™ada�a mean ‘to happen’. 
Since some dialects use the verb ™aßala in 
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their colloquial, they tend to use ™ada�a in 
written Modern Standard Arabic. 

4.2 Choosing different meanings of the same 
word

The following examples illustrate the process 
of word choice between two meanings of a 
word. One group of speakers chooses a certain 
word, while another group chooses a different 
meaning.

i. The verbal noun ta�à†ì comes from the verb 
ta�à†à (Form VI) ‘to take, swallow, take 
medicine; to be occupied or busy with, 
undertake’. Ta�à†ì is, therefore, used to 
indicate two things, either ‘to be occupied 
with, to be busy with’ (Wehr 1980:622), or 
‘to take medicine’. In the former sense it is 
used in Lebanon and Morocco, in the latter 
in Egypt. 

ii. Takrìs ‘dedication, devotion’, the verbal 
noun of Form II karras (Wehr 1980:820). 
However, it is used in Egypt to mean ‘dedi-
cation’, while in Morocco and Lebanon it 
means ‘stabilization’ or ‘continuity’.

iii. Jahawiyya is used in Morocco for ‘side, 
direction, region, part, section, area, dis-
trict’ (Wehr 1980:1052), while in Egypt 
it only means ‘side, direction’. In Egypt, 
±iqlìmiyya is used instead for ‘district’ (from 
±iqlìm ‘climate, area, region, province’; 
Wehr 1980:210).

4.3 Influence of translation

As a result of the French occupation of Lebanon, 
the French language exerted linguistic influence 
on Lebanese Arabic. This influence is clear in 
the two words tawqìf and ±ijàza. Both words 
are used in Lebanon. There is evidence that 
the word ±ijàza is a translation of the French 
word license, and the same applies to the word 
tawqìf ‘arrest’. Tawqìf is the verbal noun of 
the Form II verb waqqafa, and it means ‘rising, 
apprehension, seizure, arrest, parking’ (Wehr 
1980:1093). It may be derived from the French 
word arrête ‘stop’. The verbal idiom qaba�a 
�alà means ‘to arrest’, as well.

The influence of French on the written real-
ization of Modern Standard Arabic in the 
Maghreb was studied extensively by Kropfitsch 
(1977, 1980). He mentions obvious manifesta-

tions of French influence, as in the names of the 
months (e.g. jwilya ‘July’, ±ùt ‘August’, instead 
of the current forms in the Mashreq, jùliyù, 
±aÿustus), the use of French loanwords, such as 
bar†màn (< French appartement) ‘apartment’ 
or tambar ‘stamp’ (< French timbre), and the 
use of names of countries with the article, such 
as al-bìrù (French le Pérou), at-tšàd (French 
le Tchad), al-viyetnàm (French le Vietnam). 
In addition, French influence is found in the 
� semantic extension of words, e.g. when the 
adjective jihawì is used in the sense of French 
régional; when ±ijrà±àt is used not only in the 
sense of ‘measures’ but also in that of ‘regula-
tions’ (cf. French mésures); when ™uqùq is used 
in the sense of ‘sees’ (French droits; Mashreq 
rusùm); or when ±i†àràt is used for persons, 
just like French cadres. Loan formations from 
French in Standard Arabic as it is found in 
media Arabic in the Maghreb include šarika 
majhùlat al-ism ‘company with limited liabil-
ity’ (French société anonyme; Mashreq šarika 
�àt mas±ùliyya ma™dùda), sàmì l-muwaÚÚafìn 
‘high-ranking officials’ (French hauts fonction-
naires), and even verbal constructions such 
as wa�a�a fì l-isti�màl ‘to put to use’ (French 
mettre en usage). Such lexical items contribute 
to the reader’s intuitive feeling of a differ-
ence between the language of the press in the 
Maghreb and the Mashreq.

4.4 Different usages of verbal nouns

When verbal nouns are abstract and do not 
indicate gender, tense, or number (£assàn 
1960:III, 183), they should not be plural, but 
if used as an ordinary noun, they can be plural 
(£assàn 1960:I, 24). To avoid confusion, in 
Egypt, for instance, the plural of such nouns 
is formed through the ‘artificial verbal noun’ 
(al-maßdar aß-ßinà�ì), so that the plural of iqtißàd 
becomes iqtißàdiyyàt. This kind of verbal noun 
is formed by suffixing -iyyàt to the singular 
noun. Ittifàq means ‘treaty, agreement’, just 
like ittifàqiyya. The plural of the first is ittifàqàt, 
and the plural of the second is ittifàqiyyàt. 
Both words are derived from the same root, 
w-f-q. According to Badawi a.o. (2004:749), 
“There is now a massive number of new nouns 
with the -iyya suffix, exploiting a C[lassical] 
A[rabic] mechanism for creating abstract nouns 
by this means”. Their examples include iqtißà-
diyyàt ‘economics’ (< iqtißàd ‘economy’, which 
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is both a noun and a verbal noun; as a noun 
it can occur in the plural, iqtißàdàt); siyàsiyyàt 
‘political science’ (< siyàsa ‘politics, policy’).

There is another type of noun or verbal 
noun, to which the ‘artificial verbal noun’ 
(al-maßdar aß-ßinà�ì) cannot apply, e.g. najà™àt, 
the plural of the verbal noun najà™ ‘success’; 
insi™àbàt, the plural of insi™àb ‘withdrawal’; 
and ±i�dàmàt, the plural of ±i�dàm ‘execution’.

4.5 Differences in usage of verb preposition

Some Arab countries, including Lebanon and 
Morocco, tend to use the verb iltaqà ‘to meet’ 
as a transitive verb, without a preposition; 
others use it with the preposition bi- ‘with’, or 
with the preposition ma�a (Wehr 1980:876). 
This again can be a result of translation from 
American English, as British English uses the 
preposition with with the verb to meet.

In Lebanon, the verb ba™a�a ‘to discuss’ is 
used with the preposition fì ‘in’, while in Egypt 
it is used without a preposition, but tabà™a�a 
‘to discuss mutually’ is preferred with the prep-
osition fì. The opposite situation occurs in 
Lebanon, where other verbs, such as iltazama 
‘to adhere’ and ta�àhada ‘to promise’, are used 
without a preposition, while these verbs are 
commonly used with the preposition bi- ‘with’ 
in Egypt.

5. T h e  p r e s e n t  l i n g u i s t i c 
s i t u a t i o n

All of the above are examples of the lexi-
cal variation process that takes place in Arab 
countries. The � language academies and the 
interference of the colloquial language through 
the use of � Educated Spoken Arabic play an 
important role which is quite different from 
the influence of the language of the � media. 
Language academies were formed to discuss 
urgent issues of the Arabic language and to 
ensure that Arabic could be used in all scien-
tific fields. There are numerous organizations 
in the Middle East, including the linguistic 
organization that was established in Beirut in 
1882 by Faris Namir under the name of the 
Eastern Scientific Academy; language acade-
mies in Damascus, Cairo, Baghdad, Amman, 
and Jordan; and the Rabat-based Bureau 
of Arabization, affiliated with the Arab 
League. 

Although the academies have played a major 
role since the end of the 19th century, several 
problems remain (� terminology). First, the 
coining of a new word, or the translation of 
another, often must be done on the spot, and 
when the academies are not in session. For 
example, the words sayyàra ‘car’ and †à±ira 
‘plane’ were innovations of the media, which 
used the process of qiyàs ‘analogy’ (aß-Íà±iÿ 
1992:186) to create new words. Sometimes, 
old pre-Islamic words were revived, such as 
hàtif ‘ghost voice whispering in the desert’ for 
‘telephone’ or qi†àr ‘caravan, line of camels’ for 
‘train’. In some cases, these attempts succeeded, 
but in others they did not (for instance, in spite 
of the efforts of the academies, the French 
loanword fàràt is almost universally used for 
the ‘headlights’ of a car). Second, these acad-
emies rarely achieve consensus among them-
selves concerning the choice of a new word. 
For example, ‘television’ is telfàz in Lebanon, 
while it is tilivizyòn in Egypt; the official term 
for ‘radio’ is mawwàj in Lebanon, while it is 
mi�yà� in Egypt; in Lebanon, a computer is 
officially called ™àsùb, while the official term in 
Egypt is �aql ±iliktrùnì (along with kumbyùtar, 
obviously). Finally, the impact of their deci-
sions is slow, and, in many instances, their 
recommendations remain theoretical.

Educated Spoken Arabic is one level of the 
Arabic language in which features of Modern 
Standard Arabic and a dialect exist. Speaking 
and writing are separate yet connected traits, 
and educated speakers are influenced by these 
speaking traits when they write. Thus, regional 
variations that exist in speech may well extend 
to writing. Mitchell (1986:8) refers to “the 
interplay between written Arabic and ver-
nacular Arabic(s) that creates and maintains 
Educated Spoken Arabic (ESA), both nationally 
and internationally. A shared standard arising 
from a modern literary tradition has to be sup-
ported by a wide educated public and appear in 
their speech as well as in their writing”.

In spite of the differences between Educated 
Spoken Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic, 
they still share many similar aspects. Both are 
an elevated level of the language, not used by 
illiterate people. Lexical choices in both are of 
fuß™à words and not colloquial words. In addi-
tion, since both are used daily in the media, 
whether written or oral, they must deal with 
rapidly changing, everyday issues. Moreover, 
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there is a continuous interchangeable effect 
between the two. Journalists are educated and 
are expected to speak Educated Spoken Arabic 
during formal occasions. They are also expected 
to write in Modern Standard Arabic. They face 
urgent and sudden demands to either translate 
or coin new words. These newly coined words 
are found in Modern Standard Arabic and are 
used immediately in Educated Spoken Arabic. 
For example, the word barìd ‘mail’ was coined 
by journalists (Šaraf 1980:153). 

Journalists, as speakers of Educated Spoken 
Arabic and writers of Modern Standard Arabic, 
are extremely influential in the area of lexical 
variation. This continuum in the journalistic 
linguistic repertoire plays a very important role 
in illustrating the variation in lexical items in the 
Arabic language. Journalists are impacted by 
their regional affiliation. Consequently, the ten-
dency to use lexical items that are used in one’s 
country dominate written Modern Standard 
Arabic. For example, a Lebanese journalist 
would use tawqìf ‘arrest’ instead of al-qab� 
�alà, and tatimma ‘continuation’ rather than 
baqiyya, unlike his Egyptian counterpart. In 
newspaper writing, a mobile phone is referred 
to as ma™mùl (< ™amala ‘to carry’) in Egypt, 
while it is jawwàl (< jàla ‘to roam, wander 
about, move freely’) in the Gulf and xalyawì 
(< xaliyya ‘cell’) in Lebanon.

Interestingly, many educated Arabs, when 
reading articles in a newspaper, immediately 
perceive the origin of the writer on the basis 
of the lexical items used. As anecdotes are 
reported from the early Islamic era, there is 
anecdotal evidence from the modern period as 
well. Thus, for instance, Moroccan telephone 
booths carry the sign mixda� hàtifì, where 
mixda� originally means ‘small room, chamber 
cabinet, bedchamber’ (Wehr 1980:229), lead-
ing Egyptians and Lebanese to wonder why 
bedrooms are being used as telephone booths 
in Morocco, because in their lexicon the word 
is only used in this sense.

In fact, several of the examples of polysemy 
mentioned by Ibrahim (2005:51–64) for Arabic 
dialects can be extended to the lexical variation 
in Modern Standard Arabic, especially those 
in the domain of food. For instance, the two 
Egyptian terms bàmiya ‘okra’ and muluxiyya 
‘Jewish mellow’ have a reversed meaning in 
Morocco. Likewise, a report about an Egyptian 
eating lùbiyà ‘black-eyed peas’ would be inter-

preted by a Lebanese as a report about faßulyà 
‘cowpea’ (Wehr 1980:882, 692).

The existence of large newspaper corpora 
makes it possible nowadays to supplement intu-
itive judgments by native speakers with statisti-
cal analysis. Thus, the example of the different 
meanings of taÚàhuràt in Lebanon and Egypt, 
mentioned in Section 3.1, can be validated by 
a count in the arabiCorpus of Brigham Young 
University: in the Egyptian al-±Ahràm, the word 
occurred only 47 times in one year (1999), 
while in the Lebanese al-£ayàt it occurred 
no fewer than 714 times in one year (1977), 
almost always in the sense of ‘demonstrations’. 

6. C o n c l u s i o n

At the beginning of the 1990s, Fasold (1990:II, 
240) wrote that “geography becomes an issue 
when the community that supplies the new 
influence is some distance from the one  receiving 
the innovations”. However, lexical variation is 
not geographically limited to its place of birth 
but rather extends throughout the Arab world 
by means of the satellite television channels. 
These channels have helped the spoken word of 
a certain area to spread to other areas and then 
be used in the local written media, as shown 
by the examples of istinfàr ‘putting on alert’, 
which is now current in Egyptian media, and 
the term ™àsùb ‘computer’.

One of the main factors in the spread of 
lexical items is the country where an event took 
place. News starts from the original country 
and spreads to other countries through the 
different news � media. Egypt always had the 
most influential role, linguistically speaking, of 
all Arab countries, due to its movie industry, in 
addition to its TV soap operas and songs, and, 
of course, its political role in the region and the 
many political events taking place there. After 
the emergence of satellite channels such as Al-
Jazeera, though, this role is being eroded, in 
addition to the fact that nowadays, most of the 
political news comes from other Arab countries 
rather than from Egypt. This results in mutual 
linguistic influence among all Arab countries.

All of the above-mentioned elements, such as 
language academies, Educated Spoken Arabic, 
and media, in addition to diglossia, affect each 
other consciously or unconsciously. The inno-
vations are continuing to appear and the spread 
is continuing as well, depending on the geo-
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graphical source of the events. National iden-
tity, therefore, plays an important role in the 
choice of words, in addition to the role of the 
media and the language academies. Each Arab 
country coins its own words without prior con-
sensus or planning among the different institu-
tions. This point was stressed by Elkhafaifi, 
who states in his discussion of � language pol-
icy that “in effect, each country is developing 
its own terminologies (if indeed, development 
is taking place at all)” (2002:258).
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Lexicography: Bilingual 
 Dictionaries

This entry deals with bilingual dictionaries 
which have Arabic as the source or target lan-
guage. The first bilingual dictionaries developed 
within the Arabic lexicographical tradition 
from 11th-century monolingual dictionaries 
(� lexicography: Classical Arabic). In the 17th 
century, European Orientalists started to take 
part in Arabic lexicography (� Arabic stud-
ies in Europe). The earliest representatives of 
this European development followed the origi-
nal Arabic tradition closely. Only at a later 
stage did they join the Western lexicographical 
 tradition.

1. H i s t o r i c a l  o v e r v i e w

According to Haywood (1965), in the early 
period of Arabic lexicography, the practical 
needs that necessitated the compilation of 
Arabic dictionaries were twofold: the need to 
preserve the language of the Revelation, i.e. the 
Qur±àn, and the need to impart knowledge of 
the language of the state to its new subjects 
in the Islamicized territories. Initially, this led 
to the compilation of monolingual dictionaries, 
in which Arabic words were explained with 
definitions in Arabic and with quotations from 
texts, mainly poetry, in order to justify their 
inclusion in the dictionary.

It was only in the 11th century that bilingual 
dictionaries started to appear. Their aim was to 
assist the inhabitants of the newly conquered 
states to learn and understand the language of 
their victors and their new religion. It was at 
this stage that dictionaries containing Persian 
and Turkish appeared.

The early monolingual dictionaries need to 
be mentioned for yet another reason. Their 
compilers applied different systems of diction-
ary ordering, and the first bilingual dictionaries 
followed these traditions. First of all, there 

were three different alphabetical orders: the 
old Semitic ±abjada ordering (±alif, bà±, jìm, 
dàl, etc.); the phonetic order, beginning with 
pharyngeals and laryngeals and ending with the 
labials; and, of course the ‘normal’ alphabetical 
order of Arabic (±alif, bà±, tà±, etc.). Then there 
were different systems of arrangement of the 
roots. Some dictionaries used a permutative 
system, in which all possible combinations of a 
set of radicals were grouped together in the dic-
tionary under the highest letter. Another way of 
root arrangement was by ordering the roots by 
their last letter, i.e. a rhyming order. To make 
things even more complex, Carter (1990) points 
out that these different systems could be com-
bined: permutative/phonetic (Kitàb al-�ayn by 
al-Xalìl), permutative/alphabetical (al-Jamhara 
by Ibn Durayd); alphabetical by first radical 
(Kitàb al-jìm by aš-Šaybànì); alphabetical by 
last radical (aß-Íi™à™ by al-Jawharì).

Of the monolingual Arabic dictionaries, the 
following should be mentioned: Kitàb al-�ayn 
(8th century), ascribed to al-Xalìl; aß-Íi™à™ 
(10th century) by al-Jawharì; the Lisàn al-�Arab 
by Ibn Man�ùr (13th century); al-Qàmùs al-
mu™ì† by al-Fìrùzàbàdì (14th century); and the 
Tàj al-�arùs by az-Zabìdì (18th century).

The Kitàb al-�ayn is usually regarded as 
the first dictionary of Arabic, but the entries 
are presented according to the roots, and 
within certain roots not all existing words are 
included. Furthermore, the arrangement of the 
roots is very complicated. This may explain the 
fact that the Kitàb al-�ayn was not used on a 
broad scale. According to Haywood (1965), 
the Kitàb al-�ayn was not designed for popular 
use but rather for scholars. He also asserts 
that, while early lexicography was undoubtedly 
Arabic, it was not Arab, since Persians played 
an important role in it, not to mention natives 
of Transoxania, Armenia, and Spain. Al-Xalìl 
may well have been the first scholar to attempt 
to register the complete vocabulary content of 
any language. By this, he meant all the roots, 
rather than all the words (Talmon 1997).

In the Íi™à™, al-Xalìl’s principle of arrange-
ment was modified into an arrangement by 
the last radical of a root. The work con-
tains definitions, often identical to those in the 
Kitàb al-�ayn, as well as illustrative examples 
from Bedouin poetry and speech. Since the title 
means ‘correct’ or ‘pure’, this indicates that 
the author tried to include only pure Arabic, 
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but he has been criticized for his too strict 
interpretation.

The Lisàn al-�Arab may be regarded as the 
apogee of the early development in Arabic 
lexicography. It set a standard of comprehen-
siveness and systematic arrangement that stood 
unchallenged for a number of centuries. It was 
in fact, as Ibn Man�ùr himself stated, entirely 
derived from previous works. The Lisàn was 
the first dictionary that was fully based on the 
system of ordering by root. The aforementioned 
systems of dictionary ordering became obsolete 
because of lack of standardization.

In the Qàmùs, al-Fìrùzàbàdì aimed at elimi-
nating extraneous matter from the works of his 
predecessors and added economy by using abbre-
viations. The Qàmùs served as the basis for the 
early European bilingual dictionaries (see Sec. 3).

In the Tàj al-�arùs, az-Zabìdì restored all 
the information that had been discarded by 
al- Fìrùzàbàdì in his Qàmùs. At the same time, 
he added an enormous amount of information 
from other sources, among them the Lisàn al-
�Arab. This work became the starting point for 
Lane’s immense bilingual dictionary.

In terms of macrostructure (the number and 
type of words serving as entries), all three 
monolingual dictionaries mentioned above 
have very much in common. In microstructure 
(quantity and type of information within the 
entries), however, there are considerable differ-
ences, which will not be elaborated on here.

In general, Haywood (1965) concludes, the 
Arabic lexicographers contributed to keeping 
the written language static and in spreading 
its understanding, thus preventing the spoken 
dialects from developing into independent lan-
guages, as the Romance languages did.

2. E a r l y  b i l i n g u a l 
 d i c t i o n a r i e s

Historically, bilingual Arabic dictionaries can 
be divided into two categories: (i) dictionar-
ies in which the foreign language is one of 
the other languages from the region, such as 
Persian, Turkish, Coptic, etc., and (ii) dictionar-
ies in which the foreign language is a European 
language (Latin remained the first language for 
a number of centuries and was then followed 
by English, German, French, and Spanish).

The first bilingual Arabic/foreign language 
dictionary to be mentioned here is the Arabic/

Persian dictionary by az-Zamaxšarì (middle of 
the 11th century). It introduces the modern dic-
tionary order in its entirety, listing words under 
their roots alphabetically. This dictionary was 
a pioneering work, and it certainly helped the 
people from Persia to understand Arabic better. 
As a matter of fact, many dictionaries in Arabic 
were compiled and collected by Persians. The 
first Arabic/Turkish dictionaries were transla-
tions of the Íi™à™ and the Qàmùs. Haywood 
(1965) also mentions a Turkish/Arabic dic-
tionary (Dìwàn luÿat at-Turk by al-Kàšÿarì; 
cf. Ermers 1999:16–20). Some Arabic/Coptic 
word lists were compiled in these early years as 
well (cf. Sidarus 2000).

Lexicography in these languages became 
influenced by principles from Arabic lexicogra-
phy, such as the ordering of the entries. Since 
the Arabic/foreign language dictionaries were 
translations of the early monolingual dictionar-
ies like the Íi™à™ and the Qàmùs, the compil-
ers tended to adopt the Arabic ordering of the 
entries.

The first Arabic/foreign language dictionary 
in Europe was Golius’ Arabic/Latin dictionary. 
Golius was a professor of Arabic at Leiden and 
set himself to compiling his Lexicon Arabico-
Latinum, which was published in Leiden in 
1653 in one volume. It was based mainly on the 
Íi™à™, but rearranged in the modern dictionary 
order.

The second Arabic/foreign language diction-
ary, also from Europe, was an Arabic/Latin 
dictionary, compiled by Georg Wilhelm Freytag 
and published in Halle in four volumes between 
1830 and 1837. Freytag based his work on 
the Qàmùs, rearranging the entries, but he 
claimed that he had also consulted the Íi™à™ 
and Golius’ dictionary. Since the Qàmùs is a 
lexicon without illustrative examples and quo-
tations, Freytag’s dictionary does not contain 
any examples, either, and the different mean-
ings of Arabic words are explained without 
quotations from Arabic texts.

In the early stages of bilingual lexicography, 
the Orientalists followed Classical Arabic mod-
els like the Íi™à™ and the Qàmùs very closely 
with respect to their contents, although they 
adopted the modern arrangement of ordering 
the roots according to the first radical. 

Edward William Lane decided to fill the 
gap that Freytag had left. He started his work 
in 1842, and when he died in 1876, he had 
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reached the root q-�-�. His dictionary (Lane 
1863–1893) remains an outstanding lexico-
graphical tool, but the information on the roots 
after q-�-� is incomplete. Later dictionaries, 
such as Dozy (1881) and Kazimirski (1860), 
went some way toward completing the work 
that Lane had started.

In the third decade of the 20th century, 
August Fischer believed that this practice was 
no  longer adequate; what was needed was an 
Arabic  lexicon based on historical principles, 
which should illustrate every word and mean-
ing from actual use in literature. However, he 
was unable to finish this immense task before 
his death.

Arabic/foreign language dictionaries in those 
days were meant for passive use by Orientalists, 
rather than as active dictionaries for speakers 
of Arabic. The rather isolated position of the 
Arab world during these centuries may have 
contributed to this tendency. As for foreign 
language/Arabic dictionaries during this early 
period, there are fewer initiatives to be men-
tioned. Pedro de Alcalá’s Spanish/Arabic dic-
tionary (1505) is worth mentioning, although it 
contains the spoken Arabic of Granada, and so 
is the Latin/Arabic dictionary of Jean-Baptiste 
Du Val (1632).

3. M o d e r n  b i l i n g u a l  A r a b i c 
d i c t i o n a r i e s

The dividing line between the early stages of 
Arabic lexicography and modern lexicography 
is difficult to draw, but on the basis of the fol-
lowing characteristics it is possible to make 
a distinction. Most early dictionaries can be 
characterized as follows: they contain Classical 
Arabic; they are mainly meant for passive use; 
they present examples (šawàhid) as evidence, 
rather than illustrating the use of a word; 
and they were compiled through a philologi-
cal approach. All bilingual dictionaries men-
tioned in the previous sections share a number 
of these characteristics. For modern bilingual 
dictionaries, this is obviously not the case. The 
most complete list of Arabic dictionaries is 
the bibliography by Wagdy Rizk Ghali (1971) 
and its supplement (1974). For each combina-
tion of languages, Ghali makes a distinction 
between Arabic/foreign language and foreign 
language/Arabic dictionaries. No other distinc-
tions are made, so that many different kinds of 

dictionary are mentioned without any further 
categorization. Even travelers’ vocabulary lists 
are sometimes included, as well as colloquial 
Arabic dictionaries. Since 1974, no compre-
hensive bibliography of Arabic dictionaries has 
been published.

For the purpose of the present entry, only bilin-
gual Arabic dictionaries published after 1900 
have been consulted, and specialized dictionar-
ies are not included. Only bilingual dictionaries 
with a European language are dealt with here, 
with the emphasis on dictionaries with English, 
French, or German as source or target lan-
guage. Most of the other European languages 
have a reference dictionary serving primar-
ily the academic community in that particular 
language area, e.g. Corriente (1988), Spanish/
Arabic (30,000 entries); (1991) Arabic/Spanish 
(70,000 entries); Baldissera (2004), Italian/
Arabic (24,000 entries) and Arabic/Italian 
(27,000 entries). Most East European languages 
(Czech, Polish, Rumanian) have dictionaries in 
the middle range (about 30,000 entries), e.g. 
for Polish, Danecki and Kozlowska (1996). 
For Russian, Baranov’s (1976) Arabic/Russian 
dictionary (33,000 entries) and Borisov’s 
(1981) Russian-Arabic dictionary remain the 
classic reference tools. For the Scandinavian 
languages, most bilingual dictionaries are of 
lesser size, and only Rasmussen’s (1984) Cairo 
Arabic/Danish is a scholarly dictionary. Others, 
e.g. Statens Institut för Läromedel (1987) for 
Swedish/Arabic and Touma (1991) for Arabic/
Swedish, are more intended for practical use by 
Arabic-speaking immigrants. A special case is 
the Arabic/Hebrew dictionary by Ayalon and 
Shinar (1960), because both languages are offi-
cial languages of Israel.

The bibliography by Ghali (1971, 1974) also 
mentions bilingual dictionaries for the languages 
of non-Arabic-speaking Islamic countries, such 
as Persian, Turkish, Urdu, and Indonesian. 
The list contains 2 Persian/Arabic dictionaries 
and 13 Arabic/Persian; 4 Turkish/Arabic and 
4 Arabic/Turkish; 28 Arabic/Urdu and 2 Urdu/
Arabic. The number of Arabic/foreign language 
dictionaries is significantly higher than the 
reverse, which may be explained by the fact that 
Muslims from non-Arabic-speaking countries 
probably have a greater need for understanding 
Arabic than for producing Arabic. Besides, the 
language variety used in these dictionaries is 
more Classical than Modern Standard Arabic.
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Table 1. Numbers of Arabic bilingual dictionaries

Language Arabic/ Foreign  Both  
 foreign  language/ in one 
 language Arabic volume

English 18 25 5
French 14 20 2
German  5  7 –
Spanish  4  3 –
Italian  2  5 –
Russian  4  4 –
Greek  1  1 –
Turkish  4  4 –
Persian 13  2 –
Urdu 28  3 –
Kurdish –  1 –
Coptic –  4 –
Armenian 1 – –
Syriac  1 – –
Hebrew  2  3 –
Esperanto –  1 –
Czech –  1 –
Malay  3  1 –
Latin  7  2 –

Table 1 lists the number of general Arabic bilin-
gual dictionaries mentioned in Ghali (1971, 
1974).

4. C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  m o d e r n 
A r a b i c  b i l i n g u a l  d i c t i o n a r i e s

In modern lexicography, dictionaries are  usually 
classified according to the following criteria:

i. Language variety (in the case of Arabic: 
Classical Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, 
colloquial Arabic);

ii. Type of language (general vocabulary or 
specialized terminology from specific pro-
fessional or scientific fields);

iii. Purpose of the dictionary (active for encod-
ing in the target language, or passive for 
decoding the source language).

The principle of classification by language vari-
ety is particularly relevant for Arabic because 
there are at least three language varieties – 
Classical, Modern Standard, and colloquial – 
which should be treated differently. Dictionaries 
for all three categories do exist, but they have 
very few characteristics in common. One might 

say that Classical Arabic is a static language; 
many words have very specific meanings which 
are no longer current. On the other hand, 
Modern Standard Arabic is a language which, 
although evolved from Classical Arabic, is fully 
involved in the developments of modern times, 
where the language is trying to cope with the 
need for a rapidly extending scientific and tech-
nical vocabulary. The third language variety of 
Arabic is colloquial Arabic. Given the funda-
mental differences between Modern Standard 
Arabic and colloquial Arabic, as a consequence 
of the presence of � diglossia throughout the 
Arab world, as well as the immense differences 
between the varieties of colloquial Arabic, there 
is no other solution than compiling separate 
dictionaries for Modern Standard Arabic and 
colloquial Arabic. Given these differences in 
colloquial Arabic, the existence of separate dic-
tionaries for all different varieties of colloquial 
Arabic is justified. According to this principle, 
at least three categories of Arabic/foreign 
language dictionaries exist: Classical Arabic/
foreign language, Modern Standard Arabic/for-
eign language, and colloquial Arabic/foreign 
language. Obviously, the same division can be 
made for the reverse direction.

Theoretically, bilingual dictionaries could 
exist with two varieties of Arabic (for example 
Modern Standard Arabic/colloquial Arabic or 
Classical Arabic/Modern Standard Arabic), but 
if they exist at all, they should be treated as 
monolingual dictionaries.

The second criterion for classifying diction-
aries is the type of language in the dictionary: 
general vocabulary or specialized terminology, 
related to specific domains. Both types have 
their own characteristics. General dictionar-
ies contain general vocabulary not related to 
specialized domains. They contain not only 
words and their translations but also expres-
sions, collocations, etc. Furthermore, a general 
dictionary contains grammatical information 
about the source or target word, as well as 
other information to assist the user in using 
such a word.

Specialized dictionaries contain vocabulary 
related to specific professional or scientific 
fields. Specialized dictionaries do not normally 
contain additional information and in most 
cases can simply be regarded as vocabulary 
lists. Specialized dictionaries make up a con-
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siderable percentage of all existing Arabic dic-
tionaries. Ghali (1971, 1974) mentions 855 
items, of which 331 are specialized dictionaries, 
which are classified by him according to the 
subject field and, subsequently, according to 
the language.

The vast majority of specialized dictionar-
ies are of the foreign language/Arabic type. 
This can probably be explained by the fact 
that technical and scientific terminology is not 
unified in the Arab world, in spite of the enor-
mous efforts that have been made by Arabic � 
language academies, the Arabization Bureau of 
ALECSO, and other organizations (� technical 
terminology).

The last criterion for classifying bilingual 
dictionaries is the target group for which they 
are compiled. Usually, active dictionaries (for 
encoding in the target language) are distin-
guished from passive dictionaries (for decod-
ing the source language). Passive dictionaries 
should contain information about the source 
language that will enable the user to decode 
texts written or spoken in the foreign language, 
while active dictionaries should provide the user 
with all necessary information to encode texts 
in the target language as correctly as  possible. 
There are dictionaries which combine the func-
tions of passive and active dictionaries, the so-
called bidirectional dictionaries, which contain 
all necessary information for both  languages.

The three criteria for classifying dictionar-
ies can be combined, so that theoretically, one 
could have twelve types of Arabic/foreign lan-
guage dictionaries: i. Classical Arabic-general-
active; ii. Classical Arabic-general-passive; iii. 
Classical Arabic-specialized-active; iv. Classical 
Arabic-specialized-passive; v. Modern Standard 
Arabic-general-active; vi. Modern Standard 
Arabic-general-passive; vii. Modern Standard 
Arabic-specialized-active; viii. Modern Standard 
Arabic-specialized-passive; ix. colloquial Arabic-
general-active; x. colloquial  Arabic-general-
passive; xi. colloquial Arabic-specialized-active; 
xii. colloquial Arabic-specialized-passive.

Obviously, not all of these categories actually 
exist. In the case of colloquial Arabic active 
dictionaries, colloquial Arabic/foreign language 
may at first sight seem rather unusual, because 
a speaker of Arabic is unlikely to need a 
dictionary of this type for the production of 
speech or written text in another language. 

On the other hand, a passive dictionary of col-
loquial Arabic/foreign language for non-Arabs 
is very common. In general, one might say that 
Modern Standard Arabic/foreign language dic-
tionaries exist in all four possible combinations 
(i.e. categories v, vi, vii, viii), whereas Classical 
Arabic/foreign language dictionaries are almost 
exclusively passive (categories ii and iv), and 
colloquial Arabic/foreign language dictionar-
ies exist as general passive dictionaries only 
(category x).

The same classification in twelve catego-
ries may be applied to foreign language/Arabic 
dictionaries. But here, too, not all types actu-
ally exist. Foreign language/Classical Arabic 
dictionaries, for instance, seem to be rare, and 
specialized dictionaries of foreign language/
colloquial Arabic are very unusual. The most 
widespread types appear to be the categories 
v (Modern Standard Arabic, general, active), 
vi (Modern Standard Arabic, general, passive), 
vii (Modern Standard Arabic, specialized, 
active), viii (Modern Standard Arabic, special-
ized, passive), and ix (colloquial Arabic, gen-
eral, active). Type vii (foreign language/Modern 
Standard Arabic, specialized, active) is very 
frequent, while its reverse counterpart (Modern 
Standard Arabic/foreign language, specialized, 
passive) is rather uncommon, due to the already 
mentioned lack of unification in technical and 
scientific terminology in the Arab world.

One additional category of specialized foreign 
language/Modern Standard Arabic dictionary is 
that of the so-called encyclopedic dictionary, 
which contains not only translations of techni-
cal and scientific terms but also explanations in 
Arabic. One example of this category is Najjar 
a.o. (1983), with 7,000 entries.

According to this classification system, it 
would be possible to assign a category indica-
tion to existing bilingual Arabic dictionaries, 
and it would certainly be useful for students 
of the languages involved to have this kind of 
information. As a matter of fact, however, no 
list or bibliographical index containing this 
type of information is available.

5. E x i s t i n g  b i l i n g u a l  A r a b i c 
d i c t i o n a r i e s

All dictionaries in the sample have been con-
sulted by reading the introductions and looking 
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at the presentation of the data. Thus, it was 
possible to determine which target groups the 
dictionary compilers had in mind for their 
dictionaries, as well as the language varieties 
included, the methods used for collecting the 
data, and so on. Amazingly, it came to light that 
some dictionaries do not contain any introduc-
tion at all. This group includes Abcarius (1974), 
English/Arabic, 23,000 entries; and Wahrmund 
(1898), German/Arabic, 7,500 entries, Arabic/
German, 50,000 entries. Others contain only 
a very brief introduction, e.g. Belot (1963), 
French/Arabic, 33,000 entries. Other diction-
aries contain extensive introductions in which 
the compilers account for the policy applied in 
compiling the dictionary, make general state-
ments about the Arabic language, etc.

Some dictionary compilers mention their 
sources, including other dictionaries, while oth-
ers do not mention their sources; there is very 
little agreement on what categories of informa-
tion a dictionary introduction should contain.

The language variety covered by a diction-
ary is usually indicated by its title. If not, this 
information is given either in the introduction 
or by the content itself. A mixture of Classical 
Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic in one 
single dictionary is possible. The inclusion of 
colloquial Arabic in Modern Standard Arabic 
dictionaries, on the other hand, is very rare and 
considered improper.

The introduction of a dictionary should also 
supply the user with information about the cat-
egory to which the dictionary belongs, and its 
contents show at first glance if a dictionary is 
of the general or specialized type. Most existing 
bilingual Arabic dictionaries can be classified as 
general or specialized on the basis of their title, 
introduction, or content. General dictionaries, 
on the basis of their title, are, among others, 
Wehr’s (1979) ‘Modern Written Arabic’, trans-
lated from German into English by Cowan, 
with 28,000 Arabic/German entries and 28,000 
Arabic/English entries; and Madina’s (1973) 
‘Modern Literary Language’, with 27,000 
Arabic/English entries. The absence of any indi-
cation of a specific subject field also indicates 
the generality of the dictionary. Examples of 
specialized foreign language/Arabic dictionar-
ies are Faruqi (1986; 11,000 entries) for legal 
terminology, and Al-Khatib (1978; 66,000 
entries) for scientific and technical terminology 
(both English/Arabic).

However, the question of whether a dic-
tionary is an active or a passive dictionary is 
often difficult to answer. Many introductions 
to existing dictionaries simply do not make 
mention of the dictionary’s target group (Wehr 
1979; M. Baalbaki [1981], al Mawrid, English/
Arabic, 56,000 entries). Still, there are other 
indications which throw a light on the inten-
tions of the dictionary compiler or publisher. 
The first indication is the language in which 
the introduction is written. If an Arabic/for-
eign language dictionary has an introduction 
in Arabic, it is aiming at Arabic-speaking users, 
which means the dictionary is meant to be an 
active one, e.g. R. Baalbaki’s (1996) al Mawrid, 
with 27,000 Arabic-English entries. On the 
other hand, if the introduction is in the foreign 
language, the Arabic/foreign language diction-
ary is intended to be passive (Wehr 1979, 1985; 
Reig [1983], 16,000 entries). Some dictionar-
ies contain introductions in both languages 
involved, a clear indication that the dictionary 
is meant by the compiler or the publisher to be 
a bidirectional dictionary (Wahba 1989).

The type of information included in the 
entries of a dictionary also indicates the target 
group it addresses. An active dictionary should 
contain as much information as possible about 
the target language, whereas a passive dic-
tionary should provide as much information 
as possible about the source language. Thus, 
a dictionary may conceivably be intended to 
serve both groups of users, while the type of 
information provided indicates it is actually 
a monodirectional dictionary (Doniach 1972; 
18,000 entries).

Within the sample of Arabic/foreign lan-
guage dictionaries, it is clear that there are 
very few active Arabic/English dictionaries for 
speakers of Arabic. Only two dictionaries, 
R. Baalbaki’s (1996) Arabic/English al Mawrid 
and Elias (1960), seem to be intended as active 
dictionaries by their compilers. However, a 
more thorough look at these two dictionar-
ies reveals that neither contains information 
about the English equivalents presented. There 
is no information about pronunciation or word 
stress in English, no grammatical information, 
etc. So, if the above-mentioned criteria for 
active use are applied to these two dictionaries, 
they cannot be considered active dictionar-
ies for speakers of Arabic. This observation 
leads to the conclusion that no single modern 
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active Arabic/English dictionary for speakers of 
Arabic is available. As for the other languages 
in the sample, there are a number of bidi-
rectional dictionaries Arabic/German (Schregle 
1981–1986), Arabic/French (Reig 1983), or 
Arabic/Dutch (Hoogland a.o. [2003], Dutch/
Arabic, 37,000 entries, Arabic/Dutch, 25,000 
entries). But obviously, no single Arabic/foreign 
language dictionary supplies enough informa-
tion in the target language for active use by 
speakers of Arabic.

Given this lack of active dictionaries for 
speakers of Arabic, some Western dictionary 
compilers have made an effort to provide Arab 
users with some information about the target 
language in dictionaries that were intended to 
be passive dictionaries. Thus, one finds gender 
information for German in Krotkoff (1976; 
German/Arabic, 13,000 entries, Arabic/German, 
12,000 entries), or an index of French words in 
order to facilitate the use of an Arabic/French 
dictionary in reverse direction (Reig 1983; in 
this particular case there is no information 
about the gender of the French equivalents).

Some dictionaries contain directions for use 
in Arabic in order to serve the Arabic-speak-
ing users (Elias 1960), and some of them could 
even be categorized as suitable for limited bidi-
rectional use, since the amount of information 
in the target language is limited. Very few dic-
tionaries seem fully suitable for bidirectional use, 
containing all essential information in both 
source and target language (Hoogland a.o. 
2003).

Hinds and Badawi’s (1986) dictionary of 
Egyptian Arabic/English, with 25,000 entries, 
deserves special mention as a good example of 
lexicography that is primarily of a dialect, but 
which covers many Modern Standard Arabic 
lexical items as well and labels them appropri-
ately. Given the fact that written forms of the 
dialects are becoming increasingly more com-
mon, this kind of mixed dictionary containing 
more than one variety of Arabic might become 
more widespread in future.

6. M a c r o s t r u c t u r e  o f 
 b i l i n g u a l  A r a b i c   d i c t i o n a r i e s 
w i t h  A r a b i c  a s  s o u r c e 
 l a n g u a g e

In the literature, the lack of a modern and reli-
able monolingual Arabic dictionary to serve as 

a reference to determine which words should be 
included in Arabic/foreign language dictionar-
ies has frequently been deplored (R. Baalbaki 
1996; Kropfitsch 1981; Krahl 1988; � lexicog-
raphy: monolingual dictionaries). Many dic-
tionaries with Arabic as source language are 
limited in their macrostructure with regard to 
modern words and expressions. On the other 
hand, these dictionaries contain many words 
and expressions that are no longer current in 
everyday usage.

One reason for the lack of modern termi-
nology is the fact that most dictionaries are 
rather outdated. Abou El Aazm (2003), in 
comparing the root �-l-m in the Arabic/French 
As-Sabil (Reig 1983) and the monolingual al-
Wasì† (� lexicography: monolingual diction-
aries) remarks that al-Wasì† does not con-
tain a number of frequently used words, such 
as �ilmì ‘scientific’, �àlima ‘dancer’, ma�lùm 
‘known’, muta�allim ‘educated’, ±i�làm ‘notifica-
tion’, ma�lùma ‘data’, ma�lùmàtì ‘informatic’, 
ta�lìm ‘education’, ma�lama ‘contour, outline’, 
±i�làmì ‘informative, informational’, isti�làm 
‘inquiring’, isti�làmàt ‘inquiries’, �àlamì ‘global’, 
�àlamiyyan ‘globally, worldwide’, �àlamiyya 
‘internationalism’, �almana ‘to secularize’. But 
even in al-Mawrid Arabic/English (M. Baalbaki 
2003), which seems to be reprinted regularly, 
recently formed, nonspecialized technical and 
scientific terms are missing. Of the words just 
mentioned in El Aazm’s comparison, in the 
2004 edition of al-Mawrid Arabic/English, 
the following words are missing: ma�lùmàtì, 
ta�lìmàt, ma�lama, isti�làmàt, �àlamiyyan. Other 
modern words, such as �awlama ‘globalization’, 
fàks ‘fax’, mawqi� ‘website’, ±intarnìt ‘Internet’, 
mùdim ‘modem’, hàtif ma™mùl/naqqàl ‘mobile 
telephone’, are missing as well in this edition. 
Not only does this underline the need for mod-
ern dictionaries of Arabic, but it also shows 
the speed with which Arabic is expanding or 
modernizing its vocabulary.

Regarding the method of arrangement of 
Arabic/foreign language dictionaries, it is ironic 
to note that most Western lexicographers tend 
to retain the tradition of arrangement by root, 
while Arab lexicographers are tending toward 
the more ‘Western’ alphabetical arrangement 
(exceptions are Krotkoff [1976] and Kropfitsch 
[1996], which use alphabetical ordering).

Another phenomenon related to the macro-
structure of bilingual Arabic dictionaries is the 
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fact that some dictionaries, especially foreign 
language/Arabic dictionaries compiled by Arab 
authors, contain many neologisms and coinages 
in Arabic, made up as equivalents for foreign 
language words. Asfour (2003) studied a num-
ber of foreign language/Arabic dictionaries and 
states that it is not imperative for a translator 
or a dictionary maker to find or make up a 
single word for a foreign single word. He lists 
a number of examples from M. Baalbaki 1981 
(al-Mawrid English/Arabic), which he describes 
as “horrible coinages”. Idriss (1996; 50,000 
entries) introduces many neologisms in Arabic, 
but marks them with an asterisk to make the 
dictionary user aware of the fact that the equiv-
alent is a newly coined word. These neologisms 
are followed by an explanation between brack-
ets, to supply the user with an extra means for 
understanding the meaning of both the foreign 
word and the Arabic neologism.

7. M i c r o s t r u c t u r e  o f  A r a b i c 
b i l i n g u a l  d i c t i o n a r i e s

The microstructure of a dictionary consists of 
the information provided within the entries. 
Included are illustrative examples such as idi-
omatic expressions, � collocations (frequent 
combinations), and short sentences illustrating 
the use or meaning of words. Modern Arabic 
bilingual dictionaries contain very few of these 
examples.

According to Al-Kasimi (1977), the early 
Arab lexicographers provided quotations from 
prose and poetry as evidence that the word 
under discussion was found in the Arabic lan-
guage, rather than as an illustration of its 
meaning. The fact that in modern lexicography 
this need for examples as evidence is no longer 
present might explain the fact that in mod-
ern Arabic lexicography the desire to provide 
examples seems to have faded.

The absence of collocations is signaled by 
Hoogland (1993), who searched a number of 
Arabic/foreign language and foreign language/
Arabic dictionaries for a number of frequent 
combinations (collocations) in Arabic. Frequent 
combinations like irtakaba jarìmatan ‘to com-
mit a crime’, ba�ala juhùdan ‘to make an 
effort’, ±a™raza taqadduman ‘to make progress’ 
appear in very few dictionaries, despite their 
frequent co-occurrence in actual usage.

One example worth mentioning is Schregle’s 
(1981–1986) Arabic/German dictionary. This 

dictionary has a unique depth of coverage in 
its microstructure but was never completed. Its 
last volume covers part of the letter qàf.

8. A r a b i c  d i c t i o n a r i e s  i n  t h e 
c o m p u t e r  e r a

Various dictionaries are available on electronic 
media these days. In 1996, the Sakhr com-
pany (Cairo) produced a CD-ROM called Al 
Qamoos, which was a compilation of existing 
printed bilingual dictionaries. The first version 
was bilingual Arabic/English, but a later ver-
sion included other European languages and 
Turkish. Since the market for this kind of prod-
uct is much more ephemeral than the market 
for printed dictionaries, it is of no use to report 
on the present state of affairs.

Another recent development is the avail-
ability of Internet pages containing dictionaries 
or vocabulary lists. Lexicool.com has a list of 
119 dictionaries containing Arabic, of which 
40 are available on-line. The website of the 
ALECSO Bureau of Arabization offers a data-
base containing all unified thematic dictionar-
ies published by the organization in Arabic, 
English, and French (www.arabization.org.ma/
Dictionnaire.asp). International organizations 
such as the UN (http://unterm.un.org/) or the 
World Health Organization (www.emro.who.
int/umd/) have online databases with special-
ized terminology available.

9. C o n c l u d i n g  r e m a r k s

Not many dictionaries of Modern Standard 
Arabic have been published in recent years, 
especially not for speakers of Arabic. It seems 
that principles of modern lexicography have 
been applied in very few dictionaries. To con-
clude, we may quote Al-Ajmi (2002:130), who 
states that “bilingual lexicography in the Arab 
World is suffering from a lack of guided prac-
tice and is in dire need of radical changes 
in both design and approach”. According to 
him, neither the existing English/Arabic nor the 
Arabic/English dictionaries are suitable for the 
purpose for which they were designed.
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Lexicography: Classical Arabic

1. R a n g e  a n d  i m p o r t a n c e

Within Classical Arabic literature, lexicographi-
cal writings form an extensive and multifaceted 
branch, having produced remarkable results in 
the period from the late 2nd/8th century to the 
12th/18th century and flourishing particularly 
in the 4th/10th century. Along with dictionaries 
proper – i.e. books arranging all the elements of 
the Classical Arabic vocabulary in alphabetical 
order and explaining them – there were many 
other types of books. The aim of covering 
the whole lexicon only seems to have arisen 
two centuries after the appearance of the first 
lexicographical monographs. The contributions 
range in length from just a few pages in the case 
of specialized treatises to more than five thou-
sand quarto pages in the case of the printed 
edition of Murta�à az-Zabìdì’s monumental 
Tàj al-�arùs (one of the latest and largest tradi-
tional works, compiled toward the end of the 
12th/18th century).

Medieval Arabic lexicography is impor-
tant in several respects, not least for its great 
practical value in understanding Classical 
Arabic texts. European lexicographical activi-
ties were for a long time mainly limited to 
 translating the indigenous medieval dictionar-
ies (� Arabic studies in Europe). This method 
was  followed from the times of Antonius 
Giggeius (Thesaurus linguae Arabicae, Milan 
1632) and Jacob Golius (Lexicon arabico-
latinum, Leiden 1653) until the second half of 
the 19th century, when Edward William Lane 
published his Arabic-English lexicon (London 

1863–1893). Modern scientific lexicography of 
Classical or post-Classical Arabic started in 
1881 with the Supplément aux dictionnaires 
arabes by Reinhart Dozy (published in Leiden), 
when, for the first time, texts were used as the 
basis for dictionaries. This method has been 
taken up on a much larger scale since 1957 in 
the Wörterbuch der Klassischen Arabischen 
Sprache, but so far only two letters (kàf and 
làm) have been covered (published Wiesbaden 
1957–2004, mainly thanks to the  self- sacrificing 
efforts of Manfred Ullmann). Paradoxically, 
one can say that the richness of the indigenous 
lexica has impeded the development of modern 
scientific lexicography. Therefore, we are still 
forced to make use of the medieval dictionaries 
with all their deficits in range, exactness, and 
documentation. Despite these failings, classical 
dictionaries are quite important for the his-
tory of linguistic thought due to their different 
methods of arranging the roots and the various 
types of dictionaries and their intentions and 
linguistic foundations.

2. L i n g u i s t i c  a n d  c u l t u r a l 
p r e c o n d i t i o n s

As early as the reign of the Umayyad dynasty 
(660–750 C.E.), the texts of the Qur±àn and 
the tradition (insofar as it was fixed) were can-
onized as reference points for jurisprudence, 
theology, ritual, and the public demonstration 
of political power. Consequently, a certain his-
torical stage of the Arabic language attained 
the position of an enduring ideal. In the belles 
lettres and in learned circles (majàlis), from 
about 750 C.E. onward, great importance is 
attached to ancient Arabic tradition, above 
all to pre-Islamic poetry. This interest is due 
to struggles within Arab society as well as to 
rivalries between Arabs and non-Arabs over 
cultural orientation, known as the ”u�ùbiyya 
struggle (see the references in Seidensticker 
2002:149, n. 4). Pre-Islamic poetry or prose, 
the Qur±àn, and prophetic tradition could no 
longer easily be understood by Arabs of the 
8th century because the language had changed 
considerably due to radical shifts in social and 
cultural life after the conquest of Egypt, Syria, 
Mesopotamia, and Iran. These changes affected 
morphology, phonetics, syntax, and, of course, 
vocabulary. These developments – canoniza-
tion and change – inevitably brought about a 
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need to preserve and systematize. Attention 
was paid to both religious and nonreligious 
texts, and this is reflected in the development 
of two parallel strands of Arabic lexicography, 
which later partly merged. A voluminous litera-
ture devoted to obscure lexemes in the Qur±àn 
and the prophetic tradition (ÿarìb al-Qur±àn/al-
£adì�) stands alongside dictionaries of merely 
secular orientation, such as the Kitàb al-jìm 
by ±Abù �Amr aš-Šaybànì (d. about 213/828), 
which mentions only two quotations from the 
Qur±àn against 4,300 lines of poetry. A fur-
ther factor strengthening the development of 
Arabic lexicography is the growing importance 
of Arabic as the language of administration. 
The Umayyad caliph �Abd al-Malik (r. 685–705 
C.E.) had installed Arabic as the official lan-
guage, and by the middle of the 8th century 
the conquerors’ language had gained recog-
nition in the chancelleries even of the more 
peripheral provinces. From the early Abbasid 
times onward (i.e. after 750 C.E.), officials 
of whatever ethnic background were required 
to have an advanced mastery of Arabic style. 
Moreover, Arabic was employed as a medium 
of literary expression even in nonreligious fields 
in many parts of the Islamic world (the most 
important exception being Persia). This pro-
liferation meant that a growing need was felt 
for dictionaries designed less for scholars than 
for the educated classes, to concentrate on the 
common vocabulary rather than on obscure or 
rare items. An example of this type of diction-
ary is the Mujmal al-luÿa by ±A™mad ibn Fàris 
(d. 395/1005), who explicitly says in his intro-
duction that he has disregarded obscure words. 
The popularity of his book is attested by the 
large number of manuscript copies in libraries 
all over the world.

This demand for lexicographical works was 
met by a great variety of dictionaries. The 
new interest in language gained a momentum 
of its own and thus added to the diversity of 
approaches. The most important systems of 
arrangement and their historical development 
are presented in the following sections, begin-
ning with the semasiological lexica (starting 
from sign to meaning) with their three main 
types of arranging the roots (Secs. 3 to 5), 
followed by the onomasiological lexica (start-
ing from meaning to sign, i.e. those which 
arrange the notions according to topic areas; 
Sec. 6), and finally the different types of spe-

cialized lexica (Sec. 7). As for the question of 
foreign influences, the hypothesis of influence 
by Greek lexicography is discussed on account 
of typological parallels (Rundgren 1973; Wild 
1965:6–7; Weninger 1994), and in the case of 
the phonetic arrangement of the Arabic let-
ters in al-Xalìl’s order (see below, Sec. 3), the 
impact of Indian linguistic thought has been 
assumed (discussed in Law 1990). Yet, Arabic 
lexicography is a branch of literature which 
has its roots in Arabic-Islamic culture and was 
influenced only marginally by foreign cultures.

3. T h e  p h o n e t i c - p e r m u t a t i v e 
s y s t e m

The phonetic-permutative system of arranging 
the roots of the Arabic words, probably the 
most impractical system, is known to us from 
the earliest Arabic semasiological dictionary, 
the Kitàb al-�ayn, which in its main traits goes 
back to al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad (d. about 175/
791). It is based neither on the so-called Abjad 
order of the letters (±/b/j/d/h/w/z etc.) nor on 
the common Arabic alphabet (±/b/t/�/j/™/x etc.), 
which was probably already known in the 8th 
century C.E., but instead uses a third method of 
ordering. The key factor in this arrangement of 
letters is the place of articulation in the mouth 
or pharynx. The sounds articulated at the back 
of the pharynx (i.e. the laryngeals) are first in 
this sequence; the labials, articulated in the 
front of the mouth, close the so-called ‘Xalìlian 
order’. The resulting alphabet is �/™/h/x/ÿ/q/k/
j/š/�/ß/s/z/†/d/t/Ú/�/�/r/l/n/f/b/m/w/±alif/y/±. Much 
more momentous for practical purposes was al-
Xalìl’s decision not to arrange the roots strictly 
according to this new alphabet but to include 
in each lemma the other combinations of roots 
which result from all possible permutations of 
the radicals. This means, for example, that the 
first triliteral root treated in the Kitàb al-�ayn, 
�-h-q, is immediately followed by the root h-q-� 
(which one would expect to be treated two 
letters later). A third complication is the fact 
that within each chapter devoted to one of the 
letters from /�/ to /±/, there are subchapters treat-
ing separately the biliteral, geminated, sound 
triliteral, simply weak triliteral, doubly weak 
triliteral, and quadriliteral roots containing the 
letter in question.

To be accurate, this complicated system of 
ordering should be called ‘phonetic – root-
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classificatory – permutative’. It allowed Arab 
scholars to gain some interesting insights; for 
example, it showed that certain consonants 
are never combined in a true Arabic root. For 
everyday use, the system is distinctly impracti-
cal, but despite these drawbacks it survived until 
at least the 14th century C.E. Quite famous 
dictionaries arranged according to al-Xalìl’s 
method are the Tah�ìb al-luÿa by al-±Azharì 
(d. 370/980) and the Mu™kam by the blind 
Andalusian scholar Ibn Sìda (d. 458/1066). 
Even in some dictionaries which abandoned 
the Xalìlian order of letters, either the root-
classificatory or the permutative system (or 
both of them) are retained. Like most other 
Arabic dictionaries, the Kitàb al-�ayn gives 
numerous quotations, primarily taken from 
early poetry but also from the Qur±àn and from 
prophetic tradition (£adì�).

4. T h e  a l p h a b e t i c a l  s y s t e m

The second method of ordering the roots is 
the alphabetical system, which is the one most 
familiar in Western lexicography. It is found in 
rudimentary form in the second oldest semasio-
logical dictionary known to us, the Kitàb al-jìm 
by ±Abù �Amr aš-Šaybànì (d. about 213/828). 
Its order is not fully alphabetical, as the author 
groups the roots only according to the first rad-
ical. Within the chapters ±alif, bà±, tà±, etc., the 
roots are grouped by the informants who pro-
vided them or by mere association. This stage 
could be called one-third alphabetical, as only 
one of the radicals, usually three in number, is 
taken into account when ordering. Naturally, 
this was only a transitory stage, used primar-
ily for specialized lexica on difficult words in 
the Qur±àn, in prophetic tradition, etc., from 
the 10th to the 12th centuries. Ibn Durayd’s 
(d. 321/933) voluminous Jamharat al-luÿa is 
admittedly not a specialized dictionary and also 
uses this system, but by mixing it with the other 
peculiarities of the Kitàb al-�ayn, its method of 
ordering proved to be a dead end.

The next stage, ordering by the first and 
the second radical, is known from Kurà� an-
Naml’s (d. 310/922) al-Mujarrad, devoted to 
rare words. Another two-thirds alphabetical 
work is the voluminous Kitàb šams al-�ulùm by 
Našwàn al-£imyarì (d. about 573/1178), which 
aims to encompass the whole Arabic lexicon. A 

peculiarity is Našwàn’s way of grouping the 
words within the single chapters, defined by the 
first and second radicals. Within a division into 
nouns and verbs, he arranges the derivations 
of a given root according to a fixed order of 
morphemes, thus providing information which 
is not generally provided by the Arabic script.

The final stage of this system, i.e. com-
plete alphabetical arrangement, seems to have 
developed as early as the 9th century. One of 
the earliest philologists to use the fully devel-
oped alphabetical system was ±Abù £anìfa ad-
Dìnawarì (d. 282/895) in the encyclopedic 
section of his Kitàb an-nabàt, a work devoted to 
botany in the widest possible sense. He himself 
points out the practical advantage of this way of 
ordering. Az-Zamaxšarì’s (d. 538/1144) ±Asàs 
al-balàÿa, devoted to metaphorical expressions, 
and al-Fayyùmì’s (d. about 770/1368) Kitàb 
al-mißbà™, treating the technical vocabulary of 
Islamic jurisprudence, are two famous exam-
ples from later centuries.

5. T h e  r h y m e  s y s t e m

The rhyme arrangement in its mature form 
was used right up to modern times and can be 
considered as the Arabic way of ordering roots 
par excellence. In fact, it is closely related to 
the alphabetical system. The single chapters 
or books of these dictionaries using the rhyme 
system contain all roots having a common last 
radical consonant; within these parts, one has 
to look up entries in the same way as in an 
alphabetical work. It seems that this system 
was first developed for compiling rhyme dic-
tionaries. This is evidenced by the title of al-
Bandanìjì’s (d. 284/897) Kitàb at-taqfiya, which 
means ‘rhyme book’. As the title suggests, 
it gives rhyming words (and their respective 
meanings) and is thus a helpful tool when com-
posing poetry. Al-Bandanìjì’s work may well 
have been the model for al-Fàràbì’s (d. about 
350/961) Dìwàn al-±adab, but he combines 
the rhyme arrangement with subtle classifica-
tions of roots, parts of speech, and morphemes.

The fact that these dictionaries could be 
used for finding rhymes was useful not only 
for poets but also for the wider sections of 
the educated classes who needed to express 
themselves in rhymed prose (� saj�). But none 
of all the works mentioned so far, whatever 
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their system for arranging roots, provided 
users with easily accessible information on 
the meaning of all the lexemes of the sim-
pler as well as the more elevated Classical 
Arabic  vocabulary. It was al-Fàràbì’s nephew 
al-Jawharì (d. about 400/1009) who filled 
this need, in his Tàj al-luÿa wa-ßi™à™ al-
�arabiyya (commonly aß-Íi™à™). It is arranged 
exclusively according to the radicals in rhyme 
order, and from al-Jawharì’s times onward 
until the Tàj al-�arùs (late 18th century), 
most important dictionaries were arranged 
according to this prototype. Ibn Man�ùr’s 
(d. 711/1311) Lisàn al �arab is based on the 
Íi™à™ in its arrangement and material and 
also contains the data from four other works 
(namely, the books of al-±Azharì and Ibn Sìda 
mentioned above as well as two works by Ibn 
Barrì and Majd ad-Dìn ibn al-±A�ìr). In mod-
ern Western scholarship, the Lisàn has gained 
preeminent status as a work of reference for 
Classical Arabic vocabulary. The Qàmùs 
of al-Fìrùzàbàdì (d. 817/1415), also composed 
according to the Íi™à™, was held in similarly 
high esteem in Arab countries, its title al-Qàmùs 
having become the Arabic word for ‘dictionary’.

6. T h e  o n o m a s i o l o g i c a l 
 d i c t i o n a r i e s

From around the end of the 8th century C.E., 
the first so-called onomasiological dictionaries 
or thesauri were composed (i.e. those which 
supply the notions for certain topic areas). 
Depending on the thematic scope of the subject 
matter treated, two groups can be distinguished. 
The first group consists of monographs on nar-
row semantic fields, such as treatises on camels, 
horses, falcons, pigeons, sheep, goats, palm 
trees, grapevines, the sun and moon, clouds 
and rain, and weapons, and also on oaths and 
curses. A strong interest in pre-Islamic Bedouin 
life is evident. These specialized treatises were 
composed from the earliest days of Arabic lexi-
cography until quite late times. By the middle 
of the 11th century, for example, about thirty 
books on the parts of the human body (xalq 
al-±insàn) had been written, and on the eve of 
the Ottoman invasion of Egypt, Jalàl ad-Dìn  as-
Suyù†ì (d. 911/1505) contributed to this branch 
of lexicography by writing his Kitàb ÿàyat  al-
±i™sàn fì xalq al-±insàn.

The second group is made up of books not 
restricted to a narrowly defined subject matter 
but rather at least intending to cover the com-
plete Arabic vocabulary. One of the earliest of 
these works was an-Na�r ibn Šumayl’s (d. 203/
819) Kitàb aß-ßifàt, the organization of which 
is known to us although the work itself is lost. 
The earliest extant book is al-Ÿarìb al-mußan-
naf by ±Abù �Ubayd (d. 224/838). The organi-
zation of the subject matter does not always 
seem very logical to us; animals, for example, 
are treated in three different places in the book. 
The onomasiological branch of lexicography 
reached its zenith in Islamic Spain in the 10th 
and 11th centuries, starting with Ibn Sìd al-
±Andalusì’s (d. 382/992) Kitàb as-samà± wa-l-
�àlam ‘Book of heaven and the world’, which is 
said to have run to forty or even one hundred 
volumes but is now mostly lost. Ibn Sìda’s (d. 
458/1066) similarly extensive Kitàb al-mux-
aßßaß has been preserved and printed. Judging 
by the extant part of it, the former work was 
less finely subdivided than the latter, but it 
is probable that it served as a model, as did 
±Abù �Ubayd’s al-Ÿarìb al-mußannaf. The Cairo 
printed edition of the Muxaßßaß runs to seven-
teen large volumes. The thematic organization 
in the first volumes is better thought-out than 
in ±Abù �Ubayd, although there are a number of 
quite arbitrary insertions. From a certain point 
onward, Ibn Sìda seems to have given up his 
attempts at intelligible organization and merely 
arranged short chapters at random. The latter 
part of the Muxaßßaß, from Volume 13 onward, 
is in any case organized according to morphol-
ogy, the model again being ±Abù �Ubayd’s book. 
Ibn Sìda explains that only the onomasiological 
arrangement allows the user to find a term he 
does not know. In fact, his book is extremely 
useful for the study of the historical develop-
ment of the Arabic vocabulary.

Even lexica that made no attempt at a sys-
tematic arrangement of the individual chapters 
could be successful. As the great number of 
manuscript copies show, the Kitàb al-±alfàÚ 
al-kitàbiyya by Abd ar-Ra™màn ibn �îsà  al-
Hama�ànì (d. 320/932) was highly esteemed. 
More than three hundred chapters, bearing titles 
such as “To prepare for something” or “To do 
something well or badly”, list nouns, verbs, 
and whole phrases, the  connection between the 
chapters being more or less arbitrary. Another 
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popular book of this type was a�-Âa�àlibì’s 
(d. 429/1038) Fiqh al-luÿa.

7. S p e c i a l i z e d  d i c t i o n a r i e s

Books on nawàdir contain the unorganized raw 
material of Arabic lexicography. They explain 
rare and obscure (nàdir) expressions from 
ancient poetry and Bedouin speech. The begin-
nings of this type date back to the 8th century, 
and its heyday was in the 9th century. ±Abù Zayd 
al-±Anßàrì’s (d. 215/830) and ±Abù Mis™al’s (d. 
mid-3rd/9th century) Kitàb an-nawàdir are pre-
served, and both have been printed.

Books on ÿarìb al-Qur±àn and ÿarìb al-£adì� 
explain rare and difficult words from the Qur±àn 
and from the prophetic tradition. Normally 
they are devoted to one corpus or the other, but 
±Abù �Ubayd al-Harawì (d. 401/1011), in his 
Kitàb al-ÿarìbayn, treats lexemes and phrases 
from both sources. The earliest preserved book 
on ÿarìb al-Qur±àn is Tafsìr ÿarìb al-Qur±àn, 
ascribed to Zayd ibn �Alì (d. 122/740), grand-
son of the caliph �Alì ibn ±Abì ¢àlib. However, 
most of it is now considered apocryphal. We 
are not on firm ground until we reach Ibn 
Qutayba’s (d. 276/889) Tafsìr ÿarìb al-Qur±àn 
and ±Abù �Abdallàh al-Yazìdì’s (d. ca. 313/925) 
Ÿarìb al-Qur±àn. Both books give the words 
they explain in the order of their occurrence in 
the Qur±àn, i.e. from Sura 1 to Sura 114. In ar-
Ràÿib al-±Ißfahànì’s (d. 502/1108) al-Mufradàt 
fì ÿarìb al-Qur±àn, the notion of ÿarìb is given 
such a wide meaning that the book is in fact a 
concise dictionary of Qur±ànic language. It is 
arranged in full alphabetical order. The earlier 
works on ÿarìb al-£adì� follow the order in 
which prophetic traditions are arranged in the 
large £adì� collections: either like a musnad 
collection (±Abù �Ubayd al-Qàsim ibn Sallàm [d. 
224/838] and Ibn Qutayba [d. 276/889]) or like 
a mußannaf collection (al-£arbì [d. 285/898]). 
The first dictionaries to use a strictly alphabeti-
cal order date from comparatively late times 
(Ibn al-Jawzì [d. 597/1200]: Ÿarìb al-£adì�; 
Majd ad-Dìn ibn al-±A�ìr [d. 606/1210]: an-
Nihàya fì ÿarìb al-£adì� wa-l-±a�ar).

Works on ±a�dàd are devoted to homonyms 
with two meanings which in some way are 
opposed to each other (� �idd). The great inter-
est Arab philologists took in this phenomenon 
can perhaps be explained by the role the theory 

of ±a�dàd played in the exegesis of the Qur±àn 
(references in Seidensticker 2002:158, n. 23). 
Books on ±a�dàd were composed from the last 
decades of the 8th century onward. Their total 
number amounts to nearly two dozen, about 
half of which are preserved. Among them an 
early example is Qu†rub’s (d. 206/821) Kitàb al-
±a�dàd. The matter of the ±a�dàd was intensely 
discussed within the larger framework of the 
so-called ”u�ùbiyya quarrel, i.e. the dispute 
about the merits of Arabic culture compared to, 
principally, the Iranian cultural tradition. The 
Arabs’ opponents argued that the large num-
ber of such lexemes could only be the result 
of intellectual confusion. The Arab reaction to 
this charge in part denied the existence of con-
tradictory meanings, and in part tried to qualify 
and explain the phenomenon. ±Abù †-¢ayyib 
al-Luÿawì (d. 351/962) adds an appendix to his 
Kitàb al-±a�dàd, listing ‘pseudo-±a�dàd’, and 
Ibn al-±Anbàrì (d. 328/940), in his book of the 
same title, argues that the seemingly contradic-
tory meanings have a common semantic origin 
and that the context normally provides clarity. 
Many books on ±a�dàd did not order the words 
treated; al-Luÿawì groups them according to 
the first radical; and aß-Íaÿànì (d. 650/1252) 
uses a fully alphabetical arrangement.

Books on homonyms were composed from 
the beginning of the 9th century. An early 
instance is ±Abù l-�Amay�al’s (d. 240/854) Kitàb 
mà ttafaqa lafÚuhu wa-xtalafa ma�nàhu. Here, 
no system of ordering is discernible at all. 
Al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898) devoted a small 
book to homonyms and ellipses in the Qur±àn; 
perhaps his apologetic mode of argumentation 
is due to the fact that the matter was also dis-
cussed in the Šu�ùbiyya quarrel. Ibn aš-Šajarì’s 
(d. 542/1148) book, arranged according to the 
first radical, contains no fewer than 1,670 lem-
mata. Kurà� an-Naml (d. 310/922) preferred the 
onomasiological arrangement, which is quite 
surprising in the case of homonyms, because in 
theory every word ought to be included in at 
least two places. In fact, the author decided to 
enter each word only under the more common 
meaning and to give the other meanings under 
that heading.

The Dìwàn al-±adab by al-Fàràbì (d. 350/
961), mentioned in Section 5, orders words 
according to parts of speech, simple or 
extended morphemes, and vocalization, on the 
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level just below the root class. Because of this 
arrangement and the huge amount of material 
included, the Dìwàn al-±adab is the most impor-
tant Arabic dictionary with a morphological 
arrangement. In addition, the last volumes of 
Ibn Sìda’s (d. 458/1066) Muxaßßaß may be 
counted among these works, as well as ±Abù 
�Ubayd’s book, which Ibn Sìda uses as a model 
(see above, Sec. 6). From the 9th to the 13th 
centuries, several books were written to discuss 
the question of the agreement or difference 
in meaning of the verbal Forms I and IV. Aß-
Íaÿànì (d. 650/1252) composed some smaller 
works on the lexemes of the morpheme types 
infi�àl, fa�alàn, fa�àli, and yaf�ùl.

The term used by Arab philologists for the 
phenomenon of pairs of synonymous lexemes 
which differ in just one of the radicals (e.g. 
jada� and jadaf ‘grave’) was � ±ibdàl. Ibn as-
Sikkìt’s (d. about 246/860) Kitàb al-qalb wa-
l-±ibdàl treats these pairs in 36 chapters, each 
one devoted to one of the consonants which 
can replace each other. The most voluminous 
book in this area, ±Abù †-¢ayyib al-Luÿawì’s 
(d. 351/962) Kitàb al-±ibdàl, arranges the chap-
ters in strictly alphabetical order.

Language change posed a special problem 
in Classical Arabic because the canonization of 
the pre-Abbasid educated standard language 
led to a markedly conservative attitude. Not 
surprisingly, the literature devoted to cleans-
ing the language is quite extensive. Along with 
semantic ‘errors’, deviant vocalization and 
morphology were also denounced. The first 
extant work of this ilk is Kitàb mà yal™anu fìhi 
l-�awàmm by al-Kisà±ì (d. 189/805), and many 
other books bear the same title or were called 
La™n al-�awàmm. Despite the term �àmma/
�awàmm ‘common people’, the target of the 
criticism is not colloquial or dialectal Arabic but 
rather insufficient mastery of standard Arabic. 
Many books lack an alphabetical or onomasio-
logical arrangement of subject matter, although 
in some cases a distinction is made between 
formal and semantic offenses. Ibn al-Jawzì’s 
(d. 597/1201) Taqwìm al-lisàn arranges its mate-
rial according to the first radical. Particularly 
prominent are Ibn as-Sikkìt’s (d. about 246/
860) ±Ißlà™ al-man†iq and Âa�lab’s (d. 291/904) 
Kitàb al-faßì™, which both present the cor-
rect forms and usages, arranged according to 
 morpheme and vocalization in large numbers 
of chapters (about one hundred and forty, respec-

tively). The large number of manuscript copies, 
commentaries, and extracts shows that they were 
very popular. Some works devote special atten-
tion to pairs of lexemes which differ only in 
one consonant of similar pronunciation. As 
the titles suggest, the risk of error was es-
pecially great in the case of the phonemes �àd 
and Úà±.

8. C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s

Arabic lexicography did not develop a theory 
of semantics or lexicology. A special branch 
of thought called �ilm al-wa�� (� wa�� al-
luÿa) touched upon questions of semantics and 
the philosophy of language, but as it did not 
emerge before the 14th century, it did not 
influence lexicographical practice, which had 
reached its final form centuries earlier.

From the very beginning, compilers of Arabic 
dictionaries attached great importance to quo-
tations to illustrate the particular meaning of a 
lexeme. In some cases, data were collected by 
special field research. Several philologists of the 
9th century are said to have traveled extensively 
in order to receive instruction from the Bedouin 
of central Arabia. For the modern user, it is 
important to be aware of the limitations of what 
was considered worth explaining. Apart from 
the Qur±àn, prophetic tradition, proverbs, and 
ancient Bedouin prose, only pre-Abbasid poetry 
prior to about 730 C.E. was considered wor-
thy of treatment. Consequently, large areas of 
the Arabic lexicon were completely ignored by 
Arab lexicographers. Some new material was 
added in the 10th century, but from the begin-
ning of the 11th century the predominant 
method was to recompile material from earlier 
dictionaries.

From the modern point of view, the defini-
tions given in the ancient lexica have many 
deficiencies. Metaphorical and rare use stand 
indistinguishably side by side with literal and 
common meanings. In addition, meanings are 
wrongly deduced from the context or simply 
guessed at. In general, the formulation of an 
abstract lexical definition was not considered 
an aim of prime importance (on definitions 
in Arabic lexica, see the literature adduced in 
Seidensticker 2002:164, n. 42).

An interesting exception to this general rule 
is ±A™mad ibn Fàris’s (d. 395/1005) Mu�jam 
maqàyìs al-luÿa. As its aim is to trace back all 
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derivations of a root to one or two primary 
meanings, the author does not direct his atten-
tion to single quotations or special usages but 
rather tries to find a common origin for several 
lexemes.

Not surprisingly, religious matters had reper-
cussions for Arabic lexicography (cf. Kopf 
1956). The notion of the divine origin of 
 language certainly contributed much to the 
conservative attitude to the Arabic language 
because it did not allow for language change. 
Al-±Aßma�ì (d. 213/828) is said to have kept 
aloof from certain philological problems in the 
Qur±àn and the prophetic tradition in order not 
to come into conflict with traditional exegesis. 
In using the ancient dictionaries, it is use-
ful to know that in some cases meanings are 
given which have their origins in exegetic or 
dogmatic disputes (cf. Rippin 1983). A particu-
larly delicate issue was the question of foreign 
words, especially in the Qur±àn. Many thought 
it hardly conceivable that there should be words 
of non-Arabic origin in a text which styled itself 
‘a clear Arabic book’. Some early and some 
late authorities did not take offense at that pos-
sibility, but others objected. ±Abù �Ubayd (d. 
224/838) prudently argued that some foreign 
words dated from the pre-Islamic period. The 
famous jurist aš-Šàfi�ì (d. 204/820), the phi-
lologist ±Abù �Ubayda (d. about 213/828), and 
the historian and commentator on the Qur±àn 
a†-¢abarì (d. 310/923) denied that there were 
any such borrowings but rather asserted a 
coincidental similarity in the articulation of 
words with a similar meaning in two languages 
(cf. Kopf 1956, Sec. 3; Gilliot 1990, Chap. 4). 
A separate set of lexicographical monographs 
on the question developed only at a later date. 
The most famous representative is al-Jawàlìqì’s 
(d. 539/1114) al-Mu�arrab, which orders the 
words according to the first letter only.

9. F u r t h e r  r e a d i n g

For more bibliographical references, see 
Seidensticker (2002). References to many 
printed editions of Arabic dictionaries can be 
found in Weipert (2002). An important work 
of reference for bio-bibliographical informa-
tion for the time up to about 430/1038 is 
Sezgin (1982; Sezgin 1984:310–319 supp.; and 
Weipert 1989:228–246). A weighty contribu-
tion to the history of Classical Arabic lexicog-

raphy, arranged chronologically, is Kraemer 
(1953). Haywood (1960) is the fullest mono-
graph on the topic in a Western language but 
is outdated now. The most complete overview 
in a monograph in Arabic is Naßßàr (1968). 
Important information far beyond the topic 
proper (al-Xalìl’s Kitàb al-�ayn) is given in Wild 
(1965).
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Tilman Seidensticker (Jena University)

Lexicography: Monolingual 
 Dictionaries

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

In the first half of the 2nd century A.H. (8th 
century C.E.), speakers of Arabic encountered 
numerous communication problems due to the 
variability of their language at the time. Natural 
processes of language change, due primarily to 
the lack of standardization, were evident in 
the way people pronounced words, structured 
words morphologically, and structured sen-
tences. This phenomenon spurred Sìbawayhi 
(d. 168/784) to write the first comprehensive 
Arabic grammar, al-Kitàb. This work set forth 
rules for all aspects of grammar, including pho-
nology, morphology, and syntax.

Much of the variability in grammar during 
this period was evident in how people used 
words to convey meaning. Speakers of Arabic 
used familiar words in novel ways, which cre-
ated the need for a standardized dictionary of 
Arabic. This need was satisfied when al-Xalìl 
(d. 175/791) developed the Kitàb al-�ayn, the 
first Arabic dictionary. Thus began the disci-
pline of Arabic lexicography (�A††àr 1990:11; 
� lexicography: Classical Arabic).

This entry focuses primarily on the prepara-
tion and development of modern Arabic/Arabic 
dictionaries and how they compare with med-
ieval Arabic/Arabic dictionaries. It also dis-
cusses the methodologies and techniques used 
in the creation of Arabic dictionaries and pro-
vides a critical analysis of these methods. The 
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first section includes some preliminary notes 
and details on the history of Arabic dictionaries 
from both medieval and modern times. Section 
2 discusses modern Arabic/Arabic dictionaries 
in greater length. Section 3 provides a critical 
analysis of the techniques used in the develop-
ment of Arabic dictionaries. Finally, Section 4 
provides a brief conclusion.

2. M e d i e v a l  v e r s u s  m o d e r n 
A r a b i c / A r a b i c  d i c t i o n a r i e s

The discipline of Arabic lexicography began 
with the development of the Kitàb al-�ayn by al-
Xalìl (� lexicography: Classical Arabic). This 
first Arabic dictionary was organized according 
to place of articulation of the first sound of 
the word. Between the end of the 8th century, 
when the Kitàb al-�ayn was written, and the 
end of the 18th century C.E., 43 Arabic dic-
tionaries were created, only 14 of which can 
be considered ‘general’ Arabic/Arabic diction-
aries, as the remainder included specialized 
or technical vocabulary and items from tribal 
vocabulary, and some dictionaries contained 
linguistically relevant information in the entries 
(Mu™ammad 2001:36).

The term ‘dictionary’ in itself can have a 
number of meanings. A dictionary can be a list 
of words that correspond to the vocabulary 
used by a language community. Most often, a 
dictionary is a book that lists words along with 
corresponding meanings, which is helpful when 
dealing with obscure words or less frequently 
used definitions (Bahnasàwì 1990:8). Arabic 
dictionaries generally serve both purposes.

Many different strategies are used in writing 
definitions for Arabic dictionaries, and these 
strategies vary according to both the diction-
ary compiler and the words to be defined. One 
method for defining a word is to list synonyms. 
For example, ±asad ‘lion’ is defined in some 
dictionaries by using the word lay�, a similar 
but vaguer term. Associations are frequently 
used in definitions: ™arb ‘war’ can be listed in 
the definition of waÿà ‘battle sound,’ since they 
are closely related. Antonyms are also used in 
defining words, e.g., †awìl ‘tall’ can be defined 
in terms of its opposition to qaßìr ‘short’ (al-
Jilàlì 1999:20–24).

The primary purpose of medieval Arabic dic-
tionaries was similar to that of modern diction-
aries: to introduce knowledge about words to 

the user. It is important to consider what type 
of knowledge was encoded in these works. In 
medieval Arabic dictionaries, the primary type 
of information that was conveyed to the user is 
termed � ma�nà (pl. ma�ànin), which basically 
translates as ‘meaning’. A distinction is made 
between ma�nà and dilàla (or dalàla) ‘semantics’. 
Ma�nà, or more technically, lexical ma�nà, is an 
entry in a dictionary that contains one or more 
definitions as well as notes on spelling, pro-
nunciation, and morphology (i.e. case endings 
and irregularities). Lexical meaning, therefore, 
consists of three primary aspects: denotation 
of the word; connotations associated with the 
word; and correspondences between the deno-
tation and connotations. Dilàla, on the other 
hand, is specific to words used in context and 
is generally not included in entries in Arabic 
dictionaries.

One issue with defining ma�nà is the problem 
of circularity of reference – the classic problem 
of stating exactly what a definition is. Two 
facts from Arabic lexicography illustrate this 
phenomenon fairly well. First, Arabic words 
often have multiple meanings. Often, these 
meanings are given classifications, such as cen-
tral, basic, marginal, additional, impressive, or 
stylistic. In the second place, Arabic lexicogra-
phers seldom agreed on a specific meaning for 
a word. As discussed above, when defining a 
word, medieval Arabic lexicographers relied on 
a number of techniques, such as providing addi-
tional semantic content and using synonyms 
and antonyms. Medieval Arabic lexicographers 
also relied on a number of techniques to bolster 
the entry. One major method used to clarify 
the definition of a dictionary entry was to pro-
vide the user with illustrative examples from 
literary and religious texts (šawàhid). In addi-
tion, authors offered comprehensive conceptual 
definitions and, for further support, traced the 
etymological development of words.

These techniques seem to be subjective and 
somewhat in conflict with one another (and 
thus suspect), if the distinction between ma�nà 
and dilàla is considered. This conflict is evi-
denced in the interaction between Arabic lexi-
cographers and Arabic writers of poetry and 
prose. Arabic lexicographers generally assigned 
the most narrow, basic meanings to words, and 
literary use of vocabulary was constrained by 
those definitions. This greatly affected the poets 
of the time, as the figurative use of words was 
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violently condemned by Arabic literary critics. 
The use of old or no longer used words was 
also fiercely condemned, even though these 
archaisms were present in the dictionaries and 
were often listed as synonyms in the entries 
for more common words. Colloquialisms (even 
those derived from Classical Arabic, yet unrec-
ognizable to the general reader) and foreign 
words (which are clearly not within the scope 
of Arabic dictionaries) were strictly banned 
from medieval Arabic prose and poetry. Thus, 
a conspiracy arose (either intentional or latent) 
between literary critics and the authors of 
dictionaries, which propagated conservatism 
within the Arabic language. Definitions for 
dictionaries were written in a very narrow way, 
supported by literary citations. In turn, the 
literary critics used these dictionaries as part of 
the basis for their criticism, excluding new liter-
ary works on the grounds that they did not con-
form to the standards of the Arabic language. 
In this manner, a very traditional, conservative 
form of Arabic was maintained, while linguistic 
innovations were suppressed from literary cul-
ture (Hassanein 1977:210–212).

As an extension of the medieval tradition, 
modern Arabic/Arabic dictionaries generally 
resemble medieval Arabic dictionaries, with 
one major exception. In recent times, it has 
become acceptable to develop dictionaries with 
an encyclopedic bent, allowing entries detailing 
historical, political, and geographical facts such 
as the names of well-known figures, govern-
mental agencies, historic battles, rivers, moun-
tains, cities, countries, and the like.

3. T h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f   m o d e r n 
A r a b i c / A r a b i c   d i c t i o n a r i e s

3.1 The modern age of Arabic lexicography

The beginning of modern Arabic lexicography 
can be traced to the second half of the 18th cen-
tury, with the development of Mu™ì† al-mu™ì† 
by Bu†rus al-Bustànì (d. 1301/1883), published 
in 1870. The modern age of Arabic lexicogra-
phy continues till the present time; the Qàmùs 
al-hàdì, published in Tripoli (Libya) in 1994 
by Fàyiz Yùsuf Mu™ammad, is the most recent 
dictionary to be produced.

During the modern era of Arabic lexicog-
raphy, sixty Arabic/Arabic dictionaries have 
been produced. Thus, in only a century and a 

quarter, about a third more dictionaries were 
written than in the ten centuries of the medieval 
period (60 dictionaries were written between 
1870 and the present, as against 43 between 
the 8th and 18th centuries). One of the factors 
contributing to this dramatic increase in the 
number of dictionaries published is modern 
printing technology, i.e. mass-produced paper 
and ink and the accessibility of printing presses 
and publishing houses. The efforts of Lebanese 
lexicographers should be noted as well; their 
extensive experience and novel techniques have 
proved invaluable to the field. The ”àmì authors 
(primarily Syrian, Lebanese, and Palestinian) 
have also contributed greatly, not only to the 
field of lexicography but also to the disciplines 
of translation, journalism, and the Arabic liter-
ary tradition (Hassanein 1983:17).

Modern Arabic/Arabic dictionaries have pri-
marily been published in Beirut. However, oth-
ers have been published in Damascus, Cairo, 
Morocco, and Libya. Many of the early diction-
aries were written by individuals, while Arabic 
� language academies in Damascus and Cairo 
and UNESCO (United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization) in Tunisia 
recently sponsored the development of Arabic 
dictionaries. Individual efforts continue to this 
day, either in conjunction with, or independent 
of, their corporate sponsors.

3.2 The early modern period

In the modern age of Arabic lexicography, three 
distinct stages of development can be identified. 
The dictionaries developed in any one stage 
generally share some common features, and a 
natural trend is that the dictionaries developed 
in one stage assimilate the advances made in pre-
vious stages. The first stage of modern Arabic 
lexicography extends for sixty years, from 1870 
to 1930. Four works from this period can be 
distinguished as being especially important in 
the history of Arabic lexicography:

i. Mu™ì† al-mu™ì†, by al-Bustànì (Beirut, 
1870)

ii. al-Munjid, by al-±Ab Lùwìs Ma±lùf al-Yasù�ì 
(Beirut, 1908)

iii. ±Aqrab al-mawàrid, by Sa�ìd aš-Šar†ùnì 
(Beirut, 1912)

iv. al-Bustàn, by �Abdallàh al-Bustànì (Beirut, 
1930)
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These dictionaries share one common feature 
in that they list entries based on the trilateral 
� root (a distinguishing characteristic of most 
Semitic languages, such as Hebrew and Arabic). 
Technical terms of the day are included in these 
four works, as well as proverbs and idioms, 
terms related to Christianity, and some ency-
clopedic entries (the names of historical figures, 
cities, geographical points of interest, etc.). 
Terms related to sexual relations are strictly 
excluded.

The lexical data presented in these four dic-
tionaries are derived from medieval lexicons 
such as the Lisàn al-�Arab by Ibn Man�ùr 
(d. 711/1311), al-Qàmùs al-mu™ì† by al-
Fayrùzàbàdì (d. 817/1414), and the Tàj al-
�arùs by az-Zabìdì (d. 1205/1791; Daqqàq 
1977:191–199).

 Of these four dictionaries of the early mod-
ern period, the ±Aqrab al-mawàrid by aš-Šar†ùnì 
is the most systematic, presenting linguistic 
data including verbal and nominal forms, verb 
tense forms, and internal vocalization for all 
entries. Repeated words are marked with a 
hyphen. The format of the dictionary is set up 
to facilitate research by the user, with each page 
divided into three columns and each column 
headed with a word title.

Al-Munjid is perhaps the best of the four in 
that it employs an advanced format and the 
subject matter is presented in a unique way, 
similar to modern European dictionaries.

3.3 The middle modern period

The middle period of modern Arabic lexicog-
raphy runs from 1946 to 1989. It is marked 
by a general movement away from individual 
production and toward development sponsored 
by language academies, established seminars, 
and the Arab League Educational, Cultural and 
Scientific Organization (ALECSO). Individual 
efforts were still involved, but these individu-
als worked in conjunction with the staff at 
such institutions. In this period, many com-
mon Arabic dictionaries were produced. The 
pioneering work of this period is al-Mu�jam 
al-kabìr, issued by the Fù±àd al-±Awwal (King 
Fuad) Academy for Arabic. Its first edition was 
printed in 1946, and it was reprinted in 1956 
(twice) and in 1970, after the academy changed 
its name to the Arabic Language Academy in 
Cairo. This work consists of one volume and is 

unique in the fact that it organizes data based 
on certain parameters: basic to subordinate; 
concrete to abstract; direct to metaphoric; and 
familiar to odd. Verbs are presented in one sec-
tion, followed by nouns, and texts are quoted 
to support definitions. It compares Arabic 
words with historically related terms from 
other Semitic languages. It is meant to serve 
both traditionalists and modernists equally well 
(Darwìš 1956:147; also Daqqàq 1977:225).

Another important dictionary from the mid-
dle modern period is Matn al-luÿa, developed 
by ±A™mad Ri�à and inspired by the instruc-
tions of the Language Academy in Syria. Ri�à 
supervised the development of Matn al-luÿa and 
participated in the editing process in Damascus 
in 1958. The five-volume work was published 
in Beirut in 1958. One distinctive feature of this 
dictionary is that it excludes technical terms 
from the arts and sciences. Ri�à chose to omit 
these terms because he believed their produc-
tion did not belong to the pure language. When 
compiling the definitions of entries, Ri�à also 
chose to exclude istišhàdàt ‘cited literary exam-
ples’ and lengthy explanations. Matn al-luÿa 
should be credited, however, with including 
new meanings for words employed by contem-
porary poets and writers.

In comparison to rival dictionaries of the 
same era, Matn al-luÿa must be regarded as a 
unique lexicon. It should be noted that Ri�à was 
not completely free from traditional notions of 
Arabic lexicography in his development of this 
work. For example, he included an immense 
number of names of geographical locations that 
were either vague or had fallen into disuse in 
contemporary speech and had therefore become 
irrelevant to the users of his dictionary.

Following the publication of Matn al-luÿa, 
language academies began to play a more direct 
role in the development of new dictionaries. 
The Arabic Language Academy in Cairo issued 
two good dictionaries, the first of them being 
Mu�jam al-wasì†, which was first edited in 1960–
1961 in two 1,200-page volumes. Each page 
was divided into three columns, and the diction-
ary contained approximately thirty thousand 
entries. The second lexicon developed by the 
Academy in Cairo was an abridged version of 
the Mu�jam al-wasì†, entitled Mu�jam al-wajìz 
‘Concise dictionary’ and published in 1980. 
Both works, but to a greater extent al-Wajìz, 
were well received by students and scholars. 
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These dictionaries are still in use by university 
professors and research students, as well as by 
students in primary and secondary schools.

The Mu�jam al-wasì† excels in several aspects, 
primarily due to the collaboration between 
scholars and researchers who possessed a great 
deal of expertise in the Arabic language and in 
lexicography. The compilers of this work were 
highly regarded in their fields of study, not only 
in Egypt but in other Arabic-speaking countries 
as well, and the Academy is well-recognized for 
the authentic criteria and impeccable standards 
used in the creation of al-Wasì†. This diction-
ary (and its abridged form) excludes entries 
for archaic terms that are irrelevant to mod-
ern usage. Words are arranged in alphabetical 
order, which is generally considered to be a 
good technique. Single-root derived forms are 
organized into categories, and related roots are 
listed at the beginning of each entry.

Additional supporting data adduced in al-
Wasì† are quotations from the Qur±àn, pro-
phetic traditions, common literary expressions 
and proverbs, and established rhetorical expres-
sions. A problem that has traditionally plagued 
Arabic lexicographers has been how to express 
the middle vowel of a present tense verb or a 
verbal noun derived from Form I. The editors 
of al-Wasì† overcame this dilemma by placing a 
symbol that designated the proper pronuncia-
tion next to entries of this form. Illustrations 
were used for entries for types of birds, plants, 
and tools.

In spite of al-Wasì†’s success, minor short-
comings remain evident. For example, some 
non-Arabic words and borrowings are included, 
under the assumption that non-borrowed equiv-
alents in Arabic will be found at a later time. 
Another shortcoming – not limited to al-Wasì† 
but common among Arabic dictionaries as a 
whole – is a failure to introduce definitions in 
entries on the basis of frequency of use. In addi-
tion, grammatical notions are not exhaustively 
presented for all entries in al-Wasì†.

In 1965, through the individual efforts of 
Jibràn Mas�ùd, ar-Rà±id was published in Beirut 
in two volumes. Each volume consisted of 
1,638 pages, and each page was divided into 
two columns. Ar-Rà±id is unique in a number of 
ways. Entries are organized according to pro-
nunciation, making it much more user friendly. 
In addition, lexical entries have greatly simpli-
fied definitions, many of which are accompa-

nied by illustrations. More important, defini-
tions are listed in the entries sequentially, so 
that the most common or most frequently 
used definitions appear first. Novel definitions 
for words, as well as newly coined terms and 
foreign borrowings, are present in ar-Rà±id. 
Lebanese words are also included, making this 
dictionary more appropriate for an audience 
from that region.

The dictionary that marks the end of the 
middle modern period in Arabic lexicography 
is the Mu�jam al-�arabì al-±asàsì, produced by 
ALECSO in 1989. It is divided into about 
twenty-five thousand sections, each contain-
ing derived and conjugated forms based on a 
trilateral root. Each entry is well-explained and 
supported with examples from the Qur±àn, the 
£adì�, proverbs, and expressions from contem-
porary Arabic. This dictionary is regarded by 
scholars as a reference for special topics and is 
therefore not accepted as a general-use diction-
ary. The importance of this work lies in the 
organization and functionality of the entries, 
and thus it is duly noted in this survey.

3.4 The late modern period

The late modern period of Arabic lexicography 
extends from 1991 to the present. Four works 
should be noted in particular:

i. al-Hàdì ±ilà luÿat al-�Arab, by £assàn Sa�ìd 
al-Karmì (1991)

ii. al-Mu™ì†, by ±Adìb al-Lujamì (1993)
iii. Luÿat al-�Arab, by George Mitrì �Abd al-

Masì™ (1993)
iv. al-Kàfì, by unknown author(s), printed by 

the Books Company, Beirut (1994)

Al-Hàdì is the most extensive of these four 
works, consisting of 2,372 pages in four  olumes. 
This dictionary has good print quality and col-
orful graphics; in addition, it classifies the data 
according to the trilateral root followed by 
other verb forms. It includes many terms from 
modern technology and science, politics, and 
industry. It also cites the names of many plants, 
animals, and gems and some cosmic phenom-
ena, accompanied by their English equivalents. 
One criticism of this work is that it is physically 
large, weighing about six kilograms. Another 
complaint is that it contains a great many col-
loquialisms (Ma�tùq 1999:113–119).
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Al-Mu™ì† is more authentic than al-Hàdì. It 
contains a great many color illustrations depict-
ing parts of human anatomy, instruments, 
audiovisual equipment, and aspects related to 
the generation of electrical and nuclear power. 
Photographs of famous international sports 
figures and stadiums, farms, factories, and 
national flags accompany pertinent entries. In 
this manner, al-Mu™ì† resembles an encyclope-
dia. One commonly praised aspect of this work 
is that it maintains many of the high usages 
from Classical Arabic, rendering it appropriate 
for advanced users (Ma�tùq 1999:125).

Luÿat al-�Arab, published in 1993, is a 
lengthy work of three volumes. It was devel-
oped using old and new lexicographical meth-
odologies, and it includes both traditional and 
archaic language, as well as much modern 
usage. This work is arranged according to the 
trilateral root, and in most cases words are 
cross-referenced with other words. It is not 
uncommon for an entry to appear in more than 
one location. Definitions within entries are not 
listed according to frequency of use (Ma�tùq 
1999:125–133).

The one-volume dictionary al-Kàfì was pub-
lished in 1994. It contains 116 pages, divided 
into two columns per page, and is organized 
according to pronunciation. This dictionary has 
many shortcomings and appears not to have 
benefited from the advancements made in prior 
works (Ma�tùq 1999:133).

In addition to the historical stages of devel-
opment of Arabic lexicography described in the 
previous four sections, there are about twenty 
works that are abridged or derived from pre-
vious dictionaries. Most of these dictionaries 
were published primarily to serve students. 
For example, al-Fayyùmì’s (d. 770/1368) al-
Mißbà™ al-munìr is an abridged version of 
ar-Ràfi�ì’s (d. 623/1226) dictionary ”ar™ al-
Wajìz, which as a commentary on al-Ÿazzàlì’s 
al-Wajìz contained a large number of technical 
terms from fiqh (Naßßàr 1988:I, 55; ±A™mad 
n.d.:129–130). Similarly, the Muxtàr aß-Íi™à™ 
was published by al-Jawharì (d. 396/1005) at 
the end of the 13th century C.E. as a revision 
of ar-Ràfi�ì’s dictionary. The Muxtàr al-Qàmùs 
al-mu™ì† by az-Zàwì is an abridged version of 
al-Fayrùzàbàdì’s work, and Qu†r al-Mu™ì† by 
al-Bustànì is an abridged version of al-Bustànì’s 
original work.

Al-Wàfì or Fàkihat al-bustàn is a smaller 
edition of al-Bustànì’s original work, first pub-
lished in 1930. Rà±id a†-†àlib is an abridged edi-
tion of Jibràn’s ar-Rà±id, and many editions cite 
al-Munjid as their primary source, including 
al-Munjid al-±abjadì by Fù±àd ±Afràm Bustànì, 
and Munjid a†-†ullàb and al-Munjid al-±i�dàdì. 
Some authors regard these abridged versions as 
an independent phase in Arabic lexicography, 
as they appear to be simply repetitions and revi-
sions of previously published works.

4. A n a l y t i c a l  r e m a r k s

Now that the history of Arabic lexicography 
and the development of modern Arabic/Arabic 
dictionaries have been reviewed, a few critical 
remarks are in order. First, it is important to 
observe the similarity between medieval and 
modern Arabic/Arabic dictionaries in their strat-
egy for defining words. Generally, dictionaries 
from neither the medieval nor from the modern 
age have been particularly effective at convey-
ing word definitions, due to the method known 
as the explanation technique. This methodology 
relies upon roundabout descriptions in order 
to provide definitions for entries; al-Munjid, 
al-Wasì†, and ar-Rà±id are three examples of 
works which employ this technique.

A good example of the explanation technique 
can be seen in the perfect tense verb faraÿa 
‘to be finished with, etc.’. Among the modern 
Arabic/Arabic dictionaries, 14 different syn-
onyms are provided for this verb: xalaßa ‘to be 
matriculated’, ±atamma ‘to complete’, qaßada 
‘to go toward’, intahà ‘to reach’, ±aqbala ‘to 
come’, màta ‘to die’, taxallà ‘to give up’, nafa�a 
‘to go through’, ittasa�a ‘to become wide’, 
±asra�a ‘to hurry’, �ahaba ‘to go away’, �ahaba 
hadran ‘to go in vain’, inßabba ‘to be poured’, 
and kana�a qalaq ‘to be anxious’. It should 
be noted that not all modern Arabic/Arabic 
dictionaries contain each of these synonyms 
that serve as definitions (Mu™ammad 2001:60). 
Al-±Asàs mentions four of these definitions; 
al-Wasì† and al-Munjid both include five; al-
Jadìd contains eight; and al-£adì� employs nine 
of these meanings. Thus, we can see that Arabic 
lexicographers are not always consistent and 
exhaustive when assigning definitions to entries.

Another aspect of modern Arabic/Arabic dic-
tionaries worthy of further discussion is their 
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use of illustrative examples in supporting defi-
nitions. The authors of most modern Arabic/
Arabic dictionaries make a clear distinction 
between the central meaning of a word and its 
peripheral meanings within the framework of 
conceptual semantics. The use of illustrative 
examples is often much more effective than a 
classical definition in conveying meaning, espe-
cially when peripheral or contextual meanings 
are involved. For example, the verbal noun 
�arb ‘striking’ can have a number of different 
meanings, depending on the context: ‘shape’, 
‘multiplication [in mathematics]’, ‘coverage’, 
‘extension’, or ‘prosodic form at the end of the 
second half of a line of poetry’. The use of such 
examples can help to clarify and explain these 
alternate definitions (�Umar 1998:120).

An additional method used to support the 
meaning of entries of modern Arabic/Arabic 
dictionaries is the use of šawàhid ‘cited literary 
examples’, usually derived from Qur±ànic verses, 
texts from other prophetic traditions, tradi-
tional poetry, and proverbs and other  common 
expressions. These cited examples serve to con-
firm the meaning(s) of words through their con-
textual connotation as well as their functional 
usage. These examples reinforce the definition, 
while manifesting common word usage.

Voltaire would argue that literary citations 
used to support meaning in dictionaries add 
very little and simply illustrate stale associa-
tions that display neither the rich rhetoric not 
the genuine value of a language. Voltaire’s posi-
tion, however, may not apply to Arabic. This is 
due to the fact that the many abstract meanings 
of Arabic words are well-served by support 
from literary examples, providing the user with 
meaningful background contexts. Thus, quo-
tations from literature, whether drawn from 
medieval or modern texts, can greatly enhance 
a word definition (al-Jilàlì 1999:205).

In an attempt to verify the infrequency with 
which cited examples are used in modern 
Arabic/Arabic dictionaries, a brief statistical 
study has been conducted to demonstrate how 
four dictionaries measure up with respect to 
this methodology. In an examination of the 
entries of the letters B and Y that contained 
quotations, the following numbers were found: 
al-Wasì† contained 161 examples; al-£adì� 197; 
al-Jadìd 237; and al-±Asàsì 217 – out of a total 
of 812 cited examples.

Another notable feature in modern Arabic/
Arabic dictionaries is the use of symbols and 
abbreviations. Modern Arabic dictionaries are 
not consistent in the number and use of sym-
bols and abbreviations, but most employ them 
to some degree. For instance, al-Munjid uses 35 
abbreviations, 26 of them referring to the classi-
fication of plants, animals, mathematics, astron-
omy, and fine arts, as well as  morphological 
and grammatical terms. Al-Mu™ì† contains 25 
abbreviations; al-Wasì† includes 20; the Mu�jam 
al-�arabì al-±asàsì employs 13 abbreviations; and 
the New lexicon for students contains 12 (al-
Jilàlì 1999:264–271). In comparison with the 
French dictionary Petit Robert, which includes 
more than four hundred abbreviations and 
signs, Arabic lexicons employ relatively few of 
these instruments (al-Jilàlì 1999:87).

The nature of the content of modern dic-
tionaries is another issue to consider. Although 
modern Arabic/Arabic dictionaries are  relatively 
faithful to medieval Arabic dictionaries in both 
comprehensiveness and encyclopedic nature, 
the modern dictionaries are not completely 
devoted to matn al-luÿa ‘the basics of pure 
language’. Most modern Arabic dictionaries 
include information that is not directly relevant 
to the language.

A major issue to address is the internal orga-
nization of entries in modern Arabic/Arabic 
dictionaries. Contrary to the tradition of mod-
ern dictionaries in other languages, such as 
the Oxford English dictionary, definitions in 
Arabic dictionaries are generally not arranged 
according to frequency of use. Similarly, most 
modern Arabic/Arabic dictionaries do not trace 
the meaning of words through their etymologi-
cal development. An attempt was made by the 
German scholar August Fischer to develop an 
etymological dictionary of Arabic as part of a 
larger project, but this work was never com-
pleted. Arabic scholars look forward to the day 
when such a project is realized.

Despite the shortcomings of modern Arabic 
dictionaries, the efforts of Arabic lexicogra-
phers from both the medieval and modern eras 
have yielded many positive results. Generally, 
the most important definitions for entries pre-
cede peripheral ones (i.e. general, common defi-
nitions come before specialized ones, concrete 
definitions come before abstract ones, etc.). This 
shows that Arabic lexicographers have care-
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fully considered their undertaking and devoted 
a great deal of planning to their works.

In organizing their entries, medieval Arabic 
dictionaries employ three primary methods. The 
first is organization by rhyme, whereby words 
are arranged on the basis of the final letter, be 
it consonant or vowel. This technique can be 
traced back to al-Jawharì (d. 396/1005). The 
second is organization by alphabetical order, 
and the third is by the first radical consonant. 
The latter two techniques dominate in modern 
Arabic/Arabic dictionaries, as organization by 
rhyming ultimately fell out of favor with both 
lexicographers and users.

Arabic dictionaries demonstrate a wide vari-
ety of titles, some more modest than others. 
Some of the more unassuming titles include 
al-Mu�jam al-kabìr, al-Mu�jam al-wasì†, and 
al-Mu�jam al-wajìz, all sponsored by the Arabic 
Language Academy in Cairo. These titles illus-
trate the care and effort with which they were 
prepared, in contrast with the ambitious titles 
of some commercially produced dictionaries. 
The latter bear titles such as al-Mufìd ‘the use-
ful’, al-Mu�tamad ‘the most authoritative or 
authentic’, al-Munjid ‘the safe’, al-Marji� ‘the 
source code’, and al-Fayßal ‘the last word (or 
decisive)’. Some dictionaries in each group are 
specialized, targeting specific users. These are 
typically designated as school lexicons or as 
lexicons for students.

In contrast to the effort and the quality of 
research that has gone into the development of 
modern Arabic/Arabic dictionaries, the printing 
quality of most of these works is mediocre, if 
not altogether poor. They are often large sized 
and contain an immense number of pages, mak-
ing them heavy and unwieldy. Cheap paper, 
haphazard typesetting, and inordinately small 
fonts end up detracting from the overall user 
experience (Ma�tùq 1999:120).

5. C o n c l u s i o n

In tracing the history of Arabic lexicography, it 
is evident that many advances have been made 
in the development of Arabic dictionaries. At 
the same time, many of the techniques (benefi-
cial and otherwise) used in the medieval dic-
tionaries have carried over to the modern ones. 
Due to the shortcomings still present in modern 
Arabic dictionaries, many Arab scholars look 
forward to the development of an advanced 

Arabic lexicon that will avoid the errors of 
the past and better respond to the needs of all 
users. Prospective developers of such a work 
will have to answer many questions: What 
types of items should be included? What man-
ner of organization should be utilized? What 
techniques should be used in developing the 
entries, including the ordering of the definitions? 
Another  consideration central to the develop-
ment of a superior Arabic dictionary will be the 
development of a consistent and thorough tech-
nique for giving the meanings of words. In 
pursuing such an endeavor, compilers could 
learn much from the experience of European 
lexicographers and linguists. The ideal mod-
ern Arabic dictionary would simultaneously 
do two things: it would avoid the mistakes and 
shortcomings of previous dictionaries, and it 
would respond to the needs of modern users. 
The ideal dictionary would be clear, concise, 
user friendly, comprehensive, and manageable 
in terms of both size and price.
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Ahmed Taher Hassanein 
(Misr University for Sciences and Technology)

Lexicon: Matrix and Etymon 
Model

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The first comments by Arab grammarians on 
the relationship between sound and meaning 
(� lafÚ; � ma�nà) were related to the imitation 
of the sounds made by insects and birds. Their 
observations correspond to the theory that ono-
matopoeia is at the origin of human language. 
The idea that the shape of a word is the copy of 
the perceptible form, and thus a way of grasp-
ing the intelligible, is an idea that appears with 
considerable insistence in Ibn Jinnì’s writings. 
He was one of the grammarians who paid the 
most attention to matters pertaining to the phi-
losophy of language. This grammarian accepted 
that “at the origin of all languages, one finds 
the sounds which can be heard: the roar of the 
wind, the rumbling of the thunder, the murmur 
of water, the whinnying of the horse, and the 
bark of the deer” (Xaßà±iß I, 47). For Ibn Jinnì, 
as well as for his predecessors and followers, 
sounds can be either ‘light’ or ‘heavy’, which, 
all things considered, means that the mean-
ings these sounds generate by their qualities 
do not greatly vary. The same may be said of 
the common meanings he proposes for certain 
triconsonantal roots in the framework of what 
he calls ‘the great derivation’ (� al-i“tiqàq al-
±akbar). Taking as his point of departure the 
‘small derivation’ (al-i“tiqàq al-±aßÿar), in which 
the meanings are grouped around what was 
called the � root, he posits a general meaning 
linked not to the root of the word but rather to 
the radical consonants, independently of their 
syntagmatic linearity. The consonants s-l-m, he 
informs us, are capable of expressing the idea 

of ‘gentleness’ in all six of the possible com-
binations or rather in all those combinations 
that can form part of the language. The con-
sonants k-l-m express the idea of ‘force’, while 
q-w-l expresses the idea of ‘haste’ and ‘light-
ness’ (Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß I, 133–139). Versteegh 
(1984) speaks of this as a kind of ‘curiosity’. 
In his view, one is confronted by a theory that 
transgresses the two postulates underlying con-
temporary linguistics: the arbitrary nature of 
the sign (or more precisely of its signification) 
and its linear nature, the evidence of which is 
accepted without hesitation.

Despite the a priori character of his theory 
and in spite of certain excesses in the details 
of his etymologies, Ibn Jinnì may be consid-
ered the precursor of modern research on the 
role of � metathesis in the Semitic languages. 
Although his ideas did not rally all traditional 
Arab grammarians, they were nonetheless taken 
up by several scholars, including Faxr ad-Dìn 
ar-Ràzì. In his commentary on the Qur±àn, 
Mafàtì™ al-ÿayb, Faxr ad-Dìn dedicated a judi-
cious analysis to the principle of the ‘great 
derivation’. Ibn Jinnì should be credited above 
all for having seen, or rather grasped, a certain 
linguistic mechanism that could describe both 
the primary and the secondary forms of the 
Arabic lexicon within the process of a dual 
motivation.

2. T h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e 
 A r a b i c  l e x i c o n

The organization of the Arabic lexicon is one of 
the oldest topics in the study of this language. 
In order to analyze the internal structure of the 
lexicon, it is not enough to draw up a list of 
the lexical items. Rather, it is important to set 
as a goal the explanation of the relationships 
among the words, such as the phenomena of 
synonymy, polysemy, homonymy, and anti-
thetical polysemy. For a long time, specialists 
have agreed that the minimal unit of the lexi-
con for Arabic and other Semitic languages is 
a compound of consonants. However, they 
part company when it comes to the question 
of whether the compound is bi- or triconso-
nantal. The majority favor the triconsonantal 
approach: “The predominance of roots with 
three consonants in Semitic is extremely clear” 
(D. Cohen 1974–1975:269). As early as 1817, 
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Gesenius had noticed (and he was not the first 
to do so) that “this regular uniformity of the 
radicals in the Hebrew language consists . . . of 
the well-known fact that, except for a relatively 
small number of exceptions, all of the root 
words (at least the nouns and verbs) are 
made up of three root consonants” (Gesenius 
1817:181–186). He adds in the next paragraph, 
though: “Nevertheless, no matter how striking 
this uniformity might be, there exist nonethe-
less numerous phenomena that leave no doubt 
that this [uniformity] was not so widespread 
from the start, but rather it was established 
only a bit later”. One of these phenomena is 
the fact that “in a large number of roots words, 
which admittedly have in the present state of 
the language three radical consonants, it is 
clear that there were but two that were original 
and essential, to which the third one was then 
added or created by duplicating the second, or 
by attaching one of the movable vocal letters 
(at the beginning, middle, or end) or by adding 
at the beginning the semivowel nùn”.

During the first half of the 20th century, 
authors such as Brockelmann (1908, 1910), 
M. Cohen (1947), Fleisch (1947), and Can-
tineau (1950) denied the importance of this 
binary conception. They advocated an orga-
nization based on the triconsonantal root, 
which imposed itself as an axiom among 
many of those scholars working on Semitic 
languages. Several studies, of which the best 
known is that of Ehret (1989), tried nonethe-
less to develop a biconsonantal conception of 
the lexicon. Unfortunately, in Ehret’s theory 
the two primitive consonants of the biradi-
cal root are the first two, so that his results 
are manifestly different from those presented 
here. (For a treatment of the Arabic lexicon 
within the framework of standard theories 
on the structure of the root, � biradicalism.)

3. T h e  t h e o r y  o f  m a t r i c e s  a n d 
e t y m a

The demonstration that the triconsonantal root 
does not take into account the immediately 
accessible relationships between words at the 
semantic and phonetic levels is at the heart of 
the reflection which led to the elaboration of 
the matrix and etymon theory (Bohas 1997, 
2000).

Take, for example, Paradigm 1 (here and 

elsewhere, unless cited otherwise, definitions 
are taken from Lane).

Paradigm 1. The etymon {b, t} ‘cutting’

batta ‘he cut it off, severed it’
batara ‘he cut, cut off’
 ‘he cut off his tail’
inbata±a ‘he was/became cut off’ 

(definition borrowed from
 Ibn Man�ùr, Lisàn al-�Arab)
bataka ‘he cut it, severed it’
 ‘he plucked it out’
batala ‘he cut it off, severed it’
 ‘he separated it’
balata ‘he cut it off’ (Lisàn)
al-burtu/al-bartu ‘the axe’ (Lisàn)
sabata ‘he cut the thing, cut the 

thing off’
 ‘he shaved off his hair, 

shaved his head’

It is clear that all these words include a b and a 
t (in bold type in the paradigm) and they refer 
to the same idea of ‘cutting’. This basis bt will 
be called an etymon and will be marked as fol-
lows: �{b, t}. The verbs in Paradigm 1 can be 
derived from the etymon �{b, t} by duplicating 
the last consonant – as in the case of batta – 
or by adding a final (e.g. batara), medial (e.g. 
balata), or initial (e.g. sabata) consonant, with-
out affecting the ‘common primordial significa-
tion’ (Brockelmann 1910). The etymon allows 
us to see that all of these words have something 
in common in phonetic terms, i.e. the phonemes 
b, t, as well as in semantic terms, i.e. the mean-
ing of ‘to cut’. Obviously, a dictionary orga-
nized in triconsonantal roots cannot take into 
account such observations.

Additional data are given in Paradigm 2.

Paradigm 2. The matrix {[+labial] [+coronal]} 
‘to deliver a blow’

bada™a ‘he cut off, split’ (definition taken 
from Fìrùzàbàdì, al-Qàmùs al-
mu™ì†)

ba�a™a ‘he split the camel’s tongue’ (Ibn
 Man�ùr, Lisàn)
bazzun ‘sword’
bazala ‘he cleft it, split it, slit it’
ba�a�a ‘he cut it, cut a piece off from it, he
 cut into pieces’
ba††a ‘he slit a wound or an ulcer’
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ba†ara ‘he cut it, divided it, slit it, split it’
tabba ‘he cut, cut off’
™a�afa ‘he cut it off’
�ubàb ‘point or extremity of the sword’
�a�aba ‘he cut, cut off’
�a�iba ‘she had her ear slit’
hadaba ‘he cut it, cut it off’
fa±sun ‘an axe’
fattun ‘a fissure in a rock’
fara�a ‘he ripped the basket (julla) and
 then scattered its contents’
farasa ‘he [a lion] bruised or crushed and 

broke it’
faraßa ‘he cut it, slit it, divided it length-

wise’
fara�a ‘he notched it, made a notch or an 

incision in it [a piece of wood]’
fasa±a ‘he slit [the garment]’ (Qàmùs)
faßama ‘he separated, divided’
faßßa ‘he separated something from some-
 thing’
fa†ara ‘he cleft, split, slit, rent, cracked it’
fa†ama ‘he cut it, severed it’
sayfun ‘a sword’
šafratun ‘a large knife’
ßafi™atun ‘a sword’

Semantically, these words have something in 
common. They all revolve around the notional 
invariant ‘to cut’, although it is obvious that 
one cannot reduce them to one common root 
or etymon. At this point it is important to take 
up another level of analysis, not by focusing 
on the phonemes but rather by considering 
the features composing them. Note that each 
of the words in the paradigm contains a b or 
an f, which constitutes a class characterized 
by the feature [+labial], and in addition con-
tains one of the elements of the category: t, 
d, �, �, �, †, s, z, š, ß. This class is defined by 
the feature [+coronal], which characterizes all 
sounds produced by the constriction formed by 
the front of the tongue and the area between 
the upper incisors and the hard palate (dental, 
alveolar, palato-alveolar, etc.). The common 
phonetic properties of the terms in Paradigm 2 
can thus be expressed in the form of a formal 
invariant, [+labial] and [+coronal]. It is this 
combination of a formal invariant linked to a 
notional invariant that constitutes the matrix. 
In Paradigm 2, the formal invariant is made 
up by the two phonetic vectors [+labial] and 

[+coronal], and the notional invariant by the 
idea ‘to deliver a blow’ with the added meaning 
of using an instrument, ‘with a cutting object’. 
In the context of this theory, the matrices con-
stitute the minimal unit for establishing mean-
ing. They allow us to group together all the 
terms on the basis of their common phonetic 
and semantic properties, which the root obvi-
ously cannot do.

This formal and conceptual organization of 
the lexicon is not only based on the identifi-
cation of the lexical link ‘among the words’ 
(simultaneous existence of a formal invariant 
and a conceptual similarity) but also on the 
existing relationship ‘between the words and 
the world’. This connection is of a mimophonic 
(vocomimetic) kind, i.e., there is an analogy 
between the phonetic material of the matrix, its 
notional invariant, and its referent. The physio-
logical foundations of this analogy are of three 
kinds: “acoustic, when sounds reproduce a 
noise; kinetic, when an articulation reproduces 
a movement; visual, when the facial appear-
ance (lips, cheeks) is modified, something which 
involves kinetic elements” (Guiraud 1967:125). 
This relationship is particularly manifest in 
Paradigm 3.

Paradigm 3. The matrix {[+pharyngeal] [+labial]} 
‘constriction’

�{b, ß}
ßabara ‘he confined him, held him in cus-

tody, detained, retained, restrained, 
withheld him’

�aßaba ‘he bound it, tied it’
�{b, �}
�abba ‘he clung to the ground’
±iba�un ‘the cord or rope with which the 

pastern of a camel’s foreleg is tied’
�{b, †}
†unubun ‘a tent rope’
raba†a ‘he tied, bound, made fast’
�{b, ™}
™abasa ‘he confined, restricted, retained,
 arrested’
™abaka ‘he bound it, tied it and made it fast
 or firm’
™ablun ‘a rope, a cord’
�{b, x}
xabala ‘he restrained, withheld’
 ‘he prevented or hindered someone 

from doing something’

  lexicon: matrix and etymon model 47

EALL_L_1-95.indd   47 10/4/2007   5:08:14 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



�{b, �}
�abala ‘he hindered, prevented, impeded’
�{f, �}
�afrun ‘a camel’s girth’
�afana ‘to milk [a camel, cow, etc.] by hand’ 
 (Qàmùs)
�{f, †}
†affa ‘he bound all legs of the female camel’
�{f, Ú}
Úaffa ‘he bound the legs of the camel’ 

(Qàmùs)
�{f, �}
�affa ‘he abstained’
�afasa ‘he restrained him’ (Lisàn)

All terms of Paradigm 3 revolve around the 
notion of ‘constriction’. The etyma making it 
up are composed either of a labial (b, f ) and 
a guttural (x, h, �, ™) or a labial (b, f ) and an 
emphatic (ß, †, �, Ú). An analysis which only 
considers the phonemes cannot go any further. 
However, if one adopts the framework of the 
matrix and etymon model, one can go beyond 
this simple observation and detect the com-
mon phonetic denominator. Numerous studies 
have shown that the emphatics and the guttur-
als have the common feature [+pharyngeal], 
which refers to the constriction formed in the 
pharyngeal cavity, from the larynx to the uvula 
(Clements 1993:105). The matrix can thus 
be identified as: formal invariant: {[+labial], 
[+pharyngeal]}; notional invariant: ‘constric-
tion’. All the terms in the paradigm are mani-
festations of this matrix. They include both 
constituent phonetic features and the notional 
invariant, which is the unifying element of 
all the words and refers directly or indirectly, 
metaphorically or metonymically, to the idea 
of ‘constriction’.

A mimophonic (vocomimetic) relationship 
between the notional invariant of ‘constriction’ 
and its developments on the one hand and 
an articulatory property of the pharyngeal is 
simple to demonstrate. One only has to con-
sider Figure 1 taken from Ghazeli (1977:38) to 
realize that, for the articulation of pharyngeals, 
the pharynx is constricted. The relationship 
between the notional invariant of ‘constriction’ 
and the form of articulation then becomes clear.

A property which already appeared in the 
above paradigm (e.g. batta/tabba ‘to cut, cut 
off’) is the nonlinear ordering of the constitu-
ent parts of the matrix and the etyma descend-

ing from it. This property has been amply 
demonstrated for Arabic by Bohas (2000) and 
Bohas and Darfouf (1993), for Hebrew by Dat 
(2002), and for Moroccan dialects by Bohas 
(1997:135–138). Of all the constituent parts 
of the matrix and etymon model, the nonlin-
ear ordering without a doubt poses the most 
problems for structuralist linguists, who are 
bound to point out that no other example of 
this phenomenon is known in the languages of 
the world. In fact, one must accept that, for the 
time being, no other linguistic group has been 
studied in this light. Although the search for 
other languages with this property should be 
pursued, there is always a theoretical possibil-
ity that the Semitic languages are the only ones 
with such a feature.

Figure 1. Articulation of a pharyngeal (Ghazeli 
1977)

 Shape of the lower pharynx during the articu-
lation of the pharyngeal consonant [�] in 
[�æ||]
 Shape of the pharynx before the initiation of 
the [�] movement

Nonlinear ordering is a particularity which 
calls into question the linear principle of the 
linguistic sign, for each of its elements can be 
switched around freely without the semantic 
load being undermined. This fact expresses a 
characteristic of the Semitic lexicon, according 
to which meaning does not rely on the spatial 
configuration of the audible and/or graphic 
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signs. The signification is based upon the con-
stituent elements of the signifier irrespective of 
their layout (a+b: b+a) or their discontinuity 
(accretion of other elements, whatever their 
position in the chain, does not destroy the 
unity of the meaning). In terms of the lex-
emes, the reversibility within the biliteral units 
brings about � metathesis, conceptualized 
as a ‘normal’ phenomenon in Semitic languages 
(LipiÐski 1997:192). In fact, if metathesis exists, 
it is because the etymon, by its very nature, 
transgresses the linear nature of the sign. The 
notion of nonlinear ordering is preferred here 
to that of metathesis, since it does not require 
one to set up an initial form (i.e. the one which 
undergoes the metathesis).

The general organization of the lexicon in 
the matrix and etymon model revolves around 
three levels of representation:

i. Matrix level: (�) a combination, not 
arranged in linear fashion, of a pair of vec-
tors of phonetic features, considered as a 
linguistic pre-sign or macro-sign and linked 
to a generic notion. It is at this level that 
the ‘primordial meaning’ is not linked to the 
sound or to the phoneme but rather to the 
phonetic feature which cannot be handled 
without the addition of supplementary pho-
netic material. At this level, the sounds 
appear as the translators of an articulation 
that evokes an object.

ii. Etymon level: (�) the combination, not 
arranged in linear fashion, of phonemes 
containing these features and developing 
this generic notion. The etymon cannot be 
put on the same level as what is tradition-
ally called the biconsonantal root; it is 
rather the element that is the basis of the 
multiconsonantal structures.

iii. Radical level: (R) etymon developed by 
the diffusion of the last consonant, or by 
infixation (word-initially, -medially, or 
-finally), and containing at least one vowel, 
recorded in the lexicon or provided by the 
morphological mechanisms of the language, 
and vectoring the notional invariant of the 
matrix and the etymon.

4. A d v a n t a g e s  o f  t h e  m a t r i x 
a n d  e t y m o n  t h e o r y

Obviously, the model presented here is quite 
different from the organization of a lexicon 

by roots, i.e. from an organization in which 
the triconsonantal root is the primitive. The 
triconsonantal root is a hypothesis concern-
ing the organization of the lexicon. Since this 
hypothesis cannot deal with a large number of 
regularities, the present model replaces it with 
a more explanatory model in terms of matri-
ces and etyma. The latter takes into account 
the semantic and phonetic regularities existing 
between words (polysemy, homonymy, anti-
thetical polysemy, etc.) that are not explained 
or even, in many cases, detected. In this con-
text, one may resolve several lexical prob-
lems involving homonymy and polysemy (� 
muštarak).

Homonymy may stem from two sources, the 
intersection of two etyma carrying two differ-
ent semantic loads, or the actualization of two 
different matrices within the same etymon.

An example of homonymy by intersec-
tion is the verb ÿaraza, which means both ‘he 
inserted a needle into a thing; he stuck, fixed’ 
and, more specifically, ‘the locust stuck its 
tail into the ground to lay her eggs’ and ‘she 
[camel, sheep, or goat] had little milk; her 
milk became little’. In terms of the root, one 
cannot go further than this observation. With 
the help of the etyma, however, one observes 
that ÿazza (�{g, z}) means ‘the female camel 
became scant of milk or deficient in milk (III)’ 
and razza (�{r, z}) means ‘he pierced, stuck, or 
stabbed him and more particularly: the locust 
stuck her tail into the ground and laid her eggs’. 
This leads one to conclude that ÿaraza results 
from the intersection of two etyma and this is 
why it combines meanings as different as ‘the 
locust stuck her tail into the ground to lay her 
eggs’ and ‘deficiency of milk’.

Another example is that of the verb xašafa, 
which means both ‘he entered into the thing’ 
and ‘he hastened, made haste’. In the context 
of the matrix and etymon model, one observes 
that xašša (�{x, š}) means ‘he entered into it’ 
and xaffa (�{x, f }) means ‘he was light, active, 
prompt, and quick’. This leads one to conclude 
that xašafa results from the intersection of these 
two etyma and this is why it combines mean-
ings as different as ‘the entrance into the thing’ 
and ‘hurriedly, quickly’.

An example of homonymy stemming from 
an etymon which is the phonetic actualization 
of two different matrices is the word �afrun, 
which means (1) ‘camel’s girth’, (2) ‘a plait of 
hair’, and (3) ‘a great quantity of sand that has 
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become heaped up on itself’. The r is an accre-
tion, and the etymon �{�, f } is an actualiza-
tion of the matrix mentioned above, {[labial], 
[pharyngeal]} notional invariant: ‘constric-
tion’, while the second and third meanings 
are actualizations of the matrix {[labial], [dor-
sal]}, which is linked to the idea of ‘curva-
ture’ viewed in diverse ways (Bohas 2000).

For antithetical polysemy (� �idd), two types 
of solution can be found: the intersection of 
etyma of opposite meanings, and reverse inter-
pretation of the matrix. The first case was 
already noted by Leguest (1858). The verb ša�aba 
means both ‘he collected, brought, gathered, 
drew together, united’ and its opposite, ‘he sep-
arated, put apart, divided, dispersed, scattered’. 
Within a matrix and etymon model, this can be 
explained by the intersection of the two etyma 
{š, �} and {�, b}, the former being the carrier of 
the first meaning as it appears in its other actu-
alizations, such as ša�ita ‘the being separated or 
disunited’ (maßdar II and V), šà�a ‘he dispersed, 
scattered’ (Ibn Man�ùr, Lisàn), the latter being 
the carrier of the second meaning as it appears 
in its other actualizations, such as �aba±a ‘he 
packed up goods or utensils, put goods or 
utensils one upon another’, wa�aba ‘he col-
lected, gathered together, congregated’.

An example of the reverse interpretation of 
the matrix is the term jafjafun, which means 
(1) ‘raised ground’, (2) ‘hollow ground’ (both 
Fìrùzàbàdì, Qàmùs). This term is a realization 
of the matrix {[labial], [dorsal]}, whose notional 
invariant is ‘curvature’, viewed from different 
perspectives. The fact that there are two con-
trary meanings can be explained unproblemati-
cally: in the first case the mimophonic meaning 
� [convex] is apparent. In the second case, it is 
the mimophonic meaning � [concave], with the 
same phonetic form. In this case it is possible to 
speak of antithetical polysemy of a polysemic 
type because there is a link between the two 
meanings, the notional invariant of the matrix. 
The same explanation goes for jab±un ({j, b}), 
which comes from the same matrix and means 
both ‘a hill’ and ‘a hollow, a cavity in a moun-
tain in which the water stagnates or collects’.

The elaboration of the theory of matrices 
was first based on the observation that the root 
was not able to explain such relationships. The 
matrix and etymon theory does not uphold the 
idea of a universal miming of form but rather 
the nonarbitrary character of the principle that 

directs the association of sound and meaning.
Without being absolutely universal, it is pos-

sible that the matrix level possesses a wider gen-
eral nature. It is actualized in dialects so widely 
separated that one cannot posit a contact or a 
linguistic relationship (a large number of what 
may be called ‘kinship terms’, for instance, may 
be nothing more than the result of separate 
geneses to be explained by mimophony and not 
by genetic links). The perusal and systematic 
analysis of relative data allows one to extract 
a coherent system which assigns a notional 
value to the combinations of phonetic features. 
These combinations, linked to notional values, 
allow one to hypothesize both phonic and 
notional structuring characterizing the Semitic 
languages, even though some lexical zones may 
still appear opaque today. It all comes down to 
identifying a foundation process, one which has 
traversed the entire language and governs the 
structuring of the Semitic lexicon.

5 .  O b j e c t i o n s  a g a i n s t  t h e 
t h e o r y

Various objections have been leveled against 
the model presented here. Some critics (e.g. 
Weipert 2000) have objected that the search 
for minimal units in the lexicon is useless, but 
clearly, if a particular theory enables us to dis-
cover and explain more semantic relationships 
between words than other theories, it consti-
tutes a contribution to a better understanding 
of the linguistic structure of the lexicon.

It could be asked to what extent this theory 
is falsifiable. It seems that part of the theory, 
its very basis, is not falsifiable in the way this 
word is normally understood, ‘to prove that a 
proposition is not founded’. Indeed, the prin-
ciple that in Arabic meaning revolves around 
the matrices of the features, as assumed here, 
rather than around the phonemes, is not a the-
ory but rather a ‘discovery’, in the sense that it 
provides a framework in which the data can be 
interpreted from a new angle. The same can be 
said in phonology: the axiom that the phoneme 
is not the fundamental, indivisible element of 
language is not a theory. That it can be broken 
down into features is a discovery. Admittedly, 
this discovery can be formulated in diverse 
ways. There are several theories on features, 
and one could always come up with others, in 
terms of elements rather than features, viewing 
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the acoustic aspect rather than the articulatory 
one, etc. But the axiom that the phoneme can 
be broken down is not refutable.

There has also been an objection that the the-
ory leaves too much freedom for the reconstruc-
tion of semantic relationships. For instance, the 
concept of ‘family resemblances’ appears to lend 
itself to all kinds of interpretations, for example 
linking up ‘to walk, to run’ with ‘to divide up, 
to split off’, which would be the consequence of 
‘to strike’. All work using the notion of family 
resemblances comes up sooner or later against 
this remark. Nevertheless, there are ways to 
limit the effects of arbitrary comparisons, e.g. by 
referring to parallel developments in other lan-
guages. The example mentioned above may be 
compared to similar developments in other lan-
guages. Indeed, it is precisely an area where the 
derivation of French, as Bohas has underlined, 
parallels closely that of Arabic and other Semitic 
languages. He remarks that “if one looks at the 
article partir in the dictionary of Bloch and von 
Wartburg (1932), one will note that it comes 
from the popular Latin, partire, itself derived 
from the Classical Latin, partiri and which “first 
meant ‘to share’, its everyday meaning until the 
XVIth century and [it] was preserved in the 
idiomatic ‘avoir maille à’ ” (Bohas 2002:101). 
In both cases, it is clear that ‘to cut’ is the con-
crete point of departure from which ‘to leave; 
to set into motion’ is derived. This is admittedly 
not the case in all languages, but for these two 
well-known languages, it is. This derivation is 
accepted by all in French, judged to be perfectly 
normal, banal, and expected, and no one thinks 
of treating Bloch and von Wartburg’s (1932) 
approach as arbitrary.

In the context of the formal and notional 
fields organized around a matrix, lexical forms 
may have a common origin even if, for the time 
being, no element allows us to affirm this with 
certainty. Similarly, it is likely that numerous 
borrowed words are included in the matrix 
paradigm, whereas others, initially indepen-
dent, would have been linked by paronymic 
attraction to the lexical grouping covered by 
the matrix in question. The morpho-phono-
semantic structuring of the matrix generates 
this process and differentiates it from tradi-
tional etymological research.

The matrix and etymon model has been 
criticized, at least at the outset, for basing itself 
essentially on translated data. It is true that in 

the absence of a veritable etymological diction-
ary, it is sometimes hard to succeed in detect-
ing the concrete, primitive meaning of a term, 
the etymon of a lexical form in the traditional 
sense of the word. The development of a theory 
should allow us to refine the lexical analyses 
progressively.

It should be emphasized that the theory 
sketched out here is not a return to the old 
biconsonantal theories. Its originality in theo-
retical terms stems from the fact that the matrix 
and etymon model shifts the discussion from the 
level of tangible structures to the more abstract 
level of phonology: the semantics of a given 
lexical form is supported not by the two conso-
nantal elements, i.e. the constituent parts of the 
given lexical structure, but rather by a certain 
number of their constituent phonetic features.

It is clear that the matrix and etymon model 
is still under development. However, the empir-
ical results obtained up to this point must be 
taken into account. The consequences stem-
ming from it are not negligible, for the phe-
nomenon touches upon the whole body of the 
lexicon. One should recognize that an analysis 
which takes into account the notion of matrix 
features is indeed possible and explanatory.
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Libya

1. H i s t o r y  a n d  A r a b i z a t i o n

Before the Arab invasion in the 7th century C.E., 
Libyans, Jews, Phoenicians, Greeks, Romans, 

Vandals, and Byzantines peopled those coun-
tries which make up today’s Libya. The Liby-
ans were ancestors of the Berbers and spoke 
Libyan, from which derived the rest of the Ber-
ber dialects. Libyco-Berber (along with Egyp-
tian, Couchitic, Chadian, and Semitic) is one of 
the five branches of the Hamito-Semitic or � 
Afro-Asiatic linguistic tree (Larcher 2001:43).

The Phoenicians, having first founded the 
Punic town of Carthage, built a coastal empire 
in Tripolitania, which lasted more than six 
hundred years (from the 8th to the 2nd century 
B.C.E.). They spoke Punic, the first Semitic 
language in North Africa, which was spoken 
in Tripolitania well after the Roman conquest, 
until the 2nd century C.E. Meanwhile, the 
Greeks settled in eastern Libya, as early as the 
7th century B.C.E., founding Cyrene in 631, 
which would later give its name to the eastern 
part of Libya (Cyrenaica). For more than one 
thousand years, eastern Libya was a hotbed 
of Hellenistic culture. The Romans destroyed 
Carthage in 146 B.C.E. and invaded Libya 
shortly thereafter, making their home there until 
the 5th century C.E. With the Romans came 
Latin, but, neither replacing Greek in Cyrenaica 
nor Punic in Tripolitania, it was nothing more 
than an administrative language. The Vandals, 
heretofore established in Spain, invaded north-
ern Africa in 430 C.E. and claimed Carthage 
for their own in 439, and then moved on to 
Tripolitania. The Byzantines were in Libya 
from 535 until the Arab invasion. Both occupa-
tions were brief and had little cultural effect on 
preceding civilizations.

The Arabization of North Africa, related to 
the Muslim conquest coming from the east, 
took place in two waves: first in the 7th cen-
tury, and then much later in the 11th. These 
successive Arab invasions were responsible for 
its Arabo-Muslim features. The first conquest 
did not lead to a profound Arabization of 
Libya, nor of other North African countries, 
which remained essentially Berberophone. It 
was not until the 11th century – when the 
Bedouin tribes of the Banù Hilàl and the Banù 
Sulaym subsequently settled and left a strong 
influence on the second wave – that North 
Africa was significantly Arabized. Upon their 
arrival there, the first Arab conquerors were 
confined for 150 years in those countries which 
make up Tunisia, some of Tripolitania, and the 
eastern part of today’s Algeria.
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As for Libya, in 642 �Amr ibn al-�âß, then 
governor of Egypt, took over Cyrenaica and 
then Fezzan; in 643 came Tripolitania, fol-
lowed by Tripoli in 645. Shortly thereafter, 
between 669 and 675, the �Uqba ibn Nàfi� 
expedition allowed the introduction of Arabs 
and of Islam into Tripolitania. As a result, 
several Berber tribes converted to Islam. Yet, 
it was not until 696–697 that the £assàn 
al-Ÿassàni military expedition guaranteed 
the definitive settlement of oriental Arabs in 
Libya. Meanwhile, Kairouan, the first Arab city 
in North Africa and the center of Arab activi-
ties in North Africa, was founded in 689–690.

This first conquest (7th century) was not 
characterized by a systematic peopling by the 
conquerors, who were relatively few and only 
occupied cities and strategic points. Conversely, 
the Berber populations remained untouched in 
the countryside and high up in the mountains 
until the middle of the 11th century (Mantran 
1975:21). Pre-Hilàlian Arabic thus became the 
Arabic that was spoken in these first occu-
pied and Arabized areas by Arabs in the 7th 
 century.

The Bedouin arrived in North Africa in the 
middle of the 11th century. In just two years, 
the Banù Hilàl, followed by the Banù Sulaym, 
both banished by the Fatimid caliph, came 
from the east and reached North Africa; these 
tribes are mainly responsible for North Africa’s 
Arabization. The Banù Hilàl traveled all across 
Libya, settled in Tripolitania and Tunisia, and 
also went all the way to Morocco, via northern 
Algeria (between the high plateaus and the 
Mediterranean Sea). The Banù Sulaym followed 
the path of the Banù Hilàl with some stopping 
along the way in Cyrenaica, others in Tripoli-
tania, in the south of Tunisia and the southeast 
of Algeria. Another tribe was that of the Ma�qil, 
whose members took a more southern route 
(via the northern Sahara) and, reaching south-
ern Morocco (Tafilalt), one of their branches, 
the Banù £assàn, Arabized Mauritania and 
even gave the name to the Arabic spoken there, 
� £assàniyya (Caubet 2000–2001:78).

As for Libya, these same tribes penetrated 
into Cyrenaica in 1050–1051. While the Banù 
Sulaym stayed in Cyrenaica, the Banù Hilàl 
continued their journey toward the west. In 
Tripolitania, the Banù Zuÿba tribe (a branch 
of the Banù Hilàl) occupied the whole region 
extending from Tripoli to Gabes, whereas 

the Banù Dabbàb peopled the eastern part 
of Tripolitania. Since the 12th century, Ara-
bization and Islamization made considerable 
progress: Arab peopling was more significant 
in the coastal area and in the interior part 
of Tripolitania, especially during the Hafsid 
period, from 1230 onward.

During this period, Cyrenaica, under Egyp-
tian rule, was mostly made up of nomadic 
Arabs. Fezzan was, at this time, an independ-
ent state, with some prosperous towns, and a 
station for caravaneer commerce, where Mus-
lim merchants established commercial relations 
between the south (Sudan and Central Africa) 
and the Mediterranean. Bedouin Arabic thus 
became the Arabic spoken in these occupied and 
Arabized areas by Arabs in the 11th  century.

2. A r a b i c  o f  L i b y a

With regard to the dialects, Libya can be divided 
into three areas (Owens 1983): a western area 
(which includes Tripolitania and Fezzan), an 
eastern area (Cyrenaica), and a transitional 
zone (which includes Sebha in the Fezzan, 
Misurata in Tripolitania, going until Cyrenaica, 
which also includes the Syrt region and the 
Jufra area, i.e. the region of the Sokna, Houn, 
and Waddan oases).

Libyan dialects belong to the Maghrebi group, 
characterized by the prefix n- for the 1st person 
singular and by the prefix n- with the suffix -u 
for the 1st person plural, in the imperfect form 
of the verb; the difference in 1st person verbal 
forms, in the imperfect, is considered to be 
the main discriminant between Maghrebi and 
Levantine dialects. Philippe Marçais (1977:IX) 
wrote: “La Libye se présente comme un en-sem-
ble relativement homogène. Elle est caractérisée 
par des traits bédouins marqués au coin d’un 
conservatisme assez remarquable. Certains des 
rares centres urbains qui s’y trouvent (Tripoli 
notamment) usent de parlers sédentaires, mais 
ils ont parfois subi une forte influence des parl-
ers bédouins”. However, concerning certain 
features, Eastern Libyan dialects are clearly 
opposed to Western Libyan dialects. As for 
the dialects of the transitional zone, they show 
features of these two zones at the same time, 
but they also have their own features. Owens 
(1984:242) states that Sebha shares many pho-
nological features with the Eastern Libyan dia-
lects, but with regard to the lexicon, its features 
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are closer to the Western Libyan ones. As for 
the dialect of Misurata, it has many common 
features with the dialects of Tripolitania, but it 
also has its own specific features.

Indeed, as a whole, the Libyan Arabic dialects 
are of the Bedouin type. This can be observed in 
phonetics, morphology, syntax, and lexicon. In 
phonetics, *q corresponds to a voiced plosive 
[g], a sound revealing the Bedouin origins of the 
dialect. Examples: gëddìd ‘dried meat’, gël �àwi 
‘yellow melon’, gërfa ‘cinnamon’, gëmla ‘louse’, 
lge ‘he found’, nàga ‘she-camel’, ryàga ‘saliva’, 
dgìga ‘minute’, †uggàša ‘spark’, mßëggë� ‘cold’, 
nëggëz ‘he jumped’, nëggël ‘he copied’, šrëg 
‘he choked himself’, fëyyàg ‘alarm clock’, làsëg 
‘glued’, mëštàg ‘nostalgic’, ™ëgg ‘price; truth’, 
dëgg ‘he knocked at the door’. The phonemes 
/è/ and /ò/ represent the reduction of the diph-
thongs /ay/ and /aw/, respectively, cf. for /è/ žèb 
(< *žayb) ‘pocket’, kèf (< *kayf ) ‘enjoyment’, 
ßèf (< *ßayf ) ‘summer’, dèl (< *dayl) ‘tail’, šèn 
(< *šayn) ‘ugly’, šè†àn (< *šay†àn) ‘devil’, bèn 
(< *bayn) ‘between’, wèn (*w-±ayna) ‘where’, 
xšèm (< *xšaym) ‘kiss’, nwèma (< *nwayma) 
‘nap’, žwèw (< *žwayw) ‘a quite good atmos-
phere’, �wèw (< *�wayw) ‘a little bit of light’, 
wàldèn (< *wàldayn) ‘parents’, wëdnèn (< 
*wëdnayn) ‘(two) ears’, bàbèn (< *bàbayn) 
‘two doors’, ktàbèn (< *ktàbayn) ‘two books’, 
xëššèt (< *xëššayt) ‘I entered’; and for /ò/: bòsa 
(< *bawsa) ‘kiss’, mòt (< *mawt) ‘death’, yòm 
(< *yawm) ‘day’, lòn (< *lawn) ‘color’, ™òš (< 
*™awš) ‘house’, lòm (< *lawm) ‘blame’, dòm 
(< *dawm) ‘long time’, nòm (< *nawm) ‘sleep’, 
xòf (< *xawf ) ‘fear’, ßòt (< *ßawt) ‘voice’, zòz 
(< *žawz) ‘two’, šòg (< *šawg) ‘nostalgia’, lò™ 
(< *law™) ‘wood’, dòg (< *dawg) ‘taste’, lòza 
(< *lawza) ‘almond’, šòka (< *šawka) ‘thorn’, 
kòsa (< *kawsa) ‘courgette, zucchini’, fòg (< 
*fawg) ‘on, above’. The reduction of the diph-
thongs /ay/ and /aw/ to /è/ and /ò/, respectively, 
is a characteristic to be found in certain other 
North African Bedouin dialects.

As to morphophonemics, when a suffix with 
an initial vowel is added to the 3rd person femi-
nine singular of the perfect form of the verb, 
the final vowel of the verb ending is lengthened 
from -ët to -àt, e.g. �ë®bët ‘she hit’ + -ëk ‘you’ > 
�ë®bàt-ëk ‘she hit you’, fëhmët ‘she understood’ 
+ -ëh ‘him’ > fëhmàt-ëh ‘she understood him’. 
This feature is found in the Bedouin and rural 
Maghrebi Arabic dialects.

In the verbal morphology, in the 2nd person 

singular, there is a gender distinction for the 
independent personal pronoun (masc. ánta vs. 
fem. ánti), but also for the verbal inflexion 
(masc. klèt ‘you ate’ vs. fem. klèti; masc. tžìb 
‘you bring’ vs. fem. tžìbi; masc. dìr vs. fem. dìri 
‘do!’). For verbs IIIy, the vowels /à/ and / ì/ of 
the basis are elided with inflectional suffixes, 
e.g. the 2nd person feminine singular telgi ‘you 
[fem. sg.] find’, in the plural, nešru ‘we buy’, 
telgu ‘you [masc. pl.] find’ and yebdu ‘they 
[masc. pl.] begin’. The same holds for the per-
fect: for the 3rd person plural šru ‘they [masc. 
pl.] bought’, for the 3rd person feminine singu-
lar Libyan Arabic exhibits the form C1C2ët, e.g. 
mšët ‘she went away’. There are no forms with 
retention of stem final /à/, e.g. telgày ‘you [fem. 
sg.] find’, yebdàw ‘they [masc. pl.] begin’, šràw 
‘they [masc. pl.] bought’, mšàt ‘she went away’ 
(featuring the long vowel à) common in other 
North African dialects.

As to pronominal morphology, the 3rd per-
son masculine singular personal pronoun suffix 
is -a with a pausal form -ëh, and never -u as 
in the pre-Hilàlian dialects, e.g. ëlxàl f-xè® lèn 
yukbu® l-a wuld uxt-ëh ‘the uncle is fine until 
his nephew has grown up’; -a is lengthened 
when a suffix is added, e.g. mà gàl làš ‘he did 
not tell him’.

As to nominal morphology, diminutives of 
nouns based on a triliteral root are formed 
on the model C1C2èC3; note that this form is 
characteristic of Bedouin dialects as opposed 
to the model C1C2ëyyëC3 of sedentary dialects. 
Examples: këlb ‘dog’ and klèb ‘puppy’; marßà 
‘port’ and mrèßà ‘small port’; gubba ‘dome’ 
and gbèba ‘small dome’; ™ëlu ‘sweet’ and ™lèw 
‘a little bit sweet’; bàb ‘door’ and bwèb ‘small 
door’; ™òš ‘house’ and ™wèš ‘small house’; 
®às ‘head’ and ®wès ‘small head’. Quadrilit-
eral nouns of the model C1vC2C3àC4 (with a 
long vowel between the third and fourth radi-
cal consonants) form their diminutives on the 
model C1C2èC3ìC4, e.g. mëftà™ ‘key’ and mfètì™ 
‘small key’; sërwàl ‘trousers’ and srèwìl ‘small 
trousers’; šëbbàk ‘window grill’ and šbèbìk 
‘small window grill’; dëllà�a ‘watermelon’ and 
dlèlì�a ‘small watermelon’; fërrùž ‘cock’ and 
frèrìž ‘small cock’. Moreover, quadriliteral 
nouns of the C1vC2C3àC4 pattern form plurals 
on the model C1C2àC3ìC4, e.g. meftà™ ‘key’ and 
mfàtì™ ‘keys’; mëßmà® ‘nail’ and mßàmìr ‘nails’; 
šëbbàk ‘window grill’ and šbàbìk ‘window 
grills’; bàbùr ‘boat’ and bwàbìr ‘boats’; fërrùž 
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‘cock’ and fràrìž ‘cocks’; sëkkìn ‘knife’ and 
skàkìn ‘knifes’. This also brings Tripoli spoken 
Arabic closer to Bedouin dialects.

As to syntax, we notice that in Libyan Arabic 
dialects, the noun appears without any marker 
for indefiniteness, and unlike the urban dialects 
of Algeria and Morocco, they do not use the 
indefinite construction wà™ëd ël formed from 
the numeral wà™ëd ‘one’. Examples: bìr ‘a 
well’, ž®àna ‘a frog’, k®àsi ‘chairs’ instead of 
wà™d ëlbìr etc., the latter being used only in a 
very limited way in Bedouin dialects.

The lexicon of the Libyan Arabic contains 
many items of Bedouin origin. Indeed, verbs 
such as dàr ‘he did’, xëšš ‘he entered’, †lë� ‘he 
went out’, yëbbi ‘he wants’, šbë™ ‘he saw’, nšëd 
‘he asked’, ®àža ‘he waited’, gë�mëz ‘he sat’, 
g�ëd ‘he stayed’, dfë� ‘he paid’, wëlla ‘he came 
back’, ®këb ‘he went up’, tßubb ëlm†ë® ‘it’s rain-
ing’ are employed; the following nouns are also 
used: m†ë® ‘rain’, dë™ya ‘an egg’, ™òš ‘house’, 
bèt ‘tent’, yëdd ‘hand’, ßub™ ‘morning’, rëžžàla 
‘men’; other words such as humma ‘they [masc. 
pl.]’, àmës ‘yesterday’ and increased forms such 
as ÿudwìka ‘tomorrow’, ÿàdìkày(a) ‘over there’, 
hàdùkày(a) ‘those’, that are found in other 
Bedouin dialects, are also employed in Libyan 
Arabic.

However, certain differences in phonetics, 
morphology, syntax, and lexicon oppose the 
various Libyan dialects. As to phonetics, the 
Eastern Libyan dialects (Benghazi, Tobrouk, 
and Kufra) display interdental fricatives /�/, 
/�/, and /Ú/ (such as �là�a ‘three’, �hëb ‘gold’, 
Úull ‘shade’). In the Western Libyan dialects 
(Tripoli, Darj, Misurata, Sorman, Garabulli, 
and Sebha), these merged with the correspond-
ing dental stops /t/, /d/, and /�/ (i.e. tlàta, dhëb, 
�ull; see Owens 1983). Owens also mentions 
that in the Zawia dialect (west of Tripoli), some 
people use the interdentals and say hà�a ‘this 
one’, and others replace them by the dental 
stops and say hàda ‘this one’. Philippe Marçais 
(2001) points out that, in the Fezzan, interden-
tals are found in the Bedouin dialects but not in 
the sedentary ones.

In final position, in Tripolitania (Pereira 
2004) and in the Fezzan (Caubet 2004:73), � 
±imàla has an impact on the final /a/ (<*à) in 
pause, moving it to [e], e.g. àne ‘I’, ™ne ‘we’, 
hne ‘here’. Final /a/ of the perfect of verbs IIIy 
undergoes ±imàla and is pronounced as [e], even 
if it follows a back or emphatic consonant, e.g. 

že ‘he came’, kre ‘he rented’, ÿle ‘it became more 
expensive’, kse ‘he wore’, bde ‘he began’, mše 
‘he went away’, lge ‘he found’, sge ‘he watered’, 
kfe ‘he covered’, g®e ‘he studied’, ngle ‘it was 
fried’, n†fe ‘it turned off’, rtxe ‘he relaxed’, 
dwe ‘he talked’, st™e ‘he was ashamed’, ÿze ‘he 
attacked’, staÿne ‘he became rich’. The same 
holds true for nouns ending in /a/ (< *à±): me 
‘water’, sme ‘sky’, �še ‘dinner, ÿde ‘lunch’, nse 
‘women’, ÿ†e ‘blanket’.

As to syllabic structure, short vowels in open 
unstressed syllables are found in the Eastern 
Li byan dialects, in the Fezzan, and in Misurata, 
whereas Tripolitanian dialects do not know this 
feature (e.g. žibál ‘mountain’, mu†ár ‘rain’, kitáb 
‘he wrote’, as opposed to žbël, m†ër, ktëb in 
Tripoli).

As to morphology, unlike the Western Libyan 
dialects, Cyrenaica dialects and the dialects of 
the transitional zone (Fezzan, Misurata, and 
Jufra) make a gender distinction in the 2nd and 
the 3rd person plural of the independent per-
sonal pronouns (in the 2nd person masculine 
antum is distinguished from feminine antën 
‘you’, and in the 3rd person masculine hum and 
hu¤¤a ‘they’ are distinguished from feminine 
hën and hënna). For the pronominal suffixes, 
masculine lèkum ‘for you [pl.]’ is opposed to 
feminine lèkën, and masculine m�àhum ‘with 
them [pl.]’ is opposed to feminine m�àhën. The 
conjugation of the perfect of the verb shows 
masculine ktabtu ‘you [pl.] wrote’ vs. feminine 
ktabtan, and masculine ktabu ‘they [pl.] wrote’ 
vs. feminine ktaban; in the imperfect, masculine 
tektebu ‘you [pl.] write’ vs. feminine tekteban, 
and masculine yektebu ‘they [pl.] write’ vs. 
feminine yekteban; in the imperative, masculine 
ektebu ‘write [pl.]!’ vs. feminine ekteban); and 
in the demonstratives, hàdòl ‘these [masc. pl.]’ 
vs. hàdèn ‘these ones, [fem. pl.]’ and hàdòlòk 
‘those ones [masc. pl.]’ vs. hàdànàk ‘those ones 
[fem. pl.]’.

With respect to syntax, in the Western Libyan 
dialects (Tripolitania and Fezzan), the preverbal 
marker b- is used to express the future of inten-
tion (i.e. bënšùfëk ÿudwa ‘I will see you tomor-
row’) and the preverbal marker ™à- is used to 
express a close/coming future (e.g. ™à-nastà™ëš 
lìbya ‘I am going to miss Libya’).

Lexical differences (see Owens 1983) include 
the verb gëll ‘to bring’, which is used in the 
Fezzan, whereas the verbs žàb and rfa� are 
used in Tripolitania and in Cyrenaica with the 
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same meaning. In western Libya, wgëf, yùgëf 
is used for ‘to stand’, whereas ßabba is used in 
the east. In Darj (in the extreme west of Libya, 
in Tripolitania) and also in Cyrenaica, sanna† 
means ‘to hear’, but in Kufra, in Tripolitania, 
and in the Fezzan the word sma�/yasma� is 
used. In the Fezzan, ëlm†ër tži means ‘it’s rain-
ing’, but ëlm†ë® tßubb is used in the other parts 
of Libya. The verb šàf ‘he saw’ is used in the 
Eastern Libyan dialects, whereas šba™ is used 
in the Western Libyan ones. In Libya, ga�mëz 
means ‘he sat’, but Owens also mentions yižlis 
in Kufra (in Cyrenaica).

With respect to the nouns, the word rušd 
means ‘onions’ in the Fezzan, but the word 
bßël is used in the other parts of Libya. ™ažra 
means ‘stone’, but we also find ™è†a in the East-
ern Libyan dialects and ršàda in the Western 
Libyan ones. In Cyrenaica, ™àfir means ‘nail’, 
whereas the word used in Tripolitania and in 
the Fezzan for ‘nail’ is �ufur. In Tripolitania, 
the word used for ‘teeth’ is sënn, but in Darj the 
term employed is �urs (�ërs in Tripoli means 
‘molar’). In Cyrenaica, immayya means ‘water’ 
(in Tripoli ¤¤ayya and u¤¤wèya, besides the 
less common me), but the word used in Kufra 
is šuràb. su™àb is the word used in Benghazi for 
‘cloud’ (s™àb in Tripoli), but the word mizin 
is used in Kufra. With respect to the adverbs, 
bukra is the word used in Cyrenaica and in 
the Fezzan with the meaning of ‘tomorrow’, 
whereas ÿudwa is the one used in the other 
parts of Libya, in Tripoli ÿëdwìka as well. 
hàlba is the word used in Tripolitania with the 
meaning of ‘a lot’, but we also find yàsër in the 
Fezzan and in Darj and wàžid in Misurata and 
in Cyrenaica. Moreover, because of the Otto-
man presence in Libya (from 1551 to 1911) 
and because of the Italian occupation (from 
1911 to 1955), we find Turkish loanwords 
such as #bàya (< boya) ‘shoe polish’, kubri (< 
köprü) ‘bridge’, kàšìk (< kaçık) ‘spoon’, šìša (< 
çiçe) ‘bottle’, kìsa (< kese) ‘bag’, šàrìt (< çerit) 
‘tape’, and Iranian words such as šìšma (< 
�ešme ����) ‘source; tap, faucet’ which found 
their way to Libya via Turkish çeçme ‘public 
fountain; old copper tap). � Italian loanwords 
in Libyan dialects include bàrkàjo (< parcheg-
gio) ‘parking’, bàku (< pacco) ‘pack’, bìro 
‘pen’ (< biro), bëšklè†a ‘bicycle’ (< bicicletta), 
ma®šàbèdi (< marciapiedi) ‘pavement’, kùbàrta 
(< coperta) ‘blanket’, jìbòto (< giubotto) ‘lum-
berjacket, windbreaker’, ka�afìti (< cacciavite) 

‘screwdriver’, and simàforo (< semàforo) ‘traf-
fic lights’. As a matter of course, many English 
words reflecting modern life have been adopted 
in recent times, e.g. bo®†àbël (< portable) ‘lap-
top’, mòbayl (< mobile) ‘mobile phone’, mìksër 
(< mixer) ‘mixer’, màsàj (< message) ‘message, 
SMS’. Other English words have been bor-
rowed from English soldiers during the 1940s, 
such as bùfta (< poofter ‘homosexual’), bòy 
(< boy ‘homosexual’), sìlfër (< silver) ‘inox’, 
sëyyëv (< save) ‘he saved’. màkyàž ‘makeup’ 
(< maquillage) is a French loan.

3. O t h e r  l a n g u a g e s  s p o k e n  i n 
L i b y a

In Libya there are 14 percent of Berberophones. 
Berberophone islets are found today in Tripoli-
tania (in Zwara, in the Djebel Nefoussa, in 
Yefren, in Nalout, in Sinaouen, and in Ghad-
ames). Nowadays, there are no more Berbero-
phones in Cyrenaica, but they were found there 
at the beginning of the 20th century in Awjila 
oasis and in Al-Jaÿbùb. There may be some 
remaining Berberophones in the Joufra oasis, 
in Houn, in Waddân, and in Sokna (Larcher 
2001:46–48; Souriau 1986:40). In the extreme 
southwest of Libya (in Ghat and Barakat area), 
and also in Oubari and in Morzouk in the Fez-
zan, Touaregs are still to be found; they are also 
found in Ghadames. There are about 17,000 
Touaregs in Libya (Anthony 2002:29).

At least one Nilo-Saharan language, Tou-
bou, is spoken in the southeast of Libya, in the 
Koufra area. There are about 2,600 Toubous in 
Libya (Ham 2002:30).

Some old persons can still speak Italian, Eng-
lish, and French in Libya. Libya was under Ital-
ian occupation from 1911 until 1955, British 
troops invaded Libya after the Second World 
War, and the United States had a dominant 
position in the oil industry in Libya; the French 
also occupied Libya in 1943 and stayed there 
until 1955.

4. M o d e r n  S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c  i n 
L i b y a

Modern Standard Arabic is the official language 
of Libya and of all members of the Arab League 
(to which Libya has belonged since 1953). It is 
the language of the Qur±an (in a more Classical 
register); of Modern Written Arabic (in use in 
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schools, literature, the press, and correspond-
ence, and on signs and billboards); and of 
spoken monologue (on television, radio, and 
in public speeches and conferences). Colloquial 
Arabic is used in the arena of spontaneous oral 
communication and in everyday conversation.

The current government of Libya adopted 
a significant policy of Arabization in the early 
1970s intended to fortify the country’s Arab-
Islamic identity. Learning the Qur±an (read-
ing and memorizing it) is obligatory in Libya. 
Moreover, systematic translation to Standard 
Arabic was encouraged in all domains of pub-
lic life. The Latin alphabet was abandoned to 
make way for the exclusive use of the Arabic 
script; thus, road signs in Libya are written 
only in Arabic, and foreign visa applicants must 
translate their passports into Arabic. These 
policies contrast with what can be observed in 
other Arab countries, where languages such as 
French or English are used in addition to Ara-
bic (in civic, administrative, and educational 
settings). Moreover, in 1984, and for about 
a decade, foreign languages were no longer 
taught in Libya.

In line with these policies the Libyan govern-
ment introduced in the late 1980s a new set of 
names for the months of the year, which are 
used by the Jamahiriyya News Agency (JANA) 
and the official press: ±ayannàr, ±an-nuwwàr, 
ar-rabì�, a†-†ayr, al-mà±, aß-ßayf, nàßir, hànìbàl, 
al-fàti™, at-tumùr, al-™ar�, kànùn (cf. Azema 
2000:20).

Libya has made � literacy another national 
priority. A long-term literacy plan was in effect 
between 1972 and 1992. In 1973, approxi-
mately 32 percent of men and 73 percent of 
women (over ten years old) could not read. 
Today, Libya is home to North Africa’s most 
literate population: in 1995, 63 percent of 
women and 87.9 percent of men – a total of 
76.2 percent of the population – were literate.

Due to a lack of native educators, Libya has 
to resort to foreigners (from other Arab coun-
tries), who are required to teach in Arabic and 
sometimes in English. Wherever possible, for-
eign teachers are replaced by Libyans. Accord-
ing to the National Report (2001) presented in 
Geneva in 2001, there are 2,814 Libyans and 
2,714 foreigners teaching in Libyan universi-
ties; and 1,403 Libyans and 2,234 foreign-
ers teaching in other institutions and higher 

vocational centers. There are, therefore, more 
foreigners than natives teaching in Libya.
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Li™yanitic � Thamudic

Lingua Franca

1. L i n g u a  f r a n c a :  F u n c t i o n s 
a n d  s t r u c t u r e s

The term ‘lingua franca’ (or vehicular language) 
designates any language used as a means of 
interethnic communication in a multilingual 
setting. It usually refers to the spoken levels 
rather than to written levels, although an oral 
form of a lingua franca can become a writ-
ten and standardized language. Lingua francas 
have been known since early Antiquity (for 
instance, Akkadian and Aramaic in the Near 
East). The development of a lingua franca is 
usually associated with one of the following his-
torical and socioeconomic factors: expansion of 
trade, military conquest, political and religious 
domination, migration, or urbanization within 
multilingual areas. Its communicative function 
has no direct correlated impact on the linguistic 
structures, although expansion of a vernacular 
language as a lingua franca often results in a 
number of linguistic processes associated with 
simplification and semantic transparency, for 
example, phonological reduction, rule general-
ization, development of analytic structures over 
synthetic structures, and use of autonomous 
grammatical markers. It does not necessarily 
lead to a drastic linguistic restructuring such as 
those implied in � pidginization processes.

The linguistic structures of a lingua franca 
vary according to the social and historical 
context of its development and its contact. A 
lingua franca can develop from various types of 
language (an indigenous language, an imported 
dominant language, a ‘mixed’ language, or a 
pidgin language).

Due to its long historical expansion through-
out many parts of the world, Arabic provides 
many different cases of its use as a lingua franca. 
Classical Arabic and, in particular, Modern 
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Stand ard Arabic (MSA) can be considered 
kinds of lingua franca among Arab intellectuals 
speaking different colloquial Arabic vernacu-
lars and resorting to Modern Standard Arabic 
for inter-Arab communication, including in the 
American diaspora (Rouchdy 2002). An Arabic 
colloquial variety can became a regional or 
national dialectal lingua franca in countries or 
areas with high dialectal diversity (e.g. Casa-
blanca Arabic in Morocco). Dialects spoken 
as regional or national lingua francas among 
Arab speakers have usually undergone � level-
ing processes and are labeled ‘koine’ (� dialect 
koine). However, the typical cases of Arabic 
lingua francas are those where Arabic was or 
is used as an interethnic language among the 
non-Arab or non-Arabic-speaking population 
(e.g. in the ��Horn of Africa). Some examples 
are provided herein, but due to the scarcity of 
available data, much remains to be studied in 
this domain.

2. A r a b i c  a s  a  h i s t o r i c a l 
 l i n g u a  f r a n c a

Before the advent of Islam, there is no men-
tion of an Arabic variety spoken as a lingua 
franca by non-Arabs or between Arabs and 
non-Arabs. Other languages, like Aramaic or 
Greek, were the regional lingua francas of the 
Middle East, and Old Arabic was either a col-
loquial vernacular or a literary koine (��poetic 
koine). Following the first waves of the Arab 
conquests in the 8th century, Arabic is believed 
to have been spoken as a lingua franca among 
the Arabs and the various non-Arab groups of 
the Arab Empire, especially in the cities and the 
military garrisons. The spread of Arabic as a 
lingua franca has been regarded as one of the 
factors that could explain the formation of the 
Neo-Arabic dialects, which are characterized 
by a number of phonological reduction and 
analytic features compared to Classical Arabic 
(� dialect koine). Early Arab sources (cf. Fück 
1955) state that the expansion of Arabic and its 
use as a lingua franca induced the ‘corruption’ 
of the ‘pure’ Arabic language.

Very few data on the oral use of either the 
Arabic- or non-Arabic-speaking population are 
available for this early period in the written 
sources. The only linguistic sources are the 
numerous anecdotes about the speech of the 
early non-Arab converts, the mawàlì. These 

anecdotes do not document the actual col-
loquial speech of the new converts but rather 
their effort to adopt the standard language in 
certain formal situations (Versteegh 1997:97). 
It is, therefore, difficult to assess what types of 
Arabic were spoken as a lingua franca and by 
whom exactly, including in the most bilingual or 
multilingual areas of the Arab Empire, such as 
Romance-speaking Andalusia, Berber-speaking 
North Africa, and South Yemen.

The further expansion of Islam and Arab 
traders or Arab groups in Africa and East and 
Central Asia throughout the medieval and Otto-
man periods fostered contact between Arabic 
and local languages. Traces of this process are 
attested by the high degree of Arabic loanwords 
(Classical and sometimes colloquial), and often 
by the use of Arabic script to write the local 
African and Asian languages. Classical Arabic 
or � Middle Arabic may have functioned as 
a religious lingua franca among the various 
Muslim converts. However, we have as yet 
very little evidence of an Arabic lingua franca 
spoken in these areas during the premodern 
period. Other languages, such as Manding, � 
Fulfulde, � Songhai, � Hausa, � Swahili, � 
Persian, � Turkish, � Urdu, and � Malay, are 
known to have functioned and still function as 
lingua francas in these areas.

The few available historical data refer to 
very rudimentary forms of Arabic, which have 
been considered as kinds of ‘pidgin’ or ‘jargon’ 
by the authors who analyzed them. One of 
the earliest records is Maridi Arabic, which 
has been adduced as possible evidence of the 
presence of an Arabic-based pidgin used as a 
lingua franca in Saharan Africa (Thomason and 
Elgibali 1986). It was mentioned by the Anda-
lusian geographer al-Bakrì in the 11th century. 
The geographical area of this pidgin is not clear 
(Mauritania, North Sudan, Upper Egypt?). The 
document is a very short text of fifty words 
written in Arabic script and characterized by a 
reduced morphosyntax (1).

(1) <r±dwl dwm� lw ±sm dml
 man Jumu�a to-him name camel
 lw ±ww bn lw±w>

to-him and son to-him
‘A man called Jumu�a had a camel and a son’

In spite of a careful linguistic analysis by Thom-
ason and Elgibali, the limited data are not 
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sufficient to establish the exact nature of the 
language or to prove the existence of a stable 
pidgin acting as a trade language in the south-
ern marches of the Arab Empire.

Another source has been found in the writ-
ings of two Italian travelers of the 15th/16th 
centuries, who provided some Arabic sentences 
written in Latin script (Contini 1994, 1996). 
The Arabic variety presented in these Ital-
ian writings includes two registers: a Classical 
Arabic one, used in religious formulas, and a 
vernacular register, characterized by a simpli-
fied grammar, as in (2).

(2) incane inte mayrith
 if you not-want
 ane (= ±in kàn inta mà yrìd ±ana)
 me
 ‘if you don’t want me’

It has been analyzed as possible evidence of the 
existence of an Arabic lingua franca spoken 
by traders all around the ports of the Mediter-
ranean Sea, the Red Sea, and the Indian Ocean 
(Cifoletti 2004). If the existence of an Arabic 
trade lingua franca appears historically quite 
probable, it has so far not been attested by the 
available linguistic data, which are merely cari-
catures of a ‘corrupted’ form of Arabic.

3. A r a b i c  l i n g u a  f r a n c a  i n 
m o d e r n  t i m e s

Today, the use of Arabic as an interethnic 
lingua franca among non-Arab speakers is 
recorded mainly in some African countries and 
in the Arabian Peninsula. It is linked either to 
the spread of Arabic in former non-Arabic-
speaking areas or to the presence of a high 
percentage of non-Arabic-speaking migrant 
groups within an Arab host country (Gulf 
countries). In the first case, a distinction must 
be drawn between two types of areas: in bilin-
gual areas, where non-Arabic-speaking groups 
have been living in more or less close contact 
with Arabic-speaking groups in a dominant 
Arabic environment (e.g. South Arabian-speak-
ing groups in South Yemen, Berber groups 
in North Africa, African-speaking groups in 
northern Sudan and Mauritania); and in areas 
where Arabic native speakers are in the minor-
ity but where, nevertheless, Arabic functions as 
a lingua franca (Chad, South Sudan, Ethiopia, 

Eritrea). Information about the various types 
of Arabic spoken as lingua franca are rather 
scarce, and linguistic description is difficult 
due to the high degree of individual and social 
variation. It is often difficult to isolate a dis-
crete linguistic variety, and very few structural 
factors appear to be shared by all vehicular 
Arabic varieties. According to the context, the 
Arabic lingua franca tends to approximate the 
regional Arabic colloquial varieties, with indi-
vidual variation according to the degree of 
proficiency/acquisition, or it exhibits significant 
linguistic restructuring. Another trend is the 
development of mixed languages or � code-
switching among the youth living in ethnically 
mixed urban areas.

In Algeria and Morocco, the bilingual � 
Berber-speaking population (approximately 40 
percent of the population in Morocco and 
20 percent in Algeria) is said to speak local 
colloquial Arabic as a lingua franca with the 
Arabic-speaking groups and with the Berbers of 
other dialectal/language groups (Boukous 1995, 
1997). The degree of colloquial Arabic profi-
ciency among Berber-speaking groups varies 
according to place and style of life. There is 
no precise description of a vehicular kind of 
Arabic spoken by the Berbers. The fact that 
Berber and North African dialects have coex-
isted for a long time and tend to converge (El 
Medlaoui 1998; Maas 2000) may explain the 
nonspecificity of Berber vehicular Arabic. Use 
of Berber/Arabic/French code-switching is also 
mentioned for young urban Berbers but is not 
well documented.

In Egypt, Arabic has been spoken as a lin-
gua franca among the Matoki and Fadicca � 
Nubian speakers since their relocation after the 
construction of the Aswan High Dam (Rouchdy 
1980). Nubian Arabic presents some cases of 
phonological restructuring (lack of pharyngeals 
/™/ and /�/) and some morphological particulari-
ties due to Nubian substrate (systematic use of 
suffix -a to mark adjectives).

In � Mauritania, there is no description of 
a specific Arabic vehicular spoken by the non-
Arab population, although a simplified form of 
� £assàniyya is reported to be spoken between 
the African population and the Bidàn (Taine-
Cheikh 1997). The lingua francas of the African-
speaking population, who usually cluster in 
specific urban quarters, have been � Wolof and 
French. Today the urban youth tend to mix the 
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various African languages, incorporating some 
£assàniyya words, as, for example, in (3).

(3) hiyye m±jappiye nak
 [£assàniyya Wolof Wolof
 mais no wiyete
 French Pular Pular]
 ‘She is beautiful, but what is her name?’
 (Dia 2004)

In � Chad, Arabs represent about 10 percent 
of the population and have been, since the 16th 
and 17th centuries, scattered in the central part 
of the country. Since 1978, Arabic is one of the 
two official languages, together with French. 
Arabic is the first vehicular of Chad and is 
spoken as an interethnic lingua franca by about 
50 percent of the Chadian population (Jullien 
de Pommerol 1997). Vehicular Arabic is one 
of the broadcast Chadian national languages 
and is often used in official contexts instead 
of Classical Arabic. The dominance of Arabic 
is a rather recent phenomenon, linked to the 
social and political transformations of Chad 
in the last three decades of the 20th century, 
but the use of a simplified Arabic as a trade 
language is attested since the beginning of the 
20th century. In 1900, a military Arabic pidgin 
known as Turku was imported from Bahr al 
Ghazal (southwest Sudan) into Chari-Logome 
(present southern Chad) by the fleeing Suda-
nese soldiers of Rabeh. Turku became one of 
the trade languages of southern Chad, Central 
Africa, and northern � Cameroon (Derendiger 
1923; Muraz 1932; for a detailed updated lin-
guistic and historical analysis, see Tosco and 
Owens 1993). Turku was characterized by a 
reduced phonetic inventory (21 phonemes) and 
the quasi absence of derivational and inflec-
tional morphology, as in (4) and (5).

(4) ana doro kutu fi
 I want put on 
 dabra anaki dawa seme
 ulcer your medicine good
 ‘I want to put good medicine on your ulcer’

(5) nas mardan ana hille anaki
 people sick of village your
 ‘sick people of your village’

Today, the term ‘Turku’ is no longer in use, 
but Hagège (1973) briefly mentions a variety of 

‘rudimentary Arabic vehicular’ with the same 
characteristic pidgin features, without giving 
any indication of the extent of its use. Jullien de 
Pommerol (1997:65) mentions a vehicular vari-
ety, Bongor Arabic (��pidgin Arabic: Bongor), 
which is spoken in the south and is very similar 
to Turku, as in (6).

(6) amis ana kutulu kalib al
 yesterday I kill dog who
 addu wiled hanay
 bite boy mine
 ‘Yesterday I killed the dog who bit my son’

Jullien de Pommerol distinguishes Bongor Ara-
bic from the other levels or varieties of vehicular 
Arabic spoken in the central and western parts 
of the country, as well as in urban environ-
ments like Abbéché (Roth 1979) or N’djamena 
(Jullien de Pommerol 1997, 1999). In these 
areas, the Chadian Arabic vehicular reproduces 
the main grammatical features of the regional 
dialectal varieties (i.e. derivational and inflec-
tional morphology), albeit with a number of 
phonological and morphological restructuring 
processes: lack of emphatics, /x/ often realized 
as [k], /š/ realized as [s], reduction of mor-
phological derivation, larger use of analytical 
structures, and idiomatic or lexical particulari-
ties indicating the influence of the local African 
languages or of French, as in (7) and (8).

(7) mùsa bufùtna kullina fi ilim
 ‘Musa is more learned than us’

(8) hì gàlat kadar mohammet yamši l lekkòl
 hì tamši tibi leyàh fangàsu

‘She says that when Mohammed goes to
school, she will buy him fritters’

It may be noted that vehicular Arabic shares 
a number of phonological features with the 
non-nomadic Chadian Arabic dialects: lack of 
pharyngeals /™/ and /�/, frequent omission of 
laryngeals /h/ and /±/, presence of /�/, and /™/ 
and /ñ/ in non-Arabic loanwords. It also tends 
to select the features common to all Chadian 
Arabian dialects and excludes some more 
specific features (the genitive particle hana is 
generalized, while hint tends to disappear). 
Vehicular Arabic is becoming the national 
Chadian Arabic koine through the influence 
of the media, which act as a unifying force. 
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Vehicular Arabic is also becoming the mother 
tongue of urban children in major cities such 
as N’Djamena.

In northern Sudan, where Arab groups rep-
resent 50 percent of the population, Arabic 
began to expand during the 16th/17th centuries 
(Thelwall 1978; Miller 1989). Today, the degree 
of Arabization and bilingualism varies from one 
group to another and from one individual to 
another. During the second half of the 20th cen-
tury, Arabic spread either as a lingua franca or 
as a mother tongue (51 percent Arabic as mother 
tongue in 1956, and 74 percent in 1993, accord-
ing to the national census), mainly because of 
internal migration, urbanization, and intereth-
nic mixing. The Arabic lingua franca is usually 
based on the local colloquial varieties, more or 
less influenced by the dominant Khartoum Ara-
bic. Compared to the local Sudanese Arabic col-
loquial varieties (like Baggara Arabic in western 
Sudan, Šukriyya Arabic in eastern Sudan, and � 
Khartoum Arabic in northern central Sudan), it is 
often characterized by the following phonological 
and morphological restructuring: lack of emphat-
ics; lack of pharyngeals; realization of velar /ÿ/ 
as [x] or [g]; irregular gender and number 
agreement; irregular use of definite article; pre-
dominance of analytical genitive constructions 
(with hana or bta); use of preposition fi after 
a verb of motion; etc.; see, for example, (9) and 
(10).

(9) mara bitàk al kwayes
 ‘your good wife’

(10) yarju fi lbalad
 ‘They go back to the country’ (Miller and
 Abu Manga 1992)

However, the Arabic lingua franca does not 
exhibit major linguistic restructuring and is 
often rather similar to the vernacular Ara-
bic varieties spoken by some Arabized/sed-
entary groups of western Sudan or Chad. In 
Khartoum, the Arabic vehicular variety of the 
migrant population tends to adopt some koine 
features, such as the genitive particle btà/btà� 
instead of Sudanese ™agg or hana, but it seems 
to retain (or adopt) many western Sudanese 
features (e.g. 1st pers. sg. imperfect in n-: namši 
nagod ‘I go and stay’).

The situation is rather different in southern 

Sudan, where a pidgin Arabic has developed 
as a lingua franca since the middle of the 19th 
century, due to a particular historical and social 
context (� Juba Arabic). Although Arabic in 
southern Sudan presents extremely varied forms, 
going from pidgin/creole varieties to approximate 
colloquial forms, Juba Arabic appears today as a 
symbolic standardized norm clearly distinct from 
any colloquial varieties and structurally close to 
the Arabic-based creole ki-Nubi (�� Ki-Nubi). 
Juba Arabic may also be spoken in Sudan among 
the displaced populations of the south.

In � Ethiopia, mention of an Arabic lingua 
franca has been made by Ferguson (1972), 
who distinguishes three Arabic varieties: (i) 
the dialect spoken by a very small minor-
ity of about ten thousand former Yemenis or 
Sudanese immigrants; (ii) the lingua franca, 
structurally close to the Yemeni and eastern 
Sudanese dialects, which was used as a com-
municative medium between the Ethiopian 
Muslim communities; and (iii) the trade jar-
gon used between the Arab traders and the 
local non-Arab population, which Ferguson de-
scribes as a “rudimentary pidginized form of 
Arabic with the usual features of pidginized 
Arabic, such as the m.sg. for all persons of the 
verb, and so on”. No updated information is 
available.

In Eritrea, Arabic became one of the offi-
cial national languages in 1993 (together with 
Tigrinya and English). A vernacular colloquial 
Arabic related to Saudi dialects is spoken by 
the Rashaïda (1 percent of the Eritrean popula-
tion). Arabic is also spoken as a lingua franca, 
particularly among the Muslim population of 
the Eritrean southern coasts (Simeone-Senelle 
2000; � lingua franca: Horn of Africa). Various 
factors explain the past and present diffusion of 
Arabic in Eritrea: the historical links between 
the African Red Sea Coast and the Arabic 
Peninsula; the diffusion of Islam; and the war 
between Eritrea and Ethiopia (1962–1992), 
which displaced more than one million Eritre-
ans to neighboring Sudan, Egypt, and Saudi 
Arabia and created many internal displace-
ments. The Arabic lingua franca spoken by the 
Kushitic-speaking population shows interfer-
ence with the local languages (Afar, Saho), 
particularly regarding word order, which is 
Subject-Object-Verb, with the auxiliary coming 
after the verb (11).
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(11) ™arb isàwwù wu igéttë�ù kànù ennàs
 ‘They were fighting and slaughtering the
 people’

Furthermore, it exhibits reduction at the pho-
nological level (lack of or weak emphatization, 
velar /ÿ/ and /x/ realized as [g] and [k], merger 
of /š/ and /s/ in [s], etc.); and irregular use of 
definite article and of gender and number agree-
ment. However, it remains structurally close to 
Yemeni and eastern Sudanese dialects.

In southern Yemen, Arabic is spoken as 
a lingua franca by the Mehri speakers (a � 
Modern South Arabian language) to commu-
nicate with Arabic speakers and with other 
South Arabian speakers (£obyòt and Soqo†ri 
speakers). The Arabic lingua franca spoken 
by the Mehri speakers is phonologically and 
morphologically close to the local Yemeni vari-
eties (Simeone-Senelle 2002). Some structures 
indicate a possible Mehri influence (feminine 
gender assignation of some words such as ba™r 
‘sea’ like the Mehri equivalent ráwrëm). It tends 
to be a leveled variety and excludes the very 
specific features of both Mehri (like the ejective 
realization of emphatics) and the local Yemeni 
Arabic dialects (the realization of /j/ as [y] in 
some dialects).

In the Gulf countries, the foreign migrant 
population has increased drastically since the 
late 1960s. In countries such as Kuwait and the 
United Arab Emirates, foreign migrants represent 
60 to 90 percent of the total population. A pidgin 
Arabic has developed as a lingua franca between 
native Arabic speakers and foreign migrant work-
ers, especially those from the Indian subconti-
nent. Gulf Pidgin Arabic is marked enough to 
be satirized in serial TV shows, songs, and other 
media (Smart 1990). There is evidence (Wiswall 
2002) that the Gulf foreigners’ talk used by 
native Arab speakers is different from the lingua 
franca spoken by the migrants (overuse of 
copula fi among native speakers in sentences 
like anta fi fakkar ~ anta sawwi fakkar ‘you 
[sg.] think’). Gulf Pidgin Arabic is based on 
Gulf Arabic, but it presents a reduced phono-
logical and morphological system and is 
characterized by a high degree of analytical 
structures and many foreign loanwords, as in 
(12)–(15).

(12) ana kallim inta sìda
 ‘I address you [sg.] directly’

(13) ni™na mà yifham
 ‘We don’t understand’

(14) sayàra mal axù barra sawwi nazif
 ‘Wash my brother’s car outside’

(15) yemen janùbì sìm sìm lubnàn
 ‘South Yemen is the same as Lebanon’ 

4. C o n c l u s i o n

At the linguistic level, it appears impossible 
to provide a unified description of Arabic as 
a lingua franca. Each vehicular variety is built 
upon the local vernacular Arabic dialects and 
exhibits various degrees of restructuring. Two 
phenomena can be noted, however. First, in 
most recorded places, the Arabic lingua franca 
tends to approximate the local varieties, and 
there are very few examples of the emergence 
of a specific stabilized Arabic pidgin variety. 
Second, some regular linguistic tendencies can 
be found at the phonological and grammatical 
levels, such as the tendency to drop emphatic 
and pharyngeal consonants, irregular use of 
gender and number agreement or generalization 
of affix plural markers -ìn and -àt, irregular 
use of the definite article, predominance of ana-
lytical genitive construction, absence of specific 
marked local dialectal features, etc. Substrate 
influence may appear at the phonological and 
lexical levels and in a few morphosyntactic fea-
tures. In this sense, one may note the similarity 
of trends between the linguistic processes which 
led to the emergence of Neo-Arabic dialects 
and the linguistic restructuring of contempo-
rary Arabic lingua franca. It should be noted 
that Arabic may function as a lingua franca in 
many other places that, for lack of data, are not 
recorded here.
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Linguistics and Arabic

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

This entry shows some of the key relations 
between data from the Arabic language and 
developments in general linguistics. Although 
the relevant aspects are sometimes described 
primarily as contributions from general linguis-
tics to Arabic language studies and sometimes 
from Arabic to  general linguistics, the crucial 
point throughout is the interaction between our 
understanding of the structure of the Arabic 
language and our understanding of language as 
a general phenomenon. In most, if not all, cases, 
the particular phenomenon that is referred to in 
Arabic is also found in some other languages 
of the world, in particular in other � Semitic 
or, more generally, � Afro-Asiatic languages. 
However, given the prestige of Arabic and the 
amount of scholarship that has been devoted to 
this language – including all of Classical Ara-
bic, Modern Standard Arabic, and the modern 
vernaculars – it is usually Arabic, rather than 
any other relevant language, that has played the 
crucial role in the development of the interplay 
with general linguistics; only Hebrew competes 
seriously with Arabic in this respect. Nonethe-
less, on occasion it is useful to refer to other 
languages in addition to Arabic, in order to 
emphasize the position of Arabic with respect 
to its linguistic structure among the languages 
of the world.

Until recently, in order to compare Arabic 
typologically with other languages, it was nec-
essary to rely on essentially intuitive assess-
ments by linguists of the frequency of different 
structural types across the languages of the 
world. With the publication of Haspelmath 
a.o. (2005), a tool has been placed in linguists’ 
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hands that permits rather exact statistical eval-
uation of certain structural features of language 
across the world’s languages, and reference to 
the contributions to Haspelmath a.o. therefore 
figures in the body of this article. However, for 
features not covered in Haspelmath a.o., reli-
ance must still in general be placed on subjec-
tive assessment of the incidence of particular 
structures crosslinguistically.

2. P h o n e t i c s  a n d  p h o n o l o g y

While one’s initial impression might be that 
it is the richness of the consonant inventory 
of Classical Arabic (and many other varieties 
of the language) that is most striking, includ-
ing the presence of crosslinguistically rather 
unusual articulations such as uvulars and pha-
ryngeals, it is worth noting initially that one of 
the most striking features of the phonology of 
most varieties of Arabic, including the Classical 
and Modern Standard languages, is an absence, 
namely that of the phoneme /p/. Maddieson 
(2005c), using a sample of 566 languages, 
notes that only 32 languages (including Arabic, 
here represented by Egyptian Arabic of Cairo), 
or 5.7 percent, lack /p/. What is perhaps even 
more surprising is that all but five of these lan-
guages are spoken in the northern half of Africa, 
and Maddieson (2005c:27) speculates that the 
prestige of Arabic may have been one (though 
surely not the only) factor in the high incidence 
of /p/-less languages in northern Africa.

In terms of crosslinguistically rare articulatory 
types attested in Arabic and discussed in the 
contributions to Haspelmath a.o. (2005), the 
two relevant ones are uvulars and pharyngeals. 
Maddieson (2005b) finds uvular consonants in 
98 of the 566 languages of his sample, or 17.3 
percent, but the relatively unusual position of 
Arabic increases somewhat when we note that 
it has both uvular stops and continuants, found 
in only 48 languages of Maddieson’s sample, 
or 8.5 percent. Turning to pharyngeals, Mad-
dieson (2005a) finds them in only 21 of the 
566 languages of his sample, or 3.7 percent, 
with the only areas of widespread incidence 
of pharyngeals being Afro-Asiatic languages 
and the languages of the North Caucasus. 
Since Maddieson’s (2005a) reference variety 
of Arabic is Egyptian Arabic of Cairo, one 
other rare phoneme of many other varieties of 
Arabic, including both Classical and Modern 

Standard Arabic, is missed, namely /�/, which 
occurs in 40 of Maddieson’s 566 languages, 
or 7.1 percent. Maddieson (2005a) goes on to 
note the number of languages that contain both 
pharyngeals and /�/, with a grand total of 2 in 
his sample, putting varieties of Arabic that have 
both in very select company indeed.

Among other phonetic features of the Arabic 
consonant system, pride of place must of course 
go to ‘emphasis’, i.e. the phonetic correlate of 
the so-called emphatic consonants, a feature 
that is unfortunately not covered in Haspelmath 
a.o. (2005). This feature in Arabic is important 
first for its phonetic nature, which seems to 
comprise � velarization as the main secondary 
articulation – and not, incidentally, pharyngeal-
ization, since velarization (including ‘emphasis’ 
in Arabic) and pharyngealization have very dif-
ferent assimilatory effects on neighboring vow-
els, as can be seen perhaps most clearly in the 
back [Ì] quality in an emphatic environment 
versus the front [a] quality in a pharyngeal 
environment. Second, ‘emphasis’ is important 
in Arabic for the fact that it characterizes not 
only the phonetic nature of its locus, i.e. the seg-
mental phoneme that is phonemically emphatic, 
but also spreads, to different extents in different 
varieties of Arabic, to other segments. Although 
a few varieties of Arabic, such as Maltese, have 
lost the phonemic opposition of ‘emphasis’, the 
former presence of emphatics has played an 
important historical role in the enrichment of 
the Maltese vowel system. A simple example can 
be seen in the Maltese realizations of Classical 
Arabic sayf ‘sword’ and ßayf ‘summer’, namely 
sejf and sajf respectively, i.e. with the front 
vowel /e/ in a historically nonemphatic environ-
ment and the back vowel /a/ in a historically 
emphatic environment. As noted by Schabert 
(1976:50–52), in Maltese the effects of former 
emphatics show up essentially only in the case 
of r (where the distinction of emphatic vs. non-
emphatic is secondary but widespread across 
varieties of Arabic) and of words that contained 
a labial or n. In other words, in the example of 
sayf vs. ßayf, ‘emphasis’ must first have spread 
across to the f, and it is this f that is then most 
directly responsible for the originally allophonic 
vowel quality distinction; contrast the Maltese 
counterpart dejjaq of Classical Arabic �ayyiq 
‘narrow’, where in the absence of a labial, r, or 
n there is no trace of the earlier emphatic.

As a final feature of phonetic interest, we 
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might note the � stress system, which varies
considerably from one variety of Arabic to 
another. Although there is a basic system that 
characterizes Arabic in general, with stress fall-
ing on the last heavy syllable (where a syl-
lable is heavy if it contains a long vowel or 
diphthong followed by at least one consonant 
or a short vowel followed by at least two con-
sonants), there are nonetheless unusual excep-
tions that can pose problems for an elegant 
description, such as the characteristic Egyptian 
stress pattern . . . VC’CVCV, e.g. mudar'risa 
‘female teacher’, contrasting with equivalents 
of mu'darrisa in most other varieties. Reference 
may be made to the discussion of stress in Ara-
bic varieties in Goedemans a.o. (forthcoming).

3. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  s t r u c t u r e

Arabic is well known for its basic triconso-
nantal root pattern, whereby the � root of a 
family of words, carrying the basic meaning of 
that family of words, typically consists of three 
consonants, with vowels, as well as prefixes, 
suffixes, and infixes, serving to express deri-
vational or inflectional relations among words 
and word forms from the same root, as illus-
trated in the following forms derived from the 
root k-t-b ‘to write’:

kataba ‘he wrote’
kutiba ‘it [masc.] was written’
kitàb ‘book’
kutub ‘books’
kàtib ‘writer’
maktab ‘office’
maktaba ‘library’
muktatib ‘subscriber’

This feature of Arabic was one of the main driv-
ing forces behind the development of autoseg-
mental phonology (� morphology), with its 
use of distinct tiers to represent different parts 
of the phonological structure of a word. In 
Arabic, for instance, the similarities and dif-
ferences between kataba and kutiba would be 
represented by having the invariable root k-t-b 
on one tier and the vowels, a-a-a or u-i-a, on 
another, with rules for combining the two into 
a single derived representation by interdigitat-
ing consonants and vowels. But the power of 
this approach to the interface of phonology and 
morphology and its value in the description of 
Arabic goes beyond simple examples of the kind 

presented above. For instance, the third verbal 
derivative (Form III) of the root k-t-b has the 
active perfect form kàtaba ‘he corresponded’, 
with the corresponding passive kùtiba. In this 
pair, one notes not only the difference in qual-
ity of the first vowel, which parallels that found 
in the basic form active kataba, passive kutiba, 
but also the consonant length of that first 
vowel in Form III, irrespective of its quality. 
In other words, decomposing the phonological 
representation into different tiers enables one 
to give a more adequate characterization of the 
interface between phonology and morphology. 
See further McCarthy (1985).

4. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  c a t e g o r i e s

For some of the morphological categories of 
Arabic, detailed comparison with other lan-
guages of the world is facilitated by relevant 
contributions to Haspelmath a.o. (2005), and 
in some instances Arabic turns out to represent 
an interestingly rare type. For instance, Siewier-
ska (2005) examines the distribution of � gen-
der across grammatical persons in independent 
persons. In her sample of 378 languages, 254 
have no gender opposition in independent pro-
nouns, and 103 restrict the gender opposition 
to the 3rd person, while only 20 (5.3 percent of 
the total sample, or 16.1 percent of those that 
show some gender opposition) have a gender 
opposition in the 1st and/or 2nd person; one of 
these is, of course, Arabic – Siewierska’s refer-
ence variety is Modern Standard Arabic – with 
a gender opposition in both 3rd and 2nd per-
sons. (There is, incidentally, an even rarer type, 
with a gender opposition in the 1st and/or 2nd 
person but not in the 3rd person, represented 
by only two languages in Siewierska’s sample.)

One might also wonder about the crosslin-
guistic distribution of ‘conjugated adpositions’, 
which would include the combinations of prep-
osition and pronominal suffix in Arabic, such 
as min-hà ‘from her’. It is important to note in 
this connection that Arabic does not extend this 
phenomenon to prepositions governing lexi-
cal noun phrases, i.e. Arabic has min baÿdàda 
‘from Baghdad’ and not *min-hà baÿdàda, a 
construction type that is found in some lan-
guages. Bakker (2005) provides relevant infor-
mation. In his sample of 378 languages, 63 
have no adpositions, and are thus irrelevant 
to the present question. Of the 315 languages 
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that do have adpositions, 209 have no agree-
ment, while 106 (33.7%) do, putting Arabic in 
a minority, but a sizable one. Incidentally, only 
23 languages (included in the just mentioned 
106) go further by having agreement even when 
the adposition governs a lexical noun phrase.

The interest of the Arabic dual lies not so 
much in the existence of this category as in its 
transformation in the passage from Classical 
Arabic to the vernaculars. In Classical Arabic, 
the dual is a full-fledged grammatical category, 
obligatory on nouns in reference to a group 
consisting of two entities, and with an almost 
complete set of parallel morphological forms to 
express agreement (e.g. in adjectives) or to index 
pronominal arguments, with the sole exception 
of the absence of 1st person dual distinct from 
plural, both in the independent pronouns and in 
the morphology of the verb. Although the form 
of the dual is continued into the vernaculars, 
there have been two kinds of changes. The first 
is a shift in semantics, whereby the originally 
dual (here often called the � ‘pseudodual’) is 
simply used in the sense of the plural, as with 
Maltese id-ejn ‘hands’, which can refer to any 
number of hands greater than one, not neces-
sarily just two; the pseudodual is characteristic 
of entities that typically occur in pairs but is not 
restricted to the interpretation of a pair. The 
second shift is a restriction of true dual seman-
tics to a small number of nouns, typically of a 
type that are frequently counted, such as time 
units, e.g. Moroccan yum-ayn ‘two days’, Mal-
tese sent-ejn ‘two years’. Interestingly, some 
vernaculars have slightly different forms in 
the case of duals and pseudoduals; Moroc-
can, for instance, has -in for the pseudodual 
(e.g. yëdd-in ‘hands’), contrasting with -ayn for 
the true dual. Syrian even has a minimal pair 
with dual ±id-t-èn ‘two hands’ vs. pseudodual 
±id-èn ‘hands’, distinguished by the presence 
vs. absence of the originally feminine marker 
-t. In other words, the loss of productivity of 
the Classical Arabic dual – arguably a simpli-
fication – has led to innovations marked by 
unusual complications.

One unusual feature of Arabic noun mor-
phology, though one shared by a number of 
other Semitic and, more broadly, Afro-Asiatic
languages, is the construct form of the noun, 
with its accompanying syntax, as in the con-
trast between the independent form of the 
nominative masculine sound plural seen in 

mu�allim-ùna ‘teachers’ and the construct form 
seen in mu�allim-ù l-walad-i ‘the boy’s teach-
ers’. One feature of this construction is that 
the possessive relation is marked not only by 
the genitive case on the possessor (the -i suffix 
of walad-i), but also by a special form of the 
head noun. While a number of languages mark 
the head noun of a possessive construction by 
means of a possessive affix agreeing with the 
possessor, as in Turkish adam-ın kitab-ı ‘the 
man’s book’, where the possessor adam ‘man’ 
has a genitive suffix and the head noun kitap 
‘book’ has a 3rd person singular possessive 
suffix, an otherwise special form of the head 
noun as in Arabic seems crosslinguistically very 
unusual, although no specific detailed typo-
logical study seems to exist. Nonetheless, the 
presence of a distinct construct form seems 
remarkably tenacious across Semitic and some 
other branches of Afro-Asiatic. While the Ara-
bic vernaculars have in general lost the distinc-
tion between independent and construct plural 
and dual forms (though they may survive in 
frozen form before possessive suffixes, as in 
Egyptian rigl-ay-ya ‘my legs’), a new kind of 
construct has developed with nouns ending 
in tà± marbù†a, following the loss of any seg-
mental realization in the independent form but 
the retention of a pronunciation as /t/ in the 
possessive construction, as in Egyptian rukba 
‘knee’, rukb-it �ali ‘Ali’s knee’, rukb-it-u ‘his 
knee’. For syntactic properties of the construct, 
see Section 5.

Turning now to the verb, a major focus of 
attention has been on the tense/aspect sys-
tem. Arabic has a basic morphological distinc-
tion between two forms, the so-called perfect 
(fa�ala) and imperfect (yaf �ulu), with varia-
tion in the vocalization separating � and l. In 
the analysis proposed, for instance, in Comrie 
(1976:78–81), the semantics of this opposition 
is a combination of tense and aspect, which 
renders otiose the question whether this is a 
� tense or an � aspect opposition; it is both. 
The perfect combines past time reference with 
perfective aspect. The imperfect covers all other 
possibilities, i.e. any situation that holds at or 
after the reference point (thus covering present 
and future time reference), as well as imperfec-
tive with past time reference. An added feature 
is that the reference point is not necessarily 
the present moment, so that in appropriate 
 contexts, for instance, the perfect can indicate a 
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situation that precedes a future reference point. 
The use of various � auxiliaries and particles, 
some of which are already present in Classical 
Arabic, others of which develop differentially in 
the various vernaculars, and also of participial 
forms of verbs, enables more specific time ref-
erence and other values to be made explicit. 
For instance, to ensure an interpretation of the 
imperfect that combines imperfective aspect 
with past time reference, the perfect of the 
auxiliary ‘to be’ can be used to indicate the 
past time reference along with the imperfect of 
the lexical verb to indicate imperfective aspect, 
as in kàna yaktubu ‘he was writing, he used to 
write’; the combination of the imperfect of the 
auxiliary ‘to be’ – this form of ‘to be’ normally 
receives future time reference, present time ref-
erence being expressed by absence of ‘to be’ 
even in copular sentences – with the perfect of 
the lexical verb indicates a perfective situation 
prior to a reference point in the future, as in 
yakùnu kataba ‘he will have written’. The pos-
sibility of combining a small number of distinct 
forms into a number of different combinations 
gives rise to a system capable of expressing 
a rich set of semantic distinctions, with the 
vernaculars in particular having developed a 
number of fine semantic oppositions; see, for 
instance, Brustad (2000:165–230).

5. S y n t a x

In terms of constituent order typology, Arabic, 
or at least those varieties of Arabic that have 
basic Verb-Subject-Object constituent order in 
the clause, are typical representatives of this 
constituent order type, combining this order of 
the major constituents of the clause with prepo-
sitions rather than postpositions, a possessive 
construction in which the possessor (genitive) 
follows its head noun, and an order in which 
the adjective also follows its head noun. And 
even with respect to varieties of Arabic that 
have Subject-Verb-Object basic order in the 
clause, or for which it is hard to decide between 
the two orders, the correlations still represent 
by far the majority type. In this respect, then, 
Arabic is a good representative of a type that is 
widespread among the languages of the world, 
but equally does not display any strikingly 
unusual features. (Data relating to crosslinguis-
tic variation here can be gleaned from com-
paring the relevant maps in Haspelmath a.o. 

[2005]; several varieties of Arabic are included 
in the samples of all or some of these maps, 
e.g. Modern Standard Arabic, Egyptian Arabic,
Syrian Arabic, Iraqi Arabic, Gulf Arabic, Moroc-
can Arabic.)

While the differentiation of the major word 
classes (parts of speech) in Arabic, e.g. verb, 
noun, pronoun, adverb, preposition, is in gen-
eral rather straightforward, there is a class of 
words where morphology and syntax seem to 
go in separate directions, in that these items 
have at least many syntactic properties of verbs 
although morphologically they appear to be 
nouns, pronouns, adverbs, or prepositions. In 
Arabic grammar these have come to be called 
� ‘pseudoverbs’; for the most part, they are 
original nonverbs that have acquired some 
properties of verbs, although the class also 
includes original verbs that have lost some 
verbal properties. In Syrian, for instance, �and 
is originally a preposition expressing location 
at, and can still be used in this sense, but it 
can also be used as the translation equivalent 
of English to have, in which case it has some 
verbal properties, for instance being negated by 
means of the preverbal particle mà, and even 
taking a pronominal direct object suffixed to 
yà- (��locatives). While the historical pathway 
by which pseudoverbs arise is reasonably clear, 
the phenomenon nonetheless presents problems 
in synchronic description, in particular in defin-
ing the word classes.

Within noun phrase syntax, perhaps the most 
striking feature of Arabic is the � construct (� 
±i�àfa), the basic way of expressing possession 
within the noun phrase in Classical Arabic and 
still a frequent construction in most vernacu-
lars. In Section 4, the morphological peculiarity 
of this construction was already noted, namely 
the fact that there is often special marking of 
the head of the possessive construction (in addi-
tion, in Classical Arabic, to the genitive case on 
the possessor). But the construction also has 
unusual syntactic properties, as documented, 
for instance, by Benmamoun (2000:140–155) 
and other references cited there. First, there 
are restrictions on definiteness: while the pos-
sessor can be either definite or indefinite, the 
possessum can only be interpreted as definite, 
although it can never take an actual definite 
article, as can be seen in kitàb-u l-mu�allim-i 
‘the teacher’s book’, kitàb-u mu�allim-i-n ‘a 
teacher’s book’. Thus far, the construction is 
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perhaps not strikingly different, other than in 
constituent order, from the so-called Saxon 
genitive construction in English, where again 
only the possessor, not the possessum, can 
show a definiteness opposition (the teacher’s 
book = the book of the teacher; a teacher’s 
book = the book of a teacher). However, the 
close link between possessor and possessum 
in the Arabic construction that is reflected in 
such restrictions goes well beyond that found 
in English. In Arabic, for instance, an adjective 
that belongs with the possessum may not sepa-
rate possessum and possessor but instead must 
follow the possessor, e.g. kitàb-u l-mu�allim-i 
l-jadìd-u ‘the teacher’s new book’; contrast 
kitàb-u l-mu�allim-i l-jadìd-i ‘the new teach-
er’s book’. (In the absence of case marking, 
or if the possessum is also in the genitive, for 
instance after a preposition, ambiguity results 
as to whether the adjective belongs semantically 
with the possessum or the possessor.) These 
restrictions have given rise to a rich literature, 
including, in particular, attempts to find formal 
descriptions of the construction that are both 
general and well motivated as well as account-
ing for what might seem to be a set of rather 
idiosyncratic restrictions, all of which are, how-
ever, in some sense related to the particular 
tight relation between possessum and possessor 
in this construction.

An area of particular complexity in Arabic, 
� agreement, has parallels in other Semitic and 
more broadly Afro-Asiatic languages. This can 
be seen, for instance, in the number of refer-
ences to Arabic (both Modern Standard Arabic 
and various vernaculars) and other Afro-Asiatic 
languages in Corbett (2006). The complexities 
in Classical Arabic range from the rule whereby 
broken plurals (at least if not referring to male 
humans) take feminine singular agreement, via 
the rule whereby the verb preceding its subject 
agrees in gender but not in number (remain-
ing in the singular), to the pièce de résistance 
whereby the � numerals three to ten disagree 
in gender with their noun (i.e. masculine nouns 
take a feminine numeral, and vice versa), for 
example, �amàniya-t-u kutub-i-n ‘eight books’, 
with feminine -t, while kitàb ‘book’ is mascu-
line. And while one could reanalyze the last of 
these by saying that the apparently feminine 
numerals are really irregular masculine forms, 
likewise for the apparently masculine forms 
used with feminine nouns, it should be noted 

that ‘gender polarity’ is not unknown in other 
languages of the world, especially other Afro-
Asiatic languages; see, for instance, Corbett 
(1991:195–197). But even without going to the 
idiosyncrasies that delight typologists, more 
mundane features of the agreement system give 
rise to problems that have attracted the atten-
tion of formal grammarians, as can be seen, 
for instance, in Benmamoun (2000:121–139) 
and other references cited there. Benmamoun 
(2000:133–136) provides a nice example from 
Moroccan Arabic relating to conjoined noun 
phrases of the type marwan w karim ‘Marwan 
and Karim’. If such a noun phrase as subject 
precedes its verb, then the verb must be in the 
plural, as in marwan w karim ža-w ‘Marwan 
and Karim came’. In the order where the verb 
precedes the conjoined subject, either singular 
or plural verb is possible, i.e. ža marwan w 
karim or ža-w marwan w karim. However, 
under certain circumstances, only the plural 
verb is possible even when it precedes its sub-
ject. This is the case, for instance, when the 
verb expresses a ‘collective predicate’, such as 
tlaqa ‘to meet’, in the sense of ‘to meet together, 
meet with one another’, so that Moroccan 
allows tlaqa-w marwan w karim ‘Marwan and 
Karim met’ but not *tlaqa marwan w karim. 
(By contrast, Modern Standard Arabic would 
have a singular verb in this last example.)

Another area of complexity in Classical Ara-
bic, � negation, has been considerably simpli-
fied in the vernaculars (and to some extent in 
Modern Standard Arabic, at least in less formal 
registers). In Classical Arabic, the most general 
negator is là, which is simply preposed to the 
imperfect (e.g. ya�ribu ‘he strikes’, là ya�ribu 
‘he does not strike’). It also negates the impera-
tive, although here instead of the imperative 
form one finds the jussive (e.g. i�rib ‘strike!’, là 
ta�rib ‘do not strike!’). The negative correspond-
ing to the perfect is the particle lam followed by 
the jussive (e.g. �araba ‘he struck’, lam ya�rib 
‘he did not strike), while that corresponding to 
the future with the particle sawfa is lan followed 
by the subjunctive (e.g. sawfa ya�ribu ‘he will 
strike’, lan ya�riba ‘he will not strike’). The only 
such complication likely to survive to a vernacu-
lar is a different means of negating the impera-
tive. For instance, Maltese normally negates by 
simply adding the preposed particle ma and the 
suffix -x (pronounced [�]), but the imperative is 
negated by using the  corresponding  indicative 
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verbal form with the suffix -x, and either no 
preposed particle or preposed la, e.g. ikteb 
‘write!’, (la) tiktib-x ‘do not write!’. The theo-
retical implications of the splitting of different 
pieces of verbal semantics between the lexical 
verb and the negative particles are examined by 
Benmamoun (2000:94–110).

Object suffixes are a characteristic of all vari-
eties of Arabic, but particular problems arise 
in the case of ditransitive verbs like ‘to give’. 
In Classical and Modern Standard Arabic, it is 
possible for such a verb to take two accusative 
suffixes, as in wahaba-nì-hi ‘he gave it to me’, 
although another possibility is to construct 
the direct object as object of the particle ±iyyà, 
as in ±ahdaytu-ka ±iyyà-hu ‘I gave it to you’, a 
possibility that is also found in some vernacu-
lars, e.g. Syrian Arabic �a†à-ni yà-ha ‘he gave 
it [fem.] to me’. In the West, the form used is 
rather with a reflex of the preposition li ‘to’ to 
mark the indirect object pronoun, as in Moroc-
can �†it-hom-lek ‘I gave them to you’. This is 
also the pattern in Maltese, as in tajt-hom-lu 
‘I gave them to him’. However, as discussed in 
detail in Comrie and Borg (1985) for Maltese, 
if the only pronominal object of certain ditran-
sitive verbs (in particular, ta ‘to give’) is the 
indirect object, then in place of the dative form 
the accusative form is used, as in tajt-u l-kotba 
‘she gave the books to him’. Such examples 
point to an area of unexpected complexity that 
merits further examination across the full range 
of Arabic vernaculars.

6. S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s

Surely the most famous contribution of Arabic 
to the sociolinguistic literature is the concept of 
� diglossia, most clearly brought to the atten-
tion of general linguists by Ferguson (1959). 
The term refers to the substantial distinction 
between the ‘High’ variety of Arabic (Modern 
Standard Arabic) and the ‘Low’ variety (the 
local vernacular), with differences at all levels 
of grammar and in vocabulary. For instance in 
Iraqi Arabic (Baghdad), all four Modern Stand-
ard Arabic 2nd person nonsingular forms – 
masculine dual katabà, feminine dual kata-
batà, masculine plural katabù, feminine plural 
katabna – merge as the one form kitbaw, 
historically continuing the masculine plural. 
In Egyptian Arabic (Cairo), Modern Stand-

ard Arabic ±anf ‘nose’ is replaced by manaxìr, 
while the verb �ahaba ‘to go’ appears as ®à™. 
Although the sharp division suggested by the 
term ‘diglossia’ has been useful in pointing 
to the differences between Modern Standard 
and vernacular Arabic, and may have been 
reasonably accurate in the past, it is clearly an 
oversimplification of the present-day situation, 
where not only are many intermediate varieties 
between ‘High’ and ‘Low’ found, but also other 
parameters of prestige define relations among 
language varieties, such as the higher prestige 
attached in many Arabic-speaking countries 
to urban over rural varieties, even when both 
might in some sense be characterized as ‘Low’ 
in terms of the original concept of diglossia. For 
a summary of the current situation, see Holes 
(2004, esp. 46–50, 341–389).
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Lisàn

The basic meaning of lisàn is ‘tongue’ (cf. al-
Yàzijì 1954, s.v.). However, it has numerous 
other meanings. The data about this word can 
be gathered from texts in the Qur±àn and the 
£adì� and from common literary expressions in 
both prose and poetry. The purpose of this entry 
is to clarify the sense in which this word is used 
in the Arabic heritage as well as in  linguistics.

In the %Qur±àn, lisàn is used 25 times, 18 times 
in the singular, 7 times in the plural ±alsina (�Abd 
al-Bàqì 1963:647, entry l-s-n). It means ‘a part 
of the mouth’ or ‘an organ of speech and taste 
in human beings’. It is a blessing from God, for 
instance in Q. 90/9 “We have blessed him [sc. 
man] with two eyes, a tongue and two lips” 
(±a-lam naj�al lahu �aynayni wa-lisànan wa-
šafatayn). Accordingly, it distinguishes mankind 
from animals: the tongues of animals are only 
for eating and swallowing, although they can 
be used as a means to produce various sounds. 
Lisàn also means ‘language’: every apostle who 
receives a revelation is asked by God to address 
his people in their own tongue (Q. 14/4 wa-mà 
±arsalnà min rasùlin ±illa bi-lisàni qawmihi). 
Through the %Qur±àn, the Prophet Mu™ammad 
was given a revelation specifically in the Arabic 
tongue, contrasting with those in non-Arabic 
tongues (e.g. Q. 26/195 bi-lisànin �arabiyyin 
mubìn; cf. Q. 16/3).

The word lisàn is also used in the Qur±àn in 
other contexts. The ‘faithful tongue’ (Q. 26/84) 
is not only a blessing, it is also something that 
good people wish for. Lisàn may also mean 
‘means of expression’. Moses first asks God to 
cure his speech defect or constraint (�uqda lisànì, 
Q. 20/27), then he describes Aaron (Hàrùn) as 
being more fluent than he is (Q. 28/34 huwa 
±afßa™ minnì lisànan). Once, the singular lisàn is 
mentioned as an instrument of la�n ‘cursing or 
damning [of unbelievers]’ (Q. 5/78).

The plural form ±alsina is mainly used for 
‘tongues’, in various contexts. Muslims are 

warned not to employ their tongues as a means 
for satisfying their own desires (Q. 16/116). 
The creation of multifarious languages and 
 colors for human beings is among the signs of 
the One God (Q. 30/22). ±Alsina ‘tongues’ can 
utter false expressions (Q. 48/14), a character-
istic of someone being a hypocrite (munàfi!q): in 
the Hereafter, tongues will bear witness to the 
sayings and acts of mankind (Q. 34/24).

Other examples of the use of lisàn are found 
in Arabic literature, both in prose and poetry. 
In prose, an example is a quotation from the 
Prophet Mu™ammad: when asked about the 
meaning of jamàl ‘beauty’, he replied that it 
is the wording produced by the tongue (Jà™i�, 
Bayàn I, 19, 170). The tongue, though, the 
Prophet said, could in some cases be the cause 
of driving a person to hell (Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 
194). Al-±Ak�am ibn Íayfì, an Arab thinker 
known for his wisdom, once preached to his 
people saying: “Be careful when you use your 
tongue in speech, because one word can be 
a direct cause of your death” (Faxùri 1960: 
215). �Abdallàh ibn �Abbàs is reported to have 
obtained his knowledge through two strategies, 
a wise heart and a frequently asking tongue 
(Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 85). The thing that needs to be 
kept permanently in jail is the tongue; once you 
release it, you will be charged for mistakes, and 
being silent in this case is much better than talk-
ing, for the tongue is a wild animal (sab� �aqùr; 
Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 194).

In popular wisdom, people still quote tra-
ditional statements such as these in various 
situations, or they use similar sentences in col-
loquial Arabic. A famous proverb says: lisànak 
™ußànak ±in ßunto ßànak, wi ±in hunto hànak 
‘your tongue is as your thoroughbred; if you 
maintain it in good condition, it will do the 
same for you, and if you scorn it, it will scorn 
you’. The best and worst are contrasted in this 
respect, some people being characterized by 
having a tongue dripping with sugar or honey 
(lisàno bi-ynaqqa† sukkar or �asal), whereas 
others are accused of having an evil tongue 
(lisàno zifir), or their tongue is described as 
being as sharp as a file (lisàno mabrad), so that 
it should be cut off.

In Arabic poetry, the use of the tongue is 
frequently referred to. In many lines of poetry, 
it is said to be as sharp as a sword that brings 
victory (Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 156, 234). The tongue 
is the only defender of fame and reputation 
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(Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 159). An Arab jeweler-poet 
is quoted as saying that he is proud not of his 
skillful hands making jewelry but rather of his 
tongue composing poetry (Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 160). 
According to many poets, mankind is charac-
terized by two things, either tongue and heart, 
or tongue and mind (Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 166). The 
lisàn is always considered to be a tool that 
can be used to realize either good or evil. A 
body cut by a sword can be easily healed, but 
a hurt by a word of the tongue is never healed, 
remaining forever (Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 167, 170).

In his Lisàn al-�Arab (XIII, 385–387), 
Ibn Man�ùr (d. 711/1311) lists some of the 
%Qur±ànic expressions in which lisàn is a speech 
organ or a language, adding other meanings as 
well: ‘a message’, ‘a piece of news’, ‘a word’, 
‘speech in general’, ‘a lip’, according to the 
context. Šar†ùnì (1989:II, 1141) also includes 
expressions in which the word lisàn is used 
in genitive constructions (±i�àfa). Some of the 
examples he cites are quoted and translated 
by Wehr (1971:866): ‘silent language’, ‘mute 
expressions [as distinguished from the spoken 
word]’, e.g. lisàn al-™àl ‘the language which 
things speak for themselves’, wa-lisàn ™àlihi 
ya!qùlu ‘while he seemed to say; with an expres-
sion as if he wanted to say’, �alà lisànihi ‘from 
this mouth; through him’; ‘a newspaper’, e.g. 
�alà lisàn aß-ßu™uf ‘through the medium of the 
press’; ‘organ of a party or political movement’, 
e.g. lisàn rasmì ‘official organ’; ‘spokesman’, 
e.g. muta™addi� bi-lisàn wizàrat al-xàrijiyya ‘a 
spokesman of the foreign ministry’; dàra �alà 
±alsinat al-xàßßa wa-l-�àmma ‘to be the talk of 
the town, to be on everyone’s lips’ (see also 
±Anìs a.o. 1972, s.v.).

The word lisàn in addition is used in some 
compounds, especially names of plants, such 
as lisàn al-™amal ‘plantain [Plantago major]’, 
lisàn al-�ußfùr, al-�ußfùr ‘common ash [Fraxinus 
excelsior]’. In popular speech, it is used for an 
object that resembles the tongue of a small bird, 
lisàn al-qufl ‘the tongue of the bolt of a lock’.

When people say about a person that he is �ù 
lisànayn, this literally means that he is double-
tongued, as a result of his being a hypocrite; 
hence, malsùn means ‘a liar’. In addition to the 
entries of lisàn/±alsina, there are two derivatives 
in the plural with a technical meaning, lisàni-
yyàt and ±alsuniyyàt, both used to indicate a 
master’s-level study in language or linguistics.

In the grammatical tradition, lisàn is pre-

dominantly used for the tongue in a phonetic 
context. In the Kitàb Sìbawayhi, the word 
lisàn occurs 95 times, its plural ±alsina 21 times 
(Troupeau 1976:189 translates with ‘langue 
[phon.]’). Likewise, in al-Farrà±’s Ma�ànì l-
Qur±àn the word is used for the articulatory 
activity of the tongue (Kinberg 1996:744). The 
only context in which lisàn means ‘language’ is 
in connection with foreign languages. Al-Farrà±, 
for instance, mentions the lisàn al-£abaša ‘lan-
guage of the Ethiopians’ (Ma�ànì III, 206.7–8). 
In the early Qur±ànic commentaries, foreign 
languages are referred to both with luÿa and 
with lisàn, for instance, in references to the 
lisàn �Akka and even to the lisàn Qurayš (cf. 
Versteegh 1993:99–100); probably, this use 
was inspired by the Qur±ànic usage of lisànun 
�arabiyyun mubìnun ‘a clear Arabic tongue’. 
In the meaning of ‘(foreign) language’, it was 
replaced in Modern Standard Arabic by luÿa, 
not unlike the development in English, where 
‘tongue’ gave way to ‘language’.

For dialectal varieties of Arabic, for instance 
of the Bedouin, � luÿa was used. This also 
applies to the few descriptions of foreign lan-
guages in the Arabic linguistic tradition: ±Abù 
£ayyàn calls his book on Turkic Kitàb al-±idràk 
li-lisàn al-±Atràk ‘the Book of comprehending 
the language of the Turks’, but when he men-
tions dialectal varieties in Turkic, he switches 
to luÿa (Ermers 1999:292). Ibn Jinnì (Xaßà±iß 
I, 243), however, uses al-luÿa al-�ajamiyya even 
when he speaks about the Persian language in 
general, and az-Zajjàjì (±î�à™ 45.6) says that 
he checked the number of parts of speech “in a 
number of languages we got to know” (fì �idda 
luÿàt �arafnàhà).

In the Coptic grammar in Arabic by 
Athanasius of Qùß (13th/14th century), Sahidic 
and Bohairic Coptic are said to form one luÿa 
(Bauer 1972:234.5), but when Athanasius dis-
cusses the issue of the first language of man-
kind, he uses lisàn al-qawm al-±awwalìn (Bauer 
1972:244.11). Yet, lisàn is not always used 
in discussions about the original language of 
mankind. The Qur±ànic phrase wa-mà ±arsalnà 
min rasùlin ±illà bi-lisàni qawmihi (Q. 14/4) 
is discussed by Ibn £azm (±I™kàm I, 32–33) 
in a discussion about the original language of 
mankind, but in this discussion he consistently 
uses luÿa to indicate the various languages that 
lay claim to this title, for instance when he 
quotes Galenos as saying that Greek is the 
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best of all languages (±inna luÿat al-yùnàniyyìn 
±af�al  al-luÿàt).

In philosophical language, lisàn and ±alsina 
are used more frequently to indicate ‘language’, 
for instance by al-Fàràbì (£urùf 137.1), who 
speaks about the cause of the ixtilàf ±alsinat 
al-±umam ‘divergence of the languages of the 
nations’; in his enumeration of the sciences 
(±I™ßà± 9.10ff.), he uses the term �ilm al-lisàn 
rather than �ilm al-luÿa. The predominance 
of lisàn in philosophical usage is emphasized 
by Hadj-Salah (1986); he also states that luÿa 
in the sense of lisàn ‘language’ is unknown in 
grammatical treatises from the first centuries of 
Islam; it appears infrequently at the end of the 
8th century, but usually luÿa remains restricted 
to the naming of ethnic varieties.

The conclusion must be that lisàn as a term 
for ‘language as structure’ was not common in 
linguistics but typically belonged to philosophi-
cal language. The usual term for ‘language as 
structure’ is � kalàm, for instance in the fre-
quent expression fì l-kalàm ‘in speech/in lan-
guage’ in Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb. Lisàn was mainly 
used in a phonetic context for the tongue as an 
articulatory organ, which is involved in produc-
ing 16 consonants in Arabic out of the total 
number of 28. These 16 consonants are /g/, /š/, 
/y/, /�/, /l/, /n/, /r/, /†/, /d/, /t/, /ß/, /s/, /z/, /Ú/, /�/, 
/�/ (Hassanein 1987:27, 28; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
II, 404–405). In his description of the pronun-
ciation of the Arabic consonants, Sìbawayhi 
lists both the active and the passive articula-
tor, the tongue being involved mostly as an 
active articulator, but he consistently derives 
the names of the categories of consonants from 
their place of articulation (maxraj). The action 
of the tongue is already mentioned in the 
Kitàb al-�ayn, ascribed to al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad. 
According to him (�Ayn I, 51–52), the tongue 
only serves as an active articulator in the case 
of three consonants, /l/, /r/, and /n/ (là yan†aliqu 
l-lisàn ±illà bi-r-rà± wa-l-làm wa-n-nùn wa-±ammà 
sà±ir al-™urùf fa-±innahà rtafa�at fawqa Úahr 
al-lisàn min ladun bà†in a�-�anàyà min �inda 
maxraj aš-šìn bayna l-ÿàr al-±a�là wa-bayna 
Úahr al-lisàn laysa li-l-lisàn fìhinna �amal). In its 
nomenclature, the Kitàb al-�ayn does not distin-
guish between active and passive articulators, 
selecting either the one or the other to name 
the categories of consonants; the tongue is 
involved through its tip (±asala) in the ±asaliyya 
consonants (/z/, /s/, /ß/) and through its apex 

(�alaq) in the �alaqiyya consonants (/r/, /l/, /n/; 
Al-Nassir 1993:14–16).
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Literacy

This entry describes the definitional scope of 
Arabic literacy. Current literacy and educa-
tional statistics in the Arab region are presented 
and linked to the nature and complexities of 
Arabic reading. Some underlying linguistic rea-
sons for the spread of illiteracy, such as ��
diglossia, ��language policy and attitudes, and 
the Arabic writing system are then introduced 
and analyzed. Finally, a brief analytical review 
of current Arabic reading research and a short 
reference list are provided.

1. D e f i n i t i o n a l  s c o p e

Although not exactly a synonym of ‘reading’, 
the English term for ‘literacy’ has frequently 
been associated and often equated with ‘read-
ing’ and ‘reading achievement’. Literacy seems 
to refer to the basic knowledge of reading. 
Research summarized by the National Reading 
Panel (2000) describes literacy as a set of com-
ponent skills, including phonemic awareness 
and decoding, fluency (speed and accuracy), 
vocabulary, and comprehension. Until recently, 

‘literacy’ has frequently been understood and 
defined as a universal set of transferable read-
ing and writing skills. This definition dominates 
much of the current policy and practice in lit-
eracy education and is opposed to the existence 
of different literacies.

Although the Arabic language has a term for 
‘reading’ (qirà±a), and even one for ‘readability’ 
(inqirà±iyya), which relates to the ease with 
which a text can be deciphered and read, there 
is no word that translates the English term ‘lit-
eracy’ in Arabic. This latter concept is jointly 
covered by ±ummiyya, the term used for ‘illit-
eracy’, and ma™w al-±ummiyya, which means 
‘eradication of illiteracy’ or ‘anti-illiteracy’. 
The frequent use of ±ummiyya when dealing 
with the literacy context gives a special social 
connotation to the meaning and place of the 
‘literacy’ effort in the Arabic-speaking region. 
It also shifts the locus from the linguistic real-
ity of the phenomenon to the social conditions 
and attitudes that are closely attached to it. 
This terminological void, which is detrimental 
to a clear understanding of the nature of the 
problem, would end with the coining and use 
of a new word such as qirà±iyya, which would 
link Arabic literacy to its etymological source 
(Maamouri 1999).

Finally, ‘literacy’ and its opposite concept 
‘illiteracy’ seem to relate to two different facets 
of the same reality. Stephen Pinker (1994:188) 
recently noted that illiteracy, the result of insuf-
ficient teaching, needs to be addressed within 
the defining framework of an incomplete and 
unsuccessful educational process – or the total 
lack of one – the reasons for which need to be 
studied and thoroughly analyzed.

In this entry, Arabic literacy is studied only 
within the linguistic perspectives of the Arabic 
language.

2. L i t e r a c y  s t a t i s t i c s  i n  t h e 
A r a b  r e g i o n

The number of illiterate persons in the 22 
countries of the Arab region reached some 67 
million in 2002, which accounts for 40 percent 
of the total population aged 15 years and over. 
A recent study conducted by UNESCO-Beirut 
in 2001 shows that Arab regional efforts have 
contributed greatly in reducing the levels of 
illiteracy from 48.7 percent in 1990 to 38.5 
percent in 2001. Projections indicate that if 
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these efforts continue successfully, 28 percent 
(about 75 million) of the region’s population, 
estimated at 280 million, will still be illiterate. 
However, it is interesting to note that some 
experts believe that there must now be more 
than 100 million illiterate persons in the region 
because official literacy and educational statis-
tics suffer from inadequate data collection and 
lack of accurate information.

According to UNESCO (UIS 2003), there 
is a noticeable regional discrepancy in coun-
try illiteracy statistics within and across the 
Arab states. Illiteracy rates vary widely in the 
region, ranging from 10.2 percent in Jordan 
to 59.8 percent in Mauritania. Five countries, 
namely Yemen (53.6%), Morocco (51.2%), 
Egypt (44.7%), Sudan (42.3%), and Algeria 
(33.3%) account for 49 out of the 67 mil-
lion officially recognized illiterate adults in the 
region, while ten countries, namely Jordan, 
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Djibouti, 
Oman, Qatar, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, and 
Mauritania, account for only 3.6 million illiter-
ate adults.

The Arab region continues to show very 
alarming illiteracy rates among women and 
young girls, especially in the rural and under-
privileged areas and sectors of society. Women’s 
illiteracy is linked to other serious indicators 
of underdevelopment, such as infant mortality 
and family size. Although illiteracy rates for 
Arab women reached percentages which varied 
between 80 and 90 percent in the 1950s and 
1960s, there has been a marked improvement 
in the education of girls in the past decades 
(Maamouri 1999). This improvement in edu-
cation contributed to a drop in the average 
female illiteracy rates from 86.3 percent in 
1970 to 49.4 percent by the year 2000, with a 
noticeable disparity which varies by age groups 
across and within most Arab countries. The 
breakdown of the illiteracy rates into age-
specific rates shows that the highest proportion 
of female illiterates are in the 50-and-over age 
bracket. While illiterate older women are a fea-
ture common to all Arab states, with little or 
no exception, the illiteracy of young girls, who 
have traditionally been left out of the educa-
tional system, is highest in Saudi Arabia (44%), 
Sudan (50%), Morocco (56%), Yemen (66%), 
and Djibouti (69%).

3. B r i e f  r e v i e w  o f  s o m e  A r a b 
e d u c a t i o n  s t a t i s t i c s

The high rates of illiteracy that characterize the 
Arab region seem to indicate that the educa-
tional system is failing. While the educational 
crisis varies from country to country, all the 
Arab educational systems share the follow-
ing negative characteristics: a questionable rel-
evance, an unacceptably low quality level, and 
high repetition and drop-out rates, especially 
in poor rural and urban communities. There 
is a growing sense of inadequacy in the face 
of the deterioration of education in the Arab 
states.

Even though the Arab region registered a 
rapid expansion of its educational system, with 
enrollments increasing by 85 percent from 1975 
to 1991, the proportion of school-age children 
who are left out of the system is still extremely 
high in Yemen, Morocco, and Sudan (almost 
50% and higher). Between 1990 and 1995, 
enrollment grew by 5.2 million in the Arab 
states (from 30 to 35.2 million). As of 2000, 
school enrollment reached over 39 million. 
The 9 million school-age children (two-thirds 
of whom are girls) who are not yet enrolled 
represent 22 percent of the school-age popula-
tion and are still a matter of great concern to 
the region.

The International Bureau of Education 
(IBE) – UNICEF statistics for primary school 
repetition based on 1990 figures supplied to 
UNESCO indicate that in ten studied Arab 
states, and with the exception of Jordan, the 
repetition trend appears to show a fall in the 
overall percentage and an increase in the actual 
number of repetitions. Analyzing the grade 
repetition phenomenon, the IBE study makes 
the following three points: (i) There is a sig-
nificant link between repetition in the first 
grades of primary education and the learning 
of reading and writing; (ii) there is a need for 
signi-ficant changes in the teaching of reading 
and writing and for a thorough overhaul of the 
parameters and traditional practices usually 
applied to first literacy in formal and nonfor-
mal situa-tions; and (iii) there is a need for 
greater awareness of the impact of linguistic 
factors on school performance in general and 
on literacy in particular.
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4. S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  c h a l l e n g e s 
t o  l i t e r a c y

There is a marked differentiation between two 
related varieties of Arabic. On the one hand, 
fuß™à is mostly used for ‘high’ functions such 
as formal prayers, speeches, or lectures, and 
on the other hand, a number of Arabic dialects 
are usually used for ‘low’ functions, defined as 
home and family discourse, or trade and mar-
ket conversations within and across diversified 
Arab societies. This situation, known as � 
diglossia, gives fuß™à special prestige valuation, 
as the language of the written Qur±ànic tradi-
tion, literary heritage, literacy, and education. 
It also creates a significant linguistic distance 
(Ibrahim 1983; Maamouri 1998) between the 
language of orality and the language of lit-
eracy, fuß™à, more commonly referred to as 
� Modern Standard Arabic (MSA). Modern 
Standard Arabic and fuß™à are used inter-
changeably from here on in.

The gap between fuß™à, the Arabic language 
of formal education and adult literacy, and the 
Arabic dialect or vernacular spoken at home 
and almost everywhere outside of school walls 
seems to be a major cause of low learning 
achievement in schools and low adult literacy 
levels everywhere in the Arab region. The mix-
ture of language patterns in the classrooms 
(fuß™à and dialectal Arabic code-switching) is 
a cause of serious pedagogical problems, some-
times leading to a lack of adequate language 
competence, low linguistic self-confidence, and, 
consequently, social problems. Fuß™à, which is 
at the same time ‘formal Arabic’, the official 
language of all Arab states and a major key 
to socioeconomic promotion in the region, is 
difficult to learn and use because it is nobody’s 
native language. The learning difficulties that 
relate to the common language of all Arabs 
stem from its lack of immediate relevancy to 
the learning process and to the environment of 
both child and adult learners.

The compartmentalization of the two major 
Arabic language varieties places fuß™à, the sole 
language of first literacy acquisition and edu-
cational learning, outside the immediate daily 
activities of the learners, whether children or 
adults. There is an important linguistic dis-
tance which separates fuß™à from the learners’ 
personal experience, familiar topics, and con-

crete real-world materials. Fuß™à is thus discon-
nected from the reality of expressive functions, 
and its relevance and motivation for learners 
are significantly reduced, which in turn leads 
to serious educational and social consequences. 
The experience of learners with fuß™à literacy 
is that of an abstract and decontextualized 
language-learning situation, which brings with 
it ‘linguistic insecurity’ and often results in 
learner distress at error or failure to recall 
correct structures and patterns. Fuß™à is some-
what disconnected from the everyday reality of 
adult learner needs, and some literacy special-
ists are beginning to feel that it has now become 
somewhat urgent to look for new pedagogical 
approaches to literacy work.

Children come to the formal school setting 
with a great deal of knowledge about their 
oral language and with two to five thousand 
words which they comprehend aurally and can 
use grammatically to communicate. This is the 
foundation on which reading is usually built 
in other linguistic situations. Because they are 
rarely in contact with fuß™à in normal discourse 
situations with parents or friends or in real-life 
activities (at home or at play), Arab children’s 
experience with their oral language does not 
serve as a satisfactory vehicle for drawing their 
attention to the features and conventions of 
Arabic reading. Instead, Arab children’s pro-
ficiency in their mother tongue seems to cre-
ate confusion and difficulty for the learning 
of connections between the diverse sounds of 
their oral language and the marks of the writ-
ten language presented to them in the formal 
school setting. In special discourse events, in 
the classroom, or in play situations, Arab chil-
dren learn to use oral fuß™à, but this does not 
usually happen without the appearance of arti-
ficiality and lack of spontaneity.

When learning to read, young and adult 
Arab readers cannot put their inherent native 
linguistic competence in colloquial Arabic to 
task. They cannot use their lexical familiarity 
with their native basic Arabic sounds, forms, 
structures, and syllabic and prosodic features 
because these are not necessarily identical with 
fuß™à forms and structures, even though they 
may show important and striking similarities. 
The linguistic relatedness which exists between 
fuß™à and the colloquial does not always pro-
vide helpful clues and does not necessarily 
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contribute positively to successful reading, sim-
ply defined as easy and fluid word recognition 
and language comprehension (Perfetti 1986). 
In spite of their familiar etymological structure, 
fuß™à words are not necessarily easily under-
stood because they show varying degrees of 
phonological and semantic differentiation.

5. L i n g u i s t i c  a n d 
 o r t h o g r a p h i c  c h a l l e n g e s 
t o  l i t e r a c y

The Arabic writing system is an alphabetic sys-
tem, with 28 basic consonant letters. Most of 
these consonants show a very close resemblance 
in form, with only additional dots or strokes 
to distinguish them from each other. They are 
usually composed of one base form, and most 
of them have up to three or four distinct variant 
shapes. Graphemic variants differ depending on 
whether they occur independently (nonconnec-
tors) or in initial, mid-, or final position within 
the word. The Arabic orthographic system is 
characterized by a plurality of letters (more 
than sixty base forms), which stems from the 
cursive nature of the Arabic script and its ample 
use of ligatures and letter combinations. The 
use of multiple letter forms leads to graphemic 
difficulty and becomes a significant learning 
problem and a considerable burden for the 
Arabic text-decoding process, which is vital for 
the acquisition of basic literacy skills.

The Arabic script uses diacritical forms (or 
diacritics) for vocalic representation (a, i, u). 
Four letters (±alif or � ±imàla, wàw, yà±) are also 
used to represent vocalic length. One diacritical 
marking, the šadda, is used for lexical differ-
entiation. Most of the grammatical functions 
at both the morphological and syntactic level 
are represented by the short vowels, which also 
represent mood and case endings in the Verb-
Subject-Object fuß™à syntax. Thus, vocalic rep-
resentation carries the weight of the whole 
grammatical system and is therefore extremely 
important in setting up functions leading to 
correct reading and acceptable text understand-
ing. However, these short vowels are rarely 
present in everyday out-of-school writing, and 
they do not, as a rule, appear in most printed 
materials in the Arab region. Diacritical mark-
ings are rarely used in printed documents, and 
this generalized practice includes the šadda 

(consonantal length), as well as the � hamza 
(glottal stop).

The use of diacritics, which is restricted 
to primary school education and the sacred 
Qur±ànic text, seems to be limited to what-
ever length of time is considered sufficient for 
the learner to be initiated to reading without 
them – which generally amounts to between 
four and six years. The absence of vowels 
in the fuß™à Arabic text is an unnecessary 
and costly idiosyncrasy of the Arabic writ-
ing system. Nowadays, vocalized Arabic text 
seems to be used only in pure deference to 
the needs of young and inexperienced learn-
ers. In order to be able to read, everybody – 
even inexperienced neo- and low-literates – have 
to provide their own grammatical interpreta-
tions and bring to task considerable  additional 
knowledge of syntax, vocabulary, and some-
times contextual interpretation in order to 
obtain correct and meaningful vocalizations, 
which allow them to reach acceptable word 
recognition and sense disambiguation. Because 
the Arabic reader needs to understand in order 
to read, the Arabic reading process seems to 
have completely reversed what is usually the 
norm in other languages, where people read in 
order to understand. The following examples 
show how complex and arduous the Arabic 
reading process is.

i. The bare unvocalized fuß™à form <k-t-b-
t> has five readings and five correspond-
ing semantic interpretations: (a) katabtu ‘I 
wrote’; (b) katabta ‘you [masc. sg.] wrote’; 
(c) katabti ‘you [fem. sg.] wrote’; (d) kata-
bat ‘she wrote’; and (e) kutibat ‘it [fem. sg.] 
was written’.

ii. Another important example of the reading 
complexities that are created by the above 
situation is found in the use of passive verb 
forms as sentence openers. These open-
ers usually lead to interesting instances of 
‘garden path’ sentences. In the bare/unvo-
calized Arabic sentence, graphemically rep-
resented by the consonantal strings <k-t-b + 
±-l-k-t-±-b>, one can, from the same graphemic 
form, start with the verb in the past tense, as 
in kataba ‘he wrote’, or choose the passive 
form, as in kutiba ‘it was written’. Making 
either one of these two initial interpreta-
tions leads to specific and different reading 
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paths. If the initial path is in the past tense, 
it should then be followed by the direct 
object, and the noun kitàb is in the accusa-
tive (al-kitàba). If the path is in the  passive 
voice, then the noun kitàb is in the nomina-
tive (al-kitàbu), and it is the agent of the 
passive verb. The comprehension monitor-
ing required for a successful reading of 
the above sentence is usually difficult, as 
it sometimes takes a lengthy sequence of 
segments to reach the final clue that signals 
an incorrect initial interpretation and forces 
a startover in the reading process. Compared 
to English garden-path sentences cited by 
Pinker (1994:212), such as Fat people eat 
accumulates or The man who hunts ducks 
out on weekends, which are common to all 
languages, the above Arabic graphemic gar-
den-path examples present a gratuitous and 
unnecessary obstacle to reading and would 
not exist if complete vocalic marking prac-
tices had been the norm in writing.

6. R e v i e w  o f  c u r r e n t  A r a b i c 
r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h

Surprisingly little scientific research has been 
conducted on Arabic reading acquisition and 
literacy, and even less in the Arab region itself. 
Most research on literacy relates to official and 
politically minded literacy statistics or statisti-
cal assessment of the performance of young 
or adult learners in reading skills in a for-
mal or nonformal context – mostly done by 
UNESCO and affiliated education institutions. 
Little research appears to exist on the Arabic 
reading process as viewed from a cognitive or 
psycholinguistic perspective. Although scarce 
and not well-distributed in the Arab region, 
the currently available research mainly seems 
to address the contention that the linguistic 
duality which exists between the two variet-
ies of Arabic might be related to some of the 
hardships that native Arabic beginning read-
ers encounter and might even hinder their 
basic acquisition of basic academic skills (Ayari 
1996; Maamouri 1998). The current research 
tries to provide some empirical backing to the 
role of diglossia in initial reading development 
and to the significant cognitive effect all diacrit-
ics and specifically vowels have on word recog-
nition and reading comprehension.

An important body of existing research is 
represented in the longitudinal work done 
in the 1980s by Daniel A. Wagner and the 
University of Pennsylvania research team on 
the acquisition of literacy and Arabic-reading 
skills in Morocco. The researchers’ objective 
was to provide a profile of the variability 
that exists in Arabic literacy acquisition in 
Morocco. Wagner (1993) gives a complete 
synopsis of the research project in his account 
“How to become literate in Morocco”, as well 
as the two chapters he devotes to learning to 
read in Arabic and learning to read in a second 
language. The findings that orthographic fea-
tures of Arabic are common stumbling blocks 
for word comprehension among young learners 
of Arabic (Wagner 1993:240) confirm the the-
sis presented above. The research also shows 
that knowledge in year one of Arabic letters, 
their graphemic variability, and pronunciation 
predicted more than 30 percent of the variance 
in reading achievement five years later. Early 
decoding skills at the single-word level explain 
an additional 14 percent of the same variance. 
Wagner’s conclusion shows that there is “sub-
stantial reason to believe” that learning to read 
in Arabic necessitates an even greater reliance 
on decoding skills than in other languages. 
Wagner highlights the absence of vocalization 
diacritics as the main reason behind the grow-
ing difficulty of decoding for word recogni-
tion and paragraph comprehension, a difficulty 
which mars advanced Arabic reading stages 
and requires knowledge of appropriately cor-
rect inflectional endings and the ability to place 
full and correct diacritical marking. Wagner 
recognizes, however, that there is a great need 
for further empirical research to investigate the 
important question of the utility of diacritical 
marks for beginning versus proficient readers 
in Arabic.

In an empirical research study undertaken in 
Abu Dhabi on primary school reading errors 
and the role of diacritics for beginning readers, 
Rima Azzam (1990) examines the misreadings 
and misspellings that Arab primary school chil-
dren make and identifies vocalization and its 
use of diacritical markings as the main culprit. 
Her research seems to suggest that diacriti-
cal markings are significantly important in the 
process of reading and comprehending written 
language at all levels of Arabic reading.
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Salim Abu-Rabia (1998) investigated the 
effect of vowels on reading accuracy in Arabic 
orthography. Four kinds of written fuß™à 
Arabic texts (narrative, informative, poetic, 
and Qur±ànic) were administered to 64 native 
Arabic speakers. Three texts of each kind were 
presented in three reading conditions: correctly 
vocalized, unvocalized, and wrongly vocalized. 
The most important finding of this study is that 
vowels were found to significantly influence the 
reading of both poor and skilled readers in the 
four fuß™à writing styles in all three conditions. 
It was also found that both skilled and poor 
readers improved their reading accuracy in 
all writing styles when they read with vowels. 
This last study reinforces and supports simi-
lar previous findings obtained by Abu-Rabia 
(1996, 1997), in which it was demonstrated 
that the vowels and the sentence context were 
significant factors for word recognition for 
both skilled and poor fuß™à readers. Abu-Rabia 
(2000) investigated the contention that read-
ing difficulties in Arabic in elementary school 
result from the diglossic situation of fuß™à, 
the language of books and school instruction, 
and its opposition to the spoken dialect of 
the home. Starting from the belief shared by 
educators, teachers, and parents that the expo-
sure of young Arabic speakers to fuß™à in the 
preschool period is not useful and a burden to 
all, Abu-Rabia compared the reading compre-
hension performance of first- and second-grade 
children who had been experimentally exposed 
to literary Arabic throughout their preschool-
ing period with the reading performance of a 
parallel control group only exposed to spoken 
Arabic during that period. He found, con-
trary to the commonly held belief, that the 
early exposure of Arab preschool children to 
fuß™à text (stories) enhanced their reading com-
prehension abilities and improved their per-
formance in reading comprehension tests two 
years later. Finally, the following conclusions 
by Abu-Rabia (2000:155) are worth noting: 
(i) Policy makers may incorporate this peda-
gogy in all preschool years; (ii) kindergarten 
and elementary school teachers should be edu-
cated about diglossic issues; and (iii) “teachers 
at all levels [should] use literary Arabic as the 
language of instruction”.

Elinor Saiegh-Haddad (2003a) examined pho-
nemic awareness and pseudo word decod-

ing in kindergarten and first-grade Arabic native 
children. She hypothesized that because native 
speakers of Arabic first learn to read in fuß™à 
– a language structurally different from the local 
dialect they grow up speaking – the linguistic 
differences between the two Arabic language 
varieties would interfere with the acquisition of 
basic reading processes in fuß™à. Saiegh-Haddad 
studied the role of oral language in the acquisi-
tion of basic fuß™à reading processes for the pur-
pose of researching the interface between expo-
sure to fuß™à and top-level comprehension skill 
development, a vital issue for a theory of initial 
reading acquisition in diglossic or bidialectal set-
tings. Going beyond the mere establishment of a 
possible causal link between exposure to fuß™à 
and the achievement of top-level comprehen-
sion reading skill development, Saiegh-Haddad 
(2003b) addressed some aspects of questions 
such as: Do diglossic variables or linguistic 
distance parameters interfere with the acquisi-
tion of basic reading processes in fuß™à? Which 
diglossic structures interfere with the acquisition 
of basic reading skills, the phonological, syntac-
tic, morphosyntactic, or lexical? Finally, which 
reading skills (phonemic awareness, word decod-
ing, reading fluency, or reading comprehension) 
are sensitive to diglossic variables? The study 
focused on phonemic awareness and pseudo 
word decoding because both are prerequisites 
to the acquisition of word reading. Its findings 
showed that although the first-grade children 
seemed to have benefited from the increased 
exposure to fuß™à structures that formal literacy 
instruction allowed, they still found the task of 
isolating standard phonological structures quite 
difficult. The study showed that diglossia and 
the phonological distance between the two vari-
eties of Arabic are related to the native decoding 
ability of young Arab children.

7. C o n c l u d i n g  r e m a r k s

An important part of the Arabic literacy prob-
lem is posed by the Arabic orthographic system 
and its failure to support easy and efficient 
reading. Orthography-related challenges, which 
usually result from centuries of use and misuse 
of the script, aggravate the linguistic problems 
described above. While it is difficult to deal 
with these linguistic issues, simple orthographic 
reforms could be introduced to improve read-
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ing and literacy in the Arab region. The only 
obstacle would be the mind-set of Arabs them-
selves and their adversity to – and reluctance 
toward – accepting any changes that relate to 
their most beloved language.
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Literary Arabic � Modern Standard 
Arabic; Classical Arabic

Locatives

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

In Arabic, as in many other languages, sen-
tences with locative predicates, existentials, and 
possessives (have-type predicates) share many 
syntactic features. Crosslinguistic research 
shows that formal differences among these sen-
tence types are restricted and highly predict-
able. Clark (1978), for example, groups them 
as ‘locationals’, and Freeze (1992) considers 
them part of a “universal locative paradigm”, 
arguing that all three are derived from a single 
underlying structure in which a prepositional 
phrase is predicate and includes its own internal 
subject. Evidence from Arabic provides compel-
ling evidence in support of this position.

Locatives are so called because their primary 
role is to “relate a referent to some point or 
location in space”, a relation expressed for-
mally through prepositions, case marking, or 
both; existentials differ in that they “indicate 
what may or may not exist”, hence assert 
the existence of an item, or lack thereof, in a 
certain location; and possessives indicate “a 
relationship between someone who possesses 
something and the thing that they possess” 
(Matthews 1997:212, 121, and 288, respec-
tively), with the possessor representing the 
location and the possessed the theme (� posses-
sion). These semantic distinctions are at times 
associated with formal differences as well. The 
differences, as the English paradigm in (1)–(3) 
demonstrates, involve three areas: word order 
(predicate vs. theme), verb type (be in (1)–(2) 
vs. have in (3)), subject type (definite in (1) vs. 
indefinite in (2)), and the distribution of the 
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expletive ‘there’ (present in existentials (2c), 
absent elsewhere).

(1) Locatives a. The book is on the desk
 b. On the desk is the book

(2) Existentials a. A book is on the desk
 b. On the desk is a book
 c. There is a book on the desk

(3) Possessives a. John has a book

Substantial research has been done on these 
structures in the literature on syntax, semantics, 
pragmatics, and information structure (see the 
references at the end of this entry and others 
included therein).

The linguistics literature on Arabic, however, 
is curiously silent on the analysis of these struc-
tures. A brief survey of the literature shows 
that if they are discussed at all, the discussion is 
mostly within the context of a theoretical issue, 
such as grammatical relations and subjecthood 
(Comrie 1991; Mohammad 2000), relationship 
to other structures, typically under the rubric 
of equational (also equative, copular, nominal, 
or verbless) sentences (Anwar 1979; Eid 1991; 
Mohammad 2000), word order (Mohammad 
2000), or some other syntactic phenomenon 
that is independent of their nature as locative, 
existential, or possessive constructions (Bahloul 
1993; Belyayeva 1997; Eid 1993). The silence 
may be partly due to the extraordinary similar-
ity of these structures in Arabic vis-à-vis such 
languages as English, where the similarity is at 
times not as obvious (see existentials and pos-
sessives in (2) and (3), respectively).

2. T h e  A r a b i c  p a r a d i g m

The Arabic paradigm, based on Egyptian in 
(4) and Modern Standard Arabic (henceforth 
“Standard Arabic”) in (5), shows that they are 
all copular constructions consisting of a Theme 
(kitàb), a Locative Predicate (�alà l-maktab, 
hina, �and sàmi in (4)–(6) and their equivalents 
in (7)–(9)), and a Copula (kàn ‘to be’, which 
is not lexical in these examples but appears in 
other tense-aspect configurations, as illustrated 
below in Sec. 5). Two major differences emerge 
between locatives, on the one hand, and exis-
tentials and possessives, on the other. First, the 
word order of the theme and its predicate is 

freer in locatives than it is in existentials and 
possessives: the subject can occur in pre- and 
post-predicate positions. Second, the existential 
marker fì and its equivalent hunàka appear in 
existentials and possessives but not in locatives. 
This patterning of possessives with existentials 
makes the two structures formally nondistinct, 
so much so that sometimes native speakers 
do not distinguish them. Anwar’s (1979:118–
122) discussion of existential ‘expletive’ fìh, for 
example, is illustrated by possessive sentences 
which include prepositional phrase predicates 
headed by the preposition ma�a ‘with’ and 
translated into English with the possessive verb 
‘to have’, e.g. ma�àya kitàb (Anwar 1979:138) 
and fìh ma�àya kitàb (Anwar 1979:120), both 
translated as ‘I have a book with me’. This may 
be explained on the basis that the possessive 
reading in Arabic is determined by the preposi-
tional predicate head. Locatives and existentials 
allow a wide range of predicate locatives, which 
include adverbials such as hina ‘here’ and hinàk 
‘there’ (Standard Arabic huna and hunàka) 
and almost any preposition with a locative 
meaning, e.g. Egyptian Arabic gamb ‘beside’, 
ta™t ‘below’, �and ‘at’, and fò± ‘above’, and 
their Standard Arabic counterparts bi-jànib, 
ta™ta, �inda, and fawqa, respectively. In posses-
sives, however, the choice is limited to three: 
�and/�inda ‘at’, ma�a ‘with’, and li ‘to’, which 
are not always interchangeable and are subject 
to dialect variation. In Egyptian Arabic, �and 
is the most common, being applicable in more 
contexts than ma�a or li, which is the most 
restricted (� possession, esp. Sec. 3). Some 
speakers indicate a preference for the posses-
sive in (6d) over (6b–c) and for the existentials 
in (5c) over (5b). The structure in (6d) involves 
the movement of the locative NP (complement 
of the prepositional head) and co-indexation 
with its pronominal trace. This process is inde-
pendently motivated in the language and is 
available to any definite NP.

(4) Locatives
 a. il-kitàb �ala l-maktab/hina
  the-book on the-desk/here
  ‘The book is on the desk/here’
 b. �ala l-maktab/hina il-kitàb
  on the-desk/here the-book
  ‘On the desk/here is the book’
 c. *fì l-kitàb �ala l-maktab/hina
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(5) Existentials
 a. *kitàb �ala l-maktab/hina
  ‘A book is on the desk/here’
 b.  �ala l-maktab/hina kitàb
  ‘On the desk/here is a book’
 c. fì kitàb �ala l-maktab/hina
  there book on the-desk
  ‘There is a book on the desk/here’

(6) Possessives
 a. *kitàb �and sàmi
  book at Sami
  ‘Sami has a book’
 b. �and  sàmi  kitàb
  at Sami book
  ‘Sami has a book’
 c. fì kitàb �and sàmi
  there book at Sami
  ‘Sami has a book with him’
 d. sàmi j �and-uj kitàb
  Sami at-him book
  ‘Sami has a book’

The Standard Arabic paradigm in (7)–(9) is 
identical to the Egyptian Arabic paradigm, 
except that the adverbial hunàka ‘there’ 
replaces fì. This use of hunàka as an existential 
marker may be an innovation in Modern Stand-
ard vis-à-vis Classical Arabic. (For comparable 
data from Palestinian and Standard Arabic, 
see Mohammad 2000:13–17.) In addition, the 
sentence-initial position occupied by hunàka in 
(8c) and (9c) can equally well be occupied by 
the verb yùjadu ‘is present’, an option not avail-
able in Egyptian (*mawgùd kitàb �ala l-maktab) 
without fì (fì kitàb mawgùd �ala l-maktab 
‘there’s a book present on the table’). Other 
distributional differences emerge between the 
two varieties due to the nature of the existential 
markers. Because the Standard Arabic hunàka 
is also an adverbial, it may occur pre- or post-
verbally. Hence, both orders, yùjadu hunàka 
and hunàka yùjadu, are possible, in which case 
the adverbial is interpreted as deictic, equiva-
lent to English ‘over there, there is a book on 
the table’. In Egyptian Arabic, mawgùd cannot 
precede fì.

(7) Locatives
 a. al-kitàb-u �ala l-maktab-i
  the-book-Nom on  the-desk-Gen
  ‘The book is on the desk’
 b.  �ala l-maktab-i l-kitàb-u  

(8) Existentials
 a.  *kitàb-un �ala l-maktab-i
 b.  �ala l-maktab-i kitàb-un
  on the-desk-Gen book-Nom
 ‘On the desk is a book’
 c.  hunàka kitàb-un �ala l-maktab-i
  there book-Nom on the-desk-Gen
  ‘There is a book on the desk’

(9) Possessives
 a. *kitàb-un �inda sàmi
 b. �inda sàmi kitàb-un
  at Sami book-Nom
  ‘Sami has a book’
 c. hunàka kitàb-un �inda sàmi
  there book-Nom at Sami
  ‘There’s a book at Sami’s’
 d.  sàmi j �inda-huj kitàb-un
  ‘Sami has a book with him’

There is a preference for the inversion strategy, 
illustrated in the (b) versions of (8) and (9), 
over the existential marker strategy in the (c) 
versions, in opposition to preferences expressed 
in the Egyptian Arabic paradigm, possibly sup-
porting the view that the existential marker 
is an innovation in Modern Standard Arabic 
under the influence of the dialects. With the 
exception of the existential marker, syntactic 
differences among the three structures in Ara-
bic are the result of processes independently 
motivated in the language and involve inter-
actions of word order with subjecthood and 
(in)definiteness effects.

3. W o r d  o r d e r  a n d 
s u b j e c t h o o d

Variation in word order that distinguishes loca-
tives from existentials or possessives is attrib-
uted to the (in)definiteness of the thematic 
subject and restrictions that apply to indefi-
nite subjects. Mohammad (2000), for example, 
finds that there are no restrictions on the place 
that definite subjects can occupy in a sentence 
since they can occur before or after a verb in 
VS and SV positions (nàmat al-bintu/al-bintu 
nàmat ‘the girl slept’). But there are restrictions 
that apply to indefinite subjects, one being that 
nonspecific subjects cannot occupy the initial 
sentential slot (*waladun nàma/nàma waladun 
‘a boy slept’). The restriction is relaxed if the 
subject is specified; a specific subject is any NP 
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that is modified, irrespective of its being definite 
or indefinite, by an adjective (waladun †awìlun 
jà±a ‘a tall boy came’), by another nominal 
(rajulun †abìbun jà±a ‘a man doctor came’), and 
by being the first member of the construct state 
(ibnu †abìbin jà±a ‘a son of a doctor came’). 
Examples are from Mohammad (2000:9–12), 
who also cites the Arabic grammatical tradition 
for the view that “the subject of an equative 
sentence can be any specific NP” (Mohammad 
2000:13). For discussion of � specificity, see 
Anwar (1979:45–64) on Egyptian Arabic and 
Mohammad (2000) on Palestinian and Stand-
ard Arabic, among others; and for the analy-
sis of the locationals in Arabic grammatical 
theory, � maf�ùl fìhi.

This restriction on the distribution of non-
specific subjects explains the ungrammaticality 
of the (a) versions of the existentials and pos-
sessives in the Arabic paradigms. The thematic 
NP (kitàb) is a nonspecific indefinite, hence it 
cannot occur in sentence-initial (pre-predicate) 
position. The inverted word order, illustrated 
in the (b) versions, is one of the strategies 
employed in the language to mitigate this 
restriction, allowing the predicate to appear in 
this sentence-initial position. Another strategy 
used to mitigate this word order restriction 
is the use of the locative marker fìh/fì ‘there’, 
as in the (c) versions, thereby licensing the 
word order nonspecific subject < predicate. 
As Mohammad (2000:17) correctly observes, 
word order becomes freer with hunàka and fì 
where the subject and predicate can occur in 
either position relative to each other.

The discussion above explains away the 
word order variation in the Arabic Locative 
Paradigm on the basis of a language-specific 
restriction on the distribution of definite and 
indefinite subjects, attributing it to language-
specific constraints that motivate the two strat-
egies: ‘inversion’ and ‘proform’. Freeze (1992), 
however, finds that inverted word order, as in 
the (b) versions of the existential paradigms, 
is characteristic of existentials across the 35 
languages he studied, which included Arabic. 
The ‘pro-form’ strategy, i.e. the use of a loca-
tive marker such as there, fì, and hunàka, is 
found only in some of them and is, therefore, 
restricted crosslinguistically.

4. T h e  e x i s t e n t i a l  p r o - f o r m

In the literature reviewed, two transcriptions 
appear for the existential dialectal marker fìh 
and fì, but there is no discussion of the differ-
ence, which may be coincidental but may also 
be related to an author’s assumptions about 
the nature of this marker. The first transcrip-
tion (Anwar 1979; Mohammad 2000; Mug-
hazy 2006) is supported by the written form 
which appears in some texts as ��� with a final 
hà± [h]; the second (Eid 1991; Freeze 1992; � 
pseudoverbs; � possession) more clearly cap-
tures the prepositional source of this marker. 
The advantage of the first transcription is that 
it distinguishes this form, available only in the 
dialects, from the preposition fì ‘in’, which is 
assumed to be its source. Its drawback is the 
potential for an interpretation of the [h] as 
being the pronominal 3rd person masculine 
singular clitic -h that appears postvocalic, as 
in �alè-h ‘on him’, fì-h ‘in him’, and wayyà-h 
‘with him’, which it is not. The distinction, 
however, is not formally necessary since the 
existential and prepositional forms are distinct 
in terms of their behavior and the positions in 
the syntactic structure in which they can occur. 
There is also a tendency to maintain vowel 
length in the pronunciation of the existential 
marker, which tends to produce aspiration, 
hence the final [h] pronunciation, although the 
vowel may be shortened as in a question like fi 
™add fi-l-bèt ‘is there someone in the house?’, 
where word stress falls on ™add, allowing the 
vowel to shorten in accordance with Egyptian 
syllabification rules. A similar phenomenon 
occurs with question words such as ±èh/±è 
‘what?’ and lèh/lè ‘why?’, where the glottal [h] 
is pronounced when followed by a vowel, as 
in the famous song entitled lèh ana ba™ibbak 
‘why do I love you?’. Syllabification is indi-
cated on the first word where lèh ‘why’ and 
ana ‘I’ merge phonologically into one word 
[le1hana]. No such evidence is available for the 
existential marker, as the impossibility of *ma-
fih-š walad fi l-bèt with the meaning ‘there is 
no boy in the house’ demonstrates. Since the 
transcription issue has not been raised so far 
in the literature, it remains to be seen whether 
arguments will emerge in favor of one or the 
other transcription in the future and the extent 
to which such arguments would generate dis-
cussions of the nature of this marker.
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Crossdialectal studies of these structures may 
also provide interesting insights into the nature 
of this marker. While the majority of Arabic 
dialects use a version of fì, there is variation 
among some. The list in Table 1, which is not 
exhaustive nor systematically selected, illus-
trates this variation. The forms in groups A 
and B are related to the meaning of ‘in’ and 
‘be’, respectively, the Omani Arabic form in D 
is related to ‘thing’, and those in C need further 
research.

There is substantial debate in the literature 
on the nature of the existential/locative marker 
‘there’ and its equivalents across languages 
as being an argument, an expletive, or a pro-
form. Freeze (1992) uses the term ‘pro-form’ 
and argues on the basis of its locative nature 
in his sample of 35 languages that it is not an 
argument and cannot be generated in argument 
position.

In the literature on Arabic, the term ‘expletive’ 
has been used by both Mohammad (2000) and 
Anwar (1979) to refer to dialectal fì; Moham-
mad uses it in relation to Standard Arabic as 
well. Mohammad (2000:10 n. 14) describes 
Standard Arabic hunàka as being exactly the 
same as English ‘there’ since hunàka can occur 
“both as subject [hunàka fi d-dàr-i walad-un] 
and as a locative predicate [al-waladu hunàka]”. 
It is possible to infer that Mohammad considers 
the Palestinian Arabic fìh as being an exple-
tive as well. In another footnote (Mohammad 
2000:39 n. 24), he includes ‘the expletive fìh’ 

as one of the ‘non-specific’ nominals that can 
amalgamate with negation and be licensed by 
it; others include pronouns (ma-hu-š ‘he’s not’ 
and the nominal ™add ‘someone’ (ma- ™adda-š 
‘no one’). Anwar (1979) and Freeze (1992), 
however, argue explicitly against the argument 
nature of this marker. Anwar considers it part 
of the predicate (1979:119), and Freeze includes 
it in INFL as a feature of verbal inflection, argu-
ing that it is the spell-out of the feature [+Loc] 
in INFL. Eid (1991, 2004) also includes it as a 
feature in INFL on the basis of its behavior in 
relation to negation, agreement, and the copula 
kàn.

Arguments in favor of the existential/locative 
marker being part of the predicate involve its 
ability to select its subject: it selects an indefi-
nite thematic subject, allows –Def, +Spec, and 
excludes +Def, +Spec. Thus, it exhibits verblike 
(� pseudoverbs) behavior in subject selection. 
Like verbs, it also licenses subject-initial word 
orders where they would not otherwise be 
licensed.

5. C o p u l a  v i s i b i l i t y ,  n e g a t i o n , 
a n d  a g r e e m e n t

Additional evidence in support of the nonargu-
ment status of the existential fì comes from 
its interaction with a visible copula verb (Eid 
1991, 2004), negation (Eid 1993), and agree-
ment patterns.

The pro-form fì can co-occur with the copula 
verb kàn when the copula is visible (i.e. in past, 
future, and present progressive/habitual tense-
aspect configurations), but it cannot precede 
the copula verb.

(10a) kàn fì walad fi l-bèt
 was there boy in the-house
 ‘There was a boy in the house’
(10b) *fì kàn walad fi l-bèt

It also carries sentential negation, taking the 
discontinuous ma-š characteristic of verbs 
rather than miš-associated nominal negation, 
e.g. miš ana ‘not I’. If the copula verb is visible, 
it carries negation, however. For the distribu-
tion of pronouns and negation, see Eid (1991) 
and Benmamoun (2000).

(11a) ma-fì-š walad fi l-bèt
 Neg-there-Neg boy in the-house
 ‘There isn’t a boy in the house’

Table 1. The existential marker in some Arabic 
dialects

A. Ían�ànì Arabic bih
 Egyptian Arabic fì(h)
 Levantine (Jordanian,
  Lebanese, Palestinian,
  Syrian) fì(h)
 Mardin Arabic (Anatolia)  fìyu
 Cypriot Maronite Arabic fia
 Daragözü Arabic (Anatolia) kefì, kefì

B. Afghanistan/Uzbekistan hast (< Persian 
  Arabic hast ‘it is’)
 Khuzestan Arabic hasset
 Baghdad Arabic aku
 Moroccan Arabic kayen

C. Tunisian Arabic tamm, famm
 Andalusian Arabic  tám

D. Omani Arabic  šay
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(11b) ma-kan-š fì walad fi
 Neg-was-Neg there boy in
 l-bèt
 the-house
 ‘There wasn’t a boy in the house’

This behavior supports the analysis of fì as 
part of the verbal categories represented, in one 
theoretical model, as features included in INFL 
(Freeze 1992; Eid 1993). Finally, fì differs from 
the copula and other verbs in that it does not 
show any agreement features with its thematic 
subject. Eid (1993) shows this to be true of 
the verb kàn in Egyptian Arabic as well. She 
finds, for example, no evidence of agreement 
with thematic subject in existential and pos-
sessive constructions, suggesting that they may 
be impersonal constructions; and if they are, 
then their subject would be an expletive (pro), 
which in Arabic is always 3rd person mascu-
line singular. The examples in (12) taken from 
Eid (1993) illustrate the absence of gender and 
number agreement with feminine and plural 
themes.

(12a) fì maktab-a/mudarris-ìn fi
 there bookcase-f/teacher-mp in

‘There is/are a bookcase/teachers in the 
room’
l-±òda

 the-room
(12b) kàn fì maktab-a/mudarrisìn fi l-±òda

‘There was/were a bookcase/teachers in 
the room’

(13a) ma-fì-š maktab-a/mudarris-ìn fi l-±òda
‘There isn’t/aren’t a bookcase/teachers in 
the room’

(13b) ma-kan-š fì maktab-a/mudarris-ìn fi l-
±òda
‘There wasn’t/weren’t a bookcase/teach-
ers in the room’

In structures with � topicalization (14)–(15), 
pronominal co-indexing with the topicalized 
NP appears on the copula and on fì, a phenom-
enon independent of subject agreement.

(14a) il-±òdax fì maktaba fì-hax

(14b) il-±òdax ma-fì-š maktaba fì-hax

(14c) il-±òdax ma-kan-š fì-hax maktaba

(15a) ma-fi-hà-š ™àga
 Neg-there-her-Neg something
 ‘There’s nothing in it’
(15b) ma-fì-š ™àga fì-ha
 Neg-there-Neg something in-her
 ‘There isn’t anything in it’
(15c) ma-fì-š fì-ha ™àga
 Neg-there-Neg in-her something
 ‘There isn’t anything in it’

(16a) ma-�and-ì-š kitàb
 Neg-at-me-Neg book
 ‘I don’t have a book’
(16b) fì  �anda-ha kutub
 there at-her books

‘She has books with her [in her posses-
sion]’

Comrie (1991) points to dialectal variation 
in patterns of agreement involving the copula 
verb kàn in possessive constructions (cf. Stassen 
1995 for crosslinguistic variation). According 
to Comrie, there is an across-the-board pref-
erence for the default 3rd person masculine 
singular, as illustrated in (12)–(13). But in 
some dialects, for instance those of Tunis and 
Meknes, the copula may agree with the posses-
sor (i.e. location) or the possessed (i.e. theme). 
Agreement with the possessor is possible, as in 
(17) from Comrie (1991), but less preferred. In 
(17a), kunt carries marking for the 1st person 
singular, and in (17b), for the 3rd person femi-
nine singular.

(17a) kunt �and-i djàja
 was-I at-me chicken
 ‘I had a chicken’
(17b) fa†ima kant �end-a le-ktuba
 Fatima was–3fs at-her the-books
 ‘Fatima had the books’

These two dialects also distinguish between 
gender and number agreement. In (18a–b), the 
Tunis dialect, the verb kàn may agree in gender 
with a feminine singular possessor (theme) but 
may not agree in number with a plural posses-
sor (theme), and in (18c), the Meknes dialect, 
agreement in number is allowed.

(18a) kàn-it �and-ì djàja
 was–3fs at-me chicken
 ‘I had a chicken’
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(18b) *kàn-u �and-ì wlàd
 was–3p at-me boys
(18c) fa†ima kan-u �end-ha le-ktuba
 Fatima was–3p at-her the-books
 ‘Fatima had the books’

6. A p p r o a c h e s  a n d  a n a l y s e s

6.1 Formal/syntax-based

The literature on Arabic syntax does not 
explicitly address the derivation of these struc-
tures, perhaps because their syntax involves 
operations independently motivated in the lit-
erature. One proposal (Eid 1993) addresses 
the structure and derivation of locatives and 
possessives within the context of prepositional 
predicates and negation. The derivation pro-
ceeds in much the same way as suggested 
by Freeze (1992). The underlying structure 
from which all three constructions (locatives, 
existentials, and possessives) are derived is 
given in (19) and is based on Chomsky’s 
(1986) Barriers model. The subject position 
(Spec of IP) is empty and is not assigned a 
theta role; the predicate phrase is preposi-
tional (PP). The theme argument is the Speci-
fier of the predicate phrase and the location is 
the complement.

(19)      IP
      /  \
     XP   I’
        /  \
        I  PP
        |    / \
        | NP  P’
        [+agr]   / \
      [+loc]   P  NP

The analysis is reminiscent of the predicate-
internal subject analysis; it essentially extends 
it to say that certain predicates contain all their 
arguments, i.e. the PP predicate phrase is a 
complete functional complex (CFC) in the sense 
of Chomsky (1985:168ff.). The copula arises in 
INFL and consists of morphological and syn-
tactic features which, in the locative paradigm, 
include a locative feature and is given phono-
logical form at the Phonological Form (PF).

The movement of the theme or the location 
to the subject position is governed by the [+/- 

definite] feature of the theme: a definite theme 
may move to the subject position, yielding the 
predicate locative. Alternatively, an indefinite 
theme may stay in place while the location 
moves to the subject position, yielding the exis-
tential. Given the arguments Theme and Loca-
tion within a predicate PP, Predicate Locatives 
are the result of the theme moving to [Spec, 
IP], and Existentials, including Possessives, the 
result of locative phrase movement to [Spec, IP] 
(Freeze 1992:558–559).

According to this analysis, the locatives in 
(4a) and (7a) are the result of the movement 
of the definite theme al-kitàb to Spec of IP. 
The existentials in (5b) and (8b) are derived by 
moving the locative phrase – �ala l-maktab, �and 
sàmi and their Standard Arabic equivalents – 
to Spec of IP. In (5c) and (8c), no movement 
takes place, and the pro-form is lexicalized as 
the locative feature in INFL, hunàka in Stand-
ard Arabic, and fì in Egyptian Arabic. The 
pro-form, being a feature in INFL, is simply a 
spell-out of that feature and has no syntactic 
relevance. As part of INFL, the pro-form is not 
an argument and cannot occur in argument 
position, contrary to some analyses of English 
where the pro-form there is placed in subject 
position.

6.2 Discourse-based analyses

Discrepancies have been reported in the litera-
ture on Arabic between (morpho)syntactic con-
ditions for the realization of (in)definites, such 
as those discussed above, and results obtained 
from discourse-based analyses and pragmatic 
accounts. These typically involve notions of 
topicality and given/new information as expla-
nations for the (in)definite effects. In concluding 
this entry, two such studies are briefly reviewed 
in order to provide as full a picture as possible 
of perspectives available in the literature on the 
subject.

Belyayeva (1997) proposes to account for 
certain realizations of definiteness in Palestin-
ian Arabic discourse structure by adopting the 
Givenness Hierarchy (Gundel a.o. 1993), which 
utilizes six implicationally related cognitive sta-
tuses to explain the use of referring expressions 
in discourse, associating degree of topicality 
with cognitive status on the Givenness Hierar-
chy (20).
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(20) Givenness Hierarchy
in focus > activated > familiar >
{pronouns} {that,this} {that N}
uniquely indentifiable > referential >
{the N} {indefinite this N}
type identifiable
{a N}

Belyayeva examines cases where nouns are not 
morphologically marked for definiteness but 
occur in environments associated with defi-
niteness effects and from which indefinites are 
excluded, as, for example, modified indefinite 
nouns that occur in strictly definite environ-
ment (e.g. walad zÿìr ±akal teffà™a ‘a small 
boy ate an apple’). The modification of the 
indefinite noun gives it a higher status on the 
hierarchy than nonidentifiable nouns, which 
as ‘type-identifiable’ have the lowest status on 
the hierarchy. Thus, the higher cognitive status 
acquired by a noun allows that noun to appear 
in definite environments.

Mughazy (2006) provides perhaps the 
only detailed discussion of existentials and 
(in)definiteness in Arabic from a pragmatic 
information structure perspective. He takes 
issue with analyses that treat indefiniteness as a 
prerequisite for grammaticality of the subjects 
in existential sentences and with pragmatic 
explanations that justify them. Such analyses, 
he argues, propose to explain the definiteness 
effect by arguing that only topical NPs occupy 
sentence-initial position because their referents 
are familiar to the addressee and represent old/
given information. Since the use of indefinite 
NPs presupposes lack of familiarity with their 
referents (i.e., they present new information), 
they are usually unacceptable sentence-initially. 
To avoid sentence-initial indefiniteness, the 
argument continues, the existential marker is 
used.

Mughazy shows, on the basis of a corpus 
of Egyptian Arabic, that definite NPs occur in 
existential sentences with fì, a context ruled 
out by the syntax. See earlier discussion and 
the Egyptian Arabic paradigm in (3)–(5). His 
data include the examples in (21)–(23), where 
a definite NP occurs with the existential marker 
fìh: il-badìl ‘the alternative’, il-mu™àmi ‘the 
lawyer’, and id-doktòr galàl ‘Dr. Galal’. Mug-
hazy’s transcription of the existential marker is 
retained in the examples.

(21) A:  �andu-ku id-dawa da? (to a pharmacist)
 ‘Do you have this medicine?’

B: là wa-llàhi xalaß bass fìh il-badìl il-
mistawrad
‘I am afraid it is sold out, but there is 
the imported alternative’

(22) A: �amalt ±èh ma�a l-mu™àmi?
 ‘What did you do with the lawyer?’

B: kullu tamàm, bass lissa fìh il-muškila 
iyyàha
‘Everything is fine, but there is still 
that problem’

(23) A: mati�rafš mìn fi l-lagna di?
‘Do you know who is on this com-
mittee?’

B: fìh id-doktòr galàl w-id-doktòra samì™a
‘Dr. Galal is on it, and Dr. Samiha’

The felicity of existentials in Egyptian Arabic, 
Mughazy concludes, is not dependent on the 
indefiniteness or the hearer-new status of exis-
tential NPs, since they can be felicitous even if 
these NPs are definite and/or hearer-new, as in 
(21)–(23). He proposes that an existential sen-
tence is felicitous only if it is informative, i.e. if 
the integration of the existential and the relevance 
propositions provides propositional information 
assumed to be new to the addressee. The existen-
tial proposition asserts or presupposes the exist-
ence of the NP referent, hence introduces it to 
the current universe of discourse. The relevance 
proposition relates that referent to the address-
ee’s background knowledge. This analysis, as 
Mughazy argues, differs from accounts based 
on hearer-new status in that it assumes informa-
tion structure to be concerned with propositions 
rather than NPs or their referents.
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Loss � Language loss

Lowering � Vowel Backing

Luÿa

1. T h e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  t e r m 
L U Ÿ A

In the Arabic grammatical tradition, the term 
luÿa (pl. luÿàt) means (i) ‘dialect’, (ii) ‘(dialec-
tal) word’, (iii) ‘word in a dictionary’, and hence 
(iv) ‘lexicography’, and finally (v) ‘language’. 
The term luÿa was used in this latter meaning 
in the phrase � wa�� al-luÿa ‘the conventional 
nature of language’ in speculations about the 
relationship between names and designation 
(see Versteegh 1987:168; Goldziher 1994:38–
44; for a more detailed study, see Weiss 1974). 
The original meaning of the word may have 
been ‘the way people [not in our tribe] speak’, 
i.e. similar to lahja ‘way of speaking’, then later 
also ‘dialect’. In Modern Standard Arabic, the 
word has come to mean ‘(foreign) language’, 
for which in Classical Arabic the term � lisàn 
was used more often.

Arabia before Islam can be divided into two 
environments, nearly independent from each 
other: the sedentary population in Mecca, 
Yathrib, the cities of Greater Yemen, £ìra 
in southern Iraq, and the Ÿassànid cities in 
southern Syria; and the environment of the 
roaming Bedouin, who cannot be connected 
to fixed places. The different parts and groups 
of Arabia were not completely separated from 
each other, but they were separated enough to 
allow for the development of different tribal 
dialects. The important meeting places of the 
different tribal groups were the Meccan pil-
grimage and the commercial marketplaces. 
These offered good opportunities for rivalry 
and debate among poets and reciters of various 

88 luŸa

EALL_L_1-95.indd   88 10/4/2007   5:08:35 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



tribes, not only about the excellence of their 
poems but also about the superiority of their 
tribal dialect (aš-Šalqànì 1977:102–103). Rabin 
(1951:1) supposes that the two main groups 
of tribes may have had different origins in the 
family of Semitic languages, but this view is not 
shared by many scholars.

The oldest Arabic dictionary, the Kitàb al- 

�ayn, attributed to al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad al-
Faràhìdì (d. 170/786), contains the following 
explanation: “Luÿa is the difference of speech 
with the same meaning. The [verb] laÿà means 
mingling of the speech with invalidity. In the 
™adì� we find: He who says on Friday: ‘Harken!’ 
has spoken (laÿà ±ay takallama) [in Buxàrì, 
Jum�a: “If you tell your companion on Friday: 
‘Listen!’, while the imam is still preaching, 
laÿawta, i.e. ‘you have spoken’”]. . . . ‘I deleted 
(±alÿaytu) this word’, i.e. ‘I found it invalid and 
superfluous in speech, and redundant’” (�Ayn 
IV, 449).

Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002) explains the mean-
ing of the root l-ÿ-w as follows: “As for its 
morphology and the knowledge of its conso-
nants, it is of the pattern fu�la from the [verb] 
laÿawtu, that is, ‘I spoke’. The origin of luÿa is 
luÿwa, similar to words of the same type, like 
kura, qula, �uba, each of which has wàw in the 
position of the làm [i.e. the third radical]. They 
say: luÿàt – luÿùna, like kuràt – kurùna. It is 
also said: laÿiya/yalÿà in the meaning ‘to talk 
irrationally, to rave’, its maßdar being al-laÿà . . . 
and also al-laÿw. We find in the Qur±àn [25/72] 
‘And those who encounter foolish talk (laÿw), 
encounter it with dignity’” (Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß 
I, 33–34).

Ibn Man�ùr (d. 711/1311) in the Lisàn al-
�Arab defines the verbal stem of luÿa with the 
following expression: laÿà �an aß-ßawàb wa-�an 
a†-†arìq ‘if he deviates from the right thing and 
the [right] way’. Then he quotes Ibn al-±A�ràbì, 
saying: “The word luÿa is taken from this 
meaning because some people speak in a way 
(kalàm) that deviates from the way (luÿa) of 
other people” (Lisàn al-�Arab s.v. l-ÿ-w).

The word luÿa does not occur in pre-Islamic 
poetry, perhaps because its syllabic structure 
is not appropriate for the meter. Its first two 
occurrences are from the Umayyad period, 
in the làmiyya of ±Abù Dihbil al-Juma™ì (d. 
62/682) hà�à luÿatun ±unkiruhà ‘this is a dialect 
[or: way of speech] I dislike’; and in the làmiyya 
of al-Kumayt ibn Zayd al-±Asadì (d. 126/743) 

lahum luÿatun tubayyinu man ±abùhum ‘they 
possess a dialect which shows who their father 
is’. In the Abbasid age, the word occurs fre-
quently, as well as in scientific prose.

Although luÿa does not occur in the Qur±àn, 
different words from the root l-ÿ-w occur eleven 
times in the forms ilÿaw, al-laÿwu/a, laÿwan, 
làÿiyatan, all with a negative connotation. In 
Q. 5/89 it has the meaning of ‘unintentional 
speech [oath]’.

2. S o u r c e s  o f  L U Ÿ A

The basic sources of the Classical Arabic dia-
lects (luÿàt) are the following: (i) the variant 
readings (� qirà±àt) of the Qur±àn; (ii) the 
material recited by the ‘Arabs’ of the desert (in 
reality, by the specialist reciters, ràwì), mainly 
but not exclusively poetry; (iii) the Arabic prov-
erbs (±am�àl al-�Arab). As a fourth source, the 
evidence from modern Arabic dialects may be 
included here, since according to many scholars 
(al-Jundì 1983:101–103, 213–233), these are 
the direct descendants of the Classical Ara-
bic dialects. Although others hold that there 
is no link between the Classical Arabic and 
the modern dialects, Goldziher (1994:13) has 
noted that the data about the dialect of Tamìm 
show that this dialect already exhibited features 
later found in the colloquial Arabic of the 19th 
century.

In the 8th century, many longer or shorter 
treatises were compiled with the title Kitàb al-
luÿàt fì l-Qur±àn ‘The book of the dialects in 
the Qur±àn’. Rabin (1951:6) mentions eleven 
works with this title, of which only the titles 
are known, with the only exception of ±Abù 
�Ubayd’s (d. 224/838) Risàla fìmà warada fì 
l-Qur±àn min luÿàt al-qabà±il ‘Epistle on what 
appears in the Qur±àn from the tribal dialects’.

The earliest extant Qur±ànic exegeses of the 
8th century mention luÿa or its plural luÿàt 
(Versteegh 1990, 1993). Muqàtil (d. 150/767), 
for instance, refers in his Tafsìr to the specific 
tribal dialects in order to explain the meaning 
of obscure words, or to confirm that a par-
ticular word is part of the Arabic language, e.g. 
the dialects of ¢ayyi±, ±Azd Šanù±a, �Umàn, 
Qurayš, Banù Ÿa†ìf, and Banù Màlik ibn Kinàna 
(Versteegh 1990:217, 1993:91). Mu™ammad 
al-Kalbì (d. 146/763; Tafsìr 131b27–28) refers 
to the luÿa of Bal £àri� ibn Ka�b to explain 
the phrase ±inna hà�àni ‘Verily, these two’ (Q. 
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20/63), which he contrasts with the standard 
form ±inna hà�ayni (Versteegh 1993:127). Ver-
steegh (1993:99) believes that luÿa may have 
been used here as a general term for pre-Islamic 
dialects, since elsewhere al-Kalbì refers to a spe-
cial tribal dialect with the word � lisàn.

3. L U Ÿ A  i n  g r a m m a t i c a l 
l i t e r a t u r e

As a rule, early Arab grammarians were not 
interested in preserving and describing dialectal 
material. They dealt with these data only when 
they were forced to do so because their inform-
ants accepted them. ±Abù �Amr ibn al-�Alà± 
admits this freely (Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì 49; also in 
Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 260): “Once ±Abù �Amr ibn 
al-�Alà± was asked about �arabiyya, whether 
they [the grammarians] put everything in it that 
they collected from the speech of the Arabs. He 
said ‘no’. Answering a further question about 
how he decided what to choose from among 
a set of contradictory data, he said: ‘I choose 
the most frequent ones (al-±ak�ar) and I call the 
others dialect (luÿa)’”.

In the first Arabic grammar, Sìbawayhi’s 
Kitàb, the term luÿa occurs 136 times (its plural 
17 times), according to Troupeau (1976), who 
translates it as “manière de parler”. As a rule, 
Sìbawayhi uses the term luÿa in cases where 
he cannot avoid mentioning variants to the 
forms preferred by him and his circle, because 
they are accepted by his informants or occur 
in well-known lines of poetry. He says, for 
instance, that there is an assimilation (ni �immà 
< ni�ima mà) in the dialect (luÿa) of those who 
say ni�ima, but not in the dialect of those who 
say ni�ma. This is luÿa Hu�ayl. Or, with regard 
to sound variation, he speaks of “the velar-
ized ±alif, i.e. in the dialect of the people of 
the £ijàz” (±alif at-tafxìm ya�nì bi-luÿa ±ahl al-
£ijàz; Kitàb II, 452; cf. Semaan 1968:40). He 
rejects, however, sound variation when it is not 
accepted by reliable speakers: “[The number of 
the consonants] is 42, when those that are not 
considered correct are included; not many of 
these consonants are used in the dialect (luÿa) 
of those whose Arabic (�arabiyya) is approved 
of. These consonants are not considered cor-
rect in Qur±ànic reading, nor in poetry” (Kitàb 
II, 452). In many places, however, he does 
not use the word luÿa but simply says, for 
instance, that the people of Mecca, according 

to some opinions, do not differentiate the two 
tà±s in words like tatanàjaw (Kitàb II, 457). 
Elsewhere, he says: “All [imperfect verbs] that 
I have mentioned have the vowel a (maftù™) in 
the dialect (luÿa) of the people of the £ijàz’, 
and this is the basic rule (±aßl). The basic rule 
(±aßl) in fa�iltu is to have -a- [in the imperfect]: 
yafta™ according to the dialect (luÿa) of the 
people of the £ijàz”. Later, however, he omits 
the word luÿa: “The people of the £ijàz say 
yawjalu” (Kitàb II, 276). Other dialects are 
not considered good enough to be considered 
correct by the grammarians. Sìbawayhi says 
that the kasra in yif �al is irregular and isolated 
(šà��; Kitàb II, 276), although we know from 
other sources that it was in use in a large part of 
Arabia. This bias, however, is understandable, 
since Sìbawayhi and the other grammarians 
aimed at the description of a unified Arabic lan-
guage. Once they decided on the ‘basic’ nature 
of the £ijàzì dialects, they had to regard the 
others as irregular, rare, or dialectal, and not 
acceptable as the point of departure for anal-
ogy. In connection with kam, Sìbawayhi (Kitàb 
I, 253–254) states that “the first explanation 
for it is stronger, because it is not traced back 
to poetic license (i�†iràr) or irregular (šà��) 
linguistic forms, and constitutes a good way [of 
explaining] (wajh) it”. In another place (Kitàb 
I, 253), he says: “There are those among the 
Arabs [Bedouin], who put it in the accusative 
(naßb)”. These last two remarks refer to differ-
ent tribal dialects – without calling them luÿa – 
which are not rejected, although they are not 
as prestigious as others. Since Sìbawayhi did 
not aim at describing different tribal dialects, 
he prefers the phrase “some Arabs” (ba�� al-
�Arab), sometimes meaning by it a whole tribe, 
sometimes only individuals. Speakers chang-
ing the ±i�ràb system are not recognized as 
speaking any truly Arabic dialect, but speak 
‘erroneously’: “Some people from among the 
Arabs make errors and say ±innahum ±ajma�ùna 
�àhibùna instead of ±ajma�ìna” (Kitàb I, 250). 
Thus, we can only know from external evidence 
whether Sìbawayhi meant by ‘some Arabs’ a 
whole tribe or only individual speakers. How-
ever, when a similar phenomenon (aß-ßàbi±ùna) 
occurs in the Qur±àn, he explains it by a syn-
tactic reinterpretation, because no grammarian 
could possibly say that the Qur±àn contains 
faulty forms. Even though the word luÿa occurs 
very often in Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, it could have 
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occurred much more frequently, considering the 
significance and quantity of the Arabic dialectal 
material preserved in later books. Sometimes 
Sìbawayhi refers to individual choices that are 
easily explained by grammatical means, rather 
than to tribal differences. Speaking about the 
habit of reducing the feminine ending of nouns 
to -a(h), he says: “Some people from among 
the Arabs maintain the [feminine ending] hà± 
and say yà salamatu and some say yà salamata. 
Those who elide (™a�f ) [this ending] in junc-
ture, say in pause (waqf ) yà salamah. It is a 
compulsory hà±, which cannot be omitted, since 
its function is to preserve the vowel (™araka) a 
after the mìm” (Kitàb I, 287–288).

Al-Farrà± (d. 207/822) quotes the words of 
the Prophet’s wife �â±iša on laÿw, a close cog-
nate of luÿa, in a negative sense: “Verily, laÿw 
is what runs in speech (kalàm) without conclu-
sion (�aqd), although it is similar to the speech 
of the Arabs” (Ma�ànì l-Qur±àn I, 144). He 
also uses the word luÿa many times in con-
nection with various Qur±ànic readings, for 
instance with regard to Q. 2/235: “The Arabs 
[Bedouin] have in ±aknantu š-šay± ‘I concealed 
it’ two dialectal forms (luÿatàni): kanantuhu 
wa-±aknantuhu” (cf. Sallùm 1987:397 k-n-n; 
see also al-Jundì 1983:495). Then, he adds 
that the same is found in poetry, quoting two 
versions of a line: takunnu, tukinnu (al-Farrà±, 
Ma�ànì I, 152). The use of Form IV instead of 
Form I must have been a widespread phenom-
enon among different tribal groups, so that 
understandably it occupied a significant place 
in early grammatical literature, and is reflected 
even in modern dictionaries. Like Sìbawayhi, al-
Farrà± does not always mention the word luÿa 
in connection with variant readings, but some-
times only defines the geographical place where 
a specific linguistic phenomenon occurs in a 
reading. He says, for instance, that instead of 
yax†afu some readers of Medina have yax††ifu, 
while in other (unspecified) places it is read 
as yaxi††ifu, yaxa††ifu (Ma�ànì I, 18.1). These 
readings, however, are not explained by him as 
dialectal forms. Instead, he thinks that there are 
special linguistic subrules replacing the vowels 
of ±i�ràb according to the speaker’s preference. 
In this, he follows Sìbawayhi’s approach to 
linguistic variants. All grammarians, even those 
from Kufa, who were said to be more lenient 
toward irregular forms, are apt to consider 

dialectal forms only if they can be explained 
by their linguistic rules: “In every yà± referring 
to the speaker [i.e. the suffixed pronoun of the 
1st person singular], there are two [possible] 
linguistic forms (luÿatàni): release [of a vowel, 
±irsàl] and vowellessness (sukùn), i.e. ni�matiya 
and ni�matì ’” (Ma�ànì I, 29, explaining 
Q. 2/40: yà Banì ±Isrà±ìla u�kurù ni�matiya llatì 
±an�amtu �alaykum). If this yà± was followed 
by the article (al), the Arabs favored that form 
(luÿa) in which the yà± was supplied with a 
vowel (-iya) and rejected the other (luÿa). It can 
be seen from this explanation that al-Farrà±’s 
way of thinking strictly follows that of his 
Basran colleagues in that like them he does not 
accept tribal dialects and their variant forms 
in their own right but only inasmuch as they 
can be explained away by grammatical rules 
(qiyàs). Therefore, he considers luÿa in many 
cases only as a ‘context-dependent variant’. On 
Q. 2/61 wa-fùmihà he says: “The word fùm is 
an ancient [dialectal] form (luÿa). . . . The Arabs 
sometimes change the fà± into �à± and the other 
way round, . . . and I heard many times speakers 
of the ±Asad tribe use al-maÿà�ìr instead of al-
maÿàfìr” (Ma�ànì I, 41). In this way, luÿa may 
have come to mean ‘lexical entity’. On luÿa in 
al-Farrà±’s Ma�ànì, see �Abd al-Karìm (1986); 
on the opinion of the Kufan grammarians con-
cerning luÿa in general, see Š. ar-Ràji™ì (2002).

Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1005) gives a list of some 
of the most conspicuous differences between 
the Arabic dialects (Fiqh 19–22; cf. Goldziher 
1994:16–17): (i) yaf �al in the dialects of the 
Qurayš and the ±Asad, yif �al elsewhere; (ii) two 
open short syllables vs. one syllable with a con-
sonantal ending: ma�akum vs. ma�kum, kalima 
vs. kilma, etc.; (iii) � ±ibdàl al-™urùf, the sub-
stitution of one consonant with another, e.g. 
±anna > �anna ‘that [conj.]’; (iv) talyìn al-hamza 
‘softening of the hamza’, i.e. using the so-called 
‘soft consonants’, ±alif, wàw, yà±, instead of the 
� hamza: mustahzùna < mustahzi±ùna ‘mock-
ers’; (v) qalb al-™urùf ‘� metathesis’: ßà�iqa > 
ßàqi�a ‘thunderbolt’; (vi) � ™a�f al-™urùf ‘eli-
sion of consonants’: ista™yaytu > ista™aytu ‘I felt 
ashamed’; (vii) ‘weakening of a strong conso-
nant’, i.e. the use of a mu�tall ‘weak’ consonant 
instead of a ßa™ì™ ‘strong’ consonant (� �illa): 
±ammà > ±aymà ‘as for’; (viii) � ±imàla ‘inclina-
tion [of the à toward è and ì]’, and its opposite, 
� tafxìm ‘intensification, emphatization’ of the 
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pronunciation of a long vowel: qa�à > qa�è 
‘he spent’; (ix) ta±nì� ‘making a word feminine’ 
instead of ta�kìr ‘making a word masculine’ 
and vice versa: baqar ‘oxen, cows’ and naxl 
‘palm trees’ are either feminine or masculine in 
the dialects; (x) � ±idÿàm ‘assimilation’ or its 
absence: muhtadùna > muhaddùna ‘the rightly 
guided ones’; (xi) differences in the ±i�ràb: the 
negation mà may govern the naßb ‘accusative’, 
instead of the more common raf � ‘nominative’: 
mà zaydun qà±iman instead of qà±imun; (xii) 
the differences in the jam� at-tak�ìr ‘broken plu-
ral’ of a noun: the plural of ±asìr ‘prisoner’ may 
be ±usrà or ±usarà±; (xiii) ixtilàs ‘slurring, omis-
sion’ vs. ta™qìq ‘[full] realization’ of a short 
vowel: ya±murukum > ya±murkum ‘he orders 
you [pl.]’; (xiv) the use of -ah (hà± marbù†a) 
instead of -at (tà± marbù†a) as feminine ending: 
±ama(h) > ±amat(un) ‘slave girl’; (xv) the use of 
a long vowel instead of a short one (ta™wìl al-
™araka ±ilà ™arf ): unÚur > unÚùr ‘look!’; (xvi) 
difference or even opposition in the meaning 
of words: wa�aba means ‘to sit down’, but in 
the � £imyaritic dialect it means ‘to jump’.

With the collection and transmission of the 
qirà±àt of various qurrà± during the 8th and 
9th centuries, some explanation was needed 
for the presence of apparently dialectal mate-
rial in them. The mysterious expression that 
“the Qur±àn was revealed according to seven 
‘letters’ (±a™ruf )” was sometimes interpreted 
as referring to the Arabic dialects. Ibn �Abbàs 
related that the Prophet Mu™ammad had said: 
“Gabriel recited to me [the Qur±ànic verse] 
according to one dialect (™arf ), then I repeated 
it. But I did not cease to ask for more [dialects] 
and he gave more to me, until he reached the 
number of seven dialects (sab�a ±a™ruf )” (Ibn 
£ajar, Fat™ al-bàri± IX, 19; also mentioned by 
Ibn al-Jazarì, Našr I, 19). The books on the 
ma�ànì l-Qur±àn are full of so-called irregu-
lar readings (qirà±àt šà��a), but their authors 
defend them as pertaining to the dialects of 
those Arabs who spoke correct, pure Arabic 
(fußa™à±) but for one reason or another could 
not attain the same rank as others. Thus, their 
special linguistic usage was called ‘rare’ or 
‘irregular’ (Ibn Jinnì, Mu™tasib I, 3; cf. al-Jundì 
1983:107–108). ±Abù £ayyàn says: “The read-
ings have come according to the Arabic dialects 
(luÿa), the regular ones and the irregular ones as 
well” (Ba™r VIII, 493). In the treatise attributed 
to Ibn �Abbàs, al-Luÿàt fì l-Qur±àn, the names 

of 36 tribes are mentioned in this connection 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb, 16 tribes; Sìràfì, Šar™ Kitàb 
Sìbawayhi, 25 tribes; ±Abù £ayyàn, Ba™r, 64 
Arabic dialects; see al-Jundì 1983:112–113).

There were and still are, however, great dif-
ferences of opinion on how the word ��™arf 
should be interpreted: as luÿa, or qirà±a, or yet 
something else. Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) says: 
“When you say: someone reads [the Qur±àn] 
according to the ‘letter’ (™arf ) of ±Abù �Amr or 
�âßim, this does not mean that there is a letter 
in the Qur±àn which can be read in seven dif-
ferent ways (±awjuh). The explanation of the 
™adì� that the Qur±àn was revealed according 
to seven ‘letters’ is that it was revealed in seven 
different dialects (luÿàt), scattered in the Book. 
As the Prophet said: ‘Read [it] as you like!’” 
(Ta±wìl 34). Then, Ibn Qutayba continues: “The 
meaning of ™arf is ‘all the letters in a word, the 
whole word or the whole speech [act]’” (Ta±wìl 
35). Ibn Qutayba says explicitly: “It was an 
alleviation for His servants that He ordered 
His Prophet that every tribe should read [the 
Qur±àn] in its own dialect (luÿa) and accord-
ing to their customs. So the Hu�alì reads �attà 
instead of ™attà, since he speaks in this way, 
and the ±Asadì reads ti�lamùna, ti�lam, tiswaddu 
wujùhun, and the Tamìmì uses hamza, while 
the Qurašì does not” (Ta±wìl 39ff.; also Ibn 
al-Jazarì, Našr I, 22). Elsewhere, Ibn Qutayba, 
commenting on the different tribal readings, 
states: “Had every tribal group from among 
these [tribes] wanted to abandon its dialect 
(luÿa) . . . it would have become unbearable for 
them and it would have led to suffering among 
them” (Ta±wìl 39). This, however, is correct 
only in connection with the so-called accepted 
dialects, which are labeled by the grammarians 
mu††arid ‘in widespread, general usage’. In the 
chapter in the Ta±wìl (50–64) about the accusa-
tion that the Qur±àn contains � la™n ‘faulty 
speech’, Ibn Qutayba tries to prove that the 
alleged faulty speech is either accepted usage, 
which can be explained within grammatical 
theory, or it consists of errors made by copy-
ists or readers (qurrà±). Thus, Ibn Qutayba did 
not connect the seven ‘letters’ with the seven 
readings, and did not, as a rule, accept their 
‘irregular’ linguistic forms (šà��, pl. šawà��, 
the opposite of mu††arid) as correct Arabic, 
even when later sources reported their use by 
large tribes or groups of tribes.

Similar views about the presence of traces of 
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tribal dialects in the Qur±àn are presented later 
by scholars like a†-¢abarì: “If they had to devi-
ate from their dialect (luÿa), and to depart from 
their tongue (lisàn), that would have been such 
a burden upon them that they could not have 
borne it” (a†-¢abarì, Tafsìr I, 22). He adds that 
the Prophet asked his Lord to reveal the Qur±àn 
in more Arabic dialects as a relief (taxfìfan). 
±Abù Šàma (d. 665/1266–1267) says: “The 
Arabic Qur±àn contains all the dialects (luÿàt) 
of the Arabs, because it has been revealed for 
all of them. So it was allowed to them to recite 
it in their own dialects. This is the cause of 
the differences between the Qur±ànic readings” 
(±Ibràz 487). For a comprehensive overview of 
the dialects in the Qur±ànic readings, see A. ar-
Ràji™ì (1999).

4. M o d e r n  v i e w s  o n  L U Ÿ A

Nöldeke (1860) was the first to deal with the 
question of the luÿàt vs. the �arabiyya (� pre-
Islamic Arabic). He rejected the customary Arab 
explanation of the sab�a ±a™ruf phrase as dif-
ferent dialects in the Qur±ànic text or in the 
variant readings, but took into account only the 
meanings ‘letter’ and ‘way of reading’ of � ™arf, 
ignoring the meaning ‘word’. Nöldeke  (1961:1, 
58–59) believed that luÿa rarely replaced ™arf 
in the tradition, and Nöldeke was the initiator 
(1904:2, 1910:4) of the traditional view in West-
ern scholarship that the Arabic language was a 
unified, strongly standardized form of speech. 
Neither Nöldeke, however, nor any other scholar 
who accepted his views, did any research into 
the large amount of dialectal data. Their main 
argument, the mutual comprehensibility of the 
tribal poetry, is based on the mistaken view that 
tribal dialects were separate languages.

Goldziher (1994:10–18) was the first Euro-
pean scholar to deal with Classical Arabic 
dialects (luÿàt) in a detailed way, giving a 
brief overview of the question on the basis of 
some medieval Arab authors. He states that 
the Arabs considered the dialect of the Meccan 
tribe of Qurayš, the tribe of Mu™ammad, in 
which the Qur±àn had been revealed, the pur-
est (±afßa™) dialect, and that Arabic grammar 
was nothing else but the codification of this 
dialect. According to him, the medieval editors 
of poetry standardized the language, but they 
were corrected by commentators who adduced 
variant readings, which revealed dialectal pecu-

liarities. According to Goldziher, lexicography 
also helped to preserve the fragments of Arabic 
dialects. Although he, like Nöldeke, did not 
believe that the most prominent Arabic dialects 
are represented in the Qur±àn, he recognized 
the significance of this theory for the efforts 
of collecting the dialects and assumed that the 
sab�a ±a™ruf tradition helped to preserve dialect 
material. Goldziher abundantly quotes from 
such late works as as-Suyù†ì’s ±Itqàn and Muz-
hir; Ibn Fàris’ Fiqh al-luÿa, which contains a 
vast corpus of data about the luÿàt, was known 
to him only through the Muzhir. Although 
these works inform us about such characteristic 
dialectal features as � kaškaša, they helped to 
create a false image of the early linguistic situ-
ation, contrasting these dialectal features with 
an allegedly unified Arabic language. Goldziher 
quotes a long paragraph from the work of Ibn 
Fàris, listing the main differences between Ara-
bic dialects of the 6th and 7th centuries.

Vollers (1906) made an important step 
toward a better understanding of the linguistic 
situation in the pre-Islamic period, positing the 
existence of a ‘popular language’ on the basis 
of noncanonical Qur±ànic readings. One of the 
criticisms of this view was that Vollers had 
collected his material on the ancient dialects 
from the Muzhir and similar ‘late’ works. His 
daring conclusions were not shared by most of 
the critics. Yet, the book contains many valu-
able ideas and is an important study of early 
Arabic. Classical Arabic dialectal research was 
for a long time hindered by the view that the 
luÿàt are irrelevant for a better knowledge of 
the Classical Arabic language and grammar. 
Kofler (1940–1942) presents the hitherto fullest 
collection of data, assembling not only forms 
attributed to specific dialects but also unspeci-
fied material from the whole field of grammar, 
arranged under grammatical headings, without 
any attempt at geographical treatment. A fur-
ther step was made by ±Ibràhìm ±Anìs (1946). 
He produced a critical study based on wide 
reading, although he was mainly interested in 
phonetic differences, minimizing the value of 
grammatical and syntactic data.

The first really significant contribution to 
the study of the Classical Arabic dialects was 
made by Rabin (1951). He shares Vollers’ 
(1906) and Sarauw’s (1908) hypothesis that 
the grammarians’ schematization of all dialect 
differences into £ijàz and Tamìm was correct, 
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and believes that this schema corresponds to 
a real division of the pre-Islamic dialects into 
Eastern and Western groups (Rabin 1951:1). 
For other dialect groups there is insufficient 
evidence. Rabin (1951:ix) assumes that the 
Eastern dialects are the result of comparatively 
recent linguistic developments and that they 
are basically the same as the Classical Arabic 
of the poets. In his view, Classical Arabic is 
based on one or several of the dialects of Najd, 
perhaps in an archaic form: “Najd was an area 
where East-Arabians and West-Arabians met 
and mingled. In the West of the region the 
Ÿa†afàn and Hawàzin dialects were strongly 
West-Arabian, in the East those of Ÿanì and 
�Uqayl clearly Eastern” (Rabin 1951:3). He 
also holds the view that Western dialects pos-
sessed archaic features which set them apart 
from Classical Arabic. He classifies the follow-
ing tribes as Western Arabian: ¢ayyi±, Sa�d, 
Ÿa†afàn, Hu�ayl, Kinàna, Xa��am, Ma�™ij, 
£àri�, £amdàn, Muràd, £imyar, ±Azd-Šanù±a; 
and the following as Eastern Arabian: Bahrà±, 
Kalb, Namìr, Taÿlib, Tamìx, Bakr, £anìfa, 
Tamìm, �Abd al-Qays, Ÿanì, �Uqayl, Bàhila, 
Îabba, ±Azd-�Umàn. Finally, he states that 
there is a North-Western subgroup, not consid-
ered part of the Western group, consisting of 
Juhayna and Muzayna.

The most comprehensive and convincing 
presentation hitherto has been given by al-
Jundì (1983). Based on an impressive corpus, 
he sheds new light on several problems and 
presents new explanations of many contro-
versial issues, reasoning that both šawà�� (so-
called ‘irregular linguistic forms’) and �arà±ir 
aš-ši�r � ‘poetic licenses’ are in reality dialectal 
phenomena not considered part of the standard 
(‘unified’) Arabic language. According to al-
Jundì (1983:103–114), the Qur±àn and its vari-
ant readings provide the best sources for the 
investigation of the tribal dialects. This view 
is nowadays shared by many Arab scholars 
(see, e.g., �Abd al-Karìm 1986; Imam 1998). 
Al-Jundì regards ±Abù £ayyàn’s Ba™r, which 
contains vast material on the dialects, as one 
of the most important sources for study of 
the variant readings. This is why he criticizes 
Rabin for not having perused this voluminous 
Qur±ànic exegesis. He also rejects the so-called 
Eastern (Tamìmì) and Western (£ijàzì) dialec-
tal division (al-Jundì 1983:55–56). According 
to him, we cannot base our judgment on this 

assumption, for the following reasons: (i) the 
Eastern and Western dialectal division is a 
vague notion, including units that are too vast 
and undefined, not being fine-grained enough, 
and unknown to the Arab geographers; (ii) 
the Bedouin tribes of Arabia have always been 
migrating, so that their homelands and centers 
were not fixed and cannot be incontrovertibly 
determined; (iii) even if their homeland can be 
determined with some certainty, the ancient 
geographical names were not reliable and the 
Arabian place names have always been used 
with great laxity. Medina, for example, was 
sometimes situated in the desert, sometimes in 
the £ijàz, and sometimes it was said to be in the 
Najd. Contrary to Rabin, he argues convinc-
ingly that many more dialects can be known 
and described than the £ijàzì and Tamìmì 
groups. Al-Jundì also demonstrates that even 
these two groups cannot be treated as two uni-
fied blocks, strictly separated from each other, 
since there are tribes and subtribes in both of 
them that exhibit linguistic features similar to 
those of the other group.

Mostly under the influence of ±Anìs (1946) 
and al-Jundì (1965, 1983), a flourishing litera-
ture has been published on luÿa in the latter 
half of the 20th century, mainly in Egypt, deal-
ing not only with the dialects in general, but 
with specific dialects as well (see, e.g., Ma†labì 
1978).
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Mabnì ��Binà±

Madagascar � Malagasy

Mà�ì and Mu�àri�

Mà�ì and mu�àri� are two terms for the verb in 
its apparent temporal or aspectual modes. They 
are part of the oldest vocabulary of Arabic 
grammar, occurring already in the opening 
pages of the Kitàb of Sìbawayhi (d. ca. 180/796), 
where verbs are classified as mà�ì lit. ‘having 
passed, elapsed’, or mu�àri� ‘resembling’, an 
abbreviation for fi�l mu�àri� li-sm al-fà�il ‘verb 
resembling the agent noun’. Since there is no 
firm evidence that they were in use much before 
Sibawayhi’s time, they probably arose in the 
period of his association with the pioneers of 
grammar, who were active from about the 
middle of the 2nd/8th century. The asymmetry 
of the terms is remarkable: the first refers 
to the completed state of the action, hence 
commonly, but misleadingly, translated as 
‘past (tense)’, better ‘perfect’, the second to the 
morphosyntactic properties of the paradigm, 
seldom reproduced literally in English and 
usually replaced by the ad hoc label ‘imperfect’. 
In this entry they are not translated.

Of the various features which interested the 
Arab grammarians, there is space here to deal 
only with the time reference of verbs and the 
nature and consequences of the resemblance 
between the mu�àri� verb and the agent noun. 
Verb morphology in general, especially the 
numerous problems resulting from the clash of 
morphology and phonology, must be left out of 

account, although the larger texts devote scores 
if not hundreds of pages to this topic under 
the heading of ßarf or � taßrìf ) ‘conjugation’. 
Because of the abundance of sources and 
wide variety of opinions, only the gist is offered 
here, without individual attribution. The reader 
is referred to the secondary works in the bib-
liography, especially Versteegh (1995), for a 
more detailed discussion.

In the earliest grammar, represented by Sìba-
wayhi, there is no sign of the grammatical ization 
of time as verbal tenses. Consider the following 
selection from Sìbawayhi’s vocabulary for 
time in relation to both verbs and nouns. The 
bracketed components are not always used but 
cumulatively produce a composite definition:

i. Past: mà ma�à [min az-zamàn, min ad-dahr] 
‘what has passed [of time]’, mà taràxà �anka 
‘what has gone away from you’ in time or 
space, mà qad waqa�a ‘what has indeed 
happened’, mà nqa†a�a ‘what has ceased’

ii. Present: kà±inun lam yanqa†i� ‘being, unin-
terrupted’, mà ±anta fìhi ‘what you are in’, 
mà lam yam�i ‘what has not passed’, al-
™ìnu lla�ì fìhi l-fi�l ‘the time in which the 
act (or verb) is’, fì yawmika ‘on this day 
of yours’, [ittißàlu fi�lin] fì ™ìni wuqù�ihi 
[ÿayri munqa†i�] ‘[the connection of an 
act (or verb)] at the time of its occur-
rence, [uninterrupted]’, fì ™àli l-fi�l ‘in the 
immediate circumstance of the act (or verb)’, 
fi�lun muttaßilun fì ™àli �ikrika ±iyyàhu ‘an 
act (or verb) connected with the immediate 
circumstance of your mentioning it’

iii. Future: mà yakùnu wa-lam yaqa� ‘what 
will be and has not happened’, mà lam ya±ti 
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  mâÎî and muÎâri� 97

‘what has not come’, mà yastaqbilu [min 
az-zamàn, min ad-dahr] ‘what is in the 
future [of time]’, mà lam yakun ba�du ‘what 
has not yet been’, mà sa-yaqa�u ‘what will 
occur’

It is apparent that Sìbawayhi’s position is 
entirely pragmatic, that time reference is a 
matter of the speaker’s perception and the 
context of the utterance. As shown elsewhere 
(� parts of speech), Sìbawayhi does not even 
define the future verb formally as the one 
prefixed with the future marker sa- or sawfa. 
On the contrary, having set up a category of 
verb for ‘what will be and has not happened’, 
he illustrates it with the unmarked mu�àri� 
form ya�ribu, ambiguously ‘he strikes’ and ‘he 
will strike’. Moreover, his definitions of certain 
negative constructions involving time shifts 
seem deliberately framed to avoid mentioning 
tenses. Thus, lam ‘not’, which negates mu�àri� 
verbs but fixes their time reference in the past, 
is simply described as nafyun li-qawlihi fa�ala 
‘negation of a person’s statement ‘he did’’, scil. 
lam yaf�al ‘he did not do’; likewise, lan, which 
again negates mu�àri� verbs but gives them a 
future meaning, is nafyun li-qawlihi sa-yaf�alu 
‘negation of a person’s statement “he will do”’ 
(here with the future marker!), scil. lan yaf�ala 
‘he will not do’. It seems Sìbawayhi would 
rather issue circular definitions than invoke the 
concept of tenses.

The closest Sìbawayhi comes to a three-tense 
system is in his discussion of pseudoverbal 
interjections such as ßah ‘sh!’. These do not 
take the agent markers of what he calls al-fi�lu 
l-™àdi�u fìmà ma�à wa-fìmà yastaqbilu wa-fì 
yawmika ‘the act/verb happening in what has 
passed, in what is in the future, or on this day 
of yours’ (Kitàb I, 102, ed. Derenbourg; the 
Bulaq edition, I, 123, reads yustaqbalu), but 
no verb paradigms are linked with these three 
times. More than once, Sìbawayhi refers to 
verb patterns generically as li-mà mà�à wa-mà 
lam yam�i ‘denoting what has passed and what 
has not passed’, suggesting that in fact there is 
no third category. For him, time reference lay 
in the pragmatic context and in the adverbial 
complements known collectively as the ��
maf�ùl fìhi ‘what the act was done in’, expressed 
as a noun signifying a place or time in the 
dependent (= adverbial) case, generically labeled 
the Úarf ‘container’ of the action (= maf�ùl fìhi), 

e.g. ±amsi ‘yesterday’ (uninflected), al-yawma 
‘today’, ÿadan ‘tomorrow’.

In the two centuries after Sìbawayhi, the 
grammarians found themselves having to 
superimpose the Greek concept of past, present, 
and future time on the indigenous bi-aspectual 
system, even though they were aware that it was 
a mismatch. To their credit, they did not try to 
replicate the Greek conjugations in Arabic (they 
would not have known what they were), and 
in the end all they could do was to paraphrase 
Sìbawayhi’s original classification, but now 
with the additional mention of time zamàn, so 
mà�ì, originally ‘passed’ (in time and space, as 
was pointed out) now came to mean ‘past’ in 
time, while the mu�àri� was acknowledged as 
ambiguously referring to both present and future 
time, the first metaphorically and the second 
literally, according to the theory that an act in 
present time is only the coming into being of a 
potential future and so is logically subordinate to 
the future. The imperative is sometimes included 
in the future category, exactly as in Sìbawayhi, 
but there is no suggestion that it constitutes a 
third paradigm to make up a set of three tenses. 
It is hardly surprising that the terminology 
itself also vascillated. Although mà�ì remained 
the most common term for ‘passed/past’, it 
is occasionally expressed as munqa�ì ‘having 
come to an end’; the ‘present’ was either ™à�ir, 
i.e. ‘[physically] present’ or ™àl ‘the (current) 
situation’, and in one context muqìm ‘abiding’, 
while ‘future’ was usually mustaqbal (which 
occurs occasionally in the Kitàb, mostly with 
reference to the real future rather than a verb), 
but also muntaÚar ‘awaited’ and mutawaqqa‘ 
‘expected’.

A different solution was found by the Kùfans, 
who distributed the three times as follows: 
mà�ì verbs for the past, the mu�àri� verbs for 
the future mustaqbal, and between them the 
agent noun (� ism al-fà�il), under the name of 
the fi�l dà±im lit. ‘ongoing action, lasting action’ 
for the present ™à�ir. It is not likely that the 
Kùfans were proposing this as a formal tense 
system, but rather as a method of exemplifying 
the three times, although the question deserves 
more study. The role of the active � participle 
in the modern colloquial Arabic tense system, 
of which the fi�l dà±im may be a distant relation, 
cannot be touched upon here, but Eisele (1999) 
is recommended for its coverage, not only of 
the Egyptian dialect but also of the whole topic 
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of tense and aspect in Arabic. It would appear 
from this work (especially 1999:22ff.) that the 
Kùfans were close in spirit to Koschmieder’s 
theory that the present cannot be a point of time 
but only an interval in time. In any case, their 
inclusion of the agent noun in the tense system 
was easily disqualified on the ground that it 
was not a verb at all. Furthermore, it has no 
specific time reference, as one grammarian was 
happy to point out with the pair ±ana qà±imun 
ÿadan ‘I am/will be standing tomorrow’ and 
±ana qà±imun ±amsi ‘I was standing yesterday’. 
It was well known that a time difference could 
be encoded syntactically with the agent noun, 
distinguishing ±ana qàtilun ÿulàmaka ‘I will 
be killing your slave boy’ (verbal syntax) from 
±ana qàtilu ÿulàmika ‘I am the killer of your 
slave boy’ (nominal syntax, � ism al-fà�il), 
but this is irrelevant to the issue of tense as a 
morphological property of verbs.

Mention of the agent noun brings us to the 
most interesting feature of the mu�àri�, from 
which it derives its full technical name, al-fi�l 
al-mu�àri� li-sm al-fà�il ‘the verb resembling 
the agent noun’. This ‘resemblance’ (mu�àra�a) 
is empirical, i.e., it is already observed in 
the language and not due to any synchronic 
assimilative tendencies by speakers (historically 
it may well be otherwise, of course). The 
features shared with the agent noun are: (i) 
both may function as predicates prefixed with 
the marker la- ‘indeed’, e.g. ±innahu la-kàtibun/
la-yaktubu ‘verily he is indeed writing’; (ii) both 
may be prefixed with particularizing elements, 
viz. the definite article on the agent noun 
al-kàtibu ‘the writer’ and the future prefix on 
the verb sa-yaktubu ‘he will write’. The concept 
of ‘resemblance’ is well developed in Sìbawayhi 
and was identified in a wide range of linguistic 
phenomena, but the idea was lost as grammar 
moved from the descriptive to the prescriptive, 
and the name al-fi�l al-mu�àri� ‘the resembling 
verb’ is almost the only survival. Significantly, 
the resemblance is bidirectional: the inflection 
of mu�àri� verbs is due to their resemblance to 
agent nouns, but by the same token the verbal 
behavior of agent nouns (as in ±ana qàtilun 
ÿulàmaka ‘I will be killing your slave boy’, 
see above) is attributed to their resemblance 
to the verb. Sìbawayhi was criticized for this 
apparent circularity, but in his defense Ibn Jinnì 
pointed out that such inconsistency is natural 
in language.

Because of this resemblance, the mu�àri� 
verb shares two out of the three nominal 
inflections, with a third unique to itself. The 
two common inflections (which could be called 
‘moods’, but Arabic makes no terminological 
distinction between them and the nominal 
‘cases’) are yaktub-u ‘he writes’ for syntactically 
independent verbs, similar to indicative, cf. al-
kàtib-u ‘the writer’ (independent case); and 
yaktub-a ‘he may write’ for subordinate verbs, 
similar to subjunctive, cf. al-kàtib-a (dependent 
case). The third is a privative inflection, typically 
the loss of the final short vowel, e.g. yaktub 
‘he might write’ used in a variety of contexts, 
negative, prohibitive, conditional, and indirect 
imperative, and having no analogue among 
nouns, which have their own unique case, the 
oblique (al-kàtib-i ‘of the writer’; � parts of 
speech).

In one respect, the resemblance is misleading: 
the dual and masculine plural suffixes on both 
nouns and verbs are superficially identical, but 
they are entirely different in segmentation. 
On nouns, the suffixes are -àni and -ùna, 
respectively, alternating with -ayni and -ìna for 
the oblique cases (thus, kàtibùna/kàtibìna ‘men 
writing’), with the final -n- also being dropped 
in possessive constructions (thus, kàtibù/
kàtibì l-madìnati ‘the writers of the city’). On 
mu�àri� verbs, they are also -àni and -ùna, 
but this time alternating with -à and -ù for 
the nonindependent ‘moods’ (thus, yaktubùna/
yaktubù ‘they write/may write’), in addition to 
which there is a 2nd person feminine singular 
suffix -ìna/-ì (taktubìna/taktubì ‘you [fem. 
sg.] write/may write’). In the nouns, the long 
vowels and diphthongs are analyzed as case 
markers and the -n- as an allomorph of the 
� tanwìn, while in the verbal morphemes the 
long vowels are analyzed as agent pronouns 
and the alternation -n-/-Ø as an inflectional 
(scil. mood) marker.

This has important consequences for the 
analysis of the verb, where the agent pronouns 
may be overt or latent. In the mà�ì, the agent 
suffixes are mostly overt, e.g. katab-tu ‘I wrote’, 
katab-nà ‘we wrote’, etc., the exception being 
the 3rd person singular masculine and feminine, 
kataba and katabat. Given the agreement rules 
for verbal sentences (� ism al-fà�il), kataba 
and katabat are ambiguous until it is known 
whether an overt agent noun is present (usually 
immediately following), contrast kataba r-rajulu 

EALL_M_96-325.indd   98 10/4/2007   5:10:43 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



  mâÎî and muÎâri� 99

‘the man wrote’ but also kataba r-rajulàni/
r-rijàlu ‘the two men/the men [pl.] wrote’ with 
kataba alone, understood by default as ‘he 
wrote’. Under these circumstances the -a and 
-at of kataba/katabat cannot be analyzed as 
agent suffixes in parity with katab-tu etc., 
although this is a nearly universal practice in 
Western pedagogical and other treatments. In 
the Arab theory, since the verb is not marked 
for number when it precedes the overt agent, 
there is no visible element in the verb which 
can be identified as the agent marker, hence the 
agent is said to be ‘latent’ (mustatir lit. ‘hidden’) 
in the verb, and the sequences -a/-at mark only 
gender and otherwise are semantically empty 
and phonologically arbitrary (the a vowel is 
chosen because it is the ‘lightest’ ±axaff ).

The same is true for the mu�àri�, but the 
situation is more complex. Consistent with 
the above, the invariable 3rd person masculine 
singular yaktubu in yaktubu r-rajulu/r-rajulàni/
r-rijàlu ‘the man/two men/men [pl.] write’ is 
held to contain only a latent mustatir masculine 
agent pronoun, but the Arabs take it a stage 
further. All the prefixes of this paradigm are 
regarded as insufficiently distinctive to qualify 
as agent pronouns: in taktubu ‘you [masc. sg.] 
write’, for example, the ta- is not an agent 
pronoun but only a marker of the 2nd person. 
The reasoning for this is as follows: in the 
set taktubu, taktubìna, taktubàni, taktubùna, 
taktubna ‘you [masc./fem. sg., common dual, 
and masc./fem. pl.] write’, the agent pronoun 
is generally discernible as a suffix, mostly a 
long vowel followed by the mood marker 
-na/-ni, as in taktubìna ‘you [fem. sg.] write’, 
segmented as ta-ktub-ì-na, leaving the ta- prefix 
with no pronominal function, according to 
an axiom that no feature can be marked by 
more than one morpheme. By a similar logic, 
the na- of naktubu ‘we write’ is not an agent 
pronoun but only a marker of the 1st person 
plural. If its latent agent pronoun were to 
be expressed at all, it might be one of the 
suffixes of the 2nd and 3rd person plural, scil. 
*naktubùna, although historically such a form 
is most unlikely, unattested in any ancient 
Semitic language. Interestingly, however, in 
certain dialects of Arabic, there is indeed a 
contrast between niktib ‘I write’ and niktibù ‘we 
write’, showing a two-way analogical spread. 
While this may seem confusing, it is at least as 

coherent as the Western habit of treating the 
prefixes and suffixes together as discontinuous 
agent morphemes.

Justice has not been done to the Arab 
grammarians in this short entry: their sensitivity 
to the aspectual and temporal features of the 
verbal system can perhaps best be appreciated 
by looking at the limits in which they had to 
operate, unlike English, which has, in addition 
to the two simple tenses ‘write’ and ‘wrote’, 
probably hundreds of compound verb forms, 
ranging from ‘he is writing’ to monsters such 
as ‘he would have had been going to have been 
writing’. Excluding participial constructions, 
Arabic has only four compound verb forms, 
one with a variant, all involving kàna ‘be’. 
These are, with ad hoc translations, (i) mà�ì 
+ mu�àri�, e.g. kàna yaktubu ‘he was writing’; 
(ii) mu�àri� + mu�àri�, e.g. yakùnu yaktubu 
‘he will be writiing’; (iii) mà�ì + mà�ì, e.g. 
kàna [qad] kataba ‘he had written’; and (iv) 
mu�àri� + mà�ì, e.g. yakùnu [qad] kataba 
‘he will have written’. Type (i) has a variant 
with the future prefix, kàna sa-yaktubu, which 
might be translated ‘he was going to write’, 
although it is a mistake to try to map any of 
the Arabic structures unequivocally on to the 
possible English translations. The bare mà�ì 
itself can have present and future time reference 
in performative, optative, and conditional uses, 
and the mu�àri� in its different environments 
can likewise be rendered by any of the three 
tenses in English (� aspect). 

In the end, Western scholars reveal much 
the same lack of unanimity as their medieval 
predecessors on the question of the relationship 
between the three times and the binary verb 
system of Arabic (and indeed of many other 
languages). Nebes (1982), for example, gathered 
three thousand tokens of the kàna yaktubu 
combination, and from a closer examination of 
a thousand or so, he confirmed that they denote 
some kind of imperfective with anteriority 
(Vorzeitigkeit, not Vergangenheit ‘past’) in an 
aspectual system. On the other hand, Aartun 
(1963) argued for a tense system, specifically an 
opposition of preterite and nonpreterite, but his 
still very valuable collection of data insidiously 
seems to demonstrate the contrary, that time 
reference is inferred from the context and the 
lexical properties of the verb, rather than from 
its conjugated form.

EALL_M_96-325.indd   99 10/4/2007   5:10:43 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



100 maf�ûl

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary source
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb = ±Abù Bišr �Amr ibn �U�màn 

Sìbawayhi, al-Kitàb. Ed. Hartwig Derenbourg. 
Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1881–1889 (Repr., 
Hildesheim and New York: G. Olms, 1970); ed. 
Bùlàq, 1898–1900 (Repr., Baghdad: Mu�annà, 
[1965]); ed. �Abd as-Salàm Mu™ammad Hàrùn. 
Cairo: Dàr al-Qalam etc., 1968–1977 (2nd ed., 
1977; 3rd ed., 1983). [The first and last seven 
chapters of the Kitàb are published, with links to 
various editions, commentaries, translations, and 
manuscripts, by Michael G. Carter, A. Matveev, 
and Lutz Edzard at www.arts.usyd.edu.au/
research_projects/sibawiki/homepage/, where there 
are also links to other Web editions.]

Secondary sources
Aartun, Kjell. 1963. Zur Frage altarabischer 

Tempora. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.
Bohas, Georges, Jean-Patrick Guillaume, and Djamel 

Eddine Kouloughli. 1990. The Arabic linguistic 
tradition. London and New York: Routledge.

Carter, Michael G. (ed.). 1981. Arab linguistics: An 
introductory classical text with translation and 
notes. Amsterdam: J. Benjamins.

——. 1997. “The term mu�àri� in the Kitàb of 
Sìbawayhi”. Proceedings of the Arabic and Islamic 
Section of the 35th International Congress of 
Asian and North African Studies Budapest 1997. 
I. Linguistics, literature, history, ed. Kinga Dévényi 
and Tamás Iványi, 3–14. Budapest: Eötvös Loránd 
University.

Eisele, John. 1999. Arabic verbs in time: Tense and 
aspect in Cairene Arabic. Wiesbaden: O. Harras-
sowitz.

Howell, Mortimer Sloper. 1886–1911. A grammar 
of the Classical Arabic language translated and 
compiled from the works of the most approved 
native or naturalized authorities. Allahabad: North-
western Provinces and Oudh Govt. Press.

Jahn, Gustav. 1895–1900. Sìbawaihi’s Buch über 
die Grammatik, übersetzt und erklärt. Berlin: Reu-
ther und Reichard. (Repr., Hildesheim: G. Olms, 
1965.)

Nebes, Norbert. 1982. Funktionsanalyse von kàna 
yaf�alu: Ein Beitrag zur Verbalsyntax des Altho-
cha rabischen mit besonderer Berücksichtigung 
der Tempus- and Aspektproblematik. Hildesheim: 
G. Olms.

Owens, Jonathan. 1990. Early Arabic grammatical 
theory: Heterogeneity and standardization, Amster-
dam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Troupeau, Gérard. 1960–1963. “La notion du temps 
chez Sibawayhi”. Compte rendu du Groupe Lin-
guis tique des Etudes Chamito-Sémitiques 9.44–
46.

Versteegh, Kees [C.H.M.]. 1981. “La conception des 
‘temps’ du verbe chez les grammairiens arabes”. 
Analyses, Théorie 3.47–68.

——. 1993. Arabic grammar and Qur±ànic exegesis 
in early Islam. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

——. 1995. The explanation of linguistic causes: 
Az-Za©©à©ì’s theory of grammar. Amsterdam and 
Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

——. 1997. The Arabic linguistic tradition. London 
and New York: Routledge.

Michael G. Carter (Sydney University)

Maf �ùl

1. D e f i n i t i o n

The word maf �ùl is derived from the Arabic 
root f-�-l ‘to do, make’ and refers to something 
done or made. In the Qur±àn, the word maf �ùl 
occurs twice: “that Allah might conclude a 
thing that must be done” (Q. 8/42, 44; transla-
tion Pickthall 1938:262–263). In grammatical 
terminology, maf �ùl refers to the accusative 
noun/pronoun on which the act of the verb 
‘falls’. This covers all the nominal comple-
ments of the verb, in particular the object, 
which was also called maf �ùl bihi. Both terms 
are usually translated with ‘object’, although a 
better equivalent for maf �ùl is ‘patient’ (Mosel 
1975:247): maf �ùl indicates the part of the sen-
tence whose referent is affected by the verbal 
action, just as � fà�il indicates the one who 
performs the verbal action and is therefore best 
translated with ‘agent’. In later grammatical 
terminology, the term acquired a meaning that 
is closer to ‘object’, which is the translation 
used here.

An essential characteristic of the verb’s com-
plements is that they are additive, that is, they 
are external to the core proposition in a clause 
or sentence and thus constitute optional ele-
ments in the clause structure. Arabic grammar-
ians referred to this optional status as fa�la 
or the ‘surplus’ part of a sentence, which does 
not form part of the kernel or core predication 
(Ryding 2005:276). According to them, the 
two basic constituents of the core verbal sen-
tence are the verb and the agent, traditionally 
referred to as �umda. Any noun complement 
occurring after the inclusion of the verb and 
agent may be omitted or not mentioned, while 
the meaning of the sentence remains intact. 
Al-Mubarrad (Muqta�ab III, 116) defines fa�la 
as “an element which adds to the meaning 
expressed by the verb and its agent and whose 
omission from speech does not affect the integ-
rity of the text” (±i�à �akartahu zidta fì l-fà±ida 
wa-±i�à ™a�aftahu lam tuxlil bi-l-kalàm; cf. 
Taha 1995:113–114).

The canonical case ending for optional nomi-
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nal elements is the accusative case. All comple-
ments share this ending, but they differ in the role 
each plays. The Basran and Kufan grammarians 
disagreed about the number of mafà�ìl. Accord-
ing to the Basrans, there are five mafà�ìl, while 
the Kufans recognized only the direct object as 
maf �ùl. Al-Farrà±, for instance, uses the term 
maf �ùl infrequently, and without distinguishing 
between different types (Owens 1990:160).

The most common accusative complements 
(mafà�ìl) are the following (Mosel 1975:248, 
253–257; Owens 1988:167–168; Ryding 2005).

i. Maf �ùl bihi ‘direct object [lit. ‘that to which 
it is done’]’; the direct object is the thing 
done. It is used with the transitive verb, 
which may have one, two, or three maf �ùl 
bihi.

ii. Maf �ùl mu†laq ‘absolute object’; the absolute 
or cognate object emphasizes or enhances a 
previous statement by a verbal noun derived 
from the main verb (� object, absolute).

iii. � Maf �ùl fìhi ‘locative object [lit. ‘that in 
which it is done’]’; the adverbials of time 
and place are locative objects, called in Ara-
bic Úarf ‘container, vessel’, which refers to 
either time or place.

iv. Maf �ùl ma�ahu ‘object of accompaniment 
[lit. ‘that with which it is done’]’; an accom-
panying object denotes the thing with which 
the action is done; it must be prefixed with 
the particle wa-.

v. Maf �ùl li-±ajlihi ‘object of cause [ lit. ‘that 
for which it is done’]’; the accusative noun 
indicating the cause is the thing for (the sake 
of) which the action is done; it consists of 
an indefinite dependent noun expressing the 
reason for the action.

vi. � Tamyìz ‘specification’; the accusative 
noun of specification is the noun that speci-
fies the content of a number between 11 and 
19, or the term of a comparative or superla-
tive structure; at the sentence level, this is an 

 indefinite dependent noun which provides 
specific information about an antecedent, 
usually the agent.

vii. � £àl ‘circumstance’; the accusative noun 
of circumstance is a dependent adjective 
or active participle which indicates the 
(temporary) condition of its antecedent; it 
answers the question of how the action was 
performed (Badawi a.o. 2004:161; Ryding 
2005:276).

Some of these nominal complements function 
as adverbial elements denoting degree, manner, 
place, or time. Later summaries of the commen-
tators contain up to fifteen different accusative 
complements (manßùbàt). For instance, the one 
by aš-Širbìnì (Carter 1981:324–329) adds to 
the ones mentioned above the excepted element 
after ±illà (� isti�nà±); the noun negated by là; the 
vocative after yà; the predicate of kàna (� kàna 
wa-±axawàtuhà); the topic after ±inna (� ±inna 
wa-±axawàtuhà); the two objects of Úanna and 
related verbs; and those constituents that derive 
their accusative from the word with which they 
agree in case ending (tàbi�), such as the adjec-
tive (� ßifa) and the substitute noun (badal; � 
apposition). As-Sìràfì and Ibn Man�ùr intro-
duced two additional types of mafà�ìl (Xu�ayr 
2003:30): the maf �ùl minhu and the maf �ùl 
�alayhi (cf. Suyù†ì, ±Ašbàh III, 59). The term 
maf �ùl minhu is used once by Sìbawayhi (Kitàb 
I, 273; perhaps not part of the original text) to 
indicate the accusative al-±asada in the phrase 
±iyyàka wa-l-±asada ‘beware of the lion!’, which 
indicates the thing one is warned about (Mosel 
1975:253–254).

2. T r a n s i t i v i t y  a n d  o b j e c t

Within the standard theory of Arabic grammar, 
the governor of the object is the verb. Initially, 
there was a controversy between the Kufan and 
the Basran grammarians about whether the 
governor of the maf �ùl bihi is the verb alone, 
or the agent, or the verb and the agent together 
(Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 40–42; � �amal). Eventu-
ally, the Basran view prevailed that it is the verb 
which governs the maf �ùl bihi, or one of the ele-
ments that resemble the verb, such as the verbal 
noun (� maßdar), the active participle, the pas-
sive participle, the mubàlaÿa, the ta�ajjub, the 
ßifa mušabbaha, or the � ism fi�l. Of crucial 
importance in the debate were the concept of 
transitivity (� ta�addin) and the role of the verb 
denoting the action and the agent carrying it 
out. The Basran view, which regarded the verb 
as the sole governor of the direct object, was 
based on formal, syntactic grounds, and did 
not take into account the semantic reference of 
verbs such as màta in màta zaydun ‘Zayd died’, 
or the role of the agent, as in �uriba zaydun 
‘Zayd was hit’: in neither case is Zayd the real 
agent of the action denoted by the verb (Ibn as-
Sarraj, ±Ußùl I, 169).
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The maf �ùl closest to the concept of maf �ùliyya 
‘objectness’ is the cognate accusative, which is 
called by many grammarians ism al-™ada� ‘noun 
of the event’ because it indicates and refers to 
the essence of the verb. Many grammatical 
treatises referred to the cognate object with the 
term maf �ùl ™aqìqì ‘real object’. A late com-
mentator on Ibn Màlik’s ±Alfiyya, al-Xu�arì 
(£àsiya I, 167; cf. Xu�ayr 2003:34), says about 
the ranking of the mafà�ìl: “Rank their objects, 
first the cognate . . . then the direct, adverbial, 
cause, accompaniment” (mafà�ìlahum rattib fa-
ßaddir bi-mu†laqin . . . wa-�anni bihi, fìhi, lahu, 
ma�ahu qad kamul). Al-Mubarrad (Muqta�ab 
II, 121, IV, 299) confirms that the real maf �ùl is 
the cognate object, since it indicates the action 
of the verb, and with it the agent becomes the 
carrier of the action.

Philosophically speaking, some grammar-
ians, especially those who worked within a 
Mu�tazilite framework, argued that the cognate 
maf �ùl is the real object because it refers to the 
action produced by the agent. Thus, if one says 
�araba zaydan ‘he hit Zayd’, the agent neces-
sarily preceded his action, which only exists 
because of the action he carried out. The maf �ùl 
bihi, i.e. Zayd, in this sentence was not created 
by the agent, but by God, and may very well 
have existed before the agent, while the act of 
hitting only took place by the agent’s carrying it 
out (Zajjàjì, ±î�à™ 83; cf. Versteegh 1995:136, 
82–83).

Outside the philosophical context, Arabic 
grammarians assigned a special syntactic status 
to the maf �ùl bihi, distinguishing it from all the 
other mafà�ìl. The analysis of transitivity and 
the explanation of the role of the agent and the 
patient in completing the grammatical meaning 
of transitivity is apparent in most early gram-
matical treatments of this topic. Grammar-
ians made it clear that transitive verbs (±af �àl 
muta�addiya) are those whose action goes 
beyond the agent to reach a direct object. Their 
treatment of transitivity did not contradict the 
basic belief that accusative complements are 
not ‘essential’ elements of the proposition. Yet, 
the direct object usually received special atten-
tion, because it is the only nominal complement 
implied by the definition of transitive verbs. 
It is not clear, therefore, whether it really is a 
fa�la.

Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb contains many passages 
in which all nominal complements are referred 

to as mafà�ìl. From a purely structural point of 
view, they all form part of the verbal sentence, 
yet, Sìbawayhi never regards them as essential 
for the meaning of the verbal sentence. Later 
grammarians, however, shifted toward a more 
verb-centered focus, together with an in-depth 
analysis of the verb’s domain and the role it 
plays with respect to doer and direct object (in 
the case of transitive verbs). As a result, the 
function of the direct object continued to be 
perceived as different from the other comple-
ments of the verb.

Al-Mubarrad suggests, albeit indirectly, that 
the maf �ùl bihi has a different status from 
other accusative complements of the verb. 
Apparently, he believes that the direct object 
is necessarily implied by the transitive verb 
(Muqta�ab III, 116; Taha 1995:114; cf. Owens 
1988:173–174). This means that it could not 
be an optional element (fa�la) of the sentence 
(Muqta�ab IV, 335):

If you say ‘Abdallah hit Zayd’, you could if you 
want, say ‘Abdallah hit’. You inform me [with this] 
that there was an [action of] hitting [performed] 
by Abdallah, and [the verb] will be equivalent to 
[the verb in] ‘Abdallah stood up’, except that you 
know that the [action of] hitting has gone beyond 
its doer to the one hit. [You also know that] your 
saying ‘he stood’ does not go beyond the doer. If 
you say ‘Abdallah hit Zayd’, you inform me who 
that patient was (fa-±i�à qulta �araba �abdullàhi 
zaydan, fa-±in ši±ta qulta �araba �abdullàhi fa-
�arraftanì ±annahu qad kàna minhu �arbun fa-ßàra 
bi-manzila qàma �abdullàhi ±illà ±annaka ta�lamu 
±anna �-�arb qad ta�addà ±ilà ma�rùb fa-±in qulta 
�araba �abdullàhi zaydan ±a�lamtanì man �àlika 
l-maf �ùl )

Although indications of the different status 
of the verb’s direct object are present in Sìba-
wayhi’s Kitàb and al-Mubarrad’s Muqta�ab, it 
was in Ibn as-Sarràj’s ±Ußùl that the status of 
the direct object, and ultimately the concept of 
fa�la, became distinct from the status of other 
surplus items. The term fa�la remains for Ibn 
as-Sarràj a structural term referring to the fact 
that a verbal sentence can be represented on the 
surface structure level by the verb and the agent 
only. On the other hand, because the meaning 
of a transitive verb is only complete with the 
inclusion of its direct object, the semantic status 
of the object must not be considered that of a 
surplus (±Ußùl I, 412): “For the direct object of 
the verb [there exists] a share in the verb as [it 
is the case] for the agent . . .” (li-l-maf �ùl ™ißßa 
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min al-fi�l kamà li-l-fà�il . . .). This view is sup-
ported by his innovative classification of verbs 
(� ta�addin). Transitive real verbs are explained 
by Ibn as-Sarràj as those which include a refer-
ence to their patients. Due to the verb’s mean-
ing, the action of experience denoted by it is 
carried out by the agent to affect a patient. This 
argument depends on semantic criteria rather 
than the traditional structural arguments held 
by his predecessors. Ibn as Sarràj (±Ußùl I, 171) 
says, “These transitive verbs are not complete 
[as a semantic whole] nor do they exist except 
with the existence of the [direct] object, because 
if you say: ‘I mentioned’, and nothing is men-
tioned, [this] would be impossible . . .” (wa-là 
tatimmu hà�ihi l-±af �àl al-muta�addiya wa-là 
tùjadu ±illà bi-wujùd al-maf �ùl li-±annaka ±i�à 
qulta �akartu wa-lam yakun ma�kùr fa-huwa 
mu™àl ).

From the above, it is clear that while the ini-
tial argument presented by earlier grammarians 
confirms that the direct object is a structural 
surplus, Ibn as-Sarràj presents a different argu-
ment, highlighting the existence of a semantic 
patient of the transitive verb. Such a semantic 
patient may be realized on the surface struc-
ture in the form of a direct object. The direct 
object of the transitive verb is never a semantic 
surplus, because it always exists in the deep 
structure of the verbal sentence. In his argu-
mentation, it is clear that he looks into each 
verb’s semantic field in order to determine the 
components that form it. The direct object is 
one of the components with which the semantic 
field of a transitive verb is completed.

Later grammarians, such as az-Zajjàjì and 
al-Fàrisì, did not pay much attention to the 
semantic classification of verbs proposed by 
Ibn as-Sarràj. In their work, the treatment of 
maf �ùl shifts back to the structural  explanation, 
which systematically uses the term fa�la to refer 
to any accusative complement, whether direct 
object or other complements. Modern gram-
marians often subsume the maf �ùl bihi, as well 
as the other accusative complements, under the 
category of mafà�ìl, in that they are all com-
plementary items. Nevertheless, the terms Úarf, 
™àl, tamyìz, and maf �ùl mu†laq are retained 
to refer to specific noun complements, each 
according to its structural role in the sentence.

Sìbawayhi employs the term muta�addin to 
refer not only to the transitive verb but also to 
any verb taking any noun complement, such as 

the cognate accusative or the adverbial of time 
and place. The term muta�addin in this sense 
should not be understood to mean ‘transitive’ 
in the sense of a verb having a direct object. 
Instead, it means that the verb’s syntactic effect 
actually passes over and beyond the agent to an 
accusative complement (cf. Levin 1979). This 
accusative complement may be a cognate accu-
sative or an adverbial of time or place. Along 
the same lines, the term muta�addin is used to 
refer to the operation of verb-like elements such 
as the interjection (� ism al-fi�l).

The category of verbs that are connected 
with their nominal complement by means of a 
preposition remained problematic throughout 
the history of Arabic grammar. There are a 
few instances where Sìbawayhi directly com-
pares the direct object of the verb to other 
complements, whether in the accusative or the 
genitive case. In one instance (Kitàb I, 92, 
94), he explains that the prepositional phrase 
bi-zaydin in the example marartu bi-zaydin 
‘I passed Zayd’ equals both in meaning and 
in status a direct object zaydan, so that it is 
as if the speaker had said marartu zaydan. 
Sìbawayhi states that such a verb ‘reaches’ or 
‘links with’ (yaßilu) the object noun by means 
of a preposition (wàßil bi-™arf al-±i�àfa). The 
verb in this case does not operate on the object 
noun, since the preposition is the operator and 
causes the object noun to be in the genitive 
(Mosel 1975:249). Thus, the noun governed 
by the preposition was regarded by him as 
being actually a direct object, which ‘occupies 
an accusative slot’, because the action of the 
verb either befalls the noun or reaches it in one 
way or another (cf. Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 162; 
Owens 1988:176–177). Contemporary gram-
marians consider the genitive noun to be in the 
accusative slot but do not necessarily refer to it 
as the direct object of the verb.

A second problematic issue was the status 
of the agent of a passive verb, which func-
tions syntactically as an agent, but semantically 
refers to something that is affected by the verb’s 
action and is therefore a maf �ùl fì l-ma�nà 
‘object in meaning’. In Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, a 
maf �ùl that is raised to become the ‘agent’ of a 
passive verb remains a maf �ùl (Kitàb I, 41ff.). 
In a sentence like �uriba zaydun ‘Zayd was hit’, 
zaydun is categorized by Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 
42.5) as ‘an object/patiens whose verb does not 
go beyond it to an object/patiens’ (al-maf �ùl 
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alla�ì là yata�addàhu fi�luhu ±ilà maf �ùl; Mosel 
1975:65–70). Sìbawayhi does not say that this 
maf�ùl takes the place of an agent, a concept 
introduced by al-±Axfaš and used by al-Mubar-
rad, who states that the maf �ùl “takes the 
position of the agent” (yaqùmu maqàm al-fà�il; 
Muqta�ab IV, 50; Owens 1990:155). In later 
grammatical terminology, such a maf �ùl was 
called ‘a substitute of the agent’ (nà±ib al-fà�il; 
Owens 1988:180–185). Obviously, this is con-
nected with the controversy about agency and 
the role of the agent in carrying out the action 
denoted by the verb. Note, however, that later 
grammarians, such as as-Sìràfì (Šar™ I, 262) and 
Ibn Jinnì (Luma� 117), continued to regard the 
nà±ib al-fà�il as a ‘real’ object.

Confusion between technical terms and 
semantic reference was common practice in 
early grammatical description. Yet, grammar-
ians agreed on one thing: the direct object is the 
noun governed by the verb in that the transitive 
verb passes over the agent and reaches the noun 
that represents the entity affected by the action 
of the agent.

3. T h e  s t a t u s  o f  t h e  o t h e r 
a c c u s a t i v e  c o m p l e m e n t s

In early grammatical treatises, several terms are 
used to refer to the accusative complements in 
the verbal sentence after the verb and its agent 
have been specified. Thus, the terms maf �ùl 
or even maf �ùl bihi are used indiscriminately 
to refer either to the direct object or to any 
accusative noun occupying the slot after the 
verb and agent. Yet, most Arabic grammarians 
regard the maf �ùl bihi as representing an entity 
different from the other accusative comple-
ments. They explain that the transitive verbs 
refer both to the agent (doer of the action) and 
to the direct object (the entity affected by such 
action). In addition, they argue that all verbs, 
whether transitive or intransitive, contain an 
indication of the essence of the act (expressed 
by the absolute object), the time (expressed by 
the adverb of time), the place (expressed by 
the adverb of place), the manner by which the 
action is carried out (expressed by the object 
of specification), the reason for carrying out 
the action (expressed by the object of cause), 
and other implications for the circumstance 
(expressed by the object of circumstance and of 
accompaniment). These indications constitute 

different elements pertaining to the meaning of 
the verb and illustrate what, how, when, where, 
and why a certain action takes place (Xu�ayr 
2003:28).

With respect to most of the accusative com-
plements other than the direct object, some of 
the earlier grammarians made an effort to ana-
lyze them as belonging to the category of the 
direct object, for instance the object of accom-
paniment. Other grammarians argued that the 
function of the particle wa- was to introduce 
the accompanying object in order to avoid con-
fusion with the direct object. There was also 
disagreement about what governed this object, 
the particle wa- or the verb (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, 
±Inßàf 110–113).

Some grammarians, including Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb I, 211), contemplated the possibility 
of explaining the accusative case endings of 
adverbials of time and place by their share of 
‘objectness’ (maf �ùliyya). Many grammarians 
regarded them as ‘objects’ by expansion, i.e. 
�alà s-sa�a. Others argued that what makes 
them adverbials is the inclusion of the meaning 
of the preposition fì ‘in, at’ in their meaning (� 
maf �ùl fìhi).

Along the same lines, some earlier grammari-
ans considered the object of cause to be a direct 
object clarifying the cause of the action, espe-
cially when the preposition bi- or li- is omitted 
from the proposition. One argument in favor 
of this view was that the verb sometimes has a 
direct object in the genitive case governed by a 
preposition, in which case the verb is described 
as ‘reaching’ the accusative noun by means of a 
preposition (Xu�ayr 2003:46).

In the excepting construction (� isti�nà± al-
mufarraÿ), the accusative noun after the excep-
tive particle ±illà is a direct object. After verbs 
such as ™àšà and �adà, the noun is also a 
direct object. Several grammarians considered 
the noun after the exceptive verb to be a direct 
object, for it “comes after the completion of 
thought by mentioning the verb and its agent” 
(Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 342; Xu�ayr 2003:53). 
One argument justifying the accusative case for 
the musta�nà is that the particle ±illà carries out 
the role of the verb, and, thus, the noun fol-
lowing it is in the accusative, just as the direct 
object of a verb would be.

Many grammarians called the accusative 
of specification (� tamyìz) a maf �ùl. There 
was disagreement between the Basran and the 
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Kufan grammarians as to what a tamyìz is (Ibn 
al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 351–353). They all agreed, 
however, that it is an optional element (fa�la) 
added to the sentence after its indispensable 
constituents have been included, i.e. the verb 
and the agent (Xu�ayr 2003:57–59). Several 
grammarians identified the tamyìz with the 
maf �ùl bihi when it occurred after kam ‘how 
much?’, or after an elative verb (Mubarrad, 
Muqta�ab IV, 299; Jurjànì, Muqtaßid I, 671; 
Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 258). The accusative of 
circumstance (� ™àl) was a similar case since 
most early grammarians considered the accusa-
tive noun following the verb and the agent to 
be a maf �ùl.

There was much terminological confusion 
in early grammatical treatises with respect to 
the relationship of verbs like kàna to their 
predicate (� kàna wa-±axawàtuhà; � nawàsix). 
Sìbawayhi regards the predicate of kàna in a 
sentence like kàna zaydun mun†aliqan ‘Zayd 
was leaving’ as its object because for him 
kàna is a transitive verb with an agent and an 
object (Mosel 1975:282–285; Levin 1979:186–
190). Later grammarians posited an underly-
ing nominal sentence (zaydun mun†aliqun) and 
accordingly called the underlying predicate the 
predicate of kàna (xabar kàna). Apparently, 
Ibn as-Sarràj was the first grammarian to treat 
kàna as different from other verbs in that it is 
not a real verb whose action goes beyond the 
agent to a direct object (±Ußùl I, 74), Here, too, 
the discussion revolves around the question of 
whether the status of the object is determined 
by semantic or syntactic criteria.

The case of the topic after ±inna and simi-
lar particles is less problematic (� ±inna wa-
±axawàtuhà). Here, the grammarians emphasized 
(e.g. Ibn al-Warràq, �Ilal 333.7–8; Zajjàjì, ±î�à™ 
64.17) that the comparison of the topic to an 
object is purely formal and that, semantically, 
the topic governed in the accusative case by ±inna 
has nothing to do with a direct object.

With respect to verbs like kàda (±af �àl al-
muqàraba), and for the verbs of perception 
(±af �àl aš-šu�ùr) and the verbs of requiring 
(±af �àl ar-rajà±), many early and modern gram-
marians consider the verbal noun or the clause 
composed with ±an after these verbs to be in the 
place of the direct object of such verbs, rather 
than their predicate (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 51.3, 
158.3, 160; Mubarrad, Muqta�ab III, 70, 75; 
Îayf 1987:III, 231).

The disagreement among grammarians about 
what constitutes a ‘real’ direct object extended 
toward the category of the exclamatory verbs 
(±af �àl at-taf�ìl). The accusative after these verbs, 
as in mà ±a™san-a zayd-an ‘how beautiful Zayd 
is!’, is sometimes regarded as a direct object. 
Other grammarians consider it to be ‘similar 
to the maf �ùl’ because it comes after the elative 
verb, which is similar to verbs in that it gov-
erns an accusative noun (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 
57–68). In this case, the discussion is more 
about the underlying structure of this construc-
tion. According to the Basran grammarians, 
the elative in this sentence is indeed a verb, and 
they analyze the underlying meaning as šay±un 
±a™sana zaydan ‘something made Zayd beauti-
ful’. For the Kufan grammarians, the question 
of the status of this object never arose because 
they analyzed ±a™sana as a noun, so that it could 
not have a direct object in any event.
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Maf�ùl fìhi

In the canonical theory of the Arabic gram-
marians, the term maf�ùl fìhi indicates the 
adverbial adjunct of time and place as one of the 
complements of the verb. Adjuncts usually have 
an accusative ending, both in Classical and in 
Modern Standard Arabic, e.g. ßumtu rama�àna 
‘I fasted during Ramadan’, sirtu farsaxayni 
‘I walked two parasangs’, sa-±a�habu ÿadan 

‘I’m going away tomorrow’, qumtu xalfa-ka 
‘I stood up behind you’. In the case of place 
adverbials, a prepositional phrase is preferred 
when the location is specified, e.g. ßallaytu fì 
masjidi n-nabiyyi ‘I prayed in the Prophet’s 
mosque’, not *ßallaytu masjida n-nabiyyi (for 
Classical Arabic, see Wright 1964:II, 109–112; 
for Modern Standard Arabic, see Badawi a.o. 
2004:149–152; � locative).

In early Arabic grammar, the usual term 
for adverbial adjuncts was Úarf (pl. Úurùf ), 
lit. ‘container’. It has been suggested (Merx 
1889:146; cf. Talmon 2000:248) that this is 
a Greek borrowing from the word anggeíon 
‘vessel, receptacle’, used by Aristotle to indi-
cate the temporal or local circumstances. In 
Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, the term Úarf denotes both 
the extralinguistic reality of location and time, 
and the syntactic function (Mosel 1975:345–
362). The extralinguistic reality is clearly what 
is meant by him when he says (Kitàb I, 201.8–9) 
at the beginning of the chapter on the adverbs 
of time and location:

This is the chapter of those locations and times 
that receive an accusative; this is because they are 
containers in which things happen and exist; the 
reason they receive the accusative ending is that 
they are that in which something happens and in 
which something exists. (hà�à bàb mà yantaßibu 
min al-±amàkin wa-l-waqt wa-�àka li-±annahà 
Úurùfun taqa�u fìhà l-±ašyà± wa-takùnu fìhà fa-
ntaßaba li-±annahu mawqù�un fìhà wa-makùnun 
fìhà)

Other passages in the Kitàb give the impression 
that Sìbawayhi treats the Úurùf as a category of 
words, for instance when he distinguishes (Kitàb 
I, 209.1ff.) between words that are neither ism 
nor Úarf (e.g. bi- ‘in’), words that are Úarf (e.g. 
xalfa ‘behind’), and words that are ism, but not 
Úarf (e.g. ™imàr ‘donkey’; Mosel 1975:345). 
This implies that he posits a difference between 
those nouns that can function as Úarf and those 
that cannot. The words jawf and dàxil, for 
instance, which both mean ‘interior’, cannot 
be used in a Úarf construction: *huwa dàxila 
d-dàri, whereas nouns like xalfa ‘behind’ and 
±amàma ‘in front’ can, e.g. huwa xalfa d-dàri 
‘he is behind the house’. The reason he gives is 
that the latter indicate a space that is contiguous 
to the noun (talì l-±asmà± min ±aq†àrihà), 
whereas the former are presumably parts of the 
noun, just like ba†n ‘belly’ or Úahr ‘back’ (Kitàb 
I, 204.10ff.; Mosel 1975:348–349). 
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Words that can function as adverbials of 
time and location continue to belong to the 
category of the nouns, as demonstrated by 
the fact that they can be governed by the 
particle min, e.g. min xalfika ‘from behind 
you’. In this construction, however, they no 
longer function as Úarf. Their status as nouns 
also implies that they can become the topic of 
a nominal sentence. This point is emphasized 
by al-Mubarrad (Muqta�ab IV, 341), who cites 
sentences like xalfu-ka wàsi�un ‘the area behind 
you is wide’, in which the noun xalf, which 
usually functions as an adverbial of space, is the 
topic of the sentence (Owens 1990:148–149).

A different situation obtains when adverbial 
adjuncts of location are used as predicate (Mosel 
1975:347), for instance zaydun xalfa-ka ‘Zayd 
is behind you’. In such a construction, most 
grammarians posit an underlying verb zaydun 
mustaqirrun xalfa-ka ‘Zayd is residing behind 
you’ in order to fulfil the requirement that the 
topic and the predicate refer to the same entity 
(cf. Gully 1995:226). Time adverbials can only 
occur in this function if the topic of the sentence 
refers to an event, e.g. al-laylata l-hilàl, which 
is only allowed under the reading ‘tonight the 
sighting of the new moon takes place’ rather 
than ‘tonight is the new moon’ (cf. Ibn Jinnì, 
Luma� 11–12).

In Sìbawayhi’s theory, the adjunct of time 
or place is not a direct object (cf. Owens 
1990:111–115). A sentence like sàra l-yawma 
can therefore have two different readings: ‘he 
went today’ (adjunct of time) or ‘he spent the 
day going’ (direct object). The only way to 
find out which of the two readings is meant 
is to passivize the sentence; the direct object is 
promoted to the position of agent of the passive 
sentence (nà±ib al-fà�il), as in sìra l-yawmu, 
whereas the adjunct remains in the accusative, 
sìra l-yawma. According to Sìbawayhi (Kitàb 
I, 110), the former is an example of sa�at al-
kalàm or ittisà� (cf. Versteegh 1990), because 
the underlying sentence is sìra sayru l-yawmi, 
in which the word sayr is deleted (on ittisà� 
in adverbial expressions, see also Ibn Hišàm, 
Muÿnì II, 693–694; Gully 1995:227). The 
preferred reading determines which element 
is responsible for the accusative ending: if al-
yawma is a direct object, it is governed by 
the verb; if it is an adjunct, its accusative is 
explained by the fact that it is separated from 
the verb (see below).

In the early stages of the Arabic grammatical 
tradition, an alternative terminology existed for 
the local and temporal adjuncts, in which they 
were regarded as � ßifàt ‘properties, attributes’. 
According to Talmon (2000:247–248), the 
Kufan way of looking at the adverbials as ßifàt 
goes back to what he calls the period of Old 
Iraqi Grammar and is the result of borrowing 
from the Syriac and Greek tradition. The two 
terms occur together in al-Xalìl’s Kitàb al-�ayn 
(Talmon 1997:147) in the entry on the root 
Ú-r-f (�Ayn VIII, 157, cf. VII, 325), where Úarf 
is defined as follows:

ðarf: container of anything, just as a jug is a 
container of something in it; ßifàt like ±amàma and 
quddàma are called Úurùf; you say xalfaka zaydun 
‘behind you is Zayd’ and it is put in the accusative 
because it is a container of what is in it and it is 
a place for something else. (wa-Ú-Úarf wi�à± kull 
šay± ™attà l-±ibrìq Úarf limà fìhi wa-ß-ßifàt na™wa 
±amàma wa-quddàma tusammà Úurùfan taqùlu 
xalfaka zaydun ±innamà ntaßaba li-±annahu Úarf 
limà fìhi wa-huwa maw�i� lahu) 

This view of local and temporal adverbials 
as attributes of the noun was discontinued 
by Sìbawayhi but retained by the Kufan 
grammarians: al-Farrà± never uses the word Úarf 
to describe the adjuncts (the one occurrence in 
the edition of the Ma�ànì l-Qur±àn II, 95.3–4, 
is probably a printing error for †araf li-l-fi�l; cf. 
Kinberg 1996:448), but he calls them ßifàt. In 
fact, he uses this term to indicate any locative, for 
instance when he says (Ma�ànì II, 385.5) “li- or 
any other of the locatives” (bi-l-làm ±aw ÿayrihà 
min aß-ßifàt; Owens 1990:145). Sometimes, he 
uses the term ma™all to refer to them (five times, 
according to Kinberg 1996:187–188). Âa�lab, 
too, uses ßifa and, like al-Farrà±, includes all 
prepositional phrases in this category (Owens 
1990:149). In this approach, all expressions 
that are locative in meaning (i.e. both yawma 
l-xamìsi and fì yawmi l-xamìsi ‘on Thursday’) 
are brought together in one syntactic category, 
that of the ßifàt (Owens 1990:147).

According to Ibn al-±Anbàrì (±Inßàf 108–
110, problem 29), the Kufans explained the 
accusative ending of the adjuncts by the 
fact that they are independent from the con-
struction of the sentence, i.e. through the 
principle of xilàf or ßarf, analyzed first by 
Carter (1972, 1973, 1981:355) and called by 
Owens (1990:111–115) the “separation and 
non-identity principle”. In fact, Sìbawayhi, 
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too, employs this principle. It explains the 
accusative ending in constructions like �išrùna 
dirhaman ‘twenty dirhams’ or kam dirhaman 
‘how many dirhams?’, which in Sìbawayhi’s 
view is caused by the fact that the ending -ùna 
separates the two words and prevents it from 
being governed by the preceding word. But 
he also holds this principle responsible for the 
accusative ending in adverbial adjuncts, when 
he explains the difference between yà sàriqan 
al-laylata ±ahla d-dàri and yà sàriqa l-laylati 
±ahla d-dàri ‘O you who steals during the night 
from the people in the house’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 89–90; Owens 1990:112). In this pair of 
phrases, the first phrase contains the adjunct al-
laylata, which is separated from the verb by the 
ending -an; in the second phrase, the al-layla is 
the direct object and is therefore governed by 
the participle (in this particular construction, it 
receives the genitive). 

The later tradition of Arabic grammar retained 
the memory of the original difference in the form 
of a terminological difference between Basran 
and Kufan grammar. Aš-Širbìnì, for instance, 
in his chapter on the Úarf az-zamàn wa-Úarf 
al-makàn (Carter 1981:351–367) men tions that 
this class is also called maf�ùl fìhi and by the 
Kufans ßifa. This demonstrates that Sìbawayhi’s 
Basran successors replaced the term Úarf with 
maf�ùl fìhi, in line with a new explanatory 
framework for all accusative endings as objects. 
Al-Mubarrad (Muqta�ab II, 120, IV, 328; 
Owens 1990:149), for instance, uses maf�ùl fìhi 
as the normal term for adverbials of time and 
place. The term Úarf remained in use, however, 
as an alternative. When introducing the maf�ùl 
fìhi in his list of objects, az-Zamaxšarì (Mufaßßal 
25.15) says, for instance, that it is represented 
by the “two adverbials of time and place” 
(Úarfà z-zamàn wa-l-makàn).

The term maf�ùl fìhi was already employed 
by Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 195.21, 260.12), in the 
chapter “On nouns that are in the accusative, 
and are neither attributes, nor masdars, because 
they are the situation in which the thing takes 
place, and it is in the accusative because it is 
that in which the action is performed” (hà�à 
bàb mà yantaßibu min al-±asmà± allatì laysat 
bi-ßifàt wa-là maßàdir li-±annahu ™àl yaqa�u 
fìhi l-±amr fa-yantaßibu li-±annahu maf�ùl fìhi). 
This has nothing to do with the adverbial 
adjuncts of time and place but rather indicates 
the ™àl in expressions like hà�à �abdullàhi 

mun†aliqan ‘this is Abdallah, while he is 
leaving’; kallamtuhu fàhu ±ilà fiyya ‘I spoke 
with him directly [lit. ‘his mouth toward my 
mouth’]’ (Mosel 1975:274–275).

In later grammatical theory (e.g. Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 25–26), all maf�ùls are brought 
together in one framework of transitivity (� 
ta�addin). A verb may have several objects: 
the action of the verb itself (maf�ùl mu†laq 
� absolute object); the direct object (maf�ùl 
bihi or simply � maf�ùl); the object of 
accompaniment (maf�ùl ma�ahu), which covers 
constructions like mà ßana�ta wa-±abàka ‘what 
have you done together with your father?’; the 
object of purpose (maf�ùl lahu), which covers 
constructions like fa�altu �àlika ™i�àra š-šarri 
‘I did this in order to avoid evil’; and the 
circumstantial (� ™àl).  

The central thought behind analyzing the 
adverbial adjuncts as objects is that a verb by 
itself implies the existence of several things: 
an agent, an object, the action itself, the cir-
cumstances, and the time and location. Az-
Zajjàjì (±î�à™ 100.16–101.2; Versteegh 1995:
178) discusses this in connection with his 
explanation of the heaviness of the verb as 
compared to the lightness of the noun. Some 
grammarians, he says, give the following 
explanation for this difference:

The only reason why nouns are lighter is that they 
do not signify more than one underlying referent, 
whereas the heaviness of the verb is caused by the 
fact that they have to indicate an agent, as well as 
one, two, or three objects, an infinitive, the two 
adjuncts of time and place, the circumstantial, 
and other things like these. (±innamà xaffa l-ism 
li-±annahu là yadullu ±illà �alà l-musammà lla�ì 
ta™tahu wa-�aqula l-fi�l li-dalàlatihi �alà l-fà�il wa-
l-maf�ùl wa-l-maf�ùlayni wa-�-�alà�a wa-Ú-Úarfayni 
min az-zamàn wa-l-makàn wa-l-™àl wa-mà ±ašbaha 
�àlika)

This analysis of the arguments of the verb is used 
by the Basran grammarians as an explanatory 
framework for the presence of accusative end-
ings in sentences as markers of the objects. 
They believe that each and every accusative 
ending is the result of the governance (� �amal) 
of a verb, which implies that the adverbials of 
time and place have to be analyzed as objects 
on account of their accusative ending. Al-
Mubarrad, for instance, states unequivocally 
(Muqta�ab IV, 299; Owens 1990:121) that all 
accusative endings are objects, thus integrating 
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all constructions mentioned above in one theory 
of transitivity. 

The general problem the adverbial adjuncts 
posed for the Arabic grammarians is neatly 
summarized by Owens (1990:151):

The Arabic grammarians were faced with two 
potentially contradictory classificatory criteria, the 
need to reconcile a mutually exclusive tri-partite 
word classification (= Sibawayh) with distributional 
facts brings two of these word classes, prepositions 
and nouns, into a common class as locatives 
(= Farra±). The resolution of this problem in this 
case genuinely did lead to an interesting synthesis 
of the two approaches, one originally represented 
by Sibawayh, the other by Farra±

In al-Farrà±’s analysis, different word groups 
enter into the definition of locative, whereas in 
Sìbawayhi’s analysis the semantic relationship 
between adjuncts and prepositional phrases is 
lost. The synthesis consists in the supposition 
of an underlying preposition fì which operates 
on the distinction between specific (muxtaßß) 
nouns like dàr ‘house’ and vague (mubham) 
nouns like ±amàm ‘front’ and xalf ‘behind’ 
(Owens 1990:150–151). In this later synthesis, 
only vague nouns are allowed to be used as 
locatives. Another way of putting this is to state 
that locativity implies the preposition fì, whose 
use is obligatory in the case of vague nouns (e.g. 
Ibn Jinnì, Luma� 138). Here, the locative has 
really become a maf�ùl fìhi. 

There is one other distinction to be mentioned 
here, that between fully inflected (mutaßarrif ) 
and incompletely inflected (ÿayr mutaßarrif ) 
adverbs; the latter category includes words 
like qablu and qa††u, which are called by some 
grammarians ÿàyàt (e.g. Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 
67, who calls them part of the Úurùf; Ibn al-
±Anbàrì, Luma� 54.11ff.; cf. Carter 1981:367). 
This terminology goes back to Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb II, 47), and also occurs in al-Farrà± 
(once, according to Kinberg 1996:539, namely 
Ma�ànì II, 320.11–13). The term occurs already 
in Ibn al-Muqaffa�’s commentary on Aristotle’s 
Perì hermèneías, in which he enumerates the 
eight parts of speech. The last part of speech 
is that of the ÿàyàt, which he identifies as the 
prepositional phrase in a sentence like fulàn 
al-kàtib fì d-dàri ‘someone is writing [or ‘the 
writer’] in the house’ (Ibn al-Muqaffa�, Man†iq 
26.24–25): “His words fì d-dàri are the limit 
that is reached by the complete speech, and 
it is that which he wishes to affirm” (kàna 

qawluhu fì d-dàri huwa l-ÿàya allatì yaßìru 
±ilayhà jam� kalàmihi wa-±iyyàhà ±aràda ±an 
yu�bita). Talmon (2000:247–248, 2003:166–
167) concludes from this that the term is 
borrowed from Greek logic.
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Maÿribì

The term maÿribì is the generic name for a 
host of scripts or styles used in the western 
part of the Islamic world from Tunisia to 
Morocco (±Ifrìqiyà, Maÿrib), southern Spain 
(Andalusia), and sub-Saharan Africa, for the 
copying of books and for use in the state 
apparatus (principally the chancery), as well as 
for ordinary purposes of writing. 

Although maÿribì is easily identifiable as a 
group, there is still much research that needs to 
be done before we can attempt a comprehensive 

history of its development and its various styles. 
In a way, the problem here is similar to the 
situation with the � nasx script, the bookhand 
of the Islamic East (Mašriq). 

There are a number of theories as to the 
origin of the maÿribì scripts. The traditional 
view is given by Ibn Xaldùn (d. 808/1406), 
who was of the opinion that maÿribì scripts 
developed from ±andalusì, which eventually 
(after the collapse of Muslim rule in Spain) 
supplanted all the scripts of ±Ifrìqiyà (al-xa†† al-
±ifrìqì) and, later, the Maghreb (Morocco). This 
view was originally opposed by Octave Houdas 
(1886), who pointed out that the inhabitants of 
the Maghreb made a clear distinction between 
the two scripts. However, recent research 
appears to support the view that the scripts 
and codicological practices first elaborated in 
Spain were then diffused through northwestern 
Africa (Stanley 1995:23).

Houdas was the first scholar to point out that 
the maÿribì scripts had a common ancestor: 
‘cursive � Kufic’ (Houdas 1886:95). Indeed, 
the latest research done by F. Déroche points to 
the development of maÿribì from the Abbasid 
bookhand (Houdas’ ‘cursive Kufic’; other 
appellations include semi-Kufic, Eastern or 
Persian Kufic), which dates from the 3rd/9th 
century but has its roots in the 1st century of 
Islam in a handwriting used for documents, 
either in the chancery or for judicial purposes 
(Déroche 1994:77, 2004:75). 

‘Abbasid bookhand’ (écriture livresque abbas-
side), a term coined by F. Déroche, is a generic 
term for a variety of scripts used originally for 
non-Qur±ànic texts. These scripts are known to 
have been used in the western part of the Arab 
world from the second half of the 3rd/9th century 
to the middle of the 5th/11th century (Déroche 
1999:237); in other words, they coexisted with 
maÿribì. Some of them appear to have been 
influenced by the Syriac sertà script. The ±alif 
in these scripts often looks like a reversed <s> 
or a club, and can be found with or without a 
head-serif (seriffed or sans serif). Here we also 
encounter a làm ±alif ligature known later as 
the làm ±alif al-warràqiyya (Déroche 1992:132). 
A dressed-up (stylized) version of the Abbasid 
bookhand is known as the New Abbasid Style or 
New Style (NS), used mainly, but not exclusively, 
for the copying of the Qur±àn, which had its 
golden age in the 4th/10th century. This term 
again was introduced by F. Déroche, although 
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other contemporary scholars prefer to refer to it 
as ‘broken cursive’ (Blair 2006:151–160).

Maÿribì comes into the domain of book 
production perhaps even before the first half of 
the 4th/10th century (Déroche 2004:75). The 
oldest known manuscript in maÿribì script is 
Kitàb ma�rifat al-bawl wa-±aqsàmih by ±Is™àq 
ibn Sulaymàn al-±Isrà±ìlì, dated 345/957. Two 
other prominent examples from a later period 
are Kitàb siyar al-Fazarì, dated 379/989–990, 
a copy of al-Muwa††a± by Malik ibn ±Anas, 
copied in 391/1001, and the earliest surviving 
maÿribì Qur±àn, copied in 398/1008 (Déroche 
2004:74–75, 1999:239–240). 

In maÿribì scripts, letters are not learned 
individually according to specified norms as is 
the case with the new ‘proportioned’ scripts of 
the Islamic East. Instead, writing is learned by 
imitating complete words. It is worth noting also 
that the expansion of the maÿribì script is linked 
in a special way with the exclusive diffusion 
of the Malikite jurisprudence throughout that 
whole region (Houdas 1886:99, 101).

Maÿribì is written using a calamus having a 
fine and soft point to the nib (Déroche 2004:75, 
79–80), as opposed to the straight or obliquely 
cut nibs used for most of the eastern (mašriqì) 
scripts. This manner of cutting the nib was 
apparently connected with the type of reed 
available in the Maghreb, which was not as 
hard as the reeds used in the eastern part of the 
Islamic world (Houdas 1886:96, 98). This fact 
is of great importance since we know that the 
cut of the nib has a direct impact on the type 
of strokes produced by a pen. The pen strokes 
in maÿribì are, therefore, almost always of the 
same thickness.

Two other major features are worth noting 
here: the maÿribì alphabet (hijà±) has a different 
sequence from the one used in the eastern part 
of the Islamic world and its mnemotechnical 
arrangement (±abjad), and the numerical val-
ues are also different. In the maÿribì sequence 
zày(zà±) is followed by †à±, Úà±, kàf, làm, mìm, 
nùn, ßàd, �àd, �ayn, ÿayn, fà±, qàf, sìn, šìn, hà±, 
wàw, and yà±. 

Since the arrangement of the ±abjad in groups 
of five, six, and eight also differs, the differences 
in terms of numerical values are substantial. 
Thus, sìn = 300, šìn = 1000, ßàd = 60, �àd = 90, 
Úà± = 800, and ÿayn = 900.

Other distinctive features of the maÿribì 
scripts concern the pointing, vocalization, and 

orthography. Thus, the letter fà± had one point 
below and the qàf one above, while the two 
letters (as well as nùn and yà±) at the end of a 
word were rarely pointed (Houdas 1886:107). 
This way of pointing goes back to the first 
centuries of Islam. Also, the points of the tà± 
marbù†a were very often suppressed, and their 
suppression was obligatory at the end of peri-
ods in rhymed prose.

Just as in the New Abbasid Style (‘broken 
cursive’) manuscripts of the Qur±àn, in maÿribì 
manuscripts the vocalization and orthoepic 
signs were executed in colors (red, green, yel-
low, and blue). Red was used for vowels. Šadda 
was indicated by a semicircle in red: � (with 
fat™a) or � (with kasra). Hamzat al-qa† � was 
marked with a red or yellow dot, and hamzat 
al-waßl with a green dot (Déroche 1991:231; 
Blair 2006:222, 223, 226). Many non-Qur±ànic 
manuscripts were also polychrome, using red, 
blue, and green colors for key words, chapter 
headings, and the like. 

Although many maÿribì manuscripts are asso-
ciated with the square format, as far as we 
know, the square Qur±àns appear only at end 
of the 5th/11th century. The  earliest square-
format codex was made at Malaga in 500/
1106. Originally, maÿribì manuscripts were 
written in codices of other formats such as 
the oblong format (Déroche 2001:593, 606, 
611). Here, mention should also be made of 
the use of parchment in manuscripts as late 
as the 9th/15th century, as well as the use of 
colored paper (peach, red, purple, pale pink) 
from as early as the 7th/13th century (Blair 
2006:393).

There are great differences in style; some 
manuscripts were written with very thin nibs, 
and others with thicker ones, and the scripts 
vary from very small to very large, often spiky 
in appearance. Moreover, the form of a letter is 
never characteristic of a style. On a single page, 
executed by the same hand, one may encounter 
up to four forms of the same letter. Looking at 
some manuscripts, one forms the impression of 
admiring a spiderweb-like composition. 

Nevertheless, we find certain common char-
acteristics, such as: the ascenders in ±alif, làm, 
†à±/Úà± are rarely straight and are often curved; 
the loop of the ßàd/�àd is identical with that 
of †à±/Úà± and has no ‘tooth’; the initial �ayn/
ÿayn has a very wide opening; some descend-
ers (such as in the final or isolated nùn) have 
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enormous but often irregular curves; the ±alif of 
prolongation has a characteristic spur-like tail 
which descends below the baseline; and the dis-
tinct shape of làm ±alif al-warràqiyya (Houdas 
1886:105–107; van den Boogert 1989:30). 

Just as with the Abbasid bookhand and the 
New Abbasid Style, most maÿribì scripts are 
seriffed, but there are some which are serifless 
(sans serif). The head-serif, when present, is left 
sloping and often in the shape of a dot, like a 
paunch (kirš; Gacek 2003:28).

Maÿribì scripts are difficult to classify because 
of the great confusion of forms, stemming 
from the variety of scripts, itself the result of 
the lack of calligraphic standards seen in the 
Islamic East. Indeed, maÿribì scribes tended to 
imitate the scripts of the manuscripts they cop-
ied, which could have been written in another 
region or country (Houdas 1886:100; Boogert 
1989:31). 

There are, at this stage, two classifications of 
the maÿribì scripts. The first main classification 
of elegant scripts, suggested by O. Houdas, 
divides them according to regions or towns 
(centers of learning), e.g. qayrawànì, ±andalusì, 
fàsì, and sùdànì (Houdas 1886:104; Abbott 
1939:41–44). 

The second classification, common in con-
temporary maÿribì literature, divides the 
scripts into the following categories: mabsù†, 
mujawhar, musnad (also known as zimàmì), 
and mašriqì. According to Mu™ammad al-
Manùnì, these scripts established themselves 
during the Marinid dynasty (probably at the 
end of the 7th/13th century), after the ±andalusì 
script became ‘Maghribized’. Mabsù† script was 
used for Qur±àns, mujawhar (the most com-
mon of maÿribì scripts) for state documents 
and official correspondence, musnad for legal 
documents and personal use, and mašriqì for 
titles and headings in books and all types of 
other decorations, as well as in large inscrip-
tions, e.g. in the Alhambra. Being an adapta-
tion of � �ulu�, the mašriqì is also referred to 
as �ulu� maÿribì (Gacek 2001; van den Boogert 
1989:31–32).

The earliest mention of ±andalusì script (as 
one of the twelve kùfì scripts) comes from 
±Abù £ayyàn at-Taw™ìdì’s work on calligraphy 
(Rosenthal 1971:24). Although some researchers, 
perhaps following Ibn Xaldùn’s argumenta-
tion, have made a distinction between ±andalusì 
and maÿribì scripts (e.g. James 1992:87), this 

is perhaps an unwarranted distinction, since 
±andalusì, like the scripts of Qayrawàn and Fàs, 
certainly belongs to the large maÿribì family of 
scripts. 

This script has come to be seen as a “small, 
angular, archaic looking hand in which such 
letters as kàf, ßàd and �àd are rather elongated” 
(James 1992:87), as opposed to a larger maÿribì. 
We are told that it was a compact script usually 
found in small-format, square manuscripts of 
the Qur±àn. In this script, unlike other maÿribì 
scripts, the final forms of such letters as fà±, qàf, 
nùn, and yà± were pointed (James 1992:87). 

The distinction between the small (±andalusì) 
and larger (maÿribì) is, however, confusing 
and perhaps even erroneous as it presupposes 
that the use of the small script was confined 
to al-±Andalus. It is likely, however, that both 
originated in Spain, and certainly both were 
later employed across the Straits of Gibraltar 
and in southern Spain. T. Stanley (1995:22–23) 
argues, “In fact, the two scripts can be seen 
as complementary, for in general the smaller 
type was used for single-volume copies of the 
Qur±an, and the larger type for multi-volume 
copies”.

The sùdànì scripts, employed in sub-Saharan 
Africa, are offshoots from maÿribì, possibly 
coming from Tunisia (mainly Qayrawàn), but 
perhaps also touched by influences coming 
from Egypt (Houdas 1886:102; Stanley 1999). 
The history of these scripts is not well known 
due to the fact that there are few dated manu-
scripts and not enough data regarding their 
provenance. Furthermore, they greatly differ 
in style; some are very coarse and heavy in 
appearance and others are more delicate and 
easy flowing. The strokes are often irregular 
in length and thickness (Abbott 1939:43). The 
oldest specimens of this script do not appear 
to be earlier than the 11th/17th century, and 
most come from the 12th/18th and 13th/19th 
centuries. The oldest manuscript we know of 
was copied as late as 1080/1669 (Déroche 
2004:86–88; Bivar 1960:203).

Maÿribì survived in its various forms into the 
early 14th/20th century thanks to printing by 
lithography. The well-known Fes lithographs 
are the best representation of the various styles 
used at that time. In movable type, however, 
maÿribì was replaced by � nasx, and only 
recently have attempts been made to revive 
traditional maÿribì calligraphy. 
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Adam Gacek (McGill University)

Ma™mùl

The term ma™mùl ‘predicate’ is part of Arabic 
philosophical terminology, equivalent to the 
Latin praedicatum (Georr 1948:217; Afnan 
1969:80–81; Versteegh 1993:24–25). Its mean-
ing in philosophical terminology corresponds 
to that of � xabar in linguistics (Elamrani-
Jamal 1983:138–144; Fàràbì, £urùf 111.5–7), 
or � ßifa as opposed to mawßùf in theologi-
cal terminology (Wolfson 1976:112–132; Ibn 
Sìnà, Maqùlàt 18–19). The composition of � 
maw�ù� ‘subject’ and ma™mùl can be brought 
about ‘in the way of limitation’ (�alà na™w 
at-taqyìd) or ‘in the way of report’ (�alà sabìl 
al-xabar). Following the pattern of definitions, 
the first kind of composition has a nominal 
predicate: ‘[man is] a logical, mortal living 
being’, i.e. ‘[man is] an animal that is logical 
and mortal’ (al-™ayawàn alla�ì huwa nà†iq), 
while the second one has a verbal predicate (Ibn 
Sìnà, �Ibàra 30–34).

In speaking of predicates, the Arab philos-
ophers take Aristotle’s Categories (1 a 20–1 
b 9) as their point of departure. On the basis 
of Aristotle’s text, they usually distinguish 
between yuqàlu �alà and yuqàlu fì. As Ibn Rušd 
(d. 595/1198) puts it in his short commentary 
on Aristotle’s Categories (Talxìß 12; cf. Ibn 
Sìnà, �Ibàra 20), the names and definitions 
of secondary substances can be predicated of 
(yuqàlu �alà) a subject, but accidents can be 
‘predicated in’ (yuqàlu fì) them.

A detailed presentation of a more elaborate 
version of Aristotle’s theory was given by Ibn 
Sìnà (d. 428/1037). He distinguishes five types:

i. The subject of a sentence has a well-
established essence and existence, e.g., the 
property by which it is characterized accedes 
‘from outside’ as an accident or attribute 
(�àri�, làzim): ‘a human being is white’ or 
‘laughing’.

ii. The subject of a given sentence is taken 
as something having a fixed essence, but 
the property is part of its constitution: ‘a 
human being is an animal’.

iii. The subject is taken without having a well-
established essence, and the property helps 
to establish its essence and existence, e. g. 
matter and form. Form always appears as 
a property of matter, not belonging to its 
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essence but contributing to the establishment 
of its actual subsistence.

iv. The subject is taken without having a well-
established essence, and the property does 
not accede from outside, since it is part of 
its existence, e.g. ‘substance’ for ‘body’, 
being a predicate of ‘animal’. ‘Substance’ is 
part of the definition of ‘body’.

v. The subject does not have a well-established 
existence, and the property does not accede 
to its essence but rather to some inseparable 
attribute that gives it subsistence or to one 
of its first accidents.

‘Human being’ is the subject of ‘animal’ because 
‘animal’ is a constituent part of ‘human being’. 
‘Animal’ is the subject of ‘body’ because ‘body’ 
is a constituent element of ‘animal’ and part 
of its existence. These are examples of the first 
type.

‘Body’ is the subject of ‘whiteness’ or 
‘blackness’, without being constituted by these 
properties. A body is visible, consequently, it has 
color. Nevertheless, a body is not constituted 
by color, but ‘color’ is the subject of ‘whiteness’ 
or ‘blackness’. This is the second type. 

Consequently, a human being can be 
characterized by all these properties (Ibn Sìnà, 
�Ibàra 18–19). Ibn Sìnà always refers here to the 
Tabula Porphyriana as being in the background 
of these five types (Maróth 1994:89–128).

In the logical approach to predication, there 
are problems which are unknown to linguists. 
The most interesting ones are the following:

i. A predicate can be expressed ‘in agreement’ 
(bi-l-muwà�a�a: zaydun insànun ‘Zayd is 
a human being’) or with ‘derivation’ (��
ištiqàq: zaydun ±abya�u ‘Zayd is white’; 
Aristotle, De Interpretatione 16 b 20; Fàràbì, 
£urùf 113.9–11; Ibn Sìnà, Madxal 28). 
A secondary substance can be predicated 
of (yuqàlu �alà) a subject in agreement: 
‘a human being is an animal’ (al-±insànu 
™ayawànun). The properties qualifying a 
subject (yuqàlu fì) can be expressed by 
derivation: ‘Zayd is white’ (zaydun ±abya�u), 
derived form zaydun fìhi bayà�un ‘in Zayd 
is whiteness’. If ‘walking’ (�ahàbun) is a 
property that can be found in Zayd (yuqàlu 
fì zayd), then the following sentences can be 
derived from it: ‘Zayd is walking’ (zaydun 
�àhibun, zaydun ya�habu). ‘Walking’ 

(�àhibun, ya�habu) is derived from ‘(the 
act of) walking’ (�ahàbun), which is the 
property being in Zayd. Consequently, 
all utterances have the same basic form: 
substance (the first one among Aristotle’s 
categories) is connected with (or: is a 
bearer of) a property (one of the other 
nine categories). Thus, the ever-changing 
linguis tic expression of this elementary struc-
ture is of secondary importance because 
zaydun �àhibun, zaydun ya�habu, and 
ya�habu zaydun are various linguistic rep-
resentations of the same structure consisting 
of subject and predicate. All this means 
that accepting the theory of ištiqàq, the 
dichotomy of jumla fi�liyya/jumla ismiyya, 
as well as the dichotomy of verbal/nominal 
predicates, becomes irrelevant because all 
of them go back to the same common 
logical pattern: ‘whiteness is a property 
existing in Zayd’, i.e. zaydun ±abya�u, and 
‘walking is a property existing in Zayd’, i.e. 
zaydun �àhibun, zaydun ya�habu, etc. The 
difference between yuqàlu �alà and yuqàlu 
fì was usually explained by philosophers in 
their commentaries written on Aristotle’s 
De interpretatione (Fàràbì, �Ibàra 36–37; 
Ibn Sìnà, Maqùlàt 20, 27; etc.). Referring 
to Aristotle, Ibn Zur�a (d. 398/1008) says 
that the predicate of a sentence always 
indicates an actual condition (™àl) of the 
subject (Man†iq 34). Actual condition is 
an ‘influence, impression’ (ta±�ìr; the term 
corresponds to Greek páthos in the sense of 
‘quality, feature’), and because all qualities 
are of temporary character, and all words 
connected with time are considered verbs, 
the predicate (ma™mùl) is always a verb. 
What Ibn Zur�a says corresponds to Ibn 
Sìnà’s views; only their point of departure 
differs. Ibn Zur�a’s opinion tacitly assumes 
that a nominal predicate is always connected 
with an ‘existential verb’, i.e. a copula that 
expresses time.

ii. Philosophers realized that the lack of a 
�� copula indicating present tense in sen-
tences with nominal predicates was a basic 
difference between Arabic and other lan-
guages (Versteegh 1997:82–84; Jeremiás 
2002:550–574; Fàràbì, £urùf 112; Ibn Sìnà, 
�Ibàra 37–39). Even in this case there was an 
‘existential verb’, if the connection between 
subject and predicate was made in the past 
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or future tense. The Arab philosophers 
tried to express this connection by using 
the word huwa, for instance, in sentences 
like zaydun huwa ±abya�u ‘Zayd is white’ 
(cf. al-™ayawànu lla�ì huwa nà†iqun cited 
above). In this case, huwa was not regarded 
as a pronoun but rather as a derived form 
from huwiyya, expressing existence. The 
idea of connection can be expressed by 
other ‘existential words’ (kalim wujùdiyya) 
as well: zaydun mawjùdun �àdilan ‘Zayd is 
(being) just’. In the past and future tenses, 
the corresponding forms of ‘to be’ (kàna, 
sa-yakùnu) are used, as they are in other 
languages. The ‘existential words’ and the 
theory of their replacement by huwa as 
derived from huwiyya, expressing ‘exist-
ence’, were necessary, because verbal predi-
cates themselves implied the existence of the 
subjects they were connected with (Fàràbì, 
�Ibàra 129.7–8.). Ibn Sìnà (�Ibàra 39.13) 
says that kàna at the beginning of a sentence 
(kàna llàhu �àdilan ÿafùran ‘God is just 
and forgiving’) has a general validity for all 
three tenses, because kàna expresses here 
only a connection. The most important dif-
ference between verbs and existential verbs 
is that the former indicate their own con-
nection with the subject, whereas the latter 
only establish a connection between two 
other things, one of them being a subject 
and the other one a predicate (Fàràbì, �Ibàra 
36–37). 

iii. In the logical analysis of language, a special 
problem is connected with quantification. 
A subject can be individual or general. 
This problem had been raised already by 
Aristotle (De interpretatione 20 b 13–18). 
If the subject is individual, should the predi-
cate be individual as well? If its predicate, 
too, is individual, then there will be no 
similar individual in the outside world. In 
addition, two different individuals cannot 
be predicated of each other. In language 
this is admissible, especially in the case of 
names, but not in nature: ‘Zayd is ±Abù 
l-Qàsim’. In all other cases, the situation 
is similar to the sentence ‘Zayd is white’. 
‘Zayd’ is an individual being one can point 
at, but ‘white’ is a quality shared by many 
things. Consequently, in a sentence with 
both an individual and a general subject, 
the predicate will always be general (Ibn 

Sìnà, Maqùlàt 20–21; a similar problem is 
treated by al-Fàràbì, �Ibàra 141–142). In 
grammatical terms, Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002) 
gives what is basically the same rule (Luma� 
10.10–11): “If in a sentence a definite and 
an indefinite word co-occur, you make the 
definite word topic and the indefinite word 
comment” (fa-±in ijtama�a fì l-kalàm ma�rifa 
wa-nakira ja�alta l-mubtada± huwa l-ma�rifa 
wa-l-xabar huwa n-nakira).
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Mahmùsa � Majhùra/Mahmùsa

Maintenance � Language shift: 
Amazigh 

Majàz

The term majàz, used both in Arabic linguistic 
thought and in the hermeneutics of the Qur±àn, 
is usually translated as ‘trope’, although its 
meaning is not completely congruent with the 
Western concept. Majàz is explained as a verbal 
noun of jàza ‘to go beyond something’, in 
the sense of a participle denoting al-kalimatu 
al-jà±izatu ±ay al-muta�addiyatu makànahà l-
±aßliyya ‘a word that goes beyond its original 
place [i.e. its literal meaning in the language 
system]’ (cf. Jurjànì, ±Asràr 365; Mehren 
1853:75). In the history of the term, a semantic 
specialization or narrowing from denoting all 
kinds of rhetorical features to some kinds of 
tropes can be observed. Whether majàz should 
be translated as ‘trope’ depends on the author 
examined.

Tašbìh and majàz, along with � kinàya, are 
the main topics of the �ilm al-bayàn, the second 
branch of Arabic rhetoric as systematized in 
the 12th and 13th centuries, metaphor (isti�àra) 
being the most important part of majàz. In time, 
metaphor became the predominant subject in the 
works of those who were engaged in building 
up a theoretical framework for Arabic rhetoric, 
and, thus, the study of majàz is essentially the 
study of metaphor (� isti�àra). 

In Arabic language theory, tropical speech is 
closely linked with the notion of transference 
(naql) of meaning. Functioning as a unifying 
factor, this notion first complements and then 
almost replaces both the concepts of metaphor 
as a ‘borrowing’ of a name or a thing, and majàz 
as a licensed transgression. Another notion 
that majàz is connected with is its counterpart 

™aqìqa. Both are used in the discourse about 
the question of whether all passages of the 
Qur±àn have to be taken at face value. The idea 
of God sitting on a throne is true, of course, 
in a sense, but does it mean the same as in 
normal language? Given that it is the truth 
(™aqìqa), the question remains whether it is 
a veridical expression (™aqìqa) or a figurative 
one. Thus, in kalàm a discourse developed 
about the connection between the ontological 
concept of ™aqìqa and the modes of expressing 
reality in language. While majàz is rooted in the 
discussion of features of the language, ™aqìqa, 
mostly denoting transcendental truth or the 
real nature of a thing, has an epistemological 
background. In his commentary on the Qur±àn, 
Mu™ammad al-Kalbì (d. 146/763) mentions 
™aqìqa and majàz along with a number of other 
dichotomies (cf. Versteegh 1993:106, 122). 

Both ™aqìqa and majàz may denote the word 
as a formal unit (� lafÚ) and the corresponding 
concept (� ma�nà), and sometimes the referent 
as well. But, since the dichotomy form/meaning 
is firmly grounded in Arabic linguistic reasoning, 
the danger of confusing these levels is even less 
likely than in the Western tradition. Moreover, 
theorists from the 12th century were fairly 
aware of the fact that what words refer to are 
mental representations.

From the very beginning, grammarians of 
Arabic were conscious of deviant forms and 
rhetorical elements in language. Dealing with 
�� poetic license, Kufan grammarians like al-
Farrà± (d. 207/822) employ the term ±ijàza, 
a derivate of the same root j-w-z that majàz 
belongs to. Sìbawayhi’s (d. 180/793) expression 
sa�at al-kalàm suggests an interpretation as 
a semantic expansion beyond the common 
function in the language system. Sìbawayhi 
uses the term ittisà�, referring to cases like is±al-i 
l-qaryata ‘ask the village!’, instead of is±al ±ahla 
l-qaryati ‘ask the people of the village!’ (Q. 
12/82), a standard example and constant 
companion throughout the history of Arabic 
linguistic thinking. This case is not an ordinary 
elision, as the sentence is in no way grammatically 
defective. One has to consider the meaning and 
the compatibility of components beyond formal 
aspects of the language. As-Sìràfì, examining 
the passage in his commentary on Sìbawayhi’s 
Kitàb, uses the terms ™aqìqa and majàz (cf. 
Versteegh 1990:281), a usage gradually becom-
ing prevalent. Expansion (tawassu�) as a basis 
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for metaphorical wording is still discussed in 
Islamic jurisprudence, even in our times (cf. 
Modarressi 1986:790).

More explicitly dedicated to linguistic exegesis 
than Ibn al-Kalbì, ±Abù �Ubayda (d. 210/825), 
following the order of the verses, writes his 
Majàz al-Qur±àn as a contribution to preserving 
the proper understanding of the Holy Scripture. 
This motivation prevails through the centuries 
and must be seen as the generally accepted 
background for research. ±Abù �Ubayda does 
not couple majàz with ™aqìqa. At the beginning 
of his work, he lists 39 modes or means of 
expression, to be found in the Qur±àn and 
elsewhere. Several kinds of derivations, elisions, 
paraphrastic expressions, tropes, and the like 
are treated as majàz. Yet, there is no elaborate 
technical vocabulary in ±Abù �Ubayda’s work. 
Without defining terms, he briefly characterizes 
the linguistic convention or means he wishes to 
present, or he limits himself to exemplifying it. 
As a result, later theorists often read his examples 
in a different way. Majàz in this context seems 
to stand for ‘another way to say it’, according 
to the standards of those who are learned in 
the Arabic tongue, or ‘to say it in other words’, 
using the means of the Arabic language to color 
speech, as applied in the Qur±àn and poetry, 
and also by the pure Arabs living in the time 
of the Prophet. Majàz is predominantly used 
for rhetorical devices. In some cases, however, 
it is the regular expression that is intended. On 
several occasions, the meaning of majàz comes 
close to wujùh. For ±Abù �Ubayda, the variety 
of expressions in the unsurpassable Qur±àn 
(� ±i�jàz) is evidence of the possibilities and 
virtues of the Arabic language itself. 

A number of his successors use the term 
majàz in a generic way. Al-Jà™i� (d. 255/868) 
calls every use of words going beyond their 
conventional function in language majàz. It 
has a wider scope than metaphor and seems 
to cover everything that is not a veridical 
expression, and therefore forms a counterpart 
of ™aqìqa. Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) employs 
majàz to cover various features, such as elision, 
and other means to make speech more concise 
or to extend it by paraphrasing. Isti�àra, which 
has a wider meaning than in later times, is also 
included. Early writers in the field of literary 
theory, like Âa�lab (d. 291/904), do not use the 
term (cf. Heinrichs 1991:271). Ibn al-Mu�tazz 
(d. 296/908) does not mention majàz in his 

Kitàb al-badì� among the figures of speech he 
presents. This may be an indication that it was 
not in use in literary circles, where the lines of 
the modern poets of his time were discussed. 
Qudàma ibn Ja�far (d. between 328/939 and 
337/948) seems to apply the term in the same 
way that ±Abù �Ubayda did. The majàz/™aqìqa 
dichotomy is mentioned by Ibn ¢abà†abà (d. 
322/934). ±Is™àq ibn ±Ibràhìm (d. middle of 
the 4th/10th century) uses the term along with 
isti�àra in the sense of figurative expression. 
Al-£àtimì (d. 388/998) finally comes to apply 
it to all kinds of deviant use of language found 
in poetry. 

In the Kitàb aß-ßinà�atayn of al-�Askarì (d. 
after 395/1004), no clear distinction is made 
between isti�àra and majàz. The definition 
given for metaphor as a motivated transfer 
(naql) of an expression from its normal use 
in language to another seems to be intended 
to also cover majàz (Íinà�atayn 295). Most of 
the numerous examples are followed by some 
stereotyped formulas declaring metaphorical 
speech superior to veridical wording (±ablaÿ 
min al-™aqìqa).

In a�-Âa�àlibì’s (d. 429/1038) Sirr al-�arabiyya 
(e.g. Sirr 397), a catalog of various features 
assigned to the Arabic tongue, another case 
of majàz used in a less systematic way is 
encountered. Quoting al-Jà™i�, he states that 
the Bedouin have a linguistic habit that makes 
it easy for them to speak in tropes and the like, 
for they can always count on being understood. 
Majàz in this sense points at the creativity 
possible in speech, i.e. how far one can digress 
from veridical meaning, if only one can rely 
on the other participants’ communicative com-
petence to figure out the intended meaning. 
Ibn Rašìq (d. 456/1063 or 463/1070) is among 
those who have a broader concept of majàz 
that includes metonymy and even simile. 

�Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì’s (d. 471/1078) main 
works, ±Asràr al-balàÿa and Dalà±il al-±i�jàz, are 
both milestones in the history of Arabic rhetoric, 
the former being an analysis of tropical speech 
while the latter is mainly dedicated to the 
idea of naÚm, i.e. generating semantic nuances 
by word combination and construction. He 
establishes the distinction between majàz as a 
kind of trope formed by a single word used in 
a sense other than its conventional meaning 
(majàz luÿawì), on the one hand, and as a 
trope on the sentence level (majàz �aqlì), on the 
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other. In the latter case, the words retain their 
original lexical meaning, and the trope lies in the 
affirmative predication (±i�bàt) alone, not in the 
thing ascribed, e.g. wa-šayyaba ±ayyàmu l-firàqi 
mafàriqì ‘the days of separation have made 
my head white’. Here, religious considerations 
come into play, for it is God who makes hair 
turn white. In cases like fa-±a™yaynà bihi l-±ar�a 
ba�da mawtihà ‘We made the earth living after 
it had been dead’ (Q. 35/9), the trope is due to 
the thing ascribed. In the given verse, ‘liveliness’ 
stands for the freshness and bountifulness of 
the earth turning green, while the predication 
is a veridical one.

Simile, analogy, and metaphor are considered 
the roots of eloquence (Jurjànì, ±Asràr 26). The 
implied comparison of two things on the word 
level forming an isti�àra, e.g. ‘I saw a lion’, 
is paralleled by a comparison of two sets of 
things on the sentence level forming an analogy 
(tam�ìl), e.g. ‘the horses and riding camels of 
youth’s passion are unharnessed’. In contrast 
with the former example, here ‘horses and 
riding camels’ do not refer to any objects in the 
real world.

Al-Jurjànì’s concept of majàz, and especially 
metaphor, is based on what he calls mulà™aÚa 
(cf. ±Asràr 325), a kind of immediate blending 
of the two mental images that the word evokes 
in conventional and metaphorical usage. 
This mental visualization may be strong and 
impressive, as in the lion example, or may 
evoke a less vivid association, such as ‘hand’ for 
‘benefit’. At any rate, in al-Jurjànì’s conception 
this manner of indirect and abstract thinking 
is at the same time the most concrete one. 
Evoking a more concrete representation of 
meaning, majàz as a graphic description enters 
the hearer’s mind in a more effective way. 

Al-Jurjànì is not the first to interpret meta-
phor as an intensified comparison. He cites 
al-Qà�ì al-Jurjànì and the lexicographer Ibn 
Durayd as his predecessors. However, unlike 
his predecessors, al-Jurjànì points out that the 
concept of majàz is a broader one and not 
identical with metaphor. Every metaphor is a 
trope, but not every trope a metaphor. Al-Jurjànì 
suggests that dimensions other than similarity 
are to be excluded from the concept, thereby 
introducing a new aspect into the discussion. 
Consequently, two meanings connected on 
the basis of special property (ixtißàß), contact 

(mulàbasa), or inextricable combination (xal†) 
cannot be taken as metaphor. However, this 
dictinction is not observed consistently.

The notorious disagreement about whether 
a metaphorical interpretation of the Qur±àn 
is admissible or not is paralleled by a thread 
of discussion in another field, namely that 
about the relation between poetry and lie. 
Some circles held that art would flourish best 
when fantasy is not limited by any restrictions, 
however far from reality mental pictures may 
be. This position found its expression in the 
dictum ‘The finest poetry is the most untrue’. 
Others held that ‘The finest poetry is the most 
truthful’ and wished to keep poetry free from 
exaggeration and excessive use of rhetorical 
devices (tajawwuz). Al-Jurjànì tends toward the 
latter opinion but refuses a general decision. He 
states that metaphor has more in common with 
ellipsis than with the construction of fantastic 
worlds without any connection to reality. This 
could be seen in the Qur±àn, whose metaphors 
always have a substratum of reality. Again, 
reflections on language are related to religious 
arguments.

Majàz, as presented by al-Jurjànì, is a com-
municative strategy meant to go beyond the 
limits of conventional language and create 
new fields of associations. It operates on both 
the emotional and cognitive levels. Rhetorical 
communication is a process of encoding and 
decoding, with the words merely giving a vague 
indication and the listener being challenged 
to infer what is intended on the basis of his 
knowledge of context and situation. 

The idea of a second meaning behind the 
original one is not restricted to the single-word 
level. Al-Jurjànì is very aware of the fact that 
not only single words but also whole classes 
of sentences can be used at odds with their nor-
mal function in the language system. Used 
as rhetorical questions, for example, � inter-
rogative sentences may serve several commu-
nicative goals, such as ordering or blaming. 
Albeit not under the heading of majàz, al-
Jurjànì deals in his Dalà±il with questions that 
prepared the ground for what was later to 
be called �ilm al-ma�ànì. Known in his time 
mostly as a grammarian, he also discusses the 
functioning of majàz in terms of grammar.

Although in his works the methodological 
influence of the mutakallimùn has not yet 
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completely superseded literary criticism and 
aesthetics, al-Jurjànì, an ±Aš�arite, eventually 
promoted Mu�tazilite thinking. He laid down 
the foundations of a system upon which his 
successors built a firm edifice of theory. 

Faxr ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì (d. 606/1209) dedicates 
the first of the two parts of his Nihàyat al-±ìjàz 
mainly to the linguistic unit of a single word 
and to the parts of speech, while the second 
deals with the combination of words on the 
sentence level. As a preliminary to simile and 
metaphor, he discusses majàz and finally adds 
� kinàya as a figure in its own right. 

Following al-Jurjànì, ar-Ràzì defines majàz as 
a word with a meaning other than its original 
one, because some relationship between the 
first and the second meaning is to be brought 
to one’s eyes (mulà™aÚa nisba; Nihàya 49). 
Ar-Ràzì discusses the relation between veridical 
and tropical speech and also the case of speech 
that is both simultaneously, and he makes 
some efforts to distinguish majàz from lying 
or talking nonsense. He stresses that majàz is 
the general term of which isti�àra, being further 
subdivided according to various aspects, is one 
kind. The qarya example of Q. 12/82, again, 
corresponds to an elliptical majàz (majàz bi-n-
nuqßàn), and its counterpart, majàz bi-z-ziyàda, 
too, is discussed not primarily as a grammatical 
phenomenon. 

Ar-Ràzì contributes to the theory of majàz by 
introducing notions from logic and advocating 
a methodological approach that focuses on the 
way things are referred to by dalàla wa��iyya 
or dalàla �aqliyya. In his work, the hitherto 
achieved progress in rhetorical analysis meets a 
philosophically inspired theory of language that 
is in some respects of Greek origin (cf. Bauer 
2005:292). Basic elements of this thinking 
found their way into the science of ±ußùl and 
became an accepted part of the framework. As 
one of the outstanding exponents of the ±ußùl, 
ar-Ràzì combined the methods of this science 
with the tradition of rhetoric represented by 
al-Jurjànì.

As-Sakkàkì (d. 626/1229) goes a long way 
toward a unifying theory of language in his 
Miftà™ al-�ulùm. The author establishes a system 
of classes following the well-known scheme 
of genus proximum and differentia specifica. 
To start with, he defines ™aqìqa as a word 
used in its original meaning without further 
interpretation, al-kalimatu l-musta�malatu fì-

mà hiya maw�ù�atun lahu min ÿayri ta±wìlin 
fì l-wa�� (Miftà™ 358). A word may be used 
(i) according to its original meaning (luÿawì); 
or (ii) as a legal term (šar�ì); or (iii) according 
to a special terminological or generally known 
and well-established convention (�urfì). Hence, 
the trope must be realized within one and the 
same mode, otherwise, every terminological 
use would constitute a majàz. This restriction 
is important because many words in Arabic, 
the language of science in the East, have several 
specific meanings, depending on the branch of 
learning referred to. If you call a brave man a 
lion, the meaning is transferred on the level of 
two words of nonterminological usage. If ßalàt, 
which designates the obligatory ritual prayer, 
stands for du�à±, i.e. private prayer, again, 
the transference remains on the same plane 
of defined terms of legal relevance. The third 
mode of expression refers to cases like the use 
of dàbba ‘(creeping) animal’ for a mule, being 
a shift from the lexical mode to a secondary 
conventional usage. 

Then, as-Sakkàkì defines majàz as al-kalimatu 
l-musta�malatu fì ÿayri mà hiya maw�ù�atun 
lahu bi-t-ta™qìqi isti�màlan fì l-ÿayri bi-n-
nisbati ±ilà naw�i ™aqìqatihà ma�a qarìnatin 
màni�atin �an ±iràdati ma�nàhà fì �àlika n-naw�i 
‘a word that is used for something other than 
its original veridical meaning, both meanings 
pertaining to the same mode of expression [i.e. 
luÿawì, šar�ì, or �urfì], while the context renders 
the word impossible to be intended in the literal 
sense’.

As-Sakkàkì gives the following summary of 
the basic notions of his system (cf. Simon 
1993:44): a word gives information (i) through 
its original meaning in the language system, or 
(ii) through an implication of that meaning. 
When using the word, one either intends (i) its 
lexical meaning alone, or (ii) something else, or 
(iii) both the one and the other. The first case 
is ™aqìqa; the second is majàz as a single word 
figure, requiring a situational or contextual 
indication that blocks literal meaning; the third 
case is � kinàya.

Both (i) and (iii) are considered veridical 
expressions, but they differ in the way they 
supply the information, either straightforwardly 
or in an indirect way. Majàz either substitutes 
an intensified comparison (mubàlaÿa fi t-tašbìh) 
for the literal meaning, thus being a metaphor 
(isti�àra), or it does not, in which case it is a 
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‘free’ trope (majàz mursal). Metaphor is seen 
as an implied comparison mentioning either 
the thing compared, or the thing compared 
with, but not both at the same time. If the 
thing compared is named, it is the case of an 
isti�àra bi-l-kinàya, where the mušabbah (i.e. 
musta�àr lahu) is given a characteristic trace 
of the mušabbah bihi (i.e. musta�àr minhu), 
e.g. ‘I saw heads that had grown ripe’ in al-
£ajjàj’s famous inaugural speech in Kùfa. If the 
thing compared with is mentioned, as-Sakkàkì 
speaks of an isti�àra bi-t-taßrì™, e.g. ‘I saw a 
lion’, either in the form of an isti�àra ta™qìqiyya 
naming a real quality of the omitted compared 
thing, or of an isti�àra taxyìliyya in cases where 
the thing compared with does not belong to the 
compared thing in reality.

The background for the whole system is 
a theory of referentiality similar to what ar-
Ràzì taught. The intended meaning of a word 
may be the whole of its conventional meaning 
(dalàlat al-mu†àbaqa) or a part of it (dalàlat at-
ta�ammun), or the word is used as a reference 
to something outside the literal meaning, yet 
connected to it (dalàlat al-iltizàm).

In as-Sakkàkì’s view, the division into majàz 
luÿawì and majàz �aqlì is basically the wrong 
approach. Every majàz is luÿawì, in his opi-
nion. He advocates a semantic concept that 
comprises two meanings of a word. A wider 
range denotes all corporal and incorporeal 
qualities of the thing, while a reduced one 
stands for the incorporeal qualities alone. These 
abstract attributes might come to the speaker’s 
mind when claiming an identity between the 
two things implicitly compared.

Kinàya is different from majàz in two 
respects. First, it does not exclude the veridical 
communication and thus allows a double 
understanding; and second, the direction of 
inference is from consequence (làzim) to origin 
(malzùm).

Although being more interested in building 
a system than in the detailed explanation of all 
facets of a given expression, as-Sakkàkì holds 
that using majàz makes communication more 
impressive and effective (±ablaÿ), because it 
operates on different levels and a multiplicity of 
channels, and therefore bears more information 
than straightforward veridical speech. 

The formation of a standard system of Arabic 
rhetoric theory did not exclude terminological 
and classificatory differences. For example, 

Îiyà± ad-Dìn Ibn al-±A�ìr (d. 637/1239) divides 
majàz into simile and expansion (tawassu�; 
cf. Modarressi 1986:789), and Badr ad-Dìn 
Ibn Màlik (686/1287) does not use the term 
majàz mursal in his Mißbà™ when dealing with 
majàz. 

As-Sakkàkì’s commentator Jalàl ad-Dìn al-
Qazwìnì (d. 739/1338), again, presents in 
his ±î�à™ a tripartite arrangement of the �ilm 
al-bayàn. The first section deals with simile, 
followed by a section dedicated to ™aqìqa and 
majàz, and finally kinàya. The second part 
contains discussions of (i) majàz mursal; (ii) 
isti�àra, including the isti�àra bi-l-kinàya and 
isti�àra taxyìliyya; and (iii) majàz murakkab, i.e. 
the compound trope focusing on the predication, 
along with a critique of as-Sakkàkì’s ideas. Al-
Qazwìnì does not reject the idea of majàz �aqlì 
but assigns it – with constructions like the 
qarya example (Q. 12/82) in mind – to the field 
of rhetoric called �ilm al-ma�ànì rather than to 
�ilm al-bayàn.

Al-Qazwìnì points out that the ‘free’ trope is 
defined per negationem. Its common feature is 
simply that it is not built upon the relationship 
of similarity between the conventional and the 
tropical meaning of the word. Nine relations 
are listed as categories of majàz mursal: the 
synechdochical relations (i) pars pro toto and 
(ii) totum pro parte, (iii) the cause/consequence, 
and (iv) consequence/cause relation, (v) applying 
a specification that does not fit anymore, or 
(vi) will fit in future times, (vii) place/event 
that happens in the place relation, or (viii) 
vice versa, and finally (ix) the tool/purpose 
relation. At least fourteen more relations are 
added by commentators (cf. Mehren 1853:81). 
Principally, there is no limit to finding additional 
relations that might form a majàz mursal. It is 
worth noting that majàz mursal is subdivided 
mostly along the fundamental dimensions of 
time, space, quantity, and causality. These 
dimensions form the framework for mental 
operations, and speakers are used to relate 
things to each other within that framework. 
Thus, inferring hidden connections between two 
things along those lines has more in common 
with logical deduction than with the capability 
of association and fantasy. Compared with 
a true metaphor encoding a thought through 
metonymy or decoding, it is apparently seen as 
a less creative process.

With majàz �aqlì being finally reintegrated into 
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the system, in a†-¢ìbì’s (d. 743/1342) Tibyàn 
a very clear structure has been established: 
majàz is subdivided into luÿawì, comprising 
the ‘informative’ (mufìd) or ‘not informative’ 
free trope and metaphor, on the one hand, 
and majàz �aqlì on the other. Al-Jurjànì called 
an exchange of words with the same basic 
meaning, e.g. ‘nose’ and ‘camel’s nose’, a ‘not 
informative metaphor’ (isti�àra ÿayr mufìda). 
Considering the status of the two parts of the 
predicative relation, majàz �aqlì is of four kinds: 
(i) both parts are ™aqìqì and wa��ì, e.g. ±anbata 
r-rabì�u l-baqla ‘spring made the green grow’; 
or (ii) neither part is ™aqìqì or wa��ì, e.g. ±a™yà 
l-±ar�a šabàbu z-zamàn ‘the youth of time made 
the earth alive’; or (iii) the predicate (ma™kùm 
bihi) is a ™aqìqa wa��iyya, e.g. ±anbata l-baqla 
šabàbu z-zamàn ‘the youth of time made the 
green alive’; or (iv) vice versa, e.g. ±a™yà r-rabì�u 
l-±ar�a ‘spring made the earth alive’ (Tibyàn 
259). Avoiding the term majàz �aqlì, as-Sakkàkì 
had already classified predicative expressions 
according to the four combinations resulting 
from the fact that both the predicate (ma™kùm 
bihi) and the subject (ma™kùm lahu) of a 
predication can be veridical or tropical words.

Paradoxically, majàz sometimes happens to 
be treated on the same hierarchical level as 
other figures, while being used as a cover 
term at the same time. In a late source of the 
badì� tradition, majàz is subdivided into two 
classes: (i) applying the name of one object 
to another (�ikr aš-šay±i bi-smi ÿayrihi), for 
which ‘bottle’ instead of ‘a drink in a bottle’, 
i.e. a case of majàz mursal, is cited as an 
example; and (ii) attributing to an object a 
characteristic belonging to another (±i�bàt mà 
li-ÿayri š-šay±i lahu), e.g. personifying stars by 
assigning them qualities of living creatures (cf. 
Cachia 1998:65). This wording is reminiscent 
of early definitions of isti�àra. Moreover, it 
reminds one of ar-Ràzì’s definition of the two 
main categories of metaphor, although it lacks 
the addition “for the purpose of an intensified 
comparison”. 

A variety of terms are used to point at 
some specific qualities of the trope, e.g. a 
majàz at-tašbìh is a simile without a particle of 
comparison. One may find further diversification 
of the terminological vocabulary, such as majàz 
±isnàdì or majàz at-tarkìb in the sense of majàz 
�aqlì, which may also be named majàz ™ukmì or 
majàz fì l-±i�bàt.

Since the free trope comprises inferring reason 
from consequence, a partial overlapping of the 
categories majàz mursal and kinàya seems to 
be a weak point of the system. As kinàya 
is sufficiently defined by the two conditions 
mentioned above, the problem lies in the part 
of the free trope. However, kinàya may imply 
a kind of creative reasoning over a chain of 
several intermediate consequences to the final 
deduction of the origin or antecedents. This 
may be the reason why al-Qazwìnì interprets 
an allusion to extraordinary hospitality like 
zaydun ka�ìru r-ramàdi ‘Zayd has a great deal 
of ash’ as kinàya, whereas ‘wine’ for ‘grapes’ is 
classed with majàz mursal.

It may be noted that in classical Western 
tradition, too, metaphor is usually interpreted 
as a result of transference (cf. Eggs 2001:1106). 
This corresponds to the notion of naql in 
Arabic theory. The Stoa knows three modes of 
transference: similitudo, vicinitas, and contra-
rium. Similarity covers metaphor, allegory, and 
the like, vicinity matches with antonomasia, 
metonymy, and synecdoche, and contrariness 
is associated with irony. While similarity 
and contiguity are parameters in the Arabic 
tradition as well, contrariness, being the under-
lying principle of irony, is not a parameter in 
classification. The strong connection between 
systematized rhetoric and Qur±ànic studies may 
be one of the reasons for this. Emerging from 
Qur±ànic studies, the ™aqìqa/majàz problem has 
an ontological dimension which is absent in 
literary contexts, for it goes without saying that 
God’s own word does not comprise any faults 
and mistakes, neither incorrect grammatical con-
structions nor tropical expressions of dubious 
quality.

As al-Jurjànì points out, there are two 
attitudes toward the use of majàz, both equally 
erroneous (cf. ±Asràr 361). Some deny its 
existence as such and even refuse to take it 
into consideration. For them, it is a religious 
obligation to hang on to the literal meaning of 
the words. Hence, they take literally verses like 
jà±a rabbuka ‘your Lord comes’ (Q. 89/22), or 
ar-ra™mànu �alà l-�arši stawà ‘the Merciful sits 
down upon the throne’ (Q. 20/5; cf. 7/54, 10/3, 
13/2), despite the fact that movement in space 
and change of place can only be stated for a 
corporal entity and not for the incorporeal 
creator of space itself. Others mistake almost 
all expressions for figurative speech and make 
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it a habit to go to extremes by applying 
far-fetched explanations to unambiguous pas-
sages. According to al-Jurjànì, these people 
are unaware of the fact that God would not 
have made the Qur±àn a miracle if the Holy 
Book were notoriously enigmatic, cryptic, 
incomprehensible, and unclear. On the contrary, 
the scripture has been revealed in clear Arabic 
language. In �Abd al-Qàhir’s view, a thorough 
knowledge of the features and patterns of the 
Arabic language allows a valid interpretation 
of the text. Moreover, the methods of linguistic 
and hermeneutical analysis are not the secret 
knowledge or exclusive possession of some 
chosen ones but are accessible to everyone. 

A disapproving attitude toward metaphorical 
interpretation is ascribed to Màlik ibn ±Anas 
and grosso modo shared by Ibn £anbal and 
al-±Aš�arì, the latter admitting the possibility 
of figurative language in the Qur±àn at least. 
This should not be confused with inclinations 
toward anthropomorphism, as the adherents 
of anthropomorphism who draw parallels 
between the human sphere and God (tašbìh) 
turn out not to have been influential in Islamic 
discourse.

On the contrary, any comparison with human 
attributes must be excluded. God has hands, in 
fact, but of course they are not the same as 
human hands. Every attempt to compare such 
attributes with whatever physical qualities must 
be banned. Thus, we do not know what kind 
of quality is ascribed. The idea of God sitting 
down on a throne is not at all absurd. According 
to these authors, we do not know exactly 
what it means but have to believe it without 
further asking (bi-là kayfa). Reasoning about 
ambiguous (mutašàbih) passages cannot go 
beyond speculation and is therefore worthless.

Thinkers of the opposite school, later to be 
called Mu�tazila, take the ‘hands of God’ as 
a symbol for his power and grace. They, too, 
reject anthropomorphism but see the concept of 
majàz as an interpretive tool to preclude it.

Even more frequently than in the Qur±àn, 
anthropomorphism occurs in £adì† and in 
other sayings that give rise to the danger of 
denying God’s absolute power, for instance 
when the Prophet Mu™ammad is called “the 
lawgiver (aš-šàri�)”.

However, both philosophers like Ibn Rušd 
and the adherents of Sufism hold that the 

concreteness and plasticity of language help 
those who are unable or unwilling to engage 
in abstract thinking. Moreover, metaphorical 
speech cannot be altered without suffering a 
loss of specific information. Some believe the 
use of tropes to be a bridge to the real nature of 
things (al-majàzu qan†aratu l-™aqìqa). Extreme 
mystics hold that every word has an inner sense 
to be detected, the outer sense being a figurative 
expression for the real meaning.

Epistemological considerations from the 
�ilm al-kalàm helped in the formation of the 
methodological apparatus of the principles of 
religious law. The classical form of the ±ußùl al-
fiqh contains a good deal of Mu�tazilì ideas, and 
even those who argue against it employ methods 
borrowed from them. The state of the discourse 
about majàz within the �ilm al-±ußùl around the 
middle of the 10th century is reflected in the 
work of al-Jaßßàß (d. 370/981). Compared to 
aš-Šàfi�ì’s Risàla, the combination of linguistic 
analysis and hermeneutical exegesis has come 
to a new stage. In an extensive chapter on 
majàz, al-Jaßßàß enumerates six subcategories, 
such as ellipsis and metaphor, sometimes 
without having a clear term for the case (cf. 
Heinrichs 1991:258–270). Here, the idea of 
an indication (dalìl), later known as qarìna, 
that blocks the literal meaning and leads to 
the tropical one, is part of the explanation. 
The history of the ±ußùl al-fiqh documents the 
increasing influence of communication theory 
on the hermeneutical process. In ar-Ràzi’s 
Ma™ßùl, the section about ™aqìqa and majàz is 
mainly dedicated to semantics and the analysis 
of linguistic expression. He quotes a definition, 
most likely by ±Abù l-£usayn al-Fàrisì, with 
whom he agrees, mà ±ufìda bihi ma�nan muß†a-
la™un �alayhi ÿayru mà ß†uli™a �alayhi fì ±aßli 
tilka l-muwà�a�ati llatì waqa�a t-taxà†ubu 
bihà li-�alàqatin baynahu wa-bayna l-±awwali 
(Ma™ßùl I, 112). 

Although a number of disciplines, such as 
grammar, literary criticism, and philosophy, 
have made contributions to the development 
of rhetoric as a system, its status as a semiotic 
theory comes from the decisive influence of 
hermeneutics of the Qur±àn and the method-
ology of religious law. Finally, a kind of 
regrammaticalization of rhetoric, already identi-
fiable in ar-Ràzì’s work, entered the handbooks. 
In modern times, Arabic linguists reconsider the 

122 majâz

EALL_M_96-325.indd   122 10/4/2007   5:11:03 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



classical heritage and try to integrate aspects of 
the old, and remarkably fresh, rhetorical theory 
into contemporary research.
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Majhùra/Mahmùsa

The terms majhùra/mahmùsa denote a phono-
logical correlation, generally held to correspond 
to the opposition between voiced/voiceless (e.g. 
Schaade 1911:13), or to that between lenis/
fortis phonemes (for a discussion of the differ-
ence between these two oppositions, see 
Ladefoged and Maddieson 1996:95–99). Both 
terms were first used by Sìbawayhi (d. 175/791) 
in his Kitàb (II, 405). He probably based 
his observations on earlier research by his 
predecessors. However, his teacher al-Xalìl ibn 
±A™mad (d. 175/791) does not mention this 
classification in the Kitab al-�ayn, although he 
does seem to know the terminology because he 
defines hams (�Ayn IV, 10) as “the perception 
of sound in the mouth without mixing with 
sound from the chest, and without loudness 
in speaking, but it is a whispered sound in the 
mouth, like a secret” (al-hams ™iss aß-ßawt fì 
l-fam mimmà là ±išràba lahu min ßawt aß-ßadr 
wa-là jahàrata fì l-man†iq wa-làkinnahu kalàm 
mahmùs fì l-fam ka-s-sirr). Nonetheless, he 
does not use it in his classification of sounds in 
the phonetic introduction (Talmon 1997:131). 
The terms are not used, either, in the Kufan 
tradition, for instance in al-Farrà±’s Ma�ànì 
l-Qur±àn.

It cannot be excluded that Indian phonetic 
theory influenced the formation of the Arabic 
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description of the process (cf. Danecki 1985). 
The starting point of Sìbawayhi’s definition is 
the concept of i�timàd, which may be understood 
as a phonatory effort or simply phonation, i.e. 
acoustic energy. This somewhat puzzling term 
was used only by him, and was dropped in later 
Arabic theory. The term may well derive from 
Indian phonetic theory, where phonation was 
called prayatna (but cf. Law 1990). 

Sìbawayhi defines majhùra as phonemes in 
the articulation point of which the phonatory 
effort is full (±ušbi�a l-i�timàd fi maw�i�ihi; 
Kitàb II, 405.19–20), while in mahmùsa it 
is reduced (±u��ifa; Kitàb II, 405.23). The 
following phonemes he regarded as majhùra: ±, 
±alif, � , ÿ, q, j, y, �, l, n, r, †, d, z, Ú, �, b, m, w. 
As mahmùsa Sìbawayhi defines the following 
phonemes: h, ™, x, k, š, ß, t, s, �, f. 

Later grammarians unanimously repeat 
Sìbawayhi’s classification without any serious 
attempt to explain or even understand his 
criteria of classification. Al-Mubarrad (285/898) 
in his Muqta�ab (I, 194.11) gives the following 
definition of the mahmùsa (Danecki 1990:91): 
“There are phonemes which, repeated on the 
tongue, cause the voice to flow with them” 
(wa-minhà ™urùf raddadtahà fì l-lisàn jarà 
ma�ahà ß-ßawt wa-hiya mahmùsa). In contrast, 
he describes the majhùra phonemes as follows: 
“If you repeat them, the voice will be stopped 
within them; these are voiced phonemes” 
(±i�à raddadtahà urtudi�a ß-ßawt fìhà wa-hiya 
majhùra; Muqta�ab I, 194.12). The notion 
of hindrance (urtudi�a, elsewhere muni�a ‘is 
prevented’) of the voice (ßawt, elsewhere nafas 
‘breath’), which replaces Sìbawayhi’s i�timàd, 
seems to be used by al-Mubarrad to indicate the 
phonatory process. Situating it ‘on the tongue’ 
introduces a confusion between articulatory 
and phonatory processes, connected with the 
fact that the function of the vocal cords was 
unknown in ancient phonetics. 

One ‘major’ contribution of later grammarians 
was the invention of mnemotechnical phrases 
to learn the mahmùsa phonemes: sa-taš™a�u-ka 
xaßafatun (Ibn Jinnì, Sirr I, 60) and ™a��a-hà 
šaxßun fa-sakata (£aydara, Kašf II, 281).

The status of the majhùra group remains 
unclear, since it includes phonemes which are 
usually regarded as voiceless, namely ±, †, and 
q. The terms jahr and hams do not necessarily 
mean voicing and voicelessness. A number 
of interpretations were suggested to explain 

their inclusion in the group of majhùra. These 
interpretations either posited that majhùra 
are voiced phonemes and therefore strove to 
prove that the three phonemes in question were 
voiced, or aimed at explaining that majhùra 
defined phonemes that were different from 
voiced phonemes.

The first group of arguments aimed to 
prove that the three phonemes were voiced 
in Sìbawayhi’s time, rather than voiceless 
as they are realized in present-day Arabic 
(cf. Cantineau 1960:22).

    i. From the fact that Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 
406.23) defines the phoneme † as voiced by 
stating that without � ±i†bàq ‘emphasis’ † 
(�) would become d (	), one could draw the 
conclusion that † (�) was realized voiced, 
i.e. that it was pronounced as present-day � 
(
) (see, for instance, Cantineau 1960:32). 
But against this it might be argued that 
there are no borrowings from Arabic in 
which † is rendered as d. Moreover, in 
this case the status of � would become 
unclear, since † and � must have been 
different phonemes. If one considers that 
� (
) in modern dialects is frequently 
pronounced as interdental emphatic Ú, then 
perhaps this pronunciation of � was meant 
by Sìbawayhi, unless, of course, it was 
realized as a special lateral(ized) phoneme, 
as seems to be implied by Sìbawayhi’s 
description of this phoneme (� �ad). A 
much later grammarian, Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/
1002), regards � (Ú), which is also classified 
as majhùra, as an emphatic equivalent of � 
(�) (Sirr I, 61), i.e. Ú, thus excluding the 
pronunciation of � (
) as Ú. Moreover, 
he states that � (
) has no equivalent 
within nonemphatic consonants (Sirr I, 
61). His description, however, does not 
necessarily reflect the original classification 
of Sìbawayhi.

                             ii. The classification of q as majhùra may also 
be explained by facts from modern Arabic 
dialects, since q is pronounced as a voiced 
phoneme (emphatic g; � qàf  ). According 
to Cantineau (1960:67–71), the original 
pronunciation of q was voiced, as in the 
majority of the modern Bedouin dialects, 
whereas he believes that the voiceless 
pronunciation originated in the urban 
dialects.
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iii. The consonant ± (� hamza) is a pure 
vibration of vocal cords, and this is exactly 
what a phonatory process (Sìbawayhi’s 
i�timàd) means, so it could have been 
classified as voiced. According to modern 
phoneticians (Ladefoged and Maddieson 
1996:38, 74–76), glottal stops could not 
literally be voiced.

With the three above reservations, the distinction 
between majhùra and mahmùsa could be 
described as corresponding to the opposition 
between voiced and voiceless consonants.

The other set of arguments aims at showing 
that the majhùra represent a category defined 
differently than the modern notion of voiced 
phonemes (see, e.g., Bravmann 1934:21–25; 
Gairdner 1935:243–246; cf. Krotkoff 1960). 
In a lengthy discussion of earlier investigations 
of the problem, Blanc (1967:307) arrives at the 
conclusion that mahmùsa must be understood 
as lenes and majhùra as fortes. A further 
argument for this position is al-£aydara’s (d. 
599/1202) definition (Danecki 1990:93–94), in 
which instead of Sìbawayhi’s i�timàd the term 
ittisà� ‘openness’ appears. The mahmùsa are 
wide open at their articulatory points (li-ttisà� 
maxrajihà), while the articulation points of 
the majhùra are not wide open (lam yattasi� 
maxrajuhà; £aydara, Kašf II, 281–282).
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Majrur � ±I�rab

Malagasy

Malagasy is a Malayo-Polynesian language spo-
ken in Madagascar by approximately 13 million 
speakers. Its closest relative is Ma’anyan, a lan-
guage spoken in southeast Kalimantan (cf. Dahl 
1991). The language was probably brought to 
Madagascar around 400 c.e. Between the 11th 
and the 14th century, Islamic peoples migrated 
to the island, probably from the East African 
coast (Rajaonarimanana 1990:180), who be-
came the ancestors of present-day clans like the 
Antemoro.

The medieval contacts between Madagascar, 
called by the Arab geographers Jazìrat al-Qamar 
(this term later came to designate the � 
Comoros), and the Arabo-Islamic world gave 
rise to a culture in the southeastern part of 
the country which preserved several traits of 
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Arab origin, without fully adopting Islam or 
the Arabic language, even after the reorienta-
tion of the maritime relations toward Europe 
as a result of the Portuguese colonization. 
Among these traces is the use of Arabic script, 
adapted to the structure of Malagasy, known 
as sorabe or arabico-malgache, which was used 
for recording esoteric knowledge in the field 
of astrology and geomancy (Munthe 1982; 
Rajaonarimanana 1990). Another trace is the 
existence of a number of Arabic loanwords that 
have become integrated into Malagasy.

The shape of the Arabic loanwords in Mala-
gasy has to a large extent been determined by 
the existence of the sorabe script, which exhib-
its some particularities in the use of the Arabic 
alphabet, such as the reading of ts for 
, k 
for �, v for � , and z for �. The esoteric nature 
of these writings is clear from the semantic 
domain of some of these loanwords.

The sorabe writings are not the only way 
through which loanwords reached Malagasy. A 
second route was that between the northeastern 
coast of Madagascar and the East African coast, 
through the Arabo-Islamic culture of the Bantu 
languages � Swahili and Comorian (Shikomor). 
These languages have borrowed a large number 
of words from Arabic and transmitted several 
terms to Malagasy. In some cases, these may 
be distinguished from the direct loanwords 
by the different phonetic treatment. Thus, for 
instance, Arabic xabar ‘news’ is usually real-
ized in Malagasy as kabary in accordance with 
the form attested in the sorabe literature, but 
regionally – in Majunga – this loanword has 
the form habary, in accordance with Swahili 
pronunciation.

The loanwords are not very numerous. Dez 
(1997) mentions about two hundred loanwords 
in his inventory, some of which belong to the 
basic lexicon and are frequently used. Most of 
the loanwords are found in special semantic 
domains:

i. Words belonging to commerce and tradi-
tional economic life. Some of these words 
remain current, e.g. mizana ‘balance’ (< 
mìzàn) and ariary ‘piastre, five-francs 
piece’, today the name of the national cur-
rency (< ar-riyàl, itself a loan from Spanish 
real); loso ‘half-piastre’ (< an-nußß ‘half’) 
has dropped out of usage.

ii. Words referring to the measuring of time. 

The most coherent group of words refers 
to the measuring of time; apparently this 
group may be traced back to ancient esoteric 
practices connected to knowledge imported 
from the Arab world. To this field belong, 
in particular, the names of the days of the 
week, which may be traced back to sorabe 
writings, e.g. alatsinainy ‘Monday’, which 
represents Arabic (yawm) al-i�nayni; alaka-
misy ‘Thursday’, which represents Arabic 
(yawm) al-xamìs, etc. To this category also 
belong the names of the signs of the Zodiac, 
which served as the names of the months in 
calendars that were originally used in divin-
ing, e.g. alahamaly ‘Ram’, which is still in 
use nowadays as the name of a traditional 
ritual in the ancestral cult (< al-™amal); 
adaoro or asaoro ‘Taurus’ (< a�-�awr), etc.

iii. Words in the political domain. Some words 
refer to the political domain, such as kabary, 
which has preserved the original meaning 
of Arabic xabar but is also used in Mala-
gasy for ‘official discourse, communications, 
affairs, process’; jamà ‘traditional gathering

 [in the ancestral cult]’ (< jamà�a ‘group’); 
tale (< †àli� ‘ascendant [in astrology]’), origi-
nally a technical term in soothsaying, indi-
cating the first box in the geomantic square, 
but today frequently used in the profane 
sense of ‘director’.

iv. Greetings. A greeting term taken from 
Arabic is salama (< salàm), which originally 
may have been used in the healer’s jargon 
because it used to mean ‘in good health’; it 
has become one of the most frequently used 
Arabic loanwords, equivalent to French 
salut or ça va; nowadays, it is a neutral way 
of greeting which avoids the hierarchical 
connotations of the more refined ways of 
greeting in Malagasy. Another expression 
is arahaba ‘congratulations’ (< mar™aban 
‘welcome!’), with the verb miarahaba ‘to 
congratulate’, which has probably entered 
Malagasy through the intermediation of 
Swahili marahaba ‘hello; thank you [greet-
ing when addressing someone inferior or 
dependent, or of lower rank]’.

v. Religious terms. Recently, a modest degree 
of conversion to Islam has taken place, 
which builds on the most ancient contacts, 
but this time in an urban environment (cf. 
Gueunier 1994). In this context, certain rit-
ual or religious terms that used to be limited 
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to internal use in Muslim communities have 
found their way into the common lexicon, 
e.g. ramadany ‘[the month of] Ramadan’ 
(< rama�àn), mikosoaly ‘to pray’ (< ßallà + 
Swahili infinitive prefix ku- and Malagasy 
verbal prefix mi-). Other loanwords denote 
concepts that no doubt were first intro-
duced in a religious context before passing 
into the common lexicon, e.g. minia ‘to act 
intentionally’ (< niyya ‘intention’), mino (< 
mu±min ‘believer’) ‘to believe’.

vi. Urban jargon. Finally, some words have 
found their way into the urban jargon, 
e.g. kaoatry ‘cafe’ (< qahwa ‘coffee’), per-
haps through French argot caoua; masikiny 
‘poor, miserable’ (< miskìn).

To some extent, the terms in the last category 
revive the old tradition of a secret jargon on 
the basis of Arabic, which used to be current 
in the restricted context of Anakara soothsay-
ers on the southeast coast of Madagascar, who 
guarded it jealously (Rajaonarimanana 1990; 
Beaujard 1998). This secret jargon, called 
kalamon’Antesitesy ‘language of the people of 
the sand’ is of special interest for the history of 
Arabic because it seems to have preserved some 
archaic traits of Arabic in the form of loanwords 
(Versteegh 2001). Its precise origin is unknown, 
and it is unclear which functions the kalamo 
originally had, apart from ritual. According 
to Rajaonarimanana (1990:255–256), it was 
still used in the 1990s between members of the 
clan, possibly in conversations that were not 
intended to be understood by strangers.

The structure of this secret speech is entirely 
Malagasy, but about 70 percent of the lexicon 
is Arabic in origin. The shape of the Malagasy 
words in the kalamo is disguised by the kind 
of coding by insertion of meaningless syllables 
that is known from other � jargons; this proce-
dure is found in a small number of Arabic loan-
words as well, e.g. kadamàfy < qadam ‘foot’, 
and bedàly < �abd ‘slave’ (along with abodo). 
Most of the Arabic words have been borrowed, 
however, without formal changes. The Arabic 
words freely combine with Malagasy mor-
phemes, e.g. voahàky ‘satisfied’ (< Malagasy 
prefix passive participle + ™aqq ‘right’); mi-
dokòlo ‘to enter’ (< daxala + Malagasy verbal 
prefix mi-), mi-kòlo ‘to eat’ (< ±akala). As the 
last two examples show, the borrowed form 
of the Arabic verb may have been the Arabic 
imperative (udxul, kul).

Arabic nouns are sometimes borrowed with 
the article, e.g. ladìky ‘rooster’ (< (ad-)dìk), 
lanofy ‘nose’ (< (al-)±anf). There are cases 
when the article seems to be a morpheme in 
its own right, e.g. alibètsy ‘house’ (< (al-)bayt), 
which becomes ambètsy ‘in the house’ with the 
Malagasy preposition am-. Most borrowings are 
lexical, but there are a few grammatical items 
as well, e.g. antà ‘you [sg.]’ (< ±anta), alaikòmo 
‘you [pl.]’ (< �alay-kum ‘on you’), as well as the 
Arabic prepositions by and vy ‘in’ in set expres-
sions like fizalàly ‘night’ (< fì l-layl ‘at night’).

Some of the loanwords seem to point to 
learned transmission, for instance those words 
that preserve the Arabic feminine ending -at, 
e.g. sanàntso ‘year’ (< sanat-) and maràtsy 
‘woman’ (< mar±at-). One interesting point is 
that some of the loanwords exhibit traces of a 
differential treatment of Arabic Ú (> z) and � 
(> v), e.g. azohòra < (aÚ-)Úuhr ‘afternoon’, as 
against alibiàvy < (al-)±abya� ‘white’.

The origin of the secret jargon is probably 
hybrid, since it seems to stem partly from a pre-
existent Arabic pidgin used by Arabic-speaking 
immigrants in contacts with the indigenous 
population, and partly from later borrowing, 
just like the loanwords in Malegasy. Whereas 
the other Antemoro and Antambahoaka groups 
of southeastern Madagascar preserved their 
Islamic heritage in the written literature of the 
sorabe, the clan of the Anakara was the only 
one to incorporate it in a secret jargon.
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Malay � Indonesian/Malay

Malayalam

1. H i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r o u n d

Malayalam, a South Dravidian language (see 
Krishnamurti 2005), is the mother tongue of 
96 percent of the population of the Indian state 
of Kerala. It is also the principal language of 
Lakshadweep, the Laccadive Islands, a chain 
of islands in the Arabian Sea running parallel 
to the coastal strip in the southwest of India 
that makes up Kerala. The total number of 
inhabitants recorded for Kerala in the 2001 
census was 31,841,374, and for Lakshadweep 
60,650. The history of Malayalam as a separate 
language goes back approximately twelve hun-
dred years; for a comprehensive description of 
the Malayalam of today, see Asher and Kumari 
(1997).

The modern, linguistically homogeneous 
state of Kerala was formed in 1956, at the 
time of the major reorganization of states in 
India, by the merging of Malabar in the north, 
Cochin in the central part, and Travancore in 
the south. A year later, in 1957, the people of 
Kerala produced the world’s first democrati-
cally elected communist government (that of 
E.M.S. Namboodiripad). Kerala, with an area 
of 38,863 km2, is the most densely populated 
region of India, a fact that can be attributed 
to its fertile soil and abundant rainfall. The 
main occupation of its people is agriculture. 
There is also a developing tourist industry, 
resulting in part from its exceptional scenic 
beauty. The state’s economy is now dependent 
to a considerable extent on money remitted by 
expatriates, numbering some millions, working 
in the United States of America, Germany, and 
the United Kingdom and in the Arabian/Persian 
Gulf countries.

External contacts with Kerala go back two 
millennia or more, with the spices that abound 

there being one of the attractions. The earliest 
contacts from distant lands were Greek and 
Roman. Next came Arab traders. The most 
widely held view of scholars is that this was 
before the time of the Prophet Mu™ammad, 
although clear historical evidence that would 
allow anything like precise dating is not avail-
able. Ibn Ba††ù†a visited the region between 
1342 and 1347; in his account of his voyages, 
he grouped Quilon and Calicut among the five 
greatest ports in the world (Ibn Ba††ù†a, Ri™la 
46, 234) and gave the title zamorin to the rul-
ers of the Malabar region during those days. 
The Chinese explorer Zheng He (a Muslim) 
sailed to places on the southwest coast of India 
– Quilon, Cochin, and Calicut – in 1409–1411. 
It was toward the end of the same century, in 
1498, that Vasco da Gama landed at Calicut. 
Dutch influence in the region, which began 
when the Dutch East India Company sent 
Admiral van der Hagen there in 1603, ended 
a century and a half later with the defeat of 
the Dutch forces by Marthanda Varma of 
Travancore. British interest began with the 
arrival of Captain Keeling in Calicut in 1615, 
but firm control over the region as a whole 
was established only toward the end of the 
18th century. Calicut, which is the port most 
frequently visited, was known to the Arabs as 
the capital of what they called Malabar ‘the 
land of mountains’. Kozhikode (kò	ikkò†ë), 
as the town was called by the inhabitants, was 
Arabized to Kàlikùt, which was further modi-
fied into Calicut by the Europeans.

Many of these contacts from overseas had 
an impact on the structure of the lexicon of 
Malayalam, with that of English being the most 
widespread and lasting. Equally important in 
this respect was the development of the religious 
scene over the centuries. The census of 2001 
records 17,883,449 Hindus (56.2% of the total 
population of the state), 7,863,842 Muslims 
(24.7%), 6,057,427 Christians (19.0%), 4,528 
Jains, 2,762 Sikhs, 2,027 Buddhists, and 2,256 
others (including Jews, who many centuries ago 
settled in and around Cochin). Statistics from 
the same census show that, as has been the 
case since records were first kept more than a 
century ago, the level of literacy, for males and 
females alike, in Kerala is significantly higher 
than for any other part of India, at 94.20 per-
cent and 87.86 percent respectively. There are 
some variations among the different religious 
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communities, but the differences have become 
progressively less with each decennial census. 
For the three dominant groups, the percentage 
figures in 2001 were Hindus 90.2 and 86.7, 
Muslims 89.4 and 85.5, and Christians 94.8 
and 93.5. These literacy figures are clearly rel-
evant in discussing the spread of lexical items 
from one community to another, since much of 
the expansion of the understanding and use of 
new terms is through the written word.

The long history of Hinduism in southwest 
India, the beginnings of which have been traced 
back as far as 1000 B.C.E. (Sreedhara Menon 
1967:94), had an impact on the structure of 
society and on language. The aspect of the caste 
system, which determined people’s occupation 
on the basis of their place within society, was 
extended to the followers of other religions, 
such as Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, The 
borrowing into Malayalam of words from the 
language of Hinduism, namely Sanskrit, had 
the effect in due course of changing the phono-
logical structure of the language by the intro-
duction of sounds that were not present in the 
Dravidian base. This development was reflected 
in the writing system by the addition of a score 
of new symbols to make possible the represen-
tation of an increased number of phonological 
distinctions (see Asher and Kumari 1997:406–
422). This greater range made it easier to 
accommodate later borrowings from Arabic 
and English without too great a departure from 
the sound patterns of the source language. It 
remains the case, of course, that some changes 
are necessary to make these loans fit into the 
phonology and orthography of Malayalam.

There is a belief among Syrian Christians, 
the oldest Christian group in Kerala, that Chris-
tianity was brought there by St. Thomas in 52 
C.E., and among the Jews of Cochin that their 
ancestors took refuge there after the destruction 
of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 C.E. (Spear 
1961:73). Similarly, there is a belief among 
Muslims that Islam reached Kerala during the 
lifetime of the Prophet himself. There are rea-
sons to believe that Arabs traveled to southwest 
India before the 7th century with a view both to 
conquest and trade, but Islam was introduced 
to Kerala not by the conquerors or the traders 
but by Màlik ibn Dìnàr and his companions, 
who came with a specific interest in preach-
ing the religion. Cheraman Perumal, a king of 

Kerala, is believed to have gone to Mecca to 
convert to Islam. Cheraman Masjid, located at 
Kodungallur, one of the port cities of Kerala, is 
the first mosque of India.

The oldest document available about the 
Muslim community of Kerala is the reference to 
a Muslim in the 849–850 C.E. record, the so-
called Syrian Plates of Kottayam (Tarisàppa££i 
«àsanam). A Muslim royal family by the name 
of Arakkal, which happens to be the only 
Muslim dynasty of Kerala, ruled a small por-
tion of land at Kannur and in the Laccadive 
Islands (Lakshadweep) for some considerable 
time. As regards the beginning of the dynasty, 
which lost its power in the early 20th century, 
there are two very divergent opinions: it was in 
the 9th century or in the 17th.

The social life of the Mappilas, as Muslims 
of Malabar are better known, indicates the 
presence of Arabic in the various spheres of the 
cultural life of Kerala. The medium of religious 
education of religious scholars and people who 
aspire to be priests (generally known as mulla/
maulavi/musliar) is still Arabic. Most of their 
prayers are in Arabic. Mappilas respect Arabic 
as the language of heaven. Just as in the reli-
gious educational centers known as madrassa, 
dars, ‘Islamiya college’, or ‘Arabic college’, 
facilities are available for the study of Arabic in 
the secular educational centers as well. There 
are many Muslim students studying Arabic in 
Kerala, and the universities there offer post-
graduate and doctoral courses in the subject. 
C.H. Mohammed Koya (1927–1983), who was 
the chief minister of Kerala for a few months in 
1979 and minister of education from 1967 to 
1973, took a special interest in the matter.

There are many books, including historical 
writings as well as creative literature in prose 
and verse, written in Arabic by Malayali writ-
ers. Tu™fat al-mujàhidìn, an Arabic text writ-
ten by Sheikh Zainuddin Maqdoom from the 
cultural center of Ponnani in the 16th century, 
is one of the seminal texts on the early history 
of Kerala. The Muslims of Kerala developed 
a system of writing Malayalam in modified 
Arabic script called Arabic-Malayalam, which 
is very similar to the Persian and Urdu scripts 
(see Fig. 1).

There is an important point to be noted 
here: just like Muslims all over the world, the 
Muslims of Kerala also consider Arabic to be 
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Fig. 1. Arabic Malayalam alphabet

This is a system of writing Malayalam in modified Arabic script. It imitates the alphabets of Per-
sian and Urdu and has a history of at least 500 years. The first three lines of the table show the 
vowels and the other lines the consonants.

�
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the language of their religion. By and large, 
Muslims of India think of Urdu as their mother 
tongue, not the languages used in the region 
where they live. Muslims of Kerala are an 
exception to this phenomenon observed across 
India, in that they have accepted Malayalam as 
their mother tongue.

With a history of not less than five hundred 
years and numerous works of literature both 
in verse and prose, a category of literature 
called Arabic Malayalam literature has come 
into existence. Mappilappattu (màppi£appà††u), 
the verse branch of this Arabic Malayalam, 
is immensely popular with Malayalis at large. 
The most prominent among the writers of Map-
pilappattu is the poet Moyinkutty Waidyar 
(1852–1892). Prose writers such as Muham-
mad Abdurahiman (1898–1945) and the 
famous fighter for the national freedom of 
India, Vaikom Muhammad Basheer (1908–
1994), are very much part of the mainstream 
of modern Malayalam literature. It is perhaps 
because of the success of Basheer as a novelist 
and short story writer, whose tales are often, 
though by no means exclusively, set in his own 
community, that Arabic words, particularly 
those relating to aspects of Islam, have increas-
ingly become part of the everyday vocabulary 
of Malayalam (see, for example, the glossary at 
the end of Basheer 1980).

2. W o r d s  u s e d  i n  r e l i g i o u s 
l i f e

Arabic words used within Malayalam utter-
ances can be seen as being of two types. The 
first are those connected with Islamic reli-
gion and used by Muslims in a religious con-
text. These words are generally adapted into 
Malayalam without phonological or morpho-
logical modifications. For example, Allàhu is 
pronounced in the correct manner, in accord-
ance with the phonological structure of Arabic. 
On the other hand, since Malayalam does not 
have the phone corresponding to the Arabic 
emphatic /££/ in Allàhu, a Malayali non-Muslim 
would substitute what he felt to be the nearest 
Malayalam sound, i.e. retroflex [§§ ], and so, as 
far as a Muslim is concerned, mispronounce the 
word. Such words when used in a religious con-
text are to be regarded at best as unassimilated 
loans, e.g. ibàdattë ‘prayer, rituals’ (< Arabic 

�ibàda), jamà±attë ‘mass’ (< Arabic jamà�a), dìn 
‘religion’ (< Arabic dìn), mad-hab ‘school of 
thought’ (< Arabic ma�hab), wahàbi ‘a disciple 
of Mu™ammad ibn �Abd al-Wahhàb’, -ìmàn 
‘the [real] faith’ (< Arabic ±ìmàn), hajj ‘pilgrim-
age’ (< Arabic ™ajj), i«à ‘night prayer’ (< Arabic 
�ašà± ‘evening, night’), £uhar ‘noontime prayer’ 
(< Arabic Úuhr ‘afternoon’), phikh ‘jurispru-
dence’ (< Arabic fiqh).

3. S e c u l a r  d o m a i n

The second type of Arabic words to be heard 
within Malayalam utterances comprise those 
that are used in the secular domain and are fully 
assimilated into the phonology of Malayalam. 
In different domains there may be more than 
one thousand such Arabic words current in 
Malayalam. These words fall into two main 
classes: words relating to Islam used in a secu-
lar context, and words belonging to other 
domains. These words, and especially those 
in the latter class, have been adopted into 
the vocabulary of Malayalam so well that 
their Arabic origin is often not recognized. 
Most of them do not have parallel Malayalam 
words. A number of them have come through 
Persian, which was the official language of 
India during the Mughal period in the domains 
of law and administration, e.g. sulttàn ‘king’ 
(< Persian, Arabic sul†àn), kasaba ‘main town’ 
(< Arabic qaßaba), jilla ‘district’ (< �il�?), tàlukkà 
‘a subdivision of a district’ (Persian ta±alloÿ or 
Arabic ta�alluq ‘dependency’), tàsìldàr ‘head 
of a taluk’ (< Persian tahsìl-dàr ‘tax collec-
tor’ < Arabic ta™ßìl ‘levying [of tax]’), adàlattë 
‘court’ (< Persian adàlat < Arabic �adàla ‘jus-
tice’), amànattë ‘an amount deposited with 
the court for bail’ (< Persian amànat < Arabic 
±amàna ‘deposition in trust’), harji ‘petition’ 
(< �ar�?), osyattë ‘will’ (< Persian wasiyat < 
Arabic waßiyya), japti ‘confiscation’ (< Persian 
zabt < Arabic �ab†), vakkìl ‘advocate’ (< Persian, 
Arabic wakìl), hàjar ‘state of being present’ 
(< Persian hàzir ‘present’ < Arabic ™à�ir). Some 
other important loanwords widely used in 
every day language, both spoken and written, 
are given in Table 1.

Salàm and i1nkvilàb need to be elaborated 
upon. Salàm is abstracted from as-salàmu 
�alaykum ‘peace be upon you!’, and is used to 
convey one’s regard. Salàm has thus become a 
form of salutation. Làlsalàm is used for ‘red 

  malayalam 131

EALL_M_96-325.indd   131 10/4/2007   5:11:12 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



salute’ among Communists (làl being Hindi 
for ‘red’). I1nkvilàb, from the Arabic word for 
a continuous change, is now a word commonly 
found in the rhetoric of politicians, especially 
of Communists, for ‘revolution’. Both of these 
loans have thus taken on new connotations in 
the Malayalam context.

4. P e r s o n a l  n a m e s

Generally, Muslims in Kerala, both men and 
women, use Arabic personal names just as 
Muslims elsewhere do. Most of them recall the 
Prophet Mu™ammad, his family members, his 
companions, and Sufi saints. A large number of 
male names begin with the element abd (Ara-

bic �abd) ‘servant [of God]’. God is referred to 
here by one of His one hundred holy names 
(al-±asmà± al-™usnà), such as Rahman (rahman), 
Raheem (rahìm), etc. Examples (given here first 
in the form in which they are usually romanized 
by Malayalis) of male names are Muhammad 
(muhammad), Abdullah (abdu££a), Abubakar 
(abubakkar), Umar (umar), Usman (usmàn), Ali 
(àli), Abdul Khader (abdulkhàdar), Abdurahi-
man (abdurahimàn), Fakruddin (phakruddìn), 
Jamaluddin (jamàluddìn), Abdul Gafoor (abdul-
gapùr), Abdul Jabbar (abduljabbàr); and of female 
names: Aysha (àyißa), Khadeeja (khadìja), Zain-
aba (sainaba), Jameela ( jamìla), Safiya (saphiya), 
Maimoona (maimùna), Za-keena (sakkìna), 
Amina (àmina), Zuhara (suhara), Laila (lailà).

Table 1. Arabic loanwords in Malayalam

Arabic gloss Malayalam gloss

xa†† ‘letter, handwriting’ kattë ‘letter’
bàqì ‘remnant’ bàkki ‘remnant’
salàm ‘peace’ salàm ‘regards, salute’
ma�mùl ‘that which is done’ màmùl ‘tradition, custom’
dunyà ‘that which is near; physical world’ duniyàvë ‘the physical world’
inqilàb ‘change, revolt’ i1nkvilàb ‘the revolution’
badal ‘substitute’ badal ‘substitute’
ßabùr ‘patient’ sabùr ‘to forgive’
šay†àn ‘Satan’ cekuttàn ‘the devil’
takràr ‘repetition’ takaràr ‘trouble, problem’
xalàß ‘salvation; settlement’ khalàsi ‘porter working in a shipyard’
musàfir ‘traveler’ musàvari ‘tourist bungalow’
xalàß ‘to save; the final’ kalà«am ‘the final’
qißßa ‘story’ kissa ‘story’
†abla ‘drum’ tabala ‘a percussion instrument’
nabì ‘prophet’ nabi ‘prophet’
±iblìs ‘Satan’ iblìs ‘Satan’
ßùfì ‘ascetic, Sufi’ sùfi ‘Muslim saint’
qabr ‘grave’ khabar ‘grave’
qalb ‘heart’ khalb ‘heart’
mulla ‘scholar’ mulla ‘Muslim priest’
maydàn ‘playground’ maitànam ‘ground’
xàlì ‘empty’ kàli ‘empty’
baraka ‘grace’ varkkattë/

barkkattë 
‘grace’

™alaq(a) ‘earring’ alikkattë ‘a type of earring’
�a††ara ‘to emanate fragrance’ attar ‘aromatic spray’
jubba ‘long dress of men’ jùba ‘long dress of men’
kìs ‘pocket’ kì«a ‘pocket’
fa†ìr ‘unleavened bread made of wheat’ pattiri ‘unleavened bread made from rice 

flour’
�araq ‘juice’ ràkkë ‘arrack’
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These names are used in two different forms, 
either the original form as used in Arabic, or 
a changed form to suit the local  phonological 
system. Examples of nativization include Mu-
™ammad > Mammad (mammad), ±A™mad > 
Ammad (ammad), Mu™yì d-Dìn > Moideen 
(moytìn) ~ Maideen (maytìn). Syllabic reduc-
tion occurs in many ways, e.g. �Abd ar-Ra™màn 
> Rahman (rahman), Abdul (abdul), Abdu 
(abdu), Abdura (abdura), Adraman (adramàn), 
Andraman (antramàn). Sometimes Arabic 
names are used with the Malayalam prefix or 
suffix Kunhi (kuññi), Kutty (ku††i), Unni (uññi), 
or Kochu (koccu), all meaning ‘child’, e.g. 
Kunhi Muhammad (kuññi muhammad), Kunhi 
Amina (kuññi àmina); Muhammad Kunhi 
(muhammad kuññi), Ali Kunhi (àli kuññi); 
Kutty Ali (ku††i àli), Kutty Ahammad (ku††i 
ahammad); Muhammad Kutty (muhammad 
ku††i), Ahammad Kutty (ahammad ku††i); Unni 
Muhammad (uññi muhammad), Unni Ali (uññi 
àli); Muhammad Unni (muhammad uññi), 
Ahammad Unni (ahammad uññi); Kunhi Ali 
Kutty (kuññi àli ku††i); Kutty Ahammad Kutty 
(ku††i ahammad ku††i); Kochu Muhammad 
(koccu muhammad), Kochu Zuhara (koccu 
suhara). In rare cases, the Muslims of Kerala 
may use Malayalam (e.g. Marakkar, marakkàr), 
Sanskrit (e.g. Sunita, sunìta), or Persian (e.g. 
Shajahan, ßàjahàn) names as personal names.

5. P h o n o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e s

The Semitic origin of Arabic and the Dravidian 
roots of Malayalam posit problems of being 
mutually exclusive in the case of certain 
phonemes. All the vowels in Arabic (a, i, u) 
are present in Malayalam as well, although 
Malayalam has 15 vowel sounds in addition to 
these. The Arabic consonants /b/, /t/, /j/, /d/, /r/, 
/s/, /š/, /k/, /l/, /m/, /n/, /h/, /w/, /y/ are present 
in the Malayalam inventory. Malayalam does 
not have sounds corresponding to all those of 
Arabic, as found in such words as Allàhu and 
Mu™ammad, and because of the phonological 
structure of their language, Keralites are not 
able to pronounce such words properly. Instead, 
Malayalam uses the sounds that are closest to 
the original.  Allàhu, for instance, is pronounced 
as [a§§Ì1hu], and Mu™ammad as [muhammad]. 
Muslims throughout Kerala make a conscious 
effort to pronounce words of religious impor-
tance such as Allahu properly, although other 

Arabic words are transformed phonologically 
to suit the framework of Malayalam. Non-
Muslims routinely change the unfamiliar Arabic 
sounds to familiar Malayalam sounds. Table 2 
lists the sounds used by Malayalam in place of 
the Arabic ones.

Table 2. Substitution of Arabic sounds by 
Malayalam speakers

Arabic  Malayalam

/�/ /s/ (voiceless alveolar fricative)
/™/ /h/ (voiceless glottal fricative)
/x/ /k/ (voiceless unaspirated velar 

plosive), /kh/ (voiceless aspirated 
velar plosive), /h/ (glottal fricative) 

/�/ /d/ (voiced dental plosive)
/z/ /s/ (voiceless alveolar fricative)
/ß/ /s/ (voiceless alveolar fricative)
/�/ /£/ (voiced retroflex lateral), /d/ 

(voiced dental plosive)
/†/ /t/ (voiceless dental plosive)
/Ú/ /£/ (voiced retroflex lateral), /d/ 

(voiced dental plosive)
/�/ /a/ (open central vowel)
/ÿ/ /g/ (voiced velar plosive)
/f/ /ph/ (voiceless aspirated bilabial 

plosive), /p/ (voiceless unaspirated 
bilabial plosive)

/q/ /k/ (voiceless unaspirated velar plo-
sive), /kh/ (voiceless aspirated velar 
plosive

The symbol used for representing the voice-
less labiodental fricative /f/ of Arabic loans in 
Malayalam is the one originally used for the 
voiceless aspirated bilabial plosive – /ph/ – in 
Sanskrit loans. In modern Malayalam, its pre-
dominant use has come to be the representation 
of [f], as in the case of phàn [fa1n] and phòn 
[fo1n] for the English loanwords fan and phone. 
Earlier loans from Arabic replaced Arabic /f/ by 
Malayalam /p/, e.g. fà†ima > pàttummà.

6. S e m a n t i c  c h a n g e s

Most Arabic loanwords in Malayalam are 
confined to the domains of administration, 
religion, and food, and it could be that the 
chances of these words undergoing semantic 
change are comparatively remote. But the sense 
of humor associated with the Malayali Muslim 
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(what has come to be called màppi£aphalitam < 
màppi£a ‘Malayali Muslim’ + phalitam ‘joke’) 
gives a humorous twist to meanings in the 
case of words that are phonologically close. 
Arabic xalaqa s-samawàti, for instance, is a 
Qur±ànic expression meaning ‘God has cre-
ated the skies’; but in Malayalam, if someone 
says kalakkassamavàti, it means ‘everything 
got messed up’, ‘turmoil’, or ‘a turbulent situa-
tion’. The word mah«ara  (< Persian mahzar < 
Arabic ma™�ar), meaning ‘assembly for the last 
trial after doomsday’, is used with the meaning 
‘any place with a huge crowd’ or ‘any place 
that is in utter chaos’. In Malayalam, phitna 
(< Arabic fitna ‘trouble’) also means ‘gossip’ 
and ‘backbiting’. The word cakkàttë is a modifi-
cation of zakàt, which according to Islam is the 
mandatory distribution of a particular portion 
of one’s property during Ramadan. Cakkàttë 
in Malayalam has a different connotation. It 
means what is given freely without any binding 
commitment. This word undergoes phonologi-
cal as well as semantic changes. Arabic /z/ first 
became /s/, and this was later transformed into 
/c/. The development of the Arabic term ßà™ib 
‘companion; comrade’ was first used as an 
honorific term or suffix in referring to Muslim 
gentlemen, e.g. Muhammad Sahib (muham-
mad sàhib). Alongside this usage, the word 
underwent a number of phonological changes 
over time to become sàyippë, the Malayalam 
word for ‘foreigner’, and more specifically a 
Westerner. Now, both sàhib and sàyippë are 
used, but in different domains.

7. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e s

In general, there was not much correspondence 
between Arabic and Malayalam in the domain 
of scholarship and knowledge. Those who 
were working in Arabic language and litera-
ture had no exposure to Malayalam literature. 
There could be such transactions in ‘Arabic-
Malayalam’, but that was off the mainstream 
of Malayalam. Morphological changes are 
very few due to the lack of such exposure, but 
there are a few exceptions, e.g. Arabic �àlim 
‘scholar’, pl. �ulamà±. Both alìm and ulamà are 
used in Malayalam, but Malayalis took ulamà 
as singular and pluralized it as ulamàkka£, with 
the Malayalam plural suffix. This somewhat 

unusual instance illustrates the normal treat-
ment of words borrowed into Malayalam, 
in that they are fitted into the morphological 
structure of the language in the sense that 
the inflectional endings – such as markers of 
case – are added to them.

8. S y n t a c t i c  c h a n g e s

Grammatical peculiarities of Arabic have not 
affected Malayalam syntax. This might be 
partly because of the lack of contact between 
the two languages at the spoken level – the 
contact was mainly literary and cultural – and 
partly because, despite the considerable number 
of Muslims in southwest India, the members of 
the population having contact with Arabic were 
always in a minority.

9. K i n s h i p  t e r m s

Of the kinship terms used by Malayali Muslims, 
only one is from Arabic, namely umma ‘mother’ 
(< Arabic ±umm). The terms for father, bàppa/
vàppa/uppa/uppàva/bàppicci/vàppicci/vàyicci, 
are variants of bàp in Hindi/Urdu. A few of the 
kinship terms of Malayali Muslims were bor-
rowed from Persian (e.g. kàkka ‘elder brother’ 
< Persian kàkà), and the remaining ones are 
from Malayalam (e.g. ammàvan ‘uncle’). It is 
nevertheless the case that there are marked dif-
ferences among the kinship terms of Muslims, 
Christians, and Hindus (see Asher and Kumari 
1997:451–454).
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Mali

In the contemporary Republic of Mali in West 
Africa, Arabic is not a native language of the 
largely Muslim population (80–90% Muslims), 
except for a minority of approximately 1 per-
cent of £assàniyya speakers (www.ethnologue.
com). However, Standard Arabic plays an 
important role in Islamic education and schol-
arship in Mali, and in this role the language 
has a long history in the region. Arabic did not 
spread to the Sahel region of West Africa pri-
marily as the language of Islam, however, but 
as a language of commercial communication. 
Trade routes connected West Africa across the 
Saharan desert to North Africa and the Middle 
East long before the rise of Islam (Hiskett 
1994:92–93, 97; Saad 1983:4). It has even 
been suggested that these trade connections 
date from the introduction of the camel as a 
means of long-distance transport through the 
Sahara around the beginning of the Common 
Era (Levtzion 1973:6).

After the Islamic conquests and the subse-
quent spread of the Arabic language to Egypt 
and North Africa in the 7th and 8th centuries 
C.E., the language started to play an increas-
ingly important role as a � lingua franca in 
commercial relations with the West African 
Sahel (Levtzion 1979:15). Unlike North Africa 
and the Middle East, however, West Africa was 
never conquered as part of the Islamic Empire. 
Instead, Islam was disseminated in West Africa 
through trade from as early as the 9th cen-
tury (Hiskett 1994:97; Mbiti 1969:243), and 
it made its first documented appearance in 
the region in the first half of the 10th century 
C.E. (Amiji 1984:105). Muslim traders were 
the main agents who spread Islam, through 
trade networks that transcended family and 
village boundaries (Amiji 1984:105; Levtzion 
1979:15–16). They were much respected for 
their wealth (Levtzion 1979:11). Moreover, 

they shared one law, the šarì�a, which included 
a uniform system of weights and measures, 
and one language, Arabic (Hiskett 1994:100, 
194; Levtzion 1979:15; Saad 1983:4). Arabic 
occupied a special position in the region, not 
only because it was an interregional lingua 
franca of trade but also because it was the first 
written language in West Africa. Muslims who 
used Arabic script were greatly respected for 
this knowledge (Levtzion 1979:11) and much 
sought after as scribes, advisors to local rulers, 
and faith healers (Amiji 1984:105). The appeal 
of the Arabic-writing Muslim traders from the 
north and east and the appeal of Islam as the 
first written and universal religion in the region 
(Amiji 1984:106; Goody 1971:461) resulted in 
conversions to Islam, first among local traders 
and rulers from the 10th century C.E. onward. 
An increasing number of conversions among 
larger parts of the population of West Africa 
took place from the late 13th century onward 
(Clarke 1982:47–48; Hiskett 1994:94). As a 
result, the role of Arabic expanded from that 
of a lingua franca of transregional trade to its 
present role as language of Islamic education 
and scholarship (Abdulaziz 1984:132; Amiji 
1984:106). 

In the 14th century, the famous Muslim ruler 
Kankan Musa of the ancient kingdom of Mali 
went on a pilgrimage to Mecca, also visiting 
Egypt on his way. He spent so much of his 
wealth in Egypt that his spending led to infla-
tion there. His journey to the heartland of Islam 
left a strong impression on him. He became 
aware of the imperfections of Islamic practice 
in his kingdom. Upon his return, he therefore 
invested in Islamic education and scholarship 
by building mosques and sending local Islamic 
scholars to study in centers of Islamic scholar-
ship in the Maghreb, above all in Fes. He firmly 
established Islamic education and scholarship 
in the West African Sahel, and the regional 
centers of trade Timbuktu and Djenné devel-
oped into centers of Islamic learning (Levtzion 
1986b:185–186, 196–197).

In the 16th century, Timbuktu reached its 
peak as the center of Islamic scholarship for the 
entire region of West Africa. The city counted 
some 150 Qur±ànic schools and attracted 
students and scholars from West Africa, the 
Maghreb, and even the Middle East. Islamic sci-
ences were taught on a large scale in the houses 
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of scholars, Qur±ànic schools, and mosques, 
the main language of study and instruction 
being Arabic. From the surviving Arabic manu-
scripts of the 16th century, we know that West 
African scholars achieved a level of Standard 
Arabic that enabled them not only to study 
the classical corpus of Islamic literature but 
also to write commentaries and chronicles in 
Standard Arabic (Cissoko 1969:48, 59, 72, 
1975:68; Hunwick 1966:25; Kaba 1984:248; 
Levtzion 1977:416–417, 1986a:12; Saad 1983: 
Chap.3). A large number of West African 
manuscripts written in Arabic in the 16th to 
19th centuries are preserved and collected in 
various places, including libraries in Timbuktu 
such as the Centre de Recherche, Education et 
Documentation Ahmed Baba (CEDRAB) and 
the Mama Haidara Library. Some of the pre-
served Arabic texts, such as the Nayl al-ibtihàj 
bi-ta†rìz ad-dìbàj, a bio-bibliographical diction-
ary of Maliki scholars by Ahmad Baba, a 16th/
17th-century scholar from Timbuktu, and the 
16th/17th-century Timbuktu chronicles Ta±rìx 
as-Sùdàn and Ta±rìx al-Fattàš, contain further 
details on the system and content of Islamic 
education and scholarship at the time. 

Students in Islamic education first learned to 
read and write, and sometimes memorized, the 
entire Qur±àn. In this way, they also learned 
the Arabic script. Students then proceeded to 
the second level of Islamic education, in which 
they studied books from the corpus of classical 
Islamic literature. These books were studied 
in Arabic, and, presumably, students learned 
Arabic in the first place through the study 
of these books, i.e. through the explanations 
their teacher gave of the Arabic text. They 
started with books on Maliki fiqh. Later on, 
they studied other Islamic sciences, such as 
theology (taw™ìd lit. ‘[dogma of the] unity of 
God’), ™adì†, and exegesis (tafsìr). Next to the 
Islamic sciences, the study comprised subsid-
iary subjects, above all related to language, 
such as grammar and syntax (na™w), inflection 
(ßarf ), logic (man†iq), and rhetoric (bayàn). 
Students could eventually reach a level where 
they started writing papers and commentaries 
on the classical works themselves. From the 
surviving works we know that at least some of 
them reached a level of Arabic and of Islamic 
scholarship that did not fall short of that of 
scholars in the Middle East and North Africa 
(Cissoko 1969:59–60; Levtzion 1977:417–418, 

1986a:12; Saad 1983: Chap. 3; Kaba 1984:248; 
Bouwman 1996:19–24).

In the 16th century, scholars from the region 
of Timbuktu also traveled to other centers 
of Islamic learning in West Africa and the 
Maghreb, and even as far as Egypt and Arabia. 
They stayed abroad for years to study with 
the illustrious scholars of their time, especially 
at al-Azhar University in Cairo. Upon their 
return, they transmitted the knowledge thus 
acquired to their students. During their travels 
and studies in Muslim communities outside 
their native region, Arabic played an inevitable 
role as the language of communication and 
instruction. Timbuktu scholars also obtained 
±ijàzas, diplomas in which teachers authorized 
their advanced students to teach a specific 
work, from well-known Islamic scholars of the 
Maghreb and Middle East, and brought them 
to Timbuktu. The ±isnàds, chains of authorized 
transmission of Islamic knowledge, were thus 
continued in West Africa (Hunwick 1966:25–
26; Saad 1983:66; Bouwman 1996:24–28), and 
even today one can find Islamic scholars in 
Mali possessing ±ijàzas with an ±isnàd that goes 
back to the medieval Middle East (Bouwman 
2005:30).

The industrious intellectual life of Timbuktu 
came to a halt at the end of the 16th cen-
tury C.E., when the Sa�dian forces from the 
Maghreb conquered the region of Timbuktu 
and killed or deported the greater part of the 
intellectual elite. Of some scholars, above all 
the famous Ahmad Baba, it is known that 
they continued their studies and teaching in 
the Maghreb after their deportation, but in 
general the educational and scholarly activi-
ties in the West African Sahel are said to have 
declined (Hunwick 1962; Levtzion 1977:414–
416; Saad 1983:66–67). Islamic education and 
conversions reached a new peak in the wake of 
the 19th-century Jihadist movements in West 
Africa. However, unlike earlier periods, con-
versions now often took place under pressure 
and with force. Islamic education neverthe-
less started to flourish again, especially among 
the followers of the Jihadist movements, who 
established an Islamic state in part of the region 
of contemporary Mali. Islamic education was 
still the only formal education for children, and 
Arabic was still the only written language in the 
region (Amiji 1984:107; Brenner 1993:63–65; 
Mommersteeg 1996:21–22). Next to its pre-
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dominant role in scholarship and trade, Arabic 
served diplomatic and documentary purposes 
in the precolonial period (Amiji 1984:106), 
and the Arabic script eventually was also used 
for writing West African languages (Abdulaziz 
1984:133; Tamari 2002:99). 

The situation changed drastically with the 
arrival of the French colonial powers in the 
region at the end of the 19th century. In their 
constant fear of anticolonial, pan-Arab, and 
pan-Islamic opposition, the French tried to 
counteract Islamic education and the predomi-
nant role of Arabic in West Africa. At first, 
they used Arabic in their dealings with West 
African rulers because it was the only possible 
language of communication, but in 1911 they 
banned Arabic from all official administration 
dealings and suppressed the circulation of writ-
ten Arabic materials. They introduced secular 
education, with French as the language of 
instruction, and forced the children of the local 
elite into their schools (Brenner 1984:36–37, 
1986:9; Harrison 1988:51–52; Mommersteeg 
1996:22). 

With several measures, the French tried to 
oppose the Qur±ànic schools and to limit the 
scope of Islamic education. In order to attract 
the local population to French education, they 
even set up a Franco-Arabic school in which 
Arabic and Islam were to be taught next to 
French and secular subjects, but with little suc-
cess. The Islamic educational institutions of 
local scholars continued to exist alongside the 
official French system, and West African parents 
continued to resist enrolling their children in 
French schools and to opt for Islamic education 
instead. Parents of the elite who were forced 
by the French to enroll their children in French 
schools went so far as to enroll the children of 
their slaves, to prevent their own children from 
being influenced by the ‘culture of the unbe-
lievers’ (Brenner 1984:36, 2000:39–54; Cissé 
1992:84–85; Mommersteeg 1996:22).

Local initiatives in the first half of the 20th 
century added a third component to the edu-
cational landscape, the madrasa, which in the 
long run became a strong competitor of what 
henceforth came to be known as traditional 
Islamic education, but also of the secular, 
French education that had been established by 
the colonial administration and was continued 
by the independent government of Mali. This 
new educational system of the madrasa came 

up in the 1940s, first in Segou and Bamako, 
but soon similar institutions followed all over 
the region. The founder of the madrasa system 
in Segou was Saada Toure (b. ca. 1912). As 
a child, Toure received an Islamic education, 
without learning the Arabic language as such, 
as was common practice. Before he reached 
a higher level of proficiency, he was forced 
into French education by the French colonial 
administration (Brenner 1986, 2000:39–41, 
54–84). Once in French school, he learned 
French with only four years of study. He thus 
became aware of the advantages of the French 
didactic system, but without being affected by 
its secular character and without giving up the 
path of Islam. Toure set up a new educational 
system in which he applied French didactic 
methods to the teaching of Arabic and Islam. 
Children in his school studied both Islamic and 
secular subjects and learned Arabic as a ‘living 
language’ from the start. Arabic was taught 
and employed as the language of instruction 
for all subjects, but Toure eventually added a 
limited teaching of French to his curriculum in 
order to prepare children for life in an increas-
ingly Francophone society. The new school 
was called madrasa, after the Arabic word 
for school, and it was soon copied and spread 
throughout the region, together with the books 
Toure wrote on the teaching of Arabic (Brenner 
1986, 2000:74–84).

Similar developments took place in Bamako, 
but these were influenced by another move-
ment. In the first half of the 20th century, 
West African students of traditional Islamic 
education went to study in Egypt at al-Azhar 
University and came under the influence of new 
Islamic reformist movements, above all the 
Salafiyya, a movement that rejected secularism 
while at the same time relying fully on rational 
arguments in the interpretation of the Islamic 
sources. As part of this thinking, Muslims 
should study and know Arabic at a level that 
would enable them to read the Islamic sources 
in Arabic and take part in the global Islamic 
discourse. Students of Islam should become 
independent from the traditional religious lead-
ers, above all from the Sufi orders that were 
dominant in West Africa and strongly opposed 
by the Salafists. They believed that a thorough 
knowledge of Arabic was needed to reach this 
goal, and therefore Islamic education in West 
Africa had to be reformed to achieve more 
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efficient teaching of Arabic and less conserva-
tive teaching of the Islamic sciences. Upon their 
return to West Africa, the Azhar graduates set 
up a madrasa in Bamako similar to the one of 
Saada Toure in Segou, even though Toure was 
still closely associated with the Sufi orders and 
adverse to the Salafi movement and therefore 
more acceptable to the French. In the long 
run, Toure’s initiative was the more influen-
tial one in the spreading of the madrasas in 
the region (Brenner 1986:6, 2000:54–84; Kaba 
1974:135–139, 154–166).

Independence in 1960 resulted in a Franco-
phone, secular administration. The new Repub-
lic of Mali counted three parallel educational 
systems as a legacy of colonial and earlier 
times. The traditional Islamic education in the 
Qur±ànic schools continued to exist, especially 
in rural and remote areas. The French colonial 
school continued as the public school system of 
independent Mali, offering secular education 
with French as the language of instruction. The 
third factor in formal education remained the 
private madrasas, with Arabic as the language 
of instruction and a limited teaching of French. 
The number of madrasas continued to grow, 
and is still growing. The proportion of children 
enrolled in madrasas nowadays is estimated at 
30–40 percent of children being enrolled in for-
mal education (Bouwman 2005:11–14, 50).

Government policy does not consider tradi-
tional Islamic education to be formal education; 
consequently, it is not included in official census 
figures. Together with the mosques, Qur±ànic 
schools fall under the Ministry of the Interior 
rather than the Ministry of Education, and as 
institutions of education, they are neglected 
by the government (Bouwman 2005:101). In 
spite of this, they still constitute an important 
component in the educational landscape of 
Mali and are still the only education many, if 
uncounted, children receive, especially influ-
ential in rural and remote areas that are not 
reached by the public educational programs or 
private madrasa initiatives. Many traditionally 
oriented parents still prefer to send one or two 
children to a Qur±ànic schoolteacher for years, 
to be educated as the Islamic expert of the fam-
ily, while their other children do not receive any 
formal education at all. These parents are often 
opposed to the secular, French school system, 
which they perceive as foreign to their culture 

and traditions and as leading their children 
astray from the path of Islam. To many of these 
parents, even the Arabic Islamic madrasas are 
too much influenced by the French educational 
system (Cissé 1992:149; Bouwman 2005:20–
21, Chap. 6).

Children in traditional Islamic education still 
read the same books and study in much the 
same way as in 16th-century Timbuktu (Diakite 
1991:34; Tamari 2002:104–111; Bouwman 
1996:51). This system is today often criti-
cized for the passive method of instruction and 
the limited knowledge students acquire. It is, 
moreover, criticized for harsh conditions; chil-
dren are often severely beaten by their teacher, 
while living in their teacher’s home for years 
under poor conditions and obliged to work and 
beg for their teacher (Dumestre 1997:39–43; 
Mommersteeg 1996:58–59; Tamari 2002:105; 
Bouwman 2005:11, 24–25, 44–46). Yet, many 
parents view this educational system as the only 
one fit to socialize their children and prepare 
them for the poor and harsh living conditions 
of the rural population in West Africa (Brenner 
1991:64; Mommersteeg 1996:59; Bouwman 
2005:24–25). In addition, proponents of tradi-
tional Islamic education stress that only in tra-
ditional Islamic education are the entire Qur±àn 
and works of Islamic sciences studied and their 
content memorized, so that the advanced stu-
dents and scholars have instant access to the 
knowledge contained in the texts; according 
to them, madrasa students read only selected 
parts of the Qur±àn and Islamic literature with-
out usually memorizing the content (Bouwman 
2005:175–178).

Nevertheless, the madrasa system has 
also started to influence Qur±ànic education 
(Bouwman 2005:44–46). Traditionally, stu-
dents were taught through individual tuition 
by the teacher, who taught them a new piece 
of text for ten to thirty minutes a day, which 
the students then repeated on their own for the 
rest of the day. In this way, students progressed 
according to their own abilities (Mommersteeg 
1996, Chap. 3; Tamari 2002:112; Bouwman 
2005:22–23, 29). Under the influence of the 
madrasa system, children in Qur±ànic schools 
are now increasingly taught in a class, with 
repetition of texts in chorus. Some Qur±ànic 
teachers, who were themselves educated in the 
madrasa system, even apply the teaching meth-
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ods of the madrasa. In urban and semiurban 
regions, where the madrasa system is read-
ily available, it has pushed traditional Islamic 
education even further to the background of 
the educational landscape. Children in cities 
usually attend Qur±ànic education only in the 
margin of formal education in a madrasa or a 
public French school, either before they enter 
this school or during the three months of sum-
mer vacation. In the Qur±ànic school, they usu-
ally only memorize a few suras that are relevant 
for prayer (Bouwman 2005:25–27).

Parents oriented toward Arabo-Islamic edu-
cation who have access to a madrasa nowa-
days usually opt for the madrasa instead of 
traditional Islamic education. A madrasa is in 
many respects similar to the public, French 
school system. Whereas in Qur±ànic schools 
children often sit on the floor in the house or 
sous hangar of their teacher, madrasas are 
genuine school buildings, in which children are 
taught in a class according to a set schedule, 
curriculum, and path of progress. Like the 
French system, the madrasa system is divided 
into three circles, after each of which students 
obtain an acknowledged diploma. The last 
diploma, the baccalaureate after twelve years, 
gives access to the secular study of Arabic at the 
public University of Mali – after an entrance 
exam – and to universities in Arab countries 
and some non-Arab Muslim countries (Brenner 
2000:219ff.; Bouwman 2005:67–68, 89–92, 
126–131). 

The madrasa system, with its emphasis on 
the acquisition of a good working knowledge 
of Modern Standard Arabic, has a crucial influ-
ence on Islamic scholarly discourse in Mali 
and West Africa as a whole. For one thing, 
students come under the influence of differ-
ent Islamic thoughts and new Islamic move-
ments during their studies abroad; moreover, 
knowledge of Arabic has become an important 
factor in the Islamic knowledge hierarchy of 
Mali, in which scholars of traditional Islamic 
education increasingly fail to compete. In spite 
of the Francophone character of public life in 
contemporary Mali, the role of Arabic in soci-
ety has not diminished but rather is growing, 
because those who want to participate fully 
in Islamic scholarly discourse in Mali have to 
know Arabic at a level enabling them to argue 
on the basis of Islamic sources they read inde-

pendently in Arabic (Zappa 2004; Bouwman 
2005:179–185).

Along with its role in Islamic scholarship and 
education, Arabic has yet another, very differ-
ent role in Mali, as is the case in other West 
African societies. Throughout the centuries, 
Arabic was and still is employed in the field 
of magic, mysticism, and divination. People 
who need help with a specific problem, such 
as finding work or a marriage partner, or 
curing an illness, can address a so-called mar-
about (Bouwman 2005:166–167). According 
to Tamari (2002:110), many traditionally ori-
ented scholars are involved in maraboutism, and 
Amiji (1984:112) observes that by “dispensing 
amulets, talismans, medicine and advice, [mar-
abouts] eventually become indispensable to the 
community”.

In order to solve people’s problems, a mar-
about generally makes a gris-gris for them. A 
gris-gris is a material that has esoteric power 
attached to it for the benefit or harm of a per-
son. The term is often translated as amulette, 
but it can also be, for instance, water one has 
to drink. For one type of gris-gris, the mar-
about writes words from the Qur±àn on a piece 
of paper which is then folded into an amulet. 
Another type requires the marabout to write 
words from the Qur±àn on a wooden board, 
then wash the words off; the supplicant ingests 
or pours that water over his or her body. 
In the making of a gris-gris, marabouts have 
to employ the Arabic script. However, apart 
from copying Arabic words from the Qur±àn, 
which they may have learned in traditional 
Islamic education, they need no further knowl-
edge of Arabic (Mommersteeg 1996, Chap. 
7; Bouwman 2005:167–168). Marabouts also 
offer benedictions, for which they have to 
recite from the Qur±àn, again without actually 
knowing the meaning of the words. As in the 
case of gris-gris, the ability to do benedictions 
depends on the knowledge of secrets rather 
than on knowledge of Arabic (Mommersteeg 
1996, Chap. 5; Bouwman 2005:168). 

Although the only knowledge of Arabic 
required for gris-gris and benedictions is the 
correct writing out and pronunciation of the 
Arabic words employed, a marabout who knows 
more Arabic is also considered more powerful 
in the secrets. Mommersteeg (1996:47) notes 
that the employment of Arabic in the making 
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of gris-gris is directly related to the belief that 
Arabic is a revealed language and scripture. 
Clients believe that knowledge of Arabic puts 
a marabout in a special position, or in a closer 
contact to God, and that it provides him with 
special powers. Knowledge of Arabic is not a 
condition for his work, but it adds to the status 
and success of a marabout. On the other hand, 
marabouts without knowledge of Arabic can be 
considered even more powerful than marabouts 
with knowledge of Arabic if the former know 
more secrets (Bouwman 2005:168–169). As 
phrased by Kaba (1974:89), a marabout is first 
of all a person “who is initiated in mysticism 
and divination”.
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Dinie Bouwman (University of Groningen)

Malta

Situated 93 km south of Sicily, 288 km east of 
Tunisia, and 355 km north of Libya, the island 
of Malta presents an intriguing linguistic situ-
ation. Although nearer to Sicily and culturally 
European, its inhabitants still speak a language 
that is basically a variety of Arabic, albeit a 
“highly deviant offshoot of vernacular Arabic” 
(Borg 1997:271, see also 245–247; Kaye and 
Rosenhouse 1997:263). The deviation derives 
from two parallel processes: while the origi-
nal Arabic dialect lost contact with written 
and spoken Arabic in the 13th century, the 
urbanization of the harbor area in the 16th 
century introduced a koine which was heav-
ily romanized by daily contacts with Sicilian 
and Italian. This variety was standardized in 
the 19th century and became modern Maltese. 
The disproportion between Malta’s size (246 
km2) and its population (400,000 inhabitants), 
as well as the large number of Sicilian, Italian, 
and English surnames, shows the importance of 
immigration in Malta’s linguistic development 
(Brincat 2004b).

The language spoken in prehistory might 
have been a Mediterranean language, accord-
ing to the traditional theory, but since Renfrew 
(1987) linked the diffusion of the Indo-Euro-
pean linguistic family with the spread of agri-
culture, it seems likely that the temple builders, 
who came over from Sicily, spoke an Indo-
European language. The first inscriptions found 
in Malta date back to the 6th century B.C.E. 
and are in Punic. The Romans introduced Latin 
in 218 B.C.E., but for two centuries three lan-

guages were in formal use, Punic, Greek, and 
Latin. However, St. Luke’s definition of the 
islanders as “barbarians” (Acts 28:1–11) does 
not specify whether in 60 C.E. they spoke Punic 
or a local variety of vulgar Latin or Greek. The 
600 years of Roman rule could have changed 
the language of a small community (under 
10,000) and so would have the succeeding 
Byzantine period, 350 years long. Although 
isolation might have maintained Punic as the 
spoken language up to 870, the Punic origin of 
Maltese was a myth introduced by Jean Quin-
tin (1536) and repeated by J.H. Majus (1718) 
before Punic script was deciphered by Barthé-
lemy in 1758. The confusion in the early clas-
sificatory attempts is illustrated by Megiser’s 
(1606:8) definition of Maltese: “im reden der 
Saracenischen, Mohrischen, oder Carthaginen-
sischen oder der lingua Punica, welche ein art 
von der Arabischen ist und ihren Ursprung auss 
der Hebreischen hat”. Yet, the Punic theory 
was fondly defended by Maltese scholars (De 
Soldanis 1750, Vassalli 1791, Magri 1907) up 
to the early 20th century because the connec-
tion with a glorious extinct civilization satisfied 
national pride and was exploited for political 
reasons by the imperialists (Strickland 1920). 
Nonetheless, Gian Francesco Abela (1647) was 
already aware of the Arabic origins of Maltese 
and knew that Arabic was widely spoken in 
Sicily under the Normans and in Pantelleria in 
his times. Although J.J. Bellermann opted for 
the Punic theory in 1809, W. Gesenius refuted 
it scientifically in 1810 (see Kontzi 1994).

The roots of the Maltese language date back 
to around 256/870, or perhaps to 440/1048. 
Arab geographers and historians gave little 
attention to Malta, and this is taken as proof 
of the island’s insignificance during that period 
(Redjàla 1973). An exception is al-£imyarì’s 
description, based on sources almost contem-
porary with the events, which was unknown to 
Maltese historians until 1990 (Brincat 1995). 
The Rawd al-mi�tàr describes a ferocious raid 
in 255/870 that destroyed the Byzantine social 
structure and says that the island was sub-
sequently only visited for wood, honey, and 
fishing until a new community settled there in 
1048–1049. This explains the lack of a pre-
Arabic substratum in present-day Maltese (see 
Borg 1996a): the descendants of the survivors 
of the 870 raid were too few to influence the 
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new settlers’ language. Distinguishing between 
‘Muslims’ and their more numerous ‘slaves’, 
al-£imyarì suggests a religiously mixed but 
homogeneously Arabophone community. This 
may have come from Sicily, where Norman 
raids had already begun, but deeper compara-
tive studies are needed to provide conclusive 
evidence (see Agiùs 1996; Dessoulavy 1938; 
Kontzi 1993). Another intriguing point is that 
the conquerors of 870 might have introduced 
Berber, unlike the 1048 settlers who appar-
ently spoke the variety of Arabic that had been 
forged in Sicily, untouched by the second wave 
of Arabicization brought by the Banù Hilàl into 
North Africa. According to Vanhove (1998:97–
98), this accounts for the main differences 
between Maltese and the Maghreb dialects.

The Norman conquest of 1091 introduced 
contacts with Romance languages and dialects, 
but the use of Classical Arabic is witnessed by 
12th-century tombstones, verses written at the 
court of Roger II by poets called ‘al-Màli†i', 
and by the Arabic version of the first known 
document in Latin addressed to the rulers of 
Malta, signed by Queen Constance in 1198. 
Although Christians were present on the island 
in 1091 and certainly comprised locals in 1150, 
the change in culture, religion, and population 
was gradual because in 1175 Bishop Burchardt 
described Malta as inhabited by Saracens, and 
in 1241 Giliberto Abbate reported the presence 
of 836 Muslim families. Thus, Malta was no 
different than Sicily, where Arabic was still 
widely spoken around Palermo and Agrigento 
(Varvaro 1981:150), and Christian rites were 
still held in Arabic in 1330 (Ludolphus 1851). 
After the Muslims’ expulsion in 1224 and 1249, 
the linguistic history of the two islands diverged 
because in Malta total Christianization was not 
accompanied by full Latinization. Romance 
speakers increased under the Angevins, the 
Aragonese, and the Castillians, and many set-
tled permanently, were slowly absorbed, and 
adopted Maltese speech. All documents were 
drawn up in Latin and Sicilian, while Arabic 
writing was only used by the Jewish community 
until 1492 (Wettinger 1985:174–204).

When the Maltese variety lost contact with 
Qur±ànic and Classical Arabic, it went through 
a process of phonological readjustment, mor-
phological simplification, and constant lexical 
growth by Sicilian and Italian accretions (Cre-
mona 1990; Krier 1976; Brincat 2004a:109–

167, 344–366). Its speakers’ perception was 
strikingly different from that of foreigners. 
While the latter tended to fit the local tongue 
into a genealogical or areal classification, call-
ing it parlata africana (1536), parlar saracino 
(1558), lingua degli Africani (1567), or un 
langage Arabe corrompu (1694), the Maltese 
saw it from an autonomous point of view: 
in lingua maltensi (1436), in lingua nostra 
maltensi (1525), in lingua melitea (1540), or 
in melivetana et vernacula lingua (1554; see 
Cassola 1991–1992). Significantly, the first 
documented words since 1241, and the earliest 
known full text in Maltese, a Cantilena written 
about 1470 by Pietro Caxaro (Wettinger and 
Fsadni 1968; Brincat 1999), are in the Latin 
alphabet. The locals never wrote in Arabic 
script, although some scholars did propose the 
use of some Arabic letters in the 17th and 18th 
centuries when the first grammars and word 
lists were drawn up. The Knights introduced 
Italian as the language of administration and 
culture, but, being supranational, they never 
imposed a linguistic policy for the people, and 
thus Maltese survived. Moreover, the develop-
ment of a dynamic urban society around Grand 
Harbour created the right conditions for the 
koine which became standard Maltese. Areal 
varieties were summarily described by Vassalli 
in 1796 and are still perceivable, but a compre-
hensive systematic study is lacking (see Schabert 
1976; Aquilina and Isserlin 1981; Agiùs 1991; 
Kaye and Rosenhouse 1997; Vanhove 1999).

Due to Saracenic raids and the Ottoman 
threats that culminated in the Siege of 1565, the 
prestige of Arabic was low because it was only 
spoken by slaves. Although commercial contacts 
with North Africa must have existed, they were 
probably negotiated in the lingua franca (whose 
influence on Maltese deserves further investiga-
tion; see Borg 1996b). Surprisingly, interest 
in Arabic was revived by the Roman Catholic 
Church. In 1622, the Roman Congregazione de 
Propaganda Fide decided to establish the study 
of Arabic in Malta to prepare missionaries for 
spreading Christianity in Arab countries, and 
lessons started in 1632. One of the most impor-
tant Maltese Arabists was Michele Antonio 
Vassalli, who furthered his studies in Rome and 
became a lecturer in Oriental languages at La 
Sapienza University. Vassalli considered Arabic 
useful for a deeper knowledge of Maltese and 
wrote a scientific grammar (1791) and diction-
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ary (1796) of Maltese. He also drew up plans 
for teaching Maltese, Italian, and Arabic in the 
schools and abandoned the Punic myth in later 
works (1827).

Linguistic policies were launched by the 
French (1798) and the British (1813). The for-
mer were unsuccessful, and the British  struggled 
to substitute English for Italian, but they pro-
moted Maltese and encouraged the teaching 
of Arabic for academic reasons. However, in 
line with the naturalistic concepts of the com-
parativist school that privileged genealogical 
classification, they fostered a puristic approach, 
which would bring Maltese closer to its parent 
language, and provoked strong reactions among 
the educated classes, especially George P. Bad-
ger’s suggestion that Arabic should spread easily 
in the Maltese islands and should become “in 
a short period the established language of the 
people” (1838:296–298). Academic prejudice 
against dialects threw Maltese into a precarious 
position. Diglossia, with Italian as the cultural 
language available to around 10 percent of the 
population and with spoken Maltese reigning 
supreme among illiterate monolinguals, was 
not ideal from the educational point of view, 
but it safeguarded the local idiom and ethnic 
identity. In the 1840s that balance was bro-
ken, and the defense of Italian, the introduc-
tion of English, and the confusion of Maltese 
with Arabic threatened the local language with 
extinction. Although John Hookham Frère had 
encouraged the study of Maltese since 1821 and 
established a chair at the university for Vassalli, 
Badger proposed teaching Arabic instead of 
Maltese in the schools because “the dialect is 
already corrupt” (1838) and insisted that in the 
schools Maltese should only be employed as 
a medium of instruction (1841). This attitude 
sparked off the Language Question which raged 
on for a hundred years. The battle was fought 
in all the institutions – the schools, the Church, 
the Law Courts, and the House of Representa-
tives – where for seventy years members spoke 
in Italian or English, according to their stand 
for the nation or for the empire. Being mainly 
a question of identity, it was also fought in the 
literary field with interventions in and for Eng-
lish, Italian, or Maltese (Brincat 2001).

After the unification of Italy, the British 
twinned the building of coastal fortresses with 
stronger efforts to replace Italian with English. 
In the meantime, Maltese, which had been 

promoted by the locals throughout the 19th 
century as a literary medium, acquired the sta-
tus of a ‘language’, according to the criteria of 
the times, and advanced steadily. Neither the 
purists, who would have stifled the language, 
nor the denigrators, who would have replaced it 
by Italian or English, had their way, and so the 
empirical approach prevailed. On the one hand, 
the high-quality verses of Dun Karm Psaila con-
ferred on Maltese the prestige it formerly lacked. 
On the other, the rise of the political parties in 
a democratic environment made the leaders 
realize that their message would not reach the 
monolingual masses, whose support was now 
indispensable, unless it were delivered in their 
own tongue. The use of Maltese was allowed in 
parliamentary debates in 1921, in notary deeds 
in 1927, and in parliamentary records in 1933, 
and it obtained official status in 1934, next 
to English and Italian. In 1935 the university 
introduced the matriculation exam in Maltese, 
and the local channel of cable radio was set 
up and spread the standard variety to all the 
homes in Malta and Gozo. Italian was dropped 
in 1936, and public notices, street names, and 
Christian names were changed. English became 
compulsory for employment in the armed forces 
and the civil service, and the war dealt a decisive 
blow to the prestige Italian had enjoyed before 
1939. Ironically, Anglicization spread faster in 
the 1950s when it no longer interested the Brit-
ish government. After World War II, Maltese 
society changed drastically: introduced in 1946, 
compulsory education strengthened the use of 
Maltese and English, while exposure to English 
increased with the cinema, pop music, and all 
things modern. In the meantime, Maltese kept 
pace in administrative domains and in higher 
education, thanks to the institution of a chair 
of Maltese (Joseph Aquilina in 1937). It became 
a compulsory subject for entry into the uni-
versity (1945), and degree courses in Maltese 
language and literature were set up in 1948. 
Italian regained popularity in the late 1950s 
when television mended the image created by 
prewar propaganda. In 1964, a local station 
started broadcasting home-produced programs 
in Maltese and imported ones in English, but 
Italian channels continued to attract the major-
ity of the audience up to 1996, when the politi-
cal parties set up their own stations. Together 
with the introduction of satellite and cable 
television, they brought Italian viewership down 
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to around 20 percent. In 1975, the study of 
Arabic was made compulsory at the secondary 
level, but the government’s decision, aimed at 
developing commercial ties with North Africa, 
was not popular, and results were disappoint-
ing. It was therefore made optional in 1986, 
and now very few students choose it. Yet, at 
the university level, the quality of its teaching 
has improved, although numbers remain small, 
and, after a long break, which unfortunately 
included the notorious 18th-century forgeries 
of abate Giuseppe Vella (Agiùs 1990:28–30; 
Freller 2001), scientific contributions are being 
published (Zammit 2002).

The historical events in the last millennium 
have produced a community that has been 
exposed to different languages for many centu-
ries. The census held in 1995 revealed that out 
of a population of 324,386 persons aged six-
teen and over, 317,311 speak Maltese, 246,157 
learned English well, and 118,213 know Ital-
ian, while languages studied only as school 
subjects follow at a certain distance: French 
(31,945), German (6,807), Arabic (5,955), and 
Spanish (1,955). The first result of this strong 
exposure to and widespread use of different 
languages is the ongoing development of the 
native language. Under the cumulative effect 
of nine hundred years of contacts, with foreign 
rulers and administrators as well as settlers at 
lower social levels, the stratification of the Mal-
tese language evolved rapidly and substantially. 
The oldest layer, which is perceived as the main 
stratum (proving its Arabic origins), only pro-
vides 32.41 percent of the lexemes in Aquilina’s 
Maltese-English Dictionary (1987–1990). Sicil-
ian and Italian account for 52.46 percent, while 
English words make up 6.12 percent of the 
total of 41,000 lexemes. Consequently, words 
of non-Arabic origin form 60.23 percent of the 
lexicon, although the quantitative factor is off-
set by frequency. In fact, Arabic words prevail 
in any text because function words are repeated 
many times and basic terms occur more often 
than specialized terms. Although there are only 
6 Romance words in the fundamental 100-
word list, at the threshold level 52.8 percent of 
1,585 words are of Romance origin. However, 
the lexical composition of texts varies greatly 
according to register or domain. For detailed 
morphosyntactic descriptions of Maltese, see 
Borg and Azzopardi-Alexander (1997); Mifsud 
(1995); Vanhove (1993); and � Maltese.

After more than fifty years of compulsory 
education where Maltese and English are not 
only taught as subjects but as the medium 
of instruction, and in spite of the practice of 
code-switching in informal conversation, there 
does not seem to be a real danger of English 
words eroding the core vocabulary, provided 
the two codes are kept apart by the schools 
and by social awareness. At present, Maltese is 
still spoken regularly by over 90 percent of the 
inhabitants, although most of them consider 
English indispensable in today’s world. Interest 
in Italian is still alive, but it is no longer seen as 
a threat to Maltese. The latter has penetrated 
areas that a few decades ago were dominated 
by English, namely the written register and 
official use. Maltese is used regularly in Parlia-
ment, the Law Courts, the Church, all govern-
ment offices, and in banks and private firms, 
and it has just been recognized as one of the 
official languages of the European Union. It is 
therefore the only “peripheral erstwhile Arabic 
dialect” (Borg 2001:422) to enjoy such a status. 
If official policy succeeds in achieving bilingual-
ism with good competence in both languages, 
Maltese will survive so long as it is still con-
sidered important and efficient by its speakers. 
The community’s knowledge of English may 
even ensure the survival of the local language, 
since the use of English for international com-
munication will ease the pressures on Maltese 
to change and grow too rapidly.
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Maltese

1 .  G e n e r a l

The affiliation of Maltese within other Arabic 
vernaculars is a controversial issue. It is likely 
that successive waves of impact reached the 
Maltese shores from different Arab stations and 
at different points in the island’s history (for 
theories about a Phoenician origin of Maltese, � 
Malta). Most linguists (see, for example, 
Aquilina 1961, 1979) agree that typologically 
Maltese fits well into the general characteristics 
of Maghrebi dialects, including the most dis-
tinctive isoglosses such as the n- prefix for the 
1st person plural of the imperfect (niktbu ‘we 
write’, nimxu ‘we walk’). Some curious similar-
ities with the Eastern dialects led others to posit 
the theory of an eastern extraction (cf. Stumme 
1904) or, recently and more mildly, to point 
out suggestive Levantine traits in the language 
(Alex. Borg 1997). A recent theory developed 
from the former would regard Maltese as a 
brand of Sicilian Arabic implanted here at a 
later date (Agius 1996).

Today, Maltese is considered by its speech 
community to be a language on its own, and 
scholars of Arabic vernaculars tend to treat 
it separately (see, for example, Kaye and 
Rosenhouse 1997). The early loss of � diglos-
sia with any form of Arabic standard and the 
massive influence of European languages, which 
it has subsequently undergone, are among 
the most important reasons to treat Maltese 
separately. Maltese has gone through a long 
and close contact and the Arabic dialect rooted 
on the island has gone through a fusion with 
the European languages which came in contact 

with it: medieval Sicilian, mainland Italian in 
its Tuscan form, and later English. This earned 
it the epithet of ‘mixed language’, a term which 
undoubtedly needs a clearer definition.

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
The phonological inventory of standard Maltese 
has 24 consonantal phonemes (see Table 1).

Maltese has lost no fewer than eleven conso-
nantal phonemes, seven of which are recorded 
in old Maltese documents. Positionally, five 
of the lost phonemes lie from the velum back-
ward. Maltese has added seven new phonemes 
from non-Arabic sources, of which only one 
lies in this rear area. The changes have brought 
the general sound of the language closer to that 
of its languages of contact, from which only the 
glottal stop /±/ now sets it apart.

The emphatic consonants of Maltese Arabic 
have merged with their nonemphatic counter-
parts (/ß/ > /s/, /†/ > /t/, /�/ + /Ú/ > /d/), presum-
ably at a very early stage, and there are no 
traces of their existence in any document of the 
language. Maltese has also merged the rest of 
the interdental series, which, on the contrary, 
are attested in old documents from the 16th to 
the 18th centuries (cf. H. Megiser, reproduced 
in Friggieri and Freller 1998, note: veheb, fne; 
Vassalli 1796:xxix n. 11); they are now rep-
resented by their alveolar counterparts (/�/>/t/ 
and /�/ > /d/). Of the velar and pharyngeal 
fricatives, only the voiceless pharyngeal /™/ sur-
vives, although records (cf. Agius De Soldanis 
1750; Wzzino 1752; Vassalli 1791) point to 
a distinction still made in the 18th century 

Table 1. The consonantal phonemes in standard Maltese (phonemes in bold are subsequent additions 
to the Arabic repertory)

Bilabial Labio-
dental

Alveolar Post-
alveolar

Palatal Velar Uvular Pharyn-
geal

Glottal

Plosive p b t d k ; 	
Nasal m n
Trill r
Affricate ts dz t� œ
Fricative f v s z � À Ó
Approximant w j
Lateral l
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between it and the voiceless velar fricative /x/, 
with which it is now merged. The latter may 
still be heard as a conditioned allophone of 
the former (Aquilina and Isserlin 1981:135). 
Although they are now indiscriminately repre-
sented by the digraph gÓ in the orthography, /ÿ/ 
and /�/ are both muted in standard Maltese (e.g. 
xogÓol [�–1l]; xagÓar [�å1r]) and are realized as 
/™/ in definable morphophonemic contexts (e.g. 
qlugÓ [	l�1Ó]) ‘sails’, tefagÓhom [tÆ2fåÓ:–m]. 
However, the velar sound /ÿ/ survives in the 
dialectal speech of a few speakers in remote vil-
lages such as GÓarb in Gozo. The Arabic glottal 
stop / ±/ has been enfeebled to the point of losing 
its phonemic status, but the sound now exists 
in Maltese as the reflex of Arabic /q/. However, 
the uvular plosive survives in the speech of 
presumably few conservative speakers in Isla 
(Senglea). The voiceless glottal fricative /h/, 
though regularly represented in the orthography 
by h, has been muted in standard Maltese (e.g. 
dahri [2då1ri] ‘my back’), but is pronounced 
as [Ó] in certain conditioned contexts, such 
as word-final position (ikrah [2ikråÓ] ‘ugly’). 
Consonantal reflexes of /h/ may still be heard in 
the pronunciation of some older village speak-
ers (e.g. dahri [2dåÓri], xahar [2�åÓår], h(e)diet 
[Ódi1t]), irrespective of its position (for a survey 
of the mergers, see Table 2).

Maltese has a rich dialectal situation which 
has yet to be fully documented before it disap-
pears. The data available are still fragmentary 
and have been collected and analyzed at differ-
ent times and with different aims and criteria 
(cf. Aquilina and Isserlin 1981).

The merging of a good number of phonemes 
and the muting of others inevitably resulted in 
the convergence of several pairs of root-bases 
originally differing only in one radical, less 
frequently in two, e.g. Arabic ß-y-f ‘summer’ 
+ s-y-f ‘sword’ > Maltese s-j-f conveying both 
meanings; Arabic š-ÿ-l ‘work’ + š-�-l ‘to light 
up’ > Maltese x-gÓ-l. This often resulted in 
(i) homophones, e.g. [då1r] = dar ‘a house’ or 
dahar ‘a back’, [2Æ1mÆs] = heme
 ‘to attach’ 
or gÓeme
 ‘to wink’; or (ii) homographs, e.g. 
sÓab = ‘clouds’ (< s-™-b) or ‘partners’ (< ß-™-b), 
gÓereq = ‘he sweated’ (< �-r-q) or ‘he sank’ (< 
ÿ-r-q), gÓa
el = ‘he chose’ (< �-z-l) or ‘he spun’ 
(< ÿ-z-l), nstamat = ‘he was scalded’ (< s-m-†) or 
‘he was dumbfounded’ (< ß-m-t).

To this impoverished consonantal repertory, 
Romance and English contributed through the 

accretion of no fewer than seven consonantal 
phonemes: /p/, /;/, /ts/, /dz/, /tš/, /v/, and /ž/. 
Only /ts/ and /dz/ create a new ‘gap’, although 
[ts] could have resulted from the adjacency of 
[t] or [d] to [s] in words of Arabic origin like 
gÓatsa [2å1ts1å] ‘a sneeze’ and qaddsu [2	åts1�] 
‘they sanctified’. The phoneme /ž/, presumably 
already present as the voiced version of /š/ in 
words like [Àbå1r] ‘spans’, is a relatively recent 
acquisition from English, and so far occurs 
in unconditioned environment only in a few 
recent loans such as televixin [tÆlÆ2viÀin] and 
bex [bÆ1À]; both /š/ and /ž/ are represented by 
<x> in the orthography. Some linguists (e.g. 
Alb. Borg and Azzopardi-Alexander 1997:303) 
are cautious in accepting the phonemic status 
of this consonant in view of its rarity and the 
difficulty in finding minimal pairs which would 
definitely confirm this status.

There are in Maltese automatic constraints 
affecting the voicing feature of obstruents in 
definable phonological environments. Thus, a 
voiceless obstruent is normally voiced when it 
is immediately followed by a voiced segment 
(e.g. jisbaÓ [2jizbåÓ] ‘dawn breaks’), and a 
voiced obstruent is unvoiced when followed 
by a voiceless segment (e.g. bsarna [2psårnå] 
‘we foresaw’). Moreover, a voiced obstruent is 
regularly devoiced in word-final position (e.g. 
Óabib [Óå2bi1p] ‘friend’, tieÿ [ti1t�] ‘wedding’). 
This rule, however, seems to gradually become 
less obligatory in the Maltese pronunciation 
of loans from English, especially in bilingual 
speakers. On the other hand, the frequency 
of nondevoiced final voiced consonants in the 
orthography of old Maltese deeds (see, for 
example, calb, tirag, ard in P. Caxaro’s medi-
eval Cantilena) seems to suggest that it might 

Table 2. Historical phonemic mergers

/t/   /x/  
/™/

 
/†/  /t/ /™/

/�/   / � /
  /ÿ/ 

<gÓ>

/s/ /s/  
/q/  �  / ±//ß/ 

/d/  / ±/   �  ø
/�/   

/h/  �  <h>
/�/ 

/d/
 

/Ú/  
}

}}
}

}
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be possible to date this obligatory devoicing 
rule with a proper examination of documents.

Maltese displays several cases of combinatory 
phenomena between phonemes which are adja-
cent or near to each other. The frequent cases of 
assimilation involve mainly the voicing feature 
and are sometimes sanctioned by diachrony (e.g. 
gideb ‘to lie’ < Arabic ka�ab, 1caÓad ‘to refuse’ 
< ja™ad, nigge
 ‘to prick’ < Arabic nakaz).

Cases of historical dissimilation involve 
mainly resonant segments and are found in both 
Arabic and Romance loans (e.g. sinsla ‘back-
bone’ < Arabic silsila, ÿunÿlien ‘sesame seeds’ 
< Arabic juljulàn, kurunell ‘colonel’ < Italian 
colonello, franella ‘flannel’ < Italian flanella).

Diachronic cases of metathesis, especially from 
Romance, exist and are fully accepted and en-
shrined in the orthography (see, for example, 
nofs ‘half’ < Arabic nißf; ÿibed ‘to pull’ < 
Arabic ja�ab; tema’ (gÓ) ‘to feed’ < Arabic 
±a†�am; denfil ‘dolphin’ < Italian delfino; porvli 
‘gunpowder’ < Italian polvere, korla ‘anger’ < 
Italian collera).

2.1.2 Vowel nuclei
The phonology of Maltese operates with a system 
of eighteen vocalic nuclei, of which eleven are 
monophthongs (five short vowels and six long 
vowels) and seven are diphthongs (see Table 3). 

Table 3. The vocalic nuclei of standard Maltese

Monophthongs Diphthongs

/i1/ /i�/
/i/ /i1/ /Æi/

/Æ/  /Æ1/ /Æ�/

/å/ /å1/ /åi/

/–/ /–1/ /å�/

/�/ /–i/

/u1/ /–�/

The segments /i/, /Æ/, /å/, /–/, /i�/, /Æi/, /Æ�/, /åi/, 
and /å�/ occur both in stressed and unstressed 
positions, while /i1/, /i1/, /Æ1/, /å1/, /–1/, /u1/ occur 
only in stressed position. Stressed /�/ is rare. 

With the exception of /–i/, which occurs only 
in loanwords, all the diphthongs are reflexes 
of Old Arabic /ay/ and /aw/, or secondary 
diphthongs developed within Maltese, mainly 
through the adjacency of gÓ to a following ì or 
ù. /i�/ is very rare, while the pairs /Æi/ and /åi/, 

/å�/ and /–�/, as well as /Æ�/ and /–�/ in tonic 
position, often occur in free variation (e.g. 

gÓir: [zÆir] ~ [zåir], tiegÓu: [2tijå�] ~ [2tij–�], 
gÓuda: [2Æ�då] ~ [2–�då]).

Historical changes in the vocalism of Maltese 
have affected both the quantity and the quality 
of vowels. Like most North African vernaculars 
(parlers non-différentiels), Maltese has system-
atically lost Old Arabic short vowels in open 
syllables (Arabic †arìq > triq, Arabic kilàb > 
klieb, Arabic katabt > ktibt). Since similar vowel 
reduction occurs also with Romance Maltese 
material (Italian popolo > poplu, Italian manico 
> manku), it seems reasonable to believe that 
this process is attributable to the stress factor. 
The effect of this vowel loss is twofold: (i) the 
presence of many consonant clusters and the 
need to have frequent recourse to a euphonic 
vowel (usually i, referred to in Maltese gram-
mar as il-vokali tal-leÓen) to break unwieldy 
clusters made up of consonant + resonant (or 
gÓ) + consonant, or at word boundary, e.g. 
jiksbu ‘they acquire’, joftqu ‘they unstitch’, but 
joÓorÿu ‘they go out’, jifïrxu ‘they spread’, jixé-
gÓlu ‘they light up’, qalb ïmsaÿar ‘in the middle 
of forests’; and (ii) the automatic development 
of stem allomorphs in verbal and nominal para-
digms, e.g. kiteb/ktib-t/kitb-et ‘he/I/she wrote’, 
nie
el/ni
l-in ‘descending [masc. sg./pl.]’.

Final clusters made up of obstruent + resonant 
are broken up by inserting an epenthetic vowel, 
which now has phonemic status (e.g. *Óabl- > 
Óabél, *ÿism- > ÿisém, *leÓn- > leÓén).

Maltese tends to merge short a and i into 
one phoneme, while u is retained. This change 
becomes very significant in cases where the 
merged vowels originally had distinctive fea-
tures. Such is the case, for example, of a few 
residual Form II participles with both active 
and passive meanings (e.g. Maltese mgÓallem 
‘teacher’ and ‘taught’; Maltese mreddgÓa ‘wet 
nurse’ and ‘breast-fed [fem.]’). These are the 
result of a merger between the Arabic active 
and passive participle forms, which were insuf-
ficiently marked by a short vowel (e.g. mu�allïm 
and mu�allåm).

The most important historical change in the 
vocalic content of Maltese is undoubtedly � 
±imàla, i.e. the fronting and raising of vowel 
/å/ in normal conditions. Thus, the Arabic long 
vowel à normally corresponds to a long high 
unglided vowel [i1], represented in the official 
orthography by the digraph <ie> (e.g. Arabic 
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salàm ‘peace’ > sliem, Arabic xaddàm ‘servant’ 
> Óaddiem ‘worker’). Short a also inflects to e 
and eventually to i if accented (Arabic katab 
‘he wrote’ > kiteb, whence kitibli ‘he wrote 
to me’). Conditions that inhibit ±imàla include 
adjacency to back consonants /™/ and /±/ as 
well as to any historical emphatic consonant, 
e.g. Arabic †alab > talab ‘he asked for’, Arabic 
naqaß > naqas ‘he decreased’, Arabic qatal > 
qatel ‘he killed’, Arabic saraq > seraq ‘he stole’, 
Arabic xajjà† > Óajjat ‘tailor’).

One result of this change was a large variety 
of vowel sequences in both verbal and nominal 
forms. The 3rd person masculine singular of the 
perfect alone displays six different sequences 
(a-a, a-e, e-a, e-e, i-e, o-o) against three in Old 
Arabic (a-a, a-i, a-u). The fine distinction of 
meanings associated with the three classes of 
Arabic verbs could not hold good anymore, 
and phonology got here the better hand of 
morphology.

One of the most intriguing phenomena dis-
played by Maltese comes from the dialects in 
contrast with standard Maltese. In most of 
the Maltese dialect area, a long vowel à regu-
larly recedes and takes a color between ò and 
ù. This feature practically constitutes a line 
of demarcation between Maltese dialects as a 
group and standard Maltese, where it is totally 
absent. Cantineau (1960:100–101) compares 
this unconditioned � tafxìm of à with the dia-
lects of North Lebanon.

2.2 Morphology

The basic morphological structure of Maltese 
remains largely that of a typical dialect of 
Arabic, and one can find in it reflexes of most 
of the canonical forms of Old Arabic, albeit 
often supported by a small number of members. 
On the other hand, due to its severance from 
Arabic and its long and strong contact with 
languages with a different morphological type, 
Maltese may be the Arabic vernacular that has 
moved farthest from the original structure.

In its morphology, Maltese displays a ten-
dency both to reduce the number of forms and 
to create innovative ones, often through the 
reorganization of existing elements. Besides, 
the productivity of the different Arabic canoni-
cal forms varies greatly and may be generally 
described as being in crisis, mainly due to the 
strong inroads which Romance and English 

have cut into the language through their eight-
hundred-year-old contact. Due to its strong 
structural constraints, the root-based Arabic 
morphology of Maltese could not continue to 
cope with the full integration (i.e. ta�rìb) of 
Romance loans and eventually gave way to 
a hybridized schema of the stem-based type, 
incorporating both flexible elements of the 
native morphology and new features contracted 
from Sicilian and Italian (Mifsud 1995b). The 
morphology of Maltese is presently undergo-
ing a slow but major typological shift from the 
Arabic root-centered structure to a more open 
concatenative morphology of the European 
type. This is leading, on one hand, to a con-
stant search of paradigms with a stable stem 
rather than others which make use of stem 
allomorphs (hence, for example, the frequent 
use of verbal Form II at the expense of Form I 
and the neutralization of the intensive meaning 
associated with Form II), and on the other, to 
the frequent recourse to suffix morphemes in 
preference to internal or broken structures (e.g., 
the old Maltese plurals sfuf ‘layers’ and iradi 
‘lands’ gave way to modern Maltese saffi and 
artijiet). This view of Maltese morphology finds 
support in the undeniable fact that hardly any 
of the hundreds of words that are added every 
year to the Maltese lexicon are being integrated 
according to the root-based patterns.

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns 
Personal pronouns are marked for person, gen-
der, and number (see Table 4).

Just like some Maghrebi dialects, Maltese 
has lost the gender distinction in the 2nd per-
son singular of the independent pronouns and 
uses the form with final -i for both genders. 
The gender distinction has been lost also in the 
plural forms, as is normally the case in seden-
tary dialects.

As in most forms of Arabic, the 1st person 
singular has a grammatically conditioned allo-
morph -ni, which occurs as the direct object of 
a verb after both consonant and vowel (saw-
watni ‘he beat me’, rani ‘he saw me’).

There are two forms for each of the 1st, 
2nd, and 3rd person masculine singular bound 
pronouns, one occurring after a consonant and 
the other after a vowel or semivowel (sieqi ‘my 
foot’ but saqajja ‘my feet’, sabu ‘he found him’ 
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but rah ‘he saw him’, warajh ‘behind him’).
The 2nd person singular has a phonologically 

conditioned allomorph -ok (indirect object -lok) 
which occurs after a syllable with vowel o 
(ommok ‘your mother’, inÓobbok ‘I love you’, 
ngÓoddlok ‘I count for you’).

The singular forms of the independent (sub-
ject) personal pronouns have short variants 
(jien etc.), which are used freely even within the 
speech of the same speaker. Since the subject 
is normally marked on the verb, the indepen-
dent pronoun is optional, except in the case of 
emphasis or to avoid ambiguity.

The forms of the personal pronouns func-
tion also as a copula in nominal sentences, 
even when they are not strictly necessary, e.g. 
it-tabib (huwa) Óija ‘the doctor is my brother’. 
When used as a copula, the independent pro-
nouns (including the shorter variants) are nega-
tivized in the same manner as verbs, i.e. with 
ma/m’ . . . . . . x (see Table 5).

Table 5. The copula

Copula + Negative

3rd sg. 
  masc. 

hu/huwa m’hux/m’huwiex

3rd sg. 
  fem.

hi/hija m’hix/m’hijiex 

2nd sg. int/inti m’intx/m’intix 

1st sg. jien/jiena m’iniex 

3rd pl. huma m’humiex

2nd pl. intom m’intomx

1st pl. aÓna m’aÓniex 

Bound (or object) personal pronouns are suf-
fixed forms denoting the possessor of a noun, 
the direct object of a verb, or the object of a 
preposition (e.g. rasu ‘his head’, bagÓtu ‘he sent 
him’, fuqu ‘upon him’). Preceded by l (harking 
back to the Arabic preposition li and Maltese 
lil ‘to’), they also serve as the indirect object of 
a verb (bagÓatlu ‘he sent to him’) and as such, 
may occur together with the direct object suffix 
(bagÓathulu ‘he sent it [masc.] to him’).

With a transitive verb, the sequences in Table 
6 are possible, in which every additional suffix 
can cause the stress (here marked by underlin-
ing) to recede.

Table 6. The receding stress

verb séraq ‘he stole’

verb + direct object seråqha ‘he stole 
her’

verb + indirect object seråqli ‘he stole 
from me’

verb + direct object 
(3rd pers. only) + 
indirect object 

seraqhïéli ‘he stole 
her from 
me’

verb + direct object 
+ indirect object 
(+ negation)

ma seraqhilïx ‘he did 
not steal 
her from 
me’

Only the 3rd person object pronouns can stand 
between a verb and the indirect pronoun suffix 

Table 4. Personal pronouns

Independent 
pronouns

Bound pronouns

(Subject) (Direct object) (Indirect object)
after 
consonant

after 
vowel

followed by
indirect object

3rd sg. masc. hu/huwa -u -h -hu- -lu
3rd sg. fem. hi/hija  -ha -hie- -lha
2nd sg. int/inti -ek/-ok -k – -lek/-lok
1st sg. jien/jiena -i -ja – -li
3rd pl. huma  -hom -hom- -lhom
2nd pl. intom  -kom – -lkom
1st pl. aÓna   -na – -lna
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(hence, bagÓathomli ‘he sent them to me’, but 
not *bagÓatkomli ‘he sent you to me’, etc.).

Table 7. Demonstrative pronouns

Near Far

+ article

sg. masc. da/n(a) dal- dak(a) 

sg. fem. di/n(a) dil- dik(a)

pl. daw/n(a) dal- dawk(a)

2.2.1.2 Demonstrative pronouns
Maltese has two sets of demonstratives refer-
ring to entities that are relatively near to or 
relatively far from the speaker. They have the 
dual function of pronouns and adjectives and 
are marked for number and (in the singular) 
also for gender (see Table 7).

The longer forms (ending with -a) are less 
common and are encountered only in more for-
mal speech or writing. Historically, Maltese had 
a variant set of demonstratives in which he- was 
prefixed to the above (e.g. hedin, hedawk); an 
example occurs in Caxaro’s Cantilena: Hactar 
min hedaun heme tred minne tamarra.

Demonstrative adjectives always precede a 
definite noun. When used adjectivally, the near 
demonstrative can remain separate or it can be 
joined to a following definite article, e.g. dal-
kumment ‘this comment’, dit-tfajla ‘this young 
lady’, dal-ÿrajjiet ‘these events’.

2.2.1.3 Relative pronouns
The relative pronoun is li, which alternates freely 
with a fuller form illi (il-ÿuvni li daÓal ‘the young 
man who entered’, id-dar illi begÓtu ‘the house 
you sold’). Both are invariable and regularly fol-
low the head noun, but they may be omitted if 
followed by a nonfinite subordinate verb (e.g. il-
kotba magÓ
ulin minnkom ‘the books chosen by 
you’). They may also introduce nominal clauses 
(e.g. li gÓamiltu qabel ma jgÓoddx ‘what you did 
before does not count’, gÓedtlek illi qed jidÓak 
bina ‘I told you he was cheating us’).

2.2.1.4 Interrogative pronouns
Maltese interrogative pronouns include min 
‘who’, xi (or x’ before a vowel or single conso-
nant) ‘what’, and selective liema ‘which, which 

one’ (min daÓal? ‘who entered?’, xi rbaÓt? 
‘what did you win?’, x’kantajt? ‘what did you 
sing?’ liema trid? ‘which one do you want?’).

As the object of a preposition, xi may take 
the form either of a suffix, -iex, or of a separate 
pronoun, xiex (e.g. biex ‘with what?’, fiex ‘in 
what?’, gÓaliex or gÓal xiex ‘for what, why?’, 
mniex or minn xiex ‘from what?’).

Interrogative pronouns normally introduce 
the question.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Some adverbs are loan translations into Arabic 
of their Sicilian or Italian counterparts, and, 
although they are composed of recognizable 
Arabic lexemes, they tend to fill the syntactic 
space occupied by the Romance model in the 
source language. Some (like kultant ‘some-
times’ < Arabic kull ‘every’+ Romance tant 
‘so much’) are clearly local hybrid formations. 
The Romance Maltese suffix -ment (< Italian 
-mente) is now a very productive tool for the 
formation of adverbs.

The following is a small sample of Maltese 
adverbs.

i. Adverbs of time: qabel ‘before’, wara ‘after’, 
issa ‘now’, mbagÓad ‘then’, llum ‘today’, 
gÓada ‘tomorrow’, pitgÓada ‘the day after 
tomorrow’, pitpitgÓada ‘two days hence’, 
lbieraÓ ‘yesterday’, lbiraÓtlula ‘the day 
before yesterday’, filgÓodu ‘in the morning’, 
filgÓaxija ‘in the evening’, kmieni ‘early’, 
tard ‘late’;

ii. Adverbs of place: hawn ‘here’, hemm ‘there’, 
taÓt ‘underneath’, fuq ‘above’, quddiem ‘in 
front’, wara ‘behind’, kullimkien ‘every-
where’, ÿewwa ‘inside’, barra ‘outside’;

iii. Adverbs of manner: sewwa ‘well’, tajjeb 
‘well’, Óa
in ‘badly’, malajr ‘quickly’, bil-
mod ‘slowly’, ÿentilment ‘gently’;

iv. Adverbs of quantity: Óafna ‘much’, ftit ‘a 
little’, i
jed ‘more’, iktar ‘more’, 

ejjed 
‘excessively’, bilkemm ‘hardly’, wisq ‘much, 
abundantly’, kwa
i ‘almost’, bil-wisq 
‘exceedingly’, immensament ‘immensely’;

v. Interrogative adverbs: kif ‘how’, meta 
‘when’, fejn ‘where’, min ‘who’, gÓaliex 
‘why’, biex ‘with what’, fiex ‘in what’;

vi. Other adverbs: verament ‘really’, possibil-
ment ‘possibly’, 1certament ‘certainly’.
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2.2.3 Particles

2.2.3.1 The article
Nouns, and sometimes adjectives, are marked 
for definiteness with the article l- (< Arabic al-) 
preceding the word, but orthographically sepa-
rated from it by a hyphen. The article is 
preceded by a euphonic vowel i when this 
is needed to break up the cluster ClC (qara 
l-kotba ‘he read the books’, qrajt il-kotba ‘I 
read the books’). The euphonic vowel usually 
follows the article with nouns beginning with 
two consonants (e.g. rajt l-imtieÓen ‘I saw the 
windmills’, 
ar l-isptar ‘he visited the hospital’, 
but qrajt il-ktieb ‘I read the book’).

The article assimilates to the ‘sun letters’, 
which in Maltese are: 1c [t�], d [d], n [n], r [r], s 
[s], t [t], voiceless x [�], 
 [z], z both voiceless [ts] 
and voiced [dz], but not ÿ [œ].

There is a tendency to use the article with 
adjectives only when they are contrastive (e.g. 
il-laqgÓat importanti li attendejt ‘the impor-
tant meetings which I attended’, but il-laqgÓat 
ÿenerali m’attendejthomx kollha imma attendejt 
il-laqgÓat l-importanti ‘I did not attend all the 
general meetings but I did attend the important 
ones.’). In some cases, the article may even be-
come unacceptable before the adjective (e.g. *il-
katastrofi l-mondjali ‘the global catastrophe’).

The lack of a definite article usually indicates 
indefiniteness, but occasionally wieÓed (fem. 
waÓda) ‘one’ or 1certu (with fem. -a, pl. -i, but 
also treated as invariable by many speakers) 
‘certain’ may also precede the indefinite noun 
(Óajjat, wieÓed Óajjat, 1certu Óajjat ‘a (certain) 
tailor’).

2.2.3.2 The genitive
In modern Maltese, the use of the construct 
state is largely limited to a closed list of nouns 
indicating inalienables (parts of the body, rela-
tives, some personal belongings), as well as to 
a limited number of words that automatically 
trigger this structure, such as nofs ‘middle’, ras 
‘head, beginning’, tarf ‘last part’, tmiem ‘end’, 
bieb ‘door’, ktieb ‘book’, ÿenb ‘side’ (e.g. ma’ 
ÿenb il-bieb ‘by the side of the door’, f’nofs it-
triq ‘in the middle of the road’). 

The more productive formation today is the 
analytic structure with ta’ + noun, in which 
ta’ (t

ê
agÓ-) ‘of’ is the Maltese reflex of North 

African mità�, mtà�, or ntà� , Egyptian bità� (< 

Old Arabic matà� ‘possession’). Both mità� and 
bità� are attested in old notarial deeds of the 
15th century from Malta.

2.2.3.3 Negation
Positive statements are made negative, as in other 
Arabic vernaculars, by circumfixing ma . . . . . x 
around the finite verb (e.g. ma rebaÓx ‘he did 
not win’, ma pparkjatx ‘she did not park’).

Negative commands, however, just suffix. . . . 
x to the imperfect 2nd person forms (tirkibx, 
pl. tirkbux ‘do not ride!’). In a stronger type of 
command, la (< Arabic là) is placed before the 
imperative (e.g. la tirkibx, la tirkbux).

A small class of words originally having a 
strongly positive meaning (namely, Óadd origi-
nally ‘someone’, qatt ‘ever’, mkien ‘somewhere, 
[lit.] a place’, xejn ‘something’, and ebda ‘(any) 
at all’) have developed an alternative meaning 
which is definitely negative (hence, Óadd ‘some-
one’ and ‘no one’; qatt ‘ever’ and ‘never’; mkien 
‘somewhere, [lit.] a place’ and ‘nowhere’; xejn 
‘something’ and ‘nothing’; ebda ‘(any) at all’ 
and ‘(none) at all’), as a result of their asso-
ciation with negative statements, in which they 
were introduced for emphasis. They still retain 
a positive meaning in some common utterances 
(e.g. qatt mort it-Tajlandja? ‘have you ever 
been to Thailand?’; taf lil xi Óadd jismu Fidiel? 
‘do you know anyone called Fidiel?’).

2.2.4 Nouns
Among so-called primitive or underived nouns, 
the collective category has not only survived 
in Maltese but, within the semantic limits of 
genus or type, it is still very productive and has 
roped in many nouns from Romance and some 
from English, which produce derivatives in the 
normal way (e.g. Romance Maltese coll. sardin 
‘sardines’ > sardina ‘a sardine’, palm ‘palm 
trees’ > palma ‘a palm tree’, injam ‘wood’ > 
injama ‘a piece of wood’, sandli ‘a pair of san-
dals’ > sandlija ‘a sandal’; English Maltese tofi 
‘toffee’ > tofija ‘a sweet’, buz ‘[pair of] boots’ 
> buza ‘a [loose] boot’, buziet ‘[loose] boots’, 
bwiez ‘[pairs of] boots’.

2.2.4.1 Nominal derivation
Much of the derivative machinery of Arabic 
Maltese is now practically unproductive and 
its use is limited to Arabic Maltese and early 
Arabicized loans (cf. Mifsud 1995a).
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2.2.4.1.1 The noun of agent (form 1v22à3) 
is common with Arabic and Arabicized root-
bases and often assumes the role of noun of 
profession. As such, it is largely bound to and 
limited by a relatively small class of verbs indi-
cating rudimentary crafts and handiwork (e.g. 
bajjad ‘painter’, Óaddied ‘blacksmith’, reffiegÓ 
‘coffin bearer’, kaÓÓal ‘plasterer’). Many nouns 
with suffixes -ar, -atur, -ant, -ist(a) indicating 
sophisticated jobs were imported from Italo-
Romance (e.g. tapizzar ‘upholsterer’, arÿentier 
‘silversmith’, induratur ‘gilder’, awtur ‘author’, 
kantant ‘singer’, bandist(a) ‘musician, bands-
man’). The same thing is happening today 
with English nouns ending in -er (e.g. plamer 
‘plumber’, welder ‘welder’, maniÿer ‘manager’) 
and others without a specific marker (e.g. mek-
kanik ‘mechanic’, ners ‘nurse’).

2.2.4.1.2 The mimated formations for the 
nouns of place and instrument, partly merged 
in Maltese, today are both practically unpro-
ductive. The formation for the noun of place 
survives in several place-names harking back 
at least to medieval times (e.g. marsa ‘harbor’, 
miÿra ‘watercourse’, mÿarr ‘watercourse’, msida 
‘fishing place’ (cf. Wettinger 1983). Beyond 
that, it is limited to a few nouns of Arabic origin 
(e.g. masÿar ‘wood’, maqdes ‘temple’, moÓba 
‘hiding place’, mÓadda ‘pillow’). A few learned 
neologisms from Arabic roots are Vassalli’s 
mylsen ‘grammar’, Serracino Inglott’s miklem 
‘lexicon’, Psaila’s miftel ‘tepidarium’, as well as 
the recently coined mitjar for ‘airport’. Many 
Maltese nouns of place of Romance origin 
today end with the suffix -erija (e.g. librerija 
‘library’, spi
erija ‘pharmacy’, birrerija ‘brew-
ery’, biljetterija ‘ticket office’, and the recent 
coinage fenkerija ‘rabbitry’).

2.2.4.1.3 The two formations of the noun 
of instrument (types mi12a3 and mi12à3) are 
found only with a number of names of tradi-
tional tools (e.g. minfaÓ ‘bellows’, magÓsar 
‘press’, mansab ‘bird trap’, mitÓna ‘grinding 
mill’, mgÓa
qa ‘hoe’, muftieÓ ‘key’, moqdief 
‘oar’, mehrie
 ‘mortar’, moÓriet ‘plow’, mi
ien 
‘scales’), some of which seem to be head-
ing toward extinction. The names of more 
sophisticated tools are of Romance origin 
(e.g. 1cana ‘plane’, martell ‘hammer’, furmatur 

‘chisel’). The names for home appliances and 
more sophisticated technological or electronic 
equipment are almost exclusively derived from 
English, most of them ending in the suffix 
-er (e.g. towster ‘toaster’, stejpler ‘stapler’, 
driler ‘electric drill’, Óuver ‘vacuum cleaner’, 
kompjuter ‘computer’).

2.2.4.1.4 The noun of quality (types 12ù3a 
and 12v3ìja) and the diminutive formations 
(12vjjv3 etc.) are all root-based formations 
limited to closed sets of words of Arabic 
origin (e.g. qrusa ‘sourness’, bluha ‘foolish-
ness’; Óruxija ‘cruelty’, qlubija ‘courage’; kte-
jjeb ‘booklet’, dwejra ‘small house’). Sporadic 
diminutive formations on nouns of Romance 
origin seem to be very old and now are rarely 
used; they include the affectionate form of 
some personal names (e.g. 1crejjev ‘small deer’, 
kmajra ‘small room’, mnejka ‘small door-
knocker’; Stejfen ‘little Stephen’, Trej
a ‘little 
Theresa’). Romance suffixes which have taken 
over the diminutive function in Maltese are -
ìn(a) (e.g. festin ‘small party’, gallettina ‘small 
biscuit’) and -ett(a) (e.g. fjurett ‘small bunch 
of flowers’, kaxxetta ‘small box’, banketta 
‘stool’).

2.2.4.1.5 The relative adjective (� nisba), 
formed by the suffix -i (Arabic -ì), has fared 
better. It is used to form adjectives from many 
nouns, including some canonical forms like 
the noun of agent 1v22à3 (e.g. raÓli ‘related 
to or coming from the village’, belti ‘coming 
from the city’, dinji ‘worldly, international’, 
demmi ‘bloody’, kabbari ‘having a tendency to 
grow big’, gÓaÿÿieli ‘hasty’, qabbie
i ‘jerky’). 
Formerly, it was relatively successful with 
nouns/adjectives of Romance origin (e.g. tali 
‘certain’, qastni ‘chestnut color’, ÿganti ‘gigan-
tic’, bluni ‘bluish’) and also with a few English 
adjectives (e.g. buli ‘first rate’ [< English 
bully], tobi ‘tubby’, blondi ‘blonde’, ÿinÿri 
‘redheaded’). The Arabic relative adjective for-
mation, however, faces the strong competition 
of some very popular Romance adjectival suf-
fixes such as -i
, -u
, -iku, and -ali (e.g. Slimi
 
‘from the town of Tas-Sliema’, gustu
 ‘nice, 
charming’, demokratiku ‘democratic’, person-
ali ‘personal’).
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2.2.4.2 Nominal inflection

2.2.4.2.1 Gender
The standard Arabic Maltese feminine marker 
-a (kelb/kelba ‘dog/bitch’) has converged with 
the Romance feminine suffix (impjegat/a 
‘employee’). Loan nouns from English are 
assigned a grammatical gender on the basis of 
diverse criteria (cf. Farrugia 2004) but are not 
marked for gender (e.g., miter ‘meter, gauge’ 
and vann ‘van’ are masculine, but fri
er ‘freezer’ 
and friÿÿ ‘fridge’ are feminine). 

2.2.4.2.2 Number

2.2.4.2.2.1 The dual 
As in other dialects, the use of the dual, a suffix 
formation, is limited to names of measurements 
and to parts of the body (for the latter, � pseu-
dodual). Hybrid formations (Romance Maltese 
+ Arabic Maltese) include spallejn ‘shoulders’, 
koxxtejn ‘thighs’, vjeÿÿejn ‘two trips’, and 
passejn ‘a short walk [lit. ‘a couple of paces’]’. 
Synchronically, the productivity of the dual is 
nil, and the analytic formation with 
ewÿ + 
plural is used instead.

2.2.4.2.2.2 The broken plural
Broken (or internal) plural formations were very 
active both with Arabic material and with 
Romance loans. In Arabic Maltese, one plu-
ral pattern has sometimes been extended ana-
logically at the expense of another (e.g. Arabic 
Maltese fqar ‘poor’, ilÓna ‘voices’, kotba ‘books’, 
for Arabic fuqarà±, ±al™àn, kutub). Borrowed 
nouns only rarely now receive a broken plural, 
and a suffix plural is being increasingly pre-
ferred to a broken plural whenever a competing 
pair occurs (e.g. twapet ~ tapiti ‘carpets’; laned 
~ landi ‘tins’; bnadar ~ bandieri ‘flags’; tazez ~ 
tazzi ‘glasses’; bolol ~ bolli ‘stamps’).

2.2.4.2.2.3 The sound plural
The sound (or suffixed) plurals, on the con-
trary, have withstood the test of time much 
better. The suffix -in, as in other Arabic dia-
lects, is largely limited to the plural of Arabic 
participles and nisba formations (e.g. Óerÿin 
‘going out’, mÓaddmin ‘employed’, GÓawdxin 
‘Gozitans, from the island of Gozo’).

The Arabic collective plural with suffix -a 
is still productive, both as a variant of -in and 
with nouns of profession of Arabic or Romance 

origin, thanks to an accidental appui form 
in Sicilian (cf. Galante 1969:64; e.g. Arabic 
Maltese kittieba ‘writers’, kelliema ‘speakers’, 
qaddiefa ‘rowers’, telliefa ‘losers’, gÓalliema 
‘teachers’; Romance Maltese furnara ‘bakers’, 
arluÿÿara ‘watch repairers’, nutara ‘notaries’, 
xufiera ‘drivers’, infermiera ‘nurses’). The 
names of modern jobs, however, are being 
introduced from English together with their 
plural form (e.g. fiters ‘fitters’, elektrixins ‘elec-
tricians’, plamers ‘plumbers’).

The suffix -ijiet (presumably derived from 
the plural of verbal nouns with a weak final 
radical, like tiÿrijiet ‘races’, tiswijiet ‘repairs’) 
is very productive, not only with Arabic nouns 
(e.g. ommijiet ‘mothers’, artijiet ‘lands’, isqfijiet 
‘bishops’), but also with innumerable Romance 
loans (e.g. b
onnijiet ‘needs’, sptarijiet ‘hos-
pitals’, prin1cpijiet ‘princes’, patrijiet ‘friars’, 
postijiet ‘places’). It is also applied to many 
English loans, where it is often in competition 
with the English plural -s (e.g. kejkijiet ‘cakes’, 
tankijiet ‘tanks’, basktijiet ‘baskets’, garaxxijiet 
‘garages’; gowlijiet ~ gowls ‘goals’, 1cekkijiet ~ 
1cekks ‘checks’, brejkijiet ~ brejks ‘brakes’).

Two suffixes of European origin, Romance -i 
and English -s, are very productive. The former 
is limited to Romance Maltese nouns and adjec-
tives (e.g. kartieri ‘wallets’, anÿli ‘angels’; 1cari 
‘clear’, goffi ‘bulky’) and sporadically to a hand-
ful of Arabic Maltese and English Maltese nouns 
(e.g. Arabic Maltese saffi ‘layers’, wegÓdi ‘prom-
ises’, nofs-ta’-nhari ‘half days’; sammi ‘very 
hard’; English Maltese jardi ‘yards’, frilli ‘frills’; 
raffi ‘rough’). The English plural, although lim-
ited to loan nouns from English, is becoming more 
important as the number of such nouns, most of 
which take only this plural, is increasing rapidly 
(plejers ‘players’, tajers ‘tires’, films ‘films’). 

2.2.5 Numerals
The Maltese numerical system (see Table 8) is 
largely derived from the Arabic system, with 
some influence from Italian and English. Some 
of the numbers, in fact, have correlates in 
Italian and English, which are used in particular 
sociolinguistic situations and sometimes in idi-
omatic expressions (e.g. wieÓed/unu ‘one’; issa 
ÿejna ottu! lit. ‘now we have taken the shape 
of an eight!’, meaning ‘we’re in a fix’). English 
numbers are used extensively by speakers 
of Maltese in any mathematical context and 
generally when speaking out series of numbers, 
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such as telephone numbers. A likely reason 
for this would be the almost exclusive use of 
English in education.

Cardinal numbers have two forms, depend-
ing on whether they stand alone or precede 
a nominal. Of the independent forms, only 
wieÓed ‘one’ has a feminine form waÓda.

When cardinal numbers are followed by a 
nominal, they add a final -t (a residue from the 
Old Arabic numeral system) when followed by 
a plural noun beginning with two consonants 
(Óamest ibliet ‘five cities’, tlett ikmamar ‘three 
rooms), but there are exceptions (e.g. tliet 
snin ‘three years’). In such cases, an epenthetic 
vowel is normally added to the noun to break 
the consonant cluster. Note also the use of 

ewÿ/t for ‘two’ followed by a nominal.

Numerals from 11 to 19 have two forms, 
a shorter independent one ending in -ax (e.g. 
Ómistax ‘fifteen’) and a longer one when fol-
lowed by a noun (e.g. Ómistax-il tarÿa ‘fifteen 

steps’); ax-il is clearly the reflex of Arabic �ašar 
(Maltese gÓaxar).

‘Hundred’ is mija, and mitt when followed 
by a noun. The conjunction u ‘and’ is placed 
between the units and the tens, and between 
the hundreds and the tens (e.g. mija u erbgÓa u 
sittin ‘one hundred and sixty-four’).

2.2.6 The verb
Maltese has generally preserved the basic Ara-
bic structure consisting of two indicative tenses 
(perfect and imperfect) and an imperative. 
These two tenses, together with other nonfi-
nite verbal forms, such as the active participle, 
also support an aspectual system distinguishing 
between three different aspects of the action: 
completeness, progressivity, and habituality.

2.2.6.1 Verbal derivation
The vitality of the verbal Forms is reduced 
greatly, both formally and semantically (see 

Table 8. Numerals

Cardinal Ordinal

Alone                 +Nominal Alone +Nominal

+ C- or V- + CC-
1 wieÓed /fem. waÓda

‘one’
art (waÓda) 
‘(one) land’

kelb (wieÓed) ‘(one) 
dog’

l-ewwel 
‘the first’

l-ewwel (kelb) ‘the 
first dog’

2 tnejn 
ewÿ (artijiet) 
ewÿt (iklieb) it-tieni it-tieni
3 tlieta tliet tlitt/tlett it-tielet it-tielet
4 erbgÓa erba’ erbat ir-raba’ ir-raba’
5 Óamsa Óames Óamest il-Óames il-Óames
6 sitta sitt sitt is-sitta is-sitt
7 sebgÓa seba’ sebat is-seba’ is-seba’
8 tmienja tmien tmint it-tmienja it-tmien
9 disgÓa disa’ disat id-disa’ id-disa’
10 gÓaxra gÓaxar gÓaxart l-gÓaxra l-gÓaxar
11 Ódax  Ódax-il (art, kelb) il-Ódax il-Ódax-il 
12 tnax  tnax-il it-tnax it-tnax-il
13 tlettax  tlettax-il it-tlettax it-tlettax-il
14 erbatax  erbatax-il l-erbatax l-erbatax-il
15 Ómistax  Ómistax-il il-Ómistax il-Ómistax-il
16 sittax  sittax-il is-sittax is-sittax-il
17 sbatax  sbatax-il is-sbatax is-sbatax-il

18 tmintax  tmintax-il it-tmintax it-tmintax-il
19 dsatax  dsatax-il id-dsatax id-dsatax-il
20 gÓoxrin  gÓoxrin l-gÓoxrin l-gÓoxrin
50 Óamsin  Óamsin il-Óamsin il-Óamsin
100 mija  mitt il-mija il-mitt
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Table 9). Four Forms (I, II, V, and VII) are 
represented by a large number of verbs, five 
(III, VI, VIII, IX, and X) are of very limited use, 
and one (IV) is defunct. At the semantic level, 
the rich array of meanings associated with the 
Arabic verbal Forms is practically reduced to a 
simple semantic schema in which Forms I, II, 
III, and quadriliteral I are active, corresponding 
to passive/reflexive Forms VII, V, VI, and quad-
riliteral II, respectively. Form IX stands alone 
as a small class of verbs with a clear definition: 
the inchoative.

The system of verbal Forms is only operative 
with verbs of Arabic origin (e.g. 1cekken ‘to 
reduce’, daqqas ‘to make proportional in size’, 
xejjen ‘to annihilate’, labbar ‘to fasten with 
pins’), and with some fully integrated Romance 
loans, probably dating from a time when 
Maltese, severed from the other dialects, was 
developing new words from its own resources.

Maltese dictionaries (e.g. Aquilina 1987–
1990) record 373 fully integrated loan verbs 
which hark back to 247 different roots. Of these, 
217 verbs (from 132 different roots) are still in 
use. These verbs, derived through the extraction 
of three or four root consonants from the stem, 
generally partake fully in Arabic Maltese mor-
phology (cf. Mifsud 1995b:272–295).

In spite of this apparent productivity, the 
process of full integration by the extraction 
of roots has practically stopped today, except 
for sporadic coinages recorded in literature 
(e.g. pallam ‘to plant with palms’, qanpen ‘to 
ring’). The fact that in the last two centuries 
there has been only one fully integrated verb 
from English (fajjar ‘to hurl’ < English fire) is 
an indication of the failing productivity of the 
system in modern Maltese. Besides, several of 
these loans are in competition with stem-based 
cognates, the latter being more often preferred. 
Some of the former are now obsolete (e.g. 
obsolete mannas ~ mmansa ‘to tame’, barraÿ 
~ mborÿja ‘to heap up’, rambel ~ rrombla ‘to 
roll’, senneg ~ ssingja ‘to draw lines’). Modern 
Maltese increases its verbal repertoire exclu-
sively through loan stems coming mainly from 
English and preserving their consonantal and 
syllabic form practically intact (e.g. startja ‘to 
start [a machine]’, pparkja ‘to park’, ffrejmja ‘to 
frame a person’, ddawnlowdja ‘to download’).

The active participle (1à2v3, fem. 1à23a, 
pl. 1v23ìn) is found almost exclusively with a 
group of verbs of Form I, mainly intransitive 
verbs indicating a state or a movement. When 
denoting a state, it tends to have an adjecti-
val function (e.g. biered ‘tepid’, Óieles ‘free’, 
Óiemed ‘silent’). It retains its original verbal 
sense only in verbs of motion, where it conveys 
the aspectual meaning of progressivity (e.g. 
nie
el ‘going down’, Óiereÿ ‘going out’, dieÓel 
‘entering’). 

The passive participle is generally found with 
all verbal Forms, but it is unusual with Forms 
that normally have a passive meaning (e.g. 
I mv12ù3, II m1v22v3, III m1à2v3, V mvt1v22v3). 
Feminine forms add -a and the plural -ìn or -a. 
The passive participle often acquires an adjecti-
val sense (e.g. magÓlub ‘thin’, maÓmuÿ ‘dirty’). 
Alternatively, it occurs frequently as the last 
element of the passive construction after finite 
forms of the verbs kien ‘to be’ and ÿie ‘to come’ 
(e.g. kien imÿiegÓel jiÿri ‘he was forced to run’, 
ÿew maqtulin ‘they were killed’).

Within the Arabic Maltese lexicon, verbal 
nouns display great vitality. The active Forms 
share the same verbal noun with their passive 
counterpart (e.g., III bierek ‘to bless’ and VI 
tbierek ‘to be blessed’ make use of the same 
verbal noun tberik).

Form I has at least six different patterns 
(1v23, 1v2v3, 12ä3, 12à3a, 1v23àn, mv123a). 

Table 9. Verbal Forms

Form Example

I 1v2v3 fired ‘to separate’

II 1v22v3 fisser ‘to explain’

III 1à2v3 bierek ‘to bless’

V t1v22v3 tfisser ‘to be explained’

VI t1à2v3 tbierek ‘to be blessed’

VIIa
    b

    c

n1v2v3 
nt1v2v3 
(1=resonant)
n1tv2v3 
(1=sibilant)

nfired ‘to be separated’
ntrebaÓ ‘to be won’

nsteraq ‘to be stolen’

VIII 1tv2v3 ntesa ‘to be forgotten’

IX 12à3 twal ‘to become long’

X  a 
    b

stv12v3
st1v22v3

stagÓÿeb ‘to be surprised’
stÓajjel ‘to imagine’

QI 1v23v4 Óarbat ‘to destroy’

QII t1v23v4 tÓarbat ‘to be destroyed’
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Apart from the old tv12ì3 type, Form II has 
developed a new type t1v22ì3, which seems to 
be spreading at the expense of the former. The 
verbal nouns of all the other Forms normally 
keep the stem of the Form but carry a charac-
teristic long vowel -ì- in their last syllable; some 
also have a t- prefix (e.g. III bierek: verbal noun 
tberik, X stagÓÿeb: verbal noun stagÓÿib).

The verbal noun and the passive participle 
are both very active with Arabic Maltese verbs, 
where they often form the basis for potential 
lexemes, i.e. word formations that may be cre-
ated spontaneously by a productive process. 
These may eventually become established, espe-
cially if they acquire a specific technical sense 
(e.g. titqiba ‘medical injection’, (ÿie fis-) seÓÓ 
‘(to come in) force’, tisliba ‘crossword puzzle’, 
tisbiÓ ‘embellishment’, xandir ‘broadcasting’).

Since they are both closely bound by the 
root-system, both formations are only opera-
tive with fully naturalized loans (e.g. Romance 
Maltese tbaxxija ‘act of lowering’, mbaxxi 
‘lowered’). 

2.2.6.2 Verbal inflection
Like most sedentary dialects, Maltese has lost 
the gender distinction in the 2nd and 3rd person 
plural and, together with the Western dialects, 
also in the 2nd person singular. The result is a 
paradigm with just seven forms (Table 10). 

Table 10. Conjugational affixes of the verb 

singular plural

Indicative Perfect
3rd masc. –Ø –u
3rd fem. –et
2nd –t –tu
1st –t –na

Indicative Imperfect
3rd masc. j– j–u
3rd fem. t–
2nd t– t–u
1st n– n–u

Imperative
2nd v– v–u 

Verbal inflection is still fully productive and 
has been extended to all loan verbs. This was 
achieved through a paradigm made up of pre-
fixes and a set of suffixes derived from that 

of weak-final verbs and consisting of the final 
weak radical -j- plus the normal suffixes (hence, 
-ajt, -a, -àt; -ajna, -ajtu, -aw). These affixes 
are applied to the imported stem, which is left 
unchanged. The following could be possible 
reasons for the preference of the weak-final 
paradigm to that of sound verbs: (i) these suf-
fixes are all vowel-released, like those of the 
Romance paradigm; (ii) since they do not bring 
about allomorphic changes other than stress 
shift, they guarantee the formal integrity of the 
stem and hence its immediate recognizability; 
(iii) the weak-final conjugation has long been in 
the process of encroaching on other classes of 
Arabic verbs (doubled verbs, hamza-final verbs, 
verbs with final � or ÿ, and other defective or 
anomalous verbs; cf. Mifsud 1995b:296–318). 
As a result, the weak-final paradigm, originally 
a weak and marginal variant, has become the 
most important channel of integration for loan 
verbs, indeed its only productive category.

The new Maltese verbal paradigm has even 
adopted suffixes of Romance origin to comple-
ment those of the weak-final suffixes wherever 
Arabic Maltese had broken forms and could 
not offer a concatenative solution (e.g. pas-
sive participle -àt, -ùt, -ìt instead of mv12ù3, 
m1v22v3, etc. and verbal noun -àr instead of 
12ì3, tv12ì3, etc.).

In the process of integration, Romance verbs 
of the -ere and -ire conjugations joined the 
conjugation of weak verbs of the jimxi/jimxu 
type, while the larger group of Romance verbs 
of the -are conjugation fitted well with weak 
verbs of the jaqra/jaqraw type (e.g. Italian ping-
ere > jpinÿ-i/jpinÿ-u ‘he paints, they paint’, like 
jimx-i/jimx-u, and Italian protest-are > jippro-
test-a/jipprotest-aw ‘he protests, they protest’, 
like jaqr-a/jaqr-aw).

Table 11 gives examples of typical loan verbs 
integrated to different degrees, together with 
their Arabic Maltese models.

2.3 Notes on syntax

2.3.1 Maltese is basically an SVO language. 
The neutral order of the constituents of a sen-
tence with a transitive verb is Subject – Verb – 
Direct object – Indirect object. Adverbial expres-
sions follow in this order: Manner – Place – 
Time (cf. Alb. Borg and Azzopardi-Alexander 
1997:57–58, e.g. it-tabib kiteb ittra lil Óuh bil-
gÓaÿla fl-ispi
erija dalgÓodu ‘the doctor wrote 
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a letter to his brother in a hurry in the phar-
macy this morning’.

VSO order also occurs, especially in subor-
dinate clauses where VSO may be preferable in 
certain cases, e.g. daÓlu sÓabu u sabuh minxur 
fl-art ‘his colleagues entered and found him 
spread out on the floor’; it-tfal siktu f’daqqa 
meta daÓal is-surmast ‘the children suddenly 
became silent when the headmaster entered’.

2.3.2 Unlike most Arabic vernaculars, Maltese 
has a specific object marker lil. This particle is 
traditionally associated with the preposition lil 

‘to’ and in fact is subject to the same morpho-
phonemic variation. It is obligatory only before 
personal names and stressed personal pronouns 
(cf. Alb. Borg and Comrie 1984), e.g. is-seftura 
rat lil Fredu ‘the maid saw Alfred’; Pawlu Óafer 
lil Óuh ‘Paul forgave his brother’; is-surmast 
gÓa
el lilna ‘the headmaster chose us’. 

The use of the object marker is governed by 
a hierarchy of animacy based on the following 
criteria: expressions higher in the scale of ani-
macy (such as personal names) regularly take an 
object marker, while expressions at the lower 
end, such as abstract nouns, or those referring 

Table 11. Conjugation of loan verbs in Maltese

Arabic Maltese verbs
with weak final 

Loan verbs (< Italian and English) 
integrated in Arabic Maltese to different degrees 

Verb 'Óalla
‘to leave’

'qara
‘to read’

'falla
‘to fail’

'kanta
‘to sing’

ppre'tenda
‘to pretend’

'pparkja
‘to park’

Root ™-l-y q-r-y f-l-y k-n-t-y – –

Stem – – fall- kant- ppretend- pparkj-

Perfect
3rd sg. masc.
3rd sg. fem. 
2nd sg.
1st sg.
3rd pl.
2nd pl.
1st pl.

'Óall-a
Óall-'iet
Óall-'ejt
Óall-'ejt
Óall-'ew
Óall-'ejtu
Óall-'ejna

qr-a
qr-at
qr-ajt
qr-ajt
qr-'aw
qr-'ajtu
qr-'ajna

'fall-a
fall-'iet
fall-'ejt
fall-'ejt
fall-'ew
fall-'ejtu
fall-'ejna

'kant-a
kant-'at
kant-'ajt
kant-'ajt
kant-'aw
kant-'ajtu
kant-'ajma

ppre'tend-a
ppretend-'iet
ppretend-'ejt
ppretend-'ejt
ppretend-'ew
ppretend-'ejtu
ppretend-'ejna

'pparkj-a
pparkj-'at
pparkj-'ajt
pparkj-'ajt
pparkj-'aw
pparkj-'ajtu
pparkj-'ajna

Imperfect
3rd sg. masc.
3rd sg. fem.
2nd sg.
1st sg.
3rd pl.
2nd pl.
1st pl.

j-'Óall-i
t-'Óall-i
t-'Óall-i
n-'Óall-i
j-'Óall-u
t-'Óall-u
n-'Óall-u

j-'aqr-a
t-'aqr-a
t-'aqr-a
n-'aqr-a
j-aqr-'aw
t-aqr-'aw
n-aqr-'aw

j-'fall-i
t-'fall-i
t-'fall-i
n-'fall-i
j-'fall-u
t-'fall-u
n-'fall-u

j-'kant-a
t-'kant-a
t-'kant-a
n-'kant-a
j-kant-'aw
t-kant-'aw
n-kant-'aw

ji-ppre'tend-i
ti-ppre'tend-i
ti-ppre'tend-i
ni-ppre'tend-i
ji-ppre'tend-u
ti-ppre'tend-u
ni-ppre'tend-u

ji-'pparkj-a
ti-'pparkj-a
ti-'pparkj-a
ni-'pparkj-a
ji-pparkj-'aw
ti-pparkj-'aw
ni-pparkj-'aw

Imperative
2nd sg.
2nd pl.

'Óall-i
'Óall-u

'aqr-a
aqr-'aw

'fall-i
'fall-u

'kant-a
kant-'aw

ppre'tend-i
ppre'tend-u

'pparkj-a
pparkj-'aw

Passive participle

'mÓoll-i 'moqri 'mfall-i
fall-'ut kant-'at ppretend-'ut pparkj-'at

Verbal noun

tÓo'llija 'qari tfa'llija
fall-i'ment 'kant pretens-'joni pparkj-'ar
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to inanimates, regularly do not. Moreover, the 
animacy hierarchy is complemented by that of 
definiteness, so that definite common nouns 
referring to humans are more prone to be 
marked (e.g. missierek sab lit-tifel or it-tifel ‘your 
father found the boy’; missierek sab il-kelb or, 
less frequently, lill-kelb ‘your father found the 
dog’) than those referring to indefinite animate 
ones or nonhumans (e.g. il-karozza laqtet ÿuvni 
‘the car hit a young man’, is-seftura ferrgÓet 
il-kafè ‘the maid poured the coffee’; il-folla 
semgÓet l-aÓbar ‘the crowd heard the news’).

Particle object marking seems to be totally 
absent in Western Arabic, and in Eastern 
Arabic it tends to be rare and occurs predomi-
nantly in conjunction with head marking. It is, 
however, attested in a vast area encompassed 
by Romance, from Portuguese and Spanish, 
through popular French to Italian and Sicilian, 
where it involves the use of the preposition a ‘to’ 
and is associated with animacy and definiteness 
(cf. Alb. Borg and Mifsud 2002). It remains to 
be decided whether the Maltese object marker 
lil represents a case of retention of an Aramaic 
substratal feature (cf. Sutcliffe 1936:171–172; 
Aquilina 1961:55; Alex. Borg 1994:41–67), or 
the result of adstratal Romance influence.
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Manwel Mifsud 
(Kunsill Nazzjonali ta’ l-Ilsien Malti)

Ma�nà

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

In a modern Arabic-English dictionary, the 
term ma�nà is rendered by such words as 
‘sense’, ‘meaning’, and ‘signification’, so that it 
forms with its conceptual counterpart � lafÚ a 
semantic pair quite akin to the signifier/signified 
couple familiar to contemporary linguistics. 
Yet, a close examination of a number of Arabic 
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texts of different periods in which both these 
terms show up, separately or together, reveals 
that it has not always been so, and that it is 
only in the final stage of a long evolution that 
the lafÚ/ma�nà couple ended up with its pres-
ent-day functional load. This evolution was not 
uniform but rather produced differing results in 
the various fields in which the two terms were 
widely used. 

Consequently, it seems necessary, in order to 
properly understand how the term ma�nà was 
used in different domains and at different times, 
to start from its original conceptual content. 
This gives us an idea of how it was compre-
hended by speakers prior to any specialized use. 
The first section below shows that in a primitive 
stage of their use, the relationship between lafÚ 
and ma�nà was essentially conceived of as ‘inde-
terminate’, a given lafÚ being able to refer to 
different ma�ànì (pl. of ma�nà), and vice versa. 
The section describes how the efforts of scholars 
who aimed to reduce this ‘indetermination’ of 
the lafÚ/ma�nà relationship led, at least in some 
of the disciplines having language as their object 
of study, to a one-to-one relation between the 
two words. Grammar (na™w) is not included in 
this disciplinary excursus as it cannot really be 
regarded as a discipline in which semantic con-
siderations play a fundamental role; grammar-
ians themselves considered that grammar was 
essentially a ‘formal art’ (ßinà�a lafÚiyya), aimed 
specifically at ensuring the quality of linguis-
tic expression and in particular its correctness 
regarding case assignment (� lafÚ). The third 
section describes the specific way in which Ara-
bic grammar, in the course of the conflict which 
opposed the major Islamic science of grammar 
to logic, dealt with the lafÚ/ma�nà articulation, 
when this ‘profane’ discipline was introduced in 
the Islamic cultural field (for a more complete 
view, see Versteegh 1997).

2. T h e  o r i g i n a l  v i e w  o f  t h i n g s

The noun ma�nà is originally a verbal noun 
(maßdar) formed on the verb �anà/ya�nì, which 
properly means ‘to aim at something’. Ma�nà 
consequently means, primarily, ‘the act of aim-
ing at something’. This primary sense is still 
perceived by Arab lexicographers. We find, 
for instance, in ±Abù Hilàl al-�Askarì’s (d. 395/
1004) Kitàb al-furùq fì l-luÿa the following 
statement: “The ma�nà is the intention which 

causes an utterance to be used in a certain 
way and not in another one. [But] in everyday 
use the ma�nà of an utterance may be that to 
which the intention refers”. The last part of this 
definition clearly indicates how current usage 
passed from the original sense of ‘act indicating 
a communicative intention’ to that of ‘content 
of this intention’, and hence its ‘meaning’. It is 
important, however, to bear in mind that the 
term ma�nà has, in many of its uses, retained 
something of its origin, referring more to the 
subjective goal of an act of communication 
than to the linguistic (or nonlinguistic) means 
used to reach this goal.

In its primary sense, ma�nà as a manifestation 
of a communicative intention has no privi-
leged relationship with linguistic expression. 
The traditional view concerning this question is 
synthesized in a masterly way in the first work 
specifically devoted to this field of scholarship 
in Arab culture, Jà™i�’ (d. 256/869) Book of 
expression and exposition (Kitàb al-bayàn wa-
t-tabyìn). Jà™i� stresses the relative indepen-
dence of ma�nà from the means to convey it, 
listing five different means of expressing ma�ànì: 
articulate language (lafÚ), indication (±išàra), 
numbers (�uqad), graphic representation (xa††), 
and situation (™àl; Bayàn 55). It is true that 
the Kitàb al-bayàn wa-t-tabyìn sets lafÚ in 
the lead of the means of expression, and that 
Jà™i� continually extolls it under the category 
of eloquence (bayàn). Yet, it is significant that 
he does not present it as the exclusive means of 
expressing ma�ànì. In fact, and although bayàn 
mostly means ‘eloquence’ in the Kitàb al-bayàn 
wa-t-tabyìn, he insists that it may originally 
apply to all forms of expression, writing that 
“expression (bayàn) is a term that encompasses 
everything, allowing you to disclose the ma�nà 
and lift the curtain on thought, so that the 
hearer may reach its essence and grasp its con-
tent, whichever it may be, no matter what this 
means of expression may be and whatever the 
nature of the sign [used]” (Bayàn 54).

All this makes it possible to understand that, 
in the primordial Arab view of things, the 
term lafÚ globally referred to linguistic expres-
sion, i.e. both its signifier and signified side. It 
would consequently be a mistake to understand 
this word, in many of the ancient texts where 
this view of things was effective, as the mere 
formal aspect of linguistic expression. Much 
textual data supports this hypothesis. Jà™i�, for 
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example, in the general considerations on lafÚ 
and ma�nà, makes it quite clear that there exists 
between the two a difference of nature which 
precludes any possibility of setting them in a 
one-to-one relationship. He writes: “You must 
know, may God keep you, that the status of 
ma�ànì is different from that of ±alfàÚ, because 
ma�ànì extend without limit and develop to the 
infinite, whereas the names that express them 
are limited, finite and fixed” (Bayàn 55). This 
situation, in which ma�ànì in infinite number 
can only be connected to ±alfàÚ in finite num-
ber, i.e. in a one-to-many relationship (surjec-
tion), is very typical of the traditional Arab 
conception of the relations between lafÚ and 
ma�nà. It is, moreover, complicated by the fact 
that different ±alfàÚ are considered to be able to 
refer to the same ma�nà (synonymy). 

Another of Jà™i�’ important ideas on the rela-
tionship between lafÚ and ma�nà is presented in 
another book of this great thinker and writer, 
the Book of animals (Kitàb al-™ayawàn). Jà™i� 
posits that ma�ànì are universal and common 
to all human beings, whereas ±alfàÚ as linguis-
tic expressions are specific to a given language 
(£ayawàn 132). From that position ensues the 
conclusion that all aesthetic judgments aiming 
at evaluating an author or a text can only and 
specifically bear on lafÚ. This is the real mean-
ing of Jà™i�’ well-known saying that “ma�ànì 
fill up the streets” (al-ma�ànì ma†rù™a fì †-†arìq; 
£ayawàn 131), which stresses the fact that a 
literary or poetic text must not be judged on 
its moral intentions or its content but rather 
on its qualities of formal expression, that is, 
on its lafÚ.

From all this we may conclude that in the 
traditional view, the relationship between lafÚ 
and ma�nà is basically “indeterminate”, a given 
lafÚ being able to refer to different ma�ànì and 
vice versa. 

3. T h e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h 
l o g i c

When Greek logic came to be known in the 
Islamic world, around the 10th century C.E., it 
quickly exerted a deep fascination on scholars 
of all branches of knowledge, who saw in it 
the tool they needed to produce better founded 
and more systematic scientific works. At the 
same time, this foreign and profane discipline, 
with its potential claims to hegemony, aroused 

strong resistance from more traditional schol-
ars. This was especially the case in the field of 
grammar, because logic pretends to have as 
one of its major fields of competence the cor-
rect use of language, a claim which could only 
be interpreted by grammarians as a threat to 
their specific fiefdom. In the course of the fierce 
debates which opposed the advocates of logic 
to those of traditional Arabic grammar, the 
idea emerged, among the moderate, that logic’s 
domain was that of meaning (ma�nà), while 
grammar’s domain was that of form (lafÚ). 
Thus, the famous polygrapher ±Abù £ayyàn 
at-Taw™ìdì (d. 400/1010), in his well-known 
book al-Muqàbasàt, states, in a chapter deal-
ing with the relationship of grammar and logic 
(Mahdi 1970), that “the gist of the logician’s 
attention goes to meanings although he may 
not neglect forms which are, so to say, their 
containers and displayers, and the gist of the 
grammarian’s attention goes to forms, although 
he may not neglect meanings which are, so 
to say, their content and essence” (al-Muqà-
basàt 22). However, this idea was not accepted 
by most grammarians, who considered that 
all fields of knowledge relative to the Arabic 
language fell within their competence. Logic’s 
claims concerning its ability to deal with ques-
tions of meaning were generally swept away by 
showing the logician’s failure to account for 
subtle semantic distinctions made in Arabic, 
such as the different values of the conjunctive 
particle wa- or those of topicalizing particles 
like ±inna (� grammatical tradition: history). It 
is important to point out that it is in the context 
of such discussions that the expression ma�ànì 
an-na™w ‘grammatical semantics’ made its first 
appearance, precisely to point to the subtle 
shades of meaning that specialized markers 
were able to express when aptly used by com-
petent speakers of Arabic and which, grammar-
ians claimed, completely eluded the gross tools 
of logical analysis. The detailed specification of 
the concept of ma�ànì an-na™w will be central 
in the ‘science of meanings’ (�ilm al-ma�ànì), 
whose foundations were laid by �Abd al-Qàhir 
al-Jurjànì in the 11th century C.E.

4. T h e  d e b a t e  a r o u n d 
 s y n o n y m y

Another field of research to which reference 
must be made in discussing the evolution of 
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ideas on lafÚ and ma�nà is that of lexicography 
(� lexicography: Classical Arabic). Arab philol-
ogists generally held the view that Arabic was 
the richest language in the world and that this 
was manifested, among other ways, by its rich-
ness in synonyms (� muštarak; � mutaràdif). 
Thus, Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004) writes, in one of 
the standard works of Arabic philology:

The Arabic language is the best of languages and 
the widest [. . .], for if we wanted to talk about the 
sabre and its characteristics in Persian, we could 
only do it with one word, whereas we have for 
the sabre in Arabic a multitude of qualifications, 
and the same goes for the lion, the horse, and still 
other things named by synonyms. How then could 
one draw a parallel between this and that? And 
whence could other languages have the abundance 
of Arabic? (aß-Íà™ibì fì fiqh al-luÿa 44)

Comparable assertions are to be found in 
many other classical sources. The standard 
view that the abundance of synonyms is a sign 
of wealth in Arabic was not, however, held 
by all scholars. Some of them, admittedly a 
minority, maintained that synonyms, if they 
really existed, would not bear witness to the 
perfection of the language but, on the con-
trary, would indicate its lack of precision. ±Abù 
Hilàl al-�Askarì (d. 395/1004), one of the most 
thorough proponents of this challenging view, 
writes, “If referring to a thing once makes it 
known, referring to it two or three times would 
be of no avail. Now the establisher of the lan-
guage is too wise to have introduced in it non-
informative elements” (Kitàb al-furùq fì l-luÿa 
13). ±Abù Hilàl concludes that strict synonymy 
cannot exist in language. Only one word, he 
insists, directly refers to a given notion, and all 
supposed synonyms are only indirect designa-
tions, bringing secondary qualifications and 
connotations. In the introductory chapter of his 
Book of differences (cf. Kouloughli 1997), he 
proposes no fewer than eight different linguistic 
tests to demonstrate that there are no absolute 
synonyms in language, and the rest of the book 
is devoted to showing that the systematic use 
of these tests makes it possible to differenti-
ate between words some people believe to be 
synonymous, like �ilm ‘science’ and ma�rifa 
‘knowledge’. 

The debate around synonymy went on for a 
long time, and it cannot be said that the more 
rigorous approach represented by ±Abù Hilàl 
was victorious. The debate, however, played an 

undeniable role in the emergence of a clearer 
intuition of the functional relationship between 
lafÚ and ma�nà.

5. T h e  t h e o r e t i c a l 
 e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  L A F (îD a n d  M A � N â 
i n  A r a b i c  r h e t o r i c

Theoretical debates on the relationship between 
lafÚ and ma�nà took place both in the context of 
the confrontation between grammar and logic 
and within the field of lexicography. It must 
be stressed, however, that it was neither in the 
field of Arabic grammar nor in that of lexicog-
raphy that decisive advances were to be made 
toward the systematic study of the interrelations 
between form and meaning. Such advances 
actually emerged in a very different field of 
research, that of theological controversies, and 
more specifically the debate around the ques-
tion of the exact nature of the Qur±àn’s inimi-
tability (� ±i�jàz). Briefly put (for more details, 
see Kouloughli 1983, 2002), two opposite ori-
entations progressively emerged concerning the 
nature of ±i�jàz. The first one attributed it to the 
very nature of Qur±ànic themes: omniscience, 
wisdom, eschatological and moral content, etc., 
i.e. to the ma�ànì conveyed by the revealed text. 
The second one, relying among other things 
on the many passages of the Qur±àn in which 
human beings are challenged to imitate the very 
expression of the divine text (for example Q. 
2/23 or 10/38), considered ±i�jàz to be primarily 
a linguistic phenomenon and hence a matter of 
lafÚ. Furthermore, in the context of the latter 
orientation, two opposite approaches were pro-
posed. Some considered that it was essentially 
in the rhetorical design of the text (metaphors, 
comparisons, and other figures) that ±i�jàz man-
ifested itself, while for others, it was in the text 
as a whole, and more specifically in its ‘textual 
organization’ (naÚm) that the secret of ±i�jàz 
was to be sought. 

The first significant breakthrough toward 
establishing that ±i�jàz was to be identified 
within the global textual structure of the 
Qur±ànic text was made by the Mu�tazilite ±Abù 
Hàšim al-Jubbà±ì (d. 321/933). His ideas on the 
subject are known to us through the account 
which his disciple, the qà�ì �Abd al-Jabbàr 
(d. 415/1024), gave of his thoughts in the bulky 
treatise known as the Muÿnì and devoted to the 
defense of Mu�tazilite positions on questions of 
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theology. The question of ±i�jàz seemed impor-
tant enough to this thinker to dedicate an entire 
book (Vol. XVI) of his treatise to its elucidation. 
�Abd al-Jabbàr writes the following concerning 
the teachings of al-Jubbà±ì: “Our master, ±Abù 
Hàšim, said that discourse is eloquent only if 
it combines the elegance of expression with 
the beauty of content (jazàlatu lafÚi-hi wa-
™usnu ma�nà-hu), the two being indispensable 
because a discourse whose expression is elegant 
but whose content is defective is not eloquent. 
[In order to be so] it must consequently asso-
ciate both qualities” (Muÿnì XVI, 197). At 
this point, he goes somewhat further than his 
master by showing that one cannot speak of 
eloquence concerning isolated words and that, 
consequently, one must take into account the 
modalities of composition (�amm) of words 
relative to one another. In this respect he 
writes: “You must know that eloquence cannot 
appear in isolated words but only in the com-
position of the utterance according to specified 
modalities (bi-�-�amm �alà †arìqatin maxßùßa)” 
(Muÿnì XVI, 199). He identifies three possible 
modalities for any composition: the choice of 
lexical units, their case marking, and their posi-
tion relative to one another, making it clear 
that he thinks this analysis to be exhaustive, for 
he adds: “There is no fourth term after these 
three, for the word is either �onsidered in itself, 
or regarding its case marking, or its position, 
and these considerations are necessary for each 
word, and the same goes for all other words 
when composed together [. . .]. Therefore, it 
is only according to these modalities that elo-
quence can appear and in no other way”.

This methodological conclusion reached by 
the qà�ì �Abd al-Jabbàr concerning the precise 
modalities to be taken into account in seeking 
the exact locus of eloquence in texts may be 
regarded as a decisive step towards the elabo-
ration of operational procedures for text analy-
sis, as it makes it possible to seek a connection 
between this emerging discipline and the more 
solidly established techniques of grammatical 
analysis. But although some passages of the 
Muÿnì do suggest that the qà�ì perceived these 
logical repercussions of his analysis perfectly, 
the credit for actually elaborating its method-
ological conclusions and founding an effective 
technique for the semantic analysis of texts 
goes to the great ±Aš�arite grammarian �Abd al-
Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078). In his seminal 

book Dalà±il al-±i�jàz, in which he lays down 
the theoretical and methodological foundations 
of the new discipline, he blames his Mu�tazilite 
predecessors for having remained too vague 
when speaking of utterances as resulting from 
“composition according to specified modali-
ties”. He insists that, concretely, these modali-
ties are nothing but the set of grammatical 
categories which the language puts at the dis-
posal of all its users to express what they need 
to say but which are not used with the same 
felicity by all. Thus, what appeared as a mys-
tery concerning the nature of ±i�jàz receives a 
clear and convincing explanation: the text of 
the Qur±àn is indeed inimitable, but all speak-
ers of Arabic, inasmuch as they know and 
master the basic grammatical categories and 
rules of their language, can understand it and 
recognize its superiority.

The great contribution of al-Jurjànì in the 
debate around ±i�jàz is to have given to the term 
naÚm, which had remained up to then a vague 
notion, a well-defined content likely to give rise 
to effective analytical procedures. He declares 
in this connection: “All I wanted to show you 
is that it is necessary, for any utterance which 
you find beautiful and any linguistic expression 
which you appreciate, that there be a recog-
nized and rational foundation for this judgment 
and that we have means to express that and 
proofs to argue its validity” (Dalà±il 33).

Al-Jurjànì strives to elaborate analytical pro-
cedures making it possible to characterize the 
precise way in which two different texts held to 
have the ‘same ma�nà’, in the traditional sense, 
actually differ from each other. His endeavors 
in this sense led him to his fundamental discov-
ery, that of the existence of a strict correlation 
between a minimal variation of form and a 
minimal variation of meaning in utterances. 
This discovery, which establishes the principle 
of a strict functional relation between the form 
of an utterance and its semantic content, leads 
al-Jurjànì to ‘displace’ the sense of the word 
ma�nà: since a difference in lafÚ, however small, 
necessarily entails a difference in ma�nà, which 
will be perceived by the hearer, and since it 
must be admitted that a competent speaker 
always resorts deliberately to such differences, 
then, it must be admitted that the intention of 
the speakers (their ma�nà) is strictly correlated 
to the lafÚ they use to express it, and hence 
that the semantic value of that lafÚ is nothing 
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but the ma�nà aimed at by the speaker. As a 
consequence, and, as far as we know, for the 
first time in the technical literature, the term 
lafÚ may be reduced to the univocal sense of 
signifier, i.e. as the purely material representa-
tive of ma�nà. 

From this a complete reversal of the relation-
ship between lafÚ and ma�nà follows: whereas, 
in the primitive view, two different texts could 
loosely be said to have the same ma�nà, and 
consequently any difference between them had 
to be seen as a pure difference in lafÚ, the new 
approach posits that the difference in form has 
at its root a difference in ma�nà, this difference 
being the necessary and sufficient reason why 
the two texts have a different naÚm, i.e. are two 
different texts. This radical reversal of perspec-
tive explains why al-Jurjànì so heavily insists 
on criticizing the traditional, deeply rooted 
view that two different lafÚs may have the same 
ma�nà. This view, he says, “is absolutely unten-
able” (fì ÿàyat al-±i™àla; Dalà±il 202).

Some superficial (or biased) readers have tried 
to argue that al-Jurjànì, as an ±Aš�arite, was a 
‘champion of ma�nà’ against the Mu�tazilites, 
who are supposed to have been ‘defenders 
of lafÚ’. As a matter of fact, one would com-
pletely misinterpret al-Jurjànì’s thought by try-
ing to bring it down to one of the antagonistic 
terms of the traditional Arab conception of the 
lafÚ/ma�nà relationship. What makes him so 
important in the history of linguistic thought 
is precisely that he promoted a new methodol-
ogy for the analysis of utterances resting on the 
thesis of a rigorous correlation of the two terms 
of the semiotic equation, so that any change in 
lafÚ necessarily entailed a change of ma�nà and 
vice versa.
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Manßub � ±I�rab

Marfù� � ±I�rab

Masculine � Gender

Maßdar

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

One of the first times a comprehensive dis-
cussion of the term maßdar is encountered in 
the linguistic literature is in Sìbawayhi’s (d. 
ca. 177/793) grammatical treatise al-Kitàb ‘the 
book’. His approach is presented here follow-
ing Mosel (1974) by describing the category, 
form, and function of the maßdar in Classical 
Arabic. Then, on the basis of Cantarino (1974–
1975), the use of the maßdar in Modern Liter-
ary Arabic is analyzed in order to allow for a 
comparison between past and present.
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2. T h e  M A Í D A R  i n  C l a s s i c a l 
A r a b i c

In the context of transitive verbs, Sìbawayhi 
speaks about the ‘event’ and the ‘noun of the 
event’ from which the verb originates, hence its 
name maßdar ‘origin, source’. In doing so he 
represents what will later be called the Baßran 
point of view, as opposed to the Kùfan theory, 
which regarded the verb as the basis for the 
derivation of the noun (al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf I, 
mas±ala 28).

Mosel (1974:185–189) follows Sìbawayhi’s 
description of the maßdar as an element of the 
category ‘noun’ but combining a noun-like 
behavior, as in example (6) below, with verb-
like characteristics (cf. example (1)). Moreover, 
the maßdar may realize different functions in 
the sentence which other elements of the cate-
gory noun do not realize. On the other hand, 
Sìbawayhi distinguishes between the occurrence 
of the maßdar and the ism al-maßdar ‘maßdar 
noun’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 320.22–321/Bùlàq 
I, 275.18):

Table 1. Maßdar and ism al-maßdar

maßdar translation ism al-
maßdar

equivalent 
to

translation

wazn weighing wazn mawzùn weight
xalq creating xalq maxlùq creation
™alab milking ™alab ma™lùb milk

3 .  T h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e 
 M A Í D A R  i n  C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

Sìbawayhi presents a number of examples of 
the use of the maßdar:

(1) An indefinite maßdar with an object accusa-
tive:

 �ajibtu min �arbin zaydan
 was-surprised-I at beating zayd
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 118.6/Bùlàq I, 97.1)
 ‘A beating of Zayd surprised me’

(2) A definite maßdar with an object accusa-
tive:

 �ajibtu mina �-�arbi zaydan
 was-surprised-I at the beating zayd
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 120.8/Bùlàq I, 99.1)
 ‘The beating of Zayd surprised me’

(3) An indefinite maßdar with a nominative 
subject and an object accusative:

 �ajibtu min �arbin zaydun
 was-surprised-I at beating zayd
 �amran 
 �amr
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 118.7/Bùlàq I, 97.2)
 ‘Zayd beating �Amr surprised me’

(4) A maßdar with a genitive subject and an 
object accusative:

 �ajibtu min �arbi-hi zaydan
 was-surprised-I at beating-his zayd
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 119.7/Bùlàq I, 98.2)
 ‘His beating of Zayd surprised me’

(5) A maßdar with a genitive object and a 
nominative subject:

 �ajibtu min �arbi-hi zaydun
 was-surprised-I at beating-him zayd
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 119.8/Bùlàq I, 98.2)
 ‘Zayd’s beating of him surprised me’

(6) A maßdar with two genitive objects (or 
subjects) in coordination:

 �ajibtu min �arbi zaydin
 was-surprised-I at beating zayd
 wa-�amrin 
 and-�amr
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 120.3/Bùlàq I, 98.8)
 ‘Zayd and �Amr being beaten surprised 

me’

(7) A maßdar  with a genitive object in coordi-
nation with an object accusative:

 �ajibtu min �arbi zaydin
 was-surprised-I at beating zayd
 wa-�amran 
 and-�amr
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 120.4/Bùlàq I, 98.9)
 ‘The beating of Zayd and �Amr surprised 

me’

4. T h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  M A Í D A R 
n o u n  p h r a s e  i n  C l a s s i c a l 
A r a b i c

Mosel (1974:191–192) discusses the functions 
Sìbawayhi assigns to the maßdar. Her presen-
tation is changed slightly in order to follow 
more closely Sìbawayhi’s order of presentation 
and the selection of some of his alternative 
examples.

  maÍdar 165

EALL_M_96-325.indd   165 10/4/2007   5:11:34 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(8) A maßdar construction instead of a finite 
verb of estimation (±af �àl al-qulùb):

 matà zaydun Úanna-ka �àhibun
 when zayd opinion-your leaving
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 80.8/Bùlàq I, 63.8)
 ‘When is Zayd, in your opinion, leaving?’

(9) A maßdar as temporal adverbial in a 
sentence:

 matà sìra �alay-hi? maqdama
 when is-traveled upon-him? arriving
 l-™àjji 
 the-pilgrim
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 137.2/Bùlàq I, 114.1)
 ‘When will he be used? When the pilgrims 

arrive’

(10) A maßdar as absolute object but subject in 
a passive construction:

 sìra �alay-hi sayrun šadìdun
 is-traveled upon-him traveling intense
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 140.7/Bùlàq I, 

117.7)
 ‘He was used intensively for traveling’

(11) A maßdar as substitute for a finite verb 
expressing a command or wish:

 bu�dan 
 being-distant
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 184.15/Bùlàq I, 157.1)
 ‘Take distance’

(12) A maßdar as substitute for a finite verb 
expressing a habit:

 ±inna-mà ±anta sayran sayran
 however you moving moving
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 197.17/Bùlàq I, 168.10)
 ‘How restless you are!’

(13) A maßdar as a post-modifying comparison:
 marartu bi-hi fa-±i�à la-hu
 passed-I by-him and-suddenly to-him
 ßawtun ßawtu ™imàrin 
 sounding sounding donkey
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 208.18; Bùlàq I, 

177.23)
 ‘I overtook him and suddenly he produced 

a braying-like sound’

(14) A maßdar in the function of object of 
reason:

 fa�altu �àka maxàfata fulànin
 did-I that being-afraid someone

 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 216.6; Bùlàq I, 
184.11)

 ‘I acted so for fear of somebody’

(15) A maßdar describing the situation of the 
subject or object:

 qataltu-hu ßabran 
 killed-I-him fettering
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 218.2; Bùlàq I, 

186.6)
 ‘I killed him fettered’

(16) A maßdar with an emphasizing sentence 
adverbial value:

 hà�à �abdullàhi ™aqqan 
 this ‘abdallah being-true
 (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 221.23; Bùlàq 

I,189.19)
 ‘This really is �Abdallah’

5. T h e  M A Í D A R  i n  M o d e r n 
L i t e r a r y  A r a b i c

In more recent literature, different terms are 
used to refer to the maßdar, e.g. ‘verbal noun’, 
‘infinitive’, ‘event noun’, ‘(deverbal) process 
nominal’ as opposed to ‘result nominal’. They 
all have in common their emphasis that the 
maßdar belongs to the category ‘noun’ but 
may exhibit some characteristics of its cor-
responding verb. A standard definition speaks 
about the occurrence, in nominal form, of the 
corresponding verb without any reference to 
the aspect of time: “The nomina verbi, ��� �� ���� 
�� �� �����, are abstract substantives, which express 
the action, passion, or state indicated by the 
corresponding verbs, without any reference to 
object, subject, or time” (Wright 1974:I, 110). 
Here, the term maßdar is used with the follow-
ing definition: ‘a noun, conditioned in its com-
binatorial behavior at phrase and sentence level 
by the semantic value and argument structure 
of the corresponding verb’.

6. T h e  l e x i c a l  f o r m  o f  t h e 
M A Í D A R

The root-and-pattern-based Arabic language 
system uses vowels (or their absence) and a 
limited number of auxiliary (semi)consonants 
in combination with the productive tri- and 
quadriliteral verbal root combinations to com-
pose the most frequently used nominal repre-
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sentations of the abstract semantic value of the 
verbal root combination involved, as well as 
all possible regular maßdar derivates within the 
Literary Arabic language system such as the ism 
al-marra, i.e. expressing a single realization of 
the finite verb.

Notwithstanding some phonologically and/
or semantically based regularities, the maßdar 
forms of stem I of triliteral root combinations 
are scarcely predictable. One needs to con-
sult the dictionary to be sure about them. The 
lexical form of maßdars of the derived stems 
of the triliteral root and those of quadriliteral 
roots are very regular and far more predictable 
(� verbal noun). Wright (1974:I, 110ff.) pre sents 
a rather comprehensive list of maßdar forms.

7. T h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  M A Í D A R 
n o u n  p h r a s e

As a noun, a maßdar can realize the functions 
any element belonging to the category ‘noun’ 
may fulfill in a sentence. Any exception to this 
statement is due to specific characteristics of 
the maßdar.

(17) A maßdar noun phrase as topic in a nomi-
nal sentence:

 safku d-dimà±i mu™arram
 shedding the-blood forbidden
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 15.4)
 ‘Shedding of blood is forbidden’

(18) A maßdar noun phrase as comment in a 
nominal sentence:

 as-sababu �-�ànì intiqàlu �àßimati
 the-reason the-second transfer capital
 l-xilàfa 
 the caliphate
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 18.6)
 ‘The second reason is the transfer of the 

capital of the caliphate’

(19) A maßdar noun phrase as subject in a ver-
bal sentence:

 qad kàna stixdàmu l-mawàlì
 certainly was-he employment the-clients
 nàdiran 
 rare
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 46.5)
 ‘The appointment of clients (mawàlì) was 

not common’

(20) A maßdar noun phrase as direct object in a 
verbal sentence:

 wa-làkinna-ka taf �alu mà-là ±asta†ì�u
 and-but-you you-do what-not I-can
 fi�la-hu 
 doing-his
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 402.10)
 ‘But you do things that I cannot do’

(21) A maßdar noun phrase as prepositional 
object in a verbal sentence:

 ±i�à ša�artu bi-suqù†i l-kitàbi min
 when felt-I by-falling the-book from
 yad-ì 
 hand-my
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 402.1)
 ‘when I felt the book falling from my 

hand’

(22) A maßdar noun phrase as (temporal) sen-
tence adverbial:

 qubayla buzùÿi š-šamsi
 a-little-before rising the-sun
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 402.2)
 ‘shortly before sunrise’

(23) A maßdar noun phrase as verb phrase 
adverbial:

 †aradtu-hà min hunà †arda
 threw-I-her from here throwing
 l-kilàbi 
 the-dog
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 170.4)
 ‘I threw her out as one would a dog’

8. T h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  M A Í D A R 
n o u n  p h r a s e

A maßdar noun phrase is a phrase in which a 
maßdar realizes the head function. The seman-
tic value of the head is defined in the lexicon 
and represents the abstract meaning of the 
corresponding verb in its base or derived stem. 
The number of arguments that can co-occur in 
a maßdar noun phrase is lexically determined. 
The relationship between the head and its argu-
ments may be governed by the characteristics 
of the head as belonging to the category ‘noun’ 
or be expressed by verbal characteristics of the 
corresponding verb.

The semantic value of the maßdar blocks 
the occurrence of elements such as pre- or 
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post-modifying demonstratives. It also pre-
cludes some other nominal processes such as 
the occurrence of a dual, plural, or diminutive 
form. On the other hand, a verbal modifier may 
occur (Fassi Fehri 1993:232–237).

The minimal structure of a maßdar noun 
phrase is the occurrence of an obligatory head 
realization. Optional extensions are the occur-
rence of a pre- or post-determiner, possible 
complements, and post-modifying elements.

(24) Simple head realization:
 zawàju-hu tazwìrun ™ayàtu-hu
 marriage-his falsifying live-his
 tazwìrun 
 falsifying
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 18.7)
 ‘His marriage was a fake and so was his 

life’

(25) A head realization with a pre-determiner:
 li-mà�à l-bukà±u 
 for-what the-crying
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 15.5)
 ‘Why this crying?’

(26) A head realization with a post-modifier:
 ™attà sàfartu min al-qàhira safaran
 until traveled-I from Cairo traveling
 †awìlan 
 long
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 170.1)
 ‘until I left Cairo on a long trip’

(27) A head realization with a post-determining 
genitive of the subject:

 qabla majì±-ì hunà 
 before coming-my here
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 402.4)
 ‘before my coming here’

(28) A head realization with a post-determining 
genitive of the object:

 hamma bi-±idxàli yadi-hi
 tried-he by-introducing hand-his
 fì ß-ßundùqi 
 in the-box
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 402.7)
 ‘He tried to introduce his hand in the box’

(29) A head realization with a genitive of the 
subject and an accusative of the object:

 min †alab-ì ta™wìla l-™urriyya
 of asking-my granting the-freedom
 li-n-nisà±i 
 for-the-women
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 403.1)
 ‘because I asked to grant freedom to 

women’

(30) A head realization with a genitive of the 
subject and prepositional object:

 kàna ya�rifu min hà±ulà±i š-šabàbi
 was-he he knows of these the-boys
 ™ubba-hum li-l-�ilmi 
 loving-their for-the-science
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 404.6)
 ‘He knew how much these young men 

loved to learn’

(31) A head realization with a genitive and an 
accusative of the object:

 wa-lam yaktafi l-xùrì ±ilyàs
 and-not was-satisfied the-priest ilyas
 bi-±iblàÿi š-šayxi hà�à l-xabara
 with-bringing the-sheikh this the news
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:II, 404.2)
 ‘Father Ilyas, the priest, was not satisfied 

with just bringing such news to the sheikh’

9. C o m p a r i s o n  a n d  c o n c l u s i o n

Looking at the examples of maßdar realization 
in Classical Arabic, one might say that a num-
ber of them (examples (1–3), (5), and (7)) seem 
to be theoretical constructs. In Modern Literary 
Arabic, a maßdar with a nominative subject no 
longer occurs. The construction with a subject 
or object post-determiner (6) or with a sub-
ject post-determiner and object complement (4) 
seems to be the most common or most frequent 
realization in Modern Literary Arabic, but this 
has to be verified by a statistical corpus inven-
tory (Badawi a.o. 2004: 237–241).

The maßdar has an important function as 
source for the expansion of the lexicon, especially 
but not exclusively in the domains of science and 
technology. The notions ‘event noun’ and ‘process 
nominal’ are often used in describing the maßdar , 
as opposed to a ‘result nominal’. For a number of 
examples of ‘result nominals’ as maßdar derivates, 
we refer to Monteil (1960:111ff.).
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Mauritania

In 1960, Mauritania, a French colony along 
the Atlantic Coast in West Africa, achieved 
independence under the name of the Islamic 
Republic of Mauritania. The name ‘Mauritania’, 
once used as the name of the Roman colonies of 
North Africa (Mauretania), was reintroduced 
by the colonial administration to designate 
this western part of the Saharo-Sahelian zone, 
which was called in Arabic literature bilàd 
”inqì† ‘country of ”inqì†’, tràb al-bìÚàn ‘land 
of the Whites’ (Taine-Cheikh 1990), or bilàd 
as-sayba ‘country of anarchy’.

The borders of the country are as arbitrary 
as its name. Indeed, they do not follow at all 
the territorial limits of the Moorish Arabic-
speaking country, which extended far beyond 
those borders, especially in the north, in 
the region of the Rio de Oro and of the 
Sagya el-£amra, occupied by the Spanish. 
The Senegal River, chosen as the southern 
border, is inhabited on either side by the same 
black African populations, which have Pulaar, 
Soninke, or Wolof as their mother tongue.

Originally, Mauritania was conceived as 

a ‘transition’ country between ‘arabity’ and 
‘africanity’ (Baduel 1990), hence the situation 
of Arabic is particularly complex but also, as in 
other places, subject to ceaseless change.

1. H i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r o u n d :  T h e 
r e l i g i o u s  ‘ A r a b i z a t i o n ’

A variety of Arabic (��£assàniyya) is currently 
the mother tongue of a majority (usually 
estimated between 70 and 80 percent of a 
total of 2.9 million people) of the Mauritanian 
population. This is the consequence of the 
abandonment of the Berber language (Zenaga), 
at the end of a very long process of Arabization, 
which seems to have begun at the end of the 
14th and beginning of the 15th century but has 
not yet been completed even today. The first 
contacts with the Arabic language took place 
at the end of the 1st millennium, through the 
Islamic religion, and concerned all the ethnic 
groups of the region.

For all societies concerned, Islamization 
represented a global cultural phenomenon, but 
its linguistic effects were variable. Although 
a perfect command of Classical Arabic is 
strongly recommended for every good Muslim, 
this perfect command was (and still is) often 
much more limited than expected. The ancient 
populations of Mauritania were no exception 
to this rule, although a relatively large number 
of people apparently became literate. This is 
probably due to the history of the region and the 
social organization of the different ethnic groups.

The Islamization of the Saharo-Sahelian part 
of West Africa was linked with the Almoravid 
movement, initiated in the 11th century by 
the Berber tribes of the region, according to 
local traditions, somewhere between the Adrar 
and the Senegal delta. This movement was 
to be very successful in Morocco and Spain 
(Norris 1972, 1986). The name ‘Almoravid’ is 
supposed to have come, through the Spanish 
language, from muràbi†ùn; it probably does 
not signify ‘those from the ribà† “fortified 
monastery”’, as has been supposed for a long 
time, but rather ‘those who wage a holy war’ 
(participle of the verb ràba†a).

Nevertheless, the penetration of Islam does 
not begin with the armed fighters of Ya™yà 
ibn ±Ibràhìm al-Gdalì. In fact, conversions had 
already taken place since the middle of the 8th 
century, especially among the Lemtuna Berbers 
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and the Soninke of the Ghana empire. This 
peaceful Islamization was linked with trade (in 
particular with the Kharijite Mzab) but remained 
quite superficial. The local sources do not always 
distinguish it from the traditions concerning 
the Bafour, the mysterious population from the 
Adrar that is sometimes associated with the 
breeding of dogs. The preaching of Ibn Yàsìn, 
spread by the Almoravid troops, was a message 
of faith, but it also aimed at eradicating the 
strong influence exerted until then by Ibadite 
Kharijism in the Sahara and on its southern 
(and northern) borders. Henceforth, the aim 
was to attain a deeper knowledge of the sacred 
texts and a more orthodox practice of religion, 
in particular through the banishment of the 
pleasures of music and dance.

Apart from the Almoravid episode (and, later, 
some Peul Jihadist movements), the conquests 
did not play a very important role in the 
diffusion of Islam in sub-Saharan Africa. Yet, the 
numerous conflicts, between the communities 
as much as between the tribes, and even within 
the tribes, resulted among other things in social 
fissure and tribal or ‘lineage’ specializations. 
Some tribes chose to relinquish their arms and 
dedicate themselves entirely to the study and 
teaching of the religious sciences, particularly 
at the end of the Šurbubba war that in the 
17th century opposed two tribal coalitions in 
southwest Mauritania. The ‘learned’ tribes are 
the zwàya among the Arabic speakers and the 
guÚayën (literally ‘qadis’) among the Zenaga 
speakers. In addition, among the neighboring 
Pulaar speakers, the influence of the Torobe 
group, representing the majority, relies partially 
on its religious status.

In all ethnic groups (including the Soninke 
and the Wolof), the learned men had at their 
disposal a unified corpus of reference, based 
on the triad of Malikism, Ash�arism, and Sufi 
brotherhoods, and applied largely similar 
methods to transmit knowledge. These methods 
made a strong demand on memory and used all 
possible memorization techniques: repetitions 
and recitations (supported by rhythmic move-
ment of the body), poetry (even about abstract 
topics such as grammar), and copying of texts. 
Writing was at the center of learning, but 
transmission took place from the master’s voice 
to the student’s ear. The performance was 
less an oralization, corresponding to a real 
command of Classical Arabic as a language 

of oral communication, than an auralization, 
meaning the recitation of literary Arabic (Taine-
Cheikh 1998; Ould Cheikh 1998). Over the 
years, however, teaching has diversified and 
deepened thanks to a more frequent recourse 
to the mother tongue in order to explain the 
meaning of the text. Altogether, the level of 
Arabo-Islamic culture was significant, especially 
but not exclusively in the traditional schools 
(ma™àÚër) of the desert.

2. T h e  d i a l e c t a l  A r a b i z a t i o n 

The four major Mauritanian caravan cities of 
the 2nd millennium (Wadàn, ”ingì†i, Tišìt, and 
Walàta) were founded around the 12th and 13th 
centuries, as the decline of âwdàÿust (probably 
to be identified with modern Tägdàwëst, in 
southeast Mauritania) was already sealed. At 
that time, the Islamic religion had already 
reached an important breakthrough in the 
region, paving the way for a certain adaptation to 
the Arabic language. The only Arabic-speaking 
communities, though, still seem to have been 
made up by small groups of traders coming 
from the Maghreb. In all cities with a Berber 
majority, whose destiny was unquestionably 
linked to the road taken by the trans-Saharan 
trade, the Azer language – probably a variety of 
Soninke as spoken by Zenaga speakers – may 
have played a key role as lingua franca, despite 
the weakening and finally the disappearance of 
the Ghana empire.

The influence of Arabic-speaking groups only 
began to be felt in the Sahara from the 15th 
century onward. At the end of the 14th century, 
Ibn Xaldùn had pointed out the presence of 
the Banù £assàn in the Dra wadi (wàd dar�a) 
in the south of Morocco. In constant rivalry 
with their cousins, the ”banàt, they oppressed 
their neighboring Berber tribes (Ould Cheikh 
1995:43). Ibn Xaldùn traced back the genealogy 
of their chief, £assàn, to a certain Ma�qil, but 
he did not specify the relationship between 
the latter and the Banù Hilàl. One should be 
careful not to take at face value a history of 
the Banù Ma�qil, even if certain authors tend to 
present them as a group distinct from both the 
Banù Hilàl and the Banù Sulaym.

The testimony of Arabic and Portuguese 
travelers provides some information about the 
migration of the Banù £assàn to the south 
and their slow penetration into the Sahara. 
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Nevertheless, there is, unfortunately, a lack of 
data for the reconstruction of the history of this 
‘dark age’, during which the dominance of the 
Arabs over (part of) the local Berber populations 
was established. Although the traditions and 
the local denominations encourage simplistic 
equations – ‘warlike tribes = Arabs’ vs. ‘mara-
boutic tribes = Berbers’, or more recently, 
‘aristocratic = Arabs’ and ‘those who pay 
tribute = Berbers’ – there is some evidence 
that history has given rise to a complex society 
whose culture probably achieved some kind 
of symbiosis between ‘arabity’ and ‘berberity’, 
even though generally speaking, only the Arabic 
part of the heritage is claimed.

As regards the language, the name £assàniyya 
(or klàm ™assàn lit. ‘the language of £assàn’), 
assigned to the spoken Arabic of Mauritania, 
clearly suggests that this dialect is a legacy from 
the £assàn tribes. In view of what is known 
about Arabization in the Saharo-Sahelian 
zone, this identification is not surprising in 
itself. Because all Arabic-speaking groups that 
came to settle in this area claim to be of 
the same origin, it is not too far-fetched to 
think that the fundamental characteristics of 
the Mauritanian dialect were already present in 
the 15th century. This is all the more plausible 
since even today for £assàniyya speakers 
mutual comprehension seems to be easiest with 
the Bedouin in the whole Arabic world, not 
only from the Maghreb but also from the 
Middle East (especially Jordanians). Besides, 
the £assàniyya language shows a remarkable 
homogeneity from east to west and from north 
to south (and even beyond the Mauritanian 
borders). This fact would seem to support 
this theory, although it does not explain one 
of the rare important regional differences, the 
occlusive or fricative pronunciation of /ÿ/.

Of course, even if the £assàniyya language 
has retained many characteristics from the 
dialect once spoken by the Banù £assàn, 
this does not mean that it has gone through 
the centuries without changes. Even without 
mentioning the most recent evolutions, the 
numerous borrowings from local dialects, 
especially Zenaga, show the lexical enrichment 
produced by the contact with the Berber 
substrate language.

Various morphosyntactic innovations are 
particularly characteristic of the £assàniyya 
language, especially the passive voice, the 

diminutive, and the elative (� £assàniyya 
Arabic). Despite certain similarities with 
Zenaga, the neologisms of the £assàniyya 
language cannot be interpreted as a simple 
calque but must be regarded as an internal 
evolution of the Arabic dialect. Although 
it is even harder to understand the general 
uniformity of innovations than the permanency 
of conservatisms, the successful innovations 
must have corresponded to particularly 
important needs of expression for the Moorish 
society.

3. W r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  t h e 
c l a s s i c a l  a g e

The dispersal of the Banù £assàn and their 
settlement in Saharan Mauritania led to new 
relations between the Arabic speakers and the 
(former) Berber speakers. Between the 17th 
century and the first half of the 18th century, 
four emirates (Trarza, Brakna, Adrar, and 
Tagant) were established, which corresponded 
to the early stages of political concentration, 
when a family of warriors (coming from the 
Banù £assàn, except in the case of the Tagant) 
exerted their authority on the tribes of the 
region. Starting at the end of the 18th century 
and flourishing above all in the 19th century, an 
era ensued that seems to have been propitious 
for the development of culture and literature.

Inscriptions in tifinaÿ characters seem to have 
ceased around the 15th/16th centuries. Between 
the arrival of the Banù £assàn and that of the 
European colonizers, virtually all writing was 
done in Arabic characters, probably most of it in 
Classical Arabic, because there are few traces in
Mauritania of Berber manuscripts written 
in Arabic characters (did they disappear?), 
although there did exist literary productions in 
Soninke and Pulaar, some of which, such as the 
beytol, were written with an Arabic alphabet. 

Broadly speaking, the concept of written 
literature is applicable to all intellectual 
productions recorded in the familial libraries. 
These were extremely numerous, even if they 
were often limited to the contents of a trunk. 
In the case of the literate Moors, the trunk 
was carried around on camels when the camp 
was moving. The £assàniyya speakers of the 
western Sahara take a lot of pride in the fact 
that they were one of the rare nomadic societies 
in the Arab world to be strongly attached to the 
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book and to the study of Muslim Arabic culture 
(Bonte and Claudot-Hawad 1998).

In the last few decades, some collections 
have been institutionalized, for both material 
and political reasons. The attention of the 
institutional power and the public was focused 
on this small number of libraries, particularly in 
the ancient cities of the Sahara. Such sedentary 
establishments may not have been the general 
rule, but the inventory of their contents gives 
an idea of the texts that were bought or copied 
most frequently.

Between ”ingì†i and Wadàn, for example, 
twelve family libraries can be counted. The 
contents are variable in size, from several pages 
to hundreds of pages, and the 1,106 documents 
are unequally shared between the libraries. The 
library of the ±Ahl £abät from ”ingì†i alone 
contains more than half of these documents, 
most of them purchased. Founded by Sìdi 
Mu™ammad wëll £abät in 1845 upon his 
return from his Mecca pilgrimage, the library 
is said to have contained up to three thousand 
books. As in most libraries, the great majority 
of the books date from the 19th century, but a 
considerable number date from the 17th and 
18th centuries. Some are even more ancient; 
indeed, five copies of manuscripts made prior 
to the end of the 15th century are listed, with 
ten copies realized in the 16th century. The 
oldest document kept in Mauritania can also be 
found here, a copy (made in 480/1087–1088) 
of a commentary on the Qur±àn written by 
the Iraqi author ±Abù Hilàl al-�Askarì (d. 395/
1004–1005).

The books contained in the libraries of ”ingì†i 
and Wadàn are mainly about religion and 
jurisprudence: about 40 percent on theology 
(fiqh, ±ußùl, qawà�id, nawàzil ) and almost 30 
percent on the Qur±ànic sciences (copies of 
the vulgate, the exegesis, the words of the 
Prophet, and the hagiographical stories) and 
mysticism (taßawwuf ). Among the remaining 
30 percent, mathematics (1.70%) and logic 
(2.78%) are relatively well represented, more 
so than history, astronomy, and medicine. But 
linguistic topics (na™w, ßarf, luÿa, and ±adab) 
are particularly popular (23.77%). The great 
lexicographical corpus al-Qàmùs al-mu™ì†, for 
instance, gathered by the scholar from ”iràz, 
Mu™ammad ibn Ya�qùb al-Fìrùzàbàdì (d. 817/
1414–1415), was written in calligraphy for the 
library of the ±Ahl £abät over the course of 

several years (the copy of the two first volumes 
dating from 1251/1835–1836 and of the last 
two from 1260/1844).

With regard to Mauritanian scholars, no 
writings are known before the 18th century (al-
Bartalì 1981; Ould Bah 1981; £àmidun 1990; 
Rebstock 2001). With the apparent exception 
of a Wadanian scholar of the 16th century 
who left a written commentary on the Qur±àn, 
the most ancient Moorish author known is 
the great faqìh of ”ingì†i, Mu™ammad wëll 
al-Muxtàr wëll Billa�maš (1625–1695). This 
major figure of the cultural history of the 
western Sahara wrote, among other things, a 
commentary on a book about the foundations 
of the dogma and one on astronomy.

It is precisely because the Moorish books are 
so recent that the middle of the 18th century 
appears as the beginning of a new era. However, 
in a strictly literary sense, Mauritanian cultural 
production was of variable value. Indeed, there 
is not a lot of prose literature, and it is often 
badly represented. Globally, works on ±adab 
are rare. The only real prose writer seem to 
have been aš-”ayx Sìdi Mu™ammad al-Kuntì 
(d. 1826), who wrote a biography of his father 
(the great mystic aš-”ayx Sìd al-Muxtàr) and a 
number of treatises.

On the other hand, poetry is both abundant 
and of high quality, as demonstrated by ±A™mad 
ibn al-±Amìn aš-”ingì†i. In Cairo, he wrote from 
memory a book on his country of origin, al-
Wasì† fì taràjim ±udabà± ”inqì† ‘The best [book] 
on the work of poets and men of Šinqì†’ (Miské 
1970), including no fewer than 4,500 lines of 
verse. This anthology brings together 82 poets, 
divided into 18 tribes (all maraboutic), most of 
them from the 19th century, testifying to the 
vitality of the classical qaßìda of the Moorish 
literate elite and of their high level in literary 
Arabic (Ould Bah 1971:26–48; ¢ulba 2000).

Since Classical Arabic poetry belongs to the 
domain of written (or ‘auralized’) literature, 
presumably the entire oral literature in Arabic 
is expressed in dialect. Indeed, despite the 
numerous isomorphisms between the written 
and the oral spheres, the separation between 
the two fields coincides almost exactly, at least 
until the 20th century, with the distinction 
between the two varieties of Arabic in use in 
Mauritania.

The first resemblance to note is the preemi-
nence of poetry as literary genre (Martin-Granel 
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a.o. 1992; Bariou a.o.1995). Even though 
Classical Arabic poetry is called � ši�r, in 
£assàniyya it has the generic name of ÿnä. The 
metrical system of oral poetry (Taine-Cheikh 
1985) presents many common points with 
the classical � meters in its general principles 
(regularity of the number of syllables per meter, 
quantitative distinction between short and long 
syllables, constant presence of a rhyme). More 
precisely, there may even be a fundamental 
common opposition between ascending rhythms 
(with a metrical accent on the long second 
syllable of the watid majmù� ‘rising foot’: short 
+ long) and descending rhythms (with a metrical 
accent on the long first syllable of the watid 
mafrùq ‘descending foot’: long + short).

Despite the obvious resemblance between 
the two metrical systems, there are important 
differences as well. The first of these is the 
general tendency to simplify in the ÿnä, through 
a reduction of the number of syllables per meter 
and through an increase of the proportion of 
short syllables compared to the long ones, the 
latter tending to remain only in rhyme. The 
second one is the adaptation of the principle 
of quantity to the vocalic system of the dialect. 
Open syllables of the Cv type having almost 
disappeared in £assàniyya, closed syllables 
CvC or long vowels Cv are counted as short in 
contrast with the ‘extra-long’ syllables CvCC 
(twice closed) or CäC (closed with a long 
vowel). The third difference concerns the use 
of rhyme in a verse unit that seems peculiar to 
the dialect, even if it shows some similarities 
with other forms of poetry expressed in dialect. 
On the one hand, the gav is made up of 
four hemistichs with alternating rhymes ab-
ab, and on the other hand, the †al�a is made 
up of six hemistichs (aa-ab-ab), differing from 
the quatrain through the two first identical 
rhymes.

Until the 20th century, the great themes of 
the ÿnä (Taine-Cheikh 1994) were very close 
to those of the ši�r, in spite of the difference 
in name. Put simply, one might say that there 
were eulogies (madì™ or �anà± for the ši�r, šëkr 
for the ÿnä) and satire (šatm or hijà± in Classical 
Arabic, šätm or �ayb in £assàniyya), on the one 
hand, and elegies and love poems (respectively 
nasìb and ÿazal, although these apply mostly 
to ši�r), on the other. The last two themes, very 
frequent, were practiced by authors (mÿannyìn) 
who belonged more or less to all social classes. 

Many anonymous poems belong to common 
culture, even if they sing about a particular 
region, the one of the poet (Sìdi Bràhìm 1992). 
Others have well-known authors (Ould Zenagui 
1994), sometimes very famous, including, in 
certain cases, those known for their knowledge 
or for their poetry in Classical Arabic. The 
verses may be purely elegiac or only about love, 
but very often they are both simultaneously. 
The expression of feelings of love always respect 
the laws of decency (Tauzin 1982, 1990) and 
often are limited to mention of places formerly 
frequented by the loved one (always a woman, 
as the men traditionally kept for themselves the 
right to compose ÿnä, leaving to women only 
the minor, and historically more recent, form 
of the distich called tëbrà�).

The writing of eulogies and criticism was 
subject to even more constraints. If the recitation 
of poetry took place in a context of rhymed 
exchanges between people of equivalent status, 
they assumed the form of sparring matches 
(the g†à�, which imposed certain rules of meters 
and rhymes). As these matches often played a 
role in the rivalries between the tribes, certain 
warriors, including the chiefs, distinguished 
themselves in it. However, more generally (and 
with the exception of the very particular case 
of the mad™ ën-näbi ‘the praise of the Prophet’, 
which was composed and sung only by the 
former slaves and the ™rà†ìn), eulogies as well 
as satire were inseparable from the very closed 
social group of the musician-singers (Norris 
1968; Guignard 1975). It was their role not 
only to sing the ÿnä (which is not necessarily 
sung, despite the meaning of its root ÿ-n-y), 
but to do and undo reputations. According to 
certain local traditions (Ould Bah 1971:14), 
their ancestors, in the 18th century, were 
responsible for the most ancient verses known 
in Moorish poetry. The long poems with epic 
accents that some griots like Säddùm wëll 
Ndyartu or �Alì wëll Mànu composed in honor 
of their warrior chiefs constitute a particular 
genre (thäydìn) of Moorish poetical heritage, 
quite esoteric but also highly regarded.

Nonpoetic genres exist, of course, but not 
all are represented. In the field of the narrative 
forms, there are mainly fairy tales and stories. 
Of great variety, they are not limited to wisdom 
fairy tales and marvel stories intended for 
children (Tauzin 1993; Ould Mohamed Baba 
2000–2001; Ould Ebnou n.d.). In the discursive 
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field, mainly short forms can be noted. Among 
the dialogic, playful, and/or didactic forms, 
there is the one, quite common, of the riddle 
(t™àži) – often around wordplay – and the more 
specific one of the pastoral enigma (Taine-
Cheikh 1995) in which the playful rivalry 
between shepherds expresses itself (this is called 
zärg, like the riddles students of Classical Arabic 
posed to one another). Finally, proverbs and 
sayings (±am�àl) are also found in large numbers 
(Ould Ebnou n.d.), which demonstrates the 
strong fondness of £assàniyya speakers for 
gnomic speech.

4. O r a l  l i t e r a t u r e

Mauritanian Arabic literature peaked in the 
19th century, but the seeds of change were 
already present before that time. The influence 
of France began to develop in the south in 
1857 and soon led to a tight control of the 
whole Senegal River valley. The beginning of 
the colonial conquest itself took place at the 
beginning of the 20th century. As of 1920, 
Mauritania was officially regarded as a French 
colony, governed from Saint-Louis in Senegal. 
The effects of colonization were felt for a long 
time after the granting of independence.

For several decades, colonization, which 
was carried out essentially from the strategic 
perspective of pacifying the region, remained 
superficial. Its impact was especially weak on 
the nomadic world, which only experienced 
indirect administration (enlistment in the 
goums, particular groups of military nomads, 
taxes imposed on the tribes, etc.). During 
that time, the sedentary black Africans of the 
earlier colonized valley were already subject to 
conscription and scheduled taxes. The Moors 
offered a particularly tenacious resistance to 
the French education system, and the most 
aristocratic people did not hesitate to send the 
children of their slaves or their dependents to 
school instead of their own children, when 
pressure became irresistible. As the back-
wardness of £assàniyya speakers increased, 
the colonial authorities agreed to open special 
schools, known as medersas, for the sons from 
good Moorish families, in which Arabic was 
given an important place. These schools were 
abolished in the 1940s, but as compensation 
a few hours of Arabic were introduced in all 
schools attended by £assàniyya speakers. This 

measure tended, however, to be withheld from 
the black Africans, under the pretext of making 
a distinction between the Arabic language as a 
‘language of culture’ (reserved for speakers of 
Arabic) and as a ‘language of religion’ (excluded 
from the French state school system).

One of the effects of the colonial policy was 
that of modifying social relations, weakening 
the power of the warriors and supporting the 
position of the marabouts (zwàya). It is no 
accident that the first president of Mauritania, 
Mokhtar Ould Daddah, and most of the 
Moorish executives of the young state belonged 
to the literate tribes, in particular those of 
the southwest, who had been schooled before 
the others. However, the securing of the 
latter’s loyalty was realized to the detriment 
of traditional education, and, in the course of 
the 20th century, the influence of the ma™àÚër
and the number of students attending them 
continued to diminish.

The nascent republic was qualified as 
‘Islamic’, based on the idea that religion 
was the common denominator of the entire 
population of Mauritania, but the language of 
administration and the education system were 
French, even if at the time this concerned only 
a small minority of children. Very soon, this 
official predominance of a foreign language was 
denounced by the Moorish community.

Ever since its creation, Mauritania has 
belonged to various organizations uniting the 
black African countries formerly colonized by 
France. Its recognition by the other Arabic 
countries and its entry into the Arab League 
were less immediate because of the opposition 
voiced by Morocco. Only by the end of the 
1960s did the Moroccan claims cease, opening 
the possibility for a readjustment between Arabic 
and the black world, more in accordance with 
the wishes of the Moorish community (Ould 
Cheikh 1995:32–33). However, the changes 
were fought by the black African communities 
of Mauritania, who regarded them as harmful 
to their vested benefits, inherited from colo-
nization, and perceived them as contrary to 
their elementary political rights.

If one considers the education system of 
Mauritania, which is usually the first stumbling 
block in contacts between the ethnic groups, it 
becomes clear that the country has never ceased 
to Arabize since its independence. The first 
measures were directed at the whole student 
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body: Arabic was imposed on all secondary 
school students, at least as a second foreign 
language, and before the primary cycle a first 
year was added, entirely in Arabic, under the 
pretext of introducing Qur±ànic Arabic. Soon, 
the influence of Arabic nationalist movements, 
affected by events in the Middle East, was 
reinforced by the massive settlement of 
nomadic people. Ruined by years of severe 
drought, Moorish cattle breeders were asking 
for schools for their children and possibilities 
of employment in the administration for those 
who were educated in the ma™àÚër. Under 
these circumstances the number of hours of 
Arabic were increased considerably, facilitating 
the integration into the state education system 
of teachers coming from the traditional system. 
One of the two curricula put in place – the one 
dominated by the Arabic language – was then 
invaded by students who were total beginners 
in the French language. In the 1980s, the 
contrast deepened between the ‘Arab’ course of 
study, compulsory for all £assàniyya speakers 
and with a minor place for French, and the 
‘bilingual’ one, leading generally only to a 
master’s degree in French and attended by a 
majority of the black African population.

This system, which through two different 
courses of study was supposed to lead to 
Arabic/French bilingualism, was finally aban-
doned because of the costs involved and the 
inefficiency (Taine-Cheikh 2004). The balance 
of power became extremely unfavorable to 
the black Africans after the ethnic conflict of 
1989, the most violent since independence. 
Consequently, the government decided to 
abolish the bilingual course of study. The 
effect of the measure was softened by the 
existence of a private educational system that 
was increasingly successful. Additionally, the 
French language was not removed entirely from 
the educational system, although the precedence 
of the Arabic language was affirmed. This was 
facilitated by the adoption of Arabic as the only 
official language as early as 1991, one of the 
consequences being a significant Arabization 
of toponyms, often to the detriment of French 
and Berber names, which had long been in use 
(Ould Cheikh 1995:33–34).

The 21st century seems to have opened a 
new era in which Arabization will once again 
experience considerable progress, probably 
being marked as much by education as by the 

Arabic media (in particular satellite television). 
The future will tell what the result will be for 
the practice of literary Arabic, of the £assàniyya 
dialect, and of its ‘modernized’ version, the 
local version of standard Arabic (Taine-Cheikh 
2002, 2004).
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Maw�ù�

1. T h e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  t e r m 
M A W Î û �

The term maw�ù� is used in two senses:

i. When derived from wa��, which serves in 
the literature translated from Greek as the 
equivalent of the verb títhèmi ‘to place’, 
maw�ù� refers to ‘mutual agreement, con-
vention’ (Pollak 1913:58; Georr 1948:249; 
Afnan 1969:315–316). Maw�ù� is used in 
this sense by az-Zajjàjì (d. 339/949): “A noun 
is an invented sound with a conventional 
meaning, not specified by time” (al-ism 
ßawt maw�ù� dàll bi-ttifàq �alà ma�nan ÿayr 
maqrùn bi-zamàn; Versteegh 1995:58). This 
term refers to the prevailing view in Arabic 
linguistics according to which the meaning of 
words can be derived from the conventions 
of human society rather than from nature 
(Talmon 1990:270; Versteegh 1995:58). This 
is a reaction to the general problem discussed 
in Greek philosophy, whether things are by 
convention (nómòi/thései) or nature (phúsei). 
In connection with the meaning of words, 
the question was raised by Plato in his 
Kratylos. The Arabs accepted Aristotle’s view 
(De interpretatione 16 a 19–20) about the 
conventional origin of language (Versteegh 
1977:139). The same term maw�ù� also 
served for the translation of hupóthesis, for 
instance, in Ibn a†-¢ayyib, “Are [the species] 
found [in nature] or are they just posited in the 
imagination?” ([al-±anwà� ] hal hiya mawjùda 
±am ±innamà hiya maw�ù�a fì l-±awhàm; Tafsìr 
55), which refers to the axiomatic principles 
of sciences (Maróth 1994:129–153).

ii. In the Arabic translation literature, the Greek 
(hupó)keimai (Latin (sub)iaceo/sterno) ‘to lie 
under’ is rendered by wa�� as well. In this 
case, the word has either a metaphysical or a 
linguistic sense. In metaphysics, hupokeíme-
non corresponds to the Latin substratum and 
refers in philosophical terminology to the 
bearer of qualities; in linguistics, accordingly, 
it refers to the subject of a  proposition (Pollak 
1913:58; Georr 1948:249; Afnan 1969:
315–316; Versteegh 1997:123). Summing 
up the views of al-Fàràbì and Ibn Sìnà, al-
Ÿazzàlì (d. 505/1111) states that a categori-
cal proposition (qa�iyya ™amliyya) consists 
of two parts, e.g. ‘the world is created’ 
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(al-�àlam ™àdi�). In this sentence, al-�àlam is 
the ‘underlying concept’ or ‘the bearer of the 
quality’ (al-maw�ù�) of which the quality of 
‘being created’ is reported (muxbar �anhu; 
al-Ÿazzàlì, Maqàßid 54). In another passage, 
while expounding his own views, al-Ÿazzàlì 
says that a sentence consists of a ‘report’ (� 
xabar) and ‘that which is reported’ (mux-
bar �anhu). “It is the habit of logicians (al-
man†iqiyyùn) to refer to the word ‘reported 
of’ by the term maw�ù�” (al-Ÿazzàlì, Man†iq 
110). These words prove that the term cor-
responds to the Latin term subiectum in 
medieval scholastic logic (about maw�ù� and 
its meaning in al-Fàràbì’s ±I™ßà± al-�ulùm, see 
Versteegh 1997:87, 123).

The Andalusian Arab grammarian ±Abù �Abdal làh 
al-Ba†alyùsì (d. 521/1127) writes that the more 
or less philosophical term maw�ù� corresponds 
to mubtada± in linguistic  terminology (Elamrani-
Jamal 1983:137–141, 182–183, 1979:76–
89; Endress 1986a:203; Versteegh 1993:138; 
� ibtidà±). ±Abù £ayyàn at-Taw™ìdì transmits 
a discussion between the logician ±Abù Bišr 
Mattà ibn Yùnus and the grammarian ±Abù 
Sa�ìd as-Sìràfì which took place in 320/932. 
The latter blamed the logicians for using Arab 
words in unknown meanings and for creating a 
new language within the traditional Arabic lexi-
con. One of his examples was the word maw�ù� 
(Taw™ìdì, ±Imtà� 107–108, esp. 122; Endress 
1986b:260; Versteegh 1977:139). Accordingly, 
this term should be regarded as an innovation 
in the language of philosophy.

Thus, in philosophical terminology, the word 
maw�ù� denotes the subject of a judgment 
(™ukm) in a categorical proposition, and in the 
linguistic tradition it corresponds to mubtada± 
as used by Arab grammarians referring to the 
topic or grammatical subject of a sentence.

2. M A W Î û �  a n d  M U B T A D A ±

Although the logical term maw�ù� and the 
linguistic term mubtada± share the meaning 
of ‘subject’, the connotation of the two terms 
is not exactly the same. All grammarians rec-
ognized two basic types of sentences: verbal 
(jumla fi�liyya) and nominal (jumla ismiyya). 
These terms indicate that the sentence begins 
with a verb or a noun (Versteegh 1997:49), 
whereas in the philosophical tradition the basis 
of division was whether the predicate was a 

verb or a noun (� ma™mùl). This implies that 
grammatical analysis was more concerned with 
formal criteria, whereas the philosophical tradi-
tion concentrated more on material aspects.

In sentences with a verbal predicate, the noun 
was necessarily the subject in every case, because 
verbs were necessarily analyzed as predicates. 
The situation was more complicated in sen-
tences with a nominal predicate. Nouns refer to 
entities having qualities or distinctive features. 
Explained in terms of Aristotle’s logic, subject 
always fell under the category of substance, 
physical or intellectual, of which the other nine 
categories were predicated. However, it always 
depends on the context which word can be 
explained as substance in a given sentence. In 
the sentences ‘a human being is mortal’ and 
‘Zayd is a human being’, the same concept may 
be analyzed either as subject or as predicate. 
In the case of an inductive enumeration, even 
sentences like ‘a human being is Zayd’ admitted 
in logical analysis.

In the sentence ‘Zayd is white’, however, 
‘Zayd’ is substance, and ‘white’ is a color fall-
ing under the category of quality. Nevertheless, 
‘whiteness is a color’ complies with the above 
criteria, ‘whiteness’ being regarded as a sub-
stance. All of this means that the subject and 
predicate of a proposition were interchangeable 
in logic, if the nature and meaning of the con-
cepts permitted so. 

Some texts suggest that this was not the case 
in linguistics. As al-Ba†alyùsì states, there were 
discussions among grammarians concerning the 
sentence šarru n-nisà±i al-ba™àtiru ‘the most 
malevolent women are those who are stout and 
short’. When analyzing this sentence, some held 
the view that al-ba™àtiru is mubtada±, conse-
quently, šarru n-nisà±i is predicate, while others 
held the opposite view. The author says that 
only the first option can be admitted (Elamrani-
Jamal 1983:182).

The discussion quoted by al-Ba†alyùsì indi-
cates that in grammar, in contradistinction to 
logic, one term was analyzed as natural subject 
while the other was analyzed as natural predi-
cate within a sentence. In linguistic analysis, 
subject and predicate do not seem to be inter-
changeable. The different attitudes of gram-
marians and logicians point to the difference 
between the meaning of maw�ù� in philosophy 
and mubtada± in grammar.

Referring to Aristotle, Ibn Zur�a (d. 398/
1008) states that the maw�ù� is always and 
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necessarily a noun (Ibn Zur�a, Man†iq 35). This 
view relies on Aristotle’s metaphysical doctrine, 
as indicated above, because nouns denote sub-
stances, and substances are bearers of the other 
nine categories being regarded as predicates.

A further theoretical difference concerned the 
fact that the definition of mubtada± included an 
indication of grammatical government (Vers-
teegh 1977:73–74). Its definition tradition-
ally consisted of formal elements (Ibn Màlik, 
±Alfiyya, chapter on ibtidà±): “[Mubtada± is] a 
noun devoid of overt governors without addi-
tions” (ism mujarrad �an al-�awàmil al-lafÚiyya
ÿayr al-mazìda), whereas this was not an official 
requirement in the case of maw�ù� (Versteegh 
1997:87).

Ibn Sìnà (d. 428/1037) says that maw�ù� can 
be universal (kullì), particular (juz±ì), individual 
(šaxßì), and devoid of quantification (muhmal). 
The sentence zayd yamšì ‘Zayd walks’ refers to 
an individual subject (zayd), but ‘walks’ (yamšì) 
is ‘of more general occurrence’ than zayd, but 
if his essence (�àt) is described (mawßùf ) by an 
attribute (ßifa), it is universal (Ibn Sìnà, ”ifà± 
25). The connection of two equally individual 
terms can only express identity: zayd huwa ±abù 
l-qàsim ‘Zayd is ±Abù l-Qàsim’ (Ibn Sìnà, ”ifà± 
21). As Ibn Sìnà states, one can speak here of 
subject and predicate only from the point of 
view of linguistics, but this does not correspond 
to the nature of things.

All these considerations indicate that logic 
was always concerned with the nature of things 
and examined the linguistic expressions from 
the point of view of whether they adequately 
express the natural disposition of things, 
whereas linguistics analyzed mainly the form of 
sentences and the role that concepts play within 
the sentence.

The terminology in the passage quoted fur-
ther proves that maw�ù� roughly corresponds 
to mawßùf in kalàm terminology (Ibn Sìnà, 
”ifà± 18–20).
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Meccan Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

Meccan Arabic refers to the variety of Arabic 
spoken mainly in the holy city of Mecca, Saudi 
Arabia. In addition, it is widely used and under-
stood in both Jeddah and Madinah, and less so 
in Ta±if. While the majority of the native speak-
ers of the dialect live in Mecca and its suburbs, 
it is difficult to arrive at an accurate number 
of the speakers due to the extremely cosmo-
politan nature of the population of Mecca and 
its constant settlement by speakers of other 
dialects. The annual pilgrimage season and the 
continuous religious visits paid by Muslims 
bring different cultures and languages to the 
city. These have given Mecca its unique multi-
cultural structure and left their influence on the 
vocabulary as well.

Meccan Arabic is basically a spoken language 
used in informal situations. Its use in recording 
literature depicting the area and its culture is 
restricted to a small number of books, pam-
phlets, and poems published sporadically in 
local newspapers.

Historically, Meccan Arabic belongs to 
the West Arabian (£ijàzì) group of dialects; 
however, it is substantially different from the 
Bedouin dialects of the £ijàz and Tihàma, and 
displays several characteristics of the sedentary 
dialects. It bears close linguistic affinity to the 
dialects spoken in Egypt, Sudan, and parts 
of the Levant (Ingham 1971). However, the 

structure of Meccan Arabic shows most of the 
features shared by the Arabic dialects in gen-
eral. These include the changes that took place 
in the phonological system of these dialects and 
the reduction of morphological categories (Ver-
steegh 2001:99–100).

Earlier studies of Meccan Arabic include 
Snouck Hurgronje’s (1886) collection of Mec-
can proverbs and his (1888) description of life 
in Mecca in the last part of the 19th century. 
Satterthwait (1960) deals with the rate of mor-
phemic decay in Meccan Arabic in relation to 
Classical Arabic.

The first serious description of the phonology, 
morphology, and syntax of the dialect is found 
in Schreiber (1971). This book also includes a 
glossary and the translation of selected texts 
into German. Ingham (1971) is a brief descrip-
tion of the phonology and morphology of the 
verb. Meccan Arabic has also been studied as 
part of the so-called Urban £ijàzì Arabic. Thus, 
Sieny (1978) is a syntactic description of the 
dialect conducted in the Tagmemic framework. 
Al-Sasi (1972) includes some Meccan proverbs 
and texts translated into German.

Bakalla (1973, 1979) present the first detailed 
transformational generative analysis of the mor-
phology and phonology of the verb in Mec-
can. Abu-Mansour (1987) offers an extensive 
nonlinear analysis of syllable structure and syl-
lable structure-related processes, while Kabrah 
(2004) is the most comprehensive optimality-
theoretic account of syllable structure and stress 
phenomena. Word order in Meccan Arabic is 

Table 1. Inventory of Consonants

 bilabial labio- alveolar alveo- palatal velar uvular pharyngeal laryngeal
  dental  palatal

plosive
 voiceless, voiced b  t, d   k, g   ±
   emphatic   †, �
nasal m  n
fricatives
 voiceless, voiced  f s, z š  x, ÿ ™, � h
   emphatic   ß, �
affricates
 voiceless, voiced    j
trill   r
   emphatic   ®
lateral   l
   emphatic   £
glides w   y
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described extensively in Abu-Mansour (1982). 
A glossary of Meccan terms can be found in 
Natto (1997).

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

The following is a description of the major pho-
nological, morphological, and syntactic proper-
ties of the dialect.

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
The two phonemes /x, ÿ/ are uvular sounds, 
while /j, š, y/ are palatal. The only minimal 
pair that contrasts velarized /£/ with clear /l/ is 
/wa££a/ ‘by God’ and /walla/ ‘or else’ (Bakalla 
1979:460). Other occurrences of [¬] result from 
emphasis spread. Recent studies show that /h/ is 
voiced: ±abkam > [	apkam] ‘mute’, but ±azhàr > 
[	azha1r] ‘flowers’ (Abu-Mansour 1996:217).

Generally, interdentals are reflected by plo-
sives in Meccan, e.g. dahab ‘gold’, talàta ‘three’, 
and by sibilants in loans from Standard Arabic, 
thus zanb ‘sin’ and surayya ‘chandelier’.

Meccan has four emphatic consonants, /†, �, 
ß, �/; /r/ and /x/ behave like the emphatics in cer-
tain contexts. Standard Arabic interdental /Ú/ is 
realized as the dental emphatic fricative /�/, in a 
large number of lexical items, e.g. 	àlim ‘unjust’ 
and 	arìf ‘charming’ for Standard Arabic Úàlim, 
and Úarìf. A few words have /�/ instead: �ahar 
‘back’, �alàm ‘darkness’.

Standard Arabic /q/ is reflected by /g/ in Mec-
can, e.g. gamar ‘moon’, except in loans from 
Standard Arabic such as al-qur±àn ‘the Qur±àn’ 
and al-qàhira ‘Cairo’.

2.1.2 Vowels

Table 2. Inventory of vowels

 Short vowels Long vowels

 i     u ì     ù
   è  ò
    a    à

The mid vowels /à/ and /ò/ result from the 
historical change of *ay and *aw: bèt < *bayt 
‘house’, mòt < *mawt ‘death’. The old diph-
thongs are preserved in the realization of mor-
phological patterns: aysar ‘easier’ (aCCaC), 
mawwat ‘to cause to die’ (CvCiCivC).

Nouns that end in CvCà± in Standard Arabic, 
e.g. šità± ‘winter’, ™amrà± ‘red’, are realized as 
šita and ™amra in Meccan. Long vowels can 
only occur in open syllables except in final 
position, thus fànùs, bèt, but fànùsaha ‘her 
lantern’, bètana ‘our house’. Long /à/ occurs 
in closed syllables in medial position only in 
the active participle CàCiCa pattern: kàtba < 
kàtiba ‘female writer’. Long ì, à, ò, and ù in 
final position represent the pronominal subject 
and object: katab+na ‘we wrote’ vs. katab+nà 
‘we wrote it [sg. masc.]’.

Vowels are strongly affected by adjacent con-
sonants (Ingham 1971:275–276). First, /i/ and 
/a/ are both fronted and higher in the environ-
ment of /j/ and /y/, thus, ['	ådÀï] < aji. Second, 
all vowels have a more open pronunciation 
in the environment of pharyngeals, with an 
off-glide in the case of tense vowels: ['jÆÓlıb] < 
yi™lib ‘he milks’, ['�ælï] < �ali ‘Ali’, and [ri1ëÓ] < 
rì™ ‘wind’. Third, an advanced realization of the 
vowels /u/ and /u:/ and a centralized realization 
of /a/ and /a:/ are found in the environment of 
plain consonants: ['gu+1du+] < gùdu ‘guide him, 
['Ò^t^l] < gatal ‘he killed’. Fourth, emphatics 
are associated with a more retracted quality 
in the vowels with an on-glide accompanying 
tense vowels: ['
Ìb�æn] < †ab�an ‘naturally’, 
[
ü1l] < †ùl ‘length’.

2.1.3 Syllable
The possible phonological syllable types include 
Cv, Cä, CvC, CäC, and CvCC. The last two 
occur only in word-final position. The conso-
nant clusters in the CvCC class of nouns must 
follow the sonority hierarchy principle; other-
wise, a vowel, /a/, /i/, or /u/, is inserted (Abu-
Mansour 1987): 	arf ‘envelope’, bint ‘girl’, but 
gu†n > gu†un ‘cotton’, ba™r > ba™ar ‘sea’, samn 
> samin ‘ghee’.

2.1.4 Stress
The stress generalizations in Meccan are as 
follows (Kabrah 2004). First, in two-syllable 
words, stress lodges on the rightmost heavy 
syllable if there is one; otherwise, the penult 
is stressed: nadËt ‘I called’, katábt ‘I wrote’, 
kátab ‘he wrote’, xÙla ‘maternal aunt’. Second, 
in three-syllable words, stress falls on the right-
most heavy syllable, else on the antepenult: 
manàdÛl ‘handkerchiefs’, ragabátha ‘her neck’, 
but sámaka ‘fish’. Third, in four-syllable words, 
the rightmost heavy syllable within the last three 
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syllables is stressed; otherwise, the penultimate 
syllable bears the stress: mudarrisÛn ‘teachers 
[masc.]’, astalámna ‘we received’, kitÙbana ‘our 
book’, burtukÙna ‘orange’, ragabátu ‘his neck’.

The feminine subject marker -at receives 
stress only before suffixes. Compare ramátu 
‘she threw it [sg. masc.]’ and šàlátha ‘she car-
ried it [sg. fem.]’ to rámat ‘she threw’.

A light syllable is stressed despite the pres-
ence of a heavy syllable only in words that 
involve High Vowel Deletion and Epenthesis in 
initial position: ßà™ibátu > ßà™bátu ‘his friend’, 
™táram > a™táram ‘he respected’.

2.2 Phonotactics

Emphasis spread: The true emphatic conso-
nants /†, �, ß, �/ spread pharyngealization to 
their plain counterparts. /x/ spreads emphasis 
to /s/ only (Kabrah 2004), e.g. tarà�ì [
Ì'àÌ1íi] 
‘agreement’, zè†a ['ze1
Ì] ‘mess’, ±atwassax [	Ì
 
'wÌßßÌx] ‘it became dirty’. Rightward spread-
ing is weaker, as in baßmati ['bÌßmati] ‘my 
fingerprint’. Emphasis spread is blocked by /i/ 
and the pharyngeal /™/; however, a great deal 
of variation is involved (Abu-Mansour, forth-
coming): wisix [wisix] ~ [wißix] ‘dirty’, ti™ta�ir 
[
iÓ
Ìíir] ~ [tiÓ
Ìíir] ‘she is dying’.

Voice assimilation: Medial and final biconso-
nantal clusters can be voiced, voiceless, or voice-
less-voiced, e.g. kibda ‘liver’, maska ‘a catch’, 
and ±akbar ‘older’. Voiced-voiceless clusters do 
not occur unless the first member of the cluster 
is a sonorant or a guttural sound, thus, mabsam 
‘mouth’ and adfa ‘warmer’ are pronounced as 
[mapsam] and [	atfa], but ±ams [	ams] ‘yester-
day’ and ba�tara [ba�tara] ‘scattering’ (Abu-
Mansour 1996). The voiceless gutturals /x/ 
and /™/ trigger devoicing in a preceding conso-
nant, as in midxana > [mitxana] ‘chimney’ and 
±ab™ar > [	apÓar] ‘he sailed’. The presence of 
voiceless-voiced clusters distinguishes Meccan 
from other dialects, such as Daragözü, Maltese, 
and Sudanese Arabic.

The prefix of the reflexive passive at- assimi-
lates its /t/ to alveolar stops and sibilants but not 
to sonorants, velars, uvulars, or pharyngeals. 
Compare addaffa ‘he became warm’ to atlattam 
‘he was masked’, atgammar ‘it got roasted’.

2.3 Morphophonology

Epenthesis: Medial CäC and CvCC syllables 
require the insertion of a vowel /a/ when fol-

lowed by consonant-initial suffixes. The final 
consonant of the CvCC or CäC is always syl-
labified as an onset to the epenthetic vowel: 
katabt+ha > katabtaha ‘I wrote it [fem.]’, kitàb-
ha > kitàbaha ‘her book’.

Vowel shortening: The vowels of hollow 
verbs are shortened in closed syllables before 
the clitics, -l ‘to/for’ and -b ‘with’. Compare 
sìbahum < sìb+hum and siblahum < sìb+l+hum 
‘leave for them’. Long vowels of the interroga-
tive particles also shorten: ±išbaha < ±èš-b-ha 
‘what is wrong with her?’. The vowel of a 
closed syllable does not shorten when followed 
by a pronominal object suffix only, instead, a 
vowel is inserted: šàf+ha > šàfaha ‘he saw her’ 
and fèn+ha > fènaha ‘where is she?’.

Vowel deletion: Meccan is a differential dia-
lect. Vowel deletion is restricted to the deletion 
of unstressed short high vowels from open syl-
lables, provided that deletion will not result in 
medial CvCC (Abu-Mansour 1987): kíbir+u > 
kíbru ‘they grew old’, but yidárrisu < yi-dár-
ris-u ‘they teach’. CäC syllables are allowed as 
a result of high vowel deletion, e.g. kàtib+a > 
kàtba ‘a female writer’.

Gemination of the applicatives: Meccan is one 
of the dialects of Arabic that exhibit gemination 
of the two clitics -l- and -b- (Abu-Mansour 
1987; Kabrah 2004). Obligatory gemination 
occurs when the clitic follows the subject mor-
pheme -t and is followed by a consonant-initial 
object pronoun suffix with all types of roots, 
e.g. ka.tab.tál.la.ha ‘I/you wrote for/to her’, 
ra.mè.táb.ba.ha ‘I/you threw with it [fem.]’ not 
*ka.táb.ta.la.ha,* ra.mè.ta.ba.ha. It also occurs 
in geminate consonant roots when the clitic 
follows the 3rd person singular subject pro-
noun realized as zero morpheme and followed 
by consonant-initial object pronoun, thus rad.
dál.la.kum not *rad.dá.la.kum ‘he returned 
to you [pl.]’. Optional gemination occurs 
when these clitics follow the subject morpheme 
-t and are followed by a vowel-initial object 
suffix: ka.tab.tál.lu ~ ka.táb.ta.lu ‘I wrote to 
him’, mad.dè.tál.li ~ mad.dË.ta.li ‘you stretched 
for me”, gúl.ta.li ~ gul.tál.li ‘you told me’.

2.4 Morphology

Meccan Arabic distinguishes between mascu-
line and feminine only in the 2nd and 3rd 
person singular. Verbal phrases tend to be syn-
thetic and may include several suffixes: mà-kàn-
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u-b-yi-n-�arb-u ‘they were not being beaten 
up’. Noun phrases, on the other hand, show 
analytical tendencies, such as the use of the 
genitive particle ™agg instead of the construct 
structure.

2.4.1 Pronouns

2.4.1.1 Independent personal pronouns 
(Table 3)

Table 3. Independent personal pronouns

 3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. huwwa inta ana
sg. fem. hiyya inti
pl. humma intu i™na~ni™na

2.4.1.2 Possessive/object pronouns
Possessive and object pronouns are essentially 
the same with a few differences. They exhibit 
three forms depending on the final sound of the 
word. (Table 4)

Table 4. Possessive/object pronouns

after -v (e.g. abu) after -äC (e.g. kitàb)

-(h) -k -ya -u  -ak -i
-ha -ki  -aha -ik
-hum -kum -na -ahum -akum -ana

after -vCC (e.g. bint)

 -u -ak -i
 -aha -ik
 -ahum -akum -ana

abù(h) ‘his father’, kitàbu ‘his book’, bintu ‘his 
daughter’

2.4.1.3 Indirect object suffixes (Table 5)

Table 5. Indirect object suffixes

after -v
-lu -lak -li
-laha -lik
-lahum -lakum -lana

katabòlu ‘they wrote to him’

after -C
-lu -lak -li
-laha -lik
-lahum -lakum -lana

after -CC
-allu -allak -alli
-allaha -allik
-allahum -allakum -allana

katablu ‘he wrote to him’, katabatlu ‘she wrote 
to him’, katabtallu ‘I wrote to him’

2.4.1.4 Demonstratives (Table 6)

Table 6. Demonstratives

 close proximity distant proximity

sg. masc. hàda hadàk(a)
sg. fem. hàdi hadìk(a)
pl. hadòl hadòlàk(a)

These forms can be used attributively and 
might drop hà- in informal situations.

2.4.1.5 Relative pronouns
The relative pronoun ±illi ‘who [masc./fem.], 
that, which, those’ is invariable and introduces 
either a verbal or a nominal relative clause.

2.4.1.6 Interrogative pronouns
The main interrogative particles are mìn ‘who?’, 
èš ‘what?’, ±ayyi ‘which one?’. They can be used 
in pre-/post-verbal position: mìn ti™ubb? or 
ti™ubb mìn? ‘whom do you love?’. The particle 
±ayyi must be used in a prenominal position, e.g. 
±ayyi kitàb tibÿa ‘which book do you want?’.

2.4.2 Adverbs
Temporal: mita ‘when’, ±ams ‘yesterday’, ±alyòm 
‘today’, bukrah ‘tomorrow’, ba�ad bukrah ‘after 
tomorrow’, sà �àt ~ ±a™yànan ‘sometimes’, dày-
man ‘always’, ba�dèn ‘later’, and al�àm ‘last 
year’, e.g. màtat al�àm ‘she died last year’.

Place: fèn ‘where’, hina ‘here’, hinàk ‘there’, 
guddàm ‘in front of’, wara ‘behind’. Man-
ner adverbs include kèf ‘how’, zayy kida ‘like 
this’, and gawàm ‘quickly’, e.g. ta�àl gawàm 
‘come quickly!’ and may be formed by using 
the preposition bi- ‘by’: biguwwah ‘by force’, 
bišwèš ‘gently’.

2.4.3 Particles

2.4.3.1 Article
The definite article al- is prefixed to certain 
proper and common nouns, such as annàs ‘the 
people’ and al±urdun ‘Jordan’.
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2.4.3.2 Genitive
The genitive marker is ™agg [masc.], ™aggat 
[fem.], ™aggòn [pl.]; it can be used interchange-
ably with the construct structure except with 
inalienable nouns, thus kitàb albint or alkitàb 
™agg albint, but ràsi ‘my head’ and ±abùha ‘her 
father’.

2.4.3.3 Negation
There are four negation particles; mà ‘be not’ 
is used with verbs and pronouns, e.g. màhum 
hina ‘they are not here’. Other parts of speech 
are negated by mù, a variant of mà, e.g. mù 
kabìr ‘not big’, mù laha ‘not for her’. The par-
ticle là ‘do not’ is used with negative commands 
or requests, e.g. là tinàm ‘do not sleep’. ±iß™a 
‘let . . . not’ implies both warning and threats, 
e.g. ±iß™a tinsa ‘do not forget!’

2.4.3.4 Prepositions
Prepositions are followed by nouns, e.g. fì 
makka ‘in Mecca’, or suffixed pronouns, e.g. 
minnaha ‘from her’, fìhum ‘in them’.

2.4.3.5 Conjunctions
Coordinators include wu ~ w ~ u ‘and’, ±aw 
‘or’ and ±amma . . . walla, e.g. ±amma da™™ìn 
walla ba�dèn ‘either now or later’. Subordinat-
ing conjunctions express time, place, manner, 
conditional, and purpose: lamman ‘when’, ±ilèn 
‘until’, yòmma ‘as soon as’, ma™alma ‘wherever’, 
zayy ‘as’, law ‘if’, lòla ‘had it not been’, �ašàn 
‘because’, walawin ‘even though’, madàm ‘as 
long as’, and a™san ~ la™san ‘lest that’, e.g. rù™ 
a™san ±a�rubak ‘go!, otherwise, I will hit you’.

2.4.4 Nouns

2.4.4.1 Gender
Nouns without the feminine marker -a include 
names of parts of the body, places, and nouns 
that denote females: yad ‘hand’, maßur ‘Egypt’, 
šams ‘sun’. The gender of the noun governs the 
gender inflection of verbs, adjectives, and pro-
nouns: yad karìma(h) ‘a generous hand’.

2.4.4.2 Productive patterns
The majority of nouns are derived from verbs, 
adjectives, and other nouns: katab/kitàba, ba†al/
bu†ùla ‘hero/heroism’. muCCàC, CaCCàCa are 
used for instruments, muftà™ ‘key’, wallà�a 
‘lightener’; maCCaC(a), maCCiC for location: 
madrasa ‘school’, masjid ‘mosque’; and CaC-

CàC for occupation: sabbàk ‘plumber’. The 
nisba suffix -i and the Turkish suffix -ji are also 
used: kahrabà±i ‘electrician’, gahwaji ‘coffee 
seller’.

2.4.4.3 Dual
The dual is marked by the morpheme -èn 
added to a masculine noun: maktabèn ‘two 
offices’. For phonological reasons, final -t of 
the feminine marker appears before the dual 
ending : warda/wardatèn ‘a rose/two roses’. In 
the nisba nouns, and in nouns ending in -ù, the 
dual marker is -yèn and -wèn: makki/makkiyèn 
‘from Mecca/two Meccans’, and axu/axuwèn ‘a 
brother/two brothers’.

2.4.4.4 Diminutives
Diminutives are used for nicknames only. 
The most common patterns are fa��ùl(a), fa�lu: 
™asan > ™assùn(a), su�àd > sa�du (Abu-Mansour 
2000).

2.4.5 Numerals
1–2: wà™id masc., wa™dah fem.: walad wà™id 
‘one boy’, bint wa™dah ‘one girl’. In questions 
or negatives, ±a™ad is used: fì ±a™ad? ‘anybody 
there?’. itnèn is invariant and used with dual 
or plural nouns to reinforce the dual meaning: 
rijàl (pl.)/rijjàlèn itnèn ‘two men’.

3–10: There is one form: talàta, ±arba�a, 
xamsa, sitta, sab�a, tamanya, tis�a, �ašara, e.g. 
talàta rijàl. When the number takes the definite 
article, the following noun has to be indefinite: 
attamanyah banàt.

11–19: The long forms keep the last syl-
lable of �ašar ‘ten’: ±i™da�š/±i™da�šar ‘eleven’, 
xamista�š/xamista�šar ‘fifteen’. Only the long 
forms can be used as a linked form and be 
followed by a singular noun: xamista�šar bint 
‘fifteen girls’.

100: miyya, miyyatèn, tultumiyya, ±urbu-
�umiyya, etc.

Ordinals from 2 to 10 follow the pattern 
CàCiC(a) and may be postposed: �àšir bint ~ 
bint �àšra. Irregular forms include al±awwal 
(masc.), al±ùla (fem.), al±awà±il (pl.) ‘first’, al±àxir 
(masc.), al±axìra (fem.), al±awàxir (pl.) ‘last’.

2.4.6 Verbs

2.4.6.1 Forms
Form I may have two morphological types only, 
CaCaC and CiCiC. The latter  corresponds to 
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both CaCiC and CaCuC in Standard Arabic 
(Table 7).

Table 7. Morphological types of Form 1

Standard Meccan 
Arabic Arabic

kataba katab ‘to write’
sami�a simi� ‘to hear’
kabura kibir ‘to grow up’
™asuna ±at™assan ‘to improve’

Form I is transitive in meaning and serves as the 
base of derivation for nine other forms.

Form II verbs are generally causative in mean-
ing and can be derived from verbs, adjectives, 
or nouns, e.g. wasì � ‘wide’ > wassa� ‘to enlarge’, 
xèma ‘tent’ > xayyam ‘to put up a tent’. Some 
verbs denote intensity: kasar ‘to break’ > kas-
sar ‘to smash’. The perfect is kattab and the 
imperfect yikattib.

Form III is usually reciprocal: kàtab-ni ‘he 
corresponded with me’; a few are intransitive: 
sàfar ‘he traveled’. The perfect is kàtab, the 
imperfect yikàtib.

Form IV verbs have the prefix a- and are rare, 
e.g. a�†a/yi�†i ‘to give’, a�lan/yi�lin ‘to announce’. 
The causative meaning is expressed through 
the use of analytical expressions meaning ‘to 
make’: xallà yi�†i ‘he made him give’, or by 
Form II, cf. Standard Arabic ±ajlas, Meccan jal-
las ‘to make sit’.

Form V is derived by prefixing at- to Form 
II verbs. It expresses the reflexive meaning 
of Form II, �allam ‘to teach’ > at�allam ‘to 
learn’, or the passive: †annaš > a††annaš ‘to be 
ignored’.

Form VI is derived by prefixing at- to Form 
III verbs. They express reciprocity or pretense: 
šàwar+na ‘we consulted’ > atšàwarna ‘we con-
sulted each other’, marì� > atmàra� ‘he pre-
tended to be sick’.

Form VII verbs have replaced the internal 
passive of Standard Arabic: ankatab addars 
instead of kutiba d-darsu ‘the lesson was writ-
ten’. n- is replaced by t- before /n/, /l/, /r/, /y/, 
and /w/, thus atlasa� ‘to get burned’, atyassar 
‘to become easy’; before other consonants n- 
and t- alternate, ankatab ~ atkatab, an™abas 
~ at™abas ‘to be detained’.

Form VIII verbs are derived from Form I 
by infixing -t- after the first radical. They 

are reflexive: (a)htamm ‘to become concerned’, 
(a)�taraf ‘to confess’. This pattern is productive, 
although a few verbs have a passive meaning, 
ar†abat ‘to become obliged’.

Form IX is not productive and has been 
replaced by verbs of Form II. Thus, Meccan 
Arabic ™ammar and bayya� are used instead 
of Standard Arabic i™marra ‘it turned red’ and 
ibya��a ‘it turned white’.

Form X verbs are common. They have the 
prefix sta- and denote the meaning of seeking 
for oneself: ÿafar ‘to forgive’: astaÿfar ‘to ask 
for forgiveness’.

2.4.6.2 Inflection of the verb

2.4.6.2.1 Imperfect
The base vowel can be /u/, /a/, or /i/. The prefix 
vowel is /i/, except for the 1st person singular 
(Table 8).

Table 8. Inflection of the imperfect

yiktub ‘he writes’

 3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. yiktub tiktub aktub
sg. fem. tiktub tiktubi
pl. yiktubu tiktubu niktub

yišrab ‘he drinks’

 3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. yišrab tišrab ašrab
sg. fem. tišrab tišrabi
pl. yišrabu tišrabu nišrab

yi�rif ‘he knows’

 3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. yi�rif ti�rif a�rif
sg. fem. ti�rif ti�rifi
pl. yi�rifu ti�rifu ni�rif

The imperfect may express a modal meaning: 
tijlis šuwayyah ‘would you like to stay for a 
while?’.

2.4.6.2.2 Perfect
Verbs in the perfect tense are inflected by suf-
fixes which show person, gender, and number 
(Table 9).

184 meccan arabic

EALL_M_96-325.indd   184 10/4/2007   5:11:45 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Table 9. Inflection of the perfect

katab ‘he wrote’

 3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. katab katabt katabt
sg. fem. katabat katabti
pl. katabu katabtu katabna

kibir ‘he grew old’

 3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. kibir kibirt kibirt
sg. fem. kibrat kibirti
pl. kibru kibirtu kibirna

2.4.6.3 Participles
The active and passive participles CàCiC, maC-
CùC can both express the perfective, continu-
ous, or future aspect, e.g. bèt mabyù� ‘a sold 
house’, annahr ajjàri ‘the running river’, ™à�ir 
bukrah ‘he is coming tomorrow’. The participle 
of the verbal forms is derived by replacing the 
imperfect suffix yi- by mi-: huwwa m(i)xalliß 
‘he is finished’. The passive participle of Form 
I can be used as the participle of Form t-I, thus 
atkasar ‘to be broken’, but maksùr ‘broken’.

2.4.7 Weak verbs

2.4.7.1 Geminate verbs
Geminate verbs, e.g. ™abb ‘to love’, madd 
‘to stretch’, have two allomorphs in the per-
fect, one before consonant-initial suffixes, the 
other before vowel-initial suffixes: ™abbè-na, 
but ™abb-at. The imperfect is invariant: ±a™ubb 
‘I love’, yi™ubbu ‘they love’. The active and pas-
sive participles follow the patterns CàCiiCi and 
maCCiùCi: ™àbib, ma™bùb.

2.4.7.2 Verbs I±
The initial glottal stop of ±akal ‘to eat’, ±axad 
‘to take’, and ±amar ‘to order’ disappears after 
the imperfect prefixes, and the vowel lengthens: 
àkul ‘I eat’, nàkul ‘we eat’, yàkul ‘he eats’, 
yàklu ‘they eat’. /±/ is kept in Form II: yi±akkil 
‘he feeds’. The imperative is kul and xud, the 
active participles ±àkil, ±àxid, ±àmir, the passive 
ma±kùl, ma±xùd, ma±mùr.

2.4.7.3 Verbs Iw
Iw verbs take the same inflection of the sound 
verb, e.g. wigif, yiwgaf ‘to stand up’. The 

imperative is awgaf, awgaf-i, and the active and 
passive participles are wàgif ‘standing up’ and 
mawgùf ‘detained’.

2.4.7.4 Verbs IIw/y
IIw/y verbs shorten their vowels before con-
sonant-initial subject suffixes in the perfect. 
The conjugation of *gwm ‘to stand up’ and 
*šyl ‘to carry’ is: gàm, gàm+u, šàl, šàl+at, but 
gum+t, gum+na and šil+t, šil+tu. The vowels 
of the imperfect and imperative depend on the 
medial glide of the root, thus yi-gùm, gùm and 
yi-šìl, šìl. The reflexive and the passive of these 
verbs, too, follow this rule: ±atšàl, yitšàl and 
±atšal-na.

2.4.7.5 Verbs IIIw/y
The a- type and the i- type of these verbs behave 
alike, except that in -i verbs /i/ changes to -y- 
before -it of the third person singular feminine 
and -u of the third person plural. The perfect and 
imperfect paradigms of rama ‘to throw’ and 
nisi ‘to forget’ are given in Table 10.

Table 10. Inflection of the verbs IIIw/y

perfect 3rd 2nd 1st

sg. masc. rama/ ramèt/ ramèt/
 nisi nisìt nisìt
sg. fem. ramat/ ramèti/
 nisyat nisìti
pl. ramu/ ramètu/ ramèna/
 nisyu nisìtu nisìna

imperfect
sg. masc. yirmi/ tirmi/ armi/
 yinsa tinsa ansa
sg. fem. tirmi/ tirmi/
 tinsa tinsi
pl. yirmu/ tirmu/ nirmi/
 yinsu tinsu ninsa

The imperative forms of the these verbs are 
armi/ansa (sg. masc.), armi/ansi (sg. fem.), and 
armu/ansu (pl.).

2.4.8 Quadriliteral verbs
Few of these verbs have four different radicals, 
e.g. laxba† ‘to mess up’, ™arbag ‘to mingle’. 
Reduplicated quadriliterals, most of which have 
onomatopoetic meaning, are derived from Form 
I geminate verbs, e.g. �aknan ‘to annoy’ and 
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wašwaš ‘to whisper’. Derivation from nouns 
is productive: attaryag < taryaga ‘making fun’. 
The vowel of the second syllable is /a/ in the 
perfect and /i/ in the imperfect: marmar/yima-
rmir ‘to make miserable’. Derived quadriliterals 
are similar in structure and meaning to Form V 
verbs, e.g. atlaxba† ‘to become confused’. The 
active and passive participles are derived by 
prefixing mi- and changing the final vowel to 
i, e.g. milaxbi† ‘confusing’, but mitlaxbi† ‘con-
fused.’ Verbal nouns have the suffix -a: laxba†a 
‘confusion’, wašwaša ‘whispering’.

2.5 Syntax

2.5.1 Noun phrase
The first item in a construct structure is indefi-
nite if the second item is indefinite, e.g. galam 
bint ‘a girl’s pen’. Certain particles, such as 
wà™id/wà™da and ±ayyi, may express indefinite-
ness and specificity: šuft wà™id ±amrìki ‘I saw 
an [a certain] American’ is indefinite but spe-
cific, while ±àkul ±ayyi šayyi ‘I will eat anything’ 
is both indefinite and nonspecific.

2.5.2 Verbal aspect
Present tense is expressed by the simple imper-
fect or the bi- imperfect: yikzib dayman ‘he 
lies’, biyinja™ ‘he always passes’. The past tense 
and the perfect aspect are rendered by the per-
fect: xallaß ‘he is finished’. The future tense is 
expressed with the prefix ™a- or the verb rà™: 
™aktub ‘I will write’. The active participle may 
express the present or future tense depending 
on the adverb it is used with: sàmi� ‘I am listen-
ing’, ràji� bukrah ‘he is returning tomorrow’.

Several prefixes express the progressive, either 
alone or in combination with one another: 
biyiktub ‘he is writing’, kàn (bi)yiktub ‘he was 
writing’, and kàn gà�id �ammàl biyiktub ‘he was 
sitting writing’.

Continuation, durativity, and intensity may 
be expressed by a preverb particle �ammàl or 
by auxiliary verbs such as fi�il and ga�ad ‘to 
remain’: �ammàl yinigg ‘he is continuously nag-
ging’, fi�il wàgif ‘he kept standing’, and gà�id 
yiktub ‘he kept on writing’. Intent and wishes 
are rendered by the use of ibÿa, as in ibÿa yišrab 
‘he wants to drink’. Verbs like bada±, riji�, and 
gàm express resuming or starting an action: 
bada±/riji�/gàm yi�àri� ‘he started/resumed/ini-
tiated objecting’. Phrases like mà �àd express 

cessation of an action, e.g. mà �àd tizùrana ‘she 
does not visit us any more.’

2.5.3 Word order
The basic word order is SVO; VSO is equally 
frequent. Both OVS and OSV occur in special 
contexts and require a resumptive pronoun 
that agrees with the preposed object in gen-
der and number (Abu-Mansour 1982), e.g. al-
bint darras-ha m™ammad ‘Mu™ammad taught 
the girl’ and al-awlàd mi™ammad darras-hum 
‘Mu™ammad taught the children’.

2.5.4 Existential sentences
The main existential particle is fì ‘there is/are’. 
Other prepositions �ind, lì ‘to have’ and minn 
are used to form verblike constructions. The 
noun in such constructions is indefinite, e.g. 
fì sayyàràt katìra ‘there are many cars’, bèt 
lù bàbèn ‘a house with two doors’, mà minnu 
fàyda ‘it is useless’.

2.5.5 Conditional sentences
Conditional sentences are introduced by iza or 
law and less commonly by inn: iza šuft-u gull-u 
‘if you see him, tell him’. inn is used in unlikely 
conditionals when both verbs are in the perfect, 
e.g. inn jà gultalu ‘if he came, I would tell him’. 
In counterfactual conditionals, kàn ‘to be’ is 
obligatory in the main clause but optional in 
the if-clause, e.g. law (kàn) daras, kàn naja™ ‘if 
he had studied, he would have passed’.

2.5.6 £àl sentences
£àl sentences are used as temporal adverbial 
sentences. They are introduced by w- ‘and’. They 
can be nominal, e.g. zahamni w-ana xàrij ‘he 
called me as I was leaving’; verbal, e.g. kafašu 
(wu-huwwa) yiÿušš ‘he caught him cheating’; 
or existential, e.g. màt (wu-)�indu flùs katìra 
‘he died, having acquired a lot of money’. In 
nominal sentences, the conjunction w- can be 
deleted only if the ™àl sentence is preposed, e.g. 
±ana xàrij . . . zahamni ‘he called me as I was 
leaving’.

3. L e x i c o n

Some words can be traced back to old dialects, 
e.g. madyùn ‘in debt’, a form attributed to 
the Tamìm dialect, is used in Meccan Arabic 
instead of the Standard Arabic form madìn. 
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Other words came from Standard Arabic with 
some modifications in form or meaning: zayy 
‘like’ < Standard Arabic ziyy ‘a manner or 
fashion’, duwwèrah < dà±irah ‘circle’. The 
third group of words is strictly Meccan Arabic: 
mirakkab ‘kitchen’, mabìt ‘a room on the top 
floor’, ßuffa ‘living room’, xàrja ‘roof’, judruw-
wah ‘walls’, barajòn ‘marbles’, and mi™ramah 
and midawwarah ‘head scarves worn by old 
Meccan ladies’.

Some old loans are Turkish or Persian: duÿri 
‘straight’, kurtah ‘dress’, badròn ‘basement’, 
dandurma ‘ice cream’, and agzaxàna ‘phar-
macy’. Others came from European languages 
such as French, English, and Italian: kanaba 
‘sofa’, taksi ‘taxi’, kamira ‘camera’, baranda 
‘veranda’, winš ‘winch’, balakòna ‘balcony’, 
daraksòn ‘steering wheel’. Recent borrowings 
describe new concepts and inventions adopted 
by society; kundèšan ‘air conditioner’, tilifòn, 
tilifizyòn, kumbuyùtar, intarnit, and dišš ‘satel-
lite dish’ are preferred to their Standard Arabic 
synonyms mukayyif, hàtif, rà±ì, ™àsùb, šabakah 
�ankabùtiyyah, and ßa™in fa�à±ì.

Examples of blending include bètalma ‘bath-
room’ < bèt almà± ‘house of water’, da™™ìn 
‘now’ < hàda ±al-™ìn ‘this moment’, and daxìl-
ak ‘I beg you’ < dàxil �ala, a phrase used by a 
person who enters a house and requests some-
thing.

Diachronic metonymy is exhibited in the 
unique use of ßabi/ßabiyya to mean ‘male/
female servant’ instead of the original meaning 
‘boy/girl’. In synchronic metonymy, the origi-
nal and extended meanings exist side by side, 
thus, bint ‘girl, daughter’ exists alongside bint 
‘virgin’.

Grammaticalization changes include the 
development of an auxiliary from a main verb 
rà™ ‘he went’, occasionally reduced to ™a- used 
to express the future tense; the use of a gram-
maticalized adverb ba�dèn ‘later’ as a future 
marker, e.g. àkul ba�dèn ‘I will eat later’; 
and the use of a � serial verb construction 
to express the causative meaning, e.g. axallìh 
yiktub ‘I make him write’. Grammaticalized 
bi-, a reduced form of bada± ‘started’, expresses 
the progressive, while the preposition fì is used 
in existential sentences, e.g. fì ±amal ‘there is 
hope’.
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Mechanisms of Linguistic Change

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Language change is a process at work in any 
language at any time, affecting all parts of 
its grammatical system. In an immediately 
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perceptible way, the lexicon especially undergoes 
changes, either by introducing loanwords from 
other languages or by creating new words 
from material already existing in the language. 
The latter process, as well as phonological 
and morphological changes, takes place within 
the language system and, therefore, follows 
some generally valid lines of development, 
owing to the fact that, as shown by F. de 
Saussure in his Cours de linguistique générale, 
the linguistic sign is arbitrary and therefore 
conventional: Language is a system of symbols 
in which concepts are represented by sequences 
of sounds, and the relation between a concept 
and its acoustic symbol, the linguistic sign, is 
arbitrary. That is, there is no rule by which 
a certain concept might automatically evoke 
a certain sound chain, which is why the same 
concept may be symbolized by sound chains as 
different as Arabic /kalb/ and English /dog/. The 
arbitrariness of the linguistic sign, therefore, 
requires that it be conventional, i.e., a language 
community is constituted by a convention about 
which concept is symbolized by which sound 
chain. Linguistic change, then, implies either 
that a concept is symbolized by a different 
sound chain than before or that a sound chain 
is used to symbolize a different concept, and 
this, again, is subject to convention.

Although there is no interruption in the 
transmission of a language from one generation 
to the next, the accumulation of changes in 
the course of time are perceived as a new 
stage in the history of the language, leading 
to chronological distinctions like old, middle, 
and modern. Different changes in different 
regions and social groups lead to a regional or 
sociological diversification of the language into 
dialects and sociolects (� variation).

On the other hand, linguistic change may 
also cause the unification of several dialects 
into a so-called koine (� koineization). In this 
case, typically dialectal forms are substituted 
by forms that are used in a wider area. Any 
standard and literary language is characterized 
by this phenomenon to a greater or lesser 
degree, and the dialects may or may not survive 
beside the koine.

All these types of linguistic change can be 
observed in the history of Arabic, from its oldest 
documents through Qur±ànic and Classical 
Arabic to Modern Standard Arabic and the 
vast variety of dialects. They must equally be 

assumed for the prehistory of Arabic, i.e. for 
the time up to the first written records.

2. L a n g u a g e  c h a n g e  a n d 
 r e c o n s t r u c t i o n

Although the different forms of Arabic, 
especially those which are remote from each 
other with respect to their chronological 
and spatial location, are no longer mutually 
understandable, they still are regarded as 
appearances of one and the same language 
because they are linked to each other by regular 
correspondences in the grammatical system and 
in the lexicon, and every dialect is characterized 
by certain sound changes and morphological 
developments with respect to Old and Classical 
Arabic. Again, what can be observed within the 
history of Arabic must be assumed as well for 
its prehistory. As is well known, Arabic shares 
regular correspondences in the grammatical 
system and in the lexicon with a number of 
other languages to such a degree that both 
accidental similarity and borrowing from one 
language to another must be excluded. The only 
viable explanation of these correspondences, 
then, is that all the languages involved go 
back to a common ancestor language and that 
the differences between them are the result of 
linguistic change – in other words, that these 
languages are genetically related, constituting 
the so-called � Semitic language family. 
Since the ancestor language, called Proto-
Semitic or Common Semitic, is not attested, 
it must be reconstructed in order to show the 
different processes of change which led from 
it to the individual languages. This is why the 
reconstruction of a protolanguage is not an 
end in itself. It is, rather, a methodological 
requirement which cannot pretend to elaborate 
the ancestor language in its totality, but only as 
an abstract model containing all those features 
which can be claimed for it on the basis of the 
methods of comparative linguistics (cf. Stempel 
1999:3–4; Schmidt 1973).

3. A r c h a i s m s  a n d  ( c o m m o n ) 
i n n o v a t i o n s

Since from the point of view of the older 
language any change is an innovation, every 
more recent or dialectal form is characterized 
by certain typical innovations which, therefore, 
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are the only relevant criteria for establishing 
it. Important innovations shared by two or 
more dialects may point to an intermediate 
stage in which these formed a single dialect 
or dialect area. Archaisms, on the other hand, 
are important for obtaining a more complete 
picture of the ancestor language and may point 
to a marginal position of the dialect in which 
they are found. Hence, the substitution of Old 
Arabic /� � Ú/ by /t d � / in the dialects of Egypt 
and parts of Syria and Lebanon, e.g. talàta ‘three’ 
instead of �ala�a, must be taken into account as 
a common innovation when looking for greater 
dialect areas, while the preservation of the Old 
Arabic values in the Bedouin dialects, as well as 
those in Mesopotamia and Tunisia, only proves 
that this pronunciation must be assumed as the 
old one, not implying any closer connection 
between these dialects. With respect to the 
prehistory, a number of innovations shared 
by Arabic, on the one hand, and Epigraphic 
South Arabian and Ethiopic, on the other, 
point to a common South West Semitic stage 
(� South Semitic languages), such as */p/ > 
/f/, development and expansion of the ‘broken’ 
plural (cf. below, Sec. 6), and certain verbal 
stem forms (cf. Stempel 1999:112ff., 116–118). 
On the other hand, the preservation in Arabic 
of 28 out of 29 consonants, 6 out of 6 vowels, 
case forms, and nasal endings (� tanwìn) in 
the declension does help us to establish the 
grammar of Common Semitic, but it does not 
allow of any conclusion as to the position of 
Arabic within the Semitic languages.

4. C a u s e s  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  c h a n g e

One of the most important motives for 
linguistic change is � language contact. By 
this we understand a situation in which large 
parts of a speech community use, temporarily 
or permanently, one or more other languages 
regularly beside their own, thus transferring 
words, elements of word formation, syntactic 
patterns, and articulatory peculiarities from 
one language to the other. These influences 
or interferences may result in different types 
of strata: From a synchronic point of view, 
one language constitutes an adstratum to the 
other, e.g. Classical and Modern Standard 
Arabic to the vernaculars; the original language 
of the community may form a substratum 
within an adopted one, e.g. Berber dialects in 

Maghrebinian or Hispano-Latin in Andalusian 
Arabic; a second language used during a certain 
time may leave a superstratum in the original 
one, e.g. Arabic in Romance languages or 
Italian in Maltese (� substrate).

Internal factors causing language change are 
to be sought in irregularities and inconsistencies 
within the grammatical system of the language. 
The latter are brought about by the fact that 
especially morphological change (see Sec. 6) 
does not mean the immediate replacement of 
one form by another but rather the coexistence 
of an older and a newer form side by side, one 
of which is often later given up in favor of the 
other.

Another motive is to be found in the tendency 
to reduce to a minimum the features which 
distinguish forms opposed to each other, the 
so-called linguistic economy. An example 
of this kind may be seen in the phonetic 
development of the sound known in Arabic 
as �àd. On the basis of Arabic loanwords 
in Spanish, e.g. alcalde ‘mayor’ from al-qà�ì, 
and the results of the comparison with the 
other Semitic languages, this phoneme may 
be reconstructed as a lateral ejective affricate 
[t¬’], opposed to the simple voiceless lateral 
affricate */«/ [t¬] (cf. Stempel 1999:56–60; � 
�àd). After the development of the latter to 
Arabic /š/ (cf. Churchyard 1993), both the 
lateral and the affricate pronunciations are no 
longer distinctive, with the result that only the 
original point of articulation (dental) and the 
‘emphatic’ pronunciation are preserved.

5. P h o n e t i c - p h o n o l o g i c a l 
c h a n g e

A phonetic-phonological change occurs when 
a phone – either phoneme or allophone – is 
replaced by another one which may already exist 
in the language or be newly introduced by the 
very sound change in question. The substitution 
of phones is generally carried out by adding 
or giving up just one distinctive feature (cf. 
Hoenigswald 1960:72–73). In the case of */p/ > 
/f/ already mentioned, the feature [+fricative] 
is introduced into the pronunciation, while all 
other features are retained. Similarly, the sound 
change /�/ > /t/ means that [ô] has been replaced 
by [t] by giving up the feature [+fricative].

In the majority of cases, changes in the phonetic 
realization of phones affect the phonological 
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system as a whole. In the case of */p/ > /f/, the 
old opposition between /p/ and /b/ as voiceless 
and voiced counterparts of a series of labial stops 
is given up. More important reorganizations of 
the system are brought about, however, by � 
phonological merger and � phonological split. 
The loss of the fricative pronunciation of /� � 
Ú/ leads to the merger of these phonemes with 
/t d �/ and hence to a complete loss of the 
opposition between dental stops and fricatives. 
The pronunciation of /k/ as [t�] before front 
vowels in the Bëgùl group of Syro-Palestinian (cf. 
Grotzfeld in Fischer and Jastrow 1980:174–175) 
means, at first, simply that the phoneme /k/ is 
realized by the two allophones [k] and [t�] which 
occur in complementary distribution, e.g. ba��ìr 
‘early’, kurr ‘young donkey’; but the subsequent 
generalization of one of the two allophones 
through a whole lexeme, independently from 
the following vowel, produces the split of 
/k/ into two independent phonemes, namely, 
/k/ and /�/, which may now occur in the same 
phonetic contexts.

As to the prehistory, of the 29 consonant 
phonemes reconstructed for Common Semitic, 
28 are preserved as distinct phonemes in Arabic, 
and only one merger can be observed, namely, 
Semitic */s/ and */š/ > Arabic /s/. This does 
not mean, however, that the phonetic values 
of Arabic may be assumed also for Common 
Semitic, as has often been and still is done, e.g. 
in the case of the (inter)dental spirants /�/, /�/, 
and /Ú/, which may rather be reconstructed as 
former palatalized dentals */t±/, */d±/ and */t±/ 
or affricates */ts/, */dz/ and */ts’/ (cf. Stempel 
1999:46–50).

Another phonetic feature typical of Arabic is 
the pharyngealized or velarized pronunciation 
of the ‘emphatic’ consonants. Apart from 
the question as to their original articulation 
in Common Semitic, it should be noted that 
only in Arabic are they continued both by 
voiceless and voiced consonants, while their 
correspondences in the other Semitic languages 
are always voiceless. The substitution of an 
earlier feature, most probably [+ejective] (cf. 
Stempel 1999:64–67), by [+velarized] gives way 
to a totally new system of oppositions in the 
consonantism, especially in the dental series: 
/t/ : /d/ : /†/ : /�/ and /s/ : /z/ : /ß/ : /�/ (/Ú/). The 
fact that /q/, the ‘emphatic’ member of the 
velar series which has no voiced counterpart, 
is pronounced voiced in some dialects also 

points to a rather recent development of voiced 
emphatics within Arabic.

The examples seen so far already indicate 
that sound change takes place in an absolutely 
regular manner, i.e., every occurrence of, for 
example, /�/ in Old or Classical Arabic has 
been substituted by /t/ by the speakers of the 
Egyptian dialect. This is what in traditional 
historical linguistics is called a sound law 
without exception. Apparent deviations in
which, in the case at hand, a sibilant is 
found instead of a dental stop are either later 
borrowings from Classical Arabic, e.g. 	arf 
‘envelope’ from Classical Arabic Úarf instead of 
*�arf, which should be expected as the regular 
Egyptian outcome according to the sound laws 
(cf. Fischer and Jastrow 1980:50), or due to 
analogical influence within the paradigm, like 
the above-mentioned generalization of k or � 
regardless of the vowel that follows. Although 
in many cases the regular correspondences may 
be blurred by analogies no longer transparent, 
comparative linguistics cannot abstain from 
the principle that sound laws are basically 
exceptionless. It should be noted that even in the 
popular understanding of dialectal differences, 
the regular correspondences described here 
in the terms of sound laws are perceived as 
decisive.

6. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e

Morphological change encompasses several 
types of change which follow basically the same 
mechanisms, independently from whether the 
morphological system as a whole is affected, 
i.e. whether a new grammatical category comes 
into being by the morphological change in 
question. The starting point is that any morph 
μ’ has a primary and a secondary function 
(or rather secondary functions), m1 and m2 
respectively. The changing process begins 
when one of the two functions is expressed 
by another morph. Normally, a totally new 
morph μ’ is only used for the primary function, 
while for the secondary function a derivative 
formation already existing in the system may 
be introduced (cf. Kuryłowicz 1964:11). At this 
stage, the old and the new morph coexist side 
by side, the new one gradually taking over the 
secondary function(s) as well, so that in the 
end the old form may be given up. If, however, 
the coexistence of the two forms persists, the 
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original morph splits into two independent 
ones, giving rise to a new grammatical 
opposition. An example of this type is the 
split of the Common Semitic prefix conjugation 
(cf. Stempel 1999:102–107). While *yaqtul 
(μ), a so-called injunctive, is indifferent as to 
tense and mood, a new morph *yaqtulu (μ’) 
is introduced to express the primary function 
(m1), called indicative, the old form being 
restricted to several secondary functions (m2). 
This situation is still preserved in Arabic in the 
opposition between the indicative and the so-
called jussive, while in the other West Semitic 
dialects, the new form has taken over, apart 
from a few residues, the secondary functions 
of the old one as well. Another possibly new 
category in this sense is the Arabic subjunctive 
(cf. Testen 1994).

From a morphological point of view, the 
source of a new morph is of no importance. It 
may result (i) from phonological change, e.g. 
by the loss of a final consonant, which is often 
and not quite correctly treated only among 
phonological changes; (ii) from � analogy 
within the morphological system, which we 
might call morphological change in the narrow 
sense; or (iii) from the use of a derivational 
form in a new syntactic context, which we 
might call morphosyntactic change.

The first source can be observed in the 
morphological exploitation of forms with and 
without final -n in the nominal declension of 
Arabic (� tanwìn), which go back to Common 
Semitic endings in *-m (� mimation) and show 
the frequent development of final /m/ to /n/. The 
loss of the final nasal must have been a gradual 
development, most probably in accordance 
with the phonetic context, i.e., the final nasal 
may have been dropped before a consonant 
but preserved before a vowel; this implies at 
first the existence of the old and the new form 
side by side. Instead of generalizing the n-less 
form, however, Arabic preserves the old form, 
though regularly only in the literary language, 
in special syntactic contexts, thus constituting a 
new opposition between indefinite and definite 
forms. The fact that some nouns always show 
tanwìn, even though they are inherently definite, 
e.g. personal names like mu™ammadun, proves 
that the nasal ending originally does not convey 
any special meaning but was exploited once 
forms with and without final nasal existed.

The second source of a new morph, a 

proportional analogy within the morphological 
system, is based upon the oppositional character 
of the linguistic sign, i.e. on the fact that every 
linguistic form stands in opposition to another. 
At first, there must exist a model in which one 
part of the opposition is perceived as marked 
by a certain feature absent in the other. The 
dual ending of the 2nd person of the prefix 
conjugation, not known from other Semitic 
languages, is evidently due to an analogy of this 
kind. The proportion between singular, plural, 
and dual in the 3rd person, yaqtul : yaqtulù : 
yaqtulà, is the model for the 2nd person: taqtul :
taqtulù : X; X = taqtulà.

The third possibility of creating new morphs, 
the � grammaticalization of derivational forms, 
is best represented by the spread of the so-called 
broken plural (cf. Fischer 1987:51–58 as to the 
different formations) in South West Semitic. 
The starting point are collective formations 
characterized not by external morphemes 
(prefixes, infixes, or suffixes), but by certain 
apophonic types, e.g. kutub ‘books’ (sg. kitàb), 
±ayyàm ‘days’ (sg. yawm), which are known 
also from other Semitic languages, though not 
to the extent known from Arabic (� apophony). 
These collective forms were evidently used with 
such frequency that they could take over the 
plural proper, i.e. the expression of several 
individuals. It goes without saying that only 
the nucleus of the ‘broken’ plurals is inherited 
from Common Semitic; the vast majority are 
developed within South West Semitic and 
Arabic itself, following the models presented 
by those first oppositions between a noun and 
its collective counterpart.

A quite similar replacement of regular forms 
by derivative, and hence less regular, ones, can 
be observed in the infinitive (maßdar) of Form 
I, which by comparison with the other Semitic 
languages originally had the vocalization scheme 
qatàl, still preserved in Arabic outside the 
infinitive, cf. salàm: Hebrew šålòm. Again, some 
regularity is achieved by combining certain 
verbal vocalizations with certain apophonic 
maßdar types (cf. Fischer 1987:109–111).

7. O t h e r  d e v e l o p m e n t s

A further utilization of apophony is the � 
passive of the type qutila (: qatala). Although 
there are apophonic passives also outside 
Arabic, especially in Hebrew, their development 
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must be independent (cf. Retsö 1989:6–31). 
The main difficulty is that there is no evident 
model on which the vocalization schemes may 
have been established.

With respect to deictic pronouns (� deixis), 
Arabic shows a specific expansion by combining 
different pronominal stems and suffixes (cf. 
Fleisch 1968:139–151), e.g. �àlika ‘that there 
[by you]’, which contains the old deictic �à; the 
second element l is known, from a comparative 
point of view, from the plural ±ulà(±i), cf. 
Hebrew ±èl(leh), but of course also from the 
definite article of Arabic, and it is not quite 
clear how this combination exactly arose; the 
third element is simply the personal/possessive 
pronoun of the 2nd person and in the Qur±àn 
may still vary according to number and gender 
of the person addressed.

Another special development of Arabic 
is the emergence of the � relative pronoun 
alla�ì, which in its turn is also a combination 
of elements already known from deictic 
pronouns.

It is a point of controversy whether the 
article (a)l goes back to a Common Semitic 
formation or must be seen as a specific Arabic 
innovation, at least with respect to its form (cf. 
Zaborski 2000).

8. C o n c l u d i n g  r e m a r k s

The changing processes which can be observed 
in the history of Arabic, from its Common 
Semitic ancestor language to the modern 
dialects, may in general be called ‘normal’ or 
‘expected’ in comparison with similar deve-
lopments known from, for example, Indo-
European languages. Among these we find the 
loss of final consonants, palatalization of velars 
before front vowels, compensatory lengthening 
of vowels, and so on.

There is a remarkable tendency toward 
‘introflexion’ (cf. Skali�ka 1979:340) or 
‘flexion interne’ (cf. Fleisch 1968) by privileging 
apophonic or ‘inner’ formations to such with 
affixes. At first glance, this seems to contradict 
the general tendency of avoiding irregular 
formations in favor of regular paradigms, 
but this latter process takes effect as well by 
aligning certain apophonic oppositions into 
more regular patterns.

The position of Arabic within Semitic is 
certainly that of an archaic language in some 

respects, namely the phonological system and 
the preservation of the nominal declension. 
On the other hand, many of the changing 
processes have brought about a particularly 
complex language system with a multitude of 
new grammatical oppositions, so that on the 
whole it must be called ‘modern’ against the 
Common Semitic background.
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Media

‘Media’ (Arabic wasà±il al-±i�làm, pl. of wasìlat 
al-±i�làm) is a term for vehicles for the wide-
spread communication to and entertainment of 
an audience, including printed and electronic 
means. It is widely agreed that the media are 
not neutral impassive agencies that transmit 
news and views, but are themselves influential 
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selectors, shapers, manufacturers, and even, 
on occasion, fabricators of news and views 
(McArthur 1998). The topic of this entry is 
the development of Arabic language media, 
specifically in Egypt; it discusses journalism, 
radio, cassette recorders, multichannel televi-
sion, satellites, new media technology, and the 
Internet. For the language of the media, � 
Media Arabic.

1. N e w s p a p e r s

Arabic journalism originated in Egypt in 1798. 
During the French campaign, Arabic pamphlets 
were distributed instead of the newspapers. The 
first official newspaper, issued in 1828, was 
al-Waqà±i� al-mißriyya ‘The Egyptian proceed-
ings’, edited by Rifà� at-Ta™tàwì. Al-±Ahràm 
‘The pyramids’ newspaper was issued by Salìm 
and Bušàrà Taqla in 1875. It has been Egypt’s 
leading newspaper ever since.

At that time, the newspapers played an 
important role in politics. �Alì Yùsuf issued 
al-Mu±ayyid ‘The supporter’; ±A™mad Lu†fì 
as-Sayyid issued al-Garìda ‘The newspaper’; 
Muß†afà Kàmil issued al-Liwà± ‘The banner’; 
and ±Amìn ar-Raf ±ì issued al-±Axbàr ‘The news’. 
Humor magazines began to appear, such as 
±Abù naÚÚàra ‘The man with glasses’, issued 
by Ya�qùb Íanù�, and at-Tankìt wa-t-tabkìt 
‘Joking and rebuking’ by Nadìm, as a means of 
criticizing the negative aspects of society.

In 1884, Jamàl ad-Dìn al-±Afÿàni and Mu™am-
mad �Abdù founded al-�Urwa al-wu�qà ‘The 
unbreakable bond’. Under British rule, jour-
nalism enjoyed a period of relative freedom. 
However, during World War I, strict censor-
ship followed, especially after the event of 
Dinshaway (Al Gindi 1963). After the war, the 
political parties started to publish their own 
newspapers in an effort to promote their ideas 
and principles. The following are some of the 
more famous newspapers published at that 
time: Íawt al-±umma ‘The voice of the nation’, 
al-±Asàs ‘The basis’, Mißr al-fattà™ ‘Victori-
ous Egypt’, al-±Ištiràkì ‘The socialist’, al-±Ixwàn 
al-muslimùn ‘The Moslem Brothers’, and al-
Gamàhir ‘The public’. The Wafd party owned 
al-Balàÿ al-mißrì ‘The Egyptian communiqué’. 
In 1944, al-±Axbàr ‘The news’ and ±Axbàr al-
yawm ‘The news of the day’ were published by 
Muß†afà and �Alì ±Amìn.

In those years, newspapers enjoyed a period 
of freedom in which they could discuss politi-
cal and social problems. It was during that time 
that journalism reached its golden age, espe-
cially since martial laws and censorship were 
abolished (Abdu 1982).

Nasser’s new regime was welcomed by al-
Mißrì ‘The Egyptian’ and Rùz al-yùsuf. How-
ever, it was not long before the new regime 
began to impose hard censorship and abol-
ished the multiparty system. A private Social-
ist newspaper was established as a voice of 
the one-party system established by President 
Nasser. During his rule, Egyptian newspapers 
became the machine for international misinfor-
mation campaigns and falsified stories labeled 
by Egyptians as kalàm garàyed ‘journalistic 
talk’ (Abdelfattah 1990). When nationalization 
was declared, all media outlets were placed 
under the control of the Arab Socialist Union, 
which set strict guidelines for the press. When 
multiple political parties were restored under 
Sadat’s regime, the number of daily newspapers 
and weeklies increased, and many Egyptians 
consider al-±Ahràm to be the official newspaper 
of the country.

The important Egyptian newspapers and 
magazines are issued by a number of asso-
ciations: Al Ahram Association issues the daily 
newspaper al-±Ahràm and the periodicals al-
±Ahràm al-iqtißàdì ‘The economic Ahram’, 
aš-Šabàb wa-l-�ulùm ‘Youth and science’, al- 
Mustaqbal ‘The future’, as-Siyàsa ad-dawliyya 
‘International politics’, al-�Arabì ‘The Arab’, 
and others.

Axbar al-Yom Association issues al-±Axbàr 
‘The news’, ±Axbàr al-yawm ‘The news of the 
day’, and ±âxir sà�a ‘The last hour’.

Dar al-Ma’aref issues ±Úktùbar. Ros al-Yusuf 
issues Rùz al-yùsuf and Íabà™ al-xayr ‘Good 
morning’. Dar al-Tahrir issues al-Gumhùriyya 
‘The republic’, al-Masà± ‘The evening’, �Aqìdatì 
‘My belief’, and £urriyyatì ‘My freedom’.

Dar al-Helal issues al-Mußawwar ‘The illus-
trated’, Hawà± ‘Eve’, al-Kawàkib ‘The stars’, 
and al-Hilàl ‘The crescent’. In addition, each 
political party issues its own newspaper: al-
±A™ràr ‘The liberals’ (1977), al-±Ahàlì ‘The 
masses’ (1978), Màyo ‘May’ (1981), aš-Ša�b 
‘The people’ (1979), and al-Wafd ‘The delega-
tion’ (1984).

According to Schleifer (1989), the first major 
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impact of new satellite technologies on Arab 
media occurred in the 1980s, not the 1990s, 
with satellite daily newspapers, not television. 
First, the aš-Šarq al-±Awsa† newspaper and later 
the al-£ayàt newspaper began satellite trans-
missions from London to major population 
centers throughout the Arab world.

2. R a d i o  b r o a d c a s t i n g

2.1 Egyptian broadcasting

The official opening date of the Marconi-oper-
ated Egyptian radio service was 31 May 1934. 
The Marconi contract was renewed in 1943. 
However, anti-British sentiment in the wake 
of World War II caused the government to 
cancel the Marconi contract, and the radio 
service became Egyptian-owned and operated 
(Youssef 1971). After the formation of the 
Egyptian Radio Television Federation, control 
over the electronic media alternated between 
the Ministry of Information and the Office of 
the President. Law No. 98 mandated that the 
language of the service be Arabic (Barrada 
1970). However, the service has never broad-
cast domestically exclusively in Arabic.

Radio became the voice of the revolution. 
President Nasser’s accomplishments were 
broadcast to all Arab countries. Nasser, a 
gifted public speaker, understood the power 
of the Arabic language and culture. Thus, 
he profited from this electronic medium to 
articulate the goals of the revolution. Village 
peasants and women found themselves sought 
after as important members of the listening 
audience. The radio service offered a variety 
of programs: Radio Cairo, ‘the Main Program’ 
broadcast, which expanded after July 1952 
(Metwally n.d.), offered and continues to offer 
news, commentary, and various forms of enter-
tainment, the most dominant of which has 
been drama. Residents of other countries have 
always been interested in what Egypt’s Main 
Program is saying, especially during times of 
war. The Main Program is the most listened-
to station in the Arab world, following the 
BBC and Radio Monte Carlo Middle East 
(RMCME; British Broadcasting Corporation 
yearly report, 1990). The second ‘Program’ 
provided the elite with intellectual programs. 
The Alexandria Local Service was established 
in 1954 as the first of a series of local serv-

ices. The People’s Program transmissions were 
intended for illiterate farmers, to promote agri-
cultural advances, literacy training, population 
planning, and the concept of nationhood (Boyd 
1999).

The Middle East Program (MEP) began in 
1959. Nasser’s presidential decree established 
new goals for Egyptian broadcasting: strength-
ening national feeling, reviving and spreading 
Arabic culture, encouraging talents, inform-
ing foreign countries about the United Arab 
Republic and the Arab world, and provid-
ing entertainment. Of particular importance, 
MEP allowed broadcast services to accept 
commercial advertising. This service quickly 
became popular and an important source of 
hard  currency.

Egypt’s religious service, the Holy Qur’an 
Broadcast, was established as an important 
means of emphasizing the fact that Egypt was 
an Islamic country, in spite of its close ties with 
the Soviet Union. It transmitted Qur±àn recita-
tions and religious discussions.

Youth Broadcast started in 1975, intending 
to reach school-age audiences with educational, 
political, and social messages.

The Egyptian Palestine Program was devoted 
to the discussion of the Palestinian problem. 
After the Egyptian-Israeli Sinai agreement in 
1975, the Palestine broadcasts were stopped.

The Voice of the Arabs is the best known and 
most widely listened-to regional Arabic radio 
service. Nasser used this medium to promote 
his views on Pan-Arabism (Boyd 1999). The 
Voice of the Arabs was the first major propa-
ganda radio station in the Middle East to have 
a measurable impact on listeners. It was also 
used to broadcast to African countries south 
of the Sahara for the specific purpose of sup-
porting liberation struggles. Since Sadat’s assas-
sination, the service has become Egypt’s main 
regional service.

Radio Cairo’s Main Program became domes-
tic in orientation. In April 1981, Egyptian radio 
was reorganized around seven general net-
work programs: the Main Network, the Local 
Network, the Qur’an Network, the Cultural 
Network, the Voice of the Arabs, the Commu-
nication Network, and the Overseas Network 
(Egyptian Radio and Television Union, 1988). 
In the 1990s, despite the name changes for 
some of the services, relatively few major pro-
gramming changes took place. The new names 
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are the General Program, the Local Network 
(comprising eleven stations), the Qur’an Net-
work, the Cultural Network, the Voice of the 
Arabs, the Middle East Broadcasting Service, 
and the Foreign Language Service.

Radio remains an important medium of 
communication within the Arab world. The 
majority of the people in the Arab world still 
depend on radio as a source of entertain-
ment, education, and information. Although 
the number of illiterate Arabs is decreasing, 
the overall rate of illiteracy remains very high. 
Today, Arab listeners no longer need to tune 
to the transmissions of other Arab countries 
for news and entertainment. It is also widely 
believed that television has decreased interest 
in radio broadc ast.

Egypt has expanded its international broad-
casts. Programs in Arabic are transmitted to 
Southeast Asia, Latin America, East, Central, 
and South Africa, and North America (Egyp-
tian Radio and Television Union 1988).

2.2 International radio broadcasting to 
Arabic-speaking countries

Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union have 
been significant contributors to the number of 
Arabic hours transmitted to the Middle East. 
However, the political and economic changes 
that have taken place in Eastern Europe since 
1989 have negatively affected the number of 
services using Arabic. For example, Moscow’s 
Radio Peace and Progress, a long-time Ara-
bic broadcaster, ceased operations on 31 May 
1991 (British Broadcasting Corporation yearly 
report, 1991). After English, Arabic is the 
world’s most internationally broadcast lan-
guage. The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 
of 1990 and the subsequent Gulf War, along 
with the deterioration of the Eastern European 
countries, are two main factors that influenced 
transmission in Arabic. Since this period, elec-
tronic media in the Arab world have been oper-
ated by governments. Many Arab world radio 
listeners tune to foreign stations to learn the 
international perspective on news and current 
affairs and to hear programming not generally 
broadcast by government-operated stations.

The Arab world was the location of the first 
effort by the West to broadcast to a developing 
area for the purpose of attempting to influence 

people. Beginning in 1934, Italy, through its 
international radio service BARI, started broad-
casting across the Mediterranean in Arabic 
(Radio Televisione Italiana 1979). Mussolini’s 
radio broadcasts turned increasingly anti-
 British just after 1935. Britain began studying 
the possibility of an Arabic service. The BBC 
hired Egyptian announcers and tried to present 
appealing radio offerings. Competition arose 
between Radio BARI and the BBC. In 1939, 
the Soviet Union and France began broadcast-
ing in Arabic. During the Second World War, 
the main international broadcasters to the Arab 
world were Germany and the United Kingdom. 
The BBC had popular announcers during the 
war. In his study in the early 1950s, Brunner 
(1953) mentions the importance of the cof-
feehouse as a place for listening to radio. There 
have been numerous major post-World War II 
events that have tended to increase Arabic 
broadcasts to the Middle East: the creation 
of Israel; the 1956 Suez War; the Arab-Israeli 
conflicts of 1967 and 1973; the increase of 
the oil price following the October 1973 war; 
the beginning of the Lebanese civil war in the 
mid-1970s; President Sadat’s trip to Jerusalem 
in 1977 and his subsequent assassination; the 
1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the sta-
tioning of United States Marines in Beirut; and 
the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the 
Gulf crisis.

Western Europe continues to be the leader 
in Arabic transmission hours. RMCME serves 
the eastern Arab states and Egypt. Since the 
1980s, Radio France International (RFI) has 
broadcast an Arabic service. It was believed 
that a popular radio service competing with 
the Voice of America (VOA) and the BBC 
would produce closer Arab-French ties. The 
Radio Monte Carlo Middle East moved in the 
mid-1970s to the SOFIRAD building in Paris 
(Regnier 1980). The station has attained an 
enviable position among rival VOA and BBC 
broadcasts. Its pro-Arab political orientation 
influences its popularity.

Medi 1-Radio Mediterranée Internationale, a 
private venture between France and Morocco, 
began broadcasting in Arabic in 1980. Surveys 
indicate that among the major international 
services transmitting in Arabic are VOA, BBC, 
RMCME, Deutsche Welle (1959), and Radio 
Moscow.
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Dutch Arabic programming by Radio Ned-
erland Wereldomroep started in 1948. Austria, 
Greece, Italy, Malta, Spain, and Switzerland are 
minor Arabic broadcasters. Finally, the Aus-
trian radio service started an Arabic service in 
1989 (British Broadcasting Corporation yearly 
report, 1989).

Iranian Arabic transmission increased after 
the Iran-Iraq war and during the Iraqi invasion 
of Kuwait. Cyprus, an active Arabic broadcaster 
because of its geographic location, increased 
broadcasts in Arabic during the Lebanese civil 
war. India, which has a Muslim minority and 
many expatriate workers in the Arab world, 
began Arabic broadcasts in 1941. The People’s 
Republic of China started an Arabic service 
after the 1949 revolution to increase its trade 
with Arab countries. The Muslim countries of 
Turkey, Pakistan, Indonesia, and Malaysia have 
increased their Arabic transmission hours. Four 
factors – history, trade, politics, and religion – 
are the major incentives to transmitting in Ara-
bic. Presently, only four countries in North and 
South America broadcast to the Middle East 
in Arabic: the United States, Canada, Cuba, 
and Argentina. The VOA service ranks third, 
behind RMCME and the BBC, in terms of 
audience size in the Middle East. The newest 
North American Arabic service is that of Radio 
Canada International (RCI).

In 1964, Nigeria began transmitting in Ara-
bic (Okesanya 1975). Ethiopia has a modest 
Arabic service, the Radio Voice of the Gospel 
(RVOG). Djibouti transmits in Arabic because 
of its Islamic orientation. We should also men-
tion that religious Christian broadcasters wish 
to reach Christians whose native language is 
Arabic. New Jersey has the largest religious 
international radio broadcaster, and Arabic is 
an important language of Trans World Radio 
(TWR).

3. E g y p t i a n  t e l e v i s i o n

In late 1959, a contract was signed between the 
United Arab Republic and the Radio Corpora-
tion of America (RCA) to provide a complete 
television service for Egypt. It was due to the 
vision of Nasser that ‘Channel Five’ began trans-
mitting news and programs for development 
and education. The second program, ‘Channel 
Nine’, was designed to reach the urban areas. 

A third channel started in 1960 but was closed 
after 1967. The end of the war of 1967 saw a 
decrease of foreign programming. More impor-
tance was given to nationalistic, educational, 
and religious topics. However, the quality of 
Egyptian TV programs declined between 1967 
and 1974. President Nasser signed a decree 
establishing the Egyptian Radio-Television Fed-
eration. Television in Egypt is owned by the 
state. The national television channels were 
extensions of the Ministry of Information.

More than any other mass media, television 
tended to reflect the changing international 
political orientation of the country. During 
the Egyptian-Israeli war of 1973, the Egyptian 
media took a very different attitude than they 
had during and after the 1967 war. Radio 
tended to be more honest and less confident 
about the victory when the Suez Canal was 
crossed. Television reflected the happiness of the 
Egyptians after 1973. With Sadat’s declaration 
of an open-door policy, British and American 
programs increased on Egyptian television. The 
income of advertisement and commercials and 
the revenue from exporting Arabic programs to 
other countries increased significantly. Since the 
1980s, the Egyptian television became the most 
important outlet to advertize a variety of goods 
and services (Egyptian Radio and Television 
Union 1988). The system of Egyptian Radio 
and Television Union (ERTU) is the most influ-
ential in the Arab world. Arab countries have 
generally relied on Egyptian media produc-
tion for television programming such as drama 
series, variety programs, talk shows, and films. 
The ‘Voice of Cairo’ was established to become 
involved in production and distribution in the 
Arab world, and has become an important 
source of hard currency. After Egypt’s peace 
treaty with Israel, some countries decreased or 
stopped altogether the purchase of Egyptian 
TV programs: Lebanon, South Yemen, Libya, 
Syria, and Iraq.

The weekly magazine al-±I�à�a wa-t-tilivizyùn 
was first issued in 1935 under the name of 
ar-Ràdiyù al-mißrì to provide articles about 
broadcasting figures, features of the various 
aspects of the broadcast media, and a detailed 
television and radio schedule. During the period 
from 1981 to 1992, several factors contributed 
to the development and expansion of Egyptian 
television: A third channel was established. 
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Currency restrictions on the import of goods 
were lifted. The death in October 1983 of Presi-
dent Anwar Sadat and the evolution of Egypt as 
part of the Arab world have contributed to the 
confidence building of Egyptian television and 
greatly added to the attractiveness of Egyptian 
video products. The Lebanese civil war ended 
Lebanon’s competition with Egyptian program 
exports. President Mubarak gave more room 
for free expression in news, films, and televi-
sion series.

Television has become the main source of 
entertainment over information at home or in 
the local coffee shop. For many lower-income 
people, a television set is more important than 
a refrigerator. With the spread of digital mul-
tichannel satellite platforms, the impact of tel-
evision in this decade has exploded.

4. V i d e o c a s s e t t e  r e c o r d e r s

Egyptians working outside the country brought 
home to their families television sets and video-
cassettes. Videocassette recorders are widely 
used in Egyptian urban and rural areas by 
viewers who want to have a choice in what they 
watch. Both Egyptian and Western films are 
widely available in rental stores and shops.

5. S a t e l l i t e  t e l e v i s i o n

Satellite distribution has offered new oppor-
tunities to Egypt. The ARABSAT system has 
made it possible for television systems in the 
Middle East to rebroadcast Egyptian television 
live. Beginning in 1990, Egypt began offer-
ing via satellite connection rebroadcasts of the 
Egyptian main service. In late 1990, Bahrain 
permitted limited rebroadcasting of Egyptian 
television. For a time following the 1991 Gulf 
War, Egyptian television was used in place of 
Kuwaiti television. In 1992, the Egyptian gov-
ernment legalized the import and ownership of 
dishes.

Tapes of Egyptian television programming 
are part of virtually every Middle East televi-
sion system. Satellite distribution has presented 
Egypt with new opportunities. Egypt’s stock 
of films and television productions and ARAB-
SAT-leased transponders make this technically 
possible. NILESAT was inaugurated in May 
1995, providing specialized educational, cul-

tural, family, children, religious, health, sports, 
drama, and other programming. It allows the 
rebroadcast of all Egyptian television and radio 
services, as well as national channels from other 
Arab countries. The activation of Egypt’s NILE-
SAT direct broadcast service makes it clear that 
the Egyptian government will continue to invest 
in television and radio production and delivery 
systems to maintain its historical dominance of 
Arab-world electronic media (Boyd 1999).

In 1989 CNN began to rebroadcast terres-
trially, a pay-TV operation that came to be 
known as CNE (Cable Network Egypt) Cairo. 
MultiChoice Egypt now administers a subscrip-
tion management service and holds a small 
minority share in CNE Cairo.

The Egyptian Space Net (ESN) began to 
broadcast thirteen hours of daily program-
ming. After the Gulf War, dish ownership was 
further stimulated because of a decline in the 
price of satellite dishes, wider international 
programming, and an increase in the number 
of companies marketing, servicing, and even 
manufacturing dishes. Television broadcasting 
directly to receivers in and to the Arab world 
via satellite became possible. The first of these 
satellite systems was the Middle East Broad-
casting Centre (MBC), which began transmis-
sion and production in London in September 
1991. It broadcasts eighteen hours a day, pro-
viding a mix of news, sports, fashions, movies, 
and general entertainment.

The second private Arab satellite system – 
and the largest in reach and in Arabic program-
ming – is Arab Radio and Television (ART), 
established by Sheikh Saleh Kamel. It began 
transmission via ARABSAT from Cairo in Jan-
uary 1994. ART started separate channels for 
movies, sports, and children’s programming, as 
well as a general channel. Since then, ART has 
become a global platform for more than twenty 
channels, besides live and syndicated sports 
coverage. By mid-1997 ART offered six satel-
lite program services. In its quest for quality, 
ART has increased the number of public shows 
which involve audience participation and tackle 
controversial and daring social issues, such as 
divorce, premarital sex, male impotence, and 
drug use (Schleifer 1998).

The most recent Arab satellite system to come 
onto the scene is Orbit, launched in May 1994 
and transmitted from Rome. Orbit’s Arabic pro-
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gramming is more or less confined to a�-¢àniya, 
an Arabic-language general channel with some 
of the most successful entertainment and public 
affairs programming on the air. Orbit chal-
lenged MBC’s strong card – an  Arabic-language 
news service that provided field reporting at an 
international standard beyond comparison to 
propagandistic tendencies of the Arab world’s 
national channels. Orbit made a contract with 
the BBC to produce a BBC Arabic World Tel-
evision Service, which was offered exclusively 
in the Orbit package. It is an independent and 
credible news source in the Arab world. Orbit 
began transmitting an Arabic version of the 
BBC World Service with full editorial control 
remaining in the hands of the BBC – in other 
words, in the hands of non-Arabs.

When the BBC Arabic TV Service began in 
June 1994, it appeared to overwhelm MBC; 
however, the relative indifference to Arab cul-
tural values on the part of many BBC execu-
tives, combined with often culturally irrelevant 
programming, troubled many Arab viewers. 
Thus, Orbit’s management was obliged to 
break its contract with the BBC in 1996. MBC 
distinguished itself by following the interna-
tional format; newsworthiness rather than gov-
ernment press releases determined the line-up 
and news stories were scripted to picture rather 
than to an anchor reading wire copy. MBC’s 
style was also unique because, in contrast to 
the BBC Arabic service, it retained the more 
cautious approach (Schleifer 1998).

MBC’s chief problem is that it is no longer 
alone. Al-Jazeera, the all-news Arabic-language 
channel transmitted via satellite from Qatar, 
employs many of the former Arabic-speaking 
broadcasters from the BBC venture. The other 
competitors include the Arab News Network 
(ANN), Abu Dhabi, Dubai, LBC, El Arabia, 
and the Egyptian channels.

As for Orbit, it has gained from the BBC expe-
rience to increase the amount of original Arabic 
programming by dramatically  expanding its 
own production facilities in Cairo, Beirut, and 
the Gulf.

Arabic satellite programming – Arab in its 
cultural authenticity – has dramatically stimu-
lated the sale of dishes. With the increasing 
availability of dishes, Islamic society in general, 
and Arab society in particular, is proud of the 
use of Classical Arabic and the media-prevalent 
Modern Standard Arabic. However, there is a 

concern about what is shocking to Arab con-
ventions and against Islamic principles and eth-
ical, moral, and social values. The first political 
danger is the fear of reaction of anti-Western, 
Islamic fundamentalism to the sudden easy 
availability of disorienting, subversive cultural 
materials of Western television programming 
via Direct Broadcast Satellite (DBS)/Direct To 
Home (DTH) satellite transmission. The second 
political concern has to do with government 
sensitivity to unfavorable news reporting by 
satellite stations. The third political concern 
is the possibility of satellite broadcasts from 
hostile countries.

By the mid-1990s, DTH television had 
become a fact of life, with widespread dish 
ownership throughout the region, particularly 
in the Gulf. DTH satellite transmission has 
become increasingly popular in Egypt. The 
increasing popularity of satellite television and 
the wide variety of choices have led some to 
question whether there should be some control 
over what is transmitted. Programs span all 
fields of knowledge: scientific, political, eco-
nomic, cultural, religious, and educational, as 
well as entertainment programs.

Egypt has always been a pioneer in media 
production in the Middle East. Egypt is very 
keen to preserve the Arabic culture and to 
spread it to native and non-native speakers of 
Arabic. Satellite makes it possible for � Media 
Arabic to reach all parts of the world. Thus, 
the challenge for Egypt lies in upgrading and 
expanding its own television product, whether 
news or entertainment, so that it can ensure its 
cultural sovereignty in a globally competitive 
situation. Egypt, alone among the Arab states, 
has the depth of talent for such an undertak-
ing. It has scores of actors, singers, dancers, 
musicians, comedians, journalists, producers, 
directors, and even Qur±àn reciters. In addi-
tion, Egyptian colloquial Arabic is universally 
understood throughout the Arab world due to 
the spread of Egyptian films.

Al-Mehwar, Nile News, and Nile TV are 
news channels that broadcast from Egypt. They 
provide something different than most of the 
news channels in the Gulf region. They repre-
sent the essence of Egyptian life from a news 
angle with a comprehensive concept of news, 
not just political news but also business news, 
cultural news, sports, and fashion. Egypt is 
a different culture, a different civilization, a 
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different political situation. Egypt is the most 
populated country in the region, with the long-
est history, and many people across the region 
are interested in it.

6. C o n c l u s i o n

Nowadays, the influence of the print media has 
declined in the face of technological advances. 
The televised media have now adapted the print 
media and blended it with visual and vocal 
material. In the 21st century, it is not the print 
news media but the space and terrestrial chan-
nels of the television, as well as the Internet, 
that have the greater influence in the trends of 
international and public opinion.

New media technology, from cassette record-
ers to multichannel television, mobile phones, 
and even the Internet, afford wider circulation to 
communications to a highly educated generation. 
The new generation has unprecedented oppor-
tunities for participation in media, and receptor 
models changed to be more interactive ones.
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Media Arabic

One of the most important aspects of Arab 
press and radio broadcasting is the Arabic lan-
guage itself. The growth of Arab mass � media 
since the 1950s has greatly enhanced the wider 
use of � Modern Standard Arabic. This is the 
language of the newspapers and the electronic 
media, which is generally understood by the 
population of the Arab world.

Arabic itself is viewed as an important ele-
ment in the effectiveness of a propaganda effort. 
The Arabic language, creatively employed and 
strongly delivered, will produce the intended 
reaction among listeners. Arabic is in many 
ways suited to radio broadcasts that are espe-
cially designed to influence others because of its 
rich grammar, repetitive style, and vagueness. 
The Arabic speaker who seeks to persuade 
others uses appeals that are more emotional 
than logical (Boyd 1999). The radio station 
Voice of the Arabs constituted a major part 
of the entire Egyptian propaganda effort, and 
its broadcasts were the most influential part of 
the propaganda campaign. As Glubb (1959) 
notes, “Broadcasting indeed appears to be ide-
ally suited to the Egyptian mentality, with its 
eloquence, excitability and emotional appeal”. 
In 1958, Nasser emphatically refused to stop 
the Voice of the Arabs broadcast.

Populations in urban and rural areas first 
became aware of the media through the spread 
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of education. The language of the newspapers 
developed and reflected the reality of the con-
temporary language, in which the gap between 
Classical Arabic and Egyptian colloquial Ara-
bic is narrowed (Badawì 1973). At the end 
of the 19th century, the Egyptian colloquial 
dialect began to be used with standard Arabic 
in a new trend known as ‘Folkloristic Journal-
ism’. The main target of such writing was the 
social situation in Egypt: “The conscious effort 
to downscale the complexity in Journalistic lan-
guage was obviously successful, as evidenced 
when illiterate members of a family had their 
literate relatives read the newspapers for them, 
apparently with no difficulty of comprehen-
sion” (Abu-Lughod 1963).

In general, the use of dialect in the newspa-
pers continues to be frowned upon, although it 
is occasionally used, for instance in reporting 
direct speech (cf. Diem 1974:91–95). Holes 
(1995:309–310) explains that when dialect is 
used in newspaper articles, it serves a special 
purpose; he quotes as an example an interview 
with a Lebanese politician who emphasizes 
the importance of the ordinary voters. In this 
instance, dialect is deemed to be appropriate. 
Nonetheless, the use of dialect continues to 
be something requiring a special excuse. An 
example is the speech President as-Sadat held 
the day before he was assassinated. This speech 
appeared two days later in the newspapers in 
its original form, i.e. in a mixed form of dialect 
and standard Arabic, and the editors of the 
newspaper apologized for not having been able 
to ‘translate’ it into standard Arabic because of 
the lack of time.

The use of dialect Arabic in an article is 
commonly regarded as a mistake. This con-
cept throws together two categories: deviations 
from Standard Arabic as the result of code-
mixing, and hypercorrections or grammatical 
mistakes. An interesting source for both kinds 
of ‘mistakes’ is constituted by the style books 
that some newspapers publish for their own 
journalists. These style books usually contain a 
chapter on ‘frequent mistakes’ (±ax†à± luÿawiyya 
šà±i�a) which illustrates the kind of phenomena 
one may find in newspaper Arabic. Thus, the 
stylebook of al-±Ahràm (Nàfi� n.d.), along with 
mistakes in the orthography of the hamza and 
in the construction of the numerals, mentions 
such examples as na™nu l-mißriyyùna or na™nu 
ka-mißriyyìna instead of the correct na™nu l-

mißriyyìna (Nàfi� n.d.:52), and the ubiquitous 
la�iba dawran kabìran ‘to play a big role’ (Nàfi� 
n.d.:53), which is cited frequently as an exam-
ple of nefarious foreign influence and is decried 
by the al-±âhràm stylebook as wrong (their 
argument being that this expression is often 
used for serious matters that have nothing to 
do with play!).

The Modern Standard Arabic used in the 
newspapers differs in some respects from the 
language as it is used elsewhere. According to 
Ashtiany (1993), two general features character-
ize newspaper Arabic: variation and padding. 
Variation seems, for instance, to be at the root 
of the frequent use of synonyms for conjunc-
tions. Of the simple conjunctions wa- and 
fa-, wa- continues to be used in Media Ara-
bic, in particular in ™àl constructions, but it 
is often reinforced or replaced by compound 
conjunctions, e.g. kamà, (wa-)jadìrun bi-�-�ikri 
±anna . . . (Ashtiany 1993:31); in correlative sen-
tences it is often replaced by ™ay�u or ±i�. 
As for fa-, outside its use in the expression 
±ammà . . . fa- . . . ‘as for . . .’, and in conditional 
sentences, it is not used frequently in Media 
Arabic (Ashtiany 1993:31). For other conjunc-
tions, too, several new variants have become 
popular in newspaper Arabic (Girod 2000). 
Another example of variation is the shifting 
between prepositions, such as bi-/fì, fì/ladà, 
ladà/�inda (Ashtiany 1993:32).

For the purpose of padding, which in itself 
can be a means to achieve variation, the fol-
lowing devices are mentioned by Ashtiany 
(1993:28):

i.  The use of qàma bi- as a synonym of active 
verbs, e.g. qàma bi-ziyàra instead of zàra 
‘to visit’; tasallama r-ra±ìs risàlatan qàma 
bi-taslìmihà s-safìr ‘the president received 
a letter which was delivered by the ambas-
sador’ (1993:30).

ii.  The use of tamma bi- as a synonym of pas-
sive verbs, e.g. sa-yatimmu ÿadan tawqì� 
ittifàqiyyatin tijàriyyatin ‘a commercial 
treaty will be signed tomorrow’; tamma l-
ittifàq �alà ±irsàl wafdin ±ilà l-mu±tamar ‘it 
was agreed to send a delegation to the con-
ference’ (1993:30). Holes (1995:258–259) 
points out that this ‘periphrastic passive’ 
has an aspectual connotation as well, since 
it is typically used for durative or iterative 
actions. The same point is made by Girod 

200 media arabic

EALL_M_96-325.indd   200 10/4/2007   5:11:52 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(2000), who has studied the use of this 
construction extensively. The verb jarà is 
used with the same meaning, e.g. jarà xilàl 
al-ijtimà� tabàdul al-±àrà± ‘during the meet-
ing an exchange of opinions took place’ 
(Ashtiany 1993:44).

iii. The use of redundant expressions, such as 
wa-�àlika, e.g. qarrara l-wazìr bi-ta±jìl az-
ziyàra wa-�àlika li-±asbàb šaxßiyya ‘the min-
ister decided to postpone the visit, [and this] 
for personal reasons’ (Ashtiany 1993:32), 
or kull min, to introduce a list of two or 
more names.

iv. A padding device that may have its source 
in the contemporary dialects is the increased 
use of tàbi� li-, which sometimes indicates 
things that are under someone’s control 
but may also be used as an expansion of 
li- without further connotations (Ashtiany 
1993:122).

The effect of translation from Western lan-
guages on the language of the press should also 
be recognized. In the 19th century, Egyptian 
newspapers began to depend on foreign news 
agencies to obtain news (Hassan 1976). The 
language of the press must necessarily be up 
to date in order to meet the needs of the soci-
ety and keep up with the political, economic, 
and technological changes that occurred within 
that society. Kanun (1983) confirms that thou-
sands of new words and structures began to 
enter the language and enrich it, either through 
translation or metaphor. New loanwords and 
expressions were either translated or Arabized 
through derivational conventions adapted to 
the structure of the Arabic language. In fact, 
the press enriched Modern Standard Arabic 
with new vocabulary to express new ideas, 
concepts, and terms of technology by coining, 
adapting, or borrowing. In some cases, the 
introduction of new words can be pinpointed 
exactly, for instance the term qamar ßinà�ì 
‘satellite’ (perhaps from English man-made 
or artificial moon), which was used for the 
first time in 1957 in an Arabic broadcast the 
day the first Sputnik was launched (Monteil 
1960:191). This and similar words gradually 
became popular and an integral part of the 
language.

The influence of journalistic English and 
French was not limited to the lexicon but was 
also manifest in the style and � phraseology 

of the language of the Arab media. As far 
back as 1960, Monteil (1960:306–312), in 
his treatment of stylistic calques, especially 
in journalistic Arabic, referred to complaints 
by Arab intellectuals in the 1930s about for-
eign influence in expressions such as qatala l-
waqt ‘to kill time’ and sàdat al-faw�à ‘anarchy 
reigned’. Monteil also refers to such stylistic 
calques in political speeches, for instance in one 
of President Nasser’s speeches, Mißru kulluhà 
sa-tuqàtilu li-±àxiri qa†ratin min dimà±ihà ‘all 
of Egypt will fight till the last drop of blood’ 
(Monteil 1960:309). In modern newspaper 
Arabic, Ashtiany (1993:56, 61) mentions rajul 
al-±a�màl ‘homme d’affaires, businessman’, and 
a host of foreign metaphors and idioms are 
mentioned by Holes (1995:256), e.g. jumhùriy-
yàt mawz ‘banana republics’ (1995:275 n. 
15). An interesting example is that of the use 
of kubrà in the sense of English major, e.g. 
qa�iyyatun kubrà ‘a major issue’ or al-xa†àyà 
l-kubrà ‘major errors’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:249). 
The influence of the foreign languages is also 
manifest in the use of new prepositional idioms, 
e.g. iltaqà with and without the preposition 
ma�a (Ashtiany 1993:26); ±a�lana and ±a�lana 
�an ‘to announce’; waßala and waßala ±ilà ‘to 
arrive’ (Ashtiany 1993:32).

Translation also necessitated the assimilation 
of grammatical structures. The use of intro-
ductory sentences and the increase of Subject-
Verb-Object (SVO) sentences and prepositional 
phrases reflect the effect of translation. Accord-
ing to Parkinson (1981), SVO is the basic 
word order of Egyptian colloquial Arabic. His 
study also confirms the tendency to use SVO in 
the language of the newspapers. Verb-Subject-
Object is considered to be the basic word order 
in Classical Arabic, while Subject-Verb-Object 
or prepositional phrases for the most part are 
used only for emphasis. Abdelfattah (1990) 
confirms the same trend toward the use of 
SVO sentences in Modern Standard Arabic, in 
al-±Ahràm from 1935 to 1989. Such sentences 
are particularly frequent in headlines, often in 
the imperfect tense; in these headlines, the usual 
constraint against an indefinite subject (agent) 
is waived, e.g. kàtib ±isbànì yuhdì l-±amìra ±Ilìnà 
™imàrayn bi-munàsaba zafàfihà ‘Spanish writer 
gives Princess Elena two donkeys on the occa-
sion of her wedding’ (Watson 1999:170).

Note, however, that Badawi a.o. (2004:349) 
point out that in the body of the text the same 
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sentence often recurs in the VSO order of Mod-
ern Standard Arabic, and this is also reported 
by Holes (1995:264). Nonetheless, the trend of 
using SVO word order brings Modern Stand-
ard Arabic closer to the colloquial dialects and 
to the more common structure of non-Semitic 
languages (Parkinson 1981; Abdelfattah 1996). 
According to El Hakim (1998), the noticeably 
high rate of nominal sentences, as well as the 
use of particles, conjunctions, and prepositional 
phrases could be considered a shift in the struc-
ture of journalistic Modern Standard Arabic in 
favor of a more universal structure.

In some cases, it is difficult to determine 
whether a certain change represents an inde-
pendent innovation or a calque. This is the 
case with new functional expressions like sa±ala 
mà ±i�à, which is sometimes regarded as a 
translation of English whether. About this con-
struction Badawi a.o. (2004:721) remark “The 
compound is clearly not a direct calque of any 
Western conjunction but an indigenous inno-
vation reproducing the semantic components 
of English ‘whether’”, as in sa±altuhu �ammà 
±i�à kuntu ±asta†ì�u ±an ±arà wàlidahu ‘I asked 
him whether I could see his father’ (Badawi 
a.o. 2004:721). The same may apply to the 
stereotypical use of al-±amru lla�ì, which has as 
its antecedent the entire preceding clause (Bad-
awi a.o. 2004:513–514) and probably became 
popular as a handy device to translate English 
which in this function. A similar example is 
represented by the use of new expressions to 
translate the concept ‘not only . . . but also’: in 
Standard Arabic this should be expressed as là/
laysa . . . fa-qa†, bal . . ., but one often finds now-
adays laysa fa-qa† . . . wa-làkin (±ay�an) (Bad-
awi a.o. 2004:488). The tendency to express 
notions as one syntactic unit, which is apparent 
in this construction, may also be at the root 
of the use of là ±a™ad and là šay± to translate 
no one and nothing. Within traditional gram-
matical analysis, these could be interpreted as 
instances of the absolute negator là followed by 
a relative sentence, as in min al-mu±akkad ±an 
là ±a™ada yasta†ì�u ±an yalùmahu ‘it is certain 
that no one can blame him’ instead of ±an là 
yasta†ì�u ±a™adun (Badawi a.o. 2004:471). At a 
stretch, this might be interpreted as ‘it is certain 
that there is no one who can blame him’, but 
more likely, it is simply a translation of no one 
as one syntactic unit.

For the expression of the concept of reciproc-
ity, newspaper Arabic increasingly uses expres-
sions of the type ba��uhum al-ba��, which 
are frowned upon by the official linguistic 
authorities. This, too, may very well be an 
instance of an expression that is not directly a 
calque but owes its popularity to the fact that 
it is a quick-and-ready translation of expres-
sions like English each other. In the case of 
±a™aduhum . . . al-±àxar, there can hardly be any 
doubt that it originated as a translation of 
French l’un . . . l’autre, e.g. kilà l-qißßatayni fì 
l-majmù� tukammilu ±i™dàhuma l-±uxrà ‘both 
stories in the collection complement each other’ 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:394). Holes (1995:274 n. 9) 
claims that the use of hunàka as an existential 
in Modern Standard Arabic (� locatives) was 
the result of massive translation from English 
and French.

A difficult case is that of the frequent occur-
rence of � passives with expressed agent in 
the language of the newspapers. According to 
the strict laws of Classical Arabic, in a pas-
sive sentence the agent cannot be expressed. 
Nonetheless, even in Classical Arabic, passives 
are sometimes connected with a preposition bi- 
or min, which comes very close to indicating 
the agent, e.g. (Q. 2/173) man �ufiya lahu min 
±axìhi šay±un ‘whoever is forgiven something by 
his brother’ (Reckendorf 1921:233, 251–252). 
The frequency with which the agent of a pas-
sive verb is expressed in newspaper Arabic, 
however, seems to be connected with the influ-
ence of Western languages. When messages of 
the international news agencies are translated, 
these often contain an expressed agent with a 
passive, which tend to be translated with min 
qibal or min †araf (cf. Holes 1995:259–260); 
Badawi a.o. (2004:385–386) mention alterna-
tive expressions like bi-wàsi†a, min jànib, etc.

There are certainly innovations in newspaper 
Arabic that do not have their origin in foreign 
influence. An example is that of the use of 
wa- before a coordinated relative clause (Ash-
tiany 1993:32). This is one of the features of 
journalistic style that is mentioned explicitly 
in the al-±Ahràm stylebook as an example of 
bad grammar (Nàfi� n.d.:64): instead of Bank 
Mißr wa-lla�ì yu�tabaru rà±idan fì l-iqtißàd, 
journalists should write Bank Mißr alla�ì 
yu�tabaru ‘the Bank of Egypt, which is regarded 
as leading in the economy’. Other examples 
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include the increasing use of sawà±an . . . ±am 
instead of sawà±an . . . ±aw ‘regardless if . . . or’ 
(Nàfi� n.d.:55), and the repetition of kullamà 
in expressions like kullamà jà±a fulàn kullamà 
±akramahu ‘each time someone came, he hon-
ored him’ (Nàfi� n.d.:54).

Perhaps the increased use of � compounds 
may also be counted as an innovation, although 
similar tendencies toward compounding 
already existed in the older language (Ashtiany 
1993:58), like radd fi�l ‘reaction’, and ra±s màl 
‘capital’. Such compounds were often used in 
the creation of technical � terminology. Con-
nected with this is the tendency to use certain 
constructions in order to translate the frequent 
prefixes in international technical terminology. 
Holes (1995:266–267) mentions the case of 
the prefix re-, which has led to numerous com-
binations of the verb ±a�àda ‘to repeat’ with a 
verbal noun, e.g. ±a�àda tanÚìm ‘to reorganize’; 
the use of the substantive �adam with a verbal 
noun to translate Western non- or in-, e.g. 
�adam al-istiqràr ‘instability’; and the many 
combinations of muta�addid to translate West-
ern poly- or multi-, e.g. muta�addid al-jinsiyyàt 
‘multinational’.

The increased use of nominalizations in news-
paper Arabic is in line with a general tendency 
in newspaper language all over the world to use 
nominal constructions. As Holes (1995:260) 
puts it: “Nominalisation, like passivisation, 
allows ‘unattributable’ claims to be made”, 
for instance in expressions like hunàka i�tiqàd 
±anna . . . ‘it is believed that . . . ’, rather than an 
active sentence from which it is clear whose 
belief is at stake. Watson (1999:167) discusses 
the strategy of using noun phrases with nomi-
nalization in headlines, e.g. i�tiqàl �adad min 
±anßàr mawj fì�adan ‘arrest of a number of Mawj 
supporters in Aden’. Holes also mentions as pos-
sible motives for this increased use of nominal 
constructions the need for abstract reasoning in 
much of journalistic writing, and perhaps the 
wish to differentiate formal writing from dialect 
speech in which verbal phrases are more com-
mon than nominal ones (1995:261–262).

The Arabic of newspapers is a national and 
international pan-Arab medium of commu-
nication with limited regional variations, as 
opposed to the different regional dialects that 
impede rather than enhance the communication 
between them (Murgida 1993). Nonetheless, a 
certain amount of variation, especially in the 

lexical domain and in technical terminology, is 
apparent. Since terms in different countries may 
go back to different foreign languages, this may 
lead to � lexical variation, as in the example 
given by Ashtiany (1993:60) of the equivalents 
for ‘workforce’ in the Maghreb and the Mashreq, 
al-quwà l-�àmila (< English workforce) and al-
yad al-�àmila (< French main d’oeuvre). The 
increased popularity of inter-Arab broadcasts, 
such as the immensely popular al-Jazeera, is 
difficult to assess for the moment, but a cer-
tain amount of � speech accommodation may 
be expected to result from this. Eventually, 
the popularity of such channels may lead to a 
more homogeneous terminology.

Although newspaper and media Arabic have 
been studied by several scholars, there is as yet 
no comprehensive account of this variety avail-
able. Two language courses focus on the variety 
of Arabic used in the media: Ashtiany (1993) 
is an exercise book teaching students how to 
write journalistic Arabic, whereas McCarus 
and Yacoub (1962) is a reader of texts taken 
from Arabic newspapers.
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Mehri � Modern South Arabian

Merger � Phonological Merger

Mesopotamian Arabic � Iraq

Metaphor � Istıi�àra; Majàz

Metathesis

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

‘Metathesis’ is a term used to describe a lan-
guage sound pattern in which a sequence of 
sounds appears in one order in one context but 
in the opposite order in a related context. The 
transposition of sounds of this type is com-
monly observed in Arabic languages, as can 
be seen in Maltese, for example, by comparing 
verb forms such as [yokrob] and [yokorbu] ‘to 
groan [3rd pers. sg./pl. imperf.]’; the sequence 
[ro] occurs in the singular form of the word 
while the reverse order [or] is found in the 
plural. 

In addition to the use of metathesis as a 
descriptive term, in generative linguistics (see 
e.g. Chomsky and Halle 1968), metathesis has 
taken on theoretical status as well. In this sense, 
metathesis is the term used to refer to a rule or 

process of reordering, i.e., the order of sounds 
in a word changes (or is derived) from an ear-
lier (or underlying) form of the word that con-
tains the opposite order. A sound change of this 
type is assumed for some varieties of French as 
a means of explaining different orders of conso-
nants and vowels observed in words at different 
stages of the language’s development (Maze 
1969; Spence 1990): Jersey French, *šÆvrÆt > 
šÆrvÆt ‘shrimp’; Le Hâvre French *fërme > 
frëme ‘closed, fermé’. It is likely that not all 
instances of metathesis are due to a process of 
reordering. Blevins and Garrett (1998), among 
others, argue that some cases of diachronic 
consonant-vowel metathesis are the result of 
syllable reduction, while others involve the 
insertion of a vowel identical to the preceding 
vowel with subsequent vowel deletion.

Metathesis is widely attested in the ��Afro-
Asiatic language family, of which Arabic is a 
member, as well as in many other language 
families, including Altaic, Austronesian, Salis-
han, Carib, Dravidian, Indo-European, Mayan, 
and Mixe-Zoque. While less common than 
processes such as � assimilation and deletion 
(� elision), metathesis can be systematic within 
a language, and like more common sound 
changes, it is conditioned by phonetically natu-
ral properties, as well as by the phonological 
and lexical knowledge of language users. 

2. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  a n d 
p h o n o l o g i c a l  m e t a t h e s i s

In Arabic languages, transposition of conso-
nants and vowels is commonly used as a means 
of distinguishing meaning in related words; 
in this sense, metathesis is morphological in 
nature. Recall the Maltese example from above: 
[yokrob] and [yokorbu] ‘to groan [3rd pers. 
sg./pl. imperf.]’. In these forms, a change in the 
order of the consonant and vowel is one means 
by which the singular form is distinguished 
from the corresponding plural. While the trans-
position of sounds in such forms is typically 
described as metathesis, theoretical linguists 
have argued that a process of metathesis is 
not required to explain the transposition. One 
alternative explanation involves vowel dele-
tion and insertion (see e.g. McCarthy 1989; 
Hume 1994). For example, if we assume that 
the plural is derived from the singular form 
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/krob/ with the addition of the prefix /yo/ 
and suffix /u/, metathesis involving /ro/ can be 
explained with two processes: one that deletes 
the vowel in /krob/, giving /krb/, and a second 
process that inserts a vowel before the medial 
consonant, i.e. [korb]. In this analysis, the 
derivation of the plural form would involve the 
following changes: /yo+krob+u/ => yo+krb+u 
=> yo+korb+u => [yokorbu].

Metathesis can also be phonological. In Mod-
ern Hebrew, as illustrated in (1), binyan 5 per-
fect verbs typically have the form /hit/ + verb, 
as shown in (1a) (the coronal stop /t/ agrees in 
voicing with an adjacent obstruent). However, 
when the stem-initial consonant is a sibilant, 
the coronal stop of the prefix /hit/ occurs to 
the stem-initial consonant’s right, as in (b) 
(Bat-El 1988, 1989, 1992). Notice that unlike 
morphological metathesis, the transposition of 
sounds in (1) does not, in and of itself, result 
in a change in meaning. Rather, metathesis in 
this instance is phonological, conditioned by 
the quality of the consonant adjacent to the 
coronal stop.

(1) Modern Hebrew
 a. hitnakem  ‘he took revenge’
  hitraxets ‘he washed himself’
  hidbalet ‘he became prominent’
  hitkabel ‘it was accepted’
 b. histader ‘he got organized’
  hizdaken ‘he grew old’
  hištamer ‘he preserved himself’

Bedouin Arabic provides a further example 
of phonological metathesis, as can be seen by 
comparing the verbal forms in (2a) and (2b). 
While both sets of verbs begin with a conso-
nant, the order of the following two sounds dif-
fers. In (2a) we see the order vowel+consonant, 
e.g. taktib ‘you write’, while in (2b), the order 
is consonant+vowel, e.g. nxa†uf ‘we snatch’. 
The presence or absence of a guttural conso-
nant, e.g. /™/, /x/, /�/, next to the initial vowel 
in each word is an important factor in explain-
ing the different orders. In (2a), there is no 
guttural consonant flanking the first vowel, 
while in (2b) there is. A second key factor to 
understanding why the vowel follows, rather 
than precedes, the guttural consonant in (2b) is 
the observation that in Bedouin Arabic, a gut-
tural consonant never occurs after the vowel 

[a] (Al-Mozainy 1981; Al-Mozainy a.o. 1985). 
Phonological theorists take this observation as 
evidence for a constraint in the language that 
prohibits the occurrence of a guttural conso-
nant after /a/. Thus, while the verbal pattern in 
(2a) would lead us to expect the verbs in (2b) 
to show a word-initial CVC pattern, such a 
sequence is not possible since it would position 
the guttural consonant after /a/, a prohibited 
sequence. Thus, the order of consonant/vowel 
is reversed, creating a licit structure with the 
guttural preceding /a/ (� gahawa-syndrome). 

(2) Bedouin Arabic
 a.  CVCCVC
 taktib ‘you write’
 nasba™ ‘we swim’
 b. CCVCVC
 y™akum  ‘he rules’
 nxa†uf ‘we snatch’

3. T h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  t h e 
 p r o c e s s  o f  m e t a t h e s i s 

Understanding how and why metathesis occurs 
has interested linguists for a great many years 
(see e.g. Grammont 1933). The best-developed 
explanations are currently perceptual in nature 
(Blevins and Garrett 1998, 2004; Hock 1985; 
Hume 1998, 2004; Steriade 2001) and gener-
ally point to the importance of indeterminacy 
in the auditory signal as a factor necessary for 
metathesis to take place. Indeterminacy in this 
context relates to how well a listener is able to 
correctly identify the sounds in an utterance. 
The degree to which a sequence of sounds is 
indeterminate is influenced in part by the qual-
ity of the information in the speech signal: the 
better the quality, the more easily the sounds 
and their order can be recognized. The quality 
of information is, in turn, determined by the 
types of sounds involved and the context in 
which the sounds occur.

Pairs of sounds that undergo metathesis gen-
erally share one or more of the following 
properties. First, key phonetic cues that would 
aid in identifying at least one of the sounds 
are masked. The observation that stop con-
sonants, as seen above for Modern Hebrew, 
commonly participate in metathesis relates to 
this point; phonetic cues such as vowel transi-
tions and release bursts are crucial to the cor-
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rect identification of the place and manner of 
articulation of stop consonants. When these 
cues are masked, as may happen when there 
is a following consonant, the quality of the 
stop consonant can be difficult to identify, thus 
creating indeterminacy in the signal. Second, 
the phonetic cues of at least one of the sounds 
are often relatively long in duration, as can be 
observed in vowels, liquids, glides, and frica-
tives (Blevins and Garrett 1998, 2004; Hume 
2004). Cues of this nature tend to extend over 
a domain that may encompass adjacent sounds, 
leading to the overlap of important phonetic 
cues and resulting in potential ambiguity in 
a sound’s onset and offset. The final property 
is auditory, or perceptual, similarity between 
the sounds involved; metathesis commonly 
involves sounds that are similar in terms of 
sonorancy, manner, or place of articulation. 
Similarity between sounds diminishes the dis-
tinctiveness of each of the sounds and, as a 
result, renders the sounds and their order less 
easily identifiable (Hume 1998, 2004). The 
observation that metathesis typically involves 
adjacent sounds also contributes to similarity 
given that proximity enhances similarity (Pier-
rehumbert 2002). 

The sound patterns of an individual’s lan-
guage are also important in understanding the 
emergence of metathesis. This is particularly 
relevant when the speech signal is ambigu-
ous. Indeed, the greater the indeterminacy, the 
more the listener will rely on familiarity with 
native sound patterns to infer the order of 
elements. This includes the particular sounds 
and types of sound sequences that occur in the 
language, as well as how often these elements 
are used. Hume (2004) makes two claims in 
this regard. First, the sound pattern resulting 
from metathesis must be an attested structure in 
the language, with the relevant structure being 
defined in terms of subsegmental properties of 
sounds (e.g. place, manner of articulation), or 
suprasegmental properties (e.g. syllable struc-
ture). Second, less frequent language structures 
are replaced by those that are more frequent 
within the particular language. Since languages 
differ in terms of their sound systems as well as 
in terms of the frequency with which the sound 
patterns are used, this approach correctly cap-
tures the observation that the result of meta-
thesis can differ from language to language. 

In other words, either order of a given 
sound combination can emerge as the result 
of meta thesis in some language. The case 
of metathesis in Modern Hebrew involv-
ing [t] + coronal sibilant (cf. Arabic ifta�ala) 
is consistent with this approach. Bat-
El (1988) reports that this sequence is less 
 common than the opposite order, which is 
restricted to tautomorphemic forms such as 
[hi-tsis] ‘he fermented’ and nonverbal forms 
like [t�uva] ‘reply’. Metatheses where the stop 
metathesizes to a position preceding a conso-
nant are also attested, as discussed in Nakao 
(1986) for Old English and Silva (1973) for 
Lappish. 

This view of metathesis also explains the 
observation that the sound sequence resulting 
from metathesis often has better phonetic cues 
than the original order. The explanation for 
this phenomenon draws on facts concerning the 
type of sounds that undergo metathesis, and the 
type of sequences that are most likely to influ-
ence how a language user interprets a speech 
signal. On the one hand, sounds with strong 
phonetic cues are not good candidates for 
metathesis since the language user would not 
generally have difficulty identifying the sounds 
or their order. On the other hand, sound 
sequences with weaker cues are prime can idates 
since there is a greater likelihood that their 
onsets and offsets will be  ambiguous. Further, 
sounds with robust cues tend to be more fre-
quent in a language system and will thus have a 
greater influence over how the speech signal is 
interpreted by the user. This then suggests that 
the reason why improved perceptual salience 
is a characteristic of so many cases of metath-
esis is simply an artifact of the nature of the 
sequences that undergo metathesis and those 
that influence how an indeterminate speech sig-
nal is interpreted by the language user.

There are a number of resources available 
to readers interested in learning more about 
metathesis in Arabic and other languages. A 
good starting point is the metathesis website 
at www.ling.osu.edu/~ehume/metathesis/, 
which contains information on about one hun-
dred cases of metathesis, a metathesis bib-
liography, and other tools. Crosslinguistic 
surveys may also be helpful. These include 
Ultan (1978), Hock (1985), Blevins and Gar-
rett (1998, 2004), Hume (1998, 2004); see the 

206 metathesis

EALL_M_96-325.indd   206 10/4/2007   5:11:56 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



biography at the metathesis website for a more 
complete listing. In addition to the references 
throughout this entry, other sources which 
focus specifically on Arabic include Kenstowicz 
(1981), Kilani-Schoch and Dressler (1986), and 
Yoshida (1993).
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Meter

1. T h e  t h e o r y  o f  m e t e r

Arabic versification (�arù�) is quantitative, a 
unique phenomenon among the Semitic lan-
guages, where accent verse systems dominate. 
Its theory was developed by al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad 
(d. 175/791 or 170/786 or 160/776), who was 
also a prominent figure in the genesis of Arabic 
linguistic science. The classical theory postulates 
sixteen meters, although the number of meters 
used in poetic practice does not exceed a dozen.

 The pioneers of the study of �arù� in Europe, 
such as William Jones (1777), Georg Wilhelm 
Freytag (1830), and Georg Ewald (1825–1854), 
saw it as a purely quantitative system, but 
their position was put to question later on. In 
spite of the fact that neither Arabic grammar, 
nor Arabic metrical theory, nor the science of 
Qur±ànic recitation (� tajwìd) mention any-
thing about accent, the question of the nature 
of Arabic versification became a controversial 
one. The most daring attempts to prove the 
accent nature of Arabic verse were made by 
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Stanislas Guyard (1877), who was followed in 
Russia by David Gincburg (1893–1897) and 
Gotthold Weil (1958). Still, in spite of their 
ingenious arguments, their theories did not 
hold. At the end of the 20th century, several 
scholars independently and almost simultane-
ously reaffirmed the quantitative character of 
Arabic metrics (Stoetzer 1989; Frolov 1991, 
2000; Bohas and Paoli 1992, 1997).

A fitting start for an exposition of the system 
of �arù� is the following passage, in which it 
is explained succinctly and clearly: “The verse 
lines (±abyàt) are composed (murakkaba) of 
hemistichs (maßàrì�), the hemistichs are com-
posed of feet (tafà�ìl), the feet are composed 
of ±asbàb, ±awtàd, and fawàßil, and the root 
(±aßl) of all these are vocalized and unvocalized 
™urùf ”(Rasà±il I, 197).

2. L e v e l  o n e :  £ A R F  ( m o r a )

“You should know that the student of �arù� 
must begin with the knowledge of unvocalized 
and vocalized ™urùf ” (Ibn �Abd Rabbihi, �Iqd 
V, 424; cf. also ±Axfaš, �Arù� 135; Ibn as-Sar-
ràj, Mi�yàr).

The rhythmic core of Arabic meter is the 
alternation of longer and shorter prosodic seg-
ments. The central notion of Arabic metrical 
theory is that of � ™arf, which is the most 
convenient instrument for the analysis of the 
structure of Arabic verse, by far surpassing in 
that capacity the traditional European notion 
of ‘syllable’. The inadequate character of the 
notion of syllable, especially the short syllable, 
is stressed by Stoetzer (1989:121–123). The 
™arf has a twofold function in the metrical 
structure.

First, it is used as the means of the segmenta-
tion of speech into elementary prosodic units 
(EPUs) produced by the alternation of vocalized 
™urùf (™arf muta™arrik) and unvocalized ™urùf 
(™arf sàkin), the terms themselves conveying the 
idea of a prosodic inertia (� ™araka) and a pro-
sodic pause (sukùn; San�es 1968). This goal is 
achieved by stops at each unvocalized ™arf, and 
as a result, each EPU has an identical structural 
pattern: a number (one or more) of vocalized 
™urùf and a final unvocalized ™arf. All linguis-
tic phenomena occurring in ordinary language, 
such as consonant clusters, resulting from what 
is called in Arabic grammar iltiqà± as-sàkinayn 
‘the meeting of two unvocalized ™urùf ’, or � 

pausal word forms, and even speech pauses 
themselves, were eliminated altogether from 
the poetic diction because they might have 
distorted this unified pattern of the EPU. Partly 
because of this, a word like šàbb ‘youth, young 
man’, which conveys a notion very common in 
the poetic imagery, is never used in poetry and 
is substituted by its synonym fatà.

Second, ™arf is a unit of measurement of 
prosodic length, which may be regarded as the 
functional equivalent of the universal notion of 
‘mora’.

3. L e v e l  t w o :  M e t r i c a l 
s y l l a b l e s  ( E P U )

“Then come ±asbàb and ±awtàd, and feet 
(±ajzà±) are composed of them” (Ibn as-Sarràj, 
Mi�yàr). 

The theory of �arù� speaks of two-™arf, 
three-™arf, four-™arf, and five-™arf EPUs as 
building elements of the verse structure. The 
two-™arf element, which is the minimum for 
the EPU of the above pattern, is called sabab lit. 
‘rope’; the three-™arf element is called watid lit. 
‘peg’; and the four-™arf and five-™arf elements 
are called smaller and larger fàßila lit. ‘cut, sec-
tion, segment’.

A mnemonic phrase which probably goes 
back to al-Xalìl himself helps one to memorize 
the whole set (each word stands for one type 
of EPU postulated by the theory): lam ±ara �alà 
Úahri jabalin samakatan (or šajaratan) ‘I have 
not seen a fish [or: a tree] on the slope of a 
mountain’.

Incidentally, the set of the EPU, which is the 
basis of the �arù� rhythm, coincides with the 
set of the Arabic root patterns (±ußùl; � ±aßl), 
which can consist of two to five ™urùf at the 
most. This coincidence is not surprising as both 
systems go back to the same person, al-Xalìl, 
as the Kitàb al-�ayn attributed to him shows 
(Frolov 2000).

The similarity between the two sets of ±ußùl, 
linguistic and metrical, conveys traces of delib-
erate planning, because the longest EPU (the 
larger fàßila) in fact never occurs in ideal metri-
cal schemes but only as a transform, and has to 
be regarded not as a ‘root’ (±aßl) or primary part 
of the structure but rather as a ‘branch’ (far�) 
or secondary part. Moreover, the theory intro-
duces the prosodically impossible notion of the 
‘heavy sabab’ (symbolized by ±ara in the above 
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phrase), which consists of two vocalized ™urùf 
and thus cannot be considered an autonomous 
element of the prosodic structure.

The distribution of this heavy sabab – only 
before the normal, ‘light’ sabab – leads to the 
conclusion that the four-™arf segment is to be 
treated not as an elementary but rather as a 
complex entity, made up of two ±asbàb (2 + 2 
= 4), with the eliminated prosodic stop between 
them, or a kind of ‘syllabic cluster’. This con-
clusion was actually drawn by some Arabic 
theoreticians, who postulated that Arabic verse 
is made up only of ±asbàb and ±awtàd, while all 
the rest are complex entities produced by their 
combination and belonging to the ‘branch’ or 
secondary part of the structure (cf. Ibn Rašìq, 
�Umda I, 138). This view is mirrored in a beau-
tiful legend about an aged šayx, who taught 
a youth to compose poems by saying that all 
verse is made up of na�am ‘yes’ (three-™arf seg-
ment, watid) and là ‘no’ (two-™arf segment, 
sabab).

The last element invented by al-Xalìl in order 
to solve some theoretical difficulties is discussed 
later in this entry. It is a special kind of watid, 
the so-called watid mafrùq ‘disjointed or dis-
sociated watid’ (symbolized by Úahri), the name 
itself being significant. Although it consists of 
three ™urùf, its structure – làtu, or 21 – is pro-
sodically impossible because the prosodic bor-
derline cuts it in half, and so it can be neither 
heard nor scanned. In other words, it is not a 
prosodic unity.

Frolov (1991, 2000) proposed to call the 
EPUs, which have no generic name in Arabic, 
‘metrical syllables’ because of their function as 
the building elements of the �arù� feet. The term 
covers only those types which are prosodically 
real: two-, three-, and four-™arf segments of the 
normal structure, in other words mostly ±asbàb 
and ±awtàd. In this case, the larger fàßila, or 
both of them, can be called ‘syllabic clusters’.

4. L e v e l  t h r e e :  � A R û Î  f e e t 
( A r a b i c  J U Z ±  ‘ p a r t ’  o r  T A F � î L A )

Metrical theory distinguishes eight different 
types of feet, but only seven of them are real. 
Their symbolic representation is of two kinds. 
The first kind gives the scheme of the foot 
on the level of ™urùf and uses two signs, one 
for the vocalized ™arf (for instance, the sym-
bol o), another for the unvocalized ™arf (for 

instance, the symbol /). This representation is 
used mostly in the famous ‘circles’ (dawà±ir) 
of al-Xalìl (see below). The second kind gives 
the scheme of the foot on the level of ‘metri-
cal syllables’ and uses artificial words derived 
from the root f-�-l, similar to, but not identical 
with, the well-known morphological device for 
the representation of word models, both being 
the product of al-Xalìl’s genius. This second 
representation, which has the benefit of making 
the rhythm heard by the mere repetition of the 
foot pattern, is the main one in the treatises on 
�arù�. It is used here with an additional numeri-
cal symbolic representation proposed by San�es 
(1968): sabab – 2; watid – 3; fàßila – 4.

The maximum length of the �arù� foot is 
seven ™urùf, which is also the maximum length 
of the word models in Arabic, as al-Xalìl and 
his pupil Sìbawayhi established. The feet are 
divided according to their length into five-
™arf type (xumàsì) and seven-™arf type (subà�ì). 
The first type comprises two foot patterns: 
fa�ùlun, or 32, and fà�ilun, or 23. The second 
type comprises six patterns, including a ficti-
tious one. The five real feet are mafà�ìlun, or 
322; mufà�alatun, or 34; fà�ilàtun, or 232; 
mustaf�ilun, or 223; mutafà�ilun, or 43.

Note that each foot consists of one and only 
one watid and a variable number of ±asbàb, one 
or two, or a fàßila. The Arabic metrical scholars 
stress that the watid is the core of the rhythm, 
and as such it is not affected by any deforma-
tions in the real verse. It turns out that Weil 
(1958) was basically correct when he applied 
the terms arsis and thesis to the structure of 
Arabic verse and identified the place of the 
arsis with the watid segment. The difference is 
that the basis of the rhythm is purely quantita-
tive, and watid is not the place of ictus, as Weil 
thought, but simply the longer segment of the 
two basic ‘metrical syllables’.

Weil’s idea of dividing rhythms of Arabic 
verse into rising and falling also proves very 
fruitful, provided it is carried out without any 
connection with the accent. Starting from the 
position of the arsis (watid ) in the foot, three 
basic rhythms in the Arabic verse may be 
discerned: descending, either trochaic (32) or 
dactylic (322); ascending, either iambic (23) 
or anapestic (223); ambivalent, ascending-
descending, or amphibrachic (232).

All three rhythms are found in the archaic, 
pre-�arù� stage of the development of the 
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Arabic verse and may be associated with differ-
ent forms of ancient poetry, which were given 
names already in the time of the Jàhiliyya: 
descending rhythms were designated with the 
name hazaj, ascending rhythms with � rajaz, 
ambivalent rhythms with ramal. Two of them 
were originally associated with singing, hazaj 
with the autochthonous Arab tradition, now 
practically extinct, ramal with the Persian tradi-
tion imported via al-£ìra, rajaz with declama-
tion (Frolov 2000).

The anomalous eighth foot is represented 
symbolically as maf�ùlàtu, or 2221–. The first 
thing to notice is that it is prosodically incom-
plete and thus not autonomous, unlike the other 
foot patterns. Secondly, the foot does not seem 
to contain a watid, and so its structure is totally 
alien to the nature of Arabic verse. In short, it 
violates practically all rules of �arù� metrics.

In order to solve this complication, al-Xalìl 
invented the strictly conventional notion of the 
watid mafrùq ‘disjointed or dissociated watid’. 
The Arabic metrical scholars stress that this 
foot has a very unusual distribution. Unlike all 
other feet, for instance, it cannot make a meter 
on its own, nor can it occur more than once in 
a verse.

Turning from theory to practice, one finds 
that the anomalous foot is entirely fictitious, 
as it practically never occurs in any real verse 
patterns. Of the three meters in which, accord-
ing to the theory, this foot can be found, 
one (sarì�) never realizes it in its theoretical 
form and shows no anomalies, and the second 
(muqta�ab) is a fictitious meter itself, never 
used by Arab poets. Only one meter (munsari™) 
exhibits metrical schemes that can be analyzed 
with the use of this strange foot; it does allow 
for an alternative interpretation, however, in 
conformity with the �arù� rules, except one. 
The middle part of the munsari™ may exhibit a 
shift of the real watid, the core of the rhythm; 
if one takes this one step further, one has to 
admit for the prosodically oriented analysis of 
the structure the possibility of a nine-™arf foot 
(2223). This shift can occur in the verse only 
once, and only in the meter of the ascending, 
most archaic, rhythm. This explains the above 
statements by metrical scholars.

Al-Xalìl chose another solution. For him, the 
correspondence between the maximum length 
of the word model and verse foot (seven ™urùf ) 
was so important that he preferred to keep it 

untouched. He did this by introducing a whole 
set of theoretical notions that had no relation to 
the prosodic and rhythmic reality of the Arabic 
verse, and in fact make the theory rather cum-
bersome (for details see Frolov 2000).

5. L e v e l  f o u r :  M e t e r s

Al-Xalìl himself distinguished a total of fifteen 
meters; the sixteenth meter, mutadàrik (which 
also goes under different names), was added by 
his pupil and rival al-±Axfaš (d. 215/830?). This 
meter retained its place in theoretical exposi-
tions of �arù� but never became a reality, as 
Arab poets never used it.

The order of the meters in metrical treatises 
has been fixed once and for all, as well as 
the poetical šawàhid that exemplify them, and 
many seem to have been invented by al-Xalìl, 
or by others shortly after him. The meters are 
arranged in circles. The circle pattern always 
gives the longest possible, though not neces-
sarily the most frequent or ancient form of the 
meter, which is considered to be the ‘root’ of 
all shorter forms. The ideal meter in the circle 
(often called ba™r) generates a family of con-
crete meters, characterized by length (number 
of feet) and the form of the final foot of the 
first hemistich (called �arù� like the name of 
the discipline) and the second hemistich (called 
�arb), which is the place of the � rhyme 
(qàfiya). These final feet may have a rhythm 
of their own, regarded as deformations of the 
basic rhythm, but in fact playing a role as end 
markers of the first hemistich and of the whole 
line, making the quantitative rhythm slightly 
less monotonous. In al-Xalìl’s system, the term 
� �illa is used for this phenomenon, consist-
ing of the deletion of an element. Bohas and 
Paoli (1997:156ff.) distinguish these deviations, 
which are confined to the last feet of the hemis-
tich, from those called zi™àfa in Arabic metrical 
theory, which only take place in the interior of 
a verse (™ašw). The difference between them 
is that the �ilal are obligatory in the sense that 
they apply to all verses of the poem, unlike the 
zi™àfa; besides, the latter can only occur in the 
sabab of a verse, whereas the �ilal may occur in 
both sabab and watid. This part of the theory is 
not dealt with here, but the initial pattern of the 
meter is presented with some additional basic 
information. Deviations of the sample bayt 
from the ideal scheme are not specially men-
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tioned. For detailed analytical tables of the fre-
quency of meters, see Frolov (2000:259–290).

The first circle

(1) †awìl ‘long’. An eight-foot meter, and the 
only one which does not have shorter forms. 
It is the main meter of qaßìd poetry, almost 
half of which is written in this meter.

Scheme
fa�ùlun / mafà�ìlun / fa�ùlun / mafà�ìlun // 
32 322 32 33
fa�ùlun / mafà�ìlun / fa�ùlun / mafà�ìlun
32 322 32 322

Example (¢arafa)
±abà mun / �irin kànat / ÿurùran / ßa™ìfatì
fa-lam ±u� / †ikum fi-†-†aw /�i màlì /wa-là �ir�ì

‘Abù Mundhir, my face was arrogant,
And I did not voluntarily give you my 
wealth or my honor’

(2) madìd ‘stretched, extended’. Theoretically 
an eight-foot meter, but used exclusively as 
a shorter six-foot variation. The frequency 
of madìd, absent from many poetic dìwàns, 
rarely exceeds 1 to 3 percent.

Scheme
fà�ilàtun / fà�ilun / fà�ilàtun // 
232 23 232
fà�ilàtun / fà�ilun / fà�ilàtun
232 23 232

Example (Muhalhil)
yà la-bakrin / ±anširù / lì kulayban

yà la-bakrin / ±ayna ±ay / na-l-firàrù
‘O Bakrites, bring Kulayb back to life for me!

O Bakrites, where, where to flee?’

(3) basì† ‘outspread, unfolded’. An eight-foot 
meter, but with a shorter six-foot variation. 
It is one of the four main qaßìd meters, 
whose frequency is 10 to 20 percent, rarely 
more.

Scheme
mustaf�ilun / fà�ilun / mustaf�ilun / fà�ilun // 
223 23 223 23
mustaf�ilun / fà�ilun / mustaf�ilun / fà�ilun
223 23 223 23

Example (Zuhayr)
yà ™àri là / ±urmayan / minkum bi-dà / hiyatin

lam yalqahà / sùqatun / qablì wa-là / malikù
‘O £àrith, let me not be hit from you by a blow,

Which never hit before either subjects or 
kings’

The second circle
(4) wàfir ‘abundant, full’. A six-foot meter, 

which also has a rare four-foot variation. It 
is one of the four main qaßìd meters, whose 
frequency is 7 to 20 percent.

Scheme
mufà�alatun / mufà�alatun / mufà�alatun // 
34 34 34
mufà�alatun / mufà�alatun / mufà�alatun
34 34 34

Example (Imru±ulqays)
lanà ÿanamun / nusawwiquhà / ÿizàrun

ka-±anna qurù / na jillatihà / �ißiyyù
‘We have numerous sheep for sale,

horns of the biggest are like poles’

(5) kàmil ‘complete’. A six-foot meter, which 
also has a four-foot variation. It is one 
of the four main qaßìd meters, whose fre-
quency is 10 to 25 percent.

Scheme
mutafà�ilun / mutafà�ilun / mutafà�ilun // 
43 43 43
mutafà�ilun / mutafà�ilun / mutafà�ilun
43 43 43

Example (�Antara)
wa-±i�à ßa™aw / tu fa-mà ±uqaß / ßiru �an nadan

wa-kamà �alim / ti šamà±ilì / wa-takarrumì
‘When I sober up, I do not stop being 
generous;

You know well my virtues and my 
nobleness’

The third circle
(6) hazaj ‘quick vibration of sound’. Theoreti-

cally a six-foot meter, but used exclusively 
as a shorter, four-foot variation. It is a rare 
meter, rhythmically close to wàfir, whose 
frequency does not exceed 1 to 2 percent.

Scheme
mafà�ìlun / mafà�ìlun // mafà�ìlun / mafà�ìlun
322 322 322 322
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Example (¢arafa)
�afà min ±à / li layla-s-sah

bu fa-l-±amlà / ™u fa-l-ÿamrù
‘No trace of Laylà’s clan in as-Sah-

b or al-±Amlà™ or al-Ÿamr’

(7) rajaz ‘trembling sound, murmur’. One of 
the oldest meters, used from time immemo-
rial exclusively as a short three-foot (or even 
a two-foot) variation; in the theory of �arù� 
it is present as a ‘normal’ six-foot meter, 
which emerged not earlier than the Abbasid 
times and never became popular. The short 
variation produced in the Umayyad period 
a quasi-qaßìda type of poetry called ±urjùza. 
The meter is not frequent in the poetic 
dìwàns but occurs very frequently in his-
torical and linguistic pedagogical writings. 
Rhythmically, it is close to kàmil.

Scheme
mustaf�ilun / mustaf�ilun / mustaf�ilun // 
223 223 223
mustaf�ilun / mustaf�ilun / mustaf�ilun
223 223 223

Example (anonymous)
dàrun li-sal / mà ±i� sulay / mà jàratun

qafrun tarà / ±àyàtihà / mi�la-z-zubur
‘A campsite of Salmà with Sulaymà in the 
neighborhood

Is empty, but its signs for you are like a 
book’

(8) ramal ‘woven cloth; sound of rain drops’. 
A six-foot meter, which also has a four-foot 
variation. Its frequency rarely exceeds 5 
percent.

Scheme
fà�ilàtun / fà�ilàtun / fà�ilàtun // fà�ilàtun / 
232 232 232 232
fà�ilàtun / fà�ilàtun
232 232

Example
mi†la sa™qi-l / -burdi �affà / ba�daka-l

-qa†ru maÿnà / hù wa-ta±wì / bu-š-šìmàlì
‘His dwelling place was made after you like 
a torn

Cloak by rains and blasts of northern 
winds’

The fourth circle
(9) sarì� ‘quick’. A six-foot meter, but also 

having a short, three-foot variation, which 
definitely shows its affinity to rajaz. In met-
rical theory, it is presented as having at the 
end the anomalous prosodically incomplete 
foot (see above), but in reality, it never has 
an ideal form, and the meter turns into a 
specific variation of rajaz, nothing more. Its 
frequency rarely exceeds 5 percent. Unlike 
previous meters, the deviation of the sam-
ple verse from the ideal scheme is shown 
here.

Scheme
mustaf�ilun / mustaf�ilun / maf�ùlàtu- // 
223 223 2221–

mustaf�ilun / mustaf�ilun / maf�ùlàtu-
223 223 2221–

Example (anonymous)
±azmàna sal /mà là yarà / mi�laha-r // 
223 223 23
-rà±ùna fì / šàmin wa-là / fì �iràq
223 223 23+1
‘The time of Salmà! Nobody sees // a simi-
lar time, neither in Syria, nor in Iraq’

(10) munsari™ ‘free, easygoing, unbound’. 
A six-foot meter, but having a short, 
two-foot variation, which also shows its 
affinity to rajaz. In metrical theory, it is 
presented as having the anomalous foot 
in the middle of the hemistich, but the 
prosodically relevant scanning shows that 
it is another specific variation of rajaz 
with a watid shifted one step further. Its 
frequency rarely exceeds 4 percent. Both 
ways of scanning are shown in this case.

Scheme
mustaf�ilun / maf�ùlàtu- /mustaf�ilun // 
223 2221– 223
223 2223 23
mustaf�ilun / maf�ùlàtu- /mustaf�ilun
223 2221– 223 (theory)
223 2223 23 (reality)

Example (anonymous)
±inna-bna zay / din là zàla / musta�milan
 li-l-xayri yuf / šì fì mißri / hi-l-�urufà
‘Ibn Zayd is still a deputy

of good and spreads favors in his capital’
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(11) xafìf ‘light’. A six-foot meter, which also 
has a four-foot variation. The sequence of 
three watids in a row does not present a 
theoretical problem here, as they can be 
made part of different feet. Therefore, the 
interpretation with the help of the notion 
of the anomalous watid was not very 
popular among metrical scholars. Its fre-
quency is about 10 percent, although with 
some poets it can rise up to 15 or even 20 
percent.

Scheme
fà�ilàtun / mus-taf�i-lun [or simply 
232 223
mustaf�ilun] / fà�ilàtun // fà�ilàtun / 
 232 232
mus-taf�i-lun / fà�ilàtun
223 232

Example (al-±A�šà)
™alla ±ahlì / mà bayna dur / nà fa-badaw

là wa-™allat / �ulwiyyatun / bi-s-sixàlì
‘My kin settled between Durnà and Ba- 

daw-là and �Ulwiyya settled in as-Sixàl’

(12) mu�àri� ‘similar’. Theoretically a four-
foot meter, but never used by poets. Again 
as in the case of xafìf, the sequence of 
three watids does not present a theoretical 
problem here, as they can be made part of 
different feet.

Scheme
mafà�ìlun / fà�ilàtun // mafà�ìlun / fà�ilàtun
322 232 322 232

Example (anonymous)
da�ànì ±i / là su�àdin // dawà�ì hawà su�àdì

‘I was attracted to Su�àd // by my pas-
sion for Su�àd’

(13) muqta�ab ‘cut or torn off’. A four-foot 
meter, the third one for which al-Xalìl 
postulated the occurrence of the anoma-
lous foot, which is placed in the beginning 
of each hemistich. Because it never existed 
in poetic practice, it is not necessary to 
enter into details here.

Scheme
maf�ùlàtu-mustaf�ilun // maf�ùlàtu-
2221–  223 (or: 2223 23 // 2223 23)
mustaf�ilun

Example (anonymous)
±aqbalat fa /-là™a lahà // �àri�àni / ka-l-
baradì

‘She came up and showed // her teeth 
which were like hailstones’

(14) mujta�� ‘cut or carved off’. A four-foot 
meter whose frequency oscillates around 
1 percent. It presents no theoretical prob-
lems, as the sequence of the three sababs 
exists only in the structure of the circle 
and nowhere else.

Scheme
mustaf�ilun / fà�ilàtun // mustaf�ilun / 
223 232 223
fà�ilàtun
232

Example (anonymous)
±al-ba†nu min / hà xamìßun // wa-l-wajhu 
mi� / lu-l-hilàlì

‘Her abdomen is hollow // And her face 
is the moon’

The fifth circle
(15) mutaqàrib ‘contracted or drawn near each 

other’. An eight-foot meter made only of 
five-™arf feet, which is unusual for Arabic 
verse, hence its name. Its frequency is 5 to 
15 percent, and it is one of the six most 
popular meters of Classical Arabic poetry. 
Its short six-foot variation is much less 
frequent than the long one.

Scheme
fa�ùlun / fa�ùlun / fa�ùlun / fa�ùlun // 
32 32 32 32
fa�ùlun / fa�ùlun / fa�ùlun / fa�ùlun
32 32 32 32

Example (Bišr ibn ±Abì Xàzim)
fa-±ammà / tamìmun / tamìmu-b / nu 
murrin

fa-±alfà / humu-l-qaw / mu rawbà / 
niyàmà

‘As for the Tamìmites of Tamìm ibn Murr,
People found them drunk, sleepy’
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(16) mutadàrik ‘following closely each other’ 
or mu™da� ‘newly invented’. Not origi-
nally included in the theory of al-Xalìl but 
added later by al-±Axfaš. It is postulated as 
an eight-foot meter, which is difficult to 
sustain or refute, as the meter was never 
practiced by the Arab poets.

Scheme
fà�ilun / fà�ilun / fà�ilun / fà�ilun // fà�ilun / 
23 23 23 23 23
fà�ilun / fà�ilun / fà�ilun
23 23 23

Example (anonymous)
jà±anà / �àmirun / sàliman / ßàli™an

ba�da mà / kàna mà / kàna min / �àmirì
‘ �âmir came to us healthy and safe

After all that happened to �âmir’

6. L e v e l  f i v e :  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n 
o f  m e t e r s  a n d  c i r c l e s

Arabic philologists proposed several principles 
for the classification of meters. According to 
one of these, the meters are divided into two 
groups: homogeneous (mufrada or basì†a), 
which are made of feet of only one type, and 
heterogeneous (murakkaba), which are made 
up of more than one type of feet (Ibn as-Sar-
ràj, Mi�yàr 16; Jawharì, �Arù� 11; Zamaxšarì, 
Qis†às 75–77). This classification can be useful 
in comparative studies.

Another classification divides types (varia-
tions) of meters according to their length. Thus, 
as-Sakkàkì (Miftà™ 523–524) speaks of meters 
composed of eight, six, four, three, two, and 
one feet. The last three extrashort types are 
used only in rajaz (and in sarì� and munsari™, 
which are closely related to rajaz), which proves 
the very archaic nature of the rajaz verse. The 
developed structure of the �arù� verse is based 
on the extralong (eight-foot), long (six-foot), or 
short (four-foot) variations, the first type being 
a purely Arabic innovation, as other ancient 
Semitic versifications know only shorter forms.

European scholars added to these classifica-
tions of meters a classification according to the 
underlying rhythms. Hartmann (1896) consid-
ered Arabic poetry to be monorhythmic, based 
on one ascending (iambic) rhythm, which he 
correctly associated with rajaz. He attempted 
to derive all meters from this basic rhythm as 

its variations. Weil (1958) regarded the watid 
as the core of the verse rhythm and based his 
classification on the two types of watids (one 
of them described above as theoretical only). 
Accordingly, he postulated two basic rhythms 
in Arabic verse, rising and falling. In his early 
work, Bohas (1974) proposed a tripartite classi-
fication of Arabic meters according to the place 
of the watid at the beginning, the middle, or the 
end of the foot, in some respects similar to the 
classification proposed in Frolov (2000).

The classification of the three basic rhythms 
proposed above leads to the classification of 
the �arù� meters into three metrical families: 
that of the descending rhythm (†awìl, wàfir, 
hazaj, mutaqàrib, mu�àri�), that of the ascend-
ing rhythm (basì†, kàmil, rajaz, sarì �, munsari™, 
mujta��, muqta�ab, mutadàrik), and that of 
the intermediate, ascending-descending rhythm 
(madìd, xafìf, ramal). This classification proved 
very fruitful in the analysis of the genesis of the 
�arù� verse and the study of the metrical reper-
tory of Arabic poetry from the classical period 
(Frolov 2000).

The original classification of meters incorpo-
rated in the �arù� theory by its author is that of 
the circles, which are often called ‘mysterious’. 
The division of the meters into the five circles 
has been shown above. The circle represents 
the ordered sequence of the ±awtàd and the 
±asbàb (or fawàßil), which has neither a begin-
ning nor an end, and which generates different 
meters according to the point of departure. This 
classification has nothing to do with rhythm, 
as every circle comprises meters of different 
rhythms. There are reasons to believe that 
the device of the circles apart from its evident 
mnemonic value (often combined with similar 
names of meters belonging to the same circle, 
with the exception of the anomalous fourth 
circle) was a means to fix the rhythmic law dis-
covered by al-Xalìl, which is based on ordered 
alternation of the metrical elements (EPUs) of 
different length. The first three circles constitute 
the center of the system: the first two comprise 
all four main meters (†awìl, basì†, wàfir, kàmil), 
the third comprises three archaic forms of Ara-
bic verse representing the system of the three 
basic rhythms which were made regular �arù� 
meters (hazaj, rajaz, ramal). The fourth and 
the fifth circles are the periphery of the system 
and deal with metrical schemes that are in some 
way anomalous, or fictitious. The system of the 
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circles is, in a manner of speaking, the ‘trade-
mark’ of al-Xalìl’s system, since it can produce 
not only ‘used’ (musta�mal) or recognized met-
rical schemes, but also ‘neglected’ (muhmal) 
schemes, which are sometimes referred to in 
metrical treatises. In this respect, the circles 
resemble the device of root derivation that is 
practiced in the lexicon attributed to al-Xalìl, 
Kitàb al-�ayn.
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Middle Arabic

1. D e f i n i t i o n

The very term ‘Middle Arabic’ is ambiguous 
because of the history of its use, the multiple 
meanings of the term ‘middle’ (historically mid-
dle, sociolinguistically intermediate, linguisti-
cally mixed – not to mention the middling 
quality of texts, in the opinion of some people), 
and the variety of views on the history of 
the Arabic language. Different definitions or 
characterizations have thus been proposed. As 
is the case for other languages, ‘Middle’ has 
been used to refer to a historical (post-Classical
and modern) stage during which Standard Ara-
bic itself had undergone deviations from the 
Ancient Arabic norm and innovations. The 
problem gets even more complicated, since it
is often considered that Middle Arabic is struc-
turally connected to Neo-Arabic dialects as 
regards linguistic typology and that, along 
with them, it breaks off from Ancient Arabic. 
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However, a thorough examination of the most 
ancient Middle Arabic texts that have reached 
us leads at least to a reconsideration of this 
point of view, since they suggest that Arabic ��
diglossia already existed in ancient times in a 
not substantially different way from the way it 
appears in later periods.

Consequently, there is no convincing reason 
why Middle Arabic should not start with the 
earliest documented period. In the same way, 
although it is customary to speak of Mid-
dle Arabic for the medieval period only (Blau 
2002:4), there is no convincing reason for 
confining it to this period. As a matter of fact, 
Middle Arabic texts abound in later periods, 
at least until the Nah�a (which seems to have 
put an end to its extensive written use, for rea-
sons still to be elucidated), and sometimes until 
the beginning of the 20th century. For these 
periods, one also speaks of ‘post-Classical Ara-
bic’. This term is more explicitly chronologi-
cal, but not unambiguous. Many post-Classical 
linguistic features are to be found in Middle 
Arabic, starting from the Classical period and 
even before (Blau 2002:15). One could thus 
consider using it only to qualify the language 
of the post-Classical period, when it is “almost 
[. . .] devoid of deviations in the field of orthog-
raphy and morphology” (Blau 2001:4, n. 12), 
which actually means that it shares with Mid-
dle Arabic many syntactic, lexical, and stylistic 
features.

Whatever the precise chronological delimita-
tion, one can agree to mean by Middle Arabic 
the language of numerous Arabic texts, distin-
guished by its linguistically (and therefore sty-
listically) mixed nature, as it combines standard 
and colloquial features with others of a third 
type, neither standard nor colloquial (for a 
noticeably different view, see e.g. Fischer 1982, 
1991). To be more precise, Middle Arabic 
encompasses all the attested written layers of 
the language which can be defined as entirely 
belonging neither to Classical Arabic nor to 
colloquial Arabic, and as an intermediate, mul-
tiform variety, product of the interference of 
the two polar varieties on the continuum they 
bound, a variety that, for this very reason, has 
its own distinctive characteristics. Since the 
mixing is achieved to variable extents, one actu-
ally has to deal with a whole set of mixed vari-
eties. One might try to draw up a typology of 
these varieties; Blau, for instance, has proposed 

the tentative categories of ‘Literary Standard 
Middle Arabic’ and ‘Substandard Middle Ara-
bic’. However, it should be remembered that, 
stylistic homogeneity not being the rule, dif-
ferent subvarieties often obtain in one and the 
same text.

If Middle Arabic refers to a variety (to varie-
ties) of written Arabic, this is because there 
is obviously no direct testimony of any oral 
mixed Arabic variety available before modern 
times. But the nature of the linguistic mixing 
in Middle Arabic displays many similarities 
to what can currently be found in some oral 
mixed varieties (sometimes set down in writ-
ing, in the case of political speeches, debates 
in parliament, or in law courts). In this regard, 
nothing prevents us in theory, as far as the 
particular nature of oral and written language 
is taken into account, from regarding Middle 
Arabic written until precontemporary times 
as belonging to a large ensemble that could be 
labeled ‘Mixed Arabic’.

2. T h e  t e x t s

Middle Arabic is the language of a very large 
number of texts: inscriptions, archival docu-
ments, public or private correspondences (the 
most ancient ones on papyri; see e.g. Diem 
1997), travel accounts, historical chronicles, 
scientific (e.g. medical, physical) treatises, and 
juridical, religious, or mystical philosophical 
writings. Belles lettres belong here, too, not 
only ‘popular’ literature (The Thousand and 
One Nights) but also many texts of ‘learned’ 
literature (e.g. works by �Izz ad-Dìn at-Tanùxì, 
d. 384/994). One might reasonably think that 
the language of Classical Arabic texts (includ-
ing celebrated ones like the Kitàb al-±aÿànì 
of ±Abù l-Faraj al-±Ißbahànì, d. 356/967; cf. 
Corriente 1975), often standardized by editors, 
is to some extent to be assigned to Middle Ara-
bic, more than is usually supposed. In the later 
Middle Ages, some literary works were written 
in Middle Arabic, with an introduction and 
conclusion in literary Classical Arabic. The case 
of poetry is particularly complex (see Sec. 4).

This statement leads us to reconsider the 
accepted idea that Middle Arabic was the lan-
guage of authors having insufficient command 
of Classical Arabic although their target was 
this linguistic level. One cannot but observe 
that many writers have left us works written 
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both in faultless or even sophisticated Classical 
Arabic and works written in Middle Arabic. 
For those writers at least, one has to abandon 
the idea of their inadequacies in Classical Ara-
bic. Moreover, it may be supposed that their 
choice to write some of their works in Middle 
Arabic was not arbitrary and was probably 
dictated, among other considerations, by the 
kind of audience they were writing for. All this 
points to the existence, beside the standard 
usage of Classical Arabic, of another standard-
ized register available for those who wanted 
to use it. It may further be assumed that 
some authors, probably more trained in Mid-
dle Arabic than in literary Classical Arabic, a 
language with which they did not feel comfort-
able, actually gave their preference to Middle 
Arabic as their favorite or even only means of 
expression. From this point of view, it should 
be noticed that Middle Arabic facilitated for 
both writers and readers (and for the illiterate 
to whom texts were read aloud) access to writ-
ten culture.

3. T h e  n o r m  o f  M i d d l e  A r a b i c

To talk about a standardized register means that 
the register conforms to a norm. Admittedly, 
this norm is neither institutionally codified nor 
explicitly recognized. More flexible than the 
classical norm, since it derived from different 
sources and hence admitted more variants, it is 
nevertheless present, agreed upon, and followed 
by all. One actually finds in all texts written 
in Middle Arabic, beyond their differences, 
a large amount of common features or com-
mon general processes, particularly regarding 
the peculiar (neither standard nor colloquial) 
features, the regular or systematic occurrence 
of which proves the existence of a norm to 
which anybody writing in Middle Arabic has to 
conform. Therefore, it is impossible to describe 
Middle Arabic as ‘wild’ use of the language, in 
which variation could be haphazard or even 
strongly idiolectal. On the contrary, one finds 
well-established usages, as well as stylistic hier-
archies between variants. Notwithstanding a 
certain amount of freedom in its proportions, 
the mixing that obtains is all but random. This 
linguistic tool has been shaped and perfected 
through centuries in dealing with � diglossia, 
certainly perpetuating old traditions (including 
orthographical ones) that had been rejected by 

the classical norm, and certainly laying down 
new ones: Middle Arabic, being a living instru-
ment of communication, grew richer in new 
features as it developed.

These considerations urge us to use the notion 
of pseudocorrection (hypocorrection and � 
hypercorrection; cf. Blau 1970) with great cau-
tion when analyzing the linguistic phenomena 
encountered in Middle Arabic. One cannot 
deny that some Middle Arabic features were in 
the beginning the result of incomplete or over-
zealous attempts to produce standard forms or 
constructions. Yet, their eventual systematic 
occurrence set them free from this original sta-
tus and established them as genuine features, 
sometimes stylistically prestigious, of this sec-
ond standard language.

In spite of the general conformity to the norm, 
one nevertheless notes differences according to 
space, time, and, to a lesser extent, communal 
affiliation.

i. Space. Dialectal diversity is ancient in the 
Arabic-speaking area, and it is only natural 
that it should exert an influence on Mid-
dle Arabic. Such an influence can be easily 
acknowledged in lexicon and, in a less direct 
and more subtle manner, in syntax. It is also 
obvious in phonetics and morphology and, 
more generally, in the frequent use of some 
linguistic devices, like demonstratives, con-
junctions, adverbs, and auxiliary verbs, for 
which the Middle Arabic norm admits and 
sometimes prescribes the use of colloquial 
forms. True dialecticisms automatically end 
in differences between texts, according to 
the dialectal background, but the important 
fact is that dialecticisms are parallel. One 
must add that at least some dialecticisms 
also conform to a norm, in the sense that 
they are borrowed from  prestigious dialects. 
Incidentally, this means that they cannot 
always be interpreted as deriving directly 
from the scribe’s dialect, but rather from the 
dominant dialect in the surrounding socio-
political context. Moreover, circulation of 
dialecticisms all over the Arabic-speaking 
area could occur, under the influence of 
dialects that were culturally prestigious 
or boasted a prestigious literary tradition 
(e.g. the Andalusian tradition in North Afri-
can sung poetry), or even sometimes under 
the influence of particularly important indi-
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viduals (like Saadia Gaon or Maimonides 
for Judaeo-Arabic). For all these reasons 
it is not always possible, especially in the 
case of only slightly colloquializing texts, to 
determine exactly the geographical origin of 
the texts and their authors (when no exter-
nal element betrays it). It is also difficult 
to determine whether local Middle Arabic 
koines existed, like the Melkite lingua franca 
from the second half of the 1st millennium 
that Blau (1994) believes is identifiable.

ii. Time. Middle Arabic has undergone modifi-
cations throughout its long history, whether 
under the influence of the evolution of 
the dialects, or the evolution of the clas-
sical language. But these changes are still 
insufficiently studied and not well known. 
One should not underestimate the fact 
that because of its long tradition, Mid-
dle Arabic has accumulated, like any other 
literary language, including Classical Arabic, 
a large corpus. The history of Middle Arabic 
is incorporated in this corpus and is thereby 
at the disposal of the authors. Dating texts 
exclusively on the basis of linguistic criteria 
is therefore most of the time difficult, espe-
cially as supposedly recent  phenomena often 
turn out to be rather ancient.

iii. Communities. It is often stated that Mid-
dle Arabic was more connected with Jews 
and Christians than with Muslims because, 
allegedly, these communities were less sub-
jected ideologically to the requirement of 
excellence in language teaching and oral 
and written practice. This last point is 
questionable, as is the whole statement. 
Among other reasons, it might be the result 
of the development of Middle Arabic stud-
ies, which at first were devoted mainly to 
texts originating from these communities 
(such as translations or commentaries of 
religious texts from Greek and Syriac or 
Hebrew and Aramaic). It might also be 
due to the fact that many texts by Muslim 
authors are studied in artificially normal-
ized editions. It remains true, however, 
that in some respects � Christian (Middle) 
Arabic and (Middle) � Judaeo-Arabic may 
be considered special varieties of Middle 
Arabic, at least if one considers the (quanti-
tatively predominant) texts intended for the 
members of the communities concerned, 
which in practice were often accessible 

to them only, all the more so when they 
were written in non-Arabic scripts, which 
was the rule for Judaeo-Arabic (Hebrew 
characters) and Samaritan Arabic (Palaeo-
Hebraic characters) and to a lesser degree 
for ‘Christian Middle Arabic’, which only 
in certain periods and areas and for certain 
communities was written in various scripts, 
among them an adapted version of the Syr-
iac alphabet (karšùnì ). These texts consti-
tute largely autonomous literary traditions. 
Hebrew or Aramaic words and expressions 
are often found in Judaeo-Arabic, as well 
as calques of these two languages. Simi-
larly, one finds in ‘Christian Arabic’ texts, 
at least in early ones, a clear influence of 
Greek or Syriac. Another element is that 
the influence of the various Neo-Aramaic 
dialects may have been stronger in the Ara-
bic dialects spoken among Jewish or Chris-
tian communities, although their influence 
in the dialects spoken among the Muslims 
should not be underestimated (Blau 2000; 
� Neo-Aramaic loanwords).

Why is this Middle Arabic norm to be acknowl-
edged through space and time and beyond com-
munal affiliations? Or to put it differently, why 
did a unified Middle Arabic have such a long 
life? One can put forward two main reasons. 
First, in a manner comparable with literary 
Classical Arabic, Middle Arabic was an instru-
ment of written communication in many fields 
of social and cultural life between the various 
societies concerned, and it must therefore have 
been standardized to a large extent. Second, as 
has been referred to above, one may think that 
Middle Arabic has inherited, through a long 
tradition, dating back maybe to pre-Islamic 
times, a transdialectal and transcommunal vari-
ety of Arabic, already standardized in actual 
fact, which continued living its parallel life 
after literary Arabic had been institutionally 
standardized in the 2nd and 3rd century of the 
Hijra, keeping alive ancient features eliminated 
from the ‘learned’ tradition.

4. T h e  f u n c t i o n  a n d 
i m p o r t a n c e  o f  M i d d l e  A r a b i c

As has been said, Middle Arabic embodies a 
whole set of mixed varieties. One may won-
der whether a correlation exists between the 
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various Middle Arabic subvarieties (more or 
less classicizing or colloquializing) and, for 
instance, the types or genres of texts, or maybe 
the types of audience aimed at or the types of 
written communication they set up. This is not 
unlikely but remains to be demonstrated. One 
might also wonder whether literary texts can 
be linguistically set apart from texts free from 
artistic ambition. This problem remains to be 
studied, but the answer could very well be 
affirmative, although literary texts, too, exhibit 
a large diversity of registers. Furthermore, one 
has to distinguish between literary prose and 
poetry. Popular literature comes first to mind. 
Among many others, the tales of The Thou-
sand and One Nights are a good example. 
The language of the manuscripts edited by M. 
Mahdi (1984) is indisputably Middle Arabic. 
Compared with the language of nonliterary 
Middle Arabic texts, it makes moderate use of 
certain dialecticisms and of features proper to 
Middle Arabic. On the other hand, it makes 
extensive use, as can be expected, of stylistic 
and formulaic devices borrowed from literary 
Classical Arabic (often with modifications). 
The case of poetry is more complex, since it 
uses language even more for the purpose of 
artistic expression, by pressing it, playing with 
words and constructions, bringing it to submit 
to new formal constraints (with specific modifi-
cations or distortions). For the ancient period, 
the so-called � rajaz poetry (Ullmann 1966) is 
a good example of the use of a sophisticated 
variety of Middle Arabic. The same can be 
said, some centuries later, about the Anda-
lusian zajal. In Maghrebi poetry, along with 
more popular genres, mal™ùn poetry exhibits 
another type, equally sophisticated, archaistic, 
but far more colloquializing, to the extent 
that one has to be an expert to understand it 
properly. In this regard, one should probably 
abstain from characterizing its language as 
Middle Arabic: it is impossible to speak in this 
case of ‘pan-Middle Arabic’, but rather of a 
local (Moroccan and partly Algerian) literary 
colloquializing variety.

The importance of Middle Arabic should 
obviously not be underestimated. Quantita-
tively, it is the language of an important part 
of the written production in Arabic. Cultur-
ally, the alleged semiliteracy of writers must 
be reconsidered in many cases, even if some of 

them belonged to this category, as did a good 
part of their audience. As regards this audience, 
broadly speaking, it must be stressed that for 
centuries Middle Arabic was the main, if not 
the only, means of access to a part of learned 
culture, especially for the illiterate. In that 
sense, it can be labeled a cultural mediator. 
From a linguistic point of view, Middle Arabic 
is invaluable for the linguist and the historian 
of the Arabic language. It preserves very ancient 
features, it provides evidence of the dialects 
throughout their history, and at the same time 
it is the melting pot where new linguistic phe-
nomena emerge, which eventually may spread 
to the literary language as well as to the col-
loquials. Incidentally, familiarity with Middle 
Arabic often helps to avoid misinterpretations 
of words and constructions in texts in ‘Classi-
cal’ Arabic.

To sum up, Middle Arabic has taken upon 
itself the glorious and obscure task of pragmati-
cally dealing with Arabic diglossia, by filling 
the space of the linguistic continuum between 
both polar varieties, thus preventing it from 
becoming a ‘no language’s land’ with all the 
consequences of such a situation. All things 
considered, this is perfectly natural, but in the 
case of Arabic, the function and importance 
of these intermediate varieties has often been 
neglected, both by Arabs and Arabists, mainly 
because of the outstanding status of Classical 
Arabic, and for reasons of purism and elitism. 
Yet, Middle Arabic is of fundamental impor-
tance for a correct understanding of the nature 
and history of the Arabic language.

5. T y p i c a l  f e a t u r e s

Below is given a short list, all but exhaustive, of 
linguistic features that can be considered typical 
of Middle Arabic. They have been selected for 
their universality (they can be found in vari-
ous periods and areas) and for the representa-
tiveness of the phenomena or processes they 
exemplify. The list includes dialecticisms and 
features found only in Middle Arabic. It should 
be kept in mind that the occurrence of these 
features is never systematic, Middle Arabic 
texts being characterized by variation. How-
ever, the more the texts are colloquializing, the 
more colloquial features are likely to occur (in 
an order which is more or less fixed).
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i. Orthography and phonetics

Hamza is written in various ways, some of 
them unknown in classical orthography; final 
hamza is generally absent. Interdentals are 
often replaced by the corresponding stops (t, d, 
�), but � and Ú sometimes exchange, because 
of the merger of the two phonemes in dialects. 
Long vowels can be shortened in agreement 
with colloquial morphological patterns. Largely 
dependent on the classical norm, orthography 
also uses genuine notations (mostly gener-
alizations of existing classical orthographic 
peculiarities) like ±alif before an initial cluster 
of two consonants to indicate that it has to 
be pronounced CC-, or ±alif after any final 
u or o. Consonantal assimilations, secondary 
‘emphatic’ consonants (ß < s etc.) are often 
noted, as well as secondary loss of ‘empha-
sis’. Enclitic morphemes are generally rightly 
attached to the word. In many texts, a syntac-
tic distinction is made between the two allo-
morphs of the final feminine suffix, by using 
the letter hà± for -a(h) in absolute state and tà± 
marbù†a for -at in construct state. � ±Imàla of 
long à can be noted by yà±. Scriptio plena of 
short vowels occurs mainly in borrowings from 
Standard Arabic or foreign languages. Texts 
are generally unvocalized, only unpredictable 
short vowels being skillfully noted, as well as 
some others which would pass unnoticed or 
misread if not specified. But some texts are 
more or less fully vocalized, like the famous 
work of the Andalusian al-£ajarì (written in 
1637) or some manuscripts of popular lit-
erature. Their vocalization sometimes appears 
rather strange, mainly because their technique 
has not yet been accurately studied or inter-
preted; indeed, they should provide us with 
important information about actual oraliza-
tion of Middle Arabic.

ii. Morphology and syntax

Nouns: Gender is often colloquial; some plural 
patterns, colloquial or not, are largely used, 
like ‘mixed’ plural CCùCàt; the n of the sound 
plural ending -ìn is often retained in construct 
state. A t can be added to plurals ending in *-à± 
in construct state. Classical nominal declen-
sional inflexion is normally absent, and occurs 
only in classicisms or pseudoclassicisms. Hence, 
the predominant ‘sound plural’ masculine end-
ing is -ìn (and for the dual -ayn), -ùna (and -àni) 

being left free for stylistically marked use, e.g. 
in numbers or collective proper names. The 
ending -an often appears as the mark of what 
could be labeled the ‘emphatic state of the 
noun’, whatever its syntactic function may be. 
The use of a final element -an, possibly histori-
cally related to � tanwìn, is largely attested; it 
mostly functions as a connective element, in 
a manner which recalls the connective -Vn, 
attested in present-day Bedouin dialects. In 
Judaeo-Arabic, it is often written as a separate 
word. As regards definiteness, mention can 
be made of the not-infrequent construction in 
which a noun qualified by an attributive adjec-
tive or relative clause has no determiner (yawm 
at-tàlì ‘the next day’); kull + noun is definite or 
indefinite; colloquial ‘genitive’ particles appear 
in most colloquializing texts but are otherwise 
generally avoided.

Pronouns: Independent personal  pronouns 
are occasionally colloquial (especially in the 1st 
person plural). Interrogative pronoun ‘what’ 
is often colloquial (±ayš, etc.). Very frequent is 
(±a)™ada(n) ‘somebody, someone’. Demonstra-
tive pronouns and adjectives are often collo-
quial; besides their Classical Arabic use, �àlika 
and tilka are stylistically elevated demonstra-
tives, irrespective of gender. The reflexive pro-
noun can be colloquial (™àl-, rù™-, etc.). The 
relative adjective rather commonly appears as 
invariable alla�ì, which could very well be a 
conventional notation of colloquial illi, il�i, 
etc. The resumptive pronoun can be absent in 
clauses introduced by this relative.

Verbs: Verbal morphology is deeply influ-
enced by the dialects. The 2nd person (com-
mon) plural of the perfect can be -tù; and 
verbs IIIw or III± generally shift to verbs IIIy 
(with active participles CàCyìn in the plural or 
3rd person plural perfect CVCyù). In geminate 
verbs, the 1st and 2nd persons of the per-
fect are conjugated like verbs IIIy; and in the 
imperfect of Iw verbs, w can be retained. In 
Andalusian and Maghrebi texts the colloquial 
1st persons of the imperfect occur (singular n-, 
plural n-ù). In the 2nd and 3rd persons com-
mon plural of the imperfect, -ù is more frequent 
than -ùna. Mood inflection being absent, -ùna 
often appears as a variant occurring for pro-
sodic reasons or as a stylistically or syntacti-
cally marked form, for instance after final 
conjunctions (li-yamtalikùnahà ‘in order that 
they become the owner of it’).
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The use of derived verbal forms is often close 
to the colloquial pattern. In particular, Form 
VII is the prevailing means of expressing the 
personal and impersonal passive (although apo-
phonic standard passives are not excluded); on 
Form X are formed � ‘middle’ verbs. ‘Pseu-
doform IV’ (= with the meaning of Form I) is 
frequent, in many cases apparently for pho-
netic reasons (presence of a ‘weak’ radical 
consonant), e.g. ±a™kà ‘he spoke’. Colloquial 
or genuine � auxiliary verbs (e.g. inchoative 
or durative) are used frequently, e.g. qàma, 
baqiya, istaqàma, ištaÿala, etc. Preverbal parti-
cles seem to be more frequent in the Mashreq 
(b-/bi-) than in the Maghreb. ‘Future’ particles 
occur, both colloquial (™a-, etc.) and typically 
Middle Arabic muzmi� and �atìd. Colloquial 
verbal nouns are not infrequent, e.g. for derived 
Form II tiCCàC (Maghreb) and, if C3 = y, 
tëCCày(a) (Mashreq). The active participle 
(written CàyiC for Form I of II w/y verbs) is 
readily used with its colloquial constructions 
and aspectual values, among which the resulta-
tive perfect is particularly common for proces-
sive verbs. The ‘neo-participle’ CaCCàn is of 
constant use in the Mashreq for many ‘middle’ 
Form I verbs.

Adverbs: Some adverbs are frequently used, 
e.g. bi-l-kulliyya ‘entirely, completely’; some 
are colloquial, e.g. barra ‘outside’; some 
are peculiar to Middle Arabic, e.g. xàßßatan 
‘exclusively’.

Prepositions: A frequent procedure is to 
generalize a partial correspondence between 
a dialectal and a standard preposition into 
total interchangeability (thus sometimes bring-
ing about a pair of stylistically contrasting 
variants). The most typical example is li/ ±ilà 
(hence the frequent qàla ±ilayhi ‘he told him’); 
cf. also fì/bi-, �alà/�an. Other prepositions are: 
wiyyà- + bound personal pronoun ‘with, in 
the company of’; ka-ma�al/ka-mi�l ‘as’; naÚìr 
‘like’; min jihat ‘from, by, on behalf of’; min ±ajl 
‘because of’, ‘about’. Compound prepositions 
(with li-, pre- or postponed min) are frequent. 
Determinate direct object can be marked by li- 
(and sometimes bi-/fì ). Various prepositions or 
prepositional phrases can introduce the agent 
of a passive verb.

Quantifiers: jamì � is extensively used as a 
substitute for kull ‘all (the)’ even with singu-
lar (determined) nouns; sà±ir also means ‘the 
totality of’; ba�� is often used with nonclassi-

cal constructions; xilàf means ‘other than’ (= 
standard ÿayr).

Negation: Verbal negation is predominantly 
with mà with perfect or imperfect (as in the dia-
lects). Lam appears as stylistically marked and 
is often used with verbs in the perfect, or even 
as a nominal negation; this is a good example 
of a common procedure in Middle Arabic 
which consists in borrowing a linguistic tool 
from Standard Arabic and using it in a genuine 
manner without conforming to the syntactic 
constraints (and sometimes to the semantic 
limitations) attached to it. Classical laysa has 
become an invariable particle lays (lès, lìs). The 
second element š(i) of the bimorphematic col-
loquial negative particles is rather infrequent, 
except in strongly colloquializing texts or some 
types of poetry.

Subordinate clauses: Syndetic as well as 
asyndetic constructions abound. The latter are 
particularly frequent after modal verbs or � 
pseudoverbs (‘to want to’, ‘to be able to’, ‘to 
have to’). The difference between ±an, ±anna, 
and ±inna is blurred, ±an (written <±n>) is the 
predominant subordination tool (Blau 1966–
1967: § 402 and 2002: § 130). Many verbs (not 
only ‘declarative’ ones) govern bi-±an. Mood 
inflection is absent (except in classicizing pas-
sages or texts), as indicated for example by 
unapocopated imperfect forms of verbs IIw/y 
or imperfect ending in -ùna after lam. On the 
whole, the system is close to that of the collo-
quials; distinctions parallel to classical ones can 
appear in texts in which the ‘indicative’ prever-
bal particles are used. Subjunctive particles are 
often colloquial. Typically Middle Arabic are 
kawn (and compound li-kawn and min kawn) 
‘because’ (kamà is used with the same meaning, 
but can also mean ‘as soon as’) or lammà ±an 
‘when’. It seems that to a certain extent, the 
shaping of these particles, often from a nominal 
to which mà is added, is free.

Concord/agreement: The system is mixed and 
complex. As in the colloquials, verbs and adjec-
tives associated with nouns referring to nonhu-
mans stand generally in the plural, as do those 
associated with nouns in the dual (referring to 
humans or nonhumans). Likewise, as in the col-
loquials, when the verb precedes its plural sub-
ject, it generally stands in the plural. As in the 
colloquials and in Ancient Arabic, some nouns 
referring to human groups have an agreement 
in the ‘feminine singular’. But the concord pat-
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terns can vary in the same passage and even 
within the same sentence. This is due to the 
play between the colloquials and the standard 
rules, but also, it seems, to the fact that once an 
explicit agreement has been made, the sentence 
can go on with a less marked one, provided that 
the basic agreement is marked again whenever 
necessary.

Word order is not submitted to the con-
straints of classical use; as a matter of fact, it is 
close to the colloquials, for instance, regarding 
the position of the subject of the verb.

Lexicon, as can be expected, is extremely 
diversified and never refrains from making use 
of both the classical and the colloquial lexical 
store. The most usual words, nouns, and verbs 
referring to the most fundamental objects and 
operations, as well as basic adverbs or conjunc-
tions, are most often colloquial. Examples of 
verbs: (±i)jà ‘to come’, jàb ‘to bring’, šàf ‘to 
see’ (also note Mashreq bidd- = Maghreb ™abb 
or bÿà ‘to want’; Mashreq †ala� ‘to go out/
away’, Maghreb nà� ‘to stand up’); adverbs: 
™attà ‘also’ (Maghreb), hallaq or hassa� ‘now’ 
(Mashreq); šwayya ‘a little’. But for this basic 
vocabulary, Middle Arabic has also shaped or 
extensively developed the use of special words; 
they are often calques or transpositions of 
colloquial words, which can thus be avoided: 
naÚar [trans.] ‘to see’.

Stylistics: Clichés and formulas are frequent 
in narratives as well as in narrative passages 
of many texts (e.g. historical); passages in 
rhymed prose are not rare, especially in popu-
lar literature.

6. T e x t s  i n  M i d d l e  A r a b i c

For references about text editions see Blau 
(1981b); Blau (2002) gives large annotated 
extracts from early texts. Famous texts have 
been edited by Müller (1884), Zetterstéen 
(1919), Mahdi (1984), Wehr (1956), Berg-
strässer (1914), Cachia (1960), Grand’Henry 
(1996, 2005), Hitti (1930), Shehadeh (1989), 
and Bengtsson (1995).

Among the numerous historical works in 
Middle Arabic from later periods, one could 
mention al-£ajarì, Nàßir ad-dìn (al-Andalus, 
17th century); Ri™lat Ibn �âbid (970–1048 
A.H.); Damurdašì, Durra (Egypt, 17th/18th 
century); Mu™ammad aß-Íaÿìr, Mašra� (Tunis, 
18th century); Tàsàftì, Ri™la (Morocco, 18th 

century); £awliyyàt yamaniyya (Yemen, 19th 
century); ±Ibràhìm al-�Awra, Tàrìx (Lebanon, 
early 19th century).
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Middle Verbs

The transitivity system in Arabic includes two 
classes of verbs: làzim lit. ‘stationary’, corre-
sponding to the intransitive pattern in English, 
and muta�addin lit. ‘crossing over [to an object]’, 
corresponding to the transitive pattern (��
ta�addin). Intran-sitive verbs are self-sufficient, 
not requiring for the completion of their mean-
ing more than the subject or � fà �il lit. ‘the 
doer’, e.g. �ahaba zaydun ‘Zayd left’. It is 
agreed that transitive verbs need for the com-
pletion of their meaning a maf �ùl bihi lit. 
‘affected complement’, a direct object form. 
For a more comprehensive treatment of this, 
see Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I), al-±Astaràbà�ì (”ar™ 
V), Ibn Ya�ìš (”ar™ VI), Ibn �Aqìl (”ar™ I), al-
±An†àkì (n.d., I), an-Nàdirì (1995), etc. Unlike 
English, which is a three-place language, Arabic 
is a four-place language, requiring two-, three- 
or four-place verbs. Illustrations of these are 
as follows: �araba zaydun �amran ‘Zayd hit 
�Amr’, ±a�†à zaydun �amran nuqùdan ‘Zayd gave 
�Amr money’, ±a�lamtu �amran zaydan fà�ilan ‘I 
informed �Amr that Zayd is honest’. In Quirk 

a.o.’s (1972) terminology, the first example is 
monotransitive, the second ditransitive, and 
the third complex transitive, with the differ-
ence that, unlike Arabic, English realizes the 
complex transitive with a place adverbial rather 
than a nominal, as in I keep my money in a safe 
or I put my money in a bank. 

The assumption behind middle verbs (‘mid-
dles’, for short) is that they fill the middle ground 
between transitive and intransitive verbs in 
Arabic, without constituting a separate class of 
their own. In English, middles are more or less 
covered by what is known in the literature as 
the ‘unaccusative hypothesis’, which consists in 
regarding the subject of certain intransitive con-
structions as the underlying object (Matthews 
1997:388), e.g. in she died/she arrived. The 
situation of these verbs in Arabic is more com-
plex. Middles in Arabic do not totally overlap 
with unaccusatives in English. While unaccusa-
tives occur only in intransitive constructions in 
English, middles in Arabic may occur as intran-
sitives and transitives, and can be captured 
under what is known as mušàraka lit. ‘copartic-
ipation’; as al-mabnì li-l-majhùl lit. ‘that which 
is built for the unknown’, or the apophonic � 
passive; and as mu†àwa�a lit. ‘compliance’. Co-
participation consists in transitivizing the verb, 
while the apophonic passive and compliance 
detransitivize it. Thus, the former operates a � 
valence promotion to the verb, and the latter a 
valence reduction.

1. C o p a r t i c i p a t i o n

Coparticipation is expressed in Arabic through 
the pattern fà�ala, as in màšaytu ßadìqì ‘I had 
a walk with my friend’. The overt morphosyn-
tax of the verb inscribes it as a transitive verb, 
where ßadìqì ‘my friend’ is in the accusative 
form as a direct object to the process of walk-
ing. However, semantically the direct object is 
actually a subject, coparticipating in the process 
of walking with the noun subject. According to 
the framework of the present entry, a process 
of valence promotion is at play here, transitiv-
izing what was intransitive. To understand the 
sentence, it must be paraphrased as follows: 
±ana wa-ßadìqì mašaynà ma�an ‘my friend and 
I walked together’. The likely motivation for 
this process of transitivization and its morpho-
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logical correlate is to simplify the expression of 
accompaniment, which syntactically alleviates 
the structure of the sentence by shifting the 
morphology to the pattern of coparticipation, 
fà�ala. The other likely motive for attributing 
agency exclusively to the subject agent in overt 
morphology is probably linked to the subject 
being the initiator of the process of walking, 
which explains why the subject is thematized 
and the coparticipant is relegated to an accusa-
tive status in the rheme structure. Evidence that 
verbs of coparticipation are not transitive in 
meaning can be found in passivization. Since in 
Arabic only transitive verbs can be passivized – 
màšaytu ßadìqì ‘I had a walk with my friend’ 
yields a passive, as in mùšiya ßadìqì ‘my friend 
was walked’, although the form is pragmati-
cally unnatural.

2. P a s s i v i z a t i o n

Whatever their grammatical persuasion, early 
Arab grammarians agreed that al-mabnì li-
l-majhùl, the apophonic passive in Modern 
Standard Arabic, deals with “a verb built for 
the object whose agent has not been named” 
(±Astarabà�ì, ”ar™ IV, 128). Arabic morphology 
is based on binyanim, which are templates that 
semantically generate Arabic verbs. The verb is 
assumed to consist of a discontinuous root tier 
(consonantism), penetrated by a prosodic tier or 
template, showing a skeletal sequence of conso-
nants and vowels, and a melody tier (vocalism) 
marking the phonological melody a particular 
verb pattern takes (McCarthy 1981:399). The 
stem vocalism of the passive is u-i, which is 
infixed into the verb stem k-t-b, yielding kutiba 
‘was written’. Since the passive in Arabic only 
occurs with transitive verbs, it brings about a 
reduction of � valence, which gives the impres-
sion of intransitivity. 

The subject of the apophonic passive in Arabic 
is obviously not the agent of the process but rather 
one who is affected by the process. The motives 
for adopting the apophonic passive are prag-
matic, such as the obvious nature of the agent, 
ignorance of who the agent is, fear for oneself 
in mentioning the agent’s name, or fear that 
something might happen to him or her by men-
tioning the agent’s name (an-Nàdirì 1995:503). 
Thus, transitive verbs of all patterns in Arabic 
have their valence reduced when they are shifted 
to the apophonic passive.

3. C o m p l i a n c e

Like the passive, the compliance form acts on 
all of the three types of transitive verbs, reduc-
ing the valence of four-place verbs to three, of 
three-place verbs to two, and of two-place verbs 
to one. One of the important motives for this 
reduction of valence as exemplified in cases of 
compliance is the fact that, as in the passive 
construction, the agent is too well known to 
mention, e.g. ±i�à s-samà±u nšaqqat ‘when the 
sky is rent asunder’ (Q. 84/1), therefore, it is 
left implicit and its slot is left to the affected 
patient. It is implicit in this example that God is 
the agent of rending the sky asunder. This form 
is sometimes mistakenly taken to be a reflexive 
pattern, formed on the infa�ala template in 
Classical Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic, 
as in inkasara l-ka±s ‘the glass broke’, where 
the sky and the glass act on themselves without 
causation. There is implicit causation underly-
ing all forms of compliance. 

In defense of the ja�liyya ‘causation’ behind 
verbs of compliance, most of the verbs dealt 
with are change-of-state verbs, in which the 
grammatical subject has no physical responsi-
bility for the change. For instance, in inkasara 
l-ka±s, it is not the case that the glass as an inan-
imate object can break of itself, for instance 
by deliberation or intention. Therefore, it 
could only be that the agent of change-of-state 
from the absence of brokenness to broken-
ness is backgrounded under expression, with 
the caused object coming to occupy subject 
position. This is not, however, the opinion 
of Fassi Fehri (1997:97), who argues that, 
unlike English, there is no possible correla-
tion in Arabic between compliance and causa-
tion. Another piece of evidence for the reality 
of causation in compliance can be studied 
through the particle fa- ‘(and) so . . .’, which 
has a resultative value in Arabic. In examples 
such as jama�tu l-±ibila fa-jtama�at ‘I gathered 
the camels, so they gathered’, the initiative for 
gathering is not incumbent on the subject of the 
compliant verb but rather on the subject of the 
first verb – the human agent, which counts as 
evidence that the two clauses stand in a cause-
effect relation, with the subject of the first as 
the causal agent.

In a footnote, an-Nàdiri (1995:353) explains 
compliance as follows:
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The complier is not necessarily the intransitive as 
many believe. Compliance is being influenced and 
accepting the influence of the verb, be it intransitive 
as in ‘I opened the door and it opened’, or transi-
tive as in ‘I taught him grammar and he learnt’. 
The complier in reality is the direct object which 
becomes a subject as in ‘I pushed Khalil away, so 
he pulled away’. The complier is Khalil, but they 
called the verb that he performed as the one that 
does the compliance metaphorically. [Laysa ma�nà 
l-mu†àwi� al-làzim kamà yaÚunnu ba��uhum wa-
±innamà l-mu†àwa�a hiya t-ta±a��ur wa-qubùlu ±a�ar 
al-fi�l sawà±an ±a-kàna t-ta±a��ur làziman na™wa 
‘fata™tu l-bàba fa-nfata™a’, ±am muta�addiyan ka-
‘ �allamtuhu n-na™wa fa-ta�allama’ wa-l-mu†àwi� fì 
l-™aqìqa huwa l-maf�ùl bihi lla�ì ßàra fà�ilan na™wa 
‘bà�adtu xalìlan fa-tabà�ada’ al-mu†àwi� huwa 
xalìl làkinnahum sammaw fi�lahu l-musnad ±ilayhi 
mu†àwi�an majàzan]

It is the direct object that complies with the 
logical agent, thus becoming the subject without 
becoming thereby the actual agent of the action. 
There is confirmation in the literature that 
“compliance is when you want something from 
something, and you get it” (Ibn �Ußfùr, Mumti� 
183). Thus, the volition of an implicit agent 
behind compliance is clear.

The verb patterns that express compliance in 
Arabic are the following (£ilwànì n.d.: 155–174):

i. infa�ala, as in infata™a ‘to open’. This is the 
pattern for compliance par excellence, occur-
ring with most dynamic verbs. Importantly, 
Ibn as-Sarràj (±Ußùl 138) divides verbs with 
this pattern into two types according to 
active participation of the subject, which 
is the agent of causation. He writes: “You 
would not say about ‘I wrinkled’ ‘I did it’, 
as in ‘I broke it, so it broke’” (wa-nkamašat 
là taqùlu fìhi fa�altuhu mi�la kasartuhu fa-
nkasara). Thus, in inkamašat ‘it wrinkled’, 
the speaker does not participate in the 
process of wrinkling, while in inkasara ‘it 
broke’, the speaker plays an active part in 
the process of breaking.

ii. ifta�ala, as in ijtama�a ‘to gather’. This pattern 
also expresses compliance but with both dyna-
mic and nondynamic verbs such as in jama�tu 
l-±ibila fa-jtama�at ‘I gathered the camels, so 
they gathered’, and ÿamamtuhu fa-ÿtamma ‘I 
saddened him, so he was filled with grief’.

iii. tafa��ala, as in takassara ‘to break’. This 
pattern expresses compliance, as in kassartu 

l-±aqlàma fa-takassarat ‘I broke the pencils, 
so they broke’. The difference between forms 
of compliance with tafa��ala and infa�ala is 
that the former derives compliance from 
fa��ala (a four-consonant verb; note the dou-
bling of the consonant), while the latter does 
so through the regular trilateral verb.

iv. tafà �ala, as in tabà�ada ‘to keep away’. This 
pattern is not specialized exclusively in com-
pliance; it is also shared with reciprocity as 
seen above. This pattern uses verbs deriving 
from fà�ala, which is a four-consonant verb, 
as in bà�adtuhu fa-tabà�ada ‘I kept him at a 
distance, so he kept away’.

v. tafa�lala, as in da™raja ‘to roll’. This pattern 
is compliant with the pattern fa�lala, as in 
da™rajtu l-�araba fa-tada™rajat ‘I rolled the 
car, so it rolled’.

vi. if �anlala, as in i™ranjama ‘to gather’. This 
pattern is also compliant with the pattern of 
fa�lala, as in ™arjamtu l-±ibila fa-™ranjamat 
‘I gathered the camels, so they gathered’. 
Verbs of this type are rarely used in contem-
porary Modern Standard Arabic.

It is interesting to note that not much remains 
of these patterns of compliance in the dialects of 
Arabic. In Tunisian Arabic, for instance, infix-
ation is simplified to prefixation, with the com-
pliance form being expressed predominantly 
by the prefix t-, as in l-kas t-kissar ‘the glass 
broke’. Brahim (1996:43) reports, however, 
that the prefix in- is in complementary distribu-
tion with t- as a regular prefix in some southern 
subvarieties in Tunisia, where both the prefixed 
(tkassar) and infixed (inkasar) forms can still be 
heard (Zarzis, south of Tunisia). 

The role of verbs of compliance in valence 
reduction is clear. The consequence of this 
reduction shows the verb overt morphology as 
if it were reflexivity, while its covert morphol-
ogy is that of causation. The causation hypoth-
esis can be used to account for why we can say 
kasartuhu fa-nkasara ‘I broke, so it broke’, but 
not *qara±tuhu fa-nqara±a ‘I read it, so it read’. 
There is a strategy of mystification at work, 
allowed by the overt morphology of verbs, 
which reduces the valence of the verb, thus hid-
ing the agent of causation by raising the direct 
object to subject position. 
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Mimation

The term ‘mimation’ is used for the -m ending 
of the case suffixes in some Semitic languages. 
In Proto-Semitic, the singular of the noun had 
case suffixes with final -m (Diem 1975:243), as 
reflected in the most ancient attested languages: 
Akkadian and Amorite (both -um, -im, -am), 
Old Canaanite in Egyptian transcription (-m), 
and Sabaic (-m) (Brockelmann 1908:472–474; 
Moscati a.o. 1964:96–99; Diem 1975:241–242; 

Layton 1990:157–159; LipiÐski 1997:272–
273; Streck 2000:259–260). This final -m 
originally had no (in)determinate value. It 
cannot be assigned any other function, either, 
so that it seems to have been part of the case 
suffixes itself. Consequently, these have to be 
reconstructed as -um, -im, -am, rather than *-u, 
*-i, *-a (Diem 1975:246–249). Sabaic shows a 
secondary development in assigning nouns and 
proper names with final -m an ‘absolute’ value 
(ßlmm ‘a statue’, ±BDM /�Abdum/), as opposed 
to nouns ending in -n with determinate value 
(ßlmn ‘the statue’) and nouns in the construct 
state (Beeston 1984:30). In addition to the 
singular, mimation is also found in the feminine 
plural of Akkadian and Sabaic (-àtum, -àtim, 
and -m) as well as in the broken plural of 
Sabaic (-m). According to Diem (1975:243–
246), the -m in the dual and plural suffixes of 
Ugaritic (-àmi, -èma, -ùma, -ìma; cf. Tropper 
2000:289–290, 293–294) and Hebrew (-ayim, 
-ìm) replaced an original -n by analogy to the 
mimation of the singular.

North Arabian usually has nunation instead 
of mimation in the singular. This has been 
explained either as a phonological (Brockelmann 
1908:472; Gelb 1969:140; Stempel 1999:92) 
or as an analogical (Diem 1975:243) process. 
Nevertheless, some pre-Classical North Arabian 
dialects show vestiges of mimation in personal 
names, e.g. Li™yànic ™mrm ‘donkey’, Íafàitic 
™rbm ‘warrior’, Amìritic �bydm ‘slave’ (Gelb 
1930:255; Harding 1971:4; Müller 1982:27; 
Layton 1990:195), sometimes apparently with
indeterminate (or ‘absolute’?) value in oppo-
sition to the prefixed article h- (Moscati a.o. 
1964:99; cf. the situation in Sabaic). Gelb 
(1930:255) also quotes some certainly archaic 
personal names with mimation in Classical 
Arabic, e.g. fus™um. Some of these names have 
the article al-, e.g. al-xaßàrum, which shows 
that mimation here is fossilized.
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Minimalism

1. T h e  m i n i m a l i s t  f r a m e w o r k

Minimalism is the name of the predominant 
approach in generative linguistics today. It was 
first introduced by Chomsky in his work The 
minimalist program (1995) and has undergone 
several developments and changes since. The 
central idea of minimalism is that a linguis-
tic theory should contain as few nonderived 
assumptions as possible. Many notions that 
had been developed in earlier generative  theory, 
in particular the ��Government and ��Binding 
theory (GB), have been abandoned in an attempt 
to derive them from more basic  concepts.

In Chomsky’s (1995) view, minimalism is 
an implementation of the more general Prin-
ciples and Parameters model. According to this 
language model, the human language capacity 
consists of a set of universal principles com-
bined with a set of parameters. The principles 
are thought to be innate, which means that 

every language adheres to them. The para-
meters can be thought of as switches that can 
be set in two positions. A typical example of 
a parameter is the so-called � pro-drop (pro-
noun-drop) parameter, which specifies whether 
a language can drop its subject pronoun (as, 
for example, in Spanish, Italian and Arabic), or 
not (as in English and in Germanic languages 
in general). Learning the syntax of one’s native 
language, according to Chomsky, is a matter of 
acquiring the correct parameter settings for the 
language.

Chomsky describes syntax as a cognitive 
system that connects two other cognitive sys-
tems: the conceptual-intentional system and the 
articulatory-perceptual system. Because syntax 
is linked to these two systems, the syntactic 
model defines two interface levels, one for each 
of them: Phonological Form (PF), the interface 
to the articulatory-perceptual system, and Logi-
cal Form (LF), the interface to the conceptual-
intentional system.

The grammar model is built as follows. A 
clause is derived by selecting a set of lexical 
items from the lexicon. This set is called the 
numeration. The syntactic (tree) structure of 
the clause is built by taking words one by one 
out of the numeration and putting (‘merging’) 
them in the structure. At the same time, other 
syntactic operations can take place. The end 
result of this derivation is Logical Form, the 
interface form for the conceptual-intentional 
system. If, during the derivation of Logical 
Form, a principle of grammar is violated, the 
derivation is said to crash. The clause under 
consideration is then considered ungrammati-
cal. At some point during the derivation of 
Logical Form, spell-out takes place. Spell-out 
refers to the process of deriving PF, the inter-
face form to the articulatory-perceptual system. 
PF basically contains the phonological and 
prosodic features of the clause.

Apart from Logical Form and Phonological 
Form, the fundamental concepts in minimal-
ist syntax are ‘economy’, the principle of ‘Full 
Interpretation’, and ‘features’. These concepts 
are discussed here in order.

Economy means that operations of the syn-
tax component (the computational system) 
must cost as little as possible. Cost is defined 
in terms of the number of operations that it 
takes to derive a certain structure, and some-
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times also in the relative ‘heaviness’ of different 
operations, i.e., some operations can be more 
costly than others.

In the earlier years of minimalism, there was 
much discussion of economy. The idea was that 
the language model must be able to compare the 
cost of different derivations and then select 
the least costly one. However, this idea (often 
called ‘global relative economy’) was abandoned 
because it would require too much from the 
computational system: instead of deriving just 
one clause, two or even more would need to be 
derived. Furthermore, it turned out to be dif-
ficult to establish which derivations would be 
candidates for comparison of their ‘cost’. Global 
relative economy was therefore replaced by local 
absolute economy, which basically means that 
at each step in the derivation, when there are 
different options for continuing, the least costly 
option would have to be selected, no matter 
what the cost of the entire derivation would be.

The adoption of local absolute economy has 
resulted in the disappearance of the notion of 
economy from most domains of the theory. The 
idea of economy was based on comparison of 
different options, but local absolute economy 
means that in each situation only one option 
is possible, and therefore there is no need for 
comparison. (The notion of ‘economy’ is still 
at the basis of what is often called ‘minimality’: 
the condition that the distance between two 
agreeing elements be as short as possible.)

Full Interpretation (FI) is a principle that is 
fundamental to minimalism. Full Interpreta-
tion states that the syntactic representation 
cannot contain elements that have no seman-
tic relevance. Earlier generative theories had 
introduced a number of elements into the syn-
tactic representation that existed solely to facili-
tate syntactic computation. On the basis of 
the principle of Full Interpretation, Chomsky 
(1995) claims that these elements should not 
be postulated: Full Interpretation has led to 
the abandonment of several core notions of 
Government and Binding theory, most notably 
� X-bar theory, indices, and category labels. 
(Many authors, however, still make use of 
indices and category labels and even of X-bar 
levels, because they make an analysis easier to 
read. Strictly speaking, however, they should be 
taken as mnemonic devices, not as part of the 
theoretical apparatus.)

Features are properties of heads. Heads are 
the basic syntactic components, the elements 
with which the computational system builds 
structures. In principle, each word is a head, 
but elements such as affixes, determiners, and 
complementizers are also heads. Heads can 
be covert, i.e. void of phonological content. 
Technically speaking, a head can be described 
as a bundle of features. Typical features are 
gender, number, person, (in)definiteness, tense, 
aspect, and case, which are examples of so-
called syntactic features. The grammar model 
also specifies semantic features, such as a quan-
tifier feature, an interrogative feature, focus and 
topic features. Less important to syntax proper 
but nonetheless essential for language are pho-
nological and prosodic features.

In earlier minimalist models, features were 
often considered binary. A head, for example, 
had a feature [Tense], which took the value 
[+Tense] or [-Tense]. In more recent develop-
ments, there is a move toward a valued feature 
system, in which features can have more than 
just plus or minus values. For example, a noun 
has a feature [Gender], which can have the 
value masculine, feminine, or neuter, and possi-
bly others, depending on the language. The fea-
ture [Tense] now specifies tense (past, present, 
or future); its absence indicates an infinitival 
form (which in the old system was [-Tense]).

Features are at the heart of the syntax model 
of minimalism. All syntactic computation is 
done on the basis of features. The computa-
tional system, i.e. the component that builds the 
syntactic tree, has two operations: Merge and 
Agree. Merge is the operation that combines 
syntactic elements into larger structures. This is 
how trees are built. Agree is the operation that 
establishes a relation between two different ele-
ments in the syntactic structure through which 
feature values can be exchanged. This opera-
tion is responsible for agreement phenomena 
in language.

The approach sketched here can be con-
sidered strictly Chomskyan, because it is in 
essence the approach that Chomsky develops 
in his work. There are other approaches within 
generative grammar, however, that adopt mini-
malist principles in varying degrees and that 
at times may interpret certain principles dif-
ferently, leading to different formalizations. 
For example, the operation Agree establishes 
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an agreement relation between two elements. 
These two elements will obviously be in differ-
ent locations in the structure, the higher one 
(which is always a head) being called the probe, 
the lower one (which is generally a phrase) the 
goal. In Chomsky’s (1998) view, Agree can 
only be established from the probe to the goal, 
while other authors (e.g. Lasnik 1999) argue 
that it can be established in either direction.

The most influential alternative proposal 
within generative grammar has been developed 
by Kayne (1994). In a strict sense, his proposal, 
generally called antisymmetry, is not minimal-
ist, because it is more of a continuation than a 
break with Government and Binding theory: 
some concepts that Chomsky (1995) abandons 
because they violate Full Interpretation, most 
notably X-bar theory, are retained by Kayne. 
In a broader interpretation, however, antisym-
metry can be seen as a minimalist approach, 
because like minimalism it is an attempt to 
reduce concepts from Government and Binding 
to more basic notions.

The tree in Figure 1 may serve to illus-
trate differences between Chomsky’s minimal-
ism and Kayne’s antisymmetry. It presents the 
basic structure of syntactic trees that generative 
grammar uses. H is the head (i.e. a bare verb, 
bare noun, preposition, etc.) which projects to 
H’ (pronounced as H-bar) and HP. Here, the P 
stands for ‘Phrase’, while H can represent any 
head, such as N (noun), V (verb), A (adjective), 
P (preposition), and others. Thus are formed NP 
(Noun Phrase), VP (Verb Phrase), AP (Adjec-
tive Phrase), and PP (Prepositional Phrase) The 
head is combined with a complement, and the 
head-complement complex is further combined 
with a specifier. The first difference between 
Chomsky and Kayne is that Chomsky argues 

that if the complement is absent, there is no 
H’, and similarly, if there is no specifier, HP is 
absent, (i.e., H or H’ equals HP in that case). In 
Kayne’s view, however, H’ and HP are always 
present, even if specifier and/or complement are 
absent. Chomsky also argues that there can be 
more than one specifier, while Kayne maintains 
the stricter notion that there can be only one 
specifier. Furthermore, according to Kayne, the 
specifier always precedes the head, and the 
complement follows it, while Chomsky argues 
that there is no predefined order.

Other differences are more technical. Chom-
sky argues that the agreement relation is between 
a head (the probe) and an element further down 
in the tree (the goal). When an agreement rela-
tion is established, the goal can be moved up to 
the specifier position of the probe. In Chomsky’s 
view, this is the only situation in which move-
ment can occur: it must follow a successful 
Agree operation. Kayne, on the other hand, 
argues that Agree always takes place between a 
head and its specifier, and he argues that move-
ment can always take place. In other words, 
for him, there is no relation between Agree and 
movement, as there is for Chomsky.

In short, minimalism is not a specific, well 
worked-out syntactic theory. Rather, it is a set 
of ideas on what a linguistic theory should look 
like. In principle, if one wished, it would be 
possible to distinguish several different syntac-
tic theories based on minimalist ideas, but in 
practice it is very rare to find an author adhering 
strictly to one such theory. Most authors com-
bine concepts from different sources. In other 
words, the field is still searching for a minimalist 
syntactic theory that suits both the data and the 
fundamental conceptual notions best.

One consequence of minimalist theory is that 
certain phenomena that were previously seen 
as syntactic are no longer considered as such, 
or at least it is questioned whether they should 
be. Generally, the derivation toward Logical 
Form as explained above is called core syntax. 
The operations that are available in core syn-
tax are limited, which means that the type of 
phenomena that can be accounted for in core 
syntax is strictly defined. It turns out that there 
are systematic phenomena that have always 
been regarded as syntactic that cannot easily 
be described in core syntax within a minimalist 
framework. As a result, ideas have developed 

Figure 1. Basic structure of syntactic tree
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in which such phenomena are dealt with not in 
core syntax but in other domains, most notably 
in the derivation of Phonological Form.

2. M i n i m a l i s t  s t u d i e s  i n 
 A r a b i c  s y n t a x

In Arabic formal syntactic research, minimal-
ism is the dominant approach (� syntax; � 
interface studies). Although many different 
aspects are discussed (see, for example, the 
series Perspectives on Arabic linguistics), there 
are a few issues that receive more attention than 
others. One of the topics no doubt most often 
discussed is the VSO � word order pattern, 
the alternation with SVO order and the verbal 
agreement that appears in these cases. There 
are few authors who follow the idea of tradi-
tional Arabic grammar that SVO is basically a 
� topic/comment (mubtada±/xabar) structure, 
although they would probably agree that it can 
sometimes be. The discussion therefore focuses 
on several points: what is the cause of the 
word order variation, i.e., what is the syntactic 
structure of both word orders, and how are 
the structures derived? How is the agreement 
relation established between the verb and the 
subject, both in SVO and in VSO orders? And 
why does SVO show full agreement, while VSO 
only shows agreement in gender?

There are several different proposals to solve 
these questions. A discussion of some of them 
can be found in Harbert and Bahloul (2002). 
One proposal says, for example, that there are 
actually two different types of � agreement rela-
tions in language (as opposed to the ‘standard’ 
assumption that there is only one type). SVO 
instantiates spec/head agreement (the standard 
type), while VSO instantiates agreement under 
government. The difference has to do with the 
structural relation that the agreeing element has 
to the element it agrees with. The alternative 
stipulates that there is only one type of agree-
ment (spec/head agreement), but there are two 
independent agreement processes, which take 
place in different positions in the clause: one 
establishes agreement in gender, and the other 
establishes agreement in number. The idea is 
that the subject of a clause always first moves 
to the position where gender agreement occurs, 
which is the position directly following the 
verb. It is then possible but not obligatory to 
move the subject to a higher position preced-

ing the verb, where number agreement takes 
place. If the verb moves to this position, SVO 
order results, together with agreement in both 
gender and number. If the verb does not move, 
VSO order results, and there is only agreement 
in gender. This type of proposal is somewhat 
problematic for minimalist theory, because a 
strict interpretation of minimalism does not 
allow optionality. Therefore, it would be neces-
sary to establish why the subject moves to the 
highest (most frontal) position in some cases 
and not in others.

Another type of proposal is worked out 
by Ackema and Neeleman (2004). Their pro-
posal is a good example of the development 
mentioned above that certain phenomena 
are no longer seen as part of core syntax. 
Ackema and Neeleman’s proposal is formu-
lated in another minimalist-based framework, 
called flexible syntax (Neeleman and Weerman 
1999). The central idea of this framework is 
that certain types of operations take place not 
within syntactic domains but within prosodic 
domains. With this idea, Neeleman and Weer-
man account for word-order variation between 
various languages (VO vs. OV), and they link 
other phenomena to it (such as the possibil-
ity of scrambling: deviations from ‘standard’ 
word order for pragmatic reasons). Ackema 
and Neeleman build on this, arguing that there 
are more phenomena than just word order and 
scrambling that can be better accounted for in 
prosodic domains than within syntactic ones.

One example they discuss is so-called split 
agreement, the fact that certain languages show 
different subject-verb agreement paradigms in 
VS orders than they do in SV orders. The phe-
nomenon occurs, for example, in some eastern 
Dutch dialects, and even in one form of present 
tense agreement in Standard Dutch. When the 
subject follows the verb, the subject and verb 
form a prosodic domain. The idea is that when 
this happens, a ‘phonological’ agreement process 
can take place, which has a different paradigm 
than ‘syntactic’ agreement. The latter occurs 
when the subject precedes the verb, in which 
case the two do not form a prosodic domain.

Ackema and Neeleman then develop the idea 
that something similar happens in Arabic. In 
an SVO order, subject and verb do not form a 
prosodic domain, and hence full agreement is 
required. In VSO order, however, subject and 
verb are in the same prosodic domain, which 
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results in a weakening of the agreement. In 
other words, Ackema and Neeleman argue that 
there are two types of agreement, but unlike 
the proposal mentioned above, it is not the case 
that there are two types of syntactic agreement. 
Rather, the two types can be distinguished by 
the place where they occur: one type of agree-
ment exists in core syntax, another type can 
occur in the derivation of Phonological Form.

The VSO nature of Arabic and the split 
agreement that it has are actually quite impor-
tant to generative grammar and minimalism in 
particular. The most heavily studied languages 
in generative grammar are the Romance and 
Germanic languages, which are SVO with SOV 
alternations in some languages, and Japanese, 
which is SOV. Together with the Celtic lan-
guages, Arabic is probably the most widely 
studied VSO language in generative grammar, 
and as such it has much to contribute to the 
development of the general theory.

There are one or two other properties of Ara-
bic that have a similar status, the � construct 
state being one of them. The first to discuss the 
construct state within a generative framework 
was Ritter (1991), who discusses the posses-
sive structures of Modern Hebrew. As with the 
VSO/SVO alternation, there are several differ-
ent proposals for the structure of the construct 
state. One proposal (e.g., Mohammad 1988), 
and perhaps the most common, is based on 
the observation that with deverbal nouns, the 
subject of the original verb becomes the geni-
tive possessor. This prompts the suggestion that 
the possessor is located in the specifier position 
of the possessed noun, just like the subject of 
a verb is in the specifier location of the verb. 
Since this would lead to a surface order of pos-
sessor-possessed, which is incorrect for Arabic, 
it is suggested that the possessed noun moves 
to the position of the determiner. This move-
ment would explain why the possessed noun 
in the construct state does not have a definite 
determiner at all: its canonical position (usually 
labeled D), is already occupied by the noun.

Another proposal is put forth by  Benmamoun 
(2000), who argues that the lack of number 
agreement in VS structures is related to the 
absence of a determiner on the possessed noun 
in the construct state. The idea is that the verb 
and its subject, and likewise the possessed noun 
and its possessor, undergo some form of phono-
logical ‘merger’ operation after syntax proper, 

that results in a single complex (phonological) 
word, in which the number feature and the defi-
niteness feature can only be represented once.

A different analysis is developed by Kremers 
(2003). Kremers, whose analysis is made within 
a strictly minimalistic, Chomskyan approach, 
points out some similarities between the con-
struct state and the so-called ‘Saxon genitive’ 
in English (the prenominal possessor construc-
tion such as the man’s car) and argues that 
both constructions have basically the same 
structure. The obvious word order differences 
between the two constructions, which would 
normally follow from the structural analysis, 
are accounted for with an extrasyntactic linear-
ization procedure.

This analysis shows that the concept of con-
struct state has had some influence in genera-
tive syntax in general. Kremers is not the first 
to suggest that a construct state analysis could 
apply to possessive constructions in non-Semitic 
languages. Longobardi (1995) makes a similar 
suggestion for a certain type of possessive con-
struction in Romance languages.

Another topic that may be considered to be 
of interest to generative grammar in general is 
� negation in Arabic. The fact that Standard 
Arabic has two types of negation, one that car-
ries tense (là, lam, and lan) and one that does 
not (mà) confirms the notion that both tense 
and negation are present on independent heads 
in the structure. Furthermore, Ouhalla (2003) 
argues that the negation circumfix that is com-
mon in several spoken varieties of Arabic con-
firms certain ideas on the logical representation 
of negation (i.e. its representation in Logical 
Form).

A final topic to be mentioned here is that 
of adjective ordering (and ordering on noun-
phrase modifiers in general, i.e. demonstra-
tives, numerals, quantifiers). Arabic has strictly 
postnominal adjectives, and as such contrasts 
with Germanic (which has prenominal adjec-
tives) and with Romance (which usually has 
both prenominal and postnominal adjectives). 
Because of certain restrictions that the antisym-
metric framework of Kayne (1994) mentioned 
above places on syntactic trees, a very specific 
type of analysis has to be developed to account 
for postnominal adjectives, which is attempted 
for example by Fassi Fehri (1999) and Shlonsky 
(2000). This analysis is challenged, however, by 
Kremers (2003), who develops an alternative 
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account, which is compatible with Chomsky’s 
minimalist approach rather than with Kayne’s 
antisymmetry.

There are many other topics that are the 
object of investigation and discussion in Arabic 
syntax. Some good recent collections of papers 
can be found in Ouhalla and Shlonsky (2003) 
and in the series Perspectives on Arabic lin-
guistics: Papers from the annual symposia on 
Arabic linguistics.

Because generative grammar aims at develop-
ing a universal syntax theory, it has a strong 
comparative nature. Structures that are studied 
in a Germanic or Romance language are often 
compared to equivalent structures in other 
Germanic or Romance languages, because the 
languages within these families are often very 
alike. As a result, there is some focus now-
adays on microvariation, variation in details 
among languages and dialects that are by and 
large very similar. Arabic, with its large vari-
ety of spoken dialects, would lend itself quite 
well to this sort of research, but to date not 
much comparative work between different dia-
lects within a generative framework has been 
done, one recent exception being Benmamoun 
(2000). Similarly, comparative studies between 
 Standard Arabic and the spoken varieties are 
still not common.

A bit more comparative work is being done 
on Hebrew and Arabic, although mainly with 
Hebrew as the point of departure, as wit-
nessed by several papers in Shlonsky (1997) 
and Ouhalla and Shlonsky (2002). Although 
the results of these studies are used, where 
appropriate, in studies focusing on Arabic (the 
construct state, for example, was first analyzed 
in Hebrew, and this analysis was adapted to 
Arabic), the results of the latter are usually not 
extended to Hebrew.
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Modal Verbs

1.  M o d a l  v e r b s  i n  C l a s s i c a l 
A r a b i c

The modal verbs in Arabic, as in other lan-
guages, are those verbs which through their 
meaning and function are linked to the category 
of � ‘mood’ (modus vs. dictus; cf. Ducrot and 
Schaeffer 1972), within a framework of ‘modal-
ization’, borrowed from Aristotelian logic. The 
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presence of a ‘modal’ verb in a sentence changes 
its content by offering information on the man-
ner in which the speakers relate themselves to 
the respective content: whether they assume it 
to be true or false, known, ne cessary, impos-
sible or possible, desired, good or bad, etc. The 
classification of the modalities adopted here was 
proposed by Anghelescu (2000:304) in a chap-
ter about the modalities in Arabic:

i. Alethic (or ‘classic’) modalities: necessary, 
impossible, possible, etc.

ii. Temporal modalities: it is (was, will be) the 
case; always, sometimes, etc. 

iii. Deontic modalities: obligatory, defended, 
permitted, etc.

iv. Evaluative modalities: good, bad, suitable, 
regrettable, etc.

v.  Epistemic modalities: I know, I think that 
vi. Boulomaic modalities (attitudes and states 

of mind): I hope, I wish, I am afraid

According to Anghelescu (1981:15–21, 2000: 
306–307), Classical Arabic grammarians had 
in mind an implicit theory of modalities when 
they spoke about the lexical-syntactical cat-
egory of ‘modifying words’ (� nawàsix). These 
words “have a formal ‘action’, which consists 
in the ‘modification’ of the case of the incho-
ative and predicative elements, and a ‘semantic’ 
one, related to the signification of each type [of 
modifying words] and, finally, of each word” 
(Anghelescu 1981:17). 

The Arabic grammarians explain the inflec-
tional endings of nouns and verbs by the action 
of an ‘operator’ (�àmil; � �amal), which is either 
expressed (lafÚì) or semantic (ma�nawì). Both 
the inchoative constituent (mubtada±; � ibtidà±) 
and the predicative constituent (� xabar) are 
affected by the ‘operator’, if it is present in 
the phrase. The ‘modifying words’, which 
express modalities, are a special category of such 
‘operators’.

A large number of modal verbs and modal 
expressions with verbal value in Arabic tradi-
tional grammar are included in the category of 
‘modifying words’. They are classified in the 
following (nonexhaustive) list, together with 
the modality they represent in Classical and 
Modern Literary Arabic:

i. Classes of ‘sisters’ (words with similar syn-
tactic behavior), each having as ‘head’ a 
prototypical element:

a. kàna ‘to be’ stands for temporal modali-
ties (having various other values that will 
be indicated below); other verbs in the 
same class are: ±aßba™a, ßàra, ±amsà, bàta, 
±a�™à, ÿadà, all in the sense of ‘to become’, 
which express temporal modalities and 
the transformation from one state or situ-
ation to another; Úalla, dàma, baqiya, 
labita, mà zàla, mà bari™a, mà fati±a ‘to 
continue’, mà ±àda ‘to stop doing some-
thing’ express temporal modalities also 
related to the aspect of the action, namely 
its duration (� kàna wa-±axawàtuhà).

b. Úanna ‘to think, believe, suppose’, ™asiba, 
�adda, ra±à, wajada, laqiya, ±alfà in the 
sense of ‘to consider, find something in 
a specific way’; each of these has addi-
tional meanings, which are not relevant 
here; za�ama ‘to pretend’, �alima, darà ‘to 
know, learn’, which stand for epistemic 
modalities related to the ‘mood’ of the 
assertion.

c. ±inna, an intensifying particle which, with-
out being a verb, exercises the influence 
of a verb on the inchoative element; it 
may have the contextual meaning of ‘to 
be certain, convinced; to affirm, confirm’, 
or it may be translated by ‘verily, truly’, 
expressing an epistemic modality of cer-
tainty; to this class also belong particles 
that may have a verbal value because of 
their verbal origin, such as �alla, la�alla, and 
�asà ‘it is possible; perhaps, maybe; who 
knows if . . .; it might/could be’, expressing 
the alethic modality of possibility; and 
layta ‘God willing!; if only . . .’, express-
ing the boulomaic modality of wishing or 
desiring (� ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà).

ii. The class of the ‘verbs of imminence’ 
(±af �àl al-muqàraba), which are sometimes 
included in the expanded category of ‘modi-
fying words’: bada±a, ±axa�a, ja�ala, šara�a, 
†afiqa, ±anša±a, qàma, rà™a, habba in the 
sense of ‘to begin, to start doing something’, 
expressing inchoativity, a temporal-aspec-
tual modality. The same class includes also 
verbs like ±awšaka, kàda ‘to be on the point 
of doing something, to be about to, to be 
close to’ and mà labi�a (in the negative 
form) in the sense of ‘to keep doing some-
thing; it did not take long before he . . .’, 
which express temporal-aspectual modali-
ties related to an ‘inchoative’ sense.

 Other modal verbs and modal expressions 
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 with verbal value which are not part of the 
category of ‘modifying words’ behave syn-
tactically in different ways, which are not 
discussed here; some of them are classified 
according to semantic criteria. 

iii. The class of ‘transformation verbs’ (±af �àl 
at-ta™wìl): ßayyara ‘to transform’, ja�ala 
‘to make someone do something; to believe 
someone to be something; to take someone 
for something’, ittaxada ‘to take someone 
or something as’, radda ‘to trace back to an 
origin; to transform’; taraka ‘to let someone 
do something’. They are used to express the 
‘inchoative’ in the extended sense of trans-
formation, change, modification of the situ-
ation, which may be regarded as varieties 
of the temporal-aspectual modalities. The 
Arabic grammarians classify them close to 
the ‘verbs of imminence’ of the type bada±a, 
±axa�a, ja�ala, šara�a, †afiqa, ±anša±a, qàma, 
rà™a, etc., because of their general signifi-
cance. Anghelescu (1981:115–116) notes 
that they do not express modalities because 
there are no nucleus phrases in the deep 
structure of the phrase marked by such a 
‘transformation verb’. 

iv. wajaba (almost always in the imperfect 
yajibu), inbaÿà (frequently in the imperfect 
yanbaÿì ), là budda (min), lazima, �alà + 
affix or noun in the accusative, all of them 
expressing the alethic modality of necessity.

v. ±aràda, wadda ‘to wish, desire’ (epistemic 
modality).

vi. rajà ‘to hope’ (boulomaic modality).
vii. ±amkana (especially in the imperfect yum-

kinu) ‘to be possible’, jàza (in the imperfect 
yajùzu) ‘to be possible, admissible’ (alethic 
modality).

viii. jadara (in the imperfect yajduru) ‘to be 
suitable, worthy’, ™asuna, ‘to be suitable, 
proper’, ni�ma ‘what a wonderful . . . [he/
it is]!’, expressing positive evaluation or 
approval, bi±sa ‘what an evil . . . [he/it is]!’, 
expressing negative evaluation or disap-
proval, ßa�uba (in the imperfect yaß�ubu) 
‘to be hard, difficult, unpleasant’, ™abba�à 
‘how nice/lovely [he/it] is . . .!’, ™abba�à 
law ‘how nice it would be if . . .!’ (evalua-
tive modalities).

ix. là šakka ‘it/there is no doubt’ (epistemic 
modality related to the assertion, the 
expression of doubt).

x. rubbamà ‘many a time’ (alethic modality 
expressing possibility).

xi. li + affix +±an in the sense of ‘to be able 
to’ or expressing possibility, permission 
(deontic modality expressing the permis-
sion), etc.

The large morphological variety and the absence 
of any classificatory criteria of these verbs and 
particles are obvious. Syntactically, the verbs 
in class (i.a) have in common that they put 
the predicative element (xabar) in the accusa-
tive, while the inchoative element or subject 
(mubtada±) is in the nominative (kàna/±aßba™a 
zaydun marì�an ‘Zayd is/became sick’). In the 
case of class (i.b) (Úanna and its ‘sisters’), the 
two elements of the nonmodal initial phrase 
zaydun marì�un (zaydun: inchoative nominal 
element, subject; marì�un: predicative element), 
are put in the accusative case in the correspond-
ing modal phrase, by the ‘action’ of the modal 
verb Úanna: Úanantu zaydan marì�an ‘I consid-
ered Zayd [to be] sick’. The modal particles in 
class (i.c) trigger the accusative for the incho-
ative nominal element and the nominative for 
the predicative element: ±inna zaydan marì�un 
‘Zayd is [truly] sick’. Likewise, the particles 
�alla, la�alla, and layta place the inchoative 
nominal element in the accusative, but in their 
case, the second element of the phrase is a verb 
in the imperfect: layta š-šabàba ya�ùdu ‘if only 
youth came back!’. The particle �asà is usually 
employed with a following verb in the subjunc-
tive: mà�à �asà ±an ±af �ala ‘what should I do?’, 
but sometimes it is followed by a noun or affix 
in the accusative: mà�à �asà-hu yaqùlu ‘what 
could he possibly say?’. The verbs in class (ii) 
are followed by another verb in the imperfect: 
±anša±a yaqùlu ‘he began to speak’; qàma/rà™a 
yaqußßu ‘he started to tell [a story]’.

Semantically, it may be remarked that each 
compact class (classes i, ii, iii) includes both 
modal verbs and expressions ‘specialized’ in 
expressing the same modalities or similar modal 
nuances (e.g. i.a kàna and its ‘sisters’). The 
semantic criteria must have been observed by 
the Arabic grammarians; in fact, when classify-
ing these verbs, they actually classify modalities.

The other modal verbs and modal expres-
sions (classes iii–xi), which are not part of the 
category of ‘modifying words’, vary in syntactic 
behavior, which is not discussed here in detail, 

  modal verbs 235

EALL_M_96-325.indd   235 10/4/2007   5:12:13 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



but some of them are grouped on semantic cri-
teria, as in the case of the verbs of ‘evaluation’ 
in class (viii).

Within this classification of the Arabic modal 
verbs and phrases, one subcategory, which 
is interesting from several points of view, is 
conspicuous, that of the ‘semi-auxiliaries’, to 
which verbs from the classes (i.a), (i.b), and 
(ii) belong. Messaoudi (1985:158) has drawn 
up a list of fifteen semi-auxiliary verbs from a 
large corpus (Naguib Ma™fù�’s novel Zuqàq 
al-midaqq), which she groups as follows (� 
auxiliary):

i. Inchoative verbs: kàda ‘to be about to do 
something’, ja�ala ‘to start doing some-
thing; to let someone do something’, ±axa�a, 
bada±a, ±anša±a ‘to start something’, ±awšaka 
‘to be on the point of doing something’, 
(mà) infakka, (mà) fati±a ‘not to cease being/
doing something’;

ii. Motion verbs: rà™a, ma�à ‘to go away, 
leave; to continue’, �àda ‘to come back; to 
continue’; 

iii.  Duration verbs: labi�a ‘to remain, stay’, 
(mà) zàla ‘not to cease doing’, Úalla ‘to 
spend [time]; to remain; to continue’, bàta 
‘to spend the night; to continue’. 

Messaoudi remarks that the verb kàna holds a 
special place among its ‘sisters’, which are semi-
auxiliaries. The values that she assigns to this 
verb (1985:174, from which the examples are 
derived) are: autonomous verb (lammà kànat 
al-laylatu �-�àniyatu ‘when the second night 
came/was’); copula (kànat mašÿùlatan ‘she was 
busy’); auxiliary (kàna yakrahu-hà ‘he hated 
her’). She adds that, as an auxiliary, kàna ren-
ders itself void of meaning, becoming only a 
base of the temporal modality, while the semi-
auxiliaries do not lose their lexical meaning 
completely; the lexical meaning is weakened 
but does not disappear completely (Messaoudi 
1985:175). According to her, kàna as a perfect 
auxiliary enters in the structure of some ‘com-
pound tenses’ (kàna là yakàdu yafqahu ‘he 
knew hardly anything’; kànat là tazàlu mußir-
ratan ‘she remained decided’). 

According to Larcher (2003:143), kàna is 
not ‘a conjugation auxiliary’, i.e., it is not 
used to form new compound tenses. He trans-
lates a sentence like kuntu qad qìla lì not as 

on m’avait déjà dit ‘I had already been told’ , 
but as je me trouvai [qu’]on m’ait dit ‘I was in 
the situation that I had already been told’. At 
first sight, this sentence contains a compound 
tense, but Larcher asserts that the transla-
tion into languages with compound tenses 
has caused this misleading analysis. In the 
spirit of the Arab grammarians, he analyzes 
it as a nominal phrase to which the operator 
kàna is applied (Larcher 2003:143–144), and 
explains that in some contexts, kàna unques-
tionably has the value of introducing the 
modalities of possibility, necessity, and dura-
tion (2003:148, 153–154, 157). Therefore, it 
must be analyzed as a ‘modal exposant’ rather 
than an auxiliary. This point of view changes 
the view on this verb entirely, because it 
highlights its modal values. It also provides 
additional justification of the fact that the 
Arab grammarians introduce it without any 
hesitation in the list of the modal verbs as one 
of the modal operators.

The majority of the verbs and expressions 
listed here are still in use in Modern Literary 
Arabic, especially in literature, with the same 
values they have in Classical Arabic. 

2.  M o d a l  v e r b s  i n  m o d e r n 
 d i a l e c t s

Many recent studies in Arabic dialectology 
show that modal verbs from Classical Arabic, 
in the forms they have reached in various 
dialects, are affected by a process of � gram-
maticalization. This process has different stages 
for different items in each individual dialect, 
but almost always, it leads from a stage of 
full verbs to one of semi-auxiliaries, clitics, or 
even particles through decategorialization. In 
many cases, the full verb does not disappear 
but rather coexists with the decategorialized 
forms (for the Egyptian modals rà™, ±àm/qàm, 
ga, ba±a, for example, see Woidich 1995; for 
the Egyptian modal ba±a: full verb > auxiliary > 
particle expressing various modalities, see Fira-
nescu 2002). 

The most frequently discussed modal verb 
is kàna, which in Classical Arabic expresses 
existence but many other values as well. In 
dialects, the complex nature of kàna is even 
more conspicuous because it has undergone a 
process of grammaticalization while preserving 
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the value of ‘full verb’. Numerous dialectologi-
cal studies have dealt with this modal and with 
the various stages of grammaticalization it has 
undergone in the dialects. Grigore (1999:10–
11) shows that in Mardin Arabic the verb kàn 
is used with the following values: full verb (kent 
fe-mardin//fe-mardin kent ‘I was in Mardin’); 
intermediate form between autonomous word 
and affixes (kan na™ne we-l-akrad sadqan ‘we 
and the Kurds were friends’), functioning as a 
clitic without conjugation; inflectional affix ka-, 
as a result of grammaticalization (lbent katerjef 
kama lwàràq ‘the girl was shaking like a leaf’). 
Grigore (1999:14–15) also indicates the modal 
value of conditional-optative for the particle 
ka-: nuri kateyedràb lay �alì be-l-xànjàr, bas xàf 
‘Nuri would have struck Ali with the sword, 
but he was afraid’. Grigore (2002:374–375) 
also mentions the existence of a particle ku 
in Mardin Arabic, whose origin may be the 
imperfect yikùn of the same kàn, express-
ing the present continuous. Jastrow (1995:99) 
mentions the verbal modifier kun (< kàn) for 
past habitual in Uzbekistan Arabic, which he 
compares with ka, kan, kàn in some Anato-
lian dialects. According to Youssi and Zniber 
(2002:384), the ‘modality’ ka- has three val-
ues in Moroccan Arabic: declarative, durative, 
and repetitive. Sasse (1971:266) mentions that 
Blanc and Fischer recorded the existence of the 
‘prefix’ kën in various Arabic varieties (Iraq, 
Uzbekistan), and reports that this prefix exists 
in the M™allamìye dialect (Turkey), where it 
has the same functions as in the extended area 
of Anatolian Arabic. The possibility modality 
of the prefix ka- is mentioned also by Fer-
rando (1998:198) for Andalusian Arabic (16th 
century).

Specialized studies deal with other modals 
in various dialects, for instance, Eksell (1995), 
who analyzes modal ‘existential verbs’ in the 
Syro-Palestinian dialects (kàn, baqa, ßàr, �àd, 
�am, �all) and ‘verbs of motions’ (qàm, rà™, 
raja�, dàr, ja, qa�ad), showing that they “signify 
a structural renewal of the verbal system within 
the Arabic dialects studied”. She considers 
that “the revitalization is still anchored in the 
ancient Semitic verbal system, exploring new 
possibilities within the old structural mould” 
(Eksell 1995:48). For the study of this develop-
ment, a more detailed perusal of the Medieval 
Arabic historical documents is crucial, because 
they provide an important link between Classi-

cal Arabic and the newly emerging dialects, as 
Lentin (1995) suggests regarding an extended 
area (Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Egypt). He lists 
a number of dialectal auxiliaries and ‘mixed’ 
forms (such as ràyi™, �àwiz, bëdd, ràd, �àwed, 
baqa, etc.), shared within a “trans-regional sub-
standard koiné”. By observing the stages of its 
diachronic development in dialects of the Bilàd 
aš-”àm, Lentin is able to explain the values of 
the particle �am (< �ammàl), used for various 
temporal modalities and going back to Classi-
cal Arabic �amila ‘to make’ (factitive-causative, 
synonym of ja�ala).

Versteegh (1997:108) observes, as a general 
trend in all Arabic dialects, that “for non-modal 
aspects, the dialects have developed a new sys-
tem of aspectual markers, originally auxiliary 
verbs or temporal adverbs, which became fos-
silised as part of the morphology of the verbal 
form”. He mentions the following markers for 
continuous/habitual//future: �am-, bi-//ra™(a), 
la™(a) (Syrian Arabic, Damascus); bi-//™a- 
(Egyptian Arabic, Cairo); ka-//ÿa- (Moroccan 
Arabic, Rabat); da-//ra™ (Iraqi Arabic, Bagh-
dad); bi-// �a (Yemeni Arabic, Sanaa) and states 
that “it seems to be the case that future markers 
often derive from verbs meaning ‘to go’ [. . .], 
whereas continuous markers derive from the 
verb kàna, or from participial forms mean-
ing ‘sitting’, ‘doing’, standing’ [. . .]” (Versteegh 
1997:108). The incorporation of these markers 
(“originally auxiliary verbs”) in the morphol-
ogy is one aspect of the multifarious evolution 
of modals in dialects (� auxiliary). 

Another general trend is that some modal 
verbs and expressions acquire, both in peri-
pheral and nonperipheral spoken Arabic, a 
surprisingly large number of various pragmatic 
values in expressing modalities (cf. Vanhove 
1998 and Woidich 1995 on xalli > xa for 
permission, consecutive and cohortative parti-
cle, etc., in Maltese and Egyptian, respectively; 
Ingham 1994 and Firanescu 2000 on bëdd for 
opposite modal meanings, from wish to obliga-
tion and necessity, etc., in Saudi and Syrian 
Arabic, respectively). Some recent studies have 
collected more and more examples of these 
phenomena in various dialects (cf. for instance 
Cuvalay-Haak 1997) and analyzed them within 
linguistic frameworks that are valid for other 
languages, as well.

Within the verbal system in dialects, the 
modals seem to be the most dynamic and ‘crea-
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tive’ part; consequently, the study of modals 
in different dialects and their connection to 
those in Classical Arabic is important for the 
analysis of the contemporary verbal system of 
Arabic, the characteristics of the newly emerged 
dialects, and, not least, for understanding the 
semantic–pragmatic development through his-
torical periods.
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Modern Standard Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

Arabic is a � Semitic language of the � Afro-
Asiatic family of languages; it is the official lan-
guage of the 22 nations of the Arab world, the 
area bounded by the Atlantic on the west, the 
Mediterranean on the north, the Sahara on 
the south, and the Arabian Peninsula and Iraq 
on the east; it is spoken by more than two hun-
dred million people. Modern Standard Arabic 
is the High literary form of Arabic that goes 
back to the literary language of pre-Islamic 
Arabia (� poetic koine; � Classical Arabic; 
see Ferguson 1956); it is learned in schools 
and is not the day-to-day language of any Arab 
population. It is used universally in formal 
writing and speaking, in professional meetings 
and conferences, in radio and TV news, and on 
other occasions where the aim is to communi-
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cate on specialized topics or with Arabs of dif-
ferent dialectal backgrounds (foreign-language 
soap operas and TV cartoons are dubbed in 
formal Modern Standard Arabic). The primary 
differences in Modern Standard Arabic as used 
across the Arab world are in the lexicon (� 
lexical variation), because the structures are 
remarkably constant across space and time. 
As the language of Islam and the Qur±àn, it 
is used in speech and writing throughout the 
Muslim world (� diglossia; see Badawi 1973; 
Versteegh 1997; Holes 2004).

2. P h o n o l o g y

2.1 Consonants and vowels

Modern Standard Arabic has 28 consonants 
and 3 long-short pairs of vowels. They are pre-
sented in Tables 1 and 2.

Noteworthy among the consonants are the 
unaspirated voiceless uvular stop q (� qàf ); 
the phonemic glottal stop ± (� hamza); the 
voiceless/voiced pair of faucalized pharyngeal 
fricatives ™, �; and †, �, Ú, ß, the pharyngeal-
ized counterparts of the dental t, d, �, s. The 
term ‘emphasis’ from Semitic linguistics is often 
applied to these four pharyngealized conso-
nants; they are articulated with tongue retrac-

tion, tongue tension, and lack of any aspiration 
(see also � velarization). The glottal fricative 
h is pronounced in all positions, including syl-
lable-final; j is pronounced [g] in Cairo and the 
Nile Delta; [dÀ] in Upper Egypt (Egypt south of 
Cairo), Saudi Arabia, and Iraq; and [À] in the 
Levant and North Africa.

Emphatic £. On the basis of such minimal 
pairs as wa££àhu ‘and God’, where à is low 
back [Ì1], and wallàhu ‘he appointed him gov-
ernor’, where à is low front [æ1], £ is set up as 
a separate phoneme (Ferguson 1956); it does 
not occur after i, as in li-llàhi ‘for God’. It is 
generally marked only in this word, since it is 
otherwise predictable from the semantic and 
phonetic environment.

The long vowels are twice as long in dura-
tion as their short counterparts in stressed open 
syllables; unstressed word-final long vowels are 
shortened to half-long. As there are only three 
phoneme types, there is much room for allo-
phonic fluctuation; all vowels come in two 
main allophonic types, a front and a marked 
backed type. The front (unmarked) allophones 
are, broadly speaking, à [æ1], a [� ~ æ], ì [i1], i 
[I], ù [u1], u [�]. The backed allophones, à [Ì1], 
a [Ì], ì [1i1], i [I], ù [u1], u [�], occur contiguous 
to, and in some varieties of Modern Standard 
Arabic preceding in the same word, a pharyn-
gealized consonant or following the uvular stop 
q; following pharyngeal ™ or �, à has a backed 
low front allophone [a1]. Backing in general 
refers to centralizing the vowel and producing 
it with some tenseness. To illustrate with Leba-
nese Modern Standard Arabic, ì is preceded by 
a high central glide [1i1], i is centralized [I], ù 
and u are [+tense].

2.2 Syllable structure

There are two basic syllable structures, CV 
(consonant – vowel) and CVC, as in fa.qa†. 

Table 1. Modern Standard Arabic consonant phonemes

Type labial labio-
dental

dental alveo-
palatal

alveolar pharyn-
gealized

velar uvular pharyn-
geal

glottal

plosives b t, d †, � k q ±
affricates j
fricatives f �, � Ú x, ÿ ™, � h
sibilants s, z š ß
liquids l r
nasals m n
glides w y

Table 2. Modern Standard Arabic vowel 
 phonemes

front central back

High
close ì ù

open i u

Mid a

Low à
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‘only’. The vowel may be long, as in kà.nà ‘they 
[masc. du.] were’; long vowels cannot occur 
before two nonidentical consonants: *ixtàrta 
> ixtarta ‘you [masc. sg.] chose’ but hàm.
mun ‘important’. CVC syllables may occur 
word-medial, as in ±a™.san.tum ‘you [masc. pl.] 
have done well!; bravo!’ (� syllable structure). 
CVCC and CÄCC structures appear in pausal 
form: ka.tabt ‘I wrote’ and hàmm ‘important’.

2.3 Stress

Whereas Modern Standard Arabic � intona-
tion seems fairly uniform over regions, word � 
stress in Modern Standard Arabic reflects the 
local colloquial dialect. Egyptian and Lebanese 
seem to represent two major patterns of stress 
and are briefly summarized here. Reference is 
made to strong units: a vowel plus two conso-
nants VCC or a long vowel plus a consonant 
ÄC, independent of syllable structure. Egyptian 
word stress falls on the penult after a strong 
unit: tukallímu, takàtábù; otherwise, it falls on 
the vowel of the strong unit: katábta. If there 
is no strong unit in the word, stress falls on the 
first vowel in the word but not further back 
than the antepenult: mátà, kátaba, inkátaba.

Lebanese word stress falls on the last strong 
unit in the word; otherwise, on the antepe-
nult or earlier: tukállimu, takÙtabù, katábta, 
kátaba, mátà, inkátaba or ínkataba.

2.4 Pause

Any interruption in speech – signaled in writing 
by ��punctuation like commas, dashes, periods – 
is called pause. In formal Arabic, when all 
vowels at the ends of words are pronounced, 
it is customary not to pronounce short vowels 
(and � nunation) immediately preceding pause; 
this form of the word with its final vowel not 
pronounced is called the � ‘pausal form’, and 
the form with the vowel is called the ‘contex-
tual form’.

The pausal form of the feminine ending tà± 
marbù†a is -a, as in (1).

(1) ±a�†ì-nì furßa, furßatan
 give.Imper.2fs-me chance chance
 wà™ida!
 one
 ‘Give me a chance, just one chance!’

2.5 Morphophonology

The inflectional and derivational morphology 
of Modern Standard Arabic is almost totally 
regular, given a set of morphonological rules 
(Brame 1970). The following informal rules are 
given to illustrate some of the morphophono-
logical changes dealt with here (C = any conso-
nant, G = glide, V = any short vowel, Ä = long 
vowel, period [.] denotes syllable boundary and 
plus [+] denotes a morpheme boundary).

i. Underlying Form
a. Glide deletion. VGV � VV, except uwa, iya
b. Vowel assimilation. aV � aa
 Vowel rewrite. V1 + V1 � Ä1

c. Vowel shortening. Ä + C. � VC
Surface Form
huday+u+n ‘guidance [indef. noun]’
a. *hudayun > hudaun
b. hudaan
 hudàn
c. hudan
 hudan ‘guidance’

ii. Another instance of Vowel shortening is 
*ixtàr-+tu > ixtartu ‘I chose’.

iii. Vowel Syncope: C1VC1V �C1C1V *madada 
> madda ‘he stretched’; *ya™mariru > ya™marru 
‘it turns red’, but ya™marirna ‘they [fem. pl.] 
turn red’: no change.

3. L e x i c o n

The Modern Standard Arabic word is built on 
a root-and-pattern system; the ‘root’ is a series 
of typically three consonants, always occurring 
in a fixed sequence that has lexical identity. The 
consonants making up a root are called ‘radi-
cals’ and may number as many as four (TaR-
JaMa ‘to translate’), five (SaFaRJaL ‘quince’), 
or six (QaNDaLaFT ‘sexton’). Thus, the root 
k-t-b means ‘to write; writing’, s-k-n means ‘to 
dwell, reside’, and †-�-m means ‘to eat, savor’. 
A ‘pattern’ is a fixed framework of consonants 
and vowels that likewise has lexical meaning, 
e.g. the pattern maF�aL means ‘noun of place’; 
the root is variable but the ma and the vowel a 
before the last radical are obligatory. Following 
the Arab tradition, the verb fa�ala ‘to do, make’, 
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with the root f-�-l, serves to model all verbs. 
Substituting a root x in place of the model root 
f-�-l produces a noun meaning ‘place where x 
takes place’, like maktab ‘office; desk’; maskan 
‘dwelling place, residence’; and ma†�am ‘restau-
rant’. In principle, all native Modern Standard 
Arabic words except particles are subject to this 
analysis (� root).

Since the � glides w and y are subject to 
morphophonological change, verbs containing 
a glide as a radical show differences in verb 
conjugation (� weak verbs).

Word compounding is foreign to Semitic 
morphology, but Modern Standard Arabic has 
produced, under foreign language pressure, 
loan translations and calques, e.g. al-huwa/
al-hù ‘the id’, ladà±in ‘plastics’, raqmiyy ‘dig-
ital’, šarq-±awsa†iyy ‘Middle Eastern’, làmarka-
ziyya ‘decentralization’, là�u�wiyy ‘inorganic’; 
and new forms, e.g. �awlama ‘globalization’ 
(from �àlam ‘world’), taxaßxaßa ‘privatiza-
tion’ (xàßß ‘private’); and � compounds, e.g. 
kahrùmaÿnà†ìsiyy ‘electromagnetic’. Finally, 
there is outright borrowing, e.g. dìktàtùriyy 
‘dictatorial’, sìkùlùjiyyan ‘psychologically’, 
jìyùsiyàsiyy ‘geopolitical’. Various � Arabic 
language academies publish lists of recom-
mended new technical � terminology.

The relative adjective (gentilic, � nisba) suffix 
-iyy-u-n is added to nouns to make adjectives: 
qamar ‘moon’ – qamariyy ‘lunar’; al-�iràq – 
�iràqiyy ‘Iraqi’; madìna ‘city’ – madaniyy ‘civil, 
civilian’. The feminine gentilic suffix -iyyat-un 
is an important word formant for creating 
new abstractions, e.g. madaniyya ‘civilization’; 
madyùn ‘indebted’ – madyùniyya ‘indebted-
ness’; sahràn ‘sleepless, awake’ – sahràniyya 
‘vigil [in church]’; ™àkim ‘ruler’ – ™àkimiyya 
‘rule, dominion’. It is even added to abstract 
nouns, e.g. istiqlàl ‘independence’ – istiqlàliyya 
‘freedom of choice, personal freedom, privacy’. 
It is also used as a human collective plural (� 
collective).

4. M o r p h o l o g y

4.1 Parts of speech

The traditional Arab classification of � parts of 
speech into � ism ‘noun’, � fi�l ‘verb’, and � 

™arf ‘particle’ is an apt one: noun morphology 
fits all nominal forms well, including adjectives 
and pronouns; verbs have a unique set of inflec-
tions; and particles are indeclinable.

4.2 Nouns

 ‘Nouns’ include the subclass adjective, which is 
treated here with nouns, with degree, the main 
distinction between them, treated under ‘Adjec-
tives’. Nouns are inflected for case, number, 
gender, and determination.

4.2.1 Case
The noun has three cases, nominative, genitive, 
and accusative. In brief, the nominative is the 
citing case, naming the subject in the clause, the 
predicate in certain clauses, items in titles and 
lists, vocatives, etc. The genitive modifies other 
nouns, expressing possession, origin, measure, 
etc. And the accusative is the adverbial case, 
identifying verbal objects and modifying verbs, 
phrases, and other units (� tamyìz). For exam-
ples see Section 5.

There are two noun declensions, ‘triptote’ 
with a three-case declension and ‘diptote’ with 
a two-case one. Triptotes have a distinctive 
vowel for each of the three cases, nominative u, 
genitive i, and accusative a, in both singular and 
plural; all nouns share the same dual declension 
(see Table 5). The illustration in Table 3 is with 
nunation -n (see below, 4.2.4); rajulun ‘man’ is 
masculine singular.

Diptotes have the inflection -a for both the 
accusative and genitive cases in both the sin-
gular and the plural; further, they do not take 
nunation (� diptosis).

Diptotes made definite formally become trip-
totes, e.g. min makàtib-a jadìdat-in ‘from new 
offices’, but min makàtib-i l-jàmi�at-i ‘from 
the offices of the university’ (defined by geni-
tive construct), and fì lubnàn-a ‘in Lebanon’, 
but fì hà�à l-lubnàn-i ‘in this Lebanon’ (with 
definite article). If proper noun diptotes are 
used as common nouns, they become triptotes 
with nunation, signifying a nonspecific refer-
ent, e.g. hà�ihi �ammàn-u ‘this is Amman’, but 
hà�ihi �ammàn-u-n �àniyat-u-n ‘this is a differ-
ent Amman’. (See Table 4)
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Table 3. Triptote declension

singular ‘a 
noble man’

plural ‘noble men’

nominative rajul-u-n 
karìm-u-n

rijàl-u-n kiràm-u-n

genitive rajul-i-n 
karìm-i-n

rijàl-i-n kiràm-i-n

accusative rajul-a-n 
karìm-a-n

rijàl-a-n kiràm-a-n

Table 4. Diptote declension

singular
‘Lebanon’

plural
‘offices’

nominative lubnàn-u makàtib-u

genitive/ lubnàn-a makàtib-a

accusative   

Diptotes fall into the following semantic 
and morphological classes: foreign names, 
e.g. ±ibràhìm-u ‘Abraham’, landan-u ‘London’, 
although European names are generally not 
vocalized in Modern Standard Arabic; feminine 
proper names ending in tà± marbù†a, like karì-
mat-u ‘Karima’; words of specific patterns such 
as the elative pattern ±aF�aL-u, e.g. ±akbar-u 
‘greater’; and broken plural patterns contain-
ing four consonants (excluding gender and case 
markers), e.g. makàtib-u ‘libraries’, fanàjìn-u 
‘cups’, ±asàti�at-u ‘professors’, ±akàbir-u ‘older; 
seniors’, jarà±id-u ‘newspapers’. The feminine 
suffix -à±-u ( ��� -) is diptotic, as in kibriyà±-u 
‘hubris’.

Nouns ending in long vowels are invari-
able, showing no change in case inflection; this 
includes ‘indeclinable’ nouns (not taking nuna-
tion), like those ending in the feminine suffix 
±alif maqßùra (�), e.g. �ikrà ‘remembrance’, 
hadàyà ‘gifts’, and proper names like sàmì 
‘Sami’; and ‘declinable’ nouns (accepting nuna-

tion), exemplified by defective-root nouns, e.g. 
!�" �# hudan (for *huday-u-n) ’right guidance’.

4.2.2 Gender
� ‘Gender’ in nouns, masculine and feminine, 
may be indicated by the presence or absence 
of feminine markers or by semantic content. 
Gender is determined in the first instance by 
the nature of the referent: if the noun has an 
animate referent, grammatical gender reflects 
natural sex; thus, masculine are: rajul ‘man’, 
xalìfa ‘Caliph’, ™ißàn ‘horse’, and feminine: 
ràqißa ‘danseuse’, ±umm ‘mother’, faras ‘mare’. 
Some unmarked nouns are of common gender: 
�ajùz ‘old woman; old man’; nà±ib ‘deputy’ 
(masc. or fem.; nà±ib-a means ‘disaster’).

Names of cities are all feminine, reflecting the 
word madìna ‘city’, such as bayrùt-u ‘Beirut’, 
bàrìs ‘Paris’. Country names are mostly femi-
nine, agreeing with dawla ‘the state (of)’: mißr 
‘Egypt’, al-kuwayt ‘Kuwait’, except for a few 
with the definite article, which are masculine: 
al-±urdunn ‘Jordan’, as-sùdàn ‘the Sudan’, al-
�iràq ‘Iraq’, al-maÿrib ‘Morocco’. The names 
lubnàn ‘Lebanon’ and al-yaman ‘Yemen’ may 
be either gender.

Most parts of the body that come in pairs are 
feminine: yad ‘hand’, �ayn ‘eye’; but xadd ‘cheek’ 
is masculine. A few unmarked common nouns 
are feminine by convention: ±ar� ‘earth, ground’, 
™arb ‘war’, sùq ‘marketplace’, šams ‘sun’.

The usual feminine marker is -at-un (pausal 
form -a), called tà± marbù†a ($), as in malik 
‘king’ and malika ‘queen’. Other feminine 
markers are the suffix -à±-u ( ���) on singu-
lar nouns or adjectives, e.g. bay�à±u ‘white’, 
and the suffix ±alif maqßùra (�), as in �ikrà 
 ‘remembrance’.

4.2.3 Number
The bare noun is either singular or a � collec-
tive. The singular noun can be inflected for dual 

Table 5. Dual inflections

masculine feminine

sayyid-u-n ‘gentleman’ sayyidat-u-n ‘lady’

nominative sayyid-à-ni
‘two 
gentlemen’

sayyidat-à-ni
‘two ladies’

genitive
sayyid-ay-ni sayyidat-ay-ni

accusative
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or pluralized by means of suffixation (called the 
‘sound plural’) or by internal vowel or pattern 
change (‘broken plural’). With the dual and 
sound plural endings the genitive case has been 
generalized to include accusative case functions, 
resulting in two-case declensional systems.

The singular noun is dualized by the addition 
of the dual suffix -à-ni, where the suffix -ni is a 
form of nunation in the dual (but without the 
meaning of indefinite): sayyid-à-ni ‘two gentle-
men’, sayyidat-à-ni ‘two ladies’, yad-à-ni ‘two 
hands’ (see Table 5).

The sound plural endings are lengthened 
forms of singular inflectional vowels. Thus, 
the masculine sound plurals -ù-na (nominative 
plus ‘nunation’) and -ì-na (genitive/accusative 
plus ‘nunation’) are lengthened forms of the 
masculine singular -u-n (nom.) and -i-n (gen.). 
The feminine sound plurals involve lengthening 
of the feminine suffix vowel itself, -at-u-n > 
-àt-u-n; here, too, the feminine genitive plural 
includes the accusative plural functions (see 
Table 6).

‘Broken plurals’ are ablaut forms (� apoph-
ony) of the singular, e.g. kitàb-un/kutub-un 
‘book/books’, qalb-un/qulùb-un ‘heart/hearts’; 
note the polarity in vowel length in the two 
forms. Broken plurals may include prefixes, 
as in kalb-un/±a-klàb-un ‘dog/dogs’ or suffixes, 
as in fàris-un/fursàn-un ‘horseman/horsemen’. 
If the singular has four or more metric units 
(consonant or long vowel), a fixed broken plu-
ral pattern may be accessed: fàris-un/fawàris-u 
‘horseman/horsemen’. These patterns are largely 
predictable: briefly, any four-unit singular or a 
singular with five consonants takes a plural 
of the diptote type CaCàCiC-u: maktab-un/
makàtib-u ‘office/offices’, safarjal-un/safàrij-u 
‘quince/quinces’ (the fifth radical is dropped). A 
second-position long vowel is replaced by w and 
a third-position long vowel is replaced by ±: šàri�-
un/šawà�ir-u ‘street/streets’, jarìdat-un/jarà±id-u 
‘newspaper/newspapers’, �ajùz-un/�ajà±iz-u ‘old 

man/old men; old woman/old women’. A five-
unit noun containing a long vowel takes the 
diptote pattern CaCàCìC-u, as in finjàn-un/
fanàjìn-u ‘cup/cups’, and a five-unit noun with 
two long vowels takes the pattern CawàCìC-u, 
mìzàn-un/mawàzìn-u ‘scale/scales’. Specialized 
patterns preempt these rules: singular nouns 
of the pattern Fà�iL-un, referring to occupa-
tions or customary activities, for example, take 
the plural Fu��àL-un, e.g. kàtib-un/kuttàb-un 
‘writer/writers’. and the pattern ±aFà�iLat-u is 
used for four- and five-unit human nouns, as 
in ±ustà�-un/±asàti�at-u ‘professor/professors’, 
màrùniyy-un/maràwinat-un ‘Maronites’.

The collective noun refers to a class of items 
or substances, and not to an individual member 
of such a class. Collective nouns are a kind of 
abstraction that includes the whole class of 
items and so cannot be counted or measured, 
but are in contrast with other types of object 
or material. They fall into three classes, mate-
rial or smaller animals, human, and animal 
 collectives.

Material collectives are the major type: nouns 
that are masculine singular in form but plu-
ral or unlimited in meaning: šajar-u-n ‘trees’, 
la™m-u-n ‘meat’ naml-u-n ‘ants’. A ‘noun of 
unity’ may be formed from material collec-
tives by the addition of -a (tà± marbù†a), which 
can then be pluralized and counted: waraq-un 
‘paper’/waraq-at-un ‘a piece, sheet of paper’: 
xams-u waraq-àt-in ‘five sheets of paper’. The 
feminine plural of the noun of unity is not only 
countable, but, by contrast with the singular, it 
tends to have a specific referent, e.g. al-mawz-u 
la�ì�-un ‘bananas are delicious’ but kànat-i-l-
mawzàtu l-latì ±akalnà-hà l-yawma la�ì�at-an 
‘the bananas we ate today were delicious’. 
These collectives may also have broken plurals, 
which then have the general meaning of various 
types of object: šajar-un ‘trees [coll.]/šajarat-un 
‘a tree’/šajaràt-un ‘trees [countable]’/±ašjàr-un 
‘trees, shrubs’; la™m-u-n ‘meat’/la™mat-u-n ‘a 

Table 6. Case inflections: Sound plurals

 masculine  feminine

singular plural singular plural

nominative -u-n -ù-na -at-u-n -àt-u-n
genitive -i-n

-ì-na
-at-i-n

-àt-i-naccusative -a-n -at-a-n
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piece of meat’; al-la™màt-u ‘the meat [specific]’/
lu™ùm-u-n, li™àm-u-n ‘meats’.

Human collectives which refer to ethnic or 
national groups are masculine plural; the indi-
vidual is indicated by the gentilic suffix -iyy-
un, e.g. ±armaniyy-un [masc.], ±armaniyyat-un 
[fem.]/±arman-un ‘Armenian/Armenians’. Some 
human collectives may also have broken plu-
rals, e.g. kurdiyy-un/kurd-un, ±akràd-un ‘Kurd/
Kurds’. The feminine singular of the gentilic 
suffix may also have a collective plural mean-
ing, e.g. al-kuwaytiyya ‘the Kuwaitis’.

Collectives referring to larger animals are 
feminine singular and have no noun of unity 
but may have a broken plural: ±ibil-un ‘camels’; 
xayl-un/xuyùl-un ‘horses’; ÿanam-un/±aÿnàm-
un ‘sheep; sheep and goats’.

4.2.4 Determination
Common nouns are made definite with the 
definite article, al-, e.g. al-kitàb-u ‘the book’, 
and indefinite nouns receive � nunation (� 
tanwìn), e.g. kitàb-u-n ‘a book’. The functions 
of nunation in the dual and plural are quite 
different from those of the singular. The form 
of the nunation is -n in the singular, -ni in 
the dual, and -na in the plural. The dual and 
plural forms require a suffixed vowel, since by 
phonological rule a syllable cannot end in a 
long vowel and a consonant; the vowel is the 
opposite of the preceding long vowel in height, 
that is, low à + high -ni and high ì + low -na. 
Every triptote noun in its citation form receives 
nunation, unless it is blocked by addition of the 
definite article, or if the noun becomes formally 
definite as the first term of an � ±i�àfa, as in 
kitàbu l-±aÿànì ‘the Book of Songs’, or receives 
a suffixed pronoun, kitàbu-hu ‘his book’.

4.2.5 Adjectives
� ‘Adjectives’ are a subclass of nouns in that 
they share the inflectional features of nouns and 

may perform some of the functions of nouns; 
they are distinctive in that only adjectives may 
be inflected for comparative/superlative degree 
(the � ‘elative’), and have some distinctive 
word patterns not shared by nouns.

The elative form proper is the diptote 
±aF�aL-u, e.g. the elative of kabìr-un ‘big, great’ 
is ±akbar-u. When indefinite it means ‘bigger, 
greater’, and the compared item is introduced 
by min ‘than’; in this usage it is inflected for 
case but not for gender or number, e.g. karì-
mat-u ±akbar-u min karìm-in ‘Karima is older 
than Karim’ and ±ilà mudun-in ±aqdam-a ‘to 
older cities’. When definite, whether by the 
definite article or as the first term of an ±i�àfa, 
it has superlative meaning, becoming a triptote 
and showing full agreement with the modi-
fied noun; the full nominative case paradigm, 
including the dual, is for the masculine ±af �al-u – 
±af �alà-ni – ±afà�il-u, ±af �al-ù-na, and for the 
feminine fu�là – fu�layà-ni – fu�layàt-un.

The plural elative forms may serve as adjec-
tives or as substantives, e.g. al-±asmà±-u l-™usnà 
‘the Exquisite Names [i.e. the 99 names of 
God]’; ad-duwal-u l-kubrà ‘the great powers’; 
quwà d-duwal-i ‘the most powerful [sg. or pl.] 
of the nations’; ma�a ±akàbir-i l-jàliyat-i ‘with 
the leaders of the community’.

The masculine singular positive form and the 
masculine and feminine singular elative may 
be used attributively in fixed terms or official 
names, as in lubnàn-u l-kabìr-u ‘Greater Leba-
non’; aš-šarq-u l-±awsa†-u ‘the Middle East’; 
bari†àniyà l-�uÚmà ‘Great Britain; ad-duwal-u 
l-kubrà ‘the great powers’. This amounts to a 
kind of lexical capitalization.

Some basic adjective patterns are fa�ìl-un, 
which indicates features by which something 
is characterized, e.g. kabìr ‘big’, fahìm ‘intelli-
gent’; and fa�làn-un, which indicates a resultant 
condition, e.g. ta�bàn-un ‘tired’.

The noun �ù ‘possessor of’ plus a genitive 

Table 7. Independent pronouns

person singular dual plural

1 comm. ±ana ‘I’ — na™nu ‘we’
2 masc. ±anta ‘you’

±antumà ‘you’
±antum ‘you’

fem. ±anti ‘you’ ±antunna ‘you’
3 masc. huwa ‘he, it’

humà ‘they’
hum ‘they’

fem. hiya ‘she, it’ hunna ‘they’
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noun serves an adjectival function, e.g. �ù 
jadwà ‘advantageous, beneficial’.

Some feminine plural adjectives may serve 
as neuter plural nouns, like ma�lùm ‘known’ – 
ma�lùmàt ‘known things, data’, from which 
comes the back formation ma�lùma ‘a piece of 
information, datum’.

4.2.6 Pronouns
� Pronouns are independent (Table 7) or suf-
fixed (Table 8) (� clitics). They are inflected for 
person, number, and gender.

The dual pronouns consist of the plural pro-
noun plus -à (hum-à), and the feminine plurals 
are the masculine plural plus the feminine plu-
ral suffix -na (hum + na > hunna).

The independent pronouns are basically 
nominative in case and serve as (i) subjects in 
verbless sentences, as in ±ana l-±ustà�a mahà ‘I 
am Professor Maha’, or for contrastive focus or 
special highlighting of the pronoun, as in wa-
mà�à �amil-tu la-ka ±ana? ‘and what did I do to 
you?’, where the 1st person agent is expressed 
in the verb (-tu) and in the pronoun (±ana). 
The suffixed pronouns perform genitive and 
accusative functions, e.g. ismu-ka ‘your name’ 
(genitive as second term of an ±i�àfa); mà�à 

qàla la-ka ‘what did he say to you?’ (genitive 
as object of preposition); la-qad zurnà-ka ±alfa 
marra! ‘we have visited you a thousand times!’ 
(accusative as direct object); ±inna-ka �àrifun 
kulla �àlika ‘but you know all that!’ (accusative 
as subject after ±inna); ±inna-hu ßadìqu-ka ±anta 
‘he’s your friend!’ (two pronominal references 
to one person).

Suffixed pronouns beginning in hu- change 
the u to i after i, ì, or ay: ‘his book’ is kitàbu-hu 
(nom.) but kitàbi-hi (gen.).
� Relative pronouns are inflected for case, 

number, and gender (see Table 9).
The relative pronoun links a definite anteced-

ent and the modifying clause, which must con-
tain a pronominal or agreement reference to 
the antecedent (� �à±id). The relative pronoun 
does not enter into the syntax of the relative 
clause, as in (2) and (4). If the antecedent is 
indefinite, there is no relative pronoun (� ßifa), 
as in (3).

(2) ±a�rifu l-kàtiba l-la�ì
 I-know the-author who
 kataba  �àlika
 write.Perf.3ms that
 ‘I know the author who wrote that’

Table 8. Suffixed pronouns

person singular dual plural

3 masc. -hu ‘him, it’ -humà ‘them’ -hum ‘them’
fem. -hà ‘her, it’ -hunna ‘them’

2 masc -ka ‘you’ -kumà ‘you’ -kum ‘you’
fem. -ki ‘you’ -kunna ‘you’

1 comm. -ì (gen.) ‘my’ —
-nì (acc.) ‘me’ -nà ‘us’

Table 9. Relative pronoun

singular dual plural

masc. fem. masc. fem. masc. fem.

nom.

al-la�ì al-latì

al-la�ànì al-latànì

al-la�ìna
al-làtì, 
al-lawàtì, 
al-là±ì

gen.

al-la�aynì al-lataynì
acc.
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(3) ±a�rifu kàtiban kataba
 I-know writer write.Perf.3ms
 �àlika
 that
 ‘I know a writer who wrote that’

(4) man al-kàtibu l-ladì
 who the-writer who
 katabta �an-hu?
 write.Perf.2ms about-him
 ‘Who is the writer about whom you 
 wrote?’

� Demonstrative pronouns are of two degrees, 
hà�à (proximal: 1st person ‘this’ and 2nd per-
son ‘that’; see Table 10) and �àlika (distant: 
3rd person ‘yon, that over there’) (� deixis).

The masculine singular demonstrative pro-
noun �àlika ‘that’ has the feminine singular 
tilka and the common plural ±ulà±ika ‘those’.

The demonstratives are built on hà ‘this’, �à 
‘that’, and the demonstrative l (Wright 1951:I, 
267). The first two often serve as an envelope 
for the independent pronouns, as in the word 
hà±anà�à ‘behold, here I am’. The demonstrative 
pronouns are used as independent pronouns, as 
in (5), and attributively with a following noun 
having the definite article, as in (6).

(5) sa-yakùnu �àlika ™asan-an
 Fut-be.Ind.3ms that good-Acc
 ‘That will be fine’

(6) ±urìdu hà�à l-kitàb-a
 want.1s this the-book-Acc
 wa-tilk-a l-waraqat-a
 and-that the-paper-Acc
 ‘I want this book and that sheet of paper’

4.3 Verbs

4.3.1 Conjugation
The Arabic verb has two tenses, the perfect 
and the imperfect; it is inflected for person 
(1st, 2nd, 3rd), number (singular, dual, plural), 
and gender (masculine, feminine, common). The 
perfect tense paradigm is given in Table 11 
using the verb kataba (u) ‘to write’ as a model; the 
imperfect stem vowel is given in  parentheses.

The perfect tense is inflected solely with suf-
fixes. The dual formative -à is added to the 2nd 
person masculine plural for the 2nd person 
dual and to the 3rd person singular forms for 
the 3rd person duals.

The � defective verb laysa ‘not be’ is con-
jugated only in the perfect, albeit with present 
tense meaning: laysa ‘he is not’. It has the stem 
lays- before vowel-initial endings (lays-at ‘she 
is not’, lays-ù, etc.) and the stem las- before 
consonant-initial endings (las-tu ‘I am not’, 
las-tum, etc.).

The imperfect indicative is given in Table 12; 
prefixes denote person and (in the 1st person) 
number, while suffixes denote number, gender, 
and mood.

Table 11. Perfect tense

singular dual plural

3rd masc. katab-a ‘he wrote’ katab-à ‘they wrote’ katab-ù ‘they wrote’

3rd fem. katab-at ‘she wrote’ katab-atà ‘they wrote’ katab-na ‘they wrote’

2nd masc. katab-ta ‘you wrote’
katab-tumà ‘you wrote’

katab-tum ‘you wrote’

2nd fem. katab-ti ‘you wrote’ katab-tunna ‘you wrote’

1st comm. katab-tu ‘I wrote’ — katab-nà ‘we wrote’

Table 10. Demonstrative pronoun hà�à

 singular  dual  plural

masc. fem. masc. fem. masc. fem.

nom.
hà�à

hà�ì,
hà�ihi, 
hàtihi

hà�àni hàtàni
  hà±ulà±i

gen./acc. hà�ayni hàtayni
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The preformatives are subject markers: ±a- and 
na- 1st person singular and plural respectively; 
ta- may denote any 2nd person verb as well 
as 3rd person feminine singular and dual; and 
ya- denotes all 3rd person masculine as well 
as 3rd feminine plural. The long vowels and 
the suffix -na contiguous to the stem are gen-
der/number markers: -ì- is feminine singular, 
-à- is dual, -ù- is masculine plural, and -na- is 
feminine plural. The indicative mood marker is 
-u when attached directly to the stem or -ni/-na 
after a long vowel. The feminine plurals are a 
special case, the indicative suffix -na originally 
found after the feminine plural suffix -na hav-
ing been lost via haplology (*ya-ktub-na-na > 
ya-ktub-na).

The verb ra±à/yarà ‘to see’ loses its middle 
radical glottal stop ± in the imperfect: ra±aytu 
‘I saw’/±arà ‘I see’. For the conjugation of verbs 
with roots containing glides, � weak verbs.

4.3.2 Tense
The primary meaning of the � tenses is that 
of � ‘aspect’: the perfect, of perfective aspect, 
denotes an event, an occurrence with some kind 
of result or conclusion, e.g. šaribat finjàn-an 
min aš-šày ‘she drank a cup of tea’; ™asunat 
al-±a™wàl-u ba�da �àlika ‘conditions got better 
after that’.

The imperfect tense is imperfective in aspect, 
denoting actions or states without a beginning 
or ending point: habitual, progressive, predic-
tive (‘future’), generic, stative, etc.: ya±kul-u 
‘he eats, is eating, will eat/is going to eat’. 
Generic meaning is common in statements 
of common knowledge, e.g. al-qamar ya†la�u 
kulla masà± ‘the moon rises every evening’, and 
proverbs, e.g. al-kilàb al-latì ta�wì là ta�a��-u 
‘dogs that bark don’t bite’. The other sub-
aspects are denoted by adverbial contexts: kulla 

marra ‘every time’, and dà±iman ‘always’, for 
example, signal habitual action. Punctual time 
expressions like ba�da sà�atayni ‘in a couple of 
hours’ and fì s-sà�a ar-ràbi�a ‘at four o’clock’ 
are predictions of future action.

It should be noted that, except for the verb 
kàna and its negative laysa, all verbs in the 
perfect denote an event – something which 
took place. Accordingly, ‘stative’ verbs in the 
perfect denote a change of state. The perfect 
�araftu does not mean ‘I knew’ but ‘I learned, 
found out’ – an event. The equivalent of Eng-
lish ‘I knew’ is kuntu ±a�rifu – a state in past 
time.

The tenses differ also in ‘timing’: the perfect 
denotes an event that was completed before the 
moment of speaking, i.e. anteriority of action: 
qara±tu-hà s-sanata l-latì fàtat ‘I read it last 
year’ (past time); qara±tu-hà l-yawm-a ‘I read 
it today’ (present time). The imperfect depicts 
an action or state co-occurring with the main 
verb of the utterance or, if it is the matrix verb, 
with the utterance itself, denoting simultaneity 
of action: mà�à tadrus-u, yà salìm? ‘what are 
you studying, Salim?’; wa-mà�à kunta tadrus u? 
‘and what were you studying?’; ra±aytu-hu wa-
huwa yadrusu ‘I saw him as he was studying’. 
Time/tense is set by the adverbial context: 
‘today’, ‘yesterday’, ‘last year’, etc. The verb 
kàna functions as a time switcher: it removes 
the timing from a present context to a past one, 
anterior to the time of the utterance. The verb 
kàna plus imperfect depicts habitual, progres-
sive, etc., in past time (kàna yadrusu ‘he was 
studying, used to study, studied’, kàna sa-yad-
rusu ‘he was going to study’), and kàna plus a 
perfect tense verb produces a past perfect tense, 
with qad preceding the main verb: kàna l-±ustà� 
qad nasiya d-dars ‘the professor had forgotten 
the lesson’. The imperfect of kàna, yakùnu, has 

Table 12. Imperfect indicative

singular dual plural

3rd masc. ya-ktub-u ‘he writes’ ya-ktub-à-ni ‘they write’ ya-ktub-ù-na ‘they write’

3rd fem. ta-ktub-u ‘she writes’ ta-ktub-à-ni ‘they write’ ya-ktub-na ‘they write’

2nd masc. ta-ktub-u ‘you write’
ta-ktub-à-ni ‘you write’

ta-ktub-ù-na ‘you write’

2nd fem. ta-ktub-ì-na ‘you write’ ta-ktub-na ‘you write’

1st comm. ±a-ktub-u ‘I write’ — na-ktub-u ‘we write’
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only future meaning, ‘will be’; with qad and 
the perfect tense of the main verb, it provides 
future perfect tense: sa-yakùnù qad taÿaddaw 
‘they will have had lunch’.

The two tenses differ also in ‘function’: the 
perfect denotes events in a narrative, whereas 
the imperfect is situational, depicting back-
ground information against which the events of 
the perfect tense are foregrounded, as in

kàna dawman yasba™u ma�a rufaqà±i-hi fì birka 
ßaÿìra laysa ba�ìda jiddan �an bayti-hi wa-làkin 
�àta yawmin �alà ÿayri �àda �ahaba wa™da-hu 
±ilà nahri dijla wa-saba™a bi-mufradi-hi ‘he would 
always swim [imperf.] with his friends in a small 
pond not far from his house, but one day, contrary 
to his custom, he went [perf.] to the Tigris and 
swam [perf.] alone’

The perfect answers the question ‘What hap-
pened?’, and the imperfect, ‘How were things?’.

In addition to the primary functions above, 
each of the tenses has secondary functions in 
specific contexts. Both tenses may have � ‘per-
formative’ force, i.e., an act is performed by the 
very uttering of the verb itself. For example, 
one cannot make a promise without saying ‘I 
promise’. Performatives are typically 1st person 
singular active voice; in some way or other, 
they create a change, whether in the hearer’s or 
the speaker’s own condition or behavior. There 
are five classes of performative. Two types are 
factive, asserting the truth value of the proposi-
tion. One, Assertives, commits the speaker to 
belief in or support of the proposition, such as 
±u±akkidu/±a�tarifu ±anna ‘I assure/admit that . . .’. 
The other, Declarations, is a formal statement 
affecting the official status of a person or thing; 
it is typically uttered by an official representing 
an institution such as the government, church, 
etc. and sometimes occurs in the 3rd person, 
perfect tense, or passive, such as ±u�linu istiqàlatì 
‘I [hereby] announce my resignation’; �ayyannà-
ka ra±ìsan li-š-šarika ‘we hereby appoint you 
president of the company’; tu±ammimu šarikatu 
l-qanàti ‘the canal company is hereby national-
ized’. Two classes are nonfactive and require 
changes in behavior, either on the part of the 
hearer – Directives – or of the speaker – Com-
missives. Unlike the first two classes, which 
take ±anna clause complementation, these two 
take ±an clauses. Some Directives are ±a†lubu 
‘I request’ and ±amna�u ‘I forbid’, and some 
Commissives are ’a �idu ‘I promise’ and ±arfu�u 

‘I reject’. The fifth class, Expressives, expresses 
the speaker’s psychological state concerning the 
propositional content, such as ±aškuru-ka ‘I 
thank you’ and ±a�ta�iru �an ‘I apologize for . . .’ 
(Khalil and McCarus 1999).

The imperfect is inherently situational in func-
tion, but the perfect may assume that function 
after the circumstantial particle qad, describing 
a resultant situation, as in qad ±ataw ‘they have 
come; they are here’. On the other hand, in fic-
tion or other narrative contexts, such as events 
in progress, the imperfect often performs a 
perfect tense function, the ‘historical narrative’, 
wherein the writer can choose either the perfect 
or the imperfect to denote events in the context 
of the narrative: yuwaddi�u ±aß™àba-hu wa-
yarkabu t-tàksì ‘he bids his friends goodbye and 
gets into the taxi’. Lastly, the perfect (negated 
by là) has ‘optative’ force in the context of an 
oath: là ±afla™a! ‘may he not succeed!’.

The semantic structure of the verb is summa-
rized in Table 13.

4.3.3 Mood

The imperfect distinguishes four � moods, the 
indicative, subjunctive, jussive, and imperative. 
The mood of the verb expresses the attitude 
of the speaker to the truth value of the statement: 
the indicative verb declares that the state ment 
is a factual or truthful one, e.g. tatakallamu 
l-�arabiyya wa-l-fàrisiyya ‘she speaks Arabic 
and Persian’. The subjunctive makes no claim 
about the actual realization of the denotation 
of the verb but instead presents the notion in 
the abstract; it deals with the unrealized act, 
not a fact, e.g. yanbaÿì �alay-ka ±an tatakallama 
l-�arabiyya ‘you ought to speak Arabic’. The 
jussive has two primary uses, (i) a relic function 
as a perfect tense after the negative particle lam 
‘did not’, e.g. lam tatakallam �arabiyya ‘you did 
not speak Arabic’, and in both clauses of the 
conditional sentences with ±in ‘if’, e.g. ±in tadrus 
tanja™ ‘if you study you will succeed’; and (ii) 
as an indirect command after the exhortative 
particle li- (l- after wa-, fa-) ‘let, have . . .’, as 
well as a (iii) negative imperative after là, as in 
là taqul �àlika ‘don’t say that!’. This indirect 
command is generally in the 3rd person, e.g. li-
yadxul ™àlan ‘have him come in immediately!’, 
but it also occurs often in the 1st person plural, 
e.g. li-našrab finjàn-an min al-qahwa ‘let’s have 
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a cup of coffee’, and, rarely, in the 2nd person, 
e.g. fa-l-ta�rif ±annanì . . . ‘so know that I . . . , you 
should know that I . . . ’. The imperative issues a 
direct command, e.g. i�hab ±ilà n-namlat-i yà 
kaslàn-u! ‘go to the ant, thou sluggard!’.

The subjunctive (Table 14) differs from the 
indicative by substituting -a for -u and deleting 

the indicative suffixes -ni and -na, which follow 
a long vowel.

The jussive (Table 15) is a shortened form of 
the subjunctive: the short vowel -a is deleted; 
in phrases a short i is suffixed before a word 
beginning in two consonants (� epenthesis).

The imperative is like the jussive but without 

Table 13. The Modern Standard Arabic tenses

PERFECT TENSE IMPERFECT TENSE

A. FUNCTION

1. Primary Narrational: �araftu �àlika minka 
‘I learned that from you’

Situational: ±a�rifu �àlika 
‘I know that’

2. Secondary

a. Performative qabiltu ‘I accept’ [wedding  
ceremony]

±a�idu bi-�-�ahàb ma�a-kum 
‘I promise to go with you’

b. Situational qad waßalat ‘she has arrived; 
she’s here now’

c. Narrational taqifu faj±atan fa-taqùlu . . . 
‘she stops suddenly and says . . .’

d. Optative waffaqa-ka £-£àhu ‘may God 
grant you success’

B. ASPECT

1. Perfective šaribnà šày ‘we had tea’
2. Imperfective

a. Habitual yaktubu kulla yawm ‘he writes 
every day’

b. Progressive yaktubu l-±àna ‘he’s writing 
now’

c. Dispositional yaktubu jayyidan ‘he writes 
well’

d. Predictive (Future) sa-yaktubu qarìban ‘he’ll write 
soon’

e. Generic tušriqu š-šamsu min aš-šarq 
‘the sun rises in the east’

f. Stative yujìdu l-kitàba ‘he is good at 
writing’

C. TIMING

1. Anteriority kataba-hà ±amsi ‘he wrote it 
yesterday’

2. Simultaneity šàhadtu-hu wa-huwa yaktubu-hà 
‘I saw him as he was writing it’

Table 14. Subjunctive verb

singular dual plural

3 masc. ya-ktub-a ‘that he write’ ya-ktub-à ‘that they write’ ya-ktub-ù ‘that they write’
3 fem. ta-ktub-a ‘that she write’ ta-ktub-à ‘that they write’ ya-ktub-na ‘that they write’
2 masc. ta-ktub-a ‘that you write’ ta-ktub-à ‘that you write’ ta-ktub-ù ‘that you write’
2 fem. ta-ktub-ì ‘that you write’ ta-ktub-na ‘that you write’
1 comm. ±a-ktub-a ‘that I write’ — na-ktub-a ‘that we write’
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the preformatives (see Table 16). If the stem 
begins with a two-consonant cluster, a helping 
vowel that may be elided is prefixed: u before 
stems with the stem vowel u, and i with the 
others. Thus, i-qra± hà�à wa-qra± hà�à! ‘read 
this and read this!’, u-ktub lì qarìb-an ‘write 
me soon!’.

The ‘energetic’ suffix, -an or -anna (� ener-
gicus), may be added to the negative jussive or 
the imperative to give different degrees of force 
to commands; it is rare in Modern Standard 
Arabic and has a poetic or Qur±ànic flavor, e.g. 
là taqtulanna ‘thou shalt not kill!’, i�haban! 
‘now go!’.

4.3.4 Stem vowels
The ‘stem vowel’ is the vowel occurring before 
the last radical, e.g. i in fahima ‘he understood’, 
mudarris ‘instructor’, and yastaqdimùna ‘they 
receive, they welcome’. The stem vowel has 
particular significance in the perfect tense verb 
as well as in other parts of speech. Here we dis-
cuss the ‘ablaut’ patterns of stem vowels in per-
fect and imperfect tense verbs (� apophony).

Verbs may be classified as action verbs or 
qualitative verbs, with the latter further typed 
as temporary or permanent states or qualities. 
The perfect tense stem vowel a typically denotes 
an action, and u a permanent quality or state, 
while i often denotes an action or a temporary 
state; consider the following, which all share 

the semantic field of being in front of, spatially 
or temporally:

qadama ‘to precede [someone]’
qadima ±ilà ‘to arrive at [a place]’
qaduma ‘to be old’

There are many intransitive/transitive pairs 
like ÿamura/yaÿmuru ‘to be copious, abun-
dant [water]’ – ÿamara/yaÿmuru ‘to flood, 
inundate [something]’. Table 17 shows the 
relationship between the stem vowels of the 
two tenses; notice how the low vowel a and 
the high vowels i and u are always in opposi-
tion to each other; this polarity does not obtain 
with qualitative verbs with u in the perfect.

If an adjacent radical is a laryngeal (±, h, ™, �), 
the imperfect stem vowel i assimilates to a, as in 
fata™a/*yafti™u > yafta™u ‘to open’.

4.3.5 Derived verb Forms
The base verb has a stem consisting of the three 
root consonants and one vowel or two, e.g. 
katab-a/ya-ktub-u ‘to write’. In addition, there 
are nine other verb Forms (plus five rare ones), 

Table 16. Imperative verb

singular dual plural

2 masc. u-ktub ‘write!’
u-ktub-à ‘write!’

u-ktub-ù ‘write!’

2 fem. u-ktub-ì ‘write!’ u-ktub-na ‘write!’

Table 15. Jussive verb

singular dual plural

3 masc. ta-ktub ‘(that) she write’ ta-ktub-à ‘(that) they write’ ya-ktub-na ‘(that) they write’
3 fem. ya-ktub ‘(that) he write’ ya-ktub-à ‘(that) they write’ ya-ktub-ù ‘(that) they write’
2 masc. ta-ktub-ì ‘(that) you write’ ta-ktub-à ‘(that) you write’ ta-ktub-na ‘(that) you write’
2 fem. ta-ktub ‘(that) you write’ ta-ktub-ù ‘(that) you write’
1 comm. ±a-ktub ‘(that) I write’ — na-ktub ‘(that) we write’

Table 17. Stem vowel ablaut patterns

perfect imperfect illustration

a i
u

jalasa/yajlisu ‘to sit’
darasa/yadrusu ‘to study’

i a �amila/ya�malu ‘to work’
u u kabura/yakburu ‘to grow large’
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which bear a patterned relationship to the base 
form in terms of both morphology and seman-
tics. Table 18 presents verb Forms I–X.

Unlike Form I there are no stem vowel vari-
ations in the derived Forms: only a occurs in 
the perfect tense, except for epenthetic i (� 
epenthesis), and the imperfect stem vowel is i 
in all derived Forms except for a in Forms V 
and VI, which have the reflexive prefix ta-. The 
preformative is ya- in all but Forms II, III, and 
IV, where it is yu-. The formatives are vowel 
lengthening (associative) and consonant gemi-
nation (intensive, causative) and the affixes ta- 
(reflexive) and ±a-/s- (causative). Thus, Forms 
II and IV are causative of Form I; Form II is 
intensive of Form I (e.g. kasara ‘to break’ and 
kassara ‘to smash’), and Form IX is intensive 
of natural traits; Form V is reflexive of Form 
II, Form VI is reciprocal of Form III, and Form 
VIII is reflexive/middle of Form I; Form VII is 
reflexive-passive of Form I; and Form X is mid-
dle of Form IV (= causative/middle of Form I). 
Causatives tend to become estimative (Form II 
ka��aba ‘to call someone a liar [kà�ib]’, Form 
X ista™sana ‘to make someone out to be good 
[™asan], to approve of’), and reflexives tend to 
become intransitive or passive (Form I kasara 
‘to break [trans.]’, Form VII inkasara ‘to break 
[intrans.]; to be broken’).

Quadriliterals are verbs based on four-radi-
cal roots, e.g. say†ara ‘to dominate, control’. 
Many are biradical reduplications, e.g. zalzala 
‘to quake’, often with iterative meaning like 
na††a ‘to jump’ and na†na†a ‘to jump up and 
down, skip’, and others are augmented trilit-
erals, e.g. šamaxa ‘to be lofty, towering’ and 
mušmaxirr ‘lofty, towering’. Basic quadriliter-
als QI (Fa�LaLa/yuFa�LiLu) are conjugated like 
triliteral Form II verbs, and have a derived con-
jugation QII in ta- (taFa�LaLa/yataFa�LaLa), 
which is conjugated like triliteral Form V. This 
derived form may be reflexive or intransitive 
of the basic form, e.g. da™raja ‘to roll [trans.]’ 
and tada™raja ‘to roll [intrans.]’, or simulative 
(‘to act like or claim to be’), e.g. ta±amraka ‘to 
imitate the Americans, become Americanized’, 
tabaÿdada ‘to act like a Baghdadi, swagger’, 
tamaskana ‘to feign poverty [miskìn ‘poor’]’. 
Quadriliteral III (iF�anLaLa/yaF�anLiLu) is rep-
resented by islan†a™a/yaslan†i™u ‘to be broad’ 
(cf. sa†a™a ‘to spread out’) and IV (iF�aLaLLa/
yaF�aLiLLu), with doubled fourth radical, by 

i†ma±anna/ya†ma±innu ‘to be reassured’ (cf. 
†am±ana ‘to reassure’) (� ištiqàq).

4.3.6 Voice
� Voice is indicated primarily by ablaut pat-
terns: � passive voice is indicated in all perfect 
tense verbs by the stem vowel i preceded by u 
in all preceding positions in the word, and in 
imperfect tense forms with the preformative 
vowel u followed by a in the rest of the stem:

kataba/yaktubu ‘to write’ and kutiba/yuktabu ‘to 
be written’
istaqdama/yastaqdimu ‘to welcome’ and ustuqdima/
yustaqdamu ‘to be welcomed’

Passive may also be denoted by certain derived 
verb Forms with basically reflexive meaning 
(see Table 18).

The passive voice may have the meaning of 
potential action, e.g. hà�à là yußaddaqu! ‘that is 
unbelievable!’, maqbùl ‘accepted; acceptable’.

Passive is expressed lexically by the verb 
tamma/yatimmu ‘to be effected, accomplished’, 
especially in scientific and other formal  writing, 
e.g. tamma ±ijrà±u mubà™a�àtin bayna r-ra±ì-
sayn ‘discussions were held between the two 
 presidents’.

4.3.7 Transitivity
The verb may be transitive, intransitive, or 
reflexive/middle in form (� valency). In Form 
I, the stem vowel pattern /u-u/ is intransi-
tive, and the patterns /a-i/ and /i-a/ tend to be 
transitive; Form VII is reflexive/middle and so 
intransitive; Forms V (reflexive) and VI (recip-
rocal) are essentially intransitive, and Form VIII 
when it has reflexive meaning is intransitive but 
transitive when the meaning is middle. Form 
IX, change of state, is exclusively intransitive. 
Forms II, III, IV, and X are largely transitive 
(see Table 18). Intransitive verbs may become 
transitive with preposition complements, e.g. 
taraddada ‘to hesitate’ and taraddada �alà ‘to 
frequent [a place]’; most notable is the preposi-
tion bi-, which makes verbs of motion causa-
tive and transitive, as in ±atà bi- ‘to come with, 
bring’ (see Sec. 4.3.8).

4.3.8 Semantic classes
Modern Standard Arabic verbs fall into four 
semantic groups on the basis of the presence or 
absence of progressive meaning in the imperfect 
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indicative and on the meaning of the active par-
ticiple; they are Statives, Activities, Acts, and 
Inchoatives (� Aktionsart).

‘Stative’ verbs never have progressive mean-
ing: the imperfect is essentially existential, 
denoting a state or condition with a particu-
lar semantic coloration, and never denotes an 
action; their active participles have only perfec-
tive meaning, i.e. ‘having entered the state of/
having come to be . . .’, and are often translated 
as present tense verbs in English. Examples 
are ya�rifu ‘he knows’ and �àrif ‘(having come 
to) know, having learned, knowing’; ±ajàda ‘to 
become good at, master’/yujìdu ‘he is good at’ 
and mujìd ‘having mastered, mastering, good at’.

There are two subclasses of statives, ‘quali-
tative’ verbs and � ‘impersonal verbs’. Quali-
tatives are existential statives that denote a 
quality or condition and for which the impera-
tive is blocked; their participles are often non-
canonical in shape. Examples are ™asuna ‘to be 
good’/ya™sunu ‘it is good’ and ™asan ‘(having 
become) good’; wasi�a ‘to be wide, spacious’/
yasa�u ‘it is wide, spacious’ and wàsi� ‘(having 
become) wide, spacious’.

Impersonals are qualitatives that take only 
clauses or verbal nouns as subject; they conse-
quently occur only in the 3rd person singular. 
Examples are wajaba �alà ‘to be necessary for’/
yajibu ‘it is necessary’ and wàjib ‘necessary’; 

Table 18. Derived verbal Forms

Form perfect imperfect example meaning

I Fa�aL-a ya-F�iL-u �araba/ya�ribu ‘to hit’ action
Fa�aL-a ya-F�uL-u taraka/yatruku ‘to leave’
Fa�iL-a ya-F�aL-u fahima/yafhamu ‘to under-

stand’
(temporary) state or activity

Fa�uL-a ya-F�uL-u ™asuna/ya™sunu ‘to be 
good’
kabura/yakburu ‘to become 
big’

permanent trait

II Fa��aL-a yu-Fa��iL-u fahhama/yufahhimu ‘to 
cause to understand, 
instruct’

causative

III Fà�aL-a yu-Fà�iL-u kàtaba/yukàtibu ‘to 
 correspond with someone’

associative

IV ±aF�aL-a yu-F�iL-u ±afhama/yufhimu ‘to make 
someone understand, 
to explain something to 
 someone’

causative

V taFa��aL-a yataFa��aL-u tafahhama/yatafahhamu 
‘to come to understand by 
degrees’

reflexive-causative: deliberate

VI taFà�aL-a yataFà�aL-u tafàhama/yatafàhamu 
‘to reach a mutual under-
standing’

reciprocal/associative

VII inFa�aL-a yanFa�iL-u inqa†a�a/yanqa†i�u ‘to be 
cut off’

reflexive-passive

VIII iFta�aL-a yaFta�iL-u ijtama�a/yajtami�u ‘to 
gather together, meet’

reflexive/middle

IX iF�aLL-a yaF�aLL-u i™marra/ya™marru ‘to turn 
red’

inchoative: become (a color 
or a defect)

X istaF�aL-a yastaF�iL-u istafhama/yastafhimu ‘to 
inquire’

causative-middle: 
 requestative
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jadura bi- ‘to be worth (do)ing’/yajduru bi- ‘it is 
worth . . . -ing’ and jadìr bi- ‘worth . . . -ing’.

‘Activities’ are actions that take place over 
a period of time and so entail expressions of 
extent of time, such as ‘for (an hour)’; there is 
no result or achievement or change in action – 
the action is the same at every point in time 
from the beginning to the end of the activity. 
Thus, in ‘he waited for two hours’, there is no 
change in or result from the activity, but the 
activity was unvaried at every point in those 
two hours; we do not know whether he met 
the party in question. Arabic activity verbs 
have progressive meaning in both the imperfect 
indicative and the active participle, as in šaÿala 
‘to occupy’/yašÿalu ‘he occupies, is occupy-
ing’ and šàÿil ‘occupying’; intaÚara ‘to wait 
for’/yantaÚiru ‘he waits, is waiting for’ and 
muntaÚir ‘waiting for’.

‘Acts’ are actions that entail punctual adver-
bial expressions like ‘in (an hour)’ and, unlike 
activities, may result in the successful realiza-
tion of a goal, as in ‘he wrote the article in two 
hours’. Acts may have progressive meaning in 
the imperfect indicative, but the active participle 
has only future meaning with the element of 
positive intention, e.g., the active participle kàtib 
means ‘going to write [without fail]’. Acts are 
of two types, (i) volitional, called ‘accomplish-
ments’, like kataba ‘to write’/yaktubu ‘he writes, 
is writing’ and kàtib ‘going to write, will write’; 
accomplishments are typically transitive; and (ii) 
intransitive nonvolitional change-of-state actions, 
called ‘achievements’, whose active participles 
have perfective meaning (‘having become’), such 
as kabura ‘he became big’/yakburu ‘he becomes, 
is becoming big’ and kabìr ‘(having become) 
big’; ta™ajjara ‘he turned to stone’/yata™ajjaru 
‘he turns, is turning to stone’ and muta™ajjir 
‘(having) turned to stone, ossified’. Note that as 
change-of-state qualitative verbs they may have 
noncanonical participles.

‘Inchoative’ verbs essentially denote the 
beginning of an activity or condition; they may 
be transitive or intransitive. They all lack pro-
gressive meaning in the imperfect indicative but 
are subdivided into three subsets on the basis of 
the meaning of the active participle:

i. ‘Developmental’ inchoative participles, like 
all other change-of-state participles, have 
perfective and not progressive meaning: 
ta�iba ‘to get tired’/yat�abu ‘he gets tired’ 

and ta�ib, ta�bàn ‘tired’; nasiya ‘to for-
get’/yansà ‘he forgets’ and nàsin ‘having 
forgotten, forgetting’.

ii. ‘Inceptive’ verbs may denote either an 
activity or the commencement of that 
activity; they thus combine the features 
of both Activity verbs and Developmen-
tal verbs, e.g. rakiba ‘to ride; to mount, 
get on [horse, train, etc.]’/yarkabu ‘he 
rides; mounts, gets on’ and ràkib ‘riding; 
mounted, on’. The participle has progres-
sive meaning of the activity and perfective 
meaning of the inceptive act. Other exam-
ples are nàma ‘to sleep; to fall asleep’/
yanàmu ‘he sleeps; falls asleep’ and nà±im 
‘sleeping; asleep’; labisa ‘to wear; to don, 
put on’/yalbasu ‘he wears; puts on’ and 
làbis ‘wearing; having put on, having on’.

iii. ‘Movement’ verbs are a subset of Incep-
tives that denote a change of location 
and whose participles may additionally 
denote predictive (‘future’) action; as with 
Inceptives the movement participle may 
have progressive meaning of the activity 
or perfective meaning of the state, but 
may further have predictive meaning of the 
activity, e.g. sàfara ‘to travel; to set out, 
depart’/yusàfiru ‘he travels; departs, leaves’ 
and musàfir ‘traveling; having departed, 
left; going to depart’; ijtama�a ‘to come 
together, assemble, meet’/yajtami�u ‘meets, 
is meeting’ and mujtami� ‘meeting; having 
met, assembled; going to meet’. Included 
are zero members of this semantic class, 
verbs of staying: bàqin (±ilà) ‘staying 
(until)’. These verb classes are summarized 
in Table 19.

‘Phrasal verbs’ consist of a verb plus a prepo-
sition which create a meaning different from 
that of the verb alone, e.g., qàma means ‘to 
rise, stand erect’; its meaning is altered as fol-
lows with the following prepositions governing 
the object: qàma �alà ‘to rise up against; to be 
based, founded on’; qàma li- ‘to rise in honor 
of’; qàma ±ilà ‘to go to’; qàma bi- ‘to undertake, 
begin, do’, as in qàma bi-diràsati s-sanskrìtiyya 
‘he undertook the study of Sanskrit’, qàmat 
bi-qatli ±abìhi ‘she killed his father’. Phrasal 
verbs also include verb plus noun, such as 
±a†laqa sarà™a ‘to release [from imprisonment]’, 
consisting of ’a†laqa ‘to unloosen’ and sarà™a 
‘release’ (� collocations).
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4.3.9 Participles
‘Participles’ are adjectives derived from verbs 
and retaining verbal force: they are active or 
passive in voice and transitive or intransitive; 
they denote a state resulting from a completed 
action (perfective) or one of having begun an 
action (progressive or future). Active participles 
from states, achievement, and developmental 
verbs (see Table 19) have perfective meaning; 
Activity participles have progressive meaning, 
and accomplishment verbs have [+volitional] 
future meaning; inceptive participles may have 
perfective or progressive meaning, and move-
ment ones may have perfective, progressive, 
or future meaning. Passive participles denote 
‘having undergone the action of being . . .’, e.g. 
maktùb ‘(having been) written’, ar-risàla al-
maktùba ‘the letter that has been written, the 
written letter’. The timing of participles is 
present time, that is, co-occurring with the time 
of the matrix clause, e.g. ±a-là tarà-hu ràkiban 
al-™ißàn? ‘don’t you see him riding/mounted 
on the horse?’ and ±a-lam tara-hu wa-huwa 

ràkibun al-™ißàn? ‘didn’t you see him as he was 
riding/mounted on the horse?’. See also Section 
4.3, Verbs. All participles take sound plurals: 
làbis/làbisùn and làbisa/làbisàt ‘having donned; 
wearing’.

Participles often become nouns, in which case 
Form I participles may take broken plurals: 
kàtib/kàtibùn ‘have written’, but kàtib/kuttàb 
‘writers’.

The passive participle denotes patient, e.g. 
madrùs ‘(having been) studied’, mu™addad 
‘limited’. Passive participles may have potential 
meaning, e.g. maqbùl ‘accepted; acceptable’, 
mas±ùl ‘(having been) asked; responsible [‘can 
be questioned’]’. They may also be used as 
nouns of place, e.g. muxayyam ‘camp, encamp-
ment’, mustaqbal ‘future’.

There are active and passive patterns specific 
to Form I and to the derived Forms. The active 
participle of Form I pattern is Fà�iL, and the 
passive pattern is maF�ùL: kàtib and maktùb. 
There are also noncanonical Form I active 
participles, no doubt reflecting original parti-

Table 19. Verbal semantic classes

Semantic class Perfect tense: Event in 
narration

Imperfect tense: 
 Attendant 
circumstance

Active participle: 
 Resultant state:  ‘having 
become . . .’; ‘having 
begun to . . .’

1. STATIVES

 a. States
 b. Qualitatives
 

Event: Entered a state 
or condition
�arafa ‘he learned’
™asuna ‘it became 
good’

Existential: State, 
 condition or quality 
ya�rif ‘he knows’
ya™sunu ‘it is good’

Perfective: ‘having 
become . . .’ 
�àrif  ‘knowing now’
™asan ‘good’

 c. Impersonals lazima ‘it became 
 necessary’

yalzamu ‘it is necessary’ làzim ‘necessary’

2. ACTIVITIES intaÚara ‘he waited’ yantaÚiru ‘he waits, 
is waiting’

muntaÚir ‘waiting’

3. ACTS
 a. Accomplishments
 
  b. Achievements

kataba ‘he wrote’

i™marra ‘he turned 
red’

yaktubu ‘he writes, 
is writing’
ya™marru ‘he turns 
red, is turning red’

kàtib ‘going to write’

mu™marr ‘reddened, 
 reddish’

4. INCHOATIVES
 a. Developmental
 b. Inceptive

 c. Movement

ta�iba ‘he got tired’
labisa ‘he wore; put 
on, donned’
sàfara ‘he traveled; 
he departed’

yat�abu ‘he gets tired’
yalbasu ‘he wears; 
puts on’
yusàfiru ‘travels; 
departs’

ta�ib, ta�bàn ‘tired’
làbis ‘wearing; having 
on’
musàfir ‘traveling; 
departing; departed; 
going to depart/travel’
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cipial forms: Fa�L, Fa�aL, Fa�iL, Fa�ìL, e.g. ßa�b 
 ‘difficult’, ™asan ‘good’, rajil ‘going on foot, 
walking’, kabìr ‘big’. For derived verbs the pre-
fix mu- is added to the imperfect verb stem, and 
the stem vowel is changed to i for active parti-
ciples and to a for passive participles (see Table 
20). The stem vowel in Form IX is deleted by 
phonological rule (see Sec. 2.5).

The passive participle of Form VII does 
not occur as a participle, but, just like the 
other derived participles, it does occur as a 
noun of place, as in munxafa� ‘low ground, 
 depression’.

4.3.10 Verbal nouns
‘Verbal nouns’ are nouns (gerunds) derived 
from verbs on the basis of semantics (Form I) 
or by phonological rule (derived Forms); they 
name the denotation of the verb and retain 
some verbal force; they may be active or passive 
in voice. They are often lexicalized as concrete 

nouns resulting from the action of the verb, like 
binà± ‘building [gerund]’ and ‘a building’, e.g. 
duhišnà min qatli xalìlin ‘we were astonished 
at the killing of Khalil/at Khalil’s murder’ and 
duhišnà min qatli xalìlin jawàdan ‘we were 
astonished at Khalil’s killing of Jawad’ (� 
maßdar; � verbal noun).

Form I verbal nouns show a high degree of 
semantic correlation with the verb. For exam-
ple, transitive verbs with perfect stem vowel a 
or i tend to take the form Fa�L, e.g. dars ‘study-
ing’; intransitive verbs with perfect stem vowel 
a tend to take the pattern Fu�ùL (jalasa ‘to sit’ – 
julùs; waßala ‘to arrive’ – wußùl ‘arrival’) as do 
passives (wujùd ‘to be found; existence’); hol-
low verbs of movement gravitate to Fa�aLàn 
(dawaràn ‘turning, rotation’ and †ayaràn ‘fly-
ing; aviation’). See Wright (1951:I, 110) for a 
detailed listing of verbal nouns.

The basic rule for derived verbal nouns is 
to insert long à before the final radical and to 

Table 20. The derived participles

imperfect stem active participle passive participle illustration

II -Fa��iL- muFa��iL muFa��aL mu™addid ‘limiting’
mu™addad ‘limited’

III -Fà�iL- muFà�iL  muFà�aL musàfir ‘traveling; 
 traveler’
mubàrak ‘blessed; 
 fortunate’

IV -F�iL- muF�iL muF�aL mursil ‘sending’
mursal ‘sent’

V -taFa��aL- mutaFa��iL mutaFa��aL mutakallim ‘speaking; 
spokesman’
muta™aqqaq 
 ‘ascertained, certain’

VI -taFà�aL- mutaFà�iL mutaFà�aL mutaqàbil ‘exchanging 
(with each other)’
mutaqàbal ‘exchanged; 
reciprocal’

VII -nFa�iL- munFa�iL  [munFa�aL] munsa™ib ‘withdraw-
ing’

VIII -Fta�iL- muFta�iL muFta�aL muštarik ‘participant’
muštarak ‘common, 
collective’

IX -F�aLL- muF�aLL – mu™marr ‘reddened, 
reddish’

X -staF�iL- mustaF�iL mustaF�aL musta�mil ‘using’
musta�mal ‘used’

QI -Fa�LiL- muFa�LiL muFa�LaL mutarjim ‘translator’
mutarjam ‘translated’
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change all the preceding vowels to i. Exceptions 
are those of Form II, which fit the major  pattern 
taF�ìL (�allama ‘to teach’ – ta�lìm  ‘teaching, 
instruction’) and the intensive canonical  pattern 
tiF�àL or taF�àL (�akkara ‘to remind’ – ti�kàr 
‘remembrance’) (weak verbs have the special 
pattern taF�iya); Form III with the patterns 
muFà�aLa (dàfa�a �an ‘to defend’ – mudàfa�a 
‘defending, defense’) and the canonical Fi�àL 
(difà� ‘defense’); and Forms V and VI which 
change the stem vowel to u: taFa��uL, taFà�uL 
(takallum ‘speaking [noun]’, taqàbul ‘exchange’) 
(see Table 21).

4.4 Particles

‘Particles’ are uninflected words, subclassified 
on the basis of function into � adverbs, � 
prepositions, � conjunctions, nominal parti-
cles, verbal particles, and � interjections.

4.4.1 Adverbs
Primary adverbs are a closed class, such as 
±ay�an ‘also’, faqa† ‘only’. Most adverbials are 
indefinite accusative nouns or adjectives, e.g. 
ruwaydan ‘slowly, gently’, laylan ‘at night’, 
qarìban ‘soon’; or accusative pairs without 
nunation, e.g. layla nahàra ‘day and night’; or 
prepositional phrases, e.g. ka-�àlika ‘like that, 
thus, also’, bi-sur�atin ‘quickly’, �an qarìbin 

‘soon’. There is also a closed class of adverbs 
in -u of nominal origin complementing prepo-
sitions in -a/i, such as ba�du ‘afterward; yet, 
still’, fawqu ‘up, above’, qablu ‘earlier, previ-
ously’. The particles -±i�in and -�àka ‘at the 
time of’ may be suffixed to accusative time 
nouns to form time adverbials, e.g. waqta-±i�in 
and ™ìna-�àka ‘at that time’. Expressions like 
bi-šaklin . . . and bi-ßùratin . . . plus adjective are 
also a fertile source of adverbials, e.g. bi-ßùratin 
mi�àliyya ‘ideally’.

The ‘cognate accusative’ (� object, absolute) 
is frequently used to strengthen, clarify, or 
modify the meaning of the verb; it is the accu-
sative case form of the (cognate) verbal noun 
of the verb in question, as in English I wal-
loped him a walloping. The cognate accusative 
may be unmodified, e.g. šaraytu-hà širà±an ‘I 
bought it [i.e., it wasn’t a gift]’, or modified, 
especially with a noun of quantity, e.g. sà�adù-
nà musà�adatan kabìran/kulla l-musà�ada ‘they 
helped us greatly/in every way’; sakata sukùta 
l-mayyiti ‘he fell silent as a corpse’; �àmala-
hu mu�àmalata l-wàlidi li-bni-hi ‘he treated 
him like a son [i.e. a father’s treatment of his 
son]’.

The particle ±inna ‘indeed, verily’ is a sen-
tence-initial adverb that is followed by an accu-
sative subject (� ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà).

Table 21. Verbal noun formation

Form perfect stem verbal noun illustration

I Fa�VL- Fa�L, Fa�aL, etc. fahm ‘understanding, comprehension’

II Fa��aL- taF�ìL, tiF�àL, taF�àL taqsìm ‘division; partition’
tasmiya ‘naming’

III Fà�aLa- muFà�aLa, Fi�àL mudàfa�a, difà� ‘defense’
IV ±aF�aL- ±iF�àL ±ixràj ‘extracting, extraction’
V taFa��aL- taFa��uL ta�ajjub ‘amazement’
VI taFà�aL- taFà�uL tašàwur ‘joint consultation’
VII inFa�aL- inFi�àL insi™àb ‘withdrawing, withdrawal’
VIII iFta�aL- iFti�àL intixàb ‘electing, election’
IX iF�aLL- iF�iLàL i™miràr ‘reddening’
X istaF�aL- istiF�àL isti�màl ‘use’
QI Fa�LaL- Fa�LaLa handasa ‘engineering’

QII taFa�LaL- taFa�LuL tafalsuf ‘acting like a philosopher 
 [ faylasùf ], philosophizing’

256 modern standard arabic

EALL_M_96-325.indd   256 10/4/2007   5:12:26 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



4.4.2 Prepositions
Prepositions show the semantic or grammatical 
relationship between their objects and other 
portions of the sentence. Primary prepositions 
are a closed class, like �alà ‘on’, ±ilà ‘to’, bi- 
‘in; by, with’, fì ‘in’, li- ‘for, to’, ka- ‘like, 
as’, ma�a ‘with’, min ‘from’. There are many 
noun-prepositions occurring in the accusative 
case, or genitive case when serving in a geni-
tive function, e.g. ±amàma-ka ‘in front of you’, 
but min ±amàmi-ka ‘from in front of you’ (� 
prepositions).

4.4.3 Conjunctions
Conjunctions connect words, phrases, clauses, 
and sentences. On the clause level they may be 
coordinating (� parataxis) or subordinating (� 
subordination). The conjunctions wa- ‘and’ and 
fa- ‘and, and then, and so’ occur on all of these 
levels. Of these two, wa- is a pure coordina-
tor; fa- connotes subsequence or consequence, 
and in a dialogue may denote change of sub-
ject. Other coordinating connectors are �umma 
‘then, and then’, bal ‘nay, indeed’, wa-làkinna 
‘but’. Subordinating conjunctions are ±an ‘[the 
concept] that’ (followed by subjunctive verb); 
±anna ‘[the fact] that’ (taking an indicative 
verb); fa- ‘in order that’, li-(kay)/li-±an ‘in order 
that’. Combinations exist, such as bi-mà ±anna 
‘inasmuch as, since’ (� conjunctions; � causal 
clause; � concessive clause; � connectives).

4.4.4 Interjections
Interjections are words or phrases that express 
emotions; they do not enter into the syntactic 
structure of the sentence, but may serve as an 
entire utterance. Illustrations are ±ajal ‘yes’, là 
‘no’, wà- . . . àh ‘oh, what a . . .’ as in wà-±asaf-
àh! ‘oh, what grief!’, wà-far™at-àh! ‘what joy!’, 
and wayla-ka! ‘woe is you!’ (� interjections).

4.4.5 Nominal particles
Nominal particles occur only with nouns; they 
include the vocative particles yà and -àh ‘o’, as 
in yà rabb-ì and rabb-àh ‘o, (my) Lord!’, and 
the annunciative particle ±idà (bi-) ‘and then, 
all of a sudden there is …’, e.g. ±i�à bi-ßawtin 
yaqùlu ‘all of a sudden there was a voice say-
ing …’. The particle wa- with following geni-
tive introduces an oath (wa-££àhi ‘by God!’) or 
may indicate quantity, ‘many a…’ (wa-laylatin 
‘many a night’).

4.4.6 Verbal particles
Verbal particles include qad and la-. The cir-
cumstantial particle qad with a perfect verb 
denotes the resultant state of an event (present 
perfect); e.g. qad �alimtu ±anna-hu fì l-qàhira ‘I 
have learned/I know now that he is in Cairo’. 
With the imperfect it denotes possibility: qad 
yakùnu l-±àna fì l-qàhira ‘he might be in Cairo 
now’. The � asseverative particle la- empha-
sizes the force of the verb: la-qad �àdat! ‘she has 
returned!, she’s back!’.

4.4.7 Negation
The negative particle là is the unmarked nega-
tive, serving to negate most parts of speech and 
structures (� negation).

With indefinite accusative nouns, là negates 
the class of items denoted by the noun, e.g. là 
±a™ad-a ‘no one’, là šay±-a ‘nothing’, là mafarr-a 
min-hu ‘unavoidable, inevitable [lit. ‘there is no 
escape from it’]’, là nàqat-a lì fì l-±amr ‘I have 
nothing to do with this [lit. “I have no camel in 
the matter”]’.

The noun ÿayr followed by a genitive noun 
or adjective means ‘non-, in-’, e.g. al-�arab-u 
wa-ÿayr-u l-�arab-i ‘Arabs and non-Arabs’, 
ÿayru ßa™ì™-in ‘incorrect’. The noun �adam 
‘nothingness’ also negates a following geni-
tive noun, e.g. �adam at-tadaxxuli ‘nonin-
terference’, �adam a�-�iqa ‘[vote of] lack of 
confidence’.

With verbs the perfect tense is typically negated 
by lam ‘did not’/lammà ‘has not’ + jussive 
(màta ‘he died’ – lam yamut ‘he did not die’ – 
lammà yamut ‘he hasn’t died yet’). The auxil-
iary verbs � kàna wa-±axawàtu-hà are negated 
with lam + jussive or mà + perfect (lam nakun 
hunàka = mà kunnà hunàka ‘we weren’t there’, 
lam yazal fì l-bayt ‘he is still in the house’). The 
perfect tense negated with là has optative force, 
e.g. là sàma™a-ka £-£àhu yà najìb! ‘may God not 
forgive you, Najib!’.

The imperfect indicative is negated by là, 
occasionally by mà (là yaf�alu šay±an ‘he’s 
not doing anything’). Stative verbs may be 
negated by the verb laysa ‘not be’, producing 
a more literary style (lastu ±adrì ‘I don’t know’ 
= là ±a�rifu). Future tense (predictions) with 
sawfa/sa- are negated by sawfa là, e.g. sawfa là 
±usàfiru ±ilà tùnisa ÿadan ‘I will not depart for 
Tunis tomorrow’.

The subjunctive with lan ‘will never, will not’ 
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traditionally supplies a strong denial of future 
tense, but in contemporary usage it also serves 
as a negative of sawfa/sa-, e.g. lan ±aqùl-a la-ka 
mà�à fa�alnàhu ‘I will never tell you what we 
did’.

The 2nd person jussive with là gives a nega-
tive command, e.g. là tansà-nà! ‘don’t forget 
us!’. In the 1st and 3rd persons it produces 
an indirect command, e.g. fa-là na�hab ±ilà l-
maqhà l-yawma ‘let’s not go to the coffee shop 
today’; là yadxul wa™da-hu ‘let him not enter 
alone’.

Correlative là . . . wa-là ‘neither . . . nor’ occurs 
with single word and with clauses, e.g. là hà�à 
wa-là �àka ‘neither this nor that’; là talfana wa-
là kataba ‘he neither phoned nor wrote’.

The defective verb laysa also negates phrases, 
e.g. laysa bi-†-†à±ira bal bi-s-sayyàra ‘not by 
plane but by car’.

Equative sentences are negated by the verb 
laysa ‘not be’ and occasionally by mà; a 
 predicate nominal may be governed by bi-, 
e.g. laysa l-mudìr bi-xayr ‘the director is not 
well’; lastu qaliqan �alayhim ‘I am not worried 
about them’; mà huwa bi-kà�ib-in ‘he is not 
lying’.

Clauses are negated by negating the verb.

5. S y n t a x

5.1 Agreement

Noun modifiers agree with human nouns in 
number, case, and gender, e.g. ma�a †àlibàtin 
qa†ariyyàtin ‘with Qatari students [fem. pl.]’ 
(� agreement). Nonhuman plurals, however, 
are syntactically feminine singular, as in (7):

(7) hal ±akalat hà�ihi l-kilàbu
 Q eat.Perf.3fs this.fs the-dogs
 l-±a�Úuma kulla-hà?
 the-bones all-her
 ‘Did these dogs eat all of the bones?’

There is full agreement between a verb and a 
preceding subject, but number agreement is 
blocked if the subject follows, as in (8).

(8) ±atà l-±awlàdu
 come.Perf.3ms the-boys
 wa-la�ibù kurata l-qadam
 and-play.Perf.3mp ball the-foot
 ‘The boys came and played soccer’

For the semantic difference between the two 
word orders, � topic/comment and � theme/
rheme.

5.2 Nominal phrases

Apposition is the juxtaposition of two nouns 
with the same referent to serve as a single 
syntactic unit, sharing the same case, e.g. al-
±ànisatu hindun ‘Miss Hind’; ±axùka salìmun 
‘your brother Salim’.

Demonstrative phrases contain a demonstra-
tive pronoun joined to a following noun by the 
definite article; they are analyzed as a subclass 
of appositives, the demonstrative agreeing with 
the noun in number and gender, while the noun 
agrees with the demonstrative in case, e.g. �an 
hà�ihi l-mas±alati ‘concerning this question’. 
The demonstrative may alternatively, for sty-
listic reasons, follow the definite noun, as in 
fì l-maqàli hà�à ‘in this article’. If the noun 
is modified, the demonstrative must follow it, 
e.g. al-�àlamu l-jadìdu hà�à ‘this new world’, fì 
madìnati-nà hà�ihi ‘in this city of ours’.

Noun Phrases consist of a noun head plus 
modifiers, which may be any other phrase. The 
‘genitive � construct’ (� ±i�àfa) consists of a 
noun in an appropriate case (‘the first term’) 
and a genitive noun (‘the second term’). It may 
denote any of the following:

i. Possession: possessor – possessed, e.g. 
sayyàratu z-zà±iri ‘the car of the visitor, the 
visitor’s car’

ii. Naming: feature – name, e.g. madìnatu l-
kuwayti ‘the city of Kuwait, Kuwait City’

iii. Composition: concrete noun – material, 
e.g. finjànu faxxàrin ‘an earthenware cup’

iv. Limitation: class – item, e.g. finjànu qahwa-
tin ‘a coffee cup’ (cf. finjànu qahwatin min 
al-mà±i ‘a coffee-cupful of water’)

v. Content: container – contents, e.g. finjànu 
qahwatin ‘a cup of coffee’ = finjànun min 
al-qahwati

The first term never takes definite article or 
nunation but is definite by construction, e.g. 
sà�atu l-mar±ati ‘the woman’s watch’ and sà�atu 
mra±atin ‘a woman’s watch’.

The following are specialized genitive con-
structs:
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i. � Quantifier phrases have as first term a 
noun of quantity, such as kull, jamì� ‘all’; 
±aÿlab, ±ak�ar ‘most’; ba�� ‘some’, e.g. kullu 
n-nàsi ‘all of the people’, ba��u l-±a™yàni 
‘some times’. Numerals 3 through 10 form 
a subclass of quantifier phrases, as in xam-
satu ±ayyàmin ‘five days’ (� numerals). The 
first term may also be an interrogative noun 
(±ayyu ßaf™atin? ‘what page?’), elative adjec-
tive (±a�kà †ullàbin ‘the most intelligent 
students’; � elative), and ordinal numeral 
(li-±awwali marratin ‘for the first time’).

ii. Verbal noun phrases. If the first term is a 
verbal noun, the following constructions 
are possible:
State: existential, e.g. wujùdu l-hàribi ‘the 
whereabouts of the fugitive’
Action: agent or patient, e.g. qatlu s-sàriqi 
‘the thief’s murdering (of someone); the 
thief’s murder’
Action: agent (gen.) + patient (acc.), e.g. 
qatlu s-sàriq-i ßà™ib-a l-ma™alli ‘the thief’s 
murdering (of) the shopkeeper’ (Qafisheh 
1968)

Adjectives may be modified by prepositional 
phrases, as in mašhùr bi-±amwàli-hi ‘famous 
for his wealth’. They may also be modified 
by a defined genitive noun, as in midfa� ba�ìd 
al-madà ‘a long-range gun [lit. ‘gun long of 
range’]’. Attributively, it agrees with the noun 
in definiteness, e.g. ar-rajul al-qàsì l-qalb-i ‘the 
hard-hearted man’.

Participles have the force of verbs without 
expressing aspect, time, or agent but do have 
other verbal behaviors, e.g. wà�idan an-nàsa 
bi- l-�awda ‘promising the people to return’ 
(participle with two objects); qàdimìna min dàr 
bay�à± coming from Casablanca’ (intransitive 
participle; � participle).

5.3 Sentences

There are two basic types of sentence, the verb-
less sentence (� nominal sentence; � locatives) 
and those with verbs (� verbal sentence).

5.3.1 Verbless sentences
Verbless sentences contain a subject and a 
predicate nominative adjective or noun, or a 
prepositional phrase or clause; the predicate 
modifies or identifies the subject. Nominalized 
clauses may serve as subject. The unmarked 

word order is Subject Predicate (SP), but the 
order is reversed if the subject is indefinite or a 
clause. If the predicate begins with the definite 
article al-, a ‘pronoun of separation’ (a 3rd 
person pronoun typically in agreement with 
the subject) is inserted between the subject and 
predicate. The predicate may be an adjective, 
as in (9).

(9) hà�ihi l-fikratu mumtàza
 this the-idea excellent
 ‘That’s an excellent idea!’

or a noun, as in (10):

(10) al-±ustà�u �abdu l-qàdir
 the-professor �Abd al-Qàdir
 mudarrisu-nà l-jadìd
 instructor-our the-new

‘Professor �Abd al-Qàdir is our new 
in structor’

or a prepositional phrase, as in (11):

(11) yùsuf ™àliyyan fì maktabi-hi
 Yusuf at.present in office-his
 ‘Yusuf is in his office at present’

or a noun with definite article, as in (12):

(12) tawfìq huwa l-™akìm
 Tawfiq he the-doctor
 ‘Tawfiq is the doctor’

or a clause, as in (13):

(13) ±axù-ki huwa l-la�ì
 brother-your he who
 la�iba dawr-a l-malik-i
 play.Perf.3ms role.Acc the-king-Gen
 fì t-tam�ìliyya
 in the-play

‘Your brother is the one who played the 
role of the king in the play’

Clauses may also serve as subject, as in (14):

(14) min l-mafrù� ±an
 from the-assumed that
 yazùrù-nà �àniyatan
 visit.Subj.3mp-us again

‘It is assumed that they will visit us 
again’
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In a sentence with an indefinite subject, the 
word order is Predicate Subject, as in (15):

(15) �ind-ì su±àlun
 with-me question.Nom.Indef
 ‘I have a question’

Existential sentences are exemplified by the 
previous sentence, which contains an indefinite 
subject and a preposed predicate. Existence 
is also expressed by the passive verb wujida/
yùjadu ‘to be found’, e.g. hal yùjadu law™-un 
fì l-ÿurfa? ‘is there a blackboard in the room?’. 
Existence in past time is expressed with the 
insertion of the perfect tense of kàna, e.g. kàna 
yawma-dàka lußùßun ka�ìrùn ‘there were at 
that time many thieves’.

5.3.2 Verbal sentences
In Verb Phrases, ‘modal’ or ‘auxiliary’ verbs 
may modify the meaning of the main verb in 
the clause, normally in the indicative mood; 
in addition to kàna, which switches the time 
frame of the main verb, there are auxiliary 
verbs that denote the commencing of an action 
or state, such as bada±a/yabda±u ‘to begin’ and 
±axa�a/ya±xu�u ‘to take’, e.g. bada±ù/±axa�ù 
yadrusùna ba�da l-imti™àn ‘they began to study 
after the exam’; auxiliary verbs of continuing, 
such as istamarra ‘to continue’, Úalla/yaÚallu 
‘to remain’ and mà zàla/mà yazàlu ‘not cease 
to’, e.g. lam tazal tatakallamu �an-ka ‘she still 
talks about you’; and miscellaneous verbs best 
translated as adverbs, such as kàda/yakàdu 
‘almost’, e.g. kàdat taqa�u ‘she almost fell’, 
kidtu ±uqtalu ‘I was almost killed’ (� auxiliary 
verbs; � modal).

The unmarked � word order in the verbal 
sentence is Verb Subject Object (VSO), with 
optional modifiers at any position. The verb 
preceding its subject is always singular, but oth-
erwise agrees in person and gender (� agree-
ment; � verbal sentence), as in (16) and (17).

(16) šahida r-ra±ìsu
 witness.Perf.3ms the-president
 l-munàwaràt-i l-ba™riyya
 the-maneuvers-Acc the-naval

‘The president witnessed the naval 
 maneuvers’

(17) ™a�arat al-mumarri�àtu ±ilà
 come.Perf.3fs the-nurses to
 l-mustašfà fawran
 the-hospital immediately

‘The nurses came to the hospital 
 immediately’

The word order SVO, however, is equally com-
mon with the imperfect tense, whose function 
is to describe the background situation rather 
than events, as in (18).

(18) al-bayànu yu±akkidu ™aqq-a
 the-statement affirms right-Acc
 š-ša�b-i fì ntiqàd-i
 the-people-Acc in criticizing-Gen
 l-™ukùma
 the-government

‘The statement affirms the right of the 
people to criticize the government’

5.3.3 Focus
� Focus extraposition of the topic occurs typi-
cally with ±ammà . . . fa- ‘as for . . . then’, as in 
(19) and (20):

(19) ±ammà z-zuwwàru fa-lam
 as.for the-visitors fa-not
 yašhadù-hà
 witness.Juss.3mp-her

‘As for the visitors, they did not witness 
them’

(20) wa-l-jar™à najaw
 and-the-wounded be.saved.Perf.3mp
 kulla-hum
 all-them

‘(As for) the wounded, they were all 
saved’

The ±inna group (� ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà) intro-
duces clauses and is followed by an accusative 
subject, whether noun or pronoun, as in (21) 
and (22).

(21) ±inna l-qi†àr-a qad
 indeed the-train-Acc qad
 ÿàdarat
 depart.Perf.3fs
 ‘The train has left’
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(22) na�rifu ±anna-hu
 know.Imperf.1p that-him
 taxarraja min jàmi�ati-i
 graduate.Perf.3ms from university-Gen
 l-qàhira
 Cairo

‘We know that he graduated from Cairo 
University’

±inna does not trigger subject movement in 
verbless sentences, as in (23):

(23) ±inna li-d-dayri ™uqùq-an
 verily for-the-monastery rights-Acc
 muqaddasat-an
 sacred-Acc
 ‘The monastery does have sacred rights’

5.3.4 Relative clauses
The relative clause is a syntactically complete 
clause related to a definite antecedent by an 
agreeing form of the � relative pronoun al-
la�ì ‘who’ (� relative clause); if the anteced-
ent is indefinite, the relative pronoun, which 
is  definite, is blocked (� ßifa). In either case, 
there must be an agreement feature in the rela-
tive clause with the antecedent (� �à±id). The 
agreement features in (24) – (26) are in bold 
and italics.

(24) hà�à huwa l-mu†ribu l-la�ì
 this he the-singer who
 takallamnà �an-hu
 talk.Perf.1p about-him
 ‘This is the singer that we talked about’

(25) hà�à huwa mu†ribun takallamnà
 this he singer talk.Perf.1p
 �an-hu
 about-him
 ‘This is a singer that we talked about’

(26) hà�à mu†ribun darasa fì
 this singer study.Perf.3ms in
 ±urubbà
 Europe
 ‘This is a singer who studied in Europe’

When there is no antecedent, al-la�ì or man 
‘whoever’ serves as the subject of two consecu-
tive clauses, as in (27) and (28).

(27) al-la�ì qàla �àlika
 who say.Perf.3ms that
 ßadaqa
 speak.the.truth.Perf.3ms
 ‘Whoever said that spoke the truth’

(28) man jadda wajada
 who strive.Perf.3ms find.Perf.3ms

‘He who tries hard will succeed’ (proverb)

5.3.5 Circumstantial clause
The ‘circumstantial clause’ ( jumla ™àliyya; � 
™àl ) modifies a noun describing an attendant 
circumstance (™àl ) in which the antecedent 
finds itself. The basic structure of the clause 
is (i) wa- ‘as, while’ + a verbless sentence; or 
(ii) wa- ‘as, while’ + an independent pronoun 
referring to the antecedent + a verbal sentence; 
in every instance there is ideally a pronominal 
reference to the antecedent. An example of 
the former is intaÚara qalìlan wa-zawjatu-hu 
fì l-ma†bax ‘he waited a while, while his wife 
was in the kitchen’; of the latter �àda l-kàhin 
wa-huwa yurattilu bi-luÿa qadìma ÿarìba ‘the 
priest returned as he was chanting in a strange 
ancient language’.

A perfect tense in circumstantial clauses is 
preceded by wa-qad, e.g. �àda wa- qad bàraka 
†-†ifl ‘he returned having blessed the child’.

The wa- + pronoun is often omitted before 
an imperfect tense verb, e.g. �àda yurattilu ‘he 
came back chanting’, and the imperfect may be 
changed to an accusative indefinite participle, 
e.g. �àda murattilan ‘he came back chanting’.

5.3.6 Conditional sentences
Conditional sentences consist of a condition 
clause (protasis) and a result clause (apodosis; 
� jazà±). There are three conditional particles, 
which indicate the degree of probability of the 
realization of the condition: ±in ‘if, if it should 
be that . . .’ (pure hypothesis); ±i�à ‘if, when’ and 
±idà mà ‘whenever’; and law. . . . la- ‘if it were 
the case that . . .’ (contrary-to-fact condition). 
The verbs in both clauses have perfect tense 
but refer to present time; a form of kàna plus 
qad preceding the main verb switches it to a 
past-time context, and a form of yakùnu + qad 
switches it to future perfect. The jussive mood 
may replace the perfect tense in conditions with 
±in, e.g. ±in �ahabta �ahabtu ‘if you go, I’ll go’ 
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(perfect tense) and ±in ta�hab ±a�hab ‘if you go, 
I’ll go’ (jussive mood); ±in ixtarta ±anta l-qahwa 
ixtartu-hà ±anà ka�àlika ‘if you choose coffee, 
I will, too’; ±i�à �ahabta �ahabtu ‘if/when you 
go, I’ll go’; ±ayna-mà �ahabta �ahabtu ‘wher-
ever you go, I’ll go’; law �ahabta la-�ahabtu 
‘if you were to go, I would go’; law kunta qad 
™a�arta l-jalsa la-kuntu qad ra±aytu-ka ‘if you 
had attended the session, I would have seen 
you’. If the result clause verb does not have 
perfect tense, fa- must introduce the clause, as 
in (29).

(29) ±i�à ±ataw ma�a-nà fa-sawfa 
 if come.Perf.3mp with us fa-will
 nazùru l-±ahràm
 visit.Imperf.1p the.pyramids

‘If they come with us, we will visit the 
Pyramids’
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Modifier � X-bar Syntax

Mood (Arabic Dialects)

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Mood in spoken Arabic is a complex grammati-
cal category. Standard Arabic grammarians did 
not have a term for it and therefore made no 
explicit reference to it (� mood (Standard 
Arabic)). Mood in spoken Arabic is complex 
for the following reasons: (i) There is no univer-
sally agreed definition of the term; (ii) spoken 
Arabic, including � Educated (Spoken) Arabic, 
is characterized by variation, which, albeit sys-
tematic, is manifested in seemingly messy reali-
zations of forms and structures in the different 
Arab countries; and (iii) mood cuts across the 
grammatical categories of tense, aspect, modal-
ity, and person. An additional factor is that 
spoken Arabic is not codified; there are no 
definitive grammars to date nor comprehensive 
and exhaustive lexicons of any of the various 
Arabic vernaculars. These factors and the lack 
of respect for spoken Arabic among the Arabs, 
particularly among Arab grammarians, kept 
the term ‘mood’ in Arabic linguistics outside 
the interest and focus of researchers.

2. D e f i n i t i o n  o f  m o o d

A workable definition of mood may be attempted 
here at the risk of arousing objections among 
some linguists and students of language. 
A good starting point is Lyons’ definition 
(1968:307):

Mood, like tense, is frequently realized by inflecting 
the verb or by modifying it by means of ‘auxilia-
ries’. It is best defined in relation to an ‘unmarked’ 
class of sentences which express simple statements 
of fact, unqualified with respect to the attitude of 
the speaker towards what he is saying.
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This definition involves both verb inflections 
and speakers’ attitudes toward the propositions 
in their utterances. In several world languages, 
including Arabic, the differences between state-
ment, commands, and (to a lesser extent) ques-
tions are grammaticalized in verb inflections.

Mood, therefore, cannot be restricted to the 
study of the morphological forms of verbs: its 
nature and significance can only be revealed 
in reference to the semantico-pragmatic mean-
ing of utterances in context. The various verb 
forms, in other words, have to be syntacti-
cally and pragmatically contextualized, so that 
statements of meaning can be attributed to 
them (cf. Lyons 1977). After all, the bound-
ary between morphology and syntax is often 
hard to delineate. Obviously, the morphologi-
cal forms by themselves fall short of revealing 
the diversity of propositional, functional, and 
interpersonal meanings expressed in contextu-
alized language.

An anticipatory example from Jordanian/
Palestinian spoken Arabic illustrates this point. 
Consider the b- non-past and the zero non-past 
as two modal verb forms: b(y)il�ab ‘he plays/is 
playing’, yil�ab ‘he plays’. To say that the b- 
non-past form b(y)il�ab is in the indicative mood, 
whereas the zero non-past yil�ab is in the so-
called subjunctive mood, does not bring out 
the meaningful contrasts between them, unless 
these forms are contextualized. For instance, 
in answer to wèn ilwalad ‘where is the boy?’, 
the b- non-past bil�ab ‘he is playing’ is accept-
able, whereas the zero non-past *yil�ab is not. 
However, ilwalad bi™ibb yil�ab ‘the boy likes to 
play’, with the zero non-past subjunctive form 
is acceptable, but ilwalad bi™ibb *bil�ab with 
the b- non-past is not.

Now, compare the above-mentioned forms in 
subordinate clauses: ±ulnàlu bil�ab (b- non-past) 
‘we told him (that) he is playing’ and ±ulnàlu 
yil�ab (zero non-past) ‘we told him to play’. In 
the former, the accusative pronominal form -u 
and the agent of bil�ab are not coreferential, 
whereas in the latter they are. It is such con-
textualized contrasts that make linguistic state-
ments meaningful, and therefore worthwhile.

3. M o d a l  f o r m s  a n d 
s t r u c t u r e s  i n  s p o k e n  A r a b i c

Arabic, being the language of literate people, 
comprises a continuum of several varieties in-

cluding � Classical Arabic, � Modern Standard 
Arabic, � Educated (Spoken) Arabic, and collo-
quial vernaculars. The study of mood in spoken 
Arabic must take cognizance of variation as a 
salient feature of this medium of communica-
tion. The imperative form of the root k-t-b ‘to 
write’, for instance, is realized variously as ktòb 
in Syria, ±iktib in Egypt, and ±uktub in Jordan/
Palestine. But this kind of variation hardly 
interferes with mutual intelligibility.

In this entry, the grammatical category of 
mood is seen as comprising three main types 
(cf. Lyons 1977; Cowell 1964): the indicative 
mood, the imperative mood, and the subjunc-
tive mood.

The indicative mood is mainly used in declar-
ative sentences to make statements of fact, but 
the same verb form may also be used to ask 
questions and express surprise, provided the 
intonation is appropriate. For example, the b- 
non-past in the following utterances expresses a 
statement and a question/surprise, respectively: 
bikdib �alèna ‘he lies/is lying to us’, bikdib 
�alèna? ‘is he lying to us?’.

The imperative mood is a means of express-
ing mands (i.e. commands, requests, directives, 
etc.).

The subjunctive mood is appropriate for sev-
eral semantico -pragmatic functions, including 
the speech acts of suggesting, exhorting, pray-
ing (or invoking the aid of God), and similar 
performative illocutions (cf. Lyons 1977).

Each of these moods is discussed and illus-
trated herein. But it should be pointed out here 
that the following analysis pertains primarily 
to the non-past tense in spoken Arabic, since it 
is the non-past that exhibits the various inflec-
tions and proclitics of mood. The past tense in 
spoken Arabic is not subject to modal inflec-
tions, but it is capable of expressing factive 
(i.e. realized) propositions (e.g. miši ‘he left’), 
where it is understood that the action asserted 
was unequivocally realized prior to the moment 
of speaking, and non-factive propositions (e.g. 
±aftikir innu miši ‘I think he left’), whereby the 
speakers make no firm commitment to the truth 
or falsity of the proposition. They are simply 
saying that it is not a fact that the action was 
realized; it is only a possibility.

A further modality which the past tense can 
convey is what Mitchell and El-Hassan (1994:
7–8) call contrafactivity. Consider the Jordanian/
Palestinian ya retni ±bilt naßì™tak ‘I wish I had 
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accepted your advice’ and the Egyptian law 
kutti smi�ti kalàmi kutti ksibt ‘if you had 
listened to me, you would have won’. These 
utterances are modal means of expressing con-
trafactivity, i.e. the unequivocal nonrealization 
of the propositions involved. Finally, the past 
tense cannot convey mands (commands, re-
quests, directives), i.e. cannot be used in the 
imperative mood, simply because mands are 
addressed to a second person to perform an 
act subsequent to the moment of utterance (not 
prior to it). In the following sections, the focus 
of discussion is on the non-past, which exhibits 
the typical moods and diverse modal distinc-
tions in Arabic.

4. M o o d  a n d  t h e  n o n - p a s t 
t e n s e

4.1 The indicative mood

The indicative mood typically expresses asser-
tions in declarative sentences. The non-past tense 
compatible with this type of mood is fairly con-
stantly marked by the prefix bi- or byi-, as in:

Egyptian yùsif da bifakkar ibnafsu w bass
 ‘This Yusif thinks of himself only’
 ±inta ssabab fi kull illi byi™ßal
 ‘You are the cause of all that is 
  happening’
 huwwa lwa™ìd illi ™abbètu ±u lissa 
  ba™ibbu
 ‘He is the only one I (ever) loved and 
  still love’
 da guz± min ilmifßal ill ana barakkibu
 ‘This is part of the joint that I fix’
 di ±àxir ™àga ba±ulhàlak
 ‘This is the last thing I say to you’

Jordanian/ hàda rrijjàl bikdib �alèna
Palestinian ‘This man is lying to us’
 buktub maktùb
 ‘He writes/is writing a letter’
 bimšu fillèl
 ‘They leave/are leaving at night’
 btishar �indhum
 ‘She spends/is spending the evening 
  with them’
 ±ana baxtalif ma�ku fi rra±y
 ‘I disagree with you’

Syrian byàkòl
 ‘He is eating [in answer to wènu 
  yùsif ‘where’s Yousif?’]
 wi bta�rif tirsim
 ‘And she can [lit. ‘knows how to’] 
  paint’
 bisà�id ±immu
 ‘He helps his mother’
 btikwi lÿasìl
 ‘She irons the laundry’
 bišùfhun kill žim�a
 ‘He sees them every week’

Lebanese hayda ši byid�u lattafà±ul
 ‘This is something that prompts 
  optimism’
 bass ni™na binwèžih musta�mir  
  žàlim
 ‘But we face/are facing an oppres-
  sive imperialist’
 ±il�àlam bit™akkam fìna
 ‘The world mistreats/is mistreat-
  ing us’
 byirža� �a baladu
 ‘He returns to his country’
 ±ana b™iss ™àli ÿarìb
 ‘I feel I am an alien’

The b- prefix of the non-past may be optional in 
certain contexts and regions (Mitchell and El-
Hassan 1994:22–23); this phenomenon is quite 
common in Egyptian but not Levantine Arabic, 
e.g. ±ilmil™ (bi)ydùb fi lmayya ‘salt dissolves in 
water’, (bi)yi�gibik ilfustàn da ‘do you like this 
dress?’. Sometimes the b- prefix is optionally 
replaced by an m- prefix, e.g. (Lebanese) min±ùl 
‘we say’, mna�rif ‘we know’, mnikrah il±isti�màr 
‘we hate imperialism’; (Jordanian/Palestinian) 
min™ibb inniqàš ‘we like discussion/debate’. 
As these examples show, this process is gram-
matically conditioned in that the m- prefix is 
followed by the alveolar nasal of the 1st person 
plural prefix. Thus, both bin±ùl and min±ùl ‘we 
say’ are attested.

One more contrastive note concerning the 
b- prefix of the non-past. The spoken Arabic of 
the Arabian Gulf rarely exhibits the b-  prefix. 
Consider ša gùl ‘what should I say?/by the 
way’, tigdar tamši ‘you can go’, tal�ab b ±a�ßàbi 
‘you are vexing me [lit. ‘playing on/with my 
nerves’]’, ±ana xdim baladi ‘I serve/am serv-
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ing my country’. Similarly, the b- non-past is 
rare in Bedouin Arabic in Jordan, Palestine, 
Syria, etc. Compare ±ana šhad ‘I bear witness’ 
(Jordanian/Palestinian bašhad), ±int tafham ‘do 
you understand?’, (±i)ššèx yirìdak ‘the chief [of 
the tribe] wants you’, yisìr yawlidi ‘is that pos-
sible, sonny?’, ±agùl ya ™amdàn ‘by the way, 
Hamdan’ (cf. Egyptian ba±ullak èh).

If the b- non-past is preceded by the nega-
tive particle mà ‘not’, usage varies between 
maintaining the b- prefix (e.g. in Jordan, 
Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria) and dropping 
it (in Egypt). Consider (Egyptian) ma±darš ‘I 
can’t’, ma�rafš ‘I don’t know’, matit™amalš ‘it 
can’t be carried’; (Jordanian/Palestinian) mà 
ba±dar(iš) ‘I can’t’, mà ba�rif(iš) ‘I don’t know’, 
mà btin™amil/btin™amliš ‘it can’t be carried’; 
(Syrian) mà btin™amil ‘it can’t be carried’, mà 
b™àkì ‘I don’t/won’t talk to him’. A similar 
contrast between retention and dropping of b- 
is found in Egyptian ±ilbàb yifawwit gamal ‘the 
door is wide enough [lit. ‘admits a camel for 
those who wish to quit’]’ and the Jordanian/
Palestinian equivalent ±ilbàb bifawwit jamal. 
Similarly, Egyptian Arabic has tibàt nàr ti	ba™ 
ramàd ‘it starts the night as fire/amber and in 
the morning it turns to ash’, where Jordanian/
Palestinian Arabic has bitbàt jamra btißbi™ 
ramàd.

Two other prefixes and proclitics associated 
with the non-past are ™a- and �am-. The former 
is attested in various forms, depending on the 
region. In Egypt, ™a- is fairly regular but may be 
attested as ha- (with a glottal fricative instead 
of the pharyngeal fricative). In the Levant, 
the morphemic variants of ha- include rà™-, 
ra™(a)-, ràyi™, and, particularly in Damascus, 
la™(a)-. The prefix �am- also exhibits some 
morphemic variation across the region, e.g. 
�amma, �ammàl. Now, ™a- typically expresses 
the speaker’s proximate intention; it is voli-
tional when prefixed to a 1st person non-past, 
e.g. ™arù™ ‘I will/am going to go’, ™a±ullu(h) ‘I 
will/am going to tell him’, ™anzurkum ‘we will/
are going to visit you’. The volitional modality 
signaled by this proclitic also implies refer-
ence to the near future. For the distant future, 
™a- normally precedes the verbal form nib±a, 
as in ™anib±a nzurkum ‘we will [sometime] 
visit you’. Note that the future, which tradi-
tionally was regarded as one of the tenses, is 
rarely of purest alloy – it is typically associated 
with some modality or other, e.g. promising, 

intention, volition, possibility, prediction, etc. 
(Lyons 1968:310). With the 3rd person, e.g. 
™ayìgi ‘he will/shall come’, ™ayiwfi bwa�du(h) 
‘he will/shall fulfill his promise’, the speaker 
acts as a guarantor to assure the addressee that 
a third person will come, fulfill his promise, 
etc. Thus, the Jordanian/Palestinian rà™ yìji 
labètak u yi�ta�irlak ‘he will/shall come to your 
house and apologize to you’ may in fact be 
said by someone with institutionalized author-
ity, e.g. a parent, tribal chief, district commis-
sioner, cleric, school headmaster, mediator. In 
a Jordan TV panel discussion on 17 December 
2003, one of the panelists, a cabinet minister, 
said ±ilbarlamàn miš rà™ yin™all ‘Parliament 
won’t/isn’t going to be dissolved’. Within a 
second, a caller from the public phoned the 
presenter of the program taking the minister to 
task for saying something not within the juris-
diction of his authority as a minister. As the 
caller rightly said, only His Majesty the King 
has that authority.

The Egyptian ha- does not inflect for any of 
the categories of person, gender, and number. 
The Levantine ràyi™, in contrast, is inflected 
for all of these categories: ràyi™ (1st/3rd person 
masc. sg.), rày™a(h) (1st/3rd person fem. sg.), 
rày™ìn (1st/3rd person pl.). Examples:

Egyptian ™anšùfak tàni
 ‘We will/are going to see you again’
 ™akallimik ba�dèn
 ‘I will/am going to call you later’

Syrian ±addèš la™a tÿìb?
 ‘How long will/are you going to stay 
  away?’
 mìn ra™ ina		if il±òda
 ‘Who will/is going to clean the 
  room?’
 daxlak kìf la™at™ill halmiškli
 ‘Incidentally/by the way how will/
  are you going to solve this 
  problem?’

Lebanese ™ašùfak �ala bukra(h)
 ‘I will/am going to see you tomorrow/
  in the morning’

Jordanian/ rà™ ±akalimmak ba�dèn
Palestinian ‘I will/am going to call you later’
 miš rày™ìn iwàf ±u
 ‘They won’t/aren’t going to agree’
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The proclitic �am- precedes the non-past to 
mark durative, progressive, or habitual aspect 
depending on context, particularly when 
accompanying time specifiers. Examples:

Jordanian/ ±i††ifil �am bibki
Palestinian ‘The child is crying’
 �am bìt™assan yòm ba�id yòm
 ‘He is improving day by day’
Egyptian �ammàl yi™arrak fìna zayy 
  il�aràyis
 ‘He is moving [manipulating] us 
  like dolls’

Lebanese �am yistažiwbù(h)
 ‘They are questioning him’
 šù �am i±ùl?
 ‘What is he saying?’
 �am izùr bayrùt kil žim�a(h)
 ‘He visits/is visiting Beirut every 
  week’

Syrian šu �am ta�mèl?
 ‘What are you doing?’

Note that �am(màl) typically occurs before the 
zero non-past, except in Jordanian/Palestinian 
Arabic, where the b- non-past is much more 
common. Compare Egyptian �ammàl yi™arrak 
fìna zayy il�aràyis ‘he is moving [manipulat-
ing] us like dolls’ with Jordanian/Palestinian 
�ammàlu bi™arrik fìna zayy i™jàr išša†ranj ‘he is 
moving [manipulating] us like chessmen’.

4.2 The imperative mood

The imperative mood in spoken Arabic is formed 
from the b- non-past of unaugmented triliteral 
roots by dropping the b- prefix and any person 
prefixes, and then prefixing the glottal stop and 
adding the appropriate person suffix, e.g. b(y)iktib 
‘he writes’, ±iktib ‘write [masc. sg.]!’; b(y)idris ‘he 
studies’, ±idris ‘study [masc. sg.]!’; b(y)ifta™ ‘he 
opens’, ±ifta™ ‘open [masc. sg.]!’; bitifta™ ‘she 
opens’, ±ifta™i ‘open [fem. sg.]!’.

In Syrian Arabic, the glottal stop is often 
deleted along with the following vowel, and 
the second vowel is lengthened. Consider the 
following imperative forms addressed to the 
2nd person masculine singular: ftà™, dròs, ktòb. 
If the glottal stop is the first of the three con-
sonantal radicals of the root, the imperative 
simply drops the b- prefix and person prefixes, 
e.g. ±-x-� ‘to take’: xud ‘take!’; ±-k-l ‘to eat’: 

kul/kòl ‘eat!’. In Jordan and Palestine, however, 
the usual variant with the glottal stop is also 
attested, e.g. ±uxud, ±ukul.

The imperative in spoken Arabic expresses 
mands addressed to a second person, but un-
like European languages, e.g. English, spoken 
Arabic imperatives are inflected for gender and 
number. Consider the following Jordanian/
Palestinian examples: ±imsik ‘catch/hold [masc. 
sg.]!’, ±imsiki/±imiski ‘catch/hold [fem. sg.]!’, 
±imsiku/±imisku ‘catch/hold [masc. pl.]!’, ±imiskin 
‘catch/hold [fem. pl.]!’. Note that in Egyptian 
and Syrian spoken Arabic the masculine and 
feminine plural imperatives have the same 
form: msiku, ktibu.

Evidently, these morphological inflections are 
also accompanied by vowel alterations includ-
ing phonological processes like � anaptyxis 
(i.e. inserting short close vowels to obviate the 
occurrence of consonantal clusters) and � eli-
sion of certain vowels.

Mands addressed to two people usually take 
the plural form, and only rarely do they exhibit 
the dual form. Out of context, therefore, such 
imperatives as ±ir™alu ‘depart!’ are ambiguous – 
they are equally addressable to two or more 
people. In fact, the dual in spoken Arabic mood 
may, for all practical purposes of synchronic 
description, be regarded as nonexistent.

Geminate triliteral verbs (e.g. biymurr ‘he 
passes’, biy�idd ‘he counts’) form the imperative 
by removing the b- prefix along with the person 
prefixes and observing the required vowel alter-
ations, if any, e.g. biymurr  murr ‘pass [masc. 
sg.]!’; bitmurr  murri ‘pass [fem. sg.]!’; bit-
murru  murru ‘pass [pl.]!’. The corresponding 
imperatives of biy�idd are �idd, �iddi, �iddu.

The imperative of verbs derived from non-
triliteral roots as well as from augmented verbs 
of triliteral roots is made by dropping the b- 
prefix of the non-past as well as person prefixes 
thereof. Consider bida™rij ‘he rolls’  da™rij 
‘roll [masc. sg.]!’, bitda™rij ‘she rolls’  da™riji/
da™irji ‘roll [fem. sg.]!’; bi(y)sàfir ‘he travels’ 

 sàfir ‘travel [masc. sg.]!’; bi(y)sakkru ‘they 
close’  sakkru ‘close [pl.]!’.

In sum, the imperative mood in spoken Arabic 
is formed from the b- non-past by: (i) dropping 
the b- prefix and person prefixes, (ii) allowing 
for vowel alterations where necessary, and (iii) 
adding the appropriate 2nd person suffixes.

Verbs derived from unaugmented triliteral 
roots also require the prefixing of the glottal 

266 mood (arabic dialects)

EALL_M_96-325.indd   266 10/4/2007   5:12:32 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



stop (often absent from the surface structure of 
spoken Syrian). Here are some miscellaneous 
examples:

Egyptian: biysafru ‘they travel’, safru ‘travel 
[pl.]!’; biyàxud ‘he takes’, xud ‘take [masc. 
sg.]!’; biy±ùlu ‘they say’, ±ùlu ‘say [pl.]!’; biy-
ibtidi ‘he begins’, (±i)btidi ‘begin [masc. sg.]!’; 
bitit�allam ‘she learns’, t�allami ‘learn [fem. 
sg.]!’; bitÿanni ‘she sings’, ÿanni ‘sing [fem. 
sg.]!’; biyigri ‘he runs’, ±igri ‘run [masc. sg.]!’.

Syrian: b(i)yiktob ‘he writes’, ktòb ‘write 
[masc. sg.]!’; bitimsik ‘she holds’, msiki ‘hold 
[fem. sg.]!’; bit�allamu ‘they learn’, t�allamu 
‘learn [pl.]!’; birù™ ‘he goes’, rù™ ‘go [masc. 
sg.]!’.

Lebanese: bixàlif ‘he disagrees’, xàlif ‘oppose/
disagree [masc. sg.]!’; btirža� ‘she returns’, 
(±i)rža�i ‘return [fem. sg.]!’.

Jordanian/Palestinian: bimsik ‘he holds’, 
±imsik ‘hold [masc. sg.]!’; bitdùr ‘she/it turns’, 
dùri ‘turn [fem. sg.]!’; byàklu ‘they eat’, kulu 
‘eat [pl.]!’; bit�allamu ‘they learn’, (±i)t�allamu 
‘learn [pl.]!’.

Note that the imperative of augmented b- 
non-pasts of triliteral roots as well as quadrilit-
eral roots involving the infix -t- in such forms as 
bitqaddam ‘he advances’, btit�allam ‘she learns’, 
bitsallamu ‘they receive’ form the imperative by 
maintaining the infix -t-: (±i)tgaddam ‘advance 
[masc. sg.]!’, (±i)t±allami ‘learn [fem. sg.]!’, 
(±i)tsallamu ‘receive [pl.]!’. The -t- infix must be 
distinguished from the t- pro-form in btit�allam/
bitit�allam, which is deleted along with the b- 
prefix in the imperative.

Finally, prohibitions semantically belong to 
mands except that the addressee is required 
not to carry out the speech act in question: là 
tišrab ‘don’t drink [masc. sg.]!’, là t±ùmi ‘don’t 
rise [fem. sg.]!’, là titkallamu ‘don’t talk [pl.]!’. 
Similar prohibitions are also realized as mà + 
verb + š, particularly in spoken Egyptian, e.g. 
ma tišrabš ‘don’t drink!’, ma t±ùmìš ‘don’t 
rise!’, ma titkallamùš ‘don’t talk!’. In rural 
areas of Jordan and Palestine, prohibitions may 
be realized as là + verb + š, e.g. là tišrabiš, là 
t±ùmiš, là titkallamùš. Occasionally, the nega-
tive particle là or mà, especially in rapid retorts, 
is left out, e.g. tišrabiš, t±ùmìš, titkallamùš.

Note that, at least in the spoken Arabic of 
Jordan and Palestine, the imperative may be 
addressed to a second person in absentia, so to 
speak. The form is imperative, but the function 
is advice or directive, often when it is too late. 

Thus, in a situation where someone has made a 
mistake or made a decision seen by others (e.g. 
relations, friends) as being unwise or harmful, 
they might, while discussing the issue, use the 
imperative in reference to the absent addressee 
with a patronizing, often ironic or pejora-
tive, vocative, e.g. willa fakkir, yà ÿabi lba�ìd 
‘alternatively, think, oh distant fool!’. This 
imperative is equivalent to ‘you [in absentia] 
should have thought [more carefully]!’. Other 
examples include willa sìbhum ±u là tiddaxxal 
bšuÿulhum ‘better leave them and don’t inter-
fere with their business!’, meaning that the 
absent addressee should have left them and 
not interfered with their business; yàxi blaš 
b™àlak ‘my dear, mind your own business!’, yà 
maskìn rù™ laššèx wiškìlu(h) ‘poor fellow, go 
to the chief and complain to him!’. This type of 
imperative is (semantically and pragmatically) 
different from, say, the equivalent of English 
let him go to hell.

In expressions with xallìh ‘let him’, e.g. xal-
lìh yišrab ilba™r ‘let him drink the sea!’, the 
imperative xallìh ‘let him’ is often deleted, e.g. 
(Egyptian) yišrab ilba™r, (Lebanese) ykùn fi 
maktabu ssè�a tlèti ‘let him/he is to be in his 
office at three o’clock’, (Jordanian/Palestinian) 
yit™arraku badri ‘let them/they are to depart 
early’. Whether xallì is overt or covert, the 
zero non-past is the vehicle for conveying such 
instructions or directives to a third party.

4.3 The subjunctive mood

The subjunctive mood in spoken Arabic takes 
the form of the zero non-past (i.e. non-past 
without the b- prefix). Examples include tišrab 
šày? ‘would you like to drink some tea?’, 
±a±ùl li™a�ritik �ala ™àga witsadda±ìni? ‘shall I 
tell you something, provided you believe me?’, 
±ilbàb yifawwit gamal ‘the door is wide enough 
to admit a camel [i.e. those who don’t agree 
can leave]’, ±arjùk ya sìdi ‘I beg you, sir’, rab-
bina yàxdik (yaÿdik) ‘may our Lord take you!’, 
±alla y�ìnak ‘may God help you!’, ±alla yi™mìkun 
‘may God protect you!’, ±afta™lak i��aw(w)? 
‘shall I turn on the light for you?’.

As these examples show, the subjunctive is 
the vehicle for expression of suggestions, invita-
tions (tišrab šày), implorations (±arjùk ya sìdi), 
prayers and invocations (±alla yi™mìkun, rab-
bina yaÿdik); for seeking instructions (±afta™lak 
ilbàb, ±afta™lak i��aw(w)); and for asser-
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tions with implicit illocutionary force (±ilbàb 
yifawwit gamal). The last-mentioned category 
is expressed in Jordanian/Palestinian by the 
b- non-past, ±ilbàb bifawwit jamal. Such asser-
tions tend to be fossilized idioms. Here is 
another example: (Egyptian) tibàt nàr tißba™ 
(ti	ba™) ramàd, (Jordanian/Palestinian) bitbàt 
jamra btißbi™ ramàd.

The subjunctive in spoken Arabic is attested 
in main clauses and in embedded (i.e. subordi-
nate) clauses. All the above examples contain 
subjunctives in main clauses. Here are some 
more examples in main clauses: ±a™kìlak ra±yi 
bßrà™a(h) ‘shall I tell you my opinion frankly?’, 
compare ba™kìlak ra±yi bßarà™a(h) ‘I am tell-
ing/will tell you my opinion frankly’. Here, 
the b- non-past is retained in contrast with the 
subjunctive: the former (i.e. the b- non-past) 
being assertive, the latter (i.e. the subjunctive) 
entailing a suggestion, waiting for the address-
ee’s response or instructions; ±astaÿfiru llàh ‘I 
seek God’s forgiveness’.

Other examples include:

Egyptian nàxud ba��ina w nimši
 ‘Let’s go! [lit. ‘we take ourselves 
  and go]’
 tišrab �aßìr burtu±àn?
 ‘Would you like orange juice?’
 ti	ba™ �ala xèr
 ‘Good night!’

Syrian ±alla ynažž™ak
 ‘May God make you successful’
 tißbi™ �ala xèr
 ‘Good night!’

Lebanese nis±ìkun šày willa (wella) ±ahwi?
 ‘Shall we offer you tea or coffee?’
 tin†urni hawn?
 ‘Would you wait for me here?’

The subjunctive in embedded clauses is typi-
cally introduced by the complementizer ±inna 
‘that’ overtly stated or covertly understood: 
b	inn innha ti±bal ‘I think that she will accept/
agree’; ±ana nßa™ inniha ti�mil il�amaliyya(h) ‘I 
recommend that she undergo the operation’; 
law ±a±dar asa�dak ™asa�dak ‘if I can help you, 
I will’; †alab min ßa™bu yiktim issirr ‘he asked 
his friend to keep the secret’; w�idìni nnik mà 
tikizbi ‘promise me that you won’t lie!’.

Subordination of this kind includes clauses 

introduced by the purposive phrase �ala šàn/
�ašàn ‘for/in order to’ and the temporal (la) 
™atta ‘until’, e.g. ±ana jày �ašàn ±axabbirku ‘I’ve 
come to let you know’; kòl mnì™ �ašàn ti±wa 
‘eat well in order to be strong!’; ±ana ba�mil 
kulli da �ašàn ±a™mìku(m) ‘I am doing all this 
in order to protect you’; ±inta	ir ™atta ywaqqi� 

ilqaràr ‘wait until he signs the decision/resolu-
tion’; xallìk fi lbèt la™atta yittaßlu bìk ‘stay at 
home until they contact you!’.

Related to subordination is the syntactic 
process of catenation, where two (or more) 
verb forms succeed one another such that the 
second verb functions as a complement of the 
first verb (� serial verbs), e.g. žarrab yi�zif �ala 
lipyàno ‘he tried to play the piano’; (±i)ttafa±na 
nižžawwaz ‘we agreed to get married’; mà ±ibil 
inàzilhòn (inàzilòn) ‘he did not agree to meet 
them in combat or compete with them’; mà 
bi™sin il�ab tanis ‘I can’t play tennis’.

Modal auxiliaries in spoken Arabic can also 
be regarded as catenating in the sense that they 
are followed by the zero non-past, as in làzim 
tisma� kalàmi ‘you must listen to me’, mumkin 
yiwßalu bukrah ‘they may arrive tomorrow’, 
�arùri tkallimha ‘it is necessary that you talk 
to her’. The affinity between the process of 
catenation and subordinate clauses is that most, 
if not all, such catenatives can be regarded as 
having the complementizer ±inna in their struc-
ture. Compare žarrab yi�zif with žarrab innu 
yi�zif, (±it)tafa±na nižžawwaz with (±it)tafa±na 
nnana nižžawwaz, làzim tisma� kalàmi with 
làzim innak tisma� kalàmi, �arùri tkallimha 
with �arùri nnak itkallimha.

As these examples show, the complementizer 
±inna is inflected for person, e.g. ±inni ‘that I’, 
±inna(na) ‘that we’, ±innak ‘that you’, ±innha 
‘that she’. Note that �arùri tìji is ambiguous: 
‘it is necessary that you/she come’, whence the 
corresponding complementizer takes the forms 
�arùri nnak/nnik tìji or �arùri nnaha/nnha tìji, 
which are not ambiguous because the pronoun 
suffixed to ±inna signals the intended person.

There is much more to be said about the sub-
junctive in spoken Arabic if only space would 
permit. But one last very common context of 
the subjunctive has to be added, namely where 
two verb phrases are joined by walla ~ willa 
‘or’. Consider yìji willa mà yìji ‘whether he 
comes or not’ in yìji willa mà yìji ±ana mà lìš 
�alà±a ‘whether he comes or not is none of my 
business’. The same phrase yìji willa mà yìji 
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can be used as a question calling for instruc-
tions, ‘is he to come or not?’, e.g. yinža™ willa 
yifšal ‘whether he passes or fails’; ti�ùm walla ~ 
willa tiÿra± ‘whether you float/she floats, or 
drown/s’.

Note that the second verb phrase in these 
structures is the opposite/negative of the first, 
but this limitation is by no means mandative, as 
the following questions/suggestions show: ti±ra 
willa ~ walla tnàm? ‘would you like to read or 
go to bed?’, tàkul willa tnàm xafif? ‘would you 
like to eat or sleep on a light stomach?’.

Finally, compare the zero non-past of the 
subjunctive with the b- non-past in bìji willa 
mà bìji? ‘does he come or not?’, yìji willa mà 
yìji ‘whether he comes or not’. The contrast 
is systematic and meaningful, as this entry has 
intended to show.

5. C o n c l u s i o n

This entry addresses the category of mood 
in spoken Arabic from a morphological and 
syntactico-semantic perspective. Mood and 
modality are shown to be intertwined. The 
statement presented here is based on formal 
contrasts and the semantico-pragmatic mean-
ings associated therewith. True, there is need 
for further elaboration to bring in regional 
variation and the impact of grammatical cat-
egories of the verb on the subject, but the 
limitations of space and the fact that this entry 
must not be too technical compel one to leave 
out any confounding details (cf. Mitchell and 
El-Hassan 1994).
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Shahir El-Hassan (Yarmouk University)

Mood (Standard Arabic)

1. M o o d  i n  A r a b i c  g r a m m a r

The term ‘mood’ in Western grammars of Stan-
dard and Classical Arabic applies to the ‘imper-
fect’ or ‘prefixed’ verbal stem -qtul- and its four 
endings -u, -a, -Ø (zero), and -an(na). (The 
full paradigms are given in Table 2, and the 
prefixes for grammatical person are discussed 
in Table 1.) The form ya-qtul-u ‘he kills/will 
kill’ (hyphens separate morphemes) serves as 
the present/future tense in direct opposition to 
the past or perfect tense stem qatal-. The same 
ya-qtul-u is called indicative or ‘realis’ mood in 
contrast to the two ‘irrealis’ moods, subjunctive 
ya-qtul-a ‘that he kill’ and jussive ya-qtul ‘let 
him kill’. These last two forms signal different 
kinds of non-narrative future senses. The sub-
junctive gives a ‘presumed’ or desired action in 
certain subordinate clauses, whether the action 
actually occurs or not, actions that the speaker 
offers as the purpose or motivation for the 
action of the main clause. The jussive (from 
the Latin verb jubère ‘to command’) presents 
a wish, request, or order expressing the 3rd

 

person imperative and 1st person imperative 
(na-qtul ‘let’s kill’). The jussive with no person 
prefix, qtul, is the imperative. (In utterance-ini-
tial position the consonant cluster requires a � 
prothetic vowel, thus uqtul.)

The European grammatical terms for these 
Arabic verb forms come from the tradition of 
Latin and Greek grammar and only approxi-
mate their syntactic and semantic range. The 
Arabic terms for these forms are partly syntac-
tic and partly formal (see Fleisch 1979:123–
132). The form ya-qtul-a is called manßùb 
(meaning tautologically ‘pronounced with a 
final -a’) because it occurs only in subordi-
nate clauses introduced by certain particles: ±an 
‘that’ (after verbs of wishing or wanting) and 
prefixed li- and separate kay, both meaning ‘so 
that, in order that’. Recent Western grammars 
of Modern Written Arabic tend to replace the 
term ‘subjunctive’ with the more syntactic term 
‘dependent imperfect’ to reflect its limited syn-
tax. The form ya-qtul, compared to ya-qtul-u, is 
observed to be majzùm ‘truncated, apocopated’ 
since it has, by comparison with -u and -a, no 
ending. Modern grammars parallel this formal 
assessment by calling it ‘apocopated imperfect’. 
Traditional Arabic grammar collects this set 
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of forms under the term mu�àri� ‘resembling’ 
(� mà�ì and mu�àri�), a formal definition relat-
ing to the ‘resemblance’ of the mood endings -u, 
-a, -Ø to the three case endings of definite trip-
totic nouns nominative -u, accusative -a, genitive 
-i, although the formal resemblance is only par-
tial. Genitive -i and jussive ‘zero’ do not resemble 
each other, and the moods have no parallel to 
the indefinite case endings, which add -n to the 
vowel ending, termed � tanwìn, e.g. al-kitàb-a 
‘the book-Acc.’ vs. kitàb-an ‘a book-Acc.’. By 
contrast, the Arabic term for the qatal- stem is 
mà�ì ‘past’, a semantic definition.

A discussion of Arabic mood must also 
include the intensifying form called � energicus 
or energ(et)ic, ya-qtul-an(na) ‘he will certainly 
kill’. (Older Arabic may also leave off final –
na.) This fourth mood has no formal parallel in 
the series of case endings, nor is its syntax or 
semantics like the other moods. Nonetheless, it 
is a member of the set of non-past forms based 
on the imperfect stem -qtul-.

The primary opposition of the Arabic verbal 
system is qatala/yaqtulu, discussed extensively 
in the literature as either ‘perfect/imperfect 
(completed/incompleted) aspect’, ‘past/non-past 
tense’, a mixture of � tense and � aspect, or 
the lack of both. In the analysis of the moods, 
however, linguists do not explicitly raise the 
question of tense or aspect. (There is some dif-
ficulty with this in connection with the jussive 
negated with lam, as discussed below.)

2. P e r s o n - g e n d e r - n u m b e r 
f o r m s

The two stems qatala/yaqtulu encode the ex-
pression of three persons, two genders, and 
three numbers, but they distribute this infor-
mation quite differently. The ‘suffixed’ stem 
qatal- uses thirteen synthetic endings, while 
the ‘prefixed’ stem -qtul- has both a prefix and 
a suffix. In general, the prefix encodes person, 
and the ending encodes mood; expression of 
gender and number is divided asymmetrically 
between the prefix and the suffix.

The stem -qtul- divides the three persons over 
four prefixes, but the mix with the gender (mas-
culine, feminine), number (singular, dual, plural), 
and the four moods at issue here is not straight-
forward and illustrates some interesting prin-
ciples of morphological economy. The 1st person 
distinguishes only singular and plural: ±- for 1st 

singular and n- for 1st plural. There are no forms 
for gender or dual, and the suffixes express mood 
only. The prefix y- marks only but not all 3rd

 

persons. The prefix t- marks all 2nd
 

persons and 
also 3rd feminine singular and dual. Table 1 
illustrates the overlap of the prefix t- with 2nd 
person masculine and 3rd person feminine.

Table 1. Imperfect prefixes and person-gender-
number marking

          sg.         du.          pl.

1st      m.-f.           ±-                  n-

2nd
        m

                 t-
       f.
3rd        
       m.                 y-

Table 2 shows how the person-gender-number 
prefixes combine with gender-number-mood 
suffixes.

Four forms in each mood have short vowel 
endings, and these signal mood only: indicative 
-u (1st sg. ±a-qtul-u, 1st

 

pl. na-qtul-u, 2nd masc. 
sg./3rd fem. sg. ta-qtul-u, 3rd masc. sg. yaqtul-u), 
subjunctive -a (±a-qtul-a, na-qtul-u, ta-qtul-a, ya-
qtul-a), and jussive zero (±a-qtul, naqtul, ta-qtul, 
ya-qtul). In Modern Literary Arabic, speech-
final short vowels (after a single consonant) are 
usually deleted, leaving the semantic distinctions 
of the moods to the syntax. (In roots termed 
‘hollow’, i.e. with an internal long vowel such as 
-qùm- ‘to arise’, the indicative and subjunctive 
are both ya-qùm, while the jussive shortens that 
vowel in ya-qum ‘let him arise’.)

Five forms have endings beginning in a long 
vowel, and the indicative has the final syllable 
-n(a): 2nd fem. sg. ta-qtul-ìn(a), 2nd

 

masc. pl. 
ta-qtul-ùn(a), 3rd

 

masc. pl. ya-qtul-ùn(a), 2nd 
du./3rd f

 

em. du. ta-qtul-àn(i), 3rd masc. du. ya-
qtul-àn(i). Both subjunctive and jussive of these 
forms have only the long vowel ending: ta-
qtul-ì, ta-qtul-ù, ya-qtul-ù, ta-qtul-à, ya-qtul-à. 
The ending of the other two forms is the con-
sonant-initial syllable -na, which never loses its 
vowel and is shared by all three moods: 2nd 
fem. pl. ta-qtul-na and 3rd fem. pl. ya-qtul-na. 
All five 2nd person jussives with zero prefix are 
the imperatives (see Table 3): masc. sg. (u)-qtul, 
fem. sg. (u)-qtul-ì, masc. pl. (u)-qtul-ù, fem. pl. 
(u)-qtul-na, dual (u)-qtul-à.
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The energetic is always distinct in form from 
the other moods. The four forms discussed 
above with short vowel endings have a two-
syllable energetic marker, -anna. (Shortened 
-an is more frequent in older Arabic than in 
Modern Literary Arabic.) Thus, one finds 1st 
sg. ±a-qtul-an(na), 1st

 
pl. na-qtul-an(na), 2nd 

masc. sg./3rd fem. sg. ta-qtul-an(na), 3rd masc. 
sg. ya-qtul-an(na). The indicative endings with 
long high vowels, -ìn(a) and -ùn(a), close the 
syllable by adding -na and shorten that vowel: 

2nd fem. sg. ta-qtul-in(na), 2nd
 
masc. pl. ta-

qtul-un(na), 3rd
 
masc. pl. ya-qtulun(na). The 

duals have only one variant with long vowel 
and geminate consonant: 2nd masc./fem., 3rd 
fem. ta-qtul-ànni; 3rd masc. ya-qtul-ànni. The 
two feminine plural forms have similarly invari-
able -nànni in 2nd fem. pl. ta-qtul-nànni, 3rd 
fem. pl. ya-qtul-nànni. (These last four forms 
are highly specialized in several respects: the 
energetic is the most semantically specialized 
of the moods; the feminine plural and dual are 

Table 2. Combined imperfect paradigms with person prefixes (double-outlined sections show forms 
with prefix ta- that are ‘shared’ with the area just below it; parentheses enclose deletable elements)

   sg.  du.  pl. 

1st  m.-f.  ind.  ±a-qtul-(u)  na-qtul-(u)  

  subj.  ±a-qtul-(a)  na-qtul-(a)  

  juss.  ±a-qtul  na-qtul  

  erg.  ±a-qtul- na-qtul- 
   an(na) an(na)  

2nd  f.  ind.  ta-qtul-ìn(a)  ta-qtul-àn(i)  ta-qtul-na

d  subj.  ta-qtul-ì  ta-qtul-à 

  juss.    

  erg.  ta-qtul-  ta-qtul-ànni  ta-qtul-nànni  

   in(na)

 m.  ind.  ta-qtul-(u)  [shared with  ta-qtul-ùn(a)

    subj.  ta-qtul-(a)  2m.du., ta-qtul-ù 

  juss.  ta-qtul  3f.du.] 

  erg.  ta-qtul-  ta-qtul-un(na)

   an(na)   

3rd  f.  ind.  shared with   ya-qtul-na

  subj. 2m.sg.     

  juss.  

  erg.    ya-qtul-nànni 

 m.  ind.  ya-qtul-(u)  ya-qtul-àn(i)  ya-qtul-ùn(a)  

  subj.  ya-qtul-(a)  ya-qtul-à ya-qtul-ù 

  juss.  ya-qtul  

  erg.  ya-qtul-  ya-qtul-ànni  ya-qtul-un(na)

   an(na)

  mood (standard arabic) 271

EALL_M_96-325.indd   271 10/4/2007   5:12:36 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



the most grammatically specific, and the end-
ings ‘long vowel plus geminate consonant’ are 
unusual in Arabic phonology.) The 2nd persons 
without a prefix are the energetic imperative 
(see Table 3): masc. sg. (u)-qtul-an(na), fem. sg. 
(u)-qtul-in(na), masc. pl. (u)-qtul-un(na), fem. 
pl. (u)-qtulnànni, dual (u)-qtul-ànni.

3. S y n t a x

The indicative, energetic, imperative, and jus-
sive can all occur as the verb in a main clause. 
The imperative occurs only in a main clause, 
while the other three and the subjunctive also 
occur in subordinate clauses usually governed 
by certain conjunctions or particles. The moods 
also have purely temporal uses to be treated 
below (cf. Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 77–83). 

Table 3. Imperative

 imperative  energetic imperative

m. sg.  (u)-qtul  (u)-qtul-an(na) 
f. sg.  (u)-qtul-ì  (u)-qtul-in(na) 
m. pl.  (u)-qtul-ù (u)-qtul-un(na) 
f. pl.  (u)-qtul-na  (u)-qtul-nànni 
du.  (u)-qtul-à (u)-qtul-ànni 

The indicative opposes the perfect stem qatal- 
as the narrative present and future. It forms 
the negative mà ya-qtul-u or là ya-qtul-u. The 
adverb sa(wfa) specifies the future in sa-yaq-
tul-u or sawfa ya-qtul-u, but only the latter 
can form the negative sawfa là ya-qtul-u. The 
indicative also forms a past continuous with the 
past tense of kàn-a ‘to be’ in kàn-a ya-qtul-u. 
The particle qad in qad ya-qtul-u adds the 
modal sense of ‘can kill, might kill’.

The jussive, often reinforced with the par-
ticle li-, gives the 1st and 3rd

 

person indirect 
imperatives. The 1st person is called hortatory 
li-na-qtul ‘let’s kill’, li-±a-qtul ‘let me kill, I think 
I’ll kill’; the 3rd person is li-ya-qtul ‘let him 
(go ahead and) kill’. The negative is là: là ±a-
qtul/là ya-qtul ‘let me not kill/may he not kill’. 
The imperative is simply the 2nd

 

person jussive 
without the prefix t-: (u)qtul ‘kill!’, but it can 
occur only in the positive. Its negative with là 
requires the full jussive with the prefix: là ta-
qtul ‘do not kill!’.

The topic of conditional sentences in Clas-

sical and Modern Standard Arabic requires a 
separate discussion (Cantarino 1974–1975:III, 
309–371; Badawi a.o. 2004:636–670), but suf-
fice it to say that in Classical Arabic both the 
jussive and the perfect functioned in hypotheti-
cal conditions after the particle ±in ‘if’ of the 
type ±in ta-qtul, na-qtul; ±in qatal-ta, qatal-nà 
‘if you (were to) kill, we will/would kill’. In 
Modern Standard Arabic the perfect is taking 
over from the jussive in this type of condition 
and replacing ±in with the particle law.

The subjunctive can occur only in a subor-
dinate clause (for the syntax of subordinate 
clauses, see Badawi a.o. 2004:575–635). The 
complementizer ±an, followed immediately by 
the subjunctive, forms noun clauses equivalent 
to an infinitive in English: ±arad-tu ±an taqùm-a 
‘wanted-I that you-rise-Subj’. The negative is 
also là, which merges with ±an to form ±allà: 
±arad-tu ±allà ta-qùm-a ‘I-wanted that-not you-
rise-Subj’. The conjunctions li- (prefixed) and 
kay (written as a separate word) both express a 
purpose, like English in order that (Badawi a.o. 
2004:617–620), as in (1).

(1) maddat yada-hà    
 stretched3fs. hand-her
 li-tusàfi™-a-nì 
 to-3fs-greet-Subj-me
 ‘She stretched out her hand to greet me’ 
 (Cantarino 1975:III, 80)

In addition, li- can modify a noun like an 
English purposive infinitive, as in (2).

(2) �ind-ì       kitàbu-n   li-±aqra±a-hu 
 with-me   book-a     to-1s-read-Subj-it 
 ‘I have a book to read’

The energetic has no unique syntactic distri-
bution but can add force to almost any of 
the other moods, often, but not obligatorily, 
introduced by the particle la-. In place of the 
regular imperfect in a main clause one finds the 
energetic in (3).

(3) fa-la-±af �alanna bi-hi mà
 and-Part-1s-do-Energ with-him what
 fa�al-tu  bi-ßà™ibi-hi
 did-1s   with-friend-his
 ‘I will indeed do to him what I did to his 
 friend’ (Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 82)
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Instead of a regular imperative or jussive, one 
finds the energetic in (4) and (5).

(4) ±i�jabanna            min
 be.surprisedImper-Energ  from
 sàlimin    kayfa najà
 healthy.one  how   survived3ms
 ‘Be (very) surprised that the healthy survived!’ 
 (Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 83)

(5) là ±asma�anna ±a™adan yaqùlu
 Neg 1s-hear-Energ one.person  3ms-say
 ‘Don’t let me hear anyone say… !’ (Cantarino 
 1974–1975:I, 83)

4. N e g a t i o n ,  t e n s e ,  m o o d

As demonstrated above, the mood forms yaq-
tulu, yaqtula, and yaqtul are negated with là. 
The forms called subjunctive and jussive moods, 
however, also combine with special negative 
particles that occur nowhere else in Arabic to 
function as negative tenses (� negation). The 
future-oriented subjunctive mood is also the nega-
tive future indicative in lan ya-qtul-a, the equiv-
alent of (sawfa) là ya-qtul-u. The normally 
futuristic jussive becomes the negative of the 
perfect in lam yaqtul, the equivalent of the 
negated perfect mà qatal-a. In Classical Arabic 
these special moods may have felt like ‘strong’ 
negations, but they are now the norm in Mod-
ern Written Arabic.
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Moroccan Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

This is a tentative description of the Moroccan 
koine, spoken in most urban areas of Morocco. 

It is important to note that this is not one of 
the old, prestigious, pre-Hilàlian dialects like 
the ones spoken in Fes, Old Rabat, Salé, or Tet-
ouan. The latter present too many peculiarities 
to become koineized. There are many regional 
varieties of Moroccan Arabic, but among a 
group of speakers from the Maghreb, one can 
always distinguish a Moroccan from an Alge-
rian or a Tunisian after only a few words.

1.1 Area, range

The Moroccan koine serves as a linguistic 
vehicle in most large towns of Morocco. More 
than 55 percent of the population now live in 
towns (51.4 percent at the 1994 census, and 
55.1 percent in 2004, according to the Haut 
Commissariat au Plan du Maroc). Morocco 
is a special country because of the importance 
of the presence of ��Berber. Over 40 percent 
of the population is Berberophone; this is an 
estimate because there are no official figures. 
But one must add that the great majority 
of Berberophones are also fluent speakers of 
Moroccan Arabic, to the point that it can 
often be considered a second mother tongue. 
Another estimate states that probably only 8 
percent of Berberophones are monolingual in 
Berber. Morocco is the only officially ‘Arab 
country’ that has such a range (in percentage 
and in absolute figures) of native speakers of a 
language other than the local Arabic.

Moroccan Arabic is spoken by nearly all 
Moroccans, and the koine is understood every-
where; it has been described as being the vari-
ety of Casablanca, the economic capital of the 
country.

Morocco has a very particular situation in 
that the dialect of the political capital, Rabat, is 
too peculiar (old pre-Hilàlian dialect of Anda-
lusi families) to be adopted as a koine; the intel-
lectual capital, Fes, offers the same situation, 
and although the dialects of these old cities 
are prestigious in a way, they are not adopted 
nationwide.

This koine is a vehicular language in Morocco, 
used in the media and contaminating speak-
ers of more excentric varieties, as in Oujda, 
where studies have noted that youngsters tend 
to adopt the koine and keep their local dia-
lect for family use. It is also the language in 
which those Berberophones who speak varieties 
that are not mutually comprehensible (Tarifit, 
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Tachelhit, and Tamazight) will communicate. 
The number of speakers equals the total popu-
lation of Morocco, i.e. 30,850,000 (2005), 
from which one must deduce the monolingual 
Berberophones (estimated at 8 percent).

1.2 Lifestyle

The speakers live in towns and are, for the 
most part, of rural origin, so Moroccan Arabic 
may rightly be called the language of urbanized 
rurals.

1.3 Position 

1.3.1 The variety described here is the koine, 
spoken by the younger generations in large 
towns, and in the media for spontaneous speech 
(interviews in the streets, debates, etc.). It was 
not used very much for writing until recently, 
and if it was written, it was mostly for literature 
or for the publication of poetry, theater plays, 
or the Moroccan patrimony, such as melhoun, 
proverbs, etc. It is also used for contempo-
rary artistic creation (lyrics of songs, theater, 
humorists, dialogues in some novels, etc.).

Historically, it was written quite commonly, 
using various scripts: Jews wrote it in Hebrew 
script in text dating from the 15th century 
onward; Muslims wrote it in Arabic script; 
and, since the French colonization, Latin script 
was developed intensively, for toponyms, in the 
Records office, and in schoolbooks, and also 
for artistic purposes (cartoons). Since the mid 
1980s, Arabic script is much more commonly 
used to represent Moroccan Arabic, due to the 
Arabization of teaching. Since the beginning of 
the 21st century, Moroccan Arabic is written 
frequently in Latin script on the Internet, during 
chat sessions, and for sending e-mails and SMS 
on mobile phones.  In 2002, between 2 and 6 
million SMS were sent daily, most of them in 
Moroccan Arabic; the figures were even higher 
in 2007, with over 17 million mobile phones in 
Morocco. The number of Internet connections 
was estimated at 1 million for 2003; there were 
over 4 million in 2006 (with 8,000 cyber-cafés), 
and 6 million in 2007 via cyber-cafés, although 
there were only 434,000 home connections.

1.3.2 There is another type of koine, not 
described here, which would be the Common 
North African literary language, the ��diglossia 
of the people, who alternate between everyday 

and literary North African Arabic. This liter-
ary variety is probably common to the entire 
Maghreb (see Cohen 1994).

1.4 Linguistic type

Moroccan Arabic in the sense described above is 
a Western, North African type of Arabic, charac-
terized by a mixture of Bedouin, rural, and urban 
features. Although it is spoken mostly by Mus-
lims, a small Jewish minority of a few thousand 
individuals remain, essentially in Casablanca, 
among which young people speak exactly like 
Muslims, whereas older people have kept their 
old variety (mostly pre-Hilàlì dialects).

1.5 Historical evidence

There are texts in Moroccan Arabic that date 
back to the 15th century, written by Jews (see 
Bar-Asher 1977), but the koine under review 
here is recent. It appeared when masses of rural 
people came to live in the main towns in the 
northwest of the country (Casablanca, Rabat-
Salé, Fes, Tangiers, and also Marrakesh) and 
shows many traits that are pre-Hilàlì, but also 
Bedouin influences.

1.6 State of research

Moroccan Arabic is a well-known dialect 
described in numerous descriptions in the first 
half of the 20th century and studied in a num-
ber of recent publications. There is detailed 
research on phonology, morphology, and syn-
tax. Grammars: Harrell (1962); Caubet (1993); 
Youssi (1992). Dictionaries: Colin (1993). Dia-
lect atlas: Heath (2002). Textbooks: Benjel-
loun (1998, 2000); Quitout (1999); Hoogland 
(1996); Herrero (1998, 2003). Chrestomathy: 
Colin (1951). For the main sources, see refer-
ences in Caubet (1993, 2002).

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

Moroccan Arabic is characterized by innova-
tion on the phonological level: there are some 
new phonemes, no interdentals, and four or five 
vowels only, according to the region.

2.1.1 Consonants
The inventory of the consonants is given in 
Table 1.
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Marginal consonants include /�, £, ¤, œ/; bor-
rowed consonants are /v, p/. There is no impact 
of Modern Standard Arabic; on the contrary, 
the standard interdentals are often replaced in 
Morocco by stops, as in dahab for �ahab ‘he 
went’; in fact, it depends on the teacher, but 
news on public television is often read without 
the interdentals. There is some impact from 
Bedouin dialects, so that [g] may show up 
instead of [q], e.g. gàl, which is the common 
verb for ‘to say’, bëg®a ‘cow’, gëm®a ‘moon’ in 
the koine.

New phonemes include /�, £, ¤, œ/, e.g. 
	awž ‘sparrow’, 	a	a ‘wailing’, 	ga ‘to shout’, 
¤»¤¤u ‘baby’, œë£œë£ ‘to mumble’ vs. bëlbël 
‘to speak fluently’. /r/ can be depharyngealized 
from /®/, mostly in the context of the vowel /i/; 
examples (minimal pairs) are ràb/yrìb ‘to fall 
apart’ vs. ®àb/y®ùb ‘to curdle’; dàr/ydìr ‘to do’ 
vs. dà®/ydù® ‘to turn’.

The sibilants /s, z/ tend to merge with the pal-
ato-alveolars, as in the root z-w-ž > ž-w-ž: žùž 
‘two’, ž»wwëž ‘to marry’, žwàž (zwàž) ‘mar-
riage’; š-m-s > š-m-š: šëmš ‘sun’, tšëmmëš ‘to 
sunbathe’, šmìša (diminutive of šëmš) ‘nice and 
sunny’. There are cases of passage from /l/ to /n/: 
sënsla ‘chain’, sënsël ‘to bind, to chain’. In some 
contexts, in the presence of liquids and sibilants, 

historical *j may be reflected by [g] and lexical-
ized as such; this is another typically Moroccan 
trait: glës ‘to sit down’, gëbß ‘gypsum’, gnàza 
‘funeral’, gëzzà® ‘butcher’, ngàß ‘pear’.

Emphasis means phonetically pharyngealiza-
tion or ��velarization. It may spread forward, 
as in ®†àœ ‘to become smooth’, where [)] is 
emphasized because of the presence of the pre-
vious /†/ and /®/; or �lëm [í¬ëm] ‘to oppress’, 
where [¬] is emphasized because of /�/; š®ëb 
[�àë)] ‘to drink’ [)] because of /®/. On the other 
hand, in bëyyë� [)ëy1ëí] ‘to whiten’, [)] is 
emphatic because of the following /�/.

There are some articulatory pecularities pres-
ent in the Moroccan koine: affrication of /t/ 
> [ts]. /ž/ is pronounced as [À]: žmël [Àmël] 
‘camel’, ëžžràd [ëÀ1ra1d] ‘grasshoppers’.

2.1.2 Vowels
There are five vowels, three long or medium 
ones: /à/, /ì/, /ù/, and two short or ultra-short 
ones: /ë/, /»/. People from Marrakesh and the 
south only have /ë/, i.e. four vocalic phonemes.

Historically, the number of short vowels has 
been reduced: /a/ and /i/ merge into /ë/ which 
is opposed to /»/: skët ‘he shut up’ versus sk»t 
‘shut up!’.

The phonetic realization depends very much 

bilabial labio-
dental

dental alveolar post-
alveolar

palatal post-
palatal

velar uvular pharyngeal glottal

emphasis 
+/-

-E +E -E +E -E +E 

plosive 
unvoiced 

 t † k q ± 

plosive 
voiced 

b œ d � g 

nasal m ¤ n 

trill r ® 

fricative 
unvoiced 

f s ß š x ™ h 

fricative 
voiced 

z � ž ÿ � 

lateral l £ 

semivowel w y 

Table 1. Consonantal phonemes

  moroccan arabic 275

EALL_M_96-325.indd   275 10/4/2007   5:12:37 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



on the consonantal environment. /ë/ is realized 
as [a] in the context of emphatics and pharyn-
geals, e.g. in �ëllëm ‘to teach’ [�al1ëm]; [u] in the 
context of /w/ [wuld] ‘son’; [i] in the context of 
/y/: [biy1ën] ‘to show’; otherwise [ë].

Sociolinguistically, there are two systems of 
short vowels. Speakers of southern dialects 
(Marrakesh) who now live in the north, in 
Casablanca, retain a system of four vowels /à, 
ì, ù, ë/, with � labiovelarization, as borrowed 
from Berber. The word ‘sugar’ is pronounced 
[suk1a1à] in the northern part of the country, 
and [sëk1wa1à] by Marrakshi speakers and in 
the south.

2.1.3 Diphthongs
In most cases, /aw/ and /ay/ are reduced to /ì/ 
and /ù/, e.g. bìt ‘room’, ™ùt ‘fish’, tùm ‘garlic’, 
but the diphthong may remain in some words, 
e.g. ™ay† ‘wall’, xay† ‘thread’, ™awma ‘neigh-
borhood’, fàyn ‘where’, mnàyn ‘from where’ 
next to ™ì†, xì†, ™ùma, fìn, mnìn. The preserva-
tion of diphthongs is a Bedouin (rural) trait.

2.1.4 Syllable
There is a rule which states that there can be no 
short vowel in an open syllable. This affects the 
syllable structure. Vowel length is neutralized 
in final position.

Open syllables Closed syllables
ä: à.na ‘I’, à.ži ‘come!’ 
Cv in final position:   CvC: tëk.tëb ‘you  
 mà.ši ‘going’  will write’
 CvCC: šëdd ‘to grab’ 
Cä: mà.ši ‘going’  CäC: bàn ‘to show 
  up’ 
 CäCC: šàdd ‘holding’ 
CCv in final position:   CCvC: ktëb ‘to  
 mša ‘to go’  write’
CCä: kbì.ra ‘big [fem.]’  CCäC: ÿlà� ‘he grew 
  thick’ 

2.1.5 Consonant clusters
In general, a cluster of two consonants is 
allowed, according to the syllable structure 
described above. The form /CC- is very com-
mon, and does not require a vowel between 
the two consonants; it mostly occurs in verbs, 
perfect or imperative: ktëb ‘to write’, xrëž ‘to 
go out’, xr»ž ‘go out!’, xdëm ‘to work’, lbës ‘to 
dress’, ÿ®ës ‘to plant’; in nominals: ™na ‘we’, 

ktàb ‘book’, ™mà® ‘donkey’. The form -CC/ 
is also very common for nominals: këlb ‘dog’, 
ÿë®s ‘plant’, šëms ‘sun’, bënt ‘girl’; in verbs it 
occurs in šëdd ‘to grab’, k»bb ‘pour!’.

2.1.6 Stress
Stress does not have a distinctive role in Moroc-
can Arabic. It is linked to intonation and 
expressivity. 

2.1.7 Phonotactics
Sun letters including /ž/ assimilate the article: 
ëzzmàn ‘the time passed’, ëžžmël ‘the camel’, 
ë®®àžël ‘the man’, ëssùq ‘the market’, ëttùt 
‘the mulberry’. The �� ±imàla is very slight in 
Moroccan Arabic; it accompanies front conso-
nants. For suprasegmental spread of pharynge-
alization, see section 2.1.1. In contact position, 
the imperfect prefix t- assimilates to the first 
consonant of the root, if it is voiced: tdìr > 
[d1i1r] ‘she will do’.

2.1.8 Morphophonology
When a vocalic suffix is added to the 3rd per-
son singular feminine of the perfect, the /ë/ of 
the suffix is altered in both quality and length 
to /à/: /�ë®bët + -ëk/ >: �ë®bàtëk. This contrasts 
with some pre-Hilàlì dialects, like in Fes, which 
lengthen the /t/ of the suffix: dë®bëttëk. Vocalic 
suffixes are added to the 3rd person plural 
without change of the ending: /xdàw + u/ëh/ > 
xdàwëh.

In the construct state of the feminine noun, 
the -a is replaced by -ët and the /ë/ is elided 
subsequently when a vocalic possessive suffix is 
added: /fßàlat + u/ > fßàltu ‘its shape’; /xàlat + i/ 
> xàlti ‘my aunt’, sometimes with lengthening 
of the vowel of the feminine suffix: /rukbat/ > 
r»kbàti ‘my knee’. The active participle func-
tions like a verbal form. When feminine, the 
suffix is directly added to the final -a, which 
is not replaced by -ët as with nouns: /mßebbna 
+ ha/ > mßëbbnàha ‘I/you/she [sg. fem.] have 
washed it’.

In the ��pseudodual, the final -n disappears 
when a suffix is added: �� /yëddìn + i/ > yëd-
dìya ‘my hands’; /yëddìn + k/ > yëddìk ‘your 
hands’.

Indirect object suffixes are added to the direct 
ones with the usual vowel lengthening: g»lthàlu 
‘I told him so’, g»lnà hàlu ‘we told him so’.
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2.2 Morphology

As a characteristic of Moroccan Arabic, there is 
no gender distinction in the 2nd person singular 
in the perfect, the historically feminine form 
serving for both persons: xdëmti ‘you worked’. 
But in the koine pronouns, the imperative, and 
the 2nd person singular of the imperfect do 
distinguish between the two genders: ënta ‘you 
[masc.]’, ënti ‘you [fem.]’; nù� ‘get up [masc.]!’, 
nù�i ‘get up [fem.]!’; ka-tëxdëm ‘you [masc.] 
work’, ka-txëdmi ‘you [fem.] work’. There is 
no gender distinction in the plural.

The verbal system displays synthetic ten-
dencies with several suffixes added one to the 
other: ma-ßìfë†-nà-hà-l-ù-š ‘we didn’t send it 
to him’.

2.2.1 Pronouns 

2.2.1.1 Personal independent pronouns

singular plural 
3rd masc. hùwa 3rd hùma 
3rd fem. hìya 
2nd masc. ënta/ëntàya 2nd ëntùma 
2nd fem. ënti/ëntìya 
1st àna 1st ™na

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffix

singular plural
3rd masc. -u/-ëh 3rd -h»m
3rd fem. -ha
2nd -ëk 2nd -k»m
1st -i/-ni (object) 1st -na

2.2.1.3 Indirect object: l- or li- (more Bedouin, 
used in Casablanca)

singular plural
3rd masc. lu/lìh 3rd lh»m/lìh»m 
3rd fem. lha/lìha 
2nd lëk/lìk 2nd lk»m/lìk»m 
1st li/lìya 1st lna/lìna 

2.2.1.4 Demonstratives 
Proximal demonstratives include hàda [masc.], 
hàdi [fem.], hàdu [pl.], which are used indepen-
dently for ‘this [one]’. As an innovation, with 
the disappearance of the gender distinction, 
invariable hàd-ël is found in head position: 
hàd-ë®®àžël ‘this [masc.] man’, hàd-ëlbënt ‘this 
[fem.] girl’, hàd-ënnàs ‘these [pl.] people’.

As distal demonstratives hàdàk [masc.], 
hàdìk [fem.], hàdùk are found. These occur 
without the hà- in head position: dàk-ë®®àžël 
‘that man [masc.]’, dìk-ëlbënt ‘that girl [fem.]’, 
dùk-ënnàs ‘those people [pl.]’.

2.2.1.5 Presentatives
There are two �� presentatives: ha- and ®a- 
(see Caubet 1992); their paradigms (Table 2) 
are complex, mixing independent pronoun and 
 suffix.

Table 2. Presentatives

singular plural 

3rd masc. hàhùwa 3rd hàhùma 
3rd fem. hàhìya 
2nd hàk/hànta 2nd hàk»m/hàntùma 
1st hàni/hàna 1st hà™na 

singular plural

3rd masc. ®àh 3rd ®àh»m
3rd fem. ®àha
2nd ®àk 2nd ®àk»m
1st ®àni 1st ®à™na

Whereas ha- is a simple presentative, as in hàni 
žìt ‘I’ve come!’, ®a- is a means of reasserting 
or opposing what was said before; it is always 
linked to a previous utterance: ®à-ni m®ì� 
means ‘I am really ill [contrary to what you 
thought].’

2.2.1.6 Relative pronoun
The invariable lli serves as a relative pronoun.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Temporal adverbs include dàba ‘now, right 
away’; dìma ~ da±imën ‘always’; ÿëdda ‘tomor-
row’; ëlbàrë™ ‘yesterday’; ëlyùm ‘today’.

Local adverbs: proximal hna ‘here’, hnàya 
‘here’, ha fàyn ‘here’; distal: tëmma ‘there’, 
tëmmàk ‘over there’, tëmmàya ‘over there’, 
hnàk ‘there’, ®a fàyn ‘over there’. There is 
a third deixis which points to the not vis-
ible: lhìh, dàkëžžìh. Other local adverbs are 
ëlfùq ‘above’, ëltë™t ‘under’, ëllù® ‘at the back’, 
ëldàxël ‘inside’, ëlg»ddàm ‘forward’, mën hna 
‘through here’, mën tëmma ‘through there’, 
bë®®a ‘outside’.

The following manner adverbs may be noted: 

  moroccan arabic 277

EALL_M_96-325.indd   277 10/4/2007   5:12:39 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



wàlu ‘nothing’; bëzzàf ‘a lot’; šwìya ‘little’; 
gà� ‘completely’; š™àl ‘how much/many’; dëÿya 
‘fast, quickly’; yëmkën, wàqìla, t�àyli ‘maybe’; 
gàla, gàlàk ‘on the contrary’. 

An innovative general question particle wàš 
is placed at the beginning of the sentence: wàš 
žàw ‘did they come?’, wàš klìtu ‘did you eat?’, 
wàš yžìw ‘will they come?’ (see 2.2.3, v).

Interrogative adverbs, placed at the begin-
ning of the sentence, include: škùn ‘who?’, 
škùn ža ‘who came?’; šnu ‘what?’, šnu šrìti 
‘what did you buy?’; š™àl ‘how much/many?’, 
b š™àl xditìh ‘how much did you pay for it?’; 
�làš ‘why?’, �làš žìti ‘why did you come?’; kìfàš 
‘how?’, kìfaš lqìtìh ‘how did you find him?’; 
fàyn/fìn ‘where?’, mnàyn/mnìn ‘where from?’, 
fàyn mšìti ‘where did you go?’; mnàyn žìti 
‘where did you come from?’; fùqàš ‘when?’ 
(< *f-wëqt-àš), fùqàš žàw ‘when did they 
arrive?’; ëmta is used more in Casablanca and 
in the south; mà lëk  ‘what’s wrong with you?’

2.2.3 Particles 

i. The definite article is ël/lë-, which assimi-
lates to sun letters (see 2.1.7). 

ii. Moroccan Arabic is extremely innova-
tive in the use of the indefinite article, 
more than most other North African dia-
lects (� article, indefinite). There are two 
new quantifiers which mark some degree 
of indetermination, one formed on the 
numeral wà™ëd and the other on a gram-
maticalization of the word *šày > ši ‘thing’, 
(see Caubet 1983a, 1983b, 1984).

 The construction with the numeral is 
extremely common, using a construct state: 
wà™ëd-ë®®àžël ‘a man’, wà™ëd-ëlwëld ‘a 
child’, wà™ëd-ëlbënt ‘a girl’. The quantifier 
ši marks a certain kind of indetermination: 
ši wëld ‘a boy/some boy’, ši nhà® ‘one day/
some day’.

iii. The most common genitive marker is dyàl/
d, but there are more and more occurrences 
in the Moroccan koine of mtà�, which 
originates from the Bedouin dialects. dyàl 
is mostly used with affix pronouns, d more 
in nominal constructions. 

iv. Negational particles: Verbs, including the 
active participle, are negated by discon-
tinuous ma . . . š (ši/šày) (see Caubet 1986, 
1990, 1993, 1996b), e.g. ma-š»ftùš ‘I did 
not see him, ma-qàlhàlìš ‘he didn’t tell it to 

me’, ma-qà®ìš ‘he hasn’t studied [he can’t 
read]’, ma-mßëbbnàš ël™wàyëž ‘I haven’t 
washed the clothes’, whereas continuous 
màši serves as nominal negation and is 
normally not combined with pronouns, e.g. 
ëlwëld màši m®ì� ‘the boy is not ill’, àna 
màši m®ì�a ‘I am not ill’, àna màši †bìba ‘I 
am not a doctor’. If the speaker insists and 
one really wants to deny, one may say: ma-
nìš †bìba bàš tgùlu . . . ‘I am not a doctor for 
you to say . . .’.

v. Interrogative particles: The particle wàš 
introduces questions bearing on the whole 
clause: wàš ëlbënt šàfët xàha ‘did the girl 
see her brother?’ (see Caubet 1993:73–76). 
There can also be a curious use of ši, after 
the predicate: šëfti ši ëlwëld ‘have you seen 
the boy [at all]?’, klìti ši ‘have you eaten [at 
all]?’ (see Caubet 1983a, 1984).

vi. Existentials: kàyn, ma kàyn š ‘there is, 
there isn’t’ serve as existentials.

vii. Prepositions: Monoconsonantic preposi-
tions are f-/fi- ‘in, at’: f ëlwàd ‘in the river’, 
fìya ‘in me’, fìh ‘in him’; b-/bi- ‘with’, 
indirect object b ëddàrìža ‘in Moroccan 
Arabic’, bìya ‘with me’, bìha ‘with her’; 
l-/li- ‘to, for’, l-fàs ‘to Fes’, li, lìya ‘to me’.
Other simple prepositions include mën 
‘from’, mën Fàs ‘from Fes’, mënnu ‘from 
him’, mënha ‘from her’; �la ‘on’, �la lk»rsi 
‘on the chair’, �lìya ‘on me’, �lìh»m ‘on 
them’.

viii. Conjunctions include, ù/w ‘and, with’, 
ëlwëld w ëlbënt ‘the boy and the girl’; 
wiyya ‘with’, àna wiyyàk ‘you and me’; 
wëlla, àw ‘or’, ëlbënt wëlla lwëld ‘the girl 
or the boy’, ëßßë™™ àw lla ‘right or no?’; 
walayënni ‘but’.

ix. Vocative particles are the following: a, ya, 
to insist: a m™ëmmëd! ‘hey Mohamed!’. If 
he doesn’t answer at first, one may insist: 
yá m™ëmmëd! (see Caubet 1995b).

x. Exclamations: Both verbal and nominal 
sentences can be used for exclamations: 
š™àl kayëžri! ‘how fast he runs!’, �la bënt! 
‘what a girl!’

2.2.4 Nouns 

2.2.4.1 Gender
Some of the feminine nouns without feminine 
marker -a(t) are common in Semitic (Caubet 
1990), while others are specific to the Maghreb 
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under the influence of Berber. Body parts: ržël 
‘leg’, wdën ‘ear’, yëdd ‘hand, arm’, �ìn ‘eye’, 
kërš ‘belly’, dàt ‘body’, sënn ‘tooth’, and also 
rù™ ‘soul’. Knives and swords: sìf ‘sword’, 
mùs ~ sëkkìn ‘knife’. Others are dà® ‘house’, 
bàb ‘door’ (sometimes masc.), †®ìq ‘road’, ßùf 
‘wool’; šëms ‘sun’, smën ‘preserved butter’, zìt 
‘oil’, xàtëm ‘ring’, xàdëm ‘woman slave’, bënt 
‘girl’, xëtt ‘sister’.

2.2.4.2 Productive nominal patterns

2.2.4.2.1 Instruments
For instruments më-CCëC is used  (Caubet 
1993:100).

2.2.4.2.2 Professions
The intensive CëCCàC is used for professions, 
with a peculiar pattern of plurals. There are 
often two plurals, one for the tradesmen, one 
for the borough, in traditional towns like Fes: 
nëžžà®a ‘carpenters’ as opposed to nëžžà®ìn ‘the 
carpenter quarter in Fes’. A pattern for names 
of profession or trades is borrowed from Berber 
ta-CëCCàC-t: tanëžžàrt ‘carpentry’. 

2.2.4.3 Plural patterns (see Caubet 1993; 
Harrell 1962)

2.2.4.3.1 External plurals
Common suffixes for external plural are -ìn, 
which occurs mainly with participles (mëktùb/
mëktùbìn), � nisba adjectives (fàsi/fàsiyìn 
‘from Fes’), diminutives of adjectives (kbìbë®/
kbìbë®ìn ‘biggish’, zwìn/zwìnìn ‘nice’); -a, 
which occurs with human groups, such as 
names of trades, ethnonyms (zëllayži/zëllayžiya 
‘mosaicist’), the intensive pattern CëCCàC 
(nëžžà®/nëžžà®a ‘carpenter’, bënnày/bënnàya 
‘mason’); -àt, which occurs with diminutives of 
nouns in both  genders (skìkën/skiknàt ‘knife’, 
ßnìdëq/ßnidqàt ‘box, chest’); then nisba in -
iya (fùqìya/fùqìyàt ‘overgarment’, nàmùsìya/
nàmùsìyàt ‘bedstead’), the pattern CëCCàCa 
for females (xëyyà†a/ xëyyà†àt ‘dressmaker’), 
plurals of noun of unity (nëmla/nëmlàt ‘ant’, 
bì�a/bì�àt ‘egg’), new loanwords ending in -u 
(kà�u/kà�uyàt ‘present’, rì�u/rì�uyàt ‘curtain’, 
kàmyu/kàmyàt~kamwàt ‘lorry’); -àn, which 
occurs with a small number of nouns in CCëC 
> CëCCàn (drë�/dër�àn ‘forearm’, �fë®/�ëf®àn 
‘nail’, as well as †®ìq/†ë®qàn ‘road’, x®ùf/xë®fàn 
‘lamb’, ÿzàl/ÿëzlàn ‘gazelle’).

2.2.4.3.2 Internal patterns (see Caubet 1993: 
I; Harrell 1962)
Internal patterns include the insertion of /à/ 
after the second consonant, as in CCàC, CCàC-
a, CCàC-i, CCàC- ìn, CWàC, CYàC, formed 
from singulars in CCëC, CëCC, CuCC: žmël/
žmàl ‘camel’; këlb/klàb ‘dog’; �»šš/�šàš ‘nest’; 
adjectives in CCìC: kbìr/kbàr ‘big; old’; tqìl/
tqàl ‘heavy’; feminines in CëCCa: bëlÿa/blàÿi 
‘babouche’; žë®™a/ž®à™i ‘wound’.

The insertion of /ù/ after the second conso-
nant, as in CCùC, CCùC-a, CCùC-àt, CwùC, 
CYùC, formed from singulars in CCëC, CëCC, 
CuCC: gë®n/g®ùn ‘horn’, qëlb/qlùb ‘heart’; in 
CCàC: ktàb/ktùb ‘books’; in CìC, CàC: †ì®/tyù® 
‘bird’, bìt/byùt ‘room’, dà®/dyù® ‘house’, dìb/
dyùba ‘wolf’.

In patterns such as CCëC, there is a shorten-
ing of the word: ÿàba/ÿyëb ‘forest’, †bìb/†ëbba 
‘doctor’.

CàC, CìCàn represents a mixed pattern: fà®/
fìràn ‘mouse; rat’, bàb/bìbàn ‘door’; even with 
loanwords, kà®/kìràn ‘coach’, and ethnonyms 
in nisba > CCàCa: rìfi/ryàfa ‘Rifian’, tùnsi/
twànsa ‘Tunisian’, sùsi/swàsa ‘from the Sous 
region’, žëbli/žbàla ‘from the Jbala mountain 
region’. 

CCùCàt marks a great amount in the case of 
uncountable nouns: zìt/zyùtàt ‘lots of oil; too 
much oil’; dhëb/dhùbàt ‘lots of gold; too much 
gold’.

2.2.4.4 ��Pseudodual
The plurals of body parts are formed with a 
suffix -ìn, like external plurals: yëdd/yëddìn 
‘hand’; wdën/wëdnìn ‘ear’; ržël/rëžlìn ‘leg’.

2.2.4.5 Diminutive
The diminutive is very productive and is  used 
to express affectivity or close relations with the 
addressee, or to establish a climate of intimacy. 
Patterns are usually those of the adjectives of 
color, but there are differences according to 
the region. More urban: k™ì™ël ‘blackish’, ™lìlu 
‘nice’, ™mìmë® ‘reddish’. More rural: k™iyyël 
‘blackish’, ßÿiyyë® ‘smallish’, kbiyyër ‘biggish’.

2.2.4.6 Colors and deficiencies
The pattern is CCëC. The plural forms of these 
adjectives differ from one dialect to another: a 
more rural koine will have a plural in CëCCìn: 
kë™lìn ‘black [pl.]’. A more urban one will use 
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the pre-Hilàlì plural form in CùCëC: kù™ël 
‘black [pl.]’, ™ùmë® ‘red [pl.]’, xù�ë® ‘green 
[pl.]’.

2.2.4.7 Elative patterns
The pattern is generally CCëC: kbìr > kbë® 
‘bigger’, ktìr > ktë® ‘more’, with emphatic /®/ 
showing up in the absence of the /ì/: ßÿì® > ßÿë® 
‘smaller’; †wìl > †wël ‘longer’. It is generally 
followed by mën for comparison: kbë® mënni 
‘older/bigger than me’, †wël mënnu ‘taller than 
him’.

With the same meaning, the basic form of the 
adjective with the preposition �la may be used: 
†wìl �lìya ‘taller than him’, kbìr �lìh ‘older/big-
ger than me’. This is propably a calque from a 
Berber construction (see Aguadé and Vicente 
1997).

2.2.5 Numerals

2.2.5.1 wà™ëd, wë™da, wë™dá is used as an 
adjective: �ëndu bënt wë™dá ‘he has only one 
daughter’.

2.2.5.2 Dual vs. žùž (d-ël)+ plural
The dual suffix is -àyn or -àyën. This has very 
restricted usage, in the sense that it is only used 
with nouns of measures of time, distance, and 
weight, of Arabic origin; for example, one finds 
from ®†ël ‘pound’, from ®ë†làyn ‘two pounds’; 
from yùm, yùmàyn ‘two days’; from �àm, 
�àmàyn ‘two years’; from šhë®, šëh®àyn ‘two 
months’; from ùqìya, ùqìytàyn ‘two ounces’, 
from šbër, šëbràyn ‘two spans’. All metric mea-
sures are excluded from the use of the dual, so 
that yi†®u ‘liter’, mì†ë® ‘meter’, kìlu ‘kilo’ do not 
take a dual, but žùž is used instead: žùž kìlu 
‘two kilos’, žùž yi†®u ‘two liters’.

2.2.5.3 From 3 to 10
There are two paradigms, one for nouns of 
measure, the other for all other nouns. The 
nouns of measure are those which take the 
dual suffix (see 2.2.5.2). These form a special 
paradigm using the reduced invariable form 
CëCC of the numeral. All other nouns use an 
analytic construction with the particle d, very 
similar to the one expressing possession (see 
Table 3).

Table 3. Numerals from 3 to 10

Noun Short form 
(measure) 

Analytic 
construction 

tlàta tëlt iyyàm tlàta d-ëlktùb 
a®b�a ~ ®ëb�a ®ëb� iyyàm ®ëb�a d-ëlktùb 
xëmsa xëms iyyàm xëmsa d-ëlktùb 
sëtta sëtt iyyàm sëtta d-ëlktùb 
sëb�a sëb� iyyàm sëb�a d-ëlktùb 
tmënya tëmn iyyàm tmënya d-ëlktùb 
tës�ùd tës� iyyàm tës�a d-ëlktùb 
�ëš®a �ëš® iyyàm �ëš®a d-ëlktùb 

This analytic construction is peculiar to Moroc-
can Arabic. Another peculiarity is the taboo 
on the form tës�a lit. ‘let him beg!’, which is 
replaced by a longer form tës�ùd, probably 
from the root s-�-d ‘happy’.

2.2.5.4 From 11 to 19
The isolated form has lost the /�/ and the final /®/ 
(*xëmsët �ašë® > *xmëst�ëš® > xmës†àš ‘fifteen’), 
the emphatic quality of which is still present 
in /†/, which harks back to the feminine suffix 
*at: ™�àš, †nàš, tël†àš, ®bë�†àš, xmës†àš, së††aš, 
sbë�†àš, tmën†àš, tsë�†àš.

There are two tendencies: one is to expand 
this short form by -ël, the /l/ of which represents 
the former final /®/ of �ëš® (-ën and -ë® can be 
found in this case elsewhere in the Maghreb), 
e.g. ™�àšël yùm ‘eleven days’,

xmës†àšël yùm ‘fifteen days’
së††àšël yùm ‘sixteen days’

The other tendency is to use the same paradigm 
as for the numbers between 3 and 10, i.e., by 
connecting the above numerals with the plural 
form of the noun, which leads to construction 
such as †nàš d-ël-ktùb.

2.2.5.5 Higher numbers
20–99: The counted noun is in the singular; the 
nouns are �ëšrìn, tëltìn, ®ëb�ìn, xëmsìn, sëttìn, 
sëb�ìn, tmànìn, tës�ìn as in ®ëb�ìn ktàb ‘forty 
books’. Units precede the tens: wà™ëd u tëltìn 
‘thirty-one’, xëmsa u xëmsìn ktàb ‘fifty-five 
books’.

100: mya > myàt before a singular noun: 
myàt �àm ‘a hundred years’, myàt ktàb ‘a hun-
dred books’.
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200 > 900: mya remains in the singular.
1,000 > 9,000: ±alf is converted into the plu-

ral alàf.
The paradigms are constructed like nouns of 

measure (see 2.2.5.3); the counted noun is always 
in the singular: tëlt myàt ktàb; tëlt alàf ktàb.

Table 4. Hundreds and thousands

myatàyn alfàyn
tëlt mya tëlt alàf
®ëb� mya ®ëb� alàf 
xëms mya xëms alàf 
sëtt mya sëtt alàf 
sëb� mya sëb� alàf
tëmn mya tëmn alàf 
tës� mya tës� alàf 
�ëš® mya �ëš® alàf 

2.2.5.6 Ordinal numbers
These are usually formed with the pattern 
CàCëC, tàni, tàlët, sàtët, etc., which is applied 
to the numbers 11 and 12 as well: ™àdëš 
‘eleventh’, †ànëš ‘twelfth’. For the rest of the 
paradigm, the isolated form is used: xmës†àš 
‘fifteenth’, �ëšrìn ‘twentieth’.

2.2.5.7 Count nouns
For collectives or small elements, ™ëbba is 
used to indicate the unit: ™ëbba d-ëžžëlbàna ‘a 
green pea’, ™ëbba d-ëzzìtùn ‘one olive’, ™ëbba 
d-ëlmël™a ‘one grain of salt’.

2.2.6 Verb

2.2.6.1 Forms

2.2.6.1.1 Form I
In Form I the two short vowels /ë/ and /»/ of 
Moroccan Arabic often distinguish between 
perfect and imperfect, as in skët/yësk»t ‘to shut 
up’, šxë®/yëšx»® ‘to snore’; on the other hand, 
one finds ktëb/yëktëb ‘to write’, sxëf/yësxëf ‘to 
pass out’.

2.2.6.1.2 Derived Forms
Form XI replaces Form IX and has an inchoative 
meaning; the pattern is CCàC, with some cases 
of CCëC: ÿlà� ‘to become thick’, ßÿà® ‘to become 
small’, smàn ‘to become fat’, †wàl ‘to grow’, but, 
on the other hand, kbër ‘to get old’.

The derived Forms are given in Table 5.

Table 5. Derived Forms

II CëCCëC/yCëCCëC: �ëllëm/y�ëllëm ‘to 
teach’

III CàCëC/yCàCëC: fà®ëq/yfà®ëq ‘to leave’ 

V tCëCCëC/ 
yëtCëCCëC: 

t�ëllëm/yët�ëllëm ‘to 
learn’ 

VI tCàCëC/yëtCàCëC: tfà®ëq/yëtfà®ëq ‘to be 
separated’ 

The prefix for the passive Form VII is t- in 
the koine, but there are dialectal cases of n-, 
tn-, and nt- (see Aguadé a.o. 1995). This t- 
prefix becomes ttë- when the stem starts with 
a consonant cluster: ttë-ktëb, t-këtbët ‘it was 
written’. There are only a few items of Form 
VIII with a -t- infix: ™tàž ‘to need’, htëmm ‘to 
be interested in’.

Form II has the usual factitive, intensive, and 
denominative functions; Form V is reflexive, 
Form VI reciprocal.

2.2.6.2 Inflection of imperfect and perfect

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect 

singular plural 

3rd masc. yëktëb ykëtbu 
3rd fem. tëktëb 
2nd masc. tëktëb tkëtbu 
2nd fem. tkëtbi 
1st nëktëb nkëtbu 

The prefixes ka- and/or ta- express for all per-
sons habit, repetition, concomitance, generality: 
ka-yëktëb ‘he is writing, he writes, usually or 
habitually’, see 2.3.3.1.

singular plural

3rd masc. ka-yëktëb ka-ykëtbu
3rd fem. ka-tëktëb
2nd masc. ka-tëktëb ka-tkëtbu
2nd fem. ka-tkëtbi
1st ka-nëktëb ka-nkëtbu 

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect
Moroccan Arabic does not make gender dis-
tinction in the 2nd person singular of the 
perfect.
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singular plural 

3rd masc. ktëb këtbu 
3rd fem. këtbët 
2nd masc./fem. ktëbti ktëbtu (pre-Hilàlì -tìw) 
1st ktëbt ktëbna 

2.2.6.3 Participles
In general, the active participle of Form I is 
CàCëC šà®ëb ‘having drunk’, fàhëm ‘having 
understood’, but there are some exceptions 
where the pattern CëC2C2àC is used, e.g. xëd-
dàm ‘working’.

Derived Forms: The active and passive parti-
ciples of Forms II and V, and Forms II and VI 
are the same, e.g. m�ëllëm ‘having taught, hav-
ing learned’ (active and passive participle of the 
two verbs �ëllëm ‘to teach’ and t�ëllëm ‘learn’); 
mßàlë™ ‘having reconciled [trans. or reflex.]’: 
(active and passive participle of the two verbs 
ßàlë™ and tßàlë™). In  verbal usage, the feminine 
suffix is -a, and suffixes are added with length-
ening of the -a as in mßëbbnàh»m ‘I/you [fem.] 
have washed them’.

2.2.6.4 Verbal nouns
Among the verbal nouns, one must distinguish 
between the abstract noun naming the activity, 
and the name of an individual action, usually 
marked by the suffix -a, e.g., both të™mìm ‘the 
action of going to the public bath, of having a 
bath’ and të™mìma ‘a bath, a session at the pub-
lic bath’ are derived from the verb t™ëmmëm ‘to 
go to the public bath, to have a bath’. Irregular 
is the verb kla ‘to eat’ with the verbal noun 
màkla.

2.2.6.4.1 Form I
Regular verbs: The most common types of ver-
bal nouns derived from verbs CCëC are CëCC, 
CCìC, CCàC.

i. CëCC (CCëC-a for the nomen vicis). The 
position of the ë distinguishes between verb 
and nominal: frëq ‘to separate’ > fërq ‘dif-
ference’; ž®ë™ ‘to wound’ > žë®™ ‘wound’; 
†®ëz ‘to embroider’ > †ë®z ‘an embroider-
ing’. For geminated verbs in CëC2C2, 

the 
verbal noun has the same form (šëkk ‘to 
doubt; doubt [noun]’, hërr ‘to tickle; tickle 
[noun]’).

ii. CCìC: ÿsël > ÿsìl ‘washing’; nbë™ > nbì™ 
‘barking’; š®ëb > š®ìb ‘drinking’.

iii. CCàC: lbës > lbàs ‘clothing, clothes’; drës > 
dràs ‘threshing’.

2.2.6.4.2 Derived Forms
Forms II and V: CëC2C2ëC/tCëCCëC. The ver-
bal noun has the pattern tëCCìC or tëCCàC; 
sometimes both forms exist: bëddël > tëbdàl/
tëbdìl ‘change’; t™ëmmëm > të™mìm ‘having a 
bath’; ßëbbën > tëßbìn ‘laundry’; fëttët > tëftàt 
‘the act of crumbling’.

Forms III and VI: CàCëC/tCàCëC have a 
verbal noun with the pattern mCàCC-a: gàbël 
> mgàbla ‘the act of taking care’, ™àwël > 
m™àwla ‘an attempt’, t�ànëq > m�ànqa ‘a hug’, 
làqa > mlàqya ‘a gathering’.

Forms IX or XI; CCàC have a verbal noun 
with the pattern CCìC: ßÿà® > ßÿ»® ‘the fact 
of being small, youth’; tqàl > tq»l ‘the fact of 
being heavy; weight’.

2.2.7 Weak verbs

2.2.7.1 Geminated verbs
dëkk/ydëkk ‘to tramp down’ and këbb/yk»bb 
‘to pour’

2.2.7.1.1 Imperfect of geminated verbs

singular plural 

3rd masc. ydëkk/yk»bb ydëkku/yk»bbu 
3rd fem. tdëkk/tk»bb 
2nd masc. tdëkk/tk»bb tdëkku/tk»bbu 
2nd fem. tdëkki/tk»bbi 
1st ndëkk/nk»bb ndëkku/nk»bbu 

2.2.7.1.2 Perfect of geminated verbs

singular plural

3rd masc. dëkk/k»bb dëkku/k»bbu
3rd fem. dëkkàt/k»bbàt
2nd masc./fem. dëkkìti/k»bbìti dëkkìtu/

k»bbìtu
1st dëkkìt/k»bbìt dëkkìna/

k»bbìna

Imperative sg.
 pl.

 dëkk dëkki  
dëkku

k»bb k»bbi 
k»bbu

Participles dàkk kàbb

2.2.7.2 Verbs I±
The perfect of the verbs I± has merged with that 
of the verbs IIIy, e.g. kla/yàk»l ‘to eat’, xda/
yàx»d ‘to take’, whereas in the active participle 
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/±/ is replaced by /w/: wàkël. The imperative 
follows the paradigm of verbs IIw: kùl ‘eat!’. 
Like the participle, Form II replaces initial /±/ by 
/w/: wëkkël/ywëkkël ‘to feed’, active participle 
mwëkkël.

2.2.7.2.1 Imperfect of the verbs I±

singular plural

3rd masc. yàk»l yàklu
3rd fem. tàk»l
2nd masc. tàk»l tàklu
2nd fem. tàkwli
1st nàk»l nàklu

2.2.7.2.2 Perfect of the verbs I±

singular plural 

3rd masc. kla klàw 
3rd fem. klàt 
2nd masc./fem. klìti klìtu 
1st klìt klìna 

Imperative sg.
 pl.

kùl kùli 
kùlu

xùd xùdi 
xùdu

Participles sg.
 pl.

wàkël wàkla 
wàklìn

wàxëd  wàxda
wàxdìn

2.2.7.3 Verbs Iw
wqëf/yëwqëf~yùqëf ‘to stand, stop’

2.2.7.3.1 Imperfect of verbs Iw

singular plural

3rd masc. yùqëf yùqfu
3rd fem. tùqëf
2nd masc. tùqëf tùqfu
2nd fem. tùqfi
1st nùqëf nùqfu

2.2.7.3.2 Perfect of verbs Iw

singular plural 

3rd masc. wqëf wëqfu 
3rd fem. wëqfët 
2nd masc./fem. wqëfti wqëftu 
1st wqëft wqëfna 

Imperative wqëf wëqfi wëqfu
Participle wàqëf wàqfa wàqfìn

2.2.7.4 Verbs IIw/y
dàr/ydìr ‘to do’, gàl/ygùl ‘to say’, bàt/ybàt ‘to 
spend the night’

2.2.7.4.1 Imperfect of verbs IIw/y

singular plural

3rd masc. ydìr/ygùl/
ybàt

ydìru/ygùlu/
ybàtu

3rd fem. tdìr/tgùl/tbàt
2nd masc. tdìr/tgùl/tbàt tdìru/tgùlu/tbàtu
2nd fem. tdìri/tgùli/tbàti
1st ndìr/ngùl/

nbàt
ndìru/ngùlu/
nbàtu

2.2.7.4.2 Perfect of verbs IIw/y

singular plural 

3rd masc. dàr/gàl/bàt dàru/gàlu/bàtu 
3rd fem. dàrët/gàlët/bàtët 
2nd masc./
fem. 

dërti/g»lti/
bëtti 

dërtu/g»ltu/
bëttu 

1st dërt/g»lt/
bëtt 

dërna/g»lna/
bëtna 

Imperative dìr/gùl/bàt
Participles dàyër/gàyël/bàyët

The derived forms take the endings of the verbs 
IIIy: 1.sg. VIII: ®tà™ìt ‘I took a rest’.

2.2.7.5 Verbs IIIy
There are three types: a- type and i- type, which 
are very productive, and u- type, represented by 
only one verb (™ba/yë™bu ‘to crawl’). The para-
digm has been entirely renovated: nsa/yënsa 
‘to forget’, mša/yëmši ‘to leave’, ™ba/yë™bu ‘to 
crawl’.

2.2.7.5.1 Imperfect of verbs IIIy

singular plural

3rd masc. yënsa/yëmši/yë™bu yënsàw/yëmšìw/
yë™bu

3rd fem. tënsa/tëmši/të™bu
2nd 
masc.

tënsa/tëmši/të™bu tënsàw/tëmšìw/
të™bu

2nd fem. tënsày/tëmši/të™bu
1st nënsa/nëmši/

në™bu
nënsàw/nëmšìw/
në™bu
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2.2.7.5.2 Perfect of verbs IIIy

singular plural

3rd masc. nsa/mša/
™ba

nsàw/mšàw/
™bàw

3rd fem. nsàt/mšàt/™bàt
2nd masc./
fem.

nsìti/mšìti/
™bìti

nsìtu/mšìtu/
™bìtu

1st nsìt/mšìt/
™bìt

nsìna/
mšìna/™bìna

Imperative nsa, nsày, nsàw
sìr, sìri, sìru is used instead of 
mši, mšìw 
™bu

Participles nàsi, nàsya, nàsyìn

2.2.7.6 Irregular verbs
dda/yëddi ‘to take away’, ža/yži ‘to come’

2.2.7.6.1 Imperfect

singular plural

3rd masc. yëddi/yži yëddìw/yžìw
3rd fem. tëddi/tži 
2nd masc./fem. tëddi/tži tëddìw/tžìw 
1st nëddi/nži nëddìw/

nžìw

2.2.7.6.2 Perfect 

singular plural 

3rd masc. dda/ža ddàw/žàw 
3rd fem. ddàt/žàt
2nd masc./fem. ddìti/žìti ddìtu/žìtu
1st ddìt/žìt ddìna/žìna

Imperative ddi ddìw aži, ažìw 
Participles ddày ddàya 

ddàyìn, žày žàya 
žàyìn

2.2.8 Quadriradical verbs
Reduplication: kë®kë® ‘to pack up hurriedly’, 
bë£bë£ ‘to mutter’, bëlbël ‘to talk fluently’, 
zë�zë� ‘to wobble’, 	ë�	ë� ‘to yell’. The fourth 
radical is often š, ß, †, l, t, e.g. zëÿ®ë†/yzëÿ®ë† 
‘to ululate’.

2.2.8.1 Imperfect of quadriradical verbs

singular plural

3rd masc. yzë�zë� yëz�ëz�u 
3rd fem. tzë�zë� 
2nd masc. tzë�zë� tëz�ëz�u
2nd fem. tëz�ëz�i 
1st nzë�zë� nëz�ëz�u

2.2.8.2 Perfect of quadriradical verbs

singular plural

3rd masc. zë�zë� z�ëz�u
3rd fem. z�ëz�àt ~ z�ëz�ët
2nd masc./fem. zë�zë�ti zë�zë�tu
1st zë�zë�t zë�zë�na

Imperative zë�zë� z�ëz�i z�ëz�u
Participles mzë�zë� mzë�z�a 

mzë�z�ìn

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase

2.3.1.1 Definiteness
The article ël- expresses definiteness (see Cau-
bet 1993, 1983).

2.3.1.2 Expressions of indefiniteness and 
specificity
Two quantifiers are very often used in Moroc-
can Arabic to increase the determination some-
what; one is derived from the numeral wà™ëd: 
wà™ëd-ëlwëld ‘a boy’, the other from the word 
*šay ‘thing’ > ši wëld ‘a boy, some boy’ (see 
2.2.3); hàd-ëlwëld ‘this boy’; ™àža ‘thing’ > ši 
™àža ‘something’.

2.3.1.3 Construct state: Types
The � construct state is restricted to certain 
domains (see Harrell 1962:191–200): constructs 
in which the first term is an adjective: byë� 
ëlwžëh ‘whitefaced’; body parts, used literally 
or metaphorically: ®às ëššhë® ‘the first day of 
the month’, �»nq ë®®àžël ‘the man’s neck’; kin-
ship terms: bënt �ammi ‘my cousin’, wlàd ënnàs 
‘people’s children’; expressions using mùl (lit. 
‘owner’): mùl ëddžàž ‘the chicken seller’, mùl 
ëddà® ‘the master of the house’, mùl ël™ànùt 
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‘the shopkeeper’; and finally a series of set 
expressions, e.g.: bàb ëddà® ‘the main door’, 
klàm ënnàs ‘what people say’.

2.3.1.4 Quantifiers
‘all, every’ is expressed by k»ll as elsewhere; it 
may be postposed: ënnàs k»llh»m/k»llha ‘all 
the people’.

‘some’: ši nàs ‘some people’
‘little’: šwìya d-ëlma ‘a little water’
‘a lot’: bëzzàf d-ëlma ‘a lot of water’

2.3.1.5 Relative clauses
When the antecedent is definite, lli usually 
introduces the relative clause, as in ëlktàb ëlli 
šrìt ‘the book I bought’; with an indefinite 
antecedent, an asyndetic relative clause fol-
lows: wà™ëd ëlbënt š»ftha ëlbàrë™ ‘a girl I saw 
yesterday’.

2.3.2 Verbal phrase
A direct object introduced by fì expresses dura-
tion, as in ëlbëg®a katàk»l f ërrbì� ‘the cow is 
eating grass’, but this is marked as more Bed-
ouin speech. Pronominal indirect objects are 
suffixed to the verb by means of the preposition 
l or li: gàl-l-u or gàl-lì-h (Casablanca). Direct 
and indirect suffixes may be combined: ma-ka-
ygùl-hà-lh»m-š ‘he does not say it to them’.

2.3.3 Verbal aspect; time and tense

2.3.3.1 Aspectualizers
ka- ~ ta- serve as aspectualizers with a global 
imperfect meaning, compatible with general-
ity, repetition, and concomitance (see Caubet 
1993: II). Concomitance can also be marked 
by xëddàm ~ gàlës, as in xëddàm kayàk»l ‘he 
is busy eating’ (Caubet 1996a). Some people 
tend to use only ka-. In Fes, the same speaker 
can alternate between ka- and ta-. Old families 
from Fes use mostly ta-.

2.3.3.2 Future-intent prefixes
The future-intent prefix is ÿàdi, as in ÿàdi yži 
‘he’ll come’, which can be reduced to ÿa as in 
ÿa yži ‘he will come’, ma-ÿa-yži-š ‘he won’t 
come’.

2.3.3.3 Use of active participle
The meaning of the active participle depends on 
the semantics of the verb. In particular, verbs 

of movement and position of the body form 
a class on their own (Caubet 1991, 1993: II), 
the participle of which has a concomitant and 
prospective aspectual value: žày ‘he’s coming’, 
fìn màšyìn ÿëdda ‘where are you going tomor-
row?’, wëldëk nà�ës ‘your son is asleep’. With 
verbs not belonging to this group, the participle 
has resultative value (present perfect): mßëbbna 
ël™wàyëj ‘I/you/she [fem.] have/has washed the 
clothes’, qàri ‘he can read and write’, wàkla 
‘I’ve [fem.] already eaten’.

2.3.3.4 Auxiliaries
Auxiliaries expressing durativity, intent, wishes, 
and so on include bda ‘to start’, bqa ‘to go on’, 
®žë� ‘to do again’, mabqaš ‘to be no longer’, ma 
zàl (fem. ma zàla, pl. ma zàlu) ‘to continue’.

2.3.3.5 Use of periphrastic narratives
The use of ža as a periphrastic narrative is com-
mon in Moroccan Arabic: ža hùwa gàllu lit. 
‘he came he told him’ > ‘then he told him’ (see 
Caubet 1995a).

2.3.4 Word order
The normal word order is SVO for proposi-
tions, but VSO in subordinate clauses and 
with some interrogatives (see Caubet 1993: II). 
Interrogatives generally introduce the sentence: 
fìn mšìti ‘where did you go?’, šnu bÿìti ‘what 
do you want?’, fùqàš mša ëlwëld ‘when did the 
boy leave?’. The grade adverb bëzzàf may fol-
low a noun, as in ëlma bëzzàf ‘a lot of water’, 
hùwa qßìr bëzzàf ‘he is very short’.

2.3.5 Agreement/concord
There is agreement in gender (sg.) or number 
(pl.). Examples (within the noun phrase) are: 
ëlbënt ëßßÿì®a ‘the little girl’. There is gener-
ally no gender distinction for the plural of 
adjectives: ëlbnàt ~ lùlàd ëßßÿà® ‘the little girls 
~ boys’. Human and nonhuman take plural 
agreement: ësskàkën ëlkbà® ‘the big knives’, 
ë††ùmùbìlàt ëlkbà® ‘the big cars’, ùlàdëk ma 
zàlìn ßÿà® ‘your children are still small’. Within 
the verb phrase: ë††ùmùbìlàt ëžždàd kayžrìw 
ktì® mën ëlqdàm ‘the new cars go faster than 
the old ones’. Reference by pronouns: ënnàs lli 
ma kan�ërfùh»mš ‘the people we do not know’. 
Bedouin dialects and Casablanca mark concord 
for plurals of human groups in the feminine sin-
gular: ënnàs k»llha katëbÿi ëll™ëm ‘everybody 
likes meat’.
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2.3.6 Existential sentences
kàyën and its negation ma kàyënš serve as 
markers of the existential; a definite subject is 
possible: kàyën ëlma ‘there is water’; ma kàyënš 
ëlma ‘there is no water’.

2.3.7 Conditional sentences
The marker for the realis is mainly ìla, e.g. 
ìla ža dàba, dàba ‘if he comes right now’. For 
the irrealis there are many markers, all with 
the same usage: lùkàn, ùka kàn, kùn, kùkàn, 
kùn kàn, e.g. lùkàn ža ‘if he came’, ‘if he had 
come’.

2.3.8 £àl- sentences
£àl- sentences have the usual form w + subject 
+ predicate, as in hàdi sà�a w-àna kantsënna ‘I 
have been waiting for an hour’, hàdi sà�a wë-
hwa nà�ës ‘he’s been asleep for an hour’.

3. L e x i c o n

There are many loanwords from Berber,  
Romance languages (probably very old), the 
lingua franca, Valencian, Catalan, Venetian, 
Sicilian, and others. (see Lévy 1990: V, VI). 
More recent loanwords come from French 
(� French loanwords) and Spanish, especially 
for all technical terms. They are used for neolo-
gisms: French prise > p/brìz; French téléphone > 
tilìfòn; for all car parts, e.g. French frein > f®ìn, 
pot d’échappement > šàkma, code de la route > 
kùdlàrù† (see Heath 1989). When their pattern 
is compatible with Moroccan words, and when 
they are well integrated, they form a broken 
plural, e.g. qàmìža ‘shirt’, pl. qwàmëž; tënbë® 
‘stamp’, pl. tnàbë®.
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Morocco

1 .  S t u d i e s  o n  M o r o c c a n 
 d i a l e c t s

1.1 Modern research on Moroccan Arabic is 
more than two centuries old: the first grammar 
of a Moroccan dialect was published in the year 
1800 in Vienna (Dombay 1800). But it was at 
the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 
20th century that publications on Moroccan 
dialects increased (Lerchundi 1872, 1892; 
Marçais 1911; Kampffmeyer 1912). During 
the French-Spanish Protectorate (1912–1956), 
some of the most important works on Moroccan 
dialectology were published (see, for instance, 
Brunot 1931–1952; Colin 1921, 1955; Destaing 
1937; Lévi-Provençal 1922; Loubignac 1952; 
Mercier 1951; Singer 1958a, and 1958b). In 
the years following independence, publications 
decreased rapidly (one exception being Harrell 
1962, 1966), and only at the end of the 
1980s did interest in Moroccan dialects and 
sociolinguistics begin to rise again, resulting in 
a considerable number of new studies (Stillman 
1988; Youssi 1992; Caubet 1993; Durand 
1994; Aguadé and Elyaacoubi 1995; Ishihara 
2000; Vicente 2000; etc.).

A small but very useful dialectal atlas has 

been published by Heath (2002), and Peter 
Behnstedt is now working on a regional atlas for 
northern Morocco (Behnstedt 2002; Behnstedt 
and Benabbou 2005; Behnstedt 2005).

1.2 In spite of the existing body of publications, 
research on Moroccan dialects is still far from 
complete, and for large areas (mainly in eastern 
and southern Morocco), data are still very 
scarce.

2 .  L a n g u a g e s  s p o k e n  i n 
M o r o c c o

2.1 The kingdom of Morocco has, according 
to the last census, an estimated population of 
32 million inhabitants (July 2004).

In Morocco, there are two vernacular 
languages: Arabic and �� Berber. No official 
data are available concerning the number of 
Berber speakers, but according to some scholars, 
they may represent between 35 percent and 40 
percent of the whole population. In any case, 
due to the rapid increase of migration from 
rural to urban areas, Berber is in regression: 
its low social prestige leads Berber speakers 
to speak Moroccan Arabic more than their 
mother tongue, for integrative purposes (Ennaji 
2005:78). 

2.2 In outline, Berber is spoken in the Rif 
Mountains (Tarifit), in the Middle Atlas (Tama-
zight), and in a vast area between the High 
Atlas and the edges of the Sahara (Tashelhit: 
in the Sous, Draa and Dades Valley, Tafilalt, 
Antiatlas, with some Arabic language islands 
like Skura in the Dades or Oulad Tayma in the 
Sous). 

3 .  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s  o f 
M o r o c c o 

3.1 Little is known about the linguistic 
situation in the country prior to the arrival 
of the Arabs. Berber was the mother tongue 
of the majority of the population, and in the 
north (in the former Mauretania Tingitana) a 
Romance language was also spoken in some 
major urban centers like Tangier, Ceuta, Sala, 
Volubilis, etc.

The Arabization of Morocco was the result 
of two waves: first, the Islamic conquest in the 
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7th century C.E., and second, the arrival of the 
Banù Hilàl in the 12th century.

From a diachronical point of view, there 
are therefore two different groups of Arabic 
dialects in Morocco: pre-Hilalian and Hilalian 
dialects.

3.2 To the pre-Hilalian group belong all 
dialects which arose after the Arab conquest in 
the 7th century: it seems that in the first centuries 
after the Islamic conquest the Arabization was 
quite superficial, and Arabic was spoken only 
in the most important cities; the rest of the 
country continued using Berber or a Romance 
language (Lévy 1998). Dialects belonging to 
this type are those spoken in the mountains of 
Jebala, in the traditional towns (like Tangier, 
Tetouan, Chaouen, Fes, Sefrou, Rabat, etc.), 
and all Jewish dialects.

3.3 The Hilalian dialects came to the country 
with the Banù Hilàl (Banù Sulaym and Banù 
Ma�qil) tribes, which emigrated from Arabia to 
Egypt and North Africa and eventually arrived 
in Morocco in the 12th century.

To the Hilalian type belongs � £assàniyya, 
the dialect spoken in southern Morocco and in 
Mauritania.

3.4 A broad classification of Moroccan was 
made first by Colin (1986) and then completed, 
with more data, by Heath (2002:2–12). Accord-
ing to Heath, Moroccan dialects can be classified 
in the following categories:

i. The northern type (sedentary, pre-Hilalian): 
dialects of Tangier, Tetouan, Jbala, ancient 
medina of Rabat, Fes, Sefrou, Taza, etc.

ii. The central type (Hilalian, sedentary, rural): 
dialects of Oujda, Atlantic coast south of 
Rabat, Casablanca, rural dialects around 
Fes and Sidi Kasem, Atlantic coast south 
of Casablanca, El Jadida, Essaouira, Marra-
kech, Skura, etc. Due to the increasing 
influence of Casablanca (economic pole and 
biggest city in the kingdom) and migration 
of speakers of rural dialects to the most 
important urban centers, this type is now 
the most widespread in Morocco.

iii. The Saharan type (Hilalian, Bedouin but 
now sedentary): � £assàniyya in Saharan 

towns like Mhamid, Tata, Goulimine, 
Bedouin dialects like that of the Z�ìr in the 
plains between Rabat and Casablanca.

iv. The Jewish dialects (pre-Hilalian, sedentary): 
dialects of the Jewish communities in 
the traditional Moroccan towns. Almost 
all Jewish dialects have now disappeared 
in Morocco due to emigration to Israel, 
Europe, and America. 

4 .  P h o n e t i c s

4.1 Vowels

From a phonological point of view, Moroccan 
dialects show two vocalic systems.

4.1.1 By far the most common vocalic system 
in the Moroccan dialects (Hilalian and pre-
Hilalian) shows three long and two short 
vowels:

/à/  /ì/  /ù/
 /ë/    /u/ 

4.1.2 In such dialects, [a, ã] are merely 
allophones of /ë/ in contact with opening 
phonemes like /™/, /x/, /�/, /q/, etc.: xëmsa 
[xamsa] ‘five’, qëlb [qãlb] ‘heart’, �ënd [�ënd] 
‘at, with, near’. In the same contexts /u/ has 
the allophone [�, o]: wëqt [w�qt] ‘time’. There 
is no /i/ in such dialects: [i, i] are allophones 
of /i/ in contact with /y/: zëyynu [zijjnu] ‘they 
adorned’, xëyyë† [xijjë
] ‘he sewed’, yëktëb 
[jiktëb] ‘he will write’.

4.1.3 Allophones of the three long vowels 
are:

/à/: [æ:] in plain contexts, e.g. šàfu [�æ1fu] 
‘they saw’; [a1, ã1] in contact with pharyngeal, 
uvular, and pharyngealized consonants, e.g. 
xàla [xa1la] ‘maternal aunt’, b™àl [bÓa1l] ‘like’, 
qà�i [qã1íi] ‘judge’. 
/ì/: [i1] in plain contexts, e.g. zìt [zi1t] ‘oil’; [i1, 
e1] in contact with pharyngeal, uvular, and 
pharyngealized consonants, e.g. �ìn [�e1n] ‘eye’, 
ßìf [ßi1f] ‘summer’.
/ù/: [u1] in plain contexts, e.g. žùž [Àu1À] ‘two’; 
[�1, o1] in contact with pharyngeal, uvular, 
and pharyngealized consonants, e.g. ßùq [ß�1q] 
‘market’, qùq e.g. [qo1q] ‘artichoke’.
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4.1.4 Examples of vowel oppositions are:

/ë/ vs. /u/: mëdd ‘hold out!’ vs. mudd ‘container 
used for measuring grain’, ™ëbb ‘he kissed’ vs. 
™ubb ‘love’.
/ë/ (= [a]) vs. /à/: xëmsa [xamsa] ‘five’ vs. xàmsa 
[xa1msa] ‘fifth [fem.]’, ™mëq [Ómãq] ‘crazy’ vs. 
™màq [Ómã1q] ‘he became crazy’, k™ël [kÓal] 
‘black’ vs. k™àl [kÓa1l] ‘he turned black’.
/u/ vs. /ù/: dxul ‘enter!’ vs. dxùl ‘entrance’.

4.1.5 The second system has been documented 
only in some north-eastern Hilalian dialects (to 
the north of Debdou and south of Oujda), 
classified as types B and C by Behnstedt and 
Benabbou (2005:17–19).

It shows three long and three short vowels 
(whose phonetic realizations are the same as 
those described above):

/à/ /ì/ /ù/ 
/a/ /ë/ /u/

4.1.6 Examples of vowel oppositions in these 
dialects are:

/a/ vs. /ë/: ™anna ‘grandmother’ vs. ™ënna 
‘henna’, ™ažž ‘he made the pilgrimage’ vs. ™ëžž 
‘make the pilgrimage!’.
/a/ vs. /u/: dagg ‘he pulverized’ vs. dugg 
‘pulverize!’, ®ašš ‘he sprinkled’ vs. ®ušš 
‘sprinkle!’.
/ë/ vs. /u/: skët ‘he shut up’ vs. skut ‘shut up!’, 
xrëž ‘he got out’ vs. xruž ‘go out!’.

4.1.7 The short diphthongs *-aw and *-ay 
of Classical Arabic are generally preserved in 
northern and Jbala dialects as well as in some 
(Hilalian) Bedouin dialects (Z�ìr): examples 
from Anjra are *yawm > yawm ‘day’, *nawba 
> nawba ‘time, turn’, *law™a > law™a ‘wooden 
tablet’ (Vicente 2000:34).

In most Moroccan dialects (for instance 
Rabat, Casablanca, Fes, Marrakech), though, 
such diphthongs are monophthongized.

4.1.8 Common to all Moroccan dialects is 
that short vowels do not occur in open syllables 
or word-finally: *daxaltu > dxëlt ‘I entered’, 
*fahima > fhëm ‘he understood’, *madìna > 
mdìna ‘town’, *†arìq > †®ìq ‘way’. In order to 
avoid the occurrence of a short vowel in an 

open syllable, vowel elision and metathesis take 
place: ßàfë® ‘he traveled’ > ßàf®u ‘they traveled’, 
këmmël ‘he finished’ > këmmlu ‘they finished’, 
ktëf ‘shoulder’ > këtfi ‘my shoulder’, š®ëb ‘he 
drank’ > šë®bu ‘they drank’ (Aguadé 2003a:95, 
99).

4.1.9 Stress is not a distinctive feature: con-
cerning its position some rules can be found for 
isolated words (see for instance Durand 1994:47–
48), but in a phrase it is absolutely free. 

4.1.10 The question about the existence 
of quantity opposition in Moroccan dialects 
is a controversial one: most scholars accept 
its existence, others, however, simply deny 
it. According to Heath, there is no length 
opposition in northern and Jbala dialects, but 
it is present in other, central and southern, 
dialects (Heath 2002:188–189).

In two recent articles, Behnstedt has defended, 
with strong arguments, quantity opposition in 
Moroccan, pointing out that long vowels in 
such dialects are as long as in Oriental dialects 
(Behnstedt and Benabbou 2002:62; Behnstedt 
2004:53).

In any case, even if it is true that quantity 
opposition is not very functional in Moroccan 
dialects due to the general loss of vowels, an 
important number of minimal pairs can easily 
be found. 

4.2 Consonants

4.2.1 *b: reflexes of *b are [ß] and œ. In 
northern dialects, [ß] appears in intervocalic 
position: bìbàn > bìßàn ‘doors’, bìbi > bìßi 
‘turkey’ (Vicente 2000:38). œ appears in pharyn-
gealized contexts: �®ëb > �®ëœ ‘he beat’. 

There are some examples of the shift *b > m: 
mašà > bša ‘he went’ (dialect of the Z�ìr), m�a 
bën ‘with whom?’, dyàl bën ‘whose?’ (dialect 
of Chaouen). 

4.2.2 *�, *�, *Ú: reflexes of the interdentals 
*�, *�, and *Ú are respectively t (†), d(�), and � 
in the majority of the Moroccan dialects: *�là�a 
> tlàta ‘three’, *�a�lab > të�lëb ‘fox’, *burÿù� > 
bë®ÿùt ‘flea’, *�awr > tùr > †ù® ‘bull’, *�ahab > 
dhëb ‘gold’, *hà�à > hàd ‘this’, *ha�ara > hdër 
> h�ë® ‘he spoke’, *�ura > dra > �®a ‘corn’, 
*Úill > Úëll ‘shadow’. 
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The interdentals of Classical Arabic are 
preserved only in £assàniyya and some Bedouin 
dialects like that of the Z�ìr. Examples from the 
dialect of the Z�ìr are *™arrà� > ™ërrà� ‘farmer’, 
*±ak�ar > k�ë® ‘more than’, *�aba™a > �bë™ ‘he 
slaughtered’, *Úalla > Úëll ‘he spent the day’, 
*ÿalìÚ > ÿlìÚ ‘thick’ (Loubignac 1952; Aguadé 
1998:142).

In the dialect of the Z�ìr, the interdental *� has 
a reflex f in cases like *�amma > fëmmàk ‘there’, 
�ànì > fàni ‘also, again’ (Heath 2002:132).

Interdental phonemes in some northern pre-
Hilalian dialects (Chaouen, for instance) are 
secondary (the result of the influence of Berber 
substratum), and they occur only in intervocalic 
or final position: *qàlat > ±àlë� ‘she said’, *zayt 
> zì� ‘oil’, *�là�a > tlàta > tlà�a ‘three’, *ibn 
±àdam > mnà�ëm ‘human being’, *bilà� > blà� 
‘land’ (Moscoso 2003:39–40).

4.2.3 t* is very often affricated and becomes 
[ts]. In pharyngealized contexts it is realized as 
† [
].

4.2.4 *j: reflexes of *j in contact with sibilants 
are deaffricated to d or g, e.g.*ja™š > dë™š 
‘young donkey’, *jàza > gàz ~ dàz ‘he passed 
[by]’ (Heath 2002:136–138). In most dialects, 
*j is pronounced as ž (= [À]). In northern 
and Jbala dialects, *j is pronounced as [dÀ] 
if geminated or in contact with n or r: jjbël 
‘the mountain’, jjìràn ‘the neighbors’, šfënj 
‘doughnut’, but in other positions it is realized 
as ž (Vicente 2000:45). The shift ž > z is very 
common in Jewish dialects: ìbël > zbël (Heath 
2000:132–133). 

4.2.5 *l: In some dialects of the Tafilalt valley 
(Igli/Igni, Zrigat), *l is pronounced as n: nxël > 
nxën ‘palm trees’, tà-ngùlu > tà-ngùnu ‘we say’ 
(probably Berber influence: Behnstedt 2004). 
In other dialects, the shift *l > n in cases 
like *silsila > sënsla ‘chain’ or zilzàl > zënzàl 
‘earthquake’ is very common. 

4.2.6 *k: is pronounced as t in the Jewish 
dialect of Tafilalt: lkëlb > ltëlb ‘the dog’ (Heath 
2002:140). Reflexes of *k are [ç] and sometimes 
[x] in northern and Jbala dialects. Examples: 
*yàkul > yàçul ‘he will eat’, *±akaltu > klìt > çlìt 

‘I ate’, *k�ar > xtë® ‘more’ (Heath 2002:140–
141). 

4.2.7 *r is very often realized as a pharyn-
gealized ® (see below, 4.2.10). In some pre-
Hilalian dialects (Fes, Tetouan, Chaouen, 
Taza), *r is realized as ÿ (= [y]) or [r ] (Aguadé 
2003:78; Behnstedt 2003:165). 

4.2.8 *q: in pre-Hilalian dialects *q is realized 
either as q or ± (= [	]). The pronunciation q is 
found for instance in Anjra, Tangier, Chaouen, 
or Tetouan: qàlu ‘they said’. The realization ± 
is found in Jewish dialects, Chaouen (female 
speakers), Fes, Taza, and Tetouan (especially 
among female speakers), but it is an archaic 
feature which now tends to disappear (Heath 
2002:139, 141; Aguadé 2003:87–88): ±àl ‘he 
said’, ±bì™ ‘bad, ugly’, ±à�i ‘judge’.

In all Hilalian dialects the regular realization 
of *q is g: gàlët ‘she said’, dgìg ‘flour’, bëg®a 
‘cow’. However, exceptions to the shift *q > g 
are numerous: bqàt ‘she remained’, qlìl ‘little’, 
qdìm ‘old’. 

4.2.9 In northern and Jbala dialects there is 
a phoneme �, especially in borrowings from 
Spanish: kù�àra (< Spanish cuchara) ‘spoon’, 
plàn�a (< Spanish plancha) ‘iron [for pressing]’. 
In some dialects (in Anjra, for instance), šàf ‘he 
saw’ > �àf resulting from a generalization of 
forms with t-prefix like tšùf ‘she/you will see’ 
(Vicente 2000:44). 

4.2.10 Pharyngealization of plain consonants 
is a very common feature in Moroccan (especially 
in all Hilalian dialects): *dàr > �à® ‘house’, 
*ra±s > ®àß ‘head’, *fam > fu¤¤ ‘mouth’, 
*jaràd > ž®à� ‘grasshoppers’, *sul†àn > ßë£†àn 
‘sultan’, *zàra > 	à® ‘he visited’. Examples 
of a phonemic opposition between plain and 
pharyngealized consonants are bùla ‘urine’ vs. 
œù£a ‘light bulb’, lbàba ‘crumb’ vs. l-œàœa ‘to 
daddy’, lla ‘no’ (emphasizing) vs. ££a ‘God’. 

4.2.11 Labialization of some consonants (b, 
m, f, k, g, ÿ, and q) is characteristic for 
Hilalian dialects: œœwa ‘daddy’, ¤¤wi ‘mum’, 
ÿwbà® ‘dung’, kwbà® ‘old persons’, xwrë	 ‘he got 
out’, qwtël ‘he killed’ (examples from Skura; � 
labiovelarization).
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5 .  P e r s o n a l  p r o n o u n s 

5.1 The independent personal pronouns in 
most dialects are: 

  3rd 2nd 1st 
masc. huwwa nta àna 
fem. 
pl. 

hiyya 
hùma 

nti 
ntùma ™na 

According to the dialect, there may be some 
divergences in the singular, but never in the 
plural. The 1st person singular pronoun is ìna 
or àni in the Tafilalt, àni in Debdou (Heath 
2002:269; Behnstedt 2004:56). In northern 
dialects (Anjra, Tangier, Tetouan, Chaouen), 
there is no gender distinction for the 2nd 
person singular, and a common pronoun ntìn 
~ ntìna is used.

A suffix -ya is sometimes added to the 
independent pronouns: ànàya, ™nàya.

5.2 The suffixed pronouns are: Singular: 3rd 
person masculine -u ~ -h, 3rd person feminine 
-ha (-a in northern dialects), 2nd person -(ë)k, 
1st person -i ~ -y(a) ~ -ni.

Plural: 3rd person -hum (-hëm, -um, -ëm 
in northern dialects), 2nd person -kum, 1st 
person -na. Gender distinction in the 2nd 
person singular is attested in the dialect of 
Igli: šëftëk ‘I saw you [masc.]’ vs. šëftki ‘I 
saw you [fem.]’. This dialect has -ku for the 
2nd person plural and -hu for the 3rd person 
plural: �ëndku ‘you have’, �ëndhu ‘they have’ 
(Behnstedt 2004:57). 

6 .  I n d e f i n i t e  a r t i c l e

Moroccan dialects have two indefinite articles, 
ši and wà™ëd (� article, indefinite). The inde-
finite ši indicates vagueness or uncertainty, 
is invariable, and precedes singular or plural 
substantives: ši bënt ‘some girl’, ši dràri ‘some 
children’, ši †bìb ‘some doctor’, ši nàs ‘some 
people’, ši ™àža ‘something’. The specifying 
article wà™ëd (sometimes wà™) is also invariable 
and precedes the definite substantive: wà™ëd 
lbënt ‘a girl’, wà™ëd ††bìb ‘a doctor’, wà™ëd 
ßà™bi ‘a friend of mine’, wà™ëd wëld �ëmmi ‘a 
cousin of mine’. 

7 .  G e n i t i v e 

The most common genitive markers are dyàl/
d- and ntà�/tà�; both markers sometimes have 
a feminine dyàlt, ntà�t and a plural dyàwl, 
ntàw� (Heath 2002:461462). The following 
examples are from Skùra: žùž dyàl �ìnìn ‘two 
eyes’, lwlàd dyàwl zzàwya ‘the children of the 
zàwya’, �àm ël™ë®ka dyàlt ßàÿru ‘in the year of 
the Sagro campaign’, ssëlhàm ntà� œœwàh ‘the 
sëlhàm of his father’, lbìbàn ntàw� ��à® ‘the 
doors of the house’, wà™ëd tàssùfra ntà�t ëlmàl 
‘a little bag of money’ (Aguadé and Elyaacoubi 
1995:130). 

8 .  V e r b a l  m o r p h o l o g y 

8.1 Characteristic for all Moroccan dialects is 
the prefix n- for the 1st person singular of the 
imperfect (a feature common to all Maghrebi 
dialects, from Libya to Mauritania, including 
Maltese and Andalusi Arabic): kà-nëglës ‘I am 
sitting’, nšùf ‘I will see’, nëšri ‘I will buy’. 

8.2 The perfect endings in most dialects are: 

3rd 2nd 1st 

masc.  -ø -ti, -t -t
fem. -àt ~ ët, -t
pl. -u, -w -tu ~ -tìw -na

Examples: ktëb ‘he wrote’, šërbàt ~ šërbët 
‘she drank’, šëfti ~ šëft ‘you [sg.] saw’, fhëmt 
‘I understood’, fhëmtu ~ fhëmtìw ‘you [pl.] 
understood’, mßàw ‘they went’, ktëbna ‘we 
wrote’. 

8.3 The -t ending in the 3rd person feminine 
singular occurs in all dialects after a vowel: 
mšàt ‘she went’. The ending -ët occurs in Fes, 
Anjra, Chaouen, Taza: këtbët ‘she wrote’. The 
variant -àt is secondary (an analogy from the 
weak verbs) and occurs in Casablanca, Meknes, 
Marrakech. 

8.4 In the 2nd person singular -ti occurs in 
Tangier, Rabat, Casablanca, Marrakech, Fes, 
Atlantic coast: ktëbti ‘you [masc./fem.] wrote’. 
The ending -t occurs in Anjra, Chaouen, Jewish 
dialects: ktëbt ‘you [masc./fem.] wrote’.
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Some dialects, however, distinguish gender in 
the 2nd person singular: 2nd person masculine 
singular -t, 2nd person feminine singular -ti. 
This is the case in the Jewish dialect of Fes and 
in the Muslim dialects of the southern oases 
(Heath 2002:220). 

8.5 As to the 2nd person in the plural, the 
ending -tu is the most common. The variant 
-tìw (a secondary form, plural of a singular 
-ti) occurs in Fes and in Jewish dialects of 
the Atlantic coast. Very interesting is the 2nd 
person plural ending -tum in Anjra: ktëbtum 
‘you wrote’, which seems to be of Andalusi 
origin (Vicente 2000:61–62). 

8.6 The most widespread imperfect paradigm 
is: 

3rd 2nd 1st

masc. y(ë)-…-ø t(ë)-…-ø n(ë)-…-ø
fem. t(ë)-…-ø t(ë)-…-i,-y
pl. y(ë)-…-u, 

-w
t(ë)-…-u, -w n(ë)-. . .

-u, -w

Examples: yëktëb ‘he will write’, tkëtbi ‘you 
[fem.] will write’, ykëtbu ‘they will write’, 
nëktëb ‘I will write’; tëq®a ‘she will read/learn’, 
tëq®ày ‘you [fem.] will read/learn’, nëq®àw ‘we 
will read/learn’; t™ëll ‘she will open’, n™ëllu ‘we 
will open’. 

An alternation between vowel ë in the perfect 
and u in the imperfect stem occurs often, 
especially in northern dialects: šëmm ~ yšumm 
‘to smell’, ™ëll ~ y™ull ‘to open’, skët ~ yëskut 
‘to be silent’. 

8.7 Some dialects (Anjra, Chaouen, Tangier, 
Jewish dialects) do not distinguish gender in the 
2nd person singular: tëktëb ‘you (masc./fem.) 
will write’. 

8.8 Stems with initial *±, like *±akala ‘to eat’ 
or ±axa�a ‘to take’, are generally reshaped as 
weak, hollow, or even geminate verbs: kla ~ 
kàl ~ këll ‘he ate’, xda ‘he took’. Form like kël 
(Skura) occur only in a very few dialects. 

8.9 The passive voice is expressed either by 
the prefix t(ë)-/tt(ë)- or n(ë)-. The prefix t(ë)- 
~ tt(ë)- is the most widespread and occurs in 
almost all Muslim dialects: ttëktëb ~ yëttëktëb 

‘to be written’, tfëšš ~ yëtfëšš ‘to go flat’, tbàn 
~ yëtbàn ‘to be visible’. Forms with n(ë)- occur 
in eastern Jewish dialects and in some Jbala 
dialects (Anjra, Chaouen), where they coexist 
with t(ë)- ~ tt(ë)- forms: n�àf ~ yën�àf ‘to be 
visible’ (Heath 2002:356). 

8.10 Present and future markers

kà- and tà- are the most common present 
markers: kà-nži, tà-nži ‘I come, I am coming’, 
kà-tàkul ‘she is eating’, tà-nšùfu ‘we are looking’: 
in Casablanca it is not unusual for speakers to 
use indiscriminately both in the same phrase 
(Aguadé 2003b:304). The marker dà-occurs 
only in some Jewish dialects, à- in dialects of 
Jbala (Heath 2002:210–211). The marker là-
occurs in Chaouen and Anjra (however, in both 
places kà-is also used): là-nëqqìwah f-ëlma ‘we 
put it in the water’ (Vicente 2000:103). 

Future preverbs are ÿàdi (ÿàd, ÿa) and màši 
(màš). The Jewish dialect of Sefrou uses à-: à-
nësma� ‘I will listen’ (Stillman 1988:40). 

9 .  A d v e r b s 

The most common adverbs for ‘now’ are 
dàba (Jewish, northern and Jbala dialects, 
Casablanca, Rabat) and �®ùk ~ �®ùka (< *hàd 
lwuqt: Marrakech, southern Atlantic towns, 
�ë®wëk in Oujda, cf. Heath 2002:452).

For ‘today’ lyùm is predominant: in northern 
dialects lyùma occurs, and Chaouen has llùma 
~ llùm.

‘There’ is tëmma in almost all dialects 
(fëmma ~ �ëmma among the Z�ìr); tëmmàk 
(in Skùra sometimes tëmmàkìna) is also usual. 
Widespread through all dialects is lhìh ‘there.’

The adverb for ‘here’ is hna, with the variant 
hnàya. 

1 0 .  N e g a t i o n 

The most common nonverbal negation is màši 
or ma . . . š(i): lbìt màši kbìr, lbìt ma kbìr-š(i) 
‘the room is not big’, hÿyya màši hna ‘she is not 
here’, màši f-ë��à® ‘not in the house’. In Skura, 
mìhi and mùhu can be used (as well as màši): 
mìhi ~ mùhu hàd ëlbàb ‘it is not this house’ 
(Aguadé and Elyaacoubi 1995:147).

The verbal negation is ma . . . š: ma tëmši-š 
‘do not go!’, ma kà-yàkul-š ‘he is not eating’, 
ma žàw-š ‘they did not come’.
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1 1 .  I n t e r r o g a t i v e s

The interrogatives are škùn ‘who?’, �š ~ w-àš 
‘what?’, àšnu ‘what?’, àš mën ~ ìna ‘which?’, 
š™àl ‘how much?’, kìfàš ‘how?’, fàyn ~ fìn 
‘where?’, �làšß ‘why?’, ìmta/ fùqàš/wëqtàš (fìwàx/
fuyàx in northern and Jbala dialects) ‘when?’.

1 2 .  C o n d i t i o n a l  c l a u s e s 

Possible conditional clauses are introduced by 
ìla (ìda in some Jewish and northern dialects 
like Tangier, Tetouan, Anjra): ìla mšìti f-zzënqa 
‘if you go by the street’, ìla kàn �ëndi lflùs 
nëšri siyyàra ‘if I have money, I will buy a car’ 
(examples from Casablanca).

Impossible conditional clauses are generally 
introduced by kùn, lu kàn, or lu kùn: kùn ma 
kànët-š rëžli m®ì�a në�mëlha ‘if my foot were 
not sore, I would do it’ (Harrell 1962:169; 
Heath 2002:490–491). 

1 3 .  L e x i c o n 

In the lexical domain, the following terms 
are characteristic for Moroccan dialects: sàrùt 
‘key’, mëftà™ ‘needle’ (euphemism, to avoid 
ìbra), qniyya ‘rabbit’, †ùœœa ‘rat’, ž®àna ‘frog’, 
bëbbùš ‘snail’, bìbi ‘turkey’, bëllàrëž ‘stork’, 
xìzzu ‘carrots’, �àfya ‘fire’ (euphemism, to avoid 
nà®), šë®žëm ‘window’, gàna ‘patience, good 
humor’, dàr/ydìr ‘to make’, dda/yiddi ‘to take 
away’, n�ël ‘to curse’, ßìfë† ‘to send’, žùž ‘two’, 
tës�ùd ‘nine’ (euphemism, to avoid tës�a ‘you 
[masc.] will beg’), làlla ‘lady, Madam’, nìšàn 
‘straight’, gùd ‘straight’, bëllàti ‘slowly’, bëzzàf 
‘much, many, very’, wàlu ‘nothing’, wàxxa 
‘yes, okay, of course’. 

1 4 .  B e r b e r  s u b s t r a t u m 

14.1 About the influence and importance 
of Berber substratum in Moroccan Arabic, 
scholars have expressed completely opposite 
views, ranging from a general assumption of 
Berber influence to a general denial (Diem 
1979:52–53). However, concerning this ques-
tion it is important to take into account that 
we still lack comprehensive studies (��Berber 
loanwords). One should keep in mind that 
matters may differ according to the dialect 
studied: substratal influence is surely less strong 
in a typical urban dialect like Fes than it is 

in Skùra, whose inhabitants are completely 
surrounded by Berber-speaking populations and 
where the influence of Berber substratum and 
adstratum is obvious (Aguadé and Elyaacoubi 
1995). 

14.2 In any case, there are in Moroccan 
Arabic some features whose Berber origin can 
hardly be questioned. Among the most common 
features which usually are explained as a result 
of Berber substratum, we can mention the 
following (Diem 1979:52–55; Colin 1986:1196; 
Lévy 1996:131–136):

i. Reduction of short vowels, especially in 
open syllables (a characteristic and striking 
feature of Moroccan Arabic)

ii. Spirantization of the occlusives *k, *t, and 
*d to the fricatives x/ç, �, and �

iii. Labialization of k and g
iv. Affrication of *t > ts

v. Gender and number shifting in some nouns

14.3 Other clear cases of substratal influences 
are, for instance, the shift l > n in Igli (see 
above, sec. 4.2.5), as well as comparative 
sentences with the preposition �la instead of 
mën: ttëlž byë� �la ßßùf ‘snow is whiter than 
wool’ (Aguadé and Vicente 1997). 

14.4 Of course it is in the vocabulary that the 
Berber influence is most evident, and among the 
most common Berber loanwords in Moroccan 
dialects maybe quoted: àgwàl ‘large drum’, 
àÿlàl ‘snail’, àrgàn ‘argan tree’, àmrëd ‘crickets’, 
à®ë		ày ~ ®	ù	i ‘wasp’, àšku ‘because’, àzàglu 
‘yoke’, sàrùt ‘key’, ßìfë† ‘to send’, tàkàwt ‘gall’, 
tàta ‘chameleon’, tëllìs (< Latin trilix) ‘burlap 
sack, bag’, xìzzu ‘carrot’. Berber loanwords 
(and, by analogy, some European borrowings) 
never take the definite article: àtày (< English 
tea) ‘tea/the tea’ (e.g. š®ëbt àtày ‘I drank the 
tea’), tàta ‘chameleon/the chameleon’ (e.g. 
šëfti tàta lli kàyna f-ëžžnàn? ‘did you see the 
chameleon in the garden?’).

1 5 .  S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s 

15.1 Concerning � diglossia in Morocco, 
the situation is the same as described for � 
Egypt and other Arabophone countries, i.e., the 
coexistence of two varieties of the language, a 
High one for the written variety and a Low one 

  morocco 293

EALL_M_96-325.indd   293 10/4/2007   5:12:50 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



for the spoken vernacular, each of them being 
used depending on the circumstances (the High 
variety predominates in formal, the Low one in 
informal situations). Shifting between registers 
is not unusual, however.

15.2 Classical Arabic is the only official 
language of the country, but recently the Moroc-
can government created a Royal Institute for 
Berber Studies (IRCAM in its French acronym; 
see www.ircam.ma) and in 2003 decided that 
Berber has also to be taught in the schools 
(this does not mean, however, that in Berber-
speaking areas teaching should occur in this 
language: it is only intended that children 
learn Berber in the schools). According to the 
Moroccan Ministry of Education, in the near 
future, Berber should be taught in every school, 
not only in regions with a Berber population 
(Errihani 2006:143). Of course, it is too early 
to consider whether such a goal is feasible. But 
in any case, the problems facing such general 
implementation of Berber are enormous: lack 
of standardization, resources, and specialized 
teachers, teaching Berber in a new script 
(tifinaÿ) that even teachers have difficulty with, 
the fact that children will have to learn three 
different scripts, Arabic, Latin, and Tifinagh, 
and, especially, lack of interest on the part of 
non-Berber speakers (Errihani 2006:152).

Bilingualism among Moroccan Berbers is 
now very common and generally they speak 
an Arabic dialect in addition to their mother 
tongue; trilingualism (Berber, Arabic, and 
French/Spanish) is common (�� language shift: 
Amazigh). 

15.3 Soon after the beginning of the French-
Spanish Protectorate in 1912, French became 
the first foreign language for Moroccans in the 
Southern Zone: everywhere in the country, new 
schools arose, with European curricula, and thus 
French became the key to a modern education 
and allowed the indigenous elites to acquire 
Western knowledge. Such schools coexisted 
with the traditional ones where students learned 
to read and write and memorize the Qur±àn. 

In Berberophone areas, the colonial adminis-
tration tried to strengthen the teaching of 
French, thereby weakening that of Arabic; in 
1930 the Dahir Berbère created schools where 
only French and Berber were taught. The aim 
of this divide-and-rule policy was to encourage 

the separation of Arabs and Berbers in order to 
spread French values and thus thwart national-
ist movements, which sought independence 
(Ben tahila 1983:9–10). Moroccan nationalists 
countered the French educational policy by 
creating private schools where teaching in 
Classical Arabic and nationalist ideology was 
reinforced.

In spite of colonialism, the influence of the 
French language in Morocco was never as strong 
as in � Algeria because the Protectorate lasted only 
44 years in Morocco (in some southern regions 
even less), and the number of French settlers and 
officials established there was far smaller than it 
was in the case of Algeria. It may seem paradoxical, 
but it was especially after independence in 1956 
that French became widespread as a result of 
generalization of primary and secondary school 
teaching in the whole country; this was also 
stimulated through massive emigration to France, 
the Netherlands, and Belgium during the 1960s 
and 1970s. Today, almost all Moroccans are 
able to speak French, if sometimes only in a 
rudimentary fashion. Educated people switch 
immediately to this language when speaking 
about specialized topics.

There is an important Moroccan literature 
in French, with internationally known very 
popular authors like Noufissa Sbaï, Tahar 
Ben Jelloun, Driss Chraïbi, Lotfi Akalay, and 
Ahmed Sefrioui.

15.4 Prior to the Protectorate, Spanish was 
the mother tongue of the Jews and the majority 
of the Moriscos expelled from the Iberian 
Peninsula (the Jews in 1492, the Moriscos 
between 1492 and 1610), who took refuge 
in Morocco and settled mainly in towns like 
Tetouan, Fes, Meknes, and Salé. The Moriscos 
Arabized early on, but the Jewish communities 
retained their archaic Spanish until the 19th 
century. 

With the establishment of the Protectorate, 
Spanish became the language of the admin-
istration in the Northern Zone as well as in 
the International Zone of Tangier and thus the 
second language of an important part of the 
native population. Spanish was taught in the 
schools, and some schoolboys went to Spain to 
continue their studies in Spanish universities. 
The Spanish administration (unlike the French 
one, and fearing the urban population less than 
the Rifian peasants) promoted the teaching 
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of Classical Arabic, not only in the Arabic-
speaking areas but also among Berbers in the 
Rif, who had previous revolted against Spanish 
colonial rule, and then even imported Arabic 
teachers from Lebanon.

After the end of the Protectorate and the 
independence of Morocco in the year 1956, 
the use and knowledge of Spanish decreased 
rapidly. However, in the last two decades of 
the 20th century Spanish partially recovered 
its former importance due to wide reception of 
Spanish television and radio channels (especially 
in the north but also in the south due to the 
proximity of the Canary Islands), emigration 
to Spain, and the increasing number of Spanish 
tourists who visit the country each year.

In northern Morocco there is today a small 
Spanish literature. Moroccan authors writing in 
Spanish are, for instance, Mohamed Lahchiri, 
Abderrahman El Fathi, Mohamed Sibari, and 
Mohamed Bouissef Rekab.

15.5 Today English and Spanish have become 
the preferred second languages in Morocco 
and are taught in secondary schools as well as 
in American or Spanish cultural centers and 
schools. In the year 1993, the Al Akhawayn 
University was founded in Ifrane. It is an elite 
academic institution where instruction is in 
English or Arabic. Wealthy Moroccans now 
prefer to study in the United States in order 
to have access to the latest knowledge and 
technology (Ennaji 2005:115). German is the 
third foreign language and is pursued mainly 
by Moroccans dealing with tourism as well as 
by students or scholars who intend to study in 
Germany or Austria.

There is a Hebrew school in Casablanca, 
belonging to the Moroccan Jewish minority, 
where Hebrew is taught to Jewish and Muslim 
children.

15.6 The Moroccan Radio and Television 
channels broadcast daily news and cultural 
programs (sometimes also films) in the three 
main Berber dialects. News is broadcast in 
French and Spanish as well. Arabic is the main 
language in all the Moroccan TV channels, 
but French continues to play an important 
role. According to official data, in 2005 the 
first channel of Moroccan TV (at-Talfaza al-
Maÿribiyya) broadcast 80 percent of its pro-
grams in Arabic (Classical as well as Moroccan, 

Egyptian, or other Arabic dialects), 16.4 percent 
in French, 1.6 percent in Berber, and 1.4 percent 
in Spanish. However, most Arabic/French 
bilin gual Moroccans prefer the semiprivate 
second channel 2M, which broadcasts more 
than 75 percent in French, because of its better 
quality and more interesting programs (Ennaji 
2005:104–105).

Due to the abundance of Egyptian films and 
songs on Moroccan TV or radio, Egyptian 
Arabic is now generally understood, especially 
by young people. Some Moroccan singers prefer 
to sing in Egyptian in order to become well 
known in other Arabic countries. 

15.7 Concerning the press, Moroccan news-
papers have to face serious competition with 
the French (Le Figaro, Le Monde) and the Saudi 
Arabian press (aš-Šarq al-±Awsa†). For decades 
the majority of the Moroccan newspapers, some 
of them published in both Arabic and French, 
belonged to political parties and generally had 
small print runs. In the last decade, a new 
independent press (newspapers, tabloids, and 
magazines) has begun to arise: the number of 
newspapers and tabloids in Arabic is slightly 
higher than those in French. On the other hand, 
the most important magazines are in French 
(Ennaji 2005:103–104).

15.8 Publications in dialect are very scarce in 
Morocco because almost all authors prefer to 
write either in Classical Arabic or in French. 
Only a few authors, e.g. Yùsëf Fà�ël, ëz-Zubìr 
Bën Bùßtà, �Abd ëß-Íamàd ël-Kënfàwì, and 
Yùsëf ±Amìn ël-�Alamì, have written some small 
pieces (mainly theater) in dialect. However, in 
many novels written in Classical Arabic, the 
authors use the dialect in all the dialogues, 
looking for more realism. 

Other works in vernacular are, of course, 
compilations of dialectal poetry (mël™ùn) and 
proverbs and sayings. 

15.9 Immediately after independence in 1956, 
a very important effort was made to decrease 
the influence of French (Spanish in the Northern 
Zone) and to Arabize the educational system 
and administration. Concerning the attitude of 
political parties to the Arabization policy, two 
main groups can be distinguished: supporters 
of bilingual education, and followers of a more 
radical Arabization. Thus, the Moroccan policy 
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in this field was marked by contradictions 
and inconsistencies depending on the chan-
ging influence of either tendency in each 
government.

The process of Arabization is even today 
far from being completed. It has been almost 
completed for primary and secondary schools, 
but in the universities scientific matters like 
medicine, biology, and engineering are still 
taught in French due to the lack of an adequate 
terminology. In business, the banking sector, 
and commercial transactions, French continues 
to be the preferred language: for many Moroc-
cans, French is the language of social success 
(Ennaji 2005:41). 
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Morphology

Morphology is the study of word formation. 
Arabic has a rich morphological system with 
many interesting properties. This entry begins in 
Section 1 with a synopsis of some important 
morphological concepts. Sections 2 and 3 de-
scribe the morphology of Arabic verbs and 
nouns. Section 4 is an overview of recent 
research on morphology in Arabic and other 
Semitic languages.

1. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  c o n c e p t s

Words are composed of meaningful units called 
morphemes. The English word obese consists 
of a single morpheme, while obesity has two 
morphemes, the root obese and the affix +ity, 
which changes adjectives into nouns that refer 
to qualities. Every language has a large number 
of root morphemes, typically at least one thou-
sand, and often many more. Furthermore, lan-
guages are always able to add to their stock 
of root morphemes by coining new ones or by 
borrowing words from other languages. On the 
other hand, languages typically have no more 
than about one hundred affixal morphemes, 
and often many fewer. Affixes are rarely bor-
rowed from other languages.

Most affixes in most languages are prefixes 
or suffixes, like pre+ in preboard or +ity in 
obesity. Infixes, which go inside a root, are 
rarer; an example is +um+ in Tagalog grumad-
wet ‘graduated’. Circumfixation is discontinous 
affixation, in which a prefix and suffix combine 
to mark a single morphological distinction (e.g. 
German ge+sag+t ‘said’). � Clitics are a special 
type of affix; to the syntax, clitics seem like 
separate words, but to the phonology, they 
seem like affixes. (The contracted form of not 
in English wasn’t is a clitic.) Many languages 
mark morphological distinctions by copying 
all or part of a word. This is called � redu-
plication, as in Ilokano jan+jánitor ‘janitors’. 
Ablaut (or � apophony) is the term used for 
morphology that involves vowel changes, as in 
English sing/sang/sung. Occasionally, morphol-
ogy is subtractive, removing part of a word to 
change its meaning or usage. An example is the 
formation of English nicknames, like Benjamin 

 Ben (� truncation).
Morphological processes are traditionally 

classified as inflectional, like the +s suffix in 
English gets, or derivational, like the +ity suf-
fix. This distinction is not uncontroversial, 
but it usefully describes a loose correlation 
of properties. Inflectional morphology is usu-
ally fully productive (� inflection), but deriva-
tional morphology need not be (� derivation). 
(Morphology is productive if it applies even to 
newly borrowed or coined words.) Inflectional 
morphology has compositional meaning, but 
derivational morphology often does not. 
Meaning is compositional when the meaning 
of the whole equals the sum of the meaning 
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of its parts; an example of noncompositional 
meaning is English electricity, which does not 
mean ‘the quality of being electric’ (cf. obes-
ity). Inflectional morphology marks syntacti-
cally relevant distinctions and never changes 
a word’s part of speech, whereas derivational 
morphology marks lexically relevant distinc-
tions and may change the part of speech (e.g., 
obese is an adjective and obesity is a noun).

For more information about morphology 
and morphological theory, Spencer (1991) or 
Spencer and Zwicky (1998) may be consulted.

2. V e r b  m o r p h o l o g y

The Arabic � verb has a complex morphologi-
cal structure. Its many parts are best understood 
by peeling back the layers of morphology from 
the outside in. The diagram in (1) is the starting 
point, using the word /wa+ya+ktub+ù+na+hu/ 
‘and they [masc.] are writing it [masc.]’.

(1) Schema for verb
 /wa ya ktub
 proclitic infl. prefix verb stem
 ù+na hu/ 
 infl. suffixes enclitic

In addition, grammatical voice is shown by 
changes in the vowels of the inflectional prefix 
and the verb stem. Like all other aspects of the 
verb’s morphological structure, this is discussed 
in detail below.

By convention, proclitics are written as a 
single word with the following verb if they 
consist of a single consonant and a vowel, like 
/wa+/ ‘and’, /fa+/ ‘then’, and /li+/ ‘for, that’. 
Their meanings are typical for conjunctions and 
prepositions. The enclitic system is reserved for 
pronominal objects of the verb, like /+hu/ ‘him’. 
They are distinguished for person, number, and 
gender, e.g. /+ka/ ‘you [masc. sg.]’, /+ki/ ‘you 
[fem. sg.]’, /+kumà/ ‘you [com. dual]’, /+kum/ 
‘you [masc. pl.]’, and /+kunna/ ‘you [fem. pl.]’. 
Verbs that take both an indirect and a direct 
object can bear two enclitics in that order: 
/±a+�†à+nà+hu/ ‘he gave us [/+nà/] it [/+hu/]’. In 
many modern colloquial varieties of Arabic, 
this system has been extended to include enclit-
ics that combine /+l+/ ‘to, for’ with a pronoun, 
e.g. Maltese /kitib+hu+l+na/ ‘he wrote it [/+hu/] 
for [/+l+/] us [/+na/]’.

The inflectional prefixes are part of the sys-
tem of subject � agreement. In general, the 
inflectional morphology of the verb is deter-
mined by the person, number, and gender 
of the verb’s subject. The Arabic verb has 
two aspects, perfect, which refers to completed 
actions or events, and imperfect, which refers 
to incomplete actions or events. Different mor-
phemes are used for subject agreement in the 
perfect and imperfect.

Subject agreement in the perfect involves 
suffixes only. There are thirteen different agree-
ment suffixes in the perfect, ranging from 3rd 
person masculine singular /+a/ through 2nd 
person dual /+tumà/ to 1st person plural /+nà/. 
There are various partial resemblances among 
these suffixes, suggesting that fewer than thir-
teen actual morphemes are involved. For exam-
ple, all of the 2nd person suffixes contain /t/, 
and all of the dual suffixes contain /à/.

Subject agreement in the imperfect involves 
a kind of circumfixation: prefixes and suffixes 
combine to mark the relevant distinctions. For 
example, /ta+ktub+ì+na/ means ‘you [fem. sg.] 
are writing’, combining the /ta+/ prefix of the 
2nd person with the /+ì+na/ suffix of the 2nd 
person feminine singular. The prefixing part 
of this system is simple: /ta+/ throughout the 
2nd person and in the 3rd person feminine 
singular and dual, /ya+/ in all other 3rd person 
forms, and /±a+/ and /na+/ in the 1st person 
singular and plural, respectively. The suffixing 
part of the imperfect subject agreement system 
is more complex, however, because it is tied 
up with the marking of verbal ��mood, which 
depends on how a verb is used in a sentence. 
The suffix /+ì+na/ consists of two morphemes: 
/+ì/ and /+na/. The /+ì/ part is found in all 2nd 
person feminine singular verbs, regardless of 
their mood, but the /+na/ part is limited to the 
indicative mood and is absent in the subjunc-
tive and jussive moods: /ta+ktub+ì/ ‘(that) you 
[fem. sg.] are writing’ or ‘may you [fem. sg.] 
be writing!’. This special indicative morpheme 
appears only after the agreement suffixes that 
end in long vowels – /+ì+na/, /+à+ni/ [dual], 
and /+ù+na/ [2nd, 3rd pers. masc. pl.] – and 
the height of its vowel is dissimilated from the 
height of the preceding vowel. (Other suffixes 
with /n/ mark the two energetic [� energicus] 
moods of Classical Arabic: /ya+ktub+a+n/, 
/ya+ktub+a+nna/ ‘he really is writing’.)
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The jussive and imperative moods are related 
both functionally and formally. The imperative 
is used for commands and the jussive for exhor-
tations. (The jussive is also required in certain 
negative and conditional contexts.) Like the 
subjunctive, the jussive lacks the /+na/ and /+ni/ 
suffixes of the indicative mood. The jussive 
also lacks the /+u/ suffix of the singular and 1st 
person plural indicative; for example, /ya+ktub/ 
‘may he write!’ and /na+ktub/ ‘let us write!’ 
are typical jussives (cf. indicative /ya+ktub+u/, 
/na+ktub+u/). It is not quite accurate to say, 
however, that the /+u/ suffix is absent from the 
jussive. Rather, this suffix has been removed by 
a process of morphological subtraction (also 
called � truncation; for relevant discussion, see 
Aronoff 1976; Brame 1970; Levy 1971; Prince 
1975; Weeda 1992).

The nature of this subtraction process is clear 
from the jussives of so-called � weak verbs, 
whose final consonant (originally /w/ or /y/) is 
absent for phonological reasons. For example, 
the indicative verb /ya+rmì/ ‘he throws’ has a 
corresponding jussive form /ya+rmi/ ‘let him 
throw!’, in which the final vowel has been 
shortened. Similarly, the jussive of /ya+r�à/ ‘he 
is satisfied’ is /ya+r�a/ ‘may he be satisfied!’. In 
Arabic, as in many languages, there is a phono-
logical equivalence between a single long vowel 
and two short vowels. Shortening a final long 
vowel, as in /ya+r�à/ � /ya+r�a/, is therefore 
equivalent to deleting a final short vowel, as 
in /ya+ktub+u/ � /ya+ktub/. This truncation 
process is the characteristic morphology of the 
jussive.

The imperative is identical to the 2nd person 
jussive, except that the inflectional prefixes 
are also truncated: /ktub/ ‘write [masc. sg.]!’, 
/ktub+ì/ ‘write [fem. sg.]!’, etc. (In Classical 
and Modern Standard Arabic, as well as some 
colloquial varieties, these initial clusters require 
an epenthetic vowel to be pronounceable: 
[	uktub].) That imperatives involve morpho-
logical subtraction and not simply the absence 
of an affix is shown by looking at weak verbs of 
another type, those that have /w/ as their initial 
consonant. The perfect verb preserves the /w/ – 
e.g. /wa�ada/ ‘he made a promise’ – but the 
/w/ is deleted for phonological reasons after 
the imperfect prefixes: /ta+�id+u/ ‘you [masc. 
sg.] make a promise’. The imperative is /�id/ 
‘promise [masc. sg.]!’, with the /w/ also missing, 
so it must be derived from the imperfect verb 

by truncating the prefix. The imperative, then, 
involves double truncation, subtracting both 
the inflectional suffix /+u/, as in the jussive, and 
the inflectional prefix /ta+/.

We have now stripped back all of the outer 
layers of the Arabic verb in (1) to reveal its 
inner core, the � stem. The stem has consider-
able internal structure, and a good case can be 
made that several distinct morphemes are com-
bined to form a verbal stem. The key observa-
tions are these:

i. In many languages, there are no limita-
tions on the length or structure of stems 
except those that are required for pro-
nounceability. In English, for instance, the 
noun telephone can also be used as a verb 
to telephone without difficulty. But when 
this same noun was borrowed into Arabic 
as /tilifùn/, it could only become a verb by 
adopting the disyllabic stem /talfan/.

ii. Arabic verbs can change their meaning by 
changing their syllable structure. For exam-
ple, a verb stem like /katab/ ‘to write’ may 
take on a causative meaning by doubling 
the middle consonant (/kattab/ ‘to make 
someone write’) or a reciprocal meaning by 
lengthening the first vowel (/kàtab/ ‘to cor-
respond with someone’).

iii. As in many languages, the Arabic verb 
stem may also contain affixes. For example, 
prefixing /ta+/ to the /kàtab/ form con-
tributes a reflexive meaning: /ta+kàtab+ù/ 
‘they corresponded with one another’. 
(This /ta+/ should not be confused with the 
homophonous prefix of the subject agree-
ment  system.)

iv. The vowels of the verb stem are not freely 
chosen. For example, causative verbs of the 
/kattab/ type always have the vowel /a/ in 
both stem syllables of the perfective active 
and the vowels /i/ and /u/ in the same syl-
lables of the perfect passive: /kuttib/ ‘to be 
made to write’.

Points (i)–(iii) fall naturally together and so 
they will be addressed first, with point (iv) 
taken up later.

Every verb fits into one of a small number of 
patterns or verbal Forms (called ±awzàn ‘meas-
ures’ [sg. wazn] in Arabic). A pattern or measure 
has a characteristic syllabic structure and may 
also include an affix. Most verbal Forms also 
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make a contribution to the meaning of the verb. 
The patterns /kattab/, /kàtab/, and /ta+kàtab/ 
exemplify three different verb Forms.

Any verb is in principle capable of assum-
ing fifteen different Forms in Classical Arabic, 
although six of the Forms are significantly 
rarer than the others (Fleisch 1968:124–126). 
In the Western nomenclature, the patterns are 
identified by the Roman numerals I–XV; in the 
Arabic tradition, they are denoted by examples 
formed on the verb /fa�al/ ‘to do’. As it happens, 
no verb is attested in all fifteen Forms – for 
example, /katab/ is found with seven different 
Forms, according to Wehr (1971). Nonetheless, 
it is standard practice to exemplify the Forms 
using the citation verb /fa�al/ as if it were actu-
ally attested in all of them. Table 1 provides 
information about all of the common Forms 
and the best-attested rare one, Form IX. (The 
column headed ‘Syllable structure’ is explained 
below.)

Form I of the verb is basic in two senses: it 
has no added material like affixes, doubling, or 
lengthening; and it contributes no characteristic 
meaning to the verb. It is not basic in any other 
sense; for example, it is not the case that every 
verb must appear in Form I; indeed, 16 percent 
of the verbs in Wehr (1971) are not found in 

Form I. Furthermore, it is Form II rather than 
Form I that is typically used for newly bor-
rowed verbs like /barrak/ ‘to park a car’.

Forms II and V stand in an obvious morpho-
logical relationship to one another, as do Forms 
III and VI. Adding the derivational prefix /ta+/ 
to Forms II and III makes them reflexive. The /t/ 
of this prefix is related historically to the affixal 
/t/ of Forms VIII and X. In Form VIII, this /t/ is 
actually an infix, falling immediately after the 
first consonant of the root.

Form IX is uncommon, with just eighteen 
examples in Wehr (1971), but that is because 
it is limited to verbs that mean ‘to be or 
become the color x’ or ‘to have or acquire the 
bodily defect y’, such as /swadad/ ‘to be or 
become black’ or /™walal/ ‘to have a squint, be 
cross-eyed’.

The verbal Forms are a type of derivational 
rather than inflectional morphology. One rea-
son for saying this is that they are not fully pro-
ductive. Speakers of Arabic are not at liberty 
to impose any pattern on any verb, although 
typically they can recognize and understand in 
context a verb form they have never seen before 
if they are acquainted with the same verb in 
a different pattern. Another reason that the 
verb patterns must be derivational is that their 

Table 1. Principal verb Forms

Pattern Western  Syllable  Affixes Approximate  Remarks
 number structure  meaning

fa�al I CVCVC   The ‘basic’ pattern, with no
     characteristic meaning

fa��al II CVCCVC  Causative Middle consonant is 
     doubled

tafa��al V ta+CVCCVC Prefix ta+ Reflexive of II

fà �al III CV:CVC  Reciprocal First vowel is lengthened

tafà �al VI ta+CV:CVC Prefix ta+ Reflexive of III

±af �al IV CVCCVC Prefix ±+ Transitive

nfa�al VII CCVCVC Prefix n+ Intransitive

fta�al VIII CCVCVC Infix +t+ Reflexive Has infix +t+ after first 
     consonant
staf �al X CCVCCVC Prefix st+ Reflexive

f �alal IX CCVCVC  Color or bodily Final consonant is 
    defect reduplicated
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meaning is not fully compositional. The brief 
explanations of meaning given in Table 1 are 
far from being comprehensive. For example, 
while Form II often conveys a causative mean-
ing, it can also act as an intensifier, as in the 
pair /kasar/ ‘to break’ and /kassar/ ‘to smash’. 
Often, a verb pattern will acquire some idi-
osyncrasies of meaning or usage, much like the 
English electricity example cited earlier.

From the perspective of formal linguistics, 
particularly phonological and morphological 
theory, the most interesting thing about the 
Arabic verb patterns is their fixed syllabic struc-
ture. The ‘Syllable structure’ column in Table 
1 schematizes the syllable structure of each 
pattern using the symbols ‘C’ for consonant 
and ‘V’ for vowel. (The V symbol is doubled 
to indicate a long vowel.) It has been proposed 
that these schematizations are morphemes of 
Arabic (McCarthy 1979, 1981). Each verb pat-
tern specifies one of these morphemes, called 
a CV-skeleton. The consonants of the verb 
are associated with C positions in the skeleton 
according to the principles of autosegmental 
phonology (see Goldsmith 1976a, 1976b, or 
consult any post-1980 phonology textbook). 
An affix, such as the +t+ infix, may also be 
associated with a C-slot. The autosegmental 
diagrams in (2) show how Forms II and VIII are 
represented in this system:

(2) a. Form II     b. Form VIII
  f �l          f �l

         CVCCVC     CCVCVC

                                             t

Example (2a) represents the stem /fa��al/. The 
consonants of this verb are linked to C positions 
of the template, with the medial consonant /�/ 
occupying two such positions – and therefore 
doubled in pronunciation. Example (2b) repre-
sents /fta�al/, with the infix /+t+/ separated from 
the rest of the consonants in the stem.

Verb stems with different patterns are related 
to one another if they have the same consonan-
tal root, such as f-�-l in (2) or k-t-b in the pair 
/katab/ – /kattab/. The mapping of a consonan-
tal root onto a CV-skeleton, as in (2), is there-
fore the basis of Arabic verbal derivation. The 
roots are morphemes, as are the CV-skeleta, in 
what is known as root-and-pattern morphol-

ogy. In terms of linguistic theory, root-and-pat-
tern morphology is a special case of templatic 
morphology. A template is a specification of the 
syllabic structure of certain morphemes, stems, 
or words. The Arabic CV-skeleta are templates 
that apply to the entire stem; in Ilokano redu-
plication (recall the example jan+janitor), a 
CVC template applies to the reduplicative pre-
fix (Marantz 1982).

The consonantal � root is basic to the 
organization of the Arabic mental dictionary, 
called the lexicon (see Sec. 4). Words that have 
nothing in common with one another except a 
shared root will typically also share the mean-
ing of that root. This is obviously true for verb 
patterns like /katab/ and /kattab/, but it is also 
true for nouns with very different patterns, 
such as /kitàb/ ‘book’, /kutayyib/ ‘booklet’, 
/makàtib/ ‘offices’, /stiktàb/ ‘dictation’, /kàtib/ 
‘writer’, and so on. Words of diverse phono-
logical shapes, sharing nothing except the con-
sonant sequence k-t-b, all include the notion of 
‘writing’ in their meaning.

In addition to triconsonantal or triliteral roots 
like k-t-b and f-�-l, Arabic also has roots with 
four consonants, called quadriliterals. These 
roots fall into two classes, simple like /da™raj/ 
‘to roll something’ and reduplicated like /was-
was/ ‘to whisper; to tempt; to arouse scruples’. 
Quadriliteral roots are not common – they con-
stitute just 6 percent of all the verbal roots in 
Wehr (1971), roughly evenly divided between 
plain and reduplicated – but the class of plain 
quadriliterals is clearly productive, since new 
borrowings readily enter it: /talfan/ ‘to tele-
phone’, /talfaz/ ‘to televise’. Quadriliterals have 
a detransitivizing pattern with prefixed /ta+/ like 
the triliteral Forms V and VI: /tada™raj/ ‘to roll 
along’, /tawaswas/ ‘to have scruples’. They also 
have two other patterns, both rare. Only one is 
attested in Modern Standard Arabic, with eight 
exemplars in Wehr (1971): /dlahmam/ ‘to be 
dark’ from the root d-l-h-m (cf. Form IX, also 
with a reduplicated final consonant).

Besides the CV-skeleton or template, the con-
sonantal root, and the affixes, there is a fourth 
piece of the verb stem: the vowels. In (2), the 
V positions are shown as empty, but in a more 
complete representation they must be associ-
ated with vowels. These vowels are supplied 
by morphemes. This is clearest in the � passive 
voice. In the perfect passive, the last vowel of 
the stem is /i/ and the preceding vowels are all 
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/u/ (long or short, depending on the pattern): 
/fu�il/, /fu��il/, /tufu��il/, /fù�il/, /tufù�il/, and so on. 
In line with the overall root-and-pattern analy-
sis, the vowel sequence /u-i/ is a morpheme that 
marks the perfect passive. The representation of 
/tufù�il/ is given in (3).

(3) Form VI passive
                          f �l

                CV+CVVCVC

      t
                          u   i

Similarly, the imperfect passive is indicated by 
the morphemic vowel sequence /u-a/, with the 
/u/ realized on the imperfect prefix and the /a/ 
filling all of the V positions of the verb stem 
proper.

Except for Form I, the vowels of the perfect 
active are /a/ across the board, indicating that 
this vowel is a perfect active morpheme. The 
vowels of the imperfect active are not quite 
so predictable, although there are significant 
regularities. The patterns with prefixed /ta+/, 
namely Forms V and VI, have /a/ across the 
board in the imperfect as well. And the pat-
terns whose skeleta begin with a CC sequence, 
namely Forms VII–X, select an /a-i/ imperfect 
active morpheme.

It is not uncommon for languages to exhibit 
irregular behavior only in the simplest and most 
common words; English strong verbs like see/
saw and sing/sang/sung are typical examples. 
It is therefore no surprise that Form I in Ara-
bic has certain idiosyncrasies in its vowels. All 
Form I active verbs have /a/ in the first syllable 
of both perfect and imperfect, but they differ in 
the vocalization of the second syllable. Table 2 
summarizes the data.

The two least common classes of verbs in 
Table 2 have no alternation in vowel quality 
between the perfect and imperfect. These two 
classes are also distinguished on phonological 
or semantic grounds: in /fa�al/ – /yaf�al/, the 
vowel remains fixed as /a/ for phonological 
reasons, because the adjoining second or third 
consonant of the root is an /a/-like guttural 
consonant; and in /balud/ – /yablud/, the verb 
has an adjectival or stative meaning.

As for the three most common classes of 

verbs in Table 2, it is generally impossible to 
predict which class a particular verb will belong 
to, so this information must be stored in the 
lexicon. There is, however, some predictabil-
ity in the vowel alternation: a high vowel /u/ 
or /i/ in the imperfect is matched by the low 
vowel /a/ in the perfect, while low /a/ in the 
imperfect is matched by high /i/ in the perfect. 
This height-switching ablaut pattern has pro-
voked discussion in the phonological literature 
(e.g. by Anderson and Browne 1973; Brame 
1970; Chomsky and Halle 1968; Guerssel and 
Lowenstamm 1996; � apophony).

3. N o u n  m o r p h o l o g y

This section does for the noun what Section 2 
did for the verb. Like the verb, the Arabic noun 
has an outer layer of affixing inflection and an 
inner core of templatic morphology. Affixation 
in the noun is much simpler than in the verb, 
but the templatic morphology of the noun 
presents complications that are not found in 
the verb. A particular focus of attention is the 
system of ‘broken’ plurals (� number).

The basic schema for an Arabic noun is given 
in (4), which may be compared to the verb 
schema in (1).

(4) Schema for noun
 /li walad i  
 proclitic noun stem infl. suffix
 ka/       
 enclitic
 ‘to your [masc. sg.] boy’

Table 2. Ablaut in Form I of the verb

Example Gloss Frequency Remarks  
  in Wehr
  (1971)

katab/yaktub ‘to write’ 34% 
�arab/ya�rib ‘to beat’ 28% 
šarib/yašrab ‘to drink’ 17% 
fa�al/yaf�al ‘to do’ 15% C2 or C3 is 
   a guttural 
   consonant
balud/yablud ‘to be  6% Adjectival
 stupid’  meaning
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In addition, the feminine suffix /+at/ falls 
between the stem and the inflectional suffix: 
/li+malik+at+i+ka/ ‘to your [masc. sg.] queen’.

Among the proclitic elements are CV prepo-
sitions like /li+/, the definite article /al+/, and 
combinations of the two, as in /li+(a)l+waladi/ 
‘to the boy’. The enclitics of the noun are pos-
sessive pronouns. They are identical to the 
pronominal enclitics of the verb, except that 1st 
person singular is rendered as /+nì/ in verbs and 
/+ì/ in nouns.

In Classical and Modern Standard Arabic, 
the inflectional suffixes of the noun mark case 
and sometimes definiteness, construct state, 
and number. Most nouns are ‘triptotes’, which 
means that they have three distinct case forms, 
nominative /walad+u/, genitive /walad+i/, and 
accusative /walad+a/. Triptotic nouns are 
marked for indefiniteness by adding the suffix 
/+n/, called � ‘nunation’ or � tanwìn, after the 
case ending: /walad+u+n/ ‘a boy [nom. indef.]’. 
For phonological and grammatical reasons, 
some nouns are diptotic, with syncretism of 
the genitive and accusative (� diptosis), and a 
few are monoptotic or indeclinable: /�u�màn+u/ 
‘Othman [nom.]’, /cu�màn+a/ ‘Othman [gen./
acc.]’; /dunyà/ ‘world [nom./gen./acc.]’.

Number inflection in Arabic nouns is a com-
plex matter, and it has proven to be of great 
relevance to questions of phonological and mor-
phological theory. There are two basic modes of 
plural formation, the suffixing or ‘sound’ plural 
and the templatic or ‘broken’ plural. (Whether 
a noun takes a sound or broken plural depends 
on its stem, explained below.) The sound femi-
nine plural lengthens the vowel of the femi-
nine suffix /+at/: /malik+at+u+n/ ‘queen [nom. 
indef.]’, /malik+àt+u+n/ ‘queens [nom. indef.]’. 
The suffixes of the sound masculine plural are 
/+ù/ in the nominative and /+ì/ in the genitive/
accusative. To these suffixes /+na/ is added if 
the noun is not in the � construct state (i.e. if 
it is not immediately followed by a pronominal 
suffix or nominal possessor): /al-mu±min+ù+na/ 
‘the believers [nom.]’, /mu±min+ù/ ‘believers 
of’. There is in addition a dual number that is 
marked by the suffixes /+à+ni/ in the nomina-
tive and /+ay+ni/ in the genitive/accusative.

Before considering the broken plural, it is 
necessary to examine the system of noun stems 
in the language. Arabic noun stems fall into 
two basic classes that can be called canonical 
and noncanonical (Levy 1971; McCarthy and 

Prince 1990b). Canonical noun stems are anal-
ogous to verbs in that they are limited in their 
syllable structure: canonical nouns are never 
longer than two syllables and must begin with a 
CV sequence. Nearly all native, basic nouns are 
canonical, as are many borrowings and coin-
ages; some examples are given in Table 3.

Table 3. Patterns of Arabic canonical nouns

Example Gloss Syllable Approximate
  structure frequency 
   in Wehr 
   (1971)

ba™r ‘sea’ CVCC 33%
badal ‘substitute’ CVCVC  7%
±atàn ‘she-ass’ CVCVVC 21%
kàtib ‘writer’ CVVCVC 12%
jàmùs ‘buffalo’ CVVCVVC  2%
xanjar ‘dagger’ CVCCVC 14%
waswàs ‘temptation’ CVCCVVC 11%

Noncanonical nouns are usually either bor-
rowings that do not conform to the syllabic 
canons in Table 3, such as /tilifùn/ ‘telephone’ 
or /safarjal/ ‘quince’ (< Persian), or they are 
deverbal � participles or gerunds (� maßdar) 
acting as nouns, such as these derivatives of 
Form III /kàtab/ ‘to correspond with’: active 
participle /mukàtib/ ‘(the one) corresponding 
with’, /mukàtab/ ‘(the one) corresponded with’, 
/mukàtab+at/ ‘act of corresponding with’.

Canonical nouns from strong roots must 
conform to one of the syllable-structure pat-
terns in Table 3. Moreover, some (perhaps 
most) canonical nouns are derived templatically 
in the same way that verbs are: they combine 
a productive or semiproductive CV-skeleton 
morpheme with a consonantal root, a vowel 
pattern, and possibly an affix. For example, the 
root f-t-™ not only forms verb stems like /fata™/ 
‘to open’ but also noun stems like /miftà™/ ‘key’. 
The stem /miftà™/ exemplifies a template used 
to form instrumental nouns, as do /mibrad/ 
‘file’, /mib�a�/ ‘scalpel’, and so on. Similarly, 
the root x-y-†, forms the verb stem /xà†/ ‘to sew’ 
as well as the noun /xayyà†/ ‘tailor’. This is an 
example of the template for occupational and 
habitual nouns like /ßarràf/ ‘money changer’ 
and /jarràr/ ‘potter’.

With few exceptions, all and only those 
nouns that conform to the canonical patterns 
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in Table 3 form broken plurals. Broken plurals 
are marked by a change in syllable structure 
and vowel quality rather than suffixation. The 
broken plural system initially looks chaotic; 
in Wright’s (1971) reckoning, there are 31 
distinct plural patterns. Closer analysis shows 
that the system is much more orderly than it 
might seem. Arguably, all broken plurals can be 
assigned to one of four formal categories, and 
there are strong tendencies and even systematic 
regularities about which singular nouns map 
onto which plural patterns:

i. About 30 percent of singular nouns with 
the pattern CàCiC form their plural by dou-
bling the middle root consonant and impos-
ing the vowel pattern /u-a/, as in /kàfir/, pl. 
/kuffàr/ ‘infidel’, or, less commonly, /kàfil/, 
pl. /kuffal/ ‘breadwinner’.

ii. Several broken plural patterns have a 
mo nosyllabic stem, sometimes with a suffix 
added. Of these, only the CuCC plural is at 
all common, although it is limited to adjec-
tives of color and bodily defect: /±a™mar/, pl. 
/™umr/ ‘red’.

iii. Plurals formed on a CVCVC template are 
not unusual. This is the most common way 
of forming plurals of feminine singular nouns 
with a CiCC or CuCC stem, such as /™ikm+at/, 
pl. /™ikam/ ‘maxim’, or /rukb+at/, pl. /rukab/ 
‘knee’. With different vocalization, this tem-
plate is responsible for the plural of almost 
60 percent of CVCVVC nouns, such as 
/wazìr/, pl. /wuzar+à±/ ‘vizier’. (When the 
CVCVC template has /a/ in the first sylla-
ble, it undergoes � metathesis: /janà™/, pl. 
/±ajni™+at/, from /jani™+at/ ‘wing’.)

iv. Overall, the most common broken plural 
pattern begins with a CVCVV . . . sequence; 
it is called the iambic plural because this 
sequence recalls the short-long iambic 
foot (watid) of verse. Almost 95 percent 
of monosyllabic CVCC masculine singular 
nouns take a disyllabic iambic plural with 
one of three different vocalization patterns: 
/nafs/, pl. /nufùs/ ‘soul’; /qid™/, pl. /qidà™/ 
‘arrow’; and /™ukm/, pl. /±a™kàm/ (from 
iambic */™akàm/ by metathesis) ‘judgment’. 
Of CVCVC singular nouns, 92 percent 
form their plural in the same way: /±asad/, 
pl. /±usùd/ ‘lion’. Nearly all members of the 
populous class of noun stems with four 
consonants form their plurals on the iambic 

pattern as well, though with a third syl-
lable added: /jundub/, pl. /janàdib/ ‘locust’; 
/sul†àn/, pl. /salà†ìn/ ‘sultan’. All nouns with 
CVCVVC+at singulars take iambic plurals 
(some have another mode of pluralization 
as well), as do all nouns with CVVCVVC 
singulars: /jazìr+at/, pl. /jazà±ir/ ‘island’; 
/jàmùs/, pl. /jawàmìs/ ‘buffalo’. The iambic 
plural pattern is also used with nearly all 
CaaCic+at nouns: /fàkih+at/, pl. /fawàkih/ 
‘fruits’.

Not only is the iambic pattern the most com-
mon way of pluralizing a noun in Arabic, but 
it is also used in the � diminutive. Compare 
the plurals cited above with the diminutives of 
the same nouns: /nufays/, /quday™/, /™ukaym/, 
/junaydib/, /sulay†ìn/, /juzayyir/, /juwaymìs/, 
/fuwaykih/. This diminutive pattern is used 
productively with all canonical nouns, even 
those that do not form an iambic plural. The 
only difference between the diminutive and the 
iambic plural is that the diminutive always has 
the vowel sequence /u-a-i/ and a /y/, rather than 
a long vowel, in the second syllable.

The iambic plural and diminutive have been 
approached from various theoretical perspec-
tives (Hammond 1988; Idrissi 1997; Levy 1971; 
McCarthy 1983b, 2000; McCarthy and Prince 
1988, 1990a; Ratcliffe 1990). The McCarthy 
and Prince (1990a) analysis is sketched in this 
entry. Plural and diminutive morphology have 
characteristic effects on word shape, vowel 
quality, and appearance of the consonants /w/, 
/y/, and / ±/. Descriptively, iambic plurals and 
diminutives have both invariant and varying 
properties of word shape. The invariant part 
is the initial iambic sequence, and the varying 
part is the rest. The data are shown in (5) with 
these two parts separated from one another.

(5) Singular Plural  Diminutive
 nafs nufù s nufay s
 fàkih+at fawà kih fuway kih
 jazìr+at  jazà ±ir juzay yir
 jàmùs jawà mìs juway mìs
 jundub janà dib junay dib
 sul†àn salà †ìn sulay †ìn

This division into invariant and varying por-
tions is a consequence of ‘prosodic circumscrip-
tion’. The initial syllable of the singular noun 
is circumscribed and mapped onto an iambic 
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template: /jun/  /janà/. (For /jazìr+at/, which 
involves a further complication, see McCarthy 
and Prince 1990a.) The uncircumscribed part 
of the singular stem is then reattached to this 
template: /janà/  /janàdib/. In this way, the 
correct descriptive generalization is obtained: 
the plural and diminutive impose a fixed iam-
bic template on the first syllable of the singular 
stem, but they do not affect properties like 
vowel length in the second syllable of the sin-
gular stem, as shown by the contrast between 
/janàdib/ and /salà†ìn/, whose final syllables 
have the same length (though not the same 
vowel) as the corresponding singular nouns 
/jundub/ and /sul†àn/.

4. R e c e n t  r e s e a r c h

Most research on Arabic and more generally 
Semitic morphology since about 1985 falls into 
one of four loose categories. There is a body 
of literature discussing the psychological impli-
cations of root-and-pattern morphology, using 
data from language games (McCarthy 1982, 
1985), nicknames (Davis and Zawaydeh 1999; 
Zawaydeh and Davis 1999), aphasia (Prunet a.o. 
2000; Safi-Stagni 1991, 1995), and psycholin-
guistic experiments (Berent a.o. 2001; Berent 
and Shimron 1997; Boudelaa and Marslen-Wil-
son 2001, 2004; Feldman a.o. 1995; Frost a.o. 
1997). Many of the contributions to Shimron 
(2003) are also relevant to this topic. A number 
of works extend the templatic analysis to Ara-
bic vernaculars like Moroccan (Boudlal 2001; 
Heath 1987) and Cairene (Watson 2002), as 
well as other Semitic languages like Chaha, 
which is spoken in Ethiopia (McCarthy 1983a; 
Prunet and Banksira 1996; Rose 1997). Some 
works address the issues surrounding consonant 
doubling in Form IX and geminate verbs like /
madad/ ‘to measure’ (Gafos 1996, 1998; Hober-
man 1988; McCarthy 1986; Rose 2000). By far 
the largest body of literature, however, is devoted 
to exploring the nature of and alternatives to the 
root-and-template system of morphology (Bat-El 
1989, 1994, 1996; Farwaneh 1990; Gafos 2003; 
Hudson 1986; McCarthy 1993, 2005; McCa-
rthy and Prince 1986/1996, 1990b; Ratcliffe 
1997; Ussishkin 1999, 2000a, 2000b, 2003). 
This high level of ongoing research activity is 
proof that Arabic morphology continues to chal-
lenge and help advance the study of phonologi-
cal and morphological theory.
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Motherese � Caretaker Talk

Mu�àri� � Mà�ì and Mu�àri�

Mu�rab � ±I�ràb

Mubtada± � Ibtidà±

Mu�àf � ±I�àfa

Mudÿam � ±Idÿàm

Mu�mar � ±I�màr

Mufaxxam � Tafxìm

Mu™aqqaq

Although the term mu™aqqaq as a script or 
style of handwriting appears in a number of 
early sources, it is far from clear what its salient 
features were. Moreover, some of these sources 
explore the term mu™aqqaq not as a particular 
script, but as a standard of handwriting. Thus, 
for instance, aß-Íùlì (d. 335/946), to begin with 
the earliest text, says that “the best looking 

of scripts is the delicate mu™aqqaq, with its 
rounded letters, its open (maftù™) ß’s and †’s, 
and its slurred or curtained (muxtalis) t’s and 
™’s” (Abbott 1939:29).

±Abù £ayyàn at-Taw™ìdì (d. after 400/1009), 
the author of Risàla fì �ilm al-kitàba, defines 
ta™qìq as one of the principles or forms of 
writing which involves accuracy, clarity, and 
elegant arrangement of letters (Rosenthal 
1971:26). One could therefore say that perfec-
tion and accuracy of letter forms were the hall-
mark of this script. This idea is also explored 
by Ibn Xalaf, who, writing at the turn of the 
4th/10th and the beginning of the 5th/11th 
century, states that script is divided into two 
categories: mu™aqqaq ‘exact’ and mu†laq ‘neg-
ligent; common’. The former is characterized 
by properly executed letters, and it is used 
for important matters such as appointments, 
registrations, and grants of property, while the 
latter, which allows for (unconventional) join-
ing of letters, is used for urgent correspondence 
and everyday matters (Stern 1964:105–106; 
Abbott 1939:28–29).

Indeed, the letter forms that are termed by 
al-Qalqašandì (Íub™ III) mu™aqqaq are all 
muÚhar ‘with their elements clearly visible’; 
they stand in contrast to those termed mudÿam, 
ma™�ùf, mu�allaq, and muxfà, i.e. ‘assimilated/
contracted/elliptical’, a more common feature 
of the scripts belonging to the � �ulu� family.

Mu™aqqaq as a script, however, features 
in the Fihrist of Ibn an-Nadìm (d. 380/990), 
who refers to scribes (warràqùn) in the early 
Abbasid period who copied Qur±àns (maßà™if ) 
in the mu™aqqaq and mašq scripts (xa††), quot-
ing an earlier unspecified source to the effect 
that mu™aqqaq was also known as al-�iràqì 
‘the script of �Iràq’ and al-warràqì ‘the script 
of the scribes [as opposed to secretaries]’ (Ibn 
an-Nadìm, Fihrist 15, 17).

Although Ibn an-Nadìm does not tell us what 
this ancient script looked like, some scholars 
have linked it to the New Abbasid Style or 
‘broken cursive’ (known in the past by many 
names, including ‘Kufic nasxì ’) supposedly can-
onized by Ibn Muqla (Blair 2006:180, 601). 
Whether this is true or not, this piece of infor-
mation is important, as it places this script in 
the domain of scribes and, therefore, the copy-
ing of books.

This is also evident from a Risàla fì l-kitàba 
al-mansùba, which may tentatively be assigned 
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to the early 5th/11th century. Its anonymous 
author states that Ibn ±Asad, one of the teachers 
of Ibn al-Bawwàb (d. 413/1022), wrote poetry 
in � nasx, which approximated (qarìb min) al-
mu™aqqaq (Risàla fì l-kitàba, 126). This char-
acterization of mu™aqqaq also fits in with the 
later Mamluk tradition, which defines it as one 
of the two fundamental scripts (±aßl, the other 
one being �ulu�), having a rectilinear aspect/
ductus and being rarely used in the chancery.

It is clear from this and other later statements 
by medieval Arab authors, as well as the numer-
ous specimens of the script that have survived, 
that mu™aqqaq, as a well-defined formal script, 
is one of the new scripts that Arabic calligraphic 
tradition links with the reform of Ibn Muqla, 
initiated at the beginning of the 4th/10th cen-
tury, but that are in reality associated at a later 
time with the figure of Ibn al-Bawwàb, whose 
life spans the second half of the 4th/10th and 
the beginning of the 5th/11th century.

Works on penmanship, principally from the 
Mamluk period, following the tradition (†arìqa) 
of Ibn al-Bawwàb, give us a rich picture of 
this script and its variants (Gacek 1987, 1989, 
2003). According to this tradition, mu™aqqaq 
was established as the principal rectilinear 
script (yàbis, mabsù†), in which only a small 
proportion of pen strokes (perhaps one-third) 
are curved or curvilinear (Soucek 1979:14). 
By the 7th/13th century, mu™aqqaq became a 
bookhand, more specifically a Qur±ànic hand/
script, used for large-format Qur±àns, although 
according to al-Qalqašandì (Íub™ III, 48), it 
was also used in the chancery for the writing 
of †uÿras and for letters issuing from rulers 
(†uÿràwàt wa-kutub al-qànàt).

The script, as practiced in the eastern Islamic 
lands (from Egypt eastward), was seriffed with 
a right-sloping serif (tarwìs). Some head-serifs 
were very sharp and long, like barbs; others, 
especially in outlined letters, looked like short, 
thick beaks, wedges, or teardrops. Its ±alif was 
straight, but tapered at its lower end (foot), and 
some sources indicate that its length was from 
seven to nine or even ten rhombic dots.

Another characteristic letter encountered in 
mu™aqqaq is the làm ±alif. Although the làm 
±alif al-mu™aqqaqa (with a loop at its base, the 
±alif heavily tilted to the right, and the right-
sloping serif on the làm) quite appropriately 
predominates, and in the manuscripts from the 
eastern Islamic lands appears to have been the 

only form used, we also encounter, here and 
there, especially in Mamluk Qur±àns, the làm 
±alif al-warràqiyya (%), which has a triangular 
base, and the almost vertical upper part of the 
shaft (hast) of the ±alif.

Other features include: open counters (‘eyes’ 
of letters) and flattened and tapered (mabsù†) 
endings of most of the descenders (sublinear 
strokes); indeed, the difference between the 
ascenders (supralinear upstrokes) and the de-
scenders is very evident (Gacek 2003; ¢ayyibì, 
Jàmi� 67–72). The flattened and tapered 
 descenders (�aràqàt, mu�aqqafàt) of not only 
rà±/zà±, mìm, wàw but also jìm/™à±/xà±, and 
�ayn/ÿayn contrast with the upward curve of 
these in the �ulu� script, and are the best indi-
cation of the difference between these two 
scripts.

Furthermore, mu™aqqaq, because of its large 
size, was vocalized (�ab†) with a different pen, 
and often in a different color, such as blue. 
Some deluxe mu™aqqaq Qur±àns also have 
superscript ±alifs of prolongation executed in 
red ink (Lings 2004).

According to various sources, mu™aqqaq had 
two varieties: large (jalìl) and small (xafìf ). The 
smaller variants included maßà™if and ray™àn 
‘sweet basil’. Mu™aqqaq was used from Egypt 
to Iran, and a type of mu™aqqaq, probably 
current before the Mongol invasion (5th/11th 
century), was later used in China (Stanley 1999:
12–21). Both mu™aqqaq and ray™àn were 
almost entirely discontinued in Ottoman Turkey 
and Iran after the 10th/16th century in favor 
of nasx.

Some of the greatest mu™aqqaq Qur±àns 
were produced in the Il-Khanid, Mamluk, and 
Timurid periods (7th/13th–9th/15th centuries). 
Special mention should be made here of Qur±àns 
associated with Sultan ûlyàytù (Öljajtü) and 
Sultan Ša�bàn (James 1988), the superb Qur±àn 
penned by ±A™mad as-Suhrawardì, Yàqùt’s most 
famous pupil, between 701 and 708/1301–
1308 (Blair 2006:248–253), the largest Qur±àn 
to survive from Mamluk times penned by Ibn 
aß-Íà±iÿ (d. 845/1441 or 1442), the author of 
Tu™fa ±ùlì l-±albàb, an important work on cal-
ligraphy (Blair 2006:323–325), and finally the 
gigantic Bàysunghur Qur±àn, measuring 177 x 
101 cm, penned in the early 9th/15th century 
(Lings 2004:81; Blair 2006:265–268).

The maßà™if script (qalam al-maß™if lit. ‘script 
of the Qur±àns’) is mentioned in the anonymous 
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treatise Risàla fì l-kitàba al-mansùba. Here 
we are told that Ibn al-Bawwàb distinguished 
between two scripts: matn ‘body of the text; 
block of text’ (i.e. large � nasx) and maßà™if 
(Risàla fì l-kitàba 126). Another reference to 
this script comes from the Mu�jam al-±udabà±, 
whose author, Yàqùt al-£amawì, mentions 
that �Alì ibn ¢al™a ar-Ràzì al-Baqašlan (d. 515/
1121), who followed Ibn al-Bawwàb’s method 
or ‘school’ (†arìqa), was particularly famous 
for writing in qalam al-maßà™if (Rice 1955:10). 
This script is later illustrated in a unique album 
from the end of the Mamluk period executed 
by a†-¢ayyibì (Jàmi� 54–57). It emerges as a 
script similar in size to nasx, but much bigger 
than ray™àn (see below). One of the features 
of this script is that, just as with mu™aqqaq, it 
is seriffed, in contrast to nasx (matn), which is 
serif-less (sans serif). Furthermore, its appella-
tion points to its usage, namely, the copying of 
single-volume Qur±àns.

Probably the best example of this script 
(referred to in the original description by Rice 
as nasxì) is the codex of Ibn al-Bawwàb pre-
served in Chester Beatty Library (Dublin) and 
dated 391/1000 or 1001. It is worth noting 
here that the use of the head-serif in this copy 
is not systematic. A similar script (also seriffed) 
is seen in a Qur±àn falsely attributed to Ibn 
al-Bawwàb copied in 401/1010 (Rice 1955: 
24–25).

S.M. Stern, although speaking of the script 
of the Chester Beatty Qur±àn as being writ-
ten in nasx, concedes in a footnote that 
“the specimen of the maßà™if script accord-
ing to the manner of Ibn al-Bawwàb [. . .] 
corresponds fairly well to the script of the 
Chester Beatty MS”. He goes on to say, “The 
name ‘Koranic script’ suggests that the nasx 
used by Ibn al-Bawwàb and his school for 
Korans was of a particular kind, distinguished 
from ordinary nasx” (Stern 1969:19). David 
James, even though he refers to this script 
as nasx, also concedes that “the semi-circular 
strokes are flattened out slightly in the manner 
of mu™aqqaq” (James 1988:18; for similar sug-
gestions, see Blair 2006:167).

If Ibn al-Bawwàb really distinguished 
between matn and maßà™if scripts, as the text 
of the aforementioned Risàla has it, then it 
would stand to reason that he would have 
used this latter script, and not nasx, for the 
copying of Qur±àns. Maßà™if script, however, 

seems to have had a short-lived existence as 
it was replaced, perhaps as early as the 6th/
12th century, in favor of a large mu™aqqaq 
and a very small ray™àn as a favored pair of 
scripts for large Qur±àns. A good example of 
an early Qur±àn using a combination of a large 
mu™aqqaq (top, middle, and bottom lines) and 
a small ray™àn (in the two blocks in between) is 
a Chester Beatty copy dated 582/1186 and exe-
cuted by �Abd ar-Ra™màn al-Kàtib al-Malikì 
(James 1980:35; see also Blair 2006:217–218)

Ray™àn script, also mentioned in the anony-
mous Risàla and other later works, had more 
or less the same relationship to mu™aqqaq as 
the ™awàšì to nasx or the ÿubàr (the smallest 
of all scripts and a hybrid) to riqà� (� �ulu�), 
or, according to al-±â�àrì, it was half the size 
of mu™aqqaq. All the letters in this script were 
the same as in mu™aqqaq but finer, and the 
script was also seriffed. Furthermore, unlike 
mu™aqqaq, its vocalization was done with the 
same pen, because of its small size (Gacek 
1989:146; ¢ayyibì, Jàmi� 17, 73–77). One of 
the earliest specimens of this script can be 
found in a multi-script manuscript of the poetry 
of Salàma ibn Jandal, executed, according to 
the colophon, by Ibn al-Bawwàb (although this 
attribution is yet to be proven convincingly) 
and used for the text of the commentary (Blair 
2006:172–173). A later excellent example of 
ray™àn as text script (as opposed to display 
script) is a Tehran Qur±àn attributed to Yàqut 
al-Musta�ßimì completed in 685/1286 (Blair 
2006:243–245).

In the later Ottoman period and in Iran, the 
term ray™ànì was often used for, or as a vari-
ant of, mu™aqqaq (Soucek 1979:12; Gacek 
2003). It is worth noting here that the same 
appellation (ar-ray™ànì) is mentioned by ±Abù 
£ayyàn at-Taw™ìdì as one of the twelve ‘Kufic’ 
styles, perhaps a reference to �Alì ibn �Ubayda 
ar-Ray™ànì (d. 219/834), “a master of elegant 
writing and style” (Rosenthal 1971:24; Blair 
2006:167).

Ray™àn does not seem to have been used 
widely as a script of the Qur±àn in Egypt and 
Syria in the Mamluk period. On the other 
hand, the combination mu™aqqaq and ray™àn 
on the same page was common in Iran and the 
Ottoman world (James 1988:20–21). One of 
the best examples of this kind of Qur±àn using 
both mu™aqqaq (first, median, and last line) and 
ray™àn on the same page, from the Ottoman 
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Fig. 1. Jalìl al-mu™aqqaq by Mu™ammad a†-¢ayyibì (¢ìbì), ca. 908/1502 (Istanbul, TSM K.882, f.35b).
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period, is the large Qur±àn (615 � 425 mm) 
of ±A™mad Qarah™isàrì (Ahmed Karahisari), 
executed before 953/1546, preserved in the 
Topkapı Palace Library and recently repro-
duced in facsimile.

As far as is known, mu™aqqaq and its deriva-
tives have not been used in printing (litho-
graphy or movable type), and even in modern 
calligraphy it does not occupy the important 
place it once had.
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Multilingualism

Multilingualism can be defined either at the 
societal level, where two or more languages 
are used within a single community, or at the 
level of the individual, where the same person 
uses more than one language. These two phe-
nomena do not always co-occur; within the 
Arab world, multilingual individuals may live 
within states that are regarded as monolingual, 
while in multilingual states many or even most 
individuals may be monolinguals. The multilin-
gualism of individuals or communities may or 
may not receive official recognition within the 
constitution or legal system of a state. Attempts 
to influence and manipulate multilingual situ-
ations, with varying degrees of success, may 
come from state intervention or from activist 
movements.

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Discussions of language in the context of the 
Arab world have often focused on the status 
of Arabic as a cement holding together this 
community (for examples, see Suleiman 2003). 
Again and again it has been declared that Arabic 
is the key component of Arab identity, the heart 
and soul of the Arab nation (� nationalism and 
language). According to al-£ußrì (1985:46), 
for instance, every individual belonging to 
an Arabic-speaking community is an Arab, 
whether or not he/she accepts this identity. Yet, 
these states, like the majority of other states in 
the world today, are far from monolithic, mono-
lingual societies. Many of them are the sites of 
complex interactions among several languages.
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The term ‘Arabic’ subsumes a large num-
ber of highly differentiated varieties which are 
not always mutually intelligible. States from 
Morocco to Oman are united in recognizing as 
an official language the formal written variety of 
Arabic (� Classical or � Modern Standard) – 
a variety that is not the native language of any 
community but is acquired through formal 
education. Considerable differences between 
colloquial varieties can also be considered an 
obstacle to communication rather than a unify-
ing force. An educated Algerian and a Lebanese 
may very well find it easier to understand 
each other if they both speak French, while a 
Sudanese and a Palestinian may find it more 
convenient to communicate via English!

This entry does not address differences across 
varieties of Arabic, although such differences 
have frequently resulted in their being treated in 
statistically oriented language research as sepa-
rate languages (for instance by Gordon 2005 
and Leclerc 2003). It instead focuses on cases 
where Arabic varieties are in contact with other 
languages on either the individual or societal 
level. The examples above simply argue against 
the tendency to assume that Arabic inevita-
bly unites its community of speakers whereas 
other languages divide it. Furthermore, within 
the Arab world, linguistic divisions frequently 
fail to correlate with cultural differences. For 
instance, Arabic in the Middle East is used 
by both Christian and Muslim communities, 
whereas in North Africa Berber- and Arabic-
speaking communities are distinguished by lan-
guage and united by Islam. In Morocco, the 
Toshabim, a native Jewish community whose 
ancestors have been present there since before 
the advent of Islam, have for centuries also 
used Arabic and Berber varieties, depending on 
their geographical distribution. Thus, a shared 
language does not imply a shared religion, and 
vice versa.

2. S o u r c e s  o f  m u l t i l i n g u a l i s m

Current instances of multilingualism involving 
Arabic can be traced to different sources. Many 
of the earliest large-scale contacts between 
Arabic and other languages are the result of 
the Arabs’ movements out of Arabia following 
the founding of Islam in the 7th century C.E., 
which culminated in their conquest of the lands 
stretching from North Africa and Spain in the 

west to the Indus Valley in the east. As conquered 
peoples converted to Islam, they often adopted 
Arabic. The consequences, more than a thou-
sand years later, are various. In some places, 
such as Tunisia, Arabic has almost totally dis-
placed the indigenous languages; in others, such 
as Spain, the use of Arabic over centuries can 
now be attested only through traces identified 
in borrowings and place names, for example. 
In one remarkable case (� Maltese), the Arabic 
spoken centuries ago has survived and remains 
the first language of the majority of the popu-
lation, although it has changed its name and 
its alphabet; the Maltese language, written in 
the Roman alphabet and designated an official 
language of Malta along with English, is unmis-
takeably a variety of Arabic similar to those 
used in North African countries.

In those places where Arabic and the other 
languages still coexist side by side, a number of 
different types of situation can be found. There 
are many states now dominated by other lan-
guages where small Arabic-speaking communi-
ties still exist, as in the case of � Mali, Niger, 
� Nigeria, � Ethiopia, � Djibouti/Eritrea, � 
Turkey, and � Afghanistan. In states where 
Arabic is used on a large scale, there are quite 
sizable groups using other languages, such as 
the � Kurdish-speaking communities of Iraq 
and Syria and, in Morocco and Algeria, speak-
ers of Amazigh (the name currently preferred 
in referring to the � Berber varieties spoken in 
this area). As discussed below, the assignment 
of official status to Arabic does not always cor-
relate with the existence of an Arabic-speaking 
majority.

Alongside these old-established cases of bilin-
gualism, there is a second, much more recent 
category, the result of the colonization of North 
Africa and the Middle East by European pow-
ers in the 19th and 20th centuries. Colonization 
led to the use of French in Morocco, Algeria, 
Tunisia, Syria, and Lebanon, Spanish in the 
north of Morocco and the western Sahara, 
Italian in Libya, and English in Egypt, Iraq, 
Kuwait and Palestine. Another recent devel-
opment is the presence of Hebrew alongside 
Arabic in Israel.

In all these cases where two speech commu-
nities have come into contact, the extent to which 
individual members of each maintain their lan-
guage, become bilingual, or abandon their origi-
nal language may be determined by factors such 
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as the amount of interaction between the two 
communities, relations of power and/or solidar-
ity between them, group policies on providing 
or withholding access to the two languages, 
ideological positions, and perceptions of the 
value or usefulness of the other’s language. 
For instance, the survival of Arabic-speaking 
communities in places like Nigeria may be 
related to its special status within Islam; the 
much greater use of French among Algerians 
compared to the use of Italian among Libyans 
may relate to degree and length of contact as 
well as colonizers’ policies; and the fact that 
both Palestinians in the occupied territories and 
Israeli Arabs take advantage of opportunities 
to learn Hebrew (Spolsky 1997; Spolsky and 
Shohamy 1999) shows that ultimately prag-
matic motives may dominate over ideological 
considerations.

Contacts between Arabic speakers and other 
groups have also continued as a result of migra-
tion, largely from the Arab world toward � 
Europe and � North and � Latin America. The 
first wave of emigration to the United States 
began in the 1870s, and current estimates of 
the number of Arab Americans vary between 
one and three million. In the 2000 U.S. census, 
614,414 people claimed to use Arabic at home. 
The majority of Arabs in the United States are of 
Lebanese, Syrian, Palestinian, Egyptian, or Iraqi 
origin (for more details, see Rouchdy 1992; 
Samhan 2001; Suleiman 1999). On the other 
hand, large numbers of Arabic-speaking North 
Africans emigrated to France, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, and Italy; the Arabic-speaking 
population of France is currently estimated at 
between four and five million. Immigrants in 
most cases rapidly become bilingual, and there 
is typically a process of language shift over 
two or three generations, so that these bilin-
gual communities may well prove transient. 
However, a recent Australian study found that 
the Arabic-speaking community of Melbourne 
was more resistant to language shift than the 
Chinese and Spanish-speaking communities 
(Clyne and Kipp 1999).

Other multilingual situations arise from the 
presence, within certain Arab states, of large 
numbers of foreign workers. For instance, in 
Kuwait, foreigners outnumber citizens and 
include speakers of Farsi, Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, 
and Filipino. Similar language communities are 

to be found in Saudi Arabia and several other 
Gulf states.

One final type of bilingualism should be men-
tioned – one which results from educational 
and cultural activity rather than from direct 
contact between different language communi-
ties. Citizens of Arab countries, like those of 
the rest of the world, are very conscious of the 
value of knowing an international language; 
many are willing to make a great deal of 
effort and sometimes financial investment in 
order to reach a high degree of proficiency in 
English, French, or Spanish. Likewise, Muslims 
all around the world are strongly motivated to 
acquire at least a minimal knowledge of Arabic. 
Knowledge of Classical Arabic is often trans-
mitted through traditional Qur±ànic schools, 
particularly to those who may not use this lan-
guage outside the religious domain.

The various historical factors have yielded 
several different types of language situation, 
ranging from multilingual communities where 
Arabic is very much a minority in terms of num-
ber of speakers to those where Arabic speak-
ers predominate and where even those whose 
first language is not a variety of Arabic are 
almost bound to learn it as a second language. 
However, the official statements on language in 
the constitutions and laws of the various states 
frequently do not reflect the complex multilin-
gualism prevalent among their peoples.

3. O f f i c i a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f 
m u l t i l i n g u a l i s m

The states that are typically felt to constitute 
the Arab world are in fact unanimous in rec-
ognizing Arabic (understood to refer to the 
Classical or Modern Standard variety) as their 
sole official language. Among these states, rela-
tively few, such as Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, 
can be described as linguistically homogeneous, 
in the sense that Arabic is the first language of 
(almost) all their citizens. In addition to these, 
there are states like Iraq, which includes com-
munities speaking Kurdish, Azeri, Syriac, Farsi, 
Turkmen, Armenian, and Circassian, or Egypt, 
with its speakers of � Nubian, Greek, Kenuzi-
Dongola, Siwi, and Domari. Many of these 
linguistic communities are spread across several 
states: Armenian speakers are found in Syria, 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq, and speakers of 
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varieties of Berber, known by different names, 
are found in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, 
Egypt, and Mauritania. As for European lan-
guages, Lebanon, with its 45 percent French-
speaking population (according to a recent 
IPSOS survey), hosted the 2002 summit of 
Francophone countries. At the other extreme of 
the Arab world, French and Spanish are actually 
the first learned and home languages for many 
of the Jewish families remaining in Morocco 
(Bentahila and Davies 1992b). Linguistic diver-
sity is most striking along the periphery of the 
Arab world – in � Mauritania, which recog-
nizes four national languages besides its official 
one, and � Sudan, where about one hundred 
different languages are spoken.

The fact that, after independence, all these 
states chose to designate Arabic as their sole 
official language can easily be related to politi-
cal as well as purely linguistic considerations. 
Identification with Arabic was often a highly 
symbolic move, representing a reaffirmation of 
the people’s historical identity, internal unity, 
and wider solidarity with the other Arab states. 
For instance, in Morocco there was a tremen-
dous counterreaction to the French coloniz-
ers’ attempts to foster divisions between the 
Berber- and Arabic-speaking groups, through 
measures such as the Dahir Berbère (Berber 
decree) of 1930, which sought to provide the 
Berber-speaking areas with a separate educa-
tion system using French and Berber but not 
Arabic (Bentahila 1983; Bidwell 1973). Once 
the colonizers left, national unity remained 
a priority; this was one of the considerations 
which led many states to focus on Arabic and 
offer little if any recognition of the other lan-
guages used by their citizens. Laws aimed at 
protecting Arabic from the dominance of the 
colonizers’ language were passed, imposing the 
use of Arabic in domains such as education and 
administration; they also had the effect, coinci-
dental or deliberately calculated, of excluding 
the use of indigenous minority languages from 
these domains.

The strategy of resorting to Arabic as a uni-
fying symbol has not been equally successful 
across the entire region. For instance, although 
Arabic is the sole official language of Sudan, 
Arabic dialects are the first language of slightly 
more than half the population, concentrated in 
the North, while in the South around a hun-
dred other languages are spoken, many by very 

small communities. The North/South linguistic 
division also coincides with religious and ethnic 
divisions, with the South harboring Christians 
and animists while the North is Muslim. These 
cultural and language divisions together with 
attempts by the North to impose its culture and 
language on the South are at the root of the 
civil war that has ravaged the country for more 
than forty years. Sudan represents a case where 
Arabization, far from being a unifying force, 
has torn a country apart.

In Mauritania, too, the relations between 
the Arabic-speaking North and the rest of the 
country are not entirely harmonious. Although 
the Constitution recognizes � £assàniyya (an 
Arabic dialect), Fulfulde, Soninke, and Wolof 
as national languages, only Arabic has official 
status. Members of the Negro-African ethnic 
group of the South have perceived measures to 
promote the use of Arabic as another kind of 
colonialism and some have protested vocifer-
ously against what they see as a racist system 
which marginalizes users of other languages 
(see, for instance, Abou Sall 2001).

A second group of states consists of those 
that are officially bilingual, recognizing two 
official languages of which one is Arabic. In 
many of these cases, Arabic is actually spoken 
by only a small minority of the population. 
For instance, Arabic is one of the two official 
languages of the � Comoros (the other being 
French), yet 96.8 percent of the population 
speak Comorian, a Bantu language, as their 
first language. Arabic is also one of the official 
languages of Somalia, along with Somali. Yet, 
while the latter is spoken by 62 percent of the 
population, Arabic is spoken only by a tiny 
minority of 46,000. Similarly, in Djibouti, only 
11 percent of the population are classified as 
Arabs, and in Chad only 12.3 percent, although 
Arabic is an official language in both of these 
states (all statistics are from Leclerc 2003).

The justification for giving Arabic official 
status in cases like these could be related to 
its symbolic value as the language of Islam. 
The vast majority of Comorians, for example, 
are Muslims, as are almost all Djiboutians. 
In communities where Islam predominates, 
Arabic tends to be highly valued even by those 
who have very little knowledge of it. A sur-
vey by Brahimi and Owens (2000) found that 
the non-Arabic-speaking Kanuri of northeast 
Nigeria would prefer to learn Arabic rather 
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than English. Another factor favoring Arabic 
is its value as a language of much wider use 
than most of the indigenous languages of these 
states. In Chad, for instance, around 130 lan-
guages are spoken, but only eighteen of these 
have more than 50,000 speakers. In some cases, 
however, the strongest motive may have ulti-
mately been mercenary. In the 1970s, states like 
Somalia and Chad adopted pro-Arabic poli-
cies in exchange for massive financial aid and 
political support from the Gulf States (Laitin 
1992:90).

Assigning Arabic the status of an official 
language does not necessarily imply that it will 
be used in all official domains. Sometimes, its 
status is more symbolic than anything else, for 
where there is more than one official language 
there is not always equality of status between 
the two. Thus, in Chad, French remains the 
working language of the administration, and 
Arabic, though proclaimed as its co-official 
language, has a role which is very much sub-
ordinate to that of French. Likewise, although 
Arabic is one of the two official languages of 
Israel, where the Arabic-speaking community 
constitutes just 20 percent of the population, 
the true status of Arabic is more like that of 
a minority language. While it may be used in 
parliamentary debate and in courts of law, in 
practice most Arab deputies choose to address 
the parliament in Hebrew; and while the law 
stipulates that children in Jewish schools should 
study Arabic for a minimum of three or four 
years, in practice many of them are allowed to 
choose French instead (Spolsky 1997; Spolsky 
and Shohamy 1999, 2001; Talmon 2000).

Finally, Arabic-speaking minorities in states 
where Arabic has no official status have been 
treated in very different ways. For instance, 
in the Hatay province of Turkey, it is forbid-
den to teach through the medium of Arabic, 
to use Arabic personal names, or even to sing 
Arabic songs in public (Arnold 2000). On the 
other hand, in several European states, such 
as France and the Netherlands, fairly generous 
provisions are made within the state education 
system to provide Arabic language lessons for 
the children of North African immigrants (see 
Altena and Appel 1982; Bentahila and Davies 
1991, 1992c; Extra and Gorter 2001, among 
others). Opinions have differed as to the use-
fulness of such provisions. In November 2002, 
President Chirac emphasized that French policy 

was to encourage the study of Arabic in French 
schools. In the Netherlands, however, the gov-
ernment abolished the state-financed system of 
Arabic language education in 2004.

4. C o n f l i c t s  a n d  r i v a l r i e s

In situations where one language is perceived as 
threatening the position of another, movements 
aimed at protecting the supposedly threatened 
language often arise. In the immediate after-
math of colonization, most Arab governments 
were preoccupied with the need to restore 
Classical Arabic to what was perceived as its 
rightful position as the medium of government, 
administration, and education. Vast amounts of 
energy and money have since been expounded 
on campaigns for the protection and promo-
tion of Arabic, subsumed here under the label 
of ‘Arabization programs’. States have varied 
in the zeal with which they have pursued these 
programs. Syria, for instance, has pursued a 
fairly aggressive policy, targeting what is essen-
tially monolingualism by making Arabic practi-
cally the exclusive medium for instruction in the 
public education system and for written media. 
At the other extreme is Lebanon. Despite its 
having currently opted for Arabic as its sole 
official language, Lebanon maintains generous 
provisions for the teaching of other languages 
right from the first year of primary school and 
has adopted a noninterventionist approach, 
allowing considerable freedom to schools in 
both the public and private sectors that wish 
to use other languages as media of instruction 
(Ghaith and Shaaban 1996). Nevertheless, as a 
whole, Arabization programs can ultimately be 
seen as attempts to reduce multilingualism at 
the societal level, by removing languages other 
than Arabic from official domains, and at the 
individual level, by reducing the time devoted 
to teaching these other languages.

Probably the most powerful protection tool 
available to Arab states is the education sys-
tem. Many states have pursued a policy of 
gradually removing the use of the colonizers’ 
language as a medium of instruction, first in 
primary and then in secondary schools, and 
to varying degrees in higher education as well. 
Once relegated more or less to the status of a 
foreign language, its introduction into the cur-
riculum is then delayed. This trend stands in 
sharp contrast to the more global movement 
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toward introducing these same international 
languages, English and French, at earlier points 
in the curriculum, and to the general tendency 
to increase the time devoted to teaching foreign 
languages.

The other domain most readily manipulated 
by governments is administration. Strategies 
employed in this case have included laws des-
ignating Arabic as the only, or most promi-
nent, language to be used in domains such as 
parliamentary debate, legal documents, and 
official reports. For instance, in Algeria, a 1968 
law required all civil servants to be proficient 
in Arabic, while a 1991 law declared any 
document drawn in a language other than 
Arabic invalid and imposed fines of up to 
5,000 Algerian dinars on anyone signing such a 
document. One of the most dramatic measures 
taken was Libya’s 1973 decree requiring that 
persons entering the country must hold pass-
ports in which personal details were recorded 
in Arabic.

Quite a number of states also found it neces-
sary to pass laws controlling the languages used 
on official signs and notices, business signs, 
and product labels. In Algeria, a 1976 circular 
required all company, administration, and road 
signs to be exclusively in Arabic, while the laws 
of 1991 and 1996 allowed bilingual labeling 
of products only if the Arabic version was 
prominent. Egypt passed a decree in 1986 ban-
ning monolingual signs in any language other 
than Arabic. More recent interventions have 
included the enforcement in Amman, Jordan, 
in 2001, of a municipal regulation requiring the 
removal of English shop signs, while a similar 
campaign in Tunis in 1999 required shop-
keepers to remove the French parts of their 
signs. The continuing concern to defend Arabic 
against the use of other languages can also be 
seen in a symposium held in Cairo in 1999, 
which passed seventeen resolutions, one of 
which was implemented by the 1999 law ban-
ning businesses from using non-Arabic names, 
trademarks, or brand names.

Despite these often elaborate attempts to 
obtain a more homogeneous linguistic profile, 
multilingualism is still flourishing, even in those 
states that have pursued vigorous Arabization 
campaigns. Some of the measures taken failed 
to produce the intended effects; paradoxically, 
some have produced counterreactions. In many 
places, including Egypt and Morocco, the 

reduction in the use of English or French in the 
public education system has led to an increased 
recourse to private education as an alternative 
for extensive training in these languages, often 
to the detriment of Arabic. State policies have 
thus turned a high level of proficiency in French 
or English into something exclusive, for which 
parents are willing to pay. While the options 
open to the majority are often reduced by pro-
tectionist policies, the position of the elites able 
to bypass this policy is only strengthened. Laitin 
(1992:152) reports on a similar phenomenon, 
which he terms the “private subversion of a 
public good”, in Somalia, where reforms making 
��Somali the dominant language in the national 
education system led the elite to send their chil-
dren to Egypt to attain proficiency in Arabic.

Global trends in information technology and 
communications provide even stronger moti-
vations for acquiring proficiency in just those 
languages weakened by Arabization programs, 
notably English. The World Wide Web has 
undoubtedly given new impetus to the study of 
English as a foreign language and reinforced its 
role as a global language (Crystal 1997). Some 
interesting recent statistics indicate that in 2001 
Arabic accounted for only 0.04 percent of all 
web pages (68.39% being in English). When the 
numbers of pages in each language are ranked 
by the number of speakers of that language, 
Arabic comes right at the bottom of the list, 
with one Arabic web page for every 1,583.5 
Arabic speakers, whereas English has one page 
per 1.5 English speakers (Carvin 2001). Figures 
like these would seem to represent a power-
ful motive for preserving bilingualism among 
Arabic-speakers.

In the administration, too, there is still a dis-
crepancy between the public, official face and 
what goes on behind the scenes. For instance, 
official documents may be published only 
in Arabic, but the discussion in preparatory 
meetings and even preliminary drafts of the 
document may well involve the use of French 
or English. And when officials, businessmen, 
or intellectuals from different Arab countries 
meet, it is still common to find them opting to 
communicate, not in any variety of Arabic but 
rather in French or English.

Finally, attempts to regulate the languages 
used in street signs have rarely had the intended 
effects. Sometimes they were never fully enforced 
in the first place, having been applied only to 
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certain cities, on a piecemeal basis, or only for 
a short period of time. Some were later with-
drawn altogether. For instance, the 1999 Tunis 
campaign mentioned earlier initially led to the 
French parts of shop signs being hastily covered 
up with cardboard or plastic bags, practically 
overnight, in order to avoid hefty fines; but a 
few months later these temporary screens dis-
appeared and the issue was dropped.

While governments have for decades been 
seeking to protect Classical Arabic from the 
excolonizers’ languages, indigenous languages 
such as Kurdish in the Middle East and Berber 
varieties in North Africa have long suffered 
from a total lack of recognition. There are, 
however, notable signs of change here. For 
instance, the Kurds of North Iraq, thanks to 
the relative autonomy obtained following the 
1991 Gulf War, are now able to use their lan-
guage in education and adminstration. In con-
trast, in neighboring Syria, the use of Kurdish 
as a medium of instruction is not allowed. 
Similarly, when Morocco and Algeria obtained 
independence, no provision was made for the 
teaching of Amazigh in schools and no effort 
made to encourage writing in this language. 
A survey in Morocco by Bentahila and Davies 
(1992b) suggested that younger generations 
were abandoning the use of Amazigh, although 
Brahimi and Owens’ (2000) study on Algeria 
did not find significant evidence for such a 
shift. As a result of activists’ campaigns, such 
as the Berber Manifesto published in 2000, 
there have recently been significant changes in 
the status assigned to Amazigh, the year 2001 
being a turning point. In October of that year, 
President Bouteflika promised to bestow official 
status upon Amazigh in Algeria; during that 
same month Morocco’s Mohamed VI set up the 
Royal Institute of Amazigh Culture. Morocco 
now has a new policy of teaching Amazigh in 
primary schools, due to be implemented across 
the country by 2008. New materials are rapidly 
being prepared using the traditional Berber 
alphabet, Tifinagh, despite objections that opt-
ing for this writing system means that chil-
dren will be required to master three separate 
alphabets (Tifinagh, Arabic, and Roman) in 
the early years of schooling (� language shift: 
Amazigh).

New communication opportunities provided 
by satellite televisison and the Internet have 
been exploited effectively by promoters of 

minority languages. For instance, the Kurdish 
language television channel MED TV is acces-
sible to the many Kurds living in exile, while 
web sites using Amazigh have proliferated in 
recent years (a recent compilation lists 288 
such sites).

5. M u l t i l i n g u a l i s m  i n 
e v e r y d a y  l i f e

The multilingual situation prevalent in large 
parts of the Arab world means that many 
speakers of Arabic also use one or more other 
languages on a regular basis, and that many 
more who are not actually bilingual themselves 
are accustomed to being exposed to other lan-
guages in their daily environment. In some cases, 
languages are associated with quite separate 
domains, with fairly rigid divisions between the 
situations where each is likely to be used. A lan-
guage may be closely associated with particular 
types of interlocutor, topic, and/or setting. For 
instance, a young Amazigh-speaking Moroccan 
may use this language only with parents and 
grandparents, speaking Arabic with his or her 
friends and peers and French with a doctor 
(for a detailed investigation of language choice 
among Moroccan bilinguals, see Bentahila 
1983). An Egyptian may use Arabic in writing 
a letter about family news, but English when 
writing about a financial or business matter. A 
Tunisian out shopping may use Arabic at the 
butcher’s but French at the bank. Furthermore, 
the emergence of new domains may lead to 
changes in the norms of usage for particular 
languages. For instance, colloquial varieties of 
Arabic have traditionally been used only orally, 
not in writing; yet, one interesting consequence 
of the new communication technology is that 
many people have taken to using colloquial 
Arabic, transliterated in the Roman alphabet, 
for e-mails and text messages as well as Internet 
chatting. This habit is now common among 
young people in Morocco. A recent study from 
Egypt (Warschauer a.o. 2002) reports that 
young professionals there tend to use English 
for formal e-mail correspondence and Egyptian 
Arabic for informal messages, suggesting that 
this may be a new type of � diglossia, from 
which Standard Arabic is being squeezed out.

In many cases, however, there is considerable 
overlap between the domains of the various 
languages. In domains where two languages 
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seem usable, or in a situation involving a mix-
ture of factors, some favoring one language and 
some another, speakers may find themselves fre-
quently switching back and forth between the 
two languages. In many bilingual communities, 
varieties have emerged that exhibit recurrent 
patterns of � code-switching: French/Arabic 
in Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco, as well as 
among immigrants in France (Belazi 1992; 
Bentahila and Davies 1983, 1992a, 1993, 1994, 
1995, 1998; Boumans and Caubet 2000), Spanish/
Arabic in the north of Morocco, English/Arabic 
by Egyptians and by immigrants to North 
America (Atawneh 1992; Eid 1992; Hussein and 
Shorrab 1993), Dutch/Arabic by Moroccans 
resident in the Netherlands (Nortier 1990), 
Hebrew/Arabic by Israeli Arabs, and so on. 
These code-switching varieties often serve as 
powerful in-group markers, allowing bilin-
guals to distinguish themselves from monolin-
gual speakers of either language. The norms 
for where switches occur and what types of 
structure are typically involved may also vary 
among subgroups of a bilingual community; for 
instance, in Morocco, different types of code-
switching have been associated with different 
generations and related to differences in edu-
cational background and experience with each 
language (Bentahila and Davies 1992a, 1995, 
1998).

Naturally enough, where two or more lan-
guages are used within a community, each 
will acquire particular associations and val-
ues. Members of the community, whether or 
not they are themselves bilingual, may develop 
contrasting attitudes toward the different lan-
guages due to cultural, historical, and educa-
tional factors. Arabic speakers are known for 
their tendency to admire and respect Classical 
Arabic for its special religious and nationalist 
associations and for their feeling that collo-
quial Arabic varieties are inferior, inadequate 
forms of expression. Attitudes to other home 
languages may vary from a fierce attachment 
to the symbol of one’s heritage among some 
Amazigh or Kurdish speakers, for example, 
to a feeling that such languages are not very 
useful or relevant to the modern world among 
others. Some studies have suggested that many 
people of Amazigh origin do not feel that this 
language is an essential marker of their identity 
(Bentahila and Davies 1992b). In a survey, 
many Moroccan bilinguals identified as their 

‘own language’ a language other than the one 
they first learned or used at home (Davies and 
Bentahila 1989). As for the colonizers’ lan-
guages, these have inspired very mixed feelings: 
some resent having to use them, seeing them 
as weapons of the Western aggressor; others 
enjoy them as keys to modernity and social 
advancement.

Interesting results have been obtained from 
matched guise tests where respondents are 
asked to listen to sound recordings and evaluate 
speakers for a list of personality traits without 
being told that they are hearing the same per-
sons in two or more different guises (speaking 
different languages). In one such study carried 
out in Morocco, bilinguals were judged to 
be more modern, intelligent, important, and 
educated when using French than when using 
Moroccan Arabic; differences also emerged 
depending on the type of accent used in French 
(Bentahila 1983).

At present, then, multilingualism appears to 
be a normal, everyday part of people’s lives 
throughout much of the Arab world. Moroccans, 
for instance, view national television channels 
where programs in Arabic alternate with ones 
in French and where the news is read each 
day in Standard Arabic, Amazigh, French, and 
Spanish, while on local radio stations speakers 
may switch freely between Arabic and French. 
They can listen to popular music of vari-
ous genres whose lyrics exhibit code-switching 
between two languages (Bentahila and Davies 
2002). National newspapers are available in 
Arabic, Amazigh, French, and Spanish; offi-
cial forms and information signs are usually 
offered in both French and Arabic; and a stroll 
through any city center will confront the casual 
observer with shop and business signs using 
English, French, Arabic, and other languages 
in many different combinations. Trade names 
are sometimes formed by combining elements 
of two languages, while others use Arabic 
words transliterated in the Roman alphabet or 
French words transcribed in Arabic script. The 
overall effect is definitely of a place where mul-
tilingualism is the norm rather than a marked 
phenomenon.

6. F u t u r e  p e r s p e c t i v e s

The coexistence of Arabic and other languages 
can be traced to contacts between different 
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language communities, some very long-stand-
ing and others quite recent. Although firm 
predictions about future language situations 
are difficult to make, it is safe to say that lan-
guages will continue to be used as long as they 
are perceived to have a specific value for their 
users. This value may be pragmatic, as when a 
language is a key to employment, education, or 
social advancement; but it may equally be sym-
bolic, as when a language is valued for what 
it represents: cultural heritage, religion, and 
minority group identity. Governments across 
the Arab world have made huge efforts to 
strengthen the position of Arabic in relation 
to both indigenous and colonizers’ languages. 
Nevertheless, languages such as Kurdish and 
Amazigh have continued to defy their titanic 
neighbor, Arabic. There are also signs that num-
bers of users and/or domains of use are likely 
to increase for these languages in the future. On 
the other hand, despite determined attempts to 
root out English and French, the eradication of 
these languages from everyday life in the Arab 
world in the near future is very unlikely, due 
to their instrumental value in offering access 
to the West, hated or loved. The Arab world’s 
currently multilingual societies will most likely 
maintain the use of other languages together 
with Arabic for the forseeable future.
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Munßarif ��Íarf

Musnad ��Isnàd

Muštarak

Muštarak (or, currently, al-muštarak al-lafÚì) 
is used in Arabic rhetoric and grammar to indi-
cate the ‘homonymous polysemic word’ (lit. ‘the 
common one’). The question at the origin of the 
lexical category of muštarak is ‘how the nouns 
apply to the nominatum (the named things)’ 
(see, for instance, Ibn Fàris [d. 395/1004], 
Íà™ibì 114, bàb al-±asmà± kayfa taqa�u �alà 
l-musammayàt). In the most general and com-
mon state of affairs, every thing gets its own 
noun, such as rajul ‘man’, faras ‘horse’, and so 
on (Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì 327), but there are also 
single ‘things’ with many nouns, which is the 
case of the synonymous words (� mutaràdif ), 
and different ‘things’ with one ‘common’ noun, 
which is the case of the muštarak. Ibn Fàris 
presents this situation as a matter of fact in 
Arabic, as Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796) had already 
done before him. The latter does not use the 
technical term which was to become current, 
but simply states that ittifàq al-lafÚayn wa-
xtilàf al-ma�nayayn ‘the coincidence of the two 
sound groups and the divergence of the two 
meanings’ is a part of the language of the Arabs 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 24). The early collections 
of homonymous polysemic words designate the 
phenomenon in this way.

The majority of the early scholars accepted as 
truth the existence in Arabic of homonymous 
polysemic words. The grammarian Ibn Jinnì 
(d. 392/1002; Xaßà±iß III, 110–111) notes that 
prepositions like min ‘from’ and particles like 
là ‘no; not’ have more than one meaning, and 
in his opinion, so do nouns (e.g. ßadà ‘echo; 
corpse; the bird [which cries in the head of the 
slain when his blood has not been avenged]’) 
and verbs. Ibn Fàris, when defining the phe-
nomenon of ištiràk (Íà™ibì 456, bàb al-ištiràk, 
i.e. that a lafÚa can have more than one mean-
ing) does not restrict himself to nouns but 
rather states that syntactic structures and sen-
tences can be homonymous, too, for example, 
±a-ra±ayta ‘did you see?’. This is a lafÚa with 
more than one meaning, since it can be used 
to introduce a question, or alternatively to put 
someone on his guard (e.g. Q. 96/11–13).

Lexicons have a tendency to collect the larg-
est possible number of examples of words with 
more than one meaning, as in the well-known 
case of the word �ajùz ‘old woman’, for which 
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al-Fìrùzàbàdì (d. 817/1415) in his al-Qàmùs 
al-mu™ì† records about seventy meanings, e.g. 
‘wine; nail in the hilt of a sword; sword blade’, 
and so on. Another frequently quoted item is 
�ayn ‘eye’, for which authorities quote a large 
number of meanings (see e.g. Suyù†ì [d. 911/
1505], Muzhir I, 372–375). Many works listing 
homonymous polysemic words are mentioned 
in the ancient historical and biographical reper-
tories. Among those which have reached us, the 
earliest works are ±Abù �Ubayd’s (d. 224/838) 
±Ajnàs, ±Abù l-�Amay�al’s (d. 240/855) Mà tta-
faqa lafÚu-hu, al-Mubarrad’s (d. 286/900) Mà 
ttafaqa lafÚu-hu wa-xtalafa ma�nà-hu, Kurà� 
an-Naml’s (d. 310/922) al-Munajjad. A more 
complete list of ancient and modern works is 
found in al-Munajjid (1998:23–26; cf. also 
Omar 1993, who examines in detail especially 
the treatise by Kurà� an-Naml).

Both ‘homonymous polysemic words’ and 
‘synonymous words’ depart from the basic prin-
ciple governing the invention of speech, namely 
±ibàna ‘clarification’ (Ibn Durustawayhi [d. 
346/957], as quoted by Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 385). 
They are two parts of the same question and as 
such, they were dealt with by the same authors. 
Ibn Durustawayhi is among those who deny 
the possibility that a language can use the same 
word to signify different meanings because 
this would not lead to the intended clarity, 
which is the aim of language, but rather to 
obscurity and blindness. He holds that words 
which seem to have different meanings have 
in fact one meaning only. Wajada ‘he found’, 
for instance, which is a particularly authorita-
tive example since it is the example of a hom-
onymous word quoted by Sìbawayhi (wajadtu 
�alayhi ‘I was angry with him’ and wajadtu ‘I 
found’, e.g. a�-�àlla ‘a lost [animal, or other 
thing]’), only has the meaning of ‘hitting upon’ 
or ‘reaching’ (±ißàbatu-hu) something, which 
may be good or evil (Ibn Durustawayhi, Taß™ì™ 
I, 364; Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 384). In his view, 
homophonic words with a different meaning 
may exist either in two different languages, or 
in one language as the result of a process of 
ellipsis or elision, which led the two words to 
coalesce. In the same way, ±Abù �Alì al-Fàrisì (d. 
395/1004) states that homonymy cannot be the 
aim nor the original condition of the invention 
of speech, although it can come about owing 
to contact between different languages (or of 
different dialects in the case of Arabic, luÿàtin 

tadàxalat), or to metaphorical use (Ibn Sìda [d. 
458/1066], Muxaßßaß XIII, 258–259; and also 
Ibn as-Sarràj [d. 316/928], Ištiqàq 32).

As-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 374–375) also remarks 
that almost all meanings of �ayn, such as 
‘source; the choice, or best [of a thing]; money; 
spy’, represent metaphorical or metonymical 
uses (tašbìh) of the basic meaning (‘eye’), or 
can be derived from it. The same idea is found 
in works such as Kitàb isti�àra ±a��à± al-±insàn 
by Ibn Fàris, which deals with the metaphorical 
meaning and use, especially in poetry, of terms 
denoting the parts of the human body.

Traditional legal theorists (±ußùliyyùn), too, 
had to deal with the question of the muštarak, as 
they did with the mutaràdif ‘synonyms’, because, 
as Weiss (1984:21) points out, they believed 
that “certain things must be established in the 
realm of language before one can proceed to 
interpret or to deduce law”. Not surprisingly, 
their definition of this phenomenon is much 
more accurate and detailed than that of the 
philologists. The definition of ±ahl al-±ußùl is 
the only one reported by as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 
369). In particular, they take care to exclude 
from their definitions the possibility to consider 
a word muštarak, if its two (or more) meanings 
comprise one proper meaning and in addition 
metaphorical ones, or if they do not refer to 
entities that differ in themselves. The word 
lawn ‘color’, for instance, which may refer to 
redness, blackness, or whiteness, cannot be 
considered muštarak, because it is applied to 
these meanings not in order to indicate entities 
that differ in themselves but because of their 
common character. This word is not a case of 
muštarak but rather of mutawà†i± ‘referring 
to different things in the same way’ (see e.g. 
Ÿazàlì [d. 505/1111], Mustaßfà 42–43).

The linguistic thinking of the traditional legal 
theorists on the question of the muštarak deals 
with several aspects: its definition, as we have 
seen; the possibility of its occurrence from a 
rational point of view; and its actual occurrence 
and the reasons for its occurrence. Those who 
maintain that the occurrence of the muštarak 
is rationally necessary argue that ‘words’ are 
finite (mutanàhiya), while ‘meanings’ are, on 
the contrary, infinite. They also believe that 
languages need some general words, such as 
‘thing’. Moreover, they point out that words 
that are muštarak do occur in fact, either 
because two identical words with different 
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meanings in different Arabic dialects merged 
(an explanation often advanced by the philolo-
gists as well), or because one of the two mean-
ings is metaphorical, or even because ambiguity 
may sometimes be the aim of language, when 
explicitness or completion can be a cause of evil 
(Ràzì [d. 606/1209], Ma™ßùl I, 97–99; Suyù†ì, 
Muzhir I, 369). In this respect, we owe to Ibn 
Durayd (d. 321/933) a book (Malà™in) con-
taining a list of 184 words which have both a 
well-known meaning and another, much more 
unusual or rare one. One may resort to the lat-
ter when one is forced to take an oath one does 
not want to take.

They also remark that if we take into consid-
eration not only ‘nouns’ (±asmà±) but also par-
ticles and verbs, we find that the phenomenon 
of ištiràk ‘sharing’, i.e. the existence of homo-
phonic polysemic words, is actually more wide-
spread than infiràd ‘singleness’, i.e. the existence 
of words with one meaning only (Ràzì, Ma™ßùl 
I, 106). The legal theorists believe that the basic 
condition is infiràd, rather than ištiràk. The lat-
ter is a matter of probability (i™timàl, ruj™àn), 
when it is impossible to ascertain, for instance 
in a passage of the Qur±àn or the Sunna, which 
single meaning the word concerned has.

Those who deny the possibility of the occur-
rence of muštarak words base their arguments 
mainly on the ambiguity which necessarily re-
sults from using homophonic polysemic words 
and which leads to misunderstandings and errors. 
This ambiguity cannot have been the aim of 
the ‘inventor’ of the language (Ràzì, Ma™ßùl I, 
106–107).

The traditional legal theorists also dealt with 
the question of the possibility that a muštarak 
word could be used in all its meanings at the 
same time, as seems to happen in some Qur±ànic 
passages, for instance Q. 22/18, where yasjudu 
‘he bows down’ refers not only to human 
beings but also to the moon, stars, mountains, 
trees, and animals. Ar-Ràzì’s answer (Ma™ßùl 
I, 101–105) is that this would be inadmissible, 
because these words are invented for one of the 
two or more meanings separately, not for all of 
them together.

The linguistic thinking of the ±ußùliyyùn, 
which shows many similarities to that of logi-
cians, has been analyzed in several studies; for 
a recent work, see al-Kafràwì (2002). 
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Muta�addin ��Ta�addin

Mu�tall ���Illa

Mutamakkin ��Tamakkun

Mutaràdif

The term mutaràdif means ‘synonym’; in addi-
tion to this technical term, other expressions 
are found in Arabic medieval works: muwàfiq 
li- ‘corresponding to’, makàna ‘in the place of’ 
(Gully 1994:38–39).

The question of synonymy was dealt with by 
medieval Muslim scholars from both a practical 
and a theoretical point of view. Of the former 
type are works such as al-±Aßma�ì’s (d. 213/828) 
Mà xtalafa ±alfàÚu-hu wa-ttafaqat ma�ànì-hi ‘A 
collection of synonymous words and expres-
sions’, a sort of mirror image of works bearing 
titles such as Mà ttafaqa lafÚu-hu wa-xtalafa 
ma�nà-hu ‘A collection of homonymous poly-
semic words’, for instance by al-Mubarrad (d. 
286/900). Both treatises show a different side of 
the lexicographical activity of the Arab philolo-
gists, who made an effort to collect and classify 
the copious lexical heritage of the Classical 

Arabic language. In these works, homonymous 
and synonymous words are accompanied by 
poetical or Qur±ànic šawàhid ‘textual evidence’, 
and authors are not concerned with a theoreti-
cal definition of ‘synonymy’ (taràduf ). It is at 
any rate noteworthy, although not surprising, 
that one and the same author (e.g. Âa�lab [d. 
291/904]) does not admit theoretically the exis-
tence of synonymy, but at the same time draws 
up lists of synonymous words (e.g. Âa�lab, 
Majàlis 101; cf. Suyù†ì [d. 911/1505], Muzhir 
I, 411, 412). Lists of synonymous terms are 
found also in Ibn as-Sikkìt (d. ca. 244/858), 
ar-Rummànì (d. 384/994), and others (Schulz 
1994b:248, 252).

Theoretical questions about synonymy occu-
pied not only philologists but also theologians 
and literary critics. They all have the same 
point of departure, the notion of � ism ‘noun’, 
considered in its semantic-philosophical con-
nection with its ontological correspondent, the 
musammà ‘nominatum’ (lit. ‘the named one’), 
or the �àt ‘essence [of the thing]’. According to 
the grammarian ±Abù �U�màn al-Màzinì (d. ca. 
249/863; cf. �Askarì [d. 395/1004], Furùq 20), 
in fact, two kinds of ‘noun’ exist: the ism ma™� 
which indicates its nominatum ‘as a gesture’, 
and the ism ßifa ‘descriptive epithet’, which 
connotes or signifies it. This important distinc-
tion influenced the thinking of all those who 
were interested, for various reasons, in defin-
ing synonymy rather than just showing a rich 
choice of similar words to be used for literary 
or lexicographical purposes.

According to Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004; Íà™ibì 
114–116) and as-Suyù†ì (Muzhir I, 402–407), 
two opposite views exist toward synonymy: the 
point of view of those who think that different 
words with the same meaning do exist, and the 
point of view of the others, who affirm, as Ibn 
Fàris himself does, that in fact every different 
word has a different meaning. The first and 
more general way of distinguishing between 
words appearing to have the same meaning 
is to apply the distinction between noun and 
attribute at a grammatical and formal level. 
For instance, for sayf ‘sword’, which can be 
designated by items such as muhannad, ßàrim, 
and others, the only ism is sayf, the other desig-
nations being ßifàt (‘the Indian one‘, ‘the sharp 
one’, and so on; cf. Suyù†ì, Muzhir I, 405). 
Yet, at this level, the distinction barely touches 
the question of whether synonymy occurs in 
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the Arabic language and it needs to be speci-
fied. The theologian al-Ÿazàlì (d. 505/1111; 
Maqßad 18–24) deals with semantic questions 
in connection with the main issue, the relation 
between the essence of God and His attributes 
(ßifàt). He argues that two words are ‘syn-
onymous’ only when they refer to ‘one and 
the same thing’, as for instance lay� and ±asad 
for ‘lion’ (Maqßad 21). As for ßifàt, al-Ÿazàlì 
distinguishes them from the ism, not from the 
point of view of their grammatical function 
but as far as their relation with the ‘thing’ they 
describe is concerned. When many epithets 
refer to the same ‘noun’ (as in the case of the 
attributes of God), al-Ÿazàlì locates the rela-
tion existing among them in the ‘unity of the 
substrate’ (itti™àd al-ma™all; Maqßad 22, 24). 
Just like Faxr ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì (d. 606/1209; cf. 
Suyù†ì, Muzhir, 402–403), al-Ÿazàlì introduces 
the distinction between ism and ßifa in the defi-
nition of ‘synonymous’ nouns in the form of 
the ‘point of view, way of considering’ (i�tibàr). 
According to them, ‘two nouns are synony-
mous when they denote the same thing from 
the same point of view’.

The approach of the philologists moves within 
an entirely linguistic framework, and the crite-
ria they introduce for distinguishing among the 
meanings of words are not dependent on their 
relation to the ontological reality. For Âa�lab 
(d. 291/904; cf. Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì 114–115) 
and his pupil Ibn Fàris, two different words, 
no matter if they are ism or ßifa, cannot have 
exactly the same meaning. These scholars also 
take into consideration verbs (e.g. jalasa/qa�ada 
‘to sit’, or �ahaba/in†alaqa ‘to go’). According 
to al-�Askarì (Furùq 13), al-Mubarrad does not 
count two words as synonymous if they can 
be joined by a conjunction: this is impossible 
unless the two words have a different meaning. 
Criteria for establishing whether two words 
have the same meaning were advanced also 
by Ibn as-Sarràj (d. 316/928; Ištiqàq, 39–41): 
for instance, if the two words have the same 
antonyms, or if they can be qualified by the 
same attributes. Al-�Askarì’s Furùq is entirely 
devoted to the ‘differences’ between similar 
words; he takes into account, for instance, the 
prepositions and the attributes which are used 
with the nouns in question, or their etymo-
logical meaning, or, for verbal nouns, the form 
(radical or derived) of the verb to which they 
belong (Furùq 13–19). Similar criteria (syntac-

tic construction, antonym) are put forward by 
al-Xa††àbì (d. 388/998), a traditionist mindful 
of linguistic issues (Bayàn 29–33).

Since semantic questions occupied the atten-
tion of traditional legal theorists (±ußùliyyùn) a 
good deal (Weiss 1984:15–21), not surprisingly 
one finds in al-±âmidì (d. 631/1233, ±I™kàm I, 
30–33) a detailed account of the arguments put 
forward by those who deny the existence of syn-
onymy. The four arguments are as follows. First, 
it is useless to have more than one ism to desig-
nate a unique musammà ‘nominatum’. Second, 
the prevalent condition being that multiple 
nouns correspond to multiple nominatums, it 
can be argued that this was the intention of the 
inventor of language. Moreover, what is con-
trary to the prevalent situation is contrary also 
to the basic rule. Third, to learn a single noun 
is less toilsome than to learn two or more of 
them. Finally, if nouns are multiple (for the same 
thing), it becomes necessary to learn either all 
of them or only some, at the risk that other 
people know the nouns one has neglected to 
learn. Al-±âmidì refutes these arguments one by 
one and points out, as his senior contemporary 
Faxr ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì did, that nouns are not 
synonymous when they refer to the same object 
(maw�ù�) from the point of view (i�tibàr) of its 
ßifàt, as for instance sayf and ßàrim (±I™kàm 33).

This kind of abstract argument contrasts 
with the ‘sociolinguistic’ considerations of the 
grammarian Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002) about the 
question of synonymy. Like other scholars, he 
points out the possibility that two ‘synonyms’ 
can originate from different nouns in the dia-
lects of two different Arab tribes (cf. Suyù†ì, 
Muzhir I, 405–406), but he adds that they must 
be heard by the same hearer to be counted as 
‘synonyms’, i.e., they must exist in the same lin-
guistic variety at the same time (Xaßà±iß I, 373; 
on this and other aspects of Ibn Jinnì’s views on 
synonymy, see Schulz 1994a, 1994b).
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Na™t � Compound

Na™w � Grammatical Tradition 
(Approach)

Najdi Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

This entry provides a description of the Arabic 
dialect of Najd in Central Arabia. Because this 
is a large area, showing considerable linguistic 
diversity, the description is based on the dialect 
of Sudayr in the central area, mentioning 
variation in the northern and southern areas 
where relevant.

1.1 Area

Geographically, the Najdi dialects span the 
following regions:

i.  The speech of the sedentary population of 
the areas of Central Najd and of Qaßìm and 
Jabal Šammar to the north and Najràn and 
Bìša to the south.

ii.  The speech of the main Bedouin tribes 
of those regions, i.e. �Anizah, �Utaybah, 
Subay�, Suhùl, Bugùm, Dawàsir, £arb, 
Mu†ayr, �Awàzim, and Rašàyidah in the 
center, Šammar and ðafìr in the north, and 
G™a†àn, âl Murrah, and �Ijmàn in the south 
and east.

 iii. The speech of the emigré Bedouin tribes of 
the Syrian desert and the Jazìrah of Iraq of 
�Anizah and Šammar extraction.

The geographical core of the dialect area can be 
seen to be the sedentary speech of Central Najd 
and Jabal Šammar, the dialects of the Bedouin 
being an overspill into the surrounding area. 
These dialects can be divided into subgroups by 
linguistic criteria as follows:

i.  Central Najdi. The dialects of Central Najd 
and associated Bedouin tribes, also the 
�Anizah of the Syrian desert.

ii.  The Northern Najdi. The dialect of Jabal 
Šammar and of the Šammar tribes of north-
ern Najd and the Jazìrah.

 iii. The Mixed Northern-Central. The dialect 
of Qaßìm and of the ðafìr tribe.

 iv. Southern. The dialect of Najràn and the 
G™a†àn tribe of the south and of the âl 
Murrah and �âjmàn tribes of the east. 

The southern group is also linked to the 
dialects of Yemen by syntactic and lexical 
features.

1.2 Linguistic type

The dialects are archaic, as noted by earlier 
travelers such as Burckhardt, who remarks 
(1831:372–373): “The bedouins also agree in 
using, as common, many select words, which in 
the towns would be called ‘literal terms’ . . . and 
in speaking with grammatical accuracy”. This 
impression arises from the preservation of 
nunation, of a particle /id or gid (a reflex of Old 
Arabic qad), and of the internal passive system.

N
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1.3 State of research

General descriptions of dialects of this 
group have been available since the early 20th 
century. More recently, an interest in the oral 
literature of the area has added to our knowledge 
(see Sowayan 1992; Kurpershoek 1994).

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

The main characteristics of the dialect are given 
below.

2.1 Phonology

The inventory is as follows:

2.1.1 Consonants
b voiced bilabial plosive
w voiced labiovelar continuant
f voiceless labiodental fricative (often pro-

nounced rather laxly and sometimes voiced)
� voiced dental fricative
� voiceless dental fricative
d voiced dental plosive
t voiceless dental plosive
z voiced alveolar fricative
s voiceless alveolar fricative
/ voiced alveolar affricate
ƒ voiceless alveolar affricate
Ú pharyngealized voiced interdental fricative
† pharyngealized voiceless or voiced dental 

plosive; often sounds like the realization of 
�àd in other dialects

ß pharyngealized voiceless alveolar fricative
y voiced palatal continuant
j voiced palatal plosive or palato-alveolar 

affricate
š voiceless palato-alveolar fricative
g voiced velar plosive
k voiceless velar plosive
ÿ voiced uvular fricative sometimes pro-

nounced plosive in the north, when initial
q voiced uvular plosive occurring in Classical 

borrowings equivalent to g above 
x voiceless uvular fricative
� voiced pharyngeal continuant
™ voiceless pharyngeal fricative
h voiceless glottal fricative

2.1.2 Vowels

ì

i

è (or ay) 

   ù

u

ò (or aw) 
a

à 

The phonetic realization of the vowels is as 
follows:

à Does not show the marked �� ±imàla or 
‘fronting’ in some environments familiar 
from some dialects.

a Generally central in quality. In the 
environment of the pharyngeals /™/ and /�/, 
it has a closer pronunciation near to [ë], 
as shown in �amm [�ëm:] ‘paternal uncle’ 
and ™amlin [Óëmlin] ‘a burden’.

i/u May have a schwa-like quality in neutral 
environments, such as in the neighborhood 
of /r, h, ™, �, x, ÿ/, as in xirzah ‘bead’.

è/ò Pure vowel realizations in most environ-
ments, but with a gliding pronunciation 
preceding a plosive: [leit] ‘would that’, 
[zoud] ‘extra’. Contrast [Óe1l] ‘very much’, 
[ze1n] ‘good’, [zo1l] ‘figure in the distance’, 
[�o1r] ‘advice’.

The distinction between final -a and -ah, which 
is lost in many dialects, is retained in Najdi, 
with the final -h being pronounced, as in xirzah 
‘bead’. Final -a may join with a following 
nonstressed particle or monosyllabic word, as 
in mà linà-bih fàydah ‘we have no use for it’, 
mà lhà-dwa ‘there is no cure for it’. In the 
southern dialect of the âl Murrah, the final -a 
is regularly long, as in zargà ‘blue [fem.]’, �ilwà 
‘upward; southwesterly’, ™adrà ‘downward; 
northeasterly’.

2.1.3 Phonological processes
Certain phonological processes are important 
in the derivation of affixed words. These are:

 i. Anaptyxis
  Anaptyctics are connected with (a) words 

ending in a consonant cluster and (b) the 
junction of a word with final long syl-
lable CävC- or CvCC- and consonant-
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initial suffixes. Type (a) involves clusters 
in which the second element is one of the 
voiced continuants, i.e. r, l, w, y, and n: 
maßur ‘Egypt’, rajil ‘husband’, baduw ‘Bed-
ouin’, †iliy ‘lamb’, firin ‘oven’. Contrast 
barg ‘lightning’, �išb ‘grass’, ™arb ‘war’, 
xab† ‘colliding with’, zand ‘bolt of a rifle’. 
Type (b) involves such examples as galb-
a-ha ‘her heart’, bèt-i-hum ‘their [masc.] 
house’, šàf-i-na ‘he saw us’, šifti-kum ‘I 
saw you [pl. masc.]’. These vowels are very 
unstable, especially if the consonants on 
either side are voiceless. In that case they 
are not always present, giving šift-kum ‘I 
saw you [pl. masc.]’, bèt-hum ‘their [masc.] 
house’.

ii. The relationship of short vowels to syllable 
structure

  The relationship of short vowels to syllable 
structure produces high short vowels /i/ or 
/u/ in nonfinal open syllables and a low 
vowel /a/ in closed syllables, as in kitab ‘he 
wrote’, ktibat ‘she wrote’, glubat ‘she over-
turned’, gallab ‘he overturned repeatedly’, 
gallubat ‘she overturned repeatedly’, sam� 
‘he heard’, sam�at ‘she heard’, sam�itih ‘she 
heard him’. This general rule is constrained 
by the influence of the guttural conso-
nants (see below, Sec. 2.1.3.iii), which, in 
most environments, require an /a/ vowel 
preceding or following them in open syl-
lables, giving ™amal ‘he carried’, not ™imal, 
and by the influence of a group of apical 
voiced continuants, /l, n, r/ and also /w/. 
This gives such forms as ™alaf ‘he swore’, 
xala† ‘he mixed’, ÿamaz ‘he winked’, sarad 
‘he related’, lawa ‘he twisted’, tala ‘he fol-
lowed’, bana ‘he built’.

iii. The influence of the guttural group on syl-
lable structure

  The guttural group /x, ÿ, ™, �, h/ block the 
application of the vowel-raising rule men-
tioned above under ii. and do not occur in 
syllable-final position after /a/, giving ™afar 
‘he dug’ and y™afir ‘he digs’.

iv.  The elision of the short high vowel /i, u/ in 
a sequence of open syllables 

  In forms where the addition of affixes to 
a stem results in a sequence of open syl-
lables, one of these is elided; thus, ktibat 
‘she wrote’ (< kitab-+ at), ktibtih ‘she wrote 

it [masc.]’ (< kitab+at+ih); also glimi ‘my 
pen’, glimih ‘his pen’ (< galam+-i ,-ih).

2.2 Morphology

The morphology is conservative. Many of 
the Old Arabic morphology and word class 
distinctions are maintained.

2.2.1 Pronouns and similar elements

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns
Personal pronouns are as follows:

hu ‘he’ ant(a) ‘you 
[masc. sg.]’ 

ana ‘I’ 

hi ‘she’ anti ‘you 
[fem. sg.]’ 

hum ‘they 
[masc.]’ 

antum ‘you 
[masc. pl.]’ 

™inna ‘we’ 

hin ‘they 
[fem.]’ 

antin ‘you 
[fem. pl.]’ 

2.2.1.2 Object pronoun suffixes
The forms of the suffixes are -ni ‘me’, -(i)k ‘you 
[masc. sg.]’, -(i)ƒ ‘you [fem. sg.]’, -(i)h ‘him’, 
-ha ‘her’, -na ‘us’, -kum ‘you [masc. pl.]’, -kin, 
-ƒin ‘you [fem. pl.]’, -hum ‘they [masc.]’, -hin 
‘they [fem.]’. The suffixes -(i)k and -(i)ƒ show 
the nonvocalized forms following a consonant, 
as in nišadk ‘he asked you [masc. sg.]’, nišadƒ 
‘he asked you [fem. sg.]’, nšidatk ‘she asked you 
[masc. sg.]’. The suffix -(i)h ‘him’ occurs as -h 
when followed by a vowel, as in šàlh azza�al 
‘anger took him off’. Contrast nšidtih ‘she 
asked him’. Examples:

šàfih  ‘he saw him’ šàfihum ‘he saw them
   [masc.]
šàfaha ‘he saw her’ šàfihin ‘he saw them 
   [fem.]’
šàfik ‘he saw you šàfikum ‘he saw you
 [masc. sg.]’  [masc. pl.]’
šàfiƒ  ‘he saw you šàfiƒin ‘he saw you
 [fem sg.].’  [fem. pl.]’
šàfini ‘he saw me’ šàfina ‘he saw us’  

These same suffixes can be added to the 
prepositions bi- ‘by’ and li- ‘for’ and then 
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suffixed to verb forms, as in gàlò-li ‘they said 
to me’, yittaßlùn-bina ‘they get in touch with 
us’, gàlih-li ‘he said it to me’, gàlòhà-li ‘they 
said it to me’, giltih-lih ‘I said it to him’. Where 
two object pronoun suffixes occur, the suffix-
bearing particle -iyya- may also be used, giving 
the alternatives

gilt-li-hum-iyyà-h ‘I said it to them’
gilt-ih-li-hum ‘I said it to them’

Note also that following the prepositions min 
‘from’ and �an ‘from, about’ the form of the 
suffix -(i)h ‘him’ is -h, as in minh ‘from him’, 
�anh ‘about him’.

The north Najdi dialects differ in showing 
-an ‘me’, -ak ‘you [masc. sg.]’, uh/-w 
‘him’, -ah/-h ‘her’, -kam ‘you [masc. pl.]’, 
-ham ‘them [masc.]’. Junction with stem and 
suffix also differs in such forms as šàfitak 
‘she saw you [masc. sg.]’, šifnàw ‘we saw 
him’, šifnàh ‘we saw her’, šàfwah ‘they [masc.] 
saw her’.

2.2.1.3 Demonstrative pronouns
The demonstrative pronouns show variant 
forms in some cases, with or without final short 
vowels and with or without the element hà-.

  masculine feminine

‘this’ singular hà�a, �a, hà- hà�i, �i
 plural ha�òla, ha�òl ha�òli
  �òla, �òl
‘that’ singular �àk, ha�àk �ìƒ, hà�ìƒ
 plural �òlàk, ha�òlàk �òlìƒ,
   hà�òlìƒ

These may follow or precede the head noun, 
as in yà zèn �a ššòf, min hi nùgih ‘what 
a beautiful sight, whose camels are they?’, 
mà lik ™agg ba††urìgah �i ‘you have no 
right to behave in that way’. The unmarked 
demonstrative is ha- or hà, as in halyòm ‘today’, 
halmukàn ‘this place’, snitin min hà-ssnìn ‘one 
of these years’. In the north for the feminine 
plural, hà�alli, �allìƒ or �allinƒ occur.

2.2.1.4 Interrogative words
These include ƒam ‘how many’, lèh, lèš ‘why’, 
min ‘who’, mita ‘when’, wèn ‘where’, wiš ‘what’. 
WH- questions where an object suffix is involved 

show a specific type of structure, with the WH- 
word occurring initially and the object suffix 
following the preposition or verb, as in ƒam hù-
bih ‘how much is it for’, min-ant wiyyàh ‘who 
were you with’, min-ant �indih ‘who were you 
staying with?’, wiš kitàbih ‘a book of what?’, 
wèn ri™t-lih ‘where did you go to?’, min nišadt 
�anh ‘who did you ask about?’, wiš �anh ‘what 
about?’, wèn jìt minh ‘where did you come 
from?’, min-ant minhum ‘who [what tribe] are 
you from?’, wèn antum m†illìnin �alèh ‘where 
are you [masc. pl.] looking out onto?’, min 
hù-lih taktib, min taktib lammih ‘who are you 
writing to?’, min-ant šàryin-lih �a ‘who did you 
buy that for?’, min hi nùgih ‘whose camels are 
they?’, hà�a wiš ßòtih ‘what is that the sound of?’.

2.2.2 Particles
Included here are elements of a syntactic nature: 
ƒàn ‘if’, hna ‘there is’, mà min ‘there is no . . .’, 
™adr ‘under, downward’, lèn ‘until’, mèd 
‘rather, I mean’, mèr, màr ‘but’, wilà-, wilyà 
‘behold’, wilà min- ‘when’, lòn ‘thing’ (used in 
negative and interrogative sentences), yamm 
‘beside’, yòm ‘when [with past reference]’, 
lamm ‘toward’, wara ‘why’. Examples include 
mà hna abrak min hannàgah ‘there is nothing 
better than that she-camel’, mà min nahàr 
‘there is no daylight left’, mà-lna lòn ‘we have 
nothing’, tabi lòn ‘do you want something?’, 
mà-bha lòn ‘there is nothing there’.

2.2.3 The noun
Nominal morphology does not differ from the 
general Arabic form except for a preference 
for broken plurals even in the participle, as in 
sbùg/sbàg ‘fast, fleet-footed’, zèn/zyàn ‘good’, 
wà/if/waggàfi, wugùf ‘standing’, gàniß/gannàßi 
‘hunting’, jàlis/jilùs ‘sitting’, and for the form 
fi�làn for human plural nouns, as in šìxàn 
‘shaikhs’, šìbàn ‘old men’, šùyàn ‘shepherds’, 
�urbàn ‘nomads’, bidwàn ‘Bedouin’, xuwwàn 
‘brothers’, šij�àn ‘brave men’, xiblàn ‘mad 
people’, hiblàn ‘silly people’, wiÿdàn ‘small 
boys’.

Certain of the phonological processes 
mentioned under 2.1.3 produce idiosyncratic 
forms in the following ways: (ii) relationship of 
short vowels to syllable structure: ƒitab ‘camel 
saddle’; (iii) the influence of the guttural group: 
hal- ‘people, family’, nxalah ‘palm tree’, ghawah 
‘coffee’, s™ama ‘dark [of camels],’ dhana ‘sand 
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desert’; (iv) elision of the short high vowel /i/u/ 
in a sequence of open syllables: wlidin ‘a boy’, 
snitin ‘a year’, bduwi ‘Bedouin’, šjarah ‘tree’, 
šbiƒah ‘net, fence’, snimih ‘its hump [the best 
part of it]’.

The stress rules of the dialect also lead to 
stressing of the definite article ál- preceding 
nouns of the form CvC or CvCvC, as in álbil 
‘the camels’, álwalad ‘the boy’, álhawa ‘love’.

2.2.4 The verb
The basic morphological distinctions of the 
Classical Arabic verb are maintained with some 
further developments.

2.2.4.1 Form I
Form I exhibits Action and State types, 
illustrated in Table 1 and 2 by the Action verb 
kitab ‘to write’ and the State verb sam� ‘to 
hear’.

When followed by an object pronoun suffix, 
the -n- of -in and -an is doubled and the vowel 
in the suffixes -i, -u, -aw, -ti, -tu, and -na 
is lengthened: ktibannih ‘they [fem.] wrote 
it [masc.]’, yaktibinnih ‘they [fem.] write it 
[masc.]’, ikitbìh ‘write [fem.] it [masc.]!’, 
ikitbùh ‘write [masc. pl.] it [masc.]!’, ktibòh 
‘they [masc.] wrote it [masc.]’, kitabtìh ‘you 

[fem. sg.] wrote it [masc.]’, kitabtùh ‘you 
[masc. pl.] wrote it [masc.]’. With the suffix 
-ta of the 2nd person masculine singular, 
the vowel is elided, giving kitabtih ‘I wrote 
it [masc. sg.]’ or ‘you [masc. sg.] wrote it 
[masc.]’. Often the inde pendent pronoun ant 
‘you’ is postposed to the verb, as in kitabtih 
ant ‘did you [masc. sg.] write it [masc.]?’ The 
southern dialect of the âl Murra, �Ijmàn, and 
Yàm has taken this a stage further and shows 
a suffix -hant for ‘you [masc. sg.]’, as in šifhant 
‘you [masc. sg.] saw’.

The suffixes for the feminine singular and 
masculine plural in the imperative of the above 
are -i and -u. In most other verb classes and 
in the derived Forms from II onward, the 
forms -ay and -aw often occur, with, however, 
considerable regional variation.

The influence of the guttural group mentioned 
under 2.1.3 iii. above gives forms such as y™alif 
‘he swears’, yxalu† ‘he mixes’, aÿalu† ‘I make a 
mistake’, thalik ‘you [masc. sg.] perish’, y�arif 
‘he knows’, ™alaf ‘he swore’, xala† ‘he mixed’, 
ÿalab ‘he conquered’.

The north Najdi dialects differ in showing 
the suffix -tam for ‘you [masc. pl.]’.

Strong verbs in this conjugation include 
xafÚ ‘to be reduced’, wa/f ‘to stand’, raxß ‘to 

Table 1. Form I of Action Verb

Action verb

Perfect

kitab ‘he wrote’ kitabta ‘you [masc. sg.] wrote’ kitabt ‘I wrote’ 
ktibat ‘she wrote’ kitabti ‘you [fem. sg.] wrote’ 
ktibaw ‘they [masc.] wrote’ kitabtu ‘you [masc. pl.] wrote’ kitabna ‘we wrote’ 
ktiban ‘they [fem.] wrote’ kitabtin ‘you [fem. pl.] wrote’

Imperfect

yaktib ‘he writes’ taktib ‘you [masc. sg.]’ aktib ‘I write’
taktib ‘she writes’ taktibìn ‘you [fem. sg.] write’
yaktibùn ‘they [masc.] write’ taktibùn ‘you [masc. pl.] write’ naktib ‘we write’
yaktibin ‘they [fem.] write’ taktibin ‘you [fem. pl.] write’

Imperative

iktib ‘write [masc. sg.]!’
ikitbi ‘write [fem. sg.]!’
ikitbu ‘write [masc. pl.]!’
ikitbin ‘write [fem. pl.]!’
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Form XIII dèwar ‘to turn around [car]’
Form XIV tihèbal ‘to act stupidly’

In addition, the prefix in- of Form VII can be 
combined with Forms V and VI, giving a complex 
prefix -int-, producing items such as yintuwaggaf 
‘he can be stopped’, yintiga††a� ‘it can be cut up’, 
yintixàla† wiyyàh ‘he can be mixed with’, mà 
yintisòlaf wiyyàh ‘he cannot be spoken with’, 
yintifahham ‘he is capable of being enlightened’.

2.2.4.3 Geminated verbs
These are of the expected form, as in radd 
‘he returned’, raddat ‘she returned’, raddèt ‘I 
returned’, yirid(d) ‘he returns’, yriddùn ‘they 
return’, ridd ‘return!’ Note, however, that in forms 
like yirid(d) the stress comes on the first syllable 
when unsuffixed, hence, the -d(d) represents a 
single consonant. When followed by a vowel-
initial suffix, however, the double consonant is 
heard, as in yiriddih ‘he returns it [masc.]’

2.2.4.4 Weak verbs

2.2.4.4.1 Verbs Iw/y
In the imperfect, the exponent of the first radical 
is à, as in the following examples: wizan/yàzan 
‘to weigh’, amin /yàman ‘to believe’. Some I± 
verbs have assimilated to the Iw type, giving 
wamin ‘he believed’ (but yàman), waƒƒad/
ywaƒƒid ‘assured’, wkàd ‘surely’, etc.

become cheap’, samn ‘to become fat’, salm ‘to 
survive’, ÿalu† ‘to be mistaken’, xarub ‘to be 
spoiled’, xasir ‘to lose’, rab™ ‘to gain’, xaluß 
‘to finish’, fahim ‘to understand’, Úa�f ‘to 
become weak’, Úa™ƒ ‘to laugh’, la™/ ‘to follow’, 
ÿanim ‘to win’. The northern and southern 
dialects show CiCiC or CaCiC for these, i.e. 
simi�, wi/if, rixiß, ÿalu†, etc.

2.2.4.2 Derived patterns
The system of derived patterns is highly 
developed in the dialect, showing most of the 
Old Arabic Forms and some new developments. 
The system is as follows:

Form I gi†a± ‘to cut’
Form II ga††a± ‘to cut in pieces’
Form III gà†a± ‘to boycott’
Form IV ašmal ‘to go north’
Form V tifaßßax ‘to undress’
Form VI tuwàjah ‘to meet with’
Form VII ingi†a± ‘to be cut off (from)’
Form VIII intišar ‘to be distributed’
Form IX iswadd ‘to become black’
Form X istankar ‘to regard as strange’

Four other Forms occur in the dialect which are 
not known in Old Arabic. These are:

Form XI †ò†a™ ‘to totter’
Form XII tisòlaf ‘to chat, talk’
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Table 2. Form I of State verb

State verb

Perfect

sam�  ‘he heard’ simi�ta ‘you [masc. sg.] heard’ simi�t ‘I heard’
sam�at  ‘she heard simi�ti ‘you [fem. sg.] heard’
sam�aw  ‘they [masc.] heard’ simi�tu ‘you [pl. masc.] heard’ simi�na ‘we heard’
sam�an  ‘they [fem.] heard’ simi�tin ‘you [fem. pl.] heard’

Imperfect

yisma�  ‘he hears’ tisma� ‘you [masc. sg.] hear’ asma� ‘I hear’
tisma� ‘she hears’ tisma�ìn ‘you [fem. sg.] hear’
yisma�òn  ‘they [masc.] hear’ tisma�òn ‘you [pl. masc.] hear’ nisma�  ‘we hear’
yisma�in  ‘they [fem.] hear’ tisma�in  ‘you [pl. fem.] hear’

Imperative

isma�  ‘hear [masc. sg.]!’
isma�i ‘hear [fem. sg.]!’
isma�u ‘hear [masc. pl.]!’
isma�in ‘hear [fem. pl.]!’
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Other verb classes have the expected type 
of form, as in the following: simm ‘he was 
poisoned’, ysamm ‘he is poisoned’, rimi ‘it was 
shot’, yirma ‘he is shot’, šìl ‘it was carried’, yšàl 
‘it is carried’, wixi� ‘it was taken’, yùxa� ‘it is 
taken’. The internal passsive is frequently used in 
the meaning of ‘to be . . . – able’ or ‘to be in . . . – 
able’, as in ma yùkal ‘it is inedible’, which is an 
alternative to ma yinwikil.

2.2.5 Preverbal particles
Preverbal particles mark negation, mode, and 
tense. The dialect has a particularly elaborate 
system of modal particles.

2.2.5.1 Negators
The verb is negated by the particles mà and là. Mà 
may be combined with bi- as in Old Arabic, when 
preceding the participle. Mà precedes indicatives, 
while là precedes wishes and imperatives, as in 
là tisàl al �irrìs lamman mà tidùr al™òl ‘do not 
inquire of the bridegroom until the (first) year 
is over’, wara mà riƒibtum min dìratkum ‘why 
did you not ride here from your tribal lands?’, 
mà hum bsàylìn ‘they are not asking [i.e. “not 
worried”]’, mana bràyi™ ‘I am not going’.

2.2.5.2 Modals
The modals are often reduced forms of verbs or 
other elements.

i.  baÿa/yabi future intent/imminent future 
‘will’. Examples: inšid �anh w akìd tabi 
tilgàh ‘ask about him and you will defi-
nitely find him’, tibi tilid ‘she is about to 
give birth’, baÿèna nmùt ‘we almost died’.

2.2.4.4.2 Verbs IIw/y
Here the forms are of the usual type, as in šàl 
‘he took away’, šàlat ‘she took away’, šilt ‘I took 
away’, yšìl ‘he takes away’, yšìlùn ‘they [masc.] 
take away’. Note, however, the imperative šil 
‘take away [masc. sg.]!’, šìlay ‘take away [fem. 
sg.]!’, šìlaw ‘take away [masc. pl.]!’, šìlin ‘take 
away [fem. pl.]!’.

2.2.4.4.3 Verbs IIIy
Here both Action and State types appear.

Action: miša ‘he went’, mišat ‘she went’, mišèt 
‘I went’, yamši ‘he goes’, yamšùn ‘they [masc.] 
go’, yamšin ‘they [fem.] go’.
State: nasi ‘he forgot’, nasyat ‘she forgot’, nisìt 
‘I forgot’, yinsa ‘he forgets’, yinsòn ‘they [masc.] 
forget’, yinsan ‘they [fem.] forget’. Note also 
the form of the plain imperative, which shows 
no final vowel, giving imš and ins.

The verbs axa�/yàxi� ‘to take’ and akal/yàkil 
‘to eat’ have alternative perfect forms of the 
final weak type, as in xa�a ‘he took’, xa�at ‘she 
took’, xa�èt ‘I took’, kala ‘he ate’, kalat ‘she 
ate’, kalèna ‘we ate’. Note also the verb baÿa 
‘to want’, which shows imperfect forms with 
elision of the ÿ: yabi ‘he wants’, abi ‘I want’, 
yabùn ‘they [masc.] want’, etc.

2.2.4.5 The internal passive
The Old Arabic internal passive is still operative 
in the dialect. It involves syllabic and internal 
vowel change and attendant velar fronting 
where relevant, as well as a difference in the 
vowel quality of the plural suffixes, giving the 
forms in Table 3.
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Table 3. Internal passive

Perfect

srig/sir/ ‘he was robbed’ sirigta ‘you [sg. masc.] were robbed’ sirigt ‘I was  robbed’ 
sir/at ‘she was robbed’ sirigti ‘you [sg. fem.] were robbed’
sir/aw ‘they [masc.] were 

robbed’
sirigtu ‘you [pl. masc.] were robbed’ sirigna ‘we were robbed’

sir/an ‘they [fem.] were 
robbed’

sirigtin ‘you [pl. fem.] were robbed’

Imperfect

yisrag ‘he is robbed’ tisrag ‘you [sg. masc.] are robbed’ israg ‘I am robbed’
tisrag ‘she is robbed’ tisragèn ‘you [sg. fem.] are robbed’
yisragòn ‘they [masc.] are 

robbed’
tisragòn ‘you [pl. masc.] are robbed’ nisrag ‘we are robbed’

yisragan ‘they [fem.] are 
robbed’

tisragan ‘you are [pl. fem.] robbed’
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ii.  lèt-, ya lèt desiderative/precative ‘would 
that, please’: ya lètha ma nja™at ‘I wish 
she had not passed’, ya lètik ™àÚir ‘if 
only you had been there’, lètik tinàwilni 
assammà�ah ‘could you please pass me the 
microphone’.

iii.  �asa- optative (1) ‘I hope’: �asa ma xlàf 
‘I hope nothing is wrong’, �asàhum wàßlìn 
bissalàmah ‘I hope they have arrived safely’.

iv.  ji�il- optative (2) ‘may’: ji�lik tislam ma 
gaßßart ‘may you be well; you did well’.

v.  xal-, xall- jussive (1) ‘let’: xallik �indana 
‘stay with us!’, xallih yijìna ‘let him come 
to us!’, xal nàx�ih ‘let’s take it!’.

vi.  da�-jussive (2) ‘let’: da�ih yinba™ ‘let him 
bark!’.

vii.  illa, kùd (northern) necessitive ‘must’: illa 
tifikk nàgiti ‘you must release my she-
camel’, illa ti�ùg ma �àgaw ‘you must suf-
fer their fate’, kùd yinƒfùn wala yašrbùn 
illa mnah ‘they must turn back; they have 
no other well to drink from’.

viii. kùd- (central), aÿadi- (northern) optative 
resultant ‘mayhap, in case, perchance’: 
abarù™ kùd alga ma�hin zòd ‘I will go 
[and look] and perchance may find more 
[coins] with them’, kùd uxùy ßalà™ yigwàh 
‘perchance my brother Íalà™ will be a match 
for him’, nabi nistarxaß min alamìr aÿadìh 
yasma™ilna ‘we will ask permission from 
the prince in the hope that he will permit us’.

ix.  yallah qualificatory ‘just, barely’: yallah 
tigdar ti�ìš �ala harràtib ‘you can only just 
survive on this salary’, ba�ad ta�ab ki�ìr 
yallah inni gidart aji ‘after much effort, I 
just managed to come’.

x.  ƒàn obligative unfulfilled ‘should have’. 
This precedes the perfect only in this mean-
ing: wallah ƒàn gilt li ‘by God you should 
have told me’.

xi.  ƒàn b- unfulfilled past intent ‘was going 
to’: ƒàn battaßil bik ‘I was going to tele-
phone you’, ƒàn abarù™ ‘I was going to go’.

xii.  widd-ak (northern) obligative remote 
‘ought to’: widdak tijìna ‘you ought to 
come to us [“please come to us”]’, widdak 
yßìr a™san ‘it should be better’.

xiii. ƒinn- speculative (1), polite inquiry ‘it 
seems’: ƒinnih ma yifham wàjid ‘he doesn’t 
seem to understand much’, farasin †ay-
yibah ma ƒinnaha riƒbat ‘a good horse, as 
though it had not been ridden’.

xiv. tigil speculative (2) ‘it seems, it looks 
like, perhaps’: tigil jayyhum �ilm ni�ir tigil 
jayyhum šayy ‘it seems they received a 
warning or something’.

xv.  l- jurative ‘I swear that’: bjizùr inni 
la�ba™ah ‘I swear I will slaughter a fat 
camel [as a thanksgiving sacrifice]’.

2.2.5.3 The tense-marking particle /id/gid
When preceding the perfect, the tense-marking 
particle /id/gid produces the meaning ‘has/had 
done something’. It corresponds to what has 
been called the ‘experiential perfect,’ as in ‘he 
has/had been to America’: hu /id riƒib ‘he has 
ridden [i.e., knows how to ride, but is not at 
this moment mounted on a horse]’, int /id 
jìtahum gabul ‘you have visited them before [I 
think]’, mà gid šiftih ‘I have never seen him’. 
Where the general context is past, the meaning 
will be past perfect: ana la™agtkum làkin /id 
ta�addètu l-kulliyyah ‘I came after you, but you 
had already turned the corner of the college’, 
mà /id jarrab rgàd anniswàn ‘he had not 
experienced the love of women’.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase structure
The noun phrase structure is remarkable for 
its preservation of �� nunation. This occurs 
particularly between noun and adjective and in 
phrases containing li- belonging to’, but it may 
also occur phrase-final. Examples include snitin 
min hà ssnìn ‘one of these years’, alla brxußtin 
minh ‘except by permission from him’, rifì/in-li 
‘a friend of mine’, ligèna sàygin, wlidin ™arbi 
‘we found a driver, a £arbi lad’.

2.3.2 Sentence structure
Sentence structure does not differ markedly 
from Old Arabic. The unmarked word order is 
VSO in verbal sentences, while topic fronting 
can produce other orders as shown below:

VSO order
šàfat bint ilamìr lahà barg šimàl ‘the daughter 
of the prince saw lightning to the north’, lèn 
jat al�aßur . . . ‘when evening came . . .’, rikib 
tirki bin i™mèd . . . ‘Turki bin Humaid mounted 
up . . .’, wi yšìl ibin garmalah min najd ‘and Ibn 
Garmalah moved away from Najd’.
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Topic fronting
ahalna xallènàhum yamm aššifa ‘we left our 
families at al-Shifa’, bini hlàl jàlihum dòrin 
wagt šwayya ‘a slight drought came upon the 
Bani Hilàl’, . . . u bini hlàl tàli addìrah ‘and the 
Bani Hilàl took over the area’.

3. L e x i c o n

Certain characteristic lexical items are shown 
here: abxaß ‘more knowledgeable’, amda/
yimdi ‘to be time for’ (used impersonally, as 
in mà yimdìni ‘I have not time to . . ., cannot 
manage to . . .’), baÿa/yabi ‘to want’, bàg/ybùg 
‘to steal, betray’, bè/ ‘muffler for holding a 
coffeepot’, b�a, fì�a ‘here’ (northern bhà�a), 
�arrab/y�arrib ‘to do a thing properly’, �all/
y�ill ‘to be afraid, act dishonorably’, tigahwa/
ytigahwa ‘to take coffee’, haga/yhaga ‘to think, 
hold an opinion’, ™aya ‘rain, grass’, ig† ‘weys’, 
�ilm/�lùm ‘news’, ™a�af/y™a�if ‘to throw’, mizin 
‘rain cloud’, nàÚar/ynàÚir ‘to look at’, nida 
‘grass’, sàm/ysùm ‘to make an offer’, sanna�/
ysanni� ‘to do a thing properly’, sawwa/ysawwi 
‘to do, make’, šanag ‘side’, �àr/y�ùr ‘to stand 
up’, �awwar/y�awwir ‘to shoot a gun’, zaham/
yizham ‘to call’, zèn ‘good’.
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Nasalization

In order to discuss nasalization, one has to give 
a brief account of nasality. Both nasality and 
nasalization are natural properties of language. 
Nasality in speech, as opposed to orality, is a 
reflection of the physical position of the soft 
palate, or the velum. In this position, the poste-
rior part of the velum, or the uvula, is lowered 
so as to keep the nasal cavity or specifically the 
velopharyngeal port open while pronouncing 
the nasal sounds. There are two basic nasal 
consonants in most languages of the world, 
namely /m/ and /n/. In terms of place of articu-
lation, the phonemes are stops at the bilabial 
and alveolar regions, respectively. The illustra-
tions below display velic closure while articu-
lating oral sounds (Fig. 1); velic opening while 
articulating nasal sounds (Fig. 2); and velic as 
well as oral opening during the articulation of 
nasalized sounds (Fig. 3).

Figure 1. Velic closure.

Figure 2. Velic opening.
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Figure 3. Velic and oral openings.

According to Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796), the basic 
Arabic nasal consonantal phonemes are /m/ 
and /n/. He describes /m/ as a voiced (maj hùr) 
bilabial (min bayni š-šafatayn) nasal (min al-
±anf ); and /n/ as a voiced alveolar (fuwayqa 
�-�anàyà) nasal (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 431ff.). 
In the same description, both /m/ and /n/ are 
analyzed as stop consonants (™urùf šadìda). 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb IV, 435) assigns the feature of 
nasality (ÿunna) when the egressive air escapes 
through the nose and not the mouth. The term 
ÿunna, which is derived from the root ÿ-n-n ‘to 
sing’, indicates the nasal resonance resulting 
in the nose during the articulation of the nasal 
consonants. A nasal consonant is traditionally 
described as ±aÿann (Ibn Jinnì [d. 392/1001], 
Sirr II, 435). As an experiment, Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb IV, 434) adds, “If you held your nose 
tightly during the articulation of /n/ or /m/, 
the sound would not flow”. In addition, he 
recognizes a group of nonbasic speech sounds 
resulting from the contact of /-n/ (nùn sàkina 
‘unvoweled /n/’), whether in word-medial or 
word-final position, with certain consonants 
producing allophonic homorganic variations 
of /n/. The details about the nùn sàkina and 
� nunation (� tanwìn) are explicitly given in 
grammatical and phonetic works, under the 
sections on � ±idÿàm, which largely involves 
assimilation (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 445ff.; Ibn 
Jinnì, Sirr I, 421ff.).

The Arab and Muslim grammarians and � 
tajwìd (see below) specialists divide assimila-
tion into two major types:

i. Assimilation with ÿunna
 The rules state that /n/ assimilates to any of 

the immediately following sounds: /y/, /m/, 

/w/, or /n/, whether it is within a word or 
in word-final position. Thus, for instance 
(Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 452ff.):
/n/ + /y/ � [õy], where /n/ is palatalized and 
/y/ may be partially nasalized
/n/ + /w/ � [nw], where /n/ is labialized and 
/w/ may be partially nasalized

ii. Assimilation without ÿunna
 This class includes the combination of /n/ 

with /l/ or /r/. Thus (Bakalla 1982b:168):
/n/ + /l/ � [ll], where /n/ may lose its nasality 
in the sequence
/n/ + /r/ � [rr], where /n/ may lose its 
 nasality

However, Sìbawayhi (Kitàb IV, 452) mentions 
that nasality and/or nasalization largely occur 
in Arabic in such given sequences. It is appar-
ent from the above statements and the above-
given phonological rules that the nasal sounds 
basically underlie the spread of nasality, and, 
hence, nasalization may spread over a certain 
stretch of sounds.

It would be appropriate here to introduce the 
feature of nasalization, or what may be called 
taÿnìn. Unlike nasality, in nasalization the 
vibrating air passes through both the  nostrils 
and the mouth at the same time (see Fig. 3). 
In principle, this is a nonphonemic feature. 
Prosodically, the nasal consonants may spread 
their nasality over the neighboring sounds, 
whether they are vowels or consonants or, pos-
sibly, both. In some modern Arabic dialects, 
including the Meccan dialect, this process may 
affect the preceding and/or succeeding elements 
on either or both sides of the nasal consonants. 
Detailed analyses of the extent of, and con-
straints on, its spread have not yet been fully 
done.

Furthermore, in tajwìd (�ilm at-tajwìd ‘the 
science of Qur±ànic recitation’), both /m/ and /n/ 
are dealt with in a more extensive and elaborate 
way in chapters on the rules of /n/ and /m/. As 
for /n/, it is treated under four headings, one 
of which is assimilation as outlined above. A 
second heading is ±iÚhàr (i.e. proper and clear 
pronunciation) when word-medial or word-
final /n/ is followed by one of the following 
guttural sounds: ±, h, �, ™, ÿ, x. The third is 
±iqlàb or mutation, i.e. where a word-medial or 
word-final /n/ changes into [m] in the context 
of a following /b/; in modern terminology, this 
case would be treated as regressive assimilation, 
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e.g. ±anba±a > ±amba±a. The fourth case is ±ixfà± 
‘hiding’ of the [n], which involves the pronun-
ciation of /n/ as a homorganic nasal consonant. 
Here, /n/ assumes the pronunciation of one 
of fifteen consonants, such as /�/ and /�/; e.g. 
mun�ir > mun�ir, in which the alveolar [n] is 
articulated interdentally under the influence of 
the following interdental consonant. Regarding 
/m/, it is also studied under three subheadings, 
which include assimilation and doubling of the 
nasal /m/.

As for the frequency of occurrence of the 
Arabic nasals, the Arab and Muslim grammar-
ians and phoneticians made some statements 
concerning doubling of nasal and non-nasal 
consonants in Arabic, which is not uncommon 
and occurs, in fact, frequently. Thus, a doubled 
(mušaddad ) nasal [mm] or [nn] continues and 
lasts as long as two short vowels, in terms of 
duration, estimated as one second by modern 
standard (Taweel 2000:43).

The grammarians and phoneticians have also 
studied the duration nasality takes in pro-
nouncing the nasal sounds. Different methods 
of measurement have been applied. One is by 
counting with the fingers: nasality lasts as long 
as it takes for one folding and one unfolding 
of the palm, in a style that is neither slow nor 
fast. Another method is by measuring nasality 
in terms of the short vowel duration: nasality 
takes the duration of what one, or more than 
one, short vowel takes in normal speech (Baka-
lla 1982a:402ff.).

A final note on nasality or nasalization con-
cerns its presence or absence in some indi-
viduals’ speech. Cleft lip or cleft palate patients 
tend to nasalize throughout their speech. On 
the other hand, people who suffer from acute 
cold or flu experience partial or complete loss 
of nasality and nasalization throughout their 
utterances. The first case is known as hyperna-
sality (taxnìn). Al-Kindì (d. ca. 256/868; �Uyùb 
530) lists it among the speech defects. The 
other one is currently known as hyponasality 
(Ball 1989:41).

To conclude, nasality and nasalization were 
studied by early Arab and Muslim grammarians 
and orthoepists in some detail. Their works, 
though fragmentary in some cases, deserve a 
close look and scientific assessment by modern 
Arabists and phoneticians as well.
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Naßb � ±I�ràb

Nàsix � Nawàsix

Nasta�lìq

Nasta�lìq is the Persian script par excellence, 
emerging in its definite form in Iran (Tabriz and 
Shiraz) in the late 8th/14th century (Richard 
2001:77). This script, originally known as nasx-
ta�lìq or nasx-i ta�lìq (Richard 2003b:77), 
implies a blend or derivation from both � nasx 
and ta�lìq ‘hanging, suspended’, the latter being 
a Persian chancery script which appears to have 
been derived principally from tawqì � script (� 
�ulu�) and which, although employed earlier 
(perhaps as early as the 5th/11th century), was 
practiced in its definitive form in the 7th/13th 
century (Richard 2003b:76–77). In the Arab 
world, nasta�lìq is known as al-xa†† al-fàrisì ‘the 
Persian script’.

Ta�lìq had a characteristic aspect and ductus 
in which words descend onto the baseline and 
the end of the line curves upward. Just as with 
tawqì �, this script was found in its seriffed and 
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serifless (sans serif) forms. When seriffed, the 
letters ±alif and làm had their head-serifs left 
sloping (Gacek 2003).

The derivation from both nasx and ta�lìq has 
recently been challenged by Elaine Wright, who, 
through a meticulous analysis of specimens and 
textual support (notably a document drawn 
up by a Timurid scribe in the early 9th/15th 
century), showed that nasta�lìq developed from 
nasx by modifying a number of letter forms, 
and that the name nasx-i ta�lìq should therefore 
be interpreted as ‘hanging nasx’ (Wright 2003; 
see also Blair 2006:274–276).

One of the first to use the appellation nasx-i 
ta�lìq was Ya�qùb, known as Siràj Šìràzì (fl. 
858/1454), the author of an important Per-
sian treatise on calligraphy, Tu™fat al-mu™ibbìn 
(Richard 2003a:8). Nasta�lìq was used initially 
for copying Persian poetry and romantic or 
mystical epics, but by the end of the 9th/15th 
century it had replaced nasx for the transcrip-
tion of prose as well (Soucek 1979:18). It was 
rarely used for copying of the Qur±àn. To 
our knowledge, there are only three surviv-
ing copies of the Qur±àn penned in this script 
(Schimmel and Rivolta 1992:34). A superb 
copy of the Qur±àn in nasta�lìq is preserved in 
Topkapı Palace Library, copied in 945/1538 by 
Šàh Ma™mùd an-Nìsàbùrì (Lings and Safadi 
1976:14; Blair 2006:433).

Other uses of nasta�lìq included private pur-
poses, inscriptions on coins, seals, inkpots, and 
other objects, as well as architectural inscrip-
tions, albums of calligraphy (muraqqa�àt), and 
interlinear translations and glosses in man-
uscripts of the Qur±àn (Bayani and Stanley 
1999:125). It is thought that nasta�lìq was 
particularly well suited to the grammatical 
structure of the Persian language because this 
language “has many verbal and nominal end-
ings that require one of the rounded Arabic 
final letters” (Schimmel and Rivolta 1992:30). 
Nasta�lìq became the script of choice in the Per-
sianate world, i.e. the countries under Persian 
cultural influence, and it was widely used in its 
regional forms or variants in Mughal India and 
Ottoman Turkey.

According to Persian tradition, nasta�lìq 
was given its definite shape by Mìr �Alì Tabrìzì 
(d. 850/1446) and was practiced in its two dif-
ferent styles: that of Mìrzà Ja�far Tabrìzì (9th/
15th century), later known as the Xurasànì (or 
Eastern) style, and the style of �Abd ar-Ra™màn 

Xwàrizmì (9th/15th century) and his sons (�Abd 
ar-Ra™ìm and �Abd al-Karìm), known as the 
Western style. The Western style was regarded 
as less perfect and was eventually discarded 
in favor of the Eastern style (Hanaway and 
Spooner 1995:3; ±A™mad, Gulzàr 1959:100–
174). The main surviving manuscript by Mìr 
�Alì appears to be a copy of Ni�àmì’s Xusraw 
va Šìrìn, preserved in the Freer Gallery of Art 
(Smithsonian Institution), Washington, D.C., 
penned ca. 813/1410. He signs his name as �Alì 
ibn £asan as-Sul†ànì (Blair 2006:277–278).

In the late 9th/15th and the 10th/16th centu-
ries, the main exponents of this style were such 
famous calligraphers as Sul†àn �Alì Mašhadì 
(d. 926/1519), the author of Íirà† as-su†ùr 
(±A™mad 1959:106–125), Mìr �Alì £usaynì 
Haravì (d. 951/1544), the author of Midàd 
al-xu†ù†, Bàbà Šàh Ißfahànì (d. 996/1587), the 
author of ±âdàb al-mašq, and Mìr �Imàd al-
£asanì (d. 1024/1615) (Akimushkin 1996). 
Sul†àn �Alì Mašhadì, apart from copying books 
in Persian and Turkic, was responsible for 
designing inscriptions for buildings and tomb-
stones (Soucek 1979:30).

In spite of the various differences in styles, 
nasta�lìq on the whole has a characteristic duc-
tus in which words descend onto the baseline, 
many horizontal lines are greatly elongated, 
and the last letter or word is often superscript. 
Unlike most types of ta�lìq, the script is serifless 
(sans serif). The ±alif is rather short in com-
parison with the nasx of the same period, and 
the nùn looks like a semicircle (or bowl). The 
curves on the descenders of qàf, �ayn, and làm 
are also deep and pronounced. Just as in medi-
eval ‘proportioned’ scripts, the dimensions of 
the letters are determined by measuring them 
with the rhombic dot of the reed pen.

Nasta�lìq, as seen in many calligraphic speci-
mens, also has a characteristic system of point-
ing in which the letter šìn has three superscript 
dots arranged in the shape of a triangle, and 
where the letter sìn features three subscript dots 
executed also in a triangular fashion. There 
is usually no vocalization, due to its compact 
aspect, except sometimes for kasra, which can 
be vertical as opposed to inclined.

As a result of writing nasta�lìq rapidly, a new 
style, known as šikasta-nasta�lìq (šikastah-yi 
nasta�lìq) and later xa††-i šikasta ‘the broken’ 
script, developed in the 11th/17th century. 
Combining the forms of nasta�lìq and ta�lìq, 
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šikasta appeared in the Safavid chancery in 
1670 (Richard 2001:78). It was given its defini-
tive form by Muhammad Šafì � Haravì (d. 1081/
1670–1671), and its most beautiful examples 
date from the early 12th/18th century. One of 
its greatest masters was �Abd al-Majìd ¢àliqànì 
(d. 1185/1771; Schimmel 1979:202; 1984:31). 
Just as with nasta�lìq, it is a serifless script.

Some of the salient features of šikasta include 
the free use of ligatures, assimilation/contraction 
of letters, and logographs, many of which have 
to be learned individually, as well as a scarcity 
and often misplacement of diacritical points. 
In terms of letter forms, there is, for instance, 
the characteristic final nùn, with its reversed 
(recurved) loop, and the long, uncurved final 
yà± (Hanaway and Spooner 1995). Šikasta had 
its epistolary variants, known as xa††-i tarassul 
and xa††-i ta™rìrì (xa††-i ta™rìr; Gacek 2001:
30, 79).

By the 13th/19th century, šikasta script had 
become difficult to read, and therefore efforts 
were made to reform it. The result was a 
broad array of nasta�lìq styles with elements 
of šikasta, which came to be known as šikasta-
amìz (Hanaway and Spooner 1995:3–4).

Nasta�lìq quickly spread to neighboring coun-
tries and regions such as Afghanistan, Indo-
Pakistan, and Turkey. No rigorous study of the 
regional styles exists yet, however. In Ottoman 
Turkey, nasta�lìq was mostly known as ta�lìq 
(talik), rarely as nestalik. It began to be used 
in Anatolia around the middle of the 9th/15th 
century for Turkish, Persian, and Arabic texts 
alike. It was not, however, until the 11th/17th 
century that this script became fully accepted 
and appreciated. This was due to the influence 
of the style of the Persian master Mìr �Imàd 
al-£asanì (d. 1024/1615). Mu™ammad As�ad 
al-Yasarì (Yesari Es�ad Efendi; d. 1213/1798) 
was one of the greatest practitioners of nasta�lìq 
in Ottoman Turkey, and his son Muß†afà �Izzat 
Afandì (Izzet Efendi; d. 1265/1849) is regarded 
as the founder of a truly Turkish school of 
talik. The main characteristics of the Ottoman 
talik of Mustafa Izzet are the enlargement of 
letters and the establishment of fixed propor-
tions between them using the rhombic dot 
of the pen (Alparslan 1973:277–278; Derman 
1998:20).

Written rapidly and contrary to the rules, 
it was known as ta�lìq-qirmasì (talik kirmasi). 
This type of less formal, though often quite 

elegant, style was often employed for major 
Arabic textbooks on jurisprudence, philoso-
phy, biography, etc. Apart from being used 
as a bookhand, Ottoman talik was also used 
for architectural inscriptions, calligraphic speci-
mens and panels and, in the office of the Šayx 
al-±Islàm, for fatwas and endowment deeds.

After the end of the Timurid rule, many cal-
ligraphers and artists relocated to the Subcon-
tinent to enjoy the patronage of the Mughal 
emperors, and nasta�lìq quickly became the 
favorite script in the Mughal court. Introduced 
probably toward the middle of the 9th/15th 
century, nasta�lìq in India was used widely only 
at the end of the 10th/16th century. The first 
known Indian specimen of nasta�lìq (somewhat 
clumsy and inelegant) is a copy of Xamsa by 
±Amìr Xusraw Dihlavì, datable to the first half 
of the 9th/15th century. It was only during the 
10th/16th century that the use of nasta�lìq began 
to supplant nasx, which was still predominant 
in the royal manuscripts in the middle of that 
century (Brac de la Perrière 2003:91–92).

The Mughal period produced many great 
calligraphers of nasta�lìq. A number of names 
stand out in particular: Mu™ammad £usayn 
Kašmìrì, known as Zarìn-qalam ‘Golden 
Pen’ (d. 1020/1611 or 1612); �Abd ar-Ra™ìm, 
known as �Anbarìn-qalam ‘Amber Pen’, one of 
Jahàngìr’s court calligraphers, whose portrait 
can be seen at the end of the colophon on 
his copy of Ni�àmì’s Xamsa, painted by the 
artist Dawlat (Blair 2006:538); Awrangzeb’s 
librarian Hidàyat Allàh, called Zarìn-qalam 
(d. 1118/1706 or 1707); and �Abd ar-Rašìd 
Daylamì, a nephew and pupil of �Imàd £asanì, 
who became the court calligrapher of Šàh Jahàn 
(Rahman 1979:74–92).

Although heavily influenced by the Persian 
style, nasta�lìq in Mughal India developed a 
number of characteristics of its own, including 
an increased frequency of elongated strokes and 
the regular width of spacing between words. 
It was used there not just as a bookhand for 
some of the greatest texts of Persian literature 
but also on coins and imperial seals (Blair 
2006:554–557).

In the 13th/19th century, nasta�lìq was 
adopted in Iran for many texts printed by 
lithography, and in the Indo-Pakistani context 
it was chosen as the style for writing Urdu. It is 
still being used in Pakistan, even in newsprint.
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Nasx

Nasx is a generic name for a variety of Arabic 
scripts used for many centuries, mostly for the 
copying of books and later for printing, from 
Egypt to China and Southeast Asia.

The root n-s-x of the word nasx is Nabataean 
in origin and appears to have been associated 
with copying and transcription from an early 
period of Islam. The term nasxì was originally 
introduced by Western Arabists to cover all 
round scripts of the earlier Muslim centuries 
(Abbott 1939:34, 37). Even though the original 
sources use the term nasx, the term nasxì has 
remained in use to cover both formal and infor-
mal (personal, idiosyncratic) scripts/hands, and 
may be taken as meaning nasx-related.

It is not known exactly when nasx was 
introduced as a formal script or what its origi-
nal characteristics were. The name does not 
appear among the scripts mentioned by Ibn 
an-Nadìm, nor is it mentioned in any manual 
for secretaries (kuttàb) from or prior to the 
4th/10th century. It is not found, either, in 
the treatise on calligraphy attributed to Ibn 
Muqla (d. 328/940) himself, but quotations 
referring to this script come from Mamluk 
sources, principally an-Nuwayrì (d. 733/1333) 
and al-Kàtib ad-Dimašqì (fl. 781/1379; Gacek 
1987:127; al-Kàtib ad-Dimašqì, Lam™a 43). 
These same sources report that nasx was prac-
ticed by �Abdallàh ibn Muqla, the brother of 
±Abù �Alì, the famous vizier (d. 328/940), who, 
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in turn (surprisingly) is reported to have writ-
ten in darj (a chancery script; Qalqašandì, Íub™ 
III, 13).

Possibly the earliest direct reference to nasx 
as a script practiced in the 4th/10th century 
comes from an anonymous Risàla fì l-kitàba 
al-mansùba (�Asàkir 1955:126). Interestingly, 
the author of the Risàla (which is likely to have 
been composed in the early 5th/11th century) 
mentions that Ibn ±Asad (4th/10th century), one 
of the teachers of Ibn al-Bawwàb (d. 413/1022), 
who in turn was a pupil of Ibn Muqla, wrote 
poetry in a nasx that was close to (qarìb min) 
� mu™aqqaq script, because nasx in Mam-
luk texts on calligraphy is viewed precisely as 
belonging to this family of bookhands. Yet, the 
affiliation of nasx to mu™aqqaq in that period 
would indicate that this type of proto-nasx, as 
well as the mu™aqqaq, was probably quite dif-
ferent from the nasx and mu™aqqaq as elabo-
rated and refined later by Ibn al-Bawwàb (Blair 
2006:173–178).

There appears to be no doubt, however, that 
the use of ‘modern’ nasx (and the other new 
scripts) goes back to the end of the 4th/10th 
and the beginning of the 5th/11th century. 
Indeed, there is important evidence that a new 
family of scripts was in use toward the end of 
that period. Probably the best example here is 
the Chester Beatty Qur±àn, penned by Ibn al-
Bawwàb in 391/1000 or 1001, using a number 
of new scripts. Although some have suggested 
that the main text of this copy was executed in 
nasxì or nasx, it is more likely that the script 
is in fact maßà™if, a relative of nasx used for 
medium-size Qur±àns (� mu™aqqaq).

The existence of this new family of ‘pro-
portioned’ scripts, including nasx, is attested 
also by other 5th/11th-century manuscripts, 
some perhaps genuine, but some clearly falsely 
attributed to Ibn al-Bawwàb himself. A good 
example of this is a manuscript of the poetry of 
Salàma ibn Jandal, executed before 456/1064 
and using a number of scripts, including � 
�ulu� and ray™àn, and a remarkable very small 
Chester Beatty codex of the Qur±àn (K16(1)), 
executed in a nasx hand and dated 428/1037 
(Rice 1955:19–22, 26; see also James 1992:22; 
Lings and Safadi 1976:43–46).

Although a type of nasx script was certainly 
used for the copying of small and middle-
size Qur±àns from the early 5th/11th century 
onward, nasx remained the principal bookhand 

for the copying of non-Qur±ànic texts, in the 
fields of ™adì�, tafsìr, fiqh, na™w, and the like 
(Gacek 1989:146).

Even though all subsequent calligraphers 
trace their pedigree to Ibn Muqla and Ibn al-
Bawwàb, the ‘school’ or method (†arìqa) of Ibn 
al-Bawwàb was really preserved in the main 
Arab lands (Egypt and Syria). By contrast, Iran, 
Central Asia, and the later central Arab lands 
under the Ottomans appear to have followed 
the tradition of the third major figure in cal-
ligraphy, Yàqùt al-Musta�ßimì (d. 698/1298). 
It is interesting to note here that, throughout 
most of the Mamluk period, nasx was regarded 
as belonging to the rectilinear family of scripts 
(the mu™aqqaq family), whereas in the Yàqùtì 
tradition nasx was paired with �ulu�, the curvi-
linear family.

A great number of distinct types of formal 
and informal nasx developed over the centuries 
in various regions and centers of learning in the 
Arabic-, Persian-, and Turkic-speaking lands. 
J.J. Witkam (1978:18), in the epilogue to his 
Seven specimens of Arabic manuscripts (copied 
mostly in Baghdad in the 5th/11th and 6th/12th 
centuries), made a remark that he could not 
properly label the various styles of nasxì, since 
no adequate criteria for their description and 
classification yet existed. The above statement, 
after some 28 years, is still valid, not just as 
regards informal hands but also, to a large 
extent, formal scripts. Many labels already 
assigned to various specimens may have to be 
changed and/or redefined in view of recent and 
future research and discoveries. The few gen-
eral remarks which follow therefore have to be 
understood in this context.

One of the better known periods and geo-
graphical regions, thanks to the combination 
of extant literature and specimens, is the Mam-
luk period in Egypt and Syria (648/1250–923/
1517). As mentioned above, nasx script, accord-
ing to the Mamluk tradition, was regarded as 
belonging to the rectilinear family of scripts 
used mainly as bookhands. It was viewed by 
most calligraphers as one of the five or seven 
fundamental scripts (al-±aqlàm al-±ußùl). The 
earliest description of nasx comes from an-
Nuwayrì, who states that it has larger (lit. 
‘thicker’, ÿalìÚ) and lighter (xafìf ) versions: 
qalam al-matn ‘body of the text; block of text’ 
and qalam al-™awàšì ‘glosses’. From nasx also 
stems the man�ùr script, which is characterized 
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by large spacing between words. The matn 
script is referred to in other Mamluk sources as 
an-nasx al-wa��à™ ‘clear’ or an-nasx al-fa��à™ 
‘divulging secrets’, while the counters (‘eyes’) of 
its letters are described as open (fat™ al-�uqad; 
Gacek 1987:127, 1989:146).

The Mamluk nasx has a rather stiff (upright) 
aspect, with words firmly seated on the base-
line. There is an almost total absence of head-
serifs (tarwìs, šaÚiyya, minqàr), especially on 
such letters as ±alif and làm of the definite arti-
cle but also in such letters as the dàl/�àl, †à±/Úà±, 
and nùn. Often only the head-serif, in the form 
of a downward stroke, is visible on the letters 
jìm/™à±/xà± in their isolated forms. Another 
major feature is the presence of the làm ±alif 
al-warràqiyya (%), which is to be found in most 
types of mu™aqqaq-related scripts, although 
other types of this letter can be present (e.g. 
làm ±alif with a rounded base, al-mu™aqqaqa; 
Gacek 1989, 2003).

In the 7th/13th century, nasx as a medieval 
bookhand became established as one of the so-
called Six Pens (al-±aqlàm as-sitta) in the eastern 
part of the Islamic world (principally Baghdad). 
According to the tradition, these six scripts 
(paired: �ulu�/nasx, mu™aqqaq/ray™an, taqwì �/
riqà �) were canonized by Yàqùt al-Musta�ßimì, 
and by the early 9th/15th century, the Yàqùtì 
tradition had become firmly established in Iran 
and Central Asia (Roxburgh 2003:52).

There is some evidence that Yàqùt may have 
penned, as early as 668/1269 or 1270, a manu-
script in Persian in which he employed a type 
of nasx influenced by �ulu� (Richard 2003:76). 
Certainly, the nasx in Iran was very differ-
ent from the rather stiff Mamluk nasx. It was 
rounded but upright, with the letters extremely 
neatly drawn. A distinctive style also developed 
in Shiraz in the early 9th/15th century. It was 
characterized by its lightness and long (swoop-
ing) sublinear tails on the final forms of the 
letters sìn, nùn, and yà± (Blair 2006:263–264). 
It was exported to the east and west (Ana-
tolia and India). This small hand is beauti-
fully illustrated in Rùzbihàn Šìràzì’s multiscript 
Qur±àn from the mid–10th/16th century (Blair 
2006:419–420). The swooping tails are also 
visible in the nasx of Mu™ammad al-Qùnyawì, 
who transcribed the Ma�navì of Rùmì in 677/
1278 (Blair 2006:367–369). It was from this 
type of nasx that � nasta�lìq developed.

In Iran, in the early 12th/18th century, nasx 

acquired a particular character given to it by 
the calligrapher ±A™mad Nayrìzì, hence, it was 
popularly known as Nayrìzì nasx. Nayrìzì was 
a leading calligrapher at the court of Šàh Sul†àn 
£usayn (Raby 1996). He specialized in nasx, 
which by his day had become associated with 
the Qur±àn and other explicitly religious texts 
in Arabic. On the whole, Nayrìzì’s nasx is 
relatively large in size, with wide spacing of 
the lines of text, but smaller size was also prac-
ticed. Nayrìzì wrote with a very obliquely cut 
pen, and his script had a characteristic sharp 
left-sloping head-serif, especially on the làm of 
the definite article, a feature which is seen in 
many examples of Persian nasx from preceding 
centuries. On the other hand, the free-standing 
±alif was serifless (sans serif). In the 13th/19th 
century, the Nayrìzì style was continued by 
Mu™ammad Šafì�, better known as Vißàl-i Šìràzì 
(Gacek 2003; Blair 2006:424–428).

Like their Iranian counterparts, Ottoman 
Turkish calligraphers refined the nasx used 
earlier in that region. In this period �ulu� (sülüs) 
and nasx (nesih) emerged as the most popular 
pair of scripts, used both for text and display 
purposes with fine graceful letters which have 
a slight tilt to the left. The calligrapher respon-
sible for the refinement of this style was £amd 
Allàh al-±Amàsì (d. 926/1620), who studied 
under teachers from both Ibn al-Bawwàb’s 
and Yàqùt’s traditions. His nasx, after further 
refinements by later calligraphers (principally 
�U�màn ibn �Alì, known as £àfi� al-Qur±àn, or 
Hafez Osman, d. 110/1698), became a model of 
beauty. Indeed, £amd Allàh created what came 
to be known later as a†-†arìqa al-™amdiyya 
‘method/school of £amd Allàh’.

£amd Allàh’s nasx is small and compact, 
with fine strokes of more or less the same 
thickness, short ascenders, and elegant sublin-
ear loops (e.g. in làm, nùn, ßàd). The counters 
of many letters are closed, and the làm ±alif 
al-warràqiyya is used throughout. There is no 
head-serif on the free-standing ±alif, but such 
letters as †à± and làm (in combination with jìm 
or mìm) are seriffed, but inconsistently with the 
head-serif right-sloping (Gacek 2003).

Nasx has survived in various forms and is 
practiced today by modern calligraphers. In the 
13th/19th century and the early 14th/20th cen-
tury, it was used in lithographic printing in such 
countries as Egypt, Turkey, Iran, and India, 
and in fact the books printed by  litho graphy in 
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Fig. 1. Nasx al-fa��à™ by Mu™ammad a†-¢ayyìbì (¢ìbì), ca. 908/1505 (Istanbul, TSM K.882, f.33a)
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those countries represent the best recorded pic-
ture of its various regional styles (Gacek 1996). 
The small Ottoman Turkish nasx (perfected 
later by Hafez Osman) also became a favorite 
script for the copying and printing of medium 
and small-size Qur±àns. In India (and later Paki-
stan), on the other hand, Man�ùrì nasx, intro-
duced by the calligrapher Man�ùr Mu™ammad 
(1866–1950), has been used principally for 
printing Qur±àns (Ahmad 1984).
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Adam Gacek (McGill University)

Nationalism and Language

1 .  D e f i n i t i o n

Language is a communication tool and a cul-
tural vehicle, which implies that it is also a 
reference for identifying ‘ours’ and ‘theirs’, a 
content of loyalty and hostility, of social and 
cultural status. For nationalists, language is a 
tool that connects past and future, projecting 
a reconstructed centripetal unity out of the 
centrifugal reality of the present. Language is, 
therefore, one of the most visible symbols in the 
nationalistic museum, a symbol with a power-
ful legitimizing role (Fishman 1972).

The etymology of the word � �Arab is still 
uncertain. It was connected with the desert 
in many Semitic inscriptions, and Arabic is 
claimed to have developed from a process of 
nomadization. As a revealed language, Arabic 
spread from the Arabian Peninsula. As an eth-
nic attribute, at the time of the Islamic conquest 
the term �Arab indicated groups of Arabian 
conquerors, natives of the Arabian Peninsula. 
It became the ethnic attribute of those who 
acquired the Arabic language or are citizens of 
the member states of the Arab League. Through 
all its history, the most constant feature of 
this term has been and still is linguistic (Kallas 
1999:17–30, 105–116). 

Numerous levels of identification cohabit in 
the ‘Arab worlds’: religious, linguistic, regional, 
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confessional, social, ethnic, and tribal (� reli-
gion and language; � ethnicity). Sometimes two 
or more levels become integrated. Sometimes 
they are in conflict. This makes it hard to define 
the term ‘Arab nation’ and to understand how 
Arabic language(s) and Arab nationalism(s) 
have affected each other – a question whose 
elements are all subjective and symbolic since 
Arabic is neither one single language nor does 
it have a well-defined frame of reference (� 
�arabiyya). A Palestinian may immediately 
identify a Jordanian speaker and sympathize 
more with a Christian Palestinian than with 
a Muslim Jordanian, even though he lives in 
Jordan. As for identity, it is empirically an indi-
vidual experience; its collective formula weaves 
through many situational variables (profession, 
religion, etc.), and its national expression is an 
elitist construct. Hence, this article asks more 
questions than it provides answers.

All the aforementioned concepts oscillate 
between a minimal and a maximal definition, a 
completely positive or negative interpretation. 
At the minimal definition of Arabic stands only 
Standard Arabic, al-fuß™à, while the adjec-
tive ‘Arab’ includes all ‘Arabic speakers’, i.e. 
speakers of non-Standard Arabic, since al-fuß™à 
is nobody’s mother tongue. As for the term 
‘nationalism’, it wends between the clearly neg-
ative connotations of the Italian nazionalismo 
and the neatly positive implications of the 
Arabic correspondent qawmiyya. The former is 
biased by the fascist experience, the latter by the 
anticolonialist struggle for self- determination.

To translate nation and nationalism, Arabic 
uses at least two terms of different roots: ±umma, 
which goes back to a Qur±ànic concept of ‘com-
munity of faith’ or ‘nation of the Prophet’ 
(Q. 3/110), and qawmiyya, which derives from 
the tribal term qawm, denoting a group of 
people claiming a common ancestor. Coined 
at the turn of the 20th century from wa†an, 
initially a place of residence, the concepts of 
‘citizen’ (muwà†in) and ‘nationality/citizenship’ 
(muwà†iniyya) assume a connotation related to 
location. By adding the adjective �arabiyya to the 
term ±umma, some pan-Arabists advocated to 
disassociate the ±umma from its Islamic conno-
tations, and by adding the same adjective to the 
term qawmiyya they meant to detach qawmiyya 
from its ethnic and tribal context, too. Some pre-
fer a regional or national-state adjective, arguing 
that smaller entities are less generic.

Three types of nationalism are discussed in 
this article: pan-Arab, regional (e.g. pan-Syr-
ian), and national-state (e.g. Egyptian, Tuni-
sian, and Lebanese). Linguistic, cultural, and 
political features are examined, focusing on 
the role language plays in them, whether it be 
Standard Arabic or the language spoken in a 
specific state.

2 .  T h e  e x c u r s u s  o f  A r a b 
n a t i o n a l i s m s

Bonaparte’s expedition to Egypt (1798) was 
one of the most serious culture shocks the Otto-
man Empire experienced. It also enhanced the 
debate over the capacity of Arabic to keep up 
with modernity and the compatibility of the lat-
ter with Islamic tradition. From the beginning 
of the 18th century, this debate was preceded 
by intensive missionary activity and the Chris-
tian revival (nah�a) in Greater Syria, followed 
by the determined reforms of Mu™ammad �Alì 
(1805–1848) in Egypt.

The drastic Turkification imposed upon the 
Arab provinces by the Young Turks (1908) 
forced nascent Arab nationalism to adopt more 
radical choices (al-±Afÿànì 1962). The Arabic 
language emerged as that ingredient which dis-
tinguished Arabs from Turks. Arab national-
ism elaborated from history and from Arabic 
literature a modern topic for Arabness (�urùba). 
It soon developed into a political movement, 
supported by Britain, aiming to weaken the 
Ottoman Empire. At the end of the First World 
War, no unified Arab nation was created, only 
colonized polities shared mainly between Britain 
and France. Except for Saudi Arabia, which 
was independent, political activism focused on 
resisting foreign occupation, and independence 
was negotiated by local partners often willing to 
safeguard colonial interests in exchange for their 
national sovereignty (Naßßàr 1986; Zeine 1973).

The new Arab rulers established the Arab 
League in 1945, but continued to consolidate 
their local nation building. When, three years 
later (1948), they failed to halt the estab-
lishment of the State of Israel, overwhelming 
militant and populist Arab nationalism brought 
new Arab socialist regimes to power. Conflict 
between ‘progressive’ regimes and ‘conserva-
tive’ monarchies dominated the scene between 
the mid-1950s and 1967. The most active 
pan-Arab among the nationalists was President 
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Nasser of Egypt. Arab nationalism witnessed a 
euphoric period after he nationalized the Suez 
Canal Company, leading to a short-lived union 
between Egypt and Syria (the United Arab 
Republic, 1958–1961). The slogans were ‘to 
restore Arab unity over every inch of Arab land 
from the Gulf to the Ocean’ and ‘Arab unity is 
the only means to liberate Palestine’. All hopes 
were, however, shattered when Israel (1967) 
single-handedly beat the armies of Egypt, 
Syria, and Jordan and seized what was left of 
 Palestine.

Disappointed by socialism, Arabness found 
its way back to Islam with substantial financial 
support from the wealthy conservative rulers. 
The defeat of Arab nationalism brought new 
Arab regimes to power; Arab intellectuals are 
still debating the reasons for this defeat and 
prescribing remedial solutions.

Different forms of government are repre-
sented in the Arab world. Some of the coun-
tries are monarchies: Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the 
United Arab Emirates. The other Arab coun-
tries are all republics, and their official names 
proclaim that they are democracies. In reality, 
in most Arab states, with the exception of 
Lebanon, the political power is concentrated in 
one monarch, president, or party.

3 .  P a n - A r a b i s m  a n d  m i n i m a l i s t 
l i n g u i s t i c  a s s u m p t i o n s

Arab national definitions of Arabness range 
between a minimalist and a maximalist assump-
tion. Sà†i� al-£ußrì (d. 1968), one of the prin-
cipal exponents of pan-Arabism, sought to 
exorcize religious, racial, and linguistic supe-
riority from the national idea, claiming secular 
and minimalist objective principles (history and 
language). For him, a member of an Arabic-
speaking people is an Arab, by definition (al-
£ußrì 1955). This idealistic and romantic 
nationalism had cultural, rather than civic, 
priorities in common with the German nation-
alistic model. It had many advocates between 
the two world wars. If for al-£ußrì the nation 
was a moral construct and an act of faith, for 
Sheikh �Abdallah al-�Alàylì and for the Chris-
tian Michel �Aflaq, Arab self-identification is 
instinctive and mystical. The latter is the co-
founder with Íalà™ ad-Dìn al-Bì†àr of the Ba�th 
party (1940), which, in its Constitution (Art. 

10), considers self-identification in Arabness a 
matter of language and self-ascription (Haim 
1962:233–241).

4 .  P a n - A r a b i s m  a n d 
m a x i m a l i s t  a s s u m p t i o n s

The maximalist assumption singles out five 
fundamental features that have been uniting 
all ‘Arabs’: race (�irq), ancestors’ homeland 
(±ar� al-±ajdàd), history and historical  memories 
(tàrìx wa-�ikrayàt), ethical principles and cus-
toms (±axlàq wa-�àdàt), and language (� luÿa 
or � lisàn). In its maximal concept, nation-
alism is self-contradictory (being pan-Arab, 
pan-Slavic, or whatever), for any perfect com-
bination between all these features is rather 
improbable or improper.

4.1 Language and race

Otherness is one of the most ancient contrastive 
tools of group self-identification; other lan-
guages were compared to the croaking of frogs, 
and common language meant common tribal 
origins. In the Qur±àn, non-Arabs were called 
�ajam (Q. 16/103, 26/198, 41/44), referring to 
their �ujma, i.e. their obscure way of speaking, 
and the adjective �arabì refers not to a race but 
rather to linguistic features.

Arab genealogists divide the Arabian Penin-
sula’s populations into three main groups: 
(i) al-�àriba indicates the first and only pure 
Arabs, but it is also an extinct group of tribes; 
they descend from ±Iram and Lù† ibn Sàm ibn 
Nù™, the first to speak Arabic after the confu-
sion of tongues in Babel (tabalbul al-luÿàt); 
(ii) al-muta�arriba are not pure-blooded; they 
descend from Qa™†àn and live in southern Ara-
bia; (iii) al-musta�riba ‘the arabicized’ descend 
from Ma�add and �Adnàn through ±Ismà�ìl 
and inhabit the north. To one of these tribes 
(Qurayš), a tribe which learned Arabic by 
settling among the ‘true’ Arabs, the Prophet 
Mu™ammad belonged.

A link between Arabic and the Arabs’ superi-
ority has been advocated by the most eminent 
grammarians, historians, and philosophers, 
such as Ibn as-Sarràj (d. 316/928) and Ibn 
Jinnì (d. 392/1002). They all argue that shared 
and elevated natural and sociocultural values 
(šiyam) mold among Arabs a shared and supe-
rior language. Arabs are generous, ready to 
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help and succor, proud and courageous, hon-
orable and loyal, intuitive and patient. Hence, 
their language has a genealogical etymology, 
according to Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933), and a 
syntactic flexibility, for Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004). 
When rebutting anyone who dared mention the 
Arabs’ corrupted tongues and solecism (la™n), 
the Arabic linguistic tradition was ready to 
swear that solecism had to be attributed to 
the Arabs’ contact with the non-Arabs (�ajam; 
Suleiman 2003:38–68).

These assumptions were reevoked in modern 
times by the pan-Arabist Zakì al-±Arsùzì (1962) 
through ‘acrobatic philology’ aiming at ‘restor-
ing the Arab nation’ and giving Arabs back 
their linguistic genius.

4.2 Language, race, and religion

According to some ™adì�s, the Prophet affirmed 
several times that Arabness is not genetic but 
rather linguistic (Ibn Bàbawayhi, Ma�ànì l-
±axbàr 199). As for the Qur±àn, it never refers 
by the term �arabì to an ethnic identity but 
rather to a clear (mubìn) language (Q. 16/103); 
but many of the verses in the Qur±àn reflect the 
problematic relationship with Jews and Chris-
tians. Sometimes, they are praised and granted 
forgiveness; at other times, they are blamed. 
Hence, they are to be treated as �immì to 
whom hospitality and protection are accorded 
on condition of their submission to Islam and 
their paying a poll tax (jizya; Q. 9/24). This 
inferiority status of non-Muslims broke the 
bonds between claiming ethnic and linguistic 
Arabness and being Muslim, since many of the 
�immì belonged to both categories.

Once Islam crossed the borders of the Ara-
bian Peninsula, the conversion of many non-
Arabs to Islam broke even more of these bonds. 
The Umayyad caliphs (41/661–132/750) gave 
institutional weight to Arabic and ethnic cre-
dentials to Arabness; �Abd al-Malik ibn Mar-
wàn, the fifth caliph of the Umayyad line 
(r. 65–86/685–705) proclaimed Arabic as the 
only language of administration (displacing 
Greek, Coptic, Persian, etc.). When the Abbasid 
dynasty overthrew the Umayyad caliphate, 
both language and ethnic affiliation became the 
target of non-Arab Muslims, most of whom 
were Persians, and claimed their merits even 
over Arabic grammar, denying any privileged 
position of the Arabs. This anti-Arab polemical 

movement is known as šu�ùbiyya. It appeared 
in the 2nd/8th century and reached its peak in 
the 3rd/9th century. In the 5th/11th century 
šu�ùbiyya appeared in al-Andalus, where anti-
Arab polemics were practiced mainly by Ber-
bers. In the Middle Ages, the term šu�ùbiyya fell 
out of use and reemerged at the time of Arab 
nationalism, when Arabness projected itself 
into the glorious past, calling modern šu�ùbiyya 
any call for the promotion of the vernaculars 
and any attack of Standard Arabic.

The elevated status of Arabic and its longev-
ity are known to be attributed to the fact that it 
is the medium of the Qur±àn and God’s mouth-
piece (see Ferguson 1990). Its linguistic quali-
ties are evoked several times in the Qur±àn (Q. 
12/2) and its inimitability (� ±i�jàz) and rhetori-
cal perfection by the tradition (™adì�) and the 
exegesis (tafsìr), which suggest a tripartite affili-
ation between Islam, the Arabs, and the Arabic 
language. Since the Prophet was Arab, heaven’s 
language is Arabic, and so is the language of 
the Qur±àn. This link was emphasized mainly 
by jurists and philologists, among whom stands 
out the famous imam aš-Šàfi�ì (d. 204/820). 
It was reaffirmed between the 19th and the 
20th centuries by many Islamist reformers, e.g. 
Jamàl ad-Dìn al-±Afÿànì (d. 1897), �Abd ar-
Ra™màn al-Kawàkibì (d. 1902), Mu™ammad 
Ri�à (d. 1935), and Šakìb ±Arslàn (d. 1946). 
Their vast rhetorical literature embraces with 
ease both Islam and Arabic, as if to say that the 
former is indissolubly connected with the latter 
(see Haim 1962).

The reconciliation process through language 
takes place, however, on both sides, Christian 
and Muslim. Like al-£ußrì, many Muslims 
praise the role the ‘Christian Levantine’ played 
in the revival of the Arabic language and the 
Arab national identity. Like ±Ibràhìm al-Yàzijì 
(d. 1906), many Christians defend the mod-
ernization of Standard Arabic, urging Arabs 
to defend Arabic regardless of their faith. As 
for the incompatibility of the universalism of 
Islam and Arab nationalism, the latter seems to 
infect the former in the thought of some schol-
ars and leaders, such as ±Abù l-�Alà± Mawdùdì 
(d. 1979), who advocates an Islamic ‘world-
state’, while other thinkers, such as al-Bazzàz, 
see no contradiction between nationalism and 
the universal character of Islam (Donohue and 
Esposito 1982).
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4.3 Language and education

Language imposes cognitive categories that 
force an individual into a particular symbolic 
order in thinking, communicating, and the 
ordering of personal experience. Understanding 
the dynamics at work, Islamist and pan-Arabist 
leaders make the Arabization of the school sys-
tem a primary goal. For nationalists, the edu-
cational field is crucial; the original circles that 
founded the Ba�thist Party in Syria, for instance, 
belonged to this same field.

Immediately after their independence, in the 
20th century, the new Arab states urged the 
Arabization of school curricula. Some of them 
(e.g. Lebanon) kept their multilingual systems; 
others, such as Tunisia, tried Arabization but 
later backed down; and some others accom-
plished their transition to Arabic, Algeria for 
instance, where twelfth-graders graduated (in 
1989) from a completely Arabic education sys-
tem. As for the university system, while Syria 
managed to Arabize it, other Arab countries 
partially accomplished this, with the humani-
ties and the social sciences largely or completely 
in Arabic and the scientific and technical sectors 
largely or completely in English or French. Sci-
entific and technical instruction is conducted in 
English, even at Cairo’s venerable Arab-Islamic 
institution al-Azhar.

Summing up the results for the Maghreb, 
Grandguillaume (1983:21) denounced the un-
suitability of textbooks and pedagogy based 
on memorization, while for Algeria some soci-
ologists like Abdelkader Yefsah (1990:381–
382) state that the use of the Arabic language 
“leads straight to . . . the primacy of the reli-
gious”. These researchers seem to say that 
Arabic and Islam are mutually reinforcing, for 
they partially share common cultural, cogni-
tive, and symbolic thinking ‘tool kits’ (Moat-
assime 1992).

4.4 Language and society

Immediately after the death of the Prophet 
Mu™ammad in 10/632, the Islamic conquests 
marked a turning point in the history of Ara-
bic and the languages in use in the conquered 
empire. Later processes of contact and blending 
between the different Arabian superstrata (being 
a mixture of different tribes) and substratal 
languages into which they were imported gen-
erated ‘New-Arabic’ (or ‘Neo-Arabic’) types, 

the ancestors of the currently known spoken 
varieties. Since 750 C.E., thousands of gram-
marians have illustrated the fuß™à as a fully 
declined system (� faßì™). The disappearance 
of declension, if it ever was present in the con-
querors’ dialects, is an intrinsic dynamic factor 
in linguistic renewal. There is no global expla-
nation for the evolution of individual dialects, 
since the historical sociolinguistic situation of 
each particular area is still terra incognita. The 
substratal influence and analytical nature of the 
spoken varieties are relevant, but they are not 
the only explanation for this historical develop-
ment, or the only demarcation line between 
Standard Arabic and spoken varieties.

Since its standardization, the spread of Stand-
ard Arabic has been the exclusive task of the 
education system. For more than one thousand 
years, most of Greater Syria and the Nile Valley 
were under non-Arab rulers (Mamluks, Seljuqs, 
Ottomans, etc.). Schooling and literacy were 
not widespread. Arabic was operative in the 
religious and traditional education systems of 
the libraries (maktaba) and Islamic education 
institutes (madrasa), and only a small minor-
ity, most of whom were �ulamà±, scholars who 
were versed in the Muslim sciences, had full 
access to it.

In the 19th century, the Arabic press pro-
posed Arabic as a media tool. Arabic was seen 
as a uniting factor whereas neo-Arabic dialects 
were symbols of fragmentation. Arabic acade-
mies were supposed to play a central role in this 
linguistic revival (� language academies), but 
the new Arab states failed to create a pan-Arab 
academy or to cooperate. After the founda-
tion of the Academy of Damascus (1919), new 
academies were founded in Cairo (1932), Iraq 
(1947), and Jordan (1976). Before they found 
their way into dictionaries, new terms were 
preceded by long periods of heated discussion, 
and some were considered too artificial to be 
used after all (see Ali 1987). New terms were 
being created every day, sometimes at break-
neck speed; dictionary compilation was thus 
assigned to individual experts in specific fields. 

Despite all efforts, and more than a century 
and a half after the foundation of the School 
of Languages in Cairo (1837), Standard Arabic 
remains no one’s mother tongue. People learn it 
at school for years and still make many mistakes 
in writing it. The idea of an absolute superiority 
of Arabic (practically Classical Arabic) has also 
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been strengthened by the fact that Western Ori-
entalists, with only a few exceptions, learned 
Arabic as a dead language (like Latin) and had, 
also with very few exceptions, no speaking 
proficiency, neither in Classical Arabic nor in 
any dialect. The failure of the traditional teach-
ing of Arabic in Europe has greatly contributed 
to the idea widely spread among Arabs that 
Arabic is so difficult and marvelous that no 
European can learn it properly.

As for the prestige of Arabic, linguistic 
upgrading is not necessarily accomplished only 
through classicizing. “In the case of the Jor-
danian students, it is the urban dialect that is 
regarded by most speakers as the prestige vari-
ety” (Versteegh 1997:193).

4.5 Language and/or dialects

Among other linguistic situations, Arabic was 
described by Ferguson (1959) as ‘diglossic’, 
referring to Classical Arabic as a high variety 
(H) and Colloquial Arabic as a low variety 
(L). It is beyond the scope of the present article 
to discuss this topic (see Kallas 1999:59–97; 
� diglossia); the concern here is with the differ-
ent solutions nationalism gave to this linguistic 
situation.

As mentioned earlier, pan-Arab national-
ism considers Standard Arabic fuß™à as the 
most important link binding the Arab nation 
and the colloquial languages, and those who 
study the colloquial language as suspicious. 
All through her book dealing with the “call 
for adopting vernacular in Egypt, history and 
repercussions”, Naffùsa Zakariyyà Sa�ìd (e.g. 
1964:9, 18, 37) accuses the West, mainly Brit-
ain, of encouraging Egyptians, through Spitta 
and Orientalism, to occupy themselves with 
their dialect, to be able to learn their vernacular 
and spy, divide, and subjugate the Egyptians. 
While this may not be totally wrong, the role 
vernacular poetry played in the social and anti-
colonial struggles cannot be ignored (� dialect 
literature). Vernacular poetry called for British 
withdrawal from Yemen (�Abdallàh ±A™mad 
�âmir and ±A™mad Fa�l al-�Abdalì), Iraq (Mollà 
�Abbùd al-Karxì), and Egypt (�Abdallàh an-
Nadìm and Fù±àd Nigm). It celebrated Nasser’s 
revolution in Sudan (£ardallù) and criticized 
the French mandate over Lebanon (�Umar ez-
Ze�ennì) and Syria (Salàma al-±Arÿawànì).

5 .  R e g i o n a l  a n d 
n a t i o n a l - s t a t e  p a t r i o t i s m

5.1 Syrian nationalism

Before the crystallizing of pan-Arab national-
ism, a Syrian patrie was present in the mind 
of the Christian Lebanese Bu†rus al-Bustànì 
(d. 1883), including a physical entity called 
‘Greater Syria’. A roughly similar entity called 
the ‘Fertile Crescent’ became a national-state 
dogma in the hands of another Christian Leba-
nese, ±An†ùn Sa�àda (killed in 1949). It included 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, and, 
for some reason, Cyprus. Needless to say, this 
entity did not remain a Lebanese political ten-
dency. After the Anglo-Iraqi war of 1941, Nùrì 
s-Sa�ìd, back in power, emphasized the creation 
of a ‘Greater Syria’ out of Syria, Lebanon, Jor-
dan, and Palestine, with which Iraq would be 
associated. The role of Standard Arabic in this 
Greater Syria was subject to some debate. It 
was an essential requisite in al-Bustànì’s mind, 
for example, but it was not a means of self-iden-
tification in Sa�àda’s doctrine (Sa�àda 1951). To 
him, Arabic was one of several languages the 
Syrians have adopted through their history. If a 
national language were to characterize them, it 
would have to be Syrianized Arabic.

5.2 Lebanese nationalism

In September 1920, the League of Nations 
declared the newborn Lebanese state under a 
French mandate, which intensified the debate 
over pan-Arab, regional, and specifically Leba-
nese nationalism. The latter movement was led 
by Michel Chiha (d. 1954) and Jawàd Bùlus 
(d. 1982), calling for a liberal, multiethnic and 
multilingual Lebanese formula, with a touch of 
Phoenician ascendancy. Basically, this formula 
had little appeal to Muslim communities.

When the Lebanese Constitution was fixed, 
French was considered (Art. 11) an official 
language alongside Arabic. Many Catholics 
appreciated this solution because it concep-
tualized Lebanese national identity in a non-
Islamic but Mediterranean culture. Some of 
them were Francophiles, using French as a 
medium of literary expression. Among them, 
Choucri Ghanem (d. 1930), Jacques Tabet (d. 
1956), and other thinkers were convinced of 
their Phoenician past and their universal voca-
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tion; they were gathered (in 1920) by Charles 
Corm’s (d. 1963) editorial initiative La Revue 
Phénicienne. The most famous of them were 
Elie Tyane (d. 1957), Hector Klat (d. 1976), 
and Michel Chiha (d. 1954). To this same trend 
belonged Saìd Akl (b. 1912), who was to lead 
the philo-Phoenicians into the 21st century.

After an exceptional literary career in Stand-
ard Arabic, Akl broke with the language and 
published his first collection of poems (Yàra, 
1961) in the Lebanese vernacular, using his 
own version of the Roman alphabet. To pro-
mote this  experience, Akl founded several pub-
lishing houses, launched the weekly newspaper 
Lebnàn (in 1983), and established many pres-
tigious prizes. The effects of his determination 
are still apparent in 2006, although it is still for 
the most part a one-man movement (Akl 1997; 
Płonka 2004). 

Currently, nationalist Catholics are the keen-
est on differentiation through the use of French 
(Abou 1961). Some, however, opposed both 
Lebanese Francophiles and colloquialists. For 
example, Kamàl Yùsuf al-£àjj (killed in 1976) 
conceived of complete bilingualism (Arabic/
French) as an impossibility that only serves to 
divide the Lebanese, and he saw the diglos-
sia (izdiwàj al-luÿa; fuß™à vs. Lebanese) as a 
universal duality of psyche and mind, essence 
and existence, a basic human need. For him, 
the solution was in simplifying Arabic (al-£àjj 
1978).

Currently, globalization and economic priori-
ties are taking over all sectarian ideologies. This 
is best shown in the new educational policies 
adopted by the formerly Arabized Sunnite al-
Maqàßid and the mostly Francophile University 
of Saint Joseph, both introducing more and 
more English in their curricula.

5.3 Egyptian nationalism

Egyptian nationalism goes back to the rise to 
power of Mu™ammad �Alì in 1805 and his 
rivalry with the Ottoman sultan. He launched 
educational reforms, founded the School of 
Languages (Dàr al-±Alsun), whose main task 
was to translate foreign works into Arabic, 
and appointed as its head Rifà�a a†-¢ah†àwì 
(d. 1873), who promoted the vision of Egypt as 
a nation, culturally distinct, historically unique, 
and territorially well defined, aiming at being 
a powerful and modernizing state. To many 
Egyptian nationalists of the time, modernizing 

meant breaking with the Arab past. They basi-
cally agreed with a†-¢ah†àwì’s vision. While 
all agree on the need for modernizing the 
language, variations existed as to strategies to 
be adopted in realizing this vision. Some, like 
Mu™ammad £usayn Haykal (d. 1956), were 
less radical toward the language issue; others, 
like ¢àhà £usayn (d. 1973), were opposed to 
the use of vernacular and called for linguistic 
reform; some others, like ±A™mad Lu†fì as-
Sayyid (d. 1963), supported a modernizing 
linguistic strategy so as to develop a middle 
or Egyptianized Arabic (tamßìr al-luÿa); oth-
ers, like Louis �Awwàd and ±Ibràhìm Jum�a, 
maintained that Arabic reflects desert values 
and that it was imposed on Egypt, which has 
its own language that should be used in writing 
and literature. The most radical, however, was 
Salàma Mùsà (1945), who went so far as to call 
for the adoption of a Roman alphabet, although 
he never put his call to practice. By the end of 
the 1930s, the increasing role of Islam softened 
Egyptian nationalism, which eventually turned 
more in the direction of Arabism (Suleiman 
1996, 2003:169–204).

5.4 Tunisian nationalism

The Tunisian president Habib Bourguiba can-
not be considered a supporter of Arabization. 
He publicly supported the Tunisian vernacular 
(29 July 1968), declaring that Classical Arabic 
was not the language of the Tunisian peo-
ple. The Tunisian language, he proclaimed, is 
the Tunisian vernacular. Tunisification instead 
of Arabization was debated at the National 
Assembly (December 1970). Among Tunisian 
intellectuals, Hedi Balegh was the most con-
vinced (1973–1974) of the use of the Tunisian 
vernacular instead of what he called “deux 
langues aristocratiques” (Standard Arabic and 
French). In 1958, a monolingual Arabic section 
was created in the Tunisian scholastic system 
alongside the bilingual sections. Later, the Ara-
bic section was closed, officially because of lack 
of interest on the part of the parents in sending 
their children to monolingual courses (Grand-
guillaume 1983:59–68).

6 .  A r a b i z i n g  a n d  t h e 
‘ n o n - A r a b ’  m i n o r i t i e s

Many ethnolinguistic minorities live in Arab 
states (� multilingualism): Armenian  (Lebanon, 
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Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Palestinian West Bank, and 
Gaza), Assyrian � Neo-Aramaic (Iraq, Syria), 
Azerbaijani (Iraq, Syria), Balochi (United 
Arab Emirates, Oman), Bathari (Yemen, 
Oman), � Berber (Morocco, Algeria, Libya, 
 Tunisia, Egypt), Chaldean Neo-Aramaic (Iraq), 
Chechen (Syria, Jordan), Cushitic Bedawi 
(Sudan), Domari (Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Palestin-
ian West Bank, and Gaza, Egypt, Sudan, Libya; 
� Gypsy Arabic), Farsi (United Arab Emir-
ates, Oman, Qatar), Harsusi (Oman), Chadic 
� Hausa (Sudan), Kordofanian Acheron 
(Sudan), Kumzari (Oman), � Kurdish (Iraq, 
Syria, Lebanon), Mehri (Yemen, Oman, Kuwait), 
Niger-Congo Languages (Sudan), Nilo-Saharan 
Languages (Sudan), Pashto (United Arab Emir-
ates), Shehri (Oman), Soqotri (Yemen), Turkish 
(Iraq, Syria), Turoyo (Syria), West Circassian 
Adygey (Iraq, Syria, Jordan), Western Neo-
Aramaic (Syria), Nile � Nubian (Egypt), Tigré 
(Sudan). Only the linguistic rights of Berbers 
in Morocco and Algeria and Kurds in Iraq are 
discussed in this article.

6.1 Berbers

Descendants of the pre-Arab inhabitants of 
North Africa, the Berbers are scattered across 
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Mau-
ritania, Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso. They 
speak various languages belonging to the Afro-
Asiatic language family. To write � Berber, 
three alphabets are used: Tifinagh, Arabic, and 
Latin-based scripts. Collectively, the Berbers 
refer to themselves simply as ‘Imazighen’ which 
has become a major indicator of Berber self-
awareness and nationalism (� language shift: 
Amazigh). In Libya, however, any suggestion 
that a Berber might be a non-Arab remains 
taboo.

Despite the Berber commitment to the cause 
of national unity and liberation in North Africa, 
both the Algerian and the Moroccan regimes 
have systematically pursued de-Berberization 
and Arabization policies since independence. 
However, centuries of social contacts, cul-
tural borrowing, and intermarriage have made 
any purely ethnic distinction an arduous task. 
Therefore, what are known as Arabic-speaking 
groups are constituted to varying degrees by 
Arabized Berbers. Berber and Arab identities 
in these countries are generally defined by lan-
guage rather than racial distinction.

When Morocco and Algeria achieved inde-
pendence, their first constitutions made it clear 
that they were fully sovereign Islamic states 
whose official language was Arabic. Not a 
single mention was made of Berber, either as 
a language or as a part of the identity of the 
country.

The Berber demands originated in 1967, 
the year in which the Berber Academy was 
established in Paris to promote Berber cul-
ture and language. In the same year, a simi-
lar association, the Moroccan Association for 
Research and Cultural Exchange, was founded 
in Morocco. An event of paramount importance 
in the modern struggle of the Berber movement 
is the Berber Spring (Tafsut n Imazighen) of 
1980. This collective awareness led to the tacit 
creation of university departments and uni-
versity courses in Algiers, Tizi-Ouzou (1990), 
and Bejaia (1991), and to the politicization of 
the Berber movement. The Algerian reaction 
to these developments was the promulgation 
of Law 91–05 (16 January 1991), which con-
sidered null any official document written in 
a non-Arab language (Art. 29) and imposed 
heavy sanctions as punishment for any infringe-
ment of this law (Art. 31). Arabic was laid 
down as the only teaching language permitted, 
and a commitment was made fully to Arabize 
the education system by 5 July 1994 (Art. 37). 
Chairs for Berber studies were closed, and Ber-
ber singers were banned from singing in their 
own language. Language recognition demands 
were behind a school boycott (known as the 
schoolbag strike) throughout the Kabyle area 
from September 1994 to April 1995. In 1995, 
President Liemin Zeroual announced the crea-
tion of a High Commission for Amazighity. In 
the preamble of the revised Algerian Constitu-
tion (December 1996), Islam, Arabness, and 
Amazighity were considered fundamental com-
ponents of Algerian identity, but only Arabic is 
declared the official language (Art. 3).

In Morocco, the Berber language question 
was publicly dealt with by the highest authori-
ties on 20 August 1994. King Hassan II spoke 
of the importance of including Berber in the 
Moroccan education system. However, this 
was not achieved until September 2003.

In 2003, the Algerian authorities were com-
pelled to recognize Tamazight as a national 
language, but Berbers there want it to have 
equal status as an official language alongside 
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Arabic. In 2004 Algerian Berbers threatened 
to boycott the presidential election over the 
language issue.

Recently both Algeria and Morocco have 
undertaken to integrate Berber into their edu-
cation systems, although there are still some 
differences between their policies. The teaching 
of Berber in Morocco is intended to cover the 
whole kingdom, while in Algeria it is limited to 
the areas where there is a high concentration of 
Berber speakers. As to the alphabet chosen to 
teach Berber, activists in Morocco promote the 
Tifinagh alphabet, whereas Algerian Berbers 
prefer the Roman (Latin) script.

6.2 Kurds

For centuries, Kurds fought their conquerors’ 
battles and wrote in their languages (Persian, 
Turkish, Arabic, Russian, etc.). A widespread 
conviction among Kurds was that their mother 
tongues were not a suitable medium for high 
literature (� Kurdish). They live mainly in 
five different states (eastern Turkey, northern 
Iraq, northwestern Iran, northern Syria, and 
Armenia).

They use two main dialect groups closely 
related to Persian, and many subdialects 
(Kermanšahì, Guranì, Zaza, etc.). The northern 
group is called Kurmànjì (known as Hawar in 
Turkey), and the central group is called Kurdì, 
or Sòrànì. Their alphabet was Arabic-based 
until 1920. Later, Kurdish intellectuals used 
the Latin alphabet in Syria and Turkey to write 
their Kurmànjì, the Arabic alphabet in Iran and 
Iraq to write Sòrànì, and the Cyrillic alphabet 
in the Soviet Union (since 1939). When in 1918 
British troops occupied what is now known as 
Iraqi Kurdistan, Kurdish replaced Turkish as an 
administrative language and made its entrance 
into school curricula. For a very brief period 
the Kurds enjoyed a form of limited autonomy 
within Iraq. In Syria, the French Mandate 
helped revitalize the Kurdish language and a 
Turkicized Latin-based alphabet was adopted 
in Kurdish periodicals. But when Syria became 
an independent Arab republic, Kurdish publi-
cations were banned, and many Kurdish intel-
lectuals fled overseas. Under the Syrian Ba�thist 
regime, Kurds are required to feel that they are 
Arabs and act as Arabs. Under the Iraqi Ba�thist 
regime, Kurds had to act as Arabs as well. But 

in spite of Baghdad’s iron fist, in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan the Kurdish language and culture were bet-
ter safeguarded.

The advent of the March Manifesto changed 
the general political atmosphere in the early 
1970s and paved the way for wider autonomy. 
In Iraqi Kurdistan, school curricula allowed 
ethnic minorities to be educated in their mother 
tongues (Kurdish, Turkish, Neo-Aramaic), 
while in the rest of Iraq the only teaching lan-
guage was Arabic. A Kurdish Academy was 
established in Baghdad (1971) and a Kurdish 
University in Suleimania (1968–1981, 1992–), 
but they were strictly controlled by the author-
ities. Currently (2006), Kurdish Universities 
are also present in Erbil and Dahok. Several 
publishing houses, cultural centers, newspa-
pers, magazines, and radio and TV stations are 
flourishing in Iraqi Kurdistan, as well as in the 
Kurdish diaspora (mainly in Sweden, France, 
and Britain), where they were already active 
(Hassanpour 1992; Galletti 2002).

In the transitional Iraqi constitution, prom-
ulgated in March 2004, initial steps have been 
taken to restore linguistic pluralism. Article 
9 defines both Arabic and Kurdish as the 
two official languages of Iraq, and undertakes 
to guarantee the “right of Iraqis to educate 
their children in their mother tongue, such as 
Turkmen, Syriac, or Armenian, in government 
educational institutions in accordance with 
educational guidelines, or in any other language 
in private educational institutions”.

7 .  A r a b i c ,  A r a b n e s s ,  a n d 
I s l a m  i n  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n

A number of observations can be made based 
on the analysis of the constitutions of the 
22 members of the Arab League, including the 
Iraqi Transitional Law (8 March 2004) and 
the Palestinian Draft Basic Law (June 1994).

First, Arabness oscillates between a minimal 
and a maximal level. At the minimal level, all 
constitutions declare Arabic the official and/or 
the national language. At the medium level, 
they define their states as Arab countries, or 
declare their people as belonging to a wider 
Arab nation, world, or family, the exceptions 
being the � Comoros, � Djibouti, � Soma-
lia, and � Sudan. At the maximal level, some 
announce that the state will act to unify the 

  nationalism and language 351

EALL_N_326-454.indd   351 10/4/2007   5:35:55 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Arab nation (Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, Syria, and Libya) or the Greater Arab 
Maghreb (Mauritania and Morocco).

Second, Islam oscillates between a minimal 
and a maximal level as well. At the minimal 
level, Islam is not mentioned at all (Lebanon, 
Palestine, and Djibouti). At the medium level, 
Islam is the religion of the remaining states. At 
the maximal level, 14 states declare themselves 
Islamic and/or declare Islamic law (aš-šarì�a) 
to be the source of law (Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, 
Kuwait, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, 
Qatar, Somalia, Sudan, United Arab Emirates, 
Yemen, and Saudi Arabia).

Actually, what the constitutions of the Arab 
League states share most is the desire to consoli-
date their individual sovereignty and national 
identity. This principle is stressed in the first two 
articles of the Arab League charter as well.

8 .  C o n c l u s i o n

A bird’s eye view of the Mediterranean lin-
guistic space reveals a contrast between the 
southern and the northern shores. The former 
seems to be homogeneous; the latter looks like 
the Tower of Babel, where the European Union 
pays an army of translators to keep up to date 
and to disseminate its institutional communica-
tions to an increasing number of member states. 
Nonetheless, while the latter moves toward 
an economic and political unity, the member 
states of the Arab League have no unity on 
their agenda, even though they share a com-
mon official language and despite their frequent 
assertions of brotherhood and commitment to a 
pan-Arab nation.

The Arab League defines an Arab as a person 
“whose language is Arabic, who lives in an 
Arabic speaking country, who is in sympathy 
with the aspirations of the Arabic-speaking 
peoples”. However, Djibouti, Somalia, and the 
Comoros are all member states of the Arab 
League, even though their inhabitants are not 
predominantly Arabic-speaking. On the other 
hand, the � Maltese language is closely related 
to Tunisian Arabic, but Malta does not use 
Standard Arabic, and its inhabitants do not 
consider themselves Arabs. Chad, Eritrea, and 
Israel all recognize Standard Arabic as an offi-
cial language, but none of them are members of 
the Arab League. Mali and Senegal recognize � 
£assàniyya, the Arabic dialect of their Moorish 

minorities, as a national language, but grant no 
official status.

Many argue that the Arab states, born out of 
the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, are 
artificial. However, they are now an established 
reality, and their authoritarian nature may lead 
to the crystallization of new ways of conceiving 
linguistically based ideologies.

Religious minorities (specifically Christians) 
promptly supported pan-Arab nationalism, for 
it gave them the illusion that through their 
linguistic status they could avoid religious dis-
crimination and obtain equal civil rights. They 
were disappointed because their states’ consti-
tutions continued to consider “Islamic jurispru-
dence a major source of legislation”. Linguistic 
minorities feared it because of its hegemonic 
tendency. They witnessed radical Islamic move-
ments imposing Arabic and ignoring their lin-
guistic rights.

The encounter with the West has led Arabs to 
ask themselves: ‘Who are we?’ ‘Who are they?’ 
Answers are mostly rhetorical. They emphasize 
subjective cultural factors and hardly touch 
on civil or political rights. The legitimacy of 
political entities depends more and more on 
their capacity to achieve unity in diversity and 
to pledge equal rights to all citizens. Arabic lin-
guistic affiliation alone cannot build a modern 
nation.
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Nawàsix

The term nawàsix (sg. nàsixa) ‘cancelers’ is 
borrowed from Muslim canonic law, where the 
verb from which it is derived, nasaxa ‘to make 
something disappear’, is used with the technical 
sense ‘to abolish’, with reference to a verse from 
the Qur±àn or a tradition about the Prophet 
which revokes another one. Used by the later 
Arab grammarians, probably not earlier than 
the time of ±Abù £ayyàn (d. 1344; see Carter 
1981:207), to designate a category of ‘opera-
tors’ (�awàmil, sg. �àmil ; �� �amal) grouped by 
some previous grammarians under headings 
which indicate that these elements change the 
status of the basic members of the proto-
typical nominal sentence, the theme (mubtada± 
‘inchoa tive’ � ibtidà±) and the nominal predi-
cate (�� xabar ‘information’, ‘comment’): bàb 
al-�awàmil ad-dàxila �alà l-mubtada± wa-l-xabar 
‘chapter on the operators which affect the 
theme and the predicate’, or more specifically, 
mà yarfa�u l-mub tada±/al-xabar wa-yanßibu l-
xabar/al-mubtada± ‘[elements] which assign the 
independent case [nominative] to the theme/
predicate and which assign the dependent case 
[accusative] to the predicate/theme’. Words 
belonging to this category are subdivided into 
three main subcategories, in accordance with 
the kind of ‘modification’ they produce, and 
named after the element which appears as pro-
totypical of the series of ‘analogues’ (±axawat 
‘sisters’; see Carter 1981:206–238):

i. kàna ‘to be’ and its analogues, elements 
which assign nominative case to the theme 
and accusative case to the predicate: ±amsà 
‘to be in the evening, to become’; ±aßba™a 
‘to be in the morning, to become’; ±a�™à ‘to 
be in the forenoon, to become’; Úalla ‘to 
remain’; bàta ‘to be at night, to remain’; ßàra 
‘to become’; laysa ‘not to be’; mà zàla ‘not 
to cease’; mà nfakka ‘not to stop’; mà fati±a 
‘not to refrain’; mà bari™a ‘not to desist’; 
mà dàma ‘as long as it remains’ (� kàna 
wa-±axawàtuhà);

ii. ±inna ‘verily’ and its analogues, which assign 
accusative case to the theme and nominative 
case to the predicate: ±anna ‘that’; làkinna 
‘but’; ka±anna ‘as if ’; layta ‘would that’ [par-
ticle of wishing]; la�alla ‘perhaps’, to express 
hope or expectation (� ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà);
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iii. Úanantu ‘I thought, I believed’ and its ana-
logues, which assign accusative case to 
the theme and to the predicate: ™asibtu 
‘I reckoned’, xiltu ‘I imagined’, za�amtu 
‘I asserted’, ra±aytu ‘I regarded’, �alimtu ‘I 
knew’, wajadtu ‘I found’. All these verbs 
are quoted in their 1st person singular past 
form instead of the conventional 3rd per-
son singular masculine; all are used with 
the meaning ‘I find that, I consider’ (in the 
present). Their appearance here in the 1st 
person could be explained by the fact that 
they are, in Arabic as in other languages, 
verbs meant to convey the presence of the 
speaking subject in the utterance. Some 
grammars also add to the verbs mentioned 
in this class the verbs ittaxa�a ‘to adopt’, 
ja�ala ‘to make’, sami �a ‘to hear’, whose 
semantic relation to the aforementioned 
verbs is less transparent.

In addition to these three classes, some gram-
mars also add to an-nawàsix the category of 
‘verbs of imminence’ (±af �àl al-muqàraba), 
whose prototype is kàda.

The concept shared by the category of func-
tional elements subsumed under the name of 
an-nawàsix is part of the Arab grammarians’ 
view on case assignment (� ±i�ràb), which pos-
its the existence of an abstract case that may or 
may not have a phonological manifestation (for 
example, declension is virtual in the case of the 
predicate in the sentence kàna zaydun yaktubu 
‘Zayd was writing’). The very ‘action’ of the 
‘operators’ known as an-nawàsix is abstract 
(� �amal ). Theoretically, all nawàsix have two 
arguments, which they derive from the ‘modi-
fied’ version of the thematic structure (jumla 
ismiyya ‘nominal sentence’): mubtada± ‘inchoa-
tive’, the theme, becomes ‘noun’ (ism kàna ‘the 
name [corresponding to] kàna’, for example), 
and xabar is the ‘predicate’ (xabar kàna ‘the 
predicate of kàna’, for example). The view of 
the Arab grammarians starts to make sense if 
we accept that all nawàsix belong to the class of 
modalities, as defined a long time ago in logic 
and taken over in linguistics in modern times. 
From a semantic point of view, all these ele-
ments belong to the class of modal expressions 
or modalities, i.e. expressions which introduce 
further qualifications to a given sentence (of the 
type ‘it is known, admitted, possible, desirable, 
etc.’ for ±inna and its analogues; ‘it is always 
the case, it is sometimes the case’ for kàna and 

its analogues; of the type ‘I believe, I suppose, 
I find’ for Úanna and its analogues; etc.). Arab 
grammarians attempted to provide a semantic 
definition for at least one of the subcategories 
of this category (for instance, verbs in the 
third subcategory are called ±af �àl aš-šakk wa-l-
yaqìn ‘verbs of doubt and certainty’), and they 
also discussed the ‘verbal force’ of particles 
of the category ±inna (the latter paraphrased 
by ±u±akkidu ‘I affirm, I confirm’) in order to 
justify their ‘action’ (�amal) on a theoretical 
level through comparison with the verb (‘the 
strongest operator’) from a semantic and for-
mal perspective. All the elements belonging 
to the class of nawàsix can be seen as general 
predicates, normally placed at the beginning 
of the sentence in order to signal that what 
is being uttered is not ‘objective’ but rather a 
statement made from the speaker’s point of 
view. The relation of this shift of perspective to 
a virtual change of case (neither ‘nominative’ 
nor ‘accusative’, but different), shows how one 
can theoretically conceive a relation between 
the categories of case and modalization start-
ing from the material provided by the Arab 
grammarians.
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Negation

Negation refers to the phenomenon whereby a 
function word with the meaning ‘not’ (negation 
marker) is used to negate a sentence (sentence 
negation) or a given constituent of the sen-
tence (constituent negation). Sentence negation 
markers can be part of the auxiliary system 
and interact fairly intimately with some of its 
constituents, notably tense. Constituent nega-
tion markers tend to relate to focus, the phe-
nomenon whereby a given constituent of the 
sentence is highlighted for discourse considera-
tions. Negation markers can consist of a single 
function word or a complex of two function 
words, one of which has a variable distribution 
determined by grammatical context and, when 
a clitic, by prosodic considerations as well.

1. S e n t e n c e  n e g a t i o n  a n d 
t e n s e :  L â ,  L A M ,  L A N ,  L A Y S A

The Standard Arabic là/lam/lan are used to 
negate sentences with a verbal predicate. The 
differences between them relate to the tense 
information they carry over and above their 
function as sentence negation markers. The 
marker lam expresses past tense (Neg+Past), 
lan future tense (Neg+Future), and là present 
tense (Neg+Present):

(1) lam ±aktub
 Neg.Past 1s.write.Imperf
 ‘I did not write’

(2) lan ±aktub-a
 Neg.Fut. 1s.write.Imperf-Suff
 ‘I will not write’

(3) là ±aktub-u
 Neg.Pres. 1s.write.Imperf-Suff
 ‘I do not write’

The present tense là is likely to be the vari-
ant closest to the citation or base form of the 
negation marker on the grounds that present 
tense is generally unmarked in Standard Ara-
bic. The variant là appears in sentences where 
tense is expressed independently of the negation 
marker, e.g. by the future modal sawfa:

(4) sawfa là ±a™�ur-u
 will Neg 1s.attend.Imperf-Suff
 ‘I will not attend’

là (and its variants) exert two major selec-
tional restrictions on the predicate over and 
above the restriction that the predicate must 
be verbal. First, the verb must be in the imper-
fect form, widely thought to be unmarked 
for tense. This is expected in view of the fact 
that tense is expressed on Neg. The restriction 
extends to imperatives, which must include the 
person prefix of the imperfect form otherwise 
absent in non-negative imperatives, e.g. ktub 
‘you write!’:

(5) là ta-ktub!
 Neg 2.write.Imperf.ms
 ‘Don’t (you) write!’

The second restriction is expressed in terms of 
vocalic suffixes on the verb, the nature of which 
is subject to debate. According to a widely held 
view, the suffixes express ��mood distinctions 
which oppose the jussive, marked with a zero 
morpheme, to the subjunctive, marked with 
-a, to the indicative, marked with -u. Another 
view, arguably rooted in the Arabic linguis-
tic tradition, takes the superficial similarity 
between some of these suffixes and the Case 
suffixes of nouns and adjectives (nominative -u 
and accusative -a) to be more than accidental. 
According to this view, the verbal suffixes are 
also Case endings, each of them governed by a 
different variant of là. A recent defense of this 
view and the phenomenon of verbal Case can 
be found in Ellaty (1994).

laysa, often described as a negative copula, 
is used to negate sentences with a nonverbal 
predicate:

(6) laysat l-bint-u
 be.Neg.3fs the-girl-Nom
 mudìrat-an/™azìnat-an
 director-Acc/sad-Acc
 ‘The girl is not a director/sad’

The standard classification of laysa as a verb 
is due to at least three reasons. First, it  triggers 
 accusative Case on nominal and adjectival 
predicates, which otherwise carry nominative 
Case. Second, it inflects for tense-agreement and 
enters into agreement with the subject. Third, it 
occupies the initial position immediately before 
the subject usually reserved for the verb in the 
canonical order VSO. These properties are not 
inconsistent with an analysis which treats laysa 
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as a compositional category consisting of là and 
a copula ‘to be’ with a restricted distribution, 
the presence of which is necessary to satisfy 
the selection requirement of là. If so, laysa 
does not constitute a separate sentence nega-
tion marker but rather is a variant (sister) of là. 
One obvious problem with this classification is 
that laysa takes the tense agreement inflection 
of the perfect paradigm, suggesting that its là 
constituent selects the perfect rather than the 
imperfect form of the verb. On the other hand, 
the perfect form of laysa is inconsistent with its 
present tense reading, suggesting that it does 
not have the compositional and transparent 
form that perfect verbs generally have. These 
apparently contradictory properties of laysa 
are not surprising in view of the fact that the 
copula is a historical remnant with the purely 
formal function of satisfying the selectional 
requirements of là.

The selectional restrictions that it exerts 
on the predicate and the manner in which it 
interacts with tense indicate that là (and its 
variants) is a clause-internal sentence negation 
marker (much like English not). Its structural 
and  derivational aspects are explored in Ben-
mamoun (2000), Fassi Fehri (1993), Ouhalla 
(1991, 1997, 2002), Shlonsky (1997), among 
other sources.

There is at least one context, cited in Mouta-
ouakil (1993), where là appears to function 
as a constituent negation marker with scope 
restricted to the constituent immediately fol-
lowing it:

(7) là rajul-a fì l-bayt
 Neg man-Acc in the-house
 ‘There is no man in the house’

While it is not unusual for negation markers to 
function as both sentential and constituent nega-
tion markers, it is not clear how to reconcile the 
selectional restrictions of là in the contexts that 
include both functions.

2. C o n s t i t u e n t  n e g a t i o n  a n d 
f o c u s :  M â

Standard Arabic mà initially appears to over-
lap in function with là, its distinctive property 
being that it has a wider and less restricted 
distribution. For example, it can occur in sen-

tences with a nonverbal predicate as well as in 
sentences with a verbal predicate. Moreover, 
the verbal predicate can be in the perfect or the 
imperfect form:

(8) al-bint-u mà ™azìna
 the-girl-Nom Neg sad
 ‘The girl is not sad’

(9) mà kataba l-jawàb
 Neg write.Perf.3ms the-letter
 ‘He has not written the letter’

(10) mà yaktubu
 Neg 3ms.write.Imperf
 ‘He doesn’t write’

The noted properties show that mà does not 
exert any selectional restrictions on the predi-
cate and does not interact with tense, at least 
not intimately. Other properties indicate fur-
ther differences between it and là and appear to 
show that mà is a constituent negation marker 
with scope restricted to the constituent imme-
diately following it. The scope of mà can be 
reliably gauged through the use of bal-continu-
ations, which pick out the negated constituent:

(11) mà zayd fì l-bayt (bal �amr)
 Neg Zayd in the-house (but �Amr)
 ‘It was not Zayd who was in the house. (It 

was �Amr.)’

The negated constituent can also be a preposed 
direct object ([mà+NP-Acc]):

(12) mà zayd ra±ay-tu (bal �amr)
 Neg Zayd see.Perf-1s (but �Amr)
 ‘It was not Zayd I saw. (It was �Amr.)’

The constituent negation use does not neces-
sarily exclude the possibility that mà could 
also be used as a sentence negation marker, 
e.g. in contexts (9) and (10). However, it seems 
 plausible that mà is a constituent negation 
marker even in (9) and (10), with the negated 
constituent being the whole sentence [mà+S]. 
Sentence nega tion and constituent negation of 
a sentence (S) are logically equivalent, hence 
the impression that mà functions as a sentence 
negation marker in (8) and (9). The constitu-
ent negation use may itself be a function of 
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a more fundamental property of mà, namely 
that it is a focus marker. In addition to helping 
gauge the scope of the negation marker, the 
bal-continuations bring out the focus reading 
of constituent negation. They spell out what 
the speaker believes is the more accurate value 
of the negated constituent. In other words, 
mà and the bal-continuation together have 
a discourse-related corrective function which 
can be described as contrastive focus. The 
focus properties of mà and related issues are 
explored in Moutaouakil (1989) and Ouhalla 
(1997), among other sources.

There is at least one context, cited in Ouhalla 
(1997), where the scope of mà appears to 
bypass the constituent immediately following 
it and affect a lower constituent which bears a 
prepositional constituent focus marker (FM):

(13) mà ±anà bi-šà�ir (bal rasùl…)
 Neg I FM-poet (but messenger…)
 ‘I am not a POET (but a messenger…)’

This appears to be an instance of association 
focus seen in English sentences such as John did 
not introduce MARY, which has the constitu-
ent negation reading [~ Mary, John introduced 
x] (Jackendoff 1972). If this is indeed the cor-
rect analysis for (13), then mà has the function 
of a neutral sentence negation marker in this 
context. The focus reading is encoded by the 
prepositional constituent focus marker  attached 
to the predicate rather than by mà.

3. N e g a t i o n  c o m p l e x :  M . . . Š

The negation complex m . . . š is found in many 
spoken varieties of Arabic with largely similar 
patterns of distribution (see Mohamed and 
Ouhalla 1995; Benmamoun 2000). This pres-
entation is restricted to data from Moroccan 
Arabic, where the negation complex has the 
form ma-ši.

The complex ma-ši is used to negate sen-
tences with a verbal predicate as well as sen-
tences with a nonverbal predicate. In sentences 
with a verbal predicate, ma- appears before the 
verb and -ši as an enclitic on the verb, follow-
ing a clitic pronoun object if there is one. This 
is the case irrespective of whether the verb is in 
the perfect or imperfect form:

(14) ma sarrëdt-lum-ši
 Neg send.Perf.1s-to.them-Neg
 l-kado
 the-present
 ‘I didn’t send them the present’

(15) ma ka-n-tkllëm-ši
 Neg Prog-1s-play.Imperf-Neg
 m�a-hum
 with-them
 ‘I don’t talk to them’

When the sentence includes the future modal 
ÿadi or the auxiliary kan along with the main 
verb, -ši appears as an enclitic on the modal or 
the auxiliary:

(16) ma ÿadi-ši n-mši
 Neg will-Neg 1s-go.Imperf
 ‘I won’t go’

(17) ma kan-u-ši 
 Neg be-3pl-Neg 
 ka-yÿanni-w
 Prog-3ms-sing.Imperf-pl
 ‘They were not singing’

However, when the future modal has the 
reduced form ÿa, -ši appears as an enclitic on 
the main verb, suggesting that the distribution 
of -ši is subject to prosodic considerations in 
addition to structural ones:

(18) ma ÿa n-mši-ši
 Neg will 1s-go.Imperf-Neg
 ‘I won’t go’

As far as sentences with a nonverbal predicate 
are concerned, there are two patterns. The 
negation complex can appear on the left edge 
of the predicate:

(19) samir ma-ši mudir/mri�/hna
 Samir Neg-Neg director/sick/here
 ‘Samir is not a director/sick/here’

In the other pattern, -ši appears as an enclitic on 
the predicate, although this is generally restricted 
to situations where the predicate consists of a 
simple noun, adjective, or adverbial element:

  negation 357

EALL_N_326-454.indd   357 10/4/2007   5:35:59 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(20) samir ma mudir/mri�/hna -ši
 Samir Neg director/sick/here-Neg
 ‘Samir is not a director/sick/here’

A complicating factor in their distribution is 
that the two members of the negation complex 
can appear on opposite sides of what appears 
to be the subject in nominal sentences with a 
pronominal subject:

(21) ma huwwa-ši hna/mri�
 Neg he-Neg here/sick
 ‘He is not here/sick’

In view of the fact that the distribution of the 
two members of the negation complex is gener-
ally determined relative to the predicate, it is 
not unreasonable to conclude that the pronoun 
in (21) corresponds to the inflectional, auxiliary 
system of the sentence linked to the predicate 
rather than to the subject. The subject is likely 
to be a null category the content of which is 
recoverable from the overt pronominal inflec-
tion (Eid 1983, 1991; Benmamoun 2000). Such 
sentences can have the more orthodox pattern 
for nominal sentences with the negation com-
plex placed on the left edge of the predicate and 
the pronoun in the subject position:

(22) huwwa ma-ši hna/mri�
 he Neg-Neg here/sick
 ‘He is not here/sick’

The negation complex can also be used for the 
purpose of constituent negation with a contras-
tive focus reading. In this use, the two members 
of the complex invariably appear together on 
the left edge of the negated, focused constituent 
in the initial position of the clause:

(23) ma-ši ktab šrit (majalla)
 Neg-Neg book buy.Perf.1s (magazine)
 ‘It was not a book I bought. (It was a 

magazine.)’

(24) ma-ši samir huwwa lli
 Neg-Neg Samir he who 
 šuft-u (rašid)
 see.Perf.1s-him (Rashid)
 ‘It was not Samir whom I saw. (It was 

Rashid.)’

The negated constituent can be an entire clause, 
including a negative clause:

(25) ma-ši btasm (�™ëk)
 Neg-Neg smile.3ms (laugh.3ms)
 ‘He did not smile. (He laughed.)’

(26) ma-ši ma tkllëm-ši
 Neg-Neg Neg talk-3ms-Neg
 ‘It is not the case/it is not true that he did 

not talk’

4. N e g a t i v e  p o l a r i t y  a n d 
 n e g a t i v e  c o n c o r d

Polarity expressions (or items) are expressions 
with no inherent, fixed meaning of their own 
but which can acquire a variety of readings 
from the grammatical contexts in which they 
occur. Good examples are the Standard Arabic 
expressions consisting of the determiner ±ayy 
and a bare noun [±ayy N], which have a nega-
tive reading (negative polarity) when included 
in a negative sentence and a WH-word reading 
when included in a question:

(27) lam ±ara ±ayy 
 Neg.Past 1s.see.Juss any 
 ±a™ad/šay±/kitàb
 one/thing/book
 ‘I did not see anyone/anything/any book’

(28) ±ayy kitàb qara±-ta?
 which book read.Perf.2ms
 ‘Which book did you read?’

Negative polarity expressions are also found 
in some spoken varieties, including Moroccan 
Arabic, where they have the form [™etta N] 
(Benmamoun 1997). In non-negative contexts, 
these expressions have a non-negative reading 
which can be translated as ‘also N’ and ‘even 
N’, where N is a name:

(29) ma šuft ™ëtta wa™d/™aja/
 Neg see.Perf.1s anyone/anything/
 ktab
 any book
 ‘I did not see anyone/anything/any book’

(30) ™ëtta samir ja
 also Samir come.Perf.3ms
 ‘Samir also came’
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Negative concord refers to the phenomenon 
whereby an expression that includes a negation 
element, and therefore has an inherent negative 
meaning, is used along with the sentence nega-
tion marker in a given sentence without yield-
ing what is called a double negation reading. 
Negative concord is typically found in Levan-
tine Arabic, where the negative expression has 
the form [wala N]. The examples below are 
from Lebanese Arabic (Lina Choueiri, p.c.):

(31) ma šift wala ™ada/
 Neg see.Perf.1s no one/
 ši/m�allme
 nothing/teacher
 ‘I saw no one/nothing/no teacher’

A characteristic property of negative expressions 
is that they can mark negation in the absence of 
a sentence negation marker, although this is 
restricted to the subject function. Thus, while 
the Moroccan example (30) cannot have a neg-
ative reading, the Lebanese example (32) can:

(32) wala walad ija
 no boy come.Perf.3ms
 ‘No boy came’

There is at least one other test often used to dis-
tinguish between polarity and negative expres-
sions. Polarity expressions cannot function as 
partial answers to WH-questions. In Moroccan 
Arabic, ™ëtta ±aja ‘anything’ is not a possible 
answer for the question šnu baÿi? ‘what do 
you want?’. In contrast, negative expressions 
can function as partial answers to WH-ques-
tions. In Lebanese Arabic, wala ši ‘nothing’ is 
a perfectly possible answer to the question šu 
baddik? ‘what do you want?’

Despite the differences, polarity and negative 
expressions resemble each other in that they 
are in complementary distribution with -š(i) of 
the negation complex. All the examples above 
which include a polarity or a negative expres-
sion do not include the -š(i) of the negation 
complex. This suggests that these expressions 
and -š(i) have the same function, and that -š(i) 
performs this function on a default basis, i.e. 
in the absence of a polarity expression. These 
issues and their implications for the logical 
form of negative sentences are explored in Ben-
mamoun (1997) and Ouhalla (2002).

5. C o n c l u s i o n

Standard Arabic lam, lan, and là, and argu-
ably also laysa, are all variants of one sentence 
negation marker. The markers lam and lan are 
marked for tense, and laysa includes a copula. 
là appears to be the unmarked form. The dis-
tribution of là (and its variants) is consistent 
with it being a clause-internal sentence negation 
marker.

Standard Arabic mà has a distribution con-
sistent with its being a constituent negation 
marker. This is confirmed by the contrastive 
focus reading to which it gives rise. To the 
extent that it also functions as a sentence nega-
tion marker, it occupies a peripheral position in 
the clause compared to là.

The Moroccan Arabic negation complex 
ma-ši and its variants in other spoken varieties 
can function as a sentence negation marker or a 
constituent negation marker. The former func-
tion is typically associated with the distribution 
whereby ma appears on the left edge of the 
predicate and -ši is an enclitic on the predicate, 
although in nominal sentences the two mem-
bers of the negation complex can be appear on 
the left edge of the predicate. This particular 
pattern of distribution is also characteristic of 
the constituent negation function.

Polarity and negative expressions can both 
be found in Arabic, the former in Standard and 
Moroccan Arabic and the latter in Levantine 
Arabic.
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Negev Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

1.1 Area and range

Negev Arabic is spoken by some 150,000 Bed-
ouin in the Negev (án-Nagab in Negev Ara-
bic) desert, which occupies most of southern 
Israel. Today it is an isolated, peripheral minor-
ity dialect, not spoken and barely understood 
elsewhere within the contemporary political 
boundaries. Before 1948, however, the Negev 
belonged to a vast historical, economic, socio-
cultural, and linguistic continuum extending 
from the £ijàz to North Africa, along which 
nomadic and seminomadic tribes conducted 
raiding, trading, and smuggling relations with 
other nomadic tribes and with sedentary com-
munities at the fringes of the desert. Arabian 
Bedouin culture in the peripheries was in con-
stant contact with border communities, and 
this impact is clearly seen in Negev Arabic.

1.2 Speakers

About half of the contemporary population 
of the Negev Bedouin are descendants of the 
Tiyàha, Ta®àbìn, and �Azàzmih tribal confed-
erations who migrated from Sinai in the 18th  
and 19th centuries (Bailey 1985). The rest are 
Bedouinized peasant families who migrated in 
waves throughout the 19th century, mostly 
from Egypt and the Gaza Strip. Fewer than a 
thousand are descendants of Palestinian villag-
ers from the Hebron hills. Their dialect will be 

disregarded here, as will that of the Black Bed-
ouin, descendants of Sudanese slaves.

Following the establishment of the State of 
Israel, the vast majority of the then semino-
madic Bedouin population fled or were forced 
out. Most of the remaining tribes were relo-
cated within a small area in the northern Negev. 
Today, about half the Negev Bedouin live in 
seven Bedouin towns. The remainder, reluctant 
to give up their disputed lands and move into 
the tribally heterogeneous towns, live in their 
tribal locations, ‘the unrecognized villages’.

1.3 Dialect type

Negev Arabic comprises two major compo-
nents: the original Bedouin Negev Arabic and 
the peasant or Fallà™i Negev Arabic.

Together with � Sinai Arabic, Bedouin 
Negev Arabic constitutes the western sub-
group of the � North West Arabian group 
(Palva 1991a), with maximal affinity to the 
neighboring dialects of the Judaean des-
ert (Rosenhouse-Katz 1980) and the £wè†àt
Najdi tribe (Palva 1986, but cf. de Jong 2000). 
In contrast, the northern Israeli Bedouin dialects 
belong to the North Arabian (��Najdi) type. 
These two Israeli Bedouin ‘islands’ are separated 
by a block of sedentary ��Palestinian dialects.

Since the Egyptian peasant migrants attached 
as hired laborers to the landowning tribes 
of the relatively fertile northern Negev, their 
dialects gradually accommodated, albeit only 
partially, to the socially prestigious Bedouin 
Negev Arabic of the majority. Mutual influence 
emerged between Bedouin and Fallà™i-Bedouin 
groups whose interrelations were strong. As 
the Fallà™i-Bedouin groups grew, though, their 
distinctive dialects developed separately, since 
Bedouin and Fallà™i-Bedouin groups lived apart 
and did not intermarry, except for rare cases of 
Bedouin men taking Fallà™i-Bedouin wives.

Today, some leveling is taking place, primar-
ily in the towns and among the young and 
educated. The emerging leveled variety, influ-
enced by the sedentary Palestinian koine, is 
drifting closer to Fallà™i Negev Arabic. Finally, 
the dominant professional and business lan-
guage in Israel, Hebrew, infiltrates the dialect 
of the young and educated bilingual genera-
tion, in some ways shielding it from further 
 koineization.
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1.4 State of research

Blanc (1970) is a concise but amazingly accu-
rate and encompassing description of Bedouin 
Negev Arabic. Other studies include Piamenta 
(1979, 1996), Borg (1996), and Henkin (1992–
2002). An ongoing dialectal project initiated 
by the late Rafi Talmon will, it is hoped, make 
texts, a dictionary, a grammar, and sociolin-
guistic analyses available in the near future 
(Israel Science Foundation, grant no. 800/03).

Oral poetry from Sinai and the Negev is 
analyzed in a historical perspective in Bailey 
(1991).

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory of phonemes

2.1.1.1 Consonants (Table 1)
Interdentals are preserved, with some rare lexi-
cal exceptions in loans such as digin ‘beard’, the 
elevated zàt aliyyàm ‘one day’, and throughout 
the root z-b-† ‘to fix’. As elsewhere, the two 
historical velarized interdentals have merged; 
they are now /Ú/, i.e. a velarized /�/.

As typical of North West Arabian, there is no 
affrication of /k/ or /g/ (Old Arabic *q).

/-á±/ with glottal stop is a characteristic pausal 
variant of /-á/, e.g. lha±/# ‘to her’, mašá±/# ‘he 
walked’ [2.1.2]. Otherwise, /±/ is usually elided 
in non-onset status, or changed to /w/ in new 
roots such as w-k-d (*±-k-d) ‘to ascertain’; w-l-f 
(*±-l-f) ‘to tame’; w-n-s (*±-n-s) ‘to keep com-
pany’. The root s-±-l ‘to ask’ is realized with a 
pharyngeal /�/ by the elderly.

Secondary velarization of, for example, /l/, 
/m/, /b/, /r/, /f/ in lowback phonetic environ-

ments has created minimal pairs such as xà£-ì 
‘my maternal uncle’ – xàliy ‘empty’; jà®-ì ‘my 
neighbor’ – jàriy ‘running’. Lexical velarization 
characterizes culturally significant names such 
as A££àh, M(u)™a¤¤ad (in reference to the 
Prophet), and emotionally loaded items, such 
as yu¤¤ah ‘mum’, �aßàk †ayyib ‘hope you are 
well’, �as£ùj ‘young twig’, ixß! ‘pooh!’ Similarly, 
labialization of /¤/ and /œ/ seems to be lexical 
in a¤¤wì ‘my mother’ and raœœwì ‘my Lord’.

The affricate /j/ may be realized as a frica-
tive [À] in assimilation to /z/: mijjawwiz �idìd 
‘newly married’; some speakers alternate [À] 
with [dÀ] in phonetic distribution. /š/ dissimi-
lates to /s/ in the vicinity of /j/ in Fallà™i Negev 
Arabic sája® ‘trees’, sijà�ah ‘bravery’. Sonorant 
interchange occurs in Ismà�ìn, Jubrìn, finjèl 
‘cup’, ÿayn ‘clouds’, balzìm (< Hebrew benzín) 
‘gasoline’, ramzòn (< Hebrew ramzór) ‘traffic 
lights’. Metathesis occurs in the verbs a�†a ~ a†�a 
‘to give’ and a†�am ~ a�†am ‘to feed’.

2.1.1.2 Vowels
The three basic vocalic phonemes are high 
front /i/, high back /u/, low /a/, and their long 
counterparts /ì/, /ù/, /à/, often shortened when 
unstressed. Notably, the systemic opposition 
of short vowels has been considerably reduced 
in unstressed open syllables, due to the elision 
of historical /i/ and /u/ (Blanc 1970:II3a), e.g. 
jibàl > jbèl ‘mountains’. Moreover, historical 
/a/ in open unstressed syllables has assimilated 
to a following /u/ or, more often, to /i/, in a 
large-scale /a/ > /i/ shift, e.g. kabìr > kibìr ‘big’. 
Today, however, this shift preceding an /a/ is 
partially reversed, so jimál ‘camel’ (Blanc 1970; 
Stewart 1990) is now predominantly jamál 
(Fallà™i Negev Arabic jámal), kitál ‘killed’ is 
katál (Fallà™i Negev Arabic kátal), etc.

A phonetically conditioned word-final -á/ > 

Table 1. The consonants of Negev Arabic

bilabial labio-
dental

interdental alveolar palatal velar pharyngeal laryngeal

stops b œ t † d k g ±
affricates j
fricatives f )f � � Ú x ÿ ™ � h
sibilants s ß z š �
liquids l £ r ®
nasals m ¤ n
semivowel w y
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-íy/ shift characterizes Bedouin Negev Arabic, 
so �arjá > �arjíy ‘lame [fem.]’, †aršá > †aršíy ‘deaf 
[fem.]’, almà± > álmiy ‘the water’; common 
to almost all Negev Arabic speakers are hniy 
‘here’ (*hunà), ki�íy ‘so’ (*ka�à), štiy ‘winter’ 
(*šità±). This final �� ±imàla, as its name sug-
gests, is annulled with suffixes, hence �awjàk 
‘your crooked [fem.] one’, i.e. she-camel.

Internal ±imàla (/à/ > /è/), generally consid-
ered nonphonemic in the Negev (Blanc 1970:
III1), is today a major sociolinguistic differ-
ential, contrasting primarily Bedouin Negev 
Arabic and Fallà™i Negev Arabic. It is typical 
of Bedouin Negev Arabic in patterns with a 
synchronic or historical front vowel, such as 
CàCiC (gè�id ‘sitting’), *CiCàC (rjèl ‘men’), 
*yuCàCiC (y™èrib ‘he will fight’), *muCàCiC 
(msè�dih ‘helper [fem.]’), unless blocked by 
emphatics or /x/ or /ÿ/. The plural feminine 
morpheme also undergoes ±imàla if the base 
fulfills the conditions: kilmèt ‘words’; ßà™bèt 
(*ßà™ibàt) ‘friends [pl. fem.]’ [2.1.3]. Minimal 
pairs include jdèd (*jidàd) ‘new [pl.]’ – jdàd 
(*ajdàd) ‘forefathers’; �èdiy (*�àdiy) ‘attacking’ 
– �àdiy (*�àd+iy) ‘regular’.

The new phonemes /è/ and /ò/, resulting from 
either ±imàla or monophthongization [2.1.1.3], 
are not stable (Blanc 1970:II4). Many speakers 
do not differentiate at all, or not consistently, 
and pronounce minimal pairs such as dèn 
‘debt’ – dìn ‘religion’ or dò® ‘turn’ – dù® 
‘houses’ identically.

2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
None of the diphthongs /ay/, /aw/, /iy/, /uw/ 
(Blanc 1970:II4) are stable. In Bedouin Negev 
Arabic, especially of the older generation, /ay/ 
and /aw/ are preserved, primarily in backing 
environments and in certain morphological 
patterns such as nominal CaCC (ayš ‘what’), 
verbal base-final (™a††ayna ‘we put’, sawway-
tiy ‘you [sg. fem.] did’), and the plural ending 
(gà£aw ‘they said’), as well as root-initial cases 
(mawlùd ~ maylùd ‘born’, awsa� ‘wider’, awfa 
‘fulfilled’). However, in all except aCCaC and 
word-final position (gà£aw), these diphthongs 
alternate with the new monophthongs /è/ and 
/ò/. Moreover, due to the nondistinction of 
/ò ~ ù/ and /è ~ ì/, multiple alternation is com-
mon; jàbawh ~ jàbòh ~ jàbùh ‘they brought 
him’; �alayk ~ �alèk ~ �alìk ‘on you’. While 
certain lexical items, such as lèl ‘night’, and 

èš ‘what’, seem to exclude /ì/, most items 
fluctuate.

The homorganic diphthongs, /iy/ and /uw/, 
tend to monophthongize and shorten in fast 
speech, so that biynàm ‘he sleeps’ is actually 
pronounced bìnàm ~ binàm, and yimšuw ‘they 
walk’ is yimšù ~ yimšu. In this entry the full 
forms are retained.

2.1.1.4 Syllable
Syllables may be short (Cv), long (CvC, Cä), or 
extralong (CvC bàb ‘door’, CvCC bint ‘girl’). 
Trochaic structures, such as bàbana ‘our door’, 
are characteristic of poetic language, the quan-
titative prosody of which excludes extralong 
syllables in context.

2.1.1.5 Consonant clusters
Initial obstruent-sonorant and sonorant-sonorant 
clusters can occur (klèb ‘dogs’, ™mà® ‘don-
key’, wlàd ‘children’). Sonorant-obstruent clus-
ters need a helping vowel (infakkir ‘we think’, 
im�aggid ‘going’).

Word-final C2-sonorant clusters are usually 
dissolved (gaœal ~ gaœul ~ gaœil ‘before’, ßufur 
‘yellow [pl.]’, ®amil ‘sand’, ta¤ir ‘dates’, dilim 
‘dounam’, samin ‘sour cream’), as are voiced 
stop clusters (kibid ‘liver’, �abid ‘slave’, �ugib ~ 
�ugiœ ~ �uguœ ‘after’).

Medial CCC clusters containing sk are fre-
quent (usktuw ‘shut up [pl. masc.]!’; imskuw 
‘catch [pl. masc.]!’; tusknuw ‘you [pl. masc.] 
live’). Liquid-obstruent C1C2 help retain a CCC 
cluster (urb†iy ‘tie [sg. fem.]!’, yirkbih ‘he lets 
him ride’); otherwise, syllable reshuffling (Blanc 
1970:II3a) is predominant (tikitbuw ‘you [pl. 
masc.] write’, nuÚurbak ‘we hit you’; tumurguw 
‘you [pl. masc.] pass’, tifigduw ‘you [pl. masc.] 
lose’).

2.1.1.6 Stress
Stress (Blanc 1970:II5) falls on the last äC or 
vCC of the word, e.g. án�aba™ ‘he was slaugh-
tered’. In the absence of extralong syllables, the 
second syllable is stressed in Bedouin Negev 
Arabic (walád ‘boy’, bagá®ah ‘cow’ or ‘his 
cows’, akálah ‘he ate it’). Four-syllable words 
fluctuate: madrasátak ‘your school’, akálatih 
~ akalátih ‘she ate it’. The article and other 
clitics are considered part of the content word 
with respect to stress, hence álwalad ‘the boy’, 
álbil ‘the camels’, áll™iy ‘the beards’, mín-ta™at 
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‘from beneath’, and sometimes gà£át-lak ‘she 
told you’.

Fallà™i Negev Arabic speakers tend to stress 
the initial syllable and disregard the article: 
ákalah ‘he ate it’, ákalatih ‘she ate it’, (al)wálad 
‘(the) boy’.

Helping (anaptyctic) vowels do not change 
the underlying base, hence áßil ‘origin’ ~ aßíl 
‘I arrive’; due to such minimal pairs, stress is 
superficially distinctive. A notable exception, 
however, is gaháwah vowels [2.1.2].

The stress on the 1st person singular suffix 
-(n)ì, e.g. bintì(h) ‘my daughter’, katalawnì(h) 

‘they killed me’, may be explained by the 
optional aspiration, especially in pause, which 
causes an extralong syllable. The stress of the 
™am®á pattern seems historically determined 
(*™am®à±u).

2.1.2 Phonotactics
Assimilation patterns are those known in other 
dialects: mijjawwiz ‘married’, axatt ‘I took’ 
(Fallà™i Negev Arabic also axa�it), inná (Fallà™i 
Negev Arabic ínna) ‘to us’, yissà�alaw ‘they ask 
around’, (ar�ha ~) ar™™a ‘there she is’, (simi�t ~) 
simi™t ‘I heard’.

The � gaháwah syndrome shifts a histori-
cal aXC structure (X being a back spirant) to 
aXáC (gahwah > gaháwah ‘coffee’). In Negev 
Arabic the following patterns undergo this shift 
(Blanc 1970:III2), wholly or partially:

CaCC(ah): šahá® ‘month’, ta™át ‘under’, 
ahálak ‘your family’, baÿú£ah 
‘mule [fem.]’

aCCaC: a™áma® ‘red’, a�á®aj ‘crooked’, 
aÿána ‘richer’

maCCaC: ma™á®am ‘women’s quarters’, 
ma�ánad ‘tent partition’

yaCCaC: ya�árf ‘he knows’, yaÿáziy ‘he raids’

Notwithstanding the general rule that anap-
tyctic vowels are not stressed [2.1.1.6], the 
stabilized (hence unraised) gaháwah vowels are 
stressed in Bedouin Negev Arabic according to 
Bedouin stress rules; Fallà™i Negev Arabic has 
hybrid variants, with vowel insertion but regu-
lar stress on the first syllable (šáha®; á™ama®, 
má™a®am, yáÿaziy).

Thus, at least three variants coexist in Negev 
Arabic for certain patterns: koineized ma™®am, 
Fallà™i Negev Arabic má™a®am, Bedouin Negev 

Arabic ma™á®am; m™á®am, however, is not 
heard in the Negev.

Of course, the presence of an extralong syl-
lable in the word will prevent the stress from 
moving to the new vowel: zahagàn ‘fed up’, 
sa�adàn ‘monkey’, maxalùg ‘creature’, ßahabíy 
‘reddish-brown [fem.]’ (with several variants: 
ßahabá, ßahába, ßáhba, ßahbá).

The syndrome does not cross morpheme 
boundaries, hence fata™-t ‘I opened’, ma�-na 
‘with us’; Form IV a-ÿna ‘he enriched (but 
aÿána ‘richer’).

As in other dialects � velarization is a supra-
segmental phenomenon. It spreads from a locus 
(primary or secondary) until blocked by a 
fronting element. In this entry just one velar per 
word is marked, because the spread of velariza-
tion is predictable.

Pausal phenomena are of several kinds, some 
of which are general, others particular to the 
dialect. Among the most general is devoicing of 
/b/, /d/, /g/: zihig > zihík/ ‘he got bored’ (Blanc 
1970:II2). Characteristic of Bedouin Negev 
Arabic is pausal glottalization of /-á/ > /-a±/ 
[2.1.1.1; 2.2.1.3].

2.1.3 Morphophonology
The ‘vanished vowels’ /u/, /i/ [2.1.1.2] leave 
traces with respect to secondary velarization and 
±imàla: historical /u/ is responsible for velariza-
tion in cases such as t®àb ‘earth’ (*turàb), ®kab 
‘knees’ (*rukab); historical /i/ and /u/ explain 
±imàla in blèd ‘land’ (*bilàd) and mèkil (*±àkil) 
‘having eaten’ as against its absence in yàkil ‘he 
eats’ (*ya±kul).

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns (Blanc 1970:IV1)

2.2.1.1 Free subject pronouns

singular plural
regular long regular long

3rd masc. hù(h) hum hu¤¤a(h)

3rd fem. hì(h) hiyyi(h) hin hinni(h)

2nd masc. int inti(h) intuw

2nd fem. intiy intin

1st aná anà(h) a™na
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Dialectal variants include Fallà™i Negev Arabic 
ána and strengthened anàhiy limited to some 
Bedouin Negev Arabic groups.

2.2.1.2 Bound pronouns
Bound pronouns (possessive, object, and prepo-
sitional suffixes) are shown in the following 
inflections of ‘his sister and his brother love 
him’.

3rd person singular masculine -ih alternates 
with allomorphic -ah (xà£ah ‘his uncle’; Blanc 
1970:IV2d); 3rd person feminine has a wide-
spread dialectal variant -hiy. Strengthened suf-
fixes (làgàhu¤¤a ‘he met them’, giddèmhu¤¤a 
‘in front of them’) characterize Fallà™i Negev 
Arabic.

singular plural

3rd masc. uxtih w axùh 
y™ibbùh

uxthum w axù 
hum y™ibbùhum

3rd fem. uxtha w axùha 
y™ibbùha

uxthin w axùhin 
y™ibbùhin

2nd masc. uxtak w axùk 
y™ibbùk

uxtkuw w 
axùkuw 
y™ibbùkuw

2nd fem. uxtkiy w axùkiy 
y™ibbùkiy

uxtkin w axùkin 
y™ibbùkin

1st uxtì(h) w axùy 
y™ibbùnì(h)

uxtna w axùna 
y™ibbùna

2.2.1.3 Indirect (dative) object suffixes

singular long plural long

3rd masc. -lih -lhum -lhum¤a(h)

3rd fem. -lha~ 
-lhiy

-lhiyyi(h) -lhin -lhinni(h)

2nd masc. -lak -lkuw -lkuwwa(h)

2nd fem. -lkiy -lkiyyi(h) -lkin -lkinni(h)

1st -lay -layyì(h) -lna

The long forms, optionally aspirated, are often 
emphatic. The 3rd person masculine has an 
allomorph lah [cf. 2.2.1.2]. Pausal glottaliza-
tion is frequent in lha±, lna± [2.1.1.1; 2.1.2]. 
A variant base lì- (lìkiy, lìhiy, lìna, lìkuw . . .) 
characterizes the Ta®àbìn [2.2.3].

2.2.1.4 Demonstratives (Blanc 1970:VII2b)

proximate sg. masc. hà�a ~ hàÚa
sg. fem. hè�ì

proximate plural

Bedouin Negev Arabic hawÚal ~ hòÚal(la)
Fallà™i Negev Arabic haÚòl(la) ~ haÚòla ~ 

haÚalla

distant sg. masc. ha�àk(a) ~ haÚàk(a)
 sg. fem. hi�ìk(a) ~ hi�ìki

distant plural
Bedouin  Negev Arabic hòÚallàk(a) ~ hòÚullàk(a) 
   ~ huÚullàk(a)
Fallà™i Negev Arabic haÚullàk(a)

All the strengthened variants ending in a 
vowel can be optionally aspirated.  Unvelarized 
 singular masculine forms characterize some 
Bedouin Negev families, especially the elderly; 
plural forms are always velarized. Rare femi-
nine variants hà�ì and ha�ìk are marked as 
either elevated or Fallà™i Negev Arabic. The 
plural distant forms have several vocalic vari-
ants, e.g. hòÚallàk.

The long distant forms in adjectival use 
always follow the noun; the singular construct 
is characteristic of temporal phrases such as 
hi�ìk(t) al™ìn ‘at that time’ [2.2.2] but also 
hi�ìkt algißìdih ‘that poem’.

2.2.1.5 Presentatives
Negev Arabic is rich in � presentatives (Blanc 
1970:VII2c), as is typical of an orally transmit-
ted narrative tradition. Some primarily nar-
rative particles are (ÿà®) win, wlin, illa w(in), 
willa, walla, e.g. willa w hù mèšiy biyfakkir win 
hálbil ‘and there he was walking; he looked up 
and there were these camels.’ illa lamminnih 
ja win hazzalámah ‘no sooner had he arrived 
and there was this man’. The first two may 
be inflected: �ugœ išwayyih winha mlaww�ih 
�alìhum hássa™an ‘after a short while there was 
this plate she had slipped in for them’. Unique 
to Bedouin Negev Arabic is the existential-pre-
sentative wmà® [2.2.2, 2.2.3] which may open 
a story: wmà® hassammàk ‘there was once this 
fisherman’.

Presentative particles include proximate 
hay, distant (often modal) hawèn, and ar�, all 
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of which may inflect nominally: lòmin màl 
winhum hayhum allì ma®ágaw �alèh albàri™ 
winhum hayhum mkattalìn hum a��nìn ‘when 
he turned he found those who had passed by 
the day before, there they were, both killed’; 
ar� wà™ad minhum, ar�ah �indì f-addà® ‘there’s 
one of them, there he is at my house’. ar�, origi-
nally an imperative ‘see!’ inflects as such (ar�ì, 
ar�uw): ar�ìhum ma� a††irìg ‘there they are along 
the road’.

The inflecting particle i�r, primarily a modal-
rhetorical evidential, has an additional presen-
tative component: algò¤ i�®àtha jèyyih ‘[we 
found that] the enemies had apparently come 
up’.

2.2.1.6 The relative pronoun
The relative pronoun allì, emphatically hallì, 
may shorten to the form of the article: anà axa�t 
al-amskih . . . ‘I married him whom I grasp . . .’ 
It can function as a content complementizer: 
al™amd illèh allì ®addèna al™alàl ‘thank God we 
got the livestock back’.

2.2.1.7 Interrogatives
Interrogative pronouns and particles (Blanc 
1970:VII2a) include ayš ~ èš, wèš ~ wiš ‘what’; 
as a sentential element, wiššù (*wiš hù) is often 
rhetorical: wiššù al¤ayy? hàÚa wala išiy! ‘what 
of it, just water? That’s nothing!’: Other par-
ticles include z-ìš ‘in what way’; lèš ~ lìš ~ lèh 
‘why’; wèn ‘where’; matá ‘when’; min ‘who’; 
yèt ‘which’; kèf ~ kìf ‘how’; �alàmak ‘what’s up 
with you’. Sentence-final position (hàÚa min? 
‘who is it?’) is pragmatically marked.

Rhetorical yes-no questions may be intro-
duced by (ay) hù: ay hù albadáwiy �um®ah byín-
dimij l-algaryih almit™aÚÚrih? ‘do you honestly 
believe a Bedouin could ever fit in a sedentary 
village?’.

2.2.2 Adverbs (Blanc 1970:VII3)
Temporal adverbs include (h)al™ìn(iy) ‘now’; 
hi�ìk(t) al™ìn ~ alwagt ~ annahà®; ™ìnitha ~ 
sà�itha ‘then’; yòm(it)ha ‘that day’; assè� ~ issè� 
‘still’, ‘not yet’.

The adverb bèkir may render ‘early in the 
morning’, as in bèkir aljim�ih aljèyyih ‘early the 
following Friday’, but is more frequent as deic-
tic ‘tomorrow’, which, however, is predomi-
nantly buk®ah for the younger generation (no �
buka®a-syndrome in the Negev). The narrative 

equivalents are the prepositional phrases min 
bèkir, min buk®ah ‘the following day’. A com-
mon narrative sequencer is tèniy min yòm ~ 
nahà® ‘another day’.

Sequencers include �ug(u)œ ~ ba�(a)d išwayyih 
‘after a while’ and the narrative particle wmà® 
typical of elderly Bedouin Negev Arabic speak-
ers [2.2.2], wmà® jiddì ya�á†s ‘and then my 
grandfather sneezed’.

‘Yesterday’ or ‘the day before’ is albèri™; 
‘the day before that’ or, more generally, ‘the 
other day’ is awwal-ams. As an adverb, awwal 
means ‘previously, formerly, in the old days’. 
For specific temporal designation, possessives 
like yòm(it)ha ‘that day’, sanatha ‘that year’ are 
common, while duration may be construed in 
constructs like sanat zamàn ‘for a year’.

Local adverbs include the proximate deictics 
hniy ~ hniyya(h) ~ hniyyàn(iy) ~ hniyyàntiy; f-
hàÚa ‘here’; and the distant equivalents hnuh, 
ÿàd, f(ì) haÚàk ‘there’.

Manner adverbs include ki�íy ~ ki�íyya(h) ~ 
ki�iyyàn(iy) ~ ki�iyyàntiy ‘so’; the short form 
often combines with the stressed particle zay 
‘like’ (záy-ki�iy ~ zé-ki�iy).

2.2.3 Particles
The article al-, assimilating to sun letters and 
considered part of the lexeme for stress pur-
poses [2.1.1.6], has a stable vowel which, in 
fast speech, may delete preceding vowels (Blanc 
1970:VI3): z-alyòm ‘like today’, f-álxa£a ‘in the 
wilderness’.

There are two analytic genitive markers: The 
marker šuÿu£ (šuÿ£it-, šuÿlìn . . .) is specific to 
Bedouin Negev Arabic, while the sedentary 
taba� is in general use. They are also used 
to denote characteristics, e.g. màhum šuÿlìn 
™ißìdih ‘they are not of the reaping type [i.e. 
‘they are not proficient farmers’]’.

As elsewhere, the preposition fì functions as 
an existential, in which case it is realized in full 
and is often aspirated as fìh, in contrast with 
prepositional use, where it tends to shorten, 
often leaving the consonant alone, as in f-
álxa£a, f-hàÚa above.

Dialectal variation characterizes the inflec-
tion of some basic prepositions. The Ta®àbìn, 
for example, use long variants of the extrashort 
bases l-b- (lì-bì-) and shortened bases of the 
longer fì, �ala (f-, �al-).
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Ta®àbìn non-Ta®àbìn
bìna, bìhiy bna, bha
lìkiy, lìhum lkiy, lhum
fak, fah fìk, fìh
�álak �alayk ~ �alèk ~ �alìk ~ �ilèk ~ 
 �ilìk
�álah �alayh ~ �alèh ~ �alìh ~ �ilèh ~ 
 �ilìh

Major conjunctions include the temporal ™ìn(t)-
ma, yòmit-ma, and yòm(in) or lòm(in) ‘when’, 
also inflected yòminnak, lòminnak, etc., as well 
as la¤¤a(n), lammin(nak), lamma, etc. for 
‘when, until’. As is often the case, temporality 
shades off into conditionality and causality, as 
in yòminnak ®addèt ®ab�ak �innih ‘since you 
warded your men off him [we pardon you 
too]’. blòminnak is unequivocally causal ‘since 
you’.

The basic negator (Blanc 1970:VII1) is mà: 
mà hà�a hù ‘he’s not the one’; mà wà™id ~ mà 
™ad ‘nobody’; màšiy ‘nothing’, as in wka±in 
màšiy sèyir ‘as if nothing has happened’, often 
combined to màš as in màš ®awš ‘absolutely 
no bustle’; màš ji��ah lit. ‘no body’, ‘feather-
weight’. Emphatic negators are several: mà 
bìrìdna gèyim ~ xalàß ~ min ma®®ah ~ b-
alma®®ah ‘he doesn’t like us at all’. Nominal 
negation is inflected:

singular plural

3rd masc. màhù ~ mùhù ~ 
mù(h)

màhum, mùhum

3rd fem. màhì ~ mìhì ~ 
mì(h)

màhin, mìhin

2nd masc. mant ~ manti(h) ~ 
mint ~ minti(h)

mantuw, mintuw

2nd fem. mantiy ~ mintiy mantin, mintin
1st mànì ma™na

A negated future or participle of a passive verb 
encodes nonpotentiality, e.g. mà byin�àg or mù 
min�àg ‘it is untastable’, mà byinfàtin or mìhin 
minfàtàt ‘they are unleavable.’

The sedentary muš ~ miš for nominal nega-
tion is relatively frequent, existential ma-fiš 
‘there is no’ considerably less so. Otherwise, the 
-š suffix is highly marked as Fallà™i Negev Ara-
bic of Palestinian rather than Egyptian origin.

là serves for negation of the imperative, for 

sentence negation, where it is more emphati-
cally rendered lah lah lah! or lallih!, and in 
continued negation, where it may inflect as 
walànì, walant.

Particles discussed elsewhere include the rela-
tive particle [2.2.1.6], interrogatives [2.2.1.7], 
and vocatives [2.2.4].

2.2.4 Noun
The � pseudodual ending in Negev Arabic is 
-àn, distinct from the true dual -ayn; but since 
the former often undergoes ±imàla in Bed-
ouin Negev Arabic, while the latter undergoes 
monophthongization in Fallà™i Negev Arabic, 
they often merge to -èn. The pseudodual cat-
egory comprises the core lexical items such as 
ìdàn ~ ìdèn ‘hands’, rijlàn ‘legs’ (but �yùn ‘eyes’, 
a�àn ‘ears’). Additional items include �u®�àn 
‘arms’, Úub†àn ‘armpits’, jin™àn ‘wings’. These 
inflect as expected but may also retain the dual 
ending in suffixing: ìdàh ~ ìdèh ~ ìdànih ~ 
ìdènih ‘his hands’ (also adèh ~ adènih in some 
Bedouin Negev Arabic varieties).

Diminutives are frequent in nouns (gìmih 
from gò¤ ‘enemy’, lgèmih from lug¤ah ‘mor-
sel’), personal names (X£ayyil from Xalìl; 
Rbay�èt are members of the Abu (Rabì�ah clan), 
horse and camel names (Z®aygàn, fem. Zrègah 
from az®ag ‘dark’) and adjectives (azìrig, fem. 
z®aygiy, from azrag; u�áymiy, fem. i�mayíy from 
u�áma, fem. �amyíy ‘blind’). Lexemes that have 
superseded their original forms include ßÿayyir 
‘small’, g£ayyil ‘little’, g®ayyib ‘near’, gßayyir 
‘short’, ™®ayyim ‘women’, and Ú�ayfìn (along-
side Ú�ùf) ‘children’.

A common pattern CaCùC for a characteris-
tic quality includes ku�ùb ‘liar’, lu�ùb ‘one who 
likes to play’, Úu™ùk ‘one who likes to laugh’, 
šu®ùd ‘one who is always running away’.

Common vocatives, usually introduced by 
the particle yà ~ ya, include yu¤¤ah ‘mom’ and 
ìbàh ‘dad’; the vocatives for ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ 
are diminutive ya xayy, ya xayyih, respectively. 
Reversed kinship terms are most frequent in 
vocatives, hence ya-xtak or yà xayytak, lit. ‘o 
your sister’ (sister addressing brother), yu¤¤ah 

(mother addressing son or daughter), ya jiddkiy 
(grandfather addressing granddaughter), etc.

2.2.5 Verb (Blanc 1970:V; all paradigms here 
represent Bedouin Negev Arabic unless other-
wise stated)
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2.2.5.1 Verbal forms

2.2.5.1.1 Form I
The CaCáC and CiCíC patterns (Fallà™i Negev 
Arabic CáCaC and CíCiC respectively) display 
the semantic distribution typical of Semitic lan-
guages. CuCúC (Fallà™i Negev Arabic CúCuC) 
is rare, e.g. kuœúr ‘grew up’ (but kabrit, Fallà™ì 
Negev Arabic kuœrut).

2.2.5.1.2 Derived Forms

Form IV a�†a ~ a†�a ‘to give’
  Bedouin Negev  Fallà™i Negev 
  Arabic Arabic
 imperfect yi�†iy ~ yi†�iy ya�†iy

Form V tajawwaz ‘to marry’
  Bedouin Negev  Fallà™i Negev 
  Arabic Arabic
 perfect tajawwaz tjawwaz
 imperfect ytajawwaz yitjawwaz
 2nd masc. ttajawwaz ~ titjawwaz
  tajawwa z 

2.2.5.2 Inflection of Form I perfect + imperfect 

2.2.5.2.1 Imperfect
Paradigm of the verbs ‘to kill’ (representing 
/u/ and /i/ patterns), and ‘to understand’ (/a/ 
pattern).

sg. pl.
3rd masc. yuktul yukutluw
3rd fem. tuktul yukutlin
2nd masc. tuktul tukutluw
2nd fem. tukutliy tukutlin
1st aktul nuktul

sg. pl.
3rd masc. yafham yafhamaw
3rd fem. tafham yafhaman
2nd masc. tafham tafhamaw
2nd fem. tafhamay tafhaman
1st afham nafham

The indicative b- prefix is well established in 
Negev Arabic. Cohortative xa- (*xall) ‘let’s’ is 
rare; d- (*widdì) ‘I want to’ is common for voli-
tion and futurity.

2.2.5.2.2 Perfect

/a/ base
sg. pl.

3rd masc. katál katálaw
3rd fem. katálat katálan
2nd masc. katalt kataltuw
2nd fem. kataltiy kataltin
1st katalt katalna

/i/ base

sg. pl.
3rd masc. fihím fahmuw
3rd fem. fahmit fahmin
2nd masc. fihimt fihimtuw
2nd fem. fihimtiy fihimtin
1st fihimt fihimna

Fallà™i Negev Arabic is koineized both in stress 
(kátal, fíhim) and in the paradigm-leveling shift 
of the bolded items to fihmit, fihmuw, fihmin, 
in analogy to the other forms, whereas Bedouin 
Negev Arabic preserves the original base vowel 
(*fahima). The 3rd person masculine form also 
preserves this form when cliticizing closes the 
syllable (fahm-al-harj ‘he understood the talk’; 
Fallà™i Negev Arabic fihm-al-harj).

2.2.6 Weak verbs

2.2.6.1 I± and I guttural
The I± verb ‘to take’ inflects (a)xa�, yàxi�, xu�, 
x�iy, etc.

In the imperfect of I gutturals, the full 
gaháwah-syndrome (Blanc 1970:III2c) charac-
terizes Bedouin Negev Arabic, while hybrid 
forms retaining the original stress characterize 
Fallà™i Negev Arabic [2.1.2]. Both, however, 
are being replaced by koineized forms in the 
speech of the young generationm (Table 2).
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2.2.6.2 Iw
Bedouin Negev Arabic is characterized as con-
servative by deletion of the root-initial semi-
vowel in the imperfect base (yißíl ‘he arrives’, 
yigfuw ‘they stand’), while Fallà™i Negev 
Arabic, in analogy to the sound verbs, has 
a monophthong in that position: (yawßal >) 
yòßal, ògaf ‘stop!’

2.2.6.3 IIw
Some singular masculine imperatives have short 
alternants (gùm ~ gum ‘get up!’ and gùl ~ gul 
‘say!’)

2.2.6.4 IIIy
Short imperatives, typical of elderly speakers, 
include Form I irim ‘throw!’, Form II lagg ‘go!’, 
Form IV i�†nì ‘give me!’; more rare are short 
imperfects (tsaww gaháwatak ‘you’ll make 
your coffee’).

2.2.6.5 Irregular verbs
Most prominent is ja – yjiy, yjuw – ta�àl 
‘come!’; the equivalent Fallà™i Negev Arabic 
form aja occurs in the perfect, but the imperfect 
yìjiy is extremely limited.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase

2.3.1.1 Construct state
The typical analytic genitive markers are listed 
above [2.2.3]. Certain fixed time expressions 
may occur in the construct state (s(i)bù� aljèy 
‘next week’).

A typical narrative pattern incorporates ver-
bal noun constructs in presentatives [2.2.1.5] to 
denote vivid events: win margit janàzih ‘then, a 
funeral procession passed by’; win †allit hálbil 
w álÿana¤ ‘then suddenly, these camels and 
small livestock showed up’; win jayyitna lìna 
�ijùz min ki�iy ‘and suddenly, an old woman 
came up to us [out of nowhere]’.

2.3.1.2 Nunated nominals
Nunated nominals, typical of poetry, include 
noun/adjective phrases such as bkà®an mišèwì™ 
‘obedient camels’, and other nominal phrases 
such as badwin w fallà™ ‘Bedouin and  peasant’.

2.3.2 Verbal phrase
Punctual actions in the imperfect can be made 
durative by fì preceding the object: hù byalbas 
fì hdùmih ‘he is getting dressed’.

2.3.3 Verbal aspect

2.3.3.1 Verbal prefixes and auxiliaries
Some verbal prefixes are listed above [2.2.5.2.1]; 
auxiliaries such as progressive gè�id (lit. ‘sit-
ting’) and future intent ®àyi™ (lit. ‘going’) are 
rare, while nominally inflected widd- (lit. ‘to 
want’) is the general future marker.

2.3.3.2 Active participle
In certain motion and emotion verbs the active 
participle is progressive; in all the rest it is resul-
tative, as in many other dialects, and often func-
tions modally as an evidential (Henkin 1992), 
e.g. bètkuw . . . sèyrih �ilèh fèlih. u†àxxìn �alèhum 
ušèrdìn uki�iyyàniy ‘your home . . . there seems 
to have been an attack on it. And they were 
apparently shot at and ran off and so on’ (a 
host reporting rumors to his guest about the 
latter’s home, from which he had been long 
absent).

2.3.3.3 Narrative imperative
The narrative imperative (Palva 1977, 1984) is 
an integral characteristic of Negev Arabic nar-
rative style, especially frequent in men’s stories 
(Henkin 1994). In a dramatic account of a war-
rior committing suicide on his horse: mitrij ma� 
halmutràj w ugru† arrum™! yòm gara† arrum™ 
w inthat al™ßàn �alèh, w siffih yà arrum™ ‘he 
went down the slope and threw [lit. ‘throw!’] 
the spear. When he threw the spear he drove 
his horse onto it and the spear sliced him [lit. 
‘and you, Bring! the horse onto it and Slice him, 
O spear!’].

2.3.3.4 Other narrative tenses
Other narrative tenses typical of men’s nar-
ratives include motion verb complexes, often 
with the deictic dative suffix, namely jàk/yjìk + 
participle (Palva 1991b; Henkin 1996, 2000a, 
2002), as in yjìk migfiy ‘and off he went [lit. ‘he 
comes to you going away’]’ and the sequencer 
wmà® + imperfect [2.2.2], as in wmà® yjìbinha 
wmà® ya®kab �alèha wmà® ywajjih wa®a ‘and 
then they bring her [the mare] and he mounts 
her and turns around’. The more general auxil-
iary gà¤ (lit. ‘got up’) occurs in both men’s and 
women’s stories.

kàn as a narrative auxiliary is rare: kàn yàxi� 
f-®às ali™sàn, wkàn ykuÚÚ �a-lÿalyùn, wkàn 
ywinn ‘he grasped the horse’s head, and sucked 
at his pipe and sighed’.
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2.3.5 Existential sentences
The past marker kàn is infrequent in existential 
structures at story openings, as narrative back-
grounds are characteristically portrayed in the 
present (Henkin 1993), with simply the existen-
tial particle fìh [2.2.3] or wmà® [2.2.1.5].

2.3.6 Conditionals (Blanc 1970:VII4b; 
 Henkin 2000b)
Potential conditions are introduced by in, lin 
+ perfect, or i�a, also (i)la and rarely lan in 
poetry. The prototypically counterfactual law 
may be simply hypothetical, as in anà law agùl 
l-alwè™id ‘suppose I say to one of them’, or 
concessive, as in law kàn alkalb mà byanfa� 
‘even if the dog is no good’. As this last example 
shows, these particles are often followed by 
kàn, fossilized or inflected nominally, as in i�a 
kànak ßàdig ‘if you are right’, which can also 
act as an independent conditional: mà bansàk 
kàn amùt ‘I won’t forget you, even if I die’. It is 
also frequent in the apodosis: law Úallayt mèšiy 
kàn katalawnì ‘if I had gone on, they would 
have killed me’.
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Neo-Aramaic

1. T h e  N e o - A r a m a i c  d i a l e c t s

The modern Aramaic dialects are the remnants 
of a wide variety of Old and Middle Aramaic 
dialects that dominated the Middle East in 
antiquity. The western variety of Aramaic sur-
vived only in three villages in the Qalamùn 
Mountains in Syria, 60 km north of Damascus, 
whereas the eastern variety survived until the 
beginning of the 20th century in large areas 
with hundreds of thousands of speakers in 
southeast Turkey, in northern Iraq, in Persian 
Azerbaijan, and in Persian Kurdistan. The mas-
sacres in eastern Turkey in 1915 exterminated 
not only Armenian but also Aramaic culture 
in the region, so that apart from single villages 
larger groups of Aramaic-speaking Christians 
survived only in the ¢ùr �Abdìn mountains until 
the 1960s. Their dialect, known as ¢uroyo, is 
still spoken in Turkey, although the majority 
of the speakers fled from the civil war between 
Turks and Kurds in the last quarter of the 
20th century to Europe. Virtually all the Ara-
maic-speaking Jews of Iraqi Kurdistan were 
forced to leave Iraq in 1951, together with 
the Arabic-speaking Jews of Iraq; the same 
thing happened to the Aramaic-speaking Jews 
of Persian Azerbaijan and Persian Kurdistan, 
although some left Iran only after the revolu-
tion of Ayatollah Khomeini. Many Christian 
Aramaeans, too, fled from this area after the 
seizure of power by Saddam Hussein in Iraq 
and the ayatollahs in Iran. A small minority 
of Aramaic-speaking Mandaeans survived in 
the city of Ahwaz in Khuzistan in spite of the 
Gulf wars.

Apart from the Mandaeans, the speakers of 
Eastern Neo-Aramaic are Christians and Jews, 
while Western Neo-Aramaic is spoken mainly 
by Muslims, and only the village of Ma�lùla has 
a Christian majority.

Most of the Aramaic settlements are situated 
in regions where the dominant languages are 
different dialects of Kurdish, Persian, or Turk-
ish. Only the Aramaeans in the Mosul plain, 
the Mandaeans in Khuzistan, and the speakers 
of Western Neo-Aramaic live in regions where 
Arabic is the dominant language.

The fact that Aramaic and Arabic are very 
closely related languages, both with regard 

to phonology and morphology, facilitates the 
mutual adoption and assimilation of loans, but 
it also makes the identification of loanwords 
rather difficult. Sometimes, extralinguistic 
arguments are necessary to prove that a certain 
word is a loan.

2. D i r e c t  a n d  i n d i r e c t 
 b o r r o w i n g s  f r o m  A r a b i c

The Arabic elements in Western Neo-Aramaic 
and in the Eastern Neo-Aramaic of the Mosul 
plain are direct borrowings from Arabic, as 
Arabic is the current language of the region 
as well as the official language of the country. 
Khan (2002:xxiii) states that the dialects in 
the Mosul plain “are rapidly becoming over-
whelmed by Arabic”. The influence of Arabic 
along with the official Persian is also present in 
Modern Mandaic, as the spoken language of 
Khuzistan is Arabic.

The other Eastern Aramaic dialects received 
most of their Arabic borrowings indirectly 
through other intermediary languages, such as 
Kurdish, Persian, Turkish, and Azeri. Compared 
with direct borrowings these indirect borrow-
ings show phonological and  semantic differ-
ences, as is shown in the following  examples.

Jewish Aramaic
Salamas (Shahpur): silah < (Turkish/Kurdish) 
silah < Arabic silà™ ‘weapon’

Christian Aramaic
Mla™sô: hesir ‘refugee’ < Kurdish esîr < Arabic 
±asìr ‘prisoner of war’

Modern Mandaic
Ahwaz: ©ovàb < Persian ©ovàb < Arabic jawàb 
‘answer’

3. A r a m a i z a t i o n  o f  A r a b i c 
l o a n s

In Western Neo-Aramaic, the adoption of Ara-
bic loans without any assimilation to the Ara-
maic system of phonology and morphology is 
very rare. Arabic loans are normally integrated 
into Aramaic phonology and morphology. To 
a minor extent this is also true for the Eastern 
Neo-Aramaic dialects. Arabic à, for example, 
appears regularly as ò in Western Neo-Aramaic 
and at least in older borrowings in the Eastern 
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Neo-Aramaic dialect of ¢uroyo, where also 
ancient Aramaic à shifted to long ò:

¢uroyo (Eastern Ma�lùla (Western
 Neo-Aramaic)  Neo-Aramaic)
™ayò†o ™ayyò†a < Old Aramaic
   ™ayyà†à ‘tailor’
na©òro nažžòra < Arabic najjàr
   (itself < Aramaic)
   ‘carpenter’

As in genuine Aramaic words, short vowels 
in open pretonic syllables are usually elided 
in words of Arabic origin in Western Neo-
Aramaic and to some extent also in Eastern 
Neo-Aramaic:

¢uroyo (Eastern Ma�lùla (Western
 Neo-Aramaic)  Neo-Aramaic)
l™èf l™òfa < li™àf ‘blanket’

Only in Western Neo-Aramaic are the speakers 
aware of the corresponding consonants in Ara-
bic, so that they can easily replace the Arabic 
consonant by the corresponding Aramaic con-
sonant, e.g. t > �: il�ihòba < iltihàb ‘inflamma-
tion’; d > t: warta < ward ‘rose’. In this way, the 
language is able to borrow nearly any Arabic 
word. Most of these words are no longer intel-
ligible for speakers of Arabic.

In the field of morphology the Aramaization 
of Arabic words follows some simple rules, 
as illustrated by the following representative 
examples. Masculine singular nouns of Ara-
bic origin receive the nominal ending -a, and 
-o in ¢uroyo and Mla™sô. Feminine singular 
nouns receive an ending reflecting -�à/-tà, which 
appears in Western Neo-Aramaic as -�a or -�a 
and in Eastern Neo-Aramaic ¢uroyo as -�o or 
-to; in many Jewish Neo-Aramaic dialects, it 
may even appear as -la:

Western Neo- �esma < qism ‘part’
 Aramaic
 šapp�a < šàbba ‘young lady’

Eastern Neo-Aramaic
¢uroyo: ©ëddo < jidd ‘grandfather’
 ±ašërto < �ašìra ‘tribe’
Hertevin: mìra < ±amìr ‘emir’
 dawelta < dawla ‘state’
Salamas (Jews): na©©ara < najjàr ‘carpenter’
 šamala < šama�a ‘candle’

In Western Neo-Aramaic, nouns of Arabic ori-
gin normally take an Aramaic plural ending. In 
Eastern Neo-Aramaic, also, some examples can 
be found:

Western Neo- masc. pl.: -ò, �ismò ‘parts’
 Aramaic:
 fem. pl.: -ò�a, šappò�a
  ‘young ladies’

Eastern Neo-Aramaic
Hertevin: masc. pl.: -ane, mirane
  ‘emirs’
¢uroyo fem. pl.: -yò�e, �ašëryò�e
  ‘tribes’

Arabic verbal roots are integrated into the 
Western Neo-Aramaic system of derived Forms 
(verbal stems) exactly like Aramaic roots within 
the traditional Aramaic system of derived 
Forms. This is the case with the following Ara-
bic derived Forms:

 Arabic loan Aramaic word
I Form i�™e� išme�
 ‘he laughed’ ‘he heard’
II Form ™ammel baššel 
 ‘he loaded’ ‘he cooked’
IV Form aÿre�  arkeš 
 ‘he fell asleep’ ‘he woke up’
V Form �™ammal �zappan
 ‘he endured’ ‘he was sold’

All Arabic derived Forms can be incorporated 
into the Aramaic system of derived Forms. 
Those Arabic derived Forms that do not corre-
spond to an Aramaic derived Form are con-
verted in the following way:

 Arabic Western Neo-Aramaic
 loan 
III Form šàra†  > šòre†  ‘to bet’
VI Form taràfaq > �ròfe� ‘to accompany’
VII Form infajar > inëfžar ‘to explode’
VIII Form iftaham > if ë�ham ‘to understand’
X Form istaqbal > s�a�bel ‘to accept’

The integration of Arabic verbs into the Ara-
maic verbal system also occurs in the Eastern 
Aramaic dialects. In ¢uroyo, for example, Ara-
bic derived Forms I–IV are integrated into the 
three derived Forms of ¢uroyo as follows:
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I Form †lëble < I  †-l-b ‘to demand’
II Form m�alaqle < II �-l-q ‘to hang’
II Form m�awánle < III �-w-n ‘to help’
III Form manfa�le < IV n-f-� ‘to benefit’

Sometimes also Arabic derived Form patterns 
are used in Eastern Neo-Aramaic with Aramaic 
inflections:

Qaraqosh muftëkórhen < VIII f-k-r
 ‘they thought’
 mësta�ëmlíwa < X �-m-l
 ‘they used to use’

4. L a y e r s  o f  A r a b i c  l o a n s  i n 
N e o - A r a m a i c

The divergence in phonemic representation of 
Arabic words must be attributed to different 
layers of borrowing. In some Jewish Neo-Ara-
maic dialects of northern Iraq, for instance, 
the Old Aramaic phonemes f and ™ are usu-
ally reflected by p and x. This is also the case 
in older borrowings from Arabic, but in more 
recent loans the Arabic phonemes are pre-
served: (Zakho) qapla < qàfila ‘caravan’; safar 
< safar ‘journey’.

Speakers of Western Aramaic dialects began 
perhaps already in pre-Islamic times in the 
transition area between steppe and arable land 
to adopt loans from Arabian Bedouin, as far as 
they refer to the vocabulary of specifically Ara-
bic culture. The beginning of language contact 
in the Aramaic villages of the Qalamùn Moun-
tains, however, is not likely to have occurred 
before the time of the Umayyads, when the 
nearby city of Damascus became the capital city 
of the Islamic Empire.

Thus, we have a period of 1,400 years in 
which both Arabic and Aramaic underwent 
many changes. Sound shifts, in particular in 
Eastern Neo-Aramaic, enable us to distinguish 
between older Arabic loans and those of more 
recent times. At the same time, the Arabic loans 
afford us an insight into the history of the Ara-
bic language in Syria.

The most noticeable sound shifts which 
occurred in Western Neo-Aramaic concern the 
so-called begadkefat consonants. In an earlier 
stage of the Aramaic language, the phonemes 
b, g, d, k, p, and t had the spirant allophones 
v, ÿ, �, x, f, and �, which basically appear 
after vowels. In Neo-Aramaic, the acoustic 

difference between spirant and plosive pronun-
ciation is preserved but has become lexically 
determined, so that the former allophones have 
become phonemes. In Western Neo-Aramaic, 
the spirants are widely preserved and have 
in addition spread to word-initial position, 
whereas the old voiced plosives were devoiced 
and the old voiceless plosives k and t were 
palatalized.

Spirantization is found in some loans of 
Arabic origin as well. These loans are convinc-
ing evidence that in the time when they were 
incorporated into the Aramaic language, the 
alternating pronunciation of the begadkefat 
consonants still existed. The oldest layer of 
Arabic loans in Western Neo-Aramaic, which 
belong exclusively to the vocabulary of every-
day life and not to specifically Arabic culture, 
shows however that in a secluded mountain 
area such as the Antilebanon, the alternating 
pronunciation of the begadkefat consonants 
could survive for a longer period.

In words of Arabic origin we find, for instance, 
for the Arabic consonants /k/ and /j/ both k and 
x and k and ÿ respectively. The Arabic loans in 
which Arabic /k/ appears as x belong to an ear-
lier period in which the phonetic law of spirant 
pronunciation of begadkefat consonants after 
vowels and in (an older stage of) Western Neo-
Aramaic word-initial position was effective. 
In later loans Arabic k remained unchanged 
in all positions, e.g. (Ma�lùla): old loan xaffa 
< kafà ‘enough!’; later loan kaffa < kaff ‘palm 
[of hand]’.

We might posit a pronunciation g for the 
Arabic consonant /j/ for the earliest time of 
language contact between Aramaic and Arabic 
in Syria; in any case, this Arabic /j/ was treated 
like Aramaic g. As in Aramaic words, Arabic 
/j/ shifted after consonants to the voiceless con-
sonant k and in word-initial position and after 
vowels to the spirant ÿ:

Initial position: ÿmò��a < jamà�a ‘crowd’
After vowels: farraÿ < farraj ‘he looked’
After consonants: mawk�a < mawja� ‘pain’

In all later borrowings, Arabic /j/ appears in 
all positions as ž (žayša ‘army’). The above-
mentioned word for ‘pain’ is of special interest, 
since it was borrowed twice in two different 
periods. The older loan mawk�a is used now 
along with the later mawž�a, and speakers are 
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not aware that both words have the same Ara-
bic origin. They rather believe that mawk�a is 
an Aramaic word, whereas mawž�a is an Arabic 
loan.

Modern loans may contain consonants which 
are not represented in the Aramaic phono-
logical inventory, for example the consonants ™ 
and � in Modern Mandaic, e.g. (Ahwaz) ßaf™a 
‘page’, xa�rà ‘vegetables’.

Because the Neo-Aramaic dialects are vil-
lage dialects and normally have no literature, 
the Arabic loans also have their origin in the 
spoken Arabic dialects of the area. The Arabic 
loan ©ihil ‘child’ in Modern Mandaic is a word 
typical of the Arabic dialect of the Arabian 
Gulf. In more recent times, words from more 
prestigious city dialects and from Standard 
Arabic have been borrowed, too.

An Arabic word borrowed into Western Neo-
Aramaic twice is Úarf. It was adopted in earlier 
times from the Arabic dialects in the neighbor-
ing villages as Úarfa with the meaning of ‘skin 
bag for butter’. In a later period, the word was 
borrowed with different pronunciation once 
more from modern Damascene Arabic as 	arfa 
with the meaning of ‘envelope’.
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Neologism � Terminology

Nigeria

1. T h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  A r a b i c 
a n d  I s l a m  t o  N i g e r i a

In the precolonial era, the West African country 
now known as Nigeria was referred to as one 
of the countries in the Western Sudan. This 
reference was adopted by early Arab  writers 
such as al-Bakrì, Ibn Xaldùn, at-Timbuktì, 
and as-Sa�adì. Others identified it as Bilàd 
Tukrùr. When the European colonists came, 
they imposed on it the name of Nigeria. Nigeria 
consists of several ethnic groups and tribes 
speaking approximately 396 vernaculars. A few 
of these tribes, the Hausa, the Yoruba, and the 
Igbo, have gained dominance over the others 
and are recognized as majority tribes. Others 
are recognized as minority tribes.

The relationship between the Arabic lan-
guage and the Nigerian people began very 
early in the history of some of the major tribes 
inhabiting the country. Their historical affinity 
to Arabs and the Arabic language in Nigeria 
may be full or partial. Full affinity applies to 
an Arab tribe called the Shuwa. They live in 
the northeastern part of the country, constitut-
ing a part of the old Kanem Borno Empire. 
Today, they are found in the states of Borno 
and Yobe, along Lake Chad. The Shuwa speak 
a dialect of Arabic and exhibit several Arab 
customs in their daily life (Imam 2002). Several 
studies have been and are still being carried 
out on the tribe, its language Shuwa Arabic (� 
sub-Saharan Arabic), and the works of some 
of its prominent scholars. A milestone in the 
history of Shuwa Arabs was the establishment 
of an Arabic village, as demanded by students 
of Arabic in Nigerian universities. The federal 
government built this village in the midst of the 
Shuwa tribe at Ngala, near Lake Chad.

A partial historical relationship with Arabic 
exists for some Nigerian tribes that claim a dis-
tant descent from Arabs. They include the Ber-
iberi, the Fulani, the Hausa, and the Yoruba. 
These tribes also claim that their languages 
have been influenced by Arabic. In Yoruba, 
some scholars, for instance Al-Ilori (n.d. 34), 
go so far as to claim that the Yoruba words 
of Arabic origin constitute at least 50 percent 
of the Yoruba language, although this is not 
generally accepted (� Yoruba). In addition, it 
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has been observed that words of Arabic origin 
in Yoruba are found in all aspects of daily life, 
such as the political, economic, legislative, edu-
cational, and health spheres (Olayiwola 2002).

Some reports suggest that Arabic infil-
trated into Nigeria even in pre-Islamic times 
through trans-Saharan trade routes. Mustapha 
(1987) suggests that even before the coming 
of Islam, Arabs and the Arabic language were 
not complete strangers on Nigerian soil. Yet, 
recent findings have shown that the reports 
of trans-Saharan trade have been embellished. 
According to these findings, war and raids 
characterized virtually all communities at that 
point in time, so it is unlikely that mutual trad-
ing activities could have flourished as asserted 
in those reports. Likewise, it may be noted 
that the nature of the trading activities, the 
commodities, the medium of exchange, and 
the successes which attended the trans-Saharan 
trade before the spread of Islam are obscure 
(Ajayi and Alagoa 1980:228). The conclusion 
must therefore be that it was only when Islam 
came that trans-Saharan trade received a boost 
and manifested itself (Olayiwola 2001). This 
implies that the impact of the trans-Saharan 
trade as a conductor of the Arabic language to 
Nigeria before the spread of Islam was either 
nonexistent or very weak.

Islam serves as the harbinger to Arabic, while 
Arabic in turn serves as the gateway to Islam. 
The connection between the two is so tight 
that various researchers have referred to Arabic 
and Islamic studies as twin studies. Abubakar 
(1972), Fafunwa (1974), Gbadamosi (1978), 
and Galadanci (1982) all emphasize the insepa-
rable alliance between Arabic and Islam.

Arabic and Islamic studies are taught and 
administered in the same department in most 
Nigerian universities where these courses are 
available. Although experts are found teaching 
and specializing in either discipline, experi-
ence has shown that many lecturers in these 
institutions teach courses in the two disciplines 
 interchangeably, as for instance Isaac Ogun-
biyi, who is a scholar in the fields of both 
Arabic and Yoruba, being the editor of the 
first Yoruba folktales written in Arabic (Oseni 
2002). Similarly, anyone who speaks Arabic is 
automatically attached to Islam. Azeez (2004) 
summarizes the situation as follows: “Right 
from its advent to the present time Islam has 
always been studied in Nigeria alongside Ara-

bic and there has never been a time that the two 
are totally separated”.

2. T h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e 
s t u d y  o f  A r a b i c  i n  N i g e r i a

The study of Arabic has passed through stages 
of development since the time of its introduc-
tion to Nigeria. Arabic was introduced in the 
period before the 10th century to the end of the 
13th century. Islam demands a great deal of 
knowledge. The first revelation to the Prophet 
Mu™ammad was an instruction on knowledge. 
It highlighted three basic elements involved 
in the process of acquiring knowledge, i.e. 
reading, teaching, and the pen (Q. 96/1–5). 
Therefore, no sooner had Islam penetrated into 
Borno than people understood the necessity of 
having a certain degree of knowledge of Arabic 
as a requisite for a successful practice of the 
new faith. The kalimat aš-šahàda has to be pro-
nounced in Arabic and the ritual worship ßalàt 
has to be performed five times daily through the 
medium of Arabic. For these and other ritual 
purposes, the whole of the Qur±àn, or at least 
some portions of it, have to be learned by heart. 
The desire to satisfy this religious need marks 
the beginning of the learning of Arabic.

In Nigeria, only Borno has had the singular 
privilege of being ruled by scholars, particularly 
at the time when Arabic was introduced, when 
many rulers memorized significant portions of 
the Qur±àn (Mustapha 1987). In the other 
regions, the position of Arabic was different. In 
Hausaland, individuals who converted to Islam 
or their children constituted the first group of 
scholars. After having studied the Qur±àn, they 
in turn taught it to others.

It was at about the end of this era that Islam 
and Arabic studies arrived in Yorubaland. The 
ruler, Oba, merely tolerated the scholars, allow-
ing them to set up autonomous compounds in 
the suburbs where they practiced Islam and 
taught Arabic among themselves without being 
bothered (Gbadamosi 1978; Olayiwola 1990).

From the 14th to the 18th century, Arab 
scholars from North African countries, such 
as Mu™ammad ibn Mànì and al-Maÿìlì, vis-
ited what is now known as Nigeria. This age 
witnessed a tremendous growth of the study 
of Arabic in Nigeria. Arab scholars came and 
taught Nigerians the Arabic language, begin-
ning with the Qur±àn. They also brought with 
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them some books which were unknown before 
then. Thus, Mu™ammad ibn Mànì introduced 
the Risàla of ±Abù Zayd al-Qayrawànì to the 
palace of Borno.

In the last part of this period, Arabic had 
spread to such an extent that Borno rulers could 
establish strong links between their empire and 
the Arab lands, such as Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt, 
and even the £ijàz (Mustapha 1987). There are 
reports of written communication in Arabic to 
these Arab lands from the Borno rulers.

In Hausaland, Mu™ammad ibn �Abd al-Karìm 
al-Maÿìlì at-Tilimsànì visited Kano in the same 
period and taught its rulers Arabic (Galadanci 
1982). This era also marked the influx of Mal-
ian traders and scholars into Yorubaland. Al-
Ilori (1978) is of the opinion that those scholars 
cum traders taught and spread Islam and Ara-
bic studies among people in Yoru baland during 
the reign of a Yoruba monarch called Alafin 
Obalokun.

In this period, too, a conscious effort was 
made to teach Arabic to children, and a curric-
ulum for this type of education was developed. 
According to Al-Ilori (1978:53), this curriculum 
was similar to the one described for Morocco 
by Ibn Xaldùn in his Muqaddima.

Katàtìb or elementary schools were held in 
three places: the mosque, the house of the 
imam or his assistant, or under shady trees in 
the compound. The imam, his deputy, or any 
one among the members of the immediate com-
munity volunteered to shoulder the responsibil-
ity of teaching the children. Even though this 
was a voluntary job, people who possessed the 
knowledge and were capable of transmitting it 
competed for it.

The teacher is known as mallam (< Ara-
bic mu�allim), modibbo (< Arabic mu±addib), 
maalam, and aafaa (connected with various 
Arabic etyma, e.g. < xà±ifan ‘fearing’, �afàf 
‘abstinence, asceticism’, ±alfan ‘thousand’) 
in Barbarchi, Fulfulde, Hausa, and Yoruba, 
respectively. At the earliest stage of study, 
children of about two years of age and above 
are gathered in groups and taught to recite the 
shortest chapters of the Qur±àn. This is read to 
them in short pieces, verses or parts of verses. 
The teacher reads while the pupils repeat in 
echo. Through this sing-song pattern, the short 
chapters of the Qur±àn are learned by heart 
without reading or writing.

Later, the pupils are introduced to writing 

on wooden slates called allo in Barbarchi and 
Hausa, alloha in Fulfulde (< Arabic al-law™), 
or wa:la: in Yoruba. The pen, which is known 
as alkaram, alkalami (< Arabic al-qalam), bind-
irgol, or kalamu, respectively, is inserted in the 
ink, which is called adowa, tawada, dawaa, and 
ta:da: (< Arabic dawà) in Barbarchi, Hausa, 
Fulfulde, and Yoruba as well, and used to write 
on the slate.

Writing begins with the consonants of the 
Arabic alphabet and then the vowel signs. After 
the comprehension of each letter in its differ-
ent position and shapes, the short chapters are 
taught in the form of spell-reading. This goes 
on simultaneously with further memorization 
of the Qur±àn. Through this method, the whole 
of the Qur±àn or a part of it is memorized, with 
the ability to read and write all of the parts.

After the study of the Qur±àn, competent and 
willing students begin the next level, which is 
generally known as ilmi (< Arabic �ilm ‘scholar-
ship, knowledge’). Usually this level is attended 
by children of scholars. At this level, the begin-
ning scholar is introduced to other books 
and disciplines, such as ™adì�, tafsìr, and fiqh 
(Bùsairì 2002). Graduation from this level is 
normally at adulthood. The graduate can then 
devote himself to teaching.

In rare cases, the graduate from this level pro-
ceeds to the next level, which may be called the 
level of professionalization. Complex subjects 
such as philosophy, astrology, poetry, math-
ematics, and world history are combined with 
deeper study of the Qur±àn and jurisprudence. 
Usually, scholars at this level do not graduate; 
rather, they shift to another teacher as they 
switch from one subject to the other.

During the period between 1804 and 1903, 
Sheikh �U�màn Danfodio waged his jihàd 
against the monarchy in the north and estab-
lished what has become known as the Sokoto 
Caliphate. During this period, Arabic studies 
were pursued with unprecedented zeal. The 
language of the administration was Arabic. 
Administrators, judges, and other public offic-
ers were appointed on merit, one of the required 
qualities being literacy in Arabic.

Although the Sokoto Caliphate was not the 
first Islamic administration in Nigeria, its pur-
suit of Arabic knowledge was more zealous, 
and its application of the language affected 
the community more. Arabic manuscripts pro-
duced during this age are still being studied and 
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referred to as evidence of the high quality of 
Arabic studies in Nigeria.

There was a retrogression in the study of Ara-
bic during the age of colonization (1903–1960). 
The expanding Sokoto Caliphate was curtailed 
by the British colonists in 1903 (Hisket 1984). 
When the British colonists introduced English 
education, they met Muslim communities with 
their own type of education in Arabic. The 
Sokoto Caliphate, and the Borno Empire in 
particular, kept their records and conducted 
their administration in Arabic. Perceiving Ara-
bic as a threat to their language and civiliza-
tion, the British Administration took measures 
against Arabic and put hurdles on its track. 
They relegated Arabic to the background and 
encouraged and promoted the English language 
by elevating the status of their trainees in Eng-
lish in the society. Their trainees were offered 
paid jobs and appointed to leadership positions 
in all sectors of the administration.

Muslim scholars who were teaching Arabic 
lost their elevated position and respected status 
in society, and were not offered jobs. When 
the Muslims insisted that the twin subjects of 
Arabic and Islamic studies had to be taught in 
Western schools if Muslims were to contribute 
fully to the success of the administration, Ara-
bic and Islamic studies were introduced in the 
missionary schools and some Muslims were 
employed. They were, however, discriminated 
against on the job since their salaries did not 
take into account their years of study and 
experience, as was the case with those under 
Western education; they had no on-the-job 
training opportunities; they were low-paid; and 
they were not monitored to put in their best 
(Galadanci 1982). All this resulted in the dis-
couragement of Arabic in all Muslim societies. 
Some Muslims who gave in to this pressure and 
sent their children to the English schools had to 
accept that the majority of them converted to 
Christianity.

After independence in 1960, Muslims were 
able to improve the status of Arabic and its 
teaching. Due to the fact that the ritual prayer 
must be said in Arabic, Muslims have the obli-
gation to learn sufficient Arabic to be able to 
perform this duty. The number of those who 
speak Arabic as a language of communica-
tion is much lower, however. Arabic schools 
are numerous in those parts of Nigeria where 
Muslims have a majority, i.e. in the northern 

and southwestern parts of the country. There 
are two types of Arabic students: those who 
learn the Qur±àn by heart (called Almajirai) 
and those who learn the Qur±àn along with 
other Islamic subjects under the Islamiyah sys-
tem. Not much is known about the number of 
people in each category. The government of 
Kano State, which has a large Muslim major-
ity, announced in 2004 that the number of its 
Almajirai alone is two million.

Institutions teaching Arabic and Islamic stud-
ies have proliferated (Galadanci 1982). Univer-
sities established on the platform of Western 
education have started to open departments 
for Arabic and Islamic studies. In 1964, for 
instance, the University of Ibadan started a 
certificate program, designed to assist students 
of private Arabic schools in their further devel-
opment in the field (Abubakre 2002). At the 
present time, all federal universities, apart from 
those specifically dedicated to science or agri-
culture, teach Arabic and Islamic studies. Col-
leges of the federal government and some of 
the colleges owned by the states not only offer 
Arabic as a course but also recognize it as one 
of the official languages on their premises. 
Arabic has found its way into the broadcasting 
houses. Íawt Nayjìriyà broadcasts in Arabic 
from Lagos.

Although the electronic age with its comput-
ers and electronic devices did not start with the 
year 2000, this year marked a clear departure 
from the past. For instance, before this year 
very few computer centers were available in the 
different parts of Nigeria with Arabic Windows. 
From the year 2000, however, several centers 
where Arabic can be processed and printed 
have been established. Publishing houses with 
facilities for quality printing and publishing of 
Arabic materials are on the increase. Bilingual 
academic journals have increased in number 
in Nigerian universities. Arabic magazines, 
periodicals, and weekly newspapers have been 
founded, particularly in Lagos.

With the penetration of Islam into Nigeria, 
Arabic accompanied the faith as a tool neces-
sary for its understanding. Since then, the two 
disciplines have maintained a close relation-
ship. Between then and now, the study of 
Arabic has witnessed a tremendous growth. 
It has grown from the status of a discipline 
learned only by rote memorization, studied in 
private houses and under shade trees, into a 
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huge complex field with different branches and 
ample opportunities, offered through all types 
of media.
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Nigerian Arabic ��Subsaharan Africa

Nisba

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The term nisba refers to an adjective which is 
derived from a noun. The nisba is sometimes 
called � ±i�àfa (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb III, 335). It 
is first aimed at creating adjectives related to 
countries, tribes, cities, and persons (Ibn �Aqìl, 
Šar™ II, 471) and thus plays an important role 
in personal names (see Sec. 5). 

There are many ways in Arabic to form the 
nisba: (i) insertion of the infix –iyy– between 
the noun and the declensional ending, which 
is by far the most common way; (ii) insertion 
of the infix –àniyy–, which denotes an inten-
sive meaning and is used today mainly in the 
dialects; and (iii) the patterns fa��àl, fà�il, fa�il, 
fa�àlin (al-fa�àlì), mif �àl, and mif �ìl, which are 
no longer productive. The nisba is an adjective 
and is declined regularly, according to general 
adjectival patterns and grammatical rules.

For cases in which the formation of the 
nisba was doubtful or problematic, early 
grammarians relied on what they heard from 
the Bedouin Arabs or deduced the form by 
analogy (qiyàs) with existing forms. Quite 
often, they would even give more than one 
possibility and indicate their preference. Their 
aim was not only to prescribe or describe but 
also to make clear the underlying structures 
(Versteegh 1997:74).

Reading the examples given by the grammar-
ians, one might wonder about the purpose of 
forming a nisba from certain kinds of words: 
peculiar words (‘little shark’, ‘young female 
slave’), words which already have an adjec-
tival meaning (‘long’, ‘good’), non-nominals 
(‘if’, ‘how much’), numbers (‘fifteen’), phrases 
(‘the father of Bakr’, ‘sons of dogs’), complete 
sentences (‘he carried evil’), and even words 
that are already morphologically nisbas (aš-
šàfi�iyy, name of the founder of a school of 
law). Actually, one should bear in mind that all 
of these are or could be personal names (par-
ticularly nicknames), and as such are in need 
of a nisba.
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2. T h e  i n f i x  – I Y Y –

The infix –iyy– is the most common way to form 
a nisba. It is inserted between the word and 
the declensional ending. Since the declensional 
endings tend to be left out in the oral realiza-
tion of Modern Arabic, the masculine singular 
form of this infix is generally pronounced and 
transcribed –ì. In this article, it is transcribed 
fully in order to avoid confusion with the 1st 
person pronominal suffix –ì. Compare manzilì 
‘my home’ (underlying structure /manzil–ì/) and 
manzilì ‘domestic’ (underlying structure /man-
zil–iyy–/). 

The infix –iyy– is declined regularly. The fem-
inine singular form is –iyyat–; the dual forms 
are –iyyàni/–iyyayni; and the plural forms are 
–iyyùna/–iyyìna and –iyyàt–.

The infix is generally added to the masculine 
singular form of the word. Thus, the six words 
muslim, muslima, muslimàni, muslimatàni, mus-
limùna, muslimàt ‘Muslim [masc. sg., fem. sg., 
masc. du., fem. du., masc. pl., fem. pl]’ share 
the same nisba: muslimiyy.

The feminine singular nisba, –iyyat–, has in 
more recent times been used to create neolo-
gisms and abstract nouns (Sublet 1993:54) such 
as ta�bìr ‘expression’: ta�bìriyya ‘expressive-
ness’; huwa ‘he’: huwiyya ‘identity’. The femi-
nine plural nisba, –iyyàt–, is also used to form 
abstract nouns, e.g. luÿa ‘language’: luÿawiyyàt 
‘linguistics’; ßawt ‘sound’: ßawtiyyàt ‘phonetics’ 
(� terminology).

In some cases, the addition of the infix may 
cause phonetic changes. If the word already 
ends in two yà±s, they are simply replaced by 
the infix –iyy– (kursiyy ‘chair’: kursiyy). If the 
word ends in an ±alif maqßùra or ±alif manqùßa, 
these are deleted (™ubàrà ‘bustard’: ™ubàriyy; 
mu�tadin ‘aggressor’: mu�tadiyy). If the vowel 
before the last consonant is a kasra, it changes 
into a fat™a (malik ‘king’: malakiyy; namir 
‘panther’: namariyy). If the word contains the 
sequence -yyi- before the last consonant, this 
is replaced by –y–/ (†ayyib ‘good’: †aybiyy). If 
the word is of the pattern fa�ìla and its root 
is neither hollow nor contains a geminate, it 
changes to the pattern fa�aliyy (™anìfa ‘ortho-
dox’: ™anafiyy; but †awìla ‘long’: †awìliyy, 
because the root is hollow). If the word is of the 
pattern fu�ayl or fu�ayla and its root is neither 
hollow nor contains a geminate, it turns to the 
pattern fu�aliyy (qurayš ‘little shark’: qurašiyy; 

juhayna ‘little girl’: juhaniyy; but jalìla ‘vener-
able’: jalìliyy, because here the root contains a 
geminate). In phrases and sentences, the second 
element is deleted unless it is the more mean-
ingful, so that the first part is deleted (xamsata 
�ašar ‘fifteen’: xamsiyy; ±abù bakr ‘the father of 
Bakr’: bakriyy; ibn az-zubayr ‘the son of az-
Zubayr’: zubayriyy; �abd manàf ‘the slave of 
Manaf’: manàfiyy; ta±abba†a šarran ‘he carried 
evil’: ta±abba†iyy). In compounds it depends 
on the case (™a�ramawt ‘Hadramawt [a region 
in modern Yemen]’: ™a�ramiyy; but ba�albakk 
‘Baalbek [a city in Lebanon]’: ba�liyy). In birad-
ical non-nominals, the second consonant may 
be doubled (kam ‘how much?’: kammiyy; law 
‘if’: lawwiyy).

In some cases, a hidden root consonant may 
resurface in the nisba, and there is some-
times a discussion among grammarians about 
the nature of this hidden consonant, as in 
±ab ‘father’: ±abawiyy; sana ‘year’: sanawiyy 
or sanahiyy; šafa ‘lip’: šafiyy or šafahiyy or 
šafawiyy; ™ir ‘female genitals’: ™ira™iyy (sic!; cf. 
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb III, 359.3–4)

There are exceptions to these general rules. 
For example, in some rare cases the nisba 
can be formed from the plural form of the 
noun, especially for personal names (banù 
kilàb ‘sons of dogs’: kilàbiyy; ±anßàr ‘support-
ers [of Mu™ammad in Medina]’: ±anßàriyy), 
nouns that do not have a singular form (±abàbìl 
‘ababil birds’: ±abàbìliyy), or nouns that have 
a different meaning in the singular (al-jazìra 
‘the island’: jazìriyy; but al-jazà±ir ‘Algeria’: 
jazà±iriyy ‘Algerian’). There are other notable 
exceptions, with no explanation, such as the 
nisba of baßra (a city in modern Iraq): bißriyy 
instead of *baßriyy (sic!; cf. Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
III, 336.2; Ibn �Aqìl, Šar™ II, 471.2–3); marw 
(modern Mary, a city in Turkmenistan): mar-
waziyy. 

In many cases, especially in some dialects, /w/ 
is added before the infix –iyy–, which surfaces 
as –awiyy– or –àwiyy–. The word itself may 
undergo minor modifications. The addition of 
this wàw depends on the number of syllables 
in the word, as well as on the final phonemes 
of the word. It occurs after biradical words 
(ibn ‘son’: banawiyy; dam ‘blood’: damawiyy; 
i�nàn ‘two’: �anawiyy); after short words end-
ing in ±alif maqßùra (fatà ‘adolescent’: fatawiyy; 
but muß†afà ‘Mustafa’: muß†afiyy, because it 
is a longer word); after short words ending 
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in ±alif manqùßa (šajin ‘worried’: šajawiyy; but 
mu�tadin ‘aggressor’: mu�tadiyy, because it is 
a longer word); after short words ending in 
double /yy/ (nabiyy ‘prophet’: nabawiyy; ™ayy 
‘alive’: ™ayawiyy); after words with the femi-
nine ending -à± (ßa™rà± ‘desert’: ßa™ràwiyy; but 
kisà± ‘garment’: kisà±iyy, because here -à± is 
not a feminine ending); after short words with 
the feminine ending Cyat–, where C is any 
consonant (zinya ‘last child’: zinawiyy); after 
words whose root is weak (qußayy [a male 
given name]: qußawiyy; ±umayya ‘young female 
slave’: ±umawiyy). If the root is both assimilated 
and weak, the initial wàw is restored (šiya 
‘blotch’: wišawiyy).

In some rare cases, a hamza is added and the 
infix surfaces as –à±iyy–. This applies generally 
to words with the feminine ending –àyat–, as 
in siqàya ‘irrigation’: siqà±iyy. Here, the ending 
and the infix combine into a new ending. 

These are only a few examples, but the gram-
marians present many more detailed cases, and 
quite often they give two or three possible nisbas 
for one word. For example, ±àya ‘verse’ may have 
the following nisbas: ±à±iyy, ±àyiyy, and ±àwiyy, 
both because it is a short word and because it 
ends with a radical consonant yà±; and Úabya 
‘female gazelle’ may have the following nisbas: 
Úabyiyy and Úabawiyy, according to usage.

There are also many exceptions to the pre-
ceding rules, such as zakariyyà± [a male given 
name]: zakariyyàwiyy, although the ending à± 
is not feminine; qà�in ‘judge’: qà�iyy, although 
it is a short word. 

In modern reference grammars (±Afÿànì 
1971; Ni�ma 1973), the morphological rules 
for the formation of the –iyy– nisba are very 
simplified, especially the rules for the addition 
of a consonant before the infix.

3. T h e  i n f i x  – â N I Y Y –

In some cases, the infix –àniyy– is used instead 
of –iyy– in order to indicate an ‘intensive’ 
nisba. In Classical Arabic, it was used only for 
physical traits (li™ya ‘beard’: li™yàniyy ‘wear-
ing a long beard’; raqaba ‘neck’: raqabàniyy 
‘stiff-necked’; ša�r ‘hair’: ša�ràniyy ‘having 
strong hair’). In many dialects, this intensive 
nisba is used more frequently than the regu-
lar –iyy– (compare ±amrìkiyy and ±amrìkàniyy 
‘American’; ta™tiyy and ta™tàniyy ‘lower’).

4. T h e  p a t t e r n s  F A � � â L ,  F â � I L , 

F A � I L ,  F A � â L I N  ( A L - F A � â L î ) ,  M I F � â L  A N D 

M I F � î L 

When the nisba is used to indicate the pro-
fession of the person represented in the root 
noun, such as ‘related to clothes’, ‘related to 
bread’, ‘related to camels’, the pattern fa��àl 
is used, as in �iyàb ‘clothes’: �awwàb ‘he who 
sells clothes’; xubz ‘bread’: xabbàz ‘baker’; ßarf 
‘expense’: ßarràf ‘money changer’. 

When the nisba is used to indicate a rela-
tionship meaning ‘possessor of’, the patterns 
fà�il, fa�il, mif �àl, and mif �ìl are used, as in dir� 
‘armor’: dàri� ‘armored’; nabl ‘arrow’: nàbil 
‘archer’; †a�àm ‘food’: †a�im ‘possessor of food’; 
libàs ‘clothes’: labis ‘possessor of clothes’; �i†r 
‘perfume’: mi�†àr ‘possessor of perfume’; ™u�ur 
‘speed’: mi™�ìr ‘running fast’.

The pattern fa�àlin (al-fa�àlì) also carries a 
nisba meaning, as in yaman ‘Yemen’: yamànin 
‘Yemenite’; aš-ša±m ‘Syria’: ša±àmin ‘Syrian’. 

These patterns are no longer productive in 
modern Arabic to build new nisbas.

5. T h e  N I S B A  i n  t h e  o n o m a s t i c 
s e q u e n c e

For general information about the use of the 
nisba in onomastics, see Caetani and Gabrieli 
(1915), Schimmel (1989), and Sublet (1991, 
1993). The nisba ‘name of relation’ reveals 
the privileged participation of a personage 
in a determinate geographic space, as in the 
ethnonym al-qàhirì, or in a definite sociocul-
tural area, as in al-±anßàrì (cf. Fierro 2004), 
al-™anbalì, aß-ßùfì. (In this section, the nisba 
ending is transliterated by ì instead of iyy, 
according to conventional usage in transliterat-
ing names.) Whether the onomastic sequence 
by which a person is designated is short or 
expanded, the nisba is always placed at the end 
(� proper names).

In fact, in contrast to the ism or the kunya, 
the nisba is not the primary component of 
the medieval Arabic name. Most of the per-
sons mentioned by al-Jawzjànì (d. 259/873), 
for instance, in his ±A™wàl ar-rijàl, do not 
have any nisba. The nisba, however, supplies 
a complement of information often significant. 
Sometimes, it differentiates between homonyms, 
for example, one kunya from another in al-±Azdì 

  nisba 379

EALL_N_326-454.indd   379 10/4/2007   5:36:11 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(d. 374/984; ±Asmà± 29), who distinguishes 
between ±Abù ±Umàma al-Bàhilì, ±Abù ±Umàma 
al-±Anßàrì, and ±Abù ±Umàma al-£àri�ì. The 
nisba’s special function is to reveal the socio-
cultural links of the person (properties, tribe, 
family, sect, clientele, teacher, legal ma�hab). 
This is above all the case in the great bio-
graphical repertories from the Mamluk period 
(Ayalon 1975). In aß-Íafadì (d. 764/1263) and 
al-Maqrìzì (d. 845/1441), as well as in Ibn 
£ajar al-�Asqalànì (d. 852/1449) and as-Saxàwì 
(d. 902/1497), the nisba can be aggregated dif-
ferently, according to the wish of the author of 
the biographical notices. Different authors may 
present the same person with different chains 
of nisbas, giving the reader a very precise but 
nuanced idea of what his life was like.

Thus, the sequence composed by al-Maqrìzì 
about one of his contemporaries, ±Ismà�ìl ibn 
±Ibràhìm ibn �Abd aß-Íamad, includes five nis-
bas: al-Hàšimì al-�Aqìlì al-Jabartì aß-Íùfì aš-
Šàfi�ì (Maqrìzì, �Uqùd I, 404-406). Ibn £ajar 
al-�Asqalànì, in turn, composed a notice on this 
same person, whom he regarded as one of his 
teachers (Ibn £ajar, Mu�jam III, 85, no. 447), 
attributing to him only two nisbas: al-Jabartì 
�umma az-Zabìdì, this last nisba being the trans-
formation of the expression nazìl Zabìd, which 
we find at the end of al-Maqrìzì’s onomastic 
sequence. As for as-Saxàwì, while he picks up 
the nomenclature of al-Maqrìzì, he remains 
faithful to his teacher Ibn £ajar: al-Hàšimì 
al-�Aqìlì al-Jabartì �umma az-Zabìdì aš-Šàfi�ì 
(Saxàwì, Îaw± II, 282–283, no. 893). Here, 
the nisba aß-ßùfì, which connects the person to 
the world of the mystics, has disappeared. Aš-
Šawkànì (d. 1250/1834) follows his example, 
using precisely the same combination as as-
Saxàwì (Šawkànì, Badr I, 139). Thus, the nisba 
can disappear from an onomastic sequence from 
one author to another, but it can also acquire 
additional specifications. By the expression as-
saxàwì al-±aßl al-qàhirì al-mawlid we under-
stand that this person’s family hailed from Saxà 
(a village in West Fus†à†), but he himself was 
born in Cairo. The most relevant words are al-
±aßl (his origin, whether of the person himself or 
of one of his ancestors), al-mawlid (his birth), 
al-manša± (where the person grew up, received 
his first education, or even more), ad-dàr (his 
residence), al-mawqi� (his situation, especially 
with regard to the legal ma�hab he belonged 
to), and al-wafàt (his death).

A nisba may be equivocal for two main rea-
sons: (i) defective script (without subscripted 
points, al-jamalì can be confused with al-
™amulì); and (ii) homonymy (possible confu-
sion between different nisbas, e.g. al-™anafì, 
formed from the tribal name of the Banù 
£anìfa, and al-™anafì, formed from the name 
of the founder of the £anafì ma�hab, al-±Imàm 
±Abù £anìfa). These difficulties are amplified 
when the nisba reaches the level of the ‘name 
of celebrity’ (šuhra). In order to deal with these 
difficulties, medieval authors at an early age 
composed specific works collecting and sorting 
all the problematic nisbas. For problems with 
unvocalized spelling, al-±Azdì’s Muštabih may 
be mentioned here, and for problems arising 
out of homonymy, al-Qaysarànì’s ±Ansàb. 

The most important of the onomastic works 
is certainly the Kitàb al-±ansàb ‘Book of gene-
alogies and proper names of relation’ by ±Abù 
Sa�d as-Sam�ànì (d. 562/1166). This book was 
abridged and corrected by �Izz ad-Dìn Ibn 
al-±A�ìr (d. 630/1233; Ibn al-±A�ìr, Lubàb), 
which in its turn was abridged and revised by 
the Egyptian polygraph Jalàl ad-Dìn as-Suyù†ì 
(d. 911/1505; Suyù†ì, Lubb al-lubàb). Thus, 
the nisba was, in both scholarly and folk 
literature (Galley 2003), not only the way by 
which persons were described in their own 
personal history but also in their strong adher-
ence to any number of group identities. This 
usage was abandoned in the course of the 20th 
century.
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Nominal Clauses

Nominal clauses in Arabic ( jumal ismiyya) 
are clauses in which the first constituent is a 
nominal expression (mubtada± ‘that which is 
begun with, inchoative’; � ibtidà±), of which the 
remaining subconstituent of the clause (� xabar 
‘news, announcement’) is predicated. Mubtada± 
and xabar are translated here as ‘initial Noun 
Phrase (NP)’ and ‘report’, respectively. The 
report constituent has two basic types. The first 
is a complete � ‘verbal clause’ containing a pro-
noun ràbi† ‘binder, connector’ which ‘resumes’ 
or is bound by the initial NP, as illustrated in 
(1) and (8) below. The second type is headed by 
a nonverbal � predicate, such as an adjective 
(13a), participle (13b), preposition (13c), or 
noun phrase (13d). The initial NP must also be 
definite or ‘specific’. Nominal clauses with ver-
bal reports have two subtypes: those in which 
the initial NP is construed as the subject of the 
verb (1), and those in which the initial NP is 
construed as an object or oblique argument of 
the report (8), or possibly as an argument of a 
more deeply embedded clause (10).

Western grammarians have studied whether 
initial NPs in these different kinds of nominal 
clauses can be analyzed uniformly as either � 
subjects or � topics, or whether the different 
types require different analyses. The consen-
sus seems to be that in some nominal clauses 
the initial NP is a topic, while in others it is a 
subject. However, certain recent studies suggest 
that at least some initial NPs that appear to be 
topics may also have subject properties.
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1. N o m i n a l  c l a u s e s  w i t h 
 v e r b a l  r e p o r t s

The first major category of nominal clauses are 
those in which the report constituent is a verbal 
clause. There are two subtypes: those in which 
the initial NP is construed as the subject of the 
verb, and those in which it is construed as a 
more oblique argument.

1.1. Nominal clauses with initial subjects

The first subtype of verbal report takes the ini-
tial NP as its subject (‘initial subject’):

(1) a. al-±awlàdu la�abù
  the-boys.mp-Nom play.Perf.3mp
  kurat-a l-qadam
  ball-Acc the-foot
  ‘The boys played football’
 b. al-banàt-u yadrusna
  the-girls.fs-Nom study.Imperf.3fp.
   Ind
  l-qawà�id-a
  the-grammar
  ‘The girls study grammar’

Some grammarians analyze initial subjects 
as topics occupying a left-dislocated position 
(Bakir 1980; Fassi-Fehri 1988, 1991, 1993; 
Ouhalla 1988, 1991, 1994; Demirdache 1991; 
Plunkett 1993, 1996). Others argue that initial 
subjects are not topics but rather preverbal sub-
jects (Mohammad 1988, 1990, 2000; Bolotin 
1995; Benmamoun 2000; Bahloul and Harbert 
2002).

Four generalizations are at stake:

i. Like other initial NPs, the initial subject 
must be semantically definite or specific;

ii. The dependency between an initial sub-
ject and the subject position of the report 
is more local than are the dependencies 
between nonsubject initial NPs and their 
ràbi†-pronouns;

iii. The initial subjects, like other initial NPs, 
must precede fronted constituents (� front-
ing) such as question words or preposi-
tional phrases;

iv. In Standard Arabic, initial subjects con-
trol full � agreement on the verb, while 
a postverbal subject controls only gender 
 agreement.

The two approaches focus on different subsets 
of (i)–(iv). Treating initial subjects as left-dis-
located topics accounts for generalizations (i), 
(iii), and (iv). According to this approach, the 
agreement marking on the verb, and in particu-
lar nonsingular number marking, is an incor-
porated pronoun which acts as the ràbi† for 
the initial subject. This captures the distinction 
made in generalization (iv), a well-known con-
trast in the 3rd person paradigm between initial 
subjects and postverbal subjects (� agreement). 
Postverbal subjects control only agreement in 
gender, the verb being marked in the singular 
(2), while initial subjects control full agreement 
in gender and number (3).

(2) a. jà±at al-banàt-u
  come.Perf.3fs the-girls.fp-Nom
  ‘The girls came’
 b. *ji±na l-banàt-u
  come.Perf.3fp the-girls.fp-Nom

(3) a. al-banàt-u ji±na
  the-girls.fp-Nom come.Perf.3fp
  ‘(As for) the girls, they came’
 b. *al-banàt-u jà±at
  the-girls.fp-Nom come.Perf.3fs

The analysis also captures the generalization in 
point (iii) by predicting data reported by Bakir 
(1980) and Fassi-Fehri (1982, cited by Plunkett 
1993:243–244) which show that the initial 
subject must precede fronted elements (see also 
Lalami 1995 for Moroccan Arabic):

(4) a. a†-†ullàbu, matà
  the-students.mp-Nom when
  �ahabù ±ila l-�iràq?
  go.Perf.3mp to the-Iraq
  ‘The students, when did they go to Iraq?’
  (Bakir 1980:128)
 b. *matà †-†ullàbu �ahabù ±ila l-�iràq?

If left-dislocated NPs occupy a position higher 
than and to the left of the position occupied by 
fronted constituents, then initial subjects are 
left-dislocated. Likewise, generalization (ii) is 
easily captured by the left-dislocation analysis, 
because a simple constraint can be stated for 
all initial NPs requiring them to be definite or 
specific (� specificity).

The competing approach to initial subjects 
treats them as subjects proper because they 
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behave more like English subjects than English 
topics. Mohammad (2000) argues that point 
(ii) – that initial subjects are in a more local 
dependency with their predicates than other 
initial NPs – shows that a different kind of 
dependency holds between an initial subject 
and the subject position in which it is construed 
than holds between a nonsubject initial NP and 
its ràbi†.

In (5), for example, al-ijtimà� ‘the meeting’ 
is construed as the subject of the embedded 
verb ™aßala ‘took place’. In (5a), it is an initial 
subject taking the clause headed by ™aßala as 
its report, while in (5b) it is the postverbal 
subject position. This complement clause is 
itself embedded within the interrogative clause 
headed by tatasà±alu ‘wonders’:

(5) qàlat zaynab-u
 say.Perf.3fs Zainab.fs-Nom
 ±inna-hà tatasà±alu . . .
 that-cl3fs wonder.Imperf.3fs.Ind
 ‘Zainab said that she wonders . . .’
 a. [man idda�à ±anna
  who claim.Perf.3ms that
  l-ijtimà�-a ™aßala
  the-meeting.ms-Acc occur.Perf.3ms
  fì baÿdàd-a]
  in Baghdad-Gen

‘. . . who claimed that the meeting took 
place in Baghdad’

 b. [man idda�à ±anna fi
  who claim.Perf.3ms that in
  baÿdàd-a ™aßala
  Baghdad-Gen occur.Perf.3ms
  l-ijtimà�-a]
  the-meeting.ms-Acc

The examples in (6a, 6b) are variations on (5a, 
5b), with left-dislocation of al-ijtimà�. (6a) is 
acceptable, while (6b) is not. The dependency in 
(6a) between al-ijtimà�-u and the ràbi†-pronoun 
crosses the WH-island headed by tatasà±alu. In 
contrast, the unacceptable (6b) associates al-
ijtimà�-u with the postverbal subject position 
of ™aßala, the unacceptability being due to the 
dependency crossing the WH-island boundary:

(6) al-ijtimà�-ui qàlat
 the-meeting.ms-Nom say.Perf.3fs
 zaynab-u ±inna-hà
 Zainab.fs-Nom that-cl3fs
 tatasà±alu
 wonder.Imperf.3fs.Ind

 a. [man idda�à ±anna-hu
  who claim.Perf.3ms that-cl3ms
  ™aßala fì baÿdàd-a]
  happen.Perf.3ms in Baghdad-Gen
 b. [man idda�à ±anna 
  who claim.Perf.3ms that 
  ™aßalati] fì baÿdàd-a
  happen.Perf.3ms in Baghdad-Gen

‘The meeting, Zeinab said that she won-
ders who claimed that it took place in 
Baghdad’

If agreement marking on the verb functions as 
a ràbi†-pronoun, as claimed by the left-disloca-
tion approach, then (6b) should be acceptable, 
because it should be the same kind of island-
crossing dependency as seen in (6a). Moham-
mad (2000) takes the unacceptability of the 
example to indicate that initial subjects are 
not left-dislocated from the postverbal subject 
position but rather are associated with it by 
NP-raising.

This conclusion is supported by data from 
Bakir (1980:162–163), showing that a sentence 
with two initial NPs of the same number and 
gender can only be construed with the second 
initial NP as the subject of the verb:

(7) fà†imat-u hind-un
 Fatima.fs-Nom Hind.fs-Nom
 ra±at-hà
 see.Perf.3fs-cl3fs 
 ‘Fatima, Hind saw her’
 *‘Hind, Fatima saw her’
 (Bakir 1980:163)

The potential ambiguity caused by the identical 
gender and number values for the two initial 
NPs is resolved by interpreting the second ini-
tial NP as a nondislocated subject.

1.2. Topicalization and nominal clauses

In the second subtype of verbal report con-
stituents, the initial NP is associated with a 
resumptive pronoun in a more oblique position 
(� resumption). Clauses of this type are often 
analyzed as involving left-dislocation of the ini-
tial NP. This means that the initial NP is ‘dislo-
cated’ to a position outside of the clause where 
it fills a discourse role (such as � topic or � 
focus), rather than an argument or � thematic 
role (such as subject, object, or oblique). It is 
‘linked’ or ‘bound’ (� binding) to a ràbi†-pro-
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noun occupying an object or oblique position 
within the report constituent:

(8) a. hind-un, sami �a-hà
  Hind.fs-Nom hear.Perf.3ms-cl3fs
  mu™ammad-un
  Mohammad.ms-Nom
  ‘Hind, Mohammad heard her’
 b. aš-šàri �-u, qàbaltu
  the-street.ms-nom meet.Perf.1s
  sàlim-an fì-hi
  Salim.ms-Acc in-cl3ms
  ‘The street, I meet Salim on it’
 c. fà†imat-u, ištaraytu
  Fatima.fs-Nom buy.Perf.1s
  kitàb-a-hà l-±ams-a
  book-Acc-cl3fs the-yesterday-Acc
  ‘Fatima, I bought her book yesterday’
 d. al-mu�allimùna, �ahabù
  the-teachers.mp.Nom go.Perf.3mp
  ±ilà buyùt-i-him
  to houses-Gen-cl3mp

‘The teachers, they went to their houses’
  (Bakir 1980:60–61)

Clauses can contain more than one left-dislo-
cated NP, showing that one nominal clause 
can take another nominal clause as its report 
constituent:

(9) a. hind-un, sàlim-un,
  Hind.fs-Nom Salim.ms-Nom
  ta�ribu-hu
  beat.Imperf.3fs-cl3ms
  ‘Hind, Salim, she beats him’
  (Bakir 1980:165)
 b. mu™ammad-un,
  Muhammad.ms-Nom
  as-sayyàrat-u, ±uxt-u-hu,
  the-car.fs-Nom sister.fs-Nom-cl3ms
  bà�a-ha la-hà
  sell.Perf.3ms-cl3fs to-cl3fs

‘Mohammad, the car, his sister, he sold 
it to her’

  (Bakir 1980:169)

Left-dislocation of the initial NP has been 
analyzed as insertion of the initial NP into 
the left-dislocated position (Bakir 1980; Ayoub 
1981; Fassi-Fehri 1982, 1988, 1991, 1993; 
Plunkett 1993; Lalami 1995). The � binding 
relationship between the initial NP and its 
ràbi†-pronoun is then established by a co-index-

ing rule. This is motivated by the insensitivity 
of the relationship between the initial NP and 
the ràbi† to syntactic island constraints (Ross 
1967), such as the Complex-NP Constraint 
(10a) or the WH-Island Constraint (10b):

(10) a. zayd-un, ±aÚunnu
  Zaid.ms-Nom believe.Imperf.1s.Ind
  r-rajul-a [lla�ì
  the-man.ms-Nom Rel.ms
  intaqada-hu
  criticize.Perf.3ms-cl3ms
  inta™ara]
  commit:suicide.Perf.3ms

‘(As for) Zaid, I believe that the man 
who criticized him committed suicide’

  (Mohammad 2000:68)
 b. al-walad-u, tasà±altu
  the-boy.ms-Nom wonder.Perf.1s
  [man ra±à-hu]
  who see.Perf.3ms-cl3ms

‘(As for) the boy, I wondered who 
saw him’

  (Mohammad 2000:67)

Island-sensitivity is widely assumed to be diag-
nostic of syntactic movement, so the depend-
encies in (8) show that the initial NPs are not 
associated with their ràbi†-pronouns by move-
ment and so must be base generated in the left-
dislocated position.

Evidence from Lebanese Arabic, provided 
by Aoun and Benmamoun (1998), Aoun, a.o. 
(2001), and Aoun and Li (2003), shows that 
initial NPs that are in island-violating depend-
encies should be distinguished from those that 
are not. This is because an initial NP in an 
island-compliant dependency can be interpreted 
in the position occupied by its ràbi†-pronoun. 
To illustrate, in (11) the possessive pronoun 
inside the initial NP talmìz-a ‘her student’ is 
interpreted as bound by the quantificational NP 
këll m�allme ‘every teacher’.

(11) talmìz-a š-ši†àn
 student.ms-cl3fs the-naughty.ms
 b-ta�rfo ±ënno
 Ind-know.Imperf.2p that
 këll m�allmet
 every teacher.fs
 ±à±ßët-o
 punish.Perf.3fs-cl3ms
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 ‘Her naughty student, you know that 
every teacheri punished him’
‘You know that every teacher punished 
her naughty student’
(Aoun and Benmamoun 1998:580)

This is an example of syntactic reconstruction, 
a process which is also taken to be diagnostic 
of syntactic movement.

By contrast, when the initial NP is separated 
from its ràbi†-pronoun by a syntactic island, 
the reconstructed interpretation is not available 
and the pronoun must be assigned an interpre-
tation from the context, as in (12).

(12) talmìz-a š-ši†àn
 student.ms-cl3fs the-naughty.ms
 fallayto ±ablma këll
 leave.Perf.2p before every 
 m�allme t±à±aßët-o
 teacher.fs punish.Imperf.3fs-cl3ms
 ‘Herj/*i naughty student, you know that 

every teacheri punished him’
 (Aoun and Benmamoun 1998:580)

The conclusions here are that (i) at least some 
initial NPs are moved into the initial  position 
and (ii) the resumptive (� resumption) pronouns 
they bind are not independent constituents but 
rather pronounced traces of movement.

2. C o p u l a r  c l a u s e s

The second major category of nominal clauses 
are those in which the report constituent is 
headed by nonverbal predicates, such as adjec-
tives (13a), participles (13b), prepositions (13c), 
and nouns (13d).

(13) a. �ìsà †awìlu ß-ßabr
  Isa.ms long.ms-Nom the-patience
  ‘Isa is very patient’
 b. xalìl-un
  Khalil.ms-Nom
  nà±im-un fì
  sleep.Act.Part.ms-Nom in
  l-bayt-i
  the-house-Gen
  ‘Khalil is sleeping in the house’
 c. jareš fì šamàl-i ÿarb-i
  Jaresh in north-Gen west-Gen
  l-±urdunn
  the-Jordan 
  ‘Jaresh is in the northwest of Jordan’

 d. dayzi l-±amìr kàtibat-un
  Daisy al-Amir writer.fs-Nom
  �iràqiyyat-un
  Iraqi.fs-Nom
  ‘Daisy al-Amir is an Iraqi writer’

Clauses of this type are often called copular 
clauses.

In copular clauses, the report constituents 
are lexical or simplex predicates lacking a 
subject argument. For this reason, the initial 
NPs are usually analyzed as subjects because 
they saturate the predicate (Jelinek 1981, 1983; 
Fassi-Fehri 1982; Eid 1991; Plunkett 1993; 
Mohammad 1998; Eisele 1999, who treats 
them as left-dislocated). Furthermore, as noted 
by Fassi-Fehri (1982, cited by Plunkett 1993), 
unlike initial subjects with verbal report con-
stituents, the initial NP in a nonverbal predica-
tion can follow a question word, as in (14).

(14) a. kayfa l-jaww-u fi
  how the-weather.ms-Nom in
  š-šità±-i?
  the-winter-Gen
  ‘How is the weather in the winter?’
  (Plunkett 1993:245)
 b. *al-jaww-u kayfa fì š-šità±-i?

Nonetheless, initial NPs in copular clauses must 
still be definite or specific (� specificity).

An important subtype of copular clauses are 
those in which the report is a definite noun 
phrase. These are referred to as equational 
clauses and require that the initial NP and the 
report be linked by a ‘pronoun of separation’ 
(�amìr al-faßl ), also known as a ‘copular pro-
noun’, as in (15).

(15) a. marwàn-un huwa
  Marwan.ms-Nom cl.3ms
  †-†awìl-u
  the-tall.ms-Nom
  ‘Marwan is the tall one’
 b. al-™aqìqat-u hiya ±anna-nì
  the-truth.fs-Nom cl.fs that-cl1s  

 lam ±aqra±
  not.Past read.Juss.1s
  al-wàjib-a
  the-assignment-Acc

‘The truth is that I did not read the 
assignment’
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The pronoun of separation is required to make 
it clear that the report constituent is not an 
adjectival or appositive modifier (16a) and that 
the whole string has clausal structure (16b).

(16) a. ±a™mad-u †-†awìl-u
  Ahmad.ms-Nom the-tall.ms-Nom
  ‘Ahmad the tall, tall Ahmad’
 b. ±a™mad-u huwa
  Ahmad cl.3ms
  †-†awìl-u
  the-tall.ms-Nom
  ‘Ahmad is the tall one’

The copular pronoun has been analyzed as an 
auxiliary, in the same category as verbs like 
kàna ‘to be’ (Jelinek 1982; Eid 1983, 1991; 
Awwad 1987; Shlonsky 1997), and, in some 
dialects, as part of the � negation morpheme 
miš (Eid 1991, 1993). Eid (1983, 1991, 1993) 
and Awwad (1987), for example, note that cop-
ular pronouns can host the ma-. . .-š negation 
circumfix, which attaches primarily to verbs 
or auxiliaries. This suggests that the pronoun 
itself is an auxiliary. A copular pronoun host-
ing negation (called a ‘pronoun of negation’) 
also licenses � pro-drop, a property shared 
with verbal stems but lacking for the simplex 
negation miš, as in (17a, 17b) from Egyptian 
Arabic.

(17) a. (ana) ma-nì-š sakna hina
  I.1s not-cl1s-Neg living.fs here
  ‘I am not living here’
 b. *(ana) miš sakna hina
  I.1s not living.fs here
  ‘I am not living here’
  Egyptian Arabic (Eid 1991:51)

Likewise, Eid (1991) shows that the copular 
pronoun can be used to contrast an auxiliary, 
as in (18).

(18) �ali ma-kan-š
 Ali.ms not-be.Perf.3ms-Neg
 il-mudarris, �ali huwwa il-mudarris
 the-teacher Ali.ms he the-teacher
 ‘Ali WASN’T the teacher, Ali IS the teacher’
 (Eid 1991:49)

The first clause is in the past tense, and its 
truth value is being negated and corrected by 

the assertion of present tense in the second 
conjunct. Therefore, what is being contrasted is 
the information expressed by the tense-nodes in 
the clauses and, therefore, by the auxiliary ele-
ment. Because the copular pronoun is providing 
this contrast, it appears to be in the auxiliary 
position.

3. A r a b i c  a s  a  t o p i c - p r o m i n e n t 
l a n g u a g e

Recently, it has been argued that initial NPs in 
non-island-compliant dependencies are in fact 
a kind of subject called ‘broad subject’ (Doron 
1996; Doron and Heycock 1999; Heycock and 
Doron 2003; Alexopoulou a.o. 2004). A broad 
subject is the subject of a clause in which the 
predicate is itself a clause. The claim is that 
Arabic clausal predications can be based on 
both lexical predicates and derived, relative-
clause-like predicates. It differs in this respect 
from languages like English, in which only 
lexical predicates may be the basis of a clausal 
predication.

The evidence for this claim is that broad 
subjects share four properties with the subjects 
of lexical predicates that distinguish them from 
initial NPs which are interpreted as topics. The 
first property is that a report constituent can be 
conjoined with a lexical predicate:

(19) sayyàrat-ì, [lawn-u-hà 
 car.fs-cl1s color.ms-Nom-cl3fs
 zahiyy-un] wa-[maftù™at-un
 bright.ms and-open.fs-Nom
 min al-±a�là]
 from the-above
 ‘My car, its color is bright and [it is] a 

convertible’
 ‘My car is brightly colored and a 

 convertible’
 (Doron and Heycock 1999:73)

The Coordinate Structure Constraint (Ross 1967) 
predicts that a constituent associated with a 
particular grammatical function in one con-
junct must be associated with the same gram-
matical function in the other. Since the second 
conjunct in (19) is an incomplete predicate if it 
occurs by itself as in (20), the initial NP in (19) 
must be construed as its subject.
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(20) a. sayyàrat-ì maftù™at-un min
  car.fs-cl1s open.fs-Nom from
  al-±a�là
  the-above

‘My car is open from above’ or ‘My 
car is a convertible’

 b. *maftù™at-un min al-±a�là

According to the Coordinate Structure Con-
straint, if the initial NP (19) is the grammatical 
subject of the second conjunct, it must be the 
grammatical subject of the first conjunct as well.

The second property is that initial NPs can be 
semantically nonreferring, while topics must be 
referential. For example, the initial NP in (21) 
is a negative polarity item, and hence a non-
referring expression:

(21) ±ayy-u muxrij-in
 any-Nom director.ms-Gen
 ±ajnabiyy-in, là
 foreign.ms-Gen not
 nu�ri�u ±aflàm-a-hu
 show.Imperf.1p.Ind films-Acc-cl3ms
 min dùni tarjamat-in
 without translation-Gen
 ‘Any foreign director, we don’t show his 

films without subtitles’
 ‘We don’t show any foreign director’s 

films without subtitles’
 (Doron and Heycock 1999:84)

The third property is that broad subjects appear 
to be used inside embedded clauses while topics 
cannot be:

(22) ±aÚunn-u d-dàr-a lawn-u-ha
 consider.Imperf.1s.Ind the-house.fs
 zahiyy-un
 color.ms-cl3fs bright.ms
 ‘I consider the house to be brightly colored’

The last property is that the initial NP is not 
associated with a particular discourse function 
such as topic or focus. Instead, the initial NP 
can fill either of these functions, a point which 
Bakir (1980:129–130) also makes about initial 
NPs filling the subject function:

(23) Lebanese Arabic
 a. mìn ša�ar-a †awìl
  who hair.ms-cl3fs long.ms
  ‘Whose hair is long?’

 b. rana ša�ar-a †awìl
  Rana.fs hair-cl3fs long.ms
  ‘Rana’s hair is long’
  (Alexopoulou a.o. 2004:337)

Doron and Heycock (1999), Alexopoulou a.o. 
(2004), and Heycock and Doron (2003) con-
clude that Arabic is a discourse configurational 
language, meaning that it uses the subject func-
tion to encode discourse relations in addition 
to thematic relations (see also Brustad 2000, 
Chap. 10).
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Nominalization

Event nominals, also known as verbal nouns, 
derived nominals, and action nominalizations, 
are nouns that refer to events, e.g. suqù† ‘fall-
ing’, wußùl ‘arrival’, tadmìr ‘destruction’ (� 
maßdar). This particular class of nouns has been 
subject to much discussion because it sheds doubt 
on the traditional distinction between nouns 
and verbs. The controversy stems from the fact 
that although event nominals display external 
syntactic properties typical of nouns, they seem 
to have internal verbal syntax. For example, 
event nominals occur in argument positions such 
as subjects and objects, yet they have argument 
structures, and their objects can be marked for 
the accusative case in Standard Arabic.

There are two main approaches to analyzing 
the mixed verbo-nominal properties of event 
nominals. The first is a derivational account based 
on the assumption that noun phrases headed 
by event nominals have underlying verbs, verb 
phrases, or complete clauses, and that there is a 
syntactic process of nominalization, namely V-
raising to N, that provides the nominal output 
(Lees 1960; Wise 1975; Levi 1978; Fassi Fehri 
1990, 1993; Hazout 1991, 1995; Borer 1995; 
Stepanov 1997; Rozwadowska 1997; Emonds 
2000; Fu a.o. 2001; Ogawa 2001). The other 
approach is the Lexicalist Hypothesis, which 
treats event nominals as lexically specified nouns 
with argument structures that must be satisfied 
(Chomsky 1970; Lebeaux 1986; Zubizarreta 
1987; Grimshaw 1990; Siloni 1997).

The motivation for treating event nominals 

388 nominalization

EALL_N_326-454.indd   388 10/4/2007   5:36:16 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



as nouns is based on the observation that they 
have morphosyntactic and semantic properties 
that are typical of nouns. For example, they 
gram-matically occur in argument positions, 
e.g. as subjects, objects, and complements 
of prepositions, as in (1a), (1b), and (1c), 
respectively.

(1a) (Standard Arabic)
 waqa�a infijàr-un fì 
 occurred-3ms explosion-Nom in
 baÿdàd
 Baghdad
 ‘An explosion occurred in Baghdad’

(1b) (Standard Arabic)
 intaÚar-tu wußùl-a �-�uyùf-i
 waited-1sg arrival-Acc the-guests-Gen
 ‘I waited for the arrival of the guests’

(1c) (Standard Arabic)
 waßala-t aš-šur†a ba�da
 arrived-3fs the-police after
 hurùb-i l-lißß-i
 escape-Gen the-thief-Gen
 ‘The police arrived after the escape of the 
 thief’

Occurring in argument positions is a necessary 
and sufficient characteristic of nouns, as they are 
the only forms that can be grammatically used 
in such positions. Moreover, event nominals 
carry case morphology according to their 
syntactic distribution, such as the nominative 
case in (1a), the accusative case in (1b), and the 
genitive case in (1c).

Other morphosyntactic properties that are 
restricted to noun phrases include the licensing 
of relative clauses, modification with adjectives, 
and heading � construct state constructions. 
Event nominals grammatically occur in these 
constructions, thus providing strong support 
for analyzing them as nouns. For example, the 
event nominal al-hujùm ‘the attack’ in (2a) is 
grammatically used as the head of a relative 
clause. In (2b), the nominal ÿiyàb ‘absence’ 
is modified by the adjective al-mutakarrir 
‘repetitive’ in a grammatical sequence. Finally, 
in (2c) the event nominal ÿurùb ‘setting’ forms 
a construct state construction with the theme of 
the setting event.

(2a) (Standard Arabic)
 al-hujùm alla�ì tazàmana ma�a
 the-attack which coincided with
 ziyàrat-i r-ra±ìsi
 visit-Gen the-president-Gen
 ‘The attack which coincided with the 
 president’s visit’

(2b) (Standard Arabic)
 fußila li-ÿiyàb-i-hi
 fired.Pass.3ms for-absence-Gen-his
 l-mutakarrir-i
 the-repetitive-Gen
 ‘He was fired because of his repeated 
 absences’

(2c) (Standard Arabic)
 taqàbal-nà ba�da ÿurùb-i
 met-1pl after setting-Gen
 š-šams-i
 the-sun-Gen
 ‘We met after the setting of the sun’

Among the semantic properties of event nom-
inals that support analyzing them as nouns is 
the fact that they can be marked for definiteness, 
both on a specific reading, as in (3a), and on 
a generic reading, as in (3b). In (3a) the 
event nominal i†-†alà± ‘the divorce’ refers to a 
particular incident that was completed an hour 
before speech time, whereas in (3b) the same 
event nominal does not refer to any particular 
event but rather to the event type of getting 
divorced in general.

(3a) (Egyptian Arabic)
 i†-†alà± tamm min sà�a
 the-divorce completed.3ms from hour
 ‘The divorce was completed an hour ago’

(3b) (Egyptian Arabic)
 i†-†alà± b-yi-�mil mašàkil
 the-divorce Imperf-3s-make problems
 kitìra
 many
 ‘Divorce causes a lot of problems’

Finally, event nominals can be quantified, 
as in (4a), where the event nominal ta™±ì± 
‘interrogation’ is bound by an existential 
quantifier, and in (4b), where the event nominal 
i™tiràq ‘burning’ is bound by a universal 
quantifier.
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(4a) (Egyptian Arabic)
 fì ta™±ì±
 there.is interrogation 
 šaÿÿàl guwwa
 working.Act.Part inside
 ‘There is an interrogation in progress 
 inside’

(4b) (Standard Arabic)
 kull i™tiràq ya-ntuju �an-hu
 every burning 3ms-result from-it
 �àni ±uksìd al-karbòn
 carbon dioxide
 ‘Every burning results in the release of 
 carbon dioxide’

Although event nominals share the above-
mentioned morphosyntactic and semantic fea-
tures with other types of nouns, the existence 
of certain properties suggests analyzing them as 
a separate class. Generally, event nominals do 
not have broken plurals, and the ones that have 
regular feminine plurals do not co-occur with the 
complete set of the arguments associated with 
their corresponding verbs. Event nominals such 
as suqùt ‘falling’, tadmìr ‘destruction’, and wußùl 
‘arrival’ have no broken or regular plural forms. 
In (5a), the event nominal wußùl ‘arrival’ denotes 
a single instance of arriving, and it licenses two 
arguments. The phrase in (5b), on the other hand, 
has two readings: a collective reading where the 
event nominal denotes a single event, if the 
guests arrive together, and a distributive reading 
where there are several events of arriving that 
occur at different times. Even on a distributive 
reading the event nominal cannot be pluralized, 
hence the ungrammaticality of (5c).

(5a) (Standard Arabic)
 wußùl munà l-bayt-a
 arrival Mona the-house-Acc
 ‘Mona’s arrival at the house’

(5b) (Standard Arabic)
 wußùl a�-�uyùf-i l-bayt-a
 arrival the-guests-Gen the-house-Acc
 ‘the guests’ arrival at the house’

(5c) (Standard Arabic)
 *wußùl-àt a�-�uyùf-i
 arrival-pl the-guests-Gen
 l-bayt-a
 the-house-Acc
 ‘the guests’ arrival at the house’

Some Standard Arabic nouns with nominaliza-
tion morphology have regular feminine plurals, 
e.g. intixàb-àt ‘elections’, tarmìm-àt ‘renova-
tions’, ta�zìz-àt ‘reinforcements’. These plural 
nouns do not refer to events, and they do not 
allow expressing the subject arguments of the 
verbs they are associated with. The singular 
event nominal ±ißlà™ ‘fixing’ in (6a) refers to 
a particular event of fixing that took a long 
time, and it co-occurs with both the Agent and 
the Patient argument, the latter of which is 
licensed via the preposition li- ‘for’. The plural 
form ±ißlà™àt ‘fixings’ in (6b), on the other 
hand, is ungrammatical when used to refer to 
events, even though there are multiple agents 
and patients indicating that there were several 
events of fixing.

(6a) istaÿraqa ±ißlà™ �alì li-s-sayyàra
 lasted.3ms fixing Ali for-the-car
 waqt-an †awìl-an
 time-Acc long-Acc
 ‘Ali’s fixing of the car took a long time’

(6b) *istaÿraqa-t ±ißlà™-àt
 lasted-3fs fixing-pl.
 al-fanniyy-ìna li-s-sayyàràt
 the-technicians-Gen for-the-cars
 ±awqàt-an †awìl-at-an
 times-Acc long-fem.-Acc
 ‘The technicians’ fixing of the cars took 
 long periods of time’

Another property that distinguishes event 
nominals from other types of nouns is the fact 
that event nominals do not occur in possessive 
constructions with bità� in Egyptian Arabic 
or its equivalents in other dialects (� analytic 
genitive). The participants of an event can 
be represented in construct state constructions 
headed by an event nominal, as in (7a) and (7b), 
but bità� cannot be used regardless of which 
argument is represented, as indicated by the 
ungrammaticality of (8a) and (8b).

(7a) (Egyptian Arabic)
 ma™addiš yi-�raf sabab
 nobody 3ms-know reason
 inti™àr ràgil il-±a�màl
 suicide man the-business
 ‘Nobody knows the reason for the busi-
 nessman’s suicide’
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(7b) šurb il-±ahwa ktìr miš
 drinking the-coffee a.lot not
 kwayyis �ašàn-ak
 good for-you
 ‘Drinking a lot of coffee is not good for 
 you’

(8a) *ma™addiš yi-�raf sabab
 nobody 3ms-know reason
 il-inti™àr bità� ràgil il-±a�màl
 the-suicide of man the-business

(8b) *iš-šurb bità� il-±ahwa ktìr
 the-drinking of the-coffee a.lot
 miš kwayyis �ašàn-ak
 not good for-you

Finally, event nominals have a special way 
of expressing constituent � negation that is 
not available for other types of noun phrases, 
namely the use of the negative marker �adam 
(< Classical Arabic �adam ‘lack of’), as in the 
Egyptian Arabic example in (9a). Using this 
operator with nouns that denote things rather 
than events is ungrammatical, as in (9b).

(9a) (Egyptian Arabic)
 �adam daf � il-±igàr
 not paying the-rent 
 f-il-ma�àd �amal-le-na
 in-the-appointment made-for-us
 mašàkil
 problems
 ‘Not paying the rent on time caused us 
 problems’

(9b) *�adam il-filùs �amal-le-na
 not the-money made-for-us
 mašàkil
 problems
 ‘Not (having) money caused us problems’

What makes event nominals particularly inter-
esting is that they have certain syntactic pro-
perties typically associated with verbs. For 
instance, they inherit the argument structures 
of the verbs they are derived from. In (10a), 
the event nominal hurùb ‘escape’ licenses the 
single Theme argument associated with the 
verb haraba ‘to escape’. In (10b) the nominal 
tadmìr ‘destruction’ licenses an Agent and a 
Patient argument, just like the verb from which 
it is derived. In (10c), the event nominal ™ußùl 

‘obtaining’ requires a prepositional complement, 
and in (10d) the event nominal iqtirà™ ‘sugges-
tion’ licenses a sentential complement.

(10a) (Standard Arabic)
 hurùb as-sajìn-i
 escape the-prisoner-Gen
 ‘the prisoner’s escape’

(10b) tadmìr al-±a�dà±-i
 destruction the-enemies-Gen
 l-madìnat-a
 the-city-Acc
 ‘the enemies’ destruction of the city’

(10c) ™ußùl karìm �alà min™a
 obtaining Karim on scholarship
 ‘Karim’s obtaining a scholarship’

(10d) iqtirà™ al-mudìr-i ±an
 suggestion the-manager-Gen that
 na-jtami�-a fì l-masà±
 1pl-meet-Subj in the-evening
 ‘the manager’s suggestion that we meet 
 in the evening’

Another verbal property of event nominals is that 
they license manner, temporal, and instrument 
adverbials, as in the Egyptian examples in 
(11a)–(11c). However, sentential adverbs such 
as dayman ‘always’, sa�àt ‘sometimes’, and 
±abadan ‘never’ are excluded from phrases 
headed by event nominals, as indicated by the 
ungrammaticality of (11d).

(11a) (Egyptian Arabic)
 kalàm-i ma�à-h 
 talking-my with-him
 bi-hidù±/bi-gad
 with-quietness/with-seriousness
 ±aqna�-u
 convinced-him
 ‘My talking with him quietly/seriously 
 convinced him’

(11b) wußùl-ak mit±axxar
 arrival-your late
 ±imbàri™/kull yòm za��al 
 yesterday/every day angered
 il-mudìr
 the-manager
 ‘Your arriving late yesterday/every day 
 angered the manager’
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(11c) fat™ gòzit il-hind
 opening coconut
 b-iš-šakùš ™a-yi-�mil
 with-the-hammer Fut-3ms-make
 zarwa†a
 mess
 ‘Your opening the coconut with a hammer 
 will make a mess’

(11d) *ta±xìr-ak �an iš-šuÿl
 being.late-your for the-work
 sa�àt/dayman ha-yi-tsabbib
 sometimes/always Fut-3ms-result
 fi faßl-ak
 in firing-you
  ‘Your being late for work sometimes/
 always will result in your getting fired’

The most significant verblike property of event 
nominals is that their object arguments can 
be marked for the accusative case in Standard 
Arabic, as in (12a).

(12a) (Standard Arabic)
 sarra-nì jtiyàz-u 
 pleased-me passing-Nom
 †-†àlib-i l-imti™àn-a
 the-student-Gen the-exam-Acc
 ‘The student’s passing the exam pleased 
 me’

This pattern of case assignment is possible only 
if the nominalization phrase can be substituted 
with a complete clause headed by a complement-
izer, but only if the event nominal is not dimi-
nutive, dual, plural, or an instance noun (£assàn 
1974; as-Sarràj 1983; al-Ÿalàyinì 2000). Inter-
estingly, the Patient argument cannot be marked 
for the accusative case if the event is referred to 
by a pronoun, as in the second conjunct of the 
Standard Arabic example in (12b).

(12b) *™ubb-ì l-±aw†àn-a
 love-my the-homeland-Acc
 �aÚìm-un  
 great-Nom
 wa-huwa bilàd-an
 and-it countries-Acc
 ±ajnabiyyat-an ±aqall-u
 foreign-Acc less-Nom

‘My love for the homeland is great, and 
it is less for foreign countries’ (£assàn 
1974:III, 215)

To account for the verbal properties of noun 
phrases headed by event nominals, derivational 
analyses posit an underlying verbal constituent 
or a larger structure that includes a verb. 
Although the syntactic derivation changes the 
categorical status of the underlying constituent, 
it maintains argument structure, case marking, 
and modifying adjuncts. Wise (1975) argues 
that event nominals in Egyptian Arabic are 
syntactically derived from complete sentences 
through a process of nominalization that neu-
tralizes tense, aspect, and mood. This analysis 
is motivated by the meaning relation between 
event nominals, such as ±akl ‘eating’ in (13a), 
and complete finite clauses with overt com-
plementizers, such as ±innu yàkul ‘that he eat’ 
in (13b).

(13a) (Egyptian Arabic)
 šagga�-t-u �ala il-±akl
 encouraged-1s-him on the-eating
 ‘I encouraged him to eat’

(13b) (Egyptian Arabic)
 šagga�-t-u �ala ±inn-u
 encouraged-1sg-him on that-he
 yà-kul
 3ms-eat
 ‘I encouraged him to eat’

The major complication for analyzing an event 
nominal as the output of a syntactic process 
that takes a sentence as its input is that several 
sentential components are disallowed within 
noun phrases headed by event nominals. For 
example, sentential adverbials cannot be licensed 
by event nominals, as mentioned earlier. More-
over, sentential negation particles are ruled out 
within such phrases whether they are expressed 
continuously, as in (14a), or discontinuously, 
as in (14b).

(14a) (Egyptian Arabic)
 *miš mirwà™-ak li-d-duktùr
 Neg going-your to-the-doctor
 li-wa™d-ak kàn ÿala†
 on-own-your was mistake
 ‘Your not going to the doctor on your 
 own was a mistake’
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(14b) (Egyptian Arabic)
 *ma-mirwà™-ak-š li-d-duktùr
 Neg-going-your-Neg to-the-doctor
 li-wa™d-ak kàn ÿala†
 on-own-your was mistake
 ‘Your not going to the doctor on your 
 own was a mistake’

Such an analysis assumes that the noun phrase 
headed by the event nominal kawn ‘being’ in 
the Standard Arabic example in (15a) is derived 
from a verbless sentence such as that in (15b). 
However, there is no explanation within this 
framework for why the copular auxiliary verb 
appears after the application of nominalization, 
but not before.

(15a) (Standard Arabic)
 kawn-u �alì muhàjir
 being-Nom Ali immigrant
 ™adì� yamna�u-hu min at-taßwìt
 recent disallow-him from the-voting
 ‘Ali’s being a recent immigrant prevents 
 him from voting’

(15b) �alì muhàjir   ™adì�
 Ali immigrant recent
 ‘Ali is a recent immigrant’

Other derivational analyses avoid the compli-
cations of deriving event nominals from sentences 
by arguing that nominalizations are derived from 
verb phrases (Hazout 1995; Engelhardt 2000) 
or verbs (Fassi Fehri 1993; Gadalla 2000). 
However, other complications stem from the 
fact that there are numerous morphological 
templates for event nominals, as the basic 
fa�ala verb form alone has forty templates 
for nominalizations (Gadalla 2000). Moreover, 
verbs can have multiple nominalizations, such 
as laqiya ‘to meet’ and sà±a ‘to turn bad’, 
which have ten event nominals associated with 
each (£alawànì 2000). Finally, some verbs do 
not have nominalizations at all, such as the 
Egyptian Arabic xaff ‘to heal’, xallaß ‘to end’, 
ba±a ‘to become’, and ±idda ‘to give’. Derivational 
analyses cannot explain how the morphological 
patterns of nominalizations are determined 
during the derivation or why some verbs do 
not have nominalizations, i.e., derivational 
accounts generate ungrammatical forms.

Lexicalist analyses argue that event nominals 
are lexically specified as nouns, rather than 
syntactically derived from verbs, and that they 
have argument structures that must be satisfied. 
The basic premise of the Lexicalist Hypothesis 
is that many nominalizations are ambiguous 
between a process reading that refers to 
events and a result reading that denotes things 
(Lebeaux 1986; Siloni 1997; Grimshaw 1990). 
For example, the nominal binà± ‘building’ can 
refer to a process of building, as in (16a), or to 
the outcome of such a process, as in (16b).

(16a) (Standard Arabic)
 istaÿraqa binà±-u
 lasted.3ms building-Nom
 s-sadd-i �ašr sanawàt
 the-dam-Gen ten years
 ‘The building of the dam lasted ten 
 years’

(16b) (Standard Arabic)
 hà�à binà± min al-�aßr
 this building from the-era
 al-mamlùkì
 the-Mamluk
 ‘This is a building from the Mamluk era’

Result nominals can be preceded by demons-
tratives, have plural and dual forms, and carry 
diminutive morphology, while event nominals 
require the representation of their arguments, 
and their objects can be marked for the accusative 
case. Other diagnostics that distinguish process 
and result nominals include the observation 
that only event nominals can be used in control 
constructions, and that they co-occur with a 
wide range of modifiers, such as frequency and 
aspectual adverbials. It is important to note 
that event nominals do not always inherit the 
complete set of arguments associated with their 
corresponding verbs, as generic nominals that 
refer to types of events do not take arguments. 
Lexicalist analyses account for the variation in 
nominalization templates and their lexical gaps. 
However, they cannot explain the case-marking 
patterns associated with derived nominals, in 
particular those construct state constructions 
in which the subject argument is marked for 
nominative case, while the object argument is 
marked for the accusative case.
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Mustafa Mughazy
(Western Michigan University)

Nominative � Declension

Non-Concatenative � Morphology

North America

Arabic has roots in North America that extend 
at least as far back as when Muslim slaves were 
brought from West Africa. In the late 19th and 
early 20th century, Arab immigrants (largely 
Christians from Lebanon and Syria) established 
Arabic-speaking communities, which eventu-
ally assimilated. Unrest and difficult economic 
conditions have resulted in subsequent waves 
of immigrants arriving from Arabic-speaking 
countries, as well as even greater numbers of 
non-Arab Muslims. Arabic is also an important 
part of the religious life of millions of non-Arab 
Muslims. In addition, a comparatively small 
but steadily increasing number of non-Muslim, 
non-Arab North Americans are undertaking 
the study of this important world language.

1. A r a b i c  i n  c o l o n i a l  N o r t h 
A m e r i c a

Relatively little is known of the West African 
slaves who first brought knowledge of Arabic 
to North America. More often than not, these 
slaves were educated and came from distin-
guished families. They had studied in Qur±ànic 
madrasas before being enslaved, a few having 
studied in Timbuktu (� Mali). Many were 
involved in trade and commerce. Their abilities 
seem to have been restricted largely to writ-
ing verses from the Qur±àn or simple business 
 correspondence.

Extant remnants of the writing of these 
African Muslims are predominantly religious 
in nature. Versions of the Fàti™a and other 
Qur±ànic verses were common and at times 
written as novelties for their masters. Some 
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copies of the Fàti™a are mislabeled ‘the Lord’s 
Prayer’. On the other hand, a document from 
the 1850s contains both the Lord’s Prayer and 
Christian hymns in English but is written in 
Arabic script.

2. B u f f a l o ,  N e w  Y o r k :  A n  A r a b 
i m m i g r a n t  c o m m u n i t y

Although Arabic-speaking communities existed 
first in New York City, as early as 1891, west-
ern New York was the location of the first Ara-
bic-speaking community in the United States to 
have been extensively studied. Lebanese immi-
grants first came to Buffalo, New York, in 1888 
(Dweik 1992). Searching for better economic, 
religious, and political conditions, most came 
to work at the Pan-American Exposition. The 
community was a mixture of literates and illit-
erates, the former opening shops and the latter 
peddling wares in the streets. Regardless of 
socioeconomic level, it was common for young 
men to immigrate first with their mothers, then 
send for other family members when enough 
money had been raised.

Like many other immigrant communities of 
the time, the Lebanese community held to their 
customs and traditions as a means of retaining 
their identity. Coffeehouses abounded, trans-
forming into social clubs. Bards and musicians 
gave voice to the immigrants’ experience and 
played at all major social functions of the 
community. It was to such a community in 
Boston that young Khalil Gibran came with his 
mother and three siblings in 1895. Young Leba-
nese immigrants like Gibran and Ameen Rihani 
became bicultural and went on to play significant 
roles in both American and Arab literary circles.

After World War II, the burgeoning Leba-
nese community in Buffalo (and elsewhere) 
dispersed, and family ties loosened. Integration, 
both culturally and linguistically, took prece-
dence over preserving custom and tradition. 
A small school which had been established 
in the 1920s and taught Arabic to children 
closed. The notion of maintaining one’s culture 
and language was regarded with much skepti-
cism by the American public and politicians 
during this period. Arab Americans sought 
to disassociate themselves from their former 
culture and language. American xenophobia 
resulted in many Arabs anglicizing their names 
in order to more completely assimilate. Early 

Arab immigrants often identified with villages, 
not nationalities, which encouraged factional-
ism within the immigrant community, making 
it difficult to maintain a single ethnic identity. 
It was within this context that Arabic began to 
lose ground to English, which was perceived as 
having more prestige than Arabic.

3. A r a b  i m m i g r a t i o n  t o 
C a n a d a  a n d  M e x i c o

The original patterns of Arab immigration in 
Canada (Hayani 1999) and Mexico (Marin-
Guzman and Zeraoui 2003) are similar to those 
in the United States. Canada’s first Arab immi-
grants were from Syria and Lebanon, arriving 
in Montreal in 1882. Most were Christians 
fleeing the Ottoman regime. Immigration was 
severely restricted until World War II, with 
only about seven thousand immigrants arriv-
ing in a sixty-year period. After World War II, 
however, restrictions were lifted, and the num-
ber of immigrants between 1946 and 1992 was 
approximately two hundred thousand. These 
later immigrants came primarily from Egypt 
and Morocco, in addition to the Levant, with 
roughly equal numbers of Muslims and Chris-
tians. As in the United States, the first genera-
tion of immigrants tends to have much stronger 
Arabic language abilities. Of those who have 
been in Canada less than ten years, 98.3 percent 
reported that they are able to speak Arabic and 
96 percent read it; only 55 percent, though, of 
Canadian-born Arabs speak Arabic, and only 
17 percent of them read it (Hayani 1999).

The first Arab immigrants in Mexico, small 
groups from Lebanon, arrived in 1878, in 
a period when Mexico had few restrictions 
on immigration. About five hundred Leba-
nese families settled in Mexico, mostly in the 
Yucatan Peninsula. There were also a few 
Palestinians, 122 between 1900 and 1909. The 
number of immigrants increased in the period 
just before World War II, with 245 regis-
tered Palestinian immigrants between 1920 and 
1929, and an estimated 15,000 Lebanese living 
in Mexico by 1938. 

The majority of Mexico’s early Arab immi-
grants were Christians from small towns with 
agricultural economies, but once in Mexico 
they practiced commerce, often, as in the 
United States and Canada, working as peddlers 
and in small shops, selling trinkets and religious 
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items. In 1933, although Arabs were only 4.23 
percent of foreigners in Mexico, they owned 
54.94 percent of the businesses registered to 
immigrants.

Many of the early immigrants took Mexican 
names in order to assimilate, but most either 
brought their wives and families from their 
homeland or married other Arab immigrants 
once they were in Mexico. In later generations, 
most of the immigrants have intermarried and 
are well integrated into Mexican society. Most 
do not speak Arabic, and many stand out in 
the intellectual, professional, and cultural life 
of Mexico, including Jaime Sabines, a poet; 
Jorge Hayeg Selu, an intellectual; Hector Azar 
Barbar, a playwright; and Emilio Chuayffet 
Chemor, a former governor and secretary of 
education.

4. R e l i g i o u s  a n d  c u l t u r a l 
i n s t i t u t i o n s

Religious and cultural institutions have played 
a key role in the preservation of identity, but 
not always of the Arabic language. Many early 
immigrants to the United States were Maronite 
Christians, who established an Eastern-rite 
church with services performed in Arabic and 
Syriac. It was not long before it became appar-
ent that these services would be difficult to 
maintain, due to the lack of clergy. Attrition 
was inevitable. The clergy on hand adapted ser-
vices to their congregation and its needs. Other 
factors also favored English, Spanish, or French 
over Arabic in North American liturgical set-
tings. Among these were the notion that reli-
gion could be taught in any language; the death 
of older immigrants and lack of replacement 
immigrants; preference for English, Spanish, or 
French due to their prestige as the dominant 
language; and the changing ethnic composition 
of churches and mosques. The preference for 
the national language of their new home was an 
expression of immigrants’ adaptation to their 
new environment and reflected their identity 
transformation away from the Old World. 

North American Muslims come from varied 
backgrounds and countries. The language back-
ground of Muslims may stretch from English, 
Spanish, or French to Albanian, Amharic, and 
Urdu. English, French, or Spanish becomes the 
lingua franca for these worshippers. Given the 
role of Arabic in Islam, Muslims tend to main-

tain Arabic better than Christians, especially 
since the recent Islamic resurgence. This trend 
can also be seen in a rise in the trend of wearing 
head scarves among young girls, as well as 
one Dearborn imam’s return to dressing like a 
Middle Eastern preacher. A prominent mosque 
in Dearborn that used to operate primarily in 
English hired a young Lebanese imam who 
speaks no English to take over for the retiring 
imam, and at the Islamic Institute in Dearborn, 
the sermons are given primarily in Arabic, to 
cater to many in the congregation who are 
new immigrants with poor English skills. The 
arrival of new immigrants is a key factor in 
creating the critical mass of Arabic speakers 
necessary to perpetuate or expand the use of 
Arabic.

The use of Arabic is in flux, highly dependent 
on the community and rhetorical needs of the 
priest or imam. Depending on situation and 
context, Arabic is either used or set aside for 
greatest impact. Sermons focused on Islamic 
theology or ethical matters are more likely to 
be in Arabic. However, where the thrust of the 
sermon aims to reach out to non-Arabic-speak-
ing Muslims, the local language takes prece-
dence. The continued maintenance of Arabic 
by religious institutions therefore depends on 
topic and the demands of the community and 
congregation, but above all the flow of new 
immigrants.

Cultural institutions based on ethnicity and 
language aided Arab immigrants in their tran-
sition to life in North America. That local 
culture and its maintenance were important 
to the immigrants and Arab community is 
emphasized by the fact that cultural institutions 
flourished in the early 20th century. During the 
Depression, when prejudice against foreign-
ers increased, societies and centers formed to 
defend themselves and to redefine their role in 
society. In the period following World War II, 
Arabs sought greater assimilation over cultural 
and linguistic maintenance. This is not to sug-
gest that Arabic disappeared entirely, but it was 
not until the 1960s that a reassertion of cultural 
identity allowed incorporation of Arabic into 
mainstream life for many Arabs.

5. A r a b i c  m e d i a

Arabic-language newspapers sprang up shortly 
after the arrival of communities from the Arab 
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world (on the development of Arabic media in 
North America, see Tayash and Ayoubi 1992). 
In the short span of time between 1892 and 
1907, there were more than twenty such publi-
cations in the United States; by 1930, there were 
fifty. The establishment of so many newspapers 
was intimately tied to the village-mindedness 
of Arab-American communities. Each publica-
tion catered to the needs and views of a specific 
community or sector of a community. Supply 
outstripped demand, leading to the quick open-
ing and closing of many publications.

The Arab-American press soon faced similar 
issues confronting religious institutions: what 
would the continued role of Arabic be? In order 
to cater to the full community, newspapers 
began to publish both Arabic and English arti-
cles. To provide coverage in only one language 
would effectively cut off half of the population 
and not contribute to the ideal of Arab unity 
through the press. As in the religious setting, 
context and topic are decisive in the use of 
Arabic or English. In bilingual papers, articles 
written in English deal primarily with issues 
related to life in North America. Publications 
dedicated to Islamic thought are primarily in 
Arabic. Student publications on university cam-
puses fill the needs of expatriate students who 
share a common heritage and deal with U.S. 
and homeland issues. These highly specialized 
newspapers are typically funded by the home 
government in order to keep a connection 
between the expatriates and their country in an 
attempt to encourage students to return to their 
home countries after their studies. Representing 
a link between home and America, these papers 
offer coverage in Arabic and English. 

In major metropolitan areas, radio and tele-
vision broadcasts in Arabic have been available 
since the 1960s. Like its press counterpart, 
radio and television programming is designed 
to connect the immigrant community to its 
roots and serves to preserve Arab awareness 
and identity. Most programming is a mix of 
music, community news, and entertainment. 
Some programs advocate a political stance or 
ideology, but they do not dominate the air-
waves. Where there are higher concentrations 
of Arabs there is naturally more programming 
available. By catering to different preferences, 
Arabic media are able to attract a wider audi-
ence. However, the diglossic nature of Arab 
speech communities exerts pressure on pro-

gramming. A compromise between Modern 
Standard and vernacular Arabic is essential 
for appealing to the varied cross-sections of 
Arabs living in a given area. This is especially 
a difficult issue in terms of airing entertainment 
programs where humor is in large part linked 
to the dialect and turns of phrase.

While the media allow Arabs contact with 
their roots, they do not impede assimilation. 
Some have maintained that ethnic media rein-
force the immigrant’s culture at the expense 
of assimilation into the adopted country. This 
has not been the case with Arabic media. 
One study indicated that Arabic media in 
two Arab-dense centers (California and Michi-
gan) attempt to impart assimilationist views 
to the community. This programming focuses 
primarily on American values and culture, 
addresses community issues, and motivates the 
Arab community to become involved with civic 
and local affairs. Arabic media are thus a tran-
sition zone between older customs and the new 
environment.

Programming available via Internet and sat-
ellite is transforming the Arabic media land-
scape, facilitating contact with the Arab world 
and Arabs elsewhere as never before. Two 
sizable television networks based in the United 
States cater to Arab audiences: the Arab Net-
work of America (ANA; a subsidiary of the 
London-based but Saudi-funded Middle East 
Broadcasting Center) and TAC TV, a New 
Jersey-based private endeavor that prides itself 
on its independence. Internet resources also 
offer opportunities for Arabs living outside the 
Arab world to maintain connections previously 
unheard of to the homeland and to their native 
languages.

6. A r a b i c  s p e a k e r s  i n  N o r t h 
A m e r i c a  t o d a y

The Modern Language Association, using 
data from the 2000 U.S. Census (www.mla.
org/map_main), estimates a total of 614,582 
Arabic speakers in the United States, focused 
primarily in cities such as Los Angeles, Seattle, 
Chicago, Dearborn, and New York. The vast 
majority, 91 percent, of Arab immigrants live 
in urban areas, with 33 percent located in only 
three states: California, where Arabic is the 
14th most spoken foreign language, New York, 
where it is the 13th, and Michigan, where it is 
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second only to Spanish. However, the extent of 
Arabic’s decline among Arab Americans is clear 
when the number of Arabic speakers is com-
pared with the 1,189,731 people who reported 
Arab ancestry in the U.S. Census (this latter 
figure is smaller than many estimates, primarily 
because the U.S. Census form does not have a 
precise classification for Arab Americans). 

There are also a number of Arabic-speaking 
communities in Canada, primarily in Ontario 
and Quebec. The 2001 Canadian Census 
(www.12.statcan.ca/english/census01/home/
Index.cfm) reported 199,940 native speakers of 
Arabic, with 290,280 reporting some ability in 
speaking Arabic, making it the fifteenth most 
commonly spoken language. There are also 
nearly 10,000 speakers of Maltese, with 7,380 
reporting it as their mother tongue. No parallel 
data on Arabic in Mexico was found.

7. T h e  s t u d y  o f  A r a b i c  a s  a 
f o r e i g n  l a n g u a g e

The study of Arabic as a foreign language 
predates the American Revolution and has 
increased considerably from the 1950s onward. 
Recent world events have given particular impe-
tus to its study. 

Complementing the study of Hebrew and 
the Old Testament, Harvard began offering 
Classical Arabic in 1654, with Yale following 
suit in 1700. The study of Arabic at this time 
was connected with Biblical studies and inter-
est in Semitic languages. Interest in the Arabic 
of the modern world came about as a result 
of World War II, which exposed the United 
States’ lack of linguistic preparedness to deal 
with most of the world. Training manuals 
for various dialects of Arabic were quickly 
produced, and Arabic training programs soon 
appeared, created by the Foreign Service Insti-
tute for diplomats and the Defense Language 
Institute (DLI) for military personnel. Sputnik 
resulted in the creation of federally funded area 
studies centers at major U.S. universities. Both 
federal and other external funding resulted in 
American universities beginning to incorporate 
Arabic into their curriculum. In 1957, a Ford 
Foundation grant to a consortium of schools 
(Columbia, Harvard, Johns Hopkins, Michi-
gan, and Princeton) sought to establish the 
regular offering of at least three of the major 
Middle Eastern languages each summer and to 

develop new pedagogical tools and to improve 
teaching methodology. 

The trend toward teaching/learning Arabic 
with a greater focus on the modern world 
and with heightened emphasis on face-to-face 
communication (especially in the United States) 
was significantly accelerated by two major fac-
tors. Since the 1970s foreign language educators 
in general have become increasingly focused on 
helping students develop ‘communicative com-
petence’, ‘functionally useful foreign language 
skills’. Arabic was swept along with the ‘pro-
ficiency movement’, resulting in new methods 
and materials. Changing student demographics, 
particularly in the United States, also contrib-
uted to greater emphasis on oral skills. The 
typical student of the 1960s and before was a 
graduate student primarily interested in devel-
oping Arabic reading skills. This is no longer 
the case. Undergraduates now vastly outnum-
ber graduate students, accounting for nearly 95 
percent of all students of Arabic reported in the 
Modern Language Association’s 2002 survey.

Increased emphasis on oral skills and on 
authenticity has resulted in more and more 
experimentation with introducing students to 
Arabic as it is actually used in the Arab world. 
For example, the DVDs that accompany the 
most widely used textbook series in North 
America (Brustad a.o. 2004) present mono-
logues in Modern Standard Arabic but dia-
logues in Egyptian Arabic (efforts are underway 
to also make these available in Moroccan and 
Jordanian/Palestinian).

Significant growth in the number of heritage 
students in recent years has resulted in an even 
more varied pool of students. Some come to 
Arabic with considerable facility in spoken 
Arabic, looking to acquire literacy skills. Mus-
lims interested in Arabic for purely religious 
reasons represent another type of heritage stu-
dent. Accommodating the contrasting priorities 
of all of these students represents a significant 
challenge.

The events of 11 September 2001 again 
revealed an America unprepared to effectively 
interact with the world. Government needs 
and heightened media attention focused on the 
Middle East have spurred U.S. Arabic enroll-
ments in higher education from 5,505 in 1998 
to 10,584 in 2002, according to the Mod-
ern Language Association. No comprehensive 
national survey has been conducted since this 
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time, but schools across the country have con-
tinued to report steady increases in enrollments, 
and more and more institutions that formally 
did not offer the language have placed record 
numbers of ads for instructors and profes-
sors of Arabic. This remarkable growth attests 
to the importance and prominence Americans 
attach to Arabic and its relevance to their lives 
and society.

Relatively few of the thousands of Amer-
icans that embark on the study of Arabic 
achieve high levels of proficiency. The Center 
for Arabic Study Abroad (CASA) hosted at the 
American University in Cairo is an outstand-
ing exception. In spite of vacillating federal 
funding, this consortium of U.S. universities 
has managed to survive for decades and leads 
in producing Superior-level speakers. Demand 
for CASA is now at an all-time high. The new 
Flagship program funded by the National Secu-
rity Education Program seeks to build national 
capacity and is opening up opportunities for 
students with government service plans to pur-
sue advanced study of Arabic and other critical 
languages in the United States and abroad.

Opportunities for studying Arabic are largely 
restricted to major colleges and universities and 
programs for government employees. Public 
K–12 programs are rare but growing in num-
ber. Arabic instruction is common in private 
Islamic schools but typically limited in effec-
tiveness beyond the earliest years. The lack of 
quality age-appropriate learning materials and 
an acute shortage of qualified teachers present 
formidable obstacles at present, to say nothing 
of the challenges of dealing with the decentral-
ized U.S. educational system.

Students swelling the ranks of Arabic class-
rooms in U.S. colleges and universities are part 
of a trend that has been underway for decades. 
They are predominantly undergraduates with 
a primary interest in the modern Arab world. 
A recent survey of more than six hundred 
students enrolled in Arabic courses at 37 U.S. 
colleges and universities (Belnap 2006) reveals 
that most are serious about learning Arabic 
well so they can “function in it comfort-
ably in [their] professional activities”. They 
are learning Arabic for a variety of reasons. 
The most popular majors include Middle/
Near Eastern studies (24.2%), political sci-
ence (9.4%), international relations (8.4%), 
linguistics (6.3%), and history (4.2%). Most 

plan to work for the government (41%), for 
nongovernmental organizations (35%), in 
higher education (26%), or in business (20%). 
(These are nonexclusive choices, with ‘other’ 
chosen by 33 percent of the respondents.) 
Above all else, these students want to develop 
fluency in speaking. They want to travel to the 
Arab world. Most want to achieve a level of 
proficiency that will allow them to read the 
modern Arabic press and understand radio 
and TV broadcasts.

Heritage students (those of Muslim or Arab 
descent) account for less than 20 percent of the 
total number of students in the sample. Only 
12 percent reported that they come from a 
home where one or both of their parents speak 
Arabic natively. The number of heritage speak-
ers appears to be growing, but not keeping 
pace with the numbers of nonheritage students 
enrolling in the study of Arabic.

8 .  A r a b i c  a s  a  f o r e i g n 
l a n g u a g e  i n  M e x i c o  a n d 
C a n a d a

Although their statistics are less documented, 
universities teaching Arabic in Mexico and Can-
ada have seen patterns of enrollment resembling 
those in the United States. In Canada, several 
universities, such as the University of Toronto, 
have large numbers of heritage students, espe-
cially from Egypt. Most have larger enrollments 
at the undergraduate than the graduate level, 
and all have seen increased enrollment since 
2001. McGill University in Canada has seen a 
20 percent increase in requests for enrollment, 
York University reports increased demand, and 
Universidad Regiomontana in Mexico reports 
offering Arabic classes for the first time ever, 
starting September 2006.

9 .  C o n c l u s i o n

The presence of Arabic in North America is 
dynamic, responding equally to the world 
around it and to local conditions. Linguistic ter-
ritory is contested space dependent on multiple 
factors. Language maintenance is always an 
uphill battle. Media outlets offer recent immi-
grants and long-time residents a connection to 
their culture and language. Arabic in America 
is not only the domain of Arabs. American 
students, acutely aware of the relevance of 

  north america 399

EALL_N_326-454.indd   399 10/4/2007   5:36:21 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Arabic to their lives, are enrolling nationwide 
in courses. This Arabic renaissance assures the 
language’s continued place in America. 
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North Arabian � Thamudic

Northwest Arabian Arabic

Northwest Arabian Arabic is a group of dialects 
spoken by the Bedouin population of the Sinai 
Peninsula, the Negev, southern Jordan, and the 
northwestern corner of Saudi Arabia, an area 
virtually identical with Arabia Petraea with its 
eastern and southern extensions. Culturally, the 
area is relatively homogeneous, representing 
Bedouin culture of seminomadic, or at times 
semisedentary, type. The society is based on a 
tribal system, and the most important means of 
livelihood are the tending of sheep and goats 

and, under favorable conditions, agriculture, 
palm cultivation – especially in the oases of 
southern Sinai – and also in a few cases, fish-
ing. Lying at the crossroads between the £ijàz, 
Egypt, and Greater Syria, the area has tradi-
tionally been of vital importance for trade and 
pilgrim traffic. Most of the tribes living along 
the routes have been engaged in transport of 
goods, providing the food supply for pilgrims, 
and protecting the routes – activities implying 
lively contacts with the inhabitants of the adja-
cent sedentary areas.

The relatively homogeneous culture of the area 
is well illustrated by the uniform � poetic koine 
used by the Bedouin. As to the western branch 
of the Northwest Arabian dialects, consisting of 
those spoken in Sinai and the Negev, their use of 
a uniform poetic koine appears clearly from the 
collection of poems published by Bailey (1991), 
but, broadly speaking, this is true of the eastern 
branch spoken to the east of the Wàdi �Araba 
as well. Linguistically, the area is less homoge-
neous, more as the result of language contact 
than of the migration history of the tribes.

1. T h e  d i a l e c t s  o f  t h e  a r e a 
a n d  t h e  s t a t e  o f  t h e i r  s t u d y

The western branch of the Northwest Arabian 
dialects can be divided into four areas: the Negev 
(� Negev Arabic), the northern Sinai littoral, 
the high plateau of at-Tìh in central Sinai, and 
the mountainous southern portion of the Sinai 
Peninsula (� Sinai Arabic). The Negev dialects 
are well covered by linguistic investigations, 
with Blanc’s (1970) concise monograph, chiefly 
based on the dialect of the ðullàm, as the semi-
nal pioneer study. Based on the material Blanc 
had collected from other Negev tribes, he found 
that only minor dialect differences exist between 
the ðullàm and the rest. The dialect of the 
�Azàzmih, the ðullàm’s neighbors in the region 
of Beersheba, is virtually identical, as appears 
from the narrative recorded by Yehuda Katz and 
published by Palva (1984b) and, above all, from 
the narratives, jokes, and dialogues included in 
Henkin’s (1985) monograph on the tense and 
aspect system in the dialect of the �Azàzmih. 
The pre-Islamic origins of the two semino-
madic tribes can be traced back to the northern 
£ijàzì tribe of Bilì, but they have been living in 
the northern Negev or its immediate neighbor-
hood for several centuries. Since the spread of 
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the Tiyàha confederation and the Taràbìn to the 
area between Gaza and Beersheba during the 
19th century, the ðullàm and the �Azàzmih have 
been in close contact with them (Oppenheim 
1943:122, 129; Bailey 1985, passim).

For the central Sinai dialects, an extensive text 
collection in plain colloquial is available, pub-
lished by Stewart (1988, 1990). The majority 
of the speakers of these texts are members of 
the A™aywàt, whose tribal area comprises the 
southeastern part of the high plateau between 
Naxl and al-�Aqaba. The A™aywàt probably 
came to their present habitat in the 17th century 
from the eastern littoral of the Gulf of �Aqaba, 
where they had been attached to the Bani �A†ìye 
in the 16th century (Oppenheim 1943:149–151; 
Bailey 1985:48).

For the dialect of the ¢awara (¢uwára) alli-
ance living in southern Sinai, no descriptions 
have been published thus far, but for the small 
Jbàliyyah tribe living in the neighborhood of St. 
Catherine’s Monastery and the littoral next to it, 
a basic vocabulary has been published by Nishio 
(1992). This tribe has lived in symbiosis with the 
monastery since the 6th century, and still today 
the servants of the monastery are members of 
the Jbàliyyah (Oppenheim 1943:165; Nishio 
1992:ix–x). A more detailed description of the 
dialect of the Jbàliyyah and its western neigh-
bor Garàrša was published by de Jong in 2003, 
based on recordings and notes taken by Woidich 
in the 1960s. The Garàrša have been attached to 
the Íawàl™a, who may have come from the east-
ern Delta, whereas the Mzèna and the �Alègàt 
may be of £ijàzì origin. In any case, the ¢awara 
tribes have lived in close alliance since the 17th 
century (Oppenheim 1943:156–157), and the 
earlier dialectal differences must have faded 
away long ago.

The dialects of the northern Sinai littoral have 
been investigated in detail, with special emphasis 
on dialect geography, by de Jong (2000). Among 
the tribes included in the study, the Bilì probably 
came from the £ijàz to northern Sinai already 
in the pre-Islamic era, and the BiyyàÚiyyah dur-
ing the first Islamic centuries. Also, the Axàrsah, 
Samà�nah, and �Agàylah had moved here before 
the 13th century (Oppenheim 1943:140; Bailey 
1985:47, 1991:51), while the rest arrived in the 
16th century or later. In the typological classi-
fication of the dialects of the area, based on as 
many as 73 criteria, de Jong has joined together 
those spoken by the easternmost tribes, Rmèlàt, 

Sawàrkah, and Bilì, into Group I, which displays 
important similarities with the dialects spoken in 
the Negev and central Sinai. The �Ayàydah and 
Masà�ìd, although living close to the Šarqiyya 
province, also speak dialects of this group. Group 
III is composed of the dialects of the BiyyàÚiyyah 
and the Axàrsah, which share many traits with 
those spoken in the eastern part of the Šarqiyya. 
The dialects of the Samà�nah and �Agàylah con-
stitute Group II, which occupies an intermedi-
ate position between Groups I and III (de Jong 
2000:622–627). The dialect of the Dawàÿrah, a 
relatively isolated pariah tribe living on fishing, 
shows a great number of typological deviations 
from the dialects of the adjacent area and is clas-
sified as a separate Group IV.

The eastern branch comprises the dialects 
spoken by the £uway†àt (£wè†àt), Bani �A†ìye, 
and a number of small tribes attached to them. 
The £wè†àt are divided into three subtribes: 
£wè†àt Ibn Jàzi, mostly living in southern Jordan 
between the Šara mountains, Wàdi Sir™àn, and 
Jabal ¢ubayq (¢ubèg); £wè†àt Ibn Nijàd (or the 
�Alàwìn), who live north and east of al-�Aqaba 
(al-�Agabe); and £wè†àt at-Taháma (or the 
£wè†àt Abu ¢gèga), living in the littoral of the 
Red Sea between al-�Aqaba and Wàdi ad-Dàma, 
about 60 km south of Muwayli™. The tribal area 
of the Bani �A†ìye lies south of the Jordanian bor-
der and stretches on the Saudi Arabian side to 
the depression of al-Jaww, an important cultural 
and linguistic boundary between Ahl aš-Šimàl 
and Ahl Giblì (Oppenheim 1943:352), about 
130 km south of Tabùk. In the east it extends as 
far as the western fringes of the Nufùd.

The dialect of the eastern branch is relatively 
homogeneous; in the words of the £wè†i and 
�A†úwi tribesmen, these tribes speak one and the 
same dialect (luÿa wa™de). The situation can 
plausibly be traced back to the common ori-
gins of the two tribes. According to tribal tra-
ditions, during the 16th and 17th centuries the 
£wè†àt first emerged from the Bani �A†ìye, then 
when they had expanded at the expense of the 
Bani �A†ìye, they forced them to move from all 
coastal areas and to extend their habitat to the 
highlands of £isma in the south, where Tabùk 
became their most important center (Oppen-
heim 1943:291–292, 337–338). No extensive 
studies of these dialects have been published thus 
far. Their main characteristics are described by 
Palva (1984–1986), whose article was based on 
material recorded in al-Jafr (£wè†àt Ibn Jàzi), 
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al-Bad� (£wè†àt at-Taháma), and Tabùk with 
surroundings (Bani �A†ìye), later complemented 
with material from ad-Dìse in Wàdi Ramm 
(£wè†àt Ibn Jàzi; Palva 2004). Also, a text pub-
lished by Werner (2003) was recorded in Wàdi 
Ramm. The stylistic target level of the speaker of 
this text is Standard Arabic, but it is interesting 
to note which £wè†ì features are not suppressed. 
The dialect of the Bdùl, who until recently used 
to live in the caves of Petra, is described in an 
article by Bani Yasin and Owens (1984), and 
that of the N�èmàt living east of Petra by Yrt-
tiaho (1988).

As far as the origins of the £wè†àt and the 
Bani �A†ìye are concerned, only a few traditions 
claim that they – except some individual shaykhs 
or clans – have come from outside their present 
habitat. According to Rentz (1968:643), there are 
indications that the conversion of the bulk of the 
£wè†àt to nomadism took place fairly recently. 
In spite of their marked identity as formidable 
Bedouin raiders and soldiers, the £wè†àt, as well 
as the Bani �A†ìye, probably are descendants of 
an old local population (ahl ad-dìre) (Musil 
1926:20), whose culture for centuries has fluc-
tuated between seminomadism and semiseden-
tarism. The tradition that traces the origins of 
the tribe to the �Aneze confederation of north-
ern Arabia (Werner 2003:62.2) can plausibly 
be attributed to the tendency of strengthening 
the identity of the £wè†àt as Bedouin of ‘noble 
 origin’ (aßìl ). In view of the important role played 
by the tribe in the Arab Revolt in 1916–1918 
and its resolute fight against the attacks of the 
Wahhabis in the 1920s and at the beginning of 
the 1930s (Lawrence 1935:256–287 and passim; 
Oppenheim 1943:180–181; Glubb 1948:70–88 
and passim; Peake 1958:98–103), this kind of 
self-assertion is only natural. In the descriptions 
written before World War I, the image of the 
£wè†àt differs significantly from its later heroic 
identity. Thus, Wallin (1850:302) reports that 
they are “looked down upon by other tribes 
as mixed Bedooins sprung from Fellà™s, not 
of pure nomadic origin”. Doughty (1923:234–
235), who on his way from Cairo to the £ijàz 
in 1875–1876 crossed the area, describes some 
of the £wè†àt at-Taháma as “nomad herds-
men” and some as “husbandmen of palms and 
sowers of grain”, while many of those living 
in the £isma are “barley sowers”. Doughty’s 
common impression of the tribe is that they are 
“liker nomad fellahìn than Beduins” (Doughty 

1923:29), and in his ears their speech “savours of 
peasantry, even in the mouths of those that live 
furthest in Arabia” (Doughty 1923:45). Typical 
of the early explorers’ observations, no specific 
linguistic traits are given. In the impressionistic 
way common to these descriptions, Burckhardt 
(1831:211–212) also points out that “the lan-
guage of the Nedjd Bedouin is as different from 
that of Sinai, as the dialect of the latter is from an 
Egyptian Bedouin’s” (Palva 1997:228, 238).

2. T y p o l o g i c a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n 
o f  t h e  d i a l e c t s  o f  t h e  a r e a

In a short article, the typological classification 
has to be made on the basis of only a few crite-
ria. In the selection of the distinctive features no 
objective method exists. In the following sketch, 
a kind of balance between phonetic, phonemic, 
morphological, syntactic, and lexical features is 
aimed at. In the transcriptions, as well as in the 
names of the tribes, the orthography used in the 
cited studies is followed. The secondary emphat-
ics have not been marked, however.

The Northwest Arabian dialects can unam-
biguously be classified as Bedouin dialects, justi-
fiably so called with reference to the traditional 
cultural type of the speakers. They display sev-
eral distinctive Bedouin hallmarks, which as a 
rule are not shared by the sedentary dialects of 
the adjacent areas, among the most significant 
of which are:

(a) The voiced reflex of *q, a feature com-
mon to all Bedouin dialects. This trait is 
not restricted to Bedouin dialects alone, 
but appears in many sedentary dialects of 
Arabic as an integrated Bedouin feature (� 
qàf ). In the neighborhood of the Northwest 
Arabian dialect area, it is shared by the sed-
entary dialects spoken in the greater part 
of the Šarqiyya province in the eastern Nile 
Delta, in the villages of southern Palestine, 
the eastern part of the Plain of Jezreel, the 
Jordan valley and the settled areas to the 
east of the River Jordan. In all of these dia-
lects the /g/ reflex of *q is due to Bedouin 
influence, resulting from Bedouin predomi-
nance in the area in past centuries, as well 
as from sedentarization of Bedouin (Abul-
Fadl 1961:259 and map 3; Behnstedt and 
Woidich 1985, map 7; Bergsträsser 1915, 
map 4; Palva 1984a:363–364, 1965:24–25, 
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156–160, 1989:228; for the language situ-
ation of modern Amman, see Abdel-Jawad 
1981 and � Jordanian Arabic (Amman)).

(b) The gaháwah syndrome (� gahawa-syn-
drome), a term coined by Blanc (1970:125–
127), or guttural resyllabication rule, so 
called by Ingham (1994:19). It consists in 
the insertion of an anaptyctic a after X in 
most older (C)aXC(V) sequences in which 
X is any of the back spirants h, �, ™, ÿ, and x, 
e.g. gahwa(h) > gaháwa(h) ‘coffee’; na�ja(h) 
> na�ája(h) ‘ewe’, ma™l > ma™al ‘drought’, 
baÿl > baÿal ‘mule’, naxl > naxal ‘date palms 
[coll.]’.
This feature is not operative in all mor-
phological categories. Two alternative dia-
chronic explanations of the syndrome are 
given by de Jong (2000:110–111). In dia-
lects influenced by neighboring sedentary 
dialects, the gaháwah syndrome is gradu-
ally losing currency; this is at present the 
situation in the dialects of the BiyyàÚiyyah 
and the Axàrsah in the western part of the 
northern Sinai littoral (Group III; de Jong 
2000:351–352). Typical of the effort to 
speak Standard Arabic, the gaháwah syn-
drome is completely suppressed in the text 
from Wàdi Ramm published by Werner 
(2003), whereas it occurs regularly in the 
plain colloquial texts from the same village, 
e.g. nxabiz, n�ajin, nÿazi, n™aßid, yÿazu 
(Palva 2004:202–204).

(c) Gender distinction in the 2nd and 3rd per-
son plural in personal pronouns, pronominal 
suffixes, and finite verbal forms. This trait is 
also found in the rural dialects of central and 
southern Palestine, although at present on 
the decline, as well as in the sedentary dia-
lects east of the River Jordan (Bauer 1926:18 
and passim; Palva 1984a:367, 1989:232).

(d) Productivity of Form IV (aC1C2aC3, 
yiC1C2iC3). In the northern Sinai littoral it is 
productive in the dialects of the easternmost 
tribes only (Group I; de Jong 2000:218–
221, 315–316, 391). In other dialects of the 
Northwest Arabian dialect area it is produc-
tive; Blanc (1970:135) even mentions that in 
the Negev it is in particularly frequent use.

(e) The definite article al- and the relative pro-
noun alli. The article is stressable as an inte-
gral part of the word, e.g. álwalad, áljabal, 
álba™ar. The initial /a/ is stable enough to 
be preserved after -ì (-iy), which is dropped: 

f-albèt, rà�-álÿanam, fàÚ albàl, in some cases 
after -ù (-uw) as well: ab-albint, ax-ajjòz 
(Blanc 1970:143; Bani Yasin and Owens 
1984:219; Palva 1984–1986:306; de Jong 
2000:155–156). In the dialects of the 
BiyyàÚiyyah and Axàrsah, as well as in the 
southern Sinai dialects of the Jbàliyyah and 
Garàrša, the forms have initial /i/ (Group 
III; de Jong 2000:155; 2003:163), probably 
owing to language contact. In koineizing 
speech, initial /i/ is gaining ground in the 
whole area.

(f) A number of typical Bedouin lexical items 
(gò†ar ‘to go’, sòlaf ‘to tell, narrate’, †abb ‘to 
arrive’, nišad ~ nišád ‘to ask’, etc.).

(g) Frequent and productive use of diminutives, 
not only in lexicalized forms like šwayyi(h), 
kwayyis, or grayyib, but productively as well, 
e.g. glayyil ‘a little’, xbayz ‘bread’, a™aymir 
‘red(dish)’ (Blanc 1970:140–141; de Jong 
2000:278; Rosenhouse 1984:23–24).

The Northwest Arabian dialects share several 
salient features distinguishing them from the 
Bedouin dialects of the North Arabian type:

(a) Absence of the � tanwìn and its residues. 
The use of the tanwìn in these dialects is 
limited to poetry, proverbs, and formulaic 
expressions. The morpheme /-an/ occurring 
in commonly used words such as †ab�an 
‘naturally’ and tagrìban ‘about’ is not an 
inherited feature but an integral part of a 
lexical loan from Standard Arabic, often 
even adopted in urban form, e.g. masalan 
‘for instance’. The word abadan ‘never’ 
probably belongs to the same category, but 
inherited forms still survive: abdan in cen-
tral Sinai (Stewart 1990:69.53) and abdan 
~ abda in the eastern branch (Palva 1984–
1986:305). The absence of the tanwìn as a 
typologically distinctive feature was already 
noted by Wallin, who in 1846 wrote in a 
letter that compared them with the dialects 
spoken in Najd and the northern desert, 
the dialects of the ¢awara, A™aywàt, and 
£wè†àt are an exception “as they do not 
make use of the tanwìn”. This observation 
led him to assume that these tribes actually 
are not Najdi Bedouin (Elmgren 1864–1866:
III 165; Palva 1997:231–232).

(b) Absence of affricated variants of /g/ and 
/k/. In the North Arabian dialects these 
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phonemes have phonetically conditioned 
affricated variants ©//g and �/ƒ: šarg, šar©i; 
yarkab, bà�ir. In Northwest Arabian Ara-
bic, affricated variants occur only excep-
tionally. A typical case is the pejorative use 
of � in the exclamations �alb! ‘[you] dog!’ 
�i�ib! ‘that’s a lie!’ (Bani �A†ìye; Palva, own 
 observation).

(c) Absence of final /n/ in the imperfect, 2nd 
person feminine singular, 2nd person mas-
culine plural, and 3rd person masculine 
plural, the only exception being the dialect 
of the fisherman tribe of the Dawàÿrah (de 
Jong 2000:460). This feature is so well estab-
lished that the £wè†ì informant interviewed 
by Werner (2003) in Wàdi Ramm, in spite 
of his effort to speak Standard Arabic, only 
once uses an imperfect form with final /n/.

(d) The pronominal suffix of the 2nd person 
masculine plural is -ku (-kuw), which con-
trasts with the North Arabian -kom/-kam.

(e) The use of the locative preposition fi (fiy), 
which in the majority of North Arabian dia-
lects is only used in fìh ‘there is’.

In spite of a number of internal differences, the 
Northwest Arabian dialects share several par-
ticular features:

(a) Stressed variants -Û and -nÛ of the pronomi-
nal suffix in the 1st person singular (Blanc 
1970:131; Palva 1984–1986:297; de Jong 
2000:167). This feature might be regressive; 
thus, in the Šarqiyya province it is reported 
to appear sporadically in the speech of the 
older generation (Abul-Fadl 1961:237; 
Behnstedt and Woidich 1985, map 150). On 
the other hand, in the Negev it often occurs 
even in koineized discourse: muš �umrìh 
a™san min �umrak ‘my life is not better than 
yours’ (Henkin 1985:11.130–12.131).

(b) Plural comm. forms ha�alla, ha�allàk, 
hòÚa££a, hòÚa££àk of the demonstrative 
pronoun. These forms are historically most 
interesting, since they display affinities to 
other Semitic languages (Rabin 1951:153; 
Fischer 1959:109).

(c) Initial /a/ in Forms VII, VIII, and X in the 
perfect, and stressed when in stressable posi-
tion. This trait is shared, for instance, by the 
dialects of Mecca and the Šukriyya in north-
east Sudan (Schreiber 1970:38; Reichmuth 
1983:258–270). It is interesting to notice 

that Werner’s £wè†ì informant in Wàdi 
Ramm, in his approximation of Standard 
Arabic, freely mixes these kinds of forms: 
anÚammù, antaßarù, astašhadù (Werner 
2003:63.25, 67.78, 67.80). For southern 
Sinai, forms of the type infáta™ are reported 
(de Jong 2003:169).

(d) Initial /a/ in a number of irregular nouns 
(amm, axt, axwàn, adèn, afám).

(e) The invariable pronominal suffix -ki of the 
2nd person feminine singular.

The internal differences between the western and 
eastern branches of Northwest Arabian Arabic 
include the following:

(a) In the eastern branch of Northwest Arabian 
Arabic, the b- imperfect does not occur in 
plain colloquial, whereas in the entire west-
ern branch it is in regular use. In the Negev, 
it functions “much as among Palestinian and 
Syrian sedentaries” (Blanc 1970:139), that 
is, as indicative non-past. The only dialect 
in Sinai in which it is not used is that of the 
fisherman tribe of the Dawàÿrah (de Jong 
2000:32). In the eastern branch, it has been 
reported from the two small tribes living in 
the Šara mountains, viz. the N�èmàt  (Yrttiaho 
1988:148) and the Bdùl of Petra. Typical of 
a recently borrowed feature, in both cases 
the use of the b- imperfect is unsystematic. 
Thus, among the Bdùl it is always optional 
and said to have been adopted as late as the 
mid-20th century (Bani Yasin and Owens 
1984:214–216). Today it is rapidly gaining 
ground as part of koineizing discourse in the 
whole of southern Jordan, especially among 
the younger generation (Werner 2003:61). 
In al-�Aqaba and Tabùk with their mixed 
population, the b- imperfect is of common 
occurrence (Palva, own observations). It 
is worth noticing that the b- imperfect is 
also used in urban £ijàzì dialects in which 
it is reported to indicate progressive aspect 
(Sieny 1978:17).

(b) Unlike the dialects of the eastern branch, the 
western branch dialects make use of an ana-
lytic genitive, with šuÿl (masc. sg.), šuÿlah 
(fem.), šuÿlìn (masc. pl.), šuÿlàt (fem. pl.) 
as genitive markers (Blanc 1970:147; Stew-
art 1990, Glossary s.v. šÿl ). Interestingly, 
elsewhere this marker has been attested for 
Upper Egypt only, viz. the dialects spoken 
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between Asyù† and the bend of the Nile 
(Behnstedt and Woidich 1985, map 189).

(c) The dialects of the western branch have ��
vowel harmony in the preformative of the 
active imperfect of Form I (Blanc 1970:136; 
de Jong 2000, map 53), whereas in the 
eastern branch the vowel of the preforma-
tive is mainly generalized /a/. In £wè†ì, the 
ongoing dialect leveling is reflected by the 
difference between a female speaker of 
the older generation and the male speakers 
living in the same village. She uses systemati-
cally the generalized /a/, e.g. nar™al, naglib, 
n�ajin, nÿazil, while the male speakers use 
the Jordanian koine pattern side by side with 
the older type, e.g. yib™a�, niß™a, yig†a�u; 
yašrabaw, yasgu, yÿazu (Palva, 2004:198). 
In this feature the Bdùl and the N�èmàt 
follow the western group (Bani Yasin and 
Owens 1984:211; Yrttiaho 1988:149).

(d) In the dialects of the eastern branch, as 
well as in the dialects spoken in southern 
Sinai, the reflexes of *aw and *ay are well-
established monophthongs /ò/ and /è/, usu-
ally after back consonants and emphatics 
as well (Palva 1984–1986:296; de Jong 
2003:153). It is illustrative of the stability 
of the monophthongs that even the £wè†ì 
speaker whose ambition it is to speak 
 Standard Arabic, as a rule does not ‘cor-
rect’ the monophthongs, not only in com-
mon words such as yòm, gòm, dòr, dòla, 
šèx, bèn, ÿèr, ÿèš, �èn, but even in a��òra 
l�arabiyya lkubra (Werner 2003, passim). 
In most dialects of the western branch, *aw 
and *ay have been partially monophthon-
gized, but the new monophthongs fluctu-
ate with long phonemes: /ò/ ~ /ù/, /è/ ~ /ì/. 
This trait also occurs in some dialects of 
the North Arabian dialect type, e.g. that of 
the �Ajàrma in the Balqa in central Jordan 
(Palva 1976:19–20). This implies that the 
phonemic status of the monophthongized 
diphthongs has not been established, and 
they tend to become merged into the older 
long vowel phonemes.

(e) Differences in the so-called gaháwah syn-
drome. In North Arabian Bedouin dialects, 
the old /a/ of the initial syllable is dropped, 
e.g. ghawa, nxala, n�aja (Cantineau 1936:61–
62, 1937:167–170). The eastern branch of 
the Northwest Arabian dialects follows this 
pattern, although not strictly (Palva 1984–

1986:297); the variants ghawa and gaháwa 
appear freely. In Sinai and the Negev, the /a/ 
of the initial syllable is preserved, except in 
the salutation hala (< ahála) and in the dia-
lect of the fisherman tribe of the Dawàÿrah 
(Blanc 1970:125–126; de Jong 2000, map 
19). Also in the dialect of the Bdùl, which 
in several other respects stands closer to the 
Negev dialect than the other dialects of the 
eastern branch, the vowel of the initial syl-
lable is often dropped: t™at/ta™at, ™amar/
a™amar, xawàl (< axwàl ), �amàm (< a�màm) 
(Bani Yasin and Owens 1984:203).

(f) There are differences in the synchronic 
resyllabification process of the CaCaCV 
sequence � CCiCV (zaláma � zlima/zluma) 
or CCaCV (baßála � bßala). In the dialects 
of the western branch – with the exception 
of the dialect of the Dawàÿrah – it does not 
occur, as appears from forms such as ragá-
batih ‘his neck’, zalámatih ‘his man’ (Blanc 
1970:133; de Jong 2000:461, map 17). In 
the dialect of the Bilì, traces of this feature 
are found (de Jong 2000:99). In the dialects 
of the eastern branch, resyllabified forms 
commonly occur, e.g. ilga™a ‘pregnant she-
camel’, ibduwi ‘Bedouin’, perhaps as a result 
of language contact with speakers of dia-
lects of North Arabian type, but forms like 
bágara, waraga, and �a†úwi/�á†uwi, earlier 
interpreted as K-forms, may be more “genu-
ine”, as suggested by ragabatÛ (correction to 
Palva 1984a, 1984–1986, 1991; see de Jong 
2000:48–50).

(g) The imperfect of the Iw verbs in Form I are in 
the dialects of the western branch of the type 
yawßal, yòßal, whereas in the eastern branch 
it mainly follows the type yàßal (Stewart 
1990, Glossary s.v. wßl; de Jong 2000, map 
56; Palva 1984– 1986:300).

(h) The pronominal suffix of the 3rd person 
feminine singular is –ha throughout the area, 
with the exception of the Negev, in which it 
is -ha/-hiy (Blanc 1970:130). The masculine 
form in the dialects of the eastern branch 
is C-ah, in the western C-ih/-ah, as a rule 
phonetically conditioned; in southern Sinai 
-u(h) (de Jong 2000:165, 450; 2003:163; 
Bani Yasin and Owens 1984:217; Henkin 
1985, passim; Stewart 1990, passim).

(i) In the eastern branch of Northwest Ara-
bian Arabic, the 1st person plural personal 
pronoun has two variants, ™inna and i™na, 
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whereas the western branch only has i™na or 
a™na.

( j) In the eastern branch of Northwest Arabian 
Arabic and in parts of Sinai, -a is the main 
reflex of -à(±) in neutral environments. In the 
Negev and the eastern part of the northern 
Sinai littoral, it is -iy, in back environments 
-a (Blanc 1970:123–124; de Jong 2000, 
maps 9, 10).

Differences (a) and (b) are obvious results of 
developments due to language contact, and 
consequently do not reflect deeper historical 
differences. A recent sedentary feature spread-
ing especially in the Negev and among Group II 
speakers in the northern Sinai littoral, as well as 
in southern Sinai, is the split-morpheme nega-
tion, e.g. biddiš iyyàk, ma-fišš, fiš mayye kifàye, 
muš �àrif, muš mumkin (Henkin 1985, passim); 
ma-©ùš, ma-txàfiš minhi(h), ma-šuftukš, ma-
mi�ìš (de Jong 2000:317–318, 2003:174). The 
use of the analytic genitive markers taba�, btà�, 
and tà� is a further trait of the same kind, e.g. 
ilbyùt taba�na, aljamal taba�ah, even álmarah 
taba�ak, ilmarah taba�i (Henkin 1985, passim); 
btà� (de Jong 2000:161–162, 281, 366, 449, 
map 29; 2003:171). An additional trait which 
has spread from Egypt is the use of the future 
markers ™a- and ha- in Groups II and III (de Jong 
2000:319, 394). Such ongoing developments 
can be expected to increase the typological gap 
between the western and the more conservative 
eastern branch. Analogous developments have 
naturally taken place in the past. The rapidly 
proceeding dialect leveling is not leading toward 
a more uniform Northwest Arabian dialect 
area. Rather, in the four states to which the area 
belongs, increased central power, sedentariza-
tion, and modern communications are bound 
to direct the development toward the linguistic 
centers inside the borders of each state.

The generalized a in the preformative of the 
active imperfect of Form I in the dialects of the 
eastern branch, although following the North 
Arabian pattern, is probably not due to dialect 
contact. Rather, it is a conservative feature still 
leaving a morphological slot for marking the 
active vs. passive contrast (/a/ vs. /i/). With the 
loss of productivity of the internally marked pas-
sive, the contrast has become neutralized, and 
the quality of the vowel of the preformative has 
lost its morphological function. This opens the 
way to phonetic changes, such as vowel har-

mony. Thus, the western branch probably rep-
resents a later stage of the development, and the 
eastern branch can be expected to proceed in the 
same direction.

On the other hand, some features of the 
dialects of the eastern branch, such as the use 
of ™inna alongside i™na and the CaCaCV � 
CCVCV resyllabification side by side with non-
resyllabified CaCaCV sequences, can plausibly 
be attributed to the influence of the Bedouin 
dialects of the North Arabian type rather than 
regarded as inherited forms.

3. C o n c l u s i o n

One might ask whether there are sufficient 
grounds for classifying the dialects of the east-
ern and western branches together as “North-
western Arabian Arabic”, as suggested by Palva 
(1991:165–166). In his thorough dialect-geo-
graphical study, de Jong (2000:626–630), refer-
ring to a relatively high number of typological 
differences between the two branches, with good 
reason comes to the conclusion that the existence 
of such a group is questionable and deserves 
reconsideration. One of his most weighty argu-
ments is that the dialects of the western branch 
belong to the ‘differential’ dialect type, whereas 
the eastern branch dialects are ‘nondifferential’. 
As referred to above, the dialects of the eastern 
branch probably are also basically ‘differen-
tial’. Apart from this case, there are admittedly 
many typological differences between the two 
branches, and only on the basis of a detailed 
investigation of a great number of typologi-
cally pertinent criteria can bundles of isoglosses 
defining the boundaries of the dialect groups be 
identified.

The present stage of linguistic development 
in the area clearly shows how dialects change 
as the result of language contact. The fisherman 
tribe of the Dawàÿrah is a good example of the 
effects of long isolation. As the only dialect in 
the Northwest Arabian Arabic area, it has pre-
served the /n/ in the -ìn and -ùn – final forms 
in the imperfect, it resyllabifies the CaCaCV 
sequence, and it has not adopted the b- imper-
fect. As shown by de Jong, the Negev and the 
adjacent regions in Sinai constitute the core area 
of the western branch, while the dialects spoken 
west of this area, Group II in particular, occupy 
a middle position between the core area and 
the dialects of eastern Šarqiyya. In the eastern 
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branch, the situation is not quite analogous to 
that in the west. The dialects of the £wè†àt and 
the Bani �A†ìye have certainly been influenced by 
neighboring North Arabian dialects, but so rad-
ical is the typological difference between them 
and their neighbors in the east and the south 
that they can scarcely be regarded as forming 
part of a transition to those dialects in the same 
sense.

Apart from the dialect of the Dawàÿrah, which 
retains some traits of the North Arabian dialect 
type, it is virtually impossible to trace differences 
between the dialects of the different tribes in the 
Northwest Arabian dialect area on the basis of 
their different backgrounds or dates of arrival 
to their present habitats. This implies a long his-
tory of a relatively uniform language type in the 
area, a kind of proto-Northwest Arabian Ara-
bic, which was dominant enough to assimilate 
the dialects of the newcomers from different 
directions. Among its typologically most promi-
nent distinctive features, compared to the North 
Arabian Arabic dialect type, were the lack of the 
tanwìn, the lack of affricated variants of *q and 
*k, and the lack of the final /n/ in the imperfect, 
2nd person feminine singular, 2nd person mas-
culine plural, and 3rd person masculine plural. 
These belong to the most essential classification 
criteria, which to a significant degree correspond 
to major historical divisions of Arabic.
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Northwest Semitic Languages

1. T h e  N o r t h w e s t  S e m i t i c 
 L a n g u a g e s

The term ‘Northwest Semitic’ is the traditional 
designation of a group of languages compris-
ing Ugaritic, the Canaanite dialects, and the 
Aramaic dialects.

Ugaritic is the language of the ancient city 
of Ugarit (modern Ràs Šamra, on the north-
east coast of the Mediterranean in Syria). The 
roughly eleven hundred Ugaritic texts are writ-
ten in an alphabetic cuneiform script on clay 
tablets; unlike other Semitic alphabets, the 
Ugaritic script reads from left to right. In addi-
tion to several important mythological texts, 
there are also some hundred letters, a few legal 
documents and treaties, and several hundred 
administrative texts. Most of the texts date to 
the 13th/12th centuries B.C.E., although some 
of the literary texts were probably written ear-
lier. The alphabetic script indicates consonants 
only, although there are three signs for aleph 
(hamza), each of which indicates the glottal 
stop followed by a different vowel quality (e.g. 
<ŠMAL> for /šim±àlu/ ‘left’; <ŠIL> for /ša±ila/ 
‘he asked’; <RPUM> for /ràpi±ùma/ ‘healers’ 
[nom.]). The standard reference grammar of 
Ugaritic is Tropper (2000).

The best-known form of Canaanite is Hebrew. 
The earliest Biblical Hebrew texts probably 
date to about the 12th century B.C.E., and the 
latest to the 2nd century B.C.E. There are also 
many Hebrew inscriptions, most of them quite 
short, beginning in the 10th century B.C.E.; the 
grammar of these is nearly identical to that of 
Biblical Hebrew, although a number of geo-
graphical variations are attested. Developments 
in the grammar over the centuries also occur in 
both biblical and inscriptional texts. From the 
2nd century B.C.E. to the 5th century C.E. is 
the period of Mishnaic Hebrew, which reflects 
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a spoken dialect not directly descended from 
Biblical Hebrew. Hebrew continued to be writ-
ten in the medieval and early modern periods, 
and – a phenomenon unique among the world’s 
languages – was revived as a spoken language 
in the 19th century (� Ivrit). Hebrew vocalism 
is known from the use of vowel letters (matres 
lectionis), which began early in the history of 
the written language, and from vowel points 
that were added to consonantal texts beginning 
in the late 1st millennium C.E. Reference gram-
mars of Biblical Hebrew include Gesenius a.o. 
(1910), Bauer and Leander (1922), Waltke and 
O’Connor (1990), and Joüon (1991).

Another well-known form of Canaanite is 
Phoenician, the language of the city-states of 
the eastern Mediterranean coast, such as Tyre, 
Sidon, and Byblos. The earliest texts, from 
Byblos, date to the beginning of the 10th cen-
tury B.C.E., while the latest are from the 2nd 
century C.E. The dialect of the texts written 
in Phoenician colonies established around the 
Mediterranean and beyond, especially that of 
Carthage (Phoenician /qart ™adašt/ ‘new city’) 
is referred to by scholars as Punic (from the 5th 
century B.C.E.). After the fall of Carthage, texts 
are said to be written in Neo-Punic (attested 
until the 5th century C.E.). The Phoenician 
alphabet is purely consonantal; there is no indi-
cation of vowels until late in the Punic period. 
The standard reference work on Phoenician is 
Friedrich, Röllig, and Amadasi Guzzo (1999).

Another Canaanite dialect is Moabite, 
attested almost solely in the long 9th-century 
inscription of the Moabite king Meša�. Still 
other Canaanite dialects, attested in a few short 
inscriptions only, are Ammonite and Edomite 
(9th/6th centuries B.C.E.; see Parker 2002).

The earliest attestation of Canaanite is found 
in a group of several hundred letters sent by 
vassal rulers in cities in Syria-Palestine (includ-
ing Byblos, Tyre, Jerusalem, Shechem, Gezer, 
Ashkelon) during the first half of the 14th 
century B.C.E., to their Egyptian suzerain. The 
texts were found in excavations at Akhetaten, 
a short-lived capital of the Egyptian Empire 
under King Akhenaten (Amenophis IV), mod-
ern el-�Amàrna. While ostensibly written in 
Akkadian, the lingua franca of the period, the 
letters betray a great deal of the scribes’ native 
Canaanite language, especially in the morpho-
syntax of the verb, which is strikingly similar 
to that of Classical Arabic. Glosses of actual 

Canaanite words are also frequently encoun-
tered in these texts. The still-standard critical 
edition of the texts is Knudtzon (1907–1915); 
the grammar is described in Rainey (1996).

Aramaic is first attested in inscriptions on 
stone monuments dating to the 9th century 
B.C.E. These early inscriptions, down to the 
6th century B.C.E., are collectively referred 
to as Old Aramaic, an umbrella term, since 
the inscriptions reveal a variety of grammati-
cal idiosyncrasies. The inscriptions are writ-
ten in the 22-letter Phoenician alphabet; the 
usage of the consonants indicates that many 
of the consonantal mergers that characterize 
later Aramaic had not yet occurred in this 
early period. During the Achaemenid period, 
Aramaic became one of the official languages 
of the Persian chancery, a factor in its spread 
across the Near East as a lingua franca for 
much of the next millennium. Official (or Impe-
rial) Aramaic, as this phase is called, comprises 
a large number of letters and legal documents, 
most found in Egypt, as well as the Aramaic of 
the Biblical book of Ezra. After the fall of the 
Persian Empire, in which Aramaic texts exhibit 
a relatively uniform standard language, Ara-
maic begins again to show dialectal diversity; in 
the so-called Middle Aramaic period (3rd cen-
tury B.C.E.-2nd century C.E.), dialects include 
Palestinian (in the Biblical book of Daniel, in 
texts from Qumran, and in certain targums, i.e. 
Aramaic translations of Biblical texts), Naba-
taean, Palmyrene, and Hatran. In Late Aramaic 
(3rd-9th centuries C.E.), a division into eastern 
and western forms of the language is evident. 
Western Late Aramaic includes the large corpus 
of Jewish targum and talmud texts, a significant 
number of Christian texts in a dialect known 
as Christian Palestinian, and the Aramaic of 
the small Samaritan sect. Eastern Late Aramaic 
includes the text of the Babylonian Talmud, 
as well as Mandaic. Syriac, the dialect of an 
enormous corpus of Christian texts, is variously 
considered to be an Eastern dialect or a sepa-
rate branch. Aramaic continues to be spoken 
by more than one hundred thousand people, 
especially the many dialects known collectively 
as Northeastern � Neo-Aramaic (from Iran, 
Iraq, and northeastern Syria) but also ¢ùròyo 
in Turkey, and the Western dialects of the vil-
lages of Ma�lùla and vicinity near Damascus. A 
comprehensive Aramaic grammar has not been 
written; for Old Aramaic, see Degen (1969) 
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and Hug (1993); for Imperial Aramaic, Folmer 
(1995) and Muraoka and Porten (2003); for 
Biblical Aramaic, Bauer and Leander (1927) 
and Rosenthal (1995); for Nabataean, Can-
tineau (1930–1932); for Palmyrene, Cantineau 
(1935); for Mandaic, Macuch (1965); for Syr-
iac, Nöldeke (1904); for other late varieties of 
Aramaic, see, for example, Dalman (1905), 
Müller-Kessler (1991), and Macuch (1982).

In Akkadian (and a few Egyptian) texts of 
the late 3rd and early 2nd millennia B.C.E. 
personal names are found that do not conform 
to the usual pattern of Akkadian personal 
names. The individuals bearing such names 
are often called Amorites. Many of the names 
exhibit features of the later Northwest Semitic 
languages (in phonology, e.g. in the name ia-
qa-rum = /yaqarum/ ‘esteemed’, with initial y, 
vs. Arabic waqara and Akkadian waqàrum; in 
morphology, e.g. preterite verbs with initial ya 
rather than i as in Akkadian, such as ya-šu-ub-
dda-gan = /yaôub-dagan/ ‘[the god] Dagan has 
returned’). In view of the great chronological 
and geographical spread of the relevant texts, 
it is likely that a number of early dialects are 
reflected in these Amorite names. A recent 
study is Streck (2000).

2. F e a t u r e s  o f  N o r t h w e s t 
 S e m i t i c  L a n g u a g e s

The following paragraphs review some of the 
linguistic features that distinguish and/or con-
nect Arabic and the Northwest Semitic lan-
guages. In order to compare the Northwest 

Semitic languages with Arabic, we have to be 
aware of the linguistic features that were already 
present at a Proto-Northwest Semitic stage and 
those that ought to be considered innovations 
within the individual subbranches of Northwest 
Semitic. The following comparison is mainly 
based on Classical Arabic, although evidence 
from Ancient North Arabian, Old Arabic, and 
Arabic dialects is included where appropriate. 
For the relationship of these subgroups to Clas-
sical Arabic, see, for example, Rabin (1951:3) 
for Ancient North Arabian and Old Arabic, 
Fischer (1995) for modern Arabic dialects.

2.1. Phonology

The consonantal inventory of Proto-Northwest 
Semitic has to be reconstructed with all 29 
Proto-West Semitic consonants.

In Ugaritic, many of the Proto-Semitic 
consonants remain distinct phonemes. Two 
unconditional mergers took place: *« and *s 
merged to š; and *tß and *!« merged to ß (e.g. 
<Í0GR> ‘small’; <ARÍ> / ±arßu/ ‘earth’ vs. Clas-
sical Arabic ±ar�). *#ô was often preserved; it is 
transcribed 	, as in <æBY> /�abyu/ ‘gazelle’, 
although it sometimes merged with *ÿ, as in 
<NŸR> /naÿara/ ‘he guarded’ (cf. Classical 
Arabic naÚara ‘he watched’). The Proto-Semitic 
sound *ð had merged with *d to /d/ in most 
cases (e.g. <UDN> / ±udnu/ ‘ear’), although the 
alphabet still had a separate letter for /ð/ (e.g. 
<�R�> /�irà�u/ ‘arm’).

In Hebrew (and Phoenician), *ð and *z 
merged to z: *±uðn- > ±Èzen ‘ear’; *™ and *x 

Table 1. Consonants in the Northwest Semitic languages

Proto-Semitic 
and Proto-
Northwest 
Semitic

Ugaritic Hebrew Phoenician Aramaic Arabic

*ð
*ÿ (�)
*™ (Ó)
*• (x)
* « ¢
*¢’
*s
*ts
*tß
*ô
*&ô
*dz

d / �
ÿ
™
•
š
ß
š
s
ß
�
� / ÿ
z

z
�
™
« ™
ß «
š s
s š
ß s
š ß
ß š
z ß
 z

z
�
™
™
š
ß
š
s
ß
š
ß
z

d (OA <Z>)
�
™
™
s (OA <Š>)
� (OA <Q>)
š
s
ß
t (OA <Š>)
† (OA <Í>)
z

�
ÿ
™
x
š
�
s
s
ß
�
Ú
z
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merged to ™: *±ax- > ±à™ ‘brother’; *� and *ÿ 
merged to �: *tßaÿìr- > ßà�ìr ‘small’; *s and *ô 
merged to š: *s(i)m- > šèm ‘name’; *ôalàô- > 
šàlòš ‘three’; *!«, *tß, and *#ô all merged to ß: 
*±ar!«- > *±arß > ±éreß ‘earth’; *tßidq- > ßé�eq 
‘righteousness’; *na #ôara > nàßar ‘he guarded’. 
Common Semitic *« remained distinct for most 
of the early history of Hebrew, but under Ara-
maic influence it eventually merged with s (< 
*ts). Since *« had merged with *s and *ô to 
š in Phoenician, from which Hebrew scribes 
borrowed their alphabet, there was no special 
letter to represent the still-distinct «, and so the 
letter for š was used; later the two consonants 
were distinguished by diacritical dots.

The orthography of early inscriptions indi-
cates that nearly all Proto-Semitic consonants 
remained distinct in most Old Aramaic dialects. 
Consonants that were later lost through merg-
ers were represented with the closest letter avail-
able in the borrowed Phoenician alphabet. In 
Official Aramaic and in later Aramaic dialects, 
however, a large number of mergers occurred 
(examples from Syriac): *ð merged with *d and 
*x merged with *™: *±axaða > ±e™ad (Old Ara-
maic <±£Z>) ‘he seized’; *« merged with *ts to s: 
*«àma > sàm (Old Aramaic <ŠM>) ‘he placed’; 
*ô merged with t: *ôalàô- > tlàt (Old Aramaic 
<ŠLŠ>) ‘three’; *ÿ merged with �: *baÿaya > b�à 
(Old Aramaic <B�H> ‘he sought’); *#ô merged 
with †: *na#ôara > n†ar (Old Aramaic <NÍR>) 
‘he guarded’; the reflex of *!« in Old Aramaic was 
written with <Q> but later merged with �: Old 
Aramaic <MRQ>, Syriac mra� ‘he was sick’ (cf. 
Classical Arabic mari�a).

Table 1 provides an overview of the main 
mergers and differences in the individual North-
west Semitic languages.
Classical Arabic and most Ancient North Arabian 
dialects had a consonantal inventory of 28 con-
sonants, following the merger of Proto-Semitic 
*ts and *s to s. The Ancient North Arabian 
dialect of Tayman is exceptional in having pre-
served all three original voiceless fricatives (Mac-
donald 2004:499). Although Ancient North 
Arabian is not the direct ancestor of what 
is called ‘Arabic’ today, it nevertheless might 
be related to pre-Islamic West-Arabian (Rabin 
1951:2). Should the dialect of Tayman be 
related to later ‘Arabic’, the preservation of *s, 
*ts, and *« could indicate that Proto-Arabic had 
all 29 Proto-West Semitic consonants.

A significant sound change that distinguishes 

Northwest Semitic from other Semitic languages 
is the shift of word-initial w to y, as in Hebrew 
yéle�, Syriac yaldà, Ugaritic <YLD> ‘child’, vs. 
Classical Arabic walad. In the Ancient North 
Arabian dialect Safaitic, we also find evidence 
for the occasional change of initial w > y, as in 
yr• ‘month’, which occurs as a biform of wr•. 
This change is rare, though, and not limited to 
word-initial position. Thus, it should not be 
evaluated as the same isogloss found in North-
west Semitic.

Another sound change that has sometimes 
been postulated for Northwest Semitic is the 
assimilation of n to a following consonant, 
which is attested in Ugaritic and Canaanite. 
Biblical Aramaic occasionally preserves origi-
nal n before a consonant, as, for example, in 
±ant(h) ‘you’ (2nd pers. masc. sg.) (Rosenthal 
1995:23), while Syriac has reflexes of precon-
sonantal n in its orthography, although n is not 
pronounced in such cases. These attestations 
suggest a preservation of this phoneme in pre-
consonantal position until after the split of Ara-
maic from the rest of Northwest Semitic. Thus, 
n was probably not assimilated at the earliest 
stages of Northwest Semitic. Classical Arabic 
and most modern Arabic dialects, of course, 
do not assimilate n to a following consonant; 
in nearly all Ancient North Arabian dialects, 
however, with the exception of £aßaitic, n 
assimilates regularly (Macdonald 2004:501), 
as it does, less consistently, in the Old South 
Arabian dialects.

The reflex of Proto-Semitic *p remains a 
stop, /p/, in Canaanite and Aramaic, although 
it has a postvocalic fricative allophone in both 
language groups, as do all nondoubled, nonem-
phatic stops: Hebrew pà�a™ and yifta™, Syriac 
p�a™ and nefta™ ‘he opened’, ‘he will open’, vs. 
Classical Arabic fata™a, yafta™u.

The Proto-Northwest Semitic vowels can be 
reconstructed as in Proto-Semitic, viz. three 
basic short vowels, three long vowels, and 
two diphthongs, just as preserved in Classical 
Arabic:

*a, *i, *u
*à, *ì, *ù
*aw, *ay

The consonantal nature of the Ugaritic script 
precludes a detailed knowledge of the vowel 
system. Evidence of writings in syllabic cunei-
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form texts, and the use of the three aleph 
symbols, however, show a number of devel-
opments. The original diphthongs *aw and 
*ay contracted unconditionally to ò and è, 
respectively: <MT> /mòtu/ ‘death’; <BT> /bètu/ 
‘house’. There is vowel harmony around gut-
turals: /†uhùru/ < *†ahùru ‘pure’; /tahàmatu/ 
< *tihàmatu ‘sea’; and in the patterns CvC-
CäC, as in Arabic: /ßibbìru/ < *ßabbìru ‘collec-
tive land’; <ULP> / ±ullùpu/ < *±allùpu ‘leader’. 
There is also evidence of the sporadic syncope 
of short, unaccented vowels: /nabakìma/ and 
/nabkìma/ ‘springs’.

For Phoenician, because of the strictly con-
sonantal orthography, we are dependent on 
transcriptions into other languages for any 
evidence concerning the vowel system. Such 
transcriptions show that in Phoenician, as in 
Ugaritic, the original diphthongs *aw and *ay 
contracted universally to /ò/ and /è/ respec-
tively: thus /mòt/ ‘death’ and /bèt/ ‘house’. A 
characteristic of all Canaanite languages is the 
change of Semitic *à to ò (considered by some 
scholars to be dependent on stress, by oth-
ers to be unconditioned): (Greek transcription) 
ozer for [�òzir] < *�àðir- ‘helper’. A specifically 
Phoenician development was the shift of an 
original short Semitic *a to o in accented syl-
lables: (Greek transcription) labon for [labon] 
< *laban- ‘white’.

Biblical Hebrew is characterized by a large 
number of developments in the vowel sys-
tem. Diphthongs collapsed when unstressed 
but were triphthongized under the stress: bè�ì 
‘my house’ but bayi� ‘house’ (< *bayt(-ì)); mò�ì 
‘my death’ but màwe� ‘death’ (< *mawt(-ì)). As 
in Phoenician and other Canaanite languages, 
original long *à became ò, as in kò�è� < 

*kàtib- ‘writer’. Short vowels underwent com-
plex developments: lost word-finally; lowered 
or backed under the stress or in open syllables 
immediately before the stress: dà�àr < *dabar- 
‘word’, yittèn < *yittinu ‘he gives’, yiktò� < 
*yiktubu ‘he writes’; reduced to ë or zero in 
open syllables otherwise, and generally in finite 
verbs: dë�àrìm < *dabarìma ‘words’, yittënù < 
*yittinù ‘they give’, yiútë�ù < *yiktubù ‘they 
write’. Words of the shape CvCC underwent 
anaptyxis: *±ar!« - > *±arß > ±éreß ‘earth’; *sipr- > 
sËper ‘book’; *quds- > qÈ�eš. Still other devel-
opments occurred in the neighborhood of the 
guttural consonants (±, h, ™, �).

A number of vowel changes may be said 
to characterize Proto-Aramaic. As in Hebrew 
(and most Northwest Semitic languages), short 
final vowels were lost early, including the sin-
gular case vowels: *kàtibu > *kàtib (> kà�e�) 
‘writer’; *kàtibìna > *kàtibìn (> kà��ìn) ‘writ-
ers’; *tisma�ùna > *tišma�ùn (> tešm�un) ‘you 
[masc. pl.] hear’. Resulting final consonant 
clusters were resolved by epenthesis: *katabtu > 
*katabt > *katabit (> Targumic kë�á�i�; Syriac 
ke�be�) ‘I wrote’. A pervasive feature of Ara-
maic is the reduction of short vowels in open 
syllables: *kataba > *katab > kë�a� ‘he wrote’; 
*katab+ih > ka��eh ‘he wrote it’ (see also the 
preceding examples). Original long vowels gen-
erally remained unchanged.

2.2. Morphology

2.2.1. Pronouns
The Northwest Semitic system of personal inde-
pendent pronouns and pronominal suffixes is 
similar to that of Classical Arabic, although 
only in Ugaritic are dual forms of the pronouns 

Table 2. Independent personal pronouns

PNWS Ugaritic Hebrew Syriac Arabic

1cs *±anà(±ku) /±anàku/, <AN> ±ànòkì, ’anì ±anà ±ana
2ms *±anta <AT> ±attà ±a(n)t ±anta
2fs *±anti <AT> ±att ±a(n)t(y) ±anti
3ms *hu±a /huwa/ hù(±) hu(±) huwa
3fs *hi±a <HY> hì(±) hi(±) hiya
3cd *? <HM> — — humà
1cp *na™nu ? ±ana™nù ™nan na™nu
2mp *±antum(±ù) <ATM> ±attem ±a(n)ton ±antum
2fp *±antin(±na) ? ±atten(nà) ±a(n)ten ±antunna
3mp *hum(±ù) <HM> hèm(mà) hennon hum
3fp *hin(±na) <HN> hènnà hennen hunna
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attested (vocalization unknown); Ugaritic even 
has a 1st person dual suffix (<-NY>, as in 
<B�LNY> ‘the lord of the two of us’).

As the table indicates, the main differences lie 
in the 2nd person and 3rd person plural forms; 
while Ugaritic and Hebrew have m vs. n for 
the masculine/feminine contrast, as in Classical 
Arabic, the Hebrew forms exhibit an i vowel 
vs. the u of Classical Arabic. In most Aramaic 
dialects, the masculine/feminine contrast is in 
the vowels (u/o for masc. vs. i/e for fem.), the 
n having been leveled through all forms. In 
the 3rd person singular forms, it is likely that 
the aleph of the Canaanite and Aramaic forms 
is original, and developed into the glides w and 
y in Ugaritic, as in Classical Arabic, by assimi-
lation to the preceding vowel.

The common Semitic longer biform of the 
independent 1st person singular pronoun, 
*±anàku (cf. Akkadian anàku), is found in 
Ugaritic and in the Canaanite languages (e.g. 
Hebrew ±ànòkì) alongside the shorter form, 
which alone has been preserved in Aramaic, as 
in Arabic.

Ugaritic and Phoenician also have independ-
ent 3rd person forms with final <-T>, such 
as 3rd person masculine singular <HWT> (/
huwàti/??); in Ugaritic these are oblique (geni-
tive-accusative) forms.

The Northwest Semitic pronominal suffixes 
were originally quite similar in form to those of 
Classical Arabic and were added to nouns (to 
indicate possession) and to verbs (to indicate 
objects) much as in Classical Arabic, i.e. simply 
attached to the bound form of a noun (or prepo-
sition) and to the end of finite verb forms. Pho-
nological and analogical developments, however, 
have produced complex changes in the forms of 
the suffixes in both Canaanite and Aramaic.

It is possible to reconstruct a common Proto-
Northwest Semitic determinative-relative pro-
noun that was declined for case, number, and 
gender, *ðÄ. For Ugaritic this pronoun has 
feminine and plural forms with <-T> (vocaliza-
tion unknown): masculine singular nominative 
<D> (/dù/), feminine singular <DT>, masculine 
plural <DT>. In Biblical Hebrew, the pronoun 
is only vestigially preserved in a few examples 
as indeclinable (old nominative) zù (this was 
generally replaced in Hebrew by the form ±ašer, 
grammaticalized from a noun meaning ‘place’, 
cognate with Classical Arabic ±a�ar ‘trace’); a 
relative <Z> also occurs in some Phoenician 

dialects. In Aramaic, the reflex is the common 
indeclinable relative and genitive marker dì 
in Biblical Aramaic (the old genitive; writ-
ten <ZY> in Old Aramaic inscriptions), which 
became d(ë)- in Syriac. There are still traces of 
the same fully declined determinative-relative 
pronoun *ðÄ in Classical Arabic, although 
its semantic range shifted to the expression 
of possession. In Ancient North Arabian, this 
form of the relative pronoun is still regularly 
used in the form � (masc. sg.) and �±t (fem. sg.) 
(Macdonald 2004:508), while Yemenite has an 
undeclined form �ì (Rabin 1951:39).

There is no common Proto-Northwest Semitic 
demonstrative pronoun, although all languages 
use the same basic constituents to form demon-
stratives. Ugaritic has a near deixis pronoun 
hnd, probably vocalized as /hanàdu/, and, 
perhaps, a far deixis pronoun hnk /hunàka?/ 
(Tropper 2000:229 –231). Especially the lat-
ter resembles the Classical Arabic word for 
‘there’ hunàka, while the first resembles Classi-
cal Arabic hunà ‘here’ + demonstrative element 
*ðÄ. In Canaanite and Aramaic, near deixis is 
expressed by an element *ðÄ in the singular, 
as in Hebrew ze ‘this’ (masc. sg.), zò(±)� (fem. 
sg.). Individual languages can add particles to 
this base, such as Targumic Aramaic hàden 
(masc. sg.) and hàdà (fem. sg.), but these seem 
to be secondary additions, since, for example, 
Biblical Aramaic has a feminine singular with-
out prefix, dà ‘this’. Near deixis in the plural 
is expressed by a basic particle *±illV, as in 
Hebrew ±èlle (comm. pl.) and Biblical Aramaic 
±illèn (comm. pl.). Classical Arabic employs the 
same basic particles as Hebrew and Aramaic, 
although in a slightly different distribution, for 
example hà�à for the masculine singular and 
not, as in Targumic Aramaic, the feminine sin-
gular. The main difference between the North-
west Semitic and the Classical Arabic forms 
of the demonstrative pronoun is in the plural 
base. In contrast to the Hebrew and Aramaic 
base *±illV, with i and double -ll-, the Classical 
Arabic base has u and single -l-, as in hà±ulà±i. 
Modern Arabic dialects either do not use this 
base (e.g. Moroccan, Tunisian), or they have a 
base that seems to correspond to Classical Ara-
bic (Lebanese hawlìk < hà±ulà±i+k). Since this 
base is not attested in Ugaritic, it is impossible 
to determine whether this vowel alternation is 
Proto-Northwest Semitic or not.

For far deixis, Biblical Aramaic uses the same 
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base *ðÄ with the addition of final -k: dèk 
‘that’ (masc. sg.), dàk (fem. sg.), ±illèk (comm. 
pl.). Other Aramaic dialects, such as Syriac, 
and Hebrew exclusively use the 3rd person 
pronouns as anaphoric elements to express far 
deixis, as in Hebrew hà±-ìš ha-hù(±) ‘that man’. 
Classical Arabic is unusual among the Semitic 
languages in no longer employing the 3rd per-
son pronouns anaphorically, using instead a 
full set of demonstratives, formed with the 
demonstrative elements for near deixis plus -k, 
as in �àlika (masc. sg.), ±ulà±ika (comm. pl.). 
The feminine singular is an exception in that it 
has initial t instead of expected �, tilka. Ancient 
North Arabian offers little evidence for demon-
strative pronouns, but it seems that Dedanitic 
had a form � (h) as well (Macdonald 2004:509; 
Müller 1982:20).

2.2.2. Nouns
Proto-Northwest Semitic undoubtedly had 
the same triptotic noun declension in the sin-
gular as Classical Arabic (see Table 3). The 
full declension, however, is preserved only in 
Ugaritic and in the Canaanite reflected in the 
Amarna Akkadian texts, later Canaanite and 
Aramaic dialects having lost case distinctions 
with the general loss of final short vowels (like 
later Arabic dialects). Certain nominal forms 
with pronominal suffixes in Hebrew and Ara-
maic still reflect the original case endings, such 
as Hebrew dë�àrèk ‘your [fem. sg.] word’ < 
*dabari-ki [gen.], malkò ‘his king’ < *malku-
hu [nom.], Syriac malkeh ‘his king’ < *malkihi 
(gen.; this last form is common Aramaic and 
reflects a frozen allomorph of the 3rd pers. 
masc. sg. suffix alternation -hu/-hi found in 
Classical Arabic). There is evidence in Ugaritic 
for a diptotic declension in the singular in some 
proper nouns (especially personal names end-
ing in /-Än/; see Liverani 1963), but its status 
for Proto-Northwest Semitic is uncertain. The 
declension of the dual and plural was diptotic 
as in Classical Arabic (� diptosis).

Hebrew and Ugaritic also preserve a direc-
tive ending -h, as in Ugaritic <ARÍH> ‘to the 
ground’, Hebrew hà�ìràh ‘to the city’, which is 
probably related to the Akkadian terminative 
ending -iš. This morpheme is not attested in any 
form of Arabic.

All Northwest Semitic languages lost � 
mimation/� nunation in the singular and in the 
(external) feminine plural. This loss might thus 

be reconstructed as Proto-Northwest Semitic 
(e.g. Proto-Semitic *†àbum > Proto-Northwest 
Semitic *†àbu ‘good [masc. sg. nom.]’; Proto-
Semitic *†àbàtum > Proto-Northwest Semitic 
*†àbàtu ‘good [fem. pl. nom.]’), although the 
possibility that it was an independent develop-
ment within the individual Northwest Semitic 
branches cannot be ruled out, since loss of 
mimation/nunation is a widespread phenome-
non, which, for example, also occurred in post-
Old Babylonian Akkadian and in Ge�ez (and, of 
course, in most modern Arabic dialects).

In Northwest Semitic languages, the plural 
is normally indicated by external markers. For 
the masculine plural, corresponding to the final 
-na of Classical Arabic (as in fallà™ùna), some 
Northwest Semitic languages likewise exhibit 
-n(a) (e.g. Aramaic, some Canaanite dialects 
such as Moabite and Mishnaic Hebrew), while 
others exhibit -m(a) (Ugaritic, other Canaan-
ite dialects such as Phoenician and Biblical 
Hebrew). Syllabic cuneiform evidence indi-
cates that in Ugaritic the ending was /-ma/ on 
masculine plurals. Only Ugaritic retains case 
distinctions; as in Classical Arabic, these are 
nominative in /-ù/ and oblique (genitive-accu-
sative) in /-ì/ (e.g. nom. /yàßirùma/ ‘potters’, 
oblique /diprànìma/ ‘junipers’). In the other 
Northwest Semitic languages, with the loss 
of case distinction in the singular (see above), 
the oblique form was generalized in the mas-
culine plural; further, the final a of the ending 
*-na/-ma also disappeared with the general 
loss of short final vowels; thus, we find, for 
example, Hebrew †ò�ìm, Aramaic †àbìn ‘good’ 
< oblique *†àb-ì-ma/na. Vestiges of broken 
plurals are rare, but they are found in nearly 
every subbranch of Northwest Semitic (Rat-
cliffe 1998:99). The most striking exception, 
and one of the major distinguishing isoglosses 
of Northwest Semitic, is the double marking 
of singular nouns of the pattern *qVtl- in the 
plural with inserted a after the second radical in 
addition to external plural markers (Huehner-
gard 1991:284), as in Hebrew mëlàkìm ‘kings’ 
< *malakìma and Ugaritic /malakùma/ ‘kings’ 
from the singular base *malk-. Vestiges of this 
a-insertion are also found in Syriac (Nöldeke 
1904:63). In Classical Arabic double marking 
is also occasionally found, but it is not manda-
tory; cf. la�nat- ‘curse’, pl. la�anàt- vs. ±ahl-, pl. 
±ahlùna ‘people’.

The feminine singular is marked with either 
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-t or -at. While in Classical Arabic the latter 
ending has been generalized (except for a few 
words, such as bint and ±uxt), in Hebrew, the 
choice of ending appears to be lexical: e.g. dele� 
< *dal-t- ‘door’ vs. ±àmà < *±am-at- ‘maidserv-
ant’. (This seems to be true in Ugaritic as well.) 
In Aramaic, the choice of ending was prob-
ably determined phonologically originally, *-at 
appearing after bases ending in a consonant 
cluster (and sometimes after bases ending in 
äC), *-t appearing otherwise. In both Hebrew 
and Aramaic, the original ending *-at became 
-à phrase-finally (i.e. when not in construct 
or followed by a pronominal suffix), as in 
Hebrew malkà ‘queen’, bound form malka�, 
both < *malkat- and malkà�ì ‘my queen’ < 
*malkat-ì; cf. post-Classical Arabic dialects. (In 
Phoenician, however, the final t remained in all 
forms.) Other feminine endings that are found 
in Arabic, such as -à (-ay), are attested only ves-
tigially in a few Northwest Semitic languages 
(e.g. Syriac salway ‘quail’).

The feminine plural is marked by the end-
ing -àtu (nom.)/-àti (oblique), corresponding to 
Classical Arabic -àtun/-àtin, but again with loss 
of the final mimation/nunation. In Ugaritic and 
Amarna Canaanite, this ending is unchanged. In 
later Northwest Semitic languages, once again, 
the final case-vowel has been lost; thus, we 
find Aramaic †à�à� ‘good’, while in Canaanite 
the change of *à to ò yields -òt, as in Hebrew 
†ò�ò�. Plurals of feminine nouns of the pattern 
qVtlat also exhibit a-insertion, as in Hebrew 
mëlàkò� ‘queens’ < *malakàtu.

The dual is fully productive in Ugaritic; the 
endings are nominative /-àma/ (also /-àmi/), 
oblique /-èma/ (also /-èmi/; from *-ayma/i), 
as in nominative /mašla™àma/ ‘two garments’. 
In Biblical Hebrew the dual is restricted to 
words denoting objects that naturally occur 
in pairs and a few time words; as in the mas-
culine plural, the original oblique ending has 
been leveled, with *-aymV > -áyim: yà�áyim 
‘(two) hands’, yòmáyim ‘two days’. In Aramaic 
the dual appears on a few forms in the early 
dialects (e.g. Biblical Aramaic qarnáyin ‘(two) 
horns’ < *qarnaynV), but in later dialects it has 
ceased to be used.

Genitive expressions are constructed as in 
Arabic, with the nomen rectum standing in 
a bound (construct) form. In Ugaritic, the 
bound form of singular nouns was probably 
not distinguished from the absolute form (the 

latter having lost the original final mimation). 
In Hebrew and Aramaic, different stress pat-
terns in bound forms frequently resulted in 
allomorphism, as in Hebrew bàqàr, bound 
form bëqar ‘cattle’ (cf. Classical Arabic baqar). 
As noted above, feminine nouns that originally 
ended in *-at lost the t when not bound: šànà, 
bound form šëna� ‘year’ (cf. Classical Arabic 
sana(tun)). Masculine plural and dual bound 
forms in Ugaritic lost the final -ma/-mi (e.g. 
/maqqa™à/ ‘tongs of’), just as the final -na/-ni 
is lost in such forms in Arabic. Likewise the 
final -n or -m is lost in later Northwest Semitic 
languages in masculine plural and dual bound 
forms, as in Hebrew dual �ènáyim, bound 
form �ènè ‘eyes’ (< *�ayn-ay(-mV)). Curiously, 
in both Aramaic and Hebrew bound forms 
of masculine plurals, the expected final -ì is 
replaced by what appears to be the dual end-
ing, -è, as in Aramaic (Biblical) ’elàhìn ‘god(s)’, 
bound form ’elàhè.

Table 3. Proto-Northwest Semitic noun 
 declension (masc. sg.)

 singular dual plural

nominative *malku *malkàn/ma/i *malakùn/ma
genitive *malki *malkayn/ma/i *malakìn/ma
accusative *malka *malkayn/ma/i *malakìn/ma

It is unlikely that Proto-Northwest Semitic had 
a definite article, since Ugaritic does not contain 
evidence for such a morpheme. The different 
forms of the definite article in Canaanite and 
Aramaic also indicate that these two branches 
of Northwest Semitic underwent independent 
developments: in Canaanite, the definite article 
ha- is prefixed to the nominal base with gemina-
tion of the following consonant, as in Hebrew 
ham-meleú ‘the king’; in Aramaic, the definite 
article –à (originally -a±) is suffixed, as in malkà 
‘the king’. While all Northwest Semitic definite 
articles are perhaps to be derived from the same 
original particle, *han- (Rubin 2004), Classical 
Arabic employs a different base for the definite 
article, (±)al-, with the well-known variation 
(±)aC- when followed by a coronal ‘sun letter’. 
This article is already attested in the earliest 
evidence of Old Arabic (Macdonald 2000:50). 
Ancient North Arabian, on the other hand, 
employs the definite article h(n)-, a form that 
is much closer to the Canaanite definite arti-
cle than to Old Arabic and Classical Arabic. 
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Yemenite has yet another form of the definite 
article, am-, which might be a phonemically 
altered form of h(n)- (Rabin 1951:34–36).

The syntax of the definite article in the 
Northwest Semitic languages that attest it is 
virtually identical to that of the Arabic article: 
the article may appear only on the last member 
of a genitive chain; it may not appear on a noun 
with a pronominal suffix; it does not appear on 
predicate adjectives.

2.2.3. Verbs
For the Proto-Northwest Semitic and Arabic 
finite verbal system, one suffix conjugation 
and several prefix conjugations may be recon-
structed:

*qatala
*yaqtul pl. *yaqtulù
*yaqtula pl. *yaqtulù
*yaqtulu pl. *yaqtulùna
‘energic’: *yaqtulVn(n)a

The suffix conjugation generally denotes the 
past tense in the Northwest Semitic languages, 
as in Arabic. In the earliest Northwest Semitic, 
such as Ugaritic and Amarna Canaanite, it 
seems to alternate with *yaqtul for the past. 
The latter form, *yaqtul, is the Proto-Semitic 
perfective form par excellence. As in Arabic, it 
is used as a jussive in all Northwest Semitic lan-
guages (though usually without a preposed li-). 
It also continues to be used as a past tense: in 
Ugaritic and Amarna Canaanite, as just noted; 
in Classical Hebrew with preposed conjunc-
tion wa-, as in wayyiútò� ‘and he wrote’ (also 
frequently in early poetry without the preposed 
wa-); similarly in a few examples in the earliest 
Aramaic inscriptions. The form *yaqtula is used 
in Amarna Canaanite as a virtual equivalent of 
the jussive *yaqtul (Amarna scholars usually 
term it the ‘volitive’); in Ugaritic its function 
is debated, but it seems to be roughly similar 
to its use in Amarna Canaanite; in Hebrew it 
has been reduced in range to 1st person forms, 
called the ‘cohortative’, likewise injunctive in 
meaning, as in ±eútë�à ‘let me write’; in Aramaic 
*yaqtula has disappeared. The form *yaqtulu is 
imperfective in Northwest Semitic, as in Arabic, 
used as a future, a present, a past habitual, and 
a circumstantial. As in Arabic, the masculine 
plural of *yaqtulu in Amarna Canaanite and 
in Ugaritic ends in -ùna (although the prefix 

y has been replaced by t in those languages, 
i.e. taqtulùna). In Hebrew and Aramaic, the 
loss of final short vowels has resulted in the 
falling together of original *yaqtul and *yaq-
tulu in singular forms. Thus, Classical Hebrew 
yiútò� may be either jussive ‘let him write’ (< 
*yaktub) or imperfect ‘he writes, will write’ 
(< *yaktubu); a number of weak verb types, 
however, preserve the original distinction, such 
as yàqòm ‘let him stand’ < *yaqum vs. yàqùm 
‘he stands, will stand’ < *yaqùmu and yí�en ‘let 
him build’ < *yabni(y) vs. yi�ne ‘he builds, will 
build’ < *yabniyu. Early Aramaic preserves this 
distinction in a number of verbs as well, but it 
is lost in later dialects. The merger of *yaqtul 
and *yaqtulu in the singular made the distinc-
tion between plural *yaqtulù and *yaqtulùna 
redundant; Aramaic leveled the latter form 
(thus, e.g., Biblical Aramaic yiútë�ùn), while 
Hebrew leveled the former (yiútë�ù, although 
the latter, yiútë�ùn, continued to appear as a 
biform in imperfect usages).

All Northwest Semitic languages attest � 
‘energic’ prefix conjugation forms, or at least 
vestiges of them. In Amarna Canaanite, the 
form is *yaqtuluna, which occurs especially in 
the 1st person, and especially in emphatic ques-
tions, as in mìna ìpušuna ‘what am I to do?’. In 
Ugaritic, energic forms written with both <N> 
(for /-an(n)a/?) and <NN> (for <-anVn(n)V/??) 
occur; their function is debated (see Tropper 
2000:497–506). In Hebrew and Aramaic, the 
energic appears only before pronominal object 
suffixes, as in Hebrew yiútë�ennù:, Aramaic 
(Biblical) yiútë�inneh ‘he will write it’; such 
forms replace *yaqtulu + suffixes. (Both the 
Hebrew and the Aramaic suggest an earlier 
form *yaqtul-in-, with -i- rather than the a of 
Arabic yaqtulan(na) [and Ugaritic?] and the u 
of Amarna yaqtuluna.) A recent treatment of 
energic forms in Arabic and Northwest Semitic 
is Zewi (1999).

The prefixes of the prefix conjugations in 
Proto-Northwest Semitic are similar to those 
in Classical Arabic except in the 3rd person 
plural, for which we have to assume an origi-
nal heterogeneous distribution of *y- (3rd pers. 
masc. pl.) and *t- (3rd pers. fem. pl.) (see Table 
4). The distribution of prefix consonants in the 
individual Northwest Semitic languages would 
otherwise be difficult to explain. Ugaritic and 
Amarna Canaanite leveled the feminine *t-, so 
that the 3rd person masculine plural is most 
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often attested as t-, while Aramaic leveled the 
masculine *y- (as did Akkadian and Ethiopic). 
Hebrew preserves the original distinction of 
3rd person masculine plural *y- and 3rd person 
feminine plural *t-. Since even Ancient North 
Arabian and Old Arabic seem to have *y- in 
both the masculine plural and feminine plural, 
this distribution might go back to the earliest 
stages of Arabic.

The prefix vowels in the Proto-Northwest 
Semitic basic stem were originally dependent on 
the theme vowel of the imperfect base. When 
the theme vowel was i or u, the prefix vowel 
was a, yaqtul and yaqtil, but it was i when the 
theme vowel was a, yiqtal. This distribution 
is known as the Barth-Ginsberg Law. Ugaritic 
preserves this vowel distribution, while Hebrew 
and Aramaic only have vestige forms (Barth 
1894:4–5). Classical Arabic regularly has the 
prefix vowel a in the basic stem, but some 
ancient and modern dialects preserve reflexes 
of the Proto-Northwest Semitic distribution, 
indicating that the a of Classical Arabic is the 
result of leveling (Bloch 1967:22–25; Hetzron 
1973–1974; Hasselbach 2004).

The feminine plural forms of the prefix conju-
gations exhibit final -na in Hebrew (and, prob-
ably, Ugaritic), e.g. 2nd person feminine plural 
tiútò�nà, as in Arabic taktubna. This was prob-
ably also true in the earliest Aramaic dialects; 
later Aramaic, however, has replaced -na with 
-àn, as in tiútë�àn (Huehnergard 1987).

A few Ugaritic imperative forms, all feminine 
singular, exhibit a prothetic vowel, as in Clas-
sical Arabic imperative forms, e.g. <IBKY> for 
/ ±ibkiyì/ ‘weep!’ (Tropper 2000:426–427). Most 
Ugaritic imperatives, however, have no pro-

thetic vowel; rather, the first two root conso-
nants are separated by an anaptyctic vowel (e.g. 
<RGM>, probably /rugum/ ‘speak!’). The latter 
is the norm in all other Northwest Semitic lan-
guages (and the rest of Semitic), as in Hebrew 
and Aramaic kë�ò� ‘write!’.

The active participle of the basic form of the 
verb may be reconstructed for Proto-Semitic 
as qàtil-, and this remains unchanged in both 
Arabic and the Northwest Semitic languages 
(> qòtèl in Hebrew, with the change of *à > 
ò). A common passive participle, however, 
cannot be reconstructed. For Hebrew, the par-
adigmatic form is *qatùl, as in kà�ù� ‘writ-
ten’, whereas Aramaic regularized *qatìl, as 
in kë�i�. The pattern *maqtùl, which was 
leveled as the paradigmatic passive participle 
in Arabic, as in maktùb, is not used as such in 
Northwest Semitic, with the possible exception 
of Ugaritic, where a few examples have been 
suggested, such as /mašnù’u/? ‘enemy’ (i.e. 
‘hated’) and <MDD> for /mòdùdu/? ‘beloved’, 
but other interpretations of such forms are 
equally possible (see Tropper 2000:476–477). 
A few *maqtùl nouns in Hebrew seem to have 
passive semantics, e.g. maspùnìm ‘treasures’, 
i.e. ‘hidden things’.

In contrast to the large set of patterns from 
which Arabic verbs may select their verbal nouns 

Table 5. Derived verbal forms

Classical Arabic Hebrew Aramaic (Biblical) Ugaritic

D (II)
Caus. (IV)

N (VII)
L (III)
R (IX)
tG (VIII)
tD (V)

Ct (X)
tL (VI)
tR

fa��ala/yufa��il-
±af �ala/yuf �il-

(i)nfa�ala/yanfa�il-
fà �ala/yufà�il-
(i)f �alla/yaf�all-
(i)fta�ala/yafta�il-
tafa��ala/yatafa��al-

(i)staf �ala/yastaf �il-
tafà �ala/yatafà �al-

qittèl/yëqattèl
hiqtìl/yaqtìl

niqtàl/yiqqàtèl
(qòtèl/yëqòtèl)
qòmèm/yëqòmèm
(hi�qàtèl/yi�qàtèl)
hi�qattèl/yi�qattèl

(hišta™awà/yišta™awe)
(hi�qòtèl/yi�qòtèl )
(hi�qòmèm/yi�qòmèm)

qattèl/yëqattèl
haqtèl/yëhaqtèl
Syriac: ±aqtel/naqtel
—
—
(qàmèm/yëqàmèm)
hi�qëtèl/yi�qëtèl
hi�qattal/yi�qattal

Syriac: ±e�taqtal/ne�taqtal
—

qattila/yVqattil-
šaqti/ala/yVšaqtil-

naqtala/yiqqatil-
?
?yukànin-
±iqtati/ala/yiqtatil-
taqattala or ±itqattila/
yVtqatta/il-
±ištaqti/al/yVštaqtil-

Table 4. Proto-Northwest Semitic prefixes

3ms *yV- 3cd *yV- 3mp *yV-
3fs *tV-   3fp *tV-
2ms *tV- 2cd *tV- 2mp *tV-
2fs *tV-   2fp *tV-
1cs *±V-   1cp *nV-
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(maßdars), the Northwest Semitic languages 
exhibit only a small number of patterns. Most 
Aramaic dialects exhibit *miqtal as the basic 
(G) infinitive, but the earliest inscriptions also 
attest forms without the initial m (vocalization 
uncertain). Biblical Hebrew has two paradig-
matic infinitive forms: qàtòl < *qatàl, tradition-
ally called the ‘infinitive absolute’; and qëtòl 
(perhaps also < *qatàl, or perhaps < *qutul), 
called the ‘infinitive construct’. There are ves-
tiges of other patterns used as verbal nouns, 
however, such as *qitl and *qitlat. In Ugaritic it 
is likely that *qatàl and *qitl occurred as verbal 
nouns, and probably a few other patterns as 
well (Tropper 2000:480–490).

2.2.3.1. Derived verbal forms
Table 5 provides an overview of the derived 
forms in Classical Arabic and the main North-
west Semitic languages. Forms in parentheses 
are rare.

D-stem: The Proto-Central Semitic form of the 
D-stem was most likely *qattil-. Arabic (Clas-
sical and dialects), and Ge�ez for that matter, 
leveled the /a/-vowel, resulting in the attested 
form qattala, while Proto-Northwest Semitic 
preserved the form qattila, as reflected in Ugar-
itic and Aramaic. In Canaanite, another change 
occurred from *qattila to *qittila (Huehnergard 
1992:219), resulting in the Hebrew form qittèl. 
Both Canaanite and Arabic reflect independ-
ent innovations, while Proto-Northwest Semitic 
preserved the original forms. For the meaning 
of the D-stem, which is similar in all Central 
Semitic languages, see Kouwenberg (1997).

Causative stem: The Ugaritic form of the 
causative indicates that the sibilant formative 
that is likewise attested in Akkadian, as in 
ušapris, was still preserved in the early stages 
of Northwest Semitic. For the reconstruction of 
an original sibilant, see Voigt (1988:60). The 
original sibilant of the causative is also still pre-
served in the Arabic Form X, (i)staf �ala. This 
sibilant changed to h in Canaanite and Biblical 
Aramaic, and further to ± in Classical Arabic 
and Syriac (Voigt 1988:57–59), i.e. *yusaqtil 
> *yuhaqtil > *yu(±)aqtil > *yaqtil in Hebrew 
and Syriac, but yuqtil in Classical Arabic. Also 
note that Dadanitic still has a derived stem 
with prefixed h-, hf �l, in addition to ±f �l (Mac-
donald 2004:512). The vowels of the suffix 
conjugation underwent the same changes as in 
the D-stem in both Canaanite and Arabic, i.e. 

*haqtila > *hiqtila in Caananite and *haqtila > 
*haqtala in Arabic.

N-stem: The N-stem is characterized by an 
/n/ that is prefixed to the verbal root in all 
languages that preserve it. In the suffix conjuga-
tions of Ugaritic, Phoenician, and Hebrew, the 
/n/ stands at the beginning of the word with a 
vowel between /n/ and R1, nVR1–, while in Ara-
bic the /n/ is immediately prefixed to the verbal 
base and has a hamzat al-waßl to resolve the 
initial consonant cluster, (±i)nR1–. The vowel 
that follows /n/ in Northwest Semitic languages 
differs in that Hebrew has /i/, while Ugaritic 
has /a/. It is likely that Ugaritic preserves the 
original vowel of the perfect, while the Hebrew 
form is the result of an inner Hebrew develop-
ment; cf. also the Akkadian N-verbal adjective 
naprus. In the imperfect, Arabic, Hebrew, and 
Ugaritic share the same basic form, except that 
Ugaritic and Hebrew assimilate the original /n/ 
to the following root consonant. Aramaic lost 
the N-stem completely. The N-stem is used as 
a middle/reflexive/passive stem in Arabic and 
in Ugaritic. When used as a passive, it usually 
relates to the G-stem. The function as passive 
to the basic stem is the one most commonly 
used in Hebrew and Phoenician, which might 
be explained by the loss of internal passives in 
these languages.

L-stem: Northwest Semitic languages do not 
have a productive L-stem as found in Arabic 
(Form III). There are, nevertheless, vestiges 
of such stems in Hebrew and perhaps also 
in Ugaritic (Tropper 2000:577–585). The rare 
attestations of the form qòtèl for strong roots in 
Hebrew resemble the Classical Arabic Form III 
both formally – the long /ò/ between R1 and R2 
derives from original *à – and semantically. As 
is well known, the L-stem of Arabic expresses 
the notion of ‘having an action/somebody as 
goal’, as in qàtala ‘to fight’, i.e. ‘having kill-
ing as a goal’. The same meaning is found in 
Hebrew, as in mëšòp†ì ‘my adversary’, i.e. 
‘somebody who would contend with me’ (Ges-
enius a.o. 1910, § 55b). In Ugaritic, a similar 
stem seems to be used for geminate roots, but 
with the semantic range of the D-stem, as in 
t�zzk /tu�àzizùka/ ‘may they make you strong’, 
from the root �-z-z ‘to be strong’.

R-stem: The R-stem in Hebrew and Ugar-
itic is confined to roots IIw/y for which it has 
the same semantic range as the D-stem, as in 
Hebrew mò�è� ‘to slay, kill’ from the root *m-
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w-t ‘to die’ and Ugaritic yrmm /yuràmim/ ‘he 
built/made high’ from the root *r-y-m ‘to be 
high’. The Arabic R-stems (Forms IX and XI) 
are used for adjectival forms of the type ±af �alu, 
as in (±i)ßfarra and (±i)ßfàrra ‘to become yellow’ 
from the adjective ±aßfaru ‘yellow’. The differ-
ent R-stems in Arabic and Northwest Semitic 
are probably not related since they differ both 
formally and semantically.

t-stems: The forms of the t-stems in the indi-
vidual languages differ with regard to whether 
the t-preformative is prefixed or infixed. In 
Syriac, we only find prefixed forms, while Ugar-
itic and Hebrew have prefixed t-forms except 
in the Ct, where the t is infixed, but note that 
Hebrew only has one verbal root that occurs in 
the Ct. The infixation of the t in the causative 
is probably caused by the sibilant. In Hebrew, 
a metathesis of the prefixed t with a following 
sibilant regularly takes place in the Hithpa±el, 
e.g. hitpallèl ‘he prayed’ vs. hištammèr ‘he 
guarded himself’. In Arabic, the tD and tL 
are prefixed and the Gt and Ct infixed. For a 
reconstruction of these forms, see, for example, 
Diem (1982) and Testen (1999). In most of the 
languages, the t-stems are used as reflexive/mid-
dle, rarely as passive, although in Syriac, they 
are exclusively used for the passive. Note that 
the Proto-Semitic St stem (Arabic Form X) 
is vestigial in Hebrew (one verb, yišta™awe < 
*yista™wiyu ‘he prostrates himself’) and was 
lost in Aramaic (though later reintroduced from 
Akkadian), where it was replaced by innovative 
’ittaqtal. Also in Hebrew the Gt (Arabic Form 
VIII) was lost except for a few relic forms.

Other stems, such as Forms XII–XV, are miss-
ing or at best vestigial in Northwest Semitic.

2.3. Syntax

The basic word order in Arabic and the 
Northwest Semitic languages is the same, 
with Subject-Predicate in nominal sentences 
and Verb-Subject-Object in verbal sentences. 
Attributive adjectives usually follow the noun 
they modify. Variations to these basic rules 
are found when specific elements of a sentence 
are fronted for emphasis and topicalization 
(see Khan 1988). Classical Arabic differs from 
Northwest Semitic in that an indefinite subject 
cannot stand at the beginning of a sentence, in 
which case the predicate is fronted. This con-
struction is not found in Northwest Semitic.

Predicate and subject usually agree in gen-
der and number in both nominal and ver-
bal sentences in Northwest Semitic languages, 
regardless of the position of the predicate in a 
sentence. (An exception is the dual in Canaanite 
and Aramaic, since the dual is only preserved 
in vestiges in these languages; dual subjects 
are therefore construed as plural, with the gen-
der depending on the gender of the singular.) 
In Canaanite and Aramaic, as in Arabic, an 
attributive adjective also agrees in definite-
ness with the noun it modifies, while predicate 
adjectives remain indefinite. Exceptions to these 
agreement rules can occur. In Hebrew, plu-
rals of names, animals, things, and abstracts 
are sometimes construed as feminine singular 
with verbal predicates. There also occur vari-
ations when the predicate precedes its subject, 
in which case the predicate can stand in the 
3rd person masculine singular, independent of 
the number of the following subject, although 
agreement is more frequent. Interestingly, 
unlike Hebrew, Ugaritic does not seem to have 
cases of lack of agreement in verbal sentences 
(Tropper 2000:886).

Classical Arabic agreement rules differ from 
Northwest Semitic. Two major differences need 
to be addressed. First, a verbal predicate when 
it precedes its subject is always construed in 
the singular, whether the subject is singular or 
plural. Although this situation is sometimes 
found in Hebrew as well, it is not as strict as 
in Classical Arabic. In some colloquial Arabic 
dialects, a verbal predicate agrees in number 
and gender with its subject independent of its 
position (Rabin 1951:209). In Ancient North 
Arabian, verbs generally agree with their sub-
jects in gender and number as well (Macdonald 
2004:526). The second major difference is that 
inanimate plurals are generally construed as 
feminine singulars, likewise a situation that is 
found only sporadically in Northwest Semitic.

Another syntactic feature in which Arabic dif-
fers from Northwest Semitic languages is with 
regard to relative clauses. In Classical Arabic, 
relative clauses are not introduced by a relative 
pronoun when the nominal antecedent is indefi-
nite, but they have to be introduced by a rela-
tive pronoun when the antecedent is definite. In 
Íafaitic, this distinction is not kept as strictly; 
although relative clauses may be introduced 
by the relative pronouns � or mn, these pro-
nouns can be absent even after a definite noun 
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(Macdonald 2004:528). In Northwest Semitic, 
no distinction of this kind is made in those 
languages that have a marker for definiteness. 
In Syriac, relative clauses are generally intro-
duced by the relative pronoun d-. Exceptions 
to this rule are rare and often are Hebraisms 
(Nöldeke 1904, § 354). In Hebrew, relative 
clauses are usually introduced by the pronoun 
’ašer, but asyndetic relative clauses occur as 
well, especially in poetry. These asyndetic rela-
tive clauses, interestingly, are most commonly 
found after an indefinite antecedent, a situation 
that resembles Classical Arabic (Gesenius a.o. 
1910, § 155d).

2.4. Lexicon

The Northwest Semitic languages and Arabic 
share a significant number of lexical items that 
are not attested in other Semitic languages, 
such as the prepositions *±il(ay) ‘to(ward)’ 
and *�im/ma� ‘with’; the nouns *�abd ‘servant’, 
*kapp ‘palm of hand’, *laban ‘white’, and the 
extended form *±ilàh ‘god’; and verbal roots 
such as �-�-r ‘to help’, ™-g-g ‘to make a pilgrim-
age’, ™-z-y ‘to see’, n-™-m ‘to console’, s-k-n ‘to 
dwell’, t-m-m ‘to be complete’, and †-r-p ‘to 
pluck’. There are also, however, many items 
that are found in Arabic but not in Northwest 
Semitic, and vice versa.

3. S u b g r o u p i n g

The most disputed aspect concerning the sub-
grouping of the Semitic languages is the posi-
tion of Arabic. The traditional view is that 
Arabic belongs to a � South Semitic group 
that also includes Old South Arabian, Modern 
South Arabian, and Ethiopian Semitic (Nöldeke 
1899:17; Brockelmann 1908:21). This view 
was challenged in several influential articles by 
Hetzron (1974, 1976), in which he argued for 
a subgroup labeled Central Semitic, consisting 
of Arabic and the Northwest Semitic languages, 
on the basis of certain shared morphological 
innovations in the verbal system, particularly 
the imperfect form yaqtulu. Hetzron’s clas-
sification is widely accepted today (e.g. Faber 
1980, 1997; Voigt 1987), although a number 
of scholars continue to argue in favor of a 
subgrouping of Arabic as South Semitic (Blau 
1978; Diakonoff 1988; Diem 1980; Zaborski 
1991, 1994; Ratcliffe 1998).

The debate centers on different evaluations 
of certain isoglosses that Arabic shares with 
Northwest Semitic on the one hand and with 
South Semitic on the other. Scholars who argue 
in favor of the subgrouping of Arabic with 
Northwest Semitic, in a Central Semitic sub-
grouping, usually consider the form of the 
prefix conjugation yaqtulu, underlying the 
Northwest Semitic and Arabic imperfect, to be 
a shared innovation of these languages (now 
known to be shared by the Old South Arabian 
languages as well; see Nebes 1994). South 
Semitic does not have a reflex of this verbal 
form but uses yaqattal instead, a shared reten-
tion from Proto-Semitic also found in Akkadian 
(Hetzron 1974:187, 1976:105).

Scholars who support the subgrouping of Ara-
bic as a member of South Semitic explain simi-
larities between Northwest Semitic languages 
and Arabic as results of language contact. The 
main two isoglosses quoted against a genealogi-
cal relationship with Northwest Semitic are the 
wide range of broken plural patterns used in 
Arabic and South Semitic (but see Huehnergard 
2005), and the Arabic/South Semitic verbal 
stems with lengthened first vowel, qàtala and 
taqàtala (i.e. Arabic Forms III and VI), which 
are explained as shared innovations (Nöldeke 
1899:17; Diem 1980:69; Zaborski 1991:370, 
1994:399; Ratcliffe 1998:120). Rare occur-
rences of Hebrew Po�el forms of strong roots 
resemble the Classical Arabic qàtala both for-
mally and semantically, however (Gesenius a.o. 
1910, § 55b). Furthermore, this stem is attested 
outside Semitic, for example in Beja (Zaborski 
1991:371), and may go back to an early stage 
of Afro-Asiatic; if so, it would not constitute a 
shared Arabic/South Semitic innovation.
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Noun

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Generally speaking, the term ‘noun’ can be 
used either as a synonym for ‘substantive’ and 
‘adjective’, or as an umbrella term for all ‘nomi-
nal’ parts of the sentence, including adjectives 
as well as pronouns and numerals. In the con-
text of Semitic and Arabic linguistics, ‘noun’ 
(�� ism) is always used in the first, narrower 
sense. The demarcation between substantive 
and � adjective poses a morphosyntactic prob-

lem in some Semitic languages (� noun phrase; 
� adjective phrase) because from a typologi-
cal point of view, substantive-adjective phrases 
could also be analyzed as two nouns in apposi-
tion, e.g. ar-rajulu l-kabìru ‘the man the big 
(one)’. Moreover, the strict distinction between 
nominal patterns (including declensional fea-
tures) specific to substantives and those specific 
to adjectives that is found, for instance, in 
Akkadian (Huehnergard 2000:607–609) does 
not exist in (Classical) Arabic (see, e.g., Fischer 
1997:192). Therefore, the following notes do 
not exclude references to adjectives, because 
these can function regularly as substantives, 
which is especially evident in the case of the � 
participle.

From the native Arab grammarians’ point 
of view, the definition of ‘noun’ is more com-
plicated. On the one hand, � ism philosophi-
cally denotes everything that can be assigned 
a name. Much in the spirit of the Qur±ànic 
verse wa-�allama ±âdama l-±asmà±a kullahà ‘and 
He taught Adam all the names [sc. of things 
that can be assigned a name]’ (Q. 2/31), Sìba-
wayhi writes that ±i�à qulta marartu bi-rajulin 
±innnamà za�amta ±annaka ±innamà mararta bi-
wà™idin mim-man yaqa�u �alayhi hà�à l-ism ‘by 
saying “I passed by a man” simply means that 
one passed by one of those to whom this name 
[i.e. ‘man’] applies’ (Kitàb I, 2201ff./187.18ff.). 
On the other hand, Sìbawayhi also subsumes 
the demonstrative pronoun, the participle, the 
elative form ±af �alu, and certain indeclinable 
words under his concept of ±asmà± (see Diem 
1970–1971:316ff.). This broader definition is 
still reflected in Wright’s grammar (1967:I, 
104ff.), which lists six kinds of nouns: (1) 
al-ism al mawßùf or al-man�ùt ‘the noun that 
can be qualified by an adjective’, (2) aß-ßifa, al-
waßf, or an-na�t ‘the adjective’, (3) ism al-�adad 
‘the number’, (4) ism al-±išàra ‘the demonstra-
tive pronoun’, (5) al-ism al-mawßùl ‘the relative 
pronoun’, and (6) a�-�amìr or al-mu�mar ‘the 
pronoun’.

The concept ‘noun’ in the sense of a word 
denoting a person or a thing (cf. Sanskrit 
nàman or Greek ónoma) is discussed here with 
special attention to morphological notions; the 
entry does not, nevertheless, neglect semantic 
categories, because these are closely associ-
ated with noun patterns. ‘Nominalized’ clauses 
(cleft sentences and relative clauses), which 
can adopt the syntactic position of a noun, are 
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excluded from further consideration. Questions 
regarding number, gender, and case (including 
the opposition of � diptosis vs. triptosis) are 
only touched upon briefly here (� declension). 
Proper nouns as well as recent developments in 
the integration of foreign words into Arabic are 
taken into consideration below.

2. T h e  n o u n  i n  C l a s s i c a l 
 A r a b i c

The formal apparatus of nonconcatenative tem-
plate-based morphology is especially suitable to 
describe the interdigitation of a (prototypically 
triliteral) root morpheme and an inflectional 
morpheme, as is characteristic of the nominal 
and verbal realm of the lexicon in Arabic and 
in other Semitic languages (see McCarthy and 
Prince 1995 and Ratcliffe 1997, with copious 
further references for a formal treatment of this 
situation). The conceptual parallels between 
the native Arabic notion of taßrìf ‘derivation’ 
(� ßarf ) and modern morphophonological the-
ory are striking (see, e.g., Owens 1984; Bohas 
a.o. 1990).

The most basic form of a noun is a C1vC2(v)C3 
structure. In addition, such nonconcatenative 
structures can be expanded by derivational 
 affixes. This latter type of  expansion is often 
defined in a way that includes ‘inner’ deriva-
tion, e.g. derivation resulting in the � diminu-
tive C1uC1ayC3 pattern.

As a basic notion it is important to keep 
in mind that the Arabic term � ±aßl, conven-
tionally rendered as � ‘root’ in the Western 
Arabist tradition, might better be understood 
as the ‘base’ out of which one Arabic word 
can be derived from another (see, for instance, 
Larcher 1999 and the contributions in Shimron 
2003). Nouns can be divided into two basic 
types, ‘primitive’ and ‘derivative’. Whereas rajul 
‘man’ and mà± ‘water’ constitute examples of 
primitive nouns, miftà™ ‘key’ and taqsìm ‘divi-
sion’ are derivative nouns, derived from fata™a 
‘to open’ and qasama ‘to divide’, respectively. 
According to the traditional position in modern 
grammars of Arabic (notably Wright), deriva-
tive nouns can in turn be divided into deverbal 
ones, e.g. miftà™ from fata™a; denominal nouns, 
e.g. ma±sada ‘a place abounding in lions’ from 
±asad ‘lion’; and nouns derived from particles, 
e.g. ±anàniyya ‘egoism’ from ±ana ‘I’, or kayfi-
yya ‘quality’ from kayfa ‘how’ (Wright 1967:

I, 106). Of these types, the category ‘deverbal’ 
might appear questionable, however, because 
it is difficult to determine whether the verbal 
realm or the nominal realm has any kind of 
linguistic ‘priority’ (see also the remarks regard-
ing the maßdar, below). Therefore, it might be 
more appropriate to divide nouns into those 
which are derivable from a root (e.g. f-t-™) and 
those which are not (e.g. the ones derived from 
particles). With regard to their morphological 
structure, nouns are either ‘simple’ or ‘extended’ 
by preformatives and afformatives or infixes.

A true wealth of noun patterns can be iden-
tified in Classical Arabic (see Wright 1967:I, 
110ff.; for a data collection in the framework of 
comparative Semitics, see Barth 1894; Brockel-
mann 1908:329–404; LipiÐski 2001:215–235). 
The following survey of patterns that are rel-
evant for Modern Standard Arabic is based on 
Badawi a.o. (2004:49); it does not take into 
account surface deviations in weak roots.

i. Minimal triradical patterns (i.e. without 
affixes but with possible feminine end-
ing): C1aC2C3, C1iC2C3, C1uC2C3, C1aC2aC3, 
C1aC2iC3, C1iC2aC3, C1uC2aC3, C1uC2uC3;

ii. Extended triradical patterns (i.e. with inter-
nal lengthening of vowels and/or gemina-
tion of either the second or third radical; 
the full inventory of affixes in Classical Ara-
bic  consists of the prefixes ±a-, ±i-, ±u-, ma-, 
mi-, mu-, ta-, ti-, tu-, ya- and the suffixes 
-a(t), -à, -à±, -àn, -iyy(a), -ùt): C1àC2aC3, 
C1aC2C3à, C1aC2àC3(a), C1aC2àC3à, 
C1 -aC2 àC3ì, C1uC2C3à, C1aC2ìC3(a), 
C1 aC2ùC3(a), C1iC2C3à, C1iC2àC3(a), 
C1uC2ùC3(a), ±aC1C2aC3(a), ±uC1C2 ùC3a, 
maC1C2aC3(a), maC1C2iC3(a), maC1C2uC3a, 
miC1C2aC3(a), miC1C2 àC3, yaC1C2ùC3; 
ta(/i/u)-prefixes that are not part of a 
maßdar of the Forms II, V, or VI are almost 
unattested in Modern Standard Arabic or 
are restricted to proper nouns; the pattern 
yaC1C2ùC3 is rare, e.g. yanbù� ‘well’;

iii. Quadriradical (and longer) patterns: C1aC2-

C3aC4(a), C1aC2àC3C4, C1aC2àC3ìC4 (in the 
native Arab system these are represented 
by adding another l to the f-�-l skeleton, 
e.g. fa�lala for C1aC2C3aC4a, a principle 
which is unfortunate in a modern descrip-
tive framework because it suggests gemina-
tion of the type that occurs, for  instance, 
with the last radical in Form IX).
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The most important types of deverbal and 
denominal nouns with their typical semantic 
load are the following: The C1aC2C2àC3 pat-
tern typically expresses intensity or profes-
sionality (e.g. xayyà† ‘tailor’). The C1uC2ayC3 
pattern expresses the diminutive (e.g. kulayb 
‘little dog’). The name of place or time (ism 
al-makàn/ism az-zamàn/ism aÚ-Úarf ) has the 
pattern maC1C2iC3(a) for verbal roots with i 
or u as thematic vowel in the imperfective (e.g. 
manzil ‘resident place’ from nazala/yanzilu ‘to 
descend’) and maC1C2aC3(a) for such verbal 
roots with a as thematic vowel (e.g. mašrab 
‘drinking place’ from šariba/yašrabu ‘to drink’). 
The noun of instrument ism al-±àla is character-
ized by a mi- prefix (e.g. miftà™ ‘key’); in Classi-
cal Arabic this prefix can also denote intensity, 
e.g. mi™ràb ‘very belligerent or min†ìq ‘very 
articulate’.

Two other Classical Arabic patterns that 
are still productive are the noun of instance 
(ism al-marra), which indicates occurrences of 
an action (pattern C1aC2C3a), and the noun 
of manner (ism an-naw�), which indicates the 
manner of an action (pattern C1iC2C3a). Other 
types of nouns that are not denoted by a spe-
cial term include the pattern C1uC2àC3, which 
denotes different kinds of illnesses, such as 
bu™àr ‘seasickness’, xumàr ‘hangover’, and 
†u™àl ‘infection of the spleen’.

The � maßdar, properly meaning ‘origin’ and 
commonly referred to as the � ‘verbal noun’, 
is set on the borderline between noun and verb 
(see Wright 1967:I, 110–122) and is thus the 
prototype of a deverbal noun, corresponding 
to both an infinitive and a gerund in some 
European languages. The � participle (noun of 
agent/patient – ism al-fà�il/ism al-maf �ùl) can 
likewise function as a substantive, an adjective, 
and – notably in the Arabic dialects – as a ver-
bal continuous form or as a verbal form with 
resultative (perfective) function. For a synopsis 
relevant for both Classical Arabic and Modern 
Standard Arabic, see Wright (1967:I, 116ff.); 
for Forms XI–XV, see Fischer (1972:215); 
quadriliterals are only construed according to 
Forms II and V; Forms XI to XV are virtually 
unattested in Modern Standard Arabic. Retsö 
(1989) gives an overview of the diatheses in 
the Arabic dialects (for the semantic load of the 
individual forms/stems/diatheses, � aspect; � 
diathesis; � verb).

Interestingly, the question of directionality 
between the maßdar and the finite verb forms 
also figures as one of the issues (masà±il) dis-
cussed between the Basran and Kufan gram-
marians in Ibn al-±Anbàrì’s ±Inßàf (102; no. 28 
in the enumeration of the Leiden codex). The 
Kufan grammarians derived the maßdar from 
the (finite) verb (al-maßdar muštaqq min al-fi�l), 
whereas the Basran grammarians derived the 
(finite) verb from the maßdar (al-fi�l muštaqq 
min al-maßdar).

In modern times, many of the nouns of agent 
(active participles) designate not only persons 
but also instruments, e.g. mukayyifa (II) ‘air con-
ditioning’, mursila (IV) ‘transmitter’. The nouns 
of place or time of stems higher than the basic 
Form I use the nouns of patient  (passive parti-
ciple), e.g. mun†alaq ‘point of  departure (Form 
VII), mustašfà ‘hospital (Form X) (see, e.g., 
Badawi a.o. 2004:89ff.; Holes 2004:151ff.).

In accordance with the terminology used 
in other Semitic languages, notably Akkadian 
(cf. Huehnergard 2000:24ff.), certain types of 
adjectives derived from the basic Form I are 
labeled ‘verbal adjective’ (see Wright 1967:I, 
133ff. for the most comprehensive list). Note-
worthy in a comparative Semitic perspective is, 
for instance, the pattern C1aC2ìC3 of transitive 
verbs that has a passive meaning comparable 
to maC1C2ùC3, e.g. qatìl ‘slain’. The pattern 
C1aC2ìC3 also has an active/stative meaning as 
‘participle’ of verbs of the type C1aC2uC3a, e.g. 
jamìl ‘beautiful’ (from jamula) and �aqìl ‘heavy 
(from �aqula).

In certain cases, a noun of action has his-
torically acquired the meaning of noun of actor 
associated with the action in question, notably 
rasùl ‘message’, which acquired the meaning 
of ‘messenger’ (cf. also Old Akkadian šiprum 
‘message’ and later, ‘messenger’).

While the previous patterns usually are 
referred to as ‘deverbal’, there are also a number 
of notable ‘denominal’ patterns. Abstract nouns 
are regularly expressed by adding the feminine 
form of the � nisba- (gentilic) ending (e.g. 
±imkàniyya ‘possibility’). Just like the noun of 
instrument (ism al-±àla, see above), the noun of 
vessel (ism al-wi �à±) is expressed by a mi- prefix 
(e.g. mi±bar ‘needle case’ from ±ibra ‘needle’). 
The noun of individuality (ism al-wa™da) des-
ignates one individual out of a species (e.g. 
baqara ‘one cow’ vs. baqar ‘[the species] cow’). 
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An example of the noun of abundance (ism 
al-ka�ra) was given above (ma±sada ‘a place 
abounding in lions’).

While the root-pattern system in Arabic nom-
inal (and verbal) morphology is highly regular, 
there are other synchronic and diachronic fac-
tors that determine the morphophonological 
analysis (and hence the place in the lexicon) 
of a number of nouns. This can be seen, 
for instance, when the different plural forma-
tions of the noun madìna ‘city’ are taken into 
consideration. While the older broken plural 
madà±in testifies to an analysis of this noun as 
a maC1C2aC3a (or maC1C2iC3a) pattern, the 
noun of place derived from the root d-y-n, the 
more recent broken plural mudun testifies to a 
synchronic reanalysis of the maC1C2vC3a pat-
tern as C1aC2ìC3a, as is clearly witnessed by 
the entry of this noun under the root m-d-n 
in the modern dictionaries (Wehr’s dictionary 
actually has both entries, d-y-n and m-d-n). A 
similar analysis can be presented for the noun 
taqwà ‘faith’. While this noun synchronically 
must be analyzed as a C1aC2C3à pattern of the 
root t-q-y, a diachronic analysis will derive it as 
a back-formation of Form VIII ittaqà belonging 
to the root w-q-y. Such developments are by no 
means restricted to weak roots. The neologism 
ta±aslum ‘[passive] Islamization’, for instance, 
must be synchronically interpreted as a Form II 
maßdar (corresponding to a Form V maßdar of 
a triliteral root) of a quadriliteral root ±-s-l-m, 
comparable to a root ±-m-r-k, which yields 
ta±amruk ‘[passive] Americanization’. Only dia-
chronically can one claim in this case that ±-s-l-
m reflects the Form IV of the root s-l-m, which 
has another meaning, namely ‘to surrender 
oneself [to God]’.

The extrapolation of consonants of non-
Arabic lexical items that are incorporated into 
Arabic is a well-known process, attested as 
such in nearly all ancient and modern Semitic 
languages. One interesting example in point is 
the ‘retrograde’ derivation firdaws ‘paradise’ 
(< Greek parádeisos). Parádeisos is reanalyzed 
as the plural pattern C1aC2àC3ìC4, to which a 
fictitious singular pattern C1iC2C3awC4 would 
belong (thereby, r and d are being ‘mapped’ 
onto the C2 and C3 slots). Alternatively, firdaws 
could be analyzed as a quinquiliteral back-for-
mation (such nouns are regularly ‘reduced’ to 
quadriliteral nouns in the plural, e.g. �andalìb/
�anàdil ‘nightingale’) of the attested pattern 
C1iC2C3aC4C5, in which w is taken as a root 
consonant, and not as part of a diphthong. A 
formal representation of the two analyses is 
given in Figure 1.

While this lemma is not concerned with the 
noun phrase per se (� noun phrase), there 
exist tendencies toward the formation of � 
compound nouns in Arabic that are of interest 
for morphology. Of the four types of na™t (lit. 
‘sculpture’) occurring in Arabic, the last three 
types affect the nominal realm  (Stetkevych 
1970:48–55):

i. an-na™t al-fi�lì (verbal): sam�ala ‘to say wa-
s-salàmu �alay-kum’

ii. an-na™t al-waßfì (adjectival): �aba†a ‘to 
hold tight’ + �abara ‘to jump’ > �iba†r 
‘strong [said of a lion]’

iii. an-na™t al-ismì (nominal): jaluda ‘to be 
strong’ + jamada ‘to become firm’ >julmùd 
‘big rock’

iv. an-na™t an-nisbì  (referential): †abarxazì 
‘belonging to Tabaristan and Khwarizm’

Figure 1. Alternative analyses of firdaws ‘paradise’

first analysis second analysis

plural � singular plural � singular

root f   r   d    s f r d  s f    r     d     s f    r   d   w  s

pattern C1vC2vvC3vvC4 C1vC2C3vvC4 C1vC2vvC3vvC4 C1vC2C3vC4C5

vocalism a a i   i au     a    a    i      i      a
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Compound formations (including the phenom-
enon of blends, where one or both of the consti-
tuting elements are shortened) are not unusual 
in Modern Standard Arabic (see, e.g., Brockel-
mann 1908:481–484; Monteil 1960:131–142; 
Blau 1981:172–174; El- Ayoubi a.o. 2001:49–
51; Badawi a.o. 2004:58ff., 751ff.). One finds 
substantives and adjectives with prefixes, as 
well as structures with an internal apposi-
tional structure. (As the entry on � abbre-
viations shows, acronyms, which abound in 
modern Ivrit, are untypical of Modern Stand-
ard  Arabic.)

là-nihà±iyya ‘infinity’
là-sàmiyya ‘anti-Semitism’
ßahyù-xùmayniyya ‘Zio-Khomeinism’
qà±im-maqàm ‘governor [Iraq]’
janùb-±ifrìqì ‘South African’
šarq-±awsa†ì ‘Middle Eastern’
±afrù-±àsiyawì ‘Afro-Asiatic’
šibh-rasmì ‘semiofficial’
qab-tàrìxì ‘prehistoric’
bar-mà±ì ‘amphibic’
wa†anì-qawmì ‘ethnopolitical’
iqtißàdì-ijtimà�ì ‘socioeconomic’

The phenomenon of na™t (blending) is also pro-
ductive in modern times (see, e.g., Versteegh 
2001:181–183) e.g. kahrabà± ‘electricity’ + 
maÿnà†ìs ‘magnet’ ��kahra†as ‘electromagnet-
ism’. Such structures can in turn be the starting 
point of linear derivation with the nisba- and 
the feminine ending, e.g. ra±smàl ‘capital’ ��
ra±smàliyya ‘capitalism’; là-nihà±ì ‘infinite’ � 
là-nihà±iyya ‘infinity’.

On the level of the noun phrase, annexa-
tions can be synchronically reanalyzed as 
compound nouns (or ‘quasi compounds’) in 
modern Arabic, e.g. ra±s+màl > ra±smàl ‘capi-
tal’ � ar-ra±smàl ‘the capital’ (?ra±s al-màl) (cf. 
Syriac rèšmàlà); ÿayr(u) ™aqìqi(yyin) ‘untrue’; 
�adam(u) tadaxxul(in) ‘noninterference’.

Arabic nouns are either masculine (mu�ak-
kar), feminine (mu±anna�), or of common gen-
der (for details, see Wright 1967:I, 177ff.; � 
gender). Assuming masculine as the ‘default’ 
gender, feminine nouns may be feminine by vir-
tue of denoting females, certain kinds of wind or 
fire, body parts occurring in pairs, or collective 
animal names. Alternatively,  feminine nouns 
can be marked by the endings tà± marbù†a, ±alif 
mamdùda or maqßùra, and -à± if that ending 

does not belong to the root (conversely, not 
all nouns with these endings are feminine, e.g. 
xalìfa ‘caliph’). A restricted number of Arabic 
nouns can take either gender, e.g. †arìq ‘path’.

Arabic nouns come in three numbers, the 
singular, the dual, and the plural (� number). 
While the dual is always expressed by a suf-
fix, there exist two kinds of plural, the sound 
(external) plural, al-jam� al-mußa™™a™, and the 
broken (internal) plural, al-jam� al-mukassar.

Nouns designating persons, tribes, or places 
(� proper nouns; � toponyms) have recourse 
to a wide variety of nominal patterns. Even 
verbal patterns (and whole verbal clauses) are 
attested, for instance yazìd ‘he augments’ or 
ta±abba†a šarran ‘he bore evil under the arm-
pits’. Nominal patterns are often characterized 
by � diptosis, even when the respective noun as 
a common term would be triptotic (for details, 
see Wild 1982).

Loanwords denoting scientific vocabulary can 
either be fully integrated in the Arabic nominal 
system or retain (part of) their original structure. 
These principles can be followed back all the 
way to the transmitters of Greek terminology 
(via Syriac) into Arabic (see Schall 1982; Endreß 
1992:14–23, for a typology of loan mechanisms; 
technical � terminology). A modern example of 
a fully integrated technical term is the neologism 
raskala ‘recycling’ (C1aC2C3aC4a). A modern 
example of a partially integrated technical term 
is the neologism kibrìtìd ‘sulfide’, where a Euro-
pean-style suffix -ìd is attached to the Arabic 
equivalent of ‘sulphur’, kibrìt (see Badawi a.o. 
2004:741 for this example, and Ali 1987 in 
general on such issues).

3. T h e  n o u n  i n  t h e  A r a b i c 
 d i a l e c t s

Noun patterns in the Arabic dialects feature 
exactly the same correspondence between form 
and semantic content that can be observed in 
Classical Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic. 
A comprehensive description of this situation 
can be found in Woidich (2006, Chap. 2.4 
‘Nomen’), one of the most detailed grammars 
of any Arabic dialect to date (here: � Cairene 
Arabic). Instead of the typology established 
above (including minimal triradical patterns, 
extended triradical patterns, and quadriradi-
cal or longer patterns), a typology based on 
syllable number, number of consonants, and 

426 noun

EALL_N_326-454.indd   426 10/4/2007   5:36:37 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



featured preformatives and afformatives may 
be more appropriate to describe the situation 
in a modern Arabic dialect.

Many colloquial patterns can be derived from 
their ‘underlying representation’ in Classical 
Arabic, e.g. the diminutive pattern C1(u)C2èC3 
from C1uC2ayC3 (see, e.g., Broselow 1976 for 
Cairene Arabic). But new (or extended) types 
are found as well. A prominent example is 
given by the afformative –àn, which desig-
nates adjectives (e.g. bardàn ‘freezing’, ša�bàn 
‘satiated’), certain animals (e.g. ti �bàn ‘snake’), 
verbal nouns (e.g. šukràn ‘thanking’, bunyàn 
‘building’), and certain professions (e.g. rubbàn 
‘captain’), far beyond its scope in Classical Ara-
bic. In Cairene Arabic (cf. Woidich 2006:10), 
the pattern C1aC2aC3àn can express the verbal 
noun of virtually all verbs, e.g. ÿama�àn ‘clos-
ing of the eyes’, ÿalayàn ‘cooking’, rawa™àn 
‘going’.

In addition, Cairene Arabic features the fol-
lowing types of derivational suffixes, all except 
the first three representing innovations (cf. 
Woidich 2006: 105–109: -a (feminine, noun 
of individuality, etc.), -i (nisba), -iyya (cer-
tain devices, actions, abstract terms, etc.), -àna 
(derogatory), -àwi (provenance), -àya (diminu-
tive, noun of individuality, etc.), -àni (body 
colors), -àti (certain professions), -gi (of Turkish 
origin: professions, certain characteristics, e.g. 
bustàngi ‘gardener’, ixwàngi ‘Muslim brother’), 
-angi (negative characteristics), -li (relation), 
-xàna (building), -u (hypocoristic), -àh (regret), 
-ti (relation), -èra (vessel).

In the incorporation of foreign words, a high 
degree of flexibility can be observed. Lower 
sociolects tend to follow indigenous noun 
patterns more closely in such processes (e.g. 
garabuks instead of girbuks ‘gear box’). See 
Bolozky (1999) for an analysis of competing 
strategies in such cases of incorporation of loan 
vocabulary in modern Ivrit.

4. C o n c l u s i o n

The formation of noun patterns has proven to 
be an open, productive process throughout the 
history of Arabic. The situation in the dialects 
reflects the precise mapping between morpho-
logical form and semantic content in the stand-
ard language. New patterns continue to emerge, 
e.g. the pattern C1awC2aC3a for denominal 
verbs from nouns with a long first syllable, 

e.g. �awlama ‘globalization’ from �àlam ‘world’ 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:762). By coincidence, some 
patterns have become popular on the basis of � 
qiyàs from one word, e.g. C1àC2ùC3 for techni-
cal instruments, a pattern which was triggered 
most likely by the noun ™àsùb ‘computer’. 
See also Kaye and Rosenhouse (1997:282) for 
the development of new verbal nouns in some 
Maghrebi dialects.
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Noun Phrase

1 . O v e r v i e w

The Arabic noun phrase (tarkìb ismì) is a syn-
tactic constituent consisting of a noun (� ism) 
or verbal noun (� maßdar) and its dependents 
or modifiers. The Arabic noun phrase has been 
one of the major preoccupations of researchers 
studying Arabic syntax from a variety of theo-
retical and methodological points of view, and 
a very extensive literature is dedicated to it.

General studies of the Arabic noun phrase 
have been done by Ayoub (1981), Ditters 
(1992), Fassi Fehri (1993), and Kremers (2003). 
The greater part of the literature on Arabic 
noun phrases focuses on more specific aspects 
of its grammar.

2 . P r o p e r t i e s  o f  n o u n  p h r a s e s

Arabic nouns have several morphosyntactic 
and semantic properties. These include definite-
ness, case (� declension), � gender, � num-
ber, � specificity, and individuation. Although 
some of these properties are expressed through 
noun-internal morphology, the categories they 
express affect the syntactic distribution and 
semantic interpretation of the noun phrase as a 
whole, and as such they are properties of noun 
phrases rather than just nouns. 

2.1 Definiteness

Arabic noun phrases are either definite or indef-
inite. Definiteness is a morphosyntactic rather 
than semantic property, but it generally coin-
cides with the semantic/pragmatic categories of 
familiarity (ta�rìf ) and/or � specificity (taxßìß). 
The definiteness or indefiniteness of a noun is 
expressed by the presence or absence of the def-
inite article (� article, definite), but either can 
be further augmented with various � determin-
ers, such as quantificational determiners (kull 

428 noun phrase

EALL_N_326-454.indd   428 10/4/2007   5:36:39 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



‘every’, là ‘no’, ba�� ‘some’, etc.; � quantifiers), 
� demonstrative adjectives (hà�à ‘this [masc. 
sg.]’, hà�ihi ‘this [fem. sg.]’, etc.), and, in some 
dialects, indefinite articles (Lebanese, Moroc-
can ši ‘some’, Iraqi fad ‘a; some’, wà™id ‘one’). 

A noun phrase as a whole is definite if it is 
headed by a noun marked with the definite 
article (al-kitàb-u ‘the book’), or if it is a � 
construct state possessive construction with a 
definite possessor (mu�àf ±ilayhi). 

There is considerable variation in indefi-
niteness marking. In fully inflected Standard 
Arabic, most morphologically indefinite nouns 
that are declinable (mu�rab) are marked with 
a final -n following the case-vowel (� tan-
wìn ‘addition of -n’), as in kitàb-un ‘a book’. 
In the dialects, degrees of indefiniteness are 
distinguished through different strategies. In 
the Najdi Bedouin dialects of Saudi Arabia 
(Abboud 1964; Ingham 1994a), as well as in 
some dialects of Central Asia (Fischer 1961; 
Ingham 1994b), the Sudan (Owens 1993), and 
Yemen (Behnstedt 1985), vestigial tanwìn is 
used on indefinite nouns to indicate degrees of 
specificity. Other dialects use forms of indefi-
nite articles, such as šì ‘some’ in Moroccan Ara-
bic (Harrell 1962; Harrell and Sobelman 1966) 
and some Levantine dialects (Feghali 1923; 
Cowell 1964), fad in Iraqi (Van Ess 1961; Wal-
lace 1969), and derivatives of wà™id ‘one’ in 
various dialects (see Brustad 2000, Chap. 1) to 
indicate various degrees of specificity.

In contemporary Western syntactic theory, 
the Arabic definite article has been analyzed as 
a nominal affix; the fact that the article assimi-
lates to the place and manner of articulation of 
a stem-initial sun letter has been cited as evi-
dence of this. In transformational approaches 
to syntax, the affixhood of the article has 
been analyzed by treating it as the head of a 
Determiner Phrase (DP), to which the nomi-
nal head raises and incorporates (Mohammad 
1988; Fassi-Fehri 1993; Benmamoun 2000), 
as in (1).

(1a) al-kitàb-u
 the-book-Nom

(1b) [DP [D al- kitàb-ui ] [NP  ti ] ]

However, in some dialects and in Modern Stan-
dard Arabic, the definite article appears to be a 
phrasal affix or � clitic which attaches to the 

noun phrase constituent as a whole, rather than 
directly to the noun stem. Evidence for this 
are noun phrases in which numeral modifiers 
occur prenominally and host the definite arti-
cle, as in (2)–(5) (Hoyt 2000, 2002; Shlonsky 
2004; Borer 1996 adduces similar arguments 
for Hebrew).

(2) ha�-�alà� ™abbàt
 these-three pills

‘these three pills’ (Palestinian Arabic: 
Schmidt and Kahle 1918:31.6)

(3) bà� el-±arba� ±e™ßàn 
 sell.Perf.3ms the-four horses.pl
 el-mlà™
 the-good.pl

‘He sold the four good horses’ (Lebanese 
Arabic: Feghali 1928:190)

(4) al-xams-u qur-an
 the-five-Nom villages-Gen
 ‘the five villages’ (Wright 1898:II, 264)

(5) a�-�alà�at-u rijàl-in
 the-three-Nom men-Gen
 ‘the three men’ (Wright 1898:II, 264)

Accordingly, analyses have been proposed 
according to which � numerals occupy a posi-
tion between the article and the noun stem 
(Hoyt 2000, 2002; Shlonsky 2004; see Ritter 
1991 for similar constructions in Hebrew).  

2.2 Case

Nominal case marking (� ±i�ràb ‘declension’) is 
exclusive to more formal registers of Standard 
Arabic and has been entirely lost in the dialects 
(but see Owens 1998a, 1998b, for arguments 
that the dialects have never had case marking). 
In Standard Arabic with full ±i�ràb, nouns with 
regular (mu�rab ‘inflectable’) form are marked 
with one of three cases: the nominative (marfù� 
‘raised’), the accusative (manßùb ‘lifted’), and 
the genitive (majrùr ‘attracted’), marked with 
the suffixes -u, -a, and -i, respectively. Singular 
nouns with irregular (mabnì ‘fixed’) form are 
not marked for case (� binà±). 

2.3 Gender

Grammatical gender in Arabic corresponds to 
several different semantic categories, including 
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biological feminine gender as well as inanimate 
plurality, individuation of mass nouns, and, in 
some dialects, unindividuated human plurals 
(see below). Gender is indicated morphologi-
cally only in specific classes of words, but it 
plays an important role in � agreement mark-
ing and other concordial relations.

Feminine gender is most often expressed with 
the ‘bound -t’ morpheme (tà± marbù†a). The 
bound -t morpheme is used to express feminine 
sex (†àlib ‘student’/†àlib-a ‘female student’); 
individual instances of mass noun denotations 
(baqar ‘cattle’/baqar-a ‘[a] cow’); collective plu-
rals of sound plural nouns (al-filas†ìniyyùn ‘the 
Palestinians’/al-filas†ìniyy-a ‘the Palestinians [as 
a whole]’); devices used for specific purposes 
(šams ‘sun’, šamsiyy-a ‘umbrella, parasol’); or 
more specific meanings of preexisting nouns 
(maktab ‘office’, maktab-a ‘library’); and, in 
a few cases, nouns denoting biologically male 
entities (e.g. xalìfa ‘caliph’; Levantine collo-
quial zalami ‘guy’). Other feminine nouns are 
unmarked for gender and are feminine either 
because they denote biologically feminine per-
sons (bint ‘girl, daughter’, �arùs ‘bride’), or 
by convention (™arb ‘war’, dàr ‘house’, šams 
‘sun’). 

Masculine gender is unmarked on singular 
nouns except for relative (� nisba) adjectives 
and de-adjectival nouns derived from nisba 
adjectives (�arab-iyy ‘Arabic man’ vs. �arab-iyy-a 
‘Arabic woman’), and is only marked in plural 
nouns with sound plural forms (mudarrisùn 
‘[male] teachers’/mudarrisàt ‘female teachers’). 

2.4 Number

Number is explicitly marked only on singular 
nouns ending with the bound -t morpheme and 
relational adjectives. Arabic plural morphology 
is extremely complex and is divided into two 
paradigms: sound plurals and broken plurals. 
Sound plurals are marked with suffixal endings, 
while broken plurals are expressed with a range 
of roughly thirty different forms of varying 
degrees of productivity and semantic specifi-
city (Levy 1971; McCarthy and Prince 1990). 
Mass nouns take two plural forms; the plural 
of plenty, usually expressed as a broken  plural, 
expresses different varieties of the object in 
question, while the paucal plural, usually a 
sound plural, expresses a specific and  limited 
number of objects (e.g. šajar ‘trees’, ±ašjàr ‘kinds 
of trees’, šajara ‘a tree’, šajaràt ‘[some] trees.’  

2.5 Individuation

Individuation (tafrìd) is the degree to which 
the members of the denotation of a plural or 
mass noun can be counted or identified as indi-
viduals. It is closely related to specificity, and so 
many of the devices used to express specificity 
imply individuation as well. 

In some dialects, plural nouns with low indi-
viduation sometimes control feminine singular 
agreement even though they denote groups 
of human males (Sallam 1979; Belnap 1991; 
Brustad 2000). In (7), from a story in the Bir 
Zeit dialect of rural Palestinian Arabic, describ-
ing an attack by a group of Bedouin tribesmen 
on a Turkish governor’s palace, two conjoined 
clauses show different agreement forms for this 
group.

(6) lammin sim�u hà�à
 when heard.Perf.3mp that
 kàmat il-�urbàn 
 rose.Perf.3fs the-Bedouin
 tih�im �a-s-saràya
 attack.Imperf.3fs upon-the-palace

‘When they heard that, the Bedouin 
attacked the palace’ (Schmidt and Kahle 
1918: §15.3)

The sheikh of the tribe instructs his followers 
to listen for a pistol shot as the signal to attack, 
and goes inside to confront the governor. The 
first clause describes the followers’ hearing the 
signal and shows the verb sim�u ‘they heard’ 
marked in the masculine plural. In contrast, 
the main clause describes them attacking the 
palace, and the verb sequence is marked in the 
feminine singular kàmat tih�im, presumably 
indicating that they attacked en masse (and 
are therefore not individuated). Belnap (1991) 
notes similar alternations in Cairene Egyptian 
Arabic. 

In dialects which distinguish gender in the 
plural, nonsentient nouns with plural denota-
tions are marked as feminine in the plural but 
can control either singular or plural agreement, 
the former expressing less individuation and the 
latter more. To illustrate again with examples 
from Bir Zeit Palestinian Arabic, (7) shows the 
nonspecific indefinite �làb ‘dogs’ controlling 
feminine singular agreement on the verb, while 
(8) shows the specific-marked indefinite ha�-
�làb ‘these dogs’ controlling feminine plural 
agreement.
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(7) hà�a lammin †ili� 
 this.ms when left.3ms 
 twarša�at-e �làb
 attacked.3fs-cl3ms dogs

‘When he left, dogs attacked him’ (Schmidt 
and Kahle 1918:§38.5)

(8) �àwadat illa w-ha�-�làb 
 returned.3fs except and-these-dogs 
 b-ò�ilin fi-�-�bèbàt 
 Ind-eat.3fp in-the-meatballs
 min rakbat-e
 from neck-cl3ms

‘She went back, and there were these 
dogs eating the meatballs from his neck’ 
(Schmidt and Kahle 1918: §30.11)

3 . A d j e c t i v a l  m o d i f i c a t i o n

Arabic noun phrases can include modification 
by simplex � adjectives or � adjective phrases, 
as well as other modifiers, such as � relative 
clauses and prepositional phrases. Modifiers 
generally follow the nouns they modify, as in 
(9)–(11).

(9) al-kitàb-u l-kabìr-u
 the-book.ms-Nom the-big.ms-Nom
 ‘the big book’

(10) ar-rajul-u lla�ì 
 the-man.msg-Nom Rel.ms 
 yu™ibbu-hà
 Ind-love.3ms-cl3fs
 ‘the man who loves her’

(11) madìnat-un fì mißr-a
 city.fs-Nom in Egypt-Gen
 ‘a city in Egypt’

However, � elative adjectives and ordinal 
numerals can precede the nouns they modify in 
a construct state, as in (12).

(12) ±akbar bayt-in
 biggest house-Gen
 ‘[the] biggest house’

(13) ±awwal yawm-in
 first day-Gen
 ‘[the] first day’

The preferred order of postnominal adjectives 
mirrors that of English adjectives, with more 

inherent properties following less inherent ones 
(Fassi Fehri 1998). In noun phrases containing 
both adjectival modifiers and other kinds, such 
as relative clauses or prepositional phrases, 
adjectival modifiers precede the others. 

A particularly interesting form of adjecti-
val modification common in Standard Arabic 
involves an adjectival construct or ‘pseudo-
construct’ (±i�àfa ÿayr ™aqìqiyya; see Siloni 
2000, 2002 for the equivalent phenomenon in 
Hebrew). This consists of an adjective or parti-
ciple ‘possessed’ by a noun (referred to here as 
the ‘inner noun’) specifying the degree or man-
ner of the property expressed by the adjective. 
This constituent then modifies or is predicated 
of another noun (the ‘outer noun’), as in (14) 
and (15).

(14) †awìl-u ß-ßabr-i
 long-Nom the-patience-Gen
 ‘long of patience, very patient’

(15) kabìr-u s-sinn-i
 big-Nom the-age-Gen
 ‘great of age, elderly’

The adjective agrees with the outer noun, just 
as any other adjective does, in number and gen-
der, as in (16) and (17), as well as in definite-
ness, as in (18) and (19).

(16) ™asan-un †awìl-u 
 Hasan.ms-Nom long.msg-Nom 
 ß-ßabr-i
 the-patience-Gen
 ‘Hasan is very patient’

(17) laylà †awìlat-u 
 Layla.fs-Nom long.fs-Nom 
 ß-ßabr-i
 the-patience-Gen
 ‘Layla is very patient’

(18) bint-un jamìlat-u 
 girl.fs-Nom beautiful.fs-Nom 
 l-wajh-i
 the-face-Gen
 ‘a girl with a beautiful face’

(19) al-bint-u l-jamìlat-u 
 the-girl.fs-Nom the-beautiful.fs-Nom 
 l-wajh-i
 the-face-Gen
 ‘the girl with a beautiful face’

  noun phrase 431

EALL_N_326-454.indd   431 10/4/2007   5:36:40 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Note that, although the adjective agrees with 
the outer noun, its meaning is applied to the 
inner noun. For example, in (17) †awìlatun 
‘long’ modifies ßabr ‘patience’, a noun with 
masculine gender although it agrees with laylà, 
a feminine noun. 

The meaning of the pseudoconstruct suggests 
that it is interpreted by means of abstraction 
over an understood possessor of the inner noun 
(where ‘possessor’ is construed very generally). 
For example, in (20) Hasan is understood as 
the possessor of the face referred to.

(20) ™asan-un jamìl-u 
 Hasan.ms-Nom beautiful.ms-Nom 
 l-wajh-i
 the-face-Gen
 ‘Hasan has a beautiful face’

With respect to its interpretation, the adjectival 
construct resembles two other constructions: an 
adjective modified by the accusative of specifi-
cation (� tamyìz), as in (21), and the connected 
modifier (tasbìb an-na�t; � sabab), as in (22).

(21) ™asan-un jamìl-un 
 Hasan.ms-Nom beautiful.ms-Nom 
 wajhan
 face-Acc
 ‘Hasan has a beautiful face’

(22) ™asan-un al-jamìl-u 
 Hasan-Nom the-beautiful.ms-Nom
 wajh-u-hu
 face-Nom-cl3ms
 ‘Hasan, with his beautiful face’

In (21), wajhan ‘face’ is marked with the adver-
bial accusative and specifies the manner in 
which jamìl ‘beautiful’ can be an attribute 
of ™asan. In (22), the possessor of the face is 
explicitly marked and is bound by ™asan. The 
adjective phrases in (20), (21), and (22) are 
therefore interpreted as the property of having 
a beautiful face. 

4 . P o s s e s s i v e  n o u n  p h r a s e s

Perhaps the best known and most studied kind 
of noun phrase in Arabic is the � construct 
state possessive construction, a construction 
that Arabic shares with other Semitic languages 

and in particular Hebrew (Borer 1981, 1996; 
Hazout 1991, 1994, 1995, 2000; Siloni 1996, 
1997a, 1997b, 2000, 2002). Theoretical analy-
ses of the construct state have focused on par-
allels between its structure and the structure of 
full clauses, particularly in word order. 

In Standard Arabic, the construct state 
expresses a wide range of possessive and parti-
tive relationships. These include both material 
and inalienable � possession, location, part/
whole relationships, measure or quantity, and 
comparison. In the dialects, the construct state 
is used with varying productivity and competes 
with the � analytic genitive for expressing 
the various genitive relationships (see Harning 
1980; Mohammad 1999; Brustad 2000:70-88; 
Holes 2004:208–210). 

The parallels between the construct state and 
a verbal clause are particularly clear in verbal 
constructs, and as such, much of the literature 
on the construct state focuses on examples in 
which the construct head is a verbal noun (� 
maßdar ‘source’) and the possessor its subject or 
object (Aoun 1978; Ayoub 1985; Aboudi 1985; 
Mohammad 1988, 1999; Fassi Fehri 1993; 
Benmamoun 2000; Kremers 2003; Shlonsky 
2004), as in (23) and (24).

(23) kitàbat-u l-walad-i 
 writing.fs-Nom the-boy-Gen 
 li-l-wàjib-i
 to-the-assignment
 ‘the boy’s writing of the assignment’

(24) ±ixfà±-u l-màl-i �alà 
 hiding-Nom the-money-Gen from 
 š-šur†at-i
 the-police-Gen
 ‘the hiding of the money from the police’

Additional arguments can follow the inner NP 
either in the accusative case or marked with 
a preposition, and are subject to an order-
ing restriction which parallels the ordering 
restrictions on arguments in verbal clauses, 
namely that the possessor-NP must be the least 
oblique. 

Most analyses of the verbal construct argue 
that the lexical phrase is a � verb phrase rather 
than a noun phrase. The verbal noun is the head 
of the verb phrase, and it raises and adjoins to 
the head position of DP, with the inner noun in 
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a VP-internal subject position, and any objects 
in the complement of VP, as in the analysis of 
(25) in (26) and (27).

(25) taksìr-u l-bint-i 
 breaking-Nom the-girl-Gen 
 š-šubbàk-a
 the-window-Acc
 ‘the girl’s breaking the window’

(26) [DP D [VP [DP l-bint-i ] [V’ taksìr-u 
 [DP š-šubbàk-a ] ] ] ]

(27) [DP [D D taksìr-ui ] [VP [DP l-bint-i ] 
 [V’ ti [DP š-šubbàk-a ] ] ] ]

However, Fassi Fehri (1993) notes that if the 
object is marked with the accusative case, the 
verbal noun can be modified with adverbs 
(28a), while if it is marked with the preposition 
li-, the verbal noun must be modified with an 
adjective (28b): 

(28a) intiqàd-u r-rajul-i 
 criticizing-Nom the-man-Gen 
 bi-stimràr-in
 with-persistence-Gen
 al-mašrù�-a 
 the-project.ms.Acc

‘the man’s persistently criticizing the 
project’

(28b) intiqàd-u r-rajul-i 
 criticism.ms-Nom the-man-Gen 
 l-mustamirr-u
 the-persistent.msg-Nom 
 li-l-mašrù�-i
 to-the-project-Gen

‘the man’s persistent criticism of the 
project’

This suggests that verbal nouns which mark 
accusative case on their objects are more ‘verb-
like’ than those which do not. Fassi Fehri 
argues that more ‘verb-like’ construct states 
consist of a verb phrase which is dominated by 
the DP (29), while more ‘noun-like’ constructs 
consist of a noun phrase dominated by the DP 
(30).

(29) [DP [D D intiqàd-ui ] [VP [DP r-rajul-i ] 
 [V’ ti [DP al-mašrù�-a ] ] ] 

(30) [DP [D D intiqàd-ui ] [NP [DP r-rajul-i ] 
 [N’ ti [PP li-l-mašrù�-a ] ] ] 

The parallel with verbal clauses noted for the 
construct state has also been noted to hold 
for analytic genitive constructions. Moham-
mad (1999) proposes that the analytic posses-
sive in Palestinian and Standard Arabic has a 
DP structure which mirrors the structure of 
clauses in SVO word order. The possessed 
noun is the ‘subject’ of the DP headed by the 
possessive particle, with which it agrees under 
a specifier/head relation. For example, the 
noun phrase i†-†awla taba�it a™mad ‘Ahmad’s 
book’ (Mohammad 1999) would have the 
structure in (31).

(31) [DP [DP i†-†awla ] [D’ taba�it [NP a™mad ] ] ]

Mohammad argues that this analysis supports 
the overall approach of assigning a parallel 
structure to Arabic noun phrases and clauses.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Abboud, Peter F. 1964. The syntax of Najdi Arabic. 

Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
Aboudi, Fahmi B.S. 1985. The syntax of ±i�àfah 

annexation in Arabic. Ph.D. diss., Indiana Uni-
versity. 

Aoun, Joseph. 1978. “Structure interne du groupe 
nominal en arabe: L’ ±i�àfa”. Analyses Théorie 
2.1–40.  

Ayoub, Georgine. 1981. Structure de la phrase en 
arabe standard. Ph.D. diss., Université de Paris–7.

Behnstedt, Peter. 1985. Die nord-jemenitischen 
Dialekte. I. Atlas. Wiesbaden: L. Reichert. 

Belnap, Kirk R. 1991. Grammatical agreement vari-
ation in Cairene Arabic. Ph.D. diss., University of 
Pennsylvania. 

Benmamoun, Elabbas. 2000. The feature structure of 
functional categories: A comparative study of Ara-
bic dialects. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Blau, Joshua. 1960. Syntax des palästinensischen 
Bauerndialektes Bir Zeits. Walldorf, Hessen: Ver-
lag für Orientkunde.

Borer, Hagit. 1988. “On the morphological paral-
lelism between compounds and constructs”. Year-
book of morphology, I, ed. Geert Booij and Jaap 
van Marle, 45–65. Dordrecht: Foris.

——. 1996. “The construct in review”. Lecarme a.o. 
(1996:30–61). 

Brustad, Kristen. 2000. The syntax of spoken Arabic: 
A comprehensive study of Moroccan, Egyptian, 
Syrian, and Kuwaiti dialects. Washington, D.C.: 
Georgetown University Press. 

Cowell, Mark. 1964. A reference grammar of Syrian 
Arabic. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University 
Press. 

Ditters, Everhard. 1992. A formal approach to 

  noun phrase 433

EALL_N_326-454.indd   433 10/4/2007   5:36:41 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



 Arabic: The noun phrase and the verb phrase. 
Ph.D. diss., University of Nijmegen.

Fassi Fehri, Abdelkader. 1993. Issues in Arabic 
clauses and words. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers. 

——. 1998. “Layers in the distribution of Arabic 
adverbs and adjectives and their licensing”. Per-
spectives on Arabic linguistics, XI, ed. Elabbas 
Benmamoun, Mushira Eid, and Niloofar Haeri, 
1–45. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins. 

Feghali, Michel. 1928. Syntaxe des parlers actuels du 
Liban. Paris: Champion.

Fischer, Wolfdietrich. 1961. “Die Sprache der ara-
bischen Sprachinsel in Uzbekistan”. Der Islam 
36.232–263.

Harning, Kerstin Eksell. 1980. The analytical geni-
tive in the modern Arabic dialects. Stockholm: 
Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis.

Harrell, Richard. 1962. A short reference grammar 
of Moroccan Arabic. Washington, D.C.: George-
town University Press.

——, and H. Sobelman. 1966. A dictionary of 
Moroccan Arabic. Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press. 

Hazout, Ilan. 1991. Verbal nouns: Theta-theoretic 
studies in Hebrew and Arabic. Ph.D. diss., Univer-
sity of Massachusetts at Amherst. 

——. 1994. “Nominalizers in theta theory”. Lingui-
stic Review 11.5–48. 

——. 1995. “Action nominalizations and linguistic 
theory”. Natural Language and Linguistic Theory 
13.355–404. 

——. 2000. “Adjectival genitive constructions in 
Modern Hebrew: A case study in coanalysis”. The 
Linguistic Review 17.29–52. 

Holes, Clive. 2004. Modern Arabic: Structures, 
 functions, and varieties. 2nd rev. ed. New York: 
Longman. 

Hoyt, Frederick. 2000. Word order, agreement, 
and specificity effects in rural Palestinian Ara-
bic  existential constructions. M.A. thesis, Cornell 
 University. 

——. 2002. “Reduced agreement as a specificity 
effect in Rural Palestinian Arabic”. Perspectives 
on Arabic Linguistics, XIII–XIV, ed. Elabbas Ben-
mamoun, 111–141. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: 
J. Benjamins.  

Ingham, Bruce. 1994a. Najdi Arabic: Central Ara-
bian. Amsterdam: J. Benjamins.

——. 1994b. “The effect of language contact on the 
Arabic dialect of Afghanistan”. Actas del Congreso 
Internacional sobre Interferencias Linguísticas 
Árabe-Romances y Paralelos Extra-Iberos, ed. Jordi 
Aguadé, Federico Corriente, and Marina Marugán, 
105–118. Saragossa: Navarro y Navarro. 

Kremers, Joost Merijn. 2003. The Arabic noun 
phrase: A minimalist approach. Ph.D. diss., Uni-
versity of Nijmegen. 

Lecarme, Jacqueline, Jean Lowenstamm, and Ur 
Shlonsky (eds). 1996. Studies in Afro-Asiatic lan-
guages. The Hague: Holland Academic Graphics. 

Levy, Mary. 1971. The plural of the noun in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic. Ph.D. diss., University of 
Michigan.

McCarthy, John J. and Alan S. Prince. 1990. “Foot 
and word in prosodic morphology: The Arabic 
broken plural”. Natural Language and Linguistic 
Theory 8.209–283. 

Mohammad, Mohammad. 1988. “On the paral-
lelism between IP and DP”. Proceedings of the 
West Coast Conference on Formal Linguistics 
(WCCFL), VII, ed. Hagit Borer, 241–254. Stan-
ford, Calif.: CSLI. 

——. 1999. “Checking and licensing inside DP in 
Palestinian Arabic”. Perspectives on Arabic lin-
guistics, XII, ed. Elabbas Benmamoun, 27–44. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Ouhalla, Jamal and Ur Shlonsky (eds.). 2002. Themes 
in Arabic and Hebrew syntax. Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers.

Owens, Jonathan. 1993. “Nigerian Arabic in com-
parative perspective”. Sprache und Geschichte in 
Afrika 14.85–175.

——. 1998a. “Case and Proto-Arabic, I”. Bulletin 
of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
61:1.51–73.

——. 1998b. “Case and Proto-Arabic, II”. Bulletin 
of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
61:2.215–227.

Ritter, Elizabeth. 1991. “Functional categories in 
noun phrases: Evidence from Modern Hebrew”. 
Perspectives on phrase structure, ed. Susan Roth-
stein, 37–62. New York: Academic Press. 

Sallam, A.M. 1979. “Concordial relations within the 
noun phrase in Educated Spoken Arabic (ESA)”. 
Archivum Linguisticum 10.20–56.

Schmidt, Hans and Paul Kahle. 1918. Volkserzählun-
gen aus Palästina, I. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und 
Ruprecht.

——, and Paul Kahle. 1930. Volkserzählungen 
aus Palästina, II. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und 
Ruprecht.

Shlonsky, Ur. 2004. “The form of Semitic noun 
phrases”. Lingua 114.1465–1526. 

Siloni, Tal. 1996. “Hebrew noun phrases: General-
ized noun raising”. Parameters and functional 
heads: Essays in comparative syntax, ed. Adrianna 
Belletti and Luigi Rizzi, 239–267. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

——. 1997a. “Event nominals and the construct 
state”. New comparative syntax, ed. Liliane 
Haegeman, 165–188. London: Longman. 

——. 1997b. Noun phrases and nominalizations: 
The syntax of DPs. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers. 

——. 2000. “Non-nominal constructs”. Research in 
Afroasiatic grammar, II, ed. Jacqueline Lecarme, 
Jean Lowenstamm, and Ur Shlonsky, 481–510. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins. 

——. 2002. “Adjectival constructs and inalienable 
constructions”. Ouhalla and Shlonsky (2002:161–
187).

Van Ess, John. 1961. The spoken Arabic of Iraq. 2nd 
ed. London: Oxford University Press.

Wallace, Erwin. 1969. A basic course in Iraqi Arabic. 
Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press.

Wright, William. 1898. A grammar of the Arabic 
language, translated from the German of Caspari 
and edited with numerous additions and correc-
tions. 2 vols. 3rd ed., rev. W. Robertson Smith and 
M.J. de Goeje. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Frederick Hoyt (University of Texas at Austin)

434 noun phrase

EALL_N_326-454.indd   434 10/4/2007   5:36:41 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Nubi � Ki-Nubi

Nubian

Loanwords are lexical items which are pho-
netically and morphologically integrated into 
a language other than the one where they 
originated. The prerequisite for such lexical 
items to be incorporated in another language 
is the presence of bilingual individuals. Ara-
bic/Nubian bilingualism can be characterized 
as replacive in the sense that the Nubian lan-
guages are threatened by complete replacement 
by Arabic.

The Nubian languages are scattered today 
over a large area comprising both the northern 
half of the Republic of Sudan and southern 
Egypt. They form a language family that can 
be divided into three geographically defined 
branches (Map 1): Darfur Nubian in the western 
Sudan, comprising Midob and Birgid; Kordofan 
Nubian, a group of closely related dialects spo-
ken in the northern Nuba Mountains; and Nile 
Nubian, comprising Kenzi-Dongolawi, Nobiin, 
and its medieval predecessor, Old Nubian. 
Before the successive building of the dams near 
Aswan, the Nile Nubian languages were spoken 
in the Middle Nile Valley between the first Nile 
cataract upstream to Debba at the great bend 
of the river. After the inundation of a large 
part of Nubia in the waters of Lake Nasser, a 
considerable part of the local Nubian popula-
tion was displaced. The resettlement – outside 
of Nubia, near Kom Ombo in Egypt, and in the 
Khashm el-Girba scheme of the eastern Sudan – 
has contributed considerably to the decay of 
Nubian and the decreasing number of mono-
lingual speakers.

Typologically, the Nubian languages are 
characterized by SOV word order and postpo-
sitions. The genitive usually precedes the noun, 
while the adjective follows it. Genetically, the 
Nubian language family forms a subgroup of 
Eastern Sudanic, which in turn is a subgroup 
of the Nilo-Saharan phylum (Greenberg 1963; 
Ehret 1989; Bender 1991).

Early contacts between Arabic and Nubian 
were probably established by Arab nomads and 
merchants who came from Arabia and entered 
the Nile Valley long before the coming of Islam 
(£asan 1973:12). After the Islamic conquest of 
Egypt in 641 C.E., and throughout the era of 

the Christian Nubian kingdoms (6th–15th cen-
turies), Arabic as a spoken language was gradu-
ally spread by Arabs engaging in trade between 
Egypt and the Middle Nile Valley. Arabic 
(along with Old Nubian, Coptic, and Greek) 
was also used as a written language in medieval 
Nubia, as attested by gravestones, graffiti, and 
letters of commerce (Shinnie 1974:46; Adams 
1977:447ff.). The few Arabic loanwords in 
the medieval Old Nubian texts suggest that, 
despite the long presence of Arabic in the Nile 
Valley, its influence on Nubian was insignifi-
cant. It was only at the end of the Middle Ages, 
after the successive breakdown of the Christian 
kingdoms, that Arabization and Islamization 
gained momentum in Nubia and the Central 
Sudan (Adams 1977:556–563; Spaulding and 
Spaulding 1988). The immigration of Arab 
nomads, mainly from Egypt, and the inter-
marriage of the Arabs with the local Nubian 
population resulted in the spread of Arabic 
as a lingua franca. The intensified linguistic 
contacts appear to have triggered Nubian/Ara-
bic bilingualism both among the Nubians and 
those Arab immigrants who became farmers. 
This can be inferred from the incorporation of 
Nubian loanwords, mainly terms from agricul-
ture, into Sudanese Arabic (Gasim 1965).

Because of the impact of Arabization, several 
Nubian languages have disappeared, among 
them the Old Shaiqi language, spoken south 
of the fourth cataract until the beginning of 
the 19th century (Spaulding 1990), the Nubian 
languages of northern Kordofan, probably spo-
ken until the end of the 19th century (Mac-
Michael 1912:85; Newbold 1924; Bell 1975; 
Lea 1994:147), and, more recently, Birgid of 
eastern Darfur (Thelwall 1977; Idris 2004). 
Recent sociolinguistic studies (Rouchdy 1991; 
Patriarchi and Rottland 1993; Satti 2004) high-
light the various factors that threaten to replace 
the Nubian languages with Arabic.

The integration of Arabic loanwords into 
the Nubian languages has not yet been sys-
tematically investigated, although most linguis-
tic publications on Nubian languages dedicate 
some passages to them. Nor does the following 
discussion exhaust this topic. For example, 
Arabic stress patterns and their integration into 
the Nubian phonological system are an inter-
esting but unconsidered problem. The present 
entry focuses on the Nile Nubian languages, 
drawing Kenzi data from Massenbach (1933) 
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and Kamil (1937), Dongolawi data from Arm-
bruster (1960), and Nobiin data from Werner 
(1987).

Nobiin is a tone language, distinguishing 
between a high, a low, and a falling tone. The 
tones are marked on a vowel by an acute (á), 
grave (à), or circumflex (â) accent, respectively. 
In the case of long vowels, which in the Nubian 
items are represented by doubled vowel signs, 
only the first vowel receives a tone mark (áa). 
Long vowels in Arabic items, in contrast, are 
marked by a stroke (à).

The source of Arabic loanwords in the var-
ious Nubian languages is usually the local 
Sudan Arabic dialect, rather than Modern 
Standard/Classical Arabic. This is attested by 
the following loanwords in Kenzi, which has 
adopted huusa < Sudan Arabic xùsa, rather 
than Classical Arabic sikkìn ‘knife’; angaree < 
Sudan Arabic �angarèb, rather than sarìr ‘bed’; 
bit-ee < northern Sudan Arabic beyyat, rather 
than bàt ‘to spend the night’. Further evidence 
is provided by the following phonological char-
acteristics of Sudan Arabic, which are also 
attested in loanwords integrated in the Nubian 
languages: (i) the opposition of Classical Arabic 
t/� and d/� is neutralized in favor of the dental 
plosives t/d, respectively; (ii) Classical Arabic q 
is realized as g or sometimes even as ÿ; (iii) the 
voiced palatal affricate j may by replaced by the 
voiced alveolar plosive d, e.g. deeš < jèš ‘army’; 
(iv) final consonant clusters in syllables of the 
type CVCC are often simplified by inserting 
an epenthetic vowel; (v) the short central low 
vowel a is realized as front mid vowel [Æ] if 
it occurs in an open syllable and if the vowel 
of the following syllable is i or ii (Reichmuth 
1983:58); in loanwords [Æ] is therefore often 
rendered by e, dérís, dérs < dars ‘lesson’; jediid 
< jadìd ‘new’.

Arabic loanwords are phonetically adapted 
to the Nubian phonological system. Because of 
the increasing knowledge of and proficiency in 
speaking Arabic, loanwords may preserve some 
of the characteristic Arabic segments or struc-
tures, thus enlarging and modifying the original 
Nubian phonological system. The following 
examples consider only those Sudan Arabic 
consonants which are foreign to the Nubian 
language, the data being drawn from Dongo-
lawi. The emphatic consonants †, �, ß, Ú (	) are 
replaced by their nonemphatic counterparts t, 
d, s, z: tabbaah < †abbàx ‘cook [noun]’; fuuta < 

fù†a ‘towel’; daruuri < �arùrì ‘necessary’; haa-
dir < ™à�ir ‘ready’; seed < ßèd ‘hunting’; halaas 
< xalàß ‘finished’; zarif < Úarf ‘envelope’; naazir 
< nàÚir ‘superintendent’. The voiced alveolar 
fricative z is not an original consonant of the 
Nubian phoneme system, but, as the examples 
show, it is admitted in loanwords. The voiced 
velar fricative ÿ is replaced by the voiced velar 
plosive g: garib < ÿarb ‘west’, gulgul < ÿulÿul 
‘cottonseed’. The voiced pharyngeal fricative 
� is usually deleted: adu < �aduww ‘enemy’; 
arbaiin < ±arba�ìn ‘forty’; šema < šam�, šama� 
‘wax’. The voiceless velar and pharyngeal frica-
tives x and ™ are replaced by the voiceless glot-
tal h, which is a marginal consonant phoneme 
in the Nile Nubian languages: habar < xabar 
‘news’, washaan < wasxàn ‘dirty’, haal < ™àl 
‘state’, ahsen < ±a™san ‘better’, Saaleh < Íàli™ 
[proper name]. In final position, ™ may be 
deleted: faala < fàli™ ‘skillful’. Originally, in the 
Nubian languages, the lateral l and the vibrant 
r were not admitted in initial position. In loan-
words, however, they do occur there: lijaam < 
lijàm ‘bridle’, rukun < rukn ‘corner’.

The syllable structure in Nubian is CVC, 
i.e. consonant clusters in word-initial and final 
position are not admitted. This explains why 
the CVCC structure of (Sudan) Arabic words 
is changed to CVCCV or CVCVC when they 
are integrated into a Nubian language. In Kenzi 
the structure CVCCi is chosen if the Arabic 
CC cluster consists of geminates: kummi < 
kumm ‘sleeve’, bunni < bunn ‘coffee’, hajji < 
™àjj ‘pilgrim’, šarri < šarr ‘evil’. The structure 
CVCVC is chosen if the final Arabic CC cluster 
is represented by different consonants: darub 
< darb ‘path, road’, fejir < fajr ‘dawn’, sahal < 
sahl ‘easy’. The change from Arabic CVCC > 
CVCVC is also attested in Nobiin. There are 
often two versions of the loanwords, however, 
which indicates that the Arabic CC cluster may 
be retained, although it does not conform to the 
canonical Nubian syllable structure: áríš < �arš 
‘roof’; dérís, dérs < dars ‘lesson’; ésím, ésm < 
ism ‘name’; másír, másr < maßr ‘Egypt; Cairo’.

As for the morphological integration of Ara-
bic loanwords, the data show that Nubian 
grammatical suffixes are attached to these loan-
words. In Nobiin, for instance, consonant-final 
nouns take the low tone plural suffix -ìi, which 
lowers all tone(s) of the singular form: báhár 
[sg.], bàhàrìi [pl.] < ba™r ‘river; Nile’; dérís 
[sg.], dèrsìi [pl.] < dars ‘lesson’; dùkkáan [sg.], 
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dùkkàanìi [pl.] < dukkàn ‘shop’; féjír [sg.], 
fèjrìi [pl.] < fajr ‘dawn’. Nouns ending in the 
Arabic feminine suffix -a are pluralized by the 
low-tone suffix -ncìi, which lengthens the final 
-a and lowers all preceding tones: šèbèká [sg.], 
šèbèkàancìi [pl.] < šabaka ‘net’; tàagyá [sg.], 
tàagyàancìi [pl.] < †àgiyya ‘skull cap’; mèdrèsá 
[sg.], mèdrèsàancìi [pl.] < madrasa ‘school’. 
Less frequently, a loanword, whether conso-
nant-final or vowel-final, takes the plural suffix 
-gúu or -ríi. These suffixes lower the preced-
ing tone as well: áadèm [sg.], àadèmríi [pl.] < 
±àdamì ‘person’; jèeb [sg.], jèeppúu (< jèeb-gúu) 
[pl.] < jìb ‘pocket’; sèmàa [sg.], sèmàagúu [pl.] 
‘sky’ < samà±. The Dongolawi postposition 
-gi marks adverbs of time. It is attached to 
loanwords from Arabic: baad-ki < ba�d ‘after’, 
kulyoom-gi < kull yòm ‘every day’, abadan-gi < 
±abadan ‘never’.

In Kenzi-Dongolawi, verbs based on loan-
words from Arabic are formed by the auxiliary 
-e, -ee ‘to say’. The loanword preceding -e, -ee 
is not necessarily a verb; its main function is to 
provide the lexical information, whereas -e, -ee 
is inflected, providing the grammatical informa-
tion. This composite mode of verb formation is 
well known from the Saharan languages (Crass 
and Jakobi 2000:21), as well as from several 
Semitic and Cushitic languages of Ethiopia 
(Armbruster 1960, Secs. 226–233, 234–237). 
Examples from Kenzi: barg-ee ‘to flash’ < barg 
‘lightning’, lezm-ee ‘to be necessary’ < làzim 
‘necessary’; examples from Dongolawi: harb-ee 
< xarab ‘to destroy’, gaabil-ee < gàbal ‘to meet’, 
šekkir-ee < itšakkar ‘to thank’. The last items 
attest that the prefix it- is deleted when such an 
Arabic verb stem is borrowed into Dongolawi 
(Armbruster 1960, Sec. 3652). In Nobiin, how-
ever, this auxiliary construction does not exist. 
The data in Werner’s vocabulary (1987:338–
383) suggest that a loan verb functions as a base 
to which the inflection suffix -ir, -il is attached 
(only 1st pers. sg. present is attested). The 
loan verbs are integrated into one of the three 
tone classes typical of Nobiin verbs  (Werner 
1987:141–145): Class 1: low-low; Class 2: 
(high-) high-low; Class 3: (low-) low-high, real-
ized in pausa as (low-) low-high-low. Examples 
of this are: féttíš-ìr (Class 2) < fattaš ‘to look 
for’; gárb-ìr (Class 2) < ÿarbal ‘to sift’; sàfàr-
îr (Class 3) < sàfar ‘to travel’; sàll-îr (Class 3) 
< ßallà ‘to pray’. The loanwords exhibiting 
the stative extension -fii are morphologically 

treated like a Nubian verb, which is required to 
appear in the ‘a-form’ (Werner 1987:167–170): 
sàkàn-á-fìir < sakan ‘to dwell’, sùum-á-fìil < 
ßòm ‘fast [noun]’. The tone patterns of these 
verbs correspond to Class 3.

The preceding sections show that the loan-
words come from a wide range of semantic 
domains. It should be pointed out that a sub-
stantial portion of the loanword vocabulary 
is borrowed from the Islamic domain, such 
as Dongolawi jaama < jàmi � ‘mosque’, ham d-
ee < ™amad ‘to praise [God]’, halwa < xalwa 
‘Qur±àn school’. The loanwords comprise all 
word classes, such as nouns and verbs, adjec-
tives, and numerals. To these may be added 
discourse markers (such as Dongolawi bes < 
bas ‘only, just’, halaas < xalàß ‘finally’) and 
conjunctions (illa < ±illà ‘except that’, laakin < 
làkin ‘but’, wala . . . wala < walà . . . walà ‘nei-
ther . . . nor’). The loanwords are not restricted 
to the cultural lexicon, but may exist side by 
side with or even replace Nubian core vocabu-
lary, such as Dongolawi eer and jediid < jadìd 
‘new’; kal and akil < ±akl ‘food’; Nobiin gèm 
and sènà < sana ‘year’; shírá™ and tùrbá < turba 
‘grave’.
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Null Subject � Pro-Drop

Number

In Classical and Modern Standard Arabic, 
nouns, pronouns, adjectives, and verbs are 
morphologically marked for number. Three 
categories of number are recognized by both 

medieval and modern grammarians: singular 
(mufrad), dual (mu�annà), and plural (jam�). 
The singular in general refers to a single item 
in a class, the dual to two items of a class, the 
plural to three or more. An important excep-
tion to this generalization is that for a small set 
of nouns, termed � ‘collectives’, the unmarked 
singular form refers to a collection or group, 
and a singulative (ism al-wa™da lit. ‘noun of 
the unit’) referring to a single individual of the 
group can be derived from the singular-collec-
tive by suffixation. Within the category of ‘plu-
ral’, the Arab grammarians traditionally draw a 
distinction between plurals of paucity (jam� al-
qilla), referring to from three to ten items and 
plurals of multiplicity (jam� al-ka�ra), referring 
to more than ten items. However, such a dis-
tinction is not productively exploited in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic, and to what extent it ever 
has been is unclear (Ferrando 2006). Number 
marking is not optional in Arabic. The plural 
is required in certain syntactic environments, 
for example after the numbers from three to 
ten. Inflectional number marking in the verbal 
conjugation refers exclusively to the number of 
the subject, although � agreement patterns are 
complex.

Aside from the singulatives, singular nouns 
are not overtly marked as such. The dual is 
marked by the suffixes -àni (nominative) and 
-ayni (oblique). For feminine nouns ending in 
tà± marbù†a, the -t- is retained before the dual 
suffix (Table 1).

Table 1. Singular and dual endings

 sg. du.

nom. †àlib(un) †àlibàni 
gen./acc. †àlib(in/an) †àlibayni
 ‘student [masc.]’
nom. †àliba(tun) †àlibatàni 
gen./acc. †àliba(tin/tan) †àlibatayni
 ‘student [fem.]’

Formally, there are two different methods of 
plural marking in the noun and adjective. These 
are traditionally termed ‘sound’ (al-jam� as-
sàlim) and ‘broken’ (al-jam� al-maksùr or al-
mukassar) plurals. The sound plurals, like the 
duals, are characterized by a suffix (or more 
precisely by the lengthening of an existing 
suffix). The broken plurals are characterized 
by syllable and vowel patterns distinct from 
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their corresponding singulars (or, in processual 
terms, by stem-internal modification).

The endings of the masculine sound plu-
ral (Table 2) are -ùna (nominative) and -ìna 
(oblique) and of the feminine sound plural 
-àt(un) (nominative) and -àt(in) (oblique).

Table 2. Endings of the sound plural

 sg.  pl.

nom. mudarris(un) mudarrisùna
gen./acc. mudarris(in/an) mudarrisìna
 ‘teacher [masc.]’
nom. mudarrisa(tun) mudarrisàt(un) 
gen./acc. mudarrisa(tin/tan) mudarrisàt(in)
 ‘teacher [fem.]’

Acknowledging that the genitive and accusative 
have collapsed into a single case, this deriva-
tion can be most economically analyzed as a 
lengthening of the vowel after the stem, i.e. the 
case-marking vowel in the case of the mascu-
line, and the gender-marking vowel in the case 
of the feminine (Moscati a.o. 1964).

Dual and sound masculine plural formations 
interact with case and definiteness markings in 
a complex way. The final -na of the sound mas-
culine plural and the final -ni of the dual are, 
etymologically, simply the indefinite marker -n 
followed by an epenthetic vowel required to 
break up the overlong -CäC- syllable. The dis-
tribution of these sequences is slightly different 
from that of the singular indefinite marker -n, 
termed ‘nunation’ (��tanwìn). They are deleted 
in the genitive construct construction (��±i�àfa) 
before a noun in the genitive, but not when the 
definite article is attached (Table 3).
The sound plural does not have an unrestricted 
distribution. It cannot simply be applied freely 
to any noun as the dual can be. It is restricted 
to productively derived adjectives and nouns 
(such as participles) and to some loanwords 
and to words which cannot be readily ana-
lyzed in terms of a � root and a pattern. The 
sound masculine plural is further restricted to 
masculine nouns referring to rational beings. 

Other masculine nouns not subject to broken 
plural formation take a sound feminine plural 
(™ayawàn ‘animal’, pl. ™ayawanàt).

Virtually all lexical (nonderived) nouns and 
adjectives having what McCarthy and Prince 
(1990) term one of the canonical syllable shapes – 
CvCC, CvCvC, CäCvC, CvCäC, CvCCvC, 
CvCCäC – can only form a broken plural. This 
includes the vast bulk of the basic vocabulary 
of the language. The sound plural, ultimately 
the sound feminine plural, can nonetheless be 
defined as the default, meaning not the most fre-
quent plural but rather the plural of last resort.

The broken plural exemplifies a morphologi-
cal phenomenon typical of Arabic and Semitic 
languages: the plural is distinguished from its 
corresponding singular not by a specific affix 
but rather by a difference in syllable structure 
and vocalism. The broken plural system is 
characterized by a high degree of allomorphy. 
Allomorphy in this context naturally refers 
not to a variety of diverse affixes but rather 
to a variety of syllabic/vocalic patterns associ-
ated with the plural function. Older grammars 
traditionally list approximately thirty plural 
patterns (depending upon criteria employed for 
defining a pattern). Wright (1896), for exam-
ple, lists 32 patterns, with 5 noted as rare. This 
approach to describing the system is mislead-
ing, however, since it gives the false impression 
that plural patterns are associated with singu-
lars in an entirely arbitrary way. In fact, there 
are strong patterns of correlation between sin-
gular and plural forms, as the medieval gram-
marians recognized (±Abù s-Su�ùd 1971; �Abd 
al-�âl 1977) and as modern statistical studies 
(Murtonen 1964; Levy 1971) have confirmed. 
For any given singular class, defined in terms of 
syllable structure, gender marking, and vocal-
ism, no more than five allomorphs generally 
account for more than 90 percent of all plurals, 
and a single allomorph generally accounts for 
a majority. Phonological factors, such as pres-
ence of a glide, and semantic and word class 
features (adjective vs. noun) also influence the 
choice of plural. On the basis of these criteria, 

Table 3. Endings in the genitive construct construction

 indefinite with definite article in ±i�àfa

sg. mudarris(un) al-mudarris(u) mudarrisu l-madrasa(ti)
du. mudarrisàni al-mudarrisàni mudarrisà l-madrasa(ti)
pl. mudarrisùna al-mudarrisùna mudarrisù l-madrasa(ti)
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consonantal root and take a sound feminine 
plural.

There are six masculine nouns in Arabic 
that have only two consonants in the sin-
gular, having the shape CvC. They all take 
either the plural ±aCCàC or CiCàC. The 
interesting peculiarity of these nouns is that 
in order to fill out the plural pattern, an extra 
non-root default consonant, usually a glottal 
stop, is supplied in the plural.

  ±aCCàC CiCàC
CvC ™am ±a™mà±  ‘father-in-law’
 dam  dimà± ‘blood’

Class 2: For feminine singulars with the pat-
tern CiCCa(tun), the usual plural is CiCaC, 
and for singular CuCCa(tun), the plural is 
CuCaC. The only other possible broken plu-
ral is CiCàC.

  CvCaC
CvCCa ÿurfa ÿuraf  ‘room’
 xirqa xiraq  ‘rag’
 qìma qiyam  ‘value’

Feminine CaCCa(tun) singulars, with stem-
vowel a, as well as CvCvCat, overwhelmingly 
prefer the sound feminine plural, although 
CiCàC and rarely CiCaC and CuCaC are 
also possible plurals. Many feminine nouns 
have a mixed plural with an a or a copy of 
the preceding vowel between the second and 
third consonants and a sound feminine plural 
suffix.

Ratcliffe (1998) groups the singular-plural pat-
terns into seven classes as follows. (Statements 
about frequency are based on Levy’s statistics 
and refer to the Modern Standard language.)

Class 1: For underived masculine nouns 
with the syllabic patterns CvCC and CvCvC, 
the preferred plural patterns are ±aCCàC, 
CuCùC, CiCàC, and ±aCCuC. CuCùC is the 
most frequent plural for singulars CaCC with 
vowel a and no glide in the stem. ±aCCàC is 
the most common for nouns with the vocal-
ism CiCC, CuCC, CvCvC and for CaCC sin-
gulars containing a glide. Note that here, as 
elsewhere, some nouns may have more than 
one accepted plural (Table 4).

For nouns of this class with the pattern CäC 
(usually analyzed as containing an underly-
ing medial glide as the second root conso-
nant), ±aCCàC is the most common pattern, 
but two other patterns, CiCCàn and CiCa-
Cat are also frequent, the latter exclusively 
with CìC singulars, the former with singulars 
CùC and CàC.

  CìCàn CiCaCat ±aCCàC CuCùC
CàC jàr jìràn    ‘neighbor’
 nàr nìràn    ‘fire’
CùC ™ùt ™ìtàn  ±a™wàt  ‘fish; 
      whale’
CìC dìk  diyakat ±adyàk duyùk ‘rooster’
 fìl  fiyalat ±afyàl fuyùl ‘elephant

However, roughly 50 percent of singulars 
of the pattern CàC resist analysis into a 
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Table 4. Class 1 plural patterns

  CuCùC ±aCCuC ±aCCàC CiCàC
CaCC qalb qulùb    ‘heart’
 najm nujùm ±anjum   ‘star’
 šahr šuhùr ±ašhur   ‘month’
 kalb    kilàb ‘dog’ 
 bayt buyùt    ‘house’
 wazn   ±awzàn  ‘measure’
CiCC �iql   ±a�qàl  ‘weight’
 jism jusùm  ±ajsàm  ‘body’
 ™izb   ±a™zàb  ‘group’
CuCC ™ukm   ±a™kàm  ‘decision’
 qufl qufùl  ±aqfàl  ‘lock’
 ™ulm   ±a™làm  ‘dream’
CvCvC qalam   ±aqlàm  ‘pen’
 ßanam   ±aßnàm  ‘idol’
 jabal   ±ajbàl jibàl ‘mountain
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  CiCàC CaCaCàt
CvCvCa �aqaba �iqàb  ‘steep road’
CaCCa farxat firàx faraxat ‘hen’
 jabhat  jabahàt ‘face’

Class 3: Broken plural formation is quite 
regular for four-consonant nouns. For CvC-
CvC singulars, the only broken plural pattern 
is CaCàCiC2 (superscript ‘2’ indicating � 
diptote inflection). For CvCCäC singulars, 
the broken plural is either CaCàCìC2, or 
rarely CaCàCiCat, with a feminine suffix 
‘compensating’ for the loss of vowel length 
in the last stem syllable.

 CaCàCiC CaCàCìC CaCàCiCat
CvCCVC maktab makàtib  ‘desk; 
    office’
 �aqrab �aqàrib  ‘scorpion’
CvCCäC sul†àn salà†ìn  ‘sultan’
± ustà�  ±asàti�at ‘professor’

Feminine four-consonant singulars also 
either take one of these patterns or a sound 
feminine plural.

  CaCàCiC sound 
   fem. pl.
CvCCvCa madrasat madàris  ‘school’
 maktabat makàtib maktabàt ‘library’

Words of more than four consonants are dif-
ficult to integrate into the root-and-pattern 
system and normally do not take broken plu-
rals. When they do, however, they also con-
form to the four-consonant CaCàCiC2 plural 
pattern. This is accomplished by deleting or 
ignoring one of the singular consonants in 
the plural.

  CaCàCiC
CvCCvCvC barnàmij baràmij ‘program’
 zanbarak zanàbik ‘[metal] 
    spring’
CvCCvCäC �ankabùt �anàkib ‘spider’

Class 4: The greatest degree of allomorphy 
is found with nouns having three consonants 
and a long vowel, syllable patterns CäCvC 
and CvCäC. Feminine nouns with these pat-
terns, CäCvCa(tun) and CvCäCa(tun), how-
ever, present little difficulty. Virtually all of 
them have a plural analogous to that of four-
consonant plurals: CawàCiC2 for CäCvCat 

singulars and CaCà±iC2 for CvCäCat singu-
lars. Nouns of this class which do not have 
this plural have a sound feminine plural.

  CaCàCiC
CvCäCa risàla rasà±il ‘letter’
 rakùba rakà±ib ‘mount’

CäCvC(a) ßà�iqa ßawà�iq ‘thunderbolt’
 ™àmil ™awàmil ‘pregnant’

The few nouns with the pattern CäCäC, 
whether feminine or masculine, might also be 
grouped here, as they also form a plural on 
the four-consonant pattern CawàCìC2.

  CaCàCìC
CäCäC jàmùs jawàmìs ‘buffalo’
 qàmùs qawàmìs ‘dictionary’

Class 5: For masculine nouns and adjec-
tives with the syllable structure CäCvC, the 
frequent plural forms are CawàCiC (as in 
the previous case), CuCCaC, CuCCàC, and 
CaCaCa(tun). Almost all singulars of this 
class are lexicalized active participles with 
the vocalism CàCiC. Singulars with other 
vowel patterns and some nonrational nouns 
CàCiC have the plural CawàCiC2:

  CawCiC
CäCvC qàlab qawàlib ‘mold’
 �àlam �awàlim ‘world’
 �àmil �awàmil ‘factor’

For singulars of the pattern CàCiC which 
retain an adjectival sense, CuCCaC is a fre-
quent pattern.

  CuCCaC
CàCiC ßàmix ßummax ‘proud’
 sàjid sujjad ‘bowing down’

For nouns of the pattern CàCiC, referring to 
human beings, the usual plural patterns are 
CuCCàC and CaCaCa(tun). For nouns of 
this class with a glide as the final root conso-
nant, the plural is CuCa(C)at.

  CuCCàC CaCaCat CuCa(C)at
CàCiC ™àkim ™ukkàm   ‘judge’
 †àlib †ullàb †alabat  ‘student’
 ™àmil  ™amalat  ‘porter’
 qà�(in)   qu�àt ‘judge’
 ÿàz(in)   ÿuzàt ‘raider’
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Class 6: For masculine nouns and adjectives 
of the pattern CvCäC, the most frequent plu-
ral patterns are CaCà±iC2, CiCàC, CuCuC, 
±aCCiCat, CuCCàn, CuCaCà±2, ±aCCiCà±2 
(Table 5). The pattern CiCàC is restricted 
to adjectives with the vocalism CaCìC, for 
which it is the most common broken plural 
pattern.

  CiCàC
CaCìC †awìl †iwàl ‘long’
 kabìr kibàr ‘big’
 qaßìr qißàr ‘short’

The patterns CuCuC and ±aCCiCat are the 
most frequent plurals for nonrational sin-
gulars with the pattern CvCäC. There is a 
marked skew based on vowel quality: nouns 
with long à in the second syllable favor plu-
ral ±aCCiCat, and nouns with ù or ì favor 
CuCuC or more rarely CuCCàn. The pat-
tern CaCà±iC2 is also possible, as with the 
feminines.

The most frequent plurals for CaCìC nouns 
referring to human beings are CuCaCà±2 and 
±aCCiCà±2 (geminate variant ±aCiCCà±2). The 
latter is preferred for nouns containing a 
glide or geminate, the first elsewhere.

  ±uCaCà± ±aCCiCà± ±aCiCCà±
CaCìC ±amìr ±umarà±   ‘prince’
 wazìr wuzarà±   ‘vizier’
 baxìl buxalà±   ‘miser’
 ÿaniyy  ±aÿniyà±  ‘wealthy’
 †abìb   ±a†ibbà± ‘doctor’

Class 7: Finally, there are a number of adjec-
tives for which both gender and number are 
marked in an idiosyncratic fashion. Adjec-
tives of color and bodily defect have the pat-
terns ±aCCaC2 masculine singular, CaCCà±2 
feminine singular, and CuCC or CuCCàn, 
common plural.

masc. sg. fem. sg. pl.
±aCCaC CaCCà± CuCC CuCCàn
±a™mar ™amrà± ™umr  ‘red’
±aswad sawdà± sùd sùdàn ‘black’
±a†raš †aršà± †urš  ‘deaf’
±a�raj �arjà± �urj �urjàn ‘lame’

Adjectives of form CaCCàn2 have a femi-
nine CaCCà, and usually a common plural 
CaCàCà, formally a Class 3 four-consonant 
pattern from the feminine.

masc. sg. fem. sg. pl.
CaCCàn CaCCà CaCàCà
�ajlàn �ajlà �ajàlà �ijàl ‘quick’
kaslàn kaslà kasàlà kaslà ‘lazy’

The pattern CaCCà appears as a plural for 
adjectives with a variety of patterns (though 
principally CaCìC) having a meaning of 
weakness or injury.

  CaCCà
CaCìC jarì™ jar™à ‘wounded’
 zamìn zamnà ‘chronically ill’
CàCiC fàsid fasdà ‘decayed’

The plurals of the elative (comparative/super-
lative) might be included here, too, masculine 
singular ±aCCaC2, plural ±aCàCiC2; feminine 
singular CuCCà, plural CuCaC.

masc. sg. masc. pl. fem. sg. fem. pl.
±aCCaC CaCàCiC CuCCà CuCaC
±akbar ±akàbir kubrà kubar ‘bigger’, 
    ‘biggest’
±aqdam ±aqàdim qudmà qudam ‘older’, 
    ‘oldest’

But the feminine elative plural is essentially 
identical with the Class 2 feminine plural. 
It only has to be specified that the feminine 
suffix (which is deleted in the plural) is in 
this case -à rather than the usual -a(tun). The 

Table 5. Class 6 plural patterns

    ±aCCiCat CuCuC CuCCàn CaCà±iC
CvCàC janà™ ±ajni™at    ‘wing’
 su±àl ±as±ilat    ‘question’
 silà™ ±asli™at    ‘weapon’
 kitàb  kutub   ‘book’
 bilàd   buldàn  ‘country’
CvCùC rasùl  rusul   ‘prophet’
CvCìC qamìß ±aqmißat qumuß qumßàn  ‘shirt’
 �amìr    �amà±ir ‘pronoun’
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masculine elative is formed on the Class 3 
four-consonant pattern.

The preceding discussion is summarized in 
Table 6, which indicates all broken (and mixed) 
plurals representing 10 percent or more of the 
plurals of each singular. The forms in paren-
theses ( ) count for less than 10 percent of the 
class as a whole but more than 10 percent of 
words containing glide or geminate. The forms 
in brackets [ ] are statistically rare (less than 10 
percent) plural forms strongly associated with 
a particular class.

This scheme covers more than 90 percent 
of the broken plural system, but there remain 
a number of exceptions and anomalies. The 
pattern CaCìC, for example is quite rare as a 
plural, but it is found with some high-frequency 
items.

sg. pl.
�abd �abìd also �ubdàn �ibdàn �ibàd ‘slave’
™imàr ™amìr also ™umur ±a™mirat  ‘donkey’

The same can be said for the pattern CiCCat.

sg. pl.
ÿazal ÿizlat also ÿizlàn ‘gazelle’
±ax ±ixwat also ±ixwàn ‘brother’

Other singulars have plurals not normally asso-
ciated with words of their syllable class. These 
too include high-frequency items, e.g. the word 
ßà™ib with the meaning ‘friend; owner; com-

panion’, which has the plurals ±aß™àb, ßa™b, 
ßa™àba, ßu™bàn, and ßu™bat. Some seemingly 
anomalous plurals like ±ahàdì�, pl. of ™adì� 
‘talk’ and ±aqàrib, pl. of qarìb in the sense 
‘relative’ can be analyzed as plurals of plurals. 
(The expected plurals are ±a™di�a and ±aqribà±; 
with the initial glottal stop incorporated, these 
become four-consonant stems, hence the plural 
±aCàCiC.) In addition, there are a few cases of 
complete suppletion: imra±a ‘woman’, pl. nisà± 
‘women’.

As is clear from the examples above, some 
words may have more than one accepted plu-
ral. Occasionally, the possibility of multiple 
plurals is exploited to make distinctions of 
meaning. For homonyms or polysemous words, 
different plurals may be used for the different 
singular senses. From singular bayt we find 
buyùt ‘houses’ and ±abyàt ‘verses’; from �ayn 
we find �uyùn and ±a�yun ‘eyes’ or ‘springs’, 
±a�yàn ‘notable; important person’ and �aynàt 
‘ayns [letter of the alphabet]’. According to 
the grammarians, the patterns ±af �ul, ±af �àl, 
±af �ilat, and fi�lat are plurals of paucity, and the 
rest are plurals of multiplicity. As noted above, 
this distinction is not exploited in the Mod-
ern Standard language, although there may 
be some historical basis for it. Fischer (1980), 
developing a proposal first made by Ferguson 
(1959), suggests that the ±a- prefix in most of 
these forms may have originated as a junctural 
feature after the numbers from three to ten. 

Outside of the broken plural system proper, 

Table 6. The Arabic ‘broken’ plural system

i. CaCC >> CuCùC, ±aCCàC, CiCàC, [±aCCuC], (CìCàn)
CvCC >> ±aCCàC, CuCùC, (CiGaCat)
CvCvC >> ±aCCàC

ii. CvCCat >> CvCaC, CvC(a)Càt
CaCCat >> CaC(a)Càt, CiCàC

iii. CvCCvC(at) >> CaCàCiC
CvCCäC(at) >> CaCàCìC, CaCàCiCat

iv. CäCvCat >> CawàCiC
CvCäCat >> CaCà±iC
CäCäC >> CawàCìC

v. CàCiC (n.)(-rat.) >> CawàCiC
CàCiC (n.)(+rat.) >> CuCCàC, CaCaCat, (CuCàt)
CàCiC (adj.) >> CuCCaC

vi. CvCàC >> ±aCCiCat, CuCuC
CaCùC >> CuCuC, ±aCCiCat
CaCìC (n.)(-rat.) >> ±aCCiCat, CuCuC
CaCìC (n.)(+rat.) >> CuCaCà±, ±aCCiCà±
CaCìC (adj.) >> CiCàC, [CaCCà]

vii. ±aCCaC >> CuCC, CuCCàn
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nouns of profession of the pattern CaCCàC, 
relational nouns with the suffix -iyy, and some 
others occasionally form a plural by addition 
of the feminine tà± marbù†a suffix, in lieu of the 
more usual sound masculine plural.

sg. pl.
xabbàz xabbàzùna xabbàza ‘baker’
fallà™ fallà™ùna fallà™a ‘farmer’

Collective nouns capable of deriving a singu-
lative belong to a semantically restricted set and 
refer to plants, animals, and products derived 
from them. The marker of the singulative is the 
polyfunctional tà± marbù†a termination charac-
teristic of the feminine gender. Singulatives are 
construed as feminine singular, while the cor-
responding singular collective is masculine.

singular collective singulative
baqar ‘cattle’ baqara ‘a cow’
tuffà™ ‘apples’ tuffà™a ‘an apple’

From the singulative, duals and plurals can be 
derived.

baqaratàni ‘two cows’ baqaràt ‘several cows’
tuffà™atàni ‘two apples’ tuffà™àt ‘several apples’

A somewhat similar phenomenon is found with 
names of tribes and ethnic groups, which also 
refer to a group or collectivity. The attachment 
of the relational adjective suffix (��nisba) yields 
a singular adjective, which can be construed as 
a noun.

�arab ‘Arabs’ �arabiyy ‘Arabic; an Arab’
turk ‘Turks’ turkiyy ‘Turkish; a Turk’

Technically, however, this is not primarily a 
number-based derivation but rather a noun-to-
adjective derivation.

Within the context of the ‘orthodox’ theory 
of root-and-pattern morphology (represented 
most explicitly according to Bohas 1993 by 
Cantineau 1950a, 1950b), the broken plurals 
present something of a problem. If one thinks 
of root-and-pattern morphology as a rigorous 
matrix, where lexical meaning is expressed by 
the consonantal root and grammatical func-
tions by syllabic vocalic patterns, it is para-
doxical to have a great variety of patterns for a 
single function. However, when one considers 
that plurals are not plurals of an abstract con-

sonantal root but rather are plurals of specific 
singular nouns or adjectives, and that under 
any given consonantal root there are usually 
several distinct words distinguished from each 
other by differences in syllable structure and 
vocalism, the functionality, indeed the necessity 
for having a variety of plural patterns becomes 
apparent. It is convenient to be able to distin-
guish ±anwàr ‘lights’ (pl. of nùr) from nìràn 
‘fires’ (pl. of nàr), and ±a™kàm ‘legal judgments’ 
(pl. of ™ukm) from ™ikam ‘wise sayings’ (pl. of 
™ikma), and ™ukamà± ‘wise men’ (pl. of ™akìm) 
from ™ukkàm ‘rulers’ (pl. of ™àkim); and to dis-
tinguish ‘riders’ rukkàb or rukbàn (pl. of ràkib) 
from the beasts they ride upon rakà±ib (pl. of 
rakùba) and maràkìb (pl. of markùb), as well as 
from rukab ‘knees’ (pl. of rukba) and maràkib 
‘boats’ (pl. of markab).

The fact that plurals of different singular pat-
terns are generally distinct, combined with the 
fact that in many cases features of the singular 
are maintained in the plural (the first vowel in 
the feminines, vowel length in the four-conso-
nant stems), raises the issue of whether there 
might be derivational processes relating words 
in this system, and if so how to formalize them. 
McCarthy and Prince (1990) argue that the 
so-called ‘productive’ plurals (the most statisti-
cally prominent forms in Classes 1, 3, 4 in the 
schema above) are formed by essentially the 
same rule, which brackets off an initial heavy 
syllable as a locus for the intercalation of a 
long -à-.

CvCC <CvC>àC (going to ±aCCàC by 
  later rule)
CäCvC <Cä>àCvC (yielding CawàCiC)
CvCäC <CvC>àäC (yielding CaCà±iC)
CvCCvC <CvC>àCvC
CvCCäC <CvC>àCäC

The closest thing to verbal number as such in 
Arabic is perhaps to be found in the system of 
derived stems or ±awzàn. The intensive sense 
of the so-called Form II verbs (pattern CaC-
CaCa), like kassara ‘to break to pieces, shat-
ter’, has been analyzed as plurality of action 
or of object (Greenberg 1991). However, the 
most common use of these stems is to indicate 
valence, that is, to add or subtract from the 
number of arguments a verb can take. The 
Forms conventionally labeled II, III, and IV, 
add an argument to the Form I verb (thus 
making intransitives transitive and transitives 

  number 445

EALL_N_326-454.indd   445 10/4/2007   5:36:47 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



causative, or in the case of Form III, raising a 
peripheral actor to the role of a direct object). 
The Forms labeled VIII, V, VI, and X, gener-
ally function as the � middle or intransitive of 
Forms I, II, III, and IV, respectively, and thus 
can be said to subtract an argument. There are 
notable formal parallels between this system 
and the system of nominal number marking. 
Two of the argument-adding patterns, CaC-
CaCa II and CàCaCa III, are marked by a 
length increase over the Form I CaCvC verb 
and a characteristic -a- vowel, as are the most 
frequent broken plural patterns (Benmamoun 
2003). The argument-subtracting verbs iCta-
CaCa VIII, taCaCCaCa V, taCàCaCa VI, and 
istaCCaCa X are each marked by a prefix or 
infix -t, in the same way the singulative, which 
represents a decrease in number, is marked by 
the -t- of the tà± marbù†a suffix.

Conventionally, verbal number is understood 
as the verbal inflection indicating the number 
of the subject. There is no object agreement, 
although there are object clitics. Both dual and 
plural are indicated by inflectional affixes in 
Classical Arabic, although the dual paradigm 
is defective, marking only the 3rd person of 
both genders and common 2nd person. The 
rules of � agreement established for Modern 
Standard Arabic are as follows. Verbs must 
agree in number with their subject only when 
the subject is a noun referring to a rational 
being, and only when the subject precedes the 
verb. When the subject follows, only gender 
agreement is obligatory for rational nouns. For 
the plurals of nouns with nonrational referents, 
the verb is feminine singular, regardless of the 
gender of the noun. Adjectives agreeing with 
nonrational plural nouns, and pronouns refer-
ring to them, should also be feminine singular. 
In fact, this pattern of agreement represents a 
comparatively late development in written Ara-
bic. The oldest Arabic texts (pre-Islamic up to 
the 10th century C.E.) often show plural verb 
agreement and frequently show plural adjective 
agreement with inanimate plural nouns (Belnap 
and Shabaneh 1992; Beeston 1975).

While the sound plural and dual uncontrover-
sially derive from Proto-Semitic, the question of 
the historical origin of the broken plural system 
has generated an extensive debate stretching 
back to the 19th century. The older viewpoint 
(developed by Barth 1904 and Kuryłowicz 
1962, 1973), reiterated in most handbooks of 

comparative Semitic (e.g. Moscati a.o. 1964), 
is that the patterns of the broken plural were 
Proto-Semitic deverbal abstract noun patterns 
which gradually shifted into the role of the 
plural. The motivation for this hypothesis is 
found in the fact that patterns like CuCùC 
and CiCàC appear both as plurals and as ver-
bal nouns (jihàd, kitàb, julùs). The principal 
difficulty is that the most productive plural 
patterns (±aCCàC, CvCaC, CaCàCiC, CuC-
Càl, ±aCCiCat, CuCaCà±, etc.) do not appear 
in the role of verbal nouns or any other non-
plural function in Arabic or any other Semitic 
language. Greenberg’s (1955) discovery that 
languages distantly related to Arabic in the 
Berber, Chadic, and Cushitic subfamilies of 
Afro-Asiatic have plurals formed by infixing an 
a/à vowel between the second and third conso-
nant of the stem threw the older consensus into 
question (although Greenberg did not explicitly 
draw a connection with the Arabic broken 
plural). Taking this evidence into account as 
well as newer evidence from the South Arabian 
and Ethiopian Semitic languages with similar 
plural systems, Ratcliffe (1992, 1998) proposes 
that the core of the broken plural system has 
developed from a Proto-Afro-Asiatic process of 
plural formation by -à- infixation, through a set 
of sound changes and analogies.

In broad outline, the system of number 
described above remains intact in the modern 
spoken Arabic dialects. Case distinctions are 
lost in all dialects, and only the oblique forms 
of the sound masculine plural and dual are 
retained, generally as -ìn and -èn, respectively 
(� pseudo-dual). The productivity of the dual 
decreases as one goes from east to west. In 
Moroccan Arabic and neighboring Maghreb 
dialects, it is restricted to a few words of 
time and measurement. In the dialects of Syria 
and Lebanon it is actively employed (Ferguson 
1959; Blanc 1970). Some of the less frequent 
broken plural patterns are lost in the dialects. 
Some new plural forms are created by --> anal-
ogy (Ratcliffe 2002, 2003). Loanwords are 
freely adapted into the system of broken plu-
rals (Holes 1995:139–140). In contrast to the 
written standard, all the dialects, to varying 
degrees, allow the possibility of plural verb and 
adjective agreement with plural nouns regard-
less of word order or referent type (Brustad 
2000). Dual marking in the verb and pronoun 
are lost.
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Numerals

Numerals represent a very particular semantic 
field of the lexicon. They concern a very small 
number of roots because, at least originally, all 
numbers, apart from zero (named ßifr in Clas-
sical Arabic), are formed by a combination of 
a limited series of twelve numbers (1–10, 100, 
and 1,000). These roots mainly belong to a 
common semantic background. In addition to 
the cardinals, the ordinals, and the fractions, 
they have produced a certain number of verbal 
and nominal lexemes in ancient Arabic.

1. C a r d i n a l s

Cardinals have several usages that correspond 
to different syntactic functions, in which they 
belong to different linguistic categories, such 
as noun, pronoun, and adjective. In Arabic, 
the situation is particularly complex because 
these categories can change, not only with the 
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 syntactic function, but also according to the 
definiteness of the noun and the appropriate 
numeral, with significant differences from one 
variety of Arabic to another. A detailed pres-
entation of the first ten cardinals in modern 
dialects is found in Mörth (1997).

1.1 Numbers used in isolation

Numerals are used alone in order to name the 
numbers or to count in the abstract, or in refer-
ence to names. As pronouns, they often have 
complements.

1.1.1 ‘One’
In Classical Arabic, the number ‘one’ is 
expressed by ±a™ad, fem. ±i™dà or by wà™id, 
fem. wà™ida. In modern dialects, the most fre-
quently used forms to count are wà™id/wà™ad, 
fem. wà™(i)da/wa™(a)da/wi™da. Like those of 
wà™id, the dialectal equivalents of Classical 
Arabic ±a™ad (a™™ad/™adän/™ad(d) etc.) are 
often used as indefinite article (� article, indefi-
nite). It is the same for their negative counter-
part ma-™add(iš).

1.1.2 ‘Two’
In Classical Arabic, ‘two’ is i�nàn/i�nayn in 
counting. When it is used as a noun or pro-
noun, its feminine equivalent is i�natàn/i�natayn 
(more rarely �intàni). In the main Maghrebi 
dialects, its dialectal equivalent is zawj ‘pair’ 
(under various forms, such as žùž/zùz/žus), 
which is used for ‘two’. In the Bedouin Magh-
rebi dialects and the Eastern Arabic dialects, 
reflexes of i�nàn are used, e.g. �(i)nayn/t(i)nèn/
hintèn/sënìn, etc. In the feminine �antayn, � and 
ay are realized with a similar degree of varia-
tion, and sometimes (in Chad and especially in 
Yemen) assimilation of nt > tt takes place, as in 
�ittè(n). In certain Eastern dialects, the isolated 
form ends in -a(t), probably under the influence 
of the numerals from three to ten, e.g. (Mekka) 
itnèna.

In Classical Arabic, a specific form kilà-, fem. 
kiltà- is employed with pronominal suffixes. In 
dialects, pronominal suffixes are annexed to the 
common form (or to a lengthened form in -àt): 
(Syria) tnènët-/tnènàt-.

1.1.3 From ‘three’ to ‘ten’
In Classical Arabic, forms in -a(t) are used in 
counting: �alà�a ‘three’, ±arba�a ‘four’, xamsa 
‘five’, sitta ‘six’, sab�a ‘seven’, �amàniya ‘eight’, 

tis�a ‘nine’, �ašara ‘ten’. As pronouns, these 
forms in -a(t) are used to refer to masculine 
nouns. For feminine nouns, forms devoid of the 
final -a are used: �alà�, ±arba�, xams, sitt, sab�, 
�amànin, tis�, �ašr, e.g. ar-rijàlu �alà�atun ‘the 
men are three’, an-nisà±u �alà�un ‘the women 
are three’. This behavior, peculiar to numbers 
from three to ten, which seems to reverse the 
usual gender agreement (-a(t) for the masculine 
instead of the feminine), can be found in other 
Semitic languages and remains hard to under-
stand. For certain Arabic grammarians, it is the 
isolated form (in -a) which is prior, and this 
would explain its use for the masculine.

Most of the dialects only have forms in -a(t) 
and use them both for counting and in refer-
ence to nominals, both feminine and masculine. 
Bloch’s hypothesis (1971) about the prevalence 
of the polysyllabic forms in isolation is discussed 
by Cowan (1972). The following points may 
be noted:

i.  Frequent final ±imàla (-a > -i)
ii. Elision of the l of ‘three’ in certain qëltu 

dialects of Mesopotamia: Mardin �à�e
iii. r > ÿ and Vÿ > Ä: in ‘four’: Mossul òb�a, 

�Aqra (Jewish) àb�a
iv. Diminutive form for ‘six’: Takroûna stètä
v.  Elision of / �/ in ‘seven’ and ‘eight’: Chad 

saba and tise

Euphemistic forms are attested for certain num-
bers, sometimes becoming the only forms in 
use, e.g. �odd yëddëk (lit. ‘count [the fingers 
of ] your hand’) for ‘five’ among the Jewish 
women of Tunis. This is particularly frequent 
with ‘nine’, where it is done in order to avoid 
saying tis�a, which can also mean ‘you will beg’, 
e.g. tës�ùd (lit. ‘you’ll be happy’) in Morocco or 
tës�ad in Lebanon.

Cardinals from three to ten regularly admit, 
as pronouns, a pronominal complement through 
suffixation. The masculine form ends in -(a)t: 
Classical Arabic a�-�alà�a ‘the three [masc.]’ > 
�alà�at-kum ‘your three’, (Damascus) tlàtëtna 
‘the three of us’.

1.1.4 From ‘eleven’ to ‘nineteen’
In Classical Arabic, the cardinals from eleven 
to nineteen are compound nouns, ending in 
-a, and indeclinable (with the exception of 
‘twelve’). In counting and in referring to mascu-
line nouns, ‘ten’ is always in the masculine form; 
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in  referring to feminine nouns, the ten has the 
feminine form. The units follow the same rule as 
for the first ten cardinals: agreeing in gender for 
eleven and twelve, polarity of gender for thir-
teen through nineteen. The element ‘ten’ has a 
particular vocalization in these cardinals (masc. 
�ašara, fem. �ašrata). The resulting numerals 
are as follows: masc. ±a™ada �ašara, fem. ±i™dà 
�ašrata ‘eleven’; masc. ±i�nà �ašara, fem. ±i�natà/
�intà �ašrata ‘twelve’; masc. �alà�ata �ašara, fem. 
�alà�a �ašrata ‘thirteen’; masc. ±arba�ata �ašara, 
fem. ±arba�a �ašrata ‘fourteen’; masc. xamsata 
�ašara, fem. xamsa �ašrata ‘fifteen’; masc. sit-
tata �ašara, fem. sitta �ašrata ‘sixteen’; masc. 
sab�ata �ašara, fem. sab�a �ašrata ‘seventeen’; 
masc. �amàniyata �ašara, fem. �amàniya �ašrata 
‘eighteen’; masc. tis�ata �ašara, fem. tis�a �ašrata 
‘nineteen’.

In Arabic dialects, the gender distinction has 
disappeared almost everywhere. The form cor-
responding to the Classical Arabic one used for 
counting and for referring to masculine nouns 
is at the basis of the dialectal numerals, so for 
thirteen through nineteen, the units are in the 
feminine form (ending in -t), and the element 
‘ten’ is in the masculine form. The cardinals 
eleven through nineteen have undergone fre-
quent abbreviations and contractions, of which 
the following may be noted:

i. The phoneme /�/ in the units has often elided, 
e.g. in ‘seven’, (Damascus) saba†a�š, and the 
same applies to the /�/ of the ten, which is 
often compensated by the lengthening of the 
vowel, (Jewish Tunis) †nàš ‘twelve’, (Cairo) 
saba�†àšar ‘seventeen’.

ii. In most dialects (except in the Arabian 
Peninsula, in Uzbekistan, and in the non-
Bedouin dialects of the Chadian-Sudanese 
zone), the -t- of the feminine ending in 
the cardinals thirteen through nineteen has 
become emphatic. This emphasis is often 
extended to the precedent consonants, and 
by analogy to ‘twelve’ or even to ‘eleven’: 
(Iraq) ßi††a�aš ‘sixteen’, �ña�aš ‘twelve’.

iii. The last consonant, -(a)r, of the element 
‘ten’ has been elided in many dialects (Ara-
bian Gulf) sittàš ‘sixteen’; it was maintained 
only in Egypt, in Chad-Sudan, and in part of 
the Arabian Peninsula: Oman, Dubai, and 
Qatar.

Certain peripheral dialects of Africa do not use 
compound nouns: (Nigeria) ±aša®a (haw) xamsa 
‘fifteen’ (lit. ‘ten + five’).

1.1.5 Cardinal tens
There is no gender distinction for the tens from 
twenty through ninety. In Classical Arabic, 
they are derived from the units through the 
ending of the masculine plural form (-ùna in 
the nominative, -ìna in the genitive/accusative), 
including ‘twenty’, for which a dual would 
have been expected (and a first vowel -a-): 
�išrùna ‘twenty’, �alà�ùna ‘thirty’, ±arba�ùna 
‘forty’, xamsùna ‘fifty’, sittùna ‘sixty’, sab�ùna 
‘seventy’, �amànùna ‘eighty’, tis�ùna ‘ninety’.

In dialects, the nouns of the tens correspond 
to the oblique case of the Classical Arabic 
forms and are in -ìn/-in.

1.1.6 Beyond ‘ninety-nine’
There is no distinction of gender for the hun-
dreds, thousands, and millions. The dual is 
regularly used for ‘two hundred’ and ‘two thou-
sand’, even where the dual has become rare: 
(Morocco) myatayn/mitin ‘two hundred’.

‘Hundred’ is mi±a (pl. mi±ùn/mi±àt) in Clas-
sical Arabic, miyya/mìya/myà in dialects. For 
three hundred to nine hundred, mi±a is nor-
mally preceded by the unit noun in the feminine 
(without -at), but exceptionally it remains singu-
lar in Classical Arabic and in most dialects (but 
not in Hadramawt). In Classical Arabic (with 
mi±a in genitive): �alà�u mi±atin ‘three hundred’, 
±arba�u mi±atin ‘four hundred’, xamsu mi±atin 
‘five hundred’, sittu mi±atin ‘six hundred’, sab�u 
mi±atin ‘seven hundred’, �amànì mi±atin ‘eight 
hundred’, tis�u mi±atin ‘nine hundred’.

In some dialects, the form of the unit noun 
is slightly different (less contracted and closer 
to the one in Classical Arabic) in front of the 
hundred than in front of the other nouns, thus 
(Damascus) tlàt (*tlëtt) miyye ‘three hundred’, 
tmàn (*tmën) miyye ‘eight hundred’.

‘Thousand’ is ±alf (pl. ±àlàf  ) in Classical 
Arabic; dialects generally have closely related 
forms. For three thousand to nine thousand, 
±alf is normally preceded by a unit noun in 
the long form (with -at) and itself becomes 
plural. In Classical Arabic (with ±àlàf in geni-
tive): �alà�atu ±àlàfin ‘three thousand’, ±arba�atu 
±àlàfin ‘four thousand’, etc.
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The feminine ending -(a)t was exceptionally 
kept in front of àlàf/alàf in a number of dia-
lects, especially Eastern ones, but also in Kor-
makiti and in £assàniyya. These dialects do not 
follow gender polarity anymore, hence, after 
reinterpretation, a new plural beginning with t- 
appeared, e.g. (Iraq) *xamist àlàf > xamis tàlàf 
‘five thousand’. In the Maghrebi dialects, on the 
contrary, it is usually the form without -t that is 
used, e.g. (Morocco) xems alàf ‘five thousand’.

‘Million’ is malyùn (pl. malyùnàt/màlàyìn) 
and ‘billion’ is milyàr or balyùn.

1.1.7 Complex numbers
In numbers from 21 to 99 the units precede the 
tens, and both of them, connected by wa-, are 
declined. Numerals indicating numbers includ-
ing thousand, hundred, tens, or units, can be 
constructed in two ways. They are arranged 
either in a growing order or in a descending 
order, except for the units that precede the tens. 
The elements are normally connected by wa-. 
In composition, for ‘two’ �nayn is used, even in 
those dialects that have the dialectal equivalent 
of ‘pair’ for the first decade.

1.2 Numbers used in counting nouns

When they are accompanied by the noun of the 
counted thing, numerals can still be in the inde-
pendent form, but more frequently, especially if 
the numeral precedes the nominal and above all 
in the absence of a definite article, they are in a 
state of annexion.

1.2.1 ‘One’
To the question ‘how much?’, the answer 
in Classical Arabic is a singular noun (kitàb 
‘a book’), the adjectival use of wà™id ‘only, 
unique’ being emphatic (yawm wà™id ‘a unique 
day’, al-kitàb al-wà™id ‘the only book’).

In some modern dialects, wà™id (maybe also 
±a™ad) has produced an indefinite article (� 
article, indefinite). This evolution is probably 
the result of the pronominal construction of 
wà™id directly constructed (without min ‘of’). 
±a™ad is often used in dialects only for ‘Sunday, 
first day of the week’ (Classical Arabic (yawm) 
al-±a™ad).

1.2.2 ‘Two’
To the question ‘how much?’, the answer in 
Classical Arabic is a dual (kitàb-à-ni ‘two 

books’). The use of the cardinal, agreeing in 
gender, is possible and has an emphatic mean-
ing (kitàb-à-ni �nàni ‘two books’, with the 
definite article, al-kitàb-à-ni l-i�nàni ‘the two 
books’).

The more conservative dialects (especially the 
Bedouin dialects) use the dual with all nomi-
nals, whether definite or not: (Aleppo) ššah®èn 
‘the two months’. Some use the dual only with 
indeterminate nouns and the cardinal adjective 
in all other cases: (£assàniyya) ®àžläyn ‘two 
men’ but ë®-®ažžàlä ë�-�äntäyn ‘the two men’. 
Other, especially Moroccan, urban dialects use 
the dual only for a more limited series of nouns 
(in particular for measure units of time, space, 
quantity; � number).

If it is the cardinal zawj (or one of its vari-
ants) that is used, it is normally in a construct 
state. This construction (with the meaning of 
‘the pair of ’) is found in dialects that have pre-
served �nayn.

1.2.3 From ‘three’ to ‘ten’
With indefinite nouns, the numerals three 
through ten govern the pluralis paucitatis and, 
in Classical Arabic, the genitive. The Classical 
construction is that of the construct state, with 
the cardinal as a noun in the position of deter-
mined word. The fact that in Classical Arabic 
the form in -at is used with masculine nouns 
and the form without -at with feminine nouns, 
was interpreted by some Europeans as a rule 
of gender crossing, intended to emphasize the 
substantival rather than adjectival nature of 
the cardinals (cf. Wright 1898: Sec. 319, Rem. 
a). But many other hypotheses have been pro-
posed to explain this ‘gender polarity’, which 
originally may have been more connected with 
the notion of plurality than with gender (cf. 
in particular Rundgren 1968 and Brugnatelli 
1982).

Gender differentiation has been maintained 
in some dialects of the Arabian Peninsula 
(Ían�à± xamsah biyùt ‘five houses’, xams nisè± 
‘five women’), but it seems that in some dia-
lects, it is disappearing. In other dialects, the 
short form was generalized to the detriment of 
the masculine form in -(a)t. However, the latter 
has left traces in several masculine nouns, in 
particular in those whose plural begins with a 
vowel, following the example of (t-)àlàf ‘thou-
sands’: xamstiyàm ‘five days’, xamstešhur ‘five 
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months’ (already written xams tiyàm and xams 
tišhur in Middle Arabic).

The form of the cardinals used in the con-
struct state has generally been subjected to a 
certain contraction (particularly the à of ‘three’ 
and ‘eight’), so that in those dialects in which 
the state of annexion remains the usual con-
struction (essentially Eastern and/or Bedouin 
dialects), this series of numerals is clearly dif-
ferent from the first series used to count (series 
in isolation or ‘free’).

This system, which seems to confirm the 
hypothesis of a koine (Ferguson 1959:624–
625), represents, however, only one of the solu-
tions chosen in the dialects (Cohen 1970; Kaye 
1976:173–174; Taine-Cheikh 1994).

On the one hand, there is a tendency to use 
the free form in -a with the counted nouns, 
either directly in a direct construction as first or 
second noun, e.g. (Chad-Sudan) tamàne bagar/
bagar tamàne ‘eight cows’ or (with a preposi-
tion) in an analytic construction (Morocco) 
tlàta d-lë-ktùb ‘three books’. The abandon-
ment of the state of annexion for an analytical 
construction (with the exception of a small 
number of nouns frequently used with cardi-
nals) is very frequent in the Maghreb, espe-
cially in the western part. Sometimes the use 
of the free form can also be linked to certain 
morphological or semantic characteristics of 
the counted noun (loanword without plural, 
adjective with an internal plural designating 
persons, nouns of measurement, orderings, etc.; 
cf. Woidich 1989), e.g. (Cairo) �ašara g(e)ràm 
‘ten grams’, xamsa �umy ‘five blind people’, 
talàta dahab ‘three golden ones’, talàta ±ahwa 
‘three  coffees!’.

On the other hand, there is a tendency to use 
both variants (with or without -a/t) according 
to the initial of the second word. Thus, the 
ending -(a)t is used before a vowel, e.g. in Kfar 
�Abìda, instead of the short form (±arba�t-enfos 
‘four persons’) and in Sudan, instead of the free 
form ending in -a. Conversely, the ending -a 
appears before a double consonant (Gabès) or 
before a simple consonant (Jewish Tunis) šëb�ä 
(but without the -a before the vowel in šëb� ulèd 
‘seven children’).

With definite nouns, the regular construction 
in Classical Arabic is the apposition of the noun 
to the cardinal (defined by the article al-), with 
the same gender polarity as in the construc-

tion with the indefinite noun, e.g. aš-šarikàtu 
l-xamsu ‘the five companies’. Constructions 
with an annexion are, however, frequent. Gen-
erally, the article precedes the counted noun, 
e.g. �alà�atu l-kutubi ‘three books’. Two other 
constructions are more or less tolerated (par-
ticularly in written Modern Standard Arabic): 
a�-�alà�atu kutubin and a�-�alà�atu l-kutubi.

A certain diversity of constructions can also 
be found in modern dialects. In the case of the 
apposition (the most frequent construction in 
Classical Arabic, often in decline in the dia-
lects), the free form in -a is used when the gen-
der polarity has disappeared, e.g. (£assàniyya) 
l-ë�läyyàt ës-sittä ‘the six women’. In the con-
structions with a construct state, frequent in 
the Middle East, the article generally precedes 
the numeral, e.g. (Iraq) l-xams isnìn ‘the five 
years’, sometimes with a repetition (Ían�à±) 
as-sitt al-banàt ‘the six girls’, a less frequent 
variant of al-banàt as-sitt. On the other hand, 
the ‘normal’ form of the construct state (with 
an article before the counted noun) does not 
seem to be used.

1.2.4 From ‘eleven’ to ‘nineteen’
In Arabic, all cardinals above ten govern the 
singular (unit noun for the collectives). In Clas-
sical Arabic, the counted noun is in the accusa-
tive as a ‘specifying complement’ (� tamyìz), 
always indefinite (in -n), xamsùna dirhaman 
‘fifty dirhams’.

With indefinite counted nouns, gender agree-
ment in Literary Arabic is marked for the units 
and the tens, but always with the same gender 
polarity as for three through nine. Dialects with 
gender variation are rare. Some modern dia-
lects use the same forms in isolation and with 
counted nouns. The -ar forms are attested in 
particular in Egypt, Sudan, Chad, and Dubai, 
e.g. (Cairo) taman†àšar daraga ‘eighteen steps’, 
and the forms without -ar are attested in Meso-
potamia and in part of the Arabian Peninsula, 
e.g. (Ían�à±) i�n�àš bint ‘twelve girls’.

Other dialects (in the Middle East, e.g. 
Mecca, Damascus, Bahrain; in the Maghreb, 
e.g. Djidjelli, Zaër, £assàniyya) have kept the 
final consonant r/® in the series used in annex-
ion, while in isolation truncated forms (without 
-ar) occur, (Gulf Arabic) sitta�šar ™mìsa ‘sixteen 
turtles’. A variant of this system is found in 
some sedentary Maghrebi dialects in which the 
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enlarged form is not in -r (except when assimi-
lated to the following consonant), but in -ën, 
(Cherchell) xëmß†àšën yòm ‘fifteen days’, or in 
-ël, (Tlemcen) xmëß†àšël mra ‘fifteen women’, 
or it may even be assimilated to the first radical, 
just like the l of the definite article.

1.2.5 From ‘twenty’ to ‘ninety-nine’
In Classical Arabic agreement in gender is 
only marked in the unit, but always with the gen-
der polarity mentioned for three through nine. 
In the dialects, there is no difference between 
the form used in isolation and in compound-
ing. The constructions appear to be always 
synthetic, even in the Maghrebi dialects, e.g. 
(Morocco) xemsa u �ešrin xe†ma ‘twenty-five 
steps’, tes�ud u tes�in me®®a ‘ninety-nine times’.

In the cardinals 11–99, definiteness of the 
counted noun as tamyìz is expressed in Clas-
sical Arabic by the article in the numeral, e.g. 
a�-�alà�ata �ašara rajulan ‘the thirteen men’. 
It is this type of construction that is gener-
ally used in the dialects, e.g. (Gulf Arabic) 
li-™da�šar bi�ìr ‘the eleven camels’, l-�išrìn gub-
guba ‘the twenty crabs’. Sometimes, however, 
the article is repeated before the counted noun, 
e.g. (Ían�à±) al-±arba�ìn yawm/(less frequent) al-
±arba�ìn al-yawm ‘the forty days’.

Sometimes, the dialects only use the ‘adjec-
tival’ construction, normally reserved for the 
numerals three through ten, while the form used 
for eleven through nineteen is the independent 
one, e.g. (£assàniyya) l-lyàli l-axmës†a�š ‘the 
fifteen nights’, l-lyàli l-xamsìn ‘the fifty nights’.

1.2.6 After ‘one hundred’ and ‘one thousand’
In Classical Arabic, the counted noun is in 
the genitive singular. In Arabic dialects, the 
numeral ‘one hundred’ is different from the 
others because it has the form associated with 
feminine nouns in the construct state, e.g. 
(Morocco) myat ne�la ‘a hundred curses’.

In Classical Arabic, definiteness with ‘one 
hundred’ and ‘one thousand’ is the same as 
with ‘three’ through ‘ten’, the only syntactic 
difference lying in the use of the singular for the 
counted noun.

In dialects, the construction is generally the 
one used for 11–99, mostly with the numeral 
following the article, e.g. (Ían�à±) al-miyat fàris 
‘the hundred horsemen’.

2. O r d i n a l s

In Classical Arabic, ‘first’, as in many other lan-
guages, is isolated because of its radical and its 
form. It is an elative, whose root is ±-w-l: masc. 
±awwal, pl. ±awwalùn, fem. ±ùlà, pl. ±uwal.

The ordinal numerals from ‘two’ to ‘ten’ 
have the form fà�il and behave like adjectives 
(with a feminine form in -a(t)): �àni, �àli�, ràbi�, 
xàmis, sàdis, sàbi�, �àmin, tàsi�, �àšir.

Numerals from ‘eleven’ to ‘nineteen’ are 
invariable and always have the accusative end-
ing; the tens stay in -a. Only the units take the 
fà�il form (for ‘eleven’, the unit is ™àdiya, fem. 
™àdiyata), but the two parts agree in gender. If 
the noun is definite, the article is only present 
once; the ordinals 11–19 function as compound 
nouns.

From ‘twenty’ onward the cardinals are used 
as ordinals, without gender modification, except 
concerning the units. With a definite noun, the 
article is repeated in front of each element.

3. F r a c t i o n s

In Classical Arabic, ‘half’ is nißf, and the frac-
tions from three to ten are expressed through 
nouns of the pattern fu�l or (more rarely) fu�ul: 
�ul(u)� ‘one third’, rub(u) � ‘one quarter’.
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Nunation

In Classical Arabic, the grammatical term 
‘nunation’ (from Arabic � tanwìn) is defined as 
the usually unvocalized suffix -n, which is pro-
nounced but not written at the end of nouns. 
At first, nunation was graphically represented 
by double-colored dots (Endress 1982:179; 
LipiÐski 1997:163), and later by doubling the 
appropriate vowel signs. The masculine accusa-
tive ending -an, which sounded in pause -à was 
written with an ±alif as lengthening marker in 
combination with the double vowel marker. 
As a marker of indefiniteness (tankìr), nuna-
tion is applied to triptotic nouns without the 
definite article al-, many proper names (Fleisch 
1961:270–273), and some adverbs. Nouns with 
only two endings, diptotic nouns (� diptosis), 
not fully inflected nouns, and proper names 
when followed by the word ibn or ibna in 
a genealogical series (Wright 1896:I, 249B–
250A; A. Fischer 1931:106–108) do not fall 
under this rule.

The genesis and derivation of the nuna-
tion, especially in connection with the so-called 
� mimation in other Semitic languages, e.g. 
Akkadian and South-Arabian, was disputed 
for a long time. In the Semitic context, the best 
summary for this topic from a comparative 
and diachronic point of view is given by Diem 
(1975:239–258), to which a few references 
may be added (Carter 1981:75, Par. 3.87; 
Edzard 1998:121–122; Kienast 2001:143–144, 
Par. 139; LipiÐski 1997:272–273; Stempel 
1999:92). 

From the point of view of modern Western 
grammars, e.g. Wright (1896:I, 234D), Reck-
endorf (1898, Par. 87–88; 1921, Par. 110), 
Krahl a.o. (1999:72), and W. Fischer (2006, 

Par. 11–12), nunation in Classical Arabic pri-
marily serves as a marker between definite and 
indefinite nouns.

By comparison, the Arab grammarians distin-
guish up to five, sometimes even ten important 
functions of the nunation (cf. Howell 1883–
1911:II–III, 699–703, Chap. 23). The first and 
most important distinction is that between com-
plete, i.e. triptotic (munßarif ), and incomplete, 
i.e. diptotic (ÿayr munßarif ), declension. Called 
at-tanwìn ad-dàll �alà l-makàna, ‘the nunation 
which shows that a noun is fully declinable’, 
this tanwìn at-tamkìn or tanwìn at-tamakkun 
‘nunation of establishment’ is found in the sin-
gular and in the broken plural, whether defined, 
e.g. zaydun ‘Zayd’, or undefined, e.g. rajulun 
‘man’ and rijàlun ‘men’ (Howell 1883–1911:
II–III, 699; Wright 1896:I, 235B n.; Carter 
1981:16–17; Versteegh 1995:171–172; Ayoub 
1991:154–155; Kouloughli 2001:21). Next is 
the tanwìn al-muqàbala ‘nunation of corre-
spondence’, which refers to the plural feminine, 
e.g. muslimàtun ‘female Muslims’ (Howell 
1883–1911:II–III, 700; Wright 1896:I, 235B 
n.; Fleischer 1885:I/1, 325; Carter 1981:18–19; 
Ayoub 1991:153; Kouloughli 2001:22). The 
third type is the tanwìn at-tankìr ‘the nunation 
which distinguishes [in the case of an indeclin-
able noun] between the definite (ma�rifa) and 
the indefinite (nakira)’, for which examples are 
given by Howell (1883–1911:II–III, 699–700), 
Wright (1896:I, 235C n.), Carter (1981:18–
19), and Versteegh (1995:172; cf. also Ayoub 
1991:153–154; Kouloughli 2001:21). The 
fourth function is called tanwìn al-�iwa� ‘nuna-
tion of compensation’, which is divided further 
into three, clearly more marginal, subcategories, 
including the elision at the end of the plural of 
some words with a third weak radical, e.g. 
jawàrin ‘girls’ (Howell 1883–1911:II–III, 700; 
Wright 1896:I, 235C–D n.; Carter 1981:18–19; 
Versteegh 1995:172; Ayoub 1991:154; Kou-
loughli 2001:21). Apart from these kinds of 
nunation, which are peculiar to the noun, some 
Arab grammarians added another six, con-
nected with � poetic licenses and more or 
less artificial (see e.g. Howell 1883–1911:II–III, 
701–703 Chap. 23, and the instructive example 
of two verses of an anonymous writer, quoted 
by aš-Širbìnì, in Carter 1981:20–21).

Of special usage and connected with poetic 
recitation is the tanwìn at-tarannum ‘nunation of 
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trilling’. Attached to nouns, verbs, and particles, 
this nasalization of the rhyming vowel occurred 
especially in the eastern dialects of the Banù 
Tamìm (Howell 1883–1911:II–III, 701; Birke-
land 1940:10–18; Rabin 1951:36–37; Fleisch 
1961:192–193; Guillaume 2000:193) and of the 
Banù Qays (Wright 1896:II, 369C remark). As a 
phenomenon of phonetics at the sentence level, 
not of morphology (Rabin 1951:36), the pausal 
vowel was written -an (& _� ) instead of -an ('! ) 
(Fleischer 1885:I/1, 323–325). 

Although the case endings and with them 
the nunation have disappeared in all modern 
Arabic dialects, nunation still functions as an 
indefinite marker in some Bedouin dialects of 
the Bedouin in the Tihàma in Yemen (Versteegh 
1997:149), among other things in the annexion 
of attributive complements, e.g. bint �àmm-in 
lih ‘a niece of his’ (W. Fischer 1982:84). 
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Object � Transitivity: Object

Object, Absolute

1. D e f i n i t i o n

The absolute object (al-maf �ùl al-mu†laq) is 
defined in the Arabic syntactic tradition as “an 
accusative noun phrase that takes the form of 
its maßdar (nomina verbi or infinitives) or its 
substitute; it is used to emphasize the action of 
its governor (the verb or its substitutes), its kind 
or number” (ar-Ràji™ì 1988:277). The term 
maf �ùl mu†laq is not used by Sìbawayhi; he 
discusses the function of the maßdar in the con-
struction of the absolute object under the term 
ism al-™ada
àn or al-™ada
 ‘the event’ (Kitàb 
I, 15.2–3; cf. I, 117–120 Bàb mà yakùnu min 
al-maßàdir maf �ùlan ‘Chapter on those verbal 
nouns that are object’):

Know that the verb that does not go beyond the 
agent [i.e. the intransitive verb] goes beyond it to 
the noun of the event [i.e. has the verbal noun as 
object], which is derived from it, because it is only 
mentioned in order to indicate the event (wa-�lam 
±anna l-fi�l alla�ì là yata�addà l-fà�il yata�addà ±ilà 
ism al-™ada
àn alla�ì ±uxi�at minhu li-±annahu 
±innamà �ukira li-yadulla �alà l-™ada
)

The term maf �ùl mu†laq appears for the first time 
in a grammatical treatise from the 3rd/9th cen-
tury, Ibn as-Sarràj’s Kitàb al-±ußùl (I, 190.15). 
For the theories of the Arabic grammarians 
about the maf �ùl mu†laq, see az-Zamaxšarì 
(Mufaßßal 16–18; cf. Levin 1991).

The canonical form of the absolute object 
is the � maßdar of the verb, which normally 

precedes it in the sentence. Wright (1964:53) 
states:

All verbs, whether transitive or intransitive, active 
or passive, may take their own abstract nouns 
(nomina verbi or infinitives) as also the deverbal 
nouns of the classes nomina vicis and nomina 
speciei as objective complements in the accusative. 
This may be the case either when they have no 
other objective complement or complements, or 
when they have one or more; and the verbal noun 
may either stand alone, or it may be connected 
with an adjective or demonstrative pronoun, a 
noun or pronoun in the genitive, or a descriptive 
or relative clause.

The absolute object is sometimes called ‘abso-
lute accusative’ (Cantarino 1975:II, 170). It 
is called ‘absolute’ because it is considered to 
be the only true object among the other kinds 
of objects in Arabic, i.e. al-maf �ùl bihi ‘the 
direct object’ (� maf �ùl), al-maf �ùl ma�ahu ‘the 
comitative object’, al-maf �ùl li-±ajlihi ‘the object 
of result’, and � al-maf �ùl fìhi ‘the adverbial 
object designating either place or time’.

(1) šarib-nà l-bàri™at-a
 drank-we the-yesterday-Acc
 wa-xàlid-an finjàn-a
 and-Khalid-Acc cup-Acc 
 qahwat-in šurb-an sarì �an
 coffee-Gen drinking-Acc quick-Acc

‘We drank a cup of coffee very quickly 
with Khalid yesterday’

In (1) there are four accusative noun phrases: al-
bàri™ata, xàlidan, finjàna, and šurban sarì�an. 
According to traditional Arabic syntactic analy-
sis, only šurban is the true object because it is 
the only object affected by the agent/subject 

O
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‘we’. The other objects, i.e. al-bàri™ata (tem-
poral object, designating the time in which 
the action was done), xàlidan (the comitative 
object, with whom the drinking was done), 
finjàna (an object which we did not make our-
selves but with which the action of drinking 
was performed), are objects not affected by the 
agent/subject of the sentence.

For the absolute object construction in Classi-
cal Arabic, see Wright (1964:53–57) and Reck-
endorf (1921:79–83); for the absolute object 
in Modern Standard Arabic, see Badawi a.o. 
(2004:145–149, 451–453). The maf �ùl mu†laq 
in the Qur±àn is studied by Talmon (1999). In 
contemporary Arabic dialects, the construction 
with an absolute object, as an instance of � 
paronomasia, is not unknown, for instance in 
Egyptian Arabic, as in (2),

(2) nàyim fi l-�asal nòm
 sleep.Partic in the-honey sleep

‘He is sleeping soundly’ (Woidich 2006:269)

or in Syrian Arabic, as in (3):

(3) ßà�af-t-o mßà�afe
 encounter-1s.Past-him encounter

‘I ran across him by chance’ (Cowell 
1964:442)

2. S e m a n t i c  f u n c t i o n s  o f  t h e 
a b s o l u t e  o b j e c t

The main semantic functions of the absolute 
object are the following:

i. The absolute object is used to emphasize the 
verb, as in (4).

 (4) ™a††am-a ±ax-ì 
  broke brother-Nom-my 
  lu�bata-hu ta™†ìm-an
  toy-Acc-his breaking-Acc

‘My brother destroyed his toy completely’

The emphasis may be indicated by the repeti-
tion of the absolute object, as in (5).

(5) zayd-un sayr-an sayr-an
 Zayd-Nom walking-Acc walking Acc
     ‘Zayd is walking continuously’

ii. If the absolute object is a nomen vicis (a 
noun that expresses the performing of an 

action once), it is used for enumeration, as 
in (6).

 (6) �arab-a ±a™mad-u   
  hit-Past Ahmad-Nom
  l-kurat-a �arbat-ayni
  the-ball-Acc hitting-du.Acc

‘Ahmad hit the ball twice’

iii. If the absolute object is a ‘noun of kind’, it 
is used to indicate the manner of doing what 
is expressed by the verb, as in (7).

 (7) jalas-a zayd-un 
  sat-Past Zayd-Nom 
  julùs-a al-qurfusà±i
  sitting-Acc the-squatting-Gen

‘Zayd sat squatting [i.e. with thighs 
against the stomach and arms enfold-
ing the legs]’

A maßdar as absolute object may also serve as 
a further specification of an earlier maßdar, as 
in (8).

 (8) li-zayd-in ßawt-un 
  to-Zayd-Gen voice-Nom
  ßawt-a l-bulbul-i
  voice-Acc the nightingale

‘Zayd has a voice like a nightingale’s’

It may also specify the speaker’s attitude toward 
the meaning of the sentence, as in (9),

(9) ™aqqu-ka �alay-ya i�tiràf-an
 right-your on-me confession-Acc

‘I owe this to you, I admit’ (instead of 
™aqqu-ka �alayya, ±a�tarifu)

or to disambiguate or assert the truth of the 
statement, as in (10).

 (10) zayd-un ±ax-ì ™aqq- an
  Zayd-Nom brother-my truth-Acc

‘I confirm that Zayd is my true [blood] 
brother’

In some cases, the absolute object serves to 
specify an earlier statement, as in (11).

(11) sa-tadxul-ùna l-imti™àn-a 
 will-sit-2mp the-exam-Acc
 fa-±immà najà™-an  
 then-either passing-Acc 
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 wa-±immà rusùb-an
 and-either failing-Acc

‘You will sit for the exam and then 
you will either succeed or fail’

3. T h e  a b s o l u t e  o b j e c t  a s 
r e p l a c e m e n t  o f  t h e  v e r b

The absolute object can be used as a substitute 
for its verb, in which case the verb is deleted 
and the absolute object is left, as in (12a), for 
which the full form is (12b).

(12a) sayr-an ±ilà
 walking-Acc to   
 l-±amàm-i
 the-fore-Gen
 ‘[You,] advance forward!’

(12b) sìr-ù sayr-an ±ilà
 walk-Imper.2pl walking-Acc to
 l-±amàmi
 the-fore-Gen

There are some semantic conditions  specifying 
when the maßdar form of the verb, i.e. the abso-
lute object, can be used as a substitute for its 
verb. This is possible in imperatives as in (12a) 
or in (13),

 (13) rujù�-an ±ilà l-warà±-i
  returning-Acc to the-back-Gen
  ‘[You,] go backward!’

or in statements expressing prohibition, as in (14),

 (14) ßabr-an là jazà�-an
  patience-Acc not being.bewildered- 
    Acc
  ‘Be [you] patient, not bewildered’

or in statements expressing a prayer to God, a 
good wish, or a request, as in (15),

 (15) bu�d-an li-Ú-Úàlim-ìna
  distance-Acc for-the-oppressors-Gen

‘May God destroy the oppressors!’

or in statements expressing scolding, astonish-
ment, or complaint, as in (16)–(18).

 (16) ±a-tahàwun-an wa-qad
  Q-negligence-Acc and-already
  sabaqa-ka rifàq-u-ka

  surpassed-you friends-Nom-your
‘Are you still negligent, now that your 
friends have surpassed you?’

 (17) ±a-šawq-an wa-lam yam�i
  Q-yearning-Acc and-not passed
  �alà safar-ì
  on traveling-my
  siwà šahrin
  except month-Gen

‘Do I yearn for my homeland, having 
been away for one month only?’

 (18) ±a-faqr-an wa-Úulm-an
  Q-poorness-Acc  and-oppression-Acc

‘Is it fair that I become poor and 
oppressed [on top of everything else]?’

Sentences of this last type are preceded by a 
question particle (in this case ±a) and have inter-
rogative intonation.

A special case is that of a group of words that 
occur exclusively as absolute objects, such as 
labbayka ‘here I am, at your service’, sa�dayka 
‘good luck to you!’, hanànayka ‘how unfortu-
nate for you!’, dawàlayka ‘by turns, alterna-
tively’, ma�à�a (llàh) ‘God forbid!’, and sub™àna 
(llàh) ‘God be praised!’. These are analyzed as 
absolute objects by the Arabic grammarians. 
According to them, the element -ay- in these 
words, except the last two, is a dual ending. 
The duality is interpreted to mean repetition 
of meaning and not duality of the morphology; 
labbayka is then assumed to mean ±ana muqìm 
�alà †à�atika ±iqàmatan ba�da ±iqàmatin ‘I am 
here at your service one time after another/
I am here at your service all the time’ (Ibn 
Man�ur, Lisàn III, 214). Another interpretation 
of this element is that it is a similar vocalic ele-
ment as in the preposition �alà, which becomes 
before suffixes �alay-(ka) (Fleisch 1979:348).

4. F o r m  o f  t h e  M A Í D A R

The maßdar as absolute object is derived from 
the verb whose object it is. It may, however, 
be replaced by a maßdar from another derived 
Form of that verb, e.g. nabàt instead of ±inbàt 
from the verb ±anbata ‘to plant’, or kalàm 
instead of takallum from the verb takallam ‘to 
talk’, or of taklìm from kallama ‘to address’,as 
in (19), or tabtìl instead of tabattul from the 
verb tabattala ‘to devote oneself’, as in (20).

object, absolute
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 (19) kallama-nì zayd-un
  talked-me Zayd-Nom
  kalàm-an mufìd-an
  talking-Acc useful-Acc

‘Zayd did indeed make sense to me’

 (20) wa-tabattal ±ilayh-i
   and-devote.yourself-Imper to-him
   tabtìl-an (Q. 73/8)
   devoting-Acc

‘And devote yourself to Him com-
pletely/exclusively’

Instead of the maßdar of a particular finite verb, 
that of another verb with the same meaning is 
sometimes employed, as in (21).

 (21) jalast-u qu�ùd-an
  sat-I sitting-Acc

‘I took my seat’ (instead of julùsan)

The maßdar may be replaced by the instrument 
by which the action of the absolute object is 
performed, as in (22).

 (22) �arab-tu-hu saw†-an
  beat-I-him whip-Acc

‘I beat him with a whip’ (instead of 
�arabtuhu bi-saw†in)

The maßdar may also be replaced by a word 
that indicates how the action was performed, 
as in (23).

 (23) jalast-u l-qurfusà�a
  sat-I the-squatting-Acc

‘I sat squatting’ (instead of jalastu 
julùsa l-qurfusà±i)

The maßdar may also be replaced by a word 
that denotes how many times it was done, as 
in (24).

 (24) zur-tu-ka marrat-ayni
  visited-I-you time-du-Acc

‘I visited you twice’

It may also be replaced by the interrogative 
mà as in (25), and with the conditional/relative 
mà/mahmà as in (26).

 (25) mà ±akram-ta zayd-an
  what honor-2ms.Past Zayd-Acc
 ‘How did you honor Zayd?’

 (26) mà/mahmà tajlis ±ajlis
  whatever you-sit I-sit

‘I will sit the way you sit’ (instead of 
±ajlisu kulla julùsin tajlisuhu)

5. G o v e r n m e n t  o f  t h e   a b s o l u t e 
o b j e c t

The typical absolute object in Arabic is always 
an accusative NP, and its typical governor is 
the verb or one of its substitutes, i.e. which can 
assign an accusative case, as in (27).

 (27) �araba l-walad-u �aduww-a-hu 
  hit3ms.Past the boy- enemy-Acc-
   Nom his
  �arb-an  mubarri™an
  hitting-Acc violent-Acc

‘The boy hit his enemy violently’

The verb �araba is the governor, and the word 
in italics is the absolute object. Diagrammati-
cally, the tree structure of (27) could be rep-
resented as in (28), (assuming that Arabic is a 
configurational language with a VP initially; see 
Homeidi 1987, 1994).

(28)

�arab  -a   �arban mubarri™an   �aduww-a hu   l-waladu

V

V

I P

NPVP

+Infl

+past

+third

+singular

+persons

NP NP

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   458 10/4/2007   6:53:16 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



459object, absolute

Other accusative case assigners to the absolute 
object in Arabic include the active participle 
(ism al-fà�il) and the passive participle (ism al-
maf �ùl), which are nominal forms derived from 
the same lexical root and which have the same 
governance as a verb, as in (29).

 (29) ±inna l-qàri±-a kutub-a-hu 
  indeed reading-Acc books-Acc-his
  qirà±atan mu�ammaqat-an 
  reader-Acc deepened-Acc
  sawfa yanja™-u
  Fut succeed-Ind

‘The one who reads his books thor-
oughly will succeed’

The governor is the active participle al-qàri±, 
and the absolute object qirà±atan mu�amma-
qatan is governed by it. Another example 
in which the passive participle is the gover-
nor and case assigner of the absolute object 
is (30).

 (30) hà�à r-rajul-u 
  this-Nom the-man-Nom
  mu™taram-un i™tiràm-an
  respected-Nom respect-Acc
  šadìd-an fì qawm-i-hi
  enormous-Acc in people-Gen-his

‘This man is greatly respected among 
his people’

6. P o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  a b s o l u t e 
o b j e c t

In canonical structures, the absolute object 
should come after its governor in the structure – 
although not necessarily immediately after it, 
especially when it emphasizes the action of the 
verb, as in (31).

 (31) daras-a †-†ullàb-u 
  study.3ms.Past the-students-Nom 
  l-kitàb-a diràsat-an
  the-book-Acc studying-Acc
  wàfiyat-an
  comprehensive-Acc

‘The students studied the book com-
prehensively/very carefully’

However, the absolute object should be moved 
to the beginning of the sentence when it is 

substituted by a question or a conditional par-
ticle/word because these words occur sentence-
initially in Arabic, as in (32) and (33).

 (32) �ayyat-a  kitàbat-in 
  what-Acc writing-Gen
  taktubu
  you-write

‘What a wonderful kind of writing are 
you writing?

 (33) �ayy-a julùs-in tajlisu ±ajlisu
  what-Acc sitting-Gen you-sit I-sit

 ‘I sit the way you sit’

In other cases, where the absolute object is 
used to clarify the way the action is  performed, 
or when it is used for enumeration of the action, 
preposing the absolute object is optional, as in 
(34a, b) and (35a, b).

 (34a) raja�-tu l-qahqarà
  retired-I backward-Acc
  ‘I retreated backward’

 (34b) al-qahqarà raja�-tu

 (35a) sàfar-tu �išr-ìna marrat-an
  traveled-I twenty-Acc time-Acc
  ‘I traveled twenty times’

 (35b) �išr-ìna marrat-an sàfar-tu

7. M o d i f i e r s  o f  t h e  a b s o l u t e 
o b j e c t

The maßdar as absolute object may have an 
adjectival attribute, as in (36).

 (36) �araba zayd-un �amr-an
  hit3ms.Past Zayd-Nom �Amr-Acc
  �arb-an šadìd-an
  hitting-Acc violent-Acc

 ‘Zayd hit �Amr violently’

When the maßdar is deleted, only its attribute 
remains, as in (37).

 (37) sàfar-tu ka�ìr-an
  traveled-I much-Acc

‘I traveled (too) much’ (instead of 
sàfartu safaran ka
ìran)
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The maßdar as absolute object may also be 
specified by a demonstrative, as in (38).

 
 (38) jalast-u hà	à l-julùs-a
  sat-I Dem. sitting-Acc

 ‘I sat in this way [lit. I sat this sitting]’

The absolute object may be specified by a rela-
tive sentence in which the resumptive pronoun 
refers to the maßdar, as in (39).

 (39) katab-tu kitàbat-an lam 
  wrote-I writing-Acc not
  yaktub-hà 1gayr-ì
  wrote-it other.than-me

‘I wrote something not written by 
anyone else’

The absolute object may be a � construct state 
with a word such as ±ayy ‘whichever’, kull ‘all’, 
or ba�� ‘some’, to which the maßdar is annexed, 
as in (40)–(42).

 (40) zayd-un ya�malu 
  Zayd-nom work.3ms
  kull-a l-�amal-i
  all-Acc the-work-Gen
  ‘Zayd works very hard’

 (41) sahir-tu ba��-a 
  pass.sleepless-1s.Past some-Acc 
  s-sahar-i
  sleeplessness-Gen
  ‘I spent some of the night sleeplessly’

 (42) ijtahad-tu ±ayya jtihàd-in
  exerted-I whichever exertion-Gen
  ‘I worked very hard/I did my utmost’

A similar construction is that with the inter-
rogative ±ayy, as in (43), and the conditional/
relative ±ayy as in (44).

 (43) ±ayyat-a kitàbat-in
  what kind-Acc writing-Gen 
  taktub-u
  write.2ms
  ‘What kind of writing are you writing?’

 (44) ±ayya julùs-in ta-jlis ±ajlis
  any-Acc sitting-Gen you-sit I-sit

‘I will sit the way you sit/whichever 
way you sit’

Words such as mi
l and the particle ka- and 
other words with similar meanings may be 
used in combination with the maßdar, as in (45) 
and (46).

 (45) jalas-tu mi�l-a julùs-i-ka
  sit-1s.Past like-Acc sitting-Gen-your

‘I sat like you/I sat the way you sat’ 
(instead of jalastu julùsika)

 (46) jalas-tu ka-mà jalas-ta
  sit-1s.Past like-what sit-2ms.Past

‘I sat the way you sat/I sat as you did’ 
(instead of jalastu ka-julùsika)

8. T r a n s l a t i o n  o f  a b s o l u t e 
o b j e c t  s t r u c t u r e s  i n t o 
E n g l i s h  ( a n d  p r o b a b l y  o t h e r 
l a n g u a g e s )

The absolute object in Arabic is usually to 
be translated in English with an � adverbial 
phrase, regardless of its governors (Homeidi 
2000:218). A typical example was given in (27), 
where the absolute object �arban mubarri™an 
was translated with ‘violently’. Other examples 
were given in (29), where the absolute object 
qirà±atan mu�ammaqatan was translated with 
‘thoroughly’, and (30), where the absolute 
object i™tiràman šadìdan was translated with 
‘greatly, highly’. In (47), the word marratayni 
‘twice’ replaces a maßdar.

 (47) qara±-tu l-qißßat-a 
  read-1s.Past the-story-Acc
  marrat-ayni
  time-du.Acc
  ‘I read the story twice’

9. C o n c l u s i o n

Arabic has many types of objects according to 
the Arabic syntactic tradition, i.e. al-maf �ùl bihi 
‘direct object’, al-maf �ùl ma�ahu ‘comitative 
object’, al-maf �ùl fihi ‘the object that designates 
time or place of the verb’, al-maf �ùl al-mu†laq 
‘absolute object’, al-maf �ùl li-±ajlihi ‘object of 
result’. It seems, however, that these terms that 
designate different types of object are simply 
semantic terms or categories and do not reflect 
different syntactic structures. All these types of 
objects are complements of the verb; that is, the 
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verb, or one of its substitutes, such as the verbal 
noun, is the governor.

The absolute object is an infinitive (verbal 
noun, maßdar, nomen verbi) in the accusative, 
governed by the verb or any +verb, + noun 
word, derived from the same lexical root of 
its verb. It is used to express many differ-
ent semantic functions, the most important of 
which relate to the manner in which the action 
is performed.
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Moheiddin Ali Homeidi (King Saud University)

Obligatory Contour Principle

The Obligatory Contour Principle (OCP), origi-
nally proposed to account for the distribution 
of tones in West African languages (see Leben 
1973; Goldsmith 1976), has been extended 
to a wider range of phenomena, leading to 
Mc Carthy’s formal definition of the principle: 
“At the melodic level, adjacent identical ele-
ments are not permitted” (1986:208). The study 
of Arabic phonology and morphology has had a 
profound influence in extending the role of the 
OCP in grammar. The OCP, as first proposed, 
is illustrated by the tonology of Mende, which 
has surface tone patterns LHH and HLL (H 
high tone; L low tone), but there are no words 
with tone patterns HHL and LLH. The OCP 
prohibits adjacent identical tones; therefore, the 
grammatical sequences LHH and HLL must be 
derived from LH and HL sequences, with dou-
bling of the final tone as a result of autosegmen-
tal spreading (Goldsmith 1976). Since adjacent 
identical tones are not permitted, HHL and 
LLH surface tone patterns are ungrammatical, 
because autosegmental association (i.e. associ-
ating tones one-to-one, left to right) can only 
produce the grammatical HLL and LHH from 
HL and LH, respectively.

Although there are counterexamples to the 
OCP in the African tone phonology (see Odden 
1986), the distribution of consonants and vow-
els in Arabic stems exhibits a similarity to 
the distribution of tones. McCarthy (1979) 
accounts for the distribution of consonants and 
vowels in Arabic by proposing that the OCP 
governs the Arabic lexicon. Arabic triliteral 
verb roots display a striking asymmetry: there 
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are a number of verb roots where the second 
and the third radical are identical (called gemi-
nated verbs), e.g. samam ‘poison’, jarar ‘pull’, 
traditionally considered to be derived from 
the roots s-m-m and j-r-r. However, there are 
no triliteral verb roots with identical first and 
second radicals, that is, there are no verbs such 
as *sasam or *jajar from the roots *s-s-m and 
*j-j-r.

The asymmetry in Arabic roots, as McCarthy 
(1979) demonstrates, follows from the OCP’s 
application to the Arabic lexicon. By extending 
the OCP to prohibit identical adjacent segments, 
McCarthy argues that all geminated verbs are 
derived from underlying biliteral roots, e.g. s-m 
and j-r. Autosegmental association (one-to-one, 
left-to-right) to the CVCVC template of Form I 
will never produce doubling of the first radical 
(see Fig. 1).

a

C V C V C

s   m

Figure 1. Template of Form I

Quadriliteral roots also show evidence of the 
OCP. There are no Form I stems like *dadraj 
or *darraj, because *d-d-r-j and *d-r-r-j are 
impossible roots by the OCP. Any doubling in 
a quadriliteral stem must be due to an underly-
ing triliteral root, such as d-r-j, and to associa-
tion to a CVCCVC template. This can only be 
mapped autosegmentally as darjaj.

The OCP is pervasive throughout Arabic 
grammar, as is also evident in the distribution 
of the vocalism of verb stems. Consider the dis-
tribution of vowels in the different morphologi-
cal classes in (1) (from McCarthy 1979).

(1) perfect active:  {a a, a a a, a a a a}
 perfect passive:  {a, a a, a a a}  i
 imperfect passive: u  {a a, a a a, a a a a}
 active participle: u  {a, a a, a a a}  i
 passive participle: u  {a a, a a a, a a a a}

Perfect active stems can have two to four vow-
els, all of which are /a/, and perfect passive 
stems also have two to four vowels, with /i/ 
as the final vowel. Abstracting away from the 

final /i/ of the perfect passive and the active 
participle, the distribution of vowels in the 
stem can be accounted for autosegmentally. 
With the OCP, the underlying vocalism of the 
imperfect passive, for example, is /u a/, and 
autosegmental association ensures the second 
vowel spreads to all unassociated vowel slots. 
The underlying vocalism of the active participle 
is /u, a, i/, and it is /a, i/ in the perfect passive. 
The consistent appearance of /i/ as the final 
vowel of the stem is handled by a specific rule 
that associates it to the last vowel slot of the 
template before left-to-right association of the 
vowels (McCarthy 1979).

The OCP not only accounts for the absence 
of identical first and second radicals, but it can 
also account for the distribution of homorganic 
consonants in roots. Consonants (excluding 
glides) in the classes in (2) tend not to co-occur 
in roots (Greenberg 1950; McCarthy 1994).

(2) Labial: {f, b, m} 
 Coronal stops: {t, d, †, �} 
 Dorsals: {j, k, q, x, ÿ} 
 Coronal sonorants: {l, r, n} 
 Coronal fricatives: {�, �, s, z, ß, �, š}
 Gutturals: {x, ÿ, ™, �, h, ±}

Leaving aside the issue of the dual class mem-
bership of /x, ÿ/, the distribution of consonants 
in roots can be accounted for by applying the 
OCP to the place node of the feature-geometry 
(Yip 1989; McCarthy 1988, 1994; Padgett 
1995). A root such as f-b-t, shown in (3), 
is ungrammatical because the adjacent labial 
nodes violate the OCP. OCP effects on place 
features have been noted in other languages (see 
Mester 1986; Yip 1989).

(3) * f b t 
  | | |
  [Labial] [Labial] [Coronal]

The logic of feature-geometry predicts that 
nonadjacent homorganic consonants are also 
ungrammatical. Since the place features occupy 
different autosegmental tiers, the two labial 
nodes in a root such as b-t-f are adjacent, so the 
OCP is applicable. However, there are excep-
tions when the consonants are not adjacent.

The fact that coronal consonants with the 
same manner features tend not to co-occur is 
captured formally by augmenting the arrange-
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ment of the features in the feature-geometry. 
Padgett (1995) proposes that the manner fea-
tures [continuant] and [sonorant] are domi-
nated by the place features, as shown in (4). 
Hence, the absence of a root such as t-k-d is 
captured by the OCP’s application to the man-
ner features as well as the place features. As 
before, the OCP at the place node applies to 
nonadjacent homorganic consonants, although 
there are exceptions.

(4) * t k d 
  | | |
  [Coronal] [Dorsal] [Coronal]
  | | |
  [-cont] [-cont] [-cont]

The OCP, as presented, is a categorical con-
straint, but this interpretation is too strong to 
apply in all cases in Arabic. The OCP properly 
accounts for the absence of identical conso-
nants as first and second radical in roots, but 
it cannot properly account for the distribution 
of homorganic consonants because there are a 
number of exceptions when the homorganic 
consonants are not adjacent. As a result, the 
OCP is often considered to consist of two 
different constraints, with the OCP place con-
straint a weaker constraint (McCarthy 1988). It 
is difficult to formalize this notion of a weaker 
constraint (even in � Optimality Theory), since 
the co-occurrence restrictions on homorganic 
consonants are best described as tendencies 
and cannot be considered a set of categorical 
constraints that can be ranked in an Optimal-
ity-theoretic grammar. Furthermore, as noted 
by Pierrehumbert (1993), identical consonants 
are also homorganic, and so it is difficult to 
effectively separate these two uses of the OCP.

A statistical interpretation of OCP phenom-
ena (Pierrehumbert 1993; Frisch a.o. 2004) 
provides an alternative to the categorical OCP. 
A statistical analysis of consonant co-occur-
rence in Arabic reveals that the OCP is a 
gradient constraint and that the basis for the 
OCP in Arabic is a tendency to avoid similar 
consonants in the root. The presence of differ-
ent consonant combinations in the lexicon is 
measured by the O/E value, which is “the ratio 
of the observed number of occurring consonant 
pairs (O) to the number that would be expected 
if consonants combined at random (E)” (Frisch 
a.o. 2004:185). An O/E value of less than 1 

indicates that there are fewer observed combi-
nations of consonants than expected by chance. 
Lower values (approaching 0) indicate that 
there is a greater co-occurrence restriction on 
the consonant pair. Eliminating cases of identi-
cal consonants, the O/E values for homorganic 
consonants in roots are given in (5) (taken from 
Pierrehumbert 1993).

(5) Class O/E  O/E 
  adjacent nonadjacent
 Labial 0.00 0.41 
 Coronal sonorant 0.09 0.95
 Coronal obstruent 0.32 0.70
 Dorsal 0.04 0.36
 Guttural  0.07 0.69

The ratio of observed cases of adjacent homor-
ganic consonants (either as first and second 
radical or as second and third radical) com-
pared to expected combinations by chance is 
extremely low. This indicates strong avoidance 
of these consonants in the root, which is com-
patible with an OCP place constraint. Notice 
that in classes other than coronal obstruents 
there is a categorical OCP effect. However, in 
cases where the homorganic consonants are not 
adjacent (i.e. the first and third radical), there 
is a weakening of the OCP, as is evident by the 
greater O/E values. Nonadjacent, homorganic 
consonants are dispreferred but not categori-
cally ungrammatical, as predicted by the OCP 
and feature-geometry. Even in cases in which 
the first and the third radical are identical, there 
is a weakening of the OCP, but there is still a 
strong tendency against co-occurrence (O/E = 
0.14). Frisch a.o. (2004) note that this is prob-
lematic because the identical consonants are 
separated by intervening material on all rele-
vant tiers, so a categorical interpretation of the 
OCP predicts there should be no co-occurrence 
restriction.

Frisch a.o. (2004) propose that the weak-
ening of the OCP should be interpreted as 
avoidance of similar consonants in the same 
root. Similarity is measured as a function of 
the shared and nonshared natural classes of 
the homorganic consonants. Formally, similar-
ity is equal to shared natural classes divided 
by the sum of shared and nonshared classes. 
Looking at the labial consonants, /f/ and /m/ 
have two shared natural classes and seven non-
shared natural classes, whereas /f/ and /b/ have 
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three shared natural classes, thus producing a 
higher similarity rating. Therefore, /f/ and /m/ 
are more likely to co-occur than /f/ and /b/. 
This is correct: of the 17 cases of nonadjacent 
homorganic labials in a root, only one con-
tains two labial obstruents. The tendency for 
coronals to co-occur in a root is a product of 
the large number of natural classes of coronal 
consonants. Coronals /s/ and /n/ differ in a large 
number of natural classes (since there are many 
coronal distinctions). Hence, /s/ and /n/ are less 
similar to each other than any two labials and 
so the former pair of consonants are not sub-
ject to the co-occurrence restrictions. Similar-
ity avoidance accounts for the subregularities 
found among coronals. For example, adjacent 
emphatic coronals do not co-occur (O/E = 0), 
but an emphatic coronal and other coronals are 
more likely to co-occur (O/E = 0.35) since these 
coronals are less similar. The effect of manner 
in the distribution of coronals (and in other 
classes) is directly accounted for by similarity 
avoidance. There is no need to separate coro-
nals by manner features or to manipulate the 
feature-geometry.

By extending the OCP beyond tone distri-
bution to the distribution of segments and 
features, the study of Arabic phonology and 
morphology has been instrumental in promot-
ing principles in phonology. Furthermore, OCP 
effects on place of articulation and manner 
are used to justify the place node in feature-
geometry and the organization of the tiers. 
The gradient nature of OCP place phenomena 
raises many interesting questions concerning 
the nature of gradient constraints in phonology, 
phonological principles in general, and ques-
tions concerning the interface between phonet-
ics and phonology.
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Old Arabic (Epigraphic)

1. T h e  e v i d e n c e  f o r  O l d 
A r a b i c

The term ‘Old Arabic’ (vieil-arabe, Altarabisch), 
like the terms ‘Old English’, ‘Old Aramaic’, 
etc., refers to the earliest surviving examples of 
the Arabic language, from which, it is assumed, 
the later forms evolved. This early stage almost 
certainly existed as a number of spoken dialects, 
used at various times in the pre-Islamic period 
in different parts of the Arabian Peninsula, 
the Levant, Mesopotamia, and Egypt (on the 
presence of peoples called ‘Arabs’ (� �Arab) in 
these regions from early times, see Macdonald 
2003:313–316). However, several factors make 
it difficult to reconstruct the early stages of the 
language and complicate attempts to trace its 
development into the forms of Arabic known 
from the early Islamic period onward.

At present, we have no evidence that Arabic 
was widely written before the rise of Islam, 
or that any particular script was regularly 
associated with it, at least before the 5th 
century C.E. Although this may partly be due to 
accidents of survival and discovery, it is virtually 
certain that Arabic was a purely spoken, rather 
than a habitually written, language for most of 
its pre-Islamic history.
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We have two sources for Arabic in the pre-
Islamic period. The first may loosely be called 
the ‘epigraphic evidence’ and consists of a small 
number of documents expressed in the Arabic 
language but transcribed in scripts normally 
used to write other tongues (Sabaic, Nabataean 
Aramaic, Dadanitic, see Macdonald 2004:490, 
492; Safaitic, see Macdonald 2004:492, see 
2.1 below). In addition, there are some Arabic 
lexical items embedded in written texts in 
other languages. Some of these occur in a 
number of brief graffiti in Nabataean Aramaic 
recently discovered in northwest Arabia, which 
are written in transitional scripts between 
late Nabataean and what is recognizably an 
early Arabic script. When they can be dated, 
these appear to come from the 4th and 5th 
centuries C.E. 

The second source for Arabic in the Jàhiliyya 
can loosely be called the ‘literary evidence’ since 
it consists of large numbers of texts from the 
pre-Islamic period (principally the Qur±àn, the 
pre-Islamic poetry, and the ±Ayyàm al-�Arab), 
which were originally transmitted orally and 
were not written down until the first two 
centuries of Islam.

These two types of source differ in several 
ways. First, while the epigraphic evidence has 
survived undisturbed since antiquity, the literary 
evidence has a transmission history. This is 
particularly relevant because the philologists 
of the early Islamic centuries took the language 
of the pre-Islamic poetry and the Qur±àn as 
the basis for the systematized form of the 
Arabic language, which became known as � 
al-�arabiyya al-fuß™à or � Classical Arabic. It is 
difficult to be sure whether, or to what extent, 
elements of the language of the pre-Islamic 
poetry and the Qur±àn may have been altered 
in order to exemplify the grammatical system 
of Classical Arabic (see, e.g., Rabin 1951:24, 
1955:21–22; � pre-Islamic Arabic).

Second, with the exception of inscription 
no. VI, and possibly nos. V and VII, below, 
the documents which make up the epigraphic 
evidence are not literary works and did not 
call for a high or rhetorical style. By contrast, 
the literary evidence for Old Arabic is oral 
literature (only later recorded in writing) which 
is expressed in a high style and, in the view of 
many scholars, in a supratribal poetic dialect, 
often referred to as a koine (� poetic koine). 
For a balanced description of the debate on 

this point, plus the essential references, see 
Versteegh (1997:46–52).

Finally, while the epigraphic evidence all 
comes from the western two-thirds of the 
peninsula, the poetic (and perhaps religious) 
koine is thought to be closer to the dialects of 
the tribes of eastern Arabia, although it was 
used in both areas for poetry and other forms 
of declamation.

The epigraphic evidence, with which this 
article is concerned, presents a number of 
problems. The documents in which it is con-
tained date from periods when Arabic was not 
habitually written but instead coexisted with a 
number of other languages which were written 
(see Macdonald 2000:48–54, 2005:98).

None of the scripts used to transcribe Arabic 
were particularly suited to the task. Greek 
lacked a number of the consonants of Arabic, 
and, while it showed approximations to the 
quality of the vowels, by late antiquity it 
no longer showed vowel length. Nabataean 
Aramaic showed long vowels, except medial 
/à/, but had only 21 signs to express the 28 
consonants of Arabic (Aramaic semkath ex-
pressed a sound which, at that time, was not 
in the phonemic repertoire of Arabic and so 
was not used in writing Arabic; see Macdonald 
2004:498–499, and the detailed discussion in 
Macdonald [in preparation]). The Sabaic and 
Ancient North Arabian scripts at least had a 
sufficient quota of signs to express Arabic’s 
consonantal repertoire, but (with the exception 
of Dadanitic; see Macdonald 2004:495) nor-
mally expressed no vowels or diphthongs at all. 
Apart from Greek, none of these scripts showed 
short vowels, medial /à/, or doubled letters, so, 
for instance, the Arabic verb Forms I, II, and III 
were indistinguishable from each other in these 
scripts, as were Forms V and VI. Thus, while 
we can be sure that the texts of these documents 
are original and have not been subjected to 
later interference, their inter-pretation is often 
uncertain, and the information they provide, 
though valuable, is incomplete.

Apart from the handful of texts composed 
intentionally in the Old Arabic language, there 
are texts where Old Arabic seems to have been 
recorded accidentally. The Arabic speakers 
who composed these inscriptions appear to 
have been trying to produce correct Sabaic or 
Nabataean Aramaic, for example, but because 
they had an imperfect grasp of these languages, 
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they filled in the gaps in their knowledge with 
Arabic words or phrases. A parallel to this can 
be found in most � Middle Arabic texts, whose 
authors were trying to write Standard Arabic 
but often fell back on forms and structures 
from their spoken dialects (Blau 1981:189).

A particular difficulty is caused by the fact 
that from the second half of the 1st millennium 
B.C.E. until about the 4th century C.E., spoken 
Old Arabic coexisted with a number of written 
Ancient North Arabian dialects (� Thamudic). 
These were distinct from Arabic in a number of 
ways, for instance by having a definite article 
h- (or no definite article), rather than ±l- (see 
Macdonald 2000:41–50, 2004:488–493). Old 
Arabic and Ancient North Arabian can be 
seen as distinct but related dialect bundles 
which together formed the North Arabian 
linguistic group (Macdonald 2004:488). Given 
their closeness, however, and the deficiencies 
of the writing systems employed, it is often 
difficult to distinguish whether a particular 
text is in Old Arabic or in Ancient North 
Arabian (see Macdonald 2000:50–57). The 
language of texts where this is the case has 
therefore been classified as ‘Undifferentiated 
North Arabian’ (see Sec. 2.4) and is not really 
valid as evidence for Old Arabic specifically 
(Macdonald 2000:54–57, 61). 

2. T h e  m a t e r i a l  o f  e p i g r a p h i c 
O l d  A r a b i c

2.1 Early fragments

Livingstone (1997) suggests that two North 
Arabian words (nàqa ‘she-camel’ and bakr 
‘young male camel’) were included in the annals 
of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III (744–
727 B.C.E.), in the forms a–na–qa–a–te and ba–
ak–ka–ri–ši–na. The former bears the Assyrian 
feminine plural ending -àte, and the latter 
has the Assyrian 3rd person feminine plural 
pronominal suffix -šina. Livingstone suggests 
that the initial a- in a–na–qa–a–te represents the 
Arabic definite article al- (with the [l] assimilated 
before the [n] of nàqa) or the Ancient North 
Arabian definite article ha- (the [h] of which 
would not be represented in Akkadian). He 
considers that the Assyrian scribes may have 
accidentally included the article in the word 
when they took it over from the (spoken) 
language of the vanquished Arab tribes about 

whom they were writing. While this analysis 
is not undisputed, it certainly cannot be ruled 
out.

In the 5th century B.C.E., Herodotus reports 
that “the Arabs” (in this case in eastern Egypt) 
worshipped a sky goddess called Alilát (Histo-
riae III.8; see also I.131). Alilát presumably 
represents *al-±ilat ‘the goddess’ (on the form 
of the word, see Macdonald [in preparation]). 
Interestingly, there is a roughly contemporary 
witness to the worship of ‘the goddess’ at a 
shrine at Tell al-Masxù†a in the eastern Nile 
Delta, where she appears in the Ancient North 
Arabian form hn-±lt in inscriptions in Aramaic 
(Rabinowitz 1956, 1959).

The Nabataeans were regularly called ‘Arabs’ 
by their contemporaries, although it is unclear 
what exactly was meant by the term. It is widely 
supposed that, although they used Aramaic as 
their written language, most of the inhabitants 
of the Nabataean kingdom from the £awràn to 
£egrà, spoke forms of Arabic. While that may 
well be correct, at least for some parts of the 
kingdom, this view was until recently based on 
very little secure evidence (see the discussion in 
Macdonald 2000:46–48, and in preparation). 
Only a few Arabic loanwords had been identified 
in Nabataean Aramaic, and of these all but two 
were confined to texts in Arabia (O’Connor 
1986; Macdonald 2000:47). Recently, how-
ever, a relatively large number of Arabic words 
have been identified in the Nabataean legal 
documents on papyrus found near the Dead 
Sea (Yadin a.o. 2002). This has more than 
doubled the number of Arabic loanwords 
so far recognized in Nabataean. Although they 
occur in legal documents, the words are taken 
from widely varied spheres of life, some being 
used as metaphors and others in their primary 
meaning. Moreover, Levine has shown how, 
in this archive, “the Jewish-Aramaic and the 
Nabataean-Aramaic documents differ in the 
way each proliferates legal formulas to embrace 
all sorts of conceivable, often redundant pro-
visions”. He reports that “scribes writing in 
Nabataean-Aramaic proliferated legal formulas 
by using Arabic equivalents of the Aramaic 
terms of reference, whereas scribes writing 
in Jewish Aramaic accomplished the same 
result with Hebrew and Aramaic synonyms” 
(Levine 2000:844–845; and see Yadin a.o. 
2002:221–222, and 170–276 passim). If this 
comparison is exact, and Arabic had for the 

old arabic (epigraphic)

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   466 10/4/2007   6:53:19 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



467

Nabataeans anything like the status which 
Hebrew had for the Jews, then it implies 
that Arabic played a sophisticated cultural 
role in Nabataean society, even in regions 
where it might not be expected at that period 
(e.g. Moab [P.Yadin 1] and the southern end
of the Dead Sea [P.Yadin 2 and 3]). For 
a detailed study, see Macdonald (in prep-
aration). Some 250 years later, Epiphanius of 
Eleutheropolis records that the people of Petra, 
and Elusa in the Negev, sang hymns in the 
Arabic language (Panarion 51.22.11). While 
we do not know how long this had been going 
on, it could be another indication of the place 
of Arabic in the life of the Nabataeans, as is the 
�ên �Avdat inscription, no. VI below.

The 6th-century Greek papyri found at 
Petra contain approximately 130 toponyms 
and names of buildings which are recognizably 
Arabic, 110 of them in two papyri, Inv 10 and 
Inv 98 verso, neither of which has yet been 
published. For a survey and discussion of these 
papyri, see Daniel (2001) and references there. 
A name or word này(i)f or này(i)q inscribed 
on a piece of wood in what would normally 
be regarded as a late form of the Arabic script 
using diacritical marks was apparently found in 
the same locus as some of the scrolls (see Ghul 
2004). However, doubts must remain as to the 
authenticity of this piece given the relatively 
late form of the final letter, the arrangement 
of the diacritical dots under the yà±, and the 
difficulty of interpreting the word as anything 
other than the modern name Nàyif.

To this evidence should be added the substi-
tution of the Arabic passive participle mdkwr 
(*ma�kùr) for its Aramaic equivalent dkyr in 
three (out of almost four thousand published) 
Nabataean graffiti in Sinai (CIS ii 1331, 2768; 
Negev 1977:56, no. 219). However, apart 
from this one word, the language of these 
three graffiti (insofar as it is visible in texts 
consisting mostly of names) is Aramaic. Thus, 
Aramaic bar is used rather than Arabic ibn 
for ‘son of’ (although this is also a feature of 
the Old Arabic Namàra, £arràn, Zebed, and 
Jabal ±Usays inscriptions; see below), and the 
Aramaic phrase b-†b (*bi-†àb) occurs in CIS 
ii 2768 and Negev no. 219, as it does in huge 
numbers of the graffiti from Sinai. There is also 
some scattered evidence for Arabic influence on 
the syntax of Nabataean Arabic (see al-Hamad 
2005).

There is much less evidence of Arabic influence 
on the Palmyrene Aramaic language, with only 
a handful of Arabic loanwords appearing in 
the inscriptions known to date. See Müller 
(1982:31–32).

See Contini (1987:51–60) and Millar (1998) 
for excellent discussions of the complex 
problems of language use in Syria during the 
Roman and Byzantine periods.

2.2 Old Arabic texts

For a brief description and discussion of most of 
these texts, see Macdonald (2000:48–57, 61). 
For a full study of each of them and their 
contribution to our knowledge of the language, 
with a list of linguistic features and vocabulary, 
see Macdonald (in preparation).

2.2.1 In the Sabaic script
An Old Arabic text in the Sabaic script was 
found at Qaryat al-Fàw on the northwestern 
edge of the Empty Quarter, in Saudi Arabia. 
This was a thriving city on the caravan route 
between South Arabia and the Arabian/Persian 
Gulf, Mesopotamia, and the Levant. It had a 
wealthy and sophisticated culture between the 
3rd/2nd century B.C.E. and perhaps the 5th 
century C.E. (al-±Anßàrì 1982). Although it 
was the ‘capital’ of the Arab tribes of Qa™†àn, 
Ma�™ij, and Kinda, whose leaders called them-
selves ‘kings’, it was within the cultural orbit 
of the great South Arabian kingdom of Saba± 
(Sheba), and thus the Sabaic language and 
script was the normal medium for written 
documents, even though Arabic was almost 
certainly the most widely spoken language.

I. The grave inscription of �Igl bn Hf �m
A ten-line text in Old Arabic written in the Sabaic 
script, dated on palaeographical grounds (which 
are uncertain) to approximately the end of the 
1st century B.C.E. See al-±Anßàrì (1979:6–8, 
Pl. 1); Beeston (1979:1–2); Robin (2001:548–
549). Photographs al-±Anßàrì (1979, Pl. 1; 1982:
146).

2.2.2 In the Dadanitic script
Dadan (biblical Dedàn, modern al-�Ulà) was a 
large oasis in northwest Arabia, situated at a 
strategic point on the trade route between South 
Arabia and the Levant (Macdonald 1997:341–
343). It was the seat of the kingdoms of Dadan 
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and Li™yàn, whose subjects left numerous 
monumental inscriptions and graffiti in their 
own forms of the Ancient North Arabian 
alphabet and language: ‘Dadanitic’ (formerly 
called ‘Dedanite’ and ‘Lihyanite’; see Macdonald 
2000:33). Unfortunately, these are at present 
impossible to date (Macdonald, in the press).

II. JSLih 384
An inscription of four lines in the Dadanitic 
script and orthography (Macdonald 2004:494–
496), probably from al-Xereibah or al-�Ulà and 
now in the Musée du Cinquantenaire, Brussels 
(registration no. 0.715). Published by Jaussen 
and Savignac (1909–1922:II, 532–534, Pl. 94). 
Recognized as Old Arabic by W.W. Müller 
(1982:32–33). For a discussion of its Old Arabic 
features, see Macdonald (2000:50).

III. JSLih 276
A single line in the Dadanitic script. Photograph 
in Jaussen and Savignac (1909–1922:II, Pl. XCII, 
facsimile from a squeeze Pl. CXXXV). For the 
reading, see Macdonald (2000:53), where it was 
treated as a ‘mixed text’. However, it is now 
considered to be pure Old Arabic (Macdonald, 
in preparation). It contains a formula which is 
also found in Dadanitic, but with the Arabic 
definite article – with the [l] assimilated before 
a following sibilant, rather than the Dadanitic 
definite article h.

Other inscriptions in the Dadanitic script 
which appear to contain the Arabic article have 
recently been discovered and will be studied in 
Macdonald (in preparation).

2.2.3 In the Safaitic script
Safaitic was an Ancient North Arabian al-
phabet used almost entirely by nomads to carve 
graffiti on the rocks of the deserts in what is 
now southern Syria, northeastern Jordan, and 
northern Saudi Arabia, between the 1st century 
B.C.E. and the 4th century C.E. (see Macdonald 
1995, 2000:45–46, 2005:74–75).

IV. CIS v 5137 (not in Macdonald 2000)
A short inscription in the Safaitic script and 
orthography, known only from a hand copy 
(CIS v Pl. XLVI, no. 801). It was found in the 
basalt desert east of the £awràn. It contains the 
author’s genealogy followed by the statement 
w ™ll ±l-dr (*wa-™allal ±al-dàr) ‘and he camped 

here [lit. ‘in the place’]’, which parallels the 
very common Safaitic statement w ™ll h-dr. On 
the spelling ™ll, see Macdonald (2004:510). 
Note that in the inscription the l of the article 
is not assimilated to the d of dr (on this feature 
see Macdonald, in preparation). Naturally, this 
single feature in a text which otherwise consists 
only of names is by no means conclusive 
evidence that its author spoke ‘Old Arabic’, 
but given the rarity of ±l- rather than h- in 
the Safaitic inscriptions, its occurrence here is 
worth noting.

A few other texts in the Safaitic script may 
contain a form of the Arabic article, this time 
assimilated before a sibilant (e.g. ±–s1nt (‘the 
[this] year’ and ±–s1fr ‘the [this] writing’; see 
Macdonald 2000:51–52). However, these 
should be treated as uncertain since the letters 
± and h in the Safaitic script are differentiated 
by only one small sidestroke, which could have 
been added or omitted accidentally.

2.2.4 In the Hismaic script
Hismaic (see Macdonald 2000:44–45) is an 
Ancient North Arabian script used by nomads in 
southern Jordan and northwestern Saudi Arabia, 
and possibly by some settled people in central 
Jordan, ca. 1st century B.C.E. to 3rd century C.E.

V. The language of two inscriptions in the 
Hismaic script from the region of Madaba, 
Jordan, has been identified as Old Arabic (Graf 
and Zwettler 2004). However, this identification 
is by no means universally accepted and will be ex-
amined in detail in Macdonald (in preparation).

2.2.5 In the Nabataean script
The Nabataeans used Aramaic as their written 
language and wrote it in a particular form of 
the Aramaic alphabet, the ‘Nabataean script’. 
This continued in use in several parts of the 
kingdom, particularly northwest Arabia, long 
after Rome’s annexation of the kingdom, 
and eventually came to be used to write the 
Arabic, rather than the Aramaic, language (see 
inscriptions VI, VII, and VIII). A late form of 
the Nabataean alphabet is what we know as the 
‘Arabic script’ (��Arabic alphabet: origin).

VI. The �ên �Avdat inscription (Negev a.o. 1986)
A graffito of six lines from �ên �Avdat in the 
Negev in which lines 1, 2, 3, and 6 are in 
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Nabataean Aramaic and lines 4 and 5 in Old 
Arabic, written in the Nabataean script. It is 
undated (the dating suggested in Negev a.o. 
1986:60 is speculative). The two lines of Arabic, 
which appear to be in praise of the deified 
Nabataean king Obodas (�bdt), have attracted a 
large number of interpretations, none of which 
has met with general agreement (see Lacerenza 
2000 for most of the bibliography). However, 
the lines clearly have a rhetorical structure and it 
has even been suggested that they are the earliest 
example of Arabic verse (Noja 1989:192–193 
[rajaz]; Bellamy 1990:78–79 [†awìl]; on both 
of which see Beeston 1994:239–243). For a 
photograph, see Negev a.o. (1986:Pl. 11B) or 
Kropp (1994:Pl. 1).

VII. The Namàra inscription
Discovered in 1901 by René Dussaud and 
Frédéric Macler in the desert of southern 
Syria near the Roman fort at a place known, 
both in antiquity and today, as Namàra. It 
is now in the Musée du Louvre (registration 
no. Antiquités Orientales 4083). The text 
consists of five long lines of Old Arabic in the 
Nabataean script, recounting the deeds of Mr±l-
qys (often transcribed as ‘Imru± al-Qays’, like 
the Arab poet who lived two centuries later) 
br �mrw, mlk ±l-�rb kl-h ‘son of �Amr, king of 
all the Arabs’ or ‘king of the entire territory 
of ±l-�Arab’ (Zwettler 1993:18). It is dated in 
Kslwl 223 in what is assumed to be the era of 
the Roman Province of Arabia (= November/
December 328 C.E.). It has a large bibliography 
(see Kropp 1993:81–84), but for the most 
recent interpretation (by Christian Robin), 
together with an excellent new facsimile by 
Alain Desreumaux, see Bordreuil a.o. (1997), 
to which add the interesting discussions of 
the first line in Zwettler (1993, 2006) and the 
full-scale study of the inscription by Zwettler 
(in preparation). A recent detailed study of 
the original inscription by Macdonald has 
shown both that – with one or two small 
amendments (see Macdonald, in preparation) – 
Desreumaux’s facsimile made from the original 
is extremely accurate and that none of the 
new readings proposed by Bellamy (1985) 
can be justified on the stone. The detailed 
interpretation of the text is, however, still a 
matter for lively debate among epigraphists, 
linguists, and historians.

2.2.6 In the transitional script between 
‘Nabataean’ and ‘Arabic’

VIII. Theeb 2002:146–148, 311: nos 132–133
A graffito from Jabal ±Umm Ja�àyi�, near al-
�Ulà, Saudi Arabia, dated to 250, which, if the 
era is that of the Roman Province of Arabia, 
would be 356 C.E. It is mostly in Nabataean 
Aramaic, but at the end it refers to �mrw ±l-mlk 
(reading different from that of the editor, who 
reads the inscription as two texts). A number 
of other graffiti in Old Arabic, or with Old 
Arabic elements, written in this transitional 
script and apparently dating to the 5th century 
C.E., have been discovered recently by Saudi 
Arabian scholars and are being prepared for 
publication.

IX. The Jabal Ramm Arabic inscriptions
Three fragmentary lines in a transitional form 
of the Nabataean script as it developed into 
Arabic. They were incised in the plaster on an 
inner wall of the Nabataean temple at Jabal 
Ramm, in southern Jordan. On the same piece 
of plaster are two graffiti in the Ancient North 
Arabian scripts ‘Thamudic D’ and ‘Thamudic 
B’ (see Macdonald and King 2000:438; Mac-
donald 2000:33–35, 44). The original has 
disappeared. None of the texts is dated. They 
were presumably cut after the destruction of 
the temple, but there is at present no secure 
date for either the construction or destruction 
of the latter. The very speculative attempts at 
dating the texts (e.g. Grimme 1936:91) should 
be treated with caution. The best published 
photograph is in Grohmann (1967–1971: II, pl. 
I). The most recent discussion and bibliography 
are in Bellamy (1988:370–372), although no 
interpretation has found general acceptance. 
The right edge of the piece of plaster is broken 
and the beginnings of the three lines of Arabic 
are missing, so we have no way of knowing 
how much of each line has been lost. The 
second line seems to consist of the words . . . 
yd-h b-±rm (*yad-hu bi-±iram) ‘. . . his hand, at 
Iram’ (the premodern name of Ramm, known 
from Nabataean inscriptions and medieval 
Arab geographers), an identification made 
independently by Macdonald (2000:76, n. 171) 
and Mascitelli (2006:168).

old arabic (epigraphic)

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   469 10/4/2007   6:53:21 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



470

2.2.7 In what is recognizable as the early 
‘Arabic’ script

X. The Arabic inscription at Zebed
This inscription was found, together with one 
in Greek and another in Syriac, on the lintel 
of a martyrium at Zebed in northern Syria (ca. 
60 kms southeast of Aleppo), and is now in 
the Near Eastern Department of the Musée du 
Cinquantenaire, Brussels (Inv. A.1308). It is 
not strictly speaking a trilingual (as it has been 
called) because the content of each inscription 
is different. The Greek and Syriac texts are 
dated to 823 of the Seleucid Era (= 512 C.E.). 
It should be noted that apart from a damaged 
word at the beginning, followed by the word 
±l±lh (*±al-±il(à)h), the text in the Arabic script 
consists entirely of names, and the Aramaic 
word br ‘son of’ is used rather than Arabic 
ibn. Thus, although the script is recognizably 
‘Arabic’, there is very little on which to 
identify the language. For bibliography see 
RCEA 1, no. 2; for excellent photographs see 
Grohmann (1967–1971:II, Pl. II.2); and for the 
most recent, and very interesting, treatment see 
Robin (2006:336–338).

XI. The Arabic graffito at Jabal ±Usays
Four lines scratched on a rock at Jabal Says/
±Usays in southern Syria. In situ. Dated to 
423 in what is assumed to be the era of the 
Province of Arabia (= 528 C.E.). See Grohmann 
(1967–1971:II, 15–17, Pl. 1); and the new 
reading in Robin and Gorea (2002), based on a 
new photograph by Robert Hoyland (Hoyland 
2001:202, Pl. 32b). The graffito is by a man 
who says he was sent to ±Usays by ±l-™r
 ±l-mlk 
(who is assumed to be the Jafnid [Ghassanid] 
king, al-£àri� ibn Jabala, 529–569 C.E.).

XII. The Arabic inscription at £arràn
An Arabic inscription with a parallel Greek text, 
dedicating a martyrium, now used as the lintel 
over the door of a house at £arràn in the Lejà, 
southern Syria. Dated in both the Arabic and 
the Greek to 463 of the Province of Arabia and 
in the Greek to the first year of the indiction, 
thus 568 C.E. For bibliography see RCEA 1, 
no. 3; for the most recent discussion, see Robin 
(2006:332–336, and, briefly, 2001:544).

XIII. LPArab 1 from ±Umm al-Jimàl, in 
northeastern Jordan
In situ. A five-line inscription on a rather 
rough piece of basalt found in a church at 
±Umm al-Jimàl (for a description, see Littmann 
1949:1). The letters were originally filled 
with red paint. It is undated and may not be 
pre-Islamic, and it is uncertain whether it 
should really be included in the Old Arabic 
corpus. The most recent discussion and bib-
liography are in Bellamy (1988:372–377), 
although no interpretation has found general 
acceptance.

2.3 Old Arabic mixed texts

These are inscriptions in which elements of Old 
Arabic are mixed with those of the language 
usually associated with the script in which the 
text is written. The most natural explanation 
of this linguistic mix would seem to be that an 
Arabic speaker was trying to compose a text 
in a foreign (written) language and filled the 
gaps in his knowledge with words and phrases 
from his spoken language (Arabic), although 
this can, of course, be no more than a working 
hypothesis. The Old Arabic mixed texts can be 
divided according to the scripts in which they 
are written.

2.3.1 Dadano-Arabic
JSLih 71 is an honorific inscription incised on 
a rock face in the oasis of al-�Ulà in northwest-
ern Saudi Arabia. Photograph and squeeze 
in Jaussen and Saviganc (1909–1922: II, Pl. 
LXXXVI, facsimile Pl. CVIII). It recounts the 
exploits of a certain �nzh bn ±s1 (*�Anazà ibn 
±Aws) from the tribe of ±l-±™nkt, members of 
which have left inscriptions in various other 
parts of Arabia (see Robin 1992:54–55). The 
writer of the inscription incised the name, 
genealogy, and tribal affiliation of �nzh bn ±s1 
in the formal ‘calligraphic’ Dadanitic script 
(see Macdonald, in the press) and used the 
Dadanitic definite article h(n)- instead of the 
Arabic article ±l- in front of the tribal name, 
thus hn-±™nkt for ±l-±™nkt. However, in the lines 
which follow, the script becomes more and 
more informal, and the language appears to 
change to Old Arabic, written in the Dadanitic 
script and using Dadanitic orthography. See 
Beeston a.o. (1973); Macdonald (2000:52–53, 
and in preparation).
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2.3.2 Nabataeo-Arabic
JSNab 17 is a funerary inscription at £egrà 
(al-£ijr, modern Madà±in Íàli™, some 20 km 
north of al-�Ulà, in northwest Saudi Arabia). 
Photograph and facsimile in Healey and Smith 
(1989:Pl. 46). It is dated to the year 162, 
presumably in the era of the Province of Arabia 
(= 267 C.E.), and is carved in the Nabataean 
Aramaic script, with the name and patronym 
of the deceased repeated in a Thamudic D 
inscription carved vertically down the right-
hand edge of the text. It is on a rock face 
between two monumental Nabataean tombs, 
with a rectangular burial slot beneath it (see 
Nehmé 2005:Fig. 20). It appears that the 
author was attempting to write a Nabataean 
Aramaic text, but like the author of JSLih 
71, he filled in the gaps in his knowledge 
with Arabic words and phrases. For a detailed 
analysis, see Macdonald (in preparation). For a 
reading of the text as ‘Arabic’, see Healey and 
Smith (1989); for further discussion see Healey 
(2002), and Macdonald (2000:53).

2.3.3 Safaeo-Arabic
There are a few graffiti in the Ancient North 
Arabian script, in Safaitic, which seem to 
contain the Arabic definite article ±l- rather 
than the Safaitic article h-, in texts which are 
otherwise in Safaitic. By contrast with the 
other mixed texts, these do not seem to have 
been attempts to write Safaitic by speakers of 
Old Arabic, since in each case, apart from the 
definite article, the text is indistinguishable from 
similar Safaitic graffiti. The clearest example is 
CIS v 2446, which contains the word ±l-nb†y 
(‘the Nabataean’), referring to the killer of the 
author’s brother, in an otherwise Safaitic text 
(see Macdonald 2000:51 for discussion).

2.4 Undifferentiated North Arabian

These are texts which are clearly in either 
an Old Arabic or an Ancient North Arabian 
dialect, but which do not contain sufficient 
diagnostic elements to distinguish which they 
represent. The majority of those identified so 
far come from the site of Qaryat al-Faw.

Ja 2122 (Jamme 1967:182–183, Pl. XLVII.1): 
Robin (1991:115; 2001:548, 560); Macdonald 
(2000:54). See Macdonald (in preparation) for 
a full analysis of the text.

The tomb inscription of M�wyt bn Rb�t. 
Found at Qaryat al-Faw (al-±Anßàrì 1979:8). 
Photographs in al-±Anßàrì (1979:Pl.2) and 
Kropp (1992:65, Table 2), facsimile in al-
±Anßàrì (1982:144/2). See the discussions in 
Macdonald (2000:54–55, and in preparation). 
Like the previous text, this could be either Old 
Arabic or Ancient North Arabian.

Al-±Anßàrì (1982:147/6) in the Sabaic script. See 
Macdonald (in preparation) for a reading and 
discussion. The language could be either Old 
Arabic or Ancient North Arabian. It should 
be noted that, despite its Arabic etymology, 
the divine name ±l-±™wr, which occurs in this 
inscription, can tell us nothing about the 
language of the text.

2.5 Texts which cannot be treated as Old 
Arabic

2.5.1 In the Sabaic script
Ghoneim (1980:323, Abb. 10). An inscription 
in the Sabaic script from Qaryat al-Faw, dated 
on palaeographical grounds (which are not 
particularly reliable) to the end of the 3rd or 
the beginning of the 2nd century B.C.E. (Robin 
1991:114). Photograph Ghoneim (1980:323, 
Abb. 10); Kropp (1992:65, Table 1 [printed 
upside down]). For detailed discussions see 
Kropp (1992) and Macdonald (in prepara-
tion). The inscription is almost certainly in 
a mixture of Sabaic and Ancient North Arabian. 
However, Robin sees the language of the 
text as Old Arabic (1991:114, 2001:548, 
550). For a counterargument, see Macdonald 
(2000:49).

Ja 2138 and 2142 (Jamme 1970:120–122, 
137). Jacques Ryckmans (1980:197–198, 199 
nn. 2–3) suggested that the language of these 
two fragmentary texts in Sabaic characters, 
also from Qaryat al-Faw, was North Arabian, 
rather than specifically Old Arabic. For 
arguments against this, see Macdonald (in 
preparation).

Al-±Anßàrì (1982:143/2), an isolated personal 
name �bd-±l-�zy (lit. ‘servant of [the goddess] ±l-
�zy), carved in the Sabaic script into the plaster 
of a wall at Qaryat al-Faw. As explained above, 
a name is not evidence for the language of its 
bearer.
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Haram 8, 10, 13, 33–36, 40, 53 (?), and 
56. Robin (1992:33–34) suggested that these 
are in “un variété d’arabe avec un habillage 
morphologique inspiré du sabéen”. However, 
for a discussion and counterargument, see 
Macdonald (2000:55–57), and for a fuller 
study, see Macdonald (in preparation).

2.5.2 In the Dadanitic script
JSLih 70/5–6. Werner Caskel (1954:120) 
claimed that these lines contain a statement in 
Arabic rhymed prose. This seems far-fetched, 
and indeed Caskel’s interpretation of the whole 
inscription is unconvincing.

2.5.3 In the Nabataean script
Littmann and Meredith (1953:12, no. 23, Pl. I). 
It has been claimed (e.g. in Greenfield 1992:10) 
that this graffito from the eastern desert of 
Egypt, known only from an extremely bad 
hand copy, contains one line in Old Arabic. 
However, a glance at the copy shows that 
any interpretation can only be highly specula-
tive, while that proposed (in desperation) by 
Littmann is more or less meaningless. It is 
therefore better to exclude this text from the 
Old Arabic corpus until a proper record of it 
is available.

2.5.4 In an eastern Arabian Aramaic script
Teixidor (1992). In Macdonald (2000:54, 61), 
it was suggested that a nine-line inscription on 
a bronze plaque from Mleiha [Mulay™a] on the 
Oman Peninsula (Teixidor 1992) was ‘Aramaeo-
Arabic’, i.e. an attempt to write a dialect of 
Aramaic by an Arabic speaker. However, this 
did not take into account Puech’s rereading 
of the text with no Arabic elements (1998). It 
therefore seems safer to remove it from the list 
of evidence for Old Arabic.

2.5.5 In the Hebrew script
Jaussen and Savignac (1909–1922: II, 641–644, 
Pl. CXXI) published a handful of graffiti in the 
‘Hebrew’ square script, from al-�Ulà, and it has 
been suggested that at least some of these are in 
Judaeo-Arabic (Halper 1924–1925:243; Milik 
1970:163; Noja 1979:308–313; Mascitelli 
2006:149–151; Hopkins, in the press). How-
ever, these texts are undated, and there is 
no way of knowing whether or not they are 
pre-Islamic.

2.5.6 In the Greek script
In Macdonald (2000:50) and Macdonald 
(2005:100–103), it was suggested that the Arabic 
gloss written in Greek letters to the Septuagint 
version of part of Psalm 78 (LXX 77) on 
a parchment fragment published by Bruno 
Violet (1901) is in Old Arabic. Since then, 
good photographs of the parchment have been 
discovered, and it seems that it must be dated 
to the early Islamic period. See Mavroudi (in 
the press).

2.5.7 In what is considered to be the Arabic 
script
A mosaic in a church of the 6th century C.E. 
at Xirbat al-Muxayyi† in Jordan carries a name 
(Saòla) in Greek and a Semitic word, phrase, or 
name which the original editors interpreted as 
bi-salàm, written in the Arabic script. However, 
this interpretation is palaeographically very 
difficult, and no convincing reading of the 
text has yet been offered (see Knauf 1984 for 
references).

3. C o n c l u s i o n

It will be obvious from the above that our 
knowledge of epigraphic Old Arabic is at 
present extremely fragmentary, and it will 
probably always be so. However, in recent 
decades the pace of discovery and identification 
of texts has accelerated, and it is hoped that 
this will continue. Once their linguistic content 
is established, they need to be studied in the 
context of the other languages and dialects 
which coexisted with Old Arabic in pre-Islamic 
Arabia. At the same time, they need to be 
compared with the evidence from literary 
Old Arabic, the Classical Arabic language, 
and the dialects. The picture is becoming a 
little clearer, but there is still a long way 
to go.

A b b r e v i a t i o n s
CIS II Corpus Inscriptionum Semiticarum. II. 

Inscriptiones aramaicas continens. Paris: 
Imprimerie Nationale, 1889–1954.

CIS V Corpus Inscriptionum Semiticarum. V. 
Inscriptiones Saracenicae Continens, 
Tomus 1, Inscriptiones Safaiticae. 2 vols. 
Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1950–1951.

Ja Inscriptions in Jamme (1967)
JSHeb Inscriptions in the Hebrew script in 

Jaussen and Savignac (1909–1922).

old arabic (epigraphic)

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   472 10/4/2007   6:53:22 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



473

JSNab Nabataean inscriptions in Jaussen and 
Savignac (1909–1922).

JSLih Dadanitic (Lihyanite) inscriptions in 
Jaussen and Savignac (1909–1922).

LPArab Arabic inscriptions in Littmann (1949).
RCEA.1 Arabic inscriptions in Combe, Sauvaget, 

and Wiet (1931).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
±Anßàrì, �Abd ar-Ra™màn T. al- 1979 [1981]. “ ±A�wà± 

jadìda �alà dawla Kinda min xilàl ±à�àr Qariyyat 
al-Fàw wa-nuqùšihà”. Studies in the history of 
Arabia. I. Sources for the history of Arabia, I, 
ed. �Abd ar-Ra™màn T. al-±Anßàrì, Abdelgadir M. 
Abdalla, Sami al-Sakkar, and Richard T. Mortel, 
3–11, Pls. 1–3 and Map 1 [Arabic section]. Riyadh: 
University of Riyadh Press.

——. 1982. Qaryat al-Fau: A portrait of pre-Islamic 
civilisation in Saudi Arabia. London: Croom Helm; 
New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Beeston, Alfred F.L. 1979. “Nemara and Faw”. 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies 42.1–6.

——. 1994. “Antecedents of Classical Arabic verse?”. 
Festschrift Ewald Wagner zum 65. Geburtstag. 
I. Semitische Studien unter besonderer Berücksi -
chtigung der Südsemitistik, ed. Wolfhart Heinrichs 
and Gregor Schoeler, 234–243. Stuttgart: F. Steiner.

——, Frederick V. Winnett, Jacques Ryckmans, and 
Ma™mùd al-Ghùl. 1973. “The inscription Jaussen-
Savignac 71”. Proceedings of the Seminar for 
Arabian Studies 3.69–72.

Bellamy, James A. 1985. “A new reading of the 
Namàrah inscription”. Journal of the American 
Oriental Society 105.31–51.

——. 1988. “Two pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions 
revised: Jabal Ramm and Umm al-Jimàl”. Journal 
of the American Oriental Society 108.369–378.

——. 1990. “Arabic verses from the first/second 
century: The inscription of �En �Avdat”. Journal of 
Semitic Studies 35.73–79.

Blau, Joshua. 1981. “The state of research in the field 
of the linguistic study of Middle Arabic”. Arabica 
28.187–203.

Bordreuil, Pierre, Alain Desreumaux, Christian J. 
Robin, and Javier Teixidor. 1997. “205. Linteau 
inscrit: AO 4083”. Arabie heureuse, Arabie déserte: 
Les antiquités arabiques du Musée du Louvre, ed. 
Yves Calvet and Christian J. Robin, 265–269. Paris: 
Éditions de la Réunion des Musées Nationaux.

Caskel, Werner. 1954. Lihyan und Lihyanisch. 
Cologne: Westdeutscher Verlag.

Combe, Étienne, Jean Sauvaget, and Gaston Wiet. 
1931. Répertoire chronologique d’épigraphie 
arabe, I. Cairo: Imprimerie de l’Institut Français 
d’Archéologie Orientale.

Contini, Ricardo. 1987 [1990]. “Il Hawràn pre-
islamico: Ipotesi di storia linguistica”. Felix Ra-
venna Fascicolo 1/2 –1987 (133–134).25–79.

Daniel, Robert W. 2001. “P.Petra Inv. 10 and its 
Arabic”. Atti del XXII Congresso Internazionale 
di Papirologia, Firenze, 23–29 agosto 1998, ed. 
Isabella Andorlini, Guido Bastianini, Manfredo 
Manfredi, and Giovanna Menci, 331–341. Flor-
ence: Istituto Papirologico “G. Vitelli”.

Ghoneim, Wafiq. 1980. “Saudi-Arabien”. Archiv für 
Orientforschung 27.317–324.

Ghul, Omar al-. 2004. “An early Arabic inscription 
from Petra carrying diacritical marks”. Syria 
82.105–118.

Graf, David F. and Michael J. Zwettler. 2004. “The 
North Arabian ‘Thamudic E’ inscription from 
Uraynibah West.” Bulletin of the American Schools 
of Oriental Research 335.53–89.

Greenfield, Jonas C. 1992. “Some Arabic loanwords 
in the Aramaic and Nabatean texts from Na™al 
£ever”. Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 
15.10–21.

Grimme, Hubert. 1936. “À propos de quelques 
graffites du temple de Ramm”. Revue Biblique 
45.90–95.

Grohmann, Adolph. 1967–1971. Arabische Paläo-
graphie. 2 vols. Vienna: Hermann Böhlaus.

Halper, B. 1924–1925. “Recent Orientalia and 
Judaica”. Jewish Quarterly Review 15.241–283.

Hamad, Muntasir al-. 2005. Nabataean syntax, with 
special reference to other Aramaic dialects and 
Arabic. Ph.D. diss., University of Manchester.

Healey, John F. 2002. “Nabataeao-Arabic: Jaussen-
Savignac nab. 17 and 18”. Studies on Arabia 
in honour of Professor G. Rex Smith, ed. John 
F. Healey and Venetia Porter, 81–90. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

——  and G. Rex Smith. 1989. “Jaussen-Savignac 17: 
The earliest dated Arabic document (A.D. 267)”. 
Atlal: The Journal of Saudi Arabian Archaeology 
12.77–84 (Pl. 46).

Hopkins, Simon. In the press. “Judaeo-Arabic in-
scriptions from northern Arabia”. Semitica in 
memoriam Alexandri, ed. Werner Arnold, Michael 
Jursa, Walter W. Müller, and Stephan Prochazka. 
Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.

Hoyland, Robert G. 2001. Arabia and the Arabs 
from the Bronze Age to the coming of Islam. 
London and New York: Routledge.

Jamme, Albert. 1967. “New £asaean and Sabaean 
inscriptions from Saudi Arabia”. Oriens Antiquus 
6.181–187 (Pls. 47–49).

——. 1970. “The Pre-Islamic inscriptions of the 
Riyâdh Museum”. Oriens Antiquus 9.115–139.

Jaussen, Antonin and Raphaël Savignac. 1909–1922. 
Mission archéologique en Arabie. 5 vols. Paris: 
Ernest Leroux and Paul Geuthner. (Repr., Cairo: 
Institut Français d’Archéologie Orientale, 1997).

Knauf, Ernst A. 1984. “Bemerkungen zur frühen 
Geschichte der arabischen Orthographie. I. Eine 
übersehene frühhocharabische Inschrift vom Nord-
ostrand des Toten Meeres”. Orientalia 53.456–
457.

Kropp, Manfred. 1992. “The inscription Ghoneim 
AfO 27, 1980. Abb. 10: A fortunate error”. 
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 
22.55–67.

——. 1993. “Vassal, neither of Rome nor of Persia: 
Mar±-al Qays the Great King of the Arabs”. 
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 
23.63–93.

——. 1994. “A puzzle of Old Arabic tenses and 
syntax: The inscription of �En �Avdat”. Proceedings 
of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 24.165–174 
(Pl. 1).

old arabic (epigraphic)

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   473 10/4/2007   6:53:22 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



474

Lacerenza, Giancarlo. 2000. “Appunti sull’iscrizione 
nabateo-araba di �Ayn �Avdat”. Studi Epigrafici e 
Linguistici sul Vicino Oriente Antico 17.105–114.

Levine, Baruch A. 2000. “The various workings of 
the Aramaic legal tradition: Jews and Nabataeans 
in the Na™al £ever archive”. The Dead Sea Scrolls 
fifty years after their discovery, ed. Lawrence H. 
Schiffman, Emanuel Tov, and James C. Vander-
Kam, 836–851. Jerusalem: Israel Exploration 
Society and The Shrine of the Book, Israel 
Museum.

Littmann, Enno. 1949. Arabic inscriptions. (= Syria. 
Publications of the Princeton University Archaeo-
logical Expeditions to Syria in 1904–1905 and 
1909, Division IV. Section D.) Leiden: E.J. Brill.

——. and David Meredith. 1953. “Nabataean 
inscriptions from Egypt, I”. Bulletin of the School 
of Oriental and African Studies 15.1–28 (Pls. 
1–7).

Livingstone, Alasdair. 1997. “An early attestation 
of the Arabic definite article”. Journal of Semitic 
Studies 42.259–261.

Macdonald, Michael C.A. 1995. “Íafaitic”. Encyclo-
paedia of Islam, VIII, 760–762. 2nd ed. Leiden: 
E.J. Brill.

——. 1997. “Trade routes and trade goods at the 
northern end of the ‘Incense Road’ in the first 
millennium B.C.”. Profumi d’Arabia. Atti del 
Convegno, ed. Alessandra Avanzini, 333–349. 
Rome: “L’Erma” di Bretschneider.

——. 2000. “Reflections on the linguistic map of 
pre-Islamic Arabia”. Arabian Archaeology and 
Epigraphy 11.28–79.

——. 2003. “’Les arabes en Syrie’ or ‘la pénétration 
des arabes en Syrie’: A question of perceptions?”. 
La Syrie hellénistique (= Topoi Supplément, 4.), 
303–318. Paris: de Boccard.

——. 2004. “Ancient North Arabian”. Cambridge 
encyclopedia of the world’s ancient languages, 
ed. Roger D. Woodard, 488–533. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

——. 2005. “Literacy in an oral environment”. 
Writing and Ancient Near Eastern society: Papers 
in honour of Alan R. Millard, ed. Piotr Bienkowski, 
Christopher B. Mee, and Elizabeth A. Slater. 
(= Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, 
Supp. Series 426.) New York and London: T&T 
Clark.

——. In the press. “Towards a re-assessment of 
the Ancient North Arabian alphabets used in 
the oasis of al-�Ulà”. Epigraphik und Archäologie 
des antiken Südarabien, ed. Stefan Weninger. 
Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.

——. In preparation. Old Arabic and its legacy in 
the later language: Texts, linguistic features, scripts 
and letter-orders.

——  and Geraldine M.H. King. 2000. “Thamudic”. 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, X, 436–438. 2nd ed. 
Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Mascitelli, Danieli. 2006. L’arabo in epoca pre-
islamica: Formazione di una lingua. Rome: 
“L’Erma” di Bretschneider.

Mavroudi, Maria. In the press. “Arabic words in 
Greek letters. The Violet fragment and more.” 
Proceedings of the First International Symposium 
on Middle Arabic and Mixed Arabic Throughout 

History, held in Louvain-la-Neuve, 11–14 May 
2004, ed. Jacques Grand’Henry and Jérôme 
Lentin (with Simon Hopkins and Han den Heijer). 
Louvain: Institut Orientaliste.

Milik, Joseph T. 1970. “Inscriptions hebraïques”. 
Ancient records from North Arabia, ed. Fred V. 
Winnett and William L. Reed, 163. Toronto: 
Toronto University Press.

Millar, Fergus G.B. 1998. “Il ruolo delle lingue 
semitiche nel vicino oriente tardo-romano (V–VI 
secolo)”. Mediterraneo Antico 1.71–94.

Müller, Walter W. 1982. “Das Altarabische der 
Inschriften aus vorislamischer Zeit”. Grundriß 
der Arabischen Philologie. I. Sprachwissenschaft, 
ed. Wolfdietrich Fischer, 30–36. Wiesbaden: L. 
Reichert.

Negev, Avraham. 1977. The inscriptions of Wadi 
Haggag, Sinai. Jerusalem: Institute of Archaeology, 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

——, Joseph Naveh, and Saul Shaked. 1986. “Obodas 
the God”. Israel Exploration Journal 36.56–60.

Nehmé, Laïla. 2005. “Towards an understanding of 
the urban space of Madà±in Íàli™, ancient £egrà, 
through epigraphic evidence”. Proceedings of the 
Seminar for Arabian Studies 35.155–175.

Noja, Sergio. 1979. “Testimonianze epigrafiche 
di Giudei nell’Arabia settentrionale”. Bibbia e 
Oriente 122.283–316.

——. 1989. “Über die älteste arabische Inschrift, 
die vor kurzem entdeckt wurde”. Studia Semitica 
necnon Iranica Rudolpho Macuch septuagenario 
ab amicis et discipulis dedicata, ed. Maria Macuch, 
Christa Müller-Kessler, and Bert G. Fragner, 187–
194. Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.

O’Connor, Michael. 1986. “The Arabic loanwords 
in Nabataean Aramaic”. Journal of Near Eastern 
Studies 45.213–229.

Puech, Émile. 1998. “Inscriptions araméennes du 
Golfe: Failaka, Qala�at al-Ba™reïn et Mulay™a 
(ÉAU)”. Transeuphratène 16.31–55.

Rabin, Chaim. 1951. Ancient West-Arabian. London: 
Taylor’s Foreign Press.

——. 1955. “The beginnings of Classical Arabic”. 
Studia Islamica 4.19–37.

Rabinowitz, Isaac. 1956. “Aramaic inscriptions of 
the fifth Century B.C.E. from a North-Arab shrine 
in Egypt”. Journal of Near Eastern Studies 15.1–9.

——. 1959. “Another Aramaic record of the North-
Arabian goddess Han-±Ilat”. Journal of Near 
Eastern Studies 18.154–155.

Robin, Christian J. 1991. “L’Arabie antique de 
Karib±îl à Mahomet: Nouvelles données sur 
l’histoire des arabes grâce aux inscriptions”. 
Revue du Monde Musulman et de la Méditerranée 
61:3.9–166.

——. 1992. Inventaire des Inscriptions Sudarabiques. 
I. Inabba±, Haram, al-Kàfir, Kamna et al-£aràshif. 
Paris: de Boccard; Rome: Herder.

——. 2001. “Les inscriptions de l’Arabie antique et 
les études arabes”. Arabica 48.509–577.

——. 2006. “La réforme de l’écriture arabe à l’époque 
du califat médinois”. Mélanges de l’Université 
Saint-Joseph 59.319–364.

——. and Maria Gorea. 2002. “Un réexamen de 
l’inscription arabe préislamique du §abal Usays 
(528–529 è. chr.)”. Arabica 49.505–510.

old arabic (epigraphic)

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   474 10/4/2007   6:53:23 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



475

Ryckmans, Jacques. 1980. “ �Uzzà et Làt dans 
les inscriptions sud-arabes: À propos de deux 
amulettes méconnues”. Journal of Semitic Studies 
25.193–204.

Teixidor, Javier. 1992. “Une inscription araméenne 
provenant de l’Émirat de Sharjah (Émirats Ara-
bes Unis)”. Comptes Rendus de l’Académie des 
Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 695–707.

Theeb [al-�ìyìb], Sulayman A. al-. 2002. Nuqùš Jabal 
±Umm Ja�àyi� an-naba†iyya: Diràsa ta™lìliyya. 
Riyadh: Maktabat al-Malik Fahd al-Wa†aniyya.

Versteegh, Kees. 1997. The Arabic language. Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Violet, Bruno. 1901. “Ein zweisprachiges Psalm-
fragment aus Damascus”. Orientalistische Litera-
turzeitung 4.384–403, 425–441, 475–488.

Yadin, Yigael, Jonas C. Greenfield, Ada Yardeni, and 
Baruch A. Levine (eds). 2002. The documents from 
the Bar Kokhba period in the Cave of Letters: 
Hebrew, Aramaic and Nabatean-Aramaic papyri. 
Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society and Institute 
of Archaeology, Hebrew University and Shrine of 
the Book, Israel Museum.

Zwettler, Michael. 1993. “Imra±alqays, son of �Amr: 
King of . . .???”. Literary heritage of Classical Islam: 
Arabic and Islamic studies in honor of James A. 
Bellamy, ed. Mustansir Mir and Jarl E. Fossum, 
3–37 (Pls. 1–5). Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press.

——. 2006. “Binding on the crown”. Proceedings of 
the Seminar for Arabian Studies 36.87–99.

——. In preparation. The Namàra inscription.

Michael C.A. Macdonald 
(University of Oxford)

Fig. 1. The Tomb inscription of �Igl ibn Haf�am at Qaryat al-Fàw, Saudi Arabia. The language is Old 
Arabic written in the Sabaic alphabet. (National Museum, Riyadh. Reproduced by kind permission 
of the Deputy Ministry of Antiquities and Museums, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and of the excavator, 
Professor �Abd ar-Ra™màn al-±Anßàrì).
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Fig. 4. A graffito of 528 C.E. at Jabal ±Usays (Says). Old Arabic written in what is already 
recognizable as the Arabic script. (Photograph reproduced by kind permission of Robert Hoyland).

Fig. 5. The dedication of a martyrium at £arràn, in the Lejà, southern Syria, in 568 C.E. A bilingual 
text in Greek and in Old Arabic written in what is recognizably the Arabic script. (Photograph 
reproduced by kind permission of Christian Julien Robin).
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Old Church Slavonic � Slavonic 
languages

Omani Arabic

1. G e n e r a l 

1.1 Area

The Sultanate of Oman is situated in the south-
east corner of the Arabian Peninsula. In the 
north, a land corridor belonging to the United 
Arab Emirates divides the main land area from 
the Omani enclave of Musandam. Maßìra and 
the Kuria Muria islands (now known as the 
Hallàniyyàt), both a few miles off the southern 
coast, also belong to Oman. Northern Oman is 
very mountainous, and the Bà†ina coastal strip 
runs between the northern mountains and the sea 
for approximately 300 km. Íalàla on the Indian 
Ocean is the main town of æufàr, the southern 
province of the country. The population of 
Oman was ca. 2.9 million in 2003, but this 
figure includes many foreign workers. 

1.2 Society

Until the coup d’état that brought the pres-
ent sultan to power in 1970, many families of 
Omani extraction  lived outside the country, in 
particular in East Africa. With the change of 
government, there were many Omani ‘return-
ers’ from East Africa who spoke Swahili as 
their first language. In the 1970s, the gov-
ernment made a major effort to reintegrate 
this group into Oman society: an adult Ara-
bic-teaching program was launched, backed 
by UNESCO. In Muscat, Mutrah, and other 
coastal towns, there have for centuries been 
South Asian elements in the Omani popula-
tion, in particular Baluchis. These elements still 
speak the languages of their ancestral commu-
nities, as well as Arabic. In Musandam, there 
are tribes, collectively known as Ši™ù™, who 
speak a variety of dialects (Jayakar 1902), some 
of which (e.g. Kumzàrì) appear to be (Old-)Per-
sian-based (Thomas 1930). The southern prov-
ince of æufàr contains several tiny communities 
of speakers of the so-called ��Modern South 
Arabian languages (£arsùsì, Jibàlì, Mehrì), 
although almost all those who speak them also 
speak Arabic. Smart (1990) provides data on 

the widespread � pidginization of Gulf Arabic 
that has occurred in the region as a whole as 
a consequence of the recent immigration of 
Gastarbeiter from the Indian subcontinent. 

1.3 Regional context

Typologically, the dialects of Oman are divisible 
into two groups: the dialects of the mountain-
ous interior, which are ‘sedentary’, and those of 
the deserts to the west, south, and southeast of 
the mountains, which are of the Bedouin type. 
The Bà†ina coast is a ‘mixed’ area where both 
types of dialect are encountered. The western 
Bedouin dialects are similar to those of south-
ern Najd (Ingham 1986; ��Najdi Arabic) and 
those of the northwest and southeast to the 
eastern Arabian dialects of the Gulf Coast. The 
sedentary dialects are similar to those described 
by Landberg (1920–1942) for the £a�ramawt 
(��Wàdì £a�ramawt Arabic), and by Holes for 
the Ba™àrna of Bahrain (� Bahraini Arabic). 
However, there is a bundle of features which 
virtually all Omani dialects, sedentary or Bed-
ouin, share and which distinguishes them, as a 
group, from the dialects of neighboring areas: 

(a)  The interdentals /�, � Ú/ are retained. 
(b)  Absence of the ghawa syndrome (� gahawa-

syndrome), except in the northwest Bedouin 
dialects.

(c) 2nd person feminine singular object/pos-
sessive suffix is -iš, except in the northwest 
Bedouin dialects (-i�) and the dialect of the 
âl-Wahìba (palatalized -ik; ��kaškaša). 

(d) There is an obligatory -in(n)- infix between 
an active participle having verbal force and 
an object suffix. 

(e) Feminine plural verbs, adjectives, and pro-
nouns occur regularly. 

(f) The ‘internal’ passive is common.

1.4 State of current research

It is a century or more since the writing of the 
four most detailed studies of Omani Arabic we 
have: Jayakar (1889), Reinhardt (1894), and 
Rhodokanakis (1908, 1911). Galloway (1977) 
produced a mimeographed outline study of 
northern Omani sedentary dialects; Brockett 
(1985) is a useful study of the agricultural 
vocabulary of Xàbùra on the Bà†ina coast; 
Webster (1991) provides notes on the Bed-
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ouin dialect of the âl-Wahìba of southeastern 
Oman. Holes (1989, 1996) attempts a typologi-
cal study of the Omani dialects, placing them in 
an areal context. The present entry is based on 
Holes’ own still largely unpublished materials, 
gathered during a two-year stay in the country 
(1985–1987), mainly in the north.

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n 

2.1 Phonology 

2.1.1 Inventory 

2.1.1.1 Consonants
Bracketed consonants are marginal, found 
either in formal, educated speech or in a few 
foreign borrowings. 

Plosives: b, t, d, †, (�), k, g, q, (±)
Affricates: �, j
Fricatives: f, (v), 
, �, Ú, x, ÿ, ™, �, h
Sibilants: s, ß, z, š
Laterals and vibrants: l, r
Nasals: m, n
Semivowels/glides: w, y

Distribution:
All Omani dialects have the interdental frica-
tives as in Old Arabic, /Ú/ being the normal 
realization of words which in Old Arabic had 
/�/. 

The most common sedentary Omani Arabic 
reflex of Old Arabic /j/ is a velar stop /g/. In the 
Bedouin dialects of the west and southeast, it is 
a glide, /y/. In parts of the Šarqiyya and in some 
parts of the Empty Quarter, it is an alveolar /j/. 
In this feature, as in so much else, the Bà†ina is 
a mixed area. 

Old Arabic /k/ remained (a) a velar stop in 
the Capital Area and most of the Bà†ina, but 
was (b) palatalized in some mountain village 
dialects and affricated unconditionally to /�/ in 
others; and (c) affricated to /�/ in front vowel 
environments only in the Bedouin dialects on 
the border with the United Arab Emirates, in 
the northern Bà†ina, and in the port of Íùr and 
its hinterland, but not in the deserts of west and 
southeast Oman, where it is /k/. 

Old Arabic /q/ developed as follows: (a) The 
Capital Area, most of the Bà†ina coast, the big-
ger towns on the mountain fringes, and some 
mountain villages have /q/; (b) some villages on 

the western and southern slopes of the Jabal 
Ax�ar – the same ones that palatalize Old 
Arabic /k/ or unconditionally affricate it to /�/ – 
have /k/ < Old Arabic /q/; (c) the Bedouin dia-
lects of the northern Bà†ina have /g/ with some 
evidence of affrication to /j/, as in the dialects of 
the neighboring United Arab Emirates; (d) the 
other Bedouin dialects – of the west, south, and 
southeast, including the ports of Íùr and Íalàla – 
have /g/, but, in the case of Íùr only, with some 
affrication to /j/. 

Old Arabic / ±/ disappeared initially, e.g. akal 
‘he ate’, or was replaced by /w/, e.g. waxxar 
‘he moved out of the way’, or by /y/, e.g. yàl 
bu sa�ìd ‘ ±âl Bu Sa�ìd’ [name of the ruling 
family]’; medially, it was mostly replaced by 
vowel length, e.g. yàkil~yùkil ‘he eats’, or lost, 
e.g. yinnis ‘it feels happy’ < yu±annis (Bedouin 
Empty Quarter example), but survives in a few 
words, e.g. mit±ànis ‘healthy’ (Bà†ina example); 
and finally it was either lost or replaced by /w/, 
e.g. Úaww ‘fire’, or by /y/, e.g. qalày ‘cooking’. 
In some Jabal Ax�ar mountain dialects, how-
ever, /±/ survives in particular roots, e.g. l-ë±mùr 
‘the matters, affairs’, yu±mur ‘he ordered’.

/l/ and /r/, and /l/ and /n/ are for some (seden-
tary) speakers interchangeable in many words, 
e.g. sul†àn~sir†àn ‘sultan’, even rëha~liha ‘for 
her’ (Íùr); dandal~daldal ‘it rocked, swung 
[something]’. 

In a few foreign borrowings, /p/ has become 
/f/ or even /v/, a sound not otherwise heard, e.g. 
firtugàl~virtugàl ‘orange’ < portugal.

2.1.1.2 Vowels and diphthongs
The values given here are for the sedentary dia-
lects of the north. 

There are three short vowels, /a, i, u/, and five 
long /à, è, ì, ò, ù/.

/a/ and /à/ are realized as [æ] or [Æ] where 
gutturals (excluding /h/, but including /q/) and 
the emphatics are absent, e.g. [kælb] ‘dog’; 
as [ë] in guttural environments including /q/, 
e.g. [qalam] ‘pen’; as [ã] with an emphatic, 
e.g. [�ã¬ã)] ‘request’. There is, however, some 
unpredictable variation between front and back 
realizations of /à/, e.g. [sæ1r] and [sa1r] ‘he 
went’. Medial /i/ is retracted, e.g. [gIld] ‘skin, 
leather’; in final position it is closer and more 
front, e.g. [bInti] ‘my daughter’; before /b, m, 
f, r, q/ and the emphatics, particularly when 
these are in final position, it is backed and 
(with the labials) rounded, e.g. [za1h�b] ‘ready’; 
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with the gutturals it is lowered and centralized, 
e.g. [jÓëb1o] ‘he likes him’. /ì/ is a close, front 
vowel, but with the gutturals it is lowered, e.g. 
[j�e1Ó] ‘he falls’, and with the emphatics cen-
tralized, [b+.1s] ‘keel of a boat’. /u/ and /ù/ are 
back and round, e.g. [m�rr] ‘bitter’, [sænn�1ra] 
‘cat’, but lowered in emphatic environments, 
e.g. [ß–bb] ‘pour!’. /è/ and /ò/ correspond 
to the Old Arabic diphthongs /ay, aw/ and 
occur medially, e.g. bèt ‘house’, bòš ‘camels’. 

2.1.1.3 Syllables types
Basic syllable types on which there is no restric-
tion as to position:

Cv:
katab ‘he wrote’ (Cv-CvC)
CvC:
kambal ‘blanket’ (CvC-CvC)
CvCC:
šuftkum ‘I saw you’ (CvCC-CvC)
Cä: 
gàlis ‘sitting’ (Cä-CvC)
CäC: 
xàz ‘he moved out of the way’

The above are the basic types. CäCC also 
occurs, but only in one type of form (the active 
participle of geminate verbs), e.g. màdd ‘extend-
ing’. The following  types also frequently arise 
in word-initial position only as a result of the 
deletion  of short unstressed vowels (see 2.1.3.1) 
and via borrowings: 

CCv:
štarèt ‘I bought’ (CCv-CäC)
CCä:
bràbur ‘correct, right’ (CCä-CvC)
CCvC:
glast ‘I sat’
CCäC:
smìt ‘cement’ (borrowing)

When words ending in a CäC have a con-
sonant-initial suffix, no epenthetic vowel is 
inserted, e.g. ßòÿha ‘her jewelry’ (but some 
Jabal Ax�ar dialects sùqëna ‘our market’). In 
many types of trisyllabic CvC-Cv-Cv(C) forms, 
in which stress falls on the penultimate syl-
lable (see 2.1.1.5), there is a strong tendency to 
resyllabify  to Cv-CvC-Cv, e.g. yigílsu ‘they sit’, 
yišítÿil ‘he works’, the non-final short vowel 

often then being deleted, e.g. ygilsu, yšitÿil. 
Suffixed CvC-Cv forms are transformed in the 
same way in all dialects, e.g. ™urma ‘woman, 
wife’, ™urúmti~™rúmti ‘my wife’. 

2.1.1.4 Consonant clusters 
CCC clusters
Where a CCC cluster is a consequence of the 
suffixation of doubled verbs, some speakers 
insert an epenthetic schwa, e.g. šaqqëha ‘he 
tore it’. Otherwise, CCC clusters are normally 
stable, e.g. bintkin ‘your [fem. pl.] daughter. 
The /l/ of qult in phrases of the qult l-type is 
often elided, e.g. qut lak ‘I told you [masc. 
sq.]’. 

Initial CC- clusters arise frequently. Medial 
geminate clusters in forms of the CvC-CvCv 
type reduce the cluster, e.g. tkalmu ‘they spoke’ 
< takallamu. 

The treatment of nondoubled final clusters 
in words of the structure CvCC in Old Ara-
bic depends on the preceding vowel and the 
consonants:

(a) Old Arabic CaCC
i. C2 is a /l, n, r/: The form is stable, e.g. 

qalb ‘heart’, gamb (< ganb) ‘side’. 
ii. C2 is a guttural:  CaCaC is normal, e.g. 

ba™ar ‘sea’. 
iii. In other cases, there is a strong ten-

dency toward CaCvC, in which the v 
is a mid vowel with an [ë] coloring, or 
an [u] coloring in the presence of labi-
als, e.g. akil ‘food’, nahub ‘robbery’. In 
such forms, some speakers delete the 
first vowel of the form, which is now in 
open syllable: wgit ‘time’ as in l-ëwgit 
hà�i ‘at that time’ (Íùr).

(b) Old Arabic CiCC and CuCC 
i. C2 is /l, n, r/: The form is usually stable, 

e.g. ™ilf ‘oath’, rinz ‘rice’, qirš ‘Maria 
Theresa dollar’ (although in some Bed-
ouin dialects, forms like mili™ ‘salt’ 
occur).

ii.  In other cases, the form is usually sta-
ble, but if C3 is /l, n, r/, some speakers 
have a CvCvC form with vowel har-
mony, in which the first vowel, now in 
open syllable, is liable to deletion, e.g. 
šuÿul~šÿul ‘work’, gibin~gbin ‘cheese’ 
(cf. the B dialects of Bahrain) with a 
shift of stress, e.g. l-ëÚhur. 
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2.1.1.5 Stress
The rules are: 

i. Stress the long syllable (CäC, CvCC) in a 
word, e.g. gÙlsa ‘sitting [fem. sg.]’, galást 
‘I sat down’; if there are two, stress the sec-
ond, šàyfÛn ‘seeing [masc. pl.]’. 

ii. If there are no long syllables, stress the pen-
ultimate syllable, except in cases of Cv-Cv-
Cv, when the antepenultimate is stressed, 
e.g. šárika. Such forms are almost invariably 
reduced, however, to two-syllable CvC-Cv 
structures by the deletion of the second short 
vowel, viz. šárka. Stress is nondistinctive. 

2.1.2 Phonotactics 

2.1.2.1 Assimilation 
The following are typical: 
(a) The definite article: sun letters and moon 

letters behave as in Old Arabic. 
(b) The -n of the preposition min before the 

definite article assimilates to the /l/ of the 
definite article (or the replacing sun letter), 
e.g. mi lbèt, mi ššams. 

(c) The -la of the preposition �ala is similarly 
assimilated, e.g. �a ssà™il.

(d) The b-verbal prefix of proximal intent 
becomes /m/ before the n- of the 2nd per-
son plural imperfect in some dialects, e.g. 
minßan�uh ‘we make it’ (Bahla example; cf. 
Bahrain B dialects). 

(e) /ÿ/ > /b/ in the imperfect forms of the verb 
baÿa ‘to want, need’ aba, tba, yba, etc. 

(f)  /t/ in ti-verbal personal prefixes and the 
prefixed t- of Forms V and VI is assimilated 
to /t, †, �, d, �, Ú, �, j, s, ß, š/ as a secondary 
consequence of the deletion of unstressed 
short vowels in open syllable (see 2.1.3), 
e.g. (i)ddùr ‘you [masc. sg.] search’. Dou-
bling of tà± marbù†a via the assimilation 
of the /h/ of suffixes is heard in some dia-
lects, e.g. qìmatta ‘its value’ (< qìmat + ha) 
(Bà†ina example; cf. Bahraini A and Kuwait 
dialects; see also 2.1.3.6 (a) below).

(g) The forms dòk, dòš, dòkum, dòkin ‘here 
you are!’ may have arisen via the loss of 
intervocalic n- (cf. Old Arabic dùnak, etc., 
with the same meaning, although Reinhardt 
[1894:31] derives them from �a ‘this’). 

/š/ is replaced by /h/ in some words, e.g. dìh-
dàša < dišdàša ‘man’s long shirt’, xamsta�har 

< xamsta�šar ‘fifteen’, and /�/ devoiced to /™/ if 
a voiceless consonant is in contiguity, e.g. ya™†i 
‘he gives’ < ya�†i (all Íùr examples). The /d/ of 
wà™id is regularly lost in many dialects: wà™i 
‘one’. 

2.1.2.2 Dissimilation
There are a few cases, such as xast < xass ‘let-
tuce’, rinz < ruzz ‘rice’. 

2.1.2.3 Metathesis
Examples are plentiful, e.g. yixtifar < yiftixar 
‘he is proud’, tinqu† < tin†uq ‘she speaks’, 
xamaš~šamax ‘he scratched’. 

2.1.2.4 Ghawa syndrome
The ghawa syndrome, which is common to 
all the Bedouin-descended dialects of eastern 
Arabia, does not occur in the Omani sedentary 
dialects (cf. the Bahrain B dialects). Individual 
forms like hal ‘family’ which do occur are prob-
ably not to  be interpreted as evidence of the 
syndrome but are rather the product of the twin  
tendency of CaCC forms to become CaCaC 
where C2 is a guttural, and /±/ to be lost when 
in initial position (cf. xit ‘sister’, ™ad ‘someone’, 
n
a ‘female’). The syndrome occurs irregularly 
in the Omani Bedouin dialects as a whole, but 
more consistently in the northern border areas 
near Buraymi and �Ibrì.

2.1.2.5 Conditioned ��±imàla
Along the Bà†ina coast (Bedouin-type dialects) 
and in the towns of the seaward side of the 
mountains (sedentary dialects), there is a strong 
tendency to raise final -a, when not in contigu-
ity with the emphatics, to [e] or even [i], e.g. 
mistašfi (Rustàq), as opposed to the speech 
of those originating from the mountains, who 
have [a] in such forms. In some inland loca-
tions in the Šarqiyya (e.g. Mu�aybi), very pro-
nounced ±imàla of à in nonemphatic contexts 
was noted, e.g. mìl™a (< màl™a). 

2.1.2.6 Spread of velarization 
Velarization may spread, especially to /l/, /r/, 
/b/, /m/, e.g. ßabi ‘boy’ (= [ß‰)i]), †abil ‘drum’ 
(= [�‰)+. ¬]). In a few roots, an originally non-
emphatic consonant has become velarized, e.g. 
Úbàb ‘flies’. This is particularly common with 
/s/, e.g. ßa†™ ‘roof’, ßum† ‘woman’s neck orna-
ment’, ßala† ‘to swallow’, where the presence of 
/†/ seems to have been the cause. 
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2.1.3 Morphophonology 

2.1.3.1 Elision of vowels
Unstressed short vowels of whatever quality in 
open, non-final syllables are liable to deletion in 
all kinds of forms, for example:

(a) Before a long (stressed) syllable: 
glast < Cv-CvCC ‘I sat’
klàb < Cv-CäC ‘dogs’
kalmàt < Cv-Cv-CäC ‘words’
kàtbàt < Cä-Cv-CäC ‘writing [fem. pl.]’
mbàrkìn < Cv-Cä-Cv-CäC ‘blessed [masc. 
pl.]’

(b) Before a short (stressed) closed syllable:
 rga�na < Cv-CvC-Cv ‘we returned’
 dzawgu < Cv-CvC-Cv-Cv ‘they [masc. pl.] 

got married’ 

(c)  In a succession of more than two short syl-
lables:

 kalma < Cv-Cv-Cv ‘word’
 rguba < Cv-Cv-Cv (Bedouin dialects) 

‘neck’
 galsit < Cv-Cv-CvC (sedentary dialects) ‘she 

sat’
 ylasit~ylisat < Cv-Cv-CvC (Bedouin dia-

lects) ‘she sat’
 mdarsa < Cv-CvC-Cv (regularly < CvC-Cv-

Cv) ‘school’

(d) In a succession of two short syllables:
 Generally the vowels are stable, but some 

speakers have forms of the type: Úhur < Cv-
CvC ‘noon’

2.1.3.2 Insertion of vowels
See above, 2.1.1.3–4. 

2.1.3.3 Shortening and lengthening of vowels 
Where two or more long vowels occur in a 
word, the unstressed first (and  second, if there 
is one) long vowel may be shortened, especially 
in rapid speech, e.g. šàyfìn ‘seeing [masc. pl.]’ = 
[ �æyfi1n]. Final vowels that are short in unsuf-
fixed form are lengthened and stressed when 
suffixed, e.g. yxalli ‘he lets’, yxallìni ‘he lets me’.

2.1.3.4 Clitics
There are a number of clitics:
(a) In the sedentary dialects, a question particle 

ë, after vowels hë or yë, suffixed to the ques-

tioned word or phrase, e.g. bass-ak-ë? ‘have 
you had enough?’ fì �òk ši-hë? ‘is there any 
pain?’ (cf. the B dialects of Bahrain).

(b)  Deictics �a/�i prefixed to the definite article, 
e.g. �a lbèt ‘this house’, �i lbint ‘this girl’.

(c) The prefixes b- and ha- (or ™a-), indicating 
volition or proximate intent, e.g. b-itkahyu? 
‘would you like coffee?’ (Jabal Ax�ar exam-
ple), ha-nsìr bàkir ‘we’ll go tomorrow’. 

(d) sa-/ßa- prefixed to a suffixed pronoun in 
subject position, e.g. min ßà-h ixtam minna, 
ßà-h yrù™ iskùn ‘when he’s finished with 
learning the Qur±àn, he goes to [govern-
ment] school’. 

(e) Presentative ha- attached to the indepen-
dent pronouns, e.g. ha-hiyya ™rumti ‘this is 
my wife’. 

(f)  Presentative dò- (some dialects hà-) attached 
to suffixed pronouns, e.g. hèn qalmi? dò-
k! ‘where’s my pen? there it is!’, hà-� 

umurtuh! ‘here’s its fruit!’ (Jabal Ax�ar 
example).

(g) -in, a vestige of Old Arabic �� tanwìn, in 
certain phrase types, e.g. ilinsàn kill-in bi 
naÚrìtah ‘everyone is entitled to his own 
opinion’.

(h) mà, inserted between the repetition of a 
word to indicate ‘and such like’, e.g. †awi 
mà-†awi ‘wells and such like’, †lù� mà-†lù� 
‘climbing [palm trees] and things like that’ 
(� Bahraini Arabic).

2.1.3.5 Construct state 
This is less used because of the development of 
an ��analytic genitive (2.2.3.3), e.g. gòniyyit �èš 
‘a sack of rice’. The form of the feminine suffix 
in the sedentary dialect is -it, e.g. šwayyit fijil 
‘a few radishes’. Plurals and duals that occur 
as head noun normally retain their final -n, e.g. 
sa™™àrtèn †amà† ‘two boxes of tomatoes’. 

2.1.3.6 Suffixation
(a) When a vowel-initial suffix is added to verb 

forms ending in -it and -an (2nd person 
feminine plural, 3rd person feminine singu-
lar and plural of the perfect, 2nd and 3rd 
person feminine plural of the imperfect), 
the final consonant is doubled (and the 
stress is thereby shifted), e.g. Úarbit + uh 
� Úarbíttuh ‘she hit him’, Úarban + uh � 
Úarbánnuh ‘they [fem.] hit him’. 

(b) There is an obligatory -in(n)- infix between 
the active participle, singular and plural, 
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and an object suffix (cf. the B dialects of 
Bahrain). In the singular, the -n is doubled 
if the suffix is consonant initial (cf. (a) 
above); e.g., for kàtib + uh/ha ‘having writ-
ten it’, we have: 

masc. sg. kàtbínnuh  kàtbínha
fem. sg.  kàtbitínnuh  kàtbitínha
masc. pl.  kàtbÛnnuh  kàtbÛnha
fem. pl.  kàtbàtínnuh  kàtbàtínha

Some speakers have alternative forms of 
the type kàtbitnuh, kàtbitnha for the fem-
inine singular forms. Weak and hollow 
roots follow the same pattern, e.g. bànin-
nuh/bàninha, etc. Some verbs form their 
active participle on the pattern CiCCàC, 
but behave in the same way, e.g. nisyàn 
‘forgetting’, nisyànínnuh ‘having forgot-
ten it’. Note also �ilmàn ‘knowing’ and 
�ilmàníbbuh ‘knowing about it’ (< �ilmàn + 
buh), where the doubling process affects the 
governed preposition (both these are moun-
tain dialect examples). Where an active par-
ticiple has nominal force, it lacks the infix, 
so huwwa m�almínnuh ‘he has taught him’, 
but huwwa m�álmuh ‘he is his teacher’. 

(c) Some speakers also insert an -n(n)- infix 
between imperfect verbs more generally, 
not just in the feminine forms specified 
in (a) above, and suffixed pronouns, e.g. 
yšillinnah ‘he removes it’, yÚaÿ†inhum 
Úaÿ† ‘he oppresses them’ (western Bedouin 
examples). 

2.2 Morphology 

2.2.1 Pronouns 

2.2.1.1 Personal pronouns 
3rd masc. sg.  huwwa, hu  -uh, -ah
3rd fem. sg.  hiyya, hi  -ha, -a 
3rd masc. pl.  hum  -hum, -him
3rd fem. pl.  hin  -hin
2nd masc. sg.  inta  -ak, -ik, -i�
2nd fem. sg.  inti  -iš, -ik, -i�
2nd masc. pl.  intu  -kum, -�im
2nd fem. pl.  intan  -kin, -�in
1st sg.  ana  -i (poss.), 
  -ni (obj.)
1st pl.  na™an, i™na, -na 
 na™na, 
 ™anna, ™an 

Notes: 
i. 3rd person forms: -ah is a Bedouin form, 

-uh sedentary. 
ii. 2nd person forms: Feminine singular -ik is 

confined to the âl-Wahìba in southeastern 
Oman, and feminine singular -i� to areas 
in the north which border the United Arab 
Emirates. Both are Bedouin. Masculine sin-
gular -i�, masculine plural -�im, and femi-
nine plural -�in are found only in certain 
central Jabal Ax�ar villages (cf. Bahraini B 
village dialects). Some speakers have anta, 
anti, etc. rather than the forms listed. 

iii. 1st person forms: ™anna and ™an are 
Bedouin. 

iv. The independent pronouns are frequently 
‘suffixed’ to a verb or noun without any 
particular emphatic sense, e.g. a™ìdana ‘I 
know’ (< a™ìd + ana), fi zamannà™na ‘in our 
[= my] time’ (< zamàn + na + ™na), �indìna 
‘at my house’ (< �indì + ana). 

2.2.1.2 Indirect object suffixes 
Indirect objects are often expressed by preposi-
tional complements involving li ‘to’, which form 
part of the phonological word, e.g. kàtibílli ‘he 
has written to me’ (cf. kàtbínnuh ‘he has writ-
ten it’, with a direct object, kàtibúbbuh ‘he has 
written with it’, with an instrumental object). 
With some verbs, the indirect object is suffixed 
directly to the verb and the direct object carried 
by the particle, e.g. �a†ni iyyàh ‘give it to me!’; 
in most cases of such constructions, it is the 
direct object which is suffixed to the verb and 
the indirect object to iyya, e.g. xarribòha iyyày 
‘they’ve ruined it for me’. 

2.2.1.3 Demonstratives 
Proximal masc. sg.  (hà)�a 
Proximal fem. sg.  (hà)�i 
Proximal pl.  (hà)�èla 
Distal masc. sg.  (hà)�àk 
Distal fem. sg.  (hà)�ìk 
Distal pl.  (hà)�èlàk 

The hà- element may be omitted, particularly 
when the demonstratives are used adjectivally, 
e.g. �a lbèt ‘this house’, �àk ißßòb ‘that direction’. 
There are some variants, e.g. hà�iya (masc. sg.) 
in Íùr.

2.2.1.4 Presentatives
hà- and dò- are used with 2nd person suffixes, 
e.g. hà� 
umurtuh! ‘here’s its fruit [for you]!’ 
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(Jabal Ax�ar example), dòk gràbak! ‘here’s 
your [masc. sg.] date sack!’. The latter form 
can also be used with a double suffix, e.g. 
dòkhum man �umrëhum sitta�ašar sana wa mà 
fòq . . . ‘there are those who are over sixteen 
years old . . .’. ha- may be prefixed to 3rd person 
suffixes, e.g. ha-hum ùlàdi ‘these are my sons’. 
The Bedouin dialects, like those of Najd, use the 
particle hummalè-, to which suffixed pronouns 
are added, to depict a sudden event or scene: 
wila jaha ššta, hummalèha fi ma™allha illi hi 
ràbb bah ‘and when winter comes, there she [= 
oryx] is, back in her own territory’ (southern 
Empty Quarter example). 

2.2.1.5 Relative pronouns
bu, illi, illa�i, and il are all in use, often 
by the same speaker, although bu appears to 
be the main sedentary form, e.g. lë™bùb bu 
tista�milìhin ‘the pills that you  [fem.] are tak-
ing’, and is less common in Bedouin dialects.

2.2.1.6 Interrogative pronouns
mu, mhu, hèš, eš, wèš ‘what?’; min, minhu 
‘who?’; hèn ‘where?’; mata ‘when?; kèf ‘how?’; 
kam/kam min, šgadd (Bà†ina) ‘how many?’; ™àl 
min, màl min ‘whose?; min wèš, �ala mu, ™àl 
hèš, ™àl mu ‘why?’; hèn min/mu min ‘which 
of?’. In parts of the Bà†ina, min for ‘what?’, e.g. 
min ismak ‘what’s your name?’ 

Interrogatives have no fixed sentence posi-
tion; pragmatic factors determine the position.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Note that only unusual forms or local innova-
tions are listed in this section. Some adverbs, 
e.g. �àd ‘just, so, then, again’, have very many 
uses and are not easily classifiable (see Brockett 
1985:25–32 for details). 

2.2.2.1 Temporal
taw, al™ìn, fi ††àri, (fi) l-ëwgit hà�i ‘now, these 
days’; nòb/nòba ‘sometimes, also’; mà �àd ‘no 
longer’; dòm ‘always’; killah ‘constantly’; ba�ad 
‘still, yet, also’; 
inna ‘then’; mbòn + pronomi-
nal suffixes ‘originally’; min qabil ‘beforehand’; 
xlàf, �uqub ‘afterward’; àxir ‘finally’; marra 
‘straightaway’; abdan, marra (with negation) 
‘never, not at all’; ràyi™ ‘continuously’; awgàt 
‘sometimes’; awwal bàdi ‘first of all’; bàkir 
‘tomorrow’; �uqub bàkir ‘the day after tomor-
row’; ilbàr™a ‘last evening’; (min) ißßub™ ‘in 
the early morning’; iÚÚa™a ‘in the forenoon’; 

ilqàyla ‘in the early  afternoon’; il�aßir ‘in the 
late afternoon’; lèliyya ‘all night’; nhàriyya ‘all 
day’; awwal ‘in the old days’; fi lÿàdi ‘in the 
future’.

2.2.2.2 Local
ihni, hnàha ‘here’, ihnàk ‘there’, minnìka ‘over 
there’, ™adir ‘below’, dàyir madàr ‘around’, 
sìda ‘straight ahead, directly’, �àk ßßòb ‘over 
there’, ÿàd/ÿàdi/aÿàdi ‘yonder’, ajày ‘over here’, 
šàwir ‘outside’, ™àdir ‘seaward’, sànid ‘inland’. 

2.2.2.3 Manner
bass ‘only’; kida, kidàha, kidàk, �iha ‘thus, like 
this’; hà�a nnamùna ‘like this’; hast, wàgid/
wàyid ‘much, very’; zèn, hùdàr, bràbar ‘well, 
properly’; killiš ‘completely’; yigi, gòb/yòb, 
taqdìr ‘approximately’; (kill) rbà�a ‘together’; 
mùl/mùliyya ‘at all’ (used only negatively); 
zitàt ‘quickly’; didìh ‘quickly, directly, on the 
spot’; balàš ‘in vain’; �asa + pronominal suf-
fixes ‘maybe, perhaps’; gins ‘like, such as’; �ala 
gòrt . . . (with following noun) ‘like’.

2.2.3 Particles 

2.2.3.1 The definite article
The article is (i)l- or (a)l- and is assimilated by the 
sun letters as in Old Arabic. When prefixed to 
nouns whose first syllable is an open, unstressed 
/i/ or /u/, especially if the following vowel 
is long, it normally becomes lë-, e.g. lëktàb.

2.2.3.2 Indefinite article 
Some uses of wà™i and ™ad ‘one’ have the 
function of indefinite article when they precede 
the noun, e.g. màt wà™i šàyib, ba�ad ™ad bàqi 
minhum ‘if an old man dies, another one of 
them still remains’. šay ‘thing’ is also used in 
this way when used with objects, e.g. šay yùšib, 
u šay taw 
àmir ‘some [fruits] fattening up, 
some just coming out’. Dialectal tanwìn also 
fulfils this function in some phrase types, often 
in a ‘generic’ sense, e.g. rajjàl-in �àqil ‘a/the wise 
man’. 

2.2.3.3 Genitive markers
màl, ™àl, ™agg, and bu (see 2.2.1.5) are all in 
use, e.g. innabàt màl ilfa™™àla ‘the pollen of the 
male palm tree’, ÿašmar ™àl ™ìwàn ‘sorghum 
[feed] for farm animals’, issè™ ™aqq ilbadu ‘the 
steppe of the Bedouin’, ilwayr bu lkarhab ‘elec-
trical wire’. 
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2.2.3.4 Negative particles 
With all verbs: mà, e.g. mà rumt asìr ‘I couldn’t 
go’. ‘To be no longer’ is mà �àd, e.g. sbù� wa™da 
bass . . . taklìfah mà �àd ‘just a week, and the 
pain was no  longer there’. The particle mà 
is also used with prepositional expressions of 
possession (�ind, ma�a, il-), e.g. mà ma�ày šay fi 
lbèt ‘I have nothing in the house’, and, in most 
sedentary dialects, with adjectives and other 
prepositional phrases as well, e.g. mà azyad 
‘not more’. Bedouin dialects in the Bà†ina nor-
mally have mu, muhu in all these cases, and in 
the Šarqiyya one hears màb, mà hub, e.g. �adan 
màb zèna al™ìn ‘Aden is no good now’, ilhubùb 
mà hub zèn . . . ‘if the wind wasn’t blowing 
well . . .’. mà is also used in a variety of set 
expressions to negate existence: mà šay (or mà 
ši), mà fìh, mà miš, e.g. mà šay maßlù™ ‘there 
was no benefit’; mà fìh ™ìwànàt ka
ìr ‘there 
aren’t many [farm] animals’; sayyàra mà miš 
‘there were no cars’. In western and southern 
Bedouin dialects, mà bah is used, e.g. mà bah 
ibil ‘there were no camels’. mà ™ad is normally 
‘no one’, e.g. mà ™ad yu†ri màl šòr ‘no one 
mentioned about consultation’. In nominal sen-
tences, mà + independent pronoun or pronoun 
+ mu are both possible, e.g. inta mu(b) rayyàl 
or minta (bi) raggàl ‘you’re not a [real] man’, 
the former construction being more typical of 
Bedouin dialects. šìšì is used as an emphatic 
negative of existence, e.g. šišì byùt ‘there were 
no houses at all’. 

là is used for negative imperatives and opta-
tives, and as the second negative particle in all 
coordinated negations: �an là = ‘lest’, e.g. mà 
axallìha trù™ ilmadrasa �an là titqa™™ab ‘I don’t 
let her go to school for fear that she’ll become 
immoral’. 

2.2.3.5 Particles to introduce questions 
Like the Bahraini B dialects, the Omani dialects 
attach a clitic ë to any word or phrase to create 
a yes-no question (see 2.1.3.4 (a) above). šay/ši 
may also be placed before or after the element 
to be questioned, e.g. šì ahlik bàkìn? ‘are your 
parents still alive?’, ilamma tšìli ™àga, igi lwaga� 
ak
ar šay? ‘when you lift something, does the 
pain get worse?’. Some speakers of mountain 
dialects attach là to the end of sentences as a 
kind of tag question, or an attention-maintain-
ing device, e.g. ya�mluh bi rigluh, yikanzuh, là? 
‘he makes it with his foot, he compresses it [= 
dates], right?’ (cf. Bahraini B dialects). 

2.2.3.6 Existentials
fìh and šay are most commonly used, e.g. zàjra 
šay mbònha ‘there were ox-walk wells, origi-
nally’ ( Jabal Ax�ar example), both negated by 
mà, e.g. mà ši fìha ta�ab ‘there was no effort 
involved in it’. hast (as in Bahrain) is also occa-
sionally heard, e.g. hast šay mà zèn ‘there were 
some not very good ones’.

2.2.3.7 Prepositions
li ‘to, for’, bi (or ëb) ‘with, by means of’, fi (or ëf ) 
‘in, on’, ™aqq ‘to, for’, ila ‘to, toward’ �ala ‘on, 
against’, min ‘from’, �an ‘away from, instead of, 
than [in comparisons]’, fòq ‘on top of, above’, 
ta™t ‘under, near’, ™adir ‘under, below’, �ind 
‘at, with, in the possession of’, ma�a ‘with, in 
the possession of’, wiyya ‘with’, ßòb ‘toward’, 
wara, qafa ‘behind’, quddàm ‘in front of, oppo-
site’, mqàbil ‘opposite’, bèn, mà bèn ‘between’, 
qabil ‘before’, ba�ad, xalf, xlàf, �uqub ‘after’, 
bilà, bidùn ‘without’, màl, ™àl, bu ‘of, relating 
to, concerning’, kimà/�ima ‘like’, mi
il, šarwa 
‘like’, yamm, bi gamb ‘beside’, dùn ‘in contrast 
with, different from’, min šàn ‘for the purpose 
of, for the sake of’, dàyir madàr ‘around’. li and 
min form compound prepositions with several 
of these, indicating movement toward or away 
from, e.g. li wara, min fòq. 

2.2.3.8 Conjunctions
wa/wi/u ‘and’; willa, aw, yallah ‘or’; amma . . .  
willa/amma . . . amma ‘either . . . or’; làkin/là�in 
and bass ‘but’; inn ‘that’; li±ann ‘because’; kinn/
�inn ‘as if’; ÿèr innuh ‘except that’; b wàs†it 
innah ‘because of the fact that’; yòm, lamma, 
‘when’; min ‘when, since’; lèn, ilèn, lèma ‘until’; 
™atta, �ašàn ‘so that’; ligil ‘because, so that’; �an 
là ‘lest’; qabil là, qabil mà ‘before’; ba�ad mà, 
xalf mà, �uqub mà ‘after’; kill mà ‘the more . . .  
the more; whenever’; mi
il mà ‘like’; mà dàm/
imdàm ‘as long as’. Conditional conjunctions: 
in, i�a, ila, lò, (in) kàn/�àn.

2.2.3.9 Vocative particles
yà is used when addressing people by name.

2.2.3.10 Exclamations 
Particles of affirmation and denial: 

All of the following are used for ‘yes!’: ì! è! 
kè! ila! hi! na�am! è na�am! 

‘No!’ is la! or hò!
yallah! ‘come on!’; yà lèt! ‘would that . . .!’; 

bass! ‘stop! enough!’; zèn! ‘OK!’; ila . . . ‘lo and 
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behold!’; �àd, which has many uses, for exam-
ple reproach, e.g. walla �àd! = ‘clear off, will 
you!’, cajoling, e.g. isma� �àd! ‘listen, why don’t 
you?’; ax! is used to express pain; afa! is used 
to express disgust; hùd hùd! is said by someone 
wishing to enter a house. š- and wèš + noun 
are used to express admiration/surprise, e.g. š-
™alàwatha! ‘how pretty she is!’; yà mà . . . ‘how 
often!’, e.g. yà mà qit lak . . . ‘how often have I 
told you . . .’ Also amma: amma badar hiyya! 
‘what a pretty girl [lit ‘full moon’] she is!’ 

2.2.4 Nouns 

2.2.4.1 Gender
Feminine by usage: most double parts of the 
body; nouns denoting females, e.g. bìbì ‘wife’; 
most names of countries; a few common nouns, 
e.g. †awi ‘well’, ar�/arÚ ‘earth, land’, yòm ‘day’ 
(some dialects).

2.2.4.2 Productive patterns
Common patterns are similar to those found in 
Bahrain and Kuwait. 

A few nouns of local reference end in the 
suffix -ò, e.g. ™alwayò ‘a type of fish [jack pom-
fret (?)]’.

The -iyya suffix is highly productive, e.g. 
nhàriyya ‘the whole day, by day’, ™àrriyya ‘the 
hot part of the summer’, muxxiyya ‘brains, 
intelligence’ (this form is also common in the 
Bahraini B dialects). 

2.2.4.3 External and internal plural
Common patterns are similar to those found in 
Bahrain and Kuwait.

Examples of anomalous or rare patterns:
sinìn < sana ‘year’
abwa < abu ‘father’
xùt < xit ‘sister’
fùda < fwàd ‘heart’
External plurals for human nouns are mainly 

formed with -ìn [masc.] and -àt [fem.], the lat-
ter ending also being used for diminutives, e.g. 
bwèbàt ‘little doors’ < bwèb), and borrowings, 
e.g. bàßàt < bàß ‘bus’. Words ending in -à(ya) 
also so pluralize, e.g. ™aßayàt ‘stones’ (< ™aßa). 
-a is used for some human nouns of the CaC-
CàC form, e.g. bayyà�a ‘sellers’, ba™™àra ‘sea-
men’. The -iyya suffix is used for some male 
human nouns, e.g. drèwiliyya < drèwil ‘driver’, 
especially those ending in the relational -i, e.g. 
ibàÚiyya < ibàÚi ‘Ibadi’.

2.2.4.4 Diminutives
The main patterns are:

CCèC(a): qšèša ‘small [self-seeded] palm tree’
CCèCìC: dkèkìn ‘small shop’
CCayCiC and CCayiC, common in (Bedouin) 
men’s names: zwayyid < zàyid, swaylim < sàlim, 
slayyim < salìm

The suffix -ùna is used to denote ‘a bit’ of some-
thing, e.g. tiššùna (< tišša ‘a little’). The -ò suffix 
commonly added to personal names in the east-
ern Arabian dialects as a hypocoristic diminu-
tive is also occasionally heard, e.g. a™madò.

2.2.4.5 Vocatives
The system of vocatives involving bipolar 
address forms (� Bahraini Arabic, Kuwaiti 
Arabic) does not seem to be used in Oman. 
Address forms are on the pattern yà bùyi, yà 
xùyi, etc. yàk + wi + noun is used in warnings, 
e.g. yàk wi llißß! ‘watch out for the thief!’ 

2.2.4.6 Adjectives
CaCCàn/CiCCàC: This is particularly com-
mon, and in the Omani reflexes of verbs that 
had CaCiC- stems in Old Arabic, it often 
replaces the active participle e.g. sam�àn ‘having 
heard’, nisyàn ‘having forgotten’, kahsàn ‘hard-
working’, la™màn ‘bogged down, run aground’, 
mi™làn ‘affected by drought’.

2.2.4.7 Color and deficiency adjectives
CCaC [masc.], CaCCa [fem.], e.g. swad, sòda 
‘black’, ™mar, ™amra ‘red’. Forms such as 
™amar, xaÚar are heard in the Bedouin dialects, 
although not consistently (see 2.1.2.4). The 
plural uses the suffixes -ìn [masc.], -àt [fem.], 
e.g. ™amrìn, ™amràt. Forms such as a™mar are 
interpreted as elatives, i.e. ‘redder’. 

2.2.4.8 Elatives 
These are formed as in Old Arabic. The aCCaC 
pattern has been extended, however, to include 
colors and physical defects (see 2.2.4.6) and 
other forms to which this pattern does not 
apply in Old Arabic, e.g. argal ‘more manly’ 
< ragil ‘man’, astad ‘more expert’ < ustàd ‘mas-
ter, expert’. 

2.2.5 Numerals 
‘One’ is wà™i ~ wà™id, wa™da [fem.]. It may 
precede the noun (2.2.3.2), or follow it with 
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no obvious difference in sense. Note also the 
phrase kam min wà™id/wa™da ‘a few’. 

‘Two’ is 
nèn, feminine 
intèn, hintèn, 
nèna. 
The dual or the plural followed or preceded 
by ‘two’ can be used, with no difference in 
meaning; e.g. ™rumtèn, ™rumtèn hintèn, ™arìm 
hintèn, and hintèn ™arìm, for example can all 
be used to mean ‘two women’. In some moun-
tain dialects, structures of the type 
nèn nafar 
‘two persons’ are used alongside these. The 
numeral in such structures is always masculine 
even where the noun is feminine, e.g. 
nèn yòm 
‘two days’ (note that yòm is feminine in these 
dialects), 
nèn sà�a ‘two hours’. Note also the 
common construction involving the number 
‘two’ with suffixed pronouns = ‘both’, e.g. sìran 
bi hintèn-kin! ‘go, both of you [fem.]!’

‘Three’ to ‘ten’:  In the sedentary dialects, 
denominations of money and dry weight are 
always singular, and the numeral follows the 
polarity principle. yòm, sà�a, šahar, sana are 
also often singular, but here the numeral is 
always feminine e.g. 
alà
a yòm ‘three days’. 
Otherwise, the sedentary dialects follow the 
normal gender polarity system. The Bedouin 
dialects treat money and weight denomina-
tions in the same way as the sedentary dialects, 
otherwise, they have plural forms with gender 
polarity marked on the numeral. But there 
are exceptions: ‘month’ is treated as feminine 
when in the plural, e.g. 
alà
 šuhùr. When post-
posed, the numerals are normally masculine, 
e.g. ßibyàn 
alà
 ‘three boys’. Telling time: The 
feminine form is normally used in the sedentary 
dialects, and the masculine in the Bedouin dia-
lects (except sà�a 
intèn ‘two o’clock’ for all). 

‘Eleven’ to ‘nineteen’: When enumerating, all 
speakers use the long form, e.g xamsta�šar sana 
‘fifteen years’; in counting, and when no noun 
is mentioned, the Bedouin speakers have the 
short form without -ar. 

‘Hundred’: miya or imya, pl. miyàt. ‘Thou-
sand’: alf pl. àlàf. 

Larger numbers: lakk, pl. lkùk signifies 
100,000. 

Ordinal numbers are regular. 
Count nouns: Some speakers use the -àya 

suffix, e.g. †amà†àya ‘a (single) tomato’; for 
animals, ràs or hayša is used, e.g. hayšat ÿanam 
‘one goat’; for bananas, qarn, e.g. arba�it qrùn 
mòz ‘four bananas’; for other fruits, šòb, e.g. 
šòb min �a zzaytùn ‘one of those olives’; for 

flowers and plants on stalks, �ùd, e.g. �ùd qatt 
‘a single stalk of lucerne grass’. 

2.2.6 Verbs 

2.2.6.1 Forms 

2.2.6.1.1 Form I 

(a) Perfect stems 
In the sedentary dialects, the factor determining 
the first vowel in the perfect stem is morpho-
logical, broadly corresponding to the Classical 
Arabic split between roots with V2 /a/, which 
have a dialectal a-a pattern, and those with 
Classical Arabic V2 /i/ or /u/, which have a 
dialectal i-i or u-u pattern, the latter usually 
occurring in the presence of a labial in C2 and 
C3 position, e.g. simi�, kubur. In these i-i and 
u-u stems, the first vowel is often deleted, e.g. 
smi�, kbur. In the Bedouin dialects, the vowel-
ing of stems depends on phonological factors 
(cf. the Bahraini A dialects): roots in which C1 
or C2 are gutturals have a-a, for example, and 
the rest have i-a, or u-a if labials are C1 or C2, 
There is, however, a great deal of variability, 
particularly in areas where speakers of the two 
dialect types live in close proximity. 

(b) Imperfect stems
In all dialects, sedentary and Bedouin, vowel-
ing reflects both phonological and (diachronic) 
morphological factors.

i. If C2 or C3 is a guttural, the theme vowel is, 
virtually invariably, /a/ and the prefix vowel 
/i/. This same i-a vowel pattern is applied in 
both dialect types to any dialectal imperfect 
verbs that in Classical Arabic had CaCiC 
and CaCuC perfect stem voweling. If C1 is a 
guttural, the sedentary and Bedouin dialects 
differ in their treatment. In the sedentary 
dialects, the stem vowel is /i/ or /u/ (depend-
ing on the dialect), and the prefix vowel 
is /a/ in some dialects, /u/ in others. In the 
Bedouin dialects, the stem vowel is /i/ and 
the prefix vowel is /a/, but in some north-
ern and southeastern Bedouin dialects, the 
ghawa syndrome (2.1.2.4) applies to such 
verbs. Interestingly, where a verb has C1 as 
a guttural and at the same time was in the 
Classical Arabic CaCiC-perfect-stem class, 
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(i.e. where two different imperfect dialectal 
voweling systems, a-i and i-a, ‘compete’) a 
‘compromise’ a-a form results, e.g. ya�mal, 
ya�lam.

ii. In nonguttural stems, there is a good deal 
of variation in all dialects, but the most fre-
quent type of form has /i/ for both theme and 
prefix vowel. However, one also encounters 
forms with u-u in both dialect types. 

2.2.6.1.2 Derived Forms 
Noteworthy semantic aspects are as follows: 

As in most dialects, Form II is mainly tran-
sitive and causative but can also be denomi-
native, e.g. šatta ‘to flower in winter’ < šita 
‘winter’, and intransitive, e.g. rawwa™ ‘to go 
home’. Like Form II verbs, Form III verbs can 
also be denominative, e.g. �àyad ‘to go Eid visit-
ing’ < �ìd, and intransitive, e.g. xàfaš ‘to shrink, 
shrivel [fruit on a branch]’. 

Form IV scarcely exists, having been replaced 
by Forms I and (mainly) II. 

Forms V and VI: Form V is often reflexive or 
mediopassive, e.g. tla™™am ‘to cicatrize, heal’, 
tßaffad ‘to get dressed up’, but it can also 
describe actions which have an effect on the 
agent, e.g. tšawwaf ‘to have a look’. As well 
as its ‘reciprocal action’ value, Form VI often 
implies gradation or repetition, e.g. tihàwan 
‘to get better from an illness’. In the perfect of 
Form V and VI verbs, the vowel of the t- prefix 
is often elided; in the imperfect some Bed-
ouin dialects have iyt-, tti-, nti-  type prefixes, 
whereas the sedentary have yit-, tit-, nit-. 

Forms VII and VIII are frequently associated 
with reflexive or change-of-state verbs, e.g. 
inqalad ‘to become fused together’, i™tàs ‘to 
become thick, coagulated’. Form VII is used to 
express the passive, but in all Oman dialects the 
normal means of passivization is internal vow-
eling of the form (see 2.2.6.1.3). The in- prefix 
may be prefixed to Forms other than Form I 
to form a passive, e.g. Form II sawwa ‘to do’ 
� insawwa ‘to be done [by human agency]’ 
(as opposed to VIII istawa ‘to turn out [of its 
own accord]’). In some sedentary dialects, there 
has been a � resyllabication of Form VIII, e.g. 
gathad ‘to work hard’ < igtahad. 

Form IX is not used. 
Form X is common, e.g. ista™mag ‘to get 

angry’. 

2.2.6.1.3 Internal passive
As in a number of other Arabian dialects, the 
internal passive is a common dialect feature in 
Oman, especially in Forms I and II, but passives 
of Form V are also heard.  The imperfect forms 
(yiCCaC/yiCaCCaC-type) seem more common 
than perfect ones (C(i)CiC/CiCCiC-type), and 
3rd person forms are more common than 1st 
or 2nd person (see Holes 1998 for suggested 
explanations). In general, internal passives 
occur more often in rural sedentary dialects 
than Bedouin ones. In the Capital Area, pre-
fixed inCaCaC-type forms, the normal means 
of passivization in the eastern Arabian dialects 
in general, seem to be taking over from the 
internal passive. 

2.2.6.2 Inflection 

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect 
Sedentary dialects: 

yiglis ‘he sits’  singular  plural 
3rd masc.  yiglis  ygilsu 
3rd fem.  tiglis  ygilsan 
2nd masc.  tiglis  tgilsu 
2nd fem.  tgilsi  tgilsan 
1st  aglis  niglis 

The above are the canonical syllable structures 
for all sedentary dialect imperfect forms. An 
exception noted is that in a few dialects (e.g. 
Qalhàt), in verbs in which C2 or C3 is a guttural, 
there is no resyllabication of plural forms, with 
stress as usual on the penultimate syllable, e.g. 
yizrá�u. The principles for determining prefix 
and theme vowels in unsuffixed forms are in 
2.2.6.1.1 (b) above. In resyllabicated suffixed 
forms, the theme vowel is normally the same 
as in the unsuffixed form, e.g. yiskin/yisiknu, 
ya™zim/y™izmu, although there is a tendency 
for /a/ to replace /i/ in verbs which have a gut-
tural as C1, e.g., y�arfu often occurs instead of 
y�irfu. 

Bedouin dialects:

yiylis ‘he sits’  singular  plural 
3rd masc.  yaylis  iyalsu or iyalsùn 
3rd fem.  taylis  iyalsan 
2nd masc.  taylis  tyalsu or tyalsùn 
2nd fem.  tyalsi or  tyalsan
 tyalsìn   
1st  aylis  naylis 
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In the Bedouin dialects of the Empty Quar-
ter and in the dialect of the âl-Wahìba in 
the southeast, one regularly encounters plural 
forms in -ùn, typical of the dialects of eastern 
and central Arabia. In areas where there has 
been prolonged contact with other Bedouin 
dialects – the northern Bà†ina and Íùr – such 
forms are also encountered, though here mixed 
with sedentary forms lacking -ùn.

Aspect/mood prefixes: All dialects have ba- 
and ha- for proximate intent. q/gà�id is used to 
express continuous or iterative processes.

The imperative: glis, gilsi, gilsu, gilsan. The 
negative imperative is là tiglis/tgilsi/tgilsu/tgilsan.

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect 
Sedentary dialects: 

galas ‘he sat’ singular plural
3rd masc.  galas  galsu 
3rd fem.  galasit or 
 galsit or  galsan 
 galsat  
2nd masc.  galast/glast  galastu/glastu 
2nd fem.  galasti/glasti  galastan/glastan 
1st  galast/glast  galasna/glasna 

Verbs with i-i voweling have similar forms, 
except that the initial /i/ is usually deleted in 
the 3rd person masculine singular, e.g. k
ir ‘it 
grew abundant’, and the 3rd person feminine 
singular is of the type ki
rit. Where C3 is a 
guttural, the vowel of the 3rd person feminine 
singular ending tends to be -at, rather than -it, 
e.g. fir™at ‘she was happy’, sim�at ‘she heard’.  
In all forms with a Cv-CvCC syllable structure, 
the unstressed short vowel is often deleted, e.g. 
glast, etc.

Bedouin dialects:

yalas ‘he sat’  singular  plural
3rd masc.  ylas  ylasaw/u or ylisaw/u
3rd fem.  ylasit or  ylasan or ylisan
 ylisat 
2nd masc.  ylast  ylastaw/tu
2nd fem.  ylasti  ylastan
1st  ylast  ylasna 

In some Bedouin dialects of the Empty Quarter, 
/j/ is the usual reflex of Old Arabic jìm, not /y/, 
thus jlast, etc.

2.2.6.3 Participles
The morphology of active and passive partici-
ples is similar to that of Old Arabic. CvCCàn is 
a highly productive innovation and provides an 
alternative to CàCiC in many verbs that have i-i 
voweling in the perfect (i.e. those that had Old  
Arabic CaCiC- and CaCuC- perfect stems) – see 
2.2.4.5 above. See 2.1.3.6 (b) for the shape of 
suffixed active participle forms. 

2.2.6.4 Verbal nouns
Form I: These are similar to those in other Gulf 
dialects. 

Derived form verbal nouns: 
The unusual asterisked forms below were all 

recorded in the speech of uneducated speakers in 
interior villages in the Jabal Ax�ar region, and 
from the Šarqiyya town of Mu�aybi. Several 
of them are attested for Old Arabic in Wright 
(1896: I, 115–116). Reinhardt (1894:168–169) 
gives many more such forms, now obsolescent. 

II: taCCìC: taßfìd ‘tidying, cleaning preparing 
[coffee]’

 tvCCùC (also Form V): taqdùm ‘offering of 
food’

 CaCCìCa/CaCCàCa: †awwìra*/†awwàra* 
‘development’

V: tiCaCCìC(a): tixarrìb* ‘becoming corrupt’, 
tilabbìsa* ‘dressing up’, tišawwìfa* ‘having 
a look’

 tiCvCCaCa: tibiššara ‘season when dates 
first ripen’

 tCuCCa: trukba ‘fireplace of stone’

Modern Standard Arabic-type verbal nouns 
Forms V, VI, VII, VIII, X do occur, but not in 
uneducated speech. 

2.2.7 Weak verbs

2.2.7.1 Geminates
Perfect forms with consonant-initial suffixes are 
on the usual pattern CaCCèC. There is contrac-
tion of the doubled consonant in the active 
participle of Form I, e.g. hàbb rì™ ‘dextrous, 
expert’, and in the Form III and VI paradigms, 
e.g. t™àggu ‘they argued with each other’. 

2.2.7.2 I± verbs
In the perfect of Form I, the initial syllable is 
lost in some verbs, e.g. kal ‘to  eat’, xa� ‘to 
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take’, and the verb is conjugated either like a 
strong verb (kalt, etc.) or like a doubled one 
(kalèt); if it has final weak radical, e.g. ta ‘to 
come, bring’, it behaves like a weak verb (tèt, 
etc.). In other verbs, / ±/ has simply been lost, 
e.g. amar ‘to order’, or been replaced by /w/, 
e.g. wann ‘to groan’. In the sedentary dialects, 
the imperfect of kal, xa� has the prefix vowel 
/ù/ or /ò/, e.g. yòkil. In the Bedouin dialects, 
this vowel is /à/: yàkil. The verb ta, which is 
only found in the sedentary dialects, has a yà- 
imperfect prefix: yàti ‘he comes, brings’, passive 
yàta or yùta ‘it is brought’. The active participle 
is of the màCCiC form: màkil, màti, passive 
participles màkùl (or maykùl), matày.

In Form II, /±/ has been lost in the perfect 
in some verbs, e.g. a��an ‘to call to prayer’, 
but reappears intervocalically in the imperfect: 
yi±a��in (but Bedouin yinnis). In others, it has 
been replaced by /w/, e.g. wakkad ‘to be certain 
of, know well’.

Form I imperatives are typically of the type 
kil, kli, klu, klan. 

2.2.7.3 Iw verbs 
The /w/ is preserved in the Form I imperfect in 
all dialects, becoming yò- or yù-, e.g. yùšab, 
and in the imperative, e.g. òquf! ‘stop!’ In the 
passive participle, /aw/ often becomes /à/, e.g. 
màgùd ‘existent’.

2.2.7.4 IIw/y verbs
The vowel of the Form I imperative is usually 
long in the Bedouin and most sedentary dialects, 
e.g. gùl ‘say!’, etc. but short in a few sedentary 
ones: sir ‘go!’. In the passive participle, /y/ and 
/w/ are treated as strong consonants (with /w/ 
> /y/), e.g. maßyùd ‘caught’. The VIII perfect 
behaves as Form I, e.g. štuft ‘I saw’.

2.2.7.5 IIIw/y verbs
All IIIw/y verbs are treated as verbs with final 
/y/. There are two types: the imperfect /a/ type, 
e.g. bqí, yibqa, and the imperfect /i/ type, e.g. 
dára, yidri. Verbs which in Old Arabic had 
final hamza lost it, and their imperfects were 
absorbed into the /a/ type, and Old Arabic final-
/w/ verbs have been absorbed by the /i/ type. 
One verb  appears in both forms baÿa, yabÿi/
yibÿa ‘to want’. In both types of weak verb, it is 
a characteristic of the Omani sedentary dialects 
that /y/ is always treated as a strong radical in 
all forms, e.g. daryit ‘she knew’, tdaryan ‘you 

[fem. pl.] know’. The same is true of the derived 
forms. In the Bedouin dialects, forms without 
the /y/ are the rule, as in eastern Arabia. 

In the sedentary dialects, another peculiarity 
is that the passive participle of final weak verbs 
is typically of the form maCCày, e.g. maqlày 
‘cooked’.

2.2.7.6 Irregular verbs
The verb ga/ya ‘to come’:

 sedentary Bedouin 
singular   
3rd masc.  ga  ygi  ya  iyi 
3rd fem.  gayit  tgi  yat or  tyi
   yàt   
2nd masc.  gìt  tgi  yìt  tyi 
2nd fem.  gìti  tigyi or  yìti  tyi or  
  tgiyi  tyìn 
1st  gìt  agi  yìt  ayi 

plural
3rd masc. giyu or yigyu or yaw  iyu or   
 giyyu  ygiyu  iyùn 
3rd fem. giyan or yigyan or yàn  iyan 
 giyyan  giyan
2nd masc.  gìtu  tigyu or  yìtaw  tyu  
  tgiyu  or yìtu or   
    tyùn 
2nd fem.  gìtan  tigyan or  yìtan  tyan 
  tgiyan   
1st  gìna  ngi  yìna  nyi 

In some Bedouin dialects of the Empty Quarter, 
as previously noted, this verb would have /j/, 
e.g. jìt etc. On suffixation with a consonant-
initial suffix, there is, in the case of -aw often, 
and in the case of -an always, consonant dou-
bling, e.g. yawwòk ‘they [masc. pl.] came to 
you’ (also: yòk), yànnak ‘they [fem. pl.] came 
to you’.

There are a number of interesting variants 
for ‘to come’, all in the sedentary dialects. As 
already noted, ta ‘to come; to bring’ survives, 
used mainly in the imperfect, e.g. tàti lih †a�àm 
‘she brings him food’. It also occurs, as in Old 
Arabic, with bi in the sense ‘bring’ e.g. yàtà buh 
‘it is brought’, and in the ‘amalgamated’ form 
tàb, yitìb ‘to bring’, e.g. tàbu lì šway duwa ‘they 
brought me some medicine’, alongside the more 
common gàb, yigìb. The variant ada, yàdi ‘to 
come; to bring’ also occurs in some dialects as 
an alternative to ta, yàti.
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2.2.8 Quadriliterals
Quadriliterals are common. The main types 
are reduplicatives, e.g. taftaf ‘to tear, rip’, and 
with t- prefix ddabdab ‘to become covered in 
pustules’; echoic, mimetic in which C2 often = 
/l, r, n/, e.g. barbaq ‘to bubble’; C2 = /w/ or /y/: 
ßòlaf ‘to chat’ with reciprocal pattern tißòlaf 
‘to chat with each other’ < ßàlfa ‘matter’; tfòša 
‘to sit with parted legs’; bèxal ‘to be miserly’. 
With a t- prefix, the latter denotes the adop-
tion of bodily/mental states which are foreign 
to the individual concerned, e.g. tßèmax ‘to 
pretend to be deaf’ (cf. Kuwaiti and Bahraini 
dialects). C2 = /r, n/ may be an insertion or the 
result of dissimilation, e.g. xarba† ‘to mix up’ 
< xaba† ‘to beat’, tsansa™ ‘to slide, slither’ < 
tsa™sa™. Others fall into no particular pattern, 
e.g. lahwaz ‘to stain, make dirty’, t™ankar ‘to 
become turbid’. Apart from the above, there are 
denominatives formed from secondary forms, 
e.g. tmarga™ ‘to swing, sway’ (< margù™a). For 
more examples see Holes (2004). 
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Lutz Edzard (University of Oslo) 

Onomastics � Proper Names

Onomatopoeia � Sound Symbolism

Optimality Theory

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Many phonetic and phonological observations 
can be conveniently recast in terms of theories 
of linguistic preference and natural generative 
phonology (cf. Hooper 1976), notably in terms 
of the approach of Vennemann (1983, 1988), 
which was applied to Semitic by Edzard (1991). 
Optimality Theory, originally proposed by 
Prince and Smolensky (1993), offers a formal 
means to capture the ‘constraint ranking’ 
that is implicit in the rejection of disallowed 
forms and the evaluation of competing forms 
(‘candidates’) of linguistic surface forms. While 
Optimality Theory nowadays also provides 
meaningful applications to other realms of 
grammar, notably syntax (for an application 
in Arabic historical morphology, see Kusters 
2003), it continues to be most prominent as an 
explanatory device for linguistic features at the 
interface of phonology and morphology. Recent 
linguistic theory has paid so much attention to 
the phonotactics of Arabic dialects and other 
Semitic and Afro-Asiatic languages, notably 
varieties of Berber, that a summary of the most 
interesting applications of Optimality Theory 
to the morphophonology of different varieties 
of Arabic is warranted.

In Optimality Theory, the set of forms that 
may reasonably be assumed to be potential 
surface forms is often referred to as the ‘richness 
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of the base’. One can, in principle, use the 
same term in reference to the availability of 
simultaneously occurring forms, some of which 
may be true alternatives and some of which 
may be regional variants. In the framework of 
Optimality Theory, the co-occurring forms, or 
rather the forms that are subject to linguistic 
evaluation, are called ‘candidates’.

One other central concept in Optimality 
Theory is markedness. Broadly speaking, 
‘marked’ refers to forms that are unusual, rare, 
or harder to pronounce, whereas ‘unmarked’ 
refers to forms that are natural, more frequent, 
or easier to pronounce. The latter state is often 
called ‘well-formedness’. On the segmental level, 
for example, velarized stops are considered 
‘marked’, whereas plain (nonvelarized) stops are 
considered ‘unmarked’. On the suprasegmental 
level, for example, the universally ‘unmarked’ 
syllable structure is CV: onset, nucleus, and no 
coda; other syllable structures (CVC, CVCC, 
CCVCC, etc.) are then considered ‘marked’. 
And even within one and the same syllable type, 
there may be more or less marked specimens of 
different quality, depending on the internal 
structure of syllable onset and syllable coda.

2. B a s i c  c o n c e p t s  a n d  t e n e t s 
o f  O p t i m a l i t y  T h e o r y

Optimality Theory, which always aims at 
singling out one ‘optimal’ form, has the po-
tential to evaluate at least the following mor-
phophonological parameters (cf. McCarthy and 
Prince 1994:335):

i.  Segmental harmony (unmarkedness, itself 
consisting of various dimensions, some 
conflicting);

ii.  Syllabic harmony (having an onset, lacking 
a coda); 

iii. Faithfulness (identity between input and 
output); 

iv. Alignment (coincidence of edges of mor-
phological and phonological constituents);

v.  Metrical parsing (satisfying constraints 
on exhaustivity and alignment of metrical 
feet); 

vi.  Template satisfaction (meeting shape or 
constituency requirements imposed on the 
reduplicated string); 

vii.  Exactness of copying relation; and 

viii. Identity between the reduplicated string 
and the base to which it is attached.

While the references to segmental harmony 
and syllabic harmony are quite straightfor-
ward and unproblematic, the reference to 
faithfulness is interesting insofar as the 
concept of ‘underlying representation’ (i.e. the 
‘input’), which Optimality Theory purports to 
discard, is reintroduced, so to speak, via the 
backdoor.

It is important to note that usually not 
all of these parameters can be optimized in 
any given form. The principle underlying this 
circumstance is often called the ‘fallacy of 
perfection’ (cf. also Vennemann 1988:1ff.). For 
instance, words that are entirely made up of 
CV syllables – this being the ‘optimal’ syllable 
structure – may turn out to be lengthy or 
otherwise clumsy to pronounce.

One can narrow down Optimality Theory 
to five basic tenets (cf. McCarthy and Prince 
1994:3): 

i. Universality: U[niversal] G[rammar] pro-
vides a set {Con} of constraints that are 
universal and universally present in all 
grammars; 

ii. Violability: constraints are violable, but 
violation is minimal; 

iii. Ranking: the constraints of {Con} are 
ranked on a language-particular basis; the 
notion of minimal violation is defined in 
terms of this ranking, and a grammar is a 
ranking of the constraint set; 

iv. Inclusiveness: the constraint hierarchy eval-
uates a set of candidate analyses that are 
admitted by very general considerations of 
structural well-formedness; 

v. Parallelism: best-satisfaction of the con-
straint hierarchy is computed over the whole 
hierarchy and the whole candidate set; 
there is no serial derivation. 

McCarthy and Prince (1994:335–336) con-
clude:

The construction of a grammar in 
Optimality Theory is essentially a matter 
of determining the proper ranking of the 
set of constraints {Con}, and to that end the 
constraint tableau is a useful calculational 
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device. A typical constraint tableau, 
showing the domination of constraint B by 
constraint A, is the following:

(1) Example of a Constraint Tableau, A � 
B, /ink/ � k-cand1

Candidates A B

a. ��k-cand1 *

b.     k-cand2 * !

In this tableau, it is assumed that, given the 
input /ink/, the generator Gen supplies at 
least the candidates k-cand1 and k-cand2. 
Constraints A and B disagree on these two 
candidates, and since the A-obeying k-cand1 
is optimal, constraint A must dominate 
constraint B. In this and other tableaux, 
constraints are shown in domination order, 
and violation-marks are indicated by ‘*’. 
The optimal candidate is called out by ‘�’, 
and fatal constraint violations are signalled 
by ‘!’. Below these fatal violations, cells 
are shaded to indicate their irrelevance to 
determining the outcome of the comparison 
at hand.

Preservation of faithfulness and preservation 
of markedness are the two basic competing 
constraints at the heart of Optimality Theory. 
Then, there are many other language-specific 
constraints that determine the morphopho-
nological ‘fine-tuning’ in the language under 
observation. While constraints as such are 
supposed to be universal, their ordering is 
usually language-specific.

For an in-depth introduction to Optimality 
Theory, see Kager (1999) and McCarthy 
(2002). McCarthy (2004) is a reader covering 
the areas of prosody, segmental phonology, and 
interfaces between various levels of grammar. 
The Rutgers Optimality Archive (http://roa.
rutgers.edu/index.php3) is an excellent resource 
for pdf versions of papers in the Optimality 
Theory framework. The OT archive can also 
be searched specifically for languages; as of 
this writing (May 2007), a search yields twelve 
papers dealing (among others) with Arabic, 
nine dealing with Modern Hebrew, and one 
dealing with Berber and Cushitic data.

3. I s s u e s  i n  S e m i t i c  a n d 
A f r o - A s i a t i c  l i n g u i s t i c s  a s 
r e f l e c t e d  i n  O p t i m a l i t y 
T h e o r y

Already in their seminal paper on Optimality 
Theory, Prince and Smolensky (1993) place 
much weight on the analysis of syllabification 
in the Imdlawn Tashilhiyt dialect (variety) 
of Berber, based on data provided in Dell 
and Elmedlaoui (1985) and later studies (see 
the precise algorithm for syllabification in 
McCarthy 2004:7–17). In this language variety, 
almost any consonant apparently can serve as 
the nucleus of a syllable, but a nucleus with 
a higher degree of sonority is more natural. 
Consider the syllabification output of the form 
/h–aul-tn/ ‘make them [masc.] plentiful!’ (cf. Dell 
and Elmedlaoui 1985:110), which is h–a.wL.
tN (syllable-nuclear consonants are represented 
in capitals). The relevant constraints for a 
preferred syllable structure in this context are 
the following:

ONS (the Onset Constraint): Syllables must have 
onsets (except phrase-initially).

HNUC (the Nuclear Harmony Constraint): A higher 
sonority nucleus is more harmonic than one of 
lower sonority.

As the top priority is to provide syllables 
with onsets, the constraint Ons ‘outranks’ or 
‘dominates’ the constraint Hnuc in this case. 
This circumstance is mirrored in Tableau 2.

(2) Constraint Tableau for the comparison of 
second syllable candidates for /h–aultn/ ‘make 
them [masc.] plentiful!’

Candidates Ons Hnuc

a. �    ~.wL.~ |l|

b.       ~.ul.~ * ! |u|

Having no consonantal onset, the candidate 
~.ul.~ incurs a fatal violation (* !), as stipulated 
by the constraint Ons. As in Tableau 1, cells 
‘below’ (i.e. to the right of) the fatal violation 
are shaded to indicate their irrelevance to 
determining the outcome of the comparison 
under investigation. In other words, the fact 
that |u| is a ‘better’ nucleus than |l| plays no role 
in terms of its place on the sonority scale.
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Alderete (1997) analyzes dissimilation phe-
nomena in the Cushitic language Oromo and 
in Tashilhiyt Berber, among other languages. 
As a result of a co-occurrence restriction in 
the latter variety of Berber, which rules out 
more than one labial in a word, derivational 
m-prefixes are dissimilated (or delabialized) in 
front of a root already containing a labial (/b, 
f, m/; cf. also Edzard 1992 for related processes 
in Akkadian and Ethio-Semitic). Again, we are 
looking at two competing constraints:

*PL/LAB2
Stem: Ban any stem with two segments with 

independent Place specification [labial];

IDENT[Place]: Corresponding segments in input and 
output agree in [space] specification.

Tableau 3, using the reflexive form nkaddab 
‘he was considered a liar’, captures the intrinsic 
hierarchy of these two constraints, i.e. the 
circumstance that *Pl/Lab2

Stem dominates Ident 
[Place].

(3) Constraint Tableau for delabialization as a 
result of dissimilation

Input: m-kaddab *Pl/Lab2 Ident[place]

a. �  [n-kaddab]stem *

b.       [m-kaddab]stem * !

A number of recent papers (e.g. Graf 2000; Graf 
and Ussishkin 2002) analyze stress assignment 
and nominal reduplication in Modern Hebrew. 
Bat-El (1996) covers the morpho-phonology of 
Hebrew blends. Rose and Walker (2004) deal 
with co-occurrence restrictions in the Ethio-
Semitic languages Amharic and Chaha and the 
Omotic language Gimira.

4. C a s e  s t u d i e s  o f  t h e 
a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  O p t i m a l i t y 
T h e o r y  t o  A r a b i c 
d i a l e c t o l o g y

The interaction of � stress on the one hand and 
vowel � epenthesis and deletion (� syncope) 
on the other hand in Arabic dialects has been a 
crucial issue in recent linguistic theory (roughly 
since the late 1970s; see, e.g., Selkirk 1981; 
Broselow 1982). At issue are first and foremost 
the different patterns (or ‘directionalities’) of 
vowel epenthesis in various groups of Arabic 
dialects. Morphologically derived CCC clusters – 
one of the ‘model forms’ being /gilt-la/ ‘I/you 

[masc. sg.] told him’ – can be syllabified as 
gilitla (‘VC-dialect’; this is how it appears in 
many Iraqi dialects), as giltila (‘CV-dialect’; 
cf. Cairene ±ultilu), or (without change) as 
giltla (‘C-dialect’, cf. qiltlu in many Moroccan 
dialects). More recent research analyzes these 
different output forms in connection with 
constraints posed by prosodic theory and gives 
an account of the resulting surface forms in 
terms of constraint ranking (cf., e.g., Broselow 
1992; Abu-Mansour (1995); Farwaneh 1995; 
Zawaydeh 1997). Kiparsky (2003) and Watson 
(forthcoming) additionally resort to the status 
of ‘semisyllables’ in order to describe the ‘input’ 
forms. The model form /giltla/, for instance, 
can be represented prosodically as in Figure 1 
in VC- and C-dialects (� = word; � = foot; � = 
syllable; � = mora):

Figure 1. Prosodic representation of /giltla/
  
  �

  �

    �          �

 �  � �  �

g i  l t l a

In a VC-dialect, the less-than-fortunate situation 
with the unaffiliated t is remedied in that an 
epenthetic i is inserted to its left side. Watson, 
making use of the constraint designations 
developed in Kiparsky (2003), provides the 
analysis in Tableau 4 for the postlexical level 
in VC-dialects. The crucial point here is the 
ranking of the constraints License-� and 
Reduce. The former stipulates that each mora 
must be ‘licensed’, i.e. affiliated with the next 
higher prosodic level, in this case the syllable. 
The latter stipulates that the number of light 
(CV) syllables be minimal.

(4) Constraint Tableau for gilitla ‘I/you [masc. 
sg.] told him’ on the postlexical level in VC-
dialects

Input:/gilt-la/ license-� Reduce

a.       (gil)t�.la * ! *

b. �   (gi)lit.la **
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Tableau 4 illustrates that the candidate (gil)t�.la
incurs a fatal violation of the License-� con-
straint (the t is not ‘licensed’), which outranks 
(dominates) the other constraint Reduce. 
Beyond that example, Watson (forthcoming) 
shows that Kiparsky’s (2003) typology of CV-, 
VC-, and C-dialects must indeed be refined and 
expanded to a four-type model in view of the 
complexity of the data.

In Table 1, the perfect paradigm of the verb 
kitab (Standard Arabic kataba) in the Arabic 
dialect spoken by educated Muslims in Baghdad 
(cf. Erwin 1963:84; Broselow forthcoming:16–
20) is given.

Table 1. Perfect paradigm of kitab ‘he wrote’

3.m.sg. kitab
3.f.sg. kitbat
2.m.sg. kitábit
2.f.sg. kitabti
1.c.sg. kitábit
3.c.pl. kitbaw
2.c.pl. kitabtu
1.c.pl. kitabna

Broselow is interested first and foremost in a 
contrastive analysis of the forms kitbat (3rd 
pers. fem. sg.) and kitábit (2nd pers. masc. 
sg./1st pers. comm. sg.), as the latter surface 
contradicts normal stress patterns in this and 
other Arabic dialects. Both forms can be derived 
synchronically as in Table 2.

Table 2. Synchronical derivation of kitbat 
and kitábit

 /kitab+at/  /kitab+t/

Syncope kitbat –––
Syllabification kit.bat ki.tab.t
Stress assignment kít.bat ki.táb.t 
Epenthesis ––– ki.táb.it
Resyllabification ––– ki.tá.bit
 [kítbat] [kitábit]

Broselow’s careful argument shows that the 
data do not lend themselves to a coherent 
phonological analysis in terms of serial deriv-
ation, especially if one takes into consid-
eration corresponding forms of weak verbs. 
As an alternative within the Optimality Theory 
framework, she suggests an effect of morpho-
logical distinctness, contrasting the bases of 
[+3.ps.] and [–3.ps.] forms. This constraint is 
formulated as follows:

[–3] CONTRAST: A base bearing a non-third person 
([–3]) suffix must be distinct from the unmarked 
[+3] base in the identity of the stressed vowel.

This constraint is in turn outranked (dominated) 
by a constraint which outrules complex codas in 
this dialect (*ComplexCoda), but it dominates 
the other two other relevant constraints in this 
case, StressConstraints and Syncope. The 
Tableaux 5 and 6 illustrate the situation.

(5) Constraint Tableau for kítbat ‘she wrote’

Input:
/kitab+at/

Complex
Coda

[–3]
Contrast
(kítab) 

Stress
Constraints

Syncope

a. kítabat * !

b. � kítbat

c. kitábat * !

(6) Constraint Tableau for kitábit ‘you [masc. 
sg.]/I wrote’

Input:
/kitab+at/

Complex
Coda

[–3]
Contrast
(kítab) 

Stress
Constraints

Syncope

a. kítabit * !

b. kítbit

c. � kitábit * ! *

In the case of (5), the candidates kítabat and 
kitábat incur fatal violations with respect to the 
constraints StressConstraints and Syncope, 
respectively. In the case of (6), the candidates 
kítabit and kítbit incur fatal violations with 
respect to the constraint [–3]Contrast, as the 
desire is to maximize contrast between the [+3] 
and [–3] forms. Hence, it is irrelevant here 
that the optimal candidate kitábit violates the 
constraint StressConstraints.

Another highly prominent issue in cyclic 
phonology, which by now has also witnessed 
an Optimality Theory treatment, concerns the 
‘underapplication’ of � syncope in (most) VC-
dialects, notably Levantine dialects, in which 
minimal pairs such as fhímna ‘we understood’ 
(Standard Arabic fahimnà) vs. fihímna ‘he 
understood us’ (Standard Arabic fahima-nà) 
arise; in both cases /fihimna/ is considered to 
be the ‘underlying representation’ or ‘input’ 
(cf. Brame 1974; Kenstowicz 1981; Mitchell 
1993:156). Precisely this minimal pair has also 
caught the attention of scholars working in the 
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framework of Optimality Theory (cf. Kenstowicz 
1996; Kager 1999:278–293; Kiparsky 2003: 
162–163). The traditional derivation of these 
forms in terms of a cyclical analysis (‘extrinsic 
rule ordering’) in Table 3 shows the interaction 
of stress assignment and vowel syncope, viz. the 
blocking of the latter in the base in front of the 
object (accusative) suffix (cf. Kager 1999:281).

Table 3. Derivation of fhímna ‘we understood’ 
and fihímna ‘he understood us’

  we understood he understood us
Input [fihim-na]Subj [[fihim-]na]Acc

 Cycle 1
Stress fihim-na fíhim
 Cycle 2 
Stress ––– fìhím-na
Postcyclic
 i-Syncope fhím-na application   
   blocked
 Destressing not applicable fihím-na
Output fhímna fihímna

Within the framework of Optimality Theory, 
which avoids derivations (and hence inter-
mediary representations), it is possible to 
capture the emergence of the different output 
forms by claiming that the unstressed vowel [i] 
in a verb form with object suffix is protected 
from deletion if the verb form’s base (without 
the object suffix) is indeed stressed, as is the case 
with fíhim ‘he understood’. (The same holds 
mutatis mutandis for nouns with possessive 
suffixes.) Technically, this constraint can be 
formulated as follows:

HEADMAX-BA: Every segment in the base’s pro-
sodic head [i.e. in this case, the first syllable of the 
word (‘base’) fíhim] has a correspondent in the 
affixed form:

[   f i . h i m ]
    | |
[[ f i . h i m ] n a ]

The other two necessary constraints in this 
context are:

NO [I]: /i/ is not allowed in light [open, unstressed] 
syllables;

MAX-IO: Every segment in the input has a 
correspondent in the output.

No [i] Is ranked higher (and thus represented 
more leftward in the tableau) since vowel 
deletion in forms such as fhímna occurs at the 

expense of the constraint Max-IO. In turn, 
HeadMax-BA is ranked higher than No [i], 
since vowel deletion is blocked, i.e. i-syncope 
is ‘underapplied’ whenever the base identity 
constraint is relevant, as in fihímna.

The interaction of these three constraints is 
shown in Tableaux 7 and 8.

(7) Constraint Tableau for fhímna ‘we 
understood’

Input: fihim-na/
Base: none

HeadMax-BA No [i] Max-IO

a. [fi.hím.na] * !

b. � [fhímna] *

(8) Constraint Tableau for fihímna ‘he 
understood us’

Input: fihim-na/
Base: none

HeadMax-BA No [i] Max-IO

a. � [fi.hím.na] * 

b. [fhímna] *! *

In the case of (7), the constraint No [i] ‘outranks’ 
the faithfulness constraint requiring that input 
segments have correspondents in the output. 
Therefore, the candidate [fi.hím.na] incurs a 
fatal violation. The constraint HeadMax-BA 
does not apply in this case, as there is no base. 
In the case of (8), where there is a base ([fi.him]),
it is the candidate [fhímna] that incurs a fatal 
violation, since the highest ranking constraint 
HeadMax-BA is not upheld.

Kiparsky (2003:162ff.) deals with the same 
minimal pair based on his constraint-based 
elaboration of Lexical Phonology and Mor-
phology and presents pertinent constraint 
tableaux for the lexical (as opposed to the 
postlexical) level of these output forms.

These examples of applications of Optimality 
Theory to Arabic (dialectology) are by no 
means exhaustive. Further applications include 
McCarthy (2005a), where the length of stem-
final vowels in colloquial Arabic is accounted 
for, and McCarthy (2005b), where whole 
paradigms are ranked in terms of Optimality 
Theory.

Finally, one should not forget that there 
is also a historical dimension to Optimality 
Theory. Prince and Smolensky (1993; cited 
here after McCarthy 2004:29) acknowledge 
this by referring to the following statement as 
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“Pàñini’s Theorem on Constraint ranking”: 
“the presence of a more general constraint 
in a superordinate position in a hierarchy 
will eliminate all opportunities for a more 
specialized constraint in a subordinate position 
to have any effects in the grammar”, such as 
“Pàñini’s Theorem on Constraint ranking”. 
Sìbawayhi’s radically descriptive approach to 
grammar (cf. Carter 1973:146 n.) lends itself 
especially well to Optimality Theory, as he 
often lists simultaneously occurring forms – 
sometimes associated with the speech of 
different tribes – which he then indeed ranks 
with value judgments such as ™asan ‘good’, 
±a™san ‘better’, or simply carabì ‘Arabic’ (e.g. 
in the very last sentence of Chap. 571, Kitàb 
IV, 485), according to certain parameters. The 
different maßàdir (sg. maßdar ‘infinitive’) of 
the verb watada ‘to pin’ may serve as an 
illustration (cf. Kitàb IV, 474). According to 
Sìbawayhi, there occurred an array of forms, 
ranging from watd/watid (in the £ijàz) and 
wadd (with the Tamìm) to tida (cf. Rabin 
1951:1–5). While the maßdar forms watd and 
watid are superior in terms of preserving the 
linguistic input (especially with respect to 
the root consonants), the assimilated maßdar 
form wadd is superior in terms of linguistic 
‘naturalness’, i.e., it is easier to pronounce 
and hence phonologically unmarked. The latter 
form has the disadvantage, though, of being 
identical with the maßdar form of the verb 
wadda ‘to love’, which is, of course, not related 
to watada. The best (‘optimal’) maßdar form 
is clearly tida, which meets the criteria of both 
faithfulness to the linguistic input (with respect 
to the second and third root consonants) and 
naturalness.

Sìbawayhi’s observations may be recast more 
technically in terms of Optimality Theory (cf. 
Edzard 2000). Recall that Optimality Theory is 
in principle designed to single out the optimal 
surviving candidate and to throw out the rest 
of the candidates. In contrast to the standard 
application of Optimality Theory, the maßdar 
forms watd/watid (in the £ijàz) and wadd (with 
the Tamìm) are not disallowed, even though 
they are (were) regionally limited. The maßdar 
form tida has the advantage of best preserving 
the root structure w-t-d in its (acoustic) output 
form, even though the first root consonant C1 
(= w) is lost. But in the case of verbs Iw (C1 = 
w) in Arabic, the clear articulatory preservation 
of the last two consonants appears to be crucial 

for an easy recognition of the form. This 
observation can be technically rephrased to the 
extent that the output has to match the input 
with respect to C2 and C3. Hence, this is the 
dominating constraint in this context, and wadd 
is clearly the worst candidate. Incidentally, 
watd is probably just as bad, because the 
surface pronunciation is almost certainly bound 
to be [watt]. The next constraint operating in 
this example is the circumstance that syllable 
codas with increasing sonority are universally 
disfavored for clear articulatory reasons. Such 
syllable codas are almost ‘crying out’ for an 
epenthetic vowel. The form watid may be 
considered the result of such an epenthetic 
process. Finally, there is the universal tendency 
to reduce the number of syllables with weak 
onsets. Tableau 9 simply demonstrates the 
mutually opposing forces (‘constraints’) of 
faithfulness between input and output on the 
one hand (Ident-IO-Root), and phonological 
naturalness (unmarkedness) on the other hand 
(*Incr-Son-Cod) – the opposing ‘candidates’ 
here are watd and wadd:

(9) Constraint Tableau, Ident-IO-Root >> 
*Incr-Son-Cod

Candidates Ident-IO-Root *Incr-Son-Cod

a. � watd *

b.     wadd * !

Tableau 9 illustrates that neither of the 
two candidates watd and wadd is ‘perfect’. 
Assuming, however, that preserving the root 
consonants is more important than having an 
easy-to-pronounce syllable coda, i.e. in technical 
terms, that Ident-IO-Root dominates *Incr-
Son-Cod, the candidate watd emerges as the 
better and hence ‘optimal’ maßdar form.

Tableau 10 summarizes the more complex 
situation invol ving all four maßdar forms.

(10) Constraint Tableau, Ident-IO-C2-C3 >> 
*Incr-Son-Cod >> *Weak-Ons

Candidates Ident-IO-
C2-C3

*Incr-
Son-Cod

*Weak-Ons

a. ��tida

b.     watid *

c.      watd * *

d.     wadd * !
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Tableau 10 clearly illustrates the ranking of 
the three constraints – here one might also 
call them ‘tendencies’ – that are operational in 
determining the ‘quality’ of the different maßdar 
forms. Note that the form wadd is marked with 
an exclamation mark, which signals the fatal 
incurrence of the violation of the constraint 
Ident-IO-C2-C3. The forms watd and watid 
incur violation marks as well, but only on a 
lower constraint level.

5. S u m m a r y

The central idea of Optimality Theory is that 
surface forms of language reflect resolutions 
of conflicts between competing constraints. 
A surface form is ‘optimal’ if it incurs the 
least serious violations of a set of constraints, 
taking into account their hierarchical ranking. 
Languages differ in the ranking of constraints, 
and any violations must be minimal. The data 
in the realms of Arabic phonetics, phonology, 
and elsewhere can be analyzed in harmony with 
these principles. This supports an explanatory 
approach to Arabic morphophonology in terms 
of naturalness and preference theory in general, 
and of Optimality Theory in particular.
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Orality

Orality refers to the ways in which information 
is processed and knowledge is transmitted in cul-
tures that do not rely on the written word. The 
notion of orality derives primarily from work 
on oral-formulaic techniques of verse composi-
tion by Parry (1971) on Homeric Greek poetry 
and Lord (1960) on Serbo-Croatian verse epics 
(� poetic koine). They describe oral texts as 
composed of standardized themes associated 
with formulaic phrases, all of which make up 
a poetic repertoire upon which the experienced 
poet-reciter can draw instead of relying on rote 
memorization (Ong 1982:23). Parry and Lord 
conclude that, although we know texts from 
preliterate cultures as written texts, they “may 
well have been, in reality, a written record of 
the words uttered during a single performance 
by a singer, performer, or narrator who was, at 
the same time, not reciting from memory but 
rather composing the work so taken down” 
(Zwettler 1978:4). Ong (1982) builds on work 
by Parry, Lord, and others to contrast orality 
with literacy, the more familiar way in which 
we process information and transmit knowl-
edge in writing. He lists nine characteristics of 
orality and the oral style: it is additive rather 
than subordinative; aggregative rather than 
analytic; redundant or copious; conservative 
or traditionalist; close to the human lifeworld; 
agonistically toned; empathetic and participa-
tory rather than objective; homeostatic; situa-
tional rather than abstract (Ong 1982:37–57). 

Zwettler’s (1978) study of the Mu�allaqa of 
Imru± al-Qays is the most detailed treatment 
of orality in Arabic to date. It considers the 
presence of formulaic techniques (1978:15–
64), the infrequent occurrence of enjambment 
(1978:65–77), and the presence of conventional 
themes and thematic elements (1978:77–84) in 
the Mu�allaqa. It also examines the language of 
pre-Islamic poetry, � al-�arabiyya, to see whether 
oral-formulaic techniques can shed any light 
on the origins of al-�arabiyya (1978:97–188). 
Zwettler concludes that orality is an intrinsic 
aspect of classical Arabic poetry (1978:225) and 
of al-�arabiyya (1978:171). He admits, however, 
that this “does not, of itself, solve all the prob-
lems which that poetry presents” (1978:225). In
an earlier work, Bateson (1970) investigates lin-
guistic patterning and thematic divisions of five
pre-Islamic qaßà±id. She finds a correspondence 
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between language and theme but suggests that 
oral formulaic techniques may not tell the entire 
story of pre-Islamic Arabic poetry: “When 
called upon to recite, the poet might recite 
whole odes in which the passages had been 
carefully united to form a totality, or he might 
improvise long stretches at the interstices of the 
original design, to suit a mood or an audience” 
(Bateson 1970:123). A study by Monroe (1972) 
examines the use of formulas in samples of pre-
Islamic poetry and compares it with the use of 
formulas by later, literate poets. He concludes 
that later poets used far fewer formulas than 
pre-Islamic poets, who relied on oral-formulaic 
techniques (1972:37).

Other researchers have considered the role 
played by orality in contemporary Arabic. 
Kurpershoek (1995) finds that oral transmis-
sion among Bedouin of the central Arabian 
Peninsula produces multiple versions of a poem 
in some cases. They result from variations in 
the order and number of verses or in vocabulary 
and phrasing (Kurpershoek 1995:12). In other 
cases, oral transmission results in a high degree 
of accuracy when oral texts are compared 
with versions recorded in writing (Kurpershoek 
1995:11). Oral composition, however, relies on 
oral-formulaic techniques: “One might com-
pare the Najdi oral culture to a ‘do-it-yourself’ 
store from which oral poets can draw freely 
in order to construct a house of their own lik-
ing” (Kurpershoek 1994:28). In fieldwork with 
professional epic-singers of the Sìrat Banì Hilàl 
in Egypt, Reynolds also observes techniques 
similar to those described by Parry and Lord: 
texts are composed in performance rather than 
sung from memory (1995:12). Sowayan por-
trays a similar process in a description of the 
sàlfih, a genre of oral historical narrative in 
the northern Arabian Peninsula: “The narra-
tion of the sàlfih is not a recital. It is a creative 
process” (Sowayan 1992:23). This creative pro-
cess becomes more complex when the sàlfih 
includes poetry. The presence of a gißìdih, a line 
or more of poetry, within the sàlfih may require 
commentary. Because the gißìdih and the sàlfih 
are so closely connected, a change in the word-
ing of the gißìdih often entails a change in the 
sàlfih (Sowayan 1992:25–26). 

Not all contemporary genres, however, pres-
ent clear-cut examples of oral composition. 
Johnstone (1991) looks at repetition, parallel-
ism, and paraphrase in written persuasive dis-

course by several authors. Although she finds 
in that discourse a number of linguistic features 
identified with orality, she declines to char-
acterize the language and style used by well-
educated, literate authors as oral (Johnstone 
1991:114).

Even oral genres show variation in the degree 
to which oral composition occurs. Caton’s 
work on oral poetry in Yemen examines sev-
eral genres to describe a range of compositional 
conventions (1990:256–257). At one end is the 
bàlah, a competition in which poets compose 
and recite before an audience that evaluates 
their verses (1990:80). At the other is the qaßì-
dah in its distinctly Yemeni form, which is com-
posed in advance of performance (1990:257) 
and may be recorded in writing or on tape 
to preserve and distribute it (1990:188). In a 
study of Naba†i poetry, oral poetry of Arabia, 
Sowayan finds that poets rely on “conventional 
themes, stock motifs, topics, and formulas” 
(1985:95). They do not, however, compose in 
performance. Performance is, instead, recita-
tion of a memorized text (Sowayan 1985:111).

One aspect of orality that has been the subject 
of little research to date is ‘secondary orality’ in 
Arabic. Ong coined the term to refer to oral 
communication taking place through electronic 
technology, including telephone, radio, televi-
sion, and sound recording (Ong 1982:136). It 
has, however, come to refer to all kinds of elec-
tronically mediated communication, whether 
that communication relies on sound or sight. 
Brief studies examine the orthography used 
by speakers of Arabic when communicating 
electronically (Berjaoui 2001; Palfreyman and 
al Khalil 2003). Another (Belnap and Bishop 
2003) includes chat room communication as 
a type of personal correspondence in a consid-
eration of the increasing use of spoken Arabic 
in domains formerly dominated by Modern 
Standard Arabic. In-depth research on the 
effects of secondary orality on electronically 
mediated Arabic language use, and especially 
on discourse, is still to come.
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Elizabeth M. Bergman (Georgetown University)

Ottoman Empire

Arabic was one of the elsine-i :elà:e ‘the three 
languages’, which constituted the basis of Otto-
man elite culture. Thus, the Ottoman Empire 

can be described as part of a historical space-
time characterized by the use of Arabic as a 
means of communication, which in analogy 
to Fragner’s concept of ‘Persophonie’ can be 
named ‘Arabophonia’ (Fragner 1999). In the 
Ottoman Empire, in addition to its function 
as an ethnic language in the Arab provinces, 
Arabic was cultivated as the language of Islam 
and, more broadly, as a “written lingua franca 
in the Islamic world” (Richard Frye as quoted 
in Fragner 1999:32). Since Arabic in the Otto-
man context has not been studied in terms of 
sociolinguistics and language ideologies, only a 
preliminary outline can be given.

The position of Anatolia and the Balkans 
within the Arabophonia can be divided into 
three phases: the emergence of Turkish as a 
literary language in competition with Arabic 
(and Persian) until the late 15th century, the 
period of Arabic as a transnational language 
of Islam until the early 19th century, and 
finally the recognition of Arabic as an ethnic 
language. The first phase is characterized by 
ongoing Islamization and the lack of a stable 
network of institutions and of Arabophone 
readers in the Ottoman and other principalities 
in Anatolia. The result was a certain fluidity 
between the spheres of Arabic and Turkish, 
due to which certain genres, such as legal and 
religious texts, were incorporated in the Turk-
ish domain, which later became exclusively 
part of the Arabic sphere. The most prominent 
example is the translation of the Qur±àn made 
around 1405, entitled Jewàhiru l-aßdàf (Zaj Ëacz-
kowski 1937; Topalo‘lu 1983). For other exam-
ples, see Adamovic (1990), Yavuz (1983), and 
÷. Fazlıo‘lu (2003).

From the late 15th century onward, the 
Ottoman state acquired an increasingly Sunni-
Hanafi character. The corresponding interest in 
the Islamic territories resulted in the conquest 
of Syria (1514) and Egypt (1517) and subse-
quent easy access to Arabic literature. Large 
numbers of manuscripts were transferred to 
Istanbul. Out of the 14,500 titles recorded in 
£àjjì Xalìfa’s bibliographical dictionary, 95 
percent are estimated to be in Arabic (Bilge and 
Yaltkaya 1941–1943:15; for a slightly different 
estimate, see Birnbaum 1994:154). At the same 
time, a unified system of higher education came 
into being as a venue for the study of a canon 
of scholarly texts in Arabic, and as a place to 
study Arabic. Subsequently, a stable division 

ottoman empire

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   501 10/4/2007   6:53:43 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



502

between the domains of Arabic and Turkish is 
characteristic for the second phase of Ottoman 
Arabophonia.

The hybrid character of Ottoman culture 
blurred the distinction between Arabic and Per-
sian as distinct languages, on the one hand, and 
as components of Classical Ottoman, on the 
other, as is evident in a statement by the poet 
and historian Muß†afà �âlì (d. 1600): “In fact, 
the astonishing language current in the state of 
Rùm, composed of four languages [West Turk-
ish, Ça‘atay, Arabic, and Persian] is a pure 
gilded tongue which, in the speech of the liter-
ati, seems more difficult than any of these. If one 
were to equate speaking Arabic with a religious 
obligation [far�], and the use of Persian with a 
sanctioned tradition [sünnet], then the speak-
ing of a Turkish made up of these sweetnesses 
[Arabic and Persian] becomes a meritorious act 
[müste™abb]” (Fleischer 1986:253ff.; Turkish 
text in ÷. Fazlıo‘lu 2003:160). The status of 
Arabic as a transnational language as opposed 
to Turkish as an ethnic language is illustrated by 
the following dialogue between a Turkish and 
an Iranian scholar in the course of a scholarly 
discussion of an Arabic text: “You don’t know 
Turkish because you’re not a Turk” – “Thank 
God for that!” (±anta là ta�rif bi-t-turkiyya 
li–±annaka lasta min at-Turk – al-™amdu li-llàhi 
�alà �àlik; ÷. Fazlıo‘lu 2003:181).

Lexicography reflected the twofold status, 
serving the understanding of Arabic texts as 
well as the expansion of the vocabulary of 
Ottoman Turkish. Two Turkish Qur±ànic 
glossaries from the 15th century prepared the 
ground for the second phase of Arabophonia 
(Muhtar 1993). Axtarì’s (d. 968/1560) diction-
ary was an  original achievement (Türkiye Diya-
net Vakfı ÷slam Ansiklopedisi, s.v. Ahterî), and 
al-Jawharì’s Íi™à™ was translated into Turk-
ish several times, the most popular translation 
being that by Vànkulì in the late 10th/16th 
century. It was to be the only Ottoman book 
printed three times in the course of the 18th 
century (÷slam Ansiklopedisi, s.v. Vankulu).

Especially since the classical period Ottomans 
not only consumed but also produced literature 
in Arabic. The option for one of the ‘three lan-
guages’ is not self-evident but requires analysis 
in context. Ottoman authors tended to justify 
their writing in Turkish (numerous examples 
in ÷. Fazlıo‘lu 2003), while apparently they 
regarded Arabic as the natural choice. Ottoman 

authors preferred Arabic for certain genres of 
texts, especially in prose. In keeping with the 
inherited canons of law, theology, philoso-
phy, science, and Arabic philology as taught 
in the medreses, Ottomans wrote such works 
preferably in Arabic (e.g. see Atsız 1966–1972 
for a list of 183 works in Arabic by the �àlim 
and historian Ibn Kemàl Paša [d. 940/1534]). 
Arabic was the preferred language for gen-
eral as well as biographical, bibliographical, or 
geographical encyclopedias, such as works by 
¢ašköprüzàde (d. 1561), £àjjì Xalìfa (d. 1657), 
and Sipàhìzàde (d. 1588). While chronicles of 
the Ottoman dynasty were written in Turkish, 
there are several prominent examples of world 
histories written in Arabic, including works by 
Jenàbì (d. 1590), £àjjì Xalìfa, and Münejjimbašı 
(d. 1702). Ottomans studied poetry in Persian 
and Arabic and usually began writing poetry 
in imitation of canonical examples (Flemming 
1977:16). Yet, while many Ottoman authors 
wrote substantial poetic works in Persian, the 
465 verses in Arabic in Fu�ùlì’s (d. 1555) 
Dìwàn seem to have been an exception, and 
these verses were not regarded as highly as 
his other poetry or his Arabic prose (Demirel 
1991). Deeds of larger pious foundations, as 
texts of legal importance as well as literary 
quality, were regularly drafted in Arabic (Kaleši 
1972; Uzunçarçılı 1941; Schwarz and Win-
kelhane 1986) or existed in parallel versions 
(Singer 2002:44–46).

Modern scholars have offered explanations 
of the language choices of Ottoman writers, but 
only in limited contexts. Given the examples 
above (and below), geographical reasons cannot 
account for the choice of Arabic. Likewise, the 
status of Arabic as the language of the Islamic 
Revelation and the connection of Arabic to the 
sphere of religion do not suffice as explanations 
of language choice (see ¢ašköprüzàde, Miftà™ 
I, 86, for the religious and literary merits of 
Arabic). Both the 15th-century ßùfì Yazıjıoÿlı 
Me™med and the 16th-century preacher Bir-
givì wrote their works in Arabic, before they 
prepared popular versions in Turkish. In the 
widespread genre of ‘Forty ™adì
’ collections, 
it is possible to distinguish Ottoman works of 
theological and doctrinal content in Arabic, 
and didactic and edifying works in Turkish (see 
Karahan 1991). ÷. Fazlıo‘lu (2003:154) sug-
gests that in the works of Ibn Sìnà, al-Ÿazàlì, 
¢ùsì, and others, Arabic had been developed 
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into a ‘semisymbolic’ language of formalized 
logic appropriate for the description of the 
exterior world and used as such in the Ottoman 
world as well. This concept may explain why 
many extant Turkish translations of Arabic 
texts do not simply transfer but paraphrase 
and interpret the original Arabic. It may be 
objected that the function of a symbolic lan-
guage hinges on the vocabulary and thus could 
have been fulfilled by Classical Ottoman after 
its wholesale incorporation of Arabic vocabu-
lary (Arabic loanwords in � Turkish). In his 
discussion of the works of £àjjì Xalìfa, Birn-
baum (1994:150ff.) points out that works in 
Arabic could expect a wider audience in the 
Islamic world as a whole. However, there is no 
indication that £àjjì Xalìfa ever thought of an 
audience beyond the Ottoman elite of his time. 
Statements about prospective readership tend 
to be based on genre, which therefore should 
be the starting point for a general explanation. 
The examples gathered so far suggest that Otto-
mans wrote in Arabic about topics of universal 
validity and relevance, while issues of local or 
regional interest were dealt with in Turkish. 
Many such universal topics were typically dealt 
with in the medreses, while little literature in 
Arabic emerged from the dervish lodges. This 
hypothesis would explain the widespread use 
of translations as the application of universal 
knowledge to local contexts. Numerous Otto-
man authors wrote in Arabic first and then 
produced a Turkish version of the same text 
(in addition to Jenàbì’s and Sipàhìzàde’s works 
mentioned above, see £asan Kàfì Ak™ißàrì’s 
[d. 1616] treatise on ethics and politics).

Although Turkish works frequently claimed 
to have been written for an audience with-
out knowledge of Arabic, it can be assumed 
that the Ottoman elite in general had at least 
reading proficiency, so that Arabic could not 
be instrumentalized to monopolize knowledge. 
Ottoman literacy was based on education in 
the mekteb, the elementary school, in which the 
recitation of the Qur±àn was taught as a ritual 
practice. However, proficiency in Arabic was 
not a goal of the mekteb (Ergin 1939; Somel 
2001). ¢ašköprüzàde’s recommendation to use 
only Arabic in sermons was only theoreti-
cal, and allowed exceptions “in case of need” 
(Miftà™ I, 56; see Flemming 1977:8). It was pri-
marily the medrese as the institution of higher 
education which integrated Ottomans into 

Arabophonia. Instruction in the medrese was 
in Turkish, but the required texts were entirely 
in Arabic (lists of textbooks in ÷zgi 1997:I, 
61–108; Ç. Fazlıo‘lu 2003; Çeçen 1986). In the 
lower ranks of the medrese, the topics of � 
ßarf ‘phonology/morphology’, na™w ‘syntax’, 
and ma�ànì ‘semantics’ made up a consider-
able part of the curriculum. According to Çeçen 
(1986:272), tables of morphological paradigms 
(often in anonymous works with contemporary 
commentaries) have been added since the mid-
16th century (see the descriptions in Quiring-
Zoche 1994, 2000). This would indicate an 
increasing consciousness of the difficulties of 
language education.

Training provided in the palace school for 
military and administrative officials was not 
substantially different than in the medrese. 
Ortaylı (1986:194) raises doubts regarding the 
proficiency of Ottoman officials. Mistakes in 
£àjjì Xalìfa’s Arabic, as noted by Bilge and 
Yaltkaya (1941–1943:I, 15), were due more to 
negligence than ignorance. On the other hand, a 
decree by Süleymàn I in 1553 to provide Turk-
ish summary translations of all previous sultans’ 
waqfıyes (Uzunçarçılı 1941:550) indicates that 
clerks in the imperial chancery had difficulty 
reading Arabic documents, the administrative 
language being Turkish. In exceptional cases, 
Arabic was used by the central chancery in 
internal correspondence (Veinstein 2001:427, 
pointing out that Arabic documents were reg-
istered in a different script in the mühimme 
defterleri). Local administration in the Arab 
provinces often involved the local language, as 
attested by extant court records (Encyclopae-
dia of Islam, 2nd ed., s.v. Sidjill). While there 
is some evidence of translators being used in 
courts in different parts of the empire, so far 
translators in the service of governors and their 
employees (beglerbegi, ßanjaqbegi, ßubašı) have 
been found in the Arab provinces only (Vein-
stein 2001:434–437; see also ÷slam Ansiklope-
disi, s.v. Tercüman). It is unknown whether this 
was for pragmatic reasons or for ideological 
reasons linked to the status of Arabic.

From the 12th/18th century onward, the 
Ottoman literate public extended more and 
more beyond the medrese-trained elite, as is 
indicated by the number of newly founded 
libraries. Thus, a growing section of Ottoman 
society remained outside Arabophonia. Numer-
ous new translations from Arabic into Turkish, 
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including theological works as well as Müter-
jim A™med �âßim’s translation of Fìrùzàbàdì’s 
Qàmùs, entitled el-Oqyànùs (1815), have to be 
seen in this context.

The emphasis on ethnolinguistically defined 
identities among the subjects of the Ottoman 
Empire in the 19th century shaped the last 
phase of Ottoman Arabophonia in contradic-
tory ways. Since the Tan�ìmàt era, the cen-
tral government resorted to an ideology of a 
transnational Islamic Ottoman identity. Thus, 
it maintained the teaching of Arabic as a cen-
tral part of the school curriculum throughout 
the numerous stages of the reform of pub-
lic education (Somel 2001). In the Hamidian 
period (1876–1909), the Arabic element was 
consciously supported as the language of the 
caliphate and as the language of the largest 
non-Turkish ethnic group. On the other hand, 
attempts at centralization and tighter control 
intensified the contacts between authorities and 
subjects, and thus exacerbated the problem of 
ethnic languages. Government policies to pro-
mote the use of Turkish culminated in Article 
18 of the Constitution of 1876, soon suspended 
but reinstated in 1908: “A prerequisite for 
Ottoman subjects’ employment in State serv-
ice is that they know Turkish, which is the 
official language of the State [devletiñ lisàn-i 
resmìsi]” (quoted in Lewis 1999:16; see Prätor 
1993b). Unification as a corollary of Ottoman 
modernization brought together the spheres 
of Arabic as an ethnic language and Ara-
bic as a semisymbolic transnational language, 
and revealed the discrepancies between them. 
Typically contradicting attitudes are reflected 
in a debate in Parliament in 1916, during 
which a Turkish member insisted that Arabic 
was not a foreign language, while the Minis-
ter of Education sought to distinguish Eastern 
from Western foreign languages, subsuming 
Arabic together with Persian, Urdu, and Hindi 
under the former (Prätor 1993a:266). The Sen-
ate received numerous petitions in Arabic and 
debated about having them translated officially, 
but translators were available only for French 
(Prätor 1993c:217).

The concept of Arabic as a “ready-made Espe-
ranto of the Orient”, as a journalist expressed 
it in 1911, was not tenable: any use of Arabic 
had to be aligned with the standards of con-
temporary living Arabic. Numerous Turkish 
memoirs from the 19th century expressed frus-

tration that the training in the mekteb did not 
provide communicative skills in Arabic (Prätor 
1993a:264; see also Ergin 1939). Complaints 
about Turkish teachers of Arabic unable to 
speak and teach the language were common 
in the Arab provinces (Somel 2001:205, 218). 
Learning Arabic according to modern methods 
was promoted in Young Turk circles as well as 
by the government; one Young Turkish member 
of Parliament published a newspaper in Arabic 
in Istanbul (al-�Arab; see Prätor 1993a).

Language policies of the central government 
caused tensions in the Arab provinces which 
were not resolved before the end of the Otto-
man Empire. The requirement of Article 68 in 
the Constitution of 1876/1908 that members 
of Parliament had to be proficient in Turkish 
was never enforced (Prätor 1993b:133). On the 
other hand, ignorance of Arabic among Otto-
man officials was a general complaint (Prätor 
1993c:164–183). The unification of the law 
created a law code that was exclusively in 
Turkish (the so-called mejelle), but the law 
code pertaining to property (±arà�ì qànùn-
nàmesi) had been translated into Arabic, so 
that both versions were valid in court (Ortaylı 
1986:195). Debates about Arabic as an official 
language in the Arab provinces occurred first 
in 1877 (Ortaylı 1986:196), but a directive in 
1909 making Turkish the exclusive language 
of courts gave rise to widespread complaints 
about possible errors in rulings due to linguistic 
problems. Arabic was officially admitted as a 
language in court in 1913. The degree to which 
this was implemented is unknown. The same 
decree introduced Arabic as the language of 
instruction in the schools in the Arab provinces 
(Prätor 1993b).

While the Young Turk era had begun to reunite 
the different spheres of use of  Arabic, it was the 
loss of the Arab provinces in World War I and 
Kemalist secularism that ultimately excluded 
the Ottoman world from  Arabophonia.
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Pakistan

1. T h e  h i s t o r y  o f  A r a b i c  i n 
S o u t h  A s i a

Pakistan is a multilingual country with 6 major 
languages (see Table 1), and 69 languages in all 
(Grimes 2000:588–598). Urdu is the national 
language, but it is English, the ex-colonial lan-
guage, which is used in the higher domains of 
power – government, military, higher education, 
judiciary, commerce, research, and media.

Table 1. Languages spoken in Pakistan

Language Percentage of 
speakers

Number of 
speakers

Punjabi 44.15 66,225,000
Pashto 15.42 23,130,000
Sindhi 14.10 21,150,000
Siraiki 10.53 15,795,000
Urdu  7.57 11,355,000
Balochi  3.57  5,355,000
Others  4.66  6,990,000

Source: Census 2001, Table 2.7. (Population assumed 
to be 150 million in 2003 as it was 132,352,000 in 
1998, the growth rate being 2.69%)

Arabic is not one of the indigenous languages 
of Pakistan, although some people claim Arabic 
as a mother tongue and others use it as an addi-
tional language (see Tables 2 and 3). Arabic 
periodicals are published, although they have 
a very small circulation (see Table 4). Since 
most Pakistanis (96.16%, according to Census 
1998:107) are Muslim, Arabic is a symbol of 
religious identity and the liturgical language 

of the country. Because of its symbolic and 
affective significance, Arabic has always been 
an important part of the education of Pakistani 
and, indeed, South Asian Muslims.

Arabic came to South Asia with the Arab 
merchants who traded on the Malabar Coast 
and Sri Lanka, and even settled down there in 
due course, before the Arabs conquered Sindh 
in 711–712 C.E. (Nadwì 1972:69–71, 259–301; 
Kòken 1974). Some Arab historians claim that 
the languages of Mansura and Multan were 
Arabic and Sindhi (Ibn £awqal, Masàlik). It 
is possible that the Arabs who settled in Sindh 
and some parts of the Baluchistan coast after 
Mu™ammad ibn Qàsim’s conquest used Ara-
bic, especially after the Umayyad caliph Walìd 
(r. 705–715) substituted Arabic for Greek in 
parts of his empire overlapping or adjacent 
to present-day Pakistan (Elliott 1867:I, 461). 
It is also possible that, because of frequent 

Table 2. Speakers of Arabic in Pakistan (in 
millions)

N.B.: Detailed data on languages was not compiled 
after 1961.
* Census 1951, Tables 7 and 7-A (population 

75,635,496)
** Census 1961, Statement 5.1 and 5.2 (population 

90,282,674)

1951* 1961** 2004

Mother tongue  1,249 3,398 data not 
available

Additional lan-
guage commonly 
spoken

63,794 250,522 data not 
available

P
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Year Population Ability to read 
and write Arabic

Ability to speak 
Arabic fluently

Ability to read 
Qur±ànic Arabic 
without under-
standing

General literacy

1951  75,842,000 0.23 (out of popu-
lation aged 5 and 
above)

0.09 10.5 (out of 
Muslims)

22 (out of popula-
tion aged 5 and 
above)

1961  93,720,613 0.46 (out of 
population aged 
5 and above)

0.28 6.29 (out of total 
population aged 5 
and above)

19.2

1981  84,254,000 No information No information 38.37 (out of 
Muslims aged 5
and above)

26.17 (aged 10 and 
above)

1998 132,352,000 No information No information 55.35 (Muslims 
aged 5 and above)

43.92 (aged 10 and 
above)

Source: Census reports 1951, 1961, 1981, and 1998.
NB: ‘Literacy’ was defined in each census as follows:
Census 1951 The ability to read any language in clear print (even without understanding)
Census 1961 The ability to read with understanding a short statement on everyday life in any 

language
Census 1981 The ability to read and write with understanding
Census 1998 The ability to read a newspaper and write a simple letter

Table 4. Publications in Arabic

Numbers Circulation

Year Arabic 
newspapers 
and 
periodicals

Total Percentage of 
Arabic out of 
total

Circulation 
of Arabic 
publications

Total circulation in 
all categories

Percentage of 
Arabic out of 
total

1999 2 1,571 0.13 1,750 
(biweeklies)

7,310,986 0.092

5,000 
(monthlies)

2000 4 815 0.49 1,750 
(biweeklies)

5,000 
(monthlies)

7,458,662 0.09

2001 4 763 0.52 5,100 
(dailies)

7,589,136 0.067

2002 4 720 0.55 5,100 
(dailies)

7,976,177 0.064

2003 4 945 0.42 5,350 
(dailies)

8,250,635 0.065

Source: Audit Bureau of Circulation, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Govt. of Pakistan, May 
2004.

Table 3. Literacy in Arabic (in percentages)
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intercourse with the Arabs, members of the elite 
picked up verses or bon mots from Arabic and 
could quote them on occasion (Mubarakpurì 
1989:315–316).

The northern part of Pakistan was conquered 
by the Ghaznavid Turks in 1026, and there 
are references to Arabic being used by them in 
some domains of the state (Munawar 1972:27–
28). It was taught in the maktabs (schools) and 
the madrasas (colleges), and religious personali-
ties wrote their works, including letters and the 
Xilàfat nàmas of mystics (ßùfìs), in it (Shìranì 
1929:83). Among the Arabic books taught dur-
ing Ghias Uddin Balban’s (r. 1266–1287) time 
were canonical works of grammar from the 
13th century onward (see Table 5), some of 
which are still taught in South Asian madra-
sas. The prose classic was the Maqàmàt of al-
£arìrì of Basra (1054–1122), which recounted 
the picaresque, somewhat risqué, adventures 
of ±Abù Zayd from Sarùj, which was valued 
highly as a model of elegant Arabic prose. The 
Maqàmàt were often memorized, Sheikh Ni�àm 
ad-Dìn Aulià (1234–1324) having memorized 
forty chapters (maqàmas; Hai 1947:I, 163). 
It was also emulated; Sayyid ±Abù Bakr al-
�Alawì wrote al-Maqàmàt al-Hindiyya (1715), 
in which the protagonist, Abul Zafar al-Hindi, 
plays out his adventures in South Asian cit-
ies such as Surat, Ahmadnagar, and Lahore 
(Ahmad 1946:225–228).

Even as writing in Arabic decreased, the 
Indian ulema continued to produce works in 
Arabic, as described in the Nuzhat al-xawà†ir 
(Hai 1947) and other sources (Ahmad 1946). 
For example, the famous Muslim reformer Shah 
Walìullàh (1703–1762) wrote his magnum 
opus, £ujjat Allàh al-bàliÿa (published 1869), 
in Arabic. Even in the 18th century, when 
European learning appeared in India, Tafuzzul 
Husain (1727–1800) translated Newton’s Prin-
cipia (1687) and other scientific works into 
Arabic, on the assumption that Arabic would 
remain the language of science in the Islamic 
world including India (Khan 1998:274).

Arabic was a much more important part of 
Muslim education before the decline of the 
Mughal Empire than after it. Not only the 
ulema but also others, like Sher Khan (r. 1545–
1553), who wrested away the Mughal Empire 
from Humayun (d. 1556), studied books on 
Arabic grammar (Sarwàni 1586:9). The empha-

sis on Arabic grammar and literature may 
have been more than pragmatic people realized; 
Aurangzeb Alamgir (r. 1658–1707), the most 
Islamic minded of the Mughal emperors, is said 
to have reprimanded his former teacher for 
having given far more attention to Arabic than 
to foreign languages (Bernier 1826:176–177). 
Later, the Arabic script (� nasx) remained 
part of the traditional course of studies of a 
Muslim gentleman, and even women, while 
being denied literacy in other languages, were 
taught how to read the Qur±àn, though without 
understanding. The pupils merely learned to 
recognize the Arabic alphabet before going on 
to study Persian, a marker of elitist identity as 
well as the language of upward social mobility, 
the script of which (� nasta�lìq), was based on 
the Arabic script.

When the British arrived, they found elemen-
tary schools (maktabs) teaching basic literacy 
in Persian and Arabic, Persian schools teaching 
some Arabic and advanced Persian literature, 
and Arabic schools teaching religious subjects 
through Arabic with explanation in Persian. 
Initially, they followed the Orientalist policy of 
retaining the traditional system of study, and 
they learned Persian as well as Arabic them-
selves. Thus, the first educational institution 
established by the British in India in 1781, the 
Calcutta Madrassah, taught the usual texts in 
Arabic language and literature. However, the 
British added texts like the ±Alf layla wa-layla 
‘The Arabian nights’ and Naf™at al-Yaman, 
the latter written by ±A™mad al-Yamanì (ca. 
1820s). These texts were also taught in the 
secular educational institutions created by the 
British, where Arabic was an optional subject.

2. A r a b i c  i n  t h e  I s l a m i c 
s e m i n a r i e s

The madrasas, usually based on an endowment 
(waqf ), had served primarily as Islamic seminar-
ies since the 11th century C.E., when they were 
created to teach the tenets of Islam (Makdisi 
1981:36–38). They taught Arabic grammar, lit-
erature, and rhetoric, again through canonical 
works and commentaries, all written in Arabic 
but sometimes with explanations in Persian. 
Different teachers taught different books (Sufi 
1941:68–70), and there was no standardized 
curriculum until the Dars-i Nizàmì was created 
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Table 5. Arabic texts used in the madrasas

Morphology (ßarf )

£àfi� Mu™ammad ibn Barak Allàh Laxwì (d. 1893), ±Abwàb aß-ßarf.
Mu™ammad ibn �Abd aß-Íamad al-Harìsì, known as Sheikh Bahà± ad-Dìn (1546–1621), Íarf-i Bahàì.
�Alì ±Akbar ±Allàhàbàdì (d. 1680), Fußùl-i ±Akbarì. �Abd al-Karìm (n.d.), Iršàd aß-ßarf.
±A™mad ibn �Alì Ibn Mas�ùd (n.d.), Marà™ al-±arwà™.
Mìzàn aß-ßarf. Author unknown (Sheikh Sà�di, £amza Badàyùnì, and Mu™ammad ibn Muß†afà 

[d. 1505–1506] are named in different sources).
£amzà Badàyùnì, Munša�ib, n.d. (Siràj ad-Dìn al-±Awa�ì is also named in some sources as the 

author.)
Jam� al-Muqaddimàt, n.d. (Two works on ßarf, ±Am
ila and Šar™ ±Am
ila; taught in Shì�ì madrasas.)
Panj Ganj. Probably by Siràj ad-Dìn �U�mànì al-±Awa�ì (d. 1356).
�Alì ibn Mu™ammad Mìr Sayyid aš-Šarìf al-Jurjànì (1339–1413), Íarf-i Mìr.
Jamàl ad-Dìn ±Abù �Amr �U�màn ibn �Umar ibn al-£àjib (1174–1248), aš-Šàfiya.
�Inàyat ±A™mad Kàkòrvì (1812–1863), �Ilm aß-ßìÿa, 1859.

Syntax (na™w)

Bahà± ad-Din �Abdallàh ibn ±A™mad Ibn �Aqìl (1298–1367), Šar™ Ibn �Aqìl.
Siràj ad-Dìn al-±Awa�ì (or ±Abù £ayyàn al-±Andalùsì), Hidàyat an-na™w, 14th c.
*Qà�ì Šihàb ad-Din al-Ÿaznawì ad-Dawlatàbàdì (d. 1455), al-±Iršàd fì n-na™w.
±Abù Barkat Nùr ad-Dìn �Abd ar-Ra™màn Jàmì (1414–1492), Šar™ al-Kàfiya (Mullà Jàmì), 15th c.
Ibn al-£àjib, al-Kàfiya fì n-na™w.
�Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 1078), Mi±a �àmil.
±Abù l-Fat™ Nàßir ibn as-Sayyid ±Abù l-Mukarram ibn �Alì al-Xuwàrizmì al-Mu†arrizì (1143–1209 or 

1213), al-Mißbà™ fì n-na™w.
Šarìf al-Jurjànì, Na™w-i Mìr, 14th c.
Šarìf al-Jurjàni (or others?), Šar™ Mi±a �àmil, 14th c.

Rhetoric/Poetics

*Siràj ad-Dìn ±Abù Ya�qùb Yùsuf ibn �Alì ibn Mu™ammad as-Sakkàkì (d. 1228), Miftà™ al-�ulùm.
Sa±d ad-Dìn Mas�ùd ibn �Umar as-Sa�d at-Taftazànì (1322–1389), Muxtaßar al-ma�ànì, 1355.
at-Taftazànì, al-Mu†awwal, 1347.
±Abù �Abdallàh Mu™ammad ibn �Abd ar-Ra™màn Jalàl ad-Dìn Mu™ammad Qazwìnì (1268–1338), 

Talxìß al-Miftà™.

Literature
 
*±A™mad ibn Mu™ammad aš-Širwànì al-Yamanì (d. 1840), �Ajab al-�ujàb fìmà yufìd al-kuttàb.
±Abù Tammàm £abìb (786–845), Dìwàn al-™amàsa.
±Abù Mu™ammad al-Qàsim al-£arìrì (1054–1121 or 1122), Maqàmàt al-£arìrì.
±Abù †-¢ayyib ±A™mad ibn £usayn al-Mutanabbì (915–965), Dìwàn al-Mutanabbì.
*±A™mad al-Yamanì, Naf™at al-Yaman, ca. 1820.
Mu™ammad �Azìz �Alì (1883–1955), Naf™at al-�Arab.
�Alì ibn ±Abì ¢àlib, Nahj al-balàÿa, 10th c. (Mostly taught in Shì�ì madrasas.)
Ka�b ibn Zuhayr (d. 645), Qaßìdat al-Burda.
Sab�a Mu�allaqàt, by several pre-Islamic Arab poets, transmitted by ±Abù l-Qàsim £ammàd ibn Sàbùr 

ibn al-Mubàrak ar-Ràwiya (d. 772).

Code: In bold – books used in the Dars-i Nizami; with asterisk – books no longer used. 
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by Mullà Nizàm Uddìn of Sihàlì (d. 1748), 
a village near Lucknow (Robinson 2002:48–
50). The texts used in the Dars-i Nizàmì are 
still used in the madrasas of South Asia (Sufi 
1941:73–75).

In present-day Pakistan there are about ten 
thousand madrasas registered, with private 
boards of their own sects and subsects (ICG 
2002:2). They teach in Urdu and sometimes in 
Pashto or Sindhi, but the qualifying examina-
tions are held in Urdu or Arabic. Most students 
answer the questions in Urdu, although they 
use memorized passages from Arabic texts in 
their answers. In short, their understanding of 
Islam is predominantly in Urdu, despite their 
apparent ease with Arabic quotations.

The canonical texts of the Dars-ì Nizàmì still 
have explanations in Arabic and sometimes 
in Persian. However, most texts are available 
in Urdu translation, and the important ones 
have commentaries and explanations in Urdu. 
The grammatical texts are on grammar, mor-
phology (ßarf ) and syntax (na™w), literature, 
and rhetoric. The aim of grammatical stud-
ies is to preserve the language from change, 
which is seen as corruption (as by Ibn Xaldùn, 
Muqaddima 322; Shalaby 1954:44–47). The 
role of literature and rhetoric too is similar. 
The best writings of the classical period are 
meant to be exemplars. Since they are either in 
Classical Arabic or in a literary style considered 
elegant, they are still taught in the madrasas. 
The objective is to conserve what is seen to be 
the identity-confirming icons from the past.

As the madrasas saw themselves as the cus-
todians of an increasingly beleaguered and 

besieged Islamic identity during colonial rule 
and after independence in 1947 when Pakistan 
came to be ruled by a secular elite, they remain 
defensive of the Dars-i Nizàmì and refuse to 
change the traditional texts.

In Pakistani madrasas, however, Arabic 
grammar is actually taught through contem-
porary books which follow modern methods 
of language teaching (Rahman 2002:106–107). 
In Table 6, only the most commonly used text-
books are listed; otherwise, most Arabic texts 
have translations and explanations in Urdu.

In short, while the ulema preserve the Dars-ì 
Nizàmì for identity-related reasons, they are 
pragmatic enough to have introduced at least 
some modern means of teaching Arabic in their 
madrasas. Despite this, students of madrasas 
are generally unable to understand or speak 
modern Arabic. They are also unaware of mod-
ern Arabic literature or scholarship on Arabic 
outside their own texts.

3. A r a b i c  a n d  t h e  I s l a m i c 
i d e n t i t y  i n  P a k i s t a n

Among the Muslims of South Asia, Arabic 
has been seen more as a symbol of Islamic 
identity than as a language. Ordinary people 
begin their children’s education in the tradi-
tional way by teaching them the rudiments 
of the Arabic script. Sometimes, however, the 
child merely recognizes Arabic letters in the 
Qur±àn without knowing Arabic or developing 
the ability to read languages in similar scripts. 
However, while in 1951 about 10.5 percent of 
Muslims could read the Qur±àn, in 1998 this 
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Table 6. Newer textbooks of Arabic of all the textbook boards of Pakistan, from classes 6 through 12

Charthàwalì, Muštàq Ahmad. N.d. �Ilm aß-ßarf. 3 vols. Rawalpindi: Raza Publications.
——. N.d. �Ilm an-na™w. Hazro: Maktabà-i Siddìqia.
——. N.d. �Arabì zubàn kà àsàn qà�idà [primer]. Hazro: Maktabà-i Siddìqià.
——. 1962. Ròzatul adab. Multan: Maktabà Imdàdia.
Misrì, Muhammad Amìn ul. N.d. a†-¢arìqa al-jadìda fì ta�lìm al-�arabiyya. 2 vols. Medina: al-Jàmi�a 

al-±Islàmiyya bi-l-Madìna al-Munawwara.
Nadwì, �Abdul Majid. 1951–1952. Mu�allim al-±inšà±, I. Karachi: Majlis Našaràt-i Islàm.
——. 1954–1955. Mu�allim al-±inšà±, II. Karachi: Majlis Našaràt-i Islàm.
——. 1955. Mu�allim al-±inšà±, III. Karachi: Majlis Našaràt-i Islàm.
Nadwì, Abul Hasan �Ali. N.d. al-Qirà±àt ar-ràšida. 3 vols.
——. N.d. Muxtàràt min ±adab al-�Arab. 2 vols.
——. N.d. Qißaß an-nabi±ìn.
Razzàk, �Abdul. 1980. a†-¢arìqa al-�aßriyya fì ta�lìm al-luÿa al-�arabiyya. Rawalpindi: Urdù Bazàr. 

(Copy used in Pakistani madrasas is dated 1980.)
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figure had increased to 55.35 percent, reflecting 
both an increase in literacy and the increasing 
Islamization of Pakistani society (see Table 3).

The Pakistani state emphasized the Islamic 
identity to counter language-based ethnic-
ity (Rahman 1996) and to differentiate the 
Pakistani identity from the Indian Other. 
Religious symbolism was employed, and Arabic 
was one major such symbol. Thus, Arabic 
roots were used to create new technical terms 
in Urdu (Durrànì 1993:446–504, Chap. 15; 
Rahman 1999:265–267). There was a proposal 
that all languages of Pakistan, including � 
Bengali, the language of 55.5 million Pakistanis 
from 1947 to 1971 when East Pakistan sepa-
rated to become Bangladesh, were to be writ-
ten in the Arabic script to create national 
cohesion (ABE 1949:9). The Bengalis opposed 
this, and the proposal was never implemented 
(Legislative Assembly Debates, Pakistan-P 02, 
March 1951:471–472). Similarly, the proposal 
for introducing Arabic as the national language 
of Pakistan was not implemented as it was 
considered impractical (Rahman 2002:92). The 
Council of Islamic Ideology, created in 1962 
in order to Islamize Pakistani society and the 
state, recommended in 1971 that the teaching 
of Arabic should be encouraged at all levels 
and that it should be an “alternative compul-
sory language” (1982 report of the Council 
of Islamic Ideology, p. 13). Later, the 1973 
constitution, though prepared by the Left-lean-
ing prime minister Z.A. Bhutto (1928–1979), 
provided that the teaching of the Qur±àn should 
be compulsory and that the teaching of Arabic 
should be encouraged and facilitated (Article 
31 [2] a). The proposal that Arabic should 
be taught in government schools was imple-
mented, but the language was taught as part of 
Islamic studies.

General Zià ul Haq (r. 1977–1988), who 
legitimized his usurpation of power by appeal 
to Islam, equated Arabic with the ideology of 
Pakistan and Islam (Edn. Pol. 1979: 48). The 
teaching of Arabic was increased, and it was 
taught through Islamic texts, making it an 
extension of Islamic studies. In 1982, Arabic 
was made compulsory for children in state 
schools (not for children in English-medium 
private schools for the elite) in classes 6 through 
8 (Malik 1996:271). The Council of Islamic 
Ideology insisted on granting Arabic compul-
sory status from the secondary stage onward 

and requiring that it be taught to judges. As 
Islamization had strengthened the Islamists in 
the country, all subsequent governments con-
tinued with these policies.

4. A r a b i c  i n  s e c u l a r 
i n s t i t u t i o n s  i n  P a k i s t a n

The secular educational institutions of 
Pakistan – schools, colleges, professional col-
leges, training institutions, and universities –
prepare students for careers in the state or the 
private sector. Arabic is only of limited use in 
these sectors, and parents do not want to over-
burden their children with learning it. At the 
same time, parents as well as the state want the 
Islamic identity of the children to be preserved, 
and they therefore encourage the teaching of 
the rudiments of Islam, including the recogni-
tion of the words of the Qur±àn. Thus, the 
state’s policy of making Arabic compulsory in 
government schools is not opposed despite the 
burden on the children. Private English-medium 
schools, catering to the elite, do not follow gov-
ernment curricula and have never made Arabic 
compulsory. In the colleges and universities, 
as well as on the competitive examinations for 
state services, students see Arabic as an easy 
option. It is taught through the translation 
method so that competence in the subject, even 
among university graduates, is very rare.

Modern methods and means of teaching 
Arabic, including the television, were used by 
the Allama Iqbal Open University (a distance-
teaching institution) and the National Institute 
(now University) of Modern Languages. Help 
was received from Arab countries to expose 
Pakistani children to Arabic (Mißrì 1984), and 
many secular institutions, like the Pakistan 
National Centres, started teaching everyday 
rather than traditional Arabic to students. Even 
Z.A. Bhutto’s government disseminated the 
knowledge of Arabic during the 1970s on the 
grounds that many Pakistanis were emigrating 
to the Middle East for employment. As demand 
for teachers rose, a number of madrasa gradu-
ates joined state schools as teachers (Malik 
1996:271–272).

The Islamic International University, estab-
lished in Islamabad, uses Arabic and English 
as the media of instruction for all subjects. 
Because of the presence of students and faculty 
with Arabic as their mother tongue, the students
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of this institution get exposure to living Arabic. 
However, except as readers of Arabic news, 
interpreters, teachers of Arabic, and liaison 
persons with the Arab world, Pakistanis do not 
find Arabic of much utilitarian value. Thus, 
the number of those who learn it and gain real 
competence in it remains small.

To conclude, Arabic remains an iconic lan-
guage for Pakistani Muslims as well as for 
the ruling elite of Pakistan, who legitimize 
themselves in the name of Islam whatever their 
actual policies and practices. For the religious 
forces, too, it is part of identity, an identity 
which is in confrontation with the secularizing 
trends of Pakistani mainstream education and 
perceived Western hegemony.
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Palaeography

Palaeography is the science of deciphering and 
determining the date of ancient documents or 
systems of writing. Arabic palaeography is the 
study of the development of the Arabic script 
through time and place.

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The very first verses that were revealed to the 
Prophet Mu™ammad, according to the tradi-
tion, symbolize the importance attached to 
writing in the society in which Islam arose: 
“Recite! Your Lord is the Most Bountiful One, 
who by this pen taught man what he did not 
know” (Q. 96/1–5). While only a minority in 
the world of medieval and premodern Islam 
(7th–19th centuries) would have been able to 
read and write, the written word was every-
where – in the form of administrative records, 
private and public legal documents, literary 
texts, monumental inscriptions, and graffiti. 
Arabic writing found its way onto almost every 
kind of surface, including textiles, bone, glass, 
marble, metal, wood, ostrich eggs, and ostraca, 
as well as those materials produced specifi-
cally for the purpose, such as leather, papyrus, 
parchment, and paper.

The central role of the Qur±àn and the related 
consecration of the Arabic language and script, 
combined with Islam’s doctrinal aversion to 
depictions of animated objects, promoted the 
role of writing as the main vehicle of decora-
tion, and with it the high valuation placed on 
penmanship and the art of writing in the Islamic 
world. Greatest veneration was reserved for the 
Arabic of the Qur±àn, and special rules gov-
erned how it was to be transcribed. But even 
profane texts, via their linguistic and formal 
associations with religious writings, attracted 
a certain degree of reverence, reinforced by the 
religious formulae frequently attested within 
them.

When studying Arabic palaeography, schol-
ars – both Arabic and Western – have tradition-
ally confined their attentions to formal, literary 
manuscripts and other documents of a self-con-
sciously calligraphic nature. The drafts of liter-
ary texts, legal and administrative documents, 
and private letters, meanwhile, have tended to 
be excluded, even though they were composed, 
read, and used by, or contemporary with, the 

same individuals who wrote the literary manu-
scripts on which the discipline of palaeography 
is based.

Not surprisingly, parallels do exist between 
Arabic documents, the descriptions of scripts 
given in premodern sources, and the writing 
samples seen in manuscripts. Moreover, while 
maintaining a distinction between informal or 
nonprofessional texts (letters, bills, dockets, 
graffiti, and such like) and elaborate or cal-
ligraphic texts (albums, monumental Qur±àns, 
and other manuscripts; Qalqašandì, Íub™ III, 
26; Déroche 2000:232), modern concepts of 
palaeographical classification are beginning to 
allow for, and even demand, the inclusion of 
documentary sources within the field’s purview. 
This entry, therefore, takes into account the pal-
aeography of decorative and monumental writ-
ings as well as mundane documents intended 
for everyday use. The focus is on writings 
executed with a pen, with occasional reference 
to those hewn in stone and other materials, 
because of the continuous reciprocal influence 
between these media and the links between the 
designers of documents and those of inscrip-
tions (cf. Grohmann 1952:69, 1967–1971:1–2; 
Sourdel-Thomine 1978:1115).

2. T o w a r d  a  h i s t o r y  o f  A r a b i c 
p a l a e o g r a p h y

That a self-conscious palaeographical aware-
ness already existed in the medieval Islamic 
world is shown by the interest and deliber-
ate experimentation in different writing styles, 
exemplified by manuscripts in which a text 
written in an older hand might, for exam-
ple, be transcribed into a newer one, or a 
maÿribì text ‘translated’ into an oriental one. 
Forgeries of old scripts made in antiquity are 
another indication of this awareness, as are 
documents written in an ‘old’ style. It is also 
clear from the presence of different names for 
scripts, as seen, to take but one example, in the 
medieval catalog of the library of Qayrawàn 
(Déroche 2000:206–207), in which the script 
of each manuscript is carefully classified. The 
full extent of this awareness, however, is not 
easy to determine, and what the Qayrawàn 
catalog’s classifications actually signified at the 
time and in the place it was composed remains 
obscure. A similar problem exists with descrip-
tions of Arabic scripts by medieval authors, 
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who took no account of regional variations in 
script designation and were largely unaware of 
possible terminological changes in time. This 
issue of definition is further complicated by the 
replication of mistakes by copyists and deliber-
ate changes in the script samples accompanying 
script descriptions.

Although there was an explosion in the 10th 
century of books describing the many different 
scripts in use, it is often difficult to match their 
descriptions with contemporary documents 
(Abbott 1941:86–89). Written for contempo-
raries, these studies were not intended for use 
by later generations, and the typologies they 
use are typically vague and imprecise. The 
script descriptions that Ibn an-Nadìm (d. after 
377/987–988) gives in his Kitàb al-fihrist are 
entirely characteristic in this respect, and were 
much copied in later administrative handbooks. 
Rather than offering precise definitions tied to 
actual writing samples that could be used by 
working calligraphers, their focus is on collect-
ing interesting snippets of disconnected infor-
mation. They reflect the erudite but traditional 
outlook of the time, whose basic unit of under-
standing was the workshop, and which pre-
ferred to ascribe developments in script patterns 
to the innovations of individual master calligra-
phers rather than as the result of evolutionary 
adaptations to changing conditions or usages. 
The most important and extensive of these 
descriptions can be found in al-Qalqašandì’s 
(d. 821/1418) Íub™ al-±a�šà. Attempts to assign 
terms and classifications from these medieval 
Arabic sources to book and document hands 
have therefore been largely ineffective, or have 
resulted in the unhelpful division of manu-
scripts under very generic labels such as ‘Kufic’ 
for essentially angular scripts or ‘nasxì ’ for 
essentially cursive ones. Another complicating 
consequence of the prestige of the Arabic writ-
ten language is the emphasis placed on callig-
raphy as an art form (� script and art), where 
subjective aesthetic value judgments dominate 
and individual artistry becomes the focus of 
analysis. While the lore of penmanship gave 
individual calligraphers enormous prestige, and 
compilations of biographies of calligraphers 
became very popular, making them among the 
best known professionals, the profession itself 
remains obscure.

Nor, in the absence of a robust Arabic typol-
ogy, can typologies developed in Western pal-

aeography, which are based mostly on studies 
of Latin manuscripts, be called upon to fill the 
gap. Cursive writing, for example, is defined 
in Western palaeography as that in which the 
letters of a word are connected by ligatures 
and which is used for documents and other 
mundane writings, in contradistinction to the 
noncursive, ‘calligraphic’ script used in manu-
scripts and literary texts. But this definition 
does not apply to Arabic script, which has a 
well-established, clearly defined system of liga-
tures. Cursive script in the Arabic tradition is 
better defined as that in which the scribe limits 
the movements of the pen and lifts it from the 
page as little as possible, using ligatures also in 
places where they do not otherwise appear, and 
which has a tendency to turn angles into curves 
and curves into straight lines (see below, Sec. 6). 
Arabic formal scripts have a horizontal baseline 
defined by the ligatures between the letters, and 
the writing is regular with a clear ductus (i.e.
letter formation). Only a typology that is set within 
specifically Arabic parameters, with samples
of securely dated and  geographically defined 
texts grouped taxonomically, will suffice.

While recent Arabic palaeographical studies 
have tended to use this approach, taking more 
samples into account and basing their script 
descriptions on the hands found in the manu-
scripts themselves (e.g. Déroche 1992), several 
problems still remain. First and foremost is 
the lack of sound descriptions of book hands 
and document scripts (cf. Grohmann 1967–
1971:32–65; Déroche 1998), the sole exception 
being the script of Qur±ànic manuscripts, which 
has been studied in detail (Déroche 2003, 1992; 
George 2007). While there are currently no 
handbooks of Arabic palaeography, a handful 
of palaeographical albums do exist, but these 
consist mainly of collections of photographs 
and facsimiles without proper analysis or discus-
sion of the scripts depicted. Detailed and exact 
descriptions of securely datable manuscript and 
document collections according to standardized 
rules are only now slowly  appearing.

The sheer complexity of the material also 
poses significant challenges. Writing styles did 
not, of course, change from one day to the next, 
and in practice it is very difficult to observe the 
transformation from one style to another and 
to determine clear chronological developments. 
Moreover, new scripts did not replace older 
ones, and different scripts could exist in mixed 
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forms or separately at the same time and even 
in the same place. A long-lived scribe might 
employ a variety of scripts during his lifetime, 
or, if well traveled, take regional practices with 
him from place to place, such as a maÿribì 
manuscript which was composed in Mecca in 
706/1307 (Géhin 2005:98). All of this tends 
to frustrate attempts to draw up neatly defined 
script categories.

Turning to the scripts themselves, any mean-
ingful system of classification must take into 
account, first, the shape and size of individual 
letters, with ligatures and the spacing between 
characters and words considered as an integral 
part of the script; and second, the page layout, 
with the number and size of lines, and the use 
of colored ink and other embellishments.

The practice of diacritical dots, which dif-
fered through time and place in the Islamic 
world, should be noted when distinguishing 
scripts (Géhin 2005:102). Dots, which in Ara-
bic distinguish letters that have the same shape 
(rasm) are used, albeit occasionally, in the 
earliest known Arabic writings, including the 
first two dated Arabic papyri from 22/643 
(see Fig. 1) and in the earliest inscription from 
Arabia dated 24/644–645 (Ghabban 2003). 
Dashes are used for the same purpose in some 
early Qur±ànic manuscripts, the Dome of the 
Rock Qur±ànic inscription (� epigraphy), the 
Egyptian graffito dated 117/735 (Moritz 1905, 
plates 107–108), and some papyri (e.g. P.Cair.
Arab. III 147.2; cf. Grohmann 1952:83 n. 
292). Early papyri (7th–8th centuries) show 
the practice maintained in North African texts 
of writing the fà± with one dot under the letter 
(as opposed to the eastern practice of one dot 
over the letter) and the qàf with one dot over 
the letter as opposed to two. Other letters, too, 
are attested with a dot under instead of over the 
letter (Grohmann 1952:85–86).

Vowels are seldom encountered except in 
Qur±ànic manuscripts, and their presence gen-
erally indicates a manuscript on which par-
ticular care and attention has been lavished. 
In the earliest Qur±àns, vowels are not used, 
while in the Abbasid period differently colored 
dots were applied, a practice continued in the 
Maghribi tradition. By the end of the 9th cen-
tury, the system that is currently in use, with 
small lines drawn over and under the letters in 
the same color ink as the main text, had been 
introduced.

3. T h e  s o c i a l  a n d 
d e v e l o p m e n t a l  c o n t e x t

The shape and form of letters used to write a 
text affect not just its appearance but also its 
‘atmosphere’, conveying important messages 
about the social and professional intentions and 
background of the scribe and reader beyond the 
content of the text itself.

Conversely, the function of the text and how 
readable it was required to be – whether it was 
a draft or a final text, a private letter or a peti-
tion, a monumental inscription or a graffito, 
a decorative band of (pseudo-) writing on a 
 textile, an amulet or esoteric text – as well as 
the training and proficiency of the scribe and the
time available to complete it all influenced the 
choice of script and the quality of execution. 
The relation between the content and form of 
a text is also important. For example, some 
texts, such as Qur±àns, early Christian Arabic 
manuscripts, and chancellery documents, are 
more homogeneous in their style, while oth-
ers, such as drafts of literary works or private 
letters, show more variation. While this varia-
tion should be distinguished from the histori-
cal development of the script, one wonders 
what influence changes in execution had on the 
emergence of new script types, and how scripts 
evolving from earlier practice were related to 
those introduced from different geographical 
areas or cultures, or developed by individual 
calligraphers.

The development of the Arabic script is also 
closely related to the question of literacy, the 
level and accessibility of schooling, the cost and 
availability of writing materials, and the use 
of public and private scribes. Different levels 
of expertise are clearly visible in witness state-
ments at the end of legal documents. Through-
out the premodern period, reading and writing 
were limited to a minority in society, but the 
production of texts fluctuated. The 9th century 
saw a sharp increase in Arabic writings, both in 
documentary and literary production, coincid-
ing with the coming into use of a small, cursive 
script. The role of Arabization and Islamization 
in the development of the Arabic script, both 
processes becoming increasingly important at 
this time, also had a bearing, and, similarly, 
that role has not been adequately explored.

The sparse use of diacritical dots in early 
Qur±àns has led to the suggestion that these texts 
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functioned more as an aide-mémoire. Classical 
authors argued that diacritics were an insult to 
the reader and should only be used to prevent 
mistakes, and many documents and manu-
scripts in the medieval and early modern period 
continued to be written without full diacritics 
(Grohmann 1952:82–87). Similarly, technical 
texts, such as fiscal accounts, legal contracts, 
or petitions, used a specialized language and 
writing style, including abbreviations and ideo-
grams, which required expert knowledge. On 
the basis of these observations, scholars have 
argued that the expertise required to write 
Arabic was limited to a highly educated, select 
minority whose writings were understood only 
by the initiated, well-trained few. Yet, these 
were specialized fields of activity; a better sense 
of everyday usage can be gained from the more 
mundane writings. Although used sparingly, 
diacritical dots in administrative letters seem to 
follow a definite pattern, suggesting that they 
were seen as an integral part of the text. Docu-
ments written by unskilled scribes and private 
documents, moreover, show a similar sporadic 
use of diacritics, implying that this was the nor-
mative way to write.

The 7th-century conquests greatly enlarged 
Arabic’s field of operation, and, although 
non-Arabic languages continued to be used 
in the administration up to the end of the 8th 
century, local languages and scripts were to 
a certain extent sidelined. As Arab rulers at 
the end of the 7th and beginning of the 8th 
century became more involved in the day-
to-day administration of their empire, and as 
the dìwàn became increasingly Arabicized 
(decreed by �Abd al-Malik in 74/693), the 
demand for Arabic writers and the circula-
tion of Arabic documents steadily rose. The 
link between the development of the Arabic 
script and the chancellery was also reinforced 
by the fact that many of those associated in 
the Arabic literary tradition with the develop-
ment of Arabic scripts, or who described them, 
worked in the chancellery or had high posi-
tions in the court administration (Grohmann 
1967–1971:13–32; Robin 2006:349–350). For 
the influence of chancellery writing on the 
development of Arabic script, see also below, 
Sections 6 and 7.

The use and spread of the Qur±àn, the most 
copied text in the Islamic world, and develop-

ments in its scripts were intimately connected 
to palaeographical trends in the wider Islamic 
world. As with other writings, certain scripts 
were exclusively reserved for the Qur±àn, while 
others were expressly prohibited, and copying 
the Qur±àn was a specialized profession in its 
own right. Nevertheless, interaction and cross-
fertilization between Qur±ànic scripts, monu-
mental inscriptions, government decrees, and 
chancellery scripts and more informal, ‘lower’ 
genres seems evident, not because the same 
scribes were often writing them but rather 
because of the emblematic and exemplary func-
tion that these writings served.

Little work has been done on education 
and schooling of scribes in the early medieval 
period. In the earliest bilingual Greek/Arabic 
papyri, the Greek and Arabic parts of the text 
were written by different scribes, with subtle 
differences in content. By the early 8th century, 
Arab and Greek scribes are still mentioned 
separately in the budget of the Muslim admin-
istration in Egypt. Scribal technique also dif-
fered, with Greek continuing to be written with 
a generally thinner cut reed than the Arabic, a 
practice which can be clearly observed in the 
(bilingual) papyri. Although the Arabic word 
for pen, qalam, was derived from the Greek 
kálamos (�	
���
), we know of no examples 
of Arabic written with a ‘Greek’ reed pen and 
vice versa – as occurred in the Ptolemaic period 
in Egypt when Greek was occasionally written 
with an Egyptian rush – suggesting that there 
continued to be a separate educational tradition 
in the two languages in Egypt. From the end 
of the 7th century, however, bilingual Arabic/
Greek papyri are literal translations of one text, 
implying a closer knowledge of both languages 
among the employees of the chancellery.

4. T h e  f i r s t  f i f t y  y e a r s :  £ I J â Z î

No complete or substantial manuscripts in 
Arabic, including Qur±àns, Christian Arabic 
writings, and other texts, survive from the 
first two centuries of Islam. The oldest books 
preserved on paper, parchment, and papyrus 
date to the first half of the 9th century (Ràghib 
1996:1–5). By contrast, there are thousands of 
papyrus and parchment documents and frag-
ments of literary texts, including Qur±ànic ones, 
as well as inscriptions – including five pre-
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Islamic Arabic inscriptions (� Old Arabic) –
datable to the 7th and 8th centuries with which 
a typology of the script of the earliest period 
can be tentatively established.

Within a century of the Prophet Mu™ammad’s 
death, the Arabic script had spread from Sogdi-
ana to Upper Egypt, showing a well-developed 
and regular form from its first occurrence, 
although with a great variety of styles. It is 
not clear whether these variations were due to 
Arabic script still being in its developmental 
stage, or whether this was the result of the 
widespread increase in its use, unrestricted by 
any rules or canons of style. Variations also 
occurred as a result of the writing materials 
used, without there being, for example, recog-
nizably different lapidary, documentary scripts, 
or book hands. There are, however, enough 
common characteristics for these scripts to be 
given the universal name of ™ijàzì, after the 
area in western Arabia where the cities Mecca 
and Medina are located. This script was used 
in Qur±àns of the 7th and 8th centuries, on 
papyrus and parchment letters and documents, 
and in inscriptions (Abbott 1941:70; Gruendler 
1993:131–132; Déroche 1992:27). Strikingly, 
it was used throughout the Islamic Empire, 
such as in a petition written on leather from 
Sogdiana (Tajikistan), dated 99–100/718–719; 
the earliest dated papyri (22/643) from Upper 
Egypt (Grohmann 1952:113–115; see Fig. 1);
tax demand-notes, such as P.Ness. III 60 dated 
54/674, and letters, all from Palestine (Grohm-
ann 1963); pre-Islamic inscriptions from Ara-
bia (Hoyland 2007); the oldest dated Arabic 
inscription, a graffito from Zuhayr in Arabia 
dated 24/644 (Ghabban 2003); the oldest Ara-
bic epitaph from Egypt dated 31/652 (RCEA 
6); Sasanian-Arab and Byzantine-Arab coins; 
and the earliest Qur±ànic fragments, found 
in Yemen, datable to the second half of the 
7th century (cf. Robin 2006). Orthographic 
 characteristics distinguish inscriptions and 
papyri from Qur±ànic texts, while the papyri 
have recognizable cursive tendencies of their 
own, due to their more rapid execution and a 
need to economize the efforts of the scribe.

£ijàzì writing is characterized by elon-
gated ligatures between letters and long spaces 
between freestanding letters, sometimes extend-
ing over two lines, and not to be differentiated 
from the spaces between words. Individual letter 

shapes are cursive, and the writing is generally 
large with letters extending high while slanting. 
The only characteristic of this script identified 
in literary sources (by Ibn an-Nadìm) is the 
shape of the ±alif, extending high above the 
other letters, slanting and bending to the right 
at the bottom, which is attested in documents 
and manuscripts (Abbott 1939, 1941:71).

5. S c r i p t  s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n :  T h e 
f i r s t  g e o m e t r i c  s t y l e

It is tempting to see the development of a more 
uniform and homogeneous Arabic script in the 
late 7th and early 8th centuries as the result 
of contemporary Umayyad administrative 
reforms aimed at the Arabization and Islam-
ization of the government (Déroche 1992:34). 
Although it is impossible to trace the influence 
from the empire’s center in Damascus out-
ward, the introduction of a consistent script 
over the vast Umayyad Empire (660–750) 
required a well-functioning infrastructure, and
government officials were surely involved 
in the development and propagation of this 
script. The Iraqi governor al-£ajjàj ibn Yùsuf 
(d. 95/714), for example, allegedly standard-
ized the diacritical system. With the decision to
use Arabic  exclusively in the administration, as
an expression of the caliphate’s state-forming
ambitions, the number of Arabic public writ-
ings, monumental inscriptions, and documents 
rose, and the distinction between ‘ private’ and 
‘public’ writings became more pronounced. 
Closely related variations of this script appear 
in administrative papyrus documents, such as 
the correspondence of the Egyptian governor 
Qurra ibn Šarìk, dating from 90–92/718–720
(P.Heid.Arab. I; P.Cair.Arab. III); treaties and 
protocols, especially those purely in Arabic 
(CPR III; P.Cair.Arab. I); milestones erected at
the order of the caliph �Abd al-Malik (r. 64–86/
685–705; RCEA 14–17), and other inscrip-
tions; and in the earliest dated testimony of the 
Qur±àn, the mosaic inscription in the Dome of 
the Rock dating to 72/692 (Creswell 1969); as 
well as in Umayyad Qur±ànic manuscripts.

Based on this standardized ™ijàzì style, 
a form arose that has often been called � 
Kufic, but which François Déroche has sug-
gested should be labeled instead “early Abba-
sid scripts” because of the many variations it 
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encompasses (Déroche 1992). ‘Kufic’ Qur±ànic 
manuscripts can be grouped according to cer-
tain script characteristics (Déroche 1992), and 
similar classifications have been suggested for 
papyri (Abbott 1941:84; Gruendler 1993:132–
137). Some documents and manuscripts show 
a mixture of the two types, but the relationship 
between the ™ijàzì and the early Kufic scripts 
has not been satisfactorily explained. Some 
common features of this script are the regular 
baseline, below which curves take the form of 
parts of perfect circles; thick lettering, with 
pronounced horizontal strokes, and short verti-
cal ones; regular proportions for the text area; 
and identical spaces between groups of letters, 
creating a balanced layout.

The script of papyri dating to the first two 
Muslim centuries also shows quite a bit of vari-
ation, but it has clear commonalities with the 
writing of the ™ijàzì and Kùfic Qur±ànic manu-
scripts, as well as pre-Islamic and early Arabic 
inscriptions, coins and seals, and early papyrus 
protocols (Sijpesteijn, in press). Less thickly 
written than the Qur±àns, the letters show 
similar angular features and proportioned style 
(for examples and an extensive description, 
see Khan 1992:27–39; cf. Déroche 1992:28). 
In spite of their cursive tendencies and great 
variations in script pattern, even within one 
document, papyrus letters and other documents 
were occasionally executed with great care, in 
a style comparable to contemporary Qur±ànic 
and other monumental manuscripts, e.g. the 
treaty with the Nubians dated 141/758, edited 
by Hinds and Sakkout (1981), and the letter 
dated 112/730, edited by Diem (1984:147; 
see Fig. 2). Hence, it is possible to mistake 
literary for documentary texts (Kister 1964). 
Dàl/�àl has a right-bending tip. The final and 
freestanding ±alif extends below the line and 
often has a rightward bend at the bottom. 
The three dots of šìn are aligned horizontally. 
The ßàd/�àd extends horizontally with straight 
parallel strokes. Initial and freestanding �ayn/
ÿayn extends to the right horizontally. Medial 
and final �ayn/ÿayn is open at the top. The tail 
of the final qàf extends vertically downward 
before curving up. Initial and medial kàf has a 
hairpin shape. Final and freestanding kàf has 
an upward-moving and right-extending top. 
Mìm has a round head and a very short tail. 
Final yà± has a back-bending tail. The greeting 

formulas, blessings, and layout used in official 
and private letters of this period also show 
uniformity and are recognizably different from 
later documents.

The execution of Kufic differed due to the 
material used and the aims of the text, but the 
variants used under the Umayyads and early 
Abbasids were all recognizably one script fam-
ily. Kufic remained popular and continued to 
be used for inscriptions and for headings and 
decorations in books.

6. L a t e r  s t y l e s

Administrative documents from the 8th and 9th 
centuries show how new developments in the 
Arabic script were common in the chancellery 
before they were introduced in book hands. 
They also indicate how in the 8th century 
scribal conventions spread from the eastern 
provinces, the heart of the Abbasid empire 
(750–1250), to the rest of the Islamic world. A 
recently discovered batch of 32 leather docu-
ments from Bactria (northeastern Afghanistan) 
dating to the early Abbasid period (138/755–
160/777) allows us to examine these processes 
more closely. Most of the documents are tax 
receipts and other writings issued by the local 
administration (Khan 2007:201–202). They 
show a distinctively new style of writing with 
more cursive trends, a smaller script, and new 
administrative scribal practices, with different 
technical bureaucratic terms and formularies. 
These features appear several decades later in 
the Egyptian papyri, presumably introduced by 
Persian administrators appointed there in the 
Abbasid period (Khan 2007:207, 209–210). 
Equally, legal terminology attested first in doc-
uments from Central Asia appears later in the 
Egyptian papyri (Khan 1994).

Late–8th- and 9th-century papyri are writ-
ten in a script clearly distinguishable through 
the more cursive round hand in which they are 
written, even though the change is not absolute 
and features from the early script continue to 
occur (Khan 1994:39–43; Sijpesteijn, in press 
see Fig. 3). The script is also noticeably smaller. 
Documents issued by the Egyptian chancellery 
and legal documents stand out by their uni-
formity (Abbott 1939:110). This style became 
popular also for letters and other private docu-
ments and by the mid- to late 9th century, 
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book hands had taken it over (Sourdel-Tho-
mine 1978:1121; see Fig. 4). In the beginning 
of the 11th century, these cursive scripts began 
to be used to copy the Qur±àn, first in Iran and 
Iraq and spreading from there throughout the 
rest of the Islamic world over the next two hun-
dred years (James 1992:14; Abbott 1941:83); 
from the 12th century onward they also appear 
in inscriptions. ‘Broken Kufic’ (or nasxì, East-
ern or Persian Kufic, or broken cursive), as 
this script was called, was the last script that 
became universally accepted throughout the 
whole Islamic Empire.

The success of this new script seems to be 
related to an increase in literary production to 
which the cursive, smaller script was more eas-
ily applied. Arabic private and official writings 
increased greatly in number in the 9th century, 
as witnessed by the large number of papyri dat-
ing to that period. Paper first introduced in the 
east had by this time started to spread through 
the rest of the Islamic Empire in this and the 
following century. The availability of this much 
cheaper writing material led to an increase in 
demand for books. Paper also became the pre-
ferred material for documents, replacing papy-
rus even in the main production center, Egypt, 
by the late 10th century. At this time, too, 
Arabic started to make serious headway as the 
dominant language also among non-Muslim 
communities, a process accelerated by large-
scale conversion to Islam, all of which greatly 
enlarged the pool of Arabic users.

7. R e g i o n a l  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n s

By the middle of the 9th century, some three 
dozen scripts existed for secular use, many 
of which were related to each other (Abbott 
1941:88–104). Of those scripts, six basic cal-
ligraphic forms (� nasx, � 
ulu
, � mu™aqqaq, 
ray™àn, tawqì �‚ and � ruq�a) and their varia-
tions remained in use in the central lands of the 
Islamic Empire. Of these, tawqì � and ruq�a were 
mainly known as chancellery hands, and the 
other four were used for Qur±ànic manuscripts, 
while nasx especially had a wider usage. In 
Persia, � nasta�lìq, which had become popular 
through its use in the chancellery, became the 
most frequently used script. It is possible to 
identify few documents that show character-
istics of the calligraphic scripts as described in 

literary sources and that can be compared with 
writing samples from the calligraphic manu-
script tradition (Abbott 1938:110, 1941:98–99; 
Groh mann 1952:69–82, 1963:xv–xxix).

Regional variations had always existed, but 
from the 10th century onward – doubtlessly 
related to the political situation of semi-inde-
pendent separatist provinces – artistically diver-
sified, regional scripts started to be used in 
books, documents, and inscriptions. By the 
end of the 10th century, the maÿribì script 
had become dominant in the western part of 
the Islamic Empire, forming the basis of the 
±andalusì script. This script is characterized by 
the use of one dot over the qàf and one under 
the fà±, colored dots for vowels, and the very 
round form of its letters, as well as an idio-
syncratic book format (van den Boogert 1989; 
James 1992:14). Sub-Saharan communities used
another distinctive script, called sùdànì. Local 
variations also existed in more marginal areas 
of the Islamic world, such as China (ßìnì), Indo-
nesia, and India (bìhàrì).

Political and religious motives always played 
a role in the dissemination and popularity of 
scripts. Influences moved from politically and 
economically important centers outward, while 
books reflected the relative importance of the 
areas in which they were produced. In the 14th 
century, Mamluk Egypt produced extraordi-
nary manuscripts, but by the 15th century and 
continuing under Safavid rule (1502–1722), the 
center of book production lay in Persia, and its 
styles were imitated everywhere in the Islamic 
world. In the Ottoman lands and Mughal India, 
the two other political centers of the time, many 
different styles were in use, but by the 16th 
century nasx had become dominant following 
the practice in Persia (James 1992:10–12). In 
the 18th century, these empires all came under 
important European influence, which had an 
effect on cultural production, sometimes, as in 
the Ottoman Empire, blending foreign elements 
successfully with indigenous ones. Manuscripts 
continued to be copied by hand in the Islamic 
world until the early 20th century, and while 
the main scripts did not undergo the same 
dynamic development as in the first centuries of 
Islam, styles continued to develop and change. 
Cursive tendencies dominate documents of this 
period, with clear chronological developments 
and regional distinctions comparable to the 
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developments in book hands. Scripts differed 
according to the function of the document and 
at times acquired such specialized styles that 
they were indecipherable, except by the prac-
ticed (see Fig. 5).

8. C o n c l u s i o n

The art of the pen in the Islamic world, where the 
Arabic language is inseparably linked with the
religion of Islam, became one of the most 
revered and highly regarded of professions. 
The special place accorded to writing in Islam 
resulted in a vast literature on scripts, penman-
ship, and famous calligraphers, which has not 
necessarily made it easier to follow the devel-
opment of the many scripts in use during the 
almost fifteen hundred years of Arabic manu-
script culture.

The shape and form of individual letters or 
a script and the connotations associated with 
them determine the scope and propagation of 
a text, its meaning, and value at a specific time 
and place. And as associations and ideas about 
their expressive or aesthetic effect changed, 
so too did their perceived utility and thereby 
their use. Arabic palaeography thus exhibits 
the changing political, religious, cultural, and 
artistic perceptions in the Islamic world.

Only by combining the information found in 
document and book samples with the extensive 
literature on Arabic palaeography can a typol-
ogy of Arabic palaeography through time and 
place be established with which we can start 
to understand the historical changes in Arabic 
scripts.
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Figure 1. Oldest dated Arabic papyrus, 22/643 (Austria National Library). Published Grohmann 
(1967–1971).

Figure 2. AP 359. Letter dated 112/730 (Austria National Library). Published Diem (1984).
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Figure 3. AP 9807. Papyrus with cursive tendencies (Austria National Library). Published CPR XVI, 
no. 6.

Figure 4. Book hand 9th century. Ms. Marsh 232, fol. 60v. (c) Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.
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Fig. 5. Official Mamluk letter dated 698/1299–708/1309?) (ACh 12511) (Austria National Library). 
Published P. Vindob., no. 69.
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Palatalization

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Palatalization characterizes a set of phonetic 
and/or phonological processes that have out-
put segments produced with an articulation 
in or close to the palatal region (for a review, 
see Bhat 1978). This term has two common 
meanings: i. palatalization involves the shift 
of the articulation of a consonant toward the 
palatal region before front vowels, especially 
[i], and the glide [j] (e.g., /k/ > [t�] in Slavic and 
Arabic, and t > [t�] in Romance and Slavic); 
ii. palatalization adds a palatal articulation, 
generally considered as secondary, before front 
vocoids, without changing its primary articula-
tion (e.g., /k/, /g/ > /kj/, /gj/ in Acadian French; 
see Clements and Hume 1995). In this second 
case, as the phonetic transcriptions show, an 
off-glide separates the palatalized consonant 
from the following vowel. Palatalization, as a 
secondary articulation, can also phonologically 
distinguish between palatalized vs. nonpalatal-
ized consonants (example: Russian).

2. S o m e  p h o n e t i c  c o r r e l a t e s 
o f  p a l a t a l i z a t i o n

One frequent type of palatalization is that 
which is responsible for the derivation of a 
palato-alveolar affricate [t�] from a dorsal /k/. 
This alternation is often attributed to articula-
tory (Recasens 2003) and/or perceptual (Guion 
1998; Flemming 1995) factors. Indeed, the dor-
sals /k g/ crosslinguistically undergo substantial 
fronting before front vocoids. In Romance, for 
example, different allophones (prepalatal, pala-
tal, palato-alveolar, alveopalatal, or alveolar) 
can result from this fronting. These allophones 
vary with the Romance dialects and the speaker 
(Recasens and Espinosa 2003). This variability 
is due, according to Recasens (2003), to the 
difficulty of achieving a dorsopalatal closure. 
Recasens (2003) provides another argument 
in favor of this hypothesis, and mentions that 
palatographic observations show that plosive, 
nasal, and lateral ‘palatal consonants’, in many 
languages, are generally produced as alveopala-
tal ones (Recasens 1990). The alveopalatal (and 
palato-alveolar) stop possesses a burst that has 
acoustic properties similar to those of [�], hence 
[t�] is often the final step in the fronting of /k/ 
before the front vocoids.

palatalization

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   524 10/4/2007   6:53:59 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



525

The conditioned or context-free palataliza-
tion that induces the realization of a segment 
with a palatal off-glide (Cj) is regarded by sev-
eral phoneticians and phonologists as a vocalic 
gesture (secondary articulation) that is super-
imposed on the consonantal gesture (primary 
articulation). In fact, four types of second-
ary articulation are possible (labialization Cw, 
palatalization Cj, � velarization Cv, and pha-
ryngealization C�), and these articulations are 
analyzed in parallel. Two main arguments can 
justify the vocalic character of these secondary 
articulations. First, ‘labialization + velariza-
tion’, ‘palatalization’, and ‘pharyngealization’ 
share several articulatory and acoustic features 
with the vowels [u] (labiovelar), [i] (palatal), 
and [a] (pharyngeal) respectively. Second, the 
gesture of a secondary articulation is often 
coordinated with that of the primary articula-
tion in such a way that the target of the former 
is closer to the syllable nucleus, i.e. to the vowel 
(Sproat and Fujimura 1993).

3. P a l a t a l i z a t i o n  i n  A r a b i c

The least controversial palatalization example 
in Arabic concerns the alternation /k/ > [t�] 
present in some old and modern Arabic dia-
lects. Indeed, the Arabic grammarians signaled 
the presence in some dialects of their time of an 
affricate [t�] that is the allophonic realization 
of /k/ followed by a front vowel (� kaškaša). 
This special pronunciation of /k/ is regarded 
by the Arab grammarians as ‘faulty’ (Moscati 
1980). An example of this same alternation is 
attested nowadays in Jordan, Kuwait, and Iraq. 
In other modern Arabic dialects (as in Baghdad, 
Kuwait), /g/, the realization of Classical Arabic 
/q/ in these dialects, is palatalized before front 
vowels and becomes [dj] (Mitchell 1993).

For the majority of modern linguists, Classical 
Arabic � jìm was generally pronounced [dÀ]: a 
palatoalveolar affricate (Moscati 1980; Mitchell 
1993), but for Cantineau (1960), Classical 
Arabic jìm was [g j]: a ‘palatalized dorso-palatal 
plosive’. Whereas the affricate [dÀ] is the more 
frequent modern reflex of Classical Arabic jìm, 
[gj] is attested only in a very few present dialects 
(Al-Nassir 1993).

Another palatalized consonant, [dj], is men-
tioned by modern linguists as a possible real-
ization of jìm (e.g. in Sudan and Arabia; see 
Al-Nassir 1993). In some modern Arabic dia-
lects (e.g. in Kuwait and Basra; see Mitchell 

1993), we also have an alternation between 
[dÀ] and the palatal glide [j]; this latter appears 
in general in the context of a low vowel.

4. P h o n o l o g i c a l  a n a l y s e s  o f 
p a l a t a l i z a t i o n

This section is limited to two major models 
proposed for the representation of palataliza-
tion. The differences between these models are 
attributed to the hierarchical feature represen-
tations proposed for vocoids.

A first type of analysis of palatalization was 
initiated by the hierarchical model of Sagey 
(1986) that uses, for the representation of vow-
els, the same features proposed by Chomsky 
and Halle (1968), arranged under different 
articulatory nodes: [±back], [±high], [±low] 
dominated by [Dorsal], and [±round] domi-
nated by [Labial]. Front vocoids are specified 
[Dorsal [-back]], and palatalization is repre-
sented by the spreading of [-back] and the 
insertion of the [Dorsal] node. Other rules and 
principles, generally language specific and often 
ad hoc (Lahiri and Evers 1991), are added to 
explain the different possible outputs of this 
process.

In the second type of analysis, inspired by the 
model of Clements (1989; see also Clements 
and Hume 1995), vowels and consonants are 
represented by identical place features, but 
these features are dominated by two different 
class nodes: [C-place] for the consonants and 
[V-place] for the vocoids. The front vocoids 
are specified [V-place [Coronal [-anterior]]]. 
The palatalization /k/ > [t�] is analyzed by the 
spreading of the complex [Coronal [-anterior]], 
from the front vocoid, to the [C-place] node of 
/k/, replacing its [Dorsal] node. The palataliza-
tion /k g/ > [kj gj] is treated as the spreading 
of [Coronal [-anterior]] and its association to 
[C-place] after the ‘interpolation’ of [V-place] 
(and [Vocalic]) node. This model formally 
represents, then, the hypothesis according to 
which the secondary articulations are vocalic 
gestures.

Even though Cantineau’s hypothesis (Classical 
Arabic jìm was [g j]) might explain why jìm did 
not behave as a šamsì (or coronal) letter, other 
factors weaken this hypothesis. Indeed, it is 
an isolated hypothesis, and [g j] is present only 
in very few modern Arabic dialects. It is more 
probable that Classical Arabic jìm was pho-
netically a coronal consonant but continued 
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to behave phonologically as its proto-Semitic 
cognate /g/.
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Palestinian Arabic

This entry describes Palestinian colloquial Ara-
bic: its phonemic system, prosody, phonotac-
tics, morphophonology, morphology, syntax, 
semantics, and lexicon. The description is based 
on the documentation of a sizeble body of lit-
erature since the early 1900s.

1. G e n e r a l

1.1 Area

Palestinian Arabic is spoken in Palestine (Israel, 
West Bank, and Gaza Strip; see Map 1). As 
more than 50 percent of Palestinians live else-
where, it is also spoken around the world.

1.2 Speakers

Palestinian Arabic is a native language to appro-
ximately 8.5 million people. The lifestyles in 
the dialect area are urban, rural, Bedouin, and 
Gypsy. In 1948 and 1967, when the State of 
Israel was formed and expanded on Palestinian 
land, many rural families resettled in towns and 
cities, so the number of speakers with an urban 
lifestyle has increased. Most speakers in the dia-
lect area live under military occupation by the 
State of Israel, a large number in refugee camps. 
The others live inside Israel, subject to discrimi-
nation. Outside the dialect area, the speakers in 
refugee camps live in depressed conditions.

1.3 Position and varieties

Palestinian Arabic is a collection of mutually 
intelligible dialects which vary by social group 

Map 1. Dialect area of Palestinian Arabic
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and location. The social groups are urban, 
rural, Bedouin, and Gypsy. Urban, rural, and 
Bedouin speech differ in consonant phonemes. 
Urban speech frequently has � ±imàla and 
more restricted ‘emphasis spread’. It uses ma- 
for verb negation, whereas rural speech also 
uses ma- and -š; Bedouin uses either system. 
Certain words are dialect specific, e.g. urban 
hòn(i) ‘here’ vs. rural/Bedouin hàn(a). Not 
much is known of current Gypsy speech (� 
Gypsy Arabic). Another socially based dialect 
is ‘intellectual’, which approximates the pro-
nunciation and lexicon of Modern Standard 
Arabic (� Educated Arabic). The locations are 
northern, southern, eastern, western, central, 
or coastal. Northern dialects share features 
with Lebanese Arabic. The Gaza dialect shares 
features with Egyptian. Southern Bedouin is 
similar to Jordanian; the two are sometimes 
grouped together. Certain cities have their 
own unique dialect, e.g. Nablus and Khalìl 
(Hebron). Differences exist based on religion; 
Christian speech might tend to be more urban. 
Due to interdialectal contact, the language on 
the street is now currently a mix of features. 
However, no general West Bank or Gaza dia-
lect is emerging; the territorial cells enforced by 
the Israeli army help the nonhomogenization. 
Nonurban Palestinians are typically bidialectal, 
speaking their marked variety and an urban 
dialect. Schoolchildren are typically adopting 
urban speech, and rural varieties are possibly 
becoming more urban, so some marked dialects 
are endangered. Urban dialects have influenced 
Jordanian Arabic (most Jordan residents are 
Palestinian). Palestinian Arabic is not written 
or used in official media. In a computational 
setting, a system for writing Levantine Arabic 
has been developed.

1.4 Historical evidence

Early Palestinian texts date from 800 to 1000 
C.E. Little documentation exists from 1000 C.E. 
until the Orientalist studies of the early 1900s.

1.5 State of research

There are several grammatical descriptions, dic-
tionaries, and text collections (including Seeger 
1998, with audio data on the Internet) and also 
theoretical linguistic studies. However, more 
work is needed in all areas, especially com-
prehensive documentation and comparison of 

the dialects, text collection, and semantics, in 
celebration of Palestinian culture and identity, 
of which the language is an integral part.

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Inventory

2.1.1.1 Consonants
The consonant phonemes of urban, rural, and 
Bedouin dialects differ (see Fig. 2, Table 1). Some 
rural dialects realize ÿ as velar [y]. In rural 
dia-lects, pharyngealized q is realized between 
velar and uvular (transcribed as �). x is real-
ized always as a postvelar [�]. Phonetic [p] 
occurs by b-devoicing; ÿ and � are approxi-
mants. ‘Emphasis’ is uvularization with pha-
ryngealization.

Table 1. Consonant cognates of Palestinian 
Arabic dialects

urban  k ± ž t d or z � or �
rural � or k k or � j � � Ú
Bedouin k g or G j � � Ú

In the historical development of consonants 
(Fig. 3),*q has disappeared (except in intel-
lectual speech); urban dialects have also lost *
 
*� *Ú. Innovations are ¤ œ; and ž � in urban, � 
� in rural, g G in Bedouin speech. More study 
might reveal whether the reflexes of one con-
sonant, e.g. urban d z < *�, are free variants, 
allophones, or dialectal variants. Mergers are: 
*q *± > ±, *t *
 > t, *d *� > d, *� *z > z, *� *Ú 
> � in urban, *k *q > k in rural. Within root 
morphemes, consonants tend to differ in place 
of articulation. Phonemic ± is infrequent mor-
pheme-initially. Emphatic ¤ œ £ are infrequent 
and do not lexically contrast with their nonem-
phatic counterparts, unlike, for example, Ú ß †, 
e.g. †ìn ‘mud’, tìn ‘figs’.

2.1.1.2 Vowels
Environmental conditioning of the vowels (Fig. 4) 
yields backed a à (vs. front ä …), lax short 
vowels, ^ and ë. Lax vowels do not occur mor-
pheme finally. Low-frequency short e ($e) < *a 
and o < *u are innovations in progress. (Some 
centenarians have them.) Final a < *à± occurs, 
e.g. šita ‘winter, cold weather’. Some northern 
rural dialects have merger of *u with *i and a.
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EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   527 10/4/2007   6:54:00 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



528

Table 2. Palestinian Arabic consonants

labial labiodental interdental alveolar post-alveolar palatal velar uvular pharyngeal glottal

a. urban

b œ   t † d �   k   ±

m ¤     n
          ®
 f  s ß z � š ž   x ÿ ™ � h
        l  £
     y

other consonant: w – voiced labiovelar approximant

b. rural

b œ   t † d �   k �   ±
m ¤     n
          ®
 f � � Ú s ß z š   x ÿ ™ � h
       l £
     y

other consonants: w; � – voiceless post-alveolar affricate; j – voiced post-alveolar affricate

c. Bedouin

b œ   t † d �   k g G  ±
m ¤    n
          ®
 f � � Ú s ß z š   x ÿ ™ � h
       l £ 
     y

other consonants: w; � (some dialects); j

2.1.1.3 Diphthongs
The diphthongs ay, aw usually occur followed by 
long or short y and w, respectively, e.g. ¤ayy(a) 
[Âãijj1(a)] ‘water’, †awla [�ãuwla] ‘table’; ay has 
the variant oy in šwoyy(a) ‘some, a bit’.

2.1.1.4 Syllables
Syllables are (C)(C)V(C)(C) or (C)(C)Ä(C). 
Phrase-initially, phonetic [�] is inserted at the 
beginning of a vowel-initial syllable, e.g. [±]ìd 
‘hand’. Word-internal and word-final vowel-
initial syllables, and word-final (C)CÄ are infre-
quent. Word-internal (C)(C)ÄC occurs only 
before object/possessive pronouns, e.g. šàf.-ha 
‘he saw her’, bàb.-na ‘our door’. Nasals and 
l can be syllabic, e.g. m.sax.xan (type of main 
dish). Vowel hiatus is tolerated, e.g. maaja ‘he 
didn’t come’.

2.1.1.5 Consonant clusters
Word-initial CCC clusters occur rarely, with 
equal, then rising sonority, e.g. %t�a†ìh ‘you give 

palestinian arabic

to him’. Word-internal CCC onsets and CCC 
codas do not occur. Onset CC occurs with 
equal or rising sonority, e.g. fhimit ‘I under-
stood’, k®anìyya [type of herb]; word-initially 
the first consonant can be a devoiced nasal, e.g. 

ƒ
msax.xan [type of main dish]. Forms with ini-
tial CC vary freely with VC epenthetic forms, 
e.g. ™mà® ~ i™.mà® ‘donkey’. CC codas occur 
word-internally with equal or falling sonor-
ity, e.g. masakt.ha ‘I held it [fem.]’, kult.la ‘I 
said to him’. Word-final CC codas occur only 
phrase-internally, e.g. šribt ™alìb ‘I drank milk’ 
vs. šribit ‘I drank’, unless the first consonant is ® 
or an approximant, e.g. hàda iddars ‘that’s the 
lesson’, bita�b ‘he gets tired’.

2.1.1.6 Stress
The primary stress weight scale is basically 
Ä(C) > VCC > VC > V. The heaviest rightmost 
syllable in the word is stressed. If all syllables 
are V, the leftmost, maximally antepenulti-
mate syllable is stressed. Prefixal syllables are 
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not considered for stress assignment, and a 
word-final consonant never is, e.g. ta-t-.�ú.ßu® 
‘when you [masc.] will squeeze’. Object and 
possessive suffixes shift primary stress to the 
stem-final syllable, e.g. ®a.mÙ.-ha ‘he threw it 
[fem.]’, a.b‹.-ha ‘her father’; direct object shift 
supercedes indirect object shift, e.g. ®a.ma-l.-
hay.yÙ-h ‘he threw it [masc.] to her’. Stress shift 
occurs for the negative -š, superceding other 
shifts, e.g., ma-®a.ma-l.-hÙ.-š-iy.ya-h ‘he didn’t 
throw it [masc.] to her’. Negative ma- can 
attract stress in urban dialects, e.g. má-šuftha ‘I 
didn’t see her’. The epenthetic vowel, i, is invis-
ible to stress, e.g. katábit ‘I wrote’, although 
this is variable for shifted stress, e.g. jábilha, 
jabílha ‘he fetched for her’. In Bedouin speech, 
stress can fall exceptionally on the vowel of the 
definite article in masálxèr ‘good evening’. The 
stress system is trochaic and binary. Secondary 
stress is phonetic and rhythmic, on alternate syl-
lables either side of the primary stress, e.g. ma.-
®à.ma-l.-hÙ-.š-iy.yà-h (Broselow a.o. 1997).

2.1.2 Phonotactics
Sun letters for total assimilation of the l of the 
article include j. Total assimilation occurs with 
min ‘from’ in miš-šàni ‘for me [lit. ‘from my 
sake’]’ and yòm mil-layàm ‘one day [lit. ‘a day 
from the days’]’, and with wèn ‘where’ in wer-
rayi™ ‘where are you [masc. sg.] going?’, also in 

ha-±-±èta (< ha-l-±èta) ‘now’ and ma™-™a (< ma�-
ha) ‘with her’. Lower-sonority features tend 
to be preserved. Emphatic articulation spreads 
to other consonants, e.g. †àw£-à† ‘tables’, ñ�ìf 
‘clean [masc. sg.]’; š blocks this, e.g. �a†šàn 
‘thirsty [masc. sg.]’, as do other post-alveolars, 
w, y, and high vowels, depending on dialect 
(Davis 1995). The ® de-emphaticizes in certain 
environments. In rural dialects, k palatalizes 
(and becomes an affricate) in the environment 
of i or ì, e.g. dì� ‘rooster’. In some rural dialects, 
� has replaced k as phoneme; in others, � occurs 
outside the palatalization context in only some 
words, e.g. �alb ‘dog’, but kursi ‘chair’ (Naïm 
1999). Nasal spread can occur, for instance 
affecting the imperfect b-, which becomes m- 
on account of the prefix n- in m-in-®awwi™ 
‘we’re going home’. Assimilatory voicing and 
devoicing occur, e.g. �ÿìr < ßÿìr ‘small [masc. 
sg.]’, p-su®a� < b-su®a� ‘quickly’.

Low a à are backed in words with an emphatic 
consonant. In the numbers 11–19, backing 
occurs as a remnant of deleted ® of �äša®a ‘ten’ 
(Sec. 2.2.5). In a closed syllable, backed a raises 
to [^]. Short vowels are laxed in a closed syllable 
and adjacent to a postvelar (emphatic, uvular, 
pharyngeal, or glottal) consonant; the laxing 
spreads throughout the word, e.g. b$in$it ‘girl’. 
Phonetically, i u lower in the context of a 
postvelar, e.g. ™$elu ‘pretty [masc. sg.]’, mö®® 
‘bitter [masc. sg.]’. Strong phonetic lowering of 
epenthetic i occurs in words like ßuba™ ‘morn-
ing’. The epenthetic vowel assimilates to root u, 
e.g. kutub ‘books’. Short a or i can occur as u 
conditioned by an emphatic or velar, e.g. yun-
buy (not yinbuy) ‘he excels’. In northern and 

Table 3. Historical development of Palestinian Arabic consonants

a. urban
 *k *q  *± *j *t  *� *d  *�  *z *�  *Ú
 

 k  ±  ž  t   d  z   �  �

b. rural
 *k  *q *± *j *t  *� *d  *�  *z *�  *Ú

 � k  � ± j t  � d  �  z �  Ú

c. Bedouin
 *k       *q  *± *j *t  *� *d  *�  *z *�  *Ú

 k g G ± j t  � d  �  z �  Ú

Table 4. Palestinian Arabic vowels

 front back

high i ì u ù
mid e è o ò
low a à
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some urban dialects, ±imàla raises word-final a 
to e (sometimes $e), e.g. zalame ‘man’; this can 
be blocked by postvelar consonants, e.g. šaja®a 
‘tree’. Rural dialects have unconditioned raising 
and fronting, e.g. midrasa ‘school’, 
imm ‘mouth’ 
(cf. urban madrasa, tumm). Unstressed short a 
typically reduces to schwa, e.g. šajë®ë ‘tree’.

Some words have historical metathesis, e.g. 
jòz ‘husband’ < jòwz < zòwj. Where affixation 
yields CVCCVCV, metathesized CVCVCCV 
occurs, e.g. bikitb-u ‘they [masc.] write’, via 
syncope, then epenthesis.

2.1.3 Morphophonology
Consonants occasionally elide morpheme-
finally, e.g. ha-l-kè ‘now’ (~ ha-l-kèt). 
Morpheme-initial elision occurs in min-èn 
(< min wèn) ‘from where?’. Unstressed i and u 
elide in non-final open syllables, e.g. fhímit (not 
fihímit) ‘I understood’, and after geminates, e.g. 
sakfu (not sakkifu) ‘clap [masc. pl.]!’. Syncope 
in the first context has cyclic effects, e.g. fhímna 
‘we understood’, but opaque lack of syncope 
in fihímna ‘he understood us’. Unstressed a 
can elide, e.g. katb-at-ha (not katabat-ha) ‘she 
wrote it [fem.]’. On insertion of ±, see Section 
2.1.1.4; t is inserted word-finally in the con-
struct state. The vowel i is inserted for syllabi-
fication of consonant clusters. True geminates 
are never split by epenthesis, e.g. bißubb (not 
bißubib) ‘he’s pouring’.

Geminate consonants typically shorten before 
another consonant, e.g. sakfu ‘clap [masc. pl.]!’ 
(cf. sakkif ‘clap [masc. sg.]!’). Long vowels 
shorten before another long vowel in the word, 
e.g. jibÛ-h ‘fetch [fem. sg.] it [masc. sg.]!’ (cf. 
jÛbi ‘fetch [fem. sg.]!’), and in a closed syl-
lable before a consonant-initial subject suf-
fix, e.g. ®u™.-na ‘we went’ (cf. b-a-®ù™ ‘I go’). 
Exceptionally, ®à™.-na ‘we went’ can occur. The 
shortening can occur in forms with -l- ‘for’ and 
an object pronoun, e.g. jáb-il-ha ‘he fetched 
for her’, in which the epenthetic vowel shows 
its invisibility to vowel shortening (cf. jàb ‘he 
fetched’). Lengthening occurs in minn-i ‘from 
me’, minn-ina ‘from us’. Short vowels lengthen 
in an open syllable under shifted stress, e.g. 
ab‹-ha ‘her father’ (cf. ábu ‘father’).

2.2 Morphology

In urban and northern dialects, masculine and 
feminine are not distinguished in the plural. In 

other dialects, they usually are. Gender can be 
distinguished for 1st person in noun phrases, 
e.g. i™na sak�an-àt ‘we [fem.] are cold’. Many 
words are truncations, e.g. the numbers 11–19 
(Sec. 2.2.5), eš ‘what [nom.]?’ (< ay šay± ‘what 
thing?’), šu(hu) ‘what?’ (< ay šay± hu ‘what 
thing is it [masc.]?’), m-iš ‘not’ (< ma ‘what?’, 
šay± ‘thing’), yi££a ‘let’s go!’ (< ya a££ah ‘O 
God’), animma ‘which [pl.]?’ (< anu himma 
‘which are they [masc.]?’)

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Personal independent pronouns
With the subject pronouns (see Table 5), final 
a can become e by ±imàla; ni™na ‘we’ occurs in 
Negev Bedouin Arabic. Independent possessive 
subject pronouns are il- with a possessive de-
pendent pronoun, e.g. il-ak ‘yours [masc. sg.]’.

Table 5. Subject independent pronouns

 singular plural

3 masc. hu(wwa) urban/Bedouin: 
  hum(ma)
  rural: him(ma)
3 fem. hi(yya) rural/Bedouin: hin(na)
2 masc. inta intu
2 fem. inti rural/Bedouin: intin
1 ana i™na

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object dependent pronouns
The clitic possessive/object pronouns for verbs, 
prepositions, and nouns (Table 6) serve for 
direct and indirect objects, e.g. bi-†a�mi-ha-
yyà-ha ‘he’s feeding it [fem.] to her [fem. sg.]’.

2.2.1.3 Demonstratives
The demonstratives are hay ‘this’, hàd(a) 
[masc.], hàdi [fem.] ‘this’, hadàk [masc.], hadìk 
[fem.] ‘that’, hadòl ‘these [masc., fem.]’, hadolàk 
‘those [masc., fem.]’. (Rural and Bedouin have 
Ú in these forms, except for hàdi and hadìk). 
Other demonstratives are huta, hita ‘this, that 
[human, specific] [masc., fem.], and ha- ‘such 
(a), that, this, these, those [masc., fem.]’, which 
is the only demonstrative that occurs with the 
definite article, e.g. ha-l walad ‘such a boy’.

2.2.1.4 Presentative
The presentative is hay(ù) (sometimes hayà) 
‘this is, here is’. It can be followed by a noun 
or object pronoun, e.g. hay(ù)-ha ‘this is she’, 
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‘here she is’; -ni is used for 1st person singular 
object, e.g. hay-ni ‘here I am’.

2.2.1.5 Relative pronouns
The relative pronoun is illi/alli ‘which, which-
ever, who(m), who(m)ever’. Interrogative pro-
nouns and lemma ‘when, whenever’ are used 
as relative pronouns, as are interrogative pro-
nouns, e.g. kultilha min inta ‘I told her who 
you [masc. sg.] are’. In Negev Bedouin Arabic, 
alli can be shortened to al-, and demonstrative 
ha-lli ‘whoever, he who, whatever, that which’ 
(< ha-alli) occurs.

2.2.1.6 Interrogative pronouns
Interrogative pronouns are eš ‘what [nom.]?’; 
èš ‘what [acc.]?’; šu ‘what?’; šuhú, šu-hí ‘what 
[specific]? [masc. sg., fem. sg.]’; min ‘who 
[nom]?’; mìn ‘whom?’; an-ú, an-í, an-imma 
‘which?’ [masc. sg., fem. sg., pl.]; lèš ‘why?’; 
wa�tèš, èmta ‘when?’; wèn ‘where?’; kìf ‘how?’ 
(�èf occurs in Gaza); kam ‘how many?’; �addèš 
‘how much?’. They are usually clause-initial. 
The form wèn can take an object suffix, e.g. 
wèn-ak ‘where are you [masc. sg.]?’. Frozen 

*ma- ‘what?’ occurs in ma-l-ak ‘what’s [the 
matter] with you [masc. sg.]?’

2.2.1.7 Indefinite pronouns
The forms iši ‘something’ and (wa)™ad 
‘(some)one’ are indefinite pronouns.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Adverbs include hòn(i), hàn(a), hin(a) ‘here’ 
(urban, rural/Bedouin, Gaza); honàk, hanàk, 
hinàk ‘there’ (urban, rural/Bedouin, Gaza); 
halkèt(a), hella± ‘now’; f-ilwa�it hay ‘then’; 
�abil ‘before’; ba�den ‘after’; hèk, hè� ‘(like) 
so’; wèn makàn ‘anywhere’; kull makàn ‘every-
where’; wala ma™àl ‘nowhere’; dayman, dà±iman 
‘always’; ma®®àt ‘sometimes’; wala ma®®a, bi-l 
ma®®a, abidan ‘never’; la™àl- ‘alone’ and ma� 
bà�� ‘together’, e.g. ajìna la™àl-na ‘we came 
alone’, ajìna ma� bà��(-na) ‘we came together’. 
Adverbs of time include buk®a ‘tomorrow’, 
ilyòm ‘today’, ißßuba™ ‘in the morning’. Adverbs 
of manner include šwoy(a)šwóy ‘carefully’, 
sawasáwa ‘fairly, nicely’, and nouns prefaced 
with b(i)- ‘in, with’, e.g. ®à™ ib-su®a� ‘he went 
quickly [lit. ‘with haste’]’. Sentential adverbs 
include inš(a)a££a ‘God willing’; ™amdilla, al-
™amdulillah ‘thank God!’; làzim ‘necessarily’; 
mumkin, yimkin ‘possibly’; and ma�lùm ‘of 
course’.

2.2.3 Particles
In addition to the definite article l ‘the’, particles 
include the prepositions �a(la) ‘to, at, for’; la, -l- 
‘for, to’; ta™t ‘under, below’; fòk ‘over, above’; 
f(i)- ‘in, with, at’; b(i)- ‘in, with’; wa®a ‘behind’; 
kuddàm ‘in front of’; bèn ‘between’; �an 
‘away from’; ma� ‘with’; juwwa ‘inside (of)’; 
ba®®a ‘outside (of)’; min (m!in) ‘from’; ™awalè 
‘around’; jamb ‘beside’; �end ‘with [French 
chez], to, in the possession of’; la occurs as 
genitive marker, e.g. hàdi la walìd ‘this [fem.] 
is Walid’s’; fi takes -ni or -yya for 1st person 
singular object. The particle fì(h) ‘there is’ is 
an existential marker. It sometimes occurs as 
f-. Urban and some Bedouin dialects use ma- 
for negation, e.g. ma-šufit ‘I didn’t see’, ma-ba-šùf 
‘I don’t see’. Other dialects use ma- . . . -š for 
a perfect tense verb, otherwise -š, e.g. ma-
šuft-iš ‘I didn’t see’, bašùf-iš ‘I don’t see’. The 
prepositions ma� and �ind, existential fì(h), and 
independent pronouns can be negated, e.g. 
ma-ma�-i, ma�-ì-š ‘I don’t have (any)’ (urban, 

Table 6. Possessive/object dependent pronouns

 singular plural

1 for verbs: -ni -na
 for prepositions 
 and nouns after a 
 consonant: -i
 for prepositions and 
 nouns after a vowel: 
 -i/(yy)a

2 masc. after a consonant: -ak urban: 
  -ko(m)/ku(m)
 after a vowel: -k rural/Bedouin: 
  �u(m)

  fem. after a consonant:  rural/Bedouin:
  �in
 urban: -ik; rural/
 Bedouin: -i�  
 after a vowel: urban: 
 -ki; rural/Bedouin: -�
3 masc. after a consonant: urban/Bedouin: 
  -hum 
 urban: -o(h)/-u(h); 
 rural/Bedouin: -a(h) 
 after a vowel: -(h) rural: -him

3 fem. -ha rural/Bedouin: 
  -hin
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rural/Bedouin); ma-fì(h), f-iš(i) ‘there isn’t any’ 
(urban, rural/Bedouin); ma-hiyy binti, ma-hiyy-
iš binti ‘she’s not my daughter’ (urban, rural/
Bedouin). Other forms of negation use m-iš 
‘not’, e.g. m-iš ta�bàn ‘not tired’. The form 
wala ‘no, not a, not any’ is used for nouns, e.g. 
wala ÿèma ‘not a cloud’; la± ‘no’ can negate an 
imperative, e.g. la± t-ìji ‘don’t come [fem. sg.]!’. 
Conjunction particles include u ‘and’; willa, 
aw ‘or’; bass, làkin ‘but’; �a(la)šàn ‘because’; 
illa ‘except’; zay ka ‘as if’; ™atta, �abèn ‘until’. 
The vocative particle is ya, e.g. ya ®abbi ‘o 
Lord’. Exclamations include wa££a ‘really!’, �an 
jadd ‘truly’, wa££àhi ‘truly/I swear’, maša££a, 
maša(±)a££ah (expression of awe and praise), 
yi££a ‘let’s go’, and �al yòm ‘if only!’.

2.2.4 Nouns
A noun is feminine if it is inherently female, is a 
body part of which there are two, or ends in -a. 
A masculine noun can be made feminine with 
the feminine singular suffix -a, e.g. m�allim-a 
‘teacher [fem.]’. Dual is marked by -èn, e.g. 
bint-èn ‘two girls’. Regular plurals are formed 
with -ìn [masc. pl.], -àt [fem. pl.]. Irregular 
plurals are formed by an alteration of the 
segmental pattern of the singular, e.g. malà�it 
‘pins, tongs’ (sg. mil�at). Nouns are definite or 
indefinite, e.g. ilwalad ‘the boy’, walad ‘a boy’. 
Partitives/diminutives are sometimes formed 
with feminine endings, e.g. ruzz-a ‘bit of rice’, 
snan-àt ‘little teeth’. Endearment forms for 
some nouns use medial consonant gemination 
and ù vocalism, or a possessive suffix, e.g. bin-
nùt ‘(dear) girl’, walad-i ‘my (dear) boy’. Nouns 
are primitive, e.g. ™ßàn ‘horse’, ruzz ‘rice’, or 
derived from a noun, e.g. diràsa ‘studies, les-
sons’ (cf. drùs ‘studies, lessons’), verb, or verb 
participle (Sec. 2.2.6.4). Some are reduplicative, 
e.g. mišmiš ‘apricot’. Southern Bedouin dialects 
have the � �gahawa syndrome’, inserting a 
between one of x ÿ ™ � h and another consonant 
when they are preceded by a, e.g. gahawa ‘cof-
fee’. Adjectives are primitive, e.g. mnì™ ‘good’, 
or derived from a noun or verb. Adjectives 
from a noun use the -i(yya) � ‘nisba’ suffix, e.g. 
balad-i, balad-iyya ‘local, domestic [masc. sg., 
fem. sg.]’ (cf. balad ‘land, country’), or -àn, e.g. 
bard-àn ‘chilled [masc. sg.]’ (cf. bard ‘chill’). 
Participles can function as adjectives, e.g. iši 
ma�®ùf ‘something known [masc. sg.]’. Colors 
and deficiencies use verbal Form IX (without 

the final geminate), e.g. a™ma® ‘red’, a†®uš 
‘deaf’, or -i, e.g. lèlak-i ‘violet’. Comparatives 
and superlatives use the � elative form, e.g. 
a™san ‘better, best’. Adjectives are inflected 
for gender and number like nouns; sometimes 
the plural is irregular. They agree in gender, 
number, and definiteness with the noun they 
modify; masculine plural sometimes replaces 
feminine plural, e.g. binàt ša†®ìn ‘clever girls’.

2.2.5 Numerals
Cardinal numbers from 1 to 21 are wa™ad, 
itnèn ~ tintèn, talàt(a), a®ba�, xamsa, sitta, 
saba�, tamania, tisa�, �aša®a, ™dàš, tnàš, talattàš, 
a®b�atàš, xamstàš, sittàš, sab�atàš, tamantàš, 
tis�atàš, �aš®ìn, wa™ad u �aš®ìn. Cardinals 11–19 
are truncations of the phrase ‘X il �aša®a with 
the construct state t, e.g. a®b�atàš < a®b�a-t 
il�aša®a. Other cardinals are talatìn ‘thirty’, 
a®b�ìn ‘forty’, xamsìn ‘fifty’, sittìn ‘sixty’, sab�ìn 
‘seventy’, tamanìn ‘eighty’, tis�ìn ‘ninety’, miyya 
‘one hundred’, wa™adu miyya ‘one hundred 
and one’, miytèn ‘two hundred’, talàt miyya 
‘three hundred’, alf ‘one thousand’, malyòn 
‘one million’, malyà® ‘one billion’. Cardinals 
3–10 do not have agreement polarity. The ordi-
nal numbers from first to thirteenth are awwal 
~ ùwwal (fem. ùwl-a), tàni, tàlit, ®àba�, xàmis, 
sàdis, sàba�, tàmin, tàsa�, �àši®, ™dàši®, tnàši®, 
talattàši®; others are il�aš®ìn ‘twentieth’, ilmiyya 
‘hundredth’, il±alf ‘thousandth’.

2.2.6 Verb
Denominative verbs include malli™ ‘to make 
salty’ (cf. mali™ ‘salt’). This section presents 
indicative and imperative moods; for subjunc-
tive, see Section 2.3.3.

2.2.6.1 Verbal Forms (patterns)

2.2.6.1.1 Form I
In Form I, strong verbs in the imperfect tense 
have i in the first syllable and i or a in the second 
syllable, e.g. iktib ‘write’, although u occurs in 
forms with an emphatic, e.g., u�®ub ‘hit’.

2.2.6.1.2  Derived
Several secondary verb forms are used pro-
ductively (see Table 7, from Munther Younes 
p.c.). Productive forms comprise an active set 
and a set of their passive/reflexive counterparts. 
Other forms occur nonproductively: Form IV 
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(aCCVC, causative or denominative), e.g. atlij 
‘to snow’; Form IX (i-C1C2VC3C3, becoming 
[color or quality]), e.g. i™ma®® ‘to become 
red’; and Form X (ista-CCVC, denominative 
[becoming or thinking of something or oneself 
as]), e.g. ista�ÿir ‘to think of oneself as small’.

2.2.6.1.3 Passive
Forms VII and VIII express passive voice, 
e.g. nkasa® ‘it [masc.] was broken’, intafax ‘it 
[masc.] was inflated’.

2.2.6.2 Inflection of imperfect and perfect

2.2.6.2.1 Imperfect
Imperfect tense is formed with b- and subject 
inflectional affixes (see Table 8, for strong 
verbs). Some urban and southern dialects use 
y- for 3rd person masculine singular and 3rd 
person plural e.g. b-y-iktib ‘he’s writing’. The 
positive imperative is the imperfect stem, e.g. 
iktib ‘write [masc. sg.]!’. The negative impera-
tive has 2nd person subject inflections, e.g. 
ma-t-iktib, t-iktib-iš ‘don’t write [masc. sg.]!’ 
(urban, rural/Bedouin).

Table 8. Imperfect conjugation of strong verbs 
(iktib ‘he writes’)

 singular plural

3 masc. b-iktib b-ikitb-u
3 fem. b-t-iktib b-ikitb-in
2 masc. b-t-iktib b-t-ikitb-u
2 fem. b-t-ikitb-i b-t-ikitb-in
1 b-a-ktib b-n-iktib

2.2.6.2.2 Perfect
Perfect tense inflection has a vocalism (see 
Table 9, for strong verbs).

Table 9. Perfect conjugation of strong verbs 
(katab ‘he wrote’)

 singular plural

3 masc. katab katab-u
3 fem. katb-at katab-in
2 masc. katab-it katab-tu
2 fem. katab-ti katab-tin
1 katab-it katab-na

2.2.6.3 Participle forms
The active participle of Form I is CàCiC, e.g. kàtib 
‘writing’. The passive participle is ma-CCùC, 
e.g. maktùb ‘written’. The active participles of 
productive secondary verb Forms are m-CaCCiC 
(II), e.g. mkammil ‘finishing’; m-CàCiC (III), m-
sàfir ‘traveling’; mi-t-CaCCiC (V), e.g. mitfarriz 
‘being frozen’; mi-t- CàCiC (VI), e.g. mitkatl-ìn 
‘fighting with each other [masc. pl.]’; mu-n-
CaCiC (VII), e.g. mun™a®i� ‘burning oneself’; 
m-i-CtVCVC (VIII), e.g. miktašif ‘discover-
ing’. (Other participles are mu-CCiC (IV), m-
i-C1C2VC3C3 (IX), and m-ista-CCVC (X).) The 
passive participles are the same as the active, 
except for a vocalism. Participles are inflected 
for number and gender like adjectives.

2.2.6.4 Verbal nouns
Verbal nouns are usually mu-CCàC for instru-
mentals and mu-CÄCiC for professions, e.g. 
muftà™ ‘key’, mu®àsil ‘reporter’, and maCCaC 
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Table 7. Productive secondary verb forms

Form Meaning of the Form Example
  imperfect perfect meaning

II: C1VC2C2VC3 intensive/extensive jammi� jamma� ‘to gather’
 causative farriz farraz ‘to freeze’
 declarative/estimative saddi� sadda� ‘to believe’
 denominative malli™ malla™ ‘to make salty’ (cf. mali™ ‘salt’)

III: CVVCVC reciprocal (participative) kàtil kàtal ‘to fight’
V: t-C1VC2C2VC3 reflexive of II tfarriz tfarraz ‘to be frozen’
 denominative tÿannim  tÿannam ‘to become a goat owner’ 
    (cf. ÿinim ‘goats’)
VI: t-CVVCVC reflexive of III tkàtil tkàtal ‘to fight with each other’
VII: n-CVCVC passive/reflexive of I n™a®i� n™a®a� ‘to burn oneself’ 
    (cf. ™a®i� ‘burn’)
VIII: i-CtVCVC passive/reflexive of I iktašif iktašaf ‘to discover [i.e. ‘to uncover for 
    oneself’]’ (cf. kašif ‘uncover’)
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for places, e.g. maktab ‘office’. (Adjustments 
depend on verb Form, e.g. m-CaCCiC for 
a profession based on Form II, e.g. m�allim 
‘teacher’.) The plural is ma-CVCìC, e.g. mafatì™ 
‘keys’, or external, e.g. m�allim-ìn ‘teachers 
[masc.]’. Others nouns are CVCÄC, e.g. kitàb 
‘book’, or use the participle, e.g. msaxxan (type 
of main dish).

2.2.7 Weak verbs
Initial weak verbs with primary y, e.g. ìbas ‘to 
dry up, become hard’, are rare. Imperfect vocal-
ism depends on the verb type. Perfect vocalism 
is a, although i and u sometimes occur in 1st 
and 2nd persons. The imperative is formed as 
for strong verbs.

2.2.7.1 Geminated verbs
In verbs with a two-consonant root, the second 
consonant is a geminate (Table 10).

Table 10. Conjugation of biliteral verbs 
(™a†† ‘to put’)

       imperfect             perfect
 sg pl sg pl

3 masc. b-™u†† b-™u††-u ™a†† ™a††-u
3 fem. b-t-™u†† b-™u††-in ™a††-at ™a††-in
2 masc. b-t-™u†† b-t-™u††-u ™a††-è-t ™a††-è-tu
2 fem. b-t-™u††-i b-t-™u††-in ™a††-è-ti ™a††-è-tin
1 b-a-™u†† b-n-™u†† ™a††-è-t ™a††-è-na

Active participle: ™à†i†
Passive participle: ma™†ù†

2.2.7.2 Initial weak verbs: primary ±
A second type of weak verb has primary ± 
(Table 11).

Table 11. Conjugation of initial weak verbs: 
Primary ± (òkil ‘to eat’)

                      imperfect              perfect
 sg pl sg pl

1 b-òkil b-n-òkil akel-it akel-na
2 masc. b-t-òkil b-t-òkl-u akel-it akel-tu
2 fem. b-t-òkl-i b-t-òkl-in akel-ti akel-tin
3 masc. b-òkil b-òkl-u akel akl-u
3 fem. b-t-òkil b-òkl-in akl-at akl-in

Active participle: mèkil
Passive participle: makùl

2.2.7.3 Initial weak verbs: Verbs Iw
In Iw (Table 12), w is realized in the imperfect 
as u vocalism.

Table 12. Conjugation of initial weak verbs: 
Verbs Iw (wakif ‘to stand (up)’)

        imperfect             perfect
 sg pl sg pl

3 masc. b-ùkaf b-ùkaf-u wakif wakaf-u
3 fem. b-t-ùkaf b-ùkaf-in wakf-at wakaf-in
2 masc. b-t-ùkaf b-t-ùkaf-u wakif-it wakaf-tu
2 fem. b-t-ùkaf-i b-t-ùkaf-in wakif-ti wakaf-tin
1 b-a-wkaf b-n-ùkaf wakif-it wakaf-na

Active participle: wàkif
Passive participle: mawkùf

2.2.7.4 Medial weak verbs: Medial w, y, or à
A ‘hollow’ verb (Table 13, verbs IIw) with medial 
w has it in the imperfect, while verbs with 
medial y have ì in the imperfect, e.g. �à � ‘to lose 
oneself’’; medial à has à, e.g. nàm ‘to sleep’. 
The participles of all hollow verbs have medial 
y. In the perfect for 1st and 2nd persons, à is 
shortened and raised to u for verbs IIw, to i for 
verbs IIy and verbs with medial à, e.g. �i�t ‘I lost 
myself’, nimit ‘I slept’.

Table 13. Conjugation of medial weak verbs 
(kàm ‘to get up’)

                      imperfect                 perfect
 sg pl sg pl

3 masc. b-ikùm b-ikùm-u kàm kàm-u
3 fem. b-it-kùm b-ikùm-in kàm-at kàm-in
2 masc. b-it-kùm b-it-kùm-u kum-it kum-tu
2 fem. b-it-kùm-i b-it-kùm-in kum-ti kum-tin
1 b-a-kùm b-n-kùm kum-it kum-na

Active participle: kayim

2.2.7.5 Final weak verbs: Tertiary y or à
Final weak verbs have tertiary y or à (see Table 
14).

2.2.7.6 Irregular verbs
Some verbs are double (initial and final) weak, 
e.g. aja ‘to come’ (Table 15).

2.2.8 Quadriliteral verbs
The primary form of verbs with a four-
consonant root is Q1 (CVCCVC) (Table 
16). Secondary forms are Q2 (t-CVCCVC, 
reflexive of Q1 or denominative) and Q4 (i-
C1C2VC3C4VC4 becoming [state]). Q2 is pro-
ductive, e.g., txa®bi† ‘to be confused’. The 
participles for Q1 are mCaCCiC and mCaC-
CaC. The active participles for Q2 and Q4 are 
m-i-C1C2VC3C4VC4, and m-i-C1C2VC3C4VC4, 
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respectively. Quadriliteral verbs are frequently 
reduplicative, denoting repetitive action or 
action all over the place, e.g. nu†-ni†† ‘to jump 
repeatedly, jump all over the place’ (cf. na†† ‘to 
jump’). Borrowed words are sometimes realized 
as quadriliteral verbs, e.g. fantaz ‘to fantasize, 
imagine’ < English fantasy.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase

2.3.1.1 Definiteness
The noun phrase is definite if the head noun is 
definite.

2.3.1.2 Expression of indefiniteness with 
specificity
If prefaced by the definite article, wa™ad ‘one, 
someone’ denotes a specific individual (out of 
a general group), e.g. bita�b ilwa™ad ‘one gets 
tired’.

2.3.1.3 Construct state
Characteristics of the � construct state are (i) 
the last member determines the definiteness; (ii) 
-t is affixed to a nonfinal feminine noun ending 
in a, e.g. sà�a ‘hour’ in sà�a-t m-a-šùfak ‘the 
hour when I see you’; (iii) any modifier, includ-
ing a demonstrative pronoun, occurs only after 
both members, e.g. †awla-t ilbinit hàdi ‘that 
table of the girl’, ‘that girl’s table’; and (iv) only 
the second member can have the definite article 
attached. The word orders of the construct state 
mimic those of the verb phrase. The construc-
tions imm/abu X and taba� X, e.g. abu ilkitàba 
‘the best writer [masc.]’, taba� walìd ‘Walid’s 
thing’, are similar to the construct state.

2.3.1.4 Quantifiers
Frequently used quantifiers are kull ‘all’ and 
šwoyy(a) ‘some, a bit’.

2.3.1.5 Numeral phrase
The number usually precedes the noun, e.g. 
tnèn walàd ‘two boys’, except for wa™ad ‘one’, 
e.g. binit wa™ad-a ‘one girl’.

2.3.1.6 Adjectives
The adjective follows the noun or phrase it 
modifies, e.g., i††awla likbìra ‘the big table’.

Table 14. Conjugation of final weak verbs

i. Tertiary y (nisi ‘to forget’)

                  imperfect               perfect
 sg pl sg pl

3 masc. b-insa b-ins-u nisi nis-u
3 fem. b-t-insa b-ins-in nis-it nis-in
2 masc. b-t-insa b-t-ins-u n.s-ì-t n.s-ì-tu
2 fem. b-t-ins-i b-t-ins-in n.s-ì-ti n.s-ì-tin
1 b-a-nsa b-n-insa n.s-ì-t n.s-ì-na

Active participle: nàsi
Passive participle: mansi

ii. Tertiary à (bana ‘to build’)

                 imperfect               perfect
 sg pl sg pl

3 masc. b-ibni b-ibn-u bana ban-u
3 fem. b-t-ibni b-ibn-in ban-at ban-in
2 masc. b-t-ibni b-t-ibn-u ban-è-t ban-è-tu
2 fem. b-t-ibn-i b-t-ibn-in ban-è-ti ban-è-tin
1 b-a-bni b-n-ibni ban-è-t ban-è-na

Active participle: bàni
Passive participle: mabni

Table 15. Conjugation of double weak aja ‘to 
come’

                     imperfect                   perfect
 sg pl sg pl

3 masc. b-ìji b-ìj-u aja aj-u
3 fem. b-t-ìji b-ìj-in aj-at aj-in
2 masc. b-t-ìji b-t-ìj-u aj-ì-t aj-ì-tu
2 fem. b-t-ìj-i b-t-ìj-in aj-ì-ti aj-ì-tin
1 b-à-ji b-n-ìji aj-ì-t aj-ì-na

Active participle: jày

Table 16. Conjugation of quadriliteral verbs 
(xa®ba† ‘ to confuse’)

                     imperfect                    perfect
 sg pl sg pl

3 masc. b-xa®bi† b-xa®bi†-u xa®ba† xa®ba†-u
3 fem. b-t-xa®bi† b-xa®bi†-in xa®ba†-at xa®ba†-in
2 masc. b-t-xa®bi† b-t-xa®bi†-u xa®ba†-it xa®ba†-tu
2 fem. b-t-xa®bi†-i b-t-xa®bi†-in xa®ba†-ti xa®ba†-tin
1 b-a-xa®bi† b-n-xa®bi† xa®ba†-it xa®ba†-na

Active participle: mxa®bi†
Passive participle: mxa®ba†
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2.3.1.7 Elative constructions
Elative constructions use the pattern aCCaC, e.g. 
m(a)-a™san-ak ‘how good you [masc. sg.] are!’.

2.3.1.8 Relative clauses
Asyndetic relative clauses are rare. If the object is 
relativized, a redundant object pronoun occurs 
on the verb, e.g. hàda zzalama illi šuft-o ‘that’s 
the man whom I saw [lit. ‘whom I saw him’].’

2.3.2 Verbal phrase

2.3.2.1 Synthetic tendencies in the verb phrase
The pronominal verbal object can be doubled 
to increase its definiteness or for emphasis, e.g. 
katab-t-hum himma ‘I wrote them [masc.]’.

2.3.3 Verbal aspect
The structural imperfect expresses simple pres-
ent, present continuous, present habitual, and 
future tenses, e.g. b-iktib ‘he writes’, ‘he’s writ-
ing’, ‘he will write’. The perfect expresses sim-
ple past, e.g. katab ‘he wrote’. Past continuous 
tense is formed with auxiliary kùn ‘to be’ (with 
ibki ‘to remain’ in rural dialects) in the perfect 
tense, and a main verb in the subjunctive; 
it expresses past continuous or past habitual, 
e.g. kàn y-iktib, baka y-iktib ‘he was writing’, 
‘he used to write’ (urban/Bedouin, rural). The 
continuous tenses can be expressed using the 
active participle (Section 2.3.3.4), and future 
tense by using an aspect prefix (Section 2.3.3.3). 
The subjunctive mood (Table 17) is used for 
contingent or possible action; for exhortations 
and wishes, e.g. n-®ù™ ‘let us go!’; in a comple-
ment clause e.g. b-a-šùf-o y-iktib ‘I see him 
write’; and for questions, e.g. a-kùl ‘should 
I say?’.

Table 17. Subjunctive conjugation (katab ‘to 
write’)

 sg pl

3 masc. y-iktib y-ikitb-u
3 fem. t-iktib y-ikitb-in
2 masc. t-iktib t-ikitb-u
2 fem. t-ikitb-i t-ikitb-in
1 a-ktib n-iktib

2.3.3.1 Innovations in the verbal system
Infixal -iyya- links indirect objects and direct 
objects, in that order. If -l- ‘for, to’ occurs, it 
precedes the indirect object, e.g. �a†-e-t-il-ha-
iyyà-him ‘I gave them [masc.] for/to her’.

2.3.3.2 Indicative prefixes
The indicative prefix b- marks the imperfect.

2.3.3.3 Future-intent prefixes
Future is marked with ta- or ™a- affixed to a 
subjunctive verb, e.g. ta-y-iktib ‘when he will 
write’, ™a-y-iktib ‘he will write’.

2.3.3.4 Use of active participle
The active participle can express present or 
past continuous: kàtib hu ‘he’s writing’, šuf-t-o 
kàtib ‘I saw him [and he was] writing’.

2.3.3.5 Narrative imperative
The imperative is used instead of imperfect 
or perfect in Negev Bedouin Arabic for audi-
ence engagement or foregrounding of narrative 
content, e.g. yòm mil-layàm aja u šùf esma� il 
awàmir ‘one day he came and saw and heard 
what was going on’ [lit. ‘see! hear!’] (Henkin 
1998).

2.3.3.6 Other means to express durativity, 
intent, wishes, etc.
Serial verbs express aspect, emphasis, purpose, 
or sequence of action, e.g. ®à™ yimši ‘he went 
and walked’. The verbs �all ‘to stay’, ka�ad ‘to 
sit’, and †ila� ‘to get up’ are used as auxiliaries 
to mark continuous action or to emphasize 
actuality, e.g. �all y-�azzib-ni ‘he kept getting 
me upset’; kàn kà �ad y-òkil ‘he was there just 
(carrying on) eating’; †ila� y-òkil ‘he turned out 
to be eating’.

2.3.3.7 Use of periphrastic narratives
In narrative speech, auxiliary verbs as listed in 
Section 2.3.3.6 can be used for foregrounding 
information.

2.3.3.8 Negation
On negation of verbs, pronouns, and preposi-
tions, see Section 2.2.3. The form m-iš ‘not’ 
negates a nonverbal predicate, e.g. miš hòn 
‘not here’.

2.3.4 Word order
The default word order is Verb-Subject-Object. 
Several orders are permitted. In Subject-Verb, 
the subject is topicalized. Subject is frequently 
non-overt, e.g. šafat ‘she saw’ (cf. šafat hi(yya) 
‘she saw’). Object is sometimes non-overt, e.g. 
a££ah y-sahhil �alèk ‘may God make it easy for 
you [masc. sg.]’. Grade adverbs, e.g. as®a� ‘faster, 
fastest’, usually occur directly after the verb.
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2.3.5 Agreement/concord
See Section 2.2.4 on adjective-noun agreement 
and Section 2.3.1.3 on the construct state. For 
a plural noun Subject in a Subject-Verb-Object 
sentence, the adjective is masculine. In con-
structions like ilwalad illi maksù® ilijir ‘the boy 
with the broken leg’, the adjective agrees with 
the noun modified by the relative clause, not 
with the noun it modifies within the relative 
clause.

2.3.6 Existential sentences
Existential sentences are equational, adjectival, 
or locative. The subject is definite unless the 
existential marker fì(h) ‘there is’ is used, e.g. 
fì(h) walad i�ÿìr ‘there is a small boy’. An 
indefinite subject without fì(h) can occur if the 
predicate is negated, e.g. ma�-nà-š baßala ‘we 
have no onion [lit. ‘not with us an onion].’ 
An existential clause is interpreted as present 
tense; kàn is inserted for past tense, yielding a 
verbal sentence, e.g. kàn walad i�ÿìr, kàn fìh 
walad i�ÿìr ‘there was a small boy’. A depen-
dent existential clause can be interpreted with 
nonpresent tense (Sec. 2.3.9). The subject can 
be covert if it is available from the immediately 
preceding discourse, e.g. ša†®ìn ‘they [masc.] are 
clever’, lit. ‘clever [masc. pl.]’.

2.3.7 Clause chaining and adverbial clauses
Clause coordination uses a coordinating conjunc-
tion. Subordination uses (i) a relative pronoun, 
(ii) a subordinating conjunction introducing an 
adverbial clause, e.g. ta�àl �ašàn a-šùf-ak ‘come 
[masc. sg.], so I can see you [masc. sg.]!’, or 
(iii) one of the complementizers: (la)±inn- ‘that’, 
an ‘so that, to’, or ma- ‘so that, e.g. hàt an 
sauwwìhum ‘let [masc. sg.] me do them [masc.]!’; 
zay ma kultlak ‘like I told you [masc. sg.]’ 
(Awad 1995). The complementizer (la) ±inn- 
takes an object pronoun, e.g. smi�it (la-) ±inn-
hum iß™àb ‘I heard that they [masc.] were 
friends’. An adverbial clause usually directly 
follows the verb.

2.3.8 Conditional sentences
The antecedent clause usually precedes the con-
sequent in a conditional sentence. Conditional 
particles include iza (urban), i�a (rural) for 
realis; and law ‘if, if only, were (that)’ and kàn 
‘if only’/had . . .’ for irrealis, with kàn occurring 
only in a past counterfactual, e.g. iza b-t-ìji b-
it-šuf-ì-ha ‘if she comes, you [fem. sg.] will see 
her’; law b-t-ìji b-it-šuf-ì-ha ‘were she to come, 

you [fem. sg.] would see her’; law ij-it kàn šuf-
t-ì-ha ‘had she come, you [fem. sg.] would have 
seen her’.

2.3.9 £àl sentences
With the conjunction u ‘as, when’, an existential 
subordinate clause is interpreted with the tense 
of the main clause, e.g. b-à-ji u inta ÿàyib ‘I’m 
coming when you [masc. sg.] are absent’; aj-ì-t 
u inta ÿàyib ‘I came when you [masc. sg.] were 
absent’. Asyndetic ™àl sentences do not occur.

2.4 Semantics

The imm/abu X and taba� X constructions (Sec. 
2.3.1.3) are used with alienable possession. The 
same can be true of �end ‘with, chez, etc.’. Bare 
nominals have an existential interpretation. The 
complementizer (la-)±inn- induces uncertainty 
about the matrix proposition.

3. L e x i c o n

Many borrowings exist, e.g. ™ràm ‘blanket’ from 
Classical Arabic, sabòn ‘soap’ from French, œaœa 
‘dad’ from Italian, nerviz ‘nervous [masc. sg.]’, 
‘to be nervous’ from English, belifon ‘cellular 
phone’ from Modern Israeli Hebrew. Metaphor 
and metonymy are common, e.g. †awwil ®ò™-ak 
‘be patient [masc. sg.]!’ [lit. ‘lengthen your 
[masc. sg.] spirit!’, mastù®a ‘married woman’, 
lit. ‘covered [fem. sg.]’ (Negev Bedouin Arabic) 
Onomatopoeic words include †uxx ‘shoot’, 
�aww ‘bark [as a dog barks]’.
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Parataxis � Sentence Coordination

Paronomasia

Commonly known as ‘pun’ (Redfern 1984), 
paronomasia is a figure of speech which is 
based on a play on meanings, either by using, in 
the same context, one homonymous or polyse-
mic word, or by using two or more words with 
synonymous or closely related meanings, which 
are often alliterative or rhyming. Examples 
of this include situations where an important 
personality who has passed away is cynically 
described as a grave man (homonym), or where 
the expression kith and kin (alliterative idiom) 
is used.

Paronomasia is widely used in all genres 
of literature, as well as in daily communica-
tion, and is usually employed for a special, 
often humorous effect. Related English terms 
in stylistics include ‘ambiguity’, ‘antanaclasis’, 
‘catachresis’, ‘syllepsis’, ‘zeugma’, and even 
‘jingles’, ‘quibbles’, and ‘polyptoton’, while in 
other European languages we find, in addition, 
‘annomination’, ‘double entendre’, ‘calembour’, 
and a few more terms, which come under the 
general notion of ‘jeux sémantiques’ in French, 
or ‘Wortspiel’ and ‘doppelsinnig’ in German.

Arab scholars of rhetoric (�ilm al-balàÿa), 
who postulate that rhetoric consists of three 
main branches, �ilm al-ma�ànì ‘semantics’, �ilm 
al-bayàn roughly ‘stylistics’, and �ilm al-badì� 
‘the study of figures of speech’, discuss parono-
masia at length, and use different equivalent 
terms for it. The term tawriya (from the root 
w-r-y ‘to hide, conceal’) is used for cases where 
a word has two meanings (is ‘ambiguous’), 
both of which may apply in a certain text 

or context, while only one, usually the less 
expected or ‘far’ meaning, is really intended, 
e.g. huwa mu™ammadun ‘he is Muhammad’/
‘he is praiseworthy’, where mu™ammad may 
mean a proper name or an attribute formed as 
a passive participle.

The term � jinàs (or its equivalents tajnìs, 
±ìhàm, ištiràk fì l-lafÚ, or ištiràk fì l-ma�nà) 
refers to the use of two polysemic or hom-
onymous words in one phrase or sentence, e.g. 
xafaqat al-qulùb lammà ±axfaqa l-inqilàb ‘the 
hearts beat when the revolution failed’. Here, 
the play on the words qalb ‘heart’ and inqilàb 
‘revolution’, both derived from the same root 
q-l-b ‘to turn’ and both making sense in com-
bination with the root x-f-q ‘to palpitate; to 
fail’, is intentional. In addition, the syntactic 
phenomenon known as maf �ùl mu†laq ‘abso-
lute object’, e.g. waßafahu waßfan daqìqan ‘he 
described him in detail’, is regarded as jinàs (� 
object, absolute).

Bonebakker (1966), who has investigated 
the tawriya in classical Arabic poetry, has 
researched most aspects of it, as discussed by 
“Arab critics or literary theorists”. According 
to his analysis, Arab scholars identify four (and 
possibly five) types of tawriya:

i. Tawriya mujarrada ‘simple pun’, when the 
tawriya word has no lawàzim ‘attributes’, 
and both meanings are possible.

ii. Tawriya murašša™a ‘prepared tawriya’, 
when the tawriya word is used in a context 
that contains ‘attributes’ of the meaning 
that is not intended by the writer. This is 
called al-ma�nà al-muwarrà bihi ‘the hid-
ing sense’ or al-ma�nà al-qarìb ‘the nearer 
sense’.

iii. Tawriya mubayyana ‘explained tawriya’, 
when the tawriya word is used in a context 
that contains ‘attributes’ of the intended 
meaning, known as al-ma�nà al-muwarrà 
�anhu ‘the hidden sense’ or al-ma�nà al-ba�ìd 
‘the further sense’.

iv. Tawriya muhayya±a ‘supported tawriya’, 
when the context contains a word which 
clarifies the tawriya itself.

v. Tawriya muqtarina ‘double tawriya’, when 
two tawriyas may yield four possible 
meanings.

Three other terms are used in the study of 
tawriya:
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i. Istixdàm, when the double meaning of a 
word used as tawriya serves in two different 
morphological or syntactic constructions.

ii.  ±Ibhàm (tawjìh), when two opposite mean-
ings are possible, often using contradictory 
senses, a positive and a negative, which 
may leave the context vague or ambigu-
ous, or when no clear indication is given as 
to whether the literal or the metaphorical 
meaning is meant.

iii. Tawhìm, when the tawriya may be a mis-
take, though allowing a possible interpreta-
tion (Bonebakker 1966:9–23).

According to a modern work (±Isbìr and 
Junaydì 1981), there are several types of 
tawriya or jinàs. Tawriya includes the four 
types mentioned above, whereas jinàs includes 
al-murakkab, al-mu†laq, al-muštaqq, al-mulaf-
faq, al-mu�ayyal, al-là™iq, al-mu†arraf, al-
mußa™™af, al-mu™arraf, al-lafÚì, al-maqlùb, 
and al-ma�nawì. In general, there are two cat-
egories. The first category is that of al-jinàs at-
tàmm, in which the two words are in complete 
harmony, i.e. they are homonyms or polysemes. 
The types found are al-mumà
il, al-mustawfì, 
jinàs at-tarkìb, al-marfùw, al-mutašàbih, al-
mafrùq, and al-mu™arraf. The second category 
is that of al-jinàs an-nàqiß, in which there is 
some difference between the two words. To 
this category belong al-mu†arraf, al-mu�ayyal, 
al-là™iq, al-mu�àri�, jinàs al-qalb (al-mujanna™ 
or al-muzdawaj), al-mu†laq, jinàs al-ištiqàq, 
al-mulaffaq, al-mußa™™af al-lafÚì, al-�aksì, and 
al-ma�nawì. The conditions are that either the 
two words have a common derivation (ištiqàq 
wà™id), or the two words resemble each other 
morphologically (mutašàbihàni ištiqàqan; ±Isbìr 
and Junaydì 1981:369–370, 409–410).

The various classifications provided by Arab 
rhetoricians are, no doubt, too detailed, and 
according to Bonebakker, they are arbitrary 
and often vague. In his view, they are used 
inconsistently and leave room for speculations 
and different interpretations of what the writer 
or speaker has really meant.

�Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078), who 
begins his book ±Asràr al-balàÿa with a long 
chapter on paronomasia, advocates that a 
good style is judged by ‘the beauty of ideas’ 
not ‘the beauty of words’. Hence, using too 
complex paronomasia, not easily grasped by 
the intellect, may miss the point, and “it is 

like overdressing a bride with too many orna-
ments, that may make her look repulsive” 
(±Asràr 9). Al-Jurjànì goes on to quote Arab 
rhetoricians, such as al-Jà™i�, and a number of 
famous poets to illustrate good and bad use of 
paronomasia.

Obviously, the richness of the Arabic lan-
guage with its wealth of synonyms, antonyms, 
homonyms, and polysemes puts at the disposal 
of writers an inexhaustible supply of puns, 
which have from time immemorial been current 
both in classical and modern poetry and prose, 
orally and in writing (cf. Somekh 1992:78–79), 
usually reflecting the author’s eloquence and 
aesthetic.

The following are but a few examples chosen 
randomly. The Qur±àn contains many instances 
of tawriya and tajnìs, e.g. bismi llahi r-ra™màni 
r-ra™ìm ‘in the Name of Allah the Most Gra-
cious, the Most Merciful’ [the paronomasia 
involves the last two words, which are derived 
from the same root and are close in meaning]; 
wa-s-samà±u banaynàhà bi-±aydin (Q. 51/47) 
‘We have constructed Heaven with power/by 
hands’ [where the last word may be interpreted 
as ‘with strength’ from the noun ±ayd or as the 
plural of the word yad ‘hand’]; wa-r-ra™mànu 
�alà l-�arši stawà (Q. 20/5) ‘and the Most 
Gracious has established Himself’. In the last 
example, according to some commentators, the 
‘far’ meaning of istawà is istawlà ‘to take con-
trol’, and this is meant, rather than the ‘close’ 
meaning of ‘to establish oneself, to get seated’ 
(see, e.g., Bustànì 1987, s.v. tawriya).

Arabic poetry has innumerable examples of 
paronomasia, e.g. wa-±ì�a mašat tarakat bi-
ßadrika �i�fa mà bi-™uliyyihà min ka
rat al-
waswàs (±Abù Tammàm) ‘and when she walks, 
she leaves in your heart twice as many of her 
jewels, the manifold of her seductive stomping’. 
Here, the wordplay is on the word al-waswàs, 
which is an onomatopoeia, meaning ‘speaking 
under one’s breath, whispering’, but should 
also be associated with the Qur±ànic epithet for 
the ‘seductive Devil’ (Q. 114/4). Other exam-
ples include ±aqarra llàh �aynahu wa-kafàhu 
šarrahà wa-±ajrà lahu �a�bahà wa-±ak
ara 
ladayhi tibrahà (Ibn Hišàm) ‘may God please 
him, and may He protect him against its evil, 
and may He make its sweet water flow for him, 
and may He increase his gold [i.e. wealth]’; 
the poet is using as paronomasia four different 
meanings of the word �ayn: the idiomatic use of 
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‘eye’ in the sense of ‘delight, pleasure’; ‘evil eye’; 
‘spring’; ‘wealth’; and min ba™ri ši�rika ±aÿtarif 
wa-bi-fa�li �ilmika ±a�tarif (±Abù Nuwàs) ‘from 
the ocean of your verse I will draw and your 
abundance of knowledge I will acknowledge’; 
paronomasia is achieved here by the playing 
on the rhyming verbs ±aÿtarif and ±a�tarif. Even 
popular songs in Arabic employ paronomasia, 
e.g. ba™ibbak wa-±udàrì u-±inta muš dàrì ‘I love 
you and conceal my [feelings] and you are not 
aware of it’, where the wordplay is based again 
on the morphological similarity between Forms 
I and III of the same root d-r-y.

Arabic prose offers many examples of parono-
masia, e.g. ma tarà ra±ya mà narà ‘you don’t see 
our point of view’; ±àna l-±awàn li-jam� šamlinà 
‘the time for a reunion has come’; kàn wa-mà 
kàn ‘once upon a time’, a traditional beginning 
of children’s stories.

Many Arabic � proverbs and dicta are based 
on paronomasia, e.g. kuff fakkayk wa-fukk 
kaffayk lit. ‘stop your jaws and untie your 
hands’, i.e. ‘don’t talk, do!’; ™àmìha ™aràmìhà 
‘her guards are those who stole her/it’; al-
±aqàrib �aqàrib lit. ‘relatives are scorpions’, 
i.e. ‘those who are close to you are those who 
harm you’.

A large number of � collocations contain 
paronomasia, e.g. junna junùnuhu ‘to become 
frantic’; layla laylà± ‘dark night’; ™ißn ™aßìn 
‘stronghold’.

Many � idioms are paronomastic, e.g. lam 
yatruk bàban ±illà wa-†araqahu lit. ‘he left no 
door without knocking on it’, i.e. ‘he left no 
stone unturned’; šay±an fa-šay±an lit. ‘a mat-
ter following a matter’, i.e. ‘gradually’; dassa 
s-samm fì d-dasam lit. ‘to put poison in the fat’, 
i.e. ‘to poison the good atmosphere’.

Many daily expressions (� greetings, voca-
tives, interjections, etc.) contain paronomasia, 
e.g. ±ahlan wa-sahlan lit. ‘you are part of the 
family and an easy guest’, i.e. ‘you are wel-
come!’; �àmirìn wa-
àmirìn ‘[may God grant 
you] a long and fruitful union!’ as a congratu-
lation for a newlywed couple; hanì±an marì±an 
‘bon appétit’.

Titles of books, especially medieval works, 
were formed as paronomasia, e.g. Fàkihat 
al-xulafà± wa-mufàkahat aÚ-Úurafà±) by Ibn 
�Arabšàh (d. 1450); Fawàt al-wafayàt by Ibn 
Šàkir al-Kutubì (d. 1362); Xarìdat al-qaßr 
wa-jarìdat al-�aßr by Mu™ammad al-±Ißfahànì 
(d. 909).

Headlines often contain paronomasia, prob-
ably in order to attract the attention of the 
reader, e.g. al-làji±ùna ß-ßumàliyyùn yahrubùna 
min nàr bilàdihim ±ilà ja™ìm al-yaman ‘the 
Somali refugees escape from the inferno of 
their country to the hell of Yemen’; ±adabunà 
±ilà l-�ibriyya bawwàba li-ma�rifat al-bawà†in 
al-�arabiyya ‘our literature [translated] into 
Hebrew is the gate for the knowledge of the 
Arab hidden secrets’; ±iflàs xazà±in ™amas 
‘Hamas’ insolvent treasures’.

Advertisements may also use paronomasia 
to attract the attention of the customer, e.g. 
ista
mir fì mißr al-™abìba balad al-±amn wa-l-
±amàn ‘invest in beloved Egypt, the country of 
safety and security!’ [a government advertise-
ment]; taqniya jadìda ma�ahà sa-taqùlu dà±iman: 
kull šay± ta™ta s-say†ara ‘a new technology with 
which you will always say: everything is under 
control’ [an advertisement by IBM for a new 
computer, alluding also to the control key 
on the keyboard]; ra™àba fà±iqa qiyàda salisa 
quwwat heimi ‘exquisite space, smooth driv-
ing, Heimi power’ [an advertisement for a new 
car where the words ra™àba and qiyàda have a 
double meaning; the former indicates spacious-
ness but also alludes to generosity, while the 
latter means ‘driving’ but also ‘leadership’ and 
‘control’].

Finally, a large number of humorous pieces 
(‘fun verses’, comic sketches, jokes, graffiti, rid-
dles, tongue twisters, cartoons, mainly political, 
etc.) amuse because of wordplay i.e. parono-
masia, e.g. †araqtu l-bàba ™attà kalla matnì 
wa-lammà kalla matnì kallamatnì ‘I knocked 
on the door until my strength was sapped and 
when it was sapped she spoke to me’ [a well-
 known ‘fun verse’]; al-�ilm nùr wa-l-jahl ±anwar 
‘knowledge is light and ignorance is more illu-
minating’ [a political joke heard in Egypt, 
offering a wordplay on the first name of the 
late president Anwar Sadat]; ™ubb là tu™àrib 
‘love, don’t fight’ [a ‘mitigated’ version of the 
slogan ‘make love not war’, seen in graffiti; the 
Arabic word ™ubb simply means ‘love’ and not 
‘make love’].
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Participle

Both Classical Arabic and modern spoken 
varieties of Arabic have what are customarily 
termed active and passive participles. Although 
nearly identical in form in both varieties, the 
semantico-syntactic status of the active parti-
ciple differs. This entry summarizes the com-
monalities, particularly the morphological, then 
deals separately with the two varieties.

1. C o m m o n  s t r u c t u r e s

1.1 Morphology

Morphologically, both active and passive par-
ticiples are regularly derived from a verb. The 
active/passive participles have the form fà�il/

maf�ùl in the basic form, and and in the derived 
forms they essentially have mV- + imperfect/per-
fect stem. Because both participles are inflected 
like adjectives, in Classical Arabic they take 
case endings. Furthermore, with a rare dialec-
tal exception (see (22) and (23) below), like 
adjectives, they are not inflected for person. 
In Classical Arabic the masculine plural usu-
ally takes sound plural suffixes -ùna/-ìna/-àt, 
although the active participle in particular may 
be associated with a broken plural (e.g., see 
(1)). Table 1 summarizes the basic set of forms, 
using spoken Arabic inflectional forms, further 
variants being noted below.

Table 1. Basic set of forms of the participle

active passive

masc. fem. masc. fem.

sg. kàtib kàtib-a(t) maktùb maktùb-a(t)

pl. kàtib-ìn kàtib-àt maktùb-ìn maktùb-àt

Derived forms attach the prefix mi-, Classical 
Arabic mu-, to the respective imperfect (for the 
active participle) and perfect (for the passive 
participle) stems, e.g. mi-™addid/mu-™addid 
‘limiting’, mi-™addad/mu-™addad ‘limited’.

For the active participle, verbs Iw/y, IIw/y, 
IIIw/y, and geminated verbs all display irregu-
larities of certain kinds. In spoken Arabic, 
geminated verbs have either the form fà�il, e.g. 
ràdid ‘returning’ (Levantine), or fà�l, e.g. ràdd 
(Cairene, North African, all Sudanic variet-
ies, Arabian peninsular dialects); hollow verbs 
have fàyil, e.g. šàyil ‘having picked up’; and 
weak verbs have fà�i, e.g. ràmi ‘having thrown, 
throwing’. Verbs I± have either m- or w-, màkil 
or wàkil ‘having eaten’. In Classical Arabic, 
geminated verbs have fà�l, e.g. ràdd; verbs IIw/
y have fà±il, e.g. bà±i� ‘buying’, qà±il ‘saying’; 
and verbs IIIw/y have fà�ì, e.g. ràmì ‘having 
thrown, throwing’ (indefinite ràmi-n by pho-
nological rule), dà�ì ‘calling’. In some derived 
Forms (VI, VII, VIII), verbs IIw/y and gemi-
nated verbs neutralize the difference between 
active and passive participle, in agreement 
with the perfect/imperfect verbs of the same 
classes, muštaqq ‘deriving from/derived from’ 
(cf. ištaqqa/yaštaqqu), mubtà� ‘buying, bought’ 
(ibtà�a/yabtà�u). In Forms V and VI, the active 
participle has the form mutafa��il/mutafà�il (cf. 
imperfect yatafa��al, yatafà�al).
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Irregularities in the passive participle in 
Classical Arabic are generally explicable by mor-
phophonological rule, the -w- of the participle
infix being assimilated to a neighboring y, for 
instance; mabì� < *mabyuw� ‘bought’, mabnì 
‘built’ < *mabnuwy. However, in Classical 
Arabic in particular, there are for both the 
active and the passive participle irregular-
ities of various types, of which three can be 
mentioned:

 i. Verbs in Form IV may take their passive 
participle from the basic stem, ±a™abba ‘to 
love, like’ but ma™bùb ‘loved’; ±ajanna ‘to 
make crazy’, majnùn ‘crazy’.

 ii. A number of intensive (mubàliÿa) nomi-
nal patterns are considered to behave like 
active participles and are treated as such, 
including the patterns fa��àl, fa�ùl, fa�ìl, and 
mif�àl, e.g. natùj ‘bearing many [camels]’ 
< ±antaja, qadìr ‘very able, potent’, samì � ‘lis-
tener, hearing, the All-hearing [of God]’.

iii. Participles can have irregular broken plu-
rals, as in (1) and (2).

(1) hunna ™awàjj-un bayta llàh
 ‘They [fem.] are performing the pilgrimage 

to the Ka�ba’ (sg. ™àjj/™àjja)

(2) qu††àn makkat-a
 ‘those who dwell in Mecca’ (Sìbawayhi, 

Kitàb I, 46; Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 229)

1.2 Syntax

In the Arabic linguistic tradition, the two parti-
cipial forms are classified as subtypes of noun, 
the active participle being the noun of the agent 
(� ism al-fà�il) and the passive the noun of 
the patient (ism al-maf �ùl). This classification 
gives priority to their inflectional properties. 
Although active and passive participles lack an 
agent marker (see Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf I, 55–
65, on the status of an inferred agent pronoun 
in participles), early linguists recognized that 
they replicate many properties of a verb. Like a 
verb, they allow fronting of a direct object and 
maintain the argument structure of the verb, 
for instance an active participle governing an 
object in the accusative, as in

(3) zaydun �àrib-un ÿulàm-a-hu
 ‘Zayd is beating his boy’

Participles therefore stood between verbs and 
nouns (±asad ‘lion, lion-like’) in a cline from 
most verblike to most nounlike, a detailed 
classification of structures dependent on a com-
plicated conjunction of lexical, syntactic, and 
semantic factors (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 194ff.).

In Classical Arabic, the precise rules of object 
governance become quite complex, with the 
case form of governed objects, definiteness, and 
number all being interacting factors (see Ibn as-
Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 122ff.; Wright 1977:II, 63ff.). In 
Classical Arabic, the passive participle as well 
has the governance capability of a verb, for 
instance governing a nominative subject, as in

(4) zaydun ma�rùb-un ÿulàm-u-hu
 ‘As for Zayd, his boy is beaten’ (Zamaxšarì, 

Mufaßßal 229)

In modern spoken varieties, the basic syntactic 
behavior of the passive participle mirrors that 
of Classical Arabic. However, the passive par-
ticiple generally does not carry over the actants 
from a corresponding verb. In Nigerian Arabic, 
for instance, from an active verb šarrab al-
walad alme ‘he made the boy drink water’, one 
cannot have *al-walad mišarrib alme (where 
mišarrib is active or passive participle) ‘the boy 
was made to drink water’. Moreover, the pas-
sive participle itself may be lexically restricted. 
In Cairene Arabic, for instance, passive parti-
ciples of derived verbs are comparatively rare.

In general, the major difference between 
Classical Arabic and spoken Arabic resides in 
tense/aspect, so at this point the varieties will 
bifurcate. The main point of difference is that 
in Classical Arabic the active participle is repre-
sented within the logic of basic tense categories. 
A standard explanation, for instance, is found 
in az-Zamaxšarì (Mufaßßal 228), that when an 
active participle governs an accusative, as in (3) 
above, the meaning is present or future (™àl or 
mustaqbal), and when a genitive, past (mà�ì), 
as in (5) and (6).

(5) zaydun �àrib-u ÿulàm-i-hi
 ‘Zayd has beaten his boy’

(6) fa qàlat ±a-±anti bnatu qàtil-i sayyid-i-hi
 ‘And she said, are you the daughter of 

the one who killed his master?’ (Youssef 
1990:205)
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According to az-Zajjàjì (±î�à™ 86–87), the 
Kufan grammarians regarded the participle 
as the present tense, called fi�l dà±im ‘perma-
nent verb’, along with the past and the future 
(Owens 1988:136–138). There are hints (e.g. 
Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 194, summarizing Yùnus 
and �îsà) that lexical aspect played a systematic 
role in Classical Arabic as well, although it was 
not a perspective elaborated upon in the Arabic 
linguistic tradition. Nonetheless, as is seen in 
the next section, aspect colors the meaning of 
the active participle in Classical Arabic.

2. T h e  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p l e  i n 
S t a n d a r d / C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c : 
S y n t a x

An active participle must be contextualized to 
represent a tense, i.e., it has no inherent tense. 
One example of contextualization is the gov-
ernance of the object (see (3) vs. (5) above). In 
the literature, the active participle is sometimes 
represented as a stylistic variant of either the 
imperfect or the perfect (Reuschel and Blöhm 
1973:125ff.), as in (7) and (8). 

(7) na™nu na†lubu musàwàt tàmma
 ‘We demand complete equality’ 

(8) wa mà�à ±anta †àlib-un ±ilayya
 ‘And what do you demand of me?’

Note that in this respect, the status of the active 
participle in Classical Arabic contrasts mark-
edly with its role in spoken Arabic, where it 
nearly always contrasts in meaning with either 
an imperfect or perfect verb (see Sec. 3).

Lexical aspectual nuances are also relevant 
in Classical Arabic, however. In both punctual 
verbs, such as jalasa ‘to sit down’, waqafa ‘to 
stand up’, labisa ‘to wear, dress’, and itta-
faqa ‘to agree’, and durative verbs, describing 
an enduring action, e.g. mašà ‘to go, walk’, 
tazàyada ‘to increase’, and qàma ‘to stand’, the 
active participle implies an action embarked 
upon, whose effects are still apparent.

(9) huwa jàlis
 ‘He is sitting’ (has sat and is still sitting)

(10) huwa muqìm-un bi-l-kùfa ba�du lam yabra™
 ‘He is still in Kufa and hasn’t left yet’ (Yous-

sef 1990:209)

With such verbs, the perfect tense may some-
times be paraphrased with an active participle 
(Youssef 1990:204ff.), as in (11) and (12).

(11) alla�ì šariba al-xamra = šàrib-u l-xamri
 ‘The one who drank the wine = the drinker 

(having drunk) of the wine’

(12) qad faqada �aqlahu = fàqid-un �aqlahu 
(Youssef 1990:204ff.)

 ‘He has lost his senses = the one who has 
lost/having lost his senses’.

Active participles of verbs of motion either 
describe an action (durative) at the time of 
speaking, or they have a future meaning, often 
implying an impending action. Here, the time 
may be specified through an adverb.

(13) ±innì musàfir-un ba�da yawmayn
 ‘I’ll travel in two days’ (Reuschel and Blöhm

1973:135)

(14) ±innì �àhib-un . . . ibqa ±anta ±i�à ši±t
 ‘I’m going now; stay only if you want to’ 

(Reuschel and Blöhm 1973:135)

(15) ±innà mursil-ù n-nàqati fitnatan lahum
 ‘We have sent a camel to them as a temp-

tation’ (Q. 54/27; Youssef 1990:211)

With such verbs, the active participle, as 
opposed to the verb, is frequently intensified 
via particles (±inna, ±anna), or via mà/là zàla:

(16) fa-là yazàl-ù la-nà hà±ib-ìna li-qatli-nà 
min-hum ±amìr-a-hum

 ‘And they still fear us, because we killed 
their leader’ (Youssef 1990:202)

(17) ±innì ràji�-un al-±àn ±ilà manzilì
 ‘I’m now on my way to my house’

The active participle has a fixed function in the 
so-called � ™àl sentence, fixed as Sentence + wa 
+ subject + active participle, in which the ™àl 
describes an action or state coterminous with 
the preceding main clause.

(18) fa màt-at wa-hiya ràji�-at-un ±ilà makka
 ‘And she died as she was returning to 

Mecca’ (Youssef 1990:215)
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Both active and passive participle in Classical 
Arabic often lexicalize into an adjective (often 
from intransitive verbs) or noun.

(19) labisat 
iyàban fàxirat-an
 ‘She wore a beautiful dress’

(20) wa-làkinnahà ÿayr là±iq-atin bika 
 ‘But it doesn’t suit you’

(21) huwa fàris-un
 ‘He is a horseman’

3. T h e  p a r t i c i p l e  i n  s p o k e n 
A r a b i c :  S y n t a x ,  m o r p h o l o g y

In spoken Arabic, the passive participle largely 
has the status of an adjective and therefore will 
not be treated further here (see (4)). The active 
participle, on the other hand, has a central role 
in the � aspect system of Arabic (see Sec. 3.1), 
and in this function it takes the pronoun object 
inflections of a verb, thus -ni, not -i in the 1st 
person singular. Over and above the basic 
features described in Section 1, the addition of 
a suffix may induce change in the active parti-
ciple. Arabic dialects fall into three classes in 
this respect. The forms can be illustrated with 
the feminine singular of the active participle, 
because in this form the relevant changes are 
most obvious.

 i. No change. An object suffix is simply added 
to the active participle + gender/number 
suffix: kàtib-a + ha = kàtiba-ha (= katb-à-
ha after phonological adjustment) ‘she has 
written it [fem.]’ (Cairene Arabic).

 ii. Feminine -it. The feminine singular takes 
the construct form -it: kàtb-it-ha; there are 
no other changes (Eastern Libyan Arabic).

iii. Intrusive -in. An intrusive -in is added 
before the suffix, kàtb-it-inno ‘she has writ-
ten it’, kàtb-in-no ‘he has written it’ (Omani 
Arabic; Reinhardt 1972:139). 

The first alternative is found, inter alia, in 
most of Egypt, the Sudan and Western Sudanic 
Arabic, and in most of Syria. The second one is 
found in much of the Arabian Peninsula, Algeria, 
Eastern Libyan Arabic, and in the Sinai. The 
third one is rare, found in the extreme eastern 
Arabian Pensinula, beginning in Bahrain and 
moving east and south through the Emirates 

into Oman, in one dialect of Western Sudanic 
Arabic, and in the isolated dialects of Khurasan 
and Uzbekistan.

There are many variations on these forms. 
In Omani Arabic, Shukriyya in eastern Sudan, 
and Nigerian Arabic, for instance, the intrusive 
-in/an is added to the feminine plural suffix 
-àt, kàtbàt-ann-a. ‘they [fem.] have written it 
[masc.]’ (Reichmuth 1983; Owens 1993). The 
distinction between masculine/feminine plural 
occurs only in those dialects where the plural 
gender distinction is maintained. In Nigerian 
Arabic, the phonological contrast between 
active and participle is lost in derived forms, 
mifa��il being used for both. In Uzbekistan, the 
active participle has been completely refunc-
tionalized so that the first pronominal suffix 
on the active participle marks a subject. This 
turns the participle into a form morphologi-
cally marked for subject, since in the 3rd per-
son the typical gender and number distinctions 
characteristic of the active participle (see Sec. 
1) remain intact (Retsö 1988; Zimmermann 
2002), as in (22) and (23):

(22) zorb-in-nà-hum (< zòrib < *zàrib < *�àrib)
 beat-in-1p-3mp
 ‘We have beaten them’

(23) zorb-in-nà
 beaten-3mp-1p
 ‘They have beaten us’ (-inn-V < -ìn-V by 

general rule)

3.1 Function and syntax

The use of the active participle is difficult to 
describe because it depends on structural and, 
more importantly, lexical factors (� Aktionsart, 
i.e. lexical aspect), as Mitchell (1952) points 
out. As a verbal element, the active participle 
represents an event conceived of as a completed 
entity and having internal duration. It is aspec-
tual, not temporal, and as in Classical Arabic, 
in and of themselves active participles do not 
specify a time or tense. Rather, the time is orien-
tated according to the moment of speaking, or 
by the time implicit in a given textual context.

The active participle carries the same dia-
thetic properties as does the verb it is derived 
from (� diathesis), a ditransitive verb, for 
instance, remaining ditransitive in the active 
participle.
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(24) ana m�alm-it-ha  s-sawga
 I taught-fs-her  Def-driving 
 ‘I [fem.] have taught her driving’
 (Algerian Arabic)
 cf. Perfect: �allimitha s-sawga 
 ‘I taught her driving’

Effectively, the active participle thus introduces 
a third temporal form, in addition to the perfect 
and imperfect, into the spoken Arabic verb sys-
tem, although, as noted, the values are lexically 
sensitive.

Three basic categories of usage of the active 
participle can be distinguished, depending 
largely on the nature of the verb stem. The 
following examples are taken from Nigerian 
Arabic, Gulf Arabic, Egyptian Arabic, and 
Algerian Arabic; they are with a very few excep-
tions (e.g. Maltese; Mifsud 1995:70) applicable 
to nearly all varieties of modern spoken Arabic, 
as the geographical spread of the examples 
indicates.

i. Motion verbs. The active participle describes 
either a motion in progress, or one which has 
been decided upon.

 (25) jày-ìn wa™ràn ‘they were coming to 
Oran’ (Algerian Arabic) 

 (26) ±ul-t ana ràyi™ iskandariyya ‘I said I 
intended to go to Alexandria’ (Egyptian 
Arabic)

 ii. Action and stative verbs. The active par-
ticiple describes a state which has been 
entered into. For an action verb, the dif-
ference between the active participle yàlsìn 
and the imperfect verb yìlisùn (Gulf Arabic) 
is that between ‘they are seated’ and ‘they 
are sitting down [now]’, between an event 
whose effect is still visible and an incom-
pleted event. Among statives, the active par-
ticiple describes a state, e.g. nàyim ‘asleep’, 
whereas the imperfect describes a future 
or habitual event, b-inàm ‘he will sleep, he 
sleeps’ (Egyptian Arabic). Looking at the 
perfect, the difference between the active 
participle –

 (27) ™à† karàsi ba®®a (Gulf Arabic; †† > †)

 and the perfect –

 (28) ™a†† karàsi ba®®a (Gulf Arabic)

is that between ‘he has put chairs out’ (and 
you can see them there, perfective) and ‘he 
put chairs out’ (and they may or may not still 
be there, punctual).

iii. The third category, comparable to, e.g., 
(18)–(21) above in Classical Arabic, con-
sists of various words having the form of an 
active participle, but which are lexicalized 
as adjectives, adverbs, or nouns.

Adjective
 (29) id-dòra ij-jàya

‘the coming week’ (Nigerian Arabic)

Adverb
 (30) xàrij al-bèt

‘outside of the house’ (Nigerian Arabic)

 (31) ta±àl jày
‘Come in this direction!’ (lit. ‘come 
coming’; Nigerian Arabic)

 (32) lamma yib±a aswad xàliß
‘when it becomes completely black’ 
(Egyptian Arabic)

Noun
 (33) is-sàyig hëní

‘The driver is here’ (Gulf Arabic)

3.2 Further remarks

Beyond these three basic categories, dialect-
specific usages may further refine the aspectual 
range of the active participle, again accord-
ing to lexical factors. In Cairene Arabic, for 
instance, lissa ‘still’ combines with what Eisele 
(1992) terms ‘noninchoative verbs’ to give a 
reading of either ‘just’ or ‘still’.

(34) hu lissa ±à�id fi kursi
 ‘He is still seated in a chair/he has just sat 

in a chair’

Noninchoatives, on the other hand, have only 
the ‘just’ reading’ with lissa.
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EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   545 10/4/2007   6:54:12 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



546

(35) hu lissa kàwi il milàbis
 ‘He has just ironed the clothes’

The active participle may also be realized in 
the form fa�làn (pl. fa��àl, or sound plural). In 
Nigerian Arabic, certain perception verbs take 
only this form.

(36) hu fahmàn-inn-a
 ‘He has understood it’ (with intrusive par-

ticipial -in; not *fàhim-a)

(37) n-rù™ në™na ßëyyàm
 ‘We go fasting’ (Gulf Arabic; instead of 

ßàym-ìn)

In Cairene Arabic, a two-way contrast may be 
found between fà�il and fa�làn among statives, 
e.g. bàrid ‘cold [usually, weather]’, bardàn 
‘cold [feeling cold]’. In Algerian Arabic, on the 
other hand, fa�làn is not used at all as an active 
participle alternative to fà�il.
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Parts of Speech

The division of speech into its parts, or of words 
into their categories, is the first preoccupation 
of every significant grammatical text in Arabic, 
starting with the opening lines of the Kitàb of 
Sìbawayhi (d. ca. 180/796): hà�à bàbu �ilmi mà 
l-kalimu min al-�arabiyya. fa-l-kalim: ismun, 
wa-fi�lun, wa-™arfun jà±a li-ma�nan laysa bi-
smin wa-là fi�lin (I, 1 ed. Derenbourg/I, 2 ed. 
Bùlàq). This can be translated fairly literally 
as ‘Chapter on the knowledge of what words 
are in Arabic. Those words are: name (� ism), 
action (� fi�l), and a bit (� ™arf ) which comes 
for some meaning and is neither a name nor 
an action’. The rest of this article, like Arabic 
grammar itself, is essentially a commentary on 
that statement.

It is at once striking that there are only 
three parts of speech, which will henceforth 
be referred to in their appropriate technical 
style as ‘noun’, ‘verb’, and ‘particle’, with the 
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caveat that the literal meaning is never absent 
from discussion of these elements as linguistic 
entities. The question of where this threefold 
classification came from cannot be answered 
by direct evidence: a possible inspiration, it has 
been claimed ( J. Fischer 1962–1963, 1963–
1964; but see Carter 1972), is Aristotle’s broad 
division in the Poetics into ónoma and rhèma 
and a miscellaneous group of items compris-
ing syllabè ‘syllable’, árthron lit. ‘joint’, and 
súndesmos ‘conjunction’, all characterized as 
phònè ásèmos ‘a nonmeaningful sound’. Of 
these, however, only ónoma ‘name’ is a natural 
fit with ism ‘name/noun’, while rhèma ‘(predi-
cate-) word’ is very far from fi�l ‘action/verb’, 
and phònè ásèmos ‘nonmeaningful sound’ 
seems to be the opposite of ‘bit which comes 
for some meaning’. (Merx [1889:142ff.] shows 
that this was a problem for the Greek commen-
tators as well, one of whom, Ammonius, came 
to an interpretation similar to Sìbawayhi’s that 
these words are used to change the modalities 
and other aspects of sentences.) The post-Sìb-
awayhian term ràbi†(a) ‘linking element’ may 
look like a calque of the Greek árthron or 
sundesmós, but it refers to an entirely different 
category, a kind of anaphoric copula pronoun 
(see Carter 1997:40ff.). In the 4th/10th century, 
a literal rendering of rhèma as � kalima ‘word’ 
(Latin verbum!) appeared, but only in the works 
of logicians like al-Fàràbì (see Zimmermann 
1981, index s.v. kalima), and the grammarians 
rejected it as incompatible with their established 
terminology. Sìbawayhi himself had no first-
hand acquaintance with Greek thought, and he 
was either unaware of (or chose to ignore) the 
fact that Greek grammar divided speech into 
eight parts, information which he could easily 
have absorbed from his Syriac contemporaries 
(cf. Talmon 1991 for the parts of speech in 
Ibn al-Muqaffa�). Such was the influence of the 
Kitàb that the Greek system was never adopted, 
even though Sìbawayhi’s successors did import 
the classification of utterances into five types: 
‘imperative, request, entreaty, vocative, state-
ment’ (after Zimmermann 1981:43), which 
cannot be explored further here (see Versteegh 
1977:145ff., 2004).

Sìbawayhi hardly defined the parts of speech 
at all but simply enumerated them with a 
handful of examples. Nouns are illustrated 
by rajul ‘man’, faras ‘horse’, and, in a later 
manuscript tradition, ™à±i† ‘wall’. Verbs are 

described as ±am
ilatun ±uxi�at min lafÚ ±a™dà
i 
l-±asmà±, freely translated ‘patterns taken from 
the expression of nouns denoting events’, a puz-
zlingly laconic formulation, which occasioned 
much disagreement. They are then subdivided 
by their form and time/aspect reference into 
an asymmetric scheme of three types, (i) ‘built 
for what has passed’ (buniyat li-mà ma�à), e.g. 
�ahaba ‘he went’, sami�a ‘he heard’, maku
a 
‘he remained’, ™umida ‘he was praised’; (ii) 
‘for what will be and has not happened’ (mà 
yakùnu wa-lam yaqa�), e.g. the imperatives 
i�hab ‘go!’, uqtul ‘kill!’, i�rib ‘strike!’ and the 
predicatives yaqtulu ‘he will kill’, ya�habu ‘he 
will go’, yuqtalu ‘he will be killed’, yu�rabu ‘he 
will be struck’ (we are left to infer that there is 
no passive imperative); (iii) ‘for what is existing 
uninterrupted’ (mà huwa kà±inun lam yanqa†i�), 
illustrated by the same predicative verbs as in 
the second category. Curiously, what we call the 
imperfect verb (� mà�ì/mu�àri) occurs twice in 
the list, once bundled with the imperative in a 
future meaning and once in a present meaning. 
Furthermore, even though there is an explicit 
future prefix, e.g. sa-ya�habu ‘he will go’, it 
is not invoked anywhere in this classification, 
nor in the definition of type (ii), where yakùnu 
‘will be’ is used in its default future meaning. 
The particle is illustrated, without further com-
ment, by 
umma ‘then’, sawfa (another future 
marker!), wa- in swearing an oath (e.g. wa-llàhi 
‘by God!’), and the preposition li- ‘of’ etc. (the 
list varies slightly among manuscripts).

These three categories so tersely set out by 
Sìbawayhi are perfectly adequate for his own 
analysis of Arabic, but the later grammarians 
soon increased the number and length of the 
definitions, which became topics of contro-
versy between both individual grammarians 
and schools of grammar, as well as between 
the different disciplines which were by this time 
starting to assert their autonomy. What follows 
is condensed from a large body of material, 
which has been comprehensively surveyed by 
Versteegh (1995), and individual attributions 
are mostly dispensed with here.

The noun came to be defined with more 
precision, drawing heavily on Aristotle: it is a 
simple entity (mufrad, i.e., its constituent let-
ters have no independent meaning), unrelated 
to time, denoting either a physical individual 
šaxß lit. ‘person’, i.e. concrete objects both 
animate and inanimate (‘man’, ‘Bakr’, ‘stone’) 
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or nonphysical ÿayr šaxß, i.e. abstract (‘strik-
ing’, ‘eating’, ‘day’, ‘hour’). The second group 
of examples is intended to defuse the objection 
that some nouns are related to time or actions: 
the verbal noun (maßdar) does indeed denote 
an action, but it has no time reference, while 
nouns which lexically refer to time do not 
denote an action.

Nouns are further defined by their morphol-
ogy, although this is usually left implicit, in 
contrast with the comprehensive treatment of 
the distinctive morphology of verbs in the larger 
grammars. A set of markers unique to nouns 
was drawn up (although, like all such criteria, 
they were challenged, and exceptions were eas-
ily found), viz. the affixing of the morphemes of 
definiteness (al-) and indefiniteness (� tanwìn, 
but see below), the oblique case ending in pos-
sessive and prepositional structures, and some 
negative collocations (neither qad ‘already’ nor 
the future marker sawfa may precede nouns, 
although there are counterexamples for qad), 
and, finally, only nouns may be pronominalized 
(excluding the interrogative nouns).

In addition, nouns are defined by their syn-
tactic function: they alone may be both sub-
jects (this includes agents) and predicates (e.g. 
Zajjàjì, ±î�à™ 48). It did not go unnoticed that 
this borders on the logical definition of nouns 
as the subject of propositions, and some gram-
marians refused to accept it for that reason. 
From it arose the pedagogical simplification 
that a noun is any word which may be the agent 
of the verbs �arranì ‘harmed me’ and nafa�anì 
‘benefited me’ (attributed to al-±Axfaš al-±Awsa† 
[d. 215/830] by Zajjàjì, ±î�à™ 49). A more 
sophisticated variant is the definition of nouns 
as those elements which function as what we 
might now call arguments of the verb, i.e. as 
agents and direct objects, or the equivalent, 
such as periphrastic agents and other kinds 
of complements. These comprise a number 
of subclasses of the noun which are identified 
more by their function than their form, such as 
the agent noun (� ism al-fà�il), patient noun, 
(ism al-maf�ùl), adjective (� ßifa), circumstan-
tial qualifier (� ™àl; e.g. ràkiban ‘riding’), space/
time qualifier (Úarf, e.g. laylan ‘by night’, ma�an 
‘together’; � maf �ùl fìhi), and specifying element 
(� tamyìz, e.g. tafaqqa±a ša™man ‘he was bursting 
with fat’).

Verbs, too, underwent a more rigorous 
process of definition in the centuries after 

Sìbawayhi’s death. They are now distinguished 
from nouns by their being semantically com-
pound (murakkab), i.e. denoting an action 
and an agent (cf. ±Astaràbà�ì, Šar™ I, 3ff.). 
The latter, being integral with the verb, can 
never be elided, unlike subjects and predicates, 
which reminds us that there is no infinitive 
or agentless verbal form in Arabic. Verbs are 
also contrasted with their agent nouns in that 
they cannot be made definite, dualized or plu-
ralized, in other words the dual imperative 
i�ribà can only mean ‘beat, you two!’ and not 
‘beat twice!’. Sìbawayhi’s notion that verbs are 
denominative, i.e. derived from nouns denoting 
the action (called the � maßdar or ‘source’ of 
the verb, the nearest to an infinitive in Arabic), 
led to a debate which polarized the grammar-
ians into those who accepted his ‘Baßran’ posi-
tion and the ‘Kùfans’, who maintained that the 
maßdar was in fact derived from the same radi-
cal consonants as the verb (see the discussion in 
Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 102–107).

In parallel to the logical definition of the 
noun as subject, verbs were defined as inher-
ently predicative. This is certainly a borrowing 
from Greek, but the predicative function of 
verbs was already axiomatic for Sìbawayhi, 
which he may have arrived at inductively or 
by some intellectual osmosis which we cannot 
document. It is taken for granted in the first 
chapter of the Kitàb, where verbs are said to 
be used either in ‘giving orders’ (±àmiran) or 
‘giving information’ (muxbiran), i.e. as predi-
cates, and it is an important component in 
his explanation of the inflectional behavior of 
certain word patterns which, when they occur 
as adjectival qualifiers, do not take full nominal 
inflection (see below).

The time element is the most problematical 
feature of verbs, possibly because the Arabic 
verb does not fit into the three-tense system of 
the classical European languages, and it is clear 
that Sìbawayhi had no specific terminology 
for past, present, and future tenses (� mà�ì/
mu�àri�). Later grammarians soon filled this 
lacuna, though not with total consistency: the 
past is uniformly called mà�ì ‘passed, elapsed’, 
but the present is either ™à�ir ‘[physically] 
present’ or ™àl ‘the [current] situation’, and 
even muqìm ‘abiding’ in one context, and the 
future is mostly mustaqbal ‘future’ lit. ‘what 
you are faced with’, but sometimes muntaÚar 
‘awaited’ and mutawaqqa� ‘expected’. Perhaps 
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because there are only two paradigms to spread 
over the three times, some grammarians were 
sympathetic to the sophism that the present 
does not really exist, while others, notably the 
Kùfans, created a virtual present continuous 
tense out of the active participle, which they 
labeled the fi�l dà±im ‘ongoing, lasting action’ 
(� ism al-fà�il). The borrowed philosophical 
term zamàn mu™aßßal for the time reference of 
verbs (Versteegh 1995:58) has given rise to dif-
ferent interpretations, although it seems clear 
that it means simply a ‘finite time’, i.e. one to 
which limits can be set (cf. the synonymous 
alternative zamàn mu�ayyan lit. ‘an appointed 
time’), thus escaping from the philosophical 
paradox of time being an infinite sequence of 
dimensionless points (a debate which is still 
going on; � mà�ì/mu�àri�).

The particle is, by its negative definition, an 
amorphous category, and its name ™arf lit. ‘bit 
on the edge’, expresses this. All the grammar-
ians, Sìbawayhi included, were perfectly aware 
that the same term was also applied to letters 
of the alphabet and their individual sounds, 
graphemes and phonemes respectively in our 
vocabulary, as well as to the etymological 
radical and augmentative consonants in the 
derivational system. These are not ‘parts of 
speech’ in the syntactic sense of ‘morpheme’ 
and are not dealt with here, but it is vital to 
give due weight to the key descriptive phrase 
jà±a li-ma�nan ‘comes for a meaning’, which 
distinguishes the syntactic ™arf and has been 
part of its definition from the very beginning. 
It is not enough to translate it as ‘meaningful’: 
the Arab grammarians themselves pointed out 
that even a letter of the alphabet has a mean-
ing of sorts. For Sìbawayhi, � ma�nà ‘meaning’ 
was primarily grammatical, i.e. it denoted a 
linguistic function, and he speaks of ma�nà 
n-naßb ‘the meaning of the dependent case’, 
ma�nà l-istifhàm ‘the meaning of asking a ques-
tion’, ma�nà n-nidà± ‘the meaning of calling’, 
and many others. Nearly all these ‘meanings’ 
are effected through a particle, so when we 
read of a ™arf jà±a li-ma�nan, the statement is 
incomplete until we add the grammatical func-
tion mediated by that ™arf. Thus, ±illà ‘except’ 
is a ™arf isti
nà± ‘a particle [which comes for the 
meaning] of making an exception’; the wa- in 
wa-llàhi ‘by God’ is a ™arf qasam ‘a particle 
[which comes for the meaning] of swearing an 
oath’; là ‘not’ is a ™arf nafy ‘a particle [which 

comes for the meaning] of negating’; and so on 
for all the grammatical ‘meanings’ of which the 
particles are the exponent. This was the only 
way to identify the particle, and it is worth not-
ing that an alternative name for it in this instru-
mental function was ±adà ‘tool’, used once only 
by Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 146 ed. Derenbourg/II, 
143 ed. Bùlàq) in tandem with ™arf, but more 
frequently by others, and allegedly typical of 
the Kùfan technical vocabulary (see Kinberg 
1996:8–10 for ±adà in al-Farrà±).

Because it lacks a demonstrable external 
denotation, signifying rather a relationship 
between other elements or participants in the 
discourse, the ™arf generated its own problems, 
both theoretical and pedagogical. It could not 
be a subject or predicate in natural language 
(but see below), so it was also devoid of the
typical collocational features of nouns and verbs.
Some grammarians seized on Sìbawayhi’s am-
plification of his original definition, where he 
added that the ™arf occurs ‘only’ for a mean-
ing (here contrasting the noninflectional end-
ings of invariable words and the true case 
morphemes). Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004) seems 
to have overinterpreted the negative aspects 
(aß-Íà™ibì 86): where Sìbawayhi states that 
the ™arf has a meaning but is not a noun or 
a verb, Ibn Fàris infers that it has a meaning 
which is not in a noun or a verb, and he cites 
as an example zaydun mun†aliqun ‘Zayd is 
going away’, which becomes a question when 
preceded by the interrogative particle hal, viz. 
hal zaydun mun†aliqun ‘is Zayd going away?’, 
now containing a meaning which is neither in 
zaydun nor mun†aliqun. This hardly seems to 
have been Sìbawayhi’s intention.

Needless to say, none of the definitions out-
lined above were accepted without question. 
In the period when the Islamic sciences were 
being formalized, there were two complemen-
tary pressures, the urge to bring the linguistic 
sciences into conformity with the principles laid 
down by Aristotle, and the desire for prestige 
and power within each science, which was most 
easily achieved by taking a position slightly dif-
ferent from one’s predecessors and colleagues: 
in the words of a 4th/10th-century catchphrase, 
xàlif tu�kar ‘disagree and be famous’. Over 
some two and a half centuries, from the 3rd/9th 
to the mid 5th/11th, there was an effervescence 
of public disputation, very lively and experi-
mental (much of it recorded as controversies 
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between the Baßrans and the Kùfans), but by 
the 6th/12th century the debates, while still 
allowing dissent and interpretative latitude, 
were conducted in a purely scholastic frame-
work, i.e. the Arabic data were now all agreed 
(and Arabic was technically no longer a living 
language), the analytical methods were fixed, 
and grammar was fully in the service of Islamic 
linguistic conservatism, its main purpose often 
expressly declared to be the correct understand-
ing of the language of the Qur±àn and the sayings
of the Prophet, from which both theology and 
law were derived by scholars, whose competence
in this now artificial language was the prime 
source of their professional authority.

This does not mean the debates were ster-
ile: indeed, they foreshadow familiar issues 
of modern linguistics, and the outcome was a 
reinforcement of methodology. There was, for 
example, disagreement on whether the ‘parts 
of speech’ should be considered as a division 
of the whole (kalàm ‘speech’) into its parts 
(where the name of the whole does not apply 
to its separate parts, so we cannot say, for 
example, ‘all nouns are speech’; cf. Širbìnì, 
Carter 1981:12–14), or of the universal (kalima 
‘word’) into its particulars (where the name of 
the category applies to all its members, which 
can be tested by inversion: all nouns are words 
but not all words are nouns). This distinction 
has practical consequences for the nature of 
linguistic generalizations, not unlike that now 
recognized between langue and parole, and 
also influenced the arrangement of pedagogi-
cal grammars. A prominent symptom of the 
scholastic approach is the creation of hierar-
chies: nouns, verbs, and particles were ranked 
in that order because a valid utterance can be 
constructed of nouns alone, while verbs need 
nouns, and particles need both, a view already 
ascribed to al-Mubarrad (Bernards 1997:177–
179). Another hierarchy gave priority to nouns 
because they are substances, then to verbs, 
which are accidents, with particles last because 
they are neither.

Even the number of three parts was con-
tested. Needless to say, the Kùfans did not 
accept the pragmatic assumption of their 
Baßran opponents that only three parts and 
no more were found after an exhaustive study 
of the language, and they put forward, among 
other words, kallà ‘by no means’ as a coun-
terexample, which, they claimed, was neither 

noun, verb, nor particle (Carter 1981:13). The 
Kùfan challenge has deep implications: if they 
were right, then linguistic authority would be 
retained by the speaker in an open system, 
hence unpredictable and therefore uncontrol-
lable, while the Baßrans, well aware of this, 
made sure to close the corpus so that they 
could derive their authority deductively from 
it, exactly as their partners in the legal sciences 
were doing at this time. In the end, a degree of 
slippage was admitted, by conceding that not 
every element could be adequately defined, nor 
could every definition be watertight, especially 
when even the original Bedouin informants had 
been unsure, e.g. the syntactic behavior of the 
exceptive particles ™àšà, �adà, xalà ‘except’, 
which fluctuates between that of particles and 
verbs. The so-called verb of admiration (fi�l at-
ta�ajjub) is another good example: it certainly 
has verbal form and syntax (e.g. mà ±a™sana 
zaydan ‘how handsome Zayd is!’, with zaydan 
marked as a direct object), but not everyone 
agreed that it was a verb, especially as a dimin-
utive (a nominal feature) is reported, e.g. mà 
±umayli™a zaydan ‘how rather sweet Zayd is!’.

It was recognized from the first, i.e. by 
Sìbawayhi, that object language and metalan-
guage are different. For the parts of speech, 
this led to the rather flippant (though not at 
all irrelevant) observation that all words are 
nouns since they are things we say, an idea 
attributed to al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898) by az-
Zajjàjì (±î�à™ 44). In metalanguage, this is pre-
cisely the case, as in, to quote a later example, 
min ™arfu jarrin ‘[the word] min is a particle 
of obliqueness’, where min ‘from’, being the 
subject, functions as a noun. At a higher level 
of abstraction, there was controversy about the 
nature of speech itself: if considered solely as an 
act of the speaker, the challenge was to justify 
analyzing this activity into ‘noun’, ‘verb’, and 
‘particle’, in other words, where the boundary 
lies between the linguistic and the extralinguis-
tic. For Sìbawayhi, this boundary was deliber-
ately obscured, as he treated language entirely 
as an activity of the speaker, hence fi�l always 
meant for him both the physical ‘action’ and 
the linguistic entity ‘verb’. He went further: 
not only the words but also the speaker and 
the circumstances are part of the grammatical 
structure, such that, if the situation is already 
clear, an utterance need not be articulated in 
full, hence an isolated noun in the dependent 
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case could literally be the direct object of the 
situation and not of an elided verb. There are 
other issues here which cannot be pursued: 
speech is an attribute of God, and grammar 
has to reconcile the divine and secular linguistic 
planes of the chosen language, Arabic. There 
was particular sensitivity to the heretical specu-
lation that human speech acts might be the 
result of free will and not predestination.

The threefold classification also had gen-
eral consequences for the theory of inflection. 
After the major cleavage between variable/
inflected (nouns, verbs) and invariable/unin-
flected words (particles), it remained to account 
for the overlapping inflections of some of the 
variable words. Nouns are morphophonologi-
cally ‘lighter’ (±axaff ) than verbs, i.e., they have 
a limited number of forms compared with the 
large range of the verbal paradigm, and for 
this reason they have a set of three case inflec-
tions (� ±i�ràb) and, most important, a unique 
suffix -n (� tanwìn) as the marker of their full 
nominal status (tanwìn also marks indefinite-
ness, but that is a secondary function). Verbs 
are by contrast ‘heavier’ (±a
qal) than nouns, 
and large parts of the paradigm are therefore 
invariable (the whole of the mà�ì), and the 
tanwìn suffix is totally absent. On this basis, 
verbs which have a functional resemblance to 
nouns (i.e. the mu�àri� form) also partake in 
nominal inflection (as a kind of mood marker), 
while conversely nouns and adjectives which 
have the same pattern as verbs (e.g. ±akbaru 
‘greater/greatest’, cf. ±a�habu ‘I go’) may for-
feit some of their nominal markers, notably 
the tanwìn, and one of the case endings under 
certain conditions, especially when used adjec-
tivally, because here they assume the qualifying 
function which is the property of verbs (Carter 
2004:115–119).

While the arguments about the parts of 
speech may appear to be pedantic, they are the 
foundation of a complex grammatical theory 
which not only had to satisfy its practitioners 
but also fit into the scheme of the Islamic sci-
ences in maintaining the doctrines and law of 
Islam. Treatises of legal theory usually deal 
with the parts of speech very early in the work, 
and the first systematic semantics in Arabic 
arose out of legal hermeneutics. It goes without 
saying that Qur±ànic exegesis would be almost 
impossible without a stable grammar. Perhaps 
only a mystic could fail to see the importance 

of the three parts of speech, or rather, would 
see through them, like the ßùfì who, when 
told by a grammarian that all speech is nouns, 
verbs, and particles, tore his robe and cried out 
in disappointment at the twenty years he had 
wasted looking for something more than that. 
What the grammarian did not know is that the 
ßùfì was only teasing him, for he had heard the 
speech of God directly, but the less enlightened 
remain imprisoned in the ism, fi�l, and ™arf 
of the grammarians (van Ess 1991–1997:IV, 
618).
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Passive

1. M o r p h o l o g y

The finite passive is formed two ways in Arabic: 
internally (the apophonic passive) and exter-
nally (formed by a prefix). The apophonic pas-
sive displays the vowel sequence u – i instead 
of a – a or a – i of its active counterpart in the 
perfect. In the imperfect, the apophonic passive 
uniformly displays the vowel a instead of i/u 
(as the second vowel), and all the forms are 
inflected with the u-series of the prefixes:

passive
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(1) perfect imperfect
I fa�ala fu�ila yaf �a/i/ulu yuf �alu
II fa��ala fu��ila yufa��ilu yufa��alu
IV ±af �ala ±uf �ila yuf �ilu yuf �alu

The apophonic system ‘leaks’ in the forma-
tion of the causative imperfect (IV), which 
is homophonous with the basic imperfect (I). 
Hence, the ambiguity of the type yu†�amu ‘he is 
eaten’ (active ya†�amu ‘he eats’) and ‘he is fed’ 
(active yu†�imu ‘he feeds’; Fischer 2002:120). 
Originally, however, the passivized causative 
imperfect displayed the characteristic struc-
ture of the causative stem *yu±af �alu, which 
yielded the attested form by contraction yuf�alu 
(uncontracted causative forms are preserved in 
Akkadian u-ša-pris and Aramaic yë-ha-úti�).

‘Reflexive’ (or rather ‘mediopassive’ or ‘� 
middle voice’ verbs) are passivizable in the 
same fashion as in (2).

(2) perfect
V tafa��ala tufu��ila
VIII ifta�ala uftu�ila
X istaf �ala ustuf �ila

 imperfect
V yatafa��alu yutafa��alu
VIII yafta�ilu yufta�alu
X yastaf �ilu yustaf �alu

Some examples are provided in (3):

(3) tawaffà-hu l-làhu ‘God has taken him unto 
Him’, passive tuwuffiya ‘he was taken [by 
God]; he died’

 iftahama-hu ‘he understood him’, passive 
uftuhima ‘he was understood’

 istaqàma-hu ‘he made him stand straight’, 
passive ustuqìma ‘he was made to stand 
straight’

The verbs of Form VII, formed by the prefix n-, 
possess for the most part passive meaning; nev-
ertheless, there are also many whose meaning 
can be described in the broadest sense as that 
of ‘middle voice’. Therefore, it is customary to 
refer to this stem as ‘reflexive-passive’ (or rather 
‘mediopassive’). For instance, inqàda, Form VII 
of qàda ‘to lead’, means not only ‘to be led’ 
but also ‘to follow, obey’ (cf. Indo-European 
verba deponentia, Latin sequor ‘to follow’, 
Greek ������� ‘to follow’, Sanskrit sacate ‘to 

follow’, all of them displaying the mediopassive 
morphology). In addition, the passive meaning 
is found also with the Form VIII iqtàda ‘to lead 
(for oneself)’ and ‘to be led’.

The same is true of modern vernaculars. For 
instance, Cowell (1964:238–239) gives several 
verbs distinguishing ‘mediopassive’ from ‘true 
passive’ in Syrian Arabic: žtama� ‘to meet, get 
together’ vs. nžama� ‘to be brought together’; 
mtadd ‘to extend, stretch’ vs. ‘to be extended, 
stretched’; rtafa� ‘to rise’ vs. nrafa� ‘to be raised’; 
etc., but then he reminds the reader that medio-
passive rtafa� can also mean ‘to be raised’, and, 
vice versa, passive nmadd can also mean ‘to 
extend, stretch [intransitive]’.

The distribution of n- and t- forms across 
the spectrum of Arabic dialects is quite com-
plex. According to the productive passive 
marker formation (in Form I), it is possible 
to distinguish (following Retsö 1983:164ff.) 
n- dialects, t- dialects (with t- prefixed), and 
Gt- dialects (with -t- infixed). Without going 
into their geography, it is important to realize 
that (i) there is a common stock of nG and Gt 
forms in all dialects, and (ii) Classical/Standard 
Arabic is an nG dialect. This classification also 
bears on the entire Semitic family (Hebrew and 
Akkadian are n- dialects, while Aramaic and 
Ethio-Semitic are t- dialects).

The polysemy of both n- and t- forms (pas-
sive ~ middle voice) undoubtedly contributed to 
the emergence of double marked passive forms, 
i.e. apophonic forms of Form VII and VIII, 
which are unambiguously passive in Classical 
Arabic, as in (4).

(4) VII infa�ala unfu�ila
 VIII ifta�ala  uftu�ila

unqìda < *unquyida) ~ inqìda ‘to be led’
uqtìda   < *uqtuyida) ~ iqtìda ‘to be led’

Given the two synthetic passives and the adjec-
tival nature of the passive participle, one does 
not expect an analytic (periphrastic) passive 
construction (familiar from Modern Germanic 
and Romance languages) in Modern Standard 
Arabic. Nevertheless, Cantarino (1975:417) 
quotes the example in (5) from al-Màzinì 
involving the passive participle of Form II: 

(5) wa-làkinnì kuntu muqayyadan bi-l-kitàbi
 ‘But I was guided by the book’

passive
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Its synthetic counterpart would be inqàttu 
(Form VII) or iqtàttu (Form VIII) ‘I was led’ 
(or, perhaps, unquyyittu [passivized Form II] ‘I 
was guided’) with a ‘disfigured’ root due to the 
voicing assimilation.

In vernaculars, one finds passive perfect 
forms realized by the passive participle (with-
out the verb ‘to be’). Brustad (2000:184) gives 
example (6) from Moroccan Arabic:

(6) ±ìwa l-™awli mëšri . . .
 ‘Well, the sheep has been bought . . .’

There are also instances of an analytic gerundi-
val construction (combining the verb ‘to be’ 
with the passive participle in its modal meaning 
of the future participle of necessity). The fol-
lowing example is from Nagìb Ma™fù� (Zuqàq 
40.4):

(7) ™attà yaq�iya l-làhu ±amran kàna maf �ùlan
 ‘until God determines what has to be 

done’ 
 (cf. Latin . . . rem faciendam or rem, quae 

facienda est)

2. S y n t a x

In contemporary syntax, it is commonly 
assumed (as it was already by the Arab gram-
marians) that the passive construction is syn-
tactically derived from its active counterpart. 
In morphosyntactic terms, active constructions 
containing transitive verbs and, to a certain 
degree, even intransitive verbs are passivizable. 
The following semantico-syntactic categories 
may be assigned the function of the gram-
matical subject in the passive construction: in 
Modern Standard Arabic, (i) direct objects and 
(ii) prepositional objects; in Classical Arabic, 
also certain (iii) expressions of place (distance) 
and time (duration), and (iv) cognate accu-
satives (if modified or specified). Under the 
functional approach, actives and passives dif-
fer in regard to subject assignment (Siewierska 
1991:79ff.). In Classical Arabic, the functions 
of the agent and the goal are expressed by the 
nominative and the accusative, respectively. 
The GoalObject of the active sentence is real-
ized as the GoalSubject in the passive sentence, 
which involves its movement into the immedi-
ate postverbal position, as in (8).

(8) �araba �umaru � �uriba zaydun
 zaydan (GoObj)  (GoSubj)[min �umara]
 ‘Zayd hit Omar’ � ‘Zayd was hit (by Omar)’

This movement does not take place when the 
theme is realized as a subordinate object clause 
and the experiential phrase is added, as in (9).

(9) �arafa zaydun � �urifa min zaydin
 ±annahà min   ±annahà min 
 lubnàna  lubnàna
 ‘Zayd knew that she � ‘It was known to 
 was from Lebanon’  Zayd that she was 
   from Lebanon’

Arabic may assign the syntactic function of sub-
ject not only to the goal but also to the semantic 
function of recipient with three-argument verbs 
of ‘giving’ (cf. English I was given a book):

(10) a. ±a�†aytu zaydan [Rec] kitàban [Go]
 ‘I gave Zayd a book’
 b. ±u�†iya kitàbun [Go, Subj]
 zaydan [Rec]
 ‘The book was given to Zayd’
 c. ±u�†iya zaydun [Rec, Subj]
  kitàban [Go]
 ‘Zayd was given a book’

The retained ‘paradoxical’ accusatives of 
Classical Arabic in (10b) and (10c) are aban-
doned in Modern Standard Arabic (the func-
tion of receiver is realized analytically by the 
prepositional phrase: ±a�†aytu l-kitàb li-zayd � 
±u�†iya l-kitàb li-zayd, and ±u�†iya zayd al-kitàb 
‘Zayd was given the book’).

Prepositional objects (phrases) are treated in 
the same fashion from the point of view of the 
assignment of the subject, as in (11) and (12).

(11) marartu bi-zayd � murra bi-zayd
 ‘I passed by Zayd’  lit. ‘it-was-passed 
   by Zayd’
  ‘Zayd was passed  

 by’

(12) nàma zayd fì l-firàš �� nìma fì l-firàš
� ‘Zayd slept    lit. ‘it-was-slept
 in the bed’  in the bed’
   ‘This bed was 
   slept in’

passive
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The passivized versions in (11) and (12) need 
a special context. If one wants to assure the 
police searching the bedroom for an escapee 
that ‘nobody has slept in this bed’, it is possible 
to predicate to ‘bed’: mà nnàm b-hat-taxët ‘this 
bed hasn’t been slept in’. Typologically, these 
passive constructions correspond to the ‘pseu-
doreflexive’ constructions of Slavic, Altaic, and 
other languages (e.g. Turkish bu yol-dan gid-il-
ir, Czech jde se touto cestou lit. ‘it-is-gone by 
this path’, ‘one goes by this path’).

Classical Arabic may assign the function of 
subject even to expressions of place (distance) 
and time (duration). Saad (1982:31) provides 
examples (13) and (14):

(13) sàra zaydun mìlayni �� sìra mìlàni
 ‘Zayd walked   ‘Two miles 
 two miles’  were walked’

(14) sàra zaydun sà�atayni � sìrat sà�atàni
 ‘Zayd walked   ‘Two hours 
 two hours’  were walked’

It should be observed that subject agreement in 
the passive versions indicates that we are deal-
ing with local and temporal nouns that were 
indeed assigned the function of grammatical 
subject. This is impossible in Slavic pseudore-
flexive constructions; in Czech, for instance, 
one cannot say *šla se hodina [nom.] ‘one hour 
was walked’; only the impersonal construction, 
which retains the accusative form of the tem-
poral noun, is possible (šli jsme hodinu [acc.] 
‘we walked one hour’ � šlo se hodinu [acc.]). 
It is not known whether the above construc-
tions in Classical Arabic are found enlarged 
by the agentive phrase, e.g. ?sìra mìlàni min 
an-nàsi ‘people walked two miles’. Notice, 
however, that it is impossible to add the agen-
tive phrase to their impersonal counterparts in 
Slavic (Czech šlo se *od nás/*námi), and that 
their German parallels are extremely unlikely 
(oben wird *von uns getanzt).

The same is true of the passivized expressions 
involving cognate accusatives ( jalasa zaydun 
julùsan ™asanan lit. ‘Zayd sat down a nice sit-
ting-down � julisa julùsun ™asanun lit. ‘a nice 
sitting down was sat’). Neither of the above 
two types is productive, and they do not exist 
in Modern Standard Arabic.

3. A g e n t i v e  p h r a s e

Classical Arabic belongs to those languages 
which normally do not add the agentive phrase 
to the passive construction because the agent 
“was not known or ought not to be men-
tioned” (to quote Cantarino 1974:52). The for-
mer constraint is a general pragmatic restriction 
on the expressibility of the agent; the latter can 
be related to the specific cultural phenomenon 
of not naming God in numerous expressions 
involving the divine agency.

If the agent has to be mentioned, it is pos-
sible to augment the agentless passive con-
struction with its active version, in which the 
direct object is replaced by the pronominal 
clitic. Cantarino (1974:53) quotes the follow-
ing relevant example (15) from ¢àhà £usayn's 
al-±Ayyàm (II, 42.4):

(15) qad muddat al-mà±idatu, maddat-hà kubrà 
±axawàti ß-ßabiyyi

 lit. ‘the table was set, set-it the boy’s old-
est sister’

 ‘The table was set by the boy’s oldest 
 sister’

Modern Standard Arabic can add the agentive 
phrase to the passive construction by means of 
a prepositional phrase involving the preposition 
min ‘from’ or, less frequently, bi- or li-. Min 
possesses two senses: partitive ‘[part] of’ and 
ablative ‘from’. As in Latin, the ablative sense 
lends itself to the agentive/instrumental usage 
(origin > cause > agent/instrument). Cantarino 
(1974:53) gives example (16) from Mu™ammad 
£aykal (£ayàt 36.21):

(16) X. yù™à ±ilayhi min al-làhi �àtihi 
 ‘X. has been revealed to him by God 

himself’

The semantics of bi-, which has two notions, 
that of proximity (‘in contact with’) and that 
of instrumentality (‘by means of’), makes this 
preposition less suitable for the expression of 
agentivity. Thus, the sentence �uriba bi-l-�asà 
‘he was struck with a stick’, if augmented 
by another prepositional phrase featuring bi-, 
would be ambiguous between ‘he was struck 
with a stick by Zayd’ or ‘he was struck with a 
stick instead of Zayd’ (as in �uriba bi-zaydin 
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‘he was struck instead of Zayd’). To guarantee 
the agentive reading, the agentive phrase would 
have to be introduced by min ‘from’ > ‘by’: 
�uriba bi-l-�asà min zaydin.

The examples for the putative agentive use 
of the preposition li- ‘to’, quoted by Fischer 
(2002:110, 157) and Cantarino (1974:53), are 
apparently limited to the verba sentiendi (but 
Reckendorf 1921:26 provides Classical Arabic 
examples of the type al-la�ìna yus±alùna lahu 
‘those who were asked by him’). They are of the 
type tuhàlu lahu l-�aynu lit. ‘the eye is fright-
ened by him’, ‘one is struck with terror by him’. 
Here, we are not dealing with (proto)typical 
action verbs, and their passive subjects are not 
patients in the ordinary sense (�araba-hu ‘he 
hit him’) but rather experiencers (±ahàla-hu ‘he 
frightened him � ±uhìla ‘he was frightened’) as 
in (17).

(17) ja�ala ß-ßabiyyu yurà�u li-hà�ayni ß-ßawtayni
 ‘The boy began to be frightened by these 

two voices’ (£usayn, ±Ayyàm II, 42.4)

In vernaculars, one finds the agentive phrase 
in the passive construction introduced by the 
simple min (e.g. l-±ëttifà±iyye làzem tëtsadda± 
mën mažles ëš-šuyùx ‘the treaty has to be rati-
fied by the senate’) or, more commonly (?), by 
one of its several compound varieties, such 
as (Syrian) mën qëbal (qibal ‘power, author-
ity’) and mën †araf (†araf ‘side’). According to 
Cowell (1964:236), “such usage is limited to 
a rather pedantic classicizing style”. Standard 
Arabic has several other compound agentive 
prepositions such as �alà yad lit. ‘at the hand 
of’, min jànib lit. ‘from the side of’, min qibal 
lit. ‘from the authority of’ (examples in Retsö 
1983:26).

4. M o d a l  m e a n i n g

A special modal meaning of possibility and 
necessity results from the agentless passive 
along the grammaticalization cline: ‘X that 
is done’ > ‘X that CAN be done’ > ‘X that is 
WORTHWHILE doing’ > ‘X that SHOULD 
be done’. Examples in (18) are quoted by 
Cantarino (1974:56) from Tawfìq al-£akìm 
and Mu™ammad Mandùr, respectively:

(18) laysa laka rù™un tuqba�u
 lit. ‘. . . a spirit [that] is taken away’ � 

‘you do not have a spirit that CAN be 
taken away’

 lam yakun ladaynà minhu šay±un 
yu�karu 

 lit. ‘. . . a thing [that] is mentioned’ � ‘we 
did not have any that are WORTH men-
tioning’

Many of these verb phrases have been lexi-
calized as expressions corresponding to Indo-
European adjectives of possibility (and impossi-
bility): yu�karu šay±un ‘a thing [that] is mentioned’
> šay±un yu�karu ‘a thing [that] is mentioned’ 
> ‘a thing [that] is WORTH mentioning’; là 
yußaddaqu šay±un ‘a thing [that] is not believed’ 
> šay±un là yußaddaqu ‘an unbelievable thing’. 
The adjectival status of these finite verbal 
phrases is indicated by their postnominal posi-
tion (compare šay±un yu�akkaru ‘a thing [that] 
is worth mentioning’ with šay±un ma�kùrun ‘a 
memorable thing’).

Also, passive participles of certain verbs can 
be used as adjectives of possibility (‘X that can 
be done’), as in (19).

(19) ma�qùl ‘understood’ � ‘conceivable’
 mas±ùl ( �an) ‘asked (about)’ � responsible’
 mu�tamad (�alà) ‘relied (on)’ � ‘dependable’

An example of the necessitative reading of the 
finite passive participle from ar-Ray™ànì is in 
(20).

(20) . . . wa-l-™aqqu yuqàlu . . .
 lit. ‘and the truth is told’ � ‘and the 

truth SHOULD be told’ (Ray™ànì, Mulùk 
25.23)

Several passive participles acquired the mean-
ing of the future participle of necessity (corre-
sponding to the Latin gerundive): e.g. al-xarùf 
al-ma�bù™ lit. ‘the slaughtered lamb’ � ‘the 
lamb TO BE slaughtered’ (cf. Latin agnus 
immolandus).

Thus, the same participle may perform a 
triple duty of passive participle, adjective of 
possiblity, and future participle of necessity 
(corresponding to the Indo-European gerun-
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dive); e.g. ma�kùr ‘remembered’, ‘memorable’, 
and ‘to be remembered’ (contrast this polysemy 
of a single form with the three-way morphol-
ogy of Latin: memor-àtus, memor-àbilis, and 
memor-andus).

5. P r a g m a t i c s

While the passive voice occurs in spoken Arabic, 
in many cases speakers prefer a topicalized 
construction of the type in (21)

(21) farì±na ÿalabo n-nàdi r-riyà�i (Syrian) 
 ‘Our team, the Athletic Club beat it’

to its passive counterpart in (22)

(22) nÿalab farì±na mën (†araf) n-nàdi r-riyà�i
 ‘Our team was beaten by the Athletic 

Club’ 

In negative terms, the use of the passive con-
struction is practically ruled out in the illo-
cutionary acts of commanding, questioning, 
and responding to questions (dialogue). For 
instance, if one is asked man fata™a š-šabàbìk 
‘who opened the windows?’ (structuring the 
question in the passive is only conceivable as 
an echo question ‘the windows were opened 
by WHOM?’), the response is going to be in 
the active of the interrogator: zayd fata™a-hà 
‘Zayd opened them’. The participant in this 
dialogue is not going to switch to the passive 
voice *infata™at aš-šabàbìk min zayd. This 
option, however, is claimed to be available to 
‘subject-prominent’ languages such as English 
(‘Who opened the windows?’ ‘The windows 
were opened by John’). The overwhelming pro-
clivity of Arabic to use the topicalized version 
in the active voice derives from one of its salient 
typological features, namely that of a ‘topic-
prominent’ language (cf. Bubeník 1979; Brustad 
2000). The � topic (mubtada± lit. ‘beginning’; 
� ibtidà±) of the Arab grammarians is the noun 
or noun phrase which introduces the comment 
(� xabar lit. ‘message’) and delimits its scope 
(individual, spatial, temporal). It is possible for 
the topic and comment not to be linked mor-
phologically (of the type ‘the eggs, the dozen 
is at fifty piasters’). However, the construction 
exemplified in (21), featuring the pronominal 
clitic whose antecedent is the topic, is by far 
most common (� topicalization).

Finally, one may ask the question in positive 
terms: in which circumstances may the speaker 
of Arabic prefer the passive construction to its 
active counterpart? Xrakovskij’s (1975) detailed 
inquiry into this matter has been summarized 
by Retsö (1983:183–186) in three points: (i) 
the passive construction is preferred if the 
agent is referred to by another argument whose 
semantic role is different (location, possession, 
instrument), e,g. bë-ß-ßèf ±ë™tëre± bëš-šams ‘in 
the summer I want to get burnt by the sun’ (the 
agent is identical with the instrument); (ii) the 
agent not being mentioned results in a context-
conditioned finite passive voice, which serves as 
a stylistic means of binding sentences together; 
and (iii) the agent is unspecified (according to 
Xrakovskij, there are different degrees of non-
specification, ranging from the unknown actor 
to a vague specification of professional agent). 
It goes without saying that one does not expect 
to encounter the agent with verbs designating 
‘events’ that may take place without any agent 
(such as expressions of ‘state’ and ‘change of 
state’ realized typically by the mediopassive 
forms of Form VIII, e.g. irtafa� mustawà l-mà± 
fì n-nahr ‘the river rose’). 
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Passive (Syntax)

The passive in Arabic is a sentence structure 
in which the semantic subject or agent, i.e. 
the performer of or person/thing responsible 
for an action, is suppressed and, in fact, can-
not be mentioned. This renders the passive in 
Arabic an impersonal structure. In the passive, 
the understood object of the active verb is the 
subject of the passive sentence and is marked 
for this role by nominative case in the Classical/
Standard Arabic variety. The verb changes into 
the passive by either changing the vowels in the 
stem and tense prefix or by the insertion of a 
prefix (� passive).

1. S t r u c t u r a l  p r o p e r t i e s  o f 
t h e  p a s s i v e

An active sentence changes into the passive by 
undergoing a number of structural changes. 
First, the subject of the sentence is deleted. 
Second, the object becomes the subject of the 
sentence and receives nominative case. Third, 
the active verb changes into the passive by 
changing its vowels, the change being depen-
dent upon the tense or type of the verb, as 
described below. Fourth, the verb agrees in 
person and gender with the new subject in the 
Verb-Subject order and in person, gender, and 
number in the Subject-Verb order.

(1) našara l-kàtib-u
 published.3ms the-writer-Nom 
 l-maqàl-at-a
 the-article-fs-Acc
 ‘The writer published the article’

(2) nušira-t al-maqàl-at-u
 Pass.published-3fs the.article-fs-Nom
 ‘The article was published’

(3) al-maqàlatu nuširat 

Like active sentences in Arabic, the passive 
sentence can be subjectless, i.e. with an implicit 
subject represented by the agreement features 
expressed on the verb.

(4) nušira-t 
  Pass.published-3fs
 ‘It was published’

The same rules apply in spoken Arabic, except 
that the verb is marked for the passive by the 
addition of a prefix rather than vowel change 
(see Sec. 4).

Because of their reliance on both structural 
and semantic properties of the passive in their 
account of it, the name given by the Arab 
grammarians to the passive indicates its most 
outstanding property – the absence of the sub-
ject. Thus, the passive voice is called ‘that 
whose subject is not named’ or ßìÿat al-maf �ùl 
‘the form of the patient’ (Wright 1967:I, 50). 
To indicate that the subject of the passive is 
the semantic object/patient, the subject of the 
passive is also called nà±ib al-fà�il ‘the subject 
substitute’ (Gaballa 1986:244), ‘supplying the 
place of the agent’ (Wright 1967:I, 50), or ‘the 
deputy or representative of the doer’ (Haywood 
and Nahmad 1965:144).

The subject of the passive is the object of 
the verb in the active counterpart. Once the 
morphology of the verb has changed to the 
passive, the object receives nominative case and 
becomes the structural subject of the sentence. 
Semantically, however, it retains its understood 
patient function in relation to the verb.

In terms of constituency, the subject of a pas-
sive sentence can be a noun phrase, an adverb, 
e.g. ‘the month Ramadan’ in ßìma rama�ànu 
‘Ramadan was fasted’ (Wright 1967:II, 270), a 
� maßdar, e.g. †u�ina †a�natan ‘he was stabbed 
once’, or a prepositional phrase (Babtì 1992).

2. F o r m  o f  t h e  p a s s i v e  v e r b

Passivization is a phenomenon normally associ-
ated with transitive verbs. Transitive verbs in 
Arabic, in both their primitive and derivative 
forms, can occur in the passive. The verb in 
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic changes 
into the passive by changing the vowels in the 
active verb. Overall, the change is regular for 
each verb type, and the form it takes hinges 
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upon the tense of the verb. The perfect verb is 
changed into the passive by changing the vowel 
in the first syllable into a �amma /u/ and the 
vowel before the last radical into a kasra /i/ – 
thus taking the pattern fu�ila, e.g. kusira ‘was 
broken’ for a trilateral and fu�lila for a quadri-
lateral verb, e.g. turjima ‘was translated’. Some 
verbs in Form VII of trilateral verbs, marked 
by the addition of the prefix in-, have a pas-
sive meaning, e.g. inhazama ‘was defeated’. 
Significantly, this is the prefix that has become 
the predominant passive-forming method in 
spoken Arabic, together with its phonological 
variant it-.

In the imperfect verb, the vocalic change indi-
cating passivization is realized differently. The 
�amma /u/ replaces the tense and agreement 
prefix vowel; the vowel in the second syllable 
changes to a fat™a /a/.

(5) ±urìdu ±an tunšara
Imp.1s.want that Imp.3fs.Pass.publish
l-maqàl-at-u
the-article.fs-Nom
‘I desire/want the article to be published’

In spoken Arabic, the prefix in-/it- is attached 
to the active verb to change it into the passive. 
The voweling internal to the stem does not 
change. Thus, the passive verb has the form 
illustrated in the following structures:

Imperfect: tense + gender + Passive + verb 
stem

(6) il-kitàb biyitbà� fi ma�ra�
 the-book Pres.3ms.Pass.sell in fair 
 il-kitàb
 the-book
 ‘The book is on sale at the book fair’

Perfect: Passive + verb + tense + gender

(7) il-kitàb itbà� fi ma�ra�
 the-book PerfPass.3ms.sold in fair
 il-kitàb
 the-book
 ‘The book was on sale at the book fair’

In Modern Written Arabic orthography, the 
marks indicating short vowels are hardly ever 
used, making the passive verb in its written 
form identical to its active counterpart. Badawi 

a.o. (2004:383), however, point out that read-
ers are rarely confused, as they use the absence 
of the agent as a syntactic cue to interpret the 
structure as a passive one. They also point out 
that it is only when there is potential ambiguity 
that short vowels are used.

3. V e r b s  t h a t  p a s s i v i z e

As indicated above, the passive in Arabic is 
associated with transitive verbs. Verbs taking 
two objects, i.e. ditransitive verbs, allow both 
the direct and indirect objects to become the 
subject of a passive sentence.

(8) sallama ±ax-ì r-rajul-a
 handed.3ms brother-my the-man-Acc
 r-risàl-at-a
 the-message-fs-Acc

‘My brother handed the man the message’

(9) sullimat ar-risàl-at-u 
 Pass.handed.3fs the-message-fs-Nom
 li-r-rajul-i
 to-the-man-Gen
 ‘The message was handed to the man’

(10) sullima r-rajul-u
 Pass.handed.3ms the-man-Nom
 r-risàl-at-a
 the-message-fs-message-fs-Acc
 ‘The man was handed the message’

(11) sullima r-risàl-at-a
 Pass.handed.3ms the-message-fs-Acc
 ‘He was handed the message’

In each case, the verb must agree in gender with 
the subject of the passive clause.

An interesting property of Arabic is that 
verbs with prepositional complements can pas-
sivize. In a discussion of these verbs, Haywood 
and Nahmad (1965:253–254) point out that 
transitivity in Arabic is possible through a 
preposition, especially with verbs of motion. 
One of the verbs that passivize in this manner 
is jà±a ‘to come’. It occurs in two patterns, and 
its meaning changes depending on the pattern 
in which it occurs. In jà±a �umaru ‘Omar came’, 
for instance, the verb does not take any comple-
ments. It can optionally take an adverb or a 
prepositional phrase with an adverbial func-
tion, i.e. an adjunct as in jà±a �umaru fì l-masà±i 
‘Omar came in the evening’. In this pattern, the 
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verb cannot occur in the passive *jì±a fì l-masà±i 
‘he was come in the evening’. But in the other 
pattern, where the verb is followed by a prepo-
sitional complement, it can passivize.

(12) jà±a l-™urràs-u
 came the-guards.mp-Nom
 bi-l-muttaham-ìna
 with-the-defendants.mp-Gen
 ‘The guards brought the defendants’

(13) jì±a bi-l-muttaham-ìna
 Pass.came.3ms with-the-defendants.mp- 
  Gen
 ±ila l-ma™kam-at-i
 to the-court-fs-Gen

‘The defendants were brought to the 
courthouse’

Notably, the verb jì±a in (13) changes its mean-
ing from ‘come’ to ‘bring’.

In traditional treatments of prepositional 
verb passives, the prepositional phrase is taken 
to be the subject or substitute of the subject. In 
the active voice, Arab grammarians call these 
prepositional complements ‘impure objects’ 
(maf �ùl ÿayr ßarì™), indicating that their being 
prepositional gives them a different status from 
noun phrases or ‘pure’ objects. In modern 
analyses, the passive in (13) is assumed to have 
an implicit, expletive pronoun in the subject 
position (Agameya 2001; Mohammad 1987). 
This is based on the evidence that the verb 
carries default 3rd person singular masculine 
agreement in prepositional passives, regard-
less of the nature of the features of the object 
of the preposition, even in the Subject-Verb 
order, which suggests that the subject is per-
haps a nonovert, expletive element (equivalent 
to the overt impersonal subjects it and there in 
English; Mohammad 1987).

(14) al-muttaham-ùnai jì±a
 the-defendants.mp-Nom Pass.brought.
  3ms
 bi-himi

 with-them
‘The defendants were brought’

The lack of full agreement between the subject 
and verb in (14) suggests that the subject is in 
� topic position. A striking syntactic prop-

erty of this sentence is the resumptive pronoun 
(� resumption) that is attached to the prepo-
sition and which co-refers to the subject al-
muttahamùna. The resumptive pronoun is a 
requirement of Arabic syntax, which does not 
allow prepositions to strand.

In spoken varieties, the range of prepositional 
verbs allowing passivization is much narrower 
than that in the standard variety. Example 
(13) does not have a grammatical counterpart 
in spoken Egyptian Arabic, for instance. The 
equivalent would use an impersonal structure, 
with an active verb (15).

(15) gàbu l-muttahamìn
 brought.3mp the defendants.mp
 ‘They brought the defendants’

The following are examples of a prepositional 
verb in spoken Arabic occurring in the passive 
in both word orders.

(16) it-±aba� �ala
 Pass.arrested.3ms on
 l-mugrimìn
 the-criminals.mp
 ‘The criminals have been arrested’

(17) il-mugrimìni it-±aba�
 the-criminals.mp Pass.arrested.3ms
 �alè-humi

 on-them
 ‘The criminals were arrested’

Of these two examples, the second is marked 
phonologically, as the fronted object of the 
preposition receives higher stress, indicating 
its status as a topicalized element (Agameya 
2001).

4. T h e  a g e n t  i n  t h e  A r a b i c 
p a s s i v e

The property of Classical Arabic passives that 
the agent cannot be mentioned makes it impos-
sible for certain passive structures requiring 
the obligatory presence of the agent phrase in 
other languages, e.g. the ‘by-phrase’ in English, 
to be expressed in Arabic using the passive. It 
follows that a sentence like Oliver Twist was 
written by Dickens, in which the agent phrase 
by Dickens cannot be omitted without destroy-
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ing the meaning, must be translated into Arabic 
using the active voice.

In Modern Standard Arabic, however, the 
agent phrase is sometimes expressed. Badawi 
a.o. (2004) observe, based on a corpus of 
current written Arabic, that the agent can be 
expressed following a number of prepositions. 
They ascribe the emergence of the agent prepo-
sitional phrase in modern Arabic passives to 
the influence of European languages. The fol-
lowing examples are adapted from Badawi a.o. 
(2004:385).

(18) ±u†liqat �alayhi n-nàru min
 Pass.shot.3fs on-him the-fire from 
 qibali �ißàbàti l-màfya
 direction gangs the-mafia
 ‘He was fired on by the Mafia gangs’

(19) ±udìna bi-wàsi†ati 
 Pass.sentenced.3ms by-means.of
 l-ma™àkim al-�askariyya
 the-courts the-martial
 ‘He was sentenced by the court martial’

In both the standard and spoken varieties, a 
prepositional phrase containing the instrument 
can be used. This, though, is not to be confused 
with the agent prepositional phrase.

(20) qutila bi-s-sikkìn
 Pass.killed.3ms by the-knife
 ‘He was killed with a knife’

In spoken Arabic, the use of the agent phrase is 
more limited both in the range of prepositions 
used and in its meaning (see Sec. 5).

5. U s e s  o f  t h e  p a s s i v e

The reasons for using the passive voice in Ara-
bic are purely pragmatic. It is used mainly when 
the agent responsible for performing the act is 
not known or when the speaker chooses not 
to mention it. The passive is also used to place 
emphasis on the object, i.e. the patient. When 
the subject of the passive is absent, the structure 
is said to be impersonal. One interpretation 
of impersonal passives, identified by Wright 
(1967:II, 50), is when the agent is understood 
to be God.

(21) kutiba �alay-kumu
 Pass.written.3ms on-you 
 ß-ßiyàm (Q. 2/183)
 the-fasting
 ‘You are required to fast’

When the agent/subject of a verb is not known 
or the speaker does not wish to mention it, there 
are two options for expressing the proposition: 
a personal or impersonal structure (Wright 
1967:II, 266–267). The ‘personal’ way essen-
tially uses the active voice without an explicitly 
stated subject pronoun, i.e. � pro-drop, with 
3rd person masculine plural agreement on the 
active verb.

(22) yaqùlùna ±anna l-±as�àra
 Imp.3.say.mp that the-prices
 sa-tartafi�
 Fut.rise
 ‘They say that prices will go up’

The second option, the impersonal, employs 
the passive voice with 3rd person masculine 
singular agreement.

(23) yuqàlu ±anna l-±as�àra
 3.Pass.say.ms that the-prices
 sa-tartafi�
 Fut-rise
 ‘It is said that the prices will go up’

In spoken Egyptian Arabic, both personal and 
impersonal forms are used.

(24) bi-y±ùlu inn il-±as�àr ™a-tirtifi�
 Imp-3.say.mp that the-prices Fut-rise 

(25) bi-yuqàl inn il-±as�àr
 Imp-3.Pass.say.ms that the-prices
 ™a-tirtifi�
 Fut.rise

The last example is interesting in that the form 
of the verb combines the colloquial imperfect 
tense prefix bi- and the typical Standard Arabic 
passive form. This form is limited in its use to 
educated speech and formal contexts.

The passive is sometimes used in written 
Arabic with an imperative sense “in labels and 
instructions for use” (Badawi a.o. 2004:389). 

passive (syntax)

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   561 10/4/2007   6:54:21 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



562

In spoken Egyptian Arabic, it is sometimes used 
as an imperative, where the speaker assumes 
absolute authority over someone else perceived 
to be of lower status.

(26) il-�arabiyya titna��af kuwayyis
 the-car Pass.clean.3fs well
 ‘The car is to be cleaned well’

To convey the same meaning with a toned-
down effect, obliterating the speaker’s absolute 
authority in (26), an impersonal active struc-
ture is used.

(27) il-�arabiyya mi™tàga tan�ìf
 the-car needs cleaning
 ‘The car needs to be cleaned’

In spoken Arabic, an agent phrase realized as a 
prepositional phrase with min ‘from’ in the pas-
sive has a special function when it occurs with 
verbs denoting some damage being done. Its use 
identifies the person responsible for the act and 
significantly exonerates this person from having 
done it deliberately or as an act of negligence. 
The effect is that the agent, the ‘min phrase’, 
inadvertently caused the damage.

(28) il-kubbàya it-kasarit
 the-glass.fs Pass-broke.3fs
 min-ni/min yùsif
 from-me/from Yousef
 ‘The glass was broken by me/Yousef’

The use of an agent phrase is not very frequent 
in Egyptian Arabic, however. It can be used in 
contexts where the agent has a general, rather 
than specific, reference.

(29) il-±iqtirà™ da mit±ayyid
 the-proposal this Pass-supported 
 min kull il-±a��à±
 from all the-members

‘This proposal is backed by all the mem-
bers’

(30) *il-±iqtirà™ da mit-±ayyid
 the-proposal this Pass-supported 
 min ±a™mad
 from Ahmed
 ‘This proposal is backed by Ahmed’

The ungrammaticality of (30) is due to the fact 
that the prepositional phrase min ±a™mad refers 
to a specific individual.

6. I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e 
p a s s i v e

In some treatments of the passive in different 
languages within the framework of generative 
grammar, it has been argued that the passive 
morpheme stands for the subject, i.e. that the 
structurally absent subject is in fact implicitly 
present in the interpretation of the structure. 
The empirical test employed to support this 
argument is the use of certain adverbs that mod-
ify the manner in which the subject performs 
the action in active sentences. There is evidence 
that the Arabic passive has an implied subject 
with indefinite reference (Agameya 2001:21). 
The implicit subject in passive structures can be 
modified by certain manner adverbs.

(31) il-±ustàz laÿa
 the-professor canceled.3ms
 l-mu™a�ra �amdan
 the-lecture deliberately

(32) il-mu™a�ra itlaÿit 
 the-lecture Pass.3fs.canceled
 �amdan
 deliberately
 ‘The lecture was deliberately canceled’

The adverb �amdan ‘deliberately’ modifies 
the way the agent/subject performed the act 
expressed by the verb. It cannot be used with 
expletive subjects, since these subjects lack ref-
erents, as, for example, in *±am†arat as-samà±u 
�amdan ‘it rained deliberately’. The same test 
demonstrates that impersonal passives of prep-
ositional verbs do not have implicit subjects.

(33) *it±aba� �ala l-barì±
 PerfPass.arrest.3ms on the-innocent
 �amdan
 deliberately

‘The innocent person was arrested delib-
erately’

(34) *il-barì± it±aba�
 the-innocent PerfPass.arrest.3ms
 �alèh �amdan
 on-him deliberately
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Similarly, other types of impersonal passives 
cannot be modified by this type of adverb –
indicating that no agent is involved in the 
 interpretation of these structures.
(35) *biyuqàl �amdan
 ImpPass.say.3ms deliberately
 ±inn il-barì± it±aba� 
 that the-innocent PerfPass.arrest.3ms
 �al-èh
 on-him

‘It is said deliberately that the innocent 
was arrested’

Again, this suggests that the pleonastic implicit 
subject in these sentences lacks reference.

7. P a s s i v e - r e l a t e d  s t r u c t u r e s

In some structures, often called ‘unaccusatives’ 
(� middle verbs), the subject of the sentence, 
like that of the passive, is the semantic object of 
the verb. The verb, however, does not undergo 
passivization – the morphological change asso-
ciated with the passive. An intrinsic differ-
ence between passives and unaccusatives is that 
unlike the case with passives, where the agent 
is implied even though it is phonologically 
absent, no agent is implied in these structures. 
The unaccusative clause can only contain an 
adverbial that modifies the verb; it can never 
allow one that modifies the absent subject. The 
following examples from Egyptian Arabic have 
an unaccusative structure (see Agameya 2001). 
Examples from Standard Arabic demonstrate 
the same structural property.

(36) il-ma™all fata™/biyifta™ is-sà �a 
 the-store opened/opens.3ms the-hour
 tis�a
 nine

‘The store opened/opens at nine o’clock’

(37) *il-ma™all fata™ �amdan
 the-store opened deliberately

(38) il-ma™all fata™/biyifta™
 the-store opened/opens.3ms
 badri
 early

In unaccusatives, the fact that the morphology 
of the verb maintains its active form prohibits 
an implicit interpretation of the absent subject, 
as the ungrammaticality of (37) demonstrates. 

This fact is used as evidence that the passive 
morpheme stands for the absent subject in 
 passives.

Classical/Standard Arabic, furthermore, has
the interesting property of changing the mor-
phology of the verb to derive new forms 
expressing different, but semantically related, 
ideas. For instance, there is a group of verbs 
called ‘effective’, whose semantic patient 
(object) becomes the subject of the sentence, 
as is the case with the passive (Wright 1967). 
These verbs are derived from the � causative 
form of some verbs, marked by the doubling of 
the second radical. In these structures, no agent 
is implied.

(39) �allama l-±ustà�u
 Perf.taught.3ms the-teacher 
 t-tilmì�a l-qirà±ata
 the-pupil the-reading

‘The teacher taught the pupil to read/the 
art of reading’

(40) ta�allama t-tilmì�u l-qirà±ata
 Perf.learned.3ms the-pupil the-reading
 ‘The pupil learned to read’

The class of effective verbs in Egyptian Arabic 
is much smaller than that in Standard Arabic. 
Hence, the counterpart of (40) in spoken Arabic 
must take the passive morpheme, rather than be 
used in its active form.

(41) il-±ustàz �allim
 the-teacher Perf.taught.3ms
 it-tilmìz il-±iràya
 the-pupil the-reading

(42) it-tilmìz it�allim
 the-pupil PerfPass.learned.3ms
 il-±ir àya
 the-reading

Causative verbs, however, can be used unac-
cusatively in spoken Arabic. 

(43) il-™arr sayya™ it-talg
 the-heat Perf.Caus.-melted.3ms the ice
‘The heat caused the ice to melt/the heat melted 
the ice’

(44) it-talg sà™
 the-ice Perf.melted.3ms

‘The ice melted’
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Pathology � Language Pathology

Pausal Forms

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

A pausal form is the form a word has at the 
end of a sentence or major phrase or before a 
pause or stop in the speech flow (waqf ), if that 
is different from the form it takes in the begin-
ning or middle of a phrase. In Classical and 
Modern Standard Arabic, most words have 
different pausal and medial forms. Phonetic 
pausal phenomena probably occur in all lan-
guages, although they may differ from language 
to language, but morphologically conditioned 
pausal changes are much rarer, and they are 
the ones most often referred to when discussing 
pausal forms in Arabic. The morphological 
pausal phenomena of Arabic prose are of a 
single general type: the pausal form is produced 
by subtracting from the base form of the word 
a final short vowel and the final consonant 
of certain suffixes. The pausal form is thus 
shorter than the medial form, and grammatical 
features (case and mood) that in a full form are 
marked by suffixes consisting of a short vowel 
are absent from the pausal form. Therefore, the 

medial or context form of a word may be appro-
priately called its full form or basic form, in 
that the pausal form can be deduced from it but 
it cannot be derived unambiguously from the 
pausal form. When mentioning an Arabic word 
in isolation, one usually cites the pausal form, 
for two reasons: a word in isolation is, in effect, 
in pausal position; and the Standard Arabic 
pausal forms are, on the whole, more similar 
than the full forms are to the way the words are 
pronounced in the modern vernacular dialects of 
Arabic. Thus, if one asks what the Holy Book of 
Islam is called, or how to say ‘city’, the answer 
is given in the pausal form, al-qur±àn or madìna, 
not the full form al-qur±ànu or madìnatun.

The most detailed description of the pausal 
forms in a Western language is by Fleisch (1990:
172–197). Wright (1898:368–373) gives a con-
cise but full statement of the facts, Retsö (1994) 
presents a lucid synthesis of them, Birkeland 
(1940) focuses on the historical development 
of the system, and Roman (1982:493–554) 
attempts to reconstruct the phonetics and 
phonology behind it.

2 .  P a u s a l  f o r m s  i n  S t a n d a r d 
A r a b i c

Pausal forms are derived from the basic, full 
forms by (i) deleting final short vowels (so the 
pausal form of kataba ‘he wrote’ is katab); (ii) 
deleting a final suffix -n (so the pausal form of 
kitàbun ‘book’ is kitàb); (iii) replacing the suffix 
-at- with -ah (kitàb-at-u-n ‘writing’ becomes 
kitàbah). This Standard Arabic morphological 
alternation between full and pausal forms is 
absent from the modern vernacular dialects and 
was lost in the medieval period, if not earlier; 
the vernacular form of a word is generally 
derived from the Standard Arabic pausal form, 
not the full form.

The deletion of final short vowels is integrally 
related to the fact that, in both Old Arabic 
and the modern vernacular dialects, with few 
exceptions, the phonemic opposition of vowel 
and consonant quantity is neutralized in pausal 
position. (In some modern dialects this applies 
only to unstressed vowels.) Thus, the final 
consonants of the words yad ‘hand’ and radd 
‘response’ are identical, when not followed by 
another word (both may be pronounced with 
a longer or a shorter d). The same is true 
with vowels. In the Damascus vernacular, for 
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example, “If a final vowel is . . . unaccented, it 
varies between long and short depending on 
the phrasing and intonation. Thus . . . the i in 
xëdi [‘take:imper:fem:sg’] is unaccented (i.e. 
xódi), but is sometimes actually long” (Cowell 
1964:19), so the difference in the vowels 
between xódi ‘take!’ and xëdÛ-ha ‘take her!’ 
is that in xëdÛ-ha the stressed ì must be long, 
but in xódi the unstressed final i may be long 
or short. Something similar was likely the case 
in Old Arabic (although stress is not known 
to have been a factor), and the same is true 
of Modern Standard Arabic, where the final 
vowels of ±anti ‘you [fem. sg.]’ and bintì ‘my 
daughter’ are pronounced identically.

A word that ends in a long vowel is unchanged 
in pausal position, but when a word that 
basically ends in a short vowel appears in pausal 
position, it either loses that vowel, lengthens 
the vowel, or adds h (Retsö 1994). Loss of 
the vowel is the norm for final short vowels 
that are suffixes or part of suffixes, so the 
pausal form of al-bayt-u ‘the house [Art-house-
Nom]’, mu�allim-ùna ‘teachers [teacher-Nom.
p]’, bayt-u-ka ‘your house [house-Nom-2ms]’, 
daras-a ‘he studied [studied-3ms]’, daras-nà-
hu ‘we studied it [studied-1p-3ms]’, �an-hu 
‘from it’ are al-bayt, mu�allimùn, baytuk, daras, 
darasnàh, �anh respectively. Lengthening is 
frequent at the ends of lines in poetry. Final 
short vowels that are not part of suffixes are (in 
normative Classical Arabic) followed in pause 
by -h (called by the grammarians hà± as-sakt, cf. 
Fleisch 1990:185–186), so the pausal forms of 
the jussive yaqi ‘he protects’, the imperative ra 
‘see!’, and kayfa ‘how’ are yaqih, rah, kayfah.

The suffix -n, marking the absolute state of 
nouns and adjectives or the energetic mood of 
verbs, is also deleted in pause; thus, the pausal 
forms of bayt-u-n ‘a house [house-Nom-Abs]’ is 
bayt. However, for words ending in a-n, the -n 
is deleted, but the -a (which may be the marker 
of accusative case or part of the stem) is not 
dropped but rather lengthened, so the pausal 
forms of bayt-a-n ‘a house [house-Acc-Abs]’, 
fata-n ‘a boy [boy-Abs]’ are baytà, fatà.

Pausal forms are based on the corresponding 
medial, full forms, and not directly on the 
abstract underlying form. For example, fatan 
‘boy’ is derived from an underlying form /fatay-
u-n/ [boy-Nom-Abs], via an intermediate stage 
fatà-n; if the pausal form were derived directly 
from /fatay-u-n/, deletion of the final -u-n 

would yield the incorrect form *fatay (which 
is, however, attested in certain ancient dialects, 
cf. Rabin 1951:116). Rather, the pausal form 
must be derived from the full form fata-n (or 
an intermediate form fatà-n), yielding fatà. 
Similarly, in both the indicative and jussive 
forms of the verb ‘he stands’: yaqùmu and 
yaqum, the stem vowel is underlyingly long 
(indicative /yaqùm-u/, jussive /yaqùm/), but in 
the jussive the /ù/ becomes u by the general 
rule that shortens vowels in closed syllables. 
The difference of vowel length between the 
indicative yaqùmu and the jussive yaqum is 
maintained in their pausal forms, which are 
respectively yaqùm and yaqum. The vowel in 
the pausal indicative yaqùm does not shorten. A 
special case concerns words like qà�i-n [judge-
Nom/Gen-Abs], which is derived from /qà�ì-n/ 
by the same vowel-shortening rule. In pause, 
where the -n  is deleted, the word may have the 
form qà�ì, qà�, or qà�i (Carter 1990). Two of 
these are problematic: qà� is not acknowledged 
by the foremost grammarian, Sìbawayhi, and 
probably is not used in oral Modern Standard 
Arabic; and qà�i ends in a short vowel, which is 
unexpected in pausal position (where in any case 
it is not phonemically distinct from a long ì).

A special rule applies to the suffix -at-, 
which marks several different morphosyntactic 
features on nouns and adjectives, most often 
feminine gender but also some masculines 
and plurals. Regardless of function, -at- has 
the pausal form -ah, so for the full forms 
mu�allim-at-u-n [teacher-fs-Nom-Abs], xalìf-
at-a-n [caliph-at-Acc-Abs], al-™aràmiyy-at-u 
[Art-thieves-at-Nom], the corresponding pausal 
forms are mu�allimah, xalìfah, al-™aràmiyyah. 
(This does not apply to the suffix -at which 
marks the 3rd person feminine singular on 
verbs; katab-at ‘she wrote’ is unchanged in 
pause.) In many dialects, the suffix is -a rather 
than -ah, and for this reason the suffix is 
often represented in conventional transcriptions 
simply as -a. That the suffix was -ah in Old 
Arabic is clear from the facts that some modern 
dialects preserve the h and that in classical 
poetry it rhymes with stems ending in ah, and 
not with final à. One might suppose that the 
formation of this pausal -ah from -at- is a two-
step process, first deleting the -t specifically in 
this suffix and then epenthesizing -h after the 
final short vowel by the general process. This 
might well have been the historical sequence 
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of events, but this does not account for ™ayàh, 
the pausal form of ™ayàtun (™aya-at-u-n) ‘life’, 
where deletion of the final t-u-n would leave 
™ayà, which does not end in a short vowel and 
so would not get an epenthetic h. In Modern 
Standard Arabic, there is an alternative pausal 
form ™ayàt, a back-formation from suffixed 
forms like ™ayàt-ì ‘my life’.

Arabic orthography does not normally 
indicate the difference between pausal and full 
forms. The spelling is based on the pausal 
forms rather than full forms, and a word is 
spelled identically, whether in medial position 
or in pause. To be precise, the basic spelling, 
composed of letters of the alphabet, represents 
the pausal form, even in medial position, 
while the optional diacritics that augment the 
basic spelling with additional phonological 
information, including short vowels, represent 
the full form, even at the end of a sentence. 
This practice brought about the creation of two 
orthographic features that exist specifically to 
represent the full-pausal alternation. One is the 
representation of the absolute-state suffix -n, 
which is deleted in pausal forms. Rather than 
being written with the letter <N> (nùn), it is 
indicated by doubling the diacritical sign that 
represents the short vowel preceding it. For 
example, dàr-i-n [house-Gen-Abs] is written ()� �	 
<DaARii> (transliterating Arabic letters with 
roman capitals, and optional diacritics with 
lowercase letters); and this spelling indicates a 
full pronunciation dàrin and at the same time 
a pausal pronunciation dàr. The sequence -a-
n, which becomes -à in pause, is written with 
the letter ±alif that normally represents the 
sound à, so � !)� �	 <DaARaaA> or !�)� �	 <DaArAaa> 
‘house’ (accusative, absolute) represents the full 
form dàran and the pausal form dàrà. The 
second orthographic feature specific to a pausal 
phenomenon is the representation of the suffix 
-at-, which is -ah in pause. This is spelled with 
the symbol $, known as tà± marbù†a ‘tied T’, 
which is a hybrid of two letters: it has the 
shape of * <H> but the dots of 
 <T>. Thus, 
a spelling like +, �-. �" �/ <MaDiYNaHtuu> ‘city 
[nom., absolute]’ (representing the dots of <T> 
with a superscript) simultaneously indicates the 
full pronunciation madìnatun and the pausal 
pronunciation madìnah. When -at- is followed 
by a suffix that contains a long vowel or a 
consonant other than the suffix -n, so that the 
-at- is not final and cannot change to -ah in 

pause, as in the word madìnatì ‘my city’, the 
tà± marbù†a is replaced by a regular <T>: �0�-. �" �/ 
<MaDiYNaTiY>.

The indigenous medieval grammarians de-
scribe several other phonetic features of Old 
Arabic in connection with the pausal phenomena 
(cf. Owens 2006:21–23, 230–234). In some 
ancient dialects or recitation traditions, a 
final short vowel might be neither deleted nor 
lengthened but rather shortened (this is referred 
to as rawm), or in place of a final u the lips 
might be inaudibly rounded after the preceding 
consonant (±išmàm), and perhaps something 
analogous could occur with i. A final consonant 
might be lengthened (ta��ìf ‘doubling’), so that 
±a™mad (the name A™mad) could sound like 
±a™madd in pause, and this is quite audible 
in some modern dialects. If deletion of a 
final vowel would leave a word ending in a 
consonant cluster, metathesis (naql) might take 
place instead, so that bakr-u-n [Bakr-Nom-Abs] 
would become bakur (Rabin 1951:39).

In Modern Standard Arabic, speakers follow 
the same three basic rules: deletion of final 
short vowels, of the suffix -n, and of the t of the 
suffix -at- (usually pronouncing this as -a rather 
than -ah). Vowel reduction and metathesis are 
obsolete. However, the sequence -a-n, which in 
Classical Arabic should be -aa in pause, is more 
often retained as -an when reading, and deleted 
in spontaneous speech.

All the pausal phenomena that occur in prose 
also appear in poetry, but in poetry there is 
another possibility, which in fact occurs more 
frequently: a final short vowel may either be 
deleted or lengthened, as required for the � 
rhyme. Although -i and -u rhyme with -ì, -ù 
and presumably they were to be pronounced as 
long, they are often written as short, but final -a 
in such cases is always written long. Thus, ±anti 
might rhyme with bintì, and be pronounced 
±antì, although both ±anti and bintì might be 
written with a long or short final vowel. A 
similar option exists for the suffix -at-: a word 
like madìn-at-u-n may appear in pause as either 
madìnah or madìnatù (but not as madìnatun). 

3 .  W h e r e  d o  p a u s a l  f o r m s 
o c c u r ?

What kinds of actual pauses, or the ends of 
what kinds of phrases, trigger the appearance 
of pausal forms? Because the technical term in 
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Arabic is waqf ‘stopping, standing’, it is usually 
assumed that pausal forms should appear before 
actual pauses. However, in speech, intonation 
contours signaling the end of a clause or other 
major syntactic constituent often are followed 
without delay by further sound, and the 
contrary is also true: one may pause to think, 
swallow, cough, or correct oneself in the middle 
of a phrase without applying a final intonation 
contour. Rather than viewing pausal forms as, 
ideally, an automatic consequence of a following 
actual pause, or silence, it is more realistic to 
think of pausal forms as signaling the end of a 
major syntactic constituent (Fleisch 1990:196–
197). What is formalized for Qur±ànic recitation 
applies to all sorts of utterances: “The types of 
pauses are characterized by the syntactic and 
semantic completeness or incompleteness of the 
preceding phrase and determine whether the 
reciter is to stop, to continue with what follows, 
or back up to bridge a break in meaning or 
syntax” (Nelson 1985:19). It is the syntax that 
determines the potential for the use of pausal 
forms as well as for appropriate actual pauses 
in speech.

For classical Arabic prose we do not know 
where pausal forms occur, because the spelling 
does not differentiate between full and pausal 
forms. For classical poetry, the rhyme makes 
it clear that words at the end of a line, which 
always coincides with the end of a major 
syntactic constituent, are to be read in pausal 
form, and the meter shows that full forms 
appear in midline. In the Qur±àn, too, rhyme 
frequently shows where pausal forms are called 
for. For example, in sura 1, al-Fàti™a, the 
words ar-ra™ìmi, al-�àlamìna, ad-dìni, nasta�ìnu, 
mustaqìma, and a�-�àllìna nearly rhyme as ar-
ra™ìm, al-�àlamìn, ad-dìn, nasta�ìn, mustaqìm, 
a�-�àllìn. According to the rules of � tajwìd, 
which prescribe the phonetics of Qur±ànic 
recitation, pausal forms are used at the end of 
a verse and at certain spots in midverse, which 
are indicated by special symbols in the standard 
editions of the Qur±àn, but reciters have some 
discretion as to which of the indicated pausal 
locations they actually apply. An enlightening 
discussion of the rules and esthetics is found 
in Nelson (1985:27–31). Pause is obligatory 
following “semantic and syntactic independence 
of what precedes or follows. . . . [where] the 
phrase preceding the obligatory pause is self-

contained and takes the form of an epigram 
or summation and most commonly signals the 
end of a subject matter” (1985:28), while, if 
there is “syntactic and semantic dependence 
on what follows, yet it may be a complete 
phrase . . . [p]ause . . . is permitted here, especially 
if the phrase is the first half of a conditional 
sentence, or similarly syntactically dependent 
on the following phrase” (1985:29).

In the oral use of Modern Standard Arabic, 
the practice is complex and variable (Meiseles 
1977; Schulz 1981; Diem 1974:36–37 and 
passim; Holes 2004:63–68). Since the Standard 
Arabic system of cases and moods, which are 
marked for most words by short-vowel suffixes, 
is not part of any modern vernacular dialect, 
Arabs must expend significant effort as part of 
their schooling to learn it, and, like all school 
subjects, some individuals master it thoroughly 
and others less so; some can apply it ‘on the 
fly’, while others need to think before deciding 
on the appropriate form. Using pausal forms 
eliminates the need to make case and mood 
distinctions in many types of words. In the most 
formal situations, i.e. the reading of a prepared 
script by a skilled reader such as a professional 
newscaster or some public speakers, pausal 
forms are relatively few and found almost 
exclusively before actual pauses, i.e. silences 
or phrase-final intonation contours at the ends 
of clauses and sentences. At the opposite end 
of the spectrum, speaking spontaneously, all 
or nearly all words may be in their pausal 
forms. Thus, full forms connote formality, 
and pausal forms in medial position connote 
informality (Diem 1974:37), and for this reason 
full forms occasionally occur even before actual 
pauses. The grammatical function of the word 
may also influence whether a pausal or a full 
form is used. Holes (2004:63–68) observes 
the following tendencies in the retention of 
full forms in pausal position, in recent news 
broadcasts: nouns but not adjectives tend to 
keep the -i-n marking the genitive absolute; and 
the accusative absolute -a-n is generally retained 
in adverbs like taqrìb-a-n, may be retained or 
dropped in masculine nouns and adjectives, 
but is dropped in feminine nouns after the -at-, 
which becomes -a(h). Extensive transcripts of 
speech in different registers, showing varying 
degrees of use of full and pausal forms, are 
given by Diem (1974). 
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4 .  F r o m  O l d  A r a b i c  t o  t h e 
m o d e r n  v e r n a c u l a r  d i a l e c t s

Most scholars accept that in Old Arabic full and 
pausal forms alternated just as the indigenous 
grammarians described, and that over the 
course of time the full forms (and with them 
the case and mood distinctions, represented 
predominantly by short final vowels) were lost 
from ordinary speech, surviving only in the 
learned use of Classical Arabic, so that the 
forms that appear in the modern vernaculars 
are derived from the Old Arabic pausal forms. 
Diem (1991) shows that the high degree of 
redundancy of the case and mood marking in 
Classical Arabic, followed by the loss of the 
syntactic-semantic categories of case and mood, 
must have preceded, and been conducive to, 
the elision of the final short vowels, that is, 
the generalization of pausal forms to medial 
position. Just when the full forms dropped out 
of colloquial use is a matter of dispute, with 
opinions ranging from a couple of centuries 
before the time of Mu™ammad to a couple 
of centuries after. The issue of timing has 
profound implications for the understanding of 
how natural or artificial the language of early 
Arabic poetry was, and hence to what extent 
that poetry should be relied on as a basis for 
interpreting the Qur±àn. As important as the 
question of timing is, it does not affect the 
general picture of the history of the language, 
for it is clear that the short-vowel case endings 
were features of Proto-Semitic, having cognates 
in other Semitic languages, and that the pausal 
forms correspond closely to the forms in the 
modern dialects; the transition from the former 
type to the latter in Arabic could not have been 
abrupt, so there must have been a period of 
variation.

However, Owens (1998; 2006) has challenged 
this picture, suggesting that varieties of Arabic 
with full forms, case, and mood, and varieties 
without them, coexisted for many centuries, and 
in fact that such coexistence may have predated 
the rise of Arabic as a distinct Semitic language. 
If so, they must have remained in close contact 
and shared in the many innovations of grammar 
and vocabulary that characterize Arabic as a 
whole vis-à-vis other Semitic languages. In this 
view, Classical Arabic represents the variety 
that retained case and mood endings, while the 
modern dialects descend from a form that lacked 
them, and not from Classical Arabic at all.

There are, however, good reasons to believe 
that pausal and full forms coexisted within 
a single variety of Arabic and that such a 
variety is the ancestor of the modern dialects 
(Hoberman 1995:162–164). The grammarians, 
especially Sìbawayhi, took pains to describe the 
language as they observed it in use, and would 
not have invented as pervasive a phenomenon 
as the pausal/full alternation; Classical Arabic 
poetry can be parsed for meter and rhyme only 
if words in midline are in their full forms but 
at line-ends are in pausal forms; there is also 
evidence from non-Classical spellings in the 
early Islamic period and from a transcription of 
an Arabic text in Greek letters (Hopkins 1984). 
Another sort of evidence comes from relics 
of the alternations that survive in the modern 
dialects. These are of two kinds.

The first involves the suffix -at- (pausal 
-ah). Nouns with this suffix have two forms 
in modern vernacular Arabic, a form ending 
in -t that appears when suffixed or followed 
immediately by another noun in a ‘construct 
phrase’ (� ±i�àfa), as in sayyàrt-i ‘my car’ or 
sayyàrit i†-†abìb ‘the doctor’s car’, and the other 
form, without -t, that appears everywhere else: 
sayyàra. The structure of sayyàrit i†-†abìb derives 
from an Old Arabic genitive structure like 
sayyàrat-u †-†abìb-i ‘the doctor’s car [car-Nom 
Art-doctor-Gen]’. When final short vowels were 
lost, Old Arabic full forms (like sayyàratu) were 
replaced by pausal forms (sayyàrah) wherever 
possible, i.e. at the end of every phrase, but the 
t was retained in a construct because the first 
element of a construct phrase is not a noun 
phrase but a single noun. Furthermore, the t 
has survived as a fossil in two types of words: 
as a ‘connective t’ in a few vowel-initial noun 
plurals after numerals, such as xams-t-iyyàm 
‘five days’, from Old Arabic xams-at-u ±ayyàm-
i-n, and as † in the numerals from 13 through 
19, for instance xams†a�š(ar) from xams-at-a 
�ašar-a. These examples are from Syrian Arabic 
(Cowell 1964:170–171), but the forms are 
similar in many dialects.

Alternations like sayyàra ~ sayyàrit are found 
in all modern dialects. The second relic exists 
in only a few (Blau 1965:187–202; Fischer 
and Jastrow 1980:120–121; Owens 1998:215–
217). In these dialects, an indefinite noun may 
be linked to a following adjective, prepositional 
phrase, or relative clause by a suffix consisting 
of a short vowel plus n. This is evidently a relic 
of the Old Arabic absolute state suffix -n, which 
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is deleted in pausal forms (� nunation). Thus, 
an Old Arabic structure like nàs-u-n ka
ìr-u-n 
‘many people [people-Nom-Abs many-Nom-
Abs]’, or in pause nàs-u-n ka
ìr, became nàs-
en �e
ìr [people-Linker many], where the -n 
survives internally but not at the end of the 
construction. Furthermore, this accounts for 
the n in such relic forms as Baghdadi šinu 
‘what’, from (±ayyu) šay±-i-n huwa [(which) 
thing-Gen-Abs it].

The survival of the t and n medially, but not 
finally, in these two modern productive alter-
nations (sayyàra ~ sayyàrit and nàs ~ nàs-en) 
and in the fossilized relic forms shows that at 
some time pausal and full forms coexisted in the 
same variety of Arabic, in synchronic alternation 
very much as the grammarians described it.

5 .  P a u s a l  p h e n o m e n a  i n 
m o d e r n  v e r n a c u l a r  d i a l e c t s

The ends of phrases in modern Arabic dialects, 
as in all other languages, are marked by slight 
phonetic modifications of the sounds of words. In 
the simplest case, there might be a prolongation 
of some sounds. Thus, in Damascus Arabic, “the 
end of a phrase is often signaled by drawling 
out what comes after the accent. . . . With certain 
kinds of intonation – in questions, for instance – 
the phrase-end drawl is often exaggerated so 
that a post-tonic short vowel is as long as or 
longer than a true long vowel in other positions. 
In the question kìf ™àlak? ‘how are you?’, the 
last a may actually be longer than the à in the 
preceding syllable” (Cowell 1964:17). In some 
dialects, the phrase-end effects are greater. In 
the dialect of the Negev Bedouin, in pause, 
stressed a is followed by a glottal stop (medial 
mišá, pausal mišá± ‘he went’), and stressed 
long vowels may be followed by [h] (medial 
dammÛ, pausal dammÛh ‘my blood’), among 
other effects (Blanc 1970:119, 122–123). Final 
ì and ù become diphthongs in some dialects of 
Maltese and Lebanese and Palestinian Arabic 
(Borg 1977). In parts of Egypt (including Cairo 
until the end of the 19th century), final a is 
replaced by e in pause (Blanc 1973–1974). 
Some of these effects are strikingly reminiscent 
of those described for Classical Arabic.
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Perfect � Tense

Performatives

Performatives are utterances that are unam-
biguous with regard to their illocutionary force 
(Austin 1962, 1979). For example, the per-
formative utterance I hereby promise that I 
will come at noon can only be interpreted as 
a promise, whereas the nonperformative state-
ment I will come at noon can be intended and/or 
interpreted as a promise, a threat, a prediction, 
or a warning, among other possible illocution-
ary forces. A performative utterance is issued 
to perform only a particular type of communi-
cative act, and it has no other interpretations 
regardless of the nature of the context.

The motivation for the distinction between 
performatives and statements is that the former 
constitute events rather than descriptions of 
events or states of affairs (Searle 1969, 1971). 
In other words, the act of uttering a performa-
tive is itself the action purported by the speaker. 
For example, the performative utterance in (1), 
when issued by a lawyer in the context of a 
court session, amounts to registering an objec-
tion rather than reporting or describing an 
event of objecting taking place at speech time.

(1) ±ana ±a-�tari� 
 I 1s-object
 ‘I object!’

The major difference between performative and 
nonperformative utterances is that performa-
tives do not have truth conditions (Stampe 
1975); they cannot be judged as true or false. 
Rather, they have contextually and culturally 
specified felicity conditions that must be met 
for a performative to take effect. For example, 
the performative utterance in (2a) presupposes 

that the speaker is the bride in a wedding cer-
emony and that she satisfies the cultural and 
legal requirements that give her the institutional 
capacity to issue a marriage performative, e.g., 
she is above a certain age, sober, and willing.

(2a) zawwaj-tu-ka nafs-ì
 married-1s-you.2ms self-my

‘I married you myself’ = ‘I hereby take 
you as a husband’

The performative utterance in (2a), and hence 
the marriage, is void if any of the felicity 
conditions are violated. For instance, if the 
speaker does not willfully intend to get mar-
ried, say, because she is an actress perform-
ing a scene in a play, or if the performative is 
issued under duress, the act of marrying is not 
accomplished.

Certain performatives require uptakes. These 
are other performative utterances where the 
speaker acknowledges and validates a preced-
ing performative (Lyon 1977). For example, the 
performative in (2a) by itself is not enough to 
institute a marriage. Rather, the other partici-
pant in the ceremony has to utter the uptake in 
(2b), which amounts to accepting and perform-
ing the marriage ritual.

(2b) qabil-t-u z-zawàj min-ki . . .
 agreed-1s the-marriage from-you.2fs

‘I accepted marrying you’ = ‘I hereby 
accept to marry you’

Arabic devices indicating illocutionary force, 
which are linguistic forms or constructions that 
ensure the successful recognition of the speak-
er’s motivations for issuing a performative, fall 
into three types: explicit performative verbs, 
performative particles, and certain frozen for-
mulaic expressions. Explicit performative verbs 
definitively specify the action purported in 
producing an utterance. Searle (1979) clas-
sifies explicit performative verbs into five cate-
gories representing the basic types of actions 
accomplished through speech, viz. representa-
tives, directives, commissives, expressives, and 
declarations.

The pragmatic function of a representative 
performative is to commit the speaker to the 
truthfulness of the propositional content of the 
clause embedded under an explicit performa-
tive verb (Levinson 1983). In (3a), for example, 
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the writer asserts that it is the case that he/she 
received the mentioned sum, and in (3b) the 
speaker affirms his/her belief in the truthful-
ness of the embedded clause proclaiming the 
oneness of God. Other verbs that can be used 
as explicit representative performatives include 
±uqsimu ‘I swear’, ±u±akkidu ‘I assure’, and 
±a�tarifu ‘I admit’.

(3a) ±u-qirr-u ±ana al-muwaqqi�
 1s-affirm-Ind I the-signing.ActPart
 ±adnà-h ±an-ni tasallamt-u
 under-it that-I received-1s
 mi±a junayh
 hundred pound

‘I, the undersigned, affirm that I received 
the sum of one hundred pounds’

(3b) ±a-šhad-u ±anna là
 1s-testify-Ind that no
 ±ilàha ±illà llàh
 god except Allah

‘I testify that there is no god but Allah’

Directive performatives constitute attempts by 
the speaker to get the addressee to do some-
thing. In (4a), the speaker tries to get the 
addressee to provide assistance, and in (4b), 
the speaker attempts to receive redemption by 
directly asking for it.

(4a) ±a-rjù-ka ±an
 1s-beseech.Ind-you.2ms that
 tu-sà�id-a-nì
 2ms-help.Subj-me

‘I beseech you to help me’

(4b) ±allàh-umma ±a-s±al-u-ka
 God-Voc 1s-ask-Ind-you.2ms
 l-�afw
 the-forgiveness

‘O God! I ask your forgiveness’ 

Directive performatives vary in terms of the 
power relations they presuppose. For example, 
demanding and ordering require the speaker 
to have social or institutional power sufficient 
to legitimize attempting to control the actions 
of others. On the other hand, beseeching and 
seeking forgiveness or permission require the 
speaker to assume that he/she is at a lower sta-
tus than the addressee and that the addressee is 
capable of fulfilling the directives. Other explicit 
directive verbs include ±àmuru-ka ‘I order you’, 

±astaÿfiru-ka ‘I request your forgiveness’, and 
±asta±�inu-ka ‘I request your permission’.

By uttering commissive performatives, speak-
ers commit themselves to the completion of 
future actions that they will perform or cause. 
For example, in (5a) and (5b), the speakers hold 
themselves responsible for the achievement of 
the future events of increasing the salaries and 
paying off the debts.

(5a) ±a-�id-u-kum bi-ziyàd-at-i 
 1s-promise-Ind-you.2mp with-increasing-
  f-Gen
 r-rawàtib
 the-salaries
 ‘I promise to increase the salaries’

(5b) ±a-ta�ahhad-u ±an
 1s-pledge-Ind that
 ±adfa�-a diyùn-ì
 1s-pay-Subj debts-my
 ‘I pledge to pay my debts’

For a commissive performative to be felicitous, 
the speaker has to be willing and able to per-
form the expected action directly, or indirectly 
by getting others to execute it. Other explicit 
commissive performatives include ±a�manu ‘I 
guarantee’ and ±uràhinu-ka ‘I bet you’.

Expressive performatives emote psychologi-
cal states of mind resulting from preceding 
events. For example, the utterance in (6a) con-
stitutes expressing gratitude and that in (6b) is 
used to register an apology. Other expressive 
performatives include ±ura™™ibu bikum ‘I wel-
come you’, ±uhanni±u-ka ‘I congratulate you’, 
and ±u™ayyì-kum ‘I salute you’.

(6a) ±a-škur-u-ki 
 1s-thank-Ind-you.2fs
 ‘I thank you’

(6b) ±a-�ta�ir-u �am-mà fa�al-tu
 1s-apologize-Ind for-what do-1s

‘I apologize for what I have done’

Finally, performative declarations bring about 
immediate changes in the institutional status 
of the individuals involved in the speech con-
text or its character. For example, uttering the 
performative in (7a) results in the addressee’s 
being a nominee for chairing the committee, 
whereas uttering (7b) results in the auction’s 
being open.
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(7a) ±u-rašši™-u-ka ra±ìs-an
 1s-nominate-Ind-you.2ms chairperson-
   Acc
 li-l-lajn-a
 for-the-committee-f

‘I nominate you to be the committee 
chairperson’

(7b) ±u-�lin-u fat™-a
 1s-announce-Ind opening-Acc
 l-mazàd
 the-auction
 ‘I announce the auction open’

Declarations require the speaker to have par-
ticular institutional qualifications. For exam-
ple, only an official in a position to nominate a 
committee chairperson can effectively perform 
(7a), and only an auctioneer on duty can open 
the auction, as in (7b). Other verbs that can 
be used in performative declarations include 

±attahimu ‘I accuse’ and ±axtatimu ‘I close/
conclude’.

Although many performative utterances 
involve using explicit performative verbs, per-
formativity is a pragmatic property of utter-
ances, not of verbs. There are performative 
utterances that involve nonverbal predicates 
such as active and passive participles, as in the 
Egyptian Arabic examples in (8a) and (8b), 
respectively.

(8a) ±inti  †àli±
 you.fs divorced.PassPart
 ‘You are divorced!’

(8b) ±inta marfùd
 you.ms fired.PassPart
 ‘You are fired!’

Issuing a performative with a participial predi-
cate accomplishes the action denoted by the 
verb from which the participle is derived, such 
as divorcing in (8a) and firing in (8b). Note 
that the sentences ±a†alla±-ik ‘I divorce you’ and 
±arfid-ak ‘I fire you’ do not have performative 
effects. Moreover, some idiomatic expressions 
are conventionally associated with particu-
lar speech acts, such as the Egyptian Arabic 
™issak �ènak ‘your voice, your eye’, which 
exclusively signals threats. Besides, there are 
many Standard Arabic verbs that denote com-

municative acts but cannot be used as explicit 
performatives, including:

™awlaqa ‘to say là ™awla wa-là quwwata ±illà 
billàh’

basmala ‘to say bismi llàhi r-ra™màni r-ra™ìm’
kabbara ‘to say allàhu ±akbar’
hallala ‘to say là ±ilàha ±illà llàh’
šammata ‘to say yar™amukum allàh’

These verbs are not performative, because, for 
example, a person who says ±ubasmilu does not 
perform the act of naming God.

Arabic performatives vary significantly with 
regard to their linguistic structure, as they 
allow both 1st and 3rd person subjects, as in 
(9a) and (9b).

(9a) ±a-nßa™-u-ka bi-l-±iqlà�
 1s-advise-Ind-you.2ms with-the-quitting
 �an at-tadxìn
 from the-smoking

‘I advise you to quit smoking’

(9b) tu-�lin-u šarikat mißr
 3fs-announce-Ind company Egypt
 li-†-†ayaràn �an
 for-the-aviation about
 qiyàm ri™lati-hà ±ila ròma
 departure flight-its to Rome

‘Egypt Air announces the departure of its 
flight to Rome’

Performatives marked for the 3rd person are 
used when the speaker acts on behalf of the 
intended agent of the communicative act, pre-
supposing that the speaker is not the source of 
the performative and hence not responsible for 
its consequences.

Arabic performative utterances allow verbs 
marked for the active voice, as in all preced-
ing examples, as well as the passive voice as 
in (10).

(10) yu-stad�à l-ma�kùr
 3ms-summon.Pass the-mentioned
 li-t-ta™qìq ma�a-h
 for-the-questioning with-him

‘The mentioned individual is to be sum-
moned for questioning’

Performatives that involve the impersonal pas-
sive are usually directives where it is not the 
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speaker or the addressee who will carry out the 
requested action. Rather, the speaker issues an 
order or a recommendation for others to act 
upon, usually for official rather than personal 
motivations. For example, by uttering (10), 
the speaker, if a police officer, officially issues 
a subpoena even though he/she is not the one 
who will actually carry out the action of sum-
moning that individual.

The fact that issuing a performative is itself 
an event rather than a description of an event 
motivates analyzing performatives as tenseless 
constructions. There are two observations sup-
porting this argument. First, Egyptian Arabic 
verbs that are used as explicit performatives 
do not allow the imperfective prefix bi-, which 
marks the progressive and habitual aspects, as 
in (11a) and (11b).

(11a) ±a-–addim lu-kum
 1s-introduce to-you.2mp
 �ali ±ibn �amm-i
 Ali son uncle-my

‘I introduce to you my cousin Ali’

(11b) ±a-™lif-la-k ±inn-i
 1s-swear-to-you.2ms that-I
 ma sara±-t il-filùs 
 Neg stole-1s the-money

‘I swear to you that I didn’t steal the 
money’

If these verbs describe events that are taking 
place at speech time, it is expected that they 
would be grammatical only if the imperfective 
bi- forms were used. However, the progressive/
habitual marker inhibits performative inter-
pretations.

The other observation is that in Standard 
Arabic perfect verb forms are restricted to 
declarations (Khalil and McCarus 1999). For 
example, the utterance (12) constitutes senten-
cing the defendant to a year in prison, provided 
that all felicity conditions are satisfied. These 
conditions include the requirement that the 
speaker be a judge on duty in a court session. 
However, if the same utterance is issued by 
a reporter as a newspaper headline, i.e. if the 
felicity conditions are not satisfied, the utter-
ance is a mere description of a past event of 
sentencing.

(12) ™akam-at al-ma™kam-at-u �alà
 sentenced-3fs the-court-fem.-Gen on
 l-muttaham bi-sana sijn
 the-defendant with-year prison

‘The court sentenced the defendant to a 
year in prison’

Another way of unambiguously signaling the 
communicative intent of an utterance is to 
use a performative particle. These particles 
are  conventionally associated with particular 
speech acts such as wà (wàw an-nadba), which 
is used for lamenting, the verbal suffix -nna 
(nùn at-tawkìd), which is used to mark rep-
resentative performatives (� energicus), and 
instigative hallà and �alà (±adawàt at-ta™�ì�), 
among many other such particles.
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This entry includes an account of the incor-
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New Persian in general, and some discussion 
of the Arabic vocabulary in Standard Persian, 
the written and spoken language of educated 
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Iranians today. The topic is pertinent also for 
other Iranian, Turkic, and Indic literary lan-
guages of the region, such as Chaghatay and � 
Ottoman, Pashto, � Urdu, and Bangla (� Ben-
gali), which received their Arabic vocabulary 
through the medium of Classical Persian.

1. H i s t o r y  a n d  e v o l u t i o n

With the Arab conquest of Iran in the 7th cen-
tury and the conversion of a majority of the 
population to Islam, Arabic came to exert a 
profound influence on the Persian language. The 
form of Persian affected was not literary Mid-
dle Persian (pårsìk, commonly called Pahlavi), 
which was identified with Zoroastrian religious 
literature and written in a form of the Aramaic 
script, but rather the related vernacular of the 
court milieu of Seleucia-Ctesiphon (Madà±in) 
and other parts of the Persian Empire, called 
Dari by Ibn al-Muqaffa� (see Lazard 1990). 
By the middle of the 9th century, this spoken 
form of Persian had become a poetical koine, 
presented in Arabic script; within the following 
century, it systematically incorporated Arabic 
loanwords and became established at the quasi-
independent Samanid court of Bukhara as a 
literary language, New Persian. Arabic works 
such as a†-¢abarì ’s Tàrìx and Tafsìr were trans-
lated into New Persian, and a tradition of origi-
nal prose ±adab developed.

Arabic script was quite well adapted to tran-
scribing Persian. Iranian bureaucrats continued 
in office even after the language of adminis-
tration was changed to Arabic; and from the 
outset many Iranians became bilingual in the 
two tongues. Persian preserves traces of this 
vernacular component in a few early Arabic 
borrowings morpho  phono logically assimilated 
to Persian, and which have survived subsequent 
orthographic normalization: e.g. mosalmån 
‘Muslim’ (by metathesis and, probably, modi-
fication of a plural, < Arabic muslim[-ùn]); 
the onomastic bu (Arabic ±abù ‘father [of]’); 
mir (Arabic ±amìr) ‘commander, prince’ and its 
compounds such as mir-åb ‘official in charge 
of water distribution’, mir-åxor ‘head groom’, 
mir-zå ‘born of a prince’, which parallel the 
apheresis in Dari reflexes of Pahlavi words 
at this time; cf. (a)yår ‘friend’, (a)bå ‘with’, 
(a)nåhid ‘Anahita’, etc. Thereafter, the bulk 
of Arabic loanwords entered Persian as mots 
savants in the writings of bilingual poets and 

scholars, mostly from the 10th to the 12th 
centuries, and trickled down into spoken usage 
(Telegdi 1973).

2. P h o n o l o g y  a n d 
o r t h o g r a p h y

With very few exceptions, Arabic loanwords in 
Persian are written exactly as in Arabic. A num-
ber of Arabic characters represent consonants 
alien to Persian, which are therefore assimilated 
to the closest Persian phonemes: s, 
, and ß are 
all realized as /s/; z, d, Ú, and � as /z/; t and 
† as /t/; h and ™ as /h/. Sounds of Persian not 
found in Arabic (p, �, ž, g) were written with 
letters representing similar sounds (b, j, z, k), 
distinguished by diacritics (� Arabic alphabet 
for other languages).

The glottal stop of Arabic (written as hamza) 
is pronounced after a consonant, but generally 
it is realized before a consonant as a prolonga-
tion of the (short) vowel, and between vowels 
as a glide: /sowål/ ‘question’ (Arabic su±àl). The 
peculiarly Arabic sound of �ayn is ignored in 
initial (and, colloquially, in final) position; it is 
realized between vowels as a glide or a glottal 
stop, and before a consonant as a prolongation 
of the vowel: /ba:d/ for ba�d ‘after’; in Persian 
of Afghanistan, the quality of the vowel is also 
changed, as /bå:d/. The sounds of qàf and ÿayn 
are pronounced alike in Standard Persian, as a 
voiced velar affricate or fricative: Arabic waqt > 
Persian /vaÿt/ > /vaxt/ (after devoicing before a 
voiceless consonant). Thus, Arabic ÿi�à± ‘food’ 
and qa�à± ‘judgment, destiny’, as loanwords, 
become homophones: /ÿazå/. Arabic /w/ is real-
ized as labio dental /v/ in Standard Persian. The 
other Arabic consonants have close Persian 
counterparts.

The Standard Persian articulation of vowels 
and diphthongs in Arabic loanwords is shown 
in Table 1. The equivalence of quantity between 
Arabic and Persian short and long vowels is 
fully preserved only in poetry, where the Arabic 
prosodic system of �arù� has been adapted to 
Persian prosody. In spoken Standard Persian 
the phonemic distinction is one of quality; but 
there is also a division between ‘stable’ vowels 
(corresponding to the Arabic long vowels; first 
three cells) and ‘unstable’ vowels (correspond-
ing to the Arabic short vowels; next three cells). 
The stable vowels do not change appreciably 
in quality or length in response to the pho-
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netic environment, whereas the unstable vowels 
may shift allophonically in quality and become 
shorter when unstressed, or assimilate to adja-
cent vowels or semivowels (see the diphthongs 
in Table 1). Consistent in current Standard Per-
sian is the raising of word-final /a/ > /e/, which 
affects all Arabic loans in the feminine ending 
that do not have final -t in Persian (see Sec. 
7): qab�a > /ÿabzé/ ‘handful; handle’. The low 
back vowel /å/ is generally unrounded (though 
more rounded in Eastern dialects). Stress in 
Persian nominals (to which class belong most 
polysyllabic loans from Arabic) is word-final.

Table 1. Correspondence of Arabic and Persian 
vowels

 Long vowels Short vowels Diphthongs

Arabic  à  ì  ù  a  i  u  ay  aw
Persian  å  i  u  a  e  o  ey  ow

 Stable vowel Unstable vowel ________

Arabic short/Persian unstable vowels in loan-
words are also subject to assimilation, dissimi-
lation, and syncope in certain environments, 
and to analogical changes. Thus, Arabic nahàr 
‘noon’ > Persian nåhår ‘lunch’ (one of very few 
such changes to be reflected in the spelling); 
ßadà > /sedå/ ‘sound’ (/a/ is raised in proxim-
ity to a sibilant); ™araka(t) > /harekat/ ‘move-
ment’, but šarika(t) > /šerkat/ ‘partnership’. The 
vowel shift musàfara(t) > /mosåferat/ ‘journey’ 
(/a/ is raised in an open penultimate syllable), 
which applies to the whole form class of about 
150 mufà�ala loans in all dialects of Persian, 
may result from morphological analogy rather 
than phonetic law, i.e. by contamination with 
the corresponding participial loanword, as in 
Persian mosåfer ‘passenger’, mobårez ‘fighter’, 
monåseb ‘suitable’, etc. This tendency to harmo-
nize transparent cognates on familiar (Turco-
Persian) principles of suffixation instead of the 
alien nonsegmental morphology of Arabic can 
clearly be seen in the Persian pronunciation 
/šojåat/ ‘bravery’ (Arabic šajà�a[t]), by analogy 
with the borrowed adjective šojå� ‘brave’.

Arabic posed a challenge to the phonotactics 
of Persian by introducing a number of alien 
word-final consonant clusters, as in rab†, fiqh, 
�adl. In eastern dialects of Persian (and most 
Turkic and Indic languages), the difficulty of 

articulation is solved by inserting an epenthetic 
vowel (generally schwa), as /húkëm/ for ™ukm 
‘decree’ or /qábël/ for qabl ‘before’; Standard 
Persian prefers to delete one of the two conso-
nants, as /vaxt/ or /vax/ for waqt ‘time’, /so:b/ 
for ßob™ ‘morning’ (with compensatory vowel 
lengthening).

3. L e x i c a l  s t a t i s t i c s

A dictionary-based sample yields an inventory 
of approximately eight thousand Arabic loan-
words in current use (Ràzì 1987), or about 40 
percent of an everyday literary vocabulary of 
twenty thousand words (excluding compounds 
and derivatives). Corpus-based inventories, and 
frequency of use of Arabic vocabulary per text, 
vary with date of composition, stylistic regis-
ter, individual author, and topic of discourse. 
Thus, a sample from the versified national 
epic, the ”åhnåme of Ferdowsi (completed ca. 
400/1010), yields an Arabic vocabulary of only 
8.8 percent and a frequency of 2.4 percent 
(Moïnfar 1970:61–66); the eulogies of Ferdow-
si’s younger contemporary Onsori (�Unßurì), 
modeled on the Arabic qaßìda, yield approxi-
mately 32 percent and 17 percent, respectively 
(Osmanov 1970). In a sample of Sufi verse from 
about the 14th century, these proportions rise 
to 51.8 percent and 24.3 percent respectively 
(Utas 1977:75–102); and in prose fiction from 
the 1950s, they drop to 46.5 percent and 19.7 
percent respectively (Koppe 1959–1960:90–93; 
see also Perry 1991a:203–205).

Since Arabic lexical morphology is highly 
systematic, certain prefixed and suffixed forma-
tives of Arabic are salient in the Persian dic-
tionary, as are certain assonant word patterns. 
Thus the letter mìm, the initial of three highly 
productive Arabic prefixes, accounts for about 
eighteen hundred loanwords, or almost a quar-
ter of the Arabic inventory in modern Persian 
(including, e.g., seventy words of the pattern 
maf �ala); the overall inventory of initial m- is 
inflated to twice the size of the average letter.

4. L o a n w o r d  c l a s s e s

Arabic loanwords in Persian are almost entirely 
nominal in origin: nouns, deverbal nominals 
(action nouns and participles), adjectives, and 
adverbs. With the exception of tanwìn adverbs 
(see Sec. 5) and feminine-ending loans (see Sec. 6),
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Arabic nominals are inducted into Persian in 
their bare stem form, without inflection or other 
modification. To this form may be juxtaposed 
all appropriate Persian affixes and enclitics: 
ketåb-hå-i ‘some books’; bi-vafå-i ‘disloyalty’. 
Verbs are not borrowed in inflected forms, but 
Arabic action nouns (maßdar) and other dever-
bal nominals may form Persian verbs, in one of 
two ways:

i. Synthetically, by suffixation of the Persian 
past stem and infinitive, as fahm-idan ‘to 
understand’ (the original way of forming 
denominal verbs in Persian, e.g. nåm-idan 
‘to name’); this stratagem was favored in 
earlier Classical Persian.

ii. Analytically, by combining with a dummy 
auxiliary such as kardan ‘to do, make’ or 
šodan ‘to become, be done’: ÿat kardan ‘to 
sever, interrupt’ (qa†� ‘cutting’, action noun), 
måne� šodan ‘to hinder, prevent’ (màni � 
‘hindering [part.]’). This way is preferred 
in Modern Persian. The meaning may be 
refined by use of an auxiliary with some 
semantic weight: ÿabul kardan ‘to accept, 
receive’, ÿabul dåštan ‘to agree, concur; to 
take for granted’ (Arabic qabùl ‘acceptance’; 
Persian dåštan ‘to have, hold’; here, ‘to hold 
to be, consider as’).

The incorporation of maßdars was recorded, 
regulated, and probably accelerated by the com-
pilation of Arabic-Persian dictionaries devoted 
to them, called maßàdir, produced in Iran and 
India from the 11th to the 15th centuries. Other 
Arabic nominals were glossed in dictionaries 
called ±asmà± or ±asàmì ‘nouns’ (Perry 1993).

Hundreds of action nouns and participles 
from ten of the thematic extensions of the 
Arabic verb have been borrowed into Persian 
and commonly form compound verbs of the 
above type; these are the action nouns of Form 
II, both types of Form III, and those of IV–VIII 
and X, and the maßdar mìmì (for a convenient 
overview, largely in tabular form, see Elwell-
Sutton 1963:157–167). Thus, from the triliteral 
root ß-l-™ ‘(being) right, fit, proper, harmoni-
ous’, the following Arabic derivatives appear 
in Persian, often as verbs or verbal idioms: solh 
‘peace’ (Arabic ßul™), salåh ‘honesty, propri-
ety, fitness’ (Arabic ßalà™), salåh dånestan ‘to 
deem appropriate, see fit’ (dånestan ‘to know, 
acknowledge’), eslåh kardan ‘to improve, cor-

rect, edit; to shave’ (Arabic ±ißlà™), mosåle-
hat ‘reconciliation’ (Arabic mußàla™a), estelåh 
(Arabic iß†ilà™) and mostalah (pl. -åt; Arabic 
muß†ala™àt) ‘(technical) term, idiom’, maslehat 
‘interest, expediency’ (Arabic maßla™a), masle-
hat didan ‘to deem prudent’ (didan ‘to see 
[as]’), the plural masåleh ‘benefits, interests’ (in 
Indo-Persian, and hence Hindi-Urdu, > masàla 
‘materials, ingredients, spices’), the adjective 
såleh ‘wholesome, beneficial’ (Arabic ßàli™), the 
compounds salåh-kår ‘charitable [good-doer]’ 
and eslåh-nå-pazir ‘irremediable [reform-not-
accepting]’.

There are many other such multiple root-
cognates in the Persian lexicon, conditioning 
educated readers by alliteration to the connec-
tion of a particular consonant combination 
with a certain semantic field, even though they 
may not know Arabic as such. Other patterns 
supplying loans are nouns of place, as madrase 
‘school’ (place of teaching; cf. the cognate 
loan dars ‘lesson’); of instrument, as mezråb 
‘dulcimer hammer’ (Arabic mi�ràb; cf. zarbat 
‘blow, beat’, Arabic �arba); of occupation, as 
raÿÿås ‘dancer’ (Arabic raqqàß; cf. raÿs, Ara-
bic raqß ‘dance’, from which are derived both 
raÿs-idan and raÿs kardan ‘to dance’); several 
sorts of adjective (šarìf ‘noble’, fa±ål ‘active’ < 
Arabic fa��àl) and quality nouns from adjectives 
(nejåsat ‘impurity’, cf. najes ‘impure’). A few 
patterns, notably the elative and diminutive, 
do not normally appear as loanwords except as 
names (Akbar, Hoseyn).

Apart from participles (from 18 Arabic par-
ticipial patterns, active and passive: see Elwell-
Sutton 1963:162–163), the largest class of 
morphologically salient Arabic adjectives in 
Persian comprises the derivatives with the � 
nisba or relative suffix -i (< -iyyun), e.g. makki 
‘Meccan’, šaxsi ‘personal’ (Arabic šaxßì). This 
suffix coincides in form and meaning with the 
Persian -i (< Middle Persian -ìk), as in širåzi 
‘of Shiraz’, xåki ‘earthen, brown’. Highly pro-
ductive, this hybrid may be suffixed directly 
to any class of nouns, including assimilated 
Arabic loanwords: e.g. tejårat-i ‘commercial’, 
qahve-i ‘coffee-colored, dark brown’ (where the 
orthography shows that this is not an Arabic 
form). In many cases, however, it is not obvious 
whether an adjective in -i represents an integral 
Arabic borrowing or a Persian derivative. The 
coincidence also results in homographs such as 
dudi ‘smoky, smoked’ (Persian dud ‘smoke’ + 
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-ì[k]) and dùdì ‘wormlike, peristaltic’ (< Arabic 
dùd ‘worm’ + -iyyun).

5. P s e u d o l o a n s  a n d 
R ü c k w a n d e r e r

The degree to which not only individual loan-
words but also their characteristic patterns 
entered Persian consciousness is shown in a 
number of common Persian words coined on 
Arabic morphological patterns from a native 
Persian or other lexical base: thus, kaffåš ‘cob-
bler’ (< Persian kafš ‘shoe’), nezåkat ‘daintiness’ 
(< Persian nåzok ‘dainty’). The tanwìn accusa-
tive adverb, commonly borrowed into Per-
sian (rasman ‘officially’, nesbatan ‘relatively’, 
etc.) has remained productive, even forming 
adverbs from Persian nouns and adjectives: 
jånan ‘wholeheartedly’, nå�åran ‘willy-nilly’ 
(nå-�år ‘having no recourse’).

Arabicized forms of Persian words borrowed 
into Arabic were also accepted back, such as 
fehrest ‘list, register’, Arabic fihrist, originally 
Middle Persian pahrist. The form Fårs ‘Pars 
province’ is in origin a convention of the Ara-
bic geographers (several of whom were ethnic 
Persians), but fårsi ‘Persian (language)’ is a 
gratuitous Arabicization, virtually a blend of 
Middle Persian pårsìk and Arabic fàrisiyyun; 
fil ‘elephant’ is a Rückwanderer from Persian 
pil, loaned to Arabic and returned with the 
enhanced prestige of its inclusion in the Qur±àn. 
Some Persian writers in all periods have pre-
ferred to use pårs, pårsi, and pil, thereby mak-
ing a politico-cultural statement.

6. L o a n w o r d s  w i t h  t h e 
f e m i n i n e  e n d i n g

The grammatically feminine marker in Arabic is 
realized phonetically as either /-at/ (in pre-junc-
ture position) or /-a/ (pausal form), according 
to the contextual syntax of Arabic, but written 
with a single graph (the tà± marbù†a). This syn-
tactically determined variation in Arabic was 
irrelevant to Persian, where these loans needed 
to be lexicalized systematically with or without 
final t: accordingly, some were written with 
regular final t (e.g. hekmat ‘wisdom, philosphy’ 
< ™ikma) and others with nonlinking final h 
to represent the open final syllable /a/ (later 
/e/; as in xerÿa, xerÿe ‘rag; dervish’s cloak’ < 
xirqa). Historically, many have ‘shifted’ from 

the originally preponderant -at inventory to 
-a, so that in current Standard Persian there 
are more than 800 words ending in -at, and 
approximately 640 in -a (now realized phoneti-
cally as /-e/); this includes some forty pairs of 
doublets lexicalized with both endings. Analy-
sis of the rationales behind this dichotomy and 
the associated shift affords some insight into 
the process of loanword incorporation from 
Arabic to Persian.

Distribution between -at and -e in the 
modern inventory is determined primarily by 
semantic features, and additionally by stylistic 
register or historical evolution of the words 
(Perry 1991a:195–224). Thus, nouns with 
more abstract and intangible, or less image-
able and countable, referents tend to end in 
-at: roxsat ‘permission, leave’ (Arabic ruxßa), 
xošunat ‘asperity, roughness’ (Arabic xušùna), 
mojånebat ‘avoidance, nonintervention’ (Ara-
bic mujànaba); nouns with more concrete, 
tangible, imageable, and countable referents 
(more likely to be pluralized) tend to end in -e: 
nosxe ‘text, prescription’ (Arabic nusxa), vasiÿe 
‘bond, security’ (Arabic wa
ìqa ‘document’), 
mahalle ‘place, neighborhood’. Even maßdar 
forms ending in -e are more likely than those in 
-at to form common compound verbs in Persian 
and to have evolved count-noun referents: este-
fåde kardan ‘to use’, estefåde-hå ‘uses’ (Arabic 
istifàda); ešåre kardan ‘to point out, indicate’, 
ešåre-hå ‘indications’ (Arabic ±išàra). These 
processes are even more apparent in the dou-
blets: Arabic quwwa > ÿovvat ‘strength, power’ 
(general, intangible), vs. ÿovve ‘(military) force, 
(industrial) energy’ (pl. ÿovve-hå, ÿovå); erådat 
‘wish, goodwill’, eråde ‘resolution, edict’ (Ara-
bic ±iràda), etc. (Perry 1995).

In historical perspective, this process can be 
seen as one of ‘exaptation’, the adaptation of a 
redundant feature to a productive new purpose. 
The loans that were adopted in the form -a were 
often morphologically assimilated with the large 
class of native substantives in -a (such as dåna 
‘grain’, barnåma ‘program’, and the active and 
passive participles), a lexical class which at the 
time of the Arab conquest had already lost (in 
spoken Dari) the final velar of Pahlavi (still to 
be seen in earlier Arabic borrowings from Per-
sian, such as dànaq and barnàmaj): by analogy 
with the Persian class, this consonant (which 
still surfaces in derivatives of Persian words 
in final -e: e.g. gorosne-gi ‘hunger’ < gorosne 
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‘hungry’) was supplied to many of the Arabic 
loans before Persian suffixes, as in xebre-gån 
‘experts’ (Arabic xibra ‘expertise’), bi-saliqe-
gi ‘uncouthness’ (Arabic salìqa ‘refinement’, 
also borrowed). This expanding class was thus 
marked as vernacular and productive.

Conversely, those loans adopted in -at stood 
out as unproductive Fremdwörter, since by this 
time virtually all instances of final t in Persian 
had been voiced (t > d). In the course of the 
next several centuries, hundreds of the -at class 
shifted to the -a class, some leaving behind 
traces as doublets in -at. In other words, an 
existing vernacular form in -a was acknowl-
edged as useful and incorporated in the written 
language, either to replace the -at reflex or to 
supplement it (Perry 1991a:189–195). Some of 
the resulting doublets were mobilized to expand 
the technical lexicon; e.g., al-Ÿazàlì uses ÿovvat 
to mean ‘power, potential’, but ÿovva (pl. 
ÿovå; see above) for a particular physiological 
or mental faculty. In general, the resulting -e 
words are semantically more specialized and/or 
more firmly established in the vernacular.

The loss of -t often corresponds addition-
ally to a change of register, from literary to 
vernacular: thus Standard Persian hekåyat 
‘(literary) anecdote’ (< Arabic ™ikàya) has 
remained more of a literary word (in contrast 
with ÿesse ‘tale, story’ (< Arabic qißßa), whereas 
in modern � Tajik and � Turkish it has 
dropped final -t orthographically and functions 
as an everyday word, respectively hikoya and 
hikâye ‘tale, story’.

These rules for binary sorting in Persian were 
transmitted to Turkish, Urdu, etc., together 
with the Arabic loans that they incorporated 
via Persian, and were slightly expanded or 
modified (Perry 1991a:139–188).

Salient among the earliest loanword classes 
(coined in Arabic during the philosophical-
scientific heyday of Islam in the 3rd/9th and 
4th/10th centuries) was the nisba subset of the 
feminine substantives, incorporated as -iyat/
-iya, e.g. ensåniyat ‘humanity’, zojåjiya ‘crystal-
line lens’. Then during the 19th century, a wave 
of Arabic (and artificial Arabicate) neologisms, 
many calqued on French and originating in 
Ottoman Turkish, supplemented the techni-
cal and legal-administrative lexicon of Persian; 
these, too, included a large nisba-noun compo-
nent, such as melliyat (Turkish milliyet) ‘nation-
alism’, aÿalliyat ‘minority’ (Arabic ±aqalliyya), 

ehzåriye ‘(writ of) summons, subpoena’ (< Ara-
bic ±i™�àr ‘summons’), bahriye ‘navy’ (< Arabic 
ba™r ‘sea’; see Faršidvard 1969:61–63). Some 
of these coinages, paradoxically, were circulat-
ing in Turkish and Persian before they were 
incorporated into Arabic.

7. C h a n g e  o f  c a t e g o r y

Semantic change, especially vernacularization, 
in a loanword may entail a shift of grammati-
cal categories. An early example is tamiz ‘clean’ 
(adjective, with orthographic modification, < 
Arabic tamyìz ‘discernment, distinction’). Sev-
eral quality nouns of Arabic origin are now 
used primarily as adjectives in Persian, e.g. 
xalvat ‘private, quiet’ (Arabic xalwa ‘seclu-
sion’), råhat ‘easy, comfortable’ (Arabic rà™a 
‘ease, rest’), salåmat ‘safe, well’ (Arabic salàma 
‘safety’); the change was presumably achieved 
by way of a reanalysis of the word as predicate 
(in råhat nist ‘this is not [my idea of] comfort’ 
� ‘not comfortable’). Most such words may 
now be used attributively (an exception is 
šohre ‘famous; a byword’, a doublet of šohrat 
‘fame; surname’, both < Arabic šuhra); they 
may usually derive a new quality noun by suf-
fixing -i: salåmati ‘health’, etc. Other nouns 
have become adverbs: xolåsa ‘gist; in short’ 
(Arabic xulàßa). Others were produced by dele-
tion of the head noun in a phrase: kolfat ‘maid, 
cleaning woman’ < zan-e kolfat ‘woman for 
chores’ (Arabic kulfa ‘inconvenience, chore’); 
balad ‘familiar (with), knowledgeable (about)’ 
< ?(ahl-e) balad ‘local, native’ (Arabic colloca-
tion ±ahl al-balad ‘belonging to the locale’).

8. G r a m m a t i c a l  e l e m e n t s

Arabic plurals may sometimes be used 
instead of Persian plurals: ketåb-hå or kotob 
‘books’, moallem-ån/-hå/-in ‘teachers’ (Arabic 
mu�allimìn). The choice is usually stylistic, but 
some plural loans have been lexicalized with a 
singular meaning (arbåb ‘landlord; boss’; the 
singular rabb ‘Lord’ refers only to God); or the 
choice of plural is lexicalized, each form denot-
ing a part of the semantic range of the singular, 
e.g. Arabic ßà™ib > såheb-ån ‘owners’, sahåbe 
‘the Companions (of the Prophet)’, ashåb-e X 
‘people characterized by X’; Arabic ™arf > harf-
hå ‘(spoken) words, utterance’, horuf ‘letters 
(of the alphabet), written characters’. Arabic 
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broken plurals have occasionally been applied 
to Persian and other non-Arabic nouns, some 
still current: banåder ‘the lower Gulf littoral’ < 
Persian bandar ‘harbor’.

The few nouns in which the Arabic definite 
article al- is incorporated in Persian function as 
interjections or adverbs: al-±amån ‘mercy!’, al-
vedå ‘farewell’ (Arabic al-wadà�), al-±ån ‘now’, 
al-batte ‘of course’. Arabic nominal collocations 
(adverbial and noun phrases), frozen and lexi-
calized, play a larger role: bel-±aks ‘vice versa’ 
(Arabic bi-l-�aks; also Persianized as bar aks). 
In recent centuries, macaronic collocations such 
as hasab al-farmån ‘in accordance with decree’ 
(modeled on Arabic ™asab al-±amr) were in 
vogue. Some Persian compounds originated as 
Arabic collocations: kotob-xåne ‘library’, origi-
nally in the form of a direct calque on Arabic 
dàr al-kutub ‘house of [the] books’, was soon 
normalized as ketåb-xåne, with the modifier 
as a generic singular (although the original 
form survives in Turkish). Arabic sentences 
and verb phrases (interpreted as reduced rela-
tive clauses) also serve as adjectives: lå-yanfakk 
‘inseparable’ (Arabic ‘[it, etc.] is not detached’), 
or as nouns: må-jarå ‘adventure, affair’ (Arabic 
‘what transpired’; see Jazayery 1970).

9. S e m a n t i c  d i s t r i b u t i o n

Studies of the Arabic component of specific 
semantic and experiential fields in Persian are 
as yet few and limited (see Asbaghi 1997). 
Arabic loans in Persian appear to comprise a 
greater proportion of abstract and intangible 
referents than of entities and other tangible 
and countable referents – i.e. more intellec-
tual and high-cultural vocabulary (see Koppe 
1959–1960; Perry 1991a: 206–208). In one 
experiment, comparing a random sample of 
Arabic loans in four languages, the vocabulary 
of material culture in Spanish was 52 percent 
of the Arabic loan inventory, while in Persian 
the total was 14 percent; the Arabic vocabulary 
of intellectual life was 8 percent in Spanish, 24 
percent in Persian. This result for Persian is 
consistent with a sophisticated society actively 
involved in the ideological and intellectual 
aspects of the superimposed culture through 
its language (Perry 1991b). On the other hand, 
it is evident that many Arabic loanwords have 
(and had) everyday synonyms in Persian (e.g. 
Arabic marì�, Persian bimår ‘sick, ill’), and 

were probably borrowed for reasons of prestige 
or literary variety rather than need.

The field of (Islamic) religion is not (and 
never was) dominated by Arabic loanwords. 
Scores of Persian words, from åxund ‘cleric’ to 
zendiq ‘heretic’ (the latter in Arabicized form), 
are Persian, including the everyday terms for 
God, prophet, prayer, prayer leader, fasting, 
angel, creation, creator, heaven, hell, soul, sin, 
to worship, to repent, to forgive, etc. This is 
not surprising, since the process of conversion 
depends for its early success on comprehension, 
achieved by translation into, analogy with, and 
use of the language of the target population.

10. P u r i s m  a n d  r e l e x i f i c a t i o n

The debate over the use of the vernacular in 
scholarly writing was already lively in the 11th 
century. Both Ibn Sìnà (d. 428/1037) and al-
Ÿazàlì (d. 505/1111), known for their works in 
Arabic, wrote their less specialized treatises in 
Persian and consciously resurrected or invented 
terminology in Persian; but al-Bìrùnì (d. after 
442/1050) argued that Persian should be con-
fined to popular literature and only Arabic 
was lexically sophisticated enough for scien-
tific writing (Lazard 1975:631). After the Mon-
gol conquest of Baghdad (656/1258), Arabic 
became a dead language in the Turco-Iranian 
world, and this source of loan vocabulary soon 
dried up; Persian, with its existing stock of Ara-
bisms, became a medium of scientific writing in 
virtually all fields except mathematics.

With the language purism movement of the 
1930s–1940s in � Iran, Arabic vocabulary was 
targeted for replacement by Persian neologisms. 
Although this reform was not as drastically 
implemented as in Turkey, many of the more 
recent technical terms were replaced, and offi-
cially sanctioned lexical policy ever since has 
preferred coinage of Persian terms or tolera-
tion of European loanwords (Perry 1985). The 
Islamic Revolution of 1979 has not fundamen-
tally affected these trends. A few ideologically 
inspired Arabisms have been introduced, such 
as mostaz±af (with Persian pl. -ån or Arabic pl. 
-ìn) ‘dispossessed, underprivileged’ (musta��af ); 
but vocabulary is still being expanded primarily 
by appeal to native Persian words and morphs 
(supplemented in the spoken language by bor-
rowings from English). Arabic is no longer a 
live lexical source for Persian.
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John R. Perry (University of Chicago)

Persian Loanwords

The history of mankind is characterized by 
an ongoing cultural exchange between differ-
ent nations and cultures. Generally speaking, 
older cultures exert a much greater influence 
on the younger ones because they possess a 
greater number of achievements with regard 
to civilization. This process also has linguistic 
implications. Because the Arabs lived in a rela-
tively remote area before the advent of Islam 
and had only limited cultural exchange with 
other peoples, they did not possess words for 
things uncommon in their cultural and eco-
logical environment. Even in the pre-Islamic 
period, the Arabs borrowed words from the 
Persian language, but the process increased 
after the spread of Islam throughout the Middle 
East, which united peoples of different cultural 
backgrounds.

In the pre-Islamic period, Arabs and Per-
sians had some contact in border areas of the 
Arabian Peninsula. There were, for example, 
the Lakhmids, who were in the service of Sas-
sanian Persia and secured the border against 
invasions from Bedouin tribes from the desert. 
Almost half a century before the advent of 
Islam, Yemen came under the rule of Sassanians 
and Persian governors, who ruled there even 
after the advent of Islam. These contacts had 
linguistic implications, and we find a compara-
tively large number of Persian loanwords in the 
Arabic language already before the advent of 
Islam, e.g. ±ibrìq < Middle Persian àbrèz ‘jug’; 
ßanj < Middle Persian �ang ‘harp’; tàj < Middle 
Persian tàj ‘crown’.

After Islam became the dominant religion 
throughout the Middle East, including Iran, 
this process changed to a certain degree in the 
opposite direction. However, since the new 
Arab rulers had no experience in the adminis-
tration of a great empire and were dependent 
on Iranian experts, Iranian culture still exerted 
a very remarkable influence. That influence was 
felt, for example, in the translation of Middle 
Persian treatises on administration into Arabic 
and the adaptation of such Middle Persian 
administrative terminology as daftar ‘register, 
account book’; dìwàn < Middle Persian dèwàn 
‘archive, collected writings’; jizya ‘head tax, 
tax’ < Middle Persian gazìdag ‘poll tax’; firmàn 
‘edict, decree’ < Middle Persian framàn ‘order, 
command’.
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Administration was not, however, the only 
field in which the Arab language derived its 
terminology from Persian. Because their natural 
environment differed from other, much richer 
cultural areas, the Arabs had to borrow names 
for plants not familiar to them from other lan-
guages. Many of these were taken from Persian, 
as in the following examples: banafsaj < Middle 
Persian wanafšag ‘violet’; yàsmìn < Middle Per-
sian yàsaman ‘jasmine’; narjis < Middle Persian 
nargis ‘narcissus’; sùsan (or sawsan) ‘lily’ < 
Middle Persian sòsan; warda ‘rose’ < Old Per-
sian varë�a ‘rose, flower’. Not only were many 
flowers unknown to the pre-Islamic Arabs, but 
also some kinds of fruits. Their names were 
taken from Persian as well as the names of 
vegetables, herbs, spices, and various kinds 
of nuts, as in the following examples: turunj 
‘a kind of citrus’ < Persian torang; zard àlùj 
‘apricot’ < Persian zardàlù < Middle Persian 
zardàlùg; bà�imjàn (or bà�injàn or bà�iljàn) 
‘eggplant’ < Persian bàdemjàn; šàhdànaj ‘hemp 
seed’ < Middle Persian šàhdànag; šàhsbaram 
(or šàhsbarham or šàhsfarham) ‘basil royal’ < 
Middle Persian šàhesprahm; isfanàj (or isfànàj 
or isbanàj) ‘spinach’ < Persian äspanàx; za�faràn 
‘saffron’ < Persian zarparàn ‘with gold leaves’; 
bistaj (or bastaq or fustuk) ‘pistachio’ < Persian 
peste < Middle Persian pistag.

The Arabs also borrowed expressions for 
herbs from the Persian language, which the Ira-
nians themselves had learned from other peo-
ples through, for example, trade with Central 
Asia and India, e.g. Arabic dàraßìnì ‘cinnamon’ 
< Persian dàr�ìn. The natural environment of 
the Arabian Peninsula was also less diverse 
compared to other areas of the Middle East, 
and it is not surprising that the various names 
of animals not known to the Arabs in their 
ancestral country were taken from Persian, e.g. 
barastùk or rather farastùk ’swallow’ < Persian 
parastù < Middle Persian paristog; †ayhùj ‘small 
gray partridge’ < Middle Persian tihòg.

The adaptation of words in the realm of 
culture generally results from the fact that they 
are taken from another language by people 
who do not have in their culture any equivalent 
for the phenomena denoted by these words. 
This proves especially true for the adaptation 
of the names for Iranian festivals, which were 
not widely observed by Arabs and for which 
they had no name of their own. Some expres-
sions were connected with Old Iranian religion, 

e.g. majùs ‘magician’ < Middle Persian magu-
pat ‘the chief of the Magi, i.e. main priest of 
the Zoroastrian clergy’ < Old Persian magu/
Awestian mo�u; zindìq (pl. zanàdiqa) ‘dualist, 
Manichaean’ < Middle Persian zandìk ‘her-
etic, Manichaean’; ±àdarjašn < Persian àzarjašn 
< Middle Persian àdùr ‘fire’ + jašn ‘celebra-
tion, festival’; mahrajàn ‘festivity, celebration’ 
< Persian mihrgàn < Middle Persian mihr ‘the 
Aryan god Mithra’ < Avestan mi�rà, Mithra’s 
birthday and the day in which he fought and 
defeated the dragon Dahak.

In the field of material culture, the Arabs 
were acquainted with some Persian achieve-
ments, which explains why they adopted the 
terms from the Persian language. This may be 
seen by expressions in the field of architecture 
denoting types of buildings not typical of the 
Arabs, such as ±ìwàn ‘palace, columned hall, 
gallery’; balkùna ‘balcony’ < Persian bàlkon 
< bàlà + xàne < Middle Persian bàlà ‘top, 
upstairs’ < Old Persian bardista < Avestan 
barzišta + Middle Persian xànag ‘house’; dih-
lìz ‘corridor, columned hall’ < Middle Persian 
dahlìz ‘portico’.

There were differences in Arab and Iranian 
clothing, as may be seen in certain expressions 
that the Arabs borrowed from the Persian lan-
guage, e.g. sirbal or, more frequently, sirwàl 
(pl. saràwìl) ‘trousers, pants’ < Middle Persian 
šalwàr; bàbùj (or bàbùs or bàbùš) ‘shoe’ < Per-
sian pàpùš < Middle Persian pad ‘foot’ + pùš 
‘to wear’.

The Arabs were familiar with some Persian 
musical instruments, e.g. †anbùr < Middle Per-
sian tambùr ‘zither, lute’; sanj ‘ harp’ < Persian 
�ang < Middle Persian �ang; tumbak ‘drum’ < 
Middle Persian tumbag.

The natural sciences also drew from Persian 
expressions that found their way into Arabic. 
This may be seen in astronomy, e.g. ±asfahr < 
Middle Persian spihr ‘sphere, sky, firmament; 
fate’; kaywàn < Middle Persian kèvàn ‘Saturn’ 
or bahràm < Middle Persian vahràm ‘name for 
the god of war’.

On the other hand, in the field of religion, 
the Arabic language left its traces in Persian as 
numerous terms and expressions were adapted 
by it (� Persian), e.g. qurbàn ‘sacrifice’, ™aràm 
‘prohibited’, ™alàl ‘allowed, permitted’, ™ajj ‘pil-
grimage’. It should be noted, however, that some-
times Persian words were also used to express 
certain Islamic ritual practices or concepts,
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such as the Persian namàz instead of the Ara-
bic ßalàt ‘prayer’, or Persian rùze instead of 
Arabic ßawm ‘fast’. The influence of the Arabic 
language on Persian was certainly remarkable, 
and even today there exists a very great admi-
ration for it in Iran. In popular consciousness, 
most people are convinced that more than 80 
percent of the Persian language consists of 
Arabic components. Many words, however, are 
erroneously regarded as Arabic, and it seems 
more appropriate to speak of Arabicized words 
than originally Arabic ones. Classical Ara-
bic encyclopedias such as the Lisàn al-�Arab, 
Tàj al-�arùs, or Mu™ì† al-mu™ì† contain many 
expressions classified as fàrisiyya. This is the 
case for words borrowed from Middle Persian 
which later, under the influence of the Arabic 
language, were adapted by Modern Persian in 
their Arabicized form, e.g. fihrist < Middle Per-
sian pat-ràst ‘register’, ±amrùd < Middle Persian 
urmòd ‘pear’.

Persian words transferred to Arabic had to be 
adapted to the Arabic sound system. This proc-
ess occurred in the following ways:

i. Although Arabic has a much richer sound 
system than Persian, some Persian sounds do 
not exist in Arabic. Since the Persian conso-
nants p, �, ž, and g have no equivalents in 
Arabic, they were replaced by certain Arabic 
ones:

 a. The Persian plosive p was replaced either 
by the Arabic fricative f, as in firdaws 
‘paradise’ < Persian pardis < Middle 
Persian pardis and pàlìz < Avestan pairi-
daeza, or by the Arabic plosive b, as in 
bàbùs, bàbùj, bàbùš ‘slipper’ < Persian 
pàpùš < Middle Persian pad ‘foot’ + pùš 
‘to wear’ < Avestan pàd.

 b. Persian � was replaced either by Arabic 
š, e.g. šàdur ‘veil’ < Persian �àdor, or 
by the emphatic Arabic sibilant ß, e.g. 
ßakk ‘court file’ < Persian �ek; another

  example is ßawljàn ‘polo game’ < Persian 
�ogàn < Middle Persian �opgàn.

 c. The Persian sibilant ž was replaced either 
by the Arabic affricate j, e.g. bàj ‘tribute’ 
< Middle Persian bàž < Old Persian baji, 
or by the Arabic sibilant z, e.g. qazz 
‘crude silk’ < Persian kaž < Middle Per-
sian ka�.

 d. Persian g was replaced by Arabic j, 
seen in the example of Persian gohar < 

Middle Persian gòhr ‘substance, essence, 
nature, jewel’, which changed in Arabic 
to jawhar and even developed the lexi-
cal plural form jawàhir. In this case, the 
form gohar means ‘origin’, johar ‘ink’, 
and jawàher ‘jewel’. It could also be 
replaced by Arabic q, as in sùq ‘market’ 
< Middle Persian sòg.

 e. A special case is the Persian v, which 
changed in Arabic to the semivowel w, 
as may be seen in wazìr ‘minister’ < Per-
sian vazìr < Middle Persian vicìr. Both 
sounds are realized by the same charac-
ter in script.

ii. Some Persian consonants, although they 
have equivalents in the Arabic sound sys-
tem, were also occasionally replaced by 
others, as may be seen in the following list:

 a. The Persian plosive b was sometimes 
replaced either by the Arabic fricative f, 
as in Arabic �ifrìz ‘frieze’ < Persian àbriz, 
or by the Arabic semivowel w, as in Ara-
bic darwand ‘lock’ < Persian darband < 
Middle Persian dar-band.

 b. The Persian plosive t sometimes changed 
to the Arabic emphatic plosive †, as in 
Arabic †àzaj (or †àza) ‘new, fresh’ < Per-
sian tàze.

 c. The Persian fricative x may change in 
Arabic in three different ways: it may be 
replaced (1) by the affricate j, as in Ara-
bic ±isfànaj ‘spinach’ < Persian äspanax; 
(2) by the plosive k, as in Arabic kisrà ‘a 
title for the Persian kings’ < Persian xos-
row < Middle Persian hu-sraw ‘famous, 
of good repute’; (3) by the fricative ÿ, as 
in the Arabic bàdÿays, bàdÿayš ‘name of 
a district in Xoràsàn’ < Persian bàdxìz 
lit ‘windy’.

 d. The Persian plosive d may change into 
the Arabic emphatic plosive †, e.g. bà†iyya 
‘jug, bowl’ < Persian bàdiya.

 e. The Persian vibrant r may change into 
the Arabic lateral l, as in Arabic salband 
‘headgear’ < Persian sarband.

 f. The Persian sibilant z may change in 
Arabic (1) into the affricate j, as in ±àbrij 
‘milking’ < Persian àbriz, (2) into the 
emphatic plosive q, as in Arabic ±ibrìq 
‘watering can’ < Persian àbriz, (3) into 
the fricative �, e.g. �aryàb ‘gold’ < Per-
sian zar-e nàb ‘pure gold’, (4) into the 
emphatic sibilant ß, as in raßàß ‘lead,
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pewter’ < Persian arziz < Middle Persian 
ar�i�.

 g. The Persian sibilant s is replaced (1) 
by the emphatic sibilant ß, e.g. ßanja 
‘weight’ < Persian sanje < Middle Per-
sian sanj ‘weight’, (2) by the sibilant z, 
e.g. razdaq ‘row’ < Persian raste < Mid-
dle Persian rastak, (3) by the sibilant 
š, e.g. šarbùš or šarbùs ‘headgear’ < 
Persian sarpuš.

 h. The Persian sibilant š sometimes changed 
into the Arabic sibilant s, as may be seen 
in ±ibrìsam (or ±ibrìsim) ‘silk’ < Persian 
abrišam.

 i. The long Persian vowel à sometimes 
changed into the Arabic fricative �, as 
in �abqarì ‘a kind of carpet’ < Persian 
àbkàrì < Persian àb ‘gleam, shine’ + 
kàrì ‘working’. Other examples are �ifrìt 
‘demon’ < Persian àfarìd ‘creature’ < 
Middle Persian afrìt; �aynak ‘glasses’ < 
darì àynak, a diminutive from Persian 
àyne ‘mirror’.

 j. The Persian short vowel a also some-
times changed into the Arabic fricative 
�, e.g. �ayyàr ‘tramp, vagabond’ < Persian 
yàr �ayyàr ‘friend’ < Middle Persian ayàr.

 k. The Persian fricative ÿ sometimes 
changed into the affricate j, as in 
±urjuwàn ‘purple’ < Persian arÿavàn < 
Middle Persian arÿavàn.

 l. The Persian plosive k changed into 
the Arabic emphatic plosive q, as in 
qahrimàn ‘major’ < Persian kohramàn < 
Middle Persian kof ‘mountain, hill’.

 m. The Persian lateral l changed into the 
Arabic vibrant r, as in jarjandum ‘wheat’ 
< Persian golgandom.

 n. The Persian fricative v changed into the 
Arabic plosive b, as in ±asbàràn ‘cheva-
lier’ < Persian savàr < Middle Persian 
asvàr.

iii. Some expressions were taken directly from 
Middle Persian into Arabic. For this reason, 
the Arabic forms sometimes look much 
more similar to Middle Persian than to 
the Persian forms of the word, as in the 
following:

 a. Middle Persian words ending with the 
suffix -ak changed in Arabic into -aj; 
these words appeared in Persian with 
the suffix -e, as in Arabic barnàmaj 
‘program’ < Middle Persian bàrnàmak, 

Persian bàrnàme; another example is 
Arabic ràhnàmaj ‘nautical chart’ < Mid-
dle Persian ràh ‘way, road’ + nàmak 
‘book’, Persian ràhnàme ‘guide’.

 b. This characteristic also applies to words 
which contain the fricative h at the 
beginning in their Arabic as well as 
in their Middle Persian form; the Per-
sian form generally lacks the h at the 
beginning of the word. This may be 
seen in Arabic handàz ‘scale’ < Middle 
Persian handàz ‘to plan, allot’, Persian 
andàz. The secondarily developed Ara-
bic handasa ‘geometry’, with its deriva-
tions, e.g. muhandis ‘engineer’, found 
its way back into the Persian language.

 c. Middle Persian words having the long 
vowel à at the beginning changed in 
Arabic to the glottal stop ±. In the New 
Persian form, the vowel at the beginning 
disappears, as in Arabic ±us†uwàna ‘cyl-
inder’ < Middle Persian àstùn ‘column, 
pillar, mast’ < Old Persian stùnà. Per-
sian has both forms, but with different 
meanings: sùtùn ‘pillar’ and ostovàne 
‘cylinder’.

 d. In some words, the affricate � was 
replaced in Arabic by the sibilant z, e.g. 
wazìr ‘minister’ < Middle Persian vi�ir 
< Old Persian vicira.

 e. The fricative x was replaced in Arabic 
by the plosive emphatic q, as in waqt 
‘time’ < Middle Persian vextan ‘to flow’; 
New Persian adopted the Arabic form 
of the word, although the pronunciation 
changed to vaÿt. Unlike Persian, Kurd-
ish has vaxt, retaining the consonant x.

 f. The plosive k was replaced in Arabic 
by the emphatic plosive q, as in furàniq 
‘guide, leader’ < Middle Persian par-
wànak > Persian parwàne.

 g. The affricate h was replaced in Arabic 
by the fricative ™, as in junà™ ‘sin, crime’ 
< Persian gonàh ‘sin’ < Middle Persian 
winàh.

iv. There are even some words in Arabic that 
seem to have been borrowed directly from 
Old Persian and have no equivalents in 
Middle Persian or New Persian, e.g. qaraš 
‘change’ < Old Persian karša ‘scale’, Arabic 
qaßr ‘palace’ < Old Persian tacara ‘palace’ 
(an alternative etymoloy derives this word 
from Latin castra).

persian loanwords
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v. There are different versions of some Per-
sian words in Arabic, which differ by the 
use of either a long or a short vowel, e.g. 
sùsan and sùsàn < Persian sùsan < Middle 
Persian sòsan ‘lily’.

vi. Metathesis: some word forms were devel-
oped by the transposition of two pho-
nemes, as in janzìr, which is derived from 
Persian zanjìr ‘chain’.

vii. Some forms came into use by confusion of 
diacritics, e.g. Persian xoškpàn ‘a generic 
term for some kinds of sweets, which 
are filled with nuts, e.g. almonds’, which 
exists in Arabic as xoškbàn as well as 
xošknàn.

viii. Some versions came into use by different 
oral realizations, as in Persian golgan-
dom ‘knapweed’, which in Arabic became 
realized as joljandom, jorjandom, and 
jarjandum.

ix. For some Persian words, a broken plu-
ral was formed, e.g. Arabic ±asàtì� and 
±asàti�a from Persian ostà� ‘master’.

x. Some Arabic verbs are derived from Per-
sian nouns, e.g. tawwaja ‘to crown‘, from 
Middle Persian tàj ‘crown’.
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Asya Asbaghi (Berlin)

Personal Pronoun (Arabic 
Dialects)

The pronominal system of Arabic dialects has 
one characteristic in common with other varie-
ties of the Arabic language and other Semitic 
languages: it consists of a series of independent 
pronouns and a series of suffixed pronouns, 
whose form may vary from region to region 
for various reasons, among which are the influ-
ence of the substratum (e.g. the Aramaic sub-
stratum in the Syrian-Lebanese area; see Diem 
1971) and its own internal evolution, or even 
a mixture of both (see Behnstedt 1991). These 
pronoun series play different syntactic roles 
that may also vary depending on geographical 
factors.

1. I n d e p e n d e n t  p e r s o n a l 
p r o n o u n s

The various paradigms may be grouped into 
three categories, according to types of dialects: 
Bedouin dialects, without geographical distinc-
tion, and sedentary dialects, both Eastern and 
Western.

The forms of the independent personal pro-
nouns for each of the three categories are given 
in Table 1.

Free pronouns Bedouin Eastern sedentary Western sedentary

1 comm. sg. ani, àni, ane ana àna, ànàya
2 masc. sg. inta, inte, ënte, ënta enta ënta, ëntàya, ëntìna
2 fem. sg. inti, ënti enti nti, ëntìya, ëntìna
3 masc. sg huwwa, hù howwa hùwa
3 fem. sg. hiyya, hì heyya hìya
1 comm. pl. i™na, ë™na, në™na, lë™na e™na ™na, ™nàya
2 masc. pl. entum, entam, entu entu, entum ntùma
2 fem. pl. intan, intin entu, entum ntùma
3 masc. pl. humma, hum homma hùma
3 fem. pl hinna, hin homma hùma

Table 1. Independent personal pronouns in three types of dialects: Bedouin (Rosenhouse 1984:17–18), 
Cairo (Jomier and Khouzam 1977:36), and Moroccan koine (Caubet 1993:I, 159)
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These forms are the most dialectally ‘neutral’, 
and many variants are found from dialect to 
dialect. Generally speaking, and with regard to 
number, a cross-dialectally uniform character-
istic is the lack of the dual pronoun, continu-
ously receding in Neo-Arabic.

With reference to gender, the 1st person is 
common in both singular and plural gener-
ally in all dialects. The 2nd person singular 
usually differentiates gender, although there 
are some exceptions (an example is the form 
ëntsìna [comm.], characteristic of the north of 
Morocco), whereas in the plural forms there is 
a distinction between feminine and masculine 
in some Bedouin dialects only, for example, 
in Negev Arabic (see Blanc 1970:130) and in 
Najdi Arabic (see Ingham 1982:74), as well as 
in other areas of the Arabian Peninsula, such 
as the dialect of the United Arab Emirates (see 
Isaksson 1991:121). In the 3rd person, the dis-
tinction between genders in the singular always 
occurs, while in the plural it is only preserved 
in some dialects of the Bedouin type (in the 
same cases as in the 2nd person plural). A 
stronger influence of the sedentary dialects on 
the Bedouin ones in the western zone can there-
fore be affirmed, while in the eastern region it 
is less pronounced. As a consequence, various 
dialects lack gender distinction in the 2nd and 
3rd person singular, and there is an almost total 
lack of such distinction in the plural persons.

Independent personal pronouns have the fol-
lowing grammatical functions: subject, copula, 
and the expression of emphasis. As subject, 
they usually appear in verbless clauses, e.g. 
hu sàkin ta™ti ‘he lives right next to me’ (Gulf 
Arabic; Holes 1984:67), although sometimes 
they also clarify the ambiguity of some verbal 
forms. As copulas, they are the 3rd person 
pronouns in verbless predicates with this func-
tion (Eid 1991), e.g. àva lwalad ùwe bòš malì 
‘this boy is very good’ (Siirt Arabic; see Jastrow 
1978:132). The third role of the independent 
personal pronouns is to emphasize some ele-
ment that can either be subject of a clause or 
have another syntactic function. They are usu-
ally located in clause-initial position, e.g. hùwa 
ygùl hàd l-këlma hakka ‘he says this word like 
this’ (Moroccan Arabic).

Along with these standard forms and these 
basic syntactic functions, there are some forms 
and functions that are particular to each dia-
lect. Most of them are due to different phonetic 

realizations, or to the appearance of ‘secondary 
forms’, i.e. forms to which an external element 
has been added, usually in the form of a suf-
fix. As an example of phonetic differentiation, 
there is the case of the presence of the � ±imàla, 
whose effect on the personal pronouns varies 
depending on the dialect, and which is marked 
both in pausal allomorphs and in context. A 
notable example of variation is the pronuncia-
tion of the pronoun of the 1st person singular 
àni in the dialect of the Muslims from Baghdad, 
which must also have been an ancient form in 
the western zone, since it already existed in the 
Andalusian dialect of Granada (see Corriente 
1977:97) and still exists today in some Tuni-
sian dialects (e.g. Isaksson 1999:59). Some Ara-
bic dialects, for example those of Yemen and 
the Lower Gulf, have ani as a feminine variant 
of the 1st person singular (cf. Holes 1984:55), 
and it is generally accepted as a dialectal inno-
vation because gender in the 1st person is not 
distinguished anywhere else. According to one 
theory, however, it may be a survival of an 
archaic pre-Islamic form rather than a dialectal 
innovation (see Zaborski 1995:293). Instances 
of the ±imàla are also found in other pronouns, 
for example the Syrian-Lebanese forms hùwe 
and hìye.

Regarding the ‘secondary forms’ or dialec-
tal innovations, we have the case of -ya (for 
example in ànàya, ëntàya, and ™nàya) or of -k. 
Both appear in the western zone, the former 
as an emphatic variation (Isaksson 1999:61), 
and both among the sedentary and the Bedouin 
dialects, for example in the dialect of Fez (Cau-
bet 1993:I, 159) or in £assàniyya in Mauri-
tania (Cohen 1963:146). The second suffix is 
more typical of the rural dialects, distinguish-
ing them from the urban ones, for instance in 
forms like ntsìn�k for the 2nd person (comm.) 
singular and ntsùm�k (comm.) plural (Vicente 
2000:136).

With regard to the syntactic function of 
pronouns, there are also some dialectal innova-
tions. They appear to be pronouns, but their 
syntactic behavior suggests they may be some-
thing else. Thus, the pronoun of the 3rd person 
may act as ‘question marker’, although dialects 
vary with respect to this use, which occurs only 
clause-initially and in matrix clauses. The pro-
noun agrees with the nearest substantive, but if 
the subject is a personal pronoun, such agree-
ment is not necessary (Eid 1992). The dialects 
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that make use of the pronouns in this way are 
dialects in which there are no question markers, 
such as Iraqi, Palestinian, and Egyptian Arabic, 
e.g. in Egyptian Arabic: (huwwa) �ali katab 
ilgawàb? ‘did Ali write the letter?’, (hiyya) 
nadya ™a-tuxrug? ‘will Nadya leave?’, (humma) 
ilmudarrisìn katabu ilgawàb? ‘did the teachers 
write the letter?’.

There are also special pronouns to indicate 
nominal negation, which are known as ‘nega-
tive pronouns’. They always agree with their 
subjects and are suffixed to the first part of the 
negative morpheme ma-. Sometimes reduced 
forms of the independent pronouns are used, 
except in the 1st person singular. Such struc-
tures are found, for instance, in Moroccan 
dialects (Table 2).

Table 2. Nominal negation with independent per-
sonal pronouns, in Moroccan Arabic (Caubet 
1993:I, 167)

1 comm. sg. mà-ni ši, m-àna ši 1 comm. pl. 
mà-™na ši

2 masc. sg. mà-nta ši 2 comm. pl. 
mà-ntùma ši

2 fem. sg. mà-nti ši
3 masc. sg. mà-hùwa ši 3 comm. pl. 

mà-hùma ši
3 fem. pl. mà-hìya ši

2. S u f f i x e d  p e r s o n a l 
p r o n o u n s

The forms of suffixed personal pronouns can 
be added to verbal, nominal, or prepositional 
forms (see Table 3).

The 1st person singular is the only one that 
has different forms depending on the function 
of the suffix: -ni when added to verbal forms, 
but -i (with allomorphs) after consonant and 
-ya (with allomorphs) after vowel to nominal 
forms and to prepositions.

The rest of the pronouns normally add a 
short vowel when the word to which they are 
added ends in a consonant. Nevertheless, the 
pronoun for the 3rd person masculine singular 
has two forms: -u (with various phonetic reali-
zations), which is -ah when the word ends in 
a vowel or a diphthong, and another form -ah 
which is reduced to -h in front of a vowel or a 
diphthong. The former is the most common, 
and it appears in all types of dialects, while the 
second only exists in dialects of the Bedouin 
type, both Eastern and Western. According 
to Cantineau (1939:96–97), this double form 
is due to its different origin, since each comes 
from a different pronoun of ancient Arabic.

As for the other pronouns of the 3rd person, 
in some dialects their articulation is very weak 
and the h even disappears before a consonant, 
both in the feminine (e.g. nkëtba ‘we write it’), 

Bound pronouns Bedouin Eastern sedentary Western sedentary

1 comm. sg. -ni
- i ,  - y a ,  - y i

-ni
-i,  -ya,
-yya

-ni
-i,  -y,
-iyya

2 masc. sg. -k,  -ak,  -ek  -ak,  -k -ëk
2 fem. sg. -ek,  -ik -ek,  -ki -ëk
3 masc. sg -u(h),  -o(h)

-a(h),  -i(h)
-o,  -h -u,  -ëh

3 fem. pl. -ha,  -he,  -hi -ha -ha
1 comm. pl. -na,  -ne -na -na
2 masc. pl. -kam,  -kom,

-kum,  -kàm
-kom -kum

2 fem. pl. -kin,  -ken -kom -kum
3 masc. pl. -hum,  -ham,

-hàm
-hom -hum

3 fem. pl -hin,  -hen -hom -hum

Table 3. Bound or suffixed pronouns in various Arabic dialects: Bedouin (Rosenhouse 1984:18), Cairo 
(Jomier and Khouzam 1977:41), and Moroccan koine (Caubet 1993:I, 160)
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and in the plural forms (e.g. yëdd»m ‘their 
hands’), a feature which is common in north-
ern Moroccan dialects (cf. Vicente 2000:138). 
These suffixed pronouns replace the independ-
ent pronouns in the following three syntactic 
functions:

i. Verb complements can be direct or indirect 
objects, when added to a verb.

ii. Noun complements act as possessives when 
added to a noun. This use of the pronoun 
is more widespread in the Bedouin-type 
dialects, since in the sedentary ones it is 
limited to certain noun categories; in these 
dialects, possession is expressed by means 
of an analytic construction (� analytic 
genitive).

iii. Preposition complements can be added to 
prepositions. Combinations with the prep-
osition li- to express an indirect object (or 
dative) are a well-known feature of Arabic 
dialects. There are differences, both in form 
and in use: some dialects distinguish two 
ways of annexing the suffixed pronoun 
to the preposition, e.g. in Egyptian Ara-
bic, the series li, lak, lek, lo, laha, lena, 
lokum, lohum is used when the preposi-
tion complements to a verb, whereas the 
series leyya, lìk, lìki, lìh, lìha, lìna, lìkom, 
lìhom has another semantic nuance, that of 
emphasizing � possession (see Jomier and 
Khouzam 1977:52–53).

Another distinguishing feature between dia-
lects is the use of the combination of li- with 
a pronominal suffix, as an enclitic element of 
the verbal form or as a separate element. In 
the former case, the pronoun is cliticized to 
the verb, e.g. katab-lak ‘he has written to you’. 
This most commonly occurs in Eastern dialects, 
particularly in the case of the Egyptian dialects 
and in the Syrian-Lebanese region (see Durand 
1999:95), e.g. (Egyptian Arabic) warri-hù-lo 
‘show it to him!’, ma-±ulti-lì-š ™àga ‘you have 
not said to me anything at all’. In some dialects, 
however, cliticization is optional, as in the case 
of North African dialects. According to Durand 
(1999:96), originally pronouns were not cliti-
cized in the Arabic of this area, and the cases 
that are found nowadays are due to an eastern 
innovation. For this reason, cliticization in this 
type of dialect occurs less systematically, as 
one moves westward. Thus, the descriptions of 

the North African dialects show that the verb 
and the preposition complement can be both 
separated or cliticized, the latter option being 
almost universal in Libyan Arabic, probably 
due to its geographical proximity to the Eastern 
dialects, which supports the theory of eastern 
influence, e.g. šnu gàl lëk? ‘what has he said to 
you?’ (Moroccan Arabic; Caubet 1993:I, 207), 
g»lt-lhum ‘I have said to them’ (Fezzan Arabic; 
Marçais 2001:176), qàl-ha ‘he said to him’ 
(Algiers dialect; Boucherit 2002:140).

These pronouns may also be suffixed to 
another type of particle, adding different sem-
antic nuances. For instance, when they are suf-
fixed to a genitive exponent, they serve to 
express possession, e.g. dyàli ‘my/mine’ (Moroc-
can dialect), bità�ak ‘your/yours’ (Egyptian dia-
lect), and added to a noun meaning ‘self’ or 
‘soul’, they express reflexivity: b-®àßu ‘himself’ 
(£assàniyya Arabic), nafsak ‘yourself’ (Egyp-
tian Arabic).

Another syntactic function of suffixed pro-
nouns is to act as a referent in those situations 
where the relative pronoun is not the subject of 
the clause. In such cases, the use of the personal 
pronoun indicates the function of the relative 
pronoun, e.g. il ±ò�a illi ßa™bi sàkin fìha ‘the 
room that my friend lives in’.

Dialectal differences in this case are usually 
due to different phonetic pronunciations. For 
example, in some Bedouin dialects the element 
k in the pronoun of the 2nd person is affric-
ated, producing the bound pronouns -i� sg./-�in 
pl., for example in Najdi Arabic (cf. Ingham 
1982:74). In the case of the Bedouin dialects 
of the Gulf, the different phonetic realizations 
have become grammaticized to mark the dis-
tinction of gender: 2nd person masculine singu-
lar -ik, -ak/2nd person feminine singular -i�, -a� 
(Ingham 1982:88; � kaškaša/kaskasa).

Finally, in relation with the suffixed pro-
nouns, the secondary forms or dialectal innova-
tions usually consist in the insertion of a linking 
element between the noun or verb and the suf-
fix. This element can be a vocalic phoneme, like 
the vowel �, which occurs in plural pronouns of 
some sedentary Western dialects, especially in 
the rural ones, e.g. nëšrìw�h ‘he buys it’ (Vice-
nte 2000:138). It can also be a connective parti-
cle, as in the case of -nn-, -n-, which are derived 
from deictic elements, to which pronominal 
suffixes are added; they may mark both subject 
and object. This construction, which appears in 
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other Semitic languages, occurs in some Ara-
bic dialects of Oman (Da�ìna) and Uzbekistan 
and in other dialects in Central Asia and of 
the Gulf, although its use and distribution 
are not uniform in all of them. According to 
Retsö (1988:89), this linking element originally 
occurred with the suffixes of the 1st and 3rd 
person singular, and later it spread to the other 
persons. A final example is the case of the par-
ticle -iyya, which is used to introduce the direct 
object pronoun, e.g. gilt li hum-iyyàh ‘I said it 
to them’. It occurs in northern dialects of Syria 
and Iraq, and in some of the Gulf dialects (Ing-
ham 1994:30).
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Personal Pronoun (Standard 
Arabic)

A pronoun may be defined as a part of speech 
belonging to the broad class of nominals that 
stand or substitute for a noun. Unlike nouns, 
pronouns form small, closed classes, whose 
reference can only be determined from the con-
text of the utterance in which they are used. In 
inflected languages like Arabic, pronouns often 
have heterogeneous inflectional patterns which 
differ from those of nouns themselves, and 
indeed Arabic is no exception here. Pronouns 
are also subject to � agreement with their 
referents in terms of gender and number, but 
in Arabic they do not exhibit case marking. 
Pronouns are usually divided into several sub-
groups according to syntactic and semantic 
considerations, such as personal, demonstra-
tive, relative, indefinite, and interrogative pro-
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nouns. In some grammatical descriptions of 
Arabic, the term ‘pronoun’ is used to refer 
only to the first of these, i.e. personal pronouns 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:44–46), and the same prac-
tice is followed here.

Pronouns in Arabic exhibit the usual three 
persons: 1st person or speaker(s), 2nd person 
or addressee(s), and 3rd person or the subject of 
discourse, i.e. the person(s) or thing(s) spoken 
about. In Arabic, the 1st person has only two 
number forms, a singular and a nonsingular 
(i.e. dual and plural), and does not distinguish 
gender. The other persons all distinguish three 
numbers, singular, dual, and plural, and two 
genders, masculine and feminine, except in the 
dual. This gives Standard Arabic an inventory 
of twelve personal categories, as in the tables 
below. Pronouns are either free or bound: free 
pronouns, also called independent pronouns 
(see Table 1), normally occur as topics or predi-
cates, but they may also be used in apposition 
to a noun or bound pronoun, typically as a 
mark of emphasis. Bound pronouns (see Table 
2) occur added to finite verbs as objects, or 
added to nouns as possessives and prepositions 
as objects. The forms in both functions are 
identical except in the 1st person singular.

1.  I n d e p e n d e n t  p r o n o u n s

Table 1. Independent pronouns

 singular dual plural

1st pers. ±ana na™nu
2nd pers. masc. ±anta  ±antum
2nd pers. fem. ±anti ±antumà ±antunna
3rd pers. masc. huwa  hum
3rd pers. fem. hiya humà hunna

Independent pronouns typically occur as topics 
or subjects with nonverbal predicates (i.e. nom-
inals, including participles, and adverbials):

hum ±awlàd ßiÿàr ‘they are little boys’
hiya mutakabbira ‘she is haughty’
±ana ma�akum ‘I am with you’

Independent pronouns are not usually used as 
subjects of verbal predicates, except in com-
ment clauses with the topicalizing construction 
±ammà . . . fa- ‘as for’, e.g.

±ammà t-talàmi�a fa-hum ya™faÚùna mà yuqad-
damu lahum ‘as for the students, they memorize 
what is given to them’
±ammà l-™akìm fa-huwa rajul qawiyy ‘as for the 
governor, he is a strong man’

In such constructions as the latter, the use of 
the independent pronoun is optional, so ±ammà 
l-™akìm fa-rajul qawiyy is also possible.

The independent pronoun is further used as 
a marker of emphasis following a nominal or 
a bound pronoun and is in agreement with its 
referent, e.g.

kànat ßan�à± hiya hàjisahu l-jadìd ‘Sanaa was his 
new concern’
hà�à laysa kalàmì ±ana ‘these are not my own 
words’
±innahà hiya ±ummuhà tuwàsìnì ±ana l-ÿarìba ‘she, 
her mother, was consoling me, the stranger’

In the last example, independent pronouns are 
employed to emphasize both the focused subject 
with ±inna, ±innahà ‘she’, and the object ‘me’, 
denoted by the bound pronoun -nì on the verb.

In a nominal sentence not introduced by 
±inna, when both the subject and the predicate 
are definite, including where the subject is a 
demonstrative, the two are normally linked by 
the appropriate independent pronoun, which 
is usually in agreement with the subject. This 
use of the independent pronoun is what is 
called �amìr al-faßl ‘the pronoun of connec-
tion’. In nominal sentences where, for instance, 
the predicate is not definite, a linking pronoun 
is not used, e.g.

tilka hiya l-™aqìqa ‘that is the truth’
dìn ad-dawla huwa l-±islàm ‘the religion of the 
state is Islam’
al-hadaf huwa fahm maßàdirihi ‘the goal is the 
understanding of his sources’
al-bašar hum hum là yataÿayyarùna ‘people are 
what they are, unchanging’

In this last example, the pronoun hum occurs 
first as a �amìr al-faßl and then again as a 
predicate. But with an indefinite predicate, no 
linking pronoun is normally used, e.g.

az-zawàj mas±ùliyya ‘marriage is a responsibility’
al-junayna maw�i� jamìl ‘the garden is a beautiful 
place’

However, sometimes an independent pronoun 
is used in such contexts with resumptive or 
anaphoric function:
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al-mawqif alla�ì yattaxi�uhu r-ra±ìsàn . . . huwa 
mawqif ±ìjàbì ‘the position that the two presidents 
are taking . . . is a positive position’

In �amìr al-faßl constructions, the pronoun is 
sometimes likened to a � copula, i.e. an equiva-
lent of the verb ‘to be’ in equational sentences. 
This is not, however, an accurate description 
of its function, which is rather in origin to 
separate or distinguish the subject from the 
predicate. In Modern Standard Arabic, as may 
be seen from the examples above, this function 
has been somewhat extended to emphasize the 
predication itself.

Lastly, the independent pronoun is used after 
hà ‘here [it] is!’ in presentative sentences, e.g.

hà na™nu nafì bi-wa�dinà ‘here we are, keeping 
our promise!’
wa-hà hiya l-™aßra taskunu fì ±a�màqì ‘and here is 
despair, taking up residence in my depths!’

2.  B o u n d  p r o n o u n s

Table 2. Bound pronouns

 singular dual plural 

1st -ì/-ya            -nà
 -nì
2nd masc. -ka -kumà -kum
2nd fem. -ki  -kunna
3rd masc. -hu/-hi -humà/-himà -hum/-him
3rd fem. -hà  -hunna/-hinna

Only the 1st person singular bound pronoun 
has different forms according to whether it 
is added to nominals, including prepositions, 
when it has the form -ì/-ya, or to verbs, when it 
has the form -nì. All other persons use the same 
forms in both positions. The other variations in 
the suffixes (see Table 2) are governed by pho-
nological context. Thus, the 1st person singular 
-ì replaces a final short vowel, while the variant 
-ya occurs after long vowels or a diphthong, e.g. 
kitàbì ‘my book’ (all cases) as against kitàbuka, 
kitàbaka, kitàbika ‘your book’ (according to 
case), or lì ‘to me’ as against lahu ‘to him’, but 
dunyàya ‘my world’, fìya ‘in me’, and �alayya 
‘on me’. However, the three kinship nouns 
±ab ‘father’, ±ax ‘brother’, and ™am ‘father-
in-law’, which show lengthened case vowels 
before other bound pronouns, keep -ì here, e.g. 

±abì ‘my father’ but ±abùka ‘your father’. Also, 
the 3rd person suffixes other than the feminine 
singular have a short i vowel when the imme-
diately preceding syllable is open and contains 
either i, short or long, or the diphthong ay, e.g. 
fìhi ‘in him’, �alayhi ‘on him’, fì baytihim ‘in 
their house’, etc., but lahu ‘to him’, baytuhum 
±akbaru min baytì ‘their house is bigger than 
my house’. In Arabic, the underlying or original 
forms are those with the vowel u, and the vari-
ants with i are due to vowel assimilation across 
the relatively weak syllable boundary in h (� 
vowel harmony). Any additional constituent 
to the syllable boundary prevents the vocalic 
assimilation, as in minhu ‘from him’ as against 
fìhi ‘in him’. 

Bound pronouns in the function of possessive 
pronouns are added to the noun in the annexed 
state, i.e. without either the article or � tanwìn. 
The addition of the bound pronoun, however, 
prevents the loss of case-marking short vowels 
that occurs in the pausal forms, as well as the 
apocope of the feminine ending orthographi-
cally indicated by tà± marbù†a. To this extent, 
the relationship of the possessive bound pro-
noun to its annexed noun is very similar to 
that of a genitive noun to its head, as can be 
seen by comparing al-fallà™ùn ‘the peasants’ 
with fallà™ù mißr ‘the peasants of Egypt’ and 
fallà™uhà ‘her peasants’:

ma�a l-mudarris ‘with the teacher’ 
ma�a mudarrisikum ‘with your teacher’

aß-ßu™ufiyyùn ‘the journalists’ 
ßu™ufiyyùhà ‘its (her) journalists’

fì l-jàmi�a ‘at the university’ 
fì jàmi�atinà ‘in our university’

The same set of bound pronouns is also added 
to prepositions, including those of overtly 
nominal origin, of course. The processes of 
combining the bound pronoun suffix with a 
preposition are the same as outlined above, 
with the following exceptions: the preposi-
tions min ‘from’ and �an ‘about’ double their 
final consonant before adding the 1st person 
singular -ì: minnì ‘from me’, �annì ‘about me’. 
In addition, several prepositions have different 
stems when combined with bound pronouns 
than when occurring with a following noun, 
most notably those ending in -à (±alif maqßùra), 
which becomes -ay: �alà s-sarìr ‘on the bed’, but 
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�alaynà ‘on us’; note also li-l-muslimìn ‘for the 
Muslims’ but lahum ‘for them’.

A number of other noninflected words or 
particles may also have bound pronouns added 
to them, such as the focalizer or opening par-
ticle of equational sentences ±inna, the comple-
mentizer ±anna ‘that’, the adversative particle 
làkin[na] ‘but’, the dubitative particle la�alla 
‘perhaps’, and the optative particle layta ‘would 
that’. The first two of these, ±inna and ±anna, 
and compound particles such as làkinna and 
la�alla have variant forms with the 1st person 
singular and plural suffixes: ±innanì or ±innì 
‘[indeed] I’, làkinnanà or làkinnà ‘but we’, etc. 
One further particle occurring with bound pro-
nouns is ±iyyà, which mostly marks a preposed 
pronominal direct object, used instead of the 
bound pronoun object suffix added to the verb 
either for emphasis or rhetorical purposes. It is 
also used where an object pronoun suffix may 
not be added to the verb, for instance when 
the latter is a verbal noun or active participle, 
where any bound pronoun suffix usually refers 
to the subject or agent (� transitivity). Modern 
Standard Arabic also tends to prefer to use 
±iyyà + bound pronoun to mark a second pro-
noun object of doubly transitive verbs, while 
in Classical Arabic the addition of two bound 
object pronouns to a finite verb is possible. 
Examples in Modern Standard Arabic are:

±innahumà najmatàni làmi�atàni ‘[indeed] they are 
two shining stars’
±innì jà±i� ‘[indeed] I am hungry’
sami�nà ±annahu �araba waladahu ‘we have heard 
that he struck his child’
làkinnahà btasamat bi-riqqa ‘but she smiled gently’
la�allì [or la�allanì] btasamtu lahà ‘I may perhaps 
have smiled at her’
laytanà nuwàjihu l-±umùr bi-wu�ù™ ‘if only we 
would face matters clearly’
±iyyàka na†lubu ‘we want you’, ‘you we want’
qatluhum ±iyyàhum ‘his killing them’
±a�†aytuka ±iyyàhu ‘I gave it to you’, instead of 
±a�†aytukahu

Bound pronouns are also added to finite verbs 
to mark a pronominal direct object, in which 
case the 1st person singular has the form -nì. 
In all other persons the bound pronouns have 
the same forms as in possessive function. In 
Modern Standard Arabic, the preference is not 
to have more than one bound object pronoun 
added to a verb, although in Classical Arabic it 
is possible to add two to doubly transitive verbs 

as long as the hierarchical sequence of object 
referents is maintained, i.e. that 1st person pre-
cedes 2nd person, which in turn precedes 3rd 
person (±a�†aytukahu ‘gave you it’).

taqùdunì ‘she leads me’
�arabtihi ‘you [fem.] struck him’
ÿasalathu l-banàt ‘the girls washed it’ (e.g. qamìßì 
‘my shirt’)

3.  I n t e r n a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e 
p r o n o u n s

Pronouns are not marked for case, although it is 
evident that in many functions the independent 
pronoun occurs in positions where a nominative 
case would be used, and the bound pronouns 
generally have functions equivalent to accusa-
tive and genitive case nouns. This division of 
functions between the two sets of pronouns is 
an inherited feature from Proto-Semitic. It is 
also the case that in most � Semitic languages 
the two sets are formally distinguished by being 
independent and bound forms. However, in 
Akkadian, pronouns formally related to what 
we see in Arabic as the bound pronouns do 
occur as independent pronouns with accusative, 
genitive, and dative functions. Comparison with 
other � Afro-Asiatic languages further suggests 
that the restriction of the non-nominative set of 
pronouns to bound position is an innovation 
that occurred in most of Semitic and that the 
independent forms of Akkadian are archaisms.

There are some formal connections between 
the Arabic independent and bound sets of 
pronouns, although aside from the 3rd per-
sons these are not immediately apparent and 
it is therefore the normal practice not to link 
the two. The internal structure of Arabic and 
Semitic pronoun sets becomes clearer when we 
examine at the same time person marking in the 
finite verb, i.e. the suffixes of the perfect and the 
prefixes of the imperfect. So, the independent 
pronoun of the 1st and 2nd persons, except 
for the 1st person plural, are constructed on 
the base ±an, followed by a personal morpheme 
that is most closely related to the corresponding 
markers of person in the verb: the suffixes of 
the perfect in the 2nd persons and the prefix 
of the imperfect in the 1st person singular (see 
Table 3). See further Fleisch (1968a, 1968b:
136–139) for a detailed discussion of the struc-
ture of Arabic pronouns.
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Table 3. Structure of the independent 1st and 2nd 
person pronouns

 singular dual plural

1st pers. ±an + ±a > ±ana        (na™nu)
verbal ±a-/±u-
prefix  

2nd pers.  ±an + ta ±an + tumà ±an + tum
masc. 
verbal  -ta -tumà -tum
suffix 

2nd pers.  ±an + ti  ±an + tunna
fem. 
verbal  -ti  -tunna
suffix 

Some other Semitic languages, e.g. Akkadian 
and Hebrew, have a longer form of the 1st per-
son singular: Akkadian anàku, Hebrew ±ànòki, 
and elsewhere in Afro-Asiatic we may likewise 
note Ancient Egyptian jnk (Coptic anak/anok) 
and Berber forms, such as Tuareg näk. These 
longer forms include an element that is clearly 
related to the corresponding verbal ending of 
the perfect (or stative in Akkadian), which 
was originally, in Proto-Semitic, something like 
*-aku, substituted by *-tu in Central Semitic 
(including Arabic). While Classical Arabic and 
hence Modern Standard Arabic show only final 
-à (sometimes shortened to -a in the former), 
there are various Arabic dialect forms with final 
-i, long or short. These may be due to analogy 
with the bound pronoun -ì/-nì, or may per-
haps be archaisms, as the Hebrew variant ±�nì 
might suggest, unless this, too, is an analogical 
formation. Incidentally, the use of ±ana for the 
masculine and ±ani for the feminine in the Jabal 
ed-Drùz in Syria and in Yemen is clearly an 

innovation, as gender distinction in the 1st per-
son is not a general Semitic feature (Zaborski 
1995:291).

The 1st person plural appears at first sight to 
be outside this system. While several Arabic dia-
lects, including notably Early Christian Arabic, 
have forms in final -a/-à (compare the bound 
form -nà) alongside Classical and Modern 
Standard Arabic na™nu, and some dialects fur-
ther show variation in the vowel of the first syl-
lable as well, for instance in a number of Gulf 
dialects which have ni™na, no form of Arabic 
has variants in initial ±an-, as for instance seen 
in Hebrew ±�na™nù. Some other Arabic dialects 
do, however, have forms without any initial 
n-, e.g. Cairene Arabic ±i™na, Moroccan Arabic 
™na. It is often suggested that such forms are 
due to dissimilation or haplology, but similar 
varieties elsewhere in Semitic, such as Syriac 
™nan (alongside ±ena™nan) or Amharic ëõõa (< 
*™ën[n]à), Tigre ™ëna, and in Afro-Asiatic, such 
as Beja hinin, could suggest that the variant 
without initial n- is very archaic.

The 2nd persons of the independent pro-
nouns all have the person marker -t- following 
the initial ±an identical to the person marker in 
the finite verb. The bound pronouns of the 2nd 
person all commence with the person marker 
-k-. The indicators of gender and number in 
each case are the same in the independent (or 
free) and in the bound pronouns. Furthermore, 
these same indicators are also found in the dual 
and plural forms of the 3rd person pronouns, 
both free and bound (see Table 4).

The 3rd person independent pronouns are 
clearly of the same origin and structure as 
the corresponding bound set. These all begin 
in h- in Arabic, as they do in other Central 
Semitic languages, Sabaean, and (as recon-
structed) in Ethiopian Semitic. In Akkadian 

Table 4. 2nd and 3rd person pronoun structure

  singular dual plural

2nd pers. masc. free ±an + t-a ±an + t-umà ±an + t-um
 bound -k-a -k-umà -k-um 
2nd pers. fem. free ±an + t-i  ±an + t-unna
 bound -k-i  -k-unna 
3rd pers. masc. free h-uwa h-umà h-um
 bound -h-u -h-umà -h-um
3rd pers. fem. free h-iya  h-unna
 bound -h-à  -h-unna 
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and non-Sabaean Ancient South Arabian, the 
same pronouns show a sibilant: Akkadian 3rd 
pers. masc. sg. šù, 3rd pers. fem. sg. šì, 3rd 
pers. masc. pl. šunu, 3rd pers. fem. pl. šina; 
Qatabanian 3rd pers. masc. sg. -s1[ww], 3rd 
pers. fem. sg. -s1[yw], 3rd pers. masc. pl. -s1m, 
3rd pers. fem. -s1n bound forms). The sibilant 
forms are the older, as comparative evidence 
from other Afro-Asiatic languages shows, and 
the shift of *š > *h is an innovation here (Voigt 
1994). Interestingly, in Modern South Arabian 
we see a similar but partial shift in some lan-
guages, e.g. in Mehri: 3rd pers. masc. sg. ha[h], 
3rd pers. fem. sg. sè[h], 3rd pers. masc. pl. hèm, 
3rd pers. fem. pl. sèn, while Jibbàli maintains 
sibilants throughout: 3rd pers. masc. sg. š�, 
3rd pers. fem. sg. s�, 3rd pers, masc. pl. šum, 
3rd pers. fem. pl. s�n. In Arabic, all 3rd person 
pronouns, free and bound, except for the femi-
nine singular, have the vowel -u- following the 
initial h-. We have seen how under the influence 
of a preceding i-vowel or diphthong ay, this 
is shifted to i in Arabic. However, compara-
tive evidence, as for instance from Akkadian 
or Modern South Arabian, suggests that the 
u-vowel was probably originally an indicator 
of the masculine, while i was the vowel of the 
feminine (in the plural, at least): e.g. Proto-
Semitic 3rd pers. masc. pl. *šumu or perhaps 
better *šunu, 3rd pers. fem. pl. *šina. The same 
can be reconstructed for the 2nd person plural 
forms, *±antumu/*±antunu, *±antina; *-kumu/*-
kunu, *-kina. Then, the feminine plural forms 
in Arabic may have acquired their double -nn- 
by addition of the verbal suffix -na after the 
dropping of the final short vowel. The feminine 
singular forms of Arabic continue the vocaliza-
tion of their Proto-Semitic antecedents *šiya, 
*-šà.

Classical Arabic shows metrical variant forms 
of the 3rd person masculine singular bound 
pronoun with a long vowel, -hù/-hì, when 
added to an open syllable with a short vowel: 
dàruhù ‘his house’, but ramàhu ‘he threw him’. 
Since long vowel forms also occur elsewhere in 
Semitic, a short/long variation may not be an 
Arabic innovation but rather an archaism. The 
3rd person plural masculine suffixes further 
have variants -humù/-himù, and similarly 2nd 
person plural masculine -kumù, which occur in 
Classical Arabic poetry (Fischer 1972:126), and 
which comparison with other Semitic languages 
also shows to be archaisms.

Lastly, the phonologically controlled varia-
tion between the possessive bound 1st singular 
forms -ì and -ya also is an inherited feature in 
Arabic and goes back to Proto-Semitic, as does 
the separate object form added to finite verbs, 
-nì.
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Pharyngealization � Velarization

Phonetics

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Phonetics is the science of describing the speech 
sounds of a language. The focus in the follow-
ing description of Arabic speech sounds is on 
articulatory and acoustic phonetics. The pho-
netic characteristics of the vowels, consonants, 
and syllables of the Arabic language are intro-
duced and described. A brief discussion of the 
vocal organs follows; these are responsible for 
the articulation of speech, which is produced 
by the pulmonic airflow that is transmitted 
from the lungs to the larynx and then to the 
oral tract. Literary Arabic (al-fuß™à), with occa-
sional and brief reference to Arabic dialects, is 
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the focus of this article (practical manuals for 
the pronunciation of Arabic are Kästner 1981 
and Mitchell 1990). A brief reference to the 
development of Arabic phonetics is included.

2. V o c a l  o r g a n s  o f  s p e e c h

Three basic physiological components are 
involved in the production and articulation of 
speech sounds (see Fig. 1).

The first component is the lungs, which sup-
ply the necessary energy through the mecha-
nism of the respiratory system. The stream of 
air coming from the lungs is called the pulmo-
nic egressive air. It is essential for the produc-
tion and transmission of speech sounds. After 
passing through the lungs, this stream of air 
then passes through the windpipe and into the 
larynx. This is the initiation phase in the speech 
production process.

The larynx, where the vocal folds are located, 
is the second most important phase in the act of 
performing speech. The stream of air from the 
lungs, when it passes through the larynx, acti-
vates the vocal folds, which generate an audible 
acoustic energy. The vocal folds are protected 
and covered by the epiglottis, which is a flap of 
tissue that attaches to the front of the larynx. 
The pulmonic air passes between the vocal 
folds and flows unobstructed when breathing 
out; however, when speaking, the vocal folds 
are engaged and create at least three different 
states: voiced, voiceless, and whispered. When 

the vocal folds form a narrow passage between 
them, the outgoing egressive airflow causes 
them to vibrate, producing voiced sounds such 
as [z] in [za1då] ‘he increased’. Voiceless sounds, 
however, are produced when the vocal folds are 
held wide apart, such as in the sound [s] as in 
[sa1då] ‘he dominated’. The movements and 
vibrations of the vocal folds happen at a high 
rate of speed in the process of the production 
of sounds. The vocal folds may be closed at the 
glottis. This condition produces the � hamza 
‘glottal stop’ [�] in Arabic.

The region above the larynx that extends 
to the lips is called the vocal tract. This is 
the third component in the production and 
articulation of speech sounds. The vocal tract 
is divided into the oral cavity and the pharynx 
within the mouth, and the nasal cavity within 
the nose. The stream of air that passes through 
the larynx produces audible acoustic energy 
that encounters various shades of modifications 
when passing through the oral and nasal cavi-
ties. The articulators in the vocal tract form dif-
ferent sounds. The lower articulators, such as 
the different parts of the tongue and lower lip, 
move to make different modes of contact with 
the upper stationary articulators, for instance 
with the hard palate.

3. T h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  A r a b i c 
v o w e l s

Normally, Arabic vowels are produced with a 
relatively free passage in the vocal tract, while 
the Arabic consonants are produced with a 
partial or complete obstruction. The vowels 
are primarily described on the basis of audi-
tory qualities and acoustic judgments, whereas 
the consonants are described in terms of their 
manner and points of articulation. The articu-
lators involved in the production of the vowels 
do not come close to each other in order to 
make the outgoing air turbulent or to close the 
vocal tract. In the case of consonants, however, 
the articulators form a very narrow passage 
through the vocal tract in the production of the 
fricative segments and a complete closure in the 
production of stop segments.

In the production of vowels, two main articu-
lators are involved: the tongue and the lips. The 
movements of the lower jaw are also important 
in the production of speech sounds. The tongue 
assumes a domed shape in the vocal tract during 

Figure 1. This figure illustrates the three 
physiological components of human speech 
production (adapted from Lieberman and 
Blumstein 1988:4).
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the production of the vowels. It is very versatile 
in its movements. Front vowels [i] and [i1] are 
produced when the front of the tongue is raised 
to form a closure in the front zone of the vocal 
tract. The airstream flows freely through this 
type of closure without any noticeable friction. 
The lips are not directly involved in the produc-
tion of the front vowels. The back vowels [u] 
and [u1] are produced when the tongue is raised 
to the back part of the mouth. A similar closure 
may be formed that allows the airstream to 
flow freely without any obstruction. Unlike the 
front vowels, the lips are involved in the pro-
duction of back vowels and assume a rounding 
shape. These back vowels are called back high 
rounded vowels. The vowels that are produced 
with the position of the tongue low and central 
and still assuming a relatively domed shape are 
called the unrounded central vowels. In the 
articulation of [a] and [a1], the lips assume a 
spreading position.

The vowel system of Literary Arabic contains 
three short vowels, /i/, /u/, and /a/, which con-
trast phonemically with their long counterparts 
/ì/, /ù/, and /à/. The number of vowels varies 
considerably with the different forms of Arabic 
dialects. The Iraqi dialect vowel system, for 
instance, contains five short vowels: /i, u, a, 
e, o/. The vowels /e/ and /o/, however, have 
a limited distribution in comparison with the 
other three vowels, /i, u, a/. The Iraqi dialect 
also contains five long vowels: /ì, ù, à, è, ò/. 
The two long vowels /è/ and /ò/, however, have 
limited distribution. They are primarily the 
result of a change in pronunciation of words 
in Literary Arabic that contain the diphthongs 
/ay/ and /aw/. The Literary Arabic word [bajt] 
becomes [be1t] ‘house’, and [lawn] becomes 
[lo1n] ‘color’.

What follows is a brief description of the 
vowels in terms of their auditory qualities, 
quantities, tongue shapes, and lip movements. 
The quality of the vowel is an indication of 
the position of the tongue in the vocal tract. 
It is the factor that distinguishes one vowel 
from another. The quantity, on the other hand, 
refers to the amount of time it takes to produce 
a vowel.

The /i/ is a short, high front unrounded 
vowel. It has two allophones: [i], slightly cen-
tralized and low, occurring next to emphatic 
consonants, as in [ßija1m] ‘fasting’; and [i], 
occurring elsewhere as in [sin1] tooth.

The /ì/ is a long, high front unrounded vowel. 
It also has two allophones: [i1], slightly low 
and centralized, occurring adjacent to emphatic 
consonants, as in [ßi1n] ‘China’; and [i1], occur-
ring elsewhere as in [si1n] ‘the letter s in the 
Arabic alphabet’.

The /u/ is a short, high back rounded vowel. 
It has two allophones: a slightly lowered vari-
ant [�], occurring next to emphatic consonants, 
as in [ß�wãr] ‘pictures’; and [u], occurring else-
where as in [suku1n] ‘tranquility’.

The /ù/ is a long, high back rounded vowel. It 
has two allophones: a lowered variant between 
[�1] and [�1], which occurs next to emphatic 
consonants, as in [ß�1rãh] ‘picture’; and [u1], 
occurring elsewhere, as in [su1r] ‘fence’.

The /a/ is a low, short central unrounded 
vowel. It has three allophones (Mitchell 1990:
72–82). The first, [ã], occurs next to emphatic 
consonants and also next to /q/ and /r/; it is cen-
tralized and slightly back, as in [ßãlb] ‘solid’. 
The second is a raised front vowel (� ±imàla), 
which can be as high as [æ] or even [Æ] in dialect 
Arabic (Woidich 2006:8), but in the oral realiza-
tion of Literary Arabic it is usually between [a] 
and [æ], as in [salb] ‘looting’. The third is very 
near the cardinal vowel [a] and occurs next to 
the pharyngeals / �/ and /™/, as in [Óali1b] ‘milk’ 
and [�ajn] ‘eye’. In the phonetic transcription, 
the last two allophones both appear here as [a]. 
Before a word boundary, /a/ is realized as [å], 
except after emphatic consonants; this is not 
indicated in the transcription here.

The /à/ is a low, long central unrounded 
vowel. It has three allophones. The first, [ã1], 
occurs next to emphatic consonants and also 
next to /q/ and /r/; it is lower and further back, 
as in [�ã1ba] ‘he became good’. The second allo-
phone, [a1], close to the long cardinal vowel [a], 
occurs in the neighborhood of pharyngeals, as 
in [sa1Óa] ‘it melted’. The third is a raised and 
fronted variant of the latter, between [a1] and 
[æ1], which occurs elsewhere; for the sake of 
convenience it is transcribed here as [a1], as in 
[sa1la] ‘he flowed’.

The description of the vowels above is on the 
abstract phonemic level. Each vowel phoneme 
forms an auditory quality space continuum. Its 
domain embodies its allophones and the free 
variants. The environment usually determines 
the allophones and their distribution, while the 
free variants may occur or not occur depending 
on the nature of its context.
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The vowels /i/ and /u/ differ from their 
long vowel counterpart /ì/ and /ù/ in quantity, 
whereas the vowel /a/ differs from its long 
counterpart /à/ both in quantity and quality. 
Arabic vowels assume the traditional triangular 
shape in the mouth. The high front and back 
vowels occupy the front and back auditory 
quality zones, respectively. The low central 
vowels occupy the bottom auditory space of 
the triangle. Figure 2 illustrates the triangular 
shape of the Arabic vowels.

4. T h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  A r a b i c 
c o n s o n a n t s

The speech segments of Literary Arabic utter-
ances consist of sequences of consonants and 
vowels that are usually arranged in a systematic 
manner. All Classical Arabic utterances, includ-
ing syllables, words, phrases, and clauses, begin 
with a single consonant. This is not the case 
in most Arabic dialects. The majority of the 
dialects accept consonant clusters. In the Iraqi 

dialect, for instance, we find initial consonant 
clusters, as in [bnaj1ah] ‘little girl’.

The degree of constriction of any consonant 
segment, when articulated in the vocal tract, is 
achieved in three phases: the onset, the medial, 
and the offset. The most prominent phase is 
the medial or the steady state of a segment. The 
onset and offset phases play a significant role in 
speech, especially with regard to the phonetic 
phenomenon of co-articulation. The phonetic 
description of Arabic speech sounds focuses on 
the medial phase of the speech segments.

There are three main groups of consonants: 
stops (or obstruents), fricatives, and resonants. 
They are classified on the basis of the degree 
of stricture in the vocal tract. Stops are articu-
lated with a complete stricture that results in 
closure of the vocal tract. The fricatives are 
articulated with a small aperture in the vocal 
tract that allows the airstream to pass through 
the vocal tract, creating turbulent friction. The 
resonant sounds are articulated when the air-
stream passes through the vocal tract with an 

Figure 2. This figure illustrates the articulation positions of long and short Arabic vowels. This 
triangular diagram of the Arabic vowels is a reproduction of the physiological tracings from an X-ray 
film made by Al-Ani. It also illustrates the acoustic plotting of formant one (F1) against formant two 
(F2) of the Arabic vowels. This diagram is adapted from Al-Ani (1970:25).
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open aperture so that no turbulent friction is 
made (Laver 1994:133–134).

The Arabic stops, fricatives, and resonants 
are introduced and described below according 
to their place and manner of articulation (see 
Fig. 3). The term ‘place of articulation’ does 
not necessarily mean a specific point through 
the vocal tract but rather an area, especially in 
the case of the dento-alveolar consonants. The 
majority of Arabic consonants are produced in 
the vocal tract horizontally; however, a small 
group is produced vertically in the pharynx 
zone.

4.1 Stop consonants

Two main features characterize stops physi-
ologically. The first phase is the formation of a 
closure within the vocal tract. The movement of 
one of the active articulators toward a certain 
point in the mouth forms a constriction with 
one of the stationary articulators. The second 
phase is the sudden release of pressure, which 
results from the driving pressure of the air-
stream. Oral stops are articulated in the mouth 
with a velic closure.

Consonant clusters do not occur initially; 
however, they may occur medially, e.g. 
[maktab] ‘office’, and finally, e.g. [bard] ‘cold’. 
Geminates, identical consonant clusters, occur 
both medially, e.g. /ss/ in [kas1aàã] ‘he broke 

it’, and finally, e.g. /dd/ in [sad1] ‘dam’. Arabic 
words illustrating each consonant stop initially, 
medially, and finally, as well as geminated, are 
briefly described below. There are eight stops 
in Arabic. The emphatic consonants are intro-
duced and explained later.

The /b/ is a voiced bilabial stop. The follow-
ing are illustrative words of /b/: [ba1b] ‘door’, 
[qublah] ‘kiss’, [sab1aba] ‘he caused something 
to happen’, [sabab] ‘cause’. In the Iraqi dialect, 
the voiceless /p/ occurs in a few words, mostly 
foreign lexical items from Persian, as in [pãàda] 
‘curtain’.

The dento-alveolar area contains four stops. 
They contrast on a binary basis for the voiced 
/d/ and voiceless /t/. Emphatic /†/ contrasts with 
nonemphatic /t/, and likewise /�/ with /d/.

The /t/ is a voiceless dento-alveolar aspi-
rated stop. Aspiration is a phonetic gesture 
that is manifested as a period of voicelessness 
of the articulation as shown on spectrograms. 
In narrow phonetic transcription, it may be 
symbolized by superscript [h], as in [tha1ba] ‘he 
repented’. When released in the final position, it 
appears as a burst. Examples: [taàãka] ‘he left’, 
[kataba] ‘he wrote’, [kat1aba] ‘he dictated’, 
[bajt] ‘house’.

The /d/ is a voiced dento-alveolar unaspirated 
stop. Examples: [darb] ‘road’, [bard] ‘cold’, 
[mad1a] ‘he stretched’, [bari1d] ‘mail’.

Figure 3.
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The /k/ is a velar voiceless stop that is aspi-
rated in the same manner as /t/. Examples: 
[kalb] ‘dog’, [fikàã] ‘idea’, [bak1a1hu] ‘he made 
him cry’, [malik] ‘king’.

The /q/ is a uvular voiceless unaspirated 
stop. Examples: [qalb] ‘heart’, [faqi1r] ‘poor’, 
[taqãd1ama] ‘he came forward’, [bãàq] ‘light-
ning’.

4.2 Affricate

There is only one voiced affricate consonant in 
Standard Arabic. However, in some Arabic dia-
lects, there is a voiceless affricate. The affricate 
sound is defined as a stop followed by a homor-
ganic fricative. This is the case in Iraqi speech, 
where the sound /k/ is often pronounced as /�/, 
so that the Standard Arabic word for dog [kalb] 
is pronounced as [t�alib].

The /j/ is a voiced affricate that is a combina-
tion of two phones. The first is a stop, followed 
by a fricative. Affricate sounds are unique in 
this manner. The /j/ appears on the spectrogram 
as a stop followed by a fricative. This sound is 
pronounced as /g/ in the Egyptian dialect. Thus, 
the word [dÀama1l] ‘name of a person’ is pro-
nounced as [gama1l]. More examples: [dÀabal] 
‘mountain’, [dadÀa1dÀah] ‘chicken’, [zadÀ1a] ‘he 
pushed, hurled something’, [zudÀa1dÀ] ‘glass’.

4.3 Fricative consonants

Fricative consonants are produced in the vocal 
tract by narrowing the distance between two 
articulators. This process makes a constriction
that causes the airstream to be partially obstructed
and to be consistently turbulent. Acoustically, 
fricatives, especially voiceless, possess a high ran-
dom noise. The Arabic fricatives are listed with 
their descriptions and illustrative examples as 
follows:

The /f/ is a voiceless labiodental fricative. 
Labiodental articulation involves the lower and 
the upper teeth. There is no voiced counter-
part /v/ in Arabic. Examples: [fam] ‘mouth’, 
[safãà] ‘traveling’, [naf1asa] ‘he appeased’, [sajf] 
‘sword’.

The /�/ is a voiceless interdental fricative. 
Interdental articulation involves placing the tip 
of tongue between the upper and the lower 
teeth. Acoustically, it appears as a random noise. 
Examples: [ôu1m] ‘garlic’, [kaôàã] ‘abundance’, 
[kaô1afa] ‘he made thick’, [kaô1] ‘shabby; old’.

The /�/ is a voiced interdental fricative. 
Acoustically, it appears as a random noise. 
Examples: [ðahab] ‘gold’, [qãðafa] ‘he threw 
away’, [kað1a1b] ‘liar’, [nufu1ð] ‘influence’.

The /s/ is a voiceless dento-alveolar sibilant 
fricative. Examples: [safãà] ‘traveling’, [fasada] 
‘he became corrupt’, [nafas] ‘breath’, [ka1bu1s] 
‘nightmare’.

The /š/ is a voiceless palato-alveolar fricative. 
Examples: [ �adÀaàã] ‘tree’, [mu�kila] ‘problem’, 
[ba�1aàã] ‘he brought good news’, [àã�1] ‘sprin-
kling’, [kab�] ‘ram’.

The /x/ is a voiceless velar fricative. Examples: 
[xubz] ‘bread’, [naxlah] ‘palm tree’, [sax1aàã] 
‘he subjugated’, [mana1x] ‘weather’.

The /ÿ/ is a voiced uvular fricative. Examples: 
[yãàb] ‘west’, [mayrib] ‘evening’, [àãy1aba] ‘he 
aroused someone’s interest’, [balaya] ‘to reach’, 
[fãàã1y] ‘vacuum, empty space’.

4.4 Nasal consonants

The production of nasal consonants involves 
the nasal and oral cavities (� nasalization). It 
is this unique combination that distinguishes 
nasals from other subgroups of consonants 
such as oral stops and fricatives. Nasality could 
be defined physiologically as the formation of 
a closure at the oral cavity while the air flows 
through the nose. The soft palate or velum 
position is involved, whether a nasal or an oral 
sound is produced. When the velum is raised, 
making a closure against the upper back of the 
pharynx, oral sounds are produced. Lowering 
of the velum, however, allows the airflow to 
travel through the nose, and as a result nasal 
sounds are made.

There are only two nasal sounds in Arabic: 
/m/ and /n/. The /m/ is a voiced bilabial nasal 
and is produced with a closure of the lips 
while the velum is lowered, thus allowing the 
airflow to pass through the nose. Examples: 
[malik] ‘king’, [samakah] ‘fish’, [dam1aàã] ‘he 
destroyed’, [nawm] ‘sleep’. The /n/ is a dento-
alveolar nasal. Like the articulation of the /m/, 
the velum is lowered and the oral closure is 
made at the dento-alveolar zone. Both /m/ and 
/n/ occur initially, medially, and finally. They 
also occur geminated, medially, and finally. 
Examples: [na1ma] ‘he slept’, [dÀanu1b] ‘south’, 
[qãn1ana] ‘he made a law’, [min] ‘from’. Acous-
tically, the /n/ possesses a weak resonance that 
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appears as a formant structure along the base-
line of a spectrogram. The first formant of both 
/m/ and /n/ is about 250 cps (cycles per second). 
The second formant of /m/ is around 1000 cps, 
whereas the second formant of /n/ is higher, 
around 1550 cps.

4.5 Trill

The /r/ is a voiced dento-alveolar trill. The trill 
articulation is achieved by holding the front part 
of the tongue loosely against the alveolar ridge 
so that the flow of air between them creates 
motion, alternately sucking them together and 
blowing them apart. Examples: [àãdÀul] ‘man’, 
[bard] ‘cold’, [bar1ada] ‘he made something 
cold’, [bãàãda] ‘he filed’, [qidr] ‘cooking pot’.

4.6 Laterals

The /l/ is a voiced dento-alveolar lateral. In the 
articulation of lateral sounds, the airstream 
flows over the sides of the tongue. Acoustically, 
this sound possesses vowel-like formant struc-
tures. Examples: [lajl] ‘night’, [sala1m] ‘peace’, 
[sal1ama] ‘he submitted’, [dÀamal] ‘camel’.

4.7 Semivowels and diphthongs

The semivowel sounds are articulated in the 
same way as vowels; however, they do not form 
syllables on their own as the vowels do. There 
are two diphthongs in Arabic: /ay/ and /aw/, as 
in [kajfa] ‘how’, [law] ‘if’.

There are only two semivowels in Arabic. The 
/w/ is a voiced labiovelar semivowel. Acousti-
cally, it possesses distinct vowel-like formant 
structures similar to those of the vowels /u/ and 
/ù/. The /w/ forms a diphthong with the vowel 
/a/, as in [lawm] ‘blame’. The /y/ is a voiced 
palatal semivowel. Acoustically, it possesses 
distinct vowel-like structures similar to those of 
the vowels /i/ and /ì/. It also forms a diphthong 
with the vowel /a/, as in [bajt] ‘house’.

4.8 Pharyngeal and glottal consonants

The pharyngeal and glottal consonants are dis-
tinguished from the rest of the Arabic con-
sonants by having distinct vertical places of 
articulation. A vertical place of articulation is 
a set of anatomical locations from the palate to 
the glottis, and a horizontal place of articula-
tion is from the lips to the uvula. The pharyn-
geal articulation usually involves the root of 
the tongue and the back wall of the pharynx, 

whereas glottal articulation involves the glottis. 
There are four consonants in this subgroup:

The /h/ is a voiceless oral fricative. Examples: 
[hila1l] ‘crescent’, [dÀahl] ‘ignorance’, [sah1ala] 
‘he made easy’, [kurh] ‘hatred’.

The /™/ is a voiceless pharyngeal constricted 
fricative. It is produced with a constriction 
formed at the dorsum of the tongue against the 
posterior wall of the pharynx. The movement 
of the pharyngeal muscles plays an important 
role in forming a narrow constriction passage 
that gives the /™/ its distinct character. The 
constriction and the movements of muscles in 
the pharynx are considered the primary factors 
that differentiate /™/ from /�/. Examples: [Óarb] 
‘war’, [saÓar] ‘dawn’, [saÓ1aqã] ‘he crushed’, 
[fãàãÓ] ‘happiness’.

The / �/ is a voiced pharyngeal fricative. In 
Iraq and the Arabian Peninsula, the /�/ is a 
voiceless pharyngeal stop. This is especially 
the case when it occurs geminated. Examples: 
[�aàãb] ‘an Arab’, [àã�d] ‘thunder’, [za�1ala] 
‘he annoyed’, [zar�] ‘plantation’.

The / ±/ is a glottal stop (� hamza). This sound 
is produced at the glottis with a very quick 
opening and closing action. Therefore, it cannot 
be considered voiced or voiceless. Examples: 
[�amal] ‘hope’, [sa�ala] ‘he asked’, [ta�ad1aba] 
‘he was well educated’, [ma1�] ‘water’.

4.9 Emphatic consonants

The phenomenon of ‘emphasis’ is a phonetic 
feature characterized by having two points of 
articulation. The primary point is in the dento-
alveolar area, and the secondary point engages 
the upper region of the pharynx. Several terms 
have been used to refer to these consonants, 
the most common being velarized, pharyn-
gealized, retracted tongue root, and emphatic 
(� velarization). Here, the term ‘emphatic’ is 
used to refer to the phenomenon of emphasis, 
which involves the manner of articulation of 
the traditional emphatic consonants /†, �, ß, 
Ú/. They are transcribed here with a mid-tilde 
as velarized/pharyngealized [�, í, ß, �] rather 
than pharyngealized [t�, d�, s�, ð�] or velarized 
[t�, d�, s�, ð�] sounds. This subgroup of coronal 
consonants contrasts phonemically with the 
plain consonants /t, d, s, �/. The secondary 
articulation feature gives the emphatics their 
unique characteristics. Secondary articulation is 
defined as “an articulation of a lesser degree of 
stricture accompanying a primary articulation 
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of a higher degree” (Ladefoged and Maddieson 
1996:354). It is important to emphasize the 
simultaneity of the occurrence of these two 
articulations.

Marginal emphatics may be found in most 
Arabic dialects. Their occurrence, number, and 
spreading depend, to a varying degree, on the 
social levels of speaking and the geographical 
region. The following marginal emphatics are 
the most common: /œ, ¤, ®, £/. These consonants 
occur only in a few words in Arabic. They are 
found adjacent to the low central vowels /a/ 
and /à/. These marginal emphatics are not 
represented by alphabet symbols in the Arabic 
orthography. The /£/ occurs in the word for 
God, [�ã¬1ã1h]. The phonemic contrast between 
the plain /l/ and the emphatic /£/ is supported by 
the following minimal pair: [wã¬1ã1h] ‘by God’ 
and [wal1a1h] ‘he appointed him’. The emphatic 
/¤/ contrasts with the plain consonants, as 
in [Âãj1] ‘water’ and [maj] ‘girl’s name’. The 

emphatic consonants are known to condition 
neighboring sounds. This conditioning is often 
called spreading (� ±i†bàq). There are two types 
of spreading: progressive, moving forward, and 
regressive, moving backward. The progressive 
spreading is the most common, whereas regres-
sive is very rare. The conditioning of spreading 
covers the whole syllable and sometimes the 
whole word. The spreading condition occurs 
with both adjacent vowels and consonants. The 
acoustic effect on the adjacent sounds, espe-
cially the vowels, is to lower their frequencies 
(see Fig. 4).

The feature of emphasis attracted the attention 
of early Arab philologists as well as modern lin-
guists. In 1957, Roman Jakobson wrote an arti-
cle, “Mufaxxama: The ‘emphatic’ phonemes in 
Arabic”. He presented the theoretical feature of 
emphasis as a distinctive feature in the features 
system. The emphasis is traditionally called � 
tafxìm ‘thickness’. This was first mentioned in 

Figure 4. This figure illustrates the long Arabic vowels adjacent to emphatic and nonemphatic 
consonants in overlapping positions (Al-Ani 1970:49).
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the 8th century by the well-known grammarian 
Sìbawayhi (d. 177/793–794), the author of the 
famous Arabic grammar al-Kitàb.

The four emphatics are described below:
The /†/ is a voiceless emphatic unaspirated 

dento-alveolar stop. When released in final posi-
tion, it appears as a burst. Examples: [�ãbi1b] 
‘doctor’, [bã�ãl] ‘hero’, [bã�1ã1l] ‘unemployed’, 
[àãb�] ‘tying’.

The /�/ is a voiced emphatic interdental stop. 
Examples: [íãàb] ‘beating’, [jãíribu] ‘he beats, 
strikes’, [fãí1ãla] ‘he preferred’, [fãàí] ‘duty; 
decree’. The sound /�/ is not pronounced as an 
emphatic stop in Iraq, the Arabian Peninsula 
region, or Bedouin and rural dialects, but rather 
as an emphatic interdental fricative. Also, it 
is pronounced as a dento-alveolar emphatic 
fricative in the urban areas in Egypt and the 
Levant. The Arabic language is called the lan-
guage of the � �àd [íã1d], possibly because of 
the unique lateralized pronunciation this sound 
may have had in the earliest form of Classical 
Arabic, which is why the Arabs considered it to 
be the most distinguished and unique sound of 
the Arabic sound system.

The /Ú/ is a voiced emphatic interdental 
fricative. Examples: [��hr] ‘noon’, [mã�lu1m] 
‘unjustly treated’, [nã�1ãma] ‘to arrange’, [lãf�] 
‘expression’. It is usually realized as [$].

The /ß/ is a voiceless dento-alveolar emphatic 
sibilant fricative. Examples: [ßãdr] ‘chest’, [qãßr]
‘palace’, [qãß1ã] ‘to cut’, [nuß�1ß] ‘texts’.

5. S y l l a b l e  s t r u c t u r e  a n d 
t y p e s

Arabic utterances begin with a single consonant 
followed by short or long vowels. Consonant 
clusters occur medially and finally, and no 
vowel clusters are allowed anywhere in the 
sound structure of Arabic utterances. The � 
syllable structure may be expressed in the lin-
ear sequences of consonants and vowels. In the 
configuration of the structure of the syllable, 
the C stands for consonant and v for short vow-
els. Consonant clusters are indicated by CC and 
long vowels by Ä.

The structure of the syllable, expressed in 
Figure 5, consists of the onset and the rhyme. 
The onset of all the syllable types always con-
sists of a single consonant. The rhyme encom-
passes the nucleus, which is always a vowel and 
any consonant(s). The nucleus is an obligatory 
component of the syllable structure. It may be 
followed by one, two, or no consonants. The 
prominence of the syllable is achieved through 
its weight. Syllable weight encompasses two 
kinds of syllables: light and heavy. A light syl-
lable’s rhyme consists of a nucleus of a short 
vowel followed by a maximum of one conso-
nant. A heavy syllable is any other type of syl-
lable (Laver 1994:517–518).

The structure of Arabic consists of six syl-
lable types: Cv, CvC, Cä, CäC, CvCC, and 
CäCC. They are classified into subgroups: 

Figure 5. This figure illustrates the metrical structure of the syllables. It is divided into two basic 
components, the onset and the rhyme. The onsets of all Arabic syllable types and utterances begin 
with a single consonant. The configuration of the rhyme consists of the vowel and any consonant 
(Laver 1994:517–518).

syllable

onset rhyme (core)

nucleus (peak) coda
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short, medium, and long. The syllable Cv is 
short, e.g. [bi] ‘in’. There are two medium syl-
lables: CvC [kam] ‘how many’ and Cä [ma1] 
‘what’. The following syllables are considered 
long: CäC [ma1�] ‘water’, CvCC [bard] ‘cold’, 
CäCC [ma1d1] ‘stretching’.

The syllables may also be classified as open 
or closed. The syllables that end in a vowel are 
called open syllables, like Cv and Cä, whereas 
those that end in a consonant are closed, like 
CvC, CvCC, CäC, and CäCC.

The first three syllable types, Cv, CvC, Cä, 
are the most frequent and reflect the dynamic 
nature of the composition of Arabic words 
and phrases. The frequency and distribution of 
CvCC and CäCC, in comparison to the rest of 
the other syllables, are restricted and occur only 
finally and in pause forms.

The most prominent elements of the syllable 
are the vowels, short or long. The vowels form 
the nucleus and the consonants the marginal 
elements in the configuration of the structure of 
the syllable. The number of syllables in Arabic 
utterances is equal to the number of vowels.

6. H i s t o r y  o f  A r a b i c 
p h o n e t i c s

Arab grammarians and orthoepists devoted 
special attention to Arabic phonetics in their 
writings (Gairdner 1925, 1935). Throughout 
the long history of the Arabic language, three 
scholars are credited for their creative and orig-
inal contributions to the study of Arabic gram-
mar and phonetics. The earliest work on Arabic 
phonetics is a treatise by the most celebrated 
Arab scholar and linguist, al-Xalìl ibn ±A™mad 
al-Faràhìdì (d. 175/791). He was followed by 
his faithful student Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796), 
who wrote the most celebrated book on Arabic 
grammar, titled simply al-Kitàb ‘the book’. The 
last chapter of the book contains a meticulous 
and highly systematic phonetic description of 
the Arabic sounds (Al-Nassir 1993). Almost all 
the work on Arabic phonetics by later scholars 
can be considered a form of elaboration and 
explanation of Sìbawayhi. The only exception 
is Ibn Sìnà (11th c.), whose treatise on Arabic 
phonetics, Risàla fì ±asbàb ™udù
 al-™urùf, did 
not follow the traditional approach of Sìbaway-
hi’s Kitàb. What follows is a brief mention of 
these three works.

The treatise on Arabic phonetics by al-Xalìl 
is actually an introduction to his Arabic dic-
tionary, known as Kitàb al-�ayn. This treatise 
is considered the earliest source on Arabic pho-
netics that provides a description of the Arabic 
sounds. The author arranged the lexical items 
of his dictionary on articulatory parameters. It 
started with the sound �ayn [�], articulated at 
the larynx. The rest of the sounds are arranged 
in the vocal tract, in measured steps toward 
the lips according to their points and manner 
of articulation. Al-Xalìl devised a special pro-
cedure of placing the letter ±alif /à/ before each 
sound and then proceeded to pronounce it, as 
in /àb/ and /àq/, and so on. In this manner he 
was able to specify the articulatory characteris-
tics of the Arabic sounds.

Sìbawayhi’s systematic phonetic description 
and classification of the Arabic sounds was 
completed just shortly after the death of his 
teacher. It is considered the most thorough and 
complete description. Nothing substantial has 
been added to Sìbawayhi’s system. Most of the 
changes that have come down to us are in the 
form of modifications and interpretations.

In his description of the Arabic ™urùf ‘letters; 
sounds’, Sìbawayhi made a distinction between 
two major categories of the Arabic consonants: 
the � majhùra ‘voiced’ and mahmùsa ‘voice-
less’. Modern linguists have been trying to 
explain these two concept terms. The voiced/
voiceless dichotomy does not seem to fit exactly 
within Sìbawayhi’s definition of the two terms. 
Several possible terms have been advanced as 
possible translations instead of ‘voiced’ and 
‘voiceless’, for instance the terms � majhùra 
‘breathed’ and mahmùsa ‘non-breathed’. The 
ten mahmùsa consonants are: /h, ™, x, k, š, s, t, 
ß, �, f/, as described by Sìbawayhi, which agrees 
with their present classification and descrip-
tion as being voiceless. He emphasized two 
distinguishing criteria for the description of the 
mahmùsa. The first is the amount of breath that 
flows with articulation of the sound, and the 
second is the ability to repeat the sound with 
the outgoing breath. The remaining nineteen 
consonants are described as majhùra, with the 
exception of three consonants. These are the � 
hamza, /q/, and /†/. Today, the articulation and 
description of the sounds /q/ and /†/ is voice-
less and unaspirated. Aspiration is defined as 
a period of voicelessness after the release of an 
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articulation. It is possible that the feature of 
the lack of aspiration led Sìbawayhi to classify 
them as voiced.

The Risàla of Ibn Sìnà is considered unique 
in the Arabic phonetic tradition (Al-Ani 1993). 
This great scholar, physician, and philosopher 
presented and pursued a different approach for 
the description of the Arabic sounds. He clas-
sified the Arabic sounds as mufrada ‘unitary’ 
and murakkaba ‘compound’. The former are 
characterized in their production by a ™abasa 
tàmma li-ß-ßawt ‘complete closure’ of the air-
stream. The second group consisted of continu-
ant units. Ibn Sìnà did not make any reference 
to the more familiar phonetic terms mahmùsa 
and majhùra of Sìbawayhi.

Ibn Sìnà explained the physics of speech and 
how sounds are produced in the physical sense. 
Also, he explained and analyzed the different 
parts of the larynx and its functions. Then he 
proceeded to describe the Arabic sounds one by 
one. He also compared the Arabic sounds with 
the sounds of other languages, such as Persian 
and Turkish. The treatise contains about forty 
pages and has been translated into several lan-
guages, including English and Persian.
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Phonological Merger

Phonological merger may be defined as a struc-
tural change in the sound system of a language 
by which previously distinct phonemes become 
one phoneme. Therefore, merger results in the 
elimination of distinctions, the reduction of 
distinctive word classes (or lexical sets), and the 
loss of information. Mergers are very common 
in human languages, and more common than 
their counterpart processes which preserve dis-
tinctions (e.g. chain shifts) or create distinctions 
(e.g. � phonological splits). An accepted pro-
perty of mergers is that they always expand at 
the expense of distinctions, a principle which 
Labov (1994) calls ‘Herzog’s Principle’.

There are many debates as to the causation 
of mergers. Among the earliest proposals are 
those put forward by Martinet (1955), which 
stipulated that functional load was an import-
ant factor, such that phonemes with low func-
tional load are likely to merge. The notion of 
‘functional load’ refers to the relative import-
ance of a distinction in the maintenance of a 
phonemic opposition. Although there is no 

phonological merger

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   603 10/4/2007   6:54:43 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



604

agreed-upon way to measure functional load, 
it is usually determined by such factors as the 
number of minimal pairs that depend on the 
distinction, the extent to which the distinction 
depends on minimal pairs, and the number 
of phonetic features on which the opposition 
depends (see Labov 1994:327–329).

A good illustration of merger in Arabic is the 
change from fricative interdental to dental stop 
in many Mashreqi and Maghrebi dialects. In 
these dialects, the change from plain interdental 
to stop resulted in the merger of the following 
phonemes:

/�/ + /t/ � /t/, e.g. [ôa1ni] � [ta1ni] ‘second’
/�/ + /d/ � /d/, e.g. [ðanab] � [danab] ‘tail’

In relation to these mergers, it is first worth 
noting that the functional load of the interdental-
stop opposition in Arabic is probably relatively 
low. For example, minimal pairs that depend 
on the opposition between these sounds are 
hard to come by. The mergers resulted in the 
disappearance of /�/ and /�/ and the creation of 
expanded lexical sets for /t/ and /d/. Historically, 
the interdental-stop merger is quite old and can 
be traced to the ancient Arabic dialects inside 
Arabia (see El-Gindi 1983:432–435). These 
mergers have continued to be operative in some 
of the modern dialects of Arabic. They have 
gone to completion in the dialects of Damascus, 
Beirut, Jerusalem, Cairo, Algiers, and Rabat 
(see Cantineau 1960), and are progressing 
vigorously in the major cities of Jordan (� 
Jordanian Arabic; Al-Wer 2003).

Written Classical Arabic contains a third 
interdental phoneme, /Ú/ [�], which stands in 
phonemic contrast to stop /�/ [í]. It is noticeable 
that this opposition does not exist in the spoken 
Arabic dialects. Instead, we find the following 
distribution:

(i) Dialects that contain the interdental plain 
sounds; these dialects have the emphatic 
interdental phoneme in words with etymo-
logical interdental, as well as in lexical 
items with original Arabic � �àd; and

(ii) Dialects that do not have the interdental 
sounds and only have the phoneme /�/, stop 
[í], in lexical items with original Arabic 
�àd, as well as in those with original [�].

Al-Wer (2003; see also Corriente 1978) sug-
gests the following scenario of events for the 

developments that have affected the emphatic 
phonemes. First, original Arabic �àd, which 
was an emphatic lateral fricative sound, shifted 
to an emphatic interdental and thus merged 
with /Ú/. Secondly, the emphatic interdental 
in both sets of lexical items changed to its 
counterpart, the emphatic stop /�/, but there 
was no merger involved in this development 
since the system did not contain /�/. These 
events probably took place in pre-Islamic times, 
since there exist reports of the use of either the 
interdental or the stop for both lexical sets in 
the ancient maßà™if and in poetry (El-Gindi 
1983:426–429).

Phonological merger is a type of sound 
change, and, therefore, the principles and 
parameters that govern sound change in general 
will be expected to apply to sound changes 
that lead to mergers. The issue of how sound 
change proceeds has been a central query in 
historical philology since the 19th century, as 
articulated in the Neogrammarians’ doctrines. 
It continues to be a focal issue in modern 
linguistics, especially in historical linguistics, 
phonology, and variationist sociolinguistics.

The first and chronologically older view is 
rooted in the Neogrammarians’ theory of 
sound change. It stipulates that sound change 
is phonetically gradual and lexically sudden. In 
this view, the change is exceptionless and subject 
only to phonetic conditioning. It is lexically 
sudden in the sense that all of the lexical items 
containing the sounds in question undergo the 
change at the same rate. Using the example of 
Arabic /�/, the Neogrammatical view would 
predict that once the (gradual) phonetic change 
has been completed, items such as /�àni/ 
‘second’, /li�a/ ‘tooth gum’, /�awra/ ‘revolution’, 
and /ma�alan/ ‘for example’ were all transferred 
to the lexical sets which contained /t/ or /s/, 
leaving no items containing /�/ unaffected.

The second view, associated with Wang 
(1969), is the lexical diffusion model, which 
holds that sound change is phonetically 
sudden but lexically gradual; lexical items are 
transferred word by word from one class to 
another, and sound change can affect only part 
of a lexical set, leaving items unaffected by the 
change. Within the framework of the lexical 
diffusion model, the Arabic items mentioned 
above would be transferred to the new class 
one at a time and at different rates, and residue 
items may remain in the old class. Kiparsky 
(1995) has argued that the Neogrammarians’ 
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position and the lexical diffusion model can 
be reconciled in terms of lexical phonology. 
He argues that lexical diffusion is a type of 
analogical change and that the process is 
“driven by rules of the lexical phonology” 
(see also Milroy 1992 for a review of these 
arguments).

Variationist sociolinguistics, as articulated 
by Labov (1994, 2001), Milroy (1992), and 
Chambers (1995), among others, have amassed 
considerable amounts of empirical data in 
favor of both the Neogrammarians’ doctrine 
and lexical diffusion, although, quantitatively, 
the evidence in favor of the former is more 
substantial. The contribution of sociolinguistics, 
however, goes beyond substantiating or refut-
ing existing positions. Most notably, the data 
available from variationist investigations 
identify two types of sound change: (i) regular 
sound change or change from below, which is 
“characteristic of the initial stages of a change 
that develops within the system, without lexical 
or grammatical conditioning or any degree of 
social awareness” (Labov 1994:542); and (ii) 
lexical diffusion or change from above, which 
is “the result of the abrupt substitution of one 
phoneme for another in words that contain that 
phoneme” (Labov 1994:542). With respect to 
sound changes that lead to mergers, variationists 
identify several types of mergers that seem to 
operate at different rates. These are (i) merger 
by approximation, which involves a gradual 
phonetic approximation of the two phonemes 
until they become nondistinct; (ii) merger by 
transfer, through which words move gradually 
from one lexical set into another; and (iii) 
merger by expansion, which is typical of cases 
where the two sounds are in proximity in 
phonological space. The outcome of such a 
merger is a phoneme that occupies the space 
of both sounds (see Labov 1994:321–323). 
An important further contribution of the 
sociolinguistic view of sound change is the 
incorporation of social factors in the trajectory 
of sound change across the community (see 
Milroy 1992, Chap. 7; Labov 1994:300–302).

It is an accepted and empirically tested prin-
ciple in the study of language change that mergers 
are irreversible. What this means in practice 
is that it is conceptually impossible for native 
speakers to unmerge a merged word class. 
As an illustration, consider what would be 
involved in the unmerging of the /t/ lexical set 
for speakers of Arabic dialects for whom the 

set contains items with etymological /�/ as well 
as items with etymological /t/. Given that there 
is no rule by which the /t/ and /�/ items can 
be grouped into separate sets, the only way is 
to unlearn and relearn each item separately. 
The speaker will have to unlearn that [ta1ni] 
‘second’ does not contain /t/, and to learn that 
it contains /�/, and that [tamir] ‘dates’ contains 
/t/ and it does not contain /�/ (in addition to 
learning a sound [ô] that is not part of the 
phonetic inventory). While it is conceivable for 
an individual to unmerge these sounds through 
active learning, it is inconceivable for an entire 
community of speakers to achieve this and thus 
to restore the original distribution.
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Phonological Split

Phonological split is a sound change that leads 
to additions or alterations in the system of dis-
tinctions. In this process, one phoneme divides 
into two phonemes, which is precisely the 
opposite of � phonological merger. Strictly 
speaking, splits are the result of the phonemi-
cization of preexisting allophonic variations in 
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the system. It is this type of split which is usu-
ally referred to in the study of sound change.

The term ‘split’ is sometimes also used in cases 
where no clear phonemic distinction occurs, i.e. 
where the phonological structure of the lan-
guage is not affected by the sound change. In 
these cases the term ‘allophonic split’ is used, 
which refers to a conditioned sound split. In the 
majority of cases, allophonic split is a precursor 
to phonological split. The latter happens when 
the conditions that caused the original split are 
broken and the two sounds can then occur in 
the same environment; they thus stand in pho-
nemic opposition to one another.

A considerable number of phonological varia-
tions in Arabic dialects yield allophonic splits. A 
good example of such a split is the conditioned 
affrication of /k/ and /g/ in the environment of, 
mainly, front vowels. This feature is commonly 
known in Arabic philology as � kaškaša/kas-
kasa, and can be found in a wide range of 
Bedouin dialects in Arabia and the Levant 
(see Ingham 1982; Prochazka 1988; Behnstedt 
1997). For example, in the Najdi dialect of al-
Qàsim, /k/ splits into [k] and [ts], and /g/ splits 
into [g] and [dz]. The affricated sounds occur in 
the vicinity of front vowels, e.g. [tsiôi1r] ‘much’, 
[rifi1dz] ‘companion’ (Prochazka 1988:16–17). 
Elsewhere, the velar sounds are used. In the 
same dialect, however, /k/ and /ts/ behave like 
separate phonemes in the 2nd person clitic form 
/ik/. They occur in the same environment, and 
function to distinguish masculine gender [ik] 
from feminine gender [its]; thus we find [ �a1fik] 
‘he saw you [masc.]’, [xallik] ‘stay! [masc.]’, 
vs. [ �a1fits] ‘he saw you [fem.]’, [xallits] ‘stay! 
[fem.]’ (examples taken from Al-Essa, forth-
coming). Phonologically, these examples show 
a genuine split with a morphophonemic func-
tion. Notice, though, that the split is confined 
to this particular function and does not cause 
an unpredictable redistribution of the /k/ lexical 
set. Therefore, it may be described as subphone-
mic. Further analysis, using reconstruction, of 
this particular case is useful. The change from 
[k] to [ts] was a phonetically conditioned devel-
opment, which yielded conditioned allophonic 
split in /k/ and a palatalized sound [ts]. As a 
process of assimilation, palatalization is usually 
governed by a hierarchy of conditioning envi-
ronments, such that it is most likely to occur 
before /i/-type vowels and least likely before 
/a/-type vowels, i.e., front high vowels are the 

most likely vowels to induce palatalization. 
If palatalization is found before lower front 
vowels, it is normally also found before higher 
front vowels in the same language, i.e., there 
is an � implicational scale (on this, see Hock 
1991:73–77). It follows then that /k/ was pala-
talized in the environment of /i/ before it was 
palatalized in the environment of /a/. Assuming 
that the 2nd person suffixes descend from 
masculine /ak/ and feminine /ik/, palatalization 
must have occurred before neutralization in the 
vowel quality. The feminine form would have 
undergone palatalization first, and thus we get 
/ak/ vs. /its/. It may be posited that the phonetic 
conditioning that spread palatalization to /k/ 
also before /a/ was blocked in the suffixes pre-
cisely to preserve gender information, yielding 
/k/ vs. /ts/. Especially in an unstressed syllable, 
the opposition between /k/ and /ts/ may have 
induced vowel neutralization (since vowel dis-
tinction became redundant), and thus we get 
masculine /ik/ vs. feminine /its/.

The type of split that is of most interest to 
linguists is where a preexisting lexical set is 
broken and redistributed between two pho-
nemes along lines that cannot be entirely 
predictable, which is normally caused by an 
allophone developing an independent phone-
mic status. Phonological split of this type is 
typically very slow. A classic example of such a 
split from English is Middle English short /u/, 
which contained put, full as well as cut, dull, 
but split into /u/ and /+/ in southern dialects (see 
Wells 1982). What looks like a clear example 
of  phonological split is reported in Prochazka 
(1988). The sound [À] is usually found as a 
variant of /j/ in many Arabic dialects, includ-
ing some Arabian dialects. However, in three 
of the dialects described by Prochazka, Saràt, 
�Abìda, and Najràn, the voiced apical [À] occurs 
in items from the /z/ lexical set, e.g. /žyàra/ 
‘visit’, /yžùr/ ‘he visits’, /žèn/ ‘good’ (Prochazka 
1988:15). The same dialects have affricate [dÀ] 
for /j/. The description provided by Prochazka 
seems to suggest that a new phoneme, /ž/, 
which occurs in items from the /z/ lexical set, 
has been introduced, and thus a phonemic split 
in the /z/ lexical set has occurred.

A new phoneme can be introduced through 
borrowing from other languages or other vari-
eties, and the assignment to the new pho-
neme of lexical items from preexisting sets. 
A good illustration of a distinction that may 
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have been created in this way is the opposi-
tion between /q/ and /g/ in some varieties of 
Tunisian Arabic. Jabeur (1987:100–102) lists 
many minimal pairs which show that these 
sounds are treated as separate phonemes in the 
urban dialect of Tunis (which characteristically 
has [q] as the reflex of /q/), such as /gamra/ ‘the 
moon’, /qamra/ ‘a traditional door handle’, 
/dagg/ ‘to prick’, /daqq/ ‘to hit’, /dagdag/ ‘to 
break’, /daqdaq/ ‘to knock on the door’. In the 
same dialect, [g] is used in a number of items 
which do not occur with [q], such as /gur†/ 
‘hay’, /g�ùd/ ‘a small camel’. Jabeur (1987:102) 
observes that a large proportion of this category 
of words relate to “different aspects of rural 
life”. Following Cantineau (1960), he consid-
ers the origin of these items to be borrowings 
from rural dialects. By the same token, the 
rural Tunisian dialect covered in Jabeur’s study, 
which has [g] as the normal reflex of /q/, con-
tains both sounds as separate phonemes. Jabeur 
(1987:103) cites some examples from Sekik 
of this distinction: /qamqùma/ ‘good’, /
gamgùma/ ‘a mouthful of water’, /�riqt/ ‘I was 
ashamed of myself’, / �rigt/ ‘I sweated’. Cases of 
opposition between dialectal /±/ and Classical 
Arabic /q/ are reported for a number of dia-
lects; for instance, in Haeri’s (1997) data /qawi/ 
‘strong’ contrasts with / ±awi/ ‘very’ in the dia-
lect of Cairo.

A number of cases of vocalic splits, some 
of which are a result of the incorporation 
of learned loans from Classical Arabic, are 
cited in Versteegh (1997:153–154) from the 
Syro-Lebanese dialect group. In the dialect of 
Aleppo, which normally has � ±imàla of /à/ to 
/è/ also after emphatic and guttural consonants, 
the following items occur: /†èleb/ ‘striving’ vs. 
/†àleb/ ‘student’, and /kèteb/ ‘writing’ vs. /kàteb/ 
‘writer. In the Lebanese dialect of Bišmizzìn, 
±imàla raises /à/ to [æ1], which can be blocked 
by a preceding emphatic sound which produces 
[‰1], but in some contexts both variants can 
occur, e.g. [À‰1] ‘to come’ vs. [Àæ1b] ‘to bring’. 
In Tripoli, the two allophones of /à/ which result 
from ±imàla can stand in phonemic contrast to 
the monophthongal variants of /ay/ and /aw/, 
/è/ and /ò/, respectively, in closed syllables.
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Phonology

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Every language has a system for mapping mean-
ing to sound. The phonology of a language 
defines the set of sounds that signal meaning 
in a language (its phonemes), as well as the 
principles for combining these sounds into syl-
lables, morphemes, words, and phrases. Two 
sounds are said to be separate phonemes of a 
language, or in contrast, when the substitution 
of one sound for the other can signal a change 
in meaning. The set of phonemes varies across 
languages; for example, the contrast between 
/p/ and /b/ is significant in English (as in pat vs. 
bat), but not in Arabic. In addition to defin-
ing the phoneme inventory of a language, the 
phonology defines the ways in which phonemes 
are pronounced in different contexts, the pos-
sible combinations of phonemes, and the char-
acteristic stress and intonation patterns of the 
language.

Characterizing the phonology of Arabic is 
not a simple matter because the rubric ‘Arabic’ 
is used to include a large number of linguistic 
systems, including Classical Arabic, Modern 
Standard Arabic, and the wide range of spoken 
vernaculars associated with different regions 
and different social groups. While certain ver-
naculars are so different as to be largely mutu-
ally unintelligible, some features are shared by 
many or most varieties of Arabic. The following
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sections outline phonological features that are 
common to many different varieties and high-
light some of the more systematic differences 
among the different vernaculars.

2. P h o n e m e s

One feature that distinguishes Arabic from 
many other languages is its relatively large 
inventory of consonant phonemes, particularly 
those produced at the posterior regions of 
the vocal tract. Eighth-century Classical Arabic 
employed 28 contrasting consonants (Watson 
2002:13), and most modern varieties have to 
a large extent preserved a good proportion of 
these contrasts. In addition, in most varieties, 
consonants can be realized either as single or 
as geminate (also called doubled or long), as 
illustrated by the minimal pair silim ‘he was 
saved’ vs. sillim ‘stairs’ of colloquial Cairene 
Arabic, thus introducing another dimension of 
contrast. Table 1 shows the consonant inven-
tory of Modern Standard Arabic.

Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of the 
consonant system of Standard Arabic is its 

extensive use of the back portions of the vocal 
tract. In addition to two laryngeal consonants, 
two pharyngeal consonants, and at least one 
uvular consonant (the Classical Arabic uvular 
fricatives corresponding in some modern varie-
ties to velar fricatives), the so-called emphatic 
consonants are generally described as super-
imposition of a pharyngeal or uvular constric-
tion on a primary coronal constriction (see 
McCarthy 1994 and Watson 2002 for review 
of relevant literature; � velarization; � ±i†baq). 
Also of interest is the presence of interden-
tal fricatives, which are relatively rare among 
the world’s languages. A third feature is the 
lack of voiced/voiceless oppositions for cer-
tain obstruents; we find voiced labial stop /b/ 
but not its voiceless counterpart /p/; voiceless 
labiodental fricative /f/ but not its voiced coun-
terpart /v/; and voiceless velar stop /k/ but not 
its voiced counterpart /g/ (although the affric-
ate /j/ likely reflects older /g/, a pronunciation 
that persists in the pronunciation of speakers 
of Egyptian Arabic). We should note that the 
missing counterparts may occur as a result of 
allophonic (noncontrastive) variation in par-

labial labio-
dental

interdental dental-
alveolar

palatal velar uvular pharyngeal laryngeal

stop (plosive)
 voiceless t k q ± [�]
 voiced b d
affricate, 
 voiced

j [dÀ]

fricative
 voiceless f � [ô] s š [�] x [x] or [�] ™ [Ó] h
 voiced � [—] z ÿ [y] or [®] � [�]
emphatic
 voiceless 
  stop

† [�]

 voiced stop/
  fricative

� [í]/
� [�]

 voiceless 
  fricative

ß [ß]

 voiced 
  fricative

� [$]

nasal m n
lateral l
tap r
glide w y

Table 1. Modern Standard Arabic consonant phonemes (cf. Beeston 1970; Fischer and Jastrow 1980; 
phonetic symbols have been added between square brackets)
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ticular phonetic contexts. For example, the final 
/b/ of the stem /katab/ ‘to write [perf.]’ may 
be pronounced as voiceless when it precedes 
a voiceless consonants, as in Cairene Arabic 
[katapt] ‘I wrote’ from /katab+t/, but the voice-
less pronunciation is limited to these contexts 
in native vocabulary, and the contrast between 
/p/ and /b/ tends to be neutralized in assimilated 
loanwords (as in Egyptian /bilastik/ ‘plastic’).

In contrast to its profusion of consonant pho-
nemes, Modern Standard Arabic exhibits a rel-
atively restricted range of vowel contrasts. The 
Classical Arabic vowel system counterposes 
three short vowels, high front /i/, high back 
/u/, and low /a/, along with the corresponding 
long vowels /ii/, /uu/, and /aa/. Some modern 
Western Arabic vernaculars have reduced the 
number of contrasting short vowels to two or 
even one (Fischer and Jastrow 1980:33), and 
the contrasts among long vowels have been 
increased to five in some varieties (such as 
Cairene Arabic) with addition of the long mid 
vowels /ee/ and /oo/ (generally corresponding to 
Classical Arabic diphthongs /ay/ and /aw/).

While modern vernaculars have in general 
preserved the majority of the early Arabic con-
sonantal contrasts, many differ in the pronun-
ciation of individual consonants. For example, 
to the pronunciation of /j/ as [g] in Egypt can be 
added the frequent substitution of the palatal 
fricative [À] (compare Iraqi [dÀidi1d], Egyptian 
[gidi1d], and Syrian [Àidi1d] ‘new’). Interdental 
fricatives are also subject to much variation, 
most often merging with dental/alveolar stops 
or fricatives, although Holes (1990:262) reports 
substitution of [f] for /�/ by “socially defined 
groups” of Gulf Arabic speakers. Retention of 
the interdental articulation is typically associ-
ated with nomadic dialects, but because it is 
also associated with prestige varieties of a single 
dialect, variation may be found within a single 
region. Mitchell (1993) notes the possibility in 
Egyptian Arabic of three pronunciations of the 
word ‘three’ of decreasing formality: [ôala1ôa, 
sala1sa, tala1ta]. Original voiceless velar stop /k/ 
is realized as fronted and affricated [t�] in some 
dialects, either before front vowels or in all 
contexts (Watson 2002:16); compare Egyptian 
[kibi1r] and Kuwaiti [t�(i)bi1r] ‘big’. A number 
of reflexes of the Classical Arabic voiceless 
uvular stop /q/ are also found; for example, in 
Palestinian Arabic, Mitchell (1993:34) reports 
four possible pronunciations of ‘he said’: [qÌ1l], 

[�a1l], [gÌ1l], [ka1l] (with variation in vowel 
quality conditioned by the preceding conso-
nant, as discussed in Sec. 4). Again, the choice 
among variants is associated with particular 
regional, stylistic, and social differences; for 
example, Cantineau (1939) lists the pronuncia-
tion of original /q/ as a principal diagnostic for 
sedentary vs. nomadic dialects. And the Classi-
cal Arabic distinction among four emphatics /ß, 
†, �, Ú/ has in many varieties been reduced to a 
three-way distinction, either /ß, †, �/ or /ß, †, Ú/ 
(Mitchell 1993:31).

3. P h o n e m e  c l a s s e s  a n d 
p h o n e m e  c o m b i n a t i o n s

Examination of the morphophonological proc-
esses of Arabic reveals classes of phonemes 
sharing phonetic features that pattern together 
with respect to various processes. For example, 
in Standard Arabic, the /l/ of the definite � 
article assimilates to a following ‘sun letter’ 
but not to a ‘moon letter’ (/aš-šams/ ‘the sun’, 
/an-nahr/ ‘the river’, but /al-qamr/ ‘the moon’). 
The sun letters are the set of consonants formed 
with the tongue blade, generally called coronal 
consonants, which includes interdentals, den-
tal-alveolars, and alveopalatals. The one excep-
tion to this natural grouping is the alveopalatal 
affricate /j/, which (though coronal) fails to 
trigger assimilation of /l/ in Standard Arabic 
(� jìm). A number of vernaculars also fail to 
assimilate the /l/ of the article either to /j/ or to 
its alternate form, the alveopalatal fricative /ž/ 
(Watson 2002:218). The reasons for this are no 
doubt historical, as /j/ and /ž/ are the reflexes of 
earlier noncoronal /g/. In Cairene Arabic, which 
has /g/ where other varieties have /j/, the /l/ of 
the article often assimilates to velar /g/ and to 
its voiceless counterpart /k/, as well as to coro-
nal consonants.

The class of guttural consonants (uvulars, 
pharyngeals, and laryngeals; Sìbawayhi’s ‘throat 
consonants’) pattern similarly in many respects. 
For example, in various Bedouin vernaculars, a 
vowel is inserted to separate a guttural from a 
following consonant; compare Cairene /±ahwa/ 
‘coffee’ and Negev Bedouin /gahawah/ ‘coffee’ 
(Blanc 1970; McCarthy 1994; � gahawa-syn-
drome). This vowel insertion occurs only when 
the guttural is preceded by /a/, and in some 
varieties, the original /a/ is lost, with only the 
inserted vowel remaining (as in Bedouin £ijàzì 
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Arabic /ghawa/ ‘coffee’; Irshied and Kenstowicz 
1984; McCarthy 1994).

Another respect in which consonants with 
similar places of articulation pattern as a group is 
in terms of defining possible � roots. Like other 
Semitic languages, the Arabic lexicon is built on 
a system of consonantal roots and vocalic pat-
terns, or templates, which define the shape of 
the word in which the roots appear. In Classical 
Arabic, certain of the logically possible combi-
nations of consonants in a root are much less 
frequent than would be expected if consonants 
combined at random (Greenberg 1950; Mc-
Carthy 1994; Frisch, Pierrehumbert, and Broe 
2004; � phonotactics). Generally, roots are 
unlikely to contain adjacent labial consonants 
(/b, f, m/). Adjacent coronals are avoided if they 
also share similar manners of articulation; thus, 
roots with adjacent coronal sonorants, coronal 
stops, or coronal fricatives are rare, and even 
combinations of a coronal stop and a coronal 
fricative are unlikely. In the posterior regions, 
combinations of velar and uvular consonants 
are avoided, as are combinations of guttural 
consonants (the uvular fricatives /x, ÿ/, the 
pharyngeals /™, �/, and the laryngeals /h, ±/).

Roots with adjacent identical consonants, 
which are relatively frequent, pose a puzzle: 
why should a root like s-m-m (underlying, for 
example, /samamtu/ ‘I poisoned’) be allowed, 
while hypothetical *s-m-b is not? McCarthy 
(1981) proposes that stems like /samam-/, with 
adjacent identical consonants, are actually 
derived from biliteral roots (s-m), with the 
second root consonant filling the second and 
third consonantal positions of the verb stem 
template (� biradicals). Under this analysis, the 
constraint against adjacent homorganic roots 
consonants holds at the lexical level rather than 
the phonetic level. Biliteral roots persist in mod-
ern vernaculars, although the modern reflex of 
stems like /samam/ is a monosyllabic stem with 
a final geminate (cf. Cairene Arabic /samm-/) in 
all contexts (reflecting the shape taken by these 
stems before a vowel-initial suffix, as in Classi-
cal Arabic /samma/ ‘he poisoned’).

4. E m p h a s i s

Emphatic consonants are those with a pri-
mary articulation in the oral cavity and a 
secondary articulation in the back of the vocal 

tract. Emphatic articulation was traditionally 
described as � velarization, although experi-
mental studies have revealed that at least in 
most cases, emphatic sounds involve constric-
tion in the upper pharynx (see, for example, 
Al-Ani 1970; Ghazeli 1977; McCarthy 1994), 
which may be accompanied by lip protru-
sion or lip rounding (Watson 2002:268). The 
emphatic consonants have been characterized 
by the feature [guttural] (McCarthy 1994), 
which predicts that they can pattern with pri-
mary guttural consonants. Thus, the raising 
(or � ±imàla) of the feminine suffix from his-
torically prior /a/ to /i/ or /e/ in many Eastern 
dialects is blocked when the suffix is preceded 
by a guttural or emphatic consonant (Mc-
Carthy 1994:219).

Vowels adjacent to uvular, pharyngeal, and 
emphatic consonants tend to be pronounced 
somewhat lower than in other contexts, and 
may be backed as well. This distinction is 
most salient with low vowels. For example, 
the Cairene pair /baat/ ‘he spent the night’ and 
/baa†/ ‘armpit’ differ at the phonemic level only 
in that the first has plain /t/ and the second 
emphatic /†/, but the vowels of these words are 
quite distinct, particularly to the English ear, 
with the first vowel similar to the vowel of Eng-
lish bet and the second closer to English bought. 
With emphatic consonants, this coarticulatory 
effect may spread throughout the syllable or 
word, or sometimes into neighboring words, 
a phenomenon known as ‘emphasis spread’. 
Dialects may differ in the domain of emphasis 
spread, the direction of emphasis spread, the set 
of consonants that trigger emphasis spread, and 
the set of segments that block emphasis spread 
(Watson 2002:273–275).

5. S y l l a b l e s

In addition to restrictions on combinations of 
specific phonemes and phoneme classes, most 
varieties of Arabic have well-defined restric-
tions on possible combinations of consonants 
and vowels. Such restrictions are often analyzed 
in terms of possible syllables. Classical and 
Modern Standard Arabic allow syllables of the 
type CV, CVV, and CVC (where C = conso-
nant, V= vowel, and VV = long vowel). In addi-
tion, CVVC and CVCC syllables are found (as 
well as CVVCC, where the final CC represents 
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a geminate consonant), but this syllable type is 
restricted to word-final or utterance-final posi-
tion (Al-Ani and May 1973).

Most analyses of the Arabic restrictions on 
syllable type posit two major intrasyllabic con-
stituents, the onset (consonantal material pre-
ceding the vowel) and the rhyme (the vowel and 
any following consonants). Onsetless syllables 
are typically forbidden, leading to insertion of a 
glottal stop before a phrase-initial vowel, as, for 
example, before the definite article al in Ían�ànì 
Arabic and il in Cairene Arabic, and before 
vowel-initial loanwords such as /±iksibres/ 
‘express’ (Watson 2002:66). Complex (multi-
consonantal) onsets are also forbidden in Clas-
sical Arabic and in some (but not all) modern 
varieties (compare Cairene /kitaab/ and Syrian 
/ktaab/ ‘book’); in Iraqi, complex onsets are 
possible only in phrase-initial position.

The syllable rhyme is generally assumed to 
consist of two components, the nucleus (vocalic 
material) and the coda (consonants following 
the nucleus). Many varieties limit the coda to 
a single consonant (with a special provision, in 
some cases, for phrase-final position). The pro-
hibition on complex (multiconsonantal) codas, 
combined with the prohibition on complex 
onsets, restricts the number of possible conso-
nants in a sequence to two. Many vernaculars 
insert anaptyctic or ‘helping’ vowels to break 
up clusters of three consonants (� epenthesis). 
Both the position and the quality of the anaptyc-
tic vowel may vary from dialect to dialect. For 
example, in Cairene Arabic, concatenation of 
the stem /katab/ ‘to write’ with two consonan-
tal suffixes (/katab+t+l+u/) results in insertion 
of /i/ after the second of the three consonants: 
[katabtilu] ‘I wrote to him’. In contrast, Iraqi 
speakers insert /i/ after the first of three conso-
nants: [kitabitla] ‘I wrote to him’ (/kitab+t+l+a/). 
However, when morpheme concatenation cre-
ates a four-consonant sequence, the position of 
the inserted vowel is the same in both dialects, 
between the second and third consonants: cf. 
Cairene [katabtilha] (/katab+t+l+ha/) and Iraqi 
[kitabtilha] (/kitab+t+l+ha/) ‘I wrote to her’. 
In all these cases, insertion of a vowel allows 
for the division of words into syllables that are 
maximally CVC. The Cairene/Iraqi contrast 
has been analyzed as a difference in a pref-
erence for ‘stranded’ consonants to serve as 
onsets vs. rimes (Selkirk 1981; Broselow 1992) 

or as a difference in the direction in which 
syllabification proceeds (Itô 1989; Farwaneh 
1995; � resyllabication). Syrian Arabic is simi-
lar to Iraqi in inserting a vowel after the first 
of three consonants, but the inserted vowel is 
schwa rather than /i/ (Cowell 1964).

Another respect in which vernaculars may dif-
fer is in their tolerance of consonant sequences 
in utterance-final position. Some varieties for-
bid complex codas anywhere, while others will 
tolerate two consonants in utterance-final posi-
tion; compare, for example, Cairene Arabic 
/bint/ ‘girl’ with Cyrenaican Bedouin /binit/ 
‘girl’ (Mitchell 1993:69; Mitchell transcribes 
the inserted vowel as [î]). However, even in 
Cairene, a complex coda is not tolerated when 
a consonant follows in the next word ([binti 
gami1la] ‘a pretty girl’). In many vernaculars, 
the possibility of final clusters depends on the 
identity of the final consonants, and insertion 
of a helping vowel may be optional (for exam-
ple, Mitchell [1993: 70] reports both [banj] 
and [banîj] ‘inoculation’ for Jordanian speak-
ers). The most dramatic departures from the 
original restrictions on syllable shape are found 
in the Western dialects. Moroccan Arabic is 
notable for its sequences of consonants, and 
the analysis of Moroccan syllable structure is 
by no means straightforward, with researchers 
differing on whether consonants themselves 
may serve as the centers of ‘vowelless’ syllables, 
or whether transitions between consonants rep-
resent actual vowels (see, for example, Harrell 
1962; Gafos 2002).

One somewhat unusual feature of many 
varieties of Arabic is the extent to which the 
grouping of segments into syllables may take 
place without regard for word boundaries. 
The phenomenon of vowel elision in Cairene 
Arabic provides a striking example of the close 
connection between words within a phrase. In 
Cairene, the vowel /i/ is normally deleted when 
unstressed in the context VC_CV, as illustrated 
in the verbal forms /širib/ ‘he drank’, /širibna/ 
‘we drank’ (/širib+na/), /šir_bu/ ‘they drank’ 
(/širib+u/). This deletion is accompanied by 
reassignment of the consonant preceding the 
elided vowel (/r/ in /ši.rib/) to a preceding coda 
(/šir.bu/). The restriction of elision to VC_CV 
contexts, where the elided vowel is flanked by 
no more than a single consonant, ensures that 
the consonant that would have served as onset 
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to the elided vowel can always be reassigned 
to another syllable without creating complex 
onsets or codas. Interestingly, elision may take 
place even when part of the VC_CV context is 
contained in a neighboring word, as in /±a.na 
/š._ribt/ ‘I drank’ (with overt subject pronoun), 
or in /šir._b/ il.may.ya/ ‘he drank the water’ 
(where / indicates word juncture and a period 
indicates syllable juncture). Furthermore, the 
context for elision may include inserted vowels: 
the concatenation of /bint/ ‘girl’ and /kibiira/ 
‘big [fem.]’ results in [binti k_bi1ra], with an 
anaptyctic vowel breaking up the cluster /nt/k/, 
which in turn provides the context for elision of 
the first vowel in /kibiira/. In the case of elision 
triggered by cross-word contexts, the result is 
a mismatch between word structure and syl-
lable structure. In fact, the syllabic structure of 
[binti/kbi1ra] ‘a big girl’ is quite similar to that 
of [bintik/bi1ha] ‘your daughter is on it [fem.]’, 
even though the word membership of the /k/ is 
different in the two phrases. The lack of iso-
morphism between word structure and syllable 
structure is a frequent source of misperceptions 
by English-speaking learners of Egyptian Ara-
bic (Broselow 1984).

Not all dialects limit vowel elision to con-
texts in which consonants can be reassigned 
to neighboring syllables. In Syrian Arabic, for 
example, a vowel may be elided in an open syl-
lable, even following two consonants, and such 
elision may necessitate insertion of a new vowel 
to make the output pronounceable according 
to syllable structure restrictions. Thus, when 
the singulative suffix is added to /mëšmoš/ 
‘apricots’, the /o/ is lost, but schwa is inserted 
in a different position to break up the resulting 
sequence of three consonants: /mëšëmše/ ‘an 
apricot’ (Cowell 1964).

In addition to limiting the distribution of 
consonants, some varieties also limit the con-
texts in which long vowels can occur. In both 
Cairene and Meccan Arabic, a long vowel may 
be followed by a coda consonant in word-final 
position but not within a word. Thus, for 
example, when the possessive suffix /na/ ‘our’ 
is added to /xaal/ ‘maternal uncle’, the expected 
form /xaal+na/ would contain a word-internal 
CVVC syllable (since /ln/ is not a possible sylla-
ble onset). In Cairene, this problem is solved by 
shortening the long vowel in a closed syllable, 
yielding /xal.na/ ‘our maternal uncle’ (where 
the boundary between syllables is indicated by 

a period). In Meccan Arabic, however, a dif-
ferent strategy is used, inserting a new vowel 
with which the /l/ can syllabify, giving /xaa.
la.na/ ‘our maternal uncle’. Both alternatives 
allow speakers to avoid word-internal CVVC 
syllables.

The prohibition on CVVC syllables has 
generally been described in terms of syllable 
weight. The weight of a syllable is determined 
by the makeup of its rhyme, with each short 
vowel and each coda consonant associated with 
one weight unit, or mora, and long vowels 
with two moras. Therefore, CV syllables are 
monomoraic (light), while CVV and CVC syl-
lables are bimoraic (heavy). A syllable contain-
ing both a long vowel and a coda consonant 
is ‘superheavy’, associated with three moras. 
The dispreference for CVVC syllables has been 
analyzed as the reflection of a bimoraic limit on 
the weight of Arabic syllables (Broselow 1992; 
Watson 2002:56). The possibility of CVVC syl-
lables in word-final position has been described 
by positing that the right edge of a word con-
fers special status: a single consonant at the 
right edge of a domain is not associated with 
the core syllable (see, for example, McCarthy 
1979; Selkirk 1981; Angoujard 1990). Under 
this account, even word-final CVVC syllables 
obey the bimoraic limit, since the word-final 
consonant is not part of the same syllable as 
the long vowel.

Word-internal CVVC structures are toler-
ated in a number of varieties; for example, the 
Syrian pronunciation of ‘our maternal uncle’ 
is /xaal.na/. However, even this pronunciation 
has been argued to conform to the bimoraic 
maximum; Broselow a.o. (1997) measured the 
relative durations of vowels in CVVC, CVV, 
CVC, and CV syllables as produced by three 
speakers of Levantine dialects (one Jordanian, 
one Syrian [Damascus], and one Lebanese), and 
found that the vowel in a CVVC syllable was 
shorter than the corresponding vowel in a CVV 
syllable, though still longer than a short vowel. 
They therefore argue that the vowel and fol-
lowing consonant share a mora, thus avoiding 
a trimoraic structure.

6. S t r e s s

A stressed (or accented) syllable is relatively 
more prominent than syllables surrounding it. 
Scholars disagree on the facts of word � stress in 
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Classical Arabic, although it is generally agreed 
that in the Classical Arabic system the position 
of a stressed syllable within a word was largely 
predictable with reference to the weight and 
position of syllables within the word. A word-
final syllable was stressed if it was superheavy 
(CVVC or CVCC); stress otherwise fell on 
the rightmost nonfinal heavy syllable (CVV or 
CVC). In the absence of any nonfinal heavy syl-
lables, it has been argued either that stress fell 
on the initial syllable of the word (Wright 1981) 
or that stress was limited to one of the last three 
syllables of the word (Angoujard 1990; Vers-
teegh 1997). Stress in Modern Standard Arabic 
tends to depend on the native vernacular of the 
speaker; Mitchell (1993:194) reports four dif-
ferent stress patterns for the same word ‘they 
both [fem.] wrote’: /kátabataa/ (Upper Egypt), 
/katábataa/ (Jordan), /katabátaa/ (Cairene), and 
/katabatáa/ (Lebanon).

While the modern vernaculars may differ in 
the particulars of their stress systems, the East-
ern varieties share many of the Classical Arabic 
features, most noticeably the intimate connec-
tion between stress and syllable weight. Ignor-
ing for the moment speakers’ pronunciations of 
Modern Standard forms, we find that in most 
modern vernaculars, as in Classical Arabic, a 
final superheavy syllable is stressed, as illus-
trated by Cairene /katábt/ ‘I wrote’ (vs. /kátab/ 
‘he wrote’) or /waladéen/ ‘two boys’ vs. /wálad/ 
‘boy’. In the absence of a final CVV(C) or 
CVCC, stress in the vernaculars generally falls 
on the penultimate syllable if it is heavy (CVV 
or CVC), otherwise on the antepenultimate 
syllable: compare Cairene /katábna/ ‘we wrote’ 
and /katabnáaha/ ‘we wrote it [fem.]’, both of 
which have heavy (and stressed) penultimate 
syllables, with /kátabu/ ‘they wrote’, /inkásarit/ 
‘it [fem.] was broken’, both of which have 
light (and unstressed) penultimate syllables. In 
Cairene, the connection between stress and 
weight is made even more salient by the char-
acteristic shortening of long vowels that fall 
in an unstressed position: compare /±itnáa±iš/ 
‘he discussed’ with /±itna±íšna/ ‘we discussed’ 
(/±itnaa±iš+na/), where the closed penultimate 
syllable attracts stress, resulting in shortening 
of the lexical long vowel.

The weight of the final syllable is deter-
mined at the lexical rather than the phonetic 
level. A final syllable closed in a geminate 

(long) consonant counts as superheavy, even 
though speakers of many different vernaculars 
shorten geminates in this context. For exam-
ple, Harrell (1957:16) points out the Egyptian 
contrast between initially stressed /síkit/ ‘he 
became silent’ and finally stressed /sikít/ ‘I 
became silent’, where the stress contrast is 
clearly a reflection of the lexical differences 
between the two (/sikit/ vs. /sikit+t/). Final syl-
lables ending in long vowels are also stressed 
in colloquial Cairene (/™ayáa/ ‘life’, /gatóo/ 
‘cake’), patterning with final superheavy syl-
lables. Final long vowels are rare in Cairene 
(due to the shortening of originally long final 
vowels in this vernacular), and given the lack 
of contrast between final VV and VVh, such 
syllables might be analyzed as ending in /h/ (cf. 
McCarthy 1979). If this analysis is accepted, 
then superheaviness is both a sufficient and a 
necessary condition for attracting stress in final 
position. An alternative is to consider word-
final long consonants as extrasyllabic (Hayes 
1995:68) and therefore as making no contribu-
tion to syllable weight. Under this assumption, 
word-final CVV, CVVC, and CVCC are all 
bimoraic, while word-final CVC and CV are 
both monomoraic. The assignment of stress 
to final syllables if and only if superheavy is 
nearly universal in the vernaculars. However, 
in Ían�ànì Arabic, spoken in Yemen, a super-
heavy final syllable may be left unstressed, 
stress falling instead on a syllable containing 
a long vowel or closed by a geminate con-
sonant (Ían�ànì Arabic /maktúub/ ‘letter’ but 
/makáatiib/ ‘letters’; Watson 2002:81). And in 
Negev Bedouin Arabic, a final syllable of any 
weight is stressed when preceded by a single 
light syllable: /biná/ ‘he built’, /jimál/ ‘camel’ 
(Blanc 1970; Kenstowicz 1983). The position 
of stress is frequently analyzed as a reflection 
of the grouping of syllables into rhythmic units 
called feet. The contrast between the Negev 
Bedouin final stress in forms like /biná/ ‘he 
built’ vs. corresponding Iraqi /bína/, Cairene 
/bána/ ‘he built’ can be analyzed as a difference 
in preferred foot type. In this view, feet may 
be either trochaic or left-dominant (with stress 
falling on the left-hand syllable of a bisyllabic 
foot), or iambic or right-dominant (with stress 
falling on the right-hand syllable of a bisyllabic 
foot). The Iraqi/Cairene pattern can be seen 
as reflecting a preference for trochaic feet and 
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the Negev Bedouin pattern a preference for 
iambic feet (Kenstowicz 1983:21–211; Hayes 
1995:226).

Another noticeable difference among ver-
naculars concerns the possibility of stress on 
a light penultimate syllable. In Cairene, stress 
falls on a light penult when it follows a heavy 
syllable, as in /madrása/ ‘school’, while in the 
Levantine dialects, and even in Upper Egypt, 
the antepenult is stressed in these cases (Syr-
ian /mádrase/, Cowell 1984; Upper Egyptian 
/médrase/, Nishio 1994). One analysis of this 
difference (McCarthy 1979) asssumes that feet 
are constructed from the left edge of the word 
in Cairene and from the right edge in other 
dialects. A complete discussion of the formal 
analyses of the stress patterns of the Arabic 
vernaculars is beyond the scope of this article, 
as this topic has attracted a great deal of atten-
tion (see, for example, McCarthy 1979; Ken-
stowicz 1983; Angoujard 1990; Hayes 1995; 
Watson 2002; � stress). In many cases, these 
analyses of stress in the colloquial forms predict 
the stress patterns that emerge when speakers 
of a particular vernacular pronounce Modern 
Standard Arabic forms. Standard Arabic gener-
ally provides a wider range of possible syllable 
combinations than are found in the vocabular-
ies of the vernaculars, in which the number of 
light syllables occurring in sequence is often 
severely limited by processes such as elision of 
vowels in open syllables.

The normal stress patterns of the vernaculars 
may be disrupted by the presence of particular 
grammatical morphemes. For example, in Iraqi 
Arabic, words with the dual suffix /-een/ are 
stressed not on the final superheavy syllable as 
expected, but on the initial syllable: /�álbeen/ 
‘two dogs’ vs. /ta�báan/ ‘tired’ (Erwin 1963:43). 
And in Cairene Arabic, where stress normally 
falls on the first of three light syllables, stress 
always falls on the 3rd person feminine singular 
suffix /-it/ when this suffix is followed by an 
object pronoun clitic, as in /banítu/ ‘she built it 
[masc.]’ vs. /kátabu/ ‘he wrote it [masc.]’. This 
suffix is also exceptional with respect to the 
normal pattern of deletion of /i/ in the context 
VC_CV.

Another factor that may disrupt typical stress 
patterns is the presence of ‘helping’ vowels 
inserted to allow division of the word into 
allowable syllables. In Iraqi Arabic, syllable 
codas may contain no more than one conso-

nant. A vowel inserted into a final consonant 
cluster is invisible for the purposes of stress, 
so that /kitab+t/ is stressed on the light penul-
timate syllable (/kitábit/ ‘I wrote’) rather than 
on the antepenultimate syllable as expected 
(Erwin 1963:87). However, when a vowel 
is inserted to break up a sequence of three 
consonants, fluctuation is found between the 
normal stress pattern [kitabítla] ‘I wrote for 
her’ (/kitab+t+l+a/), and the pattern in which 
stress is assigned as though the inserted vowel 
were not present: [kitábitla]. And where the 
inserted vowel breaks up a four-consonant 
sequence, it is always visible for the pur-
poses of stress: [kitabtilna] ‘I wrote for us’ 
(/kitab+t+l+na/). This pattern is fairly common, 
being characteristic of many Levantine dialects. 
In Cairene Arabic, however, the inserted vowel 
behaves like underlying vowels with respect 
to stress, as in [katabtílu] ‘I wrote for him’ 
(/katab+t+l+u/).

Another area intimately connected to issues 
of stress and syllable weight concerns the 
restrictions on minimal word size. With only 
a few exceptions, content words (nouns, verbs, 
adjectives, and adverbs) in most vernaculars are 
either greater than one syllable or, if monosyl-
labic, are superheavy. This can be understood 
in terms of stress restrictions; most dialects do 
not stress a final syllable unless it is superheavy, 
so that a content word of the shape CV or CVC 
would not be sufficient to support a stress foot 
(Broselow 1984; McCarthy and Prince 1990) . 
Conversely, Negev Bedouin, which allows stress 
on a final nonsuperheavy syllable, also allows 
content words of CVC, such as /miy/ ‘water’ 
(Hayes 1995:228). These various aspects of 
the phonological system – the restrictions on 
syllable weight, stress, and word shape – are 
intricately connected in the varieties of Arabic.
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Ellen Broselow (Stony Brook University)

Phonology: Metrical

1. G e n e r a l  f r a m e w o r k

Metrical theory was founded by Liberman 
(1975) and elaborated on by Liberman and 
Prince (1977), Halle and Vergnaud (1978), 
Hayes (1980), and others as part of nonlinear 
phonology, in order to capture the hierarchical 
and rhythmical nature of stress in a representa-
tion of its own, in addition to the segmental 
matrix which contains other features. Although 
the theory has later been applied to other 
phonological phenomena, such as � vowel 
harmony, � syllable structure, deletion, and 
� epenthesis, word stress remained the cen-
tral domain of metrical phonology (� stress). 
The basic assumption of metrical phonology 
is that word-stress patterns universally rely on 
the underlying organization of words into a 
hierarchical structure of metrical constituents, 
and that word stress is the linguistic manifesta-
tion of this metrical structure, which receives 
two types of geometrical representations called 
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‘trees’ and ‘grids’. In the metrical tree, stress is 
represented as the result of a hierarchical binary 
branching structure, where all nodes are labeled 
strong-weak (SW) or weak-strong (WS). As 
for the grid, it is a representation of rhythmic 
structure, where the height of the grid columns 
represents the degree of prominence of stress-
bearing units. Although early metrical theory 
derived the grid from the tree by a mapping 
rule, it soon became the main type of repre-
sentation of rhythmical structure (Prince 1983; 
Halle and Vergnaud 1987a,b; Angoujard 1990; 
Hayes 1995). The shape of metrical feet and 
trees is governed by a number of basic para-
meters: boundedness (feet are either bounded, 
i.e. binary; or unbounded, i.e. enclosing all 
units at a certain level), foot dominance (feet 
are right-dominant, WS; or left-dominant, SW), 
quantity sensitivity (branching rhymes cannot 
be in a weak position), directionality (feet are 
constructed from right to left or from left to 
right), iterativity (only one foot or more than 
one foot is constructed), word-tree dominance 
(left or right), and extrametricality (an initial 
or final metrical unit is said to be invisible to 
metrical rules). Core grammars thus consist in 
a set of rule specifications, defined by values of 
the above universal parameters. A number of 
alternative models soon developed out of this 
basic theoretical mold, such as Prince’s (1983) 
Grid Theory, Halle and Vergnaud’s (1987a,b) 
Bracketed Grid Theory, and various Asym-
metric Rhythmic Theories, such as Angoujard 
(1990) and Hayes (1995). Scholars of Arabic 
have always paid a great deal of attention to 
the various dialects, and study of some dialects, 
such as Cairene and £ijàzì Arabic, has played 
a major role in the elaboration and discussion 
of the theoretical models, as is shown briefly 
below.

2. C l a s s i c a l  M e t r i c a l  T h e o r y

Most Arabic dialects share with Classical and 
Modern Arabic a number of basic properties 
concerning syllable structure. Arabic usually 
has three types of syllables, light (CV), heavy 
(open – CVV, where VV is a long vowel, 
or closed – CVC) and superheavy (CVVC or 
VVCC), which is only permitted, with a few 
exceptions, word-finally. Word-stress assign-
ment relies on quantitative principles (in what 

follows, aa = à, ii = ì, and uu = ù). Let us con-
sider the case of Cairene Arabic, which was 
first analyzed within the framework of Clas-
sical Metrical Theory by McCarthy (1979). 
In this dialect, main stress is (i) on final super-
heavy syllables (CVVC, CVCC), e.g. sakakíin 
‘knives’, kitáab ‘book’, or (ii) on heavy penults 
(CVV, CVC), e.g. �amálti ‘you [fem.] did’, 
madáares ‘schools’, or (iii) on the rightmost 
nonfinal odd-numbered light syllable counting 
from the nearest preceding heavy syllable or 
the initial syllable, e.g. maktába ‘library’, šájara 
‘tree’, muxtálifa ‘different [fem.]’, šajaratúhu 
‘his tree’, šajaratuhúmaa ‘their [du.] tree’, the 
last three examples being Classical Arabic 
words as pronounced by native Cairene Arabic 
speakers. McCarthy first analyzed superheavy 
syllables into a heavy syllable plus a degenerate 
syllable, which is the final consonant (CVV+C 
or CVC+C), so that cases of final stress can 
be considered special instances of penultimate 
stress. Following Liberman (1975), he assumed 
that “all stress information is encoded directly 
in the metrical trees” (McCarthy 1979:449). 
First of all, branching rhymes are projected 
onto the metrical tier (1a). Binary feet are then 
assigned from left to right to pairs of light 
syllables (1b). A right-branching superstruc-
ture gathers up all feet and stray syllables in 
the word and the entire tree is finally labeled 
according to the principle that a right node is 
strong (S) if and only if it branches (1c). The 
stressable unit which is only dominated by 
strong nodes (S) bears word stress (McCarthy 
1979:449–450, 457):

(1)
                     
        s  w     s w      s w        sw
       |   |     |  |     |  |        | |
(a) šajara �amalti muxtalifa maktaba sakakiin

     
        s  w     s w  s w        s w
       |   |    |  | | |        | |
(b) šajara �amalti muxtalifa maktaba sakakiin

     
    /     s   /     s    /     s
  | |   |    |  |
          s   \   |    s   \    w   s  \    s   w   w    s  \
               |  |        |              |              |
        s w w  w   sw w     s  w s w w    s w s w    s w  sww
        |  |  |  |    |  |  |    |  |  | |  |    |  |  |  |   | |    | | |
(c) šajara �amalti muxtalifa maktaba sakakiin
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The Damascus dialect (McCarthy 1979:460) is 
subject to the same syllabification and labeling 
rules as Cairene Arabic. As for word-stress pat-
terns, the ultima is stressed if it is superheavy 
(darrást ‘I taught’), otherwise, the penult if 
heavy (fát™et ‘she opened’, madáares ‘schools’), 
otherwise, the antepenult (dárasu ‘they studied’, 
mádrase ‘school’, muttá™ide ‘united [fem.]’). 
McCarthy proposes the following foot-assign-
ment rule, applying from right to left: [[n1 n2] 
n3], where n1 and n2 do not branch, which 
means that a left-branching tree is constructed 
while preserving and using preexisting metrical 
structure (branching rhymes and pairs of light 
syllables).

Bohas and Kouloughli (1981) pointed out 
a number of words where McCarthy’s rules 
failed to assign the right stress pattern, such as 
byáaklu ‘they eat’ and šá†ra ‘talented’ in Cairene 
Arabic, derived from /byaakulu/ and /šaa†ira/, 
respectively, where the short high vowels [i] and 
[u] in opened syllables are deleted and the long 
low vowel [aa] is shortened in closed syllables 
(byaakulu > byaaklu > byaklu). McCarthy’s 
rules wrongly stressed the short penult of such 
words, which is further deleted. Bohas and 
Kouloughli suggested that open long syllables 
(CVV) do not have branching rhymes unless 
they are the final or penultimate syllable of the 
word. Word-stress patterns of the three words 
mentioned above would then be as in (2).

(2)
  
      s    \     s   \
             |          |
     s   w  w     s  w w
     |    |   |    |   |  |
byaakulu šaa†ira

After publication of McCarthy’s article, discus-
sions arose in which Arabic played a major 
role – Harms (1981:430) says that “Cairo Ara-
bic may be viewed as a sort of ‘acid test’ for any 
approach to stress assignment”. In the discus-
sions, two important facts were pointed out: 
first, that metrical structure should also predict 
or say something about processes of deletion 
and epenthesis; second, that the phonological 
substance of segmental units (the sonority of 
short vowels in Cairene Arabic) may also take 
part in the construction of metrical trees.

3. P u r e  G r i d  T h e o r y

Classic Tree Theory was soon challenged by 
Prince’s (1983) Pure Grid Theory, based on the 
conviction that rhythmic notions such as alter-
nation and clash are best represented in grids, 
and that metrical theory is simplified by elimi-
nating constituency altogether. Grid Theory 
shares with Tree Theory basic parameters such 
as Quantity-Sensitivity and Extrametricality, 
other parameters being Perfect Grid (all even 
or uneven syllables are marked at the foot level) 
and End Rules (the first or last mark of the foot 
level is marked at the word level). The con-
struction of the grid also depends on a few well-
formedness conditions, such as the Continuous 
Column Constraint, according to which a grid 
containing a column with a mark on layer n+1 
and no mark on level n is ill-formed; Avoid 
Clash, where clash is defined as the adjacency 
of two marks on layer n without an intervening 
mark on layer n–1; and Avoid Lapse, where a 
lapse is a sequence of marks on layer n, none of 
which has a corresponding mark on layer n+1. 
In order to fulfill these conditions, de-stressing 
processes and rhythmic stress shifts may occur, 
and these appear as simple operations of dele-
tion (Delete x), insertion (Insert x), and move-
ment (Move x). Let us see how word-stress 
patterns of Damascene and Cairene Arabic are 
represented within this alternative framework. 
Goldsmith (1990:197–202) first applies extra-
metricality to the last syllable of the word, with 
the exception of open syllables. The rule of 
Perfect Grid then applies, spreading from left 
to right, peak first, in Cairene Arabic (3a), and 
from right to left, trough first, in Damascene 
Arabic (3b). A grid mark that is placed on 
the second mora of a heavy syllable is auto-
matically replaced on the first mora by Weak 
Mora Stress Correction. In both dialects, the 
End Rule (Final, Word) finally assigns word-
level stress to the rightmost unit generated by 
Perfect Grid in the following examples, that 
of the words kitáab ‘book’, katábti ‘you wrote 
[fem.]’, maktába/máktabe ‘library’, and mux-
tálifa ‘different [fem.]’ (subsequent vowel dele-
tions, which produce final ktaab and mëxtëlfe, 
are not represented).

phonology: metrical
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But these rules fail to assign the correct stress-
pattern to the very same words that exposed the 
shortcomings of McCarthy’s rules, as shown in 
(4) (these words have the same word-stress pat-
terns in Cairene and Damascene Arabic):

(4)
       x    x
  x   x x   x
      xx  x (x)   xx  x(x)
 byaa ku lu šaa †i ra
 /byaakúlu/ /šaa†íra/

Goldsmith only applied the Quantity-Sensitivity 
Rule to Classical Arabic, where the supposed 
stress rules are as follows: (i) a final superheavy 
syllable is stressed; (ii) otherwise, the rightmost 
heavy syllable (that is not in final position) is 
stressed; and (iii) if there are no heavy sylla-
bles, then the first syllable is stressed. (Whether 
these principles are false or true is not discussed 
here.) After the Quantity-Sensitivity Rule has 
done its job, two end rules apply, to the left 
edge of the foot-level and to the right edge of 
the word-level, as shown in (5).

(5)
            x        x
   x       x   x   x
  xx x  xx(x)   x  xx  x (x)
kaa ti baa t yu šaa ri ku
    x   x
    x   x
   xx   x   x  x(x)   x  x (x)
mam la ka tu n ka ta ba

Paoli (1993) suggested that Quantity-Sensitivity 
should be the rule for Arabic because quantity 
appears to be a major feature of all varieties of 
the language, and, after Laks (1988), that, in 
the case of Damascene Arabic, Cairene Ara-
bic, and many other – if not all – Arabic dia-

lects, metrical rules should apply to a domain 
restricted to the last three syllables, for stress 
never goes back further. The case of Damascene 
Arabic would be as represented in (6).

(6)
        *     * *
 *     *  *  * *
[** **<*> [* ** *<*> [** * *
dek kaa n ma daa re s mad ra se

*     *
*     *
[* *  * ** [* **
ka ta bu mut ta ™i de

Within the metrical domain (into square brack-
ets), the final mora of a heavy (CVV or CVC) or 
superheavy (CVVC or CVCC) syllable is extra-
metrical. Grid marks are then placed on the 
first mora of all heavy syllables by the Quan-
tity-Sensitivity Rule, and two end rules apply, 
to the left edge of the foot-level and to the right 
edge of the word-level, as is the case in Clas-
sical Arabic (Paoli 1993:191–192). The Pure 
Grid Theory was never fully exploited, except 
by Selkirk (1984) and Laks (1988, 1992, 1993, 
1997). Prince himself finally adopted constitu-
ency as early as 1985, with an early Bracketed 
Grid Theory, and later on with Prosodic Mor-
phology, which he founded in collaboration 
with McCarthy (McCarthy and Prince 1986, 
1990).

4. B r a c k e t e d  G r i d  T h e o r y

In 1987, Halle and Vergnaud, following earlier 
proposals by Hammond (1984) and Prince 
(1985), proposed a model where constituents 
are directly built on the grid by means of 
bracketing at all levels and projection of heads 
of constituents at the upper level. Grids usually 

(3)
        x     x         x         x
   x  x   x  x   x x x  x    x   x    x   x
   x xx(x)   x xx(x)   x xx (x)   x  xx(x)   xx   x (x)   xx   x  x (x)
(a) ki taa b > ki taa b ka tab ti > ka tab ti mak ta ba mux ta li fa

       x       x     x        x
       x       x    x    x    x   x
   x  xx(x)   x xx(x)    xx  x (x)    xx  x (x)    xx  x  x(x)
(b) ki taa b ka tab ti mak ta be > mak ta be mux ta li fe

phonology: metrical
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have three levels, or layers (stress-bearing units, 
feet, word). This theory relies on the same three 
basic parameters, namely Boundedness, Head-
edness (constituents are right- or left-headed, 
i.e. right- or left-dominant feet), and Direc-
tionality (left-to-right, right-to-left), to which 
a parameter that distinguishes head-terminal 
(SW or WS, i.e. binary) and non-head-terminal
(WSW, i.e. ternary) bounded constituents is 
added. It should be noted that the use of ternary 
constituents is extremely rare and marginal. 
The construction of bounded constituents must 
also fulfill a number of conditions, such as the 
Exhaustivity Condition, which requires that 
all stressable elements, unless extrametrical, be 
head or domain of a constituent; and the Faith-
fulness Condition, which guarantees that heavy 
syllables are parsed as heads of line 0 con-
stituents (they are inherently accented elements 
and the output metrical structure respects their 
distribution). This condition comes instead of 
the Quantity-Sensitivity parameter. Extramet-
ricality also takes part in the model. Finally, 
in a language that has no secondary stress, 
a rule called Line Conflation eliminates all 
marks at the second level of the grid (L1), 
which is conflated with the first (L0). Halle 
and Kenstowicz (1991:485–488) proposed to 
apply the following set of rules to word-stress 
patterns of Damascus Arabic : (i) syllable heads 
are stress-bearing units; (ii) final syllables are 
extrametrical unless superheavy; (iii) assign line 
1 asterisks to heavy syllables; (iv) on line 0, 
construct binary left-headed constituents from 
right to left and assign line 1 asterisks to the 
heads; (v) on line 1, construct unbounded right-
headed constituents and assign a line 2 asterisk 
to the heads; and (vi) conflate lines 1 and 2. 
The result is as shown in (7) for the words 
kitáab ‘book’, fata™ ‘he opened’, kátabet ‘she 
wrote’, mádrase ‘school’, madáares ‘schools’, 
and muttá™ide ‘united [fem.]’.

(7)
     *  *  *  *
(*  *) (*) (* .) (* .)
(*)(*) (*)<*> (* *)<*> (* *)<*>
kitaab fata™ katabet madrase

 *       *
(*  *)  (*   * .)
(*)(*)<*>  (*) (* *)<*>
madaares mutta™ide

Halle and Vergnaud’s theory is cyclic, which 
means that metrical rules may apply twice or 
more than twice, former material (level 1 head 
and the level 0 corresponding foot) being partly 
preserved. This is the case, for example, when 
a suffixal pronoun is added to a verb, such as 
�allaméto (�allamet+o ‘she taught him’) and 
fáta™o (fata™+o ‘he opened it [masc.]’). Metri-
cal rules first apply to the verb alone (�allam) 
and then to the verb plus the pronoun (8a). But 
the case of fata™o needs the addition of an ad 
hoc rule that de-stresses a light syllable under 
stress clash, i.e. if two degenerate feet are con-
structed over a pair of light syllables, the head 
of the second one is deleted (8b).

(8)
    *
  *  * (*          *)
 (* *)<*> (* *) * <*> (* *)(*)<*>
(a) �allamet� �allamet+o�� �allamet+o� 

        *
 * * (*)<*>
 �allamet+o

             *
  *  *  *  *
 (*)<*> (*) *<*> (*)(*)<*>
(b) fata™ � fata™+o � fata™+o �

  * (*)  *
 (*) * <*> (*) * <*> (*) * <*>
 fata™+o � fata™+o � fata™+o

phonology: metrical

(9)
   *
  * (*)
(* *)<*> (* *)<*> (* *)<*>
fata™+o� fata™+o� fata™+o�

 *
(* *)<*>
fata™+o

This solution appeared quite unsatisfactory. 
Bohas (1986) had already proposed the same 
set of basic metrical rules, except for (iii), 
where he suggested assigning a line 1 asterisk 
to the sole branching rhymes that occur at the 
end of the metrical domain (final superheavy 
and penultimate heavy syllable followed by 
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an extrametrical heavy or light syllable). As 
for cyclic application of metrical rules, he pro-
posed that no metrical information should be 
preserved from one cycle to the other except on 
an autonomous deletion tier, so that syllables 
which bear stress after the first cycle are pre-
vented from deletion. Rules therefore applied to 
fata™o as shown in (9) and no de-stressing rule 
had to be postulated.

5. L a t e r  A s y m m e t r i c  R h y t h m i c 
T h e o r i e s :  H a y e s  ( 1 9 9 5 )  a n d 
A n g o u j a r d  ( 1 9 9 0 )

Two other theories are focused on here, that of 
Angoujard (1990), which can be considered the 
most complete metrical theory of Arabic pho-
nology, and that of Hayes (1995), which was 
applied to Cairene (Egypt) and Ían�ànì (Yemen) 
Arabic by Watson (2000). Hayes’ theory is in a 
way very similar to that of Halle and Vergnaud. 
Watson (2000:84–86), after Hayes (1995:2–3), 
defines the following basic principles: Metrical 
structure is represented by the bracketed grid, 
which is a hierarchy of rhythmic beats grouped 
into a hierarchy of constituents. The grid has 
four layers (moraic, syllable, foot, and word), 
plus a supraword phrase layer for sentences. 
As in Halle and Vergnaud (1987a,b), the grid 
columns are subject to the Continuous Column 
Constraint. The smallest metrical unit is the 
foot. Feet are either bounded or unbounded, 
and there are three common bounded foot 
types: the moraic trochee, the syllabic trochee 
(both left-headed), and the iamb (right-headed). 
The basis of the foot inventory is a principle 
called the Iambic/Trochaic Law, which forms 
part of the theory of rhythm and determines the 
set of possible feet and usual rhythmical pat-
terns. According to this principle, and contrary 
to all previous theories, metrical structure crea-
tion is nonexhaustive (some syllables may be 
left unaccounted for), and degenerate feet are 
disallowed unless in strong position if specified. 
As for extrametricality, it may occur at a desig-
nated edge (left or right), and peripheral moras, 
as well as peripheral syllables and feet, may 

be considered extrametrical. In Cairene Arabic 
(Watson 2000:93–98), the last consonant is 
extrametrical (that is, the last is extrametrical 
if consonantal), and feet are moraic trochees 
constructed from left to right, degenerate feet 
being absolutely forbidden. Finally, a right end 
rule applies at the word level, as shown in (10) 
for words tamáam ‘perfect, okay’, kátabit ‘she 
wrote’, madrásih ‘school’, and katabítu ‘she 
wrote it [masc.]’.

As for the crucial word ša†ra ‘talented’, 
Watson, as Halle and Vergnaud did, first assigns 
stress to the penult (11a), before the initial long 
vowel is subjected to unstressed long vowel 
shortening (11b). The resulting initial syllable 
can no longer support a foot. The foot parse 
applies again, locating the penultimate CV syl-
lable in the weak element of the foot, so that it 
can be deleted (11c).

(11)
          *       *       *
     (*)(* .)      (* .)      (*)
������	������ ��������� ������	���
(a) šaa†ira (b) ša†ira (c) ša†ra

Stress assignment in Ían�ànì Arabic differs in 
two principal ways from that in Cairene Arabic 
(Watson 2000:98–106). First, stress falls on a 
heavy penult even if the ultima is a superheavy 
syllable (jázzaar ‘butcher’). Second, as in Dama-
scene Arabic, a heavy antepenult is stressed 
if the penult is light (mádrasih ‘school’). The 
rules featured by Watson also differ from 
those of Cairene Arabic in two ways: first, 
degenerate feet are permitted in strong position; 
second, the last foot of the word is considered 
extrametrical.

Angoujard’s (1990) theory, wrongly neglected 
by American scholars, remains the only one 
which adequately accounted for the whole range 
of Arabic phonological and metrical systems. 
Breaking with the classic approach, Angou-
jard suggested that the structure of binary feet 
relies on three universally defined hierarchies, 
of sonority (a > i, u > e, o > è > Ø), of rhymes 
(VC > VV > V), and of feet ([HL] and [LH] 

phonology: metrical

(10)
       *   *         *         * word layer
      (*)  (* .)   (*) (* .)  (* .)(* .) foot layer
������	  �����    	�����   ���� syllabic/moraic layer
tamaa<m> katabi<t> madrasi<h> katabitu segmental layer
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> [LL], where H and L stand for ‘light’ and 
‘heavy’ respectively). Whereas hierarchies of 
rhymes and feet are relevant in all Arabic dia-
lects, that of sonority is not. Finally, extramet-
ricality is rejected, and, on the contrary, all final 
syllables are considered heavy (as is the case in 
Arabic traditional phonetics as well as in Clas-
sical Arabic verse). According to Angoujard, 
the dialect of Damascus is one that establishes 
a clear difference between the low short vowel 
/a/ and all other vowels /i, u, e, o, ë/, so that 
feet are constructed according to the fact that 
light syllables with a short non-low vowel have 
priority to integrate into binary feet as weak 
positions. The final syllable is always in strong 
position, and feet are left-dominant ([+ –]). 
Stress is finally assigned to the strong position 
of the penultimate foot, as shown in (12).

Cairene Arabic also makes use of the sonor-
ity scale and of the distinction between strong 
/a/ and weak /i/ and /u/, which appears to be the 
only valid explanation for the contrast between 
the output of /šaa†ira/, i.e. šá†ra, where the 
unstressed short vowel [i] of the second syllable 
has been deleted, and the output of /�aalami/ 
‘my world’, i.e. �alámi, where the second short 
low [a] bears word stress; and between fíhmit 
‘she understood’ and �árabit ‘she hit’.

6. T h e  d e b a t e  a b o u t 
c o n s t i t u e n c y

According to Halle and Vergnaud, “The place-
ment of stress reflects an organization of the 
sequence of stressable elements that is not con-
cerned with the phonological or phonetic sub-
stance of these elements” (1987a:46). Stressable 
elements are considered mere positions, identi-
fied by their rank counted from right to left 
or from left to right, and constituency “has 
no direct or uniform correlates”. On the con-
trary, Angoujard suggested that constituency, 
while remaining strictly binary, may some-

times rely on the phonological characteristics 
of the stress-bearing units, according to their 
relative ranking within the sonority scale. 
Whereas Angoujard assumed that constituency 
has external phonological correlates and is 
fully motivated by the phonological substance 
of stressable elements, Halle and Vergnaud 
suggested that “it can only be detected [and 
justified] indirectly through its effects on pho-
nological rules”, by means of purely internal 
evidence, i.e. by justifying the need for constitu-
ency by its explanatory power. Such arguments 
for metrical constituency were advanced, based 
on a number of supposed cases of deletion 
of stressed vowels, which do not result in the 
deletion of stress altogether but rather into its 
migration to an adjacent stress-bearing unit, so 
that constituency and foot-dominance predict 
what the direction of stress shift will be: if feet 
are left-dominant, stress shifts to the right, and 
if feet are right-dominant, stress shifts to the left. 
Such phenomena were described in Russian and 
Sanskrit (Halle and Vergnaud 1987a,b), as well 
as in Tiberian Hebrew (Prince 1985; Rappaport 
1976) and some Arabic dialects (Kenstowicz 
1983; al-Mozayni a.o. 1985; Hayes 1995). 
Al-Mozayni a.o. (1985), for instance, found 
that syncope in Bedouin £ijàzì Arabic leads to 
migrations of stress, whose direction depends 
on the shape of the metrical tree. In this dialect, 
as in Damascene Arabic, stress is on super-
heavy final syllables; if there is no superheavy 
final syllable, it falls on a heavy penult; if there 
is no heavy penult, it falls on the antepenult. 
According to Al-Mozayni a.o. (1985:136), a 
rule of Low Vowel Deletion deletes short /a/ in 
an open syllable if the following syllable is also 
open and contains short /a/ (a � Ø / C_ [Ca]s). 
This rule, they say, produces alternations such 
as sá™ab ‘he pulled’, sa™ábna ‘we pulled’ vs. 
s™á±bat ‘she pulled’. A particular interaction 
between stress and Low Vowel Deletion is 
revealed by alternations such as ±ínkasar ‘he 

(12)
    *    *   *   *        *        *
 * *    * *   *    *   *      *    *  *  *   *   *    *
 * * *    * *   * * *   *   * *    *  *  *   *   * *  *
kitaab fata™ katabet madrase madaares mutta™ide

L H H L H L L H H L H L H H H L L H
 |   |   | |   | [+ –] | [+ –] |  |   |   |   | [+ –]  |
 |   |   | |   |   \/     |   \/    |  |   |   |   |    \/     |
P  P  P P P   P   P   P   P P  P  P P   P   P

phonology: metrical
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got broken’ vs. ±inksárat ‘she got broken’ (from 
/±inkasarat/). Stress assignment cannot follow 
Low Vowel Deletion, since this would wrongly 
produce *±ínksarat. Stress assignment thus 
occurs before Low Vowel Deletion, and the 
deletion of the vowel in the head of a foot 
results in a rightward stress shift within the 
foot: ±inkásarat > ±inksárat. This process can 
be represented within Halle and Vergnaud’s 
bracketed grid as in (13), where rules are the 
same as those of Damascene Arabic mentioned 
above in Section 4 (after Halle and Kenstowicz 
1991:485–488):

(13)
  *             *      *
 (* .)         (* * .)     (*  *)
 (* *)<*>     (*)(* *)<*>     (*)(*)<*>
(a) ±inka sar (b) ±inkasa rat� � ±inksa rat
 ‘he got broken’      ‘she got broken’

Angoujard (1992), following Cantineau (1936) 
and Johnstone (1967), observed that Bedouin 
£ijàzì Arabic, as well as the Bani £assàn Jorda-
nian dialect, is a ‘differential dialect’, which has 
two main types of regular past tense paradigms: 
/CaCaC/, which usually surfaces as [CiCaC] 
(kítab ‘he wrote’) or [CaCaC] in a guttural 
context (sá™ab ‘he pulled’); and /CaCiC/, which 
surfaces as [CiCiC] (šírib ‘he drank’). As for 
the feminine singular, the three verbs above 
have ktíbat ‘she wrote’, ß™ábat ‘she pulled’, 
and šírbat ‘she drank’, respectively. As it seems, 
Al-Mozayni a.o. (1985), as well as Kenstowicz 
(1983), only considered the first of these two 
paradigms. The analysis of the complete facts 
leads Angoujard to suggest the following rules, 
which apply to both dialects: The three univer-
sally defined hierarchies are relevant; the hier-
archy of sonority distinguishes between strong 
low vowels /a/ and weak high vowels. Feet are 
right-headed, and their construction is based 

on two principles: (i) [CV CV] are constructed 
first; and (ii) [CV CVC] are constructed at the 
end of the word, so that the metrical structure 
of the above crucial examples is as shown in 
(14), where vowels of light syllables in weak 
positions are subsequently deleted:

Angoujard has shown convincingly that 
word-stress patterns and vowel deletions of 
these Arabic dialects, as well as that of Tiberian 
Hebrew, can better be described without pos-
tulating elision of stressed vowels and ‘migra-
tion’ of stress, provided that constituency is 
motivated by significant phonological criteria. 
Paoli (1993) also argued that Pure Grid Theory 
could adequately and easily account for these 
differential dialects: the hierarchy of sonor-
ity operates within the metrical domain over 
sequences of light syllables which the Quan-
tity-Sensitivity Rule failed to distinguish. Other 
cases of alleged stress shifts, in Sanskrit and 
Russian, have been extensively discussed by 
Laks (1997:123–138), who underlined the fact 
that traditional descriptions of stress and vowel 
deletion, in both languages, never suggested 
that stressed vowels could be deleted, and 
argued for a Pure Grid Theory, which allows an 
adequate and simple analysis of the empirical 
data under discussion where no stressed vowels 
need to be deleted.

It follows from what has been said that the 
argument based on the behavior of stress shifts 
accompanying alleged deletions of stressed 
vowels, as well as alleged cases of epenthesis 
of stressed vowels in Winnebago, which were 
refuted by Laks (1997:139–169), cannot be 
considered a valid or relevant argument for 
constituency.

7. R e s u l t s  a n d  p r o s p e c t s

Metrical phonology has allowed great progress 
in our perception and understanding of stress 

phonology: metrical

(14)
 *      *  *  *          *
 *  *      *  *  * *  * *   *     * *
 *  *  *  *  *  * *  * * *   *  * * *
sa™ab sa™abat šarib šaribat ±inkasarat
(L)(H) (L L)(H) (L)(H) (L)(L H) (H)(LL)(H)
 [– +]      [– +]      [– +]
 Ø      Ø      Ø
['ßãÓab] ['ßÓabat] ['�irib] ['�irbat] [�in'ksarat]

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   622 10/4/2007   6:54:52 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



623

phenomena and word-stress patterns of natu-
ral languages, and this is particularly true as 
far as Arabic is concerned. As we have seen, 
Arabic vernaculars received a great deal of 
attention within the various theoretical models 
which developed out of the original frame-
work of metrical phonology. But the rules pro-
posed often failed to account for all the facts 
described, mainly because of a very restrictive 
definition of constituency, strictly binary and 
totally independent from the phonetic and pho-
nological substance of the stress-bearing units. 
In this regard, Angoujard’s theory, in which 
constituency not only relies on quantity but 
also on the relative sonority of the stress-bear-
ing units, appears to be much more suitable to 
account for the rhythmic structure and word-
stress patterns of Arabic. As for Pure Grid The-
ory, though not fully exploited, it seems that it 
was able to account more simply for the facts 
under consideration, so that the debate about 
constituency should remain open, all the more 
so as the main arguments advanced to justify its 
relevance were shown to be invalid.
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Phonotactics

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Phonotactics are the patterns of co-occurrence 
and avoidance between phonological units in a 
syllable, word, or phrase. 

2. C o n s o n a n t  c o - o c c u r r e n c e 
i n  A r a b i c

Arabic has phonotactic restrictions between 
consonants within the verbal roots that have 
played an important role in the development 
of phonological theory. Greenberg (1950) was 
the first systematic quantitative study of these 
patterns. However, Greenberg noted that these 
patterns of co-occurrence among consonants 
in the verbal roots were known to traditional 
Arabic grammarians long ago. Current quanti-
tative descriptions of consonant co-occurrence 
in Arabic are generally based on dictionaries 
of Modern Standard Arabic, and so are based 
on a ‘standard’ Arabic consonant inventory. 
This inventory is an idealized inventory that 
roughly corresponds to the historical basis of 
the modern Arabic dialects (McCarthy 1994). 
Note that all descriptions of the co-occurrence 
restrictions for Arabic consonants assume that 
the restrictions are limited to the root con-
sonant sequences in verbs; they do not apply 
within nouns or to co-occurrence between ver-
bal root consonants and suffix, prefix, or infix 
consonants.

Arabic verbal roots are typically triliteral, 
containing three consonants. The first phono-
tactics observation that was made is that there 
are no verbal roots that repeat the same conso-
nant in first and second position, e.g. *dadam. 
Many verbs are found with identical conso-
nants in the second and third positions of the 
root. Examples include madad ‘to stretch’ and 
farar ‘to flee’. Some of these verbs appear to be 
cases where a historical suffix has been reana-
lyzed as part of the root (Elmedlaoui 1995).

More interestingly, Greenberg also examined 
the statistical rate of co-occurrence of conso-
nant pairs relative to an estimate of expected 
co-occurrence based on chance. Chance co-
occurrence is based on the frequency with 
which each of the consonants in the pair occurs 
in the dictionary. This analysis was further 
refined by Pierrehumbert (1993), who used the 

ratio of observed co-occurrence to the chance 
rate of co-occurrence as an index of phono-
tactic compatibility. Pierrehumbert’s measure, 
known as O/E, provides a measure of co-
occurrence frequency with clearly interpretable 
results. When O/E is near zero, there are very 
few observed pairs relative to the number of 
pairs expected by chance, suggesting that a 
phonotactic constraint may be present. When 
O/E is near 1 or larger, then combinations of 
the consonants are quite common, and there 
is no evidence for a constraint against their co-
occurrence. If O/E is large, then there might be 
a constraint requiring co-occurrence, as in cases 
of assimilation or harmony. 

A simple application of the O/E measure 
can be demonstrated by considering specific 
root pairs. For example, roots of the form 
/d t C/ (where C is any consonant) are not 
found. The expected frequency of this combi-
nation by chance is computed by multiplying 
the frequency of roots beginning in /d/ and the 
frequency of roots with /t/ in second position 
and dividing by the total size of the diction-
ary. For example, in the lexicon used by Frisch 
a.o. (2004), adapted from the Wehr dictionary 
(Cowan 1979), 2.3 such roots are expected (91 
/d/ initial, 68 /t/ in second position, in a diction-
ary of 2,676 total roots: 91 × 68 ÷ 2,676 = 2.3). 
In this case, O/E = 0 ÷ 2.3 = 0, indicating strong 
underrepresentation. Two roots contain /d s 
C/, and 2.9 are expected, giving an O/E of 0.69 
(weaker underrepresentation). There are 4 roots 
with /d g C/, and 3.3 are expected at random, 
giving an O/E of 1.21 (overrepresentation). The 
quantitative linguistic analysis of co-occurrence 
usually does not focus on such specific root 
pairs, as the number of occurrences is small, 
and also because linguistic generalizations are 
not expected to be so specific. For example, a 
study of the co-occurrence of /d/ and /t/ might 
consider the total observed vs. expected occur-
rence for all six combinations of /d/ with /t/ in 
computing the O/E ratio, i.e. /d t C/, /t d C/, 
/C d t/, /C t d/, /d C t/, and /t C d/. McCarthy 
(1994) grouped obstruents that only differed 
in voicing, and so for example aggregated all 
combinations of /t/ or /d/ with other pairs that 
do not differ by voicing, such as /s/ or /z/.

The major co-occurrence classes in the Ara-
bic roots are shown with aggregate O/E ratios 
in Table 1. Roots are commonly found where 
each consonant comes from a different class 
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(O/E > 1), but roots are rarely found with two 
consonants that come from the same class (O/E 
near 0). These generalizations are based on 
quantitative tendencies. In many cases, there 
are a few examples of roots that contain two 
consonants from the same class, as evidenced 
by the O/E near zero. However, there are far 
fewer examples of these combinations than 
would be expected if consonants could co-
occur freely, at random. Greenberg noted that 
the classes are, for the most part, based on 
place of articulation.

A variety of additional subgeneralizations 
have been observed by later researchers that 
further refined Greenberg’s place-based co-
occurrence classes. McCarthy (1988, 1994) 
and Padgett (1995) observe that the coronal 
obstruents subdivided by manner of articula-
tion as combinations of stops and fricatives 

(O/E = 0.14 and 0.04 for adjacent pairs) are 
more common than combinations of two stops 
or two fricatives (O/E = 0.52). Pierrehumbert 
(1993) showed that the liquids /l, r/ are more 
likely to be found in combination with a nasal 
than with one another. Frisch a.o. (2004) dem-
onstrate that obstruents that differ in voicing 
are more likely to combine than obstruents that 
are the same in voicing. They also observed that 
the emphatic coronals (articulated with pha-
ryngeal constriction) are less likely to co-occur 
with one another, and also less likely to occur 
with the dorsal and uvular stops.

In addition to these class-based co-occur-
rence restrictions, Greenberg (1950) observed 
that the co-occurrence constraints are most 
clearly seen in pairs of adjacent root con-
sonants (C1C2 or C2C3). However, the same 
co-occurrence classes also restrict nonadjacent 

Adjacent

Labial Cor obs Dorsal Guttural Cor son

b f m t d † � � � s z ß Ú š k g q x ÿ ™ � h ± l r n

Labial b f m 0.00 1.37 1.31 1.15 1.35 1.17 1.18

Cor obs
t d † � 0.14 0.52 0.80 1.43 1.25 1.23

� � s z ß Ú š 0.04 1.16 1.41 1.26 1.21

Dorsal k g q 0.02 0.07 1.04 1.48

Guttural
x, ÿ 0.00 0.07 1.39

™ � h ± 0.06 1.26

Cor son l r n 0.06

Nonadjacent

Labial Cor obs Dorsal Guttural Cor son

b f m t d † � � � s z ß Ú š k g q x, ÿ ™ � h ± l r n

Labial b f m 0.30 1.08 1.02 1.26 1.25 1.28 1.11

Cor obs
t d † � 0.38 1.06 1.24 1.05 1.02 0.97

� � s z ß Ú š 0.24 1.16 1.35 1.14 1.23

Dorsal k g q 0.07 0.68 1.19 1.03

Guttural
x, ÿ 0.25 0.12 1.10

™ � h ± 0.34 1.13

Cor son l r n 0.67

Table 1. Co-occurrence of consonant pairs in Standard Arabic, aggregated by major class and distance 
(major classes are shaded)
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root consonants (C2C3), but not as strongly. In 
other words, more exceptions to the co-occur-
rence classes are found for nonadjacent conso-
nants, but the classes are the same. Only in the 
case of the coronal stop and fricative pairs does 
the O/E for nonadjacent pairs become greater 
than 1, but this was also the weakest restriction 
for adjacent pairs. 

In almost all cases, studies of consonant co-
occurrence in Arabic have not differentiated the 
order of consonants combinations. However, 
Elmedlaoui (1995) noted some asymmetries 
in the co-occurrence patterns. In particular, 
combinations of stops followed by fricatives 
tend to be less common than combinations of 
fricatives followed by stops. Elmedlaoui (1995) 
claimed this was part of a more general pattern 
for roots to have a falling consonant sonority 
profile. 

3. A u t o s e g m e n t a l  a n a l y s i s  o f 
c o - o c c u r r e n c e

McCarthy (1981, 19 86, 1988, 1994) pro-
vided the first formalization of the consonant 
co-occurrence restrictions in the Arabic ver-
bal roots, using the notation of autosegmental 
phonology. An example of the autosegmental 
representation of Arabic verbal root morphol-
ogy is given in (1). In this representation, the 
consonant and vowel phonemes are located on 
distinct autosegmental tiers, and they are inter-
leaved based on their links to a skeletal tier. The 
lexical content of the root is contained within 
the consonantal tier. Grammatical content is 
contained in the vowel tier and CV-skeleton 
tier. Each of the verbal root classes or binyanim 
is derived by combining the lexical consonant 
root with distinct vowel and CV-skeleton tiers 
for the verb class. 

(1) vowel tier:  u  i
   |  |
 skeletal tier: C V C V C
  |  |  |
 consonant tier: k  t  b

The multitiered representation in (2) provides 
a distinct domain of representation for the 
consonant sequence as a lexical root and so 
provides a domain over which the phonotac-
tic constraint over consonant co-occurrence 

applies. McCarthy (1986) first proposed an 
account of the distribution of identical conso-
nant pairs, e.g. madad, but *dadam using this 
representation. Assuming association between 
tiers in Arabic proceeds from left to right, an 
underlying root form with just two consonants, 
e.g. /m d/, would result in multiple association 
from the consonant tier to the skeletal tier, as 
shown in (2).

(2) C V C V C
 |    \  /
 m   d

It is also theoretically possible to have a triliteral 
consonant tier with a repeated final segment 
or, for that matter, with a repeated initial seg-
ment. Following work on the phonology of 
tone, McCarthy proposed that the � Obligatory 
Contour Principle (OCP) applies to the Ara-
bic root consonant tier, disallowing repeated 
items. Given the OCP, the only way that a 
repeated item can appear in the surface form 
is through multiple association, and so it will 
only occur with final consonants. A more recent 
proposal within � Optimality Theory follows in 
the spirit of McCarthy’s analysis, taking these 
forms to involve copying through the process of 
� reduplication (Gafos 2003; � stem). 

McCarthy (1988) proposed extending the 
use of autosegmental representation and the 
OCP to individual place feature tiers in order 
to account for the more general co-occur-
rence groups identified by Greenberg (1950). 
This constraint is referred to as OCP-Place. 
For example, a hypothetical root like */f t b/ 
would be represented as in (3). Individual fea-
tures connected with place of articulation each 
occupy their own tier, and the form is ungram-
matical because adjacent identical features on 
the labial tier violate OCP-Place.

(3) labial tier: [lab]  [lab]
  |  |
 skeletal tier: *C C C
   |
 coronal tier:  [cor]

In the original McCarthy (1988) analysis, the 
consonants are divided into co-occurrence 
classes by their place of articulation features. 
The presence of additional subclasses forced 
further refinements of the representation which 
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tied into the development of feature geometry 
within phonological theory (McCarthy 1994; 
Padgett 1995). In this extension, manner fea-
tures like [sonorant] and [continuant] are linked 
to the place tier, rather than directly to the skel-
etal tier. OCP-Place is assumed to be violated 
only if the entire subsidiary feature structures 
for two instances of a place of articulation 
feature are identical. As a result, the coronal 
obstruent/sonorant co-occurrence classes as 
well as the stop/fricative co-occurrence classes 
are differentiated. Overall, the co-occurrence 
patterns in Arabic played an important role 
in the development of autosegmental theory 
and feature geometry, as the patterns were 
taken as evidence for tier segregation of mor-
phological and phonological information in the 
representation.

4. S i m i l a r i t y  a n a l y s i s  o f 
c o - o c c u r r e n c e

Pierrehumbert (1993) claimed that the autoseg-
mental account, and any potential refinements 
of it, are incompatible with the gradient nature 
of the co-occurrence data. In the autosegmental 
account, both the original OCP and OCP-
Place operate with the same formal mechanism. 
They both disallow identity at some level of 
representation. However, the original OCP is 
never violated, while OCP-Place is violated to 
various degrees, especially when nonadjacent 
consonants and the manner subclasses are con-
sidered. In order to explain the difference in 
degree between different OCP violations, a dif-
ferent mechanism for the co-occurrence restric-
tions is needed.

Pierrehumbert (1993) and Frisch a.o. (2004) 
link the gradience of the co-occurrence patterns 
to the perceived similarity of the consonants 
involved as they occur in the root. They claim 
the constraint is one of similarity avoidance 
and the gradience of the co-occurrence pattern 
follows from the gradience of similarity. For 
example, consonants that share manner features 
in addition to place features are more similar to 
one another than consonants that do not share 
manner features. The other subgeneralizations, 
involving coronal sonorants, emphatic conso-
nants, and voicing, are all predicted by similarity 
between phonemes. In addition, the similarity 
of consonants that are adjacent to one another 
is more salient than the similarity of consonants 

that are separated by an intervening consonant, 
accounting for the effect of distance on the rate 
of co-occurrence. The diminishing restriction 
on co-occurrence over distance has also been 
demonstrated for quadrilateral roots in the 
Semitic language Tigrinya (Buckley 1997). In 
addition, the effects of multiple OCP-Place vio-
lations have been shown to be cumulative, so 
that roots that contain more than one violation 
are even less common than roots that contain 
only a single violation (Frisch 2000). Finally, 
quantitative OCP-Place effects have been found 
in a variety of languages other than Arabic 
(Berkley 2000; Frisch a.o. 2004; Padgett 1995). 
In general, these other languages show weaker 
effects than are found in Arabic, often with no 
absolute restriction on co-occurrence. 

Taken together, these findings point toward 
the need for a gradient account of the phe-
nomenon that goes beyond the previous rep-
resentational solution. Frisch a.o. (2004) link 
co-occurrence to similarity stochastically using 
an S-shaped categorization function and a simi-
larity metric based on features and natural 
classes. A second approach to gradient co-
occurrence patterns uses the formalism of � 
Optimality Theory. Optimality Theory allows 
constraints to be violated when a constraint 
of higher importance needs to be satisfied. 
This account uses constraints against combina-
tions of feature co-occurrence in a manner that 
replicates the similarity hierarchy symbolically 
(Alderete 1997; MacEachern 1999). In this type 
of account, constraints that prevent the combi-
nation of several features (e.g. both place and 
manner co-occurrences) are ranked more highly 
than constraints that prevent the combination 
of fewer features (e.g. place-only co-occur-
rence). The ranking of these constraints relative 
to faithfulness constraints (which require all 
underlying contrasts to be preserved) determines 
the degree of co-occurrence that is allowed 
or disallowed. In order to predict quantita-
tive patterns of co-occurrence in the lexicon, 
an additional mechanism that permits variable 
ranking of constraints is needed (Hayes 2000). 
Even with these modifications, there are still 
some conceptual difficulties in using Optimal-
ity Theory to predict the distribution of lexical 
forms (Pierrehumbert 1999).

Note that the similarity approaches to conso-
nant co-occurrence rule out roots that contain 
adjacent identical consonants and thus cannot 
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predict the occurrence of madad type forms 
without an additional mechanism. Frisch a.o. 
(2004) adopt the autosegmental representation 
approach, applying the similarity to the under-
lying consonant root form, and assuming that 
the surface madad forms are derived through a 
process of spreading or reduplication. Accounts 
using Optimality Theory could adopt additional 
higher ranked constraints that take precedence 
over similarity avoidance (e.g. Rose 2000).

5. F u n c t i o n a l  b a s i s  f o r 
d i s s i m i l a t i o n

One avenue of recent research in phonological 
theory ties phonological patterns to functional 
phonetic patterns (e.g. Hayes and Steriade 
2004).The gradient nature of the consonant 
co-occurrence constraints in Arabic and their 
analysis as a pattern of similarity avoidance 
contribute to this literature as well. In particu-
lar, there are functional reasons to have lexical 
items that avoid repeated phonemes or highly 
similar phonemes (Berg 1998; Frisch 2004). 
Forms without repetition are easier to produce, 
perceive, and hold in short-term memory. The 
patterns in Arabic are claimed to provide par-
ticularly compelling evidence for a functional 
basis due to their gradient nature (Frisch 2004). 
Occurrence in the lexicon is least frequent for 
forms with the highest level of similarity, which 
would be the forms that are most difficult to 
process. Forms with a lower level of similar-
ity would be easier to process, and they occur 
more frequently in the lexicon.
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Phraseology

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Phraseology (also ‘idiomaticity’) is a branch of 
linguistics which deals with fixed combinations 
of words whose meaning cannot be deduced 
from the conjoined meanings of their compo-
nents. Each combination is normally termed an 
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‘idiom’, e.g. at sixes and sevens; to put up with; 
to kick the bucket. It is to be distinguished from 
cognate terms, such as � ‘collocation’, i.e. a 
fixed combination whose components retain 
their literal meanings, e.g. economic sanctions; 
� ‘compound’, i.e. a phrase consisting of two 
or more words, rendering a new meaning, 
e.g. breakfast; ‘blend’ or ‘portmanteau’, i.e. 
an amalgamation of parts of two words or 
more yielding a new meaning, e.g. breakfast + 
lunch = brunch; � ‘metaphor’, i.e. a word that 
has undergone a semantic or stylistic shift of 
meaning, e.g. a fox when referring to a cunning 
person; and � ‘proverb’, i.e. a common expres-
sion that may be understood literally but also 
conveys a deeper idea, e.g. learn to walk before 
you run.

In spite of the limitations of the above defini-
tion (many idioms contain one idiomatic ele-
ment; some are not completely fixed; several 
idioms are borderline cases because they may 
also be regarded as figures of speech, mainly 
metaphors, or proverbial sayings, which may 
also be classified as idioms), the conventional 
general definition is adhered to in the present 
discussion.

Although ‘idiom’ has several names in Ara-
bic, such as qawl ma±
ùr/sà±ir, �ibàra ma±
ùra, 
ta�bìr xàßß, lafÚ/tarkìb/ta�bìr maskùk, �ibàra/
ßìÿa maskùka, and a few more, the majority 
of classical Arabic linguists and lexicographers 
treat the idiom as a � proverb (ma
al). Thus, 
medieval collections of proverbs, such as al-
Maydànì’s, contain a large number of idioms 
along with proverbs, in the same way that 
ma
al refers to ‘adage’, ‘dictum’, ‘aphorism’, 
‘apothegm’, ‘maxim’, ‘saw’, ‘saying’, and the 
like. However, the majority of modern works 
prefer to name the idiom ta�bìr iß†ilà™ì or �ibàra 
iß†ilà™iyya.

2. O r i g i n ,  s o u r c e ,  a n d 
 d e r i v a t i o n  o f  A r a b i c  i d i o m s

Although the coiners of the overwhelming 
majority of the Arabic idioms are anonymous, 
the sources of some of the idioms can be traced, 
while their derivations may easily be classi-
fied according to their subject matter. Thus, 
the idiom al-yawm ™amiya l-wa†ìs ‘there was 
fierce fighting’ is attributed to the Prophet 
Mu™ammad, who coined it on the day of the 
Battle of £unayn in 630 C.E. (cf. Ibn al-±A�ìr, 

Ma
al 49–50). The idiom là yamliku qi†mìr ‘he 
does not own a thing’ is based on the Qur±àn 
(Q. 35/13), while the idiom istansara l-buÿà
 
lit. ‘the sparrow has become like an eagle’, i.e. 
‘the weak pretends to be or has become strong’, 
is derived from the animal world. However, 
as in the case of proverbs, reliance cannot be 
automatically placed on the information con-
tained in background stories provided by lexi-
cographers, or echoed in the idiom itself about 
the inventor of the idiom or the circumstances 
of its coining. Thus, for the idiom �alà ±ahlihà 
tajnì Baràqiš ‘Baraqish has brought disaster on 
her own people’, the Lisàn al-�Arab gives five 
different versions of the circumstances in which 
the idiom was coined.

The following are the main sources of Arabic 
idioms:

i. The Qur±àn. Examples: qurra �ayn (Q. 25/74, 
28/9, 32/17) ‘consolation, comfort’; �alà qàb 
qawsayn (Q. 53/9) ‘very close; imminent’; 
mà nazzala/±anzala llàh bihà min sul†àn 
(Q. 7/71 and passim) ‘absurd; baseless’.

ii. The Bible. Although we may assume that 
Arabic has never borrowed any idiom 
from Biblical Hebrew directly, it is quite 
feasible that Christian Arabs have bor-
rowed idioms from the Old and New 
Testament through the available transla-
tions of the Bible. Examples: kabš al-fidà± 
‘scapegoat’ (Leviticus 16:10); ßay™a fì wàd 
‘a cry in the wilderness’ (Matthew 3:3, 
based on Isaiah 40:3).

iii. The £adi
. Examples: al-ÿanìma al-bàrida 
‘easy prey’ (based on a dictum attrib-
uted to the Prophet Mu™ammad, who said 
aß-ßawm fì š-šità± al-ÿanìma al-bàrida 
‘fast in winter is easy’; Lisàn al-�Arab s.v. 
ÿ-n-m).

iv. Poetry. Examples: là nàqa lahu wa-là jamal 
( fì hà�a l-±amr) ‘he has nothing to do with 
it’ (part of a verse by Mu±ayyid ad-Din a†-
¢ugrà±ì, 1061–1121).

v. Proverbs. Example: jà±a bi-qarnay ™imàr 
‘to return empty-handed’ (based on the 
proverb �ahaba l-™imàr ya†lubu qarnayn 
fa-�àda maßlùm al-±u�unayn ‘the donkey 
went to look for horns and returned with 
its ears cut off’).

vi. Folklore. Example: watad Ju™à ‘foothold’ 
(based on an amusing folktale about the 
famous mythical person named Ju™a, who 

phraseology

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   629 10/4/2007   6:54:55 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



630

was ‘emotionally’ attached to a peg in his 
old house).

vii. Historical events. Example: ba�da xaràb 
al-Baßra lit. ‘after the destruction of Basra’, 
i.e. ‘after giving up hope’.

viii. Technical terms. Example: hunà marba† 
al-faras lit. ‘this is the place where the 
mare is tied to’, i.e. ‘there lies the rub’.

ix. Colloquial Arabic. Example: madda rijlahu 
bi-qadr kisà±ihi/madda rijlayhi bi -qadr 
li™àfihi ‘he stretched his feet to the size of 
his carpet/blanket’ (based on the proverbs 
�ala qadd bsà†ak midd ijrèk = mudd rijlaka 
�ala qadr al-kisà±).

x. Calque. Example: �arra r-ramàd fì l-�uyùn 
‘to throw dust in someone’s eyes’.

3. T h e  m o r p h o l o g y  o f  i d i o m s

Morphologically, Arabic idioms may be divided 
into six main categories:

i. One-word idioms which have become ordi-
nary lexemes, usually as a result of ellipsis 
or amalgamation. These are divided into five 
categories:
a. Aphetic; a single-word utterance origi-

nally constituting part of a phrase or 
sentence, which at some stage was short-
ened, e.g. ša±naka lit. ‘your matter’, i.e. 
‘do as you like’, which was originally 
i�mal ša±naka bihi.

b. Substantival; when an adjective acquires 
the meaning of the substantive it quali-
fies and becomes an independent word,
e.g. ad-dunyà/al-±àxira lit. ‘the near/the 
far’, instead of al-±ar� (or ad-dàr) ad-
dunyà/al-±àxira ‘this world/the hereafter’; 
al-mußìba lit. ‘the hitting’, instead of a�-
�arba al-mußìba lit. ‘the hitting blow’, 
i.e. ‘disaster’.

c. The first part of an � ±i�àfa convey-
ing the meaning of the combination, e.g. 
†àlib ‘seeking’, short for †àlib al-�ilm lit. 
‘seeker of knowledge’, i.e. ‘student’; qa†ì �a 
‘enmity among relatives’, short for qa†ì �at 
ar-ra™im lit. ‘rupture of the womb’.

d. � Compounds (na™t); when two words 
amalgamate, yielding a new meaning, e.g. 
talàšà ‘to become nothing [là šay±]; to be 
suppressed’; rà±smàl lit. ‘head of assets’, 
i.e. ‘capital’. Many compounds are the 

result of Turkish or Persian influence, 
e.g. qà±immaqàm ‘commander’ (from 
qà±im ‘standing’ and maqàm ‘place, posi-
tion’); �ar�™àl ‘petition’.

e. Idiomatic duals; one word in the dual 
instead of two words, yielding a new 
meaning, e.g. al-±a™maràni lit. ‘the two 
red ones’, i.e. ‘wine and meat’; al-xàfiqàni 
lit. ‘the two throbbing ones’, i.e. ‘East 
and West’.

ii. Phrasal or prepositional verbs. Widely 
common in English, in particular, there are 
several examples in Arabic too. They refer 
to verbs which, in combination with prepo-
sitions, yield a new meaning that cannot 
be deduced from the denotative meaning 
of the verb. The verb ±axa�a ‘to take’, for 
instance, may be used with the following 
prepositions: ±axa�a bi- ‘to grab, acquire, 
keep, observe, follow, initiate, admonish’; 
±axa�a �alà ‘to hold against, blame’; ±axa�a 
�an ‘to learn, acquire knowledge’; ±axa�a 
fì ‘to begin’; ±axa�a min ‘to understand, 
infer, deduce’; ±axa�a bi- . . . ±ilà . . . ‘to lead 
to’. The verb ™àla may be used with the fol-
lowing prepositions: ™àla dùna ‘to prevent’; 
™àla bayna ‘to come between’.

iii. Prepositional phrases. These are combina-
tions consisting of prepositions followed by 
nouns, e.g. bayna yadayhi lit. ‘between his 
hands’, i.e. ‘in front of him’; fì ±a
nà± lit. ‘in 
the folds’, i.e. ‘during’.

iv. Phrasal particles. These are particles (pre-
positions, conjunctions, pronouns, etc.) 
which, when combined, yield a new mean-
ing, e.g. hà�à ±ilà ‘this in addition to . . .’; 
�alà ±an ‘on condition that’.

v. Semi-idioms, i.e. combinations in which one 
component retains its denotative meaning, 
e.g. raja�a bi-ßifr al-yadayn ‘to return empty 
handed’; †a�ana fì s-sinn ‘to be advanced in 
age’.

vi. Full idioms, i.e. combinations yielding a 
new meaning altogether, e.g. �araba ±axmàs 
fì or li-±asdàs ‘to be at one’s wit’s end’; 
šamma�a l-fatla ‘to slip away, abscond’.

4. T h e  g r a m m a t i c a l  s t r u c t u r e 
o f  i d i o m s

Broadly speaking, idioms are structured as 
phrases (or part of clauses) or sentences.
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i. Phrasal idioms may be structured mainly as:
a. noun + adjective, e.g. ±àla ßammà± ‘willing 

tool’; a†-†àbùr al-xàmis ‘fifth column’
b. attribute/participle + substantive in annex-

ation (±idàfa), e.g. xafìf ad-dam ‘charm-
ing, easygoing’; †awìl al-bàl ‘patient’; †àhir 
a
-
iyàb ‘with a flawless character’; nà�im 
aÚ-Úufr ‘young’; maktùf al-±aydì ‘helpless’

c. verbal noun (� maßdar) + substantive in 
annexation, e.g. ra™àbat al-fanà± ‘hospi-
tality’; jawalàn al-yad ‘embezzlement’

d. nouns in annexation, e.g. masqa† ar-ra±s 
‘birthplace’; �àt al-bayn ‘enmity’

e. noun annexed to proper name, e.g. 
mawà�ìd �Urqùb ‘deceptive promises’; 
jazà± Sinimmàr lit. ‘Sinimar’s award’, i.e. 
‘to requite good with evil’

f. elative + min + substantive/proper name, 
e.g. ±andar min al-ÿuràb al-±a�ßam ‘rarer 
than a white-footed crow’; ±ak�ab min 
Musaylima ‘a greater liar than Musay-
lima’. These may be regarded as proverbs 
as well.

g. Binomials
1. With the same noun repeated: either 

without any addition, e.g. ba��uhum 
ba��an ‘each other’; or linked by a 
conjunction, e.g. šay±an fa-šay±an ‘bit 
by bit’; or linked by a preposition, 
e.g. ra±s bi-ra±s ‘alike’; or both linked 
by prepositions, e.g. fì l-fatra ba�da l-
fatra ‘once in a while’;

2. With different nouns or participles: 
either without any addition (±itbà�), 
e.g. xaràb yabàb ‘complete destruc-
tion’; or linked by a conjuction, e.g. 
±ax� wa-radd ‘discussion, debate’; or 
linked by a preposition, e.g. ra±s �alà 
�aqib ‘upside down’; or both linked 
by prepositions, e.g. min ±awwalihi 
±ilà ±àxirihi ‘from A to Z’; or linked 
by a preposition and a conjunction, 
e.g. bi-l-bà� wa-�-�irà� ‘with might 
and main’; or preceded by a nega-
tive particle and linked by a conjunc-
tion, e.g. là fatìl wa-là naqìr ‘nothing’; 
or preceded by a preposition and a 
negative particle and a conjun ction 
followed by a negative particle, e.g. 
bi-là kitàb wa-là sunna ‘lawlessness’.

ii. Idiomatic sentences occur when an idiom 
constitutes an independent sentence or, 

more commonly, a clause in a compound 
or complex sentence. The main types of this 
category are:
a. verb + subject, e.g. �arra qarnuhu ‘to 

begin to show’
b. verb + direct object, e.g. mala±a l-�ayn ‘to 

satisfy completely’
c. verb + indirect object, e.g. ixtala†a l-™àbil 

bi-n-nàbil ‘to be completely confused’
d. verb + adverb, e.g. tafarraqù ±aydì sabà 

‘to scatter in all directions’
e. verb + absolute accusative (maf �ùl 

mu†laq), e.g. ±arsala l-kalàm ±irsàlan ‘to 
speak without restraint’

f. verb + verb, e.g. sara™a wa-mara™a ‘to 
do as one likes’

g. verb + verb + object, e.g. ±aqàma d-
dunyà wa-±aq�adahà ‘to move heaven 
and earth’

h. verb + object + object, e.g. �araba wajh 
al-±amr wa-�aynahu ‘to touch on the very 
essence of a matter’

i. verb + adverb + adverb, e.g. �àda sàliman 
ÿàniman ‘to return safe and sound’

j. nominal sentence, e.g. ka-±anna �alà 
ru±ùsihim a†-†ayr ‘they are silent with 
awe’

k. compound sentence, e.g. yuqaddimu rijl 
wa-yu±axxiru ±uxrà ‘he hesitates’

l. complex sentence, e.g. ya�lamu min ±ayna 
tu±kalu l-katif ‘to fall on one’s feet’

5. T h e  s e m a n t i c s  o f  i d i o m s

Semantically, Arabic idioms may be divided into 
five main categories:

i. Conceivable figurative idioms. The idioms 
which belong to this category get their 
intensity from the literal meaning of the 
expression which is behind the idiomatic 
meaning (‘metaphorization’). These may be 
sub divided into three main groups:
a. Gestures, e.g. basa†a �irà�ayhi lit. ‘to 

spread one’s arms’, i.e. ‘to welcome’
b. Actions, e.g. ±axa�a �alà �àtiqihi lit. ‘to 

carry on the shoulder’, i.e. ‘to undertake 
a task’

c. Hyperboles, e.g. �àbat ±aÚfàruhu lit. ‘his 
fingernails melted’, i.e. ‘to strive in vain’

ii. Inconceivable figurative idioms. The idi-
oms which belong to this category have no 
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conceivable literal meaning, e.g. raqqaßa 
al-™anàjir lit. ‘it made throats dance’, i.e. 
‘to provoke loud laughter’; waqa�at al-�ayn 
�alà l-�ayn lit. ‘the eye fell over the eye’, i.e. 
‘fighting broke out’.

iii. Allusive idioms. These are idioms which are 
part of the cultural bond of Arab society, 
alluding to religion, history, literature, folk-
lore, and the like, e.g. yaxlu†u bayna ša�bàn 
wa-rama�àn lit. ‘he confounds Ša�bàn with 
Rama�àn’, i.e. ‘he does not know his right 
hand from his left’.

iv. Idioms containing obsolete words, which 
are usually used only in this idiom, e.g. 
±atà/jà±a šay±an fariyyan ‘to do something 
unheard of’; ±alqà l-xabar �alà rusaylàtihi 
‘he did not take the matter seriously’.

v. Miscellaneous categories. These refer to 
special cases of idioms which may have 
intrinsic features or may belong to more 
than one category:
a. Binomials (±itbà�) [see above for their 

morphological structure]. These may 
contain the same word repeated, e.g. �àl 
al-�àl ‘excellent’; the same root repeated, 
e.g. ±a��àf mu�à�afa ‘manifold’; synonyms 
or cognates, e.g. zift wa-qu†ràn ‘unpleas-
ant, awkward’; two words with opposite 
meaning, e.g. bayna �ašiyya wa-�u™àhà 
‘overnight, suddenly’; a word that is 
only added for rhyming purposes, e.g. 
là ya�rifu l-™ayy min al-layy ‘he wouldn’t 
know a snake from a garden hose’.

b. Common expressions. These include 
civilities, � greetings, wishes,  swearing, 
exclamations, oaths, vocatives, and rhe-
torical and parenthetical  expressions, 
e.g. ±ahlan wa-sahlan ‘welcome!’; bay-
ya�a llàhu wajhahu ‘may God make 
him happy!’; �alà †-†à±ir al-maymùn ‘bon 
voyage!’; là �alayka ‘don’t worry!’; yà 
salàm ‘good Lord!’; wa-™ayàt ra±sì lit. 
‘by the life of my head’, i.e. ‘I swear by 
my life’.

c. Terminology. Various terms referring 
to different disciplines are also idio-
matic, e.g. lisàn ™àl ‘organ [of a party, 
movement etc.]’; radd fi�l ‘reaction’; �alà 
±amwàj al-±a
ir ‘on the radio’; dà±ira 
ma�àrif ‘encyclopedia’.

6. S t y l i s t i c  a s p e c t s  o f  i d i o m s

Generally, idioms contribute to the clarity and 
aesthetic of the utterance and therefore play a 
decisive role in shaping its style, often elevating 
it to a very high status of literary expression. 
Stylistically, the idiom may fulfill three main 
functions. In the first place, since no mono-
lexemic equivalent exists, the idiom fills a 
lacuna in the language. The alternative would 
be a lengthy explanation, for instance for the 
expression ±adlà dalwahu bayna ad-dilà± or 
±adlà bi-dalwihi fì d-dilà± ‘to make one’s con-
tribution [together with others]; to add one’s 
touch’. Additionally, the idiom offers informa-
tion that is not conveyed by the single lexeme, 
as in the expression ±alqà ri™àlahu/±alqà �aßà t-
tir™àl ‘to stop [after a long journey]’, instead of 
the general verbs waqafa/tawaqqafa ‘to stop’. 
Finally, the main function of the idiom is to 
offer a more aesthetic and even more pictur-
esque utterance than the common word, as in 
the expression †ala�a �alà bàb Allàh lit. ‘to turn 
up before God’s door’, instead of irtazaqa ‘to 
earn one’s bread’.

Moreover, idioms are often used as figures of 
speech to intensify the rhetoric of the speaker 
or writer. The most common figurative idioms 
are:

i. Simile, e.g. ka-l-mà± al-jàrì lit. ‘like flowing 
water’, i.e. ‘fluently’; wà�i™ wu�ù™ aš-
šams fì ràbi�at an-nahàr ‘clear as daylight’

ii. � Metaphor, e.g. ±aqàma wazn kabìr ‘to 
attach great importance’; dàrat ra™à l-
™arb ‘the war broke out’

iii. Metonymy, e.g. qaßìr al-bà� ‘powerless’; 
la™m wa-dam ‘flesh and blood’

iv. Synecdoche, e.g. †alaba yadahà ‘to ask her 
hand in marriage’; masqa† ar-ra±s ‘birth-
place’

v. Epithet, e.g. rasùlu llàh ‘the Prophet 
Mu™ammad’; an-nà†iqùn bi-�-�àd lit. 
‘those who pronounce the � �àd’, i.e. ‘the 
Arabs’

vi. � Euphemism, e.g. intaqala ±ilà ra™mat 
Allàh ‘he died’; bayt al-±adab ‘latrine’

vii. Hyperbole, e.g. zawba�a fì finjàn ‘a storm 
in a teacup’; hadaf tataqa††a�u dùnahu l-
±a�nàq ‘an unattainable goal’

viii. Litotes, e.g. là ba±s bihi ‘considerable; not 
bad’; là yuß†alà bi-nàrihi ‘invincible’
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ix. Merismus, e.g. ßàba ±am ±aqla�a ‘under all 
circumstances’; al-qàßì wa-d-dànì ‘every-
body’

x. Polyptoton, e.g. nasaja nasjahu ‘to imitate 
(someone)’; kataba kitàbahu ‘to marry 
(someone)’

7. T h e  c o h e s i o n  o f  i d i o m s

By definition the idiom is made of a combina-
tion of words which together convey a new 
meaning. This suggests an ‘en bloc cluster’ char-
acterized by semantic stability, which does not 
allow any morphological, syntactic, or seman-
tic changes in the structure or the substituting 
of its components. Thus, the idiom ±aqàma 
d-dunyà wa-±aq�adahà ‘to move heaven and 
earth’ cannot be transposed to *rafa�a l-�àlam 
wa-±ajlasahu, etc. Nevertheless, a large number 
of idioms have undergone certain semantic 
changes, mainly by using synonyms, e.g. kašafa 
n-niqàb/al-qinà�, rafa�a/±azà™a s -sitàr, ±amà†a l-
li
àm, all meaning ‘to reveal, disclose’; zàda diÿ
 
�alà ±ibàla/zàda †-†in ballan/zàda n-nàr �iràm ‘to 
add fuel to the flames’.

Moreover, morphological changes which 
allow grammatical and syntactic variation may 
also occur, often affecting the meaning, e.g. 
±inna l-buÿà
 bi-±ar�ina yastansir became istan-
sara l-buÿà
 ‘the small bird became like an 
eagle’. The proverb i�rib al-™adìd mà dàma 
bàrid ‘strike while the iron is hot’ became an 
idiom: �araba fì ™adìd bàrid ‘to take futile steps, 
beat the air’. The expression hà�à min 
alà
at 
al-musta™ìlàt ‘this is one of the three impossible 
things’ became hà�à ràbi� al-musta™ìlàt ‘this is 
the fourth impossible thing’.

8. T h e  u s e  o f  i d i o m s

Since idioms are more emotive than the equiva-
lent single word and often carry more weight, 
it is not surprising that users of the language 
prefer to incorporate idioms into their written 
texts or in their speech for enriching and embel-
lishing their style. Literature at large, the media, 
and Arab writers, essayists, orators, politicians, 
and intellectuals use scores of idioms, which 
have a great impact on the hearer or the reader. 
Thus, when Yusuf Idris describes the eager-
ness of one of his protagonists to visit Vienna, 
he prefers to tell the reader that Vienna was 
�àllatahu l-manšùda lit. ‘his sought-after lost 

sheep’, i.e. ‘the goal of his persistent search, the 
object of a long-cherished wish’. Such an idiom 
is certainly more expressive and emotional than 
the ordinary words for ‘target’ or ‘wish and 
desire’. Similarly, when describing the absent-
mindedness of one of his protagonists, Najib 
Mahfuz tells us that là ya�rifu ra±sahu min 
rijlayhi lit. ‘he does not know his head from 
his legs’, i.e. ‘he does not know his right hand 
from his left’. Moreover, paraphrasing prov-
erbs and idioms, a favorite pastime of writers, 
also carries an emotional impact, especially 
when the common phrase is in the background, 
as in hal ±aßla™a l-�ahd mà ±afsadahu l-fàsidùn? 
(an-Nahàr 1.5. 1974, 2/1) ‘did time mend what 
the immoral people have corrupted?’. This is 
a paraphrase of the famous proverb là yußli™u 
l-�a††àr mà ±afsadahu d-dahr ‘no perfumer can 
repair what time has destroyed’. Finally, daily 
expressions may carry more weight than a 
common word, as in the expression bi-r-rifà± 
wa-l-banìn ‘may you enjoy happiness and have 
children!’, which as a wish to a newlywed cou-
ple is more expressive than the general good 
wish mabrùk ‘be blessed!’.
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Avihai Shivtiel (Leeds)

Pidgin Arabic � Ki-Nubi; Juba Arabic

Pidgin Arabic: Bongor Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

1.1 Area

Bongor Arabic, locally called árab aná bóngor, 
less often túrku or túrgu, is a pidginized form 
of Arabic that is spoken in southwestern Chad 
in the Mayo-Kebbi area, more specifically in 
Bongor, a city which is close to the border with 
Cameroon.

Bongor Arabic is used as a lingua franca 
between the Masa (or Masana) and the Tupuri 
(two populations who speak a Chadic language 
and a Niger-Congo language respectively) on 
the one hand, and Arabic-speaking traders 
from the north on the other. There are no data 
concerning the number of speakers.

Information concerning the actual develop-
ment of Bongor Arabic is contradictory: some 
observers consider that Muslim Masa and 
Tupuri families tend to teach their children 
Bongor Arabic in addition to or instead of their 
own language, while others say that Bongor 
Arabic is more and more influenced by Chad-
ian dialectal Arabic, which competes with it 
(� Chad). If the former assertion is correct, it 
may lead to the formation of a creolized form 
of Bongor Arabic (see Sec. 1.2).

1.2 Bongor Arabic as a pidgin

A pidgin language is usually seen as a speech 
form without native speakers (the main feature 
distinguishing a pidgin and a creole) which is 
therefore primarily used as a means of com-
munication among people who do not share a 
common language (� pidginization). Pidgin is 
a simplified form of language compared to the 
lexifier language, especially with respect to the 
morphology and the lexicon. Pidgins are born 

and used in specific social situations: intereth-
nic contacts, contacts among traders, contacts 
between colonial people and local workers, etc. 
(Arends a.o. 1994).

The lexifier of Bongor Arabic is obviously 
Chadian Arabic, which is seen as a dialectal 
group, not as one specific variety of Arabic 
spoken in Chad, since there is more than one 
Arabic dialect in the country (Jullien de Pom-
merol 1997). Chadian Arabic itself belongs to 
Western Sudanese Arabic (Kaye 1976).

The main features that render Bongor Arabic 
a pidginized form of Chadian Arabic are the 
 following:

i. The long vowels are replaced mainly by 
stressed vowels.

ii. Some phonemes tend to disappear (/x/ > /k/ 
in kalí ‘to let’) or to be modified (/š/ > /s/ in 
mási ‘to go’, /f/ > /p/ in pi ‘in, to’).

iii. Lack of gender distinction.
iv. Lack of derivational morphology.
v. The article al- is replaced by the demon-

strative dá and dólda.
vi. The genitive is almost always analytic.
vii. The inflection of the verb is marked by the 

independent pronoun alone.
viii. The negation particle stands at the end of 

the sentence.

1.3 Historical background

A pidginized form of Arabic, called Turku 
(Tour kou), was already in use in southern 
Chad, and even in Nigeria and what is now 
Central African Republic, in the last decades of 
the 19th century. At the beginning of the 20th 
century, Derendiger (1912) noted that various 
forms of Arabic were spoken in Chad, includ-
ing a pidginized form. Turku was mentioned 
by Lethem (1920), describing a form of Arabic 
spoken in Bornu, Nigeria. He attributed its 
origin to Rabeh, a Nubian trader who estab-
lished himself in Chad in 1879. This language 
was later described by a French officer, Muraz 
(1930), in a booklet which was analyzed by 
Tosco and Owens (1993).

Quite apart from the name of the language 
itself and the area in which it was spoken, there 
are many parallels in the phonology, morpho-
syntax, and lexicon of the two languages. How-
ever, more research is needed to understand the 
evolution from the pidgin described by Muraz 
to today’s Bongor Arabic.
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1.4 Bongor Arabic in relation to other 
Arabic pidgins and creoles

At least two other Arabic Pidgins and Creoles 
are spoken nowadays: � Juba Arabic, which 
is spoken in southern Sudan, and � Ki-Nubi, 
which is spoken mainly in Kenya and Uganda. 
Here we present the main features that Bongor 
Arabic on the one hand, and Juba Arabic and 
Ki-Nubi on the other, have in common, as well 
as differences between them:

Common features:

i. Many phonological processes are alike.
ii. There is no consonant gemination.
iii. Long vowels are replaced by stressed 

vowels.
iv. The 2nd person plural independent pro-

noun is built on the singular.
v. Nominal and verbal derivational morphol-

ogy is very poor.
vi. There is no gender distinction.
vii. The definite article has disappeared and is 

replaced by demonstrative pronouns.
viii. Verbal inflection is marked by Tense-

Mood-Aspect markers.
ix. The negation stands at the end of the sen-

tence (Ugandan Ki-Nubi).
x. A large part of the lexicon is common, 

especially the verbal roots, mainly built on 
the imperative forms of the lexifier.

These common features may be divided into two 
categories: those features that can be explained 
by the fact that the lexifiers of Bongor Arabic 
and other Arabic pidgins and creoles belong to 
the same group, the Sudanese/Chadian Arabic 
dialects, and those features that cannot be 
explained by this common origin but are found 
in many other processes of pidginization or 
creolization, such as the lack of gender dis-
tinction and the use of Tempus-Modus-Aspect 
markers.

However, there are also differences between 
Bongor Arabic and Ki-Nubi and Juba Arabic. 
The main ones are:

i. Some specific phonological processes, 
probably linked to the substratum, like /f/ 
> /p/ and /t/ > /d/.

ii. Tempus-Modus-Aspect markers: Where 
Juba Arabic and Ki-Nubi use Ø, gi-, and 
bi- as main Tempus-Modus-Aspect mark-
ers, Bongor Arabic uses Ø and gáy-.

iii. The lexicon. Many lexical items/dialectical 
lexifiers are different: aná (BA), bitá (JA), tá 
(KN) ‘of ’; orú (BA), and kélem (KN, JA) ‘to 
say’; yátu (BA), munú (KN, JA) ‘who’; almé 
(BA), móyo (KN, JA) ‘water’; antú (BA), 
wedí (KN, J) ‘to give’, dár (BA), and béle 
(KN, JA) ‘country’.

iv. The adstrate. While Bongor Arabic lexicon 
is influenced by French, Juba Arabic is influ-
enced by English and Arabic, and Ki-Nubi 
by Swahili and English.

2. L i n g u i s t i c  D e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
  labials dentals palatals
plosives voiceless p t � 
 voiced b d j 
fricatives voiceless f s š 
 voiced  z
nasals  m n ny 
vibrants   r
laterals   l
semivowels w   y

  velars glottals
  k h
  g
  ng

There is no consonant gemination. Some speak-
ers tend to replace /f/ by /p/ and /t/ by /d/.

2.1.2 Vowels
       i         u
         e    o
           a

These vowels may also be realized long, but the 
vowel length is not distinctive.

2.1.3 The syllable
The patterns of the syllable are v, vC, Cv, and 
CvC, as in á-na ‘I’, al ‘that, who’ (relative pro-
noun), dá ‘this’ and dár ‘country’.

2.1.4 Accent
There is a tonic accent (which in most cases 
corresponds diachronically to the long vowel or 
the stressed vowel in the lexifier: kalám ‘word’, 
dérib ‘way’), which may be distinctive for some 
words, like ána ‘I’ and aná ‘of ’.
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2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns
Bongor Arabic distinguishes between independ-
ent and suffix pronouns, although the pronouns 
of the 3rd person are similar:

 independent suffix
 pronouns pronouns
3rd sg. hú -hú
2nd sg. ínti/índi -k(i)
1st sg. ána -(y)i
3rd sg. (h)úman -úman
2nd sg. índukum -kú(m)
1st sg. anína -na

The independent pronouns are used in four 
cases:

i. Subject of nominal sentences: úman sára 
dóldá ‘they are Sara’

ii. Subject of verbal sentences: ána orú lé-hu ‘I 
told him’

iii. Object of verbs: ána kúlu dóru orí ínti ‘me, 
too, I want to tell you’

iv. After a preposition: hú god ma ána fi bón-
gor ‘he stayed with me in Bongor’

They may also be used as possessors: akú aná 
ána ‘my brother’.

The suffix pronouns are used after the pos-
sessive marker aná and the preposition le: usm 
aná-y kaltúma ‘my name is Kaltuma’, anína 
gáy-só lé-ku sókol dá ‘we will do this for you’.

The relative pronoun has a unique form, al, 
and demonstrative pronouns are dá (sg.) and 
dólda (pl.).

2.2.2 Adverbs
ówul ‘before, formerly’, ása, ásada ‘now’, 
alyóm ‘today’, ambákir ‘tomorrow’, lahása ‘up 
to now’, dá ‘so, that way’, kúlu ‘too’, séme 
‘well’, šíya ‘few’, ketír ‘very’, híni ‘here’, hinák 
‘there’, ké ké ‘so-and-so, here and there’, batán 
‘again, still’, ma . . . batán ‘not anymore’, wén 
‘where?’, kikép ‘how?’, lé ‘why ?’.

2.2.3 Prepositions
min ‘from’, ál ‘in, inside’.

2.2.4 Conjunctions
u, o ‘and’, aw ‘or’, walá (interrogative), lákin 
‘but’, ašán ‘because’.

2.2.5 Nouns and adjectives
There is no productive marker of word classes, 
the distribution of the words being their main 
indication.

2.2.5.1 Gender
There is no morphological gender distinction: 
uléd sakár ‘a young boy’, bináya sakár ‘a young 
girl’.

2.2.5.2 Number
There is no dual (the suffix -én is still present 
in the numerals, but it is not productive: tinén 
‘two’, mitén ‘two hundred’). The majority of 
nouns have no morphological plural, plural-
ity being marked by the demonstrative dólda, 
or by quantifiers like katír ‘many’ or kul ‘all’: 
mer dólda ‘the mayors’, sára dólda ‘the Sara’, 
kalám katír katír ‘(many) questions’. However, 
some nouns may bear the suffix -ín as a plural 
marker: malán, malan-ín ‘full’; wáy, wad-ín 
‘some’; gáid, gaid-ín ‘staying’. Other plural 
markers may occur, but these are less com-
mon: internal plural, e.g. rájil ‘man’/rujál ‘men’, 
kebír/kubár ‘big’; and suppletive plural, e.g. 
nádum ‘person’/nas ‘people’, mára ‘woman’/
awín ‘women’.

2.2.6 Numerals
Etymologically, all the numerals (wáy, tinén, 
taláta, árba, kámsa, etc.) are related to the 
 Arabic lexicon. However, the unit always fol-
lows the ten – a feature which also appears in 
other varieties of Chadian Arabic: ásara u kámsa 
‘fifteen’. The speaker may switch to French to 
express high numbers: trente mille, quarante 
mille ‘thirty thousand, forty thousand’.

2.2.7 The verb

2.2.7.1 Verbal form
All the verbs have a unique form, which is 
the verbal stem. There is no derivational  mor-
phol ogy, except for some compound verbs with 
só ‘to do’, like só sarági ‘to steal’, só mer ‘to 
become a mayor’, só mersí ‘to thank’.

2.2.7.2 Inflection
The perfect is marked by the use of the non-
inflected verb stem: hú mási ‘he went’, while 
the imperfect is marked by the prefix gáy-: 
índukum gáy-mási wén? ‘where are you [pl.] 
going?’. The marker kalás may reinforce the 
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perfect: kalás úman máso ‘they are gone’. All 
markers are in preverbal position.

2.2.7.2.1 Perfect
3rd sg. húm ási
2nd sg. índi mási
1st sg. ána mási
3rd pl. úman mási
2nd pl. índukum mási
1st pl. anína mási

2.2.7.2.2 Imperfect
3rd sg. hú gáy-mási
2nd sg. índi gáy-mási
1st sg. ána gáy-mási
3rd pl. úman gáy-mási
2nd pl. índukum gáy-mási
1st pl. anína gáy-mási

From the point of view of tense, the non-
inflected verb mainly renders the past, while 
gáy- may be used for the present as well as the 
future: índi gáy-árfu bóngor máfi? ‘don’t you 
know Bongor?’, ambákir dá ána gáy mási súk 
‘tomorrow I’ll go to the market’, sána al gáy-
já dá ána gáy-mási france ‘next year I’ll go to 
France’.

Stative verbs may be used without gáy-, even 
in the present: ána dóru árge ‘I want [to drink] 
alcohol’; be kalám árab dá índi árpu máfi? ‘you 
don’t know it in Arabic?’.

2.2.7.2.3 The imperative
The imperative is rendered by the use of the 
verbal root alone: orí ‘say’, asérbi ‘drink’. For 
some verbs, there is a suppletive form of imper-
ative: ámsi ‘to go’ (mási ‘to go’). However, the 
verb is often preceded by the 2nd person pro-
noun: kalám dá índi orú ána ‘explain to me the 
problem’, sopér, índi ágip ‘driver, stop’.

2.2.7.2.4 The subjunctive
The verb introduced by an auxiliary is always 
noninflected: almé aná-ku al gáy-já kasurú bét 
aná-na ‘your [pl.] water which comes to destroy 
our houses’, ána gáy-dorú orú kalám dá ‘I want 
to say this’.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Noun phrase

2.3.1.1 Definiteness
The demonstrative pronouns are used as defi-
nite markers: dérib dá ‘the road’, journalistes 
dólda ‘the journalists’. Indefiniteness may be 
marked by the omission of the definite marker, 
as in hú gáy-adulú lé-na dérib ‘he will build a 
road for us’, or by the use of the numeral wáy 
‘one’, as in mára wáy ‘a woman’ or ána gáy-orú 
kalám wáy ‘I will say something’.

2.3.1.2 Modifiers
The noun modifier – demonstrative/definite 
marker, adjective, numeral – always stands 
after the noun: iyál dá ‘the kids’ or ‘these kids’, 
bináya sakár ‘a young girl’, rujál tinén ‘two 
men’.

2.3.1.3 Number agreement
Since many words have no specific plural 
marker, the agreement is not systematic: bakán 
ishirín ‘twenty places’; anína ma masás ‘we are 
no witches’. However, rujál tinén ‘two men’ is 
also found.

2.3.1.4 Genitive
The genitive marker is aná. It may be followed 
by a suffix pronoun: hasáy aná-y ‘my stick’, 
kalám aná-ki ‘your speech’, bet aná-hu ‘his 
house’; or by a noun: kalám aná depité dá 
‘the deputy’s speech’, nádum aná sar ‘a man 
from Sarh’, gúrs aná petról ‘the money of the 
oil’. The use of synthetic genitive may also 
occur, but it is very rare and often renders spe-
cific expressions or compounds: kalám nasára 
‘French’, kalám árab ‘Arabic’, kášam bár ‘river-
bank’ etc.

2.3.1.5 Comparative
There is no elative form. The comparative is 
marked by fútu after the adjective: mamát dá 
tawíl fútu ali ‘Mamat is taller than Ali’.

2.3.1.6 Relative clauses
The relative clause is introduced by al: hú kalám 
al fí gélb aná-k ‘this is the thing that you keep 
in your heart’, dá almé aná-ku al gáy-já kásuru 
bét aná-na ‘this is your [pl.] water which comes 
and destroys our houses’.
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2.3.1.7 Reduplication
Reduplication may be used to emphasize the 
meaning of an adjective or an adverb: nas 
kubár kubár ‘very important persons’, lámpa 
dólda al fóg fóg dá ‘the lamps which are above’, 
kalám katír katír ‘(many) questions’.

2.3.2 The verb phrase

2.3.2.1 Phrase order
The phrase order is SVO: ána súfu sókol dá ‘I 
saw this’, hú gáy-adulú bét aná-hú ‘he builds 
his house’. However, topicalization is quite 
common: dérib dá bes anína dóru ‘we want 
this road’.

2.3.2.2 Indirect discourse
After the verbs gál and orú, orí ‘to say’, the par-
ticle ké is often used: índukúm bas hása gal ké 
potról pí dár aná-kum ‘now you say that there 
is oil in your country’.

2.3.2.3 Existential and possessive sentences
An existential sentence is usually marked by the 
use of pí or fí (mapí or mafí in a negative sen-
tence): opitál fí fi bóngor ‘there is a hospital in 
Bongor’. But fí may also be omitted: índukúm 
bas hása gal ké petról pí dár aná-kum ‘now you 
[pl.] say that there is oil in your country’.

The possessive sentence is rendered by vari-
ous expressions:

i. Possessor + gáy be (lit. ‘to be with’) + Pos-
sessed, as in ána gáy be wadír jedíd ‘I have 
a new car’.

ii. Possessor + be + Possessed, as in ána be akú 
aná-ye tinén ‘I have two brothers’.

iii. Possessor + Possessed + Existential word, as 
in íntida livre wáy bas anáki fí sé ‘you have 
a book’.

In the last two expressions, possession is empha-
sized by aná + possessive pronoun.

2.3.3 Negation
The marker mafí or mapí is used to negate both 
nominal and verbal sentences. It occurs usually 
in sentence-final position: ána lúti mapí, ‘I am 
not stupid’, ána gáy-gáta mapí ‘I don’t cut’, ána 
árifu mafí ‘I don’t know’.

Another marker, má, is sometimes used. It 
is placed before the predicate or the verb. 
However, it is rare and may be an influ-

ence of Chadian Arabic: anína má masás ‘we 
are no witches’, ána má dorú ‘I don’t want’. 
Má . . . batán expresses ‘not anymore’: ána má 
uléd batán ‘I am not a child anymore’.

2.3.4 Depidginization
Bongor Arabic speakers may be influenced by 
their knowledge of other forms of Arabic – 
mainly Chadian dialect(s) – which leads to a 
partial depidginization of their speech. For 
instance, in sentences like anína rikíb-na wotír 
dá sáwa ‘we took the car together’, ána kúlu 
gáy-ni-dóra ni-orí séi ‘me too, I would like to 
say something’, ána ma n-árfa ‘I don’t know’, 
índi gáy-árifu úsum-i ‘you know my name’, 
personal prefixes or suffixes are added to the 
verb, the negation marker má stands before 
the verb, and the synthetic genitive replaces the 
analytic genitive.

3. L e x i c o n

The lexicon is clearly derived from the vocabu-
lary of Chadian Arabic: orú ‘to say’, aná ‘of ’, 
dóru ‘to want’, yátu ‘who’, almé ‘water’, dár 
‘land, country’, etc. However, many loanwords 
come from French (maire ‘mayor’, député ‘dep-
uty’, infirmier ‘nurse’…), which is the official 
language of Chad, a phenomenon which can be 
observed in Chadian Arabic as well. Depend-
ing on the speaker, these loanwords may be 
used as such, or may sometimes be phonologi-
cally modified (fantalón for pantalon ‘trouser’, 
boté for voter ‘to vote’, apermé for infirmier 
‘nurse’). A few other loanwords come from 
local  languages (bursdiya ‘Monday’, suppos-
edly from Masa).
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Pidginization

1. D e f i n i t i o n s  a n d 
g e n e r a l i t i e s

Pidginization is, strictly speaking, simply the 
process whereby a pidgin is brought about. Its 
definition hinges, therefore, upon a previous 
delimitation of the concept of pidgin. Accord-
ing to Holm (2000:5), a pidgin is “a reduced 
language that results from extended contact 
between groups of people with no language 
in common”. Generally, but not always, the 
groups in contact have unequal social (eco-
nomic, political, etc.) status: the language of 
the group in power acts as the target (the 
superstrate) for the other groups. Because full 
acquisition of the target language is limited or 
even precluded, the nonnative speakers pro-
duce imperfect approximations of the target. 
Such approximate versions of the superstrate 
language may then be adopted even by the 
superstrate speakers in dealing with the other 
groups. The languages in contact must dis-
play robust differences at all levels (structural, 
lexical, etc.): contact among sufficiently close 
varieties may result in koineization or dialect 
leveling (� dialect koine), rather than in pidg-
inization. (Holm actually prefers to stipulate 
that the languages in contact are not closely 
related, which seems to put undue emphasis on 
genetic relationship.) Nobody speaks a pidgin 
as his or her first or only language; by defini-
tion, once a pidgin has acquired a community 
of native speakers, it is called a creole (� creole 
Arabic). A pidgin is also different from a � jar-
gon because the latter is an ad hoc, individual 
solution, with no fixed norms; a pidgin, by 
contrast, is more stable and has certain norms, 
although variation still looms large because of 
the transfer of features from the speakers’ first 
languages. In time, variation may be reduced 
and pidgins may become a more or less istitu-
tionalized means of intergroup communication. 
One often speaks in such cases of expanded, or 
enriched, pidgins.

Although there is no unanimous definition 
of pidginization, nor an accepted theory of 
pidgin genesis (see Kaye and Tosco 2001 for an 
overview), a multilingual setting and no com-
mon language available seem to be the mini-
mum common denominator among competing 
hypotheses.

2. P i d g i n i z a t i o n  a n d  t h e 
A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s

Pidgins and pidginization are germane to Ara-
bic linguistics in two domains: first, pidginiza-
tion has been invoked as a historical process 
in the history of the Arabic language and, in 
particular, in the genesis of the modern Arabic 
dialects (which it would perhaps be better to 
call ‘native Arabic’, as proposed by Owens 
[2001a:426, n. 9]). Second, in the field of Ara-
bic dialectology, pidginization and creolization 
are indispensable concepts in the analysis of � 
Juba Arabic, � Ki-Nubi, and other varieties, 
most of them spoken (either in the past or still 
presently) in Africa (see also � pidgin: Bongor 
Arabic).

As a hypothesis concerning the history of 
Arabic, pidginization is associated with the 
name of Versteegh and his influential Pidginiza-
tion and creolization: The case of Arabic (Ver-
steegh 1984). Versteegh’s hypothesis accounts 
for the rise of the Arabic dialects out of the 
pidginization of Classical Arabic (or a variety 
thereof), followed by creolization and, finally, 
decreolization. Swift incorporation within the 
newly formed Islamic Empire brought about 
for the invading Arab armies and the conquered 
peoples alike major communicative problems: 
the necessity to communicate with the new Ara-
bic-speaking power holders and with other seg-
ments of the population in the rapidly growing 
new urban centers, coupled with the absence 
of a ready-made common medium, forced the 
non-Arabophones to acquire, as best and as 
fast as they could, some knowledge of Arabic, 
albeit simplified and deviant from native speak-
ers’ speech.

The result was an Arabic-based pidgin 
strongly influenced by the native language of 
its speakers, which soon spread as a result of 
interethnic marriages, population movement, 
and the general situation of a social melting pot 
of the early Islamic times. Originally limited in 
scope, it gradually expanded and was enriched, 

pidginization

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   639 10/4/2007   6:55:00 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



640

and was readily adopted as the native language 
of a new generation of urban dwellers, thereby 
becoming, at least for many speakers, a cre-
ole. The Arabs themselves soon found it useful 
to have recourse to this simplified form of 
Arabic in their contacts with the indigenous 
populations (� foreigner talk). At the same 
time, and as far as it remained in close contact 
with the Classical Arabic of culture, religion, 
and administration, this Arabic-based pidgin/
creole underwent a steady process of decreoli-
zation and alignment to the norms of ‘good’ 
Arabic – a process which even now is still far 
from completed.

Versteegh’s hypothesis breaks away from the 
dichotomy between monogenetic theories on 
the emergence of the Arabic dialects, such 
as Ferguson’s (1959) hypothesis of a military 
koine spoken in early Islamic times, and poly-
genetic accounts, whereby the colloquial varie-
ties sprang up independently from each other 
and assumed their common characters only 
out of later contact (see also Cohen 1970). In 
Versteegh’s view, an identical process (pidg-
inization) was set in motion whenever the 
‘right’ historical and social conditions applied 
(and from this process the dialects assumed 
their common characteristics), but was locally 
conditioned by the different � substrate (the 
local language spoken at the time of contact). 
On the other hand, as remarked by Owens 
(2001a:424), Versteegh’s view is consistent 
with Ferguson’s (1959) as well as with Blau’s 
(1966–1967) theories, insofar as the dialects 
are seen as innovative with respect to the Clas-
sical language, rather than the endpoint of a 
parallel line of development.

Much more than simply another hypoth-
esis on the history of Arabic, the origin of the 
dialects, and the rise of diglossia in the Arab 
world, Versteegh’s hypothesis amounts to a 
radical change: rather than a slow process of 
progressive differentiation of the dialects from 
the Classical language (or any other variety 
of ‘Old Arabic’), an abrupt deviation from 
the model of the classical language would be 
followed by a slow realignment toward it. At 
the same time, instead of a slow but steady, 
inexorable process of differentiation among 
the dialects, a period of maximum differentia-
tion would be followed by gradual coalescence, 
whereby the most aberrant and stigmatized 
solutions are inexorably dropped off.

Four pieces of evidence are advanced by 
Versteegh in support of his thesis. First is the 
testimony of the Medieval Arab grammarians, 
who constantly opposed the ‘corrupted’ lan-
guage of the townspeople in favor of the more 
conservative and pure Arabic of the Bedouin. 
On the other hand, it is important to note that 
the ‘mistakes’ the Arab grammarians stigma-
tized do not bear direct evidence of pidginized 
Arabic.

Second is the data from peripheral Arabic 
dialects, such as those of Central Asia and 
Anatolia, largely isolated from the mainstream 
Arab culture and therefore less amenable to 
superstrate influence from the classical lan-
guage. Again, as interesting and insightful as 
the evidence stemming from ‘fringe Arabic’ 
may be, it is also inconclusive: peripheral Ara-
bic dialects are generally spoken by bilinguals 
in a non-Arabic milieu and thus show typical 
traits of mixed languages, but no overall simpli-
fication as found instead in pidgins and creoles 
(see Owens 2001b:353–354).

Third is the evidence of present-day Arabic-
based pidgins and creoles, such as those of the 
Sudanese area and their offsping in East Africa, 
as well as that of pidgins and creoles in general, 
in order to show how the developments one 
finds in the Arabic dialects are typologically 
compatible with pidginization and creolization. 
Of course, typical, present-day or historically 
attested Arabic-based pidgins and creoles look 
profoundly different from any modern or his-
torically attested Arabic dialect, but, in prin-
ciple, there is no reason why a centuries-long, 
steady process of decreolization toward the 
sacred language and carrier of immense prestige 
which is Classical Arabic should not result in a 
drastic reshaping of pidginized varieties. After 
all, this is the picture shown by decreolized, 
‘high’ varieties of European-language-based 
creoles in the Antilles and elsewhere.

Fourth is the historical data on the eth-
nic composition and demography of the early 
Islamic world.

Pidginization and/or creolization have been 
proposed for the development of many differ-
ent languages and language groups, from the 
Romance languages and Middle English to 
Swahili, Turkish, and many more. In no case 
have they gained general acceptance. Nor, in 
general, has Versteegh’s hypothesis for Ara-
bic. A more positive attitude is taken by Kaye 
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(1985:201), who welcomes Versteegh’s book 
as “a real beginning” – but more generally con-
centrates his review on the role of pidgins and 
creoles in Arabic linguistics in general.

In his review, Hopkins remarks that “urban, 
village and Bedouin dialects throughout the 
Arab world are typologically rather similar, 
and this similarity requires an explication” 
(1988:98). In particular, Versteegh (1984:79) 
recognizes that certain Bedouin dialects, and 
especially those spoken in the Arabian Penin-
sula, fall outside the scope of his theory and 
can be regarded as more or less normal devel-
opments of ancient dialects. Yet, they share 
with all the other dialects many typical, inno-
vative traits of ‘modern’ Arabic. Moreover, 
“the general trend of development within Ara-
bic is matched by similar features in Hebrew, 
Aramaic and Ethiopian” (Hopkins 1988:99). 
Therefore, far from being the reflex of any 
‘abnormal transmission’ of Arabic (as implied 
in pidginization), the innovative features of the 
dialects are part and parcel of the general ‘drift’ 
of Semitic: given such and such a state of lan-
guage as found in ‘classical’ Semitic languages, 
the argument goes, any development cannot 
but proceed along the general lines displayed by 
the Arabic dialects, whose peculiarity is there-
fore downplayed. Reference is made here to 
such features of the Arabic dialects as the drop-
ping of nominal cases and the emergence of 
analytic structures, the most widely mentioned 
and discussed among them probably being the 
� analytic genitive. Both features should prob-
ably be reexamined, since, on the one hand, 
Owens (1998) has questioned the very nature 
and existence of the case system in Arabic, 
while, on the other, the role and frequency of 
the analytic genitive in the dialects has prob-
ably been unduly emphasized.

From the point of view of creolistics, Good-
man (1986) has criticized Versteegh’s defini-
tion of pidginization as too broad and generic. 
Much of the discussion actually turns on what 
is meant by pidginization. Is it sufficient, as 
Versteegh (1984:xi) does, to define it rather 
mildly as an “incomplete process of second 
language acquisition in an untutored context of 
language learning”? That such was the case for 
the acquisition of Arabic is obviously true. Not 
only was Arabization unplanned for by gov-
ernment agencies of the modern type, but one 
might even argue that it was at times indirectly 

opposed by the rulers, inasmuch as it was often 
a by-product of the process of Islamization, 
which brought about well-known budgetary 
problems: Islamization implied for the treasury 
the loss of the jizya, the head tax imposed on 
free male non-Muslims, and as such it was at 
times actively discouraged, as in Iraq by the 
governor al-£ajjàj ibn Yùsuf (d. 95/714). As 
a result, one might surmise, Arabization, too, 
was slowed down.

In general, untutored acquisition is simply the 
normal way to acquire a foreign language. As 
remarked by Kaye, “It is important to note that 
the question of formal instruction is not really 
germane because people rarely learn a language 
for communication purposes in a classroom 
[. . . .] [A]t all stages of human history, foreign 
languages tend to be learned in a natural envi-
ronment without any explicit foreign-language 
instruction” (1985:206; emphasis in the origi-
nal). It does not happen nowadays, nor did it 
happen in the early days of the Islamic Empire. 
Furthermore, when one takes into considera-
tion the general inefficiency of governmental 
agencies, one may indeed question whether any 
attempt at formally teaching a language variety 
may be very successful, by itself. The effective 
eradication of language diversity and dialect 
variation is much more the result of a complex 
network of social, economic, and ideological 
forces as can be found only in modern nation-
states. The latter, as political constructs based 
upon territoriality and sovereignty of power, 
emerged only much later and in a totally differ-
ent historical context (the Late Middle Ages in 
Western Europe).

Moreover, Owens (1989) has convincingly 
shown that the relationships between Arabs and 
indigenous populations in the Islamic Empire 
were in general far different from those which 
provided the input for the development of the 
‘classical’ European-based pidgins and creoles: 
there was no rigid ethnic separation, nor was 
social mobility formally barred. Furthermore, a 
high degree of multilingualism, with no clear-cut 
dominance pattern, is the most typical source 
of pidgins, while the common situation in the 
early Islamic world was one which opposed 
a local majority and an exogenous, dominant 
Arab minority. It is doubtful that third parties 
played any major role. Thus, the Middle East, 
apart from a certain limited superstrate usage 
of Greek, was basically Aramaic-speaking; in 
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Egypt, Coptic was the native tongue; and in 
North Africa, Berber and pre-Romance varie-
ties dominated the linguistic scene.

Pidgins are not at all rare, exceptional out-
comes of language contact: they are instead 
rather common, but they are also ephemeral 
and liable to meet an untimely death when the 
conditions which favored their rise disappear, 
or when their speakers gain access to fuller 
(and more socially acceptable) versions of the 
target language. In a way, most pidgins ‘depidg-
inize’ before having the possibility to creolize. 
This, for example, is what happens with many 
impoverished versions of Western European 
languages among immigrants. Even when pid-
gins pass the stage of individual solutions (jar-
gons) and become somehow stabilized within a 
social milieu, they rarely expand and creolize. 
Jargons and pidgins are probably exceedingly 
common phenomena whose life span is gener-
ally very short. It is therefore no surprise that 
their usual fate is to rise, grow, and fade away 
unnoticed.

The arguments in favor of pidginization have 
been defended in Versteegh (1997:108–112) 
and, more recently, in Versteegh (2004). The 
major problem that any theory of the rise and 
development of the modern dialects ought to 
solve, according to Versteegh, is the presence 
of “a general trend that occurs in all Arabic 
dialects, and an individual translation of this 
trend in each area” (Versteegh 1997:108). As 
the substrate was different in each area, it 
cannot explain the similarities, nor can later 
convergence among the dialects be appealed 
to in order to explain the differences, because 
in this case one would expect the borrowing 
of actual morphemes from one dialect into 
another, rather than the borrowing of a struc-
ture filled in by different exponents.

Taking pidginization stricto sensu, its role 
in the history of Arabic is as yet to be ascer-
tained. If one accepts instead a broader view 
of pidginization, it becomes the normal result 
of any language contact situation leading to 
abrupt language shift, and it is probably safe to 
admit with Bailey (1973:33) that all languages 
have creolized histories (Versteegh [1984], 
too, inclines towards this position). There can 
hardly be any doubt that “the modern dialects 
originated in a context of second language 
learning” (Versteegh 2004: 354), and this fact 
must be recognized and taken into account. In 

this case, pidginization remains a valid heuristic 
concept in historical linguistics, but it cannot be 
proved (see Tosco 1991). As Versteegh (2004: 
345) writes, “What we can do is demonstrate 
that the scenario is a plausible one, that it may 
have taken place”.

3. P i d g i n i z e d  v a r i e t i e s  o f 
A r a b i c

Simplified varieties of Arabic used as trade 
languages existed probably as long ago as 
1000 C.E. Thomason and Elgibali (1986) have 
brought to the attention of linguists a short 
folktale from the 11th century found in ±Abù 
�Ubayd al-Bakrì’s geographical work al-Masàlik 
wa-l-mamàlik, which allegedly portrays a pidg-
inized ‘Maridi Arabic’. Thomason and Elgibali 
(1986) locate Maridi in present-day Maurita-
nia; on the other hand, Owens (1989:97–101), 
remarking that the text, according to al-Bakrì 
himself, was provided by a trader from Aswan 
and that it contains typical Upper Egyptian 
traits, has put forward the opinion that the text 
does not represent a ‘true’ pidgin, but “eine 
Karikatur einer pidginisierten Sprache, die in 
Ägypten benutzt wurde” (Owens 1989:100). 
Whatever the true status of Maridi Arabic, it 
represents by far the very first pidgin in absolute 
terms known to us from historical records.

It is again in Africa, and more specifically 
in the Sudan (in the geographical sense of the 
word), that we find the 19th-century and con-
temporary Arabic-based pidgins and creoles 
(see Owens 1997 for an overview). The south-
ern Sudan has been the cradle of the two most 
widely known varieties: an expanded pidgin 
and creole used across most of the Equatoria 
province of the southern Sudan, and generally 
known as � ‘Juba Arabic’ (from the name of 
the provincial capital), and Nubi (or � Ki-
Nubi), a creole spoken by a Muslim and urban 
minority in East Africa (Uganda, Kenya, Tan-
zania). Watson and Ola (1985) is a practical 
introduction to Juba Arabic; Heine (1982), and 
especially Luffin (2005a) and Wellens (2005) 
are good descriptions of Ki-Nubi. Ki-Nubi texts 
are found in Luffin (2005b). The complex and 
fascinating history of Arabic and its offsprings 
in the southern Sudan has been dealt with by 
Mahmud (1983) and Owens (1985).

Another variety, known to us only through 
the work of the French officer G. Muraz (1932), 
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and analyzed linguistically by Tosco and Owens 
(1993), is Turku (French tourkou), a ‘military’ 
pidgin used around the turn of the 20th century 
among African troops of the French army in the 
Chad area. Many other Arabic-based pidgins 
and creoles certainly existed in the past. The 
status of other Arabic varieties of central and 
southern Sudan is equally unclear.

Typical phonological correlates of the 
pidginization of Arabic are the dropping of 
‘emphatic’ (pharyngealized) segments, pharyn-
geals, and velar and uvular fricatives. Inter-
dentals, another common target of inventory 
simplification (as witnessed by English-based 
pidgins and creoles), could not be an input 
to Arabic pidginization as they had already 
shifted to dentals in the Arabic dialects serving 
as input to the pidgins and creoles (and were, if 
one accepts Versteegh’s [1984] hypothesis, the 
result of a ‘first’ pidginization). Phonemic vowel 
length is likewise lost. On the other hand, stress 
is distinctive. Out of 28 consonants phonemes 
in Classical Arabic and 25 in Sudanese (Khar-
toum) Arabic, the inventory of Juba Arabic 
is starkly reduced to 17 or 19 elements, lying 
therefore even below the modal number of con-
sonants (21) in Maddieson’s (1984) worldwide 
database (cf. Kaye and Tosco 2001:80).

Morphology is reduced to a minimum, 
although it is safe to say that it never disap-
pears completely, except perhaps in basilectal 
varieties. The verbal system (cf. Owens 1980; 
Miller 1984; Tosco 1995) shows typical ‘cre-
ole’ traits in the opposition between stative and 
nonstative verbs, and in the use of preverbal 
markers in order to express tense, mood, and 
aspect distinctions. The basic preverbal mark-
ers seem to be bi-, which encodes the future 
and the conditional and may be interpreted as 
a marker of the irrealis mood; ge- as a marker 
of the nonpunctual, continuous aspect; and 
kan- as a marker of anteriority. Probably as a 
consequence of the ongoing superstratal influ-
ence of Sudanese and Standard Arabic on Juba 
Arabic, though not on Ki-Nubi, the verbal 
systems of the two are growing apart. As in 
almost all pidgins and creoles, the basic word 
order is SVO.

The lexicon is overwhelmingly Arabic in 
origin and contains many analytic forma-
tions; modern Ki-Nubi has of course borrowed 
extensively from Swahili and also English; 
code-switching with one or both of these 

languages is widespread (X. Luffin, personal 
communication).

Substratal influence reveals above all a robust 
Bari (East Nilotic, Nilo-Saharan) component, 
Bari being the major language spoken around 
Juba.

The respective roles of the substrate lan-
guages, the superstrate (i.e. Arabic), and uni-
versal tendencies and ‘laws’ are, as always in 
creolistics, a matter of considerable debate. 
The role of the substrate has been emphasized 
by Boretzky (1988), Vincent (1986), and Miller 
(1989), while Tosco (1995) has favored a ‘uni-
versalist’ approach and Owens (1980, 1985, 
1991, 2001b) has stressed the key role of the 
superstrate.

Finally, Arabistics and general linguistics 
will have to reckon with an increasing number 
of pidginized varieties of Arabic in the fast-
developing economies of certain Arab coun-
tries. Smart (1990) is a preliminary account 
based upon the speech of immigrant labor in the 
Gulf. Again, and unsurprisingly, pidginization 
has resulted in simplification of the consonant 
inventory, drastic reduction and regularization 
of the morphology, etc.

Pidginized and creolized varieties of Arabic 
is a branch of studies which so far has received 
surprisingly little attention; their sad neglect 
has often been remarked on, most notably by 
Owens (see esp. 2001a:458, n. 44, 2001b), 
who calls creole Arabic “the orphan of all 
orphans”. On the other hand, it is probably 
a truism to remember that creolistics, too, is 
still focused primarily on European-language-
based varieties. It is on the basis of data 
from European-based pidgins and creoles that 
general hypotheses on pidginization and cre-
olization have so far been formulated, tested, 
discussed, and, often, rejected. The study of 
Arabic-based jargons, pidgins, and creoles 
could therefore provide creolistics and general 
linguistics alike with a less-Eurocentric testing 
ground against which to measure at last their 
alleged universality.
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Mauro Tosco (University of Naples)

Place names � Toponyms

Plural � Number

Poetic Koine

The term ‘poetic koine’ (also ‘poetico-Qur±ànic 
koine’) refers to a supratribal variety of Arabic 
which, according to some scholars, was the 
variety of Arabic used in pre-Islamic poetry. 
The linguistic situation in the pre-Islamic 
period is a controversial topic (� history of 
Arabic). Opinions about this situation may be 
divided into two main theories. According to 
one theory, which was also that of the Arabic 
grammarians, the language of the Arab tribes 
in the pre-Islamic period was basically homo-
geneous: although there were minor differences 
between the dialects of the Arab tribes (� pre-
Islamic Arabic), the colloquial speech of these 
tribes was identical with the language used in 
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poetry, and this was also the language of the 
Qur ±àn. This view is followed by some modern 
scholars, who believe that in the pre-Islamic 
period there was no � diglossia of the kind 
that is found after the Arab conquests (Blau 
1977). One of the arguments to back up this 
view is that the Prophet Mu™ammad would 
not have been likely to speak a language that 
differed substantially from the language of the 
Revelation (an argument already advanced by 
Nöldeke 1904).

According to the second theory, the linguis-
tic situation before the coming of Islam was 
already characterized by diglossia, because the 
colloquial speech of the tribes differed from the 
language of poetry and the Qur±àn. In this the-
ory, the term ‘poetic koine’ is the usual term to 
indicate the high variety used in poetry. Because 
this variety is believed to be identical with the 
language of the Qur±àn, those who adhere to 
this model also speak of the ‘poetico-Qur±ànic 
koine’. The term itself is not very appropriate 
because the notion of ‘koine’ usually refers to 
a spoken variety of speech (� koineization). It 
was originally used for the variety of Greek that 
emerged in the regions conquered by Alexander 
the Great in the 4th century b.c.e. (cf. Bubeník 
1993). In the case of pre-Islamic Arabic, the 
term is used on the contrary for a variety that 
was restricted to poetic usage.

The term ‘poetic koine’ seems to have been 
applied to Arabic for the first time by William 
Marçais (cf. Rabin 1951:17; Zwettler 1978:173 
n. 11), when he compared the language of pre-
Islamic poetry to the artificial idiom of the 
Homeric epic poems, but even before him, 
Brockelmann (1908:24) had spoken of a Dich-
tersprache, a poetic idiom in pre-Islamic Arabia 
that differed from everyday speech. The notion 
of a special poetic language has become associ-
ated chiefly with a book by Michael Zwettler 
that appeared in 1978 under the title The oral 
tradition of classical Arabic poetry. The main 
thesis of his book is that the language used by 
the pre-Islamic poets was an archaic language 
that was identical with the language of the 
Qur±àn.

The main characteristic of the language used 
by the poets (� ši�r) was its traditional charac-
ter. Zwettler believes that part of the traditional 
knowledge of the poets and their ràwìs was the 
knowledge of the rules of declension (� ±i�ràb), 
which had disappeared from colloquial speech 

but were preserved in the language of the poems 
(Zwettler 1978:109). The poet was the šà�ir ‘he 
who knows’, and during their apprenticeship, 
poets and their ràwìs learned how to handle the 
intricate rules of a language that was no longer 
used colloquially, in particular the declensional 
endings (1978:85–88). The poets were “tradi-
tional masters of language” (1978:128), and in 
this capacity were responsible for preserving in 
their poems the traces of an archaic language. 
According to Zwettler, these traces are found, 
for instance, in the special � pausal forms in 
poetry and in those linguistic phenomena in 
pre-Islamic poetry that later generations had to 
interpret as � poetic licenses.

The many variant forms in pre-Islamic poetry 
are further evidence of the supradialectal char-
acter of the poetic language, because they are 
regarded as borrowings from different dialects. 
An example is the variation in the demonstra-
tive pronouns. According to the grammarians 
(Fleisch 1979:29–60), the forms of the demon-
strative differed among the tribes. The Banù 
Tamìm, for instance, used forms like (hà-)�à 
for proximate deixis and (hà-)�àka for distant 
deixis, whereas the £ijàzì dialect had hà�à 
and �àlika. Both sets occur in poetry, as do 
many other variant forms (Rabin 1951:120, 
152–154). Other examples are the many vari-
ants of broken plurals, and the large number of 
synonyms in the poetic lexicon, which could be 
regarded as the result of borrowing from differ-
ent dialects (Zwettler 1978:111). Although the 
poetic koine is believed to have borrowed from 
all dialects, Rabin (1951:1, 96; for comments 
see Zwettler 1978:115) asserts that it bore a 
special resemblance to one group of dialects, 
the East Arabian dialects, which were more 
conservative than the £ijàzì dialect. At the time 
the poems were composed, the poetic koine had 
ceased to be any tribe’s colloquial language, 
although Zwettler (1978:119) believes that in 
some layers of society in the £ijàz, the use of 
the poetic language for other purposes than 
literary production may have become a socio-
linguistic marker.

Zwettler’s ideas are inspired by the notion 
of � orality that has become associated with 
the names of Milman Parry (1930, 1931) and 
Albert Lord (1968). They studied the language 
of the Homeric epic poems and concluded 
that the Ancient Greek tradition of rhapsodes 
was based on an oral tradition. Lord (1965) 
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compared the tradition of the Homeric rhap-
sodes with that of the Yugoslav guslar in mod-
ern times. According to Zwettler, the role of the 
ràwìs, the transmitters of the pre-Islamic poets, 
was similar to that of transmitters of poetry in 
other oral traditions. In his view (1978:147), 
the oral character of Arabic pre-Islamic poetry, 
just like that of the Homeric poems, is demon-
strated by the presence of formulaic schemas. 
The recurrent use of these formulas and the 
presence of archaic language are easily explica-
ble as the result of how the poets worked. They 
used a stock of formulas, which could not be 
replaced, not even when the colloquial language 
had changed, because the metrical requirements 
did not allow that kind of variation.

A second property of oral poetry highlighted 
by Parry’s analysis of the Homeric language 
is the near absence of enjambment. In pre-
Islamic poetry, enjambment is indeed found to 
a much lesser extent than in later Arabic poetry 
 (Zwettler 1978:64–77): verses in pre-Islamic 
poetry rarely draw on syntactically to the next 
line. For an oral transmitter of poetry, verses 
that are self-contained units are much easier to 
exchange. Later classical Arabic literary crit-
ics regarded enjambment (ta�mìn) as a fault 
(cf. van Gelder 1982; Sanni 1989), probably 
because it occurred very infrequently in the 
canon of pre-Islamic poetry.

The third property of oral poetry is brought 
out by thematic analysis (Zwettler 1978:77–
85). In Parry’s and Lord’s analysis of the 
Homeric poems, the use of recurrent themes 
and motifs is another effect of the orality 
of these poems. Building on Jacobi’s (1971) 
analysis of the thematic unity of pre-Islamic 
and early Islamic qaßìdas, Zwettler suggests 
that the recurrence of these themes and motifs 
is consistent with the oral character of pre-
Islamic poetry. It was not until much later that 
poets invented new themes in a tradition that 
was no longer oral.

As an example, the famous opening lines of 
Imru± al-Qays’ Mu�allaqa may be quoted here: 

qifà nabki min �ikrà ™abìbin wa-manzilì
 bi-siqti l-liwà bayna d-Daxùli fa-£awmalì
fa-Tù�i™a fa-l-Miqràti lam ya�fu rasmu-hà
 li-mà nasajat-hà min janùbin wa-šam±alì

‘Let us stop, oh friends, to weep in memory of 
a loved one and a dwelling place

on the edge of the sandy desert between 
Dakhul and Hawmal

and Tudih and al-Miqra, whose traces have not 
been obliterated

by [the pattern] woven by the winds from the 
south and north’

Here, Zwettler (1978:236–237) identifies as 
traditional formulas and themes the addressing 
of two companions, the weeping over places 
deserted by the beloved, the joining together 
of place names with fa-, and the recurrent 
rainstorms. Zwettler (1978:51–53) also points 
out that there are many parallel verses, which 
he calls ‘formulaic elements’, which have a 
common syntactic schema. One line in Imru± 
al-Qays’ qaßìda, fa-Úalla l-�a�àrà yartamìna bi-
la™mi-hà, is paralleled by verses with similar 
syntactic structure in �Alqama’s poems (fa-Úalla 
l-±akuffu yaxtalifna bi-™àni�in), in those of 
¢arafa (fa-Úalla l-±imà±u yamtalilna ™uwàra-
hà), and others. Other examples include expres-
sions with the wàw rubba: wa-far�in yazìnu 
l-matna (Imru± al-Qays), wa-baytin yafù™u l-
misku (Imru± al-Qays), wa-ÿay
in marat-hu r-
rì™u (Imru± al-Qays), wa-ßadrin ±arà™a l-laylu 
(Nàbiÿa); or with bayna: bayna �ir�in wa-
mijwalì and bayna 
awrin wa-naj�alì (both in 
Imru± al-Qays), bayna dàmin wa-jàlibì (Nàbiÿa), 
bayna xabtin wa-�ar�arì (Labìd), etc.

Archaic language is the hallmark of the pre-
Islamic poetic tradition, in which the oral fea-
tures go hand in hand with formulaicity. This 
is what constitutes the poetic koine, not only in 
the pre-Islamic period but also in modern times. 
The term ‘poetic koine’ continues to be used 
for the language of traditional Bedouin poets in 
the Arabian Peninsula (Rabin 1951:17), such as 
Dindàn, whose poems were recorded by Kurp-
ershoek (1994). The language of this poetry is 
highly archaic and has the same properties as 
the oral poetry of pre-Islamic times. These traits 
are found in the poetic jargon of Bedouin tribes 
that have spread over a large region, from the 
Najd to the Sinai and the Negev (� North-
west Arabian). Zwettler (1978:134) connects 
this modern tradition with the stories about 
the Bedouin in the early centuries of Islam; 
according to the grammarians, these Bedouin 
continued to speak the Classical � �arabiyya. 
Zwettler interprets this to mean that they pre-
served a tradition of poetry in an archaic lan-
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guage, including declensional endings, as it had 
been practiced by the pre-Islamic poets.

The concept of the pre-Islamic ‘poetic koine’ 
should not be confused with the theory of 
a military koine, connected with Ferguson’s 
(1959) idea of a monogenetic origin of the 
modern Arabic dialects. In his view, after the 
Arab conquests the pre-Islamic dialects became 
koineized in the garrisons of the Arab armies, 
and it is from this so-called military koine that 
the modern dialects originate. The positing 
of the existence of such a koine is motivated 
by the presence of common traits in the mod-
ern dialects, which Ferguson feels can only be 
explained by positing the existence of a koine 
(� history of Arabic).
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Poetic License

In a general sense, ‘poetic license’ is the free-
dom customarily given to poets to deviate 
from the normal rules of grammar, diction, or 
subject matter that are valid for prose, or even 
to depart from commonly accepted historical 
or scientific truth. Here, poetic license will be 
restricted to violations of the linguistic rules 
in the fields of morphology or syntax; other 
liberties of poets, such as being able to use far-
fetched metaphors and imagery, to contradict 
themselves, to declare their love for women 
not their own or for boys, to celebrate the joys 
of drinking wine, to use anachronisms which 
in ordinary prose would be out of place, etc., 
belong to the domain of literary criticism and 
are not be discussed in this entry.

Whereas the English term implies liberty, the 
corresponding Arabic term most commonly 
used, �arùra ‘necessity’ (pl. �arùràt or �arà±ir), 
stresses the lack of it, constrained as poets are 
by the exigencies of prosody: � meter and � 
rhyme; but the term ruxßa (pl. ruxaß) ‘license’ 
is also found (e.g. �Askarì, Íinà�atayn 156; Ibn 
Rašìq, �Umda I, 269–280). It has been argued 
(Baÿdàdì, Xizàna I, 31–34) that the term �arùra 
is in fact a misnomer, since one way or another 
it should always be possible to avoid violating 
the rules. But if a poet is unwilling or unable 
to compromise between the rules of prosody, 
which are very strict in Arabic, and what he 
or she wants to say, either the prosody or the 
grammar has to give way. In rare cases, the 
rules of meter or rhyme are broken. The former 
may be seen in a line of the most famous Arabic 
poem of all times, the Mu�allaqa by the pre-
Islamic poet Imra± al-Qays: ±Alà rubba yawmin 
laka minhunna ßàli™in, where, extremely excep-
tionally, the seventh syllable is short instead of 
long. The latter is found, for instance, in a poem 
by a certain Jawwàs ibn Huraym, who rhymes 
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ßudu� with ßuqu� (Marzubànì, Muwašša™, 13). 
A breach of the prosodic rules is, however, a 
rarity and is not considered a poetic license, 
or �arùra, by the native tradition, where such 
phenomena are discussed as prosodic faults and 
blemishes. Normally, the reverse happens, and 
prosody prevails over grammar and accepted 
usage.

This posed a problem for the grammar-
ians, since the codification of Classical Arabic 
grammar was primarily based on pre-Islamic 
and early Islamic poetry, the main source of 
šawàhid or linguistic evidence for ‘correct’ 
Arabic. The study of poetic license, therefore, 
dates from the very beginning of the study and 
codification of the language: near the beginning 
of his celebrated grammar, Sìbawayhi discusses 
poetic license in a chapter entitled “What is 
tolerated in poetry” or, more precisely, “What 
poetry tolerates” (Mà ya™tamilu š-ši�r). He 
does not yet use the term �arùra, although he 
employs words derived from the same root. The 
chapter opens, “Know that in poetry is allowed 
(yajùzu) what is not allowed in (ordinary) 
speech (kalàm)” (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 8–13); the 
last-mentioned word was taken as a synonym 
of prose (na
r) by most commentators, even 
though there are indications that to Sìbawayhi 
it had a more general sense, including poetry, 
which implies that the deviant and irregular 
‘licenses’ are, somehow, not ‘(proper) speech’ 
(Iványi 1991:211). Later scholars have written 
commentaries on this chapter or devoted mono-
graphs to the topic, among them al-£asan ibn 
�Abdallàh as-Sìràfì (d. 368/978), Mu™ammad 
ibn Ja�far al-Qazzàz (d. 412/1021), and Ibn 
�Ußfùr al-±Išbìlì (d. 669/1270); poetic licenses 
are also treated in some works on poetry and 
literary criticism, such as al-Muwašša™ by al-
Marzubànì (d. 384/993) and al-�Umda by Ibn 
Rašìq (d. ca. 456/1065).

The study of poetic license or ‘necessity’ 
should take into account that the language 
of poetry (� ši�r is not identical with that of 
everyday prose, or even literary prose. It is not 
always possible to distinguish between what is 
properly considered a license (and thus excep-
tionally allowed) and what is part and parcel 
of Arabic poetic diction. An example is the 
matter of diptote nouns: treating such nouns 
as triptotes by giving them a tanwìn (ending 
in -n) would be a gross error in prose, whereas 
in poetry it is extremely common and not con-

sidered a blemish at all, even though it may 
be described as �arùra by the commentators. 
Another example is the use of the particle wa- 
with a following indefinite noun in the genitive, 
which may be rendered as ‘many a . . . ’ or ‘I 
often think of . . . ’: this idiom, explained as a 
shortening of wa-rubba with following geni-
tive, is restricted to poetry, but it could hardly 
be called a poetic license and is never discussed 
as such. There is no clear boundary between 
these very ordinary poetic features and licenses 
that are merely tolerated. Similarly, there is 
no hard-and-fast distinction between tolerated 
licenses and plain mistakes or blemishes that are 
condemned, which the grammarians and critics 
would call ±ax†à± ‘errors’, ±aÿlà† ‘mistakes’, or 
ma±àxi� ‘reprehen sible matters’. Moreover, the 
distinction between license and error may also 
depend on its provenance: What is accepted as 
a license in a pre-Islamic or an Umayyad poet 
would in some cases not be tolerated from a 
‘modern’ (mu™da
) poet of the Abbasid era. 
Matters are further complicated by the fact that 
poets, as is their habit everywhere, have often 
made their own rules and consciously flouted 
the rules of grammar. Thus, many oddities 
in early Islamic � rajaz poetry, which is very 
strongly represented in works on grammar and 
lexicography as serious evidentiary material, 
may well be explained as intentional violations 
of linguistic rules, not rarely intended humor-
ously (see Ullmann 1966:214–217). Many fea-
tures listed as licenses derive in fact from 
dialects. It should be mentioned here that the � 
Qur±àn, even though its language may strike us 
as ‘poetic’, is not considered poetry by Arabic 
or Muslim standards. Being traditionally taken 
to be God’s literal speech, the words ‘license’ 
or �arùra can obviously not be applied to its 
numerous linguistic oddities (e.g. Sìràfì, Šar™ 
II, 119, 132; and see Ibn Rašìq, �Umda II, 277: 
in the Qur±àn such things are “eloquence and 
perfection rather than arbitrary change and 
necessity”). Nevertheless, some features found 
regularly in rhyme (e.g. as-sabìlà for as-sabìla), 
which are called �arùra in poetry, are declared 
identical with the same feature in Qur±ànic 
assonance or � saj� (e.g. Sìràfì, Šar™ II, 100; Ibn 
�Ußfùr, Îarà±ir 14).

“Poets are the commanders of speech: they 
shorten long vowels, lengthen short ones, they 
prepose and postpose” (Ibn Fàris, Íà™ibì 468; 
Suyù†ì, Muzhir II, 471, attributed to al-Xalìl in 
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Qar†àjannì, Minhàj 143). This statement seems 
to imply that poets are wholly free to change the 
rules of morphology and syntax. This extreme 
view was apparently held by ±Abù �Alì al-Fàrisì. 
However, Ibn Fàris continues, “It is no good 
saying that a poet may say things in his poetry 
that are not permitted [grammatically] in case 
of necessity (�arùra)”, and he sets out his view 
more fully in his treatise �amm al-xa†a± fì 
š-ši�r ‘Reproving faults in poetry’. Al-�Askarì, 
in a handbook for would-be poets and prose 
writers, tells them to avoid “committing poetic 
licenses (irtikàb a�-�arùràt)”, as if it were 
some kind of crime; though linguists may call 
them ‘license’ (ruxßa), they are ugly and spoil 
the beauty of one’s speech. The ancient poets 
used them not knowing how ugly they were; 
they were the first, and being the first is full of 
pitfalls (�Askarì, Íinà�atayn 156). It is argued 
that ancient poetry was extemporized or made 
without much reflection, which provides an 
excuse for licenses. This is countered by point-
ing out that not all ancient poetry was made 
spontaneously and that much ‘modern’ poetry 
is extemporized (see the discussion in Ibn Jinnì, 
Xaßà±iß I, 323–327). One writer, al-Mu�affar 
al-�Alawì (d. 656/1258), even finds that modern 
poets have a better excuse if they violate the 
rules, precisely because the ancient poets were 
naturally gifted, which made poetry easier to 
them (Mu�affar, Na�ra 239); therefore, the 
moderns are permitted to adopt all licenses 
found in early poetry, with only a few excep-
tions. However, most grammarians and critics 
are less categorical and admit that some licenses 
are ugly and to be avoided, whereas others are 
less abhorrent. Very ugly, for instance, is giving 
the comparative form (±af�alu min) a triptote 
declension (±afdalun min), even though other 
diptotes are regularly treated as triptotes in 
poetry; or lengthening a vowel which would 
result in nonexisting patterns, such as ±anÚùr 
for ±anÚur ‘I see’. On the other hand, it is not 
ugly if the word-final morpheme -à± is used 
instead of -à or vice versa (e.g. Ibn Rašìq, 
�Umda II, 269; Qar†àjannì, Minhàj 383; Suyù†ì, 
Muzhir I, 188–189).

The various kinds of licenses may be classified 
and categorized in several ways: on the basis of 
the linguistic levels involved (phonology, mor-
phology, syntax); of acceptability and ‘serious-
ness’; or of cause, intention, and stylistic or 
poetic effect (intended jesting, the demands of 

rhetoric or diction overriding the exigencies of 
prosody, etc.). Some linguists adopted a rather 
mechanical system and classified the �arùràt 
on the basis of the transformational categories: 
addition (A > AB), deletion (AB > A), substitu-
tion (A > B), and permutation (AB > BA), or 
an extended version of this classification, but 
irrespective of the linguistic level or the stylistic 
effect. As-Sìràfì, taking Sìbawayhi as his start-
ing point, recognizes seven categories: (i) ziyàda 
‘addition, augmentation’; (ii) nuqßàn ‘diminish-
ing, subtraction’; (iii) � ™a�f ‘elision, deletion’; 
(iv) taqdìm ‘pre-position, forward placement’; 
(v) ta±xìr ‘post-position, backward placement’; 
(vi) � ±ibdàl ‘substitution, interchange’; (vii) 
taÿ yìr wajh min al-±i�ràb ‘change of desinential 
inflection’. Categories (ii) and (iii) are closely 
related and are in fact discussed together, as 
are categories (iv) and (v). In the following 
(largely based on Sìràfì, Šar™ II, 95–256), some 
examples of each category are given. Surveys in 
Western languages, with examples, may also be 
found in Wright (1896–1898:II, 373–390) and 
Freytag (1830:466–527).

i. Addition (ziyàda). A short vowel may be 
lengthened. Since an Arabic verse cannot 
end in a short vowel or with tanwìn, words 
such as a
-
iklu or 
iklun regularly become 
(a
-)
iklù in rhyme. This is a basic difference 
between prose and poetry and can hardly be 
called a poetic license, but it is mentioned by 
as-Sìràfì for the sake of completeness and 
justified as providing euphony in reciting 
verse. If a diptote is treated as a triptote, 
this also implies an addition, e.g. qaßà±idu > 
qaßà±idun, Makkata > Makkatin. Very com-
mon in poetry of all ages, this is condoned 
with the somewhat dubious argument that 
the triptote declension is the basis or ori-
gin. Many authorities condemn this in the 
case of the comparative (±af�alun minka), 
although the Basrians allow it (Sìràfì, Šar™ 
II, 102). Poets of all periods, certainly, seem 
to have avoided it.

  A different kind of addition is the dis-
tortion of a word by lengthening (‘dou-
bling’) a consonant ( Ja�farun > Ja�farrun) 
or a vowel (daràhim > daràhìm). Sometimes 
these are merely lexical oddities that do 
not breach the rules of morphology (the 
pattern of daràhìm is, after all, a com-
mon one). However, additions may also 
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result in the breaking of morphological 
rules by yielding nonexistent word pat-
terns, or by flouting Arabic phonotactics, 
as when ràdd appears as ràdid, al-±ajalli as 
al-±ajlali (from a line by the rajaz poet ±Abù 
n-Najm al-�Ijlì), or mà�in as mà�iyin (from 
a line by Jarìr, which is read differently in 
other versions). Again, such forms are to 
some extent tolerated since they are said 
to have reverted to the ‘original’ forms.

  Very common is treating the hamzat al-
waßl as a hamzat al-qa†�: jàwaza l-i
nayni 
becoming jàwaza l-±i
nayni, or bi-smihì 
becoming bi-±ismihì, adding a syllable.

ii. Elision (™a�f  ). Names and nouns are found 
shortened, especially in vocative forms, e.g. 
Fà†imatu to Fà†ima, £àri
 to £àri, yà ßà™ibì 
‘my friend!’ to yà ßà™i; ±a-�à�ilatu ‘you 
[fem.] who reproaches [me]!’ to ±a-�à�ila, 
etc. This phenomenon, called tarxìm ‘soft-
ening’, seems to reflect the spoken language, 
and since this may be found in prose as 
well (� truncation), it is dubious whether it 
should be called a poetic license. There are, 
however, some more startling cases of eli-
sion: ma†à for ma†àyà ‘riding animals’ and 
al-™amà (in rhyme position) for al-™amàmi 
‘of pigeons’. The former (Sìràfì, Šar™ II, 
142) comes from an anonymous fragment 
which obviously belongs to light verse, and 
the latter is by the rajaz poet al-�Ajjàj; one 
strongly suspects that neither poet was seri-
ous. More normal elisions are shortenings 
of the suffix -à± to -à, the elision of hamz 
in forms such as law-anna (for law ±anna), 
contractions such as mil- (for mina l- ‘from 
the’), or the elision of the desinential ending 
in hanki (for hanuki ‘your [fem.] thing’, in 
an obscene sense), all apparently from ordi-
nary speech.

iii. Substitution (badal or ±ibdàl). Some of the 
examples given are in fact shortenings: 
±arànì, �afàdì for ±arànib ‘rabbits’ and 
�afàdi� ‘frogs’, but to the grammarians this 
counted as the substitution of one con-
sonant (in this case y) for another (b and 
�, respectively). The substitution may take 
place on the level of phonology (as in the 
examples given before); on the level of 
morphology, as in �asaykà (in rhyme posi-
tion) for �asayta ‘you were disobedient’, the 
former apparently a dialectal form, or ka-
hà (solecism for mi
lahà ‘like her’); and on 

the level of lexicon and semantics, as when 
a poet uses mašàfir ‘camel’s lips’ or ±a�làf 
‘hooves’ for the lips or ankles of a human 
being. Naturally, only the context can clarify 
whether this is a matter of ‘necessity’ and 
poetic license or of intended poetic effect.

iv. Pre- and post-position (taqdìm wa-ta±xìr). 
This concerns all deviations from the cus-
tomary word order as determined by the 
syntactic norm. It became a standard topic 
in the scholastic study of eloquence (�ilm al-
balàÿa), as part of the �ilm al-ma�ànì, which 
deals with the semantic and stylistic aspects 
of syntax. Of course, not every deviation is 
caused by the strictures of meter and rhyme. 
The interaction of prosody and syntax in 
early Arabic poetry, as compared with prose, 
has been investigated by Bloch (1946). An 
inflected language such as that of Classical 
Arabic poetry could be expected to tolerate a 
relatively greater freedom in the word order; 
nevertheless, in Arabic poetry it is much less 
free than, for instance, in Classical Greek or 
Latin verse. Among the examples discussed 
by the grammarians is the insertion of a 
word between the elements of a status con-
structus (� ±i�àfa), normally not allowed: 
bi-kaffi yawman yahùdiyyin ‘in the hand 
of, one day, a Jew’, in a line by ±Abù £ayya 
an-Numayrì). Critics and grammarians have 
few problems with this and similar cases. At 
the other extreme stands the notorious line 
by al-Farazdaq, often quoted as a deterrent 
example because of its contorted syntax: 
Wa-mà mi
luhù fì n-nàsi ±illà mumallakan/ 
±abù ±ummihì ™ayyun ±abùhu yuqàribuh 
‘there is no one like him among people, 
except a prince, whose mother’s father is his 
father, who resembles him’, meaning ‘there 
is no one alive among people who is like 
him, except a prince whose mother’s father 
is his father’.

v. Change of desinential inflection (taÿyìr al-
±i�ràb �an wajhihi). Inflection, the correct 
use of case endings and verbal moods, is the 
main concern – one might say obsession – of 
the grammarians, since it is the hallmark 
and shibboleth of pure and correct Arabic. 
Therefore, a separate section is devoted to 
it, even though it could also be described 
under the heading ‘substitution’; another 
final section deals with masculine and femi-
nine forms being substituted for each other 
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(ta±nì
 al-mu�akkar wa-ta�kìr al-mu±anna
). 
Forced by the rhyme, a poet may use a 
subjunctive (naßb) instead of an indicative 
imperfect (mu�àri�), an accusative (naßb) 
instead of a nominative (raf�), or a feminine 
instead of a masculine form, etc. Whenever 
possible, the grammarians try to find a 
rationale other than mere ‘necessity’ caused 
by meter or rhyme. Thus, the genitive in a 
line by Imra± al-Qays: kabìru ±unàsin fì bijì-
din muzammalì (for muzammalin) ‘an elder 
of the people, in a striped cloak wrapped’, 
where a nominative muzammalun would be 
normal, is explained as an instance of attrac-
tion or ‘contiguity’ (mujàwara), whereby a 
word may take the case ending of an imme-
diately preceding word. Since more cases 
of this phenomenon are found, it may be 
considered one of the ‘habits of the Arabs’. 
In the numerous commentaries on this line, 
the term �arùra is strikingly absent; but in 
at least one monograph on poetic licenses 
(Qazzàz, Mà yajùzu 146), it is given as a 
case of �arùra.

These ‘habits of the (pre-Islamic and early 
Islamic) Arabs’ are discussed at length in influ-
ential works by the two great contemporaries, 
the grammarians Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002), who 
uses the term šajà�at al-�arabiyya ‘the boldness 
of the Arabic language’ (Xaßà±iß II, 360–441), 
and Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004), who repeatedly 
uses the term sunan al-�Arab in his Íà™ibì 
(much quoted by others, including as-Suyù†ì 
in his Muzhir). One also finds terms such as 
ittisà� or tawassu�àt ‘expansions [of normal 
usage]’ – in fact various kinds of license. This 
‘boldness’ and these ‘habits’ or ‘expansions’ 
include much of what could be termed poetic 
licenses: forms of elision, irregularities in the 
uses of grammatical persons, grammatical gen-
der, number or tense, word order, etc. Ibn 
Rašìq, in his chapter on ruxaß, incorporates 
several of these topics. There is a difference, 
for in the discussion of the ‘habits of the Arabs’ 
both prose and poetry are considered, and the 
word ‘necessity’ (�arùra) cannot be applied, 
therefore, in spite of the close connections. 
Moreover, features that lie between linguistics, 
stylistics, and poetics are also included, such as 
figurative language (� majàz) and metaphor 
(� isti�àra). In any case, the discussion of these 

‘habits of the Arabs’, which focuses on precise 
linguistic and stylistic topics, is more satisfac-
tory than the treatment by as-Sìràfì, character-
ized by a mechanical subdivision that tends 
to ignore the boundaries between linguistic 
levels. Ibn �Ußfùr’s monograph on �arùra is 
more systematic than as-Sìràfì’s, for he reduces 
the mutational categories to four (addition, 
deletion, permutation, and substitution), each 
subdivided as to the level (vowel, morpheme, 
or word). Al-Qazzàz abandons this system alto-
gether and lists specific linguistic features in 
more than 140 short sections.

A broad interpretation of poetic license is 
offered by al-Mu�affar al-�Alawì in his hand-
book for poets and critics, in his chapter “What 
a poet is allowed or is not allowed to use” 
(Na�ra 239–292). It incorporates not only 
what is normally discussed as �arùràt but also 
the ‘habits of the Arabs’ and violations of meter 
and rhyme, thus bringing together topics often 
treated separately.

When poetic genres using the spoken lan-
guage or at least a nonclassical form of the 
language, such as the zajal, became accepted 
by the literary critics, a new set of rules was 
developed in which the standard rules were in 
a sense reversed: The use of classical forms and 
±i�ràb was now condemned or at most allowed 
as a license (£illì, �â†il); it often serves the 
purposes of humor and parody. Modern poetry 
has so many forms that there is no longer any 
generally accepted set of rules regarding poetic 
license.
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Polarity

The term ‘polarity’ is used for different mean-
ings in linguistics. In connection with the Ara-
bic system of � numerals, for example, it 
is used for gender polarity in the agreement 
between numerals and counted nouns. In the 
present entry, it is used for the contrast between 
negative and positive expressions in a language, 
whether these are syntactic or morphological. 
Negative polarity is a property of sentences 
modified with negative or downward mono-
tonic operators. Negative-polarity items are 
expressions whose interpretation is affected by 
negative polarity, or which require the presence 
of a negative-polarity environment for felici-
tous use. Both Modern Standard Arabic and 
the Arabic dialects include a range of negative-
polarity items, including nominal, adverbial, 
and idiomatic negative-polarity items. Several 
varieties of Arabic also show negative concord, 
the co-occurrence of multiple negative expres-
sions in which only one negation is under-
stood.

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

In terms of classical logic, the polarity of a 
sentence describes whether it asserts a truth or 
a falsehood. Accordingly, sentences have either 
negative polarity, in the case of a negated mean-
ing, or positive polarity, in the case of affirma-
tive meaning. Many linguistic expressions are 
sensitive to negative polarity: their interpreta-
tion is affected by, or requires the presence of, a 
negative-polarity expression (referred to as the 
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‘licensor’). Such expressions are referred to as 
‘negative-polarity items’ (NPIs).

The study of negative-polarity items has been 
a major theme in modern general linguistics 
since Jespersen (1917). Important or influential 
studies include Klima (1964), Baker (1970), 
Ladusaw (1979), Linebarger (1987), Horn 
(1989), Progovac (1993), Fauconnier (1975), 
Kadmon and Landman (1993), Vallduví (1994), 
Krifka (1995), Lahiri (1997), van der Wouden 
(1997), Zwarts (1997), Giannikadou (1998), 
and Szabolsci (2004).

There has been as yet little investigation into 
negative polarity in Arabic. Work that has been 
done includes Woidich (1968), Ouhalla (1993, 
1997b, 2002), Mohamed and Ouhalla (1995), 
and Benmamoun (1995, 1997). This entry 
provides a brief overview of negative-polarity 
items, insofar as they have been documented in 
Modern Standard Arabic and the Arabic dia-
lects. Section 2 provides an overview of negative 
polarity as a general topic and negative-polarity 
items in both Standard Arabic and the dialects. 
Section 3 discusses negative concord.

2. N e g a t i v e  p o l a r i t y

Traditionally, the term ‘negative polarity’ was 
used to describe sentences containing a nega-
tion morpheme. However, since Fauconnier 
(1975) and Ladusaw (1980), it has been rec-
ognized that many negative-polarity items are 
licensed in environments that lack a nega-
tion morpheme. Accordingly, the property 
that licenses them has been characterized as 
‘downward monotonicity’ (Fauconnier 1975; 
Ladusaw 1980; Von Fintel 1999), ‘pragmatic 
strengthening’ (Kadmon and Landman 1993; 
Krifka 1995; Lahiri 1997), or as ‘non-veridical-
ity’ (Giannikadou 1998, 1999, 2000).

Given the lack of theoretical work on nega-
tive-polarity items in Arabic, the remainder of 
this section is a brief survey of expressions in 
different varieties of Arabic that appear to be 
negative-polarity items (examples from Internet 
corpora are indicated with ‘www’).

2.1 Nominal negative-polarity items

The most common nominal negative-polarity 
items are cognates of Standard Arabic ±a™ad 

‘one, anyone’ and šay± ‘thing, anything’. These 
resemble English any-nouns in having both 
negative and non-negative interpretations, as 
in (1).

 

(1a) mà-šuft-iš iši bass �ala
 Neg-saw.1s-Neg thing but on
 kull ™àl ßuwar hayfà±
 every case pictures Haifa
 ™ilw-a ktìr
 beautiful.f much

‘I didn’t see anything, but in any case the 
pictures of Haifa are very nice’ (Palestin-
ian Arabic)

(1b) ma-baÿèt ™ad yrù™ ma�a-k
 not-wanted.1s one go.3ms with-cl.2s

‘I didn’t want anyone to go with you’ 
(Moroccan Arabic)

A common negative-polarity determiner is ±ayy 
‘which, any’, used both in Standard Arabic (2a) 
and in dialect (2b) to construct strongly con-
trastive negative-polarity items.

 

(2a) lam yafham ±ayy 
 not.Past understand.3ms any
 ±a™ad ÿayr-ì ±abadan
 one.ms other.than-cl.1s ever
 ±ayy mawqif min mawàqifi-ki
 any opinion from opinions-cl.3fs

‘There isn’t anyone other than me who 
ever understood any one of your opin-
ions’ (Modern Standard Arabic) 

(2b) bass bi-ßarà™a mà-fì
 but with-honesty not-exist
 ±ayy ™ada b-iqdar 
 any one be-able.3ms
 yi™all ma™all zìdàn
 occupy.3ms place Zidan

 ‘. . . but honestly, there isn’t any person 
who can take Zidan’s place’ (Levantine 
Arabic)
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According to Erwin (1969), in Iraqi Arabic the 
quantifier kullši ‘everything’ has a negative-
polarity interpretation in negative sentences (3).

(3) la wa££a, kullši ma-�ind-i
 no by-God anything not-at-cl.1s
 ‘I don’t have anything’ (Erwin 1969:88)

2.2 Adverbial negative-polarity items

Negative-polarity adverbs include bi-l-marra 
‘once, ever’ and cognates of �umr- ‘ever’ (lit. 
‘life, age’). Like ±a™ad and šay±, bi-l-marra 
is ambiguous between the interpretation as a 
negative-polarity item and a non-negative inter-
pretation (4). 

(4a) ±anta lam tù�i™
 you.ms not.past clarify.2ms
 šay±an bi-l-marra
 thing-Acc in-the-once

‘You didn’t ever clarify anything’ (Mod-
ern Standard Arabic: www) 

(4b) ±àsif yà ±axì, kalàm-ak 
 sorry oh brother-cl1s words-cl.2ms
 ÿèr ßa™ì™ bi-l-marra
 other true in-the-once

‘Sorry, Brother, your talk isn’t ever true’ 
(Egyptian Arabic: www)

The adverb �umr- ‘ever’ (which has cognates in 
most dialects) has only negative-polarity inter-
pretations and must co-occur with a licensor, 
as in (5).

(5a) ±ana �umr-i ma-šuft wà™ad 
 I life-cl.1s not-saw.1s one
 mi
l-u
 like-cl.3ms 

‘I have never seen anyone like him’ (Levan-
tine Arabic: www)

(5b) œœa �ammr-u
 father-cl.1s life-cl.3ms
 

 ma-ka-išreb
 not-Cont-drink.3ms

‘My father, he never drinks’ (Moroccan 
Arabic: Harrell 1966:260)

2.3 Negative-polarity items as auxiliaries

In many dialects, certain motion verbs are used 
as aspectual � auxiliaries or sentential con-
nectives (Schmidt and Kahle 1918; Blau 1960; 
Hussein 1990; Mitchell and al-Hassan 1994; 
Khalaily 1997). Examples include qàm ‘to rise, 
stand’ and cognates of �àd, �àwad, or raja� ‘to 
return’. As auxiliaries, they express inchoative 
or iterative aspect, or, in the case of qàm (� 
serial verbs), a meaning very similar to that of 
Modern Standard Arabic fa- ‘then, so’ (6).

(6) qàm raja� nàm 
 stood.3ms returned.3ms slept.3ms 

‘Then he went to sleep again’ (Levantine 
Arabic: www) 

As auxiliaries, they appear to have negative-
polarity interpretations. For example, negating 
qàm results in a meaning translatable with 
English ever (7).

(7) ma-qàm-iš yixallì-hin
 Neg-stood.3ms-Neg allowed.3ms-cl.3fp
 yi†la�in 
 go-out.3fp  

‘He didn’t ever let them venture out’ (Bir 
Zeit Palestinian Arabic: Schmidt and Kahle 
1918, par. 46.1)

Similarly, negating �àd or �àwad yields an inter-
pretation translatable as English anymore (8).

(8) ma-�adt-š ti�rif iši 
 Neg-returned.2ms.Neg know.2ms thing 

‘You don’t know anything anymore’ 
(Levantine Arabic: www) 

In Moroccan Arabic, auxiliaries like �ad ‘any-
more’ and ga� ‘at all’ seem to have only the 
negative-polarity interpretation, as in (9).
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(9a) �ad ma-yiji
 anymore not-come.3ms
 ‘He doesn’t come anymore’

(9b) ga� ma-ta-txruž berra
 at.all not-Cont-go.out.3fs outside

 ‘She doesn’t go outside at all’

2.4 Negative-polarity idioms

Another category of negative-polarity items 
found in Arabic are � idioms that are felicitous 
only in the presence of a negative-polarity licen-
sor. Stowasser and Ani (1964) give examples in 
Syrian Arabic such as t�allaq �ala rijl-o ‘to hang 
from someone’s shoe’ (cf. English couldn’t care 
less), rafa� l-o qašše ‘to lift a match for some-
one’ (10).

(10a) mà-bit�allaq �ala rijl-i
 not-hang.3ms upon foot-cl.1s
 šù bya�taqed huwwe
 what thinks.3ms he

‘What he says doesn’t hang from my 
shoe’ (Stowasser and Ani 1964:35)

(10b) wa!l!la mà-barfa�-l-o qašše
 by-God not-lift.1s-to-cl.3ms match

‘I won’t lift a match for him’ (Stowasser 
and Ani 1964:139)

3. N e g a t i v e  c o n c o r d

Negative concord describes sentences in which 
one or more N-words (words that can express 
negation in a fragment answer) occur  with one 
or more other negative expressions (morphemes 
that express sentential negation) in a negative 
sentence, in which only one of them contributes 
negative meaning (Giannikadou 2000; Wata-
nabe 2004). Negative concord is the subject 
of an extensive literature. Influential studies 
include Jespersen (1917), Labov (1972), Laka 
(1990), Ladusaw (1992), Progovac (1993), 
Vallduví (1994), van der Wouden (1997), Hae-
geman and Zanuttini (1996), Deprez (2000), 
Herburger (2001), Giannikadou (2000), and 
Watanabe (2004).

To illustrate, the Modern Standard Arabic 
adverb mu†laqan ‘completely, at all’ can express 
negation in a fragment answer, as in (11).

(11) Q. hal hà�à l-mara�u
  Query this.ms the-disease.ms
  xa†ìrun?
  dangerous.ms
 A. là mu†laqan
  no not.at.all 

‘Is this disease dangerous?’ ‘No, not at 
all’ (Modern Standard Arabic: www)

Elsewhere, mu†laqan appears along with a 
negation morpheme and does not itself express 
negation, indicating that it undergoes negative 
concord, as in (12).

(12) aß-ßìn lan tasmu™a
 the-China  not.Fut tolerate.3fs
 mu†laqan bi-stiqlàli tàywàn 
 not.at.all with-independence Taiwan

‘China will not tolerate Taiwan’s inde-
pendence at all’ (Modern Standard Ara-
bic: www)

As shown by data in published grammars, 
theoretical work, and text corpora (print, elec-
tronic, and broadcast) and elicited from native 
speakers, negative concord occurs in the Levan-
tine dialects (Schmidt and Kahle 1918, 1930; 
Blau 1960; Cowell 1964), Egyptian Arabic 
(Woidich 1968), some Gulf dialects (Qafisheh 
1977), North African dialects (Marçais 1977), 
and particularly in Moroccan Arabic (Har-
rell 1962, 1965, 1966; Ouhalla 1993, 1997b, 
2002; Benmamoun 1995, 1997).

A common N-word in the Eastern dialects 
is the determiner wala ‘not (even) one, not a 
single one’. Combined with a noun, it can be 
used to express negation, as in (13).

(13) Q. šù qal-l-ak?   
  what said.3ms-to-cl.2ms
 A. wala iši
  not.even thing
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‘What did he say to you?’ ‘Not a thing’ 
(Palestinian Arabic, from the film Para-
dise Now)

However, when wala falls within the scope of 
sentential negation, it fails to express negation, 
as in (14).

(14) ma-bansa wala wà™id 
 not-forget not.even one 
 min-nun. wala wà™id!

 from-cl3p not.even one
‘I won’t forget a single one of them. Not a 
single one’ (Syrian Arabic, from the televi-
sion program Spotlight)

This shows wala undergoing negative concord. 
For some Levantine speakers, the negation 

morpheme itself can undergo negative concord 
with a preceding N-word. In the following 
example, the negation morpheme mà- follows 
wala marra ‘not once’ in a context that makes 
clear that only one negative meaning is expressed 
by the sentence, as in (15).

(15) wala marra mà ±in†aradt 
 not.even  once not expelled.1s
 min ißßaff 
 from the-class

‘Not once have I been expelled from 
class’ 

The acceptability of such examples appears to 
be restricted to Palestinian. 

Other N-words include adverbs like ±abadan 
‘(n)ever, (not) at all’ and Modern Standard 
Arabic mu†laqan, noted above. In Moroccan 
Arabic, ™ëtta ‘even’ (Harrell 1962, 1965, 1966; 
Benmamoun 1997) can be used to express 
negation in fragment answers, satisfying the 
definition of an N-word:

In English one would be more likely to say ‘Not a 
one!’ instead of ‘He didn’t take a single ticket!’ in 
answer to ‘How many tickets did he take?’ Simi-
larly in Moroccan one may say simply ™ëtta wa™da 
instead of a full sentence such as, for example, 
ma-�andu ™ëtta werqa ‘He doesn’t have a single 
ticket’ (Harrell 1965:235) 

This indicates that in Moroccan Arabic nega-
tive-polarity items with ™ëtta undergo negative 
concord. 

However, Moroccan negative-polarity items 
with ™ëtta differ from those with wala in the 
Eastern dialects in that expressions with ™ëtta 
never express negation in a full clause, regard-
less of their position with respect to the verb. 
Instead, they must be licensed by a negation 
morpheme in both pre-verbal and post-verbal 
positions, as in (16).

(16a) ™ëtta ™add *(ma-)šàf-ni
 even one.ms not-saw.3ms-me 
 ‘Not even one person saw me’ 

(16b) *(ma-)šàf-ni ™ëtta ™add
 not saw.3ms-me even one.ms 
 ‘Not even one person saw me’ 

Published grammars of other Arabic dialects 
include data that closely resemble the examples 
of negative concord given here but do not 
provide conclusive evidence of such. Without 
such evidence it is difficult to determine how 
widespread negative concord is in the Arabic 
dialects. 

4. S u m m a r y

Both Standard Arabic and various Arabic dia-
lects exhibit a range of negative-polarity sen-
sitive expressions and phenomena, including 
nominal, adverbial, and idiomatic negative-
polarity items, as well as negative concord. 
Much work remains to be done both to inven-
tory the kinds of negative-polarity items used 
in the dialects and to provide descriptive and 
theoretical analyses of their properties. 
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Politeness

Politeness is a norm of social behavior that 
is expressed directly or indirectly by gestures 
or usage of common or personal expressions, 
either orally or in writing, showing endear-
ment, respect, veneration; appreciation, esteem; 
awe; flattery; sycophancy or affection. Polite-
ness may also indicate reservation or dissatis-
faction in a way which does not bluntly offend 
or irritate another person (Brown and Levinson 
1987). Thus, direct expression of politeness is 
the use of the words ‘thank you’ to indicate 
gratitude and appreciation, while the sentence 
‘this is an interesting dish’ is a polite way to say 
that the food was not entirely to your taste.

Politeness, in Arabic ±adab (less common: 
kiyàsa), is one of the highly praised qualities of 
man and is regarded as a vital ingredient in the 
‘relationship’ between God and man. A dictum 
ascribed to the Prophet Mu™ammad says ™usn 
al-±adab min al-±ìmàn ‘good behavior is part of 
the faith’. As in other languages, politeness is 
associated with a number of related concepts, 
such as taßarruf and sulùk ‘conduct, behavior’, 
tarbiya ‘bringing up’, tah�ìb ‘educating’, 
aqàfa 
‘culture’, xuluq/±axlàq ‘morals; character’, and 
�awq ‘good taste; tact’. All these words indicate 
good nature, virtues, and high moral standards, 
reflected in the mujàmalàt ‘etiquette, courtesy, 
civility’ of the individual and the society. In 
view of the importance attached to the con-
cepts of �ir� ‘honor’, karàma ‘good repute, 
self-respect’, and šaraf ‘dignity’ in Arab society, 
politeness is no doubt an essential ingredient in 
daily contact and relationships between human 
beings.

Obviously, there are many differences, both 
geographical and social, in polite behavior in 

the Arab world. In this entry, a general picture 
is given that should not be regarded as univer-
sally valid. Because of the lack of studies on 
this topic, it is difficult to make fine-tuned dis-
tinctions. Some of the customs and terms given 
here are current in some layers of society and in 
some regions only. For general studies on Ara-
bic politeness formulas, see Ferguson (1976), 
El-Sayed (1990), and Shivtiel (2005). A case 
study of politeness in Omani Arabic is Emery 
(2000). Piamenta (1979, 1983) is an inventory 
of religion-related expressions of politeness, 
especially in Jerusalem Arabic.

Among the customary gestures of politeness 
current in the Arab world, one finds the act of 
standing up in honor of a person or remaining 
standing as long as the other person is present; 
lowering of the voice while addressing a person 
(for instance in the relationships between chil-
dren and parents, common people and digni-
taries, young and old); shaking hands, bowing, 
cheek kissing (in some areas, nose rubbing), 
or touching the left side of one’s chest with 
the right hand open (pointing at ‘the heart’) 
when greeting; thanking, swearing by God or 
on one’s life, or indicating politely that one 
has had enough food; and in some areas even 
touching the beard of the addressee as a sign of 
friendly greeting or of swearing an oath. The 
custom of holding food with the right hand 
and leaving some food on the plate after finish-
ing the meal are but two of the table manners 
current in the region that show politeness and 
good manners. Also, customs mainly current 
among nomadic society (i.e. the Bedouin), such 
as indicating to a guest who has stayed too long 
that he is expected to leave the tent by offering 
him a third cup of coffee, or shaking the empty 
cup of coffee to indicate that one does not wish 
to have more coffee, or by grabbing the hem of 
the host’s cloak to hint that help is desperately 
needed, are all gestures of politeness, indicating 
a wish or desire without offending or pestering 
the addressee.

Verbally and in writing, Arabic has scores 
of phrases and idioms, demonstrating polite-
ness and good manners by offering the user a 
variety of � terms of address, honorific titles, 
expressions of courtesy, and references to males 
or females, places, and situations. In addition, 
Arabic has different ways, often used as cir-
cumlocutions, to politely indicate dissatisfac-
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tion and dislike. These should by no means be 
regarded as hypocrisy but rather as evidence of 
self-control, patience, and forbearance (ßabr).

As in other languages (e.g. French, German), 
the 2nd person plural is used when verbally 
addressing a dignitary or an old man or in 
official correspondence, e.g. ±arjù ±an takùnù 
qad istalamtum risàlatì . . . ‘I hope you [pl.] have 
received [pl.] my letter . . .’. However, the plural 
may also be used in the case of the 1st per-
son instead of the singular as a polite way of 
expressing one’s wish or requesting humbly, e.g. 
narjù ‘we would like’, natašarrafu/yušarrifunà 
‘we have the honor’, yus�idunà/yasurrunà ‘we 
are delighted’.

For direct approach (� greetings), the voca-
tives yà and rarely ±ayyuhà or yà ±ayyuhà 
‘oh!’ may be used, though seldom, while the 
most common formulas are as-sayyid/as-sayy-
ida; al-±ustà�; sayyidì/sayyidatì ‘Sir/Madam’; 
sayyidàtì wa-sàdatì ‘Ladies and Gentlemen’; 
mušahidìnà al-kiràm/al-±a�izzà± ‘our respected/
dear viewers [in TV broadcasts]’; ™a�rat . . .; 
™a�rataka/™a�rataki, and in the plural siyà-
datakum/sa�àdatakum ‘Your Excellency; Sir/
Madam’. One of the most popular formulas 
of address in the past was yà mawlàya ‘Sir!’. 
In academic circles, the common approach is 
with the word ad-duktùr/al-±ustà� . . ., followed 
by the surname, but among friends and col-
leagues by only the first name, e.g. Professor 
�Alì ¢àhir will be approached officially as ad-
duktùr or al-±ustà� ¢àhir, but by friends or 
colleagues as ad-duktùr �Ali. Common usages 
which show politeness, respect, and affection 
between members of the family (� kinship 
terms) and close friends are al-wàlid/al-wàlida 
‘father and mother’; ±axì ‘my brother’, ±uxtì 
‘my sister’; �azìzì/�azìzatì ‘my dear, darling’; 
™abìbì/™abìbatì ‘my beloved’; (yà) �ènì ‘my eye’; 
(yà) rò™i ‘my soul’. In archaic style, one may 
also find the expressions ™ušàša qalbì/kab(i)dì 
‘my last breath/my last spark of life’, i.e. ‘my 
dear’; yà �ußàrat/suwaydà± qalbì; fil�a kabidì 
‘my own flesh!’.

When approaching a specific holder of an 
official position or status, either orally or in 
writing, the following polite phrases are used: 
jalàlat al-malik ‘Your Majesty’; sumuww al-
±amìr ‘Your Royal Highness’; faxàmat ar-ra±ìs 
‘Your Excellency, the President’; dawla ra±ìs al-
™ukùma/al-wuzarà± ‘Your Excellency, the Prime 

Minister’; ma�àlì l-wazìr ‘Your Excellency, the 
Minister’; qadàsat al-bàbà ‘Your Holiness, 
the Pope’; samà™at al-muftì ‘Your Eminence, 
the Mufti’; ÿib†at al-ba†rìk ‘Your Eminence, the 
Patriarch’; niyàfat al-mu†ràn ‘Your Eminence, 
the Archbishop’; fa�ìlat aš-šayx ‘Your Grace, 
the Sheik’. Other titles are janàb ‘Right Honor-
able’ sa�àdat . . . (e.g. to a judge); �u†ùfat . . . (to a 
pasha, sheik); ßà™ib al-�aÚama (to a sultan). In 
the past, caliphs or other Muslim rulers were 
often addressed with the title ±amìr al-mu±minìn 
‘Commander of the Believers’. Phrases of cour-
tesy used by newspapers to refer to authors of 
articles in other newspapers are al-ÿarrà±, ar-
raßìfa, or ar-raßìfa al-ÿarrà± ‘noble colleague’. 

For requests, the following are the most cur-
rent polite expressions: ±arjù, ±arjùka/±arjùki, 
etc. ‘I beg of you [masc./fem.]; please!’; min 
fa�lika/min fa�liki ‘by your [masc./fem.] kind-
ness’, i.e. ‘please’; isma™ lì ‘pardon, forgive 
me’; law sama™t ‘with your permission’ (also 
used to draw the attention of waiters, sales-
persons, etc.), law takarramt/tafa��alt ‘with 
your respect/grace’, i.e. ‘please, excuse me’; 
ma��ira ‘excuse me/forgive me/sorry’; ±arjù 
±an tatala††afa/tatafa��ala ‘please’; ±afandim 
‘I beg your pardon?’; ballàhi, ti�mil ma�rùf 
‘by God, will you do me a favor?’. When offer-
ing something, the common word is tafa��al 
‘please!’, while the polite answer is ±af�alt 
or simply šukran ‘thanks’. A strong request, 
indicating helplessness and humble wish, is 
daxìlak, roughly ‘I am under your protection’, 
i.e. ‘please, I beg of you’.

When addressing a man or a woman who has 
children, it is customary to use the kunya, i.e. 
‘father of . . .’ or ‘mother of . . .’ followed by the 
name of the firstborn. Only mothers may nor-
mally have the names of either son or daughter; 
fathers are usually addressed with the name of 
a son, even if the son is not the firstborn child, 
e.g. ±abù Mu™ammad ‘father of Muhammad’, 
±ùmm £amdàn/Fà†ima ‘mother of Hamdan/
Fatima’.

Within certain contexts, and social groups, 
a wife rarely approaches her husband or refers 
politely and affectionately to him by using his 
first name; she is more likely to use his kunya 
(±abù Mu™ammad) or even ibn �ammì ‘my 
cousin’, while the husband usually addresses his 
wife as ±umm Mu™ammad ‘mother of Muham-
mad’ or bint �ammì ‘my cousin’. The combination
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ibn �ammì/bint ammì may also be politely used 
in the case of close friends addressing each 
other.

‘Thank you’ expressions include šukran/
šukran jazìlan/±aškuruka/mamnùn(ìn). In col-
loquial Arabic, one also uses kattar xèrak ‘may 
God increase your goodness/well-being!’ or 
Allàh yir�à �alèk ‘may God be pleased with 
you!’. The French word mersì or even mersì 
±awì ‘strong merci!’ is often used in Egypt, 
mainly by females. The common answer is, for 
example, �afwan or al-�afù ‘don’t mention it’, 
and in more elaborate style là šukra �alà l-wàjib 
‘no need to thank for one’s duty’, bàraka llàhu 
fìk ‘may God bless you!’, jazàk Allàh xayran/
al-xayr ‘may God reward you with goodness!’.

Polite style in correspondence in Modern 
Standard Arabic includes opening the letter 
with ™a�rat . . . or as-sayyid/as-sayyida . . . ‘Sir/
Madam’, and with friends al-±ax/±axì/±axì 
wa-�azìzì/aš-šaqìq (al-fà�il) ‘my dear/respected 
brother’; al-±uxt/±uxtì (al-fà�ila) ‘my dear/
respected sister’. In official correspondence, 
it is customary to place the name between 
two or more words denoting esteem, e.g. 
(™a�rat) al-±ustà� al-fà�il Ma™mùd an-Najjàr al-
mu™taram/al-muwaqqar/al-fà�il ‘the revered . . . 
the respected’. Closing formulas of official 
correspondence usually include wa -tafa��alù 
bi-qubùl fà±iq al-i™tiràm ‘yours sincerely/faith-
fully’ and/or in the case of friendly correspond-
ence al-muxliß ‘yours, yours sincerely’. In more 
orthodox or conservative circles, the formula 
wa-s-salàmu �alaykum wa-ra™matu llàhi wa-
barakàtuhu ‘may God’s peace and His mercy 
be with you!’ is commonly used. The same 
formula, but without the first conjunction, may 
also be used at the beginning of a letter imme-
diately after the addressee’s name (i.e. as-salàm 
�alaykum . . .).

Another polite formula used in correspond-
ence is ta™iyya †ayyiba (or ta™iyyàt †ayyiba) 
wa-ba�d or ta™iyya �a†ira (wa-ba�d) ‘Greet-
ings!’. These formulas were usually followed 
by the expression ±ammà ba�du ‘and after all 
this’ (called in Arabic faßl al-xi†àb), which 
is less used in contemporary Arabic. Some 
formulas of address in correspondence in 
the past were lengthy and florid, e.g. ±a†àla 
llàhu baqà±akum wa-±adàma �izzakum wa-
sa�àdatakum wa-±atamma ni�matahu �alaykum 
wa-kabata ±a�dà±akum ‘may God give you long 

life and an everlasting might and happiness and 
bestow His grace upon you and subjugate your 
enemies!’.

When referring to or addressing people, 
some adjectives or attributes may be added, 
for instance when addressing one person, 
šaxßiyyatukum al-marmùqa ‘your notable per-
sonality’, or when a politician addresses the 
whole nation, ±ayyuhà š-ša�b al-�arìq lit. ‘oh, 
deep-rooted nation’, i.e. ‘respectable nation’.

There are several polite expressions used 
in reference to women who are regarded as 
™arìm lit. ‘those who are forbidden to other 
men’ (from which the English word harem 
is derived), e.g. rabbàt al-™ijàl ‘the ladies’. A 
woman, and especially a married one, is sup-
posed to be respectable, humble, and modest. 
Hence, when addressed or referred to, several 
expressions are current, stressing her merits, 
e.g. ™urma, qarìna, �aqìla, karìma (also used for 
daughters), ™alìla, mu™sina, al-maßùna, ßà™ibat 
aß-ßawn, ßà™ibat aß-ßawn wa-l-�iffa, ßà™ibat 
al-�ißma, bay�at/rabbat al-xidr, and hànum 
(from Turkish). A polite reference to someone 
else’s wife, for instance when inquiring about 
her health, may be ‘generalized’ by using the 
word al-±ahl ‘the family’ or ±umm al-±awlàd 
‘the mother of the children’, and even ±umm 
al-±ašbàl ‘the mother of the lion’s cubs’, i.e. 
‘the children’, or rabbat al-manzil ‘the lady 
of the house’. All these polite phrases suggest 
that the person who is referring to the woman 
has sincere and honest intentions. It is worth 
noting that while imra±a (in the dialect mara) 
‘a woman’ may be used generally to refer to a 
female, it may also have a derogatory sense in 
the Egyptian dialect, but not as a declined noun 
(martì ‘my wife’, etc.).

A man is politely referred to as as-sayyid/al-
±ustà� ‘Mr. . . .’; al-±ax ‘the brother’, aß-ßadìq 
‘the friend’, az-zamìl/ar-raßìf ‘the colleague’; 
and may be addressed with (yà) ibn ™alàl lit. 
‘legitimate child’, i.e. ‘decent fellow’, in some 
dialects also as ya šà†ir or yà jada� roughly 
‘clever guy’.

Archaic words, mainly from Turkish, may 
still be heard, albeit less and less, such as 
±afandì (in Egypt also ±afandim) ‘Sir!’; the word 
xawàja ‘Mr. . . ., Sir’ may be used as a polite 
form of address for Westerners, although the 
word may have a derogatory meaning in some 
regions. In some dialects, the word ±us†à (a 
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corrupt form for ±ustà� in which /t/ has been 
replaced by emphatic /†/) is used as a form 
of polite address to a craftsman, etc. Other 
Turkish words are occasionally used, such as 
bàšà ‘Pasha’, bey ‘Bey’ (usually spelled bek), 
and šàwìš ‘Sergeant’, as well as the Arabic 
words (yà) mu�allim ‘Teacher’ and yà bà ‘oh, 
Father’, yà šèx ‘oh, Sheik’, and even yà ™àjj 
‘oh, Pilgrim’. All these are used in some regions 
as forms of polite address, showing affection, 
although they may also be used ironically.

It is also a matter of good manners for users 
of Arabic to use various eulogies when referring 
to certain personalities, such as the Prophet, 
adding after his name or his titles the wording 
ßallà llàhu �alayhi wa-sallam ‘may God bless 
him and grant him salvation!’. When refer-
ring to one of the first four caliphs (al-xulafà± 
ar-ràšidùn), one should add ra�iya llàhu �anhu 
‘may God be pleased with him!’, while in the 
case of the other prophets mentioned in the 
Qur±àn, such as Moses, one should say �alayhi 
s-salàm ‘peace be upon him!’. Polite reference 
to the Qur±àn is al-qur±àn al-karìm and to the 
£adì
 al-™adì
 aš-šarìf or an-nabawì.

Polite language involves the usage of various 
expressions at different situations and occa-
sions, as postulated by the Arabic dictum li-
kull maqàm maqàl ‘for every situation there 
is an appropriate saying’ (� greetings). Greet-
ing a person is usually performed by using 
the formula as-salàmu �alaykum, or mar™aba, 
±ahlan, or ±ahlèn, while the replies are �alaykum 
as-salàm, ±ahlan fìk, ±ahlan wa-sahlan, or 
mar™abtèn. Customary formulas of inquiring 
about a person’s well-being (English equivalent 
how are you?) are in Iraq and Syria ±àš lònak 
or šlònak lit. ‘what is your color?’, in southern 
Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, and the Ara-
bian Peninsula kìf ™àlak, in Egypt ±izzayyak, 
and in North Africa là bàs? The reply is usu-
ally al-™amdu lillàh ‘praise be to God!’, and in 
North Africa also là bàs!.

Other formulas of greetings associated with 
times or festivals are the morning greetings 
ßabà™ al-xèr ‘morning of goodness’, to which 
the typical answer is ßabà™ an-nùr ‘morning of 
light’. For late morning, the formula nahàrak 
‘have a happy day!’ is used, to which the 
answer is wa-nahàrak (sa�ìd u-mubàrak) ‘and 
may your day (be happy and blessed)!’. For 
late afternoon or evening, the common formula 

is masà± al-xèr ‘evening of goodness’, to which 
the reply is masà± an-nùr ‘evening of light’. 
For ‘good night’, the formula is tißba™ �a-lxèr 
‘wake up with goodness!’, to which the reply is 
wi-±inta min ±ahlo ‘and you too’. The common 
formulas during festivals are kull sana wa-±anta 
bi-xèr or kull �àm wa-±anta †ayyib ‘be well every 
year!’. During the month of Ramadan, the 
common greeting is rama�àn mubàrak ‘blessed 
Ramadan!’, while at any other festival the com-
mon formula is �ìd mubàrak ‘blessed festival’.

For an engagement, wedding, birth, gradua-
tion, or any new occasion, one is expected to 
use the felicitation mabrùk ‘may it be blessed!’, 
to which the answer is Allàh yubàrik fìk ‘may 
God bless you!’. A special formula to wish a 
newlywed couple well is bi-r-rifà± wa-l-banìn 
‘live in harmony and beget sons!’. When some-
one has taken a shower or has just had a hair-
cut, it is customary to ‘congratulate’ the person 
with the formula na�ìman ‘with grace’, to which 
the reply is Allàh yin�am �alèk ‘may God bestow 
His grace upon you!’.

A person who sneezes should be ‘blessed’ 
with the formula ra™imaka llàh ‘may God have 
mercy on you!’, to which the reply is tur™am 
‘may you have God’s mercy too!’. Welcome 
greetings are various, e.g. ±ahlan wa- sahlan, lit. 
‘you are part of the family and an easy guest’, 
or šarrifnà  ‘honor us!’, to which the reply is 
±ahlan fìkum or tašarrafnà.

A polite way to express an apology for both-
ering a person is ÿallabnàkum/ta��abnàkum or 
bi-dùn taklìf/±iz�àj/ÿalabe, to which the common
reply is là wallà ‘by God, not at all!’, or even 
±ahlan wa-sahlan or ta�abkum rà™a ‘the incon-
venience you cause is easy’, i.e. ‘it’s a pleasure’.

Coffee is not only a popular drink but also 
an institution which involves some formulas 
of politeness. When finishing drinking the cup, 
one should express one’s satisfaction by using 
the word dà±iman ‘always’, i.e. ‘may coffee 
always be in this house!’, while the host’s 
answer is bi-al-hanà± ‘with pleasure’ or bi-l-
hanà± wa-š-šifà± (colloquial bi-l-hina wa-š-šifa) 
‘with pleasure and health’. However, when one 
has coffee in the house of a bereaved family, the 
formula used is �àmir ‘may this house be full’, 
i.e. ‘may no more people be missed!’.

A polite invitation to dinner is simply tafa��al 
or šarrifnà ‘honor us!’. A very peculiar formula 
of welcoming a person who arrives just in 
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time for a meal is ™amàtak bit™ibbak lit. ‘your 
mother-in-law loves you’. For ‘bon appétit’ the 
expressions šahiyya †ayyiba/hanì±an or hanì±an 
marì±an/bi-l-hanà± or the colloquialism ßa™tèn 
are customarily used, to which the host’s reply 
is ßa™™a/ßa™™a wa-�àfiya/�alà qalbak ‘with 
health’. At the end of a meal, it is customary 
to thank the host with the formula as-sufra 
dà±ima ‘may this table always be full!’ or even 
bi-al-±afrà™ ‘on happy occasions’, to which the 
host’s reply is dumt/tadùm/ �išt/ta�ìš ‘may you 
live long!’. Another formula is yusallim yadayk 
‘may God bless your hands!’, and if one wishes 
to thank the lady of the house in her absence, 
yusallim yaday ±umm . . ., followed by the name 
of her son or daughter or generally al-±awlàd 
‘the children’. In some circles, the formula used 
is yusallim yaday al-madàm, to which the com-
mon reply is tislam ‘be healthy!’.

One wishes success or good luck by the 
words bi-n-najà™/bi-t-tawfìq/muwaffaq ‘with 
success!’ or Allàh yi�†ìk il-�àfiya ‘may God give 
you health!’. ‘Bravo!’, ‘well done!’, etc. are 
expressed in Arabic �afàrim �alèk (from Turk-
ish), ±a™sant, mar™a mar™a, bax bax, and mà 
šà±a llàh ‘God wish’. The last expression is also 
used for expressing admiration or rapture, or 
when referring to successful children, a beauti-
ful house, a nice car, and the like.

For wishing someone a safe journey one 
should say bi-s-salàma, ma�a s-salàma ‘with 
safety’, or �alà †-†à±ir al-maymùn ‘on the lucky 
bird’. Wishing someone a speedy recovery is 
expressed by the formula salàmtak, while sat-
isfaction with someone’s recovery is expressed 
by the formula rà™ aš-šarr ‘evil has gone by’, or 
simply by al-™amdu lillàh ‘praise be to God!’, 
which is widely used as a general remark show-
ing satisfaction and contentment or submission 
to God’s wish.

Polite formulas expressing a request or inten-
tion to leave a party, house, etc. are bi-xà†irkum 
or �an ±i�n ‘with your permission’, to which 
the common reply is ma�a s-salàma ‘in good 
health’. The expression �an ±i�n is also used to 
interrupt politely a conversation or a speaker.

A polite formula to indicate one’s positive 
response to a request or one’s preparedness to 
fulfill a wish is ™à�ir ‘at your service’; other 
formulas are �alà r-ràs wa-l-�èn or �alà �ènì wa-
ràsì lit. ‘on my eye and head’, i.e. ‘willingly’. 
The Classical Arabic formula was sam�an wa-
†à�atan lit. ‘hearing and obeying’, i.e. ‘your wish 
is my command’.

A person’s reaction to a compliment is usu-
ally min lu†fak ‘you are very kind’, while a 
polite reaction to hearing about the death of a 
person is the expression ad-dà±im Allàh ‘God 
is the only one who exists forever’. One may 
also say on such an occasion al-™amdu lillàh or 
sub™àna Allàh ‘may God be blessed!’, là ™awla 
wa-là quwwa ±illà bi-llàh ‘no might and no 
power but with God’, or al-baqà± fì ™ayàtkum 
‘his memory will remain with you’. A polite 
reference to a dead person is al-mar™ùm/al-
mar™ùma or ra™imahu/ra™imahà llàh or Allàh 
yar™amuhu/yar™amuhà ‘God have mercy upon 
him/her’.

Polite expressions of sorrow or regret are 
±àsif/muta±assif ‘sorry!’, (bi-)là mu±àxa�a ‘par-
don me; no offense’, while an expression of 
sympathy is Allàh yisà�dak ‘may God help you!’ 
or Allàh yifrijha �aleyk ‘may God give you sal-
vation!’. When refusing to give a beggar alms, 
the polite way to refuse is Allàh yi�†ìk ‘may God 
give you!’.

However, politeness also involves ‘refined’ 
style, which is usually used in order to avoid 
offense or direct criticism. This can be achieved 
by circumlocutions, the use of antonyms, a 
witty remark, � euphemisms, the use of � 
proverbs, and the like. Thus, in a situation 
in which one disagrees with someone else’s 
view, there are various options for expressing 
one’s reservations, from a blunt objection to an 
indirect reservation. When disagreeing with a 
statement, such as ±uxtuhu jamìla ‘his sister is 
beautiful’, one may politely react by using the 
word ya�nì lit. ‘this means’, i.e. ‘it’s a question 
of taste’, with ‘lengthened’ intonation, indicat-
ing a reservation.

The litotes là ba±s ‘not bad’ may also be used 
in order to avoid a blunt negative reaction. The 
compliment taqaddum la ba±s bihi ‘quite a good 
progress’ may sound as truly satisfying progress 
but may also indicate a more polite criticism, 
implying that more could have been done or 
achieved.

Euphemism may also be used as a polite 
way of expression instead of a blunt or strong 
language, obscenities, or direct reference to 
sex (� taboo), e.g. baßìr ‘one who is endowed 
with eyesight’ instead of ‘a blind person’; hà�a 
kalàm ka�ib ‘this is a lie’ may be ‘mitigated’ by 
kalàm là ±asàs lahu min aß-ßi™™a or by using 
a Qur±ànic quotation (Q. 53/23): mà ±anzala 
llàhu bihà min sul†àn ‘for which God has not 
sent any authorization’, i.e. ‘baseless words’. 
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Euphemisms for the toilet are ™ammàm ‘bath-
room’ or bayt ar-rà™a lit. ‘house of rest’, bayt 
al-±adab lit. ‘house of polite upbringing’, bayt 
al-mà± lit. ‘house of water’, and also tuwalèt. 
The expression al-hawà al-±a™mar ‘red love/
desire’ may be used instead of mu�àja�a ‘sexual 
intercourse’.

Reference to dogs, donkeys, shoes, or toilet 
in conversation, even in passing, requires from 
the user the addition of a polite parenthetical 
remark such as ba�ìd �annak ‘far from you! or 
±ajallak ‘you are more exalted’, suggesting that 
the hearer is highly regarded by the speaker 
above and beyond these ‘degraded’ objects, 
while a reference to a dead person or an evil 
man requires the addition of the word al-ba�ìd 
‘[who is] far from you’.

A polite rejection of an invitation or offer-
ing of help, especially when the person invit-
ing or offering his assistance has already been 
generous many times, may be expressed by the 
proverb law kàn ßadìqak min �asal là tal™aso 
kullo ‘if your friend is made of honey, do not 
lick all of it’.
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Avihai Shivtiel (Leeds)

Political Discourse and Language

This entry on Arabic and political discourse 
looks at language � variation from a socio-
linguistic perspective, together with aspects of 
rhetoric. It presents a number of factors that 
characterize Arabic political speeches, including 
contextual factors, � register, � code-switching, 
and discourse strategies, to show how language 
forms relate to language functions. Such factors 
are illustrated through selected examples of lin-
guistic combinatorial rules (within and between 
dialects) that accompany language levels, and 
through examples of rhetorical tactics.

1. C o n t e x t u a l  f a c t o r s

Sociolinguistic studies tend to start from quan-
titatively based analyses of language and move 
from the linguistic microlevel to the macrolevel 
(such as communication strategies and mes-
sages conveyed by the speaker). This entry, 
however, presents the macrolevel framework 
followed by a few examples of marked linguis-
tic occurrences.

An analysis of political speeches could take 
into account the political context at the time 
of delivery and immediate contextual factors: 
audience, topic of discourse, context, place of 
delivery, and type of discourse – speech with 
no interruptions, debate, interview, a planned 
speech read out loud, extemporaneous dis-
course, etc. The analysis could also be based on 
the speaker’s background (e.g. place of birth, 
education, religion), all the elements which 
would influence the speaker’s discourse. One 
could also look at a community’s attitudes 
toward a language variety and the ‘values’ 
attached to a particular dialect to understand 
the shifts between levels along the stylistic 
continuum, according to the communicative 
purposes.

2. S p e e c h  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d 
i n d i v i d u a l  s p e a k e r s

Analysis of political discourse shares a number 
of common points with the study of speech 
communities: although individuals have lin-
guistic idiosyncrasies, a group of people from 
the same society will share similar linguistic 
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rules and patterns of use. Recurrent patterns 
can be found in the speech of individuals which 
reflect the speech of that community. Commu-
nities can be defined according to a number of 
criteria, and the number and relevance of these 
criteria differ from one community to another. 
The speech of a community can be influenced 
by several interacting social variables. Social 
variables such as education, gender, age, reli-
gion, occupation, social class, and regional fac-
tors are considered to be factors that correlate 
with differences in vocabulary, morphology, 
and phonology.

3. A r a b i c  p o l i t i c a l  d i s c o u r s e

The analysis of Arabic political discourse is at 
the crossroads of different disciplines, includ-
ing pure dialectology, political science, anthro-
pological linguistics, discourse analysis, and 
rhetoric. In fact, a number of studies analyz-
ing political discourse combine various areas 
of study: Bengio (1998) bases her study of 
Saddam Hussein’s discourse on the meaning 
of language, political culture, myth making, 
and symbolism, while integrating the wider 
context of political and historical developments 
in the country. Suleiman (2003), in his study 
on the Arabic language and national identity, 
aims at an understanding of nationalism in its 
language-related dimension (� nationalism and 
language).

Studies of Arabic political discourse from 
a sociolinguistic perspective are, however, 
rather scarce. Holes (1993) looks at the use of 
variation in speeches from Nasser. Mazraani 
(1995, 1997) analyzes speeches from Nasser, 
Saddam Hussein, and Gaddafi and presents 
hypotheses as to the correlations between vari-
ation in Arabic and functions of the discourse. 
Taine-Cheikh (2002) looks at sermons from 
a well-known preacher in Mauritania: instead 
of the Modern Standard Arabic expected in 
such a setting, the author finds a mixed form 
of language, arabe médian, between Modern 
Standard Arabic and £assàniyya dialect. This 
corresponds to one of the language functions 
noted in previous research (see Holes 1993; 
Mazraani 1995, 1997): intimacy is conveyed 
by the speaker through the dialectal variety – in 
this case £assàniyya – whereas Modern Stand-
ard Arabic is used on more solemn occasions.

The correlation between language form and 
function is valid and perceptible, not only in the 
political arena but also in the areas of discourse 
and conversation in general: whether the inten-
tion is to give authority to a conversational 
point or to explain a concept, linguistic and 
extralinguistic features vary accordingly. What-
ever similarities are revealed about the ways 
political leaders make use of level variation as 
a rhetorical strategy are very likely to reflect 
the ‘rules of use’ of the wider communities in 
which political leaders function, whether local 
or pan-Arab.

4. R e g i s t e r  a n d 
c o d e - s w i t c h i n g

Politicians in public discourse tend to use Mod-
ern Standard Arabic linguistic forms as well as 
dialectal and mixed forms. Switches between 
passages in Modern Standard Arabic or dialec-
tal or mixed levels can be described as changes 
in register, which is determined by three situ-
ational variables, referred to as field, tenor, 
and mode (what is going on, who is taking 
part, and what role the language is playing), 
and three semantic components, which are the 
ideational, interpersonal, and textual aspects 
(Halliday 1978).

Following the various developments on � 
diglossia (see Ferguson 1959, 1996), authors 
have analyzed the phenomenon of code-switch-
ing in considering variation between Arabic 
and European languages (Heath 1989; Auer 
1999; Rouchdy 2002) or between different 
Arabic standards or varieties (Eid 1988; Holes 
1995a). Code-switching is a recognition of 
linguistic reality and the complex relationship 
between different codes or registers. It relies on 
the meaningful juxtaposition of what speakers 
must consciously or subconsciously process as 
strings formed according to the internal rules 
of two distinct grammatical systems (Gump-
erz 1982:66) situated at each end of a con-
tinuum. In Eid’s (1988) study, for instance, 
code-switching is analyzed mechanically, i.e. to 
see where and how it occurs, and ‘switch posi-
tions’ are determined by syntactic conditions 
or word order requirements. In conversations, 
code-switching emerges as one way of speaking 
among many others, for example formality vs. 
informality, politeness vs. impoliteness, sincer-
ity vs. insincerity (Suleiman 1999).
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5. D i s c o u r s e  s t r a t e g i e s

One can observe a number of functions and 
strategies directly associated with a particular 
language level. Abd El Jawad (1986:24) claims 
that politicians use code-switching to gain more 
favorable attitudes, fuller understanding, and 
more emotional support from their audience. 
Code-switching and style shifting serve func-
tions such as group identification, solidarity, 
and intimacy, to signal unity and integration. 
Such messages are accompanied by linguistic 
realizations which vary according to the type 
of message presented; distancing, for instance, 
may be expressed through Modern Standard 
Arabic, while establishing solidarity or explain-
ing an intricate concept may be uttered through 
the dialect.

Discourse-organizing strategies include story-
telling, time-change markers, and reported 
speech. These devices are invariably accompa-
nied by a code-switch from Modern Standard 
Arabic to dialect and a change in prosody; a 
rapid tempo, a conversation-like contour, for 
instance, will be the first indication to the audi-
ence that a change is occurring at other levels 
as well (a change at the linguistic level, or a 
change in the subject matter or the function 
of the language). Words such as ±innaharda 
‘today’ and dilwa±ti ‘now’ in Cairene Arabic, 
produced at the beginning of a passage with 
a rising intonation and followed by a pause, 
are time-change markers (van Dijk 1981:181), 
indicative of a change occurring at different 
levels – changes in person, time, and subject 
matter. Reported speech (� indirect speech) or 
constructed dialogue is a way of making the 
discourse livelier, more vivid, by imitating an 
everyday chat.

Speed of delivery, rhythm and intonation, 
and conversational vs. oratorical delivery will 
reinforce the audience’s perception and clas-
sification of elements into various levels of for-
mality. In cases of code-switching, such factors 
will indicate to the audience that a change has 
occurred and catch their attention.

6. L a n g u a g e  f o r m s  a n d 
 f u n c t i o n s

The following illustrates the correlation that 
has been observed between the type of message 

the politician is conveying, the language level, 
and the linguistic realizations that are present 
in discourse.

Modern Standard Arabic is used whenever 
the speaker is constructing an abstract argu-
ment, recalling historical events, or expounding 
on new political ideas and axioms. General and 
abstract concepts are presented as if they were 
unquestionable text, as opposed to exegesis 
(Holes 1993). As speakers distance themselves 
from the audience, they tend to depersonalize 
the discourse; when they are instructing the 
audience, the tone is authoritative, and Modern 
Standard Arabic is used. The discourse is then 
characterized by abstractness, compactness, for-
mality, detachment, planning, and integration, 
to borrow some of the terms used by Chafe 
(1982), Ochs (1979), and Tannen (1982).

In a sermon delivered in a mosque, for in-
stance (Mawlàya Mu™ammad, 26 May 1978; 
see Mazraani 1997), Gaddafi repeats some 
verses and extracts from the Qur±àn with vari-
ous explanations. He distances himself from the 
audience, using an authoritative tone to guide 
the public into understanding the text. The 
sermon shows the discrepancy between, on the 
one hand, text, i.e. passages from the Qur±àn, 
which are fixed, unalterable, and in Classical 
Arabic, and, on the other hand, explanation of 
such passages, in dialect, and explanations that 
are given ‘in other words’ or at different levels 
of formality.

General analysis has shown that Modern 
Standard Arabic passages are characterized by:

i. Modern Standard Arabic phonemes such as 
/q/, /�/, /�/, /Ú/.

ii. Modern Standard Arabic morphology of 
verbs, passive verbs, complementizer ±an 
and subjunctive, sa-/sawfa followed by the 
verb to indicate future tense, and ±i�ràb, 
which could be seen as a Modern Standard 
Arabic extra marker since it adds a sense of 
formality to the discourse.

iii. Long sentences with subordinate clauses, 
long noun phrases, maßdars, word order 
(verb and subject), and Modern Standard 
Arabic negative particles.

iv. Abstract vocabulary (journalistic, political), 
frozen collocations, high lexical density 
(many content words), and lexical choices 
triggering Modern Standard Arabic noun-
adjective agreement patterns.
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Modern Standard Arabic passages tend to be 
accompanied by slow delivery; falling tonal 
nuclei and long pauses are employed to give 
full emphasis to some words and to signal the 
weight of the message.

On the other hand, dialect tends to be used 
when speakers explain and specify their political 
program, their conversations with various lead-
ers, or their personal experience. Abstract con-
cepts (in Modern Standard Arabic) are repeated 
and paraphrased in the dialect to clarify the 
message. This includes establishing a more per-
sonal rapport with the audience, and the dis-
course is characterized by speaker involvement, 
apparent spontaneity, and a greater degree of 
personalization; in general, these sequences 
sound unplanned and more natural. Typically, 
such moves involve a switch to dialect where the 
speaker wishes to establish a sense of solidarity 
or intimacy and get the audience involved. The 
tone is more familiar and ‘we’, ‘you’, and ‘I’ 
pronouns are used to create a sense of com-
munion, a ‘one-of-us’ feeling of the speaker 
with the audience. The dialect is used in asides 
and narrative accounts and in recounting anec-
dotes. Interpersonal involvement is established 
through rhetorical questions, discourse organ-
izing, time-change markers, reported speech, 
and storytelling with specific examples. The 
tone in such passages can display argument, 
emotion, and commitment. Specific examples 
can be used to elicit deep feelings of sympathy 
or pity from the audience and to unite behind 
the speaker’s views.

Textual � cohesion is achieved in dialectal 
passages through imitation of an ordinary, 
conversational, dialectal prosody, with a vari-
able pitch and a faster tempo. The dialectal 
intonation adds a feeling of spontaneity to the 
speech and gives the impression of sincerity. At 
times, an argumentative tone of voice or one 
of protest is used to display publicly the speak-
er’s commitment and to unify the  audience 
in its indignation at foreign criticism. A more 
friendly and conversational style is used to trig-
ger solidarity and communion.

Such messages are characterized textually by 
the co-occurrence of the following dialectal 
elements. Phonologically, plosive /q/ and inter-
dentals yield the most interesting results (in the 
dialectal data observed so far, through speeches 
of Saddam Hussein, Nasser, and Gaddafi).

i. In Cairene Arabic, / ±/ from Old Arabic /q/; 
/s/ and /t/ from /�/; /z/ and /d/ from /�/; and 
emphatic dental sibilant /�/ and emphatic 
dental plosive /�/ from the emphatic inter-
dental sibilant /Ú/;

ii. In Baghdadi Arabic, /g/ from Old Arabic /q/ 
(and a few cases of /�/ < Old Arabic /k/);

iii. In Tripoli Arabic, /g/ from Old Arabic /q/, 
/t/ < Old Arabic /�/.

Morphologically, dialectal passages are char-
acterized by preformative yi-, morphology of 
verbs, prefixes bi- and ™a- followed by verbs, 
deletion of hamza (glottal stop), deletion of 
vowel in unstressed syllables, -u/-ù 3rd person 
plural ending instead of -ùna, and absence of 
±i�ràb. Although verbs vary to a larger degree 
since they are formed of a greater number of 
components which are susceptible to variabil-
ity, morphological variation is more limited in 
nouns and revolves around reflexes (qimma ~ 
±imma), or feminine endings of noun-pronoun, 
as in the case of quwwatuhu (Modern Standard 
Arabic), quwwathu (hybrid), and quwwithu 
(dialect) ‘its force’, as in the Libyan dialect.

Syntactically, Modern Standard Arabic pas-
sages are characterized by asyndetic verb 
strings, short sentences (hardly any subordinate 
clauses), subject-verb word order, colloquial 
negative, and interrogative particles.

Dialectal lexicon consists of everyday dialec-
tal vocabulary, an absence of abstract nouns, 
and low lexical density (fewer content words).

A third level is also found which is neither 
Modern Standard Arabic nor a dialect but 
rather an intermediate combination of the two 
to some degree, depending on subject matter 
and communicative aims. It seems to be pro-
duced by Modern Standard Arabic and dialect 
combinatorial rules which limit particular rule 
combinations, although the resulting interme-
diate form of language cannot, yet, be defined 
comprehensively. In each country, it should be 
seen as part of a continuum with one end closer 
to Modern Standard Arabic and the other end 
closer to the local dialect. This third level is 
associated with relatively formal settings, e.g. 
political speeches and university lectures, but 
tempered by overriding contextual and inter-
personal factors which tend to pull the language 
in the direction of the colloquial. Interestingly, 
it is by means of this third level that much of 

political discourse and language

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   666 10/4/2007   6:55:17 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



667

the purely Modern Standard Arabic discourse 
is organized, and through which involvement 
rather than detachment is signaled.

Items which are common to both Modern 
Standard Arabic and dialect often belong lexi-
cally to Modern Standard Arabic while their 
morphological realizations can be dialectal. 
Taine-Cheikh (2002) associates this intermedi-
ate level to a neutral code with hybrid forms.

This intermediate level also produces sym-
biotic and hybrid forms, i.e. combinations of 
Modern Standard Arabic and dialectal ele-
ments. Symbiotic verbs consist of aspectual bi- 
prefixed to a verb with a shared lexicosemantic 
status and a close-to-Modern Standard Arabic 
morphology, such as bina™tafil ‘we are cel-
ebrating’ in Cairene Arabic and bitudìru ‘they 
are managing’ in Tripoli Arabic (Baghdadi Ara-
bic does not have prefix bi-). Hybrid verbs 
consist generally of a dialectal element within 
a ‘usually’ Modern Standard Arabic structure. 
Examples, such as Tripoli Arabic resyllabica-
tion co-occurring with Modern Standard Ara-
bic phoneme /q/ and Modern Standard Arabic 
morphology as in taqublu ‘you [pl.] accept’, 
between Modern Standard Arabic taqbalùna 
and Tripoli Arabic tigiblu. Hybrid forms are 
interesting as they show the persistence of 
some dialectal elements into higher levels of 
 formality.

Besides Modern Standard Arabic and dialec-
tal passages, further investigation is needed of 
this intermediate level which displays examples 
of combinatorial rules observed in the mixing 
of dialectal and Modern Standard Arabic fea-
tures and which is in fact representative of what 
happens in the speech community (� Educated 
Arabic).

7. C o m b i n a t o r i a l  r u l e s

Each dialect has its own rules which differ from 
Modern Standard Arabic and from those of 
other countries. For example, in the Iraqi and 
Libyan dialects, we find cases of resyllabifica-
tion, as in yi™imlùn (Modern Standard Arabic 
ya™milùna ‘they carry’), but not in Cairene; 
in Baghdadi Arabic, deletion and prosthetiza-
tion of vowels, as in ±in™awwal ‘we change’; 
and in Cairene and Baghdadi Arabic, dele-
tion of unstressed syllables, as in yißawwar 
‘he imagines’. The aspectual non-past prefix 
bi- is found in Cairene and in Tripoli Ara-

bic binasma� ‘we listen’, but not in Baghdadi 
Arabic. As to verb endings and ±i�ràb, for the 
plural of the non-past tense form, Baghdadi 
has -ùn while Cairene and Tripoli Arabic have 
-ù. These dialectal endings have infiltrated so 
much into various levels of formality that they 
have become acceptable with Modern Standard 
Arabic forms. Besides the dialectal differences, 
discourse analysis offers grounds for investigat-
ing combinatorial rules which are set by the 
communicative competence of a speaker and 
belong to a speech community.

The communicative competence of a speaker 
consists of grammatical knowledge, sociocul-
tural adaptability (i.e. knowing what level to 
use in what context), and individual skills of the 
speaker to use such knowledge to serve commu-
nicative purposes. Speakers have a knowledge 
of Modern Standard Arabic rules (which are 
formalized and consciously learned) and of dia-
lectal rules (which are unconsciously controlled 
and not formalized). They also have a tacit 
knowledge of mixed, hybrid forms (which are 
nowhere formalized as such) and of the combi-
natorial rules as to how to combine elements 
from the same or different levels.

The paragraphs below use examples from the 
lexicon and from the phonology to illustrate 
multivalency and acceptability of some marked 
items in contrasting levels (reflexes /g/ or / ±/ in 
Modern Standard Arabic passages). Phono-
logical realizations are usually less amenable 
to variation, and speakers normally retain pho-
nological characteristics of their own native 
dialect even after being exposed to another 
language variety. Phonemes fill the condition of 
being nonreferential and of carrying no mean-
ing in the language (Lavandera 1978).

In the case of individual phonological seg-
ments, there is generally a substantial difference 
between the Modern Standard Arabic reali-
zation and the dialectal one (see also Hary’s 
[1996] study of variables along the language 
continuum). Two phenomena occur: either the 
dialectal realization is scarcely used at all in 
combination with Modern Standard Arabic ele-
ments, or there is an emergence of a third pho-
neme, intermediate between Modern Standard 
Arabic and the dialect, as in the case of inter-
dentals. Reflexes of the Old Arabic interdental 
/�/ in Cairene Arabic and in Tripoli Arabic, and 
of /�/ and /Ú/ in Egyptian, show the emergence 
of a third, intermediate phoneme: /s/ between 
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Modern Standard Arabic /�/ and the dialectal 
/t/, e.g. sawra ‘revolution’ in Cairene Arabic 
and mabsùs ‘scattered’ in Tripoli Arabic); /z/ 
between Modern Standard Arabic /�/ and dia-
lectal /d/; and /�/ (emphatic dental sibilant) 
between Modern Standard Arabic /Ú/ (emphatic 
interdental sibilant) and dialectal /�/ (emphatic 
dental plosive). The sibilants represent a slight 
downgrading from Modern Standard Arabic 
and are found occurring in mixed and what 
are otherwise purely Modern Standard Arabic 
passages.

In research on speeches in Baghdadi, Cairene, 
and Tripoli Arabic (Mazraani 1997), in the case 
of Old Arabic /q/, there was no third phoneme 
intermediate between Modern Standard Arabic 
and the dialect. The Baghdadi and Tripoli Ara-
bic dialects very rarely have /g/, the dialectal 
realization of Old Arabic /q/, co-occurring with 
Modern Standard Arabic features, apart from 
the case of the item gàl ‘he said’, which is so 
widespread that it is accepted in more formal 
levels and in passages of reported speech. The 
reason for the scarcity of /g/ in more formal lev-
els is that /g/ (as well as Baghdadi /�/ from Old 
Arabic /k/) is felt to be too local and dialectal 
and hence inappropriate for public speaking 
(see also Holes 1995a for a discussion on vari-
ation in intercommunal situations, of gelet and 
qëltu dialects in � Iraq).

Cairene Arabic on the other hand shows 
cases of / ±/ from Old Arabic /q/ co-occurring 
with Modern Standard Arabic elements. Reflex 
/ ±/ is found in items such as ™a±± ‘right’, wa±t 
‘time’, musta±bal ‘future’, ±àl ‘he said’, and ±àm 
‘he stood up’. The higher frequency of Cairene 
/ ±/ compared to Baghdadi and Tripoli /g/ might 
be explained by the fact that / ±/ has acquired 
pan-Arabic acceptability given the pervasive-
ness of Cairene Arabic through the media.

Phoneme /q/ in Modern Standard Arabic 
items is found overwhelmingly in public dis-
course. These items tend to be associated with 
the abstract, formal political vocabulary, but, 
because of their widespread use and the subject 
matter (a press conference, a political speech, 
a sermon in a mosque, etc.), they can also be 
found in dialectal passages of the speech, in 
country names, or in collocations, for instance. 
Modern Standard Arabic phoneme /q/ is invari-
ably retained, and the whole item does not 
show any leveling to the dialect apart from the 
absence of ±i�ràb.

Political speeches sometimes offer us the pos-
sibility of comparing written and oral versions 
of the same discourse. What is ‘accepted’ in 
speech may sound too dialectal in print, and the 
written version is thus leveled up. This is seen in 
one of Nasser’s speeches which has both writ-
ten and audio versions (£adì
 al-ba†al az-za�ìm 
Gamàl �Abd an-Nàßir ±ilà l-±umma ‘Speech of 
the leader Gamal Abdu Nasser to the nation’, 
1970). Some elements which clearly belong 
to the dialect were adapted: they were either 
replaced by items with a higher lexicosemantic 
status or are simply given the Modern Standard 
Arabic morphology. The following are some 
examples. In each case the audio version is 
given first, then the version in the written text:

�alašàn likay ‘in order to’
±innaharda al-yawm ‘today’

Dialectal prefix bi- is dropped in the written 
version, as in:

ba±ullukum ±aqùlu lakum ‘I say to you’

In some cases, a syntactic adjustment is made: 
verb strings are replaced by a verb and comple-
mentizer ±an followed by a verb, as in:

±a±dar ±a±ùl ±asta†ì� ±an ±aqùl ‘I can say’

Another adjustment is that negative particles 
in dialect are replaced by their equivalents in 
Modern Standard Arabic:

ma fakkarnàš lam nufakkir ‘we did not think’

Another interesting lexical aspect in political 
speeches is the recurrence of � collocations, 
i.e. fixed expressions of a political, journalistic 
nature. These include such cases as quwwàt 
�arabiyya ‘Arab forces’ and al-qiyàda al-�àmma 
‘the general leadership’. These collocations are 
found in the oral and written modes and do not 
necessarily have a formalizing effect on the pas-
sage in which they occur, given the widespread 
use of these terms in news bulletins and poten-
tially in everyday conversation.

Items such as 
awra ‘revolution’, quwwàt 
‘forces’, qimma ‘summit’, and qà±id ‘leader’, 
which are part of political terminology, display 
Modern Standard Arabic characteristics such 
as phonemes /q/ and /�/, and occur in Modern 
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Standard Arabic, mixed, and dialectal passages. 
The word ±imma (with / ±/ instead of /q/) exists 
as well in Egyptian, but with the meaning of 
‘top’. Similarly, quwwàt ‘forces’ as part of a 
military collocation always has /q/, e.g. quwwàt 
musalla™a ‘armed forces’ while ±iwwa has the 
meaning of ‘strength’ in nonmilitary contexts 
and is found in nonliterary idioms.

Besides the concern with lexical realizations, 
some authors insist on the symbolic value 
attached to words such as 
awra ‘revolution’, 
±intifà�a ‘uprising’. In Baathist terminology, 

awra “came to denote a value concept of the 
highest order, of almost sacred significance” 
(Bengio 1998:25). Suleiman (2003:3) wishes 
sociolinguistics would take into account the 
symbolic connotations of the language “because 
of the centrality of language in articulations of 
nationalism in the Arab Middle East”.

8. R h e t o r i c a l  t a c t i c s

Traditional Arabic public-speaking strategies, 
with features such as repetition, assonance, 
and � paronomasia, add an emotional dimen-
sion to the discourse. They are a way of fix-
ing key elements onto the audience’s mind. 
They keep the attention of the listener and are 
highly appreciated in Arab culture; devices such 
as parallelism and repetition are ingrained in 
Arabic discourse (Johnstone 1991). Rhetorical 
ornamentation then induces involvement and 
emotion by arousing the audience’s feelings and 
poetic senses.

Rhetorical tactics in Arabic include devices 
found in other languages (Atkinson 1984). 
Such devices include not only the listing of 
three elements, contrasting pairs, and repeti-
tion, but also imagery and detail, and con-
structed dialogue with reported speech and 
dialogue. Organizing devices of this type main-
tain attention and often trigger applause, or at 
least positive audience feedback. Some of these 
devices are illustrated below.

i. Listing three elements. Arabic political 
discourse provides numerous examples of 
listing three elements. The device brings 
emotion to the discourse through the rep-
etition and symmetry of the structure. The 
following example is from a recording of 
one of Nasser’s speeches (23 December 
1957):

na™tafil bi-�ìd in-naßr �alà siyàsati l-quwwa 
wa-�alà siyàsati l-�udwàn wa-�alà siyàsati 
l-ÿadr 

‘We celebrate the anniversary of our victory 
over the policy of force, over the policy of 
aggression, and over the policy of treachery’

ii. Repetition of words or clauses. Repeti-
tion has been discussed by several authors. 
Holes (1995b) looks at the structure and 
function of parallelism and repetition in 
spoken Arabic, and Boumans (2002) looks 
at aspects of repetition in code-switching. 
Repetition of an item highlights it and 
helps its comprehension by providing tex-
tual redundancy and creating a less dense 
discourse. Rhythmically, repetition pro-
vides a musical aspect to language and may 
create a rhetorical crescendo and captures 
audience attention. Patterned repetition is 
a technique of persuasion. According to 
Koch (1983), the grammatical structure of 
Arabic makes repetition a strategy available 
especially to Arabic speakers and is the 
key to linguistic cohesion of many Arabic 
texts, and to understanding their rhetorical 
effectiveness.

iii. Imagery, memory, and details. Details 
make a concept understandable and the 
issue more explicit. Here is a short extract 
from an audio recording of one of Nasser’s 
speeches (Xi†ba �Abd an-Nàßir fì �ìd i
-

awra ‘Nasser’s speech on the celebration 
day of the revolution’, 23 July 1962):

±ana ±azkur min ±awwil / ±ayyàm i†-†ufùla / 
kullama nikkallim fi ±ayyi ™àga / yi±ullak 
bititkallim fi ±èh Sa�d Bàša ±àl mafìš fayda / 
fi hàza l-kalàm

‘As I recall in my childhood days, when-
ever we were talking about any topic, they 
would say to you, what are you saying, 
Saad Pasha said that there is no use in that 
kind of talk’

Here, as the speaker recounts his personal 
memories, the level drops to the dialect: 
dialectal elements co-occur with the use of /
z/ instead of /�/ (as in hàza ‘this’), / ±/ instead 
of /q/ (as in yi±ullak ‘he tells you/he says’), 
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vowel patterning and aspectual prefix bi- 
(bititkallim ‘you talk’), discontinuous nega-
tive particle ma- -š (as in mafìš).

iv. Direct and reported speech. Speech con-
tributes to making the discourse livelier 
and more conversational. The following 
is an extract from a press conference that 
Saddam Hussein held in Baghdad on 20 
July 1980 (£adì
 fì l-qa�àya l-�arabiyya 
wa-d-dawliyya ‘Discussion on Arab and 
world issues’):

li±annu bi-s-sàbiq kànu yigulùn innu ni™in 
šù nigdar insawwi / wa tnàqašna / tnàqašna 
ma�a ba�� il-�arab / bimašàkil mubàšir / 
gulnà l-kum là tijibùn ilna l-±amrikàn 
tun†ùnhum il-qawà�id il-±ajnabiyya

‘In the past, they used to say, what can we 
do? and we discussed urgent matters with 
some Arab [leaders]: we said to you: Don’t 
bring here Americans and provide them 
with foreign bases’

This passage shows Baghdadi features such 
as /g/ from /q/ (yigulùn, nigdar),  morphology 
of the pronoun ni™in for Modern Standard 
Arabic na™nu, localism (tun†ùn), Baghdadi 
morphology of verb (yigulùn), verb string 
(nigdar insawwi), and lexical item šù.

The persuasive strategies used in political dis-
course are merely a particular subset of the 
common strategies used by speakers in every-
day interactions. Political and conversational 
discourses are closely linked and interrelated: 
interlocutors who wish to communicate with 
one another use numerous speech functions: 
they persuade, criticize, show anger, tease, jus-
tify their actions, inform and advise, tell jokes, 
etc. A political speech is an act of persuasion 
of an audience, and, like a conversational-
ist, the politician mobilizes a certain array of 
communicative skills to get his message across 
and influence his listeners. Keeping the audi-
ence’s attention is one motivation for  varying 
 rhetorical tactics, which results in � code-
switching. Thus, Modern Standard Arabic and 
the dialect are used as the means for particu-
lar types of communication. Once politicians 
have finished appealing to the emotions of the 
audience and established solidarity with them 

through the dialect, they revert to speech func-
tions associated to Modern Standard Arabic, 
so as to reestablish their authority and regain 
formality. The main motive behind this recur-
rent code-switching is to keep the audience’s 
attention. This is an essential strategy in large 
gatherings and in long speeches, where the 
audience’s attention can wander. A speech in 
Modern Standard Arabic requires a lot of con-
centration on the part of the public, for whom 
Modern Standard Arabic is not the native lan-
guage and may sound monotonous. A speech 
in the dialect, on the other hand, would not 
fulfill the criteria for a ‘serious’ speech and 
would lose the politicians their credibility as 
authority figures. Hence, one device would 
be to avoid using long monotonous sentences 
and to vary functional strategies together with 
linguistic switches and accompanying paralin-
guistic  features.

There is a need for more studies on political 
discourse with a concern to illustrate code-
switching in public speaking, so as to deepen 
“our understanding of conventionalization of 
register and the change of register systems over 
time” (Ferguson 1996). Political debate is a 
rich avenue for analysis, particularly if one can 
access material-gathering speakers from differ-
ent backgrounds and using various dialects and 
standards. This would provide further exam-
ples of combinatorial rules and analyze cases 
of leveling, borrowing, and convergence – a 
process by which speakers adapt their linguistic 
habits to those of the interlocutors in crossdia-
lectal discourse (and in intercommunal situa-
tions), even if this process implies abandoning 
forms closer to Modern Standard Arabic to use 
linguistic forms closer to the standard or ‘pres-
tigious’ dialect.

Other avenues of investigation concern the 
persuasive quality of a discourse, together with 
linguistic realizations, in different types of set-
tings; analyzing presentations at professional 
conferences, religious sermons, and television 
debates on all kinds of topics whether formal or 
less formal, can help throw new light on varia-
tion in Arabic political discourse.
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Possession

Most of the modern dialects make use of two 
types of constructions, commonly referred to 
as synthetic vs. analytic, or direct vs. indirect, 
to encode relations of possession. The synthetic 
manner includes the processes of suffixation 
and juxtaposition (status constructus) following 
the word order Possessed – Possessor (y – x). 
The analytic method makes use of a possession 
exponent (exp). These different methods are 
bound by semantic constraints, mostly accord-
ing to the notion of possession expressed, for 
example, alienable, inalienable, and abstract. 
The formal distinction in denoting inalienable 
relations dates back to ancient times. It was 
expressed in Classical and Middle Arabic and 
more generally in Semitic (Bravmann 1977; Blau 
1965, 1979; Diem 1986). Alongside adnominal 
and prepositional constructions, some dialects 
have also developed forms of ‘having’, consist-
ing of transitive constructions that are also 
semantically constrained.
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1. S y n t h e t i c  o r  d i r e c t 
c o n s t r u c t i o n s

In the process of suffixation, the Possessor (x) 
is represented by a pronoun suffixed to the 
Possessed element (y–suf). Suffixation is pri-
marily compatible with so-called inalienable 
relations. The semantic domains covered by 
inalienability (+Time-stable and –control) are 
not the same in all dialects. This is one reason 
why suffixation appears to be more produc-
tive in some dialects than in others, contrary 
to claims made in the literature. McCarthy 
and Raffouli (1964), for instance, assert that 
there are no rules to predict when a particle 
is used and when simple suffixation is used, 
but they note that the use of the particle màl 
in colloquial Arabic of Baghdad is less fre-
quent among educated speakers. Likewise, in a 
recent study on Cypriot Arabic, Borg (2004:78) 
writes: “This constitutes an original feature 
of CyA since most Arabic vernaculars attach 
pronominal suffixes to most native nouns in 
unrestricted fashion”.

Certain domains, however, appear to be 
inalienable in the majority of dialects, spe-
cifically those concerning partitive, parental, 
or neighborly relations, and body parts: Úyàf-
hum ‘their guests’ (Algeria), kalb-ì ‘my dog’ 
(Syria-Lebanon-Palestine), ™nàko ‘his cheeks’ 
(Tangier, Morocco). Domestic animals are con-
sidered inalienable in the languages of the 
Syria-Lebanon-Palestine area, but not in other 
dialects. In a general manner, the dialects which 
favor analytic constructions in all contexts are 
those that are termed peripheral or isolated 
(Abbéché, Daragözü; see Sec. 2).

Other factors than the semantic one may 
intervene to prevent recourse to suffixation, 
depending on the dialect. These factors include 
(i) the nature of the final syllable: wlad-hum ~ 
d-drari dyal-hum ‘their children’ (Morocco), 
ëlkërsi nta�i ‘my chair’ (Tunisia); (ii) borrow-
ing from Standard Arabic or other languages, 
wlad-hum ~ l-abna± dyal-hum ‘their children’ 
(Morocco), il-ba�abur† ibtà�ak ‘your passport’ 
(Egypt); nevertheless, borrowing is not submit-
ted to the same process in all dialects: sellulère 
‘my cell phone’, paspòre ‘my passport’ (Syria-
Lebanon-Palestine); and (iii) stylistic factors, 
such as � focus.

Juxtaposition is the process of � ±i�àfa, 
known as status constructus or � construct 

state; the Possessor (x), necessarily definite, is 
generally postposed to the possessed element 
(y), usually indefinite (y – x), and no other 
element, such as adjectives, may be inserted 
between the two. There are lacunae in the 
investigation of this type of construction, and 
it is difficult to establish any coherent group-
ings for the different uses (Bedouin, rural, 
urban). However, classifications proposed for 
the Maghreb (Marçais 1977) and for all dia-
lects (Harning 1980) show certain tendencies: 
the construct state is more frequent in the 
Sahara Bedouin dialects; it forms one of the 
conservative features of the Bedouin dialects 
in the Arabian peninsula; and it is rarer in the 
peripheral or ‘isolated’ dialects.

In the dialects which have limited use of the 
construct state, it is mostly found in inalienable 
and abstract relations: mart-xùya ‘my brother’s 
wife’ (Maghreb); �ala ràg el-ba™ar ‘on the sea-
shore’ (Iraqi gilit dialects); zëÿàr ëlma!l!la ‘the 
molla’s children’ (Daragözü); danab al-humàr 
‘the donkey’s tail’ (Abbéché); bin issultàn ‘the 
king’s son’ (Malta). Some dialects have con-
structions with a definite Possessed element: 
al-wilèd ar-ràyil ‘the son of the man’ (Abbéché). 
Others have constructions with inverse word 
order (x – y-suf), where the Possessor (x) is 
doubly present through a pronoun suffixed to 
the Possessed element: amìr fulùs-u ‘the emir’s 
money’ (Uzbekistan).

2 .  A n a l y t i c  c o n s t r u c t i o n s

Most of the modern dialects exhibit both 
constructions, synthetic genitive (SG) and � 
analytic genitive (AG), with differing degrees 
of specialization for the synthetic genitive in 
inalienable possession. The analytic genitive 
appears to be more productive in sedentary, 
especially urban, speech, less frequent in rural, 
and practically absent from Bedouin dialects. In 
the dialects where both analytic and synthetic 
genitive are productive, the analytic genitive is 
found in inalienable contexts, where enuncia-
tive and pragmatic factors, such as specification 
and focus through dislocation, are present: abu 
meli ~ abùy ‘my father’ (Oman); yšay ë™mil 
al-bèt ™aqqu w-ënkullu yà ±ind bèt ±abùh ‘he 
wants me to transport his own house all the 
way to his father’s’ (insistence, Yemen); haw 
j-jiràn tab�ùlik ‘those ones, your neighbors’ 
(exasperation and irony, Lebanon); hà�a l-
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bayt ™aggì ‘this house [this one] belongs to me’ 
(specification, Yemen). Unfortunately, these 
factors are not always taken into account in 
available descriptions.

Furthermore, it is possible to solicit the ana-
lytic genitive for the syntactic possibilities it 
offers (control of each noun’s definiteness, inte-
gration of an adjective between y and x, forma-
tion of genitival phrases with more than two 
nouns), which are impossible with the synthetic 
genitive. Apart from these contexts, using the 
analytic genitive to encode inalienable relations 
is generally deemed unacceptable. This is why 
in Yemeni Arabic, for example, the exponent 
™agg- can operate in inverse order, making 
it possible to extract a part of a whole in 
order to attach it to a different entity: *dìwàn-
na is unacceptable because dìwàn belongs to 
the entity ‘house’, but d-dìwàn ™agga-na ‘our 
diwan [the diwan of us]’ is correct (Naïm 
2004). Lastly, recourse to the analytic genitive 
makes it possible to avoid ambiguity due to 
homonymy: bintik ‘your daughter’ (inalienable) 

~ hayde l-bint tab�ìtik ‘that one, your maid’, 
sitti ‘my grandmother’ ~ is-sitt ibta�ti ‘my wife’ 
(Cairo).

The coexistence of analytic and synthetic 
genitive in many dialects and the fact that 
in most of the cases the synthetic genitive 
remains an alternative to the analytic genitive, 
even though the latter was already observed 
in ancient times (Blau 1965; Versteegh 1984), 
has been explained by (i) the origin of some of 
the exponents that derive from nouns denoting 
‘possession’ (the others deriving from demon-
stratives and relatives), which renders them 
unsuitable for encoding ‘abstract’ notions 
(Harning 1980); and (ii) the growing influence 
of Classical Arabic that has supposedly led to 
a ‘decreolization’ of the dialects rather than a 
stabilization of the analytic genitive (Versteegh 
1984).

Generally speaking, the two terms of the 
possessive construction are definite. Depending 
on the dialect, the exponent placed between 
(y) and (x) agrees with (y), either partially 

possession

Table 1. Variants of the genitive exponent in Arabic dialects

taba�, tab�ùl, tà�, tè�, tù�, te�ùl Syria-Lebanon-Palestine, Sudan, qëltu dialects
bëtà�, btà�, bitù�, ntà�, tà�, mtà� Egypt, Cairo, Sudan, Syria-Lebanon-Palestine,   
 Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco
jna Libya
dyàl, di, d-, eddi, elli Algeria, Morocco
šì, šyàt, šèt, šìt, šayt, šayyet Syria-Lebanon-Palestine, Cyprus
geyy, gì, gìt Syria-Lebanon-Palestine, Iraq (central rural 
 districts)
™agg, ™aqq Arabian Peninsula, Galilee Bedouin, Sudan
màl, màlt, màlàt Iraq and Oman, gilit dialects (rural districts in
 central and lower Iraq), Baghdad, Basra, 
 Persian Gulf
�ìl, �ìla, �èl, �èl qëltu dialects (sedentary dialects of upper and   
 lower Iraq, Anatolia), Syria-Lebanon-Palestine
lèl, lèlìl, lìt, allìl qëltu dialects, Daragözü, Sudan
šuÿl Negev Bedouin. Upper Egypt, Syria-Lebanon-
 Palestine
±ihnìn Upper Egypt
hana, hinè, hìl, hille Chad, Nigeria, Sudan
hùl, hìl Sudan
™àl Oman, Zanzibar
ta, t-, tì�- Malta
tel Cyprus
la epexegetic genitive: Lebanon-Syria-Palestine, 
 Algeria, Morocco, Cilicia, Cyprus
�ala epexegetic genitive: Cilicia
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(in number) or completely (gender and num-
ber, with or without taking into consideration 
the human/nonhuman distinction), or remains 
invariable, set in the singular or in the plu-
ral: ad-dayma ™agga-hum tàli� ‘their kitchen 
is upstairs’ (Sanaa, Yemen); is-sayyàra màlt-
ek ‘your car’, ™aram bayt ya�ni ™awiz mèl 
bayt ‘the ™aram of a house is the same as 
its ™awiz’ (Oman); l-xaddàmtèn màlàt-hum 
‘their two maids’ (Iraq); ëž-žnayne te�ùl ±a™mad 
‘Ahmad’s garden’ (Beirut); elktub diyulu ‘his 
books’ (Morocco); al-kitàb an-nàfi� hùl wà™id 
™akìm ‘the useful book of a (certain) doctor’ 
(Sudan); is-sawwàq betà� it-taks ‘the taxi driver’ 
(Cairo); pagra šayt-i ‘my cow’ (Cyprus). In 
most peripheral or isolated dialects, which do 
not have a synthetic genitive (apart from a few 
set phrases), the definiteness of (y) and (x) does 
not seem to obey any fixed rules: ëbën lè �ammi 
‘the son of my uncle’ (Daragözü); [al] ahal hana 
mùsa ‘Musa’s family’ (Abbéché).

The epexegetic genitive constitutes another 
type of analytic construction. Resembling tran-
sitive constructions introduced by a specific 
accusative marker such as l-, �ala, or being 
identical to the analytic marker, the Possessor 
is here represented in an anticipatory manner 
by a pronoun suffixed to the Possessed element: 
(y-suf + exp + x). These constructions have 
been explained in some cases as Aramaic sub-
strate (Féghali 1928; Blau 1979; Borg 2004) 
and in others as Berber (Fischer 1907, 1909). 
The presence of a redundant suffix denoting 
intrinsic possession is attested at an earlier 
stage in Semitic and in Berber (Blau 1979). 
In modern dialects, these constructions are 
most often seen in kinship expressions: mpratu 
l-�ammi ‘my paternal uncle’s wife’, exla l-�arus 
‘the bride’s parents’ (Cyprus); abùnu ssalmàn 
‘Salman’s father’ (Baghdad, Mosul); �amm le 
l-xùri ‘the priest’s paternal uncle’ (Lebanon); 
immu la-lmir™ùm ‘the mother of the de -
ceased’, ibnu la-š-šayx ‘the son of the sheikh’ 
(Cilicia, southern Turkey); lùsetha ddi zìneb 
‘Zineb’s sister-in-law’ (Algeria, Djidjelli); ma -
màhà de-sul†àna ‘Sultana’s mother’ (western 
Morocco).

The list of exponents presented in Table 1 
uses the data given in Harning (1980), Shboul 
(1983), and Versteegh (1984), and provides 
additional examples. They are arranged in geo-
graphical order. Given that within any one 

dialect the agreement or rigidity of exponents 
is extremely unstable, and given the scarcity 
of information on this point for many dialects, 
morphological inflections have been ignored. 
Exponent variants are listed one after the other, 
but this does not necessarily mean that they 
are all present in all the countries listed in the 
opposite column.

In most of the dialects, the exponents car-
rying personal suffixes give rise to posses-
sive pronouns which may serve as predicates 
in nominal sentences with a subject generally 
defined by a demonstrative.

3.  T r a n s i t i v e  p o s s e s s i o n  o r 
‘ h a v i n g ’

Three exponents, li-, �ind-, and ma�-, are found; 
on the semantic level, they refer to dative, 
location, and companion schemas, respectively, 
but all show the same morphosyntactic pattern, 
with (x) preposed to (y), contrary to what is 
observed for these same schemas in the world’s 
languages (Heine 1997; Stassen 2001).

These preposition/exponents are found in 
Classical Arabic for encoding relations more or 
less closely associated with the notion of pos-
session (Classical Arabic ladà has not followed 
the same path of evolution in the modern dia-
lects). They do not have the same status in all 
dialects, some being more productive than oth-
ers, and some being specialized in the encoding 
of a specific possessive notion. Unfortunately, 
data on the question are lacking for numerous 
dialects. For those dialects where information 
is accessible, the facts present themselves as 
follows:

i. li- (to x–y) is rare in Syria-Lebanon-
Palestine and Yemenite; it is only found in 
set expressions and for abstract possession. 
In Egyptian Arabic, it is found in inalienable 
contexts and with an inanimate Possessor. In 
the peripheral dialects of Cyprus and Malta, 
however, it is more productive and encodes 
the very general notion of ‘having’ and dif-
ferent notions of possession: mà ±ëli nafs 
‘I have no appetite/I don’t feel like’ (Syria-
Lebanon-Palestine); mà l-ì šì ‘I have nothing /
I am well’ (Yemen); liyya �ammë wà™id bass 
‘I have only one uncle’, il ±ò�a lha bàb wi 
šibbakèn ‘the room has a door and two 
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windows’ (Egypt); yám u xát kallíni �áskar 
ma�zumín ‘Sunday I had many invited people’ 
(Cyprus); kellu ktieb ‘he had a book’ (Malta).

ii. �ind- (at x–y) is very productive for encoding 
‘having’ in different Eastern, Western, and 
peripheral dialects. It is found in alienable 
(+Time stable and + control), inalienable 
(+Time stable and – control) and abstract 
contexts. Contrary to its meaning in Classical 
Arabic, it does not imply the notion of ‘pres-
ence’ or ‘proximity’ of the Possessor and the 
Possessed element: �ind-un televizyòn ‘they 
have TV’, �ind-i bint w ßabi ‘I have a girl 
and a boy’ (Syria-Lebanon-Palestine); �andi 
šuÿl ‘I’m busy’, �and-ik awlàd? ‘do you have 
any children?’ (Cairo); �nd-u bnt mzyana 
‘he has a pretty daughter’ (Fes); m’gÓandux 
xob�a ‘he doesn’t have a loaf’ (Malta).

iii. ma�- is specific to ‘temporary’ possession 
and is characterized by the feature ‘spatial 
contiguity’. Both �ind- and ma�- are compat-
ible with the notion of abstract possession: 
ma�àya �išrìn ginèh ‘I’ve got twenty pounds 
with me’ (Egypt); ma�a-ni- ya-xa ‘I have it, 
I’m holding it’ (Cyprus); ma�i mëftè™ ‘I’ve 
got a key with me’, ma�i/�indi ™a®àra ‘I have 
a fever’ (Syria-Lebanon-Palestine). In the 
Yemen dialects, �ind- is very rare and was 
possibly introduced through borrowing. On 
the other hand, ma� (ma±- in Zabid, Yemen) 
is more frequent and very productive (alien-
able, inalienable, and abstract contexts): 
m-faqìr ma±àh 
nèn banàtu ‘the poor man 
had two daughters’ (Zabid, Yemen); mà m�ì 
la ±umm wa la ±abb ‘I have neither father nor 
mother’, ma�iš ™agg ‘you are right’ (Sanaa).

In these constructions, the Predicate precedes 
the Subject, which is usually indefinite. For 
focus, one finds the word order Subject + exp-
suf + y. Thus, possessive predication shows 
the same word order as the verbal phrase. But 
possessive constructions behave in a specific 
manner which distinguishes them from both 
nominal and verbal phrases:

i. The temporal exponent and the verbal 
modalities preceding the predicatoid (lì-, 
�ind-, ma�) remain invariable, set in the 3rd 
person singular regardless of the possessor: 
jiràn-nà ßàr �ëndun televiziyòn ‘our neighbors 
now have a television’ as against l-wlèd ßàrù 
y�ay†ù ‘the children began shouting’ (verbal 
predication); l-banèt ßàrù kbàr ‘the girls have 
grown up’ (nominal predication, Beirut); 
kàn ma�àya �arabiyya ‘I had a car with me’, 
kàn �andaha wa±t ‘she had time’ (Cairo).

ii. Negation shows morphological marking 
of the verbal type: mà ma�ì mëftè™ ‘I 
don’t have a key’ ~ l-mëftè™ mëš ma�ì ‘the key 
is not with me’ (Syria-Lebanon-Palestine); 
mà m�ayàš sagàyir ‘I haven’t got any ciga-
rettes with me’ (Cairo); pawlu m±gÓandux 
ktieb ‘Pawlu doesn’t have a book’ (Malta). 
With verbal predication, possessive con-
structions share the obligatory presence of 
an anaphoric pronoun representing the sub-
ject or possessor even when it is lexically 
present: j-jiràn �andun diš lit. ‘the neighbors, 
they have a dish antenna’ (Syria-Lebanon-
Palestine); �ammiti nabìla kàn laha tnèn 
ixwàt ‘my aunt Nabila had two sisters’ 
(Cairo); pawlu sa ykollu ktieb ‘Pawlu will 
have a book’ (Maltese). But these two types 
of construction differ as to the nature of 
the suffixed pronoun: the suffix represent-
ing the subject or possessor in the posses-
sive construction is morphologically object 
marked (Comrie 1989) (� pseudoverb).

Certain dialects show the particle fì at the 
beginning of constructions, namely in inter-
rogative and negative ones. In this context, fì 
has assertive modality value: fì �indi këtub ‘[in 
effect, yes,] I have books’, mà fì ma�i maßàri 
‘[no,] I don’t have money’ (Beirut); fì �andi 
lamùn mixallil ‘I have some candied lemon’ 
(Cairo). This situation may indicate the evo-
lution of existential constructions, where the 
directional �ind and the comitative ma� govern 
the suffix form, toward possessive constructions,

Table 2. The semantico-cognitive parameters subjacent to the expression of ‘permanent’ and 
‘temporary’ possession

Notions  Exponents Time stable Control Spatial contiguity

Permanent possession �ind- + ± –
Temporary possession ma�- – + +

possession
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following formal processes of focus and topi-
calization (Naïm 2003).
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Samia Naïm (LACITO-CNRS)

Pragmatics

Pragmatics, in its broadest sense, is “the study 
of action deliberately undertaken with the 
intention of causing the intended interpreter to 
re-assess his model of how things are, includ-
ing his system of values and his model of 
the speaker’s beliefs, attitudes, and intentions” 
(Green 1996:5). Pragmatics, according to this 
definition, encompasses all intentional commu-
nicative acts whether verbal or nonverbal. For 
example, a hand gesture that is characteristic 
of Egyptians involves holding the fingers of 
the right hand together and moving it up and 
down slowly. This gesture can be interpreted as 
a request for someone to slow down or wait, 
or as a threat (see El-Araby 1983 and Farghali 
1997 for a description of the nonverbal com-
munication patterns associated with Arabic). 
For viewers to successfully interpret such an 
ambiguous gesture and determine the goals and 
intentions behind it, they must recognize it as 
an intentional communicative act and utilize 
the available contextual cues and background 
knowledge according to universal and culture-
specific pragmatic principles. Similarly, the 
Egyptian Arabic utterance ±istanna �alayya ‘wait 
for me!’ can also be interpreted as a request or 
a threat, and the same pragmatic principles that 
are employed to interpret the equivalent gesture 
are employed to disambiguate the utterance. 
These principles and contextual factors are the 
subject matter of pragmatics.

pragmatics
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Linguistic pragmatics involves the study of 
the mechanisms and principles that allow indi-
viduals to communicate successfully by rec-
ognizing the intentions and beliefs motivating 
linguistic acts, as well as the strategies speak-
ers use to carry out such acts, i.e. the changes 
they achieve using language (Mey 1993; Green 
1996). Levinson (1983) further narrows the 
scope of linguistic pragmatics by excluding those 
aspects of language use that are not reflected in 
the grammar, such as dialectal features and � 
code-switching, hence distinguishing pragmat-
ics from sociolinguistics. Levinson’s definition 
restricts the range of phenomena investigated 
within the framework of pragmatics to those 
context-dependent aspects of meaning that are 
neither structurally compositional (i.e. syntac-
tic) nor truth conditional (i.e. semantic), such 
as � deixis (e.g. honorifics, demonstratives, and 
referential pronouns), conversational implica-
ture, � speech acts, and presupposition, among 
other areas of research.

For example, the sentences in (1a) and (1b) 
have the same truth conditions and the same 
syntactic structure. In fact, these two sentences 
are semantically equivalent, as both of them 
are true if, and only if, both conjuncts are true 
relative to a given model.

(1a) muna rà™it is-sù± w-ištarèt  
 Mona went the-market and-bought
 gawàfa min �and il-fakahàni  
 guava from at the-fruit shop

‘Mona went to the market and bought 
guava from the fruit shop’

(1b) muna ištarèt gawàfa min �and
 Mona bought guava from  at
 il-fakahàni w-rà™it is-sù±

 the-fruit.shop and-went the-market
‘Mona bought guava from the fruit shop 
and went to the market’

However, a speaker who utters the first sentence 
is usually understood to indicate that Mona 
went to the fruit shop at the market in order to 
buy guava, or that she went to the market first 
and later bought the guava from a fruit shop 
at a different location. The second sentence, on 
the other hand, suggests that Mona bought the 
guava first and then went to the market, with 
no causal interpretations. The syntax and the 
semantics of those two sentences assert only 

that Mona was the agent of two events: going 
to the market and buying guava, but the casual 
and sequential interpretations are only a mat-
ter of conversational implicature, triggered by 
the ordering of clauses. A speaker intentionally 
orders conjoined action sentences to implicate 
the sequence of events. Conversational implica-
ture is not subject to truth conditions because it 
can be denied without affecting the truth value 
of the sentence. For example, the sentence in 
(1a) can be true even if Mona bought the guava 
before she went to the market.

The examples in (1a) and (b) demonstrate that 
conversational implicature is not a semantic or 
a syntactic phenomenon. However, sequencing 
implicature is semantically constrained so that 
it applies only to utterances describing events, 
as this implicature does not arise if the predi-
cates in the conjoined clauses describe states, as 
in (2a) and (2b).

(2a) nadya kànit ta�bàna wi-(kànit) zah±àna
 Nadia  was tired and-(was) bored
 ‘Nadia was tired and (she was) bored’

(2b) �ali nàyim   
 Ali fall.asleep.Act.Part
 w-fàti™
 and-open.Act.Part.
 iš-šibbàk

 the-window
‘Ali is in a state of having fallen asleep and 
opened the window’ =
‘Ali fell asleep and opened the window’

The speaker of the sentence in (2a) does not 
imply that Nadia was tired first and then bored. 
The sentence describes her as being both tired 
and bored at the same time. Also, the sentence 
in (2b) does not describe Ali as having fallen 
asleep first and then opening the window. 
Rather, the sentence describes him as the theme 
of a state of having fallen asleep and having 
opened the window, both of which hold of him 
at speech time (Mughazy 2004). Therefore, 
conversational implicature is a pragmatic phe-
nomenon that can be semantically and syntacti-
cally constrained.

One of the fundamental pragmatic principles 
is Grice’s Cooperative Principle, which accounts 
for how language users calculate conversational 
implicature (Grice 1957, 1971, 1975, 1978, 
1989). The basic premise of this principle is that 
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communication is possible only because there 
are certain maxims that speakers expect their 
interlocutors to adhere to. These maxims are:

Quantity:

i.  Make your contribution as informative as 
is required (for the current purposes of the 
exchange).

ii.  Do not make your contribution more infor-
mative than is required.

Quality:

i.  Do not say what you believe to be false.
ii. Do not say that for which you lack adequate 

evidence.

Relation:

i. Be relevant.

Manner:

i.  Avoid obscurity of expression.
ii.  Avoid ambiguity.
iii. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity).
iv. Be orderly.

Grice’s cooperative maxims are not rules for 
conversational etiquette within a particular cul-
ture. Rather, they are universal assumptions 
about how speakers execute their linguistic acts 
and interpret others’ utterances. When individ-
uals are faced with pragmatic ambiguity, they 
appeal to these maxims in an attempt to deter-
mine the speaker’s intentions. For example, 
John and Bill are in a parking lot ready to leave, 
but Bill sees their acquaintance Mary, and the 
following exchange takes place:

Bill: There’s Mary. I’ll go say hi.
John: I don’t have enough quarters.

To understand why John makes such a com-
ment and what he means by it, other than the 
fact that he believes the quarters he has are not 
enough for some purpose, Bill needs to make a 
series of calculations. First, Bill needs to assume 
that John’s utterance is related to his own initial 
assertion and the current context. For example, 
Bill assumes that the quarters are needed for 

the parking meter and that John believes that 
talking to Mary will take some time. Moreover, 
Bill needs to assume that John thinks his utter-
ance provides enough clues for him to interpret 
it without explicitly asserting his intentions. 
Maybe John does not think it is appropriate to 
say what he thinks explicitly or he is concerned 
that Mary could overhear him. Finally, Bill has 
to believe that John is not telling a lie or try-
ing to mislead him. These are only some of the 
contextual assumptions that Bill has to make to 
compute John’s utterance.

However, John intentionally flouts the man-
ner maxim, as his utterance is pragmatically 
ambiguous. For example, John could be under-
stood to request that Bill pay the parking meter, 
to discourage him from talking to Mary, or to 
remind him that Mary is talkative. Bill needs 
to add to his calculations his beliefs about 
John’s personal traits and his relationship with 
Mary. Once Bill puts the pieces together, he can 
make a calculated inference about the inten-
tions behind John’s utterance. Note that John 
must assume that Bill is capable of making 
these calculations and that Bill has sufficient 
background information about John and his 
relation to Mary; otherwise, he would fail to 
communicate his intentions.

Wierzbicka (1991) and Green (1996) note 
that Grice’s maxims are prioritized differently 
across cultures, as, for example, members of 
some speech communities value the maxim of 
manner over quality, hence accepting exag-
gerations and ‘white lies’ for face-saving or rhe-
torical purposes, while other cultures value the 
maxim of quality most, hence displaying more 
directness in their discourse. Johnstone (1991), 
Omara (1993), Farghal (1995), Harris (1996), 
and Salih (2001) discuss discourse patterns 
in various spoken varieties of Arabic where 
speakers intentionally flout Grice’s maxims to 
comply with the conventional cultural patterns 
associated with politeness and face relations. 
For example, in the Jordanian exchange in (3), 
where speaker A invites speaker B for food, 
speaker A violates the quantity maxim by pro-
viding value judgments, such as mà fi ±iši min 
wàžbak ‘there is nothing worthy of your sta-
tus’, and information, such as mà žibna ±iši min 
barra ‘we have not got any food from outside’, 
that seem uncalled for in violation of the quan-
tity maxim. Speaker B flouts the quality maxim 
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by asserting that he does not want to eat and 
that he has just eaten.

(3) A:
 ±itfa��al al-maysùr, mà fi ±iši min wàžbak, 

±ahlan wasahlan ±akil min id-dàr mà žibna 
±iši min barra

 ‘Please help yourself to the available food; 
there is nothing that is worthy of your 
status; you are most welcome; we have not 
got any food from outside the house’

 B:
 maysùr ilÿànmìn, kattir xeirku làkin mà 

bnafsì l-±akil/z-zàd, hassa± wàkil
 ‘The food is that of the generous; I hope 

that your fortune will increase, but I do 
not want to eat because I have just eaten’ 
(Salih 2001:92)

Successful interpretation of such utterances 
requires knowledge of the speakers’ cultural 
norms. For example, speaker A flouts the quan-
tity maxim to assure his addressee that his 
acceptance of the invitation does not constitute 
imposition, and speaker B violates the quality 
maxim because politeness norms in Jordanian 
Arabic require speakers initially to turn down 
invitations for food.

Conversational implicature concerns uses of 
language where a speaker explicitly asserts a 
proposition and implicates another at the same 
time. There are, however, many cases where a 
speaker utters a sentence to communicate its 
propositional truth-conditional content and at 
the same time to get the addressee to do some-
thing or to recognize that the speaker has done 
something in making that utterance (Searle 
1969, 1979). For example, if a speaker says it is 
cold in here, addressees would understand the 
state of affairs described by the comment and 
act according to their interpretation of what the 
interlocutor intended for them to do by turning 
the heat up, or offering a blanket. Moreover, if 
a speaker asks are you hungry?, an addressee 
would interpret that utterance not only as a 
yes/no question but also as an invitation for 
food or as a request to go eat. These cases are 
examples of indirect speech acts.

Austin (1961, 1962) and Searle (1979) distin-
guish at least two types of communicative acts: 
locutionary acts, which constitute the uttering 
of a sentence or a phrase, and illocutionary 

acts, which constitute events completed by car-
rying out locutionary acts. For example, if 
someone asks would you like some tea? the 
speaker has carried out the locutionary act of 
making a question as well as the illocutionary 
act of offering. Speakers can choose how to 
execute their speech acts from various pos-
sible strategies depending on how they believe 
these strategies facilitate achieving their goals. 
For example, speakers can opt to use ex -
plicit performative verbs, as in (4a) and (4b) (� 
performatives).

(4a) ±aqtari™u ta±jìl al-iqtirà� 
 1s.suggest postponing the-vote 
 ±ilà jalsat al-xamìs
 to session  Thursday

‘I suggest postponing the voting to 
Thursday’s session’

(4b) ±aškuru-kum �alà 
 1s.thank-you.pl on
 �iyàfati-kum
 hospitality-your.pl
 ‘I thank you for your hospitality’

Using performative verbs such as those in (4a) 
and (4b) ensures that the addressee(s) will 
immediately recognize the speaker’s intentions 
because these verbs explicitly specify the illocu-
tionary force of the utterance.

Another way of unambiguously signaling the 
intentions behind one’s utterance is to use 
illocutionary force-indicating devices, which 
include specific phrases or syntactic construc-
tions that are conventionally associated with 
particular speech acts (Stampe 1975). For 
example, Standard Arabic illocutionary force-
indicating devices include the interjections or 
fixed expressions known as ±asmà± al-±af�àl 
(� ism al-fi�l), such as ±àmìn, which has the 
illocutionary force of requesting acceptance; 
™ayya (as in ™ayya �alà ß-ßalà), which has the 
illocutionary force of summoning; and hayya, 
which is used to get someone to hurry. Kuwaiti 
illocutionary force-indicating devices include 
the phrases hala bi††ašš wirrašš, which is only 
used to enthusiastically welcome an addressee, 
and the phrase yà m�awwad, which is used 
to request help (Mu™ammad 2000). Unlike 
performative verbs, these fixed expressions do 
not have propositional content, yet speakers 
recognize the motivation for using them by 
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convention (El-Sayed 1990; Ghobrial 1993; M. 
Kamel 1994; Masliyah 1999). Standard Arabic 
illocutionary devices also include particles that 
are used with propositions, as is the case with 
instigation halla in (5a) and hab, which is used 
exclusively for hypothesizing, as in (5b).

(5a) halla ±awqaf-ta  hà�à �-�ajìj
 halla stopped-2masc.sg. this the-noise
 ‘Will you stop this noise?’

(5b) hab ±anna-ka naja™-t
 suppose that-you succeeded-2ms  
 mà�à taf �al?
 what 2ms.do

‘Suppose that you succeeded, what would 
you do?’

Illocutionary force can also be signaled by 
the use of constructions that are convention-
ally associated with particular speech acts. For 
example, the negative operator in Egyptian 
Arabic can be used with wide scope to issue 
polite requests, as in (6a). Requests can also be 
made with a lesser degree of politeness by using 
the polarity item mà preceding the utterance, 
as in (6b).

(6a) miš tì-gi ti-sallim  
 Neg 2ms-come 2ms-greet
 �ala i�-�iyùf
 on the-guests
 ‘Won’t you come and greet the guests?’

(6b) ma tì-gi ti-sallim
 ma 2ms-come 2ms-greet
 �ala i�-�iyùf
 on the-guests
 ‘Come and greet the guests!’

Metalinguistic negation is another example of 
how illocutionary acts can be associated with 
particular grammaticalized forms (Mughazy 
2003). It is a specialized use of the negative 
operator where it is used as “a device for 
objecting to a previous utterance on any 
grounds whatever – including its conventional 
and conversational implicata, its morphology, 
its style or register, or its phonetic realization” 
(Horn 1989:121). Negation in Egyptian Arabic 
is expressed discontinuously in sentences with 
present and past verbal predicates as in (7a) 
and (7b), whereas metalinguistic negation is 

expressed continuously, as in speaker B’s utter-
ances in (8a) and (8b).

(7a) ma-ru™-t-iš il-madrasa
 Neg-went-1s-Neg the-school
 ±imbàri™?
 yesterday
 ‘I did not go to school yesterday’

(7b) muna šày
 Mona tea
 ma-b-ti-šrab-š
 Neg-Imperf-3fs-drink-Neg
 ‘Mona does not drink tea’

(8a) A:
 ru™ti l-marsa™ ±imbàri™?
 went.2ms the-theater yesterday
 ‘Did you go to the theater yesterday?’

 B:
 ±ana miš ru™t il-marsa™ 
 I Neg went.1s the-theater 
 ±ana ru™t il-masra™?
 I went.1s the-theater

‘I did not go to the theater; I went to the 
theater’

(8b) A:
 ti-ftikir ma™mùd 
 2ms-think Mahmoud
 bi-y-™ibb nadya
 Imperf-2ms-love Nadia
 ‘Do you think Mahmoud loves Nadia?’

 B:
 da miš bi-y-™ibbà-ha  
 that Neg Imperf-2ms-love-her
 da bi-y-mùt fìha
 that Imperf-2ms-die in-her
 ‘He does not love her; he dotes on her’

Speaker B in (8a) is not providing false infor-
mation followed by a contradicting statement. 
Rather, she is objecting to Speaker A’s use of 
the metathesis in marsa™ ‘theater’, which is 
associated with lower socioeconomic classes, 
and offers a rectification providing what she 
views as the appropriate form, namely masra™. 
In (8b), speaker B objects to speaker A’s descrip-
tion of the relationship between Mahmoud 
and Nadia and offers what she believes to be 
a more accurate description. These examples 
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demonstrate that metalinguistic negation is a 
grammaticalized form that is associated with 
the illocutionary force of objecting to nontruth 
conditional material such as pronunciation and 
conversational implicature.

Metalinguistic negation differs from senten-
tial negation in that the former is not truth-
functional and it does not change the truth 
values of sentences. Therefore, metalinguistic 
negation does not license negative � polarity 
items; it does not co-occur with contrastive bass 
‘but’; and it can take scope over a sentential 
negation operator resulting in what seems like 
double negation (Mughazy 2003). Negation 
is ambiguous between a metalinguistic and a 
sentential use in many languages, including 
English; continuous negation can also be used 
metalinguistically in Egyptian Arabic, espe-
cially in sentences with nonverbal predicates 
resulting in ambiguity. Speaker B in the previ-
ous examples chooses the unambiguous form in 
adherence to the manner maxim and provides 
a rectification to satisfy the quantity maxim. 
Although the use of metalinguistic negation 
does not affect the truth values of utterances, it 
provides a systematic way to facilitate recogniz-
ing speakers’ intentions and goals.

Explicit performative verbs and illocutionary 
force-indicating devices facilitate recognizing 
speakers’ intentions because they either state 
the kind of speech act intended by the speaker 
or because they are conventionally associated 
with particular speech acts. However, it is often 
the case that speakers opt for less obvious ways 
of expressing their intentions because of cul-
tural norms that might discourage directness, as 
is the case with Arab cultures. For example, it is 
the norm in many Arab subcultures that when 
a guest decides to leave, the host is expected to 
insist that the guest stay longer. Therefore, a 
guest has to find a way to take leave without 
offending the host. There are many possible 
strategies, and speakers choose the ones that 
they believe best suit their goals. A guest can 
simply and directly express the need to leave, 
as in (9a), or make a direct request, as in (9b). 
A more appropriate strategy is to provide a 
reason for leaving so that the host cannot nego-
tiate, as in (9c).

(9a) làzim ±a-mši
 must 1s-leave
 ‘I have to leave’

(9b) mumkin ±a-mši
 possible  1s-leave
 ‘May I leave?’

(9c) il-wilàd zaman-hum 
 the-children time-their
 rig�u min il-madrasa
 returned.3p from the-school

‘The children must have returned from 
school’

The same mechanisms used to interpret con-
versational implicature are employed to inter-
pret indirect speech acts. For example, it is 
necessary for the addressee to presuppose that 
the children mentioned in (9c) are the guest’s 
children or some other children that the guest 
is responsible for, that the guest needs to leave 
to go home, and that the guest needs to be 
home to do something important that involves 
these children. Again, such calculations are pos-
sible only if the host assumes that the guest is 
adhering to Grice’s Cooperative Principle. The 
question now is why speakers choose less direct 
ways of carrying out their speech acts and 
which strategies are available to do so.

One of the major areas of research on Arabic 
pragmatics is indirect speech acts, such as com-
pliments (Mursy and Wilson 2001; Migdadi 
2003), compliment responses (Mughazy 2000; 
Farghal and Al-Khatib 2001), refusals (Stevens 
1993; Nelson a.o. 2002a,b; Al-Issa 2003), apol-
ogies (Bataineh 2004), � greetings (Al-Nasser 
1993; Hassanain 1994; Emery 2000), vows 
(Salih and Abdul-Fattah 1998; Abd el-Jawad 
2000), cursing (Stewart 1997; � insults), and 
arguing (B. Kamel 1983; Arent 1998). These 
studies investigate particular types of speech 
acts, describing the communicative strategies 
used to carry them out as well as the cultural 
motivation for the ways they are used. For 
example, refusals are potentially face-threaten-
ing speech acts that can offend the addressee. 
Therefore, speakers design their refusals in 
ways that they believe to mitigate the poten-
tially negative effects of their refusals, such 
as using apologies, making promises, and 
giving reasons for their acts. In other words, 
speech acts are rule-governed patterns of lin-
guistic behavior that are subject to the con-
straints of grammar as well as social and 
cultural rules.
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Mustafa Mughazy (Western Michigan University)

Predicate

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The term ‘predicate’ (along with the associated 
terms � ‘subject’ and ‘predication’) has been 
used for centuries in the Western logical and 
grammatical traditions to describe the second 
portion of a bipartite division of a sentence into 
a subject and as predicate.

How predicate and predication are used in 
contemporary linguistics varies considerably 
between users and between theoretical frame-
works. The parameters of variation include the 
following:

i. The domain of predication: whether predica-
tion is defined over sentences, over clauses, 
or over projections of lexical items; 

ii. The nature of the predication relation: 
whether predication is purely grammatical 
(syntactic), purely semantic (or pragmatic), 
or some combination of these; 

iii. The formal devices used to represent the 
predication relation: whether the relation 
between a subject and a predicate is defined 
in terms of phrase-structural position, or in 
terms of binding or argument application. 

To the extent that there is a consensus about 
predication, it consists of the following: 

i. Predication is primarily a grammatical or 
structural relationship; 

ii. Predication requires a subject to be in a very 
‘close’ or local relationship with a predicate 

to which it is linked, usually defined in terms 
of c-command. 

This ambiguity in how subject and predicate 
are used in Western linguistics is reflected in the 
Arabic terms for which they have been used as 
translations: 

i. The mubtada± ‘that which comes first, topic’ 
(� ibtidà±) and � xabar ‘report, comment’ 
in a � nominal clause (jumla ismiyya);

ii. The musnad ‘attribute’ and musnad ±ilay-hi 
‘that which is attributed to’ standing in an � 
±isnàd ‘attribution’ relation to one another 
(see Levin 1981 for a discussion of the use 
of musnad and musnad ±ilayhi by the Arab 
grammarians); 

iii. The � fà�il ‘doer, agent’ of an action or 
eventuality and the � fi�l ‘event, action’ or 
its like.

A comparison between the way in which sub-
ject, predicate, and predication are used and 
the way in which the Arabic terms are used is 
beyond the scope of this article. Instead, the 
article focuses on how the different senses of 
predicate and predication are applied to Arabic 
grammar. 

2. P r e d i c a t e  a s  a  f u n d a m e n t a l 
s e n t e n c e  d i v i s i o n

According to its most traditional meaning, a 
predicate is the second part of a division of a 
sentence or clause into a subject and a predicate. 
This division corresponds, at least partially, to 
the division of the Arabic � nominal clause 
(jumla ismiyya) into an ‘initial NP’ (mubtada± 
‘that which is begun with’) and a ‘report’ 
(xabar ‘report, comment’). The correspondence 
is imperfect because some nominal clauses are 
analyzed as topic/comment structures rather 
than as predications (Bakir 1980; Eisele 1999; 
Mohammad 2000), although this characteriza-
tion continues to be debated (see Sec. 4 below; 
and � nominal clause).

In some cases, the term ‘predicate’ is used 
specifically in the description of equational or 
copular clauses (Bakir 1980; � copula), while 
for others it is a fundamental division applied 
to all sentence types with subject-initial word 
order (e.g. Eisele 1999:99–125; Badawi a.o. 
2004:306–307).
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In copular clauses, the predicate is a lexical 
category such as an � adjective phrase (1a), 
prepositional phrase (1b), � noun phrase (1c), 
or � verb phrase (1d) in the case of participial 
verb stems. 

(1a) mu™ammad [AP �ayyàn]
 Mohammad sick.ms

‘Mohammad [is] sick’ (Egyptian Arabic; 
Eisele 1999:102)

(1b) �umar [PP f-d-dàr] daba
 Omar in-the-house now

‘Omar is in the house now’ (Moroccan 
Arabic; Benmamoun 2000:40)

(1c) ±axù [NP ™allà±], ±ësm-o
 brother-cl3ms barber name-cl3ms
 [NP ™asan]
 Hasan

‘His brother is a barber; his name is Hasan’ 
(Syrian Arabic; Cowell 1964:403)

(1d) ma-™adà-š [VP qàyim
 not-one.ms stand.ActPart.ms
 yidfa� �an-ne]
 pay.Imperf.3ms for-cl3ms

‘No one stood up to pay for him’ (Bir 
Zeit Palestinian Arabic; Schmidt and 
Kahle 1918:§34.1)

Clauses headed by finite verbs in SV word 
order have been treated in two ways. Jelinek 
(1981, 2002), Diesing and Jelinek (1995), and 
Eisele (1999) subsume them under the copular 
clauses, differing in terms of the inner struc-
ture of the predicate constituent. For example, 
Eisele (1999:99–109) analyzes the predicate as 
an ‘extended verb phrase’ (EVP), consisting of 
a ‘predicator’ (a finite verb or auxiliary) and 
a complement (a main verb or nominal argu-
ment), as in (2).

(2a) mu™ammad kàn
 Mohammad was.3ms
 biyiktib gawàb
 write.Imperf.3ms letter

‘Mohammad was writing a letter’ (Egyp-
tian Arabic; Eisele 1999:100)

(2b) [S [NP mu™ammad ] [EVP [V [V kàn ] 
[V biyiktib ] ] [NP gawàb ] ] ] 

Proposals within the Principles and Param-
eters or Minimalist frameworks do not refer to 
the predicate per se. Nonetheless, they capture 

the intuition that the clause is split between 
its subject and a functional projection or a 
sequence of functional projections such as an 
IP, Tense Phrase (TP), or Agreement Phrase 
(AgrP), which roots the clause and mediates 
the predication relation between the subject 
and the lexical head of the clause (Benmamoun 
2000; Mohammad 1999, 2000; Ouhalla 1991, 
1994).

The relationship between the subject and the 
predicate is more complex in Modern Standard 
Arabic examples in which the predicate is a 
‘pseudoconstruct’ (±i�àfa ÿayr ™aqìqiyya) adjec-
tive phrase (3a), or an adjective modified by the 
specificational accusative (� tamyìz) (3b).

(3a) ™asan-un [AP jamìl-u l-wajh-i]
 Hasan beautiful.ms-Nom the-face-
   Gen

‘Hasan is beautiful of face [i.e., Hassan 
has a beautiful face]’

(3b) ™asan-un [AP jamìl-un wajh-an]
 Hasan beautiful.ms-Nom face-Acc

‘Hasan is beautiful face-wise [i.e., Has-
san has a beautiful face]’

In both (3a) and (3b), the subject does not bind 
an argument position in the lexical predicate 
jamìl ‘beautiful’ itself, but rather an implicit 
argument position in the possessor or the accu-
sative-marked noun. For example, in (3a), 
™asan binds a possessor argument in the inter-
pretation of wajh ‘face’. This is schematized 
in (4) with the binding relation represented as 
lambda abstraction over the possessor argu-
ment in the interpretation of wajh ‘face’. 

(4) 
Pet.[ P(Hasan)](
x.[ x’s face is beautiful] )

These examples show that, even in simple nom-
inal clauses, the predication relation cannot be 
reduced simply to the application of a noun to a 
one-place lexical predicate. Instead, a co-index-
ing or abstraction mechanism is involved that 
takes a fully saturated syntactic category and 
returns it as a one-place function (see Williams 
1980, 1983; Heycock 1991; Doron and Hey-
cock 1999; Alexopoulou a.o. 2004; Heycock 
and Doron 2003). The (as yet) unanswered 
question is whether this abstraction mechanism 
is inherent in the predication relation, or is an 
independent part of the grammar of Arabic.
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3 .  P r e d i c a t i o n  i n  v e r b - f i r s t 
w o r d  o r d e r s

Another sense of predicate has been used that 
does not describe a partition in the structure 
of a sentence but rather describes its semantic 
head. In this sense, ‘predicate’ is a hyperonym 
for lexical categories such as verbs, adjectives, 
and prepositions, which can be one-place, two-
place, or three-place relations, of which the 
subject is the most salient or external argument 
(see in particular Williams 1980, 1983, 1984, 
1994; with reference to Syrian Arabic, see Cow-
ell 1964:380).

In practice, although different categories are 
referred to as predicates, the term ‘predication’ 
continues to refer to the relationship between a 
one-place predicate and its external argument 
(Rothstein 1983; Heycock 1991). Predication 
in this sense may correspond more closely to 
the relationship between the Arabic terms fà�il 
and fi�l or to musnad and musnad ±ilayhi.

Talking about predication in this way has 
allowed some theorists to describe even verb-
initial clauses as involving predication. For 
example, according to the widely influential 
‘predicate-internal subject hypothesis’ (Fukui 
and Speas 1986; Koopman and Sportiche 1991; 
Plunkett 1993; Mohammad 1999), � verb 
phrases and other lexical categories take subject 
arguments (see Stowell 1983), or are dominated 
by an abstract functional projection such as 
Bowers’ (1993) ‘Predication Phrase’ (PredP), 
which provides a subject position for a lexical 
predicate.

Mohammad (2000) argues that the underly-
ing word order in both Modern Standard Arabic 
and Palestinian Arabic is SVO rather than VSO 
(see also � nominal clause and � verb phrase). 
This is because the structure of the verb phrase 
places the subject in a specifier position, c-com-
manding the verbal predicate. For example, 
(5a) has the underlying SVO structure in (5b), 
from which is derived the VSO order in (5c) 
by movement of the predicate head to the head 
position of the IP projection.

(5a) kullu ±umm-in
 every-Nom mother-Gen
 tu™ibbu ibna-hà
 love.Imperf.3fs son-cl3fs

‘Every mother loves her son’ (Modern 
Standard Arabic; Mohammad 2000:75)

(5b) [IP PRES [VP [NP kullu ±umm-in ] [V’ tu™ibbu 
[NP ibna-hà] ] ] ]

(5c) [IP [I PRES tu™ibbuj ] [VP [NP kullu ±umm-in 
] [V’ tj [NP ibna-hà] ] ] ]

According to Mohammad’s and related analy-
ses, then, predication is established within the 
VP projection, and the relation is then rendered 
opaque by the derivation of VS word order. 

4. S e c o n d a r y  p r e d i c a t e s

A distinction is made in the literature between 
primary and secondary predication (Williams 
1983, 1984, 1994; Rothstein 1983; Stowell 
1983; Hornstein and Lightfoot 1987; Heim and 
Kratzer 1998, among others), where primary 
predication results in a full clause, while sec-
ondary predication predicates a subordinated 
constituent of an argument of a matrix or 
higher clause.

Examples of secondary predicates in Arabic 
include: circumstantial or � ™àl predicates, 
used as complements of verbs of change or cau-
sation (6a–b), perception (6c), belief or knowl-
edge (6d), or as adverbial modifiers (6e); and 
in the dialects, optative predicates (6f) and, 
according to some analyses, obligatory control 
complements (6g).

(6a) ittaxa�a-hà zawjat-an
 take.Perf.3ms-cl3fs wife-Acc
 la-hu
 to-cl3ms

‘He took her as his wife’ (Modern Stand-
ard Arabic; Badawi a.o. 2004:376)

(6b) yaj�alu-hu ya†ma±innu
 make.Imperf.3ms-cl3ms feel-confident.
  Imperf.3ms
 ±ilà l-mustaqbal-i
 to the-future-Gen

‘It makes him feel confident about the 
future’ (Modern Standard Arabic; Bad-
awi a.o. 2004:377)

(6c) ša�arat bi-qalb-i-hà
 feel.Perf.3fs with-heart-Gen-cl3fs
 yu™fiqu bi-šiddat-in
 beat.Imperf.3ms with-strength-Gen
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‘She felt her heart beating strongly’ 
(Modern Standard Arabic; Badawi a.o. 
2004:581)

(6d) wajad-nà ba��-a l-masàjid-i
 find.Perf.1p some-Acc the-mosques- 
   Gen
 ta†lubu t-tabarru�-a
 require.Imperf.3fs the-charity

‘We found some of the mosques in need 
of charity’ (Modern Standard Arabic; 
Badawi a.o. 2004:378)

(6e) fa-yuhuzzu ra±s-a-hu
 and-shake.Imperf.3ms head-Acc-cl3ms
 mu†ma±inn-an l-ì
 reassure.Act.Part.ms-Acc to-cl1s

‘. . . and he would shake his head at me 
reassuringly’ (Modern Standard Arabic; 
Badawi a.o. 2004:580)

(6f) ±a�†at-e �alb
 give.Perf.3fs-cl3ms dog
 i™àmi �an-ne
 protect.Imperf.3ms for-cl3ms

‘She gave him a dog to protect him’ 
(Bir Zeit Palestinian; Schmidt and Kahle 
1918:§42.16)

(6g) bidd-u y™àwil
 want.3ms try.Imperf.3ms
 ytafàham ma�à 
 agree.Imperf.3ms with-cl3ms

‘He wants to try to reach an understand-
ing with him’ (Jordanian; LDC2005S14: 
fsa_12424, 434.82–437.57) 

The only detailed study to date of second-
ary predication in Arabic is Mohammad’s 
(1999) examination of asyndetic ™àl-predicates 
in Modern Standard Arabic and Palestinian 
Arabic. Mohammad discusses constraints on 
the potential controller for the ™àl-predicate, 
noting that, in Modern Standard Arabic, ™àl-
predicates headed by an active participle can be 
controlled either by the subject or object of the 
matrix clause. 

For example, (7) can mean both that Zayd 
was riding the donkey when Ahmad saw him, 
or that Ahmad was riding the donkey when he 
saw Zayd.

(7) šàhada ±a™mad-u zayd-an
 see.Perf.3ms Ahmad-Nom Zayd-Acc
 ràkib-an ™imàr-an
 ride.Act.Part.ms-Acc donkey-Acc

‘Ahmad saw Zayd [while Zayd was] rid-
ing a donkey’
‘Ahmad saw Zayd [while Ahmad was] rid-
ing a donkey’

In contrast, ™àl-predicates headed by imperfect 
verbs can only be predicated of the object of 
the main verb (8a), as shown by the unaccept-
able feminine agreement form marked on the 
™àl-verb in (8b).

(8a) zaynab-u šàhadat
 Zaynab.fs-Acc see.Perf.3fs
 al-walad-a yarkabu
 the-boy.ms-Acc ride.Imperf.3ms

™imàr-an
donkey-Acc
‘Zaynab saw the boy [while he was] rid-
ing a donkey’

(8b) *zaynab-u šàhadat
 Zaynab.fs-Acc see.Perf.3fs
 al-walad-a tarkabu
 the-boy.ms-Acc ride.Imperf.3fs
 ™imàr-an
 donkey-Acc

Mohammad argues that the ™àl-predicate is in a 
complement position and must be controlled by 
the nearest c-commanding argument, namely 
the object in a transitive clause and the subject 
in an intransitive clause. This is supported by 
the acceptability of extraction out of it when 
it is predicated of the direct object of the verb 
(9a), but not when predicated of the subject 
(9b). 

(9a) mòna, mà�à šàhadat
 Mona.fs what see.Perf.3fs
 ±a™mad-a ràkib-an?
 Ahmad.ms-Acc ride.Act.Part.ms-Acc

‘What did Mona see Ahmad riding?’
(9b) *mòna, mà�à šàhadat
 Mona.fs what see.Perf.3fs
 ±a™mad-a ràkibat-an?
 Ahmad.ms-Acc ride.Act.Part.fs-Acc

‘Mona, what did she see Ahmad [while 
she was] riding?’

Mohammad postulates that a ™àl-predicate 
consisting of an imperfect verb can only be 
realized as a complement, while a ™àl-predicate 
consisting of an accusative-marked participle 
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can be realized either as a complement or an 
adjunct. Palestinian Arabic, on the other hand, 
lacks accusative case morphology, so a parti-
cipial ™àl must be realized as a complement, 
just like a verbal ™àl, as in (10a).

(10a) šàf zayd a™mad
 see.Perf.3ms Zayd Ahmad
 ràkib i™màr
 ride.Act.Part.ms donkey

‘Zayd saw Ahmad [while Ahmad was] 
riding a donkey’
*‘Zayd saw Ahmad [while Zayd was] 
riding a donkey’

The restricted interpretation of predicative ™àl 
contrasts with the more flexible interpretation 
of a full ™àl-clause introduced by wa-, which 
can be controlled by either the subject or the 
object because it does not stand in a predication 
relation with its controller, as in (10b).

(10b) šàf a™mad zayd
 see.Perf.3ms Ahmad Zayd
 [wa-hu ràkib i™màr]
 and-he ride.Act.Part.ms donkey

‘Ahmad saw Zayd while [Zayd was] 
riding a donkey’
‘Ahmad saw Zayd while [Ahmad was] 
riding a donkey’ 

The implication of Mohammad’s argument is 
that predication can be established both by 
lexical specification in the case of complement 
predicates, and by syntactic specification in the 
case of adjunct predicates. 

5. P r e d i c a t e s  a n d  b r o a d 
s u b j e c t s

As noted above, the term nominal clause (jumla 
ismiyya) appears to describe two different kinds 
of structure: a subject/predicate predication 
structure when the initial NP corresponds to 
the subject or agent of the report constitu-
ent, and a topic/comment dislocation structure 
when the initial NP is distinct from the subject 
or agent of the report constituent.

However, Doron (1996), Doron and Heycock 
(1999), Alexopoulou a.o. (2004), and Heycock 
and Doron (2003) show that a non-subject-ini-
tial NP can have grammatical properties associ-
ated with subjects. A non-subject-initial NP can 

be embedded under an ‘exceptional case-mark-
ing’ (ECM) verb or ±anna, as in (11).

(11) na�taqidu ±anna ±amrìkà
 believe.Imperf.1p that America
 ša�b-u-hà �akiyy
 folk.ms-Nom-cl3fs clever

‘We believe that the American people 
are clever’ (Modern Standard Arabic; 
http://maxforums.net/showthread.php?t
=96271) 

In a copular clause with kàna ‘to be’, the initial 
NP (ism kàna) can be predicated of a fully satu-
rated lexical predicate, as in (12).

(12) kàn il-bayt
 be.Perf.3ms the-house.ms
 ±alwàn-o fàt™a
 colors.fp-cl3ms bright.fs

‘The house was brightly colored’ (Leb-
anese Arabic; Alexopoulou a.o. 2004:333)

A clausal xabar can be conjoined with a lexical 
predicate that requires a subject. Hence, by the 
Coordinate Structure Constraint (Ross 1967), 
the initial NP must be a subject with respect to 
the clausal xabar, as in (13).

(13) sayyart-i lòn-a fàte™
 car.fs-cl1s color-cl3fs bright.ms
 u-maftù™a min fò±
 and-open.fs from above

‘My car is brightly colored and a con-
vertible’ (Lebanese Arabic; Alexopoulou 
a.o. 2004:336)

The initial NP need not be referentially specific 
(unlike topics; � specificity), and can instead 
be a question word (14a) or a quantificational 
noun phrase (14b–c).

(14a) mìn ša�r-ha ±a†wal
 who hair.ms-cl3fs longer.ms
 min ša�r il-banàt di?
 from hair the-girls these

‘Whose hair is longer than these girls’ 
hair?’ (Egyptian Arabic; www.adwfo-
rums.com/archive/index.php/t–16652.
html)

(14b) i™na, kull wà™da
 we every one.fs
 ša�r-ha la-nußß Úahr-ha
 hair-cl3fs to-middle back-cl3fs
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‘Each one of us has hair to the middle 
of her back’ (Levantine Arabic; www.
rhalchat.net/vb/showthread.php?t=
3858&page=4) 

(14c) wala wà™da
 not.even one
 ša�r-ha ™alu
 hair.ms-cl3fs nice.ms

‘Not one of them has nice hair’ (Levantine 
Arabic; http://alfrasha.maktoob.com/ar-
chive/index.php/t–202674.html) 

Doron and Heycock conclude that the initial 
NPs in examples of this kind are grammatical 
subjects even though they do not bind external 
arguments, and for this reason, they argue 
that Arabic allows a primary predication to be 
established between a subject and a ‘derived 
predicate’.

This recalls the observation in Section 2 
that predication of a specified modifier requires 
a grammatical mechanism that abstracts over 
a pronoun or implicit argument inside the 
clause. For example, the primary predication in 
(13) would have a logical structure like (15c), 
derived by abstracting over the possessive pro-
noun in lòn-a ‘its color’ (15a) and conjoining 
this abstract with the interpretation of maftù™ 
min fò± ‘open from above’ (15b).

(15a) [[lòn-a fàte™]] = 
x.[x’s color is bright]
(15b) [[maftù™a min fò±]] = 
x.[x is open-

topped]
(15c) 
P.[P(my car)]( 
x.[x’s color is bright & 

x is open-topped] )

The fact that both primary and secondary 
predicates in Arabic can be derived via an 
abstraction mechanism either implies that there 
is crosslinguistic variation in the grammatical 
properties of predication, or that languages like 
Arabic are able, for some reason, to use rela-
tive-clause-like predicates, where languages like 
English can only use lexical predicates. 
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Pre-Islamic Arabic

1. T h e  s o u r c e s  f o r 
p r e - I s l a m i c  A r a b i c

Pre-Islamic Arabic is the cover term for all vari-
eties of Arabic spoken in the Arabian Peninsula 
until immediately after the Arab conquests in 
the 7th century C.E. Scholars disagree about 
the status of these varieties (Rabin 1955). Three 
different points of view stand out. Some schol-
ars (Nöldeke 1904, 1910; Fück 1950; Blau 
1965; Chejne 1969; Versteegh 1984) assume 
that the language of pre-Islamic poetry and the 
Qur±àn was similar, if not identical, to the vari-
eties spoken in the Arabian Peninsula before the 
emergence of Islam. If differences existed, they 

concerned mainly stylistic and minor points of 
linguistic structure.

A second group of mainly Western scholars 
of Arabic (Vollers 1906; Fleisch 1947; Kahle 
1948; Rabin 1951; Blachère 1950; Wehr 1952; 
Spitaler 1953; Rosenthal 1953; Fleisch 1964; 
Zwettler 1978; Holes 1995; Owens 1998; 
Sharkawi 2005) do not regard the variety in 
which the Qur±àn was revealed as a spoken 
variety of Arabic in the peninsula. Some of 
them (Zwettler 1978; Sharkawi 2005) go so far 
as to state that the function of the language of 
pre-Islamic poetry and the Qur±àn was limited 
to artistic expression and oral rendition (� 
poetic koine). Others are not as clear about the 
functional load of this variety in pre-Islamic 
times.

A third group of scholars (Geyer 1909; 
Nöldeke 1904, 1910; Kahle 1948) assume that 
the variety of Arabic of pre-Islamic poetry and 
the Qur±àn was the variety spoken by Bedouin 
Arab tribes and nonsedentary Arabs, at least in 
the western parts of the peninsula where trade 
routes existed.

Some modern scholars of Arabic believe that 
the Classical Arabic grammarians held their 
view, that the language of pre-Islamic poetry 
and the Qur±àn was identical with at least 
the spoken varieties of some Arab tribes in 
the peninsula (Rabin 1955:21–22; Sharkawi 
2005:5–6). A first reading of the grammatical 
texts seems to confirm that grammarians were 
quite aware of the existence of different lan-
guage varieties in the Arabic-speaking sphere. 
They distinguished terminologically between 
� luÿa ‘dialect’ and � lisàn ‘language’ (±Anìs 
1952:16–17; Naßßàr 1988:58). Among several 
meanings of the word luÿa is the technical 
meaning of a linguistic variety (Rabin 1951:9). 
As early as the 2nd century A.H., grammarians 
were aware of differences among the dialects. 
Among the earliest writers on tribal dialects 
were Yùnus ibn £abìb (d. 182/798) and ±Abù 
�Amr aš-Šaybànì (d. 213/828), the author of the 
Kitàb al-jìm, in which odd and archaic lexical 
items used in certain tribes are recorded. In the 
3rd century A.H., several authors are said to 
have written books on tribal dialects, among 
them al-Farrà± (d. 207/822), ±Abù �Ubayda 
(d. 210/825), and ±Abù Zayd al-±Anßàrì (d. 215/ 
830). In addition to treatises on the dialects, 
there were those on the dialect words in the 
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Qur±àn. Among the earliest authors in this field 
was Ibn �Abbàs (d. 68/687), to whom a treatise 
under the title Kitàb al-luÿàt fì l-Qur±àn was 
ascribed (Rippin 1981). In this treatise, both 
dialect and foreign words were listed accord-
ing to their order of appearance in the Qur±àn. 
Several other treatises were dedicated to the 
same subject in the 3rd century A.H. (Naßßàr 
1988:61–62). Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1005; Íà™ibì 
19) identified differences among dialects, such 
as differences in vowels, assimilation, the addi-
tion of vowels, realizing the hamza, gender 
marking, and plurals.

However, grammarians were not interested 
in the study of luÿàt as such. Had they really 
decided to study the dialects, they would have 
paid attention to variation and recorded phe-
nomena with an abundance of details and 
examples. Rather, they chose to concentrate on 
the variety pertinent to their field of inquiry: 
their study of Arabic began as an ancillary 
to the study of the Qur±àn. Furthermore, if 
dialects had consumed the scholars’ interest, 
they would have used Bedouin as informants 
in order to find out whether certain features 
existed in some dialects but not in others, or 
how certain dialects behaved in certain con-
texts. Instead, they chose to use Bedouin Arabs 
to emphasize how their dialects realized certain 
features of the Qur±ànic language, as arbiters in 
theoretical disputes, and as a means to verify 
the data.

A good example of the role of Bedouin is the 
famous story of the scholarly debate between 
Sìbawayhi and the Kufan grammarian al-Kisà±ì 
(Zubaydì, ¢abaqàt 68–71, in Bernards 1997:6). 
According to this story, at the court of the 
caliph ar-Rašìd, al-Kisà±ì and Sìbawayhi could 
not settle a theoretical point, and they had to 
submit the case to Bedouin Arabs for arbitra-
tion. One Bedouin, who was waiting at the 
door, was admitted, and he favored al-Kisà±ì’s 
judgment over that of his adversary.

The Qur±àn stresses that it was revealed 
in a ‘clear’ Arabic tongue (e.g. Q. 16/103, 
26/195). Therefore, the luÿàt in the text were 
marginal in comparison to pre-Islamic poetry, 
although this belonged to the same linguistic 
level as the Qur±àn. This may be the reason 
why the number of šawàhid ‘evidentiary verses’ 
from poetry outgrew the number of šawàhid 
taken from Bedouin speech in the grammarians’ 
works. The majority of šawàhid in Sìbawayhi’s 

Kitàb were verses from the Qur±àn and lines of 
poetry; the grammarian al-Jarmì (d. 225/839) 
mentions a number of 1,050 lines of poetry in 
the Kitàb (Xizàna I, 8, quoted in Hàrùn’s intro-
duction to the edition of the Kitàb). The purity 
of the Qur±ànic language served for grammar-
ians as the touchstone for linguistic correctness, 
and the relative distance of dialects from this 
purity determined their functional value. The 
practical preference for certain Bedouin dialects 
over others in grammatical arbitration was due 
to the grammarians’ focus on the similarities of 
these dialects to the Qur±àn.

There are four main sources for pre-Islamic 
Arabic. Books of a general nature from the 
Abbasid period, books of Classical Arabic 
grammarians, and the Qur±àn provide us with 
texts varying in length and usefulness; in addi-
tion, dictionaries contain a huge, albeit unorga-
nized and unclassified, reservoir of lexical data 
on dialectal variation. Apart from the Qur±àn, 
these sources provide us with four types of 
data: speeches by pre-Islamic notables and 
famous orators; anecdotes from the utterances 
of seers and fortune tellers; proverbs (such as 
those in Jà™i�, Bayàn I, 184); and stories (such 
as in Ibn ±Is™àq, Sìra I, 321). From these sources 
some phonological, morphological, and syn-
tactic variables stand out as indicators to the 
existence of dialects in the pre-Islamic Arabic 
sphere.

For grammarians in the first three centuries 
of the Islamic era (see Rabin 1951:6), the 
task of recording dialect features was marginal 
compared to the main target of codifying the 
features of Arabic. Thus, variable features and 
dialectal references to tribes occur rather at ran-
dom in the books of grammar. However, Rabin 
(1951), ±Anìs (1952), and al-Gindì (1983) col-
lected references to tribal features in dialect 
sketches. In the next section these features are 
organized according to dialect.

2. T h e  d i a l e c t s  o f  p r e - I s l a m i c 
A r a b i c

2.1 The dialect of the £ijàz

£ijàzì Arabic features appear in the grammar-
ians’ books more frequently than features of 
any other dialect. It is, therefore, a much better 
represented dialect in comparison to others, 
despite the fact that the region’s geographical 

pre-islamic arabic

EALL 3_O-P_455-742.indd   690 10/4/2007   6:55:28 PM

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



691

definition is not as clear. In pre-Islamic times, 
the £ijàz was the western part of the penin-
sula, between the Tihàma in the southwest 
and the Najd in the east. It included the Banù 
Sulaym and the Banù Hilàl. In the north was 
the territory of Bàlì, and in the south that of 
Hu�ayl. After the advent of Islam, the Tihàma 
was included in the £ijàz, thus the Bedouin 
tribes in the interior were sometimes included 
in the £ijàz. It seems that for the grammarians, 
£ijàz referred to regions defined according to 
the post-Islamic demarcation. In this way, the 
urban centers of Mecca, Medina, and Âaqìf 
were included in that region. The term luÿa ±ahl 
al-£ijàz covers all differences that may have 
existed within this region.

Phonological features of this region include:

i. The pronunciation of /�/ as hamza.
ii. The use of the full forms of vowels, without 

elision or vowel changes, e.g. �unuq ‘neck’ 
as against �unq in Eastern Arabian dialects, 
where short unstressed vowels were elided.

iii. The absence of vowel harmony, which was 
realized in Eastern dialects, e.g. £ijàzì ba�ìr 
‘camel’, corresponding to Eastern bi�ìr. By 
the same token, uvular and pharyngeal 
consonants assimilated following vowels 
in the Eastern dialects, while in the £ijàz 
they rested immune, e.g. £ijàzì �uqr ‘the 
main part of the house’, corresponding 
to Eastern �aqr. In the neighborhood of 
uvulars and pharyngeals, the £ijàz had /u/, 
while the Eastern dialects had /a/.

iv. The tendency to shorten the long final vow-
els in pause positions

v. The elision of the hamza.

Morphological features of this dialect include:

i. The 3rd person suffix pronouns -hu, -humà, 
-hum, and -hunna did not change to the -hi 
form after i or ì.

ii. For the singular relative pronoun, the £ijàz 
used alla�ì rather than the Western and 
Yemenite �ì and �ù. For the feminine plu-
ral, the £ijàz used allà±ì. The same form 
may have been used for the masculine plu-
ral as well.

iii. The dual suffix in the £ijàz may have had a 
single form, -àni, for the nominative, accu-
sative, and genitive cases alike. Ibn Hišàm 
(Muÿnì I, 37), in his explanation of the 

nominative case of the demonstrative pro-
noun hà�àni ‘these two’ in the verse ±inna 
hàÚàni la-sà™iràni (Q. 20/63), claimed that 
in the dialect of the £ijàz, these demonstra-
tive pronouns were indeclinable.

iv. The absence of � taltala.
v. The imperative of geminated verbs was 

conjugated as the strong verbs, e.g. urdud 
‘respond!’.

Syntactic features of this dialect include:

i. Some nouns were feminine in the £ijàz and 
masculine in the Najd and Tamìm. Some 
examples are tamr ‘dates’, ša�ìr ‘barley’, 
ßirà† ‘path’. The word ßirà† appears in the 
first sùra of the Qur±àn (Q.1/6) followed by 
a masculine adjective (ßirà† mustaqìm).

ii. In the £ijàz, the predicate of verbal sen-
tences agreed in number with the head 
verb (known as the luÿa ±akalùnì l-baràÿì
), 
unlike Standard Arabic, where the head 
verb is always in the singular.

iii. In the £ijàz, after the shortened forms ±in 
and ±an, the subject took an accusative 
case, while in Classical Arabic and in the 
east, shortened particles lost their effect on 
the following nominal clause.

iv. After the complementizer ±inna, ±anna, etc. 
(� ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà), the £ijàzì dia-
lect put the subject and predicate of the 
sentence in the accusative case. Ibn Hišàm 
(Muÿnì I, 36) explains the agreement in 
case between the subject and predicate in a 
nominal sentence after ±inna ‘in one version 
of a ™adì
 (±inna qa�ra jahannama sab�ìna 
xarìfan) by saying that the £ijàz did not 
distinguish between the subject and predi-
cate in case endings after ±inna.

v. The predicate of kàna and other copu-
las (� kàna wa-±axawàtuhà) was given a 
nominative case, while an accusative case 
is assigned to it in Classical Arabic.

vi. In the £ijàz, mà, là, and ±in had the 
same effect as the Classical Arabic laysa in 
assigning to the subject the nominative case 
and to the predicate the accusative case.

vii. Verbs in the indicative were used after ±an. 
An example comes from Mujàhid (d. 104/
722), who read the verse li-man ±aràda ±an 
yutimma r-ra�à�ata ‘for those who want 
the suckling (period) to be completed’ with 
an indicative ending, yutimmu (Q. 2/233).
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2.2 The dialect of ±Azd

The ±Azd dialect is rarely mentioned in the lit-
erature. Whereas anecdotes and šawàhid from 
other Yemeni dialects are given, the dialect of 
±Azd receives little attention. More confusing 
still is the fact that there were two tribes by the 
name of ±Azd, one in Oman and the other in the 
western part of Yemen. The two features that 
are mentioned, however, show the difference 
between this dialect and the rest of Yemen.

i. The retention of the nominal case endings a, 
i, and u in the pausal position.

ii.  The retention of the vowel a in the prefixes 
of the imperfect, e.g. yaktub ‘he writes’ as 
against the � taltala in other dialects.

2.3 The dialect of Hu�ayl

The tribe of Hu�ayl was situated in the south-
eastern part of the £ijàz, to the north of Yemen 
and to the northeast of ±Azd. Its location in the 
southeast of the £ijàz connected this tribe geo-
graphically to the Eastern dialect group, which 
earned the tribe its fame for speaking well-
formed Arabic. Despite this connection with 
the east, the dialect of Hu�ayl belonged mainly 
to the Western group and functioned as an 
intermediate zone between the £ijàz and north-
ern Yemen (Rabin 1951:79). The evidence for 
this claim comes from the grammatical and lex-
ical features it shared with the Western group. 
They shared, for instance, ±awwàb ‘obedient’ 
and jada
 ‘tomb’ with Kinàna. Other features 
mentioned by the grammarians include:

i. The insertion of short unstressed vowels in 
the middle of words, e.g. ibin ‘son’ instead 
of Classical Arabic ibn, and jawazàt ‘nuts’, 
sg. jawza. In Classical Arabic, words with a 
singular pattern fa�la receive an anaptyctic 
vowel a in the feminine plural, to become 
fa�alàt. This vowel is not added when the 
second radical in the root is w or y, but 
Hu�ayl added an anaptyctic vowel to roots 
containing w and y as well.

ii. The absence of vowel harmony.
iii. The absence of the hamza.
iv. It is probable that in Hu�ayl the final long 

vowels were shortened, as was the case in 
the £ijàz.

v. The change of the glides wu and wi into the 
long vowels ù and ì, respectively.

vi. Hu�ayl used the relative pronoun alla�ì. 
The plural of this pronoun was alla�ùna, 
in all numbers and genders, in opposition 
to Classical Arabic, which uses alla�ìna.

vii. Concerning the taltala feature, Hu�ayl 
was claimed to have used both forms: 
-a- imperfect like the £ijàz dialects, and -i- 
imperfect like the eastern tribes. This varia-
tion is also common in ¢ayyi±. Both tribes 
had contact with eastern tribes, which may 
explain the variation.

2.4 The dialect of ¢ayyi±
The ¢ayyi± tribe was situated in the north of 
the Najd. It occupied the southern frontiers 
of the Nufùd desert and was also situated 
toward the northeast of the £ijàz region. It 
shared with the tribes of the eastern part some 
linguistic features, such as the taltala. Rabin 
(1951:193) claims that such common features 
are suggestive of the connecting role this tribe 
played between the dialects of the eastern and 
western parts of the peninsula. The territory 
of ¢ayyi± during the early Islamic period was 
not the original habitat of the tribe. The tribe 
was traditionally known to have migrated 
from northern Yemen together with the tribes 
with which it shared some linguistic features. 
Features of this dialect include:

i.  The weakening of the final syllable and eli-
sion of final nasals, laterals, t, and/or y.

ii.  The absence of vowel harmony and vowel 
elision.

iii.  The change of /�/ into /±/, e.g. da±-nì ‘let me’; 
no other data about depharyngealization 
are available.

iv.  The fate of hamza in this dialect is not 
known due to the absence of direct evidence.

v.  The suffix pronoun of the 3rd person 
feminine in pause was -ah and -hà in 
context, which is in accordance with the 
Classical and Eastern Arabic weakening of 
final syllables.

vi.  The form of the article was am-.
vii. The singular feminine demonstrative was 

tà, not hà�ihi.
viii. The relative pronoun was �ù, which was 

used for the two genders and all numbers.
ix. The -t of the feminine plural was dropped 

in pause; again, this is in harmony with the 
weakening of final syllables.
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x. az-Zajjàjì (Šar™ 152) claims that as in the 
£ijàz, the predicate of verbal sentences 
agreed in number with the head verb.

2.5 The Arabic of Yemen

The dialect of Yemen was very well represented 
in the writings of the grammarians because of 
the special interest it held for the scholars of 
the 3rd and 4th centuries A.H., especially for 
lexicographers like Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) 
and Našwàn (d. 573/1178). Although home 
to a host of South Arabian dialects, Yemen 
does not reflect much South Arabian influence, 
except for some lexical items that may be mere 
loanwords from that language. A good example 
is the word ba�l ‘lord’, which is still common in 
Mehri (Rabin 1951:25–27).

During the time of al-Hamadànì (d. after 
360/971), the main source on Yemen, a dialect 
similar to the Central Arabian Bedouin dialects 
was spoken in the region east of Saràt and 
in the extreme south. Al-Hamadànì describes 
these dialects as ‘correct’ Arabic. In the central 
and western regions of the Saràt, different dia-
lects were spoken. These dialects are character-
ized by al-Hamadànì as mutawassi† ‘middle’. 
Rabin (1951:45) claims that this attribute must 
mean that they were mixtures of Arabic and � 
£imyaritic. In the southern part of Saràt and the 
mountains around Ían�à±, the language showed 
strong traces of £imyaritic. In the area to the 
west, a mixture of Arabic and £imyaritic was 
spoken. In the villages, however, £imyaritic 
was predominant. Outside the villages, in the 
nomadic areas, West Arabian dialects were 
spoken (Rabin 1951:45). Thus, there were two 
linguistic communities in Yemen, apart from 
the Bedouin in the east. The first was that 
of the settled farmer groups, which spoke a 
mixture of £imyaritic and Arabic, while the 
other group consisted of the nomadic people 
who spoke West Arabian dialects. Although 
the Yemeni dialects spoken in this region were 
very similar to other Arabic dialects, Arabs 
considered them incomprehensible. There are 
several anecdotes in the literature showing that 
Arabs did not consider the dialects of £imyar 
Arabic to be similar to their own. The attribute 
†um†umàniyya was given in the literature to the 
£imyaritic dialect as a form of mockery.

The northern Yemen region hosted tribes 
speaking dialects so similar to each other that 

they could be considered a defined group. This 
group was different from the rest of Yemen 
in the south and Hu�ayl and the £ijàz in the 
north. Despite being distinct from both groups, 
the dialects of northern Yemen exhibited sim-
ilarities with both. Rabin (1951:64) claims 
that because grammarians often ascribed £ijàzì 
dialect features to Kinàna, this region can be 
considered as an extension to the West Arabian 
dialect group. Among the tribes that lived in 
this region were Kinàna, Xa��am, Hamadàn, 
�Anbar, Zubayd, and Muràd. The first four of 
these tribes are frequently mentioned in litera-
ture, but whenever a feature is mentioned as 
belonging to a certain tribe, it may have applied 
to the rest of the tribes as well. Rabin (1951:64) 
also assumes that whenever the grammarians 
mention the tribes of Yemen, they mean these 
tribes living in the northern part. Among the 
features mentioned for these dialects are the 
following:

i.  The absence of � ±imàla. Al-Hamadànì, 
however, states that the Bedouin tribe of 
Banù £arb in the south realized ±imàla.

ii.  The realization of hamza. However, in 
some cases the original hamza of the word 
was changed into the glide w. An example 
is ±àtaytu/wàtaytu ‘I obeyed’. This feature is 
still heard in some modern dialects.

iii. In some Yemenite dialects, the feminine end-
ing -at was generalized to pause positions. 

 Yemenite dialect words may have received 
tanwìn even in the pause position.

iv. The definite article of the Yemenite dialect 
was am-. Unlike the Arabic definite article 
al-, it was not assimilated to dental and 
sibilant consonants. Words that received 
this article could also be given tanwìn. 
An example is found in al-Fìrùzàbàdì’s 
Mu™ì† (I, 37): mani m-qà±imun ‘who is 
standing?’

v. The dual suffix in northern Yemen, -àni, 
was suffixed to the noun. Although other 
tribes in the peninsula used a single dual 
ending as well, they coupled it with a dif-
ferent treatment of the final short vowel. 
They either used -àna as a fixed form 
or inflected the ending. This feature was 
ascribed to Dabba in the northwest of the 
Empty Quarter, which shows that this fea-
ture cut across dialect boundaries.
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vi. There was a sentence-initial particle ±am 
that was used with the verb in the imper-
fect (Rabin 1951:37).

vii. In southern Yemen, especially in ðufàr, 
the demonstrative pronoun for both gen-
ders was �ì, which followed the noun it 
modified, e.g. iš-šuÿl �ì ‘this work’ (Rabin 
1951:75).

viii. The relative pronoun was �ì, without dis-
tinction for gender or number. It was used 
in western £a�ramawt and elsewhere. In 
other places of Yemen and as far north 
as Hu�ayl, the Classical Arabic pronoun 
alla�ì was used, but without distinction 
for number or gender.

ix.  The negative particle was dù. Another 
form, still used in Ta�izz, in the southern-
most part of Yemen, is da±. This particle 
may stem from £imyaritic, since a par-
ticle da± was found in some of the South 
Arabian inscriptions around the middle of 
the 6h century C.E.

x.  The suffix of the 1st and 2nd persons of 
the verb in the perfect is -k, not -t. A good 
example is the saying of a woman: ra±ayku 
bi-™ulm kawaladku ibnan min †ìb ‘I saw in 
a dream that I gave birth to a son of gold’. 
The verbs ra±ayku ‘I saw’ and waladku ‘I 
gave birth’ end in this suffix. The same use 
is still current in the Yemeni countryside 
(� Yemen).

3.  D i a l e c t a l  d i f f e r e n c e s 
a n d  l i n g u i s t i c  c h a n g e  i n 
p r e - I s l a m i c  A r a b i c

The features of the pre-Islamic Arabic dialects 
that have been listed above show that the dia-
lectal elements are random and inconclusive. 
However, the evidence suggests that some of 
the pre-Islamic dialects exhibited a tendency 
toward variation and that there was a certain 
dialect grouping. The dialects of the £ijàz 
and Yemen exhibit elements of agreement that 
group them together against the Eastern dia-
lects of the Arabian Peninsula and Classical 
Arabic. On the phonological level, most of 
these dialects elided the hamza, except for 
parts of Yemen. Also, in the dialects of the 
£ijàz and Yemen, there was no ±imàla or vowel 
harmony, and they share a tendency to change 
diphthongs into long vowels: northern Yemen 
changed /ay/ into /à/, and Hu�ayl changed /wu/ 
and /wi/ into /ù/ and /ì/.

In morphology, the dialects of the £ijàz and 
Yemen shared some similar tendencies with 
different realizations. With the exception of 
¢ayyi±, all West Arabian dialects retained final 
morphemes unchanged in the pause position. 
In Yemen, the final -t of the feminine end-
ing was not deleted in pause, and the nouns 
also retained tanwìn in pause. In ±Azd, nouns 
retained case endings in pause. In the £ijàz, 
the final vowel at the end of the 2nd person 
singular pronoun was not elided in final pause 
position.

There are also features distinguishing dialects 
from one another. On the phonological level, 
the southern part of Yemen realized the hamza, 
as opposed to the rest of this group of dialects 
that elided it. The phoneme /�/ was treated dif-
ferently by each dialect. In Yemen, it may have 
been pronounced with a degree of nasalization. 
It was depharyngealized and pronounced as 
hamza in the £ijàz and ¢ayyi±.

In morphology, there was variation in the 
use of the demonstrative pronoun. In Yemen, 
the particle for both genders was �ì, which 
was postpositioned to the definite noun. But 
in the £ijàz, each gender had its own demon-
strative pronoun. The relative pronoun was 
another area of variation among the dialects. 
In southern Yemen and western Hadramawt, 
the relative pronoun was �ì, without distinction 
of gender and number, whereas in northern 
Yemen, alla�ì was used without distinction 
in number and gender. Hu�ayl, like northern 
Yemen, used alla�ì as a relative pronoun for 
the singular and alla�ùna for the plural. As 
was the case with Hu�ayl, the £ijàz used alla�ì 
for the singular but had allà±ì for the feminine 
and, probably, the masculine plural as well.

The data show that there were certain ten-
dencies toward language change. Especially 
remarkable were the sound changes, in both 
east and west Arabia. In Yemen, Hu�ayl, the 
£ijàz, and ¢ayyi±, there was a tendency to 
change the pharyngeal sounds. In Yemen, /�/ 
was changed into a hamza. The same change 
took place in both the £ijàz and Hu�ayl. It 
is not clear from the data, however, whether 
there was the same conditioning for this change 
in the £ijàz and Hu�ayl. However, /�/ was 
changed into /™/ in the same context by Sa�d ibn 
Bakr and in the area around Medina.

The phoneme /™/ underwent lenition in the 
£ijàz, northern Yemen, and Hu�ayl; it was 
almost completely devoid of pharyngeal fric-
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tion and went in the direction of /h/. All the 
examples we have for this change in the £ijàz 
seem to involve the condition that for the 
change to take place, /™/ must precede the open 
low short vowel /a/.

There is only one example of fortition in the 
data. In Yemen, the voiced palatal fricative con-
sonant of Classical Arabic /j/ was realized as a 
voiced palatal stop consonant /g/.

There are also indications for � anaptyxis, 
whereby a vowel is inserted in a consonant clus-
ter. Such short vowels were current in Hu�ayl 
and the £ijàz. A good example is the word ibin 
‘son’, with a vowel i between the consonants 
b and n. This phenomenon goes together with 
the general tendency in the western part of the 
peninsula to preserve short unstressed vowels in 
the middle of words and to prevent word-final 
consonant clusters. Dialects of the east, on the 
other hand, tended to delete unstressed high 
front and back vowels i and u.

The semivowels, in both parts of the penin-
sula, underwent changes when in the vicinity of 
vowels. The data indicates that the semivowel 
/w/ in Hu�ayl was deleted when it preceded 
high vowels. This change may have caused 
the compensatory lengthening of the following 
vowel.

Change also extended to morphological and 
syntactic elements. On the syntactic level, there 
is a difference between the rules of Classical 
Arabic and the dialect of the £ijàz, in particu-
lar, and other dialects in the western part of the 
peninsula in general. Since the dialects of the 
east show a greater similarity to the standard-
ized variety of Classical Arabic, we may assume 
they were more conservative than the Western 
dialects, because both seem to be more elabo-
rate, especially in the field of morphosyntax. 
Certain syntactic developments in the line of 
uniformity and category reduction happened in 
£ijàz and the Western dialects. Among them 
were those directed toward altering the ‘effect’ 
(� �amal) of certain ‘operators’ (�awàmil) on 
the nominal sentences they modify. According 
to the rules of Classical Arabic and the Eastern 
dialects, after the copular verb kàna ‘to be’, 
the subject of the following nominal sentence 
is in the nominative case, while the predicate 
is in the accusative (� kàna wa-±axawàtuhà). 
In the £ijàz, however, both constituents of 
the sentence were in the nominative. The same 
generalization of case happened with the com-

plementizer ±inna (� ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà). In 
the standardized variety of Arabic, the subject 
of the nominal sentence governed by ±inna 
is in the accusative while the predicate is in 
the nominative. In £ijàz, both constituents 
were put in the accusative. The same develop-
ment toward overgeneralization of case endings 
affected verbs and verbal sentences. After ±an, 
the £ijàzì dialect put the verb in the indicative, 
while the rules of the standardized variety pre-
scribe a subjunctive here. In verbal sentences, 
verbs in the £ijàz agreed in number with their 
agents, as opposed to Classical Arabic, which 
limits the agreement between the verb and its 
agent to gender.

Within the general division of West Arabian 
dialects, some tribes shared features with the 
tribes of the eastern part of the peninsula. 
The clearest example was Hu�ayl, which, like 
Eastern dialects, realized the hamza. Likewise, 
in Tihàma, elision affected short, unstressed 
vowels as in the dialects of the east, producing 
contracted combinations of preposition and 
article like mil and �al instead of min al- and 
�alà al-.

Some indications point to the progress of 
innovations in the peninsula. The data show 
that the £ijàz was at the center of innovations. 
On the phonemic level, the Western dialects 
were moving toward a more balanced system. 
Single voiceless sounds like the hamza were 
elided, and the pharyngeal /�/ was moved from 
its place of articulation. It appears that the 
hamza was elided in the £ijàz in all environ-
ments but was retained in Yemen, except when 
it occurred before the long open vowel /à/. If 
the hamza was fated to disappear from the old 
dialects of Arabic, this movement began in the 
£ijàz before Yemen, and before it was aban-
doned in all environments. Another instance of 
the innovative character of the Arabic spoken 
in the £ijàz is the articulation of the /�/ pho-
neme. In the £ijàz, it was depharyngealized and 
shifted toward the hamza. In Yemen, the articu-
lation of /�/ was merely affected by nasalization. 
These examples suggest that innovations were 
born in the £ijàz in the north and traveled 
southward in the 7th century C.E.

There was a tendency toward generalizing 
a single relative pronoun in the � Northwest 
Arabian dialects. The pronoun alla�ì was used 
for masculine and feminine singular in the 
£ijàz and Hu�ayl. In ¢ayyi±, a single relative 
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pronoun �ù was used for the two genders and 
all numbers. But in the south, Yemen used two 
relative pronouns �ì and �ù. In the south, then, 
there was more than one relative pronoun, 
while in all other dialects of the West Arabian 
group, there was only one single pronoun.

On the syntactic level, however, the dialects 
of the £ijàz and Yemen were on equal footing 
with respect to some innovations. There was 
a tendency to generalize one case ending for 
different sentence constituents under different 
effects. Both the dialects of £ijàz and Yemen 
generalized the use of one dual suffix for all 
cases, Yemen using -àna while the £ijàz used 
-àni. Another case of generalization is the use 
of tanwìn in Yemen, where words in pausal 
position retained the tanwìn.

The reduction of the declensional system may 
be used as an example of change and, probably, 
of a tendency toward an analytical type. This 
development was in opposition to the stability 
of this feature in the Qur±ànic variety. The case 
system was reduced before the period of the 
Arab conquests, if not abandoned altogether in 
some areas.

Corriente (1971:20–50) studied the func-
tional load in the poetic language. He agrees 
with Fleisch (1947) and Blau (1965) that the 
case endings might have been a feature of 
Bedouin and urban vernaculars as well as the 
poetic language. Although case endings were 
fully operative in the poetic language and the 
Qur±àn, these texts show that there was a form 
of Arabic that did not realize the full case sys-
tem, existing at the same time and in the same 
place as the full ±i �ràb form. This fact caused, 
Corriente assumes, the coexistence of two dif-
ferent evolutionary states in the development 
of Arabic (Corriente 1971:20–24). But, because 
the Arabic variety that realized case endings 
was a synthetic language which depended on 
the system for expressing syntactic relation-
ships, Corriente conducted a survey of prose 
and verse texts from different periods. He dis-
covered that the case endings, which character-
ized the poetic language and some vernaculars, 
had a very low functional load, since the mean-
ing of the passages studied could be identified 
without the use of the case endings. Therefore, 
these cases became redundant in the dialects 
(Corriente 1971:25).

Blau (1988:261–262) opposes this reason-
ing, claiming that it is not possible to regard a 

redundant aspect of the language as a secondary 
set. Therefore, low functional yield and redun-
dancy do not prove that case endings had been 
dropped in spoken vernacular. Blau (1988:262) 
states that nothing can be inferred concern-
ing language use from the redundancy of case 
endings in the classical language, because this 
system in the Semitic languages is generally 
redundant. Corriente (1973:154–163) remarks 
that the case system is merely an indication of 
a changing variety.

Diem (1973:227–237), reviewing the body of 
Arabic proper names in the Aramaic Nabataean 
inscriptions, shows that the low functional load 
of case endings may have been the result of 
long processes of development. The significant 
aspect of the written forms of these proper 
nouns is that at the end of each, there were 
letters indicating vowels u, a, and i. These 
vowels resemble the case endings as preserved 
in Classical Arabic. He notes that 95 percent 
of the simple nouns ended in w/u, while the 
rest ended in a or y/i or had no ending. The 
w/u final endings seem to be the rule. Diem 
(1973:335) asserts that w/u was actually the 
nominative case ending in Arabic, added to the 
end of the noun to represent the sound that 
had long disappeared from pronunciation but 
lingered on in the conservative orthography. In 
the category of theophoric compound names, 
some inscriptions have them without ending, 
while in the majority they end with y/i, which is 
an echo of the once-pronounced i ending of the 
noun construct. As for nontheophoric names, 
like �abd �amr, which did not form a noun 
construct, the second noun was written with a 
final w/u. At other times, no vocalic ending was 
written. Since nontheophoric names developed 
later than the theophoric names, the simple 
noun part with its traditional w/u was simply 
annexed to the first part. Diem speculates that 
the forms with final y/i in compound nouns and 
those with final w/u in simple names belonged 
to a time when Nabataean Arabic had case end-
ings. Thus, final w and y must have represented 
the nominative and the genitive respectively. 
But by the time of the writing of these inscrip-
tions, Nabataean Arabic must have lost its 
inflections, and the proof is the difference in 
spelling between compound and simple nouns. 
The use of final w/u in nontheophoric names, 
while the y/i was used in the theophoric names, 
means that the old case system was no longer 
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in use, except as a fossilized orthographic habit 
(Diem 1973:235).

Diem speculates that the occasional forms 
without vowel letters in final position may 
reflect the actual everyday use of the language 
during the time of the inscriptions, where case 
endings no longer existed. Regarding the spread 
of this change, Diem believes that if Nabataean 
Arabic lost its case system in the 1st century 
B.C.E., it is difficult to assume that the areas 
of central Arabia bordering the Nabataeans 
remained immune to this linguistic change until 
the 7th century C.E. It was the language of 
poetry that did not lose the case system. In addi-
tion, the relative importance of the Nabataeans 
until the 6th century C.E. may have enabled the 
change to spread into the Arabian heartland. 
However, the change did not creep into the 
poetic language because, apart from functional 
reasons, it was not a vernacular that was con-
tinuously checked by and subjected to fashion.

Diem’s analysis identifies the locus of the 
beginning of change. The development toward 
a caseless language started in the peripheral 
area, where Arabic was only a vernacular. 
There are strong arguments that, due to the 
extensive contact between Arabs in the Arabian 
Peninsula and the Nabataean area in the period 
from the 1st to the 7th centuries C.E., the inno-
vation probably moved to the northwestern 
and southwestern parts of Arabia, along the 
commerce lines and sedentary life in the penin-
sula. Because contacts between the Nabataean 
areas and the eastern and southeastern parts 
of the peninsula were minimal, these regions 
maintained usage of case endings for a longer 
time than Western dialects, hence the gram-
marians’ admiration of the Eastern dialects. 
As evidence, there were more discrepancies 
between the dialects of the £ijàz and Yemen 
and Classical Arabic in the use of the case 
system than between the Eastern dialects and 
Classical Arabic. While Eastern nomadic dia-
lects resembled Classical Arabic in their use of 
case endings, some other dialects retained only 
residues of the case endings.

The data from Hu�ayl and ±Azd show that 
they did not share in some of the innovations. 
±Azd preserved full case endings, and in ¢ayyi±, 
the hamza was replaced by h. This does not 
mean that where the case system was retained, 
it was not in a state of development. In ±Azd, 
the cases were realized on the word in pause 

position, whereas, according to the rules of 
Classical Arabic, they must be deleted in final 
position.

Strong linguistic relationships between the 
£ijàz and Yemen were natural, due to the 
heavy influence of social and trade interests, 
which flourished after the signing of the treaty 
between Persia and the Byzantine Empire in 
561 C.E. This treaty blocked trade routes in the 
north of the peninsula and forced caravans to 
use the West Arabian route between Mecca and 
Yemen (Shahid 1988:181–192). Trade moved 
between the urban centers in Yemen and their 
equivalents in the £ijàz. Along this route, lin-
guistic innovations may have spread from the 
£ijàz to the southern parts of Yemen. But if 
this is true, what prevented the Bedouin tribes 
of ¢ayyi±, ±Azd, and the Tihàma from sharing in 
linguistic innovations common between Yemen 
and the £ijàz, despite the tribes’ positions 
along the route?

According to ±Anìs (1952), it was natural for 
the dialects of the Tihàma and those of Hu�ayl 
and ¢ayyi± to exhibit differences from those of 
the £ijàz and Yemen because the former were 
Bedouin tribes who shared some linguistic fea-
tures with other, eastern Bedouin tribes. From 
the data in the Arab grammarians’ books, ±Anìs 
deduces that linguistic features were sometimes 
assigned to one sedentary tribe in the western 
part of the peninsula and at the same time to a 
Bedouin tribe in the eastern part. In other cases, 
opposite features were assigned to one and the 
same tribe. ±Anìs explains these apparent con-
tradictions by assuming that tribes could have 
both sedentary and Bedouin clans. Features 
typical of Bedouin speech are in the realm 
of phonology, for instance vowel harmony 
and ±imàla. Therefore, when parts of Hu�ayl 
were described by grammarians as having one 
of these features, they must have meant the 
Bedouin clans of that tribe, and one may fur-
ther assume that they were the clans adjacent 
to the Najd. The same also applies to other 
Bedouin clans in the £ijàz and Yemen.

Yet, we do not know which parts of a 
tribe were Bedouin and which were not. More 
recently, al-Gindì (1983:36–38) accepts ±Anìs’s 
assumption but rejects the generalization that 
the majority of the inhabitants of the £ijàz 
were sedentary and the majority of the inhabit-
ants of the eastern part of the peninsula, such 
as Tamìm, were Bedouin. He argues that the 
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boundaries of the £ijàz and Tamìm, east and 
west, were not rigidly defined, and Bedouin 
clans were free to move from one geographical 
area to another without changing their iden-
tity and linguistic behavior. Moreover, Tamìm, 
±Asad, and Rabì�a in the eastern part were large 
tribal alliances that included several tribes and 
may therefore have hosted different linguistic 
features.

It was natural for the Arab sedentary com-
munities to gain and share in innovations more 
than Bedouin tribes did, since the former must 
have received the innovations through a con-
stant line of communication with the source of 
innovation. If innovations that distinguished 
West Arabian dialects from Classical Arabic 
moved from the £ijàz to Yemen, they must 
have originated somewhere in the northwestern 
peripheral area. A case in point is the reduc-
tion of the declension. This may have started 
in the Nabataean Kingdom in the 1st century 
C.E. and spread later to the rest of west and 
southwest Arabia along the trade routes. Trade 
caravans between the Levant and Mecca and 
between Mecca and Yemen were responsible 
for transporting innovation. Such a trade line 
is unlikely to transport innovation to off-line 
tribes and clans that were not stations along 
the route.

All this leads one to assume that the sed-
entarized tribes along the western trade route 
were in the process of developing a special 
variety of Arabic, as opposed to the rest of the 
largely Bedouin dialects of Arabic. Although 
the data in the sources are random and few, it 
can be deduced that on the phonological level, 
these sedentary dialects were characterized by 
a change in the articulation of the pharyngeal 
/ �/, the elision of hamza in all or most environ-
ments, lack of vowel harmony, and absence of 
±imàla. On the morphological level, sedentary 
dialects were characterized by the reduction of 
linguistic categories. Finally, on the syntactic 
level, they were defined by the overgeneralized 
use of case endings.
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Prepositions

Prepositions may be defined as function words 
indicating the relation of a noun or pronoun 
to other words in the clause. Thus, the study 
of prepositions includes aspects of morphol-
ogy and syntax as well as the lexicon itself. 
This entry classifies the prepositions of Arabic, 
briefly describes their most important forms, 
and outlines their usage in Classical, Modern 
Standard, and modern dialectal Arabic.

All prepositions in Arabic, regardless of 
whether they are classified as ‘primary preposi-
tions’ or ‘secondary prepositions’ (see discus-

sion below), share several syntactic features. 
First, they always precede the noun they gov-
ern – in other words, in Arabic there are no 
postpositions. Second, all Arabic prepositions 
require the genitive case; hence, in Arabic they 
are called ™urùf al-jarr ‘particles of the genitive’ 
(other terms used by the native grammarians 
for prepositions are ™urùf al-xaf�, ™urùf al-
±i�àfa, and al-jawàrr). This salient feature of 
Arabic prepositions applies to the Classical and 
Modern Standard forms of the language, but 
not to the dialects, because the latter have given 
up case marking. Third, if the dependent item 
is a pronoun rather than a noun, it is usually 
suffixed to the preposition. This rule requires 
the repetition of the preposition in coordina-
tive phrases, since only one single suffix can be 
attached to it, e.g. minnì wa-minka ‘from me 
and you’. There are very few prepositions that 
do not normally take suffixes, except in poetic 
language. Among them are ™attà ‘until’, mu� 
~ mun�u ‘since’, ka- ‘like’, and the compound 
preposition bi-là ‘without’. The preposition ka-, 
however, is sometimes prefixed to an indepen-
dent pronoun, e.g. ka-huwa ‘like him’.

There is still no commonly accepted defini-
tion of which Arabic words are prepositions. 
This is mainly the result of the fact that many 
of the words which Western concepts of gram-
mar consider prepositions are not regarded as 
such by the Classical Arabic grammarians. For 
the latter, only a very few words (the number 
ranges between eight and fifteen, depending 
upon the grammarian) are real prepositions (i.e. 
™urùf al-jarr) and thus belong to the word class 
of particles (� ™arf ). In grammars of Arabic, 
these words are often called ‘primary preposi-
tions’ or ‘true prepositions’. Those words that 
are considered to be primary prepositions by 
Arab and Western grammarians alike are the 
following (a hyphen indicates that the word 
in question is attached to a following noun in 
Arabic script): �alà ‘on’; �an ‘away from’; bi- 
‘with, in’; fì ‘in’; ™attà ‘until’; ±ilà ‘to, toward’; 
li- ‘for’; ka- ‘like’; min ‘from, of’; and mu� ~ 
mun�u ‘since’ (< *min �ù; Arab grammarians 
give a sophisticated rule concerning mu� ~ 
mun�u governing the nominative instead of the 
genitive; see Wright 1974:II, 173–174). In most 
Western grammars of Arabic, ma�a ‘together 
with’ and ladà ~ ladun (with many variants) 
‘at’ are also regarded as primary prepositions, 
whereas Arab grammarians include the different
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oath particles (wa-, bi-, ta- ‘by’), as well as 
other words such as rubba ‘how much!’ and 
xalà, �adà, ™àšà ‘except’ among their list of 
prepositions.

The primary prepositions form a closed-list 
class and doubtless go back to a very early stage 
of the language. This is indicated by the fact 
that most of them are found not only in Arabic 
but also in other Semitic languages (especially 
�alà, bi-, ka-, li-, and min). Their three common 
characteristics are: they are invariable; they 
are normally used exclusively as prepositions 
(except ™attà and mun�u, which also serve as 
conjunctions); and they are – with the excep-
tion of �alà – at least on a synchronic level not 
related to any triliteral root and thus lie outside 
the derivational system.

The second class of prepositions are formally 
nouns in the construct state of the accusative 
(i.e. ending in -a). There have been several 
attempts in Western studies to coin terms other 
than ‘preposition’ to differentiate these forms 
from the ‘true’ prepositions listed above – 
for example ‘secondary prepositions’ (used, 
e.g., by Fischer 2002), ‘locutions prépositives’ 
(Fleisch 1979), and ‘prepositionals’ (Badawi 
a.o. 2004).

The words in this second class primarily 
express local and temporal relations, and their 
corresponding forms in other, especially Indo-
European, languages are usually called ‘prepo-
sitions’. Some examples are fawqa ‘above’, 
™awla ‘around’, ba�da ‘after’, and qabla ‘be- 
fore’. Many of these secondary prepositions 
are obviously derived from nouns, e.g. bayna 
‘between’ < bayn ‘interval’, xalfa ‘behind’ < 
xalf ‘backside’, and na™wa ‘toward’ < na™w 
‘direction’. Nevertheless, it should be empha-
sized that, although most of these words are 
clearly related to triliteral roots, there is not 
always evidence that they have ever been used 
as nouns. Consequently, the nominal origin of 
several forms is likely but remains hypotheti-
cal. For instance, the two forms qubàlata and 
tujàha ‘opposite’ are attested as prepositions 
only, and there is no evidence in any Semitic 
language for a noun *ta™t ‘bottom’ that could 
be the underlying form of ta™ta ‘below.’

The nominal character of these secondary 
forms is evident when they are combined with 
primary prepositions, since in this case they are 
inflected like nouns, e.g. ta™ta ‘below’, but min 
ta™ti ‘from beneath’; and dùna ‘below, in front 

of’ (for a detailed discussion of this preposi-
tion, see Ambros 2001), but bi-dùni ‘with-
out’. Furthermore, several of them can form a 
diminutive, specifically ba�da > bu�ayda ‘shortly 
after’, qabla > qubayla ‘shortly before’, and 
fawqa > fuwayqa ‘a little above’. Some of these 
prepositions can also be used as adverbs (e.g. 
±amàman ‘forward’), among them a few that 
exhibit the peculiar invariable ending -u, e.g. 
ba�du ‘later’. Secondary prepositions represent 
an open word class, because both in Modern 
Standard Arabic and in the dialects new forms 
keep appearing.

A very small number of combinations consist-
ing of a preposition and another word may be 
regarded as compound prepositions, since they 
have developed special meanings: bayna yaday 
‘in front of’ (lit. ‘between the two hands’); bi-
là, min/bi-dùni ‘without’. These forms must 
be distinguished from the numerous instances 
where prepositional phrases or combinations of 
adverbs and prepositions are used in the same 
sense as the secondary preposition alone. The 
parallel usage of compound and single forms is 
already attested for the Arabic of the Qur±àn, 
but it has become very common in Modern 
Standard Arabic. Examples are: mi
la ~ ka-
mi
li ‘like’; ßadada ~ �alà/bi-ßadadi ‘opposite’; 
�imna ~ fì �imni ‘within, among’; badala ~ 
badalan min ‘instead of’; and raÿma ~ raÿman 
�an ‘in spite of’. Sometimes, however, the two 
forms are used differently, such as in Modern 
Standard Arabic xilàla (and fì xilàli) ‘during’ 
vs. min xilàli ‘through, by way of’.

The main function of prepositions is to indi-
cate local and temporal relations: position, 
direction, and concomitance. The primary 
prepositions possess a wider semantic range 
than the secondary forms because extensions of 
their basic meanings are frequently found and 
they are also often used in metaphorical senses. 
In Classical Arabic, the main forms indicating 
local position are fì and bi- ‘in’, �alà ‘on, at’, 
and ladà/ladun ‘at’. The numerous second-
ary locational prepositions include �inda ‘at, 
near’, fawqa ‘above’, ta™ta ‘below’, ±amàma 
(and post-Classical quddàma) ‘in front of’, and 
warà±a and xalfa ‘behind’. Direction toward is 
expressed mainly by ±ilà ‘to’, li- ‘to, for’, ™attà 
‘up to’, and na™wa ‘toward’, and direction 
from is indicated by min and �an ‘from’ (for 
details and the diachronic development of the 
latter two prepositions, see Ambros 1982).
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Opposition is expressed by a number of prep-
ositions, among them ™i�à±a, qubàlata, and 
tilqà±a ‘opposite’; interposition is indicated by 
bayna and xilàla ‘between’. The most impor-
tant temporal prepositions are fì and bi- ‘at, in’, 
ba�da ‘after’, qabla ‘before’, as well as ±ilà and 
™attà ‘until’.

Association is particularly expressed by bi-, 
ma�a ‘with’, and, in a special construction, by 
wa- plus a following accusative (called wàw 
al-ma�iyya by the Arab grammarians), e.g. al-
±amìru wa-l-jayša ‘the commander with the 
army’. When combined with intransitive verbs 
of locomotion (esp. ±atà, jà±a, �ahaba, qàma), 
bi- in the sense of ‘with’ imparts a transitive 
sense, e.g. jà±a bi-kitàbin ‘he brought a book’ 
(lit. ‘he came with’; hence the verb jàb ‘to bring’ 
in many modern dialects) and �ahaba llàhu bi-
nùrihim ‘God took away [lit. ‘went away with’] 
their light’ (Q. 2/17).

The most significant extended usages of 
prepositions include the indication of an instru-
ment or a price by bi-, e.g. bi-l-qalami ‘by 
means of the pen’, bi-dirhamayni ‘for two 
dirhams’. Contrast is expressed by �alà (e.g. 
qatala ±asadan �alà ßiÿari sinnihi ‘in spite of 
his youth he killed a lion’) and ma�a (e.g. ma�a 
šakkinà ‘in spite of our doubt’). Causal and 
final relations can be expressed with �alà and 
li-, e.g. ±a™maduhu �alà ±àlà±ihi ‘I praise him for 
his good deeds’, ±a-ji±tum li-qitàlinà ‘have you 
come to fight us?’ The preposition of the com-
parative is min, e.g. laylatu l-qadri xayrun min 
±alfi šahrin ‘the Night of Power is better than a 
thousand months’ (Q. 97/3). Both min (in mod-
ern Arabic mostly min qibali) and li- indicate 
the agent in a passive clause, e.g. wa-mà ±ùtiya 
n-nabiyyùna min rabbihim ‘and what has been 
given to the prophets by their Lord’ (Q. 2/136), 
™attà mà ±urà�u lahu ‘until I am not frightened 
by him any longer’.

Four prepositions are used to indicate dif-
ferent aspects of � possession: li-, �inda, ladà, 
and ma�a. The first, li-, is used particularly with 
inalienable objects, e.g. lahà bintun ‘she has a 
daughter’. Both �inda and ladà express mainly 
‘having at one’s place’ and ‘owning’. They are 
often interchangeable, although ladà, at least 
in Classical Arabic, is applied more frequently 
to abstract than to concrete nouns. The fourth, 
ma�a, emphasizes possession at one’s disposal, 
e.g. kàna ma�a banì ma�nin kitàbun min an-
nabiyyi ‘the Banù Ma�n had a letter of the 

Prophet with them’ (for more details concern-
ing possessive prepositions, see Shboul 1983; 
Ambros 1984).

Primary prepositions, but seldom secondary 
prepositions, play a major role in connecting 
verbs with their indirect objects. Their main 
function is to specify the semantic range of the 
verb in question. Examples are ±alqà bi- ‘to 
throw something’, i™tàja ±ilà ‘to be in need of 
something’, and tamakkana min ‘to master 
something’. Some verbs can even take opposite 
meanings when combined with two different 
prepositions, e.g. da�à li- ‘to bless someone’ 
(lit. ‘to pray for’) vs. da�à �alà ‘to curse some-
one’ (lit. ‘to pray against’); raÿiba fì ‘to like 
something’ vs. raÿiba �an ‘to dislike some-
thing’. Under certain circumstances, Classical 
Arabic prepositions are used instead of the 
genitive and accusative in analytical construc-
tions. A genitive can be replaced by li- and – 
much more rarely – by min (see Reckendorf 
1921:259–267), e.g. man kàna �aduwwan li-
jibrìla ‘whoever is an enemy to Gabriel’ (Q. 
2/97), bi-mawtin min ™alìliki ‘because of the 
death of your husband’. Rather than a direct 
object, a number of verbs have bi- (the so-called 
bà± at-ta�diya; see Reckendorf 1921:236–237), 
e.g. wa-ba�a
a bi-l-±asrà ‘he sent the prisoners’, 
while participles and verbal nouns usually have 
li- in this function, e.g. kànat šàni±atan lahu ‘she 
hated him’ (� transitivity; for li- as an object 
marker in the dialects, see below).

The differences between Classical and Mo -
dern Standard Arabic are mainly due to two 
developments: first, the ongoing creation of sec-
ondary prepositions (Modern Standard Arabic 
has about fifty more than Classical Arabic), and 
second, the semantic extension of old preposi-
tions – caused to a large extent by the influence 
of European languages. More over, most forms 
have been standardized, i.e., morphological 
variants are no longer used or are used only to 
avoid synonymy (e.g., ™awla is predominantly 
used in the sense of ‘around’, but ™awàlà/
™awàlay in the sense of ‘approximately’). New 
prepositions expressing temporal and local 
relations include ±a
nà±a ‘during’; ±i
ra, �aqiba, 
and fawra ‘immediately after’; �abra ‘by way 
of’; ±izà±a, ßawba ‘toward’; qurba ‘near’; �idda 
‘against’; dàxila ‘inside’; xàrija ‘outside’. Other 
new prepositions are ™asaba, †ibqa, and wafqa 
‘in accordance with’; qaßda ‘with intent to’; 
qayda ‘subject to’; jarà±a ‘because of’; ™iyàla 
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‘concerning’; muqàbila and naÚìra ‘in return 
for’.

Extended usage of prepositions as the result 
of translations from English and French is 
found with ka- ‘like’, which today occurs also 
in the sense of ‘as’, e.g. yaštaÿilu ka-†abìbin 
‘he works as a doctor’. Another innovation is 
the tendency to combine ma�a with reciprocal 
verbs (see Wehr 1934:18), e.g. tabàrà ma�a ‘to 
compete with’, tanàfà ma�a ‘to be incompat-
ible with’, ixtalafa ma�a ‘to disagree with’. 
The usage of ta™ta in expressions such as 
ta™ta ri�àyati ‘under the patronage of’ or ta™ta 
�unwàni ‘under the title of’ probably goes back 
to Western influences as well. The same must 
be true for ™awla (actually ‘around’), which 
is used to indicate a topic, exactly like French 
autour de and English about.

The increasing use of ladà instead of �inda, 
however, seems to be the result of a nega-
tive dialectal interference: ladà has become the 
preferred preposition to indicate possession in 
Modern Standard Arabic precisely because it is 
not found in the dialects.

The prepositions used in the modern Arabic 
dialects display some striking differences from 
those of Classical Arabic. The following sketch 
is restricted to a description of the three main 
tendencies regarding prepositions found in the 
majority of the dialects: the emergence of new 
forms not attested in the old language; the sim-
plification of the system, especially the decay of 
synonymous forms; and semantic change (see 
Procházka 1995). Three frequent prepositions 
of Classical Arabic are not reflected in any dia-
lect, namely ±amàma ‘in front of’, ladà ‘at’, and 
mun�u ‘since’.

Although some new prepositions are used 
over large regions, most of the new forms are 
locally restricted and thus often typical for the 
dialect of a given region. Nearly all Eastern 
dialects know the pair barra/barràt ‘outside’ 
and juwwa/juwwàt ‘inside’ (the latter is used 
instead of ta™t for ‘below’ in the Iraqi dialects). 
The same is true of jamb (< janb ‘side’) ‘next 
to’. A reflex of Classical Arabic wa-±iyyà- (fol-
lowed by a pronominal suffix) ‘with’ is the form 
wiyya, widely used in the sense of ‘together 
with’, particularly in the Iraqi dialects (which 
have given up the preposition ma�a).

Typical for most dialects of the Maghreb 
and Upper Egypt is the preposition kìf/kèf 
(shortened kì-/kè-) ‘like, as’; only in Morocco is 

the compound form b™àl (< bi-™àl ‘in the state 
of’) used. Lower Egyptian and some Palestinian 
dialects use zayy (< ziyy ‘fashion of dress’) in 
this meaning. A large number of words express 
the concept of proximity, i.e. ‘at, near’. Among 
them are jìht < jiha ‘side’ in the dialects west 
of Libya; ™add < ™add ‘edge’ in Lebanon and 
Palestine; rì™ < dialectal rì™ ‘side’ in many rural 
dialects of Egypt; šigg < šiqq ‘side’ in Yemen 
and in Bedouin dialects of the Maghreb; yamm 
(of uncertain origin) in Iraq, Arabia, and parts 
of Syria.

In a few regions, designations for parts of the 
body have become prepositions. For example, 
reflexes of qafà ‘nape of the neck’ are used to 
express ‘behind’ in South Arabian, Anatolian, 
and Mauritanian dialects, e.g. Sanaa gafa al-
bayt ‘behind the house’. A preposition mean-
ing ‘after’ has emerged from the word �aqib 
‘heel’ in many Mesopotamian, Arabian, and 
Bedouin dialects, e.g. Abu Dhabi �ugub bà�ir 
‘after tomorrow’. In Upper Egypt and the Arab 
minorities of Central Asia, xašm ‘nose’ is used 
for ‘in front of’, e.g. Egypt xašm id-dukkàn ‘in 
front of the shop’.

In several instances where Classical Arabic 
has two synonymous prepositions, either one 
form has not survived in the dialects, or their 
functions have been separated. This is illus-
trated by the two ablative prepositions min and 
�an: in virtually all North African and several 
Eastern dialects, reflexes of �an are unknown, 
but in those dialects which have both min and 
�an, the first is used in an ablative sense, while 
the latter usually marks a topic. The two loca-
tive prepositions bi- and fì have undergone three 
different types of development. First, the Iraqi 
dialects and many Arabian Bedouin dialects 
have reflexes of bi- only; second, in most Syro-
Palestinian dialects, fì is used only with suffixes 
and bi- only with nouns; and finally, the North 
African dialects use bi- in an instrumental func-
tion and fì only to indicate a place.

Semantic change can be observed with �alà, 
which in many Syro-Palestinian and Meso-
potamian dialects is used to indicate local direc-
tion, e.g. Damascus rë™na �ala falaß†ìn ‘we went 
to Palestine’. Particularly in some dialects on 
the periphery of the Arab world, reflexes of the 
two local prepositions quddàma and warà±a 
are also used in a temporal sense, e.g. Cilicia 
(Turkey) quddàm il-ÿada ‘before noon’, and 
Mauritania w®à l-maÿrëb ‘after sunset’ (tem-
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poral usage of warà±a is, however, also attested 
for Qur±ànic Arabic).

One of the rare instances of substrate influ-
ence is the usage of li- as a direct object 
marker, which is always accompanied by a 
corresponding personal suffix attached to the 
verb. This typically Aramaic construction is 
found in many dialects of the Fertile Crescent, 
e.g. Lebanon šift-o la-xayyi ‘I saw my brother’, 
and Baghdad bà�-a li-l-bèt ‘he sold the house’ 
(� transitivity).
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Prepositional Clause � Maf �ùl fìhi

Presentatives

The term ‘presentative’ is used here to refer to a 
variety of constructions containing particles that 
have the function of drawing the attention of 
the hearer/reader. The particles draw attention 
either to a referent or to a proposition expressed 
by a clause. In Classical Arabic, this function is 
performed by demonstrative particles and ±i�à 
(bi-).

When a presentative particle is used to draw 
attention to a referent, it forms a complete 
clausal unit, e.g. hà�à zaydun, ±i�à zaydun ‘here 
is Zayd’. 

The presentative function of the demonstrative 
particles should be distinguished from their more 
usual function of identifying a referent (‘this 
one, this man’; � deixis). The two functions are 
clearly related; in both cases, the particle points 
the attention of the hearer to a referent. The 
subtle difference lies in the fact that when 
the particle is used in the identifying function 
the referent is assumed to be perceptible by the 
hearer in the speech situation, whereas when it 
has the presentative function, the particle draws 
attention to the emergence of a referent into 
the speech situation and into the perception 
of the hearer. The presentative use of the 
demonstrative tends to be restricted to the near-
deixis form (hà�à) and is rarely attested with 
the far-deixis form (�àlika). There is gender and 
number agreement between the demonstrative 
and the referent presented, e.g. hà�à zayd ‘here 
is Zayd’, hà�ihi zaynab ‘here is Zaynab’.

The noun after the presentative demonstra -
tive may be qualified by a further description, 
which is typically a circumstantial phrase (� ™àl), 
e.g. hà�à zaydun mun†aliqan ‘here is Zayd, 
departing’. By a slight shift in structure, the 
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circumstantial phrase may be construed as the 
predicate of the preceding noun, e.g. hà�à 
zaydun mun†aliqun ‘look, Zayd is departing’. 
In this case, the demonstrative presents the 
proposition expressed by this subject-predicate 
nexus, rather than the referent of the noun (for 
Sìbawayhi’s analysis of these two structures, 
see Mosel 1975:222, 251). It is likely that such 
proposition-centered presentative structures 
developed historically from the referent-
centered construction with the circumstantial 
expansion. The close relationship between 
the two is demonstrated by the fact that the 
accusative and nominative case inflections of the 
descriptive element sometimes exist as variant 
readings of a text in manuscripts (mun†aliqan 
~ mun†aliqun). When the descriptive element is 
not nominal, moreover, there is no inflectional 
distinction between the two constructions, e.g. 
hà�à zaydun yan†aliqu ‘here is Zayd, departing’ 
~ ‘look, Zayd is departing’. It is likely that 
the reanalysis took place in these structurally 
ambiguous environments.

The referent-centered presentative cons-
truction has an essentially uniform function 
of drawing attention to the emergence of a 
concrete entity into the speech situation. Since 
propositions are components of discourse, the 
basic overarching function of the proposition- 
centered presentative is to give prominence 
to the proposition within the discourse. The 
speaker/writer uses this prominence to perform 
a diverse range of functions. These include 
not only the function of drawing attention 
to an event unfolding in the present speech 
situation but also that of drawing attention to 
propositions that do not relate to the perceptible 
speech situation, yet which are deemed to 
be of particular importance in the discourse. 
The latter include propositions that supply an 
explanation or justification for some action 
or those that express an important point in 
an argument. In some cases, the construction 
is used in a clause that opens a narrative or 
narrative section.

In the proposition-centered construc tions, 
the demonstrative sometimes agrees in gender 
and number with the subject referent, e.g. 
hà�ihi zaynab mun†aliqatun ‘see, Zaynab is 
departing’. This may be regarded as a vestige 
of the original referent-centered construc tion. 
There is a tendency, however, for the demon-
strative to remain uninflected in the default 

masculine singular form in proposition-centered 
constructions. This is attested mainly in Middle 
Arabic texts, e.g. wa-hà�à ±àsiya wa-kull ad-
dunyà tasjud lahà ‘and behold, Asia and all the 
world worship her’ (Blau 1966–1967:464). The 
presentative demonstrative may also introduce 
a clause that does not have an initial subject 
component, in which case the demonstrative 
is in principle uninflected in the masculine 
singular form, e.g. hà�à �ajiltum �ani d-dahni 
‘look, you have come so fast that I did not 
yet anoint myself’ (Fischer 1959:161; Bloch 
1986:60).

When the presented item is an independent 
pronoun, the construction is hà + pronoun 
+ �à, in which the two components of the 
demonstrative particle hà�à are split, e.g. hà 
huwa �à ‘here he is’. The second component 
agrees in gender and number with the pronoun, 
e.g. hà hiya �ì ‘here she is’, hà na™nu ±ulà±i 
‘here we are’. The first or third component 
may be omitted, e.g. huwa �à ‘here he is’, hà 
±ana ‘here I am’. In Middle Arabic texts, the 
invariable form (hà) huwa �à is sometimes used 
before nouns as a presentative particle, 
e.g. huwa �à mra±atuka ‘here is your wife’.

The Arabic dialects use numerous pre-
sentative particles that are formed from 
demonstrative elements, e.g. hà, �à, hay, ±à. 
There is a particular tendency for these to 
be combined with pronominal suffixes, full 
paradigms being formed by attaching suffixes 
to the demonstrative base, e.g. hà + suffixes 
in various North African dialects: hàni (1st 
pers. sg.), hàk (2nd pers. masc. sg.), hàki (2nd 
pers. fem. sg.), hàhu (3rd pers. masc. sg.), 
hàhi (3rd pers. fem. sg.), hàna (1st pers. pl.), 
hàkum (2nd pers. pl.), hàhum (3rd pers. pl.) 
(Ul…d Bràhìm, Fischer 1959:165); hay + suffixes 
in Palestinian dialects: heyni (1st pers. sg.), 
heyyak (2nd pers. masc. sg.), heyyo (3rd pers. 
masc. sg.), heyha (3rd pers. fem. sg.), heyna 
(1st pers. pl.), heykum (2nd pers. pl.), heyhun 
(3rd pers. pl.) (Jerusalem, Fischer 1959:179). 
The form of the 1st person singular suffix 
-ni in these constructions demonstrates that 
these are object suffixes. In some cases, the 
paradigm is restricted to 3rd person suffixes, 
as in Egyptian dialects, e.g. ±aho (3rd pers. 
masc. sg.), ±ahe (3rd pers. fem. sg.), ±ahum (3rd 
pers. pl.) (Cairo). In some cases, the 3rd person 
masculine singular form of these presentative 
paradigms is itself used as an invariable base of 
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a secondary paradigm. The Palestinian dialects, 
for example, have the secondary paradigm 
heyyùni, heyyùk, heyyùh, heyyùha, heyyùna, 
etc., which is formed from the 3rd person 
masculine singular base heyyo. In Egyptian 
dialects, furthermore, the 3rd person masculine 
singular form ±aho may be combined with 
independent 1st and 2nd person pronouns, e.g. 
aho-na, aho-nta (Mitchell 1956:56; Woidich 
2006:48–49). When a full noun is used in a 
presentative construction, this is often combined 
with a pronominal presentative form, e.g. 
Egyptian Arabic aho rrasmi ‘here is the plan’, 
ahum ilkutub ‘here are the books’.

The item expressing the referent that is 
presented by the Classical Arabic particle ±i�à is 
either in the nominative case, e.g. ±i�à l-™imàru 
‘there is the ass’, or takes the preposition bi-, 
e.g. ±i�à bi-Úulmatin šadìdatin ‘behold a great 
darkness’ (Reckendorf 1895–1898:312). As 
is the case with demonstrative presentatives, 
presentative constructions with ±i�à may be 
proposition-centered, e.g. ±i�à bi-rajulin yuqàlu 
lahu s-sayyidu barakatu qad ±aqbala ‘behold, 
a man called sayyid Baraka came forward’ 
(Wright 1974:II, 158).

Some Arabic dialects use presentative particles 
that are derived from the verb ‘to see’. In North 
African dialects, for example, rà (in origin an 
imperative form) functions as a presentative 
particle with a distribution that is similar to 
that of the demonstrative hà (for Moroccan 
Arabic, see Caubet 1993:II, 25–26). In Bedouin 
dialects of the Syrian-Mesopotamian desert and 
dialects of the Arabian Peninsula, a variant 
form with a pharyngeal /�/ is used, e.g. Da�ìna 
ra�ni ‘here I am’ (Fischer 1959:194). A form 
derived from the 2nd person masculine singular 
of the imperfect tarà is widely used across the 
dialects as a presentative. Several dialects (e.g. 
Lebanon, Syria, Da�ìna) have a presentative 
particle with the base form ša�, which appears 
to be a shortened form of the imperative for the 
verb qaša� ‘to see’.

The Classical Arabic particle ±inna, typically 
used to express the speaker’s certainty concern-
ing an assertion, is likely to be presentative 
in origin. This is suggested not only by its 
etymological connection with presentative 
particles in other Semitic languages, such as 
Hebrew hinne, but also by examples of an 
apparently presentative function that are cited 
by the medieval Arabic grammarians, e.g. ±inna 

zaydan ‘there is Zayd (over there)’ (� ±inna 
wa-±axawàtuhà). It is likely that the normal 
function of ±inna to express the certainty 
of a proposition has developed from such 
presentative constructions in a way that is 
similar to the structural shifts of demonstrative 
presentative constructions described above. The 
accusative case of the noun following ±inna can 
be interpreted as a vestige of the object inflection 
of the original referent-centered presentative 
structure. A reflex of ±inna with presentative 
meaning is preserved in some modern, mostly 
Bedouin dialects, e.g. waßalna laràs marqab 
wënn nab� ëlmà± ‘we reached a high elevation 
and there was the source of water’ (�Anaze, 
Syrian desert, Bloch 1986:133).
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Pro-drop

The term ‘pro-drop’ has been used since the 
early 1970s to refer to languages that do not 
require pronouns or nouns to appear in subject 
position, i.e., the subject is ‘understood’ but not 
lexically expressed. A significant majority of the 
world’s languages, approximately 61 percent of 
the 674 languages sampled in Dryer (2005), are 
of this type. When first introduced (Perlmutter 
1971, 1972), pro-drop was proposed as a ‘free 
deletion’ rule (cf. Pronoun Deletion in Hankamer 
1972) that applies in the grammars of certain 
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languages, Arabic and Spanish, for example, 
but not English and French, to optionally delete 
subject pronouns. The examples in (1) illustrate 
this difference.

(1) a. Arabic ana/Ø šuf-t  il-film da
  I  saw–1s the-film this
 b. Spanish Juan/Ø vió ese film 
 c. English I/*Ø saw this film
 (Jaeggli and Safir 1989b:9)

Since the early 1980s, and particularly in 
Chomsky’s Principles and Parameters Theory, 
the term ‘pro-drop’ has been used to refer 
to a parameter, the pro-drop parameter, that 
distinguishes languages in which verbs must have 
an overt subject in tensed clauses from those in 
which they need not. The distinction was also 
seen as linked, in universal grammar, to several 
other parameters, or clusters of properties 
(discussed below), that would obtain in a 
language that is positively set for this parameter. 
The pro-drop parameter is also known as the 
‘null subject parameter’, reflecting shifts in 
theory and a research paradigm focused on 
empty/null categories following developments 
in Chomsky’s (1981) Government and Binding 
Theory. The pronoun is no longer ‘dropped’, 
i.e. deleted as originally proposed. Instead, it 
is present in the structural subject position as 
pro, an empty (phonologically null) category 
whose overt counterpart is lexical pronouns 
(see Sec. 3), as per Chomsky’s (1982:74) typo-
logy of empty categories. See Jaeggli and Safir 
(1989b) for an overview of null subject issues 
within parametric theory, Baker (2001) for 
an interesting discussion of parameters, and 
Lightfoot (1993) on the relationship between 
null subject, language acquisition, and language 
change; also � anaphora, � binding, � clitics, 
� minimalism, � pronouns, � resumption, and 
other research on empty categories, expletives, 
and null subjects. 

1 .  P a r a m e t r i c  v a r i a t i o n 

The interest in the pro-drop phenomenon in 
the general linguistics literature stems from the 
contrast it establishes between languages that 
allow subjects of tensed clauses to be null and 
those that do not and the potential this contrast 
may have for theories of linguistic typology. 
The claim that the presence of the null subject 

property in a language tends to correlate with a 
number of other syntactic phenomena suggests 
that it may be possible to predict a set of other 
contrasts on the basis of this one property 
of grammar. The notion ‘rich agreement’, 
originally postulated as characteristic of pro-
drop languages, was quickly found hard to 
define crosslinguistically and not able by itself 
to predict the class of languages that permit null 
subjects and those that do not. There are null 
subject languages, such as Chinese and Japanese, 
that have little if any agreement and others, like 
French and English, that have some agreement 
but do not exhibit null subject properties. 
Jaeggli and Safir (1989b:38) propose the notion 
of ‘morphological uniformity’, instead: “The 
class of languages that permit null subjects, or 
within languages, exactly those paradigms that 
permit null subjects, are those paradigms that 
are morphologically uniform”. The uniformity 
property, they argue, provides a unified account 
of null subjects across Japanese, Chinese, and 
Irish as well as across the Romance, Germanic, 
and Semitic languages. While this may be true, 
the question remains as to why uniformity 
correlates with the null subject phenomena 
and ‘mixed’ morphology with non-null subject 
languages.

Most prominent among the set properties 
that tend to be associated with the pro-drop 
parameter are phonologically null subject 
pronouns as in (1a-b), free subject inversion 
whereby a subject can occur before or after 
the verb as in (2), and that-trace violations 
allowing � WH-movement out of that-type 
clauses, as in (3).

(2)  a. Arabic (Egyptian)
il-bint nàmit/nàmit ilbint

 b. English 
The girl slept/*slept the girl

(3)  a. Italian
chi hai detto che fuma? (Kenstowicz
 1989:263)

 b. English  
*Who did you say that smokes?

Research, initially by Rizzi on Italian (1982), 
suggests that parametric variation may also 
occur among these properties as a result of 
dialect variation, for example. The modern 
Arabic dialects provide rich material for such 
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studies. Kenstowicz (1989) is one of the first to 
explore this venue. 

Kenstowicz examines systematic variation 
among the properties of the pro-drop parameter 
in relation to two Arabic dialects: Levantine 
(viz. Levantine, Palestinian, and Jordanian, 
which exhibit the same behavior with respect 
to the pro-drop parameter) and Bani-Hassan, 
a Bedouin Arabic dialect spoken in Jordan. 
He finds that while both dialects permit null 
subjects and free inversion, admittedly with 
some restrictions applying in Levantine, the 
dialects differ in relation to that-trace violations. 
Bani-Hassan in (4) exhibits a positive setting 
for this property, allowing WH-extraction of 
the innu-clause subject, whereas Levantine in 
(5) does not. Otherwise, they both allow WH-
movement of the innu-clause object (4b, 5b) 
and of its subject if innu is not present (4c, 5c). 
In the presence of innu, a resumptive pronoun 
is used (4d, 5d). 

(4) Bani-Hassan 
 a. wayy biniti farìd gàl innu ei ištarat 
   al-libàs
  ‘Which girl did Farid say that bought 
   the dress?’ 
 b. wayy libàsi farìd gàl innu al-binit ištarat ei

  ‘Which dress did Farid say that the girl 
  bought?’ 
 c.  wayy biniti farìd gàl ei ištarat al-libàs
  ‘Which girl did Farid say bought the 
  dress?’ 
 d. wayy biniti farìd gàl inn-hai ištarat 
   al-libàs
  ‘Which girl did Farid say that bought
   the dress?’ 

(5)  Levantine 
 a. *±ayy binti farìd kàl innu ei ištarat  
   l-fus†àn
  ‘Which girl did Farid say that bought 
   the dress?’ 
 b. ±ayy fus†àni farìd kàl innu l-bint ištarat ei

  ‘Which dress did Farid say that the girl 
   bought?’
 c. ±ayy binti farìd kàl ei ištarat l- fus†àn 
  ‘Which girl did Farid say bought the 
   dress?’
 d. ±ayy binti farìd kàl inn-hai ištarat 
  l-fus†àn 
  ‘Which girl did Farid say that (she) 
   bought the dress?’ 

Levantine Arabic, according to Kenstowicz, 
exhibits negative setting for all three properties 
associated with pro-drop (i.e. no null subjects, 
free inversion, or WH-extraction) within innu-
clauses. Other data from the Bani-Hassan dialect 
show that the setting of this parameter can be 
affected by the nature of the verbal inflection of 
the clause. If the predicate of the innu-clause is 
not fully inflected, as in the case of participles 
and other nonverbal predicates (see Sec. 2 for 
details), WH-extraction is not possible, and the 
resumptive pronoun is required as in (6).

(6)  wayy biniti farìd gàl *innu/inn-hai mištarya 
  al-libàs
 ‘Which girl did Farid say that (she) bought 
  the dress?’

The Arabic data demonstrate, as Kenstowicz 
(1989:274) concludes, that the setting for 
this parameter can be a function of clause 
and predicate type rather than being “a gross 
feature of the grammar as a whole”. Other 
research on Arabic, explored below, supports 
this conclusion. The variation itself, however, 
remains unexplained. Kenstowicz’s article 
brings to focus an area of research combining 
dialect and parametric variation that may prove 
fruitful for future research. 

2 .  P r o - d r o p  a n d  a g r e e m e n t 

The bulk of the literature on pro-drop in Arabic 
has been focused on providing a principled 
and explanatory account for the distribution 
of pronominal and null subjects. Most if 
not all such accounts attribute the absence 
of subject pronouns to the ‘rich’ inflection 
and agreement features carried by the verb. 
The sample paradigm in (7) illustrates the 
perfect and imperfect conjugations of the verb 
xarag ‘to go out’ based on Egyptian Arabic, 
which can be viewed as representative of the 
underlying system shared by most varieties of 
Arabic including Standard. Full paradigmatic 
conjugations are available elsewhere in the 
literature, e.g. Benmamoun (2000:19–25) for 
Egyptian, Moroccan, and Standard Arabic; 
Fassi Fehri (1993:98–140) for an analysis of the 
Standard Arabic pronominal system based on 
incorporation; Eid (1996) for Egyptian within 
the context of bilingual grammars. 
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(7)  Pronoun Perfect  Imperfect Pronominal clitics
 (nominative)  Present Future (non-nominative)
 huwwa  xarag-Ø bi-yu-xrug ™a-yu-xrug -u 3ms
 hiyya  xarag-it bi-tu-xrug ™a-tu-xrug -ha 3fs
 humma  xarag-u bi-yu-xrug-u ™a-yu-xrug-u -hum 3p
 inta  xarag-t bi-tu-xrug ™a-tu-xrug -ak 2ms
 inti  xarag-ti bi-tu-xrug-i ™a-tu-xrug-i  -ik 2fs
 intu xarag-tu bi-tu-xrug-u ™a-tu-xrug-u -kum 2p
 ana  xarag-t bi-±a-xrug* ™a-±a-xrug* -ni/i/ya 1s
 i™na xarag-na bi-nu-xrug ™a-nu-xrug -na 1p

 Prepositions a. *(huwwa) fi l-bèt 
    ‘He [is] in the house’
  b. *(hiyya) gamb-ak 
    ‘She [is] beside you’
 Adjectives  a. *(hiyya) †awìl-a 
    she tall-fs
    ‘She [is] tall’
   b. *(i™na) fahmìn 
     we understanding-
     Part.pl
    ‘We understand’

When the pronoun is absent, the structure cannot 
be understood as a sentence since its subject 
cannot be identified from within. Discourse 
conditions, however, may allow recoverability, 
hence identification, of the missing subject, as 
in the question-answer sequences in (9).

(9) Q: šakl-aha ±èh? A: †awìla 
 ‘Q: What does she look like? A: Tall’ 
  Q: huwwa fèn? A: fi l-bèt 
 ‘Q: Where is he? A: At home’  

In addition to agreement features, the Arabic 
pronominal system distinguishes two sets of 
pronouns: independent and clitic (as in (7)). 
Independent pronouns appear in Specifier 
positions and are assigned nominative case: as 
subject in Spec of IP and as topic in Spec of CP; 
clitics appear in non-nominative configurations 
and receive their case assignment accordingly. 
Non-nominative pronouns attach to verbs (šuft-
ak ‘I saw you [masc. sg.]’), prepositions (gamb-u 
‘beside him’), to certain complementizers (inn-
ak ‘that you [masc. sg.]’), and to nouns in 
the construct state (kitab-hum ‘their book’). 
They do not attach to adjectives, however. The 
examples in (10), when compared with (8), 
show that it is the presence of these pronominal 
clitics on the predicates (nouns and prepositions) 
that allows pro-drop.

The two forms in the conjugation of the 1st 
person singular ana marked with an asterisk 
are given in their underlying forms for the sake 
of paradigm regularity; they are pronounced as 
baxrug and ™axrug in accordance with Egyptian 
Arabic phonology.

The verb inflects for all pronominal features 
(person, gender, and number), except for the 
imperative, which inflects for gender and number 
but only has a 2nd person, as may be expected 
in imperatives: ±iktib/±iktib-i/±iktib-u for ‘you 
[masc. sg.]/you [fem. sg.]/you [pl.] write!’, res-
pectively. This inflection system makes the 
identification of the subject totally recoverable 
from the subject agreement inflection on the verb 
and thus somewhat redundant from a discourse 
perspective. Results from Parkinson (1987) 
suggest that the ‘norm’ in Arabic might be for 
subject pronouns to be missing (see Sec. 4). 
Parkinson’s analysis of 3,200 clauses shows 
that the distribution significantly favors null 
(‘unexpressed’) subjects (47%) over nominal 
subjects (36%) and pronominal subjects (17%), 
with results combined for 1st, 2nd, and 3rd 
person pronouns.

In addition to verbs, other lexical categories 
can also serve as predicates. In copular con-
structions (be- and have- predicates), the copular 
verb kàn is not lexical in certain tense-aspect 
configurations, in which case adjectives, nouns, 
and prepositional phrases serve as predicates, 
as in (8) (� copula). Adjectives and nouns, 
however, inflect for gender and number only, 
and prepositions do not typically inflect for 
any pronominal features, although they take 
pronouns as their objects. In these contexts pro-
drop is not possible, as shown in (8).

(8) Nouns a. *(huwwa) mudarris 
    ‘He [is] a teacher’
  b. *(inti) mudarris-a
   you.2fs teacher-fs
    ‘You [are] a teacher’
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(10) a. Nouns (humma) nifs-uhum 
   they desire-their 
  fi l-fùl 
  for beans
  ‘They want beans’
 b. Prepositions (ana) warà-ya 
  I behind-me 
  šuÿl
  work
  ‘I have work [to do]’

Preposition-clitic combinations that can occur 
as predicates in copular constructions are 
unrestricted. The set of nouns that can do 
so, however, is very limited and subject to 
dialect variation. In Egyptian Arabic they are 
mostly psych nouns that identify a cognitive 
or emotional state such as desire or intention, 
which as predicates select thematic subjects that 
can experience such states (cf. Jelinek 2002). 
They also carry the sentential negation ma-š 
characteristic of verbs (� negation).

(11)  a. Verbs (hiyya) ma-katab-it-š 
   il-gawàb
  ‘She did not write the 
   letter’ 
 b. Nouns (ana) ma-nifs-ì-š fi l-fùl 
  ‘I don’t want beans’
 c. Prepositions (ana) ma-wara-yà-š šuÿl 
  ‘I don’t have work to 
  do’

Thus, the presence of pronominal features on 
the predicate is a necessary condition for pro-
drop in Arabic, as (12) clearly shows. The 
only difference between (12a) and (12b) is the 
presence of the lexical copula (a form of kàn) in 
the former but not the latter. 

(12)  a. (hiyya) ma-kanit-š fi l-bèt/mudarrisa/
   ša†ra/nayma
  ‘She was not at home/a teacher/
   clever/sleeping’
 b. (hiyya) ma-hiyyà-š fi l-bèt/mudarrisa/
   ša†ra/nayma
  ‘She is not at home/a teacher/
   clever/sleeping’

In the absence of a lexical copula, as in (12b), 
the pronominal features surface with the lexi-
cal negative as part of Inflection (I head of 
INFL) and are spelled out as ‘negative copular 

pronouns’ (Eid 1983a, 1991) or ‘negative 
copula’ (Jelinek 2002). 

There is consensus in the literature that the 
inflectional feature [Person] must be present, 
however. Kenstowicz (1989:272), for example, 
argues that two features of verbal inflection 
play a crucial role in core grammar: whether 
the verb is tensed or not and whether the verb 
shows person agreement with the subject. Four 
possible combinations are predicted on the 
basis of these two features: [+Tense +Person] 
Finite, [-Tense +Person] Subjunctive, [+Tense 
-Person] Participle, [-Tense -Person] Infinitive. 
Arabic allows only the first three. Since it has 
no infinitive, the subjunctive form is used in this 
context, e.g. Egyptian Arabic nadyai �awz-a [ei 
tu-xrug] ‘Nadia wants [fem. sg.] to go [fem. 
sg.]’. In analyses of English, the empty category 
that appears in subject position of infinitives is 
the anaphoric PRO. The nature of this empty 
subject position in Arabic has received little, 
if any, discussion in the literature on null 
subjects.

It is the presence of the feature [Person] 
then, together with [Tense] in inflection, that 
is characteristic of pro-drop environments. 
Fassi Fehri (1993) suggests a hierarchy of 
phi feature specification: Person < Number 
< Gender, whereby the presence of [Person] 
implies Number and Gender (see Eid 1983a, 
1991; Mohammad 1988; Benmamoun 2000; 
Jelinek 2002; Fassi Fehri 1993; Kenstowicz 
1989, among others).

3 .  N u l l  s u b j e c t s

To satisfy the ‘pro-drop’ environment, a 
predicate phrase must be specified for the two 
features [+Tense] and [+Person]. According to 
the typology of empty categories, the empty 
pronoun, pro, fills the null subject position in 
such contexts; it is the non-overt counterpart of 
lexical pronouns. Null subjects also occur as a 
result of movement operations as, for example, 
WH-movement in (4) and (5), where a trace 
occurs in the innu-clause co-indexed with the 
WH-constituent.

In certain contexts, however, null subjects 
appear but the predicate does not show 
agreement as expected. Mohammad (1990, 
2000) argues that Standard Arabic does not 
have NP raising since sentences like English 
the girls seem to be happy are not possible. 
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The examples in 13 (from Mohammad 1990) 
show that in seem-type sentences the verb 
yabdù ‘seems’ remains in its uninflected form, 
showing no agreement with the NP (al-banàt) 
that precedes it, from which he concludes that 
it cannot be the subject of yabdù.

(13)  a.  pro yabdù ±anna l-banàti 
    seems–3ms that the-girls 
  sàfarna
  departed.3fp
  ‘It seems that the girls have departed’
 b. *al-banàt-ui  yabdùna ±anna 
  the-girlsi  seem–3fs that 
  proi  sàfarna 
  proi departed.3fp
 c. al-banàtu pro yabdù 
  the-girls seems–3ms 
  ±anna-hunna sàfarna 
  that-they.fp departed.3fp

The same analysis is applied to sentences with 
modals, e.g. yajibu ±an yadrusa l-±awlàd-u ‘the 
boys must study’, tough-movement verbs, e.g. 
sahl-un ±an tanja™a l-bint-u ‘it is easy for the 
girl to succeed’, and ‘subjectless’ passives, e.g. 
yuxšà ±an tahruba s-sajìnat-u ‘it is feared that 
the prisoner will escape’. In each case, if the 
subject of the embedded ±an-clause appears 
before the main clause verb, the verb does 
not inflect for agreement with that NP; it is 
always in the 3rd person masculine singular, 
which prompts Mohammad to suggest that 
the subject of these predicates is expletive pro. 
For an interesting discussion of pronouns and 
expletives, see also Fassi Fehri (1993:118–
120), who argues that independent 3rd person 
pronouns in Arabic (Standard, in this case) are 
three-way ambiguous in that they can function 
as personal pronouns, as (pronominal) copulas, 
and as expletives.

Finally, Osman (1987) provides evidence 
showing that null (pro) and lexical pronominal 
subjects in Egyptian Arabic may need to be 
distinguished from each other. In certain contexts 
involving backward � pronominalization, the 
lexical pronoun cannot be co-indexed with a 
following antecedent, whereas the null pronoun 
can. Whereas the null pronoun in (14a) is free 
to take an antecedent (within or outside its 
clause), the lexical pronoun in (14b) is not.

(14)  a [[il-fus†àn [illi proi/j ištar-it-u]]   
   �àgib nadyai

  ‘Nadiai likes the dress that 
   shei/j bought’
 b. [[il-fus†àn [illi hiyyai ištar-it-u]] �àgib 
   Nadyai

  ‘Nadiai likes the dress that shej 
   bought’

Osman concludes that lexical pronouns in 
Egyptian Arabic, and possibly other null subject 
languages, may have to be treated as Referring 
expressions [+anaphoric, +pronominal], rather 
than as pronouns, and thus subject to Binding 
Condition (C). 

4 .  P r o - d r o p  i n  d i s c o u r s e 
 c o n t e x t

One of the earliest investigations into principles 
that govern the presence or absence of pro-
nominal subjects in Arabic is found in Eid 
(1983b), who questions the account of pro-drop 
as a ‘free deletion’ rule that “does not require 
either another constituent to trigger the deletion 
or the statement of the environment in which 
it applies” (Perlmutter 1972:104). Eid argues 
that subject pronouns serve two communicative 
functions: they serve as anti-ambiguity devices 
and as indicators of subject switch. Her 
arguments are based on evidence from relative 
clauses, subordinate clauses, coordinate clauses, 
and question-answer discourses. 

The anti-ambiguity function is illustrated in 
(15), where a pronominal subject has more than 
one possible antecedent within the sentential 
structure, hence more than one possible 
interpretation for the sentence. 

(15) �ali kallim il-walad illi  Ø
 Ali talked-to the-boy who  
 šatam-u imbàri™ 
 insulted-him yesterday
 a. ‘Ali talked to the boy who insulted him 
 (Ali) yesterday’ = Favored
 b. ‘Ali talked to the boy that he (Ali) 
 insulted him yesterday’ = Less favored

The two NPs in the matrix clause (�ali and il-
walad) are possible antecedents for the subject 
and object NPs in the relative clause. The 
presence of the pronoun, as in (15c), forces the 
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less-favored interpretation (where �ali is subject 
in the relative clause).

c. �ali kallim il-walad illi huwwa šatam-u 
 imbàri™
 ‘Ali talked to the boy that he (Ali) insulted 
 (him) yesterday’

The subject switch function, illustrated in (16), 
differs in that no potential ambiguity is involved. 
The subject-to-subject reading in (16a) is the 
unmarked, hence expected, interpretation. The 
presence of the pronoun in (16b) indicates 
the opposite, i.e., the reading is different from 
the expected one, hence the switch to the object 
NP, the other antecedent available for the 
subject pronoun huwwa in the second clause.

(16) a. �alix �arab samìry wi Ø šatam-uy

  ‘Ali hit Samir and insulted him’
 b.  �alix �arab samìry wi huwway šatam-ux

  ‘Ali hit Samir and he (Samir) insulted 
  him’

The analysis captures the idea that, unless 
otherwise specified, the norm or unmarked 
case is for the subject pronoun not to be 
present, consistent with the ‘Avoid a pronoun’ 
principle (Chomsky 1981). Its presence provides 
a signal to the hearer for an unexpected 
interpretation. In this sense, subject pronouns 
carry a communicative load worth further 
investigation, although some may argue it is 
still related to ‘emphasis’. 

Such an investigation is provided in Parkinson 
(1987), who conducted a quantitative study to 
test the notions proposed in Eid and others, 
such as Givon’s (1983) ‘Topic Accessibility’. 
Parkinson’s study simulates the conversational 
set-up by using data collected from two 
Egyptian Arabic plays. The data consist of 
more than 3,200 clauses, each coded for several 
variables including subject switch as well as 
person of subject, type of clause, and type of 
predicate. The results and conclusions selected 
for presentation below are perhaps the most 
pertinent to the discussion above.

Parkinson’s overall conclusion is that “the 
choice of a pronoun subject over an unexpressed 
subject is not simply a free variation, and 
that it probably cannot be accounted for by 
the anti-ambiguity principle, but that it clearly 

is a kind of constrained variation with the 
notions of subject switch (a kind of contrast), 
person, Lookback, predicate type and clause 
type all involved in constraining the variation” 
(1987:359). 

The Anti-Ambiguity function of pronouns 
could not be confirmed because not enough 
examples appeared in the sample that fit this 
context (Parkinson 1987:353). Of the 218 
relative clauses in the corpus (188 if only 
pronoun subjects and unexpressed subjects are 
included), only 14 had pronoun subjects, and 
of these only 2 were 3rd person and thus 
subject to the kind of ambiguous possibilities 
discussed in Eid. Over half have a participle 
or other equational sentence predicate, rather 
than a verb, which is sufficient to explain their 
presence independent of any anti-ambiguity. 
Only 5 percent of the relative clauses with verbs 
have pronoun subjects, while almost 54 percent 
of the relative clauses with participles have 
pronoun subjects. Predicate type turned out to 
be an important constraining factor in clauses 
other than relative clauses as well, for example 
in lamma ‘when’ clauses.

The Subject Switch function, however, was 
confirmed. The results of the analysis are 
significant and indicate that when the subject 
is the same as the preceding clause, less than 
one-fifth of the clauses have a pronoun subject, 
while over one-third of the clauses with a subject 
different from that of the preceding clause 
have pronoun subjects. Parkinson concludes 
that “Eid’s notion of pronouns marking an 
‘unexpected’ subject change is both a valid 
concept and one of an even higher degree of 
generality than she implied. ‘Different’ subjects 
are forcing a higher percentage of pronouns 
than would otherwise be expected” (1987:354). 
However, neither Eid’s notion of ‘Subject 
Switch’ nor Givon’s ‘Topic Accessibility’ (i.e. 
the longer it has been since a topic has been in 
the register, the more likely it is that a pronoun 
rather than an unexpressed subject would be 
used) are able to explain the entire variable 
process. Parkinson finds that they are clearly 
to be reckoned with as part of a final, overall 
explanation.

The results reported regarding the overall 
distribution of pronominal vs. null subjects are 
also interesting. Subject pronouns, for example, 
are ‘omitted’ approximately 74 percent of 
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the time with a frequency consistent in both 
plays when analyzed separately. This finding 
supports the idea that in pro-drop languages the 
absence of the pronoun is the unmarked case 
and is consistent with the analysis attributing 
pro-drop to agreement and person inflection. 
Predicate type turned out to be a significant 
factor as well. Clauses with conjugated verbs 
had a very consistent 80 percent unexpressed 
subjects whereas equational sentences, with or 
without a predicate participle, had 50 percent 
each. Parkinson also found that ‘Person’ is an 
independent constraint affecting the outcome 
of pronoun frequency in all of its environments. 
For clauses with verbal predicates, the frequency 
of subject pronouns for each person (1st, 
2nd, 3rd) is significantly lower than that of 
their unexpressed counterpart. This pattern is 
observed across persons as well, so that there 
are significantly more 1st person pronouns than 
there are 2nd person pronouns, and more 2nd 
person pronouns than 3rd person. 
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Pronominalization 

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Pronominalization is a term that is used in 
different contexts (Crystal 2003:376). In 
traditional � transformational grammar, 
pronominalization is a rule replacing lexical
items with a pronoun, whereas later approaches 
analyzed the pronouns as being generated 
in the base. In Government and � Binding 
theories, pronominals are a type of noun 
phrase with special government properties. 
On pronominalization in Standard and col-
loquial Arabic in this sense, see, for instance 
Mohammad (1999).

In this entry, the term ‘pronominalization’ is 
used in a text-linguistic context. Text linguists 
emphasize the function of pronominal or 
anaphorical reference (� anaphora) as a device 
to avoid the repetition of lexical items and as 
a means to achieve � cohesion (Halliday and 
Hasan 1976). Languages differ as to the selection 
of lexical repetition and pronominalization. 
Levinson (quoted after Blum-Kulka) claims that 
“given the choice between lexical repetition 
and pronominalization, Hebrew writers tend 
to prefer the former while English writers 
tend to choose the latter” (cf. Blum-Kulka 
2000:300). Berman (1978) argues that for both 
Hebrew and English writers, pronominalization 
is preferable, but lexical repetition is more 
common in Hebrew than in English. As for 
Standard Arabic, both Obeidat (1998) and Aziz 
(1998) claim that it prefers lexical repetition 
to pronominalization. Also, Baker (1992:207) 
has made a generalization to the effect that 
“Arabic prefers lexical repetition to variation”. 
Yet, in Standard Arabic, pronominalization is 
an effective cohesive device that deserves more 
attention. Moreover, evidence drawn from the 
usage of free and bound pronominal forms 
shows that Standard Arabic is no different from 
languages such as English, in that it does not 
resist pronominalization.

2. S u b j e c t  a n d  o b j e c t  p e r s o n a l 
p r o n o u n s  i n  S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c

Standard Arabic has two sets of pronominal 
forms: a set of free forms and “a set of bound 
pronominal forms which can be suffixed to 
verbs, nouns, prepositions, and particles of 
various types” (Holes 1995:145). 

Standard Arabic has twelve subject pro-
nominal forms which exhibit person, number, 
and gender distinction. In addition, it has a 
set of bound forms that are semantically and 
phonologically related to the independent 
forms, as in Table 1.

Standard Arabic has two 1st person forms: 
a singular form (±ana) and a plural form 
(na™nu), but there is no gender distinction in 
this subcategory. In the 2nd person, Standard 
Arabic has two singular forms that exhibit 
gender distinction: a singular masculine form 
(±anta) and a feminine form (±anti). It also has 
two plural forms exhibiting gender distinction: 
±antum (masc.) and ±antunna (fem.). In addition, 
there is only one dual neutral form (±antumà). 
In the 3rd person, Standard Arabic has two 
singular forms: a masculine form (huwa) 
and a feminine form (hiya). It also has two 
plural forms, one masculine (hum), the other 
feminine (hunna), but only one neutral dual 
form (humà). Thus, Standard Arabic subject 
pronouns exhibit gender distinction only in the 
2nd and 3rd person. The dual forms exhibit no 
gender distinction: the two forms (±antumà and 
humà) are gender-neutral.

Table 1. Standard Arabic subject pronouns and 
pronominal clitics

sg du pl

1st ±ana (-tu) na™nu (-nà)
2nd masc. ±anta (-ta) ±antum (-tum)

±antumà 
 (-tumà)

fem. ±anti (-ti) ±antunna 
(-tunna)

3rd masc. huwa (Ø) hum (-ù)
humà (-à)

fem. hiya (-t) hunna (-na)

The independent pronouns normally subs titute 
for the nominative functions of nouns or noun 
phrases, as in (1).
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(1a) ±ana katab-tu d-dars-a
 I wrote-1s the-lesson-Acc
 ‘I wrote the lesson’
(1b) ±anta katab-ta  d-dars-a
 you.ms wrote-2ms the-lesson-Acc
 ‘You wrote the lesson’

Table 1 also shows that each independent 
pronoun has a bound form with which it is
associated. This has motivated Arab gram-
marians to analyze such verb forms as �arabtu 
“as combinations of a verb and a pronoun” 
(Versteegh 1997:84). Thus, the presence of a
bound pronominal form on the verb can trig-
ger dropping of the personal pronoun in the
above sentences without affecting their 
semantic or syntactic structure (� pro-drop). 
This can be done since the subject is already 
encoded on the verb via the agreement bound
forms that are attached to the verb stem, i.e., 
the verb is inflected for person, gender, and 
number, as in (2).

(2a) katab-tu d-dars-a
 wrote-1s the-lesson-Acc
 ‘I wrote the lesson’
(2b) katab-ta d-dars-a
 wrote-2ms the-lesson-Acc
 ‘You wrote the lesson’
(2c) katab-nà d-dars-a
 wrote-1p the-lesson-Acc
 ‘We wrote the lesson’

Like subject pronouns, object pronouns can be 
bound or freestanding. Their form is the same, 
but the independent object pronouns have to be 
introduced by the object particle ±iyyà-. They 
are distributed exactly like the independent 
subject pronouns along the following lines: 
person, number, and gender (Table 2).

Note that there is no gender distinction in the 
1st person; there are only two common forms, 
one for the 1st person singular (±iyyà-ya) and 
the other for the 1st person plural (±iyyà-nà). 
In the 2nd person, the forms exhibit gender 
distinctions in the singular (±iyyà-ka/±iyyà-ki) 
and plural (±iyyà-kum/±iyyà-kunna). There is 
also a dual common form (±iyyà-kumà). In the 
3rd person, gender is manifest in the singular 
and plural: ±iyyà-hu and ±iyyà-hà stand for a 
singular masculine and a singular feminine, 
respectively. Likewise, ±iyyà-hum and ±iyyà-
hunna stand for a plural masculine and a plural 
feminine, respectively. In addition, there is a 
3rd person dual common form (±iyyà-humà).

These independent pronouns stand for the 
object in a clause, as in (3).

(3) ±iyyà-ka na�budu
 Obj-you.2ms we-worship
 wa-±iyyà-ka nasta�ìn
 and-Obj.-you.2ms we-depend

 ‘We worship you and we depend on you’ 
 (Q. 1/5)

The independent form is used for emphasis 
only. In other cases, the bound form is more 
common, as in (4).

(4) �araba-ka wa-†arada-ka
 hit.3ms-you.2ms and-cursed.3ms-
  you.2ms
 ‘He hit and cursed you’

Arab grammarians do not make a distinction 
between subject and object dependent or 
bound forms. However, the difference between 
these two types is obvious: the forms that are 
associated with the subject must be used even if 
the subject appears in the sentence, as in (5a).

Table 2. Standard Arabic object pronouns and the pronominal clitics

sg du pl

1st ±iyyà-ya (-nì) ±iyyà-nà (-nà)
masc. ±iyyà-ka (-ka) ±iyyà-kum (-kum)

2nd ±iyyà-kumà (-kumà)
fem. ±iyyà-ki (-ki) ±iyyà-kunna (-kunna)
masc. ±iyyà-hu (-hu) ±iyyà-hum (-hum)

3rd ±iyyà-humà (-humà)
fem.  ±iyyà-hà (-hà) ±iyyà-hunna (-hunna)
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(5a) �arab-nà na™nu l-walad-a
 hit-1p we the-boy-Acc
 ‘We hit the boy’
(5b) *�arab na™nu l-walad-a

In contrast, the object bound forms can be used 
even if there is a direct object in the sentence, 
as in (6a).

(6a) �araba-hum  ar-rajul-u
 hit3ms-them  the-man-Nom
 ‘The man hit them’
(6b) *�araba-hum ar-rajul-u
 hit3ms-them the-man-Nom
 l-lußùß-a
 the-thieves-Acc
 ‘The man hit the thieves’

This means that the object bound forms are � 
clitic object pronouns that replace the pronoun 
or noun they stand for, whereas the subject 
bound forms are agreement suffixes that can 
co-occur with the independent pronoun or 
noun to which they refer.

Moreover, the bound forms derived from 
the independent subject pronouns are attached 
to a verb stem only, as in (2). In contrast, the 
object clitics can be attached to verbs, nouns, 
prepositions, and particles of various types 
(Holes 1995:145), as in (7) and (8).

(7) qaddama l-walad-u
 presented.3ms the-boy-Nom
 l-kitab-a la-hà
 the-book-Acc to-her
 ‘He presented the book to her’
(8) ±aqàma fì manzili-hà
 stayed.3ms in house-her
 ‘He stayed at her home’

3. D o e s  S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c 
r e s i s t  p r o n o m i n a l i z a t i o n ?

Obeidat (1998) and Aziz (1998) argue 
that Standard Arabic does not prefer 
pronominalization, as shown by the difference 
between the English sentence She was seated 
at her dressing table (from Dickens’ Great 
expectations 121) and its Arabic trans lation 
in (9).

(9) kànat tajlisu calà
 was.3fs 3fs.sit to
 †àwilat-i  t-tajmìl-i
 table-Gen  the-beauty-Gen

Such claims usually do not rely on text corpora 
to verify the generalization presented, and 
therefore do not reflect actual language use in 
an Arabic text. In Standard Arabic, a personal 
pronoun is often used as a cohesive device. 
For example, Nobel laureate Naguib Mahfouz 
uses personal reference as a cohesive device 
more than seven hundred times in his novel 
al-Lißß wa-l-kilàb ‘The thief and the dogs’. A 
longer passage is given as an example in (10).

(10)
12 ��345�� 678�� 9
�:;<=> ?@AB� ?.3C�� D-E 

F@1GH �"IJ �KLM &N� .PQ� RQ� S �T=G�� "�U��� V�"/ 
PW% �/"-X� .,�Y��G��� ��345H �I.�)	 ?H�Z� ���) S ,G[3/ 
&��\�] *�-�X PW�) 1̂`-�� �1a Pb ,�cd�� V�"B� ,eQ f 

"g 1#� V�"B� h1W )�	� .$)��YZ�� �i� ��j] �k� &lB� VX 
f ���7� mnH1-o� ��=a p=H qW �I��a rs t�. %� *RH 

&� uG� �/ v 9w�5/ �#12 x/ ."�H rs �"Q�) �Uy�# zGY{ 
D[) �1IYZ/ |} *3U~ ���� qW *3U~ �W�

‘He knew this stretch of ground. Avoiding 
the road next to the barracks, he set out 
across the desert to reach the Martyr’s Tomb 
in the shortest time possible, heading for it 
as if he had a compass built into his head. As 
soon as he saw the tomb’s big dome in the 
starlight he began looking for the spot where 
the car would be tucked away. Walking 
around the tomb, he scanned the ground as 
sharply as he could, but it was only when he 
reached its southern wall that the shape at a 
little distance became visible. He made for it 
without another thought, keeping his head 
low . . .’ (Lißß 52; trans. 63)

This example demonstrates that the Arabic 
text does not resist pronominalization. The 
result of text counting in the source text is in 
keeping with Halliday and Hasan’s prediction 
that “the third person forms constitute the 
most frequent single class of cohesive items” 
(1976:49).

Another evidence that Arabic does not resist 
pronominalization comes from the cataphoric 
use of the 3rd person pronoun (� cataphora), 
as in the first sentences of Mahfouz’s novel.

pronominalization
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(11)
?��8 )�G� 1o� V;�� ‘,.3�� ,�Z� ��:\. �3�� $3/  

9��CB� *����� ��Q)��� �I�"H "�� *)��I�� S� .6�C. % 3W� 
�"�� *)��I�� S "� � w#�1��.

Once more he breathed in the air of freedom. 
But there was stifling dust in the air, almost 
unbearable heat, and no one was waiting 
for him, nothing but his blue suit and gym 
shoes> (Lißß 7; trans. 13)

Note that the 3rd person pronoun does not 
anaphorically refer to any person since no 
person has been introduced. This cataphoric 
use of the 3rd person singular is intended to 
arouse the interest of the readers and to keep 
them in anticipation of the person who is being 
talked about.

In Standard Arabic, the 3rd person subject 
pronoun can be implicit, as in (12).

(12)
$)�3W P��])�� 9�G��o� rs �M��� V/ &��<M w� ?�� 

V/ "�� 
�Uo� ��� V/ �Q1C/ �Z�� "�� �/ &�s�� 9����� 
�{ %� ��3� ��Q"@�

‘People came up to them from the shops on 
both sides of the street; voices were loud 
and warm in congratulation and Said found 
himself surrounded by a crowd – his enemy’s 
friends, no doubt’ (Lißß 9; trans. 16)

In the above extract the implicit pronoun 
(huwa), which is implied by the verb wajada 
‘he found’, is rendered as a proper noun (Said) 
in translation. There is nothing in the text 
which should hinder the use of a pronominal 
reference.

Even the presence of two referents does not 
sway writers from using pronominalization in 
Standard Arabic. In such a case, the use of 
pronominalization can result in ambiguity of 
reference, as in (13).

(13)
���� � V/ ��� V/ "MLI�� ,Q�CG�¡ �G��C. ��} ¢�Y��� f h�£� 
��)� ��¤Q ,¥ f h�Q� ��"Z/ f ^"£� �¦£IYZB� Dg % ��§ 

�])1��/ S ,@�@) ¨ 
‘When the Sheikh replied that he did not 
like the righteous and wanted to see Said’s 
identity card to make sure that Said was 
really a sinner, Said handed him the revolver, 

explaining that every missing bullet meant a 
murder . . .’ (Lißß 64–65; trans. 77)

Note that the underlined parts of the original 
text given in (11) implicitly or explicitly refer to 
Said; the bold-faced forms refer to the Sheikh. 
The above excerpt shows that the pronominal 
form can refer to either Said or the Sheikh, 
which contributes to the ambiguity of reference 
confronted by the reader.

The conclusion must be that Standard Arabic 
is no different from languages such as English 
in that it does not resist pronominalization as 
Obeidat (1998) and Aziz (1998) claim.
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(South Valley University)

Proper Names

Arabic proper or personal names (ism, pl. 
±asmà±, �alam; or ism �alam, pl. ±asmà± ±a�làm) 
(Wright 1896:I, 107B), known from many 
sources and particularly abundant, are given 
for purposes of identification and for social and 
political interaction (Wild 1982:154). According 
to the rules of Arabic nomenclature, the full 
Arabic personal name is usually composed 
of the following elements: (i) the proper or 
personal name (ism or �alam); (ii) the lineage 
(nasab); (iii) the paternal or maternal name 
or agnomen (kunya); (iv) the relative name 
(� nisba); and (v) the nickname (laqab) or a 
pejorative sobriquet (nabaz). Sometimes, the 
nom de plume (taxalluß) adopted by authors, 
poets, and artists in the Persian, Turkish, and 
Indo-Muslim worlds is added to this (Editors 
1978:181; Bosworth 1986:619).

Because of the great variety of forms of 
names, many of which are quite difficult to read 
and to understand, the study of Arabic names 
already posed problems for Arab authors of 
premodern times. Examples are Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/
1002), who in his Kitàb al-mubhij fì tafsìr 
±asmà± šu�arà± al-£amàsa explains the names of 
the poets quoted in ±Abù Tamàm’s al-£amàsa 
with regard to their form and etymology, 
and similarly Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933), who 
explains the names of tribes in his monographic 
handbook of genealogical etymology, the Kitàb 
al-ištiqàq (Senfft 1942:V). In classical times, 
numerous authors dealt further with names, 
though mainly in connection with the correct 
pronunciation of transmitters of Prophetic 
traditions, e.g. Ibn Xa†ìb ad-Dahša (d. 834/
1431) in his alphabetically arranged Tu™fa on 
the transmitters in al-Buxàrì’s and Muslim’s 
£adì
, as well as in Màlik ibn ±Anas’ al-
Muwa††a± (see Mann 1904). Extensive works 
on kunyas and nisbas and other parts of Arabic 
names were compiled. Ibn al-±A�ìr’s (d. 630/
1233) dictionary of kunyas, called al-Muraßßa�, 

gained wide currency, and as-Sam�ànì’s (d. 562/
1166) al-±Ansàb, containing more than five 
thousand alphabetically arranged names, is the 
most elaborate dictionary. Like Ibn Durayd, a�-
�ahabì (d. 748/1348) compiled his Muštabih in 
the 14th century C.E. as a pure name book in 
order to explain and to rectify rare or false 
transmitted names.

1 .  R e s e a r c h  o n  p e r s o n a l 
n a m e s 

Research in this area is sometimes of a more 
popular nature, e.g. Chahine (1987); usually 
the question of the ‘meaning’ of personal names 
is at the center of such publications. But a geo-
graphical and sociological study of personal 
names, as well as a statistical and historical 
survey of personal names based on the source 
materials, is essential for historical research on 
personal names as a social phenomenon (Lip-
iÐski 1997:570). An encyclopedia of personal 
names, sufficient for the needs of both philolo-
gists and historians, is still a desideratum for 
scholars working in this field. Most scholarship 
on Semitic und Arabic personal names (the 
relevant European literature is listed in Sezgin’s 
bibliography (1991:III, 269–279, XI, 135) has 
concentrated on their etymology, categories, 
manners of origin, and method of development. 
There is a wealth of literature on different 
aspects of the topic. As for Arabic onomas-
tics, a number of important studies have been 
published in this field since the end of the 19th 
century, e.g. Justi’s still valid list of Iranian 
(and Arabic) names, published in 1895. Caetani 
initiated the project Onomasticon Arabicum, 
which was never completed. Only one volume, 
on the persons called �Abdallàh, with a total of 
14,810 names, appeared in 1915. Fortunately, 
the introductory volume, edited by Caetani’s 
co-author Gabrieli, offers an introduction to 
onomastics and contains a summary of the 
European and Arab literature up to 1915, as 
well as a most useful survey of types of Arabic 
names and their constituent parts with numer-
ous examples. Before this, Nöldeke was one of 
the first European scholars to compare Hebrew 
and Arabic names in a single essay (Nöldeke 
1861:806–810; see also Rosenhouse’s study of 
modern Hebrew and Arabic names in Israel, 
2002:97–114). Later, Nöldeke also published 
a short note, “Some groups of Semitic personal 
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names”, which also deals with a number of 
names of animals and, much rarer, of plants, 
mainly Arabic ones (1904:73–90). Other rel-
evant studies include Bräu (1925) on selected 
Old North-Arabic ritual personal names (some 
of the hypotheses being rather far-fetched); and 
Senfft’s dissertation, which deals with more 
than three thousand transmitted names of the 
Prophet’s Companions (1942:VII, 1–150, with 
a long list containing 3,129 items). Similarly 
useful is the comprehensive survey of Ara-
bic names by Walther (1966). Female names, 
which are of course in a patriarchal society 
much less numerous than male ones, are the 
topic of the Munich thesis by Gratzl (1906). 
He was the first to present (without, however, 
distinguishing between prose and poetry) a sys-
tematic list of six hundred female names (Gratzl 
1906:63–84), which was supplemented with an 
additional hundred names by Geyer (1907:48–
50). Names in the early classical period, until 
the 13th century, were the topic of Ringel’s 
Erlanger dissertation, published in 1938. He 
listed about two hundred fifty female names 
in Arabic love poetry (Ringel 1938:72–121), 
among them seventy so-called ‘Decknamen’ or 
pseudonyms (1938:25–31, 121–126). Several 
papers deal with the names of Bedouin, some 
of which are animal and plant names in the 
plural, originally intended to denote groups. 
Worthy of mention are Hess with his acad-
emy paper on “Names of Bedouins in Central 
Arabia” (1912), and Littmann, who published 
a study of Bedouin and Druze names in the 
Syrian area of £awràn (1921:6–20). Ten years 
later, Littmann offered a small, alphabetically 
arranged list containing about five hundred 
names from modern Egypt (1956:82–91). At 
an earlier date, Socin (1899) presented simi-
lar lists of Algerian names, aranged according 
to morphological pattern. The Biblical names, 
which are at the same time names that often 
appear in the Qur±àn, were listed separately 
by Horovitz in 1926. The relevant articles 
in several encyclopedias, reference books, and 
manuals of onomastics, e.g. Hasting’s Encyclo-
paedia of religion and ethics (Margoliouth), the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam (Bosworth, Wensinck), 
the Grundriß der arabischen Philologie (Wild 
and Weipert), and the International handbook 
of onomastics (Fischer), allow a comprehensive 
survey of the traditional forms. For one of these 

name elements, the kunya, and the Islamic titu-
lature, Bàšà gave a very useful historical survey 
with particular reference to Egypt, mainly from 
al-Qalqašandì’s Íub™ al-±a�šà; in the second 
part, he gives an analytical list of honorific 
titles and forms of address. The wide ranging 
survey of Sàmarrà±ì (1964) is also very useful; 
it tackles fundamental issues and provides a 
detailed account on the various names from 
Iraq, Africa (Kenya, Niger, Maghreb), Central 
Asia, Iran, Indonesia, and the Balkan Penin-
sula. In a broader perspective, the Dictionary 
of Arab names (Mu�jam ±asmà± al-�Arab; az-
Zubayr a.o. 1411–1412/1991) is a good tool 
for the researcher. Based upon a sociolinguistic 
field study of names used in many parts of the 
Arab world from Bahrain to Yemen, the dic-
tionary contains more than eighteen thousand 
personal names which are most frequently used 
in the Arab world. Classified as male-only, 
female-only, and names that are both male and 
female, the entries are accompanied by authen-
tication of their linguistic and etymological 
derivations, their historical development, and 
their social significance. A treasury of Arab 
names (Sijill ±asmà± al-�Arab) and two volumes 
on Personalities in the history of Oman (Dalìl 
±a�làm �Umàn) and a Research guide to the 
study of Arab names (Manhaj al-ba™
 fì ±asmà± 
al-�Arab) complete this useful reference tool. 
At the same time, in 1991 Sublet published a 
serious study entitled Le voile du nom, which 
was also translated into Arabic under the title 
of £ißn al-ism (1999). Sublet, who worked 
for many years as the director of the project 
Onomasticon Arabicum and as editor of the 
Cahiers d’onomastique arabe at the CNRS in 
Paris (five volumes published in 1979, 1982, 
1985, 1989, 1993), deals in particular with 
the typology and the function of Arabic names 
in the social context. By analyzing selected 
examples, she explains the use of the kunya as 
a polite formula, as well as the peculiar shaping 
of female names and the development of the 
titles of officials. A different approach is repre-
sented by Annemarie Schimmel’s study Islamic 
names (1989), also published in German (Von 
Ali bis Zahra, 1993), which is a wide-ranging 
guide to common and less common Muslim 
names in many Arabic countries. The survey 
also includes names in Turkish, Persian, and 
Urdu.
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2 .  P e r s o n a l  n a m e s

2.1 Ism

The proper or personal name, called ism, �alam, 
ism al-�alam (see, e.g., Wright 1896:I, 107B–D; 
Reckendorf 1921, par. 108; Wild 1982:154), 
is the main name, given to infants shortly after 
birth, usually by one parent or both. The nam-
ing may be the expression of a wish, it may 
relate to family events or to various circum-
stances of birth, sometimes of pregnancy, or 
it may aim at securing a favorable future for 
the bearer (nomina boni augurii). Names may 
also serve to avoid harm, which explains the 
use of antiphrastic, unpleasant, and apotropaic 
names (Wild 1982:155; Bosworth 1986:619; 
Fischer 1995:874; LipiÐski 1997:568). Based 
on everyday vocabulary, the personal name, 
belonging mainly to the categories of nouns, 
adjectives, and verbs, can be of several types 
(Editors 1978:179): (i) ancient Arab names, 
mostly of pre-Islamic origin, partly altered and 
substituted (Margoliouth 1917:140; Stowasser-
Freyer 1966:26ff.); (ii) Biblical names adapted 
to Arabic in the Qur±àn and enjoying great 
popularity, the most favored being ±Ibràhìm 
(Abraham; see especially Luxenberg 2007:93), 
and the other Biblical figures revered as proph-
ets in their Qur±ànic forms, such as Mùsà 
(Moses; see Luxenberg 2007:41), ±Is™àq 
(Isaac), ±Ismà�ìl (Ishmael; see Dagorn 1981), 
Yùsuf (Joseph), Dàwùd (David), �îsà (Jesus; 
see Fraenkel 1890:337ff.; Luxenberg 2007:41–
43), Maryam (Mary; see Margoliouth 1917:
139; Horovitz 1926:78–155; Wild 1982:156; 
Fischer 1995:874; Endreß 2002:143); (iii) many 
genitive compound names, either using the 
proper and attributive names of God (al-±asmà± 
al-™usnà), such as the theophoric and very 
frequent name �Abdallàh ‘Servant of God’ (see, 
e.g., Fischer 1995:874; Endreß 2002:143; Lip-
iÐski 1997:568), or preceded by a construct 
substantive such as Hibat Allàh ‘Gift of God’; 
(iv) foreign names, from Persian, Turkish, 
Coptic, Berber, and other languages (Editors 
1978:179).

Most of the tribal names in the literature 
(e.g. Caskel 1966) are in the form of the names 
of individuals. Feminine in gender (Wright 
1896:II, 292A; Weninger 2002:217ff.), these 
tribal names include a large number of animal, 

plant, and apotropaic names (Hess 1912:4; 
Wild 1982:156, 161). The notion held at one 
time by Robertson Smith (1885:186ff.) that 
these names are totem names was rejected by 
Nöldeke (1886:156–166; 1904:74, 93).

2.2 Nasab

Next to the personal name is the patronymic 
(nasab, pl. ±ansàb; Wild 1982:158), containing 
the name of the father, ending with the alleged 
ancestor of the tribe or clan. The lineage or 
pedigree is in form of a genealogical chain 
of the ibn – X pattern, each link being intro-
duced by ibn ‘son of’ X, of Y, etc. The pattern 
bint – X is also used for females, and likewise, 
the pattern with banù – X, bù – X, or ±àl – X 
is used for Arab tribal groups or clans and rul-
ing houses of the Arab Bedouin (Hess 1912:8; 
Endreß 2002:144).

2.3 Kunya

The agnomen or paternal or maternal name is 
called kunya, referring to the person’s eldest 
son or daughter (Wright 1896:I, 107D; Wild 
1982:159). It is usually a compound form con-
taining as the first element the noun ±abù ‘father 
of’ or, in the case of a woman, ±umm ‘mother 
of’, plus a name, in principle of the firstborn 
son or daughter, or sometimes a younger son 
or daughter. The kunya put in front of the 
ism may indicate a real relationship, but it can 
also be used purely metaphorically or allude 
to some desired quality, as, for example, ±Abù 
l-Fa�l ‘Father of merit’ (Wensinck 1927:396; 
Wild 1982:169; Fischer 1995:874). A special 
case is the Prophet’s kunya, ±Abù l-Qàsim. 
According to a well-known ™adì
 (see Wensinck 
1927:396), the name of the Prophet’s son, al-
Qàsim, should not be taken as a kunya by per-
sons bearing the name Mu™ammad or one of its 
synonyms. Yet, this rule was frequently violated, 
as demonstrated by Goldziher (1897:149/261; 
see also Margoliouth 1917:139).

As calling persons by their real name was 
usually considered to be impolite (� politeness; 
� terms of address), the kunya as a mode 
of respectful address became very early on 
an element charged with expressivenes among 
friends in special circumstances, outside the 
sphere of private life. It was used in polite 
and direct speech and in respectful indirect 
reference. This pattern was also used sparingly 
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for females (see Stowasser-Freyer 1966:31–
38; Spitaler 1968:339–343/276–280; Endreß 
2002:143). 

2.4 Nisba

The relative name, � nisba, pl. nisab (see Wright 
1896:I, 109D, 149D–165B; Wild 1982:160), is 
an adjective with the suffix -ì, always preceded 
by the definite article. Originally formed from 
the name of the tribe or clan or family of the 
individual, it may also denote the origin, place 
of birth or residence, sometimes the affiliation 
to a school of law or a political or religious 
group, and occasionally a profession or trade; 
see the examples given by Fischer (1995:875) 
and Endreß (2002:144). Often, the relative 
name is used as a nom de plume (taxalluß) by 
authors and artists in the Persian, Turkish, 
and Indo-Muslim worlds, for instance by the 
Persian poet Firdawsì ‘the Paradisiacal’ (Endreß 
2002:145). 

2.5 Laqab

Finally, the last and most colorful element in 
nomenclature is the sobriquet or nickname 
(laqab, pl. ±alqàb). Originally intended as a 
description for a person, this name usually, 
though not exclusively, relates to some personal 
trait or characteristic or physical defect, e.g. al-
Jà™i� ‘the Goggle-eyed’ (Wild 1982:159; Fischer 
1995:874), or it represents a honorific epithet, 
often a title. Poets and scholars often received 
such nicknames, which were usually placed 
after their nisba and often referred to striking 
lines from their poems or to their profession (see 
examples in Margoliouth 1917:137; Bosworth 
1986:618; Endreß 2002:145). Honorific titles 
of famous men and rulers were often applied 
retroactively by later Arab historians, based on 
common practice in their own time, and they 
even attributed personal appellations and titles 
to the earliest periods (Margoliouth 1917:140; 
Bosworth 1986:620). These titles are found 
with greater regularity after the rise of the 
Abbasid caliphs. From this period, especially 
from the 4th/10th century onward, when the 
power of the caliphs receded and the empire 
became fragmented, the bestowing of honorific 
titles on high officers of state, semi-independent 
princelings, governors, and military leaders, as 
well as on scholars, mystics, and poets, became 

a political tool of the caliphs (Wild 1982:159ff.; 
Fischer 1995:874; Endreß 2002:146–150). The 
titles were usually compounds with the second 
element ad-dawla ‘dynasty’, from the 4th/10th 
century onward, especially in the eastern parts, 
with the second element ad-dìn ‘religion’. A 
total of 94 compound titles were analyzed and 
listed by Kramers (1927:67), to which Dietrich 
(1961:45–53) added a further 92 titles. Recently, 
Sublet (1991:92ff.) has brought up additional 
titles, mainly drawn from Ibn Xallikàn’s 
biographical dictionary. Along with these 
genitive combinations, which were modeled 
on Iranian ceremonial and titulary practices 
(Kramers 1927:60ff.; Endreß 2002:148), sim-
ilar compounds could also be formed with 
al-mulk ‘kingdom’ or al-±islàm. Especially 
favored was the type of title containing a 
dual expression, e.g. �ù r-Riyàsatayn or the 
like, to which Goldziher (1899:326–329) has 
devoted a monograph (see also Caetani and 
Gabrieli 1915:I, 167–169, par. 154; Bosworth 
1986:621; Sublet 1991:184–187). The most 
famous holders of such titles, for instance Nàßir 
ad-Dawla ‘Defender of the dynasty’, belonged 
to the Daylamì dynasty of the Shi�ite Buyids and 
the £amdanid and Ghaznawid families (see 
Spuler 1952:356–360; Busse 1969:159–184; 
Bosworth 1962:210–233).

3 .  M o r p h o l o g i c a l 
 c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  p e r s o n a l 
n a m e s

The classification of the forms of personal 
names given by the Arab grammarians 
is exhaustive (see, e.g., Howell 1883:5–12, 
chap. 3; Wright 1896:I, 107B–108D; Walther 
1966:13 ff.). In their love for schematization, 
they divided the names into (i) nouns, nouns 
with suffixes, adjectives, derived nouns; (ii) 
compound elements, e.g. two words; and (iii) 
verbs in the perfect and imperfect.

Apparently, most Arabic personal names 
consist of a single semantic element, in general 
nouns (in the singular, as in ±Asad ‘Lion’, or 
in the plural, as in Kilàb ‘Dogs’ or ±A™làm 
‘Dreams’). In many cases, these refer to natural 
and human, usually positive, characteristics 
or virtues. They also refer to animal, plant, 
and flower names. Such flower and jewelry 
names, regarded as euphemistic, were used 
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properly for slaves, servants, and other persons 
of little importance, e.g. Yàqùt ‘Hyacinth’, 
‘Ruby’ (see Wild 1982:156, 161; Bosworth 
1986:619; Fischer 1995:874). Some names are 
derived from adjectives or participles, such as 
Mu™ammad ‘Praised’, by far the most common 
and popular name, together with other variants 
of this root, e.g. ±A™mad, £àmid, Ma™mùd.

Several naming patterns are two-word com-
pounds. The compound may be made up either 
of a sentence, e.g. the name Ta±abba†a šarran 
‘He carried mischief [i.e. his sword] under his 
armpit’ (Wright 1896:I, 108B-C; Margoliouth 
1917:138; Wild 1982:155, 158), or of a word 
followed by another in the genitive case, e.g. 
�Abdallàh ‘Servant of God’. Among these theo-
phoric names, restricted to male individuals, 
one finds typically God’s names or attributes 
and names of family members, mainly of the 
�Abd-X pattern.

In comparison to Biblical names, in which 
the deity is associated with a verbal predicate, 
verbal-sentence names are much rarer in the 
Arabic tradition. Imperfect names (Nöldeke 
1861:807ff.; Reckendorf 1898, par. 90; Wild 
1982:158; LipiÐski 1997:570), built on the 
form y/tf�l, sometimes with ti-prefix (Ti™yà), 
and deviating from the morphological rules 
in Classical Arabic (e.g. Yar™um), are treated 
by Weninger (2002), who collected some two 
hundred fifty imperfect names, which may 
express a wish, e.g. Ya™yà ‘May he live’, or 
Yazìd ‘May he grow’.

The Arabic morphological system basically 
dictates gender distinction for male and female 
personal names in the morphological inflection 
and conjugation. Gender indication is made by 
adding the feminine suffix -a(h) to a masculine 
form. However, several names with feminine 
ending indicate male individuals, e.g. Maslama, 
±Usàma, and conversely, some female names do 
not have a feminine marker (Reckendorf 1898, 
par. 13). Furthermore, some names are used for 
both sexes. To know a priori whether names 
are diptotes or triptotes (e.g. �Umar, which is 
a diptote, and �Amr, which is a triptote) is not 
always easy (� diptosis). As personal names 
are definite by nature, the tendency has always 
been to treat them as diptotes (see the lengthy 
treatment by Fleisch 1961:271–273; Wright 
1896:I, 245, 247; Reckendorf 1898, par. 90; 
Wild 1982:155; Fischer 2006, par. 153d-f).

4 .  M o d e r n  t r e n d s  o f  p e r s o n a l 
n a m e s

Partially following the custom among the 
upper classes in premodern times of adopting 
the name of a reputed ancestor or famous 
family member as a sort of family name (see 
Walther 1966:6ff.; Sellheim 1984–1986:377–
379; Wild 1982:160) and especially accelerated 
by introduction of compulsory registration 
for the adoption of a Westernized way of 
naming in several Arab countries during the 
two last centuries (e.g. Algeria in 1882, Tunisia 
in 1925, Turkey in 1934, Iran in 1932, and 
Egypt in 1970; see Editors 1978:181; Schimmel 
1989:80, 1993:176; Fischer 1995:873), many 
Arab countries have adapted modern Western 
naming conventions. Constructing a model of 
a first name and an additional name, instead 
of a full chain of names, the first name, which 
functions as a sort of personal name, and the 
second name, which is usually the father’s 
name, are simply juxtaposed (in Egypt, the 
official name, ism 
ulà
ì, adds the name of 
the grandfather). In most Arab countries, 
the word ibn or bint is omitted nowadays, 
as for instance in the name of the Egyptian 
writer ¢àhà £usayn, except in Arabia and the 
Maghreb, where it is replaced by the word ±abù 
(Diem 1974:45, 1992:221; Wild 1982:158, 
160ff.; Schimmel 1989:80, 1993:176; Fischer 
1995:873, 875; Endreß 2002:144). Due to 
the impact of modern times and nationalistic 
trends, new Arab names have appeared, such as 
Filas†ìn (Palestine; see Rosenhouse 2002:106), 
as well as names like Fu±àd, Rama�àn, and 
Rajab (Fischer 1995:874). The trend is to use 
religious names, neutral names drawn from the 
secular vocabulary, and European names side 
by side.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
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Prosodic Template � Obligatory 
Contour principle; Morphology

Prosody

Etymologically, the Greek term prosòidía 
means ‘stress, quantity, in pronunciation’. We 
give it a broad sense which includes syllable, 
stress, pitch, intonation, rhythm, rate of speech, 
pause, etc. The American tradition uses the 
term ‘suprasegmental’ to express the idea that 
the domain of prosody is larger than a single 
segment and that prosodic phenomena are 
revealed by a comparison of items in sequence 
(Lehiste 1970).

The prosodic component of language plays 
a fundamental role in � first language acquisi-
tion. Several experimental studies have estab-
lished that newborn children are particularly 
sensitive to prosody and that they are able to 
identify the rhythm of their mother tongue 
among other languages (Nazzi a.o. 1998).

In the domain of prosodic studies, there are 
two main tendencies. The first one gives prior-
ity to descriptive and theoretical investigations, 
while the second concentrates more on direct 
observation of speech signals, on measure-

ment of the acoustic correlates of prosody, and 
on perceptual experiences (Cutler and Ladd 
1983).

Prosodic units are two-sided: abstract and 
concrete. At the abstract level, they are orga-
nized into a hierarchy and can be subjected to 
phonological representation. At the physical 
level, their study has a close look at the acoustic 
parameters like fundamental frequency, inten-
sity, and duration. At the functional level, 
prosody assumes a certain number of functions, 
which can be reduced to a dual scale (Bruce 
1985; Rossi 1985): integration and organiza-
tion into a hierarchy. The former is an indi-
cator of cohesion between adjoining units in 
the utterance. The latter function is associated 
with the linguistic message: it organizes the 
ultimate constituents according to their infor-
mative weight.

The development of prosodic studies in sev-
eral languages allows the establishment of typo-
logical comparisons between them. For that 
purpose, prosodic factors can help us to draw 
up similarities and differences among diverse 
idioms (Vaissière 1983; Hirst and DiCristo 
1998; Barkat 2000).

On a narrow scale, prosodic processes can 
be manifested thanks to the overlapping effect 
of two adjacent sounds or to coarticulation. 
Such coarticulatory phenomena can vary across 
languages. In French, it is the vowel that affects 
the previous consonant. For example, the pho-
neme /t/ in the sequences [ti] and [ta] is real-
ized with palatalization and pharyngealization, 
respectively. To show such an articulatory dis-
placement of the coronal stop consonant, a 
transcription with Arabic characters of these 
two syllables requires two written forms: 
 
and �. On the other hand, in Arabic, it is the 
consonant that influences the adjacent vowel. 
Thus, in an emphatic consonantal environment, 
vowels like /i, u, a/ become [e, o, Ì] (� vowel 
backing).

Another fact, related to Moroccan Arabic, 
concerns the supraliminal lengthening of a 
vowel followed by a final consonant: all things 
being equal, the duration value of the vocalic 
nucleus in items like [blæd] or [blæt] is sig-
nificantly greater than the corresponding one 
in [blÌ]. This temporal increase seems to run 
counter to a widely held tendency observed 
in the world’s languages, namely Closed Syl-
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lable Vowel Shortening (CSVS) (Maddieson 
1985:206). This contextual lengthening consti-
tutes an important prosodic cue in the percep-
tion of Moroccan word boundaries and allows 
the hearer to disambiguate minimal pairs, as in 
(1) and (2) (Benkirane 2003):

(1) [ �®æ/t®ijÌ] ‘He bought a chandelier’
(2) [ �®æ1t/®ijÌ] ‘She bought lights [or: lungs]’ 

Unlike Moroccan Arabic, French follows the 
CSVS tendency. Thus, in examples (3) and (4), 
a duration increase of the vowel [i] is in favor 
of the V / C boundary interpretation (Nicaise 
and Bacri 1985):

(3)  [anik/las�leÀã] ‘Annick bored people’
(4)  [ani1/klas�leÀã] ‘Annie sized people up’

In addition, the traditional study of the conso-
nantal and vocalic relations reveals phonotactic 
information about the probabilities of transition 
between these two categories of sounds. More-
over, the computation of the proportion of 
vocalic/consonantal intervals in the utterance 
allows the capture of syllabic complexity and 
the deduction of the rhythm class of the lan-
guage studied (Ramus and Mehler 1999). In 
particular, the degree of syllable complexity 
affects the rate of speech. For example, Western 
Arabic varieties exhibit the greatest degree of 
� vowel reduction in comparison with Eastern 
Arabic varieties and, as a consequence, disrup-
tion of the syllable’s internal structure and a 
particular consonantal overload. These proper-
ties of Western Arabic languages have widely 
contributed to generate a faster rate of speech, 
which constitutes a strong cue for distinguish-
ing them from Eastern Arabic languages (Bar-
kat 2000; Hamdi 2002).

At this prospect, prosodic features can play 
an important role in the identification of the 
speaker’s geographical origin (Benhallam and 
Dahbi 1990; Benali 2004). They are also a 
good indicator of the difficulties encountered 
during second language acquisition, and they 
can cue foreign accent (Kharrat 1994; Boula de 
Mareüil and Brahimi 2004). At a superior level 
of the prosodic organization, the syllable can 
be stressed or not. In the frame of the word, � 
stress is a prosodic feature that renders some 
syllables perceptually more prominent than 

others (Garde 1968). One or several prosodic 
parameters can underlie this particular promi-
nence. Thus, one speaks of tonic stress to desig-
nate a culmination generated by a considerable 
increase of the fundamental frequency. But 
stress can result from an increase in intensity 
and/or duration, too. The role played by every 
prosodic parameter in the production and the 
perception of stress varies from one language 
to another and requires an organization into a 
hierarchy. In Russian, it is intensity that posi-
tively marks the stressed syllable. In English, it 
is fundamental frequency that takes precedence 
over the other two. In French and Moroccan 
Arabic (Benkirane 2000), stress is mainly asso-
ciated with a significant increase in duration. 
In this Western variety of Arabic, in which 
the phonological opposition of vocalic quan-
tity does not operate, the temporal contrast 
between short and long vowels is henceforth 
assumed by prosody (Maas 2002). All things 
being equal, Moroccan Arabic vowels tend to 
become much longer when stressed. This tem-
poral contrast is based on the feature [± stress] 
which generates a particular rhythm.

From a rhythmic point of view, a distinction 
is made (Pike 1945; Abercrombie 1967; Lade-
foged 1975) between syllable-timed languages 
(such as French, Spanish, Yoruba), stress-timed 
languages (such as English, Arabic, Russian) 
and moraïc-timed languages (such as Japa-
nese, Tamil). This categorization is based on 
isochrony, which is a completely subjective 
hypothesis: equality of the syllables or morae 
in one case, return at regular intervals of stress 
in another (Dauer 1983).

Furthermore, two categories of languages 
can be distinguished according to the place of 
stress in the word:

i. When stress is independent of the word’s 
boundary and its place varies because of 
morphological structure, it is called ‘free 
stress’ (German, English, Russian, and 
others). Thus, in English, the words pho-
tograph, photographer, photographic, pho-
tography, and photogravure have different 
stress patterns: ['fë�tëg®Ì1f], [fë'tÌg®ëfë], 
[fë�të'g®æfik], [fë'tÌg®ëfi], [fë�tÌg®ë'vj�ë]. 
The stress shift, which is due to the stress 
properties of the morphemes, can assume 
a distinctive role. For example, in English,
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stress placement can determine the gram-
matical category of words like import: 
['imp–1t] (= noun) vs. [im'p–1t] (= verb).

ii. When stress invariably falls on a determined 
place in the word, it is called ‘fixed stress’. 
In French, stress falls on the last syllable 
of the word. In Czech, it is placed at the 
beginning of the word. This stress is word-
boundary dependent and generally assumes 
a demarcative function. Within this second 
category, Garde (1968) proposes the almost-
fixed stress label to designate languages 
where the place of stress is determined by 
the internal phonological structure of the 
word (Polish, Macedonian, Latin, Classical 
Arabic, and others). According to Cantineau 
(1960:119–120), the location of stress in 
Classical Arabic is governed by the follow-
ing rules: “L’accent se place sur la première 
syllabe longue à compter de la fin du mot; 
si le mot ne comporte pas de syllabe longue, 
l’accent se place sur la première syllabe du 
mot; les longues finales ne reçoivent pas 
l’accent”. For example: ['qÌ1la], ['qultu], 
[almusa1fi'ru1na], [mu'sa1firun], ['kataba], 
['katabata1].

These are roughly the same stress rules that pre-
vail in varieties of Arabic spoken in Jordan and 
in Palestine (van de Vijver 1996). However, in 
the Jordanian Arabic of Amman, the final syl-
lable can be stressed when it is heavy (De Jong 
and Zawaydeh 1999): [kilmi'te1n], [da'rast], 
[rÌ1'se1n]. The same is true of colloquial Leba-
nese Arabic (Chahal 1999).

The classification of Arabic as a stress lan-
guage is now an established finding, judging by 
a nonexhaustive list of studies that have been 
dedicated to it (Birkeland 1954; Janssens 1972; 
Brame 1973; McCarthy 1980; Welden 1980; 
Selkirk 1981; Benkirane 1982; Lahlou 1982; 
Kenstowicz 1983; Zakaria 1984; Hammoumi 
1988; Angoujard 1990; Benhallam 1990; Al-
Ani 1992; Nejmi 1992; Chahal 1999; De Jong 
and Zawaydeh 1999).

On the other hand, concerning Standard or 
Classical Arabic, the problem of the presence 
of stress has not been completely determined. 
One reason behind this is that ancient Arab 
grammarians, as well as the authors of trea-
tises on Qur±àn recitation (� tajwìd), turned 
a deaf ear to the reality of this phenomenon. 
Another reason is that nowadays there are 

no ideal native speakers of this language. The 
situation is inevitable insofar as all speakers 
of Arabic are, first and foremost, people who 
speak their native language, whether this is 
colloquial Moroccan Arabic in Morocco or col-
loquial Yemeni Arabic in Yemen. In the Arab 
countries, Standard Arabic is learned at school. 
Accordingly, it is difficult to ignore the inescap-
able problems generated by interference in a 
situation of � diglossia between spoken Arabic 
and written Standard Arabic. In reality, it is the 
stress patterns of the dialects that determine the 
pronunciation of Standard Arabic. Such pros-
odic interference was not missed in a shrewd 
remark by Ferguson (1957:474): “The modern 
pronunciation of classical Arabic reflects stress 
patterns of the dialect of the speaker”. This 
explains why the production of Standard Ara-
bic by an Egyptian is relatively different from 
that of an Algerian (Barkat 2000).

In studies that attempt to determine the place 
of stress in Modern Standard Arabic, it is dif-
ficult to establish a consensus. According to 
Kouloughli (1975), in words of two syllables, 
stress falls on the penultimate regardless of the 
length of these syllables. But from a phonetic 
and perceptive survey of this question (Zahid 
1990), it appears that the perception of stress 
is strongly related to syllabic weight. Neverthe-
less, in a word composed of two syllables with 
equal weight, like [�i1sa], stress would affect 
the last one. In the same way, according to 
Kaye (1997), the utterance [kataba�u] is real-
ized with stress on the antepenultimate by a 
Lebanese or by a Jordanian, but with stress on 
the penultimate by an Egyptian.

The determination of stress location in a 
given language constitutes a precondition for 
the study of � intonation. The domain of into-
nation is the utterance. To indicate a contrast 
or a prominence, stress and intonation make 
use of the same prosodic parameters: funda-
mental frequency, intensity, and duration. For 
this reason, the researcher must always make 
sure not to confound these two levels of analy-
sis. Intonation is a linguistic form that assumes 
important traditional functions. In this way, the 
distinction between declarative, interrogative, 
imperative, and vocative modes is one of the 
most universal roles of intonation.

Experimental studies on the intonation of 
Arabic are not abundant. But the following 
studies provide accounts for some intonation 
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patterns in varieties of Arabic: Abdallah (1960); 
Loi Corvetto (1982); Lahlou (1982); Haydar 
and Mrayati (1985); Norlin (1989); Rammuny 
(1989); Alharbi (1992); Rosenhouse (1995); 
Chahal (1999); Benkirane (1998, 2000); Kulk 
(2003); Kulk a.o. (2003); Mawhoub (2000, 
2004); Yeou (2004).
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Prothetic Vowel

Prothesis (also prosthesis) is the addition of a 
segment, usually a vowel, to the beginning of 
a word (Crystal 1997:315; Trask 2000:266). 
Prothesis in Arabic involves the addition of 
a short vowel to prevent the occurrence of 
impermissible consonant clusters word-ini-
tially. There are differences between fuß™à and 
the modern spoken dialects in the application 
of the prothesis rule.

1.  P r o t h e s i s  i n  f u Í £â

Three basic syllable types (CV, CVC, and CVV) 
occur freely in the language; another three types 
(CVCC, CVVC, CVVCC) are limited to specific 
environments, mainly word-finally or before 
a pause (Bateson 1967:6–7; Holes 1995:62; 
Watson 2002:60; Badawi a.o. 2004:10). There 
is a general constraint against the occurrence 
of more than one consonant in syllable onsets 
or, as the Arab grammarians described it, ‘the 
meeting of two silent letters’ (iltiqà± as-sàki-
nayn; Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 152; Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 349, 503). If a morphological process 
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results in a potential CC onset, the prothetic 
vowel is added to become the nucleus of a new 
syllable, to which the first consonant is assigned 
as a coda. If the CC is at the absolute begin-
ning of an utterance, a glottal stop, known 
in Arabic grammar as hamzat al-waßl, serves 
as the onset of the syllable: [�i�rab] ‘drink!’, 
[�iltiqa1�] ‘meeting’.

The following are the environments in which 
a prothetic vowel is introduced (Ibn Jinnì, 
Luma� 89; Wright 1996:19):

i. Before the definite article l, as in [�almalik] 
‘the king’

ii. The imperatives of Form I verbs with strong 
first and second root consonants: [�isma�] 
‘hear, listen!’, [�uktub] ‘write!’, [�im�i] 
‘walk!’

iii. The perfect active, imperative, and maßdar 
of Forms VII, VIII, IX, and X

iv. A handful of primary or nonderived nouns 
such as [(�i)bn] ‘son’, [(�i)sm] ‘name’, and 
[(�i)mra�a] ‘woman’

The unmarked realization of the prothetic 
vowel is i (kasra); the occurrence of a and u is 
restricted to specific environments (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb IV, 152; Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 504; Bate-
son 1967:7). The vowel a occurs only before 
the definite article, and u in the imperative 
of Form I verbs with the stem vowel u, as in 
[�uktub] ‘write!’ and [�uxrudÀ] ‘get out!’.

2.  P r o t h e s i s  i n  t h e  m o d e r n 
s p o k e n  d i a l e c t s

While the application of the prothesis rule 
as described by Sìbawayhi, az-Zamaxšarì, and 
Ibn Jinnì is practically the same in all forms of 
fuß™à, old as well as modern (Bateson 1967:7; 
Badawi a.o. 2004:12), a number of phonologi-
cal and morphosyntactic changes in the modern 
spoken dialects have resulted in more underly-
ing consonant clusters and, thus, more proth-
esis environments than in fuß™à.

The first of these changes is the deletion 
of short vowels in unstressed open syllables 
(� syncope). As a result of this rule, words 
like nazalt(u) ‘I went down’, qirà±a ‘reading’, 
and tazawwaj(a) ‘he got married’ in fuß™à 
are pronounced nzilt (Cowell 1964:69), qràyæ 
(Talmoudi 1980:60), and tzawwaj (Watson 
2002:60) in Syrian, Tunisian, and Yemeni 

Arabic, respectively. Such initial two-consonant 
clusters occur in Iraqi Arabic (Erwin 1963:3) 
and Bahraini Arabic (Holes 1995:64), among 
others.

Another development that has affected the 
dialects is the loss of case and mood mark-
ers and other word-final short vowels, which 
has the effect of eliminating word-initial CC 
clusters in fuß™à in phrases like kataba l-kitàb 
‘he wrote the book’, katabtu l-kitàb ‘I wrote 
the book’, qismu l-luÿàt ‘the department of 
languages’, etc. The loss of these endings has 
resulted in sequences of three or four conso-
nants at word boundaries, as the Syrian Arabic 
equivalents of these phrases show (before the 
application of the prothesis rule): katab l-ktàb, 
katabt l-kitàb, ±ism l-luÿàt.

Syllabification in Arabic is a phrase-level 
process; it does not recognize word boundaries. 
A word-initial two-consonant cluster is conse-
quently broken up by prothesis, and the prohi-
bition on CC onsets is maintained. Consider, 
for example, the way the underlying initial CC 
cluster in the Syrian Arabic word ktàb ‘book’ is 
treated in a phrasal context. (Syllable boundar-
ies are designated with quotation marks, and 
the prothetic vowel appears in italics.)

/katabu ktàb/ 
[ka.ta.bu k.ta1b] 
‘They wrote a book’

/katbat ktàb/ 
[kat.ba.t i k.ta1b] 
‘She wrote a book’

/katabt ktàb/ 
[ka.tab.t i k.ta1b] 
‘I wrote a book’

The first example contrasts with the other two 
in that the word-final vowel provides a nucleus 
to eliminate the CC onset. In the second and 
third examples, the prothetic vowel serves the 
same function.

In general, the prothetic vowel takes the 
place of fuß™à final short vowels in the dialects. 
Compare the rendering of three examples in 
fuß™à, Egyptian, and Syrian:

fuß™à  
[ka.ta.ba l.-ki.ta1b]  
ka.tab.tu l.-ki.ta1b]  
[qis.mu l.-lu.ya1t]  
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Egyptian
[ka.ta.b i l.-ki.ta1b] 
[ka.tab.t i l.-ki.ta1b]
[�is.m i l.-lu.ya1t]

Syrian 
[ka.tab. li-k.ta1b]
[ka.ta.bit. li-k.ta1b]
[�is.m i l.-lu.ya1t]

Note that the prothetic vowel rule has been 
simplified in the dialects: the a of the definite 
article and the final short vowels a, u, i of fuß™à 
have all been replaced by i, the unmarked vari-
ant of the prothetic vowel.

In conclusion, while the dialects differ from 
fuß™à in their lack of final short vowels and 
from one another in the placement of the pro-
thetic vowel, the result of the application of the 
prothesis rule is virtually the same in all varieties 
of the language, i.e. preventing the occurrence 
of impermissible syllable types, particularly syl-
lables with CC onsets, and maximizing the 
occurrence of the three basic syllable types CV, 
CVC, and CV# shared by all these varieties.
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Proverb

1 .  G e n e r a l  o b s e r v a t i o n

A proverb is a common, pithy, and succinct 
statement which has been current in a lan-
guage for generations and which sums up daily 
experiences as brief ‘words of wisdom’. As a 
Dutch proverb says, “Proverbs are the daugh-
ters of daily experience” (Spreekwoorden zijn 
de dochters van de dagelijkse ondervinding). 
This genre is usually associated with the folk-
lore and ethos of a certain society, although 
parallel proverbs are found in remote cultures. 
The dynamics of the proverb stems from the 
fact that it is easy to memorize and apply to 
similar circumstances and carries more weight 
than a lengthy statement, thus indicating a 
high level of rhetoric and eloquence. Moreover, 
the popularity of proverbs can be attested by 
the large number of collections that originated 
from ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, 
Palestine, Greece, and Rome as well as India, 
China, and the Far East at large. Suffice it to 
mention, as examples, the Biblical books of 
Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, which are ascribed 
to King Solomon, the apocryphal book of 
Ecclesiasticus, ascribed to Jesus, the son of 
Sirach, or Publilius Syrus’ Sententiae. However, 
since European languages have many cognate 
terms (see Sec. 2.2, below), it is often difficult, 
if not impossible, to distinguish between these 
terms. In general, the Greek gnòmè and the 
Latin sententia refer to sayings ascribed to 
famous personalities, while the Greek paroimía 
and the Latin proverbium denote a popular say-
ing current in the language.
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2 .  T h e  A r a b i c  p r o v e r b

2.1 Introduction

Works on the Arabic proverb (ma
al, pl. ±am
àl) 
and collections of ±am
àl which have come 
down to us over the years, as well as those 
collections which have, since the 19th century, 
been produced by Arab and non-Arab schol-
ars, highlight the importance attached to this 
literary genre. This is not only because it is 
“one of the earliest forms of oral literature” 
(Serjeant 1983:115) but also because Arabic 
proverbs throw light on almost every aspect of 
pre-Islamic and Islamic daily life, in spite of the 
difficulties in interpreting many of them and 
the uncertainties regarding the origin of most 
of them (cf. Nicholson 1969:31).

Although it is impossible to establish the 
exact number of classical and modern collec-
tions of Arabic ±am
àl, a rough estimate of 
those which have come down to us and those 
which were lost but for which references are 
made in the relevant literature, as well as those 
which continue to appear to the present day, 
show the existence of hundreds of collections, 
containing thousands of proverbs of enormous 
popularity.

2.2 The etymology of the word ma�al

The Arabic word ma
al, which has equivalents 
based on the same root in some other Semitic 
languages, such as Hebrew, Syriac, and Aramaic, 
refers to a ‘proverb’ as well as to all other cog-
nate terms, such as ‘adage’, ‘aphorism’, ‘apo-
phthegm’, ‘axiom’, ‘dictum’, ‘fable’, ‘gnome’, 
‘maxim’, ‘parable’, ‘saw’, ‘saying’, ‘wisecrack’, 
and a few more, and even to ‘idiom’ (� phrase-
ology); synonyms are ™ikma or qawl (ma±
ùr/
sà±ir/šà±i�). Arab lexicographers claim that the 
root m-
-l means ‘to resemble, to be or look 
like’, and also ‘to stand straight’ or ‘to appear 
before’. In defining the term ma
al, al-Maydànì 
(Majma� I, 5), quoting al-Mubarrad, says:

The word ma
al is derived from the word mi
àl. 
It means a popular saying by which the condition 
of one [person, situation, etc.] is compared with 
another one. The etymology of the word per-
tains to ‘resemblance’. Hence, when they say: ‘He 
appeared before him’, it means ‘He stood before 
him’. That is to say: ‘He appeared in the stand-
ing position’, [and when we say] ‘A person bears 
more resemblance than another’, it means that he 

has more resembling features [in comparison with 
another person] (al-ma
al ma±xù� min al-mi
àl, 
wa-huwa qawl sà±ir yušabbahu bihi ™àl a
-
anì 
bi-l-±awwal, wa-l-±aßl fìhi t-tašbìh fa-qawluhum 
‘ma
ala bayna yadayhi’ ±i�a ntaßaba ma�nàhu 
±ašbaha ß-ßùra al-muntaßiba wa-fulàn ±am
al min 
fulàn ±ay ±ašbahu bi-mà lahu [min] al fa�l)

Although al-Maydànì’s/al-Mubarrad’s defini-
tion suggests a semantic expansion from ‘re-
semblance’ to ‘proverbial saying’, the fact that 
the same expansion occurs in other Semitic lan-
guages, such as Akkadian, Hebrew, and Ara-
maic, suggests that the root is polysemic, 
although in Phoenician and Hebrew it is a 
homonym, as it also means ‘to rule, reign’.

2.3 The origins of the ma�al

Similarly to other languages, in the majority of 
cases it is unknown who coined the proverb or 
under what circumstances it was coined. Many 
proverbs suggest that they are in fact morals 
drawn from parables. However, even if the 
parable is well known, it is often impossible 
to establish when, where, and by whom the 
moral became a proverb. Moreover, even when 
a proverb is attributed to a certain person, it is 
quite possible that it was only ascribed to him 
in order to grant the proverb authority, for the 
same reason that some ™adì
s and poems were 
attributed to famous personages. Furthermore, 
the fact that there exist many variations of 
proverbs (there are, for instance, twelve dif-
ferent proverbs beginning with ±a�azz min . . .  
‘mightier, dearer, rarer than . . .’) obscures the 
origin, or as a�-Âa�àlibì (Âimàr, passim) puts it, 
fìhi ±aqàwìl muxtalifa.

Instead, one often finds vague formulas like 
yuqàlu ‘it is said’, yu�rabu bihi l-ma
al ‘it is 
used as a proverb’, �ahaba(t)/sàra(t) ma
alan 
‘it became a proverb’, �alà ra±y al-ma
al ‘accord-
ing to the proverb’, and a few more. However, 
in view of the ‘simple’ message expressed by 
some proverbs, it may be assumed that a large 
number of them have undergone a transitional 
process, starting as a straightforward state-
ment and gradually gaining popularity by wide 
circulation and eventually becoming a com-
mon proverb. Examples are ta�arra� ±ilà †-†abìb 
qabla ±an tamra� ‘beseech the doctor before 
you fall ill’, i.e. ‘take precautions’; al-xunfusà± 
±i�a mussat natinat ‘when a beetle is touched, it 
stinks’, i.e. ‘don’t get involved in an unpleasant 
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matter’; aš-šarr qadìm ‘there has always been 
evil’, i.e. ‘he has a history of being a rascal’.

On the other hand, as a great number of 
proverbs appear in ancient Arabic texts, we 
naturally tend to regard the writer as the coiner. 
Nevertheless, it is quite possible that the prov-
erb had been in use before the composition of 
the text and that the author was using it in his 
text (ta�mìn) and even, to borrow Fray™a’s 
(1953:xvi) phrase, “retouching” a common 
utterance.

Generally, Arabic proverbs may have three 
major sources:

i. Literary Arabic texts, such as the Qur±àn, 
£adì
, and poetry. Examples: ±inna ma�a 
al-�usr yusr ‘with every difficulty there is 
a relief’ (Q. 94/5,6); là yuldaÿ/yulsa� al-
mu±min min ju™r marratayn ‘the believer 
is not bitten twice from the same bur-
row’ (±Abù Hurayra, 597–675); 
alà
at 
al-musta™ìlàt: al-ÿùl wa-l-�anqà± wa-l-xill 
al-wafiyy ‘the impossible things are three: 
a demon, a phoenix, and a loyal friend’ 
(attributed to the poet Íafì d-Dìn al-£illì, 
1277–1339).

ii. Oral proverbs, which are mainly in col-
loquial Arabic. Examples: tìtì tìtì mitl mà 
ru™ti mitl mà jìti ‘you have come back 
the same way you went’ (Palestinian); rà™ 
yux†ubhà-lo ±igawwizhà ‘he went to arrange 
the engagement on behalf of a friend and he 
married the girl himself’ (Egyptian); qìs gabl 
mà tÿìß ‘measure the depth of the water 
before you dive’ (Syrian).

iii. Borrowed proverbs are those which have 
been translated from a foreign language. 
Gibb (1966:38) believes that proverbs 
coined in pre-Islamic days are original and 
if parallels are found, they should be the 
result of parallel development. Post-Islamic 
proverbs include many sayings originating 
from Syriac, Persian, Greek, and Latin and, 
at a later stage, from other languages. This 
is often attested by their prosaic style. The 
Arabs usually call such borrowed proverbs 
muwalladùn ‘half-caste’. Modern Arabic 
contains many examples of these, e.g. al-
™àja ±umm al-ixtirà� ‘necessity is the mother 
of invention’.

It is worth mentioning that while all ancient 
collections of proverbs are mainly in Classical 

Arabic with sporadic references to a few col-
loquial examples (preceded by the formula wa-
l-�àmma taqùlu ‘the common people say’), the 
majority of modern collections are arranged by 
their geographical circulation and are therefore 
in colloquial Arabic, in accordance with the 
dialect spoken in the area where these proverbs 
are used.

2.4 The structure of the ma�al

Arabic proverbs may be divided into seven 
main syntactic patterns:

i. Ellipticals are those proverbs which are in-
complete sentences. Example: ßa™ìfàt al-
Mutalammis lit. ‘the letter of al-Mutalammis’, 
i.e. ‘he brings about his own destruction, he 
digs his own grave’ (based on a story about 
a person named al-Mutalammis who car-
ried a letter from the governor in which the 
latter ordered his execution).

ii. Nominals are those proverbs which begin 
with a noun. Example: ad-dunyà yawm 
�asal wa-yawm baßal lit. ‘the world is one 
day honey and another day onion’, i.e. ‘life 
consists of good days and bad days’; ±ana 
±amìr wa-±anta ±amìr wa-man yasùqu l-™amìr 
lit. ‘[if] I am an emir and you are an emir, 
who is going to drive the donkeys?’, i.e. ‘we 
need to share unpleasant responsibilities’.

iii. A large number of proverbs denote a com-
parison between situations and character-
istics involving human beings, animals, 
objects, places, or events. The most prolific 
are those based on the pattern ±af �al min . . . 
‘more than . . .’, in which a person, ani-
mal, object, etc. is said to possess a prop-
erty to a higher degree than others. Arab 
lexicographers estimate that there are well 
over one thousand of these in Arabic. This 
phenomenon may be regarded as a kind 
of a simile (see below). Hence, the prov-
erb ±awfà min as-Samaw±al suggests that 
the person in mind is more trustworthy 
than the pre-Islamic poet as-Samaw±al ibn 
�âdiyà±. Another example, ±a�qad min �anab 
a�-�abb, means that the matter is more 
complicated than a lizard’s tail.

iv. Verbals are those proverbs which, like most 
sentences in Literary Arabic, begin with 
a verb and have the word order VS(O). 
Example: bàta ma�a d-dajàj ±aßba™a yaqùqu 
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[in some dialects yuqàqì] ‘he spent the 
night with the chicken and woke up cluck-
ing’, i.e. ‘he quickly acquires habits’.

v. Imperatives are those proverbs which begin 
with an imperative, whether positive or

 negative (‘do!’ or ‘don’t!’). Examples: is±al 
�an al-jàr qabla d-dàr wa-�an ar-rafìq qabla 
a†-†arìq ‘inquire about the neighbor before 
buying a house and about your companion 
before setting out on a journey’; là tanha 
�an xuluq wa-ta±tì mi
lahu ‘don’t forbid 
people to do things and then do yourself 
what you have forbidden’.

vi. Many proverbs are formed as conditional 
sentences. Example: ±i�a ±aradta ±an tu†à� 
fa-sal mà yusta†à� ‘if you want people to 
obey you, ask yourself if what you ask 
them to do would be possible’.

vii. Many proverbs begin with an unspecified 
subject ‘whoever . . .’. Example: man ™afara 
™ufra waqa�a fìhà ‘he who digs a pit [for 
someone else], will fall inside it himself’.

2.5 The semantic/stylistic aspect of the ma�al

Since proverbs are characterized by their con-
ciseness and ability to condense and even con-
ceal thoughts and ideas, it is not surprising that 
many of them possess deep meanings and have 
various connotations behind their ‘innocent’ 
literal meaning.

Thus, one may draw various conclusions from 
a proverb which on the surface refers to simple 
actions or facts. The proverb �arabanì wa-
bakà sabaqanì wa-štakà ‘he beat me and cried 
and then rushed to complain about me’, for 
instance, suggests that the person who behaves 
in this way is a troublemaker, cunning, sly, a 
hypocrite, querulous, violent, unfair, a liar, 
malicious, and many more bad things, and that 
his complaints are baseless.

A large number of proverbs are figures of 
speech and therefore more colorful.

i. Simile. Example: ka-l-™àdì wa-laysa lahu 
ba�ìr ‘like a camel driver who has no cam-
els’ (parallel to ‘who is worse shod than the 
shoemaker’s wife’).

ii. Metaphor. Example: warà± al-±akama mà 
wara�ahà lit. ‘there is something behind the 
hill’, i.e. ‘there is more to it than meets the 
eye’.

iii. Synecdoche. Example: bi-yadayya là bi-
yadayka �Amr ‘with my own hands, not 
yours, �Amr’, i.e. ‘it’s my decision, for bet-
ter or worse’.

iv. Metonymy. Example: ßà™ib al-màl ßà™ib 
al-kalima ‘money talks’.

v. Hyperbole. Example: bay�at ad-dìk ‘[as 
rare as] a cock’s egg’.

vi. � Euphemism. Example: law �àt siwàr 
la†amatnì lit. ‘I wish a woman wearing a 
bracelet had hit me’, i.e. ‘if only a respect-
able woman had slapped me [and not a 
woman of low status]’.

vii. Epithet. Example: (±ana) ibn jalà ‘I am a 
man of honor’.

viii. Polyptoton. Example: dur ad-dawra wa-
law dàrat xu� ±aßìla wa-law bàrat ‘take a 
circuitous route, even though it is longer [if 
it is safer], and marry a noble lady, even if 
she is a spinster’.

ix. Oxymoron. Example: aš-šarr qalìluhu 
ka
ìr ‘a little of evil is a lot’.

x. Zeugma. Example: šahàdat al-fi�àl xayr 
min šahàdat ar-rijàl ‘the evidence shown 
by deeds is better than [a boasting] state-
ment’. The word šahàda has here a double 
meaning, ‘evidence’ and ‘statement’.

Other popular features of proverbs include 
the fact that they have rhyme and therefore 
have more impact and are easy to memorize, 
e.g. �inda l-imti™àn yukramu l-mar± ±aw yuhàn 
‘at the time of test, one is either praised or 
disgraced’. Many proverbs are structured as 
� paronomasia (i.e. puns), e.g. man ±a†à�a 
ÿa�abahu ±a�à�a ±adabahu ‘he who obeys his 
anger loses his manners’. Some proverbs take 
the form of chiasmus, e.g. kalb aš-šayx šayx al -
kilàb ‘the master’s dog is the dogs’ master’.

2.6 The contents of the ma�al

The themes of the ma
al are numerous and var-
iegated, covering almost every sphere of daily 
life. They include human relations, beliefs, values, 
aspirations, wishes, and good qualities of people, 
as well as their disappointments, frustrations, 
shortcomings, and negative characteristics.

Many proverbs may be described as didac-
tic since they give advice and guidance or 
warning and admonition, revealing the lessons 
learned from long experience, expressed with 
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great firmness, yet with engaging simplicity, e.g. 
ittaqi šarr man ±a™santa ±ilayhi ‘protect yourself 
against the evil of the one to whom you have 
been kind’; là tu±axxir �amal al-yawm li-ÿad 
‘don’t put off till tomorrow what you should 
do today’.

Similar to fables, several proverbs have a 
background story whose moral or punch line 
has become a proverb. For instance, a person 
divorced his domineering wife. Another person 
who wished to marry her approached the for-
mer husband seeking information about her. 
The latter answered: �iš rajaban tara �ajaban 
‘live through the month of Rajab and you will 
see wonders’. The point is that since the month 
of Rajab was one of the months during which 
no wars were launched, the reply suggests that 
the wife will be obedient for a short period, 
after which problems will start again. Another 
interpretation is that although the husband 
hopes that they will live in harmony for some 
time, he should expect a war even in the month 
of Rajab.

2.7 Variations of the ma�al

Although proverbs are fairly cohesive, it is 
not unusual to find many parallel proverbs 
or different versions of the same proverb. For 
example, many proverbs referring to ‘stupidity’ 
begin with the word ±a™maq ‘stupid, fool’, fol-
lowed by names of different people or animals 
known for their folly or their foolish behavior, 
e.g. ±a™maq min Duÿa/Habannaqa/Šaranba
 
(names of people who have acted foolishly, as 
recorded by some folktales), or ±a™maq min 
na�àma ‘ostrich’ or ±a™maq min al-qàbi� �alà 
l-mà± ‘he who tries to hold water in his hand’, 
with the variant ±a™maq min nà†i™ al-mà±/aß-
ßaxr ‘he who butts the water/the rock’.

Likewise, variation occurs through the use 
of different words in certain proverbs, e.g. al-
±insàn yudabbir wa-llàh yuqaddir and al-±insàn 
bi-t-tafkìr wa-llàh bi-t-tadbìr ‘man thinks/plans 
and God decides’ (parallel to ‘man proposes, 
God disposes’).

2.8 Contradictory ±am�àl

As in many other languages, there are some 
contradictory proverbs, which suggests that 
they were coined by different people or in dif-
ferent situations or circumstances, e.g. ±arsil 

™akìm wa-±awßihi ‘send a wise man and give 
him instructions’ vs. ±arsil ™akìm wa-là tùßihi 
‘send a wise man and do not give him instruc-
tions’. Other examples include rubba kalima 
salabat ni�ma ‘many a word has spoiled a favor’ 
vs. rubba kalima ±afàdat ni�ma ‘many a word 
has helped a favor’; al-±i�àda ±ifàda ‘repetition 
is beneficial’ vs. at-tikràr li-l-™imàr ‘repetition 
is for donkeys’.

2.9 Humor and the ma�al

Many Arabic proverbs are characterized by 
humor, which is achieved by sarcasm, cyni-
cism, irony, and even Schadenfreude. Although 
one may assume that some of them are based 
on real situations, familiarity with the situation 
is not necessary to understand the proverb in 
order to use it in similar circumstances, e.g. 
rà™at ta±xu� 
a±r ±abìha wa-raja�at ™ublà ‘she 
went out to avenge the death of her father 
and she returned pregnant’; muš kull man 
™a†† �alà badano maryùl †abbàx ‘not everyone 
who wears an apron is a cook’; il-faqìr ±axad 
il-faqìre u-jàbu ša™™àde zÿìre ‘the poor [man] 
married a poor [woman] and they got a little 
beggar’.

2.10 Parallel ±am�àl between literary and 
spoken Arabic

An interesting phenomenon concerning the two 
levels of Arabic, known as ��diglossia, is the 
existence of the same proverb in both strata. 
While one may assume a collateral develop-
ment, some instances suggest the existence of 
a ‘translated version’ from one into the other 
(see Table 1).

Table 1. Literary and colloquial variants of 
proverbs

Literary (fuß™à) Spoken 
(Levantine 
�àmmiyya)

Translation

wàfaqa Šann 
¢abaqa

†anjara wa-
làqat ÿi†àha

‘they suit 
each other’

mudd rijlak 
�alà qadr al-
kisà±

�alà qadd 
bsà†ak 
mudd ijrèk 

‘stretch your 
feet to the 
size of the 
carpet/cover’

 li-l-™i†àn ±à�àn il-™àyi† ±ilha 
±i�àn

‘walls have 
ears’
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2.11 The use of the ma�al

The fact that Arabic proverbs are one of the 
oldest genres of Arabic literature and that they 
play a key role in Arab lore and legacy demon-
strates their popularity. Arabic proverbs have 
always been used in Classical Arabic texts, both 
in poetry and prose. This tendency has never 
ceased as modern Arab writers continue to 
incorporate proverbs into their narratives and 
verses. Moreover, the media at large are using 
proverbs widely in articles and in news bul-
letins and other programs. In addition, Arabic 
proverbs may appear as titles of books and 
articles, as well as headlines, and in concluding 
remarks, both verbal and written. Furthermore, 
a striking development in recent years shows 
that in modern texts, speeches, and conversa-
tion both literary and colloquial, proverbs are 
used indiscriminately, i.e. they cite proverbs 
from both strata of the language, the spoken 
and the literary, without indicating the different 
levels. This means that the traditional division 
between literary and colloquial proverbs, which 
was rigidly observed in the past, is no longer 
adhered to, either by writers or by speakers.
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Pseudo-correction � Hypercorrection

Pseudodual

The notion of ‘pseudodual’ indicates the use of 
a dual ending after a noun to mark the plural, 
or to mark a number greater than one without 
specifying whether it is dual or plural. The phe-
nomenon, which is known in most Arabic dia-
lects, is restricted to paired parts of the human 
body (and the word for ‘parents’) typically 
those of most frequent occurrence. An example 
of such a pseudodual is arba� žrèn ‘four feet’.

The definition and first comprehensive analy-
sis of the phenomenon was given by Blanc, who 
wrote an extensive article about it in 1970. 
Before and after that, the phenomenon had 
been observed in several field studies. However, 
the problem has not yet been fully elucidated, 

and for some characteristics relating to pseu-
dodual, a more detailed analysis is needed.

Pseudodual may be seen in the total perspec-
tive of the development of the dual (Fontinoy 
1969). The cognitive origin of the dual as a 
category is debated. It may have developed 
by analogy out of natural dual, e.g. paired 
body parts, or it may have come about as a 
numerical category, simple dual. In older stages 
of Semitic, the dual is used extensively, both 
for natural and for simple dual. (Simple dual 
may also be referred to as ‘occasional’, ‘true’, 
or ‘enumerative’ dual.) The general develop-
ment, in Semitic and other languages, is toward 
the weakening and final disappearance of the 
dual as a grammatical category. In Classical 
Arabic, the dual is a category very consistently 
expressed for all occurrences of ‘twoness’, be 
it natural or simple, and for all morphological 
classes. Any two items must be referred to by 
a dual ending suffixed to the term, verb, noun, 
adjective, or pronoun, and the morphology 
contains an almost complete set of dual forms 
for different morphological classes. In Arabic 
dialects – as in some other Semitic languages – 
the dual is considerably weakened. First, only 
the noun can be marked for dual, whereas 
verbs, adjectives, and other terms referring to 
a dual concept cannot be provided with a dual 
ending. Second, the use of dual as a cogni-
tive category is reduced. Here, geographic and 
sociogeographical differences are at play. In 
Bedouin dialects, an extensive use of the dual 
as indicating any kind of twoness, simple or 
natural, may still occur. In Eastern urban dia-
lects, for instance in Damascus, the simple dual 
does occur, but it is not obligatory. In Western 
North African urban dialects, the simple dual 
is not productive but is restricted to lexicalized 
items (often recognized by the ending -ayn), 
e.g. sa�atäyn ‘two hours’ (Caubet 1993). The 
natural dual, however, has survived in all dia-
lects and social settings. Paired body parts are 
still regularly marked with a dual ending. The 
ending is always etymological -*ayn, the Old 
Arabic oblique case, most often realized as -èn, 
but sometimes, as in North African dialects, -ìn. 
North African -ìn is in opposition to lexicalized 
simple dual in -*ayn, and similar morphologi-
cal splits between simple dual and natural dual 
occur in single areas in the east as well.

The precise number of paired body parts 
marked morphologically for dual varies from 
dialect to dialect, from two up to about a dozen. 

pseudodual
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For some of these paired body parts, the dual 
ending -*ayn is used regardless of whether it is 
thought of as a dual or as a plural, or, rather, 
it should be characterized as a plural rather 
than a dual. For these so-called pseudoduals, 
the actual information differs somewhat from 
dialect to dialect, or even between scholarly 
descriptions of the same dialect.

The most common paired body parts pro-
viding pseudoduals are probably those for 
‘eyes’, ‘ears’, ‘hands’, and ‘feet/legs’. These 
are, for instance, the ones given by Cowell 
(1964:367) for Damascus: ±ëžrèn ‘feet/legs’, 
±ìdèn ‘hands’, �ènèn ‘eyes’, and ±adanèn ‘ears’; 
and for Morocco by Caubet (1993): sg. �ìn, 
pl. �ìnìn ‘eyes’; sg. yidd, pl. yiddìn ‘hands’; 
sg. wdën, pl. wëdnìn ‘ears’; sg. ržel, pl. rëžlìn 
‘feet’. However, the set may be smaller, as well 
as larger. Thus, Grotzfeld (1965) points out 
that the forms rëžlèn (from sg. ±ëžr ~ rëžl ) and 
±ìdèn are the ones typically used as plurals in 
Damascus. For Tunis, on the other hand, Singer 
(1984:453–454) reports a larger set of pseu-
doduals: �aynìn ‘eyes’, wu�nìn ‘ears’, kor�ìn 
‘paws’, ßub�ìn ‘nails’, yiddìn ~ ìdìn ‘hands’, 
fummìn lit. ‘mouths’, sàqìn ‘legs’, rukubtìn 
‘knees’, xuddìn ‘cheeks’, sennìn ‘teeth, rows of 
teeth’, �r…�ìn ‘arms’, karròztìn ‘testicles’, w…ldìn 
‘parents’ (the last one is common all over the 
Arabic world; see Blanc 1970:47). There are 
areas with a much wider range of pseudoduals, 
e.g. Malta and Djidjelli (eastern Algeria); for 
the latter, the following body parts have been 
listed, in addition to the ones mentioned above: 
wings, shoulders, thighs, elbows, nostrils, eye-
brows, fingers, testicles, palms, horns, flanks, 
cheekbones, udders, guts, molars, and incisors 
(Marçais, after Blanc 1970:47).

Pseudodual is usually treated in connection 
with three other grammatical features, which 
are considered to be related to it:

i. Parallel forms with a feminine ending -t 
affixed

 When a real dual is meant, and not a plu-
ral, a special form with -t may have come 
into existence for those concepts that may 
form pseudoduals: ±ëžërtèn ‘a pair of feet/
legs’, ±ittèn ‘a pair of hands’, �èntèn ‘a pair 
of eyes’, ±ëdëntèn ‘a pair of ears’ (Cowell 
1964, for Damascus). The same forms for 
Damascus are given by Grotzfeld (1965), 
here with suffix: ±ìdtèni ‘my hands’, ±ëžërtèni 

‘my legs’, �èntèni ‘my eyes’, ±ëdntèni ‘ears’ 
(all terms obviously designating pairs). The 
t-forms can be found all over the Syro-
Mesopotamian area, e.g. in Palestine, Mosul, 
Anatolia, Aleppo, and Baghdad, Bedouin 
dialects excluded (Blanc 1970:47, n. 22). 
The -t forms are later than the pseudodual, 
because they have the new ending with -n 
and are in opposition to the pseudodual.

ii.  Fluctuating principles of agreement
 A pseudodual noun takes an attribute or 

a predicate in either the feminine singular 
or the ‘broken’ plural: ±ìdèn kbìra or ±ìdèn 
kubàr ‘big hands’. This may be compared 
to the common dual (‘true dual’), which 
normally takes an attribute or a predicate 
in the plural: bètèn kubàr ‘two big houses’. 
Blanc (1970) devotes the most elaborate and 
speculative part of his article to the prob-
lem of concordance. Having gone through 
extensive material, mostly for the Cairo 
dialect, he is able to state that the norm is 
plural concordance for dual nouns (bìtèn 
kubàr ‘two big houses’), as against either 
plural or feminine singular concordance 
for plural (widàn †awìla or †uwàl ‘long 
ears’), and either plural or feminine sin-
gular concordance for pseudoduals (riglèn 
simìna or sumàn ‘fat legs’). Informants from 
Palestine, Damascus, and Baghdad confirm 
this picture, as does textual evidence from 
Malta and Bukhara (Blanc 1970:51ff.). The 
examples found indicate that the plural 
concordance is chosen in connection with 
enumerative constructions, where the con-
cept of plurality is more clearly felt. This 
would be the ordinary case with true duals, 
while pseudoduals may be conceived of as 
enumerative or nonenumerative.

iii.  Dual endings -*ay before pronominal suf-
fixes, with the -n dropped

 Those *ay- forms, which correspond to Old 
Arabic status pronominalis, are a conserva-
tive feature, a residue from older language 
forms. The ordinary dual ending in the 
dialects is with -n, corresponding to the old 
status absolutus. For Damascus, the fol-
lowing four -è forms are given: ±ìdèk ‘your 
hands’, ±ëžrèk ‘your feet/legs’, �ènèk ‘your 
eyes’, ±àdànèk ‘your ears’ (Grotzfeld 1965; 
Cowell 1964). According to Cowell (1964), 
these terms are identical with the ones 
occurring as pseudoduals. For Tunis, Singer 
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(1984) lists the following as pseudodu-
als connecting pronominal suffixes with -ì 
forms: �aynìk ‘your eyes’, wu�nìk ‘your 
ears’, xuddìk ‘your cheeks’, sennìk ‘your 
teeth’, yiddìk ~ ìdìk ‘your hands’, sàgìk 
‘your legs’, w…ldìk ‘your parents’, but the 
following terms, which according to Singer 
are also pseudoduals, cannot be used with -ì 
forms: dr…�ìn ‘arms’, kor�ìn ‘feet’, rukubtìn 
‘knees’. In South Tunisian Bedouin dialects, 
forms like rukbìk may occur. These -*ay 
forms are recorded from many dialects. See 
also Grotzfeld (1965), where two forms 
are defined as pseudoduals, as against four 
occurring with -è forms.

Although the dual nouns in question are given 
with plural suffixes in Blanc and Singer (e.g. 
riglèhum ‘their (many) feet’), it is obvious that 
they usually occur with singular suffixes and 
in reality denote natural dual, one set of a 
paired body part. A paired body part is usu-
ally provided with a pronominal suffix, which 
acts as a determiner. The feature of short pro-
nominal forms for certain paired body parts 
should thus be distinguished from the feature 
of pseudodual. Both are parallel developments 
of natural dual. They both demonstrate the 
high frequency of dual with body parts. The 
-*ay forms do not necessarily or mechanically 
coincide with the pseudodual forms, and they 
are not a secondary development dependent on 
the existence of pseudoduals.

The textual evidence demonstrates that the 
dual ending with paired body parts had a plural 
function already in early Arabic texts (9th-cen-
tury Christian texts), clearly so in Andalusian 
Arabic (13th century), and that the status pro-
nominalis forms were, as could be expected, 
of the old -*ay type. The agreement situation, 
however, is not the same for modern dialects. 
The medieval texts sometimes reflect dialectal 
usage and disregard the use of Classical Arabic 
dual forms for adjectives and verbs, but when 
this is the case, both plural and feminine singu-
lar agreement occur, regardless of the type of 
dual represented (Blanc 1970:54ff.)

Pseudoduals, or similar phenomena, are 
known in other Semitic languages (for the fol-
lowing, see LipiÐski [1997:237ff.], unless other-
wise stated). In Modern South Arabian, original 
plurals may be used as duals, e.g. naßfi ‘halves’, 
from sg. naßf. With paired body parts, dual 

endings used to designate plural are first known 
from Assyro-Babylonian, e.g. erba šèpàšu ‘four 
are his feet’ (von Soden 1995:93, here called 
pluralis paucitatis). The form qatà(n) came to 
mean ‘hands [two or more]’. From Biblical 
Hebrew, there are examples like bëkappèhäm 
‘in their hands’ (Blau 1976:66); šeš kënàpayim 
‘six wings’. In Punic, p±mm refers to the paws 
of sacrificial animals. In all these three ancient 
languages, regular plural forms were used to 
designate the same words, which then acquired 
other lexical meanings.

With regard to the development of the dual, 
the pseudodual seems to be one of a group 
of features defining an intermediate stage in 
Semitic, also including common usage of natu-
ral dual, and a more or less rare or uncertain 
use of simple dual. To this stage belong modern 
Arabic dialects, Biblical Hebrew, and middle 
and late forms of Akkadian. Akkadian made 
extensive use of the dual in its early stages but 
replaced it gradually by plural, already from 
the Old Babylonian period onward. Biblical 
Hebrew used natural dual for body parts and a 
few other concepts, but only rarely for simple 
dual.

A difference with regard to the cognitive sta-
tus of natural and simple dual, respectively, can 
be traced in the general development of Semitic 
and Arabic but is particularly well articulated 
in the Arabic dialects. The cognitive differen-
tiation between natural dual and simple dual is 
reflected morphologically. Pseudodual, together 
with the related or closely concurrent features 
of the residual status pronominalis for similar 
concepts, and the reestablishment of a ‘true’ 
dual with a -t after the emergence of pseudod-
ual, is an indication of the strength of the natu-
ral dual as a cognitive concept as opposed to 
the historically unstable enumerative or simple 
dual. This state of affairs is a synchronic one 
but may throw light on the (early) development 
of the dual in Arabic and Semitic. It is probably 
an ongoing process as well, and further stages 
of development may be expected.
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Pseudoverb

In all varieties of Arabic, there is in general a 
clear distinction between verbs and other parts 
of speech. Morphologically, only verbs have an 
opposition between perfect and imperfect, with 
subject-verb agreement in person-gender-num-
ber shown by means of suffixes in the perfect 
and a combination of prefixes and suffixes 
in the imperfect. Even when a verb lacks cer-
tain forms, as when Classical/Modern Standard 
Arabic laysa has no imperfect forms (� defec-
tive verb), the existing forms can be readily 
assigned to a position in the verbal paradigm. 
There are also more subtle differences, as when 
a 1st person singular object or possessor is 
shown by means of the suffix -nì (and its 
reflexes) with verbs, but -ì/-ya (and its reflexes) 
with prepositions and nouns. Finally, there 
are syntactic differences, perhaps most clearly 
in the case of negation, where both Classical/
Modern Standard Arabic and the vernaculars 
distinguish negation of verbs from negation 
of other predicates: Classical/Modern Standard 
Arabic là/lam/lan vs. laysa, Egyptian Arabic 
mà…ši vs. miš, Syrian Arabic mà vs. mù, etc. 
Nonetheless, there are some items that, though 
lacking the basic morphological properties of 
verbs, share at least some of their other prop-
erties; these items are known as pseudoverbs 
(thus Brustad 2000:151–157, although there 
are terminological variants, e.g. quasi-verbs, 
Cowell 1964:412–416).

Many pseudoverbs are originally nouns, 
prepositions, or adverbs, such as Syrian bëdd 
‘to want’ (originally ‘requirement’), �and ‘to 
have’ (originally, and still, in other contexts, 

‘at’), fì ‘to be able to’ (originally, and still, in 
other contexts, ‘in’), Maltese hemm ‘there is’ 
(originally, and still, in other contexts, ‘there’). 
While most of these items retain an internal 
morphology that is completely nonverbal, there 
are occasional exceptions, so that the pseudov-
erb fì in Syrian usually has a 1st person form 
fì-ni, with the verbal suffix, whereas as a prepo-
sition it takes the nonverbal suffix: fiy-yi ‘in 
me’ (Cowell 1964:479). Usually, however, the 
most decisive reason for analyzing these items 
as being at least partially verbal is that they 
negate like verbs, either obligatorily or at least 
preferably, depending on the item and the par-
ticular vernacular under consideration. Thus, 
in Syrian Arabic, we find mà bëdd-ak Neg 
want-2ms ‘you do not want’, mà fì-hon Neg in-
3p ‘they cannot’ (Cowell 1964:412–416), and 
in Maltese, m± hemm-x Neg there-Neg ‘there 
is not’ (Comrie 1982; Borg and Azzopardi-
Alexander 1997:89). (In applying negation as a 
criterion, it is important to test whether or not 
the variety of Arabic in question has extended 
its verbal negation more generally to nonver-
bal elements; if so, then negation cannot be 
used, at least not without great care, as a test 
for pseudoverbs; see the discussion in Brustad 
2000:291–294.) Negation sometimes serves to 
distinguish between pseudoverb and other uses 
of the same item, as in Syrian Arabic mà �and-
i ‘I do not have’ vs. mù �and-i ‘is not at my 
place’.

The construction illustrated in Syrian Arabic, 
ßëhr-ak �and-o ržàl ‘your son-in-law has some 
men’ poses interesting questions concerning the 
argument structure of the pseudopredicate. In 
the Classical Arabic ancestor of the construc-
tion, ßëhr-ak would be considered a preposed 
topic, with the suffix on the preposition a 
resumptive pronoun and ržàl the subject of 
the clause, but there is evidence from different 
vernaculars of differing degrees of reinterpre-
tation of this construction in the direction 
of subject-verb-object. In Syrian Arabic, for 
instance, the position of ržàl can be occupied 
by a direct object pronoun, as in �and-i yà-ha 
‘I have it [fem.]’, bëdd-o yà-kon ‘he wants you 
[pl.]’ (Cowell 1964:545). In many vernaculars, 
the item in this position is incapable of trig-
gering subject-verb agreement on an auxiliary 
marking temporal reference, e.g. Syrian Arabic 
kàn �an-na �yùf ‘we had guests’ does not allow 
the 3rd person plural kàn-u. (Tunis Arabic, by 
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contrast, does allow the auxiliary to agree with 
a 3rd person singular feminine possessum, but 
not with a plural possessum, even if feminine; 
cf. Comrie 1986.) Variation between differ-
ent pseudoverbs can be seen in the fact that 
Syrian Arabic allows agreement between the 
auxiliary in this construction and the wisher 
with bëdd ‘to want’, but not with the possessor 
with �and ‘to have’, e.g. kàn/kën-na bëdd-na 
‘we wanted’, but kàn/*kënna �an-na ‘we had’ 
(Cowell 1964:414).

In addition to nonverbs that have acquired 
some verbal properties, the set of pseudoverbs 
can also be taken to include original verbs that 
have lost some verbal properties. For instance, 
in several vernaculars, an earlier verb �àd ‘to 
return’ has become an invariable particle mean-
ing ‘still, again, then’, but still with verbal nega-
tion (Brustad 2000:160–161); in Syrian Arabic, 
mà�àd ‘no longer’ not only still shows verbal 
negation but also permits optional subject-verb 
agreement, especially with 1st and 2nd person 
subjects (Brustad 2000:161).

One might also subsume under this category 
the use of personal pronouns as copulas with 
present time reference (Brustad 2000:157–158), 
especially in vernaculars where such pronouns 
take verbal negation to express a negative cop-
ula, e.g. Moroccan Arabic m-anì-š mën-(h)na 
‘I am not from here’ (Brustad 2000:296–301). 
In most of the varieties considered by Brustad, 
this negative copula is pragmatically marked, 
but in Maltese, a construction like intom m± 
intom-x magÓ-na ‘you are not with us’ is neu-
tral, though existing alongside an alternative 
with invariable mhux (etymologically m± hu-x, 
i.e. negative of the 3rd person singular mas-
culine pronoun) marking nonverbal negation: 
intom mhux magÓ-na (Borg and Azzopardi-
Alexander 1997:52–53). Finally, in some vari-
eties, some participles used predicatively have 
taken on verbal characteristics, such as nega-
tion in Kuwaiti Arabic mà gàdir marra wa™da 
‘I couldn’t all of a sudden’, lit. ‘not being.able 
time one’ (Brustad 2000:289–291), even to the 
extent of taking 2nd person singular feminine 
verbal inflection before a suffixed object in 
Syrian Arabic, e.g. ±ënti kàtëb-tì ‘are you the 
one who wrote it?’, cf. verbal katab-tì ‘you 
wrote it’ (Cowell 1964:268–269).

Pseudoverbs in Arabic vernaculars provide 
interesting data for diachronic studies of word 
classes, with items intermediate between verb 

and nonverb arising as nonverbs are used ver-
bally and acquire verbal characteristics or, less 
frequently, as verbs lose verbal characteristics 
as they are used nonverbally.
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III, ed. Bernard Comrie and Mushira Eid, 31–61. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Bernard Comrie (Max Planck Institute for 
Evolutionary Anthropology)

Punctuation

Punctuation (tarqìm) is an important and cohe-
sive device in written texts. Writers use punctu-
ation to separate groups of words for meaning 
and emphasis; to signal the beginning or end of 
sentences, phrases or clauses; and to help avoid 
contextual ambiguity.

Many written languages use punctuation 
marks, but their function differs across lan-
guages. In the case of the Arabic language, punc-
tuation marks (�alàmàt at-tarqìm) are added to 
the Arabic script. Hence, punctuation in Arabic 
texts is constrained by the characteristics of 
Arabic script (e.g. the absence of capital let-
ters). The use of punctuation marks is a modern 
invention in Arabic writing; Classical Arabic 
used other means to set off or highlight parts of 
the text, for instance by the use of a stroke over 
titles of sections in manuscripts, while Qur±ànic 
manuscripts use a set of signs to indicate pauses 
in the recitation (�alàmàt al-waqf  ).

A short guide for the use of punctuation in 
� Media Arabic is given in the ±Ahràm style 
book (Nàfi� n.d.:42–47). For a fuller treatment, 
see Badawi a.o. (2004:21–25), who point out 
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that punctuation marks tend to be used more 
frequently in Arabic writing than in Western 
writings (see also Khafaji 2001).

1. P u n c t u a t i o n  m a r k s  i n 
A r a b i c

Most Arabic punctuation marks have their for-
mal equivalent marks in the English punctua-
tion system. Examples of these marks:

i.  The full stop or period (nuq†a) terminates 
sentences that are neither interrogatory 
nor exclamatory; it is also used for making 
acronyms and abbreviations in Arabic.

ii.  The comma (fàßila) in Arabic has the form 
of an inverted wàw 9 ; it signals a short 
pause and is used for separating words, 
phrases, or clauses in series; sometimes 
in Arabic, it is also used for delimiting 
sentences, and in such cases, the full stop 
functions as an end-of-paragraph marker; 
a double comma before and after a phrase 
introduces supplementary or explanatory 
material.

iii. The semicolon (fàßila manqùßa) in Arabic 
has the form ©; it introduces a pause longer 
than a comma; the semicolon separates 
two clauses but at the same time indicates a 
linkage between the two; this linkage rela-
tion between the two clauses can be con-
trastive, additive, or emphatic. An example 
is given in the ±Ahràm style book (Nàfi� 
n.d.:44): ,4@ V/ ?£4]§ ©,�."£�� ª������ |} 
"X 
.«-�� ‘I went back to the ancient sources 
in order to verify the correctness of the 
text’.

iv.  The colon (nuq†atàni ra±siyyatàni) intro-
duces a clause or phrase that explains, 
illustrates, amplifies, or restates what 
comes before it; colons can introduce direct 
quotations as well.

v.  The question mark (�alàmat al-istifhàm) in 
Arabic printing has the form ¬ ; it termi-
nates a direct question; it tends to be used 
also after indirect questions (Badawi a.o. 
2004:24).

vi. The exclamation mark (�alàmat at-ta�ajjub) 
terminates an emphatic phrase or sentence 
that conveys happiness, sadness, surprise, 
or a prayer.

vii. Double quotation marks (�alàmàt al-
istišhàd) in Arabic usually have the form 

<<. . .>>; they enclose direct quotations; 
they are also used for highlighting a word 
or phrase in written texts; some writers use 
this mark to introduce proper nouns.

viii. The dash (šar†a or šar†a ±afaqiyya) serves 
as equivalent of the phrase ‘from, up to’ 
when used between numbers (e.g. ­®–¯° 
‘16–23’); it is also used in enumerations 
after the numeral, and in the representa-
tion of conversations (Nàfi� n.d.:44). In 
literary texts it may also be used as a sepa-
rator for adverbs like ±ay�an and ka�àlika 
‘also’ or ma
alan ‘for example’ (Badawi 
a.o. 2004:23).

ix. Double dash marks (šar†atàni) enclose 
supplementary or explanatory material; 
the inclusion of such material marked by 
double dashes does not essentially alter the 
meaning of the sentence, for example: �"���  
��£] &�M – �=�� ��W) – ‘my father – God rest his 
soul – was a God-fearing man’.

x.  Dots (. . ., the ellipsis mark; a
-
alà
 nuqà†) 
indicate the omission of one or more words 
in the sentence or the omission of one or 
more sentences. In the ±Ahràm style book, 
the use of the three dots for purposes 
other than the indication of an ellipsis is 
explicitly disapproved (Nàfi� n.d.:47), but 
in literary texts three (or sometimes more) 
dots are used quite frequently, sometimes 
even after the conjunction wa- ‘and’ to 
indicate a certain suspense (Badawi a.o. 
2004:23). The use of two dots (nuq†atàni 
mutajàwiratayni) in newspapers is allowed 
only for titles consisting of two parts, e.g. 
±I-���  ,.��W�  ...  �=UIZ���  ,.  ��W ‘protection of 
the consumer; protection of the producer’ 
(Nàfi� n.d.:47). 

xi. The diagonal line / (aš-šar†a al-mà±ila) is 
used for separating hour and minute in 
expressions for time (e.g. ²/°. 8/30 for half 
past 8); it is also used for separating day, 
month, and year in expressions for dates 
(e.g. ¯/­/¯. .­ 2/1/2001 for the second day 
of January 2001). In reference to Qur±ànic 
verses, the diagonal mark separates the 
number of the verse and the sura/chap-
ter number in which the verse appears 
(e.g. ­´/­° 14/13 for sura 14, verse 13); 
the diagonal also functions as the decimal 
point in Arabic numbers (e.g. ­/µ. 1/50 
in Arabic represents one and a half). The 
diagonal mark also separates alternatives 
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or combined notions, e.g. ‘the Egyptian-
Moroccan treaty’ ¶·H3����/�35���  6�£]%� , and 
in physics notations like ‘kilowatt/hour’ 
,X��/
��1=�M. In imitation of the English use 
of and/or, it is also used in the expression 
��/� wa-/±aw.

xii. Parentheses ( ) (qawsàni) introduce supple-
mentary, parenthetic, or explanatory mate-
rial into the sentence, and the introduced 
material complements the information of 
the sentence; parentheses are also used 
for citations both within and outside a 
sentence; references to publication sources 
appear in parentheses.

xiii. Brackets [ ] (qawsàni murabba�àni or 
qawsàni bi-zawàyà qà±ima) are used for 
inserting material that is not part of the 
original text in such cases as editorial 
interpolations.

2. C a p i t a l i z a t i o n  a n d 
a b b r e v i a t i o n s  i n  A r a b i c

Arabic script does not use capitalization for 
marking proper nouns or marking the begin-
ning of sentences. In contrast, capitalization 
in English is used for marking proper nouns 
(e.g. ‘Lebanon’), as well as the beginning of 
sentences and acronyms (e.g. ‘BBC’). English 
texts distinguish between capital and noncapi-
tal forms.

In Arabic script, proper nouns are not 
marked. Some Arabic newspapers use double 
quotations or parentheses for marking proper 
nouns, but this is not a general practice.

Arabic writers utilize different means for 
marking � abbreviations in Arabic script. One 
method is to use the dot notation (e.g. bì.bì.sì. 
. ¸ .  ¹nH  .  ¹nH for ‘BBC’). For foreign abbrevia-
tions like ‘BBC’, the Latin letters are transcribed 
into their Arabic form and are separated from 
each other by period or space.

In some cases, no space or period appears in 
between, and because of the special characteris-
tics of Arabic script, the spaces between letters 
are understood. This is possible because Arabic 
script distinguishes between the initial, medial, 
final, and isolated forms for letters of the alpha-
bet. In bìbìsì º ¶nH ¶nH  (BBC), for example, all 
the ì letters are in final forms and are not joined 
with the following letters. If bìbìsì were not 
an abbreviation, the ì letters would have been 

joined with the next letters and would have 
appeared in their medial form. 

In this example, the appearance of ì » in its 
final form instead of the medial introduces a 
form of semispace in Arabic script, which may 
signal the presence of an abbreviation. This 
special form of capitalization in Arabic script 
by switching among initial/medial/final forms 
has been traditionally used as one of the mecha-
nisms for introducing some of the abbreviations 
in Arabic, e.g. ^ ¼  (�alayhi s-salàm ‘peace upon 
him’), h 6 (al-Qilyùbì in aš-Šàfi�ì’s book), h ½  
(al-£alabì in aš-Šàfi�ì’s book). There are also 
cases such as ·��� (aš-šàri™ ‘the commentator’) 
and ·#� (intahà ‘it is finished’), in which the 
abbreviations end in letters with medial forms 
instead of final forms.

The other mechanism for forming abbrevia-
tions in Arabic is to join the letters of the abbre-
viation similar to a normal word, rather than 
switching between the different forms.

In general, in Arabic script, because of the 
possibility of final forms of letters that do 
not attach to the next letter, the use of space 
for separating words can be relaxed without 
affecting the readability of Arabic texts. This 
characteristic of the Arabic script does not exist 
in Latin scripts.
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Note from the General Editor

With the publication of its fourth volume, the Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics 
(EALL) is now complete; a comprehensive index to the entire encyclopedia will be published 
separately. The editors are grateful to all authors who contributed to the encyclopedia. They also 
wish to express their thanks to the copy-editors, Margaret Owen (vol. I) and Carolyn Russ (vols. 
II–IV), for their meticulous and painstaking correction of the text. The publication of this encyclo-
pedia would have been impossible without the generous help of the Middle Eastern staff at Brill’s. 
Throughout the project, Ingrid Heijckers has been a pillar of strength. She coordinated the project 
from the beginning in the most efficient way possible, and whenever there were complications, she 
could always be counted upon to come up with a creative solution. 

Obviously, in a work of this scope, mistakes and omissions are inevitable. All users are invited to 
send their corrections and suggestions to the publisher. There is one mistake, however, for which 
we should like to make amends here: in volume III, the article on Omani Arabic by Clive Holes 
has inadvertently been ascribed to Lutz Edzard. We deeply regret this error and should like to offer 
our apologies both to Prof. Holes and to Dr. Edzard.

The Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics Online will be launched in 2009. The 
online edition will contain all content of the print edition and new content will be added on a regu-
lar basis. New articles will be elaborations or updates of themes already discussed in the EALL, or 
will be new entries that are relevant to the field. Just like the print edition, the EALL Online will 
comprehensively cover all aspects of Arabic languages and linguistics. It will be interdisciplinary in 
scope and will represent different schools and approaches in order to be as objective and versatile 
as possible. The online edition will be cross-searchable, cross-referenced and regularly updated.

Kees Versteegh
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Qàf

1. Q â F  i n  A r a b i c  a n d  S e m i t i c

Qàf is the name of the 21st letter of the Ara-
bic alphabet. In surveys of Modern Standard 
Arabic, /q/ is regularly described as a voiceless 
velar or uvular plosive/stop (cf., e.g., Kästner 
1981:45–46). While this description reflects 
the pronunciation in Modern Standard Arabic 
and in some dialects, it is very likely that the 
uvular stop regularly transcribed as q in Arabic 
linguistics was a nonemphatic (nonvelarized) 
voiced counterpart to k (IPA [g]) (cf., e.g., 
Versteegh 2001:21). As one of the ™urùf ±aqßà 
l-lisàn ‘the sounds at the remotest part of the 
tongue’, Ibn Jinnì groups q together with k 
and j in the context of discussing co-occur-
rence restrictions within the root (cf. Fleisch 
1958a; Bakalla 1982:189). In a global survey 
of phoneme systems in modern times, Mad-
dieson (1984:214) lists a long voiced velar plo-
sive /g:/ as being specific for Arabic (dialects), 
Somali, Punjabi, and Shilha. Taking a wider 
Semiticist’s perspective, the variety of pronun-
ciations of /q/ has also been attested elsewhere, 
both diachronically and synchronically. In the 
Akkadian writing system, /q/ and /g/ were 
not systematically distinguished (cf. von Soden 
1995:34; LipiÐski 2001:144–145), and there 
was only one sign for the CV-sequences ag, ak, 
and aq. Rather than reflecting inherent ‘weak-
nesses’ of the Sumero-Akkadian syllabary, this 
circumstance may well testify to an early variety 
of pronunciation as is also present in the mod-
ern Arabic dialects. Whereas the velar quality 
of Arabic /q/, as pronounced in Modern Stand-

ard Arabic, corresponds to glottalization in 
modern Ethio-Semitic ([kπ]), it is also the case 
that Arabic and Gë≠ëz qatala evolved to gäddalä 
in modern Ethio-Semitic (unless the latter verb 
is associated with the root g-d-l, as in Hebrew; 
cf. Leslau 1987:452).

/q/ has straightforward correspondences across 
Semitic, with the aforementioned postglottal-
ized variant [kπ] in modern Ethio-Semitic. Old 
Aramaic /≠/ also has a variant /q/ in some lexical 
items, e.g. ±ar≠à and ±arqà ‘earth’. Putting this 
observation into context, LipiÐski (2001:147) 
notes that a spectographic analysis shows that 
[q] is situated somewhere on a scale between 
[d] and [∏]. The letter <q> is also used to render 
<k> in (mainly Greek) loanwords in Hebrew 
and Aramaic so as to avoid postvocalic spiran-
tization, as well as in loanwords that made it 
into Arabic via Syriac (e.g. qànùn < kanÈn). 
But <q> was also used in Arabic to render a 
number of words written with <g> in the source 
language, e.g. qib†ì ‘Copt(ic)’ < aigúptios.

2. Q â F  i n  C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

The fact that /q/ was an unaspirated stop with 
both voiced and voiceless variants at an early 
stage of the history of Arabic can be deduced 
from general linguistic considerations and from 
information provided by the Arab grammar-
ians (on the importance of Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb 
for historical Arabic dialectology in general, 
see Levin 1999). Blanc (1969), taking up pro-
posals made by Jean Cantineau and André 
Martinet, argues in terms of a linguistic push-
chain mechanism. An early Semitic /g/ as part 
of a homorganic velar triad of phonemes /g-

Q
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k-q/, was fronted to [gj], [j], etc., as Semitic 
/q/ had developed mainly in a Bedouin milieu 
toward [g], thus creating homophones, e.g. 
faqr ‘poverty’ vs. fagr ‘dawn’, which were to 
be avoided. Thus, a dialectal split between a 
qàf ÿayr ma≠qùda ‘non-tied q’, corresponding 
to [q], and a qàf ma≠qùda ‘tied q’, correspond-
ing to [g] and sometimes even [k], emerged 
(Blanc 1969:22). Blanc (1969:29–30) sketches 
the following three-stage scenario, reflecting the 
assumed push-chain process within the velar 
phoneme inventory:

i.  Proto-Arabic and Common 
 Semitic  
   q

  ÿ g –
  x k š

ii. Earliest Arabic
  ÿ q g –

  x – k š

iii. Oldest Arabic (≠arabiyya)
 ÿ q – gy

 x – k š

From the perspective of native Arab(ic) gram-
mar, it is noteworthy that Sìbawayhi (Kitàb 
§565) classifies /q/ among the ¤ majhùra con-
sonants, which are opposed to the mahmùsa 
consonants (cf., e.g., Al-Nassir 1993:36–41; 
Carter 2004:126). Except for the consonants /q/ 
and /†/ in their modern pronunciation, Sìbaway-
hi’s opposition between majhùra vs. mahmùsa 
corresponds exactly to the modern opposition 
[voiced] vs. [devoiced] (cf., e.g., Fleisch 1958b; 
Odisho 1988), pace LipiÐski (2001:144), who 
conceptualizes majhùra as ‘fortis’ vs. ‘lenis’. 
Following Garbell (1958), Blanc (1967:306–
307) suggested the terms ‘nonbreathed’ for 
majhùr(a), and ‘breathed’ for mahmùs(a), in an 
attempt to reconcile the terminology in Arabic 
grammatical sources with modern concepts.

Regarding the phonetic quality of /q/, Brav-
mann (1934:45) quotes from the Tàj al-≠arùs 
(s.v. qàf ): wa-hiya ±amtanu l-™urùfi wa-±aßa™™u-
hà jarsan ‘it [sc. q] is the most solid of the 
sounds and the most real in terms of tone’, a 
definition which in all its vagueness is compat-
ible with both the characterization by the Arab 
grammarians and the evidence in modern times, 
pointing to a higher sonority of [q] in com-

parison with [k]. Beyond the evidence adduced 
above, there is also circumstantial evidence 
in written Arabic that compels us to view the 
voiced pronunciation /q/ as at least one statisti-
cally significant variant in the early stages of 
Arabic. Brockelmann (1908:121), referring to 
az-Zamaxšarì’s Mufaßßal (§ 695b), adduces the 
Old Arabic variant zaqar of saqar ‘fire in hell’, 
which can be best explained by suprasegmental 
assimilation with respect to voicing (s < z, in 
this case presupposing a voiced [q]).

While /q/ is clearly not an ‘emphatic’ con-
sonant (pronounced with ¤ ±i†bàq, i.e. [+A(d-
vanced)T(ongue)R(oot)]), as evidenced by Form 
VIII verbs like iqtaraba ‘to draw near’, in which 
the t-infix is not partially assimilated with 
respect to emphasis (cf. Versteegh 2001:21), it 
does belong, together with /x/, /ÿ/, and the four 
emphatics to the ™urùf musta≠liya ‘ascending 
sounds’. These consonants have the effect of 
emphaticizing preceding nonemphatic conso-
nants, as in sabaqtu > ßabaqtu ‘I preceded’, 
due to their postvelar articulation (cf. Blanc 
1969:19).

3. Q â F  i n  t h e  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s

The array of different pronunciations of /q/, i.e. 
unvoiced, voiced, palatalized, or even plain [k], 
dates well back in history (cf. Rabin 1951:55–
56, 125–126). Fischer and Jastrow (1980:52), 
as well as Kaye and Rosenhouse (1997:270), 
provide an overview of this broad scope of 
pronunciation. While the ‘school pronuncia-
tion’ of /q/ is indeed attested in some Syrian, 
Mesopotamian, and North African dialects, 
/q/ surfaces as [k] in those dialects (e.g. cen-
tral Palestinian ones) which have palatalized 
original /k/. In many Bedouin dialects as well 
as in most of the Arabian Peninsula, /q/ sur-
faces as [g], [dÀ], or even as [dz]. Fricative [y] 
is attested in some Mesopotamian dialects (cf. 
Fischer and Jastrow 1980:143), where [q] and 
[y] are ‘switched’ in pronunciation (cf. also Al-
Nassir 1993:40). Interestingly, some dialects 
in Yemen and the central Najd have palatal-
ized [dÀ] for /q/ and [t∑ ] for /k/ (¤ ka“ka“a), a 
parallelism that reflects again the assumed old 
voiced quality of /q/. A voiceless glottal stop [π] 
is the most common reflex of /q/ in the cities 
around the Mediterranean as well as in most 
of Syria and Lebanon. This sound shift may be 
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explained by the glottal co-occlusion that some-
times accompanies the pronunciation of voice-
less [q] (cf. Blanc 1969:26). Some place-names, 
as well as cultural and religious terms, do not 
undergo this sound change, notably al-qàhira 
‘Cairo’ and al-qur±àn ‘the Qur±àn’ (‘Jerusalem’, 
however, winds up phonetically as [alπuds]). 
Sociolinguistic factors can affect the pronuncia-
tion of /q/ as well. Blanc (1969:22) mentions 
a passage in Ibn Xaldùn’s Muqaddima where 
the sociolinguistic implications of the q/g split 
are discussed. Versteegh (2001:137–138) draws 
attention to the fact that the Muslim gilit dialect 
of the Baghdad area has had a higher prestige 
than qëltu dialects of the province, even though 
the pronunciation [q] is more closely associated 
with Classical Arabic. The phonetic surface 
[G] being one of the shibboleths of Bedouin 
pronunciation, this observation underlines once 
more the role of the Bedouin as arbiters in lin-
guistic matters.
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Qirà±àt

The qirà±àt (sg. qirà±a) represent the vast cor-
pus of Qur±ànic readings that are tradition-
ally linked to the textual transmission and 
recitation of Islam’s sacred book. It is to the 
skeletal text (rasm) of the Qur ±àn that all of 
these readings are ultimately bound, reflecting 
subtle variations in the linguistic features of 
the text. The nature of variance among these 
readings ranges from differences and distinc-
tions which occur at the morphosyntactic and 
morphophonological levels of the Qur±ànic text 
and are seemingly of an infinitesimal counte-
nance, to those in which the nature of variance 
is more pronounced and reflected in consonan-
tal variants and manifest instances of exegetical 
interpolation. These readings were the subject 
of critical grammatical analysis and scrutiny 
by the earliest Arabic grammarians as they 
attempted to accommodate their grammatical 
features within the confines of a general theory 
of language. Naturally, the qirà±àt not only 
serve as important sources for the linguistic 
situation in early Islam, but they also pro-
vide insights into attitudes toward the language 
of scripture and developments in grammati-
cal thinking during the early periods. Modern 
scholarship has often referred to readings under 
the rubric Qur±ànic variants, although, theoreti-
cally speaking, many of them are not deviations 
from the standard text but rather encapsulate 
intrinsic facets of its articulation.

1. H i s t o r y  o f  Q I R â ± A  a n d  t h e 
i s s u e s  o f  c a n o n

Classical Muslim sources relate that in the life-
time of the Prophet, the whole of the Qur ±àn 
was not collected together in a single document 
(ne varietur textus receptus) but was partly 
preserved on sheets of parchment, the ribs 
and shoulder blades of animals, the stalks of 
palms, and above all memorized in the hearts 
of men. Despite the suggestion that following 
the Wars of Apostasy in 11/633 a collection 
of the Qur ±àn was sanctioned by the second 
caliph ±Abù Bakr, it is the third caliph, ≠Uμmàn 
ibn ≠Affàn (r. 23–35/644–656) who is for-
mally credited with having commissioned an 
official collection of the Qur ±àn. This version 
was imposed as the standard codex (muß™af) 
throughout the territories of the state. It was 

in these regions that traditions of reciting and 
preserving the sacred text had been established 
by the Companions who settled there. Tradi-
tion states that differences and disagreements 
regarding the recitation of the sacred text led to 
≠Uμmàn’s intervention. He appointed an edito-
rial committee that was led by a scribe of the 
Prophet, Zayd ibn Âàbit (d. 32/652–653). An 
official codex comprising the skeletal text of 
the Qur ±àn was produced, and four recensions 
of this master copy were sent to major cities 
and garrison towns (±amßàr), including Mecca, 
Kufa, Basra, and Damascus; a further copy 
was retained in Medina. None of these original 
codices has survived, although genres of writing 
devoted to collating the orthographical features 
of indigenous codices do refer to instances of 
their being used as prototypes for the transcrip-
tion of further copies (Danì, Muqni≠ 102.15–19; 
Cook 2004:103–104; Schoeler 1992:21–27).

Qur ±àn readers associated with indigenous 
cities developed syntheses (ixtiyàràt) of read-
ings which were sourced to luminaries among 
the Companions. They were identified as hav-
ing derived their readings from the Prophet, 
defining a theoretical hierarchy of authority for 
the transmission of qirà±àt. The term ¤ ™arf 
(pl. ™urùf and ±a™ruf) was used to designate 
a reader’s specific lectio or reading. Minor 
variations among these readings were said to be 
sanctioned in a Prophetic tradition which refers 
to the Qur ±àn being revealed in several modes 
or ™urùf, and declares that each of these modes 
was liturgically valid. One reason given by tra-
ditional scholarship for the existence of so many 
Qur±ànic variants was that they were partially a 
reflection of the dialectal diversity of the indig-
enous Arab tribes, who were granted a measure 
of latitude in their recitation of the sacred text 
(¤ pre-Islamic Arabic). Their syntactic, phono-
logical, and morphological conventions and idi-
osyncrasies were enshrined within the corpus of 
readings (Ibn Qutayba, Muškil 39.1–12). The 
textus receptus or ±imàm distributed by ≠Uμmàn 
was apparently transcribed on parchment in the 
so-called scriptio defectiva: certain long vowels 
were not physically represented in this script. A 
system of short vowel annotation had not yet 
been developed, and the use of diacritics to dis-
tinguish individual consonants was somewhat 
irregular. The Arabic script consisted of 15 
basic graphemes which, through the addition 
of diacritic dots, produced the 28 characters 
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required for its phonemic repertoire, allowing 
single homographs to represent more than one 
phoneme. There has been the suggestion that 
the proliferation of Qur±ànic readings was the 
result of ambiguities created by the incipient 
nature of the Arabic script; however, within 
the reading tradition it was always maintained 
that oral mechanisms for the transmission of 
readings retained overall hegemony, essentially 
governing the articulation of the written text, 
which served as a mnemonic aid.

Given that the vast majority of qirà±àt reflected 
differences concerning vocalic values, conso-
nantal variants, and the appendage of conju-
gational markers, the skeletal text promulgated 
by ≠Uμmàn accommodated a large number of 
these readings. However, contraventions of the 
skeletal boundaries set by the ≠Uμmànic codices 
were not permitted, despite the fact that eminent 
Companions of the Prophet such as ≠Abdallàh 
Ibn Mas≠ùd (d. 32/652), ±Ubayy ibn Ka≠b (d. 
20/641 or 22/643), ±Abù Mùsà al-±Aš≠arì (d. 
42/662 or 52/672), and Ibn ≠Abbàs (d. 68/687–
688) all possessed personal codices which 

retained exegetical interpolations and conso-
nantal variants inconsistent with the standard-
ized text. A consensus of readings gradually 
developed, with different cities adopting qirà±àt 
identified with individual readers who sourced 
their lectiones to earlier authorities. It is appar-
ent that when Ibn Mujàhid (d. 324/936) com-
posed a work collating seven Qur±ànic readings 
associated with seven distinguished readers, he 
was guided to a large extent by the preeminent 
status these readings had already acquired in 
their indigenous cities (see Fig. 1). Besides, ear-
lier figures had already collated collections of 
readings which served as the principal sources 
for his work.

It is important to bear in mind the nature 
of variance among these qirà±àt. The Qur ±àn 
consists of some 6,236 separate verses, and 
given that the length of a verse and the units 
of semantically independent speech contained 
within verses varies, instances of differences 
among readings were frequently confined to the 
vocalic values of one or more lexemes within 
a single verse. For example, Ibn Mujàhid’s 

Figure 1. The Seven Readers selected by Ibn Mujàhid.

     Transmission of the qirà±àt: Prophetic source

     Principal Companions

     Ibn ≠Abbàs  ±Abù d-Dardà±  ≠Alì ibn ±Abì ¢àlib  ≠Uμmàn ≠Umar Ibn Mas≠ùd  ±Ubayy ibn Ka≠b

Successor figures and those who narrated their synthesis of readings sourced to companions

Ibn Kaμìr
(d. 120/738)

(Mecca)

Nàfi≠ 
(d. 169/785) 

(Medina)

al-Kisà±ì 
(d. 189/805)

(Kufa)

£amza ibn £abìb 
(d. 156/773) 

(Kufa)

≠âßim 
(d. 127/745) 

(Kufa)

Ibn ≠âmir 
(d. 118/736) 
(Damascus)

±Abù ≠Amr ibn al-≠Alà±
(d. 154/771)

(Basra)

The Seven Readers cited in Ibn Mujàhid’s Kitàb as-sab≠a for their synthesis of readings (ixtiyàràt)
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collection of seven readings is essentially an 
inventory of the documented differences among 
established readers and is consistently confined 
to the voweling of individual phonemes in 
addition to consonantal variants in respect of 
conjunctions, suffixes, and prefixes in selected 
verses of the Qur ±àn. Many individual verses 
have no recorded differences. Critical to Ibn 
Mujàhid’s survey of readings was an introduc-
tion to the approaches adopted by readers to 
sundry phonological phenomena, such as ¤ 
±imàla ‘fronting or inclination of the vowel a’; 
ta™qìq al-hamza ‘giving the ¤ hamza its full 
articulation’; ¤ ±idÿàm (iddiÿàm) ‘assimilatory 
processes’; ¤ kinàya ‘the articulation of pro-
nouns’; and yà±àt al-±i∂àfa ‘the pronunciation 
of possessive suffixes formed in the 1st person 
singular’. Criteria for the acceptance of a read-
ing included compatibility with the ≠Uμmànic 
codices, consistency with the conventions of 
the ¤ ≠arabiyya, and a valid chain of authority. 
The principle that qirà±àt had to be based on 
a legacy of defined precedents was accentu-
ated within this arrangement, becoming one 
of the axioms of the reading tradition. Ibn 
Qutayba (213–276/829–889) made the point 
that, although the earliest generations of read-
ers had exercised the license granted to them by 
the Prophetic statement concerning the Qur ±àn 
being revealed in seven ±a™ruf, later generations 
of readers were simply drawing from the pool 
of readings circumscribed by earlier luminar-
ies. Thus, by the 3rd/9th century the corpus of 
canonical readings had effectively been deter-
mined. Any reading meeting these conditions 
was to be considered Qur±ànic in the strict sense 
of the word. Such readings could claim liturgi-
cal authority as representing the literal speech 
of God (kalàm Allàh) and were deemed to be 
valid for devotional acts of worship in which 
the recitation of scripture was obligatory.

The nature of variance among readings led 
John Wansbrough to argue that such infinitesi-
mal differences do not seem to have justified the 
imposition of the ≠Uμmànic codex, especially 
since minimal deviation from the canon could 
be justified by reference to the interpretation of 
the Prophetic tradition sanctioning the differ-
ent modes or ™urùf in which the Qur ±àn was 
revealed (Wansbrough 1977:44–45). He was 
of the view that traditional discourse on this 
subject had an etiological function, aimed at 
creating the impression of the early existence 
of a canonical body of scripture. This view 

assumes that the ±a™ruf doctrine was entirely 
arbitrary; however, the classical tradition seems 
to imply that it was equally governed by the 
strictures of precedent, and this appears evident
in the readers’ formulation of ™urùf and ixti-
yàràt. Given that the issue here is the devotional 
value of readings, ‘infinitesimal differences’ 
were deemed critical. Conversely, John Burton 
argued that variant readings were the conscious 
product of attempts to circumvent legal incon-
sistencies in the text of the Qur ±àn (1977:141–
146). Yet, this particular view does not account 
for the numerous readings which were univocal 
in nature.

Accepting the existence of written Qur±ànic 
materials in the early tradition, Gerhard Luling 
has propounded the theory that the text of the 
Qur±àn and its many readings were config-
ured around a Ur-text consisting of pre-Islamic 
Christian strophic hymns; his argument is that 
the incipient nature of the Arabic script allowed 
Islamic scholars to rework and reinterpret these 
texts, reconciling them with the established 
Arabic vernacular that had hitherto gained 
ascendancy (Luling 2003:12–18). Employing 
a similar framework, Christoph Luxenberg (a 
pseudonym) contended that the lexical and 
syntactic structures of the Qur ±àn were essen-
tially Syro-Aramaic in origin. Accordingly, he 
suggested that the readings associated with the 
Qur±àn had been the product of the editorial 
endeavors of later Islamic scholarship. Such 
views dismiss the perspectives presented by 
traditional literature and reflect a belief that the 
authority of the oral tradition was contrived by 
later scholarship (Luxenberg 2007:22–32). 

2. T h e  Q I R â ± â T  a n d  t h e 
s y n t h e s i s  o f  e a r l y 
g r a m m a t i c a l  t h o u g h t

The Qur ±àn provided a preliminary frame-
work for the development of Arabic linguistic 
thought, engendering activities in the field of 
orthographical improvements, conventions for 
the recitation of scripture, collating codices, 
and the lexical explication of the sacred text. 
However, it was never the intention that this 
sacred language should serve as the principal 
basis for a normative model of Arabic gram-
mar (Carter 2004:48–49). Rather, the linguis-
tic configuration and structure of the Qur ±àn 
together with the extensive range of variations 
offered by the qirà±àt provided grammarians 
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with a profusion of data, which they used to 
give context and definition to their own derived 
grammatical constructs and theories.

Working toward a detailed description and 
study of the language of the Arabs, the earliest 
generations of grammarians explored a range 
of linguistic sources. These included the Qur ±àn 
together with its qirà±àt; the speech conventions 
of the Bedouin; the poetry of the Arabs; and 
proverbs and idiomatic expressions. The early 
grammarians generally accepted the sacrosanct 
status of the skeletal outline of the ≠Uμmànic text, 
adhering to the prevailing consensus regarding 
the authoritative status of established readings. 
Yet, because of their interest in the intrinsic 
theoretical value of such materials, they were 
prepared to defend grammatically those qirà±àt 
whose canonical status was judged to be dubi-
ous. It has been argued that grammarians delib-
erately accepted an abstract distinction between 
the Qur ±àn and the qirà±àt, allowing them to 
be critical of the latter (Baalbaki 1985:31–32). 
Nevertheless, given the intimate nature of the 
relationship between the two sources, such an 
approach was theologically controversial, par-
ticularly when it came to commenting on the 
grammatical idiosyncrasies of readings whose 
canonical status was incontrovertible. The issue 
seemingly separated readers from grammar-
ians, leaving its mark on the grammatical and 
exegetical literature of later periods.

Classical biographical literature is replete 
with references to theoretical discussions 
among early luminaries, which are inspired by 
attempts to explicate the grammatical features 
and idiosyncrasies of various qirà±àt. A typical 
example of this type of discussion is preserved 
by Ibn Sallàm (139–232/757–847) in his sur-
vey of the classes of ancient poets (Âabaqàt 
32.16–20). Two rather prominent early Basran 
figures, ±Abù ≠Amr ibn al-≠Alà± (d. 154/771) and 
≠îsà ibn ≠Umar aμ-Âaqafì (d. 149/766), are said 
to have expressed their disagreement regarding 
the effective cause (¤ ≠illa) of the grammati-
cal inflection of Q. 34/10, yà jibàlu ±awwabì 
ma≠ahu wa-μ-μayr(a) ‘mountains, sing [God’s] 
praises and you birds, too’. The issue was the 
cause of the accusative inflection of aμ-μayr(a). 
≠îsà ibn ≠Umar argued that a vocative agent gov-
erned its inflection; this was rejected by ≠Abù 
≠Amr, who identified a process of ellipsis. Both 
readers agreed about the accusative inflection 
of the verse, but they disagreed as to its gram-
matical rationale. One has to bear in mind that 

this report occurs in a late biographical source. 
Nevertheless, the level of discourse appears 
to be somewhat advanced and commensurate 
with the technical treatment of qirà±àt that one 
encounters in the Kitàb of Sìbawayhi (d. 180/
796), the earliest systematic grammatical text.

≠îsà ibn ≠Umar is linked with an early Mec-
can reader, Ibn Mu™ayßin (d. 123/740), who 
is recorded as having developed a synthesis 
of readings (ixtiyàr) based on a system of 
≠arabiyya (Ibn al-Jazarì, Ÿàya II, 167.15–20; 
Ibn Mujàhid, Sab≠a 65.4–9). It was at vari-
ance with the general consensus on readings 
reached by the Meccans and contravened the 
rasm of the ≠Uμmànic codex. Such was the 
preoccupation with the grammatical features 
of readings among early ‘reader-grammarians’ 
that some scholars such as Kees Versteegh ini-
tially accepted that introspection of this kind 
seemingly provided the background for the 
development of grammatical thought; however, 
Versteegh subsequently concluded that exegeti-
cal frameworks formulated for the exigencies of 
grappling with the meanings of scripture real-
istically conferred a more feasible theoretical 
framework for the development of the gram-
matical tradition (Versteegh 1990:238–239).

In Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, references to qirà±àt are 
often in the context of demonstrating points of 
grammar, confirming that certain grammatical 
features of a particular reading could be rec-
onciled and contextualized with the diction of 
the Arabs. Idiosyncratic readings which con-
flicted with consensus readings are sometimes 
defended. One such example is Sìbawayhi’s 
discussion of Q. 41/17 wa-±ammà Âamùd(a) 
fa-hadaynàhum ‘as for the people of Tha-
mud, We guided them”. This particular reading 
conflicted with the commonly accepted lectio 
favored by readers in which Âamùd(u) takes 
a nominative ending. Sìbawayhi was aware of 
this fact because, having mentioned the accusa-
tive reading, he adds the caveat that one should 
not contravene the accepted reading, for it is 
“an established convention” (Kitàb I, 148.4–6). 
At a separate juncture in the Kitàb, Sìba-
wayhi explains the syntactic rationale behind 
the nominative reading of Âamùd, referring to 
its inchoative status (Kitàb I, 95.6–8; 81.7–9). 
The whole point of this exercise was to dem-
onstrate that the grammatical features of read-
ings were consistent with the diction of the 
Arabs. His discussion of Q. 54/49, ±innà kull(a) 
šay±(in) xalaqnàhu bi-qadar ‘and all things We 
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created with divine decree’, is an exceptional 
example. He equates such structures with the 
maxim zayd(an) ∂arabtuhu (Kitàb I, 148.4–6). 
Sìbawayhi was not interested in the theological 
sensitivities of verses of this nature. He simply 
wanted to place such linguistic phenomena and 
constructions within the framework of a gen-
eral theory of the Arabic language.

There are instances in the Kitàb when Sìba-
wayhi refers to a reading as being ‘infrequent’ 
in a linguistic sense, using poetic citation or 
examples of Bedouin usage as his analogue 
(Kitàb I, 58.1–4). This has led to the conten-
tion that such approaches impinged upon the 
sacrosanct nature of readings; it is a charge 
leveled at Sìbawayhi and indeed, over the cen-
turies, against later Basran luminaries (Šalabì 
1958:160–165). They were accused of indulg-
ing in the emendation of Qur±ànic readings, 
pursuing the hypothetical projection of gram-
matical constructions which contravened the 
≠Uμmànic codex (Bernards 1997:24). The infer-
ence is that certain readings were hardly distin-
guished in this early period as being emblems 
of linguistic excellence, although perhaps such 
attitudes toward readings illustrate the very 
broad and sophisticated confines within which 
grammarians were able to operate and express 
their views candidly, while the use of profane 
sources such as poetry to justify the grammati-
cal features of readings was always going to be 
contentious. The exegete Faxr ad-Dìn ar-Ràzì 
(d. 606/1209) was appalled that grammarians 
were prepared to adduce anonymous pieces 
of poetry to authenticate readings, retorting 
that the opposite should be the case (Mafàtì™ 
V, 169). One should, however, bear in mind 
the motives of the grammarians, for whom the 
qirà±àt represented a source of linguistic data 
which, like other sources, had to be rational-
ized and placed within the abstract schema that 
was grammar. It was a fascination with lan-
guage that spurred them on (Levin 2004). That 
such an extensive corpus of readings could be 
examined across a wide compass of grammati-
cal topics and theories gives some indication 
of the sophistication of scholarship attained in 
these relatively early periods.

With reference to the historical existence 
of two conventional traditions of linguistic 
thought, namely the Basran and the Kufan 
schools, one recent study has argued that the 
former, beginning with Sìbawayhi’s efforts, 

extended its analyses to a much broader corpus 
of linguistic data. The suggestion is that the 
Kufans confined their linguistic endeavors to 
grammatical problems in the Qur ±àn and its 
many readings and that they remained expo-
nents of a tradition of grammatical thought 
in which the qurrà± or Qur±ànic readers were 
accepted as respected linguistic authorities (Ver-
steegh 1993:178–179). The Kufan grammarian 
al-Farrà± (144–207/761–822) was the author 
of a Ma≠ànì l-Qur ±àn text. It is structured 
around the critical grammatical exposition of 
selected verses of the Qur ±àn, adhering to its 
traditional chapter order (Gilliot 2006:49). It 
adduces an array of qirà±àt, both canonical and 
noncanonical, to flesh out sundry grammatical 
constructions. Poetic citation and the idiomatic 
expressions of Bedouin Arabs are frequently 
highlighted to illustrate underlying conventions 
and principles. It has been mentioned that indi-
viduals such as al-Farrà± resorted to ingenious 
ways of reconciling noncanonical readings, like 
those of Ibn Mas≠ùd, with the standardized 
text (Beck 1948:328; Versteegh 1993:39). This 
seemingly reflected the Kufan preoccupation 
with Qur±ànic variants and their receptivity 
to a broad and seemingly discursive corpus of 
linguistic data in their formulation of gram-
matical principles. However, at other junctures 
in the Ma≠ànì, al-Farrà± states that “adherence 
to the codex, if it can be related to an aspect 
of the speech of the Arabs and the readings 
of the qurrà±, is preferable to me than contra-
diction therein” (Ma≠ànì II, 293.14–15). Such 
statements give the impression that Kufans 
in general respected the sacrosanct nature of 
readings, although it did not temper the enthu-
siasm with which grammatical treatments of 
the sacred text were pursued; however, equally, 
it should be noted that Kufan luminaries such 
as al-Farrà± were prepared to countenance the 
rejection of Qur±ànic readings they deemed to 
be grammatically anomalous. Al-Farrà±’s dis-
cussion of Q. 4/1 is indicative of this tendency 
(Ma≠ànì I, 252.7–12). This is despite the fact 
that the qirà±a was accepted by readers as being 
canonically sound.

The grammatical justification and authen-
tication of Qur±ànic readings is one of the 
underlying principles of the ma≠ànì works, pre-
supposing the existence of a general theory of 
grammar within which the materials could be 
appraised. The ma≠ànì l-Qur ±àn genre of writing
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provided the broad framework through which 
such forms of critical analysis were pursued 
among Kufan scholars, although it misleadingly 
created the impression that the Qur ±àn and its 
readings formed the core of their tradition of 
language study. A survey of both references 
to the grammatical discourse ascribed to early 
Kufan luminaries together with the putative 
works that they composed betrays a much more 
extensive compass to their linguistic activities.

A contemporary of al-Farrà±, the Basran 
±Abù ≠Ubayda (d. 210/825) was the author of 
a similar work, entitled Majàz al-Qur ±àn. The 
contents of this work confirm that it belongs 
to the genre of ma≠ànì literature. ±Abù ≠Ubayda 
spoke of a linguistic symmetry between the 
Qur ±àn and the language of the Arabs (Majàz I, 
8.4–7). Additionally, the Ma≠ànì l-Qur ±àn text 
attributed to al-±Axfaš al-±Awsa† (d. 215/830), 
a key contemporary of Sìbawayhi, confirms 
that Basran grammarians also took an inter-
est in this genre of writing. Qur±ànic readings 
continued to be the subject of the grammarians’ 
interest. Later luminaries such as al-Mubar-
rad (210–285–286/815–898), Ibn as-Sarràj 
(d. 316/928), az-Zajjàj (241–311/854–923), 
an-Na™™às (d. 338/949), and ±Abù ≠Alì al-
Fàrisì (d. 377/987) all composed works in 
which canonical readings were grammatically 
defended (Shah 2004:94). The terms i™tijàj and 
™ujja were used to define this genre of writ-
ing. Even those readings which fell outside the 
confines of canonical material were the subject 
of grammatical apologia, with both Ibn Jinnì 
(d. 392/1002) and Ibn Xàlawayhi (d. 370/
980) being the authors of such texts. Classical 
scholarship categorized readings which enjoyed 
successive levels of multiple transmission as 
being mutawàtir. Readings which did not enjoy 
prolific levels of recognition and reception, 
despite the fact that they met the criteria for 
acceptance associated with the imposition of 
the ≠Uμmànic codices, were initially designated 
as being šà≈≈a ‘infrequent or exceptional’. Sub-
sequently, the term šà≈≈a was used to denote 
readings which were in clear violation of the 
consonantal outline of the ≠Uμmànic codices or 
those without credible authority. That gram-
marians such as Ibn Jinnì were prepared to 
mount a grammatical defense of such readings 
underlines the objective attitude that grammar-
ians had adopted toward qirà±àt as a linguis-
tic source. Intriguingly, the crystallization of 

formal schools of linguistic thought and the 
consolidation of a canonical model of grammar 
are viewed by Jonathan Owens as coinciding 
with the appearance of Ibn Mujàhid’s cata-
log of seven readings. Such developments are 
perceived as indicators of the general trends 
toward polarization and homogeneity in the 
3rd/9th century of the Islamic tradition (Owens 
1990:219); however, such trends were already 
firmly in place within the reading tradition well 
before these periods.

3. R e a d i n g s  a n d  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c 
s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h e  f i r s t 
c e n t u r i e s  o f  I s l a m

The grammarians’ treatment of the vast cor-
pus of the qirà±àt sheds light on the linguistic 
situation in the early periods of the Islamic 
tradition. Their willingness to level criticism at 
readings which conflicted with accepted norms 
confirms the rather prescriptive countenance of 
the grammatical models they developed. It also 
illustrates that a hierarchy of linguistic sources 
was already in the ascendancy in these early 
periods. The general consensus is that Eastern 
Arabian dialectal sources were critically used 
to cultivate grammatical models. Indeed, one 
view is that the Classical Arabic language or 
fuß™à with which the early grammarians were 
preoccupied was mainly referenced to Eastern 
Arabian sources (Carter 2004:41). Mention is 
made of the distinct differences between the 
‘Classical Arabic’ idiom and the £ijàzì dia-
lect (Versteegh 2001:39, 46–47). This is con-
nected to the notion that the elevated literary 
diction in which the Qur ±àn was composed 
reflected Eastern Arabian influences: it was 
seemingly modeled on a pre-Islamic ¤ poetic 
koine (Zwettler 1978:109, 133–134; Corriente 
1976:75). However, identifying the geographi-
cal origin of the literary koine together with its 
definitive substrate influence remains a rather 
speculative endeavor. The multifaceted nature 
of the relationship between the Qur ±àn and 
the qirà±àt intimates that attitudes toward the 
relative perception of this literary koine differed 
widely. The topic has obvious ramifications for 
the debate regarding the presence of declen-
sion in the spoken vernacular of the Arabs in 
the early periods and the whole issue of the 
traditional emphasis on the preeminence of the 
Qurašì dialect.
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On the other hand, the frequent references 
in the qirà±àt literature to the refined phono-
logical features of Eastern Arabian or ‘Tamìmì’ 
dialects, such as ±imàla, ta™qìq al-hamza, and 
±idÿàm, were genuinely redolent of the linguistic 
authority which Eastern Arabian dialects had 
enjoyed in these early periods. However, syn-
tactic and phonological features of the £ijàzì 
dialect as preserved in the syntheses of qirà±àt 
were noticeably accorded venerated status. 
Sìbawayhi’s discussion of Q. 12/31 mà ha≈à 
bašar(an) ‘this is no mortal being’, in which 
the particle mà operates in the same manner as 
laysa, with its predicate taking an accusative 
ending, is one such example (Kitàb I, 59.3–4; 
Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß I, 125.1–7). He describes the 
fact that the verse exhibits a £ijàzì dialectal 
trait, adding that the tribes of Tamìm retain 
a nominative ending in such instances, except 
those aware of its transcription in the ≠Uμmànic 
codex, which would support only the accusa-
tive reading. The ensuing discussion provided 
by Sìbawayhi and Ibn Jinnì verifies that the 
Tamìmì trait was judged to be more regular 
(±aqyas). Nonetheless, it is apparent that both 
individuals held the £ijàzì dialect in esteem: 
Ibn Jinnì stresses the point that the Qur ±àn 
was revealed in its vernacular. It is also the 
case that Western Arabian phonological traits 
such as fakk al-±idÿàm ‘separating geminated 
consonants’, tashìl al-hamz ‘weakening or elid-
ing the glottal stop at nonpausal junctures’, 
and al-fat™ (or at-tafxìm) ‘opening the vowel 
a’, as recorded in the qirà±àt, were clearly 
considered to be fine archaic features of the 
£ijàzì dialect (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 424.8–11, 
IV, 120.12–16; Na™™às, ±I≠ràb I, 250.7–14). 
Notwithstanding the nature of variance among 
readings and the modes of their transmission, 
the subtle range of syntactic, morphological, 
phonological, and phonetic properties which 
syntheses of the qirà±àt encompassed serves 
not only as testimony to the refined measure of 
linguistic variety prevalent in the early periods, 
but also to the significance of the role the lingua 
sacra played in their preservation.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
±Abù ≠Ubayda, Majàz  = ±Abù ≠Ubayda Ma≠mar ibn 

al-Muμannà, Majàz al-Qur ±àn. Ed. Fù±àd Sazkìn 
[Fuat Sezgin]. 2 vols. Beirut: Mu±assasat ar-Risàla, 
1981.

±Axfaš, Ma≠ànì = ±Abù l-£asan Sa≠ìd ibn Mas≠ada al-
±Axfaš al-±Awsa†, Ma≠ànì l-Qur ±àn. Ed. Fà±iz Fàris. 
2 vols. Kuwait: Dàr al-Bašìr, 1981.

Dànì, Muqni ≠= ±Abù ≠Amr ≠Uμmàn ibn Sa≠ìd ad-
Dànì, al-Muqni ≠ fì ma≠rifa marsùm maßà™if ±ahl 
al-±amßàr. Ed. M. Dahmàn. Damascus: Dàr al-
Fikr, 1983.

Farrà±, Ma≠ànì = ±Abù Zakariyyà± Ya™yà ibn Ziyàd 
al-Farrà±, Ma≠ànì l-Qur ±àn. Ed. Mu™ammad ≠Alì 
an-Najjàr. 3 vols. Cairo: ad-Dàr al-Mißriyya, 1966–
1972.

Ibn al-Jazarì, Ÿàya = Šams ad-Dìn ±Abù l-Xayr 
Mu™ammad ibn Mu™ammad Ibn al-Jazarì ad-
Dimašqì, Ÿàyat an-nihàya fì †abaqàt al-qurrà±. 
Ed. Gotthelf Bergsträsser and Otto Pretzl. 3rd ed. 
2 vols. Cairo: Ma†ba≠at as-Sa≠àda, 1935.

——, Našr = Šams ad-Dìn ±Abù l-Xayr Mu™ammad 
ibn Mu™ammad Ibn al-Jazarì ad-Dimašqì, an-Našr 
fì l-qirà±àt al-≠ašr. 2 vols. Ed. ≠Alì Mu™ammad a∂-
Îabbà≠. Beirut: Dàr al-Kutub al-≠Ilmiyya, n.d.

Ibn Jinnì, Mu™tasab = ±Abù l-Fat™ ≠Uμmàn Ibn Jinnì, 
al-Mu™tasab fì tabyìn wujùh šawà≈≈ al-qirà±àt 
wa-l-±ì∂à™ ≠anhà. Ed. ≠Alì an-Najdì Nàßif, ≠Abd al-
£alìm an-Najjàr, and ≠Abd al-Fattà™ Šalabì. 2 vols. 
Cairo: Lajna ±I™yà± at-Turàμ al-≠Arabì, 1387 A.H.

——, Xaßà±iß = ±Abù l-Fat™ ≠Uμmàn Ibn Jinnì, al-
Xaßà±iß. Ed. Mu™ammad ≠Alì an-Najjàr. 3 vols. 
Cairo: Dàr al-Kutub al-Mißriyya, 1952–1956.

Ibn Mujàhid, Sab≠a = ±A™mad ibn Mùsà Ibn Mujàhid, 
Kitàb as-sab≠a fì l-qirà±àt. Ed. Šawqì Îayf. Cairo: 
Dàr al-Ma≠àrif, 1400 A.H.

Ibn Qutayba, Ta±wìl = Mu™ammad ≠Abdallàh ibn 
Muslim Ibn Qutayba, Ta±wìl muškil al-Qur ±àn. Ed. 
±A™mad Íaqr. 2nd ed. Cairo: Dàr at-Turàμ, 1973.

Ibn Sallàm, ¢abaqàt = ±Abù ≠Abdallàh Mu™ammad 
Ibn Sallàm al-Juma™ì, ¢abaqàt fu™ùl aš-šu≠arà±. 
Ed. ¢àhà ±A™mad ±Ibràhìm. Beirut: Dàr al-Kutub 
al-≠Ilmiyya, 1988.

Kirmànì, Mafàtì™ = ±Abù l-≠Alà± Mu™ammad ibn ±Abì 
l-Ma™àsin al-Kirmànì, Mafàtì™ al-±aÿànì fì l-qirà±àt 
wa-l-ma≠ànì. Ed. ≠Abd al-Karìm Muß†afà Mudlij. 
[Beirut: Dàr Ibn £azm, 2001.]

Na™™às, ±I≠ràb = ±Abù Ja≠far ±A™mad ibn Mu™ammad 
an-Na™™às, ±I≠ràb al-Qur ±àn. Ed. Zuhayr Ÿàzì 
Zàhid. 5 vols. Beirut: ≠âlam al-Kutub, 1988.

Ràzì, Mafàtì™ = Faxr ad-Dìn Mu™ammad ibn ≠Umar 
ar-Ràzì, Mafàtì™ al-ÿayb. 16 vols. in 32 parts. Bei-
rut: Dàr al-Fikr, 1981–1983.

Sìbawayhi, Kitàb = ±Abù Bišr ≠Amr ibn ≠Uμmàn Sìba-
wayhi, al-Kitàb. Ed. ≠Abd as-Salàm Hàrùn. 5 vols. 
Beirut: Dàr al-Jìl, 1991.

Secondary sources
Baalbaki, Ramzi. 1985. “The treatment of qirà±àt 

by the second and third century grammarians”. 
Zeitschrift für Arabische Linguistik 15.11–32.

Beck, Edmund. 1948. “Studien zur Geschichte der 
kùfischen Koranlesung in den beiden ersten Jahr-
hunderten”. Orientalia 17.326–355.

Bernards, Monique. 1997. “Al-Mubarrad as key-
figure in the development of early Arab grammati-
cal science”. Zeitschrift für Arabische Linguistik 
34.7–27.

Brockett, Adrian. 1988. “Qur ±àn readings in Kitàb 
Sìbawayhi”. Occasional Papers of the School 
of Abbasid Studies (University of St. Andrews) 
2.129–206.

10 qirâ±ât

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Burton, John. 1977. The collection of the Qur±àn. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Carter, Michael. 1994. “Writing the history of 
Arabic grammar”. Historiographia Linguistica 
21.385–414.

——. 2004. Sìbawayhi. London: I.B. Taurus; New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Cook, Michael. 2004. “The stemma of the regional 
codices of the Koran”. Graeco-Arabica 9–10.89–
104.

Corriente, Federico. 1976. “From Old Arabic to 
Classical Arabic through the pre-Islamic koine: 
Some notes on the native grammarians’ sources, 
attitudes, and goals”. Journal of Semitic Studies 
21.62–98.

Dévényi, Kinga. 1991. “Al-Farrà± and al-Kisà±ì: Ref-
erences to grammarians and Qur ±àn readers in the 
Ma≠ànì al-Qur ±àn of al-Farrà±”. Proceedings of 
the Colloquium on Arabic Grammar, ed. Kinga 
Dévényi and Tamás Iványi, 159–76. Budapest: 
Eötvös Loránd University.

Gilliot, Claude. 2006. “Creation of a fixed text”. 
Cambridge companion to the Qur±àn. ed. Jane 
Dammen McAuliffe, 41–57. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Hopkins, Simon. 2003. Review of: Luxenberg 
(2000). Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 
28.377–380.

Levin, Aryeh. 2004. “The status of the science of 
grammar among Islamic sciences”. Jerusalem Stud-
ies in Arabic and Islam 29.1–16.

Luling, Günter. 2003. A challenge to Islam for 
reformation: The rediscovery and reliable recon-
struction of a comprehensive pre-Islamic Christian 
hymnal hidden in the Koran: Under earliest Islamic 
reinterpretations. Delhi: Montilal Banarsidass.

Luxenberg, Christopher. 2000. Die syro-aramäische 
Lesart des Koran: Ein Beitrag zur Entschlüsselung 
der Koransprache. Berlin: Das Arabische Buch. 
(Rev. ed., Berlin: H. Schiler, 2004). [English trans. 
The Syro-Aramaic reading of the Qur±àn, Berlin: 
H. Schiler, 2007.]

Makram, ≠Abd as-Salàm and ±A™mad Muxtàr ≠Umar. 
1982–1985. Mu≠jam al-qirà±àt al-qur ±àniyya ma≠a 
muqaddima fì l-qirà±àt wa-±ašhar al-qurrà±. 8 vols. 
Kuwait: ˛àt as-Salàsìl.

Motzki, Harald. 2001. “The collection of the Qur±àn: 
A reconsideration of Western views in light of 
recent methodological developments”. Der Islam 
8.2–34.

Owens, Jonathan. 1990. Early Arabic grammati-
cal theory: Heterogeneity and standardization. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Ràji™ì, ≠Abduhu. 1969. al-Lahajàt al-≠arabiyya fì 
l-qirà±àt al-qur ±àniyya. Cairo: Dàr al-Ma≠àrif.

Šalabì, ≠Abd al-Fattà™ ±Ismà≠ìl. 1958. ≠Abù ≠Alì al-
Fàrisì: £ayàtuhu wa-makànatuhu bayna ±a±immat 
al-luÿa wa-±aμaruhu fì l-qirà±àt wa-n-na™w. Cairo: 
Maktabat an-Nah∂a.

Schoeler, Gregor. 1992. “Schreiben und Veröffentli-
chen: Zu Verwendung und Funktion der Schrift in 
den ersten islamischen Jahrhunderten. Der Islam 
69.1–43. (Reprod. The oral and the written in 
early Islam. Trans. Uwe Vagelpohl, ed. James E. 
Montgomery. London: Routledge, 2006.)

Shah, Mustafa. 2004. “The early Arabic grammar-
ians’ contributions to the collection and authen-

tication of Qur±ànic readings: The prelude to Ibn 
Mujàhid’s Kitàb al-Sab≠a”. Journal of Qur ±ànic 
Studies 6.72–102.

——. 2005. “The quest for the origins of the qurrà± 
in the classical Islamic tradition”. Journal of 
Qur ±anic Studies 7.1–35.

Talmon, Rafael. 1999. “From the history of the study 
of Qur±ànic syntax”. Tradition and innovation: 
Norm and deviation in Arabic and Semitic linguis-
tics, ed. Lutz Edzard and Mohammed Nekroumi, 
71–77. Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz.

Versteegh, Kees. 1990. “Grammar and exegesis: The 
origins of Kùfan grammar and the Tafsìr Muqàtil”. 
Der Islam 67.206–242.

——. 1993. Arabic grammar and Qur ±ànic exegesis 
in early Islam. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

——. 2001. The Arabic language. 2nd ed. Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Wansbrough, John. 1977. Quranic studies: Sources 
and methods of scriptural interpretation. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Zwettler, Michael. 1978. The oral tradition of Clas-
sical Arabic poetry. Columbus: Ohio State Univer-
sity Press.

Mustafa Shah
(School of Oriental and African Studies)

Qiyàs

Qiyàs is the term used for an argument that 
relies on the similarity between two things. 
It is a generally accepted opinion in Islam 
that the use of qiyàs can be derived from the 
Qur±àn and the £adìμ (al-≠Umarì 1987:19–53), 
although the word itself is not found in them. It 
has been demonstrated elsewhere (Lloyd 1966) 
that the observation of similarity is a starting 
point of the most elementary epistemological 
procedures in all cultures. In Classical antiq-
uity, it is well attested, starting from Homer 
in the prephilosophical age right up to the 
closing years of the final period, when it was 
used in rhetoric argumentation. Both the Epi-
curean and the Sceptic schools of philosophy 
denied the validity of logic, but they admitted 
analogical inferences based on the similarity 
of two things. Consequently, analogical rea-
soning was the main methodological tool of 
scientific discovery in the schools committed to 
those disciplines (for instance the Methodikoí 
or Empeirikoí in the medical schools). 

Analogical inferences were transmitted to the 
Islamic sciences, such as jurisprudence (fiqh) 
and rational theology (kalàm), and to lin-
guistics, from various sources through various 
channels. The definitions of the qiyàs given 
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by mutakallimùn have been collected recently 
in a lexicon containing the scientific vocabu-
lary of rational theology (Majma≠ al-Bu™ùμ 
al-±Islàmiyya 1995:282–283). The definitions 
listed there may serve as a general warning 
against the tendency to attribute invariably 
the same meaning to the term qiyàs regard-
less of the time and locus of its occurrence. 
This tendency characterizes the treatment of 
the problem in some studies on the grammati-
cal tradition (Fleisch 1961). Suleiman gives a 
generally valid description of qiyàs throughout 
his book, but in some contexts he seems to 
exhibit the same tendency, for instance in the 
passages where he tries to make a difference 
between the use of ta≠lìl in qiyàs (1999:25–31). 
The core of the problem is that the use of qiyàs 
in 8th-century grammatical theory preceded its 
use in jurisprudence, where its exact meaning 
and theory were fixed only at the beginning of 
the 9th century, as pointed out by Versteegh 
(1977:16, 90, 96, 101).

The fact that at the dawn of linguistic 
studies in Islam there were two competing 
schools of grammar, one in Basra, the other in 
Kufa, underlines the need for a differentiating 
approach (al-Maxzùmì 1958; Weil 1913). The 
two schools pursued investigations based on 
different methodological principles. The Basran 
school adhered to analogy, while their Kufan 
colleagues were partisans of tradition.

Sìbawayhi (d. 177/793) was one of the most 
famous representatives of the Basran school. In 
the Kitàb, one notices that qiyàs was not yet 
an established term of grammar. In the com-
parison Sìbawayhi makes between two similar 
structures, the following analysis can be found 
(Kitàb I, 104): “Al-yawm and other adverbials 
are in the same category as zayd and ≠abdallàh 
when they are not used as adverbials; this 
occurs, for instance, in the expression ‘is it on 
Friday that ≠Abdallàh leaves?’, or ‘is it ≠Amr who 
≠Abdallàh talks about?’; and the expression ‘is 
it on Friday that one will leave?’, which is like 
‘is it Zayd that one will go away with?’” (wa-
l-yawmu wa-Ú-Úurùfu bi-manzilati zaydin wa-
≠abdillàhi, ±i≈à lam yakunna Úurùfan wa-≈àlika 
[qawlu-ka]: ±a-yawma l-jumu≠ati yan†aliqu fìhi
≠abdullàhi; ka-qawli-ka: ±a-≠amran takallama fìhi
≠abdullàhi, wa-±a-yawmu l-jumu≠ati yun†alaqu 
fìhi, ka-qawlika: ±a-zaydun yu≈habu bihi). In 
this passage, Sìbawayhi examines various sen-
tences with similar structures. The expression 

bi-manzila in this text indicates that some struc-
tures in certain individual sentences, which can 
be regarded as generally accepted (i.e. correct) 
utterances, are similar (or: analogous) to those 
in other individual sentences, where they appear 
to be dubious. He reaches the conclusion that 
the latter can also be accepted as being correct. 
He finds the structures comparable and, trying 
to identify the grammatically correct solution, 
he cites their similarity. 

In another passage, Sìbawayhi examines the 
sentences ∂arabanì wa-∂arabtu qawmuka and 
∂arabùnì wa-∂arabtu qawmaka ‘your people 
hit me and I hit them’, where the word qawm 
refers to a group of human beings, but the 
corresponding verb is in the singular. In Sìba-
wayhi’s opinion, this sentence is correct, though 
not very beautiful. It is similar to huwa ±a™sanu 
l-fityàni wa-±ajmaluhu ‘he is the best and the 
most beautiful of the young men’, where the 
singular personal suffix -hu refers to the plural 
al-fityàni (Kitàb I, 79). The latter sentence, he 
says, cannot be regarded as correct.

In al-±Axfaš’ (d. 215/830?) opinion, the gram-
matical structures of these individual examples 
are not analogous; consequently, their com-
parison cannot be admitted. There is no real 
similarity between them, i.e., their comparison 
is a bad analogy (radì± fì l-qiyàs) because if 
accepted, the above construction would per-
mit sentences like ±aß™àbuka jalasa. The latter 
sentence is not analogical (là yuqàsu ≠alayhi) to 
huwa ±aÚrafu l-fityàni wa-±ajmaluhu.

For all these cases, the valid definition is one 
of those mentioned in the lexicon referred to 
above, which says (in a wording that reflects 
the theory of qiyàs as it was elaborated by later 
scholars, because ™ukm and ¤ ≠illa are terms 
that were introduced in a later period): “[Qiyàs 
is] the affirmation of a judgment (™ukm) known 
from another case on account of the similarity 
of the reason (≠illa) of the judgment” (Majma≠ 
al-Bu™ùμ al-±Islàmiyya 1995:282). In these cases, 
it can be observed that the analysis relies on a 
loose concept of similarity expressed by various 
words: bi-manzila, šubbiha bihi, ±aqyas, etc. 
The terminology has not been set as yet.

While examining the sentence mà ±a™sana 
≠abdallàhi, Sìbawayhi says in another passage 
that according to al-Xalìl, it is equal (bi-man-
zila) to šay±un ±a™sanahu ≠abdallàh (Kitàb I, 
72–73). He offers the following explanation: 
its structure is that of sentences beginning with 
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fa≠ala, fa≠ila, fa≠ula, af ≠ala. In all these cases, 
“They created for it one example having the 
same course and they compared it with those 
which are not [derived] from a verb, such as 
làta and mà” (ja≠alù lahu miμàlan wà™idan yajrì 
≠alayhi, fa-šubbiha hà≈à bi-mà laysa min al-fi≠l 
na™wa làta wa-mà).

In this context, the ‘one example’ is a general 
grammatical form that is valid in many indi-
vidual cases. The expression ‘having the same 
course’ (yajrì majràhu) implies that the indi-
vidual cases follow the same pattern, i.e., they 
follow a general rule. Consequently, the second 
meaning of qiyàs is ‘a generally accepted rule, 
standard, measure, canon’ (Versteegh 1980:7–
30, 1993:26). This corresponds to one of the 
definitions in the lexicon referred to above 
(Majma≠ al-Bu™ùμ al-±Islàmiyya 1995:282), “a 
judgment on the individual on the basis of the 
constancy of the same judgment in the univer-
sal” (±an yu™kama ≠alà l-juz±ì li-μubùt ≈àlika 
l-™ukmi fì l-kullì), which reflects the essence 
of qiyàs used in this sense. By adopting the 
sense of ‘canon’, qiyàs became an explanatory 
principle in grammar (Versteegh 1977:104–
106, 2001:75). According to Fleisch, “Le grand 
effort des grammairiens arabes a été précisé-
ment d’établir le norm: le qiyàs” (1961:viii), 
and Endress (1986:176–177) explains:

Dieses Verfahren (qiyàs, das Massnehmen an einem 
‘Richtmass’) ist also mehr als eine lose Entsprechung, 
welche Wahrscheinlichkeit begründet; es erhält bei 
den islamischen Gelehrten den strengen Charakter 
einer logischen Figur: die ≠illa ist der terminus 
medius . . . eines (hypothetischen) Syllogismus.

For ideological reasons, this interpretation of 
qiyàs was favored also by those grammarians 
who adhered to the Mu≠tazilite school of theol-
ogy (Endress 1986:183).

The theory of the legal qiyàs (al-qiyàs aš-
šar≠ì) was established by jurisprudents: aš-Šàfi≠ì 
(d. 204/820) was the first jurisprudent who 
applied qiyàs in his legal works. (For a logic-
based theory of qiyàs in its historical setting, 
see an-Naššàr 1947.) More than three centuries 
later, ±Abù l-Barakàt Kamàl ad-Dìn Ibn al-
±Anbàrì (d. 577/1181) attempted to elaborate 
a new theory of grammar relying on that the-
ory. His method is summarized by Attia Amer 
(Luma≠, introd., xiv) as follows:

De toute façon, al-±Anbàrì suivit, dans son ouvrage, 
la méthode des jurisconsultes et celle des savants de 

la tradition du Prophète, et il emprunta aussi leur 
terminologie: al-±i©mà≠, an-naql, at-tawàtur, al-
±à™àd, al-qiyàs, al-±isti™sàn, ±ahl-al-±ahwà’.

Later, he adds: “Il affirme être le premier qui 
eut écrit un ouvrage sur la méthodologie gram-
maticale, et qui eut inventé cette ‘science’” 
(Luma≠, introd., xx). Ibn al-±Anbàrì (Luma≠ 
42) adapted the concepts of legal reasoning to 
grammar and defined the meaning of qiyàs as 
“an estimation of the branch on the basis of the 
judgment about the root. . . . Every qiyàs neces-
sarily consists of four things: root (±aßl), branch 
(far≠), reason (≠illa), and judgment (™ukm)” 
(≠ibàra ≠an taqdìr al-far≠ bi-™ukm al-±aßl . . . wa-
là budda li-kulli qiyàsin min ±arba≠at ±ašyà’: 
’aßl, far≠, ≠illa, ™ukm). These four terms belong 
to the terminology of al-qiyàs aš-šar≠ì, just like 
the transfer of the judgment from a well-known 
case (±aßl) to an unknown case (far≠) for a cer-
tain reason they have in common (≠illa). This 
common reason is the basis for the similarity 
between the two cases compared – a typical 
way of reasoning in the theological sciences. In 
the two previous types of al-qiyàs, there is no 
room for a common reason that could motivate 
a transfer of judgment. ≠Illa in this context can-
not be identified with ≠illa in the grammatical 
theory of ta≠lìl, where the term does not have 
the specific meaning it has in legal theory, and it 
is different from the ≠illa of earlier grammarians 
(Versteegh 1995:90–94, 98).

This third type of qiyàs is described by 
the following definition (Majma≠ al-Bu™ùμ al-
±Islàmiyya 1995:283): “an attachment of the 
branch to the root in respect of a judgment by 
a comprehensive factor” (huwa ±il™àq far≠in bi-
±aßlin fì ™ukmin bi-sabab jàmi≠in lahumà).

By accepting this third meaning of qiyàs, Ibn 
al-±Anbàrì could not avoid introducing further 
means of the kalàm methodology into gram-
mar, as the second ±aßl from among the three 
±ußùl of linguistics (Luma≠ 27–28), first of all 
the heuristic method of †ard and the method of 
refutation known as ≠aks (Suleiman 1999:128–
134; Luma≠ 58–65). Any attempt to explain the 
linguistic meaning of qiyàs by deriving it from 
fiqh is only right with respect to Ibn al-±Anbàrì 
and his school (Carter 1972:69–97, 1973:292–
304); it fails with respect to the other two (ear-
lier) types of qiyàs.

One cannot but agree with Gotthold Weil 
(1913:27), who distinguishes three uses of 
qiyàs: 
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i. Analogical explanation of certain forms 
(Versteegh 1997:47–48) 

ii. Regular form, linguistic canon
iii. Rational analogical reasoning of theolo-

gians (Maróth 1995:101–108)

The explanation of qiyàs as a kind of  syllogism is 
rejected by some authors (Bohas a.o. 1990:22–
26). They deny its deductive character, because 
to them it is more of a heuristic method. In that 
respect they are right, but unfortunately they 
do not see any difference between the various 
meanings of qiyàs.

It may be added that in modern times, qiyàs 
is often adduced as one of the most effective 
devices in the formation of new words (Vers-
teegh 2003:180–181).
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Qualifier ¤ X-bar Syntax

Quantifier

1. W h a t  i s  a  Q u a n t i f i e r ?

This entry surveys quantifiers in Arabic and 
classifies them according to their morpho-
syntactic behavior. Quantifiers are terms that 
express quantificational relations between sets, 
where sets are expressed by predicates, e.g. 
noun phrases and verb phrases. For example, 
the quantifier most in (1) expresses a rela-
tion between Egyptians (a noun phrase (NP) 
denoting the set of Egyptians) and love Umm 
Kulthoum (a verb phrase (VP) denoting the set 
of individuals who love Umm Kulthoum).

(1) Most Egyptians love Umm Kulthoum

The relation that most expresses is true if and 
only if the intersection of the two sets (the 
individuals who are both Egyptian and love 
Umm Kulthoum) accounts for more than half 
of the first set (the Egyptians). The two set-
denoting phrases Egyptians and love Umm 
Kulthoum are arguments of most. Similarly, 
Every Egyptian loves Umm Kulthoum is true 
if the Egyptians are a subset of the individuals 
who love Umm Kulthoum (i.e. if there is no 
individual in the Egyptian set who is not also in 
the loves Umm Kulthoum set). Some Egyptian 
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loves Umm Kulthoum is true if the intersection 
of Egyptians and loves Umm Kulthoum is not 
empty (i.e. if there is at least one individual 
in both the Egyptian set and the loves Umm 
Kulthoum set). Keenan (1996) formalizes such 
relations as conditions on the truth of sentences 
that contain them, as in (2). Here, A and B are 
any sets, |α| stands for ‘the cardinality of α’, 
I(α) stands for ‘the interpretation of α’, and 
T stands for the truth value ‘true’. (2a), then, 
which defines most, says for any sets A and B, 
the interpretation of most (A, B) (read ‘most 
As are Bs’) is ‘true’ if and only if the cardinality 
of the intersection of A and B is greater than 
the cardinality of the set of things that are in 
A but not B (the set A-B), that is, in the exam-
ple at hand, if the Egyptians who love Umm 
Kulthoum outnumber the Egyptians who do 
not.

(2a) For any sets A and B, I(most(A, B)) = T if 
and only if |A∩B|>|A-B|.

(2b) For any sets A and B, I(every(A, B)) = T if 
and only if A⊆B.

(2c) For any sets A and B, I(some(A, B)) = T if 
and only if A∩B≠Ø.

The definitions in (2) follow the model of the 
generalization of the logical quantifiers all and 
some devised by Mostowski (1957). Such ‘gen-
eralized quantifiers’ have played an important 
role in the development of modern logic; see 
Lindström (1966), Montague (1970), Barwise 
and Cooper (1981), Higginbotham and May 
(1981), and Keenan and Stavi (1986).

A quantifier’s first argument is its restriction 
(R in (3)); it restricts the universe to that portion 
that needs to be considered in order to evalu-
ate whether the quantificational relation is true 
or not (non-Egyptians have no bearing on the 
truth of Most Egyptians love Umm Kulthoum). 
A quantifier’s second argument is its nuclear 
scope (NS in (3)); it constitutes that portion of 
the scope of the quantifier not included in the 
restriction (Heim 1982).

(3) [Q Most] [R Egyptians] [NS love Umm 
Kulthoum]

Note, though, that quantifiers may be more-
than-two-place, as in More students than teach-
ers came to the party (also see Sec. 4, below), 

which describes a relation between the set of 
students, the set of teachers, and the set of 
individuals who came to the party (Keenan 
1996).

Morphological and syntactic criteria distin-
guish three classes of quantifiers in Arabic: (1) 
nominal quantifiers (e.g. jamì ≠ ‘all’), (2) numer-
als (e.g. μalàμ ‘three’), and (3) phrasal quanti-
fiers (quantificational relationships expressed 
periphrastically). These are surveyed below.

2. N o m i n a l  Q u a n t i f i e r s

A defining characteristic of the nominal quanti-
fiers is a parallelism to the syntactic expression 
of possession in Arabic. Possession is expressed 
through the ¤ ‘construct state’, in which the 
NP denoting the possessee is the first term and 
the NP denoting the possessor the second. The 
first term of a construct state bears the case 
morphology corresponding to the grammatical 
function of the construct as a whole, while the 
second term bears genitive case. The first term 
may bear neither the definite article nor the ¤ 

tanwìn (-n ending; glossed Twn below) that 
typically occurs on nouns in the absence of the 
article, and the two terms must be adjacent. See 
Ritter (1987; building on Abney 1987), Ritter 
(1988), Ouhalla (1988), Benmamoun (1992), 
Mohammad (1988, 1989), Fassi Fehri (1999), 
and Shlonsky (2004).

(4) bàb-u l-™adìqat-i
 gate-Nom the-garden-Gen
 ‘The gate of the garden; the garden’s gate’

Nominal quantifiers occur as the first term of 
a construct state construction of which the 
second term is the NP denoting the quantifier’s 
restriction. Here again, the first term, the quan-
tifier, may bear neither the definite article nor 
the tanwìn.

(5a) jamì ≠-u l-kutub-i
 all-Nom the-books-Gen
 ‘all the books’
(5b) mu≠Úam-u l-kutub-i
 most-Nom the-books-Gen
 ‘most of the books’
(5c) ba≠∂-u l-kutub-i
 some-Nom the-books-Gen
 ‘some of the books’
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In addition to the morphosyntactic parallels 
between (4) and (5), quantificational and pos-
sessive constructions are parallel in the replace-
ability of the second term by a pronominal 
suffix.

(6a) bàb-u-hà
 gate-Nom-3p
 ‘their gates’
(6b) jamì ≠-u-hà
 all-Nom-3p
 ‘all of them; their entirety’
(6c) mu≠Úam-u-hà
 most-Nom-3p
 ‘most of them’
(6d) ba≠∂-u-hà
 some-Nom-3p
 ‘some of them’

The parallel between (4) and (5) and (6a) and 
(6b–d), in light of the fact that the first term 
of the construct state is a noun, suggests that 
there is something nominal about these quanti-
fiers. The nominal character is also evident in 
morphological parallels between the quantifiers 
in (5) and other nouns. The quantifiers bear 
case morphology as nouns do, and, when the 
restriction is unexpressed, bear either the defi-
nite article or the tanwìn that occurs on nouns 
in the absence of the article.

(7a) qara±-tu l-jamì ≠-a
 read-1s the-all-Acc

‘I read all of it/them’ (i.e. ‘I read it/their 
entirety’)

(7b) qara±-tu ba≠∂-a-n
 read-1s some-Acc-Twn
 ‘I read some/several’

Arabic differs in this respect from English, in
which quantificational relationships are typi-
cally expressed by determiners (every, most, 
some, etc.). In Arabic, they are typically 
expressed by nouns.

Also like in possessive constructions, the sec-
ond term of a construct state headed by a 
quantifier may be definite or indefinite, singular 
or plural. Interpretations for the quantifiers in 
(5) for the four possible definiteness/number 
combinations in the restriction are paraphrased 
in English as follows. Note that when the 
restriction of a nominal quantifier is indefinite, 
its interpretation typically must be restricted in 

some other way, as by an adjectival modifier 
and (the b and d examples, below).

(8a) qara±-tu jamì ≠-a l-kitàb-i
 read-1s all-Acc the-book-Gen
 ‘I read all of the book’
(8b) qara±-tu jamì ≠-a kitàb-i-n
 read-1s all-Acc book-Gen-Twn
 mamnù≠-i-n
 banned-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read all of a banned book’
(8c) qara±-tu jamì ≠-a l-kutub-i
 read-1s all-Acc the-books-Gen
 ‘I read all of the books’
(8d) qara±-tu jamì ≠-a kutub-i-n
 read-1s all-Acc books-Gen-Twn
 mamnù≠-at-i-n
 banned-p-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read all banned books’

(9a) qara±-tu mu≠Úam-a l-kitàb-i
 read-1s most-Acc the-book-Gen
 ‘I read most of the book’
(9b) qara±-tu mu≠Úam-a kitàb-i-n
 read-1s most-Acc book-Gen-Twn
 mamnù≠-i-n
 banned-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read most of a banned book’
(9c) qara±-tu mu≠Úam-a l-kutub-i
 read-1s most-Acc the-books-Gen
 ‘I read most of the books’
(9d) qara±-tu mu≠Úam-a kutub-i-n
 read-1s most-Acc books-Gen-Twn
 mamnù≠-at-i-n
 banned-p-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read most banned books’

(10a) qara±-tu ba≠∂-a l-kitàb-i
 read-1s some-Acc the-book-Gen
 ‘I read part of the book’
(10b) qara±-tu ba≠∂-a kitàb-i-n
 read-1s some-Acc book-Gen-Twn
 mumnù≠-i-n
 banned-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read part of a banned book’
(10c) qara±-tu ba≠∂-a l-kutub-i
 read-1s some-Acc the-books-Gen
 ‘I read some of the books’
(10d) qara±-tu ba≠∂-a kutub-i-n
 read-1s some-Acc books-Gen-Twn
 mamnù≠-at-i-n
 banned-p-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read some banned books’
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These interpretations are largely as expected, 
assuming first that a singular noun denotes a set 
of subparts of a single individual (book, above), 
while a plural denotes a set of individuals, and 
second that the definite article in the restriction 
has the effect of relating the restriction to a dis-
course-salient set. Hence, the a and c examples 
(with a singular restriction) describe a relation-
ship between subparts of a book and a property 
(here that I read it), while the b and d examples 
(with a plural restriction) describe a relation-
ship between books and a property.

An exception to this very regular pattern 
is the quantifier kull (roughly, ‘every’). Kull 
is special in that its interpretation with defi-
nite, indefinite, singular, and plural restrictions 
does not compose in the same manner as for 
the other quantifiers. In combination with a 
definite restriction, it is parallel in meaning to 
jamì≠ ‘all’ (compare (11a, c) with (8a, c)). How-
ever, in combination with a singular indefinite 
restriction, its restriction is interpreted not as 
a set of subparts of an individual but rather 
as a set of individuals (11b), just like a plural 
definite restriction (11c). And in combination 
with a plural indefinite restriction, it is ungram-
matical altogether (11d). Note lastly that kull 
is also unlike jamì≠ in that a singular indefinite 
restriction for kull need not be further modified 
(compare (11b) with (8b)).

(11a) qara±-tu kull-a l-kitàb-i
 read-1s every-Acc the-book-Gen
 ‘I read all of the book’
(11b) qara±-tu kull-a kitàb-i-n
 read-1s every-Acc book-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read every book’
(11c) qara±-tu kull-a l-kutub-i
 read-1s every-Acc the-books-Gen
 ‘I read all of the books’
(11d) *qara±-tu kull-a kutub-i-n
 read-1s every-Acc book-Gen-Twn
 (mamnù≠-at-i-n)
 banned-p-Gen-Twn

Kull alone has the property that it forces a 
set-of-individuals interpretation on a singular 
indefinite restriction, but even this quirk van-
ishes when the restriction is definite (compare 
(11b) with (11a)). As with other quantifiers, the 
restriction of kull can be pronominalized (12a) 
or null (12b, c) (compare (12) with (6) and (7)). 

Note that the fact that (12a) is interpreted on 
par with (11a), not (11b), indicates that pro-
nouns are inherently definite in Arabic.

(12a) qara±-tu kull-a-hu
 read-1s every-Acc-3s
 ‘I read all of it’ (not: ‘I read each one’)
(12b) qara±-tu kull-a-n
 read-1s every-Acc-Twn
 ‘I read each one’ (not: ‘I read all of it’)
(12c) qara±-tu l-kull-a
 read-1s the-every-Acc
 ‘I read all of it’ (not: ‘I read each one’)

A null restriction may ‘reappear’ in a preposi-
tional phrase.

(13) qara±-tu kull-a-n min
 read-1s every-Acc-Twn of
 al-kutub-i
 the-books-Gen
 ‘I read each one of the books’

The possibility illustrated in (13) of separat-
ing the restriction out into a prepositional 
phrase avails itself generally in Arabic for most 
quantifiers of any type. In this respect, also, 
the syntactic relationship between the quanti-
fier and its restriction parallels possession. (4) 
may also be paraphrased as in (14), although 
the head in this case is interpreted as indefinite 
(¤ construct state).

(14) bàb-u-n min al-™adìqat-i
 gate-Nom-Twn of the-garden-Gen
 ‘a gate of the garden’

The quantifier kilà ‘both’ occurs with a dual 
restriction, which must be definite. It is the 
only nominal quantifier that agrees in gender 
with its restriction. The form kilà occurs with 
a masculine restriction (15a) and kiltà with a 
feminine (15b).

(15a) qara±-tu kilà l-kitàb-ayni
 read-1s both the-book-d/
   Acc
 ‘I read both books’
(15b) qara±-tu kiltà r-risàl-at-ayni
 read-1s both/f the-letter-f-d/
   Acc
 ‘I read both letters’
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The nominal class also includes the propor-
tional quantifiers (e.g. one third of ). Like the 
other nominal quantifiers, these occur in con-
struct with their restriction, which can be pro-
nominalized or dropped, as shown in (17), and 
distribute like nouns.

(16a) qara±-tu μulμ-a l-kitàb-i
 read-1s third-Acc the-book-Gen
 ‘I read a third of the book’
(16b) qara±-tu μulμ-a kitàb-i-n
 read-1s third-Acc book-Gen-Twn
 mamnù≠-i-n
 banned-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read a third of a banned book’
(16c) qara±-tu μulμ-a l-kutub-i
 read-1s third-Acc the-books-Gen
 ‘I read a third of the books’
(16d) qara±-tu μulμ-a kutub-i-n
 read-1s third-Acc books-Gen-Twn
 mamnù≠-at-i-n
 banned-f-Gen-Twn
 ‘I read a third of banned books’

(17a) qara±-tu μulμ-a-hu
 read-1s third-Acc-3s
 ‘I read a third of it’
(17b) qara±-tu μ-μulμ-a
 read-1s the-third-Acc
 ‘I read the third’
(17c) qara±-tu μulμ-a-n (min-hu)
 read-1s third-Acc-Twn (of-it)
 ‘I read a third (of it)’

3. N u m e r i c  Q u a n t i f i e r s

Like other quantifiers, the cardinal numbers 
denote relations between sets (¤ numerals). 
(18) asserts that the intersection of the set of 
students and the set of individuals who passed 
the exam has cardinality three.

(18) naja™-a μalàμ-at-u
 succeed-3s three-f-Nom
 †ullàb-i-n fì l-imti™àn-i
 students-Gen-Twn in the-exam-Gen
 ‘Three students passed the test’

That is, μalàμ has the truth conditions in (19).

(19) For any sets A and B, I(μalàμ(A, B)) = T if 
and only if |A∩B|≥3.

Like the nominal quantifiers, quantifiers 
formed from numerals may have any gram-
matical function. The numerals from 1 to 10, 
as well as 100, 1,000, and 1,000,000, occur 
in construct with their restriction, which, as 
usual, appears in the genitive case. Beyond 
these similarities, the numeric quantifiers dif-
fer from the nominal quantifiers in a number 
of respects that suggest they are taxonomi-
cally special.

First, the cardinal numbers mentioned 
above agree in gender with their restriction 
(except for mi±at ‘100’, which is feminine and 
indeclinable), that is, the form of the num-
eral depends on the gender of the restriction,
albeit in an unusual way. The numeral bears 
the opposite gender morphology of the noun 
that forms the restriction. Note that this gen-
der ‘polarity’ effect, typical of the Semitic 
languages (Hetzron 1967, 1972), does not 
apply to the one agreeing nominal quantifier 
kilà ‘both’.

(20a) μalàμ-at-u †ullàb-i-n
 three-f-Nom students-Gen-Twn
 ‘three (male) students’
(20b) μalaμ-u †àlib-àt-i-n
 three-Nom student-f/p-Gen-Twn
 ‘three (female) students’

Second, unlike the nominal quantifiers, the 
numerals may occur as adjectival modifiers of 
their restriction, whether definite or indefinite 
(Wright 1981:11, Sec. 321).

(21a) naja™-a †ullàb-u-n
 succeed-3s students-Nom-Twn
 μalàμ-at-u-n fì l-imti™àn-i
 three-f-Nom-Twn in the-exam-Gen
 ‘Three students passed the test’
(21b) naja™-a †-†ullàb-u
 succeed-3s the-students-Nom
 μ-μalaμ-at-u fì l-imti™àn-i
 the-three-f-Nom in the-exam-Gen
 ‘The three students passed the test’

Here, the numeral functions as an adjective 
modifying (a†)-†ullàbu-(n), agreeing with it 
in case, definiteness, and gender, as required 
of adjectival modifiers (although the gender 
polarity principle still applies here, and not to 
adjectival modification in general).
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Third, although a numeral may occur in 
construct with a definite restriction or bear 
a pronominal suffix (Wright 1981:111, Sec. 
107), the interpretation is not the expected 
one, given the pattern established by the con-
trast in (5) and (6).

(22a) naja™-a μalàμ-at-u 
 succeed-3s three-f-Nom
 †-†ullàb-i fì l-imti™àn-i
 the-students-Gen in the-exam-Gen

‘The three students passed the test’
(≠ ‘Three of the students passed the 
test’)

(22b) naja™-a μalàμ-at-u-hum
 succeed-3s three-f-Nom-3p
 fì l-imti™àn-i
 in the-exam-Gen

‘The three of them passed the test’ 
(≠ ‘Three of them passed the test’)

The usual partitivity associated with the con-
struct state does not carry over to numerals in 
construct with a definite noun. Semantically, 
μalàμ has the function in (22) of an adnominal 
modifier (as in they three . . .), indeed, the same 
function as its adjectival counterpart in (21b). 
The partitive interpretation with a definite 
restriction is expressed with the restriction 
in a prepositional phrase dependent of the 
numeral.

(23) naja™-a μalàμ-at-u-n min
 succeed-3s three-f-Nom-Twn of
 a†-†ullàb-i fì l-imti™àn-i
 the-students-Gen in the-exam-Gen

‘Three of the students passed the test’

In these respects, the numerals do not pattern 
together with the nominal quantifiers, nor does 
the one similarity between the numerals and the 
nominal quantifiers – their occurrence in the 
construct state – extend beyond the numerals 
mentioned previously. The numerals between 
10 and 100 obligatorily precede their restriction, 
which is indefinite, accusative, and singular.

(24) naja™-a μalàμ-at-u-n wa-
 succeed-3s three-f-Nom-Twn and-
 ≠išrù-na †àlib-a-n
 twenty-Twn student-Acc-Twn
 ‘Twenty-three students passed’

See Ziadeh and Winder (1957) for a cogent dis-
cussion of additional properties of the Arabic 
numerals.

4. P h r a s a l  q u a n t i f i e r s

In English, some quantificational relations 
are expressed by what one might call ‘dis-
continuous determiners’, such as more . . . th
an . . . (as in More Egyptians than Iraqis love 
Umm Kulthoum), exactly as many . . . as . . . (as 
in Exactly as many Egyptians as Iraqis love 
Umm Kulthoum), three more . . . than . . . (as in 
Three more Egyptians than Iraqis love Umm 
Kulthoum), every . . . except . . . (as in Every 
Egyptian except Salma loves Umm Kulthoum), 
etc. Such relations are expressed periphrasti-
cally in Arabic, as illustrated below.

(25) ≠adad-u l-mu™àm-ìna
 number-Nom the-lawyer-p/Gen
 l-la≈ìna ya-qra±-ùna jarìdat-a
 the-which 3-read-p newspaper-Acc
 l-quds-i ±akμar-u min
 the-Quds-Gen more-Nom than
 ≠adad-i l-±a†ibbà±-i
 number-Gen the-doctors-Gen

‘More lawyers than doctors read Al-
Quds’ (lit. ‘The number of lawyers who 
read Al-Quds is more than the number 
of doctors’)

(26) ≠adad-u l-±a†ibbà±-i
 number-Nom the-doctors-Gen
 l-la≈ìna ya-qra±-ùna jarìdat-a
 the-which 3-read-p newspaper-Acc
 l-quds-i yu-sàwì ≠adad-a
 the-Quds-Gen 3-equal number-Acc
 l-mu™àm-ìna
 the-lawyer-p/Gen

‘As many doctors as lawyers read Al-Quds’ 
(lit. ‘The number of doctors who read 
Al-Quds equals the number of lawyers’)

(27) ya-zìd-u ≠adad-u
 3-exceed-Ind number-Nom
 l-±a†ibbà±-i l-la≈ìna ya-qra±-ùna
 the-doctors-Gen the-which 3-read-p
 jarìdat-a al-quds-i
 paper-Acc the-Quds-Gen
 μalàμ-at-a-n ≠an ≠adad-i
 three-f-Acc-Twn on number-Gen
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 l-mu™àm-ìna
 the-lawyer-p/Gen

‘Three more doctors than lawyers read 
Al-Quds’ (lit. ‘The number of doctors 
who read Al-Quds exceeds the number of 
lawyers by three’)

(28) kull-u l-±a†ibbà±-i ya-qra±-ùna
 every-Nom the-doctors-Gen 3-read-p
 jarìdat-a l-quds-i
 newspaper-Acc the-Quds-Gen
 ±illà salmà
 except Salma

‘All the doctors read Al-Quds except 
Salma’

Proportions named explicitly as percents are 
expressed as . . . in 100 in Arabic, as in (29).

(29) naja™-a μamànù-na fì
 succeed-3s eighty-Twn in
 l-mi±at-i min a†-†ullàb-i
 the-hundred-Gen of the-students-Gen

‘Eighty percent of the students passed’

5. S u m m a r y

Quantifiers denote relations between sets. Nom-
inal quantifiers are morphosyntactically nouns 
and occur as the first term of a construct state 
construction of which the second term is the 
restriction, which may be definite or indefinite, 
singular or plural. Kull is a unique quantifier 
that may combine with a definite or indefi-
nite restriction, but with an indefinite only in 
the singular, and with a unique interpretation 
vis-à-vis the other quantifiers. The numeric 
quantifiers are quasi-adjectival. They agree with 
their restriction. The basic ones occur either in 
construct with their restriction or as adjectival 
modifiers of it, and when the restriction is defi-
nite, they are semantically modificational, not 
partitive. Other kinds of quantificational rela-
tions are expressed altogether nonlexically.
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Qur±àn

The Qur±àn uses the fact that it was revealed 
in Arabic to argue that the Arabs who hear it 
have no excuse for not understanding: “We 
have sent it down as an Arabic Qur±àn so that 
you [people] may understand” (Q. 12/2). As 
Sìbawayhi (d. 177/793?) puts it, “They were 
addressed in their own speech, and the Qur±àn 
came to conform to their language and what 
they understood” (Kitàb I, 331–332). Similarly, 
a“-”à†ibì (d. 790/1388) states: “The Qur±àn 
was revealed in Arabic, conforming to the way 
the Arabs spoke, making it easy for them to 
understand what God commands and prohib-
its” (Muwàfaqàt III, 346).

The Qur±àn conformed to Arab speech: it 
provided the reason for codifying Arabic gram-
mar and stylistics and was used as a criterion 
for these disciplines. It was in order to make 
sure that all Muslims, especially non-Arabs, 
could read the Qur±àn accurately that Arabs 
began to think of writing down a grammar of 
their language, based on the text of the Qur±àn 
and on Arabic poetry and speech. Arabic pho-
netics originated in the quest to describe exactly 
the proper pronunciation and articulation of 
the Qur±àn and developed into the science of 
¤ tajwìd and the art of reciting the Qur±àn. 
Similarly, the study of Arabic rhetoric flour-
ished for the service of the Qur±àn, culminating 
in the works of the outstanding scholar ≠Abd 
al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078), particularly 
his Dalà±il al-±i≠jàz and ±Asràr al-balàÿa, which 
investigate the style and rhetoric of the Qur±àn 
in an attempt to identify the reasons for the 
inimitability (¤ ±i≠jàz) of its language. In his 
opinion, the central issue of Arabic grammar 
is ta≠lìq ‘syntactic relations’, which is closely 
bound up with stylistics. In fact, it is only by 
studying these two disciplines together in the 
Qur±àn that one gains a true understanding of 
how they work.

Even in their study of the principles of liter-
ary criticism, Arab critics drew heavily on the 
text of the Qur±àn, as can be seen, for example, 
in the celebrated work of the critic Ibn al-±Aμìr 
(d. 637/1239) in his al-Maμal as-sà≠ir fì ±adab 
al-kàtib wa-š-šà≠ir on the criticism of prose and 
poetry. As as-Suyù†ì (d. 911/1505), a writer 
on many subjects, including Qur±ànic studies 
and linguistics, states, the Qur±àn was in fact 

the source for all branches of Arab knowledge 
(±Itqàn IV, 33). In the Islamic educational sys-
tem, grammar instruction is connected with 
the Qur±àn: in the first grammar lessons at the 
primary school of al-Azhar in Cairo (opened 
in 972), students are introduced to al-mabàdi± 
al-≠ašara ‘the ten introductory aspects’, with 
which the grammar textbook begins, and which 
are necessary when embarking on the study of 
any branch of knowledge. They include the 
definition of that particular discipline, its name, 
the issues it deals with, its founder, its relation 
to other subjects, its status among other sub-
jects, and how the šarì ≠a views the learning of 
that subject. The status of grammar, students 
are told, is foremost because it ensures correct 
understanding and reading of the Arabic text of 
the Qur±àn, and as such, its study is incumbent 
on the Muslim community. In addition to any 
educational or secular purpose, learning gram-
mar and linguistics in general is a religious duty 
in al-Azhar and similar traditional institutions 
of learning in the Muslim world.

Thus, in the Muslim world, the Qur±àn is the 
starting point of Arabic linguistic scholarship. 
Outside the Muslim world, another vigorous 
tradition of Arabic linguistic scholarship has 
developed in Western universities (especially 
since the 17th century), which from the begin-
ning was driven in no small measure by its 
relevance to the Qur±àn and Islam (¤ Arabic 
studies in Europe). This has led to the produc-
tion of monumental studies of Arabic and Islam 
in leading European centers of learning, in vari-
ous languages, such as Dutch, English, French, 
German, Italian, Russian, and Spanish.

1. G r a m m a r  a n d  s t y l e

It would be incorrect to talk about the gram-
mar of the Arabic Qur±àn as being differ-
ent from general Arabic grammar: no scholar, 
neither Arab nor non-Arab, has written as a 
separate study a comprehensive grammar of the 
Qur±àn. The Qur±àn conforms to the grammati-
cal norms of Arabic and includes some dialectal 
features in the different readings, all of which 
were understood by the Arabs who first heard 
the Revelation. Around the Prophet, there were 
Muslims from all parts of Arabia, and there 
are no comments on record that any of the 
Qur±àn’s grammatical features were found to 
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be foreign to the Arabic language people were 
used to (≠Ubàda 1980:I, 68–108).

When grammarians devised their rules based 
on what is general and regular in Arabic 
(mu††arid; see below, Sec. 2.2), and found that 
certain instances in the Qur±àn, notably vari-
ous dialectal features, did not conform to the 
general pattern, they still recognized that these 
do conform to other recognized grammatical or 
stylistic patterns in the language, and thus, even 
if they were not included as part of the mu††arid 
rules of grammar (£assàn 1993:283) and were 
considered šà≈≈, they were still correct (¤ faßì™) 
since they belonged to the language of the age 
of i™tijàj. This age is normally considered to be 
the period up to the middle of the 2nd century 
A.H. in urban centers and the mid-4th century 
A.H. in Bedouin localities. The language of this 
era is regarded as correct and fit to be used as a 
linguistic model.

The Arabic language is broader than the 
mu††arid rules, and irregularity does not pre-
clude correctness (aš-šu≈ù≈ là yunàfì l-faßà™a). 
Rather than speaking of the grammar of the 
Qur±àn, then, it would be more accurate to 
speak of the Qur±àn’s ways of using Arabic 
grammatical patterns in expressing its message 
and how these work in tandem with stylistic 
considerations. Various grammatical features 
in the Qur±àn are dealt with here. A scheme 
that may help the discussion to be more inclu-
sive and systematic and that concentrates on 
the central issue of Arabic grammar (the ta≠lìq) 
is to look at the cues of syntactic relations and 
how the Qur±àn deals with them, and then to 
look at some patterns the Qur±àn frequently 
uses.

2. C u e s  o f  s y n t a c t i c  r e l a t i o n s

Like all other languages, Arabic offers a set of 
cues for determining syntactic relations between 
the different parts of a sentence. These can be 
either morphosyntactic or semantic. In Arabic, 
morphosyntactic cues have been categorized as 
follows (£assàn 1993:7–8):

i. Morphological structure (binya) of a word
ii. Declension (±i≠ràb)
iii. Binding (rab†)
iv. Order (rutba)
v. Syntagmatic requirement (ta∂àmm)
vi. Verbal context (siyàq)

Semantic cues include such categories as predi-
cation, transitivity, and purpose, which are not 
dealt with here. These cues determine the gram-
matical function of words and make the mean-
ing of the sentence clear. They act together in 
what is known in Arabic as ta∂àfur al-qarà±in 
‘interrelatedness of links’. This makes it some-
times possible to dispense with a given cue 
because other cues still make the grammatical 
function and meaning of the statement clear. 
The language of the Qur±àn, and Arabic in 
general, has norms for observing morphosyn-
tactic cues or dispensing with them for stylistic 
purposes, in order to achieve certain effects 
that serve the intended message in any given 
situation.

2.1 Morphology

2.1.1 The morphological unit
A morphological unit can have multiple mean-
ings. The definite article al- can refer to a class 
( jinsiyya), e.g. al-±insàn ‘mankind/the human 
being’ (Q. 70/19), or it can refer to something 
already mentioned or understood from the con-
text (≠ahdiyya), e.g. an-nàs ‘the people of Mecca 
[mentioned earlier]’ (Q. 17/93); al-kitàb ‘the 
book [referring to the Qur±àn]’ (Q. 5/48). Al- 
can also be used as a resumptive pronoun, e.g. 
Q. 9/26: “He punished the disbelievers – this 
is what the disbelievers [al-kàfirìn instead of 
‘they’] deserve”, or it can be used for bind-
ing (rab†), e.g. al-ma±wà (Q. 79/39): “As for 
anyone who has transgressed and preferred the 
present life, hell will be home [al-ma±wà, mean-
ing ‘his home’]”.

This last usage serves to maintain rhythm 
and ¤ rhyme, an important consideration in 
the Qur±àn, and gives the statement a generality 
that includes this person and any of his type. 
Generality of meaning (ta≠mim) often has an 
important place in the Qur±àn.

2.1.2 Departure from regular morphology

i. Departure by omission
An instance of omission is that of the final yà± 
of the 1st person singular in ±ujìbu da≠wata d-
dà≠i ±i≈à da≠àni… ‘When My servants ask you 
[Prophet] about Me, I am near, I respond to 
those who call Me . . .’ (Q. 2/186). Here, the yà± 
has been omitted from da≠àni to leave only the 
kasra. Rhetorically, this serves the function of 
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shortening the statement to express how close 
God is to anyone who calls Him, which is the 
point of this verse. This is enhanced by omitting 
the words ‘Say to them’ earlier in the sentence, 
as well as stated expressly in the words ‘I am 
near’. The omission for stylistic effect does not 
impair the sense, as the kasra at the end of the 
two words indicates the original form of the 
word (the yà± is also omitted in ad-dà≠i). Again, 
in rabbanà wa-taqabbal du≠à±i ‘Oh Lord, accept 
my request’ (Q. 14/40), the final yà± is omitted 
in order to maintain the rhythm and rhyme (see 
also Q. 18/64, 66; 22/54; 40/15; 67/17).

ii. Departure by addition
Addition takes place, for instance in Q. 37/130: 
“Peace be to ±Ilyàsìn” instead of “ ±Ilyàs” 
(although ar-Ràzì suggests that he is ±Ilyàs ibn 
Yàsìn), where the addition of ìn maintains the 
rhythm and rhyme for effect.

2.2 Declension ( ±i ≠ràb)

±I≠ràb has occupied Arab grammarians to a 
great extent, even though in many situations it 
is not necessary as a cue for syntactic relations, 
as in pronouns and indeclinable nouns, in verbs 
IIIw/y (nàqiß), and in nouns that do not allow 
final vowels to appear (mabnì), which are fre-
quent in Arabic. The Qur±àn conforms to the 
general rules of ±i ≠ràb, but there are notable 
examples where the general rules are set aside 
and less common dialectal patterns are used for 
stylistic purposes. One well-known case is the 
occurrence of a sound masculine plural in a list 
of entities, where there is a departure from coor-
dination for rhetorical purposes. In Q. 5/69, 
“The believers, the Jews, the Christians and the 
Sabians – all those who believe in God and the 
last day – there is no fear for them, nor will they 
grieve”, all the nouns are governed by ±inna in 
the accusative, but ‘the Sabians’ appears in the 
nominative (wa-ß-Íàbi±ùn). This has been taken 
to be an example of iltifàt, that is, a departure 
from the general rule for the purpose of high-
lighting the Sabians, in order to emphasize that 
even they, who are less close to the scriptural 
tradition, will have no fear or cause to grieve 
(Abdel Haleem 1992:426). Another example of 
shift can be seen in Q. 2/177, in this case from 
the expected nominative aß-ßàbirùn ‘those who 
are steadfast’, which would be in coordination 
with the other nouns, to the accusative aß-

ßàbirìn, so as to highlight the importance of this 
particular quality in the situation.

A number of occurrences of iltifàt have been 
described as “linguistic errors” by John Bur-
ton (1988:177). He regards, for instance, the 
occurrence of al-muqìmìna ß-ßalàt ‘those who 
perform the prayers’ instead of al-muqìmùna 
ß-ßalàt, in the middle of a list of types in Q. 
4/162, as a linguistic error, although this is 
recognized as an admissible, familiar pattern in 
Arabic (±Abù ≠Ubayda, Majàz I, 165, 173) and 
as a form of iltifàt (Zarkašì, Burhàn III, 325). 
Another example that Burton considers to be 
an error is Q. 20/63 ±inna hà≈àni la-sà™iràni 
‘These are certainly two sorcerers’, said about 
Moses and Aaron by Pharaoh’s sorcerers. Nor-
mally, hà≈àni is governed by ±inna and should 
have been rendered as hà≈ayni (i.e. in the 
accusative). However, there is an Arabic dialect 
known as luÿa man yulzimu l-muμannà l-±alif, 
in which the dual invariably has the nomina-
tive ending (hà≈àni; ±Abù ≠Ubayda, Majàz II, 
21–22). The reason for this departure from 
the normal rules is therefore the observance 
of ™ikàya ‘quoting what someone has said’, 
regardless of the normal rules of inflection, a 
dialectal feature that has been used here for 
rhetorical effect. The statement quoted is made 
by sorcerers, and in sorcery, as observed even 
now in Arabic, sound effect is important as part 
of the incantation. Here, we have three suc-
cessive words all with long ±alif, preceded and 
succeeded by fat™a followed by nùn: hà≈àni, 
sà™iràni, yurìdàni, so to change hà≈àni into 
hà≈ayni would break the pattern. The general 
grammatical rule has been suspended here for 
a rhetorical purpose, and as in all these exam-
ples, the suspension of ±i ≠ràb has not impaired 
the meaning, because other cues determine the 
grammatical functions of the individual words. 
Cues cooperate in the sense that the structure, 
word order, syntagmatic requirement, etc. all 
indicate the grammatical function, even if the 
general rule of ±i ≠ràb is suspended. Another 
occurrence of suspension of ±i ≠ràb occurs in 
Q. 12/11, when Joseph’s brothers say to their 
father, “Why do you not trust us (là ta±mannà) 
with Joseph?”. The verb should have been in 
the indicative mood, ta±manùna, but this rule 
was set aside for the purpose of ¤ ±idÿàm ‘gem-
ination of the two similar nùns’, which makes 
the pronunciation lighter (±axaff ) in Arabic – an 
intended phonetic effect.
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2.3 Binding (rab†)

Binding is achieved by reference, concordance, 
and particles.

2.3.1 Reference (±i™àla)
±I™àla can be achieved through the use of the 
following devices: repetition of the same word 
or phrase; personal, demonstrative, or relative 
pronouns; and the definite article, al-; some-
times, the binding element may be omitted.

i. Repetition
There are numerous examples of repetition in 
the Qur±àn: “Do they not see that God brings 
life into being and reproduces it. Truly this is 
easy for God” (Q. 29/19). “It was not without 
purpose that we created the heavens and earth 
and everything in between. That may be what 
the disbelievers assume. Woe to the disbeliev-
ers from Hellfire!” (Q. 38/27). This type is 
known in balàÿa as wad≠ aÚ-Úàhir maw∂i≠ 
a∂-∂amìr ‘using a noun in place of a pronoun’. 
Repetition of the name of God, as above, in an 
independent statement to indicate His capa-
bilities or qualities, in contrast to the other 
gods of the polytheists, is especially common. 
Repeating ‘the disbelievers’ instead of using the 
pronoun ‘them’ indicates that their disbelief 
was the cause of their opinion and their doom 
(Abdel Haleem 1992:428–429). It also creates, 
as in the first case, an independent statement, 
quotable on its own and effective in religious 
discourse.

Repetition may also be used to recapitulate 
and refresh the memory when a sentence has 
become long. Again, this type of binding is 
quite common in the Qur±àn: “When there 
came to them a scripture confirming what they 
already had; when . . .; when . . .; when there 
came to them . . ., they disbelieved” (Q. 2/89). 
“Why, when the soul of a dying man comes up 
to his throat, while you merely gaze on – We 
are nearer to him than you, though you do not 
see Us – why, if you are not subjected, do you 
not restore his soul to him?” (Q. 56/83–87).

ii. Pronouns
The personal pronoun must refer to a referent, 
normally the nearest suitable preceding refer-
ent, and it must agree with this both in form 
and in meaning. Sometimes, the referent is not 

stated but rather deduced (mutaßayyad), for 
example, “But if anyone knows that the testator 
has made a mistake, or done wrong, and so puts 
things right between them, he will incur no sin” 
(Q. 2/182). ‘Them’ stands here for the parties 
involved. Also, “If God were to punish people 
[at once] for the wrong they have done, there 
would not be a single creature left on its [i.e. 
the earth’s] surface” (Q. 35/45), and “everyone 
on it perishes” (Q. 55/26) where ‘it’ is gener-
ally understood to mean ‘the earth’. This is in 
accordance with the rule according to which ‘it 
is permissible to omit what is understood’, and 
it has the benefit of conciseness.

The principle of proximity of the referent can 
be dispensed with if the relationship is under-
stood without ambiguity, for example: “There 
are lessons in the story of Joseph and his 
brothers for those who seek them. They said, 
‘Although we are many, Joseph and his brother 
are dear . . .’” (Q. 12/7–8). Here, ‘they said’ 
does not refer to the closest referent (‘those 
who seek’) but rather to ‘his brothers’.

As regards agreement between the pronoun 
and its referent, the Qur±àn departs from this 
in numerous situations. First and foremost, 
this is the case of iltifàt ‘grammatical shift’ for 
rhetorical purposes, a widespread feature of 
Qur±ànic style, of which hundreds of examples 
can be cited. In discussing some examples of 
this feature, Nöldeke (1910) remarks (without 
referring to the Arabic term) that “the gram-
matical persons change from time to time in the 
Qur±àn in an unusual and not beautiful way”. 
Arab writers, in contrast, see the matter differ-
ently. The critic Ibn al-±Aμìr, for instance, after 
studying this stylistic feature, classes it among 
the “remarkable things and exquisite subtleties 
we have found in the glorious Qur±àn” (Maμal 
II, 43–45). In rhetorical treatises, iltifàt is called 
šajà≠at al-≠arabiyya because in their opinion it 
demonstrates the daring nature of the Arabic 
language. If any daring is to be attached to 
iltifàt, it should, above all, be the daring of the 
language of the Qur±àn, since it employs this 
feature according to effective patterns and for 
stylistic reasons, more extensively and in more 
variations than does Arabic poetry. Ibn al-±Aμìr, 
writing about rhetoric in prose and poetry, 
derives most of his examples from the Qur±àn. 
The hundreds of examples in the Qur±àn clearly 
show that stylistic considerations can overrule 
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grammar, but always for a rhetorical purpose, 
without impairing the sense or causing any 
ambiguity.

Six types of iltifàt have been identified, 
but only those relating to shifts in person as 
reflected in the pronoun and its referent are 
discussed here. (The other types of iltifàt are 
change in number, between singular, dual, and 
plural; change in addressee; change in the tense 
of the verb; change in case marker; and use 
of nouns in place of pronouns [Abdel Haleem 
1993:431]). Change in person (between 1st, 
2nd, and 3rd) is the most common occurrence 
of this type. For example, in “Who created the 
heavens and earth? Who sends down water 
from the sky for you – with which We cause 
gardens of delight to grow: you have no power 
to make the trees grow in them – is it another 
god beside God?” (Q. 27/60), a shift from 1st 
to 3rd person in the pluralis majestatis occurs 
at a crucial point for the listeners (see also 
Q. 14/4). There is a shift from 1st to 3rd person 
in “Give, out of what We have provided for 
you, before death comes to one of you and he 
says, ‘Reprieve me Lord’, but Allah reprieves no 
soul when its time comes” (Q. 63/10–11). This 
shift makes the final statement independent 
and absolute; it also indicates the contrast with 
other gods who do not have such power.

An example of a shift from 3rd to 2nd person 
is: “Praise be to God. . . . You alone we wor-
ship, You alone we ask for help” (Q. 1/1–4). 
After establishing that praise is only due to the 
Creator, who has such attributes to make Him 
truly worthy of praise and the only true source 
of help, the worshipper turns to address God 
for the rest of the sura to ask for His help. A 
further example, this one from 2nd to 3rd per-
son, can be found in “It is God who has given 
you spouses . . . and from them he has given 
you children and grandchildren. How can they 
believe in falsehood and deny God’s favours!” 
(Q. 16/72). In this shift, God turns to call eve-
ryone to witness the ingratitude of the people 
in question.

Similarly, in examples of other types we 
witness departure from grammatical rules for 
specific rhetorical purposes. Without such rhe-
torical purpose, departure from the normal 
rules would be mumtani≠ ‘inadmissible’ accord-
ing to the rules of rhetoric, and there is always 
a proviso that the departure does not cause any 
labs ‘confusion, obscurity’.

On some occasions, there are two preceding 
referents and only one is selected, as in ±aràkum 
qawman tajhalùna ‘I can see you are foolish 
people’ (Q. 11/29), in which the verb is in the 
2nd person rather than the 3rd (yajhalùna), in 
agreement with ±aràkum (2nd person), rather 
than with qawman, which is 3rd person. In cer-
tain cases, the departure can also be in agree-
ment in number, for example: “They swear by 
God to please you [believers]. But God and 
His messenger has more right that they should 
please Him” (Q. 9/62), in which use of the sin-
gular pronoun avoids referring to God and His 
messenger with a single pronoun, which would 
detract from taw™ìd ‘monotheism’ – and pleas-
ing God would in any case please the Prophet.

Agreement in definite/indefinite status can also 
sometimes be departed from when the indefinite 
has been defined by an adjective, which brings 
it closer to being definite, as, for example, in 
waylun li-kulli humazatin lumazatin alladhì 
jama≠a màlan’ ‘Woe to every fault-finding back-
biter, who amasses wealth’ (Q. 104/1–2; see 
also 50/32–33; 57/23–24). Departure can also 
be from expected gender agreement, as in “If 
We had wished, We could have sent them down 
a sign from heaven at which their necks would 
have stayed bowed down in utter humility” 
(Q. 26/4), where xà∂i≠in ‘in humility [masc. 
pl.]’, which refers to their necks, should be 
feminine, but the use of the masculine plural 
shows more humility by implicitly including 
not just the necks of the disbelievers but also 
the rest of their persons, and also maintains the 
rhyme, which is an important consideration. 
Nor is the sense marred. Another example is 
“On the day when you [Prophet] see the believ-
ers, both men and women, with their light 
 streaming out before them . . .” (Q. 57/12), in 
which yas≠à nùruhum ‘their light streaming out’ 
takes the masculine pronoun, which refers both 
to men and women according to the principle 
of taÿlìb ‘grammatical preponderance’ (see also 
Q. 57/13, 64/14). Finally, a construction known 
as muràwa™a ‘alternation’ between genders for 
a specific consideration can be seen in Q. 33/31: 
“Whoever of you [wives of the Prophet] is obe-
dient (wa-man yaqnut) to God and his Messen-
ger and does good (ta≠mal ßàli™an) We will give 
her a double reward . . .”. Here, the first verb, 
yaqnut, is masculine in agreement with the 
adjacent pronoun man, while the second verb, 
ta≠mal, is feminine in agreement with the wife.
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The demonstrative pronoun (≈àlika, ±ulà±ika, 
etc.) is frequently used as a binder in the 
Qur±àn: “. . . Whoever does good and believes, 
be it a man or a woman, these will enter para-
dise and be provided for without measure” (Q. 
40/40); “The ones who lower their voices in the 
presence of God’s Messenger, these (±ulà±ika) 
are the ones whose hearts God has proved to be 
aware . . .” (Q. 49/3). The rhetorical purpose of 
using the demonstrative pronoun is to empha-
size and highlight the class of persons who 
are being talked about. Similarly, the relative 
pronoun highlights, emphasizes, and singles out 
for praise alla≈ìna ±àmanù ‘those who believe’, 
as in “Those who believe and do good deeds, 
We do not let the reward of those who do good 
go to waste” (Q. 18/30), or disparagement 
alla≈ìna kafarù ‘those who disbelieve’, as in 
“When Our revelations are recited to them, you 
[Prophet] will recognize the denial in the faces 
of those who disbelieve . . .” (Q. 22/72). Again, 
this usage can make the final clause independ-
ently quotable.

iii. The definite article al- used as a binder
“God is the light of the heavens and the earth. 
His light is like a niche in which there is a 
lamp, the lamp inside a glass, the glass is like 
a glittering star . . .” (Q. 23/35). The repetition 
(using the definite article al- here rather than a 
pronoun) is particularly effective for the image 
and the way it is built up one layer inside the 
other (see also Q. 33/10). Another example is 
“For him who feared the meeting with his Lord 
and restrained the soul [i.e. his soul] (wa-nahà 
n-nafsa) from base desires, Paradise will be the 
home [i.e. his home]” (Q. 79/40–41). This lat-
ter example is one of several in which the use 
of al- instead of the pronoun helps maintain 
rhyme (cf. Sec. 2.1.1).

iv. Omission of the binding element
In cases where there is no ambiguity, a binding 
element can be omitted in accordance with the 
general rule ‘There is no omission without an 
indicator to what is omitted’ (là ™a≈fa ±illà bi-
dalìl ). Pronouns in the 3rd person in particular 
provide many examples of this in the Qur±àn. 
For example, in Q. 2/75, “God is not unaware 
of what you do” is rendered as mà ya≠malùna 
rather than ya≠malùnahu. The omitted pronoun 
is clear from the context, and in many cases its 
omission preserves the rhyme. In the following 

case the rhyme is not involved: “If you do not 
do, and you will not do . . .” (Q. 2/24), mean-
ing ‘If you do not do that’, where the pronoun 
‘that’ is omitted.

2.3.2 Concordance
Binding is also realized by concordance (mu†à-
baqa) in gender, number, ±i≠ràb, definiteness/
indefiniteness, and person (1st, 2nd, or 3rd). 
Concordance in these various elements binds 
words together and helps determine their gram-
matical functions. Concordance in number still 
pertains when a noun is singular in form but 
has the sense of plural, as in wa-na™nu ≠ußbatun 
‘while we are a group’ (Q. 12/8), where ≠ußbatun 
in the singular has a plural meaning and agrees 
with the plural pronoun na™nu ‘we’. Likewise, 
±antum qalìlun ‘You were few’ (Q. 8/26) and 
na™nu jamì ≠un ‘we together’ (Q. 54/44).

The relative pronoun man is grammatically 
singular and should, therefore, be followed 
by a singular pronoun even when the plural is 
intended, e.g. “Did he (Korah) not know that 
God had destroyed many generations before 
him, who had greater power than him (man 
huwa ±ašaddu minhu)?”, where huwa is a sin-
gular pronoun meaning ‘many’.

2.3.3 Particles (±adawàt)
Particles are very important in binding  Arabic 
sentences. The Arabic sentence, whether declar-
ative, conditional, or affective, with its numer-
ous subdivisions, relies, in the overwhelming 
majority of cases, on the particle to bind its 
parts and express its grammatical category 
(£assàn 1973:243–246, 1993:56–57). In Q. 6/
107, law šà±a llàhu mà ±ašrakù . . . ‘If it had 
been God’s will, they would not have joined 
other gods with Him . . .’, without the condi-
tional particle law, the negative particle mà 
would have become maßdariyya (an infinitive 
particle) to turn the meaning of the state-
ment to ‘God willed their joining others with 
Him’. Even when particles introduce nouns, 
as in the case of prepositions, conjunctions, 
and exceptions, etc., the particle still acts as 
a binder. As is amply illustrated in works like 
Ibn Hišàm’s Muÿnì l-labìb and by ≠Amàyra and 
as-Sayyid (1988), the Qur±àn employs particles 
extensively in its discourse for various stylistic 
purposes, such as the achievement of concise-
ness and cohesion and various other stylistic 
purposes.
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2.4 Word order

There are some instances in which the order 
of various lexical items in the Arabic sentence 
is fixed, as is the case in the positioning of 
prepositions and the nouns they govern, and 
of the various particles denoting exception, 
conjunction, and interrogation, all of which 
must precede the noun. An example from the 
Qur±àn of another type of fixed-order sentence 
is la≠anahu llàhu (Q. 4/118), where the object 
is an inseparable pronoun and so has to be 
attached to the verb and come before the sub-
ject. But there are also cases where the order is 
not fixed, such as the positioning of the object 
in relation to the verb and its subject, or that 
of the predicate of the subject of a nominal 
sentence. In a non-fixed-order sentence, the 
object may be introduced first to serve a stylis-
tic purpose of restriction (™aßr), as in ±iyyàka 
na≠budu ‘You alone we worship’ (Q. 1/5). 
Departure from original word order for rhe-
torical purpose is very common in the Qur±àn. 
Take, for example, Q. 37/86: ±a-±ifkan ±àlihatan 
dùna llàhi turìdùna ‘How can you choose false 
gods below God?’. The rhetorical question, put 
by Abraham to his people, shows objection to 
their worship of false gods, and the level of 
objection is reflected in the arrangement of the 
word order of the question itself, in diminishing 
strength. The strongest objection is that they 
are false; the fact that they are worshipping 
false gods comes second, especially as these 
false gods are inferior to God, and the final 
cause for objection is the fact that this has all 
been done on their own volition. In this case, 
an alternative word order such as ±a-turìdùna 
±àlihatan dùna llàhi ±ifkan would weaken the 
impact of both the statement and the objec-
tion being made (£assàn 1993:95). Finally, in 
certain circumstances, the usually unfixed order 
has to be fixed, as in the verbal sentence ∂araba 
mùsà ≠ìsà ‘Mùsà hit ≠îsà’, in which, if the order 
were unfixed, the lack of ±i≠ràb would leave the 
statement open to ambiguity, hence the first 
noun has to be the subject.

In a sentence where a number of attributes 
of various kinds occur, the Qur±àn tends 
to arrange them in order of length with the 
shortest first. For example, Q. 40/28: wa-qàla 
rajulun mu±minun min ±àli fir≠awna yaktumu 
±ìmànahu . . . ‘A secret believer from Pharaoh’s 
family said . . .’. Here, we have a single adjec-

tive mu±minun, coming before a prepositional 
phrase min ±àli fir≠awna, and then we have 
the adjectival clause, yaktumu ±ìmànahu. This 
particular order serves to balance the sentence 
and maintain a good, effective rhythm (see also 
Q. 2/68–69 and 23/117).

2.5 Syntagmatic requirement

Syntagmatic requirement (ta∂àmm) is another 
wide area where grammar and style work 
together to serve the text of the Qur±àn, includ-
ing such features as omission, addition, separa-
tion, parenthesis, and abnormal syntax.

2.5.1 Omission
Omission is a huge area in the Qur±àn, as can 
be seen from such books as Majàz al-Qur±àn 
by Ibn ≠Abd as-Salàm (e.g. Majàz 26–46, 261–
471). It serves conciseness, an important stylis-
tic feature of the Qur±an. As always with the 
principle of là ™a≈fa ±illà bi-dalìl, there has to 
be something to indicate the omitted part, such 
as a well-recognized pattern of the word, a cue, 
or the context. Here are a few examples.

i. Omission of the first member of the con-
struct phrase (±i∂àfa), in particular, occupies 
the largest space in Majàz al-Qur±àn, For 
example: ‘Ask the town’ meaning ‘ask the 
people of the town’ (Q. 12/83).

ii. Omission of the final radical of the active 
participle, as in ad-dà≠i instead of ad-dà≠ì 
(Q. 2/186), as explained earlier, or hàdi < 
hàdì (Q. 22/54).

iii. Omission of the interrogative particle, as 
when Moses asks Pharaoh, wa-tilka ni≠ma-
tun tamunnuhà ≠alayya ‘Is this a favour you 
reproach me for?’ (Q. 26/22), without the 
interrogative ±a, since the intonation suffices.

iv. Omission of a clause: “If one of you is sick 
or on a journey, then other days later” 
(Q. 2/184) where “and breaks the fast” is 
omitted (see also Q. 23/10, 20).

v. Sometimes multiple sentences may be omit-
ted, and there are many examples of this in 
the story of Joseph. For example, the king’s 
cup-bearer says, “I can tell you the meaning 
of this dream. Send me…” (Q. 12/45), and 
here the scene cuts immediately to his inter-
view with Joseph, omitting all the possible 
narrative in between.
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2.5.2 Addition
An example of addition is found in Q. 27/5, . . . 
wa-hum fì l-±àxirati humu l-±axsarùna ‘. . . and 
they, in the life to come, they will be the ones 
who will lose most’. The pronoun hum ‘they’ is 
added before the end for further emphasis.

2.5.3 Separation (grammatical)
An example of grammatical separation is found 
in Q. 62/1, Yusabbi™u li-llahi mà fì s-samàwàti 
wa-mà fì l-±ar∂i l-maliki l-quddùsi l-≠azìzi l-
™akìm ‘Everything in the heavens and earth 
glorifies God, the Controller, the Holy One, 
the Almighty, the Wise’, where the subject is 
placed between God and the nouns that qualify 
Him, to give the sentence rhythm, rhyme, and 
balance and keep the emphasis on the nouns at 
the end.

2.5.4 Parenthesis
Parenthesis is a very widespread feature of the 
Qur±àn. Many examples of separation are 
brought about by the insertion of parentheti-
cal statements, for example: “And those who 
implore God’s forgiveness for their sin, when 
they do wrong – and who forgives sins but 
God? – and never knowingly persist in doing 
wrong” (Q. 3/136). Normally, when the Qur±àn 
mentions a view or a statement with which 
it does not agree, it interrupts the flow of the 
sentence with a comment (Šà†ibì, Muwàfaqàt 
III, 353–354), as in the following verse: “They 
apportion to God a share of the produce and 
the livestock He created, saying, ‘This is for 
God’ – so they claim! – ‘and this is for our 
idols’” (Q. 60/136).

2.5.5 Abnormal syntax
For example, in wa-±inna kullan lammà la-
yuwaffiyannahum rabbuka ±a≠màlahum . . . ‘To 
each your Lord has not yet: He certainly will 
repay them for their deeds . . .’ (Q. 11/111), the 
particle lammà ‘not yet’ should, grammatically 
speaking, introduce an imperfect verb in the 
jussive mood (yuwaffihim), but instead it comes 
before ‘He will certainly’, which indicates what 
has been omitted: ‘He has not yet, but certainly 
will, repay them’. The omission is obvious; it 
avoids the unnecessary repetition that would 
weaken the statement, and the unusual syntax 
makes the statement more powerful and the 
threat more potent.

2.6 Context (siyàq)

Context is of crucial importance in determining 
meaning and syntactic relations. When other 
cues are departed from, which may result in 
ambiguity, context resolves this, and thus con-
text has been rightly considered one of the 
key instruments in exegesis (Abdel Haleem 
1993:71–98). There are numerous examples in 
the Qur±àn, of which only three will be cited 
here. In Q. 16/5, wa-l-±an≠àma xalaqahà lakum 
fìhà dif ±un wa-manàfi≠u . . . ‘And livestock – He 
created them for you too. You derive warmth 
and other benefits from them . . .’, grammati-
cally, the phrase lakum may be governed by 
the verb xalaqa, where the meaning would be 
‘He created the cattle for you, in them there is 
warmth and . . .’, or it could be the predicate of 
dif ±un: ‘there is warmth . . . in them for you’. 
The context resolves this ambiguity, because 
the following verse has ‘and there is beauty in 
them for you’, which parallels ‘there is warmth 
in them for you’.

In Q. 13/11, lahu mu≠aqqibàtun min bayni 
yadayhi wa-min xalfihi ya™faÚùnahu min ±amri 
llàhi . . ., ‘Each person has guardian angels before 
him and behind, watching over him, by God’s 
command . . .’, min ±amri llàhi follows the verb 
ya™faÚùnahu and could be interpreted as gram-
matically governed by it, meaning ‘they protect 
him from God’s command’, but the correct 
reading is to see it as relating to mu≠aqqibàtun, 
even though it is distant from it, as becomes 
clear from the context at the end of the verse: 
‘when God wills harm on a people, no one can 
ward it off’.

The above two examples work in a local 
context, but an example of the importance 
of global context can be seen in Q. 6/37–38, 
where the disbelievers have demanded that the 
Prophet should produce a miraculous sign, and 
he is instructed to say, “God is able to send 
down a sign”. Then comes the comment “All 
the creatures that crawl on the earth and those 
that fly with their wings are communities like 
yourselves. We missed nothing out in the book 
(al-kitàb) and in the end they will be gath-
ered to their Lord”. Here, many exegetes have 
understood the word al-kitàb to be the Qur±àn 
and relate this to the preceding statement. 
They argue that this means that the Qur±àn 
contains everything, including all the animals 
and birds, and go on to say that these will be 

28 qur±ân

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



gathered before God, which is irrelevant to 
the context. Clearly there is a misreading here. 
The statement should stop at ‘communities like 
yourselves’. Here they are reminded that all the 
creatures God created are miraculous signs. 
The rest of the verse is actually a retort by God, 
addressed to the intransigent disbelievers, and 
the book (al-kitàb) means the records of deeds. 
He warns that all that the disbelievers say is 
recorded against them, and they will eventually 
come up for judgment.

3. F r e q u e n t l y  o c c u r r i n g 
l i n g u i s t i c  p a t t e r n s  i n  t h e 
Q U R ± â N

3.1 Affective sentences (jumal ±inšà±iyya)

In addition to the declarative sentence (xaba-
riyya), the Qur±àn frequently uses affective 
sentences. This serves to involve the reader 
or listener, a very important consideration in 
Qur±ànic discourse. This explains the frequent 
occurrence of the imperative, prohibition, inter-
rogative, proposition, exhortation, wishing, 
hoping, supplication, exclamation, and oaths.

3.2 Verbal sentences

The Qur±àn employs the power of the verbal 
sentence, using the past tense for historical 
accounts in its argumentation and also when 
discussing the afterlife. This is effective in mak-
ing such momentous events of the afterlife 
(mentioned directly or indirectly on almost 
every page of the Qur±àn) seem as if they are 
already here, a device crucial for Qur±ànic dis-
course and techniques of persuasion. This may 
involve iltifàt shift in tense as, for example, in 
Q. 20/125–126 and Q. 40/48–50.

3.3 Generalization

The Qur±àn frequently uses generalization, since 
it maintains that it is for all people. It classifies 
people, using such plurals as al-mu±minùn ‘the 
believers’, al-muttaqùn ‘those who are mindful 
of God’, al-kàfirùn ‘the disbelievers’, and aÚ-
Úàlimùn ‘evildoers’, and employs conditional 
sentences with grammatical particles like man 
‘whoever’, mà ‘whatever’, ±ayy ‘whichever’, 
™ayμumà and ±aynamà ‘wherever’, and also the 
indefinite noun.

3.4 Frequent use of adjectives

Frequent use of adjectives is an important 
means of Qur±ànic persuasion and argument, 
noticeable from the very beginning: “Praise be 
to God, Lord of the Worlds, the Lord of Mercy, 
the Giver of Mercy…” (Q. 1/2–3). Because He 
has such attributes, He is worthy of praise and 
worship. The required path is the ‘straight’ one, 
the one ‘whose followers are blessed and not the 
object of anger’, or ‘those who are astray’, so 
qualified it is worthy of asking God’s guidance 
to it. The believers are described in many ways 
(see, for instance, Q. 23/1–10, 70/22–29).

3.5 Emphasis

Because the Qur±àn addresses some people who 
have doubted or denied its messages, it fre-
quently employs emphasis, using particles such 
as ±inna and la-, and the suffix -anna with the 
imperfect verb (¤ energicus), is widely used.

3.6 Contrast

A central feature of Qur±ànic style is con-
trast: between this world and the next (each 
occurring exactly 115 times); between believers 
and disbelievers; between paradise and hell. 
Remarkable patterns of contrast have been 
observed: angels and devils, life and death, 
secrecy and openness, and so on, occurring 
exactly the same number of times. Contrast 
comes naturally in a book that declares, “Say, 
[Prophet], ‘Now the truth has come from your 
Lord. Let those who wish to believe in it do 
so and let those who wish to reject it do so’” 
(Q. 18/29). One of the linguistic characteristics 
of the Qur±àn is also to contrast two classes 
of a given thing, and their respective desti-
nies. Grammatically, this contrast is achieved 
by such devices as man . . . wa-man . . . ‘those 
who…and those who . . .’, as, for example, in 
Q. 4/123–124 and 92/5–8. Another device is 
±ammà . . . wa-±ammà, as in Q. 3/106–107: “On 
the day when some faces brighten and others 
darken, as for those with darkened faces it 
will be said . . . and as for those with brightened 
faces . . .” (see also Q. 79/37, 40). Sometimes 
the contrasted elements follow each other with-
out any conjunction, which shows the contrast 
even more powerfully: for example, Q. 89/25–
27: “On that Day, no one will punish as He 

  qur±ân 29

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



punishes, and no one will bind as He binds. 
You soul at peace, return to your Lord, well 
pleased and well pleasing, go in among my 
servants and into my Garden”.

3.7 Dialogue and direct speech

The Qur±àn frequently uses direct speech to bind 
each person by what he or she utters, rather 
than holding them responsible on the basis of 
reported speech. Arabic grammar allows shifts 
between direct and reported speech within a 
sentence after such verbs as qàla ‘he said’. The 
fact that this verb occurs in the Qur±àn more 
than three hundred times is some indication of 
how frequently direct speech and dialogue are 
used.

3.8 Rhyme

Rhyme at the end of verses is a consistent stylis-
tic feature in the Qur±àn, which has an aesthetic 
effect. It also gives finality to statements and 
accords with the general feature of classifica-
tion and generalization, frequently using the 
plural endings -ùn and ìn. The ending of the 
verse can be an integral part of it (as in sura 1) 
or a related comment, e.g. Q. 4/34–35, “. . . God 
is most high and great. . . . He is all knowing, 
all aware”, but it is not just for embellishment 
(Omar 1999).

4. C o n c l u s i o n

It is clear that the Qur±àn uses Arabic grammar 
and style together to serve its own purposes. 
Grammar may follow the normal rule (a proc-
ess known as istiß™àb al-±aßl ). Considerations 
of style, however, can give priority to ≠udùl 
≠an al-±aßl ‘departure from the original norm’ 
or, as the scholars of balàÿa say, xurùj ≠alà 
muqta∂à Ú-Úàhir ‘departure from what is nor-
mally expected’, but only ‘for considerations 
required by the situation in certain contexts’ 
(Hàšimì 1986:239). We have seen how the 
Qur±àn employs a feature like iltifàt more 
frequently than Arabic literature in general 
and how this was termed ‘the boldness of the 
language of the Qur±àn’. The Qur±àn instructs 
the Prophet, “Speak to them about themselves, 
using penetrating words (qawlan balìÿan)” 
(Q. 4/63).
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Raf ≠  ±I≠ràb

Raising  Vowel Raising

Rajaz

The language of rajaz poetry is often compli-
cated. This is due in part to the brevity of rajaz 
verses (usually eight to twelve syllables) and in 
part to the exigencies of  rhyme, which force 
the poet to repeat the same set of syllables 
every few words; in the most extreme case, as 
much as 25 percent of each verse may consist of 
rhyme. Not surprisingly, many of the anomalies 
of rajaz are found specifically in rhyme. 

Grammatical and lexical irregularities and 
oddities are also found outside of rhyme. This 
made rajaz verses a favorite mine of šawàhid 
‘evidentiary verses’ for lexicographers and 
grammarians. The  poetic licenses (∂arùràt) 
of rajaz should not be taken to represent a liv-
ing language outside the genre itself without 
close examination of the examples. It is clear, 
though, that the existing potentialities of lan-
guage did guide even poetic license. The limits 
of language were stretched in those directions 
which found some legitimacy in dialectal forms, 
existing anomalies, rare variants, and the like.

Rajaz falls into three distinct types, which in 
rough historical order of appearance are:

  i.  Short, presumably extemporized poems or, 
more properly, groups of verses. These are 
amply attested in historical literature, for 
example. They are usually devoid of any 
poetic merit and are written in relatively 

simple language, although they may occa-
sionally contain linguistic oddities.

ii.  Artistically developed rajaz, which flour-
ished in Umayyad times and shortly there-
after. The last major ràjiz, Ru±ba, died 
in 762 C.E., and his poems may thus 
be labeled Umayyad rajaz. A fully devel-
oped, polythematic ±urjùza is typical of 
this group. In later periods, similar rajaz 
were mainly written on the theme of the 
hunt (†ardiyya). This is the artistic variant 
of rajaz, the language of which is the main 
theme of this article, with some attention 
given to the preceding type.

iii. Didactic rajaz, often in muzdawij form, 
used for versified treatises (e.g. Ibn Sìnà’s 
±Urjùzat a†-†ibb). These fall outside our dis-
cussion here, the versified treatises contain-
ing little of linguistic interest.

The artistic tradition of rajaz retained a com-
plex language even after the Umayyad heyday 
of the genre. After 800 A.H., rajaz of this type 
were mainly used in hunting poems, which 
retained the linguistic features developed in 
Umayyad rajaz. The influence of the genre on 
language may be seen in the complexity and 
sometimes even obscurity of the hunting poems 
by ±Abù Nuwàs, which are in stark contrast to 
the clarity of diction in his poems written in 
other meters. Thus, whereas it would not be 
appropriate to speak of the language of, say, 
†awìl or kàmil, it is reasonable to speak of a 
special language of rajaz.

This special language, however, does not 
reflect any one dialect or form of Arabic out-
side the genre itself, and the language used by 
rajaz poets does not coincide with their tribal 
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background. Moreover, the poems of each poet 
exhibit heterogeneous features. The language of 
the rajaz is not a specific dialect but rather an 
artificial language created for the genre; or, to 
put it another way, it is standard poetic Arabic 
with artificial features. The use of such genre-
related ‘dialects’, whether true or artificial, is 
well known in other literatures, too, such as 
Greek or Sumerian (where the EME.SAL was 
used specifically for certain genres).

The necessary complexity of longer ±urjùzas 
and their linguistic peculiarities became a stylis-
tic feature. Umayyad and later rajaz poets were 
supposed to use complicated language as a sign 
of their métier, making up words at will, chang-
ing morpheme patterns, and freely borrowing 
from foreign languages, especially Persian (see, 
e.g., Ru±ba, Dìwàn 41, rhyming in -aq). Some 
of the foreign words may also have been used 
in contemporary colloquial language.

On the phonetic level, rajaz poems provide us 
with ample examples of both lengthening and 
shortening of vowels, as well as their elision. 
Some forms may go back to spoken language; 
others more probably reflect poetic license. 
Often, metri gratia forms were made acceptable 
by contemporary development of spoken lan-
guage. Thus, for example, tu≠†i (for tu≠†ì, see Ibn 
ManΩùr, Lisàn, s.v. l-y-q) exhibits a shortening 
of the final vowel typical of spoken Arabic. 
Here, the acceptance of the deviation from 
standard grammar is further eased by the fact 
that the resulting form is morphologically cor-
rect, although its syntactic position is wrong: 
the sentence does not call for a jussive.

In wa-t-tawan (in rhyme) < wa-t-tawànì 
(infinitive Form VI; al-±Aÿlab, Dìwàn 36.4, 
variant), the final long vowel is first dropped, 
and, subsequently, the resulting doubly long 
syllable is shortened, i.e., tawànì > *tawàn > 
tawan (as in Qur±ànic dìn for dìnì, in Q. 109/6, 
or in Syriac). Likewise, the irregular qaranfùl 
(in rhyme; Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 24) can be 
understood as being caused by the fact that 
vowel length is almost neutralized in closed syl-
lables: qaranful/qaranfùl is not a minimal pair, 
and the difference in length is unimportant.

The majority of cases of irregular vowel 
length seem to occur in closed syllables. Thus, 
forms like qaranfùl are more common than, 
for example, *qàranful, which would run 
counter to phonetic reality. However, there 
inevitably are irregular cases caused by sheer 
metrical necessity, such as nì∂àl (for ni∂àl; Ibn 

al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 29). Here, one easily agrees 
with Ullmann (1966:72) in not regarding this 
as an archaic form of the infinitive of Form III. 
Before judging these cases as archaisms, one 
should first consider other possible explanations.

The freedom of rajaz poets is also seen in the 
ample use of quadriliteral verbs and quadri- 
and quinqueliteral nouns that are secondarily 
derived from triliteral roots and whose use is 
very often not dictated by metrical necessity. 
A good example of a secondarily quadrilit-
eral verb is darbaxa, which is clearly derived 
by  dissimilation from dabbaxa (Ullmann 
1966:124). The resulting verb is never metri-
cally conditioned, as throughout the paradigm, 
dabbaxa and darbaxa share the same syllabic 
structures. The cases in which the irregularity is 
conditioned by neither rhyme nor meter deserve 
more attention as forms potentially derived 
from living usage.

What makes such rajaz formations possible 
and at the same time serves as the point of 
departure for new formations is the ability of 
Arabic to derive new lexical items from exist-
ing roots and morpheme patterns. The highly 
developed system of the root-and-morpheme 
pattern makes it easy to coin new words which 
are understood by the audience. One may com-
pare this to such formations as the Greek/Latin 
apokolokúntòsis ‘pumpkinification’, which is 
not a ‘real’ Greek/Latin (or, for that matter, 
English) word, but whose meaning is easily 
understood. The word has hardly ever been 
used without a conscious reference to Sene-
ca’s work. Likewise, the extravagances of rajaz 
were understood, perhaps even used in learned 
language, but always with reference to rajaz, 
whether this was explicitly stated or not.

The parallel of pumpkinification is especially 
close to the often comically used verbs derived 
through denominalization, such as taμa≠laba 
(< μa≠lab-) or dahqana (< dihqàn-; see Ullmann 
1966:174). Such comic effects are also sought 
on the phonetic level, as in the famous poem in 
which banì s-si≠làtì rhymes with an-nàtì (for an-
nàsi; ±Abù Zayd, Nawàdir 345). The common 
word an-nàs would undoubtedly have been 
familiar to the audience, and we can hardly 
imagine an-nàt to be a real dialectal form – at 
least, it does not find any support in either 
Semitic parallels or in Arabic dialects. Whether 
the comic effect came from an imitation of chil-
dren’s language (where dentals tend to appear 
before sibilants) or something else remains an 
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open question, but the effect itself is obvious: 
This was not composed as serious poetry, nor 
was the word derived from any spoken or writ-
ten variant of Arabic. A clear case of comic 
distortion of an originally serious poem is the 
famous poem by ±Abù n-Najm (Dìwàn 74; dis-
cussed in Hämeen-Anttila 1993), in which the 
bulk of the verses are transmitted as ending in 
-amah rhyme, but a group of four verses is usu-
ally transmitted as ending in -amat rhyme.

This freedom is taken advantage of on both 
the phonetic and morphological levels. When 
Ru±ba uses an expression such as layl- là±il- 
(Dìwàn 45.260) or kahf- kàhif- (Dìwàn 39.30), 
he does not tap any existing lexical resources 
but instead creates neologisms, examining the 
possibilities given by the linguistic structure 
of Arabic. In a similar manner, the phrase a 
nightful night may not be correct English, but 
it does convey something to the reader. To look 
for an ‘exact’ meaning to such words would 
be misguided. These words have meaning only 
within their own context; they are not lexical 
items to be defined. In a word, they are not 
actually lexemes but rather pegs for contextual-
ized meanings.

It is also precarious to speculate on the exact 
shades of meanings of the unusual morpheme 
types that are only, or mainly, found in rajaz. 
Thus, for example, Ullmann (1966:64–65) is 
probably right in taking fu≠àlil- to be merely a 
rajaz variant for fa≠lal- and various other pat-
terns. These rare rajaz morpheme types may 
well be taken as ad hoc patterns, and it is open 
to doubt whether they had any fixed or special-
ized semantic fields. Another good example 
of such an ad hoc formation is the seemingly 
archaic al-±aÿlalì (. . . li-≈ì l-ÿalàli l-±aÿlalì, for al-
±aÿalli, in ≠Ajjàj, Dìwàn 29.68), whose form is 
identical with that of triliteral roots, ±af ≠al (and, 
thus, the supposed, though not real, historical 
form), and was certainly understandable for 
the audience (as childs would be to a modern 
speaker of English), even though it probably 
never occurred in standard usage.

Such forms were favored not only for met-
rical reasons but also for their expressivity. 
Words tend to become weakened by continu-
ous use, and poets constantly search for words 
and expressions that startle readers and listen-
ers and force them to listen attentively to the 
words. Rhetorical figures were one way to do 
this, but the rajaz poets found in the curiosa 

another way. Thus, when an anonymous poet 
uses the word balandam- (Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn, 
s.v. b-l-d-m = balìd-), he is not using an obso-
lete -am suffix, which might have some empha-
sizing meaning, but more probably he is taking 
advantage of the possibilities of Arabic in a 
playful mood.

To this point, we have considered the effects 
of meter and rhyme on the language, but in the 
earliest poems, the reverse has to be taken into 
account. Metrical irregularities of very early 
poems may lie behind oddities, which may 
sometimes ‘correct’ the meter or the rhyme 
at the expense of the language. It has to be 
remembered that the regular Xalìlian system 
of meters was born only after rajaz poetry had 
become a well-established genre.

The same concerns irregular rhyming. Some 
cases of ±ikfà± (as in hayyin rhyming with 
†u≠ayyim; ±Abù Zayd, Nawàdir 400) actually 
coincided with Qur±ànic rhyming. In this case, 
the presumably original rhyming has been kept, 
but in many such cases the collectors of these 
poems may have preferred to resort to lexi-
cographical oddities in order to preserve the 
rhyme.

Additionally, spoken language has sometimes 
clearly affected the rajaz conventions. Thus, for 
example, cases such as lammà ra±à ±an là da≠ah 
wa-là šiba≠ (instead of da≠ata; ManΩùr, Dìwàn 
16.3) follow more the rhythms of spoken lan-
guage than the grammatical rules concerning 
pausal phenomena.

Umayyad rajaz is full of neologisms. The 
ad hoc nature of most of these words may be 
seen from the fact that they often lack paral-
lels and possible etymons both in other Semitic 
languages and in later Arabic dialects. In some 
cases, however, they may coincide with attested 
forms in other Semitic languages, and this has 
often induced scholars to regard them as archa-
isms. A famous case is yu±akram-, attested in 
a poem by ±Abù £ayyàn al-Faq≠asì (quoted, 
for instance, by Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 11) and 
repeated ad nauseam by various grammarians. 
This might seem an interesting parallel to the 
respective Aramaic stem (as well as some dia-
lectal forms) and, moreover, might be taken to 
represent the etymological origin of the Arabic 
Form IV imperfect (*haf ≠ala, ±af ≠ala, imperfect 
*yuhaf ≠ilu, yu±af ≠ilu). Yet, this is hardly the 
case, and Ullmann (1966:126) rightly dismisses 
the verse, referring to metrical necessities. In the 
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vast majority of similar cases, it would be dif-
ficult to explain why a particular case should be 
differently explained in a system otherwise full 
of obvious ad hoc formations, and how such 
an archaic form could have been preserved. 
The existence of haf ≠ala is, incidentally, based 
on almost equally slight evidence and should 
not be taken as an archaism but rather as a 
neologism.

Most of these neologisms and other oddities 
are occasional and often confined to a single 
example, while other expressions and forms 
are recurrent and form a distinctive feature of 
the genre. One such grammatical curiosity is 
the use of a final -a in apocopates: lam yuqdar-
a, lam ya≠lam-à (in rhyme, for ya≠lam-a), là 
tajza≠-a, là tuhlik-a (Ullmann 1966:188). It is 
difficult to assess whether this was taken as an 
emphatic ending – comparable to the  ener-
geticus -an(na) – or not, and what relation it 
might have with the poetic -i/ì, which may be 
suffixed, perhaps originally for prosodic rea-
sons, to verse-final verbs ending in a consonant 
(e.g. lam yaf ≠al-i).

The several attestations of ma≠ (for ma≠a, 
see Ullmann 1966:96) are to be taken as a 
lexicalized variant, which, moreover, coincides 
with both modern tendencies (CvCv > CvC) 
and Semitic parallels (Hebrew ≠im) and may 
thus have been actually used in early Arabic, 
although the possible attestations in prose have 
been blurred by orthography.

Other rajaz peculiarities include the con-
struction bal + genitive (often bal baldatin; 
see Ullmann 1966:190), where bal is used in 
the sense of wàw rubba, and the construction 
min/fì ÿayri là (Ullmann 1966:195), where là is 
pleonastically added to ÿayr.

Syntactic oddities are recurrent and gave 
much cause for speculation for medieval schol-
ars, who tried to interpret them within the 
framework of Sìbawayhian grammar. The 
word order is to a large extent conditioned by 
meter and rhyme, as is also the case in other 
genres of poetry, although the longer the line 
is, the easier it is to keep to grammatical rules 
concerning syntax.

A good example of syntactic freedom in rajaz 
is the verse lam yajid yawman ≠alà man yattakil 
(instead of *man yattakilu ≠alayhi; Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 394), which breaks the elementary rule 
of relative pronouns not taking prepositions. 
An even more striking case is ta™ta lla≈ì xtàra 

lahù llàhu š-šajar (instead of *ta™ta š-šajari 
lla≈ì xtàrahù llàh; ≠Ajjàj, Dìwàn 11.12).

Although neologisms may usually be under-
stood from their context, Umayyad rajaz even-
tually overstepped its limits. As the poems grew 
longer and the language became ever more 
complicated, rajaz became virtually incompre-
hensible to courtly audiences, curiosities crop-
ping up by the dozens. For the poet, the rajaz 
formations actually gave more freedom – with 
a little imagination one could make up scores 
of new words, fitting the rhyme and the meter – 
but this overtaxed the wit of his audience. The 
poems of Ru±ba verge on unintelligibility, and 
after a period of exploring its possibilities, the 
artistic rajaz was confined to a limited field, the 
†ardiyya, the conventional expressions of which 
were easier to master without too much effort 
from the audience. Didactic and extemporized 
rajaz, on the other hand, avoided extreme curi-
osities and were satisfied with occasional oddi-
ties, often metrically conditioned.

Rajaz verses were culled by lexicographers 
in their quest for rare words and aberrant vari-
ants. In this way ‘rajaz words’ found their way 
into lexicographical treatises and, from there, 
into standard dictionaries, such as Tah≈ìb al-
luÿa, Lisàn al-≠Arab, and Tàj al-≠arùs (and 
into Western dictionaries), which contain much 
rajaz material. When the concomitant verse is 
given as a šàhid, one readily recognizes such 
rajaz words, but this is not always the case, 
and many words found their way into these 
dictionaries with no indication that they were 
rajaz words.

The lexicographical and grammatical impor-
tance of rajaz verses as šawàhid led to their fab-
rication, either by the philologists themselves or 
by their Bedouin informants, who were willing 
to provide the commodity that was expected 
of them. In some cases, such oddities may have 
been made bona fide; poems and sayings tend, 
in general, to develop aberrant variants (cf. the 
English Parthian shot > parting shot), and if 
these are highly valued, they have an even bet-
ter chance of survival until they are eventually 
recorded. Philologists hunted for nawàdir and 
wrote down whatever they found.

Philologists also seem to have often been 
actively searching šawàhid for phenomena they 
knew to exist, and at least sometimes they may 
have made up the missing šawàhid themselves. 
We have no reason to doubt the existence of 
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 kaškaša (Ullmann 1966:226), but the verses 
given by philologists are suspect. The best 
examples are so full of these changes that it is 
highly unlikely that philologists just happened 
to come by these extremely liberal examples.

Sometimes, the hunt for curiosa is seen in 
the fact that the most bizarre variants are 
found only in philological literature, whereas 
the Dìwàn contains (or contained) a standard 
form. Philologists preferred to circulate an aber-
rant variant (as in al-±ijjal for ±Abù n-Najm’s al-
±iyyal; see ±Abù n-Najm, Dìwàn 56.84) which, 
it may be suspected, they either made up to 
provide an example of -iyy- > -ijj- or, if we give 
more credence to their truthfulness, got it from 
the mouth of an informant who may have been 
– or imitated – a speaker of a dialect in which 
this phenomenon really existed.

In neither case should we speak of simple 
forgery. Philologists knew about these linguis-
tic phenomena and just wanted to provide loci 
classici for them, as a kind of mnemonic device. 
What is important, though, is to realize that 
most of such variants quite obviously do not go 
back to the poets themselves. Indeed, the poems 
do not use any dialect consistently but exhibit 
a very heterogeneous collection of features, 
partly relying on actual spoken language but 
for the most part being playful inventions.

Rajaz has, however, been used, for instance 
by Kofler (1940–1942) and by Rabin (1951), 
to provide materials for ancient dialects. This is 
a precarious project, and the rajaz oddities can-
not be taken as clear evidence for any attested 
form of language. There is, of course, reason 
to believe that what to the rajaz poets sounded 
realistic might actually have been attested in 
some way or another. There is, for example, 
a certain variation between /j/ and /y/ in both 
Classical Arabic and modern dialects, so that 
the ±Abù n-Najm variant al-±ijjal must have 
sounded credible, and it is not by accident that 
we have such a variant but not, say, *al-±immal, 
which would have been totally opaque to con-
temporaries. But one would be too credulous 
to treat this as a real attestation. In addition, it 
is totally useless to speculate, for example, on 
whether this was the dialect of Banù ≠Ijl because 
the poet belonged to that tribe. The variant 
most probably does not go back to the poet 
himself, and even if it did, there would be no 
compelling reason to assume that he was using 
his own dialect.

On the other hand, the rujjàz used lexico-
graphical materials for their own benefit, and 
this vicious circle created more curiosa. Cases 
such as Ru±ba’s šummaxzì and ∂ummaxzì 
(Dìwàn 23.12–13) in a longer poem rhyming 
in /z/ raise the question to what extent the 
rujjàz used dictionaries or lexicographical texts 
for rare words. The variation /r/ ~ /z/ seems 
explicable only through misplaced diacritics. If 
this example occurred in a two-liner, it might 
be a joke, but as this is a full-length ±urjùza, 
such a jocular misuse of words is probably 
out of the question. Rajaz poetry is thus both 
a veritable mine and a minefield, as the poems 
contain many ghost words of various types – 
ad hoc formations, comically used words, and 
obvious mistakes. In rajaz, there is a certain 
extemporizing play with words – in modern 
English literature one could compare this to 
Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake. Words take on new, 
bizarre, yet associative forms and meanings, 
phonemes change their places or are replaced 
by cognate ones, and words take on new shades 
of meaning.

Rajaz neologisms hardly deserve a place in 
dictionaries, nor do they give a solid basis for 
historical linguistics, often being artificial for-
mations. The basic rule for rajaz is ‘anything 
goes’. Thus, in qad marra yawmàni wa-hà≈à 
μ-μàlì ‘two days have passed and this is the 
third’ (Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 366), the last word 
(for aμ-μàliμ – although reading at-tàlì is not, in 
this case, completely ruled out) may easily be 
understood in the light of the context. There 
is no underlying phonetic rule /μ/ > Ø before a 
pause, but enough information is given by the 
preceding dual and the first part of the word 
to allow the poet to arbitrarily shorten the last 
word. Similarly, wa-š-šayxu ≠Uμmànu bnu ≠Af 
(Ullmann 1966:100) contains enough informa-
tion for the reader to be able to add the missing 
syllable (≠Affàn).

Thus, although rajaz poems do contain valu-
able material for historical linguistics, they have 
to be carefully analyzed before they can be used 
as linguistic material.
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Reanalysis

Reanalysis constitutes a major mechanism for 
synchronic and diachronic language change 
and is regarded as an indispensable catalyst for 

 grammaticalization (Hopper and Traugott 
1993:32). The most elaborate study of this 

mechanism is found in Langacker (1977), who 
defines it as a “change in the structure of an 
expression or class of expressions that does not 
involve any immediate or intrinsic modification 
of its surface manifestation”. It also is defined 
by Timberlake (1977) as “the formulation of a 
novel set of underlying relationships and rules”. 
However, the definition and approach to the 
subject that seem to have been adopted by the 
great majority of works in this field are those of 
Langacker (1977). Predating Langacker, Bopp 
(1816) examined the evolution of the infini-
tive as a type of language change that may be 
termed reanalysis (see Harris and Campbell 
1995:31 for a historical account of reanalysis).

Reanalysis is inextricably linked to (child’s) 
language acquisition (Harris and Campbell 
1995; Hopper and Traugott 1993), because 
children interpret syntactic relations of words 
and their constructions according to rules 
newer than those in the output of adults. Such 
rules are presumed to differ from the original 
ones used in their constructions. This mode of 
alternative construing of syntactic relations has 
been labeled ‘abduction’ and is said to lead to 
reanalysis. 

1. T y p e s  o f  r e a n a l y s i s

The surface (phonetic) manifestation of the 
3rd person masculine and feminine plurals of 
a subclass of Arabic verbs traditionally called 
‘defective’ or  ‘weak’ verbs, like yashùna 
‘they [masc., fem.] neglect, omit’, yaÿzùna ‘they 
[masc., fem.] strive, invade’, is identical as 
a result of reanalysis and subsequent fusion 
along morpheme boundaries. The underlying 
masculine inflection is the morpheme -ùna, 
and the feminine is -na. Through phonological 
adjustment of the verb stem, ya-ÿzuw drops 
the glide -w-, and when the personal suffixes, 
the masculine -ùna and the feminine -na, are 
attached to it, further vowel  truncation fol-
lows in accordance with the general tendency 
in the Arabic phonological rules to prohibit the 
occurrence of more than two vowels in a row. 
Therefore, in the case of the masculine and fem-
inine, lengthening of the -u- takes place. Thus, 
the -ù- in the masculine is partially contributed 
by the stem and partially by the personal suffix, 
whereas in the feminine, it is fully contributed 
by the verb stem. The fusion of the stem with 
its affix in the masculine form is an instance of 
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what Langacker calls ‘boundary loss’, a subtype 
of ‘resegmentation’, which triggers reanalysis: 
because of this fusion, masculine and feminine 
forms do not contrast in the plural conjugation, 
since the phonetic realization for both genders 
is the same. 

When two independent elements are rean-
alyzed as a single unit, they may undergo 
boundary loss between them, which in turn 
may trigger subsequent semantic and syntac-
tic change and further reanalysis. The loss of 
boundaries between là ‘not’, used as preverbal 
negation particle of imperfect indicative verbs 
without change in the verbal mood inflection, 
and ±an ‘that’, used as a subordinating particle 
triggering subjunctive mood inflection in the 
following verb, in the assumed bimorphemic 
structure là±an ‘not that’ (Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn 
V, 4082), has given rise to the particle lan ‘not’ 
used to negate the future in verbs, including 
verbs in the main clause – significantly differ-
ent from its componential parts. As a negation 
particle of the future, lan was allowed to occur 
in constructions with fronted objects, such as 
zaydan lan ±a∂riba ‘Zayd, I will not strike’ (Ibn 
ManΩùr, Lisàn I, 4082), prior to the situation 
where the two particles were reanalyzed as 
monomorphemic. A single instance of rean-
alysis occurring in a localized construction may 
trigger a multiple series of reanalyses with far-
reaching semantic and syntactic consequences 
and a change in the categorical status of the 
reanalyzed morphemes. In the sentence jà±a 
bi-s-sayyàrati ‘he came by car’, the preposition 
bi-, used to express an instrument, and cliti-
cized to the following noun, was reanalyzed, 
or ‘rebracketed’ (for this notion, see Hopper 
and Traugott 1993:41, 82–83) as belonging to 
the verb rather than the following noun. This 
resulted in the idiomaticization of jà±a bi- in 
Arabic as a ‘verb preposition idiom’. In this 
case, the original semantic sense of the preposi-
tion bi- in the above construction has shifted 
from denoting an instrument, as in English 
came by car to came with > brought the car. 

After reanalysis has taken place, an alterna-
tive interpretation of the above sentence he 
brought the car emerged. This new interpreta-
tion has given rise to the use of nouns denoting 
rational beings in the object of the preposition 
slot with reference to the outcome of a process, 
as in jà±a bi-l-waladi ‘he brought the boy’, which 

was not permitted under the original interpre-
tation. In some of the modern Arabic spoken 
varieties, the preposition in the periphrastic jà±a 
bi- underwent further phonological erosion bi 
> b, with concomitant loss of semantic content. 
When the verb jà±a underwent localized modi-
fication, entailing the loss of the glottal stop 
/ ±/ in the word-final syllable, which is typical 
of spoken vernaculars, the eroded preposition 
b, having lost its categorical status, became an 
unrecognizable preposition, which facilitated 
a merger between the two components. In 
this case, after the boundary loss between the 
two elements, the erstwhile preposition was 
downgraded to a mere segment that was later 
attached to or incorporated with the verb stem, 
yielding jàb ‘he brought’. 

Reanalysis without triggering by morphoph-
onological boundary shift, loss, or creation 
(identified by Langacker 1977) and without 
concomitant semantic change is also attested. 
This is the type that results in what Hopper 
and Traugott (1993) label ‘rule change’. This 
type of reanalysis seems to have been familiar 
to medieval Arabic grammarians, such as Ibn 
Hišàm (Qa†r 165–170). He observes that the 
syntactic behavior of the negation particle mà 
‘not’, which typically does not alter the case 
marking of its predicate, was reanalyzed in cer-
tain restricted contexts. It came to resemble the 
negation verb laysa ‘not be’, which marks its 
predicate in the accusative, as in the Qur±ànic 
verse mà hà≈à bašaran ‘this is not a human 
being’ (Q. 12/31), where bašaran ‘human being’ 
receives an accusative marking (see Harris and 
Campbell 1995:16 for this type of reanalysis). 
This type of change is additionally termed ‘syn-
tactic transfer’ (Heine and Reh 1984:97).

Rule change resulting from earlier reanalysis 
is attested in the use of the plural suffix mor-
pheme -ùna/-ìna, which typically marks plural-
ity for masculine participial forms having the 
feature [+ HUMAN], in the formation of Arabic 
decade numerals (e.g. ≠išrùna ‘twenty’, μalàμùna 
‘thirty’, etc.). In the case of these numerals, not 
only the plural morpheme has acquired a new, 
more precise semantic sense (i.e. ‘ten’), but it 
has also become nonelidable when followed 
by another noun, signaling a different syntactic 
relation than before. When plural forms having 
such a morpheme are followed by other nouns, 
the general rule of Arabic grammar dictates 
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the dropping of the final -n (e.g. muwaÚÚafù 
l-jàmi≠ati ‘the employees of the university’; see 
Esseesy 2000 for further discussion).

2. M o t i v a t i n g  f a c t o r s

A given linguistic form or structure may have 
more than one semantic sense or function. For 
example, the word ™attà (evolved from the 
noun ™att ‘rubbing, peeling’; Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn 
II, 767–768) has the meaning ‘until’ in the time 
domain, in addition to a purposive sense, as in 
sa-±ußallì ™attà ±adxula l-janna ‘I will pray, so I 
may enter paradise/I will pray until I enter par-
adise’. The same form ™attà can function as a 
preposition, as in ±akaltu s-samaka ™attà ra±sihà 
‘I ate the fish to its head’ (Ibn Hišàm, Muÿnì I, 
111); as a particle indicating unrealized goals 
and triggering the use of the subjunctive, as 
in sa-±ußallì ™attà ±adxula l-janna; as a parti-
cle with the imperfect indicative, as in ™attà 
yaqùlu r-rasùlu ‘even the Prophet says . . .’ (Ibn 
Hišàm, Qa†r 91); and as an exceptive particle, 
as in fa-qàtilù l-latì tabÿì ™attà tafì±a ±ilà ±amri 
l-làhi, ‘so fight the [female] who covets except 
if she returns to God’s command’ (Q. 49/9; Ibn 
Hišàm, Muÿnì I, 112). These brief and sketchy 
remarks on the semantic senses and syntactic 
functions of ™attà show that this word, deriv-
ing from a nominal source, has been reanalyzed 
as a preposition and as a particle, respectively 
(polygrammaticalization; see below, Sec. 3). 

The effects of these reanalyses widen the 
range of syntactic functions in which ™attà 
enters. Both the disambiguation of syntactic 
relations and syntactic functions in cases where 
there is more than one reading for one single 
linguistic form, and the principle of ‘linguistic 
simplicity’ aim at achieving optimality; both 
have been suggested as the chief motivating 
factors leading to reanalysis (Langacker 1977). 
From another related perspective, reanalysis 
is construed as fulfilling the potentials that a 
given syntactic construction or the semantic 
interpretation of a given form may have, which 
then may become amenable to a new analysis in 
the language (Harris and Campbell 1995:72). 
Nevertheless, it has been demonstrated empiri-
cally that ambiguity (Timberlake 1977) and 
structural opacity (Lightfoot 1988), while set-
ting off reanalysis in some contexts, are neither 
necessary nor sufficient prerequisites in some 
attested cases of reanalysis (Harris and Camp-
bell 1995:72). 

3. R e a n a l y s i s  a n d 
g r a m m a t i c a l i z a t i o n

In many cases, reanalysis leads to grammati-
calization, especially when the unidirectionality 
principle, which is inherent in grammaticaliza-
tion, obtains. In other cases, however, rean-
alysis need not lead to grammaticalization, and 
may even result in a reverse situation, as shown 
in Hopper and Traugott’s examples of the 
English prepositions up and down (1993:49) 
becoming lexicalized as verbs, as in up the 
ante, or as nouns, as in what a downer. Such 
attested evidence led researchers (Heine a.o. 
1991 and Hopper and Traugott 1993, among 
others) to reject the identification of reanalysis 
with grammaticalization and to dissociate the 
two phenomena of language change from each 
other, maintaining their conceptual separation. 
The two processes seem to affect one another 
in that a grammaticalized morpheme may 
lead to reanalysis of the construction in which 
it appears, and reanalysis may lead to the 
grammaticalization of a reanalyzed construc-
tion (see Heine a.o. 1991:215–220 for further 
discussion).

A conspicuous case where reanalysis has led 
to grammaticalization is the one concerning the 
evolution of the negation enclitic -š from the 
autonomous nominal source šay±un, as in mà 
bi-wuddì šay±un ‘I do not desire/want a thing’, 
where a series of reanalyses has taken place: 
the enclitic preposition bi- was reanalyzed as 
part of the verb stem, leading to a morphopho-
nological adjustment that resulted in the form 
biddì, which assumes quasi-verbal function (  
pseudoverb). Most importantly, the reanalysis 
of šay±un adds emphasis to the negation, hence, 
it becomes part of the negation domain. The 
effect of such a reanalysis is far reaching and 
includes morphophonological, syntactic, and 
semantic changes of the reanalyzed form. In 
the case just discussed, an originally optional 
element has become obligatory. 

Reanalysis may also operate on grammati-
calized words and result in moving already 
grammaticalized forms (i.e. grams) further 
along their grammaticalization track to reach 
maturity. The reanalysis of some Arabic inter-
rogatives such as man ‘who’, matà ‘when’, mà 
‘what’ as conditional particles and relative pro-
nouns is a case in point. Disregarding the minor 
differences in mood inflections in Ibn Hišàm’s 
(Muÿnì II, 18–19) examples man yukrimnì 
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±ukrimhu ‘whoever honors me, I honor him’; 
man yukrimunì ±ukrimuhu ‘I honor whoever 
honors me’; man yukrimunì ±ukrimuhu ‘who 
honors me [so that] I honor him?’, a single mor-
pheme man is reanalyzed in the same construc-
tion as an interrogative, as a relativizer, and 
as a conditional particle (polygrammaticaliza-
tion). The consequence of such a reanalysis is 
a change in categorical status: the interrogative 
moves from the main clause to a subordinate 
clause, as in kànat ±i≈à man ittahama bihi 
mina l-jawàrì ‘she was one of the slave-girls 
whom he suspected’ (Fischer 2002:217); and in 
conditionals denoting timeless truth, as in man 
jàla nàla ‘he who roams will reach something’, 
it loses the sense of specific reference (Fischer 
2002:227). 

Renalysis of a single linguistic form may 
generate a series of reanalyses with far-reaching 
consequences, which create a new alternative 
conceptual interpretation of clausal relations 
and modify existing syntactic relations. The 
particle mà, and the various structures in which 
it appears, for instance, reveal the operation of 
reanalysis as a major mechanism in language 
change. This particle has a long and varied 
career in Arabic, Classical, Modern Stand-
ard, and spoken vernaculars alike. One of its 
assumed early usages is as an interrogative, 
as in mà l-maw∂ù≠àtu l-latì tuhimmuk? ‘what 
subjects interest you?’. Starting from its inter-
rogative function, mà was used in constructions 
where the question was followed by an answer 
as an internal dialogue (within oneself), which 
was later construed as a relative clause. In such 
clauses. the analysis of mà resulted in its emer-
gence as a relative pronoun, as in Bravmann’s 
(1977:254) example, mà tajannabtu tannùran 
™àmiyan ‘what I avoid is a hot furnace’, which 
he traces to the original mà tajannabtu tan-
nùran ™àmiyan ‘[as to] what I avoid, [I avoid] 
a hot furnace’. In these relative clause construc-
tions, the interrogative structure is reanalyzed 
as sentential subject or topic, and the answer is 
reanalyzed as its predicate or comment.

The frequency of mà in combination with 
imperfect verbs, particularly with those inflected 
for the 3rd person masculine singular, may also 
have facilitated its analysis as a constituent with 
verbs, as in mà yajì±u ‘that which comes/arrives 
(see Bravmann 1977 for extensive discussion). 
In this case, morphophonological adjustments 
followed the merger between the particle and 
the finite verb, giving rise to majì±un ‘coming’, 

i.e. a verbal noun beginning with prefix m-, 
traditionally labeled maßdar mìmì; participial 
forms like muntaÚar ‘expected’ from the base 
mà yuntaÚaru ‘that which is expected’; nomina 
loci (nouns of place), such as majlis ‘council’ 
from the base mà yajlisu ‘that which sits’. 
Reanalysis of syntactic structures containing 
mà have resulted, therefore, in the emergence 
of allomorphemes that are involved in several 
word formation processes in Arabic. Dissolu-
tion of the original syntactic relations and their 
replacement with morphological relations give 
further credence to Givón’s famous dictum 
“Today’s morphology is yesterday’s syntax” 
(1971:413).

In some instances, grammaticalization and 
reanalysis work in tandem, with the end result 
creating a new gram. In Classical Arabic, rà™a 
l-qawm ‘people walked [at any given time]’, the 
verb was generalized from the original sense of 
rà™a ‘to walk in the evening hours’ (Ibn ManΩùr, 
Lisàn III, 1769). To be grammaticalized, it had 
to be reanalyzed as an auxiliary co-occurring 
with a verb in the imperfect. The process of 
grammaticalization entailed desemanticization 
of the verb of motion and its morphological 
splitting along the syllabic boundary, where the 
final syllable was preserved (in the inflection of 
the 3rd person masculine singular in the form 
of a future affix following the decomposition 
of the original lexical verb), creating ™a-yi≠mil 
‘he will do’ in some spoken Arabic dialects (Al-
Najjar 1991:674).

Arabic script, stemming from a Semitic stock, 
often does not indicate the short vowels in 
word-final position, which may trigger con-
ceptual reinterpretation. For example, in one 
reading of the verse min šarri mà xalaq ‘from 
evil that He created’ (Q. 113/2), the particle 
mà assumes the function of a relative pronoun; 
this is contrasted with another possible reading, 
where the same sequence is read min šarrin mà 
xalaq ‘from evil He did not create’, the mà par-
ticle being interpreted instead as the negative 
particle. Therefore, the orthography itself may 
play a role in creating syntactic and semantic 
ambiguity in certain structures, which causes 
reanalysis. 

4. R e a n a l y s i s  a n d  a c t u a l i z a t i o n

Defined as “the gradual mapping out of the con-
sequences of the reanalysis” (Timberlake 1977), 
actualization is distinct from, but dependent 
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on, reanalysis. While reanalysis operates on 
the abstract level, relating to rules of grammar, 
actualization operates on the concrete level, the 
one where actual change materializes. The pres-
ence of actualization presupposes and implies 
the occurrence of reanalysis. An instance of 
actualization is found in Modern Standard Ara-
bic, particularly in the language of the media, 
with the negation marker là, which is typically 
used for negating indefinite nouns in the accu-
sative, e.g. là salàma ‘there is no peace’. This 
là of absolute negation is reanalyzed together 
with its negated noun as a single unit. This is 
motivated in part by loan translation (calque), 
mainly from English expressions having nega-
tion prefixes like un-, in-, de-, non-, and so on, 
as in là šu≠ùr ‘unconsciousness’. The actualiza-
tion stage, as delineated by Harris and Camp-
bell (1995:81–82) and as applied to Arabic, 
shows là salàma to be interpretable as ‘there is 
no peace’, or alternatively ‘nonpeace’. 

Consequences of this reanalysis include the 
inability of the definite article to attach to the 
noun stem directly since the negative là inter-
venes between them; the loss of the accusa-
tive case on the negated noun; and the loss of 
the original interpretation, which signifies the 
categorical negation of what is denoted by the 
noun. Due to reanalysis of là + noun as a sin-
gle unit, this has led to a sequence DEFINITE 
ARTICLE-là-NOUN STEM which is unattested 
in Classical Arabic. A continuation of actualiza-
tion is found in the extension of such strings to 
adjectives in constructions where native words 
are used to express foreign concepts, e.g. là 
jadìda ta™ta š-šams ‘there is nothing new under 
the sun’ and al-là-markaziyya ‘decentralization’ 
(  compound). It is possible that such a proc-
ess could be conventionalized and spread in 
the future, as the transfer of Western concepts 
increases exponentially as a result of intimate 
contact between the Arabic and the Western 
(mainly English) linguistic systems. If transfer 
becomes frequent and pervasive, this may lead 
to the limitation or elimination of the native 
linguistic process involving the genitive con-
struction with ≠adam ‘non-, lack’, ÿayr ‘non-, 
un-’, and the like, which would be expected in 
the formation of concepts of this type. If this 
prediction turns out to be correct, reanalysis 
and its subsequent actualization will lead to 
a gradual language change in the form of an 

innovation that is brought about in large meas-
ure by transfer of a foreign concept. 

5. R e a n a l y s i s  a n d  a n a l o g y

Analogy has generally been characterized as 
a mechanism for language change that aims 
at homogenizing and eliminating marked-
ness in a given class of linguistic structures 
or a paradigm. Analogy is contrasted with 
reanalysis in that the former interacts with 
the latter and makes language change explicit 
(see Hopper and Traugott 1993:61). When 
the plural -ùna morpheme in the formation 
of higher decades in Arabic numerals, such as 
μalàμùna ‘thirty’ was reanalyzed into an inelid-
able morpheme with the interpretable meaning 
ten, it replaced the original dual suffix -à of 
the numeral ‘twenty’ (Brockelmann 1982:490), 
likely through analogical extension. Reanalysis 
and analogy interacted in this case: after the 
suffix -ùna was reanalyzed as a suppletive form 
of the decimal base, the change of the dual suf-
fix on the numeral ‘twenty’ to match that of 
the other higher decades brought regularity to 
the formation of the entire set of numerals. The 
consequence of this process of analogical exten-
sion is a compromise to the semantic interpre-
tation of ≠išrùna ‘twenty’, since morphological 
change to that form made its semantic interpre-
tation incompatible with its form; hence, loss in 
semantic transparency ensued, when compared 
with other numerals of the same set. Neverthe-
less, analogical extension in this case brought 
about a harmonizing effect to the model of 
formation of the decade numerals and elimi-
nated inconsistencies in their morphosyntactic 
properties. 

Another area where analogy as a mechanism 
for language change aims at reducing irregular-
ity is in the derivation of various verb roots in 
Arabic. In spoken vernaculars, Arabic roots 
containing -y in their makeup, particularly in 
the final position, were construed as the model 
for derivation for other root types. Consonan-
tal roots having -w as their final consonant (tra-
ditionally labeled ‘defective’ or  ‘weak’) via 
analogy were modeled in their derivation after 
the pattern in final -y verbs. Therefore, the verb 
root r-m-y generates ramèt ‘I threw away’, just 
as the root š-k-w generates šakèt ‘I complained’ 
(Versteegh 1997:100). Such cases obviously are 
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the result of analogy without reanalysis, where 
change in the underlying structures of the verb 
root has a concomitant change in its surface 
manifestation.

6. B o u n d a r i e s  o f  r e a n a l y s i s

Occurrence of reanalysis is not restricted to 
small linguistic stretches at the word and 
morpheme levels; larger structures are further 
amenable to this mechanism. The reanalysis 
of  topic-comment structures, for example, 
not infrequently leads to the emergence of 
relative clauses with embedded subordinate 
structures (Bravmann 1977:232–260: Lewko-
wicz 1971:810–825), and interrogative clauses 
(especially those beginning with mà ‘what; 
whatever’; matà ‘when; whenever’; man ‘who; 
whoever’) often emerge as conditionals. 

Reanalysis is to be distinguished from other 
 mechanisms of linguistic change. A word-

order change, such as the change from the 
preferred Verb-First position in both Classical 
and Modern Standard Arabic to the frequent 
Subject-First in spoken Arabic vernaculars, is 
often considered to be an instance of rean-
alysis. Such a rearrangement typically involves 
an immediate change in surface manifestation, 
and, strictly speaking, it should be ruled out 
as an instance of reanalysis. Nonetheless, a 
word-order change that results in minimiz-
ing variability is sometimes considered to be 
an instance of reanalysis, in particular when 
it leads to grammaticalization (Hopper and 
Traugott 1993:50). 

A single order of constituents may become 
amenable to reanalysis, as in Fassi Fehri’s 
example al-±awlàdu jà±ù, which on one reading 
means ‘the children, they came’, when analyzed 
as a topic-comment sentence. On another read-
ing, ‘the children came’, the preverbal noun 
is considered the subject rather than the topic 
(Fassi Fehri 1993:27–28).

The demarcation line between reanalysis 
and other language change phenomena, such 
as grammaticalization, is sometimes hard to 
draw. In jà±-at al-banàt ‘the girls came’, the 
-at attached to the verb functions as a (gen-
der) agreement marker when compared with its 
use in jà±-at ‘she came’ as a pronoun (Fassi 
Fehri 1993:121). It is not at all clear whether 
the pronoun used as an agreement marker 
is due to reanalysis, to further grammatical-

ization, or to reanalysis that has resulted in 
grammaticalization. 
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Reciprocals

Reciprocals are expressions that indicate that 
the subject of the verb is at the same time the 
object. Unlike  reflexives, however, which 
have a similar function, reciprocals introduce 
a distributing element into the meaning. While 
a reflexive can be applied to a singular subject 
(x hits x), a reciprocal requires a plural subject, 
because it expresses the notion that the various 
members of the subject each perform the action 
described by the verb not on themselves, but 
on one or more of the other members of the 
subject: ‘x and y hit each other’ means ‘x hits y 
and y hits x’.

Heim a.o. (1991) argue that in order to 
achieve this, a reciprocal expression such as 
each other is composed of two elements: a dis-
tributor (each) and a reciprocator (other). The 
distributor is associated with the subject (which 
in the theoretical framework that Heim a.o. use 
is expressed as a covert movement of the dis-
tributor to the subject) and thus turns a plural 
subject (the men) into a distributed subject (the 
men each). The reciprocator is in object posi-
tion and, in a sense, directs the action back to 
the subject.

Arabic employs several different methods of 
expressing reciprocity. In Classical Arabic, one 
method is to use the word ba≠∂ ‘part, portion; 
some’ in a correlative manner. This reciprocal 
expression fits well with Heim a.o.’s analysis: 
ba≠∂ occurs twice, once associated with the 
subject and once associated with the object. 
(All examples from Modern Standard Ara-
bic quoted here are from Kremers [1997], 
who collected them from a corpus of written 
Arabic.)

(1a) wa-yuÚàhiru ba≠∂-u-hum
 and-help.3ms some-Nom-them
 ba≠∂-an
 some-Acc.Indef
 ‘and they help each other’

(1b) la-±in inqasama n-nàširùna
 if be-divided.3ms the-publishers.Nom
 ba≠∂-u-hum ≠alà ba≠∂-in
 some-Nom-them on some-Gen.Indef

‘if the publishers are divided among each 
other’

The ba≠∂ associated with the subject can appear 
in subject position, as in (1a), in which case the 
verb agrees with it, taking 3rd person mascu-
line singular form. The logical subject appears 
as a genitive (pro)noun on ba≠∂. If the subject 
is not pronominal, a different construction is 
often used, as in (1b). Here, the subject ba≠∂ 
does not appear in subject position but rather 
stands in apposition to the subject an-nàširùna 
‘the publishers’. It takes a genitive suffix that 
refers back to the subject.

The ba≠∂ associated with the object stands 
in object position and is declined: in (1a) 
it appears as a direct object with accusative 
case. (In ditransitive verbs it can also appear 
as the indirect object.) In (1b) it appears as 
the complement of the preposition ≠alà ‘on’, 
which is a prepositional object of the verb 
inqasama ‘to be divided’. Here, ba≠∂ takes geni-
tive because all prepositions in Arabic assign 
genitive case. The object ba≠∂ does not take any 
suffix and is often indefinite in Classical Arabic. 
In Modern Standard Arabic, it can also be defi-
nite, as in (2).

(2) yulàqì ba≠∂-u-hum  al-ba≠∂-a
 meet.3ms some-Nom-them the-some-Acc
 ‘They meet each other’

Obviously, the logical subject of the verb can 
also be a 1st or 2nd person. In such cases, the 
verb may agree with ba≠∂, as in (3a), but it may 
also agree with the logical subject, as in (3b):

(3a) wa-yajibu ±an yastami ≠a
 and-must that listen.3ms
 ba≠∂-u-nà ±ilà ba≠∂-in
 some-Nom-us to some-Gen
 ‘We must listen to each other’

  reciprocals 43

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(3b) ±an là nusdiya l-±af ≠àl-a
 that not 1p.confer the-benefits-Acc
 ba≠∂-u-nà li- ba≠∂-in
 some-Nom-us to- some-Gen

‘. . . that we do not confer benefits on each 
other’

Example (3b) also shows an effect that is fre-
quently found in reciprocals crosslinguistically: 
the distributor, here ba≠∂unà, is not in subject 
position or even in apposition to it. Instead, 
it is positioned after the object. This position 
puts it close to the reciprocator, which is the 
complement of the preposition li- ‘to’. This 
appears to be a common development in lan-
guage: the distributor, although associated with 
the subject, has the tendency to remain close to 
the reciprocator, rather than appearing in or 
adjoined to subject position (Frajzyngier and 
Curl 2000). This development is also evident in 
English, where each other normally appears as 
one phrase (as opposed to constructions such 
as they each hit the other or each of them hit 
the other).

As seen in (3b), where the distributor follows 
the object, Modern Standard Arabic shows this 
tendency as well. It can also make the distribu-
tor and the reciprocator appear more or less 
as a fixed unit, which is clearly illustrated by 
prepositional objects, as in (4).

(4) wa-hum yulawwi™ùna  bi-l-±aydì
 and-they 3mp.wave with-the-hands
 li-ba≠∂-i-him  al-ba≠∂
 to-some-Gen-them the-some
 ‘and they wave their hands at each other’

In (4), the phrase ba≠∂ihim al-ba≠∂ occurs more 
or less as a single element, as can be seen by the 
fact that the distributor ba≠∂uhum now appears 
in the complement position of the preposi-
tion together with the reciprocator, rather than 
before the preposition, as in (3b). We may 
assume that ba≠∂ihim takes genitive case because 
of the preposition. It should be kept in mind, 
however, that this particular construction does 
not occur in Classical Arabic, which means that 
the case ending on the second al-ba≠∂ cannot 
be established with certainty. Occasionally, the 
second ba≠∂ is indefinite. When this happens, it 
is often (though not always) written with the 
indefinite accusative ending, which is one of the 
few case endings that is written, as in (5).

(5) fa-qa≠adù yaštaÿilùna
 and-3mp.sat 3mp.are.occupied
 bi-ba≠∂-i-him ba≠∂-an
 with-some-Gen-them some-Acc.Indef
 ‘and they sat down, occupied with each 

other’

In (5), the second ba≠∂ shows the indefinite 
accusative ending -an. However, because spo-
ken Arabic has no case endings, we cannot 
assume that when a case ending appears in 
written form, it represents the intuition of the 
native speaker. According to Classical Arabic 
grammar, there would be no explanation for 
the occurrence of accusative case on the second 
ba≠∂ in (5). Instead, it seems safe to assume that 
the ending here is a fossilized form.

In fact, it is not unlikely that the phrase 
ba≠∂uhum ba≠∂an/al-ba≠∂ (with the appropri-
ate suffix replacing -hum ‘them’) should be 
analyzed as a simplex (noncompound) form. 
This is exactly the final step of the development 
that draws together the distributor and the 
reciprocator, as can be seen in Dutch, for exam-
ple, where the original elk ander ‘each other’ 
developed into Modern Dutch elkaar. That a 
similar development has taken place in Arabic 
is obvious from the fact that occasionally, only 
one occurrence of ba≠∂ expresses the reciprocal 
in Modern Standard Arabic, as in (6).

(6a) yu™additùna ba≠∂-a-hum ≠an 
 3mp.speak.to some-Acc-them about
 ±axbàr-i l-qurà
 news-Gen the-villages

‘They speak to each other about the news 
of the villages’

 
(6b) tamassaknà bi-ba≠∂-i-nà
 1p.held with-some-Gen-us 
 wa-qtarabnà
 and-1p.approached
 ‘We held on to each other and went closer’

In both examples of (6), only one ba≠∂ occurs, 
even though the meaning is clearly reciprocal. 
This ba≠∂ occurs with a pronominal suffix and 
occurs as the logical object. In (6a), ba≠∂ahum 
is in direct object position, and in (6b) ba≠∂inà 
is the complement of a preposition. This struc-
ture is most likely influenced by spoken Arabic. 
In spoken Arabic, the use of a single ba≠∂ is 
quite common for expressing reciprocity, as in 
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(7a) from Egyptian Arabic, (7b) from Syrian 
Arabic, and (7c) from  Moroccan Arabic.

(7a) bi-y™ibbu ba≠∂
 Progr-3p.love some
 ‘They love each other’
(7b) bë-tšùfu  ba≠ë∂-kon
 Progr-2p.see some-your
 këll yòm
 every day
 ‘You see each other every day’
(7c) ka-yët≠awnu bë≠∂iyat-hum
 Progr-3p.help some-them
 ‘They help each other’

In Egyptian Arabic, ba≠∂ usually occurs without 
suffix, appearing, as expected, in object posi-
tion. Syrian Arabic is similar, except that ba≠∂ 
(here appearing with an epenthetic schwa) usu-
ally appears with a pronominal suffix referring 
back to the subject. Moroccan Arabic behaves 
like Syrian, the form of ba≠∂ used here being 
bë≠∂iya(t).

Classical Arabic represents the first stage in 
the development of ba≠∂ as a reciprocal, while 
the dialect forms in (7) represent the end stage. 
In Classical Arabic, the reciprocal is expressed 
with a correlative use of ba≠∂: it occurs twice 
in the sentence, once in subject position, or as 
adjunct to the subject, and once in object posi-
tion. The subject-ba≠∂ takes a pronominal suffix 
that refers to the subject (or it takes the logical 
subject as possessive modifier). The object-ba≠∂ 
is indefinite and does not take any suffix. In col-
loquial Arabic, the reciprocal is expressed with 
a single ba≠∂ + suffix. Modern Standard Arabic 
shows a variety of methods, which are usually 
somewhere between the Classical and the col-
loquial expression.

Some dialects have chosen a different method. 
Iraqi Arabic, for example, uses a typical distrib-
utor-reciprocator structure, but not with the 
lexical element ba≠∂, as in (8).

(8) yšùfùn wà™id il-làx kull yòm
 3p.see one the-other every day
 ‘They see each other every day’

In (8), the word wà™id ‘one’ is used as the dis-
tributor, and il-làx ‘the other’ as the reciproca-
tor. The use of a word for ‘one’ as distributor 
is not unexpected, as evidenced by the English 
structure they see one another every day. 

Apart from the method described here, Ara-
bic has another way of expressing reciprocity, 
one which uses a derived verb stem. Form VI of 
Arabic verbs, which is formed with the pattern 
taKàTaBa, often has a reciprocal meaning, e.g., 
∂araba ‘to hit someone’, ta∂àraba ‘to hit each 
other, to come to blows, to clash’; ≠àwana ‘to 
help someone’, ta≠àwana ‘to help each other, 
to cooperate’; kàtaba ‘to write to someone, to 
correspond with someone’, takàtaba ‘to write 
to each other, to correspond’. 

This process, however, is at best marginally 
productive. Many Form VI verbs have lexical-
ized meanings, as the examples show. Further-
more, there are Form VI verbs that do not have 
a reciprocal meaning: xa≈ala ‘to leave, forsake’, 
taxà≈ala ‘to wane, to decrease, to fade’; bàraka 
‘to bless someone’, tabàraka ‘to be blessed’; 
saqa†a ‘to fall’, tasàqa†a ‘to fall down piece by 
piece, to collapse’. In fact, as Wright (1981:
I, 38D) indicates, reciprocity is not the basic 
meaning of Form VI of the verb.
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Redundancy

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Redundancy is a universal property of human 
language. There is no language that does not 
have some degree of redundancy, and the 
Arabic language is no exception. In WordNet 
2.1, Fellbaum (1998) gives four senses of 
redundancy:

i. Repetition of messages to reduce the prob-
ability of errors in transmission

ii. The attribute of being superfluous and 
unneeded with one direct hyponym 
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iii. Someone or something that is unwanted 
and unneeded

iv. Needless repetition of an act

The English/Arabic dictionary of theoretical 
linguistics (Al Khuli 1982) translates ‘redun-
dancy’ with ™ašw, ±ishàb, and ±i†nàb.

Sentence (1) below represents an example of 
redundancy in Arabic.

(1) hà≈à r-rajulu ≠à†ilun
 this the-man unemployed
 ≠an al-≠amal
 from the-work

‘This man is unemployed’

The phrase ≠an al-≠amal ‘from work’ is redun-
dant because the word ≠à†il ‘unemployed’ con-
veys the same meaning. Sentence (2) gives the 
same meaning as (1), but to the Arabic ear, (1) 
sounds more idiomatic and more natural than 
the less ambiguous sentence in (2).

(2) hà≈à r-rajulu ≠à†ilun
 this the-man unemployed

‘This man is unemployed’

Another example of redundancy in Arabic is 
shown in (3). The word dam ‘blood’ in this 
sentence is redundant, because the verb yanzifu 
implies the loss of blood.

(3) kàna l-marì∂u yanzifu daman
 was the-patient bleed.3ms blood

‘The patient was bleeding blood’

The same meaning could be conveyed as in (4) 
without any loss of meaning.

(4) kàna l-marì∂u yanzifu
 ‘The patient was bleeding’

2. R e d u n d a n c y  a s  a  p r o p e r t y 
o f  h u m a n  l a n g u a g e

The universality of redundancy suggests that 
it serves a purpose in human communication. 
Chomsky (1965) points out that linguistic 
performance is not always a true reflection 
of linguistic knowledge. He explains that the 
native speakers’ production and perception of 
speech could be affected by lapses of memory, 
distraction, fatigue, etc. If human language 

did not exhibit a large degree of redundancy, 
important information would be lost when 
communication channels are ‘noisy’, i.e. when 
they are not optimal. Redundancy can be 
extremely useful in compensating for the loss of 
parts of the message in noisy channels. Secondly, 
redundancy allows for stylistic variations. 
There are situations that require very precise 
language, while in other situations a detailed, 
extensive, and very clear, or even repetitive 
style would be preferred. For example, Arabic 
speakers would prefer (1) to (2) above, in spite 
of the redundancy in (1). 

3. R e d u n d a n c y  a n d 
p r e d i c t a b i l i t y

Redundant words or phrases can also be 
predictable. Since their absence from the 
sentence or from discourse does not result in 
a loss of meaning, this implies that whatever 
meaning they represent is also present in the rest 
of the sentence or discourse. In languages like 
Italian, Hebrew, and Arabic, subject pronouns 
may be dropped from the sentence without any 
loss of meaning. These pronouns are regarded 
as redundant because the information they 
convey is also encoded in the verb. Consider 
sentence (5).

(5) ±ana qàbal-tu ra±ìsa
 I met-1s president
 l-jàmi≠ati ±amsi
 the-university yesterday

‘I met the president of the university 
yesterday’

The subject of the sentence, the pronoun ±ana 
‘I’, can be easily deleted without any loss of 
meaning, as shown in (6).

(6) qàbaltu ra±ìsa l-jàmi≠ati ±amsi
‘I met the president of the university 
yesterday’

The semantic features that make up the mean-
ing of the Arabic word ±ana include {+subject, 
+1st person, +singular}. These same features 
are also encoded in the verb qàbal-tu ‘met-I’. 
Therefore, the subject pronoun can be pre-
dicted on the basis of the verb form. The rela-
tion between redundancy and predictability has 
also been pointed out by others, such as Pinker 
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(1994), who shows that it is because of redun-
dancy that English speakers can understand the 
sentence in (8), even when each vowel in the 
sentence is replaced by the letter x, as shown 
in (7).

(7) yxx cxn xndxerstxnd whxt x xm wrxtxng 
xvxn xf x rxplxcx xll thx vxwxls wxth xn ‘x’ 

(8) You can understand what I am writing even 
if I replace all the vowels with an ‘x’

Pinker distinguishes between two types of 
predictability: syntactic and semantic predict-
ability. 

4. S y n t a c t i c  p r e d i c t a b i l i t y

Consider sentences (9) and (10) below. 
Native speakers of Arabic have no problem in 
recognizing that the missing word in (9) is the 
relative pronoun allatì ‘who’. They recognize 
that this is a relative clause structure and that 
the lexical head of the relative clause is {+human, 
+female, +singular}, and that the relative clause 
that has these features is headed by allatì and not, 
for example, by alla≈ì. Similarly, Arabic native 
speakers will have no difficulty in completing 
the sentence in (10) with the complementizer 
±anna ‘that’, because they also recognize that the 
verb ±a≠lana ‘announced’ requires this particular 
complementizer. The knowledge that is used to 
give the correct prediction in (9) and (10) is the 
linguistic knowledge of the language, syntactic 
knowledge. This is not the case in (11) and (12) 
below. 

(9) hà≈ihi hiya s-sayyida----
 this she the-lady----
 qàbal-tu-hà ±amsi
 met-1s-her yesterday

‘This is the lady I met yesterday’

(10) ±a≠lana l-jayšu l-±amrìkì----quwwàtu-hà 
≠taqalat ≠adadan min ±a≠∂à±i tanÚìmi 
l-qà ≠ida

 ‘The American army announced----its 
forces arrested a number of Al-Qaida’s 
members’

5. S e m a n t i c  p r e d i c t a b i l i t y

Consider the sentence in (11). A plausible 
completion of the sentence is the word al-

™ayawàn ‘the animal’. Native speakers would 
make such a prediction, because they know 
that the lion is an animal and that it is often 
referred to as the king of the jungle. This is not 
really linguistic knowledge specific to Arabic. 
The knowledge that the lion is an animal is 
common knowledge to everyone regardless of 
the language they speak. This is knowledge of 
the world. Likewise in (12), Arabic speakers 
would have no difficulty filling in the blank with 
the word imra±a. They use their knowledge of 
the world, which tells them that Ahmed’s wife 
cannot be other than a woman. 

(11) al-±asadu huwa----al-wa™ìdu lla≈ì 
yu≠tabaru malika l-ÿàba

 ‘The lion is the only----that is regarded 
as the king of the jungle’

(12) zawjatu ±a™mada----≈akiyyatun jiddan
 ‘Ahmed’s wife is a very intelligent----’

6. T e l e g r a p h e s e  a n d  t h e 
d e l e t i o n  o f  f u n c t i o n a l  w o r d s

Evidence suggests that people recognize that 
human language is redundant. When people 
send telegrams, they economize by using mini-
mal words to convey the message. They remove 
all words that are not necessary and keep 
only the words that unambiguously represent 
the meaning they want to express. They also 
combine both semantic and syntactic knowledge 
when they attempt to eliminate redundancy. 
Consider sentences (13) and (14) below.

(13) sawfa ±aßilu ±ilà ma†àri l-qàhirati d-duwa-
liyyi fì yawmi l-±arbi≠à±i l-qàdimi l-muwà-
fiqi 23 ±aÿustus sanata 2006 fì tamàmi 
s-sà≠ati r-ràbi≠ati ba≠da Ú-Úuhri ≠alà matni 
l-xu†ù†i l-jawwiyyati l-bari†àniyyati ri™lati 
raqma 572

 ‘I will be arriving at Cairo International 
Airport next Wednesday, August 23, 
2006, exactly at 4:00 in the afternoon on 
British Airways, on flight number 572’

(14) ±aßilu l-±arbi≠à± as-sà≠a 16.00 al-bari†àniyya 
ri™la 572

 ‘Arriving Wednesday at 1600 British Air-
ways flight 572’

Both sentences express the same information. 
However, (13) has 28 words, whereas (14) has 
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only 7. In normal communication, it would 
sound absurd if people expressed their ideas 
in the kind of telegraphic language shown 
in (14). Only in very restricted contexts do 
people use telegraphese. A closer look at (13) 
and (14) reveals interesting insights into the 
implicit knowledge that speakers have not only 
of redundancy but also of the grammar and 
semantics of their language. For example, one 
notes the explicit use of the future tense marker 
sawfa (13). Time reference in many languages 
may be expressed through tense markers and 
time adverbials. In many cases it is expressed 
by both in the same sentence, as in (13), using 
the future tense marker sawfa and the time 
adverbial yawm al-±arbi≠à±i l-qàdimi l-muwàfiqi 
23 ±aÿustus sanata 2006. 

A strategy that speakers use when sum-
marizing a text or sending a cable is to eliminate 
duplications in time reference. In (14), time 
reference is conveyed through the time adverbial 
al-±arbi≠à± ‘Wednesday’. The absence of the 
future tense marker in (14) does not cause 
any loss of meaning expressed in (13), which 
shows that users of the language recognize such 
redundancy, and when the need arises, they 
know how to minimize it. 

7. R e d u n d a n c y  i n  g r a m m a r

The grammar of many languages imposes 
some degree of redundancy on the users of 
the language. An often-quoted case is the 
requirement that speakers of English stick an 
-s at the end of the verb when the subject is 
3rd person singular. Thus, (15) follows correct 
usage, whereas (16) does not and has to be 
asterisked.

(15) Mary works as a waitress on weekends

(16) *Mary work as a waitress on weekends

The absence of the -s from the verb in (16) 
does not result in any loss of meaning, but its 
presence is required by the rules of the English 
grammar. 

Consider how the number system works in 
Modern Standard Arabic. It is well known that 
Arabic requires that nouns following any of the 
numbers 3–10 be in the plural form, whereas 
a noun following numbers higher than 10 has 
to be in the singular form. This is a purely 

syntactic requirement, since we all know that 
semantically the nouns in both cases are plural. 
Consider (17). 

(17) xamsu mumarri∂àtin
 ‘five nurses’

The plural in (17) is denoted by two markers: 
the number ‘five’, which is clearly plural, as well 
as the morpheme -àt, which indicates feminine 
plural. According to the rules of Arabic gram-
mar, (18) is ungrammatical although Arabic 
speakers will have no problem understanding it 
with the same meaning as that of (17).

(18) *xamsu mumarri∂atin
 ‘five nurse’

Actually, the structure in (18) is perfectly accept-
able in Modern Standard Arabic for numbers 
above 11, as shown in (19).

(19) xamsùna mumarri∂atin
 fifty nurse
 ‘fifty nurses’

It would be wrong, however, to use the struc-
ture in (17) for the equivalent sentence of (18), 
as in (20).

(20) *xamsùna mumarri∂àtin
 fifty nurses

8. T h e  v a l u e  o f  r e d u n d a n c y  a s 
a  p r o p e r t y  o f  l a n g u a g e

Redundancy serves several purposes in human 
communication. First, it assists hearers in 
understanding, when communication channels 
are noisy. By ‘noisy’ we mean communication 
channels that are not perfect, such as bad 
and/or sloppy handwriting, spelling errors, 
loud interference from radio, television, traffic, 
distractions, etc. Redundancy makes up for 
any loss of any part of the message and for 
the temporary breakdown of communication 
channels. Second, there are specific discourses 
where repetition, paraphrasing, stating, and 
restating can be desirable. Consider a classroom 
situation where teachers would be commended 
for their ability to explain difficult concepts 
through detailed explanation. Good teachers 
often resort to explaining the same concept in 
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different ways to make sure that students grasp 
it. They also tend to encourage students to look 
at the same phenomenon from different angles. 
Moreover, there are certain disciplines where 
learning involves acquiring a skill rather than 
comprehending a set of facts. A typical example 
is learning foreign languages, where students 
benefit from paraphrase and repetitions. Third, 
repetitions and elaborations are characteristic of 
religious discourse which is didactic by nature. 
A closer look at the Qur±àn and the Bible shows 
extensive repetitions and elaborations which 
appeal to the believers. Fourth, redundancy is 
a convenient way of characterizing differences 
among languages. While all human languages 
have redundancy as an intrinsic property, they 
vary in how much redundancy is the norm in 
each. Languages reflect the culture and the way 
of thinking of their speakers. Some speakers like 
flowery language and tolerate a high degree of 
redundancy, while others value precise language. 
The Arabic language has been perceived by non-
Arabic speakers (Johnstone 1983) as allowing a 
very high degree of repetition and redundancy. 
However, for speakers of Arabic, this trait is 
perceived as one of the positive properties of 
the Arabic language. Fifth, redundancy is not 
an all-or-nothing feature. It can be present in 
various degrees. Thus, it allows speakers to 
express their individuality and their personal 
style. It is an integral part of the idiolect of 
the individual. Life would be very boring were 
redundancy to cease to exist. Imagine how life 
would be if we all spoke in such telegraphic 
language as presented in (12) above, which 
does not exhibit any degree of redundancy. 

9. T h e  c o m m u n i c a t i v e  f u n c t i o n
o f  r e d u n d a n c y

It is often thought that redundant words 
or phrases do not have real communicative 
purpose. For example, in  pro-drop languages 
(Chomsky 1981), such as Italian, Spanish, and 
Arabic, the subject pronoun of a sentence may 
be dropped without any loss in the meaning of 
that sentence. Consider (21) and (22).

(21) ±ana ≈ahab-tu ±ilà
 I went-1s to
 l-jàmi≠ati ±amsi
 the-university yesterday

‘I went to the university yesterday’

(22) ≈ahab-tu ±ilà l-jàmi≠ati ±amsi
 went-1s to the-university yesterday

‘I went to the university yesterday’ 

In (21) the subject pronoun is present, whereas 
in (22) it is dropped without any loss of mean-
ing. The reason there is no loss of meaning 
in (22) is that the subject pronoun ±ana ‘I’ is 
redundant in (21). The semantics of the inde-
pendent pronoun in (21) is also encoded in 
the inflection of the verb. The subject pronoun 
could not be deleted if it was not redundant, as 
(23) and (24) show.

(23) hiya fi l-maktab
 ‘She is in the office’

(24) fì l-maktab
 ‘in the office’

(24) is a grammatical Arabic prepositional 
phrase but not really an independent sentence. 

Both Eid (1980) and Farghaly (1982) show 
that, although the subject pronoun in Arabic 
seems redundant, it serves an important com-
municative function. Consider the examples 
(25) and (26), adapted from Farghaly (1982).

(25) ™a∂ara ≠alì μumma nßarafa
 ‘Ali arrived, then he left’

(26) ™a∂ara ≠alì μumma nßarafa huwa
 ‘Ali arrived, then he left’

In both (25) and (26), the subject of the second 
verb is a pro. In (25) it is dropped, whereas it is 
present in (26). The preferred reading for (25) 
is that the subject of the second verb is Ali. The 
preferred reading for (26) is that the subject of 
the second verb is someone other than Ali. So, 
although the subject pronoun in (26) is redun-
dant and can be deleted, its presence or absence 
plays an important role in the interpretation of 
the sentence. Thus, redundancy plays here an 
important communicative role. 
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Reduplication

Reduplication is a special case of the more 
general device of repetition of linguistic 
material. It figures among the most prominent 
current issues in linguistic theory and mostly 
concentrates on morphological reduplication 
(cf. Rubino, 2005). Reduplication, however, can 
also occur on other linguistic levels, as already 
proposed by Pott (1862). But it is a matter of 
some debate where the line should be drawn 
between reduplication and other repetition 
phenomena. It is useful to distinguish between 
phonological reduplication and grammatically 
used reduplication, i.e. morphological and 
syntactic reduplication.

In formal terms, reduplication can be full 
(total) or partial. Full reduplication mostly 
iterates a whole word, e.g. b™al b™al and 
kif kif (Moroccan Arabic) ‘alike’; in partial 
reduplication, a certain structure is only partly 
repeated, as in Classical Arabic nàma nawman 
‘he slept long/well’ (  object, absolute), where 
only the root consonants are repeated (  
paronomasia). Partial reduplication in Arabic 
is also a means of word formation.

The material reduplicated is mostly called 
‘base’ and the copy of the base ‘reduplicant’. The 
base of reduplication can be defined morpho-
logically (e.g. root, stem, affix) and/or phono-
logically. The phonological material that is 
copied can frequently be defined in prosodic 
terms, possible bases typically having the size 
of a syllable or a foot. In linguistic theory, it 
is a matter of some debate if the repetition 

of single segments can also be counted as 
reduplication. Another formal issue is the 
position of reduplication, whether it is initial, 
final, or medial.

In some sense, reduplication is iconic, as more 
of the same form is also more of the same mean-
ing. In functional terms, reduplication serves to 
signify different notions, among them plurality 
or intensity. Reduplicated nouns often denote 
plurals, but also seemingly contrary notions like 
diminution. With verbs, reduplication also often 
expresses plurality, be it iteration of the action 
or event, or the plurality or distribution of an 
argument, but also tense, aspect, attenuation, 
intensity, and transitivity.

Phonological reduplication is a characteristic 
feature of babbling and baby talk and most 
frequently exhibits CvCv-forms, like Syrian 
Arabic wawa ‘hurt’, ninnì ‘sleep’, or zèze ‘breast; 
milk’ (  child language; Ferguson 1964).

One special kind of reduplication is that of 
echo words, such as Egyptian Arabic šìkì-mìkì  
‘fashionable’ (derogative) or Moroccan Arabic 
ša†a-ma†a ‘boisterous’ and bih-fih ‘quickly, 
fast’, where the first consonant of the second 
part is mostly a labial. In Egyptian Arabic, 
nicknames are formed by repeating the first 
consonant of the name plus ì or ù, e.g. Fìfì for 
Fa†ma and Zìzì or Zùzù for Zènab.

Reduplication in Arabic word formation has 
not figured prominently in the linguistic debate. 
The only words that quite obviously involve 
reduplication are quadriliterals of the type 
waswasa ‘he whispered’ and zalzala ‘it trembled’, 
but this type of Classical Arabic words is very 
frequently onomatopoetic and predominantly 
denotes sounds and movements or  animal and 
plant names (  sound symbolism; Procházka 
1995). Despite their onomatopoetic origin, 
these words fit into the overall derivational 
system, and the root can be extracted and made 
the basis for the derivation of other forms. One 
common feature of the sound-symbolic words 
as well as the ones signifying movements is the 
iterativity of the event. This may have been 
the basis for the emergence of novel forms, 
especially in Neo-Arabic varieties, which can 
be traced back to an existing geminated root, 
e.g. l-f-f > laflif ‘to wrap up’, l-m-m > lamlim ‘to 
gather up, gather together’ (El Zarka, 2005), 
exhibiting verbal plurality. These verbs are 
somehow related to Form II verbs, as in the 
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case of Egyptian Arabic fattit ‘to crumble, break 
bread into pieces’ and fatfit ‘to crumble, break 
bread into tiny pieces’. This last pair of verbs is 
a clear example of phase-internal plurality, i.e., 
one event or action is divided into many parts; 
other examples are Egyptian Arabic maßmaß 
‘to suck on, gnaw, nibble’ < maßß ‘to suck’; 
dašdiš ‘to reduce to fragments, smash, shatter’ 
< dašš ‘to mash, pound’. But this only seems 
to be possible with biconsonantal roots. With 
triconsonantal roots, only one consonant can 
be doubled, given the quadriliteral shape of the 
pattern that must not be exceeded.

Thus, a fair number of novel words in Neo-
Arabic varieties are found with final and initial 
doubling. Final doubling is especially common 
among the Maghrebi varieties (Brockelmann 
1908:518), but it has a predecessor in the ob-
solete verbal stems of Classical Arabic, whereas 
initial doubling apparently is a new feature 
of Neo-Arabic. According to Brockelmann 
(1908:517), final doubling in Semitic denotes a 
kind of iteration, in the sense that iteration is a 
prerequisite of becoming habitual. This is true 
in some sense for the Classical Arabic Forms IX 
and XI, where the doubled last radical forms a 
geminate (for gemination as reduplication, see 
below), and for Form XIV, all three of which 
denote a physical state pertaining to color (IX) 
or physical defect and its intensification (XI, 
but also XIV), e.g. iswadda (IX) and iswàdda 
(XI) ‘to be black’, is™ankaka (XIV) ‘to be dark’. 
With quadriliterals this form has long been 
used to derive denominative verbs like jalbab 
‘to put on or wear a jilbàb [a special kind 
of garment]’. But it also denotes plurality or 
distribution, like šamlal ‘to gather ripe dates’. 
In Moroccan Arabic, there are many verbs that 
exhibit this form, but it is not always possible 
to trace them back to an existing simplex form 
or a root. While bërgëg ‘to have an eye on’ 
seems to be related to the Classical Arabic 
verb baraqa ‘to shine [eye]’, verbs like gužëž 
‘to gather together’ and hërnën ‘to grind one’s 
teeth’ are not obviously related to any root.

The same is true for initial doubling, which 
probably originates in the deconstruction of a 
full reduplicated form like *kabkab > karkib 
(Egyptian Arabic) ‘to throw into confusion’ 
and > kërkëb (Moroccan Arabic) ‘to roll’, by 
the insertion of a sonorant consonant (r, l, n, 
or w) instead of the closing consonant of the 
first syllable. In Egyptian Arabic, there are 

many such verbs, e.g. dardiš ‘to chat’, barba± 
‘to stare’, farfiš ‘to cheer up’. Neither final 
doubling nor initial doubling can be said to be 
productive rules in the language, and it is also 
difficult to differentiate between the various 
kinds of doubling in these quadriliteral verbs 
in terms of the change in semantics involved. 
Some sense of plurality or intensity seems to 
be common to most of them, while some also 
clearly exhibit a derogative connotation. The 
forms with full reduplication, though, seem 
to be much more productive, and they even 
compete with Form II verbs, the traditional 
derivational class for intensification (kasar ‘to 
break’ > kassar ‘to break into many pieces’, in 
case the root is biconsonantal, e.g. Egyptian 
Arabic dašdiš ‘to reduce to fragments’, not 
*daššiš.

 Gemination in Form II verbs has been 
viewed as an instance of reduplication, both in 
typological surveys (Pott 1862; Moravcsik 1978) 
and in language-specific studies (Ibrahim 1982; 
Greenberg 1991; El Zarka 2005), but also as the 
spreading of phonetic information (McCarthy 
1982; Angoujard 1988). If gemination is 
classified as reduplication, it seems useful to 
subdivide it the way Pott (1862:17) did, into 
reduplication as the strengthening of segments, 
and prosodically defined reduplication or 
reduplication proper. Brockelmann (1908) 
already noted the close relationship of Form II 
with the other quadriliteral Forms. The older 
signification of plurality by this derivational 
class is superseded by the causative/factitive 
function in Modern Standard Arabic and Neo-
Arabic, as may be seen in the loss of this 
meaning in verbs like bakkà ‘to weep much’, 
which in Modern Standard Arabic only means 
‘to make someone weep’; or barraka in barraka 
l-jamal ‘to kneel down’ (barraka l-jamalu ‘the 
whole drove of camels kneeled down’) or ‘to 
make kneel down’ (barraka l-jamala ‘he made 
the camel kneel down’); the latter is the only 
possible interpretation nowadays.

In the nominal morphology of Classical, 
Modern Standard, and Neo-Arabic, reduplica-
tion of the second radical can signify intensity 
or habit, as in the adjective form fa≠≠àl, e.g. 
kà≈ib ‘lying’ > ka≈≈àb ‘lying [habitual]’. Most 
other intensive adjectives are also formed by 
gemination of the second radical, for which 
the forms fu≠≠àl, fi≠≠ìl, fa/u≠≠ìl, and fu≠≠al are 
attested: ™ussàn ‘very handsome’, sikkìr 
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‘drunken, drunkard’, quddùs ‘most holy’, 
xullab ‘deceitful’. As a noun, the form is used to 
signify professions, which also clearly involves 
repetition and habit: †abbàx ‘cook’, ≠a††àr 
‘druggist’. A derived form is the instrumental 
noun, mostly with the feminine -a(t) suffix, 
to denote an instrument or a machine with 
which something is done regularly, e.g. the 
modern term fattà™a ‘can opener’. The fu≠≠àl 
form is used to pluralize the lexicalized active 
participles, as opposed to the use of the sound 
plural: kàtib ‘writing’ > kàtibùn ‘writing [pl. 
masc.]’, but kàtib ‘writer’ > kuttàb ‘writers’. 
Both functions are fairly productive. Apart 
from the last example, reduplication is not 
normally used to form plurals; the only minor 
instance is a handful of words in which a 
doubled second consonant appears instead of 
the expected semivowel: dìnàr/danànìr ‘dinar’, 
not *dawànìr, dìbàj/dabàbìj besides *dayàbìj 
‘brocade’, thus giving rise to allomorphic 
alternation in the pattern. This drift, though, is 
more common in other Afro-Asiatic languages 
(Ratcliffe 1996).

The same tendency can be observed in  
diminutive formation in Moroccan Arabic 
(Heath 1987:153; Ratcliffe 2001), e.g. the 
adjectives zwen > zwiwën ‘beautiful’, smër > 
smimër ‘of dark complexion’, and nqi > nqiqi 
‘clean’, while others exhibit a default semivowel: 
ßÿir > ßÿiwër ‘little’. It is noteworthy that 
diminutives are often derived by reduplication 
in the languages of the world, but this is not the 
case in Classical Arabic. Whereas gemination 
definitely is an inherited process of word for-
mation in Arabic (and Semitic generally), re-
duplication proper as a means of word formation 
seems to be an innovation.

The distinction between repetition and re-
duplication is not always clear-cut. Repetition 
is a very common feature of Arabic stylistics. 
Arabic written texts, in poetry and prose, are 
usually full of constructions that are cha-
racterized by the repetition of form, i.e. the 
prosodic pattern and the inflectional endings of 
the words involved. This kind of repetition is 
mostly reinforced semantically, as the doublets 
are most often synonyms or antonyms, for 
instance in the famous verse of the Mu≠allaqa 
of Imru±ul-Qays mikarrin mifarrin, muqbilin 
mudbirin ma≠an or in the popular saying là ±aßla 
lahu wa-là faßla ‘he is not of noble descent’, but 

it seems that this strategy is mostly a matter 
of stylistics and thus should be considered 
outside the realm of reduplication. The same 
is probably true for syndetic reduplication, e.g. 
±akμar fa-±akμar ‘more and more’, where the 
connecting element indicates that repetition is 
involved. Furthermore, the construction could 
involve more than two copies of the word. 
The asyndetic variant, though, could more 
readily be considered as reduplication, such 
as the construction that occurs productively 
across varieties to signify a genuine instance 
of something, e.g. ™ubb ™ubb ‘real love’. The 
following Qur±ànic example exemplifies both 
possible meanings of such reduplications, 
intensity and distribution: kallà ±idà dukkat 
al-±ar∂u dakkan dakkà / wa-jà±a rabbuka wa-
l-malaku ßaffan ßaffà ‘Nay! When the earth is 
pounded to powder / And thy Lord cometh, and 
His angels, rank upon rank’ (Q. 89/21–22).

A frequent phenomenon of Arabic is root 
repetition, as in ma†ara l-ma†ar ‘it rained’ (  
paronomasia). Although the root is clearly 
doubled, this should probably not be regarded 
as reduplication, as it does not fulfill a special 
function or carry a special meaning. A more 
obvious case of syntactic reduplication is the 
modification of a verb by its  maßdar in the 
maf≠ùl mu†laq construction (  object, absolute; 
Maas 2005) to intensify the meaning of the 
verb. Here, the maßdar is used instead of an 
adverb, which is not a proper category of 
Arabic, as in the Classical Arabic example 
above. This construction is reconstructed in 
Neo-Arabic varieties. Another case of syntactic 
reduplication might be pronoun reduplication 
(Bloch 1991), as in ra±aytuhu huwa ‘it is he I 
saw’, which is paralleled in other languages 
by such devices as clefting or accentuation of 
the pronoun. Syrian and Moroccan Arabic 
use reduplication with the demonstrative for 
focusing or specificity (Brustad 2000): ha ß-ßabi 
hàda ‘this [specific] boy’ (Syrian) and had l-m®a 
hadi ‘this [specific] woman’ (Moroccan).
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Reflexives

In a sentence such as John sees himself, the 
subject and the object of the verb are one 
and the same person, namely John. Crucially, 
languages generally do not allow such a mean-
ing to be expressed with something like John 
sees John, or John sees him. Most, if not all, 
languages require a special pronominal form 
for the object. This form is generally called 
a ‘reflexive’. In other words, a reflexive is a 
pronominal form that indicates that two argu-
ments of a verb have the same referent. The 
syntactic expression with which the reflexive 
is coreferential is called the antecedent of the 
reflexive.

Reflexives can be simplex or complex. Sim-
plex reflexives are reflexives like French or 
Spanish se, Italian si, Dutch zich, Norwegian 
seg, Finnish itse, etc. These reflexives have a 
form that cannot be decomposed. Complex 
reflexives, on the other hand, are composed of a 
pronominal element combined with some mean-
ingful element such as self, one’s own, body, 
soul, limbs, etc. Typical examples are English 
himself, Dutch mijzelf ‘me-self’, Hebrew aßm-o 
lit. ‘his bone’, etc. A complex reflexive can also 
consist of a simplex reflexive combined with 
a self-type element, such as Dutch zichzelf or 
Italian si stesso.

The two types of reflexives show differ-
ent syntactic behavior (Reinhart and Reuland 
1991, 1993). The most conspicuous difference 
is that simplex reflexives always take the sub-
ject as the antecedent, while complex reflexives 
can take any argument of the verb as anteced-
ent, as long as it is structurally higher. (There 
is a general argument hierarchy whose effects 
are visible in many languages: subject > indirect 
object > direct object > prepositional object.) 
The example in (1) illustrates this possibility 
(here and below, coreference is indicated with 
subscripted indices).

(1) Johni protected Maryj from herselfj

In general, reflexives must take a co-argument 
as antecedent. It is generally not possible for the 
antecedent to be in a higher clause, as in (2).
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(2) Johni thought that Mary loved himi /
*himselfi

The sentence in (2) is correct with him in the 
object position of the subclause. Using him-
self in this position, with the intention that 
it refer to John, is not possible. Reinhart and 
Reuland (1991) argue that complex reflexives 
function as reflexivizers: they turn the predicate 
of which they are an argument into a reflexive 
predicate.

There are, however, exceptions to this obser-
vation, some of which are systematic. For 
example, many languages have infinitival sub-
clauses with subjects that are case-assigned in 
the embedding clause (phrases of this type are 
called Exceptional Case Marking, or ECM, in 
the generative tradition), as in (3).

(3) Mary wanted John to win the race

Example (3) consists of a finite main clause 
(Mary wanted . . .) and an infinitival subclause 
(John to win the race). John is semantically 
the subject of the infinitival verb, as it is the 
one doing (or supposed to do) the winning. 
Example (4) shows that the noun phrase in this 
position takes oblique (accusative) case. Only 
the oblique pronoun him is grammatical as the 
subject of constructions with Exceptional Case 
Marking; the nominative pronoun he is not.

(4) Mary wanted him/*he to win race

If the subject of the infinitival verb is corefer-
ential with the subject of the main clause, the 
embedded subject is expressed as a reflexive 
and cannot be a pronoun, as shown in (5). 
Obviously, a pronoun is grammatical in this 
position if it is not coreferential with the subject 
of the main clause.

(5) Maryi wanted herselfi  /*heri to win the race

Whether structures such as that in (5) do indeed 
contradict the observation that reflexive and 
antecedent must be in the same clause depends 
on the exact analysis one adopts for such struc-
tures: if one assumes that the embedded subject 
is in the main clause (cf. Postal 1974; Chomsky 
2005), there is no contradiction.

More problematic are those cases in which 
a reflexive appears that does not have an ante-

cedent. Myself in (6) would require a 1st person 
singular antecedent, but none is available.

(6) This paper was written by Ann and myself

Reflexives that lack an antecedent are sometimes 
called ‘logophoric’. In the analysis presented by 
Reinhart and Reuland (1991), a complex reflex-
ive can only function as a reflexivizer if it is an 
argument of a fully assigned predicate, i.e. a 
predicate of which all (potential) arguments are 
overtly realized. Because myself in (6) is not an 
argument itself but merely part of an argument 
(i.e. of Ann and myself ), it cannot function as a 
reflexivizer. Reflexives that cannot function as 
reflexivizers can be used logophorically, if the 
language in question allows it.

Logophoric reflexives have the property that 
they can be replaced with a pronoun without 
changing the grammaticality or the meaning of 
the clause (although some expressiveness may 
be lost), as in (7).

(7) This paper was written by Ann and me

Arabic uses the noun nafs ‘soul’ to form reflex-
ive expressions (as noted by Wright 1981:II, 
280–282, other words are sometimes used in 
Classical Arabic, such as ʿayn ‘eye’, wajh ‘face’, 
rù™ ‘spirit’, ≈àt, ‘essence’, ™àl ‘state’). This 
noun is combined with a possessive pronominal 
suffix, which makes it a typical example of a 
complex reflexive, as in (8) (most examples here 
are taken from Kremers 1997).

(8) yu™addiμu ±a™mad-ui nafs-a-hui

 speak.3ms Ahmad-Nom self-Acc-his
 ‘Ahmad talks to himself’

The antecedent of the reflexive in (8) is the 
subject of the clause ±a™mad. The reflexive may 
also be a prepositional object, as in (9).

(9) li-yudàfi≠a š-ša≠b-ui ≠an 
 to defend.3ms the-people-Nom from
 nafs-i-hii ∂idda . . .
 self-Gen-its  against . . .
 ‘so that the people can defend themselves 

against. . .’

Because the Arabic reflexive is a complex reflex-
ive, one expects that non-subject arguments can 
function as antecedents, as in (10). 
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(10) ™attà takšifa-hui l-ba†al-at-u 
 so.that reveal.3fs-him the-heroine 
 ±amàma nafs-i-hii

 before self-Gen-him
 ‘so that the heroine reveals him before 

himself’

In (10), the antecedent of the reflexive nafs-i-hi 
is the object of the verb, the suffix pronoun -hu. 
Note that with prepositional objects, there is 
some optionality in the use of reflexives. Espe-
cially prepositional phrases that tend toward 
adjuncthood may contain pronouns, even if 
such a pronoun is coreferential with the sub-
ject, as in (11).

(11) yaznaqùnai ß-ßiÿàr-a bayna-humi

 squeeze.3mp the-small-Acc between-them
 ‘They squeezed the small ones between 

them’

In (11), the prepositional phrase bayna-hum 
contains a pronominal suffix that is corefer-
ential with the subject of the clause. From the 
viewpoint of Reinhart and Reuland’s (1991) 
theory, one can argue that bayna-hum is not an 
argument of yaznaqùna and that therefore it is 
not the case that the verb has two coreferential 
arguments, so that technically it is not a reflex-
ive predicate.

The reflexive nafs is very common with  
maßdars, as in (12).

(12) na™nu là nurìdu ™aßr-a 
 we not wish.1p restraining-Acc 
 ±anfus-i-nà
 selves-Gen-our
 ‘We do not wish to restrain ourselves’

In (12), the antecedent of the reflexive is appar-
ently the subject of the finite verb nurìdu. How-
ever, the data show that the maßdar forms the 
domain of interpretation for the reflexive; that 
is, the antecedent of the reflexive must itself be 
an argument of the maßdar. It is possible, how-
ever, that this argument is not expressed overtly. 
In other words, the reflexive in (12) signals that 
the subject of the maßdar is na™nu, as well. 
Example (13) illustrates this point more clearly.

(13) là ya™ßulùna ≠alà mà 
 not obtain.3mp on what 
 yakfì li-±inqà≈-i
 suffice.3ms to-saving-Gen

 ±anfus-i-him  min al-faqr-i
 selves-Gen from the-poverty-Gen
 ‘They do not obtain enough to save 

themselves from poverty’

In (13), the maßdar ±inqà≈, which has a reflexive 
argument, is the object of the verb yakfì. The 
subject of this verb is mà, which means that the 
clause containing the maßdar does not contain 
an antecedent for the reflexive. Note, however, 
that the meaning of the sentence changes dra-
matically when the reflexive is replaced with a 
pronoun, as in (14).

(14) là ya™ßulùna ≠alà mà
 not obtain.3mp on what 

yakfì li-±inqà≈-i-him
 suffice.3ms to-saving-Gen-their
 min al-faqr-i
 from the-poverty-Gen
 ‘They do not obtain enough to save them 

from poverty’

In (14), the non-overt, understood subject of 
±inqà≈ is different from the object: in contrast 
to (13), the ones doing the saving are not the 
ones being saved. Because of this difference in 
meaning, it cannot be argued that the reflexive 
in (13) is used logophorically. That is, (13) and 
(14) together show that maßdars are domains 
for the interpretation of reflexives and that a 
non-overt subject must be assumed.

One further example to illustrate this point is 
given in (15).

(15) “adàd-u  yuwàßilu 
 Shadad continue.3ms 
 rtidà±-a-hu  li-malàbis-i-hi
 putting.on-Acc-his of-clothes-Gen-his
 wa-tahyi±at-a nafs-i-hi
 and-preparing-Acc self-Gen-his
 ‘Shadad continues to put on his clothes 

and to prepare himself’

The example in (15) is a telling one, because 
it contains two maßdars that are both objects 
to the finite verb yuwàßilu and both in con-
struct state with a pronominal element. The 
first maßdar, irtidà±, has a pronominal suf-
fix, the second, tahyi±a, a reflexive. Crucial 
here is the fact that the two pronominal ele-
ments are in the same structural relation with 
respect to their antecedent, “adàd. Yet, one 
is (obligatorily) a pronoun, while the other 
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is (obligatorily) a reflexive. The only way to 
account for these facts is to assume, as before, 
that the maßdar is the domain of interpretation 
for the reflexive, where a non-overt subject is 
present.

A different issue arises with the so-called 
±af   ≠àl al-qulùb ‘verbs of the heart’ (cf. Wright 
1981:II, 272). These verbs are similar to the 
constructions with Exceptional Case Mark-
ing mentioned above. The verbs of the heart 
are verbs that have a perceptual or cognitive 
meaning, such as ra±à ‘to see, think, know’, 
wajada ‘to find, perceive’, Úanna ‘to think’, 
i≠tabara ‘to consider’, etc. These verbs take two 
complements, the first a noun and the second 
either a nominal or a verbal predicate. The first 
complement is the subject of the predicate, as 
in (16a, b).

(16) a. Úanantu zayd-an karìm-an
  thought.1s Zayd-Acc noble-Acc
  ‘I thought Zayd noble’
 b. wajadtu-hu ya“rabu xamr-an
  found.1s-him drink.3ms wine-Acc
  ‘I found him drinking wine’

If the subject of the embedded clause is coref-
erential with the subject of the verb of the 
heart, Modern Standard Arabic generally 
uses a reflexive for the embedded subject, as 
in (17).

(17) yaÚunnu nafs-a-hu   
think.3ms self-Acc-his  

 markaz-a l-kawn-i
 center-Acc the-universe-Gen
 ‘He thinks himself the center of the 

universe’

A similar example, with a verbal predicate, is 
(18).

(18) ya≠tabirùna ±anfus-a-hum sabaqù
 consider.3mp selves-Acc-their lead.3mp
 ‘They consider themselves to have been 

ahead’

Note that while these constructions superficially 
appear to be similar to the constructions with 
Exceptional Case Marking, they are in fact 
quite different. In English ECM-constructions, 
the embedded clause has an infinitival verb, 

while in Arabic, the verb of the heart may take 
a clause with a finite verb as its complement.

What this suggests is that verbs of the heart 
are verbs that take a nominal sentence ( jumla 
ismiyya) as complement. The topic (mubtada±) 
of this nominal sentence occupies the object 
position of the verb of the heart, and conse-
quently is assigned accusative case.

In the theory of Reinhart and Reuland (1991), 
the fact that the embedded subject is in the 
object position of the verb of the heart means 
that this subject is, at least in syntactic terms, 
an argument of the verb of the heart. There-
fore, if the embedded subject is coreferential 
with another argument of the verb of the heart 
(generally the subject), this verb is a reflexive 
predicate, and the embedded subject must be 
a reflexive. Given this theory, then, the occur-
rence of a reflexive in structures such as in (17) 
and (18) is expected.

Modern Standard Arabic allows logophoric 
use of nafs, although this use appears to be lim-
ited. Kremers (1997) only reports logophoric 
use of 1st person plural reflexives, as in (19).

(19) xayr-un min rabb-i-nà  
good-Nom from lord-Gen-our 

 wa-“arr-un min ±anfus-i-nà
 and-evil-Nom from selves-Gen-our
 ‘Good comes from our Lord, evil comes 

from ourselves’

The reflexive ±anfus-i-nà in (19) has no ante-
cedent: it would require a 1st person plural 
pronoun as antecedent, but none is present. 
Note that the reflexive in (19) could be replaced 
with a pronoun (min-nà) without affecting the 
grammaticality of the phrase. The expressive-
ness would be affected, of course.

Generally, reflexives in Arabic have a pro-
nominal suffix. There are, however, instances 
of nafs that lack a pronominal suffix, although 
they must be interpreted as reflexives. In such 
cases, nafs appears with the definite article and 
has the meaning of an impersonal reflexive, as 
in (20a) and (20b).

(20) a. làkin là jadwà min
  but not use from
  muxàda≠at-i n-nafs-i
  deceiving-Gen the-self-Gen
  ‘But there is no use in deceiving oneself  ’
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 b. la-qad kànat furßat-an
  Perf was.3fs opportunity
  li-t-ta≠arruf-i ≠alà n-nafs-i
  to-the-knowing on the-self-Gen
  ‘It was an opportunity to get to know  

 oneself’

There are several lexicalized collocations con-
taining an impersonal nafs, in which nafs has 
a meaning similar to English self in com-
pounds: aμ-μiqa fì n-nafs ‘self-confidence’, ad-
difà≠ ≠an an-nafs ‘self-defense’, ∂ab† an-nafs 
‘self- control’.

Another method of expressing reflexive verb 
meanings in Arabic should be mentioned here. 
Certain Form templates in Arabic have a t-affix. 
These t-Forms all correlate with ‘non-t’ Forms, 
and often have a reflexive (or in the case of 
Form VI,  reciprocal) meaning. Thus, Form 
V takattaba correlates with Form II kattaba, 
Form VI takàtaba correlates with Form III 
kàtaba, Form VIII iktataba correlates with the 
ground Form kataba, and Form X istaktaba 
correlates with Form IV ±aktaba (which histori-
cally had the variant saktaba). Similarly, Form 
VII inkataba can have a reflexive meaning, 
related to the ground Form kataba (see Reck-
endorf 1967 for some discussion).

Often, however, verbs with a reflexive verb 
template have a meaning closer to English 
intransitive or even passive verbs. For example, 
kataba ‘to write’ has a t-Form iktataba ‘to write 
oneself’, i.e. ‘to register’, which can easily be 
considered reflexive, but Form VIII of the verb 
rafa≠a ‘to lift, raise’ does not mean ‘to lift one-
self’ but rather ‘to be lifted’ or ‘to rise’. Such a 
clustering of meanings is not uncommon in lan-
guage: the simplex reflexive se in the Romance 
languages shows similar effects.

It should also be noted that even though 
many t-Form verbs indeed have a reflexive (or 
passive/intransitive) meaning, t-Form verbs do 
not represent a productive reflexivization strat-
egy in Modern Standard Arabic (and were at 
best marginally productive in Classical Arabic). 
Verbs that show this pattern are lexicalized, 
not produced through productive derivational 
morphology.
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Register

1. D e f i n i t i o n

‘Register’ refers to a variety of language defined 
according to its use in social situations, for 
example the register of scientific, religious, or 
formal English. In Hallidayan linguistics, the 
term is specifically opposed to those varie-
ties of language which are defined according 
to the characteristics of the user’s regional 
or class dialect (Crystal 1991:295). Ferguson 
also posits that “a communication situation 
that recurs regularly in a society (in terms of 
participants, setting, communicative functions, 
and so forth) will tend over time to develop 
identifying markers of language structure and 
language use, different from the language of 
other communication situations” (1994:295). 
That is to say, speakers who take part in 
the same situation regularly develop a similar 
vocabulary, similar phonological features (such 
as intonation), and similar structural and syn-
tactic characteristics. Register markers are, for 
example, special terms for recurrent objects and 
events, formulaic sequences, or routines. These 
features are all used to facilitate conversation. 
According to Myers-Scotton (1997), people try 
to facilitate the process of communication with 
the least effort on their part and try to leave a 
great effect on the listener. Ferguson adds that 
the tendency to develop registers is inherent in 
man and starts very early on in children.

For different registers to be used in a commu-
nity, there has to be what Hudson (1994:303) 
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calls a ‘presuppositional background’ shared by 
the participants in a specific situation. He also 
thinks that casual utterances are more relaxed, 
and, therefore, forms that may seem inappro-
priate otherwise become appropriate, while in 
noncasual utterances, there is a fixed system 
(Hudson 1994:295). Indeed, there should be 
general agreement among persons in a specific 
community in evaluating the appropriateness 
of an utterance. This agreement is because of 
the ‘presuppositional background’ mentioned 
above.

A number of linguists, including Gumperz, 
differentiate between formal and informal types 
of interaction in relation to register. Note the 
difference in usage mentioned by Gumperz: in 
formal types of interaction, “modes of speak-
ing are narrowly prescribed [. . .] while in more 
informal types of interaction, there is a loosen-
ing of the co-occurrence of restrictions, and 
forms which would not appear together in 
transactional encounters may now co-occur” 
(1964:10). This ties in with the concept of  
diglossia mentioned by Ferguson (1959), which 
posited that in the Arab world, there are two 
varieties, a High one (Standard and Classical 
Arabic), which is used on formal occasions, and 
a Low one (the vernacular of different coun-
tries), which is used in informal situations.

2. F a c t o r s  t h a t  i n f l u e n c e 
r e g i s t e r

Register occurs in a specific community usually 
because of the growth of this speech community 
(Kay 1977:30). Kay adds that there are factors 
that encourage the occurrence of register, such 
as the emergence of occupational, regional, and 
other subcultures, and the division of labor 
within a community. These factors may result 
in the creation of special fields of knowledge, 
as well as a specialized terminology to be able 
to communicate about these fields. The general 
process of social evolution “produces speech 
communities in which situations calling for 
autonomous speech occur with increasing fre-
quency” (Kay 1977:29). Kay also (1977:21–22) 
differentiates between ‘autonomous’ and ‘non-
autonomous’ speech. Educated speakers in a 
formal academic context speak in a specific 
register, different from the one they speak in 
when playing baseball, quarreling, etc.

In addition, Bernstein posits that the more 
the intentions of the other participants in a 

verbal interaction are taken for granted, “the 
more likely that the structure of the speech will 
be simplified and the vocabulary drawn from 
a narrow range” (1964:60–61). This empha-
sizes the relation between register and pre-
suppositional background knowledge between 
participants. The degree of knowledge taken 
for granted by participants will influence the 
register used for communication.

Hudson (1994:296) believes that formal occa-
sions have a higher level of consistency, because 
structures keep recurring, and there tend to be 
no innovations from speakers. An example of 
this is ceremonies as opposed to conversations 
among friends.

Kay (1977:21–22), too, differentiates between 
formal and informal speech. He believes that 
in formal speech there is an increased use of 
longer and syntactically more complex sen-
tences. There is also more explicit and varied 
vocabulary, and more edited delivery. Hudson 
(1994:300) mentions the difference in word 
order as a difference between formal and infor-
mal speech. There is also a difference in the use 
of introductory and connective particles (cf. 
Ferguson 1959). Whether these postulations 
about formal and informal registers are valid 
cannot be proven except with more studies. 
Meanwhile, in the next section some of the var-
ied examples, which cover register, are given.

3. E x a m p l e s

First, from a historical perspective, there are a 
number of useful studies carried out on English 
and other languages, and there is a need for 
similar studies to be carried out on Arabic. 
Ferguson (1994:20) mentions Kittredge (1982), 
who examines different registers, for instance 
the language of aviation hydraulics, cookbook 
recipes, regional weather forecasts, and stock 
market reports. He found that these differ lexi-
cally, phonologically, and syntactically. Culy 
(1987) produced a diachronic study of cook-
book recipe register from the 15th century to 
modern times. He speculates that the language 
of cookbooks was not different from other 
written varieties of English, and mentions as an 
example the omission of definite object noun 
phrases.

Blau (1985:75) analyzes the use of different 
registers of  Judaeo-Arabic, concentrating on 
the writings of Maimonides. He notes that 
Judaeo-Arabic authors use a lower register, 
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less Classical Arabic, which may reflect the gap 
between Classical Arabic and its uniformity 
in theory and its variability in practice. Blau 
(1985:76) concludes that the same author uses 
different registers, depending on the literary 
genre. He also mentions one of the problems 
of authors writing in Standard Arabic, namely 
dialogues. Even in the classical period there 
was a problem in writing dialogues in Standard 
Arabic, since people do not converse in the 
standard variety. Medieval authors faced this 
problem, too, and used a different register for 
conversations. Schippers (1991) studies style 
and register in Arabic, Hebrew, and Romance 
strophic poetry. He compares Hebrew and Ara-
bic Andalusian poetry with Romance poetry, 
suggesting that Arabic and Hebrew poetry 
exhibits a similarity with Romance love poetry 
in their lexical, rhetorical, and syntactic pos-
sibilities.

Meanwhile, synchronic studies include a 
study published by Ferguson and Rice (1997), 
who analyze the register of Iraqi children’s 
rhymes. They divide these into four groups: 
rhymes connected with folktales, counting-
out rhymes, lullabies, and miscellaneous. They 
note, for example, the presence of echo words 
as a marker of this specific register, the register 
of children’s rhymes. Ferguson (1997) also 
studied the register of Arabic baby talk, concen-
trating on Syrian Arabic baby talk (  caretaker 
talk). Ferguson (1997:179) believes that the 
register of baby talk has special features, e.g. 
special intonation patterns, which are called in 
German Ammenton. His study, however, con-
centrates on lexical items. He notices that when 
comparing English and Arabic baby talk, one 
finds similarities. The presence of reduplication 
and diminutives, special sets of terms for par-
ents, lack of inflection for specific words which 
are otherwise inflected, and frequent use of 
words as sentence words are all cases in point. 
This study is important because it emphasizes 
the element of universality, now of great signifi-
cance in linguistic studies, which entails that all 
languages can function in a very similar way.

4. C o n c l u s i o n

The term ‘register’ is quite an abstract and 
broad term. As shown above, examples cover-
ing register range from the stylistic analysis of 
poetry to the analysis of baby talk in modern-

day Syria. It may therefore be useful to study 
register in relation to other, connected con-
cepts, such as diglossia and language  varia-
tion. The diglossic situation in the Arab world 
in particular adds a new dimension to the study 
of register. Likewise, historical scientific texts in 
Arabic and the language of specialized profes-
sionals would provide a rewarding object of 
further study.
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Reem Bassiouney (The Georgetown University)

Relative Clause

1 .  S u b o r d i n a t i o n  a n d  r e l a t i v e 
c l a u s e s

 Subordination is a syntactic configuration 
in which a clause functions as a constituent 
within the structure of another clause either 
as an argument (subject or complement) or 
as a modifier. What distinguishes subordinate 
clauses from independent (or main) clauses is 
that the former cannot be used in isolation. 
For example, the subordinate purpose clause 
li-yaktuba ‘for him to write’ and ±an yaktubù 
‘that they write’ cannot be used as independent 
sentences. Even a subordinate relative clause 
with no relative pronoun cannot be used 
independently because its anaphoric elements 
are uninterpretable without the antecedents in 
the main clause.

Subordinate clauses functioning as comple-
ments occur in the same positions that allow 
nominal complements, as both constructions are 
licensed by the same syntactic heads, including 
verbs, participles, nouns, and prepositions. 
Some verbs, such as qàla ‘to say’, ±adraka ‘to 
realize’, ±aràda ‘to want’, and sa±ala ‘to ask’, 
select for clausal complements headed by a 
complementizer. In Standard Arabic, the choice 
of the complementizer depends on the selection 
restrictions of the licensing verb and the nature 
of the situation described in the subordinate 
clause. The complementizer ±anna is used in 
clauses that report on actual events, while ±an 
is used with subordinate clauses that describe 
irrealis situations. The structural properties 
of subordinate clauses are directly influenced 

by the complementizers; ±anna requires the 
SVO word order with an accusative subject, 
while ±an requires the VSO word order with 
a subjunctive verb. Subordinate clauses may 
occur in subject positions provided that they are 
used sentence-finally, as in yajibu ±an . . . ‘it is a 
necessity that . . .’ and min al-ma≠rùfi ±anna . . . ‘it 
is known that . . . ’, unless they are preceded by 
the topicalization marker ±ammà ‘as for’.

Subordinate clauses that are used as modifiers 
include adverbial and relative clauses. Adverbial 
clauses are headed by temporal adverbs such as 
lammà ‘when’, baynamà ‘while’, and ™attà 
‘until’, or by purpose/reason conjunctions, such 
as kay ‘in order to’ and fa- ‘so’. Conditional 
clauses are also adverbial in nature, and they 
have the same distribution patterns, but they 
are headed by the complementizers ±i≈à, ±in, 
and law, all of which mean ‘if’ (  jazà±). What 
sets relative clauses apart from other types of 
subordinate clauses is that they modify noun 
phrases; hence, they have distinct syntactic and 
semantic properties.

Relative clauses are embedded adjunct con-
structions that modify noun phrases regard-
less of their syntactic positions, i.e., they can 
modify subjects, direct and indirect objects, 
complements of prepositions, and other noun 
phrases. Typically, a relative marker, such as 
alla≈ì ‘that’, immediately follows the modified 
head noun phrase if it is definite, as in (1a) 
and (1b). Relative markers, however, are 
ruled out if the head noun is indefinite, as 
in (1c) (Galal 2004). The head noun cannot 
be lexically represented within the embedded 
clause, as indicated by the ungrammaticality 
of (2a). Rather, a coreferential pronominal 
element (a resumptive pronoun) that agrees 
with the head noun for number and gender 
is used in the corresponding position within 
the relative clause. In Standard Arabic, a 
resumptive pronoun can be left out only if the 
head noun is definite and it corresponds to the 
direct object of the embedded clause, as in (2b) 
(  resumption).

(1a) waßala l-±ustà≈ alla≈ì
 arrived.3ms the-teacher Rel
 sawfa yulqì l-mu™à∂ara
 Fut give.3ms the-lecture
 ‘The teacher who will give the lecture 
 arrived’
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(1b) *waßala l-±ustà≈ sawfa
 arrived.3ms the-teacher Fut
 yulqì l-mu™à∂ara
 give.3ms the-lecture
 *‘The teacher will give the lecture arrived’

(1c) jà±a rajul (*alla≈ì) ya™milu 
 came.3ms man (*Rel) carry.3ms
 la-ka risàla
 for-you message
 ‘A man carrying a message for you came’

(2a) *±arsaltu l-xi†àb alla≈ì katabtu
 sent.1s the-letter Rel wrote.1s
 l-xi†àb
 the-letter
 *‘I sent the letter which I wrote the letter’

(2b) ±arsaltu l-xi†àb alla≈ì katabtu(-hu)
 sent.1s the-letter Rel wrote.1s(-it)
 ‘I sent the letter that I wrote’

2 .  R e l a t i v e  m a r k e r s  a n d  t h e i r 
c a t e g o r i c a l  s t a t u s

Descriptive grammars of Modern Standard and 
Classical Arabic classify relative markers into 
two categories, specific and generic, based on 
the observation that members of the former class 
have morphologically represented agreement 
features for gender, number, and case, whereas 
the latter category includes only invariant 
relative markers (£assàn 1974; Fayyà∂ 1995; 
≠Abd al-Ÿanìy 2002). There are twelve relative 
markers with morphologically represented 
agreement features (  relative pronoun): alla≈ì 
(masc. sg.); allatì (fem. sg.); alla≈àni (masc. du. 
nom.); alla≈ayni (masc. du. acc./gen.); allatàni 
(fem. du. nom.); allatayni (fem. du. acc./gen.); 
alladìna (masc. pl.); allàtì, allà±ì, and allawàtì 
(fem. pl.); and al±ulà and al±ùlà±i (neutral pl.) 
(Wright 1967:I, 271). The invariant relative 
markers are man and mà. Even though these 
two have no morphologically represented agree-
ment features, man is mostly used for human 
referents, while mà is usually used for nonhuman 
referents, as in (3a) and (3b). 

(3a) wajadtu bayna l-™u∂ùr man/*mà
 found.1s among the-audience Rel
 yušàriku-nì r-ra±y
 share.3ms-cl1s the-view 
 ‘I found among the audience someone who 
 shares my view’ 

(3b) nadima ≠alà mà/*man fa≠ala
 regretted.3ms on Rel did.3ms
 ‘He regretted what he did’

One distinction between the two categories of 
relative markers is that, unlike man and mà, 
alla≈ì and its allomorphs are believed to be 
morphologically complex forms. Wright (1967) 
argues that alla≈ì-type relativizers are made 
up of the definite article al-, the demonstrative 
l, and the masculine demonstrative ≈à or its 
feminine counterpart tì, in addition to number- 
and case-marking suffixes. Another distinction 
between the two categories is that man and mà 
can only be used in free relatives, while alla≈ì 
and its variants can modify head nouns as 
well. The examples in (4a)–(5b) demonstrate 
that alla≈ì-type relativizers as well as man and 
mà can be used in argument positions without 
head nouns, but man and mà cannot modify 
head nouns.

(4a) ≈akkarta-nì bi-mà/bi-lla≈ì
 reminded.2ms-cl1s with-Rel
 qultu-hu
 said.1s-cl3ms
 ‘You reminded me of what I said’

(4b) tasàmartu ma≠a man/alla≈ìna
 chatted.1s with Rel 
 kànù fì l-™afla
 were.3mp in the-party
 ‘I chatted with (those) who were at the 
 party’

(5a) qara±tu l-kitàb alla≈ì/*mà
 read.1s the-book Rel
 rašša™ta-hu
 recommended.2ms-cl3ms
 ‘I read the book that you recommended’

(5b) zàra karìm ßadìqa-hu
 visited.3ms Karim friend-his
 lla≈ì/*man kàna marì∂
 Rel was.3ms sick
 ‘Karim visited his friend who was sick’

Ibn Hišàm (Qa†r an-nadà 99) and Ibn ≠Aqìl (Šar™ 
al-±Alfiyya I, 123) note that some old Arabian 
dialects had additional relative markers. For 
example, the relativizer alla≈ùna (masc. pl. 
nom.) was used in the speech of Hu≈ayl and 
≠Aqìl in contrast with alla≈ìna (masc. pl. acc./
gen.), while the invariant ≈ù was common in 
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the dialect of ¢ayyi±. Other Classical Arabic 
relative markers include the invariant ±ayy, 
al-, and ≈à. The marker ±ayy is used only in 
possessive relatives, as in (6a); al is usually 
used with participial predicates, yet, there are 
some examples with verbal and prepositional 
predicates, as in (6b) and (6c). The categorical 
status of ≈à is rather problematic, especially 
since it is only used in clefted questions with 
WH-elements, as in (6d) (see Al-Bazi 1983).

(6a) ∂a≠ al-kuswa wa-l-±iklìl 
 put.Imper.2ms the-cloak and-the-garland
 bayna yaday ±iraxt li-ta±xu≈-a
 between hands Irakht for-take.2ms-Subj.
 ±ayya-hà šà±at
 Rel-cl3fs wanted.3fs
 ‘Present the cloak and the garland to Irakht 
 to take whichever of them she wants’ (Ibn 
 al-Muqaffa≠, Kalìla wa-Dimna 205)

(6b) man là yazàlu šàkiran
 Rel Neg cease.3ms thankful
 ≠alà al-ma≠a-hu
 on Rel-with-him
 lit. ‘he who does not cease to be thankful 
 for what is with him’
 ‘he who is still thankful for what he has’ 
 (Wright 1967:I, 269)

(6c) mà ±anta bi-l-™akam
 Neg you.ms with-the-judge
 al-tur∂à ™ukùmatu-hu 
 Rel-accept.3fs.Pass sentence.Nom-his
 ‘You are not the judge whose sentence is 
 to be accepted’ (Wright 1967:I, 269)

(6d) man ≈à ≠alà tark
 who Rel on abandoning
 aß-ßalàt yalùmu
 the-prayer blames.3ms
 ‘Who is it that blames [others] for aban-
 doning prayers?’ (Ibn al-Jawzì, ±Axbàr 112)

Many contemporary spoken dialects have a 
single invariant relative marker used in all 
relativized contexts, such as illi in Egyptian 
and Baghdadi Arabic (Wise 1975; McCarthy and 
Raffouli 1965), illi in the dialects of Dubai and 
Riyadh (Hoffiz 1995; Feghali 2004), alli in the 
urban dialect of the £ijàz (Sieny 1978), lli in 
the Tunisian dialect of Sùsa (Talmoudi 1981), 
and halli and yalli in many Syrian and Lebanese 

varieties (Cowell 1964). Some dialects have 
more than one relative marker, such as iladi 
and illi in Bahrain (Holes 1983), alla≈i and alli 
in Ían≠à±, Yemen (Watson 1993), and lli and 
aš in Morocco (Harrell 1962). Unlike their 
counterparts in Standard Arabic, colloquial 
reflexes of alla≈ì do not have morphological 
agreement features, as demonstrated in (7a) and 
(7b), where the relative marker does not agree 
in number or gender with the head noun. See 
Retsö (2004) for a survey of relative markers 
across Arabic dialects (  relative pronoun).

(7a) ±uxt al-™arìw alla≈ì kànat 
 sister the-groom Rel was.3fs
 tilbas al-libs ar-ržžàlì
 wear.3fs the-clothes  the-manly
 ‘the groom’s sister who was wearing men’s 
 clothing’ (Watson 1993:231)

(7b) an-niswàn alla≈ì yžayn 
 the-women Rel come.3p
 ‘the women who came’ (Watson 1993:
 231)

The issue of whether the Arabic relative 
markers are relative pronouns (like English 
who and whom) or relative complementizers 
(like English that) reflects the diversity of 
these forms and their syntactic properties. For 
example, there are clear cases where Standard 
Arabic alla≈ì and Egyptian Arabic illi are 
used as complementizers with no appropriate 
antecedents or embedded structures that include 
resumptive pronouns or missing constituents, as 
in (8a) and (8b). The same pattern is attested in 
Levantine (Mitchell and Hassan 1994; Brustad 
2000) and Moroccan Arabic (Harrell 1962). 
However, the complementizer reading is not 
available in embedded contexts where verbs 
license sentential complements, as in (8c) and 
(8d).

(8a) A  qad suriqa ™imàru-ka
  Perf stolen.3ms.Pass donkey-your
  ‘Your donkey has been stolen’

 B al-™amdu li-llàh alla≈ì
  the-praise to-God Comp
  mà kuntu ≠alay-hi
  Neg was.1s on-it

‘Thank God I was not on top of it’ (Ibn 
al-Jawzì, ±Axbàr 166)
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(8b) kuwayyis illi ±ulti-l-i
 good Comp told.2ms-to-me
 ‘It is good that you told me’

(8c) *sami≠tu alla≈ì tazawwajta
 heard.1s Comp got.married.2ms
 ‘I heard that you got married’

(8d) *iftakart ill-o/illi huwwa 
 thought.1s Comp-he/Comp he
 sàfir
 traveling.Act.Part
 ‘I thought that he was traveling’ 

Suaieh (1980) and Galal (2004) argue that alla≈ì 
and its allomorphs are relative complementizers 
rather than relative pronouns. A relative pro-
noun copies the agreement features associated 
with the relativized noun phrase in the 
embedded clause, but the case marking of alla≈ì  
is dependent on the head noun instead. This 
pattern emerges clearly in sentences with dual 
relative markers, such as (9a), where alla≈ayni 
is marked for the accusative case in agreement 
with the head noun, even though the relativized 
phrase is the nominative subject of the embedded 
clause. In contrast, the relative marker alla≈àni 
in (9b) is marked for the nominative case 
in agreement with the head noun, while the 
relativized phrase is an accusative object. This 
case assignment pattern indicates that alla≈ì 
and its allomorphs are not relative pronouns in 
embedded contexts.

(9a) ra±aytu l-waladayni alla≈ayni
 saw.1s the-boys.du.Acc Rel.du.Acc
 kasarà š-šubbàk
 broke.3md the-window
 ‘I saw the two boys who broke the window’

(9b) naja™a †-†àlibàni
 succeeded.3ms the-students.du.Nom
 alla≈àni sà≠adtu-humà
 Rel.du.Nom helped.1s-cl3md
 ‘The two students whom I helped suc-
 ceeded’

True relative pronouns are grammatically used 
as complements of prepositions because they 
are nominal elements, as in the friend to whom 
I wrote a letter vs. *the friend to that I wrote 
a letter (McCawley 1988; Comrie 1999). The 

Standard Arabic relative marker alla≈ì and its 
colloquial reflexes, e.g. Egyptian Arabic illi, 
cannot be used as complements of preposi-
tions in embedded contexts, as in (10a) and 
(10b). Moreover, nominal categories, such as 
relative pronouns, can be annexed in  con-
struct state constructions. The ungrammatical-
ity of annexing alla≈ì and illi, as in (11a) 
and (11b), demonstrates that they do not 
function as pronominal elements in embedded 
structures.

(10a) *ßadìq-ì ±ilà alla≈ì katabtu risàla
 friend-my to Rel wrote.1s letter
 ‘my friend to whom I wrote a letter’
 
(10b) *ßa™bi li-lli katabt gawàb
 friend-my to-Rel wrote.1s letter
 ‘my friend to whom I wrote a letter’

(11a) *ar-rajul ±umm alla≈ì màtat
 the-man mother Rel died.3fs
 ‘the man whose mother died’

(11b) *ir-ràgil ±umm illi màtat
 the-man mother Rel died.3fs
 ‘the man whose mother died’

The annexation and complementation patterns 
of the Standard Arabic relativizers man and mà 
demonstrate that they are relative pronouns, as 
in (12a)-(12c).

(12a) ±ilà man yuhimmu-hu
 to Rel concern.3ms-cl3ms
 l-±amr
 the-matter
 ‘to whom it may concern’

(12b) ±a≠†i-nì mim-mà
 give.Imper.2ms-cl1s from-Rel
 ±a≠†àka llàh
 gave.3ms God
 ‘Give me from what God has given you!’

(12c) hal hà≈à fi≠l man ya™kì
 Q this doing Rel tell.3ms
 ≠an-hu tilka l-™ikàyàt
 about-cl3ms  these the-stories
 ‘Is this the doing of the one who tells 
 these stories about him?’ (Ibn al-Jawzì, 
 ±Axbàr 51)
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Interestingly, alla≈ì and its colloquial reflexes 
are grammatical in these same contexts if used 
in free relative clauses, as in (13a)–(13d). 

(13a) ™addiμ-nì bi-lla≈ì
 tell.Imper.2ms-cl1s with-Rel
 ±afadta l-yawm
 learned.2ms today
 ‘Tell me what you have learned today!’ 
 (Taw™ìdi, ±Imtà≠ VI, 40)

(13b) law ma≠a-k-š ±alam
 if with-you-Neg pen
 xud mi-lli ganb-ak
 take.Imper.2ms from-Rel next-you
 ‘If you do not have a pen, take from the 
 one who is next to you’

(13c) là tabluÿu miqdàr alla≈ì
 Neg reach.3fs amount Rel
 yu†bax wa™da-hu
 cook.Pass.3ms alone-cl3ms
 ‘It does not reach the amount of what 
 can be cooked by itself’ (Jà™iΩ, Buxalà± 24)
 
(13d) ±ibn illi bà≠ ar∂u-h
 son Rel sold.3ms land-his
 ‘the son of the one who sold his land’

Haddad and Kenstowicz (1980) and Brustad 
(2000) demonstrate that the Lebanese rela-
tivizer lli and the Aleppan il can be annexed 
in construct state constructions in embedded 
contexts, as in (14a) and (14b). Evidence for 
this claim comes from the ungrammaticality 
of omitting the feminine marker -t from the 
head noun. Retsö (2004) demonstrates that this 
pattern is acceptable in several other dialects, 
including Iraqi and Bahraini.

(14a) ba††-et/*ba††-a lli ±akalnà-ha
 duck-f Rel ate.1p-cl3fs
 †aybe
 delicious
 ‘The duck we ate is delicious’ (Haddad 
 and Kenstowicz 1980:144)

(14b) man†i±-it il ±axadna fì-ha 
 area-f Rel took.1p in-it
 ktìr kwayyisa
 very nice
 ‘The area in which we took [a house] is 
 very nice’ (Brustad 2000:101)

Choueiri (2002), Aoun and Li (2003), and 
Ouhalla (2004) propose that the relative 
marker yalli in Lebanese Arabic is a definite 
complementizer. This analysis is based on three 
observations. First, yalli can be annexed in 
construct state constructions as noted above. 
Second, yalli is grammatical only if the head 
noun is definite, indicating an (in)definiteness 
agreement relation. Third, the relative marker 
yalli can be bound by the universal quantifier 
këll, as in (15).

(15) këll yalli baddon yë™∂aro
 all Rel want.3p attend.3p
 l-film fallo
 the-movie left.3p
 ‘All those who wanted to watch the movie 
 left’

These patterns demonstrate the diversity of 
relativizers and their syntactic properties within 
and across dialects. For example, Standard 
Arabic man and mà are relative pronouns, 
as indicated by their grammaticality in 
construct state constructions and prepositional 
complement positions, yet man and mà are 
used only in free relatives. Standard Arabic 
alla≈ì and Egyptian Arabic illi are relative 
complementizers, as they have complementizer 
functions, and they cannot be annexed or used 
as complements of prepositions in embedded 
contexts. In the absence of head nouns, alla≈ì 
and illi have the same distribution patterns as 
man and mà, suggesting differences in syntactic 
structures across different types of relative 
clauses. 

3 .  T h e  s t r u c t u r a l  p r o p e r t i e s 
o f  r e l a t i v e  c l a u s e s

The distinction between restrictive relative 
clauses, where the embedded structure delimits 
the referential scope of the head noun, and 
nonrestrictive relatives is not formally encoded 
in Arabic (Wise 1975; Al-Bazi 1983; Drozdík 
1999). Nevertheless, a nonrestrictive relative 
is phonologically marked with pauses that 
separate it from the rest of the sentence. For 
example, the Egyptian Arabic sentence in (16) 
is ambiguous between a nonrestrictive reading, 
where all the customers in the universe of 
discourse are happy, including those who 
returned the merchandise, and a restrictive 
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reading, where only the customers who returned 
the merchandise are happy, triggering the 
presupposition that there are other customers.

(16) iz-zabàyin illi ragga≠u
 the-customers Rel returned.3p
 il-bi∂à≠a mabsu†ìn
 the-merchandise happy
 ‘The customers, who returned the mer-
 chandise, are happy’ (nonrestrictive)
 ‘The customers who returned the mer-
 chandise are happy’ (restrictive)

The discussion in the preceding section regarding 
the distribution patterns of relative markers 
indicates that there are three structurally distinct 
types of relative constructions in Arabic: (i) 
definite relatives, where an embedded clause 
with a relative complementizer modifies a 
definite noun phrase, as in (17a); (ii) indefinite 
relatives, where a subordinate clause lacking 
a relative marker is adjoined to an indefinite 
head noun, as in (17b); and (iii) free relatives 
with relativizers but no available antecedents, 
as in (17c).

(17a) wajadtu l-qalam/*qalam-an alla≈ì
 found.1s the-pen/*pen-Indef Rel
 kuntu ±ab™aμu ≠an-hu
 was.1s search.1s for-it
 ‘I found the pen that I was looking for’

(17b) wajadtu qalam-an (*alladì)
 found.1s pen-Indef (*Rel)
 kuntu ±ab™aμu ≠an-hu
 was.1s search.1s for-it
 ‘I found a pen I was looking for’

(17c) wajadtu alla≈ì kuntu 
 found.1s Rel was.1s
 ±ab™aμu ≠an-hu
 search.1s for-it
 ‘I found what I was looking for’

Wright (1974) provides Classical Arabic 
examples where definite nouns are modified by 
relative clauses without relative markers, as in 
(18a). These cases do not necessarily obliterate 
the distinction between definite and indefinite 
relatives, because the head nouns in such 
instances are generic, i.e., they are not rigid 
designators that refer to particular entities (a 

specific donkey), but to their types. However, the 
definite/indefinite relative distinction becomes 
less clear in cases when indefinite nouns are 
modified by relatives with relativizers, as in the 
Kuwaiti example in (18b).

(18a) ka-l-™imàr ya™milu ±asfàr-an
 like-the-donkey carry.3ms books-Indef
 ‘like a donkey carrying books’

(18b) ëndawwir-l-a bnayya lli 
 look.for.1s-for-him girl Rel
 tnàsib-l-a
 suit.3fs-for-him
 ‘We are looking for a girl for him that 
 will suit him’ (Brustad 2000:95)

Relative clauses involve a co-indexation relation 
between the available members of the triad: 
head noun, relative marker, and resumptive 
pronoun. In the case of definite relatives, the 
relative marker agrees with the head noun for 
case, number, and gender, if morphologically 
represented, while the resumptive pronoun 
agrees with the head noun for gender, number, 
and person, as in (19a), which illustrates person 
agreement. If the head noun corresponds to 
the subject of the embedded clause, the verbal 
predicate carries the same agreement features, 
as in (19b), where the modified head is a 
2nd person masculine singular pronoun, and 
the verb in the embedded clause is marked 
accordingly. 

(19a) ±anai alla≈ìi tusammì-nìi

 I Rel call.3fs-cl1s
 n-nàs aß-ßàmit
 the-people the-silent
 ‘I am the one whom people call the 
 silent one’ (±Alf layla VI, 122)

(19b) ±anta alla≈ì ßana≠ta kitàb
 you.ms Rel made.2ms book
 al-mu≠allimìn
 the-teachers
 ‘You are the one who wrote the teachers’ 
 book’ (Ibn al-Jawzì, ±Axbàr 137)

However, person agreement is sometimes 
violated in Standard Arabic, as in (20a) and 
(20b), where the pronominal head is marked 
differently from the verb in the embedded 
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clause in terms of person. Schub (1991) analyzes 
these instances as a fourth category of relative 
constructions, namely cleft relatives, where the 
head is focalized. 

(20a) ±anta lla≈ì wahaba-hà
 you.ms Rel gave.3ms-cl3fs
 l-ì al-yawm
 to-cl1s the-day
 ‘You are the one who gave it to me today’ 
 (Ibn al-Muqaffa≠, Kalìla wa-Dimna 211)

(20b) ≠alimat ±an-nì ±ana lla≈ì
 knew.3fs that-me I Rel
 jara™a l-≠abd
 wounded.3ms the-slave
 ‘She knew that it was I who wounded 
 the slave’ (±Alf layla VI, 33)

Relative clauses can be simple finite construc-
tions, as in all the previous examples, but they 
can also be infinitival in Standard Arabic, as 
in (21a). Moreover, they can themselves be 
complex constructions, as in the Egyptian 
Arabic examples in (21b) and (21c), where 
adjunct and conditional clauses are embedded 
within relatives, and as in the Standard Arabic 
example in (21d), where the relative clause 
embeds a finite clause with a complementizer. 
Interestingly, Standard Arabic relatives can 
embed other relatives with their own relativizers, 
provided that the lowest clause is a free 
relative with conditional semantics, as in (21e). 
Finally, relative clauses can be coordinated 
constructions, as in (21f) and (21g).

(21a) ittaqi l-±a™maq ±an
 beware the-idiot Compl
 taß™aba-hu
 accompany.2ms.Subj-cl3ms
 ‘Beware of accompanying the idiot’ (Ibn 
 al-Jawzì, ±Axbàr 33)

(21b) da karìm illi lamma
 this Karim Rel when
 tsallim ≠alè-h yez≠al
 greet.2ms on-him get angry.3ms
 ‘This is Karim, who, when you greet 
 [him], gets angry’

(21c) da z-zuràr illi law
 this the-button Rel if

 dust ≠al-èh il-mumarri∂a
 pressed.2ms on-it the-nurse
 ™a-tìgi
 Fut-come.3fs
 ‘This is the button which if you press 
 [it] the nurse will come’

(21d) ar-rajul alla≈ì za≠amat
 the-man Rel claimed.3fs
 al-≠ulamà± ±anna-hu ijtàza
 the-scientists that-he crossed 
 bi-ba≠∂ al-mafàwiz
 by-some the-deserts 
 ‘the man whom the scientists claimed 
 to have crossed some deserts’ (Ibn al-
 Muqaffa≠, Kalìla wa-Dimna 44)

(21e) al-≠aql alla≈ì man ™urima-hu
 the-mind Rel Rel deprived-it
 fa-huwa ±anqaß min kull faqìr 
 Conj-he less than every poor
 lit. ‘the mind which, whoever is deprived 
 of it, is less than any poor person’ 
 ‘Whoever is deprived of the mind is 
 worse off than a poor person’ (Taw™ìdì, 
 ±Imtà≠ VI, 87)

(21f) di is-sikirtèra illi il-mudìr
 this the-secretary Rel the-boss
 †alla± mràt-u  
 divorced.3ms wife-his 
 wi-itgawwiz-ha
 and-married3ms-her
 *‘This is the secretary that the boss 
 divorced his wife and married’
 
(21g) ≈ahaba l-±amr alla≈ì

 went the-matter Rel
 i™tajta ±ila-yya wa-™tajtu
 needed.2ms to-me and-needed.1s
 ±ilay-ka fì-hi
 to-you in-it
 ‘The matter that you needed me and I 

 needed you in is gone’ (Ibn al-Muqaffa≠, 
 Kalìla wa-Dimna 182)

The internal structure of relative clauses 
varies significantly across Arabic dialects. For 
example, relativized prepositional complements 
in Standard, Egyptian, and Lebanese Arabic 
disallow pied piping, where a preposition 
precedes the relative marker, as in (22a) and 
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(22b). However, Moroccan and Algerian Arabic 
do allow pied piping, as in (22c) and (22d).

(22a) *il-bèt f-illi kànu saknìn
 the-house in-Rel were living
 ‘the house in which they used to live’

(22b) *al-bayt fì lla≈ì kànù 
 the-house in Rel were.3mp 
 yaskunùna
 live.3mp
 ‘the house in which they used to live’

(22c) s-sfina f-aš kanu rakbin
 the-ship in-Rel were.3p riding
 ‘the ship in which they were riding’ 
 (Harrell 1962:164)

(22d) ël-bënt m≠a mën takallamt
 the-girl with Rel talked.1s
 ‘the girl with whom I talked’ (Belkacemi 
 1998:148)

Resumption possibilities also vary across 
dialects, as Egyptian and Lebanese Arabic 
require resumption in all nonsubject positions 
(Wise 1975; Aoun and Li 2003), whereas 
Standard Arabic optionally allows resumption 
in the direct object position of definite relatives, 
as mentioned earlier. Syrian Arabic, on the other 
hand, allows direct object resumption optionally 
in both definite and indefinite relatives, as in 
(23a) and (23b) (Darrow 2003). 

(23a) dimašq hiyya l-mdina  fi
 Damascus it the-city in
 sùriyya yalli mà šuft-(ha)
 Syria Rel Neg saw.1s-(cl3fs)
 ‘Damascus is the city in Syria that I did 
 not see [it]’ (Darrow 2003:55)

(23b) dimašq hiyya mdina fi
 Damascus it city in
 sùriyya yalli mà šuft-(ha)
 Syria Rel Neg saw.1s-(clfs)
 ‘Damascus is a city in Syria that I did not 
 see’ (Darrow 2003:55)

4 .  S y n t a c t i c  a n a l y s e s  o f  t h e 
r e l a t i v e  c l a u s e

The syntax of relative clauses has been 
dominated by two main approaches within the 

Generativist Program: the raising/promotion 
hypothesis and the matching/adjunction ana-
lysis. Proponents of the matching analysis 
argue that the embedded clause is a modifying 
constituent adjoined to the head noun phrase, 
which is base-generated, i.e., it is structurally 
independent of the embedded clause. More-
over, the relative marker is generated in the 
position of the missing constituent (the trace) 
and moves into the clause-initial position 
(Chomsky 1977; Carlson 1977; Browning 
1987). The raising analysis proposes that 
the embedded clause is a complement licensed 
by the determiner of the modified phrase, 
whereas the head noun is generated within 
the embedded clause and moved to the clause-
initial position (Kayne 1994; Bianchi 1999; 
Bhatt 2002). 

The main argument in support of the raising 
analysis is that the head noun can be interpreted 
as if it is in the gap position within the embedded 
clause. In other words, the head noun displays 
reconstruction effects that are reflected in idiom 
chunks, scope properties, and binding. For 
example, an idiom chunk is assumed to be 
generated as a unit, yet, the nominal part can 
be the head of a relative clause with the rest 
of the idiom stranded. With regard to scope 
properties, relative clauses allow  reflexive 
pronouns to be the heads while their logical 
antecedents are in the embedded clause. Finally, 
the head noun can be bound by  quantifiers 
in the embedded clause. The matching analysis, 
on the other hand, is supported by the fact that 
the embedded structure has a gap as indicated 
by sensitivity to island constraints. 

Aoun and Choueiri (1997), Choueiri (2002), 
and Aoun and Li (2003) demonstrate that the 
structural patterns of Lebanese Arabic relatives 
do not follow the predictions of one analysis to 
the exclusion of the other. Rather, they propose 
an analysis where different derivation strategies 
are systematically used in different relative 
structures. Accordingly, definite relatives in 
nonisland constructions are derived by head 
raising, whereas definite relatives in island 
constructions and all indefinite relatives are 
base-generated. Support for this view comes 
from the observation that indefinite relatives 
do not allow reconstruction, as in (24a), where 
the pronoun in the head phrase cannot be 
bound by the quantifier in the embedded clause. 
Definite relatives, on the other hand, do allow 
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reconstructions, as in (24b), provided that there 
is no barrier or island separating the resumptive 
pronoun from the head noun. 

(24a) *šëft [ßùra la-±ëbn-ai]j

 saw.1s picture of-son-her
 [këll mwaΩΩaf-e]i bëdda
 every employee.f want.3fs 
 t≠allë±-a bi-maktab-a
 hang.3fs-cl3fs in-office-her
 ‘I saw a picture of her son every employee 
 wants to hang in her office’ (Aoun and 
 Li 2003:128)

(24b) ≠alèmit fa™ß-oi yalli ±arrarit
 grade.fs exam-hisi  Rel decided.3fs
 l-m≠allme ±ënno tfèži±
 the-teacher.fs Comp  surprise.3fs
 [këll tëlmìz]i fiy-a ra™
 every student in-it Fut
 të†la≠ bukra
 come.3fs tomorrow
 ‘The grading of his exam that the teacher 
 decided to surprise every student with 
 will be ready tomorrow’ (Choueiri 2002:
 138)

Galal (2004) develops a multiple strategy 
analysis for Modern Standard Arabic, arguing 
that the derivation of definite relatives with 
gaps involves movement, but not in the pre-
sence of resumptive pronouns, whereas indefi-
nite relatives are base generated. This analysis 
is motivated by the observation that definite 
relatives with gaps are sensitive to island con-
straints, unlike definite relatives with resumptive 
pronouns, and indefinite relatives. For example, 
the sentences in (24a) and (24b) are grammatical 
even though the resumptive pronouns are 
within a WH-island and a complex noun 
phrase, i.e., these constructions are not sensitive 
to the island constraints. If the resumptive 
pronouns are missing, both sentences would be 
ungrammatical. Support for a base-generation 
analysis of indefinite relatives comes from 
the observation that sentences such as those 
in (25a) and (25b) are grammatical, even 
though they violate the island constraints, i.e., 
movement is not possible. Galal (2004) rejects 
head raising analyses for Modern Standard 
Arabic, demonstrating that reconstruction is 
not available, and therefore what moves cannot 
be the head.

(25a) ra±aytu l-kitàb alla≈ì sa±ala 
 saw.1s the-book Rel asked.3ms
 ±ax-ì ±in kuntu
 brother-my if was.1s 
 sa-±aštarì-hi/*ø
 Fut-buy.1s-cl3ms
 ‘I saw the book that my brother asked if 
 I was going to buy [it]’ (Galal 2004:51)

(25b) ra±aytu l-manzil lla≈ì qàbalnà
 saw.1s the-house Rel met.1p
 l-muhandis lla≈ì ßammama-hu/*ø
 the-architect Rel  designed.3ms-cl3ms
 ‘I saw the house of which we met the 
 architect who designed it’ (Galal 2004:52)

(26a) ra±aytu kitàb sa±ala ±ax-ì
 saw.1s book asked.3ms brother-my
 ±in kuntu sa-±aštarì-hi
 if was.1s Fut-buy.1s-it
 ‘I saw a book about which my brother 
 asked if I were going to buy it’ (Galal 
 2004:53)

(26b) ra±aytu manzil qàbalnà l-muhandis
 saw.1s house met.1p the-architect
 alla≈ì ßammama-hu
 Rel designed.3ms-cl3ms
 ‘I saw a house of which we met the 
 architect who designed it’ (Galal 2004:
 54)

Although multiple-strategy analyses agree that 
indefinite relatives are base-generated and that 
definite relatives involve movement, the nature 
of the moved element is still controversial. 
For example, Choueiri (2002) argues that the 
raised constituent is the head noun in Lebanese 
Arabic, while Galal (2004) adopts the view 
that a null relative operator is what moves. 
The basic assumption regarding the nature of 
the moved element is that if reconstruction is 
possible, then it is the head noun phrase that 
moves; otherwise, it is a relative operator. 
How-ever, Choueiri (2002), Galal (2004), 
and Darrow (2003) agree that reconstruction 
is quite problematic because it is subject to 
pragmatic factors.
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Relative Pronoun (Arabic Dialects)

The relative pronoun in Arabic dialects is ex-
pressed by a form that is invariable in gender 
and number and may refer either to persons 
or objects. The most common form used in 
the majority of Arabic dialects is (i)lli, with 
variants halli and yalli (Retsö 2004:264–265). 
This form is found in the Egyptian dialects, 
the Levantine dialects, the gilit dialects from 
Iraq, most of the Arabian Peninsula, and the 
majority of the Maghrebi dialects. Examples 
are ëlli mà ™mëd qalìl mà yë™mëd kaμìr ‘he who 
is not grateful for a little is not grateful for a 
lot’ (£assàniyya Arabic; Ould Mohamed Baba 
2008:325); ilbint illi gat ‘the girl who came’ 
(Cairo Arabic; Woidich 2006:51).

According to David Cohen (1962:140), the 
explanation for this homogeneity could be the 
greater prevalence in Old Arabic of a form illi, 
whereas the form finally adopted and standard-
ized in Classical Arabic, alla≈ì, was less used in 
previous periods of the Arabic language. Both 
forms originally had a demonstrative function 
(Grand’Henry 1972:142).

There are other forms of the relative pronoun 
as well, such as il with variants al, la, lë, and 
lè, which mainly differs from the aforemen-
tioned forms by the lack of gemination in the 
phoneme l (about the origin of this gemination, 
see Brockelmann 1910:123). These are found 
in particular in qëltu dialects of northern Iraq 
and in Anatolia. In the latter region, the rela-
tive pronoun is la in Mardin and lë- in most 
dialects of the Mardin group, while in the dia-
lects of Diyarbakır, Siirt, and Kozluk, the form 
lè is found. Il occurs in Central Asia, in some 
zones of the Syrian desert, in North Africa, and 
among the Shi≠ites of Bahrain. However, the 
most frequent form of the relative in most of 
these cases is currently (i)lli, e.g. santèn il dòxel 
fat walad kun ≠endu ‘he had a son who was 
two years old’ (Central Asian Arabic; Zaborski 
2008:419); zalamët la a®ayna fë-d-dòlmùš mën 
mèrdìn we ‘the man whom we saw in the 

minibus is from Mardin’ (Mardin Arabic; 
Grigore 2007:237). 

On some occasions, these relatives are pho-
netically assimilated to the following word, 
in the same way as the definite article in 
Arabic, e.g. az-zlima aš šiftu ‘the man whom 
I saw’ (Syro-Mesopotamian Bedouin dialects; 
Behnstedt 2008a:79); sint iž-žàyi ‘the next year’ 
(Bišmizzìn Arabic; Jiha 1964:172).

A much more limited group of dialects uses 
another particle with the same function, ddi 
and its allomorphs d(i)- and da-, which are 
mainly found in the most ancient Maghrebi dia-
lects: rural dialects, for instance those spoken in 
the region of Jbala in northern Morocco, where 
it is typical of female speech (see Moscoso 
2003:168), and dialects of the old medinas and 
the Jewish communities, for instance those spo-
ken in Sefrou and Debdou, both in Morocco 
(see Heath 2002:494–495). Examples are ër-
ràžël ëddi ža ‘the man who came’ (Djidjelli 
Arabic; P. Marçais 1956:493), d ≠andu u d ma 
≠andu ši ‘who has and who has not’ (Moscoso 
2003:169). This relative may co-occur with 
personal pronouns, which is typical of rural 
Maghrebi dialects, e.g. dënnùma, dënni, dënnu 
(Vicente 2000:142; Moscoso 2003:169). All 
of these forms are gradually being replaced by 
(i)lli.

In the eastern region, according to Rabin 
(1951:39), the form ddi used to exist in North 
Arabian dialects of the £ijàz, where it may be 
regarded as a trace of South Arabian influence 
since it is the current form in some areas of 
Yemen. Thus, even nowadays, in the southeast 
and the northernmost part of the country, 
the relative ≈ì is typical, e.g. im-marit ≈ì kàn 
ma≠nà ‘the woman who was with us’ (Behnstedt 
2008b:116). 

When the  relative clause is introduced by 
the two aforementioned groups of particles, il 
and di, it can sometimes be translated as a geni-
tive construction, e.g. ™a†ab il mebì ≠ ‘the seller 
of firewood’ (Central Asian Arabic; Zaborski 
2008:429); ël-ktàb ëddi xày ‘my brother’s book’ 
(Tlemcen Arabic; W. Marçais 1902:272). This 
coincidence between relative and genitive forms 
is common in many of the oldest Arabic dialects, 
such as those spoken by Jews in the Maghrebi 
area, or the qëltu dialects of Mesopotamia and 
Anatolia. According to Retsö (2004:269–270), 
this cannot be put down to chance, since there 
are parallels in other Semitic languages.
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In addition to the above-mentioned particles, 
another form of relative must have existed in 
Old Arabic which has survived in Neo-Arabic, 
the relative alla≈ì. This form cannot be regarded 
as a loanword from Classical Arabic but must 
be the survival of an ancient form. This is the 
case of Andalusi dialect, whose standard vari-
ant had the invariable relative form alla≈í, 
with the allomorphs allí, addí, and a≈≈í in a 
low register, e.g. arrijál alla≈i ™amálu alqám™ 
‘the men who carried the wheat’, addí lak ‘the 
one that you have’ (Corriente 2008:365). The 
same particle exists in contemporary Yemeni 
Arab, where ±alla≈ì is the most usual relative 
and it is used as an invariable form, along 
with the abbreviated forms ±allì, lì (Behnstedt 
2008b:116).

As regards its syntactic function, the relative 
pronoun is used in relative clauses that refer to 
a nominal antecedent, provided the antecedent 
is determined; in this case the relative clause 
has a qualifying function. When the relative 
pronoun is not the subject of the clause but is 
instead the direct or indirect object of a verb or 
a complement of the noun, a resumptive pro-
noun (  resumption) is used, which agrees with 
it in gender and number and which expresses 
the function performed by the relative pronoun, 
e.g. ikkitàb illi štarètu ‘the book that I bought’ 
(Cairo Arabic; Woidich 2006:51); ≠†èni ës-stìlo 
lli ktëbt bìh ël-bra ‘give me the pen with which 
I wrote the letter’ (Moroccan Arabic; Caubet 
1993:I, 175).

There are other syntactic constructions where 
an independent pronoun appears after the rela-
tive particle; this is the case described for 
Egyptian Arabic by Mejdell (2003), who men-
tions two functions: the independent pronoun 
introduces a subject that is not coreferent with 
the antecedent, and it may function as a marker 
of nonrestrictedness, e.g. il ‘king’ walla malik 
‘Harold’ illi huwwa kàn malik bri†ànya fil-wa±ti 
dà ‘the king or King Harold, who was king of 
Britain at that time’ (Mejdell 2003:543).

In cases where the antecedent is an indefi-
nite noun (a noun that is not determined by 
means of an article, by a construct state, or by 
nature), the relative pronoun does not appear 
and the relative clause is simply juxtaposed to 
the main sentence, e.g. žàb lìh †ùmùbìl kànët 
xàsra ‘he brought him a broken car’ (Skùra 
Arabic; Aguadé 1995:127). In other cases, 
when there is no overt antecedent, it clearly has 

a pronominal function, e.g. lli fàt, màt ‘the past 
is the past’ (Moroccan Arabic; Caubet 1993:I, 
175), or the Egyptian version lli fàt, fàt (Cairo 
Arabic; Woidich 2006:51). 

It is also possible to form the relative with 
the particles ma and mìn, which are less often 
used than the others; ma functions as a relative 
with included antecedent, e.g. ma xalla li ma 
nàkul ‘he did not leave for me something to 
eat’ (Moroccan Arabic; Caubet 1993:I, 175); 
±ultilak ma fìh ilkifàya ‘I told you enough’ 
(Cairo Arabic; Woidich 2006:201). A similar 
particle was also used in Andalusi Arabic, e.g. 
mará man tukún qaríbatak ‘a woman who is 
your relative’ (Corriente 2008:365). Mìn is 
found in Egyptian Arabic, e.g. amma ±ana fa 
±alfi mìn yitmannàni ‘as for me, there are a 
thousand who would like to have me’ (Cairo 
Arabic; Woidich 2006:201).

In several Arabic dialects, there are also com-
pound relative forms, for example those made 
up by a preposition and the particle -àš, typical 
of Maghrebi dialects, e.g. ®àžël làš gult hàd 
ëš-ši ‘the man to whom you said this’ (Skùra 
Arabic; Aguadé 1995:128). In this case, the 
antecedent can be a person or an object, and 
it can either be definite or nondefinite. It has 
the syntactic function of an adverbial comple-
ment, and because of this it can replace the 
lli + resumptive pronoun construction, e.g. ha 
ëd-dà® fàš kansëknu ‘this is the house in which 
we live’ (Moroccan Arabic; Caubet 1993:I, 
177), which could be rephrased as ha ëd-dà® lli 
kansëknu fìha.

Another compound form is mën, which can 
only refer to persons and is accompanied by a 
preposition, e.g. ši fqìh m≠a mën ßàfë® ‘a lawyer 
with whom he traveled’ (Skùra Arabic; Aguadé 
1995:127).
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Ángeles Vicente (University of Zaragoza) 

Religion and Language

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

It is difficult to analyze a form of language in 
which the topics that are dealt with are admit-
tedly beyond ordinary experience. Religious 
language is generally regarded even by its most 
committed users as inadequate. The dispute on 
whether religious utterances are imbued with a 
deeper and fuller kind of meaning or whether 
they are basically meaningless has not come to 
an end (for general overviews of philosophi-

cal, theological, and linguistic approaches, see 
Kaempfert 1983; Stiver 1996). Despite the 
well-known ambiguities which make religious 
discourse an ‘odd’ language (I.T. Ramsay), it 
is generally admitted that it has been a crucial 
and productive sector within the development 
of many languages, and very often has pro-
vided linguistic models and patterns of literary 
expression that remained highly influential for 
centuries (Stark 1987; Samarin 1987; Moser 
1964). This is particularly obvious for Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. A comparison between 
these three scriptural religions shows certain 
common aspects of their linguistic influence on 
their adherents. The emergence and conserva-
tion of linguistic registers that are regarded as 
sacred; frequent multilingualism; and an insti-
tutionalized transfer of religious texts and doc-
trines beyond linguistic borders can be found 
in all of them throughout their history. Sacred 
language was sometimes transformed into a 
medium of general cultural expression, or was 
even reconstructed as a national language (e.g. 
in the creation of Ivrit from Hebrew). Sacred 
texts and laws influenced the development of 
legal and political terminology. Quite often they 
became important symbols of social and polit-
ical unity. Religious teaching and preaching 
also provided a framework for public discourse 
and became instrumental in the emergence of 
civic societies. The 20th century provided many 
examples of such developments among Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims in different parts of 
the world. The promising study of religious 
language, which combines approaches from 
general religious studies, philosophy, and soci-
ology with those from different linguistic and 
literary disciplines, was only recently laid out in 
a first encyclopedic work (Sawyer and Simpson 
2001).

2. A r a b i c  a s  a  s a c r e d  l a n g u a g e

Arabic has arguably provided one of the most 
powerful examples of a sacred language in his-
tory. In the case of Judaism, Hebrew was kept 
as the language of scripture and of religious and 
legal literature, and it remained a stabilizing 
factor for religious and communal life of the 
different Jewish diasporas. But multilingual-
ism was also essential for most Jewish groups 
throughout their history. Christianity, on the 
other hand, saw frequent changes in its sacred 
languages and language patterns. The New 
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Testament was first laid down in Greek, the 
cultural language and also the lingua franca of 
the Roman Empire, and the process of transla-
tion of the Christian scriptures already started 
in the course of the 2nd century with Latin, 
followed by Syriac and Coptic, and later by 
other languages. The case of Islam was again 
different. Perhaps no other linguistic culture 
ever blended the language of God Himself 
with that of human thought and culture on a 
comparable scale. Arabic combined the sacred 
character of Hebrew among the Jews with the 
wider scientific and literary functions reserved 
to Greek and Latin in the Christian world.  
Pre-Islamic Arabic had already been very rich 
in oratory and poetic forms. The scriptural 
revelation gave an immense stimulus to writ-
ing and learning. The public style of political 
speech that developed within the caliphate was 
to a large extent derived from religious forms of 
preaching and exhortation. After the Umayyads 
had made Arabic the administrative language 
of their empire, a class of scribes emerged who 
developed Arabic into a refined literary tool, 
merging the religious and political with the 
old poetical dictions. From the late Umayyad 
period onward, notions and linguistic pat-
terns derived from Greek, Indian, and Persian 
sources of philosophy, science, poetics, and lit-
erary prose were translated and absorbed into 
Arabic literary expression. After the decline of 
the caliphate and its political fragmentation, 
this language became one of the main factors of 
cultural unity within the still-expanding Islamic 
world, a unity which included a growing major-
ity of non-native speakers of Arabic.

The linguistic merger of the divine and human 
spheres had ambiguous consequences for the 
Arabic language itself. One was its sacraliza-
tion. Among Muslims, it was the “verbalization 
of the Sacred” (Habermas), which in the Islamic 
context came to prevail over its visual represen-
tation by hallowed images and symbols. This 
also frequently made it an expression of social 
sacrality, i.e. of the normative consensus pre-
vailing within a given community, constantly 
renewed by ritual or linguistic performance 
(Durkheim). But the overwhelming presence of 
sacred registers and formulas in Arabic often 
also had the opposite effect, leading to their 
extension to nonreligious linguistic functions 
and to quite ordinary expressions of everyday 
life. Finally, sacred language became a crucial 
element of moral communication and political 

discourse, serving both as a prop to the exer-
cise of established power and as an avenue of 
empowerment for aspiring leaders and groups.

3. I n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  I s l a m i c 
c o r p u s  a n d  i t s  i m p a c t  o n 
A r a b i c  l i t e r a r y  c u l t u r e

Islam is present in Arabic literary culture with 
an immense corpus of religious, theological, 
legal, historical, and poetical texts. Apart from 
the Qur±àn, £adìμ, and related commentaries, 
this includes a considerable variety of other 
literary genres (e.g. biography and historiogra-
phy, and also mystical poetry and prose). With 
the spread of literacy and school education, 
these Islamic texts have now become widely 
accessible to an ever-increasing number of peo-
ple, and their impact can often be noticed well 
outside the established religious institutions.

Apart from this textual presence, the histori-
cal significance of Islam for the development 
of the Arabic language went far beyond the 
religious domain as such. The sacralization 
of Arabic brought about by the Qur±ànic text 
had manifold consequences. It enhanced the 
development of Arabic grammar and lexicogra-
phy, which, apart from their dealing with pre-
Islamic poetry, also received a major impulse 
from Qur±ànic exegesis (  grammatical tradi-
tion). Sacralization also came to be extended to 
pre-Islamic poetry itself. Despite its largely irre-
ligious and this-worldly character, the linguistic 
and literary heritage of the pre-Islamic Arabs 
came to be regarded as a prime reference for 
the language of revelation. It was included in 
the sacralized canon of Arabic and came to be 
learned and studied even within highly religious 
institutions of learning. This created a humanist 
strand in Arabic literary culture, which was in a 
way comparable to the persisting importance of 
the pagan classics in medieval Christianity.

4. S a c r e d  l a n g u a g e  a n d 
p o l i t i c a l  r h e t o r i c

The pre-Islamic rhymed prose (  saj≠), used 
extensively in the Qur±àn, was adopted and 
greatly enhanced by Islam as a ceremonial 
form of public sermon and speech. It became a 
standard element of the Friday sermon and has 
even extended its use to extrareligious ceremo-
nial functions in many parts of the Arab world. 
The exemplary Friday sermons recorded for the 
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early caliphs and governors (for instance in al-
Jà™iΩ’s Bayàn) show a seamless interlacement 
of religious and political rhetoric.

The rise of written Arabic as a language of 
administration and general culture that occurred 
under the Umayyad and Abbasid rule further 
linked the religious and the literary patterns. 
With translations from Greek, Syriac, Persian, 
and Indian sources increasing from the 2nd cen-
tury A.H. onward, the literary domain of Ara-
bic was extended widely, and it developed into 
one of the leading scientific languages of the 
Middle Ages. The combination of religious and 
nonreligious ideals of expression and learning 
among the scribes and literary figures can be 
seen already in the works of the last head of the 
Umayyad chancery, the mawlà ≠Abd al-£amìd 
al-Kàtib (d. 750; al-Qà∂ì 1993). His rasà±il 
show an elegant and flexible Arabic style, based 
on the rhetoric of the Qur±àn and the xu†ba and 
blended with Hellenist and Persian influences. 
His use of notions and quotations from the 
Qur±àn shows particular virtuosity. His letters 
also provide many examples of the deliberate 
ideological use of the Qur±àn in the service of 
political power. Its religious terms and phrases 
are marshalled without scruples against the 
enemies of the Umayyads. Positive Qur±ànic 
terms like ‘party of God’ (™izb Allàh), ‘friends 
of God’ (±awliyà± Allàh), and ‘those who trust 
[the word of God]’ (mußaddiqùn) are reserved 
for the Umayyads and their supporters. Their 
enemies are accused of ‘sedition’ (fitna), ‘devia-
tion’ (∂alàla), and ‘rebellion’ (ma≠ßiya). They 
figure as ‘party of the devil’ (™izb aš-šay†àn) and 
as ‘people who distort [religion]’ (mu™arrifùn) 
and who will have to face ‘God’s wrath’ (ÿa∂ab 
Allàh). Political and religious hostility are kept 
convertible in this discourse, a rhetorical strat-
egy which can be observed throughout Islamic 
history and into the present in the articulation 
of social and political conflict, often by both 
parties concerned.

5. T h e  N a m e s  o f  G o d :  F u s i o n 
o f  r e l i g i o u s  s y m b o l s  w i t h 
s o c i a l  n o r m s

The verbalization of the Sacred, which is so 
characteristic for Arabic, manifests itself with 
particular clarity in the Names of God and their 
use in prayer, sermon, and everyday language. 
Large parts of the Qur±àn can be understood 

at two levels. The narrative, admonitory, or 
legislative texts are constantly interspersed with 
statements on God’s attributes and His ways of 
dealing with mankind and the cosmos. These 
statements comment upon and often conclude 
the narrative, placing the events and phenom-
ena of the temporal world in the light of God’s 
eternal will and sovereignty. As elementary 
components of Islamic theological discourse, 
the Names of God are also applied by the pious 
to the manifold situations of their lives, as parts 
of personal names, as praying formulas for spe-
cific occasions, and even as protective amulets.

The Names of God and their use also aptly 
illustrate the fusion of religious symbolism with 
general social norms, which is also quite com-
mon in Arabic. This is documented by Richard 
Antoun (1989:106–125) in his analysis of a 
sermon by a Jordanian preacher in his village. 
Calling for mutual solidarity and support in a 
diverse community of numerous clans which 
are only distantly related, the preacher uses the 
maternal symbol of the womb (ra™im) to stress 
the kinship of all. He then dwells upon the close 
resemblance between this word and the notion 
of mercy (ra™ma), a key virtue of Islam, which 
is then linked to God’s own name ‘the Compas-
sionate’ (ar-Ra™màn). He thus joins three key 
terms sharing derivation from the same root 
(r-™-m), which serve to fuse social, ethical, and 
religious notions and values: “Kinship (ra™im) 
is one of the indicators of mercy (ra™ma), and 
it is derived from the name ‘the Compassionate’ 
(ar-Ra™màn).”

The close connection between Mercy, kin-
ship, and God Himself is further illustrated by 
a £adìμ: “I heard the Messenger say, ‘God said, 
to Him belongs glory and power: I am God; I 
am the Compassionate (ar-Ra™màn); I created 
the womb (ra™im) and [. . .] I split off to it one 
of my names. Whoever keeps to it, I keep to 
him and whoever cuts it off, I cut him off.”

A merger between the human and divine 
spheres is thus attempted by this sermon: Who-
ever neglects mercy not only isolates himself 
from his fellow men but also from God and 
His Mercy.

6. I s l a m i c  p h r a s e o l o g y  i n 
e v e r y d a y  l i f e

Apart from use of the Names of God in reli-
gious sermons, written as well as spoken Arabic 
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is generally interspersed with religious phrases 
which have often become conventional elements 
of general use. They also decorate the walls in 
private and public buildings, often in beautiful 
calligraphic designs. Religious phraseology is 
especially common for expressions of saluta-
tion and farewell, of apology, polite request, 
and gratitude. The rich material collected by 
Piamenta (1979) from Arabic dialects shows a 
wide range of situational functions of religious 
formulae in everyday Arabic speech. In reac-
tion to negative as well as positive experience, 
to uncertainty and disappointment, but also to 
success and positive surprise, the resort to God 
and His Will is offered as the only source of 
protection and security:

yà ≠àliman bi-™àlì ≠alayka ttikàlì ‘O Knower of 
my condition! In Thee I put my trust!’ (Piamenta 
1979:27); twakkal ≠alà $l$làh ‘put your trust in God!’ 
(Piamenta 1979:27–30); yà sàtir ‘O Protector!’ 
(Piamenta 1979:101–109); yà la†ìf ‘O Kind One!, 
O my God!’ (Piamenta 1979:10, 78, 107); yà salàm 
‘wonderful!, wow!, sorry!, oh dear!, goodness!’ 
(Piamenta 1979:58–64); mà šà±a $l$làh ‘wonderful!, 
my goodness!’ (Piamenta 1979:199–202); ±a≠ùzu 
billàh ‘God forbid!’ (Piamenta 1979:100); a$l$làhu 
±a≠lam ‘God knows best! [i.e. ‘I do not know for 
sure’]’ (Piamenta 1979:185ff.).

Oaths like wa $l$la/wa$l$làh/wa$l$làhi ‘by God!’ (Pia-
menta 1979:41ff.) are extremely common, very 
often found in utterances without any siz-
able religious content, and even as a sim-
ple preliminary to further speech, like English 
well, . . . . The reference to God’s Will with ±in 
šà±a $l$làh ‘if God wills’ (Piamenta 1979:203–
220) accompanies any talk about one’s future, 
hopes, and intentions, and also expresses bless-
ings, good wishes, and warnings. The speaker 
thus places his statement beyond his own per-
sonal sphere. Many speech situations require 
expressions of blessing and gratitude toward 
God (al-™amdu li-llàh; Piamenta 1979:77–80). 
Reproach and apology are generally expressed 
by asking for God’s forgiveness, which allows 
for saving one’s own face or that of one’s part-
ner: ±astaÿfiru $l$làh ‘I ask for God’s forgiveness!’ 
(Piamenta 1979:135–140), a$l$làh ysàm™ak ‘may 
God forgive you!’ (Piamenta 1979:143ff.).

Non-Muslim speakers of Arabic are also 
fully involved in this daily exchange of Islamic 
religious phrases which have become general 
expressions of politeness and respect and are 
sometimes used with a good deal of irony: 

sub™àni l-≠àlim ‘praise to God the Knower!, 
nobody knows!’ (Piamenta 1979:185). This 
heritage was also transmitted to other lan-
guages influenced by Islam. A trace of such a 
phrase might even be found in Spanish, where 
ojalá ‘I hope so, I wish’ seems to go back to 
±in šà±a $l$làh, or perhaps rather to wa-šà±a $l$làh 
‘would God that . . .!’. The Arabic origin of olé 
‘bravo!’, which is also often traced to allàh, 
seems to be more doubtful (cf. Corominas and 
Pascual 1981:IV, 268ff., s.v. ojalá, 278ff. s.v. 
olé;  Ibero-Romance).

7. R e l i g i o u s  p h r a s e o l o g y  a n d 
S u f i  l i t e r a t u r e

To a remarkable extent, religious phraseology 
also bridges the gap between Literary Arabic 
and the dialects. This can be shown in particu-
lar for religious and Sufi literature and poetry, 
which are often adapted and addressed to peo-
ple of quite diverse educational backgrounds. 
Like the Arabic popular epic, Sufi literature 
often oscillates between a Literary Arabic inter-
spersed with dialectal expression and dialectal 
texts with strong admixtures of literary reli-
gious terms (cf. the Egyptian popular religious 
poems edited and translated by Littmann 1950, 
1951). The large biographical collection of 
the lives and legends of Sudanese scholars 
and saints which was written around 1805 
(Ibn Îayfallàh’s ¢abaqàt) regularly switches to 
Sudanese dialect when it reports oral speech. 
This device places the described personalities 
and their extraordinary feats in a very lively 
atmosphere. The strong separation of dialectal 
and literary levels cannot be maintained where 
the transmission of personal religious experi-
ence and emotion is at stake. In some cases, 
reports with strong dialectal elements were 
later purged and adapted to higher literary 
standards, changing the character of the story 
“from eye-witness report to stylised karàma” 
(Hofheinz 1990:22ff.).

The vocabulary and terminology of classical 
Islamic mysticism was based on the Qur±àn, 
£adìμ, and theology, but many notions from 
disciplines like grammar, astronomy, and medi-
cine were also adapted and appropriated (Mas-
signon 1954:46–52). Mystical exegesis moves 
from the exterior to the interior sense of the 
Qur±ànic text and further develops its own sym-
bolic language of spiritual experience (Nwyia 
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1970). As in many other literary languages 
(see for German, Langen 1968), mystical lan-
guage and terminology seem to have exerted 
considerable influence on the development of 
psychological, affective, and aesthetic expres-
sion in Arabic language and literature, lead-
ing in particular to an increased derivation of 
abstract nouns. Research in this field, however, 
has hardly begun.

8. I s l a m i c  t e r m s  a n d  t h e i r 
p o l i t i c a l  s e c u l a r i z a t i o n  i n 
t h e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y

The political movements which have emerged 
in the Arab world since the 19th century have 
made strong use of the Islamic linguistic heritage 
(Rebhan 1986; Ayalon 1987). Although largely 
pursuing secularist aims and objectives, Arab 
nationalists have often resorted to religious 
terms and phrases in order to secure general 
acceptance and to enhance the dignity of their 
struggle (  nationalism and language). This has 
led to a transfer of religious terms to other, mainly 
political, contexts, and to their generalization 
and secularization, generating a  parareligious 
political language which can be compared to 
similar movements and political ideologies in 
other countries (Nietzsche provided important 
models for this shift; see Kaempfert 1971). 
Secularization of religious terms like ±umma 
‘nation’, risàla ‘message’, or ba≠μ ‘resurrection > 
renaissance’ can be observed in an exemplary 
way in the ideological language of the founders 
of the Ba≠μ party in Syria and Iraq and in the 
official Arab socialism of Jamàl ≠Abd an-Nàßir 
in Egypt (for the former, see Salem Babikian 
1977 and Glaß 1985; for the latter, see Rejwan 
1974 and Kassian 1991).

8.1 Michel ≠Aflaq and the Ba≠μ party

In the writings of Michel ≠Aflaq (d. 1989; see 
Salem Babikian 1977), the founder of the Ba≠μ 
ideology, linguistic secularization results from 
his dialectical model of creative tension, which 
was heavily influenced by the French writer 
André Gide. Tension is built up and maintained 
between opposing tendencies that both confront 
and confirm each other. With respect to the 
Arabs, this tension is maintained between the 
eternal message and truth of the Arab essence 

(≠urùba) and its temporal realizations, which 
oscillate between bloom and decay. Islam was 
for ≠Aflaq the historical culmination of the 
‘Arab idea’ as it had developed thus far, and he 
refuses to draw a clear-cut distinction between 
Islam and ≠urùba. But it is an ideal Islam, not its 
present and, in his view, quite miserable shape, 
on which ≠Aflaq grounds his ideals of freedom, 
socialism, and national unity. An ethical and 
political revolution as a mobilizing force will 
bring the true ≠urùba back to its full realiza-
tion. This will be the ba≠μ ‘resurrection’ that 
gave the party its name. Its slogan enshrines 
the sacred character of the Arab nation: ±umma 
≠arabiyya wà™ida – ≈àt risàla xàlida ‘One Arab 
Nation – bearer of an Eternal Message’. The 
Arab language holds a central place in Ba≠μ 
ideology. Al-±Arsùzì, also a founding figure of 
the party, regarded it as the original language 
of mankind and as the only natural, noncon-
ventional language, which preserved the initial 
congruence between meaning and its object 
(Carré 1980:199). By this, he gave the Arabs 
and their culture a unique place in history and a 
special message to other peoples, attempting to 
establish its universal significance even beyond 
the Qur±ànic revelation.

8.2 ≠Abd an-Nàßir and Arab socialism

The Arab socialism of ≠Abd an-Nàßir and his 
regime in Egypt had similar traits (Rejwan 
1974; Kassian 1991). Nàßirism also subordi-
nated religion to national aims, put the reli-
gious institutions under close supervision, and 
tried to use them for an agenda of national 
mobilization. It regarded the early Islamic State 
as the first historical realization of socialism. 
In his speeches, ≠Abd an-Nàßir not infrequently 
likened himself and his political reforms to 
the golden era of the Prophet, at the same 
time directing religious accusations against his 
opponents. The Charter of National Action 
(mìμàq al-≠amal al-wa†anì; published in 1962) 
was even hailed by the editor in chief of the 
journal of al-Azhar University with religious 
pathos, as “words from God”, which nobody 
before ≠Abd an-Nàßir had ever expressed (Kas-
sian 1991:243). The Egyptian Revolution was 
presented as a jihàd against the jàhiliyya of 
present-day society, and the revolutionary lead-
ers were put on an equal scale with the early 
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mujàhidùn (Kassian 1991:218). This strangely 
foreshadowed Sayyid Qu†b and his damnation 
of Egyptian government and society.

8.3 ±Anwàr as-Sàdàt

The use of sacralized forms of political expres-
sion continued with ≠Abd an-Nàßir’s successor 
±Anwàr as-Sàdàt in the 1970s. In the famous 
speech he gave at the Knesset during his visit 
to Israel in 1977, the oscillation between reli-
gious and secular political notions is equally 
at work (Salem 1980). The speech is built on 
a number of key terms, like ±insàn ‘human 
being’ and ±insàniyya ‘humanity’, Allàh ‘God’, 
salàm ‘peace’, mas±ùliyya ‘responsibility’, and 
≠adl ‘justice’. Religious metaphors are used by 
as-Sàdàt in his attempt to present himself as 
a messenger of peace, with a message (risàla) 
from his people. He also stresses his destiny to 
shoulder the responsibility for both the Egyp-
tian people and the Palestinians, which God 
dictated to him. God is further brought in as 
the creator of mankind and the guardian of 
equality among the peoples. As-Sàdàt claims 
that he fulfills a religious task with his visit to 
Jerusalem, the land of God: to establish peace 
on a ground common to Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews – the worship of the One God. Apart 
from this transfer of religious rhetoric to inter-
national politics, he also made much use of it in 
Egypt itself, where he came to pose as ar-ra±ìs 
al-mu±min ‘the Believer-President’. This did not 
prevent him from being branded as an apostate 
by his assassins in 1981.

8.4 Modern Arabic literature

In contrast to the sacralized pattern of legitimi-
zation common to a good part of the national-
ist movements and regimes of the Arab world, 
even those with a socialist ideology, Arabic 
literature has largely been dominated since the 
1950s by secular trends and ideologies and by 
a deep ambivalence with respect to the religious 
heritage. This ambivalence comes out with par-
ticular intensity in the writings of the Palestin-
ian poets. Despite their leftist and nationalist 
inclinations, they often resort to religious sym-
bols when expressing their most intense feelings 
of love, pain, hatred, and grief (Wild 1984). 
According to Stefan Wild (1984:294; see also 
Somekh 1991:79; Wild 2001), “Religion for 
these poets remains an ambivalent and oscil-

lating symbol: an identity which has to be 
preserved, expression of deepest commitment 
whose sacred phrases easily overcome the loss 
of the established religion, and, on the other 
hand, a hindrance of progress, a prison, and a 
cause for revolt.”

To a large degree this description would seem 
to apply also to other famous contemporary 
Arab poets, like ≠Abd al-Wahhàb al-Bayyàtì 
(d. 1999) and ±Adùnìs (b. 1930).

9. T h e  I s l a m i z a t i o n  o f  p u b l i c 
l i f e  a n d  t h e  r e s a c r a l i z a t i o n 
o f  A r a b i c  p o l i t i c a l  l a n g u a g e

The gradual process of an “Islamization of 
Nationalism” (Leonard Binder) in the Arab 
world, which had been noted already in the 
1960s (Aruri 1977:275), also had its impact 
on the political language. The process gained 
momentum during the 1970s, when Islamic 
movements like the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the Jamà≠a ±Islàmiyya in Egypt came back to 
or newly appeared in the political arena and 
were able to reclaim the “terrain of social uto-
pia” from the declining and persecuted leftist 
movements, parties, and trade unions (Kepel 
1984:154ff.). A second process, less spectacu-
lar but perhaps even more important, was the 
gradual increase in religious orientation and 
practice that resulted from urbanization, and 
that also went along with a marked increase of 
interest in the ™ajj (see, for instance, for Iran 
and Jordan, Antoun 1989:97, 240). The move 
toward an Islamic political rhetoric gained in 
momentum after the spectacular events of the 
Iranian Revolution. These events demonstrated 
the political potential of the Islamic scholars, 
who until then had been regarded with con-
descension or even contempt by the ruling 
political elites; they also left their traces in 
the development of Arabic political language, 
which since the 1980s has gained an ever more 
intensive religious coloring.

9.1 Political Islam

The discourse of the Islamic movements them-
selves prepared the ground for a growing sacra-
lization of politics. £asan al-Bannà and Sayyid 
Qu†b provide classic examples, followed by 
many others. In their writings, the claim to 
reestablish God’s sovereignty (™àkimiyya) in 
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human society and the totalitarian utopia of a 
unity of dìn and dawla goes along with a rheto-
ric of personal mission and dedicated action 
until death. Standard foe images are evoked 
and indefatigably impressed on the devout 
readers, directing them against Jews, Christian 
‘Crusaders’ and missionaries, and communists, 
and against any form of secularism. The verdict 
of jàhiliyya condemns most of the present gov-
ernments of the Arabic countries as unbelievers, 
and often contemporary Muslim societies as a 
whole are regarded by Islamic radical activ-
ists as systems of unbelief. At the same time, 
it must be stated that the political language 
of militant writers often builds upon the gen-
eral ideals and values of their own societies, 
which they express in an Islamic terminology. 
Political aims and ideals like social justice, self-
determination, and freedom from foreign influ-
ence and rule, put forward for a long time by 
Arab socialists, Ba≠μists, Marxists, and liberals, 
were more and more taken over by the Islamic 
movements. At the height of their activities, 
al-Jamà≠a al-±islàmiyya of Egypt presented a 
Charter of Islamic Action (mìμàq al-≠amal al-
±islàmì) as their program. This was a calculated 
affront against the heritage of the Nàßirist state, 
with its Charter of National Action already 
mentioned above (a picture of a poster with 
this charter appeared in al-Majalla 693, 19–25 
May 1993, 24). These and other radical move-
ments also made much use of the religious and 
legal genres of xu†ba, fatwà, and risàla to argue 
their political claims and views, and to give 
them a sound backing with quotations from 
the Qur±àn and the Prophetical Tradition and 
with the views of classical jurists, especially Ibn 
Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim, but also many 
others (Jansen 1986).

9.2 Al-Qà≠ida

The fusion of classical genres and formulas of 
the language of religion and Islamic law with the 
popular rhetoric of politics and the media fully 
comes out in the texts and video messages 
issued and distributed by al-Qà≠ida and its 
supporters (cf. Kepel and Milelli 2005). Quota-
tions from classical Arabic poetry, especially 
common in the writings of ≠Abdallàh ≠AΩΩàm 
(d. 1989) and in the messages of ±Usàma bin 
Làdin, provide a novel element which brings 
the rich Arabic stock of heroic poems into the 

focus of modern radical Islam. Martyr hagio-
graphies are another genre that was revived and 
has become an equally important form of prop-
aganda used in contemporary Islamic da≠wà 
(e.g. al-Qu†rì and al-Madanì 2003; Katà±ib an-
Nùr). Research on this radical mobilization of 
Arabic rhetorical and literary resources is still 
in its beginnings. Only those traits of ±Usàma 
bin Làdin’s messages that are connected with 
language use are noted here.

The sacred aura of Bin Làdin’s video mes-
sages is a product of both its performative form 
and its language, which also colors its political 
message. The general framework is a xu†ba, 
often introduced by formal praises of God and 
the Prophet, and by expressions of gratitude 
and even humility. Even the fiercest statements 
and threats are articulated in a soft voice and 
go along with mild religious expressions of 
thanks, hope, and gratitude, and the carefully 
planned attack of September 11 is presented as 
an act of God Himself:

This is America, struck by God with one of her 
carnages. He destroyed her greatest building – 
praise and thanks to God. This is America, filled 
with horror from north to south, from east 
to west – praise and thanks to God. (al-£ayàt, 
9 October 2001, 4)

The central message, repeated over and again, 
is an appeal to the Muslim ±umma as a whole 
to become aware of the religious character of 
the conflict between the Muslims and America 
and the West, to join the camp of the righteous 
believers, and to support the jihàd. The whole 
struggle is reduced to a religious war (™arb 
dìniyya), as prescribed by God in His book 
(Al-Jazeera, 7 November 2001). All political 
comments are geared toward that point. This 
goes along with the victim’s discourse which 
pervades all statements: Muslims of different 
parts of the world, especially their children, are 
presented throughout as innocent victims of 
the suppression by Western powers and Israel 
which has been continuing unabated since the 
First World War and which is made worse by 
their allies in the Arab countries. The revolu-
tionary term musta∂≠afùn, already common in 
the Iranian Revolution, often comes in here. 
Humiliation has now been terminated by the 
mighty blows that struck America: “The wind 
of belief and the wind of change are now blow-
ing in order to exterminate the evil!” (habbat 
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riyà™ al-±ìmàn, habbat riyà™ at-taÿyìr li-±izàlat 
al-bà†il; al-£ayàt, 9 October 2001, 4).

Frequent references to early Islamic figures 
and events place the whole of the present strug-
gle in the pristine light of the Prophetic period. 
Already in his Declaration of war against the 
Americans of 1996, Bin Làdin mentions ≠Abd 
ar-Ra™màn ibn ≠Awf, the wealthy Companion 
of the Prophet, who during the Battle of Badr 
gave swords to two youths, who then went and 
killed ±Abù Jahl, “the Pharao of this Umma” 
(MidEastWeb 2006). The role of Ibn ≠Awf, 
who advised and equipped the young fighters, 
might well illustrate the role which Bin Làdin 
saw – and perhaps still sees – for himself.

The suicidal martyrdom attacks are also jus-
tified with reference to a Prophetic tradition, a 
lengthy martyr legend attributed to the Prophet 
himself (Al-Jazeera, 27 December 2001). It 
illustrates the story of the People of the Trench 
(±aß™àb al-±uxdùd) in the Qur±àn (sura 85), and 
mentions two young believers who died as mar-
tyrs, one of them bringing about his own death 
by telling the pagan king how to kill him, the 
other encouraging his mother to jump into the 
burning trench (from Muslim, Ía™ì™: Kitàb az-
zuhd). These two boys are presented as models 
for young believers, with their active quest for 
martyrdom and the encouragement which they 
provided to others. Here as elsewhere, the story 
bridges the gap between present-day politics and 
the heroic world of the early Muslims, enhanc-
ing the role of youth in the Islamic movements. 
The resacralization of Arabic political language 
has come full circle in these messages.
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(Ruhr–Universität Bochum)

Reported Speech  Indirect Speech

Resumption

Nominal elements in natural languages may 
appear in positions different from the ones in 
which they are interpreted. This is referred to as 
the displacement property of natural languages 
(Chomsky 1995). The examples in this entry 
are given in Lebanese Arabic.

(1a) mìn fakkarto ±ënn-o sàmi
 who thought.2ms that Sami
 ≠azam
 invited.3ms

‘Who did you think that Sami (has)
invited?’

In sentence (1a), the interrogative WH-ele-
ment (mìn ‘who’) is interpreted as the object 
of the embedded verb, even though it appears 
in the matrix clause. The displacement prop-
erty, illustrated in (1b), is captured in genera-
tive transformational grammars by assuming 
that the WH-phrase has been generated in the 
embedded object position and then moved to 
the matrix position (  WH-movement). This 
movement leaves a copy in the original position 
that is silent; this copy is referred to as trace 
(Chomsky 1981).

(1b) mìn fakkarto ±ënn-o sàmi ≠azam
 who thought.2p that Sami invited
 mìn
 who

‘Who did you think Sami invited?’

The movement in (1b) obeys stringent con-
straints. It cannot take place from within an 
adjunct clause (Adjunct Island Constraint 
[AIC]), as in (2a),

(2a) *mìn rë™to min-dùn-ma ti≠ëzmo
 who left.2p without invite.2p

*‘Who did you depart without inviting 
him?’

nor from a complex noun phrase, such as 
a relativized clause (Complex NP Constraint 
[NPC]), as in (3a),

(3a) *mìn za≠≠alto l-mara yalli
 who saddened.2p the-woman that
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 ≠azamit
 invited.3fs

*‘Who did you sadden the woman that 
invited?’

nor from a clause headed by a WH-element 
(WH-Island Constraint), as in (4a) (see Chom-
sky 1977).

(4a) *mìn baddkun ta≠ërfo mìn
 who want.2p know.2p who
 ≠azam
 invited.3ms

*‘Who do you want to know who (has) 
invited?’

The island violations in (2a), (3a), and (4a) can 
be rescued by having a pronominal clitic resum-
ing the WH-element in the matrix clause as in 
(2b), (3b), and (4b), respectively.

(2b) mìn rë™to min-dùn-ma
 who left.2p without
 ti≠ëzm-u
 invited.2p-cl3ms

‘Who did you depart without inviting 
him?’

(3b) mìn za≠≠alto l-mara yalli
 who saddened.2p the-woman that
 ≠azamit-o
 invited.3fs.-cl3ms

‘Who did you sadden the woman that 
invited him?’

(4b) mìn baddkun ta≠ërfo mìn
 who want.2p know.2p who
 ≠azam-o
 invited.3ms-cl3ms

‘Who do you want to know who (has) 
invited him?’

The usual assumption, since Ross (1967), is 
that resumption in sentences (2b), (3b), and 
(4b) does not involve movement and thus is 
immune to the constraints applying to move-
ment. In this respect, island constraints can be 
used as diagnostics for the existence of move-
ment (see also Sells 1985).

Another diagnostic for movement is the phe-
nomenon called ‘reconstruction’ (Chomsky 
1995). Reconstruction refers to the fact that 

part of or the whole displaced element is inter-
preted in the position(s) from which it has 
been extracted. Bound pronouns are pronouns 
related to a quantificational antecedent or  
quantifier phrase (such as every NP, all NP, and 
no NP) as in (5).

(5) kill walad šèf m≠allimt-o
 every boy saw.3ms teacher.f-his

‘Every boy saw his teacher’

The interpretation of bound pronouns varies 
with that of its quantificational antecedent. Sen-
tence (5) is true if every boy (Sami, Karim . . .) 
saw his own teacher; there may be more than 
one teacher, one for each boy.

In order for a pronoun to be interpreted as a 
bound pronoun, it needs to be c-commanded by 
its quantificational antecedent (Higginbotham 
1980). This condition is referred to as Condi-
tion on Pronominal Binding (CPB).

(6) il-mudìra yalli ≠azamit
 the-principal.f that invited.3fs
 kill walad šèfit m≠allimt-o
 every boy saw.3fs teacher.of-his

‘The principal who invited every boy saw 
his teacher’

In sentence (6), the pronoun cannot be bound 
by the quantificational antecedent because the 
quantifier phrase does not c-command it. (For 
the definition of c-command,  binding.)

Reconstruction can be used as evidence for 
the existence of a copy or trace left by move-
ment. In (7), the pronoun contained in the 
displaced WH-phrase can be bound by the 
quantificational phrase, even though this quan-
tificational phrase does not c-command it. This 
is because the movement leaves a full copy in 
the original position and the quantificational 
phrase c-commands the pronoun in the original 
position.

(7) ±ayya tilmìz min tlemìza
 which student from students-her
 fakkarto ±ënno kill m≠allme
 thought.2p that every teacher
 bit™ibb ti≠ëzm
 likes.3fs invite.3fs

‘Which of her students did you think that 
every teacher likes to invite?’
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(8) ±ayya tilmìz min tlemìz-a
 which students from students-her
 ±ënbasatto la-±ënno kill m≠allme
 pleased.2p to-that every teacher.f
 bit™ibb ti≠ëzm-o
 likes.3fs invite.3fs-cl3ms

‘Which of her students were you pleased 
with because every teacher likes to invite 
him?’

Sentence (8) contrasts with sentence (7) in that 
the WH-phrase could not have been extracted 
by movement from within the adjunct (AIC). 
The WH-phrase is directly generated in its 
surface position and does not leave a copy or 
trace. As such, the quantificational phrase in 
the adjunct clause does not c-command a copy 
of the pronoun contained in the WH-phrase, 
which is why the pronoun cannot be bound by 
the quantificational phrase.

In brief, reconstruction and island constraints 
can be used as diagnostics for the existence of 
movement. With this in mind, consider again 
the sentence in (1a) repeated here as (9):

(9) mìn fakkarto ±ënno sàmi
 who thought.2p that Sami
 ≠azam-o
 invited.3ms-cl3ms

‘Who did you think that Sami (has) invited 
(him)?’

In sentence (9), the WH-element in the matrix 
clause is related to a resumptive pronoun in the 
embedded clause. The presence of a resump-
tive pronoun is usually assumed to signal the 
absence of movement, since island violations are 
salvaged by resumption as discussed above (in 
relation to sentences (2b)–(4b)). This assump-
tion, however, is not warranted. The discussion 
of examples (2b)–(4b) indicates that resump-
tive pronouns can be generated in nonmove-
ment contexts. It does not establish, however, 
that a resumptive pronoun occurring in non-
island contexts such as (9) is not generated by 
movement.

Reconstruction, now used as diagnostic for 
the existence of movement, is available when 
the resumptive pronoun is not separated from 
its antecedent by an island. This is illustrated 
in (10), where the pronoun in the matrix WH-
phrase can be bound by the quantificational 
phrase in the embedded clause.

(10) ±ayya tilmìz min tlemìza
 which student from students-her
 fakkarto ±ënno kill m≠allme
 thought.2p that every teacher
 bit™ibb  ti≠ëzm-o
 likes.3fs invite.3fs-cl3ms

‘Which of her students did you think that 
every teacher likes to invite (him)?’

The contrast between sentences (10) and (8) 
indicates that reconstruction is available with 
resumption when the antecedent and the 
resumptive elements are not separated by an 
island. In other words, movement is at work 
with resumption in nonisland contexts.

The above conclusion is based on the discus-
sion of WH-constructions involving resump-
tion (see Aoun a.o. 2001; Aoun and Choueiri 
2000). A similar conclusion can be drawn from 
the discussion of left-dislocation constructions. 
Aoun and Benmamoun (1998) indicate that 
left-dislocated elements reconstruct only when 
the resumptive clitic is not separated from its 
antecedent by an island, as demonstrated by 
the availability of reconstruction in (11a) but 
not in (11b).

(11a) tilmìz-a š-šà†ir fakkarto
 student-her the-good think.2p
 ±ënno kill m≠allme
 that every teacher
 bit™ibb ti≠ëzm-o
 likes.3fs invite.3fs-cl3ms

‘Her good student, you think that every 
teacher likes to invite him’

(11b) tilmìz-a š-šà†ir ±ënbasatto
 student-her the-good pleased.2p
 la-±ënno kill m≠allme
 to that every teacher of
 bit™ibb ti≠ëzm-o
 likes.3fs invite.3fs-cl3ms

‘Her good student, you were pleased 
because every teacher likes to invite 
him’

Thus, the generation of resumptive construc-
tions is not uniform. The subsequent discus-
sion is focused on what elements can be used 
as resumptives. In all the above examples, 
the resumptive element is a pronominal  
clitic. In Lebanese Arabic, strong pronouns 
can be used as resumptives as well (Aoun and 
Choueiri 2000). In sentences (12a) and (12b), 
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the dislocated element sàmia is resumed by a 
strong pronoun.

(12) sàmia fakkaro ±ënno hiyye
 Samia thought.3p that she
 bi-l-bèt
 in-the-house

‘Samia, they thought that she is in the 
house’

Interestingly, however, when the antecedent 
is quantificational, the distribution of strong 
pronouns is more limited. Strong pronouns 
can resume a quantificational antecedent only 
when they are separated from this antecedent 
by an island.

(13) No island
 *kill muttahame ≠rëfto ±ënno
 each suspect.fs know.2p that
 hiyye n™abasit
 she be.imprisoned.3fs

‘Each suspect, you know that she was 
imprisoned’

(14a) Adjunct island
 kill muttahame tfeža≠to
 each suspect.fs surprised.2p
 lamma/la±ënno ≠rëfto ±ënno
 when/because know.2p that
 hiyye n™abasit
 she be.imprisoned.3fs

‘Each suspect, you were surprised when/
because you knew that she was impris-
oned’

(14b) WH-island
 kill muttahame baddkun ta≠rfo
 each suspect.fs want.2p  know
 mìn bifakkir ±ënno hiyye
 who think.3ms that she
 harabit
 ran.away.3fs

‘Each suspect, you want to know who 
thinks that she ran away’

(14c) Complex NP island
 kill muttahame šèfto
 each suspect.fs saw.2p
 l-mu™àme
 the-attorney.ms
 yalli bya≠rif ±ënno hiyye
 that know.3ms that she
 harabit
 ran-away.3fs

‘Each suspect, you saw the attorney that 
knows that she ran away’

Epithet phrases in Lebanese Arabic, like strong 
pronouns, may function as resumptive ele-
ments, as illustrated in (15)-(16). See Aoun and 
Choueiri (2000),

(15) No island
 ha-l-muttahame ≠rëfto ±ënno
 this-the-suspect.fs know.2p that
 ha-l-maždùbe n™abasit
 this-the-idiot.fs be.imprisoned.3fs

‘This suspect, you know that this idiot 
was imprisoned’

As resumptive elements, epithet phrases like 
strong pronouns can be related to quantifica-
tional antecedents only when they are separated 
from these quantificational antecedents by an 
island. This is illustrated by the acceptability 
of the examples in (17) and the unacceptability 
of (16).

(16) No island
 *kill muttahame ≠rëfto ±ënno
 each suspect.fs know.2p that
 ha-l-maždùbe n™abasit
 this-the-idiot.fs be.imprisoned.3fs

‘Each suspect, you know that this idiot 
was imprisoned’

(17a) Adjunct island
 kill muttahame tfeža≠to
 each suspect.fs surprised.2p
 lamma/la±ënno ≠rëfto ±ënno
 when/because know.2p that
 ha-l-maždùbe n™abasit
 this-the-idiot.fs be.imprisoned.3fs

‘Each suspect, you were surprised when/
because you knew that this idiot was 
imprisoned’

(17b) WH-island
 kill muttahame baddkun ta≠rfo
 each suspect.sf want.2p know.2p
 mìn bifakkir ±ënno
 who think.3ms that
 ha-l-maždùbe harabit
 this-the-idiot.fs ran away.3fs

‘Each suspect, you want to know who 
thinks that this idiot ran away’
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(17c) Complex NP island
 kill muttahame šëft
 each suspect.fs saw.2s 
 il-mu™àme yalli bya≠rif
 the-attorney.ms that know.3ms
 ±ënno ha-l-maždùbe harabit
 that this-the-idiot.fs ran.away.3fs

‘Each suspect, you saw the attorney that 
knows that this idiot ran away’

(18) Obviation Requirement:
Strong pronouns and epithet phrases 
can resume a quantificational antecedent 
only when they are separated from this 
quantificational antecedent by an island.

An account for this generalization is found in 
Aoun a.o. (2001).

The general conclusions that emerge from 
this discussion of resumption in (Lebanese) 
Arabic are the following:

i. Resumption is a productive strategy. It is 
not solely used as a rescue device when 
movement is not available.

ii. Resumption is not generated uniformly. 
Movement is involved when the resumptive 
and its antecedent are not separated by an 
island.

iii. Pronominal clitics, strong pronouns, and 
epithets can be used as resumptive ele-
ments.

iv. The distribution of resumptive strong pro-
nouns and epithets is more restricted than 
that of resumptive pronominal clitics. The 
former elements can only resume a quanti-
ficational antecedent when they are sepa-
rated from it by an island.

In this entry, the linguistic theoretical apparatus 
is used to illuminate the behavior of resump-
tion in (Lebanese) Arabic. The discussion of 
resumption has been restricted to construc-
tions involving interrogatives. For discussion 
of resumption in relative clauses, see Ouhalla 
(2004) and Choueiri (2002) and references 
therein. The above discussion challenges some 
widely held assumptions regarding resumption 
as a last-resort strategy, at work when move-
ment is not available. Other radical theoretical 
conclusions can be drawn from the study of 
resumption in (Lebanese) Arabic. Aoun and 

Li (2003), for example, show that constraints 
(such as Superiority), which have been viewed 
as regulating movement relations only, apply 
to resumptive constructions that do not involve 
movement. This finding leads them to assume 
that grammars in natural languages are not only 
derivational but also representational. That is, 
there are constraints that apply derivationally 
(bottom-up constraints) and constraints that 
apply to the resulting structure (top-down con-
straints). Space limitation prevents the discus-
sion of these results in detail. It is sufficient here 
to highlight once more the dynamic nature of 
linguistic research in generative grammar. The 
theoretical apparatus can be used to illuminate 
the behavior of syntactic phenomena in a given 
language, in this instance (Lebanese) Arabic. 
In turn, the analysis of these syntactic phenom-
ena can be used to refine, and even challenge, 
the theoretical framework. This is a healthy 
and fruitful interplay that advances linguistic 
science.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Aoun, Joseph and Elabbas Benmamoun. 1998. 

“Minimality, reconstruction, and PF movement”. 
Linguistic Inquiry 29.569–597.

——. and Lina Choueiri. 2000. “Epithets”. Natural 
Language and Linguistic Theory 18.1–39.

——, Lina Choueiri, and Norbert Hornstein. 
2001. “Resumption, movement, and derivational 
economy”. Linguistic Inquiry 32.371–404.

Aoun, Joseph and Yen-hui Audrey Li. 2003. Essays 
on the representational and derivational nature 
of grammar: The diversity of Wh-constructions. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Chomsky, Noam. 1977. “On wh-movement”. Formal 
syntax, ed. Peter Culicover, Thomas Wasow, and 
Adrian Akmajian, 71–132. New York: Academic 
Press.

——. 1981. Lectures on government and binding. 
Dordrecht: Foris.

——. 1995. The Minimalist Program. Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press.

Choueiri, Lina. 2002. Issues in the syntax of 
resumption: Restrictive relatives in Lebanese 
Arabic. Ph.D. diss., University of Southern 
California.

Higginbotham, James. 1980. “Pronouns and bound 
variables”. Linguistic Inquiry 11.679–708.

Ouhalla, Jamal. 2004. “Semitic relatives”. Linguistic 
Inquiry 35.288–300.

Ross, John R. 1967. Constraints on variables in 
syntax. Ph.D. diss., Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology.

Sells, Peter. 1985. “Restrictive and non-restrictive 
modification”. Report CSLI, 85–28. Stanford, Cal.:
Center for the Study of Language and Information, 
Stanford University.

84 resumption

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Shlonsky, Ur. 1992. “Resumptive pronouns as a last 
resort”. Linguistic Inquiry 23.443–468.

Joseph Aoun (Northeastern University)

Resyllabification

Resyllabification involves adjustments of sylla-
ble structure across morpheme or word bound-
aries. In Arabic, there are two common reasons 
for resyllabification. The first is avoidance of 
clusters of three or more consonants, which 
typically triggers vowel  epenthesis. The sec-
ond is satisfaction of the Onset Constraint: 
most Arabic dialects require onsets absolutely, 
which means that vowel-initial morphemes 
require either resyllabification of a preceding 
consonant as onset, or else epenthesis of the 
default consonant, which in Arabic is the glot-
tal stop.

1. C l u s t e r  a v o i d a n c e

According to the theory of directional syllabifi-
cation (Selkirk 1981; Ito 1986, 1989; Farwaneh 
1995), the algorithm which constructs syllables 
out of segmental material can proceed either 
from left to right or from right to left, with 
important consequences for the site of epen-
thesis. Famously, Cairene Arabic resolves a tri-
consonantal cluster by epenthesis of [i] between 
the second and third consonant (. . . VCCCV . . . 

 . . . VCCiCV . . .), while Iraqi Arabic resolves 
such clusters by epenthesis of [i] between the 
first and second consonant (. . . VCCCV . . . 

 . . . VCiCCV . . .) (Broselow 1980), as in (1). 

(1) Triconsonantal clusters (Ito 1989:242)
a. Cairene Arabic
 /±ul-t-l-u/ > ±ultilu ‘I said 
   to him’
 /katab-t-l-u/ > katabtilu ‘I wrote
   to him’
 /katab-t dars/ > katabti dars ‘you wrote
   a lesson’

b.  Iraqi Arabic 
 /gil-t-l-a/ > gilitla ‘I said to him’
 /trìd ktàb/ > trìd iktàb ‘you [masc.]
   want a book’
 /katab-t  > katabit ‘I wrote a
 maktùb/    maktùb letter’

The difference in choice of epenthesis site in 
triconsonantal clusters is due to a difference in 
syllabification algorithms: in Cairene Arabic, 
syllabification proceeds from left to right, while 
in Iraqi Arabic it proceeds from right to left. 
The process as it applies in Cairene Arabic is 
illustrated in (2). The maximal syllable tem-
plate is CVC or CVV for nonfinal syllables and 
CVVC or CVCC for final syllables, and the 
direction of syllabification is left to right.

(2) Cairene Arabic (left to right)
a.  σ   b.  σ
   |
 [C]VCCCV  [CV]CCCV

c.   σ   d.   σ σ

 [CVC]CCV  [CVCC]CV  

e.   σ σ  f.   σ σ σ
 
 [CVCC i ]CV  [CVCC i C]V

g.   σ σ σ
 
 [CVC C i CV]

Steps (2a–c) illustrate stepwise construction of 
the first syllable, which fills out the syllable 
template completely. At this point, a new syl-
lable must begin, as shown in (2d). But after 
(2d) there is a problem: complex onsets are not 
licensed by the syllable template. The remedy 
is to insert an epenthetic vowel, which in most 
cases is the default high front vowel, [i]; this is 
illustrated in (2e). 

There appear to be two options for the next 
step, (2f): either incorporate the following C as 
a coda of the current syllable, or start a new 
syllable with that C as onset. Here the Onset 
Constraint comes into play. This constraint 
states that it is preferable for syllables to have 
onsets. The Onset Constraint is violated by the 
syllabification [CVC.V], and is satisfied by [CV.
CV]. Hence, in step (2f) the C is made the onset 
of a new syllable. Lastly, in (2g), the final vowel 
is incorporated as a nucleus, completing the syl-
labification process. As desired, the epenthetic 
vowel appears between the second and third 
consonants of the cluster.

In contrast, the Iraqi syllabification algorithm 
proceeds from right to left, as shown in (3). 
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(3) Iraqi Arabic (right to left)
a.  σ    b.    σ 
  |
 CVCCC[V]  CVCC[CV]

c. σ σ    d. σ σ
 
 CVC[CCV]  CVC[i C CV]

e. σ σ f.   σ σ σ

  CV  [C i C CV]  C  [VC i C CV]

g. σ σ σ

 [C VC i C CV]

Steps (3a–b) are straightforward. At step (3c), 
the middle consonant of the triconsonantal 
cluster is syllabified as a coda, since the syl-
lable template will allow maximally CVC. The 
difficulties begin at step (3d). The algorithm 
cannot build a complex coda, according to the 
syllable template, and hence vowel epenthesis 
is required. Then, in (3e), this syllable is com-
pleted by incorporation of an onset. The final 
syllable’s construction is also straightforward 
(3f–g). And, also as desired, the output correctly 
shows epenthesis between the first and second 
consonants of the triconsonantal cluster. 

2. H i a t u s  a v o i d a n c e

Most Arabic dialects absolutely require onsets 
(i.e., the Onset Constraint cannot be violated), 
and the glottal stop is usually the default option 
for epenthesis when an onset is lacking, as 
in (4). 

(4) a. ±intaqad-ta-hu ‘you [masc.] 
  criticized him’
 hal intaqad-ta-hu? ‘did you [masc.]
  criticize him?’
 (Classical Arabic)
b. ±il-kitàb ‘the book’
 m-il-kitàb ‘from the book’
 (Cairene Arabic)

Almost solely in utterance-initial position, a 
vowel-initial word triggers epenthesis of the 
glottal stop. The reason that glottal-stop epen-
thesis is not common in other positions is that a 
missing onset can almost always be supplied by 

resyllabifying a final consonant from a preced-
ing word or morpheme. For instance, in (4a), 
the question particle hal contributes its final [l] 
as an onset for the following vowel: [.ha.lin.
ta.qad.ta.hu.].

This sort of resyllabification occurs at least 
at morpheme, word, and phrase boundaries. 
Only when resyllabification is not a possible 
source of an onset does glottal stop epenthesis 
occur, as in (5). 

(5)  σ σ σ σ σ
 
 ±  i  n  t  a  q  a  d  t  a  h  u

Without epenthesis, this form would violate the 
Onset Constraint, and thus be ungrammatical.
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Rheme  Theme/Rheme

Rhyme

Rhyme (qàfiya) is the recurrence of one sound 
or a number of sounds in the final position of 
poetic lines. Such recurrence is intrinsic to the 
music of verse. It plays the part of a recurrent 
refrain that lulls the ears of the listener and 
leaves the listener in a state of expectancy. The 
listener enjoys the recurrence of the refrain at 
regular temporal intervals, after a set of syl-
lables that is determined by an intricate system 
of  meter (wazn).
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Monorhyme characterizes Arabic poetry; that 
is to say, all lines have the same rhyme through-
out the whole poem. Each line is composed 
of two hemistichs (ša†r); the first one is called 
ßadr, while the second is called ≠ajuz. Gener-
ally speaking, the two hemistichs do not rhyme 
except occasionally; such a case is called taßrì     ≠, 
which can be represented graphically as:

_________________a  _________________a

A famous instance is a line by the Egyptian poet 
≠Alì al-Gàrim (d. 1949):

màlì futintu bi-la™Úiki l-fattàki 
wa-salawtu kulla malì™atin ±illàki
‘I wonder how I fell under the spell of your 
charming eyes; I can see no other beauty save 
you’

A poem with rhyming hemistichs throughout is 
rather a rare instance. It corresponds with the 
term taßrì≠ jàmi≠ ±abyàtihi (Stoetzer 1989:63):

__________________a _________________a
__________________a _________________a

The following lines by the Egyptian poet al-
Barùdì (d. 1904) can be taken as an example:

sami≠a l-xalliyyu ta±awwuhì fa-talaffatà
 wa-±aßàbahu ≠ajabun fa-qàla: “mani l-fatà”?
fa-±ajabtuhu ±innì mru±un la≠iba l-±asà
 bi-fu±àdihi yawma n-nawà fa-tašattatà
‘A carefree one heard me heave sighs of love. 
He looked around and said: 
“Lo, who are you, young man?”. Came my 
answer: “I’m a lovestruck man, whose heart 
has been shattered by longing”

Another type of rhyme is called muzdawaj, 
whereby each line of the poem has a different 
rhyme, as an instance of taßrì≠. Such a case can 
be represented as:

__________________a _________________a
__________________b _________________b

±A™mad Šawqì, Egyptian poet laureate (d. 
1932), writes in this form:

ya™kùna ±anna rajulan kurdiyya
 kàna ≠aÚìma l-jismi hamšariyya
wa-kàna yulqì r-ru≠ba fì l-qulùbi
 wa-yukμiru s-silà™a fì l-juyùbi

‘Once upon a time, there was a huge beastly 
Kurd, who used to carry heavy arms and 
scare all’

Muša††ar is a different type of rhyme, in which 
each hemistich is an independent unit, governed 
by a unified rhyme. Several combinations of 
three, four, five, or six units were practiced in 
Arabic poetry, all encompassed by metricists 
under this title (±Anìs 1997:302). This rhyme is 
widely used in muwašša™àt, discussed in detail 
below. 

Arabic metrical scholars have made several 
attempts to determine an exact definition of 
‘rhyme’ (qàfiya) according to the number and 
the nature of the sounds used in the rhyme 
(cluster). The term that designates the mini-
mally required number of sounds to be reiter-
ated at the final position of lines is rawiyy. 
The rawiyy consists of a single sound, either a 
consonant or a vowel. The following lines are 
from Šawqì, given as an example of a rawiyy 
represented by a final /r/ preceded by a different 
short vowel:

rà™ilan fì miμli ±a≠màri l-munà
 ≈àhiban fì miμli ±àjàli z-zaha 
hàriban min sà™ati l-≠ayši wa-mà 
 šàrafa l-ÿamrata minhà wa-l-ÿadur
‘[He is] leaving in his prime, after a life as 
swift as a flower’s. He has fled from a world 
in which he has experienced neither adversity 
nor deceit’

An example of a rawiyy represented by the long 
vowel /à/, preceded by a different consonant, is 
taken from the Egyptian poet ≠Abbàs al-≠Aqqàd 
(d. 1964):

jànibu μ-μalji ≠alà n-nàri †aÿà
 ≠ajabun ±amruka yà ha≈à μ-μarà
ha≈ihi d-dunyà l-latì na≠haduhà
 bid≠atun ±am hàka≈à kullu d-dunà
qusimat μaljan wa-nàran fa-≠tadà
 jànibu μ-μalji ≠alayhà wa-†amà
‘Ice has overwhelmed fire, Lo to you, O 
Dust, This world we live in, is it a novelty?, 
or this is how all the worlds go: Fire and Ice 
were partners, but Ice overpowered Fire and 
destroyed all’

A poem is usually named after its rawiyy; 
Šawqì’s previous poem, for instance, is described 
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as rà±iyyat Šawqì (his poem rhyming in /r/). The 
/r/ sound is widely used in Arabic poetry, com-
pared to other sounds. Sounds can roughly be 
classified according to their frequency (±Anìs 
1997:248):

i. Most frequent sounds: /r/, /l/, /m/, /n/, /b/, 
/d/, /s/, /≠/

ii. Less frequent sounds:  /q/, /k/, /±/, / ™/, /f/, /y/, /g/
iii. Slightly frequent sounds: /t /, /μ /, / ß /, /h /, 

/∂/, /†/ 
iv. Rarely used sounds: /≈/, /w /, /z /, /Ú /, / ÿ/, 

/x /, /š/

Frequency of sounds in end rhyme is partly 
attributed to the sound production process, i.e. 
articulation. Some Arabic sounds, categories 
(iii) and (iv) above, require muscular effort, 
which explains their scarcity as rawiyy. On the 
other hand, certain sounds are widely current 
in word-final position in Arabic, and therefore 
the preferred choice of the poets. This has 
a considerable bearing on the frequency of 
sounds in the rawiyy.

Rhyme in Arabic poetry occurs in two forms 
according to its rawiyy. The first and the most 
common is the free rhyme, in which the rawiyy 
is influenced by a following short vowel, as in 
±Abù Nuwàs’ (d. 235/815) line:

 ™àmilu l-hawà ta≠ibu yastaxiffuhu †-†arabu 
‘A lover is afflicted by love, hence deeply 
moved by music’
 

The second is restricted rhyme, where the raw-
iyy is not followed by a vowel, as in this line by 
al-Bu™turì (d. 317/897):

qultu li-l-là±imi fì l-™ubbi ±afi
 là tuhawwin †a≠ma šay±in lam ta≈uq
‘I said to him who blames love: “Hark, do 
not undervalue what you have never expe-
rienced”’

Restricted rhyme represents a considerably 
smaller share of poems, not more than one-tenth 
of the whole poetic heritage (±Anìs 1997:260).

It is an established rule that in free rhyme the 
vowel that influences the rawiyy should invari-
ably dominate the whole poem. Yet, there are 
instances where a poet would flout this rule. 
This phenomenon is called ±iqwà±. An-Nàbiÿa 

a≈-˛ubyàni (d. 24/604) is reported to have 
committed this mistake in one of his poems, 
given here as an example:

min ±àli mayyata rà±i™un ±aw muÿtadì
 ≠ajlàna ≈à zàdin wa ÿayra muzawwadi
za≠ima l-bawàri™u ±anna ri™latanà ÿadan
 wa-bi-≈àka ™addatanà l-ÿuràbu l-±aswadu
‘Mayy’s kinsmen are hastening to and fro, yet 
none of them brings me any news of her. My 
companions claimed that we depart tomor-
row, and so heralded the black crow’ (±Anìs 
1997:261)

Ridf is the occurrence of a long vowel before 
the rawiyy in free rhyme. £àfiΩ ±Ibràhìm (d. 
1932) wrote a full-length poem in this mode, 
using the long vowel /à/:

raji≠tu li-nafsì fa-ttahamtu ™aßàtì
 wa-nàdaytu qawmì fa-™tasabtu ™ayàtì
ramawnì bi-≠uqmin fì š-šabàbi wa-laytanì
 ≠aqamtu fa-lam ±ajza≠ li-qawli ≠idàtì
‘I questioned my senses and doubted my wis-
dom. I sought my kinsmen for help, but they 
let me down. My foes claimed I was sterile 
in my prime; I wish I were, for then I would 
grieve not at the claims of my foes’

Sinàd at-tawjìh is another type of rhyming, 
where the poet flouts the rule of adhering to 
a specific short vowel preceding the rawiyy 
throughout the poem. In this mode, all three 
Arabic short vowels are used within the same 
poem, following no fixed order. A good exam-
ple is found in three lines by Šawqì, selected 
randomly from his famous Nahj al-burda (190 
lines), where /u/, /a/, and /i/ precede the free 
rhyme:

rìmun ±alà l-qà≠i bayna l-bàni wa l-≠alami
 ±a™alla safka damì fì l-±ašhuri l-™urumi
laqad ±analtuka ±u≈nan ÿayra wà≠iyatin
 wa-rubba mustami≠in wa-l-qalbu fì ßamami
ßalà™u ±amrika li-l-±axlàqi marji≠uhu
 fa-qawwim an-nafsa bi-l-±axlàqi tastaqimi
‘[I met] a charming deer, between al-Ban and 
al-≠Alam, where she unjustly sentenced me to 
death. / I have turned deaf ears toward you; 
a man would hear you, but his heart listens 
not. / Ethics governs your life, observe it 
closely if you wish to lead a happy life’

88 rhyme

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Three major metrical scholars had three dif-
ferent approaches to sinàd at-tawjìh. Al-±Axfaš 
(d. 211/791) approved of it, saying it was not 
a defect. Kurà≠ an-Naml (d. 307/887?) rejected 
the vowel /i/ but approved the possibility of the 
co-occurrence of /u/ and /a/. The third scholar, 
al-Xalìl (d. 206/786), rejected the occurrence of 
/a/ in the same poem as a variation with /i/ and 
/u/ (±Anìs 1997:268).

Al-Xalìl’s approach corresponds with modern 
theories of phonetics, which state that /i/ and 
/u/ belong to one category, i.e. closed vowels. 
In the articulation of these vowels, the tongue 
is raised to its highest position, toward the hard 
palate, leaving a very narrow passage for the 
air. On the other hand, /a/ belongs to another 
category, i.e. open vowels, where the tongue is 
lowered to the maximum in the mouth cavity, 
leaving a wide passage of air (Bišr 1975:144).

Arabic poets and metrical scholars have 
always realized the special auditory effect of 
the long vowel /à/, which surpasses /ì/ and 
/ù/ in length and strength due to its special 
articulation. Accordingly, it is used frequently 
before the rawiyy, or even with an interceding 
consonant to add to the vigor of expression or 
to accentuate the lyrical effect of the lines. This 
mode is known as ±alif at-ta±sìs. Al-≠Aqqàd fol-
lows this mode in his lines: 

lahijat bi-™usniki ±alsunun wa-xawà†iru
 wa-ßabat ±ilayki jawàni™un wa-nawàÚiru
wa-jarà ÿaràmuki fì damì fa-twahhajat
 qataràtuhu fa-huwa l-™amìmu l-fà±iru 
‘Your charm has overwhelmed all eyes and 
hearts. Your love has streamed into my heart, 
erupting fire into my soul’

The perfect musical rhyme, according to ±Abù 
al-≠Alà± al-Ma≠arrì (d. 477/1057), was com-
posed of the maximum number of sounds in 
a rhyme cluster. The following examples come 
from his famous book al-Luzùmiyyàt, where he 
uses seven different sounds for the end rhyme: 

±i≈à mà ≠aràkum ™àdiμun fa-ta™addaμù
 fa-±inna ™adìμa l-qawmi yunsì l-maßà±ibà
wa-™ìdù ≠ani l-±ašyà±i xìfata ÿayyihà
 fa-lam tuj≠ali l-la≈≈àtu ±illà naßà±ibà
‘If hardships befall you, relieve your souls by 
talking to your kin. Shield yourselves against 
the temptation of worldly pleasures, for your 
lots are justly distributed’

The line of Arabic poetry is an independent unit. 
This gives grounds for the double caesuras, or 
long pauses, within each line. The first one is 
obligatory at the end of the second hemistich 
(≠ajuz), while the second is arbitrary at the 
end of the first one (ßadr). This latter caesura 
is usually observed in longer meters, probably 
to relieve the length of these verses. But in a 
run-on line, the last word of the first hemistich 
is split across the hemistich break. End rhyme 
is the necessary technical device required to 
integrate the structural unity of Arabic verse.

Al-Xalìl defined the 16 meters of Arabic 
verse, organizing previously unwritten rules 
into a coherent prosodic system. Each of the 
16 meters dictates a line length which remains 
unvaried throughout the poem. The line is the 
basis of the musical unity of the traditional 
poem, and it is divided into two balanced 
parts, or hemistichs. Each hemistich is further 
divided into an equal number of syllables and 
accents. Patterns of repetition of these syllables 
and accents compose the poetic foot, or taf ≠ìla. 
Rhyme completes the musical unit at the end of 
each line and plays a significant role in sustain-
ing the music from one line to another. In some 
cases, the rhyme serves as the binding agent to 
complete the idea.

Given the fact that in Arabic poetry each 
single verse is regarded as a structural unit of 
its own, rhyme serves to fulfill two important 
functions. First, it ‘locks’ each verse, thereby 
announcing its musical independence. Yet, it 
offers the only technical link between the struc-
turally independent units. Each verse, as a 
closed musical unit, should exhaust its own 
content or meaning. The binding music of the 
rhyme confirms the total integration of theme 
and form. Secondly, rhyme serves to complete 
the recurring, identical pattern by which sym-
metry and equilibrium are sustained. Eagerly 
anticipated at the end of each verse, it adds to 
the sense of resolution effected by the cadence 
of regular meter.

The formal qualities of traditional Arabic 
poetry are demanding indeed, despite the license 
afforded by divisions and subdivisions of the 
meter. The aesthetic requirements of mono-
rhyme, symmetry in form, and roundness of 
expression discourage any attempt to alter the 
long-established elegance of the poetic idiom.

The earliest objection to the traditional form 
of the Arabic poem appeared in the 2nd century
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A.H. Frustration and dissatisfaction with the 
classical rigidity of form, coupled with an 
impetus to change, were represented by two 
major poets, ±Abù Nuwàs and ±Abù Tammàm 
(d. 265/845). They revolted against traditional 
meter and rhyme schemes and dismissed them 
as primary impediments to any will to change. 
They called for the adjustment of poetry to 
a changing environment and to a poet’s own 
purpose.

In ±Abù Tammàm’s poetry, the reader dis-
cerns a special technique of wordplay and an 
unusual usage and meaning of words as sources 
of beauty devised by the poet to present a mod-
ernism of a very high order. He also adopts 
a syntactic order of his own, where he omits 
points of detail and uses unfamiliar structures, 
thus creating hidden allusions and strange logi-
cal sequences. Together with ±Abu Nuwàs, he 
ventured further to effect a transformation in 
poetic form.

The drastic changes brought about by these 
two major poets were incorporated into the 
poetry of al-Mutanabbì (d. 385/965) and al-
Ma≠arrì at the height of the classical period. Yet, 
however much these figures were admired and 
emulated, their successors could not embrace 
the fundamental changes they introduced.

Modern Arabic poetry has undergone vari-
ous attempts to change its forms, topics, and 
allusions. Movements in Arabic poetry have 
questioned the dictate of the fixed system of 
metrical forms, which had remained virtually 
unchanged from the pre-Islamic period to the 
20th century. Despite ardent efforts on the 
part of Neoclassical and Romantic poets dur-
ing the 1990s to introduce drastic changes, the 
grandiose style of the classical poem remained 
the cherished heart of the Arabic literary her-
itage. Treating the time-honored themes of 
love, pride, courage, heroism, war, laments for 
the traces of abandoned campsites, death, and 
nature, it had followed a great tradition deeply 
imprinted on the literary consciousness.

The oral nature of the traditional classical 
poem has helped to preserve the primary influ-
ences of music, established by regular rhymes 
and metrical patterns. But modern poets felt 
that the need was dire to invest the poem with 
stronger intellectual elements and new concepts 
of rhyme, meter, and form, in an age of accel-
erated scientific development. They aimed to 

merge the collective and personal experience in 
their poetry into contemporary life.

A new renaissance was brought about in 
the latter half of the 19th and the early-
20th centuries by great poets in Egypt such as 
Ma™mùd Sàmi al-Bàrùdi, £àfiΩ ±Ibràhìm, and 
±A™mad Šawqì. They tried to revive the Arabic 
poem and restore its classical grandiose content 
and traditional techniques of meter and mono-
rhyme.

Modern Arab poets of the mid-20th cen-
tury suffered from the fact that much classical 
poetry abounds with words that hardly add to 
the meaning of the poem, yet are demanded by 
meter and rhyme. Modernists of the caliber of 
Badr Šàkir as-Sayyàb (d. 1964) from Iraq, ≠Alì 
±A™mad Sa≠ìd (±Adùnìs; b. 1930) from Syria, 
and ≠Alì Ma™mùd ¢àhà (d. 1949) from Egypt 
are among the most notable leading figures. 
Their poetic practice did not abide by the 
laws of meter but tried instead to let prosody 
work to enhance the poem’s music, sharpen 
its feelings, and intensify its images. A flow of 
internal music is heard in the following lines 
by ±Adùnìs:

zamanun yajrì 
zamanun yahrubu mitla l-mà±i
wa-±ana ±ajrì
kullu nahàrin sikkìnun fì ±a™šà±ì
wa-l-laylu ™iràb
‘Time runs, flows like a stream, and I run and 
run. Every morning cuts like a knife in my 
guts, and every night a spear’

The Dìwàn school in Egypt, represented by 
al-≠Aqqàd, ±Ibràhìm al-Maznì (d. 1949), and 
≠Abd ar-Ra™màn Šukrì (d. 1958), infused Ara-
bic poetry with a new strain of Romanticism 
before the 1940s. These poets ushered in a new 
seriousness of subject, depicting the drama of 
human experience with a great share of sensi-
tivity and with a notable absence of the tech-
niques of form. Their poetic practice displayed 
daring prosodic experimentation. They used 
two taf   ≠ìlas instead of three, or three instead of 
four, in a single line. They were also interested 
in quatrains in order to vary the symmetry of 
the meter and evade the monotony of the fixed 
rhyme scheme.

Inspired by the leading romantic poet Xalìl 
Mu†ràn (d. 1949), the Dìwàn school developed 
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the musical element in the poem by substitut-
ing couplets or triplets for a more complicated 
rhyme scheme and, in some instances, by dis-
pensing with the traditional two-hemistich line. 
Šukrì conducted the most extensive experiments 
with unrhymed verse (≠Asfour 1992:25).

Šukrì wrote in the dù-bayt form, a Persian 
word meaning ‘two lines’. This form consists of 
two rhyming lines, four hemistichs. But Šukrì 
used the dù-bayt without restrictions of rhyme, 
in an instance of ši≠r mursal ‘blank verse’:

yaqùlùna ß-ßi™àbu μimàru ßidqin 
 wa-qad nablù l-maràrata fì μ-μimàri
šakawtu ±ilà z-zamàni banì ±ixà±ì 
 fa-jà±a bika z-zamànu kamà ±urìdu
‘Friends are said to be the fruits of honesty; 
yet some fruits are bitter. Much have I suf-
fered of my kinsmen, and you were my long-
awaited reward’

The poets who were exposed to Western cul-
ture examined the development of its poetic 
form and content. They perceived that English 
romantic poetry, for example, had developed a 
language of its own. Their close examination 
of the poetic practice of such figures as Shelley, 
Wordsworth, and Coleridge was coupled with 
a strong rejection of the stringent traditional 
poetic form, the predictable rhyme scheme, and 
the drumming rhythms of the music. Hence-
forth, the poetic scene was set for the entrance 
of two schools: the Apollo school in Egypt, rep-
resented by ±A™mad Zakì ±Abù Šàdì (d. 1955), 
and the Mahjar ‘Expatriates’ poets in America, 
such as Mixà±ìl Nu≠ayma (1889–1988), ±Iliyyà 
±Abù Màdì (d. 1957), and Xalìl Jibràn (d. 
1931), all from Lebanon. These poets ben-
efited from a certain detachment that granted 
them an objective view of their native land, 
together with the habits and traditions that 
had shaped their thinking. Emigration provided 
them with a stronger impulse toward renewal. 
Their experiments with poetic form remain an 
uneven attempt.

The following lines are extracted from a 
poem by Jibràn, written in dù-bayt form, where 
all hemistichs save the third have the same 
rhyme:

±ayyuhà š-ša™rùru ÿarrid
 fa-l-ÿinà sirru l-wujùd

laytanì miμluka ™urrun
 min sujùnin wa-quyùd
‘Sing, O dear thrush, for singing is the secret 
of life; I wish I were you, free from all 
bonds’

The poets of the Dìwàn and the Apollo school 
believed that the poem’s special music should 
carry psychological and philosophical under-
currents, and that the meter and rhyme scheme 
chosen should complement the content and 
emotional impact of the poem. By the late 
1940s, a series of influential new literary maga-
zines had appeared in Cairo, Damascus, Bei-
rut, and Baghdad, presenting explorations of 
poetic form. Since then, a succession of broader 
attempts have been made to extend, rather than 
simply emulate, the tradition of the Arabic 
poem (≠Asfour 1992:28).

During the 1940s, Arab poets grew increas-
ingly dissatisfied with conventional concepts of 
poetic decorum, which imposed constraints on 
the poem’s intellectual and thematic content 
and hindered the poets from bringing the full 
range of their religious, scientific, and philo-
sophical experience to bear upon their work. 
A new concern with economy of expression, 
influenced strongly by the British and Ameri-
can imagists, accompanied the search for forms 
appropriate to subject matter and artistic pur-
pose. Before the 1950s, the Arabic poem had 
never been much concerned with the variation 
of its musical structure. 

Free verse, aš-ši≠r al-™urr, is attributed by 
some critics to the Egyptian initiator of the 
Apollo group, ±Abù Šàdì. Yet others assert that 
the first practitioners of free verse were as-
Sayyàb and Nàzik al-Malà±ika (Iraq, b. 1923; 
≠Asfour 1992:28).

With the decline of the traditional meter and 
rhyme, the musical consistency of the poem 
was altered, and the music of the ‘new’ poem 
could not be felt, unless read aloud. A number 
of poets ventured in free verse to introduce the 
qaßìdat an-naμr ‘poem in prose’, absolutely void 
of rhyme and meter. Yet, due to the enduring 
emphasis on the appealing musicality in Arabic 
poetry, a portion of the old metrical discipline 
has been preserved, manifesting itself in metri-
cal free verse. The taf   ≠ìla is the essential unit 
upon which this verse depends. The modern 
poem need not entirely dismiss rhyme but may 
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instead create its own irregular inner rhyme, 
and the variations of the poetic foot (taf   ≠ìla) 
affect the musical rhythmical structures. The 
poet may use a different taf   ≠ìla in each line of 
the poem. The intricate scheme of the taf   ≠ìla is 
liberated from the two-hemistich structure of 
the line, in an irregular metrical pattern that 
permits the line length to be determined by its 
content, often mixing two compatible meters, 
and permitting the use of run-on lines. 

The free verse movement has generated 
experimentation on more than a prosodic level. 
The attributes of poetry have gradually gained 
importance. The length and shape of the poem, 
its point of view, and the suitability of dialect to 
the modern poetic idiom have been profoundly 
affected by the introduction of new forms. The 
long poem has made a comeback, but it sel-
dom exceeds 150 lines, due to the limitations 
of the monorhyme scheme. Al-Malà±ika (Iraq) 
and Íalà™ ≠Abd aß-Íabùr (Egypt, d. 1982) are 
foremost among the pioneers in this field. Simi-
larly, the poetic play has enjoyed a revival at 
the hand of poets like ≠Abd aß-Íabùr, ±A™mad 
Suwaylam (b. 1942), and ≠Abd al-Mu≠†ì £ijàzì 
(Egypt, b. 1935), now that it has been released 
from the restraints of the old meter. In the area 
of concrete poetry, several experiments have 
been made with the visual impact of the poem 
on the page.

Attempts to forge distinctive new forms 
have not all resulted in innovative poetry. The 
muwašša™ lit. ‘ornamented scarf’, for instance, 
is a verse form which was devised in Andalusia 
at the end of the 3rd century A.H., but which 
flourished in the 5th century A.H. It heavily 
depended on music and showed great variation 
of meter and rhyme schemes. Poets often mixed 
more than one meter in the same stanza. The 
muwašša™ is made up of several stanzas that 
follow an identical pattern in meter or meters, 
and in the rhyme scheme. It is written in two-
hemistich lines of unequal length, and a case of 
taßrì≠ is found in most of the lines.

Basically written to be sung, this exception-
ally ornate form gives an atmosphere of play-
fulness and mirth. The influence of this form on 
free verse is limited to the fact that the revival 
of the art of the muwašša™ in modern times 
was a link in the chain of experimentation with 
the form of the Arabic poem, as it established 
the possibility of having hemistichs of different 

lengths in the same poem. Yet, it is not a free 
form of verse. One might say that it is even 
more restricted than the two-hemistich form 
in its rigid and elaborate composition. What at 
first sight would appear to have been a great 
revolution in poetic form was in fact nothing 
more than a clever attempt by the muwašša™ 
poet to apply Arabic words to certain musi-
cal tunes. Formal poetry remained untouched 
by this attempt, which could not breach its 
‘sacred’ laws (Jayyusi 1977:556). 

Some proponents of the new poetry con-
tinue to use an irregular blend of rhymed and 
unrhymed verse, while others use a pattern of 
long and short lines. Many are basically tradi-
tional poems modernized by simply cutting the 
traditional line into several ones on the page. 
£ijàzi’s lines can be cited as an example:

 
±ana≈à yà zamana l-™urriyyah
±ašhadu mìlàdaka fì Ú-Úulmah
wa-±uÿannì li-s-sàrì fìhà
li-l-mayyiti fì ±a≠là qimmah
‘O Time of freedom, here I witness your 
moment of birth in the dark; singing to him 
who departs, who dies at his peak’

Contemporary Arabic poets continue to experi-
ment with great audacity, both in rhyme and 
rhythm. Yet, the Arab ear still cherishes an 
innate yearning for the music of the poetic 
heritage. 
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Romani  Gypsy Arabic

Root

1. T h e  n o t i o n  o f  r o o t

Root as an abstract linguistic unit (morpheme) 
may be seen as a common element in the nomi-
nal, verbal, adjectival, adverbial, and, to a cer-
tain degree, prepositional systems of Arabic. It 
is defined as an ordered set of consonants; vow-
els play a different role in the word derivation. 
Another role is played by the pattern, which 
represents the structure of the word itself (this 
structure is then filled in by the root and vocali-
zation). Roots containing the phonemes w, y, 
and ± are considered weak (undergoing various 
morphonological changes). Roots can consist 
of two, three, four, five, and sometimes six 
consonants. Monoliteral roots are exclusively 
prepositions and other particles, which can 
also be bi- and triliteral. At the level of autose-
mantic words, nominal and verbal roots can 
be distinguished, the basic difference between 
the two being that the verbal roots take part 
in extensive word  derivation, while nomi-
nal roots are usually connected with a limited 
number of derived words (the derivative means 
being most commonly limited to the adjectival 

 nisba -iyyun). The basic form from which the 
derivatives are derived is sometimes difficult to 
reduce to the form of a consonantal root. Bi-
literal roots are mostly prepositions and other 
particles, as well as a small group of nouns, usu-
ally said to belong to the basic vocabulary, such 
as body organs, family members, etc. (  bira-
dicalism). According to Fleisch (1961:248, 252–
254, with a full list), there are 37 biliteral 
words which can be identified with their root 
(e.g. yadun ‘hand’). Triliteral and quadrilit-
eral roots are verbal and nominal; roots with 
more than four radicals are almost exclusively 
nominal and often onomatopoetic in meaning. 
Autosemantic words have mostly three or more 
radicals, synsemantic words have one or two 
radicals, sometimes three, especially in the case 
of pseudoprepositions like fawqa ‘above’ (root 
f-w-q). The roots in which these pseudoprepo-
sitions appear usually have an inventory of 
derivational patterns (  preposition).

The structure of the triliteral root is mostly 
1–2–3 (e.g. k-t-b ‘to write’), but a frequent type 
is also 1–2–2 (the so-called geminated roots, 
e.g. m-r-r ‘to pass’).

A great number of 1–2–1–2 types of roots 
(such as w-s-w-s) occur within the quadrilit-
eral roots. These often carry descriptive (ono-
matopoeic) meaning (waswasa ‘to whisper’) 
or belong to loanwords (  sound symbolism). 
Within the quadriliteral root, many elements 
like semivowels or coronal sonorants occur. 
Some authors regard these elements as taking 
part in the root extension.

In case the word consists of just one conso-
nant, a root is usually not distinguished. But 
there are some words in Arabic apart from 
particles and prepositions that may be regarded 
as monoconsonantal, e.g. fù ‘mouth’. For a list 
of possibly monoconsonantal words in Semitic, 
see Olmo-Lete (1998).

2. R o o t  a s  s e m a n t i c  b a s i s

Roots (especially triliteral and verbal ones) are 
usually viewed as the semantic basis of a group 
of words derived from them. The consonants 
of the root form a skeleton on which the vow-
els are intercalated and affixes are added. By 
these means, words such as KaTaBa ‘he wrote’, 
yaKTuBu ‘he is writing/he will write’, KiTàBun 
‘book’, KuTuBun ‘books’, KiTàBatun ‘writing’, 
maKTaBatun ‘library’ are formed from the root 
k-t-b. On average, about 17 forms are derived 
from a root, while the potential number is sev-
eral times higher. Based on this phenomenon, 
the Semitic languages are sometimes described 
as introflective, i.e.,  inflection takes place 
not only by (mainly desinential) affixes ( ±i≠ràb 
‘desinential flexion’) but also by restructuring 
the word in the manner indicated above. One 
could say that the root plays the role of the 
lexical morpheme, while the vocalization and 
affixes take part in the morphological  deriva-
tion from the semantic basis. In nonconcatena-
tive (autosegmental) morphology (McCarthy 
1986;  morphology), the set of morphemes 
(tiers) consists of the template (bare prosodic 
pattern), the root (consonantal melody), the 
vocalism (vocalic melody), and the affixes (con-
sisting of both prosodic and melodic units). 
The specific tiers are put together by the tier 
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conflation. An example of such an approach is 
given in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Tier conflation for the word kutiba 
‘he/it was written’

consonantal tier k t b (root)

 | | |

skeletal tier C V  C V C (pattern)

  |  | 

vowel tier  u  i  (vocalism)

The OCP rule (see Sec. 4, below), as formu-
lated by McCarthy (1986), does not allow 
repetition of adjacent consonants in the root. 
However, words with reduplicated final con-
sonant are well attested in the vocabulary (e.g. 
sababun ‘reason, cause’). In his analysis, these 
are derived from underlyingly biconsonantal 
roots (s-b), and reduplicated consonants appear 
on the surface as a result of multiple association 
proceeding from left to right (see Fig. 2):

Figure 2. Reduplicated roots

 s   b

 |    /  \

 C V C  V C

The left-to-right direction prevents the system 
from deriving words like *sasabun, a formation 
that is not attested in the lexicon.

The frequency of the different groups of roots 
(al-Bawwàb a.o. 1996) is given in Table 1.

Table 1. Frequency of groups of roots

 General Verbal roots

Biliteral 115 0
Triliteral 7,198 5,590
Quadriliteral 3,739 1,830
Quinquiliteral 295 0

Total 11,347 7,420

These figures should be taken as relative and as 
suggesting only the proportions of the individ-
ual groups of roots. Greenberg (1950) collected 
from Classical Arabic dictionaries only 3,775 
triliteral verbal roots. However, most of these 
figures seem to have been collected in a pan-
historic way, reflecting the roots as they were 
used during the evolution of Arabic from the 

emergence of the Classical Arabic until today, 
without any chronological distinction of the 
various stages of the language.

According to Herdan (1962), there are statis-
tical limits to the possible number of triliteral 
roots that can occur in Arabic. Taking into 
account all the possible constraints and the 
exclusion of w and y, the theoretical maximum 
number of all the possible combinations of 
consonants within the triliteral verbal roots is 
6,332 (Herdan 1962:51–53).

3. R o o t s  a n d  d e r i v a t i o n

The main role of the root is its function in word 
derivation (see, for example, Beesley 1999; 
Kiraz 1999). Beesley (1999) gives the following 
examples of templates:

DefineFormI: C V C V C
DefineFormII: C V C X V C
DefineFormIV: %’ V C C V C (the %’ represents 

the underlying glottal stop)
DefinePerfectActive: [a*]^V
Etc.;
[Ktb & FormI & PerfectActive] katab

The principal domain of the derivation based 
on the root is the verbal system. The entire sys-
tem, with its opposition of perfect (kataba) vs. 
imperfect indicative (yaktubu), the verbal meas-
ures (derived verbal stems/forms, such as Form 
II kattaba; Form III kàtaba; Form X istaktaba), 
and the system of participles and verbal sub-
stantives, is based on the root. Derivation is 
very stable and predictable for most of its mem-
bers; for the verbal substantives, such stability 
is missing at the basic verbal pattern, or Form 
I (in this case, the number of possible patterns 
is relatively high; cf. Fleisch 1979:155–160;  
verbal noun).

Another obvious domain where the root is 
employed is the system of the so-called broken 
(inner) plurals (  number), which are created 
by means of intercalation of vowels and other 
affixes also (e.g., sg. kitàbun > pl. kutubun 
‘book > books’; sg. ßadìqun > ±aßdiqà±u ‘friend 
> friends’). For a detailed analysis, see, for 
instance, Ratcliffe (1998). Historically, these 
plurals can be seen as former  collectives (cf. 
Petrá∑ek 1960–1964). This may also be illus-
trated by several words in which the singular 
is a marked form (such as ≠arabun ‘Arabs’ vs. 
≠arabiyyun ‘Arab, Arabic’).
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Arabic also exhibits a tendency to organ-
ize the lexicon according to various forms of 
derivation. Thus, the form miKTàBun serves as 
the name of an instrument (miFtà£un ‘key’), 
the form KaTTàBun as the name of a profes-
sion (najjàrun ‘carpenter’), maKTaBun as the 
name of a place (maKTaBun ‘a place/position 
where writing takes place: writing table, desk/
office’), etc. The internal structure is also used 
for the formation of  diminutives (KiTàBun 
> KuTayBun) or  elatives (±aKTaBu), as well 
as other types of nouns. The highest stability of 
this type of derivation may be observed espe-
cially in the verbs, diminutives, and elatives. 
Other types of derivation are not as productive 
as the ones mentioned. However, the notion 
of the root and vocalization as separate layers 
with different roles can be applied to the vast 
majority of them.

There are, however, limits as to where such a 
type of derivation is employed. In fact, it is func-
tional only in tri- and quadriliteral roots. There 
is no such derivation in monoliteral roots. The 
system of templates applies to biliteral roots 
only if the  weak verbs are considered to be 
based on biliteral roots (i.e. not containing a 
semivowel in the deep level of the root). The 
main domain of the system is triliteral and 
quadriliteral roots, where it functions with 
remarkable predictability. Outside these limits, 
there are various constraints on the occurrence 
of a derivation. When a quinquiliteral root, for 
instance, takes part in such a derivation, espe-
cially in the case of broken plurals, one of the 
root consonants is elided, as in barnàmijun > 
baràmiju ‘program > programs’, in order to fit 
into the quadriliteral derivational templates. 
In such cases, mainly liquids, laryngeals, and 
nasals on the 3rd, 4th, and 5th position are 
elided, i.e. mainly sounds that can be charac-
terized as nonconsonantal and nonvocalic (for 
details, see Moujib 1998). This limit can also be 
observed in the incorporation of loanwords into 
the Arabic derivational system: root segmenta-
tion of loanwords and full integration of the 
loanword into the derivational system are pos-
sible only when a loanword has three or four 
consonants (e.g., tilifizyòn > talfazatun/tilfàzun 
‘television’ and a possible verb talfaza ‘to watch 
television’; filmun/fìlmun ‘film, movie’ > pl. 
±aflàmun; Tunisian Arabic: dùš ‘shower’ > verb 
dawwaš ‘to take a shower’, with insertion of a 
semivowel in a triliteral pattern).

4. R o o t  a t  s u r f a c e  l e v e l

The root as an abstract unit appears only at 
the deep level; its manifestation at the surface 
level is indirect. Its existence can be proved by 
two arguments, the first being the OCP rule 
(  Obligatory Contour Principle), the second 
one the mental representation of the root. 
The structure of the verbal roots has some 
limitations. These were known already to Arab 
linguists in the Middle Ages. Although the 
phenomenon has been discussed before (e.g. 
Aešcoly 1939; Cantineau 1960:199–202), the 
starting point for the current discussion is 
usually considered to be the work of Green-
berg (1950). Greenberg showed that Arabic 
consonants divide into sections of homorganic 
consonants that tend not to co-occur within 
the same root, especially not at ‘contact’ posi-
tions within the root, like 1–2 or 2–3. Accord-
ing to McCarthy (1986), this tendency can be 
accounted for in terms of constraints against 
repeating homorganic consonants as an appli-
cation of the OCP.

In nonconcatenative morphology, the OCP 
can be summarized as follows. In a given 
autosegmental tier (root), adjacent autoseg-
ments (i.e. consonants created at a close place 
of articulation) are prohibited. The major co-
occurrence classes are:

i. Labials (b, f, m)
ii. Coronal obstruents (t, d, μ, ≈, †, ∂, s, z, ß, Ú, 

š)
iii. Velars (k, g, q)
iv. Gutturals (x, ÿ, ™, ≠, h, ±)
v. Coronal sonorants (l, r, n)

Consonants of these classes co-occur freely 
with consonants from other classes but tend 
not to co-occur with consonants from within 
their class, with two exceptions: velars cannot 
co-occur with the uvular approximants (x, ÿ), 
but they can co-occur with other gutturals; 
among the coronal obstruents, fricatives and 
obstruents are more likely to co-occur than 
two fricatives or two occlusives. It should, 
however, be kept in mind that these constraints 
are much looser with nominal roots. Note that 
this rule is also violated in case of the redupli-
cated final consonant; in this theory, the 1–2–2 
type of root is regarded as underlyingly 1–2 
with spreading of the 2 to the empty C-slot 
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in a triliteral pattern. Also the crossing of an 
underlyingly 1–2 root is prohibited (formations 
of the type 1–2–1). The domain (autosegmen-
tal tier) of this rule is the root, but across the 
morpheme boundaries, these constraints are 
not valid. Thus, while a root of the type m-b-3 
is impossible, a formation consisting of prefix 
(e.g. mu-) and a root beginning with b- is quite 
common (mu-BàRaK-un ‘blessed’).

There are a number of exceptions to these 
rules (for a summary, see, e.g., Zaborski 1996). 
One could say that most of these violations 
consist of words with some emotional charge 
(e.g. ta†à ‘to wrong a person, to tyrannize’) or 
even onomatopoetic (ÿaqqa ‘to croak, crow’).

It should be noted that the violations of the 
OCP principle are not very frequent in contem-
porary texts. For instance, while combinations 
like ÿ-h in verbal roots do occur in dictionaries 
of Classical Arabic (three with this combination 
on the position 1–2 in de Biberstein-Kazimirski 
[1860], two of them verbal roots), they are 
very rare in contemporary Modern Standard 
Arabic. In a corpus of fifty million words, only 
one such instance of a verbal root has been 
found as an explanation of an archaic word 
(apart from foreign words such as bìrminÿhàm 
‘Birmingham’). This means that such violations 
may be expected especially in words with some 
additional (often emotional) semantic charge.

Other OCP violations are found in instances 
like the assimilation of the definite article 
(Watson 2002:220; the tier conflation takes 
place before the assimilation, which erases the 
phonological cue for morphemic distinction), 
various types of assimilation in the dialects 
of Arabic (cf. Watson 2002:222–224), etc. It 
should be noted that all of these OCP violations 
resolved by assimilations take place across the 
morpheme boundaries, i.e. across the bounda-
ries of the autosegmental tiers, where normally 
the OCP rule should apply. 

It should also be noted that the rule seems to 
be dynamic and to change in the course of time. 
The dynamicity of the rule can be illustrated 
also by the fact that other Semitic languages 
may have OCP rules of their own: the OCP rule 
on emphatic consonants in Akkadian (Geers 
1945), for instance, does not apply in Arabic 
or Hebrew. However, there has as yet been no 
study of the dynamicity of this rule in Arabic, 
taking into account the historical development 
of the language.

The mental representation of the root (its 
existence in the minds of the speakers of Arabic) 
has been proven several times, both by experi-
ments and empirical data. Prunet, Béland, and 
Idrissi (2000) show the mental representation 
of the root in Arabic/Semitic in the metathesis 
in aphasic speech which takes place within 
the root domain, while the pattern remains 
unchanged (e.g., miN¢aQatun ‘area, region’ > 
*mi¢NaQatun; i£-ti-MàLun ‘probability’ > 
*i£-ti-LàMun; etc.).

There are a number of phonological proc-
esses that take place within the root. Among 
them, the most prominent are serialization of 
consonants and  metathesis. Serialization of 
consonants means that within the phonological 
correlations, it is possible for the consonants 
to change without changing the meaning of 
the root (e.g. d-r-r/t-r-r ‘to spread, sprinkle’). 
According to Maizel’ (1983), there are four 
such series (basically similar to the co-occur-
rence classes mentioned above; classes iii and iv 
would merge).

Metathesis within the root denotes the inter-
change of the root consonants, such as bawš 
– wabaš – wišb ‘mob, rabble, crowd’. For 
details, see Maizel’ (1983).

5. T h e  o r i g i n a l  f o r m  o f  t h e 
r o o t

The question of the original form of the root 
has been raised many times, mostly within a 

 Semitic and  Afro-Asiatic context. There 
are two main hypotheses: biliteralism (most 
frequently with a vocalic complement) and 
triliteralism (  biradicalism;  stem). The main 
arguments of the biliteralist hypothesis are the 
alternations in the Semitic/Arabic root, the 
biliteral substantives, biliteral forms of weak 
verbs, the supposed biliteral character of Afro-
Asiatic, and the ‘root determinatives’ in Indo-
European.

The root in Arabic exhibits a great number 
of alternations of consonants at various posi-
tions (most frequently at the position R3, but 
 occasionally also at R2 and rarely at R1) while 
retaining the same or similar meaning. For 
instance, the roots j-b-b, j-b-z, j-b-l, j-y-b, 
l-j-b, etc. have a similar meaning ‘to cut, divide 
into several pieces’. Such alternations can 
be observed also in other Semitic languages. 
These alternations are explained by the original 
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biconsonantal character of the root in Proto-
Semitic or by very common alternations of 
Arabic consonants, mostly based on phono-
logical grounds (these cover especially alterna-
tions like t/μ, t/d, t/t, etc.; see the serialization 
of consonants as described by Maizel’ 1983). 
An extreme application of the thesis of the 
original biconsonantal character of the root 
is found in Ehret (1995), who believes that 
the third consonant has a derivative meaning 
similar to the root determinatives in Indo-
European (e.g. R3 = h: amplificative; R3 = 
r: diffusive; R3 = f: iterative; etc.). The system 
of root extensions as presented by Ehret has a 
function similar to the verbal extension in the 
derived verbal Forms. Leaving aside the ques-
tion of the reliability of his data, the fact that 
the alternations also take place at the position 
of R2 and R1 is not explained. Voigt (1988) is 
inclined to explain these alternations on the 
basis of phonetic/phonological considerations. 
For instance, for a QD basis (to which a third 
consonant can be added), alternations with 
Q and D (thus alternating the basis itself) are 
found. Thus, the consonant series at the posi-
tion of the first radical could be q/g/k/ÿ/x, and 
the series at the R2 position could be d/z/s/š/ß/∂/† 
(Voigt 1988:69). 

In Bohas (1998), based on the analysis of 
the Arabic roots in de Biberstein-Kazimirski 
(1860), the lexicon (i.e. the ‘root’ system) is 
structured in the following way (  lexicon: 
matrix and etymon model):

i. Matrix: Nonordered combination of fea-
tures (labial, coronal, velar, uvular, pha-
ryngeal, glottal) in a large semantic field; in 
other words, combination of two places of 
articulation; the OCP works at the level of 
features;

ii. Etymon: Nonordered combination of two 
consonants/phonemes emerging according 
to the matrix and representing the same 
semantic charge; e.g. Æ{‘, š} = jašša, šajja 
‘to break’; the OCP works at the level of 
phonemes;

iii. Roots: Combinations of the output of ety-
mons with the skeleton and apophonic 
vowel; the OCP works as mentioned in Sec-
tion 4.

In both Voigt and Bohas’ analyses, processes 
of serialization and metathesis as described by 
Maizel’ (1983) should be taken into account.

It should be noted that in these alternations, 
Arabic has the leading position among other 
Semitic languages. This may be due to the 
number of (consonantal) roots attested in vari-
ous languages, whose number in Arabic is by 
far the largest among the Semitic languages, 
but also due to the approach that collects all 
the roots of the language without taking into 
consideration the historical data.

The biconsonantal words in Arabic (such as 
yadun ‘hand’, ±abun ‘father’, damun ‘blood’; 
for a detailed list, see Fleisch 1961:252–254) 
cover semantic fields usually labeled as mem-
bers of the basic vocabulary (body parts, rela-
tives, etc.) and thus interpreted as reflecting 
ancient stages of the language. Often, these 
words are assigned to the 1–2–2 type of root 
(e.g. lubbun ‘heart’) or to roots containing 
weak consonants (w, y, ±). This has led many 
authors to the conclusion that they reflect the 
original form of words in Proto-Semitic (CVC). 
Others (e.g. Voigt 1988:61–67) prefer to recon-
struct the relevant protoform as containing one 
of the weak consonants, just as this is done 
for the explanation of the paradigmatic changes 
in the weak verbs, positing semivowels w and y 
at the deep level).

The supposedly biliteral character of Afro-
Asiatic, used by some scholars to demonstrate 
the originally biliteral character of the root in 
Semitic, is challenged by many others. One 
could say that currently there are two principal 
schools in opposition to each other, and no 
consensus has been reached as yet.

The problem of the original form of the root 
in Proto-Semitic seems to be far from being 
solved. The only assertion that can be made is 
that when the Semitic languages separated from 
the Afro-Asiatic common stock, they possessed 
both biliteral and triliteral roots, and the trilit-
eral type was probably prevailing.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Aešcoly, Aaron Zeev 1939. “Incompatibilités de 

phonèmes en hébreu et en araméen”. Groupe Lin-
guistique des Etudes Camito-Sémitiques 3.54–56.

Bawwàb, Marwàn al-, Ya™yà Mìr ≠Alam, Mu™ammad 
Murayyàtì, and Mu™ammad £assàn a†-¢ayyàn. 
1996. ±I™ßà± al-±af ≠àl al-≠arabiyya fì l-mu≠jam al-
™àsùbì. Beirut: Maktaba Lubnàn Nàširùn.

Beesley, Kenneth R. 1999. “Arabic stem morpho-
tactics via finite-state intersection”. Perspectives 
on Arabic Linguistics, XII, ed. Elabbas Benma-
moun, 85–100. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: 
J. Benjamins.

Biberstein-Kazimirski, Albert de. 1860. Dictionnaire 
arabe-français. 2 vols. Paris: Maisonneuve.

  root 97

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Bohas, Georges. 1998. Matrices, étymons, racines: 
Eléments d´une théorie lexicologique du vocabu-
laire arabe. Leuven: Peeters.

Cantineau, Jean 1960. Etudes de linguistique arabe: 
Mémorial Jean Cantineau. Paris: C. Klinksieck.

Ehret, Christopher. 1995. Reconstructing Proto-
Afroasiatic (Proto-Afrasian): Vowels, tone, conso-
nants, and vocabulary. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press.

Fleisch, Henri. 1961. Traité de philologie arabe. I. Pré-
liminaires, phonétique, morphologie nominale. 
Beirut: Imprimerie catholique.

——. 1978. Traité de philologie arabe. II. Pro-
noms, morphologie verbale, particules. Beirut: Dar 
el-Machreq.

Geers, F.W. 1945. “The treatment of emphatics 
in Akkadian”. Journal of Near Eastern Studies 
45.65–67.

Greenberg, Joseph. 1950. “The patterning of the root 
morpheme in Semitic”. Word 6.162–181.

Herdan, Gustav. 1962. The calculus of linguistic 
observations. The Hague: Mouton.

Kiraz, Georg Anton. 1999. “Computational tool for 
developing morphophonological models for Ara-
bic”. Perspectives on Arabic Linguistics, XII, ed. 
Elabbas Benmamoun, 101–110. Amsterdam and 
Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Maizel’, S.S. 1983. Puti razvitija kornevogo fonda 
semitskix jazykov [The ways of development of the 
root inventory of the Semitic languages]. Moscow: 
Nauka.

McCarthy, John J. 1986. “OCP effects: Gemination 
and antigemination”. Linguistic Inquiry 172.207–
263.

Moujib, Ilham Dupont. 1998. “La formation des 
pluriels brisés issus des quinquilitères et des sextili-
tères en arabe”. Langues et Linguistique (Fès – 
Meknès) 2.93–145.

Olmo Lete, G. del. 1998. “The monoconsonantal 
Semitic series”. Aula Orientalis 16.37–75.

Petrá∑ek, Karel. 1960–1964. “Die innere Flexion 
in den semitischen Sprachen: Entstehnung und 
Entwicklung des Systems”. Archív Orientální 
28.547–606; 29.513–545; 30.361–408; 31.577–
624; 32.185–222.

Prunet, Jean-François, Renée Béland, and Ali Idrissi. 
2000. “The mental representation of Semitic 
words”. Linguistic Inquiry 31.609–648.

Ratcliffe, Robert R. 1998. The ‘broken’ plural pro-
blem in Arabic and comparative Semitic: Allomor-
phy and analogy in non-concatenative morphology. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Voigt, Rainer M. 1988. Die infirmen Verbaltypen 
des Arabischen und das Biradikalismus-Problem. 
Stuttgart: F. Steiner.

Watson, Janet C.E. 2002. The phonology and mor-
phology of Arabic. Oxford and New York: Oxford 
University Press.

Zaborski, Andrzej. 1996. “Some alleged exceptions 
to incompatibility rules in Arabic verbal roots”. 
Studies in Near Eastern languages and literatu-
res: Memorial volume of Karel Petrá∑ek, ed. Petr 
Zemánek, 631–658. Prague: Academy of Sciences 
of the Czech Republic, Oriental Institute.

Petr Zemánek (Charles University)

Ruq≠a

Ruq≠a lit. ‘piece of paper’ is a script which orig-
inated in the Ottoman chancery. It is known in 
that context as riq≠a (also rik≠a, rika), not to be 
confused with riqà≠ (the plural of ruq≠a), one of 
the  ‘proportioned’ scripts (  μuluμ). This script 
is said to have developed from dìwànì (divani), 
the chancery script of the Ottoman Empire and 
represents an adaptation of the Persian ta≠lìq (  
nasta≠lìq), most probably in the second half of 
the 12th/18th century.

It is said to have developed from dìwànì by 
simplifying its letter forms to such a point that 
there is little visible resemblance between these 
scripts. Ruq≠a, however, is much smaller, has 
straight and short ascenders, and is almost 
completely divested of the very pronounced, 
long, and left-sloping head-serif. 

Ruq≠a became a standard script used for pri-
vate correspondence and other purposes first 
among the Turks and later throughout the 
Arab world east of Tripolitania. It was also 
used for full texts, though rarely (Gacek and 
Yaycio©lu 1998:42, 62). 

Mahmud Kemal Inal, the author of Son 
hattlar, a biographical dictionary of calligra-
phers, devotes an entire chapter to the masters 
of this script, who, as expected, were mainly 
high government officials (Schimmel 1984:23). 
Ruq≠a underwent a major reform in the hands 
of Mumtàz Bik (Beg), otherwise known as 
Mumtàz Afandì (Mumtaz Efendi; d. 1287/
1871), a master calligrapher at the court of Sul-
tan ≠Abd al-Majìd, and later Mu™ammad ≠Izzat 
Afandì (Mehmet Izzet Efendi; d. 1320/1902); 
hence, it came to be known as Mumtaz Efendi 
rik≠asi or Babi Ali rik≠asi, and Izzet Efendi 
rik≠asi (Derman 1998:20). 

In the Arab world, the main exponents of 
ruq≠a were ≠Abd ar-Ràziq ≠Awa∂ al-Mißrì, Najìb 
Hawàwìnì, Mu™ammad ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn, 
≠Abd ar-Ràziq Sàlim, ±A™mad al-£usaynì, and 
Mu™ammad al-Kurdì (≠Afìfì 1980:154). An 
informal version of ruq≠a used for rapid writ-
ing is known in Turkish as ruq≠a qirmasì (rik≠a 
kirmasi) or ‘broken’ ruq≠a (Zakariya 1979:29).

Although there are a number of modern 
albums of calligraphy presenting the ruq≠a script, 
there is very little written on this script, its his-
tory, and salient characteristics (Mu™ammad 
1980). The only, and, one should add, very 
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useful, manual of ruq≠a for Western students 
was made by T.F. Mitchell and published in 
1953 (see Fig. 1). According to Derman, ruq≠a 
was always written with a reed pen whose nib 
was less than 1 mm wide (Derman 1998:20), 
and was always devoid of vocalization.

The spaces between letters and words in 
ruq≠a are equal. From the basic four letters 
(±alif, bà±, ≠ayn, and nùn) the calligrapher can 
design all the letters of the alphabet. Thus, the 

letter bà± is transformed into the letter kàf by 
adding an ±alif at the start. The letter dàl is 
drawn by omitting the last half of the letter bà 
(Al-Ali 1988:34).

Examining various specimens of ruq≠a, one 
notices the following: the two diacritical points 
(for tà±, qàf, and yà±) are represented by a short 
horizontal line, and the three points (in μà± and 
šìn) by an inverted tick. The sìn and šìn may be 
seriffed but have no ‘teeth (denticles)’. No other 

Figure 1. Ruq≠a specimen (Mitchell 1953:113)
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letters (±alif, làm, †à±, etc) are seriffed, and the 
freestanding ±alif is very short, while some let-
ters in a word have a tendency to descend onto 
the baseline. Furthermore, except for the final 
forms of mìm, jìm/™à±/xà±, and ≠ayn/ÿayn, other 
letters such as rà±, qàf, làm, nùn, and wàw, 
with the traditional well-defined descenders, 
are written on the baseline.

A number of letters have very different forms 
depending on their position in a word (initial, 
medial, final). These include šìn, ∂àd, kàf, qàf, 
nùn, and hà±. Furthermore, some letters in their 
final or isolated positions (e.g. šìn, ∂àd, qàf, 
nùn) assimilate their diacritical points (one or 
two) into a final stroke (‘penon’), attached to 
their tails. Finally, the numerals two and three 
in ruq≠a have specific forms:  and   (Mitchell 
1953:107).

Although it was never used in printing, ruq≠a 
has survived to this day in the Arab world as 
the preferred script for correspondence and 
ordinary purposes of writing.
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Sabab

The word sabab literally means ‘a cord or 
ligature’, often ‘a tent rope’, signifying the tight 
structural bond between the fabric of the tent 
and the peg. In the Arab sciences, this concept 
has been exploited metaphorically in a number 
of ways, in prosody as the name for part of a 
metrical unit (another element being the watid 
lit. ‘tent peg’), in philosophy to denote a logical 
‘cause’ or ‘reason’, and more generally (e.g. in 
law) for anything connected with or provid-
ing access to something else, such as relatives, 
dependents, or assets. In grammar it was first 
used by Sìbawayhi (late 2nd/8th century) to 
refer to a semantic link between syntactic ele-
ments which produces a number of apparently 
irregular inflections. Thus, alongside the normal 
zaydun laqìtu ±axàhu ‘Zayd [independent case 
as topic] I met his brother [comment sentence]’ 
= ‘I met Zayd’s brother’, we find zaydan laqìtu 
±axàhu ‘Zayd [dependent] I met his brother 
[explanatory sentence]’, where the dependent 
form of zaydan is accounted for by its being 
‘semantically linked’ (min sababihi) to ±axàhu 
‘his brother’, the true object of the verb (Sìba-
wayhi, Kitàb, I, 32 Derenbourg/I, 43 Bùlàq).

The semantic link is almost always indicated 
by an anaphoric pronoun, usually suffixed 
(such as ±axàhu ‘his brother’ in the example 
above), although occasionally reference may 
be through a ‘concealed’ pronoun (∂amìr mus-
tatir), e.g. ±anta fa-nÚur “you, look [you]!”, 
where the 2nd person masculine singular agent 
pronoun is incorporated in the imperative verb 
[u]nÚur ‘look!’, or even by simple lexical rep-

etition, as in the verse là ±arà l-mawta yasbiqu 
l-mawta šay±un ‘I do not think death, anything 
will outrun death’, where the second instance 
of ‘death’ would, in prose, be replaced by 
the pronoun, scil. yasbiquhu ‘will outrun it’. 
That the pronoun is an essential feature of the 
construction is shown in the counterexample 
*mà zaydun mun†aliqan ±abù ≠amrin ‘Zayd 
[topic], ±Abù ≠Amr’s father is not going away 
[comment sentence]’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb, I, 24 
Derenbourg/I, 31 Bùlàq), which is disallowed 
even when it is known for a fact that ±Abù ≠Amr 
is Zayd’s father (scil. ±abùhu), contrast mà zay-
dun mun†aliqan ±abùhu ‘Zayd, his father is not 
going away’, where mun†aliqan has dependent 
case as the negated predicate of ‘Zayd’ gram-
matically, but is logically the negated predicate 
of ‘his father’, with a marked semantic link.

The most common occurrence of this phe-
nomenon is the construction later called the na≠t 
sababì ‘semantically linked adjective’. Compare 
the regular adjectival agreement in marartu bi-
rajulin ™asanin ‘I passed by a handsome man’, 
where ™asanin ‘handsome’ agrees in gender, 
number, case, and definiteness with its head 
rajulin ‘man’ (masc. sg., obl., indef.), with the 
split agreement in marartu bi-rajulin ™asanatin 
±ummuhu lit. ‘I passed by a man beautiful his 
mother’, i.e. ‘I passed by a man with a beautiful 
mother’, where ™asanatin agrees only in case 
and indefiniteness with its grammatical head 
rajulin (obl., indef.) and in gender and number 
with its logical head ±ummuhu (fem. sg.). This 
bidirectional agreement reflects the dual func-
tion of the adjective: syntactically it is an 
attribute of ‘man’, semantically it is a predicate

S
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of ‘mother’, and the connection (sabab) is 
manifested through the bound pronoun -hu in 
‘his mother’.

An important subset of this structure is the 
so-called improper annexation, ±i∂àfa ÿayr 
™aqìqiyya, e.g. marartu bi-r-rajuli l-™asani l-
wajhi lit. ‘I passed by the man, the handsome of 
face’, since it can be paraphrased in the ‘seman-
tically linked’ form as *bi-r-rajuli l-™asani 
wajhuhu ‘by the man, the handsome his face’, 
although this pattern is rare (¤ ±i∂àfa). 

In an extension of the sabab construction, the 
‘semantic link’ is somewhat weaker, and Sìb-
awayhi terms it iltibàs ‘involvement’. Thus, in 
marartu bi-rajulin muxàli†ihi dà±un lit. ‘I passed 
by a man, a sickness infecting him’ (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb, I, 193 Derenbourg/I, 226 Bùlàq; Mosel 
1975:297), there is a sufficient ‘involvement’ 
between the head, rajulin, and the sickness, 
dà±un, to permit the oblique case agreement in 
muxàli†i- (definiteness agreement is neutralized 
in this situation). An even more complex rela-
tionship is identified by Sìbawayhi as ‘involved 
with something semantically linked’ (iltabasa 
bi-šay±in min sababihi), which we might regard 
as a transferred sabab, as in marartu bi-rajulin 
muxàli†in ±abàhu dà±un lit. ‘I passed by a man, a 
sickness affecting his father’, where the seman-
tic link (sabab) is now with ‘his father’, ±abàhu, 
itself the object of the participle muxàli†in, 
which in turn is ‘involved’ through dà±un ‘sick-
ness’ with the head rajulin, and agrees with it in 
oblique case and indefiniteness.

Sìbawayhi’s analysis of the ‘semantic link’ 
and its effect on agreement is part of his overall 
preoccupation with constituent boundaries at 
the phrase level; these are determined by the 
interplay of contrasts between +/– agreement 
and +/– definiteness, marking inclusion in or 
exclusion from a constituent (see Carter 2002). 
Diachronic considerations as to the origins 
of the construction do not arise in the Arab 
sources, for which see Diem (1998), who shows, 
among other things, that attraction alone can-
not account for the agreement features, nor can 
the structures be explained simply as deriva-
tives of an underlying relative clause.

It has to be said that later grammarians seem 
to have had little appetite for the speculations 
of Sìbawayhi, and his broad notion of sabab 
has almost disappeared from the literature, 
being virtually restricted to the na≠t sababì 
construction described above (already by the 

time of Ibn as-Sarràj [d. 316/929], Mùjaz 62). 
There was, to be sure, a continued interest in 
the cohesive function of anaphoric pronouns, 
which led to a profusion of terms for some-
thing evidently taken for granted by Sìbawayhi, 
since he does not use any of them, e.g. ràbi†(a) 
‘binder, tie’, ¤ ≠à±id ‘referring element’, ràji≠ 
‘returning element’, wußla ‘connector’, ≠ulqa 
‘bond, attachment’. But the emphasis now is on 
the mechanism of predication: in the absence 
of a verbal copula in Arabic, these joining ele-
ments were seen as the necessary link between 
subjects and predicates, a line of inquiry which 
no doubt resulted from the introduction of 
Greek logic into Arabic, raising issues which 
were scarcely perceptible when the Kitàb was 
being composed.
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Íafaitic ¤ Thamudic

Saj≠

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Saj ≠ is commonly known as rhymed prose. It is 
said to have ¤ rhyme but no ¤ meter, distin-
guishing it from poetry (qarì∂), which features 
both rhyme and meter. Saj ≠ is often associated 
with the text of the ¤ Qur±àn, because large 
parts of the Qur±àn were composed in this type 
of rhymed prose. (In her study of the early 
Qur±ànic suras, Neuwirth (1981) expresses her 
doubt whether this rhyme can be considered 
saj ≠.)

The Arabic lexicographers usually derive the 
term saj ≠ from the root s-j-≠ in its sense of 
the ‘cooing of doves’, although a different 
etymology cannot be excluded. According to 
al-Fìrùzàbàdì’s (d. 817/1414) Tàj al-≠arùs, s-j-≠ 
can also be associated with ‘continuing an even, 
uniform course . . . following one order’ (transl. 
Lane 1863–1893:IV, 1309–1310). An endorse-
ment for this etymology would be that saj ≠ as 
such is not restricted to the production of one 
fixed sound type, as the association with coo-
ing would suggest. The common denominator 
of both etymologies would be repetition, rather 
than a certain kind of sound.

2. F o r m  o f  S A J ≠

Stewart (1990) develops a poetica for saj ≠ on 
an empirical basis by analyzing the actual saj ≠ 
structures in the Qur±àn. Alongside this analysis, 
he refers to the observations of medieval Arabic 
analysts like al-≠Askarì (d. after 400/1010), Ibn 
al-±Aμìr (d. 637/1239), and al-Qalqašandì (d. 
821/1418) for a theoretical framework. The 
result is a mixture of a prescriptive and descrip-
tive canon of saj ≠. The rules of saj ≠ as defined by 
Stewart can be summarized as follows:

i. The rhyming phrases are called saj≠a, fàßila, 
maq†a≠, or qarìna;

ii. The rhyme of a saj ≠a almost always ends in 
a consonant-sukùn cluster;

iii. Luzùm rhymes (i.e. rhymes based on more 
than one consonant) may occur;

iv. Saj ≠ structures (or saj ≠ units, i.e. a series of 
saj ≠as) may be introduced by a short line, 

  not rhyming with the following saj ≠as and 
usually shorter than the saj ≠as themselves; 
Stewart on his own accord calls this line a 
ma†la≠, thus creating an ambiguous termi-
nology: in qarì∂, the first line of the poem 
is also called ma†la‚ usually a line that 
shows double rhyme; the technical term 
might better be reserved for this use;

v. The fundamental unit of a saj≠a is a word 
(lafÚa), rather than a syllable or a taf ≠ìla 
(metrical foot or fixed combination of syl-
lables);

vi. The number of words per saj ≠a is normally 
roughly equal within each saj ≠ unit, but 
varying quantities do occur; if the number 
of words is not equal, it tends to increase 
within the saj ≠ unit, producing what Stew-
art calls ‘pyramidic’ constructions;

vii. Saj ≠ has a qualitative accent, especially in 
the final word or lafÚa; this would mean 
that verses like Q. 99/3 and 99/5 would 
have unexpected accents like this: mà± lahà 
and ±aw™à± lahà following the accents in 
parallel verse endings like zilzàlahà and 
±aμqàlahà; this shows that a word like lahà 
is considered too short to be an independ-
ent lafÚa, so it is combined with the pre-
ceding word to form one lafÚa.

Stewart concludes that in form saj ≠ is “a com-
plex interplay of accentual meter, rhyme, and 
morphological pattern”, producing “a type of 
composition distinct from both free prose (naμr 
mursal) and syllabic verse (naΩm)”. 

The accentual nature of meter in saj ≠ might be 
questioned, but this view receives support from 
an unexpected side. Although saj ≠ is usually lim-
ited to prose texts, rhyming phrases within lines 
of poetry are not uncommon: Ibn ±Abì l-±Ißba≠ 
(d. 654/1256) in his Ta™rìr at-ta™bìr fì ßinà ≠at 
aš-ši ≠r wa-n-naμr wa-bayàn ±i ≠jàz al-Qur±àn lists 
a few figures of assonance or internal rhyme in 
qarì∂ poetry. The terminology he uses is quite 
complicated, and seems to depend on whether 
or not the internal rhyme coincides with the 
rhyme of the poem (rawì) and on the way the 
saj ≠as are distributed over the taf ≠ìlas.

The relevant categories that Ibn ±Abì l-±Ißba≠ 
distinguishes are tasjì ≠ and tarßì ≠. In tasjì ≠ the 
saj≠as share the rhyme with the rawì of the 
poem, the dominant end rhyme. Ibn ±Abì l-±Ißba≠ 
observes that in the two examples he cites, the 
meter of some of the saj≠as is unsound (ba≠∂ 
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±ajzà±ihi ÿayr muttazina zinatan ≠arù∂iyyatan). 
The two examples are from ±Abù Tammam 
(d. 231/845):

tajallà bihi rušdì wa-±atrat bihi yadì // wa-fà∂a [or: 
†àba] bihi μamdì wa-±awrà bihi zandì
‘Through him my guidance became clear [to me], 
through him my hand // became generous, through 
him my dried puddle flooded, through him my fire 
sticks gave sparks’ (meter †awìl, rhyme -dì; Dìwàn 
I, 293)

and from Dìk al-Jinn (d. 236/850):

™urru l-±ihàbi wasìmahu barru al-±iyàbi karìmahu 
ma™∂u n-nißàbi ßamìmah(u)

‘Free in its skin and beautiful, obedient and noble 
in returning, pure and unmixed of origin’ (meter 
kàmil, rhyme -àbi . . . ìmuhu; Dìwàn 154)

These examples are in fact metrically sound, 
but we do not know what versions Ibn ±Abì 
l-±Ißba≠ had in front of him. If he explicitly 
deems his versions metrically unsound, it would 
support Stewart’s opinion that the accentual 
rhythm dominates in saj≠, rather than the quan-
titative qarì∂ type, even in cases when saj ≠ is 
incorporated in poetry. Ibn ±Abì l-±Ißba≠ makes a 
similar observation in the chapter about tarßì ≠, 
which resembles tasjì ≠: “The tarßì≠ in the form 
of saj ≠ consists of nonmetrical parts because saj ≠ 
occurs in some of its parts” (wa-l-musajja≠ min 
at-tarßì ≠ ±ajzà± ÿayr ≠arù∂iyya li-wuqù≠ as-saj ≠ fì 
ba≠∂ al-±ajzà±).

So in Ibn ±Abì l-±Ißba≠’s view, these figures of 
speech share the unsoundness of meter. The 
main difference between tasjì ≠ and tarßì ≠ seems 
to be that in tarßì ≠ the saj ≠as differ in rhyme 
from the end rhyme of the verse, thus produc-
ing the kind of independent, nonrhyming seg-
ments that Stewart calls ma†la≠, albeit on the 
wrong side of the saj ≠ unit; these segments can 
be read as ma†la≠, though, if the reading of the 
saj ≠ units starts at a different point in the line. 
The saj ≠as in the two examples by ±Abù Tam-
màm and Dìk al-Jinn coincide with the end of 
every second foot.

3. H i s t o r y  o f  S A J ≠ 

Beeston (1974) associates saj ≠ with earlier forms 
of parallellismus membrorum in Old Egyptian, 
Ugaritic, Akkadian, and Hebrew. It is not 
clear whether or how this tradition survived 
the ages to reappear in Arabic literature, but it 

certainly might reflect a general Semitic literary 
form of expression. The oldest samples of saj≠ 
in Arabic are attributed to the kuhhàn (pre-
Islamic shamans), who used it for soothsaying 
and enchanting. Another example for its use 
is a series of statements by Jum≠a and Hind, 
daughters of al-Xass, who in pre-Islamic times 
were asked by al-Qulammas al-Kinànì about 
qualities and defects in camels, horses, goats, 
clouds, and men and women. This resulted in a 
number of monologues in rhymed prose in the 
Balàÿà† an-nisà±, collected by ±A™mad ibn ±Abì 
¢àhir (d. 280/893). Both of these examples are 
indications for the original functions of saj≠: 
performative (enchanting) language, and mne-
motechnic support (see below).

Apart from its functional purpose, saj≠ has 
an obvious artistic purpose as well: the use 
of adorned and formally structured language 
elevates utterances above everyday speech. 
In a genre like the dirge (marμiya), which is 
closely related to the early performative lament 
(niyà™a), one finds phrases that appear to have 
been originally conceived as saj ≠ within the con-
text of a niyà™a, creating internal rhyme (tarßì ≠) 
(Borg 1997:97). A niyà™a structured in saj≠ and 
with the typical formulas of saj ≠ is:

laqad kunta ßa™ì™a l-±adìm, manì ≠a l-™arìm, ≠aÚìma 
s-silm, fà∂ila l-™ilm [luzùm!], wàriya z-zinàd, rafì ≠a 
l-≠imàd . . .

‘You were healthy of skin, strong in defending 
private quarters, powerful in establishing peace, 
outstanding in kindness, caring for the wood fire, 
an elevated support . . .’

In marμiyas, similar saj ≠ structures can be found, 
e.g.

™ammàlu ±alwiyatin šahhàdu ±anjiyatin qa††à ≠u 
±awdiyatin . . .

‘A bearer of banners, a [reliable] witness to secrets, 
often crossing wadis . . .’ (Borg 1997:88)

and

yahdì r-ra≠ìl(a) ±i≈à ∂àqa s-sabìl(u) bihim nahda 
t-talìl(i) [li-ßa≠bi l-±amri rakkàbà]

‘He leads the fighting front when their way forward 
becomes narrow, [like] a high hill [always prepared 
to face difficulties]’ (Borg 1997:84–85)

In Arabic prose, saj≠ developed into a domi-
nant means of expression in almost every field 
of ±adab literature: book titles are often in 
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saj ≠, and as saj ≠ found its way into episto-
lography, letters, both official and unofficial, 
theoretical treatises, and other works that can 
be categorized as belletrie likewise are often 
in saj ≠. Saj ≠ became the epitome of embel-
lished language, creating an opportunity to 
exhibit lexical virtuosity as well as demonstrat-
ing the writer’s broad knowledge of Arabic 
language and culture. Starting from the 11th 
century with the famous al-£arìrì (d. 516/
1122), saj ≠ came into use for a new genre in 
Arabic literature, the maqàma. The stylistic 
feature of parallel assonance in the maqàma 
developed quickly, and the genre became and 
remained popular until far into the 20th cen-
tury, all over the Islamic world, from India to 
Spain.

Objections against saj ≠ as being artificial date 
back to the 14th-century scholar Ibn Xaldùn 
(d. 808/1406), but more recently the Orientalist 
Hamilton Gibb defended it as a stylistic means 
that contributed to the liveliness of the narra-
tive. When in the 19th century the Arab world 
first discovered the Western genres of the novel 
and the short story, the maqàma—and with it 
the use of saj ≠—proved to be the ideal medium 
to adapt Arabic narrative prose to these Euro-
pean models, because its main purpose (story-
telling) could be used for European genres. In 
this way, the maqàma bridged the gap between 
Western content and Arabic form.

Storytelling in the Arabic tradition obviously 
knew pure prose forms, as in The Arabian 
nights, but probably this medium was consid-
ered too plain and too folkloristic to allow it 
to be used in prestigious literature, creating a 
gap for which the maqàma form was ideally fit. 
A typical feature of the maqàma was its comi-
cal intent, which could of course be supported 
by hilarious form features. A composer of 
maqàmàt like Bayram at-Tùnisì (1893–1961) 
used rhyme to underline comic situations, as in 
his maqàma funùÿràfìya, in which he forces a 
rhyme between the words al-xayr and madra-
sat . . . al-furayr ‘École . . . des Frères’, or qawm 
‘people’ and μawm (i.e. μùm) ‘garlic’, probably 
to emphasize the class difference between an 
upstriving lower-class boy who becomes friends 
with an upper-class youth, who does not know 
Arabic.

Even in modern-day Cairo, mocking invec-
tives in dialect can be heard in the cafés that are 
heartily exchanged between customers; these 

so-called ±àfiyas (qàfiya) are short rhymed lines 
similar to saj ≠.

4. F u n c t i o n a l i t y  o f  S A J ≠

Medieval Arab authors were reluctant to admit 
that the Qur±àn is in saj ≠, although many do not 
hesitate to admit that large parts of the Qur±àn 
are composed in saj ≠. The matter carries an 
ideological bias, especially with regard to the ¤ 
±i ≠jàz al-Qur±àn: the conviction that the Qur±àn 
is God’s word, unrivaled in its perfection. This 
explains the hesitation of the medieval authors: 
the occurrence of saj ≠ makes it hard to interpret 
the Qur±àn as God’s word, because saj ≠ could 
obviously also be produced by man, or man-
made saj ≠ might even surpass the quality of saj ≠ 
in the Qur±àn.

The use of saj ≠ in the Qur±àn needs to be seen 
in the context of its function in pre-Islamic 
times: early saj ≠ was used by the kuhhàn for 
soothsaying and enchanting, a use of language 
which is highly performative; one might even 
say that it is language that almost equals action 
in order to change or grasp reality. A different 
purpose of saj ≠ may have been the case in enu-
merations like those mentioned in connection 
with Jum≠a and Hind. Here, mnemotechnic 
support may have been a good reason for the 
use of saj ≠ because words in rhyme are probably 
more easily remembered and passed on than 
‘normal’ sentences.

Saj ≠ in the Qur±àn can be associated with 
both of these traditions: it is found with a more 
complicated rhyme in short sùras with a strong 
enchanting character, such as Q. 99 (az-Zal-
zala with a rhyme in -àlahà/-àrahà), whereas in 
longer sùras repetitions of ‘simple’ rhymes are 
found, such as -ùn in, for instance, Q. 23 (al-
Mu±minùn), Q. 27 (an-Naml), Q. 36 (Yà Sìn), 
Q. 44 (ad-Duxàn), etc. This use of saj ≠ may 
well have contributed to the oral transmission 
of the Qur±ànic text. In terms of functionality, 
these two cases would coincide with the use 
of saj ≠ in pre-Islamic Arabia: performative in 
short sùras and mnemotechnically supportive 
in longer sùras. If saj≠ is defined as a ‘repetitive’ 
structuring of language, it is not uncommon in 
other religious contexts, as, for instance, the 
litanies in the Catholic Church.

The use of saj ≠ in the Qur±àn strongly inspired 
its use in other contexts as an embellished 
and stylized linguistic practice. The question of 
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whether or not it should effectively be regarded 
as poetry is a complicated one, because it 
involves Western and Arabic definitions of 
poetry. Stewart’s position is a mitigated equi-
librium: he qualifies saj ≠ as a complex interplay 
of accentual meter, rhyme, and morphological 
patterns. But he also cites approvingly ±A™mad 
Šawqì’s qualification: “Saj ≠ is the second kind 
of poetry in the Arabic language” (as-saj ≠ ši ≠r 
al-≠arabiyyati aμ-μànì).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
±Abù Tammàm, Dìwàn = ±Abù Tammàm £abìb ibn 

±Aws a†-¢à±ì, Dìwàn. Ed. Dàr al-Fikr al-≠Arabì, 
Beirut, 2001. [Together with the commentary by 
at-Tibrìzì.]

≠Askarì, Íinà≠atayn = ±Abù Hilàl al-≠Askarì, Kitàb 
as-ßinà≠atayn. Ed. ≠Alì Ma™mùd al-Bijàwì and 
Mu™ammad ±Abù l-Fa∂l ±Ibràhìm. Cairo, 1952.

Dìk al-Jinn, Dìwàn = ≠Abd as-Salàm ibn Raÿbàn Dìk 
al-Jinn al-£imßì, Dìwàn. Ed. ≠Abdallàh Munìr 
Muhannà. Beirut, 1990.

Ibn Abì l-±Ißba≠, Ta™rìr = ≠Abd al-≠AΩìm ibn ≠Abd al-
Wà™id Ibn ±Abì l-±Ißba≠ al-Mißrì, Ta™rìr at-ta™bìr fì 
ßinà≠at aš-ši≠r wa-n-naμr wa-bayàn ±i≠jàz al-Qur±àn. 
Ed. £ifnì Mu™ammad Šaraf. Cairo, 1963. [Pp. 
295–308.]

Ibn al-±Aμìr, Maμal = Îiyà± ad-Dìn Ibn al-±Aμìr, al-
Maμal as-sà±ir fì ±adab al-kàtib wa-š-šà≠ir. Ed. Dàr 
Nah∂a Mißr. Cairo, 1959–1962.

Qalqašandì, Íub™ = ±A™mad ibn ≠Alì al-Qalqašandì, 
Íub™ al-±a≠šà fì ßinà≠at al-±inšà±. Ed. al-Mu±assasa 
al-Mißriyya al-≠âmma li-t-Ta±lìf wa-t-Tarjama wa-
†-¢ibà≠a wa-n-Našr. Cairo, 1964.

Secondary sources
Beeston, Alfred F.L. 1974. “Parallelism in Arabic 

prose”. Journal of Arabic literature 5.134–146.
Borg, Gert. 1997. “Mit Poesie vertreibe ich den 

Kummer meines Herzens”: Eine Studie zur altara-
bischen Trauerklage der Frau. Leiden: Nederlands 
Historisch Archaeologisch Instituut te Istanbul.

Lane, Edward William. 1863–1893. An Arabic-Eng-
lish lexicon derived from the best and most copious 
Eastern sources. 8 vols. London and Edinburgh: 
Williams and Norgate.

Neuwirth, Angelika. 1981. Studien zur Komposition 
der mekkanischen Suren. Berlin and New York: 
Mouton de Gruyter.

Rowson, Everett K. 1998. “Saj≠”. Encyclopedia of 
Arabic literature, ed. Julie Scott Meisami and Paul 
Starkey, II, 677–678. London and New York: 
Routledge.

Šawqì, ±A™mad. 1970. ±Aswàq a≈-≈ahab. Cairo.
Stewart, Devin J. 1990. “Saj≠ in the Qur±àn: Pros-

ody and structure”. Journal of Arabic Literature 
21.101–139.

Gert Borg (University of Nijmegen)

Ían≠ànì Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

Ían≠ànì Arabic is the dialect of the original 
inhabitants of the Old City of Ían≠à± and its 
traditional suburbs, al-Bawniyah and al-Qà≠ 
(Qà≠ al-Yahùd). Ían≠ànì belongs to the Eastern 
Muslim dialect type, and it is also spoken by 
Jews who emigrated from Ían≠à± to Israel after 
1948. There are approximately one hundred 
thousand speakers in and around the Old City 
today, a figure which includes Ían≠ànìs who left 
the Old City following the post–1991 Gulf War 
expansion of Ían≠à±. The number of Ían≠ànìs 
who have emigrated to other Arab countries, 
Israel, mainland Europe, the United Kingdom, 
and North America and who still speak Ían≠ànì 
Arabic is unknown.

Ían≠ànìs in the Old City lead a traditional, 
sedentary lifestyle. Until the 1970s, life was par-
ticularly hard for women, who were required 
to draw water from wells, chop wood in the 
woods surrounding the Old City, and wash 
clothes at springs beyond the city walls. Life 
has eased with the introduction of electricity, 
piped water and gas, and, more recently, the 
importation of an increasing variety of food-
stuffs and consumer goods.

Ían≠ànì is probably the best known Yemeni 
dialect both within the country and without (¤ 
Yemen). It is not, however, normally adopted 
by speakers from outside Ían≠à±, with the excep-
tion of women who marry into Ían≠ànì families. 
The Old City retains a self-imposed isolation, 
actively discouraging the integration of outsid-
ers, particularly males.

In addition to published historical docu-
ments such as £awliyyàt yamaniyya, there are 
a number of collections of colloquial poetry, 
proverbs, and sayings which go back to the 
19th century and earlier. Documental evidence 
from other Yemeni dialects, such as Ràzi™ì 
(S. Weir p.c.), suggests that large bodies of 
handwritten documents relating to trade and 
legal disputes probably exist. Rossi’s (1939) 
description of the dialect, based on fieldwork 
in the early 1930s, and Goitein (1934) provide 
points of comparison for studies considering 
recent development of the dialect. Research 
on the phonology, morphology, syntax, and 
semantics of the dialect has been carried out 
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more recently by Naïm-Sanbar (e.g. 1994), 
Watson (1993, 1996, 2002), and Watson and 
Al-Amri (2000). No dictionary deals exclu-
sively with Ían≠ànì Arabic, although Yemeni 
glossaries by Behnstedt (1992, 1993, 1996) 
and dictionaries by Piamenta (1990–1991) and 
al-±Iriyànì (1996) include some Ían≠ànì words. 
Texts in Ían≠ànì Arabic from Watson (1996), 
Watson and Al-Amri (2000), and Watson and 
Mutahhar (2002) can be heard on the Hei-
delberg Semitic Spracharchiv (http://semarch
.uni-hd.de/).

Ían≠ànì has been used by a number of 
public performers, particularly for humor-
ous purposes, for instance by the comedians 
Mu™ammad al-Ma†arì and ≠Abdullàh Šàkir. 
The radio series Mus≠id wa-Mus≠idih, which 
attempts to improve social mores by satirizing 
undesirable aspects of Yemeni life, has been 
scripted and performed in Ían≠ànì Arabic by 
≠Abd ar-Ra™màn Mu†ahhar since 1988. After 
Yemeni unification in 1990, the subsequently 
banned television series Da™bàš satirized the 
accent and manners of the North. 

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
Ían≠ànì has the consonant inventory in Table 1.

Ían≠ànì also has a pharyngealized lateral, 
attested solely in the word a££àh ‘God’ and 
derivatives. The Classical Arabic voiceless uvu-
lar stop, *q, is not found in the dialect. Even 
religious and Standard Arabic words are pro-
nounced with a voiced velar stop, /g/, as in: 
algur±àn ‘the Qur±àn’.

In intervocalic and word-initial position, /†/ 
and, to a lesser extent, /t/, are voiced. Empha-
sis is realized as pharyngealization with con-
comitant labialization. Labialization is one of 
a number of phonetic correlates of emphasis 
in several Arabic dialects. In Ían≠ànì, however, 
labialization plays a more central role in the 
phonology of emphatics, and spreads within 
the word across several segments to target 
short high /i/ with a resulting realization of [u]. 
Examples include: †awìl[u]h ‘long [sg. fem.]’, 
musta†ìl[u]h’ lengthened [sg. fem.]’. Before /i/ 
and following /u/, labial and velar stops are 
often realized with labialization, as in: ummwì 
‘my mother’, Úubbwì ‘fly’, šuggwih ‘flat’ (¤ 
labiovelarization). In rabbì ‘my Lord’, /b/ is 
labialized, particularly in the vocative phrase 
yà rabbwì ‘oh my Lord!’, forming a minimal 
contrast with rabbì ‘bring [sg. masc.] up!’.

2.1.2 Vowels
Ían≠ànì has three short vowels, /a, i, u/, and 
three long vowels, /à, ì, ù/. The opposition 
between the short high vowels, /i/ and /u/, 
is maintained in most phonological contexts. 
Only in unstressed environments and in casual 
speech is the opposition not maintained. The 
long high vowels /ì/ and /ù/ have a closer articu-
lation than that of their short counterparts, and 
/à/ has a front articulation in all but emphatic 
environments.

2.1.3 Diphthongs
Ían≠ànì has two diphthongs, /ay/ and /aw/, 
which are maintained in all phonological con-
texts. Phonetically, the /a/ is less open in /ay/ 
than in /aw/. The diphthongs are phonologi-
cally as long as long vowels or vC sequences.

Table 1. Consonant inventory 

labial labiodental interdental dental-
alveolar

palato-
alveolar

velar pharyngeal laryngeal

plosive
emph.

b t, d 
†

j k, g ±

fricative
emph.

f μ, ≈
Ú

s, z
ß

š x, ÿ ™, ≠ h

nasal m n
lateral l
tap r
glide y w
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2.1.4 Syllables
The syllable inventory includes one light, two 
heavy, and three superheavy syllable types 
(Table 2). 

Table 2. Syllable inventory

light syllables heavy syllables superheavy 
syllables

Cv CvC CvCC
Cä CäC

CvCCC/CäCC

Light and heavy syllables can occur in any 
position; the superheavy syllable types CvCC 
and CäC are always stem final; the superheavy 
syllable type CäC may occur stem-finally when 
an h- or n-initial suffix is added (Watson 
2002:69). The superheavy syllable type CvCC 
may occur stem-finally when the rightmost C is 
/t/ followed by an h-initial suffix.

kitàbhà ‘her book’
baythum ‘their [masc.] house’
bàbnà ‘our door’
absarthà ‘I/you [sg. masc.] saw her/it
 [sg. fem.]’
libisthà ‘I/you [sg. masc.] put it [sg. fem.] 
 on’
xabazthà ‘I/you [sg. masc.] baked it [sg. 
 fem.]’

The superheavy syllable type, CvCCC/CäCC, is 
restricted to word-final position. This syllable 
type only ever surfaces in the specific derived 
environment of {2 sg. masc.}/{1 sg.} perfect verb 
+ {negative}, essentially involving the concate-
nation of /t/ and /š/.

mà gambartš ‘I/you [sg. masc.] did not sit/
 stay’
mà libistš ‘I/you [sg. masc.] did not put 
 on’
mà girìtš ‘I/you [sg. masc.] did not read/
 learn’

Where the morphology otherwise potentially 
concatenates three consonants or a long vowel 
and two consonants and the suffix is not /h/ 
(or, in the case of a long vowel + two conso-
nants, /n/) initial (as above), the consonant 
cluster CCC (äCC) is either broken up to CCvC 
(äCvC) by an epenthetic vowel [a]:

absart[a]nà ‘you [sg. masc.] saw us’
™ubb[a]nà ‘our love’
bayt[a]kin ‘your [pl. fem.] house’

or a geminate consonant followed by the nega-
tive suffix /š/ is degeminated:

mà yi™ibb + š mà yi™ibš ‘he does not like’
mà jarr + š mà jarš ‘he did not take’

or, where the diphthong of the plural feminine 
suffix -ayn is followed by the negative suffix /š/, 
the diphthong is reduced to [a]:

mà + antayn mantanš ‘not you
+ š  [pl. fem.]’
mà + absar- ma bsartanš ‘you [pl. fem.] did
tayn + š   not see’
mà +  mà diriyanš ‘you [pl. fem.] did
diriyayn + š  not know’

In Watson (2002:60), final /tš/ is analyzed as an 
affricate – the voiceless counterpart of /j/ – even 
though it is derived from two morphemes. 
Evidence for the analysis of /tš/ as a single 
consonant is adduced from the pronunciation 
of loanwords such as ‘jug’ as tšàg or jàg and 
‘jelly’ as tšìlì or jìlì, and from the fact that 
pausal devoicing of /j/ results in [t∑]. The sound 
[t∑] is therefore not strange in Ían≠ànì, provid-
ing a voiceless counterpart to the alveopalatal 
affricate /j/.

2.1.5 Stress
Ían≠ànì is marked both by contextually fluc-
tuating stress (Rossi 1939; Goitein 1934; 
Naïm-Sanbar 1994), and by a tendency to 
stress nonfinal syllables which end either in a 
long vowel or in the first half of a geminate 
(CvG). Stress fluctuates for expressive accent or 
emphasis, in prepause and postpause position, 
when the word is the second term in a genitive 
phrase, and after the definite article.

Where stress fluctuation fails to apply, or 
where words are pronounced in isolation, the 
following stress rules apply:

i. If the word contains Cä or CvG syllable(s), 
stress the rightmost nonfinal syllable of this 
type, e.g. ma'kàtib ‘offices’, a'sàmì ‘names’, 
ba'sàtìn ‘gardens’, 'xàrijìn ‘going out [pl. 
masc.]’, mit'axxiràt ‘late [pl. fem.]’, yi'™ibbù 
‘they [masc.] love, like’, 'hàka≈ahà ‘like 
this’, 'sàfart ‘I/you [sg. masc.]  traveled’.
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ii. Otherwise, stress a final CäC/CvCC syl-
lable, if there is one, e.g. da'rast ‘I/you [sg. 
masc.] learned’, gam'bart ‘I/you [sg. masc.] 
sat’, diš'màn ‘rebel; poor [sg. masc.]’, ba'nàt 
‘girls’.

iii. Otherwise, stress the rightmost nonfinal 
CvC syllable, if there is one, up to the ante-
penultimate, e.g. 'laflaf ‘he collected’, 'mak-
laf ‘woman’, 'madrasih ‘school’, 'maklafih 
‘his woman’.

iv. Otherwise, stress the leftmost Cv sylla-
ble, e.g. 'katab ‘he wrote’, 'darasat ‘she 
learned’, 'ragabatih ‘his neck’, mak'tabatì 
‘my library’.

 v. Stress final Cä in disyllabic adjectives or 
di- or trisyllabic verbs in the imperfect, e.g. 
yif ≠a'lù ‘they [masc.] do’, †a'rì ‘fresh’. 

2.2 Phonotactics

2.2.1 Assimilation
Ían≠ànì is relatively conservative in terms of 
assimilation processes. Within a phonological 
word, a voiced plosive, affricate, or fricative is 
devoiced to the left of a voiceless consonant. 

/wagt/ wa[k]t ‘time’
/yudxul/ yu[t]xul ‘he enters’
/nixbiz+hin/ nixbi[s]hin ‘we bake them 
  [fem.]’
/ta≈kirih/ ta[ô]kirih ‘ticket’

By contrast, a voiceless consonant only assimi-
lates voice from a following voiced consonant 
under certain conditions. A voiceless stop is 
voiced before a voiced stop, but rarely before 
a voiced fricative; furthermore, voiceless coro-
nal consonants are more likely to assimilate 
voice than voiceless velars. A voiceless fricative 
becomes voiced before a following fricative. 

/yitgar†a†/ yi[d]gar†a† ‘he gets 
  annoyed’
/xu†bih/ xu[í]buh ‘sermon’
/akbar/ a[g]bar ~ a[k]bar ‘bigger; older’
/lafÚ/ la[v]Ú ‘expression; 
  pronunciation’

The voiceless gutturals, /h/, /±/, and /™/, are not 
voiced before a voiced obstruent; however, they 
totally assimilate to a following voiced pharyn-
geal. Where a pharyngeal and a laryngeal are 
adjacent, total assimilation results in combin-

ing the voicing value of the rightmost guttural 
with the pharyngeal articulation of the stronger 
(pharyngeal) consonant.

/ma≠had/ ma[ÓÓ]ad ‘institute’
/šibi™ + hum/ šibi[ÓÓ]um ‘he pulled them 
  [masc.]’

The -l of the definite article assimilates to a 
following coronal plosive, sonorant, or frica-
tive, namely /t, d, μ, ≈, Ú, s, š, ß, n, r, l/. As in 
Classical Arabic, -l does not assimilate to a 
following /j/.

2.2.2 Pausal phenomena
Ían≠ànì exhibits ¤ ±imàla in pause, such that 
final /à/ is realized as [e1]. Thus, /anà/ ‘I’ is real-
ized prepausally as an[e1] and /absarnà/ ‘we 
saw’ as absarn[e1]. Where final /à/ occurs in 
a word with a coronal emphatic, labialization 
characteristic of emphasis targets the resulting 
raised vowel to give /ò/. Thus, /ßallaynà/ ‘we 
prayed; washed’ is realized as ßallayn[o1]. 

The singular feminine ending -ih, which is 
realized with a lax mid vowel in pause, may 
well have originated from raising of /a/. Today, 
the morpheme is lexicalized as -ih- when a 
prepositional phrase with a pronoun suffix is 
suffixed to a singular feminine participle, the 
vowel of the morpheme being realized as a 
tense, high front [i], as in: /làbisih + lih/ = làbis-
illih ‘dressing [sg. fem.] him’ and /fàhimih + lih/ 
= fàhimillih ‘understanding [sg. fem.] it [masc.]’.

A related phenomenon is diphthongization 
of long high vowels in pause, first noted by 
Jastrow (1984), and before a final consonant. 
Thus, /ßàbùn/ ‘soap’ is realized prepausally 
as ßàbawn, /migambirìn/ ‘staying, sitting [pl. 
masc.]’ as migambirayn, /gambarù/ ‘they 
[masc.] stayed, sat’ as gambaraw, /gambirì/ ‘sit 
[sg. fem.]!’ as gambirey. ±Imàla and prepausal 
diphthongization both involve a vowel shift 
from the periphery of the vocal tract to the 
central region, and can therefore be described 
as prepausal centralization.

A second pausal phenomenon discussed by 
Jastrow (1984) is glottalization of consonants. 
In the case of a sonorant (/n/, /l/, or /r/), glot-
talization often results in nonarticulation of 
the sonorant, as in: /samn/ = sam± ‘ghee’, /fàr/ 
= fà± ‘mouse’. A final voiced pharyngeal is 
devoiced and postaspirated, rather than glot-
talized. Examples of pausal glottalization and 
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aspiration in Ían≠ànì can be found under ‘Paus-
alglottalisierung’ at http://semarch.uni-hd.de/.

2.2.3 Contextual phonological phenomena
Phonological phenomena within and across 
words which are not dependent on morphologi-
cal information include the devoicing of gemi-
nate stops, intervocalic voicing of obstruents, 
and palatalization of stops before a palatal 
glide. Geminate stops are realized without 
voice. Thus, /™aggak/ ‘yours [sg. masc.]’ is 
realized as ™aggak or ™akkak, /Úubbì/ ‘fly’ as 
[∞u%1i1] or [∞up1i1], and /™ajj/ ‘pilgrimage’ as 
[Óat1∑]. Where a geminate stop results from an 
assimilation process, the resulting geminate is 
devoiced, as in /al-daymih/ ‘the kitchen’ = add-
aymih = [at1ajmih].

All voiceless obstruents may be voiced inter-
vocalically, particularly in casual speech; conso-
nants most commonly affected by intervocalic 
voicing, however, are the alveolar stops /t, †/.

Finally, weak ¤ palatalization occurs in the 
dialect. In casual speech, a word-final stop 
may be palatalized before a word-initial palatal 
glide. Thus, /d/ in /walad/ ‘boy’ has a weak 
palatal off-glide before a word beginning in /y/. 
Strong palatalization (characteristic of some dia-
lects spoken in the western mountain range of
Yemen) and palatalization induced by a preced-
ing high vowel /i/ do not occur in this dialect.

2.3 Morphology

2.3.1 Pronouns

2.3.1.1 Personal pronouns
Ían≠ànì maintains the Classical Arabic gender 
distinction in the 3rd and 2nd person plural 
pronouns (Tables 3 and 4). Unlike some Yem-
eni dialects spoken in the southwestern moun-
tain range, Ían≠ànì makes no gender distinction 
in the 1st person singular. 

Table 3. Independent pronouns (Ían≠à±)

 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc. hù ant
   anà
sg. fem. hì antì
pl. masc. hum antù
   i™nà
pl. fem. hin antayn

Table 4. Possessive pronouns

 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc. -ih/-h -ak/-k
   -ì
sg. fem. -hà -iš/-š
pl. masc. -hum -kum
   -nà
pl. fem. -hin -kin

Object pronouns differ from possessive pro-
nouns only insofar as the 1st person singular 
takes an initial n-, viz. -nì. The n- form of the 
1st person singular pronoun is also suffixed 
to the preposition fì ‘in’: fìnì ‘in me’. Suffixes 
with initial /k/ or /n/ always, and suffixes with 
initial /h/ in careful speech, induce epenthesis 
([u] before /kum/, otherwise [a]) when suffixed 
to a noun or verb ending in two consonants, as 
in /absart + kum/ = absartukum ‘I saw you [pl. 
masc.]’, /bint + nà/ = bintanà ‘our daughter’. 
Epenthesis occurs in careful speech on suffixa-
tion of a consonant-initial pronoun to a noun 
or verb ending in vCC or äC, as in /bayt + nà/ = 
baytanà ‘our house’, /bayt + kum/ = baytukum 
‘your [pl. masc.] house’, /dìn + kum/ = dìnukum 
‘your [pl. masc.] religion’.

2.3.1.2 Demonstrative pronouns
Demonstrative pronouns either occur inde-
pendently or with a following or, less fre-
quently, preceding noun. There are two sets 
of demonstrative pronouns: one which takes 
initial hà- (Tables 5 and 6), and one which 
does not. The demonstrative pronouns have a 
two-way number distinction, a two-way gender 
distinction in the singular, and a two-way dis-
tance distinction (near or far). Although there is 
no gender distinction in the plural demonstra-
tive pronouns, a number of plural alternatives 
exist.

Table 5. Near demonstratives I

 singular plural

masc. hà≈à hà≈awlà ~ hawlà
  hà≈àlà
fem. hà≈ì

In the hà-initial distal demonstratives, /≈/ may 
be emphasized in the singular masculine form. 
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Table 6. Distal demonstratives I

 singular plural

masc. hà≈àk hà≈awlàk 
fem. hà≈ìk

The non-hà near and distal demonstratives are 
set out in Tables 7 and 8.

Table 7. Near demonstratives II

 singular plural

masc. ≈ayyà hà≈awlàk 
fem. tayyih ≈awlayyà ~ ≈awlà±ì

Table 8. Distal demonstratives II

 singular plural

masc. ≈ayyàk ≈awlayyak ~ ≈awlàk
fem. tayyik awlàk ~ awlà±ik

2.3.1.3 Presentatives
Ían≠ànì makes ample use of ¤ presentative 
particles. The presentative particles include inn, 
hà, and ≈à. The latter two can function sepa-
rately or combine with independent pronouns; 
the former takes a following noun or suffixed 
pronoun. The particle inn is most commonly 
introduced by wa-, as in sà≠atayn μalàμ w-
innak fì ti≠izz ‘two or three hours and you’re 
in Ta≠izz’. The particle hà(h) in isolation usu-
ally has the imperative intention of ‘take!’. 
The particle ≈à commonly combines with a 
preceding pronoun: hù≈à ‘there it [masc.]/he 
is!’, hì≈à ‘there it [fem.]/she is!’ A pronoun can 
additionally follow ≈à, as in hù≈àhù ‘there it 
[masc.]/he is!’. The pronoun hù can function as 
a presentative in combination with following 
≈à (+ pronoun), as in hù≈anà šà-jì ‘here I am, 
I’m coming!’, hù≈a™nà ‘here we are!’, hù≈antù 
‘there you [pl. masc.] are!’. In the case of a fol-
lowing 3rd person plural pronoun, the pronoun 
is introduced with la-, as in hum≈àluhum ‘there 
they [masc.] are!’, hin≈àlahin ‘there they [fem.] 
are!’. ˛à with or without a following pronoun 
may also be suffixed to the particle gad, as in 
ga≈≈à jìt or ga≈≈anà jìt ‘there, I’ve arrived!’. 
Distal presentative particles are derived by suf-
fixation of /k/, as in ≈akka or hù≈àk ‘there it 
[masc.]/he is [over there]!’ and ≈ikkì or hù≈ìk 
‘there it [fem.]/she is [over there]!’. Hù≈àk is 
often realized with emphasis as hùÚàk.

2.3.1.4 Relative pronoun
The relative pronoun is uninflected alla≈ì or 
allì. As a tendency, speakers originating from 
the Old City favor alla≈ì, while speakers from 
the suburbs of al-Bawniya and al-Qà≠ prefer 
allì. However, the same speaker may shift 
between the two forms within a single conver-
sation. The relative pronoun usually relates to 
a definite noun, but for emphasis may relate to 
an indefinite noun, as in gad ma≠ànà jàmi≠ fi 
l-≠amal, ÿurfi llì nßallì fìhà ‘we have a mosque 
at work, a room that we pray in’ (Watson and 
Al-≠Amri 2000).

2.3.1.5 Interrogative pronouns
Interrogative pronouns occur clause-initially, 
although they may occur after the subject in 
topicalized questions. The majority of the inter-
rogatives are reminiscent of those in Classical 
Arabic. They include ayn ‘where?’, minayn 
‘from where?’, ilayn ‘where to?’ (aynù ‘where 
is he?’), man ‘who?’ (manù ‘who is it?’), ayy 
‘which?’ (ayyinù ‘which is it [masc.]?’), kayf 
‘how?’ (kayfù ‘how is he?’), kayfant or kayfak
‘how are you [sg. masc.]?’), lilmà ‘why?’ (lilmih 
in pause), mà ‘what?’ (màhù ‘what is it [masc.]?’, 
mih in pause), kam ‘how many?; how much?’. 
The pausal form of mà ‘what?’ functions as a 
tag question, sometimes preceded by aw ‘or’, as 
in awmih ‘isn’t it?’.

2.4 Adverbs

2.4.1 Temporal adverbs
The majority of temporal adverbs are similar 
to those of Classical Arabic. These include 
alyawm ‘today’, ams ‘yesterday’, awwal ams 
‘the day before yesterday’, al≠ašì ‘this evening’, 
™ìn ‘early’, awwal/min awwal ‘earlier’, ÿudwuh 
‘yesterday’. The word for now, ≈al™ìn(ih), orig-
inates from ≈à + al™ìn. More innovative tempo-
ral adverbs include ≈ìksà≠ ‘at that time’, from 
≈ìk + assà≠ah, and ba™ìn ‘early’, from bi- + ™ìn. 
‘Week’ is most commonly wa≠d, which is used 
adverbially in the expression alwa≠d allawwal 
‘last week’. The term ≈irratayn ‘two specks’ 
is used metaphorically in both the measure 
and temporal sense of ‘a little’. More recently, 
šwayyih has come to function in the sense of ‘in 
a little while’.

Expressions for the days of the week resem-
ble those of Classical Arabic, with the excep-
tion of the terms for Tuesday and Wednesday: 
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yawm ala™ad ‘Sunday’, yawm aliμnayn ‘Mon-
day’, yawm aμμalùμ ‘Tuesday’, yawm arrabù≠ 
‘Wednesday’, yawm alxamìs ‘Thursday’, yawm 
aljum≠ah ‘Friday’, yawm assabt ‘Saturday’.

Clock time is expressed adverbially as an 
annexion phrase by the older generation, e.g. 
sà≠at xams ‘5 o’clock’, but as a noun + predi-
cate structure by the younger generation, e.g. 
assà≠(ah) xams. In fast speech, the article may 
also be omitted.

2.4.2 Local adverbs
The main local adverbs are: hànà ‘here’, hànàk 
‘there’, usually realized with emphasis, hinìyih 
‘here’ and hinayyik ‘there’. According to Fischer 
(1969), the derivation of hànà is as follows: 
hàhunà > hàhnà > hànà ‘here’, and hinìyih 
‘here’ was derived by suffixation of an emphatic 
element -(ì)yih. Other local adverbs include 
yimàn ‘right’, yisàr ‘left’, and several active 
participles, e.g. †àli≠ ‘up; upstairs’, nàzil ‘down; 
downstairs’, dàxil ‘inside’, xàrij ‘outside’.

2.4.3 Manner adverbs
One set of manner adverbs are realized with or 
without the pronominal element hà-. These may 
take a following suffixal -hà for emphasis. They 
include hàka≈à ‘like this’, hàkaÚàk ‘like that’, 
ka≈à ‘like this’, kaÚàk ‘like that’, ka≈ayyà ‘like 
this’, ka≈ayyik ‘like that’. Older speakers use 
ka≈ayyà, ka≈ayyahà and the more  innovative 
forms ka≈annanì, ka≈annahà in the sense of ‘a 
little’, as in iddàlì ÿarr ka≈ayyahà ‘he only gave 
me a little’. Other manner adverbs are derived 
from prepositional phrases and include fìsà≠ 
‘quickly’ and bisà≠at + pronoun ‘immediately’.

2.4.4 Degree adverbs
The degree adverbs are gawì ‘very’, xayràt ‘a 
lot’, less commonly marrih ‘very’. The adverb 
gawì can be repeated for emphasis. Other 
degree adverbs include šwayyih and šwannanì 
‘a little’, ÿarr and bass ‘only’, and words used 
in a metaphorical sense, such as nàr ‘fire’, as in 
ÿàlì nàr ‘really expensive’.

2.5 Particles

2.5.1 Genitive marker
The genitive marker ™agg inflects for neither 
number nor gender, as in arrajjàl ™aggì ‘my 
man/husband’, albint ™aggì ‘my daughter’, 
alkutub ™aggì ‘my books’. For emphasis, the 

genitive marker can be used to express famil-
ial relations. To emphasize possession, it may 
precede rather than follow the possessed noun. 
Whether the genitive marker is used or whether 
a possessed object forms the first part of an 
annexion phrase is often determined on stylistic 
or even rhythmic grounds. A phrase involv-
ing the genitive marker may be apposed to an 
annexion phrase, as in alka≠k ™agg al≠ìd . . . ka≠k 
al≠ìd ‘cake for the Eid . . . Eid cake’, and yif ≠alùlih 
samn fì gà≠atih . . . fi lgà≠ah ™akk aßßa™n ‘they 
put ghee on its base . . . in the base of the plate’ 
(Watson and Al-≠Amri 2000).

2.5.2 Negative particles
The negative particles are màšì ‘no’, miš ‘not’, 
which usually negates the predicate; mà or là, 
which are used in absolute negation; and the 
discontinuous mà . . . -š, which may also occur 
without final -š and negates verbs and preposi-
tional phrases with pronominal suffixes, as in 
mà ma≠akš ‘you [sg. masc.] do not have’ and 
mà yi≠jibnì hà≈à ‘I don’t like that’. The particle 
màšì functions additionally in the sense of ‘oth-
erwise’, as in màšì mà ≠àd tilsàš alxubzih ‘oth-
erwise, the bread won’t stick’. The compound 
particle wa-là expresses emphatic negation, as 
in wa-là šì ‘nothing at all!’; là/mà . . . wa-là has 
the sense of ‘neither . . . nor’; and mà . . . illà wa- 
either conveys the sense of ‘by the time’, as in 
mà yijì fawg almàyidih illa w-gadù šàbi≠ ‘by the 
time it reaches the table, he’s full’, or ‘only’, as 
in mà yixazzin illà w-bih gàt sawà ‘he’ll only 
chew if there is good qat’.

2.5.3 Existentials
The main existential particle is bih ‘there is’, 
negated as mà bišš/biš. In conditionals and 
questions, šì is more common, as in là šì xubz 
‘if there is any bread’, šì gàt ‘is there any qat?’ 
In questions, šì may be combined with bih 
and/or another prepositional phrase, as in šì 
bih (ma≠àkum) gàt ‘do you [pl. masc.] have 
any qat?’

2.5.4 Prepositions
The main prepositions in Ían≠ànì are min ‘from’, 
là ‘to’, fì ‘in’, bi ‘in; with’, ma≠ ‘with’, ≠ind ‘with; 
at the house of’, fawg ‘over’, ta™t ‘under’, gafà 
‘behind’, ßalà ‘toward’, tijàh ‘before; in front 
of’, šigg ‘next to’, sà≠ ‘like’, gabl ‘before’, and 
ba≠d ‘after’. In contrast to many other dia-
lects, possession is indicated through ma≠ ‘with’ 
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rather than ≠ind, as in ma≠ì sayyàrih ‘I have a 
car’, kam ma≠iš banàt ‘how many daughters do 
you [sg. fem.] have?’.

2.5.5 Conjunctions, conjuncts, subordinators
The main conjunctions are wa- ‘and’, aw/
awlà/wallà ‘or’, and fa- ‘then; so’. The latter is 
common in narratives, particularly when the 
narrator is deliberating. The conjunct làkin 
‘but; however’ is pronounced as laykin by Old 
City speakers. Ían≠ànì has a rich set of subor-
dinators, of which probably the most common 
is law-mà ‘when; until’. Other subordinators 
include là ‘if’, ™ìn ‘since’, ≠alà sibb ‘because’, 
tijàh-mà ‘before’, sà≠-mà ‘like’. Subordinators 
and subordination are presented and discussed 
in detail in Watson (1993).

2.6 Nouns and adjectives

Nouns are either feminine or masculine. Femi-
nine nouns without the feminine ending -ih 
include parts of the body which come in pairs; 
inherently female objects, as in umm ‘mother’, 
bint ‘girl; daughter’; and other terms, including 
™arb ‘war’, šams ‘sun’. Nouns and adjectives 
take the sound masculine or feminine plural, 
-ìn and -àt, or one of a large number of bro-
ken plural patterns (Watson 2002:164ff.). The 
dual suffix, -ayn, is usually attested only for 
weight, measurement, or time, as in yawmayn/
yawmatayn ‘two days’, giršayn ‘two riyals’, 
sà≠atayn ‘two hours’, and in the frozen phrase 
wàliday + pronoun ‘his, etc. parents’. In other 
cases, the appropriate form for ‘two’ precedes 
the noun in the plural, as in μintayn banàt ‘two 
girls’, iμnayn ≠iyyàl ‘two boys’. Even paired 
parts of the body are referred to through the 
plural, with iμnayn/μintayn added optionally 
for emphasis, as in arjulì ‘my legs’ and arjulì 
aμμintayn ‘both my legs’.

Diminutive patterns occur in place-names 
and personal tribal names throughout Yemen, 
such as alzubayrì, al™ubayšì, aljunayd, but the 
diminutive is not productive. The only adjec-
tive with a diminutive morphological pattern 
is zuÿayrì/zuÿayyirì ‘small’. In order to express 
smallness and affection, -ì can be suffixed to 
personal names, as in ixlàßì ‘little Ikhlas’, šahàbì 
‘little Shahab’. Another function of -ì is to 
derive singulatives from collectives, as in mawzì 
‘banana’ from mawz, dùdì ‘worm’ from dùd.

2.7 Numerals 1–20

The cardinal numerals for one and two are: 
wà™id, iμnayn, and from three to ten: μalàμih, 
arba≠ah, xamsih, sittih, sab≠ah, μamàniyih, 
tis≠ah, ≠ašarih. In numeral phrases, these forms 
combine with the plural of a masculine noun, 
and shortened forms with the plural of a 
feminine noun. The numerals from eleven to 
nineteen have two allomorphs, depending on 
whether they take a following noun or occur 
in isolation. Thus, xamst≠ašar bint ‘fifteen girls’ 
compares with xamst≠àš ‘fifteen’, in which final 
-ar is not pronounced.

2.8 Verbs

2.8.1 Verbal Forms
The Form I verb takes one of three possible 
vocalisms, fa≠al, fi≠il, fu≠ul. The majority of fi≠il 
verbs are intransitive or grammatically transi-
tive, denoting actions whose consequences are 
experienced by the agent, ‘agent moyen’. Excep-
tions include šibi™ ‘to pull’, libis ‘to wear’. The 
fu≠ul verbs have either a root emphatic or velar 
consonant, as in kubur ‘to grow up’, gurub ‘to 
approach’, ruÚì ‘to want’. The derived Forms 
of the triliteral verb in the dialect are II, III, 
IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, and X. The function of 
original Form IX is taken over by Form II, as 
in ™ammar ‘to be/become red’, sawwad ‘to 
be/become black’. Form II is the most produc-
tive verb form alongside the quadriliteral verb. 
Form IV is comparatively common in Ían≠ànì; 
examples include absar ‘to see’, ixlaß ‘to take 
off’. Forms V and VI take initial t-, ti-, or ta-, 
as in tilaμμam ‘to wear a face veil’, ta™àkà ‘to 
talk’. In the imperative, however, Forms V and 
VI take it-, as in it™àkà ‘talk [sg. masc.]!’ Form 
VII is relatively rare; examples include inga∂à 
‘to pass [of time]’. Form VIII is common. 

Quadriliteral verbs are both common and 
productive in Ían≠ànì. They are derived either 
from biliteral or triliteral verbs through redupli-
cation, as in dagdag ‘to knock [continuously]’, 
šamšam ‘to sniff’, or infixation of a sono-
rant, as in ∂al™ak ‘to laugh [a lot]’ (cf. ∂a™ak 
‘to laugh’), tinagwal ‘to move [from place to 
place]’ (cf. nagal ‘to move’); from nouns, as 
in saynam ‘to go to the cinema’ (cf. sìnamà 
‘cinema’); or from adjectives, as in timajnan ‘to 
become mad’ (cf. majnùn ‘mad’), tibayxal ‘to 
be mean’ (cf. baxìl ‘mean’).
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The internal passive, u-i, exists for a few 
verbs, including kumil ‘to be finished’, wulid 
‘to be born’, surig ‘to be stolen (from)’, summì 
‘to be called’, wujid ‘to be found’. The passive 
voice may also be expressed by a Form VIII 
verb, as in i™tabas ‘to be imprisoned’, but there 
is no evidence that this form is morphologically 
productive in Ían≠ànì.

2.8.2 Inflection of perfect
In the perfect, sound verbs take the suffixes in 
Table 9.

Table 9. Perfect verb suffixes

 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc.  - -t -t
sg. fem. -at -tì -t
pl. masc. -ù -tù -nà
pl. fem -ayn -tayn -nà

Doubled verbs take an infix -ay- before a 
consonant-initial suffix, as in šall-ay-t ‘I/you 
[sg. masc.] took’. Final weak verbs ending in 
-ì take the suffixes given above, e.g. nisiy-at 
‘she forgot’, ruÚiy-ayn ‘they [fem.] wanted’. In 
final weak verbs ending in -à, however, vowel-
initial suffixes take other forms which attach 
directly to the stem: the 3rd person singular 
feminine suffix is realized as -it, as in awf-it 
‘she finished’, mall-it ‘she filled’; the 3rd person 
plural masculine suffix is realized as -aw, as in 
mall-aw ‘they [masc.] filled’; and the 3rd person 
plural feminine suffix is realized as -ayn, as in 
mall-ayn ‘they [fem.] filled’.

2.8.3 Inflection of imperfect
In the imperfect, the sound verbs take the 
affixes in Table 10.

Table 10. Imperfect verb affixes

 3rd pers. 2nd pers. 1st pers.

sg. masc.  yi- ti- 
   a-
sg. fem. ti- ti- . . . ì
pl. masc. yi . . . ù  ti . . . ù
   ni-
pl. fem.  yi . . . ayn ti . . . ayn

The long-vowel imperfect suffixes -ì, -ù are real-
ized in final-weak verbs as diphthongs -ay, -aw, 

as in tišt-ay ‘you [sg. fem.] want’, tit™àk-aw 
‘you [pl. masc.] speak’, yirÚ-aw ‘they [masc.] 
want’. In most quadriliteral verbs and the trilit-
eral derived verbs of Forms II, III, IV, VII, VIII, 
and X, the final imperfect stem vowel is -i-, as 
in yixazzin ‘he chews [qat]’, yijàbir ‘he chats’, 
yibsir ‘he sees’, yinšaÿil ‘he is occupied’, yištaÿil 
‘he works’, yista≠mil ‘he uses’.

On suffixation of object pronouns or the neg-
ative suffix to feminine plural verbs, the end-
ing -ayn is reduced to -an with gemination of 
-n- before an object pronoun, as in /absartayn 
+ ih/ = absartannih ‘you [pl. fem.] saw him’, 
/yištayn + iš/ = yištanniš ‘they [fem.] want you 
[sg. fem.]’, /mà yibsirayn + š/ = mà yibsiranš 
‘they [fem.] don’t see’.

2.8.3.1 Imperfect tense/aspect markers
Ían≠ànì has two tense/aspect markers: one 
denoting continuous/habitual aspect and one 
future tense (Table 11). In both cases, the 1st 
person singular prefix differs from that for 
other persons, and has two allomorphs for the 
future prefix. 

Table 11. Imperfect tense/aspect markers

person/gender continuous/habitual future 

1st sg. bayn-  šà-/ ≠ad-
other persons bi- ≠à-

On prefixation of šà-, a- of the 1st person sin-
gular imperfect prefix is not pronounced, e.g. 
šà-sìr ‘I will go’, šà-bsir ‘I will see’. The prefix 
≠ad- differs from šà- by conveying that the 
speaker will do something at some time, while 
šà- indicates that the speaker will do something 
at a definite time.
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Sandhi

The term sandhi (from Sanskrit sa¤dhi ‘putting 
together’) refers to phonological processes that 
apply when two morphemes (roots, stems, or 
affixes) are juxtaposed. This very general term 
has been used in a variety of senses. In its 
broadest sense, sandhi includes the selection 
of alternative forms (allomorphs) at the join-
ing of two morphemes within a word (internal 
sandhi) as well as processes that apply between 
adjacent words in a phrase (external sandhi), 
and in this broad sense it encompasses a large 
part of the phonology of a language. Sandhi 
includes both automatic phonetic processes 
(including, for some linguists, allophonic pat-
terns) and alternations that are morphologi-
cally or lexically conditioned. It would exclude 
only those patterns (morpheme structure condi-
tions) that constrain the makeup of individual 

morphemes, such as the fact that Arabic tricon-
sonantal roots frequently have identical second 
and third consonants (as in r-d-d in radda ‘he 
returned’, rudùd ‘returns [noun, pl.]’, but not 
identical first and second consonants (*r-r-d); 
nearly all other phonology could be called 
sandhi. Because of the breadth of this term, 
many linguists use it to refer only to external 
sandhi, which is the phonology of the phrase, 
rather than of the word, and it is therefore also 
called postlexical phonology, meaning those 
phonological processes that apply only after a 
completely formed, whole word is inserted into 
a phrase. 

What is significant about sandhi in all its 
senses is the fact that it depends on constituents 
and their boundaries, and therefore it marks or 
indicates those boundaries. Sandhi facilitates 
the hearer’s identification of morphemes within 
a word or of the boundaries between phrases 
within a sentence. Thus, in Classical Arabic the 
alternation between the full and pausal forms 
of words helps mark phrase boundaries; for 
example, in madìnatun kabìrah ‘a big city’, the 
-h in the pausal form kabìrah (as opposed to 
the full form kabìratun, which occurs in other 
situations) marks it as being at the end of a 
phonological phrase, while the -tun ending of 
madìnatun marks it as being not phrase-final. 
There may or may not be audible silence after 
either of these words, but the appearance of a 
full or a pausal form shows where the phrase 
boundary is. Within a word, too, sandhi can 
help define boundaries and categories. Prob-
ably the most familiar sandhi process of Arabic 
applies to the definite prefix al- (il in many dia-
lects), the l of which assimilates to a following 
coronal (i.e. dental, alveolar, or postalveolar) 
consonant, as in al-†ifl ‘the child’, pronounced 
a††ifl. This assimilation does not apply between 
separate words (bal †ifl ‘but rather a child’, not 
*ba††ifl), nor within a word (±al†af ‘nicer’, not 
*±a††af ). One could view the assimilation of 
the article as a mere phonological process (a 
helpful one, facilitating pronunciation, or an 
unfortunate one, obscuring the basic form of 
the prefix), but on the other hand, one could 
view it as helping to identify the article as 
opposed to other sequences. Linguists who use 
the word sandhi tend to take the latter view and 
see sandhi alternations as signs of constituent 
boundaries.
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The vernacular Arabic of the Syrian dialect 
area provides an especially clear illustration of 
sandhi as a marker of a grammatical boundary. 
In these dialects, there is a difference between 
msikna ‘we held’ and misikna ‘he held us’. Both 
words consist of a stem meaning ‘to hold’ and a 
suffix -na ‘1st person plural’, with the stem tak-
ing different forms depending on whether the 
suffix marks a subject or an object: msik when 
followed by a consonant-initial subject suffix, 
misik before a consonant-initial object suffix 
or no suffix (and misk before a vowel-initial 
suffix). Within the word, there is a constituent 
consisting of the verb stem and a subject suffix, 
if any, while an object suffix lies outside that 
constituent, which can be marked with paren-
theses: (msik-na) ‘we held’, (msik-t)-na ‘you 
[masc. sg.] held us’ (i.e. ‘(held-you)-us’), versus 
(misik)-na ‘he held us’ (Brame 1973). Similarly, 
there are sandhi alternations in the stem of ver-
nacular Arabic (zur-na) ‘we visited’, (zur-t)-na 
‘you [masc. sg.] visited us’, versus (zàr)-na ‘he 
visited us’, and in Classical Arabic (ra±ay-nà) 
‘we saw’, (ra±ay-ta)-nà ‘you [masc. sg.] saw us’, 
versus (ra±à)-nà ‘he saw us’. The sandhi alter-
nations between msik and misik, between zur 
and zàr, and between ra±ay and ra±à inform the 
hearer whether the -nà is inside or outside the 
bracketed unit, marking a subject or an object.

A large part of any reference grammar of 
Arabic is occupied by the description of inter-
nal sandhi, that is, the different forms that mor-
phemes take in different contexts. Therefore, 
the remainder of this entry focuses on external 
sandhi, processes that apply between words 
and at the attachment of the pronominal enclit-
ics that mark the objects of verbs and preposi-
tions and the possessors of nouns, especially 
some that are of particular interest.

Many sandhi processes serve to maintain the 
preferred structure of Arabic syllables. In Clas-
sical and Modern Standard Arabic, every syl-
lable has an onset consisting of one consonant, 
a short or long vowel, and possibly a coda of 
one consonant, making three types, Cv, C8, 
and CvC, plus the much more restricted C8C. 
In addition, a word in its pausal form (at the 
end of a phrase) may end  in two consonants 
(CvCC). There can never be three adjacent 
consonants (which the Arabic grammarians 
call iltiqà± as-sàkinayn ‘the meeting of two 
vowelless consonants’), nor two adjacent vow-
els. There are four phonological processes that 

apply automatically to alleviate violations of 
these syllable structure restrictions.

i. ¤ Syncope: every word-initial vowel 
is deleted, except at the beginning of a 
phrase: hà≈ihi ‘this’ + al-madìna ‘the city’: 
hà≈ihi lmadìna ‘this city’, pronounced 
hà≈ihilmadìna, with ¤ resyllabification cre-
ating a syllable -hil- which begins in the first 
word and ends in the next; ba≠da ‘after’ + 
ibtidà± ‘a beginning’ becomes ba≠da btidà±, 
pronounced ba≠dabtidà±; fa- ‘so’ + uktub 
‘write [imper.]!’, pronounced faktub.

ii. A long vowel in a closed syllable is short-
ened (the same happens within a word as 
well): fì + al-madìna ‘the city’, pronounced 
filmadìna, with the long vowel of fì short-
ened. 

iii. Where three consonants would come 
together, the process of ¤ epenthesis 
applies, inserting the vowel i between the 
first and second of the three: kànat al-
madìna becomes kànatilmadìna ‘the city 
was’. Somewhat surprisingly, in a sequence 
like fì al-ibtidà± ‘in the beginning’, the 
first vowel shortens despite the presence 
of a vowel after the following consonant: 
filibtidà±, not *fìlibtidà± (Wright 1896:21), 
and epenthesis applies, likewise surpris-
ingly, in a sequence like ≠an al-ibtidà± ‘about 
the beginning’, pronounced ≠anilibtidà±, not 
*≠anlibtidà±.

iv. Another epenthesis process inserts a glottal 
stop ± when a vowel-initial word appears 
at the beginning of a phrase: ±almadìna, 
±ibtidà±.

These four are default processes, in that they 
apply without any morphological or lexical 
restrictions. In certain morphological environ-
ments, however, vowels other than i are inserted. 
After the masculine plural suffixes -hum, -kum, 
and -tum, the epenthetic vowel is u: katabtum 
‘you [masc. pl.] wrote’ + ad-dars ‘the lesson’: 
katabtumuddars. Between the preposition min 
‘from’ and any word beginning with the vowel 
a (these are just the definite article al-, the forms 
of the relative pronoun alla≈ì, and the word 
a££àh ‘God’), the epenthetic vowel is a: min dars 
‘from a lesson’, minibtidà± ‘from a beginning’, 
but minaddars ‘from the lesson’, mina££àh ‘from 
God’. Furthermore, it is possible to consider 
the initial i of words like ism ‘name’, ibtidà± 
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‘beginning’, and ifham ‘understand [imper.]!’ 
to be epenthetic, and if so, then there is also 
epenthetic u in imperatives of verbs with the 
stem-vowel u, such as uktub ‘write!’, and in the 
perfect passive of verbs like ustuxrija ‘it was 
extracted’; the rule is that the epenthetic vowel 
is u in verb forms with the stem vowel u, and 
i otherwise. Another morphologically condi-
tioned alternation that preempts the default syl-
lable-structure processes applies optionally to 
the 1st person singular enclitic -(n)ì, which may 
become -(n)iya if the following word begins 
with two consonants, so that bayt-ì ‘my house’ 
+ al-jadìd ‘new’ can be pronounced baytiyal-
jadìd; if not for this, the vowel would shorten 
by the default rule (ii), producing baytiljadìd, 
which would obscure the enclitic entirely. (In 
Modern Standard Arabic, the ambiguity of 
baytiljadìd can be avoided by pronouncing ‘my 
new house’ with a tense [i], as opposed to the 
lax [i] in [bajtilœadi1d] ‘the house [gen.] of the 
new one’.)

While in Standard Arabic epenthesis inserts 
a vowel between the first and second conso-
nants of three in contact (CCC > CiCC), the 
modern vernacular dialects vary in the place of 
the epenthetic vowel. Watson (2007) has pro-
vided a detailed typology and analysis of this 
and related phenomena. Watson illustrates the 
main types with the word for ‘I said to him’; the 
Standard Arabic phrase qultu la-hu has become 
a single word in modern vernacular Arabic, 
with a basic form reconstructable as qultlahu, 
containing three adjacent consonants: ltl. By 
the basic principles of Arabic syllable structure, 
which permit only one consonant in an onset 
and one in a coda, the t in this sequence cannot 
be part of either the preceding or the following 
syllable: (qul)t(la)(hu). In Baghdadi Arabic, an 
epenthetic vowel is inserted before the unsyl-
labified t: gilitla, and hence this is labeled a vC 
dialect (vowel-consonant, for the sequence it). 
In Cairene Arabic, a Cv dialect, the epenthetic 
vowel is inserted after the t: ±ultilu. The Arabic 
of Ían≠à±, with gultalih, is in this respect like 
Cairene Arabic. In Moroccan Arabic, the unsyl-
labified consonant is tolerated, qiltlu, and hence 
this type of dialect is termed a C dialect. Several 
other properties tend to go along with each 
type. vC dialects like Baghdadi Arabic permit 
consonant clusters at the beginning of a phrase 
(∑làb ‘dogs’, b-báÿdàd ‘in Baghdad’), but do 
not allow phrase-final clusters (/∑alb/ ‘dog’ is 

pronounced ∑alib). Cairene Arabic is the oppo-
site, with unlimited final clusters (ba†n ‘belly’), 
but no initial clusters. Many vC dialects also 
exhibit ¤ metathesis of medial CCiC to CiCC 
(/jiktib-u/ ¤ jikitbu ‘they write’), and in some 
this goes along with an opaque stress pattern 
(yíkitbu, rather than yikítbu). Metathesis and 
opaque stress do not occur in Cairene Arabic, 
the prototypical Cv dialect. Cairene Arabic, for 
its part, shortens long vowels when they occur 
in closed syllables (/bàb-na/ babna ‘our door’, 
/kàtib-a/ katba ‘writing [fem. sg.]’), while vC 
dialects retain long vowels in closed syllables 
(bàbna, kàtba). Ían≠àni Arabic and a number 
of others form an intermediate type, in that 
they have Cv epenthesis like Cairene Arabic 
but otherwise have the characteristics typical 
of vC dialects like Baghdadi Arabic. Watson 
provides an elegant phonological analysis that 
ties together these apparently disparate proper-
ties. Standard Arabic is in most respects a Cv 
dialect like Cairene Arabic, with phrase-final 
consonant clusters (in pausal forms like kalb), 
no initial clusters (/btidà±/ ±ibtidà±), and shorten-
ing of long vowels in closed syllables (/™tàj-nà/ 
±i™tajnà ‘we needed’). However, as in vC dia-
lects, there is metathesis (/yatmimu/ yatimmu 
‘it is accomplished’). There is no word-internal 
epenthesis, because the morphology does not 
produce sequences of three consonants. 

A sandhi process that is nearly universal 
in modern vernacular Arabic is the apparent 
lengthening of a vowel before a suffix. This 
applies both to stem vowels (Palestinian Arabic 
nisi ‘he forgot’, nsìna ‘we forgot’, nisì-na ‘he 
forgot us’, ma nisì-š ‘he did not forget’) and 
to suffix vowels (zàru ‘they visited’, zàrù-na 
‘they visited us’, ma zàrù-š ‘they did not visit’, 
ma zàrù-nà-š ‘they did not visit us’; kunti ‘you 
[fem. sg.] were’, ma kuntì-š ‘you [fem. sg.] were 
not’). This raises the question of the direction-
ality of the process, synchronically in modern 
Arabic: are these vowels underlyingly short and 
lengthened before a suffix, or are they underly-
ingly long and shortened in word-final posi-
tion? McCarthy (2005) has argued that these 
vowels must be underlyingly long, both on for-
mal theoretical grounds and from the fact that, 
while unstressed vowels are often shortened in 
Arabic and other languages, preaffixal length-
ening is apparently unknown. Thus, McCarthy 
argues that /zàrù/ is shortened to zàru, except 
when a suffix follows.
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The historical origin of this alternation is 
not uniform. Some of the alternating vowels 
are long in Classical Arabic: zàrù ‘they visited’, 
zàrù-nà ‘they visited us’. When these forms 
are pronounced with the patterns of stress 
and vowel shortening that are widespread in 
the modern vernaculars, they appear to alter-
nate in a manner identical to the vernacular 
alternation: zÙru, zàr‹na. However, there is 
no other evidence that they were pronounced 
in that way in ancient times. Other vowels 
that alternate in the modern vernaculars were 
short in Classical Arabic both when final and 
when followed by a suffix: zurti ‘you [fem. sg.] 
visited’, zurti-nà ‘you visited us’. (Although 
forms like zurtì-nà, with a long ì, are attested 
in Classical Arabic, they are not the norm; see 
Wright 1896:102). In only one situation does 
Classical Arabic show a regular alternation 
between short and long vowels that is similar to 
the modern alternation: in the past tense after 
the 2nd person masculine plural suffix -tum. 
Before a word beginning with two consonants, 
the epenthetic vowel after -tum (as mentioned 
above) is u: sami≠tumu d-dars ‘you [masc. pl.] 
heard the lesson’. But before a pronominal suf-
fix, -tum is extended by the addition of a long 
ù: sami≠tumù-nà ‘you [masc. pl.] heard us’. 
Thus, there is a three-way alternation among 
-tumu (before a consonant cluster in the next 
word), -tumù (before a pronominal suffix), and 
-tum (otherwise). It should not be assumed that 
this particular suffix was the seed that brought 
forth the pervasive alternation in modern Ara-
bic, but rather that both Classical Arabic and 
vernacular Arabic reflect an earlier stage in 
which some suffixes alternated in this manner, 
although we do not know which ones, nor 
when and where.

An extremely unusual and intriguing san-
dhi process occurs in Nigerian Arabic (Owens 
1998:22–26). The past tense suffix t marking 
the 1st person and 2nd person masculine singu-
lar, as in mašè-t ‘I went’, jib-t-uhum ‘I brought 
them’, is invariably deleted whenever it would 
appear at the end of a word after a consonant; 
thus, /taxallas-t/ ‘finish-I’ is pronounced taxal-
lás, in which the stress on the last syllable is 
a consequence of the underlying /t/ and itself 
indicates that this is a 1st or 2nd person sin-
gular form. There is one systematic exception: 
when such a verb is followed by a direct object 
marked with the definite prefix al-, the t is not 
deleted; Owens gives the example xallas-t al-

enwayessi ‘I finished the NYSC [youth corps]’. 
Phonologically identical sequences in which 
the al- is not the definite prefix, or the noun 
is not the direct object, do not preserve the t: 
taxallás altahág ‘I finished [and] I joined’, katáb 
al-inta dawwart-a ‘I wrote what you [masc. 
sg.] wanted (it)’, inta gul al-muftá indak ‘you 
[masc. sg.] said the key was with you [masc. 
sg.]’, nor does a direct object with al- that does 
not immediately follow the verb, as in katáb 
bas al-maktùb ‘I wrote only the book’ (Owens 
1998:25). Owens argues that what preserves 
the t is that the definite prefix of a direct object 
is cliticized to the preceding verb. The enclitic 
article, like suffixes, prevents the elision. 

Many other sandhi processes occur in Classi-
cal and vernacular Arabic, including consonant 
¤ assimilations, stress shifts, vowel changes, 
vowel shortening, devoicing or glottalization of 
final consonants and vowels, and the spreading 
of ‘emphasis’ (pharyngealization and backed 
articulation). Some of these are examined in 
detail in Watson (2002:226–267, 273–286). 
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Íarf

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Íarf, originally meaning ‘shifting a thing from 
one state or condition to another’ (Lane 1863–
1893:II, 1680; Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn IV, 2434), is 
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used in Arabic grammar as the technical term 
for morphology. It is linked with taßrìf, which 
also has to do with change, and originally 
meant ‘the turning of the winds from one state 
or condition, to another’ (Lane 1863–1893:II, 
1681; Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn IV, 2435). In relation 
to language, the science of taßrìf is usually called 
≠ilm aß-ßarf. Both indicate a change in the form 
of words, and both are used indiscriminately to 
designate the science of morphology.

Modern linguists sometimes distinguish be-
tween ßarf as the study of the structure of words 
with their morphemes (cf. Hindàwì 1989:20ff.) 
and taßrìf as the study of the ¤ ištiqàq ‘deriva-
tion’ of words from a specific ¤ ±aßl ‘root’ or 
base form and the different phonological rules 
that affect their form. In a still wider sense, ßarf 
includes taßrìf and is applied to the science of 
morphology in general (cf. Åkesson 2001:40–
42). In the field of Arabic grammar (see 
Troupeau 1993), ßarf is generally used rather 
than na™w ‘syntax’. While the latter denotes 
the syntactic position of the word as indicated 
by its ending (cf. Ibn Jinnì, Munßif I, 4) – 
whether it is mu≠rab ‘declinable’, depending 
on an operator, e.g. the agent/topic (voweled 
by a ∂amma), the object (voweled by a fat™a), 
or the genitive (voweled by a kasra), or mabnì 
‘undeclinable’ (for both terms, see Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 1ff.; Ibn Jinnì, Xaßà±iß I, 35ff.; Bohas 
a.o. 1990:53–55) – there is one aspect of ±i≠ràb 
‘declension’ that refers to the morphological 
aspect of declension, namely the distinction 
between complete and incomplete declension of 
the word (cf. ≠Ukbarì, Masà±il 102–105; Carter 
1981:37–38; Åkesson 2001:130). Indeed, one 
meaning of mu≠rab ‘declined’ is synonymous 
with munßarif ‘fully declined’, which is con-
nected with ßarf when it is applied to the 
inflected noun according to Sìbawayhi’s (d. 
177/793) theory in the Kitàb. According to 
him, a noun is fully declinable when it can have 
the three case endings, nominative, accusative, 
and genitive, or when it can receive the tanwìn 
(cf. Versteegh 1995:173–174).

2. D e v e l o p m e n t  o f  Í A R F

Sìbawayhi was one of the first grammarians to 
combine ßarf and na™w, while still distinguish-
ing them from each other. He introduces the 
science of morphology with these words: “This 
is the section about what the Arabs formed of 

nouns, adjectives, and verbs that are sound and 
unsound . . . and what the grammarians name 
taßrìf and f ≠l [i.e. forms made to correspond to 
the derived measures of f ≠l ]” (Kitàb II, 343). 
The main issues studied in the second part of 
the Kitàb became the classical topics in the 
works on morphology. 

Among those who developed the study of 
morphology as an independent discipline, the 
following grammarians may be mentioned: 
≠Alì ibn al-£asan al-±A™mar (d. 194/809), al-
Farrà± (d. 207/822), and al-±Axfaš al-±Awsa† 
(d. 215/830 or 225/839), who wrote treatises 
with the title at-Taßrìf; ±Abù ≠Umar al-Jarmì (d. 
225/839), with the Kitàb al-±abniya wa-t-taßrìf; 
±Abù ≠Utmàn al-Màzinì (d. 249/862), with the 
Kitàb at-taßrìf; al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898), with 
his at-Taßrìf or at-Taßàrìf; ar-Rummànì (d. 
384/994), with the Kitàb at-taßrìf; ±Abù ≠Alì al-
Fàrisì (d. 377/987), with at-Takmila; Ibn Jinnì 
(d. 393/1002), with his at-Taßrìf al-Mulùkì 
(de Flexione), al-Munßif, and Sirr aß-ßinà≠a; 
al-Mu±addib (active during the 4th/10th cen-
tury), with the Daqà±iq at-taßrìf; al-Maydànì 
(d. 518/1124), with the Nuzhat aÚ-Úarf fì ≠ilm 
aß-ßarf; Ibn Ya≠ìš (d. 642/1245), with his Šar™ 
al-Mulùkì; Ibn al-£àjib (d. 646/1249), with aš-
Šàfiya; az-Zanjànì (d. 654/1256–1257), with his 
Kitàb al-≠Izzì; Ibn ≠Ußfùr (d. 669/1270), with his 
al-Mumti≠ fì t-taßrìf; Ibn Màlik (d. 672/1273), 
with his Làmiyat al-±af ≠àl; Ibn Màlik’s son, 
Badr ad-Dìn (d. 686/1286), with his commen-
tary on the Làmiya commentary; al-±Astaràbà≈ì 
(d. 686/1286), with his Šar™ Šàfiyat Ibn £àjib; 
and ±A™mad ibn ≠Alì ibn Mas≠ùd (active at the 
end of the 7th/13th century or the beginning 
of the 8th/14th century), with his Marà™ al-
±arwà™ (Åkesson 2001). A few grammarians, 
however, followed the model of al-Kitàb, e.g. 
az-Zamaxšarì (d. 538/1143–4), with his al-
Mufaßßal, on which Wright (1985) is based, 
and Ibn Ya≠ìš, with his Šar™ al-Mufaßßal, on 
which Howell (1986) is based.

Ibn Jinnì’s Munßif in particular marks the 
integration of new methods of reasoning in the 
study of morphology (cf. Guillaume 1981:224). 
Between the 3rd/9th century and the 8th/14th 
century, which represents the end of gram-
matical productivity, the notion of qiyàs ‘anal-
ogy’, nourished by the translations from the 
Greek (Versteegh 1977) and already in use in 
Sìbawayhi’s book (cf. Baalbaki 1979; Carter 
1997:527), was developed and became well 
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integrated in matters of morphophonology. In 
their study of ßarf many grammarians strove 
to explain the reasons of many particularities 
(Åkesson 2001:27–35), such as the phonologi-
cal changes, the avoidance of specific combina-
tions, the addition or elision of a vowel (cf. 
Åkesson 1999) or a segment, the choice of a 
segment, vowel, or quiescence, and the transfer 
of a vowel or a segment in a word, by relying 
on fundamental rules and principles (for this 
term see Baalbaki 1988) in their reasoning. The 
discipline of ßarf could include, for instance, 
the study of the selection of the vowels to 
indicate declension or undeclinability, e.g. the 
choice of the ∂amma for the indicative because 
of its resemblance to the noun or to the active 
participle (cf. Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ VII, 6; Åkes-
son 2001:163–164), the fat™a for the perfect 
because of its semiresemblance to the active 
participle (cf. Åkesson 2001:135–137), and the 
sukùn for the imperative and jussive because 
of its lack of resemblance to the noun (cf. Ibn 
Ya≠ìš, Šar™ VII, 4; Åkesson 2001:139).

3. P a r t s  o f  Í A R F

There are two main parts of taßrìf (cf. Ibn 
≠Ußfùr, Mumti≠ I, 31–32; Bohas a.o. 1990:76–80; 
Mokhlis 1997:24–25; Åkesson 2001:40–41). 
The first part is associated with the morpho-
logical ištiqàq ‘derivation’. It deals with the 
derivation of words from roots and their shift 
from one form to another, according to the dif-
ferent patterns that assign them their specific 
meaning (cf. Ibn Jinnì, Munßif I, 3–4). The 
root is mostly triliteral and is represented by 
the three consonants f-≠-l (the f standing for 
the first radical, the ≠ for the second, and the l 
for the third radical), which together with its 
derivatives are used as paradigms. There is a 
difference of opinion between the Basran and 
the Kufan grammarians concerning the root or 
source of the derivatives, as the Basrans con-
sider this to be the ¤ maßdar ‘verbal noun’, e.g. 
∂arbun ‘a hitting’, while the Kufans consider it 
to be the perfect of the verb, e.g. ∂araba ‘he hit’ 
(cf. Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf, question 28; Vers-
teegh 1995:72ff.).

The word can be regarded as consisting of a 
root morpheme, a specific voweling of its seg-
ments, and in many cases prefixes, infixes, and/
or suffixes. These additional segments are ten in 

number and are combined in a hemistych attrib-
uted to al-Màzinì: hawiytu s-simàna ‘I loved 
the plump women’ (cf. Ibn Jinnì, Munßif I, 98). 
For instance, the verbal form ∂araba ‘he hit’, 
which has no additional segment attached to 
it, consists of the root morpheme ∂-r-b ‘notion 
of hitting’ and the specific voweling of the seg-
ments a-a-a, the last fat™a being the marker of 
undeclinability. This word corresponds to the 
measure fa≠ala, which indicates the 3rd person 
masculine singular of the perfect, represented 
by the pattern CvCvCv. From the same root 
∂-r-b, different variants of the fundamental 
meaning (‘hitting’) can be generated by vowel 
changes and/or the insertion of additional seg-
ments. For instance, one can derive the perfect 
∂arabtu ‘I hit’, corresponding to the pattern 
fa≠altu with the -tu inserted as an agent pro-
nominal suffix marking the 1st person singular; 
the imperfect ya∂ribu ‘he hits’, corresponding 
to the measure yaf ≠ilu with the ya- inserted 
as an imperfect prefix marking the 3rd person 
singular, the last ∂amma being the declensional 
marker; the active participle ∂àribun ‘one who 
is hitting’, corresponding to fà≠ilun with the à 
infix and the nunation -un indicating indefinite-
ness; and the passive participle ma∂rùbun ‘one 
who is hit’, corresponding to maf ≠ùlun with the 
ma- prefix and the ù infix, etc.

Following Sìbawayhi’s lead, grammarians 
study in this part of taßrìf the base forms and 
augmented forms of the nouns and verbs. The 
most common forms of the nouns are the ver-
bal noun, the active participle, the deverbal 
adjective, the elative, the passive participle, and 
the nouns of time, place, and instrument.

Ibn Jinnì (Taßrìf ) includes in his introduction 
to the study of taßrìf the various verbal forms. 
The inflection of the perfect, imperfect, and 
imperative of the base form are formed by 
vowel changes. Additional segments are inserted 
in all the forms (except the 3rd pers. masc. sg. 
perf.) and indicate person, number, and gender. 
Examples are the perfect forms with suffixes 
∂arab-tu ‘I hit’, ∂arab-nà ‘we hit’, and ∂arab-
na ‘they hit [fem. pl.]’, etc.; and the imper-
fect and imperative forms with prefixes and 
suffixes, e.g. ya∂ribùna ‘they hit [masc. pl.]’, 
ya∂ribna ‘they hit [fem. pl.]’, i∂ribù ‘hit! [masc. 
pl.]’, etc. Additional changes are carried out 
to indicate active or passive voice, e.g. in the 
perfect ∂araba ‘he hit’ and ∂uriba ‘he was hit’, 
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in the imperfect ya∂ribu ‘he hits’ and yu∂rabu 
‘he is being hit’; and to indicate ¤ mood, e.g. 
indicative ya∂ribu, jussive lam ya∂rib ‘he did 
not hit’, subjunctive ±an ya∂riba ‘that he shall 
hit’, ¤ energicus là ta∂ribanna ‘do not hit!’, or 
imperative energicus, e.g. i∂ribanna ‘hit! [2nd 
pers. masc. sg.]’. 

Nouns and verbs are divided into seven 
classes, namely: ßa™ì™ ‘strong verb’, which has 
three consonants as its radicals (e.g. ∂araba ‘to 
hit’); mu∂à≠af ‘doubled verb’, whose second 
and third radicals are identical (e.g. madada > 
madda ‘to stretch’); mahmùz ‘hamzated verb’, 
which contains a hamza as one of its radicals 
(e.g. ±axada ‘to take’, with the hamza as the 
first radical, sa±ala ‘to ask’ with the hamza as 
the second radical, and qara±a ‘to read’ with the 
hamza as the third radical); mitàl ‘verb with first 
radical w or y (e.g. wa≠ada ‘to promise’, yasira 
‘to be easy’); ±ajwaf ‘verb with second radical w 
or y (e.g. qawala > qàla ‘to say’ and baya≠a > 
bà≠a ‘to sell’); nàqiß ‘verb with third radical w 
or y (e.g. ÿazawa > ÿazà ‘to attack’, ramaya > 
ramà ‘to throw’); and lafìf ‘doubly weak verb’ 
(e.g. waqaya > waqà ‘to guard’, with first and 
third weak radical and †awaya > †awà ‘to fold’, 
with second and third weak radical).

The second part of taßrìf deals with deriva-
tions from one underlying form to another by 
one or more phonological changes, without a 
semantic change, e.g. qàla from qawala (cf. Ibn 
≠Ußfùr, Mumti≠ I, 31–33). These phonological 
changes are due to many causes, such as the 
presence of two identical segments or two seg-
ments close to each other in place of articula-
tion, or a hamza or one or more weak segments 
in a word. Ibn Jinnì (Taßrìf 8) recognizes the 
following changes on the basis of Sìbawayhi’s 
Kitàb: ziyàda ‘addition of a segment’, badal 
‘substitution of one segment for another’, ™adf 
‘elision of a segment or a vowel’, taÿyìr bi-
™araka aw bi-sukùn ‘a change with a vowel or 
with a quiescence’, and ±idÿàm ‘assimilation of 
one segment to another’.

Two identical segments or two segments close 
to each other combined in one word or in two 
words can lead to ¤ ±idÿàm ‘assimilation’ (Sìb-
awayhi, Kitàb II, 443ff.; Åkesson 2001:194ff.). 
An example is the assimilation of the ∂àds in the 
doubled verb ≠a∂i∂a > ≠a∂∂a ‘to bite’ and the bàs 
in two adjacent words la-dahaba bi-sam≠ihim 
> la-dahabbi-sam≠ihim ‘He would take away 

their faculty of hearing’ (Q. 2/19), read so by 
±Abù ≠Amr (cf. Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 195; Ibn 
Ya≠ìš, Šar™ X, 147; Åkesson 2001:210). The 
closeness of two different segments in point of 
articulation or manner can also lead to assimi-
lation. In order to explain this phenomenon, 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 452ff.) treats the subject of 
phonetics by introducing the 29 base segments, 
indicating for each its point of articulation and 
manner (cf. Åkesson 2001:222–225). In the 
Sirr aß-ßinà≠a, Ibn Jinnì studies these segments 
of words at the level of phonetics, phonology, 
and morphology. This kind of assimilation 
between two different segments is carried out 
in one word and in two successive words (cf. 
Åkesson 2001:194ff.). An example of its occur-
rence in one word is the assimilation involving 
the augmented t in some derived verbs, e.g. 
Form V tazayyana > izzayyana ‘to decorate 
itself’, Form VI tatàqala > ittàqala ‘to be borne 
down heavily’ with the insertion of a prosthetic 
hamza, and Form VIII perfect itta±ara > itta±ara 
~ itta±ara ‘to get one’s revenge’ and imperfect 
yabtasimu > yabbasimu ‘to smile’. An example 
of its occurrence in two successive words is the 
assimilation of t to μ in sakata μàmirun > sakaμμ 
àmirun ‘a wealthy man fell silent’ and t to š in 
±aßabat šarban > ±aßabaššarban ‘she obtained 
a drink’ (cf. Åkesson 2001:210). Sìbawayhi’s 
study of phonetics is important for the study 
of badal or ¤ ±ibdàl ‘substitution’ as well 
(cf. Kitàb II, 340–342; Ibn ≠Ußfùr, Mumti≠ I, 
319–415; Åkesson 2001:330ff.), as it explains 
why one segment can be substituted for another 
in a few contexts. The segments of substitution 
are combined in different mnemonic phrases, 
among them istanjadahu yawma sàla zu††a ‘he 
asked him for help on the day some Zu†† [sc. 
a people of Hindus] attacked’ (cf. Zamaxšarì, 
Mufaßßal 172; Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ X, 7–8; Åkesson 
2001:342–343). Examples of substitution are 
wa™™id wa™™id > ±a™™id ±a™™id ‘make the sign 
with one, one!’, wišà™un > ±išà™un ‘baldric’, 
±araqtu > haraqtu ‘I spilled’, etc.

The hamza behaves as an unstable segment 
in some contexts (cf. Åkesson 2001:240ff.). It 
can be made lighter by its change into à, e.g. 
ra±sun > ràsun ‘head’, hana±aki > hanàki ‘it 
was pleasant for you’; ù, e.g. lu±mun > lùmun 
‘blame’, ±u±tira > ±ùμira ‘he was preferred’; or 
ì, e.g. bi±run > bìrun ‘well, spring’, ±i±sir > ±ìsir 
‘capture! [2nd pers. masc. sg.]’. It can also be 
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elided and have its vowel transferred to the 
vowel preceding it. This may occur within one 
word, e.g. mal±akun ‘angel’ > malakun, or in 
two successive words, e.g. ±Abuw ±Ayyùba > 
±Abuwa yyùba.

The presence of a glide, w or y, in a word 
may lead to phonological changes called 
±i≠làl ‘changes due to unsoundness’ (cf. Åkes-
son 2001:282ff.; ¤ ≠illa). The most common 
changes are that the glide is made vowelless, 
e.g. yaÿzuwu > yaÿzuw > yaÿzù ‘he attacks’, 
yarmiyu > yarmiy > yarmì ‘he throws’; that it 
is changed into an à, e.g. baya≠a > bà≠a ‘to sell’ 
(cf. Åkesson 1996), qawala > qàla ‘to say’; that 
its vowel is transferred to the segment preced-
ing it before it is changed into an à (naql), e.g. 
yaxwafu > yaxawfu > yaxàfu ‘he is afraid’, 
yahyabu > yahaybu > yahàbu ‘he is awed’; or 
that w is changed into y, e.g. siwàtun > siyàtun 
‘whips’.
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Saudi Arabia

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Saudi Arabia is an area of considerable linguis-
tic uniformity. With regard to languages that 
are native to the country, on the basis of the 
most recent data, only one language, Arabic, is 
spoken, although dialect diversity is consider-
able. In fact, in the southwest on the border of 
Yemen, unconfirmed reports have the dialect of 
Fayfa to be mutually unintelligible with local 
Arabic dialects and showing a substratum of 
the ¤ £imyaritic languages of Ancient South 
Arabia. Although modern descendants of these 
languages are spoken now only in pockets 
in the Yemen and Oman (¤ South Arabian, 
Modern), they are thought to have been much 
more widespread in the pre- and early Islamic 
period, particularly in the west of the peninsula 
and probably covering more than the present 
territory of the state of Yemen; thus, they may 
have influenced the Arabic of the area consid-
erably. To quote Rabin in his classic study of 
pre-Islamic dialects:

The little we know of the Northern Yemenite 
dialects rather tends to suggest that there was a 
continuous chain of dialects from south to north 
without any dividing line between Yemen and 
Hijaz (Rabin 1951:25)

On this basis, it would seem that the Najdi 
dialect area has expanded southward into the 
area of Bìša and Najràn, probably since the 
beginning of the Islamic era, corresponding to 
the diminution of the political and commercial 
importance of the Yemen region.

By one theory, the Arabs and their language 
are thought to have originated in the north of 
the area around Dùmat al-Jandal, or the pres-
ent city of al-Jawf, and spread southward into 
the peninsula, with their language gradually 
replacing or merging with the languages spoken 
there, which were possibly, but not necessarily, 
South Arabian.

With regard to actual minority languages 
presently spoken in Saudi Arabia, it is difficult 
to make accurate statements. As stated above, 
the only regional language is Arabic. However, 
the £ijàz in particular has long-standing immi-
grant populations from non-Arabic-speaking 
regions, many of whom came as pilgrims and 
stayed. These are referred to in general as £ijiz, 

literally people of the £ijàz, but denoting those 
of immigrant origin. Among them are, giving 
the local taxonomy: Bukharis (people from 
Bukhara) denoting Central Asians, Yawis (peo-
ple from Java) denoting Indonesians and also 
Caucasians, and Africans, in particular from 
Nigeria. It is difficult to say how many of these 
populations retain a foreign native language 
beyond the second generation, although one 
does meet individuals of the younger genera-
tion who were born in the £ijàz and speak such 
languages as Chechen or Central Asian Turkic.

In addition, large numbers of temporary 
immigrants work in the country for long peri-
ods. These include Philipinos, Sri Lankans, 
and citizens of the state of Kerala (India), but 
most of these intend to return home eventu-
ally, and it is unlikely that their languages will 
retain a permanent footing. There is, however, 
a frequently heard type of ‘pidgin Arabic’ spo-
ken both by these immigrants and their Saudi 
employers. This consists of sentences composed 
from Arabic and foreign nouns and undeclined 
verbal stems, often using the imperative form as 
the stem, in such utterances as ana rùhi kalàm 
bàba ‘I will go and speak to the master’ and 
ana rùhi jìb bànzèn ‘I will go and bring gas’. 
The phonology is simplified, with the Arabic 
pharyngeals and emphatics being replaced by 
simpler sounds, as in rùhi for rù™i above. This 
pidgin is frequently encountered at gas stations 
and in small shops, especially in the smaller 
towns and villages, where customers might not 
be expected to speak English. It is also institu-
tionalized in popular culture and occurs as the 
form of speech of foreign domestic servants in 
popular radio and television plays. English is of 
course widely used in large retail outlets, espe-
cially in Riyadh.

2. G e n e r a l  d i a l e c t  g e o g r a p h y

The dialectology of Saudi Arabia forms a con-
tinuum with that of Yemen and Oman to the 
south, the Emirates and Qatar and Kuwait to 
the east, and Jordan and Iraq to the north. 
There are no discrete borders separating Saudi 
dialects from others. In the north, the border 
areas are desert, and the nomads form the link 
in dialect, while in the southwest, there is a con-
tinuation of the South Arabian cultural zone of 
the Yemen. To the southeast, the border zone 
is the Rub≠ al-Xàlì or ‘Empty Quarter’, an area 
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of only nomadic population. From what little 
we know of the dialects of that area, those of 
the south would seem to bear most resemblance 
to the dialects of Oman (¤ Omani Arabic) 
and the Arab Emirates (¤ Gulf Arabic), earlier 
known as the ‘Trucial Oman’. Bertram Thomas 
describes the dialects of the area as follows:

The sands (the Empty Quarter) know two dialects 
of Arabic, but here the division is latitudinal. There 
is a northern or Murri dialect and a southern 
or Rashid dialect, the latter also spoken by the 
≠Awamir of the northeast (Thomas 1932:268)

And he cites an important feature of these 
dialects:

In the Rashidi dialect of the southern sands as 
distinct from the northern dialect of the Murra, 
J is pronounced Y, thus Jaub = Yaub and Jiban = 
Yiban (Thomas 1938:164, n. 1)

The dialect of the âl Murrah is referred to 
below; it is of the Najdi type, with certain 
southern features, and would seem to form 
the southernmost limit of Najdi dialect, at 
least when that tribe is residing in the Empty 
Quarter.

The population of Saudi Arabia includes 
settled and nomadic groups. Generally, the 
dialect of the nomads relates to the area from 
which they originate and shows links with the 
sedentary dialects of that region. With a degree 
of generalization, the following regions may 
be distinguished: (i) dialects of the Najd; (ii) 
dialects of the southwest; (iii) dialects of the 
eastern region; and (iv) dialects of the £ijàz. 
The southwest and the eastern region have old, 
established, settled populations, based on water 
supply, monsoon rains in the southwest, and 
oases in the east. The eastern region referred to 
means the area of al-£asa, an oasis region of 
great antiquity, and the coastal region of Qa†ìf. 
Here, the dialects show specific local features, 
often highly innovating. Najd also has a core of 
settled population centered on oases, but with 
close links with nomadic populations in the 
northern part. The rural £ijàzi dialects seem 
to form a dialect continuum with the Yemen, 
but little is known of the northern £ijàz, while 
the urban £ijàz has been subject to immigra-
tion from outside the area and its dialects show 
Arabian and non-Arabian characteristics and a 
general leveling of the archaic features of the 
Najdi type, possibly attributable to popula-

tion mixture (see Sieny 1978; Feghali 1991). 
Najd shows very archaic features, showing a 
considerable resemblance to Classical Arabic, 
in particular an extensive use of an -in ending, 
whose distribution is almost identical with the 
Classical Arabic ¤ tanwìn, and extensive use 
of a passive marked by internal voweling of the 
same type as Classical Arabic. Another archaic 
feature is the occurrence of a preverbal particle 
/id or ƒid, having a similar function to Clas-
sical Arabic qad, and the use of the negative 
with b-.

The interdentals *μ and *≈ are also retained in 
Najd, rural £ijàz, and the southwest, but they 
have merged with *t and *d in Urban £ijàzi 
and occasionally in the eastern region. Also in 
the east in places, the voiceless interdental *μ 
has merged with /f/, giving fallàja ‘refrigerator’, 
falj snow, ice’, and falàfa ‘three’. *∂ and *Ú 
have merged to /Ú/ in Najd, rural £ijàz, and the 
southwest, but merged to /∂/ in Urban £ijàzi 
and the dialect of Qa†ìf in the east. 

Feminine plural forms are retained in the 
morphology in some areas of Najd and the 
southwest, but not universally so. Urban £ijàzi 
does not retain them, nor does the eastern 
region. In certain cases, the feminine plural 
verbal suffixes -an, -in, etc. seem to be more 
regularly used for inanimate plurals and with 
animals, while actual human feminine plurals 
are referred to by the original masculine plural, 
which now indicates human plural.

The conservative features are retained in the 
dialects of the Bedouin, who can be thought 
to have originated in central Najd. These have 
been carried far into the Syrian Desert and at 
an earlier stage spread into the desert regions 
of Syria and Iraq, although many of these 
populations have now returned south to Saudi 
territory.

This archaic appearance is even more marked 
in the dialect of Najràn to the southwest of 
Najd, since here the fronting of /k/ and /q/ does 
not occur, nor, in most cases, does the ¤ resyl-
labification of suffixed forms. Also here, the 
incidence of the -in suffix and the gid prever-
bal particle are particularly high. In addition, 
the southwest retains certain Classical Arabic-
sounding lexical items, which do not occur so 
frequently in the North, in particular reflexes 
of ra±à ‘to see’, ±atà ‘to come’, and ≈ahaba ‘to 
go’, rather than the more commonly seen šàf, 
jà, and rà™, sometimes in co-occurrence with 

124 saudi arabia

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



the latter. One possible interpretation of this 
concurrence of southern forms with Classical 
Arabic ones could be that the early grammar-
ians, working in the north, in seeking to stan-
dardize the written form, selected the southern 
forms, since they did not occur in the spoken 
dialects to the north and therefore, in being 
strange to the local spoken form, had a more 
Classical Arabic ring. This, however, is only 
speculation.

A feature common to the whole area, and 
possibly to all spoken Arabic, is the almost 
complete disappearance of the glottal stop as a 
reflex of Classical Arabic ¤ hamza. Although 
the form sa±al ‘to ask’ is common in the urban 
£ijàzi dialects and in formal speech in most 
areas, it has been replaced in much of the rest 
of the area in dialect speech by such forms as 
nišad, sàl, or sa≠al, the latter with / ≠/, recalling 
the ≠an≠ana mentioned by the Old Arabic gram-
marians (Rabin 1951:194). This incidence of 
/≠/ can also be seen in the deictic ar≠ih ‘see it!’, 
traceable to a root ra≠a ‘to see’ and occurring 
in the dialect of the Rwalah. Southern dialects 
also show reflexes of Classical Arabic ra±à, 
showing a stem *ra without the hamza, as in rèt 
‘I saw’, rèna ‘we saw’; in most other instances, 
hamza is regularly omitted, as in ràs ‘head’, 
rùs ‘heads’, maddibah ‘reproach’ cognate with 
±adab ‘good manners’.

3. L o c a l  d i a l e c t  f e a t u r e s

Local dialect features can be examined in the 
context of the distribution of population cen-
ters, in the case of the settled population, 
and population movement, in the case of the 
nomads. The main population foci are: (i) the 
southwest on the borders of Yemen, with the 
£ijàz as an extension of it; (ii) central Najd 
and the Šammar highland region to the north 
of it; and (iii) the oasis and coastal region of 
the east. With that as background, one can also 
note a general historical movement northward 
and eastward within the Arabian Peninsula, so 
that the âl Murrah and ≠Ijmàn tribes originat-
ing in Najràn have moved northeastward to the 
area of eastern Arabia, as far north as Kuwait. 
Tribes from western Najd, such as the Mu†ayr 
and £arb, have moved eastward to central Najd 
and the eastern region, and the ≠Anizah, who 
originate in the region of Xaybar, have moved 

to central Najd, with a later movement of some 
of them to the northern borders of Saudi Ara-
bia. This historical movement is noted in local 
folk memory in such sayings as al-yaman ra™im 
al-≠Arab wa-l-≠Iràq qabruhum ‘Yemen is the 
womb of the Arabs and Iraq their grave’, and 
najd tuwallid wa là tuÿa≈≈i ‘Najd gives birth, 
but does not nourish’. The last refers in part 
to the memory of recurrent droughts, which 
caused individuals, groups, or whole tribes to 
leave the central area from time to time. Classi-
cal historical tradition refers to the breaking of 
the Ma±rib dam in Yemen as the cause of move-
ment of many groups northward from Yemen. 
Other traditions remember the migration of the 
Banù Hilàl in the 9th century from Arabia to 
North Africa. In more recent times, the move-
ment of the Šammar and ðafir to the Jazìrah in 
the 18th and 19th centuries, and of the ≠Anizah 
to Iraq and Syria at the same time, reflect this 
movement. These tribes retained the original 
Najdi form of their dialects, as shown by recent 
studies, possibly helped by the isolation of Bed-
ouin life and the sentiment that the dialect was 
part of their tribal identity and to them repre-
sented a purer form of Arabic, than the dialects 
of the settled people they encountered there. 
The same sentiment was expressed by a non-
Bedouin sayyid in Iraq in the form sìd al™a∑i 
≠ind al-badu ‘the most noble of speech is heard 
among the Bedouin’. Johnstone (1964:85) also 
reports the impression evident in Kuwait that 
the dialect of the ≠Ijmàn tribe, relatively recent 
arrivals from the southwest, represented the 
‘best’ Arabic. This impression was probably 
based on the absence of the affrication of /k/ 
and /q/ in that dialect, and possibly also on the 
other marked archaisms mentioned below for 
the southwest.

Occasionally, the same linguistic features are 
found in areas far apart. In some cases, these 
look like preservation of an older common 
form. In others, they may be independent devel-
opments based on universal linguistic tenden-
cies (Ingham 1982). Possibly of the first type is 
a 2nd person singular masculine suffix -ta, as 
in kitabta ‘you wrote’, occurring in Sudayr in 
central Najd and also in the south in Ma™àyil 
in the Tihàmah and Bani Šihr in the ≠Aßìr. Also, 
the form -iš of the 2nd person singular feminine 
suffix occurs both in areas of the southwest and 
in the eastern region. This may be the result 
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of a common historical link with the southern 
region, possibly seaborne in the case of the 
east, but not easily proven. Of the second type 
is a reflex /ž/ of *j (¤ jìm), occurring both in 
the dialect of the £arb tribe in the region of 
Medina and also in the dialect of Ÿàmid in 
the southwest, and a reflex /y/ of the same *j 
in the dialect of Bani Âòr in al-£asa and of a 
number of localities in the southwest. Bani Âòr 
has wàyid ‘much’, rayyàl ‘man’, daray ‘stairs’, 
while the southwest has examples such as yabal 
‘mountain’, yaràd ‘locust’, and yàyi≠ ‘hungry’. 
Similarly, if one goes further afield, one notes 
that a form -am of the 3rd person plural mas-
culine suffix of verbs, as in rà™am ‘they [masc.] 
went’, occurs in dialects originating in the cen-
tral Najd (cf. Cairene -um). With the present 
state of our knowledge, there seems no reason 
to suppose that these have a common origin.

Actual dialect features are examined below 
by reference to these original population foci. 
Those features that differ from Classical Arabic 
are pointed out, Classical Arabic being used as 
a general point of reference.

3.1 Najd

3.1.1 Central Najd
A feature which originates in central Arabia and 
has spread outward to the borders of Palestine 
and most of southern Iraq and the Gulf Coast 
is fronting of *k and *q in the environment of 
front vowels, *k going to /∑/ and later /ƒ/ and 
*q going via /g/ to /j/ and later ///, respectively 
(¤ kaškaša/kaskasa). This has produced a ¤ 
phonological split of *k and *q, giving kòn 
‘battle’ but ƒàn ‘if’, galb ‘heart’ but /iddàm ‘in 
front of’. Dialects on the periphery can show 
/∑/ and /j/, such as the dialect of Hufùf toward 
the east, showing ∑an≠ad ‘mackerel’, ya∑wi ‘he 
brands’, rifìj ‘companion’, and †irìj ‘road’.

Other characteristics of high incidence are the 
raising of *a to /i/ or /u/ in short, open, nonfinal 
syllables, as in kitab ‘he wrote’, huba† ‘he went 
down’; resyllabication associated with guttural 
consonants producing, for instance, ghawah 
rather than gahwah ‘coffee’, and nxalah rather 
than naxlah ‘palm’ (¤ gahawah-syndrome); 
and ¤ resyllabication associated with a succes-
sion of short open syllables, giving forms such 
as ktibat ‘she wrote’, rather than katabat. These 
last features have been used as diagnostics to 
distinguish Najdi from non-Najdi dialects.

Central Najd, areas to the south, and some 
eastern dialects regularly show a negative with 
b-, as in màni b-ràyi™ ‘I am not going’, muhu 
b-zèn ‘it is not good’.

The dialect of Sudayr retains the form -ta for 
the 2nd person singular masculine in simi≠ta 
‘you heard’, and an ending -am for the 3rd 
person plural masculine occurs in some central 
Najdi dialects and also in the dialect of the 
émigré Rwalah in the Syrian desert.

3.1.2 Northern Najd
Northern Najdi, typified by the dialect of the 
Šammar tribe and the city of £àyil, shows, in 
addition to the general characteristics shown 
above, innovations in verbal morphology and 
also marked ¤ ±imàla of the feminine singular 
and plural suffixes, resulting in change of final 
-t- to -h- or -y-, yielding -eyh for normal -ah 
or –at in the singular and -ày for more normal 
-àt in the plural. This yields such forms as μlaμ 
banày †abbàxày ‘three girls cooking’ or ‘girl 
cooks’, rà™eyh ‘she went’, ghaweyh ‘coffee’. 
This feature is mentioned by the early Arabic 
grammarians as a feature of the ¢ayyi± tribe, 
who inhabited the area of Jabal ¢ayy, now 
known as Jabal Šammar (Rabin 1951:206). 
Verbal morphology shows -an for -ni as the 1st 
person singular object suffix, as in ™bisan ‘he 
imprisoned me’; -ah for the 3rd person singular 
feminine (-h postvocalically); -uh for the 3rd 
person singular masculine (-w postvocalically); 
and -ham, -tam, and -kam for the 3rd and 
2nd person plural masculine, as opposed to 
-hum, -tum, and -kum elsewhere. It also differs 
from the central area in lacking the negative 
with b-.

3.2 The £ijàz

The rural dialects of £ijàz are not particularly 
well described and the description here depends 
mainly on Al-Ali (1981). Urban £ijàzi, mean-
ing the dialects of Mecca and Jidda, are better 
known (Schreiber 1970; Ingham 1971; Al-Sasi 
1972). Generally speaking, the two forms share 
basic phonological and, to a lesser extent, 
morphological features, while the urban form 
shows phonological leveling under the influ-
ence of dialects from outside the peninsula. *q 
is realized as /g/, *k as /k/ in both cities, and *j 
as /j/. While the rural dialect preserves the inter-
dentals in hà≈a ‘this’, μàni ‘second’, the urban 
dialect merges them with *d and *t to produce 
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hàda and tàni. Old Arabic *Ú is realized as /Ú/ 
among the older generation of rural speak-
ers, but often as /∂/ with younger speakers, 
giving wa∂∂a™ or waÚÚa™ ‘to illustrate’. The 
urban dialect shows /∂/. What one might call 
‘Arabian’ features occur in both, particularly 
the use of the particle gid/gad, here sometimes 
realized as gìd, the use of the possessive par-
ticle ™agg/™aggat, and the verb baÿa/yabÿi ‘to 
want’. Examples include mà gad/gìd †arètu ‘I 
have never seen him’. Often, the speech of the 
older generation resembles Najdi in such lexi-
cal usages as yi≈illùn ‘they are afraid’, ™adart 
‘I went down [to the city]’, or huba†na ‘we 
went down’. Al-Ali’s (1981) study shows that 
the dialects of the £ijàz, at least in the area of 
Wàdi Fà†ima, merge into the Najdi type as one 
goes east, affrication of *k and *q to /∑/ and 
/j/ being shown in the dialect of Bukayriyyah, 
giving ∑alb ‘dog’ and †irìj ‘road’. This gradual 
eastward approximation to the Najdi type is 
also shown in detail in Al-Hazmi’s (1975) study 
for the dialect of the £arb tribe near Medina.

3.3 The southwest

The dialects of the southwest can in some ways 
be considered the most archaic, since they show 
the archaic features of Najdi Arabic without 
the innovation of the fronting of *k and *q. 
They are not, however, particularly uniform. 
One remarkable feature of the southwest is the 
use of -iš for the 2nd person singular feminine 
object, and possessive affix in contrast to -ik, 
-i∑, or -iƒ elsewhere (¤ kaškaša/kaskasa). This 
feature is South Arabian in general and is found 
in Yemeni dialects and South Arabian languages 
and in fact also occurs in Semitic languages of 
Ethiopia. A further southern feature is the occa-
sional incidence of /š/ for /s/ and /ž/ for /z/, in 
such forms as šimi≠t ‘I heard’ for simi≠t, žyàra 
for zyàra ‘visit’, and ™ažm for ™azm ‘hill’. Pro-
chazka (1988a) shows this for Saràt ≠Abìdah, 
Rufayda, Tannùmah, and Najràn, and it is also 
recorded for the âl Murrah. A parallel feature 
is the occurrence of a definite article im-, rather 
than the usual al- or il-. This is also common to 
South Arabian and parts of Yemen. The dialect 
of Najràn and associated âl Murrah Bedouin 
have also developed a 2nd person singular suf-
fix -hant, as in gulhant ‘you said’ and šifhant 
‘did you see?’. They also show a marked usage 
of the preverbal particle gid/gad, which is asso-

ciated with existential meaning, as in wèn gadik 
μam ‘where were you at that time?’, hàk al-™ìn 
gidni fissùg ‘at that time I will already be in the 
market’, occurring with even more frequency 
than in the Najd.

The dialects of Bal Qarn, Bani Šihr, and Rijàl 
Alma in the ≠Aßìr show a suffix -an for the 3rd 
person singular feminine, rather than the usual 
-at, as in atan ‘she came’, širiban ‘she drunk’, 
sàfaran ‘she traveled’, and the dialect of Abha 
shows a negative particle lis-, reminiscent of 
Classical Arabic laysa, giving lišu, lisu ‘he is 
not’, lisni ‘I am not’.

Some areas show affrication of *k and *q, 
but not all. This may be thought to have spread 
into the area from Najd. Bani Bišr and Bal 
Qarn show /∑/ and /j/, as in ∑itif ‘shoulder’, ∑abb 
‘he spilled’, and Qahabah shows /∑/, while Bìša 
shows /ƒ/, as in ràƒib ‘riding’.

Bani Šihr and Ma™àyil also show the -ta 
suffix of the 2nd person singular masculine in 
verbs, as in xarajta ‘you went out’, atèta ‘you 
came’, and šaribta ‘you drunk’, which was also 
mentioned for Sudayr above.

Lastly, *k occurs as a postpalatal fricative /x/ 
in many instances in the speech of Rijàl Alma in 
≠Aßìr and Ma™àyil in the Tihàmah, giving xàn 
‘he was’ (for kàn), tanaxah ‘a liquid measure’ 
(for tanakah), and ÿayrax ‘other than you’ (for 
ÿayrak).

3.4 The eastern region

What we know of the dialects of the eastern 
region is mainly due to the work of Prochazka 
(1988a). This reveals two types: one in al-£asa 
shows some features of the South Mesopota-
mian type akin to the gilit dialects described 
by Blanc (1964), and one on the coast akin to 
the dialect of the Shi≠i Ba™àrnah population of 
Bahrain. The first type, typified by the dialect 
of al-Thòr in the principality of ≠Umràn in the 
al-£asa oasis has the Mesopotamian type of 
anaptyctic vowels separating final clusters, as 
in šifit ‘I saw’. It also shows verbal forms of the 
type kitbat ‘she wrote’ and kitbaw ‘they [masc.] 
wrote’, in contrast to the more usual ktibat 
type forms of Najd. However, it also shows 
features of the Emirates and Oman, namely 
the insertion of a suffix -in between an active 
participle and an object pronoun suffix, as in 
màskinnah ‘having caught [sg. masc.] him’ and 
màskitinnah ‘having caught [sg. fem.] him’, and 
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the form -iš of the 2nd person singular feminine 
object suffix. Prochazka makes no mention of 
the affrication of *k and *q in this dialect, but 
neither does he give any counterexamples.

The dialect of Qa†ìf on the Gulf coast rep-
resents the Ba™àrnah dialect, that of the older 
Shi≠i population of the eastern region, spoken 
also by that population in Bahrain. It is dis-
tinguished by having lost the interdentals, fus-
ing them with /d/, /f/, and /∂/, giving axad ‘he 
took’, fnèn ‘two’, falàfeh ‘three’, and ∂arab ‘he 
struck’. In contrast to the dialect of al-£asa 
above, it does show affrication of *k, giving 
t™a∑∑e ‘he talked’ and ∑èfeh ‘how is he’. Pro-
chazka (1988a), however, makes no mention 
of the affrication of *q > /j/, as one might 

have expected, although in fact the same is 
true for Muslim Baghdadi, which shows many 
instances of /∑/, but few of /j/ as a reflex of *q. 
It also shows the southern feature of -iš for 
the 2nd person singular feminine suffix, as in 
Úarabiš ‘he hit you [sg. fem.]’. In contrast also 
to the rest of the area, sequences of two short 
open syllables remain, as in waladiš ‘your [sg. 
fem.] son’, Úarabuk ‘he hit you [sg. masc.]’, 
katabat ‘she wrote’, and xašabateh ‘his piece of 
wood’. These contrast with elided forms in the 
Najdi and Mesopotamian type, such as waladƒ 
(Najdi), waldi∑ (South Mesopotamian), ktibat 
(Najdi), kitbat (Mesopotamian), and seem to 
point to a greater antiquity of the dialects in 
this region.

Map 1. Saudi Arabia
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4. D i g l o s s i a

As in the rest of the Arab world, a situation 
of diglossia exists, with Classical Arabic being 
opposed to the local spoken dialects. However, 
in Saudi Arabia, the spoken dialects of some 
groups often retain considerable prestige due to 
the prestige of the speakers. This is particularly 
true of the dialects of central Najd and the asso-
ciated Bedouin dialects, due to the association 
of these populations with the ruling elite. Two 
factors seem to be responsible for this: the pres-
ence of a strong tradition of oral literature in 
the dialect, both prose and poetry (see Ingham 
1986b; Kurpershoek 1994, 1995, 1999, 2002, 
2005); and the archaic nature of the dialects, 
which means that they differ from Classical 
Arabic in less features than other more phono-
logically progressive dialects. The result of this 
is that the two forms are perceived locally to 
be forms of one language, al-luÿa al-≠arabiyya, 
differing mainly in regard to the affrication of 
*k and *q, and one has the impression that the 
perception of a very separate form called fuß™à 
is less marked among speakers.

In the 20th century, this oral literature has 
often been reduced to writing both by local 
scholars and foreign researchers and remains 
a very strong tradition (¤ orality). Local poets 
such as the court poet Xalaf al-Ha≈≈àl are 
called upon to produce poems for important 
occasions, and their poems are often recited on 
radio or television and recorded and circulated 
widely.

There is also a tradition of writing on sub-
jects of local interest in Classical Arabic, but 
using local dialect vocabulary. As an example, 
one can cite Ibn Bišr’s ≠Inwàn al-majd fì tàrìx 
Najd, which uses such local vocabulary as kòn 
‘battle’, subul ‘expedition to the towns to buy 
provisions’, manàx ‘battle’.

For all of the above reasons, diglossia is pos-
sibly not felt to be as visible a phenomenon as 
in certain other areas of the Arab world, and 
in Saudi Arabia one hears the terms fuß™à and 
dàrija less often than elsewhere.
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Bruce Ingham
(School of Oriental and African Studies)

Íawt ¤ Sound Symbolism

Script ¤ Arabic Alphabet: Origin

Script and Art

The 28 (or 29, if we include the làm ±alif ) let-
ters of the Arabic alphabet, as we know them 
today, developed from a primitive set of 17 
basic letter shapes (graphemes), which included 
a number of same-looking forms (homographs; 
¤ Arabic alphabet: origin). These letter forms 
at the beginning of Islam had nothing in them-
selves that would indicate their future grand 
place in Islamic art. And yet, within perhaps 
several decades after the birth of Islam, the 
Arabic script began to take on qualities which 
later in the Abbasid period blossomed into 
beautiful handwriting used to adorn the pages 
of the Qur ±àn and religious buildings. Although 
the script was still in some ways defective 
because it did not distinguish its various letter-
forms properly through a system of diacritical 
points, and of course it had no vocalization, 
nevertheless, the shape of these letters and the 
way they were joined together to form lines of 
writing began to acquire progressively greater 
elegance.

This can be seen clearly when admiring the 
inscriptions containing the earliest known dated 
passages from the Qur ±àn, on the Dome of the 
Rock in Jerusalem, constructed in 72/691–692 
and credited to the Umayyad ruler ≠Abd al-

Malik (¤ epigraphy). What was the reason for 
this stunning development of beautiful writing, 
which the Arabs would later call ™usn al-xa†† 
(or ™usn al-kitàba)?

The answer lies in the Muslim belief that 
God revealed Himself to Mu™ammad, through 
the agency of the archangel Gabriel, by dictat-
ing to him a series of revelations which were 
later recorded and assembled in book form, 
the Qur ±àn. To the believer, the recorded word 
of God naturally required a proper attitude of 
reverence and the desire to copy it in a manner 
and script worthy of the revelation. Hence, gen-
erations of Muslims, from that time on, paid 
special attention not just to the copying and 
embellishment of Qur ±àns but also to any form 
of writing as having a ‘heavenly’ connection.

At the end of the Umayyad period and the 
beginning of Abbasid rule (132/750), a very 
different picture emerges. With the change of 
the dynasty there was a change (albeit perhaps 
gradual) in the format of the book (from verti-
cal to horizontal) and the introduction of large 
and heavy scripts. The reason for this radical 
change may have been either an apologetic 
dimension, or a desire to make a clear distinc-
tion between the text of the Qur ±àn and other 
non-Qur±ànic texts, principally the £adìμ.

The numerous surviving Qur ±àn fragments of 
the early Abbasid period with large and hieratic 
scripts testify to this endeavor. These impres-
sive Qur ±àns were not made to be read but 
rather to be admired and cherished. The beauty 
of the script, enhanced by the oblong format of 
the codex and surrounded by multicolored geo-
metrical and vegetal decoration, shone from the 
pages of these Qur ±àns and reflected the newly 
acquired confidence of an expanding religion 
(¤ Kufic).

In this early period, we encounter a variety 
of old scripts used in the chancery and for the 
copying of books, the most important of which 
are the Early Abbasid scripts (the ‘Kufic’ family, 
to use the old, but misleading, appellation), the 
New Abbasid Style (NS), also referred to today 
as ‘broken cursive’, which had its heyday in the 
4th/10th century, and the ¤ maÿribì family of 
scripts toward the end of this period.

The constant preoccupation with script 
and decoration, rather than with images of 
humans and animals, discouraged by theolo-
gians, meant that calligraphy became the most 
important form of art in Islamic civilization. 
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Indeed, calligraphy was so tightly bound with 
the religion of Islam that Annemarie Schimmel 
(1979:177–178) called it “an art which can be 
called without exaggeration the ‘quintessential’ 
art of Islam”. Calligraphers saw this connection 
between calligraphy and faith reinforced by the 
fact that the numerical value of the full text of 
the profession of faith (šahàda), namely 691, 
was the same as that of the word xa††à†, and 
that the numerical value of the second part of 
the šahàda (454) corresponded to the value of 
the letters in the word al-kàtib, both terms used 
for calligraphers (Vernoit 1997:17).

Apart from the desire to copy the Qur ±àn in 
elegant scripts, the promotion of formal writ-
ing and later developments in calligraphy were 
often instigated in the administrative apparatus 
of the state, principally the chancery. It was 
the secretaries (kuttàb) who were behind many 
innovations and even the creation of new styles 
and scripts. The early manuals on penmanship 
originated from the chancery or were written 
for the benefit of those engaged in drafting and 
copying of letters and documents. According 
to Arabic tradition, the major reform of writ-
ing initiated by the Abbasid vizier Ibn Muqla 
(d. 328/940) came from the state apparatus. 
A new calligraphic tradition, with a set of new 
scripts, quickly developed in the eastern part 
of the Muslim world around the figures of 
three outstanding masters: Ibn al-Bawwàb (d. 
413/1022), Yàqùt al-Musta≠ßimì (d. 698/1298), 
and £amd Allàh al-≠Amàsì (d. 926/1520).

Toward the end of the early Islamic period 
(beginning of the 4th/10th century), the cal-
ligraphic field began to be completely trans-
formed. Arabic tradition links this period to 
Ibn Muqla and the introduction of ‘propor-
tioned’ writing (al-xa†† al-mansùb, al-kitàba 
al-mansùba), perhaps a new fashion under the 
impulse of the chancery, although there are no 
extant specimens of writing that can be confi-
dently attributed to Ibn Muqla; in fact, even 
the authenticity of his treatise on calligraphy 
is questioned. The new scripts which emerged 
toward the end of the 4th/10th century are ¤ 
μuluμ, tawqì≠, and riqà≠, on the one hand, and ¤ 
mu™aqqaq, ¤ nasx, and ray™àn, on the other. 
Their standardization is attributed to Ibn al-
Bawwàb.

The 4th/10th century was, indeed, a period 
of great and radical change in the way Qur±ànic 
and non-Qur±ànic manuscripts were copied. Ibn 

Muqla’s reform of writing, whether it concerned 
the ‘standardization’ of the New Abbasid Style 
(‘broken cursive’, also likened in old sources 
to mu™aqqaq, otherwise known as warràqì 
or ≠iràqì script) or not, was a reality, whether 
prompted by political or other considerations 
(Tabbaa 2001:25–52; Blair 2006:173–178).

Apart from this, it is evident from the surviv-
ing manuscripts of the late 4th/10th century 
and early 5th/11th century, and principally the 
Chester Beatty copy of the Qur ±àn executed 
by Ibn al-Bawwàb in 391/1000–1001 (Rice 
1955:19–22), that a completely new picture 
emerged during that era; in the later calligraphic 
tradition, this style came to be associated with 
the so-called ‘proportioned’ writing.

The Chester Beatty Qur ±àn of Ibn al-Bawwàb 
exhibits a high quality of calligraphic perform-
ance using at least two new distinct scripts, 
one for the main text and the other for chap-
ter headings. These and other ‘proportioned’ 
scripts are grouped in later literature into two 
main families: rectilinear (mu™aqqaq) and cur-
vilinear (μuluμ). All scripts here fall within the 
following categories: large (jalìl, μaqìl), medium, 
and small (daqìq, xafìf, laμìf ), and the format of 
the writing surface is connected to the size of 
the script, i.e. large format/large script, small 
format/small script.

The end of the early middle period, some 
two centuries after the introduction of the new 
‘proportioned’ scripts (late 7th/13th century), 
witnessed the standardization of two other 
regional scripts, namely ta≠lìq (Iran) and bihàrì 
(India).

Although the calligraphic tradition traces its 
roots to Ibn Muqla and Ibn al-Bawwàb, a 
significant split occurred, perhaps as early as 
the 7th/13th century. This was the time when 
Yàqùt al-Musta≠ßimì, the third major figure in 
calligraphy, came onto the scene. Whereas in 
the Mamluk tradition scripts were grouped into 
‘Five Pens’ or ‘Seven Pens’ (al-±aqlàm al-±ußùl), 
with a clear distinction between the curvilinear 
(μuluμ, tawqì ≠, riqà ≠) family and the rectilinear 
(mu™aqqaq, maßà™if, nasx, ray™àn) family, the 
Yàqùtì tradition of the ‘Six Pens’ (al-±aqlàm as-
sitta; later followed by the Persian and Ottoman 
calligraphers) paired these scripts in the follow-
ing manner: μuluμ/nasx, mu™aqqaq/ray™àn, and 
tawqì ≠/riqà ≠. The Six Pens tradition survived 
into the printing age and is being practiced by 
modern calligraphers.

  script and art 131

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



A century later (8th/14th century) marks the 
emergence of another major regional script, 
¤ nasta≠lìq, the Persian script par excellence. 
And from the 10th/16th century onward (late 
Islamic period), we have the standardization of 
regional forms of nasx (particularly Ottoman 
Turkish and Persian) and the emergence of 
typically Ottoman scripts such as dìwànì and 
¤ ruq≠a.

This great preoccupation with beautiful writ-
ing naturally produced a wealth of literature 
on the subject in all three languages, Arabic, 
Persian, and Ottoman Turkish. This corpus of 
literature includes chapters, passages, and state-
ments in various works, as well as complete 
compositions. In the Arabic language alone, 
some 33 works on penmanship have already 
been published in one form or another, and per-
haps as many more are known to have survived 
in manuscript. The earliest extant compositions 
of interest were composed by such authors 
as ≠Abdallàh al-Baÿdàdì (fl. 3rd/9th century), 
Ibn Qutayba (fl. 3rd/9th century), Ibn Muqla 
(d. 328/940), aß-Íùlì (d. 335/946), ±A™mad an-
Na™™às (d. 339/950), Ibn Durustawayh (d. 347/
958), Ibn an-Nadìm (d. 380/990), Ibn al-Baw-
wàb (d. 413/1022), Ibn Xalaf an-Nayramànì 
(d. 414/1023), Mu™ammad al-£umaydì (d. 488/
1095), ±Abù £ayyàn at-Taw™ìdì (d. after 400/
1009), and Ibn Sìd al-Ba†alyawsì (d. 521/1127; 
Gacek 2004).

Later in the Mamluk period (648/1250–923/
1517), a number of authors greatly augmented 
this corpus of literature by the most impor-
tant works on calligraphy produced in the 
Arab world. Here, twelve authors stand out 
in particular: Ibn al-Wa™ìd (d. 711/1311 or 
1312), an-Nuwayrì (d. 733/1333), al-Kàtib ad-
Dimašqì (fl. 781/1379), Ibn al-Baßìß (fl. 8th/14th 
century), aß-Íaydàwì (late 8th/14th century), 
al-Maqdisì (late 8th/14th century), az-Ziftàwì 
(806/1403 or 1404), al-±âμàrì (d. 828/1429), al-
Qalqašandì (d. 821/1418), Ibn aß-Íà±iÿ (d. 845/
1441 or 1442), al-Hìtì (d. 891/1486), and a†-
¢ayyibì (¢ìbì) (fl. 908/1502 or 1503; Gacek 
2004).

Most of this literature still remains to be 
properly explored and analyzed, and although 
critical editions of many of these texts have 
yet to be established, even at this stage we can 
extract useful data from them for the study 
of various scripts, their relationship to one 
another, and their appellations. It is, indeed, 

thanks to the rich Mamluk literature that we 
have a better picture of the practice of cal-
ligraphy in that period (Déroche and Berthier 
2000:213; Gacek 1987, 1989a).

All throughout the manuscript age, a great 
number of scripts developed. Already in the 
early Abbasid period, they were grouped into 
three categories: Qur±ànic scripts (xu†ù† al-
maßà™if ), scribal hands or bookhands for texts 
other than the Qur ±àn (xu†ù† al-warràqìn), and 
chancery (secretarial) hands (xu†ù† al-kuttàb). 
These major classifications remained, broadly 
speaking, valid throughout the manuscript 
period (Gacek 1989a).

Thus, for instance, the most often used 
scripts for the copying of the Qur ±àn in the 
later middle period (roughly from the mid-
7th/13th century to the 9th/15th century) were 
¤ mu™aqqaq, ray™àn, and nasx. As far as we 
know, mu™aqqaq was never used for the copy-
ing of non-Qur±ànic manuscripts. Among other 
scripts belonging to this category are New 
Abbasid Style (or ‘broken cursive’), ¤ maÿribì, 
and bihàrì.

A group of scripts known as xu†ù† al-kuttàb 
were traditionally associated with the chan-
cery and the state administration. They include 
¤ μuluμ, tawqì ≠, and riqà ≠, as well as ta≠lìq, 
dìwànì, and ¤ ruq≠a. The μuluμ was also used 
for decoration on hard surfaces and for mon-
umental inscriptions. The xu†ù† al-warràqìn 
family included such scripts as ¤ nasx (with 
its variants), ¤ maÿribì, and ¤ nasta≠lìq (in the 
Persianate world).

The calligrapher occupied a very prominent 
position in Muslim society, although this did not 
necessarily translate into adequate remunera-
tion for the service rendered. He was also often 
an illuminator (limner) or decorator. This fact 
demonstrates how closely these two arts, callig-
raphy and painted decoration, were connected. 
Although there is evidence of women involved 
in calligraphy, this was a predominantly male 
profession, so much so that ink was described 
as the perfume of men (Rosenthal 1961:18). 
The calligrapher’s most important implement 
was the reed pen (calamus; qalam, jazm, miz-
bar, mirqam). The pen, ink, and other writ-
ing implements were often extolled in Islamic 
literature. Thus, for instance, Ibn an-Nadìm 
(d. 380/990) quotes Ibn ±Abì Dà±ùd as saying, 
“The pen is the ambassador of the mind, its 
messenger, its furthest reaching tongue, and its 
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best interpreter” (Fihrist 19; Rosenthal 1961).
Just like recipes for making ink, the cutting 

of the nib was a well-kept secret. Furthermore, 
just as there was a direct relationship between 
the format of the writing surface and the script, 
there was an interdependence between the 
width of the nib, the manner of cutting it, and 
the calligraphic style or script. In the eastern 
part of the Muslim world, the point of the nib 
was usually cut either straight (al-qa†† al-mus-
tawì or al-mudawwar or al-murabba≠) or at an 
angle, obliquely (al-qa†† al-mu™arraf; Gacek 
2001).

The effect of writing with an obliquely cut 
nib was to produce thinner strokes (farakàt) at 
angles, as well as thinner shafts (muntaßabàt) 
in such letters as the ±alif and the làm. It is said 
that Ibn al-Bawwàb wrote all scripts with a 
straight-cut nib, whereas Yàqùt al-Musta≠ßimì 
used an obliquely cut nib for all scripts. Oth-
ers varied the cut according to scripts. Thus, 
the scripts in the mu™aqqaq family were often 
executed with pens cut obliquely.

The oblique angle could differ greatly depend-
ing on the personal preference of a scribe or cal-
ligrapher. In the oblique cut, it was usually the 
right half-nib which was elevated, but, surpris-
ingly, some scribes were in the habit of cutting 
the nib in such a way that the left half-nib was 
higher than the right half-nib. Maÿribì scripts, 
however, were executed with a pen whose nib 
was pointed, and, therefore, its pen strokes 
were of the same thickness.

With time, primitive Arabic script developed 
a large variety of letter forms (allographs), 
some of them very characteristic of individual 
scripts. The rich terminology found in the 
literature on penmanship can be very help-
ful in the paleographical analysis. The early 
authors classified letter forms into various 
categories. Thus, for instance, the 5th/11th-
century author Mu™ammad al-£umaydì (Tashìl 
23–25) divides them into four distinct cat-
egories: ±a†nàb (those with ascenders), ±ahdàb 
(those with descenders), nawàji≈ (those with 
‘teeth’), and ma™àjir (those with counters; see 
also Gacek 2001). The descenders are some-
times divided into mu≠arraqa (the tail turned 
left) and mu≠aqqafa (the tail turned right – as in 
the letters jìm and ≠ayn). They can be flattened 
or tapered (mabsù†a) or rounded (muqawwara, 
muqawwasa, mura††aba). Those with counters 

can either be open (maftù™a, munawwara) 
or closed (ma†mùsa, mu≠awwara, mu≠ammà; 
Gacek 2001).

The most important letter was the ±alif, often 
likened to the figure of a man. The shape or 
form of this letter is often the best clue as to the 
identity of the script. Throughout the manu-
script age, the isolated ±alif was written slanted 
to the right or left, very straight – almost verti-
cal, bowed, seriffed or serif-less (sans serif; both 
head and foot), and the like. In the propor-
tioned scripts, there was a direct relation, not 
only between the ±alif and the other letters but 
also between its length and its thickness. Thus, 
if the ±alif was seven rhombic dots in height, its 
thickness was 1/7, and if it had a head-serif, its 
length was also 1/7 of its height (Qalqašandì, 
Íub™ III, 24, 47).

Another, perhaps the second most important, 
letter was the làm ±alif. One of the most promi-
nent ligatures in the Arabic script, the làm ±alif 
was regarded as the 29th letter of the alpha-
bet and was traditionally placed before yà± in 
the alphabet sequence. There were three main 
forms of this letter: al-làm ±alif al-mu™aqqaqa 
– the làm ±alif ligature characterized by an 
open (maftù™) loop (counter) at its base; al-
làm ±alif al-muxaffafa – the làm ±alif ligature 
characterized by joining the foot of the ±alif to 
the extremity of làm on the base line (لا); and 
al-làm ±alif al-warràqiyya – the làm ±alif ligature 
characterized by its triangular base (لا) and used 
in the Mamluk period exclusively in the recti-
linear family of scripts: mu™aqqaq, maßà™if, 
ray™àn, and nasx (Gacek 2001:154).

The flexibility of the Arabic script and its 
preeminence in Islamic culture meant that it 
was used not just on the traditional soft writ-
ing surfaces such as papyrus, parchment, paper, 
and textiles (fabrics) but also, and from the 
earliest time onward, on hard surfaces, such 
as stucco, tile, and metal. Elegant inscriptions 
can be found on pillows, curtains, garments, 
belts and kerchiefs, flags and tents, as well as 
on golden and silver vessels, ivory, porcelain, 
ceramics, and helmets and swords, and even on 
large dry leaves (Schimmel 1970:10; 1984:25–
26). Furthermore, superb nasta≠lìq calligraphy 
can be seen on coins and seals from Mughal 
India (Blair 2006:554–555).

Decorative arts also included decoupé work 
(découpage), invented in Herat in the 9th/15th 
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century, which involved cutting out letters with 
scissors and placing them on colored paper 
(Schimmel 1979:10).

One of the earliest architectural inscriptions 
in ‘Kufic’ script is to be found on the Dome of 
the Rock. Calligraphers often exaggerated or 
stylized the features of the original script. Orna-
mental ‘Kufic’ became an important part of 
Islamic decorative arts as early as the beginning 
of the 2nd/8th century. The most important 
decorative styles of this script, which developed 
mostly, but not exclusively, on hard surfaces, 
are variously described as square, foliated, flori-
ated, plaited, knotted, interlaced, and animated 
(Safadi 1978:11–12). The New Style scripts, 
dating from the 4th/10th century and later, also 
underwent this kind of stylized transformation. 
A good example here is the so-called Qarma-
tian Qur ±àn or a copy of Kitàb at-tiryàq by 
pseudo-Galen, transcribed in 595/1199 (Blair 
2006:198–200; Safadi 1978:12–13).

In addition to fancy and stylized scripts, Ara-
bic decorative arts include zoomorphic calligra-
phy featuring both human and animal figures, 
which dates back to the 9th/15th century. The 
most popular animal to be formed by letters 
was the lion representing the Imam ≠Alì ibn ±Abì 
¢àlib, whose nickname was ‘Lion of Allah’. In 
Turkey, the stork was popular, as it was consid-
ered a pious bird. Another one was the parrot, 
symbol of sweet talk and, because it was green, 
connected with paradise. The texts included the 
basmala, confession of faith, the names of the 
‘Seven Sleepers’, etc. (Safadi 1978:31; Schimmel 
1984:52, 1970:11–12; Blair 2006:449–451).

In contrast to monumental inscriptions, 
calligraphers sometimes employed microgra-
phy, or minute writing. The best-suited script 
for this was ÿubàr ‘dust’. Originally used for 
pigeon post and secret messages, this script 
was variously referred to as qalam al-janà™ or 
qalam al-ba†à±iq, as well as qalam al-™alba (or 
al-™ilya; Gacek 1989a:145). Mamluk authors 
were divided on its origin. Some authors, such 
as an-Nuwayrì, viewed it as a smaller (xafìf ) 
version of riqà≠ script, just as ™awàšì is a 
smaller version of nasx. Al-Qalqašandì (Íub™ 
III, 48, 128), on the other hand, states that 
it was derived from both riqà≠ and nasx and 
that it is all curvilinear but without head-serifs 
(tarwìs). Al-±âμàrì, on the other hand, regarded 
it simply as a smaller variety (xafìf ) of nasx 
(Gacek 1989a:45). In later calligraphic circles, 

its derivation from nasx is almost a given. In 
Iran, a very small nasx is known as nasx-i ÿubàr 
(Schimmel 1984:25; Blair 2006:259–260).

Micrography was used for miniature Qur ±àns,
often octagonal in shape, for amulets in the 
form of rolls/scrolls, and for a type of large cal-
ligraphy where single letters, as well as figures 
of human beings, animals, and flowers, were 
filled with minute writing, usually pious for-
mulae, a technique known as gulzàr ‘garden of 
roses’ (Safadi 1978:31; Blair 2006:451–454). 
Modern calligraphers have even attempted to 
write on such objects as a grain of rice or wheat 
or the shell of a hen’s egg, and recently the 
entire text of the Qur ±àn was fitted onto a page 
measuring no more than 55 × 45 cm (Safadi 
1978:30).

After the standardization of the ‘Six Pens’, 
there was a corresponding increase in the 
production of calligraphic specimens (qi†≠a), 
albums (muraqqa≠), alphabetic exercises, prac-
tice sheets, calligraphic panels (law™a), and the 
like (Blair 2006:497–508). The Ottoman cal-
ligraphers were especially fond of calligraphic 
specimens, which they used for the granting 
of diplomas or licenses (±ijàzàt). Indeed, the 
official diploma, although having its origins in 
the Mamluk period, became very popular with 
Turkish calligraphers, and numerous specimens 
of them have survived in various collections 
around the world (see, for example, Gacek 
1989b).

Other forms of fancy scripts and techniques 
include the †uÿrà, originally the signature of the 
ruler placed at the beginning of the document, 
but later, and especially in the Ottoman period, 
an elaborate device and a very sophisticated 
calligraphic motif. The word came to mean any 
kind of unusual joining of words into decora-
tive shapes, representing trademarks or the 
signs of societies (Schimmel 1970:46).

Zulf-i  ≠arùs ‘the bride’s lock of hair’ is a dec-
orative style, perhaps a hybrid of ray™àn and 
nasta≠lìq, which resembles tiny curls. Muμannà, 
also known as aynalì or ma≠qùs, is the art 
of mirror writing (Safadi 1978:30–31). First 
employed for seal cutting, this calligraphic tech-
nique is known to have been used as early as 
the 9th/15th century. It flourished especially in 
Turkey in the 13th/19th century. Xa††-i nàxun 
is fingernail writing, a technique of ‘engraving’ 
the text with the fingernail on the back of the 
paper. It was invented or made popular in the 
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Figure 3. A page from a Qur’àn manuscript in maÿribì script, dated 1144/1731.
(McGill Library, RBD A21).
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10th/16th century by NiΩàm ad-Dìn Buxàrì 
and is still practiced in Pakistan by a few artists 
(Schimmel 1970:11, 1984:32).

Arabic calligraphy survived into the printing 
age and was used extensively in such countries 
as Morocco, Egypt, Turkey, Iran, and India for 
printing by lithography. In fact, many books 
printed by lithography in the 13th/19th and the 
early 14th/20th century contain some of the 
best calligraphy of that period. Here, naturally, 
nasx predominates, but one also finds maÿribì, 
nasta≠lìq, and μuluμ family scripts used as dis-
play texts (Gacek 1996).

Today, Arabic calligraphy is practiced by a 
growing number of calligraphers not just in 
the Islamic world but also in the West. Many 
calligraphers follow the traditional methods 
of calligraphy, but many others also combine 
the traditional with the new, such as three-
dimensional forms, calligraphic sculpture (na™t 
xa††ì), and multimedia compositions. Among 
the practitioners of traditional calligraphy are 
such well-established calligraphers as £abìb 
Allàh FaΩà±ilì (Iran), M.U. Derman (Turkey), 
Mohamed Zakariya (USA), Muß†afà Ja≠far 
(originally from Iraq), ≠Uμmàn Waqì ≠ Allàh 
(Osman Waqialla; originally from Sudan), and 
Ahmad Moustafa (originally from Egypt), to 
mention just a few (Blair 2006:589–621).
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Second Language Acquisition

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

While the pedagogy of foreign language teach-
ing (¤ second language teaching) is concerned 
with the various approaches, methods, and 
techniques of how a second/foreign language 
is taught, the field of Second Language Acqui-
sition (SLA) is concerned with how a sec-
ond/foreign language (L2) is actually learned. 
Other terms are also used to refer to the same 
phenomenon, including L2 acquisition, second 
language development (L2 development), and 
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L2 learning. SLA focuses on the development 
of the learner’s language, whether in a formal 
(i.e. a classroom) or a naturalistic setting. This 
language is known as interlanguage (IL), and 
as a natural language, it is subject to system-
atic development formally (i.e. in a classroom 
setting) or naturalistically, and is subject to 
systematic development either toward approxi-
mation of the target language (TL) or toward 
a fossilized, non-target-like state. The scope 
of SLA investigation includes learning factors, 
processes, and strategies. Although there is a 
consensus among researchers that no single 
factor can account for a complex human phe-
nomenon such as second language acquisition, 
the exact role of any given factor is still subject 
to debate. These factors are varied. Some are 
considered internal (linguistic) to the acquisi-
tion process, others external (nonlinguistic). 
Internal factors include such phenomena as 
transfer, or the influence of the learner’s first 
language, input and input frequency, and struc-
tural and processing complexity. External fac-
tors are more controversial and are harder 
to quantify; they include such factors as age, 
aptitude, attitude, anxiety, motivation, learning 
environment, social distance, and ethnicity.

Early SLA studies focused heavily on inform-
ing foreign language pedagogy. This empha-
sis shifted gradually, though not exclusively, 
toward more interdisciplinary research with 
implications, both theoretical and applied, 
that extend beyond language pedagogy. This 
was partly due to interaction with other disci-
plines, including theoretical linguistics, histori-
cal linguistics, psychology, psycholinguistics, 
neurolinguistics, language pathology, language 
testing, sociology, communication, etc. The 
subsequent discussion of Arabic SLA studies is 
organized chronologically following the devel-
opment of the field.

2. C o n t r a s t i v e  a n a l y s i s  a n d 
e r r o r  a n a l y s i s

Contrastive Analysis studies comprised the ear-
liest formative period of SLA research (between 
the 1940s and 1960s), espousing a behaviorist 
view of language learning. Identifying learn-
ers’ errors, predicted on the basis of differ-
ences between the native language (L1) and the 
target language (TL), was important to avoid 
bad ‘habit formation’. Error Analysis studies 
started to appear with the advent of nativist 

and cognitive views of language learning as 
a process of ‘rule formation’. Errors were no 
longer explained on the basis of differences 
between the native and target language sys-
tems, as was done during Contrastive Analysis 
days. Error Analysis studies were based on the 
output production of the learner, both written 
and verbal. A distinction was made between 
‘errors’ and ‘mistakes’, the former being sys-
tematic and inevitable (competence-based) 
and the latter being random (performance-
based; Corder 1967). A plethora of categories 
of errors was introduced, including interlingual 
errors (caused by L1 interference), intralingual 
errors (made regardless of L1), developmen-
tal errors (caused by the learner’s constructed 
hypotheses of L2 systems according to extent of 
exposure to L2), overgeneralization errors, sim-
plification errors, and induced errors (caused 
by instructional lapses or errors), among oth-
ers. A major contribution of error analysis is 
the concept of the L2 learner’s language or 
interlanguage, coined by Selinker (1972). It is 
usually defined as a continuum between L1 and 
L2, reflecting a systematic development of L2 
by the learner, as well as learners’ variations 
according to different learning experiences.

At least two studies on Arabic were con-
ducted within Error Analysis framework. Al-
Ani (1972–1973) analyzed ‘major’ errors in 
a ‘limited’ number of written composition 
assignments of adult (American) English speak-
ers enrolled in an advanced Arabic course. 
The exact number of written samples was not 
reported. There was no attempt to analyze all 
written errors in the students’ compositions 
and no attempt to offer any statistical meas-
ure. Errors identified were roughly categorized 
along three levels: orthographic and phonologi-
cal (or spelling) errors, diction and dictionary 
usage, and grammatical errors. Al-Ani attrib-
uted most errors to L1 interference errors. 
These included errors such as the undersuppli-
ance of the definite article with Arabic abstract 
nouns, as well as gender and number agreement 
mismatches. Other errors, such as the affixa-
tion of the definite article on proper names, 
were considered overgeneralization errors, and 
others were regarded as performance errors 
(e.g. affixing the article on the head noun in 
≠i∂àfa constructions). Some were attributed as 
performance errors (such as the gender agree-
ment error in al-™arb [fem.] al-qàsì [masc.] ==> 
al-™arb [fem.] al-qàsiya [fem.] ‘the severe war’), 
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rather than competence errors. Reflecting some 
of the limitations of Error Analysis, Al-Ani con-
cluded that it was not always easy to categorize 
an error or identify its source.

Rammuny (1976) provides a more extensive 
study that investigated errors of adult native 
speakers of English learning Arabic as a sec-
ond language. He analyzed data of an Arabic 
proficiency written test of 115 American uni-
versity students with formal exposure to Arabic 
(between two and six years). Unlike Al-Ani’s 
study, all errors were analyzed except those 
occurring fewer than five times. Four main 
categories of errors were identified, similar to 
those identified in Al-Ani’s study: orthographic 
and phonological, lexical, structural (includ-
ing Noun-Adjective agreement, Verb-Subject 
concord, preposition use, definiteness, plural 
forms, interrogatives, negation, conditionals, 
etc.), and stylistic errors. The categories were 
then grouped along four error causes, includ-
ing inefficient ‘teaching-learning strategies’ (or 
induced errors in Error Analysis terms), ‘inter-
ference’ of L1, ‘unfamiliarity’ (or competence) 
and ‘sociopsychological’ issues (or perform-
ance). Accordingly, of the total (578) number of 
errors identified as structural errors, 406 tokens 
were classified as induced, 145 as L1 interfer-
ence, 4 as competence, and 23 as performance 
errors. Of the total number of errors (1,520), 
49 percent are induced errors, 27.9 percent L1 
interference errors, 16.9 percent competence 
errors, and 6.2 percent performance errors. In 
both of the above studies, the number of tokens 
of correct rule application in the four categories 
is missing. Hence, only a partial account of the 
L2 learners’ interlanguage systems is provided. 
However, this is a characteristic limitation of 
Error Analysis methodology in general.

3. P e r f o r m a n c e / d e v e l o p m e n t a l 
s t u d i e s

The motivation for a new, more comprehensive 
approach aimed at investigating the overall per-
formance of L2 learners (usually abbreviated as 
L2ers) soon arose. The approach of detecting 
consistent patterns in the productions of L2 
learners, not just their errors, became popular 
in the 1970s and gave rise mainly to morpheme 
order, developmental sequences, and learning 
and communication strategies studies (see also 
Larsen-Freeman and Long 1991).

3.1 Morpheme Order studies

Morpheme Order acquisition studies attempted 
to investigate the claim that the acquisition 
process was guided by a universal internal 
mechanism, following Roger Brown’s (1973) 
and other subsequent L1 studies which found 
a set of (14) grammatical morphemes acquired 
in the same order by children from different 
languages. The idea was particularly appealing 
to SLA researchers, since such findings would 
indicate the presence of a ‘built-in syllabus’, 
regardless of L1 backgrounds and exposure 
to L2 (Corder 1967). Morpheme Order stud-
ies analyzed children and adult SLA data for 
acquisition of a set of English grammatical 
morphemes, such as pronoun case, the definite 
and indefinite articles, singular copular verb, 
the progressive [-ing], regular plural, singular 
auxiliary, regular and irregular past tense, 3rd 
person present tense, and possessive [-’s]. The 
general findings indicate that language acquisi-
tion involves a process of creative construction 
rather than habit formation (Dulay and Burt 
1973, 1974), that first and second language 
acquisition involve similar strategies and proc-
esses (also known as the L1 = L2 hypothesis; 
Bailey and Krashen 1974), and that there seems 
to be a ‘natural order of acquisition’ in SLA, 
irrespective of L1 background and L2 learning 
environment (e.g. Krashen 1981).

3.2 Developmental sequence

Interest in Morpheme Order subsided due 
to methodological limitations and as inter-
ests shifted toward identifying developmental 
sequences/stages and processes which, in mas-
tering a given structure, an L2 learner goes 
through from the pre-target-like stage to that of 
target-like mastery (e.g. Wode a.o. 1978). Like 
previous studies, developmental investigations 
in SLA were triggered by L1 acquisition stud-
ies to examine whether or not the sequences 
in L1 and L2 acquisition were the same (¤ 
language acquisition, first). Structures investi-
gated include WH-questions, negation, relative 
clauses, and word order. For example, the 
acquisition of English negation was examined 
in L2 learners of different L1 backgrounds and 
was found to be acquired along predictable 
stages (similar to those found in L1): (i) use of 
the negation no in utterance-initial position; 
(ii) with no/not in internal preverbal position; 
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(iii) with no occurring with modals and auxil-
iaries as unanalyzed chunks; and (iv) with the 
negative particle used differentially from auxil-
iaries and models (e.g. Schumann 1979).

Al-Buainain (1986) investigated the acquisi-
tion of negation and interrogation by 53 adult 
native (British) English speakers learning Arabic 
as an L2. The participants were at five different 
proficiency levels ranging from one to five years, 
resulting in five groups. The cross-sectional data 
consisted of the participants’ written perform-
ance on a translation task and a manipulation 
task. Due to limitations of the elicitation tasks, 
the study’s main findings resulted in different 
acquisition substages within each of the two 
target structures. In negation, for example, 
three statistical measures produced three dif-
ferent acquisition orders. Two of these resulted 
in the following implicational orders: (i) là ==> 
lam ==> lan ==> laysa, based on participants’ 
performance on the translation task; and (ii) 
là and lam ==> lan and laysa, based on the 
manipulation task. Al-Buainain also offered a 
brief qualitative analysis of negation based on 
translation data. For example, the acquisition 
of là is explained to proceed along the follow-
ing substages: (i) correct suppliance of là in 
inappropriate position; (ii) correct placement 
of là with improper order of the remainder 
of the sentence; (iii) redundant production of 
subject pronoun; and (iv) correct production 
and placement of là and the verb following 
it. Al-Buainain’s findings lend support to the 
general observation in developmental sequence 
studies that L2 acquisition generally progresses 
along intermediate stages, starting from highly 
deviant and simple interlanguage forms to more 
acceptable variants as the interlanguage system 
of the L2 learner approximates to the target 
language.

3.3 Learning and communication strategies

In the spirit of Developmental Studies and in 
an attempt to account for L2 variation along 
the interlanguage continuum, SLA researchers 
examined two different categories of strategies 
adopted by L2 learners: learning and commu-
nication strategies. Learning strategies are ways 
or methods that learners follow to improve their 
learning skills in ‘perceiving’, organizing, stor-
ing, manipulating, and recalling information. 

Communication strategies, on the other hand, 
are methods of ‘achieving communication’ and 
of ‘encoding meaning’ by L2 learners, given 
their limited knowledge of the target language 
(H. Brown 1980:83). These strategies include 
transfer from L1, generalizations, avoidance, 
circumlocution, message adjustment, prefabri-
cated patterns, and code switching (e.g. Tarone 
1980).

Fakhri (1984) examined the notion of com-
munication strategies based on spontaneous 
data recorded over a month from a female adult 
English speaker learning Moroccan Arabic as 
an L2. The participant had lived in Morocco 
for three years. Fakhri identified the ‘most 
frequent’ communication strategies used by the 
participant as being similar to those reported 
in the literature. They included circumlocution, 
lexical borrowing from L1, elicitation of vocab-
ulary (i.e. asking the native speaker interlocutor 
for words in the target language), expanded 
use of formulaic expression (i.e. using learned 
phrases or expressions in contexts not used 
by L1 speakers, as in meskìna! ‘poor girl’ ==> 
*meskìna bezzàf! ‘very poor girl!’), and mor-
phosyntactic innovation (i.e. interlanguage-like 
forms). Fakhri suggested that communication 
strategies were probably further constrained 
by components of the specific narrative genre. 
For example, the participant resorted to lexical 
borrowing (73%) during the episodic part of 
the narrative more often than she did in the 
orientation part (33%), whereas she resorted 
to circumlocution (18%) and vocabulary elici-
tations (9%) in the episodic part far less than 
she did in the orientation part (39% and 28%, 
respectively). Fakhri argues that due to urgency 
in the episodic part to convey meanings/events 
to an ‘intrigued’ listener, the subject in the 
study made the narration more effective by 
resorting more to lexical borrowings than to 
other available strategies.

The strategies approach has been mainly 
criticized for vagueness of definitions and con-
cepts and for lack of independently motivated 
explanation as to whether communicative strat-
egies adopted by the L2 learner in response to 
the limited interlanguage system are different 
from adjustments in normal L1 use to maintain 
real-time language processing and communi-
cation (Oxford and Cohen 1992; Bialystok 
1990).
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4. T h e  c u r r e n t  s c e n e

With increasing emphasis on providing a fuller 
account of L2 performance, SLA researchers 
started to focus on the role of input in SLA. 
This triggered the incorporation of discourse 
analysis and the acquisition of pragmatics into 
SLA research, previously focused on acquisition 
studies of phonology, semantics, morphology, 
and syntax. Competing models subscribing to 
different views of learning were also introduced 
to the field.

The discussion in the remaining part of 
this section focuses on two accounts of L2 
development that seem to have inspired recent 
studies of SLA in Arabic: the cognitive-inter-
actionist model and Universal Grammar-based 
proposals.

4.1 Processability Theory: A cognitive-
interactionist model of L2 development

Pienemann’s (1998) Processability Theory 
explains L2 grammatical development from a 
cognitive-interactionist perspective. The model 
assumes that L2 learners create their own lan-
guage-specific processing prerequisites or pro-
cedures of the L2, claimed to emerge along a 
set implicational sequence. In morphology, for 
example, the emergence of processing prereq-
uisite procedures is explained in terms of the 
production of three types of morphemes along 
five main stages. Below is an explanation of the 
first four stages:

Stage 1 Absence of any language-specific 
procedures, for example words and 
phrases being produced as unana-
lyzed chunks

Stage 2 Development of category procedures 
and ‘lexical morphemes’, for example 
the {-ed} tense marker in English

Stage 3  Development of ‘phrasal procedures’
where exchange of grammatical
agreement within a constituent phrase 
occurs, such as Noun-Adjective agree-
ment

Stage 4 Development of ‘interphrasal mor-
phemes’ where exchange of grammat-
ical agreement across two constituent 
phrases occurs, as, for example, in 
Subject-Verb agreement

The difference between Morpheme Order stud-
ies and Processability Theory is that while 
the former is concerned with identifying mere 
acquisition order of forms, the latter is con-
cerned with identifying processing mechanisms 
that determine acquisition orders. For a review 
of Processability Theory, see Alhawary (1999, 
2003).

Nielsen (1997) attempted to test the predic-
tions made by Processability Theory on two 
adult Danish speakers learning Arabic as an 
L2 at the beginning level. The data were col-
lected longitudinally over 15 months. Elicita-
tion tasks comprised oral interviews, role plays, 
and presentations. The study examined acquisi-
tion of definiteness agreement within the noun 
phrase, demonstrative pronouns, and Noun-
Adjective and Subject-Verb agreement for sin-
gular masculine and singular feminine. The 
most significant findings revealed that neither 
Noun nor Adjective nor Subject-Verb agree-
ment emerged in one of the two participants’ 
interlanguage systems. Both agreement forms 
emerged at the same time in the other par-
ticipant’s interlanguage system. Thus, Nielsen’s 
study provides counterevidence to Processability
Theory assumptions regarding processing pre-
requisites. According to this theory, Noun-
Adjective agreement should have been acquired 
first, then Subject-Verb agreement.

Alhawary (1999, 2003) also investigated the 
predictions of the speech processing hierarchy 
claimed by Processability Theory. The study 
was conducted within a longitudinal setting 
that followed eight adult native (American) 
English speakers and one French speaker learn-
ing Arabic as an L2 (at the beginner level) over 
one school year. Data elicitation tasks included 
picture description, picture differences, picture 
sequencing, video story retelling, and informal 
interviews. The study investigated a number of 
structures. The most significant findings relate 
to the acquisition of Arabic Noun-Adjective 
and Subject-Verb agreement, where the former 
is predicted to be acquired before the latter (for 
results related to other structures, see Alha-
wary 1999). The findings showed that as many 
as six of the participants acquired Subject-
Verb agreement before they did Noun-Adjec-
tive agreement, even though the participants 
were exposed to Noun-Adjective agreement 
before Subject-Verb agreement. In addition, 

142 second language acquisition

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Alhawary (2003) analyzed the same data of 
both structures, using two different acquisi-
tion criteria (an emergence criterion and a 90 
percent correct in obligatory context measure), 
both of which converged on the same find-
ings. Accordingly, the data strongly challenge 
the Processability Theory claims regarding the 
hypothesized speech processing hierarchy as 
untenable. Alhawary (1999, 2002, 2003) con-
cludes that there seem to be other processing 
factors, such as L1 transfer, not accounted for 
by Processability Theory.

Mansouri (2000) is a third study that inves-
tigated Processability Theory. It is based on 
cross-sectional data consisting of four adult 
native (Australian) English speakers learning 
Arabic as an L2, two of whom were at the 
beginning level and two at the intermediate 
level. Two data samples were collected from 
each at 13-week intervals. Elicitation consisted 
of an oral interview and an oral transformation 
task (story retelling about an actor in the dual 
and plural). The findings produced mixed evi-
dence. In particular, a number of morphologi-
cal developmental patterns were found to be 
inconsistent with Processability Theory, such 
as the emergence of relative pronouns before 
pronoun clitics. Mansouri claimed, however, 
that a number of other structures supported 
Processability Theory. For example, he claimed 
that Noun-Adjective agreement had already 
emerged before the first data set had taken 
place, and Subject-Verb agreement emerged 
later in the second data set, when the learners 
produced 3rd person plural agreement (after 
having produced agreement marking for 1st 
person singular and 2nd person singular in 
addition to 3rd person singular masculine and 
feminine). However, relying on a more reli-
able emergence criterion such as that adopted 
by Nielsen (1997) and Alhawary (1999, 
2003) and focusing on 3rd person singular 
and feminine (since one would not expect L2 
learners to acquire almost the entire agree-
ment paradigm at an early stage as Mansouri 
2000 rather assumed), Mansouri’s data would 
show instead that Subject-Verb agreement 
had already emerged in the interlanguage sys-
tems of the two beginning learners before the 
first data session took place. But, if both Noun-
Adjective and Subject-Verb agreement struc-
tures had already emerged prior to the first 

data collection session, it would be difficult to 
determine if one structure emerged before the 
other, given the cross-sectional semi-longitu-
dinal nature of the study. Hence Mansouri’s 
(2000) findings neither support nor contradict 
Processability Theory with respect to the two 
structures (for a more detailed review, see Alha-
wary 2003).

4.2 Nativist/UG-based accounts of L2 
development

Since the 1980s, the greatest emphasis in 
accounting for L2 development has been within 
the generative (nativist/rationalist), Universal 
Grammar (UG) view of language acquisition, 
particularly within the Principles and Param-
eters framework. Like earlier studies, inves-
tigation of L2 development was preceded by 
investigation of L1 (for a review, see Alhawary 
2002). Among the central (and related) ques-
tions investigated in the SLA literature are 
Universal Grammar access/L1 transfer in L2 
development, and the status of L2 competence.

4.2.1 Universal Grammar access/ L1 transfer 
in L2 development
The issue of Universal Grammar access in 
L2 development has been subject to extensive 
debate in SLA literature and has resulted in 
proposals belonging to two different camps. 
One camp of researchers argues for limited or 
no Universal Grammar access at all and instead 
appeal to universal cognitive principles accessed 
by the L2 learner. The other camp argues for 
access to Universal Grammar but claima that 
such access is indirect where the L2 learner 
has access to Universal Grammar through L1 
as manifested in the L1 transfer phenome-
non. Researchers of the latter camp advanced 
three main proposals that differ with respect 
to the relative amount of transfer they allow. 
The Minimal Tree hypothesis (e.g. Vainikki 
and Young-Scholten 1998) claims that only 
lexical categories transfer. The Weak Trans-
fer hypothesis (e.g. Eubank 1996) claims that 
both lexical and functional categories transfer 
but the feature values associated with func-
tional categories do not. The Full Transfer/Full 
Access hypothesis (e.g. Schwartz and Sprouse 
1996) proposes that the entirety of L1 gram-
mar (including lexical categories, functional 
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categories, and abstract feature values asso-
ciated with functional categories) is available 
to L2 learners from the early stages of L2 
acquisition.

Alhawary (1999, 2002) argues that his longi-
tudinal data, reported in Alhawary (1999), show 
that contrary to a cognitive-interactionist pro-
posal such as Processability Theory, L2 learners 
need not wait until they are able to develop 
category procedures, then phrasal agreement 
procedures, then interphrasal agreement. Alter-
natively, if abstract knowledge of inflection 
(associated with functional categories) needed 
for acquiring Arabic Subject-Verb agreement 
is already available in English native speak-
ers for transfer to L2 but absent in nominals 
(since English exhibits Subject-Verb agreement 
features but not Noun-Adjective agreement), 
the relatively earlier emergence of Subject-Verb 
agreement before Noun-Adjective agreement 
in most of the participants’ interlanguage sys-
tems (in six of the nine participants) may be 
explained accordingly. In other words, because 
English exhibits the abstract feature of Subject-
Verb agreement, the participants were able 
to access/transfer this abstract knowledge and 
figure out that Arabic involved Subject-Verb 
agreement sooner than they did Noun-Adjec-
tive agreement. Hence, of the three hypotheses 
advanced with respect to L1 transfer, the Full 
Transfer/Full Access proposal seems to provide 
the most adequate explanation of the data.

Alhawary’s (2005) study provides further 
evidence for the issue of L1 transfer based on 
cross-sectional production data collected from 
53 Arabic L2 learners, (American) English and 
French L1 speakers enrolled in Arabic classes 
in their home institutions in the United States 
and France. Participants of each L1 belonged 
to three groups according to length of expo-
sure to formal Arabic instruction: first, sec-
ond, and third year. The study investigated the 
(abstract) φ-feature gender exhibited in Arabic 
Subject-Verb and Noun-Adjective agreement. 
The clearest findings are those related to Noun-
Adjective agreement. In terms of L1 transfer, 
one would predict the L1 French participants to 
transfer their knowledge of abstract gender fea-
ture agreement in Noun-Adjective construction 
and acquire the form sooner than their L1 Eng-
lish counterparts, since the latter’s L1 (English) 
exhibits no abstract gender agreement feature 
in nominal agreement. The findings confirm this 

prediction. There was a statistically significant 
difference in the production of Noun-Adjective 
agreement between the French L1 and English 
L1 groups, with the French participants outper-
forming their English counterparts.

4.2.2 Status of L2 competence
A closely related issue to that of Universal 
Grammar access/L1 transfer is the exact status 
(or nature) of L2 competence as to whether or 
not ultimate attainment (or full competence) 
can be achieved in L2 on a par with L1. Three 
recent proposals have been explicitly posited. 
The Local Impairment hypothesis assumes that 
functional projections are attainable in L2, but 
that features associated with functional heads 
are permanently impaired, irrespective of L1 
(Beck 1998). The Failed Functional Features 
hypothesis claims that the interlanguage system 
of the L2 learner, specifically the functional 
feature system, is constrained by what is avail-
able in L1, but Universal Grammar is partially 
unavailable in L2 beyond the critical period 
(e.g. Hawkins and Chan 1997). The Miss-
ing Surface Inflection hypothesis claims that 
the feature system is temporarily impaired at 
the morphophonological (surface) level due to 
complexity in mapping between surface forms 
and underlying abstract features (e.g. Bruhn de 
Garavito and White 2002). In essence, the first 
two hypotheses assume that ultimate (gram-
matical) attainment of L2, on a par with L1 
acquisition, is not possible, due to permanent 
impairment in the L2 system beyond the critical 
period. The third hypothesis assumes that ulti-
mate attainment is possible, but it is contingent 
upon the L2 learner’s figuring out the mapping 
complexity between surface forms and underly-
ing abstract forms.

In addition to addressing L1 transfer, Alha-
wary’s (2005) study investigated the predic-
tions made by these three proposals based on 
the cross-sectional production data collected 
from 53 Arabic L2 learners, (American) English 
and French L1 speakers, as reported above. The 
reported findings indicate that the L1 English 
participants had more difficulty with gender 
agreement than their L1 French counterparts. 
However, the findings also show that the L1 
English advanced group performed (with a cor-
rect agreement score of at 80%) better than the 
L1 English beginning and intermediate groups 
(at 60% and 61%, respectively), suggesting 
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that performance of the L1 English participants 
improved along length of exposure to L2. The 
findings also reveal that in Group 3 (of both L1 
backgrounds), at least one L1 English partici-
pant had a 100-percent-correct score in singu-
lar feminine Noun-Adjective agreement and as 
many as three had a 100-percent-correct score 
in singular feminine Subject-Verb agreement 
(as opposed to three and two, respectively, in 
the French Group 3). Moreover, at least one 
of the L1 English participants (Group 3) had 
100-percent-correct score in both forms (as 
did an L1 French counterpart). This obser-
vation suggests that even full (grammatical) 
attainment in SLA in both groups is possible. 
Accordingly, Alhawary (2005) concludes that 
the findings are in support of Bruhn de Gar-
avito and White’s (2000) Temporary Impair-
ment hypothesis, assuming temporary rather 
than permanent impairment (cf. Beck 1998; 
Hawkins and Chan 1997).

However, Alhawary (2005) departs from 
Bruhn de Garavito and White (2000) in attrib-
uting the temporary impairment status to the 
L1 transfer factor (i.e. the presence or absence 
of a feature in L1) rather than only to the 
mapping complexity factor. Bruhn de Garavito 
and White (2000) justify their position of the 
form/function complexity factor based on the 
obscure nature of the Spanish L2 input which 
the participants (L1 English and L1 French) of 
their study received. Bruhn de Garavito and 
White argue that the generalization of the end-
ings {-o} and {-a} as masculine and feminine 
gender markers is misleading (in Spanish) and 
insufficient to account for many other obscure 
cases. For example, there are a few feminine 
nouns with {-o} ending, numerous and com-
mon masculine nouns with {-a} ending, and 
many (invariant) adjectives lacking overt gen-
der agreement. This makes Bruhn de Garavito 
and White go so far as to state that such gen-
der markings amount to no more than word 
markers rather than gender markers. Alhawary 
(2005) argues that this was hardly the case with 
the input which the participants of his study 
received. The participants of his study received 
a clearer, more transparent input where the 
gender agreement is to a large extent regular (in 
Modern Standard Arabic). In the vast majority 
of cases, Noun-Adjective agreement for singular 
feminine is achieved by attaching the suffix {-a} 

in word-final (salient) position to both nouns 
and adjectives, resulting in a rhyming effect that 
can serve as a phonological clue to the Arabic 
L2 learner. For singular masculine, agreement 
is realized as zero {-Ø}, the stem form being 
the default masculine form. Thus, given the 
data and the Arabic L2 input, Alhawary (2005) 
argues that the presence or absence of a feature 
in L1 (i.e. L1 transfer), claimed to be irrelevant 
by Bruhn de Garavito and White (2000), is a 
factor in L2 development.

Thus, current SLA research attempts to read-
dress the perennial question in SLA with respect 
to the difference between ultimate attainment 
in L1 and L2 and the factors involved. In 
L2 acquisition, many adult L2 learners are 
observed to never fully attain native-like com-
petence regardless of length of exposure to L2, 
but this is not true in L1 acquisition. A bio-
logical ‘critical period’ effect (between 6 and 
15 years of age) is identified as a determining 
factor for achieving native competence status 
(Long 1991), while others claim that formal 
(conscious) learning never becomes (uncon-
scious) acquisition (Krashen 1981). However, 
recent research suggests that even L1 attain-
ment is not to be taken for granted. Studies 
in Specific Language Impairment (¤ language 
impairment) have revealed that in fact at least 
as many as 10 percent of children in the United 
States and Britain exhibit language delay, and 
not all children eventually catch up on their L1 
competence. More will be learned about SLA as 
inquiry into language acquisition phenomena in 
general expands.
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Second Language Teaching

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

This entry focuses on the didactics of teaching 
Arabic in a Western context, particularly at 
the university level, since this is where Arabic 
is most often taught in the West. In recent 
years, the teaching of Arabic has also spread 
to secondary schools and private language insti-
tutions, but they are still few in number and 
do not differentiate substantially, at least at 
this stage, from the teaching approach at uni-
versities.

The teaching of foreign languages is always 
set in a historic and social context, and this is 
the case for the teaching of Arabic in the West. 
Arabic has developed from being a scholarly 
language studied for religious and, at times, 
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commercial reasons in the 16th and 17th cen-
turies to serving as one of the main foreign and 
second languages in the 21st century. The teach-
ing of Arabic in Europe and the United States 
today and the development of the instruction 
in form as well as content during the last dec-
ades are therefore best understood if we take 
as a starting point the role, status, and social 
relevance of the Arabic language in Western 
societies.

From a historical point of view, two phe-
nomena have had a basic importance for the 
teaching of Arabic in the West from the 1970s 
onward. In the first place, the growing economic 
and political importance of the Arab countries 
on the international stage during the 1970s 
and the 1980s led to pressure on universities to 
deliver a more communicatively based teaching 
of Arabic – a development most clearly seen in 
the United States, although the same tendency, 
somewhat delayed, has been seen in Europe. 
In the second place, the economic and cultural 
globalization movement began to make itself 
felt in education in the 1990s, which has given 
Arabic a far more prominent position in West-
ern societies than was the case earlier. Immi-
gration, the abundance and availability of new 
media in Arabic, and the widely used interac-
tive communication technology put new focus 
on choice of language varieties to consider in 
teaching, as well as on the content and the 
kinds of teaching materials to use. One might 
claim that the two tendencies, i.e. the change 
from a philological to a more communicative 
approach and the importance of globalization 
for the form and content of the instruction, in 
their different ways represent a paradigmatic 
change in the teaching of Arabic: first, a change 
of language skills to be considered in the teach-
ing, second, the use of media and the content 
of the teaching.

The background for the paradigmatic changes 
are sketched here by summarizing the approach 
to the teaching of Arabic up to the 1970s, where 
reading skills and linguistic description were 
the main competencies to be taught. Then, the 
change from philology to communication and 
the subsequent problems concerning the choice 
of linguistic varieties and adequate teaching 
materials are discussed. And finally, the influ-
ence of new technologies and new media in the 
field of teaching Arabic from the 1990s onward 
is considered.

2. R e a d i n g  A r a b i c  t e x t  a n d 
t h e  g r a m m a r - t r a n s l a t i o n 
m e t h o d

Arabic has been studied in Europe at least since 
the Middle Ages. At that time, Arabic was a 
most important tool in acquiring the scien-
tific knowledge in fields such as mathematics, 
astrology, and medicine that was to be found in 
the many Arabic manuscripts which had ended 
up in Europe via Islamic Spain or the Crusades 
in the eastern part of the Mediterranean. How-
ever, as science moved out of the monasteries 
and into the newly established universities, and 
especially after the fall of Constantinople in 
1453, scholarly interest began to focus more 
on Greek texts. By the end of the 15th century, 
Arabic had lost its importance as a language 
of science. During the following centuries, the 
study of Arabic focused mainly on theologi-
cal aspects (¤ Arabic studies in Europe). The 
growing interest in Biblical studies, in the wake 
of the Reformation in the 16th century, meant 
that a number of universities started to teach 
Hebrew, only to be followed later by languages 
such as Assyrian, Chaldaean, and Arabic (Ver-
steegh 2001, 2006; McCarus 1992).

Biblical studies and theological interest in 
Islam and Arabic created a natural need for 
knowledge within the field of comparative lin-
guistics and put focus on the study of texts 
which could give information on Arab and 
Islamic cultures – religious texts, poetry and lit-
erature, grammatical manuscripts, etc. During 
the 19th and the first half of the 20th century, 
interest grew due to colonization and the geos-
trategic interests of the Western countries in the 
Arab world, leading to the creation of a number 
of Western university institutes for comparative 
Semitic philology that focus mainly on reading 
skills and linguistic description. Even though 
many Arab countries achieved independence in 
the years after the Second World War, some of 
which grew in international importance because 
of the exploitation of oil, most universities kept 
their focus on these areas.

The common denominator for the reading 
of manuscripts, Bible studies, and the philo-
logical approach of comparative Semitic lin-
guistics was the focus on reading skills, since 
gaining access to the contents could only be 
done through reading – Classical Arabic for 
religious texts and Modern Standard Arabic 
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for more contemporary texts. Reading skills 
require a knowledge of vocabulary and gram-
mar, and the most common way to teach this 
was what in applied linguistics has been termed 
the grammar-translation method. The core of 
this approach is translation, both when teach-
ing the language and testing the learners’ read-
ing skills. The teacher would typically give a 
short introduction to the Arabic alphabet and 
then introduce rules and phenomena of the 
language – declension of nouns, the triliteral 
verb, the construct state, etc. Then followed 
translation exercises, in which the learner had 
to translate sentences into Arabic, often with 
the help of a bilingual wordlist. Next, stu-
dents were tested in reading and translation 
into English, to see if they could recognize 
and render linguistic structures and meanings 
correctly (Byram 2004:635–636). And finally, 
when the basic linguistic phenomena had been 
taught, the teaching proceeded to the reading 
of relevant texts with focus on contents. This 
approach, which was the core of Arabic studies 
for centuries, is still used at many Western uni-
versities, not just for teaching Arabic but also 
for teaching other less commonly taught lan-
guages, as well as in many autodidactic Arabic 
courses, the only change being that grammar 
books have been replaced by teaching materials 
with a more modern vocabulary. Recent exam-
ples of this approach can be found in Haywood 
and Nahmad (1962), Thackston (1994), and 
Abu-Chacra (2001). It has often been argued 
that the grammar-translation method met most 
of the requirements of the Biblical and philolog-
ical studies and as such was a suitable approach 
to the teaching of reading Arabic texts. But 
modern research in applied linguistics makes 
this doubtful, since the grammar-translation 
method focuses primarily on understanding of 
linguistic forms and needs to be supplemented 
by other competencies if the learner is to obtain 
good reading skills.

The academic focus on reading skills and 
linguistic description meant that people who 
needed to speak and understand spoken Ara-
bic – merchants engaging in business agree-
ments, Christian missionaries wishing to spread 
the message of the Bible, or persons with dip-
lomatic problems to be solved – had to seek 
assistance elsewhere. Oral skills cannot just 
take their starting point in a spoken variety of 
the written language because of the important 

differences between spoken and written Arabic, 
and therefore oral skills had to be learned either 
through personal contacts with native speak-
ers of Arabic or non-natives with a solid oral 
proficiency in the West, or by going to the Arab 
world. There are a few examples of scholars 
who learned spoken Arabic in order to help 
solve diplomatic or business-related problems, 
but normally this was done by people outside 
the universities. The acquisition of speaking 
and listening skills in Arabic was not an insti-
tutionalized part of university activities; and 
to the extent that a spoken variety of Arabic 
was used in scholarly work, it was primarily a 
linguistic object to be described, not a skill to 
be mastered.

3. F r o m  p h i l o l o g y  t o 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n

Terry Mitchell (1969) described the dilemma 
facing Arabic language instructors in Great 
Britain. On the one hand, universities consid-
ered the goal of Arabic studies to provide their 
students with a style of education that would 
enlarge their intellectual awareness, rather than 
provide them with vocational training in skills 
and techniques. Their approach primarily led 
to academic careers. On the other hand, there 
was a growing demand in society for people 
with skills in Arabic who could fill jobs in the 
Foreign Service, the British Council, the oil 
companies, and similar commercial organiza-
tions where more proficiency-oriented skills 
were demanded (Mitchell 1969:3–4).

Mitchell pointed to a problem which had 
been growing since the Second World War. 
With the onset of the Cold War, the American 
and British military realized that there was a 
need for people with skills in Arabic, who were 
able to do more than just read Arabic texts. In 
1947, the American Army Language School 
started teaching Arabic – a school which later 
merged with the language school of the U.S. 
Navy to become the Defense Language Institute 
in Monterey, California – and in the same year 
the British government decided to establish the 
Middle East Centre for Arab Studies (MECAS) 
in Shemlan, Lebanon. The aim of both initia-
tives was to train Arabic-speaking persons who 
would be able to solve many of the practical 
military and intelligence-related tasks arising 
in the wake of the Cold War. The launching 
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in the USSR of the Sputnik satellites in 1957 
further promoted initiatives to change the con-
ditions for the teaching of Arabic. The National 
Defense and Education Act (NDEA), passed by 
the U.S. Congress in 1958, provided means to 
further area-related specializations and applied 
language teaching, and in the field of Arabic 
there was now money to pay for teachers’ 
salaries, grants, pedagogical workshops, and 
development of teaching materials. The NDEA 
emphasized speaking and listening skills and 
wanted foreign languages to become an inte-
grated part of the newly established area study 
programs. In 1967, as a natural consequence of 
this applied approach, a consortium of Ameri-
can universities established the Center for Ara-
bic Studies Abroad (CASA) at the American 
University in Cairo. Here, undergraduate and 
graduate students who had studied Arabic for 
a minimum of two years could take intensive 
Arabic classes during the summer and the aca-
demic year, if they were able to pass a fairly 
competitive entrance test. Today, almost forty 
years later, it is still a flourishing and academi-
cally well-established program which not only 
trains students but also offers further education 
in language skills and pedagogy to American 
teachers of Arabic.

The modernization of the teaching of Ara-
bic in the United States in the 1960s and the 
1970s was similar to the one taking place at 
the British universities. In the late 1940s, the 
Royal Commission, under the chairmanship of 
the Earl of Scarbrough, had recommended the 
establishment of area studies combining lan-
guage teaching and civilizations with social and 
political sciences. In the 1960s, British students 
could take a university degree in modern Mid-
dle Eastern studies, thus combining Arabic (or 
Turkish or Persian) with political science, geog-
raphy, or anthropology. This did not, however, 
lead to competence-based teaching of speaking 
and listening skills to the same degree as in the 
United States. First and foremost, the students 
were to learn to read newspapers, reports, and 
articles, whereas the spoken language had a 
very limited role, for instance in connection 
with fieldwork and short stays in Arabic-speak-
ing countries (Mitchell 1969:6–7). If students 
were to acquire speaking and listening com-
prehension in Arabic, they had to go to gov-
ernmental schools such as Shemlan (which was 

closed in 1967), or to one of the many language 
schools for foreigners that were established 
in the Arab countries during the 1970s. The 
University of Damascus established the Arabic 
Teaching Institute for Foreigners in 1973; the 
Institut Bourguiba des Langages Vivantes at the 
University of Tunis started offering courses in 
Arabic for foreigners in the mid-1970s; and the 
International Language Institute in Cairo was 
founded in 1977, to mention only a few. Later, 
a number of Arabic language schools followed, 
both private and state-supported, all over the 
Arab world, some of which only existed for a 
few years. The CASA approach and the many 
bilateral agreements among American and Ara-
bic universities that also grew up during the 
1980s did not really become popular in Europe. 
One reason for this may have been that com-
municative teaching of Arabic was not common 
in Europe at the time; another reason may have 
been the geographical closeness, which meant 
that an individually arranged stay at a summer 
school at in the Arab world was a feasible chal-
lenge for European students of Arabic.

In many ways, the development in the United 
Kingdom paved the way for what happened in 
the rest of Europe during the 1970s and the 
1980s. Philological university institutes added 
Arabic or Middle Eastern area study programs, 
which included the teaching of Arabic with a 
focus on reading skills and with less importance 
given to oral skills. Even though the two types 
of study programs exist side by side today, 
there is no doubt that the establishment of area 
studies affected the philological studies. The 
proof of this is to be found in the classes of 
speaking and listening skills offered by many 
philological institutes in parallel with transla-
tion, grammar, and text analyses, as well as the 
discourse used by many philologically trained 
university teachers when describing their teach-
ing of Arabic. They often argue that even a 
student who learns Arabic for a scholarly pur-
pose will benefit from being taught by modern 
didactic methods and that more research is 
needed in the application of general didactic 
principles. In spite of their positive attitude to 
communicative teaching, also for students at 
traditional philological institutions, however, 
one can sometimes observe a certain reserva-
tion to the matter, when the same teachers 
suggest a differentiation between courses for 
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scholarly and for practical purposes, so that 
university institutes can concentrate more on 
the former (see, e.g., Steppat 1978:36–38).

4. C o m m u n i c a t i v e  c o m p e t e n c e 
a n d  t h e  p r o f i c i e n c y  m o v e m e n t

There seem to be at least two different defini-
tions of communicative language teaching in 
the field of Arabic. The one most widely used 
by teachers and students seems to equal ‘com-
municative’ with ‘oral communication’; in that 
sense, one only needs to add oral skills and 
conversation exercises to the existing teaching 
approach to establish a communicative teach-
ing of Arabic. For professionals in applied 
linguistics, however, communicative language 
teaching is a more comprehensive term, which 
focuses on processes as well as goals in class-
room learning. It includes the four skills of 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing, and 
aims at integrating a wide range of subskills in 
linguistic, sociolinguistic, and discourse-related 
areas – all of this from the learner’s perspec-
tive. Learning strategies and identification of 
the learner’s communicative needs then provide 
a basis for the curriculum in the Arabic class-
room (Byram 2004:124–129). In what follows, 
the second definition is used in connection with 
communicative language teaching.

The change from text-based Arabic studies
focusing on reading skills and translation 
to communicatively oriented studies, which 
included the four skills from a learner’s per-
spective, had both scholarly and pedagogical 
implications for the universities. Two questions 
in particular were pressing: what were the 
students supposed to master – i.e. which com-
petences were they to practice, and how were 
those competences to be tested – and which 
language varieties were they to acquire in a 
foreign language with a considerable difference 
between the spoken and the written language.

The proficiency movement, which developed 
during the 1980s in the United States, provided 
an answer to the first question. Based on expe-
riences gathered at the government language 
schools such as the Foreign Service Institute of 
the State Department, the Defense Language 
Institute in Monterey, and others, the profi-
ciency movement defined a number of goals for 
how to introduce a more applied way of teach-
ing languages in academia. In 1982, the Ameri-

can Council for Teaching Foreign Languages 
(ACTFL) published its first proficiency guide-
lines – a description of what learners were to 
master within the fields of speaking, listening, 
reading, and writing. The levels of language 
were defined on a scale of novice, intermediate, 
advanced, and superior, each category subdi-
vided into low, mid, and high. The first draft 
was generic, i.e. comprising all languages, but 
the levels were later defined for the different 
languages, including Arabic, so that the various 
linguistic characteristics were considered. Also 
a tool especially designed to measure the learn-
er’s oral proficiency according to the ACTFL’s 
guidelines – the oral proficiency interview (OPI) 
– was developed, and workshops were organ-
ized to train teachers in how to conduct these 
interviews.

The idea behind the proficiency guidelines and 
the oral proficiency interview was to create a 
sort of benchmark to measure language learner 
proficiency in the four skills and thus establish 
a rating scale that would allow comparison 
and description of progression for learners and 
institutions. As early as 1984, the first teachers 
of Arabic had courses in conducting the OPI 
(Allen 1992:237), and in 1989 the Arabic pro-
ficiency guidelines were published.

While the proficiency guidelines attempted 
to introduce a systematic description of com-
petence goals for Arabic, another much more 
complicated question was pressing. Arabic 
is characterized by a considerable difference 
between the written language and the numer-
ous spoken varieties in the Arab world. There-
fore, if speaking and listening comprehension 
are to be included in the teaching of Arabic, it is 
necessary to determine how this sociolinguistic 
situation is to be reflected in teaching. The dis-
cussion of this question is further complicated 
by a widespread normative language attitude 
in the Arab world, which, taking as its starting 
point the prestige of the written language, has 
led to a situation where non-native speakers 
wishing to learn Arabic in the Arab world are 
often introduced to linguistic structures that 
many native Arab speakers do not command. It 
was only with the introduction of Ferguson’s ¤ 
diglossia model in 1959 that a proper descrip-
tion of the sociolinguistic reality was intro-
duced, and even today there is a lack of more 
detailed descriptions of the way the spoken and 
written varieties interact with different users of 
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language, for instance with the educated native 
speaker, whom the proficiency guidelines use as 
an idealized model. This linguistic situation has 
been one of the most commonly stated argu-
ments against the introduction of communica-
tive teaching of Arabic at Western universities: 
the pedagogical difficulty of teaching a foreign 
language with several linguistic varieties for 
which there are no well-documented descrip-
tions of actual language use that could serve as 
a standard.

5. M o d e r n  S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c  v s . 
c o l l o q u i a l

The problem of language choice between Mod-
ern Standard Arabic and the colloquials in 
second language teaching was eagerly discussed 
in the pedagogical literature and at various 
conferences during the 1980s (see, for exam-
ple, Agius 1990). Often, the discussions were 
focused on finding a general solution to the 
problem, which could benefit the teaching of 
Arabic as a whole, but later a clear under-
standing developed that the difference between 
written and spoken Arabic can only be handled 
sensibly in foreign language teaching if the 
starting point is taken in learner-related goals, 
and if the persons involved are prepared to 
make some necessary choices. Apart from con-
sidering learner-related goals, a minimum of 
three factors are to be considered in the organi-
zation of a communicative Arabic curriculum: 
(i) the sociolinguistic situation pertaining to 
the written language (hence Modern Standard 
Arabic) with respect to reading and writing and 
partly to comprehension of spoken language, 
and a spoken variety, a colloquial, which is 
bound to a geographic location, for speaking 
and listening comprehension, plus knowledge 
of how native speakers code-switch among 
the varieties in different speech situations; (ii) 
pedagogical considerations on learnability, so 
that the teaching is organized in such a way 
that it does not create unnecessary difficulties 
for the learner; and (iii) the language learner’s 
motivation, which is the driving force in any 
language learning situation; hence, the learner 
must see the relevance of the way the teaching 
is being organized.

For learners who need to speak and under-
stand Arabic to manage everyday situations, the 
teaching is pedagogically uncomplicated, since 

they only need to learn an appropriate, spoken 
variety. The same goes for learners whose goal 
is to learn how to read and write, because the 
teaching only needs to focus on Modern Stand-
ard Arabic or Classical Arabic, depending on 
the field of interest. In both cases, the goals of 
the learner and the linguistic variety chosen are 
connected, so the teaching can be organized in 
a pedagogic fashion to fit learner motivation. 
Problems arise, however, when the four skills 
are to be integrated in the acquisition process, 
because learners will have to deal with two 
varieties of Arabic, which overlap in certain 
fields but are distinctly different in others. In 
principle, there are three options to deal with 
this situation. The first option is to organize a 
curriculum in which the learners learn the two 
varieties, one after the other, i.e. first Modern 
Standard Arabic and then a spoken variety, or 
vice versa. The second option is to learn the 
two varieties simultaneously. The third option, 
focusing on Modern Standard Arabic to be 
used in all four skills, is problematic because it 
does not reflect the actual sociolinguistic situ-
ation in Arab countries. This third approach 
has, however, been introduced at a number 
of European universities on the pretext that 
it is communicative because it integrates oral 
proficiency.

A special case is the situation in the former 
Eastern European countries, where the primary 
goal of Arabic studies used to be the training 
of interpreters. Here, the emphasis was on 
proficiency in Modern Standard Arabic, espe-
cially the political and economical jargon. This 
approach is epitomized by the language course 
of Krahl and Reuschel (1974). Students from 
these countries sometimes achieved a remark-
able level of proficiency in this rather stilted 
variety of the language.

There is no solid research to indicate which 
model is the more appropriate from a learn-
ability point of view. Agius (1990:4) refers to 
an experiment with two groups of learners at 
the University of Arizona and at the Defense 
Language Institute at Monterey, one starting 
with dialect, the other with Modern Stand-
ard Arabic; the former group is reported to 
have shown much higher motivation and a 
more positive response, but no additional data 
are given. Therefore, communicative Arabic 
teaching has had to try out various models. 
During the 1980s many Western universities 
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put pedagogical needs above the sociolinguistic 
reality and taught Modern Standard Arabic 
in all four skills without any use of a spoken 
variety. The students could then on their own 
initiative choose to combine this with a stay at 
a language school in an Arab country and thus 
learn speaking and listening in a relevant col-
loquial. An approach taking its starting point 
in Modern Standard Arabic and letting the stu-
dents decide for themselves whether or not to 
further improve their skills in a spoken variety 
has the pedagogical advantage of not confusing 
the learner linguistically, since the teaching can 
concentrate on one language variety. But this 
approach comes with a price: it is often very 
demotivating for learners to realize that the 
language they have spent a lot of energy learn-
ing cannot be applied directly in spoken com-
munication, making it very difficult indeed to 
understand what Arab speakers say to them.

In the 1990s, however, sociolinguistic real-
ity started gaining a more prominent role in 
the university teaching of Arabic. Gradually, 
it became more common practice to use ele-
ments from the spoken language, especially in 
everyday situations in which students may find 
themselves when traveling in an Arab coun-
try. It became a characteristic feature of this 
approach that the use of the two varieties was 
tied rather strictly to specific situations. Collo-
quial features and vocabulary would typically 
be used in teaching everyday situations – greet-
ings, introductions, shopping, etc. – while all 
other areas would be in Modern Standard Ara-
bic, even in oral communication. The change 
from speaking exclusively in Modern Standard 
Arabic to communicating in a colloquial in spe-
cific situations pointed to the question of which 
colloquial to choose: depending on the historic, 
political, and economic ties to the Arab world 
of the individual countries, as a rule of thumb, 
Egyptian and Palestinian and, to a certain 
degree, various Gulf Arabic colloquials came to 
play an important role among Anglophone stu-
dents of Arabic, whereas Syrian, Lebanese, and 
a mixture of North African colloquials were 
favored in the French teaching tradition.

Universities in the 1980s dealt primarily with 
Modern Standard Arabic and left it up to the 
learners to upgrade their skills in a colloquial; 
they later softened this approach so as to inte-
grate some colloquial vocabulary into their cur-

ricula in the 1990s. Many government schools, 
on the other hand, particularly in the military, 
opted for the opposite: to make learners orally 
operative as quickly as possible; in those set-
tings the teaching would start with a spoken 
variety and later proceed to Modern Standard 
Arabic. Unfortunately, the experience gained 
here is rarely publicly available – the same is 
true for the teaching materials used in these 
schools – and it is therefore difficult to evaluate 
the results of this approach. There is, how-
ever, information available about the language 
course at the University of Amsterdam, which 
follows this approach (Woidich 2007), and the 
teaching materials used in the course have been 
published (Woidich and Heinen-Nasr 1995, 
1998).

Summing up the complex issue of which 
variety to teach in the communicative class-
room including the four skills, two points must 
be made. First, it is important for learner moti-
vation – and for the students’ job possibilities 
after graduation – that the teaching take into 
consideration the sociolinguistic realities of the 
Arab world; hence, both the written language 
and a spoken variety should be taught. Sec-
ondly, as there is no solid research to clarify the 
issue from a learnability point of view, it is not 
possible to say anything decisive on the order in 
which the varieties should be taught – simulta-
neously or one after the other. In recent years, a 
few articles have reported on individual teacher 
and classroom experiences, and as valuable as 
these are to inspire new teaching practices, they 
do not make up for results based on systemati-
cally collected empirical data on learner behav-
ior. So, while waiting for the results of research 
on the learnability issue, teachers must continue 
to try out various models, starting from learner-
related goals and experience-based teaching, 
and perhaps seek inspiration from the growing 
research on second language acquisition and 
bilingualism.

6. T h r e e  g e n e r a t i o n s  o f 
t e x t b o o k s

The development in the communicative teach-
ing of Arabic can be illustrated through three of 
the most commonly used textbooks at Western 
universities. The first and probably the best 
known is Elementary Modern Standard Arabic 

152 second language teaching

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(EMSA) published by Cambridge University 
Press in 1968 – a set of two textbooks that for 
generations of students of Arabic came to be 
known as ‘The orange book’ because of the 
color of the book cover. EMSA and its succes-
sor Intermediate Modern Standard Arabic were 
a result of the efforts which took place in the 
United States in the 1960s following passage 
of the National Defense and Education Act, 
described above. EMSA carefully follows the 
audiolingual method: each lesson comprises 
an introductory text in Arabic followed by a 
translation of the text into English. The learner 
is expected to listen to the text, read it aloud, 
and answer questions. Then follows a number 
of grammatical explanations accompanied by 
drills, i.e. sentences with the same grammatical 
structure, but with a varied vocabulary, which 
the learner is to read, repeat, or answer accord-
ing to a set standard. The accompanying tapes 
allow the learners to listen to exercises and 
answer questions and drills, thereby practicing 
their oral proficiency. The variety used is Mod-
ern Standard Arabic, and the texts are compiled 
so that most of them deal with situations in 
which native speakers of Arabic would use 
this variety: short news items, texts on women, 
Bedouin, etc. By introducing listening and 
speaking skills in the classroom, using tapes for 
individual learners, and including a drill-based 
approach, EMSA illustrates the transition from 
the grammar-translation method toward the 
audiolingual approach. But pedagogical consid-
erations still prevail over sociolinguistic reality, 
in the sense that everything is done in Modern 
Standard Arabic.

The second textbook is al-Kitàb al-±asàsì 
(1988), in three volumes, published by the Arab 
League’s Organization for Education, Culture, 
and Science in Tunis. Both the content and the 
methodology are very different from EMSA. 
The plot of the first volume follows Yusif 
who arrives in Khartoum, books himself into 
a hotel, has dinner at a restaurant, goes shop-
ping, goes to the post office, visits his physician, 
etc. – very similar to the plot of textbooks for 
other foreign languages, which aim to motivate 
the learner by focusing on phrases which can 
be used in everyday situations. But instead 
of using the variety which native speakers of 
Arabic would use in similar situations, i.e. a 
relevant colloquial, everything is done in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic. Each lesson comprises an 

Arabic text with vocabulary lists of new words, 
but without translation, only a few simple 
drawings to support understanding. This is 
followed by a number of drills, questions, and 
cloze tests – all in Arabic, even when it comes to 
instructions. There are no grammatical instruc-
tions, no translations, only a comprehensive 
vocabulary list at the end of the book with 
translations of words into English and French. 
Al-Kitàb al-±asàsì is an example of the direct 
method, which basically tries to imitate the 
way children learn their mother tongue. With 
its avoidance of translation, use of Arabic as 
the only medium of instruction, and its focus 
on everyday vocabulary, it is a method that 
depends strongly on the teacher. The form of 
the content and the strong focus on situations 
where oral skills are needed show the authors’ 
intentions to make the material more pragmatic 
and useful to students of Arabic, but the sole 
use of Modern Standard Arabic in situations 
where native speakers would interact in col-
loquial strongly limits the learners’ outcome of 
the first volume of the book.

With the first volume of al-Kitab fì ta≠allum 
al-≠arabiyya, published by Georgetown Uni-
versity Press in 1995, the teaching of Arabic 
acquired a genuine communicative textbook. 
Communicative teaching requires that the 
learner both gain knowledge and develop skills 
in linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, and stra-
tegic competences (Byram 2000), and al-Kitàb 
offers the necessary explanations to master 
these skills and practice them. In each lesson, 
the learner is introduced to new vocabulary 
through a listening text, followed by questions 
and tasks, and the text is later introduced in 
writing. Then come a number of grammatical 
explanations followed by exercises. The last 
part of the lesson consists of a number of task-
based exercises in the four skills: games, role 
plays, pair and group activities, authentic read-
ing and listening texts, etc., which engage the 
learner in meaningful communicative activities. 
The textbook uses Modern Standard Arabic, 
but in a number of places Egyptian colloquial is 
used, and the learners’ attention is often drawn 
to the differences between Modern Standard 
Arabic and the colloquial on the one hand, 
and the differences between colloquials on the 
other, so as to make the learner aware of the 
sociolinguistic reality. The content is also dif-
ferent from the other two textbooks: the two 
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main characters, Maha and Khalid, live with 
their families in New York and Cairo, respec-
tively, thus offering the learner a perspective on 
Arabic language and culture as it is displayed in 
and outside the Arab world. Such an approach 
points to the globalized reality in which Arabic 
plays a part from the beginning of the 1990s.

7. T e a c h i n g  A r a b i c  i n  a 
g l o b a l i z e d  w o r l d

Arabic became an important foreign language 
in many European and American universities 
from the mid-1990s. The number of students 
grew steadily, and although the September 11 
attack undoubtedly had an impact on univer-
sity students’ interests in Middle Eastern stud-
ies in general, interest in learning Arabic as a 
second or foreign language began well before 
that. Recent figures from American universities 
show an increase of 92.5 percent between 1998 
and 2002 – from 5,505 to 10,584 students 
(Welles 2004) – and a similar development 
has taken place in Europe. This development 
is most probably due to the ongoing cultural 
and economic globalization. Many Arabs have 
migrated to Europe and the United States, oil 
is still an important resource worldwide, and 
political factors such as the war in Iraq and the 
Palestinian/Israeli conflict add to the media’s 
coverage of the region (Nielsen a.o. 2005).

The number of students has been growing 
as has their diversity. Whereas students who 
entered university programs in the 1970s and 
1980s usually did not have any knowledge of 
the language and the culture they were to study, 
the 1990s saw an important influx of heritage 
learners, i.e. students of Arab background or 
Muslims, most of whom had some prior knowl-
edge of Arabic, be it in the colloquial of their 
parents or in the form of reading skills for reli-
gious purposes. There were even students who 
had mastered Arabic rather fluently but wished 
to know more about the society and the culture 
of their parents. The percentage of this new 
group of students varies, of course, according 
to national and local conditions; some Euro-
pean universities report that they had up to 75 
percent of new students with a Middle Eastern 
background in 2005 (Nielsen 2006). The inclu-
sion of heritage learners in the university curric-
ula is a pedagogical challenge for the teaching 
of Arabic at the universities, because they often 

have different qualifications linguistically and 
culturally, and because their interests  and their 
expectations from the education might differ 
from that of other students.

The rising number of students coincided with 
the fact that Arabic has gained ground in eve-
ryday life in many Western cities. The number 
of Arab immigrants make Arabic an important 
minority language, spoken in many parts of 
the public sphere in Europe and the United 
States. Therefore, students might well hear the 
language in many everyday situations, be it in 
a local bus or neighborhood supermarket, or at 
work. Add to this the easy access to new media 
such as Arabic satellite channels, local Arabic 
radio and TV stations serving the Arab com-
munities, and the many Arabic newspapers, 
reports, and advertisements freely available on 
the Internet. Never before have European and 
American university students of Arabic study-
ing in the West had such good opportunities to 
compare the language they learn in class with 
actual language use.

The growing number of students and the 
frequent use of Arabic in the Western public 
sphere must necessarily affect the teaching of 
Arabic. At the educational level, the grow-
ing number of students has first and foremost 
caused a serious lack of qualified teachers in 
the communicative disciplines. It is therefore 
highly recommended to establish teacher train-
ing programs with a specialization in TAFL 
(Teaching Arabic as a Foreign Language). The 
situation also makes new demands on both 
form and content of the existing teaching. The 
fact that the spoken varieties play an increas-
ingly larger role for the students, even when 
they study at a Western university, puts pres-
sure on the balance between Modern Standard 
Arabic and colloquial. The solution, chosen 
by many universities during the 1980s and the 
1990s, of teaching Modern Standard Arabic 
in all four skills, while students can optionally 
take colloquial classes at a summer school in 
the Arab world, is no longer appropriate, and 
the limited integration of a colloquial in a cur-
riculum based on Modern Standard Arabic no 
longer seems adequate. The risk of the students 
losing their motivation for learning Arabic is 
simply too great, if they repeatedly experience 
an inability to understand the Arabs they meet 
in their daily lives, among them the heritage 
learners participating in their classes. Studying 
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Arabic in a globalized world requires that the 
curriculum consider the sociolinguistic realities 
and points to the need for developing materials 
integrating the two varieties, both for beginners 
and more advanced students.

Another important challenge for the teach-
ing of Arabic in the coming years has to do 
with use of communication technology. For-
eign language students of today have grown 
up with the Internet and the new media as an 
integrated part of their daily lives, and they 
therefore expect these tools to be part of their 
language learning. This situation makes new 
demands on the form and content of the teach-
ing materials because books with a video or a 
CD-ROM attached are far from sufficient to 
attract students. Good on-line tools need to 
be developed, such as reliable dictionaries and 
grammars, large text corpora in which students 
can check vocabulary and grammar against 
actual language use, well-structured interac-
tive exercises challenging the linguistic and 
cultural competences of the students, collabora-
tive learning activities with native speakers in 
the Arab world, and Internet-based courses or 
course components to be used independently or 
as a component in a blended teaching approach 
– just as these are developed for the teach-
ing of other foreign languages (Ditters 2006). 
Such tools are slowly finding their way to the 
Internet. A good example is ±Aßwàt ≠arabiyya, 
made by Emory University (http://langqtss.
library.emory.edu/arabic_listening/index.html), 
a collection of video clips to train the students’ 
listening skills, and The Visual Interactive Syn-
tax Learning (http://visl.sdu.dk/) from the Uni-
versity of Southern Denmark, where students 
can practice their grammar by doing sentence 
analyses, quizzes, and computer games (Nielsen 
and Carlsen 2003).

New media, interactive communication tech-
nology, and new sociolinguistic realities outline 
the agenda for the teaching of Arabic in the 
years to come. This will make new demands 
on the teaching profession, not just to develop 
teacher training for new teachers but also to 
offer further training to qualified teachers in 
the use of new technology, computer-assisted 
language learning, and e-learning within a ped-
agogical framework. Collaboration with teach-
ers and researchers in other foreign languages 
will be highly advantageous, so that the Arabic 
teaching profession will not be isolated but will 

benefit from the inspiration and the pedagogi-
cal and linguistic progress which is a part of 
the teaching of other foreign languages, such as 
English, German, French, and Spanish.
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Secret Languages

1. D e f i n i t i o n  o f  s e c r e t 
l a n g u a g e s

Dissimulation, one of the current functions of 
language, is the process whereby communicants 
resort to various stratagems to conceal from 
outsiders the content of what are intended as 
private or restricted exchanges (¤ slang; ¤ 
jargon). Effected through the use of secret lan-
guages, this function is performed, basically, in 
one of two ways:

(i) The use of foreign or minority languages, 
or the use of metaphorical speech (usually 
slang, argot, etc.); this type, which consists 
in referring to things by different names, 
may be called notional or semantic secret 
languages.

(ii) The use of complex structural transposi-
tions of fragments in the phonic and/or 
grammatical patterns of the language (in 
fact, very often, of the pig-, goat-, or 
dog-Latin kind of transpositions), which 
may be called canonical or structural secret 
languages.

Thus, these quasi-universal encrypting proc-
esses in secret languages predominantly involve 
playing around with the sounds – usually con-
sonants or entire syllables – which are trans-
posed from their ordinary positions in words, 
e.g. Moroccan Arabic bala ‘smart’ > laba. This 
encrypting may also involve the insertion of 
external fragments used as ‘noise’, i.e. disguise 
or distracting elements such as the nonsensical 
syllable -bidj- in the Anglo-American pig-Latin, 
e.g. door > dobidjor; or the syllable -av- in the 
French Javanais (no relationship with the Indo-
nesian island), e.g. porte ‘door’ > pavorte. The 
degree of complexity of these secret languages 
depends to a great extent on the age of the 
users and on the functions to which the secret 
languages are put.

2. N a m e s  o f  s e c r e t  l a n g u a g e s 
i n  t h e  v e r n a c u l a r s

Classical Arabic and vernacular secret lan-
guages, including Judaeo-Arabic varieties, are 
occasionally referred to by a generic name which 
may be that of the minority language used for 
concealment, as in the case of Syriac, Coptic, 
etc., in the Middle East; Berber in North Africa; 
or the Moroccan Jews’ £aketiyya < Arabic 
™-k-y ‘to tell, speak’. The latter hybrid lan-
guage, for example, used to be spoken in the 
northern Moroccan cities of Tetuan, Tangier, 
and Larache and even further south in Fes, etc., 
and as far to the east as Oran in Algeria. The 
use of £aketiyya, it is said, was restricted to 
the more ‘aristocratic’ old Jewish families of 
Andalusian descent. It was originally a creolized 
language, with heavy admixtures of Judaeo-
Arabic and Medieval Spanish lexicon and an 
underlying Spanish morphology, e.g. estoy 
va™leando y ženneando solo ‘I’m stuck and 
angry all by myself’, where the Moroccan Ara-
bic verbs w™el ‘to get stuck’ and žennen ‘to get 
mad at someone or something’ are the Spanish 
participial inflexions of the verbs va™lear and 
žennear (see Marius 1976:21–22 on Moroccan
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Judaeo-Arabic varieties, and 1976:76ff. for 
detailed bibliographies).

Used more specifically for concealment pur-
poses, there existed languages such as the Judaeo-
Moroccan Arabic slang called Lašuniyya, < 
Hebrew lašon (see Chetrit 1994:523; Levy 
2001:194ff.); Levy also mentions a Judaeo-
Algerian Arabic variety called Išuruniyya < 
±išurun ‘Jewish’, i.e. ‘Jewish speech’. With 
appropriate admixtures of vernacular Arabic 
and Hebrew morphologies, along with predom-
inantly ‘slangish’ Hebrew vocabulary, these 
Judaeo-Arabic varieties thus served as secret 
languages in urban and rural marketplaces for 
traveling Jewish vendors and salesmen of all 
kinds of trades, as well as conniving forms 
of speech, e.g. in Levy (2001:194) ™ta y-lex o 
n-debber lax [Hebrew items bolded] lit. ‘until 
he goes away I’ll talk to you’, i.e. ‘wait until 
he leaves and I’ll explain things to you’. Being, 
therefore, morphophonic and lexicosemantic 
hybrids of Judaeo-Arabic and/or Spanish (with, 
to some extent, the ad hoc mixing of Biblical 
Hebrew and vernacular Arabic and/or Spanish 
in the case of £aketiyya), these Judaeo-Arabic 
varieties were of the rather notional type of 
secret languages, spoken to beguile noninitiated 
Jews and gentiles alike, and they were function-
ally and sociolinguistically typical of minority 
languages in contact.

In Muslim Morocco, the term ÿoß, ÿawß, or 
ÿus (a verbal noun from Arabic ÿ-w-ß ‘to dive’) 
is used to refer to the structural types. Tunisian 
gejmi (a corrupted form of ≠ajami ‘Christian’?) 
seems to cover both notional and structural 
codes. Secret languages are also referred to 
as luÿet, he∂ret, klam ‘language, speech, par-
lance’, etc., followed by the name of an ethnic 
or religious community or a brotherhood or a 
sect, for example ÿoß Hedawa, a Sufi brother-
hood of vagabond adepts of Santon Sidi Haddi, 
whose shrine lies in northern Morocco. Vowing 
to live in self-imposed degradation and ritual 
beggary, Heddawa men led precarious lives 
and often had to reckon with some amount of 
hostility from the bourgeois population.

The name of a secret language may also 
refer to a trade (the tanners of Marrakesh) 
or a region, tribe, city, or district (the Mis-
falah district in Mecca; see Bakalla 2002), in 
which secret languages are used by peers or 
associates for the communication of economic, 
trade, and handcraft transactions around the 

bazaars, or criminal or reprehensible activities 
in general, such as the Egyptian luÿat issìm (no 
clear signification or etymology), which seems 
to be reserved for those slangs, i.e. notional 
secret languages. Of these, there are relatively 
substantial, albeit sketchy or at times rather 
imprecise, inventories and descriptions of the 
situations of use in the carrying out of precari-
ous activities, such as those of street perform-
ers, musicians for bellydancing groups (the 
≠awàlim), who perform at family ceremonies, 
the activities of drug dealers, etc. (see, e.g., 
≠îsà 1988). Sometimes also called luÿat issìn 
or ißßàd (by reference to the letters?), the term 
ended up referring to all varieties of secret lan-
guages, structural as well as notional, so much 
so that the name has eventually been applied 
to usages ranging from the slang of Jewish or 
Christian goldsmiths in Cairo and Alexandria 
(and as far as Damascus; see Barbot 1974), to 
the varieties used by crooks and pickpockets, 
street urchins, pimps and prostitutes, etc. More 
currently, codes may be defined with reference 
to the distracting letters of the alphabet and to 
the syllables, such as ÿoß lkaf in Morocco, or 
the nonsensical disguise words involved in ÿuß 
trisa (see below, Sec. 4).

3. N a m e s  o f  s e c r e t  l a n g u a g e s 
i n  C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

In Classical Arabic, the names for the encod-
ing processes to render communication opaque 
(mu≠ammà ‘hidden, obscure’) cover too many 
phenomena to be of any use for typologies or 
classifications. In fact, the distinction between 
semantic and structural secret languages pro-
posed above is all the more necessary as, in 
the Arabic literary tradition, secret languages 
have been regularly classified among the larger 
category of luÿz ‘enigma’, pl. ±alÿàz, which 
includes more than seven types, ranging from 
real form-modification secret languages (called 
tarjama < targum lit. ‘interpreting; translation’, 
and ßafra ‘code’, i.e. type (ii) above) to the 
rather symbolic types in the form of rebuses 
(kinàya), puns (tawriya), charades (tamμìliyya 
taßwìriyyah), word riddles (mu™àjàt/ ±u™jiya), 
anagrams (jinàs taß™ìfì), etc., very often in verse 
and alliterative prose, some of the corpora dat-
ing back to the pre-Islamic period. The literary 
tradition (for example al-£arìrì’s Maqàmàt, 
or the ≠Alf layla wa-layla, etc.) abounds in 
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settings in which this genre is indulged, cover-
ing such unlikely domains as jurisprudence, 
theology, Arabic grammar and lexis, arithme-
tic, the weather, or downright obscene riddles. 
Constituting thus a genre in its own right, and 
pertaining to language games more than to 
secret languages, the types above were engaged 
in, and didactically handed down through the 
generations, mostly for the pleasure of chal-
lenging the wit and breadth of the classical 
culture of protagonists (see Cherkaoui-Iqbal 
1987 for an inventory with rich illustrations, 
and an exhaustive bibliography; Cherkaoui-
Iqbal actually briefly reviews, in the text, many 
more titles than the one hundred appended 
references).

It is a fact that one finds it quite often dif-
ficult – even from a straightforward sociolin-
guistic point of view – to draw the line between 
true secret languages proper and many of the 
genres above, whose function is mainly one 
of gaming, with the primary aim of entertain-
ing consenting interlocutors. However, it has 
been observed that (with the exception of the 
‘hardcore’ secret languages used in situations 
in which the encrypting process is obviously 
carried out for purposes of concealment), there 
are occasions when the use of either of the 
notional or canonical types of secret languages 
serves exactly the same functions as those of 
language games, in terms not only of their ordi-
nary communicative functions but also in terms 
of those feelings of solidarity, connivance, or 
group or peer identity for the expression of 
simple ‘feelings of togetherness’, etc. Were it in 
these capacities alone, these genres – whether 
slangs or language games of the classic kinds 
mentioned above – should deserve full-fledged, 
albeit separate treatments. However, leaving 
aside type (i) secret languages and language 
games for the obvious constraints (and due 
mostly to their rather conventional, unsystem-
atic nature), in what follows the focus will be 
on the patterning of structural secret languages 
(type ii) only.

4. T y p e s  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  s e c r e t 
l a n g u a g e s

In Classical Arabic, the enciphering operation 
(from Arabic ßifr ‘zero’ > ßafra ‘code’) was 
used by the Abbasid and Mamluk élite for 
correspondence in diplomacy, secret services, 

war departments, sensitive business transac-
tions, etc., with varying degrees of complexity 
and sophistication. The level of education of 
the users, therefore, is a (diglossic) divide in 
the repartition of the types of secret languages. 
On the one hand, there are common vernacu-
lar – and thus popular – secret languages, as 
opposed, on the other hand, to the more elitist 
types. The latter resort to literate encrypting, 
even when they may sometimes straddle the 
boundaries of literate and vernacular speech 
(e.g. the still-surviving secret languages of the 
†olba, the Qur±ànic ‘scholars’ in North Africa; 
see below).

As the following rapid and quite amazing 
illustration shows, there certainly had been 
phenomena in the pre-Islamic desert culture 
that indicated the Arabs’ particular indulgence 
in structural encrypting. There are reports with 
full ±isnàd about the encyclopedic Arab scholar 
≠Abdallàh Ibn al-≠Abbàs, who was born in the 
year 3 before the Hijra and died in 68 A.H. 
(quoted in Cherkaoui-Iqbal 1987:54ff.), who 
observed that the names of the lunar month’s 
28 nightly mansions (manàzil) coincided with 
the positions of the moon in the night sky in 
relation to 28 stars. The 28 names of the lunar 
mansions (see list in, among others, Cherkaoui-
Iqbal 1987:54) could thus correlate with the 
29 letters of the Arabic alphabet, which are 
actually 28 if one does not count the purely 
orthographical làm-±alif. In this respect, the 
name of each lunar mansion would correspond 
to one letter of the alphabet; the three letters in 
the pronoun ±ana ‘I’ <±-n-±>, for instance, would 
be encoded with the names of the 1st and 25th 
of the lunar mansions as aš-šara†àni – sa≠d al-
±axbiya – aš-šara†àni). The first consonants in 
the lexical items in any nominal nomenclature 
or semantic field, such as the names of birds, 
wild animals, proper names, etc., could be and 
were used to encipher stretches of spoken or 
written text for concealment in the manner 
described above. However, the heavy com-
munication cost of these systems and the heavy 
load they undoubtedly imposed on memory, 
not to mention the transmission effort, could 
not have made these encoding processes as 
largely widespread bases for enciphering proto-
cols as one is made to believe.

However, from the 13th century onward, 
better-established classic types of written secret 
languages were developed, basically from 
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advances in cryptology, which were themselves 
an outcome of the textual studies of the Qur ±àn, 
particularly in the form of lexical word counts, 
statistical and frequency counts of the conso-
nants, etc. These developments were spurred by 
the competition between scholars from Kufa, 
Basra, Baghdad, or Damascus to solve what 
seemed to be anagrams and hidden meanings 
within the text of the Qur ±àn. Coupled with 
tremendous progress in the use of mathematics 
in various domains of learning, there ensued an 
unprecedented development of cryptography 
and its corollary, code-breaking techniques, 
to unravel the contents of enemy correspond-
ence for use in the caliphal administration (see 
Qalqašandì [d. 821/1418], Šub™ IX, 229–251; 
Bosworth 1963:17–33; Kahn 1967:80ff.).

This extraordinary offshoot of cryptography 
among the Arabs would eventually dwindle 
to be remembered at present only in rudimen-
tary, exotic forms among †olba, traditionally 
educated scholars who make a living reciting 
the Qur ±àn at family ceremonies, where the 
secrecy does not go beyond commenting on 
the environment or on strategies to stimu-
late the audience to generosity in their money 
offerings. The code consists of identifying the 
29 letters/consonants of Arabic with numbers 
(from 1 to 10 for the first ten consonants; the 
following ten from 20 to 100; the remainder 
from 200 to 700 or 800). Messages are thus 
spelled or written down as sequences of digits 
(see Berjaoui 1994:512). More complex and 
certainly more imaginative processes in the 
vernaculars of Arabic, however, are the proc-
esses that involve the shuffling around and/or 
the insertion of structural elements of the pig-
Latin types.

5. V e r n a c u l a r  t y p e s  o f  s e c r e t 
l a n g u a g e s

The structural, vernacular secret languages 
observed in Arabic-speaking communities reveal 
a recurrence of virtually similar formal princi-
ples, many of which share features reported in 
other languages very distant from Arabic. The 
infinite phonic and morphological potential for 
encoding transformations for secret communi-
cation would make any attempt at an exhaus-
tive inventory quite illusionary indeed. For the 
sake of economy, the following offers only a 
synthetic typology of the most current types of 

transformations and of their underlying prin-
ciples, with relevant illustrations from only a 
few dialects, going from the most simple to the 
relatively more complex codes.

i. Talking backward in Moroccan Arabic
This is carried out with only the consonants 
displaced: C1VC2V > C2VC1V, e.g. da®i ‘my 
house’ > ra∂i.

ii. Talking backward with syllable displace-
ment
A quite simple and quasi-universal princi-
ple, this code involves the simple inversion 
of the syllables, thus CV1 CV2 > CV2 CV1, 
as in Moroccan Arabic ga®®u ‘cigarette’ > 
rugga (note the maintenance of gemination 
in the syllable in this example and of the 
feature of emphasis in (i)).

iii. Scheme with lexeme and morphological 
pattern transformation
In this type, the function (or grammatical) 
words are not affected, e.g. Moroccan Ara-
bic fitna≠al or CitnaCaC, e.g. ®ajel ‘a man’ 
> ritñajal. All kinds of other nonsensical or 
imaginary phonic and grammatical schemes 
(±awzàn) can be found, e.g. Mauritanian 
Arabic bil-fù≠il yù≠il, i.e. bi-l-CùCil yùCiC, 
thus, ™ammad ≈ahab ‘Hammad went’ > 
bil™ùmid yùmid bi≈≈ùhib yùhib; Yemeni 
Arabic with the insertion of nonsensical 
al-haytiyà±i and transformation of lexemes 
into the scheme al-faytiyà±il, e.g. yiktib 
‘he writes’ > al-haytiyà±i al-kaytiyà±ib (see 
Serjeant 1948).

iv. Distracting consonant or syllable insertion
The transformation occurs usually at syl-
lable boundary. Examples are Mauritanian 
Arabic /g/, e.g. ±anta ‘you’ > ±agantaga; 
Abbadi Sheiks’ insertion of -ark- at each 
syllable boundary, e.g. kalib ‘dog’ > karka-
larkib (see Vycichl 1959).

v. Distracting syllable insertion replicating 
kernel vowel of original
Mekkan Misfalawiyyah, with kernel or 
original vowel (V) + distraction element rb, 
e.g. Qur ±àn > Qur ±àrbàn (see Bakalla 2002).

vi. Phonematic structure inversion plus dis-
tracting syllabic elements
Moroccan Arabic distraction k – U – an 
insertion, e.g. l-bent jmila ‘the girl [is] beau-
tiful’ (C1–C2VC3C4 C1C2VC3V) > l-Ken-
tUbAN KmilaUjAN, i.e. l1–keC3C4uC2an 
kC2VC3VuC1an (see Youssi 1977).
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vii. Lexematic scheme transformation as in 
(iii) above, plus distracting, nonsensical 
words
The nonsensical distraction words alterna-
tively take the canonical forms of verbal 
and nominal items, for example the Moroc-
can Arabic pattern lemfa≠el + alternating 
insertion of nonsensical (verbal) terkus and 
(nominal) trisa, e.g. ssukka® ÿali ‘sugar [is] 
expensive’ > lemsake® terkus lemÿali trisa.

The sociolinguistic distribution of secret lan-
guage use across the categories of age, sex, 
socioeconomic and occupational stratification, 
etc. reveals that, notwithstanding the receding 
fate of these types due to various modern social 
dynamics, types (i), and (ii) above are used by 
children and (iii) and (vii) types by females, 
while most others, along with the great varieties 
of the ever-changing opaque slang varieties, are 
used among adolescent and adult males.
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Sectarian Varieties  Communal 
Dialects

Semantic Bleaching

The term ‘semantic bleaching’ refers to loss of 
lexical content or categorial status of a lexical 
item in the course of diachronic semantic change, 
typically resulting from a  grammaticalization 
process whereby certain lexical items develop 
into markers of grammatical relations, thus 
acquiring grammatical functions. This phenom-
enon is variously labeled ‘desemanticization’ 
(Lehmann 1995:127), ‘seman tic weakening’ 
(Guimier 1985:157), ‘abstraction’ (Heine a.o. 
1991:41–45; Heine 1991:155–157), ‘semantic 
generalization’, ‘semantic reduction’ (Bybee 
a.o. 1994:6), ‘containment hypothesis’ (Willett 
1988:80), and ‘semantic depletion’ (Weinreich 
in Lehmann 1995:127). The common denomi-
nator to these diverse nomenclatures is that 
they all regard the former semantic content of 
a linguistic item that undergoes such change 
as the source against which subsequent change 
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in semantic substance is to be measured and 
approximated (see Heine 1991:149). The label 
‘bleaching’, the most frequently encountered 
term in literature, is likely to have derived from 
19th-century scholars of grammaticalization, 
such as von der Gabelentz (1891), who used the 
German term verbleichen ‘to bleach’ to denote 
change occurring as part of grammaticalization 
(see Hopper and Traugott 2003:20).

1. S e m a n t i c  b l e a c h i n g  a n d 
g r a m m a t i c a l i z a t i o n

Semantic bleaching is related intimately to the 
process of grammaticalization, in which a con-
crete lexical or less abstract form, in the process 
of being grammaticalized for use as a marker 
of grammatical relation, acquires an abstract 
or a more abstract meaning, respectively, and 
loses its concrete and referential meaning. The 
gradual nature of this process is frequently 
emphasized in studies of grammaticalization, 
and so too, semantic bleaching is assumed to 
be a continuous decline of the original lexical 
and referential meaning, leading to its ultimate 
bleaching at some stage of the grammaticaliza-
tion process. In some cases, semantic bleaching 
(or depletion; Givón 1975) was used as a major 
criterion leading to diachronic change (gram-
maticization = grammaticalization). Divergent 
views have been expressed in the literature as 
to the existence of a parallel between semantic 
bleaching and phonological erosion. While one 
strand of research denies that bleaching consis-
tently and uniformly correlates or entails pho-
nological reduction (Haiman 1991:154), others 
(e.g. Lehmann 1995:127; Bybee a.o. 1994:19) 
suggest that semantic bleaching is synchronous 
with phonological erosion. This latter view 
envisages the loss in semantic content as taking 
place in advanced stages of grammaticalization, 
while conceding that bleaching is not limited 
to grammaticalization, and claiming that it 
occurs outside the grammaticalization domain 
as well (see Traugott and Konig in Traugott 
and Heine 1991b:II, 5). Hopper and Traugott 
(2003) corroborate the notion that semantic 
changes occur throughout the process of gram-
maticalization and that not every instance of 
semantic change involves reduction in semantic 
content. Nevertheless, they too reserve bleach-
ing for later stages in the process (Hopper and 
Traugott 2003:76).

2. S c o p e  o f  a p p l i c a t i o n

The term ‘bleaching’ and its variants are some-
times used to designate quite diverse phenom-
ena in the field of historical semantics. The 
most common of these are loss or reduction 
of semantic components, typically the restric-
tive lexical specification of a word recruited 
for grammaticalization (Lehmann 1995:127). 
Heine and Reh (cited in Heine 1993:91) 
include any semantic development a particu-
lar linguistic item exhibits in the course of its 
grammaticalization as a case of bleaching or 
desemanticization, irrespective of the occur-
rence of loss (Heine 1993:90–91), whereas 
Hopper and Traugott (2003), while admitting 
that semantic changes occur throughout the 
grammaticalization process, reserve the term 
‘bleaching’ for advanced stages of this process, 
as does Greenberg (1991). Moreover, Hop-
per and Traugott recognize other ‘gains’ the 
linguistic items acquire and regard these as 
compensation for loss of lexical content (see 
the discussion of the loss-and-gain model in 
Sec. 7 below).

3. U n i d i r e c t i o n a l i t y  o f 
s e m a n t i c  b l e a c h i n g

It appears that semantic bleaching is motivated 
and not arbitrary; also, it is patterned in that 
the fuller lexical item, typically with concrete 
meaning, acquires a more abstract meaning for 
the same linguistic form. The theory of gram-
maticalization presupposes that irreversibility is 
inherent to bleaching and that bleaching is used 
so frequently as a label for such diachronic phe-
nomena because of the emphasis placed on the 
permanent nature of semantic change. Gradual 
semantic loss, ultimately leading to bleaching, 
seems to offer a partial or negative view of 
what typically occurs in the process of gram-
maticalization, for it fails to recognize gains in 
the area of pragmatics (Hopper and Traugott 
2003:94–98). When pragmatic ‘enrichment’ is 
taken into account in the process of seman-
tic change resulting from grammaticalization, 
the increase in pragmatic meaning counterbal-
ances (according to Rubba 1990, cited in Heine 
1991), and in some cases even exceeds, the loss 
in semantic content for an emerging grammati-
calized linguistic item.
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4. E f f i c a c y  o f  b l e a c h i n g

Bleaching of semantic content, within the frame-
work of the bleaching model (Heine 1991), has 
enriched our understanding of semantic change, 
particularly by excluding randomness in type 
and direction of semantic change. The bleach-
ing model clarifies that change is motivated and 
predictable. The applicability of such a model 
becomes particularly evident when patterns or 
degrees of semantic loss in crosslinguistic stud-
ies of areally as well as genetically unrelated 
languages are shown to be similar.

5. G e n e r a l i z a t i o n

Lexical meaning restricts the scope of usage 
for a given linguistic item, since in most pro-
totypical cases it identifies a limited set of 
referents. With bleaching of the lexical portion 
of semantic material, the scope of usage of the 
linguistic item widens as it enters contexts and 
conceptual domains previously not permitted 
(e.g., the participle form qà≠id ‘sitting’ derived 
from the postural verb qa≠ada ‘to sit’). With 
the loss of its denotation of physical pos-
ture and with the retention of the generalized 
and more abstract durative aspect, this form 
shows much wider distribution as a progres-
sive marker than its original lexical use would 
have allowed. Bleaching of physical semantic 
content also has further consequences. In rapid 
speech, for instance, qa≠ada becomes morpho-
logically defective (it loses the morphological 
distinctions for gender and number) and pho-
nologically reduced: sàmì qa≠-ya∂rib/maryam 
qa≠-taktib ‘Sammy is hitting/Miryam is writing’ 
(Al-Najjar 1991).

Bleaching of semantic content may have far-
reaching effects that go beyond the loss of the 
former lexical content in the affected form 
itself. Heine (1993) shows that simplification 
or bleaching of semantic content is responsible 
for the emergence of the past tense from the 
perfect, from which it is derived. In this vein, 
Holes (2004:217–218) claims that the recur-
rent association of completion of the action in 
Arabic verbs inflected for the perfect, and of 
pastness as its nonfocal sense, has given rise 
to the emergence of the past tense in Modern 
Standard Arabic, where this secondary develop-
ment has become primary in certain contexts 
and usages.

Loss of restrictive lexical content through 
bleaching within the grammaticalization proc-
ess of Arabic auxiliaries affords the selected 
lexical items for the process greater contex-
tual frequency than was previously available. 
In Classical and Modern Standard Arabic, 
attested cases of verb auxiliaries within group-
ings – such as kàna and its sisters, the verbs 
of beginning, and those verbs that are part of 
adverbial expressions (e.g. †àlamà ‘how often’, 
qallamà ‘seldom’, etc.) – shed their restric-
tive lexical content when undergoing bleaching 
of their former lexical content, thus enjoying 
greater textual frequency as a result of their 
new status as grammaticalized items.

In present-day Arabic dialects, a class of 
verbs of motion (e.g. mša ‘to walk’, rà™ ‘to 
leave in the evening time’, jà ‘to arrive’) and 
postural verbs (e.g. nà∂ ‘to rise, get up’, gàm 
‘to stand up’, ga≠ad ‘to sit down’) among others 
with emptied lexical content show bleaching of 
their original meaning. Originally, these verbs 
denoted various types of physical actions, but 
they were bleached to varying degrees when 
used as aspectual markers to indicate futurity 
as well as continuous, habitual, and progressive 
types of actions (see Brustad 2000:193 for a 
comprehensive list of bleached lexical verbs).

6. A l t e r n a t i v e  m o d e l s  t o 
b l e a c h i n g

The bleaching model has been criticized as 
overtly pessimistic in that it presupposes that 
lexical forms selected for grammaticalization 
gradually incur loss of their semantic content 
without any compensating gains. This criticism 
has induced some scholars (e.g. Sweetser 1988; 
Heine 1993) to question this notion, to delve 
deeper into the semantic and pragmatic aspects 
of items undergoing grammaticalization, and to 
conceive of alternative models of semantic and 
conceptual change. Two of these models are 
discussed here: the loss-and-gain model and the 
implicature model.

7. L o s s - a n d - g a i n  m o d e l

Draining lexical content from grammaticalized 
items has been acknowledged as a recurrent and 
perhaps essential ingredient for grammaticaliza-
tion when it takes place. Yet, what has been 
overlooked in the grammaticalization process is 
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that the same item accumulates gains when used 
in new domains that were not possible before 
the process was launched. To elucidate, when 
the verb of motion rà™a ‘to leave at nighttime’ 
was emptied of its restrictive lexical content, 
it became possible for this verb to be used as 
an auxiliary, e.g. rà™at tudaxxin ‘she began to 
smoke’ (Cantarino 1975:III, 259); in certain 
Arabic dialects (e.g. Syrian and Kuwaiti Arabic), 
this verb became the marker of futurity and 
prediction, as in Syrian Arabic šù ra™-tsammi 
l-mawlùd? ‘what are you going to name the 
baby?’ (Brustad 2000:244), in spite of the past 
tense morphology of ra™. These and other similar 
gains were first recognized by Sweetser (1988), 
and her hypothesis accounting for semantic shift 
in grammaticalized items was later labeled the 
‘loss-and-gain model’ in Heine (1991).

8. I m p l i c a t u r e  m o d e l

The implicature model recognizes continuous 
conventionalization of inferences as a mecha-
nism for diachronic semantic change, allowing 
the primary sense of a given linguistic form to 
become secondary, and vice versa. This model 
was developed by Dahl (1985), Willett (1988), 
and Heine (1993), under the name of ‘implica-
ture hypothesis’ or ‘implicature model’. This 
model overcomes the pitfalls of the bleaching 
model, building upon the loss-and-gain model, 
and is held by Heine (1993:95) to be the most 
suitable for accounting for meaning changes 
associated with grammaticalization. When 
compared with the two earlier models (bleach-
ing and loss-and-gain), the implicature model 
presents the semantic changes that a given item 
undergoes, as a successive and uninterrupted 
series of emerging semantic modifications, with 
the loss of one focal sense being offset by gain. 
The schematization in Figure 1 (from Heine 
1993) illustrates this change.

Figure 1. Comparison of the three models (after 
Heine 1993)

ab > b Bleaching model
ab > bc Loss-and-gain model
ab > bc > cd Implicature model

The implicational model clarifies that most 
likely the semantic properties cd for the same 
linguistic form are neither directly related nor 

share in the sense of the ab. The two senses 
are related through the intermediate stage bc, 
where b is the part of the original sense that 
is maintained, and c, the part of the new sense 
that is subsequently introduced; for example, 
kàna ‘to be’ has its semantic origin in the notion 
of ‘existence, creation’, e.g. ±ana ±a≠rifuhu mu≈ 
kàna ‘I have known him since he existed/was 
created’ (Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn V, 3961; ¤ kàna 
wa-±axawàtuhà). As such, it occurs in the past 
and without predicate (kàna at-tàmma ‘com-
plete kàna’). Several other senses of kàna have 
evolved historically that may not be related 
directly in a strict sense: (i) continuity, in the 
Qur±ànic example kàna l-làhu ÿafùran ra™ìman 
‘Allah is much-forgiving, merciful’ (also quoted 
by Ibn ManΩùr); (ii) copulative kàna, e.g. kàna 
zaydun marì∂an ‘Zayd was ill’; (iii) auxiliary 
kàna, e.g. kànat ±ummu ß-ßabiyyi wa-±abùhu 
yajidàni la≈≈atan fì ±an . . .’ ‘the boy’s parents 
found pleasure in . . .’ (Cantarino 1974:I, 71); 
and (iv) remoteness in propositional meaning, 
e.g. law kuntu fì makànik ‘if I were in your 
place’. As an auxiliary, kàna has temporal 
meaning, namely pastness; in example (iv), 
pastness in temporal meaning was extended 
to include remoteness of the proposition and 
possible exclusion from occurring, counterfac-
tuality, and  nonattainment of the condition 
expressed in the clause.

Medieval Arabic grammarians, e.g. Ibn Barrì 
(d. 582/1187), recognized bleaching of lexi-
cal content from certain linguistic items that 
become markers of grammatical relations. In 
the domain of verbs, Ibn Barrì notes “semantic 
loss” (salb ad-dalàla) in kàna and its sisters (Ibn 
ManΩùr, Lisàn V, 3962).

9. C h a l l e n g e s  t o  s e m a n t i c 
b l e a c h i n g

As seen above in Sections 3–5, bleaching, while 
useful in describing the nature, direction, and 
pattern of diachronic semantic change, particu-
larly for linguistic forms undergoing grammati-
calization, offers at best a partial view when 
considered to be the sole factor responsible for 
the changes in the semantic composition of a 
given linguistic item (for critical views of the 
bleaching model, see Sweetser 1988; Traugott 
1988; Heine 1993). Other types of change, 
such as semantic gain, are overlooked. Also, 
the purported bleaching of lexical content of 

  semantic bleaching 163

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



a linguistic form having undergone grammati-
calization can hardly account for the range of 
meanings the form in question confers on the 
construction in which it figures – as an illustra-
tion, the numerous meanings mà contributes to 
the syntactic constructions in which it appears 
make it more of a polysemous particle, despite 
its existence in a bleached form when in isola-
tion. Likewise, it becomes even less useful when 
the umbilical cord between the source concept 
and its target, the grammaticalized form, is lost 
in the obliterating layers of history, and syn-
chronic analysis fails to relate the two meanings 
(the former lexical and the resulting grammati-
calized meanings) in any empirically reliable 
way. It is unclear from the literature whether 
loss of semantic content under the bleaching 
model should entail loss of all lexical content in 
all senses and subsenses of a given word alike, 
or merely the focal sense. Additionally, no con-
sensus among scholars has as yet been reached 
on whether what is termed bleaching is simply 
a case of semantic shift rather than loss.
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Semantic Extension

Semantic extension refers to the process through 
which one or more semantic senses within the 
same or another conceptual domain are added 
to the core semantic sense or focus of a linguistic 
item. Defined as such, semantic extension has a 
diachronic dimension, in which a single lin-
guistic form accumulates additional senses over 
time. These senses are sometimes demonstrably 
close and are thereby regarded within cognitive 
semantics as cases of polysemy; other cases in 
which no apparent set of semantic property 
links the senses together may be considered 
cases of homonymy. However, the original 
sense of a given word may not always maintain 
centrality through time. It, too, may become 
peripheral, and what was once a secondary 
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sense may become a new dominant central 
sense with other extensions at its periphery.

Multiple senses attached to a single linguistic 
form are possibly widespread in other lan-
guages. In English, for example, almost 40 
percent of entries in Webster’s seventh dic-
tionary show more than one meaning (Byrd 
1987, cited in Ravin and Leacock 2000:1). 
A cursory review of Hans Wehr’s root-based 
Arabic-English dictionary shows that the great 
majority of Arabic roots are polysemous, and 
the possibility for semantic extension of the 
vague core cluster of senses increases when 
the set of (tri)consonantal roots is expanded 
in derived forms. It is with great difficulty 
that word senses are distinguished and enu-
merated accordingly as discrete and separable 
senses for many words in Arabic. The set of 
(tri)consonantal roots, in which Arabic words 
are traditionally conceived, in itself contains 
several senses, many of which typically over-
lap. To illustrate, while a basic nominal dam 
‘blood’ is nearly monosemous, another, yad 
‘hand’, initially indicating a body part or an 
object, synchronically has numerous semantic 
extensions that cannot be enumerated precisely 
(see the example in Sec. 2 below). It is, there-
fore, difficult, if not impossible, to accurately 
establish the number of semantic extensions 
for a great majority of linguistic forms. Despite 
these challenges, medieval Arabic grammarians 
did pay attention to instances of polysemous 
words and their various extensions by cata-
loging putative cases encountered in Classical 
Arabic (see Ibn aš-Šajarì, Mà ttafaqa lafÚuhu 
wa-xtalafa ma≠nàhu) with ample analyses.

1. M o t i v a t i o n  f o r  s e m a n t i c 
e x t e n s i o n

Semantic extension may be viewed as a natural 
consequence of using finite phonological forms 
to express potentially expandable and extend-
able word senses. It is further motivated on 
the grounds that human cognition facilitates 
the extension of meaning through one or more 
of the creative cognitive mechanisms, such as 
metaphor and metonymy, and socially moti-
vated mechanisms, such as euphemism and 
conventionalization of meaning. The benefits 
of semantic extension of a single word lie in 
its contextual usage, which were previously 
unrealizable.

2. M e c h a n i s m s  f o r  s e m a n t i c 
e x t e n s i o n

Use of metaphor (Arabic ¤ isti ≠àra; ¤ majàz) 
as a principle in expanding meaning was well 
known to medieval Arabic grammarians (e.g. 
in al-Jurjànì’s ±Asràr). Metaphors allow the 
conceptualization of one entity in one domain 
to be structured, understood, and expressed 
in terms of another domain through mapping. 
Normally, the more abstract is conceived of, 
understood, and expressed in terms of the more 
concrete (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). To dem-
onstrate, ≠ayn ‘eye’ as a body part functioning as 
the vision device is extended metaphorically in 
≠aynu l-mà± lit. ‘eye of the water’ ‘water spring’, 
whereby an aperture with flowing water in the 
ground is expressed in terms of the body part 
that has the capacity to shed tears (conceived 
of as water). Perhaps a contributing factor in 
metaphorical mapping across domains in this 
case is the vital importance of the eye’s func-
tion to human life (also bi-≠aynihi ‘in person’) 
and the quintessential role of water sources 
to survival in an arid climate. One observes 
from the cited example that the prototypical 
sense of ≠ayn is somewhat more general when 
compared to the more specific one assumed to 
be its extension. Thus, sometimes the physical 
configuration or shape, function, and location 
of parts within a larger whole can be structured 
conceptually in one domain and mapped to 
another for increased expressivity and enhance-
ment of understanding; consequently, a word’s 
prototypical sense can expand.

Through metonymic relations (metonymy, 
called in Arabic ¤ kinàya, majàz mursal), 
the part stands for the whole, as in the ™adìμ 
(prophetic saying) al-yadu l-≠ulyà xayrun min 
al-yadi s-suflà lit. ‘the upper hand is better 
than the lower hand’ ‘the giving hand is better 
than the seeking hand’ (Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn VI, 
4952), in which case yad stands for the whole 
person. The frequent association between the 
concept of giving or seeking with delivery 
through hands has given rise to highlighting 
of the hand in a conventional way to stand 
for the entire person. In this instance, yad, as 
a physical object, is extended to the domain 
of functions closely associated with it, so that 
it may stand for ‘deliverance’, ‘handing over’, 
‘receiving’, as well as for the person who has 
the intention and capacity to perform such 

  semantic extension 165

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



actions. Taylor (1995:124) awards metonymy a 
more privileged status than metaphor in seman-
tic extension.

Under certain circumstances, words consid-
ered culturally ¤ taboo or utilized in sarcasm 
may trigger the use of ¤ euphemisms, which 
also extends meaning of certain lexicon. For 
example, yà xabar ±abya∂ lit. ‘oh, white news!’ 
‘what bad news!’ extends the central sense of 
the word ±abya∂ ‘white’ belonging to the color 
domain to mean ‘bad’ in the context of news 
through euphemism – although in typical rendi-
tions, the color white in Arabic is often associ-
ated with good tidings.

3. C o n v e n t i o n a l i z a t i o n  o f 
m e a n i n g

Metonymic principles are amenable to stere-
otypes and other social conventions, which are 
also subject to diachronic change. In Classical 
Arabic, for instance, †awìlu l-yad ‘long of hands’ 
was used to designate generosity and abil-
ity (Jurjànì, ±Asràr 252). Through social con-
vention, the same expression in Modern Arabic 
designates ‘stealing’ and is frequently used even 
to refer to physical intimidation. Convention-
alization of meaning through social interac-
tion facilitates the standardization of extended 
meaning, which in some cases bears very little 
or, as seen above, even converse meaning to 
that of the original.

4. W o r d  m e a n i n g  a n d 
i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h  c o n t e x t

Word meaning is neither discrete nor fixed; 
rather, it continuously evolves and is subject to 
constant extension that, in turn, serves as the 
basis for polysemy. Some researchers (Schütze 
2000) have assigned context the primary role 
in appending word semantics and, therefore, 
have suggested that core word meaning is non-
existent. Others (e.g. Katz and Postal 1964; 
Katz 1972), mainly adherents to the classical 
approach to semantics, have suggested that 
word meanings be measured against a set of 
necessary and sufficient conditions to qualify 
as belonging to a certain word or category. 
Between these two poles, there is a range of 
views that grant both context and linguistic 
forms equal or near-equal influence on seman-
tic senses and their extensions.

Some typically monosemic (i.e. having a sin-
gle meaning) words extend their semantic sense 
through context as well. Examples include 
kabìr ‘big, large’ in binà± kabìr lit. ‘big’ ‘large 
building’ and mas±ùl kabìr lit. ‘big’ ‘high-level 
official’, particularly where the adjective does 
not modify the physical size of the official but 
rather his/her ranking within an organization 
or place of employment and the like. Another 
illustration is ra±s ‘head’, whose prototypical 
sense denotes a body part, an object. It has 
numerous extended senses, some of which are 
arguably less prototypical, as in the case of 
ra±su s-sana lit. ‘the head of the year’ ‘New 
Year’s Day’, which pertains to the domain of 
time when seen from the perspective of its cen-
tral denotation.

It is unnecessary that one sense at a time 
be detectable in context only, since there are 
cases in which more than one sense is present: 
±akmalnà l-binà± ‘we completed the building’ 
refers to both the completion of the building 
action and its result (see Pustejovsky 1995). 
Context plays a crucial role in determining 
and restricting the appropriate referent denoted 
by a polysemic word; for instance, bint ‘girl; 
daughter’ conveys an independent entity, ‘girl’, 
and an entity within a (family) relationship, 
‘daughter’. While walad wa-bint means ‘boy 
and girl’, ibn wa-bint refers to ‘son and daugh-
ter’. Moreover, bintì communicates typically, at 
least in Modern Standard Arabic, ‘my daugh-
ter’ and ‘my girl’ (see Goddard 2000:133 for a 
similar discussion of French fille).

5. S e m a n t i c  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n

It is not always required for a word to retain 
its former semantic sense before undergoing 
semantic extension. Under certain circum-
stances, such as in the case of ¤ grammaticali-
zation, words can undergo the loss of some of 
their original and somewhat restrictive lexi-
cal semantic content and, over time, broaden 
their semantic sense, thus becoming suitable 
for use in a wider range of contexts than were 
available previously. In Classical Arabic, for 
instance, rà™a ‘he went, left’ initially denoted 
only going or leaving during the nighttime. The 
same verb was later used to designate leaving 
at any time (see Ibn ManΩùr, Lisàn III, 1769); 
in the modern dialects, rà™a, after losing the 
sense of physical motion, is used in a modified 
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phonological form as an auxiliary – an exten-
sion in semantic and contextual functions that 
signifies futurity, e.g. šu ra™ tsammi l-mawlùd 
‘what are you going to name the baby?’ (Brus-
tad 2000:244). Change of grammatical func-
tion and categorization may therefore result in 
extending or generalizing the original meaning 
to enable the linguistic form to perform a newly 
acquired function.

Semantic extension also may occur as a result 
of conceptual change underlying the linguistic 
form. For example, ßà™ib ‘companion, comrade’ 
referred originally to a human companion, as in 
ßà™ibì ‘my companion [i.e. my friend’]. When 
this word conceptually shifted to enter the 
domain of possession and ownership, it came 
to include the relation with nonhuman entities, 
e.g. ßà™ib bayt ‘landlord’, ßà™ib mara∂ ‘chroni-
cally ill’, ßà™ib fikra ‘inventor of an idea’.

6. S e m a n t i c  s p e c i a l i z a t i o n

As the converse of semantic broadening, word 
senses may become more restricted in their ref-
erential denotation. La™m was used in Classical 
Arabic to designate any type of meat, including 
flesh (edible or not), and even the core of fruit. 
In present-day Arabic, the same word, while 
still used to designate flesh and still within the 
domain of edible meats, conveys (red) meats 
almost exclusively, while other types of meats 
are referenced often by the name of their ani-
mal source (e.g. dajàj ‘chicken’).

7. E n a n t i o s e m a n t i c s

Semantic extension may lead to encroachment 
in the domain of converse meaning. A particu-
lar case of polysemy in Arabic – and perhaps 
in other languages as well – is the use of one 
sense or its extension to mean one thing and 
its converse at the same time. The term ¤ ∂idd 
(pl. ±a∂dàd), i.e. enantiosemic words, is used to 
refer to such words (see Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±A∂dàd; 
al-£alabì, Kitàb al-±a∂dàd; for a modern treat-
ment of this category of words, see Justice 
1987:195–215). Examples of such semantic 
polarities include fawqa ‘above (over); below 
(under)’, rà≠a ‘to frighten; to please’, mu™tall 
‘occupied; occupier’.

Such semantic peculiarities have been de-
fended by medieval Arabic grammarians against
charges of ambivalence, lack of wisdom, and 

the dubious nature of the Arabic language – all 
of these claims leveled by non-Arabs in the 
Islamic Empire. The grammarians dismissed the 
charge of apparent contradiction and regarded 
them as normal cases of polysemy. Arabic 
grammarians thus resorted to the exclusive role 
of context in selecting single unequivocal inter-
pretation (disambiguation), thereby eliminat-
ing inherent vagueness in Arabic lexis. Other 
explanations included the assertion that each 
of the enantiosemic words was first monosemic, 
and due to subsequent semantic expansion, 
acquired the other (i.e. contradictory) mean-
ing. Another explanation centered on merg-
ers between Arabic dialects (tadàxul al-luÿàt), 
where in the premerger stage one dialect used a 
word in one meaning, whereas another dialect 
used the same word in the opposite meaning. 
In the postmerger stage, one of the two senses 
won wider recognition and became the focal 
sense.

In modern times, this phenomenon involving 
the ‘transfer’ between two contradictory word 
senses has been explained by appealing to gen-
eral human cognitive traits, by euphemisms, by 
cataloging differences in interdialectal lexical 
semantics, and by pragmatic factors turning the 
originally neutral sense to one of the two senses 
(see Justice 1987, Chap. 7 for further analy-
sis). Most of these enantiosemic words have 
undergone diachronic change through narrow-
ing of their semantic senses and hence appear 
in Modern Standard Arabic in one of their two 
meanings only, while the converse meaning has 
become obsolete.

8. E x t e n s i o n  a s  a  m e c h a n i s m 
f o r  l e x i c a l  e x p a n s i o n

Loan translations (calques) can also be respon-
sible for the semantic extension of native 
words; French cadre, for instance, was substi-
tuted in the Moroccan dialect by the nonidenti-
cal native Arabic ±i†àr ‘frame, framework’. In 
this usage, the Moroccan dialect extends the 
original meaning of ±i†àr to include among its 
various meanings ‘the higher staff of an agency, 
firm’, which was previously unavailable (Ali 
1987:118). The word nawà ‘pit’ originally des-
ignated pits found in dates and the like; seman-
tic extension occurred in this native word under 
foreign influence, in particular to accommodate 
modern scientific concepts. The word nawà is 

  semantic extension 167

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



extended semantically to ‘nuclear’, as in ™arb 
nawawiyya ‘nuclear war’. The word mirwa™a 
‘fan’ was extended semantically to accommo-
date ‘propeller’ in scientific contexts; and jam-
mada lit. ‘to make solid’ came to be used for 
‘to freeze’ (see Holes 2004, Chap. 8; Versteegh 
1997:177–183). Along with foreign influence 
and the increasing need for scientific terms in 
Modern Arabic, certain religious terms in Clas-
sical Arabic (e.g. yawmu l-qiyàma ‘the Day of 
Resurrection’, a loan translation of the Greek 
anástasis via Syriac) show semantic expansion 
beyond the intended original meaning of native 
Arabic words (see Versteegh 1997:60–61).

In addition to the direct influx of foreign 
terms into Arabic, numerous previously non-
technical native lexical items in Arabic in vari-
ous fields (e.g. theology, medicine, and science) 
have acquired technical meanings through 
semantic extension: ±aslama ‘to surrender one-
self’ > ‘to submit to God; to convert to Islam’ 
(Versteegh 1997:61); šarba ‘a sip’ > ‘laxative’ 
(Abboud and McCarus 1992:28); and mirwa™a 
(see above).

Certain patterns in word derivation in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic have been used frequently 
and regularly in coining new terminology. The 
pattern fu≠àl, used in generating lexical items 
that did not belong to a special field or to spe-
cialized terminology (e.g. furàq ‘separation’, 
™u†àm ‘wreckage’, su±àl ‘question’), is often 
used, both in Classical and Modern Arabic to 
coin names of diseases and medical conditions 
(e.g. zukàm ‘common cold’, ju≈àm ‘leprosy’, 
su≠àl ‘coughing, buhàq ‘vitiligo alba’, ßudà ≠ 
‘headache’). When put in this pattern, semanti-
cally diverse word roots generate certain medi-
cal terms systematically.

9. D i a c h r o n i c  s e m a n t i c 
a c c r e t i o n

Whether words are originally monosemic or 
not in the early stages of their introduction 
to language, they typically accrue (or some-
times lose) additional related senses over time. 
Cognitive linguists argue, therefore, in favor 
of the existence of semantic structures in the 
form of family resemblance. There is a network 
of semantic relations among different senses 
within which a prototype emerges that captures 
in a holistic way the prototypical meaning of 

the word and its semantic relations with its 
submeanings. In stark opposition to classic 
accounts of semantics, which stipulate as a 
rigid condition the sharing of a set of all neces-
sary and sufficient criteria among all members 
of a semantic category, cognitive semantics 
relaxes such requirement and instead suggests 
that relations among different meanings or a 
word or category are chain-like, whereby each 
two senses share one or more criteria, but a sin-
gle set of definitional properties is not required 
to be entirely present in all word senses. Cogni-
tive semanticists argue instead for graded mem-
bership and ‘fuzzy’ boundaries among word 
senses, including the prototypical or central 
sense and its extensions.

10. P o l y s e m y  a n d  h o m o n y m y

Linguists have traditionally struggled in their 
efforts to distinguish polysemy from homonymy 
through straightforward analysis. Although on 
intuitive grounds polysemy relates two or more 
distinct but related senses to a linguistic form 
(e.g. a word) and homonymy two or more 
unrelated meanings to a single linguistic form, 
the demarcation between the two sometimes 
cannot be drawn with ease. In cases where 
the historical process of wear and tear dis-
connects the word from its complete history 
and empirical data is not readily available, 
synchronic analysis of meaning for a given lin-
guistic item becomes all the more difficult. Con-
sequently, whether two or more linguistic items 
are polysemic or homonymous can be decided 
on an ad hoc basis. There is a fundamental 
difference between the two, however. Whereas 
polysemy usually involves chaining of related 
meanings in terms of an intermediate dia-
chronic stage in which two meanings (perhaps 
old and new), denoted by a single linguistic 
form, overlap (as in the case of grammaticali-
zation), homonymy does not involve sharing of 
meaning among phonologically identical forms. 
Nonetheless, if relatedness in meaning in the 
course of history is obscured, one cannot deter-
mine with certainty whether homonymy or 
polysemy is the cause.

A clear case of homonymy may occur as a 
result of sound change. In the Egyptian Cairene 
dialect, ±alam ‘pain’ has become homonym-
ous with ±alam ‘pen, pencil’ as a result of the 
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phonetic deviation of that dialect from Modern 
Standard Arabic, in which the word in ques-
tion is pronounced qalam. Yet, in some cases 
homonymous words – i.e. synchronically show-
ing unrelated meanings among the senses – may 
have been polysemic words whose different 
meanings have separated over time. One can-
not with certainty decide whether mašrù≠ ‘legal’ 
and at the same time ‘project’, or naqd ‘cri-
tique/criticism’ and ‘monetary’, are instances of 
polysemy or homonymy, because each pair may 
conceptually co-occur in a single context (e.g. 
mašrù≠ binà± al-jisr ÿayr mašrù≠ ‘the building 
project of the bridge is illegal’, or the ambigu-
ous an-naqdu bi-là naqd ‘money without criti-
cism/criticism without [payment of] money’. At 
this juncture in the research, it is challenging to 
draw a dividing line on the continuum between 
polysemy and homonymy. In many cases, these 
efforts are at best arbitrary.

11. I s s u e s  i n  t h e  f i e l d  o f 
s e m a n t i c  e x t e n s i o n

Despite progress in identifying mechanisms that 
facilitate semantic extension for a given lexical 
item, there remain some vexing problems in 
the field, among them the problem that 
polysemy results from packing a linguistic form 
with additional senses. Questions thus remain: 
(i) When do senses cease to be added to a given 
linguistic form, instead starting a new form 
or, put differently, what factors (linguistics, 
cognitive, etc.) determine whether a new sense 
should be paired with a new linguistic form 
instead of being appended to an already exist-
ing word (Fellbaum 2000); (ii) how much sense 
extension can a concept accommodate; and 
(iii) at what point are senses too numerous 
to be subsumed under a single linguistic form 
Thus far, these and other questions pertaining 
to the nature of the role of immediate, topical, 
and broader contexts in amplifying and identi-
fying word senses and their extensions remain 
subject to inquiry.

The notion of extension is found within 
the field of linguistic semantics, where various 
theories still endeavor to offer insight into the 
complex domain of word senses. A common 
inquiry into the nature of word meaning poses 
the question: Do lexical items have inherent 
semantic content independently of context, or 

does context provide meaning for otherwise 
semantically underspecified lexicon? Scholars 
continuously endeavor to put forth answers to 
these vexing questions, but the issue has yet to 
be settled.
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Semitic Languages

1. A r a b i c  a s  a n  a r c h a i c 
S e m i t i c  l a n g u a g e

Historically, the core region of the Semitic peo-
ples during the 3rd and 2nd millennia B.C.E. lay 
in the Fertile Crescent (Palestine – Syria – Meso-
potamia). Therefore, their assumed shared orig-
inal homeland cannot have been situated very 
far from there. Applying a genetically based 
distribution model of the individual Semitic 
peoples, it may be assumed that they emerged 
from the Syrian desert/steppe and infiltrated 
the fertile agrarian lands to the east, west, 
and north of this hypothesized homeland. This 
process begins at around 3000 B.C.E. with the 
migration of the – later so to be named – Akka-
dians into Mesopotamia, and continues with 
the spread into cultivated lands by Amorites, 
Aramaeans, Hebrews, and Old South Arabians. 
Those tribes that remained in the Syrian steppe, 
and whose language had most likely already 
split into several dialects, are called Arabs 
(¤ ≠Arab). They were subjected much less than 
the others to the influences of the civilizations 
around them and thus were able to preserve 
archaic linguistic features for much longer. 
They were the last Semitic people to develop 
a writing system for their language. Although 
‘Arabs’ and their rulers (e.g. Gindibu < Arabic 
jundub ‘locust’) are mentioned as early as the 
9th century B.C.E., occasional texts written 
in Arabic are not found before the beginning 
of the Common Era. Only with the expansion 
of Islam did Arabic become an important fully 
fledged literary Semitic language.

Arabic has preserved many Proto-Semitic 
linguistic features, yet it would be wrong to 
assume that this is invariably the case; rather, 
any given feature has to be examined to decide 
whether retention or innovation applies.

2. T h e  g e n e t i c  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n 
o f  A r a b i c

The fragmentation and formation of the indi-
vidual Semitic languages and peoples took 
place within the framework of the histori-
cal processes briefly sketched above. An exact 
match between the historical events, as we com-

prehend them, and the linguistic developments 
has so far not been achieved.

Arabic belongs to that large Semitic group 
of languages that is left after the separation 
from East Semitic (Akkadian) and ¤ South 
Semitic (i.e. Modern South Arabian and Ethio-
Semitic). This linguistic group can be termed 
Central Semitic (in the wider sense) or, better, 
Middle Semitic. After the exodus of the (later 
to be called) Old South Arabians (= separation 
from Southwest Semitic), what remains is ¤ 
Northwest Semitic, which forks into an older 
and a younger branch. The younger branch has 
been called ‘Jungsemitisch’ (i.e. Neo-Semitic) 
by Rössler and ‘Central Semitic’ by Hetzron. 
Among the Central Semitic languages, Arabic 
belongs more closely to Canaanite than to 
Aramaic.

It may be that the final word on the classifica-
tion of the Semitic languages has not yet been 
spoken. For almost any grouping, contradic-
tory evidence can be quoted. For Arabic, for 
instance, the following points of agreement 
with Epigraphic South Arabian and Ethiopic 
used to be highlighted in support of its inclu-
sion into the South Semitic group:

i. sound change p > f
ii. morphological correspondence of internal 

plurals that do not exist otherwise in such 
prominent form

iii. morphological correspondence of derived 
verbal Form III (Arabic fà≠ala = Ethiopic 
gàbärä) and Form VI (Arabic tafà≠ala = 
Ethiopic tägàbärä), which only exist in a 
very restricted sense outside this group; 
in Hebrew, for instance, in verbs IIw, the 
pôlel represents a substitute for the miss-
ing *pô≠el (= Arabic Form III fà≠ala); råm 
(r-ëu-m) ‘to be high, to rise’ forms a stem 
rôm &em ‘he rose, made high’ (as if formed 
from r-m-m).

Even though Hetzron has put forward valid 
arguments against the relevance of these  criteria, 
it is difficult to view such strong morphological 
agreements as nothing more than areal features. 
The assumption of a kind of Sprachbund, in 
which in the course of time morphological 
approximation has taken place, may not be un-
reasonable. However, the historical conditions
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for such a symbiosis of early Arabic with early 
Ethiopic to take shape must be shown clearly to 
have existed, which may prove problematic.

There is no generally accepted tree of Semitic 
subgroupings and their designations (see Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Tree of Semitic subgroupings and their 
designations.

Proto-Semitic

 West Semitic East Semitic
  (Akkadian)

 Middle Semitic South Semitic

    Ethiopic

   Modern South Arabian

Northwest Semitic Southwest Semitic
  (Epigraphic South Arabian)

 Ugaritic, El Amarna Central Semitic

              Aramaic Canaanite – Arabic

3. P h o n o l o g y

3.1 Consonants

For the reconstruction of Proto-Semitic phonol-
ogy, Arabic plays a key role as the Semitic 
language that has preserved the largest num-
ber of reflexes of the Proto-Semitic consonants, 
i.e. 28, second only to Ancient South Arabian, 
which distinguishes 29 consonant symbols in 
its script. Ancient South Arabian is only known 
from inscriptions, and although these are numer-
ous, the language has not yet been fully researched 
lexicographically; therefore, it cannot compete 
with the lexicographical progress made in Arabic. 
But compared to its great etymological impor-
tance for positing the Proto-Semitic phonemic 
units, the value of Arabic for fleshing out the 
phonetic character of these units is rather small.

Using the current notation and its feature 
implications, we have the array of Arabic con-
sonants shown in Table 1 (except for the liq-
uids l, r, the nasals m, n, and the semivowels w, 
y); note also the fricative realization (as with f) 
and the affrication (as with j):

Table 1. Consonants in Arabic

[– voice]
[– ‘emph’]

[+ ‘emph’]
[– voice]

[+ ‘emph’]
[+ voice]

[+ voice]
[– ‘emph’]

labial f – – b

dental t † ∂ d
interdental μ [ô] – – ≈ [—]
alveolar s ß Ú [∞] z
postalveolar š – – j [dÀ]

velar k, x [x] – – ÿ [y]
uvular q – – –
pharyngeal ™ [Ó] – – ≠ [∏]
glottal h ± [π] – –

This does not result in a structured system, 
contrary to other Semitic languages like Clas-
sical Ethiopic.

Emphasis has been chosen here as the distinc-
tive phonemic feature, which is phonetically 
realized in each case by velarization or pharyn-
gealization, respectively.

Restricting the attempt to the dental-sibilant 
series, which shows four columns, the core is 
formed by these rows of four: t - † - ∂ - d and 
s - ß - Ω(Ú) - z. The emphatic dental ∂ (ض ; 
¤ ∂àd), which is voiced today, must previ-
ously have been lateral, as is shown by loans 
taken from Arabic (e.g. Spanish alcalde < al-
qà∂ì). The lateral feature is also confirmed by 
the Classical Arabic grammarians (8th c.). For 
Proto-Semitic, Arabic ∂ is to be postulated as 
voiceless *t«∏ [tɬπ] (cf. the Assyrian rendering 
Ruldà±u and the Greek rendering λτ (for τλ) 
in the name of the Arabian god Οροταλτ (from 
*(ο)ροτλα-) = Ru∂à±/y (Knauf 1989:85). This 
results in an original dental triad: t - † - d.

The second row is based on the inexact 
 representation of ظ by Ω, which, according 
to the more educated pronunciation of Mod-
ern Standard Arabic, is better rendered as Ú. 
The usual transcription of this sound repre-
sents a dialectally tinged pronunciation. If we 
transcribe with Ú, the result is an interdental 
triad: μ - ≈ - Ú [ô - ð - ∞]. Correspondences 
with other Semitic languages clearly show that 
the emphatic interdental (Ú) of Arabic must 
have been voiceless previously (*t!ô [tôπ]; see 
below). The following original triads can still 
be gleaned from Arabic:
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dental t - † - d
interdental μ - Ú - ≈
alveolar s - ß - z
lateral š - ∂ - -

The view that š was a lateral is based on 
older renderings like Greek βάλσαμον < Semitic 
(Arabic) ba«àm, Hebrew bo«&em (see Steiner 
1977:123).

In this way we have arrived at the Proto-
Semitic triads, but the phonetic realization 
does not yet reflect the Proto-Semitic situation 
because Arabic deviates in important points 
from the Proto-Semitic sounds:

i. The emphatic column was originally voice-
less. This is based on the observation that 
the other Semitic languages only show 
voiceless emphatic sounds.

ii. All sounds that are fricatives today must 
originally have been affricates. This is espe-
cially true of the alveolar row of sibilants: 
s - ß - z; even today, tßåd&ey is realized as 
an affricate in Hebrew (see Steiner 1982). 
But even the interdental and lateral sounds 
must originally have shown affrication, 
cf. Proto-Semitic *±art«’- > Arabic ±ar∂-, 
Hebrew ±íríß- ‘earth’, Proto-Semitic *tô’ill- 
‘shadow’ > Arabic ≈ill-, Hebrew ß&el. The 
sound changes active in these cases presup-
pose an affricative realization.

iii. Emphasis must originally have been real-
ized as glottalization, which differs from 
Arabic. For a long time, modern Arabic 
velarization was regarded as original, but 
by now glottalization – as encountered 
in the Ethio-Semitic languages and par-
tially still in Modern South Arabian – is 
probably to be regarded as a more likely 
candidate.

iv. Arabic š poses a special problem. This 
sound corresponds with « (s2) in other 
Semitic languages. It is in opposition with 
the Arabic sound s, the result of a merger 
of Proto-Semitic *s1 (the unmarked sibilant, 
which is often transcribed š) and deaffric-
ated *s3 (the affricated sibilant).

v. Arabic g [dÀ] goes back to *g, and q was 
articulated further forward in the larynx 
([k’]).

According to the traditional view, the merger 
of *s1 [s] (‘š’) and *s3 [ts] represents the only 
merger of Proto-Semitic phonemes in Arabic. 

In this opinion, the phonemes of Ancient South 
Arabian as represented by their own written 
graphic symbols are identical with the pho-
nemes of Proto-Semitic. However, there are 
indications of further Proto-Semitic phonemic 
units which seem to fill some gaps in the sys-
tem: a voiced representative of the lateral row 
(*dlÀ) has been postulated (see Voigt 1992), and 
an emphatic representative of the velar row (*≈; 
see Huehnergard 2003).

In spite of the considerable differences 
between the Proto-Semitic and Arabic sounds, 
the sound change that led to Arabic s (< *s1 
and *s3) may throw some light on the original 
pronunciation of sibilants. The old idea that 
original ‘š’ (i.e. s1) changed to s in Arabic is still 
upheld by many, but it is phonetically less prob-
able. It is much more in congruence with sound 
changes in Semitic to assume it developed from 
*s3 [ts], which was originally affricated, and a 
general type sibilant *s1 [s], which is outside the 
(occlusive and affricated) consonant block (cf. 
s in Greek, which is outside the truly occlusive 
consonants). The genesis of Arabic s lies in the 
deaffrication of s3 [ts] > [s], which led to the 
merger with s1 [s].

In Proto-Semitic, the units *s1, *h, and *± 
stand outside the (occlusive/affricative) conso-
nantal system, and it is possibly not a coinci-
dence that these three consonants in particular 
are attested as causatives in the Semitic lan-
guages. They are connected through the sound 
developments s1 > h > ± or Ø (cf. the same sound 
changes that led from Latin sex to Greek ἕξ 
[heks], later on [eks] ‘six’).

These considerations concerning the recon-
struction of Proto-Semitic lead to the original 
system of Table 2, of which only a few phonemes 
have preserved their original phonetic realization 
in Arabic. In the four rows of the dental-sibilant 
series, it is only t, d (leaving apart the question 
of aspiration), and s to some extent.

The following sound changes have taken 
place from Proto-Semitic to Classical Arabic:

i. In the P part: fricativization of the stop: *p 
> f

ii. In the T part:
a. deaffrication in the interdental, alveolar, 

and lateral row: e.g. *tô > ô (μ), *dz > z, 
*ts (s3) > s

b. realization of emphasis (*glottalization)
as velarization/pharyngealization: e.g. *t’
> † [ty/t∏]
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c. voicing of the interdental and the lateral 
emphatics: *tô’ > . . . > Ú, *t«’ [tɬπ] > . . . > ∂

d. delateralization of the lateral emphatics: 
*t«’ [tɬπ] > . . . > ∂

iii. In the K part: uvularization of the velar *k’ 
(> q), palatalization of *g > j

Rule ordering has to be observed in the T part. 
Deglottalization/velarization is likely to come 
first, followed by voicing, with delateraliza-
tion at the end of this historical process. The 
following derivation may therefore be posited 
for the velarized ∂ of present-day Arabic: (the 
voiceless affricate glottalized lateral) *t«’ [tɬπ] > 
(deglottalization/velarization) *t«± [tɬy] > (voic-
ing) *d -z [dlÀy] > (delateralization/desibilation) 
*∂ [dy]. For the voiced glottalized interdental Ú 
we assume a parallel derivation: (the voiceless 
affricate glottalized interdental) *tô’ > (deglot-
talization/velarization) *t !ô [tôy] > (voicing) *d∞ 
[dðy] > (deaffrication) ∞ [ðy] (‘Ω’).

Arabic is needed for positing the Proto-Semitic 
phonemes because – as already mentioned – all 
other Semitic languages except Epigraphic 
South Arabian have experienced more phoneme 
mergers. Consider Hebrew, where ß is the result 
of a merger of Proto-Semitic *ts’, *t«’, and *tô’. 
Only a comparison with Arabic roots, where 
these sounds have one-to-one reflexes – though 
phonetically strongly modified – ß, ∂, and Ú 
(‘Ω’), allows the safe establishment of the Proto-
Semitic character of a Hebrew root with ß.

3.2 Vowels

The Proto-Semitic vocalic system is best reflected 
in Arabic: three short vowels and three long 
vowels (Table 3).

Table 3. Proto-Semitic vowels

 i  u ì  ù
  a   à

Concerning long vowels, morphological length 
(e.g. the adjective fa≠ìl or the verbal Form III 
fà≠ala) must be distinguished from contraction 
length (e.g. with bii∂ < *bui∂ ‘white [pl.]’). 
The two diphthongs (ay and aw) have survived 
unchanged.

The two semivowels (w and y) are only 
distinguished from their homologous vowels 
in relation to their positioning in the syllable. 
Syllable-initially and syllable-finally only y and 
w occur, but in the core of the syllable only i 
and u. Other vowel sequences are assimilated 
like *ui > ii; see the more complex development 
*sauiid (*sawìd) > *saiiid (= *sayìd) > saiiid 
(i.e. sayyid) ‘master’. Word-initial iu- (or yu-) 
remains unchanged. 

4. R o o t  s y s t e m

All Semitic languages have a verbal form and 
a nominal form (except for functional words 
and particles), characteristically consisting of 

Table 2. Consonant system of Proto-Semitic

[– voice] [+ glott] [+ voice]
[– glott] [– voice] [– glott]

P labial *p ف – *b ب

T dental *t ت *t’ ط *d د
interdental *tô ث *tô’ ظ *d— ذ
alveolar *s1 (š) س *ts (s3) س *ts’ ص *d z ز
lateral *t« (s2) [tɬ] ش *t« [tɬπ] ض (*dlÀ)

K velar *k ك *k’ ق *g ج
uvular *x خ (*≈) *ÿ غ
pharyngeal – ح ™* ع ≠*

glottal *h ە ء ± * –
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a triradical ¤ root and a vocalic pattern which 
may also require the addition of further con-
sonants. The meaning of a verbal or a nomi-
nal form can go beyond the meaning of root 
and pattern (lexicalization of meaning). Thus, 
mu≠jam ‘dictionary’ belongs to the root ≠-j-m ‘to 
examine, vocalize’, and its pattern is mu12a3 
(passive participle of Form IV = nomen instru-
menti), with 1-2-3 indicating the three root 
radicals in the word.

Any phoneme except the vowel a can be the 
radical of a root. From the strong consonants 
m, r and the weak radicals u, i, and ± (glottal 
stop), the following roots can be formed in 
Modern Standard Arabic: m-r-r ‚to pass; to 
be bitter’, m-èu-r ‘to move’, m- âi-r ‘to provide’, 
m-r-m-r ‘to be bitter’, r-m-m ‘to repair; to 
decay’, r-èu-m ‘to desire’, r-âi-m ‘to move’, r-m- âi 
‘to throw’, ±-m-r ‘to order’, ±-r-m ‘to bite’, etc. 
These examples show that the weak elements u, 
i, and ± cannot simply be regarded as additional 
elements. As can be seen with marmara = marra 
‘to be bitter’, verb types can shift from one type 
to another. Some root types are more common 
than others; e.g., type 1-2-2 (geminated verbs) 
is common, type 1-2-1 (e.g. shortened from 
type *1-2-1-2) is rare, while type 1-1-2 is even 
rarer.

This root and pattern system has been pre-
served particularly clearly in Arabic, whose 
vowels have undergone only very limited sound 
changes and where there is a general absence 
of prop vowels (but e.g. ±ibil < *±ibl ‘cam-
els’), vowel elision (but katf < katif ‘shoulder’), 
and vowel assimilation (but qiddìs < *qaddìs 
‘holy’). Roots with three and, less frequently, 
four radicals are almost always clearly recog-
nizable. Only when the vowels u or i appear 
as root radicals do vowel contractions occur, 
e.g. *ramaya (from the root r-m- âi) > Arabic 
ramà ‘he threw’, Hebrew råmåh, but cf. Clas-
sical Ethiopic rämäyä, where *aya appears (¤ 
weak verbs).

In the case of so-called primary nouns, it is 
difficult to attribute concrete meanings to their 
underlying roots. The reason may be that some 
of these often well-documented nouns belong 
to the oldest stratum of the Semitic lexicon, 
and this very remoteness may prevent their sub-
sumption under an attested root with a discern-
ible lexical meaning. In other conceivable cases, 
their roots may by chance not have survived.

Some of these nouns have only two radicals, 
e.g. dam ‘blood’, yad ‘arm, hand’; but in these 
examples it is possible to assign them to the 
roots ±-d-m ‘to be red’ (Arabic ±adima) and 
èu-d-âi ‘to throw’ (Hebrew yådåh, Ethiopic 
wädäyä), respectively (¤ biradicals). Other 
so-called biradical nouns are really triradical 
– observe the weak third radical in the words 
‘father’, ‘brother’, and ‘father-in-law’, e.g. Ara-
bic ±ab(u/i/an), ±abù/ì/à-[suffix] ‘father’, with 
similar patterns in many other Semitic lan-
guages. The underlying root is ±-b-èu, cf. the 
root ±-b-âi ‘to refuse’, which in Hebrew has the 
meaning ‘to want to do’. This could point to 
a connection, but it is neither of a synchronic 
nature nor is it felt to be morphemically con-
nected by native speakers.

5. N o m i n a l  m o r p h o l o g y

5.1 Inflection

There are only two Semitic languages that have 
fully preserved the Proto-Semitic noun declen-
sion: Akkadian (mainly Old Akkadian) and 
Arabic. In the later periods of Akkadian (Baby-
lonian and Assyrian), as well as in the dia-
lects of Arabic, nominal endings show gradual 
reduction/elimination (see Table 4).

Observe the almost total identity of the par-
adigms – except for the external plural of 
nouns and adjectives. These are the particular 
 differences:

i. Akkadian word-final -m corresponds to 
Arabic -n, showing a sound-change m/___# 
#> n (cf. Lat. lupum with Greek λύκον ‘wolf 
[acc.]’).

ii. The -n of external masculine plurals is 
derived from -m, if the word-final -a of 
Arabic is seen as a later prop-vowel; Ara-
bic -ùn-a/-ìn-a is therefore derived from 
*-ùm/*-ìm (or *-ùt-um/*-ùt-im).

iii. In the Akkadian forms with -ù/-ì in the 
nominative masculine plural, the word-final 
nasal must have been dropped. The fact 
that here etymologically cognate examples 
cannot be found is easily explainable since 
external plurals, which are very common in 
Akkadian, are restricted only to adjectives 
(and participles) in Arabic. In Arabic, nouns 
have internal pluralization, while they have 
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external pluralization in Akkadian. In this 
case, Arabic probably reflects the original 
situation.

iv. The Akkadian plural in àn-u/-àn-i (< *-àn-
ù/*-n-ì) has no equivalent in Arabic, but it 
has in Old Ethiopic (masc. pl. -àn).

The astonishing agreement between Akkadian 
and Arabic shows the archaic character of 
Arabic in this respect and allows for easy Proto-
Semitic reconstructions. 

5.2 Plural of noun

The morphological diversity of broken (inter-
nal) plurals in Arabic (¤ number) is only 
found elsewhere on a comparable level in Old 
South Arabian, Modern South Arabian, and 
Ethiopic. Possibly, some plural patterns may 
have arisen in individual languages, but many 
patterns are shared by languages and language 
groups, e.g. Arabic kanaf, pl. ±aknàf = Classical 
Ethiopic kënf, pl. ±aknàf, kënäf ‘wing’; Arabic 
±alf, pl. ±àlàf (< ±a±làf ), ±ulùf, Sabaic ±lf (±alf ), pl. 
±±lf (±a±làf ) ‘thousand’, Classical Ethiopic ±ëlf, 
pl. ±a±làf (±a±ëlàf ) ‘thousand’. Plural formation 
is in many cases quite independent from the 
singular form. The formation 1Vwa22V3 is 
attested in Modern South Arabian and Tigre, 
cf. Mehri ÿòbër, pl. ÿëwabbër ‘pregnant camel’ 
with Tigre derho, pl. dawarrëh ‘chicken’.

All the other Semitic languages only show 
relics of internal plural formation, like Syriac 
qrîμå, pl. quwryå ‘village’ (cf. Arabic qarya, pl. 
quran/al-qurà), Hebrew zåúår, pl. zëúùr ‘male’ 
(cf. Arabic ≈akar, pl. ≈ukùr; Sabaic ≈kr, pl. 
±≈kr, ≈kwr).

It is to be assumed that Proto-Semitic had 
internal plural formation, which experienced 
expansion in the (former?) ‘South Semitic’ 
languages, while it became vestigial in the 
remaining Semitic languages (see Brockelmann 
1908–1913:I, 426ff.).

5.3 Noun formations

In broad outline, Proto-Semitic noun forma-
tion has been well preserved in Arabic. Many 
nouns of the basic vocabulary have the form 
fV≠l (with V = a, i, u), like bayt ‘house’, jins 
(< Greek γένος) ‘kind, genus’, xubz ‘bread’. In 
nominal prefixes (almost) exclusively m-, t-, 
and ±- occur. The prefix mu- only occurs in par-
ticiples (except in the basic stem); mi- denotes 
preferably nomina instrumenti, e.g. miftà™ ‘tool 
with which to open [f-t-™ ‘to open’], key’; ma- 
serves to denote nomina loci, e.g. maktab ‘place 
where to write (k-t-b ‘to write’], school’. Also 
the number of afformatives is very limited: -à 
(written with y), -à±, -àn, and -ùt (adopted from 
Aramaic), e.g. sakràn, fem. sakrà ‘drunk’ (s-k-r 
‘to inebriate oneself’).

Table 4. Declension in Akkadian and Arabic

Akkadian Arabic

sg. masc. nom. bìt-um bayt-un ‘house’
gen. bìt-im bayt-in
acc. bìt-am bayt-an

sg. fem. nom. kalb-at-um kalb-at-un ‘bitch’
gen. kalb-at-im kalb-at-in
acc. kalb-at-am kalb-at-an

du. nom. išd-àn ist-àn-i ‘fundament; [Arabic] 
gen./acc. išd-ì/èn ist-ayn-i posterior’

pl. masc.
subst.

nom.
gen./acc.

šarr-ù, šarr-àn-u,
šarr-ì, šarr-àn-i

màlik-ùn-a
màlik-ìn-a

‘king; [Arabic] ruling’ [Akkadian 
and Arabic etyma are not cognate]

pl. masc. nom. ße•r-ùt-um ßaÿìr-ùna ‘small’
adj. gen./acc. ße•r-ùt-im ßaÿìr-ìna

pl. fem. nom. †àb-àt-um †ayyib-àt-un ‘nice’
 gen./acc. †àb-àt-im †ayyib-àt-in
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All languages show some cases where recon-
structing is made difficult by idiosyncratic 
developments and analogical formations (cf. 
Barth 1894; Fox 2003). Thus, in the case of 
Arabic katif/kitf, Hebrew kåμ&eƒ (< *katip), 
Syriac kaμpå ‘shoulder’, it cannot be determined 
whether the collateral form kitf is Proto-Semitic 
or a later development of Arabic.

6. N o m i n a l  a n d  v e r b a l 
 i n f l e c t i o n

A comparison of the nominal and verbal end-
ings shows extensive parallel formation (see 
Table 5). With nouns, forms with a nasal are 
used in the indeterminate state (bayt-un ‘house’); 
in the construct state, i.e. before genitive, this 
nasal disappears (bayt-u l-maliki ‘house of the 
king’). To a great degree these nominal endings 
are identical to the verbal endings (in the 3rd 
pers. masc.) of the perfect, the imperfect/pres-
ent (with nasal and -u ending), and the aorist/
jussive (without these endings, hence the name 
‘apocopate’).

The consonantal elements in the prefix con-
jugation are in the 3rd person masculine y-, 
feminine t-, and in the 2nd person t-. The 1st 
person singular has ±-, the 1st person pl. n-. 
These elements are ubiquitous in Semitic (with 
the partial exception of Neo-Aramaic) and in 
addition also in Semito-Hamitic (Afro-Asiatic).

7. V e r b a l  m o r p h o l o g y

7.1 Verbal stems

The verbal stems or themes of Arabic show 
a fundamental reorganization of the Proto-
Semitic situation by adding to the four active 
basic Forms (Ia–IVa) the respective passive 
basic Forms (Ip–IVp), as well as to the active 
reflexive Forms (VIIIa, Va, VIa, Xa) the pas-
sive reflexive Forms (VIIIp, Vp, VIp, Xp). The 

N-Form stands isolated just like other rare 
Forms, like IX (i)f ≠all-a, which is related to 
the elative ±af ≠alu, e.g. (i)™marr-a ‘to become 
red’ – ±a™mar(u/a) ‘red’. This produces the 
three-dimensional system of Table 6 (with all 
forms shown in the perfect, and final -a indicat-
ing the 3rd pers. masc. sg.).

Table 6. Verbal Forms

active basic 
Forms

active reflexive 
Forms

Ia fa≠al-a; fa≠il-a, 
fa≠ul-a

VIIIa (i)fta≠al-a

IIa fa≠≠al-a Va tafa≠≠al-a
IIIa fà≠al-a VIa tafà≠al-a
IVa ±af ≠al-a Xa (i)staf≠al-a

passive basic 
Forms

passive reflexive 
Forms

Ip fu≠il-a; ø, ø VIIIp (u)ftu≠il-a
IIp fu≠≠il-a Vp tufu≠≠il-a
IIIp fù≠il-a VIp tufù≠il-a
IVp ±uf ≠il-a Xp (u)stuf ≠il-a

In the active basic stem, the most common 
pattern by far is fa≠al-a for verbs of action; 
much rarer are the patterns fa≠il-a and fa≠ul-a 
for stative verbs, as is true for all West Semitic 
languages. Contrast this with the related stative 
(permansive) of Akkadian, which in most cases 
has i-vocalization (paris). This suggests that the 
a-vowel patterning for active verbs is a West 
Semitic innovation.

Another innovation of Arabic is the general-
ized passive formation, although Hebrew has 
some internal passive forms as well. In the per-
fect passive, the Arabic vowel pattern (a-)a-a is 
replaced by (u-)u-i.

This uniform vocalization of the active ver-
bal stems with generalized a also represents an 
innovation of Arabic (and Ethiopic). All the 

Table 5. Nominal and verbal endings

noun 
(st. indet.)

noun 
(st. constr.)

perfect imperfect/
present

aorist/jussive 
(apocopate)

sg. masc. (-un) -u (-a) -u (-ø)
du. masc. -à-ni -à -à -à-ni -à
pl. masc. -ù-na -ù -ù -ù-na -ù
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other Semitic languages show diverse vocali-
zations. Consider for comparison’s sake the 
Hebrew and Syriac forms in Table 7:

Table 7. Vocalization of verbs in Arabic, Hebrew, 
and Syriac

Arabic Hebrew Syriac

IIa fa≠≠al-a pi. qi††&e/al, qi††al-tì pa. katte∫
IIIa fà≠al-a (pôl &el) –
IVa ±af ≠al-a hif. hiq†îl af. ±aúte∫

The i-vocalization in the intensive and caus-
ative stems of Hebrew (*qi††il and *hiq†il) is 
conspicuous. Here, just as in Arabic, Hebrew 
has assimilated the vowels, where an original 
*pa≠≠il- and *hap≠il- became *pi≠≠il- and *hip≠il- 
and in Arabic fa≠≠al- and ±af ≠al-. The original 
vocalization *pa≠≠il- and *±aƒ≠il- is preserved in 
Aramaic.

In Hebrew the pôl &el of verbs IIw constitutes 
the substitute for the missing *pò≠el (= Arabic 
Form III fà≠ala); råm (r-èu-m) ‘to be high, to 
rise’; the stem rôm&em ‘he erected, elevated’ is 
formed (as if derived from r-m-m).

The imperfect shows better correspondence 
in the individual languages (see Table 8).

If one ignores u as the mark of the imperfect 
of these stems, then the original core mor-

phemes, i.e. that of the imperfect and the per-
fect, are not distinguished. This is, for instance, 
the situation preserved in Syriac. By adopting 
a more generalized a-vowel pattern, Arabic 
has now achieved a clearer distinction between 
perfect and imperfect forms.

7.2 Personal elements in the verb 
 conjugations

As with all Semitic languages, with the excep-
tion of a part of Neo-Aramaic, it is convenient 
to distinguish between a suffix conjugation, 
called ‘perfect’ in West Semitic, and one or 
more prefix conjugations. Almost always the 
personal elements correspond well in essence.

The dental elements in the perfective endings 
(e.g. fa≠al-tu ‘I made’, fa≠al-ta ‘you [masc. sg.] 
made’), which correspond with Ethiopic (-ku, 
-kä) and a velar element in Modern South 
Arabian, have come about by paradigmatic 
pressure from k in the 1st person singular and 
t in the other forms. The paradigm is preserved 
in Akkadian (1st pers. sg. pars-àku, 2nd pers. 
masc. pars-àta). Arabic no longer shows any 
traces of this à (but more can still be found in 
Hebrew, e.g. bînôtå).

The essential difference in the prefix conjuga-
tions concerns the endings of the 2nd and 3rd 
person feminine plural (see Table 9).

Table 8. Imperfect in Arabic, Hebrew, and Syriac

Proto-Semitic Arabic Hebrew Syriac

*yupa≠≠il- IIa yufa≠≠il- pi. yëqi††&el pa. núatte∫
*yupà≠il- IIIa yufà≠il- (yëƒôl&el) –
*yus1ap≠il- 
(> *yuhap≠il-)

IVa yuf ≠il-  
(<*yuØap≠il-)

hif. yaq†ìl 
(<*yuØaq†il-)

af. naúte∫

Table 9. Endings of the 2nd/3rd person feminine plural in the 
 imperfect

Arabic Hebrew Classical 
Ethiopic

Syriac

pl. 3 masc. yaktubù yiútë∫ù yëß™afù neút∫ûn
fem. yaktubna tiútò∫nåh yëß™afà neút∫àn
2 masc. taktubù tiútë∫ù tëß™afù teút∫ûn
fem. taktubna yiútò∫nåh tës™afà teút∫àn
1 naktubu niútò∫ nëß™af neútô∫

(imperfect) (imperfect) (jussive) (imperfect)
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Here the Arabic and Hebrew forms with 
masculine -ù, feminine -na/nà are isolated; most 
other Semitic languages (like Old Ethiopic and 
Syriac) have masculine -ù(n), feminine -à(n). 
Since Akkadian has the endings masculine -ù, 
feminine -à, these are deemed the best matches 
for Proto-Semitic reconstruction. The nasal ele-
ment in the 2nd and 3rd person feminine of 
Arabic and Hebrew can be explained thus: 
the endings of feminine plural were originally 
-àt and feminine dual -àn. Because of the eli-
sion of word-final -t and -n, plural and dual 
could no longer be distinguished, which led 
to the adoption of the feminine ending -na of 
the independent personal pronoun. According 
to Hetzron (1976), this is the decisive isogloss 
for classifying both languages in one grouping, 
Arabo-Canaanite.

7.3 Tense/aspect forms

The suffix conjugation expresses in nearly all 
West Semitic languages a past in active verbs 
(vocalized with internal a) and stative meaning 
with stative verbs (with internal i or u).

In contrast, the prefix conjugations have 
shown greater diversity since Proto-Semitic 
times. Of the three prefix conjugations of Proto-
Semitic and Akkadian (aorist iprVs, present 
iparrVs and the (East Semitic) perfect iptarVs), 
only iprVs has remained in Arabic in different 
verbal categories:

i. Imperfect: 3rd pers. masc. sg. yaktub-u, pl. 
yaktub-ùna: This form replaces in its func-
tion as a present (progressive form) the Old 
Semitic present (iparrVs) and continues the 
Akkadian subordinative (subjunctive), i.e. 
the form of the aorist used for instance 
in relative clauses (modus relativus, e.g. 
ša iprus-u ‘who sent’). This form corre-
sponds with Hebrew yåqûm (< *yaqùmu) 
‘he rises’.

ii. The old aorist (= Akkadian preterite) 3rd 
pers. masc. sg. yaktub, pl. yaktub-ù has in 
Arabic only been preserved in conjunction 
with the particles lam ‘not’, lammà ‘not 
yet’, e.g. lam yaqum ‘he did not rise’. This 
form corresponds with the Hebrew short 
form way-yåqåm (< *wa-yaqùm) ‘and he 
rose’.

iii. Jussive 3rd pers. masc. sg. yaktub, pl. yak-
tub-ù is preserved in connection with the 

conjunction li- (li-yaqum ‘he is to rise’) and 
the negative là (là taqum ‘you [masc. sg.] 
are not to rise’). This form corresponds 
with the Hebrew jussive yåqom (< *yaqum) 
‘he may rise’. The twofold use of the short 
form as a narrative (past) as well as jussive 
is also attested in Akkadian and can be 
assumed to be Proto-Semitic. Both forms 
were distinguished by the accent: narrative 
*yáktub (Hebrew way-'yåqåm) as opposed 
to jussive *yaktúb (Hebrew yå'qom).

iv. Conjunctive 3rd pers. masc. sg. yaktub-a, 
pl. yaktub-ù only occurs after conjunctions, 
e.g. ±an yaqùma ‘that he rise’. This form 
continues the ventive of Akkadian (and 
Proto-Semitic) in -am, pl. -nim.

v. ¤ Energicus 3rd pers. masc. sg. yaktub-
an(na), pl. yaktub-un(na) (< *yaktub-ùn(na)) 
is presumably derived from the ventive. It 
corresponds with the Hebrew cohortative in 
-à: ±eq†ëlåh (pausa ±eq†olåh) ‘I want to kill’ 
and the forms with reinforced object suffix: 
yëq†ël-ínnù, yëq†ël-ín-hù (< *yiq†ol-an-hù) 
‘he kills him’.

This system corresponds in large part with that 
of Hebrew, so that a particularly close relation-
ship between these two languages must be pos-
tulated. The special difference with Hebrew lies 
in this construction, where with the perfect (as 
with the aorist) a distinction is made between 
narrative and jussive, and these forms (as with 
the aorist) are marked by differently stressed 
syllables, cf. qå'†áltå ‘you [masc. sg.] killed’ 
vs. wë-qå†al'tå ‘you [masc. sg.] will kill’. This 
trait seems to be a feature of Proto-Semitic and 
not a later development in Hebrew (in analogy 
to the opposition narrative *yáktub vs. jussive 
*yaktúb).

8. L e x i c o g r a p h y  a n d 
s e m a n t i c s

Of all Semitic languages, Arabic has the greatest 
volume of rich literature. The lexicographical 
work of the indigenous grammarians exceeds 
that of the other Semitic languages by far. This 
gives special weight to Arabic in etymological 
comparisons, but it can also sometimes prove 
to be a disadvantage because these compari-
sons may become biased toward Arabic. The 
enormous lexicon of Arabic with many roots 
similar in shape and meaning tends to induce 
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some scholars to favor the reduction of triradi-
cal to biradical roots.

The disadvantage of the copious indigenous 
dictionaries is that too many meanings are 
offered and mere ad hoc rhyme words are often 
included. Therefore, it is advisable to proceed 
with caution in any comparison with Arabic.
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Senegal

1. A r a b i c  i n  S e n e g a l

Senegal is a predominantly Muslim country of 
sub-Saharan Africa, situated on the west coast 

of Africa. It is bordered by ¤ Mauritania to 
the north, ¤ Mali to the east, and Guinea and 
Guinea Bissau to the south. The Arabic lan-
guage was introduced into Senegal as early 
as the 11th century C.E. with the southward 
spread of Islam, brought by Berber merchants 
and militants from Morocco and Mauritania. 
Currently, Arabic is used as a religious language 
and as a medium of education in religious cir-
cles; it is taught in the public school system and 
is used among certain segments of the Senega-
lese population as a written language. There are 
also small but significant minorities of native 
Arabic-speaking populations of Mauritanian, 
Syrian, and Lebanese origin living in Senegal. 
Because of their proximity to Senegal, Maurita-
nians have interacted in various ways with Sen-
egalese populations for centuries. Syrians and 
Lebanese arrived under French colonial domi-
nation and typically served as middleman mer-
chants during the colonial period. Many of the 
Syrian and Lebanese families living in Senegal 
today have been there for at least three genera-
tions, and many continue to run  businesses. 

In both its spoken and written forms, Arabic 
has influenced indigenous Senegalese languages. 
These languages have incorporated a sizable 
number of terms and expressions from Arabic 
into their lexicons, and the Arabic script has 
also been adapted as a writing system for local 
languages, primarily Pulaar (Fula; ¤ Fulfulde), 
¤ Wolof, and Mandinka.

2. I s l a m  i n  S e n e g a l 

According to reports dating from 1068 C.E. 
by the Andalusian writer al-Bakrì, by the 11th 
century Islam appears to have been well estab-
lished in the Pulaar-speaking royal courts in the 
kingdom of Tekrur, located in the lower Sen-
egal River valley in an area now known as the 
Fuuta Toro. By the late 18th century, Muslim 
clerics of the Fuuta Toro had established them-
selves as a clerical class known as the Torodbe. 
The most famous member of this group is 
undoubtedly al-£àjj ≠Umar Tal, a Tijani Jihad-
ist born in Podor at the end of the 18th century 
who led jihads against various neighboring 
non-Muslim regimes, so that by the late 19th 
century Islam was firmly implanted in this part 
of West Africa. French colonization of Senegal 
and the resultant dissolution of the precolonial 
kingdoms served as a further impetus for mass 
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conversions to Islam at the end of the 19th 
and beginning of the 20th centuries, especially 
among the Wolof in the interior of the coun-
try. It is at this troubled point in Senegalese 
history that many of the most prominent reli-
gious figures emerged. Primary among these are 
the marabouts al-£àjj Malik Sy (1855–1923), 
founder of the Tivaouane zàwiya of the Tija-
niyya in Senegal, and Amadu Bamba Mbacke 
(1855–1927), founder of the indigenous Murid 
Sufi order centered on the holy city of Touba. 
Both of these men were savants and literary 
figures who produced important bodies of writ-
ing in Arabic. With the last substantial wave 
of conversions to Islam taking place in the 
mid-20th century, current census figures show 
that of Senegal’s ten million inhabitants, today 
approximately 94 percent are Muslim.

Islam in Senegal is practiced almost exclu-
sively within the Saharan Sufi model that 
emphasizes the role of the shaykh or spiritual 
leader, known as a marabout in West Africa 
(Robinson 2004). The word is derived from 
al-muràbi†ùn ‘those of the fortress’, referring 
to the Almoravids, the militant Saharan Ber-
bers whose Islamic Empire (1042–1148 C.E.) 
encompassed Morocco, Mauritania, and parts 
of Spain and western Algeria. The predominant 
Sufi orders in Senegal today are the Tijaniyya, 
the Qadiriyya, and two indigenous orders, the 
Layene order founded by Seydina Limaamu 
Laye, a Mahdist figure who died in 1326/
1909, and the influential Muridiyya, founded 
by Amadu Bamba Mbacke (d. 1345/1927). A 
mendicant subsect of the Muridiyya emerged 
around the figure of Bamba’s most ardent 
follower, Shaykh Ibra Fall. His followers are 
known as the Baye Fall and substitute hard 
physical work for prayer and fasting.

The influence of Islam in Senegal spreads 
beyond the domain of religion into the prac-
tice of daily life and popular culture. Popular 
art forms such as the renowned Senegalese 
reverse glass paintings frequently depict reli-
gious scenes, especially miracles from the life 
of Shaykh Amadu Bamba, and hagiographic 
portraits of the most important marabouts. 
Likewise, shopkeepers and restaurant owners 
commission such portraits to decorate their 
businesses and attract customers, and portraits 
of marabouts often turn up on city walls. Forms 
of transportation such as buses and small boats 
are also decorated with religious motifs, espe-

cially short prayers and blessings in Arabic 
that serve as protection against misfortune and 
accidents. The role of the marabout as a spir-
itual guide is widely celebrated in Senegalese 
popular music of all styles, ranging from Afro-
Cuban salsa to rap, representing an adaptation 
of the praise-singing tradition of the Sahelian 
griots (Mc Laughlin 1997). Members of certain 
Sufi orders, especially youth, are often readily 
identifiable by their dress, and certain aspects 
of specifically Sufi garb have carried over into 
mainstream fashion. Most conspicuously, the 
patchwork clothing and dreadlocks of the men-
dicant Murid subsect, the Baye Fall, have been 
adopted as a popular look among young peo-
ple. As these cultural practices illustrate, Islam 
is an essential component of identity for the 
vast majority of Senegal’s Muslim population.

3. A r a b i c  a s  a  r e l i g i o u s 
l a n g u a g e

As the language of Islam and the Qur±àn, 
Arabic enjoys high status as a religious lan-
guage throughout the country. So closely is the 
language associated with religion that Wolof 
speakers often refer to Arabic as alxuraan, 
the Wolof word for the Qur±àn. Widespread 
attendance at Qur±ànic school or daara (prob-
ably < Arabic dàr ‘house’), as it is known in 
Senegal, is the norm for both boys and girls, 
and most people are introduced to the Arabic 
language and writing system in this way. For 
the majority of the population, Qur±ànic school 
is their only formal training in Arabic, and even 
then, the focus is on rote memorization and 
recitation rather than on learning the Arabic 
language. Thus, although the vast majority 
have been exposed to Arabic, it is only a small 
minority who actually master the language. 
There is, however, a strong tradition of Arabic 
transmission among certain religious commu-
nities both in the Pulaar-speaking Fuuta Toro 
and the Wolof heartland.

Given the history of Senegal and the nature of 
the historical moments that favored conversion 
to Islam, certain pre-Islamic practices have been 
incorporated into the practice of Islam among 
the general population. Chief among these is 
the conflation of the role of the marabout as 
Islamic savant and teacher, healer, and even 
diviner. This has in turn had an important 
influence on the use of spoken and written 
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Arabic and Qur±ànic verses as instruments of 
healing and protection. In many cases, the 
newer Islamic practices are fused with practices 
that come from pre-Islamic knowledge and 
belief systems. Foremost among these is the use 
of leather amulets, known as téere in Wolof, 
that contain written verses of the Qur±àn along 
with substances such as powders, leaves, or 
animal parts believed to have healing or pro-
tective properties. Prayers and Qur±ànic verses 
may also be recited during the fabrication of an 
amulet in order to enhance its efficacy. These 
amulets are worn on the body under clothing, 
or hung inside or outside a house to protect the 
inhabitants. Amulets may also contain writings 
based on esoteric Sufi knowledge of the myster-
ies associated with the 28 letters of the Arabic 
alphabet and their numerical values, arranged 
in appropriate geometrical patterns. Such draw-
ings or mystical figures, known as xaatim in 
Wolof (< Arabic xàtim ‘seal’; the xaatim is the 
marabout’s seal that he puts on a drawing to 
validate it), are widely used in the Sahel and the 
Sahara. Xaatim can also be inscribed on special 
shirts that resemble hunters’ tunics, providing 
the wearer with protection or blessings (Rob-
erts and Roberts 2003:174–177).

Another common practice involving the writ-
ten word in Arabic is that of the preparation 
and consumption of saafara, or holy water. 
Appropriate Qur±ànic verses or other prayers 
are written in black ink on a surface such as a 
wooden board, and the words are then rinsed 
off with water. The water containing these 
words is saved, and, according to maraboutic 
instructions, the afflicted person may use the 
saafara to bathe in or drink in order to be 
healed. Similar practices involving holy water 
are prevalent throughout the Muslim parts 
of West Africa. Other examples of the use 
of written and spoken Arabic come from the 
domain of child rearing. Amulets are generally 
fastened around children’s bodies at birth to 
protect them, but there are other more specific 
practices, including those related to weaning 
and teething. A widespread weaning practice 
involves writing an appropriate verse of the 
Qur±àn on a piece of bread that is given to 
a nursing child to eat. After the child con-
sumes the bread, he or she is weaned. Teething 
necklaces are made by stringing small beads 
together with knots between them. At the tying 
of each knot a specific prayer is said, impart-

ing the necklace with properties to assuage the 
child’s teething pain. These are just some of the 
many ways in which the spiritual properties of 
spoken and written Qur±ànic verses and prayers 
have been incorporated into practices of heal-
ing and protection in Senegal.

Religious practice in Senegal involves numer-
ous Sufi ceremonies throughout the Muslim 
calendar year. These include the Grand Màggal 
of the Murid order, which commemorates the 
return of Shaykh Amadu Bamba from exile in 
Gabon, the annual Gàmmu of the Tijaniyya, 
and other ceremonies dedicated to the glory 
of the Prophet and various Sufi saints. During 
these ceremonies there is extensive preaching 
by marabouts and other distinguished figures, 
and while most of it is done in local languages, 
it is almost always punctuated by long passages 
in Arabic, including recitations of parts of the 
Qur±àn. Groups of singers also participate in 
these ceremonies, performing musical versions 
of the religious writings in Arabic of renowned 
Senegalese poets, which are usually hagiogra-
phies or praise poems to the Prophet. 

The use of Arabic writing for decorative pur-
poses is widely appreciated in Senegal and has 
often been adapted to local aesthetics. Iconic 
portraits of local marabouts can be rendered in 
calligraphy, and the xaatim, or magic squares, 
are often incorporated into men’s jewelry, and 
especially rings, as part of aesthetic expression. 
Some contemporary artists have also explored 
the theme of calligraphy in their work, produc-
ing series of paintings and intricate paper cut-
outs of the letters of the Arabic alphabet.

As a religious language, Arabic is used regu-
larly in Senegal in prayers and religious ceremo-
nies, and in healing practices. While almost all 
Muslims know how to recite the basic prayers 
and sections of the Qur±àn in Arabic, it is only 
a small religious elite who actually master the 
language. Mastery of Arabic is greatly admired, 
and those who have accomplished such a task 
can use it to their advantage in a career in the 
religious and spiritual domain. 

4. S u f i  m y s t i c s  a n d  t h e i r 
w r i t i n g s

Senegal has produced a sizable body of litera-
ture in Arabic, most of which is the work of 
Sufi mystics, Jihadists, and poets who have 
written religious poetry and hagiographies of 
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the Prophet. Although many scholars suspect 
that there may well have been a body of lit-
erature dating from earlier periods but that 
has now been lost, the earliest known texts 
currently date from the middle of the 19th cen-
tury (Gérard 1981). What is clear, however, is 
that this tradition reflects fluency in Arabic and 
extensive knowledge of Arabic poetic traditions 
among a substantial segment of the Senegalese 
religious elite (Abdullah 2004). The appearance 
of this literature coincides with the founding 
and development of several zàwiyas, or cent-
ers of learning, throughout the country, and 
the intellectual and spiritual environment that 
the zàwiyas offered encouraged the production 
of scholarly and religious writing in the Ara-
bic language (Samb 1972). The earliest Arabic 
writings are the work of the Tijani Jihadist 
from Fuuta Toro, al-£àjj ≠Umar Tal, who was 
also a scholar and poet. His most influential 
work, which has subsequently become one of 
the most important books for the Tijani order, 
is entitled Rimà™ ™izb ar-ra™ìm ≠alà nu™ùr ™izb 
ar-rajìm ‘The lances of God’s party against 
the throats of the Satanic party’. This work 
was completed in 1845, seven years before he 
launched his West African jihad, and describes 
customs and practices of the Tijaniyya, as well 
as al-£àjj ≠Umar Tal’s own account of his pil-
grimage to Mecca and his sojourn in Sokoto in 
Hausaland on his way back to Fuuta Toro.

Two other Senegalese literary luminaries who 
wrote in Arabic were al-£àjj Malik Sy, founder 
of the Tivaouane zàwiya of the Tijaniyya, and 
Shaykh Amadu Bamba Mbacke, founder of 
the Muridiyya. Al-£àjj Malik’s work com-
prises both prose and poetry and encompasses 
 subjects as diverse as linguistics, history, the-
ology, and the correct practice of Islam. His 
religious poetry in Arabic, including his biog-
raphy of the Prophet entitled Xilàß a≈-≈ahab 
‘Pure gold’, is often sung at Tijani religious 
ceremonies today. The Tivaouane zàwiya was 
renowned as a center of learning and writing 
and produced many other fine poets, some of 
whom were sons of al-£àjj Malik, who wrote 
in Arabic. Shaykh Amadu Bamba Mbacke, 
founder of the indigenous Sufi order of the 
Muridiyya, and of the Murid zàwiya in Touba 
in the late 1880s, was also a prolific writer, 
and his Arabic language poetry, especially his 
xasaayids (> Arabic qaßà±id), are readily avail-
able for sale in any Senegalese market to this 
day. Repeated recitation of Bamba’s xasaayids, 

which speak, among other things, of the disci-
ple’s longing for God, is known to put disciples 
into a spiritual trance, a phenomenon known as 
daanu leer in Wolof.

A second influential Tijani zàwiya is that of 
Kaolack, which has been dominated by the 
maraboutic Niasse family since the beginning 
of the 20th century. Al-£àjj Ibrahima Niasse 
(1902–1975) and his brother Mohammadou 
Niasse (1881–1957) wrote collections of poetry 
in Arabic, some of which were published in 
Kano in northern Nigeria, and Ibrahima’s 
daughter, Roqaya Niasse, published a pamphlet 
in Arabic entitled Tanbìh al-bint al-muslima fì 
d-dìn wa-d-dunyà in Dakar in 1954 concerning 
the comportment and duties of Muslim women, 
in which she shows herself to be a strong sup-
porter of girls’ and women’s education (Samb 
1972:236–241).

In addition to these major religious figures and 
members of their families who wrote important 
works in Arabic, there were many other writ-
ers who contributed to this body of literature 
with works both religious and secular. In most 
cases, the principles of Classical Arabic verse 
and rhyme were maintained, and eventually 
even transferred over to poetic works written 
in indigenous languages like Pulaar and Wolof. 
Most Senegalese Muslims have been exposed 
to these Arabic writings in their written, but 
more often oral, forms, at religious ceremonies, 
and many have memorized verses or passages 
from them. The tradition of Arabic literary 
creation in Senegal is thus considered to be a 
valued aspect of the country’s cultural legacy 
and merits more scholarly attention than it has 
thus far received.

5. T h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  A r a b i c  o n 
S e n e g a l e s e  l a n g u a g e s

The major languages of Senegal belong to the 
Atlantic and Mande branches of the vast Niger-
Congo family. Because of the long history of 
contact with Arabic as a religious language, 
many Senegalese languages have borrowed 
lexical items from Arabic in certain seman-
tic domains (Mouradian 1940). As the lingua 
franca of Senegal, ¤ Wolof, an Atlantic lan-
guage, will be used to illustrate some of these 
loans. In the domain of religion, Wolof unsur-
prisingly has numerous words of Arabic origin, 
including barke ‘blessing, grace’ (< baraka), 
jumaa ‘mosque’ (< jum≠a ‘Friday’), malaaka 
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‘angel’ (< mal±ak), àjjana ‘heaven’ (< al-janna 
‘paradise’), àllaaji ‘male pilgrim to Mecca’ (< al-
™àjj), sajjaada ‘prayer rug’ (< sajjàda), ilimaan 
‘imam’ (< al-±imàm), seytaane ‘devil’ (< šay†àn), 
xalwa ‘spiritual retreat’ (< xalwa). Many time 
expressions are similarly borrowed from Ara-
bic, including saa ‘moment’ (< sà≠a ‘hour’), 
waxtu ‘hour’ (< waqt ‘time’), fajar ‘dawn’ (< 
fajr), suba ‘morning, tomorrow’ (< ßub™), and 
the days of the week from Monday to Fri-
day: altine, talaata, àllarba, alxames, àjjuma. 
Numbers have not been borrowed, although 
the Arabic word for ‘first’ has been borrowed 
as lëwël, to mean specifically the first of three 
glasses of tea that are drunk in a sequence. 
There is an extensive system of greetings in 
Wolof, and although most of the formulaic 
sequences do not show the influence of Arabic, 
the greeting is generally bounded by expres-
sions that come from Arabic at the beginning, 
with salaam aleekum ‘peace be with you’ (as-
salàmu ≠alaykum), and at the end, with alx-
amdulilay ‘by the grace of God’ (< al-™amdu 
lì-llàhi). Other common expressions that come 
from Arabic include astafurlaa ‘may God for-
give me’ (±astaÿfiru llàh), which is used when 
correcting oneself, and the word naam ‘yes’ 
(< na≠am), which is used to respond when one’s 
name is being called, although the general 
Wolof word for yes is waaw. The naamu-
naamu, among the Mande-speaking popula-
tion, is the person who lends veracity to the 
griot’s performance of a narrative or epic by 
repeating formulaic praises such as ‘Yes, what 
he says is true’. 

Arabic given names, too, are very frequent 
among the Muslim population in Senegal. 
Additional Arabic-inspired names come from 
titles such as Maalik ‘king’, Seex ‘shaykh’, and 
As ‘al-£àjj’. There are also some Senegalese 
place names that come from Arabic, such as the 
popular Medina, as well as Fas (Fes), and Lam 
Lam (two of the letters that form the word for 
God). There are many other loans from Arabic 
in Wolof and other Senegalese languages, but 
these examples give a sense of the distribution 
of such loans in the languages. 

6. A j a m i  w r i t i n g

Some of Senegal’s main languages, especially 
Wolof, Pulaar, and Mandinka, have a well-
developed and fairly standardized writing sys-
tem in the Arabic script, usually called ajami. 

These scripts were once widely used for keeping 
records and writing letters, often through the 
services of a scribe, and although they are still 
used extensively in certain circles, increased 
rates of literacy in the Roman alphabet, espe-
cially in urban areas, mean that reliance on 
the Arabic script is only one of two choices 
for writing in indigenous languages, and many 
younger people prefer to use the Roman script, 
which is more familiar to them. Wolof written 
in the Arabic script is called wolofal, a word 
composed of the stem Wolof plus a causative 
suffix to give the meaning ‘to make Wolof.’ 
Wolofal is widely used in record keeping and 
correspondence in the rural areas of the Wolof 
heartland in northern central Senegal, and by 
members of the Murid Sufi order, which has its 
origins in that part of the country (Dème 1996). 
Signs and public messages in rural areas of Sen-
egal, and to a lesser extent in urban areas, are 
often in wolofal (see Figs. 1 and 2). The Arabic 
alphabet has been adapted, primarily through a 
series of diacritics, to accommodate Wolof pho-
nemes that do not exist in Arabic, such as the 
prenasalized stops [mb], [nd], [nj], [ng], and [nq], 
and various other nasal sounds. There are also 
many publications in wolofal, including books 
of poetry and religious instruction (see Fig. 3). 
Similar adaptations of the Arabic alphabet have 
been made for Pulaar phonemes, such as the 
implosive stops [b], [, ], and [ � ]. Ajami script 
is generally preferred for writing of a religious 
nature, and even today, religious poetry written 
in Pulaar in the Fuuta Toro region of northern 
Senegal is written in ajami. 

7. A r a b i c  i n  e d u c a t i o n

In the Muslim tradition, in Senegal as else-
where in the Muslim world, religious educa-
tion is centered on the study of the Qur±àn. 
Senegalese Qur±ànic schools or daara, as they 
are known locally, are run by marabouts who 
undertake the spiritual and religious education 
of children. In many cases, children attend the 
daara on a regular basis until the age of seven, 
when they start state-run primary school. Many 
continue to go to the daara in the afternoon or 
evening, when they return from regular school, 
or on weekends. In other cases, children may 
be sent to live in a marabout’s household 
with other boarders, sometimes for a period 
of several years, and may not attend the state-
run primary school at all during this period 

  senegal 183

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



of their lives. In such cases, pupils may also 
be required to perform other duties such as 
engaging in agricultural labor for the marabout 
in rural areas or sometimes even begging for 
alms in urban areas, although this latter type 
of activity is discouraged by the government, 
and many nongovernmental organizations have 
launched campaigns to help get such children 
off the streets. Cheikh Hamidou Kane’s classic 
novel L’aventure ambiguë ‘Ambiguous adven-
ture’, published in 1961, gives a vivid fictional 
account of a Qur±ànic school education in 
Torodbe society in northern Senegal at the mid-
dle of the 20th century.

Depending on the size of the school, the 
marabout may be responsible for all instruc-
tion, but in most cases there are other qualified 
teachers, or even promising senior students, 
who teach the recitation and writing of the 
Qur±àn to young pupils. Instruction consists 
primarily of rote memorization and in some 
cases reading of the Qur±àn and ™adìμs in 
Arabic. In schools where reading is taught, 
pupils write the day’s lesson, usually a verse 
or two from the holy book, on a wooden 
board known as an àlluwa in Wolof, and recite 
it until they have it memorized. In certain 
Murid daaras pupils may also learn to recite 
some of Shaykh Ahmadu Bamba’s poetry, and 
especially the xasaayids, in Arabic, or poems 
in Wolof about his life and the miracles he 
performed. The primary goal of early religious 
education is to learn to recite the entire Qur±àn, 
although few manage to achieve this goal. The 
 accomplishment of those promising pupils who 
manage to learn the entire Qur±àn is celebrated 
in a night of performance attended by their 
families and friends in addition to their fellow 
pupils and religious leaders.

Students who continue their education with 
a marabout may also add other subjects, such 
as the theory of Qur±ànic recitation, šarì≠a, 
and Arabic language and grammar, to their 
educational program. While much of this kind 
of teaching in Arabic is part of Senegal’s infor-
mal educational system, there are nonetheless 
certain private schools that provide a general 
primary and secondary education in Arabic 
as well. Promising students from such schools 
may then go on to study at universities in the 
Arabic-speaking world, typically in Morocco, 
Egypt, or Sudan.

The medium of instruction in the Senega-
lese public school system is French, the official 

Figure 1. A roadside sign in rural Senegal in wolo-
fal and Roman script, indicating the way to the 
house of a certain Diadji Gueye.

Figure 2. A roadway sign in written in wolofal 
with a portrait of Shaykh Amadu Bamba, marking 
the location of a Murid marabout’s house.

Figure 3. Page from a Muslim’s guidebook in 
wolofal showing how to treat a boil with saafara.
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language. Arabic, however, is offered as an 
elective subject at all levels of primary and 
secondary school and is included in the list of 
foreign languages for the baccalauréat exam, 
but it is less popular than other languages like 
English because of its association with religion 
rather than opportunity. The study of Arabic in 
the public school system is completely secular 
in nature, focusing on Arabic grammar and 
reading, writing, and spoken Modern Standard 
Arabic, thus the curriculum for learning Arabic 
as a foreign language is similar to that for other 
foreign languages such as English or Spanish. 
Arabic teachers in the primary and second-
ary school systems are generally Senegalese 
and come from a wide variety of educational 
backgrounds, including those who have stud-
ied at local Arabic schools as well as many 
who have studied abroad in Arabic-speaking 
countries. There are many private schools at 
the primary and secondary levels that incor-
porate Arabic into their curriculum. In some 
private schools, all classes are taught in Arabic, 
but much more prevalent are the so-called 
Franco-Arabic schools where students receive 
a bilingual education that has both secular and 
religious aspects to it. These hybrid schools 
have increased significantly in popularity dur-
ing the last decade or two, and a substantial 
number of them receive external funding from 
Arab countries or other predominantly Muslim 
countries, such as Turkey.

It is possible to pursue a postsecondary educa-
tion in Senegal focusing on Arabic, but in order 
to be admitted to state universities in Senegal, 
students must have passed the baccalauréat 
exam, which is given in French, thus those who 
have studied exclusively in Arabic-speaking 
schools rarely pursue this option. Instead, they 
may win scholarships to go abroad to pursue 
university degrees in Arabic-speaking countries. 
At Senegal’s main university, Université Cheikh 
Anta Diop in Dakar, the Department of Arabic 
offers degrees up to the level of the doctorate in 
Arabic language and literature.

8. C o n c l u s i o n

Arabic in its spoken and written form is a vital 
part of Senegal’s linguistic environment, reflect-
ing the country’s Muslim heritage. Arabic has 
been adapted in many ways and has influenced 

local languages in their spoken and written 
forms as well. Many cultural practices, espe-
cially in the religious domain, have incorpo-
rated the use of Arabic as an efficacious tool in 
protecting and healing individuals. The Arabic 
language holds a position of great prestige in 
Senegal, a situation that is unlikely to change 
given the immense respect for Islam that char-
acterizes the society as a whole.
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Sentence

1. T h e  s i m p l e  s e n t e n c e

This entry examines salient syntactic differ-
ences in simple and complex sentences between 
Standard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic (see 
also ¤ verbal clause; ¤ nominal clause). In 
both varieties, the ¤ word orders Verb-Sub-
ject-Object (VSO), as in (1a) and (2a), and 
Subject-Verb-Object (SVO), as in (1b) and (2b), 
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are used alternately, although the latter is the 
unmarked surface order.

Standard Arabic
(1a) kataba ™àtim-un risàlat-an
 wrote.3ms Hatim-Nom letter-Acc
 ‘Hatim wrote a letter’
(1b) ™àtim-un kataba risàlat-an
 Hatim-Nom wrote.3ms letter-Acc
 ‘Hatim wrote a letter’

Moroccan Arabic
(2a) kteb ™atim bra
 wrote.3ms Hatim letter
 ‘Hatim wrote a letter’
(2b) ™atim kteb bra
 Hatim wrote.3ms letter
 ‘Hatim wrote a letter’

In both varieties, SVO is the most commonly 
used word order. In Standard Arabic, but not 
Moroccan Arabic, the morphological endings 
on the arguments of the verb determine the 
functions of the noun phrases. In examples 
(1a-b), the subject has nominative case -un, 
and the object has the accusative ¤ tanwìn -an. 
These case endings are not influenced by the 
word order change. In Moroccan Arabic, these 
grammatical functions are not indicated by case 
marking but by the syntactic position of the 
relevant phrase in the sentence. However, there 
are instances in Standard Arabic where the sub-
ject and the object noun phrases have no overt 
case endings, as in (3a–b).

(3a) ∂araba ≠ìsa mùsà
 hit.3ms Issa Moussa
 ‘Issa hit Moussa’
(3b) ∂araba mùsà ≠ìsà
 hit.3ms Moussa Issa
 ‘Moussa hit Issa’

In (3a), the subject noun phrase ≠ìsà and the 
object noun phrase mùsà are determined by 
their syntactic position. In (3b), the meaning 
is different because the first noun phrase after 
the verb is the subject and the second one is 
the object.

Standard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic may 
also exhibit Verb-Subject-Object (VOS), as in 
(4a), and Object-Verb-Subject (OVS) word 
order, which are less common and morphologi-
cally marked, as in (4b).

Standard Arabic
(4a) kataba r-risàlat-a
 wrote.3ms the-letter-Acc
 ™àtim-un (OVS)
 Hatim-Nom
 ‘Hatim wrote the letter’
(4b) ar-risàlat-a kataba
 the-letter-Acc wrote.3ms
 ™àtim-un (OVS)
 Hatim-Nom
 ‘Hatim wrote the letter’
(4c) ar-risàlat-u kataba-hà
 the letter-Acc wrote.3ms-cl3fs
 ™àtim-un
 Hatim-Nom
 ‘The letter, Hatim wrote it’

In Standard Arabic, the VOS order requires the 
object to be definite. In Moroccan Arabic, the 
definite article is not compulsory, but a pause is 
necessary after the object. In OVS sentences in 
Standard Arabic, a resumptive pronoun is not 
required, as in (4b). If the object is in topic posi-
tion, it receives nominative case; in this case, 
a resumptive pronoun is necessary, as in (4c). 
In Moroccan Arabic, a resumptive pronoun is 
required, as in (5).

Moroccan Arabic
(5) l-bra kteb-ha ™àtim
 the-letter wrote.3ms-cl3fs Hatim
 ‘Hatim wrote the letter’

The resumptive pronoun here has the same 
reference as the object noun phrase. The sub-
ject and/or the object may be omitted if it has 
already been introduced in the discourse; the 
result is an inflected verb which by itself consti-
tutes a meaningful and grammatical sentence.

Standard Arabic
(6a) kataba-hà
 wrote.3ms-cl3fs
 ‘He wrote it’

Moroccan Arabic
(6b) kteb-ha
 wrote.3ms-cl3fs
 ‘He wrote it’

The possibility of using subject and object clit-
ics allows the omission of both the subject and 
the object lexical noun phrases.
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Clitics are related to agreement in both 
Standard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic. One 
significant difference between the two varieties 
is the absence in Standard Arabic of agreement 
in number between the verb and its subject, as 
in (7a). Subject-verb agreement is required in 
subject-initial sentences, as in (7b).

Standard Arabic
(7a) xaraja l-±awlàd-u
 went.out.3ms the-children-Nom
(7b) al-±awlàd-u xaraj-ù
 the-children-Nom went.out.3mp
 ‘The children went out’

Moroccan Arabic
(8a) xerj-u l-ulad
 went.out.3mp the-children
(8b) l-ulad xerj-u
 the-children went.out.3mp
 ‘The children went out’

An analysis of the sentences in (7) and (8) 
reveals that in Standard Arabic no agreement 
in number is required between the subject 
and its verb when the latter is initial (7a). 
We assume that in (7b) al-±awlàdu is in topic 
position, hence the apparent agreement on 
the verb marked by the morpheme -ù. In 
the case of Moroccan Arabic, verb-subject 
agreement is a morphosyntactic requirement 
because the agreement has to occur between 
the verb and the subject, irrespective of the 
word order. This implies that, although Stand-
ard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic permit the 
subject to be either initial or to follow the verb, 
agreement phenomena are dissimilar in both 
languages.

2. T h e  c o m p l e x  s e n t e n c e

A number of syntactic phenomena are associated 
with the complex sentence in Standard Arabic 
and Moroccan Arabic. In view of space 
limitations, only a few areas are discussed here;
most of the main types of subordinate clause 
(relative clauses, complement clauses, and 
coordination) are also dealt with briefly (¤ 
relative clause; ¤ subordination; ¤ sentence 
coordination).

2.1 Relative clauses

A relative clause consists of an embedded 
sentence used as modifier of a noun phrase. In 
Standard Arabic, ¤ relative pronouns inflect 
for person, number, and gender (and the dual 
relative pronoun inflects for case as well): alla≈ì 
(masc. sg.), allatì (fem. sg.); alla≈àni/alla≈ayni 
(masc. du. nom./obl.), allatàni/allatayni (fem. 
du. nom./obl.), alla≈ìna (masc. pl.), allàti ~ 
allawàti (fem. pl.), but in Moroccan Arabic, they 
do not: lli ‘that, who’, aš ‘what’, mn ‘whom’. 
Both Standard Arabic alla≈ì and Moroccan 
Arabic lli relative pronouns do not inflect for 
animacy, i.e., the same relative pronoun is used, 
irrespective of whether it refers to animate or 
inanimate heads, as in (9)–(10).

Standard Arabic
(9a) ar-rajul-u lla≈ì iltaqay-ta
 the-man-Nom Rel met-2ms
 bi-hi
 with-him
 ‘the man whom you met’
(9b) al-faras-u lla≈ì imta†à-hu
 the-horse-Nom Rel rode.3ms-cl3ms
 ±ab-ì
 father-my
 ‘the horse that my father rode’

Moroccan Arabic
(10a) l-mra lli tlaqi-t
 the-woman Rel met-1s
 ‘the woman whom I met’
(10b) l-kelb lli mat
 the-dog Rel died.3ms
 ‘the dog that died’

Moroccan Arabic aš ‘what’ and mn ‘whom’ 
are used solely to identify inanimate and ani-
mate antecedents respectively. So far as their 
functions are concerned, Table 1 shows that 
in Standard Arabic the relative pronoun alla≈ì 
and its morphological variants, like Moroccan 
Arabic lli, can function as subject, direct object, 
and indirect object as well as genitive, as in 
(11a–f); Moroccan Arabic bound morphemes, 
however, can function only as indirect objects 
or prepositional objects since, as bound mor-
phemes, they cannot stand by themselves, as 
in (12a–h).
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Table 1. Functions of relative pronouns in 
Standard and Moroccan Arabic

relative 
pronouns

subject direct 
object

indirect 
object

genitive

alla≈ì + + + +
lli + + + +
aš – – + –
mn – – + –

Standard Arabic
(11a) al-walad-u lla≈ì jà±a
 the-boy-Nom Rel came.3ms
 ‘the boy who came’
(11b) al-walad-u lla≈ì ra±ay-ta-hu
 the-boy-Nom Rel saw-2ms-cl3ms
 ‘the boy whom you saw’
(11c) al-walad-u lla≈ì ±a≠†ay-ta-hu
 the-boy-Nom Rel gave-2ms-cl3ms
 l-kitàb-a
 the-book-Acc
 ‘the boy to whom you gave the book’
(11d) *al-walad-u lla≈ì ±a≠†ay-ta
 the-boy-Nom Rel gave-2ms
 l-kitàb-a
 the-book-Acc
(11e) al-walad-u lla≈ì sàfara
 the-boy-Nom Rel traveled.3ms
 ±abù-hu
 father-his
 ‘the boy whose father traveled’
(11f) *al-walad-u lla≈ì sàfara
 the-boy-Nom Rel traveled.3ms
 ±abù
 father

Moroccan Arabic
(12a) l-mra lli matat sÿira
 the-woman Rel died.3fs young.fs
 ‘the woman who died young’
(12b) l-mra lli šef-ti-(ha)
 the-woman Rel saw-2ms-cl3fs
 ‘the woman whom you saw’
(12c) l-mra lli tkllem-ti m≠a-ha
 the-woman Rel talked.2ms with-her
 ‘the woman whom you talked to’
(12d) *l-mra lli tkllem-ti m≠a
 the-woman Rel talked.2ms with-her
(12e) l-mra lli rajl-ha ™maq
 the-woman Rel husband-her fool
 ‘the woman whose husband is a fool’
(12f) *l-mra lli rajl ™maq
 the-woman Rel husband fool

(12g) l-mra m≠a mn šef-t-k
 the-woman with Rel saw-1s-cl2ms
 ‘the woman with whom I saw you’
(12h) l-kursi f-aš kun-ti gals
 the-chair in-Rel were-2ms sitting
 ‘the chair on which you were sitting’

Note that -mn is used to refer back to the 
animate head noun phrase l-mra while -aš 
refers back to the inanimate head noun phrase 
l-kursi.

Standard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic also 
exhibit important similarities: anaphoric pro-
nouns are optional when alla≈ì and lli relativize 
direct objects (as in 11b and 12b), and obliga-
tory when they relativize indirect objects (as 
in 11c and 12c); they are obligatorily deleted 
when they relativize subjects, as (11a) and 
(12a) show.

2.2 Complement clauses

Complement clauses in both Standard Arabic 
and Moroccan Arabic are introduced by com-
plementizers (or clause-introducing particles). 
In Standard Arabic, there exist three main com-
plementizers: ±anna ‘that’, ±an ‘for’, and hal/ ±a 
‘whether’, the latter being interchangeable as 
they never vary meaningfully. In Moroccan 
Arabic, three complementizers are used: blli 
‘that’, baš ‘for’, and waš ‘whether’. Examples 
are given in (13)–(14).

Standard Arabic
(13a) ≠alim-tu ±anna l-walad-a
 knew-1s that the-boy-Acc
 naja™a
 succeeded.3ms
 ‘I knew that the boy had succeeded’
(13b) *≠alim-tu ±anna naja™a
 knew-1s that succeeded.3ms
 l-walad-a
 the-boy-Acc
(13c) ±u-rìdu ±an ta-štariy-a
 1s-want for you-buy-Subj
 s-sayyàrat-a
 the-car-Acc
 ‘I would like for you to buy the car’
(13d) *±u-rìdu ±an as-sayyàrata
 1s-want that the-car-Acc
 ta-štariy-a
 2ms-buy-Subj
(13e) là ±a-drì hal/±a
 not 1s-know whether
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 tawaßßal-ta bi-risàlat-ì
 received-2ms with-letter-my

‘I don’t know whether you received my 
letter’

Moroccan Arabic
(14a) ∂ann a™med blli
 thought.3ms Ahmed that
 weld-u mri∂
 son-his ill
 ‘Ahmed thought that his son was ill’
(14b) ∂ann a™med blli
 thought.3ms Ahmed that
 mri∂ weld-u
 ill son-his
 ‘Ahmed thought that his son was ill’
(14c) bÿi-t-u baš i-mši
 want-1s-cl3ms for 3ms-go
 ‘I want him to go’
(14d) ma-sma≠-t-š waš a™med
 Neg-heard-1s-Neg whether Ahmed
 ja
 came.3ms
 ‘I didn’t hear whether Ahmed came’
(14e) ma-sma≠-t-š waš ja
 Neg-heard-1s-Neg whether came.3ms
 a™med
 Ahmed
 ‘I didn’t hear whether Ahmed came’

These examples show that Standard Arabic 
complement clauses are more syntactically con-
strained than Moroccan Arabic ones. First, the 
word order after ±anna must be SV, but never 
VS (see 13b). Second, with ±an, it is the oppo-
site: only VS order is possible in the embedded 
clause. Third, by contrast, in Moroccan Arabic 
the word order is free in the sense that either SV 
or VS order is possible, regardless of whether 
the complement clause is introduced by blli, 
baš, or waš.

In addition, ±anna in Standard Arabic assigns 
accusative case to the following noun phrase 
(as in 13a), whereas ±an requires the subjunc-
tive verb form in the embedded clause (as in 
13c), and hal/ ±a is used to express the indicative 
mood.

In Moroccan Arabic, the complementizer 
blli introduces declarative complement clauses 
involving a perfective aspect, while baš is 
used to introduce clauses in the imperfective 
aspect, and waš serves to introduce indirect 
questions.

From a semantic point of view, it is plausible 
to state that first, not all verbs in Standard 
Arabic and Moroccan Arabic take complemen-
tation, and second, those that do take comple-
mentation behave differently and determine 
the type of complement clause they allow. In 
both languages, the verbs that can take com-
plementation fall into three categories. The first 
category includes verbs followed by a perfective 
declarative complement; the second consists 
of verbs which take imperfective complement 
clauses, and the third category consists of verbs 
which allow interrogative complement clauses. 
Interestingly, almost all those verbs which do 
not take complement clauses generally share 
the semantic property of not allowing abstract 
object noun phrases, as in (15)–(16).

Standard Arabic
(15) *la≠iba l-walad-u ±anna
 played.3ms the-boy-Nom that
 s-samà±-a zarqà±u
 the-sky-Acc blue
 ‘*The boy played that the sky was blue’

Moroccan Arabic
(16) *attat a™med blli
 furnished.3ms Ahmed that
 xeßßu i-rba™
 needs 3ms-win
 ‘*Ahmed furnished that he must win’

By implication, complement-taking verbs are 
verbs which allow abstract objects (cf. Ennaji 
1985).

2.3 Coordination

Coordination is the process whereby constitu-
ents are linked on the same structural level, so 
that the elements which are coordinated rep-
resent the elements of a larger constituent (see 
Dik 1968; Hudson 1976). For instance, each 
of the compound structures in (17)–(18) is a 
sentence consisting of the compounding of two 
sentences (¤ sentence coordination).

Standard Arabic
(17) kataba mùsà risàlat-an
 wrote.3ms Musa letter-Acc
 wa-kataba ±a™mad-u kitàb-an
 and-wrote.3ms Ahmed-Nom book-Acc

‘Musa wrote a letter and Ahmed wrote 
a book’

  sentence 189

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Moroccan Arabic
(18) šra ±a™med dar
 bought.3ms Ahmed house
 u-šra-t fa†ima tomobil
 and-bought-3fs Fatima car

‘Ahmed bought a house and Fatima 
bought a car’

The two clauses involved in (17) and (18) 
above are independent in the sense that indi-
vidually each one may constitute a sentence on 
its own. In both Standard Arabic and Moroc-
can Arabic, the ¤ connectives wa- and u- ‘and’, 
respectively, usually occur overtly, unlike in 
Berber, where only a juxtaposition of sentences 
is sufficient to indicate coordinate structures 
(cf. Ennaji 1985; Sadiqi 1986).

Both wa- and u- ‘and’ may link an arbitrarily 
large number of clauses. Unlike English, where 
and may not appear in all the conjoined clauses 
but only in the last one, in Standard Arabic the 
connector wa- is used to link every conjoined 
clause, whereas in Moroccan Arabic u- may 
appear either to link every conjoined clause 
including the last one, or only to conjoin the 
last two clauses, as in (19)–(20).

Standard Arabic
(19) kul wa-šrab
 eat.Imper. and-drink.Imper
 wa-kun fari™-an
 and-be.Imper merry-Acc
 ‘Eat, drink, and be merry!’

Moroccan Arabic
(20) faq a™med f ß-ßba™
 woke.3ms Ahmed in the-morning
 (u-)ÿsel wajh-u
 and-washed.3ms face-his
 (u-)f†ar u-mša
 and-had.breakfast.3ms and-went.3ms
 l xdma
 to work

‘Ahmed woke up, washed his face, had his 
breakfast, and went to work’

It is possible to conjoin sentences which are 
naturally associated in some way, and to con-
join sets of sentences with others. The con-
nectives wa- and u- are semantically the most 
neutral coordinators, and their meaning tends 
to be dependent on factors like sequence of 

actions and events. The usual notion which 
they express is that of additionality (adjunc-
tion). Likewise, they are commonly used to 
mark a certain continuity of the narrative, 
usually in the middle of discourse, never at the 
beginning of a conversation. This is why they 
are very difficult to translate out of context.

Coordination takes place not only when two 
sentences are conjoined but also when there are 
disjoined sentences. The coordinators ±aw in 
Standard Arabic and wlla in Moroccan Arabic 
are generally used as devices of disjunction. 
Unlike in Standard Arabic where the connector 
±aw must occur in every coordinated clause, in 
Moroccan Arabic the connector wlla may be 
omitted from all clauses except the last one; 
otherwise, two simple sentences are derived 
instead of one disjunction, as in (21)–(22).

Standard Arabic
(21) rubbamà bà≠a zayd-un
 perhaps sold.3ms Zayd-Nom
 sà≠at-a-hu ±aw bà≠a
 watch-Acc-his or sold.3ms
 kitàb-a-hu ±aw bà≠a
 book-Acc-his or sold.3ms
 ™aqìbat-a-hu
 bag-Acc-his

‘Perhaps Zayd sold his watch, or sold his 
book, or sold his bag’

Moroccan Arabic
(22) yemkn li-k t-bqa hna
 possible to-you 2ms-stay here
 t-mši l mktaba
 2ms-go to library
 wlla t-mši l d-dar
 or 2ms-go to the-house

‘You can stay here, go to the library, or 
go home’

In the Moroccan Arabic example in (22), the 
coordinator is deleted in the first clause, but 
because connectors occur before the final con-
junct, we can easily understand that the sen-
tences involved are disjoined since they carry 
alternative propositions and do not denote 
additionality (adjunction).

The third type of connective is làkin ‘but’ in 
Standard Arabic and walakin ‘but’ in Moroc-
can Arabic. The use of these two connectives 
depends on many factors, such as the semantic 
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relationship between the coordinated sentences. 
The notion of contrast or semantic opposition 
is basically what allows the use of the connec-
tives làkin and walàkin. Examples are given in 
(23)–(24).

Standard Arabic
(23) sayyàrat-ì jadìdat-un làkin là
 car-my new-Nom but not
 ±u-™ibbu lawn-a-hà
 1s-like color-Acc-its
 ‘My car is new, but I don’t like its color’

Moroccan Arabic
(24) qra ™asan l-≠am kullu
 read.3ms Hasan the-year all
 walakin ma-nja™-š
 but Neg-succeeded.3ms-Neg

‘Hasan studied the whole year, but he 
didn’t succeed’

In both examples, a contrast is obviously con-
veyed by the two conjuncts of every coordinate 
sentence. The connectors làkin and walakin can 
only connect two sentences, unlike other types 
of coordinators. The reasons for this appear 
mainly to relate to the fact that làkin and 
walakin involve the opposition of two states of 
affairs, while the conjunctions wa- and u- ‘and’ 
and the disjunctions ±aw and wlla ‘or’ can con-
join or disjoin any number of sentences.

3. C o n c l u s i o n

Thus, Standard Arabic and Moroccan Arabic
make use of different relative pronouns and 
complementizers for different functions; how-
ever, Moroccan Arabic has fewer relative 
forms.

Complement clauses occur only in postverbal 
position in both Arabic varieties, due to the fact 
that their basic word order is VSO. In Standard 
Arabic, complement clauses are coordinated in 
accordance with coordinate sentence require-
ments, explained above. In Moroccan Arabic, 
however, they require the use of an overt con-
nector to link two or more clauses, specifically 
when the second clause has VSO order. When 
more than two clauses are coordinated, the 
connectives may be deleted in Moroccan Arabic 
from all conjuncts except the last one, but in 
Standard Arabic they remain compulsory.
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Sentence Coordination

Sentence coordination refers to the process of 
creating compound sentences through combin-
ing two or more independent clauses. Coordi-
nation may be ‘syndetic’, which means that the 
conjuncts are combined using a conjunction 
such as wa- ‘and’ or fa- ‘and so’, or coordi-
nation may be ‘asyndetic’, in which case the 
sentences are combined without the use of any 
conjunctions (Cantarino 1974–1975:III, 7).

Syndetic coordination is more common than 
asyndetic coordination, and the conjunctions 
that conjoin sentences are also used for many 
other purposes, including conjoining phrases 
(¤ conjunctions) and attaching subordinate 
structures (¤ subordination). Subordination 
is distinct from coordination: in subordinate 
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clauses, one clause modifies the other, while in 
sentence coordination, the sentence is made of 
two equal parts. The distinction is useful but 
can at times be extremely difficult to define 
(Ryding 2005). Many of the same conjunctions 
(e.g. wa- and fa-) are also used to begin utter-
ances as discourse markers (¤ connectives), 
thus connecting larger units of text.

1. H i s t o r y

Modern Standard Arabic prose differs from 
older written prose by the increased use of 
subordination in Modern Standard Arabic and 
by the relatively reduced use of a few particles 
in simple coordination, toward more complex 
sentences (Holes 1995). In Classical Arabic, 
a small set of conjunctions connected all sen-
tences and served as ‘punctuation’, but with the 
introduction of Western ¤ punctuation, Mod-
ern Standard Arabic has developed a system 
that uses both conjunctions and punctuation 
to connect ideas (Badawi a.o. 2004), with the 
end result being a sparser use of wa- and fa- in 
Modern Standard Arabic than in Classical Ara-
bic (Kammensjö 2004). 

The meaning of asyndetic coordination has 
also changed from Classical Arabic to Modern 
Standard. While it was used in Classical Ara-
bic to stress immediacy or vividness, it is now 
used in less marked contexts, such as (1), in 
which the first clause gives the context for the 
second. 

(1) na™nu l-bašaru ±aÿbiyà±u 
 we the-humans stupid.p
 na-≠taqidu kulla šay±in
 1p-believe all thing

‘We humans are stupid we believe every-
thing’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:540)

The ordering of the coordinated clauses has 
also become more flexible in Modern Stan-
dard Arabic. In Classical Arabic, clauses that 
described the circumstances of the agent or 
patient at the time of the event were strictly 
required to occur after the clause describing 
the event, but that strict word order require-
ment is now relaxed, due in part to influences 
from the dialects, which blur the distinctions 
between coordinated and subordinated con-
junction (Rosenhouse 1978), and also due in 

part to language contact with English and 
French (Holes 1995). 

2. T y p e s  o f  c o o r d i n a t i o n

The two most frequent conjunctions used to 
coordinate sentences are clitics (¤ enclisis), 
wa- and fa-. They are lexically unstressed and, 
in written language, are frequently attached 
to the word that follows them. Other con-
junctions that coordinate sentences are lexical 
words, and they include μumma ‘then’, làkin(na) 
‘but’, bal ‘but rather’, ±aw ‘or [inclusive]’, ±am 
‘or [exclusive]’, and ±immà ‘either’. Conjunc-
tions can also be attached to other conjunc-
tions or particles to form complex clitics such 
as wa-làkin ‘but’, and wa-là, wa-laysa ‘and 
not’. 

Syndetic coordination captures a wide range 
of semantic relationships. The coordinated sen-
tences may be additive, adversative, or disjunc-
tive, one sentence may provide background 
information for the other, the sentences may 
depict cause-and-effect relationships, they may 
outline the order of events, or the second sen-
tence may explain the first. The most common 
particles, wa- and fa-, are used to connect 
sentences within a wide range of semantic rela-
tionships, and the meaning is generally infer-
able from context rather than from the choice 
of particles (Cantarino 1974–1975:III, 11–34). 

In contrast to the wide range of uses for 
syndetic coordination, asyndetic coordination 
is possible only for a restricted set of semantic 
relationships. For example, asyndetic coordi-
nation is possible only when there is no tem-
poral sequence between the two clauses, and 
it is becoming more common when describ-
ing people and identities. When two actions 
occur simultaneously, either syndetic or asyn-
detic linkage is possible (Beeston 1973; Holes 
1995). 

In terms of punctuation, sentences can be 
coordinated in a variety of ways. As shown 
in (1), the two independent clauses may be 
asyndetically coordinated, with no intervening 
punctuation. They may also be syndetically 
coordinated with no punctuation (2). If punc-
tuation is used, the clauses may be separated by 
commas, by dots ‘. . .’ (3), or by a combination 
of dots and other punctuation marks, e.g. ‘. . . ?’ 
(Badawi a.o. 2004).
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(2) inßaraf-a  r-rajul wa-rakib-a 
 left-3ms the-man and-mounted-3ms
 ßadìqu-hu d-darràja
 friend-his the-bicycle

‘The man left, and his friend mounted the 
bicycle’ (Modern Standard Arabic; Holes 
1995:269)

(3) la≠iba-tà ma≠an . . .  mari™a-tà
 played-3fd together had.fun-3fd

 ma≠an . . . ≈àkara-tà ma≠an . . .
 together studied-3fd together

‘They played together, had fun together, 
studied together . . .’ (Modern Standard 
Arabic; Badawi a.o. 2004:540) 

 
The coordinated sentences may be nominal, 
verbal, or imperatives, but they follow the 
rule of the Law of Coordination of Likes (Pul-
lum and Zwicky 1986), meaning that nominal 
sentences are coordinated with other nominal 
sentences (4), verbal sentences are coordinated 
with other verbal sentences (5), and imperatives 
are coordinated with imperatives (6).

(4) a∂-∂aw±u nàßi≠-un 
 the-light clear-Nom
 wa-l-jawwu ™àrr-un
 and-the-weather hot-Nom

‘The light is clear, and the weather is hot’ 
(Modern Standard Arabic; Badawi a.o. 
2004:542)

(5)  šakar-tu-hu wa-nßarafa
 thanked-1s-him and-left.3ms

‘I thanked him, and he left’ (Modern 
Standard Arabic; Cantarino 1974–1975:
III, 14)

(6)  iÿsilì-hi wa-là tas±alì
 wash.2fs.Imper-it and-Neg ask.2fs.Juss

‘[ Just] wash it and don’t ask’ (Modern 
Standard Arabic; Badawi a.o. 2004:543)

3. C o o r d i n a t i o n  a n d  e l l i p s i s

The linguistic difficulty in analyzing coordi-
nated sentences comes from the possibility of 
ellipsis, which allows certain elements to be 
elided in the coordinated clause (¤ ellipsis) if 
they are redundant or recoverable from context 
(Merchant 2001). The most frequent elements 

to undergo elision are prepositions and comple-
mentizers. But even though these elements are 
not pronounced, their inflection is still pre-
served in the coordinated elements, as in (7), 
where both nouns have accusative marking 
because of the complementizer ±anna, which is 
elided before karàmata-hu ‘his honor’.

(7) bi-±anna ™uqùq-a-hu mußànatun 
 with-Compl rights-Acc-his protected 
 wa-karàmat-a-hu ma™fùÚatun
 and-honor-Acc-his preserved

‘. . . that his rights are protected and [that] 
his honor is preserved’ (Modern Standard 
Arabic; Badawi a.o. 2004:546)

The important question is how to determine 
what was coordinated and what was elided. 
In sentence (8), the surface structure indicates 
coordination of prepositional phrases, fì ß-ßayf 
‘in the summer’ and fì l-xarìf ‘in the fall’. An 
alternate analysis, as proposed by Cantarino, is 
that this sentence is an example of clausal coor-
dination, with elision of all redundant material, 
leaving only the prepositional phrase to be pro-
nounced in the second clause.

(8) fì ∂ay≠ati-nà là yu≠ayyidùna  
 in village-our Neg celebrate.feast.3mp
 fì ß-ßayf wa-là fì
 in the-summer and-Neg in
 l-xarìf
 the-autumn 

‘In our village, people do not celebrate 
a feast either in summer or in autumn’ 
(Modern Standard Arabic; Cantarino 
1974–1975:III, 57)

 
The possibility of ellipsis becomes important 
in analyzing first conjunct agreement, one of 
the best-known patterns of subject/verb agree-
ment in Arabic (¤ agreement; ¤ tanàzu≠). 
First conjunct agreement arises with postverbal 
conjoined noun phrases, such as in (9), and has 
been attested in Standard Arabic and in sev-
eral dialects, including Moroccan Arabic and 
Lebanese Arabic (Aoun a.o. 1994; Harbert and 
Bahloul 2002). 

(9a) xaraj-at al-bintu wa-l-waladu 
 left-3fs the-girl.f and-the-boy.m
 ‘The girl and the boy left’
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(9b) xaraj-a l-waladu wa-l-bintu 
 left-3ms the-boy.m and-the-girl.f
 ‘The boy and the girl left’

(9c) xaraj-ti ±anti wa-huwa
 left-2fs you.2fs and-he.3ms

‘You and he left’ (Modern Standard 
Arabic; Harbert and Bahloul 2002:51)

Sentences (9a–c) show that the verb xaraja 
agrees with the closest noun, the first conjunct, 
in person and gender. (Number agreement only 
occurs with pronominal postverbal subjects in 
Modern Standard Arabic.) If the verb had 
agreed with both conjuncts, masculine singular 
agreement would be expected in both (9a) and 
(9c). Instead, verbs that agree with postverbal 
conjoined subjects may enter into an agreement 
relationship with just the first conjunct, rather 
than with the resolved feature values from the 
whole conjunction. 

One explanation (Aoun a.o. 1994) is based 
on the possibility of ellipsis in coordinated sen-
tences. This approach argues that first conjunct 
agreement is due to clausal coordination with 
gapping, as in (10), which shows sentence (9c) 
as it would be if the verb in the second conjunct 
had not undergone elision.

(10) xaraj-ti ±anti wa-[xaraj-a] huwa
 left-2fs you.2fs and-[left-3ms] he.3ms

‘You left, and he left’ (Modern Standard 
Arabic; Harbert and Bahloul 2002:51)

One particularly convincing piece of evidence 
against the gapping analysis of first conjunct 
agreement (Aoun a.o. 1994) comes from the 
presence of ‘mixed agreement’, which has 
recently been demonstrated in Lebanese Arabic 
through sentence elicitation tasks and con-
firmed via grammaticality judgments (Lorimor 
2007). The pattern of mixed agreement arises 
when a sentence contains two agreement tar-
gets that express conflicting feature values, such 
as the verb and adjective in (11).

(11) kàn-it el-ba††a 
 was-3fs the-duck.f
 w-el-wazzi xu∂er 
 and-the-swan.m green.p

 ‘The duck and the swan were green’ 
(Lebanese Arabic)

The sentences were elicited by showing partici-
pants pictures of objects that briefly changed in 
color, from black to either red, blue, or green. 
Participants were instructed to ask questions 
or to make statements using a particular word 
order, as modeled by the experimenter. In (11), 
the verb kànit agrees with the first conjunct, 
while the adjective xu∂er shows plural agree-
ment, which is only possible if it agrees with 
the resolved features of the conjoined noun 
phrase. The gapping explanation would predict 
the opposite pattern: a singular adjective in 
sentence-final position, since each clause would 
only contain one noun with which to agree. 
Mixed agreement is therefore solid evidence 
that first conjunct agreement cannot be attrib-
uted to gapping. Similar analyses of mixed 
agreement in other languages, including Finn-
ish, Greek, Slovenian, and Welsh, have also 
rejected the notion that first conjunct agree-
ment is due to sentence coordination with 
ellipsis (see Badecker 2007 and Corbett 2006 
for further discussion).

Several alternate explanations for first con-
junct agreement have also been proposed, the 
most promising of which link first conjunct 
agreement to other patterns of partial agree-
ment that occur with only postverbal subjects 
(Harbert and Bahloul 2002; Lorimor 2007) by 
relying on a distinction between specifier/head 
agreement and agreement under government 
(Benmamoun 1992).

4. S e n t e n c e  c o o r d i n a t i o n  i n 
t h e  d i a l e c t s

Sentence coordination in the dialects is largely 
the same as in Modern Standard Arabic, as 
wa-, fa-, and ±aw are attested across nearly all 
registers and dialectal variants of Arabic. Reg-
ister does play a role, however, in the preva-
lence of coordination and subordination, as 
informal and uneducated speech contain more 
instances of coordination, while written Mod-
ern Standard Arabic contains more instances 
of subordination (Holes 1995). Another source 
of variation between Modern Standard Ara-
bic and the dialects is a general relaxation of 
the rules that restrict the ordering of coor-
dinated sentences. For example, in Cairene, 
Damascene, Baghdadi, and Palestinian Arabic, 
there is no longer a restriction requiring that 
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a circumstantial clause follow the action it is 
describing (Rosenhouse 1978).
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Heidi Lorimor (Bucknell University)

Serial Verbs

The term ‘serial verbs’ is used in the litera-
ture to indicate a verbal syntagm consisting 
of two (or more) finite verbs without a formal 
coordinating marker but with the same argu-
ment structure, one of which is semantically 

demoted, often grammaticalized, and lexically 
restricted (Sebba 1987:39). Constructions with 
serial verbs are familiar from a wide group of 
languages, ranging from Mandarin Chinese to 
West African languages like Yoruba. Examples 
are given in (1) – (3).

(1) (Mandarin Chinese)
 ta lai shang ban
 he come go.up shift
 ‘He comes to work’ (Dai 1990:327)

(2) (Sranan)
 a waka go na wowoyo
 he walk go Loc market
 ‘He walks to the market’ (Sebba 1987:46)

(3) (Sranan)
 kofi tjari den fisi kon gi mi
 Kofi bring Det fish come give me

‘Kofi brought me the fish’ (Holm 1988:184)

In (1) and (2), the second verb (shang, go) is 
desemanticized and serves only to indicate the 
locational direction of the event; in (3), the sec-
ond verb (kon) is directional and the third verb 
(gi) indicates a dative.

Both in Classical Arabic and in modern Ara-
bic dialects, strings of finite verbs without 
coordinating markers occur, but whether these 
are to be classified as serial constructions is a 
controversial issue. In the dialects, asyndetic 
constructions are common after modal expres-
sions, but in these constructions the asyndeti-
cally connected verb is part of a subordinate 
clause, as in (4) and (5).

(4) (Egyptian Arabic)
 làzim tu-dxul
 necessary 2ms-enter
 ‘You must enter’

(5) (Syrian Arabic)
 bëdd-i ±ë-ktob
 wish-my 1s-write
 ‘I want to write’

In these examples, even if the modal expression 
is counted as a verb, the second verb is subor-
dinated and does not need to have the same 
tense as the main clause. According to most 
definitions of serial verbs, this cannot count 
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as an instance of serialization because there is 
no desemanticization and both clauses can be 
negated separately.

Yet, same-tense finite verbs occur in asyndetic 
constructions in Arabic, too. Potentially, at 
least, these might be counted as an instance of 
serialization (Hussein 1990). The most exten-
sive analysis so far of asyndetic same-tense 
finite verbs is Woidich (2002). He concludes 
that in Egyptian Arabic such constructions have 
nothing in common with the serial verbs in 
other languages, hence he prefers to call them 
instead ‘verbal phrases with asyndetic perfect’ 
(“Verbalphrasen mit asyndetischem Perfekt”). 
Woidich distinguishes the following types in 
Egyptian Arabic (2002:125–127).

(i) Verbs expressing the ¤ Aktionsart (‘to do 
again’, ‘to do quickly’, etc.), as in (6)

(6) (Egyptian Arabic)
 rigi≠ hirib tàni
 3ms.returned 3ms.fled second.time

‘He fled a second time’ (Woidich 2002:
128)

Such combinations are well known from Clas-
sical Arabic, but there they are always realized 
with a subordinated verb in the imperfect tense, 
as in (7).

(7) (Classical Arabic)
 ±in  ≠ud-tu ±a-sma≠u
 if returned–1s 1s-hear

‘if I hear again’ (Reckendorf 1921:296)

(ii) Motion or posture verbs (e.g. ±àm ‘to get 
up’, rà™ ‘to go away’), as in (8)

(8) Egyptian Arabic (Baris, Kharga)
lamma tammi-t  sana w  
when completed–3fs year and
nußß a®à™i-t ™ibili-t 
half went–3fs became.pregnant–3fs
‘When she had spent (there) a year and 
a half, she became pregnant’ (Woidich 
(2002:152)

In this group, the verb whose grammaticaliza-
tion has progressed the most is qàm/±àm; it 
may even develop into a noninflected particle. 
The function of this particle is, according to 
Woidich (2002:141), to indicate that an activ-

ity or event takes place that is connected with 
something that has been mentioned before (see 
also Woidich 1995:265–266, where the loss of 
inflection is connected with the substandard 
language of the lower classes), as in (9).

(9) (Egyptian Arabic)
±àm inta ≠amal-ti ±è
then you did–2ms what
‘Then, what did you do?’ (Woidich 
2002:148)

In other dialects, too, verbs of motion and 
posture are frequently used in similar construc-
tions; in some of them, the use of qàm/±àm as 
a noninflected particle has been documented 
as well. In his grammar of Syrian Arabic, 
Grotzfeld (1965:89–90) states that this use of 
±àm signals the occurrence of a new, nondura-
tive event in the past (“ein neu eintretendes, 
nicht andauerndes Geschehen in der Vergan-
genheit”), as in (10).

(10) Syrian Arabic
±àm ±ëžët-na sayyàra
then came.to3fs-us car
‘Then, a car came toward us’ (Grotzfeld 
1965:89)

According to Firanescu (2003), this use of 
qàm/±àm as an “inchoatif événementiel” con-
trasts with its use as an auxiliary in which it 
preserves its full verbal value; accordingly, the 
loss of agreement with the subject and develop-
ment into a noninflected particle is connected 
with the former, rather than the latter.

Such lexical combinations already occur in 
Middle Arabic texts, as in (11) and (12).

(11) (Middle Arabic)
qàm-ù taqàtal-ù
got.up–3mp fought.eachother–3mp
‘They began to fight with each other’ 
(Brockelmann 1965:181, n. b)

(12) (Middle Arabic)
qum ux†ub-hà
get.up.Imper court.Imper-her
‘Start courting her!’ (Brockelmann 
1965:181, n. b)

(iii) Lexicalized phrases like daxal nàm ‘to go 
to sleep’, ba≠at gàb ‘to fetch’, as in (13)
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(13) (Egyptian Arabic)
ba≠at gàb
3ms.sent 3ms.brought
≠ilbit-èn sagàyir
packet-dual cigarettes
‘He sent for two packets of cigarettes’ 
(Woidich 2002:177)

The reason why Woidich does not analyze 
any of these constructions as serial verbs is 
that only the first verb in the chain is lexically 
restricted, i.e., only a few verbs may be used 
as first verb, whereas the choice for the second 
verb is more or less free. He also points out that 
the subject of both verbs may come between the 
first and the second verb, and that negations 
may have scope over the second verb alone. In 
his view, this demonstrates that the two verbs 
do not constitute a semantic unit and that they 
continue to indicate two events. The first point 
is demonstrated by (14).

(14) (Egyptian Arabic)
±àm is-sìx gih
got.up3ms the-skewer came.3sm
fi ≠èn-u ±ala≠ha
in eye-his took.out3sm-it
‘Then the skewer hit him in the eye 
and took it out’ (Woidich 2002:143)

Here, the subject issìx comes between the two 
verbs, which demonstrates that the first verb 
has its own arguments and complements. A 
possible distinction that might be helpful here is 
that between core, nuclear, and clausal juncture 
(Foley and Olson 1985). Nuclear juncture takes 
place at the level of the bare verb, core juncture 
at the level of the verb with its tense/aspect 
markers, and clausal juncture at the level of the 
verb with its markers and arguments. Asyndetic 
constructions in Arabic normally operate at the 
core level, but those constructions in which the 
subject intervenes between the two verbs might 
be analyzed as instances of clausal juncture. 
With respect to negation, the situation is not 
entirely clear. Hussein (1990:346–347) rejects 
independent negation of the second verb, at 
least in strings containing an imperative.

The most serious objection against a serial-
izing analysis is that in most ‘classic’ serial con-
structions, it is the second verb that is lexically 
restricted, as in (1) – (3). Yet, some researchers 
(e.g. Payne 1997:311–312) also accept verbs 

in second position as serial verbs, in particu-
lar when a verb of motion is involved. Payne 
(1997:307) calls such constructions marginal 
cases of serialization, and quotes from English 
the example in (15).

(15) run go get me a newspaper

In his approach – which is not followed by 
everyone (for a discussion, see Pullum 1990) – 
such constructions may be called ‘serial verbs’, 
although they are less prototypical than the 
examples quoted above in (1) – (3). In Arabic, 
it is almost exclusively the first verb that is lexi-
cally restricted, as in the three types mentioned 
by Woidich.

According to Fischer (2002), the asyndetic 
construction in Arabic developed from two 
coordinated verbs through deletion of the coor-
dinating marker, e.g. rigi≠ katab ‘he wrote 
again’ (lit. ‘he returned he wrote’) developing 
from rigi≠ wi katab. Woidich (2002:171–176) 
assumes, however, that the use of asyndetic 
finite verbs in the same tense developed as the 
result of grammaticalization from subordinate 
constructions: along with xallètu yim∂i ‘I made 
him sign’, xallètu ma∂a came to be used when 
the event of signing had actually taken place. 
This provided the model for other cases of 
asyndetic verbs, rigi≠ yiktib being replaced by 
rigi≠ katab when the event was completed. 
Subsequently, the first verb was subjected to ¤ 
grammaticalization and ¤ semantic bleaching, 
losing its own lexical content and sometimes 
being demoted to a noninflected particle.

Apart from the three types with premodifying 
verbs, Woidich also mentions two construc-
tions in Egyptian Arabic in which the second 
verb is lexically restricted (called by him ‘pseu-
docomplementation’, after Seuren 1991). The 
first is the use of rà™ after a number of verbs of 
motion as a directional marker, as in (16)

(16) (Egyptian Arabic)
miši rà™ fèn
3ms.walked 3ms.went.away where
‘Where did he go?’ (Woidich 2002:
181)

In Egyptian Arabic, the use of rà™ (and other 
verbs, like waddà in standard Egyptian and 
jàb ‘to bring’, žà ‘to come’ in rural dialects) is 
obligatory, because the argument structure of 
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verbs like miši does not allow for the indica-
tion of a goal. Such verbs are also found in 
other dialects, for instance in Chad Arabic 
(Roth 1979:58) and in ¤ Uzbekistan Arabic, 
as in (17),

(17) (Uzbekistan Arabic)
≠al ∑ùl †ala≠
to steppe 3ms.went.up
ÿadàk
3ms.went.away
‘He went into the steppe’ (Fischer 
1961:258)

where ÿadàk serves only to indicate motion 
away from the speaker (for motion toward the 
speaker, jàk is used). Unlike Egyptian Arabic, 
however, there is no syntactic motivation in 
Uzbekistan Arabic for the use of a motion verb.

The second construction is the use of qàla (gàl, 
±àl) as a complementizer, in order to provide a 
syntactic slot for an object, as in (18)

(18) (Egyptian Arabic)
huwwa raddi ≠alè-k 
he answered to- you 
±al-l-ak  ±è
3ms.said-to-you what
‘What did he answer you?’ (Woidich 
2002:183)

Although Woidich does not accept these last 
two types as serial constructions, either, it is 
difficult to escape the impression that they 
are indeed related to constructions in other 
languages that are usually analyzed as seriali-
zations (Versteegh 2006). With respect to the 
movement verbs, the Sranan example in (2) 
has the same obligatory use of go (without it, 
the sentence would be interpreted in a locative 
sense: ‘he was walking around at the market’). 

With respect to qàla as a complementizer 
in Egyptian Arabic, Woidich (2007:692–696) 
remarks that unlike serial verbs in creole lan-
guages, it may be replaced with a coordinating 
construction with wi- ‘and’, and it is usually 
marked for tense and aspect. Besides, the verb 
±àl may have its own overt nominal argument. 
In his view, the verb ±àl in this construction 
should therefore be analyzed differently from 
se (probably < English say) in many French and 
English creoles as a complementizer after verbs 
of saying and even after verbs of cognition (see 
Holm 1988:185–188), as in (19).

(19) (Krio Creole English)
a no se yu bizi
I know Comp you busy
‘I know that you are busy’ (Holm 
1988:185)

In the function of complementizer, qàla occurs 
frequently in pidginized and creolized forms 
of Arabic, as in (20) from ¤ Ki-Nubi (cf. also 
Miller 2001, on the grammaticalization of gale 
in ¤ Juba Arabic).

(20) (Ki-Nubi)
a'jol 'de 'kelem 'gal 'ai
person det spoke said yes
‘The person said (that) yes’ (Wellens 
2005:282)

Grammaticalization has progressed further 
here than in Egyptian Arabic because the com-
plementizer is used not only after verbs of ‘say-
ing’ but also after verbs of cognition, such as 
‘to think’.

The crucial issue is not whether any of the 
constructions mentioned here actually involve 
serialization, but the fact that in the emer-
gence of the modern dialects a structurally new 
type of construction has developed, in which 
full verbs have become grammaticalized and 
semantically demoted. In an inflecting language 
like Arabic, it is of course harder for verbs to 
lose inflection than in other languages with less 
morphology. As a result, asyndetic construc-
tions of finite verbs in Arabic always take place 
at the level of the verbal core or at the clausal 
level. They could, therefore, be analyzed as less 
prototypical examples of serial verbs than in 
other languages (Versteegh 2003–2005).

Historically, the most important issue is why 
these processes of loss of inflection and seman-
tic status take place, and whether they are the 
result of a single process that took place at a 
certain moment in time and left its traces in later 
varieties of the language, or of a synchronic 
ongoing process. Woidich (2002:172) believes 
that the process of grammaticalization is a 
gradual one, resulting in a linguistic layering of 
increasingly atrophied verbal elements (his term 
is “Schichtung”, what Firanescu [2003:490] 
calls a “principe de stratification”). In this 
view, asyndetic constructions are regarded as 
the normal outcome of an ongoing process 
rather than a sudden transition in a process of 
language shift.
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Shift ¤ Language Shift: Amazigh

Ši≠r

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Studying the language of Arabic poetry (ši≠r) 
poses a problem that may not be common 
in the study of language in poetry in other 
cultures. The problem arises from the fact that 
the Arabic language has been bequeathed to us 
largely in the form in which it was used in that 
poetry. In other words, the language of poetry, 
supplemented by the properties of the language 
of the Qur±ànic text, generated our concept of 
a norm in the use of Arabic. Thus, if we try 
to examine the language of poetry in terms of 
some modern notions of poeticality, we find 
ourselves in a vicious circle. Popular notions 
such as ‘ungrammaticalness’, ‘deviation’, a 
‘special poetic language’, etc. break down as 
tools of analysis if we try to see how Arabic 
poetry can be said to be poetry on the grounds 
that the language in it ‘deviates’ from the 
norm that is its very language, or that it is 
ungrammatical in relation to a grammatically 
constructed language that is the language of 
itself. What we are left with, if we use such 
notions as those glorified by critics like Roman 
Jakobson (1987) and Michael Riffaterre (1978), 
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from two distinct ends, will be some odd, 
individual, localized instances of deviation and 
ungrammaticalness, which are too few to define 
poeticality in terms of their properties. Most 
such instances were studied and classified by 
ancient Arabic scholars – who studied language 
in manÚùm ‘poetry’ and manμùr ‘prose’ in the 
same vein – in a level-headed fashion under 
the heading of a∂-∂arùra aš-ši≠riyya (usage 
necessitated by poetic needs, perhaps a more 
accurate concept and term than the English 
¤ ‘poetic license’). The largest collection of 
lines of poetry in which one or another form 
of ‘ungrammaticalness’ or ‘deviation’ can be 
said to occur is perhaps the one made by ±Abù 
≠Alì al-Fàrisì (d. 377/987) in his Kitàb aš-ši≠r 
‘Book of poetry’. According to its editor, this 
book contains about 815 lines which al-Fàrisì 
characterized as being muškil al-±i≠ràb ‘with 
problematic declension’. In relation to the body 
of Arabic poetry produced up to the time of al-
Fàrisì, this number is insignificant. Furthermore, 
being muškil al-±i≠ràb does not necessarily mean 
that the line in view is ungrammatical. It often 
means that it has a certain degree of ambiguity 
akin to one or other of the cases described by 
William Empson in Seven types of ambiguity. 
Al-Fàrisì endeavors to show how the ±i≠ràb of 
a line he is considering can be formulated in 
a fashion that will make the grammaticalness 
explicit in accordance with familiar norms, and 
rules, in the Arabic language. His effort is almost 
always directed toward removing ambiguity 
on the grammatical level in relation to the 
semantic level. However, many of the cases he 
considers show that the ungrammaticalness can 
only be removed by assuming an act of elision 
(sometimes of a drastic nature, such as deleting 
a verb), or the presence of an extraneous 
element of language in a line of poetry. To 
the modern reader, such cases may appear to 
represent an excessive degree of deviating from 
the norms. No modern poet will today have 
the courage to use language as encountered in 
some of the lines considered by al-Fàrisì. It is 
not wholly incorrect to say that, particularly 
for pre-Islamic poets, almost anything seems 
to have been doable with language on the level 
of grammar and syntax, and, sometimes, even 
on that of the phonetic composition of signs. 
And that was not always dictated by a ∂arùra 
ši≠riyya. The poetic ∂arùra ‘necessity’ appears in 
some cases to have given the poet the freedom 

to shape the dough of language in his own 
image without any sense of inhibition. Yet, the 
cases of real ∂arùra encountered in al-Fàrisì’s 
book are very limited and do not represent 
major acts of deviation. The dictating ∂arùra 
is often imposed by the demands of rhyming 
and rhythm, but not always so. Nevertheless, it 
is fortunate that the number of excessive cases 
of deviation we encounter in records like al-
Fàrisì’s and Ibn ≠Ußfùr’s (d. 670/1271) is very 
small, that they do not occur too many times 
in actual poems but often appear as isolated 
single lines, and that Arab grammarians did 
not take them as a basis for the construction 
of the grammar of Arabic; we would have 
ended up with a language more like English. 
In any case, a cursory comparative glance 
enables one to say that grammar and syntax, 
as well as the structure of individual words in 
Arabic, as manifested in poetry, have changed 
very little over at least sixteen hundred years, 
in comparison with those of English between 
Shakespeare and the present moment, a period 
covering about four hundred years.

However, there are many studies, the best 
of which is by Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002), which 
acknowledge that in some lines of poetry there is 
a discordance between the semantic constituent 
and the grammatical one, which leads to lack 
of expressiveness. The poetry of al-Mutanabbì 
(d. 354/965), a contemporary of Ibn Jinnì, was 
particularly investigated by his detractors for 
such discordance.

Two further observations need to be made: 
first, a very significant proportion of the lines 
recorded by al-Fàrisì come from the poetry 
of a handful of poets who were still close 
to the desert, for instance ˛ù r-Rumma (d. 
117/735), al-Farazdaq (d. 110/728), Ru±ba ibn 
al-≠Ajjàj (d. 145/762), al-±Aswad ibn Ya≠fur (6th 
century C.E.), and ±Abù ˛u±ayb al-Hu≈alì (6th 
century C.E.), and who were known for the 
‘difficulty’ of their language. The major poets 
of the Mu≠allaqàt and the poets who are most 
prominent in the main anthologies of Arabic 
poetry represent a small minority in al-Fàrisì’s 
collection. The pre-Islamic poet best known 
for revising his poetry, Zuhayr ibn ±Abì Sulma 
(6th century), hardly figures in this collection 
(only four lines of his appear). Second, the vast 
majority of the lines quoted belong to the pre-
Islamic and early Islamic eras; an insignificant 
number of lines are by poets of the Abbasid 
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era, the age of writing. It is very likely that oral 
narration is responsible for many, if not most, 
of the more excessive cases of deviation within 
this collection. Further research, however, is 
needed to verify both of the points made here.

Orality was also responsible for some other 
features in poetry, at least up to the end of the 
2nd century A.H. Oral composition generated 
a relatively significant ratio of formulaic 
expressions, varying from a short phrase (li-
man †alalun) to a whole line (as in two lines 
by the 6th century C.E. poets Imru± al-Qays 
and ¢arafa, for instance). Yet, the number and 
nature of formulas (added to the nature of Arabic 
poetry itself) are not sufficient to legitimize an 
approach to Arabic poetry based on theories 
of ¤ orality developed by scholars like Parry 
and Lord (¤ poetic koine). Oral narration, 
from another perspective, is perhaps what gives 
many words their semantic density, complexity, 
and at times oppositional and contradictory 
‘senses’ or meanings. This at times reaches a 
point where a given line becomes difficult to 
explain or interpret in terms relevant to the 
context in which it appears or to the overall 
context of the culture itself. New approaches 
to poetry need to be adopted in order to 
resolve such possibilities of contradiction or 
discordance. The early commentators on pre-
Islamic poetry in particular find themselves at 
times at a loss when handling such lines. Their 
interpretations of single words as well as whole 
lines sometimes sound artificially constructed 
and often diminish the scope of richness of the 
poetic material.

In addition to oral composition and oral 
transmission, it is likely that many of the 
‘deviations’ we encounter in pre-Islamic and 
early Islamic verse are due to dialectal variations. 
This, however, should not be overemphasized. 
The corpus of Arabic poetry as we have inherited 
it does not, perhaps surprisingly, reveal the 
existence of a widespread dialectal material or 
the existence of fully fledged dialects in general 
in this age, although evidence of dialectal usages 
exists outside poetry (¤ pre-Islamic Arabic). It 
is feasible that the Arabs used for poetry in the 
past, just as they do today, a unifying literary 
language that did not partake much of the 
spoken dialects of the area (¤ poetic koine). 
The language of the Qur±ànic text shares this 
property with the language of poetry. There are 
claims that this unifying language represented 

the ‘dialect’ – if it can be legitimately called that –
of the tribe of Qurayš.

2. D e v i a t i o n s  f r o m  t h e 
g r a m m a t i c a l  n o r m s

In a line of poetry attributed to the famous 
pre-Islamic poet Imru± al-Qays, a verb in the 
imperfect tense that is expected to be vocalized 
with u (∂amma) at the end, as it is in the 
nominative case, is not; instead of al-yawma 
±ašrabu ‘today, I drink’, the line has al-yawma 
±ašrab, ending with a sukùn, a vocalization 
normally found only on the endings of verbs 
in the jussive case (jazm). If the line is taken 
on its own, as a complete and independent 
statement, the verb can be read al-yawma išrab, 
in the command form, which will render it fully 
‘grammatical’. In context, however, it is clear 
that the speaking voice, I, is the agent of the 
verb, thus, it is to be in the nominative case: 
±ašrabu, as it has been recorded by narrators.

On what basis the poet found it legitimate 
to turn ±ašrabu into ±ašrab, we do not know. 
It could be the sense of metrical harmony, i.e. 
rhythm, which imposed the reading ±ašrab, 
grammaticalness being sacrificed for the sake 
of metrical harmony. It is worth noting that 
this happened a long time before al-Xalil ibn 
±A™mad (d. 170/786 or 175/791) established 
the science of meter (≠arù∂) and in the absence, 
as far as we now know, of any theoretical 
awareness of demands of rhythm or prosodic 
‘correctness’.

This instance of what we now call ‘ungram-
maticalness’ is rather rare in Arabic poetry 
throughout its history, with the exception of the 
pre-Islamic age. Verbs are much less exposed 
to the whims, conscious or unconscious, of 
the poetic Muse. Nouns are normally the 
field within which much deviation from the 
norms of implicit grammar occurs. This is 
true particularly of some proper names. No 
poet will use the noun, as a nonproper name, 
in a truncated form; this is because, naturally, 
a noun is the sign that helps the recipient to 
identify the signified, object or entity, of which 
it is a sign. Thus, for instance, fara would not 
be used in a poem about a battlefield, because 
no one would understand that what is meant 
is faras ‘a horse’. However, as proper nouns 
tend to be less context-dependent and are not 
usually generative of larger units of meaning, 
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and because they stand out as injected or 
inserted elements in a text, they can be more 
easily truncated. Fà†imah is thus used as Fà†im 
or Fà†ima or Fà†imu, but only in a context 
where it is clear that a woman is the center of 
interest and that the word cannot be referring 
to a woman who has weaned a baby off her 
breast: fa†ama-fa†amat-fà†imah.

3. T h e  l e x i c o n  o f  p o e t r y

As we look at the sets of vocabulary prominent 
in Arabic poetry, we realize with ease that 
the phonetic composition of individual 
words evolved greatly from the first recorded 
samples to the present day. The pre-Islamic 
era undoubtedly has many more (in fact, a 
large body) of what to the modern ear at least 
may sound unmellifluous, lacking in lucidity, 
fluency, and faßà™a. And poetry appears at 
that point in history – perhaps surprisingly – to 
accommodate, without any difficulty, various 
strands of words, from items designating 
everyday life in its very practical aspects, to 
others relating to sexuality, the body, and 
bodily functions, to others still which belong 
to the semantic space of morality, spirituality, 
mythology, and divinity. (On this specific level, 
Modernist poetry appears by comparison to be 
much less adventurous or accommodating). But 
within that pre-Islamic space, the vocabulary 
differs significantly from one area to another, 
one social setting or group or even class to 
another, and from the desert (e.g. the Najd) to 
urban centers (Mecca and Medina, al-£ìra) and 
naturally fertile regions (such as al-Yaman). 
The most obvious contrast can be seen in the 
Mu≠allaqàt, for instance, or the poetry of al-
±A≠šà (d. after 629 C.E.) or ≠Adiyy ibn Zayd al-
≠Ibàdì (2nd half 6th century C.E.), in particular, 
on the one hand, and, on the other, the poetry 
of the satanic, particularly Ta±abba†a Šarran.

Traces of the ‘heavy’ qualities of pre-Islamic 
vocabulary survive well into Islam, especially 
in the poetry of figures like ˛ù r-Rumma and 
al-Farazdaq and the composers of ¤ rajaz. 
But an emerging religious vocabulary, much 
more chiseled phonetically, begins to make its 
appearance. In addition, there soon develops 
to a remarkable degree the vocabulary of the 
semantic space of love, ÿazal, and the body 
of the female, in ≠u≈rì and sensual poetry. 
Together with the new arts, singing and music, 

this has all caused something of a semantic 
explosion and a transformation of the phonetic 
and morphological structures of the vocabulary 
of poetic language. This is exemplified at its 
finest in the poetry of ≠Umar ibn ±Abì Rabì≠a, 
Majnùn Layla, Jamìl ibn Mu≠ammar, and al-
±Ahwas, the first of whom, in particular, sounds 
as contemporary and refined today as he did in 
the 1st century A.H. The culmination of this 
process was reached in the poetry of the most 
refined, elegant, distilled, and musically crafted 
languages of poetry up to the end of the 2nd 
century A.H., that of the Caliph (no less!) al-
Walìd ibn Yazìd (d. 126/744), the real founder 
of the poetics of wine, love, song, and sexuality 
in Arabic. We no longer find Imru± al-Qays’s 
mustašziratun and muta≠aμkili, for instance, 
in al-Walìd’s vocabulary, nor do we find al-
Farazdaq’s cumbersome syntax and labored 
diction. And this evolving space, with the more 
chiseled and refined vocabulary instituted in 
it, was to become the most solid foundation 
for the language of poetry in Arab history 
as it was further enhanced by poets like al-
Bu™turì (d. 284/897), ±Abù Tammàm (d. 231/
845), al-Mutanabbì (d. 354/965), and many 
others. It still is today, having been enriched 
throughout the centuries by the languages of 
logic, philosophy, ≠ilm al-kalàm, science, the 
sciences of language, schools of fiqh, Sufism, 
nature, military conquests, newly adopted 
traditions of fashion, dress, cooking, dance, 
singing, musical composition, administration, 
military organization, political, social and 
religious conflicts, and much else in city life and 
in new geographies, etc. etc. And throughout, it 
has also been enriched by the language of the 
Qur±àn, in more aspects than one.

This process of evolution, refinement, and 
selective usage of individual words was possibly 
responsible for the emergence of a critical 
tendency to attribute qualities of beauty and 
faßà™a to individual words and assign virtue to 
the ¤ lafÚ ‘words’ (whatever this might mean) 
in poetic composition at the expense of the 
¤ ma≠nà ‘meaning’. A whole body of critical 
work was then devoted to the study of faßà™a 
in vocabulary and to the dichotomy of ma≠nà 
and mabnà ‘structure, composition’ (or, in fact, 
lafÚ). Al-Jà™iΩ (d. 255/869) has been wrongly 
said to have initiated the doctrine of favoring 
lafÚ. Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) judged poetry 
in complicated terms based on the quality of its 
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ma≠nà and lafÚ and the proportional degree of 
excellence of each of these two items in relation 
to the other in the same poem or lines of poetry. 
The dichotomy became very important for the 
exploration of the issue of the ¤ ±i≠jàz al-
Qur±àn ‘inimitability of the Qur±àn; miraculous 
nature of the Qur±àn’, about which scholars 
were greatly divided. The most significant 
voice against the view that individual words 
in themselves may be (or may not be) beautiful 
or more suitable for use in poetry – or in fine 
writing outside poetry – was that of ≠Abd al-
Qàhir al-Jurjànì (d. 471/1078), who rejected 
this view altogether and argued that any word 
whatsoever can be beautiful if used in a context 
in which it functions in harmony with the 
other constituent elements of that context. His 
revolutionary views precede ideas expressed in 
modern critical theory, both in the Arab world 
and outside it – in Western cultures – by ten 
whole centuries.

History was on al-Jurjànì’s side, as the actual 
poetic tradition in the centuries that followed 
showed a huge expansion in the semantic and 
social space from which the vocabulary of 
poetry derived. Ironically, this is true especially 
of the period of history most critics wrongly 
label ≠ußùr al-in™i†à† ‘ages of decadence’. In 
these centuries, the language of poetry changes 
and expands and is enriched by daily life in its 
ordinary aspects, by tools, experiences, events, 
activities such as cooking, sport, gambling, 
sex, wandering, and all sorts of experiences 
from social deprivation to rebellion against 
poverty and exploitation by governments, 
states, or officials or simply by tricksters and 
conmen. Needless to say, the language of the 
more established realms of poetic inspiration 
continued to flourish side by side with these 
inventive new features of poetic language.

It should be noted, however, that while poets, 
the creative agents in the poetic space, were 
transforming poetry and the Arabic language 
as a whole in their own times as from the 2nd 
century A.H. and throughout the Abbasid age, 
scholars of the 3rd and 4th centuries A.H. 
recorded and studied the vocabulary of the 
earlier periods, especially the pre-Islamic one, 
with real zeal but paid much less attention 
to the language of their own times. Thus, a 
historical perspective on the language of poetry 
has never developed in Arabic studies, despite a 
couple of philologically oriented works on the 

emergence of a new set of vocabulary inspired 
mostly by religion. And when scholars did 
study the vocabulary, they studied it mostly in 
terms of ÿarìb and wa™šì lit. ‘strange and wild’, 
but meaning in reality ‘unfamiliar to them’, 
‘difficult to assimilate semantically (or, at times, 
morphologically), with immediacy and without 
hard labor’. The only area in which scholars 
made valuable contribution was the literal and 
nonliteral/figurative (majàzì) uses of language 
(¤ majàz). This branch of knowledge developed 
to an impressive degree right up to the 8th 
century A.H., and it did so within a reasonably 
clear sense of history, as it involved the debates 
and disputes over the ancient and the modern 
(al-qadìm wa-l-mu™daμ; al-qudamà± wa-l-
mu™daμìn). This aspect of their work deserves 
attention in a more specialized study than the 
present entry.

4. T h e  m y s t i c a l  d i m e n s i o n  o f 
p o e t r y 

In the Judaeo-Christian tradition, in the 
beginning was The Word. Language is at the 
initiation and commencement of existence. In 
the Arabic tradition, we have no such initial 
status for language, but a mystical dimension 
of the Word as a pure sign, a signifier without 
an easily determinable signified or even sig-
nificance, makes an early appearance in pre-
Islamic poetry. Perhaps if more of the rhyming 
chants of the kuhhàn ‘soothsayers; priests’ 
before Islam had been preserved (¤ saj≠), we 
would have been able to explore this dimension 
of language in a more informed manner. Yet, 
even in the absence of such a corpus, there are 
linguistic features in poetry that radiate this 
indeterminable dimension, this mystical halo 
that surrounds language. Despite traditional 
interpretations which tried to give logical, 
rational explanations to the three or four 
phenomena to be mentioned here, one may 
without hesitation think of these phenomena 
as pure signifiers connected with a deeply 
rooted ritualistic, mystical dimension of the 
Word. Some pre-Islamic poems begin with the 
sound ±alà, which has no contextually definable 
function except on the rhythmic level: it is part 
of the metrical composition of the line of poetry 
in which it occurs. The phrases ±alà, lahi (part 
of tallàhi), perhaps meaning ‘by God’, là ±abà 
laka lit. ‘you have no father’, la≠amrì ‘upon 
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my life!’, la≠amruka ‘upon your life!’, yà ßà™i 
‘o, companion!’, xalìlayya ‘my two friends!’, 
yà ßà™ibayya ‘o, my two companions!’ belong 
in this category of indeterminability. The ¤ 
Qur±àn, while negating all connections with 
Arabic poetry, uses the same way of opening 
many of its suras, for instance, ±ALM, in sura 
29; the only difference is that these were uttered 
as single phonemes rather than as a morpheme. 
And they are not, as far as is known now, 
part of a metrical unit that determines the 
rhythmic structure of the following sentence. 
But further research is needed to test this 
inherited wisdom.

It was not long before the Sufis explored 
the mystical dimension of language and 
focused on individual letters in their visual 
as well as phonetic features. Ibn ≠Arabì (d. 
638/1240) initiated a whole philosophy of 
mystical contemplation of language from this 
perspective. But before him, al-£allàj (d. 309/
922), as-Suhrawardì (d. 587/1191), an-Niffarì 
(d. 354/965?), and others had made significant 
contributions to this perception of language. 
Much originated in the Qur±ànic statement (Q. 
2/31) that God taught Adam al-±asmà±a kullahà 
‘all the names’ (¤ wa∂≠ al-luÿa); thus, words 
possessed this existentially mystical, powerful 
function of being the key to knowledge as 
±asmà± ‘names, signs’, not, significantly, as ±af ≠àl 
‘actions, deeds’.

The emergence of a distinct Arab art, called 
in some quarters, rather strangely, Islamic, in 
which the word constituted the art object in 
itself and was used as a Qur±ànic element 
and as a poetic element, contributed greatly 
to this mystical treatment of language. It also 
generated the interest in the purely visual aspect 
of words in poetry. Although the classical 
tradition itself did not develop this greatly, a 
whole art (that has also developed in Western 
poetry recently and has been called ‘concrete 
poetry’) grew and became hugely popular. The 
very zenith of this is the work of al-Jilyànì al-
±Andalusì in the 6th century A.H., especially in 
his Dìwàn at-tadbìj.

The Modernists turned this into a major 
aspect of their fresh handling of language, in 
poetry and art. Arabic as a medium of the 
plastic arts became the plastic art itself. The 
letter or letters of the alphabet are the medium 
and the artistic object at one and the same time. 
Some artists used this out of a Sufi vision, others 

purely as an esthetically motivated exploration 
of visually appealing forms. Diya al-≠Azzawi 
(b. 1939) is one such artist, and others are 
Kamal Bullata (b. 1942) and Shadia Alem 
(b. 1960).

In poetry, the alphabet constitutes a central 
theme in the poetry of Adonis (b. 1930) at 
various points in his development into a great 
poet. Of the younger generation, Adeeb Kamal 
al-Din has distinguished himself mostly as a 
poet of al-™arf ‘the letter’. His latest book 
is called Šajarat al-™urùf ‘The tree of letters’ 
(2007). Just as in art, the letters, the word, 
are at times used by some poets as a sign with 
a mystical significance and at times purely as 
form. In the very formation of the letter, the 
word, the phrase, then in their distribution 
on the page, totally without reference to any 
immediate semantic function, Modernist poetry 
asserted the multiple and vital role of language 
in the formation of the poetic text.

This, however, is countered by an extremely 
interesting treatment of the language of poetry 
in the work of a number of poets who explore 
what might well be called ‘the function of 
absence’ in the poetic text. This in reality is 
an aspect of the interplay between language 
and the absence of language, and it has so 
far manifested itself in two different forms. In 
one form, a poetic text using language in one 
part suddenly shifts to blank spaces (devoid 
of words); in the other form, the body of 
words with their material shapes and sounds is 
countered by passages using dots over a large 
space exploring the expressive power of silence 
in an environment, or within a structure, of 
sound and noise.

Finally, a more complex feature of language 
in poetry has won a great degree of popularity: 
the mixing of levels of language (including 
mixing dialects with fuß™à, popular song with 
formal Arabic), mixing of languages (Arabic, 
English, French), mixing of genres in what 
is called ‘open texts’, and of language as a 
semantically oriented body of signs with the 
language of pure sound or pure form: music 
and painting.

5. P o e t r y  a n d  m o d e r n i t y

It is reported that Xalaf al-±A™mar (d. ca. 
180/796), the master narrator of Arabic poetry 
in the Abbasid age, heard a poem by Baššàr ibn 
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Burd (d. 167/784), the early Abbasid poet, in 
which the following line occurs:

bakkirà ßà™ibayya qabla l-hajìr ±inna ≈àka n-najà™a
fì t-tabkìr
‘Start early, my two companions, before the heat 
of the noon: indeed that success is in the early 
start’

Xalaf apparently said to the poet: If only you 
had said bakkirà fa-n-najà™u fì t-tabkìr ‘Start 
early, for success is in the early start’, to which 
Baššàr responded that he composed the line in 
the manner of the ±A≠ràb and the Bedouin, as 
this is the way they speak; adding that if he had 
said bakkirà fa-n-najà™u . . ., it would have been 
“the way of the muwalladìn, the moderns, and 
not in keeping with the ma≠nà of the poem”.

We are not very likely ever to know for 
sure what it is that Baššàr identified – or 
felt – to be the qualities that give the second 
alternative reading the character of ancientness 
and convention and what it is that gives his 
rendering the stamp of modernity. We can 
venture and conjecture and guess. It is perhaps 
the repetition of the verb bakkirà and the 
more tightly logical cause/effect relationship 
established between tabkìr and najà™. But it 
may be the way the alternative choice breaks 
the link between the first and the second ša†r 
by starting the second with ±inna, as though a 
new sentence – semantic unit – is initiated, or 
the insertion of ≈àka, which is a demonstrative 
pronoun, to refer to an-najà™ when an-najà™ 
has not been previously mentioned. Or it may 
be other things.

The significance does not lie here. It lies in 
an implicit aspect of enormous importance: 
here is a poet who is marking a whole history 
of a culture and establishing lines of rupture 
and qualitative divisions in it merely on the 
basis of the way language is used in a single 
line of poetry. A stunning achievement. It 
took European culture ten centuries after that 
moment in history to assign to language this 
ontologically staggering role. And it has not yet 
even gotten to the point reached by Baššàr.

6. T h e  p o e t i c  r e v o l u t i o n  o f 
t h e  U m a y y a d  p e r i o d

A poetic revolution began early in the Umayyad 
period with the art of the Caliph al-Walìd 
ibn Yazìd. Al-Walìd urbanized the language 

of poetry fully, not only on the level of 
vocabulary, which derived almost exclusively 
from an urban, affluent setting, but also on 
the level of sensibility, rhythm, and imagery. 
His work was echoed by another Qurašì and 
Umayyad poet, ±Abù l-Hindì, the poet of love, 
homosexuality, wine, and enchanting rhythm 
and imagery, from whom ±Abù Nuwàs (d. 199/
813) was to derive a great deal of his art. But in 
both cases, language generally remained rather 
tame in its exploration of connections and 
relationships between aspects of experience, 
the world, and art. The message remained of 
supreme dominance.

It was with the burgeoning of al-badì≠, with 
poets like Baššàr ibn Burd, Muslim ibn al-Walìd, 
±Abù Tammàm, and others, that a genuine 
poetic revolution took shape. Al-badì≠ was not 
simply the beautiful, the invented, etc. but a 
genuine shift in paradigm in Arabic culture as a 
whole, a shift from the message to the code: the 
code suddenly began to be the focus of attention 
in poetry as well as in prose and fashion, food, 
architecture, music, and many other aspects 
of human existence. And language as such 
became the center of gravity, at times taking 
priority over experience or thought processes. 
Within this shift, the most important aspect 
of the evolution and transformation had less 
to do with grammar and syntax than with 
assigning language a totally new role: the role 
of embodying a new urban, cultured, refined 
sensibility. And it was ±Abù Tammàm who 
embodied this shift throughout his poetry but 
especially in images and lines like this:

raqìqu ™awàši l-™ilmi law ±anna ™ilmahu // bi-
kaffayka mà rayta fì ±annahu burdu

‘Thin and soft are the trails of his forbearance; 
if you hold his forbearance // in your palms, you 
will not doubt that it is woven of silk’

and this:

ma†arun ya≈ùbu ß-ßa™wu minhu wa-ba≠dahu // 
ßa™wun yakàdu mina n-na∂àrati yum†iru

‘Rain from which clarity dissolves, followed by // 
clarity that is so fresh it almost rains’

The Arabs used to describe ™ilm ‘forbearance’ 
in terms of heaviness, solidity, bulkiness, 
immobility, and ±Abù Tammàm knew that 
well; after all, he is the poet who compiled 
al-£amàsa, one of the finest anthologies of 
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Arabic poetry ever compiled. But he advanced 
a new perception of ™ilm; ™ilm to him clearly 
embodied not heaviness and solidity but 
tenderness, silkiness of manner, as an urban, 
cultured, complex environment demanded its 
role to be. Thus, his mamdù™ is raqìqu ™awàšì 
l-™ilm; not only is ™ilm a concrete, material 
matter, not only does ™ilm have ™awàšì, but it 
is also thin and soft, so soft that if you hold it 
in your fingers you would be certain it is woven 
of silk. The whole culture has changed, and this 
change was embodied by a brilliant poet in just 
one metaphor.

In the second line, this new sensibility is 
evident in the abolition of the binary opposition 
ma†ar/ßa™w ‘rain/absence of rain’; no longer is 
the relation between these two felt or seen 
or conceived as an opposition. Much in pre-
Islamic culture was deeply rooted in a sense 
of the oppositional nature of human existence 
and experience, and there was much in Islam 
to reinforce and deepen this type of sensibility; 
but to ±Abù Tammàm, binaries are now 
inherently connected; they are inwardly linked 
by an existential bond. Beauty, clarity, aesthetic 
values do not arise out of one phenomenon 
negating its opposite, but from the very innate 
procreational relationship that interlaces the 
two to each other. Each generates the other and 
is in turn generated by it, in a cyclical motion 
that represents a dialectical process rather than 
a process of one-way negation or affirmation.

Language now was embodying culture in a 
new, transformed shape, in the process of its 
evolution.

7. T h e  p h o n e t i c  s t r u c t u r e  o f 
v o c a b u l a r y  i n  A r a b i c

Arabic poetry, perhaps more than any other 
force in the culture, has preserved the lucidity 
and purity of the language, first on the level of 
the structure of vocabulary, second on the level 
of its syntax and grammar.

The first is due to a large extent to an extremely 
important feature of the structure of vocabulary 
and the rhythmic structure in poetry (¤ meter). 
Exhaustive statistical analysis has revealed that 
the structure of the basic feet that al-Xalìl 
identified as forming the basis for rhythmic 
formations in Arabic poetry is also that which 
forms the basis for the structure of vocabulary 
in the language, and that the rules which apply 

to the former also apply to the latter, with only 
minor exceptions and modifications. What this 
rather vague formulation means is that the basic 
feet fà≠ilun, fa≠ùlun, mustaf≠ilun, mafà≠ìlun, 
fà≠ilàtun, mutafà≠ilun, mufà≠alatun comprise all 
the possible sequences of muta™arrik/sàkin (or 
syllabic elements) which occur in Arabic poetry 
and in the morphology of vocabulary in the 
Arabic language itself. Significantly, the eighth 
foot in ≠arù∂, maf ≠ùlàtu, is superfluous in this 
respect and has no independent presence in this 
form in any word in Arabic. It is striking that 
some prosodists after al-Xalìl did not include 
it as one of the taf≠ìlàt, and in the system 
proposed here for the rhythmic structure of 
Arabic, it has no existence.

The seven feet can be organized into three 
groups:

i. The fà≠ilun group: fà≠ilun, mustaf≠ilun, 
fà≠ilàtun

ii. The fa≠ùlun group: fa≠ùlun, mafà≠ìlun
iii. The mutafa group: mutafà≠ilun, mufà-

≠alatun

Al-Xalìl, for important reasons, among which 
was the desire to keep his system a binary 
one, considered the mutafa group to be a 
combination of muta + fa (- -) and (- o).

Every individual Arabic word is structured 
on the model of one of these feet with one 
single modification: just as in poetry some of 
these feet can end with an additional (– o) 
or (fa) as it is called here, some words in 
Arabic can be structured or are structured in 
some cases in a manner that corresponds to 
one taf ≠ìla with an additional (fa). Thus, in 
poetry mustaf≠ilun can be: mustaf ≠ilun + fa 
= mustaf≠ilatun, and mutafà≠ilun can become 
mutafà≠ilatun. If fà≠ilun is extended, it becomes 
fà≠ilatun, which is nothing new. If fa≠ùlun is 
extended, it becomes mafà≠ìlun, which again is 
nothing new. The mutafa group can be extended 
only into mutaffa = fà≠ilàtun or (- - - - o).

Al-Xalìl brilliantly discovered also that Arabic 
poetry rarely accepts the mutaffa sequence and 
never goes beyond it to form, for instance, 
mutaffa = (- - - - - o). Similarly, the mustaf ≠ilun 
group, while accepting an extension at the end 
of a (–o), cannot easily accept an extension at 
the beginning that will turn it into (-o-o-o- - o).

Quite naturally, but amazingly too, when 
the Rubà≠ì metrical form came into being in the 
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later part of the Abbasid age, the prosodists 
could not describe it properly as it really is 
and resorted to peculiar metrical structures 
to describe it. The reason is precisely that the 
Rubà≠ì begins with the unit (-o-o-o- -o) which, 
as mentioned above, Arabic poetry could not 
accommodate, up to al-Xalìl’s time at least.

An examination of morphology and the 
numerous forms that ≠ilm aß-ßarf designates 
as the forms of words in Arabic reveals this 
amazing fact: the countless forms of ¤ ßarf 
are all comprehensively contained in the 
abstracted phonetic/morphological composition 
of the feet described above. For instance, 
istaqbala, istaqalla, intaÚama, ta≠abbada, 
tašàÿala, ta≠arrà, marasa, ixdawdara have the 
following abstracted phonetic structures, which 
correspond with the taf ≠ìlàt:

-o-o- -o mustaf≠ilun
-o- -o-o fà≠ilàtun
- o- - -o mufta≠ilun
- - o - - o fa≠ùlun
- - o - -o
- - o - o
- o - - o fà≠ilun
- o -o - - o mustaf≠ilun

These are, in fact, the mufta≠ilun, mafà≠ìlun, 
fa≠ùlun, fà≠ilun, mustaf ≠ilun. Despite the fact 
that some of them are different as actual, derived 
±awzàn of ßarf, they are identical on the abstract 
phonetic level as units of sound, i.e. as metrical 
units. The entire body of the Arabic language 
is covered by the few units that we abstract as 
taf≠ìlàt aš-ši≠r. This amazing quality of Arabic 
vocabulary is an instinctive key that allows us 
often enough to say reasonably quickly that a 
certain word is or is not Arabic. Dìmùqrà†iyya 
cannot be Arabic, not because of anything to 
do with democracy as a concept and practice, 
but because the word itself does not fall within 
the scope of structuring the taf ≠ìlàt of Arabic 
poetry. Dìmùqrà†iyya is this: (- o - oo- o- o 
- o), and Arabic does not accept any sequence 
that has five sabab xafìf or fa without a break, 
especially if two sàkins occur in it next to each 
other. The maximum is four, as in mafulatun. 
Šarikatun, on the other hand, is an Arabic word 
because it has no more than four muta™arriks 
in a sequence (- - - - o), and this is the maximum 
that is embodied in the rare taf≠ìla, fà≠ilàtun.

Arabic poetry thus preserved the purity of 
structure and vocabulary of the language, the 
musicality, the rhythmic richness, and the 
lucidity, while prose, especially in the modern 
period, in the form of both journalistic and 
colloquial Arabic, corrupted these qualities of 
the language. The reason is that Arabic poetry 
throughout its history has had a remarkable 
sensitivity to the structure of individual words 
and has never – with very, very few exceptions – 
allowed imported words to be prominent. Even 
at the height of the ages of science, philosophy, 
religious debate, etc. in the Abbasid period and 
in the 20th century, poetry avoided and indeed 
resisted the use of such words (notwithstanding 
the fact that in very few intentionally composed 
lines, strange Persian words and phrases were 
used in poetry in the Abbasid period; none of 
them has, however, slipped into the main body 
of the language or poetry). Prose and spoken 
Arabic accepted them more readily and as a 
result have done much to blemish the eloquence 
inherent in the language.

8. ‘ U n g r a m m a t i c a l n e s s ’  i n 
p o e t r y

Under the heading of ∂arùrat aš-ši≠r, much 
was listed which can be examined from a 
different perspective, that of function within 
the overall structure of a poem, or at least a 
localized context. One of the best examples 
that may be referred to here does not involve 
a purely linguistic feature, but one related to 
thought processes. In a brilliant study of the 
¤ isti≠àra ÿayr al-mufìda lit. ‘metaphor that is 
not beneficial’, ≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì looked 
at the use of the word mašàfiruh to describe a 
human being, when it is in actual dictionary 
usage a description of the lips of a camel. This 
is a proper form of ‘ungrammaticalness’, but 
on the semantic level. He, however, rejected 
the view that it is ‘unuseful’ or devoid of 
significance, arguing that the poem was giving 
a negative image of a black man who was thick 
lipped. The poet used ÿalìÚun mašàfiruh in 
order to connect the image of the man with that 
of a camel, thus presenting him as aesthetically 
more unpleasing than if he had said ‘thick of 
lips’.

Two other instances of ungrammaticalness to 
be considered are the ±iqwà± in rhyming in two 
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examples, one pre-Islamic and one Abbasid, 
and the use of a singular verb to qualify a dual 
subject.

The first case occurs in a poem by ≠Urwa 
ibn al-Ward, the leading poet of the ßa≠àlìk of 
pre-Islamic Arabia. The rhyme in the poem is 
based on the phoneme /r/ in the genitive case: 
mu≠ßiri, muxtiri, mutanaÚÚari, etc. Suddenly, 
the poem shifts to mušahharu. ±Iqwà± thus 
is rhythmic ungrammaticalness, or phonetic 
ungrammaticalness; it is the violation of a rule 
on the phonetic level. It is the opposite of a 
∂arùra ši≠riyya that is dictated by requirements 
of meter or rhyme, wherein a rule of grammar 
is violated in order to preserve the validity of 
meter or rhyme.

Superficially, this is a case of poetic license 
or ∂arùra ši≠riyya dictated by the rules of 
grammar at the expense of the requirements of 
phonetics (rhyme). Yet, ≠Urwa’s violation could 
be regarded as aesthetically thrilling. The poem 
is by a leading ßu≠lùk, a rejectionist, a violator 
of rules of the tribe and its values. In that 
violation of the tribal, communal requirements 
of the singularity of phonetic features of the 
rhyme of a poem, he embodies, within the 
linguistic structure and in his treatment of it, 
the very rejectionist attitude he practices on 
the level of actual behavior vis-à-vis the tribal, 
communal social order.

The second case occurs in the poetry of ±Abù 
l-Hindì; once more it involves ±iqwà±, violating 
a rule of phonetic grammar, and once more 
may be considered aesthetically thrilling. The 
poem depicts the experience of wine drinking, 
the pleasure of drinking in the morning and 
continuing throughout the day. Rhymewise, it 
is based on the phoneme /b/ in the genitive case 
(with a kasra). In the last line, an image of the 
wine is given that depicts its color as red, then 
closes with an image of a chameleon jumping 
around unable to bear the burning heat of the 
noon sun. An animal turning around unsettled, 
tossing itself over, restless, shuffling, etc. The 
word used is a verb meaning turning over, 
yataqallabu. At that point the phonetic feature 
dominating the rhyming of the poem is literally 
turned over: from bi to bu, and from nouns to 
a verb in the imperfect.

The third case comes from ±Abù Tammàm.

™attà ÿadat wahdàtuhà wa-najàduhà // fi±atayni fì 
xal≠i r-rabì≠i tubaxtiru 

‘Until its low lands and high lands became // two 
groups which in the garments of spring saunter’

This is a straightforward instance of ∂arùra 
ši≠riyya: a grammatical rule is violated to meet 
the demands of rhyme. Aesthetically, however, 
it is a supreme act of creativity. The entire poem 
is about the abolition of oppositions: seeing 
nature as a unified body in which winter and 
spring are not oppositional but interactive. The 
poet thus draws the entities gradually closer 
in each line of the poem until he gets to this 
point where he relates the two groups which 
perform the same act of sauntering. By not 
selecting the dual form, he has in fact reached 
the ultimate point of possibility in unifying the 
binary systems. They saunter as one body in 
unified colors wherein, in the following line, 
he drops any conjunction, saying, mußfarratan 
mu™marratan, rather than mußfarratan wa-
mu™marratan, then saying fa-ka-±annahà. 

9. S y n t a c t i c  v i o l a t i o n s  i n 
p o e t r y

Although cases of genuine ungrammaticalness 
in actual poems that form the main body of 
pre-Islamic poetry are generally of a restricted 
and confined nature, there are instances where 
the poetic structure is violated in a substantial 
fashion on the syntactic level. Of these, one of 
the most significant is that of ¢arafa ibn al-
≠Abd, who, in a line of his Mu≠allaqa, splits the 
adjective from the noun it qualifies by a verb:

wa-karrì ±i≈à nàdà l-mu∂àfu mu™annaban // ka-
sìdi l-ÿa∂à nabbahtahu l-mutawarridi

‘And my rushing into attack when a guest calls 
for help // like a wolf out of the thickets you have 
provoked, darkish red’

The ‘natural’ linguistic string and word order 
here will be ka-sìdi l-ÿa∂à al-mutawwaridi 
wa-qad nabbahtahu. The violation, however, 
enhances the power of the verb nabbahtahu and 
the image of the provoked, fearsome lion darting 
out of his bushes. But cases of syntactic violation 
are normally much less acute. They often take 
the form of a certain mode of formulation 
which allows the possibility of relating one 
linguistic element, e.g. a single word, to more 
than one agent that precedes it. This generates 
a certain degree of ambiguity, which is often 
enriching on the semantic level. An example in 
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fact occurs in ¢arafa’s line itself in the word 
mu™annaban. Initially, mu™annaban can be 
a ™àl of both agents, the ‘I’ of the speaking 
voice or the ‘he’ of the mu∂àf; on further 
contemplation, though, the second possibility 
can be dropped. Al-Jurjànì lavishes great praise 
on some such expressions, as they reward the 
mind, after guiding it into different paths, with 
great pleasure when it eventually attains the 
more convincing and coherent meaning. Yet, if 
this process of violation is pushed to extreme 
degrees, the language structure can obstruct the 
process of understanding and at times render 
it impossible. Such cases are viewed negatively 
and are studied in some texts as instances of 
mu≠àzalat at-taràkìb and considered to lack 
faßà™a and the power of bayàn ‘revelation, 
revealing’. Al-Jurjànì, among others, devoted a 
great deal of energy to this issue. So did ≠Abd 
al-≠Azìz (al-Qà∂ì) al-Jurjànì (d. 366/976), and 
al-±âmidì (d. 631/1233), who devoted whole 
sections of his book al-Muwàzana to comparing 
the ways in which al-Bu™turì and ±Abù Tammàm 
behaved in their use of language.

There were times, in the history of poetry, 
when violating the rules of grammar was an 
intentional act of an explicit nature. Most 
famous of such cases was the action taken 
by al-Farazdaq at a time of a burgeoning 
conflict between poets and grammarians, 
whose authority was just beginning to be felt 
and asserted. It is reported that the grammarian 
≠Abdallàh al-£a∂ramì objected to a line of 
poetry by al-Farazdaq. Incensed by the audacity 
of the grammarian to correct him, being the 
great poet and pure Arab who grew up in 
the desert where Arabic came into being, al-
Farazdaq vowed to satirize the grammarian in 
a line “that will remain forever on the tongues 
of grammarians”. And he honored his oath, 
because the line and the story behind it are still 
quoted today.

fa-law ±anna ≠abdallàhi mawlà hajawtuhu // wa-
làkinna ≠abdallàhi mawlà mawàliyà
‘A slave of a slave you are; you are not even 
worthy of being satirized’

The second mawàliya, of course, should have 
been, to be grammatically correct, mawàlin.

Intention or the lack of it, however, does 
not affect the aesthetic and expressive value 
of violations of grammar, syntax, or other 

rules. And it is almost impossible in most cases 
to determine whether a violation is or is not 
intended by the poet. One such ambiguous 
act, but one that is among the most brilliant 
violations of language in the Arabic poetic 
tradition, is the act performed by the great, 
playful poet ±Abù Nuwàs (d. 199/813) in one of 
his finest wine poems, which opens with: 

da≠ ≠anka lawmì fa-±inna l-lawma ±iÿrà±u // wa-
dàwinì bi-llatì kànat hiya d-dà±u
‘Drop your chiding of me, your chiding is 
temptation // and cure me with that which was 
itself the ailment’

The very opening line of this poem, the one just 
quoted, creates an ambiguous situation within 
which a violation of grammar is one possibility. 
The phrase kànat hiya d-dà±u should really 
be kànat hiya d-dà±a, the last word being the 
xabar ‘predicate’ of kàna. But there it is, used 
‘incorrectly’ by a man with enormous knowledge 
of Arabic. Grammarians had to look for some 
‘rational’ explanation that would render the 
sentence grammatically correct. Perhaps what 
they came up with is not convincing. But 
the magical act of violation, which is evident 
already in the first line (violating the moral 
value system and, at the same moment, violating 
the rules of the grammar of the language of that 
moral system) is still to come. ±Abù Nuwàs 
goes on to articulate his scorn for the traditions 
of Bedouin life, wherein the Arabs and their 
culture originated, and his preference for urban, 
affluent life in the city. He thinks of this in 
terms of an opposition between desert, tents, 
camels, sheep – the constituent elements of 
desert life – on the one hand, and on the other 
hand, pearls – the very symbol of affluence and 
civilized existence in which wine is produced, 
served, and enjoyed. Thus, he gives wine a 
proper name, without even hinting that he does 
that. He calls her (it?) Durra ‘Pearl’. He then 
constructs this brilliant line of poetry:

™àšà li-durratin ±an tubnà l-xiyàmu lahà // wa-±an 
tarù™a ≠alayhà l-±iblu wa-š-šà±u
‘God forbid that Durra should have tents built 
for her // or that it/she be passed by camels and 
sheep’

treating the word durra as a proper noun, a 
name of a real, human female. By doing so, 
the name becomes mamnù≠ min aß-ßarf, i.e., 
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grammatically it cannot show an i (kasra) at the 
end in genitive (jarr), when governed by li-, but 
has to show an a (fat™a) instead.

But all of this is conjecture. The poem does 
not tell us any of this. So, how can we justify 
this conjecture? Because, one might argue, if 
durra is treated as a normal word, i.e. not as 
a proper name, the correct reading should be 
™àšà li-durratin ±an tubnà l-xiyàmu lahà, and 
metrically, this is wrong, and a poet like ±Abù 
Nuwàs would not produce a line so metrically 
‘ill’!

The alternative description of the line would 
be to say simply that we have here a violation 
of a grammatical rule, namely that durra did 
not behave correctly and has to be read with 
a fat™a rather than the tanwìn of kasr to 
maintain the metrical correctness of the line, 
and with no justification of this except to say 
that it is a ∂arùra ši≠riyya ‘poetic necessity’. That 
would be sheer laziness and displays a lack of 
desire to explore subtleties of poetic language 
that lie beyond the visible and immediately 
perceptible.

10. P o e t i c  i m a g e r y

The most exciting aspect of language in Arabic 
poetry is perhaps the language of poetic 
imagery in all its forms and types. Aristotle 
considered the ability to use metaphor well a 
sign of genius; accepting his criterion will place 
a huge number of poets throughout the history 
of Arabic poetry, from those who composed 
only a few lines to those who composed 
volumes of poetry comprising hundreds of 
pages, into the category of genius without 
any need for much debate. A certain bias, 
or in fact a misconception, in much Western 
critical theory holds the view that simile is the 
simpler form of constructing images, which 
relates to a primitive, undeveloped stage of 
human culture and which therefore dominates 
early literatures in the world including Greek 
poetry. According to this view, metaphor, 
the more sophisticated device, distinguishes 
later, complex stages of human culture and is 
therefore less common in early literatures of 
the world. Nothing can invalidate such bias, or 
correct such a misconception, more effectively 
than to look closely at simile and metaphor in 
pre-Islamic poetry and throughout the centuries 
of poetic activity in the Arab world. As early 

as Imru± al-Qays, we find stunningly complex 
metaphors rising here and there in texts of 
genuine intellectual complexity; moreover, the 
predominance of simile itself is questionable. 
Though frequent in a number of the Mu≠allaqat, 
in many other poems simile is by no means 
the dominant form of creating imagery. Meta-
phor plays as vital a role as simile in shaping 
the vision and creative process of much early 
poetry. The Qur±àn, being a text deeply 
rooted within this cultural climate, abounds 
in metaphors of real complexity just as does 
poetry in the age of the Umayyads. By the 2nd 
century A.H., the use of complex metaphors 
and wildly inventive images was becoming a 
feature of a new sensibility. Al-badì≠ was a 
product of this intellectually and imaginatively, 
i.e. linguistically, complex climate of thought 
and imaginative conceptualization (¤ isti≠àra; 
¤ majàz).

It took a couple of centuries of contemplating 
poetry and designating certain of its features 
with specific terms before an inspired critic 
was able to formulate a theoretical framework 
for the identification and analysis of al-Badì≠ 
as a comprehensive structure of poetic and 
linguistic devices. Ibn al-Mu≠tazz (d. 295/908) 
identified al-badì≠ as consisting of five elements; 
the overall landscape of al-badì≠ that these 
elements create is one in which the emphasis in 
poetic language shifts from the message to the 
code, to the linguistic, phonetic, and semantic 
relationships between signs within a line or 
a text. None of the elements, Ibn al-Mu≠tazz 
correctly argued, was novel; they all existed in 
pre-Islamic poetry, in various sayings, as well 
as in the Qur±àn, the £adìμ, normal speech, 
and poetry before the Abbasid period. One 
exception was what he called al-ma≈hab al-
kalàmì, which he said did not exist in the 
Qur±àn (see Abu Deeb 1994 for an explanation 
of why he made this exception).

11. T h e  A b b a s i d  M o d e r n i s t s

This first revolution within the structure of 
poetic language was not restricted to poetry; it 
became in no time a feature of a whole cultural 
epoch. Language assumed a new status as a 
target in itself, in most of its aspects. And the 
maqàma as a genre embodied this new status 
in a most powerful fashion. So did poetry. This 
continued right up to the modern era. Thus, 
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when Modernists talked about the centrality 
of language in poetry, about the crucial role of 
imagery, from metaphor to symbol, they were 
not breaking virgin territory at all, nor were 
they copying Western literary production. They 
were digging in familiar earth, plowing familiar 
fields but necessarily with a different emphasis 
on function and relation to the overall body 
of language in a poetic text. One thing they 
have definitely done, however, is to extend 
the imaginative space within which various 
phenomena in the world can be conceived 
as being related. And in this they were not 
inventing ex nihilo, nor imitating Western 
poetry: they were repositioning the Arabic 
poetic tradition and subverting the relationship 
between center and margins in it. They placed 
the Sufi imagination at the center and moved 
the accepted, celebrated body of thought to the 
margin. And the Sufis were the very visionaries 
who had invented the language of irrational, 
illogical interlacing and the notion of the 
unified nature of the universe and abolished 
the barriers between man and God, as well as 
between the constituents of the world they had 
created. An-Niffarì became Adonis’s model, 
not only intellectually but even as a structure of 
linguistic formulations. His prose was declared 
to be supreme poetry and has come to play 
a hugely inspirational role in the rise of the 
prose poem and the transformation of the 
language and structure of Arabic poetry. A 
similar role was played by Ibn ≠Arabì, especially 
in his mystical treatment of language and his 
conception of the imagination. Al-£allàj, 
though more as a sacrificial hero than a maker 
of discourse, received no less attention.

The Modernists, however, shifted the emphasis 
from the phonetic aspect of the language of 
poetry to its conceptual, basically semantic, 
aspect. The least frequent element in Modernist 
poetry of the five elements identified by Ibn al-
Mu≠tazz, is jinàs ¤ ‘paronomasia’, and the most 
frequent is the complex, far-fetched metaphor, 
followed by ±i†bàq ‘antithesis’. The intellectual 
element lying at the heart of the process Ibn 
al-Mu≠tazz called al-ma≈hab al-kalàmì forms 
a natural constituent of Modernist poetry and 
has become far more decisive from the 1990s 
onward, especially in the poème en prose. The use
of this phenomenon could be called the poetry 
of fatla ‘twist’, which tends to form the last 

line or two of a poem functioning more like 
a ‘capping’ of the text in a manner similar to 
what Shakespeare is thought to have done in 
many of his sonnets.

12. T h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y 
M o d e r n i s t  m o v e m e n t

While the Abbasid Modernists did their work 
without much theoretical debate or theorizing 
about language in poetry, the Modernists 
of the contemporary era have done a great 
deal of talking about language in poetry and 
language in culture. The slogan propagated 
by many pioneers in this period, tafjìr al-luÿa 
‘exploding language’, has gained great currency 
and has had an immense impact on the younger 
generation of poets. Part of the very ideology 
of the Modernists has been that language is 
the great bearer and carrier of traditions in 
Arab life. Therefore, the most important task 
in challenging and changing these traditions 
has to be the rejection of the language of those 
traditions and the invention of a new language 
for a new age. The nucleus of this notion 
emerged in a famous essay by Jubran Khalil 
Jubran (d. 1913), back in the early part of the 
20th century, lakum luÿatukum wa-lì luÿatì 
‘you have your language, and I have mine’. In 
another essay, Jubran connected the future of 
Arab life, language, and culture to the future of 
the language itself and to the fate of the creative 
impulse in Arab life. With time, language has 
become a central ideological as well as aesthetic 
issue within the actual written poetic text, not 
only within critical discourse. According to Abu 
Deeb (1994), the so-called Arab revolutionary 
movements in the 20th century failed because 
they never had the courage to face and challenge 
two major constituents of life and culture: the 
Arabic language and religion, mainly Islam. 
He also shows that language is a fundamental 
formative element of what he calls the ™adaμì 
(roughly, ‘modernist’) consciousness, becoming 
not solely a medium of expression but an 
active agent in the poetic process itself within 
the individual text. Phrases like “My language 
writes me, my blood reads me” etc. are very 
common, and the idea of culture being a text 
or the body being a text has become very 
popular. The terminology and linguistic idiom 
of writing, reading, textuality, deciphering, 
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codes, signifiers, signs, signifieds, significance, 
etc. are very much part of the jargon and 
surface of poetic texts in the modern age.

Yet, ironically perhaps, the Modernist poetic 
tradition is almost free of ungrammaticalness 
on the level of single grammatical elements. 
Îarùrat aš-ši≠r seems to be something of the 
past, and poetry now is much more pure and 
conforming to grammatical rules than ever 
before. This is true of the main corpus of 
poetry, but it has been a major complaint in 
modern critical discourse that the poetry of 
the younger generations throughout the Arab 
world displays a shocking lack of knowledge of 
Arabic grammar. Many linguistic occurrences in 
today’s poetry are simply considered ‘mistakes’, 
and are not studied even as poetic necessities. 
The other side of this coin is that poetry 
is much more adventurous and violative on 
every other level from prosody, rhyme, and 
metaphorical language to the overall structuring 
of a poetic text. Freedom appears to be a 
complex process and to drive people in very 
different, often contradictory, directions. There 
is almost an inversion of the classical tradition: 
ungrammaticalness on the level of grammar 
vs. ungrammaticalness on the level of imagery 
and semantic coherence. The modern (with 
few exceptions) is much more adventurous 
with semantics and imagery, and less so with 
grammar; the ancients and old Modernists were 
more adventurous with grammar and less so 
with semantics and imagery.

Within the Modernist movement, a great range 
of manners of handling the established patterns 
of Arabic syntax have emerged. In general 
terms, there is a far greater degree of freedom 
from the dictates of syntactic rules, but at the 
same time there is a much more conservative 
spirit that abides by many of the established 
norms. Phenomena such as starting a sentence 
with a ™àl, or tamyìz, or another one of the 
mafà≠ìl, have become common, the qualifying 
verb coming much further along the linguistic 
string. At times, the gap between the surface
structure and the deep structure of a sentence 
is untraditionally wide. And a number of texts 
by Adonis and other poets explore possibilities 
of structuring never attempted before. This is 
especially evident in long texts of prose poetry 
or poetry using classical meters in modified 
forms. In “This is my Name”, for instance, 
in a string of words 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10, 

numbers 3 and 4 can be read as a part of 
1 2 3 4 5 or as a part of 3 4 5 6 7, as can 8 and 
9. This ambiguity is intensified in some texts 
which do away with most punctuation marks 
and allow the text to flow almost as texts do 
in manuscripts of Arabic prose of the classical 
age. It all appears to be, in addition to having 
aesthetic and artistic aims, a manifestation of 
the desire to tear apart the language of the 
tradition and invent a new language for a 
modern sensibility. One interesting aspect of 
this same process seems to be the growing 
tendency to use words that possess strong 
audible or visual properties and distribute them 
on the page in a manner that reveals these 
salient properties, often imbuing the poem 
with a strong onomatopoetic character or a 
touch of the qualities of sculpture or visual 
representation of space. Combined with other 
attributes of poetic language in the modern 
period (such as tone, suggestiveness, the shift 
in many texts from the voice of the first person 
to the second, the language of symbolism and 
the use of words and combination of words 
in a totally fresh, unconventional fashion), 
such tendencies generate the feeling that the 
continuity of the Arabic poetic tradition has 
been disrupted and a rupture has occurred 
that almost completely severs the umbilical 
cord between the past fourteen hundred years 
and the last fifty years. Needless to say, this is 
not true across the board, for the language of 
Arabic poetry in many circles and across vast 
spaces has not dramatically changed from the 
way it has been since the Abbasid age.

13. T h e  c o h e r e n c e  o f  t h e 
i m a g e

One could perhaps formulate the law, or implicit 
rule, in accordance with which the nature of 
poetic imagery has evolved, changed, been 
transformed and revolutionized in terms of a 
gap or distance of tension, as Abu Deeb (1979) 
calls it. The notion of ‘gap’ can be expressed 
in different terms. In a statement relating A to 
B, whether through similarity or contradiction 
or any other relations, a gap between A and 
B exists. In order for the statement to have 
validity, the coherence of the statement must 
be established. From “a night like the waves 
of the sea”, by Imru± al-Qays, to the “black 
snow” by Rimbaud, or “green perfumes like 
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the flesh of young children” by Baudelaire, 
coherence can be established with reference 
to a wide variety of things. There are times, 
however, when coherence eludes us. Future 
generations may or my not be able to establish 
(or discover) it. Alternatively, the statement can 
remain incoherent for an indefinable time or 
even for ever. At times, the incoherence of the 
statement can itself be the functional element 
in the text, incoherence thus being a source of 
coherence on a higher level of existence.

In these terms, it can be said that the 
coherence of the image in ancient Arabic poetry 
was generally evident or possible to establish 
with reference to the immediate linguistic and 
imaginative context that can be one line, two, 
or, in some extended similes, ten or more. The 
historical curve of Arabic poetry shows that as 
from the Abbasid period, the coherence of the 
image cannot be established only with reference 
to the immediate context but needs to be placed 
in a wider context within the text itself or, at 
times, outside it. In modern poetry, the latter 
situation has almost become the norm, rather 
than the exception: a coherent image cannot be 
established except with reference to the widest 
possible context of the text, the entire oeuvre 
of the poet, or even the entire cultural context 
and beyond. Sometimes, even that does not 
help us to see/feel/recognize a coherent image 
or statement.

From the pre-Islamic era to the appearance 
of al-badì≠ as a total structure, the gap between 
the two constituents of the image was generally 
narrow and conceivable or perceptible in 
logical, real, or intellectual terms. Al-badì≠ 
witnessed the first revolution that widened the 
gap and intensified the tension at times to a 
breaking point. Al-±âmidì, who in the 4th 
century A.H. formulated the traditional criteria 
for this aspect of Arabic poetry, especially for 
metaphorical language, screamed in despair at 
some of ±Abù Tammàm’s metaphors and, on 
one occasion at least, accused him of madness. 
≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì glorified images that 
were based on discovering similarity between 
widely dissimilar objects or entities, considering 
the most beautiful metaphors to be those that 
represent šiddat i±tilàf fì šiddat ixtilàf ‘intense 
connectedness in intense difference’. The modern 
age witnessed a return to classical models in the 
early stage, in the work of poets like Ahmad 
Shawqi (1868–1932) and Hafiz Ibrahim (1872–

1932), before the semi-Romantic impulse began
to widen the gap again. The Modernist move-
ment has produced a metaphorical language 
of immense complexity in which the gap, the 
distance of tension, approaches a surrealist and 
at times postsurrealist level. Adonis, ±Unsi al-
Hajj (b. 1937), Muhammad al-Maghut (1934–
2006), Qasim Haddad (b. 1948), Mahmud 
Darwish (1941–2008), Khalil Hawi (1919–
1982), Shawqi Abi Shaqra (b. 1935), Kamal 
Abu-Deeb, Salim Barakat (b. 1951), Walid 
Khazendar (b. 1950), and many others have 
all shown special fondness for this type of 
imaginative construction. The younger 
generation writing today, in its finest examples, 
partakes of this new trend and pushes the 
gap to a point beyond breaking, a point at 
which similarity, links, connections, bonds are 
simply impossible to discern, detect, or even 
perceive or visualize. It is a point wherein 
the absence of signification replaces the older 
model in which signification, of various degrees 
of hiddenness and clarity, was still attainable at 
one point or another of the process of reception. 
However, within the corpus produced by the 
younger generation, something of a return to 
simpler, almost classical narrowness of the gap 
between the constituents of the image is also 
observable.

Finally, it is worth noting that within this 
Modernist corpus, two distinct directions have 
been taken in relation to the nature of poetic 
language and its relation to the language of 
daily life. One current of thought aspires to 
approximate the language of poetry, from its 
vocabulary to its syntax and rhythm, to the 
language used in daily life or to language 
written for general purposes in the Arab world; 
another has sought to purify language and distil 
it to a point beyond the mendacity of current 
usage, familiarity, and prosaic qualities. Each 
represents not only an artistic and aesthetic 
choice but fundamentally a political and 
ideological one as well. The conflict between 
these two powerful trends continues today, 
with the balance so far tilting in favor of the 
second of them. But the first has been gradually 
gaining ground especially in the poetry of the 
very young generation and particularly in prose 
poetry written by young women. And as this 
seems to be the age of women, the map of the 
future of language in Arabic poetry appears to 
have been charted already.
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14. C o n c l u s i o n

Throughout its history, the language of Arabic 
poetry has been intense, often dramatic and 
highly sensuous, as evident in particular in the 
humanization and animation of the natural, 
nonhuman world as well as abstract concepts 
and notions. Concreteness of vocabulary was 
prominent in pre-Islamic poetry, notwith-
standing the presence of a strong element of 
abstract, nonconcrete features in the poetry of 
contemplation and ™ikam ‘aphorisms’ that we 
encounter in many major poems. Gradually, 
this abstracted, intellectual aspect began to 
flourish and, at times, came to be the hallmark 
of the work of certain poets (e.g. al-Mutanabbì 
and ±Abù l-≠Alà± al- Ma≠arrì). In one variety of it, 
it became far too abstract and cerebral, lacking 
both concreteness and a feel of real, individual 
experience, as well as emotional intensity, 
especially in poems written to illustrate a certain 
view of the world or a religious doctrine. Sufi 
poetry at its worst was of this type, but in many 
instances it was poetry of experience of the 
highest order. In modern poetry, this feature 
of cerebrality has faded away, and a different 
manifestation of intellectualism has flourished 
in its place: highly contemplative, intellectually 
sophisticated, confessional poetry, often mixed 
with a Sufi touch and vocabulary, as in many 
poems by Yusuf al-Khal (1917–1987), Salah 
≠Abd al-Sabur (1931–1981), Adonis, Tawfiq 
Sayigh (1923–1971), and Samir al-Sayigh.

Furthermore, the language of Arabic poetry
has always been a language of strong patterning, 
in various ways of creating patterns, such as 
parallelism, repetition, and symmetry. But in 
one of its forms, patterning is a most distinctive 
feature in the very prosodic and rhyming 
requirements of poetry in its most widely 
accepted definition.

In the latter form, this reached its climax 
in the poetry of ±Abù l-≠Alà± al-Ma≠arrì (d. 
449/1057), especially in his Luzùmiyyàt: 
Luzùm mà là yalzam ‘The imperativeness of 
the nonimperative’, which is a virtuoso display 
of the incredible linguistic flair al-Ma≠arrì 
had. In modern poetry in general, there has 
been a tendency to avoid most aspects of the 
poetic ‘craft’ which reveal a conscious sense of 
craftsmanship, of making poems, rather than 
just writing them or allowing them to flow, just 
as there has been a strong desire to be freer of 

most preconditions and requirements of the 
Art. This has climaxed in present-day prose 
poetry in much of whose instances we have 
the nearest thing we get to what is actually 
prosaic prose, which has very little to do with 
the language of poetry either in its classical or 
most modern definitions.
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Sicily

The geographical location of Sicily in the central 
Mediterranean, between the mainland areas 
now referred to as Italy and Tunisia, largely 
determined the complex linguistic history of the 
island in the ancient and Medieval periods. Thus, 
for most of the Classical and early Medieval 
periods (ca. 835 B.C.E.–535 C.E.), dialects of 
Greek and Latin came to predominate over 
the miscellany of tongues used by a range of 
indigenous and immigrant peoples. In addition, 
Neo-Punic was also attested but to a much 
lesser extent, and only in the west of the island. 
Nonetheless, the Romano-African author 
Apuleius could still speak of the Siculi trilingues 
in the mid-2nd century C.E., a reference to 
multilingualism that was picked up again a 
millennium later. However, on the eve of the 
Arab-Muslim invasion from Aghlabid Ifrìqiya 
that precipitated the disintegration of Byzantine 
rule (535–827 C.E.), forms of Sicilian Greek 
are thought to have been the island’s main 
language, although the extent to which Latinate 
dialects had continued to coexist remains a 
matter of debate.

The subsequent Muslim conquest and settle-
ment not only introduced Islam as the main 
religion but with it Arabic as the island’s 
prestigious new lingua franca. These factors 
strongly determined the direction of accul-
turation for both the indigenous and immigrant 
population as a colony of Ifrìqiya under Arab-
Islamic rule (827–ca. 1072 C.E.). During this 
period, the Byzantine Greek church in Sicily 
came close to total collapse, yet there remained 
strong concentrations of Christian influence in 
the mixed communities of the island’s north-
eastern corner, and to some degree this is 
borne out by the mottled distribution of 
Arabic and Greek toponymy. Although there 
is little reason to doubt the Arabic sources’ 
claim that most people converted to Islam, 
the remaining Christian communities, whose 
strong religious identity was bound up with the 
Greek language of their liturgy, intermittently 
provided stiff resistance throughout the two 
centuries of Muslim rule. Consequently, by the 
end of the Islamic period, many of these Sicilian 
Christians were likely to have succumbed to 
varying degrees of Arabic-Greek bilingualism, 
while the majority of the island’s population 
was Arabic speaking and Muslim. The main 

urban environments, which were probably sub-
ject to substantial repopulation, quickly appear 
to have assumed an Arab-Islamic char acter, 
with political and cultural life being heavily 
concentrated in the island’s largest town, 
Palermo. In contrast, sketchy evidence suggests 
that inland rural areas underwent much slower 
processes of social, religious, and linguistic 
assimilation. A small number of short-lived colo-
nies were established on the south Italian 
main land and possibly in Sardinia, too, while 
the peripheral southerly islands of Pantelleria 
and ¤ Malta were repopulated with Arabic 
speakers, whose dialects would persist beyond 
those of the Sicilians. Whether these islands 
were populated from Sicily or North Africa or 
both is unknown, and many of the arguments 
designed to describe the relationship between 
Sicilian Arabic and Medieval ¤ Maltese have 
proved difficult to establish with certainty.

If Berber dialects managed to survive at all in 
the crowded and competitive language situation 
of fiercely anti-Berber Sicily, their impact has 
left barely the faintest trace in Sicilian Arabic, 
and no convincing examples can be found in 
later Romance-based Sicilian dialects. A small 
amount of Sicilian toponymy reflects Berber 
tribal names.

The Norman period (ca. 1061–ca. 1194) wit-
nessed the chaotic end to Muslim dynastic rule, 
the introduction of the Latin church, and a wide 
range of colonists from the European mainland. 
A new ruling elite began to emerge which 
increasingly included ‘Latin’ Christians who 
were not native to the island, as well as some 
Muslims, converts, and multilingual Christian 
administrators. In addition, overwhelming num-
bers of settlers were attracted from the Italian 
mainland, particularly from the northern 
regions covered by modern Piedmont, Liguria, 
and Lombardy. Thus, to a large extent, the 
introduction of Arabic-speaking elites and 
colonists along with the socioreligious and 
linguistic assimilation toward Arab-Islamic 
norms that had been brought by the Muslim 
conquests were reversed in the Norman 
period.

Arabic was said by independent Medieval 
Arabic sources (Ibn Sa≠ìd al-Maÿribì and Ibn 
Jubayr) to be known by the Norman kings 
and was prominent as the principal working 
language of the royal palaces and fiscal ad-
ministration. Nonetheless, in the light of a 
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deteriorating politico-religious situation around 
the island from the 1160s, the association of 
Arabic with Islam was viewed negatively by the 
recent set tlers and insurgent landholding classes 
whose miscellaneous Italo- and Gallo-Romance 
dia lects unambiguously identified them as 
adher ents of the Latin church. As such, the 
prestige of Arabic as one of the royally adopted 
languages of inscriptions, coinage, and chancery 
documents cannot always be reconciled with its 
decline outside the palaces. Similarly, Frederick 
II’s (d. 1250) harsh repression of the Sicilian 
Muslims did nothing to reduce his eclectic use 
of Oriental imports that consciously echoed his 
Norman predecessors in Palermo.

The survival of a few Arabic terms in later 
Sicilian dialects (e.g. cajitu ‘local leader’ < 
qà±id; taibbu ‘a fine wine’ < †ayyib ‘good’; 
defetari ‘record books’ < dafàtir; saia ‘water-
irrigation channel’ < sàqiya) suggests a degree 
of transitory Romance-Arabic bilingualism in 
some quarters. However, given the relatively 
brief (ca. 1100–ca. 1250), antagonistic, and 
privileged presence of Romance-speaking Chris-
tian settlers in areas where the low-prestige 
language of the Muslims was also used, forms 
of Latin-Arabic bilingualism were short-lived 
by comparison with the much longer history 
of Greek-Arabic social intermingling, religious 
conversion, acculturation, and bilingualism on 
the island (ca. 850–ca. 1250). When Muslims 
were assimilated into Christian communities 
during the 12th and 13th centuries, the evidence 
points to absorption principally by their old 
bilingual Greek neighbors, rather than by the 
immigrant, nonindigenous ‘Latin’ communities. 
For their part, under renewed Christian rule of 
the Norman period, the bilingual Arabic-Greek 
Christians are thought to have increasingly 
resorted back to Greek dialects, which were 
becoming ever more Italo-Greek in nature. 
However, many of the finer details of this 
period’s complex socioreligious history that 
underpin considerations about the wider lan-
guage situation cannot be established with 
certainty, and were evidently subject to many 
local variations.

It is clear that even prior to the year 1100 
many Muslims who could afford to had quickly 
abandoned the island for the safety of North 
Africa, al-Andalus, or Egypt. In doing so, the 
island’s intellectual output in Arabic collapsed, 
with al-±Idrìsì and Ibn Qalàqis the most notable 

(but nonnative) authors of the Norman period. 
The island’s remaining Muslims became ever 
more concentrated in the regions toward 
the southwest of the island. A long series of 
Muslim revolts began in 1189 and ended with 
large-scale deportations to the colony of Lucera 
on the Italian mainland during the 1220s and 
1240s under Frederick II. The rapid decline 
of Arabic on the island from the end of the 
12th century was thus accelerated even further 
during the 13th. Arabic continued to be used 
in the large Lucera colony until its dissolution 
in 1300, while forms of Judeo-Arabic persisted 
on the island until the expulsion of the Jews 
at the end of the 15th century (Rocco 1995). 
Apart from the Jews, it is doubtful whether 
the remaining population of Arabic speakers, 
which now consisted of increasingly exiguous 
numbers of bilingual Christians and converts 
from Islam, could have reproduced themselves 
for very long as Arabic-speaking communities 
on Sicily much beyond ca. 1250.

Along with al-Andalus, the multilingual 
environment of Sicily provided a medium of 
transmission for a relatively small amount 
of Arabic vocabulary into various modern 
European languages. In almost all cases, these 
consist of nouns, and most are derived from the 
fields of commerce, technology, and material 
culture. Although later Medieval and modern 
Sicilian dialects are distinguished from other 
Italian dialects by the presence of Arabic inter-
ferences and loanwords, those elements are 
both slight and superficial, the language having 
been effectively obliterated by events of the 
13th century. Most Arabic loanwords in Italo-
Romance dialects of the later Medieval period 
are nouns that relate to the fields of daily 
life activities, commerce, flora, fauna, farming, 
fishing, and physical geography (Pellegrini 
1972; Caracausi 1983). There are relatively 
very few adjectives or adverbial expressions, 
and it might be noted that lexical items in 
Italian dialects that derive from Arabic are sig-
nificantly increased by inclusion of the excep-
tional dialect of the remote island of Pantelleria. 
The likelihood that some Arabic interferences 
and/or loanwords might have been introduced 
by migrants from the Spanish peninsula while 
Sicily was under Spanish rule for 400 years until 
1713 compounds the problem of describing 
the relationship between Andalusi and Sici-
lian Arabic. Indeed, the same problem of 
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interference from the Iberian Peninsula cannot 
be excluded from the study of Sicilian surnames 
derived from Arabic. Nor can one exclude the 
largely undocumented transmission of Arabic 
terms into Italianate dialects from the seventy 
thousand Italian, mainly Sicilian, workers who 
were living and working in Tunisia by the 
1880s (where there was also a strong Maltese 
presence), or from soldiers serving in North 
Africa during the Second World War. Toward 
the end of the 20th century, a few thousand 
migrant workers from Tunisia have come to 
live and work mainly around the southern 
Sicilian ports, but they have had a negligible 
impact on the island’s main dialects to date.

In spite of its obvious interest, the study of 
Medieval Sicilian Arabic is still in its infancy. 
Scholarly pioneering efforts have now recorded 
and classified nonspeculative examples of Arabic 
elements in later Sicilian dialects, and these have 
been accompanied by works seeking to outline 
the phonetic features of Sicilian Arabic and 
highlight resemblances to Maltese and Andalusi 
Arabic. Attention is now refocusing on the com-
plex underlying problems of methodology and 
the need to establish reliable readings from the 
source material, as well as a reexamination of 
the wider language situation and the particular 
contexts in which the linguistic evidence occurs. 
As such, the perception of the limits and pos-
sibilities surrounding these issues is likely to 
undergo continuing revision.

Of written material containing some element 
of Arabic, excluding those merely appended with 
Arabic signatures or witness lists, there are 33 
extant royal dìwànì and 22 private documents 
(Cusa; Johns 2002:301–325). These date from 
between 1095 and 1242, with the majority 
issued between 1133 and 1183. A few exist in 
fragmentary form, but almost all are in legible 
condition, being written mainly on durable 
and high-quality parchment. They consist of 
endowment charters, privileges, donations, 
decrees, writs, a draft loan agreement, deeds 
of sale and purchase, various letters patent 
(one of which is in Judaeo-Arabic), inquest 
proceedings, and sometimes long descriptions 
of boundaries (jarà±id al-™udùd) and lists of 
men (jarà±id ar-rijàl) who lived on crown lands. 
Most of the jarà±id were bilingual (Arabic-
Greek), although one significant and extensive 
boundary definition was composed in Arabic 
and Latin. In many cases of bilingual documents, 

the Greek or Latin had been translated or 
transcribed from the Arabic. The vast majority 
are available for consultation in state, regional, 
and church archives in Sicily, although a handful 
of important Arabic documents are located in 
the Archivo de Casa Ducal de Medinaceli in 
Toledo, where their availability is restricted. 
Almost all the Arabic charter material currently 
located in Sicily was published between 1868 
and 1882 (Cusa, Diplomi). This edition, which 
was reprinted in 1982 without additions or 
corrections, contains neither proper indices nor 
translations. Moreover, it is well known to be 
riddled with errors that continue to undermine 
the reliability of attempts at investigating Sicilian 
Arabic from a detailed linguistic perspective. 
International projects are now underway to 
produce modern critical editions of all the 
material.

The Biblioteca arabo-sicula (BAS) contains 
extracts of most Medieval authors who have 
written about Sicily in Arabic. Very few of 
these authors were native to the island, and 
their contribution is to our understanding of 
Sicily’s history, geography, and poetry rather 
than its language. There is no extant Sicilian 
Arabic poetry in colloquial form equivalent to 
the Andalusi zajal. A collection of the Arabic 
inscriptions of Sicily was originally recorded by 
Michele Amari (Le epigrafi arabiche).

A single source of la™n al-≠àmma ‘mistakes of 
the common people’ literature survives for Sicily, 
written by Ibn Makkì, who emigrated from the 
island in the second half of the 11th century. 
While his comments on the speech errors of the 
≠àmma and xàßßa are ultimately inconclusive, 
he makes some intriguing observations relating 
to morphology, hypercorrections, and gender 
switching (Agiùs 1996:123–157). However, the 
force of these observations remains open to 
interpretation.

Many deviations from Classical Arabic norms 
that are found in Sicilian Arabic are quite 
usual for the loose scribal conventions found 
in Medieval Arabic administrative texts. Not 
uncommon examples of Sicilian Middle Arabic 
include inconsistent use of the relative adjective, 
the dual form, avoidance of double ±i∂àfa, 
and a tendency toward analytic possessive 
constructions (Agiùs 1996:401–403). A very 
commonly attested characteristic of Sicilian 
Arabic was the use of noun duplication to 
indicate extent, e.g. a†-†arìq a†-†arìq ‘right along 
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the road’. The origin of this construction may 
be Greek, and finds parallels in contemporary 
Sicilian Latin as well as modern Sicilian 
dialects.

Given the large-scale immigration into Sicily 
during the Arab-Islamic period, one might 
reasonably expect that Sicilian Arabic would be 
related to whatever Arabic dialects were spoken 
in Aghlabid and Fatimid Ifrìqiyà, particularly in 
the coastal towns from where most settlers seem 
to have originated. However, linguistic evidence 
to corroborate this is minimal, conspicuous 
examples being k.nìsya for kanìsa, zawj ‘two’, 
and m.tà± ‘belonging to’ (Sgroi 1986). Several 
variants of the Maghribi form bi-z-zàf ‘in 
excess, much’ are attested in Sicilian dialect 
but significantly not before the 16th century. It 
should also be pointed out that neither Medieval 
documents nor later dialects offer any evidence 
of Maghribi aspectual markers or 1st person 
verb forms in Sicilian Arabic. Occasionally, 
there is found some ¤ maÿribì pointing in 
both royal and private documents, although 
this may merely indicate the provenance of a 
particular scribe. Moreover, since the fiscal 
administration (Arabic dìwàn) of the Normans 
came to be based on the offices of Fatimid 
Cairo, it is not inconceivable that some of the 
scribes who worked in Sicily were from Egypt. 
One might note, for example, in a boundary 
description of crown lands, the use of ba™rì and 
qiblì to indicate ‘north’ and ‘south’. Not only is 
this usage particularly associated with Egypt, 
but one also wonders whether ba™rì could 
ever have been in vernacular use on an island 
where every direction is necessarily ‘seaward’ 
(De Simone 1986:483–484). The possibility 
that non-Sicilian scribes were employed in the 
Norman Sicilian dìwàn thus poses a threat to 
wider linguistic and diplomatic comparisons.

The exceptional importance of the Arabic 
material in Sicily lies in the fact that many 
documents are bilingual, and Arabic-Greek 
documents in particular offer the most 
reliable opportunity to reconstruct aspects of 
Sicilian Arabic phonology (De Simone 1979). 
For example, the letters ±alif and fat™a were 
consistently rendered in Greek with epsilon 
(rather than alpha), suggesting the strong 
presence of ±imàla (fronting of a) in Sicilian 
Arabic. In addition, the Greek transcriptions of 
Arabic vowels suggest the inhibition of ±imàla 

in the environment of the emphatic consonants. 
Evidence for tafxìm (velarization) is also com-
mon, and there is some suggestion that nasal-
ization may have been a common feature of 
the island’s main 12th-century dialects. For 
example, we find Sicilian Arabic injàßa ‘a 
pear orchard’ for Classical Arabic ±ijjàßa, and 
™ajjàm > χαγγέμης ‘a barber’, from which the 
modern Sicilian surname ‘Cangemi’ is derived. 
Similarly, although the Arabic letter Úà± is 
sometimes found represented by a Greek delta, 
rather than a zeta, this type of observation 
begs questions about the phonology of Sicilian 
Greek, orthographic consistency, and the route 
of transmission of Sicilian Arabic elements. 
Evidence that might have provided a means 
to reconstruct Sicilian Arabic stress patterns 
by noting where the corresponding accent was 
marked in Greek transliterations has proved 
inconsistent to date.

Sicilian Arabic is distinguished by a small 
number of loanwords and interferences from 
South Italian Greek dialects (Caracausi 1990) 
and Gallo-Romance (Várvaro 1981:196–204). 
According to some researchers, hybrid forms 
with Arabic and Romance elements attested 
in later Romance-based Sicilian dialect are 
evidence that Sicilian Arabic underwent varying 
degrees of pidginization and creolization of 
a type which parallel linguistic developments 
in Maltese (Agiùs 1996). It should be noted, 
however, that the vast majority of examples of 
this hybrid type are attested in later Romance-
based Sicilian dialects or Sicilian Greek, and 
there are doubts about the reliability and validity 
of arguments that seek to infer the nature 
of Sicilian Arabic anachronistically from non-
Arabic dialects of later periods. Recent works 
have raised concerns over the linguistic status of 
many of these hybrid forms since they are often 
attested in translations and transumpts written 
by scribes with a strong tendency toward code-
switching and whose loose concepts of how 
to write the words of one language in another 
often included a capricious blend of translation 
and transliteration (Metcalfe 2001). This has 
undoubtedly cast a veil over the evidence and, 
as such, the wider implications of Romance 
and/or Greek elements attested in Sicilian Ara-
bic itself, e.g. al-kh.nzàrì ‘pig farmer’ (< xinzìr + 
Romance -ari(us)), remain as intriguing as they 
are uncertain.
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Íifa

The term ßifa lit. ‘feature, attribute, property’, 
from the root w-ß-f ‘to describe’, belongs 
to the earliest stock of Arabic grammatical 
terminology. In later grammar, its meaning 
became more or less fixed for a category of words 
corresponding to the adjective and the attribute 
in the Greco-Latin tradition, but originally it 
was used for a variety of meanings.

The term ßifa is one of a functional pair 
ßifa/mawßùf, which is analogous in meaning to 
the terminological pairs musnad/musnad ±ilayhi 
(¤ ±isnàd) and muxbar bihi/muxbar ≠anhu (¤ 
xabar), as al-Fàràbì (d. 339/950; ±AlfàÚ 57) 
explains. Within the Aristotelian tradition in 
Arabic philosophy, the verb as the predicate par 
excellence was defined as a ßifa ÿayr mawßùf, a 
predicate of which nothing can be predicated 
(e.g. Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 53; cf. Fàràbì, ±AlfàÚ 57; 
Xwàrizmì, Mafàtì™ 142.11ff.; Ÿazzàlì, Mi™akk 
23.28). According to al-Ÿazzàlì (d. 505/1111), 
ßifa/mawßùf was the preferred terminology 
for ‘subject/predicate’ in theological treatises. 
The concept of the verb’s function as that of 
a predicate is not very compatible with the 
mainstream of Arabic grammar, however, and in 
the grammatical tradition, ßifa is predominantly 
used for an attribute rather than a predicate.

In Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, the term ßifa is by far 
the most frequent term for adjectives or attri-
butes (450 times; Troupeau 1976:215, who 
distinguishes between 296 times ‘qualité’ and 
154 times ‘qualification’); it is a synonym of the 
less frequently used na≠t (59 times; Troupeau 
1976:203). The latter was known in the later 
tradition as a typically Kufan term (although it 
remained in use as a synonym for ßifa; Carter 
1981:239, n. 11.0), and it is indeed the pre-
ferred term for ‘attribute’ in al-Farrà±’s Ma≠ànì 
l-Qur±àn, where ßifa is used infrequently in this 
sense (Kinberg 1996:914–918). The use of na≠t 
by the Kufan grammarians tallies with its use 
in the sense of ‘adjective’ in the early exegetical 
writings (Versteegh 1993:108), which in other 
terms as well exhibit a decidedly Kufan slant. 
In these writings, ßifa is not unknown, but 
it usually has a nontechnical meaning, for 
instance when it is used in referring to God’s 
attributes (ßifàt Allàh; Versteegh 1993:118). 
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The term ßifa is used by al-Farrà± and other 
Kufan grammarians frequently, but in a different 
sense, that of ‘prepositional phrase’ or ‘locative 
phrase’, which was known in the mainstream 
tradition as Úarf (Owens 1990:144–146; Kinberg 
1996:909–914). According to Talmon (1995), 
this Kufan usage is a clue to its original mean-
ing, which he claims goes back to Greek logic: 
the use of ßifa for the prepositional phrase 
derived from the predicative function of these 
phrases. In some of the translations of Aristotle 
and in the Rasà±il ±Ixwàn aß-ßafà±, the term is 
used, indeed, as equivalent of the Greek katègo-
roúmenon ‘predicate’ (Zimmermann 1972:530–
531). In Ibn al-Muqaffa≠’s (d. 142/759) Kitàb 
al-man†iq, the term is used both for the 
Aristotelian category of ‘quality’ (poíon) and for 
all categories together, with the exclusion of the 
substance (ousía). The latter meaning is the one 
that developed into that of adverbials of time 
and place or prepositional phrases in general, 
as it was used in Kufan grammar. The term 
ßifa could even be used for the pre-positions 
themselves, for instance in Xalaf al-±A™mar’s 
(d. 180/796) Muqaddima fì n-na™w (on this 
treatise and its alleged author, see Talmon 
1990; Owens 1990:200–202), where ™urùf aß-
ßifa is used for those particles that put the fol-
lowing noun in the genitive (Muqaddima 3, 43).

The replacement of the original term for 
‘adjective’ or ‘attribute’, na≠t, with ßifa, and 
the exclusion of prepositional phrases from the 
definition of ßifa seem to have been innovations 
in Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb. In the Kitàb al-≠ayn, the old 
meaning is still visible (II, 43, 52, 246; Talmon 
1995), but in the Kitàb Sìbawayhi, although 
the old term na≠t still occurs occasionally, the 
preferred term has become ßifa, and in this point, 
as in many other cases, the Kitàb Sìbawayhi 
therefore marks a transition in grammatical 
theory and terminology. Mosel (1975) analyzes 
Sìbawayhi’s use of ßifa extensively and shows 
that he uses it for two different functions: to 
denote a substantial category (adjective), and 
to denote a functional category (attributive). 
In its first function, it is used for words that 
fall under the following headings (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb II, 219.9–2226.21; Mosel 1975:138ff.): 
(i) illnesses (e.g. marì∂ ‘ill’); (ii) the pattern 
fa≠làn (e.g. ≠a†šàn ‘thirsty’); (iii) the pattern 
±af ≠alu (e.g. ±a≠waru ‘one-eyed’); and (iv) (moral 
or esthetic) properties of things (e.g. jabàn 
‘cowardly’).

According to Diem (1970–1971), the Arabic 
grammarians did not distinguish ‘adjectives’ 
as a separate category, apart from the nouns. 
But Mosel (1975:143) interprets Sìbawayhi’s 
classification differently. In one passage (Kitàb 
II, 5.11), Sìbawayhi states that the Bedouin use 
some ßifàt so often instead of a noun that they 
even use them without a noun, for instance the 
word ±aswadu in the sense of ‘black [snake]’. 
She shows (Mosel 1975:141) that Sìbawayhi 
very often calls them ßifàt rather than ±asmà±, 
and even though he treats them syntactically as 
nouns, he distinguishes them from the nouns 
semantically.

The difference between the ßifàt and the nouns 
is apparent in the fact that there are some 
constructions in which a ßifa cannot be used. 
For instance, in the sentence sìra ≠alayhi †awìlan 
‘people went along it for a long time [lit. ‘there 
was going along it for a long time’]’, the adjective 
cannot be raised to the nominative position 
without an additional substantive (thus sìra 
≠alayhi laylun †awìlun, but *sìra ≠alayhi †awìlun; 
Mosel 1975:149). This difference argues for 
a special status for the adjectives, separating 
them from the other nouns (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb 
I, 99.13ff.; Mosel 1975:145ff.). Sìbawayhi calls 
them ßifa mušabbaha ‘attribute which is being 
made similar to [the participle ism al-fà≠il]’, 
because they share with the participles the 
possibility of being used in a construct state. 
A sentence like huwa ™asanu l-wajhi ‘he is 
beautiful of face’ is structurally similar to huwa 
∂àribu zaydin ‘he is hitting Zayd’. Both phrases 
can be used with an article: (huwa) a∂-∂àribu 
r-rajuli ‘(he is) the one hitting the man’, and 
(huwa) al-™asanu l-wajhi ‘(he is) the one with 
the beautiful face’. They are not completely par-
allel, however, because the participle serves as a 
predicate for the topic of the sentence, whereas 
in the sentence (huwa) al-™asanu l-wajhi the 
word ™asan ‘beautiful’ serves as the underlying 
predicate for the word wajh ‘face’ (Mosel 
1975:146). 

In later grammar, adjectives remained within 
the class of the nouns, but from time to time, 
grammarians refer to their special character, 
either from a semantic or a morphological 
point of view. Ibn Kaysàn (d. 299/912 or 320/
932) states that the plural pattern fa≠alàt is used 
with a singular fa≠la, but only with nouns, not 
with adjectives (mà kàna min al-±asmà± dùna 
ß-ßifàt, quoted by Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 19.7). 
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Az-Zajjàjì (±î∂à™ 89) uses the expression al-
ism ±aw aß-ßifa ±aw al-laqab ‘the noun, or the 
attribute, or the name’, as if these are three 
subclasses of the category ‘noun’. 

The functional sense in which ßifa is used 
in the Kitàb may be defined as that of a 
qualifier, qualifying a preceding noun (Mosel 
1975:287–336). Its main function is to serve 
as an ‘ornament’ (ta™liya), e.g. a†-†awìlu ‘the 
tall one’, or to denote ‘kinship’ (qaràba), e.g. 
±axùka ‘your brother’, or to emphasize the 
preceding noun, just like the ±asmà± mubhama, 
e.g. marartu bihim kullihim ‘I passed all of 
them’ and hà≈à ‘this one’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 
223.6ff.; Mosel 1975:292).

The relationship between ßifa and mawßùf 
is similar to that between the ¤ ßila and the 
mawßùl in one respect: the ßifa constitutes a 
‘completion’ (tatimma) of the noun to which it 
belongs, just like the mawßul completes the ßila. 
Unlike the mawßul, however, it is syntactically 
dispensable (Mosel 1975:292–293). After a 
ßila, for instance the relative pronoun alla≈ì, 
there must be a mawßùl in the form of a relative 
phrase, whereas the mawßùf may or may not 
be completed by a ßifa, even when this ßifa is 
necessary in a pragmatic or semantic sense.

The attributive adjective agrees with the 
word it qualifies in case. Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 
210.1ff.; Mosel 1975:293ff.) simply states that 
it receives the same case because it is identical 
with the word to which it is attributed. In later 
syntax, the attribute was regarded as one of 
the tawàbi≠, i.e. words whose case assignment 
is caused by their ‘following’ another word 
(tab≠iyya; Carter 1981:238–274). Owens (1988:
154–156) calls this category ‘modifiers’, which 
include the attributive adjective, the permutative 
(¤ apposition), the emphasizer (ta±kìd), the 
explicative (≠a†f bayàn), and the conjunct (≠a†f 
nasq). This category created a special problem 
in the dependency framework of Arabic gram-
mar, since their case assignment could not be 
explained by governance (¤ ≠amal).

The general test of whether a word can be an 
attribute is when it can function as the noun’s 
predicate (mabnì ≠alà l-mubtada±; Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 275.24; Mosel 1975:294ff.): if it is 
possible to say zaydun (huwa) †-†awìlu ‘Zayd 
is the tall one’, a†-†awìlu may also function as 
its attribute (zaydun a†-†awìlu ‘Zayd, the tall 
one’). The following categories of words can 
serve as ßifa (for a complete list and extensive 
commentary, see Mosel 1975:295ff.):

i. active and passive participles, e.g. zaydun 
a∂-∂àribu ‘Zayd, the one who hits’

ii. ßifa mušabbaha, e.g. zaydun a†-†awìlu 
‘Zayd, the tall one’

iii. other nouns which do not belong to i or ii
iv. verbs, e.g. rajulun ∂arabtuhu ‘a man I hit’
v. prepositional phrases, e.g. kitàbun laka ‘a 

book belonging to you’
vi. kinship terms, e.g. zaydun ±axùka ‘Zayd, 

your brother’
vii. ism mubham, e.g. zaydun hà≈à ‘this Zayd’ 

(in hà≈à r-rajulu ‘this man’, it is the noun 
that serves as attribute to the demon-
strative)

viii. ≠alàmat al-mu∂mar, e.g. kulluhum ‘all’ or 
nafs ‘self’

ix. numerals, e.g. mi±atun ‘one hundred’
x. ±illà, e.g. ar-rijàlu ±illà zaydun ‘the men, 

except Zayd’ (¤ istiμnà±)

The function of the ßifa as a constituent is clear 
in constructions like marartu bi-rajulin ™asanin 
±abùhu ‘I passed a man whose father was 
good’. In this sentence, ™asan is an attribute 
of ±abùhu, but at the same time it is ßifa of 
rajulin, as evidenced by the fact that it has 
the same case ending (Mosel 1975:296ff.). In 
later grammar, this construction was called na≠t 
sababì, a semantically linked attribute (Carter 
1981:245ff.; ¤ sabab).

The term waßf is used synonymously 
with ßifa, but may also be used in a more 
general, descriptive sense, for instance for the 
circumstantial clause (¤ ™àl) in sìra ≠alayhi 
šadìdan lit. ‘there was traveling along it in 
an intensive manner’: here, šadìdan is said to 
describe the mode of the traveling (Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 116.17; Mosel 1975:288).
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Sign Languages

Sign languages are visual-gestural languages 
that are produced by hand movements, facial 
expressions, and head/body postures and are 
perceived by the eyes. They are natural human 
languages that have arisen wherever Deaf peo-
ple have come together in communities to meet 
their communicative needs through signing. 
Sign languages have complex structures at all 
levels of linguistic organization, with lexicon 
and grammar being independent of and dif-
ferent from the spoken languages used in the 
same region. In the Arab world, several sign 
languages and sign language dialects are in use 
in Deaf communities. They are distinct from 
the surrounding varieties of spoken Arabic, and 
their linguistic boundaries do not coincide with 
the political borders of the region. 

1. D e a f  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  s i g n 
l a n g u a g e s  i n  t h e  A r a b  w o r l d

Very little is known about the signed languages 
used in the Arab world and particularly in 
North Africa. Even the number of deaf people 
living in Arab countries is unclear, as widely 
differing statistics are used. Some sources speak 
of two million hearing-impaired Arabs in Egypt 
alone (Brelje 1999:72–73), but this figure prob-
ably includes everyone with a hearing loss, 
including those who have lost their hearing as 
a result of old age. The same source gives a 
more realistic number of around ten thousand 
deaf people (0.27 percent of the population) 
in Lebanon (Brelje 1999:224). The Gallaudet 
encyclopedia states that in Israel “the overall 
incidence of deafness . . . in the population up 
to 18 years of age is about 1.2 per 1000”, but 
among minorities, like the Druze, the Bedouin, 
and the general Arab population, the incidence 
of deafness is higher. This is probably due to 
the high incidence of consanguineous mar-
riages among these groups (Van Cleve 1987:
I, 102). The incidence of deafness is influenced 
by the standard of health care, since good 
health care reduces prevalent medical causes 
of deafness, like rubella and otitis media. Since 
Lebanon and Israel have better health care than 
many other Arab countries, we may assume 
that countries like Egypt have an even higher 
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incidence of deafness. An estimate of 0.4 per-
cent of the population of the Arab world as a 
whole would mean that there are between one 
and two million deaf people in this part of the 
world. In comparison, the incidence of deaf-
ness in Western countries is around 0.05–0.1 
percent of the population.

Contrary to a common misunderstanding 
among hearing people, there are many signed 
languages across the world rather than one 
universal sign language, and there are well-
developed indigenous sign languages in the 
Arab world. Although detailed survey work 
into the different dialects and possibly the dif-
ferent languages still needs to be done, it would 
seem that there is one common sign language 
(albeit with dialectal differences) in Lebanon, 
Palestine, Syria, and Jordan. This could be 
called Levantine Arabic Sign Language. Iraqi 
Sign Language is closely related to this lan-
guage, but it may be too distinct to call it a 
dialect. The sign languages of the Gulf seem 
to be influenced by Egyptian Sign Language 
because many teachers of the deaf there are 
Egyptian, but their roots are closer to the sign 
language of the Levant area. Around 50 percent 
of the vocabulary of Yemeni Sign Language is 
similar to that of the Levant even though it is 
clearly influenced by Egyptian Sign Language. 
Egyptian Sign Language itself is quite distinct 
from the sign languages in the Levant, though 
still related. Very little is known about any of 
the other sign languages of North Africa.

To what extent these varieties are different 
branches of the same language family or just 
different dialects of the same language still 
needs to be investigated. An initial approxima-
tion to the relationship between sign language 
varieties in the Arab world can be gleaned 
from a comparison of basic vocabulary items 
across sign language varieties of the region, as 
is shown in Table 1. The 185 vocabulary items 
are drawn from a list of frequently occurring 
signs; signs are omitted that are clearly iconic in 
order to avoid an overrepresentation of similar/
same signs that might be due to shared iconicity 
rather than common origin or contact between 
the sign varieties (see sec. 4 about iconicity). 
Table 1 confirms the above characterization of 
Arab sign language varieties, that is, varieties of 
the Levant are more similar to each other than 
to other varieties, with Iraq, Egypt, and Yemen 
representing distinct groupings. 

As a control, Brazilian Sign Language is 
included in the table as representing a language 
clearly unrelated to any of the Arab sign vari-
eties. There are some indications, including 
vocabulary similarities, of possible historical 
contact between Turkish Sign Language and 
Arab sign language varieties, and accordingly, 
the table does show a higher percentage of 
overlap for Turkish Sign Language and Arab 
sign varieties in comparison with the Brazilian 
control items. However, on structural grounds, 
Turkish Sign Language is clearly a separate lan-
guage, and so is Israeli Sign Language. In spite 
of considerable variation in vocabulary across 
these urban sign languages in the Arab world, 
the sign varieties appear to be very similar 
grammatically, and this is a significant factor 
that requires further study.

Another case apart is the existence of village-
based sign languages, as recently documented 
in an Arab Bedouin tribe in Israel (Sandler a.o. 
2005). It seems that individual villages with a 
high incidence of hereditary deafness give rise 
to localized sign languages that are in principle 
independent of the urban sign language varie-
ties in the region. There are probably several 
such ‘Deaf villages’ in the Arab world, but the 
linguistic status and structural characteristics of 
these sign languages are mostly undocumented 
to date.

2. T h e  s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c 
s i t u a t i o n

Not all Arabs who are born with a significant 
hearing loss automatically learn a signed lan-
guage. Parents of deaf children do not generally 
learn the local sign language, and deaf children 
tend to live their first years in a communicative 
vacuum. Their communication may well con-
sist only of a few ‘homemade signs’ understood 
by their immediate family but not forming a 
true language. Learning the spoken language 
by means of lipreading and speech therapy, if 
viable at all, takes up a lot of time, money, and 
effort and requires very intense training, which 
is not usually available in the Arab world.

With one or two exceptions, there was no 
education for the deaf in the Arab world until 
the second half of the 20th century. In Saudi 
Arabia, for example, the first two specialized 
institutes for the education of deaf children 
were opened in 1964. In 1989, more than two 
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thousand students were enrolled in 14 insti-
tutes for the deaf (Al-Muslat 1994:277). With 
a population of more than 25 million and an 
estimated number of more than one hundred 
thousand deaf people, it may be clear that 
this number represents only a small, privileged 
group of deaf children in Saudi Arabia. Similar 
situations exist in other Arab countries.

Education for deaf children in government 
day schools is usually oral, sometimes with 
some supporting signs, and focuses on lipread-
ing and voicing words, reading, writing, and 
arithmetic. Without good methods and with 
very little communication between children 
and teachers, even these skills, however, are 
not learned well, and therefore most of the 
relatively small number of deaf people who 
attended school are functionally illiterate. An 
additional problem is the difference between 

written Standard Arabic and the local spoken 
dialects. Those deaf people who can write tend 
to write the Arabic words that are used in the 
local dialect but not normally written. In most 
countries, there is no secondary education for 
the deaf, and vocational training for deaf peo-
ple is almost exclusively geared toward manual 
skills, such as carpentry or car mechanics for 
men and needlework for women. Advanced 
education, at college or university level, has 
only just become available for some deaf stu-
dents in Jordan, but is impossible in most other 
Arab countries, partly due to the lack of trained 
sign language interpreters.

Because deaf education in the Arab world is 
mostly oral and signed languages are viewed 
by many people, including some deaf people, 
as substandard, some deaf people refuse to 
use the signed language, because they regard it 

Table 1. Vocabulary comparison of sign languages

185 words
(non-iconic) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Jo
rd

an
-S

al
t1

Jo
rd

an
-S

al
t2

Jo
rd

an
-S

al
t3

E
gy

pt
-a

lM
in

ya

E
gy

pt
-C

ai
ro

Y
em

en
-A

de
n

Y
em

en
-S

an
a±

a

Y
em

en
-H

ad
ra

m
aw

t

Sy
ri

a-
A

le
pp

o

Ir
aq

-B
ag

hd
ad

1

Ir
aq

-B
ag

hd
ad

2

Jo
rd

an
-A

m
m

an

T
ur

ke
y

B
ra

zi
l

Jordan-Salt1 x
Jordan-Salt2 94% x
Jordan-Salt3 95% 93% x
Egypt-
 alMinya

37% 39% 39% x

Egypt-Cairo 36% 37% 38% 61% x
Yemen-Aden 43% 45% 44% 36% 42% x
Yemen-
 Sana±a

42% 44% 43% 43% 49% 64% x

Yemen-
 Hadramawt

42% 42% 43% 47% 45% 67% 66% x

Syria-Aleppo 61% 60% 61% 35% 43% 38% 41% 40% x
Iraq-
 Baghdad1

51% 53% 53% 32% 34% 37% 41% 40% 51% x

Iraq-
 Baghdad2

53% 53% 53% 33% 38% 36% 39% 37% 53% 62% x

Jordan-
 Amman

74% 73% 74% 36% 37% 42% 43% 46% 60% 53% 52% x

Turkey 25% 25% 24% 19% 18% 20% 16% 18% 24% 21% 25% 21% x
Brazil 13% 13% 13%  5%  7% 10%  9% 10% 11%  9% 10% 15% 11% x
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as inferior compared to the spoken language. 
Even Deaf people who do use sign language do 
not generally realize it is a real language with 
its own grammar, and they may look upon a 
hearing person’s sign language as more ‘stand-
ard’ than their own. Deaf people sometimes 
distinguish between ‘hearing signing’ and ‘deaf 
signing’ and view the latter as their own slang. 
When signing to a hearing person, they may 
modify their own sign language to become more 
‘hearing’, without realizing that this makes it 
less well formed or grammatical. That this also 
affects the way they view language in general 
is clear when they distinguish ‘hearing Arabic’ 
(which is grammatically well-formed Arabic) 
from ‘deaf Arabic’ (usually a word-by-word 
translation of their sign language).

In some Arab countries a finger-spelling 
alphabet is used to represent Arabic letters 
(see Fig. 1). The alphabet below is used in 
several Middle Eastern countries with some 
variations and is mostly used to spell names 
and unfamiliar words. In some other countries, 
an alphabet that is based on the sounds of the 
Arabic language is used by Deaf people. The 
finger-spelling alphabet is not an integral part 
of any signed language but provides a visual 
way of representing an oral language without 
the need of paper. It can therefore only be used 
by the more educated Deaf Arabs.

Because Deaf people who have learned the 
local sign language can communicate freely 
with each other and will always have problems 
understanding those who do not know sign 
language, they tend to stick together and form 
a close-knit community of their own. In the 
Middle East, as in other parts of the world, 
there are many Deaf clubs, where Deaf peo-
ple mix and talk together. Many Deaf people 
marry other Deaf and have Deaf friends. Thus, 
the Deaf form a subculture, with their own 
language, their own humor, their own prob-
lems, and their own values. Because of the high 
number of Deaf people in the Middle East, this 
community is quite strong. Deaf culture is very 
visual and focuses on physical characteristics 
(most sign names of Deaf people are based on 
physical characteristics, like a scar or a certain 
haircut). Although in most cases hearing people 
who have learned the local sign language well 
are welcomed with open arms, in some cases 
they may be viewed as intruders who want to 
take advantage of the Deaf.

The indigenous Arab sign languages are not 
officially recognized as minority languages in 
any Arab country. There is no interpreter cer-
tification and there are no government-spon-
sored interpreter services for the deaf. This 
means that for visits to a physician or lawyer, 
or in any meetings with hearing people, Deaf 

Figure 1. The Arabic finger-spelling alphabet as used in Jordan (from right to left).
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people usually have to rely on friends or rela-
tives to interpret for them. In some cases Deaf 
clubs have interpreters that are available to 
their members. Lack of training in sign lan-
guage skills and proper interpreter ethics are a 
big problem. In some Arab countries, like Leba-
non, Jordan, Yemen, and Egypt, sign language 
interpretation is provided for news bulletins 
and sometimes for the televised mosque services 
on Friday. In Jordan, some public universities 
now have sign language interpreting for their 
deaf students.

Recently, there has been an attempt at creat-
ing a unified Arabic Sign Language. The idea 
behind this project was that a standard lan-
guage was needed by deaf Arabs in the same 
way that Modern Standard Arabic functions as 
a standard language among all hearing Arabs. 
However, the project was not informed by 
linguistic considerations and documented facts 
about the sign languages in the region. As a 
result, the ‘unified Arabic Sign Language’ is 
merely a list of signs compiled from different 
Arab sign languages in an artificial and com-
municatively unacceptable way. However, the 
signs from the unified Arabic Sign Language 
dictionary are used on pan-Arab television 
channels, like Al-Jazeera.

Very little has been published on the signed 
languages in the Arab world. For most coun-
tries, all that is available is a ‘dictionary’ that 
gives a picture of a sign and an Arabic (and 
in some cases also English) gloss of the sign. 
Often there are no more than about one thou-
sand signs in these word lists. An introductory 
grammar has only recently been published for 
Jordanian Sign Language (Hendriks 2004).

3. G e n e r a l  c o m m e n t s  o n 
l i n g u i s t i c  s t r u c t u r e

Sign languages in the Arab world are not 
Semitic languages, and their grammatical struc-
tures do not have much in common with the 
spoken languages of the region. Most sign lan-
guage varieties in the Arab world are severely 
underdocumented. This is true in particular of 
village-based sign languages but also, to a lesser 
extent, of urban varieties.

Urban sign languages in the Arab world share 
a number of structural characteristics with sign 
languages in other parts of the world, but differ 
from the latter in other respects. The descrip-

tion of linguistic structures in the following 
sections is based on Levantine Arabic Sign Lan-
guage (LASL), in particular the dialects used in 
Jordan and in Lebanon. It is not known to what 
extent other sign language varieties in the Arab 
world are similar to or different from Levantine 
Arabic Sign Language, since the grammar of 
other varieties is undocumented.

Although Levantine Arabic Sign Language is 
not genetically related to spoken Arabic, influ-
ence from conventional hand and head gestures 
used in the region can be seen in a limited 
number of signs, for example the signs for šù 
‘what?’ and ≠amal ma≠rùf ‘please’ (see Figs. 2 
and 3), as well as a backward head tilt used for 
negation (see Fig. 22).

4. L e x i c o n

All sign languages have an extensive vocabulary 
with thousands of words (signs), as well as spe-
cialized strategies for creating new words. One 
important characteristic of signs is that they 
are much more often iconic than words in spo-
ken languages, that is, the form of signs often 
resembles their meaning in one way or another. 
This is comparable to onomatopoeia and ¤ 
sound symbolism in spoken languages, e.g. in 
English words such as cuckoo, splash, roar, 
etc., but since there is so much more potential 
for iconicity in the visual modality, a nonarbi-
trary relationship between form and meaning 

Figure 2. WHAT.
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is much more common in sign languages (see 
Figs. 4 and 5). However, even fully or partially 
iconic signs are completely conventional, and it 
is this conventionality within a language com-
munity that is crucial for the status of a linguis-
tic signal. In Levantine Arabic Sign Language, 
as used in Jordan, it has been found that only 
about 15–20 percent of signs are transparently 
iconic, that is, directly recognizable by nonsign-
ers, and about 50 percent of signs are partially 

Figure 3. PLEASE.

Figure 5. TABLE.

Figure 4. CAR. iconic, so that nonsigners can recognize the 
iconic connection after they have been told the 
meaning of the sign (Hendriks 2004:25).

The lexicon of sign language varieties in the 
Arab world is structured differently from and 
independently of the coexisting spoken lan-
guages. This can be seen clearly in a number 
of basic lexical domains, such as pronouns, 
numbers, color, and kinship terms. Table 2 
summarizes some of the properties of lexicon 
organization in Levantine Arabic Sign Lan-
guage, as compared to the spoken Arabic of 
the region.
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5. S e q u e n t i a l  a n d 
s i m u l t a n e o u s  m o r p h o l o g y

All sign languages that have been documented 
so far display a preference for a particular 
type of morphological organization that is sig-
nificantly different from spoken languages. In 
spoken languages, the predominant type of 
morphology is sequential in nature, including 
compounding, cliticization, and, most com-
monly, affixation (prefixes and suffixes). Cases 
where a morpheme is realized simultaneously 
with its stem, such as changing a tone to indi-
cate past tense, or changing vowel quality in 
ablaut, are comparatively rare. Sign languages 
show exactly the opposite pattern. Thus, in 
the Jordanian variety of Levantine Arabic Sign 
Language, there is little evidence of sequential 
morphology other than a negative affix (see 
Fig. 6) and a limited amount of compounding. 
As in other sign languages, various patterns of 
simultaneous morphology predominate which 
may involve both the hands and the nonmanual 
articulators.

The signs in Figures 7 and 8 are instances of 
numeral incorporation, a sign type that is com-
mon in most sign languages. The sign consists 
of a handshape indicating a number, and the 
rest of the sign indicating a unit of quantifica-

tion such as time concepts (year, week, minute) 
or monetary units. Both elements are produced 
at the same time, forming a single complex 
sign.

Another important process is found in the 
domain of aspect marking. Like most sign lan-
guages, Levantine Arabic Sign Language has 

Table 2. Comparison between spoken Arabic and Levantine Arabic Sign Language

Domain Spoken Arabic Levantine Arabic Sign Language

pronouns paradigms of free personal 
pronouns and relative pronouns, 
suffixing for possessive pronouns

paradigms of free personal and emphatic/reflexive/
possessive pronouns, no relative pronouns, no 
suffixing

number distinctions: singular, dual, 
plural

number distinctions: singular, dual, trial, 
quadruple, quintuple, plural

gender distinctions: masculine and 
feminine

gender distinctions: none

numbers multiples of 10 are morphologically 
derived by adding a suffix 
(sequential morphology)

most multiples of 10 are morphologically derived 
by adding a side-to-side movement (simultaneous 
morphology)

special dual forms with the dual 
suffix for 20, 200, 2000

no special dual forms

color most color words have the same 
morphological template

no morphological relationship between color 
words

kinship no gender-neutral kinship terms, 
but several pairs of a basic 
masculine term and a derived 
feminine term with a suffix

gender-neutral terms for most kinship 
relationships, compounded with a sign for the 
gender (e.g. FEMALE SIBLING “sister”)

Figure 6. Negative affix in Levantine Arabic Sign 
Language.
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no grammatical category of tense. Time is 
 indicated by individual lexemes at the begin-
ning of a discourse paragraph, and a spatial 
metaphor (‘time line’) is used in this subsystem. 
The time line is an imaginary line running 
through the signer’s body from back to front, 
where the past is located behind the signer and 
the future is located in front (see Fig. 9). Aspect 

marking, on the other hand, involves morpho-
logically complex forms. A basic sign can occur 
with a number of different movement patterns 
to indicate repeated action, spatially distributed 
action, reciprocal action, and the like (see Figs. 
10 and 11). Although this process is in some 
ways akin to the templatic morphology com-
monly found in Semitic languages, the expres-
sion of tense and aspect in Levantine Arabic 
Sign Language is in itself not at all similar to 
any variety of Arabic.

Movement patterns are also important for 
differentiating between related pairs of signs in 
Levantine Arabic Sign Language, where the first 
sign has a verbal and the second sign a nominal 
reading. In the various patterns, the nominal 
signs are usually characterized by restrained 
movement, sometimes with repetition of move-
ment. Semantically, the most common pattern 
indicates an object on the one hand and an 
action involving that object on the other hand, 
e.g. ‘light’ – ‘to turn on light’, ‘boat’ – ‘to go by 
boat’, ‘medicine’ – ‘to take medicine’, etc.

Several processes of simultaneous morphol-
ogy crucially depend on the use of the sign 
space for grammatical purposes (see Sec. 6). 
Moreover, the grammatical use of facial expres-
sions (see Sec. 7) also occurs simultaneously 
with manual signs.

6. T h e  u s e  o f  s p a c e  i n  s i g n 
l a n g u a g e  g r a m m a r

All sign languages documented so far use the 
sign space, that is, the space around the signer’s 
torso, for grammatical purposes. The most 
important aspects of the grammatical use of 
space include the localization of discourse 
referents, the spatial marking of subject and 
object, and the use of complex classificatory 
 constructions.

In a signed text, persons, places, and objects 
are often associated with a particular loca-
tion in the sign space. This process is known 
as localization and can be achieved in various 
ways, for example by signing a proper noun in 
combination with the index finger pointing at 
a certain location in the sign space. The signer 
can then refer back to the noun by directing a 
pronoun or a spatial agreement verb toward 
this location. In this way, signers construct 
complex spatial layouts in front of themselves 
that are consistently used within a discourse to 

Figure 7. ONE-YEAR.

Figure 8. TEN-YEAR.
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keep track of the different discourse referents. 
Figure 12 shows the signing space with the 
signer (no. 1) and the addressee (no. 2). The 
signer is pointing at a location in the sign space 
representing an absent third person (no. 3).

One of the most important uses of the 
sign space is the expression of subject-object 
relationships in agreement verbs. These are 
morphologically complex verbs that change 
movement direction to show who is doing 
what to whom. These signs usually begin at the 

Figure 9. Time line.

Figure 10. GIVE-ALL.

subject or ‘source’ location and move toward 
the object or ‘goal’ location (see Figs. 13 and 
14). Levantine Arabic Sign Language has at 
least fifty transitive verbs that use movement 
for indicating subject-object relationships. 
This grammatical mechanism closely interacts 
with the more general principle of localization, 
since it depends on associating discourse ref-
erents with locations in the sign space. Spatial 
 agreement verbs are in some respects similar to 
multiple person marking on verbs where bound 
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Figure 11. GIVE-EACH.

pronouns represent subject and object (cf. Ara-
bic ya-s±alu-nì ‘he-ask-me’), except that the 
‘pronouns’ in spatial agreement verbs consist 
of locations in sign space rather than spoken 
syllables.

The most complex uses of sign space are asso-
ciated with so-called  classifier constructions (for 
classifiers in a Jordanian sign language dialect, 
see van Dijken 2004). In these constructions, a 
salient feature of a class of referents is mapped 
onto the shape of the hand, while movement 
and location of the hand represent the real-

world movement and spatial arrangement of 
the referent. The handshape can represent the 
spatial movement and position of entities such 
as vehicles, persons, or animals (see Figs. 15 
and 16), or can be related to the geometrical 
properties of objects. In the latter case, objects 
are represented either in terms of their inherent 
size and shape properties or in terms of the way 

Figure 12. Localizing an absent third person in 
the sign space.

Figure 13. TELL-YOU.
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they are handled by a person (see Figs. 17 and 
18). The possibility of mapping a real-world 
situation onto the hands in conventionalized 
ways allows for a large number of very produc-
tive combinations, especially when two-handed 
combinations are used.

7. N o n m a n u a l  a s p e c t s  o f  s i g n 
l a n g u a g e  g r a m m a r

Sign languages do not only use the hands to 
code linguistic information. Nonmanual aspects 
of signing also contribute significantly to sign 

Figure 14. TELL-ME.

Figure 15. Classifier for VEHICLE.

Figure 16. Classifier for PERSON.

Figure 17. GIVE-FLOWER.

language grammar, with head movements and 
facial expressions as the most important fea-
tures. Nonmanual behaviors in sign languages 
are functionally equivalent to the use of into-
nation in spoken languages. They are supra-
segmental and can spread over one or more 
manual signs, with this co-occurrence indicat-
ing the scope of the nonmanual signal. Two 
major uses of nonmanual behaviors include 
clause typing and adverbial functions.
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Figure 18. GIVE-BUNCH-OF-FLOWERS.

As in other sign languages, various clause types 
are marked by a particular nonmanual configu-
ration in Levantine Arabic Sign Language. This 
includes various types of questions, negation, 
imperatives, and conditional clauses, as well as 
topicalization.

As no question particles exist in Levan-
tine Arabic Sign Language, yes/no questions 
are typically marked nonmanually only, with 
raised eyebrows, wide open eyes, and the head 
tilted forward (see Fig. 19). The facial expres-

sion used in WH-questions is more variable 
and partly depends on the context of the utter-
ance. The most basic question word is the sign 
WHAT (Fig. 2). Different dialects of Levantine 
Arabic Sign Language differ with respect to the 
paradigm of additional question words. The 
Jordanian variety in Salt has separate signs for 
‘where?’, ‘who?’, ‘when?’, and ‘why?’, the latter 
being the same sign as the sign for ‘reason’ (Fig. 
20). Other dialects have fewer question words, 
subsuming them under a general interrogative.

The interplay of negative signs and  nonmanual 
negative behaviors is complex in Levantine 
Arabic Sign Language. The most common 
 manual negator consists of a repeated side-to-
side movement with an extended index finger 
(Fig. 21), which is usually accompanied by the 
most common nonmanual negator, the side-to-
side headshake. The complete paradigm of all 
negative signs again differs somewhat across 
dialects. Unlike other sign languages, Levantine 
Arabic Sign Language normally requires a man-
ual negative sign to be present in the clause, that 
is, a headshake by itself cannot usually negate 
a clause (Hendriks, forthcoming). In addition 
to the headshake, a backward head tilt with or 
without a tongue click, formally identical to the 
negative gesture used by hearing people, occurs 
in Levantine Arabic Sign Language to mark 
negation (Fig. 22). The distribution of this head 
movement is more restricted than for the head-
shake. In the Jordanian variety, it mostly occurs 
by itself as a short negative response. However, 
in the Lebanese variety, the backward head tilt 

Figure 19. Nonmanual marking of yes-no ques-
tions in Levantine Arabic Sign Language.

Figure 20. REASON/WHY.
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occurs regularly with a number of signs, includ-
ing the negative existential THERE-IS-NO and 
the signs for NOT-KNOW and NOT-LIKE 
(Zeshan 2004). The first two are suppletive 
forms in Levantine Arabic Sign Language, that 
is, they differ from their positive counterparts 
in irregular ways (see Figs. 23 and 24).
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Íila

Derivatives of the root w-ß-l are used in Arabic 
grammatical theory to express the general idea 
of ‘connecting’ two linguistic units. Two terms 
derived from this root, waßl and ßila, are used 
as technical terms, along with mawßùl as the 
correlate of ßila, and the verbs waßala, ±awßala, 
and ittaßala.

The use of ßila as a technical term goes back 
to the earliest Qur±ànic commentaries. Here, the 
term is used for redundant elements whose only 
function is to come between two linguistic units. 
Examples are found in Mu™ammad al-Kalbì’s 
(d. 146/763) commentary, for instance when he 
uses the term ßila fì l-kalàm for the preposition 
min in Q. 24/30 yaÿu∂∂ù min ±abßàrihim ‘that 
they cast down their eyes’ (Tafsìr 146b4), or 
for the kàf in Q. 28/82 wayka±annahu ‘woe!’ 
(Tafsir 163a14; Versteegh 1993:118–119). 
The term is particularly frequent in Muqàtil 
ibn Sulaymàn’s (d. 150/767) Tafsìr (Versteegh 
1993:141–146).

According to Ibn Ya≠ìš (Šar™ VIII, 128–139), 
the term ßila in this sense belonged to the 
terminology of the Kufan grammarians. It is 
indeed used frequently in al-Farrà±’s Ma≠ànì 
(e.g. III, 187.11–15). Kinberg (1996:923–930) 
distinguishes between six different uses of the 
term in the Ma≠ànì: (i) redundant element; (ii) 
modifier of an indefinite noun; (iii) modifier 
after a relative pronoun; (iv) complement of a 
verb (e.g. a prepositional phrase); (v) attached 
element (e.g. -mà in kullamà, ni≠ma mà); and 
(vi) prolongation of a final vowel in pause 
or rhyme. The original exegetical meaning of 
‘redundant element’ recurs in (i) and (v). The use 

of ßila in the sense of ‘relative clause as modi-
fier’, which is present in (ii) and (iii), is an 
innovation that al-Farrà± shares with the Basran 
grammarians (see below). The meaning of 
‘complement of the verb’ in (v) is found for 
instance in Ibn as-Sarràj (Taha 1993). The 
phonetic meaning under (vi) is something new 
and not found in later grammarians; perhaps, 
this meaning is related to that of ‘redundant 
element’, i.e. an element that serves merely to 
bridge the gap between two other elements, 
without having any other function.

According to Talmon (1995; 2003:222–232), 
the origin of the term ßila lies in the translations 
of Greek logical writings. These preserved the 
Aristotelian tripartition of the parts of speech 
into two meaningful classes, nouns and verbs, 
and one meaningless class, the sundesmós, whose 
function was to conjoin the other parts. This is 
also the case in Jàbir ibn £ayyàn’s terminology, 
where ßila indicates the preposition which 
determines the relations between the noun and 
the verb (Kraus 1942:250). If Talmon is right 
about the Greek provenance of the term, the 
use of ßila for redundant elements without any 
semantic content must have preceded its use 
in syntax in the sense of connective elements 
with their own meaning and function. Note 
that al-Fàràbì (d. 337/949; ±AlfàÚ 44) uses a 
related term, wàßila (probably translated from 
the Greek term sundesmós), for a mixed group 
of words, consisting of the definite article, the 
vocative particle yà, and the quantifiers kull 
and ba≠∂.

In the Basran tradition, ßila was not used 
for redundant elements, for which other terms 
existed, such as zà±id, laÿw (e.g. Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 433.12 mà in mahmà; I, 405.5 ≈à in 
mà-≈à), or ™ašw (as well as some other terms; 
see the exhaustive list in Talmon 2003:222ff.). 
The only Basran grammarian using ßila in 
the sense of ‘redundant element’ is al-±Axfaš 
(d. 215/830 or 221/835), in his Ma≠ànì l-
Qur±àn (e.g. Ma≠ànì 347), which is dedicated to 
Qur±ànic exegesis, just like al-Farrà±’s. The other 
Basran grammarians did retain the term ßila, 
but for a different function, to denote modifiers 
connected to the main clause by a connecting 
element called mawßùl. In Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb, 
ßila is frequently used in this sense (Troupeau 
1976:217: ‘adjunction’, 70 times, sometimes 
in combination with the verb waßala ‘to 
connect’, which occurs 25 times). The related 
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term waßl is predominantly used to indicate a 
morphophonological junction (the opposite of 
waqf ‘pause’), as in the frequently used term 
±alif al-waßl (45 times), although it is sometimes 
used in the sense of a syntactic connection as 
well. According to Mosel, the modifiers that 
are called ßila in the Kitàb include relative 
clauses (1975:155–157), clauses introduced by 
±an (1975:192–193), and clauses introduced by 
±anna (1975:199–204).

The meaning of ‘dependent clause as modifier’ 
was to become the usual meaning of ßila in later 
Arabic grammar, in which Basran terminology 
predominated. The earlier use of ßila in the 
sense of ‘redundant element’ disappeared more 
or less from grammatical terminology, although 
in the exegetical literature it is still found from 
time to time, for instance when the word mà in 
its function as emphasizer rather than relative 
pronoun is referred to as a ßila or ™ašw (Taha 
1993:236). In later grammatical terminology, 
traces of this use of the term are also visible 
in a category of particles called ™urùf aß-ßila. 
According to Ibn Ya≠ìš’ definition (Šar™ VIII, 
128–139), this category includes the words ±in, 
±an, mà, là, min, bi-, all of which can be used 
without producing any additional meaning 
(duxùluhu ka-xurùjihi min ÿayr ±i™dàμ ma≠nà).

Ibn as-Sarràj (d. 316/928) uses the term ßila 
more or less in the same sense as Sìbawayhi: it 
is the name for constructions with the particle 
mà, with the relative pronoun, with the particle 
±ayy, with ±an, and with oaths (Taha 1993:237). 
In all of these structures, ßila refers to an item 
that is connected with a noun in order to 
form a complete syntactic (and semantic) unit; 
the noun with which it is connected (i.e. the 
relative pronoun, the article in a participial 
construction, or the particle ±ayy) is called its 
mawßùl. That the ßila and its mawßùl form one 
unit is shown among other things by the fact 
that neither the ßila itself nor any part of it can 
be preposed (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl II, 222–223). 
In the phrase alla≈ì ∂araba zaydan ≠amrun ‘the 
one who is hitting Zayd is Amr’, for instance, 
one cannot front zaydan, saying *zaydan alla≈ì 
∂araba ≠amrun (±Ußùl II, 223.11–12). Likewise, 
in the Qur±ànic verse wa-kànù fìhi min az-
zàhidìna, usually interpreted as ‘they did not put 
a great value on him’ (Q. 12/20), Ibn as-Sarràj 
does not analyze fìhi as belonging syntacti-
cally to zàhidìna (fa-là yajùzu ±an taj≠ala fìhi 
fì ß-ßila). In both sentences, the fact that a word 

is part of a ßila prevents it from being moved 
before its mawßùl (the al- in az-zàhidìna). In 
coordination, the entire phrase consisting of the 
mawßùl and its ßila must be coordinated, e.g. 
∂arabtu lla≈ì fì d-dàr wa-zaydan ‘I hit the one 
in the house and Zayd’, while it is impossible to 
say *∂arabtu alla≈ì wa-zaydan (Ibn as-Sarràj, 
±Ußùl II, 69; Owens 1988:78–79). 

According to Taha (1993:240–241), the 
term ßila in the expression min ßilatihi refers 
to a semantic connection, similar to the one 
expressed by Sìbawayhi with the term ¤ sabab. 
For instance, in the sentence 

±a≠jaba  rukùb-u
amazed.3ms riding-Nom
d-dàbbat-a zayd-un ≠amr-an
the-riding.animal-Acc Zayd-nom ≠Amr-Acc
‘The fact that Zayd rode the animal amazed 
≠Amr’ (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 138) 

the word dàbba is said to be connected (min 
ßilatihi) to rukùb, hence the impossibility to 
prepose it; likewise, the word zayd cannot 
come before rukùb (Taha 1993:240). On the 
other hand, one could also analyze this in the 
sense of ‘belonging to the syntagm of rukùb’. 
The expression min sababihi is also used by Ibn 
as-Sarràj, but only in reference to nonverbal 
constructions (Taha 1993:241).

The terminology of the root w-ß-l ‘to connect’ 
is further used by Ibn as-Sarràj in connection 
with his theory of transitivity (¤ ta≠addin; 
Taha 1995): in his classification of verbs, he 
calls those transitive verbs wàßil whose action 
actually goes from the agent to the object 
(±Ußùl I, 73), e.g. ∂araba ‘to hit’, as against 
other transitive verbs such as Úanna ‘to regard 
as’. This usage is extended by Ibn as-Sarràj to 
the link between the preposition and the noun 
governed by it (±Ußùl I, 408; Taha 1993:242), 
and, accordingly, it is also applied by him to 
cases like marartu bi-zaydin ‘I passed Zayd’, in 
which a verb is connected with its (semantic) 
object by means of a preposition. Ibn as-Sarràj 
claims that in such cases the action of the verb 
passes to the noun (±Ußùl II, 13.14–16; Taha 
1993:240), “because bi-zaydin is a patiens and 
that what is reached by the verb with the help 
of a preposition is equivalent in meaning to that 
which is reached by the verb itself, because the 
meaning of the expression bi-zaydin is ±ataytu 
zaydan ‘I came to Zayd’” (li-±anna bi-zaydin 
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maf≠ùl wa-l-wàßil ±ilayhi al-fi≠l bi-™arf fì l-ma≠nà 
ka-lla≈ì yaßilu ±ilayhi l-fi≠l bi-≈àtihi li-±anna 
qawlaka marartu bi-zaydin ma≠nàhu ±ataytu 
zaydan).
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Sinai Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

1.1 Geographical

Wedged between North Africa and southwestern 
Asia lies the Sinai Peninsula. Through the ages, 
the area has served as a land bridge between 
the two continents, and across it Islam and the 
Arabic language were spread to Africa by Arabs 
from the Arabian Peninsula. 

The most populous region of the Sinai Desert 
is its northern littoral. The central plain of at-
Tìh and the mountainous region of the south 
(a†-¢ùr) are only thinly populated. The major-
ity of the population in the south live near the 
Gulf of Suez and the Gulf of Aqaba, or in towns 
on the coast, near St. Catherine’s Monastery 
and in Wàdiy Fè®àn, where the main road 
leads through central southern Sinai from St. 
Catherine’s to the Gulf of Suez.

1.2 Native speakers

The total number of inhabitants of Sinai is well 
over 350,000 today (more than 300,000 live in 
North Sinai – with about half of these in al-≠Arìš – 
and more than 60,000 in South Sinai). Of this 
total, some 80,000 can claim Bedouin descent. 
Among Sinai’s non-Bedouin population are 
the ‘original’ inhabitants of al-≠Arìš, while the 
majority of non-Bedouin newcomers are from 
the Nile Valley or Delta, having arrived via 
large-scale government settlement programs. A 
minority are Palestinians.

In older times, Bedouin in the northeast 
work ed as farmhands during harvest times in 
Palestine, while those in the northwest used to 
frequent the eastern Nile Delta. These tribes 
almost all became fully sedentary, after comple-
tion of the Suez Canal in 1869 and creation of 
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the state of Israel in 1948 made their semino-
madic lifestyle impossible. Seasonal trekking, 
however, still occurs on a very limited scale, 
mainly in the center and south of Sinai. 

Over the past decades, Bedouin have started 
settling near schools to secure an education for 
their children (the first schools in Sinai were built 
in the 1950s). Also, better health care is often 
cited as a reason to settle in more populated areas. 

For details on the arrival of tribes in Sinai, 
see Bailey (1985).

1.3 Tribes and dialect groups in Sinai

Eight typological groups can be identified in 
Sinai, as illustrated by the Multi-Dimensional 
Scaling Plot (¤ dialect geography; see Map 1). 
It shows relative typological distances between 
dialects. Every black dot represents a tribal dia-
lect. Abbreviations used for the dialects of the 
tribes follow in brackets in the main text below.

The geographical distribution of the tribes in 
Sinai is approximately as indicated in Map 2 
(dialect groups are in roman numerals). 

The eight typological groups are the fol-
lowing:

Group I: ðullàm in the Negev (Blanc 1970; 
abbreviation ðA), northern Ta®àbìn (nTA), 
Rmèlàt (RA), Sawàrkah (SA), Biliy (BaA), 

the Masà≠ìd (MA), the ≠Ayàydah (≠AyA). 
Group I tribes living more toward the cen-
ter and south of Sinai are: the Malàl™ah 
(MlA), A™aywàt (A™A; Stewart 1987, 1988, 
1990), Ta®àbìn of Nwèbi≠ (TAN) and Ràs 
Íadr (TAÍ), Jaràjrah (JrA), £wè†àt (£wA), 
Tayàha (TyA), Badà®ah (BdA), and Dbùr 
(DbA).

Group II: The dialect type of the ≠Agàylah 
(≠AgA) and Samà≠nah (SaA).

Group III: Typologically nearest to the sed-
entary dialect of the eastern Šarqiyya (eŠA; 
as described in Abul Fadl 1961; Woidich 
1979, 1980; Behnstedt and Woidich 1987), 
and spoken by the Axàrsah (AxA) and 
BiyyàÚiyyah (BA).

The dialects of Groups I–III form a continuum, 
or area of transition, between the Negev (I) 
type of Bedouin dialects and eŠA.

Group IV: The dialect of the Dawàÿrah 
(DwA), who are treated as pariahs by their 
neighbors. Their dialect has conserved many 
of its original (presumably central or south-
ern) Najdi features, and it is not Northwest 
Arabian.

Map 1. Multi-Dimensional Scaling Plot (by Geer Hoppenbrouwers), based on 87 criteria producing 
differences inside Sinai. Clusters are typologically relatively similar dialects in Sinai. 
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Map 2. Approximate geographical distribution of the tribes in Sinai. Shades of gray indicate clusters 
of typologically relatively similar dialects (cf. Map 1).
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Group V: The dialect of al-≠Arìš spoken by 
its original inhabitants (the Fawaxriyyah). It 
is not Northwest Arabian but rather a type of 
mixture of the southern Transjordanian type 
and the urban type (≠AA; cf. Palva 1984:371; 
de Jong 2000:588).

Group VI: The dialects of Mzènah (MzA) and 
Baniy Wàßil (BWA). BWA was presumably 
originally much like the Group I type, but it 
now clearly ‘leans’ toward MzA in a dialect-
typological sense (cf. de Jong 2004b).

Group VII: The dialects of Garàršah (GrA), 
Awlàd Sa≠ìd (ASA), Íawàl™ah (ÍwA), Jbàliyyah 
( JbA; cf. Nishio 1992), and the £amàÚah 
(£mA). The Hanàdwah (HnA) are an exam-
ple of several non-Bedouin families living in 
Wàdiy a†-¢ùr.

Group VIII: The ≠Lègàt (≠Lg). These and 
notably £mA of Group VII have a number of 
remarkable features in common with Group II. 

1.4 Position of the dialects and linguistic type

The dialects of the Bedouin tribes of Groups 
I–III and VI–VIII form a western extension 
into Sinai of the ¤ Northwest Arabian (NWA) 
dialects, as proposed by Palva (1991; see below 
Sec. 1.5).

Members of all Bedouin tribes in Sinai are 
found in al-≠Arìš, and the dialect of this town 
also serves as a regional vehicle of communica-
tion in the north, although farther to the west, 
influences of the Cairo (or more or less Central 
Delta) variety are stronger.

On occasions like court sessions, or when 
reciting poetry, Bedouin often (attempt to) 
speak in a dialect type very similar to that of 

Group I, which is considered the appropriate 
(and prestigious) ‘Bedouin’ register for such 
social settings.

From a dialect-typological perspective, as 
one moves along the north coast from Group 
I in the east, via Groups II and III toward eŠA 
in the west, ‘Bedouin’ dialect characteristics (of 
the ¤ Negev and southern Jordan) give way to 
more typically sedentary features heard in the 
eastern Nile Delta. The treatment of interden-
tals in northern Sinai illustrates this transition 
(see Fig. 1).

1.5 Dialect notes in historical sources

Apart from some notes by travelers or histori-
ans (e.g. in Šuqayr 1916:341–343), not much is 
known of the history of the dialects of Sinai.

1.6 Dialects in surrounding areas

For a selection of publications on dialects in (or 
adjacent to) the area, see bibliographical refer-
ences below. Research into the dialects of the 
middle and south of Sinai was completed only 
recently (de Jong 2007). 

Most tribes claim the £ijàz as their land of 
origin. This may well be true, but hardly any-
thing is known of the route by which these tribes 
came to Sinai, or of the dialects spoken there.

A plausible hypothesis (Palva 1991) is that 
a Northwest Arabian group of dialects in 
southern Jordan (among these the £wè†àt and 
Bani ≠A†ìye; see Palva 1984–1986), the Negev, 
and Sinai links up with dialects in the south-
ern £ijàz and the Tihàmah through as-yet-
unknown dialects in the northern £ijàz. To test 
this hypothesis, research into dialects spoken 
on the Red Sea coast of Saudi Arabia remains a 
great desideratum.

Figure 1. Treatment of interdentals in northern Sinai

WEST        EAST

eŠA III II* I*
 AxA  BA
t, d, ≈ t ~ μ, ≈ ~ d, Ú t, d, ≈ μ, ≈, Ú μ, ≈, Ú

* Also in Groups IV and VI–VIII, all three interdentals are present. In Group V, these have all been replaced 
by stops /t/, /d/, and /∂/.
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2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 General

2.1.1 Northwest Arabian type vs. Najdi type
Prominent Northwest Arabian features of the 
dialects in Sinai, distinguishing these from ¤ 
Najdi-type dialects, are the following (cf. Palva 
1991:154–156):

– absence of tanwìn and its residues
– absence of affricated reflexes of *q and *k
– absence of final /n/ in the imperfect 2nd per-

son singular feminine, and 2nd and 3rd per-
son plural masculine (except in Group IV)

– absence of resyllabification of sequences 
(v = v or ä) CaCaCv > CCvCv (but present 
in Group IV) 

2.1.2 Other general characteristics of Sinai 
dialects
Some major characteristics shared by all dia-
lects in Sinai (unless indicated otherwise) are 
the following (cf. Palva 1991):

– presence of interdentals (but for BA of Group 
III and Group V, see Sec. 1.3)

– /j/ for *j (allophones vary from /g to ž (IPA[dz] 
via [dÀ] to [À] respectively))

– /g/ for *q
– an active ¤ gahawa(h)-syndrome (not Groups 

III and V), resyllabifying a sequence (C)aXC(v) 
> (C)aXaC(v)

– gender distinction in the 2nd and 3rd person 
plural in the nominal and verbal systems (not 
Group V)

– productivity of Form IV (not HnA, SaA of 
Group II, Groups III and V)

– occurrence of typical Bedouin lexical items 
(not Group V)

– occurrence of stressed 1st person singular 
pronominals -ì and -nì (not Groups IV and V)

– partial lack of phonemic distinction between 
/i/ and /u/

– reduction of geminates: vCaCaCbv > vCaCbv
– 2nd person plural masculine pronominal suffix 

-kuw (but Groups VII, VIII, and SaA of 
Group II often also have -ku¤)

– use of the b-imperfect (not Group IV)

Notwithstanding such similarities, there are 
differences between Sinai dialects, yielding the 
eight typological clusters (groups) mentioned 
above (see Map 1).

2.2 Phonology

2.2.1 Consonants
The inventory of consonants varies slightly 
between dialects (Table 1). The greatest differ-
ences are:

– an additional phoneme /˚/ in Group II and 
Groups VI–VIII

– only one interdental /Ú/ in BA of Group III, 
and none in Group V

Table 1. Inventory of consonants

 bilabial labio- alveolar inter- postal- palatal velar uvular phar- laryngeal
  dental  dental veolar    yngeal
 vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd vl vd

plosive b t d k g (q)   (±)
emph.   † ∂   ˚
nasal m n
fricative f s z μ ≈ š (ž)   x ÿ ™ ≠ h
emph. ß (Ω) Ú
affricate j
trill  r
emph.  (®)
lateral  l
emph.  £
glides w y y

vd = voiced, vl = voiceless, emph. = emphatic 
Note: Italics indicate differences in phoneme inventories of the dialects:
∂ only in Group V. For interdentals, see Sec. 1.3. For ˚, see Sec. 2.4.1. Marginal or secondary phonemes are 
in brackets.
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Exceptions to regular reflexes occur in the case 
of interdentals in forms loaned from ‘Egyptian’ 
or Standard Arabic, such as (in Groups VI–VIII) 
tillàjih ‘refrigerator’, talj ‘snow’, and (also else-
where) ™àdsih ‘accident’, masalan ‘for instance’, 
bizr ‘seed’, maΩbù† ‘correct’, Ωabba†/yΩabbi† ‘to 
do properly’. *± may have a reflex w, as in 
ánwikal ‘it was eaten’, sometimes ≠, as in sa≠al 
‘he asked’ or ir≠ ~ ar≠ ‘behold!’ (*r-±-y). Usually, 
*± has simply disappeared, leaving behind a 
complementary lengthened vowel (e.g. *ra±s > 
®às), a y instead (e.g. *≠à±ilah > ≠àylah ‘family’), 
or no trace at all, e.g. *ru±ùs > ®ùs ‘heads’.

2.2.2 Vowels
All dialects have three short vowel phonemes: 
/a/, /i/, and /u/. Although phonemic opposition 
between /i/ and /u/ is limited, the minimal pair 
xiÚr [proper name] - xuÚr ‘green [pl.]’ is found 
in all dialects. Generally, however, u appears 
in velarized and/or labial environments and i 
elsewhere. 

Older /i/ and /u/ have been elided from 
open initial syllables, resulting in initial CCv 
sequences (see Sec. 2.2.4), e.g. lsàn ‘tongue’ 
(*lisàn) and ®kab ‘knees’ (*rukab). The ‘van-
ished’ vowel /u/ (Blanc 1970:18) often left 
velarization behind (as in the second example).

Underlying /a/ in open syllables often surfaces 
as /i/ or /u/. The resulting unstressed high vowel 
is generally not elided in Bedouin dialects and 
is still underlyingly /a/, e.g. yínfiti™ (yinfati™) 
‘it is opened’, simi≠t (sami≠t) ‘I heard’, kibìr 
‘big’ (kabìr), kitabt (katabt) ‘I wrote’, dikàtrih 
(dakàtrah) ‘doctors’. However, in Group V, 
forms like yínifti™, smi≠t (the latter also in BA), 
and ikbìr are found.

In dialects of Groups I, IV, and VI–VIII, /a/ 
reappears in closed syllables in derived forms, 
e.g. yinfat™uw ‘they are opened’, tištaÿ£iy ‘she 
works’. In some dialects of Group I (not all), 
/a/ also reappears in closed syllables in ver-
bal Form I, e.g. šarbit ‘she drank’ (e.g. ðA, 
£wA, TyA), but in Group VI it surfaces as 
sim≠at ‘she heard’ and kubrin ‘they [fem.] grew 
older’. In Group II, Form n-I also has under-
lying /a/, but it does not reappear as /a/ in 
closed syllables, e.g. yinfít™in ‘they [fem.] are 
opened’.

All dialects have the phonemes /ì/, /è/, /à/, /ò/, 
and /ù/. In neutral environments, *ay and *aw 
generally have /è/ and /ò/ reflexes in all dialects, 
but Groups I, IV, and VI also have phonetically 

conditioned diphthongs ay and aw (see Sec. 
2.2.3).

Other dialects have monophthongs ir respec-
tive of phonetic environment: ≠èn, Úèf, ™òl, 
ßòm. In Groups VII and VIII, these are realized 
low (slightly below IPA [Æ1] and [–1], respec-
tively), when preceded by X (i.e. any back 
spirant) or a velarized consonant. 

In Group I (mainly central and northeastern 
dialects), long vowels /è/ and /ì/ may phoneti-
cally overlap, e.g. bìt ‘house’, sìf ‘sword’.

2.2.2.1 Final -à(±) 
Final long vowel -à has been raised in neutral 
environments to -iy in Groups I and IV, e.g. štiy 
‘winter’, sòdiy ~ sòdíy ‘black [sg. fem.]’, and 
(only Group IV) jiy ‘he came’. When it is not 
raised, *-à has often remained long in Groups 
IV and VI–VIII. Final long (unraised) -à is often 
accompanied by a glottal catch, usually in 
pause, e.g. ™am®à±/ ‘red [sg. fem.]’. In Group I, 
this unraised *-à(±) is usually short, e.g. bèÚá±/ 
‘white [sg. fem.]’. 

In BaA (of Group I) and Groups VI–VIII, 
final -à(±) has often been raised to -i± ([1π] (BaA) 
hni± ‘here’, šti± ‘winter’ (JbA íšti±), and (Group 
VI) ÿadí± ‘dinner’, but in the singular feminine 
adjectival pattern *CaCCà±: sòdíy ‘black’ and 
šòlíy ‘left-handed’. In Groups II, III, and V, the 
reflexes of *-à(±) have become more like current 
realizations of the feminine morpheme, e.g. 
sòda or sòdih.

2.2.3 Diphthongs
In Groups I, IV, and VI, diphthongal *ay and 
*aw have remained in positions directly pre-
ceded by back spirants or velarized consonants, 
e.g. ≠ayn ‘eye’ and †ayr ‘birds’, ßayf ‘summer’, 
and ™awl ‘year’ and ßawm ‘fasting’. 

2.2.4 Syllables
Possible syllables in Sinai are (examples under-
lined): Cv (ka-tab), Cä (≠à-rif   ), CvC  (ka-tab), 
CäC (≠àr-fih), CvCC (bint), CäCC (™à††). These 
may also appear as such on the surface. Under-
lyingly, the following syllable types are also 
possible: CCv(C) (®kab) and CCä(C) (lsàn). 
Surface forms (anaptyctics are indicated as ë) 
are, however, bisyllabics: ±ëC-Cv(C) and ±ëC-Cä 
(C). In Group V, underlying CC-initial syllables 
are not current: contrast for instance (Bedouin) 
ißßgùr or aßßgùr with lißgùr ‘the falcons’ in 
Group V.
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2.2.5 Elision, consonant clusters, and 
 anaptyxis

2.2.5.1 Elision
Dialects of Sinai (except Group IV*) are ‘dif-
férentiel’; (only underlying) high vowels /i/ and 
/u/, but not /a/, are elided in unstressed open 
nonfinal syllables. Group IV has additional rules 
for resyllabication (cf. Sec. 2.3.6), the feminine 
morpheme in construct state (cf. Sec. 2.6.1), and 
the pronominal suffix -k (cf. n. 5 in Sec. 2.4.1). 
The general rule for the dialects of Sinai is:

I > Ø / (v)Ca(Cb)_Ccv
I = /i/ or /u/; C = any consonant; v = any vowel

Resulting clusters may then become eligible for 
the anaptyxis rule (see Sec. 2.2.5.2). If, how-
ever, CaCb is a geminate, /i, u/ are not elided, 
but the geminate may be reduced, e.g. njaddid 
+ uh > njádiduh ‘we renew it’.

2.2.5.2 Anaptyxis
The anaptyxis rule is:

Ø > ± / (C)Ca_CCa

Ca = C or /

Clusters /CC are resolved, e.g. /™mà® > 
/(±)ë™mà® ‘donkey’. Clusters CCC or CC/ may 
be left intact, depending on the degrees of 
sonority of the consonants involved (e.g. bint/ 
‘girl’, but ≠abëd/ ‘slave’). Clusters CCCC are 
resolved, e.g. rikibt + ™mà® > rikibt ë™mà® ‘I 
rode a donkey’. Geminates in a cluster CaCaCb 
may be phonetically reduced, e.g. n†abbi≠ + 
-ih > n†abb≠ih, in IPA [πën’≥ãb∏eh]) ‘we train 
him’.

The phonetic quality of the anaptyctic vowel 
is colored by its surroundings: toward IPA [∏] 
in a labial and/or velarized environment (anap-
tyctic vowel underlined), e.g. yúÚurbuw ‘they 
hit’, otherwise toward IPA [i], e.g. yíkitbin 
‘they [fem.] write’.

2.2.6 Stress
As a general rule, the vowel of the first heavy 
sequence (of the morphological base) from the 
right is stressed for Sinai. A heavy sequence is 
defined as vCC or ä(C). All dialects in Sinai 
are of the mádrasah stress type, except BA of 
Group III, where stress is madrásah.

The domain of stress, however, varies, and 
in the absence of heavy sequences, different 
dialects have different solutions.

Stress is placed in the following man-
ner (by group) in the following words: (a) 
‘camel’; (b) ‘she wrote’; (c) ‘the boy’; (d) ‘it 
was opened’; (e) ‘it is opened’; (f) ‘she wrote 
it [masc.]’; (g) ‘your [sg. masc.] neck’; (h) 
‘he stretches’ (roman numerals refer to dialect 
groups).

Group I: (a) jimál ~ jámal; (b) kátabat ~ 
kitábat; (c) álwalad; (d) ánfita™; (e) yínfiti™; 
(f) kitábatih ~ kátabatih; (g) ®agábatak ~ 
®ágabatak; (h) ymidd. 

Groups II, VII, and VIII: (a) jámal; (b) káta-
bat; (c) ilwálad (II, VII), álwalad (VIII); 
(d) infáta™; (e) yínfiti™; (f) kátabatu(h); (g) 
®agabát˚ (cf. n. 2 in Sec. 2.4.1), (h) ymidd.

Group III: (a) jámal; (b) kátabat; (c) ilwálad; 
(d) infáta™; (e) yinfáti™; (f) katabátu (~ káta-
batu in AxA); (g) ®agabátak; (h) ymidd.

Group IV: (a) jámal; (b) ktíbat; (c) álwalad; 
(d) ánfita™; (e) yínfiti™; (f) ktíbtah; (g) ®gúœatk 
(cf. n. 6 in Sec. 2.4.1); (h) yímidd.

Group V: (a) jámal; (b) kátabat; (c) ilwálad; 
(d) infáta™; (e) yínifti™; (f) kátabatu; (g) 
®ágabatak; (h) iymidd.

Group VI: (a) jimál ~ jámal (BWA only 
jimál); (b) kátabat; (c) álwalad; (d) ánfita™; (e) 
yínfiti™; (f) kátabatuh (~ MzA kátbituh); (g) 
®agabátu˚ (cf. n. 2 in Sec. 2.4.1), (h) ymidd.

Rule ordering in all dialects is (i) elision, (ii) 
stress, (iii) anaptyxis. 

2.3 Phonotactics

2.3.1 Raising of the feminine morpheme -ah
The feminine morpheme -ah tends to be raised 
in nonvelarized environments. The degree of 
raising differs somewhat in the various groups. 
Generally, raising may reach IPA [ih] in Groups 
I, II, and IV and VI–VIII. In Group III, raising 
is slightly lower and depends on pausal posi-
tion. In Group V, such raising – only in pause –
reaches up to a value between IPA [Æ] and [e]. 
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2.3.2 Assimilation
Apart from regular assimilations of ‘sun let-
ters’, /l/ of the article may assimilate to /j/ (or 
/ž/) in some dialects. 

Assimilations that occur may be (a) partial 
or (b) total and (x) regressive, (y) progressive, 
or (z) reciprocal. Instances are: (bx) ridt > ritt 
‘I wanted’, bitzaÿri† > bizzaÿri† ‘she ululates’; 
(ax) bnalga > mnalga ‘we find’, nbàt > mbàt 
‘we spend the night’; (by) šèxhu¤ > šèxxu¤ 
‘their sheikh’, yšùfhiy > yšùffiy ‘he sees her’; 
(bz) mi≠hiy > mi™™iy ‘with her’. Total assimi-
lation of initial /h/- of pronominal suffixes to 
preceding voiceless consonants as in (by) occurs 
mainly in Groups I and VI–VIII.

2.3.3 The gahawah-syndrome
The ¤ gahawah-syndrome is active in Groups 
I, II, IV, and VI–VIII. In Groups III and V, it 
is not regular. Thus in all dialects one finds 
ba™a® ‘sea’ (even in Group V, where gahawah 
forms are rare) and šaha® ‘month’ and la™am 
‘meat’ (and suffixed, e.g. šahá®ha ‘her month’), 
but no gaha wah vowels appear in, for exam-
ple, (Group V) naxl ‘palm trees’, a™ma® ‘red’, 
and (Group III) gahwah ‘coffee’, na≠jah ‘ewe’. 
Suffixing such forms then results in, for exam-
ple, gáhiwtu ‘his coffee’.

The gahawah-syndrome affects Form I verbs 
as well, e.g. ta™ariμ ‘you plow’. When such 
verb forms (in dialects that stress CáCaCvC) 
are suffixed, stress is tá™arμih ‘you plow it’. 
Dialects that stress ta™áriμ will also stress 
ta™árμih.

When nominals are suffixed, Group I and 
≠AgA have forms like gáhawtih ‘his coffee’, but 
SaA and Groups VI–VIII have lá™amatu(h) ‘his 
piece of meat’ (in MzA ~ lá™mituh), although 
verb forms in Group VI are like those in 
Groups I and II, e.g. yá™arμin ‘they [fem.] 
plow’. In Group IV, all sequences CaCaCv are 
subject to the Najdi rule of ¤ resyllabication 
(see Sec. 2.3.6).

Derived forms and quadriradicals are not 
affected by the gahawah-syndrome, e.g.: a≠†at 
‘she gave’, gahwàk ‘he served you coffee’, 
istaÿ®abt ‘I wondered’.

2.3.4 The buka®a-syndrome
The ¤ buka®a-syndrome often creates intrusive 
vowels, e.g. (underlined), nidris > nidiris ‘we 
thresh’, buk®ah > buka®ah ‘tomorrow’.

2.3.5 Metathesis and the mutual influence of 
sibilants
¤ Metathesis is especially frequent in Groups 
VI and VII when sibilants are involved, e.g. šizih 
‘[the game of] sìjah’, šàz ‘baking sheet’ (more 
commonly ßàj), šizn ‘prison’ (*sijn), mšazzil 
‘recorder’ (*msajjil), našiz(/) ‘weaving’ (*nasj), 
but usually šaja®ah ‘tree’ (often saja®ah else-
where) and in many dialects šamš ‘sun’ (*šams).

2.3.6 Najdi resyllabication
A conspicuous characteristic of Group IV is the 
Najdi rule for ¤ resyllabication:

 CaCaaCbv > CCICv 
 CaCaLv > CCaLv
(after gahawah-syndrome) CaXaCv > CXaCv

C = any consonant; Ca = any consonant but X; 
Cb = any consonant but /l/ or /r/; I = /i/ or /u/; 
L = /l/ or /r/; X = /x, ÿ, ™, ≠/ or /h/

Examples: samakah > smikah ‘a fish’, ™a†abah 
> ™†ubah ‘a piece of firewood’, baßalah > bßalah 
‘an onion’, šaja®ah > šja®ah ‘a tree’, gahawah > 
ghawah ‘coffee’.

2.3.7 Morphophonology: The feminine 
 morpheme in construct state
In Group I, ≠AgA of II, III, and V, the feminine 
morpheme -ah > at when (historical) aC directly 
precedes. In SaA and Groups VI–VIII, this is 
also the case when /a/ is a gahawah-vowel (e.g. 
gahawatì ‘my coffee’, MzA gahawathin ‘their 
[fem.] coffee’). In Group I and ≠AgA, the femi-
nine morpheme following (gahawah) XaC > -it 
when suffixed with vowel-initial suffixes (/i/ is 
then elided), e.g. náxa£tu ‘his palm tree’. When 
sequences other than aC directly precede, the 
feminine morpheme > -it (or -t when v pre-
cedes), e.g. ≠ilbitha ‘her pack’, ≠ílibtu ‘his pack’.

In Group IV, the feminine morpheme > -at 
when C precedes, e.g. ≠ilbatha ‘her packet’, 
®guœátyah ‘my neck’, gháwatk ‘your coffee’. 
The a of -at (and also of the 3rd sg. fem. end-
ing -at; cf. Sec. 2.2.6, for Group IV example 
(f)) is dropped in open syllables, e.g. nàgtah ‘his 
she-camel’.

2.4 Morphology

In nominal morphology, short /a/ is often raised 
in the pattern C1aC2ìC3 > C1iC2ìC3: in most dia-
lects of Group I: C1iC2ìC3, e.g. kibìr, ≠irìs. 
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In Groups II, IV, VI–VIII, and BaA, TAÍ, 
TAN, JrA, TyA, and BdA of Group I, raising is 
optional, e.g. kibìr ~ kabìr, ≠irìs ~ ≠arìs.

In Group III, raising is phonetically condi-
tioned, e.g. kibìr, but no raising after X (i.e. any 
of the back spirants), e.g. ≠arìs. In some villages 
(e.g. G†ayyi≠ and Najìlah) of Group III, there is 
no raising, e.g. kabìr, ≠arìs.

In Group V, a pattern iC1C2ìC3 is used 
(after raising of a and its subsequent elision: 
morphological restructuring), but C1aC2ìC3 is 
also in use, mainly when C1 = X, e.g. ikbìr, ≠arìs.

2.4.1 Pronominals
Pronominals in Sinai are given in Table 2 (forms 
in parentheses occur less regularly).

The pronominal suffixes are given in Table 3.

2.4.2 Demonstratives
The singular masculine form for near deixis 
may be velarized in Group I: hàÚa ~ hà≈a. 
In RA and SA (of Group I) and in Group II, 
hà≈a is current, hàda in Groups III and V 

(~ da ~ dih in Groups II and III). Groups VI–
VIII have ≈a ~ ≈i± (~ hà≈a). In Group IV, final -à 
(of *hà≈à) of the singular masculine is raised 
and stressed: hà≈íy, contrasting only in stress 
with the singular feminine hà≈iy. For £wA 
and JrA, postpositioned ha is typical for the sin-
gular masculine, e.g. álwalad ha(±) ‘this boy’.

Singular feminine in Group I: hè≈iy (~ hà≈iy 
in RA, SA, BaA, and £wA) and in Groups II, III 
hà≈iy (respectively hàdiy) (~ diy in both) and V. 
Groups VII–VIII have hà≈iy ~ ≈iy (~ ≈iyyih in 
ASA and GrA; in GrA, hà≈iy is rare) and MzA 
hà≈iy(yih).

Plural common forms in Groups VI–VIII are 
unvelarized (hà-)≈ill(-ih) ~ ≈illèl(-ih) (~ K-form 
(hà-)≈òl or dòl). Group IV distinguishes gender 
in the plural: (masc.) hàÚò£(-£ah) ~ hàÚo££…w 
and (fem.) hàÚo££ayn. Elsewhere, only velarized 
plural forms occur: hòÚa£(-£ah)/hawÚa£(-£ah), 
hàÚa£(-£ah) and/or hàÚò£(-£ah).

For far deixis, plural forms with suffixed -k 
(+ -ah ~ -ih) are used, e.g. (pl. comm.) forms 
like hòÚa££à˚(-ah), hàÚo££à˚(-ah) or  (ha-)Úa££à˚

Table 2. Pronominals in Sinai Arabic

Group: I II III IV 
 sg.
3rd  masc. hù hù (~ huwwa) hù (~ huwwa) íhwa ~ úhwa
 fem. hì hì (~ hiyya) hì (~ hiyya) íhya 
2nd masc. int(a) (~intih)  inta (~int) inta int(a) 
 fem. intiy intiy inti intiy 
1st  comm. aná(±) ~ ána áni (~ ána, anì) áni (~ ána) ána 

 pl.
3rd masc. hu¤(¤a) hu¤(¤a) hu¤(¤a) hu¤¤a 
 fem. hin(na) hinna hin(na) hinna 
2nd masc. intuw intuw (~ intum) intu intuw 
 fem. intin intin intin intin 
1st  comm. i™na* i™na i™na* i™na 

* In £wA, ðA, and BA, a™na

Group: V VI VII–VIII
 sg. 
3rd  masc. huwwa hù hù ~ huwwa
 fem. hiyya hì hì ~ hiyya
2nd masc. inta int(ih) inti(h)
 fem. inti intiy intiy
1st  comm. áni ána ána

 pl.
3rd masc. hu¤¤a (comm.)  huwwa hu¤(¤a)
 fem. - hinna hin(na)
2nd masc. intu (comm.) intuw intuw ~ intum 
 fem. - intin intin
1st comm. i™na i™na i™na
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(-ah) in Groups I, II, and IV. Group VI has 
(hà-)Úá££a˚(-ah), Groups VII–VIII Úa££à˚(-ah) 
(~ hà≈ò˚ah in £mA). In Group III, (hà-)da££àk 
is used for the plural masculine, and  (hà-) 
da££àka for the plural feminine. In Group V, 
plural common is hadlàk(-a) and the form had-
kúm (-ma).

The singular forms for far deixis are usually 
suffixed with -k(ah) or -k(-ih), e.g. in Group IV, 
singular masculine hà≈àk (with long à) and sin-
gular feminine -hà≈ìk(-ah). In Group I, dialects 
with hà≈a and/or hà≈a have hà≈àk(-ah) and/or 
hàÚàk(-ah). Those with hà≈iy and/or hè≈iy 
have hà≈ìk(-ih) and/or hè≈ìk(-ih). Group II 
has hà≈àk and hà≈ìk(-ih), Group III has hàdàk 

and hàdìk(-a), and Group V has hadàk(-a) and 
hadìk(-a). In Groups VI–VIII, forms are usually 
without initial hà-: ≈à˚(-ah) and ≈ìk(-ah).

2.4.3 Presentatives
Presentatives are hà- or (heard in Group II) hè-, 
e.g. hèhù ji± ‘here he has come’, hàhì jat ‘here 
she has come’. Suffixed with -y (hày/hay), it 
is used for a nearer deixis – ‘here I/we have’ – 
and with suffixes -k/-kiy (hàk/hàkiy ‘here you 
[masc./fem.] have’) for farther deixis.

2.4.4 Relative pronoun and article
The relative pronoun is alliy for those dialects 
that have al- as the article, and illiy for those 

Table 3. Pronominal suffixes in Sinai Arabic 

Group: I II III
 sg.
3rd masc. C-ah ~ C-ih, v-h C-u(h), v-h C-u, v-h
 fem. -hiy or -ha (~ -hi± BaA) -ha  -ha
2nd masc. C-ak, v-k CC-u˚, v(C)-u˚*2 C-ak, v-k
 fem. -kiy (CC-ik BaA) CC-ik, v(C)-k -ki
1st comm. (gen.) C-ì, v-y (~ C-yah in BaA) C-ì, v-y C-ì, v-y
 comm. (obj.) -nì ~ -ni -nì ~ -ni -nì ~ -ni

 pl.
3rd masc. -hu¤*4 -hu¤ -hu¤
  fem. -hin -hin -hin
2nd masc. -˚uw -˚u¤ ~ -˚uw -ku
  fem. -kin -kin -kin
1st comm. -na (~ -ni± in BaA) -na -na

Group: IV V VI–VIII
 sg.
3rd masc. M-ah*1, C-ih C-u, v-h Cu(h), v-h
 fem. -ha -ha -ha ~ -hi± 
2nd masc.  -k*6 C-ak, v-k CC-u˚, v(C)-u˚*2 (~ C-u˚)
 fem. -(C)C-ik, v-kiy C-ik, v-ki CC-ik, v(C)-k*3

1st comm. (gen.) -ya(h)~ -yih C-i, v-ya C-ì ~ C-i, v-y
 comm. (obj.) -nya(h) ~ -nyi(h) -ni -nì ~ -ni

 pl.
3rd masc. -hu¤ ~ -huw -hum (comm.) -hu¤*4

 fem. -hin - -hin
2nd masc. -kuw -ku (comm.) -˚uw~ -˚u¤*5

 fem. -kin - -kin  
1st comm. -na -na -na ~ –ni±

n. 1  M = velarized C
n. 2  Superscript u indicates strong velarization accompanied by lip rounding (not a vowel in terms of syllabication; 

stress is, for example, Úarabátu˚ ‘she hit you [sg. masc.]’). In Group II, these forms co-occur with C-ak and 
v-k (used by younger generations).

n. 3 In BWA ~ -kiy. 
n. 4 -huw in Group VI. -huw ~ -hu¤ in JrA, BaA, and TAN.
n. 5  Only -˚uw in Group VI.
n. 6  Suffixing -k will not cause stress to shift (contrast n. 2), nor is a cluster Ck/ resolved, e.g. jámalk/ ‘your 

camel’. A cluster CCk/ is resolved, e.g. šúfitk/ ‘I saw you [sg. masc.]’.
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that have il-. Groups II and VI, which use both 
articles, have illiy. In Group I, the article is 
predominantly al-, and in Group VI it usually 
harmonizes with the vowel color of the follow-
ing noun (similarly in Group IV), e.g. ánnga® 
‘the potholes’, íli™ßiy ‘the rocks’. Groups III, V, 
and VII use il- and illiy.

2.4.5 Interrogatives
Among interrogatives used in Sinai are: ‘what?’ 
èš (~ ìš in Group I) and èh (Groups I–III). êh 
is common in Group IV (and predominant in 
Group III), and èš is current in Group V. êš is 
predominant in Group VI and èh in VII–VIII. 
The distribution of ‘why?’ lèh (~ lìh) and lèš (~ 
lìš) is parallel to that of èh and èš. In ðA and 
£wA, both èš ~ wišš occur as variants.

Other interrogatives are:

‘where?’  – fèn (Group III) and wèn (elsewhere) 
‘how?’ – izzày (Group III) and kèf ~ kìf,
  sometimes kayf (elsewhere) 
‘who?’  – mìn (SaA, Groups III, V–VIII); min 

in Group I (~ man in BaA) ≠AgA 
and man in Group IV

‘how much/many?’ – kam (Groups I, III, IV, 
VI–VIII), ákam (Group V), akám 
(≠AgA), kàm (SaA, Group III) 

‘when?’ – wagtèh (Groups I, III, IV (~ míta), 
VI), wagtèš (Groups I, II, V), matá 
or matà (Group I, BWA, but £wA 
matàn), MzA mitèh, ASA imtèh, 
GrA and JbA mitèn

‘which?’ – yàt in Groups I, IV, VI; iyyàt in 
Groups II, III (~ anhu/anhi), VII, 
VIII

≠asa + pronominal suffix expresses the hope 
that the addressee is well (or it is used to inquire 
after his or her well-being), as in ≠asàk †ayyib 
‘are you [sg. masc.] well?’ (Group I). To inquire 
‘what is the matter?’ (mainly) in dialects of 
Groups I and VI–VIII, ≠alàm + pronominal suf-
fix is heard, as in ≠alàmu˚ ya-œuw zèd ‘what is 
the matter, oh Abu Zayd?’ (GrA).

2.4.6 Adverbs
Temporal: (h)al™ìn/il™ìn is used throughout 
Sinai for ‘now’. Variations include: hal™ìnit 
(MzA), (h)al™ìniy (BaA, SaA, Group IV), and 
il™ìnih (GrA, JbA). The K-form dilwagtiy is 
heard predominantly in the northwest. 

Local: hniy is ‘here’ in Groups I (~ hni± in 
BaA, hàna in MlA) and IV, and usually nihà± 
~ nihàniy in Groups VI–VIII. In Group II íhnih 
(sporadically hàna) is used. In Group III, hàna 
is current (~ ihna in BA). The current form in 
Group V is hína (also as K-form elsewhere). 
Variations are: hniyàt, hniyàniy, hniyàntiy, hni-
yyih, hniyyan, and others. In some dialects 
(notably of Group I) also fi hàÚa/fi hà≈a for 
‘here’ is used. ‘There’ is hnuh in Groups I, IV, 
MzA (~ hnùtiy), ASA and £mA (~ hnòtiy). In 
Groups II, III, and V, GrA and JbA (~ hnuh) 
hnàk is current (also as K-form elsewhere). 
For ‘there [far away]’, ÿàd or ÿàdiy is used. 
Some dialects have faÚà˚ (fi + ≈à˚) for ‘[over] 
there’.

2.4.7 Analytic genitive
The analytic genitive is formed with šuÿl in 
Groups I, II, and IV (~ K-form btà≠). In GrA, 
JbA, and Group III, šuÿl ~ btà≠ (the latter is pre-
ferred in BA), in Group V (b)tà≠, and in Group 
VI šuÿl and ™agg. 

2.4.8 Negation
Negation of verb forms is generally done with 
preceding mà in Group I and MzA (the com-
pound negation is much less regular). Other dia-
lects use mà + verb form + š(i), while the single 
negation usually expresses more emphatic nega-
tion (often in combination with xàliß ‘at all’).

‘There is none’ is mà fìh (in Group I, ~ some-
times also ma fìš) or mà fìš (in Groups II-IV, 
VI; often ma fišši in Group V). In Group I, màš 
is also regular.

2.5 Verbs

All dialects are of the aktib/niktib type. Groups 
III and V have vowel harmony in the imperfect 
prefixes of the i- and u types (e.g. yiktib and 
yug≠ud), but not in the a- type (e.g. yiš®ab). 
Other dialects also show vowel harmony in the 
imperfect prefixes of the a- type: yiktib, yug≠ud, 
and yaš®ab. In Groups VI–VIII, this vowel 
harmony is applied throughout the paradigm, 
including the 1st person singular of i- and 
u-type imperfects: iktib-niktib, uÚrub-nuÚrub 
(and aš®ab-naš®ab). Elsewhere in Sinai, initial 
a- in the 1st person singular of imperfects is 
current in all three vowel types: aktib, ag≠ud, 
and aš®ab.
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In Group IV, imperfect endings are -vn in 
the 2nd and 3rd person plural masculine and 
the 2nd person singular feminine, e.g. tikit-
bùn, yikitbùn, tikitbìn (respectively); elsewhere, 
forms are tíkitbuw, yíkitbuw, and tíkitbiy (in 
SaA and £mA ~ -um in the pl. masc.), and 
perfect and imperfect plural feminine forms are 
with -vn (i.e. -in or -an), e.g. yíkitbvn, yáš®abvn 
and širbvn, kátabvn. In Group I, v harmonizes 
with the base vowel (see below). In Group 
IV, the endings are vowelless -n (e.g. yaš®ábn, 
y™alíbn, katábn).

In Group I, vowel-initial endings of the a-
type perfect and a-type imperfect harmonize 
as well, e.g. tasma≠ay ‘you [sg. fem.] hear’ 
and t/yasma≠aw ‘you/they [pl. masc.] hear’ and 
t/yasma≠an ‘you/they [pl. fem.] hear’. In the  
perfect, e.g. katabaw ‘they [masc.] wrote’, kata-
ban ‘they [fem.] wrote’, and katabat ‘she wrote’. 
In Groups II, III, IV and VI, VII, and VIII, end-
ings are (imperfect) -iy, -uw, -in, respectively, 
and (perfect) -uw, -in and also -at (SaA also 
has pl. masc. -um). For the 3rd person singular 
feminine of the a-type perfect, all have -at (but 
e.g. širbit, kubrit). Groups IV and VI have -at 
in all vowel types of the perfect (e.g. širbat, 
kubrat).

In gahawah-forms of verbs (i.e. when C2 = X; 
cf. Sec. 2.3.3), older /a/ of the prefix has been 
preserved, e.g. yaxabu† ‘he knocks’, ya™alib ‘he 
milks’. In Group IV, such gahawah-forms are 
resyllabified (cf. Sec. 2.3.6): yxábu† and y™álib. 
In Groups III and V, forms are yuxbu†, yi™lib, 
etc. (For treatment of underlying /a/ in verb 
forms, cf. Sec. 2.2.2.)

2.5.1 Vowel types of Form I verbs
Vowel types of Form I verbs for the perfect are: 
(a-type perfect) katab ‘to write’, (i-type perfect) 
simi≠ ‘to hear’, and (u-type perfect, quite rare) 
kubur ‘to grow old’. For the imperfect (a-type) 
yasma≠ or yisma≠, (i-type) yiktib, and (u-type) 
yuÚrub or yukbur.

2.5.2 Derived verbal Forms
Dialects in Sinai have an active Form IV, e.g. 
a≠†a/yi≠†iy ‘to give’ (except in Groups III, V, SaA 
(uncertain), and HnA).

Form II patterns are: C1aC2C2aC3/yC1aC2C2iC3.
Form ta-II patterns are: taC1aC2C2aC3/ytaC1a 

C2C2aC3. In northern dialects of Groups I and in 
IV, these patterns co-occur with (i)tC1aC2C2aC3/

yitC1aC2C2aC3 (especially the latter is current). 
In southern Group I dialects, the ytaC1aC2CaC3 

pattern is much more regular.
Form III patterns are: C1àC2aC3/yC1àC2iC3. 
Form ta-III patterns are: taC1àC2aC3/ytaC1à 

C2aC3. Here, too, the yitC1àC2aC3 pattern is 
used almost to the exclusion of the ytaC1àC2aC3 
pattern in northern Group I and in Group IV, 
while itC1àC2aC3 co-occurs with taC1àC2aC3. In 
southern Group I dialects, ytaC1àC2aC3 is much 
more regular.

In Groups VI–VIII, ta- prefixes are current 
in Forms t-II and t-III in perfect and imperfect; 
elsewhere, (i)t- prefixes are used.

In dialects with ta-prefix in the imperfect 
of Forms t-II and t-III, an initial tt- cluster is 
reduced, e.g. (ttaÿadda >) taÿadda ‘she has 
lunch’.

As the basic passive for Form I, Form n-I 
is used. As for vowel distribution and stress, 
Form I-t runs parallel to Form n-I (see examples 
d and e in Sec. 2.2.6).

Form ista/asta-I: alternating vowels in 
Groups I, IV–VIII astáC1C2aC3 (Groups V–VIII 
istáC1C2aC3)/yistáC1C2iC3; fixed a in Groups II, 
III istáC1C2aC3/yistáC1C2aC3.

Patterns of quadriliteral verbs run paral-
lel to Form II: C1aC2C3aC4/yC1aC2C3iC4. With 
the ta- or (i)t- prefix, the parallel is with 
Form t-II): taC1aC2C3aC4/ytaC1aC2C3aC4 or 
(i)tC1aC2C3aC4/yitC1aC2C3aC4.

2.5.3 Geminated verbs
The imperfect vowel is usually /u/ in velarized 
environments and /i/ in neutral environments, 
e.g. y™u†† ‘he places’, yju®® ‘he pulls’, but ymidd 
‘he stretches’, yliff ‘he wraps, turns’. In Group 
IV (where stress is yú™u††, yímidd, etc.), the 
plural feminine endings for medial geminate 
verbs are (perf.) -ann and (imperf.) -inn, e.g. 
šaddánn ‘they [fem.] pulled’ and yxuššínn ‘they 
[fem.] enter’.

In Groups II and VI–VIII and some dialects 
of Group I, the perfect base vowel /a/ is raised 
> /i, u/ when preceding stressed /è/, e.g. middèt 
‘I stretched’, suwwèt ‘I did’.

2.5.4 Verbs I±
The perfect of I± verbs ‘to eat’ and ‘to take’: 
Groups IV–VI, ðA, nTA, A™A, BaA, MA, 
£wA, and TyA have akal and axa≈. Elsewhere 
forms without initial a- are current.
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The imperfect vowel and degree of velariza-
tion varies: yàkil, yàxi≈ or yàkul, yàxu≈ else-
where. The active participle is wàkil and wàxid 
in Groups III and V (~ ±àkil, ±àxid in Group V), 
màkil, màxi≈ elsewhere.

Imperatives: úxu≈ or xu≈, ux≈iy, ux≈uw, 
ux≈in (in A™A, and Groups II and VII), xu≈, 
x≈iy, x≈uw, x≈in (in BaA, SA, ðA, A™A, TAN, 
TAÍ, £wA, Groups VI and VIII), and xu≈, 
xu≈iy, etc. elsewhere. Some dialects (e.g. A™A, 
JbA) have the various forms side by side.

2.5.5 Verbs Iw
Iw verbs may have w incorporated in the imper-
fect, as in yògaf ‘he stands’, yòji≠ ‘he hurts’ 
(yawgaf, yawji≠ occur predominantly in Groups 
I and IV). Such forms, all with (originally) a in 
the preformatives and subsequently monoph-
thongized to ò, are current in all groups, except 
in Group V (there yiwrid, yiwßal).

In some dialects, such as A™A and Group IV, 
forms without incorporated wàw occur as well, 
e.g. yiríd ‘he waters’, yišíl ‘he arrives’. 

2.5.6 Verbs IIw/y
In Groups VI–VIII, the long base vowel is often 
shortened in the 2nd person singular masculine 
of the imperfect, e.g. túgul ‘you say’, tíÿib ‘you 
are absent’,

The singular masculine imperative is šil 
‘carry!’. In some dialects, a vowel precedes, e.g. 
úgum ‘get up!’ and íšil ‘carry!’.

Group IV has plural feminine forms with 
vowelless -n, triggering the use of short base 
vowels, e.g. guln ‘they [fem.] said’ and yguln 
‘they [fem.] say’.

2.5.7 Verbs IIIw/y
Apocopated imperatives for the singular mas-
culine occur in Groups I, IV, and VI–VIII, e.g. 
irm ‘throw!’, saww ‘do, make!’ and i≠∂ ‘give!’.

In Groups VI–VIII, 2nd person singular mas-
culine imperfects are apocopated as well (both i- 
and a-types in all forms), e.g. timš ‘you go’, tans 
‘you forget’, tsaww ‘you make/do’, tlàg ‘you 
find’, ti≠† ‘you give’, taÿadd ‘you have lunch’.

IIIy a-type verbs tend to have final -a that is 
raised to -i± in Group VI, e.g. miší± ‘he went’.

In Group IV, the plural feminine ending -n 
is doubled: nasánn ‘they [fem.] forgot’ and 
yimšínn ‘they [fem.] go’.

2.5.8 Verb ‘to come’
Perfect

Group: I  II   III
  sg. pl. sg. pl. sg. pl.
3rd masc. ja(±) jaw jih jum ìja ìju
 fem. jat jan jàt jin ìjat ìjin
2nd masc. jìt jìtuw jìt jìtum jèt jètu
 fem. jìtiy jìtin jìtiy jìtin jèti jètin
1st comm. jìt jìna jìt jìna jèt jèna

Group: IV  VI–VIII V
  sg. pl. sg. pl. sg. pl.
3rd masc. jiy jàw ji± juw** ìja ìju
   (uw)    (comm.)
 fem. jàt jinn jàt jin ìjat
2nd masc. jìt jìtuw jìt jìtuw** ijèt ijètu
       (comm.)
 fem. jìtiy jìtin jìtiy jìtin ijèti 
1st comm. jìt jìna jìt jìna ijèt ijèna

** In £mA and ≠LA ~ jum and jítum.

Imperfect

Group: I  II and III* IV 
  sg. pl. sg. pl. sg. pl.
3rd masc. yjiy yjuw yìjiy yìjuw** yíjiy yjùn
 fem. tjiy yjin tìjiy yìjin tíjiy yjinn
2nd masc. tjiy tjuw tìjiy tìjuw** tíjiy tjùn
 fem. tjiy tjin tìjiy tìjin tjìn tjinn

1st comm. ajíy njiy àjiy nìjiy ájiy níjiy

* Endings –uw and -iy in Group III are less diphthongal. 
** In SaA, forms are yìjum and tìjum.

 
Group: VII, VIII VI*  V
  sg. pl. sg. pl. sg. pl.
3rd masc. yìjiy yìjuw yijíy yijúw yìji yìju
       (comm.)
 fem. tìjiy yìjin tijíy yijín  tìji
2nd masc. tij ~  tìjuw tij  tijúw tìji tìju
  tìj(iy)     (comm.)
 fem. tìjiy tìjin tijíy tijín  tìji
1st comm. ìjiy nìjiy ijíy  nijíy àji nìji

* For j ~ ì, see Sec. 2.1.2.

2.6 Innovations in the verbal system

Throughout the area (except in Group IV), the 
b-imperfect – one of the hallmarks of sedentary 
dialects – expresses the habitual present tense. 
In many dialects (mostly in the north), initial 
y- of the imperfect may be dropped (mainly in 
i- and u-types) when b- precedes, e.g. búgu≠duw 
‘they sit’ and biktib ‘he writes’. 
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2.7 Future and volition

To express volition (with an added sense of 
‘futurity’), widd (Groups I and IV) or bidd 
(elsewhere) is used, e.g. widdna ngò†ir ‘we want 
to [shall] go’. Alternatively, ha- (mainly ™a- in 
Group III) prefixed to the imperfect (or less fre-
quently with ®à™ ~ ®a™ preceding < ràyi™) may 
be used for the future, e.g. ®à™ a™kílak zayy mà 
ßàr ‘I’ll tell you like it happened’. Another way 
to express future is to use the simple present 
tense.

2.8 Some additional remarks

2.8.1 Agreement
Limited or countable numbers of objects, and 
even male persons – whatever the grammati-
cal gender of the singular noun – tend to be 
referred to in the plural feminine, e.g. w ixwàn 
xamsithin iwlàd ™amdàn ‘and the brothers – 
the five of them – are the sons of £amdàn’ 
(A™A). 

2.8.2 Enclitic suffixing
Suffixed prepositions l and (much rarer) b may 
in turn be enclitically suffixed to verb forms, e.g. 
(preposition l) btug≠úd-ilhiy ‘she stays [for her-
self  ]’ (RA of Group I), taš®áb-ilk ‘you drink [for 
yourself]’ (Group IV); (preposition b) byifríg-
ibh-ássalab ‘he separates the rope with it [sg. 
fem.]’ (BaA). 

2.8.3 Grammaticalizations
Unconjugated gàm is often used as a particle 
expressing a notion of ingressiveness/sudden-
ness of the action expressed in the verb that 
follows, gàm gult ‘I then said’.

Xàf or xàfa££ah expresses doubt and can be 
trans lated with ‘maybe, perhaps’ and seems to 
be used mainly for undesirable possibilities, e.g. 
xàfa££ah minta ®ajil ‘maybe you’re not a (real) 
man’.

For desired possible developments, kìd is 
used, e.g. kìd sí≠irhin ya†la≠ ‘maybe their price 
will go up’ (said by someone planning to sell).

Min xawf/xòf (ma/la) lit. ‘for fear that’ has 
developed into a conjunction expressing ‘lest’, 
e.g. bin≠alligha min xawf la tawga≠ ‘we tie it up, 
lest it should fall’.
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Singular ¤ Number

Slang

‘Slang’ is an English term which is sometimes 
used erroneously to refer to what in Arabic is 
termed al-≠àmmiyya or ad-dàrija or al-lahja, i.e. 
linguistic entities which are more appropriately 
referred to in English as colloquials or dialects. 
A more precise correspondence to the English 
term ‘slang’ might be the Arabic term sìm or 
the phrase ra†àna ≠àmmiyya. The former term is 
more closely akin to a very limited and specific 
form of slang which in English is termed ‘argot’ 
or ‘cant’ (also ‘lingo’), while the latter phrase 
captures that aspect of slang which is tempo-
rary and fast changing and more closely fits the 
English term ‘slang’.

Due to the differences in the linguistic situation 
between English and Arabic, it is necessary to 
define each of the above terms in order to clarify 
their exact meanings within the context of each 
language. First, all of the terms refer to forms 
of the spoken language, and all denote a devia-
tion in some way from a standard. For English, 
it is a spoken standard, based on the country 
under consideration (e.g., standard American 
English differs from standard British English or 

‘Received Pronunciation’, but one would not 
be considered ‘slang’ with regard to the other).

In an English language context, the term 
‘colloquial speech’ refers to speech that differs 
from a standard based on level of informality. 
Colloquial speech is less formal than ‘standard’ 
speech, based on the presence of certain pat-
terns of speech which are considered inappro-
priate in formal contexts but are nonetheless 
in wide use and understood by all. This would 
include, for example, the use of contractions, 
or lexical items not ordinarily found in formal 
contexts, including certain slang or dialectal 
terms which have come into general use. The 
term ‘colloquial’ is originally related to the 
notion of ‘conversational’, since it is the form 
of speech used in ordinary conversations and 
does not have the connotation of a stigmatized 
uneducated or unrefined style of speech, as it 
may have when applied to Arabic contexts. 
The term ‘dialect’, on the other hand, is speech 
that deviates from a standard based on locale. 
In defining a dialect, one must also recognize 
the definitive role that politics play in deciding 
which variety of a language is recognized as 
the standard and which is the dialect. In most 
cases, the language of the capital city comes 
to be recognized as the standard form of both 
speech and writing, while the other varieties 
become perforce ‘dialects’.

Slang, in opposition to both of the above 
terms, deviates from a standard (as well as from 
colloquial speech and dialects) based on its 
novelty. That is, slang is speech which employs 
either newly minted words or ordinary words 
with newly developed meanings to impart a 
vividness to one’s speech, as well as to set the 
speaker apart as a member of a certain ‘in’ 
group. The evocation of group solidarity is an 
important element of slang usage, and although 
group solidarity may play a role in an individu-
al’s usage of a dialect or more colloquial speech, 
the use of slang terms tends to evoke a much 
more limited and socially circumscribed group-
ing, often of groups that fall outside the power 
structure, e.g. youth (¤ youth speech), racial 
or ethnic minorities, musicians, etc. Related to 
the term ‘slang’ are the terms ‘cant’ or ‘argot’, 
which both refer to the specialized speech of 
certain social groups, some stigmatized (such 
as prison inmates, homosexuals, prostitutes, 
and drug users), to which the term ‘cant’ is usu-
ally applied, and others professional in nature, 
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to which the term ‘argot’ is applied (although 
this distinction is often not made). What dis-
tinguishes cant/argot from slang is its relative 
persistence as opposed to the impermanence 
of slang, as well as the heightened importance 
of secrecy in the use of cant/argot (see also ¤ 
jargon; ¤ secret languages).

In the Arabic situation, due to ¤ diglossia, 
defining a spoken standard is much more diffi-
cult. The standard written language, referred to 
as al-fuß™à, is used in certain spoken contexts 
in the media as well as in religious functions, 
and although highly valued and respected, it 
does not function as a spoken standard in 
the same way that standard American English 
does. The English term ‘colloquial’ is applied 
to commonly spoken forms of Arabic, not 
because these deviate from a standard but 
more due to the connotation of ‘conversational’ 
speech. They may also be described as informal 
speech, but simply because their informality 
follows from the fact that they are used in 
everyday conversation, the determination of 
what is a formal and informal context may 
vary widely. The term ‘dialect’ may as well 
be misunderstood when applied to the widely 
varying forms of spoken Arabic. In an English 
context, a ‘dialect’ is defined as such because it 
deviates from the standard spoken form, based 
on locale. In an Arabic context, a dialect is a 
much different matter, due to the nature of the 
standard: al-fuß™à is a supranational standard 
primarily for written functions, with its spoken 
functions being very limited and circumscribed 
(but extremely important nonetheless). In lieu 
of a supranational spoken standard, certain 
‘dialects’ function to all intents and purposes 
as local spoken standard languages, the dialect 
usually associated with the capital or largest 
city. Although these are unofficial standards (in 
the sense that they are not recognized politi-
cally, and culturally do not have institutions 
associated with their development and upkeep), 
they nevertheless do exert a strong influence 
over the linguistic practices of individuals living 
within those states. When applying the word 
‘slang’ to an Arabic context, one is therefore 
describing forms of speech which deviate from 
this kind of spoken standard based on its nov-
elty and ephemeral nature, and not on deviance 
from the written standard. Dialects as well 
may be divided between those which function 

as national standards (Cairene, Damascene, 
Baghdadi, etc.) and those which do not (Ía≠ìdi, 
£omsi, Mußili, etc.).

Because of the nature of the linguistic situ-
ation in Arabic, therefore, finding the best 
possible Arabic equivalent for the term ‘slang’ 
in Arabic is a problem. Traditionally, Arabic 
opposes to al-fuß™à ‘the most eloquent’ form 
of the language various terms in common use, 
none of which are equivalent to ‘slang’: al-
≠àmmiyya or the language of ≠àmmat an-nàs 
‘common people’, and ad-dàrija, the language 
which is ‘in circulation’, both of which may be 
equivalent to ‘colloquial’ Arabic. The term lahja 
is the best translation for ‘dialect,’ although in 
earlier stages of Arabic culture the term ¤ luÿa 
(today the common equivalent to ‘language’) 
was also used in the sense of ‘dialect’. The term 
sìm is used in Egyptian Arabic primarily as a 
translation equivalent of ‘argot/cant’, but in 
some instances may connote a kind of slang as 
well. One dictionary consulted provided ra†àna 
≠àmmiyya as a translation of ‘slang’, and while 
that does seem like the most appropriate, it 
does not seem to be widely understood or com-
monly used in exactly that sense.

Rather than trying to find or coin a term 
in Arabic which unequivocally connotes the 
same thing as the English term ‘slang’, it may 
be better to consider examples of such lan-
guage. Allam (2000) examines ‘youngsters’ new 
vocabulary’ (kalàm aš-šabàb) in Cairo – or, in 
other words, teenage slang (¤ youth speech). 
She takes twenty words, almost all of which 
express an intensification of a good or bad 
evaluation of something or someone, classifies 
them based upon the degree of standardization, 
and then examines their use among different 
segments of the population.

Allam first classifies the expressions into 
three groups: (i) those with both a standard 
(dictionary) reflex and a slang reflex which 
have nearly the same meaning; (ii) those with 
both a standard (dictionary) reflex and a slang 
reflex which have different meanings; (iii) those 
without a standard (dictionary) reflex but with 
a slang reflex. Each of these subcategories 
shows the degree of acceptance into the stan-
dard dialect of these words. The first group, by 
being included in a dictionary (a good test for 
‘standard-ness’, especially in what is primarily 
an oral language), as well as sharing the same 
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meaning as the current slang term, indicates 
that they have become, if not accepted as stan-
dard, at least more recognized and perhaps 
more used as such than the other items, since 
they have likely been in use for some time. The 
second group of words indicates a departure 
from the standard: while the standard mean-
ing of each item is easily relatable to its slang 
meaning, there is enough divergence to create a 
miscommunication for those not ‘in the know’. 
The lack of recognition on the part of the lexi-
cographers of the third group of terms indicates 
its marginality and perhaps its novelty as well.

Allam provides another sort of grouping 
based on the understanding of these words by 
a group of older individuals. As opposed to the 
near unanimous understanding of these words 

in their slang meaning by younger individuals, 
for older individuals there is a much greater 
disparity in understanding some of them than 
others. Interestingly, this does not line up with 
the degree of standardization indicated by the 
first category. For example, while the cat-
egory (i) words inšaka™ and falsa≠ are the most 
recognized among the older segment of the 
population, a category (iii) word, mifayyaß, 
is almost as widely recognized. Furthermore, 
the slang meanings of two other category (i) 
words, ±iš†ah and i††a™an, are not recognized by 
more than half of the older population, while 
the slang connotation of another category (i) 
word, xarya†, is not understood at all. Category 
(ii) words (those with a new sense for old) 
show a relatively high degree of understanding 

Table 1. Cairene teenage slang terms (Allam 2000)

 Dictionary meaning  Slang meaning Understand Use

I:  inšaka™ ‘to fill with pleasure’  same meaning 92 36
falsa≠ ‘skedaddle, scram’  same meaning 76 24
±iš†ah ßabà™ il-±iš†a ‘good morning’  same meaning:  44 0
   ‘okay, good, alright’
i††a™an ‘to be ground down; to   same meaning 32 0
 become exhausted’
xarya† ‘exhausted’  same meaning 0 0

II: ha†al ‘to be slow, weak, undisciplined’ > ‘silly, stupid’ 64 0
kabbar ‘to say allàhu ±akbar’ > ‘to ignore, not to  60 40
   pay attention’
bì±ah ‘environment’: min bì±a wa†ya >  ‘low class, low 52 12
    standard’
lasa≠ ‘to scorch, sting, steal’ > ‘to go bonkers, to flip’ 52 12
±ustàz [respectful title]  > ‘excellent, great, of  48 0
   high quality [adj.]’
riwiš ‘to distract, disturb, be unnerving’ > ‘cute, cool, beautiful,  44 12
   stylish’
xayyiš ‘to cover with sackcloth’  > ‘to fail, mess up’ 24 0
±afaš ‘to seize, catch in the act’  > ‘to get angry at 
   someone because of 
   something they’ve done’ 20 0
itba≠at ‘to be sent’  > ‘to be fooled, tricked, 
   deceived’ 16 0
sabbit ‘to fix, provide evidence’  > ‘to put someone in his 
   place by convincing 
   argument’ 8 0
sayya™ ‘to fill to overflowing’  > ‘to spread around a 

   secret’ 4 0
III: mifayyaß –  ‘exhausted, unable 

   to perform’ 72 16
†a™n –  ‘extremely good, very 
   positive’ 48 8
±antax –  ‘to relax, sit doing 
   nothing’ 20 0
hartil –  ‘to go crazy, talk 
   nonsense’ 16 0
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among the older group, with about half being 
understood by about half or more of the older 
individuals, while two of the four category 
(iii) words are also understood by a signifi-
cant number of older individuals. This second 
grouping (based on understanding among dif-
ferent age groups) indicates that there is a sig-
nificant difference between the younger group, 
for whom these words represent an aspect of 
their age group identity, and the older group, 
for whom they do not. Understanding of some 
of the slang terms among this older group may 
be due to various historical and sociocultural 
factors: the understood slang items may be a 
generational leftover from a previous genera-
tion. Adults may understand the slang simply 
because they have to interact with their children 
of this age or they may be exposed to it through 
films and television. In any case, age-based 
understanding differences indicate a different 
kind of standardization from that found in 
dictionaries, namely one that is fluid and ever 
changing, based on personal interactions as 
well as media exposure.

The third grouping provided by Allam is 
based on differences in use between the younger 
and older generations, and it is here that the true 
nature of these terms as teenage slang is made 
clear. While almost all of the terms are used 
by a large majority of teenagers (the exception 
being mixarya†), 12 out of the 20 terms are not 
used at all by the older generation, while the 
rest are used by only a very few of the older 
individuals questioned. The most commonly 
understood slang term among the older group 
(inšaka™, understood by 92 percent of those 
questioned) is only used by one-third of them. 
The nonuse of these teen slang terms, even 
those ostensibly understood by adults, gives 
perhaps the clearest indication of what slang 
is about, namely to bolster a sense of group 
identity among a marginal social group. Use 
of these terms among adults is inhibited either 
due to lack of understanding of the terms by 
their association with a youth subculture or by 
their being associated with immoral or sexual 
connotations. An indication of the importance 
of these kinds of connotations may be seen in 
the one term which was used by the largest 
percentage of the adults questioned, namely 
kabbar (used by 40 percent of the adults). 
Perhaps because of its probable relation with 
the Muslim invocation allàhu ±akbar, it is much 

more readily accepted among adults than are 
the other terms understood by adults, which 
may have (in their mind) a hint of immorality 
or a sexual connotation.

In addition, it is interesting to note that cat-
egory (iii) may not be as unrepresentative in the 
Arabic lexicon as Allam imagines. In other dic-
tionaries there exist root entries similar to these 
particular lexical items. For example, ±antax 
may be seen as derived Form VIII from the 
root n-x-x (with the meaning ‘to kneel [camel]; 
to become tired’), making it originally intaxx, 
which has become reduced in the crucible of 
slang to ±antax). The lexical item mifayyiß as 
well may be a reflex of an ancient Arabic root, 
which has the connotation of ‘to cease; to tire 
of; to finish’. Under the root f-y-ß in Lane’s 
Lexicon and in the Lisàn al-≠Arab are listed the 
following lexemes: fàßa (wallàhi mà fißtu ‘by 
God I did not cease’; mà fißtu ±af≠alu ‘I have not 
tired of doing it’), ±afàßa (±afàßa bi-bawlihi ‘he 
ejected all his urine’), and mafyaß (mà ≠anhu 
mafyaß ‘there is no place to quit it’). The word 
hartil has a much less direct but much more 
interesting (possible) etymology. The first thing 
to note about this root is that it shares its first 
two consonants with a very large number of 
lexemes whose meaning involves detailing the 
negative qualities of a person or situation, 
often involving senility, weakness, and disease. 
Secondly, the word harkal ‘to become old, 
decrepit’ (listed in Hava, Lane, and the Lisàn 
al-≠Arab) may be seen as a possible historical 
source for the present hartil ‘to go crazy, talk 
nonsense’, due to the similarity in meaning, as 
well as in form (note that the phonemes /k/ and 
/t/ are acoustically very similar and are related 
even in Arabic verbal morphology as markers 
of the 2nd person). Rather than referring the 
origins of hartil and similar words back to the 
biradical hypothesis (which is the most common 
response), it seems preferable to see them as the 
result of two phenomena, phonaesthetics and 
the presence of cant or argot. While the notion 
of phonaesthemes cannot be explained here in 
detail (¤ sound symbolism), suffice it to say 
that it has to do with the grouping of lexemes in 
Arabic based on shared root consonants (usu-
ally the first two) as well as a shared semantic 
field, something which has been remarked upon 
for centuries. One of the first and best-known 
analyses of this was given by Ibn Jinnì (d. 
392/1002) and his theory of al-ištiqàq al-kabìr, 
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in which he tried to extend a semantic value 
not just to clusters of two root consonants but 
to individual consonants themselves (Xaßà±iß 
II, 133–139). More recently, Arabists and 
Semiticists have explained this phenomenon as 
being due to the fact that Semitic roots were 
originally biradical, with the third consonant 
added on to provide a nuance of meaning (¤ 
biradicalism). An alternate way to understand 
this phenomenon is to say that these groups of 
lexemes have developed over the centuries as a 
normal part of language evolution and change, 
not necessarily deriving from the same root 
but rather converging on a group of sounds 
(phonaesthemes), which have become associ-
ated in a speech community’s practice with a 
particular semantic value (e.g., in English the 
/sl-/ complex is found in a great many words 
which denote a wet, slippery texture). While 
this proposal is still somewhat tentative and 
in need of further research, it is quite possible 
that such processes have been involved in the 
development of slang and may have played an 
important role in the development of Arabic 
lexicon, which is a major point of Allam’s study.

The second phenomenon of relevance to the 
discussion of these slang terms and how they 
came to be is cant or argot, which is the special-
ized vocabulary of specific social groups. While 
it is difficult to say, based on the available 
evidence, how many of the above slang terms 
derive from more established and underground 
argots, such a possibility exists and should be 
considered before being discarded. However, 
even if such a source exists, one should not 
overlook the great differences between slang 
and argot. Slang is ephemeral, argot more 
long lived, and slang usually involves native 
words, either semantically reconceived or con-
ceived anew, whereas argot quite often is based 
on foreign language sources. Both tend to be 
confined to ‘in’ groups, but of quite different 
types. Particular types of slang may be shared 
by vaguely defined groups in a society, with a 
great deal of variability in the size and extent 
of the group at any one time, while argot tends 
to be confined to clearly identifiable groups of 
individuals who use it among themselves both 
to bolster their group identity and also to hide 
aspects of their interaction from outsiders with 
whom they deal (¤ jargon).

In contrast to the lack of research on con-
temporary slang in Arabic, there have been a 

number of studies of argot in Arabic, especially 
in the medieval period. The best of them is 
undoubtedly Bosworth (1976), who in the final 
chapter examines the jargon of the medieval 
genre of qaßìda sàsàniyya, poems describing 
the underworld of thieves and robbers in the 
urban centers of the Islamic world. He catego-
rizes the jargon words based on their origin 
and how they arrived at their form or meaning 
as presented in the texts, including derivations 
based on phonetic, morphological, or semantic 
changes as well as those derived from loan-
words, summarized in Table 2 and Table 3. 
He, too, notes the lack of a widely accepted 
Arabic term for ‘jargon’, although the term 
munàkàt Banì Sàsàn (= munàÿàt) functions 
essentially in the same way that ‘jargon’ does, 
but, he notes, it was not used widely in  medieval 
times nor is it used in such a way in modern 
times. 

For the modern period, Rowson (1982) deals 
with cant and argot (Arabic: sìm or sìn) in 
Cairene Arabic. Rowson (p.c.) distinguishes 
‘cant’ (the special language of a marginal group) 
from ‘argot’ (the secret language of a profes-
sional group), but in Rowson (1982), the terms 
are used interchangeably. He begins by noting 
the long life of some of these argot words, 
having found reflexes of them in works (some 
detailed in Bosworth 1976) from the 10th 
century (the Qaßìda sàsàniyya of ±Abù Dulaf 
al-Xazrajì), the 13th century (Ibn Daniyàl’s 
shadow plays), the 14th century (the Qaßìda 
sàsàniyya of Íafì d-Dìn al-£illì), and the 16th 
century (aš-Širbini’s Hazz al-qu™ùf). He then 
delimits several major argots in Cairo (ca. 
1982). The first two are more basic, while the 
next two are derived from them, with the rest 
being either too difficult to record or on their 
way to extinction (summarized in Table 4 with 
examples in Table 5). 

The first of these argots, sìm is-sàÿa (sìm it-
tuggàr, sìm xàn il-xalìli) is Hebrew-based, as 
evidenced in the use of Hebrew numbers, when 
they are not too close to Arabic. The second 
type, sìm il-fannànìn (sìm il-≠awàlim, sìm il-
mumassilìn, bitù≠ il-malàhi) is based on the ¤ 
Gypsy language (Rom, Romany, or Rotwälsch), 
with a great number of Italian words apparently 
derived from Italian commedia dell’arte troupes 
that performed in the Egyptian countryside in 
the 19th century. The third type, sìm il-xartiyya 
(for which no examples are given), is derived 
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primarily from the first type (sìm il-sàÿa), with 
an admixture from the other types as well. 
The fourth type (sìm il-kawanìn), on the other 
hand, is derived from the second type (sìm il-
fannànìn), with much more development and a 
good number of French and English loanwords. 
Meager information is given about the fifth 
type, sìm il-™aràmiyya (sìm in-naššàlìn, sìm is-
sakka), which is said to be due to the difficulty 
in finding informants, and very little informa-
tion is given about the sixth type as well (sìm 
il-mi≠arrißìn), which Rowson speculates might 
be slowly dying out due to the changing nature 
of prostitution in the latter half of the 20th 
century.

Rowson’s article provides only a tantalizing 
glimpse at the argots of these groups, and it is 
hoped that more information will become avail-
able in the future. More research must be done 
in this area to delineate and clarify not simply 
the inventory of argots but their social and indi-
vidual function and use as well. Rowson makes 
a few intriguing observations touching on this 
point, such as the fact that the sìm al-xawanìn 
seems to be used more among members of its 
in group even when outsiders are not around, 
which is what one finds with slang rather 
than argots. Examining both modern slang and 
argots in Arabic in light of more recent work in 
sociolinguistics and anthropological linguistics 

Table 2. Jargon terms from ±Abù Dulaf’s Qaßìda sàsàniyya (Bosworth 1972)

 English translation Origin

Phonetic 
change

muqanwin ‘who claims to be Muslim convert from ±ahl al-kitàb’ qawnana ‘to punish’
faššaša ‘to fart in a mosque to annoy worshippers’ fašša ‘to fart softly’
bašraka ‘to dress like ascetic holy man’ b-š-r ‘to put close to body’

Semantic 
change  
≈arra≠a ‘to beg for food from harìsa maker’ ‘to stretch forth arms’
kabbasa ‘to extort money from someone who cashed check’ kabasa ‘to seize by force’
ša††aba ‘to mutilate oneself and allege bandits attacked’ ‘to scar; to let blood’
fakkaka ‘to escape from bonds as feat of skill’ ‘to separate two things fastened’ 
xušni ‘nonbeggar, outside beggar’s circle’ xašin/xušn ‘rough, coarse’
kudda ‘woman who begs with husband in mosque’ kadda ‘to labor, exert oneself’

Semantic 
transfer

matr ‘coitus’ matara ‘to stretch a rope taut’
±abù šukr ‘salt’ ‘father of gratitude’
≠allàfa ‘female breadwinner because of begging’ ≠allàf ‘fodder merchant’
labùsa ‘vulva [pubic hair]’ ‘what covers naked body’
bàz ‘skillful beggar woman’ ‘hawk’
ßaqr ‘skillful beggar woman’ ‘falcon’
ÿàliyàt al-juhr ‘feces’ ‘precious unguent of anus’
qaßr ‘stokehold of a bath’ ‘palace’
iß†abl ‘mosque’ ‘stable’
šaÿàμa ‘mosque’  ša≠iμa ‘to be disordered, ruinous’
±abù mùsà ‘nonbeggar’ [proper name]
Màlik ‘stoker of the bath’ ‘angel Malik, guardian of hell’

Loanwords  
qaynùn ‘place where beggars meet to share profits’ Greek κοινωνία ‘community’
šawlasa ‘to beg in ascetic guise’ Greek σάλος ‘idiot, fool’
qannà± ‘pretended convert who recites non-Muslim  Hebrew qannà± ‘zealot’
 scriptures’
hà≈ùr ‘circle of fortune tellers and tricksters’ Aramaic hàdùr
kàÿ/kàÿa  ‘pretended lunatic’ Persian kàÿa ‘mad’
buštadàriyyùn ‘porters who transport beggars’ booty’  Persian pušti-darì ‘he carries on   
  back’
xušbùyi ‘drugged stew’ Persian xùš-bùi ‘aromatic’
kurs ‘hunger’ Persian gurs
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Table 3. Jargon terms from Íafì d-Dìn’s Qaßìda sàsàniyya (Bosworth 1972)

 English translation Origin

Phonetic 
change  

q.μyàn ‘beggar chiefs’ qitnàn ‘groups’
nà†ùr ‘swindler’s accomplice in audience’ Aramaic ‘watcher’
al-hàt ‘the tongues’ al-lahàt ‘uvula’

Morphological 
change  

ßùfàn ‘Sufi shaykhs’ Arabic/Persian (?) plural ending /-àn/
qalì ‘storyteller’ Persian (?) /-ì/
talaÿÿa ‘to speak’ laÿà ‘to talk, babble’
mayyama ‘to convert to the faith of Mu™ammad’ /m/ < Mu™ammad
tamyìm ‘claim of ability to find buried treasure’ /m/ < mu†àlib ‘treasure seeker’

Semantic 
change  

nas(a)b ‘house of God’ > ‘Ka≠ba’ ‘house’
kassàb  ‘astrologer’ ‘person who earns living’

Semantic 
transfer  

ša™™ama ‘to gain someone’s favor’ ‘to fatten up’
ßahl ‘horse’ ßahala ‘to whinny, neigh’
muzaffat ‘destitute, penniless’ ‘smeared with pitch’
bàxìs ‘one [number]’ baxasa ‘to diminish, deprive’
≈àbùl ‘whore’ ta≈abbala ‘to walk with mincing step’
≈àbil/≈ablàn ‘whore’ ‘having languid eyes, coquettish’
qašm ‘(immature) boy’ ‘unripe but edible dates’
šamùl ‘bread’ ‘all-embracing, staff of life’
qarùda ‘rat’ ‘the gnawing one’
laqy  ‘copulation’ ‘act of meeting someone’
ta≠dìl ‘copulation’ ‘making straight, level’
malàqim ‘mouths’  ‘place where one takes in mouthfuls’
nayafa ‘hunger’ nayyif, nayf ‘excess’
zìh ‘hashish’ uncertain
marqàn  ‘dinar’  uncertain
qàrùb  ‘beggar chief’ uncertain
kazàkì  ‘governors, rulers’ uncertain
bazwàn  ‘Persian; Kurd’ uncertain
karajìm  ‘the jinn’ uncertain
™amdànì ‘pimp’ uncertain
dabašrì ‘ox’ uncertain

Loanwords  
hankama  ‘to gather round’ Persian hangàma ‘assembly’
buštadàr ‘slaveboy’ Persian pušti-darì ‘carries on back’
q.nta  ‘town’  Persian kant ‘town’
k.b.š.t.r  ‘camel’  Persian uštur ‘camel’
raxtànì ‘itinerant drug peddlar’ Persian raxt ‘goods, equipment’
barÿàšàt  ‘ears’  Persian bar gùš àmadan ‘hear’
buštakànì xurda ‘peddlar of trashy goods’ Persian: pušti-darì xurda ‘carries on back  
  small object’
jarraxa  ‘to dance’ Persian ∑arx ‘circle of dancers’
xandaja  ‘to laugh’ Persian xandagì ‘laughter’
mard  ‘dirham’  Persian mard ‘man’ 
tank  ‘copper coin’ Armenian tank ‘one quarter of dirham’
šann ‘two [number]’ Hebrew šënayim ‘two’
dast  ‘ten’ Indo-European dek¤ ‘ten’
manj  ‘divination tool of astrologers’ Greek μάγγανον ‘machine’
qalaftùriyya  ‘talismanic formula’ Greek φυλακτήρια ‘writing of phylacteries’
mufawwil  ‘one who draws omens’ Middle Arabic mufa±±il
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Table 4. Cairene Argots (Rowson 1982)

1. sìm is-sàÿa (sìm it-tuggàr, sìm xàn il-xalìli) the argot of the goldsmiths, silversmiths, and   
 merchants in the Khan il-Khalili neighborhood
2. sìm il-fannànìn (sìm il-bawàlim, sìm  the argot of the musicians and entertainers who 
     il-mumassilìn, bitù≠ il-malàhi) perform at moulids and weddings
3. sìm il-xartiyya the argot of the young men who attach themselves
 to tourists and try to profit from them in some way
4. sìm il-kawanìn the argot of homosexuals
5. sìm il-™aràmiyya (sìm in-naššàlìn, sìm is-sakka) the argot of criminals, thieves, pickpockets
6. sìm il-mi≠arrißìn the argot of pimps and prostitutes

Table 5. Terms of Cairene argots (Rowson 1982)

 English translation origin

sìm is-sàÿa  
ma≠ùμ ‘money’ uncertain
yàfit ‘good, rich; in buying mood’ Hebrew
™amišša ‘five [number]’ Hebrew
šimunya ‘eight [and most other numbers]’ Hebrew
kwatrìn ‘forty’ French
hàt il-gaft ‘you are being indiscreet, silent’ jaffata ‘to hide’
hàt iššày min ≠and abu ya≠±ùb ‘don’t bring tea’ Arabic
±arnab ‘one million pounds’ Arabic
habasta±àn ‘hashish’ uncertain
šall [reflexive] Hebrew
iddafš illi fi šallak ašfùr ‘the guy next to you is bad’ Hebrew

sìm il-fannànìn  
bišbàš ‘mustache’ Gypsy
±amr [reflexive] Gypsy
šallaftu barÿašàti ±amri ‘I’ve hurt my own ears’ Gypsy
fi ±amr ≠andi ‘with me’ (Kahle 1927) Gypsy
il-barÿal illi f-amrak šalaf  ‘the guy next to you is bad’ Gypsy
kàra ‘buttocks, anus’ (Ibn Dàniyàl)
furti ‘hurry up!’ Italian
salùti ‘leave taking’ Italian
±amarùz ‘protagonist’ Italian
±amriz ‘to play the lead’ Italian

sìm il-kawanìn  
kawanìn (vs. standard xawal   ) ‘homosexual(s) [noun and adj.]’ Arabic (?)
da kawanìn ‘he is a homosexual’ 
biyi≠milu kawanìn ‘they perform homosexual acts’ 
kawnana ‘homosexuality’ 
ikkawnin ‘to participate in homosexual act’ 
barÿal ‘man [active partner in act]’ sìm al-fannànìn
kudyàna ‘woman [passive partner in act]’ sìm al-fannànìn
dublifàs/dabalfàs ‘both active and passive partner in act’ French/English
dinyàra ‘woman [real]’ 
kèl [intensifier]  French quel
kèl ≠ala ‘(I) was so upset at…’ French
nàs ±amèh ‘nonhomosexuals’ French
tìb ‘type’ English
huwwa tìbi ‘he’s my type’ English
slò ‘romantic’ English
biznis/bazànis ‘picking up tourists for sex’ English

sìm il-™aràmiyya  
baÿbaÿàn ‘transistor radio’ 
tirmisa ‘watch’ 
bazargi ‘policeman’ 
gaft /±amèh /ništa /na™w ‘cheese it!’ 
±ammin ‘to pat a pocket’ 
fardit šuÿl ‘gold-plated brass necklace’
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(especially as indicative of alternative regimes 
of authority) is greatly needed and will shed 
much-needed light on the entire spectrum of 
Arabic linguistic practice, both high and low.
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Slavonic Languages

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The number of words of Arabic origin (or 
words borrowed from other sources via Arabic) 
in the Slavonic languages differs from one lan-
guage to another. There are, for instance, more 
than fifty Arabic loanwords in Czech (Machek 

1968; Rejzek 2001), approximately seventy 
in Russian (Vasmer 1950–1958), almost three 
hundred in Macedonian (Jašar-Nasteva 2001), 
and more than four hundred in Bulgarian (BER 
1962ff.) and Serbo-Croatian (Skok 1971–
1974). Although direct contacts between Slavs 
and Arabs are documented as early as the 7th 
century C.E. (Theophanes, Chronographia), 
most borrowings were mediated. There were 
two dominant routes of mediation:

i. Western: Arabic > (Spanish) > French or 
Italian > (German or Dutch) > (especially) 
West and East Slavonic;

ii. Eastern: Arabic > (Persian) > Turkish (excep-
tionally Tatar) > (Middle Greek) > (espe-
cially) South and East Slavonic.

In the case of Bulgarian and Serbo-Croatian, 
the Arabic loanwords were mostly transmitted 
through the mediation of Ottoman Turkish dur-
ing the period when the speakers of these lan-
guages were subjects of the Ottoman Empire. 
In some cases, the Arabic words also penetrated 
into Italian or French through Turkish. There 
are also cases in which the Arabic loans into 
Serbo-Croatian were mediated by Italian or 
borrowed directly, especially in Bosnia.

Almost all loanwords concern nouns, but 
at least one grammatical item was borrowed: 
±ammà ‘but; but as to’ > Turkish ama > Serbo-
Croatian à̀ma ‘but; just’, Bulgarian amà ‘id.’ 
(Sk I, 32; BER 10).

2. T h e  w e s t e r n  r o u t e

To the western route of borrowing belong the 
Arabic loanwords that were borrowed into 
European languages, usually through the lan-
guages of the Iberian Peninsula, or through 
direct trade with Italy (¤ Italian; ¤ Ibero-
Romance; ¤ English).

One category of loanwords is that of words 
connected with Islam. Common European terms 
of Arabic origin connected with Islam have 
been omitted here (e.g. Allàh, Islàm, Qur±àn, 
šarì  ≠a(t), etc.). Other loanwords are:

badàwiyy ~ bidàwiyy ‘inhabitant of the desert’ 
(from badw ‘desert’) > colloquial Arabic bedàwì 
> Old French beduin, French bédouin > German 
Beduine > Czech, Russian beduín (V I, 143).

™aràm ‘[that which is] prohibited’, hence ‘women’s 
apartments’ (from ™arama ‘to prohibit’) > Turkish 
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harem ‘Frauenräume, Privaträume’ > French harem 
> German Harem > Czech harém; Turkish > Serbo-
Croatian hàrem; French > Russian garém (R 195; 
V I, 393, IV, 265; KS 356; H 210; St 39).

kàfir, pl. kifàr ‘infidel; renegade’ > Persian gäbr > 
Medieval Turkish giaur > Czech d’aur; Russian 
gjaúr; Serbo-Croatian #àurin (V I, 480; St 33).

mamlùk ‘possessed; slave, servant’ > Italian 
mammalucco > German Mameluck > Old Czech 
mamalík, Czech mameluk ‘a member of the 
Egyptian sultan’s guard’ (M 349; KS 536).

masjid ‘mosque’ > Early Modern High German 
Meschit or Early Italian meschita > Czech mešita 
(R 374); (Russian me∑et’ probably through 
Ottoman Turkish mescit).

nawwàb ‘deputy’ > Urdu nawàb > Portuguese 
nababo > English nabob ‘Muslim official acting as 
deputy governor in the Mogul Empire; rich person’ 
> Czech nabob (R 400; H 308).

Some of the Arabic loanwords are related to 
military organization, weapons, etc.

±amìru l-ba™ri ‘admiral’ lit. ‘commander of the sea’ 
> Old French amiral > French admiral (contami-
nated with Latin admiràrì ‘to admire’) > German 
Admiral > Czech admirál; Russian admiral (R 45; 
V I, 62; H 6).

al-qubba(t) ‘cupola, vault; alcove; tower; cathe-
dral, dome; tent, tabernacle; sunshade; palanquin’ 
> Spanish alcoba > French alcôve > German Alkove 
~ Alkoven > Slovak alkov5a, Czech alkovna ‘room 
without windows’ (M 35; KS 27); without the arti-
cle: qubba(t) > Turkish kubbe > Serbo-Croatian 
kùbe ‘vault’ (St 48).

fulùka(t) ~ fulùqa(t) ‘ship, barque, felucca’ (< 
Greek ephólkion) > Spanish faluca > French 
felouque > Russian feljúga, South Russian felúka 
‘small Turkish boat’ (V IV, 189).
manàra(t) ‘lighthouse; minaret of a mosque’ (from 
nàr ‘fire’) > Turkish minàre > French minaret > 
German Minarett > Czech, Polish minaret ‘tower 
of a mosque’ (R 379); Turkish > Serbo-Croatian 
minare ‘id.’ (Miklosich 1888, 85).

ta≠rìf ‘instruction; description, definition; tariff’ 
(from ≠arrafa ‘to notify, make known’) > Turkish 
tarife > Italian tariffa > French tarif    > German 
Tarif > Czech tarif (R 651; KS 816).

šayx ‘old man; head of a family or tribe’ > French 
cheik > English sheik > Czech šejk (R 626).

qàlib ‘mold for casting metal’ from qalaba ‘to turn, 
convert’ (or < Greek kàlopódion ‘Schusterleisten’) 
> Italian calibro > French calibre > German Kaliber 
> Czech kalibr ‘caliber’ (R 258; KS 419; H 59).

A large number of loanwords are connected 
with science, especially pertaining to the calen-
dar, astronomy, geography, and medicine.

al-jabr ‘predestination; algebra’, jabr ‘force; re-
union of what has been separated; reduction of 
fractures’ (from jabara ‘to set a broken bone; to 
contract; to help’) > Medieval Latin algebra > 
German Algebra > Czech algebra (R 50; KS 26).

al-kìmiyà± ‘philosopher’s stone; elixir’ (perhaps 
< Greek chèmeía ‘art of transmuting metals’) > 
Spanish alquimia > Medieval Latin alchimia > 
German alchimie > Czech alchymie (KS 25; H 10).

al-manàx ‘calendar’ > Spanish almanaque > French 
almanac > Middle Low German almanak > German 
Almanach ‘yearbook’ > Czech almanach (R 50; KS 
29; ML #5281).

as-sumùt ~ as-simùt ‘azimuth’ (pl. of samt ‘road’) > 
French azimut > Czech azimut ‘id.’ (R 64; H 30).

al-Xwàrizmì [the name of a 9th century C.E. Arabic 
mathematician from Khwarezm] > Medieval Latin 
algorismus > Middle High German algorismus 
(contaminated with Greek arithmós ‘number’) > 
German Algorithmus > Czech algoritmus (R 50; 
KS 26).

naÚìr as-samt ‘opposite, in front of; parallel; nadir’ 
> French nadir ‘point opposite to the zenith’ > 
Czech nadir ‘id.’ (R 401; H 308).

rama∂àn ‘the [ninth] month of fasting’ > Medieval 
Turkish ramadan > Czech ramadán; Serbo-
Croatian ramàdàn; Arabic > Turkish ramazan > 
Russian ramazán, Serbo-Croatian ramàzàn (V III, 
440; St 58).

samt ar-ra±s ‘path over the head’ > Medieval Latin, 
Old French cenit ‘zenith’, i.e. ‘point of the sky 
directly overhead’, Italian zenit > German Zenit > 
Czech zenit (R 738; H 551; KS 907).

ßifr, pl. ßifràt ‘zero’, from ßifr ‘empty’ (the idea 
of ‘zero’ was borrowed from India, cf. Sanskrit 
«únya- ‘empty; zero’) > Late Latin cifra ‘zero; 
figure’ > Late Middle High German zif(f)er ‘zero’, 
German Ziffer ‘figure’ > Slovak, Czech cifra, Upper 
Sorbian, Polish cyfra; Russian cifra ‘figure’ (M 85; 
V IV, 303); independently Arabic ßifr > early 
Italian zefiro > zero > French, English zero, and 
Arabic ßifr > Medieval Latin cifra > Old French 
cifre ‘zero; figure’ > French chiffre ‘figure, number; 
secret code’ > German chiffre ‘secret code’ > Czech 
šifra ‘id.’; Russian šifr (KS 910; 153; V IV, 444).

Many loanwords are names of minerals, plants, 
fruits, or animals.

al-birqùq ‘apricot, yellow plum’ > Spanish alber-
coque ~ albaricoque > French abricot > Dutch 
abrikoos > Russian abrikos ‘apricot’ (V I, 57).

al-ku™l ‘antimony in powder form to paint the eye-
lids black; collyrium’ > Spanish alcohol ‘fine metal-
lic powder’ > English alcohol ‘fine metallic pow-
der, especially as produced by sublimation (16th 
c.); distilled or rectified spirit of wine’ (from 18th 
c.), German Alkohol ‘reiner Weingeist’ > Czech 
alkohol; Russian alkogol’ etc. (V I, 71; KS 27).
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al-qily ‘Laugensalz’ > colloquial Arabic al-qalì > 
Spanish álcali > French alcali > German Alkali > 
Czech alkaloid, adj. alkalický (R 50; KS 26–27).

±aßfaràn ‘saffron’ (from ±aßfar ‘yellow’) > Latin 
safranum > Bulgarian, Serbo-Croatian ∑afran, 
Slovenian žefran; Slovak šafran, Old Czech šafrán 
~ šefrán, Czech šafrán, dialectal (South) šefrán, 
Polish szafran ~ szefran; Russian šafran; the forms 
with -e- indicate Turkish mediation (M 600). But 
the source could also be sought in Arabic za≠faràn 
‘saffron’, with the following chain of borrowings: 
Spanish azafrán > Old French safran > Middle 
High German saf(f)ràn ‘id.’ (KS 699; ML #9588).

bab(b)aÿà± ~ babaÿàl ‘parrot; nightingale’ > Spanish 
papagayo > Old French papegai > Middle Low 
German papagoie, Middle High German papagey 
> Bulgarian papagál (cf. Italian pappagallo), Serbo-
Croatian, Slovenian papiga; Slovak papagáj (maybe 
via Hungarian papagáj), Old Czech papúch, Czech 
papoušek, Upper Sorbian papaguj, Polish papuga; 
Ukrainian papúha, Russian popugáj ‘parrot’ (M 
433; V III, 328; KS 610).

bàdinjàn ‘love apple (Melongena)’ > Turkish 
patlıdžan > Russian baklažán > Czech baklažán 
‘eggplant’, besides dialectal Russian (Astrakhan) 
badaržán (M 43; V I, 110).

bùraq ‘borax, saltpeter’ > Persian bûräh > Russian 
burá; Arabic > Medieval Latin borax > German 
Borax > Czech borax (V I, 242; KS 126).

làzward ‘lapis lazuli’, làzwardiyy ‘azure blue’ > 
Medieval Latin lazurium ~ lasurium ‘lapis lazuli’, 
besides azurum (with the lost l-, identified with the 
Romance definite article) > French azur > Czech 
azur ‘azure blue’ (R 64; KS 504).

tùtiyà± ‘zinc’ > Qumanic tutiya > Italian tuzia > 
Russian túcija (V IV, 128; Räs 502).

™ašìš ‘grass, hay, herb; intoxicating extract of 
hemp’ > English hashish (from 16th c.), German 
Haschisch (from 19th c.) > Czech hašiš ‘a drug 
from hemp’ (R 196; KS 358; H 211).

jarnay† ‘civet cat’ > Spanish ginetta > French 
genette > Dutch genetkat, German Genettkatze >
Russian jenót ‘Procyon lotora’ (V II, 20; ML 
#3943b).

kàfùr ‘blossom or spathe of the palm tree’ (< 
Prakrit ka¤pura- < Sanskrit karpùra-) > Spanish 
canfora ~ alcanfor > French camphre > Old Italian 
cafura > Italian canfora > Russian kamforá (V II, 
176; ML #4656).

lakk ‘a plant for dyeing goatskins; mixture; lac-
quer’ > Italian lacca > German Lack > Czech lak 
‘paint, lacquer’; originally from Middle Indian 
(Pali làkkhà- < Sanskrit làkßà-), perhaps through 
Persian làk (M 318; KS 498).

Arabic/Persian nàranj ‘Seville orange, bitter orange’ 
> Old Russian naranža (V III, 43); cf. also Italian 
arancio > Provençal arange > French orange > Czech 
oranžový ‘orange color’, and further Italian poma-
rancia ‘orange’ (pomo ‘apple’) > Viennese German 
Pomerantsche > Czech pomeran∑ (R 431, 486).

rìbàs ‘a kind of sorrel’ (< Persian rìbàs ‘a kind 
of rhubarb’) > Italian ribes > German Ribis(el) 
‘Johannisbeere’ > Slovak ribezl’a, Old Czech rybés, 
Czech rybíz ‘currants’ (M 526; KS 685).

suwwàd ‘name of the plant from whose ash soda 
was produced’ > Spanish soda > German Soda 
‘Natriumsalz der Kohlensäure’ > Slovak sóda, 
Czech soda ‘id.’ (M 565; KS 768).

sarxùn ‘estragon (Artemisia dracunculus)’ > Me-
dieval Latin tarcon > Old French targon > French 
estragon > Russian 1estragón; Arabic > Turkish tar-
gun > Russian turgún, Ukrainian turhún ‘Artemisia 
dracunculus’ (V IV, 522; ML #8581).

†alq ‘talc’ > Spanish talco, French talc > German 
Talk > Slovak, Czech talk, Polish talek; Russian 
tal’k (M 635; KS 814).

≠u†àrid ‘quicksilver’ > Turkish utaryd > Slovak 
ortut’, Old Czech rtut, Czech rtut’, dialectal 
(Sušice) trut’; Polish rtíƒ; Ukrainian, Russian rtút’ 
(M 522; otherwise V III, 509–510).

zadwàr ~ zidwàr ‘Zitterwurzel’ (< Persian zädwàr) 
> Medieval Latin cedoarium > Italian zettovario > 
Old High German zit(a)war, Middle High German 
zitwar, German Zitwer ‘aromatisch duftendes 
Kraut’ > Bulgarian citvar; Slovak, Czech cicvár, 
Czech also citvar, Lower Sorbian cytwar, Polish 
cytwor, cytwar (M 85; KS 913; ML #9617a).

zaytùn ‘olive’ > Turkish zejtin > Serbo-Croatian 
zéjtin ‘id.’; Crimean-Tatar zäitin > Russian zétin, 
zitín ‘id.’ (St 72; V II, 96).

zabàd ‘civet’ > Medieval Latin zibethum, Italian 
zibetto > Serbo-Croatian cibet ‘id.’ (Sk I, 259; H 78).

zur(r)àfa(t), pl. zuràfa ‘giraffe’ > Italian giraffa, 
French girafe > German Giraffe > Slovak, Czech 
žirafa ‘id.’ (M 728; KS 325; ML #9632b).

A number of loanwords are connected with 
food, drinks, and spices.

≠araq ‘milk, juice, sap, date honey; distilled liquor, 
brandy’ > French arac > Czech arak; Arabic > 
Turkish raky ‘brandy’ > Serbo-Croatian ràkija 
‘brandy’ > Czech rakije; Russian raká (M 38; 
R 57; V III, 438; St 57–58).

±isfinàj ~ ±isfànàx ‘spinach’ (< Persian ispanàj ~ 
ispànàx) > Spanish espinaca > Middle German spinàt, 
German Spinat > Czech špenát ‘id.’ (R 638; KS 779).

kabar, pl. kibàr ‘capers [spice]’ > Greek kapparis 
‘Capparis spinosa’ > Medieval Latin capparis > 
German Kaper > Old Czech kapar ‘a kind of spice’ 
(M 239; KS 424).

kubàba(t) ‘cubeb’ > Spanish cubeba > French 
cubèbe, Italian cubebe > German Kubebe > Russian 
kubeba ‘a kind of brandy’ (V II, 396; ML #4788c).

qahwa(t) ‘coffee’, pl. qahàwì ‘coffeehouse’ or ‘cof-
fee room’ > Turkish kahve > Hungarian kávé 
or Serbo-Croatian káhva ~ kava > Czech káva, 
while forms such as Russian kófe were mediated
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by Armenian, through Italian caffé, French café 
> German Kaffe, Dutch koffie, English coffee 
(M 246; KS 416; St 47; Räs 221).

rubb ‘jam, syrup’ > Old Italian robbo > French rob 
> German Robb > Polish rob ‘apothecary’s jam’ 
(M 516; ML #7401b).

samìd ‘white bread; finest flour’ > Turkish simit 
‘roll, bread crumbs’ > Bulgarian simìd ‘id.’; + suf-
fix of the nomen agentis -∑i ⇒ simit∑i > Bulgarian 
simì(t)∑e, Serbo-Croatian simì∑ija ‘baker who 
bakes rolls’ (St 60–61; BER VI, 653).

šaràb ‘drink’ (from šariba ‘to drink’) > Medieval 
Latin sirup(p)us, sirop(p)us > Middle German 
sirup(e), sirop(e), German Sirup > Czech sirup 
(R 573; KS 765).

sukkar ‘sugar’ > Greek sákkharon > Medieval 
Latin saccharon > Italian zuchero > Middle High 
German zucker > Serbo-Croatian cukar, Slovenian 
cuker; Slovak cukor, Old Czech cukar ~ cuker, 
Czech cukr, Upper Sorbian cukor ~ cokor, Lower 
Sorbian cukor, Polish cukier > Ukrainian cukor 
‘sugar’; Arabic < Persian šäkär < Sanskrit «arkarà 
‘Sandzucker’ lit. ‘Kies, Griess’ (M 90; KS 916).

Three loanwords denote vessels or dishes.

al-±anbìq ~ al-±anbìk ‘alembic’ (< Greek ámbiks, 
ámbikos ‘cup, cap of still’) > Spanish alambique, 
French alambic ~ alembic > Bulgarian alambik; 
Czech alambik, alembik; Russian alembik; Arabic 
> Italian lambicco > Serbo-Croatian lambik 
(M 35; ML #442).

ÿarràfa(t) ‘carafe’ > Spanish garrafa > Italian car-
affa > French caraffe > German Karaffe > Bulgarian 
karafa; Slovak, Czech, Polish karafa ‘id.’ (M 241; 
KS 426; H 62; ML #3690b).

†às ‘cup, saucer; plate, tray’ (< Persian täšt ‘Becken, 
Schale’) > Italian tazza > German dialectal Täzze 
> Slovak táca, Czech tác ‘tray’, Polish tac(k)a; 
Arabic > French tasse > German Tasse ‘cup’ (M 
633; KS 816).

Another group of loanwords contains terms for 
cloth, dress, jewelry, and cosmetics.
 

±a†las ‘satin’ lit. ‘fine’ > French atlas > German 
Atlas > Czech atlas ‘satin’ (M 39; KS 59).

barrakàn ‘cloth from camel hair’ > Spanish bar-
ragán > Portuguese barracan, French baracan 
> Middle High German barchant, barkàn, etc. 
‘auf einer Seite aufgerauhter Baumwollflanell’ 
> Slovenian barchan(t); Slovak barchan, Czech 
barchan, parchan, Polish parchan; French or 
Italian > Polish, Ukrainian, Russian barakan; 
Dutch barkaan > Russian barkán (M 47; V I, 123; 
KS 80; ML #941).

burnus ‘a kind of hood’ (< Greek bírros ‘Art 
Überwurf’) > Turkish burnus > Russian burnus > 
Slovak, Czech, Polish dialectal burnus, or through 
French bournous > German burnus (M 77; V I, 
247; KS 146; ML #1223).

jubba(t), pl. jibàb ~ jabab ‘vest or jacket with wide 
sleeves’ > French jupe or Italian giuppa ‘Jacke, 
Wams’ > Middle High German jop(p)e ~ juppe 
> Slovenian jopa; Slovak, Czech jupka, dialectal 
(South) jupa, Upper Sorbian jupa, Lower Sorbian 
jopa, Polish jupa, Ukrainian jupka; the same ori-
gin is proposed for Czech dialectal (Morava) župa 
‘fur coat’, and through Middle High German 
schûbe, schoube the word šuba ‘fur coat’ is 
attested in Bulgarian, Serbo-Croatian, Slovenian, 
Slovak, Czech, Upper and Lower Sorbian, Polish 
(szuba), Russian, Belorussian, Ukrainian (M 
232, 629, 731; V IV, 482, 525; KS 412; ML#
3951).

lubàn jàwì ‘frankincense of Java’ > Catalan lo 
benjuí ‘Weihrauch dienende Harz aus der Levante’ 
(lu- was identified with the definite article) > 
French benzoin > German Benzin > Czech benzin 
‘benzoin’; Russian benzin etc. (R 76; V I, 151; KS 
97; H 39).

muxayyar ‘Stoff aus Ziegenhaar’ > French mohair 
> Dutch or Early Modern High German Machaier 
> Old Czech mochejr ~ muchejr, Polish mochajer 
~ muchaj(e)r; Russian muxojar; French > English 
mohair > German Mohair > Czech, Slovak mohér 
(M 372; V III, 19; KS 565).

qazz ‘raw silk, floss silk; silk’ (< Persian käz) 
> Spanish gase > French gaze > Dutch gaas > 
German Gaze > Russian gaz ‘a kind of cloth’ (V I, 
382; KS 302; ML #3710).

qu†(u)n ‘cotton’ > Italian cotone , French coton > 
Dutch katoen > German Kattun, dialectal (Silesia) 
Kartun > Slovak kartún, Czech kartoun, Upper 
Sorbian kortun, Lower Sorbian, Polish kartun (M 
243; KS 243); Arabic > Turkish kutnu, kutni > 
Russian kutnjá ‘Asiatic semisilk cloth’ (V II, 435).

sammùr ‘Siberian weasel; sable fur’ > Spanish 
zamarra > Middle French chamarre > Dutch 
samaar ‘long dress’ > Russian samára ‘id.’; Arabic 
> Italian cimarra ‘long coat’ > Polish czamara > 
Russian ∑emára (V III, 552; IV 331; ML #7563a).

There is one loanword denoting a musical 
instrument:

al-≠ùd ‘lute, cittern’ (lit. ‘wood’) > Portuguese 
alaúde, Spanish laúd > Old French leüt > Late 
Middle High German lùte > Slovak lutna, Old 
Czech lútna, Czech loutna, Upper Sorbian lutna, 
Polish lutnia ‘lute’ (M 342; ML #388).

Other loanwords include the following:

≠awàr ‘defect, fault’ > Italian avaria > French ava-
rie > Dutch averij, Low German Haverye > Czech 
havárie; Italian or French > Russian avárija (V I, 
58; KS 361).

masra™ ‘mattress’ > Italian materasso > Old French 
materas > Early New High German mat(e)raz 
‘Matratze’ > Bulgarian, Serbo-Croatian, Slovenian 
matrac, Serbo-Croatian also matarac; Slovak 
matrac, Czech matrace, Old Polish matrac, Polish 
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materac; Russian matrac; Italian or Dutch matras, 
Middle Low German matrasse > Old Czech matras 
‘mattress’; Russian matras (BER III, 688; M 355; 
V II, 582–583; KS 545).

masxara(t) ‘jest, joke, mockery; mummery, mas-
querade; mask, masked person’ > Turkish masχara 
> Italian maschera > German dialectal (Bavaria) 
maškërë > Slovenian maškara; Czech maškara, 
dialectal (Domažlice) maškera, Polish maszkara 
> Ukrainian maškará, Russian maškara; further 
Italian > French masque > German Maske > Czech 
maska; Serbo-Croatian maskara was borrowed 
through Turkish (M 353; V II, 586; KS 543; Räs 
329).

mùmiyà ‘bitumen; mummy’ (< Persian mùm ‘wax’) 
> Italian mummia > German Mumie > Old Czech 
mumie ‘pitch mixed with glue; embalmed body’, 
Czech mumie; Russian mumija; Bulgarian mùmija 
‘mummy’ ‘embalmed body’ (M 383; BER IV, 321; 
KS 574).

qalfasa ‘abdichten’ > Turkish kalafat and Medieval 
Greek kalafatî > Spanish calatafear, Italian calafa-
tare > French calfater > Dutch (op)kalefateren > 
German kalfatern > Russian konopátit’ (V II, 311; 
ML #4663).

rà™a(t) ‘palm of the hand’ > Italian racchetta 
‘Ballnetz, Federball, Rakete’, French raquette 
‘palm of the hand’ > English racket > German 
Racket > Slovak, Czech raketa ‘racket’ (M 507; KS 
662–663; ML #7013).

ra±s ‘head; origin’ > Spanish raza, Italian razza, 
French race > German Rasse > Czech rasa ‘race’ 
(M 509; KS 668).

†alismàn, du. from silasm ‘talisman, amulet’ (< 
Greek télesma ‘bestätigendes Abbild’) > Spanish 
talismán > Italian talismano, French talisman > 
German Talisman > Czech talisman (R 650; KS 
814).

†ar™a(t) ‘wrapper, overall’ (from †ara™a ‘to remove’) 
> Italian tara > German Tara ‘(Gewicht der) 
Verpackung einer Ware’ > Russian tára (V IV, 20; 
KS 815).

3. T h e  e a s t e r n  r o u t e :  O l d 
A r a b i c  l o a n w o r d s  i n  S o u t h 
a n d  E a s t  S l a v o n i c  l a n g u a g e s

A number of loanwords were borrowed at an 
early period from Arabic through Turkish or a 
Turkic language into Old Church Slavonic or 
Old Russian.

≠anqà± ‘griffin, phoenix’ > Serbian Church Slavonic 
inog˙ ~ ineg˙, Old Czech noh ‘griffin’, Old Russian 
nog˙ ‘hawk’ (M 401; V II, 134).

busra(t), pl. busur ‘glass bead’ (Ibn Fa∂làn) > 
Old Bulgarian (cf. Chuvash pešer ‘pearl’) or 
Turkish büsre > Old Church Slavonic bis˙r˙, 
bis˙r˙, biser˙, Bulgarian, Macedonian, Serbo-
Croatian biser; Church Slavonic > Old Czech bíser; 

Old Russian, Russian bíser, Ukrainian býser ‘pearl’ 
(M 54; Sk I, 156–157; V I, 168; Pe5áz, ESJS 
1, 63).

naqd ‘payment in cash; readiness’ > Crimean-Tatar 
naχd, Turkish nakt > Old Russian nogáta ‘one-half 

of grivna’ (V III, 79).

Šàm, Ša±am ‘Syria; Damascus’ > Turkish Šam 
‘Syria’ > Old Russian šamskij ‘eastern’ (V IV, 
403).

ra™màn ‘merciful, compassionate’ > Turkish rah-
man ‘id.’ > Russian raxmánnyj ‘lazy; quiet, silent, 
peaceful; peculiar’ (V III, 449–450).

rà™at ™ulqùm ‘rest, repose, ease’ + ‘throat, gullet’ 
> Turkish rahat lokum > Russian raxat-lukúm 
‘Oriental sweet from rice flour, sugar, fruit juice, 
and milk’ (V III, 449).

ßandùq ‘box, chest, trunk’ (< Greek sundokheíon) 
> Turkish, Crimean-Tatar sandyk, Kypchak sun-
duq, synduq, Chuvash sundëχ ‘box’ > Russian, 
Ukrainian sundúk (V III, 803).

fù†a ‘apron; napkin; handkerchief; purse’ > Turkish 
futa, fota ‘apron, striped cloth of Indian origin’ > 
Old Russian fota, Russian fatá, Ukrainian fóta 
‘woman’s belt’ (V IV, 187).

faras ‘horse’ > Medieval Greek fárès ‘Arabic horse’ 
> Old Serbian faris˙, Serbian fariz; Old Russian 
faris˙, Russian archaic far˙ ‘horse of a good race’ 
(Sk I, 507; V IV, 187).

™innà ‘henna (Lawsonia inermis)’ > Turkish kyna 
> Russian xna ‘henna’ (V IV, 251).

kìs ‘bag, purse’ > Turkish, Crimean-Tatar käsä, 
Tatar kisä > Polish kiesa; Ukrainian kysá, Russian 
kisá ‘sack’ (V II, 239).

maxzùla(t) ‘litter, rubbish’ > Turkish? > Russian 
mazút > Czech mazut (V II, 558; R 369).

muslim ‘believer’ > Persian pl. muslimån > Turk-
ish müslümän, Tatar, Kazakh musulman, Kirgiz, 
Balqar busurman > Old Russian busurmán ‘pagan, 
Muslim’ (V I, 133).

nà±ib ‘substitute’ > Turkish naib > Russian naíb 
(V III, 39).

naqqàra(t) ‘small kettledrum, cymbal’ > Turkish 
na‘ara > Russian nagará ‘tympanum’ (V III, 36).

nawba(t) ‘guard; music, orchestra’, pl. nawbàt 
‘drums, which are beaten from time to time at a 
great man’s residence’ > Turkish näübät, nevbet, 
nöbet ‘Reihenfolge, Wache’ > Russian nabát (V 
III, 34).

qal≠a(t) ‘fortress, castle’ > Turkish kala ‘id.’, 
Crimean-Tatar kalä > Russian kalan∑á (V II, 165).

qaydàni, du. of qayd ‘fetter, chain, bond; strap’ 
> Turkish kajd > Polish pl. kajdany; Ukrainian 
kajdány, Russian kajdály, dialectal kajdány ‘id.’ 
(V II, 161, 178).

ribà†àt ‘solidly built building, blockhouse’ > 
Medieval Greek rapátion > Old Russian ropat, 
Russian, Ukrainian rópat’ ‘pagan temple’ (V III, 
502).
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sabaniyyat ‘cloth from Saban near Baghdad’ > 
Middle Greek sábanon > Church Slavonic, Old 
Russian savan˙, Russian sávan (V III, 542).

ßabr ‘myrrh’ > Turkish, Kypchak sabur, sabyr > 
Russian sabúr (V III, 542).

ßandal ‘sandal(-wood)’ (< Persian ∑andal < Sanskrit 
candana-) > Turkish sandal > Old Russian sandal˙, 
Russian sandál; while Czech santál is borrowed 
from Medieval Greek sándalon (V III, 556; KS 
704).

šay†àn ‘Satan, devil’ > Tatar šaitan, Turkish šäitan 
‘devil’ > Russian, Ukrainian šajtán ‘id.’ (M 538; 
V IV, 395).

sayyid ‘master, lord, prince’ > Turkish säyid > 
Russian archaic sejit ‘noble dignitary at the sul-
tan’s court’ (V III, 591; Räs 408).

ßùf ‘wool’ > Turkish > Russian zuf    ’ ‘haircloth’ 
(V II, 109).

sul†àn ‘absolute power, dominion; violence; abso-
lute ruler, emperor, sultan’ > Turkish sultan > 
Old Russian sultan˙, Russian sultan, besides Old 
Russian soltan˙, saltan˙ (V III, 551, 801).

†àqiya ‘undercap, fillet’ > Turkish, Tatar takja, 
Chuvash toxja ‘cap’ > Old Russian taf    ’já (V IV, 29).

xardal ‘mustard’ > Turkish hardal > Russian gardál 
‘id.’ (V I, 393).

xil≠a(t) ‘robe of honor’ > Turkish χilat > Russian, 
Ukrainian xalát ‘long coat’ (V IV, 217).

Persian-Arabic zum(ur)rud ‘emerald’ (< Greek 
smáragdos ‘id.’) > Turkish zümrüt > Old Russian 
izumrut˙ > Russian izumrúd ‘id.’, also ‘green’ (V 
II, 123).

4. A r a b i c  w o r d s  i n  S e r b o -
C r o a t i a n  a n d  B u l g a r i a n , 
t h r o u g h  t h e  O t t o m a n  E m p i r e

Arabic loanwords in Serbo-Croatian and 
Bulgarian often date from the period of the 
Ottoman Empire; they were borrowed through 
the mediation of Ottoman Turkish. Many of 
them are administrative terms.

±amàn ‘security, protection; faith’ > Turkish aman 
> Serbo-Croatian àmàn ‘mercy’, Bulgarian amàn 
‘id.’ (St 14; BER 10).

±amìn ‘faithful, trustworthy; minister’ > Turkish 
emin ‘district official; chief’ > Serbo-Croatian èmìn 
‘id.’ (St 35).

±amìr ‘leader, prince’ > Turkish ämir > French émir 
> Czech emír, Russian 1emír; Arabic > Old Russian 
amir˙; Turkish > Serbo-Croatian àmìr ‘title of the 
Turkish sultans’, Bulgarian emìr (V IV, 518; St 15; 
BER 496).

±a≠yàn pl. ‘great men, grandees’ > Turkish âyan 
‘aristocrats’ > Bulgarian ajànin, Serbo-Croatian 
àjàn ‘chief of an administrative unit in Turkey’ (St 
12; BER 22).

™àjj, pl. ™ajìj ‘pilgrim to Mecca’ > Turkish ha‘y 
> Serbo-Croatian hàdžija ‘pilgrim to Mecca or to 
Jerusalem’ (St 37).

±imàm ‘leader, moderator; title of the first caliphs’ 
> Turkish imam > Serbo-Croatian ìmàm ‘Muslim 
cleric, scholar’, Bulgarian imàm (St 42; BER II, 
70).

jàmi≠ ‘great mosque’ > Turkish ‘ami > Bulgarian 
džamìja, Serbo-Croatian džámija ‘id.’ (St 32; BER 
I, 354).

jinn ‘demon, genie, fairy’ > Turkish cin > Czech 
džin; Serbo-Croatian džìn, Bulgarian džin ‘id.’ (Sk 
I, 474; BER I, 364).

kitàb ‘book’ > Turkish kitab ~ kitap ‘book; 
script’ > Serbo-Croatian ƒìtàp ‘book; the Qur±àn’, 
Bulgarian kitàb ~ kitàp ‘book, document’ (St 29; 
BER II, 394).

mubàšir ‘inspector’ > Turkish mübašir > Serbo-
Croatian mubàšìr ‘id.’ (St 51).

mudìr ‘prefect of a district, governor, director’ > 
Turkish müdir > Serbo-Croatian mùdìr, Bulgarian 
mudìr ‘Turkish governor, counselor’ (St 51; BER 
IV, 301).

musallim ‘counselor, deputy’ > Turkish müsellim 
> Serbo-Croatian musèlim ‘magistrate; deputy of 
a vizier’ (St 53).

nà™iya(t) ‘district, canton’ > Turkish nahije > 
Serbo-Croatian (archaic) náhija, Bulgarian naxìja 
‘id.’ (St 53; BER IV, 568).

wakìl ‘agent, deputy, governor’ > Turkish vekil 
‘minister, deputy’ > Serbo-Croatian vèƒìl ‘deputy 
of the sultan in Turkey’, Bulgarian vekìl (St 69; 
B 130).

wàlì ‘regent, governor, prefect of a province’ > 
Turkish vali > Serbo-Croatian válija ‘governor in 
Turkey’, Bulgarian valìja ‘id.’ (St 69; BER I, 114).

wilàyat ‘empire, country, province, district’ > 
Turkish vilâyet > Serbian vilájet ‘district, prov-
ince’, Bulgarian vilaèt ‘id.’ (St 70; BER I, 148).

wazìr ‘vizier, minister’ (from wazara ‘to carry 
weight’) > Turkish vezir > Czech vezír; Serbo-
Croatian vèzìr, Bulgarian vezìr ‘id.’ (R 709; St 69; 
BER I, 129).

za≠ìm ‘master, lord, leader; owner of a large fief’ 
> Turkish zaim > Serbo-Croatian záim, Bulgarian 
zaìm ‘owner of a big fief’ (St 71; BER I, 589).

Other loanwords are connected with the army.

≠alam ‘sign, mark; flag’ > Turkish alem > Serbo-
Croatian àlem ‘id.’ (Sk I, 27–28).

≠askar ‘soldier, army, troop’ (from Latin exercitus) 
> Turkish asker > Bulgarian askèr, Serbo-Croatian 
àsker ‘Turkish mercenary; Turkish army’ (St 17; 
BER I, 18).

badan ‘body, trunk, member; rampart, wall’ > 
Turkish beden > Serbo-Croatian bèden ‘wall; 
trench’, Bulgarian bedèn ‘id.’ (St 21; BER I, 39).
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∂àbi† ‘officer; policeman’ > Turkish zabit > Bul-
garian zabìt(in), Serbo-Croatian zàbit ‘Turkish 
officer’ (St 70; BER I, 569).

ma™alla(t) ‘quarter of a town; street; station’ 
> Turkish mahalle > Serbo-Croatian màhala, 
Bulgarian maxalà ‘id.’ (St 50; BER III, 690).

qaßaba(t) ‘capital, town, citadel’ > Turkish kasaba 
> Serbo-Croatian kasàba, Bulgarian kasabà ‘vil-
lage’ (St 48; BER 259–260).

nafar ‘common soldier’ > Turkish nefer > Serbo-
Croatian nèfer, Bulgarian nefèr ‘id.’ (BER IV, 
629–630).

niÚàm ‘good order, arrangement, organization’ > 
Turkish nizam ‘id.; regular Turkish army’ > Serbo-
Croatian nìzam ‘regular Turkish army’, Bulgarian 
nizàm ‘army’ (St 54; BER IV, 640).

silà™ ‘arms’ + Persian suffix -dàr ⇒ Persian silà™dàr 
‘bearer of arms’ > Turkish silihtar > Serbo-Croatian 
silìhtàr ‘id.’ (St 60).

ta≠yìn ‘daily salary, ration’ > Turkish tayın > Serbo-
Croatian táin ‘daily pay of a mercenary’ (St 63).

†inàb ‘tent rope; rope ladder’ > Turkish tenef ‘thin 
rope’ > Serbo-Croatian tènef ‘rope’ (St 65).

Other loanwords stem from the judicial and 
legal system.

≠àdat ‘custom, habit, manner’ > Turkish > Bulgarian 
adèt, Serbo-Croatian (h)ádet ‘id.’ (St 11; BER 4).

da≠wà ‘process, lawsuit’ > Turkish dava > Bulgarian 
davà, davìja, Serbo-Croatian dávija ‘id.’ (St 30; Sk 
I, 384; BER I, 312).

∂ab† ‘keeping in order; government; regulation; 
control; confiscation’ > Middle Turkish zapt 
(modern Turkish zabıt) > Bulgarian zapt, Serbo-
Croatian zàpt ‘discipline, subordination’ (St 72; 
BER I, 605).

Úulm ‘injustice, oppression, tyranny’ > Turkish 
zulüm > Serbo-Croatian z`~ulum, Bulgarian zulùm 
‘violence, injustice, brutality’ (St 73; BER 657).

™abs ‘prison’ > Turkish haps > Serbo-Croatian 
(h)àps ‘id.’ (St 39).

™ukm ‘judgment; jurisdiction’ > Turkish hüküm > 
Serbo-Croatian hùƒum ‘id.’ (St 40).

™alàl ‘lawful, legitimate’ > Turkish halal > Serbo-
Croatian (h)àlàl ‘blessing, forgiveness’ (St 38).

±i≈n ‘permission’ > Turkish izin > Serbo-Croatian 
ìzun ~ ìzam, Bulgarian izìn ‘id.’ (St 42; BER II, 31).

iftirà± ‘lie, insult, offense’ > Turkish iftira > Serbo-
Croatian iftìra, Bulgarian iftirà ‘id.’ (St 41; BER II, 
93).

±imdàd ‘help, succor [in money, troops]; subsidies’ 
> Turkish imdat > Serbo-Croatian ìndàt, Bulgarian 
imdàt ‘id.’ (St 42; BER II, 70).

±i†à≠at ‘obedience, submission’ > Turkish itaat 
etmek ‘to make obedient’ > Serbo-Croatian itájet 
∑ìniti ‘id.’ (St 42).

kafìl ‘who stands bail or security’ > Turkish kefil 
> Serbo-Croatian ƒèfìl, Bulgarian kefìl ‘witness’ (St 
28; BER II, 347).

ma™kama(t) ‘court of justice, tribune’ > Turkish 
mahkeme > Serbo-Croatian mehƒèma, Bulgarian 
mexkemè ‘id.’ (St 51; BER III, 773).

maxàrij pl. ‘expenses, costs’ > Turkish > Old 
Russian mogory∑ ‘payment, wages’, Russian 
mogory∑ ~ magary∑ ‘reception; drinking after a 
bargain’, Belorussian mahary∑, Ukranian mohory∑ 
> Polish mohorycz ‘id.’; maybe also Old Czech 
mochodrž ~ chomodrž ‘a kind of a play’ lit. prob-
ably ‘payoff’ (M 202; V II, 635).

mufattiš ‘seeking; examining judge; censor, syn-
dic’ > Turkish müfettiš > Serbo-Croatian mufètiš 
‘inspector’ (St 52).

muràsala(t) ‘correspondence’ > Turkish mürasele > 
Serbo-Croatian murásela ‘law permission’ (St 52).

qà∂ì ‘one who decides definitely, judge’ > Turkish 
kady > Serbo-Croatian kàdija, Bulgarian kadìja 
‘clerical judge’ (St 45; BER II, 131).

sijillàt pl. ‘roll of parchment to write upon, vol-
ume; public document, diploma; edict; protocol’ 
(< Latin sigilla ‘seal’) > Turkish si‘ilat > Serbo-
Croatian sìdžilat ‘court protocol’ (St 60).

šàhid ‘witness’ > Turkish šahit > Serbo-Croatian 
šàit ‘id.’ (St 62).

ta≈kira(t) ‘remembrance; memorandum; passport’ 
> Turkish tezkere > Serbo-Croatian teskera ‘docu-
ment; written permission’ (St 66).

taftìš ‘inspection, exam’ > Turkish teftiš > Serbo-
Croatian tèftiš ‘Untersuchungskommission’ (St 64).

tamassuk ‘seizing, attachment’, pl. ‘written obliga-
tion’ > Turkish temessük > Serbo-Croatian temesuƒ 
‘certificate’ (St 64).

μawàb ‘reward, recompense; requital’ > Turkish 
sevap > Serbo-Croatian sèvàp/b ‘charitable gift; good 
turn’, Bulgarian sevàp ‘id.’ (St 60; BER VI, 572).

≠ulùfa(t) ‘fed in the stable; pay, wages, salary’ > 
Turkish ulûfa > Serbo-Croatian ulàpa ‘pay for the 
Turkish mercenaries in Kraina’ (St 68).

≠ušr ‘tenth part, tithe; piece’ > Turkish öçür > Serbo-
Croatian ùšur ‘in-kind pay for a miller’ (St 69).

xanjar ‘large dagger’ > Turkish χanžar > Serbo-
Croatian hàndžàr, hanžar, han∑ar ‘id.’; Turkish > 
Kumyk χynžal > Russian kindžal ‘curved dagger’ 
(Sk I, 656; Räs 155).

zahr ‘die [play]’ > Turkish zar > Serbo-Croatian 
zare ‘id.’ (St 72).

Loanwords connected with the calendar include 
the following.

jumàdà l-±àxir ‘sixth month of the lunar calen-
dar’ > Turkish ‘emaziel-ahir > Serbo-Croatian 
džemázijul-áhir ‘December’ (St 32–33).

šawwàl ‘the tenth month of the Arabic lunar cal-
endar’ > Turkish ševval > Serbo-Croatian šèvàl 
‘id.’ (St 62).
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zamàn ‘time, epoch, season, moment’ > Medieval 
Turkish zaman, Turkish zeman > Serbo-Croatian 
zàmàn, zèmàn, Bulgarian zamàn ‘time’ (St 70; 
BER I, 596).

A number of loanwords are connected with 
trades, professions, and crafts.

≠anbar ‘ambergris’ > New Greek ámbra > Serbo-
Croatian àmber; Bulgarian ambér (Sk I, 34).

±aßnàf ‘forms, kinds’ > Turkish esnaf ‘craftsman’ > 
Serbo-Croatian èsnàf ‘craft’ (St 35).

ballùr ~ billawr ‘crystal, beryl’ (from Medieval 
Greek bérulos) > Turkish bill’ur > Serbo-Croatian 
bìljùr, Bulgarian biljùr ‘id.’ (St 22; BER I, 48).

bàmiya(t) ‘Hibiscus esculentus’ > Turkish bamye > 
Bulgarian bàmja, Serbo-Croatian bàmnja; Russian 
bámija, Ukrainian bamija ‘id.’ (Sk I, 104; BER 
30).

baqqàl ‘greengrocer’ > Turkish bakkal > Bulgarian 
bakàlin ‘id.’; Turkish > Russian bakalejš∑ik : 
bakaléja ‘dried fruits’ (BER I, 27; V I, 109).

daxìra(t) ‘stores, provisions’ > Turkish zahire > 
Bulgarian zajrè, Serbo-Croatian zahíra ‘id.’ (St 70; 
BER I, 590).

™alwa ‘sweets’ > Turkish halva > Bulgarian xalvà, 
Serbo-Croatian (h)àlva ‘sweet food consisting of 
nuts and wheat flour’ (Sk I, 652).

™irfa(t) ‘trade, profession; guild, corporation; 
industry’ > Turkish hirfet > Serbo-Croatian rúfet 
‘guild; craft’ (St 58).

muštari ‘buyer’ > Turkish müšteri > Serbo-Croatian 
muštèrija, Bulgarian mùš∑erija, mjuš∑erìja ‘client; 
clientele’ (St 53; BER IV, 442).

nušàdir ‘sal ammoniac’ > Turkish nyšadyr > 
Bulgarian nišad≥r, Serbo-Croatian nišàdor; Arabic 
> Tatar nyšatyr > Ukrainian našatýr, Russian 
našatýr’ (V III, 51).

ßan≠a(t) ‘work; craft; deed’ > Turkish zanaat 
(modern Turkish sanat) > Serbo-Croatian zànàt 
‘trade, craft’, Bulgarian zanajàt ‘id.’ (St 71; BER I, 
599).

tarzì ‘tailor’ > Turkish terzi > Serbo-Croatian 
tèrzija ‘id.’ (St 65–66).

Other loanwords are connected with material 
culture.

™ammàm ‘warm bath’ > Turkish hamam ‘Turkish 
bath’ > Serbo-Croatian (h)àmàm ‘id.’ (St 38).

±ibrìq ‘water jug’ > Turkish ibrik > Serbo-Croatian 
ìbrik, Bulgarian ibrìk ‘id.’ (St 41; BER II, 2).

maš≠ala(t) ~ maš≠al ~ miš≠al ‘light, lamp, torch’ 
> Turkish meçal > Russian mášal ‘torch’; Serbo-
Croatian mašàla, Bulgarian mašàl(a) ‘id.’ (V II, 
586; St 50; BER III, 699).

ßa™n ‘plate; large cup’ > Turkish sahan > Serbo-
Croatian sàhan, Bulgarian saxàn ‘copper plate or 
cup’ (St 58; BER VI, 516).

A number of loanwords denote cloth or items 
of clothing.

≠abà± ‘coarse cloth; wrapper, cloak’ > Turkish aba 
> Serbo-Croatian abà; Slovak pl. háby, Czech háb 
‘dress’, Polish haba ‘coarse cloth’; Ukrainian haba, 
Belorussian, Russian aba ‘id.’ (M 153; St 11).

bazz ‘fine linen, silk, clothing’ ⇒ Persian bezistàn 
‘place of business’ > Turkish bezesten > Serbo-
Croatian bezìsten, Bulgarian bezistèn ‘business 
hall’ (St 22; BER I, 40).

faràja(t) or farajiyya(t) ‘upper garment, fur coat’ (< 
Medieval Greek phoresiá ‘Kleid, Strassenmantel’) > 
Medieval Turkish fere‘e (modern Turkish ferace) 
> Serbo-Croatian fëredža ‘long and wide coat for 
ladies or Muslim clerics’ (St 36).

jawhar ‘jewel, pearl’ > Turkish ‘evher ‘jewel’, 
hence the verb ‘evherlemek ‘to decorate with jew-
els’ > Serbo-Croatian unattested verb *ževrleisati, 
hence adjective ževrleisan ‘decorative, ornamental’ 
(St 73).

qa†ìfa(t) ‘velvet’ > Turkish kadife > Serbo-Croatian 
kadífa, Bulgarian kadifè ‘id.’ (St 45; BER II, 131).

qumàš ‘material for clothes, stuff; linen’ > Turkish 
kumaš > Serbo-Croatian kùmaš ‘atlas; silk band’, 
Bulgarian kumàš ‘a kind of cloth’; Russian kumá∑ 
> Slovak, Czech kuma∑ ‘id.’ (St 49; BER III, 128; 
M 306–307).

Other cultural or abstract terms include the 
following.

≠alàqa(t) ‘relations, interest’ and ≠ilàqa(t) ‘straps, 
ropes’ > Turkish alâka > Serbo-Croatian iláka 
‘bond; interest’ (St 41).

baraka(t) ‘blessing, happiness, abundance; fertil-
ity’ > Turkish bereket > Bulgarian berekèt, Serbo-
Croatian berìƒet ‘id.’ (St 22; BER I, 44).

∂arar ‘damage, loss, injury; difficulty; distress, 
need’ > Turkish zarar > Bulgarian zarar, Serbo-
Croatian zàràr ‘id.’ (St 72; BER I, 607).

™u∂ùr ‘presence, appearance, attendance; quietude’ 
> Turkish huzur > Serbo-Croatian (h)ùzùr ‘id.’ (Sk 
I, 695–696).

™urma(t) ‘anything forbidden, sacred’ > Turkish 
hürmet > Serbo-Croatian ùrmet ‘honor’ (St 68).

≠ilà‘ ‘medical treatment, cure; medicine’ > Turkish 
ilâç > Serbo-Croatian íla∑, Bulgarian il(j)à∑ ‘id.’ 
(BER II, 65).

≠ir∂ ‘good reputation, honor’ > Turkish hırsiz > 
Serbo-Croatian (h)Ýz ‘id.’ (Sk I, 655).
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murakkab ‘compound, mixed; mixture’ > Turkish 
mürekkep > Serbo-Croatian murèƒep, Bulgarian 
murakèb ‘id.’ (St 52; BER IV, 331).

naÚar ‘look, outlook, view; aspect; doubt; the evil 
eye’ > Turkish nezer > Serbo-Croatian nèzer ‘the 
evil eye; magic’ (St 54).

nùr ‘light’ > Turkish nur > Serbo-Croatian nûr, 
nùhur ‘ray of light, shining from the holy grave’, 
Bulgarian nur ‘fire, light’ (St 55; BER IV, 704).

qisma(t) ‘share, portion, lot; destiny, fate’ > 
Turkish kismet > Serbo-Croatian kìsmet ‘destiny, 
fate’ (St 48).

tafarruj ‘viewing, observation’ > Turkish teferrü∑ > 
Serbo-Croatian tefèri∑ ‘picnic, place of trip’ (St 63).

tartìb ‘method, plan, system’ > Turkish tertip > 
Serbo-Croatian tèrtip ‘id.’ (St 65).

xà†ir ‘mind, soul, consciousness’ > Turkish hatyr 
‘memory’ > Serbo-Croatian hátar ‘mind, memory; 
love, attachment, affection; regard’ (St 39). 

One animal’s name was borrowed through 
Turkish:

fìl ‘elephant’ > Turkish fil > Serbo-Croatian fîl ~ 
fîlj; Bulgarian fil ‘id.’ (Sk I, 510).
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Václav Blažek (Masaryk University of Brno)

Slips of the Tongue

Slips of the tongue (also known as ¤ speech 
errors) are unintentional deviations from the 
speaker’s intended production of a string of 
linguistic units. Slips have been of interest to 
Arabic grammarians as far back as the 8th 
century (al-Kisà±ì’s [d. 189/805] Mà tal™anu 
fìhi l-≠awàmm ‘Errors of the populace’), insofar 
as they believed that slips provide clues as to 
how language changes. But it was not until 
the publication of Meringer and Mayer’s cor-
pus (1895) that slips of the tongue began to 
receive increased attention. At the end of the 
19th century, the term ‘spoonerism’ was coined 
after the Reverend William Spooner, warden 
of New College, Oxford, who was notorious 
for speech errors such as the queer old dean, 
when referring to the dear old queen. Sigmund 
Freud (1904) suggested that slips of the tongue 
resulted from repressed emotions and desires. 
More recently, however, it has been shown that 
slips of tongue reveal much more about our 
knowledge of the structure of language, as well 
as how we use this knowledge in our linguistic 
interactions, than about language change or 
repressed emotions or desires.

Slips of the tongue are of particular inter-
est to linguists because of the widely accepted 
assumption that the rules of grammar guide 
the language-processing mechanisms and that 
evidence from language acquisition and ‘use’ 
(comprehension and production) have a bear-
ing on the theory of grammar. Errors poten-
tially shed light on the nature of the language 
system, since they mark points at which the 

  slips of the tongue 267

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



system breaks down. In principle, errors carry 
information on where in the system the break-
down has occurred and how (i.e. the possible 
mechanisms involved). There is little evidence 
from naturally occurring slips, however, that 
suggests that their roots lie in repressed thoughts 
or fears. Language use is a cognitively complex 
process that requires many processes which can 
break down at any point.

1. D i s t r i b u t i o n

Slips of the tongue in Arabic exhibit the same 
distributional characteristics as slips in other 
languages (for Arabic, see Abd El-Jawad and 
Abu-Salim 1987; Safi-Stagni 1990, 1994; Berg 
and Abd El-Jawad 1996; for English, Fromkin 
1988; Garrett 1988; Shattuck-Hufnagel 1991; 
for German, Meringer and Mayer 1895; for 
Mandarin Chinese, Jin 1995; for Thai, Gan-
dour 1977). The highest percentage of errors is 
reported to occur between sounds (phonemes), 
or what are known as segmental errors, fol-
lowed by errors between words, also known as 
lexical errors. Speech errors involving phonetic 
segments or words can either be anticipated, 
where a later segment replaces an earlier target 
segment (ismu hayμam > iμmu hayμam ‘his name 
is Haytham’), or perseverated, where an earlier 
segment replaces a later one (mukàfa™at al-
muxaddaràt > mukàfa™at al-mu™addaràt ‘war 
on drugs’). Errors can result from exchanges 
or substitutions; in the former, two sounds or 
two words exchange places (fàks maysa > màks 
faysa ‘Maisa’s fax’; kul-i l-±akil u ±ašrab-i l-≠aßìr 
> kul-i l-≠aßìr u ±ašrab-i l-±akil ‘eat the food and 
drink the juice’), while in the latter a segment or 
a word from an unknown source replaces the 
target segment or word (sùrat tabàrak > sùrat 
tabàraq ‘sura Tabàraka’ and al-mòya ∂a≠ìfa 
> al-mòya na™ìfa ‘the water is weak > thin’). 
Other errors are the result of either blending, 
where two competing words blend into one 
(lammèt ‘gathered’ + jamma≠at ‘collected’ > 
lamma≠at), or addition or deletion (≠ulba > ≠uba 
‘box’). The examples cited show the intended 
utterance on the left and the actual utterance 
on the right, with the units involved in the error 
in bold.

Speech errors affect not only phonetic seg-
ments or words but also involve phonetic or 
distinctive features, morphemes, phrases, and 
clauses. Phonetic features can be anticipated/

perseverated (bixèr u ≠àfya > bixèr u ™àfya). 
Morphemes can be shifted or stranded (bàrik 
≠alà rasùli-nà > bàrik-nà ≠alà rasùl . . . ‘bless our 
Prophet . . . ’). Two intended phrases can blend 
into one (al-≠ußùr al-wuß†à + al-qurùn al-wuß†à 
> al-qurùn al-≠ußrà ‘the Middle Ages’). Simi-
larly, two clauses or sentences can fall victim to 
blending, with the resultant sentence showing 
units from both targets (±a†la≠-i ß-ßu†ù™ u jìb-i 
l-ÿasìl ‘go up to the roof and get the laundry’ 
+ jìb-i l-ÿasìl min aß-ßu†ù™ u ±anzul-i ‘bring the 
laundry from the roof and come down’ > ±a†la≠-i 
jìb-i ß-ßu†ù™ u ±anzul-i ‘go up, get the roof, and 
come down’).

2. C o n s t r a i n t s

In natural speech, slips of the tongue are con-
sidered rare (one in every 1,000 words). Their 
occurrence, however, seems to be governed 
by universal as well as language-specific con-
straints. Lexical errors, for example, respect 
syntactic category constraints whereby nouns 
exchange with nouns (±awarrìk an-nujùm fi ≠izz 
a∂-∂uhur > ±awarrìk a∂-∂uhur fi ≠izz an-nujùm 
‘I’ll show you the stars in the height of noon’) 
and verbs replace verbs (±arù™ ±atwa∂∂a > ±arù™ 
±asta™amma ‘I’m going to make an ablution > 
take a shower’), prepositions for prepositions 
(gabil ≠àmèn > ba≠ad ≠àmèn ‘before > after two 
years’), and so on. Although segmental errors 
can occur between open and closed class items 
(rà∂ya ≠an šuÿl-i > rà∂≠a ≠an šuÿl-i ya daktòra 
‘are you pleased with my work, doctor?’), lexi-
cal errors respect word class membership where 
errors do not occur between open and closed 
class words. Both lexical and segmental errors 
are subject to a position similarity constraint 
where an error and its source occupy an iden-
tical word or syllable position. For example, 
clitic pronoun exchanges respect word posi-
tions (tilifòn-ak ≠ind-aha > tilifòn-aha ≠ind-ak 
‘your [masc. sg.] telephone number is with 
her’) and segments occupying syllable onset/
coda position interact with similar segments 
(bùsi u nùra > nùsi u bùra ‘Busi and Nura’ 
and muš bas maw∂ù≠-ik > mus baš maw∂ù≠-ik 
‘not just your topic’). This seems to hold even 
if the segments are within one word (samì™a 
> sa™ìma ‘Samiha’). Arabic segmental slips, 
however, have been shown to be insensitive to 
this positional similarity constraint (Safi-Stagni 
1994; Berg and Abd El-Jawad 1996). Examples 
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such as ≠a†šàna > ≠aš†àna ‘thirsty’ and ad-dànùb 
> ad-dàbùn ‘the Danube’ show an interaction 
between onset and coda across syllable bound-
ary as well as within the same syllable, respec-
tively. Because of the nonconcatenative nature 
of Arabic morphology (McCarthy 1981; Mc -
Carthy and Prince 1990), consonantal segments 
are represented on separate tiers from their 
vocalic templates and are unanchored in the 
underlying structure of the word. The conso-
nantal segments can therefore move independ-
ently of the vocalic templates and any affixes, 
or can be freely attached to onsets or codas 
depending on the template (e.g. daraj ‘stairs’ + 
CaCàCiC from salàlim ‘stairs’ > daràrij; yasìr-
u bi-xu†-an ™aμìμa > yasìr-u bi-™uμ-an xa†ì†a 
‘walks with rapid strides’).

Although initial segments are more error-
prone than others, errors are also more common 
when the rest of the words are phonologically 
similar, e.g. sitti rigayya garìba > sitti rigayya 
ragìba ‘Grandma Rugayya is nearby’. Errors 
tend to result in existing words or stems, what 
has become known as the lexical bias, e.g. ±aji 
ma≠à-kum > ±aji ≠amà-kum ‘I come with you 
> your blindness’, šà≠ir az-zajal > šàri≠ az-zajal 
‘zajal poet > street’, kul-u ya ™arìm > kul-u ya 
™amìr ‘eat, oh ladies > donkeys’. When segmen-
tal slips, however, result in novel forms, these 
forms do not violate the phonotactics of the 
language. Mislocated segments accommodate 
to their new environment. For example, in kìlu 
xamsa > kìlu xaßma ‘five kilo’, the /s/ of xamsa 
picks up [+back] due to its proximity to /x/, 
while in ≠ašàn as-sana aj-jadìda > ≠ašàn al-≠ìd 
aj-jadìd ‘because of the new year > Eid’ both 
the definite marker al- and the adjective jadìd 
‘new’ show accommodation to the new error 
rather than to the target.

3. S l i p s  a n d  t h e  m e n t a l 
 l e x i c o n

Speech errors not only provide evidence for 
the units involved in speech production (pho-
netic segments, morphemes, words, phrases, 
etc.), they also shed light on the nature of the 
representation and organization of the mental 
lexicon. Consonantal roots and word pattern 
movements and substitutions, such as šayyad 
tàj ma™al > tayyaj tàj ma™al ‘he erected the Taj 
Mahal’ and ™ugùga-hum mah∂ùma > hu∂ùma-
hum ma™gùga ‘their rights are infringed’, as 

well as là tjìba-ha m†afa™a > la tjìba-ha ma†fù™a 
‘don’t bring it full!’, show that they are repre-
sented on separate tiers in the lexicon and are 
assembled during the course of  production. 
Lexical entries include syntactic category 
information, since targets and errors in lexical 
exchanges (e.g. šùf-i ±axù-ki ràs-u ±atxaba† > 
šùf-i ràs-ik ±ax-u ±atxaba† ‘see your brother, his 
head is hit’) and lexical substitutions (e.g. ma-
hum katìr > ma-hum galìl ‘they are not much > 
little’) share the same grammatical category and 
respect word class membership. 

Additionally, lexical entries seem to be organ-
ized into neighborhoods of semantically and 
phonologically related items, since substitu-
tions are either semantically triggered (e.g. ßùm-
i talàta ±ayyàm > ±atßa∂ag-i talàta ±ayyàm ‘fast 
> donate three days’), or phonologically trig-
gered (e.g. yòm al-giyàma > yòm al-gumàma 
‘Judgment > garbage Day’), or both (e.g. ±idn-i 
marra taglàna > dign-i marra taglàna ‘my ear 
> my chin is very heavy’). Shifts and stranding 
errors, such as nafs ar-ragum > an-nafs ragum 
‘the same number’, and šìl-i jazmat-ik u bòt 
±axù-ki > šìl-i bòt-ik u jazmat ±axù-ki ‘pick up 
your shoes and your brother’s boots’, respec-
tively, show that complex words are stored 
decomposed where inflectional and grammati-
cal markers (possibly including tense, e.g. ±adug 
al-bàb ma-±a™ad yi±afuk-al-i > ±afuk al-bàb ma-
±a™ad yidug-al-i ‘I knock on the door and 
nobody opens’), as well as clitic pronouns, are 
stored separately from stems in the lexicon.

4. S l i p s  a n d  m o d e l s  o f 
 l a n g u a g e  p r o d u c t i o n

Although physical evidence in the form of spec-
trograms shows that natural speech is continu-
ous, slips of the tongue provide evidence that 
phonetic segments, morphemes, words, phrases, 
and clauses are psychologically discrete units 
that form the building blocks of the computa-
tions involved in language production. Several 
models have been proposed to account for 
speech production using evidence from speech 
errors (Bierwisch 1981; Butterworth 1981; 
Dell 1986; Fromkin 1971, 1973; Garrett 1980, 
1988; Levelt and Cutler 1983; Levelt 1989).

The two most prominent models in the 1970s 
and 1980s were those of Fromkin (1973) and 
Garrett (1988). Both models assume several 
levels of autonomous representations and sets 
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of serial ordered processes that apply at each 
level. Lexical substitution errors, such as ta≠àl-
i kul-i hina > ta≠àl-i nàm-i hina ‘come eat > 
sleep here’ suggest a procedure of retrieval 
of stored linguistic information. On the other 
hand, exchange errors such as ßuk xušm-ak u 
±afta™ fam-ak > ßuk fam-ak u ±afta™ xušm-ak 
‘shut your nose and open your mouth’ suggest 
a phrasal ‘integration’ procedure. Semantically 
driven retrieval errors (e.g. šarrib-ih mòya > 
±akkil-ih mòya ‘give him water to drink > eat’), 
and the fact that exchanges occur between 
words of the same grammatical class with no 
phonological similarity between the target or 
source (e.g. ™u††-i l-kafatìra fòg al-butagaz > 
™u††-i l-butagaz fòg al-kafatìra ‘put the kettle 
on the stove’) both argue for a level of repre-
sentation where a syntactic frame is constructed 
and a semantically driven lexical insertion proc-
ess retrieves lexical items (content words) from 
the lexicon and assigns them to their structural 
slots. Inflectional and derivational morphemes 
(and, in Arabic, clitic pronouns, as well as the 
definite marker al-) are rarely involved in lexical 
exchanges and are usually stranded (e.g. mòya 
fì l-barmìl > barmìl fì l-mòya ‘water in the 
barrel’ and hàda duxàn sayyàra-t-na > hàda 
sayyàr duxàna-t-na ‘that’s the smoke of our 
car’). They are, therefore, assigned to the syn-
tactic frame independent of lexical items. On 
the other hand, phonologically driven retrieval 
errors (substitutions such as fèn al-≠alàga > fèn 
al-mil≠aga ‘where is the hanger > spoon’) and 
phoneme and morpheme exchanges (such as 
ku™l-i sàyil > su™l-i kàyil ‘my eyeliner is run-
ning’, and muràsil min al-markaz > muràkiz 
min al-marsal ‘a courier from the center’), 
where there is often a strong phonological 
similarity among phonemes/words plus same 
syllable structure, both argue for a level where 
a phonologically driven lexical insertion proc-
ess retrieves the phonological form and assigns 
it to the surface slots. At this level, phonologi-
cal forms of function words (articles, preposi-
tions, and affixes) and prosody (stress and 
intonation) are assigned to the syntactic frame. 
Lexical blends such as fòg al-kursi ‘chair’ + 
al-kanaba ‘sofa’ > fòg al-karasa occur at this 
level, since they are the result of multiple words 
being activated and are competing for the same 
phrasal slot at the same time. Finally, accom-
modation errors such as as-sawwàg bi-y†awwi† 
> a†-†awwà† bi-ysawwig ‘the driver is beeping 

his horn’ and ±as±al a†-†abbàx a†-†ulyàni tikaffi 
> ±as±al a†-†ulyàni a†-†abbàx yikaffi ‘ask the 
chef if the sheep are enough’ suggest the last 
stage of the production process, where the 
phonetic forms are specified and adjusted to the 
final phonetic rules of the language. Shattuck-
Hufnagel and colleagues (1979, 1983, 1987, 
1991) proposed a serial ordering mechanism to 
account for the behavior of segmental errors.

Fromkin’s and Garrett’s autonomous stage 
and serial approach to language production, 
however, did not account for some other proper-
ties of speech errors, such as mixed substitution 
errors, or for the lexical bias (i.e., errors more 
often than not result in real words), observed 
in naturally occurring as well as experimentally 
induced speech errors. In mixed substitution 
errors (e.g. ±a™ubb ±atfašxar guddàm an-nàs 
> ±a™ubb ±atfaršax guddàm an-nàs), it is not 
clear whether the error is the result of a lexical 
substitution or a segmental exchange. Motley 
and Baars (1976) found that in laboratory-
induced phonological errors there was a higher 
likelihood of the errors being real words than 
neologisms (e.g. darn bore > barn door rather 
than bart doard). These observations have been 
used by both Dell (1986) and Levelt (1989) 
to formulate a bidirectional interactive (con-
nectionist) model of representation involving 
top-down and bottom-up parallel distributed 
processing with spreading activation between 
nodes organized into networks. Connections 
between the nodes are based on semantic and 
phonologic similarities. Frequency plays a role 
in determining the strength of connections 
between different nodes. Contamination slips 
(e.g. ™u††-i r-ruzz fi t-tallàja > ™u††-i r-ruzz ta™t 
al-maxada ‘put the rice in the fridge > under 
the pillow’) where the substitution of the lexical 
item is neither semantically nor phonologically 
triggered (the subject was tucking the bedsheets 
under the pillow and giving instructions regard-
ing the rice) have been used to argue that the 
language production mechanism is not infor-
mationally encapsulated, as has been suggested 
by Garrett (Safi-Stagni 1990).

5. S l i p s  a n d  o t h e r 
 p e r f o r m a n c e  b r e a k d o w n s

Apparently, the same processes that govern slips 
of the tongue are at work in other  linguistic and 
nonlinguistic phenomena (see Garnes and Bond 
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1980 on slips of the ear; Ellis 1979 and Hotopf 
1983 on slips of the hand; Ruch 1972 on slips 
of the eye; and Norman 1981 on action slips). 
Similar reading, writing, and action errors and 
slips of the ear have been attested in Arabic 
but have not been systematically collected or 
analyzed yet. Additionally, Buckingham (1979, 
1980), Talo (1980), and Garrett (1982) have 
correlated slips of the tongue with similar errors 
in the performance of aphasic patients. Safi-
Stagni (1991) reported similar processes gov-
erning aphasic errors with slips of the tongue 
in Arabic. More recently Prunet a.o. (2000) 
correlated aphasic errors with speech errors in 
Semitic languages (both Hebrew and Arabic). 
Poulisse (1999) looked at speech errors in first 
and second language production and found 
that both lemmas (a representation proposed 
by Levelt that contains the semantic and syntac-
tic properties of the lexical item) and lexemes 
(the representation that holds the phonological 
information of the lexical item, also proposed 
by Levelt) are activated simultaneously and 
that phonologically related word forms from 
different languages may spread activation to 
each other.
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Sabah M.Z. Safi  (King Abdulaziz University)

Somali

Arabic and the Somali language are related, 
though distantly, because Arabic belongs to 
the Semitic branch and Somali to the Cushitic 
branch of the ¤ Afro-Asiatic/Hamito-Semitic 
family. This does not mean that the Somalis are 
Arabs, and as a matter of fact the membership 
of ¤ Somalia in the League of Arab States is 
based on a political decision rather than on 
linguistic relationship. The contacts between 

Arabic and Somali are as old as the cultural 
contacts that culminated in the Islamization of 
the Somali people centuries ago. There is no 
precise dating, but more than one thousand 
years of contact is a safe guess. It is well known 
that Arabic was not only the language of 
religion but also the second language of culture 
in the 19th and 20th centuries. When Somalia 
regained independence in 1960, Arabic was 
recognized as one of the official languages, 
together with Italian and English. Some people 
advocated the use of Arabic script for Somali, 
but the Latin script was introduced officially 
on October 21, 1972. Note that in the current 
Somali writing system ≠ayn is spelled as c, as 
in the Arabic name ≠Alì, which is spelled Cali; 
the retroflex /d/ is spelled as dh; uvular /x/ is 
spelled kh; pharyngeal /™/ is spelled as x; and 
the glottal stop is spelled as an apostrophe; long 
vowels are doubled in writing.

A large number of Somalis have only limited, 
sometimes very basic, knowledge of Arabic, 
while many others are quite fluent in Literary 
Arabic and/or a variety of spoken dialects. The 
influence of spoken varieties of Arabic, mainly 
the coastal dialects of Yemen and Oman, 
and of Literary Arabic (represented by the 
Qur±àn and some theological and legal writings 
known in Somalia) has continued over a long 
period of time in Somali. Due, however, to the 
considerable grammatical differences between 
the two languages (in spite of some evident 
inherited features they have in common, such as 
the few Somali prefix-conjugated verbs, which 
are inflected in much the same way as in Arabic, 
e.g. ya-qaan ‘he knows’, ta-qaan ‘you know’, 
na-qaan ‘we know’, etc.), this influence has 
been limited on the morphological, syntactic, 
and stylistic levels. On the other hand, the 
phonological systems of Somali and Arabic 
show several similarities, and because of the 
presence in Somali of such consonants as /≠/, 
/h/, /™/, /x/, /q/, /±/, as well as the glide /w/ and 
long vowels, lexical influence was facilitated 
phonetically.

Lexical borrowing has been quite considerable, 
and this has resulted in a large number of 
Arabic loanwords in Somali, which is one of 
the languages with a relatively high number 
of Arabic loanwords. Soravia (1994) found 
1,436 Arabic loanwords in the best Somali 
dictionary available (Agostini a.o. 1985), which 
contains approximately thirty thousand lemmas. 
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Many of the Arabic loanwords, the majority of 
which are nouns, are frequently used. It must 
be emphasized that some Arabic loanwords 
may have been more or less ephemeral because 
some of them, found by Zaborski (1967:122) 
in older sources, are absent in Agostini a.o. 
(1985). The process of lexical borrowing from 
Arabic continues to be strong, but its extent has 
not yet been investigated.

It seems that the bulk of the loanwords were 
taken from Literary Arabic, although with some 
phonetic and phonological features of differ-
ent Arabic dialects. The intermediaries were 
in most cases Somali men, learned in Islam, so 
that the majority of loanwords do not betray a 
pure dialect character. As far as the semantics 
of the loans is concerned, there are both words 
borrowed out of practical necessity and prestige 
loans; sometimes, the reason for borrowing is 
rather obscure.

Arabic emphatic /∂/ usually corresponds 
with Somali /d/, but sometimes with Somali /l/, 
e.g. ∂a≠ìf ‘weak, ill’ > Somali laciif/daciif; rà∂ì 
‘pleased’ > Somali raalli; ∂amàn ‘warranty’ 
> Somali dammaan/lammaan; qà∂ì ‘judge’ > 
Somali qaalli/qaaddi. Very seldom, Arabic /∂/ 
corresponds with Somali retroflex /dh/, e.g. 
wa∂af ‘sling, catapult’ > wadhaf (Abraham 
1962:246; waraf in Agostini a.o. 1985). These 
different renderings of Arabic /∂/ indicate that 
the words concerned derive from different 
Arabic dialects, with different pronunciation 
of this consonant (¤ ∂àd), some regional types 
of Arabic realizing this phoneme with a lateral 
feature. Idiosyncratic is ∂arùra ‘necessity’ > 
naruuro ‘necessity’, due to dissimilation. Arabic 
emphatic /†/ usually corresponds with Somali 
/d/, e.g. xu†ba ‘sermon’ > khudbad ‘speech, 
sermon’, but there are also examples in which 
it is rendered by Somali /t/, e.g. ≠a†r ‘perfume’ 
> catar. Arabic emphatic /Ú/ is rendered as /d/, 
e.g. Úàlim ‘unjust, evil’ > daalin (with -m > -n) 
‘dishonest’, and Arabic emphatic /ß/ is rendered 
as Somali /s/, e.g. ßarà™a ‘sincerity’ > saraaxad.

Original Arabic interdental /μ/ is rendered 
either by Somali /s/ or /t/; there are, for instance, 
variants salaasa and talaado ‘Tuesday’ (< Arabic 
μalàμa ‘three’, with the second /μ/ rendered by 
Somali /d/!); the merging of original /μ/ with 
either /s/ or /t/ is already found in several Arabic 
dialects. Arabic interdental /≈/ is rendered in 
Somali by /d/, e.g. ≈ubàla ‘wick’ > dubaalad.

Interestingly, although Arabic /s/ usually 
corresponds with Somali /s/, there are some 

cases in which it corresponds with Somali /sh/, 
and Arabic /š/ is realized usually as /sh/, but 
there are some of examples of a correspondence 
with Somali /s/, e.g. kìs ‘bag, purse’ > Somali 
kiish/kiis. Arabic /z/ is generally rendered by 
Somali /s/, e.g. wazìr ‘minister’ > wasiir.

Uvular /x/ occurs in Somali almost exclu-
sively in Arabic loanwords (see Agostini a.o. 
1985:363–367). This phoneme may have been 
borrowed from Arabic; it sometimes inter-
changes with Somali /q/ and /k/, e.g. maxzin 
‘store, magazine’ > maqsin; ±ax∂ar ‘green’ > 
akhdar/akhtar/aktar; maxlùq ‘creature’ > 
makluuq. Somali /q/ also renders both Arabic 
/q/ and /ÿ/, e.g. ÿaniyy ‘rich’ > qani, but there are 
some cases where, following Bedouin dialects 
of Arabic, Arabic /q/ is rendered in Somali as 
/g/, e.g. mil≠aqa ‘spoon’ > maclagad/macalgad; 
sometimes, it is rendered by /k/, e.g. qism 
‘subdivision’ > kasmo, and /kh/, e.g. ßandùq 
‘box, case’ > santuukh; baqqàl ‘greengrocer’ > 
bakhaar ‘shop’, while /ÿ/ is sometimes rendered 
by /kh/, e.g. maÿrib ‘sunset’ > makhrib; ßiyàÿa 
‘goldsmithing’ > siyaakhad ‘a piece of jewelry’. 
Arabic /k/ is rendered as /k/ in initial and 
medial position but as /g/ in final position and 
sometimes medially, e.g. ki≈b ‘lie’ > kidib; šukr 
‘thanks’ > shugri; šarìk ‘companion’ > shariig; 
there are also cases of Arabic /k/ > /q/ or even 
/kh/, e.g. sakràn ‘drunk’ > saqraan/sakhraan/
sarqaan.

Arabic /j/ is usually rendered in Somali as 
/j/, but in a total of nine loanwords it corres-
ponds with /g/ (Callegari 1987–1988:458–459), 
possibly indicating Cairene Arabic origin. This 
is, however, not quite certain since the loans 
in question are semantically marginal, and it 
is difficult to say why they would have been 
borrowed precisely from Cairene Arabic. 
Sometimes, doublets may indicate origin from 
different dialects and different chronology, e.g. 
jayš ‘army’ > gaas ‘a division of soldiers’ and 
jeysh ‘army’. There are very few cases of Arabic 
/j/ corresponding with /y/, e.g. jàr ‘neighbor’ 
> yaar; dajàj ‘poultry’ > diyaaj/diyaad, which 
shows its origin from some Yemeni, Omani, or
Gulf Arabic dialect, while there is also digaag. 
Very rarely, Arabic /j/ is rendered as Somali /sh/,
e.g. mujarrab ‘tentative’ > sharrib; xaràj ‘land 
tax’ > kharash ‘expenditure’, but this is rather 
an internal Somali change (viz. devoicing), 
conditioned by -r(r)-, which causes dissimilation. 
There is also ™ajj ‘pilgrimage’ > xaj/xad and 
siràj ‘lamp, lantern’ > siraaj/siraad.
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Sometimes Arabic /l/ > /r/, e.g. wàlid ‘father’ 
> waarid. There are also some cases of /m/ > 
/b/, e.g. zamàn ‘time’ > saman/samaan/saben/
sabaan.

Consonant clusters are realized in Somali 
with an anaptyctic vowel, and in monosyllabic 
words final gemination is lost. Sometimes, there 
is metathesis, e.g. ±ibra(t) ‘needle’ > irbad; 
qal≠a(t) ‘fortress’ > qalcad/qalco or calqad; 
jins ‘sort, species, genus’ > jinsi/sinji ‘gender, 
race’; la≠na(t) ‘curse’ > lacanad/lacnad/nacallad/
nacdal; bunduq(iyya) ‘shotgun, rifle’ > dumbuq 
as well as bunduq/buntuq; ≠afrìt/  ≠ifrìt ‘female 
evil spirit’ > cifriid/cirfiid ‘evil spirit’.

As far as morphological interference is con-
cerned, Arabic feminine singular -a(t) is usually 
preserved in Somali, e.g. mu≠allim/mu≠allima 
‘male/female teacher’ > macallin/macallim-ad, 
although in some cases it is only represented by 
the -o allomorph, e.g. barak-o ‘blessing’, but 
baraka-ad-ii ‘the blessing’. Gender distinction in 
nominals is preserved in the singular, although 
there are some exceptions, e.g. sana(t) ‘year’ 
> sanad/sannad, which can be either feminine 
or masculine (Agostini a.o. 1985:535, pace 
Soravia 1994). According to the rules of Somali 
grammar, though, the gender changes in the 
plural, a process known as ‘gender polarization’, 
e.g. dàr ‘house’ > daar-ta ‘the house [made of 
stone; fem.]’, daar-o-ha ‘houses’ [masc.]; al-
bàb ‘the door’ > albaab-ka ‘the door [masc.]’, 
albaabb-o-ta ‘the doors [fem.]’; mu±allif ‘writer, 
author’ > allife ‘the writer, author [masc.]’, 
allifaad/alifid ‘the female writer, author’ [fem. 
sg.], allif-a-yaal ‘male authors [fem.]’, but the 
plural dukaan-la-yaal (< Arabic dukkàn ‘shop’) 
is either masculine or feminine. Some Arabic 
internal plurals have been preserved, sometimes 
with an additional Somali plural ending, e.g. tàjir/
tujjàr ‘merchant’ > taajir ‘rich man, merchant’, 
plural tujaariin or taajirro. Sometimes, Arabic 
internal plurals have been reinterpreted as 
singular forms, e.g. yawm/±ayyàm ‘day’ > ayaan 
[sg.]; masjid/masàjid ‘mosque’ > masaajid [sg.]. 
Monosyllabic nouns follow the rules of Somali 
grammar, i.e., they make their plural forms with 
partial reduplication, e.g. ßawt ‘voice’ > sawd, 
pl. sawdad; fà±s ‘axe’ > faash, pl. faashash. 
Sometimes, nouns have been borrowed together 
with the Arabic definite article, e.g. albaab-
jooge ‘doorman’ (Arabic al-bàb ‘the door’); 
alleyl ‘night’ (Arabic al-layl ‘the night’), adduun/
addunyo/duunyo ‘world’ (Arabic ad-dunyà ‘the 

world’). There are also Somali nouns derived 
with Somali suffixes from Arabic nominals, 
e.g. ≠àqil ‘intelligent’ > caaqil: caaqil-ni-mo 
‘intelligence’; ±amìr ‘emir’ > ammir: ammir-ni-
mo ‘emirate’; dukkàn ‘shop’ > dukaan: dukaan-
le ‘shop owner’.

With verbs, Somali derivational suffixes can 
be used, e.g. bàraka ‘to bless’ > barakee ‘to 
bless’, barak-so (with a ‘causative’ suffix of 
Afro-Asiatic origin, cf. -s- in Arabic i-s-taf   ≠ala) 
‘to give charity in the hope of gaining God’s 
favor’. There are some examples of Arabic 
participles and verbal nouns (maßdars) used 
as verbs, e.g. mamnù≠ ‘forbidden’ > mamnuuc 
‘to forbid’; muquur ‘to dive’ (< Arabic ÿàra 
‘to sink, go down, penetrate into’?); musàfir 
‘traveler’ > masaafiri ‘to expel’; su±àl ‘question’ 
> su±aal ‘to ask’; †àlib ‘student; seeking’ > daalib 
‘male student’ (daalib-id ‘female student’) and 
‘to seek’; ™ayàt ‘life’ > xayaad ‘to live’; imti™àn 
‘examination’ > imtixaan ‘to examine’; isti≠màr 
‘colonization’ > isticmaar-so ‘to administer a 
country as a colony’; ±islàm ‘surrendering to 
God; Islam’ > islaan ‘to become a Muslim’; 
≠àfiya ‘health’ > caafimaad ‘to recover health’, 
caafimaad-san ‘to be in good health’; al-™amdu 
lillàhi ‘praise the Lord’ > alxamdulillay-so 
‘to thank God’. Rather idiosyncratic is akhri 
‘to read’, which may go back to the Arabic 
imperative (Callegari 1987–1988:448) or may 
be a reinterpretation of an Arabic causative 
±aqra±a (cf. Somali aqbal ‘to accept’).

Some Arabic idioms and genitive constructions 
functioning as compound words have been bor-
rowed, e.g. bayt al-mà± ‘w.c.’ > beytelmay; ma≠a s-
salàma ‘farewell!’ > macasalaamo ‘farewell’, also 
used as a verb macasalaamee ‘to say goodbye’.
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Somalia

1. L a n d  a n d  p e o p l e

On February 14, 1974, Somalia joined the 
League of Arab States and made Arabic an 
official language of the country. In doing 
so, Somalia became the first Arab League 
country to use a second official language 
along with Arabic. Somali, which had become 
the official language in 1973, was based on 
the spoken form, Af-Mahaa, of the nort hern 
and central regions of the Somali peninsula. 
A Roman-based script had been introduced 
by the state in 1972. After the collapse of 
the Somali state in 1991, speakers of other 
Somali languages introduced at least two 
additional Somali languages, again mostly in 
Roman scripts: Af-Maay (Mukhtar 2003:142) 
and Af-Jiddu (Ibro 1998), spoken in the 
interriverine and coastal districts of southern 
Somalia (Lamberti 1986). Today, Somalia is 
the only country in sub-Saharan Africa with 
no functioning central government, thus, no 
reliable data on literacy rates exist for any of 
the languages spoken there.

Somalis occupy the Horn of Africa, and 
most of them claim to be of Arab stock, 
particularly of the Quraysh clan, the household 
of the Prophet Mu™ammad. All Somalis, 10–12 
million, are Muslims, and they live in the former 
Somali Republic, the Republic of Djibouti, 
the Ethiopian Zone Five, the Northeastern 
Province of Kenya, and the diaspora in Canada, 
the United States, Europe, Australia, and the 
Middle East.

Historically, Somalia was known to Ancient 
Egyptians as part of the land of mayddi ‘myrrh’ 
or Punt ‘God’s Land’. Greeks and Romans 

traded in that part of the world, but Arabs, 
Persians, and Southeast Asians migrated and 
settled on the coast, influencing language and 
culture. Burton (1987:72) reports that Somali 
may be traced etymologically to the Arabic 
word samala ‘to thrust out’ because an Arab, 
presumably the progenitor of the Somali race, 
had thrust out his brother’s eye and run away 
to Somalia. Another theory suggests that the 
word is derived from the Arabic ≈ù màl ‘the 
wealthy one’, referring to the son of a wealthy 
Arab who migrated with his assets to northeast 
Africa and fathered the Somali people (Drake-
Brockman 1912:15). Somalia’s contacts with 
the Arabs date back to Pharaonic times (Neville 
1894), when as early as the 3rd century B.C.E., 
South Arabians established trade links between 
the Horn and the western Indian Ocean world 
(Hourani 1951:20–21).

2. S t a t u s  o f  A r a b i c  i n  I s l a m i c 
S o m a l i a

Contacts between Arabs and Somalians became 
more prominent with the rise of Islam in Arabia 
in the 7th century C.E. The Meccan persecution, 
beginning in 615, of the Companions of the 
Prophet caused the wave of refugees to the 
Horn of Africa known as al-Hijra ±ilà l-£abaša 
‘the migration to Abyssinia’ (Ibn Hišàm, Sìra 
266). Successive migrations followed upon the 
ridda ‘apostasy’ and fitna ‘civil disobedience’ 
wars during the Orthodox Caliphate (632–
661) and the Umayyad Dynasty (661–750). 
The interaction between the migrants and the 
indigenous population led to the emergence 
of Islamic centers on the Somali coast. The 
discovery of inscriptions on the tombstones in 
Mogadishu of Fà†ima bint ≠Abd aß-Íamad, who 
died on 22 Jumàdà l-±ûlà 101/719, and £àja 
bint Miqdàm, who died on 5 ˛ù l-£ijja 138/
755, indicates the presence of Islam in its first 
century (Cerulli 1957). The Somali lexicon was 
expanded by Arabic vocabulary derived from 
Islamic religion and civilization, especially in 
areas of theology, trade, politics, geography and 
seafaring, social relations, poetry, folk stories, 
and means of teaching (Zaborski 1967).

Arabic influence was at its greatest in the 
9th century in towns on the Banadir coast, the 
Awdal-Harar corridor, and in the hinterland. 
Each city had a center famous for specialized 
teaching and learning. Mogadishu and Marka, 
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for example, were strong in tafsìr and ™adìμ, and 
Bardera and Sarmaan for ™ifÚ ‘memorization’ 
of the Qur±àn. Students who excelled in the 
writing and reading of Arabic at an early age 
then pursued further learning at centers in 
Qulunqùl and Harar and elsewhere (Mukhtar 
1995:10). Many graduates of the above centers 
went on to Mecca, San±a, Kairouan, Damascus, 
and Cairo and returned home to teach and 
proselytize in the Horn and East Africa (Sàlim 
1964–1965:I, 353).

By the 13th century, a well-educated elite 
in Somalia spoke and wrote Arabic. During 
his sojourn in Mogadishu, Ibn Ba††ù†a met 
the sultan and commented, “His name is ±Abù 
Bakr ibn ”ayx ≠Umar, he is of Berber origin and 
speaks in the Maqdishi (local) language, though 
he knows Arabic” (Ri™la 169). In this period, 
the Somali instructors invented a new method of 
teaching Arabic known as Laqbo ‘translation’, 
so that students became bilingual and were 
able to master complex subjects through their 
mother tongue (Mukhtar 2003:136–137).

From the 15th to the 17th centuries, Arab-
Islamic administrations such as the Faxruddìn 
and MuΩaffar dynasties flourished in the city-
states of coastal Banadir in the south, while 
the Maxzùmì and Asma±a dynasties ruled in 
Awdal and Harar in the north. During these 
administrations, Arabic became the language 
of education, communication, and trade. The 
rulers and the administrative staff used Arabic 
titles, e.g. sul†àn, šayx, ±amìr, qà∂ì, kàtib, faqìh, 
and wazìr. The fatwas were issued in Arabic, 
and appeals were typically addressed in writing 
to the sultan, who, after reviewing the cases, 
wrote his reply on the back of the appeal paper 
(Ibn Ba††ù†a, Ri™la 171).

3. A r a b i c  d u r i n g  a n d  a f t e r 
t h e  c o l o n i a l  p e r i o d

During colonial times, Arabic remained the chief 
language of public communication, governance, 
and diplomacy. All colonial agreements and 
contracts between Somalis and foreigners had an 
Arabic text beside the colonial language (Sàlim 
1964–1965:II, 547–570). Somali sultans, chiefs, 
and leaders either signed or put their seal on the 
Arabic version (Mukhtar 1973). Arabic was 
also the language of correspondence between 
the leaders of the Somali militant movements 
fighting colonial occupation and the colonial 

officials, as well as between the Somali sheikhs 
of different †arìqa orders. Family or social 
correspondences, trees of genealogies, birth and 
death certificates, and many other significant 
documents were all recorded in Arabic (Cerulli 
1957). The official colonial daily, Corriere della 
Somalia, in Italian Somalia, and the Somaliland 
News, in British Somaliland, always included 
Arabic supplements.

The constitutions, by-laws, and records of 
Somali political parties were kept in Arabic; they 
submitted their petitions to the government or 
to the United Nations in Arabic, and even their 
logos and names were associated with Arab 
political organizations and Muslim movements. 
The Ràbi†a Wa™dat aš-Íabab aß-Íùmàlì ‘Somali 
Youth League (SYL)’, which emerged in the 
early 1940s, developed along the same lines 
as the emergence of the Young Arabs’ al-Fatà, 
or the Young Turks during the 1920s. The 
sword, crescent, star, and the name used in the 
£izbiyya Dastùr Mustaqill aß-Íùmàl (HDMS) 
‘Somali Independent Constitutional Party’ flag 
are also typical emblems of Arab and Muslim 
movements. Moreover, the party anthems were 
all sung in Arabic: Yà ±ayyuhà ™izbiyyatun of 
HDMS and Yà ±ayyuhà ß-Íùmàliyyùn of SYC 
(Mukhtar 1987:152). In 1950, both the SYL and 
HDMS asked the Trusteeship administration to 
recognize Arabic as the official language of the 
country (Somaliya 1969:24–25). And in 1951, 
the Territorial Council, in its deliberations on 
the future of independent Somalia, unanimously 
agreed that Arabic should be the national 
language (Somaliya 1969:47–50).

4. A r a b i c  a n d  e d u c a t i o n

Arabic has always been the medium of in-
struction. The duksi Qur±ànic schools played 
a significant role in diminishing the level of 
illiteracy. Starting in the late 18th century, 
Jamà≠a settlements and roving ™ìr and ßùfìs in 
the countryside vigorously promoted Arabic 
(Hersi 1977:266–70). During colonial times, 
Arabic was the second language of education. In 
fact, the Italian colonial administration created 
teacher training for the teaching of Arabic and 
religious subjects in all schools and levels.

The newsletters and bulletins of the Somali 
political parties were in Arabic: al-Wa™da of 
the SYL, aš-”a≠b of the SDU, and al-Qarn al-
±Ifrìqì of the SNL (Mukhtar 1987:152). Many 
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nonpolitical newspapers and magazines were in 
Arabic, for example a†-¢alì≠a and al-£aqìqa. In 
the 1950s, Arab countries, particularly Egypt, 
supported Somalia with teachers for all grades 
and established a modern school system offering 
all subjects in Arabic and granting diplomas 
equivalent to Arab schools. In addition, 
scholarships were granted to the brightest high 
school graduates for further study in Cairo, 
Damascus, Baghdad, and elsewhere.

Even in independent Somalia, the national 
dailies, which were still printed in Italian and 
English, also published an Arabic supplement, 
Barìd aß-Íùmàl, until Af-Mahaa was adopted 
as the national language in 1972; even then the 
new Xidigta October ‘October Star’ continued 
to publish an Arabic supplement, Najma 
±Uktùbar. Radio and television programs were 
broadcast in both Somali and Arabic formats 
until the collapse of the state in 1991. The use 
of Arabic remained pervasive even after the 
adoption of the Somali script in 1972 and after 
Somalia joined the Arab League in 1974.

5. S o m a l i  w r i t e r s  i n  A r a b i c

The educated elite has continued to use Arabic 
in Islamic studies such as theology, philoso-
phy, literature, ™adìμ, and history. ≠Uμmàn ibn 
≠Alì az-Zayla≠ì (n.d.) wrote one of the most 
authoritative books in the £anafì ma≈hab. His 
student and co-national ≠Abdallàh ibn Yùsuf az-
Zayla≠ì (1938) became one of the best editors in 
™adìμ.

In literature, ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn az-Zayla≠ì 
(1972) left behind a collection of religious 
poems. He also published a book on Arabic 
grammar and morphology (az-Zayla≠ì 1938). 
Sheikh Íùfì (n.d.) published a collection of 
mystic literature. Sheikh ≠Uways al-Baràwì is 
considered the most prolific poet of his time, 
composing qaßà±id, poems in praise of Allah, 
of the Prophet, and of Sheikh ≠Abd al-Qàdir al-
Jilànì (≠Ilì 1954a).

Early-20th-century historians dealt with the 
ancient history of Somalia, its major kingdoms, 
and relations with its neighbors (≠Aydarùs 
1955). Scholarly publications on the history 
of Islam and the emergence of sultanates in the 
coastal regions and the hinterlands are now 
being published (Rirash 1974). Colonial and 
postcolonial history and issues dealing with the 

history of anticolonial movements and leaders 
of political parties fighting for independence 
are covered by writers of the late 20th century 
(Mukhtar 1982). The turning point in the spread 
of Islam and the history of Sufi brotherhoods 
is documented by hagiographers (£àjjì Yùsuf 
1912). The life stories of Sufi saints (≠Ilì 1954b) 
and the history of the rivalry between Sufi 
orders are well documented in Arabic. Out of 
five books, known as Majmù≠àt al-Qulunqùlì, 
al-Qu†bì (n.d.) dedicated two books, Ta™≈ìràt 
bàliÿa and Naßr al-mu±minìn, to the major 
doctrinal differences between Qàdiriyya and 
Íàli™iyya, which virtually justify the war 
against the Íàli™iyya followers. There is a 
significant publication in Arabic on the history 
of the dervish movement and a biography of its 
leader (Aw Jama± 1965a). Aw Jama± (1965b) 
published another book on the founders of 
modern Somali political parties in the fight for 
independence.

Somali intellectuals in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries unsuccessfully urged the adoption 
of the Arabic script for the Somali languages. 
Sheikh ≠Uways al-Baràwì used Arabic script for 
his Af-Maay qaßà±id (Moreno 1955). Makàhìl 
(1926) also used Arabic for the northern Issaq 
dialect (Lewis 1958). In the 1960s, Mahamùd 
(1963) advocated the possibility of writing 
Somali using an Arabic script. In the 1970s, a 
similar study was produced by Gùled (1973), 
who discussed the roots of the Somali language 
and its relation with Arabic.

6. C o n c l u s i o n

Arabic has been the language of trade, edu-
cation, and religion throughout most of So-
malia’s recorded history. Because no Somali 
language was written until 1972, Arabic re-
mained the major vehicle for record keeping 
and correspondence. From 1974, when Somalia 
joined the Arab League, Arabic became an 
official second language. The government 
launched a campaign in 1980 to promote its 
instruction nationwide, as it had done during 
the rural literacy campaign for Somali in 
1974. Somalia developed for the first time two 
equal tracks for education, Somali and Arabic 
from elementary school to university. It also 
instituted an Arabic program at the Lafoole 
Teacher-Training College. After the collapse of 
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the state, the country was left without formal 
education. However, efforts to reconstruct the 
country have seen a mushrooming of privately 
owned schools whose media of instruction are 
usually Arabic and English. Thus, Arabic has 
continued to flourish in all of the self-declared 
regional states.
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Songhay

1. T h e  S o n g h a y  E m p i r e  a n d 
I s l a m

Songhay is spoken by about 700,000 people 
in Mali, Niger, Upper Volta, Dahomey, and 
Nigeria and is the westernmost subgroup of 
Nilo-Saharan. Its dialects or closely related 
languages are Dendi (in Dahomey) and Dyerma 
(Zarma, especially in Niger), and the inter-
comprehension does not seem total. Songhay 
was considered an isolated linguistic group 
until Greenberg classified it as one of the six 
branches of the Nilo-Saharan family (Tersis 
1972:17–18). It is a language relatively little 
described but on which we have information, 
some of it rather old. It is spoken by the descen-
dants of those who founded, between the 7th 
and 17th centuries, what would become, thanks 
to Sonni Ali Beer (r. 1464–1492), the Songhay 
Empire. At the beginning of the 11th century, 
in the year 1010, the king, Dia Kossoi, became 
Muslim (Davidson 1966:67), and, according to 
al-Muhallabì (d. 380/990), “Gao was not just 
a town but also the centre of a small Islamic 
kingdom of the Niger Bend in his day. It there-
fore seems likely that the Zà dynasty, which 
perhaps replaced earlier local Muslim rulers in 
Gao, converted to Islam before 399–400/1009” 
(Hiskett 1984:32–33).

Tàrìx as-Sùdàn, which lists the first fourteen 
sovereigns of the Zà dynasty, states in this 
regard: “None among them believed in God nor 
in the Prophet. They died without embracing the 
Muslim faith”. Then, the author goes on: “Zà 
Kosoï, who came after, accepted Islam. They 
nicknamed him muslim-dam, which means full 
Muslim. This event happened during the year 
400 after Hegira [i.e. toward 1009]”. Almost 
immediately after his conversion, Zà Kosoï 
moved the capital of Songhay from Kukiya to 
Gao, and al-Bakrì, writing in 1068, says: “The 
ruler of Gao professed Islam and when he 
was enthroned he was presented with a copy 
of the Qur±àn, a sword and a shield, all sent 
from the Caliph (leader) of the Muslim world 
who at that time resided in Baghdad” (Clarke 
1982:47). But even if the king was a Muslim, 
as were all his dignitaries, “The ceremonials at 
the royal court continued to be based on tradi-
tional customs and beliefs, and the majority of 

the people in Gao were non-Muslims” (Clarke 
1982:47).

The phonetic treatment of Arabic loans in 
Songhay is based on words collected in Ducroz 
and Charles (1978), but when the other dialects 
give different data for Arabic loans in Songhay, 
material from different sources is given.

2. P h o n o l o g y

Neither northern nomadic Songhay nor east-
ern and western Songhay, including Korandje, 
seem to have a tonal system (Nicolaï 1981:25). 
Songhay is a language with a tendency to 
phonetic erosion of borrowed words. This phe-
nomenon does not seem to correspond to the 
position of the syllable or to the consonant or 
vowel eroded in the word: ßadaqa > saraa (in 
the dialects of Koyra Chiini and Djenné Chiini) 
‘alms’.

In Songhay, gemination is important: “Nine 
percent of dissyllabic words have a gemination 
in the intervocalic position” (Tersis 1972:54), 
and there is a tendency to preserve within loan-
words the original Arabic geminates: dàbba > 
dábbè (in the dialects of Koyra Chiini, Djenné 
Chiini, and Koroboro Senni, addabba) ‘ani-
mal’; ™ijj ‘pilgrimage to Mecca’ > hízzà ‘to 
perform the pilgrimage’; ™add > híddí ‘border’; 
šakk ‘doubt’ > síkkà ‘to doubt’; in šà±a llàh > 
ìnsállà ‘God willing’; janna > àlzánnà (in the 
dialects of Koyra Chiini and Koroboro Senni, 
aljanna; Dendi àRzánnà) ‘paradise’. There are a 
few exceptions, which are probably due to col-
loquial use: mu≠allim ‘teacher’ (? via Fulfulde 
mallum) > maale ‘patron’, or to the interference 
of the Berber intermediary wa-a™ažžam: ™ajjàm 
‘cupper’ > wànzâm ‘barber’ (cf. Fulfulde wan-
jamìjo, Hausa wànzàmœı, Kanuri wanzâm).

Individual Arabic phonemes are realized in 
Songhay as follows (for more details, see Baldi 
1994):

/  ±/ > Ø: ±iblìs > ìblísì ‘devil, Satan’; al-qur±àn 
> àlkùráàn ‘the Qur±àn’; al-±arbi±à± > àlárbá 
‘Wednesday’; but /±/ > /w/ only in one case: balà± 
‘misfortune, plague’ > bàláw ‘epidemic’;

/b/ > /b/: al-baraka > àlbárkà ‘blessing’; bàliÿ 
‘mature; of age, legally major’ > bàlíjì ‘adult’; 
mußìba > màsíibà ‘misfortune’; al-≠arab > làaráabù 
‘Arab’; but /b/ > /p/ only in one case: as-sabt > 
àsíptì ‘Saturday’;
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/t/ > /t/: taw±am > táwéy ‘twin’; fatìl > fìtíllà ‘lamp’; 
al-waqt > wáatì ‘time’; but in one case /t/ > /l/: 
™attà > hál ‘until, up to’, probably via Hausa (har) 
and Tamasheq (ar); in fact, for Dendi we have 
háR;

/μ/ > /t/: μawàb ‘recompense, reward’ > tìáabù 
‘recompense, pardon of God’; al-iμnayn > àtínnì 
‘Monday’;

/j/ > /z/: jahannam > zàhánnàm ‘hell’; daraja ‘rank’ 
> dárzà ‘importance, glory’; ™ijj ‘pilgrimage’ > 
hízzà ‘to perform the pilgrimage’; but /j/ > /j/ in 
some cases: jamà≠a ‘community’ > jámâ ‘crowd, 
people’; al-jàhil > àjáhílì ‘ignorant’; in one case /j/ 
> /d/, probably because of regressive assimilation: 
sujùd ‘prostration, adoration’ > sùdúudù ‘to 
prostrate oneself, to worship’; in a doubtful loan 
we have jawwada II ‘to recite [the Qur±àn]’ > 
céw (and in Dendi tyóó) ‘to read’. In the dialect 
of Koroboro Senni, we also have /j/ > /ž/: jum≠a > 
alzuma ~ alžumaa ‘Friday’;

/™/ > /h/: al-™urma ‘reverence, deference; that 
which is holy, sacred’ > àlhórmà ‘grace, favor’; 
al-±a™ad > àlàhádì ‘Sunday’; law™ > wàlàh0ï ‘slate, 
board’; but /™/ > Ø in final position, almost 
always, and sometimes in initial position because 
of assimilation with the Arabic article: al-qam™ > 
àlkámà ‘wheat’; al-™isàb ‘arithmetic’ > làsáabù ‘to 
reflect, point out’;

/x/ > /h/: xa†† ‘writing’ > hàntúm ‘to write’; al-
±axbàr, pl. of al-xabar > àlhàbáarù ‘news’; /x/ > 
Ø because of assimilation with the Arabic article: 
al-xayma ‘tent’ > léemà ‘umbrella’; but sometimes 
/x/ > /k/: baxìl > bàkíilù ‘avaricious’; al-xamìs > 
àlkàmíisá ‘Thursday’;

/d/ > /d/: dalìl ‘sign’ > dàlíilì ‘reason’; ±abadan 
‘forever; ever, never’ > àbádá ‘never’; al-±a™ad 
‘Sunday’ > àlàhádì; in some cases there is 
assimilation to the preceding consonant: walad 
‘child, son, boy’ > wáddè ‘companion of the same 
age’; /d/ > /r/: ßadaqa ‘alms; almsgiving’ > sárgà ‘to 
make a sacrifice, an offering’; in a doubtful case, 
it disappears: jawwada II ‘to recite [the Qur±àn]’ 
(?) > céw ‘to read’, and it also disappears in 
the dialects of Koyra Chiini, Djenné Chiini, and 
Koroboro Senni: ßadaqa ‘alms; almsgiving’ > saraa 
‘alms; to give (something) as alms’;

/≈/ > /z/ in the initial position of a word: ≈anb ‘sin, 
crime’ > zàmbà ‘to trick’; in other cases /≈/ > /d/: 
al-±a≈àn ‘call to prayer’ > àlàadân ‘muezzin’. In 
the dialects of Koyra Chiini and Djenné Chiini, 
/≈/ > /j/ and/or /ž/: al-≠a≈àb ‘pain, torment, torture; 
punishment’ > laajaaba/laažaaba ‘suffering; to 
make suffer’;

/r/ > /r/: rib™ ‘interest [on money]’ > ìríibì ‘benefit’; 
al-±arbi±à± > àlárbá ‘Wednesday’; al-≠aßr > àláasárú 
‘afternoon; afternoon prayer’; sometimes in Kaado 
(and more often in the dialects of Koyra Chiini and 
Djenné Chiini), it is geminated with the following 
consonant: wird ‘private worship’ > wíddì ‘to 
recite the Koran’; in two cases, /r/ > Ø: rizq > 
àlzàkà ‘wealth’; rikàb > àlcébù ‘stirrup’; once in 
Kaado, /r/ > /l/: barìm ‘rope; string, cord, twine’ 
> bìlím ‘to roll in the earth’, and quite regularly 
in the dialects of Koyra Chiini and Koroboro 

Senni: ar-riyàl > allaara/alliyaara ‘rial; a silver 
coin’; but in the Songhay of Koyra Chiini, we have 
/r/ > /d/: bàrùd ‘saltpeter; gunpowder’ > albaad7 
‘(gun)powder’;

/z/ > /z/: zamàn > zàbànì ‘time’; ar-rizq > àlzàkà 
‘wealth’; but in the dialects of Koyra Chiini and 
Djenné Chiini, we have /z/ > /j/: zamàn ‘time’ > 
jaman ‘era, season’;

/s/ > /s/: as-sabt > àsíptì ‘Saturday’; †àsa > táasà 
‘metal bowl’; ±iblìs > ìblísì ‘devil, Satan’. In the 
dialect of Koroboro Senni, we have /s/ > /š/: ±islàm 
‘the religion of Islam’ > alšilaama ‘Muslim’;

/š/ > /s/: šahàda > sàhádù ‘creed formula’; ≠ušr > 
àláasárú ‘one-tenth; tithe’, as well as in the dialects 
of Koyra Chiini and Djenné Chiini: šar† ‘condition; 
stipulation [of a contract]’ > satti/setti/serti/sarti 
‘deadline; fixed date or schedule’. In the dialects 
of Koyra Chiini and Djenné Chiini, there are a few 
cases where /š/ > /š/: šarì≠a > aššaraa ‘Muslim law’; 
šay†àn > aššeytaan ‘Satan, devil’;

/ß/ > /s/: ßub™ ‘dawn; daybreak; morning’ > súbà 
‘tomorrow’; mußìba ‘misfortune’ > màsíibà; 
maqàßß [pl.] ‘scissors’ > mágásà; but in the dialects 
of Koyra Chiini and Koroboro Senni, we have /ß/ > 
/š/: ±aßl > aššil/aššel > ‘origin’. In Kaado, once /ß/ > 
/z/: ßirf ‘pure, unadulterated’ > nzórfù ‘silver’, with 
a Tamasheq intermediary â√ref;

/∂/ > /l/: al-qà∂ì > àlkáali ‘judge’; al-wa∂à±a > 
àlwàláà ‘ceremonial purity’; but /∂/ > /d/ in a∂-
∂u™à ‘forenoon’ > àddùhá ‘morning, at about 9 
a.m.’;

/†/ > /t/: †àlib ‘student, scholar’ > táalíbì ‘disciple of 
a marabout’; sa†l ‘bucket, pail [of wood or metal]’ 
> sàtállà ‘kettle [for ritual ablutions]’; but /†/ > /d/ 
in qar†as ‘paper’ > kàrdáasì ‘paper not written’; 
and in one case, /†/ > /c/: fi†r ‘fast breaking’ > wícíró 
‘late afternoon greetings’;

/Ú/ > /z/: wa≠Ú ‘admonition; sermon’ > wáazù ‘to 
pray; to indoctrinate’, but in the dialects of Koyra 
Chiini and Djenné Chiini it becomes waaju ‘to 
pray; to give religious advice’;

/≠/ > Ø: al-≠àda > àláadà ‘habit, custom’; jum≠a > 
àlzúmá ‘Friday’; midfa≠ > málfà ‘gun, cannon’;

/ÿ/ > /g/ or Ø: al-ÿarìb ‘strange’ > àlgàríbù ‘to beg’; 
maÿrib ‘place or time of sunset; prayer at sunset’ 
> àlmáaríŋ ‘evening’; in one case, /ÿ/ > /j/: bàliÿ 
‘mature; of age, legally major’ > bàlíjì ‘adult’, but 
in the dialect of Koyra Chiini, it becomes baali∑i/
baaliki;

/f/ > /f/: al-fitna > àlfítínà ‘discord, dissension’; 
≠afà > yàafà ‘to forgive’; šarìf ‘sherif, title of 
the descendants of Mu™ammad’ > sìfírì ‘rainbow; 
sherif’;

/q/ > /k/: qalam ‘pen’ > kàlámì ‘pen, pencil’; al-≠aql 
> làkkál ‘intelligence’; al-munàfiq > àlmùnàafíkì/
mùnàafíkì ‘hypocrite’; but also /q/ > /g/: al-qadar 
> algadar ‘fate, destiny’; ßadaqa ‘alms, charitable 
gift; legally prescribed alms tax’ > sárgà ‘to make a 
sacrifice, an offering’; there are a couple of cases in 
Kaado (but very frequently in the dialects of Koyra 
Chiini, Djenné Chiini, and Koroboro Senni) where 
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/q/ > Ø: al-waqt > wáatì ‘time’; šafaq ‘evening 
glow, twilight, dusk’ > sáafó ‘evening (religious 
word)’. In the dialect of Koyra Chiini, we have 
qibla ‘kiblah, direction to which Muslims turn in 
praying [toward the Kaaba]’ > al∑ibla ‘east’;

/k/ > /k/: kull > kúlú ‘totality; all’; wakìl > wàkíilù 
‘representative’; šakk ‘doubt’ > síkkà ‘to doubt’; in 
a couple of cases, /k/ > /c/: kàfir ‘infidel’ > céférì ‘to 
be infidel’; rikàb > àlcébù ‘stirrup’;

/l/ > /l/: luqma > lóomò ‘bite; mouthful’; dawla 
‘power’ > dóolè ‘to force’ (cf. Fulfulde dòle, 
Hausa dòlè, and Swahili dola); baxìl > bàkíilù 
‘avaricious’; in one case, there is assimilation with 
the following consonant: walad ‘child; son; boy’ 
> wáddè ‘companion of the same age’; and in 
another one /l/ > /j/: šaÿala > sàajì ‘to occupy, to 
keep someone busy’; on the contrary, in a couple 
of cases the gemination disappears: ta≠allala V ‘to 
distract oneself; to use as an expedient’ > taali ‘to 
wrong someone’; kull > kúlú ‘totality; all’; but in 
Dendi we have /l/ > /r/: ±aßl > àsàRíí > ‘origin’. 
In all dialects, in final position, in a few cases 
/l/ > /n/: màl ‘property; wealth; money; goods’ > 
àlmén ‘domestic animal’. One case of gemination 
with the following consonant: walad ‘descendant, 
offspring; child, son, boy’ > wáddè ‘same-age 
companion’;

/m/ > /m/: malà±ika, pl. of mal±ak > màléykò ‘angel’; 
±ammà > àmá ‘but’; jahannam > zàhánnàm ‘hell’; 
in one case /m/ > /b/: zamàn > zàbànì ‘time’;

/n/ > /n/: nafa≠a > nàfà ‘to be useful’; al-janna > 
àlzánnà ‘paradise’; dìn > àdíinà ‘religion’; but /n/ > 
/m/ before /b/: ≈anb ‘sin, crime’ > zàmbà ‘to cheat’; 
sometimes /n/ > Ø, particularly in final position: 
±abadan > àbádá ‘never’;

/h/ > /h/: hamm ‘worry’ > àlhém ‘unhappy’; šahàda 
> sàhádù ‘creed formula’; in final position /h/ 
> Ø: wa-llàh ‘by God!’ > wálá ‘or this [at end 
of an utterance]’ and wàl ‘or that [disjunctive 
morpheme]’;

/w/ > /w/: waqt > wáatì ‘time’; dawà ‘inkwell’ > dá 
/dáwà ‘ink’;

/y/ > /y/, but very often it disappears: bayàn ‘expla-
nation’ > béy ‘to know’; dunyà > àdùñà ‘world’; 
walìy > wè0 lì ‘holy man’; al-yatìm > àlàatîm 
‘orphan’.

3. M o r p h o l o g y  a n d  s y n t a x

Arabic article. In Songhay, the Arabic definite 
article al- is not retained as frequently as in 
Hausa. If it appears in loans, it is very rare 
in Kaado compared to the dialects of Koyra 
Chiini, Djenné Chiini, and Koroboro Senni: 
in fact, we have: baxìl > bàkíilù ‘avaricious’ 
besides the variants alba∑ir (Koyra Chiini) and 
albahiiri (Koroboro Senni) or zinà± ‘adultery; 
fornication’ > zìnà ‘to commit adultery’ besides 
the variants azzinaa ‘(act of) adultery’ (Koyra 
Chiini) and aljinaa ‘adulterer’ (Djenné Chiini). 

On the other hand, in Kaado we notice the 
agglutination of the Arabic article, modified 
according to what happens in Arabic Maghrebi 
dialects: ™isàb ‘arithmetic, reckoning; calcu-
lation’ > làsáabù ‘to reflect, observe’. This 
phenomenon is also found in Dendi: ±imàm > 
léémàm ‘imam’.

Nouns. Nominal loanwords mostly derive 
from the singular form; loans coming from 
plural forms are rare: ±axbàr, pl. of xabar 
> àlhàbáarù ‘news’; naßàrà, pl. of naßrànì > 
ànsáará ‘Christian’. As in Dagbani and Hausa, 
there is one case of a double loan coming from 
a singular and plural form: ≈anb ‘sin, crime’ 
> zàmbà ‘to cheat’ (cf. Dagbani samba ‘slan-
derer’, Hausa zàmba ‘fraud’) and ≈unùb ‘sin 
[pl.]’ > zùnúbù ‘to sin’ (cf. Dagbani zunubi 
‘sin’, Hausa zùnubìi/zùnufìi ‘sin’).

Verbs. Loans in Songhay are almost all nomi-
nal; verbal loans are very few, less than 10 
percent (Baldi 2004: Table of loanwords); most 
of these derive from the Arabic imperfect: ya≠fà 
(< ≠afà ‘to forgive’) > yàafà ‘forgiveness; to 
forgive’. This is found not only in Kaado but 
also in other dialects: ya±muru (< ±amara ‘to 
order, command’) > yaamar ‘to predominate, 
order’ (Koyra Chiini). There is a tendency in 
the Kaado dialect to borrow nominals with 
the Arabic article as verbs: ™uzn ‘sadness’ > 
àlhúuzù ‘to try to frighten someone’; ™anna 
‘to pity, have mercy’ > àlhánnà ‘to ask forgive-
ness’; ÿarìb ‘strange’ > algaribu ‘to beg’; fa±l 
‘good omen’ > àlfáalà ‘to make a wish come 
true’.

Semantic analysis. Arabic loanwords are found 
in all domains of Songhay cultural vocabulary: 
jurisprudence (àlkáalì < al-qà∂ì ‘judge’), trade 
(táazírì ‘rich man’ < tàjir ‘merchant’), religion 
(hàrdá=m ‘to be unlawful, forbidden by reli-
gion’ < ™aràm ‘forbidden, unlawful’), science 
and culture (làkká`l < ≠aql ‘intelligence’; táalíbì 
‘Qur±ànic student’ < †àlib ‘student, scholar’), 
names of some everyday objects (sàafún < 
ßàbùn ‘soap’).

Songhay as a medium of spreading Arabic 
loans. Songhay not only received Arabic loans 
but it was also a donor language for Arabic 
loans in many languages in West Africa: Arabic 
faqìh ‘legal scholar, expert of fiqh’ > Songhay 
àlfá ‘(Muslim) priest’ > Busa arfâná; Dagbani 
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álefa; Ewe alufa; Fulfulde alfaa; Kanuri alfakí; 
Mandinka àlfaa; Nupe àfâ/àlùfâ; Serer alfa; 
Yoruba àlùfáà.
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Sound Symbolism

1. D e f i n i t i o n  o f  s o u n d 
s y m b o l i s m

In the introduction to their standard work on 
sound symbolism, Hinton a.o. (1994b) distin-
guish four types of sound symbolism, which 

they define as “the direct linkage between sound 
and meaning” (1994b:1):

(i) Corporeal sound symbolism: “the use of 
certain sounds or intonation patterns to 
express the internal state of the speaker, 
emotional or physical” (Hinton a.o. 
1994b:2);

(ii) Imitative sound symbolism: “the use of ono-
matopoeic words and phrases represent-
ing environmental sounds” (Hinton a.o. 
1994b:3), e.g. sounds of animals, often con-
ventionalized when represented in writing; 
this is what Ullmann (1962:83) calls ‘pri-
mary onomatopoeia’;

(iii) Synesthetic sound symbolism: “the acous-
tic symbolization of non-acoustic phenom-
ena” (Hinton a.o. 1994b:4); this is what 
Ullmann (1962:83) calls ‘secondary ono-
matopoeia’; and

(iv) Conventional sound symbolism: “the ana-
logical association of certain phonemes and 
clusters with certain meanings” (Hinton 
a.o. 1994b:5).

2. S o u n d  s y m b o l i s m  i n  t h e 
A r a b i c  l i n g u i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n

For most Arabic grammarians, phenomena of 
sound symbolism held no great interest, and 
the grammarians generally regarded them as 
linguistically irrelevant. Sound symbols of the 
first three categories were subsumed under the 
category of ¤ ism al-fi≠l, a term that comes 
closest to the modern concept of ¤ ‘interjec-
tion’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 122–128; Mubarrad, 
Muqta∂ab III, 202; Levin 1991). Az-Zamaxšarì 
(Mufaßßal 61–67) mentions many of these in a 
list, distinguishing between those ±asmà± al-fi≠l 
which express an order and those which express 
a predication. The category of those interjec-
tions expressing an order contains words like 
ruwayda ‘gently!’, hàlumma ‘get up!, onward!’, 
balha ‘let alone!’, ßah ‘hush!’, ™a≈àri ‘careful!’, 
etc. The category of interjections expressing 
a predication is probably identical with the 
one az-Zamaxšarì designates as ±aßwàt ‘sounds’ 
(Mufaßßal 66.2), e.g. way as an expression of 
surprise or regret, and mi∂∂i as an expression 
of refusal by smacking one’s lips.

The inclusion of such sounds in az-Zamaxšarì’s 
list often seems to have been inspired by the 
fact that they occur in the Qur±àn or in poetry. 
Way, for instance, occurs in the verse
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wayka±annahu là yufli™u l-kàfirùna
‘Woe, the unbelievers are not successful’ 
(Q. 28/82)

and mi∂∂i is used in a poetic line

sa±altuhà l-waßla fa-qàlat mi∂∂i
‘I asked her for a reunion and she said “pfui”’

To the same category in az-Zamaxšarì’s list 
belong various sounds used to spur animals 
on, e.g. kixxà or halà to a horse, ≠adas to a 
mule, and hayda (or haydi or hàd) to a camel. 
Az-Zamaxšarì calls some of these nouns an 
‘imitation’ (™ikàya) of animal sounds (including 
calls to animals) and natural sounds. The word 
†ìxi, for instance, is an imitation of the sound 
of someone laughing, mà±i an imitation of the 
bleating (buÿàm) of a goat, and †àqi an imita-
tion of the sound of hitting.

Grammatically, the Arabic grammarians 
analyzed all ±asmà± al-fi≠l as nouns, apparently 
because they could be used with an indefinite 
ending. The sound of a crow, for instance, is 
represented as ÿàqi, but it may be used in a sen-
tence like qàla l-ÿuràbu ÿàqin ‘the crow uttered 
one “caw”’, where it is supplied with the ¤ tan-
wìn ending to indicate indefiniteness (Zajjàjì, 
±î∂à™ 99). A modern Arab linguist, Tammàm 
£assàn (1973), proposed the name xawàlif (sg. 
xàlifa) for a new part of speech, comprising all 
those words with an affective function that are 
used to express emotional feelings, including 
the ±asmà± al-±af≠àl of the classical Arabic gram-
marians and such expressions as ni≠ma/bi±sa 
‘how good/bad is . . .’. He distinguished between 
assertive statements in a sentence like ±amda™u 
zaydan ‘I praise Zayd’ and ¤ exclamations, 
such as ni≠ma zaydun rajulan ‘what a wonder-
ful man Zayd is!’, calling the latter xawàlif 
(Firanescu 2003:108–111). In this, he may have 
followed an otherwise unknown grammarian, 
Ibn Íàbir, whose views are reported by as-
Suyù†ì (±Ašbàh III, 2.8–9), and who proposed 
to call the ¤ ism al-fi≠l by this name.

The task of making a complete inventory of 
linguistic representations of sounds fell to the 
lexicographers, who were particularly inter-
ested in onomatopoetic words of the second 
category, imitations of natural and animal 
sounds. Ibn Sìdah (d. 458/1968) painstakingly 
lists the sounds of the animals in his Muxaßßaß, 
but always from a lexicographical point of 
view. He says, for instance, that the sound of 
a horse is called ßahìl (Muxaßßaß VI, 157), that 

of a cow xuwàr (Muxaßßaß VIII, 41), that of 
a donkey nahìq (Muxaßßaß VIII, 49), that of 
a lion za±ìr or nahìt (Muxaßßaß VIII, 64), and 
that of a hyena ™af™afa (Muxaßßaß VIII, 72). 
In all such cases, the noun is the name of the 
sound, not the sound itself, although obviously 
in some cases, as in that of the hyena, it does 
imitate the sound.

When speaking about the sounds of birds 
(Muxaßßaß VIII, 133–136), Ibn Sìdah adds sev-
eral times that the noun is an imitation (™ikàya) 
of the sound the bird makes, for instance 
when he says that ≠aq≠aqa is an imitation of 
the sound of the ≠aq≠aq ‘magpie’ (Muxaßßaß 
VIII, 136.6). Interestingly, hadhada is said to 
be the name of the sound of the pigeon, and 
Ibn Sìdah states that the name of the hoopoe, 
hudhud, is derived from this, although the verb 
denoting the sound of the hoopoe is naba™a ‘to 
bark’ (Muxaßßaß VIII, 136.3); this verb prob-
ably refers to the screeching sound the hoopoe 
makes when it flies up, rather than to the better 
known sound to which it owes its name (on the 
hoopoe in Islam, see Venzlaff 1994). Such verbs,  
nouns, and adjectives were collected in the 
same way as the names for an animal’s young 
and the correct noun to be used for a flock or a 
herd of animals. The lexicographers were mainly 
interested in knowing what the correct Arabic 
word was, rather than the sound itself. Thus, 
they limited themselves to listing the lexical 
items referring to the sounds of the animals and 
did not attempt to imitate the sounds as such.

In his Fiqh al-luÿa, the lexicographer aμ-
Âa≠àlibì (d. 429/1038) goes one step further, 
because he distinguishes between actual sound 
imitations and the name of the sound (cf. 
Shivtiel 2000). In the section about ±aßwàt wa-
™ikàyàt (Fiqh 202–216), aμ-Âa≠àlibì states that 
the Arabs call the sound of the crow ÿàqi ÿàqi 
and the sound of hitting †àqi †àqi. He then adds 
that the ™ikàya of the latter sound is †aq†aqa. 
A special case of ™ikàya is that of the sound 
of a horse’s hooves on the ground, ™aba†iq†iq, 
which derives from a poem by an anonymous 
poet (Fiqh 216.2; cf. Xalìl, ≠Ayn III, 339):

jarat al-xaylu fa-qàlat ™aba†iq†iq
‘The horses walked and went clippety-clop’

Aμ-Âa≠àlibì mentions yet other cases of ™ikàya, 
such as ÿiq ÿiq (the sound of a kettle boiling) 
and šiba šiba (the sound of a camel drinking 
water). In general, his terminological use of the 
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terms seems to be as follows. When he calls 
the sound of a donkey nahìq, what he means 
is that the substantive nahìq signifies ‘the bray-
ing of a donkey’. But since †àqi †àqi represents 
the sound (of hitting) itself, †aq†aqa is called 
its ™ikàya. Likewise, qah qah is the sound of 
someone laughing; therefore, its ™ikàya is called 
qahqaha ‘to roar with laughter, to guffaw’. 
Words like faxìx, naxìx, ÿa†ì†, and xajìf, which 
indicate increasingly noisy sounds of snoring 
made by someone sleeping, are called sounds 
(±aßwàt) rather than ™ikàyàt. This looks like 
a terminological difference between straight-
forward onomatopoeia, on the one hand, and 
names of sounds, such as ßafìr ‘chirping’, nahìq 
‘braying [of a donkey], μuÿà± ‘roaring [of a 
lion]’, mu≠à± ‘mewing [of a cat]’, ßa≠ìy ‘trum-
peting [of an elephant]’, etc., on the other. 
Only rarely does aμ-Âa≠àlibì call such a sound 
a ™ikàya, e.g. qahqà≠, which is the ™ikàya of 
the sound of a bear (Fiqh 211), and baqbaqa, 
which is the ™ikàya of the bubbling sound of a 
jug or jar submerged in water (Fiqh 212.15).

It should be added that in grammatical litera-
ture, the term ™ikàya had been in use for a long 
time for a mixed category of elements, classified 
according to both syntactic and morphological 
elements. Elements assigned by Sìbawayhi to 
this category on the basis of syntactic criteria 
seem to include direct quotations, for instance 
when asking man zaydin ‘Zayd who?’ of some-
one who says marartu bi-zaydin ‘I passed Zayd’ 
(for a thorough analysis of this use of ™ikàya, 
see Baalbaki 2007:13–21). In this sense, ™ikàya 
is not connected with the concept of ono-
matopoeia. The morphological classes that are 
assigned to the category of ™ikàya do seem to 
have such a connection; they include the open-
ing letters in some of the Qur±ànic suras, the 
names of the letters of the alphabet, and ono-
matopoetic words, such as ÿàqi for the sound 
of the crow (Talmon 2003:220–222).

3. S o u n d  s y m b o l i s m  i n  t h e 
m o d e r n  d i a l e c t s

With respect to onomatopoeia and sound sym-
bolism in the contemporary Arabic dialects, 
there are relatively few references in the lit-
erature. Only one modern dialect, Nigerian 
Shuwa Arabic, seems to have developed an 
entirely new class of ideophones, probably 

due to contact with neighboring languages, 
such as ¤ Kanuri (Owens 2004). This class 
of ideophones has become grammaticalized to 
an extent not found in other Arabic dialects. 
Ideophones are used to indicate sounds, e.g. 
al-bagar akalan al-qalla rùs ‘the cows gnashed 
up the grain’, al-iyàl li±ib fi alme cabaq ‘the 
children splashed in [the] water’, where rùs 
and cabaq are ideophones connected with the 
sound of gnashing and splashing, respectively 
(Owens 2004:211). There are also ideophones 
for qualities, for instance co to indicate hotness 
in al-alme hàmi bilhèn co ‘the water is very hot’ 
(Owens 2004:210).

In the other Arabic dialects, sound symbols 
have not become grammaticalized to such an 
extent, and, grammatically speaking, they play 
a marginal role. Nonetheless, as in other lan-
guages, the lexicon of Arabic dialects contains 
a large number of sound symbols in the catego-
ries mentioned above under (i) and (ii) (corpo-
real and environmental sounds). An unexpected 
data source for such symbols are Arabic com-
ics, usually translations of Western comics, 
such as Asterix (±Astirìks) or Tintin (Tàn Tàn). 
The language of most of these comics is strictly 
Standard Arabic, but it seems safe to assume 
that the representations of sounds derive from 
spoken speech. Comics abound with represen-
tations of corporeal and environmental sounds, 
and although these may occasionally be the 
result of the translation process, most of them 
do seem to be peculiar to Arabic, rather than 
imitations of their representation in the French 
original (see Table 1). Some sounds are used in 
swearing or insulting other people, e.g. ±axx or 
±a™™ (¤ taboo).

Not much is known about imitations of the 
sounds of animals in Arabic dialects, because 
these are not usually listed in dictionaries and 
wordlists. It seems to be the case that the 
verbs referring to these sounds are often redu-
plicated, e.g. in Egyptian Arabic nawnaw ‘to 
mew’, hawhaw ‘to bark’ (cf. Badawi and Hinds 
1986:917 lamma thawhaw ‘[not even] if you 
should bark [i.e. never]’), ßawßaw ‘to chirp’, 
kàkkàk ‘to quack [duck]’ (but according to 
Badawi and Hinds 1986:728, kàk is the sound 
of the crow, as in the proverb zayyi gam≠iyyit 
ilÿirbàn ±awwilha kàk wi-±àxirha kàk ‘like a 
flock of crows, the first [sound] is “caw”, and 
the last one is “caw”’). Imitations of animals 

284 sound symbolism

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



seem to have the same form, as in a well-known 
Egyptian children’s song:

≈ahaba l-laylu †ala≠a l-fagru 
 wi-l-≠aßfùr ßawßaw ßawßaw
šàf il-±u††a ±àllaha biss biss
 ±àlitlu nawnaw nawnaw
‘The night departed, the dawn came, the bird chirped,
it saw the cat and said to her “puss puss”, and she 
said to him “meow” ’

Since imitations of animal sounds are conven-
tional, they may be expressed differently in 
languages. The sound of both a rooster and a 
cuckoo, for instance, is represented in Arabic 

as kù kù (cf. Goscinny and Uderzo, Minjal 
22, and Hergé, Sirr 42, respectively), but in 
English the sound of the rooster is represented 
as cock-a-doodle-doo, in French as cocorico, 
and in Dutch as kukeleku, whereas in all 
three languages the cuckoo calls out its own 
name, cuckoo, coucou, and koekoek, respec-
tively (for the name of the cuckoo in Arabic, 
≠Inànì [1993:184, n. 1] proposes kùkù instead 
of the traditional name waqwàq). Therefore, 
the imitations are bound to be different across 
Arabic dialects, and so are the names of birds 
(for bird names in Syro-Palestinian dialects, see 
Dalman 1913). They appear, however, to have 
in common that they do more justice to the 
actual sound of the animal than the Standard 
Arabic ones. Thus, for instance, the verb used 
for ‘to mew’ in Classical Arabic is mà±a or mà≠a 
(Ibn Sìdah, Muxaßßaß VIII, 85), which seems to 
be less mimetic than Egyptian Arabic nawnaw 
(note that both in Classical Arabic and in 
Modern Standard Arabic mà± mà± is the sound 
made by a goat; cf. Zamaxšarì, Mufaßßal 66.21 
and Hergé, Jazìra 9).

Not surprisingly, many birds have onomato-
poetic names in Arabic, often in the form of 
reduplicated words of the pattern CvCCvC 
or CvCCäC (cf. ≠Inànì 1993:28), e.g. waqwàq 
‘cuckoo’, laqlaq ‘stork’, hudhud ‘hoopoe’, bul-
bul ‘bulbul’, yu±yu± ‘merlin’, ≠aq≠aq ‘magpie’, 
qa†qà† ‘plover; lapwing’, wirwàr ‘bee-eater’, 
≠ul≠ul ‘(short-toed) lark’ (with a diminutive 
≠ulay≠ila ‘lesser short-toed lark’), siksaka ‘chiff-
chaff’, zarzùr ‘starling’ (in Syro-Palestinian this 
means ‘cricket’; Procházka 2004:159), basbùsa 
‘serin’ (Procházka 2004:156). Note that not 
all birds with onomatopoetic names have this 
pattern, e.g. qa†à ‘sandgrouse’, sunùnù ‘swal-
low’, †ì†awì ‘redshank’, baqwìqa ‘godwit’, and 
šaraqraq ‘green woodpecker’; according to some 
authors, ≠andalìb ‘nightingale’ is onomatopoetic 
as well. Conversely, not all animal names with 
the pattern CvCCvC are names of birds, e.g. jud-
jud ‘cricket’, wa†wa† ‘bat’, ßurßur (ßarßùr) ‘cock-
roach’ (Nöldeke 1904). Procházka (2004:159) 
points out that generally speaking only the 
reduplicated quadriliteral names are onomato-
poetic in nature, whereas other animal names of 
the pattern fa≠lùl or fa≠≠ùl are usually related to 
triradical roots, and not onomatopoetic.

In child language and in baby talk, ani-
mal names are often formed from interjec-
tions. Woidich (2003:576–577) adduces some 

Table 1. Representation of corporeal and 
environmental sounds in comics 

Transcribed sound Context

bùf sound of engine failing
†àx sound of hitting or 
 gunshot
†ràx sound of crashing into
 something; intensive form 
 of †àx
tàk sound of knocking
hrrr sound to chase an animal
tßaw tßaw sound of the creaking of a 
 rusty machine
trrrn sound of the ringing of a 
 doorbell, an alarm, or a 
 telephone
kràš sound of glass breaking
klang sound of bell of fire engine
kràk sound of something 
 breaking
bùm sound of heavy object 
 falling down
tùt sound of traction engine 
 or the horn of a ship or 
 a car
tš sound of water splashing
hi± sound of hiccup
yàh sound of surprise
±ày cry of pain
±àh sound of fear or pain
xàxx sound of snoring
kr kr kr sound of gulping down 
 a drink
±àx sound of disgust
≠a†sa sound of sneezing
fš hissing sound
zìbì± sound of someone slipping 
 or of screeching tires of a 
 car skidding
†ùf sound of disgust, ugh!, yuck!
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examples of this from the dialect of Bašandi 
in the Daxla oasis in Egypt. In the baby talk 
register of this dialect, the name for the donkey, 
hošša, and the name of the chicken, hišša, are 
derived with a derivational suffix -a from the 
sound made to halt a donkey, hošš, and the 
one made to chase a chicken away, hišš. Other 
names derive from imitations of the sound of 
the animal, e.g. il≠awa ‘dog’ (cf. yi≠awwèy ‘to 
bark’) and ilmà± ‘goat’ (cf. ymi±mè± ‘to bleat’, 
and mà± mà± in comics; see above). That this 
is not limited to baby talk is shown by Syro-
Palestinian Arabic barbùr ‘lamb, sheep’, if it is 
indeed connected with birbir, a sound to lure 
sheep (Procházka 2004:150–151).

Both imitative and synesthetic sound sym-
bolism are often expressed in dialectal Arabic 
by quadriliteral reduplicated verbs; these re-
present what Holes (2004:100) calls “mimetic 
of extended or repeated sounds, movements 
and actions which occur in the physical world” 
(¤ reduplication). He adds that there is “very 
often a direct relationship in this verb type 
between physical phonetic form and semantic 
function”, at least when they are not obvious 
denominative derivations. Many of the exam-
ples quoted by Holes from Eastern Arabian 
dialects are reduplicated verbs that indicate 
intensity or repetition of the action, e.g. dagg 
‘to knock’ vs. dagdag ‘to knock repeatedly’; 
some of them, however, seem to be used to 
imitate sounds without emphasis, e.g. xa∂xa∂ 
‘to rattle’, xašxaš ‘to jangle’, wašwaš ‘to whis-
per’, tnahnah ‘to sob’ (Rieschild 2006:5). The 
reduplicated verbs may be extended by a liquid, 
e.g. barbag ‘to blow, make bubbles in water’, 
xarxaš ‘to jingle, rustle’; or by a nasal, e.g. 
bamba≠ ‘to bleat [sheep], stammer [with fright, 
people]’.

Quadriliteral reduplicated verbs are not new 
in the Arabic lexicon. Classical Arabic lexicog-
raphers already drew attention to such verbs. 
According to aμ-Âa≠àlibì (Fiqh 209), they are 
used to indicate the intensity of a sound: the 
sound of a camel, for instance, is represented 
by the verb kaššà, but if the camel is very loud, 
the sound is called kaškaša (or qašqaša). In his 
analysis of aμ-Âa≠àlibì’s text, Shivtiel (2000:141) 
provides numerous examples of such verbs, 
both derived (e.g. ka™™a/ka™ka™a ‘to cough’, 
xarra/xarxara ‘to snore’) and underived (e.g. 
wašwaša ‘to whisper’, †am†ama ‘to stutter’). Of 
special interest are those cases where the simple 
reduplicated verb does not seem to be ono-

matopoetic (e.g. hamma ‘to distress’, šaqqa ‘to 
split’), whereas the derived quadriliteral does 
(e.g. hamhama ‘to hem, mutter, growl’, šaqšaqa 
‘to twitter, chirp’).

In his analysis of reduplicated verbs in 
Arabic, Procházka (1993) shows that about 
three-quarters of these verbs belong to only 
two categories: they denote either intensive 
or rhythmic motion, e.g. qasqasa ‘to hurry’, 
taza≠za≠a ‘to wobble’, or they refer to acoustic 
phenomena, e.g. ta≠ta≠a ‘to stammer’, fa≠fa≠a 
‘to stutter’, xarxara ‘to snore’. In his view, 
this demonstrates their onomatopoetic origin, 
because these two semantic fields are precisely 
those which are the main function of onomato-
poeia. Accordingly, when there are word pairs 
like takka and taktaka, both meaning ‘to tick’, 
Procházka (1993:102) believes that the shorter 
form was derived from the longer form, rather 
than the other way around.

In some dialects, special procedures exist 
to derive and develop onomatopoetic forms. 
Prunet a.o. (2000:630) point out that onomato-
poetic forms are often created by the same pro-
cedures as those used in language games and in 
slips of the tongue, for instance ¤ metathesis 
or the insertion of sonorants, quoting several 
examples from Lmnabha Arabic (Elmedlaoui 
1995:57), which have now become current in 
Moroccan Arabic in general, e.g. ttaq, reinforced 
form ttraq, superreinforced form trtllaq, with 
the derived verbs tqtëq and trtëq; bba≠≠, rein-
forced form bbra≠≠, super-reinforced form 
brblla≠≠, derived verbs b≠bë≠ and brbë≠, indicat-
ing various degrees of intensity in producing 
certain sounds, voices, etc.

4. C o n v e n t i o n a l  s o u n d 
s y m b o l i s m

Sound symbolism in the synesthetic and the 
conventional senses (categories iii and iv) was 
not a frequently studied topic in the Arabic 
grammatical tradition. There was a certain con-
nection with theories about the origin of speech 
(¤ wa∂≠ al-luÿa). Since the discussion of the ori-
gin of speech never gained much popularity, the 
topic in general was usually dealt with only for 
the sake of curiosity. One of the authors men-
tioned in this respect is ≠Abbàd ibn Sulaymàn 
(d. 844/230), a Mu≠tazilite, who maintained 
that there was a natural relationship (munà-
saba †abì  ≠iyya) between sound and meaning, 
but no details about exactly how he viewed 
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this relationship are given (Weiss 1974:35). It 
is unknown whether ≠Abbàd’s theory was in 
any way related to the speculations about the 
nature of language of the alchemist and phi-
losopher Jàbir ibn £ayyàn (2nd/8th century), 
who maintained that the relationship between 
sounds and their referents was a necessary one: 
he believed that the nature of the objects in the 
world is expressed naturally by the words refer-
ring to them (Kraus 1942:239–262). By analyz-
ing the words, the philosopher can go back to 
the original word (±aßl), which expresses the 
true nature of the object.

One of the few grammarians who professed 
an interest in (conventional) sound symbolism 
is Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002). His Xaßà±iß contains 
three chapters about this topic (cf. Mehiri 
1973:252–259): “Chapter on sounds that fol-
low the meaning” (Bàb fì taßàqub al-±alfàÚ 
li-taßàqub al-ma≠ànì; Xaßà±iß II, 145); “Chapter 
on the strength of the sound as corresponding 
to the strength of the meaning” (Bàb fì quwwat 
al-lafÚ li-quwwat al-ma≠nà; Xaßà±iß III, 264); 
and “Chapter on sounds that imitate the mean-
ing” (Bàb fì ±imsàs al-±alfàÚ ±ašbàh al-ma≠ànì; 
Xaßà±iß II, 152). According to Ibn Jinnì, Arabic 
often uses the sounds of the word to represent 
the event the word stands for, for instance in 
the case of the two verbs xa∂ama and qa∂ama, 
which both mean ‘to chew something’, but the 
former is used for eating fresh vegetables, while 
the latter is used for crunching something hard 
and crispy (Xaßà±iß II, 157.13–158.2), or in the 
case of the words ±asaf ‘despair’ and ≠asaf ‘vio-
lence’, where the sound ≠ in the latter symbol-
izes the force which is expressed by the action 
the word stands for (Xaßà±iß II, 146.15–17). 
The sound symbolism is contained here in the 
sounds q/x and ±/≠, respectively. In morphology, 
a similar principle of iconicity is at work when 
the reduplication of the second radical in Form 
II of the verb signals the repetition of the action 
expressed by the verb (Xaßà±iß II, 155.3ff.).

Ibn Jinnì’s ideas about sound symbolism 
were combined with his ideas about etymol-
ogy (ištiqàq kabìr), in a grand theory about 
the nature of the Arabic lexicon, according to 
which all permutations of radicals express the 
same semantic primitive, and each radical in 
these combinations contributes to a part of its 
semantic load. The semantic symbolism of the 
sounds may also be expressed by combinations 
of sounds, for instance when Ibn Jinnì states 

that the combination of the sound f with any 
of d, t, †, r, l, n symbolizes a weakness or a 
lack of something (Xaßà±iß II, 166.3), or when 
he says that the combination s-l-m in any per-
mutation expresses the notion of ‘gentleness’. 
Later grammarians sometimes quote Ibn Jinnì, 
but without much enthusiasm. It seems that in 
general most scholars were convinced of the 
special characteristics of certain ‘letters’, but 
apparently, they did not wish to go as far as Ibn 
Jinnì did in his etymological ideas.

Because of its role in literature, one might 
have expected that rhetoricians would be par-
ticularly interested in sound symbolism of this 
category. However, even if they remarked 
on such phenomena, they did not deal with 
them systematically. In his Miftà™ al-≠ulùm, 
as-Sakkàkì (d. 626/1229) limits himself to a 
brief remark about the special character of indi-
vidual consonants, giving examples such as the 
difference between faßama ‘to split, crack’ and 
qaßama ‘to break, shatter’, which he explains 
with the character of its first consonants: in 
the former, the cracking is slight and hardly 
visible, whereas in the latter it is clearly visible; 
likewise, in μulm ‘nick, notch’ the m indicates 
the fact that it is just a slight crack in a wall, 
whereas in μulb ‘slander, defamation’, the b 
indicates a major mistake pointed out by some-
one in criticizing someone else. Along the same 
lines, the f in zafìr represents the sound of the 
donkey, and the glottal stop in za±ìr represents 
the sound of the lion (Miftà™ 357).

Sound effects and the use of interjections 
were especially popular in rajaz poetry, in 
which all kinds of phonetic imagery are used 
to enhance the effect of the poem. Manfred 
Ullmann (1966:209–213) gives many examples 
of the use of interjections to achieve this effect. 
Actual interjections are used, for instance 
in the following lines from a rajaz poem by 
Dalam ±Abù Zu≠ayb al-≠Abšamì (M. Ullmann 
1966:211).

±anù±u li-l-qiyàmi ±àhan ±àyah
±amšì ruwaydan tàha tàha tàyah
‘I have trouble getting up, ow and ouch,
and I walk slowly, thump, thump, thump’

In other poems, interjections are used in nomi-
nalized form, for instance in the following verse 
by al-≠Ajjàj (M. Ullmann 1966:212), in which 
the sound kx, expressing disgust, is used as a 
substantive: 
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wa-ßàra waßlu l-ÿàniyàti kixxan
‘and [when] meetings with beautiful women [end 
up in their saying] tsk’

Onomatopoetic effects are also achieved by 
the juxtaposition of words, so for instance in a 
poem by an anonymous poet describing a gar-
rulous woman (M. Ullmann 1966:208):

™attà taniqqì ka-naqìqi d-dìki 
‘until you cackle like a rooster’s crowing’

The verbs naqqa and naqnaqa usually indicate 
the cackling of a hen after laying an egg, as well 
as sounds made by other birds, but here, naqqa 
is used for the crowing of a rooster.

There are a few studies of the use of sound 
symbolism in modern literature, for instance by 
Shunnaq and Al-Thebyan (2003), who studied 
the English translation of one of Edwàr al-
Xarràt’s novels, Turàbuhà za≠faràn. They empha-
size the role of what they call ‘phonological 
word-strings’ in these novels, which pose a spe-
cial challenge to the translator. In such strings, 
the semantic relations between the words are 
strengthened by the sounds, for instance in 
the following fragment, which Shunnaq and 
Al-Thebyan (2003) compare with the existing 
translations.

lam tabqa fìhà ±illà ±iμàra ™ayàt tuÿamÿimu bihà 
wa-tuzaqziqu wa-tuwa™wi™u bi-luÿa là na≠rifuhà
‘[faces] in which only a shadow of life remains, 
with which they mumble, cheep, and whine in a 
language we do not recognize’

At an even higher text level, Fatani (2005:177) 
claims that “the articulatory structure of key 
content words [in sura 113 al-Falaq] directly 
enacts the kinetic movements of the ‘splitting’ 
process referred to in the text”. In his view, 
the patterning of fricatives and plosives, in par-
ticular in the end rhyme in this sura, correlates 
with the semantic process of ‘splitting’, which 
he regards as the key issue of the sura.

Modern studies about conventional sound 
symbolism often deal with this phenomenon in 
the context of general Semitic linguistics. They 
usually take as their point of departure that 
Semitic languages have semantically associated 
series of roots sharing the first one or two 
radicals. These series have played an important 
role in the debate about ¤ biradicalism because 
they were analyzed as originally biradical roots 
with an affix. The most famous example of 

these is the series ‘to cut’, whose members share 
the radical q (e.g. qaßßa ‘to cut, clip, shear off’, 
qasama ‘to divide, cut’, qa†a≠a ‘to cut’, qatala 
‘to kill’, qaßaba ‘to cut up, carve up’, qara∂a 
‘to cut, sever’, etc.; Fox 1982:56); this series 
is connected with other series in which the 
shared radical is k, j, ™, or x (e.g. jazara ‘to 
slaughter’, jada≠a ‘to cut off, amputate’, xazza 
‘to pierce’, xazala ‘to cut off, sever’, etc.; Fox 
1982:57). One explanation of this phenomenon 
is root-fusion, whereby two separate roots were 
blended into one. Fox (1982) proposes, instead, 
that the series originated through sound-sym-
bolic contamination through a similar mecha-
nism as in English slide, slip, slither, slime, 
slush, etc. (cf. Samuels 1972:46–47). According 
to Fox, the combinations q-ß, j-z, etc. have 
a similar origin and were never independent 
roots. A similar proposal, based on the func-
tion of initial consonants, has been made more 
recently by bar-Lev (2005–2006).

Bohas makes a proposal that reaches even fur-
ther. In a series of studies (Bohas 1997, 2000; 
Bohas and Dat 2007), he developed a theory 
about the relationship between the phonetic 
structure of the Arabic lexicon and its seman-
tic referents (¤ lexicon: matrix and etymon 
theory). In Bohas’ view, both the arbitrary 
relationship between sound and meaning and 
the linear nature of sound combinations should 
be called into question. The matrices he recon-
structs for the Arabic lexicon consist of formal 
phonetic invariants defined by phonetic fea-
tures, rather than phonemes, and they stand 
for a semantic core that persists in all resulting 
roots. According to Bohas, there is a mimopho-
nic relationship between the matrices and the 
world, i.e., the sounds express in some way the 
exterior world, so that for instance the pres-
ence of pharyngeals in the matrix both articu-
latorily and semantically express the notion of 
‘constriction’. Presumably, such proposals fall 
under category (iv) mentioned above, but they 
remain hypotheses that have not yet found gen-
eral acceptance.

Gordon and Heath (1998) give a biological 
dimension to the study of sound symbolism; 
they claim that at least some of the sound-sym-
bolical correlations existing in languages are 
related to sex differences. The contrast between 
/i/ vowels and /o, u/ vowels, for instance, 
seems to be associated by many speakers with 
‘smallness’ and ‘bigness’. According to Gordon 
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and Heath (1998:436–438), some of the data 
reported in gender-related variationist studies 
in Arabic may be explained by the contrast 
between female and male speech, for instance 
the more pronounced tendency in male speech 
toward pharyngealization of vowels adjacent to 
emphatic consonants. In their view, this finding 
and the concomitant evaluation of lower pha-
ryngealization as ‘effeminate’ (Kahn 1975:41) 
are consistent with the idea that women are 
more attracted to high front unrounded vow-
els, while men typically prefer back vowels 
(Gordon and Heath 1998:423).
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South Africa

At the end of the 15th century, European sea-
faring nations established contact with southern 
Africa. The first to arrive were the Portuguese, 
but in the 17th century the Dutch established a 
monopoly on trade in this region when Jan van 
Riebeeck founded the Cape Colony in 1652. 
The first Muslims arrived almost simultane-
ously with the Dutch, because the Dutch East 
Indies Company (V.O.C.) started to use the 
colony as an exile place for slaves and political 
prisoners from the Dutch East Indies and India. 
These slaves constituted “the embryo of the 
Cape Muslim community” (Davids 1980:xv). 
In the literature, they are called Cape Malays, 
Malay Muslims, or Kaapmaleiers, which is not 
quite accurate because most of them did not 
come from Malaysia, but from India and the 
Indonesian archipelago. A second group was 
formed by the so-called Mardyckers (< Malay 
merdeka ‘freedom’), free servants from the East 
Indies who came to the Cape voluntarily. Table 
1 shows the main countries of origin of the 
slaves that were brought to the Cape by the 
Dutch.

Table 1. Countries of origin of slaves in the Cape 
Colony between 1652 and 1818 (Da Costa and 
Davids 1994:2)

Country of origin Percentage

Africa 26.65%
Ceylon 3.1%
India 36.4%
East India 31.47%
Mauritius 0.18%
Malaysia 0.49%
other 0.4%
unidentified 1.31%

Most Muslims arriving from the East Indies 
used Malay as their lingua franca, which from 
the 14th century onward had been the language 
in which Islam was spread in Southeast Asia. 

290 south africa

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Malay as used by Muslims was written in Ara-
bic script and had a long tradition of incorpo-
rating Arabic loanwords (¤ Indonesian/Malay). 
The first generations of Muslims who arrived as 
slaves in the Cape Colony were forced to adopt 
the local form of Dutch, known as Afrikaans, 
as their new lingua franca. This was not the 
standard variety of Dutch, but rather the form 
that had developed in the Cape Colony, prob-
ably as the result of a process of creolization by 
the indigenous Khoisan population, although 
this remains a controversial issue (Valkhoff 
1972; Coetzee 2001). The newcomers from the 
East Indies must have played an important role 
in the creolization process, because the next 
generations of Muslims began to speak Afri-
kaans as their native language (Davids 1994a, 
b, 1996). It is fairly certain that the newcom-
ing Muslims were the first to write Afrikaans 
down, using the Arabic script, just as they had 
done for Malay in Southeast Asia.

Documents in Afrikaans written with Arabic 
script were probably circulating already at the 
beginning of the 18th century (for a general 
survey, see Haron 2001). One of the oldest 
official publications in Arabic Afrikaans is the 
Bayàn ad-dìn by the Ottoman scholar Abu 
Bakr Effendi, who taught in the Cape Colony; 
his work was published in Istanbul in 1877 
(Selms 1951; Kähler 1971:71–79). His book 
may have been preceded by the publication of 
±A™mad al-±Išmùnì’s Kitàb al-qawl al-matìn fì 
bayàn ±umùr ad-dìn (Cape Town, 1856; Selms 
1953). Most of the documents are of a religious 
nature, but some texts belong to other genres, 
such as grammar. Apart from published books, 
of which Kähler (1971:70–171) lists 51 items, 
there are some examples of personal letters 
written in Afrikaans in Arabic script, pre-
served in the Davids Collection in the National 
Library in Cape Town. The Afrikaans litera-
ture in Arabic script flourished in the period 
between 1890 and 1918, but publication did 
not stop after that time. A grammar book, Nayl 
al-≠Arab fì luÿat al-≠Arab, by šayx ±Ismà≠ìl ibn 
Mu™ammad £anìf al-±Azharì, was published 
as late as 1948 in Cape Town (Ebrahim 2004; 
Kähler [1971:86, 104] lists other grammatical 
writings by this author; see Fig. 1). The madra-
sas in Cape Town used books in Arabic script 
in their teaching, hence the popularity of these 
texts. Arabic script continued to be employed 

in private correspondence among Muslims, but 
this does not seem to be the case anymore.

Most of the additional consonants for Afri-
kaans in Arabic script were borrowed from 
the orthography of Turkish (¤ Arabic alpha-
bet for other languages), rather than from 
Malay orthography. Afrikaans /p/, for instance, 
is represented by پ rather than ڤ, which is 
used in these texts for Afrikaans /w/. The char-
acter ف is used for both Afrikaans /f/ and /v/. 
For /∑/, both in English and in Malay words 
(and in Afrikaans words like bitjie ‘a bit, a 
little’), the character چ is used; for /™/, either 
a combination of ن and ك, or the character  ۛع 
is used.

The representation of the Afrikaans vowels 
was more complicated, and in this respect the 
writers of Afrikaans in Arabic script showed 
their ingenuity by devising entirely new com-
binations to represent the Afrikaans vowels, 
in particular by combining two vowel signs on 
one letter, or by distinguishing between length-
ening letters with and without sukùn. Table 2 
presents some of the combinations that are used 
in one of the transcription systems, that of the 
Nayl al-≠Arab; other texts use similar combina-
tions, but there is a certain measure of variation 
in the texts.

Table 2. Representation of Afrikaans vowels in 
Arabic script (Nayl al-≠Arab)

Afrikaans 
vowel

Arabic 
script

Example Gloss

/a/ –َ مَنْ man ‘man’

/a:/ ا َ– ناَم naam ‘name’

/Æ/ َِ–يْ يْسْ مَِ mes ‘knife’

/Æ:/ ? ? ?

/e:/ ِ–يْ تْوِىْ twee ‘two’

/i:/ ِ–يْ رَفِيْرْ rivier ‘river’

/o/ ُ–وْ اُوْنْسْ ons ‘us’

/o:/ ُ–وْ ڤُوْرْتْ woord ‘word’

/ë/ –َِ تاَفَلْ tafel ‘table’

/y:/ ِ–يْ اِيْرَِ ure ‘hours’

/eu/ ِ–يْ دِيْرْ deur ‘door’

/ei/ (= ei, y) َ–يْ سْكْريَْفْ skryf ‘write’ 

/ou/ َ–و نوَْ nou ‘now’

/ui/ َ–يْ بيَْكْ buik ‘belly’
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Figure 1. A page from Nailoe ±arabic fee loeghatiel ±arabie (Cape Town, ca. 1948)
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Most of the Arabic words in the Afrikaans texts 
belong to the realm of religion (or, in the case 
of the grammar book mentioned above, they 
are grammatical technical terms). The most 
striking aspect of these Arabic words is that 
they are fully integrated in the language. Arabic 
words are used with the Afrikaans article die 
and regularly receive Afrikaans plurals in -s or 
-e, for instance kitàbs ‘books’, ≠àlims ‘scholars’, 
rasùls ‘envoys’, but also kitàpe and jine ‘jinns’ 
(Hoedemaekers 2006:63). Arabic words are 
also used in compounds, e.g. qiyàma dàg ‘Day 
of Judgment’ (< Arabic qiyàma + Afrikaans dag 
‘day’), or in the curious example na™w kitàpe 
‘grammar books’ (Hoedemaekers 2006:75).

In the case of verbs, there is a tendency to 
use compounds with a dummy verb màk ‘to 
make, to do’ (¤ Persian), e.g. màk ≠ibàda 
‘to serve’, màk sujùd ‘to kneel in prayer’, ßalà 
màk ‘to pray’ (Hoedemaekers 2006:64). These 
seem to be independent innovations because 
in Malay, Arabic verbs are borrowed directly. 
There are some examples, however, of Arabic 
nouns being used as verbs without the help 
of a dummy verb, e.g. om teßalàt ‘in order 
to pray’ (< Arabic ßalàt ‘prayer’). Interest-
ingly, these are paralleled by the use of Malay 
verbs in Afrikaans used in the same way, e.g. 
gebacha ‘read [past participle]’ and tebacha 
‘to read’ (< Malay (mem)baca ‘to read’; Kähler 
1971:47–64; Hoedemaekers 2006:80). Later 
texts also contain a number of English loan-
words (Hoedemaekers 2006:66), as in (1), from 
the Nayl al-≠Arab (1.9–10).

(1) det esnodag omte witdie
 it is-necessary to know.the
 defrent patrone fan eilke ™arf
 different patterns of each letter

‘It is necessary to know the different pat-
terns of each letter’

The presumably written transmission of the 
Arabic loanwords, often in texts that were 
translated directly from Arabic and printed 
together with the Arabic original, has led to 
a high degree of syntactic interference. This is 
quite similar to the use of Arabic loanwords 
in Malay (¤ Indonesian/Malay); beyond the 
domain of Arabic, it may be compared to 
the syntactic and stylistic interference of Latin 
in all European languages on the basis of 
the translations from Latin, in particular the 

Bible. In some cases, this interference looks like 
typical translation errors, for instance when the 
 Afrikaans copula is left out in phrases like (2) 
and (3),

(2) die galùk op-hele tiwie
 the happiness on-them two

‘Peace be upon both of them’ (Arabic 
≠alayhimà s-salàm; Abu Bakr Ibn al-Fà∂il, 
Tanbìhàt 28.10)

(3) wie màk ™aràm fit fer jahanam
 who makes forbidden fit for hell

‘Who does forbidden things is destined for 
hell’ (from a religious document printed in 
1911; Hoedemaekers 2006:81)

or when the referential pronoun in the relative 
clause is faithfully rendered in the Afrikaans 
text, as in (4):

(4) die weig fan die gìnege wat u die
 the way of the ones who you the
 hidàya op hele fergent het
 guidance  on them provided have

‘The way of those you have guided’ (Arabic 
ßirà† alla≈ìna ±an≠amta ≠alayhim; (Abu Bakr 
Ibn al-Fà∂il, Tanbìhàt 43; Hoedemaekers 
2006:53)

Likewise, the verb seig (Afrikaans sê) ‘to say’ is 
construed with a preposition fer (Afrikaans vir 
‘for’) in a phrase like (5), which also illustrates 
the word order VSO that mirrors the Arabic 
word order:

(5) seig die nabì fer jibrìl
 say the prophet for Jibrìl

‘The Prophet said to Jibrìl’ (Arabic qàla 
n-nabì li-jibrìl; Abu Bakr Ibn al-Fà∂il, Tan-
bìhàt 44; Hoedemaekers 2006:53)

The vocative in these texts is sometimes fol-
lowed by the article, just like Arabic yà ±ayyuhà: 
oodie broofit ‘oh, Prophet!’ (Afrikaans oh pro-
feet). A semantic misnomer occurs when the 
Arabic word ≠ayn ‘eye; source’ is translated 
with oog water ‘eye water’.

In other cases, the pervasive influence of 
Arabic may have led to the development of 
new syntagms even in Afrikaans spoken by 
Muslims, but this influence has not yet been 
researched systematically. A possible example 
is the use of op hole es ‘they must’ lit. ‘on them 
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is’ as a calque of the Arabic syntagm kàna 
≠alayhim (Kähler 1971:67). The syntactic inter-
ference is matched with semantic interference in 
the form of calques. One of the most frequent 
examples is that of the Afrikaans word sklaaf 
‘slave’, which is used for ‘servant of God’ on 
the basis of Arabic ≠abd.

Not much is known about the present-day 
use of Arabic loanwords in spoken Afrikaans 
by Muslims (on this variety of Afrikaans, see 
Kotzé 1983). Muslim Cape Afrikaans remains 
distinct from other varieties of Afrikaans, not 
only by the presence of Malay and Arabic 
loanwords but also by syntactic peculiarities 
(Van Rensburg 1989). Moosa (2004) states 
that most ≠ulamà± have switched to Roman 
script when writing Afrikaans, but according 
to Tayob (p.c.), Muslim preachers still tend to 
use many Arabic words in their sermons (on 
the present-day situation of the Muslim com-
munity, see Tayob 1999), and there are some 
indications that even in ordinary speech Arabic 
loanwords continue to be used. 
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South Arabian Loanwords

Pre-Islamic Arabia was far from immune from 
cultural and linguistic influences exerted by 
two prestigious cultural centers, namely the 
Fertile Crescent in the north and the Yemen 
in the south (Beeston 1981:180). The material 
civilization of the Yemenite kingdoms of 
Saba±, Ma≠ìn, Qa†abàn, and £a∂ramawt, 
renowned for their achievements in agriculture, 
administration, architecture, and commerce, 
undoubtedly attracted the Arabs’ attention. 
Robin (1991–1993:72, 77) reports that, as 
early as the 6th century B.C.E., Arab nomads 
are mentioned in a Minean inscription, and 
that by the 2nd century B.C.E. a number of 
Arabs had settled in the Yemenite heartland. 
Moreover, for centuries before the beginning 
of the Common Era, the incense trade had 
brought South Arabian caravaneers travel-
ing across Arabia in direct contact with the 
Arabs (Rabin 1984:126). Conflict between the 
Sabeans and the Arabs reached its climax in the 
mid-2nd century C.E., but shortly after, during 
the 3rd century C.E., the fighting skills of Arab 
Bedouin were sought by various kingdoms and 
their allies. Such recourse to Arab auxiliaries 
greatly enhanced the Arab penetration in the 
Yemen and integration into South Arabian 
society. This is confirmed by a number of 
hybrid inscriptions composed in Sabean mixed 
with elements of Arabic. After the expulsion of 
the Abyssinians, toward the end of the 3rd cen-
tury, from western Yemen, the Himyarites and 
their Kinda (Arab) auxiliaries ruled supreme. 
Beginning in 525 C.E., vast areas of South 
Arabia again became an Abyssinian protector-
ate, for about fifty years. By this time, the South 
Arabian kingdoms were in an advanced state of 
decline (Rippin 1990:155–156), and a number 
of tribes migrated toward the center of the 
Arabian Peninsula. By the end of the 6th cen-
tury, most of eastern Yemen was in the hands 
of Arab nomads, and during the first years of 
the Islamic era, the Hamdàn confederation rep-

resented what remained of the ancient South 
Arabian tribes.

The adoption by the Arabs of features of 
South Arabian cultural models inevitably 
resulted in borrowing the terminology related 
to these models. Ancient (or Epigraphic) South 
Arabian, attested as early as the beginning of the 
1st millennium B.C.E., comprised the follow-
ing closely related Semitic languages: Sabean, 
Minean, Qatabanian, and Hadramitic (Kogan 
a.o. 1997:220–221). Given that South Arabian 
and Arabic are genetically related, sharing 
many inherited linguistic features, it is an ardu-
ous task to extricate loanwords from the cog-
nate material. The criteria outlined by Militarev 
and Kogan (2000:l–lvii) can surely help one to 
avoid pitfalls. Medieval Muslim philologers 
and exegetes engaged in unending polemics 
concerning the presence of foreign elements 
in the Qur±àn in particular, and in Arabic in 
general (Kopf 1956:40–45; az-Zubaydì 1994). 
Schall (1982:144–146) reports that some loan-
words which had penetrated the Arabic lexicon 
during pre-Islamic times did so only transitorily 
and were soon forgotten, causing much confu-
sion in medieval Muslim philological circles. 
Baalbaki (1983:124) acknowledges these schol-
ars’ contribution to the comparative study of 
Arabic. Nevertheless, they lacked knowledge 
about South Arabian, to such an extent that 
even authors like al-Hamdànì (d. 334/946) and 
Ibn an-Nadìm (d. 380/990), of South Arabian 
extraction themselves, had only an imperfect 
notion of the subject. Rippin (1990:160–161) 
states that the latter could not distinguish 
between ¤ £imyaritic and South Arabian, and 
both are considered unreliable by modern stan-
dards of scholarship.

The earliest exegetes of the 1st century 
A.H. acknowledged the existence of loans in 
Qur±ànic Arabic (Versteegh 1993:88–89). Pious 
Muslim scholars such as aš-Šàfi≠ì (d. 205/820) 
would not subscribe to anything foreign in the 
Qur±àn, and suspected that the Šu≠ùbiyya move-
ment was behind such efforts to trace as many 
foreign elements in Arabic as possible (Kopf 
1976:257–258). Others, like a†-¢abarì (d. 311/
923) and as-Suyù†ì (d. 911/1505), sought to 
strike a middle course in this debate.

In Jeffery’s (1938) monograph on approxi-
mately 322 loanwords in the Qur±àn, loanwords 
originating in Ethiopic and South Arabian 
constitute about 13 percent of his list, with 
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the Ethiopic elements outnumbering the South 
Arabian ones (Zammit 2002:57–60). Indeed, 
the latter are not very numerous, and it cannot 
be otherwise, given the limited time frame dur-
ing which they were introduced into Arabic, the 
fragmentary nature of South Arabian linguistic 
evidence (Ullendorff 1956:198), its restricted 
subject matter, and the possible contamina-
tion from £imyaritic. South Arabian loan-
words reached Arabic via a number of channels 
of diffusion: (i) directly from Yemen: Arabic 
ba≠ìr ‘camel’, baÿl ‘mule’ (South Arabian 
bÿl; Ethiopic baql), baliya ‘to be consumed 
[a corpse]’, jazama ‘to swear an oath’, ™ißn 
‘fortress’, Saba± [name of a country], safìna 
‘ship’, ≠arim name of Saba±’s inundation, fulk 
‘ship’, yaÿùμ [name of a particular idol], yahùd 
‘Jews’; (ii) loans attested in South Arabian and 
Ethiopic, which could have reached Arabic 
directly from South Arabian: Arabic burhàn 
‘evident proof’, tubba≠ [title of Himyarite 
kings], ™izb ‘a party, sect’, xayma ‘a tent’, širk 
‘associating anyone with God’, ßu™uf ‘pages 
of writing’, muß™af ‘codex of the Qur±àn’, 
ßar™ ‘tower’, waμn ‘idol’, fat™ ‘judgment, deci-
sion’, Mißr ‘Egypt’, tàrìx ‘date’ (South Arabian 
wrx ‘month; date’), wariq ‘silver; silver coins’; 
(iii) probable South Arabian loans: ™amida ‘to 
praise’, ±asà†ìr ‘fables, tales’; (iv) South Arabian 
loans penetrating Arabic via £imyaritic: Arabic 
jafn ‘vine’, waμaba ‘to sit’; (v) loanwords enter-
ing Arabic from other languages via South 
Arabian: a. from Aramaic sources (Ryckmans 
1975:461–462): Arabic bì≠a ‘church’ (< Syriac); 
ar-ra™màn ‘the Merciful’, rù™ al-qudus ‘Holy 
Spirit’, masjid ‘mosque’ (< ‘sanctuary’), ßalawàt 
‘prayers; places of worship’, qurbàn ‘sacrifice, 
offering’, qissìs ‘priest’, kaffara ‘to expiate’, 
and, very likely, also sa†ara ‘to write’ and 
ßùra ‘form, picture’; b. from the pre-Semitic 
substratum in Akkadian and other Semitic lan-
guages (Schall 1982:146): wayn ‘grapes [black 
or white]; wine’; and (vi) loans, such as ba≠al 
‘Ba≠al’, whose origins are equally contended by 
the Aramaean North and South Arabian.

South Arabian, attested exclusively in con-
sonantal inscriptions, and Arabic phonologies 
have much in common in their consonantal 
segments, and therefore South Arabian loans 
underwent few phonological adaptations. Further-
more, these loanwords needed very little, if any, 
morphological adaptation for full assimilation 
with Arabic patterns. Given that most South 
Arabian loans are nouns, it is difficult to make 

any comments of a syntactic nature. Semantically, 
the religious terms reflecting the transition from 
paganism to Judaism and Christianity (second 
half of the 4th century C.E. onward) are very 
conspicuous. Next in importance are loans 
reflecting material culture.

South Arabian influence is also felt in ancient 
Arabic onomastics, but the advent of Islam, 
signaling a break with the pagan past, left little 
scope for the propagation of the old names, 
including theophoric ones ending with -ìl, like 
šura™bìl, šarà™ìl, which were perhaps borrowed 
from South Arabia (Corriente 1976:97–98).

The decline of the South Arabian languages 
and the subsequent emergence of Arabic inevi-
tably led to the assimilation by Yemenite Arabic 
dialects of South Arabian elements (Beeston 
1981:180). Future research will certainly iden-
tify a greater number of South Arabian loan-
words in Arabic which were previously derived 
from other languages.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Baalbaki, Ramzi. 1983. “Early Arab lexicographers 

and the use of Semitic languages”. Berytus Archaeo-
logical Studies 31.117–127.

Beeston, Alfred F.L. 1981. “Languages of Pre-Islamic 
Arabia”. Arabica 28.178–186.

Corriente, Federico. 1976. “From Old Arabic to 
Classical Arabic through the pre-Islamic Koine: Some 
notes on the native grammarians’ sources, attitudes 
and goals”. Journal of Semitic Studies 21.62–98.

Jeffery, Arthur. 1938. The foreign vocabulary of the 
Qur±àn. Baroda: Oriental Institute.

Kogan, Leonid E. and Andrey V. Korotayev. 1997. 
“Sayhadic (Epigraphic South Arabian)”. The Semitic 
languages, ed. Robert Hetzron, 220–241. London: 
Routledge.

Kopf, Lothar. 1956. “Religious influences on Medieval 
Arabic philology”. Studia Islamica 5.33–59.

——. 1976. “The treatment of foreign words in 
Mediaeval Arabic lexicology”. Studies in Arabic 
and Hebrew lexicography, ed. Moshe H. Goshen-
Gottstein, 247–261. Jerusalem: Magnes Press.

Militarev, Alexander and Leonid Kogan. 2000. 
Semitic etymological dictionary. I. Anatomy of 
man and animals. Münster: Ugarit-Verlag.

Rabin, Chaim. 1984. “On the probability of South-
Arabian influence on the Arabic vocabulary”. 
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 4.125–134.

Rippin, Andrew. 1990. “Epigraphical South Arabian 
and Qur±ànic exegesis”. Jerusalem Studies in Arabic 
and Islam 13.155–174.

Robin, Christian. 1991–1993. “La pénétration des 
Arabes nomades au Yémen”. L’Arabie antique de 
Karib±ìl à Mahomet: Nouvelles données sur l’histoire 
des Arabes grace aux inscriptions. Revue du Monde 
Musulman et de la Méditerranée 61.71–88.

Ryckmans, Jacques. 1975. “Les inscriptions sud-
arabes anciennes et les études arabes”. Annali 
dell’Istituto Universitario Orientale di Napoli 
25.443–463.

296 south arabian loanwords

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Schall, Anton. 1982. “Der arabische Wortschatz”. 
Grundriß der arabischen Philologie. I. Sprach-
wissenschaft, ed. Wolfdietrich Fischer, 142–153. 
Wiesbaden: L. Reichert.

Ullendorff, Edward. 1956. “The contribution of 
South Semitics to Hebrew lexicography”. Vetus 
Testamentum 6.190–198.

Versteegh, Kees. 1993. Arabic grammar and Qur±ànic 
exegesis in early Islam. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Zammit, Martin R. 2002. A comparative lexical 
study of Qur±ànic Arabic. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Zubaydì, ≠Abd al-Karìm az-. 1994. “al-±AlfàÚ al-
±a≠jamiyya fì l-Qur±àn al-Karìm: Diràsa tàrìxiyya 
mu≠jamiyya”. Proceedings of the Colloquium on 
Arabic Lexicology and Lexicography, Budapest, 
September 1–7, 1993, ed. Kinga Dévényi, Tamás 
Iványi, and Avihai Shivtiel, 103–123. Budapest: 
Eötvös Loránd University.

Martin R. Zammit (University of Malta)

South Arabian, Modern

The Modern South Arabian languages (John-
stone 1977, 1981, 1987; Leslau 1938, Lonnet 
1994), which are still spoken, constitute the 
substratum for Arabic in the southern part of 
the Peninsula, as they did for Ancient South 
Arabian. Their relationship with Arabic has not 
always been the same, depending on historical 
circumstances, and in particular it is noteworthy 
that mere occasional contacts with rival Arabic 
tribes did not produce the same linguistic result 
as the inexorable increase in the cultural weight 
of the language of Islam.

The Modern South Arabian language family 
was shaped by two historical events: the west-
east split – doubtless a response to the settling 
of the ancient South Arabian kingdoms – and 
the migration of a group belonging to the east-
ern branch toward Soqotra Island. Western 
Modern South Arabian, i.e. Mehri (mähri), 
is deeply marked by continuous contact, over 
more than three thousand years, with the lan-
guages of the ruling communities, first Ancient 
South Arabian, then Arabic. Eastern Modern 
South Arabian, continental Jibbali (jibbàli) and 
insular Soqotri (suqu†ri), developed well away 
from these influences, in its remote geographi-
cal location. This picture became more compli-
cated a few (six?) centuries ago, as Mehri tribes 
coming from the west seized Dhofar, the eastern 
zone of the continental Modern South Arabian-
speaking area, and adopted the language of 
the subdued populations (Jibbali), except for 

two minorities that acquired the language 
of their conquerors: the groups which now 
speak Harsusi (™arsùsi) and Bathari (ba†™ari) – 
both languages being therefore dialects of Mehri. 
From this outline, one can draw the following 
broad conclusions: the westernmost Mehri dia-
lects in Yemen have been rather deeply altered 
by the contact with Arabic, while Dhofari 
dialects have been much less so. Among the 
ruling (Mehri) tribes, the Ǝ™klo± (Jibbali name) 
or Qarà (Mehri name), Jibbali is marked by 
Arabic to a limited extent only, and even less 
among the nontribal dependent groups, the 
»™äro± or Gëblo±. The most remote dialects of 
Soqotri, in the high mountains, almost com-
pletely escaped the influence of Arabic, which 
was not possible for coastal dialects. Moreover, 
it is probable that Arab tribal factions from the 
Yemenite highlands migrated to Soqotra, where 
they acquired the Soqotri language but without 
losing Arabic.

The Modern South Arabian-speaking com-
munities may individually have close relation-
ships with Arabic-speaking communities: such 
is the case of the £aràsìs, whose language 
contains quite an important Arabic element and 
presents symptoms of extinction. It is also the 
case of the inhabitants of ≠Abd-el-Kùrì, a small 
island close to Soqotra, who are in regular and 
exclusive contact with certain (Arabic-speak-
ing) villages of Hadramawt, to such an extent 
that their dialect has evolved in a very peculiar 
way under the influence of Arabic. It remains to 
say a word about Ba†™ari, which is becoming 
extinct under the pressure of Jibbali as much as 
under that of Arabic, and about Hobyot (hëw-
byòt), a very well preserved language within a 
small area on the border of Dhofar and Mahra, 
deeply marked by Mehri and Jibbali and hardly 
by Arabic.

In modern times, a new wave of borrow-
ings from Arabic has its origin in modernity 
itself. The states of Yemen and Oman are using 
Arabic in an effort to strengthen their author-
ity, settle the nomads, and support centralized – 
therefore Arabicized – economic development. 
These factors do not favor the survival of local 
cultural identities; furthermore, the modern 
means of language circulation (e.g. radio, tele-
vision, and cassette tapes) are almost entirely 
dedicated to Arabic.

Multilingualism is standard among Modern 
South Arabian speakers, who nearly all speak 
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Arabic and, except in Soqotra, one or two other 
Modern South Arabian languages as well.

Arabic borrowings in Modern South Arabian 
may be from Classical Arabic – when they are 
connected with Islamic culture – but also, and 
much more abundantly, from Yemenite and 
Omani colloquial Arabic. The most recent loans 
may be attributed to international Standard 
Arabic. As for the oldest ones, they are to be 
situated in the era preceding the arrival of 
the Sabeans, when the Peninsula was shared 
between North Arabian and South Arabian 
dialects.

Since the end of the ancient South Arabian 
kingdoms, Modern South Arabian has been in 
contact only with Arabic on dry land (leaving 
aside the British colonial episode, which hardly 
affected it directly). However, the nautical traffic 
of men and their material and cultural goods – 
and among them languages and vocabulary – 
has always been very heavy in the northeast 
of the Indian Ocean, and Arabic as well as 
Modern South Arabian played its part on that 
scene, giving and receiving through the cen-
turies. It follows that it is not always easy to 
determine the source and the circuitous route 
of a given loanword.

The kinship proximity of Modern South 
Arabian with Arabic is an important charac-
teristic; it appears in their extensive common 
lexical/radical stock, their analogous morphol-
ogy, and their partially identical phonology, 
which highly facilitates the integration of loan-
words. The languages can easily be graded 
according to this ‘similarity’ to Arabic: Harsusi, 
Mehri, Bathari, Hobyot, Jibba  li, and Soqotri 
(in decreasing order of similarity). The mor-
phological and phonetic differences, illustrated 
below, allow us to identify the most recent 
borrowings. No more than a sketch is pre-
sented here, as it disregards the very rich dia-
lectal diversity in Arabia. Nor does it take into 
account the crucial sociolinguistic facts labeled 
‘code-switching’: the borrowings considered 
here are those present in (as much as possible) 
monolingual speech.

Any part of speech may be borrowed. For 
instance, in the pronominal system, Modern 
South Arabian has a characteristic -i in the 1st 
person singular suffix in all contexts, but there 
are, especially in Harsusi, occurrences of -ni 
after verbs and particles. This is obviously due 
to the pressure of Arabic.

The simplest case is that of lexical borrow-
ing. The noun for ‘cow’ gives a good example 
of the various situations. The Arabic root b-q-r 
and the Modern South Arabian root l-±-y/l-h-y 
are in competition: bë˚ërèt, pl. bë˚àr, a fully 
integrated borrowing (it even has a diminutive, 
bë˚ërènòt), is found in Harsusi and Western 
Yemenite Mehri; the Modern South Arabian 
root appears only with the collective lháytën in 
some Mehri dialects, but in all numbers in the 
Mehri of Jàdib (Yemen) – sg. leh, pl. and coll. 
lháyten – and in all the other Modern South 
Arabian languages, which lack the Arabic root. 
The root l-±-y being present in the north of the 
Yemen, away from the Modern South Arabian 
area, the hypothesis of very ancient borrowing 
(in either direction) must not be discarded. It is 
not unusual for two words of different origin to 
compete in expressing one meaning. In the fol-
lowing pairs of examples, in Hobyot, the first 
item is Modern South Arabian and the second 
is an Arabic loanword: ‘heart’ ±ëlbèb and ˚alb; 
‘sky’ hétëm and sèmÃÆ±; ‘to spit’ fosÿ and tfòl; 
‘dress’ xëllò˚ and ksuw,Æt. The loanword may 
take on a meaning somewhat diverging from 
the original: thus in Qishn Mehri, in ™armèt, pl. 
±àgzòn ‘woman’, one recognizes Arabic loan-
words, but their meaning is that of Arabic 
mar±a ‘woman’ and nisà± ‘women’; they have 
lost the specific value of Arabic ™urma ‘spouse’ 
or ≠ajùz ‘elderly woman’. The loanword’s root 
may be present in Modern South Arabian with 
a different meaning; thus, Jibbali ,zÆrb,Æt ‘hit’ is 
an Arabic loanword, while the Modern South 
Arabian root ,z-r-b means ‘to suffer pain’ and 
not ‘to hit’ (roots k-r-«, r-ÿ-μ, s-b-†, s-˚-™, etc.).

Borrowings are often visible at the phonetic 
level. In all the Modern South Arabian lan-
guages, ,z and ï$t are clearly distinct (the latter 
being often realized as Ú, especially in Harsusi): 
the root of Mehri ,zëfërèt, Harsusi ,zëfëròt, 
Jibbali ,zëfrét, Soqotri ,zafreh ‘plait of hair’ dif-
fers from that of Mehri  ï$tayfèr etc. (Soqotri μ 
instead of †) ‘fingernail’. Such is not the case 
of the neighboring vernacular Arabic, which 
merges the Arabic reflexes of ,z and ï$t, i.e. ∂àd 
and Úà±, respectively, into one phoneme Ú; there-
fore, conclusions can be drawn concerning the 
borrowings: Harsusi, Mehri, Jibbali, Hobyot 
ï$tarb, Soqotri †arb ‘piece of wood’ is Modern 
South Arabian (root ï$t-r-b), while Harsusi ï$tarb 
‘kind [n.]’, Harsusi Mehri ï$tërbèt, Jibbali ï$tarb,Æt 
‘gust of wind’, Jibbali also ‘gunshot’, are Arabic 
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loanwords (root ∂-r-b). Similarly, Mehri ï$tërùr 
‘harm’ is borrowed (Arabic ∂-r-r), but Harsusi 
,zërr, Jibbali ,zerr, Mehri ,zër ‘to harm’ are 
Modern South Arabian. An interesting case 
is that of the Semitic root * ï$t-h-r: to it pertain 
Harsusi ï$tëhòr, ï$tëhàr, ,zëhòr, lëhòr, Mehri ,zëhèr, 
,zëhàr, Jibbali ,zÆh,Ær ‘to appear’, and many 
derived forms with ,z-h-r, as well as Mehri, 
Harsusi ï$tahr, Jibbali ï$t]–hur ‘noon’, Harsusi ï$tahr, 
,zahr, Mehri ,zàhër, ,záhër, Jibbali ,z,Æhër ‘back’. 
Doubtless, these words are the more or less 
integrated results of a series of borrowings 
from Arabic, spaced in time. As for Jibbali ï$tÆh,Ær 
‘to be finished’, Soqotri †áhar ‘to go’, they are 
genuine Modern South Arabian.

Irregular correspondence of a Semitic sibilant 
is a clue: e. g., Mehri sënèt ‘year’ does not fit, 
as *hënèt is expected. Actually, some dialects 
have sënéh, where the Arabic feminine is still 
visible.

Harsusi shows a g/y variation that reveals 
borrowing from (Omani) Arabic words in y 
(< j). Nonborrowed words have no y vari-
ant. Examples: fagr, fayr ‘dawn’, negá™, neyá™ 
‘to succeed’, wàyeb ‘necessary’; compare yann 
‘madness’ and génni ‘jinni’, both loanwords, the 
latter from more standard Arabic (the Modern 
South Arabian word for ‘jinni’ is ˚è≠i). Dhofari 
Mehri shows, more rarely, a corresponding g/j 
variation; compare jam≠ ‘fist’ and gam≠ ‘com-
munal prayer’, borrowed from a local dialect 
and – with better integration – from Standard 
Arabic, respectively.

Likewise for ˚/g(j): Harsusi borrows words 
with g and even j (< q): thus, gëbàyli ‘tribes-
man’ (< Arabic) against ˚ëbìyël ‘tribes’, tagrìb 
‘approximately’ against ˚arb ‘proximity’, 
Harsusi gháweh against Mehri ˚ahwèt ‘coffee’, 
Harsusi gëßébëh ‘reed’ against ˚ëßëbót ‘crow-
bar’, Mehri both ˚ëßëbèt. Nonborrowed words 
have no g(j) variant, but better integrated loan-
words have ˚: më˚lù± ‘detestable’ (root ˚-l-±).

Some Modern South Arabian dialects show 
a tendency to realize the emphatic consonants 
pharyngealized-uvularized instead of the origi-
nal ejective articulation. This phenomenon first 
spreads in the fricatives: μ’ > Ú (IPA: ô’ > —∏) «’ 
> ,z (IPA: ɬ’ > lÀ∏), š’ > !ž (IPA: ∑’ > À∏), s’ > Ω, ß 
(IPA: s’ > s∏) – notice the voicing: its first stage 
is a creaky voice (laryn gealiza tion) –, and then 
in the plosives t’ > † (IPA: t’ > t∏), k’ > ˚, Œ 
(IPA: k’ > k∏, g∏). This change, due to the pres-
sure of Arabic, is a recurrence of what Arabic 

itself underwent in its early history. The reverse 
influence also occurs: in some border areas one 
notices Arabic dialects whose emphatics (†, ß, 
∂, Ú, q) are realized as ejectives (IPA: t’, s’, ɬ’, 
ô’, k’).

Interference may arise with a nearly identi-
cal Arabic word, the Arabic stress imposing 
itself on the Modern South Arabian word, for 
example: ‘she began’ Soqotri bód'–h, (local) 
Arabic bëdá'at, Soqotri with an Arabic stress 
bëd.–'–h.

It is sometimes stated that Soqotri words 
with x or ÿ have to be Arabic loanwords. 
This is an old mistake due to the fact that the 
first-studied dialects are still taken for the lan-
guage as a whole. Anyone visiting Socotra can 
hear ÿayg ‘man’, xa ‘mouth’, which are not 
borrowings.

In many cases, the borrowing is revealed by a 
morphological clue, such as a pattern unknown 
to Modern South Arabian. For example, the 
pattern of the past participle of simple verbs 
is mvCCùC in Arabic but mvCCìC in Modern 
South Arabian. In Soqotri máxl–˚ ‘human 
being’, one easily identifies Arabic maxlùq 
‘human being < created’, as opposed to Harsusi 
mxëlì˚ ‘human being’, Jibbali mëxlé˚, Mehri 
mëxlì˚ ‘poor fellow’; and similarly for Mehri 
mëbrùk, Harsusi ëmbërùk vs. Jibbali mëbrék 
‘blessed’.

Sometimes a doublet appears: Mehri bënnày 
(< Arabic) and mënnòy ‘builder’, Harsusi xállëß 
(< Arabic) and xàlëß ‘to finish’; most probably, 
the two words not designated as loanwords 
were actually borrowed long ago and fully 
integrated.

Quadriliteral nouns *CvCCvC yield Modern 
South Arabian *CvCCèC. Therefore, borrow-
ing is obvious in such nouns as Harsusi mébrad 
‘file’ (vs. Mehri mëbrèd), Mehri and Jibbali 
móxlëß ‘sincere’ (< Classical Arabic muxliß).

Borrowing a verb can produce a supernu-
merary derived theme: Harsusi gátma, egtòma, 
ëgtëmá± > ‘to gather’: the two regular verbs with 
infixed -t- and an Arabic loanword, respec-
tively; Harsusi a˚àßër ‘to fall short’, ˚áßßër, 
gáßßër ‘to pass [time]’: Modern South Arabian 
and borrowed Arabic D-forms, respectively. 
The Harsusi participle mët™áffi ‘barefoot’ 
must be a loanword (Omani Arabic mit™áffi), 
since Modern South Arabian verbal derivation 
admits no t- prefixation (it is always infixed), 
nor gemination.
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Many Arabic borrowed nouns stand out by 
their conspicuous Arabic feminine ending in 
-v(h) instead of Modern South Arabian (except 
Soqotri) -(v)t. Examples: Jibbali μórëh ‘revolu-
tion’, sá≠áh ‘hour; watch’, but some loanwords 
have been adapted morphologically: Jibbali ri9t 
‘trigger’ < Omani Arabic rìšah.

Since Modern South Arabian and Arabic 
morphology and phonetics are so close, and 
their lexical material shares so many fields 
and items pertaining to (South) Arabia and its 
ancestral Bedouin culture – not to mention the 
fact that the Mahra were among the first com-
munities to embrace the Prophet’s religion – 
and with such an extent of bilingualism, it is 
not surprising that no lexical domain stands 
out in Arabic borrowings, apart from that of 
modernity (e.g. the lexicon of administration, 
politics, and technology).

Traditional measuring, valuation, and trade 
are still performed with the inherited numbers 
and units, but activities oriented toward the 
outside world have introduced enough Arabic 
to eliminate, for instance, most Modern South 
Arabian numbers above ten, and to produce 
mixed and disrupted systems of enumeration: 
Jibbali stìn ‘sixty’ (Arabic) against šÆt, fem. 
štët ‘six’; Mehri sòdës (Arabic sàdis) against its 
fem. šëdμìt ‘sixth’; Harsusi μëla††á≠ëš ‘thirteen’ 
(Arabic), against «ëlay«, fem. «àfayt (< «a±μayt) 
‘three’; «èlëμ or «èlë« ‘third’. However, certain 
Soqotri dialects keep using their traditional 
decades, such as hya≠t ≠ë«árhën ‘sixty [six tens]’ 
(hy: murmured palatal approximant).

The Arabic element shows remarkably in 
the large number of borrowed particles: Mehri 
and Harsusi yëkùn ‘maybe’, against Jibbali 
(™a-)yékën ‘maybe; about’, Mehri yómkën 
‘perhaps’; Mehri and Harsusi yà ‘oh . . . [voc.]’ 
(against Modern South Arabian ±à); Harsusi 
yà-rèt, Mehri yà-rayt, Jibbali ya-rét ‘would 
that . . .!’; Jibbali bdan, Mehri ±ábdan ‘never, not 
at all’, against Modern South Arabian, Mehri 
and Harsusi bëháw±, Jibbali bhó±, borrowed by 
Omani Arabic: bhaw±; Soqotri mseb ‘because’ < 
Arabic min sabab; Mehri and Jibbali ±ëkìd ‘cer-
tainly!’; Mehri and Jibbali ±áywa(h), ±èwa ‘yes’, 
against Modern South Arabian, Mehri yèya, 
≠ahà, Jibbali y,Æy,Æ, ‘ahãn; Mehri h>Æ«ën ‘what?’ 
< Arabic ±àšën < ±ayy šay±-in ‘which thing?’. A 
more ‘threatening’ borrowing is that of Arabic 
li-±anna ‘because’: Mehri and Jibbali ën-, lën-, 
Harsusi yënn- + Arabic suffixed pronoun.

Expected borrowings that did not occur are 
culturally significant. ‘Allah’ is God’s name in 
Soqotri but not in Mehri, which, in Islamic 
everyday phraseology – and even in proper ref-
erence to God – uses other words: (a)b…li (‘my 
lord’, root b-≠-l), rë™mòn (a pre-Islamic divine 
name; ‘the Merciful’), ±àl (either Semitic *±al 
‘god’ or borrowed from Jibbali: *a-ba≠l > à≠l 
> ±àl), hence Mehri Abdàl = ≠Abdallah. Several 
exclamations based on Allàh were borrowed, 
their semantic motivation being lost: Jibbali 
(‘God’ is ±ò,z, ±ó≠o,z, …r™ëmún) ±ëll,Æ! ‘well then!’, 
bëll ,Æ!? ‘really!?’, wëll ]–! ‘true!’, Mehri ±állah! 
‘indeed!’.
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South Semitic Languages

1. E x t r a l i n g u i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n

In this discussion of the relationship between 
Arabic and the South Semitic languages, Arabic 
is represented by its two forms: (i) the literary 
written form, Classical Arabic, and its somewhat 
modified modern variant, Modern Standard 
Arabic; and (ii) the spoken form, called Neo-
Arabic, represented by a large number of local 
and social dialects and ‘intermediate’ interre-
gional forms of spoken koine (usually called ¤ 
Middle Arabic). The modern Arabic dialects, 
which are spread over vast territories in the 
Middle East and North and Northeast Africa, 
are not written. In their phonetic/phonologi-
cal and morphosyntactic features, the dialects 
differ from Classical and Modern Standard 
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Arabic, as well as among themselves. Some 
of these dialectal differences may be inher-
ited from the ancient Arabic dialects. Some of 
the isoglosses between Arabic and the South 
Semitic languages may be common only with 
some particular group of dialects but not with 
Classical Arabic, or vice versa.

The South Semitic languages are also hetero-
geneous from the extralinguistic point of view: 
some of them are represented by ancient lan-
guages, preserved in written texts, others are 
represented by modern languages with their 
own written/literary form, and, finally, some of 
the modern South Semitic languages are never 
written.

In South Arabia, several ancient languages 
(Old South Arabian or Epigraphic South Arab-
ian, also called Sayhadic) existed, including 
Sabaean, Qatabanian, Hadramitic, and Mi-
naean (also called Madhabic). The period cov-
ered by the epigraphic texts in these languages 
is between the beginning of the 1st millennium 
B.C.E. and the middle of the 6th century C.E.

Along with the epigraphic languages in Yemen, 
there existed in the first centuries C.E. an un-
written language, called by early medieval Arabic 
sources from Yemen ¤ £imyaritic. This lan-
guage remained in use in some regions of Yemen 
until the 10th–13th centuries C.E. According to 
Arab Yemenite authors, the language had some 
features distinguishing it from the older epi-
graphic languages.

At present in the territory of South Yemen 
and the Sultanate of Oman, and on the island 
of Soqo†ra and the neighboring islets of 
≠Abd al-Kùri and Sam™a, a group of unwrit-
ten languages is found, the so-called Modern 
South Arabian languages (¤ South Arabian, 
Modern). This group consists of the following 
languages: Mehri, £arsùsi, Ba†™ari, Hobyot, 
Jibbàli (Šxauri), and Soqo†ri.

The Ethiopian Semitic (Ethiopic Semitic/Ethio-
Semitic) languages, too, are represented both 
by ancient and modern languages. The Ethio-
Semitic languages were and are used in the ter-
ritories of modern Ethiopia and Eritrea. They 
are divided into two branches: North Ethio-
pic, including Ge≠ez, Tigrinya, and Tigré; and 
South Ethiopic, including Amharic and Argobba, 
Harari, East Gurage (Gafat, Soddo, Goggot, 
Muher), West Gurage (Mäskan), Central Gurage 
(Ezha, Chaha, Gura), and Peripheral (Gyeto, 
Ennemore, Endegen).

The oldest written language from the Ethio-
Semitic group is ‘Old Ethiopian’, or Ge≠ez. The 
first written texts in this language date from the 
mid-4th century C.E. As a spoken language, 
Ge≠ez existed until approximately the 10th cen-
tury C.E. At present, the official language of 
Ethiopia is Amharic, a language with both writ-
ten/literary and spoken forms. The first written 
texts in Amharic date from the 14th century 
C.E. The official language of Eritrea is Tigrinya 
(Tigray/Tigrai). Its written form dates from the 
beginning of the 19th century. Another modern 
language of Eritrea, also in both written and 
spoken form, is Tigré. The other modern Ethio-
Semitic languages – Argobba, Harari, the Silte 
group (Silte, Inneqor, Wolane, Zway), Gafat, 
the Gurage group, and others – exist as spoken 
languages only.

The question of the relationship between 
Arabic and the South Semitic languages is con-
nected with the difficult problem of positioning 
Arabic within the genetic subgrouping of the ¤ 
Semitic languages. Arabic in general is charac-
terized both by features uniting it with the ¤ 
Northwest Semitic languages and by features 
it shares with the South Semitic languages. 
As a result, in various genetic and typological 
classifications, Arabic occupies a middle (per-
haps even ‘intermediate’) position between the 
North and Northwest Semitic languages on 
the one hand, and the languages of differing 
genetic proximity, which are usually, mostly on 
geographic grounds, classified as South Semitic, 
on the other (for the history of this question, 
see Faber 1997).

At the same time, Classical Arabic and mod-
ern Arabic dialects represent different stages 
of historical development and different effects 
of substratal and adstratal influence (¤ sub-
strate). Their genetic proximity may be over-
ridden by various structural, typological, and 
areal features. The genetic proximity between 
the South Semitic languages may similarly be 
overridden by their structural, typological, and 
areal features.

Accordingly, some phonological and mor-
phosyntactic characteristics may be common 
to Arabic in general or the South Semitic lan-
guages in general. Other characteristics are 
only present in a particular subset of Arabic 
dialects and/or a particular subset of South 
Semitic languages, forming features that are 
partially shared (areal isoglosses). Thus, when 
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establishing relations between Arabic and the 
South Semitic languages, a distinction should 
be made between their shared features and 
areal isoglosses.

The question of shared and distinguishing 
features of Arabic and the South Semitic lan-
guages are addressed here, without aiming at 
a classification in the sense of determining the 
place of Arabic within the Semitic family of 
languages.

2. P h o n e t i c s  a n d  p h o n o l o g y

The phonological systems of the languages 
under consideration differ in degree of preser-
vation and in degree of reduction and innova-
tion relative to the reconstructed phonological 
system of Proto-Semitic. The richest consonant 
systems are present in Modern South Arabian 
languages, with the exception of Soqo†ri, in 
Epigraphic South Arabian (Kogan and Koro-
tayev 1997:222–223), and in Classical Arabic. 
The consonant systems of modern Arabic dia-
lects, Soqo†ri, and Ethio-Semitic languages are 
characterized by both shared and particular 
tendencies of phonetic/phonological inventory 
change.

The following tendencies can be classified 
as shared: the reduction of interdental frica-
tives: μ > s/t; ≈ > z/d; μ > ß/∂/≈, also ÿ > ≠, x; 
and the reduction of the laryngeal plosive ± > 
Ø/w/y. These tendencies and their results are 
present, however, in the phonetic/phonological 
systems of most known Semitic languages in 
general. Among the Arabic dialects, the inter-
dentals and ÿ are preserved in most dialects of 
Yemen and Iraq and also in East Arabian dia-
lects (Johnstone 1967: II(A); Jastrow 1982:129; 
Kaye and Rosenhouse 1997:275). In some dia-
lects of Yemen, preservation of the lateral artic-
ulation of the emphatic ∂ has been observed 
(Landberg 1901:637; Rhodokanakis 1911:82; 
Fischer 1982:85; ¤ ∂àd).

The phonetic-phonological system of each 
South Semitic language has its own particular 
features. Thus, the consonant systems of Ge≠ez, 
Tigrinya, Amharic, and some of the other 
Ethio-Semitic languages of the South Ethiopian 
branch are characterized by the presence of 
labiovelar phonemes or labialized allophones 
(Gragg 1997:244; Kogan 1997:424; Hudson 
1997:458; Hetzron 1997:536–538), as well as 
a number of particular features.

Comparing the vowel systems of Arabic and 
the South Semitic languages, especially those 
without an established written tradition, is a 
difficult task. In spoken forms, the quantita-
tive and qualitative characterization of vowels 
and their phonetic/phonological status cannot 
always be established, since these characteristics 
are often determined by the syllable structure of 
the word, position of stress, and consonantal 
context. In general, modern Arabic dialects 
and unwritten South Semitic languages share 
a tendency to enhance the vowel inventory, to 
weaken or reduce the original short vowels in 
phonological function, and to create new long 
or short vowels as a result of contraction of 
original combinations -V+±-, -V+w-, -V+y-, etc.

Despite the great variation among the pho-
netic/phonological systems of Classical Arabic, 
modern Arabic dialects, and South Semitic lan-
guages, their sound systems share one fea-
ture, and a number of areal isoglosses may be 
drawn. The common shared feature of these 
systems is the presence of /f/, corresponding to 
/p/ in Northeast and Northwest Semitic lan-
guages. No historical or prosodic explanation 
has as yet been offered for this feature of Arabic 
and all South Semitic languages. The ancient 
Epigraphic South Arabian languages are also 
included in the f-languages group. Even though 
the phonetic realization of their consonants 
is unknown, the position of these languages 
relative to the neighboring Arabic and South 
Arabian languages and the close genetic ties to 
the Ethio-Semitic language Ge≠ez make it pos-
sible to interpret the corresponding grapheme 
as /f/. Its phonetic characterization is confirmed 
by data from early Arabic Yemenite authors 
about £imyaritic, where /f/ is also found. The 
regular character of Arabic and South Semitic 
correspondences /f/:/p/ is illustrated by the fol-
lowing examples:

‘mouth’: Akkadian pù; Hebrew pä; Mandaic pum 
vs. Arabic (Classical and dialects) fù(h), fam, fum; 
Ge≠ez ±af; Tigré, Tigrinya ±af; Amharic, Argobba, 
Harari, Gurage af (Militarev and Kogan 2000:
195–197).

‘soul, breath’: Akkadian napišt-u; Ugaritic npš; 
Hebrew näpäš; Syro-Aramaic napš-a vs. Arabic 
(Classical and dialects) nafs-; Epigraphic South 
Arabian nfs1; Ge≠ez nafs; Tigré näfës; Tigrinya 
näfsi; Amharic näfs (other Ethio-Semitic languages 
also have näfs); Mehri, £arsùsi nëfsèt ~ nefesét; 
Jibbali nëfsét; Soqo†ri nófos (pl.) (Militarev and 
Kogan 2000:307–308).

302 south semitic languages

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Along with this single phonetic feature com-
mon to Arabic and all South Semitic languages, 
a number of areal isoglosses are found in the 
phonetic systems of these languages, uniting 
territorially close languages and dialects:

i. Palatalization of k, g: k > affricate ∑ or 
fricative š; g > affricate j or fricative ž, up 
to palatal y. The palatalization g > j was 
already firmly present in Classical Arabic by 
the 10th century. In modern Arabic dialects 
of the Arabian Peninsula, the palatalization 
process is stronger to the east and southeast, 
cf. Classical Arabic dajàja, Syro-Palestinian 
(da)jàja, Kuwaiti dayàya ‘hen’. Palatalization 
k > ∑ in modern Arabic dialects: Iraqi, 
Kuwaiti ∑ebìr < kabìr ‘big’. An analogous 
process partly affects the q phoneme before 
fronted vowels: Iraqi rafìj < rafìq ‘compan-
ion, friend’ (Johnstone 1967:5; Kaye and

 Rosenhouse 1997:271–275). The isogloss 
for palatalization of stops can be traced to 
the north of Mesopotamia and covers some

 of the modern Aramaic dialects (Tsereteli 
1991:238; Jastrow 1997:350). The pala-
talization isogloss is being ‘skipped’ by the 
Yemenite dialects, but it is found again 
in the Modern South Arabian languages 
(Simeone-Senelle 1997:384), e.g. Classical 
Arabic kabid ~ kibd, Iraqi dialect ∑ibde, 
Mehri šëbdìt, Jibbàli 9ubdet, Soqo†ri šíbdeh 
‘liver’; Classical Arabic kariš/kirš, East 
Arabian dialects ∑erš, Yemenite dialects käriš, 
Mehri kìrëš, Jibbàli šir §s, Soqo†ri šéreš, but 
in Ge≠ez and other Ethio-Semitic languages 
again karš/kärs ‘belly, stomach’ (Johnstone 
1965:215–216, 234–241; Simeone-Senelle 
and Lonnet 1991:1461, 1474; Militarev and 
Kogan 2000:136–137). In Modern South 
Arabian, irregular cases of palatalization q 
> ∑/š are also attested: Classical Arabic qidr, 
Iraqi dialect, Bedouin dialects jider (but 
Yemenite dialect qidr), Mehri qadër, Soqo†ri 
žádhër ~ šádher ‘pot’ (Johnstone 1987:224); 
Classical Arabic qaryat, East Arabian dia-
lects jerye, Yemenite dialects qarya, Šxauri/
Jibbali $šerét ~ ∑iret, but Soqo†ri qéryeh ‘town, 
settlement’ (Müller 1907:146; Leslau 1936:
385). Similar effects can be observed with 
reflexes of Semitic *b-k-y ‘to weep’: Classi-
cal Arabic ya-bkì (imperf. 3rd pers. masc. sg.), 
Ge≠ez yë-bki (jussive 3rd pers. masc. sg.), Mehri 
yë-bk :Æ (subj. 3rd pers. masc. sg.), but Soqo†ri 

i-bé«e (imperf. 3rd pers. masc. sg.), Iraqi 
Arabic yi-b∑ì (imperf. 3rd pers. masc. sg.).

ii. Only Modern South Arabian languages and 
the Arabic dialects of South Arabia in con-
tact with them are characterized by the 
lateral articulation of the ancient Proto-
Semitic emphatic lateral *§ß (Simeone-Semelle 
1997:382). In Classical Arabic, lateral pro-
nunciation of the ∂ phoneme was attested 
by early Arabic philologists in the 8th cen-
tury (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb II, 404–406, 429; ¤ 
∂àd). But already in the 10th–12th centuries, 
Arabic Yemenite authors considered the 
alternation l/š/∂ a feature of the language of 
Yemen inhabitants, in contrast to Classical 
Arabic: ša™m/la™m ‘prey; gain’ (Hamdàni, 
±Iklìl X, 26); nà∂a-hu/nàša-hu ‘he removed 
it’ (Našwàn, Šams al-≠ulùm 107). In modern 
dialects of the southern regions of Yemen,

 the lateral character of the ∂ phoneme is 
attested: ™aw£/™aw∂ ‘cistern, reservoir’; 
ÿara£ < ÿara∂ ‘target’ (Landberg 1901:637; 
Rhodokanakis 1911:82).

iii. Free alternations f/μ and μ/f are attested in 
the whole South Arabian area, for Arabic 
dialects as well as for some of the Modern 
South Arabian languages: fum ~ μum 
‘mouth’; £arsùsi μawr, but Mehri, Jibbàli 
fòr ~ f ≠ór ‘ox, bull’ (Landberg 1901:538; 
Rhodokanakis 1911:83; Behnstedt 1985:
185; Johnstone 1987:87).

iv. In Arabic in general, as well as in the South 
Semitic languages, preservation of w as the 
first radical in the initial position is attested, 
unlike the Northwest Semitic languages, 
where the shift w > y occurs at the begin-
ning of a word, e.g. Arabic wrd, Sabean 
wrd, Mehri wrd; Ge≠ez, Tigré, Tigrinya, 
Amharic, Harari wrd vs. Hebrew, Aramaic, 
Syriac, Phoenician, Ugaritic yrd ‘to go down 
[to the water]’ (Leslau 1987:618); Arabic 
wark ~ wirk; Sabean wrk; Mehri wërkit; 
£arsùsi wërkèt vs. Hebrew yàrèk; Ugaritic 
yrk ‘hip, thigh, side’ (Militarev and Kogan 
2000:258–259).

3. M o r p h o l o g y

3.1 Pronominal system

Independent and bound personal pronouns, in 
Arabic as well as in South Semitic languages, 
represent different degrees of completeness 
and reduction. The richest personal pronoun 
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systems are attested in Classical Arabic and 
Modern South Arabian languages. These sys-
tems include not only singular and plural forms, 
with gender distinction for 2nd and 3rd person 
plural, but also dual forms. Soqo†ri, where in 
the 2nd person masculine and feminine plural 
have merged, is an exception (Simeone-Senelle 
1997:387–388). The pronominal system of all 
Arabic dialects and the Ethio-Semitic languages 
lacks dual forms. The pronominal system of 
Epigraphic South Arabian languages is known 
partially; the 3rd person pronouns have singu-
lar, dual, and plural forms.

The next degree of reduction is represented 
by systems where 2nd and 3rd person plural 
lack gender distinction. According to this fea-
ture, the languages and dialects form the fol-
lowing groups: those where gender in 2nd and 
3rd person plural is preserved (giving a total 
of ten forms): Yemenite Arabic dialects and 
some Eastern Arabic Bedouin dialects, with the 
dialects of western Yemen having two distinct 
forms for the independent 1st person pronoun: 
±ana (1st pers. masc. sg.), ±ani (1st pers. fem. 
sg.) (Behnstedt 1985:71); among Ethio-Semitic 
languages, the full system is present in Ge≠ez, 
Tigré, and Tigrinya of the northern branch and 
Soddo, Muher, Ezha, and Inor of the southern 
branch.

The gender distinction in 2nd and 3rd person 
plural is lacking (giving a total of eight forms) 
in Arabic sedentary dialects of Iraq (Baghdad), 
Syria (Damascus), Egypt (Cairo), the so-called 
Maghrebinian dialects of North Africa, Maltese 
(Zavadovskij 1962:101–102), and Ethio-Semitic 
of the southern branch (Amharic, Argobba, 
Harari, East Gurage, Gafat).

Regardless of the material expression of these 
pronouns, the ‘full personal pronoun sys-
tem’ isogloss unites Classical Arabic and the 
Modern South Arabian languages. The isogloss 
of ‘incomplete system with ten members’ cov-
ers part of the Arabic dialects and part of the 
Ethio-Semitic languages, while the isogloss of 
‘incomplete system with eight members’ also 
covers part of the Arabic dialects and part of 
the Ethio-Semitic languages of the southern 
branch.

With respect to the material expression of 
the personal pronouns, Classical Arabic, Arabic 
dialects, and the South Semitic languages rep-
resent various degrees of proximity to the 
Common Semitic system and a wide range of 

innovations, especially widespread in the Ethio-
Semitic languages.

There is one major isogloss in this compli-
cated picture of pronoun forms, the suffixed 
2nd person feminine personal pronoun -ki/ik: 
-(i)∑/(i)š. This isogloss divides Classical Arabic 
and some Arabic dialects. In the same way, it 
divides the northern and southern branches 
of the Ethio-Semitic languages. The second 
variant -(V)š includes all the Modern South 
Arabian languages.

The isogloss -ki/-ik/-k includes Classical 
Arabic, Maghrebinian, Egyptian, Syro-Palestin-
ian dialects, and part of the dialects of Iraq 
and the Arabian Peninsula, on one side, and 
the languages of the northern Ethio-Semitic 
branch (Ge≠ez, Tigrinya, Tigré), on the other, 
e.g. Classical Arabic baytu-ki, Syrian dialect 
bèt-ik ‘your [fem. sg.] house)’, Ge≠ez mëgbà±e-
ki ‘your [fem. sg.] refuge’, Tigrinya ≠of-ki ‘your 
[fem. sg.] bird’.

The -(i)∑/-(i)š/-c isogloss includes some dia-
lects of Iraq, Eastern Arabian dialects, Gulf 
Arabian dialects, and the Arabic dialects of 
Dhofar, Oman, and East Yemen, e.g. ±axt-i∑ 
‘your [fem. sg.] sister’ (Johnstone 1967:I, 8; 
V); cf. also West Yemen ±abù-k/±abì-k ‘your 
[masc. sg.]/your [fem. sg.] father’ (Behnstedt 
1985:82–85) and East Yemen ±abù-š/±abù-∑ 
‘your [fem. sg.] father’; Dhofar gism-iš ‘your 
[fem. sg.] part’; μmì-š ‘your [fem. sg.] mouth’ 
(Rhodokanakis 1911:106; Diem 1973:36).

The forms -(V)s/-(V)š/-(V)∑ for the bound 
2nd person feminine singular pronoun were 
already noted by the early Arabic philologists as 
a characteristic of the tribes Mu∂ar, Rabì≠a, and 
Tamìm (Brockelmann 1908:I, 309–310), and of 
the Yemenite dialects (¤ kaškaša/kaskasa). The 
Arabic grammarians called these features kas-
kasa Hawàzin, Bakr; kaškaša Tamìm, Rabì≠a, 
Mu∂ar; šanšanat al-Yaman (Sallùm 1976:54–
60, 83, 256; Retsö 2000:111–118).

The isogloss of the -(V)š form includes all the 
Modern South Arabian languages (Simeone-
Senelle 1997:388): Mehri abët-š ‘your [fem. sg.] 
house’, ÿëwqay-š ‘he looked at you, saw you 
[fem. sg.]’ (Johnstone 1987:xv–xviii), £arsùsi 
të-š ‘for you [fem. sg.]’ (Simeone-Senelle 
1993:257), Soqo†ri nhof-š ‘yourself [fem. sg.]’, 
te±bar-š ‘they will come to you [fem. sg.]’ 
(Naumkin-Porxomovskij 1981:22, 108–110).

This isogloss is also shared by the Ethio-
Semitic languages of the southern branch: 
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Amharic -(ë)š: bet-ëš ‘your [fem. sg.] house’ 
(Hudson 1997:462), Harari, East Gurage, Gafat, 
Soddo, Inor -(a)š (Wagner 1997:489–491; Gutt 
1997:511; Hetzron 1997:540).

Other systems of deictic morphemes in 
the languages under consideration are either 
derived from the Common Semitic vocabulary 
or represent independent developments in par-
ticular languages.

3.2 Verbal system

Personal conjugated forms of the verb are 
closely connected to the corresponding per-
sonal pronoun systems in all of the languages 
and dialects, and may be defined as full, less 
full, and reduced according to the same prin-
ciple. A full conjugation paradigm, including 
dual forms, is a feature of Classical Arabic and 
Modern South Arabian languages, with the cor-
responding exception of a more reduced system 
in Soqo†ri (Simeone-Senelle 1997:402). A less 
full conjugation paradigm, without dual forms, 
is found in Eastern Arabian and Yemenite dia-
lects, and in the northern branch of the Ethio-
Semitic languages (Ge≠ez, Tigrinya, Tigré), and 
also in several languages in the southern branch 
of the Ethio-Semitic languages (Soddo, Muher, 
Ezha, Inor; Kaye and Rosenhouse 1997:292–
293; Gragg 1997:252; Kogan 1997:438; Raz 
1997:452; Hetzron 1997:545). A reduced con-
jugation paradigm, without gender forms in 
the 2nd and 3rd person plural, is found in 
most modern Arabic dialects and languages 
of the southern branch of the Ethio-Semitic 
languages (Amharic, Argobba, Harari, East 
Gurage, Gafat; Kaye and Rosenhouse 1997:292; 
Hudson 1997:470–481; Wagner 1997:497; 
Gutt 1997:522–523; Hetzron 1997:545).

The opposition of two verbal stems, the suf-
fixal conjugation stem (perfect) and the prefixal 
conjugation stem (imperfect), is found in all 
variants of Arabic and in all South Semitic 
languages. However, modern languages and 
dialects have created new forms and categories, 
with new ways of expression. Newer systems 
in modern languages demonstrate various evo-
lutionary paths.

One of the most notable features distin-
guishing all the South Semitic languages from 
the other Semitic languages, including Classical 
Arabic and Arabic dialects, is the so-called k-
perfect. In contrast to the Arabic forms for 1st 

person singular, 2nd person masculine and fem-
inine singular -tu/ta/ti and plural -tum/tunna, 
the corresponding perfect forms of the South 
Semitic languages have as endings singular -
ku/ka/ki, plural -k(V)m/k(V)n, or their phonetic 
reflexes.

Several groups of Yemenite dialects, how-
ever, form an exception to the general Arabic 
continuum of t-perfect. The Yemenite dialects 
of the southwestern mountain range and high-
land have the following perfect paradigm: 1st 
person singular nazalk, 2nd person masculine 
singular nazalk, 2nd person feminine singular 
nazalki (Reim, Banì Matar); 2nd person mas-
culine plural nazalkum (Reim), nazalkò (Banì 
Matar), 2nd person feminine plural nazalkun 
(Reim), nazalkayn (Banì Matar) ‘to descend, 
go down; to depart’ (Karimov 1973:45). Some 
local dialects have a special k-perfect para-
digm: 1st person singular sirk(u); 2nd person 
masculine singular sirk, 2nd person feminine 
singular sir∑, 2nd person masculine plural 
sirku, 2nd person feminine plural sirkun ‘to 
go’ (Prochazka 1974:439–441); or forms of 
2nd person feminine singular with another 
phonological variant katabš/katabƒ ‘you wrote’ 
(Behnstedt 1985:116–118).

New data from Epigraphic South Arabian 
languages show that these languages, too, had 
k-perfect forms (Kogan and Korotajev 1997:
234). £imyaritic also belongs to the k-perfect 
languages, according to the data from Arabic 
Yemenite authors (Belova 1996:60–62).

The South Semitic isogloss of k-perfect thus 
includes some dialects of Yemen. The Yemenite 
paradigms with 2nd person feminine singular 
-(i)k(i) or 2nd person feminine singular -(i)∑/š 
show that some of them are not only part of 
the k-perfect isogloss but also of the sub-iso-
gloss with 2nd person feminine singular -∑/š, 
which includes only part of the South Semitic 
languages. Compare this form in Yemenite 
sir-∑ (Prochazka 1974:440–441); Mehri sëyór-š 
(Johnstone 1987:xxx, 355) ‘to go’; Amharic 
näggär-š ‘to tell’; Argobba säddäb-∑(i) (Hudson 
1997:470) ‘to insult’; Harari sabar-ši (Wagner 
1997:497) ‘to break’; East Gurage masak-š 
(Gutt 1997:521) ‘to guide’; the Gafat form has 
the same inflection -š/hy (Hetzron 1997:545).

Thus, in a small group of Yemenite Arabic 
dialects lie two isoglosses: the k-perfect isogloss 
for all the conjugated verb forms, character-
istic of Epigraphic South Arabian languages, 
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£imyaritic, and the languages of the northern 
branch of the Ethio-Semitic languages (Ge≠ez, 
Tigrinya, Tigré); and the sub-isogloss for ∑/š-
perfect for 2nd person feminine singular, includ-
ing some subdialects of Yemen, all the Modern 
South Arabian languages, and the southern 
branch of the Ethio-Semitic languages.

On the whole, the verbal systems of Classical 
Arabic, Arabic dialects, and South Semitic lan-
guages have the Common Semitic paradigms 
of prefixal and suffixal conjugation. However, 
they differ in many respects with regard to the 
development of more differentiated categories 
of verbal tenses and moods and in their systems 
of deverbal nouns (participles, action nouns) 
and their inclusion in the verbal paradigm. It 
is difficult to find in the languages involved 
innovations constituting isoglosses common 
to Classical Arabic or Arabic dialects and to 
Ethio-Semitic languages. Each language devel-
ops its own innovations. Thus, it is character-
istic of Modern Standard Arabic and modern 
Arabic dialects to develop analytical forms to 
express tense with auxiliary verbs and particles. 
Modern Standard Arabic undergoes a process 
of ¤ participle verbalization and its inclusion 
into the paradigm of personal verb forms. New 
categories on the base of deverbal noun stems 
have developed in Ethio-Semitic languages, the 
so-called converb or gerund or gerundive, and 
the conjunctive. The corresponding processes 
of development of a particle system, develop-
ment of auxiliary verbs, and inclusion of par-
ticiples in the verb paradigm are also found in 
Modern South Arabian languages. However, 
each language uses its own means of expres-
sion for the new forms and categories, such as 
verbonominal forms, participles, and preverbs 
(Simeone-Senelle 1997:408–409).

The system of active/passive voices is present 
in all the languages under consideration, but the 
languages differ in the way in which the voices 
are expressed. Passive forms effected by inter-
nal vowel change, the so-called internal pas-
sive, are characteristic of Classical Arabic and 
Modern South Arabian languages. Compare 
Classical Arabic katab-/ya-ktub- ‘to write’, pas-
sive kutib-/yu-ktab ‘to be written’ with Mehri 
rëkùz/yërùkëz ‘to straighten something, to stick 
something upright’, passive rëkèz/yërkòz; μëbur/
yë-μùbër ‘to break [someone’s leg]’, passive 
μìbër/yëμbòr ‘to be broken’ (Johnstone 1987:
xix, xxi–xxii, 324, 414–415; Simeone-Senelle 
1997:397–398, 407).

Modern Arabic dialects represent different 
stages of preservation or loss of the internal pas-
sive and its replacement with external means. 
The internal passive forms are most frequently 
observed in the dialects of Yemen: ™ad qutil 
hina? ‘was somebody killed here?’ (Landberg 
1913:67, 220), Qa†ar dialect ±uxi≈ù ‘they were 
taken [prisoner]’, qaßr yusammà ‘the palace 
named . . .’ (Johnstone 1967:142). In the other 
dialects in the east and the west of the Arabic 
area, only a few cases of internal passive usage 
are preserved (Kaye and Rosenhouse 1997:294, 
297–298). All modern Arabic dialects tend 
to express the passive by external means via 
derived verbal stems, so-called reflexives with 
preformatives ta-/n-/-t-/-st-.

A similar situation is found in Ethio-Semitic 
languages, where the passive is expressed by 
prefixes or reflexive stems t(V)-, (V)st-, cf. 
Ge≠ez kadana ‘to cover’, ta-kadna/ta-kadana 
‘to be covered’; ma™ara/më™ra ‘to show mercy, 
have mercy’, ±asta-m™ara ‘to be merciful, be 
compassionate’ (Dillmann 1907:141,151–159). 
In Tigrinya, Tigré, Amharic, Harari, and other 
southern Ethio-Semitic languages, passive forms 
are also formed on the basis of the prefix t(V)-, 
common for passive and reflexive (Kogan 1997:
436; Raz 1997:453; Hudson 1997:479; Wagner 
1997:497–498; Gutt 1997:518, 524; Hetzron 
1997:544).

In the Arabic dialects, one finds Moroccan 
lëssëq ‘to glue, attach’, t-lëssëq ‘to be glued, 
attached’; trëk ‘to leave’, n-trëk ‘to be left’; an 
innovated form ttë-™rëq ‘to be burnt’ (Kjamilev 
1968:54–57); Algerian n-bà≠ ~ t-bà≠ ‘to be 
sold’ (< b-y-≠ ‘to sell’), në-∂rëb ‘to be beaten’ 
(< ∂-r-b ‘to beat’) (Mishkurov 1982:58–59; cf. 
also Zavadovskij 1962:83–85; Rhodokanakis 
1911:172–173).

Since the system of derived verbal forms is 
a Common Semitic feature, Arabic in general 
and all the South Semitic languages have this 
derivational verbal category. However, each 
language group has its own characteristics, 
which coincide only partially.

The derived stems in Classical Arabic and 
modern Arabic dialects are characterized by 
vocalic modification, by gemination of the sec-
ond radical, or by prefixation and infixation. 
In Classical Arabic, the regular paradigm is 
represented: basic stem and derived Forms II-
X of the verbal or nominal consonantal roots. 
Certain lexical or grammatical meanings are 
associated with each of the derived forms, 
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changing the base meaning of the verbal or 
nominal root.

Modern Arabic dialects in general are char-
acterized by reduction of the regular system 
of derived forms: usually the causative Form 
(IV or ±a-stem) is superseded by the gemi-
nated Form (II or D-stem); regular formation 
of Forms III and VI with a long first vowel is 
reduced; derived Forms V, VII, VIII often func-
tion as passive/reflexive forms, as mentioned 
above. Reduction of short vowels both in base 
and derived forms shifts the expression of 
lexico-grammatical meanings to external affixa-
tion and root consonant gemination.

Prefixal patterns of derived forms are rep-
resented in Classical Arabic and in modern 
Arabic dialects, as well as in all South Semitic 
languages. The distribution of other patterns, 
however, exhibits more variation than common 
features.

The prefixal n-form is found in Classical 
Arabic and modern Arabic dialects (Form VII) 
and in Modern South Arabian languages with 
the following meanings: intransitive, middle, 
reflexive, reciprocal (Simeone-Senelle 1997:
401). This model of derivation is absent from 
the other South Semitic languages.

The geminated verbal form (Arabic Form 
II/D-stem) with the meanings of intensity, caus-
ative, factitivity, etc., as a member of the sys-
tem of derived verbal forms, is present only 
in Classical Arabic and modern Arabic dia-
lects. In Epigraphic South Arabian languages, 
this form may only be hypothesized (Beeston 
1984:12–13); geminated forms are not found 
in Modern South Arabian languages (Simeone-
Senelle 1997:397–398). In Ethio-Semitic lan-
guages, geminated forms are not part of the 
system of derived forms but represent one of 
the base lexical models.

The class of verbs with stem vowel à after 
the first radical is traditionally considered an 
important diagnostic feature uniting Arabic with 
South Semitic languages (Brockelmann 1908:I, 
511–513; Hecker 1982:14; Faber 1997:12). The 
presence of such a stem in Epigraphic South 
Arabian also remains hypothetical (Beeston 
1984:12–13). As a separate derivational stem 
with the meaning of factitive or causative, this 
pattern is found in Modern South Arabian: 
Mehri rèkëb ‘to ride’ – à-stem ròkëb ‘to put [a 
pot] on the fire’ (Simeone-Senelle 1997:398–
399). In Ethio-Semitic languages, à-stems, like 

geminated ones, do not participate in the sys-
tem of derived forms but rather exist as one 
of the base lexical models (Gragg 1997:252–
254; Kogan 1997:436–437; Raz 1997:452–
453; Hudson 1997:468, 477–479; Wagner 
1997:494–495; Gutt 1997:516–517; Hetzron 
1997:544).

The derivational model of the à-pattern type 
is indeed characteristic of all known South 
Semitic languages and unites them with 
Classical Arabic and modern Arabic dialects, 
but this model has different grammatical and 
lexical functions in the languages of the Arabian 
Peninsula and in Ethio-Semitic languages. The 
same can be said about the D-stem (Form II) 
derivational model in Arabic and Ethio-Semitic 
languages in general, which is also absent from 
the system of derived forms in Modern South 
Arabian languages.

One unique pattern among the derived forms 
in Arabic (in general) and the South Semitic 
languages is formed by stem vowel alternation 
accompanied by gemination of the third radi-
cal consonant. Synchronically, the finite forms 
of this model actually exhibit geminated third 
radical. However, as verbal noun or impera-
tive, such forms demonstrate reduplication of 
the stem. These are the so-called Form IX 
and its variant Form XI, which are related to 
the adjectives of color and bodily characteris-
tics of the pattern ±af ≠al (masc.)/fa≠là± (fem.), 
e.g. Arabic ±a™mar ‘red’ – i™marr-a/ya-™marr-u 
(Form IX)/i™màrra/ya-™màrr-u (Form XI) ‘to 
redden, become red’ (imperative i™marir, ver-
bal noun i™miràr-). Only in Modern South 
Arabian is a separate model of verbal stem 
specialized for color adjectives found, formed 
by reduplication of the third radical conso-
nant: Mehri ±òfër ‘red’ – ±àfèròr/yàfèròr ‘to 
go red’ (Johnstone 1987:14); Soqo†ri a±férir 
‘to go red’ < ±áfer ‘red’ (Leslau 1936:320). Cf. 
also Mehri ëwbènùn ‘to go white’ < awbòn 
(< *l-b-n) ‘white’ (Johnstone 1987:251) and 
Soqo†ri yalbínen (imperfect) ‘to become white’ 
< libehon ‘white’ (Leslau 1936:228). Unlike 
Classical Arabic and Arabic dialects, in Modern 
South Arabian languages this verbal stem is 
associated only with adjectives of color, not 
with adjectives of bodily features. Compare 
Mehri ™ëwìrùr/yën™ìrùr ‘to turn black’ < ™òwër 
‘black’ (Johnstone 1987:125), hë,zìrùr ‘to turn 
green, pale’ < hë,záwr ‘green, yellow’ (Johnstone 
1987:163), but ±áywer/yàwòr ‘to be, to go 
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blind’ < ±àwèr ‘blind’ (Johnstone 1987:37), 
where Arabic has i≠warr-a/ya≠warr-u ‘to be, 
become one-eyed’ < ±a-≠war-u ‘one-eyed’.

Only Classical Arabic, Modern South Arab-
ian languages, and Ge≠ez preserve two different 
patterns for the basic stem according to the 
transitivity or intransitivity of its meaning. In 
Classical Arabic this distinction is not always 
regular, but it can still be traced. Compare 
active verbs: Classical Arabic μabara/ya-μbur-u 
‘to push off, disturb, hinder’, Ge≠ez sabar-a/
yë-sbër (jussive 3rd pers. masc. sg.) ‘to break’ 
(Leslau 1987:485), Mehri μëbùr/yë-μùbër ‘to 
break’ (Johnstone 1987:414); middle verbs: 
Classical Arabic labis-a/ya-lbas-u, Ge≠ez labs-a/
yë-lbäs (jussive 3rd pers. masc. sg.) ‘to dress 
oneself’, Mehri lìbës/yë-wbòs (with w < *l) ‘to 
wear, put on’ (Johnstone 1987:251).

In most Modern Arabic dialects, the distinc-
tion between the two patterns of the base verbal 
stem has disappeared as a result of short vowel 
reduction and disappearance of short vowels in 
open unstressed syllables.

3.3 Nominal system

The nominal morphology of Arabic and the 
South Semitic languages in general is charac-
terized by grammatical categories of Common 
Semitic origin. However, the categories of 
case, gender, and number in the languages 
under consideration represent various stages of 
change and reduction. The category of definite-
ness/indefiniteness is not represented in all lan-
guages, but in each language where it is present 
the systems of definiteness markers (articles) 
are the result of relatively recent independent 
development in this particular language.

The category of case is represented by a full 
paradigm only in Classical Arabic; existence 
of a case system is also assumed in Epigraphic 
South Arabian languages, with some evidence 
of reduction (Beeston 1984:32). Ge≠ez retains 
only one case ending, formed by suffixation of 
-ä which is used both in accusative and pos-
sessive constructions, and may be called poly-
functional (Gragg 1997:248–249; Dillmann 
1907:320–323).

In modern Arabic dialects and other South 
Semitic languages, relations between words are 
expressed analytically by means of relational 
words, prepositions, and word order.

The category of gender is represented both 
in Arabic (in general) and in South Semitic 
languages, but the means of expression for 
this category differ considerably. In Classical 
Arabic and Arabic dialects, the feminine gender 
is mostly expressed by suffixes: masc. Ø vs. 
fem. -(a)t ~ (a)h. The same suffixal means of 
expression is characteristic of Epigraphic South 
Arabian languages, Modern South Arabian lan-
guages, and Ge≠ez, in which names of human 
beings and animals with lexical expression of 
gender form an exception. However, in Arabic 
(both Classical and dialects), Soqo†ri, Ge≠ez, 
and Tigrinya, a class of adjectives and partici-
ples is found in which gender forms are marked 
by internal vocalic change or by employing 
different patterns. In Arabic, these are the 
adjectives of color and bodily characteristics: 
±aßfar-/ßafrà±- (pl. ßufr-) ‘yellow’; in Soqo†ri 
sígded/sígdíd ‘avaricious’, ≠áμmham/≠aμmhim 
‘generous’ (Leslau 1936:281, 305; Simeone-
Senelle 1997:390); in Ge≠ez †äbib/†äbbab ‘wise’ 
(Leslau 1987:585), ™äddis/™äddas ‘new’ (Gragg 
1997:249–250); Tigrinya ßällim/ßällam ‘black’ 
(Kogan 1997:434).

In most modern Ethio-Semitic languages, 
grammatical gender is determined by agree-
ment categories of the verb, pronoun, and defi-
nite article. In Tigré, suffixal gender markers 
are found for participles: sg. Ø: (-V)t, pl. -am 
(masc.)/-àt (fem.) (Raz 1997:448–450).

The systems of number forms also differ 
in the languages under consideration both in 
degree of paradigm completeness and means of 
expression.

The number paradigm including dual is rep-
resented in Classical Arabic, Epigraphic South 
Arabian languages, and Modern South Arabian 
languages. Dual forms are expressed exter-
nally, e.g. Classical Arabic yawm-àni/yawm-
ayni; Qa†abanian ywm-myw ‘two days’ (Kogan 
and Korotajev 1997:228); Mehri ÿaj-i «eruh, 
Šxauri (Jibbàli) ÿaíg-i †ro, Soqo†ri tra ≠aig-i ‘two 
men’; Mehri junít-i μirît, Soqo†ri tri gunìt-i ‘two 
bags’ (Müller 1907:9, 38). Dual forms are also 
accompanied by the numeral ‘two’.

In modern Arabic dialects, dual forms are 
partially preserved in a specific class of nouns, 
mostly to denote paired body parts or time 
periods: Iraqi rijl-èn, Egyptian rigl-èn ‘two 
legs’, Iraqi dagigt-èn ‘two minutes’, sent-èn 
‘two years’ (¤ pseudodual).
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Ethio-Semitic languages have a paradigm of 
two ¤ number forms, singular and plural. The 
languages under consideration are characterized 
by two kinds of plural formation: the so-called 
external (or ‘sound’) plural, marked by suffixes, 
and the so-called internal (‘broken’) plural, 
marked by internal vocalic change or by a com-
bination of external and internal formants.

Traditionally, the broken plural is consid-
ered one of the most important features unit-
ing Arabic with the South Semitic languages. 
This thesis, however, needs qualification. In the 
southern branch of Ethio-Semitic languages, all 
the languages (Amharic and others) have only 
one system of plurals, that of external plural 
forms. Thus, not all South Semitic languages 
participate in the isogloss of the broken plural.

In all languages concerned, the external plural 
is represented by two endings, which descend 
from Common Semitic and do not constitute 
any distinguishing feature of the South Semitic 
languages. The most common and widely 
distributed ending, in Arabic as well as in 
South Semitic languages, is -(à)t and its corre-
sponding variants: in Epigraphic South Semitic 
languages -(V)t; in Ge≠ez, Tigrinya, Tigré -(à)t/-
(o)tat; in Modern South Arabian languages 
-(V)t/-(V)të(n); in the southern branch of the 
Ethio-Semitic languages (Amharic and others) 
-o∑∑/-(a)∑/-∑a. More restricted in its functions 
is the external plural marker for masculine 
nouns, adjectives, and participles. In Classical 
Arabic, this marker has the form -ùn/-ìn; mod-
ern Arabic dialects have -ìn; Epigraphic South 
Arabian languages -(V)n; Soqo†ri -ìn/-ihon; and 
Ge≠ez and Tigrinya -an, Tigré -àm.

Broken plurals are a productive way of plu-
ral formation in Classical Arabic and modern 
Arabic dialects, in Epigraphic South Arabian 
languages, in Modern South Arabian languages, 
and in Ethio-Semitic languages of the northern 
branch (Ge≠ez, Tigrinya, and Tigré; Diakonoff 
1988:63–66; Ratcliffe 1998:117–149).

Classical Arabic has the largest number of 
broken plural patterns (more than thirty). 
Many singular nouns can have several patterns 
of plural formation. Modern Arabic dialects 
in general have a more limited number of pat-
terns, although some new patterns are present 
in certain languages. Most singular nouns have 
one corresponding plural form.

In South Semitic languages, the number of 
patterns usually does not exceed ten. Compare 

Classical Arabic faras/furùs ~ ±afràs ~ fursàn, 
modern Arabic dialects (V)fràs ~ fursàn, Sabean 
frs/±frs, Ge≠ez faras/±afràs, Tigrinya färäs/±afràs 
(~ ±afrus) ‘horse, mare’.

The multitude of plural patterns with respect 
to one singular pattern in Classical Arabic is 
partially conditioned by pattern variation in 
ancient dialects, later collected and formal-
ized in the grammar of Classical Arabic. In 
South Semitic languages, such cases are not so 
widespread. Compare Classical Arabic ba™r/
bu™ùr- ~ bi™àr- ~ ±ab™ur-, modern Arabic 
dialects: pl. bu™ùr ~ b(i)™àr, Sabean b™r/±b™r, 
Ge≠ez bà™r/±ab™ërt ~ bà™ràt, £arsùsi pl. be™éwr 
‘sea; river’.

As a general rule, in Arabic as a whole as well 
as in those South Semitic languages which use 
the broken plural, there is a certain correlation 
between particular patterns and the consonan-
tal-vocalic structure of the singular nominal 
pattern: bi-/triconsonantal structure or quad-
riconsonantal structure (Ratcliffe 1998:166–
203), e.g. Classical Arabic kalb/kilàb ~ ±aklub, 
all modern Arabic dialects pl. k(V)làb, Modern 
South Arabian languages pl. kel(òb) ~ ha-kwe-
bet, Ge≠ez pl. aklàb ~ ±aklëbt, also kalab-àt, 
Tigrinya pl. akalëbt, Tigré pl. ±aklub ‘dog, wolf’. 
For quadriconsonantal stems (derived and non-
derived): Arabic (all) maßna≠/maßàni≠ ‘workshop; 
building; palace’; Epigraphic South Arabian 
languages m™fd/m™fdt ‘tower’; Modern South 
Arabian languages mënxal/mënòxël ‘sieve’; 
Ge≠ez maß™af/maßà™eft ‘book’; Tigrinya kän-
fär/känafër ~ känäffër ‘lip’. This feature is 
found with corresponding variations in all the 
languages under consideration.

In spite of the large number of broken plu-
ral patterns in Classical Arabic and Modern 
Arabic dialects, a number of isoglosses may be 
established on the basis of the most widespread 
patterns. These isoglosses connect Arabic pat-
terns with the corresponding major patterns 
of various South Semitic languages (Ratcliffe 
1998:204–213). The most widespread of these 
patterns is ±a-qtàl, which mostly represents 
an isogloss that covers Arabic (in general), 
Epigraphic South Arabian (where this pattern is 
the most frequent one), and North Ethio-Semitic 
languages, e.g. Arabic Syrian and Yemenite 
dialects μòr/±aμwàr, Sabean μwr ~ μr/±μwr, Ge≠ez 
sòr/±äswàr, Tigrinya sor/aswar, £arsùsi μawr/
heμwéret (a rare pattern in Modern South 
Arabian) ‘bull’; Arabic sinn/±asnàn- ~ ±asunn, 
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Ge≠ez sënn/±asnàn ~ sënàn, Tigrinya sënni/ašnan 
‘tooth’.

The qutùl pattern forms a narrower isogloss, 
including Arabic (in general), assumed forms 
in Epigraphic South Arabian languages, and 
Modern South Arabian, e.g. Arabic qarn/
qurùn, Mehri qòn/qërùn, £arsùsi qòn/qëròn, 
Jibbali qun/qérun, Soqo†ri qan/qirihon ‘horn’ 
(Militarev and Kogan 2000:151–152). It may 
be assumed that some patterns found in £arsùsi 
correspond etymologically to the Arabic pat-
tern qatùl or qità/; Arabic nimr ~ namir/numùr 
~ nimàr, Modern Arabic dialects pl. n(V)mùr1 
~ n(V)màr, £arsùsi nemr/nemáwr ‘tiger, pan-
ther’; Arabic (Classical and dialects) Úahr ~ 
Ωahr ~ ∂ahr/Úuhùr/Ω(V)hùr/∂(V)hùr, £arsùsi 
Úahr/Úeháwwer ‘back’.

In Arabic Yemenite dialects, interesting plu-
ral patterns are found for the substantives of 
the structure qatìl/qitàl: †arìg/†urwag ~ †irwag 
‘road, way’; bilàd/bilwid ~ belawwid ‘country, 
land’ (Diem 1979:29–30). It is possible that 
these patterns go back to a local substrate 
whose traces are also found in Epigraphic 
South Arabian languages, cf. Sabean pl. ≠rwn 
‘wooded land’ (Beeston a.o. 1982:19). The pat-
tern might be connected with Classical Arabic 
≠arìn/≠urun ‘wood, forest’; cf. also Sabean pl. 
blwd ‘settlement’ (Beeston a.o. 1982:28).

A number of peripheral forms serve as evi-
dence for the existence of certain formants 
(elements) or tendencies common to the Arabic 
periphery and some South Semitic languages. 
One such pattern is a special paradigm of 
masculine and feminine plural forms for the 
adjectives of color and bodily characteristics in 
the Arabic dialects of South Arabia: masc. pl. 
≠ujm-àn, fem. pl. ≠ujm ‘dumb, mute’; masc. pl. 
™umr-àn, fem. pl. ™umr ‘red’; etc. (Landberg 
1901:23–24). The suffix -àn is relatively wide-
spread in Classical Arabic and other Arabic 
dialects; it corresponds to the external suffix 
of the masculine plural of adjectives and parti-
ciples in Ge≠ez.

Also worth mentioning are some patterns 
for plural formation in the Arabic dialects and 
some Ethio-Semitic languages that are histori-
cally in contact with the languages of East and 
Central Africa.

In the Arabic dialects of Upper Egypt, Sudan, 
Nigeria, and the region of Lake Chad, plu-
ral forms are found with gemination of the 
third radical, e.g. South Egyptian bnitta (sg. 

bint ‘girl’), ib®akk (sg. birka ‘pond’); Sudanese 
Arabic usudda (sg. asad ‘lion’); Nigerian Arabic 
dugunne (sg. digin ‘beard; chin’). Some lan-
guages of the southern branch of Ethio-Semitic 
along with the regular pattern of plural forma-
tion use reduplication of the last consonant 
accompanied by a vowel, e.g. Amharic w–ndë-
mam-a∑ (< sg. w–ndëm ‘brother’), East Gurage 
alagàgo (< sg. alaga ‘stranger’), Soddo gurzazä 
(< sg. gurz ‘old man’).

Thus, a peripheral local isogloss of gemina-
tion/reduplication encompasses Arabic dialects, 
which are a part of the large broken plural 
isogloss, and part of the Ethio-Semitic lan-
guages, which as a whole belong to the sound/
external plural isogloss.

Comparing the paradigms of external and 
internal plural forms in general in the lan-
guages under consideration, it should be noted 
that every language has a similar distribution 
scheme for the forms of the first and second 
types. The scheme is asymmetric for external 
and internal forms, as well as for suffixal forms 
within the external paradigm. The paradigm 
of suffixal forms has the most restricted dis-
tribution, including masculine, mostly derived, 
nouns denoting persons, and also adjectives 
and participles denoting persons or agreeing 
with masculine person denoting nouns: Arabic 
-ùn/-ìn, Soqo†ri -(V)n, Ethio-Semitic -àn. The 
external plural -àt/-(V)t paradigm includes not 
only feminine but also masculine nouns, both 
animate and inanimate. As the Ethio-Semitic 
data show, the function of the plural marker 
-àt has a tendency to expand and take over the 
functions of other markers.

Broken plural paradigms overlap with exter-
nal plural paradigms, i.e., they include names of 
different lexical-grammatical categories, among 
them those that can form plural forms using 
suffixes, e.g. in Arabic: nabiyy-ìn (Q. 2/61) and, 
in the same sura, ±anbiyà± (Q. 2/91) ‘prophets’. 
Comparative studies of the external/internal 
plural in the Semitic languages show that in 
the languages where both ways of plural for-
mation coexist, “the internal plural is either 
the obligatory or at least the only produc-
tive plural for underived, unmarked nouns of 
three or fewer consonants (stem shapes CvC, 
CvCC, CvCvC), while the external plural is 
generally obligatory for productively derived 
nouns such as participles and verbal nouns” 
(Ratcliffe 1998:219–242). In other words, the 

310 south semitic languages

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



choice between external and internal plural is 
determined not by the noun’s lexical class but 
rather by the consonant and syllable structure 
of its stem. Still, the person category retains the 
preference for the suffixal form.

It should be noted, however, that in some 
peripheral Arabic dialects, which coexist with 
languages of a different grammatical type, there 
is a tendency for the external plural paradigm 
to somewhat expand its usage. For example, in 
the Arabic dialect of Bukhara: wazìr/wazìr-ìn 
‘minister, vizier’; axù/uxaw ~ uxw-ìn ‘brother’; 
qamar/qamar-àt ‘month; moon’, or: ≠ašràt 
(ë)™màr-àt ‘ten donkeys’; the Arabic dialect 
of Balkh (Afghanistan): pl. kitàb-àt-ak ‘your 
books’.

New loanwords in Modern Standard Arabic 
and in modern Arabic dialects, when their syl-
lable structure does not fit into the patterns of 
the broken plural, also form their plural forms 
by using the suffix -àt. Arabic duktùr/dakàtir(a) 
‘physician’ fits in an existing pattern of broken 
plural, but other loanwords use a more univer-
sal means of plural formation, e.g. lùrd/lurd-àt 
‘lord’, brins/brins-àt ‘prince’. The choice of 
internal or external plural for loanwords des-
ignating inanimate objects is also determined 
by their syllable structure, e.g. tàksì/taksi-h-àt 
~ taksi-y-àt ~ takàsì ‘taxi’, but for a complex 
stem only an external plural is possible, e.g. 
kumbyùtar/kumbyùter-àt ‘computer’.

The asymmetry in the distribution of external 
and internal plural forms is present in all the 
languages where both external and internal 
plural formation is possible; when the ‘exter-
nal’ plural formation is chosen, there is a ten-
dency to prefer the Common Semitic formant 
-àt, which loses its connection to grammatical 
gender and becomes a universal plural marker. 
At the same time, it should be stressed that, in 
Modern Standard Arabic and modern Arabic 
dialects, the internal plural remains productive 
and is used for all nominal parts of speech with 
appropriate syllable structure.

Derived names (nouns, adjectives, and parti-
ciples) are formed in Arabic as well as in South 
Semitic languages by means of Common Semitic 
morphemes and internal derivation models. 
Each language also has its own innovations. It 
is hard to distinguish any common isoglosses in 
the nominal derivation system which are only 
applicable to the languages under consideration 
or groups within them.

With all the great variation in forms and 
means of nominal derivation, it is nevertheless 
worth noting that derivation of adjectives and 
verbal nouns has a certain parallelism in Arabic 
(in general) and Soqo†ri. It should be stressed 
that each of these languages uses its own gram-
matical means, but these means distinguish in 
both languages a separate lexical-grammatical 
category: adjectives of color and bodily feature, 
e.g. in Arabic: masc. sg. ±armad/fem. sg. ramdà 
‘ashy pale’, Soqo†ri masc. sg. rá™mam/fem. 
sg. rá™mim ‘id.’; Arabic masc. sg. ±adrad/fem. sg. 
dardà ‘having rotten teeth’; Soqo†ri masc. sg. 
gimses/fem. sg. gimsis ‘having crooked teeth’. 
For such adjectives Arabic uses a pattern of 
internal word derivation; Soqo†ri uses redupli-
cation of the third consonant of the root.

The systems of numerals, deictics, adverbs, 
and particles (prepositions, conjunctions, and 
modality markers) are also represented in 
the languages under consideration partly by 
Common Semitic stems, partly by innovations 
particular to each language. It is difficult to dis-
tinguish any common or local isoglosses among 
the innovations. One can only speak of a com-
mon tendency characteristic of all languages 
that lose synthetic means of expressing syntac-
tic relations between words. Modern Arabic 
dialects as well as all modern South Semitic 
languages exhibit an increase in the functional 
role of pronouns, particles, auxiliary verbs, and 
word order.

The system of definiteness/indefiniteness mark-
ing is most fully represented in Classical Arabic 
and in Epigraphic South Arabian languages. 
In these languages, three states of a noun are 
distinguished, each of them having its own 
marker: indefinite (or absolute) state, deter-
minate (or definite) state, and construct state. 
The construct state in Classical Arabic and 
Epigraphic languages has a Common Semitic 
way of expression: positional – head+modifier, 
in which the head occurs without the postposi-
tional state marker, while in Classical Arabic, 
the modifier is put in the Genitive case.

Modern Arabic dialects in general also retain 
the system of the three states, but the absence of 
case endings makes the role of the word order 
more important in the dialects. Apart from this, 
in most dialects new analytical ways of express-
ing genitive relations have developed by means 
of special genitive markers, e.g. Iraqi Arabic 
sayyàrat il-™ukùme or sayyàra màlt il-™ukùme 
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‘the government car’; Syrian Arabic il-±alam 
taba≠ il-walad ‘the boy’s pencil’ (¤ analytical 
genitive).

While retaining a common system of three 
states, Arabic (Classical) and Epigraphic South 
Arabian languages use different markers of 
definiteness/indefiniteness: Classical Arabic and 
modern Arabic dialects are characterized by 
a system in which the article (V)l- is the prep-
ositional marker of definiteness, while the 
marker of indefiniteness is in Classical Arabic 
the postpositional -n, and in the dialects Ø. 
In Epigraphic South Arabian languages, both 
markers (definiteness – -n, indefiniteness – -m) 
are postpositional.

In Modern South Arabian languages (Mehri, 
£arsùsi, Jibbàli), traces of a definite article in 
preposition to a name are found.

Modern Ethio-Semitic languages develop their 
own systems of definiteness markers. In the 
southern branch of Ethio-Semitic (Amharic, 
Harari, East Gurage, and others), the new sys-
tem of definiteness markers is developed on the 
basis of deictic elements. The definiteness mark-
ers are postpositional; they carry an additional 
function of distinguishing grammatical gender.

Syntactic systems in the languages under con-
sideration are determined both by their gram-
matical structure and by possible substrate influ-
ences. In general we can only mention the most 
basic isoglosses for word order in a verb-centric 
statement: in Classical Arabic and Epigraphic 
South Arabian languages, the basic word order 
is VSO. In Ge≠ez, possible variations are VSO, 
SVO, SOV. Modern Ethio-Semitic languages 
have the basic SOV word order.

Agreement for adjectives, pronouns, and 
verbs in gender and number is preserved in 
Classical Arabic, Epigraphic languages, and 
Modern South Arabian languages and in mod-
ern Arabic dialects. In modern Ethio-Semitic 
languages, especially in their southern branch, 
agreement is limited to verbs and pronouns.

4. V o c a b u l a r y / l e x i c o n

The lexicon of Arabic and the South Semitic 
languages presents a complicated picture. The 
basic vocabulary (the basic root inventory) in 
all these languages goes back to the Common 
Semitic vocabulary.

Naturally, some lexical areal isoglosses unite 
Classical Arabic and Arabic dialects with the 

South Semitic languages of Arabia and Ethiopia. 
In most cases, such isoglosses are evidence of 
the common cultural history of the speakers of 
these languages.

Part of the areal Arabic/South Semitic com-
mon vocabulary consists of terms and names 
related to the most ancient traditional eco-
nomic activities of the South Arabian popula-
tion. Agricultural terminology belongs to this 
group of lexical isoglosses: names of agricul-
tural activities, seasons, types of irrigation sys-
tems, relief features, and weather, e.g. Classical 
Arabic jirbat, Yemenite girba ‘plowed or sown 
field’, Sabean grb ‘to lay out fields in ter-
races’, Harari gäräb ‘section’, gäräban gäräb 
‘system of division of farmland’; or Yemenite, 
£imyaritic ßiràb/ßaràb ‘harvest, harvest sea-
son’, ßrb ‘to harvest a crop by cutting’, Sabean 
ßrb ‘harvest, harvest season’, Mehri ßáyrëb ‘late 
autumn’, Ge≠ez ßrb ‘to cut, to hew trees’, Gafat 
ßrb ‘to prune trees’.

Another areal isogloss is formed by terms 
for building and construction, known since 
the earliest period of South Arabian civiliza-
tion, e.g. Classical Arabic < Yemenite ™isn ~ 
hußn ‘protected place, fortress’, Sabean ™ßn 
‘to take under protection’, Jibbàli o™óßun ‘to 
build, to fortify’, ™eßn ‘castle’, Soqo†ri ™oßon, 
Ge≠ez ™ëßn ‘fortress, castle’; Classical Arabic 
hajar (< Southern Arabia) ‘town’, £imyaritic, 
Sabean hgr/hgrt ‘town, populated locality’, 
Ge≠ez, Tigrinya hägär, Amharic agär, Gafat 
agärä ‘populated locality, land, district; town’ 
(Belova 1988:30–31).

The verb hll ‘to be, exist’ unites Yemenite 
dialects and £imyaritic with the Ethio-Semitic 
languages. Modern Yemenite dialects preserve 
a relic of this verb as a fixed form halla. This 
verb is used in a restricted set of contexts 
of ‘presence/absence’, e.g. halla u mahalluš 
më™ammad? ‘is Mu™ammad here or not?’, or 
in a £imyaritic utterance cited by al-Hamdànì: 
dw hl qyl± = laysa bi-malikin ‘is not a king’ 
(±Iklìl II, 352–353). In Ethio-Semitic languages, 
the corresponding words are: Ge≠ez halläwä/
hallo, Tigrinya ±allo, Tigré halla, Amharic allä, 
Argobba halla, Harari ™al, Gurage ala ‘to be, to 
exist, to be available’ (Belova 1996:69–70).

The use of lexical data to establish genetic 
relationships between Arabic and other Semitic 
languages developed only recently. At present, 
a glottochronological method is developed for 
genetic classification of Semitic languages. The 
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method is based on Swadesh’s lexicostatistics, 
which uses the so-called 100-word list of basic 
lexicon. This method was modified by Sergei 
Starostin and applied by Alexander Militarev to 
establish an absolute chronology of divergence 
for Semitic languages. According to Militarev’s 
calculation of the degree of preservation of 
the basic vocabulary in the Semitic languages 
known to us, the genetic relationships among 
the languages involved here are as follows. The 
first division of Proto-Semitic into two large 
branches of North Semitic and South Semitic 
languages took place in the second half of the 
5th millennium B.C.E. South Semitic is the 
ancestor of the Modern South Arabian lan-
guages, which diverge into separate languages 
known to us in the period between the middle 
of the 1st millennium B.C.E. and the middle 
of the 1st millennium C.E. The ancestors of 
Ethio-Semitic and Arabic diverge much later 
(beginning of the 3rd millennium B.C.E.), split-
ting off the common Northwest Semitic branch. 
In its turn, the division of Proto-Ethio-Semitic, 
giving North Ethiopian and South Ethiopian 
branches, occurs in the first half of the 1st 
millennium B.C.E. Epigraphic South Arabian 
is not present in this scheme, since it does not 
have a whole list of basic words, necessary 
for the method to apply (Militarev and Kogan 
2000:xxxix–xlii).

The scheme of genetic relationships between 
Arabic and the South Semitic languages built 
on the basis of vocabulary differs considerably 
from the classification of Semitic languages 
based on shared morphological innovations. 
In this second classification, Arabic remains 
in the central position within West Semitic/
Central Semitic, but forms an opposition to 
the Northwest Semitic (Ugaritic, Canaanite, 
Aramaic). The classification of South Semitic 
includes the Eastern group (Modern South 
Arabian) and the Western Group (Epigraphic 
South Arabian and Ethiopian Semitic; Faber 
1997:5–13).

The glottochronological classification estab-
lishes temporal parameters of the genetic rela-
tionships among languages, while the morpho-
logical classification and the system of isoglosses 
reflects to a greater degree their geographical 
parameters and their historical contacts.

The problem of genetic proximity of Semitic 
languages is connected in a natural way to the 
problem of their geographical origin and the 

problem of the movements of their speakers in 
time and space.

Considering the fact that the ancestors of 
the Ethio-Semitic languages have moved to 
East Africa from the territory of South Arabia, 
South Arabia may be assumed to have been 
the center and origin of all common South 
Semitic isoglosses. Spreading north along the 
Arabian Peninsula, the common isoglosses also 
encompass part of the Arabic dialects. From 
the historical point of view, Arabic should 
not be viewed as homogeneous; not only does 
Classical Arabic retain archaic features of 
phonetics and grammar, but so-called Neo-
Arabic is also represented by dialects with vary-
ing degrees of innovation and archaic features. 
It should be enough to mention the causative-
factitive stem in the peripheral £assàniyya 
dialect of Mauritania with the prefix sa-: sa-
k™al/i-sa-k™al (participle mu-sa-k™al) ‘to make 
black’ (< ak™al ‘black’), sa-gbal ‘to go south’ 
(cf. Arabic ±a-šraq-a ‘to go east’), etc. The pre-
fix is found with this function in a number of 
Epigraphic South Arabian languages (Minean, 
Qatabanian): s-≠rb/y-s-≠rb ‘to offer’. The same 
prefix remains as a relic in some verbal stems 
of Arabic: sajar-a ‘he filled the jar’ (cf. jar-
rat- ‘jar, vessel’); sadam-a ‘he plugged, corked 
up’ (cf. d-m-m ‘to plug, to cork up’). The 
features of the dialects of central and western 
Yemen are so peculiar that it is hard to decide 
whether they reflect South Arabian substrate 
(Diem 1979:12–80) or are remains of ancient 
South Arabian languages (such as £imyaritic), 
on which a later Arabic superstratum has been 
imposed.

Another approach to lexical data for the pur-
pose of determining the place of Arabic among 
the Semitic languages has been attempted in a 
comparative lexical study of Qur±ànic Arabic. 
A comparison between the lexical corpus of 
the Qur±àn and the vocabulary of known Old 
Semitic languages (Akkadian, Ugaritic, Phoenic-
ian, Ancient Hebrew, Aramaic, Syrian) and 
South Semitic languages (Ge≠ez and Epigraphic 
South Arabian) has established that Qur±ànic 
Arabic shares cognates with Northwest Semitic 
(40.44%) and with South Semitic (30.26%) 
(Zammit 2002:526–563, 586–587). Note, how-
ever, that lexical material of only two South 
Semitic languages was taken into account and 
that the known vocabulary of Epigraphic South 
Arabian languages is limited. Further studies 
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in the area of comparative Semitic lexicology 
on the basis of established written texts could 
also contribute to the solution of the problem 
of relations between Arabic and other Semitic 
languages.

5. C o n c l u s i o n

The following common isoglosses have been 
established: the isogloss of ‘f-languages’, which 
unites Arabic in general and all the South 
Semitic languages, in contrast to all the other 
Semitic languages; the isogloss of the first root 
consonant w-, which corresponds to the first 
root consonant y- in the other Semitic lan-
guages; and the isogloss of the derived verbal 
stem with the long vowel à after the first 
consonant of the stem, which is unique to the 
languages being considered here.

The other isoglosses are not shared by all 
the languages involved. The most ‘prominent’ 
isogloss of the broken plural does not encom-
pass the Ethio-Semitic languages of the South 
branch. The isogloss of k-perfect, present in all 
the South Semitic languages, encompasses only 
a limited group of Yemenite dialects. The iso-
gloss of the suffixed pronoun of the 2nd person 
singular feminine -(V)∑/-(V)š unites the Arabic 
dialects of East Arabia and eastern Yemen with 
the Modern South Arabian languages and with 
the southern branch of Ethio-Semitic languages. 
A variant of this isogloss is the conjugated form 
of the 2nd person feminine singular -(V)∑/-(V)š 
in the languages with k-perfect, but this isogloss 
does not spread over Epigraphic South Arabian 
languages and North Ethio-Semitic.

The distribution of the other local phonetic 
and morphological isoglosses discussed earlier 
in the text seems to be even narrower.

Most local isoglosses intersect but do not 
coincide completely. With respect to the Arabic 
language continuum, it is worth mentioning 
that a cluster of general basic local isoglosses 
is concentrated only in a limited group of 
Yemenite dialects. This cluster unites them with 
Modern South Arabian languages and with the 
northern branch of the Ethio-Semitic languages. 
Classical Arabic has more features distinguish-
ing it from the South Semitic languages. This is 
why Zaborski says, contrasting this to a vast 
and widely divergent dialect continuum, “The 
Arabic dialect group has an intermediate posi-
tion between North West Semitic and South 

Arabian” (1991:365). Indeed, irrespective of 
one’s classificatory principles, Arabic in general 
occupies a central position among the other 
Semitic languages.
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Specificity

1. S p e c i f i c i t y  i n  l i n g u i s t i c 
t h e o r y

Specificity has been used by linguists in several 
theoretical traditions to describe a property of 
noun phrase interpretation. It is most often used 
in describing the interpretation of indefinite 
noun phrases, which is the focus of this entry. 

The term has been used inconsistently and 
with little precision to describe a number of 
related but logically distinct notions. An exten-
sive literature in the generative-compositional 
semantic tradition is devoted to unpacking 
these different notions, using a variety of for-
mal devices and debating whether specificity 
is a matter of truth-conditional semantic or 
pragmatic inference (for references and useful
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overview, see Farkas 2002; von Heusinger 2002;
Schwarzschild 2002).

Farkas (2002) identifies three separate kinds 
of specificity discussed in the literature: parti-
tive specificity, scopal specificity, and epistemic 
specificity.

Partitive specificity describes a noun phrase 
interpreted as a subset or part of a set refer-
ent presupposed in a discourse (Enç 1991). 
For example, the sentence ±a™babtu kulla tilka 
l-kutubi ‘I liked all of those books’ refers to a 
particular set of books. The continuation wa-
làkin ištaraytu iμnayni (min-hà) faqa† ‘but I 
bought only two (of them)’ refers back to this 
set (either implicitly or with min-hà ‘of them’) 
and introduces two of these books that the 
speaker bought. Accordingly, iμnayni (min-hà) 
is partitively specific.

A scopally specific noun phrase does not 
have its interpretation restricted by any other 
superordinate scope-taking operator, and it is 
often referred to as taking ‘widest’ scope or as 
‘scopeless’ (Fodor and Sag 1982). For example, 
±aÚunnu ±anna ±uxtì turìdu ±an tatazawwaja 
bi-jundiyyin ‘I think my sister wants to marry 
a soldier’ can be understood either as a descrip-
tion of the speaker’s beliefs about the kind 
of person his sister wants to marry, without 
commitment either to the truth of his belief 
or to the existence of a soldier she likes, or as 
an assertion that he has a particular soldier in 
mind whom he believes that his sister wants to 
marry. On this second reading, the interpreta-
tion of jundì is restricted by neither ±aÚunnu 
nor turìdu, and so takes wide scope with regard 
to both.

An epistemically specific noun phrase ex-
presses a speaker’s commitment to the existence 
of an appropriate referent (Lumsden 1988; 
Lambrecht 1994; Farkas 2002; von Heusinger 
2002; Schwarzschild 2002; see also Givón’s 
1979 term ‘referentiality’). In English, epistemic 
specificity is expressed by the adjectives certain 
or particular or, in more colloquial registers, 
the ‘indefinite’ use of this (Prince 1981). The 
Levantine dialects of Arabic have an analogous 
indefinite use of the demonstrative prefix hal- 
‘this’ (cf. Blau 1960:20), found frequently in 
storytelling, jokes, and so on (see below for 
examples).

Two more kinds of specificity can be adduced 
from the literature: descriptive specificity (cor-

responding to some definitions of Arabic taxßìß; 
see Brustad 2000:21–31); and quantificational 
specificity (corresponding to Arabic tafrìd 
‘individuation’).

A descriptively specific indefinite noun phrase 
has some degree of restrictive modification: a 
more richly modified noun is more restricted in 
its potential reference than a less modified noun 
(Wright 1898:II, 198, 260–263; Mohammad 
2000:111). For example, rajulun †awìlun wa-
jamìlu l-wajhi ‘a tall man with a handsome 
face’ is more specific than rajulun †awìlun ‘a 
tall man’ because it describes a more narrowly 
defined subset of the set of men.

Quantificational specificity is the degree to 
which a noun phrase describes a discrete quan-
tity rather than an undifferentiated mass. A 
singular noun phrase such as ≠arabì ‘an Arab’ 
is more quantificationally specific than the pau-
cal plural ≠arabiyyùna ‘some Arabs’, which, in 
turn, has more quantificational specificity than 
the mass term ≠arab ‘Arabs’.

The different notions of specificity frequently 
overlap but do not entail each other. For 
example, sayyàratan lawnuhà ±a™maru zahìyun 
wa-maftù™atan min al-fawq ‘a bright red con-
vertible’ in (1a) (Doron and Haycock 1999) is 
more heavily modified than sayyàratan ra±aytu-
hà ±amsi in (1b) and is therefore more descrip-
tively specific.

(1a) ±urìdu ±an ±aštariya
 want.1s Compl buy.1s
 sayyàrat-an lawn-u-hà
 car.fs-Acc color.ms-Nom-cl3fs
 ±a™mar-u zahìy-un
 red.ms-Nom bright.ms-Nom
 wa-maftù™at-an min al-fawq
 and-open.fs-Acc from the-above
 ‘I want to buy a bright red convertible’

(1b) ±urìdu ±an ±aštariya
 want.1s Compl buy.1s
 sayyàrat-an ra±aytu-hà ±amsi
 car.fs-Acc saw.1s-cl3fs yesterday
 ‘I want to buy a car that I saw yesterday’ 

However, (1a) can be used by a speaker who 
has no actual car in mind and who is only 
describing his or her ideal car, in which case 
it has low epistemic and scopal specificity. In 
contrast, sayyàratan ra±aytu-hà ±amsi ‘a car I 
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saw yesterday’ in (1b) has high epistemic speci-
ficity because the speaker saying it asserts the 
existence of a particular car.

2. S p e c i f i c i t y  i n  n o m i n a l 
c l a u s e s

It is often claimed that only a definite noun 
phrase can be used as the mubtada± (¤ ibtidà±) in 
a ¤ nominal clause and that indefinites cannot 
be, unless they have generic reference, are pro-
nounced with emphatic intonation, are modi-
fied, or are conjoined with a modified noun 
(Wright 1898:II, 260–264; Cantarino 1975:31; 
Bakir 1980:62–63; Brustad 2000:21–31, 332; 
Mohammad 2000:111–141; Holes 2004:252).

However, in both Standard Arabic and the 
dialects, noun phrases meeting none of these cri-
teria undergo ibtidà±, particularly at the begin-
ning of jokes or narratives, as in (3) and (4).

(3) Standard Arabic (Khan 1988:33)
 ±asad-un marrat-an
 lion.ms-Nom time.fs-Acc
 ištadda ≠alay-hi
 weighed.3ms upon-cl3ms
 ™arr-u š-šams
 heat.ms-Nom the-sun
  ‘a [certain] lion, once the heat of the sun 

 weighed upon him’

(4) Bir Zeit Palestinian Arabic (Schmidt and 
 Kahle 1930:§4)
 ™a††àb b-irù™ ∑ill
 woodcutter.ms Ind-go.3ms every
 yòm ≠a-l-hìš
 day to-the-forest
 b-ijìb-l-e ™imil ™a†ab 
 Ind-bring.3ms-tocl3ms load wood 

‘A [certain] woodcutter, he would go every 
day to the forest and get himself a load of 
wood’ 

It is not clear that any one kind of specificity is 
uniquely associated with ibtidà±. For example, 
a mubtada± can have generic reference and 
hence low quantificational specificity, while the 
mubtada± in each of (3) and (4) is unmodified 
and hence descriptively nonspecific, although it 
is specific epistemically.

Rather, following Khan (1988), ibtidà± may 
be a strategy for marking topichood (Grimes 
1975; Li and Thompson 1976, among others; 

see also Belyayeva 1996). Different kinds of 
specificity may be used to reinforce topic-hood, 
but none of them is necessary for doing so.

3. S p e c i f i c i t y  a n d  n o u n 
m o d i f i c a t i o n

Many dialects allow modification of indefinites 
with ‘definite’ relative clauses to increase their 
specificity, an apparent exception to a well-
known rule that indefinite nouns are modi-
fied only by ‘indefinite’ modifiers (see Brustad 
2000:91–99). Examples have been noted in 
Egyptian (Mitchell 1956), Palestinian (Schmidt 
and Kahle 1918, 1930; Blau 1960; Belyayeva 
1996), Moroccan (Harrell 1962), and Syrian 
Arabic (Cowell 1964), and in various Gulf 
Arabic dialects (Holes 1990).

For example, walad ‘boy’ in (5) is modi-
fied by the definite relative clause illi ibn ≠arùs 
katal abù ‘whose father Ibn Arus had killed’ 
and introduces a new character into a narra-
tive. Accordingly, the use of the definite rela-
tive clause increases the epistemic specificity of 
walad: 

(5) bàki hàna walad
 be.Part.Act.ms here child
 illi ibn ≠arùs katal
 Rel son Arus kill.Perf.3ms
 abù
 father-cl3ms

‘There was a child here whose father 
Ibn Arus had killed’ (Schmidt and Kahle 
1930:§34)

In Syrian Arabic, the verbal mood of a relative 
clause can reinforce the degree of epistemic 
specificity with which a noun phrase is inter-
preted. Cowell (1964:356–357), for instance, 
provides the pair of sentences in (6), which con-
trast in terms of the epistemic specificity with 
which wà™di ‘[female] person’ is interpreted.

(6a) ≠andi wà™di bta≠ref ±ënglìzi
 at-cl1s one.fs Ind-know.3fs English
 ‘I have someone who speaks English’

(6b) bëdd-i wà™di ta≠ref
 want–1s one.fs know.3fs
 të™kì-l-ha šwayyet ±ënglìzi
 speak.3fs-to-cl3fs little English

‘I want someone who can speak a little 
English’
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In (6a), the relative clause bta≠ref ±ënglìzi ‘who 
can speak English’ contains a verb marked in 
the indicative mood. Based on the gloss, wà™di 
is epistemically specific because the sentence 
expresses the speaker’s knowledge of a particu-
lar person. In contrast, the subjunctive relative 
clause ta≠ref të™kì-l-ha šwayyet ±ënglìzi ‘who 
can speak a little English’ in (6b) reinforces 
that the speaker does not have a particular per-
son in mind, and hence wà™di is epistemically 
nonspecific.

4. S p e c i f i c i t y  a n d  f u n c t i o n a l 
m o r p h o l o g y

In several dialects, such as the ¤ Najdi Bedouin 
dialects of Saudi Arabia (Abboud 1964; Ingham 
1994; ¤ noun phrase), vestigial ¤ tanwìn is 
used to mark indefinite nouns as specific. For 
example, Ingham (1994:47) contrasts the bare 
stem bèt ‘house’, with bèt-in ‘a [particular] 
house’ marked with the -in suffix and glossed 
to indicate higher epistemic specificity. 

In several dialects, indefinite articles (¤ 
article, indefinite) are used to express vari-
ous kinds of specificity (Brustad 2000:26–27), 
including cognates of šì ‘some’ in Syrian (7a) 
and Moroccan (7b), and fadd (7c) in various 
varieties of Iraqi Arabic (Erwin 1969:355–358; 
Jastrow 1990):

(7a) štarèt ës-sayyàra mn
 bought.2s the-car from
 ël-wakìl wëlla mën šì šaxëß?
 the-dealer or from some person

‘Did you buy the car from the dealer or 
from some person?’ (Cowell 1964:470)

(7b) w-àna ≠andi ši nàs ∂ìfàn
 and-I at-cl1s some people guests

‘I had some people as guests’ (Brustad 
2000:27)

(7c) ez-zawàj màlna, ida wè™ëd
 the-marriage Poss-cl1s if one
 kàr-ràd fad  bënt, në™ne
 want.3ms some girl we
 ≠ëdd-na mà kàn ak-u
 custom-cl1p not was that-cl3ms
 yëmši ma≠a, yëji,
 walk.3ms with-cl3fs come.3ms 
 yëmši, la 
 go.3ms no

‘Our marriage, if someone wanted some 
girl, our custom was not that he would go 
out with her, [and that he would] come 
[and] go, no’ (Jastrow 1990:166–167)

As noted above, in Levantine Arabic the demon-
strative hal- ‘this’ (Blau 1960:20) has an ‘indefi-
nite’ use paralleling the ‘indefinite’ use of this 
in vernacular English (Prince 1981). In (8), 
a fragment of naturally occurring discourse 
from Levantine Arabic, hal-wà™ad ‘this one’ is 
indefinite because it is used to introduce a novel 
discourse referent.

(8) Q:  bi-šù bi-tfakkir halla±?
  in-what Ind-think.2fs now
  ‘What are you thinking about now?’

  A: b-astanna  bi-hal-wà™ad u-miš
  Ind-wait.1s in-this-one.ms and-not
  rà∂i ybayyin
  ready.ms appear.3ms

‘I’m waiting for this person and [he] has 
not agreed to show up’
(www.mahjoob.com/ar/forums/printthread
.php?t=154453&page=40&pp=25)

5. S p e c i f i c i t y  a n d  a g r e e m e n t 
m a r k i n g

In several dialects, existential or ¤ locative 
sentences (Arabic jumal Úarfiyya ‘locative sen-
tences’; ¤ maf≠ùl fìhi) alternate between ‘full’ 
agreement marking on the verb and ‘reduced’ 
or ‘neutralized’ 3rd person masculine singular 
agreement (Cowell 1964; Belnap 1991; Hoyt 
2000, 2002).

In some rural dialects of Palestinian Arabic, 
speakers have subtle preferences for full or 
neutralized agreement, depending on the form 
of the postverbal subject or ‘pivot’ (see Halila 
1992:353 and Hoyt 2002:125–126 for similar 
phenomena in Tunisian Arabic). With richly 
modified pivots, there is a slight preference 
(indicated with ‘!!’) for full agreement:

(9) bàki /!!bàkye hanàk
 be.Part.Act.ms/be.Part.Act.fs there
 ™ayye bidd-ha tò∑il fràx
 snake.fs want-cl3fs eat.Imperf.3fs chicks
 i†-†èr
 the-bird

‘There was a snake there [that] wanted to 
eat the bird’s eggs’ (Hoyt 2002)
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If the pivot is premodified by a numeral, a slight 
preference for neutralized agreement emerges: 

(10) bàkyìn/!!bàki fì dàr
 be.Part.Act.mp/be.Part.Act.ms in house
 abù-ha sabi≠ μaman ™arràμìn
 father-cl3fs seven eight plowmen

‘In her father’s household were seven or 
eight plowmen’ (Hoyt 2002)

A pivot prefixed with indefinite hal- is also 
associated with a slight preference for neutral-
ized agreement, as in (11).

(11) ∑ànat /!!∑àn ti™t
 be.Perf.3ms/be.Perf.3fs under
 sèr-e ha†-†abanje mnazzale
 belt-cl3ms this-pistol.fs inlaid.fs 
 bi-l-fiÚÚe 
 with-the-silver

‘Under his belt was a pistol inlaid with 
silver’ (Hoyt 2002:115)

The preference for full agreement may not cor-
respond directly to any one notion of specificity, 
but rather to topicality in Khan’s (1988) sense. 
However, indefinite hal- and rich restrictive 
modification increase the epistemic and descrip-
tive specificity of †abanje ‘pistol’, signaling to 
a listener that it is a topic. The preference for 
neutralized agreement with a prenominal num-
ber may decrease a pivot’s potential topicality 
by reducing its quantificational specificity, as it 
focuses on the quantity of an unindividuated 
group rather than on the properties of the indi-
vidual or individuals that make up the group. 
This may correlate with the preference for neu-
tralized agreement.

A particularly interesting contrast is between 
the preference for the full agreement in (9) and 
neutralized agreement in (11). The noun phrase 
ha†-†abanje mnazzale bi-l-fiÚÚe is descriptively, 
epistemically, and quantificationally specific 
and introduces a discourse topic. Accordingly, 
we would expect to find a preference for full 
agreement. It may be that the epistemic specific-
ity contributed by hal- is sufficient to reinforce 
the topicality of the noun phrase, while neutral-
ized agreement distinguishes the indefinite use 
of hal- from its definite-deictic use.
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Specifier ¤ X-Bar Syntax

Speech Accommodation

What kind of language do speakers of Arabic 
from geographically remote parts of the Arab 
world use when they meet? Which language 
do Moroccans use, for instance, when commu-
nicating with Egyptians, and why? These are 
commonly asked questions posed by non-Ara-
bic speakers upon realizing how linguistically 
diverse the varieties of Arabic (or ‘dialects’) are. 
With the tremendous amount of linguistic vari-
ation not only across borders in the Arab world 
but also within the boundaries of the same 
country, questions similar to the following also 
arise: What would a young urban Tunisian 
female (typically a code-switcher in Arabic and 
French, with a high school education as a 

minimum) use to ask directions from an older 
Tunisian male construction worker (typically a 
speaker of rural Tunisian Arabic with minimal 
education and possibly no bilingual education)? 
Which element in the context of the interaction 
would most determine her linguistic choices 
here? Will the interaction succeed if the speaker 
approaches her interlocutor in her gender-, 
class-, and urban-marked Arabic-French code-
switching? Or will she perhaps make some 
other choices, drawing on her linguistic reper-
toire and assessment of the situation? What will 
motivate her linguistic choices?

Communication Accommodation Theory 
(orig in ally known as Speech Accommodation 
Theory) offers a particularly useful and com-
prehensive framework for understanding some 
of the social-psychological factors motivating 
speakers to make particular linguistic choices in 
particular interactions. Communication Accom-
modation Theory (CAT) argues that speakers 
modify their language in relation to the lan-
guage of their addresses and their perception 
of their own and the latter’s social identity. It 
is particularly relevant to comprehending com-
munication in Arabic, a language rich in geo-
graphically, economically, and socially based 
varieties (or ‘dialects’). An increase in opportu-
nities for linguistic contact among Arabic vari-
eties, both real and virtual through television 
and the Internet, has been witnessed especially 
during the last few decades. Opportunities for 
linguistic accommodation consequently became 
more pressing for Arabic speakers, possibly 
fueling some of the hybrid linguistic forms 
and the linguistic shifts observed in progress 
today. Applying Communication Accommoda-
tion Theory to the study of languages and vari-
eties in contact might allow prediction of the 
direction that variation and change as well as 
language attrition and death (¤ language loss) 
might take in a given community.

The term ‘Speech Accommodation Theory’ 
(SAT) was first introduced by Giles (1973) in 
a study in which he noticed that interviewees 
adjusted their accents in order to sound more 
like their interviewers. Speech Accommodation 
Theory thus emerged to account for the social-
psychological motives and effects underlying 
speakers’ modification of their language in rela-
tion to the language of their interlocutors. 
Beebe and Giles point out that Speech Accom-
modation Theory was “devised to explain some 
of the motivations underlying certain shifts in 
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people’s speech styles during social encounters, 
and some of the social consequences arising 
from them. More specifically, it originated in 
order to elucidate the cognitive and affective 
processes underlying speech convergence and 
divergence” (1984:7). The designation ‘Speech 
Accommodation Theory’ was later changed and 
expanded to ‘Communication Accommodation 
Theory’ (CAT; Giles a.o. 1987), when it became 
clear that accommodation affected forms of 
communication other than speech, such as 
utterance length, pauses, or facial expressions. 
It also became clear that accommodation was 
a prevalent and integral feature of communica-
tion. “Each one of us will have experienced 
‘accommodating’ verbally and non-verbally to 
others, in the general sense of adjusting our 
communication actions relative to those of our 
conversation partners, and been aware of oth-
ers accommodating (or failing to accommodate) 
to us” (Giles and Coupland 1991:60). Accom-
modation may manifest itself in a multitude of 
forms; speaking louder to foreigners or to the 
blind, code-switching into another language 
or variety, and ‘baby talking’ to older people 
represent some of the illustrations of this phe-
nomenon (Giles a.o. 1987). Although this phe-
nomenon was noted prior to Giles (1973), it 
is with the development of Communication 
Accommodation Theory that a more complex 
framework emerged to account for some of the 
intricacies in communication. Before surveying 
the applications of accommodation to the study 
of Arabic, a few relevant constituents of this 
theory are delineated below.

According to Communication Accommoda-
tion Theory, accommodation can be conver-
gent or divergent. Convergent accommodation 
is defined as “a strategy whereby individuals 
adapt to each other’s communicative behaviors 
in terms of a wide range of linguistic-prosodic-
nonverbal features including speech rate, pausal 
phenomena and utterance length, phonologi-
cal variants, smiling, gaze, and so on” (Giles 
a.o. 1991:7). Because it reduces linguistic dis-
similarities between individuals, this behavior 
“can lead persons to attribute to the converger 
the traits of friendliness, warmth, and so on” 
(Giles a.o. 1987:15). More specifically, Giles 
a.o. explain that “during interaction individu-
als are motivated to adjust (or accommodate) 
their speech styles as a strategy for gaining one 
or more of the following goals: evoking listen-
ers’ social approval, attaining communicational 

efficiency between interactants, and maintain-
ing positive social identities. In addition, it is 
the individual’s perception of the other’s speech 
that will determine his or her evaluative and 
communicative responses” (1987:14–15).

Furthermore, convergence has been con-
sidered a “reflection (often unconscious) of 
a speaker’s or group’s need for social inte-
gration or identification with another” (Giles 
a.o. 1987:16), except when the convergence is 
meant to mock the speech style of that inter-
locutor (Giles a.o. 1987:17).

Power is also an integral variable in deter-
mining the degree of convergence exhibited 
by an individual or a group. Hence, a subor-
dinate individual or group will converge more 
toward the language of the dominant party 
than vice versa. Wolfram’s (1973) work cited 
in Giles a.o. (1987:22), for example, reports 
that because blacks in New York City have 
more power and prestige than Puerto Ricans, 
the latter adopt the dialect of the former more 
than vice versa. However, when friction exists 
at the intergroup level, i.e., when, according 
to Communication Accommodation Theory, 
a situation is described as high in intergroup 
and low in interindividual terms, speakers may 
highlight their identity by accentuating their 
‘ingroup’ (us) language patterns to distinguish 
themselves from the ‘outgroup’ (them).

Divergent accommodation and maintenance, 
on the other hand, involve accentuating differ-
ences between speakers and their interlocutors’ 
speech styles or speakers maintaining their own 
speech styles respectively. Both strategies can 
be evaluated negatively by recipients if they 
are perceived as dissociative, but favorably 
if the encounter is interpreted in intergroup 
terms (Beebe and Giles 1984:8–9). For instance, 
Bourhis and Giles (1977) show how a group of 
Welsh students assert their Welsh identity in 
the presence of an Englishman who questions 
the vitality of the Welsh language, by broaden-
ing their Welsh accent while speaking English, 
by code-switching, or by shifting completely to 
Welsh. By shifting to Welsh (even if it is merely 
by conjugating a Welsh verb as one student 
does), this group announces its divergence from 
the Englishman and affirms its Welsh ingroup 
membership.

Both convergence and divergence can be 
upward or downward. Hence, one can adjust 
one’s style to a variety that is higher or lower 
than one’s own in terms of status.
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Another relevant manifestation of accommo-
dation is stereotypical convergence: the process 
by which speakers will converge toward the 
speech style they believe their interlocutors to 
possess. Bell (1982), for instance, shows how 
broadcasters in New Zealand phonologically 
adjust their reading of the same news to the 
different types of audiences they believe are 
listening. Also, in their research on speakers 
of different status, Thakerar a.o. (1982:236) 
found that a lower-status speaker and a higher-
status speaker both adopted the speech ste-
reotype associated with their partner. Their 
conclusion was that although they diverged 
linguistically from each other, these speakers 
might not only have converged psychologically 
toward their partners, they might also “have 
been attempting to converge linguistically to 
what they believed the speech of the other to 
be” (Thakerar a.o. 1982:235). This is con-
firmed by Giles a.o.: “In face-to-face interac-
tions where individuals act as group members, 
it has been found that people communicatively 
accommodate to group stereotypes” (1987:63). 
A well-intentioned manifestation of this type of 
accommodation that may be perceived as dis-
criminatory is the language able-bodied people 
use with the disabled or the visually impaired 
(as reported by Markova in 1990 and Klemz 
in 1977, respectively, mentioned in Giles and 
Coupland 1991).

Despite its apparently harmless manifesta-
tions, accommodation has been found to reflect 
existing power relations and sociopolitical rela-
tions in interpersonal and intergroup encoun-
ters across age, gender, class, and ethnic lines 
(see, for instance, Coupland a.o. 1991; Genesee 
and Bourhis 1982; Giles a.o. 1991; Giles and 
Coupland 1991; Gudykunst 1988). The few 
studies to date that investigate accommodation 
among speakers of Arabic confirm that Arabic 
is no exception.

Because of the vast geographical expanse 
occupied by the Arab world and the historical 
and political changes that it has witnessed, it 
is not surprising that Arabic possesses such a 
great number of spoken varieties or dialects 
in addition to the different forms of Mod-
ern Standard Arabic and Classical Arabic. 
In addition to the four generally recognized 
major regional varieties of Arabic (Egyptian, 
Levantine, Gulf/Iraqi Arabic, and Arabic of 
the Maghreb), numerous distinct varieties can 

be isolated within each country, often along 
the lines of gender, religion, education, geo-
graphical location, ethnicity, class, and age 
(¤ variation). Conversely, because migration 
from the Arabian Peninsula to what is now the 
Arab world occurred in waves, certain variet-
ies in distant locations (such as the so-called 
¤ Bedouin Arabic variety) are occasionally 
more mutually intelligible across borders than 
they are with geographically closer varieties. 
Urban/rural varieties within the same country 
are a good example of this linguistic distance 
within the same geopolitical borders. Since lin-
guistic prestige and power tend to be ascribed 
to urban centers, each Arabic national variety 
would thus possess its own ‘standard’ variety 
(Holes 1995b), most likely located in its capital 
city. Even though Arabic dialect classification 
criteria seem rather complex, speakers of this 
large number of varieties of spoken Arabic 
tend to have a clear sense of the features that 
distinguish their varieties from those of others. 
The distinction could be as simple as a single 
phoneme or some lexical items that set them 
apart from others. As they become cognizant 
of the sociolinguistic attitudes associated with 
their varieties and those of others, different 
dialect speakers acquire an understanding of 
the kind of accommodation required to achieve 
the desired purposes in encounters with speak-
ers of other varieties. This is equally true of the 
experience of Arabic speakers from adjacent 
villages and speakers of remote urban dialects 
from major cities of the Arab world.

Numerous causes of contact among Arabic 
varieties can be identified. The focus here is 
on two of the most prominent ones. Popula-
tion mobility, mainly triggered by urbanization, 
economic migration within the same country 
or across borders, and by the different conflicts 
in the region, is the first major factor in the 
intensifying contact that obtains between the 
different spoken varieties of Arabic. The second 
important element of contact, albeit of a more 
virtual nature, is the growing exposure to other 
Arabic varieties that has ensued from the spread 
of Arab satellite television channels starting in 
the mid-1990s (¤ media) and the growing use 
of the Internet in more recent years.

Because of the differences that exist between 
the spoken varieties of Arabic, issues of mutual 
comprehensibility routinely arise both within 
the same country and across borders. The 
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linguistic situation in the Arab world appears 
more multifarious when one takes into account 
the fact that the linguistic repertoire of many 
speakers of Arabic involves diglossic, bilingual, 
multilingual, and code-switching proficiency (¤ 
diglossia; ¤ multilingualism; ¤ code-switch-
ing). In addition to speaking their own dialect 
or dialects, many acquire through education 
Modern/Classical Arabic and Educated Spoken 
Arabic and will possibly speak other indigenous 
and/or colonial languages, and will adequately 
code-switch in these languages and varieties. 
Comprehensibility across varieties attracts a lot 
of attention, however. The differences between 
some of the local varieties are so stark that it is 
sometimes argued that it would be more accu-
rate to speak of ‘languages’ of Arabic rather 
than ‘dialects’ of the same language. The wider 
held belief among many Arabs, however, is 
deeply entrenched in Arabic language ideology. 
This belief contends that Arabs speak the same 
language with ‘slight variations’. Regardless of 
where they stand ideologically on this matter, 
Arabic speakers are increasingly faced with 
situations that call for communication with 
speakers of other, potentially incomprehen-
sible dialects. Various forms of communication 
accommodation are thus observed as Arabic 
speakers make linguistic choices in different 
contact situations.

Research that specifically uses Communica-
tion Accommodation Theory in analyzing the 
language choices used in contact situations in 
Arabic remains scarce to date (Abu-Melhim 
1991, 1992; Walters 1991; Lawson-Sako and 
Sachdev 1996; S±hiri 2002; Suleiman 2004). 
Research that touches on the subject from other 
perspectives can be noted, but remains limited 
as well.

Two main kinds of contact situation are doc-
umented in the literature. The first kind obtains 
between different groups from the same com-
munity or country. The second can be identified 
between speakers of different national varieties 
in contact. The contact situation might be one 
of the interlocutors’ countries, or a location 
outside the Arab world altogether. Examples 
of intracountry contact situations calling for 
accommodation could be Jordanian women 
interacting today with their male compatriots, 
or it could be Muslim, Christian, and Jewish 
Iraqi speakers going about their daily business 
(in the 1940s). Instances of communication 

across national borders are Maghrebi Arabic 
speakers in contact with speakers of the Arabic 
of the Levant. A more complex example would 
be speakers of two varieties that belong to the 
same group (e.g. Levantine Arabic), but whose 
distinction has national identity repercussions 
(e.g. Jordanian and Palestinian Arabic speakers 
living in Jordan).

Among the studies documenting occurrences 
of accommodation within the same country, 
Blanc’s (1960) is perhaps the first, even though 
he does not use this terminology. Blanc refers 
to ‘variations of style’ when discussing ‘modi-
fications’ commonly introduced within Arabic 
dialects. He identifies two processes by which 
these modifications are implemented: one is ¤ 
‘leveling’, usually in crossdialectal situations, 
and ‘Classicization’, usually present in ‘edu-
cated’ speech and when more formal speech is 
deemed necessary (¤ classicism). Blanc (1960) 
classifies these ‘style varieties’ into five catego-
ries that tend to intermix constantly in usage: 
plain colloquial, koineized colloquial, semilit-
erary or elevated colloquial, modified Classi-
cal, and standard Classical. Although he refers 
to the interlocutor as a potential reason for 
selecting a particular style variety at a cer-
tain point in the course of communication, he 
does not discuss it in greater detail from this 
perspective.

Later works by Walters (1991), Lawson-Sako 
and Sachdev (1996, 2000), and Holes (1986, 
1995a) explicitly analyze style variation as a 
function of addressee accommodation. In all of 
these studies, instances of convergent and diver-
gent accommodation consistently signal change 
and the emergence of new varieties in response 
to social and political constraints. The first two 
studies focus on Tunisia, while Holes investi-
gates Bahrain, Jordan, and Iraq (without using 
the terminology of Communication Accom-
modation Theory). Lawson-Sako and Sachdev 
(1996) concentrate on linguistic convergence 
and divergence among Tunisians and foreigners 
in the coastal town of Sousse, a tourist destina-
tion accustomed to regular linguistic contact 
the year around between the locals and visitors 
(mainly European). The study concludes that 
while the Tunisians in the study generally con-
verged linguistically toward their interlocutors, 
their behavior varied according to the ethnicity, 
gender, and language of the researcher. The 
Tunisian subjects were asked directions to the 
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post office in Tunisian Arabic and French. 
The language choices made by the Tunisian 
subjects in responding to the researchers (Tuni-
sian Arabic, French, code-switching) were 
not determined by linguistic competence. The 
choices were “identity choices, varying system-
atically as a function of the language, ethnicity 
and gender of the researcher” (Lawson-Sako 
and Sachdev 1996:76). The study found, for 
instance, that male researchers, regardless of 
whether they used French or Tunisian Ara-
bic, encountered a high level of initial conver-
gence by Tunisian subjects. Tunisian female 
researchers speaking French, however, received 
the lowest levels of convergence and the high-
est levels of divergence out of all researchers 
using French (Arab male, European male, and 
European female). There was strong divergence 
in response to the African researcher’s requests, 
regardless of whether he used French or Tuni-
sian Arabic. The study further supports Giles 
a.o.’s claim that individuals accommodate to 
group stereotypes when in situations that dic-
tate that they act as group members.

Lawson-Sako and Sachdev (2000) investi-
gate attitudes toward Tunisian Arabic/French 
code-switching among college students and the 
Tunisian population at large. They note that 
convergence to requests in Tunisian Arabic 
was higher than to requests in French, and 
divergence was higher to requests in French 
than it was to requests in Tunisian Arabic. 
Again, there was higher convergence to Tuni-
sian Arabic-speaking males, whether European 
or Arab, while female Tunisians received a 
higher amount of code-switching responses. 
The latter finding has been explained as an 
instance of stereotypical convergence, because 
women are perceived to code-switch more than 
men. The findings also demonstrated that the 
negative attitude toward code-switching elic-
ited during the matched-guise technique part 
of the study was not reflected in the students’ 
self-reports and the general population’s actual 
behavior on the streets. Code-switching was 
instead used mostly with in-group members, i.e. 
friends, family, and other Tunisians and was 
used less with non-Arabs and outside people 
such as teachers.

These findings have been confirmed by 
Walters (1991). His study suggests that code-
switching appears to be a variety used mainly 
in intraethnic situations, especially in situations 

involving friends. In other words, it is used 
with the in-group (other Tunisians) to foster 
a feeling of solidarity through the use of Tuni-
sian Arabic, combined with a component of 
‘socioeducational competence’ through the use 
of French. Walters further claims that code-
switching can be considered a distinct language 
variety in Tunisia, used in private settings and 
social activities. Among friends, Walters found 
that his subjects (who were college students of 
English) exploited their linguistic repertoire in 
full. They used code-switching speech as their 
main language, combined with some Tunisian 
Arabic as well as a little Modern Standard Ara-
bic, French, and English.

Moving to the east of the Arab world, Holes 
(1995a) focuses on the role that literacy and 
population mobility play in reshaping varieties 
and the relationships between them in three 
countries in the Arab Middle East: Bahrain, 
Jordan, and Iraq. Holes does not use Commu-
nication Accommodation Theory to analyze his 
data, but refers with the terms ‘assimilation’, 
‘shift’ and ‘convergence’ to convergent accom-
modation. In Bahrain, Holes (1986, 1995a) 
documents the emergence of a new ‘standard’ 
dialect as a result of the move away from sec-
tarian separation between ≠Arab and Ba™àrna 
with the creation of new job opportunities and 
the mixing of schools beginning in the 1970s. 
Initially, the Ba™àrna community marker /μ/ 
was realized as /f/ and the ≠Arab’s community 
marker /j/ was realized as /y/. During the pro-
cess of contact and integration between these 
two communities, literate Ba™àrna speakers 
completely abandoned stereotypical variants. 
The /q/ that used to be realized as /˚/ is now 
realized as /g/, which is not standard, but rather 
part of ≠Arab speech. The Ba™àrna /f/ and /d/ 
have been replaced completely by /μ/ and /≈/, 
which have double force because they are part 
of both Modern Standard Arabic and the ≠Arab 
dialect. The variant /∑/ has disappeared except 
for an occasional realization of /k/ when it 
is shared by the ≠Arab. Interestingly, /j/ has 
been replaced by /y/, even though /y/ is not the 
Modern Standard Arabic form but rather part 
of the ≠Arab dialect. Conversely, stereotypical 
≠Arab variants that are non-Modern Standard 
Arabic remained strong (e.g. /q/ realized as 
/g/ and /j/ realized as /y/), suggesting that “the 
convergence of educated A and B speakers was 
invariably asymmetrical, and strongly in the 
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direction of a modified form of the A dialect” 
(Holes 1995a:276). As the correlation between 
community and dialect gradually broke down, 
especially among the young literate population, 
a “modified form of the A [≠Arab] dialect is 
now widely heard in Manama (and indeed in 
the rest of Bahrain), and seems to have acquired 
the role, in public, particularly in intercom-
munal speech contexts, of a neutral ‘standard’ 
for both A and B [Ba™àrna] speakers” (Holes 
1995a:275).

Holes then notes how an Amman urban 
dialect is beginning to form, in parallel to three 
other dialects and Modern Standard Arabic 
(¤ Jordanian Arabic: Amman). The new dialect 
primarily relies on elements from the madanì 
(urban) dialect (brought to Jordan by Palestin-
ian immigrants) as well as elements from the 
Jordanian Bedouin dialect, with little value 
given to their fallà™ì (rural) counterpart. This 
new dialect is motivated by local, political, 
and social reasons. In a more recent analysis, 
Suleiman (2004) points out that the Bedouin 
(Jordanian) variety (characterized here with 
the /g/ variant) is given institutional support 
in the arts and electronic media. Male speech 
shifted in favor of the indigenous Bedouin /g/ 
variant after Black September of 1970, while 
prestigious female speech remained associated 
with the use of the variant /±/, also typical of the 
urban dialect. Suleiman (2004:133) suggests, 
furthermore, that the “linguistic feminization 
of the Palestinians through [π] and the linguis-
tic masculinization of the Jordanians through 
[Ò] are in fact no more than metaphors for 
this asymmetry in power distribution in the 
country”. He explains that as “the dialect of 
the in-group (and political dominant group), 
the Bedouin variety acts as the target of speech 
convergence for the Palestinians. This reflects 
the difference in power allocation between 
Palestinians and Jordanians at various levels” 
(Suleiman 2004:130).

When investigating the language situation in 
Baghdad, Holes identifies a new ‘standard’ dia-
lect based on the rise to prominence of variants 
from the hitherto secondary Muslim Baghdadi 
dialect, as it distanced itself from its Bed-
ouin roots and acquired sedentary variants (¤ 
Baghdadi Arabic: Muslim). The other dialects 
that coexisted with the Muslim Baghdadi were 
the Christian Baghdadi (¤ Baghdadi Arabic: 
Christian) and the Jewish dialect, which has 

now disappeared from Baghdad but can still be 
found among Baghdadi Jews living in Israel and 
elsewhere. Holes refers to Muslim Baghdadi 
as a gilit-dialect (gilit meaning ‘I said’) and to 
Christian Baghdadi and Jewish Baghdadi as 
a qeltu-dialect, indicating their stereotypical 
marked use of the variants /g/ and /q/, respec-
tively. The qeltu/gilit distinction was first noted 
and coined by Blanc (1964) in his study of 
Baghdad’s ¤ ‘communal dialects’, i.e. the dia-
lects spoken by different religious communities 
(Muslims, Christians, and Jews). According to 
Blanc (1964), the qeltu variety was most likely 
shared by all three religious groups in urban 
centers since the times of the Abbasids until 
a later wave of urbanization brought Bedouin 
(who are gilit speakers) to Baghdad. Eventually, 
all Baghdadi Muslims became gilit speakers, 
while Christian Baghdadi and Jewish Baghdadi 
continued to be qeltu speakers. Most Jewish 
Baghdadi speakers left Baghdad in 1950–1951 
to live mainly in Israel.

Starting in the 1960s, Muslim Baghdadi was 
used by Christians and Jews in intercommunal 
situations because it had become the local lin-
gua franca thanks to the postindependence rise 
in power of the Sunnis. “In relative terms, both 
the size and the political influence of the non-
Muslim population in Baghdad shrank, and 
provided the incentive for a dialectal accommo-
dation to M[uslim] B[aghdadi] which had pre-
viously been unnecessary” (Holes 1995a:285). 
During the 1990s, Muslim Baghdadi began to 
be used sometimes even within the Christian 
community (i.e. outside intercommunal situa-
tions). As in the case of Bahrain and Amman’s 
new ‘standard’ dialects, the new ‘standard’ 
dialect of Baghdad originated in the rise in 
political importance of the community and the 
community’s size but gradually lost its associa-
tions with any individual community.

In examining accommodation across the four 
major dialect groups in Arabic, it is noticeable 
that very little research has been conducted to 
date (Abu-Melhim 1991, 1992; S±hiri 2002). 
The most commonly held assumptions about 
communication across the major Arabic dia-
lect groups seem to emanate from linguis-
tic attitudes imbued in language ideology. A 
widely held belief among Arabic speakers is 
that ¤ Educated Spoken Arabic (El-Hassan 
1978; Meiseles 1980; Mitchell 1986), generally 
understood as a codified mixture of spoken 
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and Modern Standard Arabic used by educated 
speakers of Arabic, is the ‘third variety’ that 
educated Arabic speakers resort to in contact 
situations. This assumption about the behav-
ior of educated Arabic speakers is, however, 
challenged in the research delineated below. 
Besides, Modern Standard Arabic remains the 
prerogative of the educated few because the 
majority of the Arabic-speaking population are 
still illiterate with little or no competence in 
Modern Standard Arabic (Holes 1995b:3–5). A 
large portion of the population mobility across 
Arab borders described above is actually under-
taken by unskilled laborers who have little or 
no education and therefore no proficiency in 
Educated Spoken Arabic.

Abu-Melhim investigates diglossic and bilin-
gual code-switching in relation to linguistic 
accommodation between Jordanians and Egyp-
tians (1991), and a wider number of Arabic 
speakers, from the Middle East (Egyptian, Leb-
anese, Jordanian, and Saudi) and from North 
Africa (Moroccan; 1992). His findings suggest 
that speakers of different national varieties of 
Arabic use a number of linguistic and paralin-
guistic strategies (e.g. repetition, paraphrasing, 
intonation, voice tone and quality, vocal stress) 
to communicate successfully with their inter-
locutors. The most common linguistic strategy, 
however, is ¤ code-switching. Rather than 
switching entirely to Modern Standard Arabic, 
as posited by previous research, interlocutors 
mainly retained their colloquial varieties and 
code-switched into other Arabic varieties and 
into English, as well as Educated Spoken Ara-
bic. According to Abu-Melhim’s (1992) study, 
neither Modern Standard Arabic nor Cairene 
Arabic (the widest known among all spoken 
varieties) was the medium of choice in these 
contact situations. Holes (1995b:5) later asserts 
that “in normal face-to-face conversation, as 
opposed to writing . . . a blanket switch dialect 
to ‘pure’ MSA is rare indeed, even if it were 
within the ability of most Arabic speakers, and 
is a strategy which is resorted to only when all 
else fails”. Holes further reports that crossdia-
lectally, Arabic speakers use ‘hybridized forms’. 
Abu-Melhim (1992) shows that when Moroc-
cans and Iraqis converse, being the furthest 
apart linguistically and geographically, they 
use substantially more Educated Spoken Arabic 
and bilingual code-switching into English than 
they do with other interlocutors. The differ-

ent varieties of Arabic from the East of the 
Arab world that Abu-Melhim studied seemed 
to be overall mutually comprehensible. Difficul-
ties of comprehension were only reported with 
Moroccan Arabic, the only North African vari-
ety in the study. Overall, Classical Arabic was 
used very infrequently and merely in quotations 
in these data.

S±hiri’s study (2002), which explores linguis-
tic accommodation among speakers of Tunisian 
Arabic and speakers of Arabic from the Middle 
East (i.e. speakers of non-Maghrebi dialects 
such as Egyptian, Levantine, and Gulf Ara-
bic), confirms Abu-Melhim’s conclusion that, 
crossdialectally, Arabic speakers code-switch 
from their original national varieties to Mod-
ern Standard Arabic, to other prestige variet-
ies, and to foreign languages. The Tunisian 
Arabic speakers in this study were journalists 
working at Arabic radio and television stations 
in London. The focus is on their interactions 
with their colleagues from the East of the Arab 
world, mainly from Egypt, Lebanon, and Pal-
estine. The study found that Tunisians tend to 
converge unilaterally to their Eastern colleagues 
by avoiding colloquialisms and bilingual code-
switching into French (a common practice 
among educated Tunisians, as noted in the 
studies presented above). Tunisians also adopt 
morphological and lexical elements from their 
colleagues’ varieties of Arabic, even when suc-
cessful communication is not at stake, in addi-
tion to code-switching into Modern Standard 
Arabic and English. The first explanation S±hiri 
proposes for this ‘unnecessary’ convergence, i.e. 
convergence that occurs where there is no risk 
of miscommunication, pertains to the imbal-
ance in prior exposure to the Tunisian variety 
among Eastern Arabic speakers. While Eastern 
Arabs are barely acquainted with Tunisian Ara-
bic, Tunisians are well versed, albeit passively, 
in Egyptian and Lebanese Arabic because of the 
long-term exposure to the latter’s (especially 
Egyptian) films, songs, and soap operas. Sec-
ond, S±hiri attributes ‘unnecessary’ convergent 
accommodation to Tunisians’ experience and 
pride in multilingualism and openness to the 
other. Finally, she argues that this convergence 
bespeaks a linguistic insecurity on the part of 
Tunisians in an environment that questions 
their native speaker status and puts them on 
the margins of Arab identity. The Tunisian 
subjects interviewed in the study report that 
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most of their Eastern colleagues believe their 
Tunisian variety to be ‘corrupted’ with Berber 
and French. This linguistic attitude indirectly 
puts in question these Tunisian journalists’ abil-
ity to perform adequately at their job. Conver-
gence to Eastern Arabic, even in a stereotypical 
manner, is their unconscious way to minimize 
differences with the Arabs of the ‘center’ and 
thereby claim proficiency and membership in 
the Arabic-speaking Nation (which meets the 
need of the ‘in-group’ to integrate into the ‘out-
group’).

Unintelligibility is not the main cause for 
asymmetrical linguistic convergence of Tuni-
sians to Eastern Arabic speakers. Instead, self-
image, mutual perceptions, and sociopolitical 
and cultural relations seem to play a major role 
in determining the characteristics of linguistic 
interactions between these two groups. This 
convergent accommodation toward the Arabic 
of the East is yielding hybridized forms that are 
increasingly predictable and codified and may 
therefore signal an imminent shift in the Arabic 
of Tunisians.

In conclusion, it is worth noting that despite 
the insights offered by the above-referenced and 
other studies, the study of linguistic accommo-
dation in Arabic remains a nascent field that is 
in need of greater attention.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Abu-Melhim, Abdel-Rahman Husni. 1991. “Code-

switching and linguistic accommodation in Ara-
bic”. Perspectives on Arabic linguistics, ed. Bernard 
Comrie and Mushira Eid, 231–250. Amsterdam 
and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

——. 1992. Communication across Arabic dialects: 
Code-switching and linguistic accommodation in 
informal conversational interactions. Ph.D. diss., 
Texas A & M University.

Beebe, Leslie M. and Howard Giles. 1984. “Speech 
Accommodation Theories: A discussion in terms of 
second-language acquisition”. International Jour-
nal of Social Psychology 46.5–32. 

Bell, Allan. 1982. “Radio: The style of news lan-
guage”. Journal of Communication 32.150–164.

Blanc, Haim. 1960. “Style variation in spoken Arabic: 
A sample of interdialectal educated conversation.” 
Contributions to Arabic linguistics, ed. Charles A. 
Ferguson, 79–161. Cambridge, Mass.: Center for 
Middle Eastern Studies, Harvard University.

——. 1964. Communal dialects in Baghdad. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Center for Middle Eastern Studies, 
Harvard University.

Bourhis, Richard Y. and Howard Giles. 1977. “The 
language of intergroup distinctiveness”. Language, 
ethnicity, and intergroup relations, ed. Howard 
Giles, 119–135. London: Academic Press.

Coupland, Nikolas, Justine Coupland, and Howard 
Giles. 1991. Language, society and the elderly: 
Discourse, identity and ageing. Oxford and Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Blackwell.

El-Hassan, S.A. 1978. “Educated Spoken Arabic in 
Egypt and the Levant: A critical review of diglos-
sia and related concepts”. Archivum Linguisticum 
9:1.32–57. 

Fraser, Colin and Klaus R. Scherer (eds). 1982. 
Advances in the social psychology of language. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Genesee, Fred and Richard Y. Bourhis. 1982. “The 
social psychological significance of code switching 
in cross-cultural communication”. Journal of Lan-
guage and Social Psychology 1.1–28.

Giles, Howard. 1973. “Accent mobility: A model 
and some data”. Anthropological Linguistics 
15.87–105.

——, Anthony Mulac, James Bradac, and Patricia 
Johnson. 1987. “Speech Accommodation Theory: 
The first decade and beyond”. Communication 
Yearbook, X, ed. Margaret McLaughlin, 13–48. 
Newbury Park, Cal.: Sage Publishers. 

——. and Nikolas Coupland. 1991. Language: 
Contexts and consequences. Pacific Grove, Cal.: 
Brooks/Cole Publishing Company. 

——, Justine Coupland, and Nikolas Coupland. 
1991. Contexts of accommodation: Developments 
in applied sociolinguistics. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Gudykunst, William B. (ed.). 1988. Language and 
ethnic identity. Clevedon and Philadelphia: Multi-
lingual Matters. 

Holes, Clive. 1986. “The social motivation for pho-
nological convergence in three Arabic dialects”. 
International Journal of the Sociology of Language 
61.33–51.

——. 1995a. “Community, dialect and urbaniza-
tion in the Arabic-speaking Middle East”. Bulletin 
of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
58:2.270–287.

——. 1995b. Modern Arabic: Structures, functions, 
and varieties. London: Longman.

Lawson-Sako, Sarah and Itesh Sachdev. 1996. “Eth-
nolinguistic communication in Tunisian streets: 
Convergence and divergence”. Language and iden-
tity in the Middle East and North Africa, ed. Yasir 
Suleiman, 61–79. Richmond: Curzon Press.

——. and Itesh Sachdev. 2000. “Codeswitching in 
Tunisia: Attitudinal and behavioural dimensions”. 
Journal of Pragmatics 32.1343–1361.

Meiseles, Gustav. 1980. “Educated Spoken Arabic 
and the Arabic language continuum”. Archivum 
Linguisticum 11:2.118–148. 

Mitchell, Terence F. 1986. “What is Educated Spo-
ken Arabic?”. International Journal of the Sociol-
ogy of Language 61.7–32. 

S±hiri, Sonia. 2002. “Speak Arabic please! Tuni-
sian Arabic speakers’ linguistic accommodation 
to Middle Easterners”. Language contact and 
language conflict in Arabic, ed. Aleya Rouchdy, 
149–174. London: Routledge Curzon.

Suleiman, Yasir. 2004. A war of words: Language 
and conflict in the Middle East. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Thakerar, Jitendra N., Howard Giles, and Jenny 
Cheshire. 1982. “Psychological and linguistic 

  speech accomodation 327

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



parameters of Speech Accommodation Theory”. 
Advances in the social psychology of language, 
ed. Colin Fraser and Klaus R. Scherer, 205–255. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Walters, Keith. 1991. “Women, men, and linguistic 
variation in the Arab world”. Perspectives on 
Arabic linguistics, III, ed. Bernard Comrie and 
Mushira Eid, 199–229. Amsterdam and Philadel-
phia: J. Benjamins.

Sonia Shiri (University of California at Berkeley)

Speech Acts

1. S p e e c h  a c t  t h e o r y  a n d 
m o d e r n  p r a g m a t i c s

Verbal communication as a form of human 
action has preoccupied European linguists, more 
conspicuously since the 19th century (Wilhelm 
von Humboldt, Karl Bühler, Roman Jakobson, 
and others), but the first elaborate theory of 
speech acts appeared only in the second half of 
the 20th century with the work of the English 
philosopher J.L. Austin, in a series of lectures 
that were included in the well-known work 
How to do things with words (1962). Reflecting 
on ‘enunciation’ as an essential process in ver-
bal communication, Austin drew a fundamen-
tal distinction between ‘constative’ statements, 
which describe an action, an event, or a fact 
(e.g. John came), and ¤ ‘performative’ ones, 
which not only describe an action but whose 
enunciation means the very accomplishment 
of the respective action (I’m asking/command-
ing you to come). The contents of constative 
statements can be subjected to a true/false test, 
while a performative phrase is neither true nor 
false: it is a phrase through which speakers do 
not just say but actually perform something. 
This category of the ‘performative’ drew the 
attention of other linguists who, without nam-
ing it as such (Benveniste 1966), or even calling 
it as such (Récanati 1981), brought important 
contributions to the study of this pragmatic 
concept.

Austin distinguishes between ‘explicit perfor-
matives’ and ‘nonexplicit performatives’, while 
acknowledging that the same phrase can be 
uttered performatively or constatively. In his 
view, it is more accurate to speak of simultane-
ous speech ‘acts’, which the speaker performs 
by uttering a sentence. He identifies three types 

of such acts: locutionary, illocutionary, and 
perlocutionary. A locutionary act consists in 
the articulation and combination of sounds so 
as to form meaningful words in the language, 
as well as grammatically well-formed syntactic 
combinations of the words. In an illocution-
ary act, the fact of uttering something has a 
certain action value in transforming the rela-
tions between the interlocutors, as in acts of 
promising or commanding where a promise 
or command is made by saying I promise you 
that or I command you to, both considered 
to be conventional illocutionary acts. A per-
locutionary act aims at producing some effect 
on the interlocutor, which may or may not 
be perceived by the interlocutor, depending 
on a series of contextual factors and adequate 
emission/reception conditions of enunciation, 
referred to as ‘felicity conditions’.

A few years after Austin’s elaboration of the 
theory of speech acts, the American philosopher 
J.R. Searle dealt especially with the definition 
and analysis of the structure of illocutionary 
acts (1969) – ‘indirect speech acts’ in the ter-
minology of Searle (1979) – and with their tax-
onomy (1975). Searle also elaborated related 
notions such as ‘illocutionary force’, ‘condi-
tions of success of illocutionary acts’, ‘sincerity 
conditions’, and ‘illocutionary commitments’ 
(Searle and Vanderveken 1985). For him, “the 
minimal units of human communication are 
speech acts of a type called illocutionary acts”, 
which he describes as follows (1985:1):

Whenever a speaker utters a sentence in an 
appropriate context with certain intentions, he 
performs one or more illocutionary acts. In general 
an illocutionary act consists of an illocutionary 
force F and a propositional content P. For example, 
the two utterances ‘You will leave the room’ and 
‘Leave the room!’ have the same propositional 
content, namely that you will leave the room; 
but characteristically the first of these has the 
illocutionary force of a prediction and the second 
has the illocutionary force of an order.

Illocutionary acts are, therefore, made in an 
appropriate context and with certain inten-
tions, two points that are relevant for the Ara-
bic grammarians’ views on the subject.

Searle (1975; Searle and Vanderveken 1985) 
establishes five types of speech acts correspond-
ing to the five types of ‘illocutionary points’ 
(1985:37–38):
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i. assertives (to say how things are)
ii. commissives (to commit the speaker to doing 
something)
iii. directives (to try to get other people to do 
things)
iv. declaratives (to change the world by saying so)
v. expressives (to express feelings and attitudes)

These illocutionary forces are semantically 
named by illocutionary verbs, later called ‘per-
formative verbs’, specifically “those verbs that 
imply an illocutionary point as part of their 
meaning” (Searle 1985:180). Searle discusses 
more than one hundred English illocutionary 
verbs (1985:182–216) corresponding to each 
of the five types of illocutionary acts. For 
assertives he includes such verbs as to assert, to 
affirm, to rebut, to inform, to insist, to accuse, 
to blame, to praise, to complain, to lament; 
for commissives, he includes to commit, to 
promise, to swear, to accept, to consent, to 
refuse, to offer, to bid, to assure; for direc-
tives, he includes to direct, to ask, to request, 
to urge, to tell, to demand, to command, to 
order, to forbid, to permit, to suggest, to insist, 
to beg, to supplicate, to beseech, to implore, to 
pray; for declaratives, he includes to declare, to 
approve, to affirm, to confirm, to disapprove, 
to renounce, to disclaim, to repudiate, to bless, 
to curse, to name, to call; for expressives, he 
includes to apologize, to thank, to congratulate, 
to condole, to lament, to protest, to deplore, to 
compliment, to praise, to greet.

2. S p e e c h  a c t  t h e o r y  i n  t h e 
A r a b i c  g r a m m a t i c a l  t r a d i t i o n

Many linguists working within Arabic stud-
ies, especially since the 1980s, have focused 
on pragmatic concepts in traditional Arabic 
linguistic thought, particularly issues of ‘mean-
ings of speech’ and ‘speech acts’ (see Frank 
1981; Moutaouakil 1982; Bohas a.o. 1990; 
Larcher 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993; Versteegh 
1997, 2004).

Arabic linguistic thought is based on the 
field of Qur±ànic exegesis. The early commen-
tators aimed at explaining ambiguities in this 
text and were, therefore, not interested in the 
formal analysis of utterances. Their primary 
aim was “to find out God’s intention and the 
categories they set up belong, therefore, to the 
realm of intentions of the speaker” (Versteegh 
2004). Long before the great rhetoricians of the 

7th and 8th centuries A.H., and following the 
traditions instituted by the exegetes, the classi-
cal grammarians before the 6th century A.H., 
which marked the beginning of the ‘postclas-
sical’ period in Arabic linguistic thought, were 
interested in the forms of transmitting the com-
municative intention through different kinds of 
sentences. They studied the relation between 
the linguistic form or ‘expression’ and the 
intentional meaning transmitted through that 
expression. In the course of a few centuries, 
they elaborated a complex theory of meaning 
(¤ ma≠nà), dealing with a large number of 
issues related to speech acts.

Despite the terminological ambiguity of the 
polysemantic term ma≠nà, which Sìbawayhi 
uses in his analysis of speech, some trends in 
his approach are clear. In many passages of 
the Kitàb, he explains the grammatical form 
and syntax of different phrases on the basis of 
communicative intention. In other places (Kitàb 
I, 162ff.), he explains the syntactic structure of 
different expressions on the basis of the ‘pres-
ence’, in the deep structure, of a verb in the 
1st person imperfect (the same method used 
by modern theoreticians, such as Austin, in 
their analysis of performative verbs). Dealing 
with statements containing a vocative (Kitàb I, 
318ff.), Sìbawayhi refers to a series of mean-
ings which may be expressed by these, such 
as mourning, complaining (nudba), calling for 
help (istiÿàμa), threatening (wa≠ìd), menacing 
(tahaddud), extolling (ta≠Úìm), boasting (ifti-
xàr), etc. Sìbawayhi’s discourse refers to indi-
rect speech acts that may be realized by uttering 
statements in the vocative but which convey 
various meanings (see Buburuzan [Firanescu] 
1993:421–437).

Early grammarians such as al-±Axfaš al-
±Awsa† (d. 215/830 or 221/835) and Qu†rub 
(d. 206/821), set up a list of ‘categories of 
speech’, actually sentential types (±aqsàm al-
kalàm), of which there are four (proposition, 
question, request, vocative), six (proposition, 
question, command, prohibition, vocative and 
wish), or even more, up till ten (see Versteegh 
2004). Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1004), in his Íà™ibì 
(Bàb ma≠ànì l-kalàm ‘Chapter about the mean-
ings of speech’), seems to have been the first to 
deal exhaustively with speech acts in a precise 
terminology. He distinguishes between a type of 
sentence that is characterized by the concord-
ance between ‘formal aspect/explicit meaning’ 
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and ‘content/implicit meaning’ and serves in per-
forming direct speech acts; and a type that is not 
characterized by this concordance and serves to 
perform various indirect or illocutionary speech 
acts. Among the illocutionary speech acts, some 
are conventionalized, while others are noncon-
ventional. A great variety of nonconventional 
illocutionary acts can be accomplished by 
uttering interrogative sentences (which express 
exclamation, overrating, reproach, affliction, 
blame, proposal, challenge, refutation, etc.) or 
imperative sentences (which institute or estab-
lish a reality, charge or commission, admira-
tion, wish, engagement, etc). Besides a large 
number of examples of illocutionary acts, Ibn 
Fàris offers suggestions that could be of interest 
for the analysis of speech acts in the framework 
of modern pragmatics (for more details, see 
Buburuzan [Firanescu] 1995:103–114).

3. S p e e c h  a c t  t h e o r y  a n d 
r h e t o r i c

Speech acts are studied from different perspec-
tives in all disciplines dealing with language, or, 
as Moutaouakil (1982:162) notes:

The phenomenon of the speech acts is treated in 
all disciplines (. . .) from perspectives which differ 
according to the preponderant interest of each 
discipline: the fundamentalists [i.e. the ±ußùliyyùn] 
are especially interested in the act of the ‘order’ 
(positive or negative) and in its various manners of 
expression; the grammarians center their analyses 
on the formal aspect of the acts, respectively 
‘affirmation’, ‘negation’, ‘interrogation’, ‘order’, 
etc . . . conceived of as being essentially syntactic 
categories.

Rhetoric, however, is the field in which the larg-
est number of notions linked with the theory of 
speech acts is found. In an important work 
entitled ±Asàs al-balàÿa ‘The foundations of 
rhetoric’, the Mu≠tazilite scholar az-Zamaxšarì 
(d. 539/1143) develops a theory of the meta-
phoric meaning (¤ majàz) with regard to the 
proper or ‘literal’ meaning of sentences. With 
as-Sakkàkì (d. 626/1229) and his encyclopedic 
work Miftà™ al-≠ulùm ‘The key of the sciences’, 
the theory of speech acts reaches a new level. 
In the second chapter of this work, the author 
distinguishes within the field of rhetoric a sepa-
rate discipline, the ‘science of meanings’ (≠ilm 
al-ma≠ànì), “a study which derived from the 
earlier work of linguists such as Sarrâj, Ibn 

Fâris, Tha≠âlibî, and especially Jurjânî, among 
others” (Owens 1988:243). In this discipline 
“would be treated all the questions relating to 
grammatical semantics and pragmatics” (Bohas 
a.o. 1990:118–119).

According to Versteegh (1997:263), “the 
meanings studied by ≠ilm al-ma≠ànì are identical 
with the ma≠ànì l-kalàm”. He compares these to 
the notion of ‘sentential types’ or ‘moods’ and 
notes that “as-Sakkàkì’s interest concentrates 
on the study of sentential meanings in the 
sense of the structure of the pre-verbal mes-
sage in which the speaker indicates his ‘mood’ 
towards his message” (Versteegh 1997:263). 
A similar point of view is expressed by Owens 
(1988:243), who emphasizes that “for Sakkâkî, 
≠ilm al ma≠ânî dealt primarily with the correla-
tion between word order variation on the one 
hand and on the other the different senten-
tial meanings associated with this variation, 
and the pragmatic implications of the different 
choices”.

As-Sakkàkì (for a detailed treatment of his 
linguistic thinking, see Simon 1993) deals with 
the opposition (based on logical principles) 
between two terms describing the two catego-
ries of speech: ¤ xabar ‘proposition; assertion; 
information’ and †alab ‘request; nonassertion’. 
The term †alab has an extended meaning, and 
this makes it possible to group together five 
forms of request or ‘primary values’ under two 
types: wish forms the first type of †alab, while 
question, order, interdiction, and call represent 
the second type.

Some notions relating to speech acts appear 
in the discourse of the rhetoricians when they 
discuss the exclamatory sentence, because this 
kind of statement is not entirely of the type 
‘proposition’ nor that of ‘request’. In order to 
explain this kind of sentence – and, generally, 
the sentence of the type †alab – as-Sakkàkì 
deals with a concept named by him tawal-
lud ‘semantic engendering’ (for more details, 
cf. Firanescu 2003:87–92). As-Sakkàkì shows 
that “when these types of statements [the five 
primary types of †alab] stop being used with 
their initial meaning, we say that they generate 
new significations appropriate to the context”. 
These ‘new significations appropriate to the 
context’ are called ‘secondary meanings’. Many 
specialists in Arabic linguistics have recognized 
in the dichotomy xabar/†alab the opposition 
used by modern pragmaticians, in particular 
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Austin, between constative and performative 
speech acts, and in the mechanism of seman-
tic ‘engendering’ they recognize what Searle 
(1975) calls ‘an illocutionary derivation’ (cf. 
Larcher 1998:107).

The long passage about this mechanism in as-
Sakkàkì obviously refers to indirect speech acts, 
which can be realized by uttering statements of 
the type †alab in a certain context (maqàm). Two 
important terms in this connection are maqàm 
‘context; contextual situation’ and qarìnat al-
™al (pl. qarà±in al-™àl), used by the author in 
the sense of what is known in pragmatics and 
the theory of speech acts as ‘conversational 
implicatures’. The qarìnat al-™àl is a concept 
that in as-Sakkàkì seems to have passed beyond 
the embryonic stage (cf. Firanescu 2003:88); 
for the interpretation of the ‘conversational 
implicatures’ in as-Sakkàkì’s theory of seman-
tic engendering, see Moutaouakil (1986:96ff., 
1990:233–235). Semantic engendering in as-
Sakkàkì has two stages, which may be com-
pared with the locutionary and illocutionary 
levels in modern pragmatics.

The following example from as-Sakkàkì 
(Miftà™ 305–306) offers a model of analysis in 
‘pragmatic’ terms, which may be compared to 
the modern pragmatic theory of speech acts:

If you say to a slave who insulted his master and 
to whom you have given his due punishment or 
whom you have threatened properly: ‘Insult your 
master!’, it is not possible that your intention be 
that of ordering the slave to insult his master, the 
situation being the above mentioned. By the help 
of the conversational implicature, [your command] 
takes the way/takes the direction of the sentence 
‘Mind whom you insult!’ and, thus, the threat is 
generated.

At the locutionary level, in the ‘contextual 
situation’ (the sentence is uttered by the master 
and addressed to the slave who insulted him) 
or ‘enunciation circumstances’ (maqàm), an 
‘obstruction’ (imtinà≠) occurs in the transmis-
sion of the literal meaning of the sentence (or 
in the realization of the directive act performed 
by uttering the imperative sentence). So, at 
the illocutionary level, through the conversa-
tional implicature (bi-ma≠ùna qarìnat al-™àl), 
the result is a release of transmission that 
‘makes its way/takes the direction’ (yatawaj-
jahu ±ilà na™w) toward the intentional meaning 
of the speaker (al-muràd), and thus the act of 
threatening (expressive-directive) is engendered 
indirectly (wa-tawallada min-hu t-tahdìd).

Of the five subcategories of the ‘request’-type 
sentences (†alab) enumerated by as-Sakkàkì – 
wish, question, order, interdiction, and call 
(vocative) – the first one, when marked by the 
particle layta, serves in performing a direct 
speech act of wishing or desiring, in which the 
speaker does not claim that the achievement of 
the wish is possible. In Searle’s terms, this is an 
‘expressive act’. But in the same sentential cat-
egory of ‘request’, as-Sakkàkì also introduces 
sentences preceded by the “particles that are 
useful to provoke the regret of the interlocutor 
and to urge or incite him” (™urùf at-tandìm 
wa-t-ta™∂ì∂), i.e. hallà, ±alà, law là, law mà. 
He says that any statement containing one of 
these particles conveys the same meaning as 
a statement containing the particle layta, and, 
moreover, it conveys another meaning, that of 
stirring regret (tandìm). In pragmatic terms, 
it is understood that these marked sentences, 
of the formal type ‘wish’, are specialized in 
performing a conventionalized complex direc-
tive-expressive illocutionary speech act (cf. the 
taxonomy of illocutionary acts in Searle and 
Vanderveken 1985). The other four subtypes 
of ‘request’ acts can serve to perform some non-
conventional illocutionary acts in the follow-
ing way: the interrogative statement performs 
an unfulfilled desire, disapproval and opposi-
tion, disapproval and reprimand, threat and 
opposition; the imperative statement performs 
helplessness and defiance (orientated toward 
a person), or threat; the prohibitive statement 
performs threat; the vocative or ‘call’ statement 
performs temptation or stirring up.

The complexity of the nonconventional 
hybrid acts is pointed out by the author: they 
have a directive component, given by the gen-
eral category in which they are enlisted, that 
of the performative ‘to request’, but they also 
have various components that are grafted onto 
the main component. This type of hybrid illo-
cution, with several possible components, was 
discussed by Searle as well, and represents a 
topic that is studied in the framework of the 
modern theory of speech acts.

4. T h e  n o t i o n  o f  ± i n š â ±

In Arabic linguistic thought, the term ±inšà± 
‘performative’ is surely the one that most 
clearly reflects Arabic linguistic thought on the 
concepts of ‘performative’ and ‘speech acts’. This 
term has been treated exhaustively by Larcher 
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(1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1998). According to 
Larcher (1993:259), “this is not only a pluridis-
ciplinary category, but transdisciplinary as well. 
It is found in grammar (na™w), logic (man†iq), 
rhetoric (balàÿa), jurisprudence (fiqh), founda-
tions of jurisprudence (±ußùl al-fiqh), theology 
(kalàm)”. It seems that ±inšà± ‘performative’, 
in Austin’s (1962) sense, was used first by the 
jurists (fuqahà±), who contrasted it with ±ixbàr 
‘information, assertion’. But as a term designat-
ing one of the two categories of speech (kalàm) – 
the other being xabar ‘assertion’ – ±inšà± was 
not used before the 7th or 8th century A.H. 
(Larcher 1993:260). The shift from the opposi-
tion ±ixbàr/±inšà± to the opposition xabar/±inšà± 
is due to the legal scholars (±ußùliyyùn) who, 
for practical reasons, analyzed mainly the utter-
ances of the †alab ‘request’ type, concentrating 
on the ‘imperative’ (±amr) and ‘prohibitive’ 
(nahy) subtypes. The same legal scholars are 
also responsible for the incorporation of †alab 
into the more extended category of ±inšà± (cf. 
Larcher 1993:260).

Most specialists in Arabic linguistics agree 
that, generally speaking, the term ±inšà± in 
Arabic rhetoric refers explicitly to ‘performa-
tive‘ utterances in opposition to ‘constative’ 
utterances (xabar) in Austin’s (1962) terms. 
This opposition was interpreted also in terms 
of the opposition ‘referential enunciation/the 
objective mood of speech’ vs. ‘nonreferential 
enunciation/the subjective mood of speech’ (cf. 
Larcher 1991:257, 261).

Rhetoricians of the 8th century A.H. took 
over the opposition xabar/±inšà±, which they 
discuss, according to Bohas a.o. (1990:121), “in 
reference with some pragmatic notions as ‘the 
requirements of the situation’ (muqta∂à al-™àl), 
or ‘the situations of communication’ (maqàmàt 
al-kalàm)”. The term ‘utterance’ (kalàm), in 
the pragmatic acceptation, replaces in the rhet-
oricians’ vocabulary the term ‘statement’ or 
‘sentence’, with which the grammarians had 
operated. The process of communication is 
presented as the interaction between speaker 
(mutakallim) and addressee (muxà†ab).

The great rhetorician al-Qazwìnì (d. 739/
1338) deals with the types of utterances and the 
opposition xabar/±inšà± systematically and con-
cisely, detailing the values of the performative 
utterances and the typology of the illocutionary 
acts. In his ±î∂à™, he classifies performative 
utterances in two types: ‘request’ (†alab) and 

‘nonrequest’ (ÿayr †alab). In the case of the utter-
ances of the type xabar, there is a “concordance 
between the expression and the requirements 
of the situation” (mu†àbaqat al-lafÚ li-muqta∂à 
l-™àl), but even in their case, in a certain discur-
sive context (maqàm), under certain conditions 
of uttering, which determine certain conversa-
tional implicatures (qarà±in), these are not real 
assertions but rather illocutions with a marked 
expressive component: praise, insult/affront, 
humiliation, etc. In the case of the performative 
utterances of the type ‘request’, the condition 
is that the thing requested has not happened or 
has not yet been achieved at the moment of the 
request. The subtypes of the performative utter-
ance ‘request’ (±inšà± †alabì) are: wish, interro-
gation, command, interdiction (Qazwìnì, ±î∂à™ 
98–108). Each of these acts is accomplished by 
uttering a sentence containing in its structure 
a specialized, established (maw∂ù≠; ¤ wa∂≠ al-
luÿa) particle, whose function is demonstrated 
by its use (isti≠màl). In pragmatic terms, one 
could say that the author refers to convention-
alized illocutions. But, in certain conditions 
of uttering, these utterances can be used to 
realize nonconventional illocutions. This is the 
case, for example, of the interrogative utterance 
marked by particles specialized in performing 
the interrogation, subtype of the request. But 
the interrogative particles “are usually used to 
express other meanings beside the interrogative 
one, meanings which correspond to a specific 
discursive context” (Qazwìnì, ±î∂à™ 103). By 
uttering a marked interrogative sentence (at the 
locutionary level), various illocutions can be 
achieved, named by performative verbs, such 
as to hurry, to press somebody, to exclaim, to 
warn or incite, to threaten, to order, to confirm, 
to deny, to contest, to reproach, to reprimand, 
to ironize, to permit, to deride, etc. In some 
cases, al-Qazwìnì even indicates the perlocu-
tionary level, more precisely the effect aimed 
at by speakers through the complex illocution 
they are performing, whose aim is to express 
the communicative intention and to achieve the 
effect. An utterance like Do you forget that this 
man treated you well in the past? is analyzed 
by the author (±î∂à™ 104) as an interrogation 
(locutionary) “serving to disapprove in the 
sense of reproach (illocutionary)”, but “the pur-
pose is to call the hearer’s attention to the need 
to review his behavior, to be ashamed, not to 
do what he wanted to” (perlocutionary).
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5. T h e  c o m m u n i c a t i v e 
i n t e n t i o n

Some rhetoricians use the term ÿara∂ (which 
seems to be equivalent to ‘communicative inten-
tion’, ‘purpose’, and ‘expected effect’) as a close 
parallel of the ‘perlocutionary level’ or ‘perlo-
cutionary effect’. This is the case, for instance, 
of the rhetorician £àzim al-Qar†àjannì (d. 684/
1285), who was at the same time a grammarian,
a poet, and a critic. In his Minhàj al-bulaÿà±, he 
deals with the expressive speech acts realized
in poetical discourse. For him, the ‘intentional 
meaning’ (qaßd) is subordinated to the scope, 
indicated by the term ÿara∂ (pl. ±aÿrà∂), which 
designates both ‘internal psychical act’, achieved 
in the soul of the poet, and the ‘perlocutionary 
effect on the receiver’, which is supposed to be 
similar. These acts and effects (termed ±aÿrà∂ 
±uwwal ‘primary acts/effects’) are three: satisfac-
tion, dissatisfaction, and intermediate [between 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction] states of minds 
or ‘moods’. The subcategories of these primary 
acts, called ±anwà≠ ‘kinds, types’, are in fact 
the principal illocutions (having a positive or 
negative connotation, following Aristotle’s idea 
regarding the two poles of affectivity) that are 
realized in poetry: hope, aspiration, acceptance 
(contentment), and the wish to follow or learn 
something, on the positive side, and fear, rejec-
tion, fury, and amazement, on the negative side.  
Thus, the poetical genres (panegyric, erotic pre-
amble, elegy, description, comparison, satire) 
represent the ‘lexical vehicles’ conveying the 
sense of the illocutions. Al-Qar†àjannì analyzes 
the relation between the poetical expression and 
the moods of poetical discourse, a relation that 
he views as interactive, and offers a detailed 
analysis of a variety of expressive illocutionary 
acts, proper to poetical works, such as beg-
ging, warning, demanding forgiveness, tempt-
ing, frightening, blaming, challenging (for more 
details, see Firanescu 2003:100–101, 124). It 
is obvious that these interpretations and sug-
gestions in al-Qar†àjannì’s work are of interest 
to modern research on literary pragmatics and 
especially speech acts in literature.

6. L a t e r  e l a b o r a t i o n s

In the works of later (post-13th century) Islamic 
theologians (mutakallimùn), speech act theory 

becomes more nuanced because of the theolo-
gians’ constant effort to explain ‘the indirect 
mood of speech’ (xurùj al-kalàm ≠an ™aqìqati-
hi) in the Qur±ànic text. Az-Zarkašì (Burhàn II, 
45), for instance, when discussing the interrog-
ative sentence in the Qur±ànic text – which for 
theologians is a pseudo-interrogation because 
of God’s ‘prescience’ (ma≠rifa qadìma) – 
analyzes this type of sentence, finding a great 
number of indirect speech acts that are realized 
by uttering an interrogative sentence in a con-
stative sense (istifhàm bi-ma≠nà l-xabar), e.g. 
reprimand/admonition, reproach/verbal pun-
ishment, rough reprimand, glorification, fright, 
repentance; or an interrogative sentence in a per-
formative sense (istifhàm bi-ma≠nà l-±inšà±), e.g. 
interdiction, warning, stirring, hope, begging 
(of God), proposal and challenge, impatience, 
irony and mockery, humiliation, wonder, repri-
mand (cf. Firanescu 2003:153–157, 2004).

7. C o n c l u s i o n

The framework of the speech acts is a part of 
the pragmatic perspective that was developed 
in Arabic traditional linguistic thinking. It is 
worth taking this framework into consideration 
because of the exceptional degree of subtlety 
and the many important suggestions regarding 
some aspects of speech behavior that are yet to 
be dealt with in modern studies.
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Speech Errors

A speech error is an unintended deviation 
from the intended utterance. Speech errors can 
involve units from articulatory gestures of indi-
vidual phonemes to entire phrases (¤ slips of 
the tongue).

1. G e n e r a l  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o 
s p e e c h  e r r o r s

The easy and automatic production of speech 
makes the cognitive processes that are involved 
in speech production difficult to detect. The 
study of mistakes in speech production pro-
vides a window through which to view the 
mental organization of language and the pro-
cesses that are used to turn language into 
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speech (Dell 1995). The vast majority of speech 
error research has been conducted on English, 
and the received wisdom on speech error pat-
terns is based on English data. Studies of speech 
errors in Arabic have highlighted similarities 
and differences with speech errors produced in 
other languages.

The most commonly occurring errors in 
English speech involve phonemes, words, and 
morphemes. These errors provide evidence that 
these structures are psychologically real and are 
used by speakers in the production of speech. 
Errors in speech production frequently involve 
the interaction between two units in the utter-
ance plan, and such errors are also constrained 
by proximity and similarity (Fromkin 1971). 
Interactions are more common when the inter-
acting units are similar and when they are 
located near one another in the utterance. For 
example, segmental errors frequently involve 
the confusion of onset segments between nearby 
words (e.g. [sÆ®i™] for ‘getting’ in ‘getting such 
bad luck’). In this case, the error is between 
phonemes in adjacent words, and the phonemes 
in error are in similar structural positions in the 
intended utterance. The units that interact in 
speech errors are usually units of the same type 
(e.g. noun, syllable onset).

Speech error data can be collected either 
opportunistically, as heard in normal conversa-
tion (e.g. Fromkin 1971; Dell and Reich 1980; 
Stemberger 1985), or experimentally through 
procedures designed to elicit speech errors (e.g. 
Baars, Motley, and MacKay 1975; Shattuck-
Hufnagel 1992). While naturally occurring 
speech errors might better reflect the normal 
production of speech, the lack of control over 
the types of errors produced or the means by 
which the data are collected complicates a 
systematic analysis. Nonetheless, a number of 
researchers have collected corpora of naturally 
occurring speech errors in an attempt to dis-
cover the error processes commonly present in 
normal conversation. Experimental studies of 
speech errors involve testing particular hypoth-
eses about the speech production process, based 
on systematic manipulation of the stimuli to 
be produced. Experimentally elicited speech 
errors generally focus on creating phonologi-
cal segment errors and can be recorded for 
instrumental analysis (e.g. Frisch and Wright 
2002). Recently, researchers have begun to use 
articulatory instrumentation to directly exam-

ine the activity of the articulators during speech 
error production, and they have found evi-
dence that individual articulatory gesture errors 
occur (see, for example, Pouplier and Goldstein 
2005).

2. H i s t o r i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n 
t h e  s t u d y  o f  s p e e c h  e r r o r s  i n 
A r a b i c

The beginning of the systematic linguistic study 
of speech errors is usually attributed to Meringer 
and Mayer (1895/1978), who collected the first 
modern corpus of speech errors in German 
and analyzed their linguistic patterns. Using a 
similar corpus, Fromkin’s (1971) seminal work 
applied speech error data to theoretical topics in 
modern generative linguistics. She used speech 
errors to argue for the reality of the abstract, 
underlying representations of generative gram-
mar as part of the speech production process. 
However, Sami Anwar (1981:249) argues that 
the roots of speech error analysis in Arabic 
began “more than eleven centuries ago and 
that the study of speech errors helped greatly in 
the development of Arabic linguistic theory”, 
which significantly predates these works.

In an overview of primary sources, Sami An-
war (1981) reports manuscripts dated between 
858 and 1362 C.E. containing collections of 
errors and error analyses. These manuscripts 
cover a variety of topics, including phono-
logical errors such as sound substitutions and 
metatheses; grammatical errors in inflection 
and derivation; semantic errors such as meton-
ymy and antonymy; and errors in speech per-
ception, writing, and reading. Some of the same 
generalizations presented by Fromkin (1971), 
concerning the proximity of interacting units 
and similarity between interacting units, were 
reached in these historical works. Sami Anwar 
(1981:253) states that the “development of 
Arabic studies of phonetics, grammar, lexicog-
raphy and dialectology, as well as the writing 
system, owes a great deal to the interest of Arab 
linguists in speech errors”. Given their motiva-
tion to explain speech errors, he claims, these 
early researchers were led to develop systematic 
structural descriptions of Arabic.

Some of these early studies are probably bet-
ter classified as error analyses like those found 
today in applied linguistics research. None-
theless, many of the studies appear to have 
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had methods and goals comparable to current 
research on naturally occurring errors. In some 
other cases, the authors were motivated by a 
desire to eliminate errors in reading the Qur±àn 
based on ambiguities in the writing system that 
led to noncanonical interpretations. Another 
common type of study examined errors from 
dialectal and cultural perspectives (¤ la™n). 
Both of these types of study fall outside the 
current realm of speech error analysis, although 
once again there are some links. The early 
Arabic linguists were interested in potential 
relationships between speech errors and histori-
cal sound changes that might lead to dialectal 
and cultural differences. This idea is not unlike 
some modern proposals linking errors to his-
torical sound change (e.g. Ohala 1981).

3. M o d e r n  s t u d i e s  o f  s p e e c h 
e r r o r s  i n  A r a b i c

There have been very few modern studies of 
speech errors in languages other than English. 
There are four published papers on speech 
errors in Arabic in the literature, based on two 
corpora of errors. The major conclusions are 
summarized here.

Safi-Stagni (1990, 1994) collected a small 
corpus of approximately one hundred naturally 
occurring speech errors in Arabic. The corpus 
consisted of errors heard in social conversations, 
which were recorded by phonetic transcription. 
Safi-Stagni provides an overview of the errors 
observed and finds for the most part that the 
same sorts of error are observed in Arabic as 
have been found in other languages. In par-
ticular, phonological errors involving segments 
were common, occurring 45 times. These errors 
involved exchanges, anticipations, persevera-
tions, and substitutions, all of which are found 
in English, German, and French speech errors. 
For example, the production of sùfi sihàm for 
šùfi sihàm ‘look at Sihàm!’ involves an anticipa-
tion of the /s/ of the second word onto the first. 
In this particular case, the interaction between 
/s/ and /š/ is also typical of errors in English 
(Stemberger 1991). Safi-Stagni also observed 42 
word-level errors that are found in other lan-
guages, including semantic substitutions, word 
exchanges, and word blends. For example, the 
production of fì ßàla fi ttilifòn for fì tilifòn fi 
ßßàla ‘there is a telephone in the hall’ is a case 
of word exchange. In this case, there is also 

accommodation of the exchanged lexical items 
to their new morphological context, which is 
typical of errors in other languages as well. 
These segmental and word-level errors were 
the majority of the errors observed (87 out of 
100), which is also typical of errors in other 
languages. The remaining errors included a few 
grammatical errors and some other mysterious 
productions that are not atypical of other error 
corpora.

Abd-El-Jawad and Abu-Salim (1987) exam-
ined a larger corpus of more than nine hun-
dred naturally occurring errors. They observed 
many of the same errors as Safi-Stagni (1990), 
involving word and phoneme interactions, sub-
stitutions, and blends. They also found that 
word exchanges involved words of the same 
syntactic category, and that a semantically simi-
lar word frequently appeared in substitutions. 
Given the larger size of their corpus, they also 
observed errors not observed by Safi-Stagni. 
One such case is morpheme errors involving 
the consonantal roots. They observed exchange 
errors where the consonants were exchanged 
between words, with the vowel pattern left 
in place, for example šaqar i™sèn for ™asan 
išqèr ‘Hassan Shuqair’. This type of error was 
observed 57 times (6% of the corpus) and so 
cannot be dismissed as a bizarre error that 
only appears to involve the root consonant 
morpheme. Obviously, errors of this type have 
not been observed in other languages with 
a very different morphology than Arabic. In 
these cases, the exchange of roots also resulted 
in other prefixes, suffixes, or infixes being left 
in their original location, which is typical of 
errors in other languages. For example, the -i 
suffix remains in place in mart ±abùy-i for ±abù 
marat-i ‘father of my wife’. This example also 
shows another pattern that is typical of other 
languages, namely phonological accommoda-
tion of the erroneous roots to their new envi-
ronment. In this example, the accommodation 
is specific to the weak noun morphology of 
Arabic as the intended /u/ in the utterance is fol-
lowed by /y/ in the error to fit the new environ-
ment. Abd-El-Jawad and Abu-Salim took these 
errors to be strong evidence for the analysis of 
Arabic roots as a nonconcatenative morpho-
logical system with separate morphemes for the 
consonant root combined with grammatical 
morphemes containing vowels and consonant 
position slots (¤ root).
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Abd-El-Jawad and Abu-Salim (1987) also 
observed many cases of segment interaction 
errors within words and make some comments 
on the effects of word and syllable structure on 
errors, based on a comparison with statements 
by Fromkin (1971) and Boomer and Laver 
(1973) for patterns in other languages. Berg 
and Abd-El-Jawad (1996) conducted a more 
systematic comparison between a corpus of 
German errors and the error corpus of Abd-El-
Jawad and Abu-Salim (1987), and so the dis-
cussion of the topic in this entry uses the later, 
more comprehensive analysis.

Berg and Abd-El-Jawad (1996) focus on the 
role of suprasegmental representation in speech 
production and hence error production. They 
examine the effects of word level structure and 
syllable structure on segmental errors in Arabic 
and German, and also in English in cases where 
Stemberger’s (1985) corpus provided compara-
ble data. Berg and Abd-El-Jawad (1996) first 
note a strong difference in the effect of word 
structure on errors. In English and German, 
errors between consonant phonemes within 
words are relatively uncommon, making up 
only about 10 percent of the consonant errors. 
In Arabic, within-word errors were found in 
about 80 percent of the consonant error cases. 
Berg and Abd-El-Jawad also examined whether 
errors typically occurred between consonants in 
parallel syllable structure positions (e.g. onsets 
with onsets). Almost all English and German 
errors that were between-words preserved 
syllable position (more than 95%), although 
errors involving changes in syllable position 
were found more commonly in within-word 
than between-word errors (80% preserved 
position). For Arabic, within-word errors fre-
quently involved different syllable positions 
(38% preserved position), but between-words 
errors in Arabic preserved position more often, 
though not as often as in English and German 
(81% vs. more than 95%). Finally, it is more 
commonly the case in English and German 
that errors are made in syllable-onset position 
than in other positions, although this conclu-
sion is primarily based on errors in word-
onset position in between-word errors. Berg 
and Abd-El-Jawad (1996) demonstrate that this 
generalization holds for within-word errors in 
German. Errors in German involving onsets are 
more common than errors involving codas. In 

Arabic, by contrast, there seems to be no effect 
of position within the syllable. The likelihood 
that an error would involve an onset rather 
than a coda appeared to be no different from 
the overall likelihood of a consonant in a word 
being an onset.

Berg and Abd-El-Jawad (1996) interpreted the 
differences in segmental speech error frequency 
between Arabic and German as processing evi-
dence for the root-and-pattern morphological 
system of Arabic. In particular, they claim that 
the lexical representation of Arabic consonant 
roots is very different from the representation 
of words in German or English. In German or 
English, the prosodic position of a consonant 
rarely changes in different morphological con-
texts. In Arabic, however, root consonants can 
appear in onset or coda position depending on 
the form of the vowel template for the particu-
lar verb form to be used. Given the difference 
in regularity of association between segments 
and syllable positions, they claim that associa-
tions between segments and syllable positions 
are stored in the lexicon in German and Eng-
lish, but not in Arabic. They claim consonan-
tal roots in Arabic are stored without syllable 
position information and so can appear in 
errors in any syllable position with equal fre-
quency. In addition, the lack of association 
of consonant roots to specific positions as 
part of the lexical representation also accounts 
for the high frequency of within-word errors. 
Consonants with less attachment to structural 
positions are assumed to be more vulnerable 
to speech errors where consonants appear in 
an unintended position. This is less likely in a 
language where consonants generally appear in 
the same place in a word each time the word 
is used.

4. C o n c l u s i o n

The study of speech errors in Arabic fulfills the 
same role as the study of speech errors in other 
languages, providing evidence for the nature 
of language structure and processing. While 
overall factors in speech error production such 
as similarity and proximity are also found in 
Arabic, the pattern of speech errors is in some 
ways different from the pattern observed in 
other languages. Arabic has a root-and-pattern 
morphological system that is not found in the 
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other languages that have been studied, and 
this system leads to a set of frequent errors in 
Arabic that are not found in other languages.
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Stem

Two broad perspectives underlie the research 
concerned with the question of what should be 
taken to be the set of basic and descriptively 
adequate notions needed for Arabic morphol-
ogy. In a time-honored view, called here the 
root-based approach, words are formed from 
(consonantal) ¤ roots, sequences of consonants 
identifying a common invariant among various 
related word forms. In the other, less widely 
explored view, the stem-based approach, words 
are formed from stems, i.e. forms that may con-
sist of vowels as well as prosodic features such 
as vocalic or consonantal length. In this view, 
consonantal roots are considered to be a by-
product or an emergent property of the organi-
zational principles in the linguistic grammar.

This entry presents the stem-based view. Since 
linguistic morphology is primarily concerned 
with systems of relations between words, it 
should first be noted that, as in other lan-
guages with rich inflectional morphology, Ara-
bic organizes words in paradigms. These can 
be described as sets of words built from com-
binations of stems with inflectional markers, 
the latter designating various morphosyntactic 
categories. As an example, consider a fragment 
of the Arabic verbal paradigm in Table 1. The 
Arabic verb is described as having two sets of 
forms or ‘Tense/Aspect’ categories, known as 
the imperfect and the perfect. The words in 
Table 1 illustrate the indicative mood of the 
imperfect aspect of the lexeme ‘to write’. Fully 
inflected words are formed by placing /ktub/ 
in the context of the appropriate prefix—suf-
fix pair. These pairs consist of {ya—u, ta—u, 
ta—u, ta—ìna, ±a—u, ya—ùna, ya—na, ta—
ùna, ta—na, na—u, ya—àni, ta—àni, ta—àni, 
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ta—àni}, the exponents of the morphosyntactic 
categories of Mood (Indicative), Person (1st, 
2nd, 3rd), Number (singular, plural, dual), and 
Gender (masculine, feminine). In this article, 
the set of phonological forms created from the 
exponents of the morphosyntactic categories 
of a particular paradigm is referred to as the 
inflectional context of that paradigm, and the 
form /ktub/ is referred to as the verbal stem. 
To avoid ambiguity, the term ‘stem’ refers to 
that phonological form of a lexeme to which 
an affix is attached. This sense of ‘stem’ is 
essentially the same as that assumed in modern 
lexeme-based theories of morphology such as 
those of Matthews (1972), Aronoff (1992), and 
Anderson (1992), and consequently it is not 
specific to Arabic or Arabic-like morphologies.

Table 1. Imperfect, indicative of kataba ‘to write’

  singular plural  dual

3 masc. ya-ktub-u ya-ktub-ùna ya-ktub-àni
 fem. ta-ktub-u ya-ktub-na ta-ktub-àni
2 masc. ta-ktub-u ta-ktub-ùna ta-ktub-àni
 fem. ta-ktub-ìna ta-ktub-na ta-ktub-àni
1  ±a-ktub-u na-ktub-u

The vowel of the verbal stem must be lexically 
specified: [ ja-ktub-u] ‘he writes’, [ ja-lbas-u] ‘he 
dresses’, [ ja-írib-u] ‘he hits’. There are also 
a few minimal pairs of stems distinguished 
solely on the basis of this vowel: [ ja-smar-u] 
‘he is brown’ vs. [ ja-smur-u] ‘he spends the 
night conversing’, and [ ja-Ózun-u] ‘he saddens’ 
vs. [ ja-Ózan-u] ‘he is sad’. Given these facts, 
some researchers have proposed that the verbal 
morphology of triliterals builds on the stem 
/ktub/ (Schramm 1962, 1991:1403; Kury¬owicz 
1972:34, 43; McOmber 1995:179; Ratcliffe 
1998:33; Benmamoun 1999:176, among oth-
ers). For example, Kury¬owicz (1972:43) writes,

The fundamental form of the Sem. conjugation, 
the so-called ‘imperfect(ive)’ yaqtul(u), shows 
a characteristic vowel after (R2) which is un-
predictable, i.e. independent of any grammatical 
rule, hence basic. Therefore the verbal root is not 
a consonantal skeleton (q-t-l), but contains an 
essential vocalic component (u of qtul).

Put in present terms, Kury¬owicz’s view consists 
of the claim that the verbal morphology is stem-
based. This may be a plausible hypothesis, but 

it is not the generally accepted view in Arabic 
linguistics. For verbs, traditionally, morphology 
is assumed to operate on the consonantal root 
(see Cantineau 1950; Fleisch 1956; McCarthy 
1979; Yip 1988; Hoberman 1988; Goldenberg 
1994, among others; and Goldenberg 1994 and 
Hoberman 1995 for two recent reviews). As 
Schramm (1991:1402) writes,

The conventional statement of Semitic morpho-
logical typology for the last thousand years or 
so has always reflected the view that all verbs 
and most nouns are to be derived by a process 
of interdigitating discontinuous consonantal root 
morphemes, expressing lexical content, and vocalic 
pattern morphemes which express grammatical 
content.

For nouns, in contrast, the stem-based hypoth-
esis has made significant contributions to the 
understanding of the lawful relationships 
between noun forms. Some important studies 
on Arabic singular/plural morphology (¤ num-
ber), in particular, have established that surface 
properties of the noun stem such as vocalic and 
consonantal length condition in crucial ways 
the form of the corresponding plural form (see 
Hammond 1988; McCarthy and Prince 1990, 
and references therein).

In recent work, however, the stem-based view 
for Arabic verbal morphology has witnessed 
more systematic development, for instance 
by McCarthy (1993), McOmber (1995), Rat-
cliffe (1998, Chap. 2), Benmamoun (1999), 
and Gafos (2003) for Classical Arabic. For 
notable examples of the stem-based view for 
modern Arabic dialects, see Cowell’s (1962) 
grammar of Syrian Arabic and Heath’s (1987) 
monograph on Moroccan Arabic. In what fol-
lows, some of the virtues of the stem-based 
approach to Classical Arabic verbal morphol-
ogy are sketched, starting with the set of facts 
related to doubled verbs, also known as bicon-
sonantal or geminated verbs, whose explana-
tion has consistently relied on the root-based 
view. In the perfect, geminated verbs show two 
allomorphs, [madd] and [madad], as shown in 
Table 2 for the lexeme ‘to stretch’. Henceforth, 
[madd] will be called the geminate allomorph 
and [madad] the strong allomorph – strong 
due to its resembling the nonalternating, so-
called strong verbs like [katab] ‘to write’.

The distribution of the allomorphs is also 
shown on the left in Table 2. The geminate 
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allomorph occurs before vowels, and the strong 
allomorph before consonants. Which one of 
these two allomorphs underlies the alternation? 
One answer to this question is suggested by the 
following observation. The shape of [madad] is 
the shape of the nonalternating triliteral verbs 
like [katab-a] ‘he wrote’, [katab-tu] ‘I wrote’. 
Conventionally, triliterals are assumed to be the 
‘canonical’ verbs in Arabic, and by extrapola-
tion rather than logical necessity, their shape is 
assumed to be the canonical shape for verbs. 
This is a widespread assumption (see Wright 
1896:68–71; Cantineau 1946:133; Brame 
1970:119; McCarthy 1979:265–267). Specifi-
cally, this assumption implies an analysis that 
consists in the following steps. The root /md/ 
first assumes the shape of a CvCvC sequence. 
Because the root consists of only two conso-
nants, its final consonant /d/ extends to occupy 
two positions, hence /madad/. This intermedi-
ate form is then converted to [madd] before a 

vowel-initial suffix, via a process of syncope, as 
in /madad+V/ /⇒/ [maddV], and in some cases 
via a process of metathesis as in (the imper-
fect) /ya+mdud+V/ /⇒/ [jamuddV]. However, 
as McCarthy (1986:247–248) observes, this 
analysis treats the alternation as ‘morpholexi-
cal’ in character. There does not seem to be 
any reason why /madad/ should change to 
[madd] or why /ya-mdud-/ should change to 
[ ja-mudd-]. If this alternation were phonologi-
cal, it would falsely predict that /katab-/ should 
change to [katb-] and /ya-ktub/ should change 
to [ ja-kutb-] before a vowel. It can thus be seen 
that the alternation, as formulated in the syn-
cope/metathesis rule, is arbitrary in the sense 
that there is no phonological motivation for the 
particular form that this alternation takes.

However, there is an alternative (Gafos 2003): 
the underlying stem is /madd/, and [madad] is 
a surface variant of /madd/. Surprisingly, this 
alternative has not been pursued. It is standard 
methodology in generative grammar that, given 
an alternation like [madd] ~ [madad], we con-
sider at least the two hypotheses outlined above, 
and contemplate their consequences for the rest 
of the grammar. If /madd/ is the basic verbal 
stem, then suffixation with a vowel-initial suf-
fix gives [madd-a], an attested form. Suffixation 
with a consonant-initial suffix, however, results 
in an illicit triconsonantal sequence, */madd-
tu/. As in many other languages with geminates, 
Arabic bans geminates from syllable codas (for 
syllabification in Arabic, see Angoujard 1988; 
Broselow 1992; Itô 1986; Farwaneh 1995). 
The illicit consonant sequence is therefore split 
to satisfy syllabification, [madad-tu]. There is 
no need for morphological stipulation or inter-
mediate, unmotivated steps. The alternation 
is driven by pure phonotactic canons or con-
straints that govern the admissible sequencing 
of phonemes in the language.

The geminated verb allomorphy is also found 
in the imperfect. As Table 3 shows, the condi-
tioning of the two allomorphs is the same as 
that in the perfect. The geminate allomorph 
occurs before vowels, the strong elsewhere: [ ja-
mudd-u], [ ja-mdud-na]. The forms in Table 3 
illustrate the indicative mood of the imperfect 
aspect of the lexeme ‘to stretch’. The other 
verbal moods built on the imperfect stem (sub-
junctive, jussive, imperative, and the rare ¤ 
energicus) are in all relevant respects similar to 
the indicative. That is, prefixes are vowel-final 

Table 2. Perfect of madda ‘to stretch’

  singular plural dual allomorph  
     distribution

3 masc. madd-a madd-ù madd-à
 fem. madd- madad- madd- Geminate 
  at na atà [madd] 
     /__V
2 masc. madad- madad- madad- Strong
  ta tum tumà [madad]
     /__C 
 fem. madad-ti madad- madad-
   tunna tumà
1  madad- madad-
  tu nà 

Table 3. Imperfect, indicative of madda ‘to stretch’

   singular plural dual

 3 masc. ya-mudd-u ya-mudd- ya-mudd-
    ùna àni
  fem. ta-mudd-u ya-mdud- ta-mudd-
    na àni
 2 masc. ta-mudd-u ta-mudd- ta-mudd-
    ùna àni
  fem. ta-mudd- ta-mdud- ta-mudd-
   ìna na àni
 1  ±a-mudd-u na-mudd-u
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and suffixes are vowel-initial, consonant-initial, 
or null. Moreover, the geminated verb alterna-
tion in these moods is identical to that found 
in the indicative (e.g. jussive 3rd pers. masc. sg. 
[ ja-mdud], 3rd pers. fem. sg. [ta-mudd-a]).

If we assume that /mudd/ is the stem, the 
alternation follows the same pattern as in the 
perfect: in combination with a V-initial suffix, 
the stem surfaces as in [ya-mudd-u], but with a 
C-initial or null suffix, a geminate coda would 
result, *[ya-mudd(-na)]. The ban on coda gemi-
nates enforces alternation to [ya-mdud(-na)].

Up to now, discussion of verbal allomorphy 
has been confined to Form I of the Arabic verb. 
If, as argued, the allomorphy is due to phono-
logical principles rather than morphologically 
conditioned idiosyncrasies of certain forms, 
then it is predicted that the alternation will be 
found whenever its phonological conditions are 
met. This prediction is confirmed. The alterna-
tion is also met in verbs of Form IX, XI, and 
QIV under conditions identical to Form I. Tra-
ditionally, Form IX is identified with the pattern 
ktabab (Wright 1896:43). As far as known, all 
subsequent work in the generative tradition has 
assumed that ktabab is the canonical Form IX 
of verbs. However, stems in Form IX surface as 
ktabab only before consonant-initial suffixes, 
for reasons familiar by now. Representative 
examples of the alternation are given under the 
verbal part of Table 4.

Form IX verbs like [i-Ómarr-a] ‘he blushed’ 
are related to adjectives of color and bodily 
defects, here [πaÓmar-u] ‘red’ and its corre-
sponding nominal form [Óumr-un] ‘red.plural’ 
(for an illustration of exactly this morphology 
in a modern dialect, consider Form IX verbs 
from Syrian, e.g. [πaÓmar] ‘red’ ~ [Ómarr] 
‘to blush’, [πaßfar] ‘yellow’ ~ [ßfarr] ‘to turn 
pale’, and so on; Cowell 1962:101, 250). In 

the verbal form [i-Ómarr-a], putting aside the 
transparently epenthetic [i-] and the suffix [-
a], the final consonant is the long version of 
its corresponding segment in the noun or the 
adjective. There are a few different ways to 
state the morphological link between the verb 
and its derivationally related forms. One such 
way is to derive the verbal stem by adding a 
suffixal mora (μ) to the simpler stem /™mVr/, 
underlying the noun or the adjective: /™mVr-
/Stem /+μ /⇒/ /™marr-/Verb-stem. What is important 
for current purposes is that once the verbal 
stem is placed in its paradigm, it is clear that 
what is involved in the allomorphy [i-Ómarr-a] 
~ [i-Ómarar-tu] is the by now familiar phono-
logically determined alternation.

The same alternation applies to quadriliteral 
verbs in Form QIV, [i-∑ma∏all-a] ‘he hastened’, 
[i-∑ma∏lal-tu] ‘I hastened’ and [i-≥maπann-a] 
‘he was tranquil’, [i-≥maπnan-tu] ‘I was tran-
quil’. These examples are all perfect forms. In 
the imperfect, the same alternation is found, 
e.g. [ ja-≥maπinn-u] and [ ja-≥maπnin-na] ‘he/
they [fem.] are tranquil’ (Schramm 1962:362). 
The conditions for the alternation and the 
form that this alternation takes are identical 
throughout.

Another systematic property of the verbal 
system is that all verbal moods are based on 
the imperfect form CCvC, Kury¬owicz’s ‘funda-
mental form’. The indicative is shown in Table 
1. The subjunctive differs from the indicative in 
superficial ways that do not affect the ensuing 
discussion. The jussive and the imperative are 
presented in Table 5 and Table 6, respectively. 
In the rare variant of the jussive, the ¤ ener-
gicus (Schramm 1962:364), the affixes are in 
all relevant respects similar to the other moods, 
that is, all prefixes are vowel-initial and suffixes 
are vowel- or consonant-initial.

Table 4. Alternation in Form IX (Perfect)

Adjectives  Verbal alternation in Form IX (perfect)

±a-™mar-u ‘red’ i-™marr-a i-™marar-tu ‘he/I blushed’
±a-ßfar-u ‘yellow’ i-ßfarr-a i-ßfarar-tu ‘he/I became yellow’
±a-qbal-u ‘cross-eyed’ i-qball-a i-qbalal-tu ‘he/I became cross-eyed’

cf. Verbs  Form I (perfect) 
/radd/ ‘to return’ radd-a radad-tu ‘he/I returned’
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Table 5. Jussive of kataba ‘to write’

  singular plural dual

3 masc. ya-ktub ya-ktub-ù ya-ktub-à 
 fem. ta-ktub ya-ktub-na ta-ktub-à
2 masc. ta-ktub ta-ktub-ù ta-ktub-à
 fem. ta-ktub-ii ta-ktub-na ta-ktub-à
1  ±a-ktub na-ktub

Table 6. Imperative of kataba ‘to write’

  singular plural dual

2 masc. u-ktub u-ktub-ù u-ktub-à 
2 fem. u-ktub-ì u-ktub-na u-ktub-à

In the remaining discussion, an important ques-
tion is addressed that has not been addressed 
so far by the proponents of stem-based mor-
phology. Observe that there is no contrast 
between [ ja-CCvC-u] and [ ja-CvCC-u]. Both 
[ ja-CCvC-u] and [ja-CvCC-u] are phonolog-
ically well formed, but only the former is 
attested. Whence the [CCvC] invariance of the 
fundamental form?

This question turns out to have a simple 
answer when we take into account some inde-
pendent properties of the language. First, Ara-
bic does not allow complex syllable onsets or 
codas. Second, whereas all prefixes in Tables 
1, 5, and 6 end in vowels, some suffixes begin 
with a consonant or are null. Thus, a /CvCC/ 
stem would raise a phonotactic problem before 
a consonant-initial or null suffix, since *[Cv-
CvCC-Cv] is banned. A /CCvC/ stem presents 
no phonotactic problem because prefixes end 
in vowels. A [Cv-CCvC-Cv] is permissible 
because the first stem consonant can be parsed 
as a coda. Hence, we can begin to see how the 
inflectional context coupled with phonotactics 
requires that the CC cluster be at the left edge 
of the stem.

It is instructive to contrast this approach to 
a well-known alternative. To account for the 
lack of *[ja-CvCC-u] or, equivalently, the lack 
of contrast between [ ja-CCvC-u] and *[ja-
CvCC-u], the lexicon is restricted to include 
only /CCvC/. The lexicon is thus preconfig-
ured so that [ ja-CvCC-u] surface forms cannot 
arise, and this is done by imposing a restriction 
on the set of admissible grammar inputs or a 
‘morpheme structure constraint’ (Chomsky and 

Halle 1968), as is commonly known. Concep-
tually, this approach is quite different from the 
one argued for presently, which seeks to derive 
the observed pattern as the lawful consequence 
of systemic factors, here, the inflectional con-
text and phonotactics. Saying that the pattern 
is derived means that there is no unique locus 
in the grammar or the lexicon where the ban 
against [CvCC] forms or /CvCC/ stems is stated. 
Rather, it is the interaction of a few independ-
ent factors that effectively bans these forms (see 
Kisseberth 1970 on phonotactic ‘conspiracies’ 
and apparent constraints on inputs).

A more important reason in support of the 
proposed model derives from its predictive 
power. Observe that morpheme structure con-
straints do not make any predictions beyond 
their highly specific assertions, e.g., there is no 
/CvCC/ verbal stem in the Arabic lexicon. The 
model promoted here instead employs general 
principles in a theory of grammar, and conse-
quently makes predictions beyond specific data. 
The stem-in-paradigm approach predicts that in 
a different paradigm with vowel-initial suffixes 
/CvCC/, stems would be possible. The exam-
ple needed to test this prediction is provided 
by the morphology of the noun. As shown 
in Table 7, the inflectional context for nouns 
consists of vowel-initial suffixes ([stem-un] in 
the indefinite, [πal-stem-u] in the definite). It is 
thus expected that the /CvCC/ stem banned in 
the verb should now be possible in the noun. 
This is indeed the case, as shown by a few 
representative forms from the well-populated 
class of triliteral nouns, [nafs-un] ‘soul’, [baÓr-
un] ‘sea’, [qufl-un] ‘lock’, [burd-un] ‘robe’, and 
so on.

Table 7. Noun endings

 masc. masc.  fem. fem.
 sg.  pl.  sg. pl.

nominative - un - ùna - atun - àtun
genitive - in - ìna - atin - àtin
accusative - an - ìna - atan - àtin

To review, two related specific ideas are pro-
moted here. The first is that we can make sense 
of the alternation between /madd/ and /madad/ 
if we assume that the verbal stem is /madd/. 
This is the basic form of the stem on which 
inflectional affixes are attached. The other sur-
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face form of a doubled verb, /madad/, results 
by splitting the geminate of /madd/ when that 
form is combined with a consonant-initial or 
null suffix. This happens because Arabic does 
not permit geminate codas as in *[madd-tu] or 
[madd]. The geminated verb alternation is not 
arbitrary, in the sense of being morphologically 
conditioned, and there is no need for rules that 
sometimes result in metathesis and sometimes 
deletion of vowels. The second related idea is 
that the inflectional structure of the paradigm 
coupled with phonotactics provides a power-
ful source of constraints on the theoretically 
possible diversity of stem forms within that 
paradigm. The paradigm molds stems to fit the 
inflectional context of their realizations. This 
allows us to explain why certain stem shapes 
are found while others are not attested.

In sum, this entry presents the hypothesis that 
Arabic morphology, the system of lawful rela-
tions between words, must have access to more 
richly specified underlying representations than 
is allowed by consonantal roots. Specifically, 
core areas of the verbal morphology require ref-
erence to stems specified for properties such as 
vocalism and consonantal length, e.g. /ßubb/ ‘to 
pour [liquid]’, /™abb/ ‘to love passionately’, /ßal/ 
‘to arrive’, which are not admissible as part of 
consonantal roots. It is at the stem level where 
generalizations about the morphology and pho-
nology of the Arabic verb can be observed and 
stated in the form of a testable theory.
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Stress

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

All modern Arabic dialects have word stress: 
one syllable in a word is prominent as com-
pared to other syllables. The position of the 
strong stress is usually limited to the last three 
syllables of the word, and depends on the over-
all pattern of short and long syllables. Com-
pare Cairene colloquial ki'taab ‘book’, ka'tabt 
‘I wrote’, ka'tabna ‘we wrote’, 'katabu ‘they 
wrote’, kata'bitu ‘she wrote it’. Word stress 
is not distinctive in Arabic, that is, it does not 
serve to distinguish meanings, although the 
morphological structure of words often affects 
stress, compare Cairene ra'mitu /ram-it#u/ ‘she 
threw it’ vs. 'katabu /katab-u/ ‘they wrote’.

Arabic stress patterns have properties which 
are crosslinguistically common in stress lan-
guages: each word has at least one prominent 
syllable (the cumulative property), which is 
located near the beginning or the end of words 
(the demarcative property). Stress placement is 
sensitive to long and short syllables (‘quantity-
sensitivity’), while longer words show alternat-
ing patterns of strong and weak syllables, at 
least in some dialects. The phonetic realization 
of stress in Arabic is also crosslinguistically 
common: stressed syllables have overall higher 
pitch levels, longer duration, and greater loud-
ness than unstressed syllables (Al-Ani 1992a, b).

From a linguistic point of view, the main 
interest of Arabic stress resides in the patterns 
of variation among the dialects, which show 
a remarkable unity in diversity. Dialects share 

a number of basic patterns, such as stress-
ing superheavy syllables (CvCC or CvvC) in 
ultimate position (ki'taab ‘book’, ka'tabt ‘I 
wrote’), and stressing heavy syllables (CvC or 
Cvv) in penultimate position (ka'tabna ‘we 
wrote’, ki'taabi ‘my book’). However, dialects 
differ in their stressing of certain word types. 
For example, words with a heavy antepenult 
followed by two light syllables are stressed on 
the penult (mad'rasa ‘school’, Cairo) or ante-
penult ('madrase ‘school’, Damascus). Another 
source of crossdialectal variation resides in 
words of the type CvCvC, which have initial 
stress ('katab ‘he wrote’, Cairo) or final stress 
(ki'tab ‘he wrote’, Bedouin dialect of the Cyre-
naican Jebel).

Stress differences among Arabic dialects 
have been thoroughly studied in recent decades 
because of their relevance for metrical theory 
(Kenstowicz 1983; Halle and Vergnaud 1987; 
Hayes 1995). Crossdialectal differences are 
analyzed in terms of a small set of options in 
metrical theory, known as ‘parameters’. Para-
metric differences involve the type of metrical 
foot (feet are rhythm units whose initial or final 
syllable is strong), the direction of metrification 
(starting at the word beginning or the end), 
and the stressability of the final syllable. Yet 
another reason for which phonologists have 
studied Arabic dialects resides in the complex 
interactions of stress assignment, syllabifica-
tion, and processes of ¤ syncope and ¤ epen-
thesis, often resulting in opaque stress patterns 
(e.g. Brame 1974; Broselow 1982; Kenstowicz 
1983; Al-Mozainy a.o. 1985; Kiparsky 2002).

This entry examines the stress patterns of the 
major modern dialects in some detail, starting 
with Egyptian Arabic, followed by the Eastern 
and Western dialects.

2. E g y p t i a n  A r a b i c

In Egyptian Arabic, specifically the colloquial 
spoken around Cairo, stress placement is gov-
erned by the following set of generalizations 
(Mitchell 1956:110–111, 1975:81; Harrell 
1957):

(1) a. A final superheavy syllable (CvvC, 
  CvCC) or heavy (Cvv) syllable is stressed. 
  maf.'huum ‘understood’
  ∂a.'rabt ‘I/you hit’
  mas.'kaa ‘holding [fem. sg.]’
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 b. Otherwise, a prefinal heavy syllable 
  (CvC, CvC) is stressed.
  fih.'muu.ha ‘they understood her’

  mu.' ≠al.lim  ‘teacher’

 c. Stress falls on the antepenult in words 
  of the types LLL and HLLL.

  '∂a.ra.bit ‘she hit’
  'ka.ta.bu ‘they wrote/he wrote it’
  ±in.'ka.sa.rit ‘it was broken’
  mux.'ta.li.fa ‘different [fem. sg.]’
 

 d. Stress falls on the penult in words of 
  the types LL, LLLL, HLL, LHLL.

  'ka.tab ‘he wrote’
  ka.ta.'bi.tu ‘she wrote it [masc.]’
  mad.'ra.sa ‘school’
  mu.dar.'ri.sit ‘teacher 

A light syllable is defined as an open syllable 
that contains a short vowel (Cv). A heavy syl-
lable is one that contains a long vowel (Cvv) or 
a short vowel and a consonant (CvC). In this 
entry a standard mora-based representation is 
adopted to represent syllable weight (McCarthy 
and Prince 1991; Hayes 1995).

(2) a.  σ b. σ c.  σ
  |  /  \     /  \
  μ  μ  μ    μ  μ
  |  |   |  \  /
       t  a  t  a  b  t  a 1

Forms such as '∂arab show that CvC syllables 
count as light in word-final position, while 
forms such as ≠a'malti show that CvC counts 
as heavy in nonfinal position. In Cairene, as in 
most other dialects, the word-final consonant 
does not contribute to syllable weight. That is, 
final CvC syllables count as light, while super-
heavy syllables, which contain a long vowel 
plus a consonant (CvvC), or a short vowel plus 
two consonants (CvCC), are heavy. Invisibility 
(‘extrametricality’) of the final consonant is 
represented by angled brackets <. . .>.

(3) a. σ b. σ       c.        σ
   |  /  \                 /  \
  μ  μ  μ               μ   μ
  |  |   |                 \  /
      t  a <b>     t  a  b <t>      t a : <b>

Detailed analyses of syllable structure in Arabic 
dialects, in relation with syncope and epenthe-
sis, are offered by Broselow (1980, 1982, 1992), 
Kenstowicz (1986), and Kiparsky (2002).

As McCarthy (1979b) points out, the Cairene 
pattern raises interest because of its stressing 
of words ending in two light syllables. The 
penult or antepenult is stressed, depending on 
the length of the preceding string of light syl-
lables. In particular, the penultimate stress of 
words ending in a sequence heavy-light-light 
presents a paradox. Crosslinguistically, heavy 
syllables tend to attract stress (Prince 1983). 
Cairene, however, stresses a light penult rather 
than the heavy antepenult in words such as 
mad'rasa, while it stresses a light antepenult in 
words composed of three light syllables, such 
as 'katabu.

The metrical analysis of the Cairene col-
loquial pattern by Hayes (1995) incorporates 
the idea that a heavy syllable is quantitatively 
and metrically equivalent to two light syllables 
(Allen 1973; Halle and Vergnaud 1987; McCar-
thy 1979a, b; Prince 1983).

(4) a. Foot assignment: parse the word from 
  left to right into moraic trochees.
  Moraic trochee: 
  (* .)  (*)
   L L  H
  two light or a single heavy
  syllables   syllable
 
 b. Word layer construction: group feet 
  into a right-headed word constituent.

In the examples of metrical structures below, 
feet are represented by pairs of parentheses. 
Their head (strong element) is indicated by an 
asterisk ‘*’, and their nonhead (weak element) 
by a dot ‘.’. The metrical layer above the feet 
indicates the placement of the main stress.

(5) a. ( .     *) b. ( .      *)
  (*)   (*)   (*)    (*) .
    H     H    H      H  L
   maf.'huu<m>  fih.'muu.ha 

 c. (*  ) d. (*   )     e. (.      *  )
     (* .)   (*  .)  .    (* .) (* .) 
      L L      L  L  L   L L  L L  
     '∂a.ra<b>      '∂a.ra.bi<t>  ∂a.ra.'bi.tu

  stress 345

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



 f. (.     *   ) g. ( .     *  )
   (*)  (*  .)  (*)  (*  .) .
     H   L  L    H   L  L L
  mad.'ra.sa  ±in.'ka.sa.ri<t>

Note that a foot cannot consist entirely of a 
single light syllable, hence the lack of final 
stress in (5b, d, f). This ban on ‘degenerate’ 
feet captures the fact that the minimal word 
in Arabic is a heavy syllable (McCarthy and 
Prince 1990). An alternative analysis (Halle and 
Vergnaud 1987; Halle 1991) allows degenerate 
feet, and marks the final mora as extrametrical 
before foot assignment.

There are two well-known classes of excep-
tions to these stress rules (Mitchell 1956:111, 
1975:81–82). Both involve words consisting of 
three light syllables, whose penult is exception-
ally stressed:

(6) a. Verbs in which a vowel-initial suffix is 
  attached to 3rd person feminine singu-
  lar perfect of weak verbs

  ra.'mi.t+u ‘she threw it’ (cf. 'kata.b+u  
    ‘he wrote it’)

  “a.'fi.t+ak ‘she saw you’

 b. Plurals containing two identical high 
  vowels (i-i or u-u) in their first two 
  syllables

  du.'bu. ≠a ‘hyenas’ (cf. 'ku.tu.b+u 
    ‘his books’)
  ÿi.'ri.ba ‘crows’

These exceptional patterns can be specified for 
undergoing a morphologically triggered rever-
sal of the direction of foot assignment, which 
becomes right-to-left in these cases (Watson 
2002:97–98).

Mitchell (1975) discovered important evi-
dence for the colloquial Cairene pattern by 
studying the way in which teachers of Classi-
cal Arabic (≠ulamà±) place stress when recit-
ing the Qur±àn. Patterns reported by Mitchell 
cover colloquial and classical pronunciations. 
The generalizations in (7) represent interpre-
tations by generative analysts (Langendoen 
1968; Halle and Vergnaud 1987; McCarthy 
1979a, b).

(7) a. Stress a superheavy ultima.
  L'S ∂a.'rabt ‘I hit’
  LL'S sa.ka.'kiin ‘thieves’

 b. Otherwise, stress a heavy penult.
  L'HL ha.'≈aa.ni ‘these [fem. du.]’
  L'HL ≠a.'mal.ti ‘you [fem. sg.] did’

c. Otherwise, stress the penult or antepe-
nult, whichever is separated by an even 
number of syllables from the rightmost 
nonfinal heavy syllable or, if there is no 
heavy syllable, from the left boundary 
of the word.

'LLL 'ka.ta.ba ‘he wrote’
LL'LL ka.ta.'bi.tu ‘they wrote’
LL'LLL ša.ja.'ra.tu.hu ‘his tree’
LLLL'LL ša.ja.ra.tu.' ‘their [du.]
 hu.maa  tree’
H'LL mar.'ta.ba ‘mattress’
H'LLL mar.'ta.ba.tu ‘his 
  mattress’
HLL'LL ±ad.wi.ya.'tu.hu ‘his drugs’ 
HLL'LLL ±ad.wi.ya. ‘their
 'tu.hu.maa  [du.] drugs’
LH'LL mu.≠al.'li.muun ‘teachers’
LH'LLL mu.qaa.'ti.la.tun ‘fighter’
  

These forms are predictable by the set of metri-
cal rules in (4) with the addition of a rule that 
marks the last mora of a final syllable as extra-
metrical (8b, d): 

(8) a. ( .       *   ) b. ( .     .         *   )
  (*  .) (*  .)  .  (*  .) (*  .) (*  .)
   L  L  L  L  L   L  L  L  L  L  L
  ša.ja.'ra.tu.hu  ša.ja.ra.tu.'hu.ma<a>

c. ( .   .       *   ) d. ( .    .      *   )
 (*) (*  .) (*  .)  (*) (*  .) (*  .)  .
  H   L  L  L  L   H   L  L  L  L  L
 ±ad.wi.ya.'tu.hu   ±ad.wi.ya.'tu.hu.ma<a>

This analysis predicts secondary stresses on 
every foot head which is not main-stressed. 
Evidence for secondary stress is rather unclear. 
Mitchell (1975) does not mention it, whereas 
Weldon (1980) reports a secondary stress pat-
tern deviating from the analysis above.

3. E a s t e r n  A r a b i c

The Palestinian pattern minimally differs from 
the Cairene pattern in stressing the antepenult,
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not the penult, in words of the type HLL 
(e.g. 'martaba). This creates uniform antepen-
ultimate stress in words ending in two light 
syllables (Brame 1973:20, 1974:41; Johnson 
1979:154; Abu-Salim 1980:1; Kenstowicz and 
Abdul-Karim 1980; Kenstowicz 1983:207; 
Younes 1995:160).

(9) a. Stress a superheavy ultima.
L'S ja.'waab ‘answer’ (Younes 
   1995: 160)
HL'S ≠aa.la.'meen ‘two worlds’ (Younes 
   1995: 163)

 b. Otherwise, stress a heavy penult.
L'HL ka.'tab.na ‘we wrote’ (Abu-Salim 
   1980:1)
H'HL mos.'taš.fa ‘hospital’ (Johnson
   1979:154)

 

 c. Otherwise, stress the antepenult.
LLL '∂a.ra.bu ‘they hit’ (Kenstowicz 
    1983:207)
LL'LLL ša.ja.'ra.tu.hu ‘his tree’
'HLL 'baa.ra.ku ‘they blessed’ (Kenstowicz
   1983:207)
'HLL ' ≠al.la.mat ‘she taught’ (Kenstowicz
   1983:207)
H'LLL ™aa.'ra.ba.to ‘she fought (Younes
  him’ 1995:163)
H'LLL ≠al.'la.ma.tu ‘she taught (Kenstowicz
  him’ 1983:207)
L'HLL mo.'naa.fa.se ‘competition’ (Johnson
   1979:154)

This ‘Eastern Arabic stress rule’ is identical 
to the Latin stress rule, except for clause (9a), 
which Latin lacks. The antepenult is reached 
by marking the final syllable extrametrical, and 
constructing a quantity-sensitive trochee at the 
right edge (Kenstowicz 1983).

(10) a. Mark the final syllable as extrametri-
  cal (except when it is superheavy).
 

 b. Foot assignment: assign a single 
  quantity-sensitive trochee at the end 
  of the word.

 QS trochee: (* .)   or  (* .)  or    (*)
 L L H L H

 c. Word layer construction: group feet 
  into a right-headed word constituent.

This analysis produces the following example 
metrifications:

(11) a.    (*)   b.    (*) 
   .  (*)  .  (*)  

   L  H  L  H 
   ja.'waa<b>  ka.'tab.<na>  

  c.    (*    ) d. (*   )
      (*  .)  (*  .)
   H  L L    H L L
   ≠al.'la.ma.<tu>  'baa.ra.<ku>

This analysis features the uneven trochee (HL) 
in (11d), which is controversial in metrical the-
ory. In Hayes’ (1995) framework, trochees are 
strictly bimoraic (LL) or (H). Hayes (1995:128) 
presents a reanalysis of Palestinian stress, based 
on left-to-right metrification by strictly bimo-
raic trochees. This analysis is almost identical 
to the analysis of Cairene (4), with the single 
difference that a rule is added which marks 
the final foot as extrametrical in absolute final 
position.

(12) a. Foot assignment: parse the word from 
left to right into moraic trochees.

 b. Mark a foot as extrametrical at the 
right edge of the word.

 c. Word layer construction: group feet 
into a right-headed word constituent.

(13) a. (*) b. (*  )  
   (*)<(* .)>  (* .)<(* .)>  
   H  L  L  L  L  L  L 
   ‘baa.ra.ku  ‘ša.ja.ra.tun

  c. (*) d. (.    *    )
   (*) (* .) .  (* .) (* .) .
   H  L  L  L  L  L L  L  L

    ≠al.'la.ma.tu  ša.ja.'ra.tu.hu
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To support the psychological reality of the 
rightward counting pattern, Hayes cites forms 
from Classical Arabic as produced by Palestin-
ian speakers (Kenstowicz 1981a): 'šajaratun 
‘a tree’ and šaja'ratuhu ‘his tree’. These forms 
motivate an addition to the generalizations 
in (9):

(14) Stress the pre-antepenult in words com-
 posed of four light syllables.
a.
'LLLL 'ša.ja. ‘a tree’ (Classical; Kenstowicz 
 ra.tun  1981)

b.
'LLLL '∂a.ra. ‘she hit (Kenstowicz
 ba.tu him’ 1981:207) (> '∂ar.ba.tu)
'LLLL 'ba.ka. ‘his  (Kenstowicz
 ri.to cow’ and Abdul-  (> 'ba.kar.to)
   Karim 
   1980)

Words consisting of four light syllables do not 
occur in Palestinian colloquial, due to pro-
cesses of syncope and epenthesis, familiar from 
Levantine dialects. These processes render stress 
opaque in (14b). For example, /bakar-it#o/ ‘his 
cow’ is syncopated into ['bakarto], with ante-
penultimate stress across a closed penult, an 
apparent violation of quantity-sensitivity (9b). 
The opaque stress pattern of such forms thus 
presents additional evidence for the analysis in 
(12), on the assumption that stress is assigned 
prior to syncope and epenthesis (Brame 1974; 
Kiparsky 2002).

 

Damascene colloquial (Cowell 1964:180; 
McCarthy 1979b:459, 1980:79; Halle and 
Kenstowicz 1991:485) is apparently indistin-
guishable from Palestinian. 

(15) a. Stress a superheavy ultima.
H'S da.'rast ‘I/you [masc. sg.] studied’
H'S zaa.'ruuk ‘they visited you [masc. sg.]’

 b. Otherwise, stress a heavy penult.
L'HL ka.'tab.ti ‘you [fem. sg.] wrote’
L'HL ma.'daa.res ‘schools’

 c. Otherwise, stress the antepenult.
'LLL 'da.ra.su ‘they studied’
'HLL 'mad.ra.se ‘school’
H'LLL mut.'ta.™i.de ‘she united’
  (Literary Arabic)

There are some subtle differences between 
Damascene and Palestinian in the enclitic stress 
system which are partly reviewed below.

The Lebanese dialect (Haddad 1984:19–21) 
also displays the ‘Eastern Arabic stress rule’. 
Haddad presents two sources of evidence for a 
three-syllable window. First, Lebanese speakers 
stress the antepenult of classical words which 
contain long sequences of light syllables, such 
as ∂a'rabana ‘he hit us’. Second, speakers mis-
pronounce English words such as ne'cessary 
and par'ticiple with antepenultimate stress. 
Here, the final syllable is extrametrical, while 
a trochee places stress on the antepenult. HLL 
words can be analyzed either by an uneven tro-
chee (Kenstowicz 1983) or by an even trochee 
(Hayes 1995).

(16) a. uneven trochee b. even trochee 
  (*    )  (*)
  (*   .)  (*)  .
   H   L   H   L
  'mad.ra.<se>  'mad.ra.<se>

In (16b) no monosyllabic foot is built on the 
penultimate syllable due to the ban on degener-
ate feet (Hayes 1995).

In sum, the stress patterns of the Eastern dia-
lects are to some extent ambiguous between a 
right-to-left analysis with syllable extrametri-
cality (10), where the foot is either an uneven 
trochee (16a) or an even trochee (16b), and a 
left-to-right analysis with moraic trochees and 
foot extrametricality (12). The ambiguity can 
be resolved using words with long sequences 
of light syllables, which the dialects strongly 
avoid by various constraints against open syl-
lables, and which are only available from the 
pronunciation of words from Classical Arabic, 
or stress in loanwords.

Another way to resolve the ambiguities 
between uneven and even trochees is based on 
studying patterns of enclitic stress, specifically 
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the accentuation of 3rd person feminine singu-
lar perfect verbs when followed by vowel-initial 
pronominal object suffixes. The examples in (17) 
are from Damascene (McCarthy 1980:84–85), 
but analogous cases have been reported for 
the dialects of Beirut (Abdul-Karim 1979) and 
Bani-Hassan Bedouin (Irshied and Kenstowicz 
1984).

(17)
(*   ) (*    ) (.         *)
(*  .) (*   .) (*   .)  (*)
 H  L  H   L  H  L   L
' ≠al.la.<met> >  ' ≠al.la.met #/ o > ≠al.la.'më<to>
‘she taught’ ‘she taught him’

The pronominal object form has penulti-
mate stress, whereas antepenultimate stress 
is expected if the form were nonenclitic (see 
mut'ta™ide (15c)). McCarthy (1980) and Halle 
and Kenstowicz (1991) attribute penultimate 
stress in the pronominal object form to the 
foot over the first two syllables of the base 
(' ≠al.la)<met>, a disyllabic trochee of the shape 
heavy-light (HL). This foot is respected by 
the construction of a foot on the penultimate 
syllable in the pronominal object form. If the 
foot on ‘she taught’ were a bimoraic trochee 
instead (compare Palestinian, structure (13a)), 
the incorrect prediction would be made of 
antepenultimate stress since the penult would 
be free to form a bimoraic trochee with the 
antepenult, as in (≠al)('la.më)<to>.

4. C l a s s i c a l  A r a b i c

The stress pattern of Classical Arabic is recon-
structed, due to a lack of native speakers, while 
the orthoepic tradition provides no explicit 
guidelines for accentuation. Current accentua-
tions in use for reciting Qur±àn verses are 
influenced by native stress patterns of mod-
ern dialects. Methods of reconstructing Clas-
sical Arabic accentuation therefore include 
diachronic comparison with other Semitic lan-
guages (Brockelmann 1982), and identification 
of constant patterns in crossdialectal analysis 
(Janssens 1972). According to some authors 
(Wright 1859; Brockelmann 1982), the stress 

fell on the rightmost heavy (Cvv or CvC) syl-
lable, and otherwise on the initial syllable. 
McCarthy (1979) states this rule as follows:

(18) a. Stress a superheavy ultima (limited to 
pausal forms, before a major syntac-
tic break).

L'S ya.'quul ‘he says’
L'S ∂a.'rabt ‘I/you hit’

 b. Otherwise, stress the rightmost non-
final heavy syllable.

LH'HL ma.naa.'dii.lu ‘kerchiefs’
LHL'HL mu.dar.ri.'suu.na ‘teachers’
L'HLL yu.'šaa.ri.ku ‘he participates’
H'HLL kas.'sar.tu.hu ‘I smashed it’
'HLLH 'mam.la.ka.tun ‘kingdom’
'HLLLL 'mas.±a.la.tu.ha ‘her problem’

 

 c. Otherwise, stress the first syllable.
'LLH 'ka.ta.buu ‘they wrote’
'LLLH 'ka.ta.ba.taa ‘they wrote
  [fem. du.]’
'LLLLL 'ma.li.ka.tu.hu ‘his queen’
'LLLLLH 'qa.ßa.ba.tu.hu.maa ‘their [du.]
  flute’

McCarthy notes that this pattern occurs in mod-
ern dialects such as Egyptian Sa≠ìdì  (Khalaf-
allah 1969) and Yemen Plateau (Diem 1973). 
This pattern can be analyzed as follows:

(19) a. Mark the final syllable (CvC or Cvv) 
as extrametrical.

 b. Foot assignment: assign a single 
quantity-sensitive unbounded trochee 
at the end of the word.

  QS unbounded trochee:
  (* . . . .)    or   (*  . . . .)   or   (*)
  L . . .  L           H . . .  L           H

 c. Word layer construction: group feet 
into a right-headed word constituent.

Under this analysis, Classical Arabic is nearly 
identical to the Palestinian/Damascene pattern 
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(10b), from which it differs only by lacking the 
requirement that feet are maximally two syl-
lables long. 

(20) a. (*        ) b.             (*)  
     (*   .   .)      .    .    .  (*)  
   H   L  L       L  H  L  H
  'mam.la.ka.<tun> mu.dar.ri.'suu.<na>
 

 c. (*           )
  (* .   .   .)
   L  L  L  L
  'ma.li.ka.tu.<hu>

A different pattern for the classical language 
was deduced from the modern dialects by 
Abboud a.o. (1968), Abdo (1969), Brame 
(1970), Angoujard (1990), Versteegh (1997), 
and Gordon (2000). Here stress is restricted 
to fall on one of the last three syllables of the 
word.

(21) a. Stress a superheavy ultima (see exam-
ples above).

 b. Otherwise, stress a heavy penult (see 
examples above).

 c. Otherwise, stress the antepenult (only 
forms deviating from above).

L'LLH ka.'ta.ba.taa ‘they wrote  
  [fem. du.]’
H'LLH mam.'la.ka.tun ‘kingdom’
LL'LLL ma.li.'ka.tu.hu ‘his queen’
HL'LLL mas.±a.'la.tu.ha ‘her problem’
LLL'LLH qa.ßa.ba.'tu.hu.maa ‘their [du.]
  flute’

This pattern is identical to Palestinian, Dama-
scene, and Lebanese. See (10) for a metrical 
analysis.

5. W e s t e r n  A r a b i c

Finally, we briefly turn to some of the West-
ern dialects. The Bedouin dialect spoken in 
the Negev (Blanc 1970:120–122; Kenstowicz 
1983; Hayes 1995) displays an iambic stress 
pattern. The generalizations below were taken 
from Hayes (1995:226):

(22) a. Stress a superheavy ultima.
LLL'S ÿa.na.'maat ‘[several individual] 
  sheep’

 b. Otherwise, stress a heavy penult.
L'HL ÿa.'nam.na ‘our sheep’
 

 c. Otherwise, stress a heavy antepenult.
'HLH 'al.ÿa.nam ‘the sheep’

 d. Otherwise, stress the ultima of a two-
syllable word beginning with a light 
syllable.

L'L ki.'tab ‘he wrote’
L'H ÿa.'nam ‘sheep’

 e. Otherwise, stress the penult or ante-
penult, whichever is separated by an 
odd number of light syllables from the 
nearest preceding heavy syllable, or in 
the absence of such a syllable, from 
the beginning of the word.

L'LH za.'la.mah ‘man’
L'LLH za.'la.ma.tak ‘your man’
HL'LH al.ÿa.'na.mah ‘the sheep [sg.]’
HL'LH ™aa.®a.'ba.tih ‘she fought him’

The analysis (Hayes 1995:227) is the exact iam-
bic counterpart of the Palestinian pattern:

(23) a. Foot assignment: parse the word from 
 left to right into iambs.

  Iamb:  (.  *)   or    (.  *)   or   (*)
                      L  L           L H         H

b. Mark a foot as extrametrical at the 
right edge of the word.

c. Word layer construction: group feet 
into a right-headed word constituent.

(24) a. (      *) b. (*)
   (.     *)  (*) (.    *) 
    L    H   H   L   H
   ÿa.'nam  'al.ÿa.nam

  c. (    *) d. (.        *)
   (.   *) (.    *)  (*) (.   *) (*)
    L   L  L   H    H  L   L  H
   za.'la.ma.tak  al.ÿa.'na.mah
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The Bedouin dialect of Cyrenaican Jebel, spoken 
in eastern Libya (Owens 1984:32–35; Mitchell 
1975:83–92), has rather complex interactions 
between stress assignment and processes of 
syncope and epenthesis, affecting syllabifica-
tion (¤ resyllabification). In the examples 
below, effects of syncope and epenthesis have 
been ignored. 

(25) a. Stress a superheavy ultima.
L'S ™a.'šiiš ‘grass’
LH'S fi.naa.'jiil ‘cups’

 b. Otherwise, stress the ultima of a two-
syllable word beginning with a light 
syllable.

L'H si.'maa ‘shy’
L'H ka.'tab ‘he wrote’ (> ki'tab)

 c. Otherwise, stress a heavy penult.
L'HH ka.'tab.tan ‘you [fem. 
  pl.] wrote’ (> ki'tabtan)
HL'HL ma≠.ra.'kît.ha ‘her 
  quarrel’ (> ma≠rî'kîtta)

 d. Otherwise, stress a heavy antepenult.
'HLH 'mak.ta.bih ‘his office’ (> 'maktibih)
L'HLH ta.'raa. ‘they [fem.]
 fa.gan accompanied’ (> ti'raafagan)

 e. Otherwise, stress the penult.
L'LH ka.'ta.bat ‘she wrote’ (> ik'tibat)
HL'LH in.ga.'ta.lat ‘she was 
  killed’ (> inig'tilat)

Hayes (1995:228–239) analyzes the stress pat-
tern by an iambic (weak-strong) foot, as in the 
Negev Bedouin dialect: 

(26) a. (      *) b. (     *)  
   (.     *)   (.    *)  (.   *)
     L    H  L   H   L  H
   ka.'tab  ta.'raa.fa.gan

  c. (*) d. (.           *)
   (*)  (.    *)  (*)  (.     *)   .
    H    L   H   H    L    H   L
   'mak.ti.bih  ma≠.ra.'kît.ha

The most interesting metrical property of the 
Cyrenaican Bedouin dialect is its interaction 
between stress assignment and ¤ syncope. 
Hayes (1995) argues that syncope of a stressed 
syllable (the head of an iambic foot) causes a 
retraction of stress to the unstressed syllable of 
the foot, shown in (27): 

(27) After footing  After syncope
 a. (ki.'ti).(bih) > (ki.t).(bih)  
 b. (faa).(ki.'hi).(tih) > (faa).(ki.h).(tih)   

 After stress shift
 > ('kit).(bih)  ‘his books’
 > (faa).('kih).(tih) ‘his fruit’

Similar stress shifts under deletion of the 
stressed syllable have been reported for Hijazi 
Bedouin (Al-Mozainy a.o. 1985) and Bani-Has-
san Bedouin (Kenstowicz 1983; Irshied and 
Kenstowicz 1984).

Finally, we turn to the stress pattern of 
the Maghreb dialects, specifically Moroccan 
(Keegan 1986; Harrell 1962; Boudlal 2001). 
The following examples, all isolation forms, are 
taken from Boudlal (2001:122), who does not 
provides glosses.

(28) a. Stress a heavy ultima.
  H'H law.'yin  
  L'H li.'mun  
  LL'H mër.mëd.'nak 
  HLL'H ban.ya.ha.'lih 

 b. Otherwise, stress the penult.
  'HL 'bab.ha  
  'LL 'mël.mël 
  L'LL li.'mu.na 
  LLL'LL di.ri.ha.'li.ha 

The weight distinction is between heavy syl-
lables (CvC) and light syllables (Cv and CëC). 
Heavy syllables in final position are heads of 
iambic feet. The penult is reached by marking 
final syllables extrametrical if they are light.

(29) a. Mark a final light syllable (Cv and 
CëC) as extrametrical.

 b. Foot assignment: assign a single iamb 
at the end of the word.
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 c. Word layer construction: group feet 
into a right-headed word constituent.

(30) a.           (    *) b. (*) 
            (.   *)  (*)  

  H   L   L  H   H  
  ban.ya.ha.'lih  'bab.<ha>

 c.         (    *)
          (.   *)
  L  L  L   L
  di.ri.ha.'li.<ha>

Moroccan Arabic thus shares the iambic foot 
with Negev and Cyrenaican Bedouin dialects, 
but resembles Damascene and Lebanese Arabic 
in its directionality: a single foot is constructed 
at the right edge, vis-à-vis extrametricality. 

6. C o n c l u s i o n

In sum, word stress patterns of Arabic dialects 
differ along a number of dimensions, which 
can be captured by metrical frameworks. The 
major parametric differences between the dia-
lects involve (i) foot type (trochee or iamb), (ii) 
direction of metrification (left-to-right or right-
to-left), and (iii) different types of extrametri-
cality (consonant, mora, syllable, or foot).
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Subject

The subject of a sentence is a constituent that 
performs a certain grammatical function in 
relation to the ¤ predicate or verb of the clause. 
It signifies the topic around which the rest of 
the clause revolves, or represents the ¤ agent 
(doer) of the verb. Typically, the subject is a 
¤ noun phrase. It can also be an adjective, a 
pronoun, or a clause. In Classical and Mod-
ern Standard Arabic, the subject is explicitly 
marked for Case; it mainly receives nominative 
case but, under certain conditions, can also be 
marked for accusative. In the spoken varieties, 
the subject is not morphologically marked for 
Case.

1. P o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  s e n t e n c e

There are two types of sentences in Arabic, ¤ 
verbal and ¤ nominal, exhibiting two differ-
ent word orders. The position of the subject in 
Arabic depends on the sentence type in which 
it appears. It may occupy either a sentence-
initial position or appear following the verb or 
predicate. Arabic grammarians, as a result, give 
different names to the subject, depending on its 
position in the sentence. When it appears fol-
lowing the verb, the subject is called ¤ fà≠il lit. 
‘doer [of the verb]’ or ‘agent’, as the verb can-
not stand alone without it. In subject/predicate 
sentences, where no verb may be used, the sub-
ject is called mubtada± or musnad ‘inchoative’ 
(¤ ±isnàd; see next section for details).

In verbal sentences, the subject (or agent) 
occurs following the verb, as in (1). When the 
sentence is nominal, the subject occurs before 
either the verb, as in (2), or the predicate, as 
in (3).

(1) ±akala l-walad-u
 ate.3ms the-boy-Nom
 ‘The boy ate’

(2)  al-walad-u ±akala
 the-boy-Nom ate.3ms

(3) al-ÿinà±-u jamìl
 the-singing-Nom lovely
 ‘The singing is lovely’

In nominal, subject/predicate sentences (also 
called ‘equational’, e.g. in Badawi a.o. 2004), 

the subject normally occurs first, as in (3). 
However, when the subject is indefinite and 
the predicate of the sentence is a prepositional 
phrase, the subject is delayed or postposed, i.e. 
occurs after the predicate, while retaining its 
nominative case, as in (4).

(4) fì l-maktabati †ifl-un
 in the-library child.ms-Nom
 ‘A child is in the library’/
 ‘There is a child in the library’

The subject of a ¤ passive sentence can occur 
either pre- or postverbally, e.g. fuqida l-kitàbu/
al-kitàbu fuqida ‘the book was lost’. 

In spoken (Egyptian) Arabic, the subject pre-
cedes the verb. When the verb precedes the 
subject, it receives contrastive stress and is fol-
lowed by a pause, indicating a topicalized struc-
ture (see Ouhalla 1997; ¤ topicalization). 

2. T e r m s  u s e d  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e 
s u b j e c t

Traditional Arabic grammarians use different 
names to refer to the subject, depending on 
whether it appears in a verbal or nominal 
sentence. Thus, in Classical Arabic grammar, 
the subject of a verbal sentence is called fà≠il 
‘agent’, a word derived from the word fi≠l 
‘verb’, indicating the close relationship between 
both (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 13). The subject of 
the nominal, subject-predicate sentence is called 
mubtada± ‘that with which is begun’, i.e. the 
inchoative (¤ ibtidà±). The rest of the sentence 
is called ¤ xabar ‘predicate’. Sìbawayhi (Kitàb 
I, 7) uses both mubtada± and musnad ‘that 
which leans’ to refer to the subject of a nominal 
sentence; he calls the predicate musnad ±ilayhi 
‘that upon which the subject leans’ (¤ ±isnàd). 
The subject of nominal, subject/verb sentences 
(SV) is sometimes called a ‘topic’, and the sen-
tence structure, a ¤ topic/comment sentence 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:326). When the predicate 
is fronted so that it precedes the subject, the 
subject is called mubtada± mu±axxar ‘delayed 
[postposed] subject’.

In Arabic grammar, the subject of a pas-
sive sentence, which is semantically the object 
(patient) of the verb, is called nà±ib al-fà≠il ‘the 
substitute of the subject/agent’, a name that 
describes the new role of the object in the pas-
sive sentence.
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3. C o n c o r d / a g r e e m e n t  w i t h 
t h e  v e r b

Arabic has two patterns of subject-verb ¤ 
agreement, depending on the ¤ word order 
used. When the word order is verb-subject 
(VS), agreement is partial. The verb agrees with 
only two features of the subject: person and 
gender. Number agreement is not marked in 
this order – default agreement with all subjects 
being singular, as in (5) and (6).

(5) jà±a l-±awlàd-u
 came.3ms the-boys.mp-Nom
 ‘The boys came’

(6) jà±at al-banàt-u
 came.3fs the-girls.fp-Nom
 ‘The girls came’

Agreement in SV sentences, by contrast, must 
be complete in person, gender, and number, as 
in (7)–(10).

(7) al-walad-àni jà±à
 the-boys-mdu.Nom came.3mdu
 ‘The two boys came’

(8) al-bin-tàni jà±atà
 the-girls-fdu.Nom came.3fdu
 ‘The two girls came’

(9) al-±awlàd-u jà±ù
 the-boys.mp-Nom came.3mp
 ‘The boys came’

(10) al-banàt-u ji±na
 the-girls.fp-Nom came.3fp

Changing the agreement patterns of either order 
results in ungrammatical sentences when the 
subject is masculine plural or dual. as in (11) 
and (12); feminine subjects tolerate singular 
agreement in the SV order, as in (13).

(11) *al-±awlàd-u jà±a
 the-boys.mp-Nom came.3ms

(12) *jà±à l-walad-àni
 came.3mdu the-boys-mdu.Nom 

(13) al-banàt-u jà±at
 the-girls.fp-Nom came.3fs

A fully agreeing verb in what seems to be 
a VS order is possible only when the verb 
receives contrastive stress and is followed by 
a pause – indicating a topicalized structure, as 
in (14). 

(14) jà±ù l-±awlàd-u 
 came.3mp the-boys.mp-Nom     

When the subject is a feminine singular sub-
stantive noun, gender agreement is required in 
VS only when the verb immediately precedes 
the subject, as in (15). However, if the feminine 
subject is separated from its verb by the object, 
the verb may carry masculine singular agree-
ment, as in (16).

(15) ™a∂arat imra±at-un 
 came.3fs woman.fs-Nom
 ‘A woman came’

(16) ™a∂ara l-qà∂iy-a 
 came.3ms the-judge.ms-Acc 
 mra±at-un
 woman.fs-Nom
 ‘A woman came before the judge’   
 (Wright 1967:II, 289)

The above rule applies to nouns that are explic-
itly marked for feminine, i.e. when ¤ gender 
signifies the sex of a noun (female) or when 
gender is grammatical (feminine by form, e.g. 
aš-šajara ‘the tree’). Some nouns are femi-
nine by convention or ‘usage’ (Wright 1967:I, 
179–180), i.e. not explicitly marked for femi-
nine gender; yet, when one of these nouns is 
the subject of a sentence, feminine agreement 
is preferred. 

(17) ÿarabat aš-šams-u
 set.3fs the-sun.fs-Nom
 ‘The sun set’

Agreement with irregular (broken) plural sub-
jects is feminine, particularly with nonhuman 
nouns, as in (18). 

(18) μumma qasat 
 then hardened.3fs 
 qulùb-u-kum
 hearts-Nom-your
 ‘Then, your hearts became cruel’ 
 (Q. 2/74; Wright 1967:II, 290)
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Verbal agreement with a collective noun subject 
can be realized as either feminine or mascu-
line; feminine agreement is preferred, though, as 
in (19). 

(19) màtat al-ÿanam-u
 died.3fs the-sheep-Nom
 ‘The sheep died’

In spoken varieties of Arabic, the subject/verb 
agreement system is reduced. The verb agrees 
with a singular subject in all features of person, 
gender, and number. Dual agreement is no 
longer expressed on the verb; instead, plural 
agreement is used for both dual and feminine 
plural subjects, as in (20).

(20) il-bint-èn bi-yzakru
 the-girls-du Progr-study.3p
 ‘The two girls are studying’

Interestingly, when the subject is plural, two 
patterns of agreement can be expressed on 
the verb. The first is plural agreement, and 
the second is feminine singular agreement 
(called ‘deflected’ agreement). The last pattern 
is remarkable as it is the emerging pattern of 
agreement with masculine plural subjects, par-
ticularly among the younger generation, as in 
(21) and (22). 

(21) il-banàt 
 the-girls
 bi-yzakru/bi-tzàkir 
 Progr-study.3p/Progr-study.3fs
 ‘The girls are studying’

(22) i†-†alaba 
 the-students.mp 
 bi-yzakru/bi-tzàkir
 Progr-study.3p/Progr-study.3fs
 ‘The students are studying’  
For more details on the realization and rules of 
use of deflected agreement in spoken varieties 
of Arabic, see Belnap (1993).

4. P r o p e r t i e s  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t : 
T y p e s  a n d  d e f i n i t e n e s s

Any noun – a proper name, a common noun, 
a pronoun (23), a demonstrative pronoun (24), 
or a whole clause (25) – can function as the 
subject of a sentence.

(23) huwa mujtahid
 he hardworking.ms
 ‘He is hardworking’

(24) hà≈à ra±i≠-un
 this great.ms-Nom 
 ‘This is great/wonderful’

(25) ±an taßùmù xayr-un la-kum
 Compl. fast.2mp better-Nom to-you
 ‘For you to fast is for your good’ 
 (Q. 2/184)

The subject of a subject-predicate sentence 
is overwhelmingly definite, and the predicate 
agrees with it in gender and number. The sub-
ject of the verbal sentence can be either definite 
or indefinite. In Classical and Modern Standard 
Arabic, an indefinite noun can occur as the 
subject of a nominal sentence. In such cases, the 
word hunàka ‘there’ is usually used to intro-
duce the sentence in Modern Standard Arabic 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:316–317), as in (26). 

(26) hunàka rajul-un 
 there man.ms-Nom 
 yantaÚiru-ka
 Imperf.wait.3ms-cl2ms
 ‘There is a man waiting for you’

The equivalent of hunàka in spoken Arabic is 
the existential particle fì (¤ locatives).

5. S u b j e c t l e s s  s e n t e n c e s 
( p r o - d r o p )

Arabic allows the optional omission of the 
subject pronoun of a sentence, a phenom-
enon sometimes referred to as ¤ ‘pro-drop’ 
and found in languages with rich subject/verb 
agreement systems. The use of this grammatical 
phenomenon depends on semantic and prag-
matic factors, hinging on the familiarity of the 
reader/interlocutor with the topic and con-
text of the text/conversation. It follows that, 
given the two possible positions the subject can 
occupy in Arabic and the matching agreement 
patterns realized on the verb, pro-drop is pos-
sible only in the SV order, where agreement 
features on the verb represent the complete set 
of the missing subject pronoun: person, gender, 
and number. In Arabic grammar, the pronomi-
nal features expressed on the verb in subjectless 
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sentences are treated as ‘an implied pronoun’ 
(Wright 1967:II, 250) or ‘a pronominalized 
agent’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:352). An example is 
given in (27) and (28).

(27) hum intahaw min al-mašrù≠
 they finished.3mp from the-project
 ‘They have finished the project’

(28) intahaw min al-mašrù≠
 finished.3mp from the-project
 ‘They have finished the project’

In general, pro-drop applies freely, subject to 
recoverability of deletion, i.e. the interlocutor’s 
ability to reach the appropriate interpretation 
of the missing pronoun. Pro-drop, therefore, 
cannot apply in subject-predicate sentences, 
since as a result of the missing verb in these sen-
tences, the remnant (i.e. the predicate) would be 
a truncated constituent failing to be construed 
as a complete proposition.

When the subject is singular, as in (29)–(32), 
the subjectless sentence may seem ambiguous 
between VS and SV word orders, since singular 
subjects do not require an accompanying differ-
ence in the agreement patterns in each order. 

(29) ±akala †-†ifl-u
 ate.3ms the-child.ms-Nom

(30) a†-†ifl-u ±akala 
 the-child.ms-Nom ate.3ms 

(31) ±akalat a†-†iflat-u
 ate.3fs the-child.fs-Nom
 
(32) a†-†iflat-u ±akalat
 the-child.fs-Nom ate.3fs

In each of the above sentences, the verb can 
stand alone as a sentence: ±akala ‘he ate’ and 
±akalat ‘she ate’. Yet, it is generally accepted 
that since subjects with features other than 
singular require richer agreement on the verb 
in SV, this is the word order that allows the 
subject to be absent.

In the spoken varieties of Arabic, pro-drop 
is widely used in conversation. Reduced (or 
deflected) agreement with masculine and femi-
nine plural subjects, however, does not allow 
pro-drop, due to impossibility of appropri-
ate interpretation. Thus, a sentence consisting 

only of the verb bi-tzàkir [Progr-study.3fs] in 
examples (21) and (22) can never be interpreted 
to mean ‘they [fem./masc. pl.] are studying’. 
Standing alone without a subject, it can only 
mean ‘she is studying’.

One of the uses of pro-drop in the spoken 
variety, with plural agreement on the verb, is 
to indicate an impersonal subject, as in (33). 
Pro-drop in this case is used to express a propo-
sition in which the agent is unimportant or one 
that the speaker chooses to suppress. 

(33) iktašafu ÿàz †abì≠i fi l-ba™r
 discovered.3p gas natural in the-sea
 ‘They discovered natural gas in the sea’

This use replaces that of the impersonal ¤ pas-
sive in the Classical/Standard variety.

6. C a s e  m a r k i n g  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t

In both Classical Arabic and Modern Standard 
Arabic, the subject normally receives nomina-
tive case, whether the word order is VS or SV. 
In Arabic grammar, the realization of nomina-
tive case varies, depending on the nature of the 
noun receiving Case, i.e. depending on its num-
ber (singular, dual, or plural and type of plural) 
and gender (masculine or feminine). Generally, 
nominative case is termed raf ≠ lit. ‘raising’, and 
realized as the back, high, rounded vowel /u/ 
(∂amma), which is suffixed to the noun. The 
following are the main patterns of nomina-
tive case marking: (i) Masculine and feminine 
singular nouns, broken plurals, and regular 
(or sound) feminine plurals are marked for 
nominative by the addition of the suffix /u/ as 
illustrated by the examples of Case realization 
on these noun types, respectively: al-kitàb-u 
‘the book’, al-bint-u ‘the girl’, al-kutub-u ‘the 
books’, and al-banàt-u ‘the girls’; (ii) the suf-
fixal morpheme /-ùna/ is used to mark nomina-
tive case on sound (regular) masculine plurals, 
e.g. al-muhandisùna ‘the engineers’; and (iii) 
dual forms are marked for nominative by the 
suffix /àni/, e.g. kitàbàni ‘two books’.

Nominative case marking on indefinite nouns, 
other than sound plurals, requires  attaching 
the consonant /n/ to the /u/ suffix. This is called 
¤ tanwìn (¤ nunation), whose nature and the 
motivation for its use have been argued to be 
phonological rather than morphological (Gab-
alla 1986), thus ar-rajulu/rajulun (masc. sg.); 
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al-banàtu/banàtun (fem. pl.); ar-rijàlu/rijàlun 
(masc. pl.). For more details on plural forma-
tion and syllable structure in broken and sound 
plurals in Arabic, see Idrissi (1996).

Nominative case is not the only Case the sub-
ject can receive in Arabic. In subject-predicate 
sentences, the subject of a main (or kernel) sen-
tence can be preceded by one of a set of parti-
cles that affect the case the subject receives. The 
most frequently used of these particles is ±inna, 
which is why the particles have been named 
after it; ¤ ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà. There is no 
consensus in the literature on how to translate 
±inna. Some, for example Cowan (1958), argue 
that there is no English translation equivalent 
for this particle. However, Cowan points out 
that in an ±inna sentence, when the emphatic 
particle la- is prefixed to the predicate, ±inna 
may be translated as ‘indeed’. Badawi a.o. 
(2004:320) also translate it as ‘indeed’ and call 
it a sentence modifier with an emphatic or focus 
function, as in (34).

(34) ±inna l-±insàn-a 
 ±inna the-human.being-Acc
 la-fì xusr
 Emph-in  loss
 ‘Man is indeed in loss’ (Q. 103/2; Cowan 
 1958:65)

Wright (1967:II, 78) treats ±inna as an adverb 
meaning ‘truly’ or ‘certainly’. Subjects occurring 
after ±inna receive accusative case, as in (35).

(35) ±inna l-mudarrisat-a 
 ±inna the-teacher.fs-Acc
 muxlißat-un
 devoted.fs-Nom
 ‘The teacher is devoted’

The subject is marked for accusative case after 
the ±inna-type particles, even when indefinite, 
i.e. when separated from the particle by a PP 
predicate.

(36) ±inna fì l-maktabat-i walad-an
 ±inna in the-library-Gen boy.ms-Acc
 ‘There is a boy in the library’

Note that in terms of their meaning, sentences 
with ±inna followed by a delayed subject, as 
in (36), are equivalent to English existential 
sentences, as the translation indicates (see Hay-
wood and Nahmad 1965:396).

Definite subjects do not usually allow mate-
rial to intervene between them and the particle 
±inna, which is why (37) is ungrammatical.

(37) *±inna fì l-maktabat-i 
 ±inna in the-library-Gen 
 †-†ifl-a
 the-child.ms-Acc
 ‘There is the child in the library’

When the indefinite subject is preceded by the 
negator là, it is marked for accusative case 
without nunation, as in (38).

(38) là †ifl-a fì l-maktaba
 no child.ms-Acc  in the-library
 ‘There is no child in the library’

Finally, if the subject of an ’inna sentence is a 
pronoun, it attaches/cliticizes to this particle, 
without being overtly marked for Case, as pro-
nouns have frozen forms whether in their free 
or bound forms.

(39) ±inna-hà nà±ima
 ±inna-cl3fs sleeping.fs/asleep
 ‘She is sleeping/asleep’

A personal pronoun cannot replace the clitic 
pronoun in (39), rendering (40) ungrammatical. 

(40) *±inna hiya nà±ima
 ±inna she sleeping.fs/asleep

In subordinate clauses, the complementizer 
±anna, being a sister of ±inna, performs the same 
function as ±inna in (43) and (44) in terms of 
subject Case marking.

In spoken Arabic, Case is not marked mor-
phologically on the subject. Regular masculine 
plurals have the accusative form, as a frozen 
form that does not inflect for Case, e.g. il-
mudarrisìn ‘the teachers’. Further, there is no 
equivalent to ±inna in subject/predicate kernel 
sentences in the spoken variety.

7. T h e  c a t e g o r i a l  s t a t u s  o f 
t h e  s u b j e c t

The subject in Arabic is normally a noun (com-
mon or proper) or a pronoun. When common, 
it can be modified by one or more adjectives 
or a ¤ relative clause. In Arabic, however, it 
is common for adjectives to function as nouns 
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and, hence, to occupy the subject position, as 
in (41) and (42). 

(41) al-marì∂-u šufiya
 the-sick.ms-Nom recovered.3ms.Pass
 lit. ‘The sick person was recovered’

(42) al-murhaqat-u nàmat
 the-tired.fs-Nom slept.3fs
 lit. ‘The exhausted [female] person slept’

Subordinate noun clauses can function as the 
subject of a sentence. They can occur as com-
plements of some verbs such as balaÿa-nì ‘I 
heard [lit. ‘it reached me]’. Traditional Arabic 
grammar assumes that these noun clauses func-
tion as the subject of such verbs, as in (43). 

(43) balaÿa-nì  ±anna
 reached.3mp-me that  
 †-†alabat-a  là  yu≈àkirùna
 the-students-Acc Neg  study.3mp
 ‘I heard that the students do not study’

Similarly, the subject of some passive verbs can 
be a noun clause, as in (44). 

(44) ±ušì≠a ±anna  
 Pass.rumored.3mp that   
 l-wa∂≠-a mutadahwir  
 the-situation-Acc deteriorating/bad
 ‘It is rumored that the situation has 
 deteriorated’

In both (43) and (44), the clausal subjects must 
follow rather than precede the verb, i.e., the 
word order must strictly be VS.

The subject of a predicate can be a subor-
dinate clause. Example (45) from the Qur±àn 
2/184 is cited in Wright (1967:II, 252).

(45) ±an taßùmù xayrun la-kum
 that fast.2mp better for-you.2mp

 ‘For you to fast is for your good’  

The clausal subject in (45) begins with the par-
ticle ±an, which must be followed by an imper-
fect verb. This particle is used before verbal 
clauses. A nominal SV sentence can be used as 
a clausal subject, as in (46).

(46) yuqàlu ±anna l-kitàb-a 
 Pass.said.3mp that the-book-Acc

 sa-yunšaru
 Fut-Pass.publish.3mp
 ‘It is said that the book will be published’

With respect to Case, Arabic grammarians 
assume that clausal subjects receive nominative 
case by virtue of their function. In more recent 
treatments of these clauses in Arabic, sentences 
such as (44) and (46) have been argued to con-
tain an impersonal, expletive subject equivalent 
to English it, the subject being the complement 
of the verb (e.g., among many others, Moham-
mad 1990).

While there is no equivalent for ±inna in spo-
ken Arabic, the equivalent of ±anna is ±inn, a 
widely used noun clause complementizer.
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Subordination

Subordination refers to a syntactic depend-
ency between clauses in a multiclausal sen-
tence, in which the subordinate clause 
must be annexed to an independent clause 
but not conversely. As such, subordination 
in Arabic is a large topic, various aspects 
of which are dealt with in other entries (¤ 
cir cumstantial clauses; ¤ ™àl clauses; ¤ ±inna 
wa-±axawàtuhà; ¤ relative clauses). This entry 
deals with the form of subordination known as
complementation, whereby a subordinate clause 
bears a nominal function signaled by a particle 
introducing it, known as a complementizer. 

As nominal constituents, complement clauses 
bear the full range of grammatical functions 
assigned to noun phrases (Abdul-Ghany 1981: 
20–21; Badawi a.o. 2004:604–608): subject 
(with inversion of complement clause), as in 
(1); predicate (in an equational sentence), as in 
(2); direct object (of a transitive verb), as in (3); 
and object of a preposition (that is required by 
the matrix verb), as in (4).

(1) ßa™ì™un ±anna l-±ujrat-a munxafi∂atun
 true that the-rate-Acc low
 ‘It is true that the rate was low’

(2) al-muškilatu hiya ±anna-ka
 the-problem she that-you.ms
 là ta±tì mubakkiran

 not 2fs.come early
 ‘The problem is that you don’t come early’

(3) ra±ay-tu ±anna-hà tu™addiμu
 saw-1s that-she 3fs.speak
 šaxßan mà
 person some

 ‘I saw that she was talking to somebody’

(4) ±aμiqu bi ±anna ±allàh-a ma≠-ì
 1s.trust by that God-Acc with-me
 ‘I trust that God is with me’

Traditional Arabic grammar, and much genera-
tive research, recognizes three major comple-
mentizers in Classical and Modern Standard 
Arabic. (Due to its marginal and anachronis-
tic character [Cantarino 1975:II, 233–234], a 
fourth, ±in, is not discussed here.) The first is 
±anna ‘that’, which introduces clauses express-
ing propositions that denote factual assertions 

(Abdul-Ghany 1981:15; Ryding 2005:425), as 
in (5).

(5) Úann-a  zayd-un
 supposed-3ms Zayd-Nom that
 ±anna ≠amr-an sàfar-a
 Amr-Acc traveled-3ms
 ‘Zayd supposed that Amr (had) traveled’

(5) illustrates the salient properties of an ±anna 
clause: (i) it is (if not a subject) the complement 
of a lexical head, here the verb Úanna ‘to sup-
pose’; (ii) the first element is not a verb; (iii) the 
verb is in the indicative mood; and (iv) the noun 
phrase to the left of the verb is in the accusative 
case, with the accusative suffix –a when lexical, 
as here and in (1) and (4) above, otherwise as 
an accusative clitic, as in (2) and (3). 

A variant of ±anna is ±inna, which occurs only 
after qàla ‘to say’. Shlonsky (2000:336–337) 
proposes that the two complementizers differ 
in terms of the illocutionary feature Force: the 
asseverative complementizer ±inna is [+Force], 
while ±anna is [-Force]. Inasmuch as verbs that 
select ±anna share asseverative force with qàla, 
e.g. za≠ama and idda≠à ‘to claim’, this featural 
distinction is little more than a diacritic. 

The other two complementizers have the 
form ±an, a truncated form of ±anna. The first 
of these introduces clauses expressing proposi-
tions that do not denote factual assertions, as 
in (6).

(6) ±aràd-a zayd-un ±an
 desired-3ms Zayd-Nom that
 yu-sàfir-a ≠amr-un
 3ms-travel-Subj Amr-Nom
 ‘Zayd desired that Amr travel’

Substituting ±an for ±anna triggers three other 
differences from (5). First, the initial element in 
the subordinate clause is the verb yusàfira ‘that 
he travel’. Second, the mood of the verb is not 
indicative because the clause denotes a future 
contingency rather than an accomplished fact 
(Cantarino 1975:III, 106; Holes 2004:279). 
Since it denotes an as-yet-unrealized act, this 
form of the verb (al-mu∂àri≠ al-manßùb) is often 
designated as subjunctive in Western grammars 
of Arabic (Badawi a.o. 2004:589). Finally, 
the postverbal subject ≠amrun has nominative 
rather than accusative case. This ±an is called 
by the Arabic grammarians ±an al-maßdariyya 
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‘the ±an of the maßdar’ because its clause para-
phrases with the corresponding verbal noun or 
¤ maßdar when the subject of the matrix and 
complement clauses are coreferential (Wright 
1896:II, 26; Badawi a.o. 2004:588), as in (7) 
and (8).

(7) ±aràd-a zayd-un ±an
 desired-3ms Zayd-Nom that
 yu-sàfir-a
 3ms-travel-Subj 
 ‘Zayd1 desired that he1 travel’ 

(8) ±aràd-a zayd-un as-safar-a
 desired-3ms Zayd-Nom the-travel-Acc
 ‘Zayd wanted to travel’

This interchangeability between an ±an clause 
and a corresponding maßdar is evidently why 
the ±an clause in (6) is sometimes referred to as 
nonfinite (Bakir 2006:70–71), even though the 
subjunctive occurs in simple sentences when 
negated by lan (see below). 

The other variant of ±an is called ±an al-mu-
xaffafa ‘the light[en]ed ±an’. Like ±anna, lighted 
±an takes a verb in the indicative mood and a 
subject in nominative case; unlike the other 
two complementizers, its word order is either 
SV or VS (Abdul-Ghany 1981:9), as in (9) 
and (10).

(9) Úann-a zayd-un
 supposed-3ms Zayd-Nom that
 ±an   ≠amr-un sàfar-a
 Amr-Nom traveled-3ms

(10) Úann-a zayd-un
 supposed-3ms Zayd-Nom that
 ±an sàfar-a ≠amr-un
 traveled-3ms Amr-Nom
 ‘Zayd supposed that Amr (had) traveled’

Implicit in the preceding examples is the idea 
that the choice of complementizer depends 
on the lexical semantics of the predicate that 
selects the complement clause. Because ±anna 
introduces factual statements, it is selected by 
asseverative verbs, such as za≠ama ‘to claim’, 
or epistemics, such as ≈akara ‘to remember’. 
The same stricture applies to ±an al-muxaffafa, 
as (9)–(10) show. ±An al-maßdariyya, which 
introduces nonfactual clauses, is selected by 

predicates expressing a wider range of modal 
meanings: volition (±aràda ‘to want’), possi-
bility (±amkana ‘to be possible’), obligation 
(wajaba ‘to have to, to be necessary’), com-
mand (±amara ‘to order’), or fear (xàfa ‘to 
fear’) (Abdul-Ghany 1981:11–13; Badawi a.o. 
2004:590–593). In all these cases, selection of 
the complementizer is obligatory. A few verbs 
select clauses with or without the complemen-
tizer; for example Úanna in (5), and verbs of 
appropinquation (Abdul-Ghany 1981:19; Ryd-
ing 2005:452) such as ±awšaka or kàda ‘almost; 
to be on the verge of’, as in (11)–(13).

(11) Úann-a zayd-un ≠amr-an
 supposed-3ms Zayd-Nom Amr-Acc
 sàfar-a
 traveled-3ms
 ‘Zayd supposed Amr (had) traveled’

(12) ±awšak-a  ±an
 was on the verge-3ms that
 na-squ†-a
 1p-fall-Subj
 ‘We almost fell [i.e. ‘we were on the verge 

of falling’]’

(13) ±i≈à ±a-xraj-a yad-a-hu lam
 when stretched-3ms hand-Acc-his not
 ya-kad ya-rà-hu
 3ms-was.about.to 3ms-see-him
 ‘When he stretched out his hand, he almost 

couldn’t see it’

Recent research has offered more fine-grained 
analyses of complementizers and their selec-
tion, both semantically and syntactically. Awad 
(1995) shows that while in some cases the pres-
ence or absence of the complementizer ±inna in 
Palestinian Arabic has no semantic effect, as 
in (14), in others its presence signals the lesser 
evidentiality of the complement clause and, 
consequently, a lower degree of commitment 
on the part of the speaker to its truth, as in 
(15)–(16).

(14) kàl-at (±inna) i††aqs
 said-3fs that the-weather
 t™assan
 improved.3ms
 ‘She said (that) the weather improved’
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(15) smi≠-na l-wlàd b-il≠abu
 heard-1p the-children Progr-play-3pl
 ma≠ il-xurfàn
 with the-sheep
 ‘We heard the children playing with the 

sheep’

(16) smi≠-na ±inna l-wlàd
 heard-1p that the-children
 b-il≠abu ma≠ il-xurfàn
 Progr-play-3p with the-sheep
 ‘We heard that the children are playing 

with the sheep’

Such cases apart, ±inna is normally optional 
with verbs in the (perfect) indicative due to its 
semantic vacuity, as in (14). With the subjunc-
tive, the complementizer must be omitted when 
the matrix predicate is a manipulative verb like 
xalla ‘to make’, as in (17).

(17) layla xall-at xàlid y-rù™
 Laila made-3fs Khalid 3ms-go
 ‘Laila made Khalid go’

When the matrix predicate is an emotive verb 
like ™abb ‘to love, like’, ±inna is disallowed if 
the matrix and complement subjects co-refer 
(18–19), and allowed if they do not (20) (Awad 
1995:4–5).

(18) ™abb-èt a-rù™
 liked-1s 1s-go

(19) *™abb-èt ±inn-i a-rù™
 liked-1s that-1s 1s-go
 ‘I liked to go’

(20) ™abb-èt ±inn-him y-rù™-u
 liked-1s that-them 3m-go-3p
 ‘I liked them to go’

In her study of the lexical semantics of the 
predicates that select complement clauses, Pers-
son (1999) argues for a correlation between 
the semantic category of a matrix verb and 
the degree to which a complement clause is 
integrated syntactically into the matrix clause. 
If the matrix verb selects as its subject an agent 
that exerts strong control over the agent in the 
complement clause, the complement subject is 
raised to become the direct object of the verb, 
as with -hà in (21). If the influence of the higher 

agent on the lower is less direct, the comple-
ment subject remains in the complement clause 
as in (22) (Persson 1999:193–194).

(21) ±ajbar-a-hà ≠alà ±an
 forced-3sm-her on that
 ta-skut-a
 3fs-be.silent-Subj
 ‘He forced her to be quiet’

(22) ±aßarr-a al-qà∂ì ≠alà
 insisted-3ms the-judg-Nom on
 ±an ya-jlis-a farÿalì
 that 3ms-sit-Subj Farghali
 ‘The judge insisted that Farghali sit’

On the syntactic front, Shlonsky (2000) applies 
the split-complementizer hypothesis of Rizzi 
(1997) to ±anna clauses in Modern Standard 
Arabic. He proposes that the operator layer 
of the clause, designated as Complementizer 
Phrase (Shlonsky 1997:2–6; Ouhalla and Shlon-
sky 2002b:1–4), be decomposed into the series 
of functional projections, as in (23) (Shlonsky 
2000:341).

(23) ForceP[hrase] > TopicP > AgrP > אP > 
TopicP* > FocusP . . .

±Anna originates as the head 0א of אP, with 
its associated accusative noun phrase in [Spec, 
 P]. Because such noun phrases are sometimesא
topics, they raise to [Spec, TopicP]. In order 
for the complementizer to precede the topic 
noun phrase, ±anna must adjoin to the head 
of a higher projection, AgrP. However, when 
the accusative subject is a clitic, it serves as an 
agreement affix to ±anna and must therefore 
adjoin to Force0. Thus, ±anna is not licensed 
by the thematic layer of the clause, which 
is instantiated by AgrP, but by the operator 
layer(s), including ForceP and TopicP. One 
piece of evidence on which Shlonsky bases 
this conclusion is the well-known fact that the 
agreement clitic cannot be phonetically null, 
i.e. pro (Shlonsky 2000:338–339; Mohammad 
1990:99; 1999:93), as shown by (24).

(24) *za≠am-a zayd-un ±anna-pro 
 claimed-3ms Zayd-nom that-pro
 sàfar-a
 traveled-3ms
 ‘Zayd claimed that [he] traveled’
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If the clitic pronoun were governed by Agree-
ment or Tense, then the null subject pro should 
be licensed, contrary to fact. That it is not 
licensed suggests that the clitic is instead licensed 
by ±anna, within the operator layer of the clause. 
LeTourneau (1993) accounts for this fact by 
appeal to the Minimality Condition: the mini-
mal projection containing the clitic is the inter-
mediate projection C’ rather than T’ or Agr’, 
thereby requiring that the clitic, which origi-
nates in subject position in order to be assigned 
its thematic role, incorporates into C as an affix. 

Recently, the status of ±an al-maßdariyya as a 
complementizer has been called into question. 
Following the traditional classification, Aoun 
(1985:57) proposed that the complementary 
distribution of ±anna and ±an as nominal and 
verbal complementizers, respectively, could be 
captured by treating them as realizations of the 
feature [mood] on C: [+mood] would realize C 
as ±an, [-mood] as ±anna. Going a step further, 
Ouhalla and Shlonsky (2002b:18) remark that 
it is plausible to regard ±an as the head of a 
Mood projection rather than as a comple-
mentizer. Ayed (2003) argues in detail for this 
analysis. He observes that ±an distributes like 
the negative particle lan, as against ±anna, in 
three respects: (i) it selects subjunctive mood; 
(ii) its complement is verb-initial; and (iii), as 
a special case of (ii), it cannot take a small 
clause complement. The first two properties 
were illustrated in (6), repeated here as (25); the 
third, and the corresponding properties of lan, 
follow in (26)–(29) (Ayed 2003:33, 35–36).

(25) ±aràd-a zayd-un ±an
 desired-3ms Zayd-Nom that
 yu-sàfir-a ≠amr-un
 3ms-travel-Subj Amr-Nom
 ‘Zayd desired that Amr travel’

(26) *ufa∂∂ilu ±an al-walad-u
 prefer-1s that the-boy-Nom
 sa≠ìd-un
 happy-Nom
 ‘I prefer that the boy [be] happy’

(27) lan ya-≠rif-a al-walad-u
 not.Fut 3ms-know-Subj the-boy-Nom
 al-™aqìqat-a
 the-truth-Acc
 ‘The boy will not know the truth’

(28) *lan al-walad-u1 ya-≠rif-a
 not.Fut the-boy-Nom 3ms-know-Subj
 pro1 al-™aqìqat-a
  the-truth-Acc
 ‘The boy1, he1 will not know the truth’

(29) *lan al-walad-u sa≠ìd-un
 not.Fut the-boy-Nom happy-Nom
 ‘The boy will not [be] happy’

Moreover, lan can co-occur with ±anna (30) but 
not with ±an (31) (Ayed 2003:36–37):

(30) ±a-rjù ±anna al-walad-a
 1s-hope that the-boy-Acc
 lan ya- ≠rif-a al-™aqìqat-a
 not.fut 3ms-know-Subj the-truth-Acc

(31) *±a-rjù ±an lan ya-≠rif-a
 1s-hope that not.fut 3ms-know-Subj
 al-walad-u al-™aqìqat-a
 the-boy-Nom the-truth-Acc
 ‘I hope that the boy will not know the 

truth’

From these facts, Ayed deduces that ±an is not a 
complementizer at all. If this is correct, then the 
nominal vs. verbal contrast between comple-
mentizers has to be stated between ±anna and 
±an muxaffafa rather than ±an maßdariyya. If 
the latter is reclassified as a formative realizing 
mood, then the two remaining complementizers 
differ not in mood selection but only in free-
dom of word order: ±anna clauses are uniformly 
SVO, while ±an clauses are either SVO or VSO. 

The phenomenon of word order variation 
in complement clauses raises the question of 
their underlying word order. Though rarely 
the object of direct investigation, this has been 
studied in the context of three other lines 
of inquiry: (i) extraction out of complement 
clauses; (ii) the expletive hypothesis; and (iii) 
the status of the accusative noun phrase follow-
ing ±anna as a subject or a topic. 

Majdi (1990) and Mohammad (1990, 1999) 
base their conclusions about unmarked word 
order on the possibilities for extraction of inter-
rogative operators such as man ‘who’ or mà≈à 
‘what’ from complement clauses. (Mohammad 
and Majdi both take ±an to be a complementizer 
and the preverbal noun phrase in ±anna clauses 
to be a subject.) With ±an maßdariyya, subjects 
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and objects behave symmetrically; either one 
may be extracted (Majdi 1990:144–145), as in 
(32) and (33).

(32) mà≈à1 tu-rìdu ±an ya-ktub-a
 what 2ms-want that 3ms-write-Subj
 t1 salìm-un
  Salim-Nom
 ‘What do you desire that Salim write?’

(33) man tu-rìdu ±an ya-ktub-a
 who 2ms-want that 3ms-write-Subj
 at-taqrìr-a
 the-report-Acc
 ‘Who do you want to write the report?’

With ±anna clauses, objects may be extracted 
whether the complementizer is present (overt) 
or absent (null) (Majdi 1990:146–147), as in 
(34) and (35).

(34) man1 ta-Úunnu salìm-an
 who 2ms-suppose Salim-Acc
 ra±à-hu t1

 saw.3ms-him 

(35) man1 ta-Úunnu ±anna salìm-an
 who 2ms-suppose that Salim-Acc
 ra±à-hu t1

 saw.3ms-him 
 ‘Who(m) do you suppose that Salim 

saw?’

However, a subject operator can be extracted 
from a clause with a declarative complementizer 
only if C is null (Majdi 1990:147), as in (36).

(36) man ta-Úunnu ra±à
 who 2ms-suppose saw.3ms
 salìm-an pro
 Salim-Acc
 ‘Who do you suppose saw Salim?’

(37) *man1 ta-Úunnu ±anna t1

 who 2ms-suppose that
 ra±à salìm-an pro

 saw.3ms Salìm-Acc
 ‘Who do you suppose that saw Salim?’

In this case, a repair strategy is available: 
lexicalizing the trace as a clitic pronoun in (38) 
renders (37) grammatical (Majdi 1990:148).

(38) man1 ta-Úunnu ±anna-hu1 ra±à
 who 2ms-suppose that-him saw.3ms
 salìm-an     pro
 Salim-Acc
 ‘Who do you suppose that [he] saw 

Salim?’

Both Majdi and Mohammad assume that a 
verb and its direct object form a verb phrase 
constituent in Standard Arabic, but they posit 
different basic word orders. Majdi takes the 
underlying order to be [VO]S, as in ±an clauses, 
while Mohammad takes it to be S[VO], as 
in ±anna clauses. Majdi’s assumption of VOS 
order is the reason there is a clause-final pro 
subject in (36)–(38). To derive SVO order in 
±anna clauses, Majdi must assume that salìmun 
adjoins to the verb ra±à in (34)–(35) in order 
to be governed by it. Mohammad’s analy-
sis avoids this artifice (and its necessity under 
government, eliminated as a superfluity from 
minimalist theories), in favor of an indepen-
dently required raising of the verb to T[ense] 
to check its tense feature and, in the process, 
derive VSO word order. (Mohammad relies 
in this derivation on the VP Internal Subject 
Hypothesis, under which the subject originates 
in the specifier of VP, another well-motivated 
proposal.) In the light of extraction phenom-
ena, SVO seems the better choice for underlying 
word order. 

SVO order is also implicit in the Expletive 
Hypothesis (Mohammad 1990, 1999), pro-
posed to account for impoverished number 
agreement in VSO sentences, in which the verb 
is singular even when the postverbal subject 
is plural. The Expletive Hypothesis postulates 
that in VSO sentences, the verb is invariably 
singular because it agrees with a preceding 
null expletive pronoun similar to it in it is odd 
that she left. Mohammad justifies postulat-
ing such a null expletive based on agreement 
patterns with verbs in Standard Arabic that 
select clausal complements. The subject of the 
complement clause may appear to the left of 
the matrix predicate; when it does, the sentence 
(superficially) exhibits SVO order. SVO order 
exhibits full agreement; if the preverbal noun 
phrase were the subject of that verb, the lat-
ter should agree with the noun phrase in all 
features. However, such left-peripheral noun 
phrases exhibit only partial agreement with the 
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verb, for person and (masculine) gender but 
not number. This pattern holds for ‘raising’ 
verbs like badà ‘to seem’ in (39)–(40), modal 
verbs like wajaba ‘to be necessary’ in (41)–(42), 
‘tough movement’ predicates like sahlun ‘easy’ 
in (43)–(45), and impersonal passives like xašà 
‘to (be) fear(ed)’ in (46)–(48) (Mohammad 
1990:98–109; 1999:95–106).

(39) *al-±awlàd-u yabd-ùna ±anna-hum
 the-boys-Nom seem-3mp that-them
 sàfar-ù
 traveled-3mp
 *’The boys seem that they traveled’

(40) al-±awlàd-u pro yabd-ù
 the-boys-Nom seem-3ms
 ±anna-hum sàfar-ù
 that-them traveled-3mp
 ‘The boys it seems that they traveled’

(41) ±ayy-u l-±awlàd-i pro yajib-u
 which-Nom the-boys-Gen must-3ms
 ±an yu-sàfir-ù
 that 3m-travel-Subj.p
 ‘Which boys must travel?’

(42) *±ayy-u l-±awlàd-i yajib-ùna
 which-Nom the-boys-Gen must-3mp
 ±an yu-sàfir-ù
 that 3m-travel-Subj.p
 *’Which boys are necessary that they 

travel?’

(43) pro sahl-un ±an
  easy.ms-Nom that
 ta-nja™-a al-bint-u
 3fs-succeed-Subj the-girl-Nom
 ‘It is easy for the girl to succeed’

(44) al-bint-u pro sahl-un ±an
 the-girl-Nom  easy.ms-Nom that
 ta-nja™-a
 3fs-succeed-Subj
 ‘The girl, it is easy for her to succeed’

(45) *al-bint-u pro sahl-at-un ±an
 the-girl-Nom  easy-fs-Nom that
 ta-nja™-a
 3fs-succeed-Subj
 ‘The girl is easy to succeed’

(46) pro yuxšà  ±an ta-hrub-a
  fear.Pass.3ms that 3fs-escape-Subj

 as-sajìn-at-u
 the-prisoner-fs-Nom
 ‘It is feared that the prisoner [fem.] (may) 

escape’

(47) *as-sajìn-at-u tu-xšà ±an
 the-prisoner-fs-Nom 3fs-fear.Pass that
 pro ta-hrub-a
  3fs-escape-Subj
 ‘The prisoner [fem.] is feared that she 

(may) escape’

(48) *±ayy-u sajìn-at-in
 which-Nom prisoner-fs-Gen
 tu-x“à ’an pro ta-hrub-a
 3fs-fear.Pass that  3fs-escape-Subj
 *’Which prisoner [fem.] is feared that she 

(may) escape?’

The impoverished agreement on the verb in 
all these case is the result of the (full) agree-
ment with the null expletive subject in SVO 
order. The absence of number agreement with 
a preverbal noun phrase in these constructions 
is one major cluster of evidence for the conclu-
sion that raising of noun phrases to matrix 
subject position from subordinate clauses (as 
in English the child seems likely to leave ~ 
the children seem likely to leave, with full 
[number] agreement) does not exist in Arabic 
(Farghal 1993:103; Mohammad 1999:97). The 
reason, Mohammad speculates, is that Arabic 
lacks infinitives which, because of their defec-
tive inflection, require their overt subjects to 
raise to a finite clause to check their Case (or 
perhaps Extended Projection Principle [EPP]) 
feature. Hence, as the glosses indicate, the left-
peripheral noun phrases in the grammatical 
sentences are construed as topics. (In keeping 
with its limited purpose, the preceding discus-
sion ignores criticisms of the Expletive Hypoth-
esis offered by Bahloul and Harbert 1993; 
Fassi Fehri 1993; Aoun a.o. 1994; and Ben-
mamoun 2000. Replies to the first three of these 
works can be found in Mohammad 1999, 
Chap. 4.) 

As the preceding discussion anticipates, the 
question of basic word order is also related to 
whether a preverbal noun phrase in a comple-
ment clause is a subject or a topic. That ques-
tion arises because root SV(O) sentences, such 
as (49), are sometimes ambiguous between 
a subject and a topic reading (Fassi Fehri 
1993:27).
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(49)  al-banàt-u ji±-na
 the-girls-Nom came-3fp
 ‘The girls came’/‘The girls, they came’

(49) contrasts with unambiguous cases in which 
the noun phrase is shown to be a topic by the 
occurrence of a resumptive pronoun, as in (50), 
or in which it is a subject because it is indefinite, 
as in (51), a feature incompatible with topical-
ity (Fassi Fehri 1993:28):

(50) al-±awlàd-u1 ∂arab-tu-hum1

 the-boys-Nom beat.Perf-1s-them
 ‘The boys, I beat them’

(51) baqar-at-un takallam-at
 cow-fs-Nom spoke-3fs
 ‘A cow spoke’

With regard to the subject or topic status of 
initial noun phrases in ±anna clauses, Majdi 
(1990:144) is agnostic; Shlonsky (2000) and 
Abdul-Ghany (1981) argue that it must be a 
topic. Shlonsky (2000:339) denies that the NP 
can be a subject, because he argues, as noted 
above, that it is licensed by the operator layer 
of the clause, which includes TopicP, rather 
than the thematic layer, instantiated by AgrP 
and T[ense]P, which licenses subjects. Abdul-
Ghany (1981:133) observes that the pattern 
of a left-peripheral noun phrase co-occurring 
with a coindexed resumptive pronoun – which 
is diagnostic for topics cross-linguistically (Rizzi 
1997) – occurs in complement as well as root 
clauses, as in (52).

(52) Úanna zayd-un ±anna ≠amr-an1

 supposed Zayd-Nom that Amr-Acc
 qàbal-a-hu1 xàlid-un
 met-3ms-him Khalid
 ‘Zayd supposed that Amr, Khalid met him’

Abdul-Ghany then assimilates clauses without 
a resumptive pronoun like (53) to the  topic/
comment structure of (52) by assuming that the 
pro subject of the verb is a null resumptive.

(53) Úanna zayd-un ±anna ≠amr-an
 supposed Zayd-Nom that Amr-Acc
 sàfar-a pro
 traveled-3ms
 ‘Zayd supposed that Amr, he traveled’

The pro subject is postverbal on analogy with 
xàlidun in (52). On this analysis, the basic 
word order in a complement clause is VS(O). 
The argument is not decisive in view of the 
(alleged) ambiguity of (49). 

Possibly more telling is the fact that the 
left-peripheral noun phrase in declarative com-
plement clause is normally definite – in fact, 
invariably so, according to Abdul-Ghany. As 
illustrated by (50), topics in Arabic are definite, 
and they cannot be indefinite, as shown by (54).

(54) ?*baqar-at-un1 ≈aba™-tu-hà1

 cow-fs-Nom slaughtered-1s-her
 ‘A cow, I slaughtered it’

Conversely, indefinite noun phrases (hence, 
subjects) cannot antecede resumptive pronouns 
(Fassi Fehri 1993:29), as shown by (55).

(55) ?*kull-u rajul-in1 ±a-™tarimu-hu1

 every-Nom man-Gen 1s-respect-him
 ‘Every man, I respect him’

On the basis of facts like these, Abdul-Ghany 
(1981:134) finds that an indefinite noun phrase 
cannot be left peripheral in a complement 
clause, as shown by (56).

(56) *Úanna zayd-un
 supposed-3ms Zayd-Nom that
 ±anna rajul-an sàfar-a
 man-Acc traveled-3ms
 ‘Zayd supposed that a man traveled’

However, Mohammad (1999:9–10, 22) reports 
that the prohibition on indefinite subjects in 
initial position in matrix clauses, as in (57), is 
relaxed in complement clauses, as in (58).

(57) *rajul-un qàbal-a al-walad-a
 man-Nom met-3ms the-boy-Acc
 ‘A man met the boy’

(58) ™asib-a zayd-un ±anna
 thought-3sm Zayd-Nom that
 ±af ≠-an ladaÿ-at ≠amr-an
 snake-Acc bit-3fs Amr-Acc
 ‘Zayd thought that a snake bit Amr’

Thus, Mohammad agrees with Abdul-Ghany 
against Fassi Fehri that root clauses cannot host 
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initial indefinites, but disagrees with him about 
the possibility of initial indefinites in comple-
ment clauses. (Fassi Fehri does not discuss 
examples like (56).) In view of this data dis-
pute, the topic or subject status of noun phrases 
in ±anna clauses remains unresolved.
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Substrate

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n 

The term ‘substrate’ stems from the Latin sub-
stratum, which means ‘underlying layer’. The 
two aspects of ‘underlying’ and ‘being layered’ 
are both essential to the various connotations 
of substrate in linguistics as well as in other 
sciences.

A substrate language is defined as a language 
that underlies another language. Substrate 
effects are the traces that a substrate language 
has left on another language. This underlying 
position of the substrate language must pri-
marily be understood in a linguistic sense: in a 

  substrate 367

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



language system there is an exogenous hidden 
layer that influences and molds the surface form 
of the language. The substrate effects belong 
to the fundamental structure of the language 
and do not involve only superficial phenomena, 
such as peripheral items of the lexicon. This 
underlying structured layer or stratum results 
from language contact with speakers of the 
substrate language. In most cases, the sub-
strate effects are imposed by speakers who have 
abandoned their first language and switched 
to the new language. It was in this context of 
language change and language contact that the 
term ‘substrate’ emerged in the second half of 
the 19th century. Later, these terms were used 
in all kinds of historical linguistics, and in the 
latter half of the 20th century they became 
common terms in creole studies as well (cf. 
Goodman 1993).

2. S u b s t r a t e  a s  s o c i a l l y  a n d 
g e o g r a p h i c a l l y  u n d e r l y i n g

Although it is a linguistic concept, social and 
geographical meanings are also attached to 
the prefix sub- in substrate. Hock (1986:411) 
discusses three types of language contact situa-
tions, defined by lower, equal, or higher social 
status of one language compared with the 
other. In his terminology, only the language 
that is underlying in terms of social position 
is called ‘substrate’; he calls the other two 
cases ‘adstrate’ and ‘superstrate’. Native Ameri-
can Indian languages would then be substrate 
languages in the American colonization era, 
while French and Scandinavian as introduced 
by the Norman and Scandinavian conquerors 
in Britain would be superstrates and adstrates. 
Since social domination usually coincides with 
linguistic domination, a substrate language in 
the linguistic sense has indeed often become 
a substrate because of its socially underlying 
position.

In Romance historical linguistics, Delat-
tre (1970:480) defines the difference between 
substrate and superstrate in terms of (geo-
graphically) local vs. strange: “Si les habitudes 
articulatoires locales se maintiennent malgré 
l’adoption d’un vocabulaire étranger, on parle 
de substrat”. Delattre then discusses which 
local language, Celtic or Germanic, influenced 
the ‘strange’ language of the Roman invaders. 
In this case, the geographical status of being 

foreign runs parallel with both a linguistic 
meaning of ‘underlying’ in the French language 
and a social meaning in the sense that the 
Roman invaders were socially dominant.

Although often the three senses of underly-
ing run parallel, this is not necessarily the case. 
Speakers of creole language have indeed been 
repressed socially by speakers of a dominant 
language. However, with respect to the creoles 
that emerged on the plantations in the Western 
hemisphere, it makes no sense to claim that 
the language of the dominant group or that of 
the repressed group would be local or foreign, 
because both languages were introduced from 
other continents.

The social aspect of the underlying position 
seems to be related more closely with linguistic 
underlying than with the geographical aspect, 
but the two aspects cannot be taken as equal at 
the risk of circularity. In many instances, more 
or less apparent traces of substrate languages 
can be pointed at, but if their social history 
is unknown, it is not justified to infer social 
dominance for the nonsubstrate language. In 
instances where language contact took place 
long ago, the term ‘substrate’ is used on the 
basis of linguistic data alone. Therefore, only 
in combination with knowledge about social 
history is it proper to speak of substrates vs. 
superstrates, but when the social history is not 
known, ‘substrate’ is used here as a general 
term for a language underlying another lan-
guage in a linguistic sense.

Nevertheless, the linguistic characterization 
of substrates implies that substrates are often 
more associated with interference from (non-
dominant) speakers giving up their own lan-
guage than with (dominant) speakers borrowing 
from another language. Because of this confus-
ing status of substrate between social and lin-
guistic definitions, Thomason and Kaufman 
(1988:118) prefer to use the term ‘interference 
through shift’ for situations where there is no 
historical evidence about social positions. How-
ever, while traces of substrate languages may 
typically be a result of ‘interference through 
shift’, in many instances additional mechanisms 
of language transfer, like borrowing, ¤ con-
vergence, and ¤ code-switching, have played a 
role as well, and the term ‘interference through 
shift’ seems too narrow to comprise all lan-
guage change mechanisms that result in what 
are called substrate traces.
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3. F o u r  a s p e c t s  o f  s u b s t r a t e s

The definition of a substrate as a linguistic layer 
that underlies another language entails four 
related aspects.

First, the term ‘substrate’ is used exclusively 
on the level of language as a system, a code 
or a structure. In the actual usage or perform-
ance, for instance in cases where immigrants 
speak a second language variety or interlan-
guage – influenced by their first language – we 
do not speak of a substrate. We only speak of 
a substrate when there is structural influence 
of another (substrate) language throughout a 
language or dialect. Although the origin of 
such substrate effects may very well originate 
from unstable and variable interlanguage phe-
nomena, these are only regarded as substrate 
influence when the features have stabilized and 
become permanent. When exactly this is the 
case remains disputed.

The second aspect is that stabilization is more 
likely to occur when contact between speakers 
of the substrate language and the receiving lan-
guage has ended, because then the extent of the 
influence and prestige of the substrate language 
can no longer change substantially. Therefore, 
it is unusual to speak of a substrate when the 
original language is still present. For instance, 
English as spoken by speakers of Indian lan-
guages for outgroup communication in India 
is clearly influenced on a systemic level in its 
rhythmic patterns and phonemic qualities by 
Indian languages. Nevertheless, the term ‘sub-
strate’ is seldom used in such cases, precisely 
because the original language is still there. The 
term ‘substrate’ here has connotations related 
to its use in geology, where it denotes a layer 
lying below the present surface layer and still 
affecting more recent layers, although it is no 
longer visible. When a ‘substrate’ language is 
still spoken, some authors explicitly do not 
consider it to be a substrate. Diem (1979:54), 
for instance, rules out substrate Berber influ-
ence in Arabic in cases where speakers still 
speak Berber. Actual bilingualism is an indi-
cator for Diem that we cannot yet speak of a 
substrate: “. . . [es ist nicht klar], ob die betref-
fende Erscheinung als Substraterscheinung, d.h. 
in rein arabischsprachigem Gebiet, oder als 
lebende berberische Interferenz in der Situa-
tion berberisch-arabischer Zweisprachigkeit 
einzuordnen ist”. For the same reason, Ver-
steegh (1997:104) considers Berber to be an 

adstrate. This means he uses the term ‘adstrate’ 
in a different sense than Hock (1986:411), 
because for him it has no connotations with the 
social position of the languages.

Third, this absence of the original substrate 
language also means that a substrate has a hid-
den underlying character; a substrate language 
is only known by its effects in another lan-
guage, although it may be spoken by speakers 
of the substrate language in another place. This 
invisibility, together with its systemic character, 
implies that it is primarily not the lexicon but 
the less salient, more structural aspects of a lan-
guage, like phonology or syntax, that determine 
whether we speak of a substrate.

Finally, what lies below must have been 
formed earlier – at least this is a rule of thumb in 
geological and archeological research of earthly 
(sub)strata. In linguistics, substrates also have 
this connotation of being older than the new 
languages that overrode the original autoch-
thonous language. In cases where a Basque or 
Iberian substrate is suggested for Spanish, or 
a Dravidian substrate for Indian languages, 
this may be correct, both in a linguistic and an 
ethnohistorical sense of antiquity. However, 
this sense of being older must often be under-
stood only relatively. Consider the case of cre-
ole languages, which are mergers of a language 
that provides lexical forms (in creole studies 
called the superstrate or lexifier) and a language 
(or languages) that to some extent provide 
phonological patterns or syntactic form (called 
the substrate). These latter languages are in no 
absolute sense, either genealogically or geo-
graphically, older than the superstrate. It may 
well be the case that in the Arabic creole, ¤ 
(Ki-)Nubi, nowadays spoken in Uganda and 
Kenya, the African substrate languages have 
shorter histories than the language that pro-
vided the lexical material, Arabic. ‘Younger’ 
or ‘older’ in this context has to be understood 
only from the perspective of the speech com-
munities involved. In an earlier period, these 
speech communities may have spoken African 
languages, while later the speakers switched 
toward a form of Arabic that finally resulted in 
a new language.

4. H o w  a  l a n g u a g e  b e c o m e s  a 
s u b s t r a t e

Although substrate languages are defined on 
a systemic level, the initial processes through 
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which one language becomes the substrate of 
another take place on the individual level. 
Conceptually, there are three different ways 
that this can happen, although in practice they 
overlap and are not easily distinguishable. In all 
three cases there must have been at least some 
contact between speakers of language A and 
language B. 

The first and most typical situation is when 
speakers of language A learn language B and 
retain traces of language A in language B. In 
this scenario, substrate effects are systemic con-
sequences of massive second language learning. 
It is essential that the errors or, more neutrally, 
the modifications that the learners impose on 
the language spread from the individual to the 
systemic level, stabilize, and become part of the 
language as a system. For instance, in several 
Egyptian Arabic varieties, /k/ has been palatal-
ized to /ky/ before short front vowels. This may 
be attributed to substrate influence from Coptic. 
Under this substrate effect, one must assume a 
stage where native Coptic speakers acquired a 
form of Arabic onto which they imposed their 
own phonetic assimilation rules from Coptic 
with respect to /k/. These individual modifica-
tions must have spread and become stabilized 
in varieties and during generations when the 
original Coptic influence was no longer there 
(¤ Coptic loanwords).

In such cases, substrate influences are a result 
of interference or transfer from a source lan-
guage to the target language of second language 
learning. Without further modification (like 
the one posited by Thomason and Kaufman, 
who add “through language shift” [1988:118]), 
terms like ‘transfer’ and ‘interference’ are 
ambiguous, because they do not make explicit 
who is the agent of the transfer or interference. 
Rejecting these terms, Van Coetsem (1988) 
proposes a model where the agent of language 
contact phenomena is accounted for, using 
the apt term ‘imposition’ when the transfer is 
effected by speakers of the source language. To 
distinguish such individual instances of transfer 
from systemic enduring effects, Van Coetsem 
(1988:78) distinguishes between ‘inclusion’ 
(into the individual message) and ‘integration’ 
(into the code or system).

A phenomenon is integrated in a language 
when it is part of the structure or code. How-
ever, it is not always clear whether something 
belongs to the system or only to individual 

usage. For instance, in modern urban dialects 
in countries like the Netherlands, Belgium, and 
France, interference from immigrants from the 
Maghreb results in a peculiar modification of 
the voicedness and place of articulation of 
sibilants. This new kind of Dutch, influenced 
by Berber and Moroccan Arabic, is spoken by 
at least two generations, and nowadays it is 
also in use among some Dutch without Berber 
or Moroccan background. This means that 
these features are spreading (cf. Hinskens a.o., 
forthcoming). These are indications that in the 
future we may speak of an Arabic or Berber 
substrate in some Western European urban dia-
lects, quite apart from the question of whether 
this may count as substrate or adstrate, because 
this depends on whether or not we take the geo-
graphical detachment of the substrate speakers 
into account. However, it is as yet unknown 
how long such features will remain in the urban 
dialects. It may turn out that after one or several 
generations they are leveled out, depending on 
future social and political developments. A cor-
responding case is found in Medieval Arabic. 
Diem (1979:57) conjectures that in the first cen-
turies after the Hijra there may have been more 
divergence due to substrate influence, but that 
this was leveled out through later population 
movements, of which some examples are found 
in modern Arabic as well.

When considering interference from second 
language learning as one of the most important 
factors of becoming a substrate, it should not 
be forgotten that interference through second 
language learning consists not only of errors 
and new formations due to the first language 
of the speakers, but also of general tendencies 
and universals of acquisition, which are not 
due to the first language in question. In creole 
formation, such changes as reduction and sim-
plification are particularly prevalent. (Ki-)Nubi 
for instance, has a Cv syllable pattern. This 
may be due to substrate influence because the 
substrate languages in the region also tend to 
open syllables (Wellens 2005:301ff.). However, 
a tendency to use Cv patterns may also be a 
universal aspect of second language acquisi-
tion and creolization, since most creoles tend 
to open syllables. Similarly, the replacement 
of interdentals by dentals in Arabic dialects 
spoken in Syria and Egypt may be an effect 
of the substrate languages, Syriac and Coptic. 
However, the same change also took place in 
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other varieties of Arabic, and it is common in 
language change in general. Therefore, in such 
cases a substrate may have helped to reinforce 
a change that was on its way in any event (cf. 
Versteegh 1997:105).

5. B o r r o w i n g ,  c o d e - s w i t c h i n g , 
a n d  l a n g u a g e  a r e a s

Although substrate influence is most often con-
sidered to be a result of interference through 
language shift, it is not so by definition. Sub-
strate influence may also involve transfer activ-
ity of a speaker of the recipient language. In 
such a case, the term ‘borrowing’ is used. When 
borrowing only takes place on the lexical level, 
substrate is an unusual term, especially when 
the language from which borrowing takes place 
has (had) a socially dominant position, as, for 
instance, in the case of French and English 
words used in modern Arabic. Lexical borrow-
ings are too visible, too much on the surface, to 
become a substrate phenomenon. If the asso-
ciation of substrate with a socially underlying 
group is to be retained, borrowing is not typical 
for a substrate, either. Nevertheless, the term 
substrate is used for languages in regions where 
toponyms stem from another language. The 
names of some American states, like Illinois, 
Michigan, and Wisconsin, for instance, stem 
from Amerindian languages. Yet, they may very 
well have been the result of borrowing by Eng-
lish speakers from native Amerindian speakers. 
In this case, only the geographical primacy of 
the Amerindian speakers has led to the use of 
the term ‘substrate’.

When in more intense language contact situa-
tions more structural phenomena are borrowed, 
the term ‘substrate’ is also used (cf. Leslau 
1945). The domain from which a speaker bor-
rows a phenomenon from another language 
may first of all be the speech of a second lan-
guage learner. In that case, borrowing is the 
result of imitating an imposition effect of a 
second language learner, and borrowing and 
imposition are thereby part of the same process 
of integration of new phenomena into a lan-
guage. In such a case, the speaker of the recipi-
ent language need not be bilingual, receiving 
the borrowings through the intermediary of the 
second language learner. Secondly, borrowing 
may take place directly from another language. 
The underlying mechanism is partial or full 

bilingualism of the speaker of the recipient lan-
guage. In such more intense language contact 
situations, it is hard to distinguish what exactly 
is due to borrowing and what to imposition. In 
the Algerian dialect of Djidjelli, for instance, 
Marçais (1956) found Berber lexical items, but 
also Berber gender assignment, Berber prefixes, 
and Berber syntax (¤ Berber loanwords). In 
this case, it is practically impossible to find out 
which Berber phenomena were borrowed and 
which were imposed. A similar case is found in 
Ethiopic languages, where a Cushitic substrate 
has influenced all domains of the originally 
Semitic languages (cf. Leslau 1945).

Substrate influence may be scaled with regard 
to its intensity. The intensity depends on the 
relative number of speakers of the substrate 
language compared to those of the recipi-
ent language, their prestige or influence, the 
time scale, and the mode of acquisition of the 
recipient language by the speakers of the sub-
strate language. As Thomason and Kaufman 
(1988:120) show, however, these factors do 
not yield a predictive model, which is why they 
rate the intensity of substratal influence purely 
along linguistic lines.

Within the context of bilingualism, other 
kinds of situations may be found where speak-
ers accommodate to each other’s patterns of 
speech. This may result in mutual structural 
convergence. A classic example of this is the 
Balkan language area. In the southern Balkans, 
several languages – Albanian, Greek, Romanian 
Bulgarian, Macedonian, and Serbo-Croatian – 
are spoken that are only indirectly related, 
but they share more properties than would be 
expected from their linguistic genealogy. These 
concern, among other properties, absence of 
nasality and length in vowels, postposed enc-
litic definite articles, merger of dative and geni-
tive case, and the loss of infinitival structures 
in favor of finite complements. Earlier explana-
tions have been given in terms of superstrate 
from Greek and in terms of unknown sub-
strates. More recently, it has been assumed that 
the languages involved function as each other’s 
substrates, although for many traits it is no 
longer clear what the substrate language was 
(Joseph 1983). Such areal influences disturb the 
traditional, ‘clean’ model of a genealogical tree. 
It has been argued for the Semitic languages 
as well that many traits must be attributed to 
mutual influence rather than common origin 
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(cf. Garbini 1984). As in the Balkan case, com-
mon features in a specific language area are not 
sufficient by themselves to claim influence from 
an unknown substrate. 

6. S u b s t r a t e  a s  a  f a c t o r  i n 
l a n g u a g e  c h a n g e

Explanations of language change based on the 
hypothesis of substratal influence meet with sev-
eral problems. First of all, if there are changes 
in one language or in one dialect that do not 
occur in other varieties, these may be ascribed 
to some unknown substrate language. How-
ever, when there is no linguistic evidence of lan-
guages being originally spoken in the area, such 
explanations are vacuous. Hock (1986:484) 
even argues that invoking a mysterious influ-
ence from an unknown substrate which cannot 
be further examined may even block further 
research into mechanisms of language change.

The substrate factor as an explanation for 
change becomes stronger when there are sev-
eral languages or dialects that have changed 
in a common direction, in an area where one 
known or unknown language (family) was spo-
ken previously. Uralic as an underlying factor 
of both Slavic and Baltic languages is a case in 
point. The Baltic languages Latvian and Lithua-
nian share common changes in stress pattern 
with Russian dialects that are spoken in the 
area where in the past Uralic speakers may have 
lived, and the word-initial stress pattern can be 
related to Uralic languages spoken in the area 
(Thomason and Kaufman 1988:238ff.).

Another problem with the substrate factor is 
that the more common a change is, the more 
difficult it is to claim that the change is caused 
solely by substratal influence. Such changes 
may also be due to chance and need no extra 
substrate factor as explanation. Now, since 
substratal influence takes place on the struc-
tural level, where in principle less variation 
is possible than in the lexicon, it is harder to 
prove than change through borrowing and is 
more easily confused with accidental change. 
For instance, the change of interdentals to den-
tals in Egyptian Arabic, referred to above, or 
changes in word order from SOV to SVO, are 
less likely to be due only to substratal influence.

In traditional historical linguistics, the ten-
dency has, therefore, been to exclude all exter-

nal explanations of language change unless the 
external explanation is completely clear-cut (cf. 
especially the discussion on Dravidian influ-
ence in Indian languages in Emeneau 1956). 
In instances of SOV/SVO word order changes, 
it is, therefore, less usual to invoke substratal 
influence. Yet, even though it cannot be proved 
that the substrate alone is responsible for a 
particular change, in many cases it seems likely 
that the structure of the substrate language 
at least has helped to change the language in 
a particular direction. For SVO/SOV changes 
in particular, it has been shown that crosslin-
guistically there is a quite strong areal influ-
ence on word order (Nichols 1992). When 
many Austronesian languages have SVO order, 
while most Austronesian languages that were 
in contact with Papuan languages have SOV 
order, we may not be able to prove substrate 
causation in each particular instance, but sub-
strate, or at least adstrate, influence is likely, to 
say the least. Substratal influence may also be 
invoked in such a case as the sentence position 
of interrogative pronouns in Egyptian Arabic 
(¤ Coptic loanwords). While there were two 
alternative interrogative positions in older Ara-
bic, substratal influence may well have pushed 
the language in the direction of keeping to keep 
interrogatives in situ on their structural posi-
tion in the sentence instead of fronting them 
(Versteegh 1997:106).

Diem (1979) explicitly rules out substrate 
influence when a certain language change also 
occurs in varieties that cannot be linked to the 
substrate language. When considering Aramaic 
substrate influence in Syrian-Lebanese-Palestin-
ian Arabic varieties, he excludes changes like 
the voiceless realization of /q/ and elision of 
/u/ and /i/ because these changes also occur 
in several other Arabic varieties. Therefore, 
although substratal influence cannot be proven, 
it is again not unlikely that, since these changes 
correspond to changes in Aramaic, influence 
from Aramaic has at least not hindered these 
developments. In the Mosul dialect of Iraqi 
Arabic, there is a final conjunction di- that cor-
responds to an Aramaic particle. This may seem 
a good candidate for Aramaic substratal influ-
ence since it is not found elsewhere. However, 
since related Iraqi varieties have similar parti-
cles, such as të- or da-, Diem (1979:42) doubts 
that this is a case of substratal influence. Again, 
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we may be dealing here with an independent 
internal change which has, however, received 
its shape due to Aramaic substratal influence.

Historical linguists tend to be rather skeptical 
with regard to substrate explanations (cf. Hock 
1986:483; Diem 1979). This skepticism is a 
reaction to overly bold claims by earlier histori-
cal linguists, but it may also be a proper charac-
teristic of the discipline of historical linguistics 
and its methodology. Traditional historical lin-
guistics seeks to construct genealogical trees 
and protolanguages. Explanations in terms of 
internal laws are therefore more attractive, 
since with their help a genealogical tree can be 
built. External explanations, however, are con-
sidered to be more like disturbances of the ideal 
tree structure. In modern creole studies and 
language contact studies, the opposite is true 
(cf. Thomason and Kaufman 1988). Although 
historical explanations of creole structures have 
also been given in terms of the superstrate or 
lexifier language, nowadays there is a strong 
research program in creole studies that attempts 
to assess to what extent, for instance, West 
African languages have influenced creoles that 
have as their lexical bases European languages. 
The aim of this program is not to (re)build fam-
ily trees, but to assess what sources are used in 
particular creole formation and to gain insight 
into language contact in general. In their turn, 
however, creolists working from a generative 
perspective tend to be more skeptical of sup-
posed substrate influence, since they hope to 
find structures from an innate bioprogram pref-
erably not contaminated by inherited structures 
from substrates.

Nevertheless, irrespective of whether one 
takes a ‘substratomaniac’ or a ‘substratopho-
bic’ position, the case for substrate influence 
becomes much stronger when independent 
knowledge about the substrate language(s) and 
their social history is available. In fact, Diem 
(1979:16) claims that explanations in terms of 
substrate may only be invoked if the original 
language is known. A case from Arabic are 
the varieties spoken in the western Yemenite 
mountains. Southeast Semitic languages spoken 
in Zufar and Soqotra, as well as Ethiopic lan-
guages, have been named as substrates in order 
to explain a range of striking differences from 
other Arabic varieties (cf. Diem 1979:18ff.). 
The explanation in this case does fit in with 
what we know about the history of the area.

The specificity of how precise our knowledge 
of the original language must be varies. In the 
Arabic creole (Ki-)Nubi, /l/, /r/, /d/, and /n/ have 
irregularly alternated, and in some instances 
they are allophonic, something which does not 
occur in any other Arabic variety. This may 
safely be attributed to influence from African 
languages spoken in the area, which commonly 
have these apicals in complementary distribu-
tion, even though the exact substrate language 
may be unknown (Wellens 2005:295ff.).

On the other hand, even knowledge about 
the substrate language does not warrant that 
substratal influence can be attested beyond 
any doubt. It still remains to be seen whether 
the knowledge about a language corresponds 
exactly to the stage of the language at the 
moment of language contact. For instance, 
Diem rejects an explanation in terms of Aramaic 
substrate in the Palestinian consonantal change 
of /q/ > /k/ and /k/ > /c/. Although in New Ara-
maic dialects there are varieties in which /q/ is 
lacking and in which there is palatalization, 
the diversity in this respect among the Aramaic 
dialects leads Diem to reject substratal influence 
here. In yet other cases, data from social history 
are available but they do not correspond with 
what is known about the language. Changes 
like the consonant lenition in West Germanic 
and Romance varieties could be attributed to 
a Celtic substrate. However, since these leni-
tions took place hundreds of years after the last 
Celts stopped speaking Celtic, this explanation 
loses in force. Yet, although obviously direct 
substratal influence in these cases is out of the 
question, indirect substrate influence cannot be 
excluded either. Influence can be indirect in the 
sense of historical delay, alluded to above. If 
substrate factors were involved, for instance in 
the stress shift in early Germanic, their effects 
would indeed range over hundreds of years, 
because even today deflection is continuing in 
several Germanic varieties that might be attrib-
uted to this early language contact (cf. Salmons 
1992). Thus, the case of Celtic substrate may 
not be unfounded after all.

Another form of indirect substratal influence 
does not concern the transfer of properties of 
the substrate language themselves to the sur-
face language but rather the introduction of 
structural changes by the mere fact of language 
shift and second language learning. In Ecuado-
rian Quechua, the loss of object agreement and 
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complex affixes can be attributed to substrate 
Barbacoan languages that also lack such struc-
tures. Although one might hesitate to call this 
substratal influence, the makeup of modern 
Quechua in Ecuador seems to be shaped under 
the influence of substrate speakers. In this case, 
no specific phonological or syntactic patterns 
could be attributed to any substrate, yet, spe-
cific influence is observed when Ecuadorian 
Quechua is compared with Bolivian Quechua. 
In Bolivia, the substrate language of Aymara, 
which is typologically much closer to Que-
chua, has probably been involved in the reten-
tion of much of Quechua verbal morphological 
structure, while the modifications of verbal 
plural agreement affixes do indeed run paral-
lel to plural formation in Aymara (see Kusters 
2003:276ff.). Thus, in the Bolivian case one 
might paradoxically say that substrate influence 
has been such that it has resulted in relatively 
little change, while Ecuadorian Quechua may 
have been deflected under indirect influence of 
particular substrates.

The issue of whether changes can be attrib-
uted directly to a substrate or indirectly to 
processes of second language acquisition, lev-
eling, and simplification is also at stake in 
Arabic linguistics. In some cases, new, more 
analytic and transparent constructions like the 
analytical possessive or the new demonstrative 
pronoun in modern Arabic varieties have vari-
ous shapes, which suggests that combinations 
of local substratal influence, dialect spread, 
and universals of leveling and simplification 
are all involved. The exact proportion of each 
of these factors has been under debate for the 
last three decades (Diem 1979; Versteegh 1984, 
1997:107ff.; Kusters 2003:150ff., and refer-
ences cited there). Since some of these changes 
have even occurred in varieties that had hardly 
any contact with nonnative speakers, other fac-
tors, such as ‘ immanent’ processes of change, 
must be invoked as well (Diem 1979:63). 

7. S u b s t r a t e s  a n d  t h e o r e t i c a l 
l i n g u i s t i c s

From a historical perspective, substrates become 
interesting when one variety is compared with 
related varieties that lack a specific change. 
In theoretical linguistics, substrates as well as 
adstrates and superstrates have a quite distinct 
role. While in historical linguistics a feature is 

the more typically substratal the more it perme-
ates the whole language, in theoretical linguis-
tics the focus lies on variation and separation 
of two or more strata within one language. For 
instance, English is assumed to have a theoreti-
cally interesting (ad)strate of Romance/French 
because many rules like stress shift and affixa-
tion only apply to a limited set of the lexicon 
that may be marked as +Romance. The task of 
theoretical linguistics is, on the one hand, to 
construct a plausible grammar in which rules 
are as extensive as possible and do not differ 
for (groups of) lexical items on an ad hoc basis. 
On the other hand, when there is a separate 
layer to which different rules apply, this must 
also be acknowledged. In syntax one is hesitant 
to build variation into the grammar in order 
to account for substrate effects. Instead, it is 
preferable to speak of two language systems. In 
phonology, more attempts are made to recon-
cile different components within one grammar 
(cf. Ito and Mester 1995). Thus, in theoretical 
linguistics the focus is on the not fully inte-
grated substrate, while in comparative and his-
torical linguistics the incomplete integration in 
the genealogical tree is at stake.

In Arabic linguistics, many of the issues men-
tioned above come together. In the heteroge-
neous speech communities of the larger Arab 
cities, such as Cairo, dialectal and standard 
registers meet. Here we find dialect contact, 
language contact, the emergence of new fea-
tures, and the maintenance of older features, 
which stem from older substrate languages such 
as Coptic, as well as from substrate dialects, 
such as Bedouin dialects. Questions about what 
counts as underlying in a social, geographical, 
or linguistic sense also return here.
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Sudan

1. A r a b i c  w i t h i n  t h e 
l i n g u i s t i c  m a p  o f  t h e  S u d a n

Sudan is the largest country in Africa, with an 
area of almost 1 million square miles inhabited 
by about 33 million people. Like many of the 
tropical African countries, it is characterized 
by linguistic density and diversity, with more 
than one hundred languages (113, according 
to the 1956 census). These languages belong 
to three out of the four language families into 
which all the languages of Africa are classified 
(Greenberg 1966). The 1956 census showed 

that 51.4 percent of the people spoke Arabic 
as their mother tongue and the remaining 112 
languages were spoken as native language by 
48.6 percent of the total population. All recent 
language surveys agree that Arabic is spoken by 
about 80 percent as a first, second, or third lan-
guage. As such, it serves as a lingua franca and 
facilitates communication among groups speak-
ing more than one hundred mutually unintelli-
gible languages spreading all over the country, 
including the southern region. Mother-tongue 
Arabic speakers make up the most economi-
cally affluent, socially prestigious, and cultur-
ally dominant ethnic group in the country, and 
Arabic derives its prestige from their status. It 
is the official language of the State according to 
the Constitution, and the dominant language 
in all other official and semiofficial domains, 
including, for example, mass media, politics, 
administration, and the army. After the Ara-
bicization of higher education in 1991, Arabic 
became the official medium of instruction at 
all educational levels. Other languages with a 
large number of speakers include Dinka, Nuer, 
Zande, and Bari in southern Sudan; Beja in 
eastern Sudan; Fur and Masalit in Darfur in 
western Sudan; Koalib and Nyimang in the 
Nuba Mountains in Kordofan and Fellata or 
Fulani in different areas in western, central, 
and eastern Sudan. Although the ¤ Nubian 
languages of northern Sudan, i.e. Nobiin and 
Dongolese, do not belong to the most widely 
spoken languages, their demographic minority 
position is counterbalanced by their historical 
importance and their considerable contribution 
to the development of Sudanese Colloquial 
Arabic (see below, Sec. 3).

2. S u d a n e s e  A r a b i c  d i a l e c t s 
a n d  v a r i e t i e s

Arabic in the Sudan exists in the form of one 
main central dialect and a number of other 
regional dialects, each with distinctive linguistic 
features. There are three other distinctive Arabic 
varieties spoken by people whose mother tongue 
is a language other than Arabic. Qàsim (1989) 
attributes the multiplicity of regional dialects in 
the Sudan to environmental and linguistic fac-
tors. Regarding the first factor, the early immi-
grant Arab tribesmen of the 7th–16th centuries, 
in their search for pasture, settled far apart from 
one another, and eventually adapted themselves 
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to the indigenous languages and environmental 
conditions of their new habitat. Linguistically, 
these immigrants originated from a number of 
well-known tribes that existed in Arabia at that 
time. Each group, due to isolation, maintained 
its dialectal features; the following features are 
only a few examples of the variants that are 
found (Qàsim 1989):

i. Realization of /™/ as /h/ in the Hamar 
dialect of Kordofan, e.g. ™àrr > hàr ‘hot’; 
this is a feature of the Bani Sa≠d Ibn Zayd 
Manàt dialect in Arabia.

ii. Deletion of the final consonants of a word 
(known as tarxìm), e.g. alkalàm > alkala 
‘speech’; this characteristic of the Rubatab 
dialect of northern Sudan was also a feature 
of the ¢ayyi± dialect.

iii. Realization of the word ±a≠†à as an†a ‘to give’ 
by some tribes of Kordofan was recorded in 
the dialects of Sa≠d Ibn Bakr, Hu≈ayl, ±Azd, 
and Qays.

iv. Rendering of the definite article al- as am- 
in some words all over the Sudan, e.g. 
albàri™a > umbàri™ ‘yesterday’, which is a 
feature of the Yemeni dialects.

The inhabitants of western Sudan, in particular 
Darfur, belong to two major distinct linguis-
tic stocks: speakers of Nilo-Saharan languages 
(Fur, Masalit, Maba, Zaghawa, etc.), and the 
Arabic speakers who immigrated to this region 
mainly from across the Sahara through Fezzan 
(Libya). The latter speak the ¤ £assàniyya 
Arabic dialect, similar to the one spoken by the 
Shuwa Arabs in Chad and Nigeria. It is this 
dialect which constitutes the substratum for 
the ¤ West Sudanic Arabic variety developed 
and used by the non-Arab communities of the 
region. It is the same variety that is spoken 
in ¤ Chad. Its main outstanding feature is 
the inability of its speakers – being nonnative 
speakers of Arabic – to properly pronounce 
the Arabic emphatic sounds /†, ∂, ß/, and /Ú/ 
(pronounced in Sudan as /Ω/), the velar fricative 
/ÿ/, and the pharyngeal sounds /™/ and /≠/. The 
emphatic sounds are replaced by their simple 
correspondents: †ibb > tibb ‘medicine’, ∂àbi† > 
dàbit ‘officer’, etc. The sound /ÿ/ is realized as 
/x/: ÿàba > xàba ‘forest’. The sounds /™/ and /≠/ 
are replaced by /h/ and /±/, respectively, and they 
may disappear in final position: ™arb > harib 
‘war’, ßa™ì™ > sahi ‘correct’; ≠ali > ±ali [proper 
name], naw≠ > nò ‘variety’.

The Eastern Sudanese Arabic variety is the 
one spoken by the Beja in the area between 
Kassala northward through Port Sudan, along 
the Red Sea up to the Egyptian border. In addi-
tion to the phonological features described for 
the West Sudanic dialect, the Eastern Sudanese 
dialect is also distinguished by its deviating 
word order, having SOV as a basic pattern of 
word order (instead of the SVO of the other 
dialects): alwalad jàb almòya ‘the boy brought 
the water’ > alwalad almòya jàb ‘the boy the 
water brought’. For a descriptive grammar of 
the dialect of the Shukriyya tribe, see Reich-
muth (1983).

The Southern Sudanese variety of Arabic is, 
in fact, a kind of creole Arabic that developed 
during the Turkish-Egyptian rule (1821–1882). 
It is also known as ¤ Juba Arabic, although it is 
spoken with a number of variations in different 
parts of the southern region. It has assimilated 
and adapted a large number of vocabulary 
items and concepts from the surrounding local 
languages. However, its most salient feature is 
the drastic reduction of its grammar: no gender 
distinction, minimal and peculiar application of 
number (e.g. ita ‘you [sg. masc. and sg. fem.]’, 
itakum ‘you [pl. masc. and pl. fem.]’), and 
reduction in tenses (e.g. ita akal ‘you ate’, ita ge 
akal ‘you are eating’).

3. S u d a n e s e  C o l l o q u i a l 
A r a b i c  ( S u d a n  C o l l o q u i a l 
A r a b i c )

The standard version of spoken Arabic from 
which these regional dialects vary is known 
in the literature as ‘Sudanese Colloquial Ara-
bic’, also known as ¤ ‘Khartoum Arabic’ or 
‘Omdurman Arabic’. It acts as the central or 
model dialect by which the other varieties are 
measured and which speakers of the other dia-
lects and varieties strive to approximate when 
trying to speak more elegantly. It is spoken 
over a vast area extending from northern Sudan 
(below Nubia), along the Nile, through Greater 
Khartoum, and then down between the White 
and Blue Niles into the Gezira and further 
down to the edges of the Southern Blue Nile 
regions. Its center of gravity in central Sudan 
is the most developed part of the country, both 
socially and economically. However, it is also 
the form of Arabic spoken in all the large towns 
in the Sudan where the riverine Arabs are pres-
ent in significant numbers.
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Qàsim (1975) compares the conditions which 
led to the supremacy of this dialect with those 
which led to the supremacy of the Qurayš dia-
lect of Mecca over the other dialects of Arabia. 
The Nile, which earlier provided a suitable 
settlement for the sedentary Arabs, had the 
same function as the Ka≠ba for the Bedouin, 
thus rendering the area from Barbar south to 
the remote areas of the Gezira a melting pot of 
Sudanese cultural, linguistic, and economic her-
itage. Qàsim concludes: “The language which 
sprang up (in this area) is to some extent rep-
resentative of all Arab tribes in the Sudan and 
reflects their continuous interaction with the 
indigenous groups” (1975:100).

Sudanese Colloquial Arabic is indebted to 
two local linguistic sources, Nile ¤ Nubian 
and Beja, for the greater part of its non-Arabic 
vocabulary. Nile Nubian provided it with a 
large number of words pertaining to various 
semantic fields, including farming, fauna, and 
handicrafts. Most of the Nile Nubian words 
found in Sudanese Colloquial Arabic can be 
morphologically identified by the Nubian accu-
sative/dative case marker, -(ä)g/-(ä)k. Examples 
of these are: màrèg ‘sorghum’, kòrèg ‘shovel’, 
safaròg ‘curved stick used for throwing’, kadìs 
‘cat’, tagaròga ~ tabaròga ‘round mat of palm 
fronds’, kabdilo ‘granary-shaped deep and 
broad basket made of palm fronds [used for 
keeping dry food stuff]’, etc. Beja influence, on 
the other hand, is encountered in many words 
relating to marriage customs and traditions, 
such as jirtik ‘piece of red silk worn on the 
wrist of bride and groom at their wedding’, 
suksuk ‘small beads [for decorating the bride]’, 
šabbàl ‘the act whereby a woman who is danc-
ing allows her hair to touch the face of a man 
who approaches her to express his admiration 
for her dance’, etc. Other fields include names 
of some animals and birds, such as ba≠ašòm 
‘fox’ and ba≠anèb ‘a kind of eagle’. Moreover, 
all words morphologically marked by the suf-
fix -:äb originate from Beja, such as ≠angarèb 
‘wooden bed’, ≠ankòlìb ‘a kind of sugarcane’, 
wèkàb ‘an ingredient of sauce’. This suffix is 
also used for designating ethnic affiliation, as 
in ≠Abdallàb ‘members of Abdalla’s clan or his 
descendants’, ≠Umaràb, ≠Aliyàb, etc.

In the course of its development, Sudanese 
Colloquial Arabic also acquired lexical items 
from other (foreign) languages, the most impor-
tant of these being:

From Turkish: Mostly words in the semantic 
fields of professions, administration, and the 
military, often morphologically identified through 
the affixes -ji denoting profession, -xàna ‘place’, 
and bàš- ‘senior’. Examples: bus†aji ‘postman’, 
tamarji ‘[male] nurse’, ±adabxàna ‘WC’, ±ijzaxàna 
‘pharmacy’, bàškàtib ‘senior clerk’, †àbiya 
‘military headquarters’, gišlàg ‘military residential 
compound’, šàwìš ‘sergeant, corporal’. Many of 
these words are gradually being replaced by their 
Standard Arabic forms.

From Persian: Mostly names of flowers (often used 
as proper names for females), food, carpets, work 
and musical instruments, and other miscellaneous 
items. Examples: yàsmìn ‘jasmine’, xušàf ‘dessert 
of mixed fruits and juice’, ±iklìm ‘a kind of 
precious Persian carpet’, šakùš ‘hammer’, †ambùr 
‘tambourine’, yàf†a ‘signboard’, nìšàn ‘decoration 
[for honoring a person]’.

From English: Mostly words in the field of 
‘modernism’. Examples: ràdiyo ‘radio’, warša 
‘workshop’, barlamàn ‘parliament’, lòri ‘lorry’.

From French: Only a few words, through Egyptian 
Arabic. Examples: tilifziyòn ‘television’, jarasòn 
‘waiter’, (al-)madàm ‘wife’.

For the last thirty years, socioeconomic and 
sociocultural booms have had a great impact 
on many aspects of life in central Sudan, includ-
ing language. These are the booms of iÿtiràb, 
i.e. emigration to the oil countries in the Gulf 
for work, and the ‘mania’ of the Egyptian tele-
vision film series. The muÿtaribìn ‘emigrants’ 
brought back Arabian words and concepts such 
as sayyàra (instead of ≠arabiyya) ‘car’, dawàm 
‘working hours of the day’, jannab ‘to put aside, 
park [a car]’ and ≠amm ‘uncle [in the sense 
of boss]’. Moreover, through these emigrants, 
Sudanese Colloquial Arabic words relating to 
travel abroad, which were hitherto very infre-
quently used, have now been promoted to the 
status of active vocabulary. Examples: ta±šira or 
fìza ‘visa’, okke ‘OK [in flights booking]’, šèk 
siyà™i ‘traveler’s check’.

The influence of Egyptian television serials, on 
the other hand, is reflected by the newly spread-
ing trend of using the 3rd person possessive pro-
noun with kinship terms as terms of address for 
the 1st person, e.g. ≠ammu ‘his paternal uncle’ 
and xàlu ‘his maternal uncle’, when addressing 
one’s own uncles. Another new fashion is the 
naming of children, especially females, after 
Egyptian film stars (Shirin, Nasrin, etc.).

At present, Sudanese Colloquial Arabic is 
in the process of borrowing and integrating 
new words from computer language. These 
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are mostly verbs adapted from English, such 
as farmat ‘to format’, sakkan ‘to scan’ (par-
ticularly when referring to scanning of pictures 
and photographs by journalists), and sayyaf ‘to 
save’. Of course, such words still have a very 
restricted degree of frequency, but with the 
progress in computer literacy they are expected 
to increase in number and become more widely 
circulated.

3.1 Phonology

Four out of the 28 Old Arabic consonants do 
not exist in Sudanese Colloquial Arabic: /q/, /μ/, 
/≈/, and /Ú/. They are replaced by the following 
phonemes:

*q > /g/ or /k/ and (in a few cases) /ÿ/: qàla > gàl ‘to 
say’, baqar > bagar ‘cattle’; qatala > katal ‘to kill’, 
waqt > wakit ‘time’; qànùn > ÿànùn ‘law’, laqab > 
laÿab ‘nickname’

*μ > /t/ or /s/: μalàμa > talàta ‘three’, juμμa > jitta 
‘corpse’; μabbata > sabbat ‘to fix’, wàμiq > wàsiÿ 
‘sure, confident’

*≈ > /d/, /∂/, or /z/: jaba≈a > jabad ‘to pull’, 
≈awwaba > dawwab ‘to melt [trans.]’, ≈anab > 
∂anab ‘tail’, ±u≈n > ±a∂àn ‘ear’; ≈akara > zakar ‘to 
mention’, la≈ì≈ > lazìz ‘delicious’

*Ú > /∂/ or /Ω/ (emphatic alveolar voiced fricative): 
Úahr > ∂ahar ‘back’, naÚìf > na∂ìf ‘clean’; Úàhir > 
Ωàhir ‘clear’, waÚìfa > waΩìfa ‘job’

Apart from the above changes, the following 
are represented by at least one example:

*± > /w/: ±ayna > wèn ‘where?’; *b > /m/: barÿùt > 
margòt ‘flea’; *j > /d/: jayš > dèš ‘army’; *h > /x/: 
™a††a > xatta ‘to put’; *d > /t/: zaÿrada > zaÿrat ‘to 
ululate’; *r > /l/: ∂arfa > ∂alfa ‘movable part of the 
door, window, or cupboard’; *ß > /s/: ßurra > surra 
‘navel’; *s > /z/: sa≠af > za≠af ‘palm fronds’; *l > /n/: 
jibrìl > jibrìn [male proper name]; *m > /n/: fà†ima 
> fà†na [female proper name]; *y > /j/: yarbù≠ > 
jarbù≠ ‘mean person’ (cf. also Qàsim 1989).

The Sudanese Colloquial Arabic consonant 
inventory includes three consonants that do 
not exist in Old Arabic:

/Ω/, realization of Modern Standard Arabic /Ú/ (see 
the examples Ωàhir, waΩìfa, above)

/∑/ [t∑] (alveo-palatal voiceless affricate), as in ∑at 
‘all’ (only one example)

/ny/ [õ] (nasal palatal): nyamak ‘sauce of rice 
mixed with lentil’ (only one example)

The Sudanese Colloquial Arabic vowel system 
includes two vowels that do not exist in Old 
Arabic: /e/ and /o/ (short and long).

/e/ may be related to Old Arabic /i/, as in be-llèl 
< bi-llayl ‘in the night’. Its long form /è/ always 
corresponds to the diphthong /ay/: bèt < bayt 
‘house’, yàrèt < yà layta ‘hopefully’.

/o/ may be related to Old Arabic /ù/: gàlo < qàlù 
‘they said’. Its long form /ò/ always corresponds 
to the diphthong /aw/: tòr < μawr ‘bull, ox’, mòt 
< mawt ‘death’.

The syllabic system of Old Arabic is based on 
six types of syllables: Cv, Cä, CvC, CäC, CvCC, 
and CäCC (usually a gemination and only in 
pausa). Sudanese Colloquial Arabic uses the 
first four types only, illustrated by the sentence 
±ad.dè.tu ≠a.ßìr ‘I gave him juice’. When Modern 
Standard Arabic words are pronounced collo-
quially, the geminated consonant of the syllable 
CvCC is realized as a simple (nongeminated) 
consonant, e.g. ™àdd > ™àd ‘sharp’. The CvCC 
(nongeminated) syllable type is also avoided in 
colloquial pronunciation through the insertion 
of epenthetic vowels /a/, /i/, and /u/) between 
C2 and C3, leading eventually to the split of the 
syllable into two: CvCC > Cv.CvC. Insertion 
of a specific vowel is roughly conditioned by 
the grammatical category of the word in ques-
tion and the type of C2 consonant: /a/, when 
the word is a noun and C2 is a back fricative 
consonant, e.g. naxl > naxal ‘palm trees’, la™m 
> la™am ‘meat’; /i/, when (i) the word is a noun 
and C2 is not a back fricative consonant, as in 
waqt > wakit ‘time’, samn > samin ‘ghee, but-
ter’; and (ii) the word is a verbal noun, as in 
jald > jalid ‘slashing with a whip’, ±axd > ±axid 
‘taking’; /u/, when the word is a noun, C2 is not 
a back consonant, and C3 is /m/, /r/, or /l/, as 
in xašm > xašum ‘mouth’, faqr > fagur ‘pov-
erty’, and ra†l > ra†ul ‘pound’ (cf. also Badawi 
1962).

Stress plays a more important role in Suda-
nese Colloquial Arabic than in Modern Stand-
ard Arabic. Here, two types of stress can be 
distinguished: lexical and grammatical. The 
position of lexical stress in Sudanese Colloquial 
Arabic words is as follows:

i. Monosyllabic words are usually stressed 
when pronounced in isolation, but in strings 
of utterances, the presence of stress depends 
on the syntactic environments in which 
they occur.

ii. In disyllabic words, the stress falls on the 
ultimate syllable, if it is of the type CäC 
or CvC going back to CvCC-gemination. 
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Otherwise, it falls on the other (first) sylla-
ble: mu.dÛr ‘director’; mu.hím ‘important’, 
but ÿá.bi ‘idiot’; ≠Ùr.fak ‘I know you’.

iii. In multisyllabic words, the stress falls on:
(a) the ultimate syllable, if it is of the type 

CäC or CvC going back to CvCC-gemi-
nation, as in ma.ßà.rÛf ‘pocket money’; 
mus.ta.bíd ‘tyrannical’;

(b) the penultimate, if (a) does not apply 
and the penultimate is of the type Cä 
or CvC, as in dag.gÈ.na ‘they beat 
us [past]’; šà.kál.tak ‘I quarreled with 
you’; or

(c) the preceding syllable, if (a) and (b) do 
not apply, as in muz.dá.li.fa [one of the 
places Muslim pilgrims stop at during 
the pilgrimage to Mecca].

Further preceding syllables never carry stress.
Grammatical stress, on the other hand, oper-

ates in Sudanese Colloquial Arabic as follows. 
When the 1st person object and possessive 
pronouns are suffixed to nouns, they carry the 
stress irrespective of the syllabic structure of 
the noun, as in wa.†a.ní ‘my nation’ (contrast-
ing with wá.†a.ni ‘national’), ma.xad.dà.tí ‘my 
pillows’, ad.dà.ní ‘he gave me’, is.taÿ.fal.ní ‘he 
fooled me’. When the object pronoun of the 3rd 
person singular masculine -hu is attached to a 
3rd person plural masculine verb, the pronoun 
is usually deleted, the plural morpheme -ù is 
shortened and lowered to -o, and the stress is 
shifted to the final syllable irrespective of the 
syllabic structure of the verb, as in ±a.ka.ló (< 
±akalò-hu < ±akalù-hu) ‘they ate it’ (contrast-
ing with ±á.ka.lo ‘they ate’), ±it. ≠al.la.mó ‘they 
learned it’. This stress applies to all tenses and 
moods: biyàkló ‘they will eat it’, ±ukló ‘eat [pl.] 
it!’. In Old Arabic, the feminine marker -à± of 
adjectives whose masculine form is of the pat-
tern ±aCCaC is shortened to -a, with the stress 
still maintained on the final syllable (against the 
lexical stress rules), as in bè.∂á ‘white’, ≠ò.rá 
‘one-eyed woman’ (cf. also Badrì 1974).

Metathesis occurs in niji∂ < na∂ija ‘to ripen, 
become cooked’, na≠al < la≠an ‘to curse’, ma≠laga 
< mil≠aqa ‘spoon’, ßàga≠a < ßà≠iqa ‘thunder’. A 
consonant is added in nagraš < naqaša ‘to 
decorate’, ≠angara < ≠unq ‘(thick) neck’, laxba† 
< xala†a ‘mix’. Consonants are deleted in wad 
< walad ‘boy, son’, nuß < nißf ‘half’, ≠ab < ≠abd 
‘slave’. Assimilation occurs in itta < ±anta ‘you 
[sg. masc.]’, gutta < qulta ‘you said’.

New words are coined out of whole phrases 
or sentences, as in ma≠leš < mà ≠alayhi šay± [an 
expression for excuse], ™abàbak < mar™aban 
bika ‘you are welcome’, minu < man huwa 
‘who [sg. masc.]?’, mini < man hiya ‘who [sg. 
fem.]?’, šinu < ±ayyu šay±in huwa ‘what?’ (¤ 
interrogative pronoun), hassa≠ < ha-ssà≠a (< 
hà≈ihi s-sà ≠a) ‘now’.

Blending takes place, mostly with the Beja 
prefix morpheme of relation -àb, as in gurbàb < 
Arabic qurb ‘loin’ + Beja -àb ‘sheet of women’s 
clothing tied around the loin’.

3.2 Grammatical features

The basic word order in a simple sentence 
is SVO, with complete disappearance of case 
marking: alwalad katab al±imti™àn ‘the boy 
wrote the examination’. In verbs conjugated in 
the past tense, no distinction is made between 
the 1st person and the 2nd person singular mas-
culine subject pronoun, which both end in -a, 
e.g. ±akalta ‘I/you [sg. masc.] ate’; weak verbs 
are conjugated without the -a: ßallèt ‘I/you [sg. 
masc.] prayed’. In general, there is no specific 
marker for the future tense; both the future 
and the present tense are expressed through the 
morpheme bi-, and the targeted tense is under-
stood either from the accompanying adverb or 
merely from the context, e.g. bištaÿil fi ljàmi≠a 
‘I work in the university’, bukra bištaÿil fi 
ljàmi≠a ‘tomorrow I will work in the university’. 
However, a few groups of speakers use the 
morphemes ™a- and rà™ for expression of the 
future: ™a- ~ rà™ yištaÿil fi ljàmi≠a ‘he will work 
in the university’. The habitual and progressive 
aspects are built through the grammaticalized 
participle gà ≠id ‘sitting’: gà ≠id yimši lmadrasa 
‘he goes to school [regularly]’, gà≠id yàkul ‘he 
is eating’, gà ≠id yijri ‘he is running’. With the 
remaining tenses and moods, Sudanese Collo-
quial Arabic does not differ much from Modern 
Standard Arabic.

Gender is generally marked for both nouns 
and verbs: almalik màt ‘the king died’, almalka 
màtat ‘the queen died’. However, the dual is 
restricted to nouns; it is marked with the ending 
-èn: dèl waladèn ‘these are two boys’. Nouns 
in dual number concord with plural verbs: 
alwaladèn ±akalu ‘the two boys have eaten’. 
The sound plural is formed with -ìn: šufta 
lmudarrisìn ‘I saw the teachers’ and almudar-
risìn jo ‘the teachers have come’.
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3.3 Semantic features

A considerable number of Classical Arabic 
words still survive in the Bedouin dialects of the 
Butana region of central Sudan and Kordofan 
(western Sudan), especially words pertaining 
to the realm of camel rearing and natural phe-
nomena (e.g. weather changes, different kinds 
of clouds, etc.). Sudanese Colloquial Arabic, on 
the other hand, maintains only a small number 
of such archaic words, some of which may 
even be derived from lexical sources that had 
become obsolete. Examples of these are saga† 
‘cold’, derived from saqì† ‘ice, snow’, and the 
verb it™anfaš ‘to become furious and ready to 
fight’, derived from the noun ™infiš ‘a kind of 
snake, whose veins swell when it is enraged’.

There is another group of Classical Ara-
bic words whose original meaning has under-
gone various degrees of change in Sudanese 
Colloquial Arabic. They may have undergone 
semantic extension, as in the word aštar, which 
originally meant ‘a person with one eye lower 
than the other’ and ‘a person who does not 
sing or clap in harmony with the group’. The 
former meaning is maintained as it is in Suda-
nese Colloquial Arabic, whereas the latter has 
been extended to mean ‘someone lacking in 
harmony’ in general. Another example is jada≠ 
‘to stop feeding a beast [i.e. by throwing it 
away]’; this has received the general meaning 
‘to throw’. A final example is fanjari ‘an expert 
in camel riding’, which has taken the meaning 
of ‘an elegant person’. Semantic restriction is 
found in the word šallag, originally ‘to cut or 
pierce vertically’, but in Sudanese Colloquial 
Arabic specifically ‘to carry out eye surgery’ 
(hence šallàg ‘eye surgeon’). Another example 
is dabìb < dàbb ‘creeping animal’, which is 
restricted to snakes in Sudanese Colloquial 
Arabic.

Additionally, Sudanese Colloquial Arabic 
includes a substantial number of idiomatic 
expressions whose origin can hardly ever be 
traced to Classical or Modern Standard Ara-
bic. Examples of these are atturàba fi xašmak 
lit. ‘ground is in your mouth’ and xum wu 
ßur ‘gather and make a bundle’, which both 
mean ‘you are just wasting your time’, said 
in anticipation of disappointment. There also 
exists an entire group of idioms constructed 
with the names of bodily parts for the descrip-
tion of positive or negative qualities. Examples 

of these are ba†nu ÿarìga lit. ‘his stomach is 
deep’, i.e. ‘he hardly ever reveals information 
on his personal affairs to others’; galbu ±abya∂ 
lit. ‘his heart is white’, i.e. ‘he is kindhearted’; 
galbu ±aswad lit. ‘his heart is black’, i.e. ‘he is 
cruel’; lisànu zifir lit. ‘his tongue is rancid’, said 
of someone who speaks obscenities; ≠ènu ™àrra 
lit. ‘his eye is hot’, i.e. ‘he may cast an evil 
eye’; ±ìdu xafìfa lit. ‘his hand is light’, i.e. ‘he 
is a thief’, but ±ìdu là™ga i.e. ‘his hand is long 
enough [to attain the target]’, which means that 
he is influential.

4. G e n d e r  l a n g u a g e  a n d  s o c i a l 
j a r g o n s

Aside from the regional Arabic dialects, Arabic 
varieties, and the Sudanese colloquial dialect, 
there are a number of linguistic styles related 
to gender, as well as social and occupational 
¤ jargons. The best examples among these are 
women’s language and the university students’ 
jargon.

Arabic in the Sudan includes a sizable corpus 
of vocabulary used by women (¤ language and 
gender). There is also a distinguished speech 
art or style marked as exclusively ‘women’s 
language’, which falls outside the realm of 
the speech or usage of men. Examples of such 
vocabulary are sajami ‘my ashes’, said in reac-
tion to bad luck; gàdir allah ‘God is omnipo-
tent’, said as an expression of wonder; wòb 
≠aley ‘lamentation on me’, said to express sor-
row; bari (< barì±a ‘innocent’), said to express 
denial or negation when something is unpleas-
ant; etc.

Women’s language in Sudan is also character-
ized by the frequent use of stylistic embellish-
ments such as alliteration, simile, and proverbs, 
e.g. albi∂man arrijàl yi∂man mòya fi lÿarbàl 
‘having confidence in men is like trusting a sieve 
to hold water’. Other remarkable features of 
this language relate to the special use of colors, 
such as lèmùni (the color of the lemon) ‘dark 
green’ and lòn zeynab ‘Zeynab’s color’, i.e. 
‘light green’. In addition to these is the wom-
en’s peculiar use of the adjective ™ilu ‘sweet’ 
(in the sense of ‘beautiful’), which may be used 
in describing, for example, a dress: fustàn ™ilu 
‘a sweet [i.e. beautiful] dress’, ≠indà ™alàt ≠igid 
‘what a sweet necklace she has’.

The university students’ jargon predominates 
mostly in the well-established universities in 
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Greater Khartoum, such as the University of 
Khartoum and the Ahlia and Ahfad Universi-
ties in Omdurman. A large number of students 
from wealthy families in high social classes 
enroll in these universities. The vocabulary 
that characterizes their jargon derives mainly 
from the nature of the university milieu that is 
mostly adapted from English. Examples: bar-
lòm/baràlma ‘preliminary year student [i.e. a 
student who is easy to fool, being alien to the 
university milieu]’, lekšar/lakàšir ‘lecture’, gàb/
gàbàt ‘gaps in examinations between one paper 
and another’, murabbit ‘repeater’, mudabris 
‘depressed’, mutanšin ‘under tension’, kès ‘a 
girl student friend’, mukayyis ‘in love with a 
girl student’, xàli† ‘mixing [i.e. accompanying a 
female colleague]’, etc.
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Superlative ¤ Elative

Swahili

1. S w a h i l i  a n d  A r a b i c

Swahili is a Bantu language, more specifically a 
member of the Sabaki subgroup of North East 
Coast Bantu. It has been suggested that the 
ancestor of the modern dialects was spoken in 
an area along the East African coast, somewhere 
between the Webi Shebelle River in what is now 
Somalia and the Tana River in Kenya (Nurse 
and Spear 1985:46; Nurse and Hinnebusch 
1993:490–496). Between 1100 and 1500 C.E., 
the Swahili dominated trade between the African 
interior and the Indian Ocean, a hegemony 
that was interrupted in the 16th century by 
invasions from the south by the Portuguese and 
from the north by Orma and Somali raids. In 
the course of the 18th and 19th centuries, under 
the rule of Omani Arab sultans who ousted the 
Portuguese and established a court in Zanzibar, 
the Swahili regained their position as mediators 
of trade between the mainland and the Indian 
Ocean, establishing caravan routes and trading 
outposts between Zanzibar and places as far 
west as Uganda, Burundi, and Zaire (Contini-
Morava 1997:841).

Swahili was first written in Arabic script, 
in which there are manuscripts dating back 
to the early 18th century. The earliest extant 
Swahili manuscript poem known to scholars is 
Utendi Wa Tambuka, an epic or heroic poem 
written in Pate for Fumo (Sultan) Laiti Nabhani 
and dated 1728 C.E. (in the Library of the 
Seminar für afrikanische Sprachen, Hamburg, 
no. 3554 H. 119). A Roman alphabet which 
is now standard was introduced during the 
colonial period, although some Swahili-speaking
Muslims continue to use Arabic script, espe-
cially in private correspondence. The cultural 
importance of Islam is reflected in the large 
number of loanwords from Arabic. Indeed, this 
misled some early scholars to describe Swahili 
as a ‘mixed language’, a view that persists 
today among many East Africans (Contini-
Morava 1997:842), probably also because its 
name is derived from an Arabic word sawà™il, 
plural of sà™il ‘coast’ with the suffix -ì, i.e. 
‘the coastal language’. In the middle of the 
20th century, Tucker (1946–1947:854, n. 3) 
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observed: “The often heard view that Swahili 
is nothing but an Arabic patois is due to lack 
of knowledge of what characterizes a Bantu 
language, and has already been sufficiently dealt 
with by previous writers to render unnecessary 
a discussion of the subject here”. The numerous 
Arabic loanwords in Swahili are clustered in 
several fields of cultural vocabulary, relating 
to jurisprudence (sheria/sharia < šarì≠a ‘Muslim 
law’), trade (tajiri < tàjir ‘merchant’), religion 
(hutuba/hotuba < xu†ba ‘Muslim Friday ser-
mon’), nonindigenous flora (zeituni < zaytùn 
‘olive’), maritime affairs (merikebu < markab 
‘ship’), science and culture (elimu ‘knowledge, 
education’ < ≠ilm ‘knowledge’; lafudhi/lafidhi 
< lafÚ ‘pronunciation’), and names of some 
everyday objects (sabuni < ßàbùn ‘soap’; subili 
< ßabir, ßabr ‘aloe’). This has led to statements 
that up to 50 percent of the Swahili lexicon is 
of Arabic origin. But the level of frequency of 
Arabic loans in basic vocabulary is much lower 
(Nurse and Spear 1985:15). In fact, Bertoncini 
(1971:150) gives a percentage of 29.48 percent 
in magazines, 30.56 percent in newspapers, 
and 34.28 percent in Swahili (the journal 
of the Swahili Institute in Dar es Salaam). 
Since the author marks as Arabic words from 
any ‘Oriental’ language, the real presence of 
Arabic words is probably lower. In another 
work, Bertoncini (1973:302–303) gives for all 
words from Oriental languages a range varying 
between 31.84 percent in journalistic texts, 
36.03 percent in miscellaneous contemporary 
texts, and 62.42 percent in ancient texts.

The grammatical structure and the core 
vocabulary of Swahili are unambiguously Bantu,
and the majority of Arabic loanwords entered 
the language relatively recently, most dating 
back only as far as the period of Omani Arab 
domination in the 18th and 19th centuries 
(Nurse and Hinnebusch 1993:315). Although 
the grammatical structure of the language has 
been unaffected by its contact with Arabic, the 
phonological system has absorbed some Arabic 
sounds along with the borrowed vocabulary 
(Contini-Morava 1997:842).

Standard Swahili is based on the dialect of 
Zanzibar City, part of the Southern group 
(Nurse and Spear 1985:61–62; see also Batibo 
[1989] for discussion of differences between this 
variety and Standard Swahili, especially that of 
Dar es Salaam, the capital of Tanzania).

2. P h o n o l o g y

2.1 Phonemes

Arabic has introduced into Swahili some new 
phonemes, realized as follows by the average 
educated speaker:

/μ/ [ô] (unvoiced dental fricative): thabiti 
(< μàbit) ‘firm; brave’; thelathini 
(< μalàμìna) ‘thirty’; theluji (< μulùj, 
pl. of μalj) ‘snow’; -thubutu ‘to have 
courage’ (< μubùt ‘sureness’)

/x/ [x] (unvoiced velar fricative): habari (< 
xabar) ‘news’; hofu/hawafu (< xawf ) 
‘fear’; husuma (< xußùma) ‘dispute’

/≈/ [—] (voiced dental fricative): dhahabu (<
≈ahab) ‘gold’; dhikiri (< ≈ikr) ‘mention
of God’s name’); dhiraa (< ≈irà≠) 
‘cubit’

/ÿ/ [y] (voiced velar fricative): ghali ‘scarce’ 
(< ÿàlì ‘expensive, valuable’); ghera 
(< ÿayra) ‘jealousy’; ghofira (< ÿafr) 
‘forgiveness’

There is some variation among Swahili speakers 
in the pronunciation of these loanwords. The 
borrowed phonemes are most likely to occur in 
the speech of Muslim native speakers from the 
coast, who have had some exposure to Arabic, 
and for whom pronunciation of these sounds as 
close as possible to the Arabic model is a matter 
of prestige. In the speech of non-Muslims and 
nonnative speakers, the phonemes /μ x ≈ ÿ/ are 
generally replaced with /s h z @/ respectively. It 
should also be pointed out that loanwords have 
reinforced the functional load of /h/, /r/, /b/, 
/,/, and /š/, which originally had a much more 
restricted distribution than they do now (Nurse 
and Hinnebusch 1993:312).

In highly formal speech, such as a recitation in 
a mosque, an even more Arabized pronunciation 
of Arabic loanwords may be encountered, 
including pharyngealized-velarized (‘emphatic’) 
pronunciation of /t/, /s/, and /Ú/ with the 
appropriate allophones of the following vowel, 
velarized [¬], [q] for /k/, interdental [

¯
t] for 

/t/, use of pharyngeal fricatives [Ó] and [∏] 
(Polomé 1967:45–46; Tucker 1946:861–
867), and geminated consonants (Nurse and 
Hinnebusch 1993:567; Tucker and Ashton 
1942:99). These do not normally occur in 
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casual speech (Contini-Morava 1997:849). In 
fact, we have: dubu (< dubb) ‘bear’; hata (< 
™attà) ‘until, up’; Rok (< ruxx) ‘the gigantic 
bird of Eastern tales’; budi (< budd) ‘way out, 
escape’; mwadhini (< mu±a≈≈in) ‘muezzin’; hari 
(< ™arr) ‘heat’; hasa ‘expressly’ (< xàßß ‘special’); 
hati (< xa††) ‘writing’; bazazi ‘trader’ (< bazzàz 
‘draper, cloth merchant’); hadhi ‘comfortable 
circumstances’ (< ™aÚÚ ‘good luck’); dafi (< daff )
‘tambourine’; haki (< ™aqq) ‘right’; mdeki 
(< midakk) ‘ramrod’; ila (< ±illà) ‘except’; umati 
‘crowd’ (< ±umma ‘nation, people’); ina (< ±inna)
‘truly’; bawabu (< bawwàb) ‘doorman’; ubaini 
‘clearness’ (< bayyin ‘clear’). In a few cases, 
however, double consonants may still be heard: 
Allah, hatta, henna, Sunni, umma.

In Arabized speech styles, [ai], [ei], and [au] 
in Arabic loanwords such as sháuri ‘intention’ 
may be pronounced as diphthongs, but there 
is a tendency either to give syllabic value to 
each part of the diphthongs, resulting in a 
disyllabic pronunciation ([∑auri]), or to coalesce 
the diphthong into a monophthong, e.g. [∑aix] 
~ [∑eix] ~ [∑e1x] ‘chief’ < Arabic šayx (Tucker 
1946:870; Polomé 1967:48). Kaye (as cited 
by Contini-Morava 1997:850) points out that 
Omani Arabic, the source for most Arabic 
loanwords in Swahili, was a colloquial dialect 
in which the pronunciation of many of these 
sounds as diphthongs in formal speech is due 
to influence from the Classical language –
the holy language of the Qur±àn – rather 
than familiarity with spoken Arabic (Contini-
Morava 1997:850).

The presence of the Omani Arabic dialect 
is attested also by some vowels not existing 
in Classical Arabic: dola/daulati ‘government, 
authority’ (< dawla ‘dynasty; state’); robo (< 
rub≠) ‘quarter’; soko (< sùq) ‘market’.

The individual Arabic phonemes are rendered 
in Swahili as follows:

/±/ > Ø: ±ujra > ujira ‘hire, wages’; ru±yà > 
ruya ‘vision, dream’; sawà± > sawa ‘equality’. 
In native and Standard Swahili there is only one 
case of initial ±a in Arabic loans becoming ha-: 
az-zayt ‘oil [edible, fuel, motor oil, etc.]’ > halzeti 
‘olive oil’. In syllable-final position, the vowel 
before the /±/ is geminated: ma±rab > maarubu 
‘purpose, intention’; ma±kal > maakuli ‘food’; 
ma±mùn > maamuna/mahamuna ‘reliable’; juz± >
juzuu ‘part (especially of the Qur±àn)’.

/b/ > /b/: bizr > bizari ‘spice’; jabal > jabali 
‘mountain’; sabab > sababu ‘reason, cause’.

/t/ > /t/: tàj > taji ‘crown’; xàtima > hatima 
‘end, conclusion’; mayyit > maiti ‘dead, 
deceased’.

/μ/ > /th/: μaman > thamani ‘price, value’; 
maμalan > mathalan ‘for example’; ™adìμ > 
hadithi ‘hadith, traditions about the Prophet’. 
This sound reached Swahili through Arabic, 
which is why many Africans find it difficult to 
pronounce it and transform it: /μ/ > /s/: μumn > 
sumni ‘one-eighth’; μùm > saumu ‘garlic’.

/j/ > /j/: jàh > jaha ‘honor, glory’; najis > najisi 
‘impure, unclean’; ™ajj > haji ‘pilgrimage to 
Mecca’. There is one case of /j/ > /k/, because of 
the influence of Egyptian Arabic, in which /j/ is 
realized as g: masjid > msikiti ‘mosque’.

/™/ > /h/: ™ukm > hukumu ‘judgment’; ±i™ràm >
ihramu ‘garments of the Mecca pilgrim’; law™ 
‘slate, board’ > laha ‘a sheet of paper’.

/x/ > /h/: xabar > habari ‘news’; maxlùq >
mahluki/mahluku ‘human being’; barzax > 
barazahi ‘interval [from death to resurrection]’; 
once /x/ > Ø : muxtaßar > muhtasari/mutasari 
‘summary, abstract’; in one case, /x/ > /k/: 
maxßìy > maksai/mahsai ‘castrated’.

/d/ > /d/: dars ‘study; chapter [of a textbook]’ >
darasa ‘class for reading or study’; ma≠din > 
madini ‘metal’; ra≠d > radi ‘thunder’.

/≈/ > /dh/: ≈ikr > dhikiri ‘mention of God’s 
name’; ±a≈à > adha ‘trouble’; nàfi≈ ‘piercing; 
effective’ > -nafidhi ‘to save, help’; /d/ > /l/ 
only in a very few cases: bà≈injàn/bay≈injàn 
> bilingani ‘eggplant’; in one case, /≈/ > /th/: 
ju≈àm > jethamu/jedhamu ‘leprosy’.

/r/ > /r/: rizq ‘livelihood, subsistence; blessing 
[of God]’ > riziki ‘means of life’; marham > 
marhamu/marahamu ‘ointment’; ziyàra > ziara 
‘visit’; but once: /r/ > /l/: ràwaÿa III ‘to cheat’ > 
ragai/laghai ‘a cheating person’.

/z/ > /z/: zakàh > zaka/zakati ‘alms tax’; ™uzn 
> huzuni ‘grief, sorrow’; ≠ajùz > ajuza ‘old 
woman’.

/s/ > /s/: samàwàt (pl. of samà±) > samawati 
‘heaven, sky’; nasab > nasaba ‘lineage’; waswàs >
wasiwasi ‘doubt’.

/š/ > /sh/: šamàl > shemali ‘north; north 
wind’; rušwa > rushwa ‘bribe’; jayš > jeshi 
‘army, troop’.

/ß/ > /s/: ßadaqa > sadaka ‘alms; charity’; 
xußùma > husuma ‘quarrel’; naqß > nakisi 
‘blemish’.

/∂/ > /dh/: ∂àmin > dhamini ‘surety, 
guarantor’; qà∂ì > kadhi ‘judge’; far∂ > faradhi/
faridhi ‘religious duty’.
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/†/ > /t/: †ibb > tiba ‘medicine’; a†las > atlasi 
‘satin’; ßirà† > sirati ‘way, path [over hell from 
which sinners fall]’.

/Ú/ > /dh/: Úulm > dhulumu ‘injustice’; 
manÚar > mandhari ‘appearance, aspect’; wa≠Ú 
> waadhi ‘sermon’.

/c/ > Ø: ≠idàd > idadi ‘number’; sà≠a > saa 
‘hour’; rub≠ > robo ‘one-quarter’. In native 
and Standard Swahili, there is only one case of 
initial ≠a in Arabic loans becoming ha-: ≠arùs 
‘bridegroom’ > arusi/harusi ‘nuptials, wedding’. 
In final position of a syllable and followed by a 
consonant, this phoneme gives in Swahili, very 
often (but not always, e.g. ra≠d > radi ‘thunder’) 
a vowel, which is identical with the preceding 
vowel: ba≠da > baada ‘after’; ba≠∂ > baadhi 
‘portion’; da≠wà > daawa ‘legal claim’. But /c/ 
disappears when followed by a vowel: da≠ib 
‘joking, jolly’ > daba ‘fool, simpleton’; du≠à± > 
dua ‘prayer’; duf ≠a > defa ‘time’.

/ÿ/ > /gh/: ÿara∂ > gharadhi ‘aim, object’; 
maÿrib > magharibi/mangharibi ‘prayer at 
sunset’; ±aÿlab ‘prevalent’ > aghalabu/aghlabu 
‘usually’.

/f/ > /f/: fàsiq > fasiki ‘profligate’; kàfir > 
kafiri ‘infidel’; ™arf > herufi ‘letter’.

/q/ > /k/: qabr > kaburi ‘grave’; nuq†a > nukta 
‘point’; ™aqq ‘truth’ > haki ‘justice’.

/k/ > /k/: kalima > kalima ‘word’; baraka > 
baraka ‘blessing’; šakk > shaka ‘doubt’.

/l/ > /l/: lawn > launi ‘color’; jumla > jumla 
‘total’; ra†l > ratli/ratili ‘a weight’.

/m/ > /m/: mi±a > mia ‘hundred’; ±amr > amri 
‘command, order’; qalam > kalamu ‘pen’.

/n/ > /n/: niyya > nia ‘intention’; janàba >
janaba ‘major (religious) impurity’; qarn > 
karini/karne/karni ‘century’; /n/ > /m/ before b: 
minbar > mimbari ‘minbar, pulpit’.

/h/ > /h/: haram > haram ‘the Pyramids’; 
šahàda > shahada ‘creed formula’; wajh > 
wajihi ‘appearance’.

/w/ > /w/: wàjib > wajibu ‘obligation’; jawàb >
jawabu ‘answer, reply’; na™w > nahau 
‘explanation’.

/y/ > /y/: yàbis > yabisi/yabis ‘dry, arid’; 
qiyàma > kiyama ‘resurrection’; ra±y > rai 
‘opinion’.

2.2 Syllable structure

As a rule, Swahili words end in a vowel. 
Borrowed words ending in a consonant acquire 
additional vowels, whose nature is determined 

by the nature of the final consonant: thus, after 
labials, u or o is added; after t, n, l/r, i, or e 
is added (Myachina 1981:12): adabu ‘good 
manners’ (< ±adab); wakati ‘time’ (< waqt); 
imani ‘faith, belief’ (< ±ìmàn); jahili ‘ignorant’ 
(< jàhil); bizari ‘spice’ (< bizr).

2.3 Borrowed consonant clusters

If Arabic loanwords contain consonant clusters 
(like st, lt, lf, or ks, kr, kt) outside the Bantu 
phonetic pattern, Swahili tends to insert an 
extra vowel between the two consonants, 
its character being determined by the same 
constraints governing final vowels: u is inserted 
after labial consonants, otherwise i: bikira 
‘virgin’ (< bikr); fikira/fikara ‘thought’ (< fikra); 
hitilafu ‘difference’ (< ixtilàf ).

Sometimes a vowel is inserted that matches 
the vowel in the preceding or following syllable: 
bahari (< ba™r) ‘sea’; huzuni ‘grief, calamity’ 
(< ™uzn ‘sadness’); ibilisi (< ±iblìs) ‘devil, Satan’.

2.4 Stress

The general rule is that primary stress is on the 
penultimate syllable (which may be a syllabic 
nasal), in polysyllabic words. Some polysyllabic 
loanwords are exceptional in being stressed 
on the antepenultimate: núsura ‘almost’ (< 
nazr ‘little’). Some show variable stress place-
ment: lázima/lazíma ‘necessity’ (< lazima ‘to 
be necessary’). Vitale (1982:327) suggests 
differentiating between ‘historical loanwords’ 
and ‘phonological loanwords’; the latter either 
are not assimilated (like [áfrika]) or are variably 
assimilated (like [lázima] ~ [lazíma]), and can 
be marked as such in the lexicon.

3. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n

3.1 Arabic article

The Arabic article is almost never agglutinated 
in loanwords, differently from what happens in 
other languages (e.g. ¤ Hausa). The examples 
are very few: alasir (< al-≠aßr) ‘afternoon’; alfajiri 
(< al-fajr) ‘dawn’; alhaji (< al-™àjjì) ‘pilgrim’; 
Alhamdulillahi! (< al-™amdu lillàh) ‘praise be to 
God’; Alhamisi (< al-xamìs) ‘Thursday’.

3.2 Adverbs

As distinct grammatical or lexical items, adverbs 
hardly exist in Swahili. Most of them are 
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derived from nouns, verbs, or pronouns. The 
nonderived adverbs are very few in number, 
most of them borrowings from Arabic: abadan 
(< ±abadan) ‘never’; afadhali ‘rather, better’ 
(< ±af∂al ‘better’); aghalabu/aghlabu (< ±aÿlab) 
‘usually’; baada (< ba≠da) ‘after’; bado ‘not 
yet’ (< ba≠du ‘then; still, yet’); dahari ‘always’ 
(< dahr ‘time; age’); daima ‘perpetually’ (< dà±im
‘lasting; perpetual’); dike/tike ‘exactly’ (< bi-
diqqa); fauka/foko ‘more’ (< fawqa) ‘above’; 
ghafula ‘suddenly’ (< ÿafla ‘negligence’); hadhara 
‘before’ (< ™a∂ra ‘presence’); halafu ‘after a bit’ 
(< xalfu ‘back’); hasa ‘specially’ (< xàßß ‘special’); 
hobelahobela ‘anyhow’ (< xabal ‘confusion’); 
hususa ‘expressly’ (< xußùßan ‘especially’); 
kadha wa kadha ‘thus and thus’ (< ka-≈à wa-
ka-≈à ‘so and so’); kadhalika ‘in like manner’ 
(< ka-≈àlika ‘so, like so’); labda ‘possibly’ (< là 
budda ‘definitely’); nusura ‘almost’ (< nazr 
‘little’); salimini ‘safely’ (< salàm ‘safety’); sana 
‘very much’ (< μanà± ‘praise’?); sawia ‘then’ 
(< sawiyyan ‘equally’); tasihili ‘quickly’ (< tashìl 
‘facilitation’); wahedu ‘alone’ (< wà™id ‘one; 
sole’); zamani ‘formerly’ (< zamàn ‘time’).

3.3 Class system

Swahili inflection is characterized by the Bantu 
class-prefix system. Many Arabic loanwords 
were included in a specific Swahili class 
because they fitted its semantic function and 
not according to their initials, which by chance 
could be similar to Swahili prefixes. In fact, 
we have in class 6: mahari ‘dowry’ (< mahr). 
Other Arabic loans with initial {ma} have been 
interpreted as forms with the zero allomorph 
of the {n} prefix of classes 9 and 10 (Polomé 
1967:187): maharazi ‘shoemaker’s awl’ (< 
maxàriz, pl. of mixraz ‘awl’); marijani ‘red coral’ 
(< marjàn); mansuli ‘woolen material’ (< musù™, 
pl. of mis™); majuni ‘intoxicating sweetmeat 
containing Indian hemp’ (< ma≠jùn ‘paste, 
cream’); magharibi ‘sunset, west’ (< maÿrib);
mashariki ‘east’ (< mašriq); maskini ‘poor’ (< 
miskìn); majununi ‘buffoon’ (< majnùn). Classes 
9 and 10 contain many nouns of foreign origin, 
mainly Arabic, and being loanwords, these 
do not follow the rules of phonetic change in 
Swahili. Many such words have no prefix at 
all: barua ‘letter’ (< barwa ‘waste, scrap’); dawa 
‘medicament’ (< dawà±); jinsi ‘kind, sort’ (< jins); 
daraja ‘bridge; rank’ (< daraja ‘rank’); kofia 
‘fez, hat’ (< kàfiyya ‘kaffiyeh’); safari ‘journey’ 
(< safar); saa ‘hour’ (< sà≠a); sahani ‘plate’ 

(< ßa™n); sabuni ‘soap’ (< ßàbùn). Sometimes, 
Arabic loans were included in a noun class 
because of their initial consonants, which coin-
cidentally fitted the Swahili system (class 7), e.g. 
kitabu ‘book’, pl. vitabu (< kitàb).

3.4 Conjunctions

In Swahili there are no original Bantu words 
functioning as conjunctions except na, which 
is composed of -a of relationship and n- of 
association. There are, however, various ways of 
joining words and sentences (Ashton 1947:197). 
Some are borrowings from Arabic: ama . . . ama 
‘either . . . or’ (< a-mà ‘or?’); au ‘or’ (< ±aw); bali 
‘but’ (< bal); ila ‘except’ (< ±illà); ili ‘in order 
that’ (< li- ‘in order that’); kama ‘if, whether’ 
(< ka-mà ‘as, equally, likewise’); kusudi ‘with 
the object of’ (< qaßada ‘to intend’); lakini 
‘but, nevertheless’ (< làkin ‘however, yet, but’); 
wala . . . ‘neither . . . nor’ (< walla ‘or’).

3.5 Numerals

Of the first ten numerals, three are of Arabic 
origin: sita ‘six’, saba ‘seven’, tisa ‘nine’. The 
numerals 11 to 19 coexist with the Bantu 
terms, but the numerals from 20 to 90, as well 
as the word for ‘one hundred’ (mia) and ‘one 
thousand’ (elfu) are all of Arabic origin. In such 
cases there is no concord.

3.6 Prepositions

In Swahili there are no original Bantu words 
functioning as prepositions (Ashton 1947:195), 
but some Arabic loanwords function as pre-
positions: bila ‘without’ (< bi-là); hata ‘until, 
up to’ (< ™attà).

3.7 Verbs and verbal nouns

Verbs and verbal nouns of Arabic origin 
generally show a difference in vowel quality 
because they were adopted directly from 
the corresponding Arabic forms: abudu ‘to 
worship’ (< ≠abada), ibada ‘worship’ (< ≠ibàda); 
hasibu ‘to count’ (< ™asiba), hesabu ‘arithmetic’ 
(< ™isàb); amini ‘to believe’ (< ±àmana), imani 
‘faith’ (< ±ìmàn). On the other hand, nouns may 
also be derived from Arabic verbs in a Bantu 
manner: safiri ‘to travel’ (< sàfara) > msafiri 
‘a traveler’. This accounts for synonyms like 
hasidi/husudu ‘to envy’ (< ™asada) > uhasidi/
husuda ‘envy’.
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3.8 Uninflected loanwords

These are mostly loanwords from Arabic. 
The following few examples, with nouns 
from different classes, should be sufficient 
to show the absence of concord for loans 
in adjectival position (Ashton 1947:49–50): 
mtu hodari ‘a clever man’, mti hodari ‘strong, 
hard wood’; watu tele ‘many people’, maji tele 
‘plenty of water’; chumba safi ‘a clean room’, 
maneno safi ‘a straightforward statement’; 
mwezi kamili ‘a full month’, maneno haba 
‘a few words’. Many of these words have 
abstract nouns corresponding to them: u-
hodari ‘courage; capability’; u-safi ‘clean liness; 
purity; honesty’; u-kamili ‘completeness’; (u-)
haba ‘scarcity, rarity’ (all in class 11); tele 
‘abundance, plenty’ (in class 9).

4. S e m a n t i c  a n a l y s i s

Arabic loanwords were introduced in all 
domains of the Swahili cultural lexicon (for 
more details, see Baldi 1988:10–53). Some 
examples are:

i. Nature: hewa (< hawà±) ‘air’; nuru (< nùr)
‘light’; Thurea (< μurayyà) ‘Pleiades’; 
ardhi (< ±ar∂) ‘earth’; zebaki (< zi±baq) 
‘quicksilver’; zafarani (< za≠faràn) ‘saffron’;
hudhud (< hudhud) ‘hoopoe’.

ii. Man as a physical being: jamala (< jamàl) 
‘beauty’; raha (< rà™a) ‘rest, repose’; barasi 
(< baraß) ‘leprosy’; haraka ‘haste’ (< ™araka 
‘movement’); sahani (< ßa™n) ‘dish, plate’; 
juba (< jubba) ‘jubbah’; hema (< xayma) 
‘tent’.

iii. Man as a spiritual being: bayana (< bayàn) 
‘explanation’; rehema (< ra™ma) ‘mercy’; 
muhali (< mu™àl) ‘impossible, absurd’; 
duni (< dùn) ‘low, inferior’; maana 
(< ma≠nà) ‘meaning, sense’; jarida ‘journal’ 
(< jarìda ‘newspaper’); hekaya (< ™ikàya) 
‘story, tale’; Jahim (< ja™im) ‘sixth of the 
Muslim hells’.

iv. Man as a social being: ajali (< ±ajal) 
‘deadline’; dhuria (< ≈urriyya) ‘descendant’; 
taa (< †à≠a) ‘obedience’.

v. Social organization and politics: asili (< ±aßl)
‘origin’; tuhuma (< tuhmà) ‘suspicion’; 
alamu (< ≠alam) ‘flag’; daftari (< daftar) 
‘register’; ala (< ±àla) ‘tool; badala (< badal) 
‘substitute’; himila (< ™iml) ‘load’.

vi. Natural laws: jinsi/jinsi (< jins) ‘kind’; 
sudusu (< suds, sudus) ‘one sixth’; mahali 
(< ma™all) ‘space’; saa (< sà≠a) ‘hour’.

vii. Interjections and conjunctions: Bismillahi 
(< bi-smi llàhi) ‘in the name of God’; 
mathalan (< maμalan) ‘for example’; au ‘or’ 
(< ±aw).

5. S w a h i l i  a s  a  m e d i u m  o f 
s p r e a d i n g  A r a b i c  L o a n s

Swahili not only received Arabic loans but it 
was also a donor language. Many languages in 
the region, both Bantu and non-Bantu, received 
Arabic loans through Swahili:

Arabic sà≠a ‘while; hour; timepiece’ > Swahili 
saa ‘time; watch’ > liNgala sâ (sáa) ‘watch’ > 
Sango sáà ‘watch’.

Arabic màl ‘money’ > Swahili mali ‘wealth’ > 
Ila madi ‘money’; Shona mari ‘money (cash)’; 
isiXhosa imali ‘money’.

Arabic qahwa ‘coffee’ > Swahili kahawa 
‘coffee’ > liNgala káwa ‘coffee’ > Sango 
káwà ‘coffee’.

Arabic qar†as ‘paper’ > Swahili karatasi ‘paper, 
a piece of paper’ > Acholi kàrtacì ‘sheet of 
paper’.

Arabic kàfiyya ‘kaffiyeh’ > Swahili kofia ‘fez’ > 
Acholi kòfíà ‘tarboush’.

The fact that Swahili was one of the first 
languages in Africa to be appointed as a national 
language, in Tanzania (1967) and Kenya, has 
increased its role, even outside the national 
boundaries, so that in the near future it will no 
doubt continue to spread Arabic loanwords.
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Swearing ¤ Insults

Syllable Structure

1. W h a t  i s  a  s y l l a b l e ?

The syllable is a fundamental unit of speech in 
any language studied both on the phonetic and 
phonological level of analysis. Phonetically, 
syllables “are usually described as consisting 
of a centre which has little or no obstruction 
to airflow and which sounds comparatively 
loud; before and after that centre . . . there will 
be greater obstruction to airflow and/or less 
loud sound” (Roach 1991:67). Phonologically, 
Laver (1994:114) defines the syllable as “a 
complex unit made up of nuclear and marginal 
elements”. The nuclear elements are the vow-
els or syllabic segments, while the marginal 
elements are the consonants or nonsyllabic 
segments.

The syllable has a psychological reality as a 
unit that speakers of a language can identify; 
they can count the number of syllables in a 
word and can often tell where one syllable 

ends and the next begins (Cox a.o. 2004). The 
division of a particular word into syllables 
may vary from one individual to another, but 
it always remains easy and possible. In Ara-
bic, for instance, the words /qaalat/ ‘she said’ 
and /banat/ ‘she built’ are divided into their 
component syllables as /qaa-lat/ and /ba-nat/, 
respectively. What the listeners hear are ‘peaks 
of sonority’ or peaks of relative loudness that 
represent the vocalic segments that occur in 
that sequence of sounds. The presence of vow-
els or of a sound having a high degree of sonor-
ity is an obligatory element in a syllable. Thus, 
because in Arabic the vowel, whether short or 
long, occurs only as the nucleus, and all the 
consonants, including the sonorants /y/ and /w/ 
occur only as the marginal elements, there is a 
clear-cut division of vowels and consonants (Al-
Ani and May 1978). This facilitates the process 
of segmenting correctly and easily almost any 
utterance in Arabic.

2. S y l l a b l e  s t r u c t u r e

It is well established that the syllable has con-
stituent or hierarchical rather than linear struc-
ture. In Arabic, the syllable structure can be 
divided into two constituents: the obligatory 
onset, which consists of a single consonant that 
precedes the nuclear element (the vowel), and 
the rhyme, which contains the nuclear element 
(or the nucleus) – also known as peak – as well 
as any optional marginal elements (consonants) 
(or the coda) that might follow it. The nucleus is 
always the most prominent or sonorant element 
of the Arabic syllable. It must be composed 
of any of the three short vowels or their long 
counterparts. The coda includes all consonants 
that follow the nucleus in a syllable. The coda 
may consist of zero, one, or two consonants. 
The syllable structure can thus be represented 
in the tree diagram in Figure 1:

Figure 1. Syllable structure

nucleus/peak  (coda)

syllable

onset rhyme
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A word such as /fam/ ‘mouth’ has [f] as onset, 
[a] as nucleus, and [m] as coda. This monosyl-
labic word can be represented as CvC and has 
the tree diagram shown in Figure 2: 

Figure 2. Syllable structure of /fam/

3. S y l l a b l e  t y p e s

Unlike other languages such as English and 
German that allow complex consonantal clus-
ters in both the onset and the coda of syllables 
and hence have a large number of syllable types 
(Kiraz and Möbius 1998), Arabic exhibits a 
restricted inventory of syllable types. According 
to most researchers (e.g. Al-Ani 1970), there 
are five syllable types in Arabic. Others (e.g. 
Al-Ani and May 1978), however, suggest six 
types:

(1) Cv /li/ prepositional 
  prefix ‘for, to’
(2) Cvv /maa/ ‘what’
(3) CvC /sin/ ‘tooth’
(4) CvvC /baab/ ‘door’
(5) CvCC /nahr/ ‘river’
(6) CvvCC /maarr/ ‘passerby’

Types (1), (2), and (3) are the most basic ones; 
they occur frequently and freely without restric-
tions in initial, medial, or final positions in an 
utterance in the Arabic language. The Cv type 
can occur as a word by itself, i.e. as a monosyl-
labic word like the imperative verbs /fi/ ‘keep 
your promise!’ and /qi/ ‘protect!’ or as the 
prepositional prefix /bi/ ‘in’, although it occurs 
more frequently in different positions within 
words, as in the following examples, /na-mat/ 
‘it grew’, /mak-ta-bii/ ‘my office’, and /ka-tab-

tu/ ‘I wrote’. The Cvv type can occur in some 
monosyllabic words, like the negative particle 
/laa/ ‘not, no’, and in different positions, as in 
/laa taktub/ ‘do not write!’, /saa-’iq/ ‘driver’, /si-
baa-™a/ ‘swimming’, and /ka-tab-tu-maa/ ‘you 
[du.] wrote’. However, this pattern changes to 
CvC when it is immediately followed by any 
syllable beginning with hamzat al-waßl, the 
assimilatory glottal stop, e.g. /fii ±al-kitaab/ ‘in 
the book’. In this case, it becomes /fil-kitaab/, 
because the long vowel of the first syllable is 
shortened, and the following glottal stop and 
its accompanying vowel assimilate to zero (Al-
Ani and May 1978).

Types (4) and (5) are restricted to the final 
position of words and utterances in pause form 
(Al-Ani and May 1978; Broselow 1992). Thus, 
when the inflectional ending /-un/ is added to 
/naas/ ‘people’ or /fa±s/ ‘axe’, their syllabic con-
figurations change into those of Cvv /naa-sun/ 
and CvC /fa±-sun/, respectively.

Types (1) and (2) are called open syllables, 
because they do not have a coda but end in the 
nucleus, as in the prepositional prefix /li/ ‘for, 
to’ and /maa/ ‘what’, respectively. Types (3), 
(4), (5), and (6) that have a coda and therefore 
end in a consonant are called closed syllables, 
as in /man/ ‘who’, /fiil/ ‘elephant’, /waqt/ ‘time’, 
and /daar/ ‘house’, respectively. An open syl-
lable of the type Cv mostly occurs in polysyl-
labic words like /qa-ra-±a/ ‘he read’. Moreover, 
a syllable that is open and ends in a short vowel 
is called a light syllable. If the syllable is open 
but the vowel in its nucleus is long, i.e. Cvv, it 
is called a heavy syllable.

There is yet another type that occurs in 
Arabic, although its distribution, as pointed 
out earlier, is restricted to final position; this 
syllable, called superheavy by McCarthy (in 
Broselow 1992), contains either a long vowel 
followed by a consonant CvvC or a short vowel 
followed by two consonants CvCC.

Type (6), according to Al-Ani and May 
(1978), occurs only as the final syllable of 
utterances or of words in pause form. In this 
respect, the two identical consonants in /maarr/ 
are called a geminate consonant, where prolon-
gation of the continuants or a longer closure of 
the stops is involved (Al-Ani 1970). However, 
when the inflectional ending /-un/ is added to 
/maarr/, its syllabic configuration changes and 
becomes of the type CvvC: /maar-run/.

nucleus coda

syllable

onset rhyme

C
f

v C
a m
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4. P h o n o t a c t i c  c o n s t r a i n t s

It is clear from the above illustration that 
Arabic does not have a flexible syllable struc-
ture in comparison with other languages like 
English or German, where the nucleus can be 
preceded or followed by several consonants. 
Nevertheless, there are some constraints on 
which phoneme sequences are permissible in 
Arabic syllables. Such constraints are called 
phonotactic constraints, and these constraints 
determine all possible sound sequences within a 
particular language. They are language specific 
as they vary from one language to another. This 
means that two or more languages with similar 
phoneme inventories like English and German 
may have different rules governing the distri-
bution of phonemes in morphemes, words, or 
syllables (Lass 1984).

In this respect, we find that Arabic does not 
allow empty onsets or words to start with more 
than one consonant in the onset position. This 
is connected with the fact that the syllable in 
Arabic is of the type (Cv-), and never of the 
(*vC-) or (*CC) structures. Conversely, the 
coda, as mentioned earlier, can be empty or 
have one or two consonants. There are, how-
ever, certain restrictions on the sequence of the 
two consonants that may appear in the coda 
position. For example, Arabic disallows the 
sequence or combination of /™/ and /ÿ/ because 
/ba™ÿ/ is not a possible word. Some more com-
binatory constraints in Arabic are /*bm/, /*fb/, 
/*rl/, /*kq/, /*xÿ/, etc.
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Syncope

Syncope involves the loss of a vowel. In Arabic 
dialects, syncope is typically driven by metri-
cal constraints. The most common targets of 
 syncope are high vowels and central vowels, 
which are relatively low in sonority, but there 
are dialects in which even the highly sonorous 
[a] syncopates. Two fairly representative dia-
lects are Bedouin £ijàzì Arabic and Cairene 
Arabic.

1. B e d o u i n  £ i j à z ì  A r a b i c 

Bedouin £ijàzì Arabic is remarkable among 
Arabic dialects in that the most sonorous 
vowel, [a], is the target of syncope (¤ gahawa-
syndrome). Examples in (1) are from Al-Moza-
iny a.o. (1985:136). Syncopated vowels are 
underlined. 

The result of syncope in each case is what 
might be called a degenerate syllable, i.e. a 
syllable in which the nucleus dominates no seg-
ment. Empty nuclei are represented here as [·], 
e.g. [.n·.xá.lah.].

Following McCarthy (2003), it may be 
assumed that Bedouin £ijàzì has iambic feet, 
except when this would result in final stress on a 
nonsuperheavy syllable. Iambic languages show 
a strong preference for uneven feet, i.e. those 
in which the strong syllable is heavier than the 
weak syllable (Prince 1990; Hayes 1995). The 
greater the difference in duration and/or sonor-
ity, the better the iamb; call this iambic har-
mony. The drive to improve iambic harmony 
outweighs syllable structure constraints, and 
thus syncope occurs. What accounts for the fact 
that [a], and not a less sonorous vowel, is tar-
geted, is that more sonorous vowels are dispre-
ferred as the heads of weak syllables, as in (2). 
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In (2a), the grammatical form has a high iambic 
harmony rating, while the ungrammatical form 
without syncope has a low rating because the 
strong and weak syllables are equally heavy 
and sonorous. In (2b), however, the strong syl-
lable is already heavier than the weak, and thus 
there is no need for syncope to apply. 

2. C a i r e n e  A r a b i c

Cairene Arabic is a prototypical moraic trochee 
language, in which all feet are composed of 
either a single heavy syllable (H) or two light 
syllables (LL). According to the predominant 
analysis (McCarthy 1979; Hayes 1995), the 
Cairene stress pattern involves exhaustive con-
struction of moraic trochees from the left word 
edge, as in (3). So, while a form may have only 
one stress, it may nonetheless have multiple 
feet. The rightmost foot gets primary stress, 
while all other feet bear no stress. 

Foot construction interacts with a process of 
high vowel syncope. It involves deletion of 

390 syncope

(1) a. gyála≠ ‘castles’  /gyåla≠ah/ > gylá≠ah ‘a castle’
 b. sá™ab  ‘he pulled’  /så™abat/  > s™ábat ‘she pulled’
 c. sa™ábna  ‘we pulled’ /så™abaw/ > s™ábaw ‘they [masc.] pulled’
 d. náxal  ‘palm trees’  /nåxalah/ > nxálah ‘a palm tree’

(2)  a. /naxalah/ > .(n·.xá).lah., *.(na.xá).lah. ‘a palm tree’ 
b. /∂arabtukum/ > .(∂a.ráb).tu.kum., *.(∂·.ráb).tu.kum. ‘I hit you [pl.]’

(3) xára (LL)  ‘shit’ 
 ≠árabi  (LL)L  ‘Arabic/Arab’ 
 rí™la  (H)L  ‘trip’ 
 madrása  (H)(LL)  ‘school’ 
 mudarrísa  L(H)(LL)  ‘teacher [fem.]’

(4) a. /fihïm-it/ .fíh.mit.  ‘she understood’
  /bi-nï-fuut/  .bin.fúut. ‘we are passing’ 
 b.  /huwwa müdarris/  .hùw.wam.dár.ris.  ‘he is a teacher’
  /gineenït irraagil/  .gi.nìn.tir.ráa.gil.  ‘the man’s garden’

(5) /kanak-it-i/ .ka.(nák).ti. *.(ka.na).(kí.ti). ‘my coffeepot’
 /kanab-ït-u/  .ka.(náb).tu.  *.(ka.na).(bí.tu).  ‘his couch’
 /faahïm-a/  .(fáh).ma.  *.(faa).(hí.ma).  ‘understanding [fem. act. part.]’ 

(6)  a.  hùma ±rádtu   *hùma ±irádtu  ‘they are his monkeys’
 b.  hùma ±írada  *hùma ±ráda ‘they are monkeys’
 c.  hùma ±iradítna  *hùma ±radítna ‘they are our monkeys’

short /i/ and /u/ in open unstressed syllables, 
and subsequent ¤ resyllabification (Broselow 
1976; Welden 1977; Kenstowicz 1980). This 
occurs at both the word level (4a) and the 
phrasal level (4b). 

Syncope can apply not only to vowels that 
would normally have been unstressed but also 
to vowels that would have been stressed by 
the normal stress assignment algorithm. In this 
way, stress shifts onto the preceding vowel, 
which becomes the head of a heavy syllable, 
as in (5). 

A heavy syllable makes a better foot-head 
than does a light syllable, and a much better 
foot-head than a light syllable with a low-
sonority nucleus. Therefore, the ostensible rea-
son for syncope in these cases is improvement 
of metrical structure.

But not all open syllables are subject to high 
vowel syncope. Feet constructed in the word-
level phonology generally resist syncope at the 
phrasal level, as demonstrated by Kenstowicz 
(1980) in (6).
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In (6a), syncope applies at the phrasal level, 
because the initial syllable is not footed at the 
word level: [.i.(rád).tu.]. However, the initial 
syllable is footed in (6b) and (6c): [.(í.ra).da.] 
and [.(i.ra).(dít).na.]; hence, they resist syncope 
at the phrasal level. 

The same difference in behavior between 
footed and unfooted high vowels applies to 
word-final syllables. Phrasal syncope does not 
affect footed final syllables, as in (7). 

(7)  šìrib il±áhwa  *šìrb il±áhwa  
 ‘he drank the coffee’

Phrasal resyllabification of [b] leaves the syl-
lable [.ri.], which is open and in the weak posi-
tion of a foot, yet it does not undergo syncope 
because it has already been footed in the word-
level phonology. 
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Synonym ¤ Mutaràdif

Syntax

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Syntax is the study of phrasal and sentential 
patterns of natural language. It is the engine 
that combines the sound/gesture and meaning 
components of language. Syntax deals prima-
rily with how words combine to form phrases 
and sentences, and the dependencies that obtain 
between the constituents of the phrase or sen-
tence. Such dependencies include agreement, 
Case, anaphoric relations, filler gap/pronomi-
nal relations, and thematic relations, among 
many others. Another area that has occupied 
a prominent position within syntactic debates 
concerns word order alternations, particularly 
as they correlate with specific semantic and 
discourse interpretations, such as question (¤ 
WH-movement), relatives (¤ relative clause), 
¤ topicalization, and ¤ focus constructions, to 
mention just the most prominent ones.

Within the generative paradigm and particu-
larly the Principles and Parameters framework 
(Chomsky 1981, 1995, 2001), the above specific 
syntactic issues have been approached with two 
main goals in mind. The first goal is to explore 
syntactic principles and properties that have 
crosslinguistic manifestation and validity and 
that may help determine the nature of the syn-
tactic dimension of the, possibly innate, human 
linguistic faculty, i.e. Universal Grammar. The 
second goal, intimately related to the first, is 
to provide in-depth descriptions, analyses, and 
comparisons of different languages, so that one 
can determine the extent and limit of language 
variation and how that variation relates to the 
basic Universal Grammar core.

Generative approaches of Arabic, both for-
mal (Classical and Modern Standard) and col-
loquial, have dealt with a number of topics that 
relate to the issues mentioned above. The most 
prominent issues that have received a great deal 
of attention in the last four years include lexi-
cal and functional categories, clause structure 
and Verb Subject (VS) order (¤ word order), ¤ 
agreement, particularly the correlation between 
the richness of agreement and the position of 
the subject relative to the verb, verbless sen-
tences and copular constructions (¤ copula), ¤ 
negation, questions, relatives, the status of the 
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‘subject’ in the Subject Verb (SV) order, Case, 
Tense/Aspect, and the structure of the noun 
phrase, with the so-called ¤ Construct State 
getting more scrutiny.

One key assumption of the Principles and 
Parameters framework is that the syntactic con-
figuration and the structural relations between 
the members of the configuration play a critical 
role in accounting for syntactic generalizations 
such as those governing agreement, Case, licens-
ing of polarity items, binding relations, and 
filler/gap dependencies. Every syntactic constit-
uent must have a head, which may be combined 
with a complement or two, as in transitive 
or ditransitive verbs, a specifier, such as the 
subject, and an adjunct, such as an adverb, a 
phrase, or a clause that functions as modifier.

Clauses usually consist of functional and lexi-
cal projections. Lexical projections are headed 
by lexical categories, such as nouns and verbs, 
while functional categories are headed by gram-
matical categories, such as complementizers 
and tense.

The dependencies between functional and 
lexical categories are argued to be key to 
accounting for the distribution of the latter. For 
example, the dependency between the verb and 
tense may explain the displacement of the verb 
from its base position. Similarly, tense seems to 
play a role in determining the nominative Case 
of the subject, argued to be generated in the 
specifier of VP, where it receives its thematic 
role. Relative pronouns and question opera-
tors target the CP domain and bind a trace or 
a pronoun in a position within the same clause 
or a lower clause. Some dependency relations 
are the result of movement, as in questions with 
the gap strategy, while others involve relations 
between filled position (for example an ana-
phor and its antecedent). The relations between 
elements occupying different positions within a 
syntactic configuration such as (1) are subject 
to a limited number of principles and restric-
tions. For example, the verbal head cannot cross 
over the tense head to move to C, otherwise, a 
 violation of minimality would result. The mini-
mality restriction essentially entails that some 
categories (Heads, NPs, and WH-phrases) may 
block dependencies between categories of the 
same type. For example, a head that has moved 
to a higher position in the configuration cannot 
establish a dependency with its original posi-
tion across an intervening head.

(1)     CP

 Spec   C'

    C     TP

     Spec    T'

        T    VP

         Spec    V'

            V    NP

There is an ongoing debate about the features 
on the functional categories in (1) that drive 
syntactic operations such as movement, agree-
ment, and Case assignment. Likewise, it is still 
a matter of debate how many functional cat-
egories there are and how they are ordered rela-
tive to each other. For a basic introduction to 
the Principles and Parameters framework, the 
reader is referred to Haegeman (1991), Adger 
(2003), and Carnie (2007).

The discussion below is focused on a number 
of constructions and aspects of Arabic phrasal 
and sentential syntax that have been subjected 
to analyses within the Principles and Parameter 
framework.

2. S e n t e n c e  s t r u c t u r e  o f 
A r a b i c

Standard Arabic is considered a verb-initial 
language on a par with Irish and other Celtic 
languages. The basic order is claimed to be 
VSO, as illustrated in (2):

(2a) kassara l-walad-u
 broke.3ms the-boy-Nom
 l-ka±s-a
 the-glass-Acc 
 ‘The boy broke the glass’
(2b) kàna l-walad-u fì
 was.3ms the-boy-Nom in
 l-bayt-i
 the-house-Gen
 ‘The boy was in the house’

From the linear order in (2), it is clear that the 
verb and the object do not constitute a VP con-
stituent that excludes the subject. The subject 
intervenes between the verb and the object, 
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which indicates that the three elements, the 
verb, the subject, and the object, do not form 
a VP. In this respect, Arabic is different from 
English, where the subject precedes the verb 
and the verb clearly combines with the object 
to form a VP constituent. The question then 
is whether there is a VP constituent in Arabic, 
and whether there is a fundamental difference 
across languages in terms of VP constituency 
whereby the verb and the object form a constit-
uent headed by the verb to capture the semantic 
and Case dependencies between them.

Earlier accounts of Arabic provided a flat 
structure for VSO sentences, as in (3).

(3)    S

   V   NPsubject  NPobject

The assumption behind this analysis is that the 
VP constituent, or the constituent that com-
bines the predicate and its complement, is not 
universal, i.e., languages may vary in whether 
or not they display a VP constituent.

Mohammad (1999a) points out that struc-
tures such as (3) imply that the subject and 
object are in a symmetric relation since they 
are immediately dominated by the same mother 
node (S). Binding facts, however, show that the 
subject is syntactically more prominent than 
the object, with the subject always functioning 
as the antecedent, or binder, of the object, as 
illustrated in (4).

(4a) làma †-†àlib-u
 blamed.3ms the-student-Nom
 nafs-a-hu
 self-Acc-his
 ‘The student blamed himself ’
(4b) *làmat nafs-u-hu 
 blamed.3fs self-Nom-his
 †-†àlib-a
 the-student-Acc

(4a) is grammatical with subject binding the 
reflexive object; (4b) is ungrammatical because 
the reflexive, which needs to be bound, func-
tions as subject and its putative binder as object 
(¤ binding). According to the Principles and 
Parameters framework, the binder must occupy 
a configurationally more prominent position in 
the sentence than the element it binds. This is 

clearly not the case in (3), where configuration-
ally both the subject and the object are on a par 
(i.e., neither c-commands the other).

Binding is not the only problem with the 
structure in (3). Mohammad also points out 
that, as in other languages, the verb and the 
object in Arabic can combine to give an idi-
omatic meaning, as in (5).

(5) ±e™mad ∂ayya≠ ≠agl-u
 Ahmed  lost.3ms mind-his
 (Palestinian Arabic)
 ‘Ahmad went crazy’

Such idioms are taken to argue for a VP con-
stituent grouping the object and the verb, an 
option not available under the flat representa-
tion in (3).

There are additional arguments against the 
structure in (3). In the context of an auxil-
iary verb such as kàna ‘to be’, the verb and 
the object combine to form a constituent VP 
with the subject preceding the Verb-Object se-
quence. The basic order in an Arabic sentence 
with two such verbs is illustrated by (6).

(6) kàna l-walad-u yaqra±u
 was.3ms the-boy-Nom read.3ms
 l-kitàb-a
 the-book-Acc
 ‘The boy was reading the book’

The first verb, the auxiliary (kàna), is followed 
by the subject. The second verb, the main the-
matic predicate (yaqra±u), follows the subject 
and is followed by the object. ¤ Sentence coor-
dination provides strong evidence that in sen-
tences such as (6), the main verb and the object 
form a VP constituent. The two elements can 
be conjoined in a constituent that excludes the 
subject, as (7) from Moroccan Arabic clearly 
illustrates:

(7) kan l-wëld ta-y-qra
 was.3ms the-boy Asp-3ms-read
 lë-ktab w ya-kul lë-f†ur
 the-book  and 3ms-eat the-breakfast

‘The boy was reading the book and eating 
breakfast’

A similar situation exists in other Arabic dia-
lects and in Standard Arabic.
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These and other facts led Mohammad (1989) 
and Fassi Fehri (1993) to argue for a different 
representation of the Arabic structure. They 
proposed a representation like (8), already 
available in the literature for other languages. 
The representation in (8) provides two posi-
tions for the subject, a lower position within 
the lexical layer of the sentence headed by verb 
(the VP) and a second position within the func-
tional category that carries tense (and possibly 
agreement).

(8)    IP

 Spec    I'

   I   VP

       Spec    V'

         V  NP

Although the labels may differ and arguments 
may be made for additional projections in 
(8), there is a consensus within Principles and 
Parameters approaches to Arabic that it is 
basically correct. There is also widespread 
agreement within the theory that universally 
the subject starts within the VP (possibly in 
the Specifier position). Languages then have 
a number of options. In English, the subject 
raises from the Spec of VP to the Spec of IP, 
while the verb remains in the VP. This yields 
the basic SVO order that characterizes English. 
In a language such as French, the subject is gen-
erated in the VP and is raised to the Spec of IP. 
The verb also raises to adjoin to the head of IP 
(I), yielding the SVO order of French (Pollock 
1989). With regard to Arabic, most analyses 
agree that the verb moves at least to I, while the 
subject remains lower within the VP, or at least 
a projection lower than the projection hosting 
the verb (Aoun, Benmamoun, and Sportiche 
1994). This is the analysis of Mohammad 
(1989, 1999a) and Fassi Fehri (1993). Move-
ment of the verb beyond the subject results in 
the VSO order that distinguishes Arabic from 
English. If we assume that the auxiliary verb is 
in I in (8), or starts in a lower functional posi-

tion and moves to I, there is no need for the 
main verb to move to I, which in turns implies 
that the main verb would follow the subject, 
which is exactly what we find in (6) and (7).

In an analysis of Arabic based on the presen-
tation in (8), combined with movement of the 
verb, the universality of the VP constituent can 
be maintained. The difference between English 
and Arabic is then attributed to options in verb 
movement and subject movement rather than 
to basic clause structure. In other words, the 
difference is attributed to choices available in 
the application of a limited set of universal 
principles. Furthermore, the structure in (8) 
allows for a principled treatment of idioms and 
coordinations involving verb and object and 
of other syntactic relations, such as binding 
relations, which require the subject to be more 
configurationally prominent than the object. In 
(8), the subject is in a higher position than the 
object.

The representation in (8) has two subject posi-
tions. In English, they are filled by the same NP 
subject, which moves from Spec of VP to Spec 
of IP. In principle, one would expect to find 
languages where the two positions are filled by 
different elements. Mohammad (1999a) argues 
that this is exactly the situation with the so-
called expletive subjects found in sentences 
such as (9).

(9)  qultu ±inna-hu waßala
 said.1s that-it arrived
 l-±awlàd-u
 the-children-Nom
 ‘I said that the boys arrived’

In (9), the clitic pronoun on the complementizer 
presumably originates in the Spec of IP, while 
the thematic subject remains in the Spec of 
VP. The verb is located between two NPs, as 
predicted by the representation in (8), which 
allows for two subject positions. The exple-
tive subject can occur in Spec of IP because the 
position is not thematic. On the other hand, the 
Spec of VP can only be occupied by an element 
that can bear a semantic role. Thus, the exple-
tive subject will always be in a higher position 
than the thematic subject, which Mohammad 
shows to be the case in Arabic.

The preverbal position can be occupied by 
the NP that functions as subject. It is debatable 
whether that position should be treated on a 
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par with preverbal subject positions in English 
and French, for example as in (10).

(10) al-walad-u kassara
 the-boy-Nom broke.3ms
 l-ka±s-a
 the-glass-Acc
 ‘The boy broke the glass’

If the preverbal NP is treated as being in a 
subject position (A-position), it should be con-
sidered a regular subject. But if the subject in 
Arabic is restricted to the postverbal position, 
the preverbal position cannot be considered a 
subject position. It may, however, be a discourse 
position associated with focus and topicaliza-
tion constructions (A'-positions). Both analyses 
have been advanced for Arabic, although the 
idea that the preverbal NP in sentences such 
as (10) is not an argument position has had 
a long history within generative approaches 
to Arabic and approaches inspired by insights 
from the Arabic linguistic tradition, the latter 
having dealt with this topic more than ten cen-
turies ago. For proponents of the theory that 
the subject is not restricted to the postverbal 
position, the analysis of (10) involves move-
ment of the NP al-walad-u from the lower 
position within the VP to the preverbal posi-
tion, leaving a trace behind. In this respect, 
the SVO sentences receive an analysis similar 
to SVO sentences in English and French. For 
proponents of the theory that the subject is 
restricted to the postverbal position, the NP 
al-walad-u is in a topic or left-dislocated posi-
tion, while the real subject is a null pronominal 
(¤ pro drop) or an incorporated pronoun. The 
debate continues in view of evidence pulling 
in both directions (Ayoub 1981; Benmamoun 
1992; Fassi Fehri 1993; van Gelderen 1996; 
Mohammad 1999a; Soltan 2007; Doron and 
Heycock 1999).

3. V e r b l e s s  s e n t e n c e s

Another topic that has figured prominently in 
analyses of the syntax of Arabic concerns the 
so-called verbless sentences. These are well-
known constructions found in Arabic and other 
languages, such as Hebrew and Russian, where 
no verbal copula is present in sentences with 
present tense interpretation, as in (11).

(11a) al-walad-u fì l-bayt-i
 the-boy-Nom in the-house-Gen
 ‘The boy is in the house’
(11b) al-walad-u nà±im-un
 the-boy-Nom sleeping-Nom
 ‘The boy is sleeping’
(11c) al-bayt-u kabìr-un
 the-house-Nom big-Nom
 ‘The house is big’
(11d) zayd-un mu≠allim-un
 Zayd-Nom teacher-Nom
 ‘Zayd is a teacher’

Three competing analyses have been proposed 
for Arabic verbless constructions (Bakir 1980; 
Ayoub 1981; Jelinek 1981; Eid 1983, 1991; 
Mouchaweh 1986; Heggie 1988; Bahloul 1994; 
Shlonsky 1997; Benmamoun 2000, 2008). The 
first approach argues that they are small clauses 
on a par with the embedded small clauses 
found in English constructions such as I left the 
door open (Mouchaweh 1986). The main idea 
behind the small clause approach is that verb-
less constructions lack functional categories 
such as tense and they lack a VP projection. 
The second approach, which predates the first 
one, argues that the so-called verbless sentences 
are actually full clauses with a null or deleted 
copular verb that heads a VP (Bakir 1980; Fassi 
Fehri 1993). In this respect, the sentences in 
(11) are not syntactically different from their 
counterparts that contain the verb kàna in the 
past (12a) and future tenses (12b).

(12a) kàna l-bayt-u kabìr-an
 was.3ms the-house-Nom big-Acc
 ‘The house was big’
(12b) sa-yakùnu l-bayt-u kabìr-an
 Fut-be.3ms the-house-Nom big-Acc
 ‘The house will be big’

Under the second (full clause) approach, copu-
lar constructions in all tenses have identical 
syntactic representations, exactly like their Eng-
lish counterparts.

The third approach takes a middle position 
between the two (Jelinek 1981; Benmamoun 
2000). It agrees that verbless sentences are not 
full clauses, because they do not contain a null 
copula and a null VP, but it maintains that they 
have a functional category Tense that contains 
present tense features. The evidence against a 
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null copular verb comes from the fact that in 
sentences with a copular verb, like (12), the 
predicate is in accusative Case, but in verbless 
sentences it gets nominative Case, probably 
as default Case in this context. This is taken 
to suggest that a copular verb is absent. The 
evidence for a Tense projection in verbless sen-
tences comes from expletive subjects: they can 
occur in these constructions, as in (13), and the 
subject gets nominative Case, which is assumed 
to be assigned/checked by Tense within the 
Principles and Parameters framework.

(13) hunàka walad-un fì l-bayt-i
 there boy-Nom in the-house-Gen
 ‘There is a boy in the room’

Expletives are not thematic elements and, there-
fore, cannot occur in the Specifier of a lexical, 
thematic role assigning, category. The standard 
assumption within the Principles and Param-
eters framework is that expletives are inserted 
to satisfy properties of functional categories 
such as Tense. But the nature of the relevant 
properties is subject to debate. One of the most 
discussed alternatives argues that sentences 
need subjects, and subjects must occur in the 
specifier of the tense projection; another argues 
that functional projections such as tense require 
that an overt element occupies their specifier 
position (Chomsky 2001). The overall gener-
alization, however, is that verbless sentences 
contain more structure than small clauses but 
are not as big as sentences with verbal copulas. 
For detailed discussion of the various proposals 
and alternatives, see Benmamoun (2000, 2008) 
and references cited therein.

The topic of verbless sentences in Arabic 
brings into sharp focus the issue of language 
universals and language variation. The full 
clause analysis proposals are consistent with 
the theory that clause structure is universal, 
which in turns entails positing highly abstract 
representations to make languages adhere to 
the universal schema. The small clause analysis 
and the third (middle) alternative assume that 
languages may differ with regard to their clause 
structures depending on their own specific 
properties. If a language does not need a verbal 
copula in the present tense, it will not display 
a VP in such a construction. On the other 
hand, in constructions such as (13), where a 

verbal copula is needed, a VP constituent will 
be projected. Fortunately, the issue is empirical 
in the sense that evidence can be found from 
within the language to argue for a particular 
approach, with obvious consequences for our 
view on universal aspects of language and the 
nature of language variation. Research on verb-
less sentences in Arabic demonstrates clearly 
how systematic comparative syntactic studies 
exploring the workings of different construc-
tions in unrelated language, as advocated and 
promoted by the Principles and Parameters 
framework, can shed light on important theo-
retical debates.

4. S u b j e c t / V e r b  a g r e e m e n t

Subject/Verb agreement in Arabic has also 
received a lot of attention within the Princi-
ples and Parameters framework (Ayoub 1981; 
Mohammad 1989; Benmamoun 1992; Fassi 
Fehri 1988, 2003; van Gelderen 1996; Bahloul 
and Harbert 1993; Benmamoun 2000; Ben-
mamoun and Lorimor 2006; Soltan 2007). This 
is not surprising, because of the well-known 
agreement asymmetry in Standard Arabic, illus-
trated in (14).

(14a) daxala l-mu≠allim-ùna
 entered .3ms the-teachers-Nom.mp
 ‘The teachers came in’
(14b) al-mu≠allim-ùna daxal-ù
 the-teachers-Nom.mp entered.3mp
 ‘The teachers came in’

One popular account for the agreement asym-
metry in (14) assumes that in (14a) there is a 
genuine gender and person agreement relation 
between the verb and the subject. In (14b), 
however, full agreement on the verb is a reali-
zation of the pronominal subject that has been 
incorporated into the verb and that is resumed 
by the left-dislocated or topicalized preverbal 
‘subject’. Another alternative account assumes 
that there are agreement relations between the 
subject and the verb in both sentences in (14), 
but that number fails to be morphologically 
realized in (14a), either because number agree-
ment takes place at a later abstract point in 
the derivation and therefore does not feed 
the morphological component, or because the 
verb and the postverbal subject merge into a 
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prosodic unit, which obviates the need to spell 
out number through a number affix since the 
merged subject can fulfill that role.

Both analyses, however, take it as given 
that the syntactic configuration is critical in 
accounting for the agreement asymmetry. Par-
tial agreement takes place only when the verb 
c-commands (and is higher than) the subject; 
full agreement takes place when the subject 
is in a Spec-head relation with the verb. It is 
debatable within the Principles and Param-
eters framework whether both c-command (so-
called Agree) and Spec-head configurations are 
needed to account for agreement in general and 
agreement asymmetries in particular. Again, 
the facts in Arabic provide testing grounds for 
the debate.

Another agreement asymmetry that has 
sparked debate within the Principles and 
Parameters framework concerns agreement 
with conjoined subjects (Aoun, Benmamoun, 
and Sportiche 1994, 1999; Munn 1999; Har-
bert and Bahloul 2003; Lorimor 2007; Soltan 
2007). The examples in (15) from Moroccan 
Arabic illustrate the phenomenon.

(15a) ja omar w karim
 came.3ms Omar and Karim
 ‘Omar and Karim came’
(15b) jaw omar w karim
 came.3p Omar and Karim
 ‘Omar and Karim came’
(15c) omar w karim jaw
 Omar and Karim came.3p
 ‘Omar and Karim came’
(15d) *omar w karim ja
 Omar and Karim came.3ms

The verb in Moroccan Arabic can agree with 
the first conjunct to its right (15a) or with 
both conjuncts to its right (15b). However, 
it must agree with both conjuncts to its left 
(15c) and cannot agree with only one of the 
conjuncts on its left. Although this is another 
agreement asymmetry sensitive to word order, 
it is  different from the agreement asymmetry 
in Standard Arabic discussed earlier. Unlike 
Standard Arabic, in Moroccan and other Ara-
bic dialects, the verb fully agrees with the sub-
ject regardless of its linear position in relation 
to the subject, as illustrated in (16).

(16a) wëqfu  lë-wlad
 stood.3p the-children
 ‘The children stood up’
(16b) lë-wlad wëqfu
 the-children stood.3p
 ‘The children stood up’

To deal with agreement asymmetry in the con-
text of coordination, Aoun, Benmamoun, and 
Sportiche (1994) advanced a clausal/gapping 
analysis of coordination. The idea is that each 
conjunct is the subject of its own clause. The 
second conjunct is the subject of a clause 
whose verb is gapped and is recovered under 
identity with the first verb. The main argument 
given for the clausal/gapping analysis comes 
from number-sensitive items in Arabic, which 
require a plural subject. The prediction is that 
such elements should not be compatible with 
close single conjunct agreement. This predic-
tion seems to be correct, as illustrated in (17) 
from Moroccan Arabic.

(17a) *glës omar w karim
 sat.3ms Omar and Karim
 ™da bë≠∂hum
 near each.other
(17b) gëlsu omar w karim
 sat.3p Omar and Karim
 ™da bë≠∂hum
 near each.other

‘Omar and Karim sat near each other’

The ¤ reciprocal in (17) requires a plural 
antecedent, which is not available in a clausal 
analysis of (17a). Other number-sensitive items 
and plural predicates provide further support 
for the analysis.

Munn (1999) and Soltan (2007) provide 
alternative analyses that do not posit clausal 
coordination or gapping. For them, close con-
junct agreement obtains because only the first 
conjunct is accessible to the verb under specific 
assumptions about the structure and work-
ings of coordination. Lorimor (2007) provides 
the first experimental study of close conjunct 
agreement in Lebanese Arabic, which proves 
the prevalence of close conjunct agreement 
in the VS order. The debate continues and 
includes data from a variety of languages that 
display the same phenomenon. Close conjunct 
agreement brings into the picture syntax, linear 
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order, and semantics, and it is yet to be deter-
mined what role, if any, each one plays.

5. T h e  s y n t a x  o f  h e a d s :  T e n s e , 
v e r b s ,  a n d  n e g a t i o n

The work of Pollock (1989), among many 
others, has demonstrated that various heads 
of projections interact with each other, which 
may explain some aspects of the syntax of 
natural language. The heads that have received 
close scrutiny, particularly in Arabic, are tense, 
negation, and verbs. The most prominent ques-
tion in relation to tense is whether all tenses, 
including the present tense, correspond to a 
syntactic projection and whether they all attract 
the verb. In the case of negation, the main issue 
is whether the sentential negative heads its own 
syntactic projection and whether this projec-
tion is located between Tense and Verb or in a 
position higher than both. Finally, the question 
with respect to the verb is whether it undergoes 
movement all the way to the highest functional 
projection, or whether the movement is more 
restricted.

Starting with tense, most syntactic studies of 
Arabic within the Principles and Parameters 
framework have argued that past, present, and 
future project their own tense projections. The 
labels may vary, but the main idea is that the 
time reference of the sentence in Arabic corre-
sponds to a functional projection. It is contro-
versial, however, whether the morphology and 
vocalic melodies that the verb displays in the 
present and past tense are realizations of those 
tenses. Benmamoun (2000) provides arguments 
that both the past and present tense are not 
realized overtly on the verb in Arabic. This is 
partly due to the fact that the vocalic melodies 
are not uniform for all verbs, which would be 
surprising for a temporal morpheme. More-
over, some dialects, such as Moroccan Arabic, 
do not have any vocalic melodies, and yet the 
verbs have the same distributions (perfective in 
the past tense and imperfective in the present 
tense). The agreement morphology on the verb 
also does not seem to carry tense information 
because the same morphology is found on the 
negative laysa, which occurs in the present 
tense but whose agreement morphology is the 
same as the one carried by the past tense verb. 
In short, both the present tense and past tense 
seem to be abstract and null projections in 

Arabic. Their syntax, though, may be different, 
as their interaction with negation and the verb 
indicates.

The topic of the syntax of sentential negation 
in Arabic, both Standard and Colloquial, has 
garnered extensive attention within the Princi-
ples and Parameters framework (Moutaouakil 
1987; Benmamoun 1992, 2000; Halila 1992; 
Fassi Fehri 1993; Bahloul 1994; Ouhalla 1993; 
Al-Tamari 2001).

Standard Arabic negatives are intriguing in 
that they co-vary with tense. Thus, là occurs in 
present tense sentence, lam in past tense sen-
tences, and lan in future tense sentences (18).

(18a) a†-†ullàb-u là
 the-students-Nom Neg
 ya-drus-ù-n
 3m-study-mp-Ind
 ‘The students do not study’
(18b) a†-†ullàb-u lam
 the-students-Nom Neg.past
 ya-drus-ù
 3m-study-mp
 ‘The students did not study’
(18c) a†-†ullàb-u lan
 the-students-Nom Neg.fut
 ya-drus-ù
 3m-study-mp
 ‘The students will not study’

In this respect, Standard Arabic differs not only 
from many other languages where the verb car-
ries tense information regardless of the polarity 
of the sentence, but also from the colloquial 
Arabic dialects where the same negative is used 
in affirmative and negative sentences and in all 
the tenses, as shown in (19) from Moroccan 
Arabic.

(19a) ma-ta-yqra-š
 Neg-Asp-read.3ms-Neg
 ‘He is not reading’
(19b) ma-qra-š
 Neg-read.past.3ms-Neg
 ‘He didn’t read’
(19c) ma-ÿadi-yqra-š
 Neg-Fut-read.3ms-Neg
 ‘He will not read’

A uniform analysis of both Moroccan and 
Standard Arabic is provided in Benmamoun 
(1992, 2000), where it is argued that the negative
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projection is located between the tense projec-
tion, TP, and the verbal projection, as shown 
in (20).

(20)  TP

   Spec   T'

     T    NegP

     Spec   Neg'

        Neg    VP

        là/ma-š      V

In Moroccan Arabic, the verb merges with 
negation and then with tense. In Standard Ara-
bic, by contrast, the negative là is a possible 
host of tense and therefore obviates the need 
for the verb to move to the latter. The principle 
within the Principles and Parameter framework 
at work is ‘Minimality’, which, despite its 
many reincarnations, essentially requires that 
the closest head that can move to tense should 
do so. In Standard Arabic, là can move to tense, 
which can be spelled out as lam or lan, depend-
ing on the value of the tense head, as past or 
present.

Ouhalla (1993) proposes a similar represen-
tation for the Standard Arabic negative là but 
suggests that the negative mà is located in a 
projection higher than tense; in other contexts 
where it negates and focuses the element it 
attaches to, it is generated on its host and the 
whole complex is moved to the focus projection 
located above TP. The projection that hosts 
mà is associated with the contrastive focus 
interpretation; hence, it is at a higher location, 
which in turn explains its lack of interaction 
with verb movement.

Returning to verb movement to tense, the dis-
tribution of sentential negation provides some 
clues as to whether the verb needs to move 
to tense in both present and past tenses. In 
Egyptian Arabic, it is possible for the present 
tense verb not to merge with negation, while 
the past tense verb must always do so, as the 
examples (21) and (22) from Egyptian Arabic 
show (Jelinek 1981).

(21a) ma-bi-yiktib-š
 Neg-Asp-writes.3ms-Neg
 ‘He doesn’t write’
(21b) mi-š bi-yiktib
 Neg-Neg Asp-writes.3ms
 ‘He isn’t writing’

(22) cumar ma-katab-š ig-gawàb
 Omar Neg-wrote.3ms-Neg the-letter
 ‘Omar didn’t write the letter’

The syntactic account for contrast in the syntax 
of verbs in present and past tense sentences is 
that the former do not need to force verb rais-
ing to tense, while the latter do. In order for the 
verb to raise to tense in the past tense, it must 
merge with negation to avoid a minimality vio-
lation. The contrast between the two sentences 
is also reflected in the syntax of what Ferguson 
(1983) refers to as God wishes (Benmamoun 
2000). There is a tendency in these expressions 
for past tense sentences to have the verb pre-
cede the subject and to have the opposite order 
in present tense sentences, as in (23).

(23a) ra™m-u llah
 blessed.3ms-him God
 ‘May God bless him!’
(23b) llah y-rë™m-u
 God 3ms-bless-him
 ‘May God bless him!’

Again, the contrast would follow from the 
necessity of verb movement in the context of 
the past tense and its optionality in the context 
of the present tense.

6. C o n c l u s i o n

The essential assumption of all the accounts 
of the syntax of Arabic described above is that 
the configurational properties of the sentence 
as articulated by the theory of Principles and 
Parameters, coupled with the rules and con-
straints of the theory, are argued to be key 
to understanding the workings of the Arabic 
sentence, particularly its clause structure, the 
placement of its verb and subject, the interac-
tion between the verb and the subject, and the 
asymmetries that arise due to the specificities of 
word order patterns in Arabic. The picture that 
emerges is that the syntax of Arabic is not as 
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radically different from the syntax of other lan-
guages. Arabic deploys the same principles of 
combining words into phrases and phrases into 
sentences. The same universal principles govern 
the distribution of heads and phrases in the sen-
tence. Any variation has to do with the specific 
properties of grammatical and  lexical categories 
which may have far-reaching consequences. For 
example, the property of the present tense that 
prevents it from requiring a verb explains the 
VSO order, the ordering  pattern in idiomatic 
constructions, and the lack of a copula in the 
present tense, among other properties.

The same line of analysis has been applied 
to a number of constructions, such as null 
pronouns (Fassi Fehri 1998, 2003; Kensto-
wicz 1989), question formation (Fassi Fehri 
1982; Wahba 1984, 1991; Aoun and Choue-
iri 1999; Shlonsky 2002), relatives (Ouhalla 
1996; Choueiri 2002; Aoun and Li 2003), focus 
(Ouhalla 1994), construct state (Mohammad 
1988, 1999b; Benmamoun 2000), verbal nouns 
(Fassi Fehri 2003; Hazout 1990), quantifier 
floating (Benmamoun 1999), negative polarity 
licensing (Benmamoun 1996, 1997), clitic left-
dislocation, bound pronouns, resumption, and 
topicalization (Aoun and Benmamoun 1998; 
Doron and Heycock 1999; Aoun and Choueiri 
2000; Aoun, Choueiri, and Hornstein 2001), 
indefinite subject and agreement (Hoyt 2002), 
and pronominal copula (Jelinek 1981; Eid 
1983). These approaches have helped elucidate 
important aspects of Arabic syntax in particular 
and the syntax of natural language in general. 
There is a great deal that remains to be done, 
including further development of generative 
approaches to the diachronic syntax of Arabic, 
computational linguistic study of the formal 
and spoken varieties, and psycholinguistic and 
neurolinguistic research on the language. These 
areas have not received as much attention 
within the Arabic linguistic community as the 
areas discussed here, although there are promis-
ing attempts in these directions.
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Syria

1. A r a b i c  a n d  m i n o r i t y 
l a n g u a g e s

In addition to Arabic, the following languages 
(in order of number of speakers) are spoken in 
Syria (see Map 1). ¤ Kurdish is spoken on the 
northern border with Turkey, the main areas 
being to the northwest of Aleppo and in the 
northeast in the Qàmišli area. Approximately 
one hundred thousand Kurds from Turkey live 
in northeastern Syria. Most linguistic maps used 
in connection with the Kurdish problem are not 
exact and ascribe too large an areal distribution 
to Kurdish (cf. the map in Behnstedt 1992a 
for northeastern Syria). Turkish dialects are 
spoken north of Aleppo on the Syrian-Turkish 
border and on the northern coast, also near 
the Turkish-Syrian border. There are Turkish 
language islands in the Qalamùn area and the 
£omß area. Four dialects of ¤ Neo-Aramaic 
are spoken in Syria: Neo-West Aramaic in three 
villages near Damascus, the most famous one 
being Ma≠lùla. This is the only autochthonous 
Aramaic spoken in Syria. ¢uroyo speakers from 
the ¢ùr ≠Abdìn mountains (Turkey) have settled 
in several places in the province of al-£asaka, 
e.g. in Qàmišli, ilQa™†ànìye, and several small 
villages. A relatively large linguistic island is 
formed by the Assyrians along the Khabur 
River, their dialects being spoken in twenty 
localities. The speakers originate from Iraq and 
ultimately from the Hatari province in Turkey. 
Other Aramaic speakers, so-called Kildàn 
(Chaldeans), have also been transplanted from 
Iraq and are found in two villages in the 
far northeast of Syria. From the Caucasus, 
two languages have been brought to Syria, 
namely Circassian, spoken in some villages 
south of Aleppo, in the £omß area, and on the 
Golan (Ÿòlàn) Heights. Many of the Circassian 
speakers have left the Golan and are living 
in Damascus. Chechenian is spoken in two 
villages on the Khabur River, but it seems to 

be on the verge of dying out, especially among 
male speakers. Armenian is spoken mainly in 
the large towns, such as Aleppo and Damascus, 
and in one small town exclusively, in Kasab 
on the coast near the Turkish border. Finally, 
Greek is spoken in the village of il£amìdìye 
on the coast near the Syro-Lebanese border. 
Its inhabitants originate from Crete and came 
there via Tripoli (Lebanon). Being Muslims, 
they preferred to emigrate when the Ottoman 
rule came to an end in Crete.

None of these minority languages has any 
official status. A demand of the inhabitants of 
il£amìdìye to be allowed to teach Greek in their 
schools was rejected with the argument that 
they are Muslims. An exception is Armenian: 
the Armenians have their own schools where 
Armenian is taught and used in addition 
to Arabic. They are also the only minority 
using their own script, e.g. on shop signs. 
The Jacobites (Arabic speakers), Nestorians, 
and ¢uroyos (Jacobites) are allowed to use 
Aramaic (Syriac) in church, and Aramaic is also 
taught privately. As for the Arabic-speaking 
Jacobites, Syriac is allowed to be taught in 
church institutions; in Aleppo, for example, it is 
taught in a modernized version comparable to 
Modern Standard Arabic (cf. radòytò ‘car’).

The interaction between these languages is 
manifold. Syrian Arabic dialects borrowed many 
loanwords from ¤ Turkish during Ottoman 
rule. Conversely, the vocabulary, for instance 
of Northwest Aramaic, is highly Arabicized (¤ 
Aramaic/Syriac). The same is true to a lesser 
extent for ¤ Kurdish, Turkish, and the other 
minority languages. Eastern Arabic dialects 
have integrated some Kurdish words.

2. T h e  h i s t o r y  o f  A r a b i c  i n 
S y r i a

Arabic was spoken in Syria long before the 
Islamic conquest. Suffice it to mention the 
Itureans (2nd c. B.C.) in the Lebanon and 
Anti-Lebanon, the Roman emperors of Syrian 
origin Philippus Arabs and Heliogabalus, the 
Nabataeans in the southern £òràn, and of 
course the Arabs in Palmyra, who are attested 
there at least seven centuries before the Islamic 
conquest (further details in Cantineau 1934; 
Oppenheim 1939; Cantineau 1946; Altheim-
Stiehl 1964–1969; Shahid 1989; Retsö 2006). 
Perhaps the Arabic spoken in localities of 

402 syria

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



the Syrian steppe or on its fringe (Palmyra, 
Soukhne, ilQaritèn, etc.) goes back in part to 
this pre-Islamic Arabic, showing quite archaic 
features, such as the scheme katìr instead of 
ktìr, and distinction of masculine and feminine 
in the plural in some of these dialects. Yet, 
some C and D dialects also show remarkable 
archaisms (see below).

The substratal influence of Aramaic in Syrian 
Arabic proper (see below) is important and is 
present in phonology, morphology, lexicon, and 
syntax (¤ substrate). Examples from phonology 
are the distribution of the diphthongs ay, aw and 
the monophthongs è, ò, following the Aramaic 
model in dialects of the coast and some of 
the Qalamùn (bèt/baytu ‘house/his house’, sò†/
saw†u ‘voice/his voice’), or the distribution of ò 
and a in the Qalamùn dialects and the dialect 
of M™ardi (Northwest Aramaic: fallò™a/falla™ò 
‘peasant/peasants’, Arabic: fallò™/filla™ìn; Ar-
nold and Behnstedt 1993:73ff.; for M™ardi, 
see Behnstedt 1992b), and the elision of a in 
open unstressed syllables (Diem 1997:47). The 
personal pronouns of the 3rd person plural 
hinne, hinnen common, hinnon masculine − 
hinnin feminine, etc. undoubtedly have been 
influenced by the Aramaic ones (cf. Behnstedt 
1991; Arnold and Behnstedt 1993:75ff.). As 
for proper loans (which are a phenomenon of 
‘borrowing’, not of substratal influence strictu 
sensu, i.e. ‘imperfect learning’), there are many 
lexical items, mainly in agriculture, local fauna 
and flora, and local culture (jars, baskets, etc.), 
like ßumd ‘plow’, bu®k ‘plow beam’, ±a†rìb ‘peg 
on the yoke’, kasa™ ‘to trim the vines’, kà®a 
‘the cushion with which bread is flapped at the 
inner wall of the oven’, ±ar†al ‘basket’, ™ardòn 
‘lizard’, ßà≠ùr ‘billy goat’, širš ‘root’, nà†ùr ‘field-
guard’ (with the Aramaic nominal scheme), but 
also very common vocabulary like šòb ‘heat’ 
(for details, see Feghali 1920–1922; Arnold 
and Behnstedt 1993:80ff.; Aramaic etymologies 
are also indicated by Barthélemy 1935–1969). 
A syntactic Aramaism might be found in 
constructions of the type ±ëltillo la-ëbno ‘I told 
his son’, šëft(u) l-xayyak ‘I saw your brother’, 
≠ammo la-flàn ‘the brother of somebody’ (cf. 
Diem 1979:47ff.). Another example is that of 
šì to indicate indefiniteness, which according to 
Diem (1997:49) reflects Syriac meddem, Neo 
West Aramaic mette, e.g. ši ≠elle = Neo West 
Aramaic mett ≠ellμa ‘some disease’.

Some loanwords in Syrian Arabic proper 
might even be derived from a pre-Aramaic 
Semitic substrate, e.g. ßifda≠a ‘frog’, ßumd 
‘plow’, with ß for *∂ in coastal dialects.

3. D i a l e c t o l o g y

There is a difference between ‘Syrian Arabic’ 
and ‘Arabic dialects spoken in Syria’. Due to 
migration, Bedouin dialects from what is now 
Saudi Arabia and Iraq and sedentary dialects 
from Iraq and Anatolia are also spoken in Syria. 
As a first step, Arabic in Syria may be divided 
into two main groups: sedentary dialects and 
Bedouin dialects.

3.1 Bedouin dialects

Bedouin Arabic covers the largest part of the 
country. The Bedouin dialects themselves can 
be divided into two subgroups, the so-called 
Šàwi dialects, which are the dialects of (former) 
sheep breeders, and the North Arabian dialects 
of the (former) camel breeders (see Cantineau 
1936, 1937; Johnstone 1967:2ff with general 
description; Ingham 1982; Behnstedt 2000). 
The North Arabian dialects in Syria are recent 
and have been brought into the country with 
the intrusion of the ≠Anaza tribes in the 18th 
century, later with the Šammar coming through 
Iraq and settling mainly in northeastern Syria. 
The area of the North Arabian dialects has 
been somewhat reduced because many of the 
Rwa£a tribe, attracted by the wealth of Saudi 
Arabia, have returned to their old homeland. 
Most of the former Bedouin have settled, and 
only approximately fifty thousand true nomads 
are left. Transhumance, however, still is very 
common. One main difference in phonology 
between these two types are the reflexes of *k 
and *q in front environment: Šàwi dialects ∑ 
and j, e.g. ∑alb ‘dog’, jiddàm ‘in front of’, North 
Arabian c and dz: calb, dziddàm, a distinction 
which seems to be on the verge of disappearing, 
c and dz being replaced by the more common 
∑ and j. Both types have undergone a certain 
‘Syrianization’, and some features are in 
regression, e.g. the plural feminine ending -àh 
being replaced by -àt in North Arabian, and 
∑èf ‘how?’, the main form quoted by Cantineau 
(1937:208), for which nowadays šlòn is used 
(more details in Behnstedt 1994b:424).
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3.2 Sedentary dialects

Syrian Arabic as a sedentary dialect type is 
spoken in the western part of the country. It 
should not be confused with Damascus Arabic. 
The merging of i and u except in final closed 
syllable into ë in the dialect of Damascus does 
not apply to most Syrian dialects (cf. Behnstedt 
1997b:22–25). As a dialect type, Syrian Arabic 
is spoken not only in Syria but also in Lebanon, 
¤ Antiochia, and ¤ Cilicia and is closely 
related to Urban ¤ Palestinian. Here, only the 
Arabic of Syria proper is dealt with, with the 
exception of ¤ Damascus Arabic.

The question of what is typical for Syrian 
Arabic is difficult to answer. Within the frame 
of Near Eastern sedentary dialects, perhaps 
the intonation combined with certain pausal 
features, some phonetic and morphophonemic 
phenomena (treatment of diphthongs, ¤ ±imàla 
in many dialects, treatment of *a), certain 
morphological forms like the personal pronouns 
and pronominal suffixes or imperative forms 
like š®àb ‘drink!’, lbès ‘dress!’, and some lexical 
items (šòb ‘heat’, hòn ‘here’, hèk ‘so’) are 
characteristic. But actually, there is a rich 
variety of dialectal features, and the statement 
in Fischer and Jastrow (1980:27), according 
to which Arabic in Syria was “one of the 
best investigated dialect groups and that hardly 
any linguistic detail had not been registered 
somehow”, was precipitate. It is impossible in 
this entry to give a fair idea of the richness of 
linguistic features of Syrian Arabic (almost a 
hundred forms for ‘those’ have been attested), 
and vocabulary has to be neglected (see above 
for Aramaic loans). The following sketch 
follows the classification given in Behnstedt 
(1997a, Maps 499−518).

The shibboleth form of Northern dialects 
(Aleppo and surroundings = A) is the 1st person 
singular imperfect with a- (and not i- or zero 
as in most other Syrian sedentary dialects): 
aš®ab ‘I drink’, ašùf ‘I see’. ±Imàla of the type 
sèfa®/ysèfer ‘to travel’ is widespread. Both q 
and ± are found. In another Northern group 
(B) with iš®ab, diphthongs in every position 
are widespread, the ±imàla is partly of the type 
sàfa®/ysèfer, and there are first traces of a- elision 
(ktab+t > katabt, but katab+it > katabit in some 
localities). These two dialect groups might be 
described as showing no extreme evolutions. 

One of their peculiarities is a phoneme ∑ (from 
Turkish).

The dialect group C (coast and coastal 
mountains, with linguistic islands outside 
the area due to migration) covers the largest 
area of the west, continuing into Lebanon, 
Antiochia, and Cilicia in Turkey. Here we 
are confronted with a maximum of deviations 
compared to the Northern dialects. The reflexes 
of the Old Arabic diphthongs are è − ay, ò − 
aw according to the position ‘close’ − ‘open’ 
(bèt/bayti ‘house/my house’, ßòt/ßawti ‘voice/
my voice’), but another distribution is attested 
as well, namely monophthongs in unsuffixed 
forms and diphthongs in suffixed ones (baytna 
‘our house’, ßawtna ‘our voice’). Also, à is 
found in many lexemes for both *ay and *aw 
(sàf, yàm), and analogical formations like *jàj 
> jèj/jayji ‘chickens/chicken’, and accordingly 
tmayni ‘eight’, *fà® > fò®/faw®a ‘mice/mouse’, 
occur. In the northern half, the phonemes 
*i and *u seem to have merged into i (as 
in Antiochian and Cilician Arabic), while in 
the south, the opposition is maintained. The 
±imàla in the north is conditioned, in the south 
unconditioned: hàda − hèda ‘this’. An exception 
are forms of the type nayyim ‘sleeping’ (for 
which one has rather to suggest analogy to 
adjectives of the type jayyid than omission 
of the ±imàla due to ± as in Classical Arabic 
nà±im). In some dialects, a split of *à into ò 
and è is found, with rather complex rules, e.g. 
M™ardi: ®òs/®àsèn ‘head/two heads’, qòl/qàlit 
‘he/she said’. The treatment of unstressed a is 
certainly the most striking feature of this dialect 
group. Whenever possible, it is elided or raised 
to i and u (diachronically and synchronically): 
katab+t > ktabt, katab+it > katbit, sallam+it > 
sallmit, sallam+t > sillamt, ™a††+ayt > ™i††ayt, 
trawwaq+t > truwwaqt, *madrasa > madrsa >
mádërsa, madírsi, *fallà™ > fillà™. Another 
characteristic development (also attested in 
other Syrian dialect groups) is the split of a 
into i (e) and o: aswad > aswid (aswed), ax∂ar >
ax∂or; cf., however, balid (baled) but baladi. 
Fronting of -a-, -a leads to complex systems of 
short vowels: *inta > inti ‘you [sg. masc.]’, *inti 
> inte ‘you [sg. fem.]’, *hawdat > hawdet ‘these 
[masc.]’ vs. hawdit ‘these [fem.]’. This also 
explains forms like ≠indik ‘you [sg. fem.] have’ 
vs. ∂arbet ‘she has beaten’ < *∂arbat. Word 
accent in part of the dialects is determined not by 
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syllable structure but by grammatical category, 
e.g. tinzíli ‘you [sg. fem.] go down’, tinzílu ‘you 
[pl.] go down’ vs. mádërsa ~ madírsi. Pausal 
phenomena, especially lowering of -i > -e, -a are 
strongly marked. Such pausal forms are also 
used partly in context.

Among the striking morphological forms 
are feminine forms in the plural with pro-
nouns, demonstratives (rare: hawdet/hawdit 
‘these [masc./fem.]’, hawket/hawkit ‘those 
[masc./fem.]’), and verbs in the center of the C 
dialects: (h)intu ktabtu/(h)intni ktabtni/hinnun 
katbu/hinnin ktabni ‘you [masc. sg.]/you [sg. 
fem.]/they [masc.]/they [fem.] wrote’, etc. Other 
deviating formations are nzèl ‘I go down’, š®àb 
‘I drink’, and even kèl ‘I eat’, identical with the 
imperative. Remarkable are the pronominal 
singular forms of 1st and 2nd persons with h−: 
1st person singular hana, 2nd person singular 
masculine hint, 2nd person singular feminine 
hinte, and rarities like li™na or ri™na in some 
local dialects. Negation is of the type a-katab 
(perf.), a-mà-yiktub (imperf. with verb modifier 
present mà).

The Central dialects (D − H) present a certain 
degree of leveling without such striking features 
(monophthongs, few a-elisions, predominantly 
no ±imàla), but the north (D) still has feminine 
forms in the plural. In the center, one of 
the most curious Syrian dialects is found, the 
dialect of Íòran and ¢ayybit ilImàm, with a 
C background but with extreme developments 
within the pronominal and verbal system (most 
probably due to contact with Bedouin Arabic), 
internal evolution caused by lowering of vowels, 
±imàla, and analogical formation. The verbal 
endings -am, -aw (Bedouin) and -o (sedentary) 
have merged into -a: gà£am x qàlo > qàla ‘they 
said’. Consequently, yqùlu > yqùla (imperf.), 
intu > inta ‘you [pl.]’; inti ‘you [sg. fem.]’ > inte, 
inta ‘you [sg. masc.]’ > inti. Cf. also hinhan 
‘they [masc.]’ − hinhin ‘they [fem.]’, or ake ‘he 
ate’ (following nise) − yàka (following yinsa), 
but yàkúla ‘they eat’.

The dialects spoken in the Syrian steppe from 
Soukhne to the fringes of the Qalamùn (J − Q) 
do not form a homogeneous group but rather 
consist in a patchwork forming a continuum 
with some striking common features found 
nowhere else. As for the dialects of Soukhne 
and Palmyra, see mainly Behnstedt (1994a) and 
Cantineau (1934). One striking feature is the 

conservation of the nominal scheme of the type 
katìr ‘much’ and consequently fa†ùr for *fu†ùr 
‘breakfast’. To give one example of the gradual 
transitions within this group: Soukhne, Arak, 
and Palmyra share the i-type of verbs I (strong 
and final y): ±ílbis, ±ínsi; ilQarìtèn, Huwwèrìn, 
and Mhìn Fruqlus still have ±ínsi, but lbìs; the 
dialects farther to the west of L-i£mèra, Dèr 
≠A†ìye, and inNabk have lbìs (lbès), nsì (nsè). In 
this ‘group’, one of the most deviating dialects 
is that of inNabk, with extreme evolutions 
within the vowel system: monophthongization 
of *ay and *aw > à: banòt ‘girls’ − banàt ‘I 
have built’; fò± ‘he got up’ − fà± ‘on, upon, 
above’; almost regular shift a > i, u in CaCC 
and similar structures: kalb > kilb, xadd > 
xudd, šadd > šudd, kamašt > kamušt, nazzalt >
nazzult, sèfo® but sèfu®t, lengthening of a in 
-CaC: walad > walèd, ma†ar > ma†òr, sakan >
sakòn. Another striking dialect is that of 
M≠aÚÚamìye, a so-called qëltu  (±ëltu) dialect 
(¤ see Iraq), spoken approximately 40 kms 
northeast of Damascus, which presents other 
features of the qëltu dialects, like ßaf®à ‘yellow 
[fem.]’, lexical elements hinting at an eastern 
origin, but also features from the area, such 
as an unconditioned ±imàla of à. Here, too, 
strange developments are found, such as *faw± 
> fò± ‘above’ vs. *banayt > banàt ‘I have built’, 
distinguished from banèt ‘girls’.

The dialects of the Qalamùn area proper are 
a similar patchwork; dialects vary from village 
to village. In some places ∑ is the reflex of j. 
Interdentals are maintained in the major part 
of it. The conservation of diphthongs, splitting 
of à into è and ò, an ±imàla of the type lsàn > 
lsìn, and many pausal phenomena relate some 
of its dialects to Lebanon and the C dialects. 
But a-elision is not very marked, and in some 
localities even i is not elided in forms like 
libisit, wisixa, which contradicts entirely the 
existing image of Syrian Arabic. Shortening 
of unstressed long vowels is characteristic: 
*sakàkìn > sakakìn ‘knives’, fallò™/filla™ìn 
‘peasant/peasants’, or fillò™/filli™ìn, as in 
Northwest Aramaic. Characteristic pausal 
features are diphthongization (kbìr > kbeyr#, 
y®à™#> y®aw™#, tìn > tìan#), lowering (jbìn > 
jbèn#, ≠èli > ≠èla#). In the dialect of Drayj, the 
perfect of the a-type of the verbs IIIy has been 
analogically restructured: ß±ayt (1st pers. sg.) − 
aß±a (3rd pers. sg. masc.), rmayt − arma, etc. As 
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for negation, the type mà- -š is already attested 
along with the simple negation.

The dialects in the vicinity of Damascus (W) 
show less-striking features; they have plosives 
and not interdentals like the Qalamùn dialects, 
and monophthongs, ž for *g, and thus, they 
are closer to Damascus itself (cf. also hadunke 
‘those’, similar to the Damascus form). But the 
opposition of i and u in other environments 
than final closed syllable is maintained till the 
suburbs of Damascus.

Going farther south, the Z dialects on Mount 
Hermon, in the north of the £òràn, and in 
the Jabal idDrùz are dialects close to Southern 
Lebanese (unconditioned ±imàla, katabat). 
The Druze have immigrated to this area from 
Lebanon, from the 17th century onward. One 
of the common features of all these Syrian 
sedentary-type dialects of the extreme south is 
the presence of interdentals. There are regional 
differences, such as for jìm (j ~ ž) and the 1st 
person singular imperfect (aš®ab, iš®ab). 

3.3 Mixed dialects

All dialects in the towns and villages of the 
Syrian steppe or dialects on the fringe of it 
have a strong admixture of Bedouin Arabic 
(e.g. Palmyra, ¢ayybit ilImàm, dialects in the 
surroundings of Aleppo), the highest degree 
certainly being found in the dialect of Soukhne. 
Examples are, for Palmyra and Soukhne, the 
emphatic £ in forms like nax£a ‘palm tree’, qa£b, 
ka£b ‘heart’, and ∑, rare in the dialect of Palmyra 
but common in the dialect of Soukhne. There 
are many loanwords with g in the dialects of 
Palmyra and Soukhne. The AfàÚle, sedentarized 
Bedouin east of Aleppo, for instance, have more 
or less given up their original dialect but have 
maintained interdentals; on the other hand, 
they have not ‘adopted’ the ±imàla characteristic 
of the sedentary-type dialects of the area. A 
Bedouin feature in this ‘group’ is m- in màkil, 
màxi≈ instead of àkil, àxi≈ (also to be found 
in the £òràn dialects). The pronoun aham 
‘they’ in Soukhne is a contamination of ahu 
(as in Palmyra) and ham (found in surrounding 
dialects). As for vocabulary, these dialects use 
Bedouin bì ‘there is’ instead of fì, hnàk ‘there’ 
instead of hònìk, hnìk or similar forms, and 
sheep-rearing vocabulary like ga™am ‘five-year-
old wether’ or wardi ‘fat young lamb’. 

3.4 £òràn dialects

The £òràn dialects (Y) are closely related to 
Jordanian and Palestinian rural dialects, and 
according to Cantineau (1946:418), they are 
not Syrian Arabic proper. They have clear 
Bedouin features; they differ, however, in 
syllable structure from North Arabian and 
Šàwi dialects (Úarbat − Úarabu − Úarabin vs. 
Úrubat − Úrubam/Úrubaw − Úruban) and most 
probably present an older dialectal layer. As for 
Cantineau’s classification (adopted by Behnstedt 
1997a), it has to be partially revised. The 
dialects of the £òràn mountains, considered by 
Cantineau to be a heterogeneous group, rather 
have to be divided according to dialectometrical 
measurings into two subgroups, a Northern 
one, almost identical with £òràni proper, and 
a Southern one, which shows more traits of a 
transitional area.

3.5 Anatolian dialects

Due to emigration, many speakers of ¤ 
Anatolian qëltu dialects have settled in the first 
quarter of the 20th century in the northeast 
of Syria in Dirbasìye, Ràs il≠Ayn, ≠âmùda, 
il£asake, and Qàmišli, and surrounding 
villages (see Behnstedt 1992a; Isaakson 2000). 
The Anatolian dialect of âzëx, meanwhile 
extinct in Turkey, has survived in ëlMàlkìye in 
northeastern Syria. 

3.6 Mesopotamian dialects

There is only one certainly autochthonous 
Syro-Mesopotamian qëltu dialect, namely that 
of alXatuniyye, first sketched by Behnstedt 
(1992a), and described with more details 
about its areal distribution in a monograph 
by Talay (1999), who indicates 27 localities 
where this dialect is spoken. As for Dèr izZòr 
(cf. Jastrow 1978:26), doubts of the Syrian 
origin of its dialect are allowed, since Dèr 
izZòr was uninhabited during a part of the 
Middle Ages; the modern town was founded by 
the Ottomans in 1867, when they established 
new garrisons on the Euphrates, which they 
settled with people from Iraq. The inhabitants 
of Albù Kmàl, who also speak a qëltu dialect 
(to be more precise a gëltu dialect), hail from 
≠âna (90%) and Ràwa (10%) in Iraq. As for 
the ±ëltu dialect of M≠aÚÚamìye, its origin from 

  syria 407

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Mesopotamia could recently be established 
(Behnstedt 2000:324). All Mesopotamian 
dialects proper are heavily mixed with Bedouin 
Arabic. 

4. D i g l o s s i a

For ideological reasons, the use of dialect is not 
welcome in official life. Teachers are obliged to 
speak only Modern Standard Arabic with their 
pupils (which they actually do only partly). 
In the media, dialect is used to a lesser extent 
than in Egypt. A form like w al±àn binaltaqi bi 
‘and now we meet’, which may be heard on Egyp-
tian television, is unthinkable on Syrian tele-
vision. In television documentaries, too, strictly 
Modern Standard Arabic is spoken; a mixture 
of dialect and Modern Standard Arabic, as is 
quite common in Egyptian documentary films, 
is not usual. Dialect in the electronic media is 
more or less restricted to movies, musalsalàt, 
theater plays (often in Damascus dialect), or 
satirical sketches. Besides Damascus Arabic, 
Bedouin Arabic, or other dialects (for instance, 
in one musalsal the dialect of Dèr izZòr) may 
be used in the musalsalàt. In oral poetry and 
songs, dialect is widely used, and Bedouin 
dialects enjoy a certain prestige. The quite-
famous poem of al-£amda was composed by a 
poet from ilQaritèn (where a sedentary dialect 
is spoken) in a Bedouin dialect.

Language policy fostering Modern Standard 
Arabic has led to a certain Arabicization of the 
dialect vocabulary. Many lexical items of foreign 
origin found in Barthélemy (1935–1969) have 
meanwhile been replaced by Arabic terms, e.g. 
tumbìl ‘car’ by sayyà®a; †arnawìz ‘screwdriver’ 
by mafakk baràÿi; abukàto ‘lawyer’, the only 
form found in Barthélemy (1935–1969), by 
mu™àmi (more details in Behnstedt 1996). For 
the regression of Turkish loans. see Barbot 
(1961).

5. E m e r g e n c e  o f  a  n a t i o n a l 
v a r i e t y  o f  t h e  c o l l o q u i a l

There is no national standard colloquial 
comparable to the Cairo dialect in Egypt. The 
dialect of Damascus does not play this eminent 
role. There is what one may call a ‘common 
Syrian Arabic’, which, however, allows regional 

variants. There are rather local koines like the 
Damascus dialect, the dialects of Aleppo and 
£ama, or the Mardìn dialect of Qàmišli in 
northeastern Syria. Or to put it otherwise: 
acceptable is what is not too deviant. Thus the 
pronunciations of jìm as ž and j are both equally 
acceptable, while others, like ∑ (Qalamùn, 
Palmyra) or c (Soukhne), are not; according to 
the sociolinguistic context, these are replaced 
by locally acceptable variants, i.e. ž in the 
Damascus area and j in Palmyra or Soukhne. 
Speakers of Aleppo Arabic in a contact situation 
might replace sèfa® ‘he traveled’ by sàfa®, but 
will stick to their j. ±Imàla of the type μèni (tèni) 
or μìni (tìni) ‘second’ is indeed often avoided. 
The same is true for ò and è < *à in coastal 
and Qalamùn dialects, pronunciations that are 
replaced by à. The pronunciation of ¤ qàf 
as a glottal stop is prestigious and is gaining 
ground in the surroundings of bigger towns 
like Damascus or Aleppo. The q- speakers are 
often mocked as byi™ku b-luÿat il-qaqaqa. But 
q is prestigious among speakers of Bedouin 
dialects. The Šàwi dialect speakers, however, 
having q < *ÿ (*ÿanam > qanam ‘sheep’) often 
produce hypercorrections like ÿàl ‘he said’, 
astaqfiru ££àh ‘I ask God’s forgiveness!’. For 
other interferences from sedentary dialects in 
Bedouin dialects, see the texts in Behnstedt 
(2000:460ff.). 

6. A t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  f o r e i g n 
l a n g u a g e s

The sole language of instruction is Arabic, 
including instruction in universities. Only one 
foreign language is taught in the secondary 
school; 60 percent of the pupils have to choose 
English, 40 percent French (if available). English 
is used in a second television channel and in the 
press. Middle- and upper-class Arab Christians 
in the big towns like Aleppo and Damascus 
are still very much orientated toward French 
and use it as a secondary cultural language. 
Code-switching is common, and if they speak 
Arabic, it is often highly mixed with French, as 
in bonjour!, to which the answer is: bonjouràt!; 
or ±iltillo l’emballage maw kwayyes, alors ri™ët 
≠and il-concurrent w la±ët ÿèr situation ‘I told him
the packing material wasn’t good, so I went to 
the competitor and found another situation’.
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Ta≠addin

1. D e f i n i t i o n

The Arabic verb ta≠addà and its derivatives 
muta≠addin and ta≠diya express the lexical con-
cept of something going beyond something else. 
These terms are used by Arabic grammarians to 
refer to the concept of transitivity (for a general 
treatment of transitivity in Arabic grammar, 
see Owens 1988:167–172; Taha 1995). In the 
linguistic sense, the verb is said to go beyond its 
agent (¤ fà≠il) to an object (¤ maf ≠ùl). Verbs 
whose action goes beyond their agents to their 
direct objects are called transitive (muta≠addin); 
verbs whose action does not go beyond the 
agent to a direct object are intransitive (ÿayr 
muta≠addin or làzim). According to Sìbawayhi 
(Kitàb I, 41), intransitive verbs are equivalent 
to transitive verbs in that both have the abil-
ity to go beyond their agent to other nominal 
complements in the accusative:

Know that the verb which does not go beyond 
its agent [to a direct object] goes beyond it 
to the event noun, which is derived from 
it, . . . and it goes to the [adverbial of ] time . . . 
and it goes to [the adverbial of ] place (i ≠lam ±anna 
l-fi≠l alla≈ì là yata≠addà l-fà≠il yata≠addà ±ilà ism al-
™adaμàn alla≈ì ±uxi≈a minhu . . . wa-yata≠addà ±ilà 
z-zamàn . . .  wa-yata≠addà ±ilà l-makàn)

Transitive verbs can govern an accusative object 
directly without the help of a preposition, while 
intransitive verbs are unable to govern an object 
by itself, but only through a preposition. In the 
latter case, the noun is the object in meaning 
but not in form, because in the surface structure 
it is in the genitive case.

Its form is the genitive, but its syntactic position 
is accusative because it is the object; therefore, 
coordination with this word can take place in two 
ways, with a genitive and an accusative, as in the 
expression marartu bi-zaydin wa-≠amran or ≠amrin 
‘I passed Zayd and Amr’ (lafÚuhu majrùr wa-
maw∂i≠uhu naßb li-±annahu maf ≠ùl, wa-li-≈àlika 
yajùzu fìhi l-≠a†f ≠alayhi wajhàni, al-jarr wa-n-
naßb na™wa qawlika marartu bi-zaydin wa-≠amran 
±aw ≠amrin (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ al-Mufaßßal VII, 65)

Transitivity is a syntactic function that is not 
restricted to verbs: verb-like elements, such as 
the verbal nouns, active and passive partici-
ples, interjections, and adjectives that have the 
same status as active participles (¤ ßifa 
mušabbaha), are also called (in)transitive. They 
can all have accusative complements, if they are 
transitive.

2. C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f 
( i n ) t r a n s i t i v e  v e r b s

Transitivity, according to Sìbawayhi, involves 
a relationship between the verb and its comple-
ments. What distinguishes a verb like Úanna ‘to 
believe’, e.g. Úanantu zaydan ≠amran ‘I believed 
Zayd to be Amr’, from a verb like ∂araba ‘to 
hit’, e.g. ∂araba zaydun ≠amran ‘Zayd hit Amr’, 
is that if the former is not operational (mulÿà; 
¤ ±ilÿà±), the relationship between the agent 
and direct object reverts to the original relation-
ship between a topic and a predicate, whereas, 
when the verb ∂araba is omitted from the 
sentence, there is no relationship between the 
agent and the direct object to keep the sentence 
meaningful. The relationship is only kept intact 
with the inclusion of the verb in the construc-
tion (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 118–127).

T
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Sìbawayhi also introduces the concept of a 
verb being transitive by expansion (≠alà s-sa≠a) 
when he discusses the verb daxala ‘to enter’. 
According to him, daxala is an intransitive verb 
that can only be transitive by expansion (Ver-
steegh 1990). Normally, this verb is used with 
the preposition fì ‘in’, and the omission of this 
preposition expands the domain of the verb’s 
government so that it now reaches the nominal 
complement, which becomes the object of the 
verb.

Hassan (1982) reviews the two linguistic 
tests that were commonly used by the Arabic 
grammarians to decide whether or not a verb 
is transitive. The first test is the suffixing of a 
pronoun to the verb referring to a noun used 
before the verb. If the meaning is complete, 
then the verb is transitive. If the result is not a 
complete meaning unless there is a preposition, 
then the verb is intransitive. He gives the fol-
lowing two examples to illustrate this rule: aß-
ßu™uf ±axa≈tuhà ‘the papers, I took them’ and 
*al-ÿurfatu qa≠adtuhà ‘the room, I sat it down’. 
The former sentence is meaningful, while the 
latter is meaningless unless it is rephrased as  al-
ÿurfatu qa≠adtu fìhà ‘the room, I sat down in it’, 
i.e. using a preposition to connect the verb with 
the object. Therefore, the first verb, ±axa≈a, is 
transitive, while the second, qa≠ada, is intransi-
tive unless a preposition is added, which makes 
it transitive to a prepositional object.

The second test is to use the passive participle 
of the verb in question, as in aß- ßu™uf ma±xù≈a 
‘the papers are taken’, which confirms that 
±axa≈a is transitive, while *al-ÿurfatu maq≠ùda 
is meaningless, unless one says al-ÿurfatu 
maq≠ùdun fìhà ‘the room is sat in’.

The following are the most common classes 
of verbs cited by grammarians in describing 
intransitive verbs:

i. verbs referring to a permanent or recurrent 
characteristic in a person, such as Úarufa ‘to 
become nice’, nahima ‘to become greedy’;

ii. verbs referring to a temporary state, such as 
fazi≠a ‘to be scared’, ™azina ‘to be sad’;

iii. verbs referring to a color or a defect, such 
as ™amira ‘to turn red’, ≠amiya ‘to become 
blind’;

iv. verbs with one of the patterns if ≠anlala, 
if  ≠alla, fa≠ila, istaf ≠ala, tafa≠≠ala, ifta≠ala, and 
quadriliteral patterns.

Early grammarians such as Sìbawayhi and al-
Mubarrad (d. 295/898) engaged in an exten-
sive discussion of the different verbal patterns 
and the meanings conveyed by each of these 
patterns. They established the morphological 
relationship between pairs of verbs, one of 
which was transitive while the other was not. 
Thus, for instance, they pointed out the anal-
ogy between the pair kasara ‘to break [trans.]’ 
and inkasara ‘to break [intrans.]’, on the one 
hand, and ±adxala ‘to cause someone to enter’ 
and daxala ‘to enter’, on the other.

Within the framework of early grammatical 
theory, Hassan (1982:II, 150–185) summarizes 
the various methods mentioned by grammar-
ians to convert verbs from intransitive to transi-
tive. These are:

  i. change from Form I of the verb to Forms II, 
III, IV, or X;

  ii. use of a preposition to make the verb transitive;
iii. use of an intransitive verb without its prepo-

sition, so that the verb governs an accusa-
tive complement by expansion (≠alà s-sa≠a);

iv. change within Form I from the fa≠ula  pattern 
to fa≠ala, as in karuma ‘to be honored’ and 
karama ‘to honor’ (Hassan 1982:II, 150–
185); and

 v. change from transitive to intransitive verb 
by giving them the mu†àwa≠a pattern of 
the Forms VII and VIII (¤ middle), e.g. 
jama≠tuhu fa-jtama≠a ‘I assembled it, so it 
became assembled (Hassan 1982:II, 233).

3. T h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  a g e n t /
d o e r  a n d  t h e  p a t i e n t  i n 
 t r a n s i t i v i t y

The roles of the agent/doer (¤ fà≠il ) and the 
patient (¤ maf ≠ùl ) are crucial for the concept 
of transitivity, because there cannot be an 
action without a doer, and there cannot be a 
transitive action without a patient. Agents are 
the second indispensable component of a verbal 
sentence and together with the verb, they make 
the proposition syntactically complete. In dis-
cussing the verb’s governance, early grammar-
ians varied in their interpretation of the role of 
the agent. This is illustrated by their classifica-
tion of verbs and the role they assigned to the 
agent in carrying out actions. 
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In discussing the meaning denoted by the verb, 
Sìbawayhi employed a pattern-based approach 
in illustrating how (in)transitivity is connected 
with the pattern of verb used. Al-Mubarrad, 
too, employed morphological analysis of ver-
bal forms and patterns to explain transitivity, 
but in addition he was the first grammarian to 
focus on the semantics of the verbs, which he 
classifies into real and non-real. Non-real verbs 
are those items which are similar to verbs in one 
or more aspects, though not in all, such as kàna 
and its sisters (¤ kàna wa-±axawàtuhà), the 
particle mà, and the verbs of ¤ exclamation. 
Real verbs can be either transitive or intransi-
tive. For real transitive verbs,  al- Mubarrad 
distinguishes between those which reach an 
object and affect it, such as the verb ∂araba ‘to 
hit’, and those which neither reach the object 
nor have any effect on it, such as ≈akara ‘to 
mention’. The concept of ‘effect’ is also implied 
in al-Mubarrad’s argument of the intransitivity 
of verbs such as “arufa ‘to become honorable’, 
Úarufa ‘to become nice’ (Muqta∂ab III, 188):

Any verb in the pattern fa≠ula is not transitive, 
because it expresses the change in the status of the 
agent from one state to another. Therefore, there 
is no meaning of transitivity. This is your saying: 
‘Zayd became generous’ and ‘Abdallah became 
honored’. The interpretation of this is: ‘he was 
not generous, and he became generous’, and ‘he 
was not honorable, and [now] he is honorable’. 
This is one kind of verb (wa-kull mà kàna fi≠luhu 
≠alà fa≠ula fa-ÿayr muta≠addin, li-±annahu  li-ntiqàl 
al-fà≠il ±ilà ™àl ≠an ™àl fa-là ma≠nà li-t-ta≠addì, 
wa-≈àlika qawluka: karuma zayd, wa-Úarufa 
≠abdullàh, wa-t-taqdìr: mà kàna karìman wa-laqad 
karuma, wa-mà kàna šarìfan wa-laqad šarufa fa-
hà≈à na™w min al-fi≠l)

Like Sìbawayhi, al-Mubarrad holds that if a 
genitivizer, be it a preposition or an oath par-
ticle, is omitted, the verb will ‘reach’ the object 
and cause it to have the accusative case. Al-
Mubarrad uses the verb waßala to refer to this 
process. In his explanation, he makes a distinc-
tion between the direct object, as acted upon 
by the verb, and other accusative complements, 
such as the adverbs of time and place, which 
refer to the time and place in which the action 
is performed. He adds that every verb/action 
happens at a time and in a place, whether 
it is transitive or intransitive (al-Mubarrad, 
Muqta∂ab IV, 299).

Al-Mubarrad’s classification of the verbs into 
real and non-real reflects the way he regards the 

role of the doer (fà≠il) in terms of ‘agency’. The 
distinction between the two terms muta≠addin 
and wàßil in the Muqta∂ab shows that he made 
a distinction between the syntactic effect of the 
verb governing the agent and the accusative 
noun complements vs. the semantic connection 
between the action denoted by the verb on one 
hand and its doer and patient on the other.

The classification of verbs by Ibn as-Sarràj 
(d. 316/928) in his Kitàb ±ußùl an-na™w fur-
ther elaborates the theory of transitivity (Taha 
1995). He obviously takes semantic as well as 
syntactic considerations into account when he 
draws a distinction between the different types 
of verbs. Verbs are real and non-real, but then, 
the real transitive verbs are further classified 
into two categories: those which have an effect, 
and those which do not. The effect is explained 
as a physical one, inflicted on the patient of the 
verb by the doer. Thus, he considers verbs such 
as saqa†a ‘to fall’ and màta ‘to die’ as non-real 
verbs, since the agent is not a doer but rather 
a recipient of the action. Here, agency and 
the role of the agent as a doer have become a 
determining factor in the classification of 
verbs.

With respect to the effect of the verb, Ibn as-
Sarràj introduces the term mulàqin ‘encounter-
ing’ to refer to transitive verbs and differentiate 
them from intransitive (ÿayr mulàqin) verbs. 
The action of transitive verbs is described by 
him as follows (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 169):

These [verbs] are of two kinds: one of them 
contacts something and affects it, [and another 
does not contact anything or affect it]. The verb 
that denotes an encounter is called transitive, and 
the verb that does not denote an encounter [is 
called] intransitive (wa-lammà kànat hà≈ihi takùnu 
≠alà ∂arbayni: ∂arb fìhà yulàqì šay±an wa-yu±aμμiru 
fìhi, fa-summiya l-fi≠l al-mulàqì muta≠adiyyan wa-
mà lam yulàqi ÿayr muta≠addin)

Transitive verbs are subdivided into three sub-
groups: verbs of the senses; verbs denoting 
bodily movement in which contact is made with 
an entity other than itself; and verbs denoting 
reciprocal actions. He explains (±Ußùl I, 170):

As for the transitive verb, [it is] every movement of 
the body that makes contact with something else, 
as well as what resembles this from the verbs of the 
psyche; the verbs of the five senses are all transitive 
and encountering, such as ‘I looked’, ‘I smelled’, 
‘I heard’, ‘I tasted’, and ‘I touched’. All the verbs 
that have similar meanings are also transitive. 
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Moreover, with every movement of the body when 
it makes contact with something, the corresponding 
verb is considered transitive, such as ‘I reached 
Zayd’, ‘I stepped [in] your country, or your house’ 
(wa-±ammà l-fi≠l alla≈ì yata≠addà, fa-kull ™araka li-
l-jism kànat mulàqiyatan li-ÿayrihà wa-mà ±ašbaha 
≈àlika min ±af ≠àl an-nafs wa-±af ≠àl al-™awàss min 
al-xams kulluhà muta≠addiya mulàqiya na™wa 
naÚartu wa-šammamtu wa-sami≠tu wa-≈uqtu wa-
lamastu wa-jamì≠ mà kàna fì ma≠ànìhinna fa-
huwa muta≠addin wa-ka≈àlika ™arakat al-jism ±i≈à 
làqat šay±an kàna l-fi≠l min ≈àlika muta≠addiyan 
na™wa ±ataytu zaydan wa-wa†i±tu baladaka wa-
dàraka)

With respect to verbs with ¤ reciprocal actions, 
Ibn as-Sarràj says (±Ußùl I, 170): “Their mean-
ing [is]: ‘I did as he did’. You made the two 
actions reciprocal. This reciprocity is only per-
ceived through the [act of] encountering . . .” 
(fa-±innamà ma≠nàhu fa≠altu kamà yaf ≠alu wa-
sàwayta bayna al-fi≠layni, wa-l-musàwà ±innamà 
tu≠lamu bi-t-talàqì . . .).

Thus, Ibn as-Sarràj’s concept of ‘encounter-
ing’ reflects the direction and extent of the 
action of the verb. When the verb’s action 
exceeds the doer externally to encounter and 
come into contact with a patient, the verb 
is considered transitive. On the other hand, 
when the action does not go beyond the doer 
to encounter a patient, the action is contained 
within the doer. The concept of ‘encounter-
ing’ was not taken over in later grammarians’ 
descriptions of the effect and nature of transi-
tive verbs.

The verb and the agent constitute a com-
plete structural unit (Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab I, 
146), which can stand independently of any 
other units (ya™sunu s-sukùt ≠alayhà) and has 
a communicative function (fà±ida). But when 
a transitive verb is used, one realizes that the 
action was not only carried out by someone, 
it also reached another entity. This entity is its 
direct object. This is why the transitive verb is 
defined as that whose action goes beyond the 
agent to reach a direct object. Al-Mubarrad 
distinguishes, for instance, between the verbs 
∂araba ‘to hit’ and qàma ‘to stand up’: in the 
former, an action goes from the agent to the 
patient, while in the latter, the action involves 
only the agent (Muqta∂ab IV, 335). All other 
accusative complements occur with both transi-
tive and intransitive verbs and hence cannot be 
regarded as an essential part of the definition of 
either transitive or intransitive verbs. 

The direct object/patient is essential for 
the transitive verbs, as far as Ibn as-Sarràj is 
 concerned. He says (±Ußùl I, 171): “These tran-
sitive verbs are not complete, nor do they exist 
except with the existence of the [direct] object” 
(wa-là tatimmu hà≈ihi l-±af ≠àl al-muta≠addiyya, 
wa-là tùjadu ±illà bi-wujùd al-maf ≠ùl). Else-
where (±Ußùl I, 412), he states that “the direct 
object of the verb has a share in the verb, as is 
the case for the agent” (li-l-maf ≠ùl ™ißßa min 
al-fi≠l kamà li-l-fà≠il); the object is thus a struc-
tural fa∂la that may or may not be present in 
the linear surface structure, but it is never a 
semantic fa∂la.

The number of objects a transitive verb can 
take depends on the meaning and type of the 
verb. Generally speaking, transitive verbs take 
one direct object, but there are verbs that take 
two or three objects. With verbs of giving, for 
instance ±a≠†aytu zaydan dirhaman ‘I gave Zayd 
a dirham’, some early grammarians (followed 
in this by some contemporary grammarians) 
explain that the second object is governed by 
a suppressed verb. In the example given here, 
the second object dirhaman is then explained 
as the object of an underlying verb ±axa≈a ‘he 
took’, which causes the accusative in dirhaman. 
Verbs of cognition, such as Úanna ‘to believe’, 
take two objects that were originally the topic 
and the predicate of a nominal sentence. The 
role of the patient as the recipient of the action 
differs, according to how grammarians classify 
the verbs (Hassan 1982:II, 15 175). 

4. O n  t h e  t e r m i n o l o g y  o f 
t r a n s i t i v i t y:  M U T A ≠ A D D I N  v s. 
W â Í I L

The term muta≠addin fails to account for all 
verbs that have direct objects, because those 
verbs vary in the way they link the meanings 
denoted by them to the doer and the patient. 
Early grammarians therefore introduced the 
term wàßil to refer to specific semantic rela-
tions within the larger category of transitive 
verbs. Muta≠addin remained, however, the gen-
eral structural term for the syntactic process 
whereby the verb’s governance applied to more 
than just its agent.

The term waßala and related terms were first 
used by Sìbawayhi, and more frequently by 
later grammarians, to refer to the verb’s effect 
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reaching the object beyond the agent. In many 
passages in the Kitàb (according to Troupeau 
1976:217, the verb ±awßala is used eleven times, 
e.g. Kitàb I, 155), Sìbawayhi refers to the proc-
ess of transitivity by saying “you made the 
verb reach the direct object” (±awßalta l-fi≠l li-l-
maf ≠ùl). Other verbs are said by him to reach 
their object by the use of a preposition, the 
preposition being regarded as part of the verb 
(e.g. Kitàb I, 157). The verb ±awßala, however, 
was for Sìbawayhi a term to refer to the verb’s 
governance over its nominal complements in 
general, not specifically the direct object. Thus, 
it denotes transitivity in its wide sense.

The concept of ta≠addin is discussed in several 
places in the Kitàb, often in connection with the 
meaning of morphological patterns. Categories 
of real vs. non-real verbs are not well developed 
by Sìbawayhi, but in later grammatical theory 
these categories were introduced to explain the 
semantic relations between the verb and the 
agent in (in)transitive constructions. Sìbawayhi 
uses the term wàßil ‘reaching’ in order to refer 
to the act of the verb in affecting its object. The 
term wàßil refers to the relationship between a 
verb and its accusative or genitive complement 
(the latter in the case of verbs with prepositions). 
It is not used by him, however, to refer to verbs 
that introduce topic and predicate, such as 
kàna and Úanna. Although Sìbawayhi consid-
ers kàna to be a transitive verb, he never refers 
to it with the term wàßil. In later grammarians, 
the term wàßil only refers to a semantic process 
consisting in the verb’s (or rather, the action 
denoted by the verb) ‘reaching’ first the agent, 
and then the patient, irrespective of whether the 
patient is a direct object in the accusative case 
or a genitive object of a preposition. 

A few times, Sìbawayhi uses the term nafa≈a/
±anfa≈a ‘to pass through/to make pass through’ 
(e.g. Kitàb I, 204.12; see Troupeau 1976:204), 
in the case of verbs like imtala±a ‘to be filled’. 
Such verbs have an object (imtala±tu mà±an ‘I 
was filled with water’), but according to Sìba-
wayhi, their force (quwwa) does not reach the 
object because their transitivity is less strong 
than that of ‘real’ transitive verbs (Baalbaki 
2008:124). 

Muta≠addin, on the other hand, continued to 
refer to the syntactic effect of transitivity. The 
term is employed by Sìbawayhi to refer, for 
instance, to the oath verb (fi≠l al-qasam), which 

has a cognate accusative, and to the locative of 
time and place (Mosel 1975:65–70). The term 
muta≠addin in this sense refers to the verb’s syn-
tactic effect, passing over and beyond the agent 
to an accusative complement (see Levin 1979). 
This accusative complement may be a cognate 
accusative or a locative of time or place. The 
term muta≠addin is also used to refer to the 
operation of verb-like elements such as interjec-
tions (¤ ism al-fi≠l). These interjections perform 
the role of imperative verbs and ‘go beyond’ 
the person commanded (manhiyy) to an action 
or thing that is prohibited or banned (manhiyy 
≠anhu). Examples of usages that ‘go beyond’ the 
person commanded are ruwayda zaydan ‘take 
it easy, Zayd!’ and hàlumma zaydan ‘hurry 
up, Zayd!’. Examples of usages that do not go 
beyond the manhiyy include simple commands 
such as mah ‘quit!’ and ßah ‘shut up!’ (Kitàb I, 
241–242; Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab III, 202–205).

Like Sìbawayhi, al-Mubarrad emphasizes the 
meaning of the morphological patterns of the 
verbs as an indication of verbal (in)transitivity 
(Muqta∂ab II, 102, 109, 125–126). He speaks 
of relationships such as compliance in the ±af ≠àl 
al-mu†àwa≠a, which are important in determin-
ing the transitivity of a certain verb. In this 
connection, he discusses pairs of verbs such as 
kasara fa-nkasara ‘he broke [it] and it broke’. 
In addition, he specifies specific patterns of 
form, in which one verb is transitive while oth-
ers are intransitive.

As discussed above, al-Mubarrad introduced 
a division into real vs. non-real verbs. Within 
this new division, the term wàßil came to be 
used for the semantic bond between the (action 
denoted by the) verb and its agent and patient. 
The term muta≠addin continued to refer to the 
syntactic governance of verbs. The term ta≠addà 
continued to be used by al-Mubarrad to cover 
the accusative case in nouns other than the direct 
object, such as the cognate accusative (maf ≠ùl 
mu†laq), adverbials of time and place (¤ maf ≠ùl 
fìhi), and circumstantials (¤ ™àl), while wàßil 
referred only to the direct object. This new 
semantic terminology was elaborated in the 
work of al-Mubarrad’s successor Ibn as-Sarràj.

Not all transitive verbs with an accusative 
object are to be considered wàßila verbs, as far 
as al-Mubarrad is concerned. Verbs such as 
Úanna and ≠alima are not wàßila, while ∂araba 
is. He explains that in the former one does not 
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see an effect reaching the direct object, while in 
the latter the effect is clear (Muqta∂ab IV, 403). 
The two verbs ≈akara ‘to mention’ and šatama 
‘to vilify’ are used by al-Mubarrad as examples 
of transitive but not wàßila verbs. This classi-
fication represents the apparent confusion and 
overlapping which characterizes the classifica-
tion of the verbs in al-Muqta∂ab in general. The 
problem of classifying the two verbs as transi-
tive but not ‘reaching’ lies in the fact that they, 
like ∂araba ‘to hit’ and qatala ‘to kill’, which 
are both wàßila, have direct objects. The direct 
object, which constitutes a syntactic reflection 
of the patient, is involved in the same action as 
the doer. The difference is that in those wàßila 
verbs which have an effect on their patient, 
such as hitting and killing, one actually sees the 
physical effect on the patient. By way of con-
trast, in the case of the verbs ≈akara and šatama, 
there is no visible physical effect on the patient.

The semantic analysis of verbal acts is almost 
entirely absent in Sìbawayhi’s Kitàb. For Sìba-
wayhi, both ≈akara and ∂araba are transitive 
verbs whose syntactic effect applies to their 
direct objects; therefore, they are of the same 
type, as far as transitivity is concerned. In al-
Mubarrad’s work, the meaning denoted by the 
verb begins to play an important role in the 
classification. But he equates the concept of 
wàßil with the concept of physical effect and 
fails to distinguish between wàßila verbs with 
and without physical effect on the patients. 
This subdivision was introduced by later gram-
marians, such as Ibn as-Sarràj, who classified 
verbs like ≈akara as wàßil, but not mu±aμμir. 

Ibn as-Sarràj continues to use the term 
muta≠addin in the same way as his predeces-
sors, to refer to both transitive and intransitive 
verbs with respect to their nominal comple-
ments, while consistently using wàßil to refer 
to verbs with direct objects and to the occur-
rence of other nominal compliments with verbs. 
Although he sometimes refers to transitive verbs 
as muta≠addin, strictly referring to the syntactic 
role they play with the nominal complements, 
he confines the use of wàßil to those verbs which 
have direct objects. The category of real verbs 
in Ibn as-Sarràj consists of verbs whose agents 
cause an action to take place. Thus, the verbs 
màta ‘to die’ and saqa†a ‘to fall’ are non-real 
verbs, since the agents are not actually doers of 
the action denoted by the dying and falling.

5. C o n c l u s i o n

Transitivity as a syntactic process was impor-
tant for the Arabic grammarians, since it 
allowed them to discuss case inflections and 
predication in the verbal sentence. The general 
term used by Arabic grammarians to refer to 
transitivity was the term ta≠addin. However, 
after Sìbawayhi, early grammarians started to 
look into the semantico-syntactic relations that 
transitive verbs had with their nominal comple-
ments. Hence, terms such as waßala and wàßil 
started to be used to refer to the process of 
linking the verb’s denotations to other semantic 
entities, such as the doer, the experiencer, the 
beneficiary, the recipient, and the patient. The 
most striking difference between the 10th-cen-
tury grammarian Ibn as-Sarràj and Sìbawayhi 
is that the morphological aspect of determining 
transitivity is almost absent in Ibn as-Sarràj’s 
treatment of the issue. His analysis was mostly, 
if not entirely at times, based on the meaning 
denoted by the verb itself.

The shift from noun-centrism to verb-cen-
trism, from Sìbawayhi’s first reference to tran-
sitivity as fi≠l fà≠il ‘agent’s action’ and fi≠l maf ≠ùl 
‘patient’s action’ to the classification of types of 
actions and effects according to the verb’s deno-
tation, inaugurated a different approach to the 
description of grammatical processes. It seems 
as though the description of Arabic grammar 
has gone full circle, ending with contemporary 
grammarians attempting to explain rules of 
grammar with minimal reliance on semantic 
categories. The term muta≠addin has remained 
the technical term for the notion ‘transitive’, 
whether the verb is transitive to one, two, or 
three objects, and whether it is a verb that 
introduces a topic and predicate, a verb of 
giving, or a regular verb with agent and direct 
object. Whenever the term waßala is used, it is 
used concurrently with muta≠addin to describe 
the act of going beyond the agent to the direct 
object. The term wàßil has disappeared from 
technical grammatical terminology. 
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Taboo

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Originally from the Tongan language, which 
belongs to the Polynesian group of languages, 
the word ‘taboo’ was first introduced into 
English in 1777 by the naval explorer Captain 
James Cook (1728–1779), and later entered 
other European languages. The concept refers 
to anything sacred and inviolable and later, by 
extension, to anything that is in contradiction 
to moral standards or good manners and is, 
therefore, forbidden or prohibited. ‘Taboo 
language’ refers to words and expressions 
that may cause embarrassment or offense and 
should be ‘mitigated’ or avoided altogether. 

Thus, names, words, and concepts that are 
sacred, or that denote profanity or blasphemy, 
may upset a religious person, in the same way 
that obscenity, swearing, and coarse and vulgar 
language may hurt a sensitive or well-bred 
person.

Taboo in Arabic is mainly used in reference 
to certain domains, such as religion, politics, 
honor, females, sex, body organs and bodily 
functions, unclean places, animals, unclean 
objects, the evil eye, illnesses, and death, but it 
may also refer to swear words, expletives, and 
vulgarisms at large (¤ dysphemisms). Hence, 
social norms require the use of additions, ex-
planations, circumlocutions, or ¤ euphemisms 
in the case of the first type of taboo, and their 
total avoidance in the case of the second type, 
since their use is ≠ayb ‘disgrace’.

2. T a b o o s  i n  v a r i o u s  d o m a i n s

i. Religion
 When referring to the Prophet Mu™ammad 

by name or by his common epithets ar-
rasùl/rasùl allàh/an-nabì ‘the Messenger/
the Messenger of God/the Prophet’, it is 
customary to add the formula ßallà llàhu 
≠alayhi wa-sallam ‘God bless him and grant 
him salvation’. Using the Prophet’s name 
alone may upset an orthodox Muslim and 
will be regarded as bad manners. In the same 
way, naming any other book al-Qur±àn will 
be regarded as blasphemy, although al-Kitàb 

 ‘The Book’ may refer to the Qur±àn as well 
as to the famous grammar book written by 
Sìbawayhi (d. ca. 796 C.E.).

ii. Politics
 Although in a democratic society the 

right to criticize the government is taken 
for granted, voicing reservations about 
a ruler or a regime or its policies may 
still be too dangerous for individuals in 
some countries around the Middle East, 
and therefore circumlocutions are used 
instead. Tierfabeln were occasionally used 
as indirect reference to the relationship 
between ruler and subjects, as in the famous 
work by ≠Abdallàh Ibn al-Muqaffa≠ (d. ca. 
760 C.E.) entitled Kalìla wa-Dimna (based 
on the Sanskrit Fables of Bidpai), which is 
assumed to have used animals to represent 
human beings, especially in reference to 
despotic rulers.
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iii. Honor
 Arabic terms for this concept include ≠ir∂, 

šaraf, karàma, waqàr, i™tiràm (the last word 
shares the root with the words ™aram/™aràm 
‘forbidden; holy; taboo’, ™urma ‘inviolable; 
woman’, ™arìm ‘holy place; harem; women’, 
±i™ràm ‘state of ritual consecration of the 
pilgrim to Mecca’). Any conduct that may 
be interpreted as an insult to the individual 
or to one’s honor or the honor of the family 
or the tribe is regarded as taboo. 

iv. Females
 In some Muslim societies where a strict 

code of conduct concerning females exists, 
nonmembers of the family often use various 
words and expressions when referring to 
females, rather than their names or the 
ordinary words for ‘woman, wife’ (Arabic 
imra±a, zawja). Thus, it is customary to 
use the general words al-±ahl ‘the family’ 
or ±umm al-±awlàd ‘the mother of the 
children’, when referring to someone else’s 
wife, while the words al-wàlida ‘the one 
who has given birth [i.e. the mother]’ or 
al-karìma ‘the respected [i.e. the daughter]’ 
are used in reference to other females in the 
family. Also, the word al-±uxt/±uxtì lit. ‘the 
sister/my sister’ may be used as a respectful 

 reference to a woman. The common word 
for a woman in literary Arabic (imra±a, 
colloquial Arabic mara) may have a negative 
connotation in spoken Egyptian Arabic and 
should therefore be avoided, and replaced 
by the word zòga (¤ politeness).

v. Sex
 Direct reference to sex, sexual intercourse, or 

sexual practices regarded as perversion (e.g. 
homosexuality or pedophilia) is a taboo, 
although equivalent words and expressions 
concerning sexual activities are found in 
Arabic, often with scores of synonyms. 
Instead, euphemisms and circumlocutions 
are used, e.g. duxùl ‘first coitus in marriage 
[lit. ‘entering’]’ (hence laylat ad-duxla 
‘wedding night’); jimà≠ ‘intercourse’ (from 
the root j-m-≠ ‘to gather’). The following 
words are considered taboo: šarmù†a, 
qa™ba, zàniya, mùmis, baÿìy, ≠àhira, 
bint al-hawà, bint aš-šàri≠ ‘prostitute’; 
qawwàd, ≠arß, dayyùμ ‘pimp’; ibn ™aràm, 
bundùq, naÿl ‘illegitimate child, bastard’; 
màxùr, bayt ad-di±àra, karaxàna ‘brothel’; 

šabaq ‘lust, sexual desire’; nayk ‘sexual 
intercourse’; dalama (colloquial Egyptian) 
‘clitoris; orgasm’; musà™aqa ‘lesbianism’; 
liwà†(a) ‘homosexuality’. The reason for the 
disappearance of the Classical Arabic word 
mi≈à± ‘orgy’ from present-day Arabic may 
be that it is regarded as a taboo word.

vi. Body organs and bodily functions
 Certain members of the body and bodily 

functions and discharges are considered taboo 
and are often expressed by circumlocutions 
or replaced by euphemisms. Thus, al-±a≠∂à± 
at-tanàsuliyya ‘sexual organs, genitals [lit. 
‘reproduction members’]’ replaces such 
words as farj ‘vulva’; ±ayr, ≈akar, qa∂ìb, 
±ihlìl ‘penis’. Other words, usually in the 
dialect, which are regarded as taboo are 
zubb, zubr ‘penis’; kuss (which is also used 
in several strong swear words) ‘vulva’; †ìz 
‘buttocks, bottom’. The verbs ∂ara†a ‘to 
break wind noisily’ and fasà ‘to break wind 
noiselessly’ may be replaced by ±axraja rì™ 
karih(a ) lit. ‘to let off a bad smell’. Other 
taboo words include xara ‘shit’, which may 
also be used as a derogatory reference 
to a human being, or to bad conditions, 
situations, or objects of bad quality; šaxx 
or šaxàx ‘urine, piss’, which is less common 
then bawl; and the two onomatopoeic words

 ±uff ‘dirt in the ears, earwax’ and tuff ‘dirt 
under the nails’. Istimnà≠ ‘masturbation, 
onanism’ is often replaced by the 
euphemism al-≠àda as-sirriyya lit. ‘the secret 
practice’ or al-ma≠rùfa lit. ‘the known one’.

vii. Uncleanliness
 Places known to be unclean or nonhygienic 

are also regarded as taboos, and, therefore, 
they are usually replaced by euphemisms. 
For šišma ‘toilet, loo’ (< Turkish çiçme), 
for instance, the euphemisms ™ammàm 
‘bathroom’, mir™à∂ ‘washing place, 
lavatory’, bayt al-±adab lit. ‘the house 
of good manners’, bayt ar-rà™a lit. ‘the 
house of rest’ (cf. American restroom), 
bayt al-xalà± lit. ‘outdoor house’, bayt al-
mà± lit. ‘water house’, mustarà™ ‘resting 
place’, ±adabxàna lit. ‘the room of good 
manners’ (a Persian/Arabic compound), 
and, rarely, kanìf and a few more are 
used. The word bàlù≠a ‘sewer, drain’ may 
be used derogatorily for someone’s mouth 
(= ‘gob’; see also viii, ix below).
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viii. Animals
 Several animals are considered taboo 

because they are unclean (nijs) or stupid 
(±a™maq) or bring bad luck (na™s). These 
include the pig (xinzìr); the dog (kalb); 
the donkey (™imàr); the hyena (∂ab≠); 
the raven, the crow (ÿuràb); and the owl 
(bùma). In the case of a pig, the derogatory 
epithet al-xabìμ ‘the repulsive’ is preferred, 
while in reference to a dog or a donkey 
the parenthetical remarks ba≠ìd ≠annak lit. 
‘far [be it] from you’ or ±ajallak ‘you 
are too respected [to be associated with 
such an animal]’ are usually added when 
addressing someone.

ix. Objects
 Shoes, in Arabic ™i≈à±, na≠l, kundara, 

and in particular jazma and ßurmàya, 
are regarded as unclean objects because 
they touch the ground and therefore are 
considered taboo. Hence, reference to them 
requires the expressions of reservation 
ba≠ìd ≠annak or ±ajallak to be added to the 
sentence.

x. Evil eye
 The belief in, and therefore the fear of, 

the evil eye (al-≠ayn or al-≠ayn aš-širrìra) 
is characteristic of Arab culture. Being 
a taboo, the evil eye, like a spell, may 
affect children and adults, property, and, 
as a matter of fact, anything which may 
cause jealousy or envy of another person. 
There are therefore scores of words and 
expressions used against the evil eye and 
envious people or, alternatively, used 
to ‘cure’ those who were smitten by it. 
Hence, the popular formulas mà šà±a llàh 
(màšallàh) ‘God willing’ or (i)sm allàh 
≠alèk/h ‘God’s name on you/him’, etc. or 
xamsa lit. ‘five’, i.e. the open hand, which 
will stop the evil eye from harming, are 
normally added when expressing surprise 
and amazement at something, or when 
referring to an achievement by a member 
of the family or a close friend, or in 
reference to a large quantity, size, number, 
amount, and the like. Examples of their use 
are kam walad ≠andak, ma šà±a llàh? ‘how 
many children do you have, God willing?’, 
or mabrùk ≠alà l-bèt al-jadìd, mà šà±a llàh 
‘congratulations on your new house, God 
willing’. This expression may also be used 
in reaction to a statement made by another 

speaker; for instance, when someone asks 
kam walad ≠andak? ‘how many children 
do you have?’ and the other answers talàta 
‘three’, the appropriate reaction is mà šà±a 
llàh! ‘God willing!’.

xi. Illnesses
 Reservations regarding illnesses, diseases, 

and disablement, on the one hand, and 
optimism and hopes for a speedy recovery, 
on the other, have given birth to numerous 
circumlocutions as well as scores of 
expressions of well-wishing. Venereal 
diseases are sometimes referred to as al-
±amrà∂ as-sirriyya lit. ‘the secret illnesses’, 
while the word šarr ‘evil’ is often used in 
reference to all kind of illnesses, e.g. rà™ 
iššarr ‘may the illness be gone!’.

xii. Death
 Although ‘passing away’ is believed to 

be equal to ‘moving to a better place’, 
direct reference to the concept is a taboo. 
Hence, death and words associated with 
it are often replaced by circumlocutions 
or euphemisms. The verb màta ‘he died’, 
in reference to a human being, is often 
replaced by the verb tuwuffiya, which is the 
passive form of the verb tawaffà, referring 
to God as the One who has taken the 
deceased. The word mayyit ‘dead person’ 
is hardly ever used and is often replaced 
by other words or expressions and idioms, 
such as al-mar™ùm lit. ‘the one who has 
received mercy’, ar-rà™il lit. ‘the one who 
has traveled’, al-maÿfùr lahu lit. ‘the one 
who has been pardoned’, sàkin al-jinàn 
lit. ‘the dweller of Paradise’; labba nidà± 
rabbihi lit. ‘he responded to the call of his 
Master’, qa∂à na™bahu lit. ‘he completed 
his term’, or in Classical Arabic qubi∂a lit. 
‘he was taken away’. 

3. S w e a r  w o r d s ,  e x p l e t i v e s , 
a n d  v u l g a r i s m s

The second type of taboo may be divided into 
two main categories: 

i. Grossness
 Gross language denotes the use of rude 

style, often involving intonation or raising 
the voice and gestures, when communicating 
with people, showing anger, contempt, or 
superiority. This behavior runs counter to 
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¤ politeness. It is regarded as impolite to 
order someone to do something by using the 
imperative, especially in a tone of command, 
e.g. ijlis, uq≠ud ‘sit down!’ instead of ijlis, 
min fa∂lak ‘sit down, please!’ or istrì™ ‘have 
a rest [i.e. sit down]!’; or to ask someone to 
leave the place, e.g. in Classical Arabic uxruj, 
inßarif ‘get out!, go away!’, or in spoken 
Arabic imši, i†la≠, inqili≠ lit. ‘be uprooted!’, 
txayyab lit. ‘disappear!’, ya££àh rù™ min hòn 
‘go away!’, farjinà Ωahrak lit. ‘show us your 
back!’, farjinà ≠ur∂ ktàfak lit. ‘show us the 
width of your shoulders!’, i.e. ‘shove off!’. 
It is also impolite to order someone to keep 
quiet, in Classical Arabic with ßah, uskut 
and in dialect with ixras, sakkir tummak 
lit. ‘shut your mouth’/bùzak lit. ‘[shut] your 
muzzle, snout’, sudd ™alqak lit. ‘block up 
your throat!’/nì ≠ak ‘shut up!’. Drawing 
comparisons or using similes or metaphors 
can be very impolite, e.g. calling someone 
šay†àn ‘devil’, or saying things like mà tibqàš 
kurdi ‘don’t be a fool [lit. ‘don’t be a Kurd!’]’, 
™issak ™iss ilmotor ‘your voice sounds like 
an engine’, byàkol mitl/zayy il™ayawàn 
‘he eats like a beast’. Note, however, that 
comparisons with animals are drawn already 
in the Qur±àn, for instance when the Jews 
are compared with donkeys (Q. 62/6) or 
monkeys (Q. 2/65, 7/166), and when both 
Jews and Christians are said to have turned 
into monkeys and pigs (Q. 5/59)]. Some ¤ 
proverbs are impolite when applied to a 
person, for instance kalb iššèx šèx ilkilàb 
‘the sheikh’s dog is the dogs’ sheikh’, i.e. this 
person is a parvenu, or min qillat ilxèl šaddu 
ilkilàb ‘because of the shortage of horses, 
they harnessed the dogs’, which is used as 
a criticism when an unsuitable person has 
been appointed to a post, or i††abl il±ajwaf 
ßòto ≠àli ‘the empty drum has a loud sound’, 
which means that someone is a braggart. 

ii. Swearing and cursing 
 There are a vast number of swear words, 

‘four-letter words’, ‘dirty words’, and curses 
in Arabic (sabb, šatm, qa≈≠, muhàtara, du≠à±); 
they are usually used verbally, and, therefore, 
most of them are dialectal (¤ insults). 
Swear words are used far less frequently in 
Classical Arabic than in colloquial Arabic. 
However, as one of the uses of the perfect 
tense (and sometimes the imperfect as well) 

is to express good wishes or curses, the 
number of possibilities is in fact unlimited, 
e.g. qatalahu llàh ‘may God kill him!’, 
la≠anaka llàh/la≠nat allàh ≠alayka ‘may God 
curse you!’, qabba™aka llàh ‘may God make 
you look ugly!’, xasafa llàh bihi l-±ar∂ ‘may 
God make him sink into the ground!’. The 
jussive, especially with fa- + la- as prefixes, 
is also used in swearing, e.g. fa-l-ya≈hab 
fì dàhiya ‘let him go to hell!’. Another 
popular pattern is an elliptical sentence from 
which the verb and subject/agent have been 
omitted, e.g. tabban lahu ‘may evil befall 
him!, may he perish!’, ja≈≠an laka ‘may your 
nose be cut off!’, bu≠dan/su™qan lahu ‘to hell 
with him!’, tuffan laka ‘fie on you!’, al-waja≠ 
bi-kabidika ‘may pain strike your liver!’.

Sociologically speaking, males of all layers of 
society, from children and teenagers to adults, 
are apt to use swear words more often than 
females, while females who belong to the middle 
and upper class will avoid using them, at least in 
public. So far as use of expressions by adults but 
not by children and vice versa is concerned, one 
may assume that certain expressions involving 
concepts such as ‘honor’ or ‘religion’ will only 
be used among adults but not by small children, 
though this is an area that would require more 
research. Moreover, and as a general remark, 
as the live material on the subject of taboo is so 
scarce, the information gathered comes mainly 
from dictionaries (e.g. Hinds and Badawi 1986) 
and from speakers of Arabic in various Arab 
countries. In the following categories of taboo 
words, most of the examples are taken from 
Egyptian and Levantine Arabic.

i. God is called upon to afflict the cursed 
person with calamity, e.g. yim™i ismak ‘may 
[God] strike off your name!’, allàh yàxdak 
‘may God take you!’, allàh yi™raqak ‘may 
God burn you!’.

ii. Harm is sought to be caused to the cursed 
person, e.g. tràb yixabbik ‘may the soil 
cover you!’, dàhiya tàxdak/jahannam 
yàxdak ‘go to hell [lit. ‘may hell take 
you’]!’, ≠ifrìt yàxdak ‘may the demon/imp 
take you!’, ™abbak ilbalà± lit. ‘may you be 
loved by disaster!’.

iii. Disasters will happen without referring 
directly to God as their cause, e.g. yixrab 
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bètak ‘may your house be ruined!’, ∂arba fì 
qalbak ‘may your heart be smitten!’, yuq†a≠ 
≠umrak ‘may your life be shortened!’.

iv. A large number of swear words begin with 
the exclamatory particle yà, denoting a 
direct approach to the cursed person, e.g. yà 
mal≠ùn ‘you cursed one!’, ya-bn iššarmù†a 
‘you son of a whore!’, ya-bn kalb ‘you son 
of a dog’.

v. Many imprecations and swear words 
involve taboos of the first type: 
a. Curses involving religion, e.g. yil≠an 

dìnak ‘may your religion be cursed!’, 
yil≠an dìn ±abùk wi-±abù ±abùk ‘may 
your father’s and grandfather’s religion 
be cursed!’, yi™req dìnak ‘may your 
religion burn!’, yil≠an rabbak ‘may your 
god be cursed!’, ±uzra±ìl (in some areas: 
±uzrayìn) yàxdo ‘may the Angel of Death 
take him!’, rù™ liljahannam ‘go to hell!’.

b. Politics. Recorded political swear words 
are relatively few and are usually coined 
according to the imagination of the 
speaker or the writer. An example is the 
derogatory name given in the 1960s by 
the media of some hostile Arab countries 
to the late King Hussein of Jordan: al-
malik at-tranzistor lit. ‘the transistor 
king’ or al-mulayk (a diminutive form of 
malik) ‘the small king’.

c. Family, e.g. yil≠an/yin≠al ±abùk ‘may your 
father be cursed!’, yil≠an/yin≠al ±abùk wi-
±abù ±abùk ‘may your father and his 
father be cursed!’, yil≠an ±abu ddàye illi 
jàbatak ‘may the father of the midwife 
who delivered you be damned!’, dàhiya 
fì ±ummak ‘may misfortune overtake 
your mother!’.

d. Honor, e.g. ibn ™aràm ‘bastard’, ibn 
iššarmù†a/walad ilqa™ba lit. ‘son of a 
whore’.

e. Females. Except for the various words 
for ‘ prostitute’ mentioned above under 
‘sex’, which are taboo, some of the 
swear words used for males may apply 
to females as well, e.g. bint il™aràm 
‘bitch’, bint iššarmù†a ‘the daughter of 
a whore’, xabìμa ‘wicked’, šaršù™a ‘foul-
mouthed; low-class’, ™ayzabùn ‘old 
hag’. 

f. Sex, e.g. manyùk ‘one on whom sex has 
been performed’; zubbi fì †ìzak ‘my penis 
is inside your rectum’; ya-bn (ilma®a) 
ilmitnàka/ilqa™ba ‘you son of a whore!’; 

≠arß/qawwàd (often pronounced gawwàd) 
‘a pimp’ (in certain contexts the words 
may mean ‘shrewd, smart, clever’); kuss 
±ummak /±uxtak/mart ±abùk ‘the vulva 
of your mother/sister/your father’s wife’, 
probably to be interpreted as a threat to 
have sex with the person named. By a 
peculiar case of ¤ semantic bleaching, 
the word kuss is sometimes combined 
with other substantives involving the 
honor or even the religion of the person 
who is insulted, e.g. kuss ≠ar∂ak ‘your 
honor is worthless [lit. ‘(I penetrate) the 
vulva of your honor’]’.

g. Body parts and bodily functions, e.g. 
šxàx fì wuššak ‘urine on your face’, 
il™as †ìzi/zubbi ‘lick my rectum/penis’, 
muxxak ta≠bàn ‘you are an idiot [lit. 
‘your brain is tired’]’.

h. Unclean, e.g. wisix, muximm ‘dirty’, 
la±ìm ‘filthy’, xabìμ ‘disgusting’; lisàno 
zifr ‘he is foul-mouthed’.

i. Animals, e.g. ™umàr ~ ™màr/jahš 
‘donkey/young donkey’, i.e. ‘idiot, 
bloody fool’; kalb/ibn kalb ‘son of a 
bitch’; tès ‘stupid, idiot [lit. ‘billy goat’]’; 
wa™š ‘a wild animal’; dubb ‘clumsy 
[lit. ‘bear’]’; ™ayya lit. ‘snake’; ≠aqrab 
‘harmful person, snake in the grass [lit. 
‘scorpion’]’. 

j. Objects, e.g. barmìl ‘fat and dumb 
[lit. ‘barrel’]’, ÿardal ‘dolt, sucker [lit. 
‘bucket’]’, ±inta ta™t ßurmàyti ‘you are 
nothing to me [lit. ‘you are under my 
shoe’]’, ràgil zift i††ìn ‘bastard [lit. ‘a 
man of the worst mud’]’.

k. Evil eye, e.g. ti†la≠ ≠ènak/≠yùnak ‘may 
your eye/s be gouged’, ™aswàya fì ≠èn 
il™assàda/≠èn il™asùd fìha ≠ùd ‘may the 
evil eye be struck blind’.

l. Illness, e.g. majnùn ‘mad’, xarfàn 
‘senile’, ≠amà fì qalbak/≠ènek ‘may 
you be struck with blindness in your
heart/eyes!’, mà fìš fì wuššak dam ‘you 
have no shame [lit. ‘you don’t have
blood in your face’]’, yinhirù maßà-
rìnak ‘may your bowels disintegrate’, 
mišyet ≠alèk ba†nak ‘may you suffer 
diarrhea’, ≠amà (as an interjection) ‘hell 
[lit. ‘blindness’]!’. Bodily defects and 
disablement may also be used in a 
derogatory manner, e.g. yà ±a†raš ‘you, 
deaf one!’, yà ±a≠war ‘you, one-eyed 
one!’, yà ±a≠raj ‘you, lame one!’.
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m. Death, e.g. ru™ fì (sittìn/±alf ) dàhiya ‘go 
to (sixty/thousand) calamities!’, tràb 
yixabbik ‘may you be buried [lit. ‘may 
sand cover you’]!’, ti†la≠ rò™ak ‘may 
your soul leave [your body]’.

Nouns and attributes denoting negative 
characteristics may also be considered taboo if 
used in addressing human beings, e.g. ™aràmi, 
sarràq ‘thief’; ka≈≈àb/ÿaššàš ‘liar’; naßßàb/
makkàr ‘crook’; la±ìm ‘ignoble’; ±az≠ar/≠akrùt 
‘scoundrel’; ±ahbal, ±ablah, ±awrah, ÿabìy, ≠àbiμ, 
±a™maq, balìd, miÿaffal ‘stupid, idiot’; saxìf 
‘foolish [something said or done]’; qalìl al-
±adab ‘impolite’; qalìl al-™ayà± ‘shameless’; 
danìy al-±axlàq ‘immoral’; jàhil ‘ignorant’; 
fallà™ ‘peasant, uneducated’; dallù≠a/midalla≠ 
‘spoiled child; [teacher’s/boss’s] pet’.

Finally, some onomatopoeic ¤ interjections 
are also used as swear words, e.g. †uzz fìk ‘the 
hell with you’; ±ixß ≠alèk/itfù ≠alèk wi-≠alà šaklak 
‘you are disgusting; shame on you’; ±a™™a yà 
≠umar ‘fuck that!’ (where ±a™™ is an exclamation 
expressing extreme disapproval but also an 
exclamation of women’s pleasure during sexual 
intercourse); ±axx/±ixx ‘ugh, shame, disgusting!’ 
(¤ sound symbolism).
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Tafxìm

The term tafxìm is derived from the Arabic 
triliteral root f-x-m, generally signifying ‘thick-
ening, magnifying, enlargement, emphasizing’. 
This notion was applied to the Arabic sound 
system to differentiate between certain sound 
groups. One class includes the four mu†baqa 
consonants (¤ ±i†bàq): /∂/ ض, /ß/ ط /†/ ,ص, 
and /Ú/ ظ. In addition, three more consonants, 
/q/ ق, /ÿ/ غ, and /x/ خ, are grouped with these 
four consonants to form a larger class, known 
as musta≠liya ‘elevated, raised [consonants]’. 
They are called thus because of “the raising of 
the back of the tongue towards the soft palate 
when they are pronounced” (Ibn Jinnì, Sirr I, 
62). These seven consonants share this particu-
lar characteristic, and, additionally, they all dis-
allow the occurrence of ¤ ±imàla. In contrast, 
all the other consonants are termed mustafila 
or munxafi∂a ‘depressed, lowered’, because the 
back of the tongue is not raised when they are 
articulated. Ibn Jinnì also makes a distinction 
between the mu†baqa consonants and the other 
three by saying: “The former four are musta≠liya 
besides being velarized, whereas the latter three 
are musta≠liya only, but not velarized” (Sirr I, 
62). This clearly indicates that early phoneti-
cians recognized that velarization is the result 
of a secondary articulation, while the raising of 
the back of the tongue in pronouncing /q/, /ÿ/, 
and /x/ is a primary articulation, by nature (cf. 
Bakalla 1982:144). Both /†/ and /q/ are grouped 
with /b/, /j/, and /d/, constituting the qalqala 
class (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb IV, 174). Commenting 
on this feature, Al-Nassir states: “It is clear 
that Sibawayh is dealing with the release phase 
of producing plosive consonants. . . . The ‘small 
sound’ produced when pausing on the plosives 
concerned is termed a ßuwayt (diminutive form 
of ßawt). This small sound is, as attested, a brief 
vowel sound, similar to the English Shewa” 
(1993:52).

The term mufaxxama or tafxìm is used 
more frequently than musta≠liya in treatises 
on Qur±ànic recitation (¤ tajwìd). The con-
trast between musta≠liya or mufaxxama and 
mustafila or munxafi∂a is rendered by many 
modern phoneticians as emphatic vs. nonem-
phatic speech sounds. In their analysis, tafxìm 
or emphasis may involve more processes than 
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just velarization. It may include pharyngealiza-
tion together with some degree of labialization 
and/or glottalization. In his monumental paper 
on the Arabic mufaxxama phonemes, Jakobson 
(1962:511ff.) states:

The characteristic articulatory feature of all the 
‘emphatic’ phonemes is the contraction of the 
upper pharynx. Native informants usually point 
to their throat to elucidate the ‘emphatic’ articul
ation . . . usually the production of pharyngealized 
buccal phonemes is accompanied by a velarizat
ion. . . . Furthermore, there is a tendency to emit 
the pharyngealized phonemes with a protrusion 
and slight rounding of the lips. . . . Whatever 
orifice is contracted, there appears a concomitant 
velarization.

The matrix in Figure 1 displays the binary 
features of the emphatic vs. the nonemphatic 
consonants as conceived and reported by the 
early Arab and Muslim phoneticians and ortho-
epists.

Acoustically, the emphatic consonants dis-
play a markedly lower pitch. According to 
Jakobson  (1962:512),

The lowered pitch is a striking perceptual mark of 
pharyngealized phonemes which is synaesthetically 
expressed by native grammarians as ‘dark, fat, 
thick, heavy. . . . Spectrograms confirm that the 
pharyngealized consonant displays energy in a 
lower frequency region and affects the second 
formant of the following vowel in a downward 
direction.

In addition to the basic Arabic speech sounds 
or phonemes (™urùf ±ußùl; ¤ ™arf ), the early 
phoneticians recognize sets of variants which 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb IV, 431ff.) calls ™urùf furù≠. 
They are of either allophonic, dialectal, stylis-
tic, or free significance. The variants that con-
cern us here are:

1. ±alif tafxìm ([Ì1] and [Ì]), e.g. [qa1ma] > 
[qÌ1ma] (Ibn Jinnì, Sirr I, 50)

2. ±alif ±imàla ([e1] and [e]), e.g. [xa1tim] > 
[xe1tim] (Ibn Jinnì, Sirr I, 50)

3. /ß/ which sounds like [z]
4. the weak /∂/
5. /ß/ which is pronounced like [s]
6. /†/ which sounds like [t]
7. /Ú/ which resembles /μ/

Of interest to our discussion here is the short 
[Ì] and long vowel [Ì1]. Both are open back and 
low vowels which usually occur before or after 
the emphatic consonants in most of the modern 
varieties of Arabic. This brings us to the ques-
tion of the role the emphatic consonants can 
play in connected speech from a syntagmatic 
standpoint. It is apparent from the scattered 
statements regarding emphasis that it is seen 
as a prosodic feature in that it can influence 
neighboring vowels and consonants whether 
they are in relatively far or near proximity. A 
general rule for the phonetic emphasis in Arabic 
can be formulated as follows (where v = vowel, 
C = consonant, / = in the context of, ـــــــ = 
after or before an emphatic (emph) consonant, 
and the parentheses ( ) indicating optionality of 
occurrence):

( C ) v ( C ) ( C ) v
- emph + low - emph  + emph  - low
  - back
( C ) C
+ emph / —— musta≠lì (——
+ back or emph

The best treatment of the two consonants /l/ 
and /r/ is found in the treatises on the phonet-
ics of the Qur±àn, i.e. the science of tajwìd 
(cf. Nasr 1992:159ff.). Each of them comes in 

Figure 1. Features of emphatic vs. nonemphatic consonants

FEATURES q x ÿ ß ∂ † Ú ± h ≠ ™ k š y j s z d t l r n ≈ μ f b w m

consonantal + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +
vocalic - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
voiced (+) - + - + (+) + 0 - + - - - + + - + + - + + + + - - + + +
voiceless - + - + - - - 0 - - + + + - - + - - + - - - - + + - - -
mu†baq - - - + + + + - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
ÿayr mu†baq + + + - - - - + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +
musta≠lì + + + + + + + - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
ÿayr musta≠lì - - - - - - - + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +

KEY to symbols: + = presence of a feature - = absence of a feature 0 = neutral
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a pair of emphatic (mufaxxam) and nonem-
phatic (muraqqaq) consonants. In his paper 
on the emphatic /£/, Ferguson (1956:446ff.) 
suggests that “the emphatic £ must be regarded 
as an independent phoneme in Classical Arabic 
and in most if not all the modern dialects”. 
The early Arab and Muslim phoneticians were 
aware of this fact, but they chose a less compli-
cated and more general approach, because only 
a very small set of lexical items is involved. Al-
Nassir (1993:48–49) outlines the general rule 
for /£/ as follows:

The most common form of the Làm is the clear [l]. 
In certain phonetic contexts it appears as a dark 
[l,] as in the neighborhood of velarized or back 
consonants in some dialects. . . . In the proper noun 
/±a££àh/ (God), if the Làm is preceded by the palatal 
short vowel /i/ it is produced as clear [l] /lillàhi/ 
(for God); when the preceding short vowel is the 
velar /u/ or the pharyngeal /a/ the Làm is produced 
as dark [£], /ismu££àhi/ (name of God) and /wa££àhi/ 
(by God).

As for the trilled /r/, it appears in Arabic as
emphatic and nonemphatic. Al-Nassir  (1993:49)
states:

In certain phonetic environments the Rà± develops 
a degree of Tafkhìm. This development, somewhat 
similar to ‘darkening’ the Làm, takes place when 
the Rà± occurs in the neighbourhood of the ‘high’ 
consonants £urùf al-±Isti≠là±, . . . as well as the 
two short vowels Fat™ah /a/ and Îammah /u/. 
Elsewhere it is a clear Rà±.

As for their frequency of occurrence, the ™urùf 
isti≠là± or emphatics show a very low phonemic 
load in the language. A statistical study on Ara-
bic phonemes, carried out by al-Xùli (1984:52–
53) on 46,029 phonemes in a random sample, 
gave the results in Table 1.

To conclude, tafxìm is treated by early Arab 
and Muslim grammarians, phoneticians, and 
orthoepists (cf. Ben Cheneb 1934:601), both in 
terms of place and manner of articulation, and 
within a simplified binary framework. Their 
method for description is both informative, 
with a high degree of accuracy, and interesting 
to any modern linguist or phonetician alike.
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Tajik

Tajik Persian (zabån-e fårsi-e tåjiki; as trans-
literated from Cyrillic, zaboni forsi-i tojikì) 
is the New Persian dialect of Central Asia, a 
descendant together with Persian of Iran (fårsi) 
from the spoken Middle Persian of the Sasa-
nian Empire at the time of the Arab Muslim 
conquest of 640–712 C.E. The Arabic alphabet 
and vocabulary were instrumental in the rise of 
this language, which, in the form of Classical 
Persian, furnished a common idiom for writers 
of Iran, India, and Central Asia over many cen-
turies. This survey accordingly focuses on the 
differences of distribution and form of Arabic 
loanwords in Central Asian Persian in com-
parison with other varieties, notably Standard 
¤ Persian of modern Iran.

Until the early 20th century, there was little 
difference in the style and vocabulary of Persian 
as written in Iran, Central Asia, or India. After 
the Bolshevik revolution in Bukhara (1920) 
and the creation of the Tajik SSR, a liter-
ary language called Tajik, based on vernacular 
Persian of Central Asia and written in a Latin 
alphabet (from 1928), then a Cyrillic alphabet 
(from 1939), was fostered as the language of 
the Soviet nationality of the Tajiks. (The term 
Tåjik, derived from the Middle Persian Tàzìk 
‘Arab’, was an ethnonym distinguishing Persian 
speakers from Turks – specifically, in modern 
times, from Uzbeks.) As in the case of modern 
Turkish, the privileging of the vernacular and 
the break with the Arabic script provide for the 
first time a realistic indication of the status of 
Arabic loanwords in the language. Few statis-
tics are available for Arabic loans in Tajik; the 

proportions are essentially similar to those in 
Standard Persian.

Arabic loanwords were originally assimilated 
into Persian of Central Asia in the same ways 
as into Persian of Iran. Over the centuries the 
two vowel systems diverged (see Table 1; ¤ 
Persian), and a few consonants changed: /q/ 
and /ÿ/ collapsed in Standard Persian but have 
remained distinct in Tajik. In some dialects 
(notably that of the Jews of Bukhara and 
Samarkand), the uvular pronunciation of ≠ayn 
and postpalatal ™à± is preserved. The mid back 
vowel /å/ of Tajik is rounded, and the contrast 
between long and short vowels has been neu-
tralized in many dialects and in the standard 
orthography (contrast Standard Persian; see 
Perry 2004, § 1.1–1.2).

Table 1. Correspondence of Arabic and Tajik 
vowels

 long vowels short vowels diphthongs 

Arabic à ì ù a i u ay aw
Tajik å ì, e ù, 1u a i, e u, 1u ay av, aw

Tajik has preserved the so-called majhùl vowels 
of early New Persian, originally è and ò, dis-
tinct from ì and ù, although both are written 
with wàw; these appear in Table 1 as modern e 
and 1u (a central vowel between u and ü, shared 
with Uzbek). Both these vowels are found in 
Arabic loanwords as allophonic variants of 
/i/ and /u/ respectively, mainly before /h/ and 
/±/ (< Arabic ≠): 1u:da ‘responsibility’ (Arabic 
≠uhda), neemat ‘affluence’ (Arabic ni≠ma); /1u/ 
is also found in some Arabic loans of the pat-
tern maf≠ùl, instead of the more usual /u/: e.g. 
ma:ruf ‘familiar’, but ma:ruza ‘presentation, 
lecture’ (ma≠rù∂a), and /e/ occurs initially in 
some loans of the pattern ±if ≠àl, e.g. imån 
‘belief’ (±ìmàn), but ejåd ‘creation, production’ 
(±ìjàd).

Some loanwords that are well established in 
(Standard) Persian have only Persian or Uzbek 
equivalents in everyday modern Tajik, e.g. ÿun 
dåštan ‘to gather’ (Persian jam kardan < Arabic 
jam≠); pešvåz giriftan ‘to meet, welcome’ (Per-
sian esteqbål kardan); gusel kardan ‘to see off/ 
out’ (Persian mošàye±at kardan). This was per-
haps the result of a lower level of literacy, and 
competition with Persian and Uzbek vocabu-
lary in the spoken language.
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The lexicalization of Arabic broken plurals 
as singulars (a vernacular feature) appears more 
commonly in Tajik than in Persian, e.g. a:zå-
yi institut ‘a member of the institute’ (Arabic 
±a≠∂à±, pl. of ≠u∂w), yak maråtiba ‘once’ (a 
blend of singular and plural; cf. Arabic martaba 
‘degree’, pl. maràtib, as borrowed in Persian). 
Variations on the Arabic(ate) feminine plural 
(-åt, -jåt, -våt) are more frequent, denoting 
collectives: hayvånåt ‘fauna, livestock’ (Arabic 
™ayawàn), mevajåt ‘fruit’, sabzavåt ‘vegetables, 
greens’ (cf. Persian sabzijåt; the last two are 
Arabicate plurals of Persian words). Other fem-
inine plurals have developed a singular mean-
ing: kåinåt ‘cosmos’ (a mass noun, < Arabic 
kà±inàt ‘entity [pl.]’), taškilåt ‘organization’ 
(< Arabic taškìlàt [pl.]) , hašaråt ‘insect’ (< Ara-
bic ™ašaràt [pl.]) with regular plurals taškilåt-
hå and hašaråt-hå). Like early everyday Arabic 
loans for which there is no ready Tajik sub-
stitute (e.g. kitåb ‘book’, havå ‘air, weather’), 
these later scholarly borrowings have survived 
the general Soviet condemnation of archaisms 
because they fill a useful niche.

Arabic loans in the feminine ending, being 
differentially assimilated (Arabic loanwords in 
¤ Persian), are an index of comparative ver-
nacularization of borrowings as between Tajik 
and (Standard) Persian. Tajik reflexes in -a 
(more numerous and more vernacular, usually 
shared with Uzbek), contrast with the more 
literary Persian reflexes in -at: e.g. jamåa ‘com-
munity; (madrasa) class, village, village soviet’ 
(Arabic jamà≠a); rioya kardan ‘to respect, main-
tain’ (ri≠àya); ™ikåya ‘tale’; himåya ‘protec-
tion, patronage’; tarbiya ‘training, schooling’; 
rivåya ‘narrative; fatwa’. The same forms some-
times took different semantic paths: muråjiat 
‘recourse, appeal’ (Persian moråjeat kardan 
‘to return’; the doublet moråje±e is ‘reference, 
recourse’; < Arabic muràja≠a). Tajik doublets 
in -a (where Persian has only the -at reflex) 
include ibåra ‘idiom, term’ (in addition to 
ibårat az ‘consisting of’, the widespread calque 
on Arabic ≠ibàratun min); ÿåya ‘aim, goal’; and 
kifåya ‘enough’ (Perry 1984).

From the 16th century, cultural contacts 
between Central Asia and Iran diminished, as 
did the quality of education in Bukhara. Mod-
ern (pre-Soviet) neologisms, which often began 
as Arabicate coinages by the Turcophone intel-
ligentsia of separate centers (Istanbul, Kazan, 
Baku), took different forms in Central Asia and 

Iran: madaniyat ‘civilization’ (also in Afghani-
stan; Persian tamaddon); ittifåq ‘(trade, profes-
sional) union’ (Persian ettehåd); ziåi ‘(liberal) 
intellectual’ (< Arabic ∂iyà± ‘enlightenment’; in 
Persian rowšan-fekr, lit. ‘(of) bright thought’, a 
Persian-Arabic hybrid; see Lazard 1956:178–
182; Perry 2004, § 5.23–5.24).

Much Arabic vocabulary, as well as native 
Persian material, was displaced by Russian 
borrowings during the Soviet period. Since the 
late 1980s (and officially since independence in 
1992), Russian vocabulary is being replaced by 
recourse to Persian words and morphs (both 
Tajik and Persian of Iran), and Arabic script 
is again being taught. However, Arabic is no 
longer a living lexical fount for Central Asian 
languages.
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Tajnìs ¤ Jinàs

Tajwìd

1. D e f i n i t i o n  a n d  m a t e r i a l  o f 
T A J W î D

Tajwìd is the system of rules regulating the cor-
rect and clear rendering of the Qur±àn, preserv-
ing the nature of a religious revelation whose 
meaning is expressed as much by its sound as 
by its content and expression. Muslims believe 
that tajwìd is the codification of the sound of 
the revelation as it was revealed to the Prophet 
Mu™ammad and as he subsequently rehearsed 
it with the Angel Gabriel. Therefore, in Islam, 
there can be no history of the development of 
tajwìd except in terms of its scholarly codifica-
tion, and it is generally believed that the rules 
were codified and written down in the 8th
century C.E. The Qur±ànic verse “Recite the 
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Qur±àn with tartìl” (Q. 7/4) is interpreted to 
mean ‘recite the Qur±àn according to the rules 
of tajwìd’. Correct recitation is therefore autho-
rized by divine command and is the acknowl-
edged duty of every Muslim. The rules not only 
govern the parameters of sound production 
(timbre and duration and articulation of syl-
lables), but they also act to preserve the clarity 
of the meaning.

It is tajwìd that accounts for the characteris-
tic and unique sound of the recited Qur±àn, a 
sound immediately recognizable in all its con-
texts throughout the Islamic world: learning to 
recite the Qur±àn means learning to reproduce 
this sound. The correct recitation is transmit-
ted orally; the student listens to the teacher’s 
recitation of a phrase or verse of the Qur±ànic 
text. The student imitates the sounds produced 
by the teacher, who then corrects the student’s 
articulation. An increasing number of students 
also learn the correct recitation from cassette 
tapes and CDs; the same practice of listening, 
then imitating, applies. Learning the rules that 
produce the correct sound enables the student 
to predict the sound of a particular syllable.

The oral transmission process is crucial to 
both native and nonnative speakers of Ara-
bic as many of the rules for pronunciation 
are not part of the sound system of literary 
and spoken Arabics but rather are applied 
uniquely to the Qur±ànic text. By themselves, 
written explanations and descriptions are not 
sufficient guides to reproducing the required 
sound. For example, ±ixfà±, a principle govern-
ing pronunciation of syllable-final /n/ or /m/ 
before certain consonants, is variously defined 
as “the pronunciation of a letter between full 
pronunciation and assimilation, free of dou-
bling and with nasality of the letter” (Mu™ayßin 
1970:809), “a state between full pronuncia-
tion and full assimilation” (al-Qàri± 1948:44), 
and “the sound between nasalized [n] and the 
ordinary sharp sound of [n]” (Tufayl 1974:85). 
Similarly, qalqala, the sound of certain syllable-
final consonants which must be pronounced 
with following epenthetic schwa is traditionally 
described as vibrating the place of articulation 
so that a strong tone is heard (Naßr 1930:62; 
al-Qàri± 1948:28) or as “consonnes bruyantes” 
(Boubakeur 1968:396). It is clear, therefore, 
that the role of the many manuals setting out 
the rules of tajwìd is to supplement the process 

of oral transmission, functioning only as an aid 
to help the student identify and remember what 
he or she has heard and taking for granted the 
student’s access to the sound.

The material of tajwìd is largely phonetic, 
accounting for the unique sound. The rhythm 
of the recited text is governed by the rules of 
madd or syllabic duration. The rules for pause 
and beginning (al-waqf wa-l-ibtidà±) differ in 
nature from the other rules of tajwìd because 
they act to preserve the meaning rather than the 
sound; they mark the places in the text where 
it is appropriate or inappropriate for the reciter 
to interrupt the flow of meaning. Also included 
are prescriptions for pronunciation of the open-
ing and closing formulae (the isti≠à≈a, basmala, 
and ßadaqa), guidelines for the appropriate uses 
of the different qirà±àt or reading systems, and 
the appropriateness of the †uruq, which are a 
matter of tempi and their associations with the 
reading systems (for a comprehensive discus-
sion of the rules as they relate to the sound of 
recitation, see Nelson 2001:2–31).

2. A r t i c u l a t i o n  o f  c o n s o n a n t s 
a n d  s y l l a b l e s

Most manuals and teachers of tajwìd begin 
with the physical points of articulation (maxàrij 
al-™urùf) of the consonants of the Arabic alpha-
bet and their phonetic realization. The conso-
nants of the alphabet are classified according to 
their position in the vocal tract, starting with 
the larynx (±aqßà l-™alq) and proceeding for-
ward to the lips (šifatàni). This aspect of tajwìd 
spills over into non-Qur±ànic arenas. Singers 
and speakers in the Arab world are admired for 
their clear and correct pronunciation of Arabic, 
and this is usually attributed to their mastery of 
(at least this aspect of) the rules of tajwìd. The 
subject holds its religious authority, and aspir-
ing singers and actors still learn their elocution 
from religious teachers.

The classification of phonemes as to man-
ner of articulation (ßifàt al-™urùf ) corresponds 
to standard phonemic classifications, such as 
qualities of timbre (nasal), voiced/unvoiced, 
and retracted/unretracted, as well as by the cat-
egories of liquids, spirants, and dentals. How-
ever, the classification of ‘strong’ or ‘weak’, 
important for the rules of assimilation, does 
not wholly correspond to non-Arabic phonetic 
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categories; for instance, when two consonants, 
sharing a point of articulation but differing in 
manner of articulation, are in sequence, the first 
assimilates to the second if it is ‘weaker’, as in 
[qàlat †à±if ] becoming [qàla† †à±if ].

3. C o n d i t i o n e d  a l l o p h o n e s

The characteristic sound of Qur±ànic recitation 
is largely determined by the principles govern-
ing nasality (ÿunna), assimilation (¤ ±idÿàm, 
±ixfà±, and ±iqlàb), retraction or pharyngealiza-
tion (¤ tafxìm), and syllabic duration (madd). 
In addition, some of the reading systems vari-
ously dictate the principles of the softened glot-
tal stop (al-hamza al-musahhala) within a word 
(e.g. [mùminùn] vs. [mu±minùn]), the fronted 
and raised /à/ or ¤ ±imàla (e.g. [banàyha] vs. 
[banàha]), both of which are characteristic of 
the qirà±a Warš; and the /ß/ tending toward /ž/ 
or /s/. The barely audible, if not often inaudible, 
articulation of final vowels, called rawm or 
±išmàm, and the shift of accusative nunation 
from /an/ to /à/ are determined by pause posi-
tion but are also variously applied according to 
the particular reading system.

Nasality (ÿunna) regulates which phonemes 
and syllables are to be articulated through the 
nasal cavity. Although phoneticians would clas-
sify certain phonemes/consonants as naturally 
nasal in timbre, such as geminate /m/ and /n/ 
(as in janna and lamma), the rules of tajwìd 
emphasize this quality and extend it to other 
phonemes. The effect is an intensified and con-
scious nasality which also affects the rhythm by 
prolonging the duration of the particular syl-
lable (¤ nasalization). The phonemes affected 
by ÿunna are 

a. geminate /m/, /n/, /w/, /y/, by virtue of full 
assimilation 

b. /m/ and /n/, by virtue of partial assimilation 
(±ixfà± and ±iqlàb)

Assimilation is divided into full assimilation 
(±idÿàm), partial assimilation with change 
(±iqlàb), and partial assimilation without change 
(±ixfà±).

Full assimilation governs the conjunction of 
syllable-final /n/ with the consonants /r/ and /l/ 
and /m/, /n/, /w/, /y/, the latter articulated with 
ÿunna. The syllable-final /n/ assimilates to the 
following consonant, yielding a geminate, as 

in Q. 24/35: [šajaratiŸm Ÿmubàrakat6(ñ) zaytùna-
til là šarqìyyatiŸw Ÿwa-là ÿarbìyya] instead of 
[šajaratin mubàrakatin zaytùnatil là šarqìyyatin 
wa-là ÿarbìyya].

Partial assimilation with change concerns syl-
lable-final /n/ before /b/. The preceding vowel 
is nasalized, while the lips shape the /m/ sound 
but do not close until the /b/ is articulated, as in 
[m6(Ÿm) ba≠d] instead of [min ba≠d].

Partial assimilation (±ixfà±) of /n/ takes place 
before consonants /t/, /†/, /j/, /d/, /≈/, /z/, /s/, /š/, 
/ß/, /∂/, /†/, /Ú/, /f/, /k/, and /q/ and syllable-final 
/m/ before /b/. The lips do not quite close for 
the /m/, and the tongue does not quite touch 
the alveolar ridge for the /n/, the vocal cavity 
holding the shape of the preceding vowel and 
the sound articulated through the nasal cav-
ity. Conjunction may occur within a word or 
between two words, as in [k7(ñ)t7(Ÿm) bihi], 
instead of [kuntum bihi].

The phenomenon of qalqala affects syllable-
final consonants /q/, /t/, /b/, /j/, and /d/ with 
following epenthetic schwa /ë/. The effects of 
qalqala on stress and rhythmic patterns con-
tribute to the unique sound of the Qur±ànic 
text. Compare the same line (Q. 96/19) with 
and without qalqala: [l–a-òqad x –alóáqîna l-±óinsîÙn–a 
îfì] with [l –a-¨qad—ëx—al—áq—ënîa lü-±6ö(ñ)sîÙn—a fîì ] and 
[w- îásjîud w- îaq–táñrib] with [w- îásj —ud—ëw-—áq—ët—ar—i
bØë].

Tafxìm is retraction/pharyngealization. In 
addition to the consonants that in most variet-
ies of Arabic govern the backing of short and 
long vowel /a/ (/q/, /ß/, /∂/, /†/, and /Ú/, or the 
™urùf al-isti≠là±), Qur±ànic Arabic (and some 
dialects) add /x/ and /ÿ/. Qur±ànic pronuncia-
tion is therefore [x$àlidùna] vs. [xàlidùna] and 
[ÿayr] vs. [ÿayr].

Tafxìm also governs the pharyngealization of 
/l/ following /a/ and /u/, as in [w-±a££<h] vs. [bi-
llàh], and of the pharyngealized vs. the trilled 
/r/, as in [®abb] vs. [karìm].

Another feature in which Qur±ànic pronun-
ciation differs from other varieties of Arabic is 
that the phenomenon of tafxìm is only imme-
diately progressive, not regressive, e.g. [laqab] 
not [laqab], and [±a®∂], not [±a®∂], and does not 
extend to the whole word but affects only an 
immediately following /a/ or /à/, as in [xalaqa] 
vs. [xalaqa], and [ßiyàm] not [ßiy<m].

Since tafxìm is restricted in context, the 
sound of Qur±ànic recitation is characterized 
by more frequent alternation between the 

  tajwîd 427

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



pharyngeal and the nonpharyngeal sounds than 
is found in other varieties of Arabic, as in 
[ßadaqa] vs. [ßadaqa].

4. L e n g t h e n i n g  ( M A D D )

The rules of madd or duration codify the 
rhythms of the Qur±ànic language. Together 
with ÿunna, which tends to prolong the given 
duration of the syllable, madd accounts for the 
rhythm of a text that is distinct from Arabic 
prosody (with the exception of a few lines) 
and from the rhythmic system of Arabic music. 
Therefore, although recitation may share fea-
tures with the melodic system of Arabic music, 
the rhythm of the Qur±ànic text is considered 
to be divinely given and supports arguments 
for the uniqueness of the text vis-à-vis music 
and poetry.

Arabic prosody classifies the syllable into 
short and long durations ( – and ó ), one long 
being approximately equivalent to two short. 
The durations of syllables in Qur±ànic recita-
tion range from one to six beats (™arakàt), 
and the rules of tajwìd divide the syllables into 
categories of fixed and variable duration. The 
minimum duration of one beat is fixed and 
applied to the short, open syllable (Cv, as in 
[m—ubàr—ak—atin]), while the greatest fixed dura-
tion of six beats (but often longer) applies to 
the long vowel with following geminate conso-
nant (e.g. [ û∂àîllîòìn] and [Làm M îìm]). The pausal 
duration is the final syllable before a breath or 
the pause taken at the end of a verse (charac-
teristically CvC or CvC), and the reciter may 
choose the shorter or longer duration (from 
two to six beats).

While the rules governing duration are 
detailed and comprehensive, covering every 
type of syllable in every conceivable context, 
at the same time variation is built into the sys-
tem: some options are regulated by the reading 
systems (e.g., ±8 or badal takes two beats in all 
of the reading systems except that of Warš, 
where it may extend to four or six beats), 
and otherwise the reciter is free to choose his 
durations and obligated only to be consistent 
within a  single recitation. For example, if the 
reciter begins reciting with a pausal duration 
of six beats, he may not shorten it within the 
same recitation. Finally, although the underly-
ing pulse is set by the shortest duration, the 2:1 
ratio of the long and short syllables is tempered 

by ÿunna. Compare the previous examples: 
[š —aj—ar—ati Ÿm Ÿm–ubîàr—ak—atü6(ñ) zîaytîùn–atîil lîà šîarqîìyy–a
tüiŸwö Ÿw–a-lîà ÿîarbîìyy–a] vs. [š –aj–ar–atóin m–ubîàr–ak–atòin 
zòaytîùn–atîil lîà š îarq îìyy–ati în w –a-lîà ÿîarbîìyy–a] and 
[k ü7(îñ)t ü7(òŸm) b —ih—i] vs. [k îuntîum b —ih—i].

The choice of durations is further influ-
enced by the tempo and style of the recitation: 
whereas the aim of most Muslims is simply to 
recite correctly, the skilled professional reciter 
manipulates the rules for maximum aesthetic 
effect, the intent of the ideal recitation being to 
engage fully the emotional participation of the 
listeners. The public and melodic style of reci-
tation is therefore characterized by the longer 
durations as they present greater opportunity 
for melodic development.

The durational options within a particular 
reading system, as well as the phonetic charac-
teristics that differentiate the reading systems, 
allow for significant variation in the overall 
sound of recitation. At the same time, the 
sound of Qur±ànic recitation is unique: the rules 
of tajwìd both encode and make perceptible the 
singular nature of the text and the significance 
of its sound in the Muslim community.
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Ta≠lìq

The term ta≠lìq (or ¤ ±ilÿà±) ‘hanging’, i.e. 
‘abrogation, interruption, cancellation’, indi-
cates the interruption of grammatical effect 
when a word is not used in a governable 
position although it is a governable word, as 
shown by the fact that it exhibits the normal 
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case or mood distinction (Owens 1988:50–51). 
Cancellation of government is mostly connected 
with judgment verbs (±af ≠àl al-qalb) such as 
™asiba ‘to consider, to reckon’; xàla ‘to believe, 
to imagine’, darà and ≠alima ‘to know’; ra±à ‘to 
see, to consider’, Úanna ‘to think, to believe’; 
≠adda ‘to consider; to regard’; za≠ama ‘to assert, 
to claim’; wajada and ±alfà ‘to find’; etc.

Ta≠lìq occurs in parenthesis rather than in 
initial position (Kinberg 1996:753), in a verbal 
expression in a sentence with the purpose of 
creating an obstacle. After ta≠lìq, the sentence 
is in the syntactic position of naßb, blocking 
a direct object, for example: ™asibtu la-≠abdul-
làhi qàdimun ‘I considered that, necessarily, 
≠Abdallàh would come’. Here, ™asibtu is the 
predicate of the agent of the verbal clause. 
The particle la- puts the following word in 
the position of the topic, thereby causing the 
action of the governing word ™asibtu to be 
blocked. Qàdimun is the second object of the 
judgment verb ™asibtu and the predicate of the 
word ≠abdullàh. The nominal clause ≠abdullàh 
qàdimun consists of the topic (mubtada±) 
≠abdullàh and the predicate qàdimun. It 
occupies the position of the object (naßb) and 
as such is dependent on the verb ™asiba, but 
the government of this verb is blocked. It is 
significant that this government may become 
unblocked in a conjunctional apposition, for 
example: Úanantu la-zaydun mun†aliqun wa-
≠amran ‘I thought that Zayd was leaving, and 
≠Amr [as well]’ (Girgas 1873:117).

All verbs of judgment are characterized by 
ta≠lìq, except for the verbs hab ‘suppose that, 
assuming that’ and ta≠allam ‘know!’, because 
they are considered to be nonderivatives 
inasmuch as they are used only in this form 
(Junaydì 1981:320).

The cancellation of the government of a 
judgment verb takes place under the following 
conditions:

i. When a verb is located between two nouns 
(objects), for example: zaydun ™asibtu 
≠àqilun ‘Zayd, I believed, is clever’ (Girgas 
1873:117; Grande 1963:442);

ii. When a verb is located after two nouns, for 
example: zaydun jàhilun Úanantu ‘Zayd is 
a fool, I thought’; a†-†arìqu qaßìrun ±aÚunnu 
‘the road is short, I think’ (Girgas 1873:117; 
Grande 1963:442);

iii. When a verb is followed by a negation 
particle such as mà, ±in, là, for example: 
Úanantu mà ≠abdullàh qàdimun ‘I thought 
that ≠Abdullàh would not come’; ™asibtu 
mà ra±yu-ka nàfi≠un ‘I considered that your 
opinion was not useful’; ≠alimtu ±in al-
™ayàtu dà±imatun ‘I have learned (found 
out) that life is not eternal’; xaltu là 
ßà™ibu sù±in ma™bùbun ‘I believed that 
the malicious man was disliked’; ™asibtu là 
l-faqru dà±imun wa-là l-ÿinà± ‘I considered 
that neither poverty nor riches are eternal’ 
(Girgas 1873:117; Grande 1963:442; 
Junaydì 1981:320);

iv. When a verb is followed by a proper 
name with the confirmative particle la- 
‘necessarily’, ‘obligatory’, which causes the 
following word to be in the position of topic, 
for example: Úanantu la-zaydun jàhilun ‘I 
believed that Zayd was really ignorant’; 
≠alimtu la l-qi†àru qàdimun ‘I have found 
out that the train will certainly arrive’; 
≠alimtu ±anna ™aqà±iba-ka la-ma™mùlatun fì 
l-qi†àri ‘I have found out that your suitcases 
will really go by train’ (Grande 1963:442; 
Junaydì 1981:320);

v. When a verb is followed by the particle 
of oath la- (làm al-qasam), for example: 
±arà t-taqßìru fì l-≠amali huwa ±isà±atun la-
l-wa†anu ‘I regard remission in work as 
evil, I swear by the fatherland’ (Junaydì 
1981:320);

vi. When a verb is followed by a question:
(a) with a particle, for example: . . . wa-

±in ±adrì: ±a-qarìbun ±am ba≠ìdun mà 
tù≠adùna (Q. 21/109) ‘. . . even though I 
know not, whether near or far is that you
are promised’ (Arberry 1996:II, 26);

(b) with a noun, for example: . . . li-na≠lama 
±ayyu -l-™izbayni ±a™ßà li-mà labitù 
±amadan? (Q. 18/12) ‘. . . that We might
know, which of the two parties would 
better calculate the while they had 
tarried’ (Arberry 1996:I, 317); . . . la-
ta≠allamunna: ±ayyu-nà ±ašaddu ≠a≈àban?
(Q. 20/71) ‘. . . you shall know of a 
certainty which of us is more terrible in 
chastisement’ (Arberry 1996:I, 343).

An interrogative noun can be construed with 
a judgment verb interrupting government, if it 
functions as:
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i. Topic of a nominal clause, as in the above-
mentioned Qur±ànic passages;

ii. Predicate of the topic of a nominal clause, 
for example: ≠alimtu matà r-ra™ìlu? ‘I have 
found out when the departure [is going 
to be]?’. Here, the adverb of time matà 
‘when?’ acts as an interrogative noun. It 
functions as a word that makes the topic 
of the nominal clause (ra™ìlu) to be used in 
raf ≠;

iii. The second component of ±i∂àfa of a topic, 
for example: ≠alimtu mawqifu ±ayyihim 
±aqwà ‘I have found out the position of 
whoever of them is stronger’.

The interruption of government is carried out 
by means of words that are principal (basic) in 
a clause, such as the interrogative pronoun kam 
‘how much?’ as a predicate (kam al-xabariyya), 
for example: daraytu kam šajaratin ÿarasta-hà 
‘I have found out how many trees you have 
planted’, or particles like ±inna (except for 
±anna, as it cannot be principal), for example: 
≠alimtu ±inna-ka la-munßifun ‘I found out, you 
really are a fair man’. After the verb darà, the 
particle la≠alla acts as an instrument canceling 
its government, for example: ±adrì la≠allaka 
tadrì mà qìmatu ß-ßi™™ati ‘I know that you 
probably know what is the value of health’.

The elimination of government occurs at 
the expense of conditional particles (in jazm 
and without jazm), for example: là ±a ≠lamu 
±in kàna †-†aqsu mulà±iman li-l-≠amali ‘I do not 
know whether the weather will be suitable for 
the work’; ±aÚunnu law tafàhama l-™àkimu 
wa-l-ma™kùmu la-™aqqaqà l-fawza li-l-wa†ani 
‘I think, if the judge and the defendant had 
understood each other, they would have ensured 
a victory for the fatherland’.

In addition to judgment verbs, other transitive 
verbs with a question can sometimes eliminate 
government of an object, for example … fa-l-
yanÚur ±ayyu-hà ±azkà †a≠àman (Q. 18/19) ‘… 
let him look for which of them has the purest 
food’ (Arberry 1996:I, 318).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Arberry, Arthur J. 1996. The Koran interpreted. 

New York: Touchstone. 
Girgas, Viktor. 1873. O∑erk grammati∑eskoj sistemy 

arabov [Survey of the grammatical system of the 
Arabs]. St. Petersburg: Tipografija Imperatorskoj 
Akademii nauk.

Grande, Bentsion M. 1963. Kurs arabskoj grammatiki 
v sravnitel’no-istori∑eskom osveš∑enii [Course 
of Arabic grammar in comparative historical 
perspective]. Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Vosto∑noj 
Literatury.

Junaydì, Mu™ammad. 1981. Aš-Šàmil: Mu≠jam fì 
≠ulùm al-luÿa al-≠arabiyya wa-muß†ala™àti-hà. 
Beirut: Dàr al-≠Awda.

Kinberg, Naphtali. 1996. A lexicon of al-Farra±’s 
terminology in his Qur±àn Commentary. Leiden: 
E.J. Brill.

Owens, Jonathan. 1988. The foundations of 
grammar: An introduction to medieval Arabic 
grammatical theory. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: 
J. Benjamins.

Valeriy Rybalkin
(National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine)

Taltala

The ancient Arabic grammarians made a 
distinction between two types of Arabic 
according to the nature of the vowel of the 
imperfect preformative: some Arab tribes used 
ya-, while others used yi-. The name which 
designates the usage of yi- is taltala. According 
to Rabin (1951:60), who carefully collected 
all available data mentioned by the Arabic 
grammarians, a group of tribes who lived in 
a large area from Egypt to Iraq, the Qu∂à≠a, 
had the full taltala. Some other tribes had a 
partial taltala only, i.e., they used yi-, ti-, ±i-, 
ni- for the different persons of imperfect and 
imperative, but for the 3rd person masculine 
singular, they had ya-: Qays, Tamìm, ±Asad 
Rabì≠a, and ≠àmmat al-≠Arab without further 
definition (the situation is not clear as far as 
¢ayyi± are concerned). On the other hand, all 
tribes who lived in al-£ijàz, the ±Azd Saràt, a 
part of the Hawàzin, and a part of the Hu≈ayl, 
in addition to the tribes from Yemen, had the 
imperfect preformative in ya- (Rabin 1951:61, 
158; the sources are Sìbawayhi, Ibn Hišàm, 
al-±Astaràbà≈ì).

Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 256–257) contrasts two 
basic forms in the taltala dialects: an intransitive 
fa≠ila/yif ≠alu in contrast with a transitive fa≠ala/
yaf ≠alu, yaf ≠ulu. He considers the non-taltala 
dialects of al-£ijàz as having the regular form 
fa≠ila/yaf ≠alu, arguing that fa≠ula/yaf ≠ulu is pan-
Arabic and not yuf ≠ulu. Al-Bay∂àwì mentions 
a form ≠abada/yi≠budu in the Tamìm tribe 
(Grand’Henry 1990:40–46).
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Barth’s (1894) principle points to the fact 
that intransitive fa≠ila/yif ≠alu and transitive 
fa≠ala/yaf ≠ulu are forms which should be 
considered to date back to the Proto-Semitic 
language. It seems that two basic processes of 
extension through analogy should be taken 
into consideration: on the one hand, the Proto-
Semitic and Arabic taltala pattern finally 
became widespread throughout the modern 
Arabic dialect area. On the other hand, the non-
taltala £ijàzì and Yemeni pattern seems to have 
been carried over a long distance, since there 
is nothing but ya- as imperfect preformative 
in al-Andalus old dialects (Valencia, Granada; 
Grand’Henry 1990:45–46).
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Tamakkun

The lexical meaning of the verb tamakkana is 
‘to be powerful, to be able to do something’. In 
grammatical terminology, tamakkun is used for 
a general grammatical and semantic category 
indicating the ability of words to be inflected 
and to perform various grammatical functions 
(for a survey of previous reconstructions of this 
term’s function, see Danecki 1993; Talmon 
2003:287, n. 2). A part of speech possessing 
tamakkun is called mutamakkin; it should have 
regular inflection and regular form. That which 
is irregular is classified as ÿayr mutamakkin. The 
more functions a word can potentially perform, 
the more mutamakkin it is. For instance, a 
fully inflected mutamakkin noun may poten-
tially have all inflectional suffixes – it can be 

declined, but it can also become determined or 
indetermined, or it can change from singular 
to plural. An uninflected noun is not capable 
of taking these suffixes, hence, it is ÿayr 
mutamakkin. Thus, the mutamakkin is the 
unmarked element of the opposition, while 
ÿayr mutamakkin is the marked one (cf. Owens 
1988:202–203).

The category of tamakkun stands in direct 
relationship to the idea of xiffa/μiqal ‘lightness/
heaviness’. A word that is mutamakkin is at 
the same time xafìf ‘light’, not (yet) burdened 
with grammatical markers and functions but 
potentially ready to perform these functions. It 
is open to receive certain forms, such as case 
endings, provided they have formal markers. 
If the case endings are not formally marked 
on the surface level, the words remain ÿayr 
mutamakkin. Yet, at the same time, they are 
now μaqìl, because they perform more than 
one syntactic function: the case endings have 
merged, as for instance in the word ≈ikrà 
‘remembrance’ (the underlying forms of the 
ending -à are the case endings: -u, -i, and -a), 
hence, it is μaqìl (for the meaning of xiffa/μiqal 
in Arabic phonetics, see Bohas 1981, 1984).

The category of tamakkun was used and 
discussed by Sìbawayhi in his Kitàb, where 
it occurs frequently (according to Troupeau 
1976:196, both tamakkun and mutamakkin 
occur 35 times, and ÿayr mutamakkin another 
21 times). It may have been current in earlier 
grammatical theory, although Talmon (2003:
287) states that he was unable to trace its 
origins in pre-Sìbawayhian grammatical doc-
trine. Al-Xalìl applied this category solely to 
inflection (taßrìf; Talmon 1997:164–165). In 
Kufan grammar, the term does not seem to have 
been current. In al-Farrà±’s Ma≠ànì (I, 165.12), 
it is used only once, in a different context 
(Kinberg 1996:778): al-Farrà± states that the 
difference between mà laka ±an taqùma ‘you’re 
not allowed to get up’ and mà laka l-qiyàmu 
resides in the fact that qiyàm is a full noun (ism 
ßa™ì™) whereas the complementizer ±an is ‘a 
particle that has no standing in the nominals’ 
(™arf laysa bi-mutamakkin fì l-±asmà±). 

Sìbawayhi uses tamakkun as a general cate-
gory applied to all parts of speech – nouns, verbs, 
and the ™urùf (prepositions, particles, conjunc-
tions) – as well as to phonemes, and even to 
the semantic idea of nearness and remoteness 
(Mosel 1975:75–80). The word qurb ‘vicinity’ 
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is classified by him as mutamakkin, while bu≠d 
‘remoteness’ is classified as ÿayr mutamakkin, 
since it cannot be used in phrases of the type 
qurbaka ‘near you’ (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 284.
13–14). Parts of speech are categorized accord-
ing to the degree of tamakkun. Nouns are 
more mutamakkin than verbs, while ™urùf are 
classified as non-mutamakkin. Within nouns, 
tamakkun is gradual: fully inflected nouns 
are mutamakkin, while others are either less 
mutamakkin or ÿayr mutamakkin.

Grammatical categories such as case, state 
(determination/indetermination), number, and 
gender are described by tamakkun. An indeter-
mined word is more mutamakkin than a deter-
mined one, since it is liable to come determined. 
The same applies to number and gender: sin-
gular can become plural, hence, it is more 
mutamakkin; similarly, masculine can become 
feminine (as is the case with adjectives). Fully 
inflected nouns and verbs are mutamakkin, while 
defective verbs like laysa are ÿayr mutamakkin.

Sìbawayhi also applies the category of 
tamakkun to phonetic processes. The eliding 
hamza (hamzat al-waßl) has greater potential 
power to change (is more mutamakkin) than the 
dividing hamza (hamzat al-qa†≠). Likewise, the 
semivowel y is more mutamakkin than w since 
w is liable to change into y, as in *ma≠duww 
becoming ma≠diyy (Kitàb II, 260.7–10).

Since the category was applied predominantly 
to nominal inflection, the later grammatical 
tradition limited the term tamakkun to nominal 
inflection. This explains why in modern gram-
mars it is generally understood as the ‘inflect-
ability’ of nominal parts of speech. Along with 
tamakkun, the term ±amkaniyya is also used in 
modern grammars (as, for instance, by £asan 
1974:I, 33).

The category of inflectional tamakkun was 
introduced by later grammarians, who dis-
tinguished degrees of tamakkun: mutamakkin 
±amkan, mutamakkin ÿayr amkan, and ÿayr 
mutamakkin (£asan 1974:I, 37). To the first 
category, mutamakkin ±amkan, belong fully 
inflected nominal parts of speech, and to the 
second category, mutamakkin ÿayr ±amkan, 
partially inflected nominals such as diptota (¤ 
diptosis), also called ÿayr munßarif, which have 
lesser tamakkun and are just mutamakkina. 
The third group, ÿayr mutamakkina, contains 
the so-called mabniya words, such as the proper 
name Xàlawayhi, or exclamations, such as ßah 

‘hush!’ or ±ìhi ‘come on!’. Thus, in modern 
grammatical thought, the category of tamakkun 
becomes synonymous with the categories of ¤ 
±i≠ràb and ¤ binà±. A word that is mu≠rab 
munßarif or, in later terminology, maßrùf is 
mutamakkin ±amkan; a word that is mu≠rab 
ÿayr munßarif is mutamakkin, and a mabnì 
word is ÿayr (this is stated explicity by £asan 
1974:I, 41, 75). A parallel new terminology was 
introduced, and partially declined or undeclined 
words are called mamnù≠ min aß-ßarf ‘exempt 
from declension’ (¤ ßarf ).

The relationship between the terminologies of 
weight (lightness/heaviness), power (tamakkun), 
and self-determination (taßarruf ) is highly 
significant. In folk taxonomies in the Arab 
world, the adjectives xafìf and μaqìl are applied 
to the difference between men and women: 
women are regarded as light, which is why they 
have no power but are able to move around. 
Men, on the other hand, are seen as heavy, 
which explains why they are powerful and 
move slowly and in a dignified fashion (Jansen 
1987:183). The same dichotomy applies to 
words in the view of the Arabic grammarians: 
nouns are light, cannot govern (¤ ≠amal), and 
are liable to change. Verbs, on the other hand, 
are heavy, entitled to government, and not 
liable to change.
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Tamil

At first glance, Tamil, a Dravidian language 
spoken by more than seventy million people 
in India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and Singapore, 
appears to be largely devoid of loanwords 
from Arabic, especially if compared to other 
South Asian languages. Even with reference to 
Muslim religious practice, Tamil words often 
replace Arabic ones, such as Tamil tolukai 
instead of Arabic ßalàt. Nevertheless, Arabic 
words are used by Tamil-speaking Muslims 
in both everyday conversation and Islamic lit-
erary texts dating back to the 16th century, 
and even among non-Muslims, Arabic terms 
can be found in administrative and nautical 
 vocabulary.

Tamil came into contact with Arabic through 
two different routes roughly corresponding to 
the routes by which Islam was transmitted to 
South India, although the spread of Arabic 
vocabulary at times occurred independently of 
processes of Islamization. One route involved 

the Arab and Persian merchants who frequented 
the port cities of Southeast India and Ceylon 
since at least the beginning of the 2nd millen-
nium C.E., thereby giving rise to many Muslim 
communities along the coasts of these regions. 
Arabic was transmitted to Tamil-speaking areas 
through a second route, the Persianate culture 
of states in central and northern India, which 
repeatedly conquered the region from the 14th 
century onward (cf. generally Fanselow 1989; 
Nainar 1942).

Little research has been undertaken on the 
topic. Most contributions are descriptive, with 
little phonetical, morphological, or semantic 
analysis (Nainar 1941; Mukamatu 1996:125–
154; Uwise 1976:355–405, 1983; Vaidyana-
than 1958; cf. also Bausani 1971). The focus 
of most studies is on Arabic loanwords in 
Islamic Tamil literature, with examples from 
non-Islamic literature and contemporary spo-
ken Tamil mentioned only occasionally. Studies 
of contemporary spoken Muslim dialects are 
confined to a few, generally not easily acces-
sible, dissertations (cf. nos. 2 and 1349 in 
Agesthialingom and Sakthivel 1973). Examples 
from the Muslim dialect of the Kanniyakumari 
district given below are therefore taken from a 
well-known novel (Tòppil Muhammatu 2004).

1. S c r i p t  a n d  p h o n o l o g i c a l 
a s s i m i l a t i o n

Given the dearth of research on Arabic loan-
words in spoken varieties of Tamil, most of our 
information regarding the assimilation of Ara-
bic sounds to Tamil phonology has to depend 
on written sources. These employ both the 
Tamil and a modified version of the Arabic 
script which shows similarities to versions in 
use in Southeast Asia (cf. Shu±ayb 1993:95–99; 
Tschacher 2001:6–18; Vinson 1895). Obvi-
ously, while the use of the Arabic script often 
facilitates reading, it usually obscures sound 
changes. Yet, use of the Tamil script does not 
necessarily facilitate the identification of such 
changes, either. The distinction between voice-
less and voiced consonants and between plosives 
and fricatives is not phonemic in Tamil nor are 
there separate letters to write these phones 
(cf. Andronov 2003:27–31). For example, the 
phoneme /c/ is pronounced [c], [+], [s], or [¤] 
in different contexts, but it is written with just 
one letter, transliterated as c. This often makes 
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it difficult to glean the actual pronunciation of 
Arabic words from the orthographic represen-
tation. Furthermore, there is substantial ortho-
graphic variation. While earlier spellings often 
used epenthetic letters to indicate actual pro-
nunciation, there has been a tendency to drop 
such letters in recent times and to come closer 
to a transliteration of Arabic words with the 
help of so-called grantha letters originally used 
solely to write Sanskrit (cf. Das’s [1981:346] 
distinction of ‘scientific’ and ‘vulgar’ systems of 
transliterating Arabic in Tamil).

There is no space to discuss all phonologi-
cal assimilations and orthographic conventions 
here; for a short overview of the latter, see Das 
(1981). It will suffice to indicate some of the 
more common and interesting ones. Vowels 
remain largely unchanged; final -ì/-ù are usually 
shortened. Initial wa-, ya- commonly change to 
o-, e-, e.g. oli ‘saint; guardian’ (< walì), ekùti 
‘Jew’ (< yahùdì). /±/ tends to disappear in syl-
lable-final position but lengthens a preceding 
vowel, e.g. mùmiîn ‘believer’ (< mu±min). /±/, /≠/, 
and /™/ tend to become /y/ in intervocalic posi-
tion preceding i/ì, e.g. kàyip ‘hidden’ (< ÿà±ib), 
cayìtu ‘fortunate’ (a personal name, < sa≠ìd), 
càyapu ‘companion’ (also an honorific title; 
< ßà™ib). In words which are in common spo-
ken use, more radical changes occur, e.g. mòtiîn 
‘muezzin’ (< mu±a≈≈in) or the personal name 
Meytìîn (< Mu™yì d-Dìn). Intervocalic voiceless 
stops and fricatives are occasionally voiced, e.g. 
àÿir ‘last’ (< àxir; cf. Vinson 1895:154, 159).

Most interesting are the reflexes of Arabic 
/∂/ and /Ú/, as these often allow one to distin-
guish loans borrowed through Indian Ocean 
networks from those borrowed from northern 
India. The most widespread reflex of both 
phonemes, common in earlier Islamic Tamil 
literature but also widespread in spoken Tamil 
among Muslims in both India and Sri Lanka, 
is a lateral, either dental /l/ or retroflex /£/, e.g. 
païrulu/païru£u ‘duty’ (< far∂). A lateral reflex 
of /∂/ is found also in several Southeast Asian 
and West African languages (  ∂àd), and in 
the Tamil context obviously reflects borrowing 
through Indian Ocean networks. More surpris-
ing is that /∂/ and /Ú/ have identical reflexes, 
as most languages exhibiting a lateral reflex of 
/∂/ treat the two phonemes differently. Yet, it 
is possible that there were originally different 
reflexes of /∂/ and /Ú/, one represented by /l/ or 

/£/ and one by the retroflex approximant /l/ [ɻ]. 
From the 13th century onward, the phoneme /l/ 
disappeared from spoken Tamil, merging most 
commonly with /£/, /l/, or /y/ (cf. Andronov 
2003:39, 86), thus obscuring the distinction 
between the reflexes of /∂/ and /Ú/. Occasional 
use of /l/ for both /∂/ and /Ú/, e.g. in the divine 
name Kapìlu ‘Guardian’ (< (al-)™afìÚ), and in 
the Kanniyakumari dialect word hàlir ‘pres-
ence’ (< ™à∂ir), may corroborate this scenario. 
Whatever the case, it is probable that Tamil is 
the source of those Arabic loanwords in Malay 
that exhibit /l/ for /Ú/ (  Indonesian/Malay).

In contrast to these lateral reflexes, words 
borrowed through Persian or Urdu tend to be 
written with the grantha letter j, e.g. kàji ‘judge’ 
(< qà∂ì). This reflex is especially common in 
administrative terms, most of which derive 
from Indo-Persian vocabulary. In rare cases, 
one also encounters /t/ for /∂/, obviously influ-
enced by contemporary Arabic pronunciation.

2. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n

The vast majority of Arabic loanwords in Tamil 
are nouns. Rather than borrowing verbs, nouns 
are combined with a Tamil verb to produce a 
new verb phrase, e.g. in Kanniyakumari dialect 
hàlir à- ‘to become present, appear’. Words are 
usually borrowed in the pausal form without 
article. The common word-final -u (rarely -i) is 
not a reflex of Arabic case endings but rather a 
paragogic vowel added to avoid phonotactically 
restricted final consonants, e.g. napucu ‘desire, 
lust; soul’ (< nafs ‘self, soul’), oki ‘revelation’ 
(< wa™y). This phenomenon shows great simi-
larities with comparable forms in Malay and 
other Southeast Asian languages (cf. Versteegh 
2003;  Acehnese;  Indonesian/Malay). That 
there is no obvious explanation for this phe-
nomenon in Southeast Asian languages, while 
it is clearly phonotactically motivated in Tamil, 
makes it likely that Tamil was the source of the 
respective Arabic loanwords in Malay, as was 
already suggested by Bausani (1971:475, 477, 
n. 11) with regard to the same phenomenon 
in Persian loans. Tamil has both -à and -attu 
as reflexes of the Arabic feminine ending -a(t). 
Which of the two reflexes is used seems to be 
tied to the particular loanword, e.g. kalimà 
‘the profession of faith’ (< kalima ‘word’) vs. 
cùrattu ‘chapter of the Qur±àn’ (< sùra). There 
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are few semantic doublets of the kind seen in 
Persian, and those that exist seem to have been 
borrowed from either ¤ Persian or ¤ Urdu.

While Arabic plurals, personal suffixes, or 
whole phrases are occasionally encountered, 
these borrowings are either of a scholarly 
nature or lexicalized, with the plurals often 
being treated as singulars to which the Tamil 
plural suffix -(k)ka£ is added, e.g. ulamàkka£ 
‘religious scholars’ (< ≠ulamà±). Tamil suffixes 
are freely added to Arabic loanwords, e.g. 
cùmaîn ‘one who causes misfortune, the Devil’ 
(< šùm ‘misfortune’ + 3rd pers. masc. sg. suffix 
-aîn), akatày ‘as one’ (< a™ad ‘one’ + suffixed 
verbal participle -ày ‘having become’), Kan-
niyakumari dialect kàpiricci ‘infidel woman’ 
(< kàfir ‘infidel’ + colloquial 3rd pers. fem. 
sg. suffix -(i)cci). Borrowed nouns in common 
use which end in -m change this to -ttu in the 
oblique case just like native nouns, e.g. iculàm 
‘Islam’ > iculàttu ‘Islam’s’.

3. S e m a n t i c  d o m a i n s

Most Arabic loanwords in Tamil belong to just 
a few semantic domains. Probably the single 
most important one is the domain of Islamic 
practice and thought, as many of the examples 
given above attest to. There is also a common 
tendency for Arabic loanwords to be more 
religiously circumscribed in meaning in Tamil 
than they are in Arabic, e.g. kitàb ‘book’ > kit-
tàpu ‘Islamic religious book; book using Arabic 
characters’ (cf. Thurston 1909:IV, 205). Even 
though many common institutions and prac-
tices of Islam are referred to by Tamil terms in 
everyday speech by Muslims and non-Muslims 
alike, often Arabic loans exist side by side 
with these Tamil words, e.g. Tamil pa££ivàcal 
‘mosque’ and its Arabic-derived equivalent 
macùti (< masjid).

Another important semantic domain in which 
Arabic loanwords are not uncommon is admin-
istration and bureaucracy. The largest number 
of Arabic loans in common use by non-Muslim 
Tamils may belong to this category. Most of 
this vocabulary is borrowed either directly from 
Indo-Persian or through Urdu or English, and 
thus shows reflexes of Persian or Urdu pronun-
ciation, e.g. jillà ‘district’ (< ∂il≠a ‘side’). While 
terms for specific administrative divisions, such 
as tàlu(k)kà ‘subdistrict’ (< ta≠alluqa ‘connec-
tion’), are generally known only in those coun-

tries where the term is used in administration, 
other loans in this domain are more wide-
spread, e.g. okkìl, vakkìl ‘advocate’ (< wakìl); 
pàkki ‘rest, remainder’ (< (al-)bàqì).

A third domain is constituted by what Bau-
sani (1971:477, n. 2) has called the “sailors’ 
international vocabulary of the Indian Ocean 
coasts”, which includes loans from Persian and 
Malay in addition to Arabic. Among the Ara-
bic loans are màlimi, màlumi ‘captain, sailor’ 
(< mu≠allim ‘teacher, master’) and campòkku 
‘boat’ (< sunbùq). Interestingly, many of these 
terms show signs of being borrowed through 
Persian, e.g. cukkàîn ‘rudder, helm’ (< sukkàn), 
cukkàînkiri ‘helmsman’ (< Persian sukkàn-gìr).

Not all Arabic loanwords in Tamil fit into 
such neat semantic categories. Especially in 
literary texts, words often seem to be bor-
rowed ad hoc. Colloquial Tamil, especially 
as spoken by Muslims, contains many Arabic 
loanwords beyond the confines of religious, 
administrative, and nautical vocabulary, such 
as capar ‘journey’ (< safar) or mauttu ‘death’ 
(< mawt). This also includes kinship termi-
nology, such as the Shafi≠i Muslim kinship 
term ummà ‘mother’, a curious mixture of the 
respective Arabic and Tamil equivalents ±umm 
and ammà. Like many other aspects of Arabic 
loans in Tamil, the semantic domains covered 
by Arabic vocabulary require further research 
(for Arabic loanwords in other Dravidian lan-
guages, ¤ Malayalam; ¤ Telugu).
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Tamyìz

The term tamyìz is used by the Arab grammar-
ians to refer to one of the functions of the accu-
sative. Generally translated as ‘specification’ 
or ‘specifier’, tamyìz, especially in the earlier 
sources, has the synonyms mumayyiz, mufassir, 
tafsìr, mubayyin, and tabyìn (see, however, Ibn 
Šuqayr, Mu™allà 15–16, where tafsìr is reserved 
for the accusative after numbers; cf. Mubarrad, 
Muqta∂ab II, 144, 164, 173, III, 32, 91, 259, 
where tabyìn and tamyìz are distinguished, but 
not uniformly).

Although Sìbawayhi (d. 180/796) discusses 
tamyìz in various places of his Kitàb (I, 204–
211, II, 117–119, 156–182), he does not use 
any particular term to refer to its function. 

He does, however, use verbs such as yùßaf, 
ixtaßaßta, lam tubhim, bayyanta, yubayyin, 
yufassir (II, 121, 174, 176) and the noun tafsìr, 
but not as a technical term (II, 175–178), to 
describe that function. Tafsìr becomes more of 
a technical term with Farrà± (d. 207/822) and 
±Axfaš (d. 215/830; see Farrà±, Ma≠ànì I, 226, II, 
138, 166; and ±Axfaš, Ma≠ànì II, 395, 460). As 
a technical term, tamyìz is first encountered in 
Mubarrad’s (d. 285/898) Muqta∂ab (see above; 
cf. Carter 1981:383; Owens 1990:127, 134), 
and has since gained supremacy over the other 
terms, which were, however, still recognized by 
the later authors as possible alternatives (e.g. 
Ibn ≠Aqìl, Šar™ 295; Suyù†ì, Ham≠ I, 250). As 
far as the types of tamyìz and the issues related 
to their syntax and regimen are concerned, they 
are almost exhausted by Sìbawayhi, albeit in 
disparate parts of the Kitàb. The later authors 
did not have much to add to the basic elements 
surveyed by Sìbawayhi, and their contribu-
tion concentrated mainly on expanding the 
corpus of examples or šawàhid, elaborating on 
questions related to regimen and syntax, and 
organizing the material in one coherent chapter 
usually placed next to the chapter on ¤ ™àl in 
the section dealing with nouns in the accusative 
which are considered to be ‘redundant ele-
ments’ (fa∂alàt).

As a distinct category, tamyìz had to be 
distinguished from both ¤ ßifa and ¤ ™àl. 
Sìbawayhi uses waßafa and its derivatives to 
describe a general class which comprises ßifa, 
™àl, and tamyìz, the latter only implicitly, but 
he also uses the term ßifa more specifically 
to denote qualifiers (Owens 1990:65–66; Ver-
steegh 1993:4–6). To differentiate between the 
functions of tamyìz and ßifa, Sìbawayhi cites 
the construction hà≈à ràqùdun xallan ‘this is a 
vessel of vinegar’, where xallan is tamyìz, to cite 
later terminology, and says that to use xallun as 
a ßifa in this sentence would be qabì™ ‘ugly’, 
hence the accusative. The later grammarians 
mention several distinctive features of tamyìz 
and ™àl. Thus, whereas the former dispels 
the ambiguity of a ≈àt ‘entity, being, whether 
animate or otherwise’, the latter dispels the 
ambiguity of the exterior aspect (hay±a) of a 
≈àt (±Astaràbà≈ì, Šar™ I, 215–216). Further-
more, tamyìz, unlike ™àl, may not be used as 
corroborative (mu±akkid), may occur only once 
in a sentence, and may only be a noun, i.e. not 
a sentence or prepositional phrase (±Ušmùnì, 
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Šar™ I, 226–267; Suyù†ì, Ham≠ I, 252–253). 
Semantically, tamyìz ordinarily implies min, 
and so the above example may be modified 
to become hà≈à ràqùdun min xallin with no 
apparent change of meaning. Morphologically, 
it is invariably an indefinite singular noun.

At the syntactic level, the grammarians dis-
tinguish between two types of tamyìz. The first 
is called tamyìz an-nisba or tamyìz al-jumla 
‘specification of relationship’ and explains 
the connection between a verb and its subject 
or object, as in taßabbaba zaydun ≠araqan 
‘Zayd dripped with sweat’, where the specifier, 
≠araqan, explains the connection or relationship 
between ‘dripping’ and ‘Zayd’. This type is gen-
erally interpreted as a transformation from an 
original sentence, in this case taßabbaba ≠araqu 
zaydin. Of this type also is specification follow-
ing an elative, as in ±anta ±a≠là manzilan ‘you 
are higher in station’, which supposedly origi-
nates from ±anta ≠alà manziluka. The second 
type is known as tamyìz al-mufrad ‘specifica-
tion of a single word’ and typically follows 
words expressing quantity, weight, area, and 
the like, as in ra†lun ≠asalan ‘a rotl-weight of 
honey’ and ≈irà≠un ±ar∂an ‘a cubit of land’. 
This type also includes specification of number, 
namely specification after 11 to 99, including 
decades (≠uqùd) 20 to 90; e.g. ≠išrùna dirhaman 
‘twenty dirhams’ (see Carter 1972:485–496 
for the significance of this construction in Sìb-
awayhi’s Kitàb). Also worth noting is specifica-
tion following exclamatory expressions, as in 
li-l-làhi darruhu ≠àliman ‘what a fine scholar he 
is!’, the interrogative noun kam, as in kam raju-
lan ≠indaka ‘how many men are there in your 
house?’, and indefinite ka≈à, as in ≠indì ka≈à 
dirhaman ‘I have so-and-so many dirhams’ (for 
further examples, see Reckendorf 1921:94–97; 
Wright 1981:II, 122–128).
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Ramzi Baalbaki (American University of Beirut)

Tanàzu≠

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Tanàzu≠ lit. ‘conflict’ is a syntactic phenomenon 
that deals with two coordinated verbs compet-
ing for assigning case to a shared constituent, 
as in (1).

(1) [1 ∂araba-nì] wa-[2 ∂arab-tu zayd-an]
 hit-me and-hit-I Zayd-Acc
 ‘Zaydi hit me and I hit himi’
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The shared constituent (in bold) in (1) serves 
two distinct grammatical functions: it serves as 
a subject for the first verb (henceforth clause 
1) and as an object for the second verb (hence-
forth clause 2). However, zayd-an belongs 
to clause 2, as it carries the accusative case, 
assigned under adjacency by the immediately 
preceding verb. Sentences such as in (1) have 
raised an intense debate among three schools 
of Arabic linguistic thought: the Basran and 
the Kufan, and that of Ibn Ma∂à± al-Qur†ubì 
(d. 592/1196). The central issue for the Basran 
and the Kufan linguists is which verb assigns 
case to the shared constituent. For Ibn Ma∂à±, 
who totally rejects the entire concept of case 
assignment (±i≠màl), the question is which verb 
structurally licenses the shared constituent, in 
other words, which verb subcategorizes for 
the shared constituent. Before surveying each 
school’s answer to this question, a quick look 
at some basic differences between English and 
Arabic with respect to tanàzu≠ is in order.

2. T A N â Z U ≠  b e t w e e n  E n g l i s h 
a n d  A r a b i c

English exhibits a similar phenomenon, known 
as the shared constituent constructions (Rad-
ford 1997:105–107), where the shared con-
stituent, unlike Arabic, must serve the same 
grammatical function in the two coordinated 
clauses, as in (2).

(2) [1 John is buying ei ] and [2 Mary is selling 
a housei ]

(3) *I hit ei and Johni hit me

The shared constituent in (2) serves as a direct 
object in both clauses. The sentence in (3) is 
ungrammatical, as the shared constituent John 
serves two distinct grammatical functions: it 
functions as the object in clause (1) and the 
subject in clause (2). The facts in English are 
unproblematic, because the shared constituent 
triggers the deletion of its counterpart in clause 
1 under identity. There exists another basic dif-
ference between English and Arabic, which can 
be illustrated by the contrast in (4) and (5).

(4) Try to appeal ei but try not to beg for 
clemencyi

(5) marar-tu ei wa-marra b-ì
 passed-I  and-passed by-me
 zayd-uni

 Zayd
 ‘I passed by Zaydi and hei passed by me’

The shared constituent in (4) is a prepositional 
phrase which triggers the deletion of its coun-
terpart in clause 1 under identity, as clarified by 
the deep structure in (6).

(6) Try to appeal for clemency but try not to 
beg for clemency.

In contrast, the shared constituent in (5) sur-
faces as a noun phrase in clause 2 and triggers 
the deletion of a prepositional phrase in clause 
1, as illustrated by the deep structure in (7).

(7) marar-tu bi-zayd-in wa-marra b-ì 
zayd-un

The shared constituent surfaces as a preposi-
tional phrase in clause 1 and a noun phrase in 
clause 2.

In sum, unlike English, shared constituents in 
Arabic may belong to distinct phrasal categories 
and can serve distinct grammatical functions.

3. L i n g u i s t i c  t e r m i n o l o g y : 
± I ≠ M â L  v s .  T A ≠ A L L U Q

±I≠màl, which partially equals case assignment 
in Chomsky’s framework (1981, 1986, 1995), 
is the key term used by both the Kufan and 
the Basran linguists to account for the syntac-
tic behavior of the tanàzu≠ constructions (¤ 
≠amal). In contrast, Ibn Ma∂à± uses ta≠alluq lit. 
‘clinging to’, which is a structural notion cov-
ered by Chomsky’s modules of ¤ X-bar theory 
and Theta theory. X-bar theory deals with a 
lexical head and its dependents (complements/
adjuncts). Theta theory tackles the argument 
structure of the verb and the thematic roles car-
ried by those arguments. Ta≠alluq was used by 
Sìbawayhi only to deal with predicative prepo-
sitional phrases, as in (8).

(8) al-walad-u fì l-bayt-i
 the-boy-Nom in the-house-Gen
 ‘The boy is in the house’
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To Sìbawayhi, a prepositional phrase must be 
subcategorized by a verb. Hence, he assumes 
that the deep structure of (8) has a verb 
which gets deleted at the surface structure 
level after licensing the prepositional phrase, 
as in (9).

(9) al-walad-u staqarra fì
 the-boy-Nom settled in
 l-bayt-i
 the-house-Gen

Ibn Ma∂à± rejects the analysis in (9) and assumes 
that the predicate in (8) is the prepositional 
phrase. He extends the structural notion of 
ta≠alluq to replace the notion of ‘case assign-
ment’, whose basic criterion for the Basran 
linguists is adjacency. Consider the famous 
example in (10) (Mubarrid, Muqta∂ab V, 4/37; 
Ibn al-±Anbàri, ±Inßàf 64):

(10) hà≈à juhr-u ∂abb-in
 this hole-Nom chameleon-Gen
 xàrib-in
 wrecked-Gen
 ‘This is a wrecked hole of a chameleon’

The Basran linguists assign the genitive case 
to xàrib-in on the grounds of adjacency, i.e., 
it is assigned the genitive case carried by the 
immediately preceding segment. In contrast, 
Ibn Ma∂à± assumes that it should be assigned 
the nominative case because it modifies the 
head noun juhr, which carries the nomina-
tive case. Ibn Ma∂à±’s analysis is in agreement 
with Chomsky’s generative approach, because 
the modifier should carry the case of the head 
noun it modifies. In (10), ∂abbin is a nominal 
complement (mu∂àf ±ilayhi) of the head noun 
juhr ‘hole’. Because of examples like (10), 
Ibn Madà± replaces the notion of ±i≠màl by the 
notion of ta≠alluq as a main criterion in syntac-
tic analysis.

4. S ì b a w a y h i ’ s  t r e a t m e n t  o f 
T A N â Z U ≠  c o n s t r u c t i o n s

Sìbawayhi’s main diagnostic in dealing with 
tanàzu≠ constructions is case, which is assigned 
under adjacency. Accordingly, the shared con-
stituent in the paradigm in (11) originates in 
clause 2 because it receives its case from the 
immediately preceding verb.

(11a) [[1 ∂arab-tu] wa-[2 ∂araba-nì
 hit-I and-hit-me
 zayd-un]]
 Zayd-Nom
 ‘I hit Zaydi and hei hit me’
(11b) [[1 ∂araba-nì] wa-[2 ∂arab-tu
 hit-me and- hit-I
 zayd-an]]
 Zayd-Acc
 ‘Zaydi hit me and I hit himi’
(11c) [[1 marar-tu] wa-[2 marra bì
 passed-I and-passed by-me
 zayd-un]]
 Zayd-Nom
 ‘I passed by Zaydi and hei passed by me’

For Sìbawayhi, the shared constituent triggers 
the deletion of its counterpart in clause 1 if it is 
an object or a prepositional phrase. If it is a sub-
ject, it is pronominalized as part of the verb.

5. K u f a n  t r e a t m e n t  o f  T A N â Z U ≠ 
c o n s t r u c t i o n s

The Kufan linguists assume that the first verb 
(clause 1) assigns case to the shared constitu-
ent in clause 2 (Ibn al-±Anbàrì, ±Inßàf 61–66), 
as in (12).

(12a) ±akrama-nì
 was.generous-(to) me
 wa-±akram-tu zayd-an
 and-was.generous-I Zayd-Acc
 ‘Zaydi was generous to me and I was 

generous to himi’
(12b) ±akram-tu
 was.generous-I
 wa-±akrama-nì zayd-un
 and-was.generous-(to)me Zayd-Nom
 ‘I was generous to Zaydi and hei was 

generous to me’

Their main argument is based on precedence. 
The first verb is stronger due to its initial 
position and, hence, should assign case to the 
shared constituent at the end of the sentence. 
The Kufan linguists offer no explanation as to 
how the initial verb in (12a), for example, with 
a pronominalized object -nì, assigns the accusa-
tive case to another noun phrase that serves 
as an object to another verb. In addition, they 
reject the concept that a pronoun may precede 
its coreferential noun phrase (¤ cataphora).
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Both the Basran and the Kufan linguists 
agree that the shared constituent originates in 
clause 2. They disagree as to how it gets its 
case. The former choose the verb in clause 2 
on the grounds of adjacency, whereas the latter 
choose the verb in clause 1 due to its strength 
and precedence.

6. I b n  M a Î â ± ’ s  t r e a t m e n t 
o f  T A N â Z U ≠

Unlike the Basran and Kufan linguists, Ibn 
Ma∂à± assumes that the shared constituent may 
originate in clause 2 as well as in clause 1. If 
it originates in clause 2, it triggers deletion. If it 
originates in clause 1, it gets moved (extraposed) 
to the end of the sentence after pronominalizing 
its counterpart in clause 2. The deletion and the 
movement analyses are illustrated by (13a) and 
(13b) (Ibn Ma∂à±, Radd 96).

(13a) [[1 ∂arab-tu ei ] wa-[2 ∂araba-nì
 hit-I and-hit-du-me
 az-zayd-àni]]
 the-Zayds-du.Nom
 ‘I hit the two Zaydsi and theyi hit me’
(13b) [[1 ∂arab-tu ei  wa-[2 ∂arab-à-nì]
 hit-I and-hit-du-me 
 az-zayd-ayni]]
 the-Zayds-du.Acc
 ‘I hit the two Zaydsi and theyi hit me’

There are two minimal differences (bolded and 
underlined) between (13a) and (13b): the case 
carried by the shared constituent (à/ay) and the 
vocalic pronominal subject (a/à) carried by the 
second verb. The case distinction (à/ay) indicates 
that the shared constituent functions as the sub-
ject in clause 2 and as the object in clause 1, in 
(13a) and (13b) respectively. Accordingly, Ibn 
Ma∂à± assumes that the shared constituent in 
(13a) triggers the deletion of its counterpart in 
clause 1. In (13b), the shared constituent origi-
nates in clause 1 and gets moved (extraposed) 
to the end of the sentence. (13a) and (13b) have 
the underlying structure of (14).

(14) [[1 ∂arab-tu az-zayd-ayni]  
hit-I the-Zayds-du.Acc

 wa-[2 ∂araba-nì az-zayd-àni]]
 and-hit-me the-Zayds-du.Nom
 ‘I hit the two Zayds and they hit me’

The surface structure (13a) is derived from (14) 
via deletion, whereby the shared constituent 
in clause 2 deletes its counterpart in clause 1. 
In contrast, the surface structure in (13b) is 
derived from the deep structure in (14) via two 
steps: pronominalization and movement (extra-
position), as illustrated in (15).

(15a) [[∂arab-tu az-zayd-ayni]
 hit-I the-Zayds-du.Acc
 wa-[∂arab-ài-nì]] (pronominalization)
 and-hit-du-me
(15b) [[∂arab-tu ei  wa-[∂arab-à-nì]
 hit-I and-hit-du.-me
 az-zayd-ayni]] (movement)
 the-Zayds-du.Acc

Ibn Ma∂à± extends this analysis to di-transitive 
verbs, which, in the Arabic linguistic tradition, 
are divided into two categories: verbs that take 
two nominal complements (two objects), as in 
(16), and verbs that subcategorize for a direct 
object and an objective (predicative) comple-
ment, as in (17).

(16) ±a≠†ay-tu zayd-an
 gave-I Zayd-Acc
 dirham-an ( V + indirect object + direct 

object)
 dirham-Acc
 ‘I gave Zayd a dirham’
(17) Úanan-tu zayd-an
 thought-I Zayd-Acc
 marì∂-an (V + direct objecti + objective 

complementi)
 sick-Acc
 ‘I thought that Zayd was sick’

As for the give-type verbs, the two nominal 
complements function as shared constituents. 
If they originate in clause 2, they trigger the 
deletion of their counterparts in clause 1, as in 
(18a) below. If they originate in clause 1 and 
get moved to the end of the sentence, they have 
the surface structure in (18b).

(18a) [1 ±a≠†ay-tu ei ex ] wa-[2 ±a≠†à-nì
 gave-I and-gave-me
 zayd-uni  dirham-anx]
 Zayd-Nom dirham-Acc
 ‘I gave Zaydi a dirham and hei gave me a 

dirham’
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(18b) [1 ±a≠†ay-tu ei ex  wa-[2 ±a≠μà-nìi-hix]
 gave-I and-(he) gave-me-it 

zayd-ani  dirham-anx]
 Zayd-Acc dirham-Acc

As for the think-type verbs in (17), there is 
a predicative relationship between the direct 
object and the objective complement, realized 
by the obligatory agreement between both ele-
ments in person, number, and gender. In fact, 
they form a small (verbless) clause (Stowell 
1991), which can show up in isolation as a 
nominal sentence, as in (19).

(19) zayd-un marì∂-un
 Zayd-Nom sick-Nom
 ‘Zayd is sick’

The point here is that the secondary predicate 
in (17) must take the direct object as its own 
subject, which explains the behavior of the 
paradigm in (20) and (21) with respect to the 
phenomenon of tanàzu≠ (Ibn Ma∂à±, Radd 97).

(20) [[1 Úanan-tu [2 wa-Úann-à-nì
 thought-I and-thought-they.du-me 

šàxiß-an] az-zayd-ayn
 gazing-Acc the-Zayds-du.Acc  

šàxiß-ayn]]
 gazing-du.Acc
 ‘I thought that the two Zaydsi were gaz-

ing [at me] and theyi thought I was gaz-
ing [at them]’

(21) [1 Úanan-tu wa-[2 Úann-ù-nì
 thought-I and-thought-they-me 
 šàxiß-an] az-zayd-ìn
 gazing-Acc the-Zayds-pl.Acc  

šàxiß-ìn]
 gazing-pl.Acc

In (20) and (21) we have movement of the 
two shared constituents, the direct object and 
secondary predicate, to the end of the sentence. 
Deletion is not applicable due to the fact that 
the secondary predicates in both clauses are not 
identical in agreement features. Now, contrast 
(20) and (21) with (22) and (23), where the 
secondary predicate carries the same agreement 
features in both clauses.

(22) [[1 Úanan-tu ei ex] wa-[2 Úanna-nì
 thought-I and-thought-me
 zayd-uni  šàxiß-anx]]
 Zayd-Nom gazing-Acc

 ‘I thought that Zayd was gazing [at me] 
and Zayd thought that I was gazing [at 
him]’

(23) [[1 Úanan-tu ei ex  wa-[2 Úanna-nìi-hix]
 thought-I and-thought-me
 zayd-ani  šàxiß-anx]]
 Zayd-Acc gazing-Acc
 ‘I thought that Zayd was gazing [at me] 

and Zayd thought that I was gazing [at 
him]’

The sentences in (22) and (23) are derived from 
the deep structure in (24).

(24) [[Úanan-tu zaydan šàxiß-an] wa-[Úanna-
nì zayd-un šàxiß-an]]

It seems that the only diagnostic for deletion 
with respect to the think-type verbs in Arabic 
is the agreement features, which have to be 
identical in the two clauses in order to trigger 
deletion.

7. C o n c l u s i o n

This entry sheds light on the controversial syn-
tactic phenomenon of tanàzu≠. In dealing with 
it, Sìbawayhi uses the theory of case with its 
adjacency diagnostic. In contrast, Ibn Ma∂à± 
uses the structural theory of ta≠alluq, which is in 
line with Chomsky’s modules of X-bar theory 
and Theta theory. In fact, the two analyses of 
Sìbawayhi and Ibn Ma∂à± are complementary 
in the same sense that the theories of Case, X-
bar theory, and Theta theory are an inseparable 
part of modern linguistic theory.
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Tanwìn

The term tanwìn (called in Western terminol-
ogy ¤ ‘nunation’) is the maßdar of the verb 
nawwana ‘adding an n’. At first, it indicated 
the nasalization of the final vowel of the word, 
especially in the case ending of the noun (e.g. 
rajulu-n). According to Ibn Ya≠ìš (d. 643/1245; 
Šar™ IX, 29), tanwìn became, due to metonymy, 
the actual name of the final -n. Arabic script 
differentiates this -n from the final n belonging 
to the root of the word (e.g. qa†ana, rasana), 
which is why tanwìn is not represented graphi-
cally as a letter of the alphabet. The value of 
this -n in traditional Arabic grammar turns 
out to be complex and connected with various 
theories dealing with syntax and morphology.

The term has been used in its technical sense 
since the first grammatical treatise, Sìbawayhi’s 
(d. 177/793) Kitàb. Right at the beginning of 
the Kitàb, tanwìn is associated with a theory 
about the hierarchical organization of gram-
matical categories, according to which some 
grammatical categories are ‘first’ (±ùlà) com-
pared to others, e.g. the noun compared to 
the verb, the indefinite (nakira) to the definite 
(ma≠rifa), the singular to the plural, the mas-
culine to the feminine. These ‘first’ categories 
are consequently ‘lighter’ (±axaff ) and ‘better 
established’ (±ašadd tamakkun), tanwìn serving 
as the sign (≠alàma) of this, and its dropping as 
the sign of something they (i.e. the Arabs, the 
Bedouin) feel as ‘heavy’ (Kitàb I, 6.1–2).

Tanwìn is presented as the mark of a complex 
attribute shared by several grammatical catego-
ries. It is linked to the indefinite (nakira), but 
not exclusively. It is also linked to the syntactic 

categories (noun/verb), to number and gender, 
and, above all, to the theory of syntactic endings 
(majàrì ±awàxir al-kalàm). The second chapter 
of the Kitàb explains this theory, and it is here 
that tanwìn and its value are mentioned. In this 
chapter, Sìbawayhi examines all word endings 
and uses the concept of ¤ ≠amal to explain the 
declension of both (imperfect) verbs and nouns 
(Ayoub 1991b). In this connection, he explains 
why verbs do not carry tanwìn, namely, because 
they are heavier than nouns (Kitàb I, 5.8–9). 
After each assertion about the ‘lightness’ and 
‘heaviness’ of a category, he immediately states 
the consequences of this with regard to ßarf, 
i.e. the presence of tanwìn or kasra as a sign of 
the genitive case, in other words the presence 
of full nominal declension. The qualifiers (ßifat) 
±abya∂ ‘white’ and ±a™mar ‘red’, for instance, 
were considered to be ‘heavy’ (istaμqalù) by the 
Arabs (Kitàb I, 5.13), which is why they have a 
fat™a in the genitive. The form ±af≠al is lighter as 
a substantive (±axaff ≠alay-him), which is why 
it is fully declined when indefinite (yanßarif fì 
n-nakira). The indefinite being ‘lighter’ than 
the definite (Kitàb I, 5.19–20), the majority of 
nouns have full declension when they are indefi-
nite. Since the singular is ‘more established’ 
than the plural (Kitàb I, 5.21), broken plurals 
do not receive full declension (lam yaßrifù; e.g. 
masàjid).

The properties of ‘heaviness’ and ‘lightness’ 
are not defined in the Kitàb but rather are justi-
fied by syntactic, semantic, and/or morphologi-
cal arguments. Verbs are ‘heavier’, first because 
they are morphologically derived from nouns, 
and second because of their predicative prop-
erties (Kitàb I, 5.9–11): “Can’t you see that 
the verb needs the noun, without which there 
wouldn’t be an utterance, whereas the noun can 
do without the verb?”. The ‘qualifiers’ (ßifàt) 
“are considered ‘heavy’ because they resemble 
the resembling verb [i.e. the imperfect, which 
resembles agentive nouns]” (Kitàb I, 5.13), 
by the way they operate in the sentence and 
by their form (binà±). The feminine is heavier 
than the masculine, because it is derived from 
the latter morphologically. However, it is also 
‘first’ semantically, which is why the word šay± 
‘thing’, which is masculine, can be applied both 
to the masculine and the feminine. The definite 
is morphologically derived from the indefinite.

Sìbawayhi’s distinctions recall the marked-
ness theory of structuralist linguistics, in which 
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the plural, the feminine, and the definite are 
marked categories, marked compared to the 
singular, the masculine, and the indefinite. The 
unmarked category has a generic value in addi-
tion to the specific value it has as the counter-
part of the marked category (e.g., the French 
masculine pronoun ils refers both to ‘men’ and 
to ‘men and women’). It therefore has a wider 
distribution. Sìbawayhi reasons in the same 
way for šay± ‘thing’. This parallel is confirmed 
in Kitàb II, 22.6–7, where ±awwal is syn-
onymous with ±aßl (al-±ašyà± kullu-hà ±aßlu-hà 
t-ta≈kìr fa-t-ta≈kìr ±awwal). Now, the notion of 
±aßl, at least in some of its aspects, bears some 
resemblance to the markedness theory (Owens 
1986:226). This relationship is also found in 
Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002). In a chapter devoted 
to lexical semantics (Xaßà±iß III, 82), he extends 
the idea of ßarf, ±ašadd taßarruf, from syntax to 
semantics. Besides, he associates ±awwal with 
±aßl and tanwìn with far≠. Nouns have a greater 
capability to change (±ašadd taßarruf ) since 
they are first and thus have to be considered 
the ±aßl.

The category of ‘what is better established 
and lighter’, and consequently its marker, the 
tanwìn, is linked to a complex theory of gram-
matical categories, whose ultimate model is, 
nevertheless, the noun and the verb. Appar-
ently, this is what the following generalization 
asserts: “Every [category] where the ßarf has 
been dropped (mà turika ßarfu-hu) is likened to 
the verb (mu∂àra≠ bi-hi l-fi≠l) insofar as it is not 
as well established as other [categories], follow-
ing the example of the verb, which is not as well 
established as the noun” (Kitàb I, 6.5–6).

On several occasions in the Kitàb (I, 2.10; I, 
270; II, 1ff.; II, 52; etc.), Sìbawayhi comes back 
to the question of the tanwìn, highlighting new 
aspects, in particular the complementary distri-
bution of the genitive and the tanwìn (*kitàbu-
n ar-rajul).

In later grammar, the tanwìn is dealt with in 
the chapter on the ™urùf al-ma≠ànì. The Kitàb’s 
key ideas are repeated, but in a more rigid clas-
sification and from a more syntactic perspec-
tive, bringing together the different functions 
of tanwìn that are scattered throughout the 
Kitàb. Apart from tanwìn at-tarannum, which 
affects rhymes (whether in nouns or verbs), so 
as to produce a musical effect, four types of 
tanwìn are distinguished (Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 97–99; 
Versteegh 1995:168–176; Ayoub 1991a:152–
155):

i. Tanwìn al-makàna/at-tamakkun 
(e.g. rajulu-n/rijàlu-n)
The notion of makàna or tamakkun is gener-
ally understood in connection with the theory 
of syntactic categories, following the Kitàb. 
But the notion of ‘heaviness and lightness’, 
linked with ±amkan in the Kitàb and in Ibn 
Jinnì (Luma≠ 94), has disappeared. According 
to Ibn Ya≠ìš (Šar™ IX, 29), the “makàna means 
that a noun is well established in its group, with 
no resemblance to the particle – in that case it 
will be undeclinable – nor to the verb – in that 
case it will be partially declinable [diptotic]”. 
The emphasis is placed on the theory of syn-
tactic endings: Ibn Ya≠ìš states that this tanwìn 
is there to differentiate what is fully declin-
able from what is not. For al-±Astaràbà≈ì (d. 
686/1287; Kàfiya I, 13), tamakkun means that 
the noun is declinable (kawn al-±ism mu≠raban). 
He adds that nouns have a specific mark show-
ing their ability to receive this ending, unlike 
verbs, for which this ending is only a contingent 
property. Thus, tanwìn becomes the marker of 
declension, which is an esssential attribute of 
the noun. Elsewhere, tanwìn is presented as 
a specific feature of the noun, along with the 
definite article, the genitive, and the ability to 
be a logical subject (Kàfiya I, 12).

ii. Tanwìn at-tankìr ‘tanwìn of indefiniteness’ 
(e.g. marartu bi-≠amrawayhi wa-≠amrawayhin 
±àxara)
This tanwìn characterizes the indefinite in some 
indeclinable nouns, thus confirming that in 
Classical theory, tanwìn is linked, though not 
restricted, to the idea of indefiniteness. It is 
the distinctive feature of indeclinable nouns, 
with the exception of diptotes (the tanwìn 
of ±ibràhìmi-n in marartu bi-±ibràhìma wa-
±ibràhìmi-n ±àxara is analyzed as a tanwìn at-
tamakkun). It also occurs in some interjections 
(¤ ism al-fi≠l) like ±ìhi ‘what’s more?’ and ßahi 
‘be quiet’, interjections which rapidly fell into 
disuse due to their oral character, as shown by 
the controversy reported by Ibn Ya≠ìš. Whereas 
al-±Asma≠ì (d. 213/828; Šar™ IV, 71; cf. Âa≠lab 
[d. 291/904], Faßì™ 22.6) seems to think that 
±ìhin is the only form employed by the ‘Arabs’ 
addressing someone, Ibn Jinnì (Šar™ IX, 31, n.) 
and the Basran grammarians believe that speak-
ers say ±ìhi when asking the person addressed 
to elaborate on a given subject. On the other 
hand, to say ±ìhin is to address someone to 
make them talk without any particular subject 
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in mind. In modern terminology, in the latter 
enunciative situation, the reference of the con-
versation is indefinite, hence the use of tanwìn. 
However, Ibn Ya≠ìš (Šar™ IV, 71) asserts that 
the form without tanwìn (±ìhi) is only justified 
by qiyàs. It is rarely used, hence al-±Aßma≠ì’s 
reservations.

iii. Tanwìn al-≠iwa∂ ‘tanwìn of compensation’
This tanwìn compensates a deletion, for 
instance in morphophonology the deletion of 
the final y in jawàri-n. In syntax, this tanwìn 
‘compensates’ for the deletion of the genitive 
(mu∂àf ±ilay-hi), in particular in ™ìna±i≈i-n, 
yawma±i≈i-n, etc. (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ III, 29ff.; IX, 
30). The deleted complement is a clause, as in 
Q. 99/1–4: ±i≈à zulzilati l-±ar∂u zilzàla-hà wa-
±axrajati l-±ar∂u ±aμqàla-hà wa-qàla l-±insànu 
mà la-hà yawma±i≈-i-n tu™addiμu ±axbàra-hà, 
where yawma±i≈i-n stands for yawma±i≈ zul-
zilatu l-±ar∂u zilzàla-hà ‘When earth is shaken 
with a mighty shaking and earth brings forth 
her burdens, and Man says “what ails her?”, 
upon that day she shall tell her tidings’. Such 
sentences highlight the relationship between 
tanwìn and genitive. Note that the word with 
tanwìn takes on definite reference: ™ìna±i≈-i-n 
refers to a precise moment in time, as shown by 
Arberry’s translation.

iv. Tanwìn al-muqàbala ‘tanwìn of 
correspondence’ (e.g. muslimàt-u-n ‘Muslim 
women’)
This is the -n added as a suffix to femi-
nine external plurals, corresponding to the -n 
of muslim-ù-na ‘Muslim men’. Actually, the 
grammarians believe that the -n of muslim-ù-
na (external masculine plural), with a graphic 
representation by a letter of the alphabet, and 
the tanwìn share a common value (Mubarrad 
[d. 285/898], Muqta∂ab IV, 144; ±Astaràbà≈ì, 
Kàfiya I, 14, etc.). The same applies to the -n of 
the dual (Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 3.18, etc.), and it 
is true that in certain contexts these suffixes -n 
have the same distribution.

The tanwìn theory has a real descriptive and 
explanatory value. It is generally accepted that 
the value of this -n is still an open question. 
Both in Orientalist theories and modern linguis-
tics the ending -n is often analyzed as an indefi-
nite article (Fleisch 1961:271; 1968:39–40) or 

a marker of indetermination (Blachère and 
Gaudefroy-Demombynes 1952:200). The dif-
ficulty lies, then, in how to account for the 
existence of definite nouns with tanwìn, such as 
proper nouns (zaydu-n), and of indefinite nouns 
without tanwìn (±abya∂u). Kouloughli (2001), 
who analyzes tanwìn in common nouns as an 
indefinite article, tries to resolve these difficul-
ties. However, his solution is still not convinc-
ing. He postulates two tanwìn homonyms in 
Arabic, the tanwìn of proper nouns (zaydu-n) 
and that of common nouns (rajulu-n). There is a 
‘material identity’ between the two tanwìn, and 
not ‘a functional identity’ (2001:32–34). But 
the study gives no explanation of the functional 
role of the tanwìn in proper nouns; he even 
asserts (2001:41) that diptotic proper nouns 
like ±ahmadu do not accept tanwìn because they 
are intrinsically definite, and no explanation 
is given why, in this case, they do not accept 
the tanwìn of zaydu-n. In comparison with the 
Western theories, the Arabic grammarians’ the-
ory, which links the value of the tanwìn (≠alàma 
li-l-±amkan) to several parameters, gives an 
elegant explanation for the presence of tanwìn 
in definite nouns (zaydu-n): this is because they 
are nouns, which happen to be ‘better estab-
lished’ (±amkan) than verbs. Indefinite nouns in 
turn (rajulu-n) are ‘better established’ than defi-
nite ones. This easily explains the absence of 
tanwìn in indefinite diptotic words (±abya∂u): 
they have the same form as a verb, and verbs 
are ‘heavier’ than nouns. In fact, this theory 
transforms the value of indefiniteness into a sec-
ondary value, appearing only in some contexts. 
At this point, the grammarians’ explanation 
joins that given by Kuryłowicz, who compared 
the nunation (i.e. tanwìn) with the ¤ mimation 
of East Semitic Akkadian and the suffix –àn 
of South Arabian. Hypothesizing that tanwìn 
was in Proto-Semitic a declined definite article, 
Kuryłowicz (1972:130–133) rejects its analysis 
as an indefinite article in written Arabic, which 
he regards as nothing but a secondary function 
of tanwìn. In his view, the main function of 
nunation is to mark the absence of the article 
al-. Depending on the context, this absence has 
two values, either neutral (or nondefinite) or 
negative (or indefinite): “Thus the apparently 
indefinite value of Ar[abic] Nunation is only a 
special function of the overall value ‘non-defi-
nite’ going back to an original value ‘definite’” 

444 tanwîn

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(Kuryłowicz 1972:133). Kuryłowicz (1972:133, 
n. 21) thinks in terms of the markedness theory: 
the tanwìn is an unmarked term, and there is 
a material identity between the neutral and 
the negative term. The Arabic grammarians’ 
theory also sheds light on a point of historical 
evolution. If -n were only an element of the 
system of determinants, it would be difficult to 
understand why it disappeared with the syn-
tactic endings, unlike the article al-. The Kitàb 
enables us to understand this phenomenon, as 
the tanwìn is considered to be an integral part 
of the system of declension.

The strict distinction of several types of 
tanwìn is a problematic point in the classi-
cal theory. For instance, it classifies two tan-
wìn endings (that of ≠amrawayhi and that of 
±ibràhìm) as two different types, in spite of the 
intuitive idea that they both refer to indefinite-
ness. Likewise, it is dfficult to decide whether the 
tanwìn in kull-u-n qà±imun is a tanwìn ≠iwa∂, 
or a tanwìn tamakkun. This is a controversial 
issue among grammarians (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ IX, 
31). Besides, when al-±Astaràbà≈ì (Kàfiya I, 
12.23–24) understands tamakkun in terms of 
the theory of syntactic endings only, he is com-
pelled to add that the tanwìn at-tamakkun (e.g. 
rajulu-n) also refers to indefiniteness (Kàfiya I, 
12.23–24: at-tanwìn fì rajul-i-n yufìdu t-tankìr 
±ay∂an), thus adding something new to the clas-
sical theory without avoiding the problem.

Nevertheless, the grammarians’ theory re-
tains a real explanatory value: for Sìbawayhi 
and for most of the grammarians after him, the 
notion of ±amkan is based on a theory of gram-
matical categories recalling basic statements of 
modern linguistics. In addition, by linking the 
final -n of duals and plurals with the tanwìn, 
this theory shows a great ability to generalize. 
Finally, a third key idea, present since Sìbaway-
hi’s Kitàb and best defended by al-±Astaràbà≈ì 
(Kàfiya I, 14.5), is of great interest: the idea 
that the common denominator of all types of 
tanwìn except tanwìn at-tarannum is the mark 
of the completeness of the noun (kawnu-hu 
≠alàma tamàm al-ism). The theoretical interest 
of these elements is demonstrated when tanwìn 
is analyzed within the framework of general lin-
guistics (Ayoub 1991a; 1996:149–223). In this 
framework, syntactic categories are not sepa-
rated by impenetrable frontiers but rather are 
thought of as a continuum, which enables us to 

understand the phenomena of verbalization or 
grammaticalization in languages. Tanwìn rep-
resents the lack of any extrinsic determination 
(Ayoub 1991a:176), and its analysis combines 
two key ideas of the grammatical tradition: 
(i) indefiniteness as a secondary function of 
tanwìn and (ii) tanwìn as the marker of the 
completeness of the noun.
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Tanzania ¤ East Africa

Taqdìr

The usual meaning of taqdìr is ‘predestination, 
ordaining, decreeing’, semantically connected 
with qadr in the sense of ‘(God’s) decree, fate’. 
The word taqdìr may also be connected with 
another sense of qadr, ‘measure, quantity’, in 
which case it means ‘measuring; estimation of 
value, assignment of a value to something’. In 
this sense it is used, for instance, for assign-
ing the portion of war booty to which each 
participant in a campaign is entitled (Kofler 
1933:384). This latter sense is probably the 
one that is behind the technical use of the term, 
for instance in legal theory, where taqdìr, apart 
from its usual meaning of ‘estimation, evalu-
ation’, may be applied to the notion of ‘legal 
fiction’ (Brunschvig 1970–1972:44). Taqdìr de-
notes here a virtual reality and is opposed to 
ta™qìq ‘realization’, because it gives to some-
thing nonexisting the legal status of something 
existing.

In the course of the development of the 
Arabic grammatical tradition, taqdìr came to 
be used for the process of restitution of sup-
pressed elements in linguistic utterances (pace 
Lane 1863–1893:VII, 2495, who derives the 
grammarians’ use of the word from Form II 
of the verb qaddara ‘to determine, decree’ and 
asserts that in a linguistic context it signified ‘to 
mean something to be supplied or understood’). 
In linguistic methodology, taqdìr is, therefore, 
the converse of ¤ ±i∂màr. The speaker ‘hides’ 
things in speech, and it is the grammarian’s task 
to reconstruct these hidden elements in order 
to explain the surface structure of the sentence. 
The most important aim of Arabic grammar 
is the explanation of the case endings (±i≠ràb) 
in the sentence that are produced by the action 

(¤ ≠amal) of a visible element in the sentence. 
If no such element is available, the grammarian 
must have recourse to an underlying structure 
in which these elements are made explicit (cf. 
Versteegh 1994).

In the technical sense of ‘reconstruction of 
an underlying level’, taqdìr does not belong to 
the oldest core of grammatical terminology. 
Originally, the term seems to have been used 
for the reconstruction of the radical structure 
of a word. Al-Xalìl (d. 175/791) uses it as a 
technical term for the assignment of a pat-
tern to a word by means of the f-≠-l notation 
(≠Ayn I, 170). The word qay≠ùn ‘short-nosed’, 
for instance, is said to be derived from qa≠n 
in the same way that qayßùm ‘southern wood 
[Artemisia abrotanum]’ is derived from qaßm 
(the word for derivation used here is ištiqàq); 
then, al-Xalìl adds (Talmon 1997:171):

Many things are derived in the same way from 
nouns; their radicals have been obscured, but 
they are recognized when they are assigned to a 
pattern (wa-na™wa hà≈ihi l-±ašyà± uštuqqat min al-
±asmà± wa-±umìtat ±ußùluhà wa-làkin tu≠rafu ≈àlika 
fì taqdìr al-fi≠l)

This is similar to the use of taqdìr in the Kitàb 
Sìbawayhi, where it occurs 23 times (Troupeau 
1976:167; Carter 1968:296–297; Baalbaki 1979). 
Most instances are in a phonological context, 
for instance when Sìbawayhi (Kitàb II, 21.5) 
states that the word jay±al ‘female hyena’ has 
the taqdìr of jay≠al. The probable interpretation 
of this is that the original /±/ in the word jay±al 
has the status of the second radical of the word 
(its ≠ayn); as a matter of fact, in one instance 
Sìbawayhi connects taqdìr directly with the f-
≠-l notation, when he says that the masdar sù± 
of the verb sà±a ‘to be bad’ has the taqdìr fu≠l 
(Kitàb II, 231.16). In three cases, the context 
of taqdìr is syntactic (Kitàb I, 287.14, 300.14, 
301.18). In Kitàb I, 301.18, for instance, the 
sentence ≠abdullàhi ni≠ma r-rajula ‘Abdallah, 
what a man he is!’ is said to have the taqdìr, 
though not the ma≠nà ‘meaning’, of ≠abdullàhi 
≈ahaba ±abùhu. Obviously, what is at stake 
here is the structure of the sentence, or rather 
the assignment of syntactic functions to the 
individual words in both sentences (topic, verb, 
agent). This syntactic use of the term taqdìr is 
new compared to the Kitàb al-≠ayn, but still 
related to its use in phonology: both in syntax 
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and in phonology, taqdìr is used to clarify 
the structure of an utterance or a sentence. In 
phonology, this implies the specification of the 
three radicals in a word, in syntax the assign-
ment of syntactic functions to the words in an 
utterance.

This is not to say that the method of taqdìr in 
the later sense of ‘restitution of the underlying 
level’ is absent in the Kitàb. Baalbaki (1979:8) 
correctly points out that “supplying or insert-
ing parts of utterances ‘missing’ through elision 
(i∂màr) is a common feature of the Kitàb”, 
and may in fact be demonstrated in grammar-
ians preceding Sìbawayhi, especially Yùnus ibn 
£abìb (Baalbaki 1979:8, n. 6). This procedure 
probably goes back to the earliest exegetical 
treatises on the text of the Qur±àn (¤ ±i∂màr). 
The point is, however, that this procedure 
is not called taqdìr in the Kitàb, but rather 
tamμìl (Ayoub 1990) or tawahhum, when it is 
the speaker who restores the missing elements 
(Baalbaki 1982). Baalbaki (1979) shows how 
the method of ‘suppletive insertion’, as he calls 
it, is linked with the central core of Arabic lin-
guistic theory; through this method, the gram-
marian restores the ‘harmony and hierarchy’ 
that is lacking in the surface utterance.

After Sìbawayhi, taqdìr for some time retained 
its meaning of assigning a pattern. Apparently, 
in Kufan grammar the term was not used: al-
Farrà± uses qaddara only in the sense of God’s 
decreeing something. ±Abù ≠Ubayda (d. 210/825) 
uses taqdìr for the assignment of morphologi-
cal patterns to words (Majàz I, 170.4, 202.2, 
etc.; cf. II, 153.6 ≠alà taqdìrihà ‘according to 
its pattern’). Al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898) uses 
taqdìr in the same sense (e.g. Muqta∂ab I, 30.6 
fa-ßàra taqdìruhu min al-fi≠l laf ≠à±u ‘its pattern 
becomes laf ≠à±u in the notation with f-≠-l’). It is 
true that both ±Abù ≠Ubayda and al-Mubarrad 
sometimes use taqdìr in connection with the 
syntactic structure of a sentence. Al-Mubar-
rad (Muqta∂ab I, 14.1–2, 21.12), for instance, 
cites a sentence with ±an as the paraphrase of a 
maßdar, and elsewhere (Muqta∂ab I, 24.2), he 
cites a sentence with alla≈ì as the paraphrase 
of a participial construction. Neither grammar-
ian, however, employs taqdìr in its later sense 
of restitution of a suppressed element. For this 
they both use ±i∂màr, which originally denoted 
the act of suppressing an element from the 
utterance by the speaker, but is applied here to 

the entire process of suppression, including the 
restitution by the grammarian.

Eventually, taqdìr became the central term in 
linguistic theory, but it was seldom discussed 
explicitly. Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002) uses the term 
in connection with the phonological analysis 
of weak verbs. He warns his readers (Xaßà±iß 
I, 256) that when grammarians analyze the 
verb qàma as /qawama/ and call this its under-
lying form (¤ ±aßl), this does not mean that 
such a form was actually spoken at any time 
(cf. Guillaume 1981). Linguistic reconstruction 
involves the undoing of the action of any lin-
guistic cause (¤ ≠illa) in order to find the form 
the word would have were it not for the cause 
affecting it. Since these causes represent neces-
sary constraints of Arabic linguistic structure, 
the reconstructed form may even turn out to 
be unpronounceable, for instance in the word 
samà± ‘heaven’, whose underlying form (taqdìr) 
is /sama""/, with two consecutive ±alifs (Xaßà±iß 
I, 259). Ibn Jinnì explains the use of taqdìr as 
a necessary corollary of the speaker’s need to 
be concise: the grammarian reconstructs the 
actual utterance by reinstalling the deleted ele-
ments (Xaßà±iß II, 273ff.; Méhiri 1973:368). 
In this reconstruction there is an element of 
choice or arbitrariness; in fact, Ibn Jinnì often 
gives his own analysis and then says wa-±in 
ši±ta kàna taqdìruhu ‘but if you wish, its taqdìr 
is . . .’, leaving room for alternative analyses 
(e.g. Xaßà±iß II, 362.11, 363.6).

With later grammarians, taqdìr simply came 
to mean the virtual level of speech, as opposed 
to the actual utterance (Carter 1981:35), as for 
instance in the definition of ‘declension’ by Ibn 
≠Ußfùr (d. 670/1271): “a change in the ending 
of the word as a result of different operators 
operating on it, either overtly or virtually” 
(taÿayyur ±àxir al-kalima li-xtilàf al-≠awàmil 
ad-dàxila ≠alayhà lafÚan ±aw taqdìran; Šar™ I, 
102.9–10). Here, taqdìr indicates everything 
that is not present in the actual utterance, or, 
as Peled (1992:95) formulates it, “The ma≠nà-
structure is recovered from the lafΩ-structure 
by a process referred to as taqdìr”. Because of 
this connection with the meaning of the sen-
tence, taqdìr becomes almost synonymous with 
¤ ma≠nà. Another term that is often used in 
connection with taqdìr, and sometimes almost 
synonymous with it, is ¤ ±aßl, which denotes 
the reconstructed underlying level.
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In spite of the role of taqdìr in the reconstruc-
tion of the ma≠nà level of the utterance, most 
grammarians handled this method without feel-
ing obliged to provide information about the 
semantic aspect, which was typically taken for 
granted because of the inborn knowledge of 
the native speaker (Gully 1995:207). Unlike 
these grammarians, Ibn Hišàm (d. 761/1359) 
believed that there was a much more intimate 
relationship between structure and semantics, 
and this affected his use of the term taqdìr. He 
poses several conditions for a successful recon-
struction of the underlying level. In the first 
place, the reconstructed element must be recov-
erable from the context, and the suppressed/
ellipted element must be known immediately 
(Gully 1995:215): “Good elision is when the 
deleted item is known immediately at the point 
of its reconstruction” (™usn al-™a≈f ±an yu≠lama 
≠inda maw∂i≠ taqdìrihi; Muÿnì II, 449).

A further condition on successful taqdìr is 
that the number of ellipted elements be as 
small as possible. Ibn Hišàm formulates this by 
saying that one should prefer a reconstruction 
that is “less in terms of reconstruction” (±aqallu 
taqdìran), and he motivates this by explaining 
that such a reconstruction “reduces the vio-
lation of the (underlying) original structure” 
(taqillu muxàlafat al-±aßl; Muÿnì II, 615–617; 
Gully 1995:216).

Finally, the inserted element on the under-
lying level should be as much as possible in 
accordance with the surface level. Gully (1995:
216–217) illustrates this condition with the 
example zaydan ∂arabtu-hu ‘Zayd [acc.], I hit 
him’, in which the accusative zaydan needs to 
be explained. In this case, it is impossible to 
posit a change of word order (taqdìm wa-ta±xìr) 
because that would lead to *∂arabtu-hu zay-
dan, which is not acceptable because the verb 
∂arabtu would then have two objects. There-
fore, the reconstructed (muqaddar) sentence 
must be ∂arabtu zaydan ∂arabtuhu, where the 
choice of the first verb is determined by the 
form of the actual utterance. Only when there 
is a structural or semantic obstacle to this solu-
tion is it allowed to choose a different verb, 
e.g. in zaydan marartu bi-hi ‘Zayd [acc.], I 
passed him’, where the verb governs its object 
through the preposition bi-. The only solution 
here is to reconstruct with a different verb, e.g. 

jàwaztu zaydan marartu bi-hi ‘I overtook Zayd, 
I passed him’ (Ibn Hišàm, Muÿnì II, 448).

It is precisely this kind of reconstruction that 
critics of the linguistic method of taqdìr rejected. 
Ibn Ma∂à± (d. 592/1196), in his refutation of 
the grammarians, believes that by reconstruct-
ing an underlying meaning, the grammarians 
speculate unduly about the intention of the 
speaker, especially when they are dealing with 
Qur±ànic texts (Arnaldez 1956:90). One of the 
examples of the unwarranted speculations of 
the grammarians he quotes is the one dealt with 
above, ±a-zaydan ±akramta-hu ‘was it Zayd you 
honored?’ (Radd 86). In his view, there is no 
compelling reason to posit an underlying verb 
to explain the accusative because this is the way 
the Arabs speak, and there is no need for any 
‘suppletive insertion’ here. He comments (Radd 
87.2) that such an insertion is just ‘speculation 
and fantasy’ (taqdìr wa-taxyìl), using the word 
taqdìr in a deprecatory sense.

The operation of the grammarian by which 
the underlying level of the utterance is recon-
structed out of the actual utterance bears some 
resemblance to the method of modern transfor-
mational linguistics. An explicit comparison of 
the two methods is carried out by Owens (1988) 
and Gruntfest (1984). They both point out that 
Arabic grammar did not express the relation-
ship between surface structure and underlying 
level in terms of a derivation or a process but 
rather used the underlying level as an inter-
pretation of the surface level. Still, Gruntfest 
(1984) maintains that the Arabic grammar-
ians were in fact transformationalists avant la 
lettre, but Owens is much more cautious in his 
conclusions. In his view (1988:196–198), there 
are more differences between the two frame-
works. The Arabic grammarians relied on prag-
matic context as much as on textual context to 
condition deletion. Besides, the aim of taqdìr 
was the recovery of deleted items, whereas 
the aim of transformations is the breakdown 
of complete utterances. Deletion in Arabic 
grammar is always seen as proceeding from a 
speaker, rather than obeying specific rules, and 
accordingly, there were no formal conditions 
of recoverability. It must be pointed out here 
that in some later versions of Arabic grammar, 
grammarians did attempt to bring in a certain 
degree of formality. In particular, Ibn Hišàm’s 
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conditions on acceptable taqdìr (see above) go 
some way toward formalizing the process.

Owens’ conclusion (1988:198) sums up nicely 
the relationship between Arabic grammar and 
transformational linguistics:

In the final analysis, these are differences of em-
phasis more than differences of substance because 
the basic motivations behind the use of deletions 
[are] the same: the desire to maintain an overall 
structural coherency in the grammar and to derive 
the correct meaning.

The emphasis in this statement should be on the 
wish to maintain structural coherency (Baalbaki 
1979), rather than on the derivation of ‘correct 
meaning’, because the latter does not seem 
to be a major motivation in transformational 
linguistics, and it certainly was not what the 
Arabic grammarians had in mind: they knew 
what the correct meaning was and just needed 
an underlying level reached through taqdìr in 
order to explain the fact that this correct mean-
ing could also be expressed by a ‘deficient’ 
surface utterance.
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Tatar

Arabic was a superstrate language for Volga 
Tatar (and the predecessors of the modern 
Tatar language) for more than one thousand 
years, with economic and political ties to the 
Islamic world established well before the Volga 
Bulgars’ early-10th-century conversion to 
Islam, and the influence of Arabic on the Tatar 
language was significant. Up until the 19th 
century, Tatars shared three literary languages 
with the other Muslims of Russia: Classical 
Arabic, Classical Persian, and Chagatay. The 
first Arabic loanwords in Volga Turkic lan-
guages date to the early 10th century (Scherner 
1977:14; Mäχmütov 1993a:5), and in the mid-
19th century, a Tatar literary language arose 
that was based on the Kazan dialect but heavily 
influenced by Arabic and Persian. This literary 
language was written in Arabic script, which 
had succeeded pan-Turkic runes as the regional 
writing system in the 10th century. As can be 
seen from the approximately eight hundred 
pages of Arabic loanwords found in Mäχmütov 
a.o.’s (1993) dictionary of borrowings, by the 
early 20th century a significant portion of the 
lexicon of literary Tatar was of Arabic origin – 
and the majority of these words were incom-
prehensible to speakers of the vernacular who 
were not educated in Arabic and Persian, a 
sociolinguistic situation much like that of 19th-
century Turkey.

Lexical reform begun by Tatar intellectuals 
in the late 19th century was undertaken with 
the aim of closing this gap between the literary 
language and the language of the people and 
promoted the use of native Turkic words in 
literary Tatar. Due to this reform movement, 
the Arabic-Persian element of texts by many 
authors, which at the turn of the century could 
be as high as 65 percent, decreased significantly 
(Mäχmütov 1993b:797). The number of Arabic 
loanwords used in Tatar was then drastically 
reduced by politically motivated Soviet-era lexi-
cal reform, when Soviet linguists replaced most 
of the Arabic and Persian loanwords in Tatar 
with Russian loanwords, such that half of 
the entries in today’s standard Tatar-Russian 
dictionaries are Russian borrowings. This re-
lexification was accompanied by two alphabet 
changes in quick succession: in 1927 from the 
Arabic script to a Latin-based alphabet and 

in 1938 to a Cyrillic-based alphabet. The end 
result is that Arabic influence in modern Tatar 
is significantly less than it was a century ago. 
In order to be comprehensible to the reading 
public, prerevolutionary Tatar texts are now 
presented in the Cyrillic Tatar alphabet and 
with glossaries when they are reprinted in post-
Soviet newspapers and magazines (e.g. Mädri-
yeva 1998, where 18 percent of an excerpt 
from a 1908 article is glossed).

Arabic loanwords started appearing once 
more in written Tatar along with perestroika 
(in the mid-1980s), a symbolic gesture readily 
perceived by many Tatars as more than purely 
linguistic in nature (cf., e.g., Safiullina and Fyo-
dorova 2000). The return of Arabic loanwords 
is part of purist post-Soviet linguistic reform 
on the part of the Tatar intellectual and politi-
cal elite, where the implicit goal is the creation 
of a Tatar language that is maximally distinct 
from Russian. This lexical reform is there-
fore congruent with the highly contested 1999 
Tatarstani legislation that decreed yet another 
shift in orthography, this time away from the 
Tatar-specific Cyrillic alphabet based on that of 
Russian to a new Latin-based alphabet similar 
to the one used for modern Turkish (Wertheim 
2003).

Arabic loanwords, which are presented here 
in standard Turcological notation, have had 
a moderate effect on the phonological struc-
ture of Tatar and were integrated in a variety 
of ways. Table 1 below shows the relevant 
merger and adaptation of Arabic consonants 
and  vowels.

Table 1. Merger and adaptation of Arabic 
 phonemes in Tatar

Arabic Tatar

t, † t
™, x χ
ÿ, ≠ γ
s, ß, μ s
z, Ω, ∂, ≈, Ú z
à a
a ä

Arabic loanwords often violate Tatar’s front/
back vowel harmony, and the Tatar allophones 
k/q and g/γ have become phonemic due to 
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Arabic borrowings where q or γ is adjacent to 
front vowels. Tatar suffixes usually assimilate 
in quality to the final vowel of the loanword 
(e.g. kitaplar ‘books’ and not *kitaplär); how-
ever, the nisbe-ending i in loanwords does obey 
vowel harmony and has the front allomorph 
-i and back allomorph -ıy, e.g. ädäbi ‘literary’ 
(< ±adabì ), χosusıy ‘individual’ (< xußùßì).

Borrowed Arabic feminine nouns end in 
either -a or -at with occasional doublets that 
parallel those found in ¤ Persian, the source 
for most of these nouns (Perry 1991:142), 
e.g. χäräkät ‘movement’ and the now archaic 
χäräkä ‘short vowel diacritic’ (< ™araka ‘move-
ment; vowel’); nouns without doublets include 
χata ‘mistake’ (< xa†à±), šifa ‘medicine’ (< šifà±), 
χökümät ‘government’ (< ™ukùma) and säyäχät 
‘travel’ (< siyà™a).

Borrowed Arabic nouns are freely suf-
fixed with Tatar inflectional and derivational 
morphology, e.g. möstäqïllek ‘independence’ 
(möstäqïl ‘independent’ < mustaqill + -lek, the 
Tatar abstract nominalizer) and χalıkara ‘inter-
national’ (χalık ‘people’ < xalq ‘creation, man-
kind’ + the Tatar postposition -ara ‘between’).

In addition, the dummy verb itärgä ‘to do’ 
is used to create verbs from some loanwords, 
e.g. däwam ‘continuation’ (< dawàm), däwam 
itärgä ‘to continue’, while others are created 
using native derivational morphology, e.g. 
riza ‘agreement’ (< ri∂à), rizalašırga ‘to agree’ 
(where -la- is the verbalizer, -š- the reflexive, 
and -ırga the infinitive).

The Arabic loanwords found in modern Tatar 
can be separated into two groups: everyday 
words that are encountered in regular speech, 
and words that are used most frequently in 
literary registers. Words of the first sort, which 
are unmarked for register, were usually not 
removed during the Soviet-era relexification 
process and are generally perceived as native. 
These include nouns such as däftär ‘notebook’ 
(< daftar), iman ‘belief ’ (< ±ìmàn), kitap ‘book’ 
(< kitàb), mäktäp ‘school’ (< maktab ‘office’), 
and tariχ ‘history’ (< tàrìx), and discourse-
pragmatic and function words such as älbättä 
‘of course’ (< al-batta ‘definitely, positively’), 
ämma ‘but, however’ (< ±ammà), qadär ‘as 
much as’ (< qadr ‘extent, quantity, amount’), 
and χätta ‘even’ (< ™attà). By contrast, the 
majority of the archaic Arabic words that are 
in the process of being revived as part of Tatar 
post-Soviet lexical reform are more literary or 

formal words, words primarily used to describe 
politics, literature, culture, and religion. Their 
use is not yet standardized, and, more impor-
tantly, their use is not uncontroversial. The 
debate on the return of these archaic loanwords 
is played out most prominently in the pages of 
the daily press, which is also the primary vehicle 
for their reintroduction into post-Soviet Tatar. 
Some Arabic loanwords are found regularly in 
newspaper discourse, including iİjtimaγïy ‘social’ 
(< ijtimà≠ì ), inqïylab ‘revolution’ (< inqilàb), 
iqtisad ‘economics’ (< iqtißàd), İjömhüriyät 
‘republic’ (< jumhùriyya), χakimiyät ‘ruling 
power’ (< ™àkimiyya), mädäniyät ‘culture’ (< 
madaniyya), and säyäsät ‘politics’ (< siyàsa). 
However, a complaint that surfaces regularly 
in post-Soviet Tatar discourse is that Ara-
bic borrowings are being used overzealously, 
such that the language of the press is becom-
ing increasingly alienating to average Tatar 
readers, or even periodically incomprehensible. 
Even so, the return of many Arabic loanwords 
to modern Tatar is a fait accompli, and part of 
linguistic reforms that are buttressed by politi-
cal, cultural, and religious forces.
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Telugu

1. I n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e 
A r a b i c  a n d  T e l u g u  s p e e c h 
c o m m u n i t i e s

Telugu belongs to the Dravidian language fam-
ily. It is spoken as the major language in 
Andhra Pradesh in India by more than 66 
million people, and speakers of the language 
have spread to different parts of the world. 
The interaction between the Arabic and Telugu 
speech communities began when the Muslim 
king Allauddin Khilji invaded the south in 
1296 C.E. Later, Giasuddin Tughlak invaded 
the south as well (Siddiqui 1956). Although no 
Muslim empire had yet been established there, 
during the 13th century those Muslim soldiers 
who did not return to Delhi settled in the south. 
Among them were Arabian soldiers. The Vijay-
anagara Kingdom was established in the south 
in 1336 C.E. After some years, the Bahamani 
Kingdom was established, also in the south. 
Although there was a fair amount of rivalry 
between the two kingdoms, the Vijayanagara 
kings were fond of purchasing horses from 
Arabia and Persia (Suravaram 1950). Thus, 
Persian and Arabian traders enjoyed high social 
prestige in the Vijayanagara Kingdom. In the 
reign of the Qutub Shahis, who ruled over the 
Telugu-speaking region during the 15th/16th 
century, Persian was the official language. Per-
sian continued to be the official language dur-
ing the reign of the Asafjahis, who established 
their dynasty in 1720 C.E. The Arabic language 
enjoyed a special position because the Qur±àn 
was written in this language. The kings felt 
that all their subjects should be well acquainted 
with the Qur±àn, which was said to contain a 
treasure of knowledge in many different areas 
of study. Thus, for sociocultural reasons the 
Telugu speakers came in contact with the Ara-
bic language and borrowed several words from 
this language.

Arabic words are found in Telugu in the 
areas of administration and the judiciary, e.g. 
qist ‘installment’ (< Arabic qis† ‘justice; share, 
installment’); hissàb ‘account’ (< ™isàb); ar¶jì 
‘petition’ (< ≠ar∂ ‘presentation; exhibition; 
submission of an application’); tàkìd ‘notice’ 
(< ta±kìd ‘affirmation’). There are many Ara-
bic loanwords pertaining to day-to-day mat-

ters, e.g. ilàj ‘medical treatment’ (< ≠ilàj); ÿarib 
‘poor’ (< ÿarìb ‘stranger’); ¶jid ‘adamant’ (< ∂idd 
‘opposite, contrary’); mašùr ‘well known’ (< 
mašhùr). Because of the difference in structure 
between Telugu and Arabic, words borrowed 
into Telugu are adapted to the phonological 
and morphological structure.

2. P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d j u s t m e n t s

The voiceless velar fricative x of Arabic changes 
to an aspirated voiceless stop since Telugu does 
not have x (see Table 1). In language contact 
situations, the sounds which are foreign to the 
native structure are substituted by the pho-
netically closer sounds. In one word, x is sub-
stituted by k in Telugu: xabar > kaburu ‘news, 
information’.

The voiced velar fricative ÿ is not found in 
Telugu; it is substituted by a voiced stop, as in 
Table 2.

The uvular voiceless stop q changes to a 
voiceless velar stop k or an aspirated voiceless 
stop kh, as in Table 3.

Table 1. Arabic x/Telugu kh

Arabic Telugu

xàli khàli ‘empty, vacant’
xatm khatam ‘end, termination’
xaràb kharàb ‘state of ruin’

Table 2. Arabic ÿ/Telugu g

Arabic Telugu

ÿarìb ‘stranger’ garìb ‘poor’
ÿala† galat ‘mistake’
ÿalìÚ ‘rough’ galìz ‘dirty’

Table 3. Arabic q/Telugu k

Arabic Telugu

qab∂a kabzà ‘capture, taking 
possession of’

qaràr ‘decision’ karàr cèyu ‘to settle,  establish’
qis† ‘justice; 
installment’ 

kist ‘installment’

qayd ‘fetter, 
shackle’

khaid ‘imprisonment’
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In Telugu, the voiced alveolar affricate z 
occurs before nonfront vowels, and the palatal 
stop ¶j occurs before front vowels. These two are 
allophones, e.g. zuTTu ‘hair’, ¶jila ‘itching’. Ara-
bic words with z, whether original or secondary 
< Persian z < Arabic ∂ or Ú, have become ¶j in 
Telugu before front vowels (Table 4).

Before nonfront vowels, z in borrowed words 
remains as it is in Telugu because this is in con-
formity with the native structure (Table 5).

Arabic j before front vowels becomes ¶j in 
Telugu, e.g. musta±jir > Telugu mustà¶jir ‘con-
tractor’; jam≠ > ¶jemà ‘collection’.

The loss of Arabic ≠ generally results in 
the lengthening of the preceding vowel, as in 
Table 6.

In consonant clusters in borrowed Arabic 
words, either a vowel is inserted between the 
two consonants, or the consonant is dropped, 
e.g. masjid > Telugu masìdu ‘mosque’; mašhùr 
> mašùr ‘popular’. Since the combination of 
consonants s and j, š and h does not exist 
in Telugu, the second consonant is dropped, 
which is compensated by the lengthening of the 
following vowel.

Liquids are not found as peaks of the syllable 
in the syllabic structure of Telugu. Only vowels 
act as peaks of the syllable. A vowel is therefore 
inserted between the consonants -kr, -ql, -qm, 
-zn (Table 7).

Insertion of a vowel is found optionally in 
words of the canonical CvCCvC, where the 
first member of the consonant cluster acts as 
coda of the first syllable and the second mem-
ber as onset of the second syllable, e.g. ma∂bùt 
> Telugu mazbùtu/mazubùtu ‘strong’; majbùr > 
mazbùru ~ mazubùru ‘compelled’.

Consonant clusters in disyllabic words with 
CvCCvC structure do not undergo any change, 
e.g. ≠ar∂ > ar¶jì ‘application’; qab∂a > kabzà 
‘occupation’; mar∂ì > mar¶jì ‘opinion’.

3. M o r p h o l o g i c a l 
a d j u s t m e n t s

Nominal forms are borrowed without any 
inflectional markers. Telugu has borrowed only 
the singular form, which is provided with a 
Telugu plural ending, e.g. Arabic ™aqq, pl. 
™uqùq ‘right, claim’ > Telugu hakku, pl. hakku-
lu; Arabic kitàb, pl. kutub ‘book’ > Telugu 
kitàb, kitàbu-lu. Gender differentiation is made 

in Telugu at the pronominal level and in the 
verbal endings and is based upon semantic 
criteria. All nouns are classified into masculine 
and nonmasculine in the singular, and human 
vs. nonhuman in the plural. This difference is 
reflected in the verbal endings, too, where gen-
der of the subject is marked:

ràmuDu vaccEE-Du
Rama [masc.] came [masc. sg.]

sita vaccindi
Sita [nonmasc.] came [nonmasc. sg.]

Table 4. Arabic ∂ ~ Ú/Telugu ¶j

Arabic Telugu

mar∂ì ‘approved, accepted’ mar¶jì ‘opinion’
mà∂ì ‘past’ mà¶jì ‘former’
≠ar∂ ‘presentation, 
 application’

ar¶jì ‘application’

∂idd ‘contrary’ ¶jiddi ‘to contradict’

Table 5. Arabic ∂ ~ Ú/Telugu z

Arabic Telugu

ma∂™aka ‘object 
of fun’?

mazàk ‘fun’

ma∂bùt ‘accurate, 
precise’ 

mazubùtu ‘strong’

naÚar ‘look’ nazar ‘evil eye’
∂àmin ‘responsible, 
liable’

zàmìn ‘to be 
 responsible’

Table 6. Arabic ≠/Telugu vowel lengthening

Arabic Telugu

ta≠alluq ‘connection’ tàlùku ‘to be 
connected to’

ta≠lìm tàlìm ‘teaching’
ta≠wì≈ ‘amulet’ tàwìzu ‘charm’

Table 7. Epenthetic vowels in Arabic loanwords

Arabic Telugu

fikr ‘thought’ fikar ‘fear’
naql ‘transmission’ nakal ‘copy’
raqm ‘number’ rakam ‘cash’
wazn wazanu ‘weight’
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àvu vaccindi
cow [nonmasc.] came [nonmasc. sg.]

bassu vaccindi
bus [nonmasc.] came [nonmasc. sg.]

ràmuDu sita vaccEEru
Rama and Sita came [human pl.]
[human pl.]

àvulu vaccEEyi
cows [nonhuman pl.] came [nonhuman pl.]

bassulu vaccEEyi
buses [nonhuman pl.] came [nonhuman pl.]

In Arabic, gender differentiation is based upon 
grammatical criteria, and all nouns are clas-
sified into masculine and feminine. Gender is 
expressed at the pronominal level and in verbal 
endings. Demonstrative pronouns are declined 
for masculine and feminine gender. Gender 
distinction is made in the verbal endings also. 
Due to the differences in the gender system, the 
gender of Arabic borrowings has been adapted 
to the Telugu gender system, e.g. murabbà ‘jam 
[masc.]’ > Telugu murabba ‘a kind of sweet 
[nonmasc.]’. The word masjid ‘mosque’ [sg. 
masc.] became in Telugu masìdu [nonmasc.], 
with the plural masìdulu [nonhuman pl.], as in 
the following examples.

akkaDa masìdu undi
there mosque to be
‘There is a mosque’

akkaDa masìdu-lu unnàyi
there mosque-PL to be-PL
‘There are mosques’

Arabic verbs are not borrowed directly into 
Telugu but rather by means of Telugu conjunct 
verbs, which are formed by adding an auxiliary 
verb to a nominal form:

pani cèyu
work-NOUN to do-AUX
‘to work’

Equivalents of Arabic verbs are formed in 
Telugu by adding the auxiliary verbs ceyu ‘to 
do’ and agu ‘to happen’ to nouns borrowed 
from Arabic, e.g.:

taraqqi agu
progress to happen
‘to improve [intrans.]’

taraqqi cèyu
progress to do
‘to improve [trans.]’

šarìk cèyu
companion to do
‘to join’

šarìk agu
companion to happen
‘to be joined’
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Template ¤ Obligatory Contour 
Principle; Morphology

Tense

A controversy prevails in the study of Semitic 
languages, both ancient and modern, namely 
whether their verbal morphologies mark tense 
(e.g. past vs. non-past), or ¤ aspect (perfective 
vs. imperfective), or some combination of both. 
Also something of an issue are ¤ mood and 
modality, but they are not usually as problem-
atic (or they are problematic in different ways) 
as tense and aspect.

Arabic is consistent with other Semitic lan-
guages in its nonconcatenative morphology. 
Verbal and nominal forms alike are typically 
formed by interdigitation of consonantal roots 
(ideally consisting of three radicals) and vocalic 
templates, either with or without affixes. Verbs 
have historically been classified as ‘perfect’ and 
‘imperfect’, using a loose correlation between 
aspectual meaning and the morphological forms 
which were perceived as conveying them. These 
two forms are also referred to as suffix conjuga-
tion (qatala) and prefix conjugation (yaqtulu), 
which are the terms used in this entry. In the 
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controversy mentioned above, the prefix conju-
gation is described as either ‘imperfect’ or ‘non-
past’ (or occasionally present/future), and the 
suffix conjugation is known as either ‘perfect’ 
or ‘past’.

For most Arabic grammarians, the issue was 
rather simple: since the verb indicates an action, 
and actions take place in the past, present, or 
future time, verbal forms by necessity indicate 
time/tense. In fact, the most current definition 
of the verb is that it is “what indicates a com-
bination of event and time” (al-fi≠l mà dalla 
≠alà qtiràn ™adaμ wa-zamàn), a definition to be 
found, for instance, in az-Zamaxšarì’s Mufaßßal 
(108.6). The only controversy in classical Ara-
bic grammar centered around the question of 
whether there actually is such a thing as a pres-
ent tense (see Zajjàjì, ±î∂à™ 86–88). According 
to the Kufan grammarians, the fi≠l dà±im, i.e. 
the active participle, fulfilled this role, while 
the Basran grammarians followed Sìbawayhi in 
accepting only two verbal tenses, the past and 
the ‘resembling’ (mu∂àri≠) tense, the latter being 
ambiguous because it could indicate both the 
present and the future (¤ mà∂ì/mu∂àri≠). For 
a survey of the Arabic theories about verbal 
tense, see Fleisch (1979:201–206) and Versteegh 
(1981).

In Western reference grammars of Classical 
Arabic (Wright 1964:II, 18, “The Imperfect 
Indicative . . . does not in itself express any time”; 
Fleisch 1979:169–201), Modern Standard Ara-
bic (Badawi a.o. 2004:362–371), and Arabic 
dialects (see Eisele 1999), the consensus seems 
to be that the Arabic verbal system is aspectual 
in nature, although Badawi a.o. (2004:362) 
indicate that Modern Standard Arabic “has now 
also a complete three tense structure replicating 
that of western languages (signs of which were 
already apparent in C[lassical] A[rabic]”. A few 
researchers, notably Aartun (1963), regard the 
tense opposition as the basic distinction in the 
Arabic verbal system. Others regard the distinc-
tion as irrelevant. Comrie (1976:79) states, for 
instance, that the basic distinction in the Arabic 
verbal system is neither one of tense, nor one of 
aspect, but incorporates both aspect and (rela-
tive) tense. It is certainly true that the two are 
often intertwined, and Payne emphasizes that 
“tense, aspect, and mode are sometimes difficult 
to tease apart” (1997:234).

A proposal made by Dahl (1985) regard-
ing the crosslinguistic traditional typology of 

Tense(Mood)Aspect or T(M)A systems incor-
porates the notion of pragmatic implicature 
into the traditional taxonomy. Dahl (1985:11ff.) 
discusses ‘secondary meanings’, ‘secondary foci’, 
and the ‘conventionalization of implicatures’ as 
potentially pertaining to grammatical categories 
such as tense and aspect. He defines ‘implica-
ture’ in this sense as “something that can be 
inferred from the use of a certain linguistic cate-
gory or type of expression, although it cannot be 
regarded as belonging to its proper meaning”. In 
his analysis of the various categories available in 
the languages in his study, he often distinguishes 
between those that are overtly marked and oth-
ers that are merely implicated. Such an account, 
if found theoretically and empirically sound, 
may further the resolution of the controversy 
regarding the Arabic verbal system.

In an experiment by Horesh (2002), six native 
speakers of different Arabic dialects were asked 
for their reactions to a number of utterances pre-
viously recorded by three native speakers of the 
dialect of Jaffa. They were asked to place these 
utterances in time (e.g. past, present, future), 
and in various cases to provide alternatives in 
their own vernacular. A second component of 
the interview was a fragment of Dahl’s ques-
tionnaire, in which the informants were asked 
to translate three similar English narratives into 
their vernacular.

The reactions to the sentences were fairly uni-
form. All suffix conjugations were consistently 
interpreted as denoting actions in the past. In 
those cases where the auxiliary verb kàn was 
juxtaposed to a prefix-conjugated verb (e.g. 
kàn ya≠†i ‘he used to give’), it was interpreted as 
modifying an aspectual (in this case continuous) 
verb, again, denoting a situation or process in 
the past. In a sentence like (1)

(1) ±ara hàda l-kitàb
 read.3ms this the-book
 (min ±awwal-o la-±àxir-o)
 (from beginning-its to-end-its)

‘He read the book (from cover to cover)’

all informants agreed that the verb meaning ‘read’ 
was to be understood as ‘read from cover to 
cover’, even without the adverbial phrase expli-
cating that, which ruled out a Slavic-type per-
fective interpretation of the suffix conjugation.

There was also consensus among the informants 
about the yištri/uštara contrast in sentence (2).
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(2) rà™ ≠a-s-sù±
 went.3ms to-the-market
 yištri/uštara tuffà™
 buy.3ms/bought.3ms apples

‘He went to the market to buy/and bought 
apples’

All informants agreed that the sentence with the 
prefix-conjugated verb contains no information 
as to whether the subject of the sentence has 
actually bought the apples. Only an explicit suf-
fix-conjugated verb following the conjunction 
indicates that the purchase has indeed taken 
place.

The use of participial forms in (3)–(4) as 
denoting some kind of present perfect, i.e. an 
action in the past bearing consequences for the 
present, was controversial.

(3) il-malik ßàr wàßil
 the-king became.3ms arriving.Part

‘The king has arrived’

(4) miš min  zamàn šattat/mšattye
 Neg from time rained.3ms/raining.Part

‘Not long ago, it (has) rained’

Several subjects rejected it altogether. In some 
cases, informants argued that even a simple suf-
fix-conjugated verb (rather than a complex aux-
iliary + participle) would entail that the action 
or state described has bearing on the present.

The second part of the interview yielded 
somewhat more interesting results. While some 
speakers showed little variation across contexts, 
others differed quite radically when shifting 
from a narrative situated ‘yesterday’ through 
one pertaining to ‘what just happened to me’ to 
a narrative describing a distant past habitual. An 
example of the narratives is given in (5a–c); in 
the narratives the verbal forms to be translated 
were given in their base form.

(5) a. Do you know what happened to me yes-
terday? I WALK in the forest. Suddenly 
I STEP on a snake. It BITE me in the 
leg. I TAKE a stone and THROW it at 
the snake. It DIE.

 b. Do you know what just happened to 
me? I WALK in the forest. Suddenly I 
STEP on a snake. It BITE me in the leg. 
I TAKE a stone and THROW it at the 
snake. It DIE.

 c. I’ll tell you what happened sometimes to 
me when I was a child and was walking 
in the forest. I WALK in the forest. Sud-
denly I STEP on a snake. It BITE me in 
the leg. I TAKE a stone and THROW it 
at the snake. It DIE.

While there was convergence in the use of the 
suffix conjugation for events in the past, there 
was quite some variation for some of the verbs 
in the narratives, especially those of movement 
(walking, biting, throwing, stepping), for which 
intermediate forms like the participle, and com-
binations of the auxiliary kàn with the participle 
or a prefix-conjugated verb were used. With 
respect to the three different contexts, in the 
context of (5a) and (5b), the suffix conjugation 
was used fairly consistently by all informants, 
but in the context of (5c), various intermediate 
forms were used, including complex forms with 
the auxiliary kàn.

A prefix-conjugated verb was not used for any 
of the verbs in the narratives, but one informant 
used a prefix-conjugated verb for ‘you know’ 
(which, strictly speaking, was not part of the 
narrative). This informant indicated a number of 
other stative verbs that may be used in the suffix 
conjugation without any reference to the past, 
e.g. ‘to understand’. This is consistent not only 
with the situation in other Semitic languages (cf. 
Hebrew katonti ‘I am too small; I am at a loss’), 
but is in fact a relic from Proto-Semitic, where 
presumably suffixes were productively indica-
tive of stative verbs, as is the case in the oldest 
attested Semitic language, Akkadian.

On the one hand, therefore, in many instances 
the suffix conjugation was consistent with an 
action in the past. Moreover, in many cases 
where the informants were asked to provide an 
alternative form while preserving the meaning, 
they argued that it was impossible to do so. On 
the other hand, there are a number of stative 
verbs that may occur in the suffix conjugation 
without reference to the past. There are also 
contexts in which the suffix conjugation may be 
used interchangeably (for some speakers) with 
a participle to denote a ‘perfective’ aspect, a 
present result of a past occurrence. And finally, 
there is the auxiliary verb kàn modifying various 
other forms (e.g. participles and prefix-conju-
gated verbs), for instance to place a continuous 
or habitual action in the past. It therefore seems 
plausible to conclude that the suffix conjugation
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has more than one meaning and is not just 
a past tense form. Not only that, but given 
the variety of uses that the prefix conjuga-
tion has, with various shades of imperfectivity 
(inchoativity, habituality, continuous actions, to 
name but a few), it makes sense to attribute the 
converse aspect notion, perfectivity, to the suffix 
conjugation.

In the preface to his edited volume on Semitic 
languages, Hetzron (1997:xvi) quotes Chaim 
Rabin, who said in a lecture, “Semitic has 
either aspects that express tenses or tenses that 
express aspects”. The question remaining now 
is whether from a pragmatic point of view, 
what we have here is indeed an implicature, as 
proposed by Dahl for similar cases across the 
world’s languages. Levinson (2000:261), in his 
chapter on grammar and implicature, argues 
that “the relation between syntax and pragmat-
ics is of a fundamentally different kind than the 
semantics/pragmatics interface, for it is indi-
rect”. If we accept the notion that the farther 
away from pragmatics our facts are, the harder 
it is to incorporate pragmatic theory into the 
analysis, then the situation with respect to the 
Arabic verbal forms is even tougher than with 
the sentential anaphora phenomena examined 
by Levinson.

Elsewhere, Levinson (1983:77–78) follows
Lyons in distinguishing between M(etalinguis-
tic)-Tensed and (Language’s)-Tensed, acknowl-
edging that one reason for the two not being 
entirely compatible has to do with the latter 
“nearly always encod[ing] additional aspectual 
and modal features too”. Phrases like used to give 
scholarships implicating no longer gives scholar-
ships are said to be “permeated by Gricean 
mechanisms” (Levinson 2000:180), due to the 
opposition between used and unused temporal 
references. This may not be compatible with 
Sadock’s (1978) critical view of the testability 
of implicatures for their conversational nature. 
Yet, it may be recalled that Dahl’s arguments on 
TenseMoodAspect (TMA) categories was that 
they may be subject to the ‘conventionalization 
of implicatures’, in which case the need to calcu-
late maxim violations, as is the case for conver-
sational implicatures, may not be necessary.

Clearly, the results of the experiment de-
scribed here represent but the tip of the iceberg, 
and there is need of a more extensive corpus 
to be examined. It is not clear whether the 

proper methodology exists for testing hypoth-
eses regarding the pragmatic status of conven-
tionalized grammatical manifestations like the 
ones dealt with here. Native speakers clearly 
have intuitions about what denotes what, but 
for some reason – perhaps due to simplifica-
tion of grammatical explanations in school – 
speakers rarely go beyond labeling the forms 
they use with temporal terminology. Notions 
like ‘perfective’ and ‘imperfective’, which for 
linguists may be, at least for some languages, 
part and parcel of the verbal system (see Com-
rie 1976:16), are often neglected or misunder-
stood, and it is therefore necessary to try to 
devise ways to circumvent the informants’ lack 
of expertise.

Yet, this small-scale experiment indicates that 
despite quite a few dialectal differences, there is 
a certain degree of stability in the verbal system 
of the Arabic dialects. This may have to do with 
the fact that the suffix conjugation has never in 
the history of Arabic been very complex. The 
prefix conjugation, if closely examined, will 
most likely turn out to be far more complex and 
quite more variable. This should be examined 
with a combination of a corpus-based quanti-
tative analysis and a carefully constructed lan-
guage-specific questionnaire.
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Terminology

1. D e f i n i t i o n

Although terminological creation is governed 
by the same linguistic framework as common 
vocabulary, it is subject to specific conditions 
of its own. ‘Terms’ can be defined as words or 
phrases aiming at the designation of concepts 
related to a particular field of knowledge or 
activity. New terms can be introduced either 
by individuals or by a limited community, in 
answer to particular needs and under condi-
tions which vary from one field to another. 
As a result, prime occurrence of terms may – 
or may not – be produced through conscious 
activity, and new terms may – or may not – be 
created in an organized and methodical way. 
Moreover, their first appearance often leads to 
divergence between the models of formation 
that prevail in the common vocabulary and the 
formation of technical terminologies. Such a 
process cannot be without consequence for the 
development of common vocabulary, especially 
in modern times, owing to the fact that in any 
given language terminologies have grown at a 
much quicker pace than the general lexicon. 
Besides, it should be kept in mind that usages 
and traditions in creating new terms may vary 

from one domain of knowledge and/or activity 
to another.

2. P e r i o d i z a t i o n  o f  t h e 
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e  A r a b i c 
l e x i c o n

2.1 Periods of Arabic terminology

Arabic terminology has developed in the overall 
frame of what may be described as the ‘great 
periods’ of the vocabulary of the language, 
which can, on a very general basis, be divided 
into three parts (Dichy 1998):

i. The first great period is that of the ‘language 
of the Ancient Arabs’ (lisàn al-≠Arab), which 
includes the original ancient lexicon. From 
the viewpoint of today’s lexicographers, 
this original lexicon appears both prior to 
Islam and contemporaneous to its founda-

 tion. Apart from basic notions, the pre-
Islamic vocabulary, i.e. the original Arabic 
vocabulary, also includes a set of notions 
referring to the life and institutions of the 
Ancient Arabs, e.g. dàr ‘tent’; šahàda [sense 1] 
‘testimony; witnessing’; †arab [sense 1] ‘deep 
joy or sadness; deep emotion [in relation 
to listening to poetry or singing]’; etc. In 
this pre-Islamic period, the great majority 
of terms referring to everyday life (nomadic 
life, parts of the Bedouin tent, camels, stars, 
etc.) were of Arabic or Semitic origin. But 
there already were some non-Semitic loan-
words, most of them borrowed from Greek, 
Latin (often, through Greek and Syriac), or 
Persian (  Greek loanwords;  Latin loan-
words;  Persian loanwords). An example 
is the word ßirà† ‘way, road’, which seems 
to have been directly borrowed from the 
Latin word stràta ‘pavement’, hence ‘paved 
way; military road’ (Rabin 1960). This word 
occurs 45 times in the Qur±àn, mostly in 
the noun phrase aß-ßirà† al-mustaqìm ‘the 
Straight Path’ (Q. 1/6). It is nevertheless dif-
ficult to trace terminological activity so far 
back. After the founding of Islam, a number 
of words belonging to the ancient Arabic 
lexicon were reused in a new meaning and 
became part of the semantic system originat-
ing in the Qur±àn and the teachings of the 
Prophet, i.e. in the fundamental religious 
and/or juridical terminology of Islam, e.g. 
hudà ‘right way; Guidance’; šahàda[sense 2] 
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‘ritual formula by which the Muslim believ-
ers testify of their faith in a unique God, and 
in the prophecy of Mu™ammad’; šahàda[sense 3] 
‘testimony [as a technical term of Islamic 
law]’.

ii. The vocabulary of medieval Arabic civiliza-
tion contains items referring to the life and 
institutions of cities and to Islamic civiliza-
tion, from the first centuries of the Hijra 
to the 18th century C.E. This includes the 
vocabularies of religious prescription and 
doctrine (not only Islamic but also Christian 
and Jewish religious terms), Islamic law, 
intellectual life, literary analysis, linguistic 
sciences, mathematics, astronomy, medicine, 

 philosophy, administration, chancellery, 
etc., e.g. qà∂ì ‘judge’; wa†an[sense 1] ‘country 
of origin’ (which differs from the modern 
meaning of the word, i.e. from wa†an[sense 2], 
below); ±isnàd ‘chain of authority of a Tra-
dition’. This very wide ‘medieval’ epoch 
should of course be subdivided, but given 
the present state of the art it is difficult to 
delimit narrower periods. Significant exam-
ples found in medieval dictionaries can nev-
ertheless be analyzed. The term man†iq, for 
instance, which originally meant ‘speech’, 
takes, in the course of time in the writings 
of philosophers, such as al-Fàràbì (4th/10th 
century), the sense of ‘logos’ (with reference 
to Aristotle and Plato) and of ‘logic’. The 
active participle mu†rib, which is related 
to the same root as †arab[sense 1] above, at 
one point came to mean ‘singer’, probably 
through metonymic transfer: ‘he who causes 
†arab[sense 1]’. This must have been prior to 
the 4th/10th century, since this meaning is 
attested in Ibn Fàris’ (d. 385/1005) diction-
ary, Maqàyìs al-luÿa.

iii. The starting point of the vocabulary of 
the modern age is traditionally situated at 
the dawn of the 19th century, i.e. at the 
beginning of the Nah∂a, the Arab ‘Renais-
sance’. Many neologisms date from this 
time, e.g. sayyàra ‘car’; bàxira ‘steamboat; 
boat’; wa†an[sense 2] ‘homeland; country’ (in 
the contemporary nationalist meaning, 
as in al-wa†an al-≠arabì ‘the Arab home-
land’); šahàda[sense 4] ‘certificate; certificate 
of attestation [related to a given academic 
degree]’. The two words siyàsa ‘politics’ 
and mujtama≠ ‘society’ (in the modern 

understanding) had been in use in previous 
periods, but did not refer then to the same 
concepts.

2.2 The development of technical 
 terminology

The development of sciences, which started at 
the beginning of the Umayyad dynasty and con-
tinued during Abbasid times, was accompanied 
by the translation of numerous documents of 
the Greek heritage, often through the interme-
diary of Syriac. New terminologies appeared 
in many fields, and the Arabic language, which 
had until then been in use mainly in traditional 
knowledge (craftsmanship, traditional medi-
cine, etc.), became in less than two centuries 
a language allowing discussion of high-level 
scientific or technical developments, just as the 
Ancient Greek language had been (Rabin 1960; 
Jacquart 1994).

The terminology of Arabic grammar, for 
instance, was developed on the basis of com-
mon vocabulary. Likewise, the majority of 
terms in mathematics and optics were created 
by adding a new meaning to words of the com-
mon language. A few terms were borrowed, 
most of which were soon replaced by a word 
of Arabic origin; ±arìμmàμìqà ‘arithmetic’, for 
instance, was replaced by ™isàb. Other bor-
rowed terms remained in use, such as mùsìqà 
‘music’. On the other hand, medicine and phar-
macy very often resorted to borrowed terms for 
substances.

The situation of the Arabic sciences in modern 
times, in which all new concepts are imported 
from Occidental languages through English or 
French, is not without influence on Arabic 
scientific and technical terminology. The crea-
tion and development of terms occurred, and 
continues to occur, in massive quantities on the 
basis of English or French terminologies.

The history of the beginning and development 
of Arabic scientific and technical terminologies 
remains to be written, despite a number of 
studies dealing with particular fields. The spe-
cific characteristics of each domain of scientific 
or technical specialty, and the various ways in 
which specific terminologies were developed in 
a language other than the one in which they had 
been created, are so divergent, and there are so 
many different factors to take into account, 
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that one cannot deal with Arabic scientific and 
technical terminology as a whole, except for a 
few very general considerations. The historical 
frame can nevertheless be  outlined.

The development of modern Arabic termi-
nology began in the first period of the Arabic 
Renaissance (Nah∂a) at the turn of the 19th 
century, with the intrusion of European sciences 
and techniques in the Arab culture (Hamzaoui 
1991; £igàzì 1993). The three most important 
centers for the formation of new Arabic terms 
were Cairo and Beirut, together with Constan-
tinople, although its linguistic framework was 
different because Ottoman Turkish borrowed 
most of its scientific terms from Arabic termi-
nological usage.

Mu™ammad ≠Alì’s policy of modernizing 
Egypt led him to call on engineers and physi-
cians from Europe, particularly from France 
(aš-Šayyàl 1951). Their lectures were translated 
into Arabic, and from the late 1830s onward, 
this resulted in a movement of translating sci-
entific and technical books, accompanied by 
the establishment of corresponding terminolo-
gies (Sawaie 1999). Medicine, for instance, 
was taught in the Arabic language from the 
1830s until 1887, during the English occupa-
tion, when the English language took the place 
of Arabic in the teaching of sciences. In Leba-
non, during the same century, the sciences were 
taught in Arabic, even at the American Univer-
sity, founded in Beirut in 1866. Popular sci-
ence magazines such as al-Muqta†af (published 
at first in Beirut in 1876, and then in Cairo) 
also appeared during this period. In other 
countries of the Ottoman Empire, such as Syria 
and Iraq, the language used for official teach-
ing was Ottoman Turkish. In the Maghreb 
countries, French became the language used for 
sciences.

After the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the sci-
ences began to be taught in Arabic in Syria and 
Iraq. The Faculty of Medicine of Damascus was 
founded in 1919. The scientific terminology 
established at that time used many Arabic terms 
that had been previously borrowed by the Otto-
man language (Monteil 1960; aš-”ihàbì 1965), 
as the few samples in Table 1 show (Otto-
man terms are written in present-day Turkish 
 spelling).
Generally speaking, the main centers for the 
diffusion of Arabic terms during the second 

part of the 20th century appear to have been 
Syria and Egypt. Institutions were created in 
order to deal with, among other linguistic 
policy matters, terminological problems (¤ lan-
guage academies). These included the Academy 
of Damascus, founded in 1921 (≠Ammàr and al-
Xùrì 1996) and the Academy of Cairo, founded 
in 1932 (Hamzaoui 1975), and, at the other 
end of what was to become the Arab world, 
the Institut d’Études et de Recherches pour 
l’Arabisation in Rabat, which is devoted to the 
dissemination of the use of Arabic in Morocco, 
in addition to terminological issues (Richert 
1987). Other institutions provided terms, such 
as the University of Damascus, where the sci-
ences continue to be taught in Arabic.

One of the problems for Arabic scientific and 
technical terminology is that of variation across 
the different areas of the Arab world (¤ lexi-
cal variation: Modern Standard Arabic). There 
is no common center for the coining of new 
terms that could unify or standardize newly 
coined terms, or terms used in a particular 
domain (≠Ammàr and al-Xùrì 1996). In 1966, 
the Bureau for the Coordination of Arabization 
was created in Rabat under the aegis of the 
ALECSO (Arab League Educational, Cultural 
and Scientific Organization). It was assigned 
the task of collecting synonymous terms and 
organizing congresses for their unification. 
Various domains were concerned with the 
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Table 1. Arabic terminology borrowed through 
Ottoman Turkish

English Arabic 
(Egypt)

Arabic
(Syria)

Ottoman 
Turkish

‘angle of 
incidence’

zàwiya(t) 
suqù†

zàwiya(t) 
wurùd

zaviye-i 
vürud

‘focus 
[optics]’

bu±ra ma™raq/ 
mi™raq

mıhrak

‘image 
[optics]’

ßùra xayàl hayal

‘refractive index’ mu≠àmil qarìna karıne
‘coil’ milaff wašì ≠a veçi±a
‘energy’ †àqa qudra > 

†àqa
kudret

‘vector 
[optics]’

muttajih šu≠à ≠ çuâ±

‘function 
[mathematics]’

dàlla tàbi≠ tabi±
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publishing of ‘unified dictionaries’, whose effi-
ciency in terms of consistency or influence still 
has to be analyzed.

It is also to be noted that whereas scientific 
and technical subjects are taught in Arabic at the 
high school level in the state educational system 
of most Arabic countries, scientific teaching at 
the college level very often switches to English 
or French. An exception is Syria, where the sci-
ences are always taught in Arabic.

3. L i n g u i s t i c  s t r u c t u r e  a n d 
t h e  c o i n a g e  o f  n e w  t e r m s

Except when they are borrowed from another 
language, newly coined terms tend to be related 
to the concept they express by at least one for-
mal or semantic feature. The linguistic devices, 
whether of a morphological, syntactic, or seman-
tic nature, that are used in the denomination 
process ensure some level of semantic motiva-
tion in new terms (Stetkevych 1970; Hamzaoui 
1991; Lelubre 1992). Linguistic means resorted 
to in the creation of terms do not funda-
mentally differ from those encountered in the 
age-old development of the general vocabu-
lary, although they may sometimes take the 
appearance of innovation. Both result from 
the basic strategies of lexical formation, i.e. 
morphological means, ‘frozen’ syntactic struc-
tures, semantic transfer, and borrowing (from 
another language).

3.1 Morphological means

Morphological resources for the coining of 
words in Arabic are of four different types:

i. ‘Internal’ derivation (¤ ištiqàq). This funda-
mental means for the creation of new Arabic 
terms consists, briefly put, in the ‘fitting 
together’, ‘crossing’, or ‘merging’ of a pattern 
and a tri- or quadriconsonantal ¤ root. This 
means is recommended by all Arabic termi-
nological institutions as the first choice to 
be considered, and actually remains widely 
used. Examples include: mijhar ‘microscope’ 
(triconsonantal root j-h-r; pattern miR1R2aR3 
[mif ≠al ]); in≠ikàs ‘reflection’ (triconsonan-
tal root ≠-k-s; pattern inR1iR2àR3 [infi≠àl]); 
taba≠μur ‘scattering; dispersion’ (quadricon-
sonantal root b-≠-μ-r; pattern taR1aR2R3uR4 

[tafa≠≠ul ]). In all such examples, the pattern is 
associated with a specific grammatical mean-
ing. The meaning of ‘name of instrument’ 
(ism ±àla), for instance, which is associated 
with the pattern miR1R2aR3 can be observed 
in mihjar, and the reflexive value of the pat-
tern inR1iR2àR3 is included in the meaning of 
in≠ikàs ‘reflection’.

  One has to take into consideration that 
the concepts of root and pattern, as well as 
that of the root-and-pattern relation, need 
revisiting (¤ derivation). In the first place, a 
number of lexical entries cannot be analyzed 
in terms of pattern structure and do not 
include a root (Dichy 1989). Secondly, roots 
are by no means the ‘origin’ of lexical items 
and must be regarded as the ‘daughters’ 
rather than the ‘mothers’ of words (Dichy 
1998, 2003). Finally, as a result, both root 
and pattern can be described as relational 
concepts, i.e. as sets of formal and seman-
tic relations. All three points underlie the 
analysis of the examples below. The terms 
‘root’ and ‘pattern’ in this article refer to the 
revised definition. Newly coined terms based 
upon morphological means are of different 
types:

(a) New occurrence of a ‘crossing’ between a 
root already instantiated in the language 
and a current pattern. Some item-to-item 
or pattern-to-pattern relations between 
lexical entries included in a given root, 
which are rare in the general vocabu-
lary, are frequently resorted to in ter-
minology. This is the case, for instance, 
in the derivation of a ‘name of instru-
ment’ (ism ±àla) from an intransitive verb 
or a concrete noun, e.g. in the deriva-
tion of mi†yàf ‘spectroscope’ (root †-y-f; 
 pattern miR1R2àR3 [mif≠àl ]) from †ayf 
 ‘spectrum’.

(b) Frequent use of patterns other than those 
of the ‘name of instrument’ to refer to 
instruments, tools, or devices, such as 
R1aR2R2àR3(a) (fa≠≠àl(a)) or the pat-
terns of active participles (ism al-fà≠il, 
R1àR2iR3(a) [ fà≠il(a)] or muR1aR2R2iR3(a) 
[mufa≠≠il(a)]), e.g. †àbi≠a ‘printer’ (root 
†-b-≠; pattern R1àR2iR3a), mu™allil ‘ana-
lyzer’ (root ™-l-l; pattern muR1aR2R2iR3). 
Note that this derivational process is by 
no means an innovation.
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(c) Frequent use of patterns that were previ-
ously rare, such as R1àR2ùR3 (fà≠ùl) for 
the denomination of instruments, e.g. 
™àsùb ‘computer’.

(d) Pattern innovation. There do not seem 
to be examples of the appearance of new 
patterns. Yet, attempts have been made 
to reorganize the use of a few existing 
ones. The Cairo Language Academy tried 
to establish a distinction between the pat-
terns used for the ‘name of instrument’, 
with reference to specific terminological 
uses: miR1R2aR3 (mif ≠al) for French or 
English terms including the suffix -meter, 
and miR1R2àR3 (mif ≠àl) for those includ-
ing -scope. Such an interesting proposal 
encounters practical difficulties: the above 
mentioned mijhar, for instance, would 
become mijhàr, but this term already 
exists, meaning ‘loudspeaker’. Reorgan-
izing an existing terminology is a difficult 
endeavor.

(e) Root innovation. A number of roots 
were created on the basis of lexical units 
which themselves include a previous 
root, deemed ‘original’ in the Arabic lan-
guage, e.g. ™awsaba ‘computerization’, 
new root ™-w-s-b, is built on ™àsùb ‘com-
puter’, the original root of which is ™-s-b; 
≠awlama ‘globalization’, new root ≠-w-l-
m, is derived from ≠àlam ‘world’, original 
root ≠-l-m. The case of mutamarkiz ‘con-
centric’, new root m-r-k-z, is significant. 
The term is built on markaz ‘center’, 
original root r-k-z. Traditional Arabic 
lexicography regards this unit as related 
to the root r-k-z (see, e.g., the dictionary 
of the Language Academy of Cairo, al-
Mu≠jam al-wasì†). Strictly speaking, such 
a position necessarily implies the crea-
tion of a new pattern, mutamaR1R2iR3 
(mutamaf ≠il), which would be the active 
participle (ism al-fà≠il) of the verb tama-
rkaza ‘to take or choose as a center’, 
new pattern tamaR1R2aR3a (tamaf ≠ala). 
Yet, neither tamaR1R2aR3a (tamaf≠ala) 
nor mutamaR1R2iR3 (mutamaf ≠il) is con-
sidered as included in the pattern sys-
tem of the language. The examples given 
in this paragraph show that, in the 
eyes of most Arabic lexicographers, the 
derivation of a new root from an original 
one should be avoided at all costs. On 

the other hand, root innovation seems 
to be admitted, albeit implicitly, in the 
case of loanwords, some of which are 
(relatively) ancient, e.g. takahrub ‘elec-
trification’ (root k-h-r-b, from kahrabà± 
‘electricity’ < Persian kah-robà ‘amber’). 
Contemporary examples are: ta±aksud 
‘oxidation’ (root ±-k-s-d < English oxide, 
French oxyde); mutalfaz ‘broadcast on 
television, televized’ (root t-l-f-z < Eng-
lish television, French télévision). The 
greater part of these borrowed roots is 
quadriconsonantal, and they exhibit a 
limited degree of productivity, e.g. takah-
raba ‘to be electrified; to be electrocuted’; 
±aksada ‘to oxidize’; talfaza ‘to broadcast 
on  television’.

ii. Lexical use of prefixed formatives and suf-
fixes. The Arabic language, unlike English, 
has only a few lexical affixes. Moreover, 
these are only used in nouns and adjectives, 
and not in verbs. Two cases are observed:

(a) Prefixed formatives. The only productive 
prefixed formative used in the medieval 
period is là+, the meaning of which is 
that of negation, e.g. là+nihàya ‘infi-
nite’ (also: al-là+nihàya ‘the infinite’); 
là+nuq†iyya ‘astigmatism’; là+lawnì ‘ach-
romatic’. These compounds compete 
with syntactic constructions of equivalent 
meaning, using ÿayr or ≠adam, e.g. ÿayr 
nihàya, ≠adam (an-)nuq†iyya. Attempts 
were made to create other prefixed 
formatives, but only a few authors use 
them. Syntactic constructions are widely 
preferred, although they are longer and 
less convenient, e.g. qab+ (from qabla 
‘before’), in qab+tàrìxì ‘prehistorical’, 
the corresponding syntactic-based com-
pound of which is mà qabla t-tàrìx, and 
also qab+madàrì ‘preorbital’. This proc-
ess is considered by Arab lexicographers 
to be related to na™t (see below, under 
iv). In some cases, prefixed formatives are 
borrowed, e.g. bàrà+ < English para-, as 
in bàrà+mi™warì ‘para xial’, or mìtà+ < 
English meta-, as in mìtà+luÿawì ‘meta-
linguistic’. Some prefixed formatives 
have been successful in Arabic  technical 
terminology, as opposed to general 
vocabulary, where they meet with much 
greater resistance than, for instance, in 
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 Modern Hebrew, e.g. kahra+  ‘electro-’, 
in kahra+miÿnà-†ìsì ‘electromagnetic’, 
kahra+sàkin ‘electrostatic’, kahra+∂aw±ì 
‘photoelectric’, kahra+baßarì ‘photoelec-
tric’ and at the same time ‘electro- optical’.

(b) Suffixes. Arabic suffixes are very often 
compositional, but some of them, such 
as the relative adjectival suffix +ì (i.e. 
-iyyun, the yà± an-nisba; ¤ nisba) and 
the suffix +at (+a(h) in closing position), 
which denotes the res generalis, i.e. ‘the 
thing that . . .’ or ‘that which . . .’ (Roman 
1999), are liable to be included in a ‘fro-
zen’ lexical compound, in which stem 
and suffix constitute an ‘undividable’ 
lexical item (Dichy 2003), e.g., the 1st/
7th century ‘frozen’ compound xàrij+ì 
‘belonging to the Kharijite sect’ can be 
contrasted with xàrij+ì ‘outer’ (as in al-
bàb al-xàrijì ‘the outer door’), in which 
the relation between the stem xàrij ‘out-
side’ and the suffix +i(yy) remains com-
positional; significantly, the plural form 
xawàrij is related to the former ‘frozen’ 
compound xàrij+ì. In the building of 
terminological relative adjectives and 
nouns, the suffix +i(yy) is widely used 
and polyvalent, e.g. mi™war+ì ‘axial’ 
or ‘central’. Two compound variants 
can be observed: +àni(yy), which was 
still used in Medieval Arabic, has not 
fallen out of use, e.g. †ùl+ànì ‘longitu-
dinal’, which coexists with †ùl+ì, shar-
ing the same sense; and +awi(yy), e.g. 
nisb+awì ‘relativistic’, as opposed to 
nisb+ì ‘relative’ (also used for ‘relativis-
tic’). Another compound suffix including 
+ì is +iyya(t), mainly used for abstract 
nouns or concepts, e.g. mijhar+iyya 
‘microscopy’, ±iš≠à≠+iyya ‘radioactivity’, 
fusfùr+iyya ‘phosphorescence’. Its plu-
ral form is also used to name scientific 
fields, such as riyà∂+iyyàt ‘mathematics’, 
±iliktrùn+iyyàt ‘electronics’, lisàn+iyyàt 
‘linguistics’. In some cases, Arabic resorts 
to the plural form of the stem, e.g. 
naÚà±ir+ì ‘isotopic’, built on the plural of 
naÚìr (naÚà±ir), ‘isotope’. This morpho-
logical means is neither contemporary 
nor recent: the term kutub+ì ‘dealer in 
manuscripts, librarian’, built on the plu-
ral form of kitàb ‘writing, book’, kutub, 
goes back to the first centuries of Islam.

 In some productive terminological 
domains, particularly in chemistry, many 
suffixed formatives have been borrowed 
from English or French (although they can-
not be regarded as new suffixes in Arabic), 
e.g. fa™m+àt ‘carbonate’, kibrìt+ùr ‘sulfide’ 
< French sulfure.

iii. Compound words encompassing two exist-
ing lexical entries are rarely used. The usu-
ally quoted example is ra±s-u##màl ‘capital’, 
written as a single word, from ra±s-u màl-in, 
the structure of which is that of a ‘construct 
state’ (¤ ±i∂àfa). Two plural forms are 
observed: rasàmìl, single word, and ru±ùs 
±amwàl, in two words.

iv. Composition by amalgam (or ‘portmanteau 
merging’) of two lexical entries. In this type 
of compound, two lexical units are merged, 
both formally and semantically, in a single 
‘portmanteau word’ (“two meanings packed 
into one word, like a portmanteau”, from 
Lewis Carroll’s preface to The hunting of 
the Snark [1876]), e.g. kahra+†ìsì ‘electro-
magnetic’, from kahra[bà±ì] and [miÿnà]†ìsì; 
or zamakàn ‘space-time [continuum]’ (also: 
‘time and place’ in the grammatical phrase 
ism az-zamakàn ‘name of time and place’), 
which is built on zamàn ‘time’ and makàn 
‘place’. This lexical device can be related 
to na™t compounding, whose use is ancient 
but which is only accepted by termino-
logical authorities ‘in case of necessity’ (¤ 
compounds). It is often, in fact, difficult to 
analyze.

3.2 Syntactic means

Terms coined by resorting to a ‘freezing’ of 
syntactic structures are complex units, encom-
passing two words at least. All terms of this 
type feature a binary structure of two smaller 
components, a basis and an extension (Roman 
1999, 2001), each of which may in turn eventu-
ally be analyzed into two smaller components, 
and so on. The basis-extension relation may be 
either coordination (≈ahàb wa-±iyyàb ‘round 
trip’) or, more frequently, subordination.

Subordination relations may be of several 
types: (i) attributive noun-and-adjective rela-
tion (na≠t wa-man≠ùt), e.g. †ùl mawjì ‘wave-
length’; (ii) ‘construct state’ noun-noun relation 
(±i∂àfa), the second of which bears the geni-
tive case, e.g. †ùl mawjat(-in) ‘wavelength’; 
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(iii) prepositional phrase (jàrr wa-majrùr) ‘gov-
erned’ by a word or a phrase, e.g. istiq†àb bi-
l-in≠ikàs ‘polarization by reflection’; (iv) modal 
relation, the noun or adjective in consideration 
bearing the accusative case, e.g. mustaq†ab 
dà±iriyy-an ‘circularly polarized’. In addition, 
compound terms may feature a combination of 
these constructions, as in {{intišàr a∂-∂aw±} fì 
{xu†ù† mustaqìma}}, lit. ‘{{propagation [of] the 
light} in {lines straight}}’, ‘rectilinear propaga-
tion of light’, where both basis and extension 
are complex components.

A great majority of terms are complex units. 
The proportion is much higher than, say, in 
English: many English terms are formed by 
a morphological combination of Greek and 
Latin, as well as English elements, including 
very rich sets of prefixes, suffixes, and prefixed 
or suffixed lexical formatives. In contrast, such 
combinations are much more constricted in 
Arabic, owing to the general structure of mor-
pholexical relations (Dichy 2003). Arabic very 
often resorts to ‘frozen’ syntactic compounds, 
such as miqyàs inkisàr ‘refractometer’, qàbil li-
l-inkisàr ‘breakable’, as shown above.

These constructions feature some innovations 
in the creation of terminological compounds 
(Ali 1987; Lelubre 1992, 2001), as opposed to 
compounds resulting from general vocabulary 
formation. Four of them are briefly presented 
here:

i. Adjective specifying another adjective, e.g. 
™aràrì nawawì ‘thermonuclear’, kahrabà±ì 
miÿnà†ìsì ‘electromagnetic’, kahrabà±ì sàkin 
‘electrostatic’.

ii. Adjective preceded by a functional word 
expressing circumstance (Úarf ‘adverb [of 
time and place]’), e.g. ta™ta ±a™mar ‘infra-
red’ (ta™ta ‘under’); fawqa ßawtì ‘ultra-
sonic’ (fawqa ‘above’). This differs to some 
extent from more Classical Arabic construc-
tions, such as šibh mustaqirr ‘metastable’ or 
ÿayr mutajànis ‘heterogeneous’. The above 
adjectival structures can in turn be included 
in another compound, which allows for 
their nominalization when required by 
the sentence structure, e.g. mà warà±a †-
†abì≠a ‘that which [lies] behind nature’ i.e. 
‘metaphysical’ or ‘metaphysics’; mà ta™ta 
l-±a™mar ‘infrared’; mà qabla t-tàrìx ‘pre-
historical’ or ‘prehistory’ (besides the use of 
the adjectival phrase qabla tàrìxì).

iii. Asyndetical constructions between two 
nouns in juxtaposition, i.e. nouns that are 
not related to each other by a ‘construct 
state’ structure, are sometimes found, e.g. 
šu≠à≠ sur≠a ‘vector velocity’, which gives, 
with the article al-: aš-šu≠à≠ as-sur≠a. Such 
a construction coexists with the usual con-
struct state, šu≠à≠ as-sur≠a.

iv. Use of the hyphen or slash (¤ punctua-
tion), as in miqyàs tadàxul Fàbrì – Bìrù 
‘Fabry-Perot etalon’. The traditional con-
struction miqyàs tadàxul Fàbrì wa-Bìrù is 
also found.

3.3 Semantic processes

In this type of terminological creation, one 
encounters no new linguistic form but rather a 
renewed use of forms and structures existing in 
either the common vocabulary or the special-
ized vocabulary of another field.

i. Tropic transfer of meaning is related to what 
Arabic rhetoric describes as ¤ majàz ‘tropic 
speech’. Semantic transfer operates accord-
ing to various types of tropic processes,  
most of which are relatable to ¤ metaphor, 
metonymy, and hypallage:
(a) Metaphor is based on a similarity between 

two things or a link that can be imagined 
between them. Similarity is based on 
form or shape in the case of ≠adas+a 
‘lens’ in optics (from ≠adas ‘lentil’), and 
mawj+a ‘wave’ in physics (from mawj+a 
‘sea wave’). It is based on function in 
≈àkir+a ‘memory’ (of a computer, from 
≈àkir+a ‘[human] memory’). Very often, 
metaphors used in Arabic are borrowed 
from similar ones encountered in English 
or French, as in the previous examples. 
However, transposition may sometimes 
be problematic, when the link does not 
appear natural in the eyes of Arabic 
speakers.

(b) Metonymy is based on a referential 
relation or link between two entities. 
This is found, for example, between 
the event or process described by an 
infinitive form (¤ maßdar) and its result, 
as in tasjìl ‘operation of recording’ (event 
or process), and ‘recording; recorded 
sounds’ (result). This is also the case in 
the ‘part-for-whole’ relation (the part
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being, classically, given for the whole), 
as in ∂aw± meaning both ‘light’ and 
‘optics’ (‘the science [whole] of light 
[part]’). Such tropic semantic transfers 
may sometimes be a source of ambiguity.

 (c) In hypallage, a syntactic extension 
related to an omitted basis is attrib-
uted to another basis (Roman 1999), as 
in ittißàlàt baßariyya ‘optical telecom-
munications’, which stands for ‘tele-
communications with optical [means]’ 
(ittißàlàt [bi-wasà±il] baßariyya). This 
process may lead to collocations that 
may seem strange at first sight, as in 
qànùn al-jarà±im ‘criminal law; penal 
code’ where the English adjective ‘crim-
inal’ and the second noun of the con-
struct-state structure in Arabic, jarà±im 
‘crimes’, refer to offenses judged under 
this part of the law code, and not to 
an attribute of the law itself (cf. in 
French police criminelle). It is, on the 
other hand, very productive in both 
noun+adjective and construct-state 
structures, e.g. šarì† al-qiyàs ‘measur-
ing tape’; šarì† nà†iq ‘sound track [of a 
film]; magnetic tape’ – the latter being 
also expressed, through another hypal-
lage, as šarì† tasjìl ‘tape[-of-]recording’.

ii. Neologisms, resulting from the new use of 
an old term (istinbà†), are recommended 
by some members of the Arabic language 
academies, under the condition that the 
ancient term be out of usage. In fact, the 
restriction is not very efficient in most sci-
entific fields, apart from a few successful 
examples, such as qi†àr ‘train’ (anciently: 
‘convoy of camels’), because, in many cases, 
the ancient and the new sense coexist, e.g. 
tarqìm ‘numbering’ (ancient meaning) and 
‘coding’.

iii. Calques (also called ‘loan translations’) 
from another language are situated between 
the above semantic processes and direct 
borrowing. In such cases, Arabic terms 
exhibit the same features as their English or 
French counterparts. In fact, most Arabic 
terminological creation is based on foreign 
terms, adapted through means provided 
by Arabic morphology and syntax. Most 
of the examples above may be considered 
as resulting from calque or loan transla-
tion. This is the case in most multilingual 

terminology and should not be considered 
a problem, except when new terms are 
regarded by native speakers as an intrusive 
transfer from foreign languages.

3.4 Borrowing

The status of borrowing (ta≠rìb) varies accord-
ing to fields and concepts. For example, bor-
rowing is necessary in the case of most chemical 
elements or for physical units. It may also 
be resorted to in the absence of or pending 
the creation of a recognized Arabic equiva-
lent. Yet, both forms may coexist for a long 
time; talifùn ‘telephone’, for instance, is still in 
use nowadays, alongside hàtif (attested first in 
1924 in this sense; originally, it meant ‘unseen 
man whose voice is heard’), which is the only 
surviving denomination among other challeng-
ers. The borrowed term kambyùtar ‘computer’ 
may resist for a long time against its challenger 
™àsùb, while mìkrùskùb goes on coexisting 
with mijhar.

In scientific domains, borrowed terms gener-
ally consist of single words, which are more or 
less modified. Phonemes that do not exist in Ara-
bic are replaced with their nearest correspond-
ent (e.g. /b/ for /p/). Realizations of borrowed 
words may differ according to the way in which 
they are pronounced in their original language, 
e.g. for ‘laser’ làyzir, lìzir (English) vs. làzir 
(French). Syllabic modification may occur, such 
as the addition of a prosthetic syllable to avoid 
initial consonant clusters, e.g. ±isbiktrùskùb 
‘spectroscope’ (alongside sbiktrùskùb), or the 
addition of a vowel to avoid three-consonant 
sequences, e.g. ±iliktirùn ‘electron’, although 
±iliktrùn occurs more frequently. In writing, 
the use of long vowels before two consonant 
clusters, such as ì and ù in mìkrùskùb, helps in 
pronouncing words that do not have an Arabic 
pattern, because short vowels are generally 
not written. The use of long vowels for this 
purpose is not new; it appeared three millen-
nia ago in other Semitic scripts, in the writing 
of borrowed words (cf. the matres lectionis of 
Hebrew and Aramaic, still very much in use in 
Modern Hebrew terminology).

Arabic may extract from the borrowed term 
a ¤ root – often a quadriconsonantal one – and 
generate Arabic forms by means of internal 
derivation (¤ ištiqàq; see the above examples 
of ta±aksud ‘oxidation’, etc.).
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Many acronyms are borrowed, such as DNA 
(¤ abbreviations). They are usually not trans-
lated but are either kept with their Latin nota-
tion or transcribed in Arabic letters. In scientific 
symbols and notations, we find two types of 
acronyms:

i. International symbols and notations (even-
tually including Arabic numerals) are writ-
ten from left to right; this is nowadays the 
case in the chemical domain.

ii. Arabic symbols and notations are written 
from right to left, and include the use of vari-
ous calligraphic styles; symbols in physics are 
generally transcribed in Arabic writing.

4. C o n c l u s i o n

In medieval times, the Arabic-speaking culture 
efficiently coined terminology for its own needs 
and purposes. Nowadays, Arabic speakers can 
use their language to address any scientific 
or technical question, but specialists may still 
encounter some difficulties in using Arabic in 
their field when communication involves sev-
eral countries of the Arab world.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Ali, Abdul Sahib Mehdi. 1987. A linguistic study 

of the development of scientific vocabulary in 
Standard Arabic. London and Boston: Kegan Paul 
International.

≠Ammàr, Sàm and Šahàda al-Xùrì. 1996. at-Ta≠rìb 
fì l-wa†an al-≠arabì: Wàqi≠u-hu wa-mustaqbalu-hu 
(min ±ajl xi††a ≠àmma li-t-ta≠rìb).Tunis: ALECSO.

Dichy, Joseph. 1989. “Vers un modèle d’analyse 
automatique du mot graphique non-vocalisé en 
arabe”. Simulation de modèles linguistiques et 
enseignement assisté par ordinateur de l’arabe – 
Travaux SAMIA I, ed. Joseph Dichy and Mohamed 
Hassoun, 92–158. Paris: Conseil International de 
la Langue Française.

——. 1998. “Mémoire des racines et mémoire des 
mots: Le lexique stratifié de l’arabe”. La mémoire 
des mots, ed. Taieb Baccouche, André Clas, and 
Salah Mejri, 93–107. Revue Tunisienne de Sci-
ences Sociales 117.

——. 2003. “Sens des schèmes et sens des racines 
en arabe: Le principe de figement lexical (PFL) et 
ses effets sur le lexique d’une langue sémitique”. 
La polysémie ou l’empire des sens, ed. Sylvianne 
Rémi-Giraud and Louis Panier, 189–211. Lyon: 
Presses Universitaires de Lyon.

Hamzaoui, Rached [£amzàwì, Mu™ammad Rašàd]. 
1975. L’Académie de langue arabe du Caire. Tunis: 
Publications de l’Université de Tunis.

——. 1991. al-Mu≠jam al-≠arabì: ±Iškàlàt wa-muqà-
rabàt. Carthage: Bayt al-£ikma.

£igàzì, Ma™mùd Fahmì. 1993. al-±Usus al-luÿawiyya 
li-≠ilm al-muß†ala™. Cairo: Maktaba Ÿurayyib.

Jacquart, Danielle (ed.). 1994. La formation du voca-
bulaire scientifique et intellectuel dans le monde 
arabe. Brepols, Turnhout (Belgium): CIVIMA.

Lelubre, Xavier. 1992. La terminologie arabe contem-
poraine de l’optique: Faits – théories – évaluation. 
Thèse de Doctorat, Université Lumière-Lyon 2.

——. 2001. “A scientific Arabic terms data base: 
Linguistic approach for a representation of lexical 
and terminological features”. ACL 39th Annual 
Meeting, Workshop on Arabic Language Process-
ing; Status and Prospect, 66–72. Toulouse.

Monteil, Vincent. 1960. L’arabe moderne. Paris: 
Klincksieck.

Rabin, Chaim. 1960. “≠Arabiyya”. Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, I, 561–567. 2nd ed. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Richert, Nicole. 1987. Arabisation et technologie. 
Rabat: Institut d’Études et de Recherche pour 
l’Arabisation.

Roman, André. 1999. La création lexicale en arabe: 
Ressources et limites de la nomination dans une 
langue humaine naturelle. Lyon: Presses Universi-
taires de Lyon.

——. 2001. Systématique de la langue arabe. 2 vols. 
Kaslik (Lebanon): Université Saint-Esprit de Kaslik.

Sawaie, Mohammed. 1999. The crisis of Arabic ter-
minology in the 19th century. Damascus: Institut 
Français d’Etudes Arabes. [In Arabic.]

Šayyàl, Jamàl ad-Dìn aš-. 1951. Tàrìx at-tarjama 
wa-l-™araka aμ-μaqàfiyya fì ≠aßr Mu™ammad ≠Alì. 
Cairo: Dàr al-Fikr al-≠Arabì.

Šihàbì, Muß†afà aš-. 1965. al-Muß†ala™àt al-≠ilmiyya 
fì l-luÿa al-≠arabiyya fì l-qadìm wa-l-™adìμ. 2nd ed. 
Damascus: Syrian Academy.

Stetkevych, Jaroslav. 1970. The Modern Arabic 
literary language: Lexical and stylistic develop-
ments. Chicago and London: University of Chi-
cago Press.

Xavier Lelubre and Joseph Dichy
(Université Lumière-Lyon-2)

Terms of Address

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The terms ‘address form’ and ‘term of address’ 
indicate any linguistic form used by speakers 
to refer to the person they are talking to (the 
addressee). These include pronouns, honorific 
‘pronoun substitutes’, names, nicknames, tek-
nonyms, titles, and other words used voc-
atively. Arabic varieties have overt vocative 
markers (the most common being the particle 
yà, which occurs before the name or term), but 
in many instances a term may be used voca-
tively without the vocative particle. Terms of 
address are used for a variety of communicative
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functions, including getting the addressee’s 
attention; summoning, establishing, and main-
taining contact with the addressee throughout a 
conversation; ordering and cajoling; and ‘call-
ing’ the addressee something. Terms of address 
are often nouns with a lexical meaning that can 
also be used in nonvocative reference (when 
talking about someone rather than to some-
one). Although these nouns are often used as 
terms of address directed to their literal referent 
(using the noun for ‘brother’, for example, to 
address one’s own brother), they are even more 
often extended metaphorically to nonliteral ref-
erents (using the noun for ‘brother’ to address 
one’s friend, or even a stranger with whom one 
wants to indicate some kind of solidarity).

2. A r a b i c  v o c a t i v e  g r a m m a r

In Standard Arabic, the vocative particle yà is 
normally followed by a name or an indefinite 
nominative noun, but without nunation (yà 
±ustà≈u ‘O Professor’). The noun may be the 
first term of an ¤ ±i∂àfa construction or have an 
attached clitic pronoun, but in that case it will 
be accusative instead of nominative (yà ±ustà≈a 
l-±awlàdi ‘O Professor [of the children]’, yà 
±ustà≈anà ‘[our] Professor!’, yà jalàlata l-malik 
‘Your Highness, the King’). In any case, the first 
noun after yà may not have a definite article. 
In contrast, the vocative particle ±ayyuhà must 
be followed by a noun with the definite article 
(±ayyuhà l-±ustà≈u ‘O Professor’). The particle 
yà may be omitted, as in the common sayy-
idàtì wa-sàdatì ‘Ladies and Gentlemen’, while 
the omission of ±ayyuhà before a definite term 
is not allowed while retaining vocative force 
(±ayyuhà s-sayyidàtu wa-s-sàdatu ‘Ladies and 
Gentlemen’).

Word order is always vocative particle + 
term of address. In compound terms of address 
(those that include a title and a name), the 
order is vocative particle + title + name (yà 
±ustà≈ Mu™ammad ‘Professor Muhammad!’), 
except in the case of a set of borrowed Turkish 
terms, for which the order is vocative particle 
+ name + title (yà Fù≠àd bèh/bak ‘Mr. Fu≠ad’, 
yà Karìma hànim ‘Mrs. Karima’, yà ±A™mad 
bàšà ‘Mr. Ahmad’; note that these terms do not 
actually mean ‘Mr.’ or ‘Mrs.’, but there is no 
close equivalent in English; they refer to posi-
tions in the Ottoman hierarchy).

In the dialects, which in general do not mark 
case or have ¤ nunation, most of the above 
does not apply. One additional feature in some 
dialects is that the vocative particle can be 
repeated before elements of a non-±i∂àfa multi-
word term of address, usually to express either 
exasperation or playfulness: ya wad ya ti±ìl ‘you 
heavy boy’, ya Mu™ammad ya ≠Osmàn ‘hey, 
Muhammad Osman!’. Note that in Egyptian 
and many other dialects, the vocative particle 
has a short vowel rather than a long vowel as 
in Standard Arabic.

3. F r e q u e n c y  a n d  m e a n i n g

In at least some of the Arabic dialects which 
have been studied (see Parkinson 1985 for 
Egyptian; Al-Khatib 2003, Braun 1988, and 
Farghal and Shakir 1994 for Jordanian; Potter 
1995 for Moroccan), there are a large number 
of terms available for use as terms of address, 
and they are in fact used very frequently. Count-
ing such things, of course, is never straightfor-
ward, and comparisons between languages are 
fraught with problems, but it still seems clearly 
to be the case that, at least in some dialects, 
there is a much larger number of terms in com-
mon use than in English, and speakers choose 
to use a term much more often than English 
speakers do.

Most terms have an overt ‘dictionary’ mean-
ing, which may refer to a relationship (brother), 
a job or position (doctor, engineer, minister), 
a quality (stingy), and the like. However, it 
is clear that each dialect’s system of terms of 
address involves a well-understood set of norms 
for use and nonuse so that, because of expecta-
tions of use or nonuse, a particular term in a 
particular situation takes on additional mean-
ings beyond its dictionary definition. ‘Expected’ 
uses mark assumed, ‘normal’ relationships 
between speaker and addressee (often in terms 
of an intimacy scale, a power scale, an age 
scale, and a few others), and ‘unexpected’ uses 
mark some violation of the ‘normal’ and may 
indicate anger, shock, playfulness, or affection. 
In this system, avoiding using a term at all can 
be just as meaningful as using one, since hear-
ers who are accustomed to hearing themselves 
addressed in a certain way will soon notice that 
it is not happening and assign some interpreta-
tion to that fact (Hussein 1995).
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4. P r o n o u n s  a n d  p r o n o u n 
s u b s t i t u t e s

All forms of Arabic have independent ‘subject’ 
pronouns and attached, clitic ‘object’ pronouns. 
Standard Arabic has a full complement of sin-
gular, dual, and plural masculine and feminine 
2nd person forms (±anta, ±anti, ±antumà, ±antum, 
±antunna; -ka, -ki, -kumà, -kum, -kunna), while 
the dialects have a reduced number, usually just 
three: masculine singular, feminine singular, 
and a single plural form (for example, Egyptian 
±inta, ±inti, ±intu; -ak, -ik, -ku). Verbs are conju-
gated to agree with these pronouns, so it is not 
necessary to include the subject pronoun when 
a verb is present. The pronoun system itself 
has no counterpart to the informal/formal 2nd 
person pronoun system common in European 
languages (as in French tu/vous). Everyone is 
addressed using the regular 2nd person forms, 
and the plural form is used to address a singu-
lar addressee only on relatively rare occasions, 
with an extremely high addressee (the king, 
the president). What many dialects of Arabic 
do have, however, is a set of what may be 
called ‘pronoun substitutes’, honorific terms 
which can replace either the subject or object 
pronoun wherever it occurs (see Parkinson 
1985; Alrabaa 1987). Using Egyptian Ara-
bic as an example, terms like ™a∂ritak ‘Your 
Presence’ and siyadtak ‘Your Excellency’ are 
used to replace ±inta and its clitic counterpart. 
However, unlike the use of vous in French, 
this replacement does not happen every time 
a 2nd person form appears, and 2nd person 
verb forms appear both with and without it in 
the same conversation. It is enough to sprinkle 
the honorific forms every so often to have the 
whole speech marked as respectful. Thus, there 
is not the same degree of exclusivity in choice 
of forms. This means that a single use of the 
plain pronoun to a respected addressee does 
not have the same insulting quality that using 
tu in French would have. Other, less common, 
honorifics are also used, such as fa∂iltak ‘Your 
Nobility’ and sa≠adtak ‘Your Felicity’.

Holes (1986) reports on an interesting situa-
tion in Bahrain in which the pronunciation of 
the clitic 2nd person pronouns was different 
(and thus a marker of identity) for the three 
main communities, the urban Sunnis, the urban 
Shi≠ites, and the rural Shi≠ites. While the two 
urban groups do not vary their system, the 

rural Shi≠ites change to the urban Shi≠ite system 
with certain types of ritualistic 2nd person 
reference (where Holes claims the values of the 
larger community are invoked), and in gen-
eral when talking to members of either of the 
other groups. He shows how this happens 
variably rather than categorically, and could 
be explained as a means of setting the frame of 
reference of a conversation depending on what 
roles are being assumed and what is being com-
municated.

5. N a m e s

Personal names are important markers of iden-
tity in all Arabic-speaking countries (see Par-
kinson 1985; ¤ proper names). In some places 
with large Christian minorities, personal names 
are marked either as Muslim (Mu™ammad, 
≠Ali), Christian (£anna), or neutral (Karìm). 
A few names borrowed from European lan-
guages are used, particularly among Christians 
(Antoine), and names of famous world political 
leaders also show up (Castro). More conserva-
tive or religious Muslim families tend to stick 
to traditional Islamic names, particularly ones 
that resonate in Islamic history, while some of 
these names are felt as somewhat old-fashioned 
in less conservative families. It is fairly com-
mon to be named after a relative, particularly 
after a grandfather. Some families also enjoy 
giving each child a name that begins with the 
same letter.

The system for names beyond the first or 
personal name varies quite dramatically from 
country to country. In the Gulf it is still com-
mon to use the word ibn or bin ‘son (of)’ in 
between the personal name and the name of the 
father (and sometimes grandfather). In Egypt, 
the ibn is dispensed with, but one’s full name 
consists of one’s own given name, one’s father’s 
given name, and on formal occasions the grand-
father’s given name (al-ism al-muμallaμ). Some 
Egyptian families also use a ‘family’ name, 
which might be the profession or place of origin 
of the original ancestor (al-≠A††àr ‘the perfume 
salesman’, Dàÿistànì ‘from Daghestan’), but 
use of these names is optional and sporadic, 
and only some members of a family may like 
using them. Thus, siblings in Egypt will some-
times seem to have different last names, if one 
chooses to use the family name and another 
not. Most Egyptians simply do not have one 
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available. In countries like Lebanon, however, 
it has been a government requirement for sev-
eral generations that families must choose a 
family name, so in those countries, last names 
are expected, and their use is closer to Euro-
pean last name usage.

Names may be used alone or in conjunction 
with a term of respect, and terms of respect 
may also be used without the name. Names 
alone imply intimacy, equality, or power (of 
speaker over addressee), while terms with a 
name imply acquaintance but not intimacy, 
or lack of power (of speaker over addressee), 
while use of a term alone implies respect with-
out acquaintance. It has been pointed out 
by more than one researcher that the younger 
generation has begun exchanging first names 
much more quickly than used to be the case 
in traditional Arab society (see Nydell 1987). 
In most Arab countries, it is unusual to use 
a term with a last or family name; rather, 
almost all term + name combinations involve 
the first given name (±ustàz ±A™mad, not ±ustàz 
Dàÿistànì; see Potter 1995; Nydell 1987; 
Parkinson 1985).

Besides names, many people also have nick-
names. There is a large set of nicknames (not 
the same for each country) that are known 
to ‘go with’ particular names (£amada for 
Mu™ammad, ≠Adùla for ≠âdil, Sùsu for Su≠àd 
in Egypt), but besides these, people may pick 
up random nicknames that are unique to them-
selves. Some nicknames are ‘fake’ teknonyms 
(see below), which either traditionally go with 
that name or are picked up randomly. Nick-
names are used to mark intimacy.

Parents with children are often called ±abù 
fulàn ‘father of so-and-so’ and ±umm fulàn 
‘mother of so-and-so’ after their oldest son, and 
occasionally after the oldest daughter if there 
is no son. Use of these terms varies. In villages 
and more traditional places, most people start 
using the teknonyms once a child is born, and 
the name is rarely heard thereafter, even in the 
family context (see Yassin 1978), while in more 
urban or less traditional settings the teknonym 
functions as a polite/nice way of addressing 
friends and acquaintances but does not com-
pletely replace the name or the use of title + 
name (¤ politeness). As noted above, some 
teknonyms are ‘fake,’ not referring to a real 
son, and function more as nicknames.

6. K i n s h i p  t e r m s

When addressing actual kin, people use either 
the first name (particularly when speaking to 
an addressee of the same age or younger), or 
a kin name, usually with a 1st person pronoun 
(ya ≠ammi ‘my uncle’, yabni ‘my son’). A few 
terms are used without the pronoun (ya bàba, 
ya màma, yàba in Egyptian). More distant rela-
tives are often addressed with terms that bring 
them closer, so that an older second cousin 
might be addressed as ‘my uncle’ and the wife 
of one’s uncle as ya xalti ‘my aunt’. Borrowed 
terms like †an† are common in several places. 
For the most common classes of relatives there 
is sometimes a whole set of possibilities, and 
speaker choices often correlate with social 
class and level of education. Thus, when 
addressing parents, working-class speakers in 
Egypt are more likely to utter ±àba or ±amma, 
while middle-class speakers have mainly bàba 
and màma. Upper-class speakers sometimes 
add màmi.

These terms are not limited to address-
ing relatives, however. They are extended to 
acquaintances and strangers both in a polite 
way (bringing them into the family, so to speak) 
and in annoyance or sarcasm. Older men, even 
strangers, are commonly addressed as ≠ammi 
‘my uncle’, and older women with xalti ‘my 
aunt’. The forms ±ax ‘brother’ and ±uxt ‘sister’ 
are often used without a pronoun ending to 
mark a general solidarity, and the forms with 
the 1st person pronoun ending (±uxti, ±axi, 
±axùya) can be used to express annoyance.

One of the more unusual aspects of the 
system of Arabic terms of address involves an 
extended use of ¤ kinship terms. This has been 
called the bipolar use of the terms, or reverse-
role use (see Ayoub 1962; Rieschild 1998; 
Yassin 1977; Parkinson 1985; Holes 1986), 
in which a term that is appropriate for the 
addressee to use to the speaker is used by the 
speaker instead to address the addressee. Thus, 
in Egypt, a father can say ya bàba ‘dad’ to his 
daughter or son, and in Lebanon a grandfather 
can call his grandson ya židdi ‘my grandfather’. 
Researchers agree that these uses are affection-
ate, and are usually used in situations where the 
older relative could give a direct command and 
expect to be obeyed but instead wants to miti-
gate the force of the command and simply cajole 
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the younger person to do what is requested on 
the basis of their intimate relationship.

Interestingly, in the Gulf, instead of using 
a 1st person pronoun, the speaker may use a 
2nd person pronoun; thus, instead of a father 
calling his son ±abùya, he calls him ±abùk ‘your 
father’, using ±abù∑ to his daughter (Yassin 
1977). This kind of usage has been extended 
in places like Kuwait to conversations between 
same-age relatives (calling your sister ‘your 
brother’) and then extended, using the kin 
terms metaphorically, to friends and other non-
kin. Thus, while most Arab countries appear to 
have some form of reverse-role kin term usage, 
the degree of use (less in urban Egypt, more 
in village Lebanon, even more in Kuwait) and 
the actual way the system works vary widely. 
One would venture to guess, for example, that 
Kuwaiti usage would confuse Egyptians hear-
ing it for the first time.

7. T e r m s  o f  r e s p e c t

Common terms of respect include names of 
professions (±ustàz ‘professor’, duktòr ‘doctor’, 
bašmuhandis ‘chief engineer’), terms derived 
from army or police ranks (šawìš ‘sergeant’), 
terms derived from Turkish nobility (bèh ‘bey’, 
bàša ‘basha’, hànim ‘madame’), general terms 
or respect (±afandim ‘sir’, sayyid ‘Mr.’, sitt 
‘Mrs.’, madàm ‘madame’), terms for working-
class professions (±us†a ‘boss’, mi≠allim ‘teacher/
boss’, dàda ‘governess/janitress’), terms for 
religious leaders (šèx ‘sheikh’, ±abùna ‘[our] 
father’), age-related terms (™agg ‘pilgrim’), and 
two-word terms that involve an honorific and 
the name of a job (siyadit irra±ìs ‘dominance 
of the president’, ma≠àli l-wazìr ‘highness of 
the minister’, ™a∂rit ilmušrif ‘presence of the 
director’). Most of these terms are used with 
or without names. They must be considered 
the core of the address form system, being used 
on a daily basis to establish and mark formal 
relationships. Some terms are most commonly 
restricted to those who ‘deserve’ them in some 
sense, while others are extended broadly either 
to any educated person or to anyone who is in 
a role that demands respect (a customer, for 
example). Thus, in Egypt, the term duktòr is 
extended only relatively rarely to addressees 
who are not medical doctors or those without 
a Ph.D., while the terms bašmuhandis and 
±ustàz are used without restraint to address 

any respectable-looking person. This creates 
the interesting situation in which professors 
are referred to with ±ustàz ‘professor’ in the 
3rd person, but addressed mainly with duktòr, 
which still retains much more prestige than 
±ustàz. The Turkish terms were banned early in 
the revolution, so there are no more ‘real’ bèhs 
and bàšas, but the terms are still commonly 
used to address customers and bosses seriously, 
and to friends and others in jest.

8. F r i e n d l y  a n d  a c c u s a t o r y 
t e r m s

Some dialects, most noticeably Egyptian, con-
tain a large number of terms used for the 
functions of mugamla ‘treating people nicely, 
buttering them up’, mu≠àkasa ‘teasing, bother-
ing strange women on the street’, hizàr ‘jok-
ing’, and lòm ‘accusing’. Friendly terms include 
those like ™abìbi ‘my lover’, šà†ir ‘clever’, ≠arùsa 
‘bride’, ±amìra ‘princess’, and many others, 
which may be used to address actual loved ones 
but also just about anyone on the street whom 
the speaker wants to treat nicely. Terms imply-
ing beauty include gamìl ‘pretty’ (often the mas-
culine form is used to a feminine addressee), 
±amar ‘moon’, ™ilwa ‘sweet’, bè∂a ‘white’, and 
many others. There are many animal and food 
terms used in a nice or teasing way, like 
±u††a ‘kitty’, katkùta ‘chick’, sukkar ‘sugar’, 
šarbàt ‘sweet drink’, ≠asal ‘honey’, and ™alàwa 
‘sweetness/dessert’. Finally, there are a number 
of seemingly neutral terms, like ràgil ‘man’, 
mara ‘woman’, gada≠ ‘strong young man’, bani 
±àdam ‘human beings’, and bint ‘girl’, which 
are typically used without an attached name or 
pronoun ending to express annoyance or criti-
cism of the addressee, without actually being 
abusive. A great deal of creativity in this area 
can be observed, with speakers creating new 
terms appropriate to the situation, which cre-
ates a playful undercurrent to the use of many 
of these kinds of terms. The literature does not 
indicate that speakers in other countries are 
quite so attached to the use of this category of 
terms as Egyptians are.

9. T e r m s  o f  a b u s e

Unlike in English, where the most common way 
to abuse someone verbally is to call him some-
thing (‘you are a ______’, or ‘you ______’), 
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in Arabic the most common way is to use a 
term of abuse after the vocative particle ya (¤ 
insults). Terms of abuse are used seriously, in 
anger, but also quite commonly among friends, 
with almost the opposite meaning (something 
like ‘you are really a close friend’). Terms of 
abuse are clearly marked for social class of 
speaker, with ‘light’ terms used mainly by 
middle- and upper-class speakers, and ‘heavy’ 
terms limited to working-class speakers. How-
ever, upper-class young men may mimic work-
ing-class usage among themselves as a kind of 
joke. It is extremely rare to hear a term of abuse 
‘up’ to someone higher on any social scale of 
power or age, and middle-class speakers also 
avoid them with peers whom they do not know 
well. The terms are, nevertheless, very common. 
Light terms of abuse include names of animals 
(™imàr ‘donkey’, kalb ‘dog’), words for nega-
tive attributes (gabàn ‘coward’, †ifis ‘stingy’, 
±a≠ma ‘blind’, magnùn ‘crazy’), or names of 
professions considered lowly (mugrim ‘crimi-
nal’, ™aràmi ‘thief’, bint ilÿassàla ‘daughter of 
a washerwoman’). They also include the use 
of terms implying some harmful result to the 
addressee (ya maksùr irra±aba ‘you whose neck 
will be broken!’). Heavy terms imply something 
about the parentage of the addressee (ibn ilkalb 
‘son of a dog’, ibn ilwisxa ‘son of a prostitute’), 
or that something is sexually or religiously 
wrong with the addressee (words referring to 
homosexuality, prostitution, the sexual status 
of one’s mother, or to the religious status of 
one’s father, put in a negative light). Light 
terms of abuse constitute an area of creativity 
in the creation of new terms almost as active as 
the one for friendly terms; many of the heavy 
terms, on the other hand, are associated with a 
degree of ¤ taboo and are not uttered by many 
women, or by anyone in polite society.

10. S u m m a r y

Terms of address in Arabic-speaking communi-
ties are sensitive social markers, and speakers 
are very sensitive to their use, feeling offended 
when they do not feel they have been addressed 
properly. The actual terms available for use 
and the precise details of how they are used 
vary greatly from place to place in the Arab 
world, but all places appear to share the basic 
syntax of their use and the idea of their impor-
tance, their frequent use, and their extendabil-

ity beyond their basic meaning. A few scholars 
have begun to look at modeling or predicting
term usage based on social aspects of an inter-
action (Skousen 1989:97–100, 181–184), 
although this work is still in its infancy.
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Textlinguistics

Textlinguistics is the discipline that concerns 
itself with the investigation of the regularities 
and features of texts. Texts, as discourse real-
izates and irrespective of their syntactic size, 
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are the basic units of textlinguistics. For any 
stretch of language to be considered a text, thus 
displaying full textness or textuality, it should 
display both text features (TFs), i.e. internal 
unity (¤ cohesion) and conceptual sequence 
(¤ coherence), and user features (UFs), i.e. 
intentionality, acceptability, informativity, situ-
ationality, and intertextuality. Both text fea-
tures and user features represent the general 
areas of inquiry in textlinguistics, which overall 
examines and normalizes aspects of structural 
and functional constituency of texts, including 
their classification into typologies, integration 
of sentence linguistics, stylistics, rhetoric, and 
text use and comprehensibility in the study of 
texts and textual phenomena. The constitutive 
and functional attributes of texts rely on how 
parts (elements of texts) are defined, how they 
relate to each other in a hierarchy, and how 
they are ordered so that users (producers and 
receivers alike) experience them in a certain 
configuration and effect. A further tenet in text-
linguistics is that text arrangement (structure = 
cohesion with coherence) is a controllable vari-
able that influences text reception, and that the 
same information load in a text has a particular 
effect depending on its structure. Of course, 
text structure depends heavily on user features 
for it to realize the communicative-functional 
purpose of the text.

Broadly speaking, and in both Arabic and 
Western linguistic traditions, textlinguistics has 
developed from structuralist foundations (sen-
tence-oriented linguistic models and approaches, 
but also areas of discourse analysis and other 
theories like the Prague School) and has been 
integrated into an independent area of research, 
leaning toward stylistics and rhetoric. The his-
torical significance of textlinguistics lies in the 
fact that, in both traditions, it overcame the 
narrow sentence-specific perspective of linguis-
tics and thereby created a basis for the interdis-
ciplinary study of texts.

In the Arabic linguistic tradition, the study 
of texts has generally been subsumed under 
rhetoric, which represents a systematic and 
comprehensive body of knowledge intended 
to explore all aspects of textness. In this fash-
ion, Arabic textlinguistics has treated texts as 
sites of interaction relying on two fundamen-
tal principles: a social or communicative basis 
(text as a means of social interaction between 

users) and a complex interrelationship among 
a number of features in which the textual sys-
tem evolves through specific choice-making to 
produce a text. A text is a product configured 
by the communicative need of producers to 
balance their own purposes and intentions with 
the expectations and needs of receivers. The 
focus in Arabic textlinguistics has been to inves-
tigate and establish norms for the arrangement 
of information in texts that can be described as 
sequences of acts their producers perform or as 
sequences of effects texts have on their receiv-
ers. (In terms of ¤ speech-act theory, these cor-
respond to the illocutionary and perlocutionary 
acts accomplished by texts.)

In the Arabic tradition, there are three main 
areas that are concerned with the study of texts: 
rhetoric (balàÿa), which deals with oratory 
(xa†àba), poetry, and the Qur±àn, all of which 
have different textual aspects but aim at con-
vincing (argumentation) through high esthetic 
features; criticism (naqd), which focuses mainly 
on poetry; and exegesis (tafsìr), which focuses 
on the study of the Qur±àn and deals mainly 
with the coherence of a text that was revealed 
more than fourteen hundred years ago but is 
still coherent as a unit and as a self-regulating, 
balance-maintaining text involving the interac-
tion of various elements (cf. Khatabi 1991).

For some Arabic scholars, balàÿa subsumes 
textlinguistics because it examines the main 
issues of faßl ‘conjunction’ and waßl ‘disjunc-
tion’. In his celebrated theory of naÚm ‘con-
struction/composition’, ≠Abd al-Qàhir al-Jurjànì 
(d. 471/1078) viewed balàÿa as the most diffi-
cult and demanding area of rhetoric. He stipu-
lated it has surface/deep realizations that affect 
the textness of a text (cohesion and coherence). 
He further stipulated bases for the realization 
of this: a grammatical basis (text features) and 
a semantic and pragmatic basis (user features).

Given the diversity of texts they dealt with, 
Arabic linguists, particularly medieval schol-
ars, developed approaches for the evaluation, 
processing, analysis, and interpretation of texts 
and textness. Depending on the type of texts 
dealt with, approaches were developed within 
rhetoric, literary criticism, or exegesis. Arabic 
linguists, according to Moutaouakil (1990), 
clearly distinguished between sentence-linguis-
tics and textlinguistics because of their aware-
ness that texts required not only formalistic 
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grammars (focused on sentences as isolated 
occurrences) but also sentences as chunks of 
communication. In particular, poetry and the 
Qur±àn display specific characteristics that 
cannot be handled by sentence-linguistics. 
However, the beginning of such an important 
linguistic development is not historically clear. 
In this context, Versteegh writes: “Not much is 
known about the earliest beginnings of exegeti-
cal activities in Islam, but we do know that they 
all had in common a fundamental concern 
with the elucidation of the meaning of the text, 
rather than the study of its formal characteris-
tics” (1997:13).

To provide interpretations for the Qur±ànic 
discourse and to argue for its inimitability (¤ 
±i≠jàz al-Qur±àn) became, and has been, the 
foremost concern of early Arabic scholars. The 
driving force was to ascertain the textual coher-
ence of the Qur±àn. For this purpose, medieval 
Arabic scholars distinguished texts in terms 
of types, a useful analytical tool in modern 
textlinguistics as well. According to Versteegh 
(1997), Muqàtil (d. 150/767), for example, 
identified a typology of three text types in the 
Qur±àn: narrative or expository (stories about 
earlier generations); legal (laws and command-
ments); and instructive (parables and stories 
about paradise and hell). Typically, this is a 
text typology which is also current and used 
by a majority of modern researchers in textlin-
guistics and allied disciplines (e.g. Hatim 1997; 
Maslouh 1990; Fa∂l 1996). Although methods 
and terminology may differ, the subject matter 
remains essentially the same.

Versteegh (1997) further points to a major 
shift in Arabic linguistics during the 11th cen-
tury. The shift primarily emphasized the role 
of semantics and pragmatics in the investiga-
tion of linguistic occurrences. The theologian, 
grammarian, and literary critic ≠Abd al-Qàhir 
al-Jurjànì was one of the driving forces behind 
this shift. He formulated a coherent and com-
prehensive theory of rhetoric, including textlin-
guistics, which remains a topic of research and 
inquiry to date. In his two major and seminal 
works (Dalà±il al-±i≠jàz and ±Asràr al-balàÿa), 
he expounded his central theme, the neglect of 
semantics and pragmatics by almost all of his 
contemporaries and predecessors. Because of 
his concern with the Qur±ànic text, his targets 
for criticism were not the linguists per se but 
rather the theologians who, according to him, 

never managed to effectively demonstrate the 
reasons for the inimitability of the Qur±àn. 
The central notion in his arguments was the 
distinction and the relationship between ¤ 
lafÚ ‘word’ (pl. ±alfàÚ) and ¤ ma≠nà ‘meaning’ 
(pl. ma≠ànì) within a theory of text he labeled 
naÚm. Because the Qur±àn is no ordinary text 
and is revered by Classical and Modern Arabic 
and Muslim scholars, the study of its textual-
ity has featured in rhetorical and linguistic 
research since the 6th century, as in al-JàhiΩ (d. 
255/869), for example. This interest culminated 
in the introduction of the fully fledged theory of 
naÚm by al-Jurjànì. With its distinct semantic 
and pragmatic dimensions, this theory was pri-
marily developed to unravel the unique features 
of the Qur±àn, but the textlinguistic nature of 
the theory has been assessed and reassessed 
ever since.

Al-Jurjànì strongly believed that the inimita-
bility of the Qur±àn must be based primarily on 
the notion of naÚm, which as a term was coined 
earlier but was generally restricted to aspects of 
the surface structure of language (cohesion). He 
raised questions that stimulated interest in the 
study of texts and gave impetus to semantics 
and pragmatics, including the sociology and 
psychology of language, as integral to such a 
study. It is in this context that al-Jurjànì redi-
rected the whole controversy over the Qur±ànic 
±i≠jàz into his theory of naÚm, whereby struc-
tural relations and their semantico-pragmatic 
dimensions rather than individual words offer 
meanings.

Naturally, al-Jurjànì did not operate in an 
intellectual vacuum. His precursors and con-
temporaries offered significant contributions, 
but he remains the one who directly and force-
fully linked textness to a semantic and prag-
matic basis by proclaiming that words take 
a certain structure as servants and subordi-
nates to meaning. Although the works of al-
Jà™iΩ, and other writers such as al-Qazwìnì, 
as-Sakkàkì, ar-Ràzì, al-Xafàjì, and al-≠Askarì, 
contributed to the development of al-Jurjànì’s 
ideas and approach to texlinguistics as a dis-
cipline and to making it more accessible and 
rewarding, it was al-Jurjànì’s long exposure to 
the views of the Mu≠tazilite school on the issue 
of the ‘creation’ of the Qur±àn that armed him 
with a thorough understanding of the assump-
tions and methods of this school and prepared 
him to vehemently challenge and oppose it 
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later on in order to prove the inimitability of 
the Qur±àn. This school of thought employed, 
among other methods, the concept of naÚm, 
which loosely stands for ‘structure’ of discourse 
(their concept of naÚm was predominantly lim-
ited to the surface realizations of texts, ignoring 
meaning, particularly at the pragmatic level). 
For al-Jurjànì, the arguments of the Mu≠tazilite 
school became unpredictable and generated 
more harm than good among the Muslim intel-
ligentsia of the time. But it was because of 
the effectiveness of the Ash≠arite school that 
al-Jurjànì felt a pressing need for a more effec-
tive alternative to the Mu≠tazilite linguistic and 
theological views concerning the ±i≠jàz of the 
Qur±àn. In opposition to the Mu≠tazilite doc-
trine, al-Jurjànì, unlike most of his predecessors 
and contemporaries, argued that ma≠nà is what 
determines the qualities of the text, not the lafÚ. 
On this, Versteegh states: “The originality of 
al-Jurjànì as a rhetorician [textlinguist] is that 
he linked his view on meaning as the determin-
ing factor in the quality of a text to a linguistic 
dimension by considering it not in isolation but 
always as it is realized within a coherent text. 
Composition or cohesion (naÚm) is the key 
notion [. . .]” (1997:119).

In order to look at texts from the true source 
of excellence, i.e. meaning (semantics and prag-
matics), al-Jurjànì postulated the need to go 
beyond the level of the individual word. Words 
are given meaning only in a context, and only 
when the context is properly ordered (naÚm) 
can we speak of texts that display full features 
of textness (text features and user features). For 
al-Jurjànì, ordering refers to the correspond-
ence between the meanings in the ‘mind of the 
user’ and the words of the sentences. He made 
the relationship between meaning and words 
conditional on the proper application of the 
rules of grammar. Word order reflects the hier-
archy of the elements in the mind. This process 
stresses the vital relationship between user and 
use, between text features and user features.

Although formal microelements of texts are 
important, the unity of texts depends more on 
macroelements, i.e. semantic and pragmatic 
relations (user features), which are mostly proc-
essed outside the internal linguistic web of the 
text. These relations are linked to the textual 
map of the text intended by the producer and 
expected by the receiver. Paraphrasing al-Jur-

jànì’s language, the kalàm (text) of a producer 
is activated by the ‘heart’ (intentions), not in 
order to produce lexical items that are not 
interrelated, but rather to establish such rela-
tions which produce stretches of language that 
exhibit all standards and features of textuality. 
Here, the linguistic structure is a reflection of 
the structure of meanings and ideas, which are 
initiated, cultivated, and fine-tuned internally 
based on some macrostructures that are not 
seen but rather gleaned from the actual words 
of the text. Words (±alfàÚ) exist as independ-
ent entities originally by themselves and are 
given collective meaning through interweaving 
in texts.

The implication is that neither grammatical 
nor lexical meanings can be thought of in and 
by themselves without the help of other higher 
meanings (user features). They are dependent 
on these higher meanings assigned by pro-
ducers and inferred by receivers along a par-
ticular naÚm. Every text represents a unique 
unity of inputs that deal with the questions: 
who, to whom, when, where, why, and how. 
Addressing these questions implies an intrinsic 
relationship between lexical, grammatical, and 
semantic and pragmatic meanings. Thus, lan-
guage is a system that mediates in a complex 
fashion between the universe of producers of 
texts and their respective receivers, based on 
specific purposes associated with use in con-
text. For al-Jurjànì, a text producer conceives 
a mafhùm ‘conceptual understanding’ out of 
a combination of grammatically and semanti-
cally different lexical items. The construction or 
naÚm of this kalàm (the text) is the realization 
of thought manifested linguistically, but formu-
lated as a whole pattern psychologically.

For al-Jurjànì, it is inconceivable for thought 
processes to operate on the lexical meanings 
of words in isolation from their occurrence in 
particular syntactic relations. It is unreason-
able to assume, for instance, that a text pro-
ducer thinks of the meaning of a verb, without 
intending to relate it to a noun. Accordingly, 
text production (naÚm of kalàm) is like the 
melting of a number of pieces of gold or silver 
until they become one piece. Reception of texts 
follows a similar process, but with the aim of 
undoing the melting, so to speak.

From the above discussion, it transpires that 
in the Arabic linguistic tradition, al-Jurjànì’s 
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textlinguistic approach constituted a major con-
ceptual shift by giving centrality to semantics in 
language analysis. The producer is the one who 
creates the meaning (semantic structure), and 
the meaning determines the form. His view that 
the act of creating meaning is a complex men-
tal process implies that text producers formu-
late structures congruous with their intentions. 
This congruity between the intended meaning 
and the mental structure is the central theme 
of his theory of naÚm and the investigation 
of texts. The theory centers on the principle 
of ta≠lìl ‘dependency’ between ¤ lafÚ and ¤ 
ma≠nà, providing explanatory and analytical 
tools for text production and reception at both 
macro and micro levels (Suleiman 1999). Con-
sequently, the receiver’s role is to recover the 
producer’s utterances.

In general, Arabic linguists have examined 
the standards of textuality both with respect to 
text features and to user features. Text features 
(mostly cohesion and to a lesser extent coher-
ence) have been studied most; user features, 
however, have not received the same attention. 
User features are not sufficient in and of them-
selves to define textual occurrences as they are 
not necessarily recoverable from the analysis of 
text features. User features are functions of the 
communicative interaction of the participants 
and form aspects of the choices made by text 
users in a particular context of use. Nonethe-
less, in an interactive, procedural approach to 
text, like that of al-Jurjànì’s, user features link 
users (producers and receivers alike) with the 
physical text, i.e. with text features. Broadly 
speaking, user features include intentionality, 
acceptability, informativity, situationality, and 
intertextuality (cf. Beaugrande and Dressler 
1981; Faiq 2006).

Intentionality subsumes all notions of pro-
ducer intentions. This is a function of text 
management strategies that guide the process 
of choice making, which is contextualized in 
terms of the naÚm of texts and the situation of 
use. Acceptability is viewed as the flip side of 
producer intentionality. It is the perception 
of the receiver that the text is a coherent and 
cohesive communicative event. Acceptability is 
a rather complex issue, involving reader sche-
mata, which al-Jurjànì relates to the psychology 
of texts in use.

Informativity refers to the extent to which 
information is new or unexpected for the text 

receiver. It is usually applied to content, but is 
processable through the internal make-up of 
texts (¤ coherence; ¤ cohesion). Situationality 
refers to factors that render a text relevant to a 
current or recoverable situation of occurrence. 
It refers to norms of mediation, monitoring, 
and managing strategies which text users adopt 
when they negotiate meanings in texts. This 
is subsumed by al-Jurjànì under the relation-
ship between lexical, semantic, and pragmatic 
meanings and the outputs (texts) of such a 
relationship. Intertextuality refers to the ways 
in which the production and reception of a text 
depend on knowledge of other texts. Producers 
and receivers of texts use their past experience 
with other texts to fashion meanings.

Unlike the originality of its predecessor, mod-
ern Arabic textlinguistics has mostly preoc-
cupied itself with adapting Western theories 
for the purpose of analyzing Arabic textual 
matter. In doing so, modern Arab scholars 
have bypassed their own ancestors’ genius. 
Still, modern Arabic textlinguistics has made 
progress through an informed recourse to tra-
dition, assessing, reassessing, re-editing, and 
rediscovering medieval Arabic texts to make 
them bear on the needs and the trials and tribu-
lations of modern discourse (often competing 
discourses) in Arabic. Al-Musawi (2001:33) 
sums up this situation as follows:

To challenge modernism, perhaps, or to face up 
to state manipulation of oratory, scholars have 
carried out extensive studies of rhetoric in its 
scholastic, literary, and philological dimensions, 
as if to counteract both fusion into mass culture 
and state or political polemics of expediency and 
urgency. Between oratory for mass communication 
and rhetoric for the established cultured groups, 
many bygone arguments regain their validity and 
relevance.

It is within such a context that the vitality and 
relevance of al-Jurjànì’s views on and contri-
butions to the development of Arabic textlin-
guistics lie: logic, sociology, psychology, and 
esthetics woven into a theory of text.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s

Primary sources
Jurjànì, ±Asràr = ±Abù Bakr ≠Abd al-Qàhir ibn ≠Abd 

ar-Ra™màn al-Jurjànì, ±Asràr al-balàÿa. Ed. Hel-
mut Ritter. Istanbul: Wizàrat al-Ma≠àrif, 1953. 
(2nd ed., Baghdad: Maktabat al-Muμannà, 1989.)

  textlinguistics 475

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



——, Dalà±il = ±Abù Bakr ≠Abd al-Qàhir ibn ≠Abd 
ar-Ra™màn al-Jurjànì, Dalà±il al-±i≠jàz. Ed. Yàsìn 
al-±Ayyùbì. Beirut: al-Maktaba al-≠Aßriyya, 2000.

Secondary sources
Al-Musawi, Muhsin. 2001. “Arabic rhetoric”. Ency-

clopedia of rhetoric, ed. Thomas O. Sloane, 29–33. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Beaugrande, Robert de and Wolfgang Dressler. 1981. 
Introduction to textlinguistics. London: Longman.

Fa∂l, Íalà™. 1996. Balàÿat al-xi†àb wa-≠ilm an-naßß. 
Cairo: Longman Egypt.

Hatim, Basil. 1997. Translation theory and contras-
tive textlinguistics. Exeter: University of Exeter 
Press.

Khatabi, Mohammed [Mu™ammad Xa†àbì]. 1991. 
Lisàniyyàt an-naßß. Beirut: al-Markaz aμ-Âaqàfì 
al-≠Arabì.

Maslouh, Saad [Sa≠d Maslù™]. 1990. al-≠Arabiyya 
min na™w ‘al-jumla’ ±ilà na™w ‘an-naßß’. Kuwait: 
Kuwait University.

Moutaouakil, Ahmed. 1990. “La notion d’actes de 
langage dans la pensée linguistique arabe  ancienne”. 
Studies in the history of Arabic grammar, II, ed. 
Michael G. Carter and Kees Versteegh, 229–237. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Suleiman, Yasir. 1999. The Arabic grammatical tra-
dition: A study in ta≠lìl. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press.

Versteegh, Kees. 1997. Landmarks in linguistic 
thought. III. The Arabic linguistic tradition. Lon-
don: Routledge.

Said Faiq (American University of Sharjah)

Text Processing ¤ Automatic Language 
Processing

Thai

The impact of Arabic on the Thai language 
is modest but raises issues of phonological, 
sociolinguistic, and historical interest. Arabic 
loanwords of two general types can be dis-
tinguished. One type consists of items in gen-
eral Thai usage, mainly the result of early 
trade contact. The second type includes lexical 
items relating specifically to Islamic institu-
tions and culture. The latter vocabulary would 
naturally be especially familiar to Thailand’s 
Muslim population, about 3 percent of the 
total.

In the Thai words transcribed here, colon 
and circumflex accent denote long vowels. 
Thai tones are marked by superscript numer-
als: 1 for low tone; 2, falling; 3, high; 4, rising; 
unmarked, mid. High and low back unrounded 
vowels are represented respectively by u’ and 

o’. The transcription indicates modern spoken 
Thai, in which final /r/ and /l/ in borrowed 
items are assimilated to final /n/ and final /s/ to 
/t/, although the written language may retain 
etymologically conservative spelling.

Arab and Persian traders were established in 
Southeast Asia more than a millennium ago. 
The Persian term bazaar was known in Bali 
and elsewhere in the archipelago well before 
a cognate occurred about seven hundred years 
ago in the first Thai written sources. Although 
Islam was not to become the dominant religion 
of the Thai court, the king regularly appointed 
Muslim officials to oversee maritime trade and 
associated taxation. One Persian family in par-
ticular became trusted royal counselors. For 
several centuries, senior members of this dynas-
tic group, the Bunnags, were admitted into the 
highest ranks of the Thai nobility, participated 
in state councils, and even had influence in 
determining royal succession.

Descendants of these traders and government 
officials have tended to be bicultural, many 
speaking Thai fluently and integrating into Thai 
society, while retaining their ancestral faith. For 
vocabulary referring to trade items, this group 
would have been pivotal in consolidating Ara-
bic loans in common Thai usage.

The context of pluralistic language contact 
in which trade was conducted raises a meth-
odological issue for diachronic linguistic analy-
sis relevant throughout Southeast Asia. Some 
Arabic loans in Thai would have been intro-
duced directly by Arabic speakers, while others 
would be indirect loans acquired by way of 
Persian, Malay, Javanese, Khmer, and other 
languages. Even English may be implicated, 
as in Arabic safar ‘journey’, passing through 
Swahili and English into Thai as safari: ‘safari 
(suit)’.

A more remote ultimate source is yet another 
possibility. Thus, Roman contact with Ger-
manic in early empire times is held to account 
for the Latin item sâpo, gen. sâpônis ‘soap’. 
This should be kept in mind when considering 
Arabic ßàbùn, Thai sabu:1, Portuguese sabão, 
Malay sabun, etc. Thai krada:t1 ‘paper’ invites 
comparison with Arabic qir†às ‘chart’ as well 
as with Spanish and Portuguese forms. Thai 
rian4 ‘coin’ (< Arabic riyàl?), sak1kala:t1 ‘flan-
nel’ (but not necessarily ‘scarlet’ in color, < 
Persian saqerlàt), and farang1 ‘Westerner’ (not 
restricted to French or Frank, < Arabic ±ifranj 
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‘Franks, Europeans’) raise similar problems. 
Tracing exact provenance for many items such 
as these may not be possible and in any case is 
beyond the present scope.

Similarly, early Indian Ocean contact between 
speakers of Arabic and Sanskrit-related lan-
guages needs to be kept in mind: Arabic nìl 
‘indigo’, Vedic Sanskrit nìla ‘indigo color, dark 
blue’ may be compared with Thai nin ‘dark 
blue; precious dark stone’; Arabic kàfùr ‘cam-
phor’, Sanskrit karpûram with Thai ka:rabu:n.

Aromatics and spices would have been traded 
in the early Thai bazaars. Thus Arabic kammùn 
‘cumin’, za≠faràn ‘saffron’ gave rise, directly or 
indirectly, to Thai khamin2 and ya:2-fran1. The 
latter item illustrates partial reanalysis, as the 
Thai word ya:2 refers generically to grasses and 
herbs. In accordance with Thai syntactic prin-
ciples, ya:2 forms a number of [head + modi-
fier] compounds, e.g. ya:2-kha: ‘thatch grass’. 
The Arabic item has been assimilated to this 
semantic set.

Common in Thai daily usage is kalam1-pli: 
‘cabbage’, i.e. Brassica oleracea (Cruciferae). 
This form is undoubtedly cognate with Arabic 
kurumb, karumb ‘cabbage, cauliflower’ and 
shows the change /r/ > /l/, attested in Thai 
more widely. The second component pli: in 
the Thai compound refers to a bulb-like out-
growth and is perhaps facilitated by the final 
labial in the Arabic form. In Thai, ‘cauliflower’ 
is distinguished from ‘cabbage’ by change of 
suffixal pli: to do’:k1 ‘flower’: kalam1-do’:k1.

Exotic fabrics supplied to the Thai court by 
Arab traders included satin: Arabic ±a†las, Thai 
at1talat1. This item has undergone semantic spe-
cialization, as the Thai version implies interwo-
ven threads of gold and silver. Gold embroidery 
is also specified for the Thai cloth khem2-kha:p1

lit. ‘dark + blue’, formerly used for officials’ 
coats; this is perhaps a folk etymology based on 
Arabic kam™à ‘damask’.

A luxury item for perfumery would have 
been Arabic ≠ambar ‘ambergris’, Thai amphan. 
The substitution /b/ > /ph/ relates to a regular 
Thai devoicing with aspiration of the 15–16th 
centuries, indicating a date for this loan prior to 
contact with Western languages.

Apart from trade, another route of entry for 
Arabic loans into Thai was through literature, 
especially the Javanese Panji tales, which were 
the basis for the 18th-century Thai literary clas-
sic called Inao, along with translations of the 

Arabian nights. Thus it is through ¤ Javanese 
that Arabic ≠araq ‘juice’ appears in Thai as a:
ra3 (with glottal final), implying a fermented 
drink (arrack). Arabic xanjar ‘dagger’ prob-
ably entered Thai through a similar route as 
kan2yan1. Such literary items may no longer be 
widely understood.

Distinct from the group of trader and court 
heritage mentioned above, a numerically larger 
Thai Muslim subgroup is centered in the south-
ernmost Thai provinces bordering Malaysia. 
This area was formerly the Malay-speaking 
port state of Pattani, Islamic, and for several 
hundred years in vassal relations with the Thai 
kingdom prior to incorporation in the 19th cen-
tury. Here, Malay is still written in an Arabic-
derived script referred to as Jawi – a practice 
once normal throughout the Malay world. A 
local variety of Malay is still spoken in the Pat-
tani area as first language, with varying degrees 
of Thai bilingualism.

It is mainly in this context that a second 
category of Arabic loans is encountered, words 
applying specifically to Islamic institutions and 
culture. Included are many vocabulary items 
such as ima:m1, kur’a:n1, etc. Forms are phono-
logically assimilated. For bisyllabic loans, Thai 
low tone is commonly assigned to the second syl-
lable, as illustrated also in the ethnonym a:rap1

‘Arab’ itself. Such items may be encountered 
in Thai mass media, but unlike Arabic loans of 
the first category, not all of those in the second 
would occur in standard Thai dictionaries.

Anthony Diller
(Australian Academy of the Humanities) and 

Wilaiwan Khanittanan
(Thammasat University)

Thamudic

The term ‘Thamudic’ is used generically for 
a number of pre-Islamic Ancient Arabic 
scripts and languages epigraphically attested. 
This entry covers the same ground as ¤ 
Old Arabic (epigraphic), but from a different 
perspective.

1. T e r m i n o l o g y  a n d  t a x o n o m y

The term ‘Thamudic’ covers those texts in 
Ancient Arabic scripts and languages which 
are not parceled out as Hasaitic, Dedanite/
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Lihyanite, or Safaitic. On the same taxonomic 
level of these three terms are the designations 
Taymanite, Najdì, £ijàzì, or Hismaic ‘Tha-
mudic’ (Macdonald 2000, with a slightly dif-
ferent terminology). From the point of view 
of historical linguistics, these seven languages 
constitute the corpus of Ancient Arabic. They 
need to be regarded as an ensemble and always 
in contrast with Old Arabic, genetically the 
successor of Ancient Arabic but attested in 
the same area at the same time. The scripts 
used for this family of languages derive from 
South Arabian script(s). Based on the script, the 
group is frequently called ‘Ancient North Ara-
bian’; but whereas South Arabian languages, 
the languages indigenous to South Arabia, are 
not a form of Arabic, these northern languages 
genetically are; hence, the term ‘Ancient Ara-
bic’ is preferred. The geographical distribu-
tion of these languages is expressed by their 
designations. The earliest specimens can be 
dated to the 6th century B.C.E. (Tayma; Hayaj-
neh 2001), the very latest to the 5th century 
C.E. (Khirbet es-Samrà±; Knauf 1998). After 
the 3rd century C.E., Ancient Arabic, with 
the definite article han-, disappeared quickly, 
and Old Arabic, with the definite article ±al-, 
became Early (Standard) Arabic, after at least 
eight hundred years of coexistence with Ancient 
Arabic as a spoken and, very rarely, written 
language (Knauf, forthcoming). The other basic 
difference between Ancient Arabic and Old 
Arabic is graphic. The Ancient Arabic scripts 
derive from Sabaic and Minaean, i.e. from the 
South Semitic alphabet. The tribes and towns 
of North Arabia became acquainted with it 
after the establishment of a pan-Arabian trade 
network with trading colonies of South Arabi-
ans at Tayma, Dedan, and other places, in the 
course of the 8th century B.C.E. Old Arabic 
became Early Standard Arabic from the 4th 
century C.E. onward by adopting (or rather, by 
continuing) the Nabataean Aramaic script and 
employing the rules for the rendition of Arabic 
names in Aramaic writing, established between 
the 9th and the 6th centuries B.C.E., on the 
language at large.

The tribe of Âamùd is attested for the £ijàz 
from Sargon II (716 B.C.E.) to the Notitia Dig-
nitatum (late 5th century C.E.). In the 2nd/3rd 
centuries C.E., the tribe had a temple at Ruw-
wàfa with inscriptions in Nabataean Aramaic 

and Greek. In the Qur±àn, they have become a 
paradigmatic ‘lost tribe’ (Q. 7/73–79, 11/61–68, 
26/141–159, 27/45–53, 51/43–45, 54/23–31, 
69/4–5, 89/9, 91/11–15), supposed to have left 
the [Nabataean] rock architecture at Hegra/el-
£ijr/Madà±in Íàli™ – where Salamaeans lived in 
the Hellenistic and Roman periods. 

2. T h e  d e f i n i t e  a r t i c l e  a n d 
t h e  g e n e t i c  p o s i t i o n  o f 
A n c i e n t  A r a b i c

Ancient Arabic shares the following features 
with Old Arabic (and later stages of the 
 language):

i. Preservation of the whole range of conso-
nantal phonemes known from Epigraphic 
South Arabian (the richest yet attested in 
the Semitic world), with the exception of 
/s3/ (originally /ts/; Aramaic /s/, Arabic /s/).

ii. The prepositive article han- as in Canaanite 
(in opposition to the postpositive article of 
Epigraphic South Arabian and Aramaic).

iii. The productive broken plural, as in ¤ 
South Semitic (in opposition to the other 
Semitic languages, in which the internal 
plural fossilized).

iv. On the basis of any evidence for the opposite 
being absent, one may assume that Ancient 
Arabic had the yaqtul/yaqtulu-imperfects of 
Central Semitic (in opposition to the yaqtul/
yaqattul-imperfects of the other branches).

From this list of features, one can already 
gain the impression that Ancient Arabic is the 
genetic ancestor of Old Arabic. This impres-
sion is substantiated by the development of the 
definite article: (i) han- > haC1-; this is the form 
in which the Ancient Arabic article is usually 
attested; only in Hasaitic and Lihyanite, the n- 
is preserved in front of laryngeals and pharyn-
geals (han-±ilàt ‘the Goddess’, but hag-gamal 
‘the camel’); (ii) haC1- > ±aC1- (as in the prefix 
of the causative stem; Voigt 1987); (iii) ±aC1 > 
±al- (by dissimilation of the geminate; Wensinck 
1931; Tropper 2001). 

The article han- is shared by Epigraphic ¤ 
£imyaritic, which has otherwise some South 
Arabian features and is still little understood. 
It might be a very archaic Ancient Arabic lan-
guage, or a language of either Arabic or South 
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Arabian origin, which adopted forms from its 
neighbor.

3. P h o n o l o g y

The default assumption is the preservation of 
the Proto-Semitic realization of the consonantal 
phonemes unless there is evidence for the oppo-
site; for the reconstruction of the phonemes of 
Proto-Semitic and their distinctive features, and 
notably the sibilants, see Voigt (1979, 1981, 
1998) and Sima (2001, 2004). 

Ancient Arabic and Old Arabic had the sibi-
lant s1 /s/ and the lateral s2 /«/ [~ / t–l/]; s3 /ts/ had 
merged with /s/. The reconstruction of Ancient 
and Old Arabic /s/ as /š/ by A.F.L. Beeston 
and others is specious, based on the Aramaic 
letter <š> employed for Arabic /s/ in Aramaic 
transcriptions of Arabic names from Impe-
rial Aramaic to Middle Aramaic. This feature 
is due to Ancient West Aramaic phonology, 
which had s1 /s/ (Greek sigma) and s3 /ts/ (Greek 
ksi) when the Aramaic script was adopted by 
Greeks – and Arabs (Tropper 2000).

The evidence for word-final short vowels 
(and hence for case and mood/tense) is ambigu-
ous. In Old Arabic, they sometimes do and 
sometimes do not appear; the proper name 
Taym is tymw in Nabataean (*Taymu; the 
quantity of the final vowel cannot be deduced 
from the notation; cf. Knauf 1986), but *Tèm- 
in Greek temallatos, *Tèm(±)allàt. The strictly 
consonantal orthography of Ancient Arabic 
(with few exceptions) is unable to indicate the 
presence of final short vowels; the exceptions 
like Safaitic h-nb†y are ambiguous: han-naba†ì 
or han-naba†ìyu? On the other hand, there is 
hμmd /haμ-Âamùdì/ in Najdì (‘Thamudic B’; 
Winnett 1937:33).

Sandhi writings are indicative of instances 
of lost final vowels: lPN]bnk≠mhx†† (Ababneh 
2005: no. 245) li-PN bin Ka-≠ammih hax-xu†ù† 
‘These drawings are by PN bin Ka≠ammih(ì)’. 
Case is attested for Nabataean Old Arabic 
(tymw /Taymu/ vs. tym±lhy /Taymullàhi/; in 
more than 95 percent of Nabataean inscrip-
tions and graffiti, case is correctly noted), while 
its absence is evidenced by South Safaitic ≈yl 
/≈ìyàl/ for *≈ù ±àl ‘the one of the tribe of TN’ 
(Clark 1980:126, no. 3) and hylt for /hà ±ilàt/ 
‘O Goddess’. Since the case/final (short) vowel 
is attested for Nabataean Old Arabic, it can 

hardly have disappeared from Ancient Arabic 
completely. One might postulate the dichotomy 
of ‘high Arabic’ (with final vowels) and ‘ver-
nacular Arabic’ (without final vowels) already 
for the earliest stages of the language. There is 
no evidence for ¤ nunation except, perhaps, 
the habit of not writing the /n/ of bin ‘son’ in 
Taymanite and Najdì. *Bin £aggàg is written 
as b™gg. Since assimilation of the nùn is quite 
unlikely in this case, b for bin was an accept-
able orthography at Tayma if ™gg represented 
™aggàgin; otherwise, there was nasalization of 
the /i/ vowel. In any case, b cannot stand for 
*binu.

The distinctive features of some consonantal 
phonemes can partially be reconstructed from 
‘phunny orthografy’. From Epigraphic South 
Arabic the ‘etymology’ of the Ancient Arabic 
graphemes is known; sometimes it clashes with 
the grapheme’s phonemic value. In the follow-
ing list /g, μ/ is short for ‘In Hismaic (or South 
Safaitic), the grapheme for /g/ is derived from 
the traditional sign for /μ/’.

In Taymanite and Dedanite/Lihyanite, we 
find /μ, s3/. First, this is a good reason not to 
look for a phoneme /s3/ in Taymanite any 
longer (some cases have been proposed, but 
not convincingly). Second, the distinctive fea-
ture [+interdental] seems to be augmented, if 
not replaced, by [+affricate]; /μ/, then, was 
/tμ/ or /ts/. The latter was definitely the case 
in Lihyanite, where man sàqiruhù ‘whoever 
wants to rob it’ is written mn μqrh (Jaussen and 
 Sauvignac 1909–1922, no. 81:6). The sound 
change /ns/ > /nts/ is trivial. Thus, /s3/ had dis-
appeared from Taymanite and Lihyanite (and 
from the rest of Ancient Arabic), and /s1/ had 
maintained its Proto-Semitic realization (as in 
Arabic and Ethiopic, in opposition to Hebrew 
and Babylonian). If /μ/ was /ts/, /≈/ probably 
was /dz/.

In £ijàzì, we have /s2, ≈/. So /s2/ still was a 
voiceless lateral fricative (or affricate), writ-
ten by a sign derived from the grapheme for 
its voiced counterpart, either because /s2/ had 
developed into something else in the Arabic 
or Arabian language from which the £ijàzìs 
received their peculiar script – which is unlikely, 
given that the lateral character of Arabic /š/ was 
preserved well into the Umayyad period, or 
because the <n> had adopted a form hardly 
distinguishable from <s2>.
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In Hismaic/South Safaitic (or Tabuki Thamu-
dic, ‘Thamudic E’), there are /g, μ/, /μ, ∂/, and /∂, 
≠/ (King 1989). The last item indicates that /∂/ 
was still voiced, fricative, and lateral. The new 
sign became necessary because the traditional 
sign was used for /μ/. There seems to be only 
one feature that /μ/ and /∂/ have in common: 
[+ fricative]. So, Hismaic had /μ/ and /≈/ rather 
than /ts/ and /dz/; or, again, the sign change is 
of no significance, it simply happened because 
<μ> was needed for something else – for /g/. In 
the South Semitic alphabet, <μ> is a graphic 
variation of <y> (or vice versa). If the phoneme 
is noted as /g, y2/, the phonetic development 
becomes obvious: /g/ was palatalized – the 
whole range of /gy/, /j/, /ž/, /y/ is possible (Voigt 
1984).

In Safaitic, /∂/ and /Ú/ coalesced, at least 
sometimes (Ababneh 2005:27).

Assimilation of n to a following consonant 
is frequent and not restricted to the definite 
article: ±anà mu™ibb ±attà lafèta/±attì lafèti (Litt-
mann 1940:72, no. 113) ‘I am in love, you did 
wrong’ (or nafèta ‘you refused’); Safaitic ±fs < 
/±anfus/ ‘persons’, tÚr < /ntaÚar/ ‘he watched’. 
The diphthongs aw and yi are, as a rule, con-
tracted, as also evidenced by Greek writings of 
pre-Islamic personal names, where, in accord-
ance with (late) Aramaic phonology, /u/ is 
frequently rendered by <o>, and /i/ by <e>. The 
-t of the feminine singular noun in the absolute 
state occasionally becomes -h. How much of 
correct spelling is etymological in nature cannot 
even be estimated.

4. M o r p h o l o g y

In verbs, radical w and y are usually written in 
final positions, very rarely in medial position, 
and in nouns usually not at all: banay(a) ‘he 
built’ vs. ±il(à) ‘to’. Again, many spellings seem 
to be etymological rather than phonemic or 
phonetic. The god/goddess Ru∂à (Esarhaddon 
Ruldàyu; Herodotus orotalt < /orolta:/; Ibn al-
Kalbì, ±Aßnàm: Ru∂à and Ru∂à±u) appears as 
r∂w, r∂y, r∂±, r∂, r∂h, ±rßw in Palmyra and as 
arsa- on the Roman coins of the city of Areopo-
lis in Moab (Knauf 1984). 

The 1st person masculine singular of the per-
fect ends in -t (as opposed to -k in £imyaritic): 
wadadtu fa-/wa-katamtu ‘I loved [+ PN] and 
hid’ (Littmann 1940:68; Littman prefers ‘I 

greeted’, which provides no good reason for 
hiding). In Safaitic, Forms IV, V, and VIII are 
visible (±trk ‘he left behind’; t«wq ‘he longed 
for’; tÚr ‘he watched’); the existence of Form II 
and III can be semantically inferred.

The dual exists at least in Lihyanite (pro-
nominal suffix *-humay, verb -à [written -h], 
but usually replaced by the plural here), and 
Safaitic (hbkrtn /hab-bikratàn/ ‘the two young 
she-camels’; gmln /gamalàn/ ‘two camels’). 

Winnett (1937:22) interpreted Taymanite 
(‘Thamudic A’) smw and ±tw as ‘his name’ 
and ‘his mark’, but one might just as easily 
read /samaw/ ‘he is/was elated’ and /±ataw/ ‘he 
came’.

The external (‘sound’) plural of the noun -n is 
rare (female: dßyt /daßyàt/ ‘antelopes’); internal 
(‘broken’) plurals are abundant: /gimàl/ ‘cam-
els’; /±affus/ ‘persons’; /±a«nà±/ ‘enemies’; /±anùq/ 
‘she-camels’.

Demonstratives are ≈à (Lihyanite), masculine 
≈àn, feminine ≈ìn (Thamudic; vocalization as 
in Maltese); in many cases, the definite article 
serves as a demonstrative.

5. S y n t a x ,  s t y l i s t i c s ,  l e x i c o n

Texts from the Oasis towns include tomb-
stones, especially in Hasaitic (starting with 
/nafs wa-qabr/ ‘stela and tomb of . . .’ or /wagr 
wa-qabr/ ‘tombstone and tomb of . . .’, and legal 
texts, claiming the fulfillment of a civic duty. 
At Tayma, for instance, loyalty to the com-
munity is expressed as loyalty to Íalm, the 
main deity of the city (/PN naßar[a] li-Íalm 
bi-∂arr TN/ ‘PN rendered assistance to Íalm 
in the war against the tribe TN’; Winnett and 
Reed 1970:100–102). At Dedan, landowners 
documented their incessant efforts to keep the 
irrigation system working: A bin/bint B ±aggaw 
[n-g-w, causative]/±aÚall/±aÚlal/±òfay/haÚ-Úilàl li-
≈ù ÿàbat fa-ra∂à-hù ‘A son of B has cleared/
roofed/performed maintenance for the subsur-
face water channel for ˛ù Ÿàbat (main deity 
of Lihyan), so may He show mercy upon him’ 
(with variants and optional additons, Sima 
1999). 

Graffiti are the literary heritage of the 
Bedouin before the rise of classical poetry. 
They all share the basic function of marking 
someone’s presence. Safaitic and South Safa-
itic/Hismaic have the richest template, in its full 
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form tripartite like the Lihyanite ‘corvée-texts’ 
(superscriptio – narratio – invocatio). The name 
of the author, preceded by l- (Ia), is compulsory 
(Safaitic, South Safaitic/Hismaic, Taymanite) 
or a demonstrative like ≈n (£ijàzì?), optionally 
followed by his genealogy (Ib) and/or his tribal 
affiliation (Ic), then by a narration commencing 
with w- (II) of his past or present doings (also 
in the perfect, addressing posteriority) or state 
of mind, and finally an invocation, starting 
with f- (III) of a deity or several of them, ask-
ing for blessings or the protection of the text 
(≠awwir/≠awwirì ≈ì yu≠awwir ‘blind the person 
who effaces [this inscription]’). The standard 
form can be rendered as Ia [+Ib] [+Ic] [+II1 . . . n] 
[+III1 . . . n] (for a more detailed formula, see Voigt 
1980). In the narrative, expressions of per-
sonal loss and longing (naga≠ ≠al[à], ta«awwaq 
±il[à] ‘he longed for’) are frequent, which will 
later form the incipit of the qaßìda (Littmann 
1940:114; Petrá∑ek 1973).

The elements of the Safaitic ‘memorial graf-
fito’ had been in use for a long time, and they 
are individually attested in several forms:

i. Isolated names, with or without affilia-
tion, and with or without the l- auctoris. 
In Taymanite and Najdì, l- co-occurs with 
the variants lm (probably *limà) and nm 
(probably by dissimilation from the lat-
ter). In £ijàzì texts, the preposition may be 
replaced by the personal pronoun ±anà or 
the demonstrative ≈n, which has a funeral 
connotation in at least one instance (see 
below; Jaussen and Sauvignac 1909–1922, 
no. 17).

ii. Claims of possession: l-PN h-[animal(s)/
place]; when other than domestic animals 
are claimed, the formula is a rock artist’s 
signature.

iii. Isolated narratives (without superscriptio; 
those with it represent a short form of the 
tripartite scheme), notably for the expres-
sion of love: PN1 wdd f-PN2 (£ijàzì; Win-
nett 1937:35; Littmann 1940:64–72) is best 
analyzed as /N1 wàdid fì N2/ ‘PN1 is in 
love with PN2’, by wdd/wd, or its opposite 
PN1 nàk[a] PN2 (also frequent in £ijàzì). 
A variant of ‘love messages’ follows the ¤ 
presentative as an apposition or relative 
clause: ≈n PN1 m™b / ≠i«q/≈y≠«q PN2 (Litt-
mann 1940:73–74).

iv. Prayers, notably in Najdì, starting with 
hà + DN (Nuhày, Ru∂à, ≠Attarsamà) or 
bi-DN, with nm as direct-object marker. 
Examples: h-r∂w w-nhy w-≠trsm s≠dn ≠l 
wddy /hà Ru∂àw wa-Nuhày wa-≠Attarsamà, 
sà≠idnì ≠al(à) widàdì/ ‘O Ru∂à, Nuhà, and 
≠Attarsamà, help me because of my love’ 
(Winnett and Reed 1970:80, no. 23); (1) 
h-nhy s≠dn ±lh μ≠t (2) b-nhy t≠≈y nm whbnhy 
(3) bk h-srr «ms (4) mt≠ly (5) h-r∂w nqm 
whbnhy ‘(1) O Nuhày, help me, God of 
salvation (/μiat/?, /μù≠at/?) (2) By Nuhày is 
the health of Wahab-Nuhày (3) By you is 
the joy, rising (/muta≠àlì/) sun (5) O Ru∂à, 
avenge Wabah-Nuhày’ (Winnett and Reed 
1973:88(e)). At Tayma, some inscriptions 
starting with the usual superscriptio end in 
a confession: mn sm≠ l-ßlm l (/là/) twy ‘who 
listens/is obedient to Íalm will not perish’. 
A prayer well attested in South Safaitic/His-
maic, both in isolation and integrated into 
the invocatio of the tripartite scheme, is 
≈krt (±)lt PN ‘may Làt commemorate PN’.

Both the graffiti and the ‘legal texts’ from the 
towns address a public; one cannot infer from 
this and the mere number of inscriptions (at 
present, more than 30,000) that everybody 
was literate, but a significant percentage of the 
population must have been.

The lexicon of Ancient Arabic contains some 
genuine Arabic words that later disappeared 
from the language, like bikrat ‘young she-
camel’ (Biblical Hebrew biúràh), ≈ìrat ‘pen, 
corral, enclosure’ (Biblical Hebrew †ìròt). Other 
words have not yet undergone later semantic 
developments; naxl still is ‘valley’, not yet 
‘palm grove’ (the most common fruit tree in 
Arabia, commonly found in depressions where 
water gathers). 

6. S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s  a n d 
d i g l o s s i a

The formulaic character of most of the texts 
indicates a kind of semiliteracy: one could 
write only certain types of texts, not neces-
sarily anything that came to one’s mind. On 
the other hand, no scribe in the entire Ancient 
Near East would have thought of writing down 
anything that came to his mind. The mainte-
nance of difference between the various Ancient 
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Arabic scripts, even without phonological rea-
sons detectable, together with the predominant 
‘dropping of one’s name’ indicates the marking 
of territory/territoriality as the main purpose 
in the production of these texts. The notion is 
enhanced by those texts, in which l- does not 
indicate the author (who claims ownership 
by his mere presence) but rather the owner: 
l-PN had-dàr/hag-gimàl ‘this place/these camels 
belong to PN’, sometimes accompanied by the 
rock drawing of the thing mentioned. In this 
case one might think of an artist’s signature 
(Ababneh 2005) but for the fact that these 
formulas also occur without pictures, clearly 
claiming the campground for the author’s next 
visit to the region, and the camels which one 
encounters in the environs.

The tribes which left these inscriptions were 
bilingual in several dimensions (the individu-
als not necessarily, and presumably not within 
the full range). Three kinds of Ancient Arabic 
diglossia are encountered:

i. Ancient Arabic and Aramaic. Several tribes 
left inscriptions both in Safaitic and Naba-
taean, e.g. Qumayr (Milik in Winnett and 
Reed 1970:160, no. 130).

ii. Ancient Arabic and Greek. Occasionally, a 
writer of Ancient Arabic could also write 
his name in Greek; Wahballàh ibn ˛ann±il 

ibn Wahballàh left a Safaitic inscription of 
twenty-three words (Winnett and Harding 
1978, no. 1849), but also four words in 
Greek (Winnett a.o. 1980, no. 1860): oua-
ballas tannhlou tou {u}ouaballas.

iii. Ancient Arabic and Old Arabic. It is remark-
able that Wahballàh, writing in Greek, uses 
the Old Arabic form of his name; in Ancient 
Arabic, it should be *Wahb-ha(n)-±Ilàh (not 
attested at all) or Wahb(±)ilàh. The custom 
to switch from the Ancient Arabic article 
to the Old Arabic form when addressing 
regional or tribal ‘outsiders’ can be traced 
back to the 2nd century B.C.E., when a 
Gerrhaean, i.e. someone from al-£asà, 
appears as thmallatos gerraios on Delos 
(Knauf, forthcoming); at home, he would 
have signed as *Tèm-han-±Ilàt (Garm-han-
±Ilàt is attested).

One gets the impression that, at least among 
the trading communities of Arabia, (Naba-
taean) spoken Old Arabic had become a lingua 
franca well before the 4th century C.E., which 
would provide an elegant explanation of why 
it became the basis for written Early Standard 
Arabic. One of the latest ‘Thamudic’ inscrip-
tions, and one of the few firmly dated, sum-
marizes the late Nabataean tomb inscription 
(Jaussen and Sauvignac 1909–1922, no. 17) of 

Figure 2. Hellenistic inscription (South Safaitic/Hismaic/Tabuki Thamudic), Clark 1980, No. 3:  li-∑hi† bin 
Wadd ≤ıyl [< ≤ı √l] N√ilat wa-≤akirat Lt kalıl rhi† ßafiiq ‘By ∑hi† bin Wadd of the tribe N√ilat. May Lt 

be mindful of a tired, thirstily gulping person, who is (nearly?) unconscious’.

Figure 1. Pre-Hellenistic inscription from the £à±il area (Najdi Thamudic), Winnett and Read 1973, 
No. 203e. With final vowels, the metre is rajaz: hà Nuhàya sà≠idnì ±ilàha μù≠atì ‘O Nuhày, help me, 
God of my salvation’.
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267 C.E. (Healey and Smith 1989): ≈ìn raqò« 
bint ≠abdmanòt – five words; the Nabataean 
text has thirty-six words, of which six are 
Aramaic and twelve (Old or Early Standard) 
Arabic, another thirteen are equally intelligi-
ble in both languages, and five are proper 
names.

In the 3rd century C.E., the people of Hegra 
were more literate in Nabataean than in £ijàzì, 
and spoke Old Arabic to such an extent that 
they began to forget their Aramaic and were 
about to use the same script for Early Standard 
Arabic. This inscription marks the end of an 
epoch, in which Aramaic and Ancient Ara-
bic coexisted as written languages with spoken 
Old Arabic. The Arabic diglossia of today 
is quite a simplification compared to the lin-
guistic situation in Arabia before the rise of 
Islam. 
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Theme/Rheme

‘Theme’ and ‘rheme’ are terms of the Prague 
school taken over by various types of functional 
grammars and by pragmatic sentence analysis. 
They essentially refer to the two elements that 
make up an ordinary sentence with a binary 
structure: the ‘theme’ expresses old, familiar 
information, while the ‘rheme’ expresses new 
information (which, from another perspective, 
can be called ¤ ‘focus’). In Anglophone linguis-
tics (including works on the Arabic language), 
the equivalents are sometimes considered to be 
¤ ‘topic/comment’ (most often), or ‘theme/¤ 
predicate’. The terminological preferences also 
show the methodological preferences of various 
authors. In generative grammar or functional 
analysis, for instance, the terms ‘topic’ and 
‘comment’ are sometimes used as equivalents, 
with interpretations specific to the respective 
linguistic orientations. In what follows, the 
terms ‘theme/rheme’ or ‘theme/predicate’ are 
used as a prototypical pair for a type of binary 
sentence analysis of Arabic with certain char-
acteristics. Among these characteristics are the 
following:

i. The explicit acceptance of the distinction 
between thematic structure and verbal 
structure, as formulated, for instance, by 
Beeston: “Of major general importance is 
the contrast between a thematic sentence 
structure, in which the theme occupies the 
first position, and a verbal sentence struc-
ture in which a verb predicate comes first” 
(1970:63);

ii. The explicit or implicit reference to the 
Arabic grammatical tradition, which admits 
such a distinction;

iii. The strict restriction of the analysis to the 
boundaries of the sentence corpus provided 
by Classical Arabic grammars; and

iv. The borrowing of concepts from certain 
20th-century European schools of linguis-
tics (e.g. ‘theme’ as logical, psychological, 
or cognitive subject, or concepts pertaining 
to pragmatic sentence analysis).

Although the equivalent of the terms ‘theme/
rheme’ in traditional Arabic grammar is often 
considered to be the pair musnad ±ilayhi/musnad 

(¤ ±isnàd), the most pertinent references to 
thematic structure are to be found in modern 
works that analyze the pair mubtada±/xabar as 
it appears in the work of the Arabic grammar-
ians. The term mubtada± (¤ ibtidà±) was simply 
translated as ‘inchoative’ by Wright (1962) and 
others. Sometimes, the term was inadequately 
equated with ‘subject’, for instance by Reck-
endorf (1921) and Blachère and Gaudefroy-
Demombynes (1975). In order to correct this 
misunderstanding, Vallaro (1993–1997) intro-
duces the pair ‘theme/rheme’ as a potential 
equivalent of the pair mubtada±/xabar and, 
implicitly, the pragmatic perspective in sen-
tence analysis outlined by the Prague school. 
Although according to Vallaro the term ‘theme’ 
does not cover all the cases discussed by the 
Arabic grammarians, he cannot provide a more 
appropriate term. One element in favor of the 
equivalence mubtada± – theme is the fact that 
the initial preverbal position is inherent to the 
status of theme. With respect to the nomina-
tive case (marfù≠) of the theme, the Arabic 
grammarians spoke of an ‘abstract operator’, 
which would be precisely the initial position-
ing (ibtidà±). On the other hand, even the 
‘debatable’ examples provided by the Arabic 
grammarians, e.g. the inversion of the two ele-
ments in the prototypical nominal sentence in 
locative structures, can be dealt with within the 
framework of syntactic-pragmatic analysis pre-
supposed by the use of the terms ‘theme/rheme’ 
(see references to Beeston 1970 and Kouloughli 
2002, below).

An argument against equating the term 
mubtada± with ‘subject’ and for approaching 
the thematic structure separately from the ver-
bal one is provided by sentences, common in 
Arabic, with an ‘isolated natural subject’. The 
term is introduced by Reckendorf (1921) as an 
equivalent for mubtada±; it refers to the first 
element in sentences of the type zaydun jà±a 
±abùhu ‘Zayd, his father has come’ and zaydun 
ra±aytu ±abàhu ‘Zayd, I have seen his father’. 
The isolated natural subject, which other lin-
guists call a ‘psychological subject’ or ‘natural 
subject’, perfectly overlaps with what, in later 
analyses, appears as theme. Starting from this 
concept, Bravmann (1953) suggests reconsider-
ing the interpretation of thematic structure in 
Arabic. He regards the isolated natural subject 
in the sentences above – the only element of 
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the statement as a whole that is known by the 
speaker at the beginning of the utterance – 
as part of an implicit interrogation, hence its 
pronunciation with the specific interrogative 
intonation. In relation to the interrogation pre-
supposed by this ‘natural subject’ (what about 
Zayd?), its ‘natural predicate’ (i.e. a sentence 
added after a pause of minimum duration) rep-
resents the answer addressed by the speaker to 
himself. The isolated natural subject structure 
is, in Bravmann’s view, the initial structure; a 
later transformation merges the two phrases 
into one through the penetration of the origi-
nal isolated natural subject into the interior of 
the sentence (something like ‘Zaydun is [one] 
whose father I saw’). In this new structure, the 
isolated natural subject enters into closer con-
tact with the initial word and may eventually be 
governed by it syntactically. Bravmann analyzes 
this type of sentence within the extended frame 
of the development of hypotaxis (¤ subordina-
tion) from parataxis (¤ sentence coordination). 
Here, we are interested in it to the extent to 
which the construction with isolation of the 
‘natural subject’ (i.e. a kind of thematic struc-
ture) is linked to the relation between protasis 
and apodosis: the protasis is an interrogation 
addressed by the speaker to himself, the answer 
to which is contained in apodosis. This kind of 
parasyntactic analysis may be of interest for the 
pragmatic perspective on sentence analysis.

Bravmann’s exposition raises some issues 
encountered in various other sentence analyses 
that start from the bipartite structure designated 
by the theme/rheme, including the following:

i. The means of grammatical encoding of 
theme and rheme, with special reference to 
case and determination;

ii. The status of the elements known in Arabic 
as ¤ nawàsix (case operators which, from 
a semantic perspective, largely belong to the 
category of modalities) in relation to the 
thematic structure;

iii. The theme and rheme in locative sentences;
iv. Strategies of thematization and rhematiza-

tion.
These topics are also discussed by Beeston 

(1970, Chap. 9, “Theme and predicate”), cited 
in later works (see below). Beeston observes 
that the theme occurs in sentence-initial posi-
tion if functional words are not taken into 

account. In principle, a theme exhibits the syn-
tactic marker of independent status, insofar as 
it is morphologically capable of being marked 
distinctively. Some functional words assign the 
status of direct object to the theme, which is 
then marked as if it had subordinate status. 
Probably, such functional words originally had 
some degree of verbal force. Restating one of 
the arguments used by the Arabic grammarians 
to justify the ability of this and other particles 
to ‘operate’ or to ‘act’, Beeston (1970) shows 
that this is best illustrated by the functional 
word ±inna. Beeston contrasts two types of 
locative structures, one of which is thematic 
(al-yawmu t-tàlì màta fì-hi l-malik ‘the-day 
the- following died on-it the-king’), whereas 
the other is not formally thematic (al-yawma 
t-tàliya màta l-malik). In the first example, 
al-yawmu is marked by a morpheme of inde-
pendent status and the encapsulated structure 
containing the referential phrase fi-hi ‘on it’, 
while in the second al-yawma is marked as 
having subordinate status without a resumptive 
pronoun (¤ resumption).

With respect to the locative sentence (¤ loca-
tives) in Arabic, Kouloughli states that “Bees-
ton is right in stressing the similarity of locative 
sentences with topic-comment ones but his 
assimilation of the two types of sentences over-
looks some important syntactic and semantic 
proprieties which differentiate them” (2002:21). 
Among the arguments that Kouloughli brings in 
support of assigning topic status (mubtada±) to 
the locator in the locative sentences is the fact 
that the topic must be defined, syntactically or 
semantically, and must denote topical informa-
tion already known to the hearer, namely the 
case of the locator. One of the strongest argu-
ments against considering the locator as theme 
in sentences of the type fì d-dàri rajulun ‘in the 
house [is] a man’, however, is that introducing 
the functional word ±inna in the above-men-
tioned sentence produces the same modification 
of the case of rajul (from nominative to accusa-
tive), with which it would have been modified 
had it occurred as theme in its usual position at 
the beginning of the sentence. This is stressed 
by Carter (1981:199, n. 9.73), in whose view 
Beeston’s hypothesis is psychologically plausi-
ble but leaves unaccounted such genuine inver-
sions as ±inna fì d-dàri rajulan ‘verily, in the 
house is a man’, where rajulan still has depend-
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ent form as a subject operated on by ±inna. In 
order to refute this objection, Kouloughli puts 
forth an alternative hypothesis about the case-
assignment (¤ ≠amal) property of ±inna and its 
analogues (¤ ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà). According 
to him, the respective particles do not have two 
arguments, as the Arabic grammarians thought, 
but just one: they assign the accusative to the 
first noun (or noun phrase) they encounter. In 
locative sentences, “the first noun that can be a 
candidate to accusative case-assignment is the 
located term” (Kouloughli 2002:19).

The theme is normally definite, as it conveys 
information known by the speaker and the 
hearer. In locative sentences and in the exis-
tential sentences that are assimilated to them, 
the locator is definite when fronted, while 
the located noun is in most cases indefinite 
(being a predicate of class). In fact, as Kou-
loughli emphasizes, compared with topic/com-
ment predications, locative predications may 
be qualified as ‘weak’. This structure is used as 
presentational, i.e. for the mere introduction of 
an entity into the discourse (¤ presentatives).

Besides locative sentence, the sentences that 
are of special interest to the theme/rheme analy-
sis are the negative and the interrogative sen-
tences. They have been discussed mostly in 
relation to the strategies of thematization or ¤ 
topicalization.

A related issue is whether the thematic struc-
ture is the original, initial one, as some of 
the Arabic grammarians suggest. According to 
them, the nominative on the agent of the verb 
is copied after the nominative of the theme 
(mubtada±), which, in its turn, is the result of an 
‘abstract operator’ (≠àmil ma≠nawì), represent-
ing the communicative intention of the speaker. 
Alternatively, this could be the result of topical-
ization or dislocation. Fassi Fehri (1982:40–62) 
argues in favor of the latter solution and sup-
ports it with the fact that the basic word order 
in Arabic is VSO. He argues that in Arabic, 
as in all real VSO languages, the verb does 
not agree in number with the subject. In jà±a 
l-±awlàdu ‘has-come the-boys’, for instance, the 
verb is in the singular, and the apparent agree-
ment in al-±awlàdu jà±ù ‘the boys have come’ 
is, in fact, the result of agreement between the 
topic and the subject of the verb.

To reconcile the opinions of those who claim 
that the thematic structures are the original 

ones (see Bravmann 1953) and those who 
oppose this opinion, a distinction can be made 
between thematic structures and thematized 
structures. The latter are the result of themati-
zation, which, in Arabic as in other languages, 
is accomplished through thematizers. The best 
known thematizer in Arabic is ±ammà (the con-
traction of ±an and mà), often translated by ‘as 
for…’ and followed by the theme in the nomina-
tive, whereas the rheme is often introduced by 
fa-. The structure as a whole resembles the con-
ditional utterance (¤ jazà±), with its question/
answer form (see above; Bravmann 1953). Can-
tarino (1975:III, 196–202), who also provides 
many examples of the use of ±ammà in Modern 
Standard Arabic, believes that in the case of the 
‘isolated noun’ (i.e. the theme) introduced by 
this particle, one can speak of an anacoluthon 
(its syntactic function is most often expressed 
by the resumptive personal pronoun): ±ammà 
ßùratu-hu fa-hiya ±ajmalu ßùratin xalaqahà 
llàhu fì l-≠àlam ‘as for its appearance, it is the 
most beautiful form God ever created on this 
world’. The anacoluthon has been mentioned 
in the case of structures with an isolated natu-
ral subject in general; Fleisch (1965:169), for 
instance, calls such structures “phrases brisées” 
(broken phrases): “Ces phrases ne peuvent 
plus s’analyser comme des phrases régulières: 
on commence une phrase, on la brise et l’on 
reprend une autre. C’est un procédé du langage 
affectif dans la recherche de l’expressivité”. 
It is not adequate to speak of a ‘broken’ 
grammatical sequence, however, or of ‘affec-
tive language’ to account for a type of thematic 
structure that is very common in Arabic. It may 
be assumed that thematic structures in Arabic, 
as in other languages, originate with affective 
language. In support of this, their usage in 
‘popular syntax’, in occurrences unknown to 
the literary language, may be mentioned here. 
However, when structures at certain levels of 
the language – such as Modern Standard Ara-
bic – are interpreted, it is important to specify 
the theoretical framework in which the analysis 
is being conducted. The terminological pair 
‘theme/rheme’ sometimes interferes in analysis 
with the pair ‘topic/comment’, in which case 
some linguists speak of thematization as well as 
topicalization as a result of movement. In order 
to differentiate the modalities of analysis that 
are made explicit in terminological differences, 
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one should take into consideration the fact 
that, in modern linguistics, topic/comment are 
seen as structural concepts, while theme/rheme 
are seen as semantic-pragmatic concepts.
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Theta Roles

Theta roles (hereafter ô-roles) are the seman-
tic roles borne by noun phrases in a sentence 
that designate ‘agent of action’, ‘patient of 
action’, and so forth. As such, they constitute 
an essential part of a sentence’s semantic inter-
pretation. The concept, though not the name, 
is used in the beginnings of Arabic grammatical 
study. Saad (1982:87) observes that the medi-
eval grammarians classified sentence elements 
semantically, for example as ¤ fi≠l ‘action’, ¤ 
fà≠il ‘actor’, and ¤ maf ≠ùl ‘acted upon’. Com-
parable designations pervade Wright’s (1974) 
grammar of Classical Arabic and Cantarino’s 
(1975) grammar of Modern Standard Arabic.

The study of ô-roles in generative grammar 
begins with the work of Fillmore (1968) and 
Gruber (1976, based on his 1965 Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology dissertation). Gru-
ber identified roles that still form the core of 
thematic role inventories: Theme (T – object in 
motion or at a location), Location (L), Source (S), 
Goal (G), and Agent (A – volitional performer 
of an action). These relations were termed ‘the-
matic’ because of the centrality of the Theme 
role to the system (Gruber 2003:257). The role 
Patient (P – undergoer of action), not part of 
Gruber’s taxonomy, is often conflated with 
Theme, and Possessor is sometimes an alterna-
tive to (human) Goals (Fassi Fehri 1993:220; 
Amer 1996:226–229). Fillmore’s semantic roles 
were developed in the context of case grammar 
and were called ‘cases’. To Gruber’s roles, Fill-
more added Instrument (I). Some examples may 
clarify the concepts.

(1) kataba l-walad-u d-dars-a
  A P 
 wrote the-boy-Nom the-lesson-Acc
 fì l-bayt-i
 L
 in-the-house-gen
 ‘The boy wrote the lesson in the house’ 

(Farghal 1986:7)
(2) ±a≠†à  zayd-un hind-an
  S (A) G
 gave Zayd-Nom Hind-Acc
 kitàb-an
 T
 book-Acc
 ‘Zayd gave Hind a book’ (Amer 1996:140)
(3) ±a≠†à zayd-un kitàb-an
  S (A) T
 gave Zayd-Nom book-Acc
 li-hind-in
 G
 to-Hind-Gen
 ‘Zayd gave a book to Hind’ (Amer 

1996:140)
(4) qa†a≠-at a†-†abbàx-at-u as-sujùq-a
  A P
 cut-3fs the-cook.f-Nom the-sausage-Acc
 bi-sikkìn-in
 I
 with-knife-Gen
 ‘The cook cut the sausage with a knife’
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The term ‘ô-role’ was introduced in Chomsky 
(1981:2.6) as a component of ô-theory, one 
of the modules of ¤ Government and Bind-
ing (GB) theory. Assuming the role inventories 
of Gruber and Fillmore, Chomsky designated 
NPs to which ô-roles were assigned as ‘argu-
ments’, and those which received no ô-role 
(e.g. idioms and expletives) as ‘nonarguments’. 
Both argument and nonargument NPs occupy 
A-positions, which are D-structure positions 
associated with grammatical functions (GFs). 
A subset of these are also ô-positions to which 
ô-roles are assigned according to the associated 
GF (Chomsky 1986:93). ô-role assignment was 
subject to a bi-uniqueness condition known as 
the ô-Criterion (Chomsky 1981:36):

(5) Each argument bears one and only one ô-
role, and each ô-role is assigned to one and 
only one argument.

(For exceptions to both clauses of (5), see Jack-
endoff 1987:381–383.) ô-roles are assigned by 
heads (A, V, N, P) to complement NPs (inter-
nal arguments), which they head-govern. The 
subject NP is assigned its role  ‘compositionally’ 
by the VP, due to its unique status as the 
external argument of the predicate (Chomsky 
1981:103–105; Williams 1981:83, 1994:32).

Movement complicates this picture. NPs 
move in Government and Binding theory partly 
to receive ¤ Case (also ¤ case roles). However, 
displacement leaves ô-role assignment intact (as 
a consequence of the Projection Principle, the 
requirement that a verb’s selectional properties 
be preserved at all levels of syntactic represen-
tation). Thus, in (6), the focused NP kitàban 
is still the Theme despite its displacement to 
sentence-initial position.

(6) kitàb-an wajada mu™ammad-un
 book-Acc found Muhammad-Nom
 ‘A book Muhammad found’ (Shlonsky 

2000:329)

To account for this fact, Chomsky (1986:96) 
proposed that ô-roles be assigned where neces-
sary to movement chains, consisting of a moved 
NP and its trace, under the Chain Condition: 
“[A] chain is headed by a Case-marked posi-
tion and terminates in a ô-position”. In (6), the 

chain is {kitàban, t}; t is in object position (a ô-
position) after the subject NP and transmits its 
ô-role to the chain. (It may be that kitàb checks 
its accusative Case in the specifier of Focus 
Phrase [Shlonsky 2000:329–331] rather than 
[Spec, AgrOP], if the Chain Condition holds in 
full in Arabic.)

Chomsky (1981) stimulated much research 
into ô-roles, raising questions that remain high 
on the research agenda. Central among these is 
what Baker (1997:73) terms the ‘linking prob-
lem’: how are ô-roles mapped onto syntactic 
arguments? Neither the Projection Principle 
nor the ô-Criterion answers this question. Yet, 
there clearly are linking regularities that must 
be captured; for example, crosslinguistically 
the Agent role maps to subjects and the Theme 
role to direct objects (Marantz 1984:33; Baker 
1997:76). The Uniformity of Theta Assignment 
Hypothesis (UTAH) of Baker (1988:46) is an 
extremely strong proposal concerning linking 
regularities:

(7) Identical thematic relationships between 
items are represented by identical structural 
relationships between those items at the 
level of D-structure.

Challenges to the UTAH have been put for-
ward (Beletti and Rizzi 1988; Newmeyer 2001) 
and contested (Pesetsky 1995; Baker 1997). In 
(8a) and (8b) are Arabic examples of empiri-
cal objections the UTAH faces (Fassi Fehri 
1993:239; cf. Grenat 1996:149, 156–157, 201, 
217–219, 223–225).

(8a) ±aqlaqa-nì intiqàd-u
 annoyed-me criticizing-Nom
 r-rajul-i l-mašrù≠-a
 the-man-Gen the-project-Acc
 ‘The man’s criticizing the project annoyed 

me’
(8b) ±aqlaqa-nì intiqàd-u
 annoyed-me criticizing-Nom
 r-rajul-i li-l-mašrù≠-i
 the-man-Gen to-the-project-Gen
 ‘The man’s criticizing [criticism] of the 

project annoyed me’

The subject in each case is an ¤ ±i∂àfa headed 
by a process nominal, identified in Fassi Fehri’s 
analysis by an event affix [E]. The thematic 
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relations within the ±i∂àfas are identical: ar-
rajuli is the Agent and mašrù≠- the Patient. By 
(7), then, their D-structures should be the same. 
However, Fassi Fehri (1993:235, 240) accounts 
for the differences in the Case-marking of the 
Patient by positing different positions for E in 
D-structure, along with different positions and 
categories for the Patient. Alternative analyses 
that respect the UTAH – for example regard-
ing mašrù≠- as Goal instead of Patient – seem 
problematic. Similar problems arise in loca-
tive alternations (Baker 1997:86–97), as in (9) 
from Jordanian Arabic (Fareh and Hamden 
2000:73).

(9a) mùsa sattaf al-ikyàs fi
 Musa crammed the-sacks in
 d-dukkàn
 the-store
 ‘Musa crammed the sacks into the store’
(9b) mùsa sattaf d-dukkàn bi
 Musa crammed the-store with
 al-ikyàs
 the-sacks
 ‘Musa crammed the store with sacks’

Despite being near-paraphrases, their grammat-
ical roles diverge: in both sentences, alikyàs is 
Theme and ddukkàn the Goal, but the former is 
direct object in (9a) and oblique in (9b), while 
the converse holds for the latter.

A second question concerns the locus of ô-
roles in the overall theory. Chomsky (1981) 
conceives of the ô-Criterion syntactically, as a 
well-formedness condition on Logical Form. 
This position reappears in minimalism in clas-
sification of ô-roles as V-features that argu-
ments must check for convergence (Hornstein 
2001:37–38; for the contrary view, see Chom-
sky 1995c:312; Collins 1997:69–72; Gruber 
2003:258). Much subsequent work has instead 
emphasized the relevance of ô-roles to lexical 
semantic representation. Jackendoff (1987:378) 
locates ô-roles in Conceptual Structure, an 
autonomous semantic component, where they 
are defined configurationally by their positions 
in representations of verb meaning (cf. Bou-
chard 1991). Conceptual Structure is linked 
to the syntax by a set of correspondence rules 
which allow for a direct mapping and obviate 
the need for any mediate level of representation 
(Jackendoff 1987:379). While concurring with 

Jackendoff’s program of associating ô-roles 
with lexical representation, other research-
ers insist that lexical semantic representations 
must be supplemented by information about 
how many arguments a verb takes. Typical of 
such representations are a[rgument]-structure 
and predicate-argument structure, in (10a) and 
(10b), respectively.

(10a) announce (Agent (Goal (Theme))) 
(Grimshaw 1990:6)

(10b) put: x (y Ploc z) (Levin and Rappaport 
1988:15, 1995:21)

The representations differ superficially in that 
the names of the ô-roles appear only in a-
structure; Grimshaw (1990:4, 10) concurs that 
specific roles play no role in syntactic proc-
esses and are included merely for convenience. 
In both representations, then, arguments are 
represented by variables, whose prominence 
relations are indicated by the parentheses: 
Agent and x are the external arguments of 
the predicates, while Goal and Theme, y and 
z, are internal arguments. These prominence 
relations are based on a thematic hierarchy 
(Jackendoff 1972:43; Grimshaw 1990:9; Baker 
1997:105), which ensures that the arguments 
will be mapped to the proper hierarchical rela-
tions in the syntax. (For arguments that such 
hierarchies are ‘epiphenomenal’, see Gruber 
2003:280–282.) Ploc stands for locative preposi-
tions, which mark z as a locative expression 
(Jan put the book on the table).

The question of whether a level of predicate-
argument structure is necessary is unavoidable 
in the minimalist program (¤ minimalism), 
in which the interface levels (Phonetic Form 
and Logical Form) are the only ones permit-
ted (Chomsky 1995b, 1995c, 2000:113). An 
affirmative answer has been argued on the 
evidence of Form X derived verbs. Consider the 
sentences in (11) and (12).

(11) is-ta-w†an-a zayd-un fì
 Caus-Refl-dwell-3ms Zayd-Nom in
 l-qàhirat-i
 the-Cairo-Gen
 ‘Zayd settled in Cairo’
(12) is-ta-wzar-a
 Caus-Refl-be(come).minister-3ms 
 zayd-un al-muhandis-a
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 zayd-Nom the-engineer-Acc
 ‘Zayd appointed the engineer [masc.] as a 

[cabinet] minister’

The meaning of istaw†an- in (11) is semanti-
cally compositional: ‘to cause oneself to dwell’. 
Thematically, the reflexive prefix ta- bears the 
Theme role (since its location is asserted by 
wa†an); it is an external argument to wa†an and 
the internal argument of an abstract predicate 
CAUSE (the causee). The external argument of 
the entire verb is zayd as Agent (that is, causer). 
Taking compositionality as the null hypothesis, 
the compositional reading for istawzara in (12) 
would be ‘to cause someone to be minister for 
oneself’. As in (11), the causer of the derived 
verb is zayd as Agent, and the causee is a vari-
able bearing the Theme role, which maps to the 
direct object al-muhandis in the syntax. Since 
the causee role is filled, ta- functions as a Goal 
adjunct. In both sentences, ta- is bound to zayd 
as its antecedent; the causee variable in (11) can-
not antecede the reflexive to mean that the engi-
neer was appointed for his own benefit. There 
are then two differences in the status of ta- in 
(11)–(12): an argument-adjunct binding dis-
tinction and a (consequent) difference in ô-role. 
But neither distinction surfaces syntactically; 
therefore, neither can be stated in the syntax 
and should be stated over  predicate-argument 
structure representations instead (LeTourneau 
1997:98–100). Whether this argument is cor-
rect or not (a question to which the UTAH is 
pertinent), derived verb measures seem highly 
relevant to the question of how parsimonious 
syntactic theory can be.

Applications of ô-roles to Arabic include the 
following: (i) adjectival passives; (ii) unaccusa-
tive and ¤ middle verbs; (iii) ¤ causatives; and 
(iv) double object constructions.

Mughazy (2001) identifies adjectival passives 
with passive participles in Egyptian Arabic. 
Whereas the active participle is usually associ-
ated with the external argument of the source 
verb, the passive participle is associated with 
one of the verb’s internal arguments, typically 
the Patient, implying a restriction to transitives. 
The pair in (13) illustrates both properties.

(13a) iš-šibbàk il-maksùr
 the-window the-broken
 ‘the broken window’

(13b) *iš-šibbàk il-kàsir
 the-window the-breaking
 ‘the breaking window’

However, the verb need not be transitive, and 
the internal argument need not be a Patient, as 
in (14).

(14a) il-kelìm il-mamši ≠alèh
 the-rug the-walked on-it 
 me™tàg tan∂ìf
 needing cleaning
 ‘The walked-on rug needs cleaning’
(14b) il-±atbà± il-mettàkel men-ha
 the-dishes the-eaten from-her 
 làzem t-it-ÿasal
 must 3fs-Pass-wash
 ‘The eaten-from dishes must be washed’

In (14a), mamši is the passive participle of the 
intransitive mašà ‘to walk’ and ilkelìm is a 
Location, while in (13b) il-±a†bà± is the object 
of men and so a Source (Mughazy 2001:144–
145). Mughazy (2001:150) argues that (14a) 
is acceptable because, while there are two par-
ticipants in the action denoted by mamši (the 
implicit Agent and explicit Location of walk-
ing), the result of the action (say, dirtying the 
carpet) refers only to the Location participant, 
allowing it to surface as the head modified by 
the passive participle. In (14b), the act of eating 
culminates in its cessation; the result of the act 
(say, dirtying the dishes) is pragmatically rel-
evant, rendering the Source argument il-±a†bà± 
acceptable.

Mahmoud (1991) distinguishes ‘unaccusa-
tive’ from ‘middle’ verbs and shows that only 
the former occur in Arabic. Unaccusatives par-
ticipate in a transitive/intransitive alternation 
(semantically, an inchoative/causative alterna-
tion; Pesetsky 1995:12); in (15b), the unac-
cusative is the intransitive Form VII inkasara 
(Mahmoud 1991:120).

(15a) kasara zayd-un
 broke Zayd-Nom 
 az-zujàj-a
 the-glass-Acc
 ‘Zayd broke the glass’
(15b) in-kasara z-zujàj-u
 Intrans-broke the-glass-Nom
 ‘The glass broke’
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zujàj- is the Patient in both sentences, but it 
is the direct object in (15a) and the subject 
in (15b). Middle verbs are exemplified by the 
second member of the pair in (16) (Mahmoud 
1991:123).

(16a) John translates Arabic
(16b) Arabic translates easily

Arabic is the Patient (or Theme) in both sen-
tences, but it is the direct object in (16a) and 
the subject in (16b). However, a detransitivized 
counterpart to (16b) is impossible in Arabic 
(Mahmoud 1991:124), as in (17b).

(17a) tarjama zayd-un an-naßß-a
 translated Zayd-Nom the-text-Acc
 ‘Zayd translated the text’
(17b) *ya-ta-tarjamu n-naßß-u
 3ms-Intrans-translates the-text-Nom
 bi-suhùlat-in
 with-ease-Gen
 ‘The text translates easily’

Mahmoud (1991:126–129) attributes the con-
trast between (15b) and (17b) to the non-
eventive aspect of tarjama, in contrast to the 
eventive aspect of kasara. (On aspect as a com-
plement to thematic relations, see Grimshaw 
1990:22–28; Baker 1997:117–120.) Inasmuch 
as the thematic and grammatical relations of 
the NPs are the same in both the unaccusative 
and middle sentences, this aspectual distinction 
offers a semantic explanation for the difference 
in grammaticality.

Unaccusatives and middles are of further 
interest for two reasons. First, they instantiate 
Burzio’s Generalization (Chomsky 1986:139):

(18) A verb (with an object) Case-marks 
its object if and only if it ô-marks its 
 subject.

In both (15b) and (16b), the Theme is sub-
ject because there is no external ô-role to be 
assigned; therefore, it cannot receive accusa-
tive Case from the verb and receives nomina-
tive Case instead (Perlmutter’s Unaccusative 
Hypothesis, as presented in Baker 1997:114).

Unaccusatives and middles are also of interest 
because the thematic and grammatical relations 

of the unaccusatives display the same linking 
patterns in Arabic as in English, despite the 
fact that the directions of derivation are oppo-
site. Intuitively, unaccusatives are semanti-
cally simpler than their transitive counterparts; 
inchoatives have one argument, causatives two. 
Yet, while English transitives can plausibly be 
derived from intransitives, the reverse must be 
true in Arabic, since the causative in (14a) is 
Form I and the inchoative in (14b) a derived 
verb.

Causatives in Arabic are of two main types, 
syntactic and morphological, exemplified in 
(19a) and (19b), respectively.

(19a) ja≠ala zayd-un hind-an
 make Zayd-Nom Hind-Acc
 tarqußu
 dance
 ‘Zayd made Hind dance’ (Saad 1982:65)
(19b) kattabat al-bint-u
 Cause.wrote the-girl-Nom
 †-†àlib-a d-dars-a
 the-student-Acc the-lesson-Acc
 ‘The girl made the [male] student write 

the lesson’

(19a) is overtly biclausal (there being two finite 
verbs), so the Agent role is assigned to both 
zaydun and hindan by ja≠ala and tarqußu, 
respectively. Zaydun is therefore the causer and 
hindan the causee. (19b) is overtly uniclausal, 
but the assignment of ô-roles is similar: al-bintu 
is the causer Agent of the act of writing, a†-
†àliba is the causee Agent of the act of writing, 
and ad-darsa is the Patient. However, there is 
only one verb, kattabat, a Form II causative, 
to assign the Agent roles, in violation of the 
ô-Criterion. The ô-Criterion is satisfied in a 
biclausal structure like (19a); moreover, if the 
Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypothesis is 
correct, (19b) should be biclausal as well. Ben-
mamoun (1991:182–183) offers evidence from 
Moroccan Arabic to show that this is the case 
(cf. Hazout 1991:196–202, 1995:392–402 for 
Syrian and Standard Arabic):

(20a) ad-drarii gals-u hda
 the-children sat-3p beside
 ba≠∂eyathumi

 each.other
 ‘The childreni sat next to each otheri’
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(20b) galls-u ad-drarii hda
 made-sit-3p the-children beside 
 ba≠∂eyathumi

 each.other
 ‘They made the childreni sit next to each 

otheri’
(20c) *galls-ui ad-drari hda
 ba≠∂eyathumi

 ‘Theyi made the children sit next to each 
otheri’

In (20a), the ¤ reciprocal anaphor ba≠∂eyathum 
must be bound by its antecedent in the minimal 
clause containing them both, in order to sat-
isfy Principle A of the binding theory. This 
condition is met in the single clause constitut-
ing the sentence, in which the reciprocal is 
bound by the subject NP ad-drari. (20b, c) 
contain the morphological causative gallsu. If 
this sentence is uniclausal, we would predict 
that ba≠∂eyathum would be bound by the null 
subject of the verb, on analogy with (20a). But 
it is not; the reciprocal must be bound by the 
direct object ad-drari, as in (20b). This suggests 
that morphological causatives are underlyingly 
biclausal, with (19b) having the abbreviated 
underlying representation (21) and the interme-
diate representation (22).

(21)  [AgrSP [AgrS [AgrOP [spec __] AgrO [vP [spec al-bint] 
v [VP [spec a†-†àlib] [V katab] [NP [N ad-
dars]]]]]

(22) [AgrSP [spec al-bint3] [AgrS-kattabat1] [AgrOP [spec 
a†-†àliba2] [vP [spec t3] [tv(1)] [VP [spec t2] [tV1] 
[NP [N ad-darsa]]]]]

Katab- assigns the Patient ô-role to addars 
under head government. VP compositionally 
assigns the Agent role to a†-†àlib in its specifier; 
vP does the same for albint in the specifier of v, 
a ‘light’ causative verb (Kitahara 1997:9). The 
configuration in (21) thus accounts for the dual 
assignment of the Agent role in accord with 
the ô-Criterion and the Uniformity of Theta 
Assignment Hypothesis. But the variant in (23) 
challenges the latter (LeTourneau 1998:89).

(23) kattab-at al-bint-u
 Cause.wrote-3fs the-girl-Nom 
 ad-dars-a li-†-†àlib-i
 the-lesson-Acc to-the-student-Gen
 ‘The girl made the student write the 

 lesson’

While the thematic relations among the NPs 
in (23) are the same as in (19b), the sur-
face (or underlying) grammatical relations are 
not (Hazout 1991:202–214). The problem is 
much the same as for the process nominals in 
(8), which also exhibit an accusative-genitive 
 alternation.

With this problem in mind, we turn finally to 
true double object constructions, which come 
in two varieties (Amer 1996:140), as in (24a) 
and (24b).

(24a) ±a≠†à zayd-un hind-an
 gave.3ms Zayd-Nom Hind-Acc 
 kitàb-an
 book-Acc
 ‘Zayd gave Hind a book’
(24b)  ±a≠†à zayd-un kitàb-an
 gave.3ms Zayd-Nom book-Acc
 li-hind-in
 to-Hind-Gen
 ‘Zayd gave a book to Hind’

The alternation in process nominals and causa-
tives occurs here as well. In both sentences, 
zaydun is the Source (and Agent), kitàban the 
Theme, and hind- the Goal. But while both 
kitàban and hindan complement the verb in 
(24a), the latter complements the preposition 
li- in (24b). One could evade this problem for 
the Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypoth-
esis by assigning hindan the Possessor role in 
(24a) (Amer 1996:229). But this is a dubious 
move. Gruber (1976:55) permits NPs bearing 
ô-roles to be possessors, which is not permit-
ted in his system among ô-roles themselves. 
Ouhalla (2000:232) argues that possession is 
not a ô-role but a pragmatic inference “from 
the semantic relation of open-ended location”. 
Amer (1996:234) himself admits that the Pos-
sessor role overlaps with the Goal role.

A better solution would be to discard the 
Possessor role and account for the syntactic dif-
ferences in another way under a uniform algo-
rithm of ô-marking. Suppose, following Amer, 
that hind- in (24a) is governed by a null prepo-
sition P which assigns neither Case nor ô-role. 
The structure of (24a, b) will then be as in (25a, 
b), slightly modifying Amer (1996:229(56), 
237(68)), with the Goal in [Spec VP] and the 
Theme as complement to V (Baker 1997:99).

(25a) [vP [spec zayd] [v′ [v [VP [spec [PP P [NP hind]]] [V´ 

[V ±a≠†à] [NP kitàb]]]]
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(25b) [vP [spec zayd] [v′ [v [VP [spec [PP P li [NP hind]]] [V 

±a≠†à] [NP kitàb]]]]

ô-marking in (25a) proceeds as follows: (i) 
±a≠†à assigns the Theme role to its complement 
kitàb; (ii) the v′ ±a≠†à kitàb assigns Goal com-
positionally to the PP in its specifier (implying, 
as currently affirmed, that [Spec, VP] is an A-
position), which is transmitted to hind- by P; 
(iii) after ±a≠†à raises to v, v′ assigns the Source 
(Agent) role(s) compositionally to Zayd. ô-
marking in (25b) is the same, except that the 
Goal role is assigned by li- instead of by v′ 
(Amer 1996:226–237). Deriving surface order 
would then be a matter of right-adjoining li-
hindin to v′, from which position it will ante-
cedent govern its trace in [Spec, VP].
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Topic and Comment

1. D e f i n i t i o n  o f  t e r m s

The topic of an utterance/sentence is defined 
here as that element which expresses informa-
tion that is currently in the addressee’s mind, or 
that is more generally expected to be known by 
the addressee, or that is relatively predictable as 
a whole, or that contains significantly predict-
able aspects, or that is presented by the speaker/
writer as if it is known or predictable. ‘Com-
ment’ is the converse of topic (i.e., it is that ele-
ment of the utterance/sentence which conveys 
information not currently in the addressee’s 
mind, or more generally not expected to be 
known by the addressee, etc.).

Comment is associated intonationally with 
primary accent (also called main stress, or 
sentence stress), which normally falls toward 
the end of the sentence or phrase. The topic 
is either unaccented, if the sentence consists 
of one intonation unit, or is associated with a 
secondary accent if the sentence includes more 

than one intonation unit. Thus, a topic/com-
ment structure may involve recursion. When 
a sentence includes two intonation units, the 
information unit in which the primary accent 
occurs can be regarded in its entirety as having 
primary comment status, while the information 
unit in which the secondary accent occurs can 
be regarded in its entirety as having primary 
topic status. Within each of these intonation 
units, the accented word can be regarded as 
being a secondary comment (or part of a sec-
ondary comment) within that intonation unit, 
while those unaccented elements not identi-
fied as part of the secondary comment can be 
regarded as part of a secondary topic.

This definition of topic and comment is 
based on the notion that language is funda-
mentally communicative, and that communi-
cation requires the conveying of an element 
of information that is not already apparent 
to the addressee. Communication also sug-
gests a common starting point based on com-
mon knowledge between speaker/reader and 
addressee. This starting point provides the 
communicative motivation for the topic as an 
utterance/sentence element. It also suggests an 
iconic motivation (in the Peircean sense of 
iconic; e.g. Hervey 1982:30–31) for the typi-
cal occurrence of the comment toward the end 
of the sentence or phrase, and the topic at the 
beginning: speakers/writers begin from their 
own conceptual starting point (typically shared 
with the listeners/readers) and move on to the 
additional information they want to communi-
cate in respect of this.

Topic and comment are defined here in 
roughly the same way as ¤ theme/rheme in the 
Functional Sentence Perspective (FSP) tradition 
of the Prague school (e.g. Firbas 1992). This dif-
fers from a number of other approaches, such 
as that of Halliday (e.g. Halliday and Matthies-
sen 2004:64–105), which distinguish between 
speaker/writer-oriented aspects of information 
presentation (designated ‘theme’ and ‘rheme’ 
by Halliday) and addressee-oriented aspects 
of utterance division (termed ‘given’ and ‘new’ 
information by Halliday). The view adopted 
here that topic and comment are structural in 
nature and can involve recursion, however, 
owes more to Halliday than to the tradition 
of the Functional Sentence Perspective. The 
terms ‘topic’ and ‘comment’ are more typically 
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used by American than European linguists. 
In some approaches (e.g. Dik 1997), the term 
‘topic’ (and also ‘comment’) is used in a more 
restricted sense than here.

2. T o p i c / c o m m e n t  s t r u c t u r e 
a n d  n o m i n a l  c l a u s e s

The ¤ nominal clause (jumla ismiyya in the 
Arabic linguistic tradition), a clause consisting 
of a simple predicand (mubtada± bihi; ¤ ibtidà±) 
and a predicate (¤ xabar), is a good starting 
point for considering the operation of topic 
and comment in Arabic. Clauses of this type 
are found both in Standard Arabic (including 
the Classical language) and in all colloquial 
dialects, and the grammatically bipartite nature 
of this clause type interacts in a simple and 
transparent way with the bipartite topic/com-
ment distinction.

The examples in Section 2 are all drawn 
from ¤ Khartoum Arabic. The fundamental 
principles discussed here are the same for other 
varieties. However, Khartoum Arabic has the 
advantage over other varieties in expressing 
definiteness in all cases by al-; this applies 
to nouns/nominal phrases, adjectives/adjecti-
val phrases, ‘semiclausal’ (šibh jumla) adverbs/
adverbial phrases, verbs/verb phrases, and more
complex clauses (as shown below). In most 
varieties of Arabic, only nouns/nominal phrases 
and adjectives/adjectival phrases are made defi-
nite by al-/il-; elsewhere, a form such as illi- (in 
most dialects) or alla≈ì (in Standard Arabic) 
is used (¤ subordination). There is a strong 
connection between definiteness and topic: 
a definite element typically has a degree of 
knownness and is therefore more likely to be 
chosen as topic than an indefinite one.

Various word-class combinations are possi-
ble in predicand/predicate clauses, as illustrated 
in (1)–(8) below.

 Predicand  Predicate
 noun prepositional phrase
(1) ar-ràjil fi l-bèt
 ‘The man is in the house’

 noun noun
(2) ar-ràjil  diktòr
 ‘The man is a doctor’

 noun adjective
(3) ar-ràjil ÿarìb
 ‘The man is strange’

(4) ar-ràjil za≠làn [minn-ak]
 ‘The man is angry [with you]’

(5) ar-ràjil fàhim [al-muškila]
 ‘The man understands [the problem]’

 noun verb
(6) ar-ràjil zi≠il [minn-ak]
 ‘The man got angry [with you]’

(7) ar-ràjil fihim [al-muškila]
 ‘The man understood [the problem]’

The predicand must be either a noun or a nomi-
nal, such as an al- phrase (phrase beginning 
with al-), as in (8).

 Predicand  Predicate
 nominal (al- phrase) other
(8) al-fihim al-muškila fi-l-bèt/diktòr/za≠làn
     [minn-ak]/zi≠il
    [minn-ak]

‘The one who understood the problem 
is in the house/is a doctor/is angry [with 
you]/got angry [with you]’

The ¤ word order is predicand/predicate. 
 However, predicate/predicand order is also 
 possible, and is obligatory where the predicand 
is indefinite and the predicate is a verb, as 
in (9).

 Predicate  Predicand
(9) gàmat nàr
 ‘A fire broke out’

Topic/comment principles interact with basic 
clause structure as follows. As in natural lan-
guages generally (see Sec. 1), topics typically 
precede comments. Thus, the clauses beginning 
with ar-ràjil . . ., in (1)–(8) above, all have topic/
comment order: the definite known element 
ar-ràjil ‘the man’ (topic) precedes the indefinite 
unknown element (comment), the indefinite 
element carrying clause stress. Example (9) also 
has standard topic/comment order. Although 
both elements are indefinite, nàr ‘fire’ is treated 
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as unknown, etc. (comment), because of the 
relative predictability of gàmat ‘broke out’. 
(Typically, fires only do a limited number of 
things: break out, go out, spread.)

Comment/topic word orders where the 
comment is the predicate and the topic the 
predicand are also possible, as illustrated in 
(10)–(13).

 Comment Topic
(10) ÿarìb ar-ràjil da
 ‘That man is strange’
(11) za≠làn [minn-ak] ar-ràjil da
 ‘That man is angry [with you]’
(12) zi≠il [minn-ak]  ar-ràjil da
 ‘That man got angry [with you]’

Such clause-initial comments are stressed and 
typically convey a sense of emotiveness.

The interaction between predicand and pred-
icate and between topic and comment pro-
vides insights into the word order of most 
subject+verb-phrase clauses, i.e. clauses with a 
subject predicand and a verb-phrase predicate.

SV(O)
Subject-Verb(-Object) is understood in rela-
tion to the interaction between predicand 
and predicate and subject and verb-phrase 
clauses as follows. Subjects are typically defi-
nite and, therefore, topics. Verb phrases are 
indefinite and, therefore, comments. Subjects 
thus come first in the clause and verb phrases 
last, since topics typically precede comments. 
Objects come after verbs in line with the 
general tendency in Arabic for the head (here 
the verb) to precede the modifier (here the 
object).

V(O)S
Verb(-Object)-Subject word order occurs 
either (i) where the subject is indefinite and 
is therefore the comment (as in gàmat nàr ‘a 
fire broke out’), or (ii) where the verb phrase 
is an initial comment (as in fihim al-muškila 
ar-ràjil da ‘that man understood the prob-
lem’), as is the case in Khartoum Arabic and 
other dialects as well. In Standard Arabic, 
this latter patterning is rare, perhaps because 
it is typical of unplanned speech (with the 
final topic occurring as something of an after-
thought). VO word order in VOS structures 

and in SVO clauses (see above) reflects the 
general tendency in Arabic for the head to 
precede the modifier.

Other word orders involving V and O are typi-
cally a function of placing the object before the 
verb. Such preposing gives the object a com-
ment focus (with main clause stress) or, less 
commonly, a topic focus (with secondary clause 
stress). In the examples (13)–(16) below, the 
preposed element is underlined.

Comment focus
(13) jìb fùl - fasìx agßud
 ‘Get beans – I mean salted fish!’
(14) xamsa dagàyig ma tammèna 
 ‘We hadn’t been here longer than five
 minutes’
(15) aÚ-Úuhur mà ßallèt

 ‘I didn’t even pray the noon prayer’

In the above examples, comment preposing gives 
the sense of restriction to a single entity (known 
in traditional Arabic rhetoric as ™aßr). Thus, in 
(15), for example, the preposed aÚ-Úuhùr con-
veys the sense ‘the noon prayer specifically [in 
contradistinction to any other prayer]’. 

Topic focus

Preposed topical objects are frequently contras-
tive, as illustrated by (16):

(16) [mumkin] zòl gàri
[possible (is) person  read.Act.
that] [who] Part 

 ≠arabi faßì™ kalàm
 Arabic Standard language
 aš-šàri≠ ma bifham 
 the-street not understand.3ms

‘[It may be that] a person who has stud-
ied/read Standard Arabic does not under-
stand the language of the street’

Here, the preposed object kalàm aš-šàri≠ ‘the 
language of the street’ contrasts with the previ-
ously occurring object of the active participle 
gàri ‘(has) read’ ≠arabi faßì™ ‘Standard Arabic’. 
In examples (13)–(15), the object is a comment 
and carries primary stress (cf. Sec. 1). In the 
phrase kalàm aš-šàri≠ ma bifham in (16), by 
contrast, the object kalàm aš-šàri≠ carries sec-
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ondary stress and is therefore a topic, while ma 
bifham carries primary accent and is therefore 
a comment. While kalàm aš-šàri≠ and ma bif-
ham both contain new/unknown information, 
kalàm aš-šàri≠ is treated as more predictable 
here than ma bifham; kalàm aš-šàri≠ can be 
seen as a highly predictable polar opposite of 
≠arabi faßì™, while ma bifham is treated as a 
relatively less predictable element, contrasting 
with gàri.

3. R e c u r s i o n

In both Standard Arabic and the modern dia-
lects, predicand/predicate structures occur, in 
which the predicate is itself further analyzable 
into a predicand/predicate structure, as illus-
trated in example (17) from Khartoum Arabic.

 Main predicand Main predicate
  Secondary Secondary 
  predicand predicate
(17) ar-ràjil da bèt-u  kabìr
 that man his house  big
 ‘That man’s house is big’

Here, the definite predicand ar-ràjil da ‘that 
man’ is followed by an indefinite predicate bèt-u
kabìr ‘his house [is] big’, or equally ‘[is] one 
whose house [is] big’. The definite correspon-
dent to bèt-u kabìr ‘his house [is] big’ is al-bèt-u 
kabìr ‘the one whose house [is] big’. In al-bèt-u 
kabìr, the initial al- relates syntactically to the 
entire following phrase bèt-u kabìr, rather than 
solely to bèt ‘house’ or bèt-u ‘his house’. The 
element al- in al-bèt-u kabìr ‘the one whose 
house [is] big’ functions as a definite particle in 
Khartoum Arabic, just as it does in al-bèt ‘the 
house’. English grammar, however, requires 
that whereas al- can be translated as ‘the’ in 
al-bèt ‘the house’, it has to be translated as ‘the 
one whose’ in al-bèt-u kabìr ‘the one whose 
house [is] big’. 

In ar-ràjil da bèt-u kabìr ‘that man’s house is 
big [lit. ‘man-that house-his big’]’, the indefinite 
predicate bèt-u kabìr itself consists of a second-
ary embedded (definite) predicand bèt-u ‘his 
house’ and a secondary embedded (indefinite) 
predicate kabìr ‘[is] big’.

Example (18) below is to be analyzed along 
the same lines (here the indefinite ana ma ba≠rif-u
‘I don’t know him’/‘[is] one whom I don’t 

know’ has the definite correspondent al-ana ma 
ba≠rif-u ‘the one whom I don’t know’).

 Main predicand Main predicate
  Secondary Secondary 
  predicand predicate
(18) ar-ràjil da  ana  ma ba≠rif-u
 that man I not I know 
   him
 ‘I don’t know that man’
(19) ar-ràjil da  ana  jìt ma≠à-hu
 that man I came with 
   him
 ‘I came with that man’

The normal topic/comment order for clauses in 
which the main predicate is further analyzable 
into a secondary predicand/predicate structure 
is topic followed by comment, as in the above 
examples. As with simple predicand/predicate 
structures, however, it is possible for the com-
ment to be preposed, as in (20).

 Main predicate Main predicand
 Secondary  Secondary
 predicand predicate
(20) hum xawàjàt al-biskunu
 they Westerners the-live.3p
 fi l-bèt da
 in  the-house that

‘They are Westerners, the people who 
live in that house’ or
‘The people who live in that house are 
Westerners’

Here, the main predicand al-biskunu fi l-bèt 
da ‘the [people] who live in that house’ is also 
the main topic. The internal structure of the 
main predicate, and also main comment, hum 
xawàjàt ‘they are Westerners’ can be analyzed 
as follows: hum is a secondary predicand as 
well as a secondary topic, while xawàjàt is 
a secondary predicate as well as a secondary 
comment.

4. T o p i c / c o m m e n t  s t r u c t u r e 
a n d  v e r b a l  c l a u s e s 

In Standard Arabic, a ¤ verbal clause (jumla 
fi≠liyya) is a clause which contains a main 
verb and either lacks an independent nominal/
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pronominal subject or its subject follows the 
main verb. Thus, verbal clauses in Standard 
Arabic have VS, VSO, and VOS word orders. 
Clauses beginning with a verb are the norm 
not only in early (pre-Classical) Arabic (Dahl-
gren 1998:216) but also, in varying degrees, in 
many modern dialects of Arabic, particularly 
the Eastern dialects (Dahlgren 1998:189, 205). 
In certain dialects, for instance Khartoum Ara-
bic, verbal clauses are, by contrast, extremely 
rare. As suggested in Section 2, in many mod-
ern dialects, VOS word order is better analyzed 
grammatically as a bipartite nominal clause 
(jumla ismiyya) consisting of the syntactic ele-
ments VO (predicate) and S (predicand) with 
an associated topic/comment or comment/topic 
structure rather than as a verbal clause of the 
Standard Arabic type. 

In Standard Arabic, VOS structures are tradi-
tionally analyzed as verbal rather than nominal 
sentences, reflecting, among other things, the 
similarity in subject-verb agreement patterns 
between VSO and VOS sentences. In topic/
comment terms, however, Standard  Arabic 
VOS structures seem typically to involve a 
VO constituent followed by an S constituent. 
Consider example (21) from Holes (1995:205), 
describing the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.

(21) wa-jtà™at hà≈à l-balad aß-ßaÿìr al-±àmin 
al-musàlim mi±àtu d-dabbàbàt

This might be translated fairly literally into 
English as ‘And overran this small, secure, 
peaceable country hundreds of tanks’. A more 
idiomatic translation would be ‘This small, 
secure, peaceable country was overrun by hun-
dreds of tanks’. Here hà≈à l-balad aß-ßaÿìr 
al-±àmin al-musàlim ‘this small, secure, peace-
able country’ is clearly the topic (giving known 
information), or part of the topic together with 
the verb (i)jtà™at, and is intonationally closely 
linked to this verb. By contrast, mi±àtu d-dab-
bàbàt ‘hundreds of tanks’ is a comment (giving 
unknown information) and is intonationally 
separated from what comes before. 

Different writers have presented different 
accounts of the topic/comment structure of 
verbal clauses. Baker (1992:125–128) analyzes 
the verb in a verbal clause as the theme (topic), 
arguing that “a process-centred pattern is far 
more typical of Arabic” (1992:128) than of 
English, whose standard SVO order typically 

highlights the actor in a narrative. A weak-
ness of Baker’s analysis is that she adopts a 
rather mechanistic approach to the Hallidayan 
notions of ¤ theme and rheme, analyzing the 
element which comes first in the Arabic sen-
tence as theme on the basis of its position in 
the sentence, and then assuming that it has the 
discourse functions ascribed in the Hallidayan 
model to theme, without investigating closely 
whether this is really the case.

Holes (1995:264–266) has argued that narra-
tive material in Modern Standard Arabic tends 
to display VS(O) word order, while descriptive 
material tends to display SV(O) word order. 
These tendencies are illustrated by example 
(22) from aš-Šarq al-±Awsa† magazine (Oct. 11, 
1994; reproduced in Dickins 2005:46), about 
the satirical Palestinian cartoonist Nàji al-≠Ali, 
who was murdered by an unidentified gunman 
in London in 1987. Relevant verbs and subjects 
are labeled ‘verb’ or ‘subject’.

(22) wulida (verb) nàji al-≠ali (subject) fì qaryat 
aš-šajara ≠àm 1936 [. . .] 

wa-qad kànat (verb) ™ayàtu-hu tilka 
bayna l-xiyàm (subject) maßdar ±ilhàmi-
hi fì rusùmi-h fìmà ba≠d [. . .]. wa-ba≠d 
™ußùli-hi ≠alà šihàdat diblòm al-mèkànìka 
daxala (verb) nàji (subject) ±akàdìmiyyat 
al-funùn fì lubnàn [. . .]

wa-sirr najà™ nàji al-≠ali (subject) 
yan™aßir fì ≠afwiyyati-hi ß-ßàdiqa, allatì 
lam ya≠had-hà l-fann as-sàxir al-≠arabì. 
wa-≠afwiyyatu-hu (subject) tan†aliq (verb) 
min xilàl rusùm-in multazima [. . .]

‘Nàji al-≠Ali was born in the village of 
Al-Shajara in 1936 [. . .]

That life which he lived among the 
tents was the source of his inspiration in 
his drawings in what was to follow [. . .]. 
Following his obtaining a diploma in 
mechanics Nàji entered the Academy of 
Arts in Lebanon [. . .]

The secret of Nàji al-≠Ali lies in his 
truthful spontaneity, which Arab satirical 
art had not known before. His spontane-
ity emerges from his committed drawings 
[. . .]’

In the first two paragraphs, Nàji al-≠Ali’s life 
story is narrated using VS word order. By con-
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trast, his art is described in the final paragraph 
using SV word order.

In the most extensive study of Arabic ¤ 
word order to date, Dahlgren (1998) proposes 
a model for the difference between ¤ nominal 
clauses and ¤ verbal clauses in a number of 
dialects, as well as in early (pre-Classical) Ara-
bic, which incorporates aspects of traditional 
topic/comment notions but also goes beyond 
them. Dahlgren suggests that in many Arabic 
varieties, VS(O) word order is used in narrative 
to convey foreground information, i.e. infor-
mation which conveys the main story line (cf. 
also Hopper 1979), “characterized by events 
that come in sequence, one after the other, to 
give the skeleton of the narrative” (Dahlgren 
1998:61). SV(O) word order, by contrast, is 
used to convey background or supportive mate-
rial “not in sequence with the main story line: it 
may be concurrent or located at any other point 
of the time axis” (Dahlgren 1998:61).

Several writers have noted that other features 
may influence choice of VS(O) or SV(O) word 
order. In an analysis of part of a short story by 
the Iraqi writer Ma™mùd a∂-Îàhir, Somekh 
(1991:32) shows how the main narrative is con-
veyed by SV(O) word order, while the thoughts 
and feelings of the hero are conveyed by VS(O) 
word order. Watson (1999) points out that 
where Arabic newspaper headlines contain 
a verb, the word order is almost invariably 
SV(O) (¤ media Arabic).

It is difficult to regard the various uses of 
VS(O) and SV(O) word order in different vari-
eties of Arabic identified by Holes, Dahlgren, 
Somekh, and Watson as purely a function of 
topic and comment as these notions have been 
defined here. Dahlgren proposes that “we may 
actually see the VS order in Modern Colloquial 
Arabic as the unmarked order in a Functional 
Text Perspective (the foreground/background 
distinction is relevant), and SV order as the 
unmarked order in a Functional Sentence Per-
spective (the theme-rheme structure is rele-
vant)” (1998:183). One way to partially bridge 
the gap between Dahlgren’s ‘functional text 
perspective’ and his ‘functional sentence per-
spective’, while incorporating Holes’ insights, 
is to say that narrative sequential action is 
predictable or presupposed by the nature of 
the text type: regardless of whatever else it 
expresses, an initial verb in narrative involves 

some significantly predictable – i.e. topical – 
element. By contrast, in descriptive texts, the 
existence of descriptive elements (characters, 
etc.) is similarly presupposed: regardless of 
what else it expresses, an initial subject denot-
ing descriptive elements involves a significantly 
predictable (topical) element. 

An associated point of importance is that 
description (as a text type) is prototypically 
static, i.e., it does not involve a change of state 
and as such contrasts with the prototypically 
dynamic nature of narrative. Static situations 
are prototypically described in Arabic through 
verbless sentences (verbs as the primary lin-
guistic means of indicating change of state 
verbs are, by contrast, the central feature of 
narrative). Verbless sentences are necessarily 
nominal. They can thus perhaps be regarded 
as providing the basic ‘structural template’ for 
descriptive texts: those sentences in descriptive 
texts which contain a verb tend to mirror the 
structure of sentences which do not, by employ-
ing a predicand/predicate (jumla ismiyya ‘nomi-
nal clause’) structure.

In Standard Arabic, the emphatic particle 
±inna is frequently used to introduce the initial 
nominal element in a nominal clause, and is 
thus by definition associated with topic/com-
ment structures. The major discourse function 
of ±inna, however, is not to emphasize the 
predicand (and topic) which it precedes and 
grammatically governs, but rather to empha-
size the entire clause of which it is the initial 
element (¤ ±inna wa-±axawàtuhà; ¤ presenta-
tives). An outline account of different subtypes 
of emphasis which may be relayed by ±inna is 
given in Dickins and Watson (1998:421–428).

5. P r e p o s e d  a d v e r b i a l s

Both Standard Arabic and the dialects allow 
for the placing (preposing) of an adverbial ele-
ment before the syntactically central parts of 
the clause. Some dialects, such as Khartoum 
Arabic, commonly accept an adverbial before 
a nominal clause. In Classical Arabic this kind 
of sentence organization may be ungrammati-
cal, and even in Modern Standard Arabic it is 
rare. 

Both Classical Arabic and Modern Standard 
Arabic allow the preposing of an adverbial 
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before a verbal clause, the latter more com-
monly than the former. In Dickins and Watson 
(1998:337–344), it is suggested that in such 
clauses, the preposed adverbial is an emphatic 
topic, and it may serve a number of more spe-
cific contextual purposes, the most prominent 
of which is perhaps linkage to previous textual 
material, as in (23)–(26).

Spatial linkage
(23)
wa-kaμìran mà yanbu†u ≠inda-hum fì jabal 
màkùß, wa-min hunàka jama≠tu-hu ±ayyàm 
kuntu hunàk (from Ibn al-Bay†àr, al-Jàmi≠ 
li-mufradàt al-±adwiya wa-l-±aÿ≈iya; repro-
duced and analyzed in Dickins and Watson 
1998:344)
‘It frequently grows in their part of the world 
on Mount Makus; and I collected it [from] 
there when I was there’

Temporal linkage
(24)
fa-lammà kàna ±awwal al-layl ≠àda wa-qa∂à 
sà≠a fì ∂a™k wa-≠abaμa ma≠a ±ixwati-hi. wa-fì 
hà≈ihi l-layla za≠ama li-±ahl al-bayt ±anna fì 
±akl aμ-μùm wiqàya min al-kùlìra . . . (from 
¢àhà £usayn, al-±Ayyàm; Dickins and Wat-
son 1998:344)
‘At the start of the night he came back and 
spent an hour laughing and joking with his 
brothers. That night he told all the people 
of the house that eating garlic warded off 
cholera . . .’

Manner linkage
(25)
kànat †ayyibat al-qalb, wa-bi-hà≈ihi †-†ìba 
xarrabat bayt ±a≠azz ±aßdiqà±ì (from ±Anìs 
Manßùr, Baqàyà kull šay±; Dickins and Wat-
son 1998:344)
‘She was good natured; and through this 
good nature she destroyed the household of 
one of my dearest friends . . .’ 

Logical linkage
(26)
bu≠ayd wafàt ar-rasùl – ßallà ££àhu ≠alay-hi
wa-sallam – bada± al-≠Arab futù™a-hum allati 
wa∂a≠at ta™ta taßarrufi-him xilàl qarnin 
wà™id jamì≠ al-min†aqa š-šàsi≠a l-mumtadda 

min ±awàsi† ±âsya wa-™aw∂ as-Sind šarqan 
±ila šimàl ±Isbàniyà ÿarban, wa-bi-≈àlika 
±aqàmù dawlat al-xilàfa . . . (from BBC broad-
cast ≠Abqariyyat al-™a∂àra al-≠arabiyya; 
Dickins and Watson 1998:344)
‘Shortly after the death of the Prophet 
Mu™ammad, the Arabs began their conquests 
which within one century placed under their 
control all of the vast area stretching from 
central Asia and the Indus Basin in the east, 
to northern Spain in the west. They thus [i.e. 
by doing this] set up the Caliphal state . . .’

In each of the above cases of linkage, the link-
ing element (fì hà≈ihi l-layla ‘that night’, bi-
hà≈ihi †-†ìba ‘through this good nature’, and 
bi-≈àlika ‘thus’) draws on information that is 
already known, because it has been established 
in the previous clause.

In terms of the topic/comment model adopted 
here, the initial adverbial in each of these sen-
tences is analyzed as a main topic, while the 
following verbal clause is analyzed as a main 
comment. Within each of the main topics and 
the main comments, it would be possible to fur-
ther analyze a secondary topic/comment struc-
ture (as already suggested in Sec. 3 for verbal 
sentences).

Particularly in historical or biographical 
narrative, Modern Standard Arabic frequently 
(though not as frequently as English) preposes 
time adverbials that may not so obviously 
involve an element of known information. For 
example, a text describing the life of ¢àhà 
£usayn, from aš-Šarq al-±Awsa† (Oct. 24, 
1992; reproduced and analyzed in Dickins and 
Watson 1998:342–343, 469-470) preposes a 
number of adverbial time phrases, e.g. wa-
ba≠da ±an ±atamma ™ifÚ al-Qur±àn al-karìm 
‘[and] after he had completed the memorization 
of the Noble Qur±àn’; wa-fì ≠àm 1918 ‘[and] in 
the year 1918’; wa-fì ≠àm 1963 ‘[and] in the 
year 1963’.

In Section 4, it was suggested that initial 
verbs in VS(O) structures do not immediately fit 
the definition of topic used here, but they may 
be said to fit it after all, given a broader inter-
pretation of topic to include what is presup-
posed by the text type. Similarly in historical or 
biographical narratives, preposed time adverbi-
als are not obviously topical in that they do not 
relay information that is already known (etc.). 
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They might, however, be said to be topics in the 
wider sense that historical and biographical nar-
ratives presuppose forward movement through 
time. While the specific time information (date, 
etc.) given in the preposed time adverbial is not 
known or predictable, the passing of time itself 
is highly predictable in such texts.

6. W i d e r  p e r s p e c t i v e s

For further information, the following pub-
lications may be referred to. Obeidat (1994) 
provides an account of the discoursal pattern-
ing of thematic (topic/comment) structures in 
Modern Standard Arabic and English. Abdul-
Raof (1998) considers the relationship between 
subject, theme (topic), and agent in Modern 
Standard Arabic. Dickins a.o. (2002:116–123) 
consider the relationship between topic/com-
ment (theme/rheme), grammatical mainness/
subordination, and foregrounding/background-
ing (cf. Sec. 3; ¤ grounding) in Modern Stan-
dard Arabic and English. Kammensjö (2005) 
uses topic/comment and related notions in ana-
lyzing discourse connectives in formal spoken 
Arabic.
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Topicalization

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n 

‘Topicalization’ refers to the placing of a constit-
uent in a place other than its default, or normal, 
position in order to mark it as the theme or topic 
of the sentence. In VSO and SVO languages, it 
means fronting or moving toward the front, 
according to the principle ‘old information 
precedes new information’. In the Chomskyan 
tradition, topicalization is regarded as a trans-
formation from an underlying deep structure, 
which results in a surface structure with a topi-
calized constituent. Many contemporary theo-
ries today do not posit any underlying level of 
syntactic representations (see Van Valin and 
Lapolla 1997:21). A passive construction, for 
example, which would be seen as a transfor-
mation from an active clause in Chomskyan 
grammar, would be regarded as a question 
of figure/ground organization in a cognitive 
grammar, such as that developed by Langacker 
(1987, 1991). This is illustrated in (1).

(1a) The farmer shot the rabbit
(1b) The rabbit was shot by the farmer

In (1a), the farmer is the figure, i.e. in the center 
of one’s attention, and the rabbit is in the ground, 
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i.e. within the scope of the viewer but outside 
the figure. In (1b), the rabbit is the figure, and 
the farmer belongs to the ground (Taylor 
2002:11).

Van Valin and Lapolla (1997:8–16) refer to 
the Chomskyan grammar perspective, which 
includes Relational Grammar, as being ‘syntac-
tocentric’. In this view, language is seen as an 
abstract object whose structure is to be studied 
independently of psycholinguistic, communica-
tive, sociocultural, and other considerations. An 
alternative perspective is labeled the ‘communi-
cation and cognition’ perspective, to which Van 
Valin and Lapolla relate some fifteen linguistic 
theories and several well-known linguists who 
share the same outlook without being associated 
with a particular school. This latter perspective 
views human language as a means of commu-
nication with broader cognitive processes, such 
as reasoning and conceptualization, which are 
closely linked to other cognitive systems such as 
perception and knowledge. 

In the Prague school, with the latter per-
spective, topicalization belongs to what Daneš 
(1966) calls the third level of language. Syntactic 
organization takes place on the first level, with 
the traditional notions of subject, predicate, 
direct and indirect objects, and so on. The sec-
ond level concerns semantic roles, e.g. agent, 
force, patient, and instrument. The third level 
describes the organization of the utterance, 
which is structured according to the communi-
cative purposes of the speaker. 

The representatives of the Prague school were 
the main pioneers in elaborating theories regard-
ing the third level of language. Through their 
approach, known as the ‘functional sentence 
perspective’, they developed the concepts of ¤ 

theme and rheme. In 1939, Mathesius defined 
the theme as “that which is known or at least 
obvious in a given situation and from which 
the speaker proceeds”, and three years later as 
“that which is spoken about in the sentence” 
(quotations from Firbas 1974:13). The rheme is 
what the speaker says about the theme (Firbas 
1974:13). Halliday (1967) elaborated the dif-
ferent definitions on the theme by Mathesius 
and proposed a division into thematic structure 
and information structure. He regards the the-
matic structure with its theme and rheme as 
speaker oriented, i.e., it concerns what speak-
ers choose as the point of departure for their 

message and what they say about that element. 
Information structure, on the other hand, is 
listener oriented. It is divided into the topic, 
which belongs to what the speaker assumes is 
known information to the listener, and focus, 
the new information that the speaker imparts to 
the listener. The thematic structure is expressed 
through the ordering of words, whereas infor-
mation is expressed through prosody, where 
the more prominent pitch falls on the focus, 
which is located in the larger focus domain (¤ 
topic/comment). 

2. O l d  a n d  n e w  i n f o r m a t i o n

Extensive research has been done on the con-
cepts ‘new information’ and ‘old information’. 
Chafe (1976) suggests that ‘known’ or ‘given’ 
were topics that have been activated in the 
ongoing discourse – not any known informa-
tion. Sanford and Garrod (1981) speak of 
‘scenario’ as a way of directly invoking known 
information that has not been activated in the 
discourse. They use the example of a courtroom, 
which has well-known participants, such as 
judge, lawyer, and witness, all of whom can be 
spoken of in definite terms without an introduc-
tion. Fillmore (1982:111) uses the term ‘frame’ 
for the same phenomenon. Prince (1981) pro-
vides a taxonomy for all types of information; 
she distinguishes between new, inferable, and 
evoked information. ‘New’ is partly brand new, 
partly (known but) unused information; ‘infer-
able’ means scenario or frame-related infor-
mation; and the last category is divided into 
‘situational evoked entities’ and ‘textual evoked 
entities’. The former concerns topics inferred 
from the speech situation, such as you and me, 
without having been mentioned before; the lat-
ter is divided into types: current and displaced 
entities. ‘Displaced’ means already introduced 
in the discourse but then replaced by other 
topics. Givón (1990) discerns three main con-
textual sources for the topics, i.e. the known 
information from which a topic can be picked. 
These are the ‘deictically shared context’, which 
is the speech situation; the ‘generically shared 
context’, which is the common cultural knowl-
edge that practically all members in a speech 
community have access to; and the ‘textually 
shared context’, which refers to topics already 
introduced in the discourse. 
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The work on information structure by 
Lambrecht (1994) is an important milestone 
in this field. Following Dahl (1976:38), he uses 
‘presupposition’ for old information. A presup-
position is propositional information “which 
the speaker assumes the hearer already knows 
or is ready to take for granted at the time the 
sentence is uttered”. The pragmatic presuppo-
sition of an utterance, then, is the set of such 
propositions lexicogrammatically evoked in a 
sentence (Lambrecht 1994:52). In the sentence 
I finally met the woman who moved in down-
stairs, the following set of pragmatic presup-
positions can be identified:
(i) The addressee can identify the female des-

ignated by the definite noun phrase.
(ii) Someone moved in downstairs from the 

speaker.
(iii) One would have expected to have met that 

individual at some point in time.

The first presupposition is evoked by the defi-
nite article the, the second by the relative clause 
who moved in downstairs, and the third by the 
adverb finally. To these three presuppositions 
about the knowledge state of the addressee, 
a fourth presupposition concerning the con-
sciousness presuppositions must be added:

(iv) The addressee is aware of the referents of 
the pronouns I and who at the time these 
pronouns are uttered.

Fifth, the sentence evokes the following rel-
evance presuppositions via the two unaccented 
pronouns:

(v) The proposition expressed by the sentence 
is construable as relevant information 
about the referent of I; the proposition 
expressed by the relative clause is constru-
able as relevant information about the 
referent of who. 

Lambrecht follows Strawson (1964) in regarding 
the following three principles as essential com-
ponents of a theory of linguistic information:

I. The Presumption of Knowledge
II. The Presumption of Ignorance
III. The Principle of Relevance

The first and third principles are reflected in the 
five points above. The second concerns what has 

been labeled as ‘new information’ in a sentence. 
Lambrecht modifies this concept and calls it 
‘assertion’. New information and assertion 
belong to the focus domain, and are treated 
under ¤ focus. 

When it comes to topic, Lambrecht only uses 
the notion of ‘sentence topic’; he disregards any 
understanding of topic on a larger level than 
the sentence. He accepts the notion of ‘being 
about’, but asserts also that it is insufficient; a 
correct conception must also include Strawson’s 
Principle of Relevance, since one cannot add 
just any potential topic in the discourse and 
expect it to be understood. So, besides express-
ing ‘what the sentence is about’, the topic is 
also ‘what is a matter of standing current inter-
est or concern’. This means that although it is 
a concept at the sentence level, more than one 
sentence may be needed to determine what the 
topic is in the sentence. A sentence such as The 
children went to school may be an ordinary, 
unmarked, ‘topic/comment’ utterance, as in 
(What did the children do next?) The children 
went to SCHOOL. But it may also be an 
‘identificational’ sentence, as in (Who went to 
school?) The CHILDREN went to school, or 
it may be an ‘event-reporting’ sentence, as in 
(What happened?) The CHILDREN went to 
SCHOOL. Both the identificational and the 
event-reporting sentence have a subject that is 
not a topic. The identificational sentence has 
the presupposed open proposition ‘X went to 
school’, but Lambrecht does not regard it as 
a topic, since it has no referent. The subject in 
this type of sentence is an ‘argument focus’. In 
the event-reporting sentence, the pragmatic pre-
supposition is merely that something happened, 
and the whole sentence belongs to the focus 
domain (Lambrecht 1994:119–122). 

3. T o p i c a l i z a t i o n  a n d  w o r d 
o r d e r

In an investigation of word order in Early Arabic 
and modern Arabic dialects, it was found that 
only SVO order is possible for topicalization of 
the subject and only VOS order for topicaliza-
tion of the (direct) object (Dahlgren 1998; for 
statistics on different word orders referred to 
below, ¤ word order). Exceptions to this pat-
tern were found only in ¤ Anatolian Arabic 
dialects and ¤ Uzbekistan Arabic, which have 
been influenced by Kurdish and Turkish, both 
SOV languages. 
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Topicalization of the subject often occurs 
with ±inna (Dahlgren 1998:214–216). A sample 
of 50 instances with SV order in foregrounded 
narrative in the Sìra of Ibn ±Is™àq presented 
39 instances out of 47 definite nouns with a 
preposed ±inna. Two of the three instances 
with indefinite nouns also occurred with ±inna. 
A study of these shows that they presented 
an important new topic in the discourse. The 
remaining instances with definite nouns were 
introduced by wà, ±illà ±anna (1), and ±i≈à (1). 
In the Qur±àn, SV order is common both with 
wa- and ±inna; asyndetical linkings are found 
after qul ‘say!’ in a few cases. 

Topicalization of the object means VOS 
order. An example from Damascus Arabic is 
given in (2).

(2) ba≠d ma šreb ëš-šay,
 after that drank.3ms the-tea
 ±ëja šu
 came.3ms what
 ±ësm-o . . . ±ëja ≠amàra 
 name-his came.3ms Amara 
 ±al-l-o:
 said.3ms-to-him
 ‘After he had drunk the tea, came – what’s 
 his name . . . Amàra came. He said to him:

 wèn ël-mënfàx? ≠†ì-ni  
 where the-pump give.Imper-me
 l-mënfàx ™atta
 the-pump so.that
  ±ënfox ël-mòtòr taba≠-i
 pump.1s the-engine of-me
 ‘Where is the pump? Give me the pump, so 
 that I can pump up the engine’

 ±axad hàda l-mënfàx 
 took.3ms this the-pump.engine 
 He took this pump,

 ≠Amàra  nafax  ël-mòtòr . . .
 Amàra, pumped.3ms the engine.
 Amàra, he pumped up the engine . . .’ (Grotz-
 feld 1965:135) 

Here is a case of two topical constituents in one 
sentence (Lambrecht 1994:146–150). Both ël-
mënfàx and ≠amàra are spoken about and of cur-
rent interest, but in ±axad hàda l-mënfàx, ≠Amàra, 
the former receives more prominence in that it 
occupies the place for topicalized objects. 

To activate an unused topic, both Classical 
Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic employ 
a construction with ±ammà . . . fa-. The same 
function can also be filled in Modern Standard 
Arabic by alternative constructions with bi- 
n-nisbati li- and (more casually) ±ammà bi- 
n-nisbati li- ‘with respect to’, fìmà yata≠allaqu 
bi-, and fìmà yaxtaßßu bi- ‘concerning’.

4. L e f t - d i s l o c a t i o n 

Left-dislocation has a function similar to that 
of ±ammà . . . fa- and its modern counterparts, 
but it is sometimes regarded as the topic/
comment articulation par excellence within 
Arabic linguistics. However, in general linguis-
tics, apart from Chomskyan grammar, it repre-
sents a rather special type of topic articulation. 
Left-dislocation is one type of marked topic 
construction, where the dislocated element is 
an unused topic that is picked up again in 
the following sentence as a suffixed pronoun 
(Dahlgren 1998:90). (‘Left-dislocation’ is, of 
course, an awkward term in Arabic linguistics, 
since what is ‘left’ in Latin writing becomes 
‘right’ in Arabic; ‘predislocation’ would have 
been a better term.) In Classical Arabic, a sen-
tence with left-dislocation is called jumla ≈àt 
wajhayni ‘a sentence with two faces’ (Wright 
1896:II, 256).

The left-dislocated element is generally topi-
cal with specific reference, but it may also be a 
generic term, as in (3).

(3) wa-li-ta≠lamù ≠adad-a 
 and-so.that-know.2mp number-Acc
 s-sinìna wa-l-™isàb
 the-years.Gen and-the-reckoning
 ‘. . ., and that you may know the number of 
 the years, and the reckoning;

 wa-kull-a šay±-in
 and-every-Acc thing-Gen
 faßßalnà-hu tafßìlà,
 distinguished.1p-cl3ms distinction
 and everything We have distinguished very 
 distinctly

 wa-kull-a ±insàn-in
 and-every-Acc man-Gen
 ±alzamnà-hu †à±ir-a-hu
 fastened.1p-cl3ms bird-Acc-his  
 fì raqabat-i-h 
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 in neck-Gen-his 
 and every man – We have fastened to him his 
 bird of omen to his neck’ (Q. 17/12–13)

At variance with the preceding example, the 
left-dislocated element is probably in general 
characterized by reduced case marking, i.e. 
in the nominative even if the suffixed element 
has another case. Example (4), having specific 
reference and reduced case marking, should 
therefore constitute a more typical example of 
left-dislocation.

(4) zayd-un jì ±a
 Zayd-Nom came.3ms.Pass.
 ±ilay-hi bi-kitàb-in
 to-him with-book-Gen
 ‘A letter has been brought to Zayd’ (Wright 
 1896:II, 256)

5. C o n t r a s t i v e  t o p i c s

Contrastive topics are accented, a syntactic 
trait which otherwise characterizes the focus. 
In the following sentences, contrastive topics 
are found as nouns and as pronouns in the 
1st and 3rd person: The CHILDREN went 
to SCHOOL, and the PARENTS went to 
bed; and I saw Mary and John yesterday. 
SHE says HELLO, but HE’s still ANGRY with 
you.

This function may be performed in Arabic by 
a preposed nominal clause and ±ammà . . . fa-, 
as in (5).

(5) fa-hiya taz≠amu ±anna-hu  
 and-she asserts.3fs that-he 
 rajul-un qa≈ir-un
 man-Nom filthy-Nom
 ‘SHE asserted that he was a filthy man

 lawwaμa mir±àta-hà
 stained.3ms mirror-Acc-her
 n-naqiyyat-a bi-baßqat-in
 the-clean-Acc with-saliva-Gen
 ßafrà±-a 
 yellow-Gen
 who had stained her clean mirror with saliva

 mimmà xàla†a-hà min baqàyà
 which mixed.3ms-cl3fs with residues
 t-tibÿ-i r-raxìß-i
 the-tobacco-Gen the-cheap-Gen

 wa-±àμàr-i
 and-traces-Gen
 that he had mixed with residues of cheap 
 tobacco and traces of

 l-balÿam. ±ammà huwa
 the-phlegm but he
 fa-yadda≠ì ±anna-hu
 then-claims.3ms that-he not-
  lam yabßuq ≠alà mir±àt-i-hà 
 Neg.Past spits.3ms on mirror-Gen-cl3fs
 phlegm. But HE claimed that he did not spit 
 at her mirror,

 bal baßaqa fì wajh-i-hi huwa
 but spat.3ms in face-Gen-cl3ms he 
 ™ìna †àla≠a-hu fì l-mir±àt.
 when inspected.3ms-cl3ms in the-mirror
 but he spat at his face when he inspected it 
 in the mirror’ (Bloch 1974:57)

6. T o p i c a l i t y

The character of the subject or object affects 
the likelihood of its being topicalized. For 
instance, in speaking there is a tendency to give 
more prominence to human participants in a 
discourse than to animals or things. Therefore, 
human participants have a higher degree of top-
icality than nonhumans and, hence, are more 
likely to occur as subject and/or to undergo 
topicalization. It is less likely for a person to 
say A bee stung me yesterday than to say I 
was stung by a bee yesterday. Concerning the 
participants in a discourse, the following hier-
archies were put forward in Givón (1983) and 
(1977), respectively; ‘>’ means ‘more topical 
than’.

1. more involved > less involved participants
2. speaker (1st pers.) > listener (2nd pers.) > 
other (3rd pers.)

Langacker (1991) speaks of four factors that 
have a bearing on topicality. Firstly, the seman-
tic role of the subject defines its degree of topi-
cality; if it is the agent and, hence, the starting 
point with respect to the energy flow along the 
action chain, its choice as subject and topic 
represents the default-case option. The second 
factor is the ‘empathy hierarchy’, which is a 
hierarchy that reflects an egocentric assessment 
of the various sorts of entities that populate the 
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world. It ranks them according to their poten-
tial to attract our empathy:

speaker > hearer > human > animal > physi-
cal object > abstract entity

The speaker ranks highest and possesses the 
largest likelihood of becoming a topic in this 
hierarachy. The third factor is degree of def-
initeness; an indefinite subject is commonly 
avoided: There is a lake in that valley? A lake is 
in that valley. He presents the following hierar-
chy for this factor:

definite > specific indefinite > nonspecific 
indefinite

The fourth factor is connected with a prominent 
concept within cognitive linguistics, namely 
the figure/ground organization; it is an almost 
wholly subjective factor that is not inherent in a 
situation but a matter of construal. It stipulates 
that the figure, i.e. the center of one’s attention, 
is also the topic. 

A prototypical subject ranks high with respect 
to all four topicality factors: it is agentive, 
human, definite, and the figure of a person’s 
attention. 

An investigation on topicality in the Qur±àn 
gave statistical support for different degrees 
of topicality (Dahlgren 2001). Subjects were 
divided into nonrational entities (non-R), such 
as things, animals, and weather phenomena; 
rational beings (R), i.e. humans, angels, and 
demons; and divine beings, represented by ar-
rabb and Allàh. Based on these categories, a 
table on VS rate for different types of definite 
nouns in expository discourse was presented 
(Table 1). 

Table 1. Topicality in the Qur±àn

Im- non-R R ar-rabb Allàh
perfect

 Total %VS Total %VS Total %VS Total %VS
Qur±àn 28 85.7 35 62.9 17 35.3 179 41.3

The figures are statistically convincing, and show 
that SV order, i.e. topicalization of the subject, 
in our context increases the more rational and 
powerful the subject referents are. Hence, the 
following hierarchy was suggested in Dahlgren 
(2001:35).

superhuman > human > nonhuman 

This hierarchy modifies an earlier one pre-
sented by Givón (1983) as human > nonhuman. 

Givón (1977) suggested a so-called Topicality 
Hierarchy for different types of subjects:

existential > indefinite > definite > anaphoric 
pronoun

Here, at variance with the preceding hierar-
chies, the topicality increases from left to right. 
In the context of Arabic, this means that SV 
order also increases from left to right (for statis-
tical support for this hierarchy, ¤ word order). 
Note that existentials and indefinites are hardly 
topical at all. The former often present a new 
important topic, as in kàna malikun ‘there was 
a king’; the latter may do so as well, but prob-
ably less often. The anaphoric pronouns refer 
to topics of current interest in the discourse. 
This is not necessarily true of the definite sub-
jects, which explains the higher topicality of the 
anaphoric pronouns.

These hierarchies are also reflected in most 
of the instances of topicalized objects in the 
Qur±àn. In the same investigation on topi-
cality in the Qur±àn (Dahlgren 2001), eleven 
instances were found with topicalized objects. 
Some of these are presented in (6). 

(6) μumma baddalnà makàn-a 
 then changed.1p place-Acc
 s-sayyi±at-i l-™asanat-a
 the-evil-Gen the-good-Acc
  ‘. . . then We gave them in the place of evil 
 good,

 ™attà ≠afaw  wa-qàlù   
 until multiplied.3p and-said.3p
 qad massa
 Perfective visited.3ms
 till they multiplied, and said, 

  ±àbà±-a-nà ∂-∂arrà±-u
 fathers-Acc-our the-hardship-Nom
 wa-s-sarrà±
 and-the-happiness

“Hardship and happiness visited our 
fathers”’ (Q. 7/95)

The human object here precedes the nonhuman 
subject. The same occurs in example (7) with 
the human object in the form of a demonstra-
tive pronoun.
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(7) ±i≈ yaqùlu l-munàfiqùna
 when said.3ms the-hypocrites
 wa-lla≈ìna fì 
 and-Rel.p in
 qulùb-i-him mara∂
 hearts-Gen-their sickness
 ‘When the hypocrites, and those in whose 
 hearts was sickness,

  ÿarra hà±ulà±i
  deluded.3ms these.ones
 dìn-u-hum
 religion-Nom -them
 said, “Their religion has deluded them”’ 
 (Q. 8/49)

However, a nonhuman topic precedes a human 
nontopical subject, as in example (8) from nar-
rative discourse.

(8) μumma badà  la-hum min ba≠d-i 
 then seemed to-them from after-Gen
 mà ra±awu l-±àyàt
 what saw the-sign.pl
 ‘Then it seemed good to them, after they 
 had seen the signs,

 la-yasjununna ™attà ™ìn
 that-imprison.3mp.Energ until while
 wa-daxala
 and-entered.3ms
 ma≠a-hu s-sijn-a fata-yàn 
 with-him the-prison-Acc youth-du.Nom

that they should imprison him for a while. 
And there entered the prison with him two 
youths’ (Q. 12/36)

In example (9), the direct object is of more 
current interest in the discourse than the sub-
ject, which has not been mentioned in the 
actual context but brought up as a (second) 
topic through its being within the frame of 
the well-known events that surround the Day 
of Judgment. As explained by Lambrecht 
(1994:146–150), whenever two topics occur 
together in a clause, the predication describes 
the relationship between them.

(9) wa-tarà l-mujrim-ìna
 and-see.2ms the-criminal-pl.Acc
 yawma±i≈in muqarran-ìna fì
 that.day fettered-pl.Acc in

 l-±aßfàd 
 the-fetters

‘And thou shalt see the sinners that day 
coupled in fetters,

 saràbìl-u-hum min qa†ràn
 shirts-Nom-their of pitch
 wa-taÿšà wujùh-a-humu n-nàr
 and-covers.3fs faces-Acc-their the-fire

of pitch their shirts, their faces enveloped 
by the Fire’ (Q. 14/49–50)
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Sven-Olof Dahlgren (Göteborg University)

Toponyms

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Toponyms start out as meaningful nouns or 
combinations of nouns, and some may con-
serve that meaning in spite of what becomes 
their primarily identifying and nondescriptive 
function. But often they become, in analogy 
to ¤ proper names, pure ‘meaningless marks’. 
Others acquire in the course of their linguistic 
history a meaning that they did not have before 
(popular etymology). Toponyms share two 
contradictory qualities. They often conserve 
ancient linguistic stages because these names 
are frequently not translated from an older lan-
guage into a superseding language, which leads 
to the emergence of etymologically interesting 
linguistic fossils. At the same time, toponyms 
often change faster and develop more rapidly 
than other parts of the vocabulary, probably 
because they are used so intensively. For both 
reasons, toponyms are harder to harmonize 

with rules of linguistic change than other parts 
of the vocabulary. They also lend themselves 
more easily to unguarded speculation.

Toponymy is understood here as the ety-
mological study of place-names, which has 
an essentially diachronic approach. Toponymy 
disregards topographical issues, such as the 
history of particular settlements or the identi-
fication of archaeological remnants with par-
ticular names. Furthermore, this entry does 
not attempt to draw conclusions from certain 
names with regard to the history of settlements 
or to economic or social history, nor does it 
dwell on the considerable influence of natural 
geography on place-names. The vast majority 
of the following examples deal with the names 
of villages and cities, but sometimes names of 
rivers and mountains are also mentioned, as are 
names of provinces or countries.

2. F o c u s

The focus of this overview is on place-names 
of what is today the Arabic-speaking world. 
Important areas and periods are, thereby, 
excluded. Spain and Portugal have preserved 
many toponyms of Arabic origin, which docu-
ment the Muslim domination of the Iberian 
Peninsula (¤ Ibero-Romance). In southeastern 
Turkey, where Mesopotamian Arabic dialects 
are still spoken, there are numerous place-
names with an Arabic past. Place-names with 
an Arabic etymology exist also in Senegal, 
Somalia, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and Iran, and 
mark the Muslim conquest and cultural domi-
nation of parts of Asia and Africa far beyond 
the borders of the Arabic language. Especially 
in conjunction with Arabo-Muslim personal 
names, place-names such as Hyderabad or 
Faridpur exist in India, Pakistan, and Bang-
ladesh. Cairo (Missouri) and Medina (North 
Dakota) show that place-names of Arabic origin 
have made it as far west as the United States. 
Conversely, in many parts of the Arab world, 
there are non-Arabic toponymic adstrates and 
substrates, some with an old history, some 
modern: in the Maghreb, there are Berber 
place-names; in Sudan, there are Cushitic and 
Nilo-Saharan place-names; in Syria and Iraq, 
there are Kurdish, Turkish, Modern Aramaic, 
and possibly Circassian place-names; in Israel 
and the West Bank, there are Modern Hebrew 
place-names; on the Arabian Peninsula and in 
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the Persian Gulf, there are South Arabian and 
Persian place-names. The most important his-
torical layers of names affecting more than one 
area are Ottoman Turkish names (most Arabic-
speaking parts of the Ottoman Empire); Greek 
or Latin names (practically everywhere, except 
for the Arabian Peninsula); Aramaic names 
(Lebanon, Palestine/Israel, Syria, Iraq, Egypt); 
Canaanite (including Phoenician and Punic) 
names (Lebanon, Palestine/Israel; Maghreb); 
Sumerian and Akkadian names (Iraq, possibly 
Syria). A layer of pre-Semitic forms of present-
day Arabic names has often been suggested. In 
the case of Mesopotamia, the existence of Sum-
erian pre-Akkadian names has been established 
beyond doubt; in other cases it is likely.

Within the realm of place-names in present-
day Arabic-speaking areas, research on topon-
ymy is very uneven, even more uneven than 
the research done on Arabic dialects and on 
languages other than Arabic. For religious rea-
sons, there has been a heightened interest in 
place-names occurring in the Bible and the 
New Testament, in their identification and their 
etymology. In general, easily accessible areas 
are far better studied than less accessible ones. 
The toponymies of Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Jor-
dan, and Palestine/Israel have, therefore, been 
studied more closely than those of Sudan, Saudi 
Arabia, Yemen, and many areas of the Magh-
reb and Iraq. For Yemen, Saudi Arabia, and the 
Gulf States, intensive studies have begun only 
fairly recently.

A precondition for the diachronic study of 
place-names and their etymologies is the cor-
rect establishment of the present-day forms 
of toponyms and the tracing of earlier forms 
of these names. The majority of place-names 
in Arabic countries cannot be found in writ-
ten Arabic sources prior to the 19th century. 
Even in comparatively well-studied areas like 
Lebanon, Palestine/Israel, and Syria, more than 
80 percent of the names of the villages do not 
occur in earlier sources. In the case of a handful 
of more important cities and places, rivers, and 
valleys, earlier occurrences in Arabic sources 
can be traced, some of which are also found in 
Aramaic, Phoenician, Punic, or Hebrew texts, 
or in Epigraphic South Arabian inscriptions. 
Less frequently, Greek or Latin representations 
of Arabic place-names are found. Sometimes, a 
Lebanese, Syrian, Iraqi, or Egyptian place-name 

is attested in Akkadian or Ancient Egyptian, or 
even in Sumerian sources of the 3rd millennium 
B.C.E. If older forms of a toponym are known, 
their earlier meaning can often be identified and 
the name may be assigned to a specific language 
and a specific linguistic period. In the major-
ity of cases, however, the present-day Arabic 
form is the only basis, and one has to rely on 
typological features, such as the existence of 
Aramaic morphological elements in an Arabic 
place-name, which may suggest a pre-Arabic 
etymology. Only exceptionally can it be proved 
that a toponym looking and sounding like a 
normal Arabic name is in fact not Arabic at 
all. The Lebanese toponym Žbayl, in Classical 
Arabic sources Jubayl, seems to be a diminu-
tive of purely Arabic jabal ‘mountain’. Yet, this 
name is attested as Gubla in Sumerian texts 
of the 3rd millennium B.C.E. It is unknown 
which language was spoken on the Lebanese 
coast at this time, but it can hardly have been 
Arabic. The triconsonantal structure makes a 
Semitic etymology likely, and one might opt 
for something like early Canaanite. Without 
the pre-Arabic evidence, however, Žbayl would 
have to be interpreted as a fairly recent and 
purely Arabic name. Some place-names attested 
in very old non-Arabic sources, such as Dimašq 
(Damascus) or the river ±Urdunn (Jordan), do 
not easily yield themselves to a Semitic etymol-
ogy. Especially in Iraq, the pre-Arabic names 
of major cities and rivers defy efforts to find 
Akkadian or Sumerian etymologies. A pre-
Semitic and pre-Sumerian origin can therefore 
at least not be excluded.

3. P l a c e - n a m e  p r o v i n c e s

Provisionally, the usual classification of the 
Arabic dialects into five clusters (Versteegh 
1997:145) is here extrapolated to place-names. 
The following place-name provinces can then 
be distinguished (from west to east): (i) North 
Africa (i.e. Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and 
Libya); (ii) Egypt and Sudan; (iii) Lebanon, 
Syria, Palestine/Israel, and Jordan; (iv) Iraq; 
(v) the Arabian Peninsula, with Kuwait, the 
United Arab Emirates and other Gulf States, 
Saudi Arabia, and Yemen. These dialect clus-
ters have been subdivided further. They are 
not watertight compartments; there is consider-
able overlapping, and modern national borders 
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hardly ever reflect more ancient linguistic uni-
ties. In most of these areas, important suprar-
egional linguistic differences are found between 
nomadic (Bedouin) and sedentary populations, 
the latter subdivided into rural and urban. The 
term ‘Bedouin’ includes secondarily Bedoui-
nized dialects of what are now rural or urban 
areas.

4. D i g l o s s i a

Arabic place-names are influenced by ¤ diglos-
sia as much as other parts of the Arabic vocab-
ulary are. Arabic toponyms exist first as parts 
of the local Arabic dialects and are only second-
arily represented in a form closer to Standard 
Arabic. In their written form, they may lose all 
or part of their vernacular characteristics. It is 
theoretically desirable but practically impos-
sible to represent each Arabic place-name in its 
original dialectal form, i.e. in the phonological 
system of its users. Therefore, the transcribed 
forms used in this article reflect a fairly wide 
spectrum between a completely standardized 
and very often Classicized official Arabic form, 
on the one hand, and a form preserving some 
or most dialectal features, on the other. The 
Moroccan Standard Arabic name Marràkuš 
(Marrakech), for instance, is pronounced 
Merràkš by its inhabitants. The increase of 
political state control by centralized govern-
ments and the expansion of modern media in 
Arab countries go along with a growing stand-
ardization of place-names. Consonant clusters 
in initial position may be Classicized either by a 
prosthetic vowel or by the insertion of a vowel 
after the first consonant, e.g. ¢aràbulus for ver-
nacular ¢ràblus < Greek tripolis.

5. G e n e r a l i t i e s

The Arabic article is often added to earlier 
non-Arabic place-names. Often, the use of the 
article in place-names is optional. The frequent 
formation of a place-name of the type deter-
mined noun plus determined adjective such as 
(ad-)Dàr al-Bay∂à± (Casablanca) usually sheds 
the first article and becomes Dar al-Bay∂à±, a 
syntagm that is very common in most Arabic 
dialects and already known from Classical Ara-
bic toponyms such as Bayt al-Muqaddas. The 

types Wàdi l-±A™mar and Wàdi l-£amrà± are 
of different origins: Wàdi l-±A™mar is either 
a genitive construct ‘wadi of the red [house 
etc.]’, or a construction of substantive plus 
attributive adjective, ‘red wadi’. The forma-
tion Wàdi l-£amrà± can only be a genitive 
construction ‘wadi of the red [≠ayn ‘source’, or 
any other feminine noun]’. When a pre-Arabic 
place-name is taken over by speakers of Arabic, 
very often it is neither completely Arabicized 
nor taken over in its unaltered form. In such 
a case, the root consonants may be partly 
assimilated to a cognate Arabic root: Bàjisrà < 
Aramaic bè gešrà ‘place of the bridge’, but /š/ is 
switched to /s/ because of the Arabic word jisr 
‘bridge’. In other cases, there is a shift of mean-
ing: Hebrew Bèμ Le™em (Bethlehem) ‘place of 
bread’ becomes Arabic Bayt La™m ‘place of 
meat’ (note the absence of the Arabic article), 
most probably via Aramaic bèμ l™am or bèμ 
la™mà.

One of the most common place-name forma-
tions is the combination of a personal name with 
the feminine nisba ending. Mu™ammadiyya, 
Mahdiyya, and ±Iskandariyya are all connected 
to the name of a person, who sometimes can 
be historically traced. A fairly common and 
comparable type of place-name comprises com-
pounds with ±Abù or ±Umm, marking either 
personal names or a looser connection of a dif-
ferent type: ±Umm al-±Abar (Jordan) is a place 
with a number of wells, Abù Šahrayn (Iraq) 
is the name of a marketplace that is inhabited 
only two months per year. However, the hon-
orific title of Mecca, ±Umm al-Qurà ‘Mother 
of the villages’ seems to preserve the notion of 
metaphorical motherhood. Place-names start-
ing with Nabì, Sìdi, Mawlay, Šayx, Wàli, and 
Màr usually mark religious sites, tombs, and 
places of worship; Màr occurs only in places 
connected with Christians.

The diminutive form is common in place-
names. In addition to the notion of smallness, 
it conveys an element of personal attachment. 
Diminutive forms corresponding to Classical 
Arabic fu≠ayl, fu≠ayyil, etc. are no longer pro-
ductive in most dialects. In the realm of topo-
nyms, however, they are extremely frequent. 
The diminutive function is lexicalized. Tlayl 
is not ‘little Tall’ but ‘little or dear little Tall’, 
just as a personal name like ≠Ubayd Allàh does 
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not mean ‘God’s little slave’ but rather ‘lit-
tle ≠Abdallàh’. Frequently, the diminutive form 
adds a feminine ending: ≠Wayne ‘little ≠Ayn’, 
Mrayži ‘little Marž’. The diminutive form can 
also affect non-Arabic names: ¢wayri (Leba-
non) to ¢ùrà < Aramaic †ùrà ‘rock’, T™ayli 
(Syria) to ta™la <Aramaic ta™là ‘watercress’, 
Tlaylìn to Tallìn (Lebanon) < Aramaic tellìn 
‘hills’.

6. N I S B A  f o r m s

The ¤ nisba forms derived from place-names 
show many pecularities. There are double 
forms such as makkì and makkàwì (from 
Makka), ™ittì (< ™adtì) from £adat (Lebanon), 
™aßbànì from £aßbayya (Lebanon); double 
nisba forms ending in -ànì or – àwì: ßaydàwì 
and ßaydànì (both from Íaydà). The nisba 
of a compound name such as Dayr az-Zòr 
(Syria) is usually the nisba of one component 
(dayrì); the nisba of Dayr al-Qamar (Lebanon) 
is dayrànì. However, there are numerous less 
regular forms, such as tal™amì from Bayt La™m 
(Palestine/Israel), ma≠arnami from Ma≠arrat 
an-Nu≠màn (Syria), and mestìrì from Mnestìr 
(Tunisia).

Numerous place-names in Arabic-speaking 
countries carry an immediately evident Arabic 
meaning. In most cases, the historical con-
text of the nomenclature is lost. The Lebanese 
M≠ameltayn (Classicized: mu≠àmalatayn) means 
‘two districts’. The function of the name becomes 
clear only when we know that in historical 
sources the original form of the place-name was 
recorded as jisr al-mu≠àmalatayn ‘bridge of the 
two districts’. This bridge connected the two 
important Ottoman governorships (muamele) 
Íaydà and ¢ràblùs. Some of the most common 
pan-Arabic place-name components are ≠ayn 
‘source’, bàb ‘gate’, bayt ‘house’, bìr ‘well’, 
burj ‘tower’, dàr ‘residence’, darb ‘path’, xirba 
‘deserted ruins’, maÿàra ‘cave’, qabr ‘grave’, 
qal≠a ‘fortress’, qaßr ‘castle’, ràs ‘summit, top’, 
sùq ‘market’, tall ‘hill’, wàdì ‘valley’, jubb ‘cis-
tern’. Other names with a connotation of desert 
formation are: bayà∂ ‘uncultivated land’, †ala≠ 
‘deeply incised bed [of a brook]’, μuÿrà ‘narrow 
pass’, sahla ‘plain’, sayl ‘torrent’, ši≠b ‘moun-
tainous path’, ≠iràq ‘cave, steep cave’, ≠arab 
‘grazing ground of a tribe’, wa≠ra ‘trackless, 
barely accessible area’.

7. R e g i o n a l  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s

7.1 Maghreb

Arabic place-names coexist with Berber names 
and some remnants of colonial (Portuguese, 
Spanish, and French) domination such as Casa-
branca (Portuguese) = Casablanca (Spanish), 
which was translated into Arabic as (ad-)Dàr 
al-Bay∂à± (Morocco). Colomb-Béchar (Alge-
ria) is a mixed French-Arabic place-name con-
taining the name of a French colonial officer 
Colomb and the name of the Wàdì Baššàr.

The difference between dialect forms and 
standardized Arabic forms can be considerable. 
The names of the three most important cities 
in Algeria are al-Jazà±ir (French Alger, Algiers) 
< Arabic al-jazà±ir ‘islands’, Wahràn (French 
Oran) < Berber wa-iharan ‘place of lions’ (?) 
and Qus†an†ìna or Qusan†ìna (French Constan-
tine) < Latin Constantina. They show the three 
most important linguistic layers, Arabic, Ber-
ber, and Greek/Latin. There are very few names 
which can with certainty be derived from Punic 
or Numidian forms. A name of Punic origin is 
Tunisian Qar†àj, which reflects Latin Carthago, 
which in turn is a compound, the first part of 
which is Phoenician qart ‘village’; the second 
part is assumed to represent a Phoenician or 
Punic form hadast ‘new’. Tunisian Mnestìr 
and Mestìr, Classicized Munas†ìr goes back 
to Greek monastèrion or Latin monasterium; 
Libyan ¢ràblùs (al-Ÿarb) is like its Lebanese 
counterpart ¢ràblùs (aš-Šarq), derived from 
Greek Tripolis. Berber place-names or elements 
of place-names are tizi ‘mountain pass’, adrar 
‘mountains’, and taurirt ‘hill’. Taurirt also 
shows the characteristic morpheme combina-
tion of Berber feminine nouns ta-. . .-t. The oasis 
Biskra (Algeria) is a remnant of Latin vescera, 
a limes post. Often, there are double forms, 
one Berber, the other Arabic; Malila/Melilla 
(Morocco) has an Arabic form Mlilya, and 
a Berber form Tamlilt ‘the white one’. Ber-
ber names are also agadir ‘fortified enclosure’, 
e.g. Agadir – Ighir (Morocco), or Azammur 
(Morocco) < Berber azemmur ‘wild olive tree’; 
Rabà† (Morocco) also Ribà† al-Fat™ is a ‘forti-
fied military outpost’.

7.2 Egypt and Sudan

Some names can be traced back via Coptic 
forms to Ancient Egyptian ones: Bùßìr (hyper-
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correctly ±Abù Íìr) is most probably Coptic *p-
usir < Hieroglyphic pr-wsir ‘house of Osiris’; 
Damanhùr < Coptic tmenhor < Hieroglyphic 
*dmy-n-hr ‘place of Horus’; al-Fayyùm and 
al-Bayyùm, both < Coptic feyom, Hieroglyphic 
p±-ym ‘lake, lake land’; Šubra < Coptic sebro 
‘hamlet’; Qift < Coptic kepto, kebto ‘Egyptian, 
Copt’; Atfih < Coptic pe-tpeh, Hieroglyphic pr-
tp-ih.w ‘house of the cow-headed Hathor’.

Of Greek origin is Bùnumrus (hypercorrectly 
±Abù Numrus) < Greek ponmoros [proper 
name], and other names ending in -us: Banàyùs 
< Greek panayos [proper name], Burullus 
< Greek páralos ‘situated at the seacoast’. 
Other names of Greek origin do not show the 
Greek or Latin endings: al-Burunbul < Greek 
parembolè ‘military camp’; al-Fus†à† < Latin 
fossatum, Greek fossáton ‘ditch’; al-Qulzum 
< Greek klúsma ‘sluice’.

Frequently, al- in first position of an origi-
nally Latin or Greek name is reanalyzed as the 
/l/ of the Arabic article and is not felt to be 
part of the name. Greek Alexandros becomes 
al-±Iskandar and can shed what has become the 
article to be shortened to ±Iskandar which gives 
us (al)-±Iskandariyya ‘Alexandria’.

Specifically Egyptian place-name elements 
are: ≠izba ‘country estate, farm’, kòm ‘hill’, 
naj≠ ‘village originally settled by Bedouin’, 
ma™alla ‘resting place’ (= Ottoman mahalle?). 
The name Mißr ‘Egypt’ looks like Arabic mißr 
‘armed encampment, military settlement’; the 
Fatimid foundation Mißr al-Qàhira ‘Victorious 
Misr’ became the name of the Egyptian capital. 
But the name is pre-Arabic: Hebrew MiΩrayim 
looks like a dual ‘the two MiΩrs’, i.e. Upper and 
Lower Egypt, Aramaic meßrìn.

7.3 Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Palestine/
Israel

Pre-Arabic names are relatively frequent in 
this area. Numerous place-names preserve the 
form of Aramaic names. Place-names ending in 
-a may represent an Aramaic masculine status 
emphaticus (Dayr) Kìfà (Lebanon) < Aramaic 
kèƒà ‘rock’; Kfarta≠la (Lebanon) <Aramaic 
kƒar ta≠là ‘village of the fox’; ¢urzà (Lebanon) 
< Aramaic †ùr arzà (with haplological elision) 
‘mountain of the cedar’. Place-names ending in 
-tà show the ending of the Aramaic emphatic 
feminine singular: £azzirtà (Syria) < Aramaic 
™azzùrtà ‘apple tree’; £rabtà (Syria) < Aramaic 
™rabtà ‘ruined place’; ≠Ayn Tantà (Lebanon) 

< Aramaic ≠ayn tèntà ‘source of the fig tree’; 
Bi≠wirtà (Lebanon) < Aramaic bè ≠bartà ‘place 
of the ford’. The ending -ìn often indicates a 
name with the ending of the Aramaic absolute 
masculine plural: Dibbìn (Lebanon) < Aramaic 
debbìn ‘bears’; Rišdibbìn (Lebanon) < Aramaic 
rèš debbìn ‘summit of bears’; ≠Ayn ¢ùrìn (Syria) 
< Aramaic ≠ayn †ùrìn ‘source of mountains’. The 
West Aramaic emphatic plural ending -ayyà is 
preserved in: Kifrayyà (Lebanon) < Aramaic 
kaƒrayyà ‘villages’; Rišmayyà (Lebanon) < Ara-
maic rèš mayyà ‘top of the water’; ¢ùrzayyà 
(Lebanon) < Aramaic †ùr arzayyà ‘mountain of 
cedars’ (with haplological elision). A compet-
ing form of the Aramaic emphatic masculine 
plural is found in the ending -àya (in Ma≠lùla: 
-òya), as in Qibràya (Syria) < Aramaic qabràya 
‘graves’. The Aramaic emphatic feminine plural 
ending -àμà can be found in Bà≠aynàμà (Yàqùt, 
Mu≠jam I, 472) < Aramaic bè ≠aynàμà ‘place of 
springs’. Where the Arabic dialects do not have 
the spirans /μ/, it is replaced by /t/, cf. ≠Aynàta 
(Lebanon) < Aramaic ≠aynàμà ‘sources, springs’. 
Aramaic spirantic variants of /b/, /g/, /d/, /k/, 
/p/, /t/ are sometimes preserved: Xirxayyà (Leb-
anon) < Aramaic karkayyà ‘villages’.

Place-names of the form ±if ≠a/il preserve 
the Aramaic masculine status absolutus, such 
as ±Idlib (Palestine/Israel) < Aramaic dlub 
‘plane tree’; ±Izra≠ (Lebanon) < Aramaic zra≠ 
‘seed’. The Aramaic masculine construct state 
is preserved in the numerous Lebanese village 
names starting with Kfar, such as Kfarbadda/i 
< Aramaic kƒar baddà ‘village of the wine 
press’; Kfartibnìn < Aramaic kƒar tibnìn 
‘village of straw’; Kfar™àta < Aramaic kƒar 
™àμà ‘village of the sisters’. In many cases, 
there is a parallel form with the more literary 
Arabic kafr instead of kfar as first element. In 
Jordan, this place-name element is pronounced 
kufr.

A frequent phenomenon is the shortening of 
Aramaic bèμ ‘house, place of’ to bà- (mainly in 
Mesopotamia) and to vowelless b- (in Syrian 
and Lebanese place-names): B†ùrràm (Leba-
non) < Aramaic bè †ùr ràm ‘place of the high 
mountain’; Bti™lìn (Lebanon) < Aramaic bè 
μa™lìn ‘place of watercress’. This element occurs 
also with an Arabic second part, e.g. B™amdùn 
(Lebanon) < Aramaic bè £amdùn ‘place of 
Hamdun’.

There are some rare names showing pre-
Aramaic Canaanite etymology, e.g. Bayrùt 

512 toponyms

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(Lebanon) < Phoenician bèròt ‘wells’; Ràmù† 
(Lebanon) < Phoenician ràmòt ‘hills’ (with sec-
ondary velarization of the final /t/); Qaryùt 
(Israel/Palestine) < Canaanite qaryòt ‘villages’. 
In Palestine, numerous Hebrew names were 
preserved in Arabic toponymy, e.g. ≠Akkà 
< Hebrew ≠Akkò; ≠Asqalàn < Hebrew Ašqelòn; 
Baysàn < Hebrew Bèμ Š±àn; Bayt La™m < 
Hebrew Bèμ Le™em; Bìr as-Sab≠ < Hebrew 
B±èr Šeba≠; Ÿazza < Hebrew ≠Azza; £ayfà < 
Talmudic Hebrew £èƒà; Ludd < Hebrew Lòd; 
Arì™à < Hebrew Yerè/ì™ò; Yàfa < Hebrew 
Yàƒò.

Greek names are frequent: ¢ràblùs (Lebanon) 
< Greek tripolis; Nàblus (Israel/Palestine) < 
Greek neapolis, Furqlus (Syria) < Greek prok-
los, Blà†unus (Syria) < Greek plátanos. The 
Greek ending -ia is preserved in place-names 
such as Sùriyà (Syria) < Greek Súria. This 
ending -iya is fused with the common Arabic 
feminine nisba ending -iyya, very common in 
Arabic place-names, which gives us Sùriyya. 
Filas†ìn is directly derived from Greek palaist-
íne, Latin palaestina. The Greek form reflects 
a Hebrew plešet with an unknown etymology. 
≠Ammàn (Jordan) derives from Hebrew (rab-
bat) ≠ammòn.

An interesting rarity is the name of a Jorda-
nian/Iraqi border point written in Arabic <±l-
jfwr>. This looks like an Arabic broken plural 
but is in reality the former pumping station 
no. 4 of what was the Haifa line of the Iraq 
Petroleum Company, in English abbreviated 
as ‘H 4’. This abbreviation was interpreted 
by Bedouin speakers as i∑-∑fùr. It makes one 
wonder what may lie behind other seemingly 
inobtrusive place-names.

7.4 Iraq

Iraqi place-names conserve some very old 
pre-Arabic toponyms. For most of the old-
est place-names, which go back to the 3rd or 
2nd millennium B.C.E., it is uncertain whether 
an Akkadian or Sumerian etymology can be 
assumed, or whether these place-names belong 
to an even older linguistic layer.

Bàbil reflects Akkadian Babilum; the etymol-
ogy bab ilim ‘gate of God’ may be an Akkadian 
popular etymology; Niffar is Nippuru in Akka-
dian, without known etymology; £ìt is Akka-
dian Ita, probably < Sumerian id ‘river’; Warka 
is Uruk in Akkadian, Unug in Sumerian, ±Erek 
in Biblical Hebrew tradition. The names of the 

important rivers are all without an ascertained 
etymology, for instance the Tigris, Arabic Dijla 
< Akkadian Idiglat, Sumerian Idigina, Biblical 
Hebrew Hiddeqel; the Euphrates, Arabic al-
Furàt, is Purattum in Akkadian.

Clearly Aramaic are names such as al-Karx 
< Aramaic krak ‘town’; Talkìf < Aramaic tel 
kèƒ ‘hill of the rock’; Baràta < Aramaic bràμà ~ 
bròμà ‘cypress’; ≠Abarta < Aramaic ≠bartà ‘ford’. 
Compounds with bà- ‘house, place of . . .’ are 
frequent, e.g. Ba≠qùba, probably < Aramaic 
bà Ya≠qòbà ‘house of Jacob’; Bà≠aynàμà < Ara-
maic bà ≠aynàμà ‘house of the wells’. Of Greek 
origin is ¢aysafùn < Ktesiphòn, Qu†rabbul < 
Nikatoropolis, Sulùqiyya < Seleukía. Kirkùk is 
attested in Syriac sources as Karkà ≈-Bèμ Selòk 
‘Karka of the Seleucids’.

There are numerous place-names in Iraq of 
Kurdish and Turkish origin.

7.5 Arabian Peninsula

Many of the names used are immediately com-
prehensible to the present-day Arab speaker; 
Riyà∂, for instance, is a plural of raw∂a ‘gar-
den’. The meaning of Jidda, Classical Ara-
bic Judda, is obscure. In a surprisingly large 
number of cases, the etymology is not clear. 
Makka (Mecca), one of the few place-names 
mentioned in the Qur±àn (Q. 48/24, with the 
variant form Bakka, Q. 3/96), is etymologically 
obscure; so is Yaμrib (Q. 33/13, also mentioned 
in Minaean inscriptions as yμrb), which, after 
the Muslim takeover, was named al-Madìna 
‘the city’ (Q. 9/101, 120; 63/8); this was later 
interpreted as madìnat an-nabì ‘the city of 
the Prophet’. ¢ùr Sinìn (Q. 95/2), a†-¢ùr, and 
Saynà± (Q. 23/20) all refer to Sinay, the biblical 
Mount Sinai. An entire sùra (34) bears the name 
Sabà, biblical Sba (Sheba), also mentioned in 
Q. 27/22, which is a place-name with a South 
Arabian etymology. Specialists assert the ‘strik-
ing continuity’ of Epigraphic South Arabian, 
Sabaean, and Minaean place-names such as 
£a∂ramawt (™∂rmwt), Màrib (mryb, which 
may reflect Maryab), Damàr (dmr), Najràn 
(njrn), and Šibàm (sbm, sbmm).

8. C o n c l u d i n g  r e m a r k s

Arabic place-names played an important stylis-
tic role in classical Arabic poetry. The begin-
ning verse of what is probably the best known 
pre-Islamic poem, qifà nabki min ≈ikrà ™abìbin 
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wa-manzilì / bi-siq†i l-liwà bayna d-Daxùli 
wa-£awmalì ‘Let us stop, O my two friends, 
and weep at the memory of a loved one and a 
dwelling place between al-Dakhul and Haw-
mal’ (Imru± al-Qays, Mu≠allaqa, v. 1) shows 
two Arabic toponyms of the Arabian Peninsula. 
Here as elsewhere, such place-names give a 
spatial setting and a local color to the verse, a 
feature enormously popular with the Bedouin 
tribes. The names of camping sites, sweetwa-
ter wells, grazing grounds, mountains, desert 
formations, and dry river courses gave Bedouin 
poetry the flavor of tribal realism, just as did 
the mentioning of different tribes and clans. 
This tradition of Bedouin poetical toponymy 
later became a cliché in the poetry favored 
by the courts of the urban centers of Damas-
cus and Baghdad. It was used by poets who 
described an imaginary journey on a camel 
they had never ridden and mentioned places in 
a desert they had never seen.

In politically contested areas, Arabic place-
names can become a loaded issue. After the 
establishment of the state of Israel (1948), the 
Palestinian exodus, and the June war (1967) 
with the occupation of the West Bank and 
Ghaza and the subsequent annexation of the 
Golan Heights, the names of many Arabic vil-
lages disappeared with the villages, while others 
were systematically renamed with Hebrew or 
Hebraized names. In present-day Turkey, place-
names of Arabic origin tend to be replaced by 
Turkish toponyms, as do names of Kurdish 
or Aramaic origin. The official use of Arabic 
place-names is frowned upon in the Iranian 
Arabic-speaking province of Khuzestan.

Arabic place-names created an unexpected 
flurry in the international press in 1985, when 
the Lebanese historian Kamal Salibi tried to 
prove that the Old Testament and Judaism 
came from West Arabia and not from Palestine. 
He based his evidence mainly on biblical place-
names, which in his opinion were in reality 
Arabic place-names from the southern part of 
the £ijàz and the province ≠Asìr. This hypoth-
esis never gained general acceptance.
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Transcription

Transcription is usually defined as “the opera-
tion of representing the elements of a language, 
either sounds or signs, however they may be 
written originally, in any other system of either 
sounds or signs” (Wellisch 1975). As opposed 
to transliteration, the operation of represent-
ing the graphemic units of a language’s writ-
ing system using another writing system, most 
transcription systems for Arabic attempt to rep-
resent the Arabic original more or less phoneti-
cally, including unwritten vowels, and reducing 
archaic orthographic forms such as عمرو ≠Amr 
to their phonetic value.

Two types of transcription of Arabic are 
distinguished here: ad hoc transcription, which 
represents Arabic in Latin script without a 

defined system, and scientific transcription, 
which attempts to define a systematic, non-
ambiguous mapping from Arabic script or 
speech to Latin script, possibly using diacritic 
signs, in order to allow for the precise recon-
struction of the Arabic original.

1. A d  h o c  t r a n s c r i p t i o n

Ad hoc transcription has a wide range of every-
day applications in the Arab world and in the 
West, wherever Arabic has to be represented 
in Latin script. Examples include e-mail com-
munication, Arabic personal and brand names, 
geographical designations, and generally most 
fields where there is no need for or feasibility of 
systematic representation.

In general, ad hoc transcription uses idiosyn-
cratic and sometimes inconsequential ortho-
graphic rules, often from another language, 
to represent Arabic without diacritic symbols, 
thus rendering, for example, ش as sh (English), 
ch (French), or sch (German). Several phonetic 
features of Arabic cannot easily be represented 
in this way, such as emphatic consonants or the 
letter ع; the former are sometimes represented 
by digraphic combinations with h (الرياض ar-
Riyadh), the latter is usually either not rep-
resented or is indicated by an apostrophe or 
vowel (عيد Eid). Vowels are represented using 
the host language’s inventory, leading to forms 
such as القاعدة al-Qaeda in English texts, while 
French or German authors prefer al-Qaida 
(the latter sometimes even el-Kaida). Vowel 
quantity is usually represented by double 
vowels (الجزيرة al-Jazeera), accented characters, 
especially in French-based orthographies, or 
not at all. Underlying forms are often cho-
sen from dialects rather than Standard Arabic, 
which further affects the consonant and vowel 
inventories.

As a result, ad hoc transcriptions are often 
ambiguous and may vary considerably, depend-
ing on the host language, the underlying form, 
and other factors. There exist, for example, 
more than thirty documented variants of the 
name معمر القذافي, spelling the last name as Qadh-
dhafi, Gaddafi, Kadafi, etc., and making it 
impossible to reconstruct the original Ara-
bic from the Latin spelling. This problem is 
addressed by a number of different standardi-
zation efforts for special applications such as 
geographic names.
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A special case of ad hoc transcription is the 
system used in electronic communication, such 
as e-mail or text messages, where the commu-
nication channel is often restricted to a limited 
character set. Within these environments, some 
Arabic letters are commonly represented by 
numbers and apostrophes, based on graphemic 
similarity, as in Table 1, leading to forms such 
as al7amdolellah 3alaa ssalaamah (على  ߸  الحمد 
.(السلامة

Table 1. E-mail ‘graphemic’ transcription of 
Arabic

Arabic letter Transcription

ء 2

ع 3

غ 3’

ط 6 [rare]

ح 7

خ 7’

2. S c i e n t i f i c  t r a n s c r i p t i o n

There is no intrinsic necessity of transcribing 
Arabic for scientific purposes, as typesetting 
Arabic itself has been perfectly possible for 
centuries and the readership usually reads Ara-
bic. In fact, in early grammars of Arabic, we 
often find Arabic script used without transcrip-
tion, such as Erpenius’ Latin-language gram-
mar of 1613 and de Sacy’s French-language 
grammar of 1805. Yet, Lumsden’s English-
language grammar of 1813 sometimes uses an 
ad hoc scheme for phonetic representation, and 
Savary’s grammar of 1788 actually introduces 
a systematic transcription scheme based on 
French orthography. Looking at early diction-
aries, vocalized Arabic script without tran-
scription is found both in Golius’ dictionary 
of 1653 and Freytag’s of 1837. An exception 
is Mesgnien-Meninski’s Arabic/Persian/Turkish 
dictionary of 1780, where the use of transcrip-
tion was probably necessitated by the inclusion 
of Turkish words whose pronunciation is not 
always evident from the Arabic script.

The first transcription system for Oriental 
languages to find wide usage was probably Sir 
William Jones’ system for Indian languages 
within the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal 
(Jones 1788; his suggestions for Arabic were 

considerably less successful). In the course of 
the 19th century, the development of linguistics 
as a science emerged in a number of transcrip-
tion systems, and ‘universal alphabets’ for gen-
eral and specialized linguistic description were 
subjects of considerable discussion in the Ori-
entalist community (see, e.g., Whitney 1862). 
For Arabic, such systems were adopted rather 
slowly; for quite a long time, 19th-century jour-
nals usually either printed Arabic directly or 
used ad hoc transcription along with journal-
specific transcription schemes. The scientific 
community appears to have viewed this situa-
tion as increasingly unsatisfactory, and several 
working groups were founded in the 1890s to 
address the ‘transcription question’. A common 
alphabet for transcribing Arabic, along with 
other languages, was presented at the Geneva 
Congress of Orientalists in 1896 (Socin 1895; 
Burgess 1897); however, transcription systems 
continued to be somewhat undefined well into 
the 20th century, even though the central fea-
tures were established by this time (notably, 
the dotted notation for emphatic consonants 
and the use of macron or circumflex for long 
vowels). A final standardization attempt was 
made at the 1935 Rome Congress of Oriental-
ists, where a system developed by the Deutsche 
Morgenländische Gesellschaft was presented 
and adopted as a congress recommendation 
(Brockelmann a.o. 1935).

Scientific transcription is, essentially, a hybrid 
system, based on phonetic transcription of Clas-
sical or Modern Standard Arabic with some 
elements of transliteration and morphophone-
mic representation. Brockelmann a.o. (1935:4) 
clearly attempt to classify it as transliteration 
but are then forced to introduce a large number 
of special cases and exceptions. Two basic 
modes of transcription exist: fully vocalized 
transcription, which attempts to render the 
original with inflectional endings, tanwìn, etc. 
(regardless of whether these are written in the 
text or not), and transcription in pausal form. 
Fully vocalized transcription is used when quot-
ing longer passages of Classical or Qur±ànic text 
as well as poetry. When transcribing passages of 
Modern Standard Arabic prose, the ±i ≠ràb may 
be largely omitted, just as a speaker would do; 
proper names, isolated words, and references 
are usually quoted in pausal form as well.

Today, three main transcription systems are 
used in the scientific community: an English 
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system, often called the Library of Congress 
system (abbreviated LC or ALA-LC); a French 
system; and the Deutsche Morgenländische 
Gesellschaft (DMG) system of 1935. The DMG 
system is the one used, with some minor modi-
fications, in the present encyclopedia. A Cyrillic 
system modeled on the DMG recommendations 
exists as well. In addition, the Encyclopaedia of 
Islam uses its own transcription system, dating 
back to 19th-century conventions used in its 
first edition. The systems are largely similar 
and vary mainly with the orthography of the 
underlying languages.

In addition, there are several national and 
international standards for transcribing Arabic, 
such as DIN 31635, ISO 233, BS 4280, and the 
UN system of 1972 for geographic designations 
on maps. As these are either not easily avail-
able, not in general use, or very close to one 
of the aforementioned scientific transcription 

systems, they are not described here in detail.
In the following, a rough guide to transcrip-

tion is given, based mainly on common usage 
of the Library of Congress and the Deutsche 
Morgenländische Gesellschaft systems. It at-
tempts to cover most, but not all, the details. 
The normative works are Brockelmann a.o. 
(1935) and Berry (1997); a practical guide to 
DMG transcription is Reichmuth and Schielke 
(2000). For the sake of completeness, the sym-
bol charts in Tables 2, 3, and 4 include symbols 
from a number of other transcription systems 
as well.

It is not uncommon to use the LC consonants 
without diacritic signs, especially in nonlin-
guistic publications; however, the transcription 
results may become increasingly ambiguous. 
Even with diacritics, the use of digraphs in the 
LC and French systems may lead to ambiguities 
(such as kh for ـخـ and ـكهـ) and awkward forms 

Table 2. Arabic transcription systems (consonants)

Arabic EALL LC DMG French EI Cyrillic Other signs

ء ,ا ± ± ± ± ± ± ’, π
ب b b b b b ·
ت t t t t t t
ث μ th μ μ th óc, Â θ
ج j j © dj & ‰Ê (ّج: ‰ÊÊ)
ح ™ ™ ™ ™ ™ ≈
خ x kh • kh  °x, ≤ χ
د d d d d d ‰
ذ ≈ dh ≈ dh dh ó6, î‰ ð
ر r r r r r p
ز z z z z z 6
س s s s s s c
ش š sh š ch h ¯ ∑
ص ß ß ß ß ß #c
ض ∂ ∂ ∂ ∂ ∂ &‰
ط † † † † † ¢

ظ Ú (in proper names Ω) Ω Ω Ω Ω #6
ع ≠ ≠ ≠ ≠ ≠ ≠ ∏ ,ε ,ع
غ ÿ gh ÿ gh gh 6„, ;„ y
ف f f f f f î
ق q q q q ˚ #κ
ك k k k k k κ
ل l l l l l Î
م m m m m m Ï
ن n n n n n Ì
ە h h h h h ı
و w w w w w ‚
ي y y y, j y y È
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such as مخ mukhkh. To address this problem, 
the signs of the International Phonetic Associa-
tion (IPA) y, ð, θ, χ are sometimes used for gh, 
dh, th, kh. In Russian publications, the diacritic 
signs are often omitted as well.

The LC recommendation of á for ی (±alif 
maqßùra) is rarely followed.

Most systems allow for a certain amount of 
choice. The choice between -a and -ah for tà± 
marbù†a, for example, is a matter of convention 
(the EALL uses -a; -at in genitive compounds 
is used only before a vowel, thus madìnat an-
nabì, but maktaba Bayrùt). Many authors also 
use one of the variants -ìy/-ùw vs. -iyy/-uww 
consistently, even though these two variants 
may express a morphological difference: َقووِم 
qùwima (Form III) vs. قوّم quwwima (Form II; 
this variant is probably phonetically closer to 
Arabic in the general case). In most of these 

and the optional cases outlined below, scientific 
communities, journals, and other groups tend 
to develop and follow certain common styles; 
as long as a given decision is followed consist-
ently, however, the final choice is ultimately a 
matter of the author’s preference.

The Arabic article al- can be transcribed in 
assimilated form before the ™urùf šamsiyya: 
 al-qamar. EI and LC القمر .aš-šams vs الشمس
convention is to use the unassimilated form: 
al-shams, while the EALL uses the assimilated 
form. The article, as well as the particles wa-, 
fa-, bi-, li-, ka-, ±a-, etc. are written separated 
from the word by a hyphen. For the sake of 
precision, enclitic pronouns can be separated, 
too: أبوە ±abù-hu vs. ±abùhu.

Hamza and waßla are functionally different 
and thus treated differently. Hamza is always 
transliterated as ± except in word-initial posi-

Table 3. Arabic transcription systems (vowels, diphthongs)

Arabic LC, EALL, EI DMG French Cyrillic

ا à à â à
و ù ù û :y
ي ì ì î :Ë
َــ ـ a a a a
ـ ُـ ـ u u u y
ِــ ـ i i i Ë

َـي ay ay, ai, aj ay aÈ

َـو aw aw, au aw a‚

ِـيّ iyy/ìy iyy/ìy, ijj/ìj iyy/ìy ËÈÈ/:ËÈ

ُـوّ uww/ùw uww/ùw, ijj/ìj uww/ùw y‚‚/:y‚

Table 4. Other Arabic marks

Arabic Transcription

(à± marbù†a†) ة In fully vocalized transcription, always rendered as -at- or -àt-; in pausal 
form, three cases are distinguished:

i. -a or -ah in isolated words: مدينة madìna, madìnah
ii. -àh or -àt, when preceded by à: صـلا ة ßalàh, ßalàt
iii. -at in status constructus in the head word of a genitive compound: 
 madìnat an-nabì مدينة النبي

(madda) آ Treated as hamza + ±alif, where it represents this combination; otherwise, 
no special treatment

(šadda) ـــّ Treated as double consonant: شدّة šadda
ـ ْـ (sukùn) ـ Not represented at all
(tanwìn) ـاً، ــٍ، ــٌ Treated as vowel + n
' (dagger ±alif ) etc. Treated as long vowel, without orthographic representation: الرحمٰن 

ar-ra™màn
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tion, where some systems omit it (أئمة ±a±imma 
vs. a±imma). Hamza occurs in word-initial posi-
tion if it results from a prefix, from the word’s 
root itself, such as أخذ ±axa≈a, and in some 
loanwords, such as الإسكندرية al-±Iskandariyya.

Waßla is the sign ɚ for an auxiliary vowel 
being inserted at the beginning of a word where 
it would otherwise begin with a consonant 
cluster; typical cases are the definite article al-, 
verbal Forms VII through XV (but not IV), 
and some words beginning with a consonant 
cluster, such as ٱمرأة imra±a or ٱبن ibn. If the 
preceding word ends in a vowel, this auxiliary 
vowel is omitted: قال ٱلرئيس qàla r-ra±ìsu, بٱنتفاضتهم 
bi-ntifà∂atihim. Consequently, waßla is not 
transcribed at all after a preceding vowel, oth-
erwise, the auxiliary vowel is used to transcribe 
waßla: ٱسـتفاد istafàda (but: أسـتفيد ±astafìdu with 
morphological hamza from the prefix), ٱلمجمع 
al-mujamma≠u. Some systems, but not that of 
the EALL, indicate the presence of the waßla 
carrier ɚ in the Arabic script by an apostrophe, 
even where unpronounced: 'al-mujamma≠u, fì 
'l-mujamma≠i, wa-'stafàda. Note that the aux-
iliary vowel varies, depending on the preceding 
word, such as the preposition من min (منَ ٱلمجمع 
mina l-mujamma≠i), the pronouns هم hum and 
ٱلمؤمنون) antum± أنتم  humu l-mu±minùna), or همُ 
several words ending in -w, such as ±aw (أو 
 awi š-šarq). The transcription may or ٱلشرق
may not reflect this; hum al-mu±minùna is com-
mon as well, and is the preferred transcription 
of the EALL. In DMG transcription, it is very 
common to add the vowel to the preceding 
word instead, which may be preferable for tran-
scribing poetry: humu l-mu±minùna, etc., even 
though this may lead to awkward forms such as 
.qadi ntaÚara قد ٱنتظر

In fully vocalized transcription, some pho-
netic rules of Arabic concerning vowel length 
are usually not observed, for the sake of sim-
plicity. Long vowels before consonant clusters 
are pronounced short, but transcribed long: إلى 
 .ilà l-mujamma≠i (vs. *±ila l-mujamma≠i)± المجمع
Similarly, the distinction between long and 
short pronunciation of enclitic pronouns (based 
on the preceding syllable: كتبه katabahù vs. رواە 
rawàhu) is usually only observed when tran-
scribing poetry, where the original meter needs 
to be preserved. Rhyming vowels etc. in poetry 
are transcribed as long, in accordance with 
the pronunciation rules for ¤ pausal forms in 
verse.

Inflectional endings are usually transcribed 
at the end of a word, even when a waßla fol-
lows, and only omitted if the word is in pausal 
form: بسم الله الرحمن الرحيم bi-smi llàhi r-ra™màni 
r-ra™ìm.

Transcription in pausal form is used for 
transcribing proper names, references, single 
words within non-Arabic text, and quotations 
in Modern Standard Arabic. Here, inflectional 
endings are usually omitted, unless indispen-
sable for understanding, and in adverbs, such 
as ًشكرا šukran, ًتقريبا taqrìban. Waßla is omitted 
after a preceding vowel and transcribed as its 
auxiliary vowel otherwise:  ,al-inqilàb الانقلاب 
الانقلاب  fì l-inqilàb. The ¤ nisba ending في 
(-iyy) is transcribed as -ì, yet is treated as a 
consonant: الصراع العربـي الإسرائيلي aß-ßirà≠ al-≠arabì 
al-±isrà±ìlì (and not *al-≠arabì l-±isrà±ìlì).

There are some special conventions for tran-
scribing ¤ proper names, where waßla is usu-
ally transcribed even after vowels: مرتضى الزبيدي 
Murta∂à az-Zabìdì (not *Murta∂à z-Zabìdì). 
Names consisting of a genitive compound are 
an exception to this rule: الدين  Mu™yì محيـي 
d-Dìn (*Mu™yì ad-Dìn is uncommon). The 
words بنت bint and (بن) ٱبن ibn within a name’s 
nasab chain may be shortened to bt. and b., 
respectively, but this has not been done in the 
EALL transcription. Finally, some authors omit 
the article when transcribing laqab-style names 
such as البغدادي al-Baÿdàdì, leaving only a single 
hyphen: -Baÿdàdì, or dropping it altogether: 
Baÿdàdì.

Capitalization is usually observed only in 
proper names and for the first word within a 
sentence. Single Arabic terms within non-Arabic
text are commonly typeset in italics. Latin 
punctuation signs should be given for their Ara-
bic equivalents, with the exception of brackets, 
which are sometimes used as quotation marks 
in Arabic texts.

3. S c i e n t i f i c  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  i n 
d i a l e c t o l o g y

As most dialects exhibit phonetic features absent 
in Classical Arabic, extended transcription sys-
tems had to be developed for dialectology. In 
the past, these systems served two goals: to 
accurately represent the dialect’s phonetics and 
to reflect its relationship with the Classical lan-
guage. A typical example is Marçais’ transcrip-
tion system for North African dialectology, 
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where a system of double diacritics is used for 
narrow description of phonetic features such 
as vowel quantity and articulatory position, as 
described, for instance, in Singer (1984:31–36). 
The main problem with such a system is that 
the distinction between the narrow phonetic 
view and the broad morphophonemic or even 
comparative level of description can be quite 
hard to maintain. As a result, it has become 
increasingly common to use the International 
Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) for the narrow pho-
netic details, and to describe the broader and 
comparative levels separately using a scientific 
transcription system for Arabic. In the EALL, 
phonetic transcription within square brackets 
[ ] always uses IPA symbols, including the length 
sign [1], whereas phonological transcription 
between slashes / / uses the scientific transcription.

Most transcription systems used in dialectol-
ogy are extensions of the ‘classical’ systems out-
lined above, with the following modifications:

i. Substitution of LC-style digraphs by other 
symbols, mostly DMG-style letters or Greek 
letters from phonetic alphabets;

ii. Addition of symbols in analogy to existing 
symbols, e.g. ž, ∑, $b after š, ©, ∂;

iii. Addition of new symbols from other 
sources, such as «, ƒ (from Polish orthog-
raphy), ä (from German orthography), or ë 
(from phonetic alphabets);

iv. Addition of diacritic signs, such as accent 
characters for prosodic features;

v. Differentiation of existing symbols for the 
sake of precision, such as Ω, which is usu-
ally split into Ω and Ú as emphatic equiva-
lents of z, ≈.

There is no formal ‘standard’ for dialectological 
transcription of Arabic so far. Most of the rules 
laid out above for details such as waßla treat-
ment, pausal forms, etc. are not applicable in 
dialectology. Instead, the transcription usually 
tries to reflect the structure of the language data 
as accurately as possible. In the EALL system, 
this means, for instance, that articles are not 
hyphenated, e.g. iššams, not iš-šams. A list of 
common symbols with their IPA equivalents is 
given in Fischer and Jastrow (1980:11–14).
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Transformational Grammar

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

There are a number of areas where Arabic, in 
both its Standard varieties and its modern dia-
lects, can provide important insights into (and 
ultimately contribute to the search for an ade-
quate) linguistic theory (cf. Eid 1987; Comrie 
1991). Conversely, although the study of Ara-
bic has a long tradition (cf. Bakir 1980:1ff.), 
and it is possible at times to find similarities 
between Transformational Grammar and Ara-
bic grammarians’ analyses (see below), modern 
linguistic theory allows for even more insightful 
and rigorous analyses of Arabic. 

2. A  s u r v e y  o f 
T r a n s f o r m a t i o n a l 
G e n e r a t i v e  G r a m m a r

The label Transformational Grammar is used 
somewhat loosely in this entry to refer to 
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models of generative grammar that precede 
Chomsky’s Principles and parameters (1981), 
specifically versions of the Standard Theory and 
Extended Standard Theory models as devel-
oped in Chomsky (1957, 1965, 1977).

2.1 Phrase Structure Grammar

In the early Standard Theory, it was assumed 
that basic – as opposed to derived – tree dia-
grams (P-markers) like the one in (2) were gen-
erated by phrase structure rules, such as those 
in (1), together with lexical insertion, i.e. the 
selection of appropriate words from the lexicon 
or mental ‘dictionary’. 

(1) S ¤ NP AUX VP
 NP ¤ Art N
 VP ¤ V NP

(2)                         S
           
           NP           AUX             VP

       Art      N                      V        NP
    
                                                Art       N

      The   lady     will         sing   a       song

In the Standard models, grammar is assumed 
to include not only phrase structure rules but 
also a lexicon where words are listed with their 
grammatical categories and subcategorization 
information (specification of the contexts in 
which these words can occur). The two consti-
tute the Base component of the grammar. 

Some (pairs of) phrase structure rules, e.g. 
those in (3), are said to be ‘recursive’: they are 
able to introduce the same element indefinitely 
and hence deal with complex constructions, 
containing (an) embedded category/(ies), such 
as NP in (3a) and S in (3b).

(3a) NP ¤ (Art) N (PP)
 PP ¤ P NP

(3b) S ¤ NP AUX VP
 VP ¤ V (S)

This illustrates an important concept of lan-
guage acquisition: creativity. In such a model, 
grammatical relations, such as ‘Subject of’ or 

‘Object of’, are defined structurally and rep-
resented in terms of the tree configurations. In 
(2), the subject may be defined as the NP which 
is immediately dominated by S and precedes 
VP; and the object may be defined as the NP 
immediately dominated by VP. 

2.2 Transformational Grammar

There exist certain relations, e.g. relations of 
modification, between parts of a sentence which 
are not contiguous but discontinuous, and 
therefore not analyzable in terms of single tree 
diagrams. Examples of such relations include 
verb/particle constructions, illustrated in (4).

(4a) John rang up his father

(4b) John rang his father up

In (4a), the verb and particle form a single 
constituent, a phrasal verb. In (4b), the two 
elements are not contiguous. The theory of 
Transformational Grammar was developed to 
deal with cases like (4b), which is assumed to 
derive from the same tree as (4a), namely (5); 
this is called the ‘input (base, underlying, deep) 
structure’ for sentence (4b).

(5)                S

        NP                            VP

         N                V                    NP 

                        V       Part

       John        rang       up        his father

To derive an ‘output (derived, surface) struc-
ture’ from (5), a grammatical operation is 
postulated called a ‘transformation’ – in this 
case Particle-movement – which converts (5) 
into (6).

(6)                 S

       NP                             VP

        N               V             NP             Part

      John           rang         his father         up
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This analysis reflects the possibility that related 
elements may get separated during the process 
of deriving a surface structure, and, hence, local 
relationships sometimes result in long-distance 
ones. 

The addition of a transformational compo-
nent to the familiar base component raises a 
number of issues. The first issue is connected 
with the form of transformations: transfor-
mational rules are formalized in terms of a 
structural description (SD) and a structural 
change (SC). If a P-marker satisfies the SD of a 
particular transformation, this transformation 
will apply and change the SD according to the 
particular transformation. An example is (7), 
illustrating ¤ WH-movement, which includes 
WH-questions together with other transfor-
mations believed to share certain characteris-
tics with it, such as Relativization (¤ relative 
clause), Clefting, and ¤ Topicalization.

(7) WH-movement
 SD: X Comp X wh X
          [+Q]
        1    2    3   4   5 
 SC: 1  4+2  3   ø    5

(SD and SC consist of either category labels 
or variables; + indicates that wh is attached 
to the left of 2: the two are ‘sisters’; Q 
indicates that the sentence is a Question.)

A second issue concerns the applicability of 
transformations: transformations may apply 
repeatedly in complex sentences, and, hence, 
their order and domain of application must be 
determined. It is assumed that there are two 
major types of transformations: bounded trans-
formations, including clause-bound ones, such 
as ¤ Reflexive and ¤ Passive, and transforma-
tions operating across one clause boundary, 
such as Equi and Subject-to-Object Raising; 
and unbounded transformations, operating 
across an indefinite number of clause boundar-
ies, such as ¤ WH-movement.

Bounded transformations are further classi-
fied as cyclic, and unbounded ones as postcy-
clic. In order to get rules to interact correctly, 
the principle of the transformational cycle is 
developed. It requires that cyclic rules (i.e. 
bounded transformations) should apply first to 
the most deeply embedded clause, then to the 

next most deeply embedded one, until the main 
clause is reached.

The third issue concerns the status of the 
rules. Rules are described as either obligatory or 
optional (see, e.g., Akmajian and Heny 1975). 
In fact, two versions of the Standard theory 
may be distinguished. In the earlier version, 
transformations like Passive and Question were 
considered optional, whereas Affix Hopping 
(which places affixes on the following verbs) 
was taken to be obligatory. In the later version, 
the optional transformations were reformulated 
as obligatory. This is made possible by having 
the phrase structure rules optionally introduce 
an element that will trigger the operation of the 
rule, as in (8).

(8) S ¤ (Q) (not) NP AUX VP

The general formalism for transformations pro-
vided by such a model makes the Standard 
theory highly expressive in that every detail of 
a given construction can easily be included in 
one rule, with the result that the latter becomes 
highly stipulative as it does not explain why we 
must have these features and not others. 

Accordingly, this general theory of transfor-
mations was gradually abandoned and replaced 
by a general movement rule ‘move something 
somewhere’, which is subject to certain con-
straints (¤ minimalism).

The first attempts at establishing a general 
theory of conditions on transformations are 
Chomsky (1964) and Ross (1967). Their most 
important contribution was in initiating the 
search for general constraints on transforma-
tions, and this objective has since been the 
guiding principle in syntactic research. The 
idea is that general conditions make possible a 
reduction in the expressive power of rules and 
therefore restrict the options for grammars for 
the language learner (for a review, see Hor-
rocks 1987 and Radford 1981; for a summary, 
see Chekili 2007).

Ross (1967), for instance, discovered that 
certain constructions do not allow the extrac-
tion of any type of phrase. He labeled these 
‘islands’, and tried to account for this finding 
by imposing a number of constraints on trans-
formations, thereby simplifying the statement 
of the transformations. 
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2.3 Movement or base-generation: 
Topicalization and Left Dislocation

Prior to Chomsky (1977), ¤ Topicalization 
constructions such as (9) were analyzed (e.g. by 
Ross 1967) as involving the movement of John 
from the object position to the preverbal one: 

(9) John, I saw

Chomsky observed that this account is not 
right, but that such a structure is another 
instance of WH-movement. For example, the 
movement is unbounded, as in (10). 

(10) John, Peter believes that John said I saw

Movement is subject to island constraints, as 
in (11).

(11) *This man, I wonder who met

Chomsky compared (9) with (12), and follow-
ing Ross, he called the former ‘Topicalization’ 
and the latter ‘Left Dislocation’.

(12) John, I saw him

The major difference between the two struc-
tures, Chomsky noted, following Ross, is the 
absence of movement in the latter – due to 
absence of a gap – as evidenced by the fact that 
it is not subject to island constraints.

(13) This man, I wonder who met him

Chomsky proposed the configurations in (14).

(14a) [S'' [Top John] [S' [S I saw him]]]

(14b) [S'' [Top John] [S' [S I saw e]]]

A phrase structure rule (15) generates (14a) and 
accounts for the absence of movement in (14a), 
as the latter is base generated.

(15) S'' ¤ Top S'

Since (14a) is postulated for Left Dislocation, 
it can also be used for Topicalization; in other 
words, Chomsky argued that John is base gen-
erated both in Left Dislocation and Topicaliza-
tion. He accounted for the difference between 

the two constructions by arguing that in the lat-
ter – but not the former – a null WH-item has 
moved. This means that Topicalization involves 
WH-movement (for discussion, see Lasnik and 
Uriagereka 1988:153ff.).

3. S e l e c t e d  t o p i c s

In this section, emphasis is on syntax, rather 
than other aspects of structure; specifically, 
¤ word order and WH-constructions have 
been selected. This does not have any negative 
impact on the overall objective, however, which 
is the explanation of the relationship between 
Transformational Grammar and Arabic. 

3.1 Word order

Arabic in all its varieties instantiates different 
word orders as illustrated in Standard Arabic 
(16).

(16a) ištarà zayd-un kitàb-an (VSO)
 bought Zayd-Nom book-Acc

(16b) zayd-un ištarà kitàb-an (SVO)

(16c) ištarà kitàb-an zayd-un (VOS) 

(16d) kitàb-an ištarà zayd-un (OVS)
‘Zayd bought a book’ (examples adapted 
from Bakir 1980:6)

This means that Arabic provides the linguist 
who is intent on the description of word order 
variation with an important database (cf. Eid 
1987, and references there).

Arabic is also typologically interesting in that 
it seems to instantiate a VSO basic order in its 
standard variety, sharing certain features with 
other VSO languages, such as “[having] alter-
native basic orders among which SVO always 
figures” (Greenberg 1963:79), but a basic SVO 
order in its modern dialects (Eid 1987). These 
observations have led to numerous studies con-
cerned with different aspects of word order (Eid 
1987), including the determination of a ‘basic’ 
order among different orders, the criteria for 
selecting one order as ‘basic’, etc. 

As far as Standard Arabic (and Classical 
Arabic) is concerned, these studies fall into 
different groups according to what they take 
to be the ‘basic’ or underlying order. For 
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example, Arabic is taken to be underlyingly 
SVO (e.g. Snow 1965; Killean 1966; Lewko-
wicz 1967, 1971), or – in line with traditional 
Arabic grammarians – VSO (e.g. Russell 1977; 
Bakir 1980; Fassi Fehri 1981), or VOS (e.g. 
Anshen and Schreiber 1968; Homeidi 1987). 
The advantages and weaknesses of each of the 
above proposals are summarized in Homeidi 
(2003:2–8).

Prior to Transformational Grammar, ‘basic’ 
word order was determined on the basis of 
both pragmatic factors and syntactic distribu-
tion (cf. Bakir 1980:5–10). These two criteria 
have led traditional grammarians and some 
modern ones to take the ‘basic’ word order in 
Arabic to be VSO (Bakir 1980:8–10). 

The question of basic word order took on a 
renewed significance with the development of 
Transformational Grammar with its distinction 
between two levels of structure, namely ‘deep 
structure’ and ‘surface structure’, together with 
a transformational component. In this view, 
basic word order has come to mean the order 
encountered at deep structure and generated 
by the phrase structure rules. The alternative 
orders are the result of transformational rules 
operating on these deep structures and yielding 
the various related structures. 

Grammatical functions such as ‘Subject’ and 
‘Object’ are defined configurationally at deep 
structure. Thus, all languages must have a 
VP at deep structure. As a direct consequence 
of this claim – and in order to maintain the 
configurational definition of grammatical rela-
tions – a VSO basic order is abandoned, as it 
does not include a VP node. This led to the 
postulation of different underlying orders for 
languages known to have a basic VSO order 
(cf. Bakir 1980:10ff. for discussion).

For example, Snow (1965), Killean (1966), 
and Lewkowicz (1971) rewrite S as NP-PredP. 
Snow adduces arguments from simplicity of 
concord and of the overall grammatical state-
ment in favor of this order (see Bakir 1980:13–
14). Anshen and Schreiber (1968) propose a 
VOS word order in order to maintain the con-
figurational definition of grammatical relations. 

Bakir (1980:14ff.) rejects the preceding two 
hypotheses and prefers to maintain an underly-
ing VSO order for Arabic. To do this, he has to 
extend the definition of grammatical functions 
to include “the linear order of the constituents 
in the deep structure” (1980:14) and to address 

the question of a ‘universal’ VP constituent. 
Showing that the usual VP constituency tests 
do not apply to Arabic, he concludes that there 
is no VP constituent in Arabic. Bakir motivates 
his preference for VSO, first by arguing that the 
movement involved “is part of a general proc-
ess of ‘movement’ of constituents to the begin-
ning of the sentence” (1980:16), and second 
by making use of the conventional distinctions 
made by Transformational Grammar linguists, 
including a distinction between optional and 
obligatory transformations, the number of 
transformations required in the derivation of a 
given structure, etc. (1980:16–18).

Emonds (1979) has reacted against a flat non-
configurational structure for VSO languages 
and presented arguments to the effect that VSO 
and SVO languages share the same underlying 
structure: VSO is derived from SVO by means 
of a process known as ‘Verb Raising’. 

More recently, Kuroda (1988) and Koopman 
and Sportiche (1988) have proposed what came 
to be known as the ‘VP-internal subject hypoth-
esis’, according to which the subject is always 
generated inside VP. VSO order is derived by 
raising the verb to the inflectional position (cf., 
e.g., Koopman and Sportiche 1991; Plunkett 
1993; Aoun a.o. 1994). Without going into 
the details of the analysis, this hypothesis is 
compatible with Emonds’ suggestion that VSO 
languages have an underlying SVO structure. 
SVO is also assumed by Mohammad (1989), 
who uses agreement facts and the notion of 
null expletive subject (¤ pro-drop) to justify 
his claim.

3.2 WH-constructions

Interest in WH-constructions, understood here 
to refer to WH-questions, Relative Clauses, 
Clefting, Topicalization, etc., goes back to the 
early transformational models. WH-questions, 
together with other transformations believed 
to share certain characteristics with them, 
were generalized as a transformation of WH-
movement.

Later transformational models, such as Ross 
(1967) and Chomsky (1964, 1977), have gen-
erated even greater interest in ‘WH-construc-
tions’, because they relied on such constructions 
in developing a general theory of conditions on 
transformations (cf. Sec. 2.2). 

In order to present the relationship between 
Transformational Grammar and Arabic, the 
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discussion here focuses on Left Dislocations 
and Topicalizations, in which Arabic is super-
ficially similar to English; and Relativization, 
in which it is different as it requires a resump-
tive pronoun (  resumption) where English 
requires a gap. Note, however, that some varie-
ties use a mixture of the two processes (cf., e.g., 
Shlonsky 1992:444ff.). 

The distinction between Topicalization and 
Left Dislocation in English (Ross 1967; Chom-
sky 1977) has led to a distinction in Arabic 
between two types of structure, which are called 
here, following certain linguists,  Topic/Com-
ment (or Left Dislocations) and  Focusing (or 

 Topicalizations).
Within Transformational Grammar, and by 

analogy with the English accounts of Left Dis-
location and Topicalization, the analysis of 
these Arabic constructions has passed through 
two main stages: at first, an account in terms 
of a transformational rule, and more recently, 
base-generation. Note that the latter is mainly 
due to Chomsky (1977) and happens to coin-
cide with the account of the traditional Arabic 
grammarians, who analyze Topic/Comment 
structures as consisting of a mubtada± ‘inchoa-
tive’ (  ibtidà±) and a  xabar ‘enunciative’ (cf. 
Wright 1898:II, 251).

As the Topic/Comment (17) and Focusing 
(18) show, the two constructions involve the 
presence of an element (usually NP) in a sen-
tence-initial position. However, whereas Topic/
Comment usually requires the retention of a 
resumptive (or replacive) pronoun, Focusing 
does not. Also, while the Topic NP always gets 
nominative, the Focused NP retains the case 
assigned to its sentence-internal position. (For 
other differences between the two structures 
in Arabic not instantiated in English, see Bakir 
1980:61ff.). Compare (17) and (18), taken from 
Al-Hroot (1994:59).

(17) al-kitàb-u qara±a-hu zayd-un
 the-book-Nom read-it Zayd-Nom

(18) al-kitàb-a qara±a zayd-un
 the-book-Acc read Zayd-Nom

The distinction in early Transformational 
Grammar of a level of deep structure (on top of 
the familiar level of surface structure), together 
with the development of the notion of trans-

formation, has led to a transformational analy-
sis of Topic/Comment sentences in Arabic. A 
number of linguists (e.g. Snow 1965; Killean 
1966; Anshen and Schreiber 1968) take the 
Topic/Comment to be the result of a transfor-
mational rule. More specifically, a Copying rule 
will optionally apply and copy an NP to the 
left of the verb, and the original NP is changed 
by a Pronominalization process into a resump-
tive pronoun. For example, (19) is assumed to 
derive from (20) by undergoing first a Copying 
transformation, resulting in the structure (21), 
and then a Pronominalization transformation, 
yielding (19). 

(19) al-kitàb-u qara±a-hu zayd-un 
 the-book-Nom read-it Zayd-Nom

(20) qara±a  zayd-un al-kitàb-a

(21) al-kitàb-u qara±a zayd-un al-kitàb-a

An example of such a transformation was pro-
posed by Anshen and Schreiber (1968) in (22).

(22) 'X-NP-Y  NP'-X-NP-Y where NP=NP'

More recent work in Transformational Gram-
mar has rejected a transformational account of 
this type of structure in favor of a base-gener-
ated one: as Topic/Comment structures are 
base generated, they are the product of a phrase 
structure rule.

Lewkowicz (1971) makes use of the different 
treatment given to embedding within the Stand-
ard theory (the transformational version vs. 
the phrase structure version, which she favors) 
to explain how the embedding takes place. 
Whereas in early work an embedding transfor-
mation would replace the symbol ‘Comment’ 
by “any sentence containing an NP duplicat-
ing the topic” (Lewkowicz 1971:814), in later 
work, embedding is no longer introduced by a 
transformation but directly by the phrase struc-
ture rules. In this case, the symbol /S/# is used 
to refer to the Comment, resulting in recursion, 
as in (23), from Lewkowicz (1971:812–813).

(23) al-waladu ±abù-hu 
 the-boy father-his
 baytu-hu kabìrun
 house-his large
 ‘The boy’s father’s house is large’
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The phrase structure rules have the form in 
(24).

(24) S ¤ NP PredP
   
        PredP ¤     (copula)  + VP
                              
   AdjP
 
  NP
                                  
  AdvP
                         /S/

Although embedding Comment sentences is 
a phrase structure phenomenon (the phrase 
structure version), a transformation – obliga-
tory – is still required to describe the structure 
of the Comment, as in (25), from Lewkowicz 
(1971:815).

(25) / NP /# X + NP + Y #//    ¾  1 ø 3 4 5 ø
      1  2  3      4    5 6  
 where 4 is nondistinct from 1.

The transformation will delete the ‘internal 
boundaries’ (/) just in case the structural 
description is satisfied (Chomsky 1965). 

The principle of the transformational cycle 
can account for the difference in case mark-
ing between the Topic NP and the duplicate 
NP inside the Comment. This is because such 
a principle ensures that “the inner sentence 
(the comment) has already been subjected to 
the complete cycle of transformations includ-
ing those for case of nouns; while the topic, 
which belongs only to the higher level sentence, 
might not yet have been subjected to the com-
plete cycle of transformations” (Lewkowicz 
1971:815, n. 11). 

Later developments in Transformational 
Grammar, aiming at restricting the power of 
transformations, have maintained that pro-
nouns are no longer to be derived by trans-
formation from an underlying NP but must 
instead be base generated. This is supported 
by later work on Relativization in Hebrew 
by Chomsky (1977), where he shows that the 
resumptive pronoun must be base generated 
and interpreted in its surface position. 

Bakir (1980), comparing Topic/Comment 
with Focusing, argues that, while Topic/Com-
ment, like English Left Dislocation, contains a 

resumptive pronoun that is coreferential with 
the base-generated Topic NP, the focused NP, 
on the other hand – unlike English – undergoes 
movement, leaving a gap (trace) and, hence, 
retaining all the features of the trace (including 
case). Note that this proposed movement rule 
for Focusing, like the rule for WH-movement, 
is a ‘chopping rule’ (Ross 1967), not to be con-
fused with the so-called copying rule that was 
first proposed to deal with Topic/Comment. 

Relative clauses have also been the focus 
of much interest within a transformational 
framework (e.g. Snow 1965; Killean 1966; 
Anshen and Schreiber 1968; Lewkowicz 1971). 
A number of linguists within early Transforma-
tional Grammar argued that the Relative clause 
is derived from the Topic/Comment by means 
of a transformation. This is because the two 
structures are similar, particularly in their use 
of the resumptive pronoun. Compare (26) and 
(27) from Lewkowicz (1971:818).

(26) al-waladu màta ±abùhu (Topic/Comment)

(27) (waladun) màta ±abùhu (Relative)

Like the Topic/Comment, the relative clause 
contains an NP which duplicates the head noun 
modified by the relative clause. (28) is a Rela-
tive transformation (Lewkowicz 1971:819).
(28) / W+N / X+NP+Y/ Z / ¾ 1 2 ø 4 5 6 ø 8

  1  2 3 4      5     6 7 8
 where (a) 3 . . . 7 is a Relative,
  (b) 5 is nondistinct from 2,
  (c) 5 is not indefinite.

Example (27) is derived by embedding (29).

(29) màta ±abù l-waladi 
 ‘The boy’s father died’

As mentioned above, more recent work shows 
that the resumptive pronoun in relative clauses 
must be base generated. 

Resumptive pronouns can occur not only 
as object of a verb, as in al-kitàb-u qara±a-hu 
zayd-un, above, but also as independent sub-
ject. Generally, unless used for emphasis, inde-
pendent subject pronouns do not occur in the 
postverbal subject position. 

However, both traditional Arabic grammar-
ians and modern linguists who take (30) and 
(31) from Lewkowicz (1971:811) to be Dislo-
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cations (rather than simple sentences) would 
analyze these as containing a resumptive pro-
noun (see below).

(30) al-waladu màta
 the-boy died

(31) ±ana qultu . . .
 I said . . .

Although the difference between Left Disloca-
tion and Topicalization in English corresponds, 
to some extent, to the difference between Topic/
Comment and Focusing, this correspondence is 
only partial (Bakir 1980:60ff.). 

The two structures in English are sufficiently 
similar to motivate a similar account in terms 
of base-generation. In Arabic, on the other 
hand, the two structures display a number of 
differences besides the presence vs. absence of 
a resumptive pronoun (see above) and hence 
would require a separate analysis. 

A single transformational account (as in Ross 
1967) would have to explain why some constit-
uents retain their case under movement while 
others do not. Similarly, a single base- genera-
tion account (Chomsky 1977) would be unable 
to account for the distributional and other 
peculiarities displayed by the two types of struc-
ture (Bakir 1980:61). Thus, Arabic motivates a 
distinct treatment for the two structures. 

Furthermore, whereas Chomsky (1977) 
accounts for Topicalization in terms of base- 
generation plus WH-movement, Arabic suggests 
that Topicalization (Focusing) is a movement 
(not a WH-movement) process by which the 
NP moves from the right to the left of the verb. 
This would explain the moved NP’s retaining 
its case. Under a WH-movement analysis, there 
would be a need for a ‘case matching or copy-
ing process’, by means of which the case of the 
base-generated NP is ‘matched’ with the case 
of the WH-element (for a discussion, see Bakir 
1980:71ff.).

On the other hand, Arabic provides some 
support for Chomsky’s claim that Left Disloca-
tions are base generated. For instance, Bakir 
(1980:150) shows that a transformational 
account would have to be complicated, as it 
must account, for instance, for case marking 
and pronominalization. Similarly, structural 
descriptions would have to be complicated con-

siderably in view of the requirement in Arabic 
that only definite NPs can occur in initial posi-
tion. Compare (32) and (33), adapted from 
Abdul Ghany (1981:75).

(32) al-kitàb-u qara±a-hu zayd-un

(33) *kitàb-un qara±a-hu zayd-un

The problem disappears under a base-genera-
tion approach and a general restriction prohib-
iting the initial occurrence of definite NPs (cf. 
Abdul Ghany 1981:75). 

Finally, as pointed out above, Arabic raises 
the question of how to analyze the initial NP 
in SVO, as subject or Topic. Traditional Arabic 
grammarians, in particular those of the school 
of Basra, do not accept the idea that a subject 
may precede a verb, and consider the initial 
NP in such clauses to be a Topic, rather than a 
subject (cf. Bakir 1980:125ff. for a discussion).

This situation has given rise to a dual account 
of such structures on the part of generative lin-
guists (see Chekili 2002 for a review of the lit-
erature): on the one hand, there are those who 
take the initial NP to be a ‘genuine’ subject with 
the whole structure a simple sentence (e.g. Snow 
1965; Lewkowicz 1967; and, more recently, 
Aoun a.o. 1994), and, on the other hand, those 
who, following traditional grammarians, ana-
lyze it as a Topic with the whole structure being 
a Topic/Comment analyzed structurally as a 
Left Dislocation (cf., e.g., Anshen and Schreiber 
1968; and, more recently, Bakir 1980; Fassi 
Fehri 1981; Plunkett 1993). On this account, 
the subject pronoun is either ‘implied’ (Wright 
1898), or identified with a specific verbal affix 
(Anshen and Schreiber 1968), or is first gener-
ated and later deleted (Bakir 1980:159). Note 
that the process of deletion is blocked by means 
of a constraint similar to the one proposed by 
Grinder (1970) for Equi-NP deletion (cf. Bakir 
1980:170–171). Eid (1977) contains a discus-
sion of a similar constraint (an intervention 
constraint) on the deletion of subject pronouns 
in relative clauses in Egyptian Arabic. In a 
more recent formulation, this pronoun is a 
pro subject, i.e. the nonovert equivalent of an 
overt resumptive pronoun, resulting from the 
fact that Arabic is a null subject language (¤ 
pro-drop).
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Transitivity

1. B a s i c  d e f i n i t i o n  o f 
t r a n s i t i v i t y

Transitivity is defined narrowly as a state of 
direct dependence of a nominal phrase (i.e. 
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noun or noun phrase) on a verbal element 
(i.e. verb or verblike element). A transitive 
clause involves a minimum of two participants 
– a subject (prototypically an ¤ agent) and an 
object (prototypically an affected entity), con-
trasting with an intransitive clause that involves 
a single participant subject (prototypically an 
agent or experiencer).

Transitivity is considered here in respect of 
Standard Arabic and modern Arabic dialects. 
In Standard Arabic, where case is expressed 
through vocalic endings, the agent takes the 
nominative case (normally -u), and the object 
takes the accusative case (normally – a). In 
modern colloquial dialects, the difference 
between nominative and non-nominative case is 
expressed in the pronouns (e.g. ana nominative 
‘I’ vs. -nì accusative ‘me’), but not in nouns.

2. T r a n s i t i v e  e l e m e n t s

In both Standard and colloquial Arabic, the 
following verbal elements may be transitive: 
verbs, active ¤ participles, and ¤ verbal nouns. 
Verbs can be taken as the most basic transi-
tive element. The following are examples of 
transitivity with verbs (where no data source is 
mentioned, such as for Khartoum and Ían≠ànì 
Arabic, data is taken from Watson and Dickins’ 
databases):

Standard Arabic Ían≠ànì
ra±aynà r-rajul-a absarna r-rajjàl
ra±aynà-hu absarnà-h
Khartoum
šufna r-ràjil ‘we saw the man’
šufnà-hu ‘we saw him’

The following are examples of transitivity 
with active participles (problematic examples, 
placed in square brackets, are further discussed 
below):

Standard Arabic Ían≠ànì
huwa làbis(-un) jilbàb-an (hu) làbis zinnih
[huwa làbis-u-hu] [(hu) làbis li-h]
Khartoum
(hu) làbis jallàbiyya ‘he’s wearing a 
 robe’
(hu) làbs-u ‘he’s wearing it 
 [masc.]’

Modern Standard Arabic does not allow an 
object pronoun suffix following an active par-

ticiple. Instead, a genitive structure has to be 
used: huwa làbis-u-hu properly means ‘he is the 
wearer of it’, and not ‘he is wearing it’.

In Ían≠ànì Arabic, participles similarly can-
not take object pronoun suffixes. Instead, the 
preposition li- acts as a dummy head element 
for the pronoun suffix.

In Khartoum Arabic, a few adjectives other 
than the traditional participles may take an 
object pronoun suffix. Thus, with gablàn (on 
the fa≠làn pattern): (ana) ma gablàn kalàm-ik ‘I 
don’t accept what you [fem. sg.] say’; (ana) ma 
gablàn-u ‘I don’t accept it [masc.]’.

A verbal noun can take an object only when 
elements corresponding to both the subject and 
the object of a verbal clause are found in the 
sentence. In this case, the subject of the verbal 
clause has as its correspondent a (subjective) 
genitive in the verbal-noun structure, while the 
object in the verbal clause may be retained as 
an object. Take the following Standard Arabic 
verbal clauses:

ista≠mala l-≠ummàl(-u)  ‘the workers used 
hà≈ihi l-±ašyà±(-a) these things’
ista≠mala-hà l-≠ummàl(-u) ‘the workers used 
 them’

These can be compared with the corresponding 
verbal-noun structures:

isti≠màl(-u) l-≠ummàl(-i) ‘the workers’ use
hà≈ihi l-±ašyà±(-a) of these things’
isti≠màl(-u)-hum ‘their use of these 
hà≈ihi l-±ašyà±(-a) things’

In the examples with verbal nouns, the genitive 
al-≠ummàl(-i) corresponds to the subject of the 
verb, al-≠ummàl(-u) ‘the workers’, in ista≠mala 
l-≠ummàl(-u) hà≈ihi l-±ašyà±(-a) ‘the workers 
used these things’, while hà≈ihi l-±ašyà±(-a) 
‘these things’ and -hà ‘them’ are objects in both 
the verbal-clause structure and the verbal-noun 
structure.

In verbal-noun structures involving both 
subject and object correspondents, the object 
correspondent may be introduced by the prepo-
sition li-. Thus:

isti≠màl(-u) l-≠ummàl(-i) ‘the workers’ use of 
li-hà≈ihi l-±ašyà±(-a) these things’
isti≠màl(-u)-hum la-hà ‘their [masc.] use of 
 them’
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In Classical Arabic, the object of a verbal noun 
may be introduced by li-, especially when the 
verbal noun is indefinite; likewise, the object of 
a participle may be introduced by li-, which is 
the usual construction when the object precedes 
the participle (Reckendorf 1921:249).

Subject correspondents in verbal-noun struc-
tures always appear in the genitive case. When 
the verbal-noun structure has an object cor-
respondent but no subject correspondent, the 
object correspondent must also take genitive 
case: isti≠màl(-u) hà≈ihi l-±ašyà±(-i) ‘the use of 
these things’.

Colloquial dialects tend toward greater use 
of dummy elements, most commonly li-, in 
verbal-noun structures to introduce object cor-
respondents, as in Ían≠ànì: isti≠màl-hum li-hà≈a 
l-lašyà ‘their [masc.] use of these things’.

Khartoum Arabic allows a nonpronominal 
object correspondent to be expressed by an 
object, e.g. isti≠màl-um al-™àjàt di ‘their use 
of these things’. However, it more commonly 
makes use of dummy li-/lè-, e.g. isti≠màl-um li-
l-™àjàt di ‘their use of these things’. Where the 
object correspondent is pronominal, this must 
be introduced by li-/lè- in Khartoum: isti≠màl-
um lè-ha ‘their use of them’.

3. D e g r e e s  o f  t r a n s i t i v i t y

Taking transitivity in the narrow sense given 
above in Section 1, verbal elements in Arabic 
may be intransitive, singly transitive, doubly 
transitive, or, rarely, triply transitive. Verbs 
involving an indirect and a direct object typ-
ically occupy the semantic fields of giving, 
informing, forcing, and removing (cf. Diem 
2002). Where verbs take two direct objects, 
typically either the first object is converted 
into the second, e.g. ‘to make x into y’, or the 
two objects are in a predicative relationship, 
e.g. ‘to consider x to be y’ (Badawi a.o. 2004: 
374):

Intransitive
màt-a ‘he died’ (Standard
 Arabic)

Singly transitive
qatal-a l-fa±r-a ‘he killed the rat’
 (Standard Arabic)
qtal-t-u ‘I killed him’ (Çukurova; 
 Procházka 2002:106)

Doubly transitive
addà-ni l-girùš ‘he gave me the money’ 
 (Khartoum)
sug-na l-ÿanam ‘we drove the goats to
as-sùg market’ (Khartoum)
zawwaj-tu zayd-an  ‘I gave Zayd my
ibnat-a ±axì brother’s daughter in 
 marriage’ (Standard
 Arabic; Wright 1975:II, 
 48)
’a ≠lam-a-nì l-’amr-a ‘he informed me of the 
 affair’ (Wright 1975:II, 
 48)

Triply transitive
a≠lama-nì zayd-an ‘he informed me that  
rajul-an karìm-an Zayd is/was a generous 
 man’ (Standard Arabic)
sawwagnà-hum ‘we got them to drive the
al-ÿanam as-sùg  goats to market’
 (Khartoum)

Verbal elements in Arabic may typically take 
an independent subject, e.g. (al-mara/hi) fihmat 
al-muškila ‘(the woman/she) understood the 
problem’ (Khartoum). A few structures exist, 
however, in which independent subjects are 
not possible. These include ¤ impersonal pas-
sive forms in Standard Arabic: yuttafaq-u ≠alà 
hà≈ihi l-qa∂àyà ‘these matters are agreed on’; 
±u≠lina ≠an wafàt-i l-±imàm-i l-xumaynì ‘the 
death of Imam Khomeini was announced’.

Such forms always correspond to active ver-
bal elements taking a prepositional complement 
(Sec. 6, below). The verb in impersonal forms is 
always in the 3rd person masculine singular.

Colloquial dialects do not typically exhibit 
impersonal passive forms. However, imper-
sonal uses of the 3rd person masculine plural 
verb are found in many dialects, as in Khar-
toum jàbu lè-hu walad ‘a son was born to him’ 
[lit: ‘they bore/brought to him a son’]; bigùlu 
šinu li-l-kilma di bi-l-≠arabi? ‘what do they call 
that word/thing in Arabic?’. Neither of these 
examples allows a subject noun or pronoun 
(such as the grammatically expected pronoun 
hum ‘they’). 

4. T r a n s i t i v i t y  v s .  a d j u n c t i o n

A distinction is made between transitivity in the 
sense of direct dependence of a nominal phrase 
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on a verbal element (Sec. 4.1) and adjunction, 
an adjunct being an adverbial element, often 
with a prepositional head, which is dependent 
on the verb phrase (cf. Quirk a.o. 1985:1071–
1073). Defined more broadly, transitivity can 
be taken to encompass not only relationships 
of direct dependence of a nominal phrase on a 
verbal element, but also at least certain kinds of 
adjunct (cf. Badawi a.o. 2004:372), particularly 
what are known as restrictive adjuncts (Quirk 
a.o. 1985:1075–1077).

4.1 Nominal objects and adjuncts in Standard 
Arabic

The close relationship between nominal objects 
and adjuncts is particularly evident in Stand-
ard Arabic, where the accusative case is the 
standard marker of both types of entity. This 
is obvious in the case of nominal objects: ra±at 
al-mar±at-u r-rajul-a ‘the woman saw the man’. 
It is slightly less obvious in the case of adjuncts, 
but it becomes clear if one considers adjuncts 
as a syntactic subtype of the larger class of 
adverbials.

With very few exceptions, ¤ adverbs (single-
word adverbials) take the accusative case end-
ing, e.g. †ab≠-an ‘naturally’, sarì ≠-an ‘quickly’, 
ßabà™-an ‘in the morning’, ÿarb-an ‘westward’. 
Where an adverbial phrase has a nominal head, 
this typically also appears in the accusative, as 
in the case of ¤ ™àl clauses headed by a parti-
ciple: ÿàdara l-qàhira-t-a ±amsi mutawajjih-an 
±ilà jìbùtì ‘he left Cairo yesterday, making for 
Djibouti’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:156).

Adjuncts and nominal objects are both verb-
dependent, and both are marked by the accu-
sative. The two categories are, in the main, 
syntactically distinct. There are, however, 
occasions when nominal objects and adjuncts 
are syntactically nondistinct, as in Khartoum: 
sakan-u l-™ayy da ‘they settled this quarter’; 
sakan-u fi l-™ayy da ‘they settled in this quar-
ter’. The adjunct prepositional phrase fi l-™ayy 
da in the second example occupies the same 
syntactic position – that of the verbal comple-
ment – as does the object al-™ayy da in the first 
example.

The examples sakan-u l-™ayy da and sakan-
u fi l-™ayy da also illustrate a fairly common 
semantic difference between objects and adver-
bial complements. Objects tend to give a greater 
sense of exhaustion – or complete coverage – of 

the domain implied by the verbal element. The 
example sakan-u l-™ayy da suggests that they 
settled (in) the entire quarter, while sakan-u fi 
l-™ayy da implies more that they only settled 
(in) a part of it.

Cases in which objects alternate with adver-
bial complements are not the norm. Many 
verbs, described by the Arab grammarians as 
±af ≠àl muta≠addiya li-ÿayrihà ‘verbs that pass 
on [to an object] through something other than 
themselves [viz. through a preposition]’ (Wright 
1975:II, 46; ¤ ta≠addin), are able to take only 
an adverbial complement, as in Standard Ara-
bic: ÿa∂iba ≠alà ‘to get angry with’; ša≠ara bi- ‘to 
know, feel’; qadara ≠alà ‘to be able to do’. Some 
may take more than one adverbial complement, 
e.g. sami™a li-šaxß-in bi-šay±-in ‘to allow some-
one [to do] something’. And some may take a 
combination of adverbial complement(s) and 
object(s): mana≠a šaxß-an min šay±-in ‘to pre-
vent someone from [doing] something’.

Some verbs that take a preposition in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic took a direct object in 
Classical Arabic, as in the case of ≠aliqa ‘to 
adhere’ and la™iqa ‘to adhere to, overtake’, 
both of which take the preposition bi- in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic (Wright 1975:II, 46).

4.2 Objects and adjuncts in colloquial Arabic

Modern dialects display the same general fea-
tures as Standard Arabic in respect of objects 
and adjuncts. Perhaps more than Standard 
 Arabic, some dialects show alternative transi-
tivity patterns with the same verbal elements 
in the same basic senses. Examples from Khar-
toum include:

raša™ ‘to drip’
al-mawya raša™at ‘the water dripped
min az-zìr from the water container’
az-zìr raša™ mawya ‘the water container 
 dripped water’

jada≠ ‘to throw’
al-awlàd jada≠ò-na ‘the boys threw
bi-l-™ijàr stones at us’
al-awlàd jada≠ù fì-na ‘the boys threw
l-™ijàr stones at us’ (lit. ‘the boys 
 threw us with stones’)

na∂∂af ‘to clean’
na∂∂afta t-turàb ‘I cleaned the dust
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min a†-†arabèza off the table’
na∂∂afta †-†arabèza
min at-turàb ‘I cleaned the table of the 
 dust’

Khartoum has also developed a generalized use 
of fi as an adverbial complement head, as an 
alternative to a nominal object, giving the sense 
of being engaged in an uncompleted activity:

bi-taktib/katabat ‘she’s writing/wrote
jawàbàt letters’ [with some
 implication that she
 finished the letter-writing 
 activity]
bi-taktib fi ‘she’s [engaged in]
j-jawàbàt letter writing’

5. T r a n s i t i v i t y  a n d  s e m a n t i c 
c a s e  r o l e s

In typological terms, Arabic can be classed as 
an accusative language. Such languages encode 
the subject of an intransitive verb in the same 
way as the subject of a transitive verb and dif-
ferently from the object of a transitive verb 
(Blake 1994). In this respect, Arabic is similar 
to most European languages. The subject of an 
active verb is typically an agent where action 
is involved, or an experiencer where subjective 
experience is involved.

Arabic has a large number of intransitive 
verbs expressing becoming a state. This may 
be an objective state, as in Standard Arabic 
ix∂arra ‘to become green’, kabura ‘to become 
big/old’; or it may be a subjective state, e.g. 
™izin ‘to become sad’ (Khartoum), zi≠il ‘to 
become angry’ (Khartoum, Ían≠ànì, Cairene). 
One class of transitive verbs expresses spatial 
and familial relationships: girib ‘to be/become 
related to’ (Khartoum), mawwat ‘to sit beside 
[a dying person]’ (Khartoum), tawassa†a ‘to 
be/become in the middle of’ (Standard Arabic), 
jàwara ‘to live close by (someone)’ (Standard 
Arabic).

Temporality may be expressed through verbs 
in a way that is rather different from typical pat-
terns in European languages. Thus, in Standard 
Arabic ±aßba™a ‘to enter upon morning’, ±amsà 
‘to enter upon evening’. Through ¤ semantic 
bleaching, both ±aßba™a and ±amsà now convey 
the more common meaning of ‘to become’. In 
Khartoum Arabic: al-wà†á maÿrabat ‘evening 

has arrived’ (lit. ‘the ground has eveninged’, 
maÿrab being derived directly from muÿrib 
‘(time of) evening prayer’).

A number of transitive verbs express the idea 
of action with incorporation of an adverbial 
element, e.g. in Standard Arabic ±a™sana ‘to do 
well’: yu™sin-u l-luÿat-a l-≠arabiyyat-a ‘he does 
[i.e. speaks] Arabic well’; ±akμara ‘to do much’: 
yukμir-u ziyàrat-a-nà ‘he visits us often’ (lit. ‘he 
frequents our visiting’); in Khartoum Arabic: 
tanna ‘to do a second time’: tanna l-gahwa ‘he 
drank a second coffee’ (lit. ‘he seconded the 
coffee’); in Ían≠ànì: azìdlak gahwih ‘I will give 
you more coffee’.

Arabic is fairly freely able to produce ¤ caus-
ative and causative-type verbs, through the use 
of Form II or Form IV in Standard Arabic, and 
typically through the use of Form II in modern 
dialects. Sometimes these produce forms with 
a sense similar to that typically lexicalized in 
European languages, as in Standard Arabic, e.g. 
±a ≠lama (Form IV) ‘to inform’ (normally doubly 
transitive), from ≠alima (Form I) ‘to know’ (nor-
mally singly transitive); darrasa (Form II) ‘to 
teach’ (doubly transitive), from darasa (Form I) 
‘to study’ (singly transitive).

Similarly, in modern dialects: samma≠ (Form 
II) ‘to play [i.e. ‘to cause to hear/listen to’]’ 
(doubly transitive), from simi≠ (Form I) ‘to hear/
listen to’ (singly transitive; Khartoum); garrà 
(Form II) ‘to teach’ (doubly transitive), from 
girì (Form I) ‘to learn’ (Ían≠ànì); fawwat (Form 
II) ‘to let someone in’, from fàt (Form I) ‘to go 
in’ (Çukurova; Procházka 2002:86).

Particularly in modern dialects, however, 
numerous causative and causative-type verbs 
have senses not typically lexicalized in European 
languages. Thus, in Khartoum: garraß (Form II) 
‘to cause to scratch [e.g. skin]’ (doubly transi-
tive), from garaß (Form I) ‘to scratch’ (singly 
transitive); saffar (Form II) ‘to allow/cause to 
travel’ (doubly transitive), from sàfar (Form 
III) ‘to travel’ (singly transitive), e.g. nisaffir-ak 
‘we’ll give you money/enough money to travel’ 
(lit. ‘we will allow you to/make you travel’) 
with the second object expressing the place to 
which the traveling is done omitted.

6. T r a n s i t i v i t y  a n d  t h e  p a s s i v e

Intransitive verbs do not passivize, although 
one may note morphologically passive forms in 
Standard Arabic, such as ÿubi†a ‘to be happy’, 
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which are not semantically simple passives of 
the corresponding active, in this case ÿaba†a 
≠alà ‘to envy (someone)’. More striking are 
impersonal passive forms (cf. Sec. 3, above), 
such as yuttafaq ≠alà hà≈ihi l-qa∂àyà ‘these 
matters are agreed on’, where the adverbial 
complement (≠alà hà≈ihi l-qa∂àyà) is retained in 
the passive, but no independent subject is pos-
sible. In the case of ±uÿmiya ≠alà (also ÿumiya 
≠alà) ‘to faint’, there is no corresponding active 
with the same sense as the impersonal passive 
form.

Singly transitive verbs standardly passivize, 
verbs expressing a relationship between two 
notions being an exception. Thus in Khartoum, 
kaffa ‘to be sufficient for’ does not have a pas-
sive *itkaffa.

In the case of doubly transitive verbs, 
Classical Arabic allows only the indirect object 
to become the subject (Wright 1975:II, 52), 
as in: ≠ullima ≠ilm-a l-hay±at-i ‘he was taught 
the science of astronomy’. Yet, according to 
some grammarians, in a sentence like ±a≠†à 
zaydan dirhaman ‘he gave Zayd a dirham’, 
both objects may be promoted to subject-
hood, i.e., both ±u≠†iya zaydun dirhaman and 
±u≠†iya zaydan dirhamun are permissible 
(Mubarrad, Muqta∂ab IV, 51, with a lengthy 
discussion of all possibilities). In the case of 
clauses with triply transitive verbs: ±a≠lama 
zayd-an ≠amr-an qàdim-an ‘he informed Zayd 
that ≠Amr is/was coming’, the only acceptable 
corresponding passive is: ±u ≠lima zayd-un ≠amr-
an qàdim-an ‘Zayd was informed that ≠Amr 
is/was coming’.

In many modern dialects, however, either the 
indirect or the direct object of the active clause 
may become the subject of the corresponding 
passive. In most dialects, when the nominal 
active direct object is the subject of the pas-
sive, the nominal active indirect object must be 
introduced by li-; by contrast, when the active 
indirect object becomes the subject of the pas-
sive, the direct object retains its object status. 
The examples below are from Cairene Arabic 
(cited from Woidich and Heinen-Nasr in Diem 
2002):

samìr itfahhim id-dars ‘Samir was 
 explained the lesson’ 
 
il-±awlàd it±akkilu fùl ‘the children were 
 fed fùl’

but:
id-dars itfahhim li-samìr ‘the lesson was 
 explained to Samir’
fùl it±akkil li-l-±awlàd ‘fùl was fed to the 
 children’

While the above examples are intended to 
be illustrative of general tendencies, there are 
considerable differences in the ways in which 
transitivity interacts with the passive in differ-
ent varieties of Arabic.

7. O b j e c t - o r i e n t e d  v s .
L I - c o n s t r u c t i o n  v a r i e t i e s

Some varieties of Arabic tend toward transitiv-
ity, while others tend toward intransivity, using 
a construction involving li-.

Khartoum Arabic tends markedly toward 
transitivity. Thus, for some Khartoum speak-
ers, nàm ‘to sleep’ and ga≠ad ‘to stay; to sit’, 
verbs which are typically intransitive in modern 
Arabic dialects, are acceptable as transitive 
verbs: numna l-ò∂a di ‘we slept in that room’ 
(cf. the more normal numna fi l-ò∂a di); ga≠adta 
l-bèt ‘I stayed in the house’ (cf. the more normal 
ga≠adta fi l-bèt).

Speakers who accept objects in these cases 
also accept passive sentences in which the object 
of the active is the passive subject:

al-ò∂a di ma bi-ti-t-nàm ‘that room can’t 
[≠ašàn ™àrr] be slept in [because 
 it is (too) hot]’
al-bèt da ma bi-t-ga≠id ‘that house can’t be
[≠ašàn ™àrr] stayed in [because it 
 is (too) hot]’

Similarly, the verb ja ‘to come’ expresses the 
goal as an object in Khartoum, whereas other 
dialects, such as Ían≠ànì, express the goal using 
a li-construction. Thus:

Khartoum
ja l-bèt ‘he came to the house’
al-≠arabiyya jàt-ak ‘the car’s come for you’

Ían≠ànì
jà li-l-bayt ‘he came to the house’
ja±t la-k as-sayyàrih ‘the car’s come for you 
 [masc. sg.]’

In the case of doubly transitive verbs, word 
order and the grammatical status of the par-
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ticipants play a crucial role in whether both 
dependent participants function as objects or 
one is introduced by means of a li-construction. 
Many dialects allow two objects when both 
participants are nouns and the recipient (the 
indirect object) precedes:

zawwaj a™mad bint-o ‘he gave Ahmad his
 daughter in marriage’ 
 (Damascus; Diem 
 2002:52 from Cowell 
 1964)
warrèt is-suwwà™  ‘I showed the tourists 
il-mat™af the museum’ (Cairene; 
 Woidich and Heinen-
 Nasr 2004:193)

dda l-bint al-kitàb ‘he gave the girl the 
 book’ (Ían≠ànì)
adda l-bitt al-kitàb ‘he gave the girl the 
 book’ (Khartoum)

When the recipient does not come immedi-
ately after the verb, it must be introduced by 
li- (/lè):

adda l-kitàb li-l-bitt ‘he gave the book to 
 the girl’ (Khartoum)
ddayt al-kitàb la-l-bint ‘I gave the book to the 
 girl’ (Ían≠ànì)
jawwaz bint-o ‘he gave his
la-±a™mad daughter in marriage 
 to Ahmad’ 
 (Palestinian; Diem 
 2002:56 from Elihai 
 1973)
warrèt il-mat™af ‘I showed the museum
li-s-suwwà™ to the tourists’
 (Cairene; Woidich and 
 Heinen-Nasr 
 2004:193)

When the recipient is a pronoun, this is typi-
cally expressed as an object suffix in Khartoum 
and Damascus:

addà-ha l-kitàb ‘he gave her the book’ 
 (Khartoum)
jawwaz-o bint-o ‘he gave him his daughter 
 in marriage’ (Damascus; 
 Diem 2002:54 from
 Cowell 1964)

Several dialects allow a pronominal recipient 
to be expressed either as an object suffix or 
to be introduced by li-: warrà-hum il-mat™af 
‘he showed them the museum’ or warrà-l-hum 
il-mat™af (Cairene; Woidich and Heinen-Nasr 
2004); zawwuz-ih bint-ih ‘he gave him his 
daughter in marriage’ or zawwaz-l-ih bint-ih 
(Eastern Libyan; Diem 2002:46 from Owens 
1984). If the direct object is also a pronoun, 
this must then be introduced by lè (/li) in Khar-
toum, as in addì-nì lè-hu ‘give me it [masc. 
sg.]!/give it [masc. sg.] to me!’.

Some dialects, however, allow pronominal 
direct and indirect objects. The direct object is 
suffixed directly to the indirect object in some 
dialects – Mekkan and Anatolian – and intro-
duced by a reflex of ±iyyà- in others – Palestinian 
and Damascene. Examples include: ≠a†àla-we 
‘he gave it to her’ (Anatolian; Diem 2002:60 
from Jastrow 1978); iddàha-huwwa ‘he gave 
it to her’ (Mekkan; Diem 2002:39); jawwazo 
yàha ‘he gave him her in marriage’ (Damascene; 
Diem 2002:52 from Cowell 1964); jawwazo 
iyyàha ‘he gave him her in marriage’ (Palestin-
ian; Diem 2002:56 from Elihai 1973).

Early Classical Arabic allowed free order 
between nominal indirect and direct objects. 
Thus, albeit with difference in emphasis, both 
of the following examples translate as ‘he gave 
Zayd his daughter in marriage’: zawwaja zayd-
an bint-a-hu and zawwaja bint-a-hu zayd-an. 
In later Classical and Modern Standard Arabic, 
however, word order becomes more important, 
and nominal indirect and direct objects occur 
only when the indirect object follows the verb. 
Should the direct object follow the verb, the 
recipient must be introduced by li-: zawwaja 
bint-a-hu li-zayd-in ‘he gave his daughter in 
marriage to Zayd’.

Classical Arabic of all eras allows a verb 
to take two pronoun objects as an alterna-
tive to affixation of the direct object pronoun 
to the particle ±iyyà, as in: isqinìhà ‘make me 
drink it!’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:375). In Modern 
Standard Arabic, the pronouns may not be the 
same person (i.e. not both 1st, 2nd, or 3rd; 
Badawi a.o. 2004:375). Early Classical Ara-
bic, however, occasionally allowed suffixation 
of two nonidentical 3rd person pronouns, as 
in: ±a≠†aytuhumùhà ‘I gave it to them [masc.]’ 
(Diem 2002:20); ±a ≠†àhàhu ‘he gave him to her’ 
and ±a ≠†àhùhà ‘he gave her to him’ (Wright 
1975:II, 103), but in these cases introduction of 
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the second (direct) object pronoun by means of 
the particle ±iyyà was more common.
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Transitivity: Object

The ¤ transitivity of a verb refers to whether 
or not it requires an object, where ‘object’ is 
taken here to represent a grammatical function 
in the sentence, in the same way ¤ ‘subject’ 
does. Note that transitivity is not the same 
as ¤ valency, even though the two terms 
are related. Transitivity is concerned with 

the relation between a verb and its object(s) 
only, whereas valency refers to the range of 
dependents that a verb may take, including its 
subject (see Payne 1997; Whaley 1997). While 
there is disagreement in the field of linguistic 
analysis as to whether grammatical functions 
such as subject and object are primitive 
notions, as proposed in Perlmutter’s Relational 
Grammar, and also in Bresnan’s  (1982) Lexical 
Functional Grammar, or structurally defined, 
as in the Standard Theory of Chomsky (1965) 
and subsequent developments, a grammatical 
function still refers to the relation between 
a predicate and its dependents in sentence 
structure. Nothing in this entry hinges on 
resolving that question. 

Sometimes the term ¤ ‘argument’ is used to 
refer to nominals functioning as subjects and 
objects in sentences, for example to distinguish 
them from other optional syntactic elements like 
adverbials. These nonarguments are typically 
referred to as ‘adjuncts’. Grammatical functions 
such as ‘subject’ and ‘object’ should therefore 
be distinguished from the semantic functions 
that arguments carry in sentence structure. 
These semantic functions are frequently 
referred to as ‘thematic relations’ or ‘roles’, and 
include relations such as Agent, Experiencer, 
Instrument, Theme, Goal, etc. This is important 
to note because the same thematic relation can 
be represented by an argument in either subject 
or object position. For example, a Theme 
argument typically occupies object position in 
active sentences, but occurs in subject position 
in passives. Consider, for example, the two 
sentences from Standard Arabic in (1).

(1a) qara±a zayd-un al-kitàb-a
  read.3ms Zayd-Nom the-book-Acc
  ‘Zayd read the book’
(1b) quri±a l-kitàb-u
  read.3ms.Pass the-book-Nom
  ‘The book was read’

In both sentences, while the noun phrase al-
kitàb represents the Theme of the event (i.e. the 
entity being affected by the action), it functions 
as object in (1a) and as subject in (1b). In 
Arabic traditional grammar, the passive subject 
is referred to as nà±ib al-fà≠il, which translates 
as ‘subject by proxy’ or ‘substitute subject’.
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This entry is organized as follows: in 
Section 1, the term ‘transitivity’ is dis-cussed, 
and examples of intransitive, transitive, 
and causative verbs in Standard Arabic are 
provided. In Section 2, the distinction be-
tween monotransitive and ditransitive verbs 
is discussed. In Section 3, some Arabic 
traditional grammatical notions regarding the 
transitivity of believe-type verbs and the so-
called tritransitives are reviewed (¤ ta≠addin). 
Section 4 illustrates with examples the other 
kinds of mafà≠ìl ‘objects’ discussed by Arabic 
traditional grammarians, showing that they 
are all adverbial in function. In Section 5, 
the position of objects in Standard Arabic 
clause structure and its implications for current 
linguistic analysis is discussed. Section 6 is a 
summary. 

1 .  I n t r a n s i t i v e s ,  t r a n s i t i v e s , 
a n d  c a u s a t i v e s

While all predicates select subjects, some 
predicates select objects while others do not. 
Verbs that require one or more objects are 
referred to as transitive verbs (and the clauses in 
which they appear are transitive clauses); those 
that do not require an object are intransitive 
(and the clauses in which they appear are 
intransitive clauses). For example, in Standard 
Arabic, the verb nàma ‘to sleep’ is intransitive, 
whereas the verb wajada ‘to find’ is transitive, 
as in (2).

(2a) nàma l-walad-u
  slept.3ms the-boy-Nom
  ‘The boy slept’
(2b) wajada zayd-un al-kitàb-a
  found.3ms Zayd-Nom the-book-Acc
  ‘Zayd found the book’

The templatic nature of Arabic verbal mor-
phology allows intransitive verbs of Form I 
to be transitivized when used in the ±af ≠ala 
(Form IV) or fa≠≠ala (Form II) template. For 
example, jalasa ‘to sit down’ is intransitive (3a), 
but ±ajlasa is transitive (3b). Similarly, fari™a ‘to 
be pleased’ is intransitive (4a), but farra™a ‘to 
please someone’ is transitive (4b).

(3a) jalasa †-†ullàb-u fì
  sat.down.3ms the-students-Nom in
  l-maktabat-i
  the-library-Gen

  ‘The students sat down in the library’
(3b) ±ajlas-tu †-†ullàb-a fì
  seated-1s the-students-Acc in
  l-maktabat-i
  the-library-Gen
  ‘I seated the students in the library’

(4a) fari™a zayd-un
  became.happy.3ms Zayd-Nom
  bi-najà™-ì
  with-success-cl1s
  ‘Zayd was pleased by my success’
(4b) farra™-tu zayd-an bi-najà™-ì
  pleased-is Zayd-Acc with-success-cl1s
  ‘I pleased Zayd by my success’

This same transitivization process can apply 
to transitive verbs of Form I. If these occur in 
the ±af ≠ala or fa≠≠ala templates, their valency 
increases by one, typically rendering the verb ¤ 
causative, hence appearing with two accusative-
marked nominals. For example, the transitive 
verb kataba ‘to write’ appears with one 
accusative nominal (5a), whereas the causative 
verb kattaba ‘to cause to write’ appears with 
two accusative nominals (5b).

(5a) kataba zayd-un ar-risàlat-a
  wrote.3ms Zayd-Nom the-letter-Acc
  ‘Zayd wrote the letter’
(5b) kattab-tu zayd-an
  caused.to.write-1s Zayd-Acc
  ar-risàlat-a
  the-letter-Acc
  ‘I made Zayd write the letter’

The examples above show that nominal objects 
of transitive verbs are assigned accusative case 
in Standard Arabic and they typically follow 
the subject (but see below, Sec. 5, for cases 
where the object precedes the subject, either 
obligatorily or optionally). 

While the object of many verbs is typically a 
noun phrase (NP), as illustrated by the examples 
in (2)–(5), a verb may also select a non-nominal 
object. For example, the verb marra ‘to pass’ 
selects a prepositional phrase (PP) as an object 
and is, therefore, sometimes referred to as a 
transitive-by-preposition verb, as in (6).

(6) marar-tu bi-zayd-in
 passed-is by-Zayd-Gen
 ‘I passed by Zayd’
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In such cases, the NP within the PP object is 
assigned genitive case by the preposition, and 
not accusative case by the verb.

Similarly, the verb za≠ama ‘to claim’ requires a 
clausal object introduced by the complementizer 
±anna, as in (7).

(7) za≠ama zayd-un ±anna
 claimed.3ms Zayd-Nom that
 †-†à±irat-a saqa†at
 the-plane-Acc fell.down.3fs
 ‘Zayd claimed that the airplane fell down’

In syntax, the term ‘complement’ is often used 
to refer to all these different kinds of objects 
that a verb may select. For example, the verb 
wajada in (2b) selects an NP complement, the 
verb marra in (6) selects a PP complement, 
and the verb za≠ama in (7) selects a clausal 
complement (or a Complementizer Phrase (CP), 
to use the technical term). 

Note also that some verbs may function 
either transitively or intransitively, depending 
on whether they allow an implicit argument. 
For example, the verb qara±a ‘to read’ may be 
used with or without an NP object, as in (8).

(8a) qara±-tu l-kitàb-a
  read-1s the-book-Acc
  ‘I read the book’
(8b) qa∂ay-tu ß-ßabà™-a ±aqra±-u
  spent-1s the-morning-Acc read.1s-Ind
  ‘I spent the morning reading’

Similarly, some transitive-by-preposition verbs 
may in fact appear with an NP, rather than a 
PP, object. This is the case of the verb daxala 
‘to enter’, as in (9).

(9a) daxal-tu ±ilà l-bayt-i
  entered-1s to the-house-Gen
  ‘I entered the house’
(9b) daxal-tu l-bayt-a
  entered-1s the-house-Acc
  ‘I entered the house’

Note that in the absence of the preposition, 
the NP al-bayt-a in (9b) appears in accusative, 
rather than genitive case (cf. (6) above). 

To sum up, verbs may be either transitive or 
intransitive. If intransitive, they appear with 
only one argument, that is, the subject. If 
transitive, they appear with two arguments, 

fulfilling the two grammatical functions of 
subject and object. Objects can be NPs, PPs, 
or CPs. Arabic templatic morphology allows 
a verb to increase its valency by one, such that 
an intransitive verb becomes transitive, and an 
already transitive verb becomes causative when 
put in the ±af ≠ala or fa≠≠ala templates. In all 
these cases of transitive clauses, an NP object 
always appears in accusative case.

2 .  M o n o t r a n s i t i v e  v s .  d i t r a n -
s i t i v e  v e r b s 

Transitive verbs can be further classified into 
monotransitive and ditransitive verbs, the 
former selecting only one object, the latter 
selecting two objects. The verb wajada in (2b) 
is an example of monotransitivity, whereas the 
verb ±a≠†à ‘to give’ in (10) is an example of a 
ditransitive verb that selects two objects.

(10) ±a≠†ay-tu ≠aliyyan al-màl-a
 gave-1s Ali-Acc the-money-Acc
 ‘I gave Ali the money’

Ditransitive structures like (10) are typically 
called ‘double object constructions’ (DOCs). In 
such structures, the first NP object is referred 
to as the ‘indirect object’, and the second 
one as the ‘direct object’. Note from (10) 
that, unlike in several languages with double 
object constructions (e.g. Japanese), both direct 
and indirect objects of a ditransitive verb in 
Standard Arabic are marked accusative (rather 
than accusative and dative as in these other 
languages). Furthermore, in double object 
constructions, the typical word order is for the 
human indirect object to precede the nonhuman 
direct object, and the reverse order as in (11) is 
highly marked or rather marginal (indicated by 
? at the beginning of the sentence).

(11) ?±a≠†ay-tu l-màl-a ≠aliyy-an
 gave-1s the-money-Acc Ali-Acc
 ‘I gave Ali the money’

Similarly, in passive structures, it is customary 
for the indirect object to become the subject of 
the passivized ditransitive verb, as in (12).

(12) ±u≠†iya ≠aliyy-un al-màl-a
 gave.3ms.Pass Ali-Nom the-money-Acc
 ‘Ali was given the money’
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By contrast, passivization of the direct object is 
degraded, as in (13).

(13) *±u≠†iya l-màl-u
 gave.3ms.Pass the-money-Nom
 ≠aliyy-an
 Ali-Acc
 ‘The money was given (to) Ali’

Note, finally, that double object constructions 
are often compared to the related prepositional 
dative construction (PDC) in (14), where the 
verb is followed by two complements: an NP 
and a PP.

(14) ±a≠†ay-tu l-màl-a li-≠aliyy-in
 gave-1s the-money-Acc to-Ali-Gen
 ‘I gave the money to Ali’

In prepositional dative constructions, unlike 
double object constructions, both complements 
may switch position without degrading the 
grammaticality of the sentence. For example, 
(15) is fully grammatical.

(15) ±a≠†ay-tu li-≠aliyy-in al-màl-a
 gave-1s to-Ali-Gen the-money-Acc
 ‘I gave the money to Ali’

Similarly, in contrast to double object 
constructions, passivization of the indirect 
object is nonproblematic in prepositional dative 
constructions, as in (16).

(16) ±u≠†iya l-màl-u 
 gave.3ms.Pass the-money-Nom
 li-≠aliyy-in
 to-Ali-Gen
 ‘The money was given to Ali’

In sum, transitive verbs may be either mono-
transitive or ditransitive, the former selecting 
only one object, the latter selecting two. 
Ditransitive verbs may either appear with 
two NPs, in what is called a double object 
construction, or with one NP and a PP, in 
which case the structure is referred to as the 
prepositional dative construction. In double 
object constructions, both objects appear in 
the accusative case, but the indirect object 
typically precedes the direct object in active 
sentences and functions as the subject in a 
passivized ditransitive clause. In prepositional 

dative constructions, by contrast, there is no 
restriction on word order, and it is the direct 
object that functions as subject in a passive 
clause. 

3 .  ð A N N A - t y p e  v e r b s  a n d  t h e 
s o - c a l l e d  t r i t r a n s i t i v e  v e r b s 

While verbs like to give are truly ditransitive, 
given that the two objects they select represent 
two arguments of the verb, Arabic traditional 
grammarians such as Ibn ≠Aqìl (d. 769/1367) 
and Ibn Hišàm (d. 761/1360), among many 
others (see £asan 1975), also talk about 
believe-class verbs, whose two objects are the 
subject and predicate of a ¤ nominal clause, 
as being ditransitive verbs. An example of the 
usage of such verbs is given in (17).

(17) Úanan-tu zayd-an musàfir-an
 believed-1s Zayd-Acc traveling-Acc
 ‘I believed Zayd was traveling’

Verbs that behave like Úanna are traditionally 
assigned to three semantic classes: verbs 
of certainty like ≠alima ‘to know’; verbs of 
probability like Úanna itself; and verbs of 
causation like ßayyara ‘to cause to become’. 
While Úanna-type verbs assign accusative case 
to both the subject and the predicate as in (17), 
there is a clear sense in which such verbs are not 
really ditransitive. 

As noted earlier, a true ditransitive verb like 
to give semantically selects three arguments: 
Agent (the giver), Theme (the entity given), and 
Goal (the givee). Verbs like to believe in (17) 
select only two arguments: Experiencer (the 
believer) and Theme (the entity believed in). 
Informally put, when you believe that Zayd is 
traveling, you do not believe Zayd. Rather, you 
believe in the existence of a state of affairs (that 
of Zayd being a traveler). It is this state of affairs 
that actually represents the object of the verb to 
believe. Syntactically, such an object appears as 
an embedded nominal sentence in the sense of 
Arabic traditional grammar, or what is called 
a ‘Small Clause’ in current syntactic analysis. 
Verbs like Úanna are thus monotransitive, but 
their complement is a Small Clause that has 
both a subject and a predicate internal to it. 

Believe-type verbs have always raised interest-
ing questions for syntactic analysis because they 
are instances of Exceptional Case Marking 
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(ECM) constructions, i.e. structures in which 
the matrix verb assigns accusative case to an 
NP that it does not select as an argument. In 
the Arabic example in (17), the verb Úanna 
assigns accusative case to Zayd, even though 
Zayd is not an argument of the verb Úanna but 
rather the subject of the Small Clause and is an 
argument of the predicate musàfir within that 
Small Clause. That Úanna assigns accusative 
case to the subject of the Small Clause is 
evidenced by the fact that it becomes the subject 
of Úanna when passivized, as in (18).

(18) Úunna zayd-un
 believed.3ms.Pass Zayd-Nom
 musàfir-an
 traveling-Acc
 ‘It was believed that Zayd was traveling’

It is important to note here that the Exceptional 
Case Marking property of Úanna-type verbs 
also appears when the embedded clause is not a 
Small Clause, but a finite clause, as in (19).

(19) Úanan-tu zayd-an sàfara
 believed-1s Zayd-Acc traveled.3ms
 ‘I believed that Zayd had traveled’

Sentences such as (19) are typically referred to 
in the literature as ‘object-raising constructions’. 
They have been reported in several languages; 
Kuno (1976) first observed them for Japanese; 
Davies (2005) discusses the phenomenon in 
Madurese; similar facts have been noted for 
Greek in Philippaki-Warburton (1987); and 
Bruening (2001) provides an analysis of 
the phenomenon in Passamaquoddy. For a 
discussion of object-raising constructions in 
Standard Arabic, see Soltan (2007).

ðanna-type verbs can also select a clausal 
complement introduced by the complementizer 
±anna, as in (20).

(20) Úanan-tu ±anna zayd-an
 believed-1s that Zayd-Acc
 sàfara
 traveled.3ms
 ‘I believed that Zayd had traveled’

Note here that the accusative case on the NP 
zayd-an in (20) is lexically assigned by the 

complementizer ±anna and not by the matrix 
verb Úanna. 

Note, finally, that some Úanna-type verbs 
may be further transitivized if they appear in the 
±af ≠ala form, thereby creating triple-accusative 
constructions, which have been traditionally 
described as constructions with tritransitive 
verbs, for instance by Ibn ≠Aqìl and Ibn Hišàm 
(see £asan 1975). For example, the Úanna-type 
verb ≠alima ‘to know’ can be used with a Small 
Clause complement as noted above for Úanna, 
as in (21).

(21) ≠alima ≠aliyy-un zayd-an
 knew.3ms Ali-Nom Zayd-Acc
 musàfir-an
 traveling-Acc
 ‘Ali knew that Zayd was traveling’

If put further in the transitive ±af ≠ala template, 
the original subject of ≠alima now becomes an 
NP complement in addition to the Small Clause 
complement, as shown by (22).

(22) ±a≠lam-tu ≠aliyy-an zayd-an
 informed-1s Ali-Acc Zayd-Acc
 musàfir-an
 traveling-Acc’
 ‘I informed Ali that Zayd was traveling’

Structures such as (22) are obviously not 
tritransitive verbs, despite the presence of three 
accusative-marked nominals. In fact, we do 
not find instances of tritransitivity in human 
languages. Examples such as (22) are of a 
Úanna-type verb that is further transitivized 
by occurring in the ±af ≠ala template. These 
are therefore transitive structures in which the 
predicate selects two complements: an NP and 
a Small Clause (the latter having a subject and 
a predicate internal to it as usual). Note that 
the accusatively marked musàfir-an in both 
(21) and (22) is indeed a predicate within a 
Small Clause structure and cannot be treated as 
an adverbial (or ¤ ™al in Arabic grammatical 
ter-minology) for two reasons. First, it modifies 
the NP zayd-an, and not the main verb of 
the sentence. Second, if it were an adverbial, 
we would expect it to be optional, contrary 
to fact, since (22) is ungrammatical without 
musàfir-an. 
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4 .  T h e  t e r m  M A F ≠ û L  ‘ o b j e c t ’  i n 
t r a d i t i o n a l  A r a b i c  g r a m m a r

Traditional Arabic grammarians, such as Ibn 
≠Aqìl and Ibn Hišàm, among many others (see 
£asan 1975), also use the word ¤ maf ≠ùl 
‘object’ in a case-based sense: accusatively 
marked categories that loosely relate to the 
verb, though not selected by it, are typically 
referred to as mafà≠ìl ‘objects’. These so-called 
mafà≠ìl are not objects, however; rather, they 
are for the most part adverbial in function, as 
shown by the examples given below for each.

The first type of maf ≠ùl in the sense of tradi-
tional Arabic grammar is the cognate object 
(¤ object, absolute), called al-maf ≠ùl al-mu†laq 
‘the absolute object’, which is usually the 
accusative form of the indefinite deverbal noun 
(known as ¤ maßdar) of the main verb, as in (23).

(23) ÿa∂ib-tu ÿa∂ab-an šadìd-an
 got.angry-1s anger-Acc strong-Acc
 ‘I became very angry’

As shown by (23), the use of al-maf ≠ùl al-
mu†laq typically indicates the manner in which 
the event takes place, hence, its function is like 
that of an adverbial of manner.

A second type of maf ≠ùl in the traditional 
sense is maf ≠ùl li-±ajlihi ‘object of purpose’, 
which is an accusatively marked nominal 
indicating the purpose of the event, as in (24).

(24) waqaf-nà ta≠Úìm-an la-hu
 stood.up-1p reverence-Acc to-him
 ‘We stood up in reverence to him’

The third type is called ¤ maf ≠ùl fìhi ‘object 
of time and place’, which indicates the place 
or time for the event denoted by the verb; it is 
also known as Úarf ‘adverbial [lit. ‘container’]’, 
as in (25).

(25a) sa-nusàfir-u ßabà™-a 
  Fut-travel.1p-Ind morning-Acc
  ÿad-in
  tomorrow-Gen
  ‘We will travel tomorrow morning’
(25b) qàbal-tu-hu ±amàm-a
  met-1s-cl3ms in.front.of-Acc
  l-bayt-i
  the-house-Gen
  ‘I met him in front of the house’ 

Finally, there is also the maf ≠ùl ma≠ahu 
‘associative object’. It typically indicates an 
entity associated with the occurrence of the 
event and follows the particle wa-, as in (26).

(26) mašay-tu wa-n-nahr-a
 walked-1s and-the-river-Acc
 ‘I walked by the river [lit. ‘I walked and 
 the river’]’

As mentioned earlier, these mafà≠ìl are treated as 
‘objects’ in Arabic traditional grammar because 
they involve accusatively marked nominals that 
relate to an event denoted by the verb. It is clear 
from the examples, however, that none of these 
mafà≠ìl represents an argument of the verb. 
Rather, they all indicate either the manner, 
purpose, time, or place of the event. Hence, 
they are adverbial in function. 

5 .  O b j e c t  s h i f t  i n  S t a n d a r d 
A r a b i c

While the canonical position of the object in 
Standard Arabic is after the verb and the sub-
ject, there are cases where the object actually 
surfaces between the verb and its subject, either 
obligatorily or optionally. This is referred to here 
as ‘Object Shift’ (OS), a term commonly used to 
refer to object displacement in Icelandic and other 
Scandinavian languages (Holmberg and Platzack 
1995; Thráinsson 2001). Obligatory Object 
Shift in Standard Arabic takes place when the 
object is a pronominal, in which case the only 
possible word order is VOS, as in (27).

(27) qara±a-hu zayd-un
 read.3ms-cl3ms Zayd-Nom
 ‘Zayd read it’

Lexical NPs may optionally undergo Object 
Shift in Standard Arabic, whereby they surface 
in a position between the sentence-initial verb 
and the postverbal subject, as in (28b).

(28a) qara±a zayd-un al-kitàb-a
  read.3ms Zayd-Nom the-book-Acc
  ‘Zayd read the book’
(28b) qara±a l-kitàb-a zayd-un
  read.3ms the-book-Acc Zayd-Nom
  ‘Zayd read the book’
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The interpretive effect of Object Shift in Standard 
Arabic is similar to that of the Icelandic type, 
since it is typically definite or specific DPs that 
undergo Object Shift. In information structure 
theoretic terms, a shifted object is taken to 
be ‘given information’. This typically has the 
simultaneous effect of focalizing the subject NP 
as ‘new information’.

Unlike what we see in Icelandic, however, 
Object Shift in Standard Arabic does apply to 
Prepositional Phrases, as shown by (29).

(29a) ta™addaμa zayd-un ma≠a ≠aliyy-in
 spoke.3ms Zayd-Nom with Ali-Gen
  ‘Zayd spoke with Ali’
(29b) ta™addaμa ma≠a ≠aliyy-in zayd-un
  spoke.3ms with Ali-Gen Zayd-Nom
  ‘Zayd spoke with Ali’

In fact, Object Shift can apply, to some degree, 
to CP complements of verbs as well. Consider 
(30).

(30a) ±ablaÿa-nì zayd-un ±anna
  told.3ms-cl1s Zayd-Nom that
  l-ma†àr-a muÿlaq-un
  the-airport-Acc closed-Nom
  ‘Zayd told me that the airport is closed’
(30b) ±ablaÿa-nì ±anna l-ma†àr-a
  told.3ms-cl1s that the-airport-Acc
  muÿlaq-un zayd-un
  closed-Nom Zayd-Nom
  ‘Zayd told me that the airport is closed’

Note that (29b) and (30b) are not cases of Subject 
Right Dislocation (SRD), since agreement on 
the verb is partial. As Ouhalla (1994) points 
out, in Subject Right Dislocation, agreement is 
always full, as shown by (31).

(31a) ta™addaμ-ù ma≠a ≠aliyy-in
  spoke-3mp with Ali-Gen
  az-zumalà±-u
  the-colleagues-Nom
  ‘They spoke with Ali, the colleagues’
(31b) ±ablaÿ-ù-nì ±anna l-ma†àr-a
  told-3mp-cl1s that the-airport-Acc
  muÿlaq-un az-zumalà±-u
  closed-Nom the-colleagues-Nom
  ‘They told me that the airport is closed, 
  the colleagues’

In (31), there is also a phonological break, just 
before the right-dislocated NP. Such a pause 
is absent in the non-Subject Right Dislocation 
structures in (29b) and (30b). For an elaborate 
discussion of Object Shift in Standard Arabic 
and its syntactic implications for the theory of 
grammar, see Soltan (2007). 

6 .  C o n c l u s i o n

In this entry, a descriptive characterization of 
transitivity in Standard Arabic has been given, 
with examples illustrating the difference between 
intransitives, monotransitives, and ditransitives, 
as well as causatives. The traditional classi-
fication of Úanna-type verbs as ditransitives has 
been reviewed, showing that their syntax and 
semantics indicate that they should be treated 
as monotransitive verbs selecting a Small 
Clause as a complement (on a par with what 
is found in other languages). The occurrence of 
multiple accusatives does not necessarily entail 
ditransitivity. Similarly, it has been argued that 
triple accusative constructions do not entail that 
the so-called tritransitive verbs exist. Such verbs 
are derived from Úanna-type verbs via the ±af ≠ala 
template, hence selecting an NP argument in 
addition to a Small Clause. The broad class of 
objects in Arabic traditional grammar includes 
several types of adverbials, hence they are not 
really objects in the grammatical function sense 
used here. Finally, the phenomenon of Object 
Shift in Standard Arabic has been illustrated in 
obligatory and optional contexts. 
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Translation Literature

This entry describes some of the linguistic 
features of the language of 8th-10th-century 
Greek/Arabic and Syriac/Arabic translations, 
links them to the history of the translation move-
ment from Greek into Arabic, and attempts to 
place them in the context of contemporary 
linguistic change from ‘Classical Arabic’ to ¤ 
‘Middle Arabic’.

1. T h e  G r e e k / A r a b i c 
t r a n s l a t i o n  m o v e m e n t

The term ‘Greek/Arabic translation movement’ 
describes a wave of translations of Greek sci-
entific and philosophical texts either directly 
into Arabic or by way of Syriac. Unsystematic 
translation activities probably date back to the 
early years of the Umayyad era (40/661–133/
749 C.E.); information about these, however, 
is unreliable at best (Endress 1987:II, 418). 
The beginning of a concerted translation effort 
probably coincided with the advent of the 
Abbasid dynasty in 133/749 (Gutas 1998:2). 
For more than two years, the bulk of Greek 
medicine, science, and philosophy available 

to contemporary scholars was translated into 
 Arabic.

The translation movement went through sev-
eral phases, characterized by a growing refine-
ment of translation methods and scientific 
and philosophical terminology (Endress 1987:
III, 3–4). Chronologically, we can distinguish 
between several distinct groups of translators 
(for a historical sketch of the translation move-
ment, see Endress 1987:II, 418–431). The divi-
sion into four groups was suggested by Walzer 
(1970:32–35):

i. The first generations, working before the 
reign of the caliph al-Ma±mùn (r. 198/813–
218/833), e.g. Ibn al-Muqaffa≠ (d. 139/756 
or slightly later), al-Bi†rìq (d. ca. 200/815), 
and Theodore ±Abù Qurrà (d. ca. 820). Most 
of their products are no longer extant.

ii. The circle of the philosopher ±Abù Yùsuf 
Ya≠qùb ibn ±Is™àq al-Kindì (d. 260/870?). 
Among its likely members were ±Us†àμ, Ibn 
Nà≠ima al-£imßì, and possibly Yu™annà 

 ibn al-Bi†rìq. There are also contemporary 
translators, such as the £arrànian Âàbit ibn 
Qurra (d. 288/901), who apparently were 
not associated with any circle of transla-
tors. The members of the Kindì circle were 
close contemporaries of the third group.

iii. The group of translators working with 
£unayn ibn ±Is™àq (d. 260/873 or 264/
877). It included his son ±Is™àq ibn £unayn 
(d. 298/910), his nephew £ubayš, ≠îsà ibn 
Ya™yà, and ±Abù ≠Uμmàn ad-Dimašqì (d. 
after 302/ 914). In addition to producing 
their own translations, they revised and 
updated numerous earlier ones.

iv. Later translators, e.g. ±Abù Bišr Mattà ibn 
Yùnus (d. 328/940) and Ya™yà ibn ≠Adì (d. 
363/974). They worked after the zenith of 
the translation movement and used almost 
exclusively Syriac source texts, most of 
which were produced by £unayn or his 
collaborators.

2. D e s c r i b i n g  t h e  l a n g u a g e 
o f  t r a n s l a t i o n  l i t e r a t u r e

This section and the following one rely heav-
ily on translation analyses and terminological 
studies undertaken by the following authors: 
Afnan (1964:4, 26–27, 32, 99–100, 114–115); 
Alon (1985:167–168); Biesterfeldt (1973:18–
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24); Daiber (1980:9, 20–23, 29–37, 62); Dros-
saart Lulofs and Brugman (1971:5–7, 18, 
35–36); Endress (1966:34–38, 42–44, 63–72, 
75–78, 85–86; 1973:154–155, 171; 1987:II, 
418–419; III, 4–20; 1989:121–127, 132–134); 
Gätje (1967:356–360); Kruk (1979:27–28); 
Kunitzsch (1976:127–131); Ruland (1978:163, 
196–200); Tkatsch (1928:148–150, 158–187). 
Other less frequently consulted sources are 
indicated in the text.

Many of the textual features listed below 
have been associated with a stratum of Ara-
bic called ‘Middle Arabic’. The use of the 
term is defined in Blau (1988a); the historical 
development of the underlying phenomenon is 
traced in Blau (1966–1967; 1999:1–18, 131–
132, 213–228). Other commentators, treating 
the same phenomena without recourse to the 
 category of ‘Middle Arabic’, have pointed out 
that translations and scientific texts display fea-
tures such as ‘demotic elements’, which would 
have been regarded as grammatical mistakes 
or careless language from the point of view of 
‘Classical’ Arabic usage. Zimmermann (1981:
lxxvi) notes that since the translators’ literary 
education was in Syriac, their written Arabic 
was much closer to the spoken Arabic used in 
daily intercourse.

The language of translation literature was 
formed by many factors. Some concern the 
material with which a translator worked: the 
quality of manuscripts and word and synonym 
lists; peculiarities of Greek paleography; or the 
character of the contents of the texts, ranging 
from dry and scientific to elaborate and highly 
literary. Some factors relate to a translator’s 
background and could not be directly influ-
enced: his mother tongue or dialect, which 
sometimes interfered with his output, his edu-
cation, and his intellectual background; his 
experience and linguistic competence in the 
languages involved; and his exposure to previ-
ous translations or original Arabic texts from 
the same field or genre. Other factors could also 
play a role, for example a translator’s style or 
his affiliation with certain schools of translators 
and use of their in-house methods, terminology, 
and phraseology. To this, we have to add a 
number of external factors, such as the require-
ments of patrons who commissioned transla-
tions (cf. Bergsträsser 1925:2–3, also nos. 5, 7, 
11, 16, 38, and esp. 56) or, on a more general 
level, the prestige differential and variant field 
of use of the languages involved, which often 

influenced translational approaches. Some of 
the factors listed above made themselves again 
felt in the subsequent transmission of the texts, 
which often involved additional interventions 
by later translators, recipients, copyists, and 
redactors, as pointed out, among others, by 
Arnzen (1998:33).

In the majority of cases, we are unable to 
reconstruct a text’s translation and transmis-
sion history with any precision and to dis-
tinguish between the potentially numerous 
layers of linguistic influences during transla-
tion, redaction, and transmission. These layers 
can sometimes be distinguished in a single text 
(cf. Ruland 1976:148–149; 1979:247). Lack of 
evidence also prevents us from extracting a reli-
able diachronic picture of the development of 
translation techniques, terminologies, and the 
like. Due to the possibility of later interventions 
in the texts, any information about translators 
and dating from secondary sources and the 
translations themselves has to be approached 
with caution (cf., e.g., Hugonnard-Roche 1990: 
143).

Given the long and varied history of the 
translation movement, it is almost impossi-
ble to give a comprehensive description of 
the language of translation literature. Both the 
translators’ methods and tools (e.g. word lists 
and dictionaries) and the concept of translation 
itself changed over time: at the beginning of 
organized translation activities, one encounters 
highly literal imitations of the word order of 
the source texts, but also free periphrastic adap-
tations. Later, translators strove for consistency 
in style and terminology and put more empha-
sis on both readability and faithfulness. Trans-
lations became more precise, smoother, and 
more ‘Arabic’ (cf. Bachmann 1965:9); older 
translated texts were often revised. For this 
reason, the following remarks can only offer 
an overview of some prominent linguistic phe-
nomena found in translation literature, with-
out reference to specific chronological phases 
of the translation movement. The categories 
selected are terminology, syntax, and phraseol-
ogy/style.

3. F e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e 
o f  t r a n s l a t i o n  l i t e r a t u r e

On numerous occasions, the translators had to 
deal with ambiguous syntactic structures, often 
choosing one of two or more possible inter-
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pretations. The very flexibility of Greek syntax 
also led to wrong reconstructions of the rela-
tion between the parts of clauses. On the other 
hand, syntactic ambiguities were also sometimes 
spelled out in the Arabic text with the help of 
syntactic ‘doublets’ that reflected both possible 
interpretations (Daiber 1980:31–32, 34).

The translations exhibit many syntactic traits 
which defy the rules of Classical Arabic. In 
general, complicated hypotactic Greek struc-
tures were often translated into simpler Arabic 
paratactic constructions, a phenomenon noted 
in a large number of translations. Translators 
frequently opted for a non-Classical Arabic 
word order. To put added emphasis on the 
subject, it was placed at the beginning, either 
in nominative or accusative case (preceded by 
±inna or ±anna) and often introduced with the 
particle ±ammà. Even in unstressed positions, 
the subject could precede the predicate, and the 
object was sometimes placed before the subject. 
Some of these phenomena can be explained 
on the basis of the Greek (or Syriac) word 
order, which some translators slavishly repro-
duced, sometimes leading to semantic modi-
fications and imprecise renderings. Another 
unusual syntactic structure was the sequence 
adverbial/prepositional clause – subject – ver-
bal predicate. We also observe the frequent use 
of proleptic pronouns reflecting Syriac usage 
(Drossaart Lulofs and Brugman 1971:35–36; 
Endress 1966:34; 1987:8; Blau 1988b:215); 
and conjunctive particles such as ±inna/±anna, 
etc. with the impersonal pronominal suffix -hu 
(Kruk 1979:27). A prominent characteristic 
of many translations is the use of the particle 
qad with an imperfect verbal form in assertoric 
statements (but see Biesterfeldt 1973:21 who 
maintains that this use denotes potentiality).

Subordinate clauses often diverge from the 
formal requirements of Classical Arabic. In 
conditional clauses, the verbal predicate of the 
apodosis frequently occurs in the indicative 
instead of either apocopate or perfect. At the 
same time, the required particle fa- at the 
beginning is often omitted (Drossaart Lulofs 
and Brugman 1971:36). In relative clauses, the 
required ≠à±id, the pronoun referring back to 
the nomen rectum in the superordinated clause, 
was often dropped (Kruk 1979:27). Greek 
(real) conditional clauses were translated with 
Arabic conditional clauses introduced by ±in or 
divided into an assertion (the former protasis) 

and a clause expressing the apodosis and bound 
to the protasis with certain formulas, whereas 
(irreal) conditional clauses were replaced with 
Arabic clauses with the particle law or similar 
constructions. The consecutive sense of con-
secutive clauses introduced in Greek by hòste 
was captured with various adverbial phrases or 
paraphrased (Endress 1966:76ff.).

Linguistic interference led to Arabic syntactic 
structures modeled on Greek and Syriac prec-
edents. Thus, for instance, combinations of 
prepositions and ±an and ±anna fronting object 
clauses occur, clearly as a parallel to Syriac 
combinations of the particle de- with preposi-
tions. Also, translators frequently employed 
mà instead of ±an in conjunctional phrases, 
again reflecting the Syriac particle de-. The 
Syriac preposition be- influenced the use of fì 
as in al-≠illa fì ≈àlika ‘the reason for this is’ 
(Endress 1966:34). Finally, the Syriac case par-
ticle le- was sometimes replaced with the Arabic 
preposition li- without regard for the syntactic 
consequences (Tkatsch 1928:150). The formu-
laic expression wa-±ay∂an (fa-) introducing a 
new section (for Greek etí, etí dé etc.) mirrors 
Syriac †ùb/†ùb dèn (cf. Georr 1948:71). Greek 
negative conditionals were sometimes ren-
dered with clauses introduced by ±illà ±an(na), 
 occasionally elliptically shortened to ±illà, also 
an echo of Syriac syntactic structures (Lyons 
1966:xvi).

Unusual constructions abound, some of them 
associated with ‘Middle Arabic’ (cf. above). 
One finds inconsistencies in the use of the 
apocopate after lam or the accusative case after 
laysa, which is used like là as a mere nega-
tion particle. Equally inconsistent is the occur-
rence of the accusative case after sammà ‘to 
name’ (Daiber 1980:7) or ±inna/±anna (Daiber 
1980:8), and in adverbial constructions (Dros-
saart Lulofs and Brugman 1971:35). Another 
non-Classical Arabic feature of some transla-
tions is the annexation of two (or even more) 
consecutive nouns in the construct state to one 
nomen rectum (Blau 1967, par. 22g). Some 
translators used phrases such as bi-™aqqin and 
bi-∂†iràrin, where Standard Arabic would pre-
scribe determination; or expressions such as 
ÿazà l-±awwal instead of al-ÿazà l-±awwal. The 
concord between noun and adjective attribute 
was apparently no longer regarded as binding 
(Drossart Lulofs and Brugman 1971:35–36), 
and, perhaps as a consequence, numerals some-
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times end in tà± marbù†a regardless of the 
gender of the counted noun (Blau 1988b:17; 
1999:131; Kruk 1979:27). Also unusual is the 
use of the pronoun ka≈à in conjunction with 
±an and a conjunctive verb form. The object 
or psychological predicate of an ±ammà clause 
was frequently introduced with the particle fa- 
(Daiber 1980:8).

The complexities of the Greek verbal system 
required some ingenuity to interpret and trans-
late because the Arabic verbal system often did 
not supply a straightforward equivalent. This 
was a frequent source of misleading transla-
tions. Paraphrase was often the only recourse, 
as in the case of gerundive verbal adjectives on 
-téos and -tós, or adhortative conjunctive verbal 
forms such as legòmen ‘let us say’, paraphrased 
with forms of ±aràda ‘to want’, or other such 
expressions (Tkatsch 1928:168, 187; Endress 
1966:75; 1987:III, 10–11; Ruland 1978:196). 
Occurrences of estò ‘let it be’ to express an 
assumption were rendered with the apocopate 
(Endress 1966:75); the Greek potentialis, con-
structed with optative and án, was paraphrased 
with verbal or adverbial phrases (cf. Bachmann 
1965:9). To translate the Greek future tense, 
the translators opted for the emphatic use of 
the particle qad with a verbal predicate in the 
imperfect tense or the proclitic particle li- in 
conjunction with the apocopate. Also, they used 
phrases such as al-battata (Tkatsch 1928:165; 
Bachmann 1965:9; Endress 1966:75–76; 1987:
III, 9).

As with other features of the language of 
translation literature, its terminology evolved 
over time. Our textual evidence suggests that 
earlier translations were produced while the 
development of an Arabic philosophical and 
scientific vocabulary was in its infancy. For 
many scientific and philosophical ideas intro-
duced by the translation movement, the Arabic 
language lacked a preexisting technical ter-
minology. In fact, the translations themselves 
often spearheaded its development. In the 
course of the translation movement, numerous 
terms were tried and discarded. The terminol-
ogy for a number of fields finally matured and 
stabilized with the translators of £unayn’s 
generation. Most later translations and scien-
tific and philosophical texts make use of this 
‘standardized’ vocabulary (Rosenthal 1975:8). 
The continuous process of revision and altera-
tion some translations underwent could, how-

ever, cause a certain degree of terminological 
 contamination.

To translate terms for which there was no 
Arabic equivalent, translators had recourse to 
a number of strategies: transliteration, loan 
translations (calques), and the use of old or 
newly coined genuine Arabic terms.

Instances of transliterated terms are mostly 
found in older translations. Some survived and 
became part of the standardized vocabulary of 
the sciences; most, however, were subsequently 
replaced. The phenomenon of loanwords from 
the Greek was familiar from Syriac and Per-
sian. Unsurprisingly, a number of them were 
taken over by the translators, e.g. jins ‘genus’ 
< Syriac gensà < Greek génos; or faylasùf ‘phi-
losopher’, modeled on the Syriac term pìlòsòpà 
< Greek philósophos. Prior Syriac translations 
(as opposed to mere transliterations) of Greek 
technical terms also made their way into Ara-
bic, such as ≠illa ‘reason’ < Syriac ≠elltà, which 
translated Greek aítion. The Persian language 
was the source for terms such as jawhar ‘sub-
stance’ < gòh(a)r, or dùlàb ‘wheel’.

Loan translations were particularly promi-
nent in medical terminology. They were coined 
either by analyzing a source term and trans-
lating its components or by isolating its sup-
posed etymological core. The Greek group of 
terms lógos, logikós, and logikè is a prominent 
example: on the basis of etymological analogy, 
these were rendered as nu†q, nà†iq, and man†iq, 
respectively. Composite terms were often para-
phrased; equally as often, components of com-
posites were suppressed, and only parts were 
actually translated.

Lastly, translators created new, genuinely 
Arabic terms, either by endowing existing 
words with a new meaning or by deriving 
new words from existing Arabic roots. This 
method was used from the very beginning of 
the translation movement and became more 
important over time: older transliterated terms 
were often replaced by genuine Arabic ones. In 
both scientific and philosophical translations, 
terms were coined by abstracting from the con-
crete meaning of a word. The old term sabab, 
originally denoting ‘rope’, ‘link’, or ‘means; 
expedient’, was used to translate aítion ‘cause’. 
The aforementioned Persian loanword jawhar, 
originally denoting ‘jewel’, became the tech-
nical term for ousía ‘essence’ or ‘substance’. 
Newly derived expressions often took the form 
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of a verbal noun (maßdar), mainly for proces-
sual terms, or, in the case of abstracts, the suffix 
-iyya was added to a concrete term. Examples 
for the former are jadal ‘debate’ (originally ‘to 
tighten a rope’) for dialektikè, and ±i∂àfa ‘rela-
tion’ (originally ‘making or declaring someone 
a neighbor or guest’) for prós ti. The latter 
mechanism was a frequent occurrence already 
in earlier translations originating from the cir-
cle of the philosopher al-Kindì. Examples are 
kammiyya ‘quantity’ (from kam ‘how much?’) 
and kayfiyya ‘quality’ (from kayfa ‘how?’).

A prominent feature of the terminology of 
translation literature from its very beginning 
was the frequent use of synonymic doublets (cf. 
Thillet 1997). Their main function was either 
to reproduce the semantic range of a Greek 
source term with the highest possible precision 
or to emphasize it, especially after a negation. 
Early in the translation movement, their use 
was possibly born out of the translators’ insecu-
rity about the exact meaning of a Greek term; 
later, they were often consciously employed 
with a view to terminological accuracy. The 
systematic use of synonyms was not entirely 
unprecedented, since it was a characteristic trait 
of Syriac translations and a recurring phenom-
enon in both Syriac and Aramaic texts.

In terms of phraseology, Ancient Greek 
offered a varied and complex system of particles 
to lend emphasis and to structure sentences and 
arguments. One of the most challenging trans-
lation tasks was replicating both their struc-
tural component and other shades of meaning 
acquired in certain contexts. In Syriac, transla-
tors could utilize a range of existing particles 
or coin new ones – close counterparts to many 
Greek particles are found, e.g. gár > gèr, mén 
> men, dé < dèn (Tkatsch 1928:171; Endress 
1966:37–38); The Arabic language proved to 
be more resilient to such changes (Zimmer-
mann 1981:lxxvi–lxxvii): for the most part, 
translators had to work within the confines of 
the Arabic system of particles. Particularly in 
early texts, one observes that Greek particles 
are frequently omitted. The translators seem 
to have regarded their semantic impact, apart 
from a certain emphasis on words and clauses, 
as negligible. Later translators, however, while 
not always preserving every single particle, took 
pains to identify and express their exact mean-
ing and structural role. Another strategy was 
to coin stock equivalents, sometimes consisting 

of more or less elaborate circumlocutions and 
to employ them schematically for every occur-
rence of the Greek particle in question.

Syriac-inspired phraseology is another char-
acteristic of translation literature. Expressions 
such as huwa fa-huwa (Kruk 1979:28) or huwa 
huwa, translating ho autós or tautó, mirror 
the corresponding Syriac expression hu ka≈ hu 
(Tkatsch 1928:178; Drossaart Lulofs and Brug-
man 1971:5).

Over time, a number of translators developed 
a repertory of elaborate phrases and expres-
sions modeled on the function of Greek par-
ticles, i.e. to stress elements of clauses, entire 
clauses, or arguments and indicate logical rela-
tions between them. As with the terminology of 
the translations, the phraseology at the begin-
ning was uneven and inconsistent. Only in later 
texts, it became elaborate and was consistently 
applied throughout. Neither the influence of a 
particular group of translators and their style, 
nor Syriac source texts, can explain the full 
range of this phrase repertory. For some of it, 
one has to turn to Greek authors from Late 
Antiquity, who employed a similarly complex 
system of formulas. They are thus indicators 
for an unbroken tradition of scholarship that 
supplied translators with at least part of the 
phraseology observed in their products, as well 
as in the works of later commentators. In addi-
tion, one finds traces of personal stylistic idio-
syncrasies of certain translators. Into this group 
belongs, for instance, Qus†à ibn Lùqà’s (d. ca. 
300/912) phrase ra±aynà ±an yajiba ∂†iràran 
±an nuqaddima ‘we think it [is] absolutely 
necessary to mention at the outset’, which is 
found in at least two of his translations (Daiber 
1980:8).

In sum, the language of translation literature 
reflects several aspects of linguistic change com-
pared to Classical Arabic. On the one hand, it 
was part of the wider development of Arabic, 
displaying many elements classified as ‘Middle 
Arabic’. In view of the religious affiliation of 
the almost exclusively Christian translators, the  
Christian Arabic dialects in particular made 
themselves felt. Also, it was deeply influenced 
by the linguistic background of the translators: 
their ¤ Syriac mother tongue left its imprint 
on many texts, either in the form of traces of a 
Syriac intermediary translation or as Syriacisms 
involuntarily introduced by scholars whose 
native language was Syriac and who often came 
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from the least Arabicized sections of the Chris-
tian community (Zimmermann 1981:lxvi).
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Uwe Vagelpohl 
(Hampshire College)

Transliteration ¤ Transcription

Tripoli Arabic

1 .  G e n e r a l

Tripoli, the Mediterranean port and de facto 
capital of the Great Socialist People’s Libyan 
Arab Jamahiriya, is located in northwestern 
Libya, around 100 km from the Tunisian bor-
der. With a population of 1.7 million, it is 
the country’s most populous city. Vernacular 
Arabic is the spoken mother tongue of its 
inhabitants. This dialect, like others in the 
Maghrebi group, is characterized by the prefix 
n- for the 1st person singular and the prefix 
n- with the suffix -u for the 1st person plural of 
the imperfect of the verb; this difference in 1st 
person verbal forms is regarded as the main dis-
tinctive isogloss between Maghrebi and Near 
Eastern dialects.

Tripoli is a city of historical importance in the 
Maghreb. A pre-Hilalian dialect, linked to the 
Arab conquest and the first wave of Arabization 
in the 7th century C.E., is attested in the lit-
erature (Rossi 1965; Mantran 1975; Féraud 
2005). In the 11th century C.E., Bedouin influ-
ence came to predominate with the invasions 

of the Banù Hilàl and Banù Sulaym. These 
invasions produced a far-reaching Arabization 
of the eastern Maghreb. During the Ottoman 
period (1535–1911) and the subsequent Italian 
occupation (1911–1943), the spoken Arabic of 
Tripoli underwent further changes. Until the 
independence of Libya in 1951, Tripolitania 
was managed by the British under mandate of 
the United Nations (1943–1951); the British 
occupation, too, affected the spoken Arabic 
of Tripoli considerably. During the late 20th 
century, massive rural migration to the capital 
of the new Libyan state had a major impact 
on language. Today, the spoken Arabic of 
Tripoli may be considered a Bedouin dialect 
with certain pre-Hilalian urban characteristics. 
For the Jewish Arabic dialect of Tripoli, see 
Yoda (2005).

2 .  L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1  Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants

2.1.1.1 Inventory
Tripoli Arabic has the 33 consonantal pho-
nemes in Table 1.

The reflex of *q is predominantly voiced /g/, 
which reveals the nomadic origin of the dia-
lect. Examples: g≠ëd ‘he stayed’, gërgùš ‘dried 
meat’, nëggël ‘he copied’, mëštàg ‘nostalgic’. In 
the mainstream Tripoli dialect, a phoneme /q/ 
exists in certain words and forms minimal pairs 
with /g/, such as stëgßa ‘he went away’: stëqßa 
‘he found out’; nëggàl ‘cheat; someone copy-
ing’: nëqqàl ‘mobile phone’; ™ëgg ‘price’: ™ëqq 
‘truth’. The /q/ is also present in certain words 
drawn from the religious and legal registers of 
written Arabic and in terms from education 
and new technologies, including qà∂i ‘judge’, 
mu®àhëq ‘adolescent, teenager’, të™qìq ‘ques-
tioning’. In the pre-Hilalian urban dialect of the 
Jews of Tripoli, the nonvoiced plosive pronun-
ciation [q] of *q remained (Yoda 2005).

For an urbanized Bedouin dialect of this type, 
one would expect the interdental fricatives to 
be preserved, but in fact they are merged with 
the dental stops. The unvoiced interdental frica-
tive *μ developed into the unvoiced dental plo-
sive /t/, while the voiced interdental fricative *≈ 
merged with the voiced dental plosive /d/, e.g. 
* μalàμa > tlàta ‘three’, *μalj > tëlž ‘snow’, * ≈ahab 
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> dhëb ‘gold’, *±axa≈ > xde ‘he took’. There is 
only one emphatic voiced plosive, /∂/, resulting 
from the merger of *∂ and *Ú, e.g. *marì∂ > 
mrì∂ ‘ill’, *Úull > ∂ull ‘shade’. The development 
of the interdental fricatives to dental plosives 
is an innovation that can be observed in other 
pre-Hilalian sedentary dialects as well.

/–/ [“] is a dental affricate with marginal occur-
rence in Italian loanwords such as bì–a ‘pizza’.

The reflex of *j is a voiced postalveolar 
fricative /ž/, as is the case in almost all Bedouin 
dialects, e.g. žàwëb ‘he answered’, ®àža ‘he 
waited’, ™àžëb ‘eyebrow’, drùž ‘stairs’. In con-
trast to Old Arabic /j/, /ž/ is a ‘sun letter’ and 
assimilates the /l/ of the article ël-, e.g. ëžžnàža 
‘the funeral’, ëžžù≠ ‘hunger’, ëžžbën ‘the cheese’; 
there is one frequent exception: ëlžëww ‘the 
environment’.

The /r/ is produced as an apico-alveolar [r], 
e.g. rme ‘he threw’, ržëm ‘he stoned’, tërràs 
‘man’, ßÿìr ‘small’. There is also an emphatic 
phoneme /®/. Note the following minimal pair: 
dàr [dæ1r] ‘he did’ vs. dà® [íÌ1à] ‘room’.

Some phonemes have a marginal occurrence in 
Italian and English loanwords: /v/ [v] is a labio-
dental fricative, e.g. vìti ‘screw’, sëyyëv ‘to 
save’; /j/ [”] is a palatal fricative, e.g. jìbò†o 
‘jacket’, jun† ‘joint’; /∑/ [†] is a palatal fricative, 
e.g. kà∑àvìti ‘scewdriver’, sër∑ ‘internet search’.

2.1.1.2 Change of sibilants
The postalveolar sibilants /š/ and /ž/ are subject 
to various conditioned changes. When /š/ and
/ž/ are found in the same word, or in cases 
where one of these phonemes is found in prox-
imity to alveolar sibilants /s/, /ß/, or /z/ in the 
same word, assimilation, and metathesis can 
be observed.

Postalveolar /ž/ assimilates to sibilants /s/, 
/z/, or /ß/.

  i.  s – ž > s – z
 sfënž > sfënz ‘fritter’
 sërž > sërz ‘saddle’
 ii. z – ž > z – z
 zòž > zòz ‘two’
 zëllìž > zëllìz ‘tiled floor’
 tzëwwëž > tzëwwëz ‘he married’ 
    [old-fashioned, 
    elderly persons]
iii. ž – s > z – s
 žëns > zëns ‘species, kind’
 iv. ž – ß > z – ß
 nžàß > nzàß ‘pears’
 v. ž – z > z – z
 ≠žùz > ≠zùz ‘old woman’
 žuzzà® > zuzzà® ‘butcher’

Assimilation also takes place when the sibilant 
/s/ is followed by the postalveolar /ž/; this 
occurs with words from the root s – ž – l.

 sëžžël > šëžžël  ‘he registered’
 musëžžël > mušëžžël  ‘tape recorder’

Metathesis takes place when postalveolar /ž/ 
and sibilant /z/ are in the same word. When /z/ 
is followed by /ž/, the sequence /z-ž/ is changed 
into /ž-z/. This only occurs with words from the 
root z-w-ž.

z – ž > ž – z [more modern, younger persons]
tzëwwëž > tžëwwëz ‘he married’
zàwàž > žàwàz ‘marriage’
mëtzëwwëž > mëtžëwwëz ‘married’

Table 1. Inventory of consonantal phonemes in Tripoli Arabic

 bilabial labiodental alveolar postalveolar palatal velar uvular pharyngeal laryngeal

plosive b  t, d   k, g q  
   –
 emphatic #b  †, ∂
nasal m  n
 emphatic ¤
fricatives  f, v s, z š ∆ ∑, j x, ÿ  ™, ≠ h
 emphatic   ß, Ω
trill  r
 emphatic   ®
lateral   l
 emphatic
glides w    y
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Similar changes of /š/ and /ž/ also occur in the 
dialects of the eastern Maghreb (Cantineau’s 
‘Parlers E’ and Tunisian dialects), in £assàniyya, 
and in the Ba™ariyya oasis in Egypt (Drop and 
Woidich 2007:13).

2.1.2 Vowels

2.1.2.1 There are five long vowel phonemes: 
/à/, /ì/, /ù/, /è/, and /ò/ (examples: žàb ‘he 
brought’, žèb ‘pocket’, žìb ‘bring [imper.]!’; 
dàb ‘it melted’, dìb ‘wolf’; dàg ‘he tasted’, dòg 
‘taste’, dùg ‘taste [imper.]!’; gàl ‘he said’, gùl 
‘say [imper.]!’; ßèf ‘summer’, ßùf ‘wool’; lèn 
‘until’, lòn ‘color’; fìl ‘elephant’, fùl ‘broad 
beans’; lìm ‘oranges’, lòm ‘blame’), and two 
short vowel phonemes: /u/ and /ë/ (examples: 
šëxx ‘he urinated’, šuxx ‘urinate [imper.]!’; gëßß 
‘he cut’, gußß ‘cut [imper.]!’; kënna ‘daughter-
in-law’, kunna ‘we were’; ™ë∆®a ‘stone’, ™u∆®a 
‘bedroom’; të≠bàn ‘tired’, tu≠bàn ‘snake’; bë≠d 
[ba∏d] ‘after’, bu≠d ‘distance’). The vowels /à/, 
/ì/, /ù/, /è/, and /ò/ in final open syllables are 
considered phonemically long, but written here 
without the macron for the sake of convenience.

2.1.2.2 The phonemes /è/ and /ò/ differ from 
/à/, /ì/, and /ù/ since they represent the reduction 
of the diphthongs /ay/ and /aw/, respectively, 
e.g. zèt (< *zayt) ‘oil’, dèl ‘tail’, žèb (< *jayb) 
‘pocket’, and ™òš ‘house’, yòm (<*yawm) ‘day’, 
ßòt (< *ßawt) ‘voice’, ròšën (<*rawšën) ‘win-
dow’. The reduction of the diphthongs /ay/ and 
/aw/ to /è/ and /ò/, respectively, is a charac-
teristic found in other North African Bedouin 
dialects as well.

2.1.2.3 The ±imàla
The ¤ ±imàla involves a change in timbre in the 
pronunciation of [a] and [a1]. It may go as far as 
transforming [a] to [e], or even [i]. Tripoli Arabic 
is characterized by first-degree ±imàla, i.e., [a] is 
pronounced as [e] (as compared with second-
degree ±imàla, where [a1] may be pronounced as 
[i1], or even occasionally as [i1ë], as in Malta).

In Tripoli Arabic, ±imàla affects final -a (ety-
mological *à), independently of the consonan-
tal context, in independent 1st person pronouns 
àna [a1ne] ‘I’ and ™ne [Óne] ‘we’.

The final *à of the 3rd person singular mas-
culine of the perfect of almost all IIIy verbs 
is pronounced [e], e.g. že ‘he came’, mše ‘he 
went’, and in some nouns as well, e.g. me 

‘water’, sme ‘sky’, and the adverb hne. This 
is characteristic of Sulaym dialects and, more 
particularly, of the dialects of southern Tunisia 
and the eastern Sahara.

2.1.3 Morphophonology/syllabic structure

2.1.3.1 Monosyllabic words
When a suffix with an initial vowel is added to 
a monosyllabic word of the structure C1C2ëC3, 
the syllabic sequence C1C2ëC3 turns to C1ëC2C3. 
This mutation of the scheme is called ‘ressaut’. 
It occurs when the suffix of the 3rd person 
singular feminine -ët or the 3rd person plural 
-u is added to a verb in the 3rd person singular 
masculine of the perfect: ktëb + -ët > këtbët ‘she 
wrote’, fhëm + -u > fëhmu ‘they understood’. 
It occurs as well when a pronoun suffix of the 
2nd person singular or the 3rd person singular 
masculine is suffixed to these verbs: ∂®ëb + 
-ëk > ∂ë®bëk ‘he hit you’, žmël + -ëh > žëmlëh 
‘his camel’, and likewise when the feminine or 
singulative suffix -a(t) or the dual suffix -èn is 
added to a masculine noun with the structure 
C1C2ëC3: bÿël + -a(t) > bëÿla(t) ‘she-mule’, nmël 
+ -a(t) > nëmla(t) ‘one ant’, šhë® + -èn > šëh®èn 
‘two months’.

2.1.3.2 Polysyllabic words
When the feminine suffix -i is added to the 
2nd person singular and when the suffix -u is 
added to the plural of the imperfect, or when 
either ending is added to an imperative, the 
short vowel of the second syllable is elided, e.g. 
túš®ub + -i > túš®bi ‘you drink’, nú®gud + -u > 
nú®gdu ‘we sleep’, ósmë≠ + -i > ósm≠i ‘listen!’, 
úš®ub + -u > úš®bu ‘drink!’.

This also affects words with the structure 
CëC1C2C3a(t). The stress on the first syllable 
maintains the first short vowel in an open 
syllable: módrsa ‘school’, móktba ‘library’, 
móknsa ‘broom’; fëstka ‘one pistachio’, tëlfla 
‘one pimento’.

Elision also takes place when a vocalic pro-
noun is suffixed to a word with the structure 
CëC1C2ëC3, e.g. më†≠ëm + -i > mó†≠mi ‘my 
restaurant’, mënžël + -ëh > mónžlëh ‘his sickle’, 
and when a vocalic suffix is added to a femi-
nine noun with the structure C1ëC2C3a(t), e.g. 
xëdma(t) + -i > xódmti ‘my work’, sëlfa(t) + -ëk 
> sólftëk ‘your sister-in-law’.

In such cases, an ultrashort epenthetic vowel 
may appear between the first and second con-
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sonants or between the second and third ones: 
/tuš®bi/ ['t‘∑‘à)î] ‘you will drink’, /ësm≠i/ ['as-
m≥∏i] ‘listen [sg. fem.]!’, /mëknsa/ ['måk‚nsa] 
‘broom’, /xëdmt-i/ ['xadÈmti] ‘my work’.

When a suffix with an initial vowel is added 
to the 3rd person singular feminine perfect, the 
final vowel of the verb ending is modified from 
-ët to -àt: fëhmët + -ëk > fëhmàt-ëk ‘she under-
stood you’, ∂ë®bët + -ëh > ∂ë®bàt-ëh ‘she hit 
him’. In Tripoli Arabic, the change of the final 
vowel of the verb ending may be attributed 
to the need to keep a vowel in this position; 
without this modification, for syllabic structure 
reasons, the vowel would disappear.

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1  Independent personal pronouns
In the 1st person, the pronouns are àne (sg.) 
and ™ne (pl.; for the final -e, see above, Sec. 
2.1.2.3). In the 2nd person singular, there is 
a gender distinction in the independent per-
sonal pronoun: ënta (masc.) vs. ënti (fem.). 
This is not the case in certain other innovative 
pre-Hilalian urban dialects. The 3rd person 
singular pronouns are hùwa (masc.) and hìya 
(fem.). For the 3rd person plural, the pronoun 
is humma, as is the case in Bedouin dialects 
elsewhere in the Maghreb. In the 2nd and 3rd 
person plural, there is no gender distinction, 
unlike the dialects of the Fezzàn (southwest 
Libya), Cyrenaica (East Libya), and southern 
Tunisia; these Bedouin dialects distinguish the 
feminine from the masculine in both pronouns 
and conjugation of the verb.

2.2.1.2 Possessive/suffixed object pronouns
In the 1st person singular, the pronominal suf-
fix for the object is -ni (e.g. šbë™ni ‘he saw me’, 
bàsni ‘he kissed me’, ≠žëbni ‘he pleased me, I 
like him’). The form -i is suffixed to nouns and 
to prepositions ending in a consonant (e.g. ™òši 
‘my house’, mfàtì™i ‘my keys’, gëddàmi ‘in front 
of me’); the form -y is suffixed to nouns and 
prepositions ending in a consonant or vowel 
of a timbre other than [i] and [e] (e.g. xùy ‘my 
brother’, bùy ‘my father’, ≠šèy ‘my dinner’, 
m≠ày ‘with me’). When a 1st person singular 
pronoun is suffixed to a noun or a preposition 
ending in /ì/ or /è/, the pronominal suffix is -ya 

(e.g. kursìya ‘my chair’, ìdèya ‘my hands’, ≠lèya 
‘on me’, fìya ‘in me’, lèya ‘for me’).

The suffix pronoun of the 3rd person singu-
lar masculine added to nouns, prepositions, and 
verbs ending in a vowel is -h. Examples: bùh 
‘his father’, xùh ‘his brother’, ≠šèh ‘his dinner’, 
≠lèh ‘on him’, fìh ‘in him’. After a consonant it is 
-a, as in ∂ërba u mše ‘he hit him and went away’, 
with a pausal form -ëh, e.g. ëlxàl fi xè® lèn 
yukbu® la wuld uxteh ‘the uncle is fine as long 
as his nephew has not grown up’. With the nega-
tional suffix -š, the vowel -a is long and stressed, 
e.g. mà-∂®abtàš ‘he did not hit him’. As is the 
case for independent pronouns and the verb, 
there is no gender distinction in the 2nd and 3rd 
person plural, -kum and -hum respectively.

When the pronominal suffixes are added to 
the prepositions fì- ‘in’, lè- ‘for’, ≠lè- ‘on’, and 
m≠à ‘with’, the forms in Table 2 result.

Table 2. Prepositions with pronominal suffixes

3rd sg. masc. fì-h lè-h ≠lè-h m≠à-h
3rd sg. fem. fì-ha lè-ha ≠lè-ha m≠à-ha
3rd pl. fì-hum lè-hum ≠lè-hum m≠à-hum
2nd sg. masc. fì-k lè-k ≠lè-k m≠à-k
2nd sg. fem. fì-kum lè-kum ≠lè-kum m≠à-kum
1st sg. fì-ya lè-ya ≠lè-ya m≠à-y
1st pl. fì-na lè-na ≠lè-na m≠à-na

2.2.1.3 Demonstratives

2.2.1.3.1 Nominal determiners
The proximal deictic adjectives, linked to the 
speaker’s space, are given in Table 3.

Table 3. Deictic adjectives: Proximal

 sg. masc. sg. fem. pl.

invariable form  hà l-
preposed to   hàdà l- hàdì l- hàdù l-
 the noun   hàdùmà l-
   hàdùmàyà l-
postposed to   ël- . . . hàda ël- . . . hàdi ël- . . . hàdu
 the noun   ël- . . . hàdùma
   ël- . . . 
    hàdùmàya
pharyngealized  ël- . . . àh%wá ël-  . . . àh*yá ël- . . . à-hu¤á
 form

Examples include (invariable) hà ®®àžël †bìb 
‘this man is a doctor’, hà lbënt uxt xàlëd 
‘this girl is Khaled’s daughter’, hà lùlàd mën 
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bënÿàzi ‘these boys are from Benghazi’, hà 
ssëyyà®àt kwëyysàt ‘those cars are good’; (sg. 
masc.) hàdà lëktàb mlì™ ‘this book is good’, 
ë®®àžël hàda ùstàdna ‘this man is our teacher’; 
(sg. fem.) hàdì lbënt gnèyna ‘this girl is cute’, 
ëttuffà™a hàdi bnìna ‘this apple is tasty’; (pl.) 
hàdù lùlàd mën †®àblës ‘these children are from 
Tripoli’, hàdùmà lëbnàwìt mën lìbya ‘these 
girls are from Libya’, hàdùmàyà ssëyyà®àt 
kwëyysàt ‘these cars are good’, lùlàd hàdu mën 
†®àblës ‘these children are from Tripoli’, lëb-
nàwìt hàdùma mën lìbya ‘these girls are from 
Libya’, ëssëyyà®àt hàdùmàya kwëyysàt ‘these 
cars are good’. The pharyngealized forms are 
postposed to the determined noun, e.g. ënnë≠ža 
àh*yá žàbët xë®fàn ‘this ewe has given birth to 
a lamb’, lùlàd u lëbnàwìt àhu¤á kìf †ël≠u m 
ëlmëd®sa ‘these boys and these girls have just 
left school’.

The distal deictic adjectives in Table 4 are 
linked to the space of the speaker and the inter-
locutor.

Table 4. Deictic adjectives: Distal

 sg. masc. sg. fem. pl.

forms preposed  hàdàkà l- hàdìkà l- hàdùkà l-
 to the noun hàdàkàyà l- hàdìkàyà l- hàdùkàyà l-
forms postposed ël- . . .  ël- . . .  ël- . . . 
 hàdàka hàdìka hàdùka 
 to the noun ël- . . .  ël- . . . ël- . . . 
 hàdàkàya  hàdìkàya hàdùkàya

Examples include (sg. masc.) hàdàkà lëktàb mà-
≠žëbnìš ‘I don’t like that book’, hàdàkàyà lwëld 
mà-yuskutš ‘that child is not quiet’, lë™mà® 
hàdàka mà-žàš ‘that idiot has not come’, ë®®àžël 
hàdàkàya këddàb ‘that man is a liar’; (sg. fem.) 
hàdìkà lëmdìna b≠ìda b≠ìda mën †®àblës ‘that 
city is very far from Tripoli’, hàdìkàyà lbënt 
šèna ‘that girl is ugly’, ëžžumla hàdìka mà-tžìš 
‘that sentence is not correct’, ëlmàkla hàdìkàya 
mëš mlì™a ‘that food is not good’; (pl.) hàdùkà 
lëbnàwìt mà-sëllmùš ≠lèha ‘those girls didn’t 
say hello to her’, hàdùkàyà lùlàd mà-yugd®ùš 
yël≠bu lkù®a hne ‘those children cannot play 
football here’, ëžžùmël hàdùka mà-tžùš ‘those 
sentences are not correct’, ëll™èmàt hàdìkàya 
bàhyàt ‘those pieces of meat are good’.

2.2.1.3.2 Demonstrative pronouns
The proximal pronouns for the space close to 
the speaker are given in Table 5.

Table 5. Demonstrative pronouns: Proximal

sg. masc. sg. fem. pl.

hàda hàdi hàdu
hàdàya hàdìya hàdùma
  hàdùmàya
àh%wá àh*yá àhu¤á

Examples include hàda wëldi ‘this one is my 
son’, hàdàya ßà™bi ‘this one is my friend’, hàdi 
bënti ‘this one is my daughter’, hàdìya ßà™ëbti 
‘this one is my friend’; hàdu ùlàdi ‘these ones 
are my children’, hàdùmàya ß™àbna ‘these ones 
are our friends’, àhu¤a lùlàd u lëbnàwìt ëlli 
dàru l™àdët ‘these are the boys and the girls 
who had the accident’.

The distal pronouns are given in Table 6.

Table 6. Demonstrative pronouns: Distal

sg. masc. sg. fem. pl.

hàdàka hàdìka hàdùka
hàdàkày hàdìkày hàdùkày
hàdàkàya hàdìkàya hàdùkàya
  hàdùkumma

Examples include hàdàka këddàb kbìr ‘this 
one is a big liar’, hàdàkày kàn yëxdëm m≠ày 
f nëfs ëššàrìka ‘this one was working with me 
in the same company’, hàdàkàya mà-≠ëndi ma 
ngùl fìh ‘this one, I have nothing to say about 
him’, hàdìka šëgga kbìra ‘this is a big apart-
ment’, hàdìkày šèna ‘this one is ugly’, hàdìkàya 
mà-≠ëndi ma ngùllëk fìha ‘I have nothing to 
say about her’; hàdùka †®àbëlsìya ‘these ones 
are Tripolitanian’, hàdùkày l™èmàt bàhyàt 
‘these are good pieces of meat’, hàdùkàya mën 
sëbha ‘these ones are from Sebha’, hàdùkumma 
sëyyà®àt ßë™™ ‘these ones are very good cars’.

2.2.1.4 The relative pronoun
The most common relative pronoun is ëlli 
‘which, who’. For the animate are used mën ~ 
mëni ~ mënu ~ mën ëlli; škùn ~ škùn ëlli; škùn 
+ independent personal pronoun 3rd person 
+ ëlli. For the inanimate are used ma ‘which, 
that’; šën, šìni, šìnu. The relative pronoun ëlli 
is invariant for both gender and number and 
is only used with a determined antecedent, e.g. 
ëll™ëm ëlli žëbt-a ysëdd-ëk? ‘is the meat that 
I bought enough for you?’. Other examples: 
mà-xëlla li ma nàkël ‘he left nothing for me to 
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eat’, mà-y™ëbbùš mën yëxnëb ‘they do not like 
the ones who steal’, hàda šën ßà® ‘this is what 
happened’.

2.2.1.5 Interrogative pronouns and adjectives
The pronouns used in Tripoli Arabic are the 
following: šìn, šën, šìnu, šìni ‘what?’, škùn and 
mën ‘who?’. For the interrogative adjective, 
àma ‘which?’ is used. The main interroga-
tive pronouns and compound forms are šìn, 
šìnu, šìni ‘what?’, f-šìn ‘in what?’, ≠lè-šìn ‘on 
what, why?’, zèy-šìn ‘like what?’, b-àš ‘with 
what?’, f-àš ‘in what?’, ≠l-àš ‘on what, why?’, 
l-àš ‘why?’, gëdd-àš ‘how much, which size?’, 
wèn ‘where?’, mn-ìn ‘from where?’, mën-wèn 
‘from where?’, l-èn ‘until where?’, škùn ‘who?’, 
lì-škùn ‘for whom?’, mtà≠-škùn ‘of whom?’, 
™dà-škùn ‘next to whom?’, gëdd-škùn ‘whose 
size?’, mën, mënu, mëni ‘who?’, m≠à-mën ‘with 
whom?’, mtà≠-mën ‘of whom?’, ≠lè-mën ‘on 
whom?’, ™dà-mën ‘next to whom?’, gëdd-mën 
‘whose size?’, zèy-mën ‘like who?’, kìf ‘how?’, 
àmta ~ ëmta ‘when?’.

2.2.2 Adverbs
Adverbs of place include hne, hnàya ‘here’; ÿàdi, 
ÿàdìka ‘there’; ÿàdìkày, ÿàdìkàya ‘over there’; 
grìb ‘near’; b≠ìd ‘far’; †ùl ‘in front, directly’; 
bë®®a ‘outside’; gëddàm ‘in front’; l-tàli ‘to 
the back’; lù†a ‘to the ground, downstairs’; 
fëlwës† ‘in the middle, in the center’; mën 
hne ‘from here’; mën ÿàdi ‘from there’; mën 
ÿàdìka ‘from over there’; mën tàli ‘in the back’; 
m-ëlù†a ‘down, on the ground’; ≠ël-lìmìn ‘on 
the right-hand side’; ≠ël-lìßà® ‘on the left-hand 
side’; ≠ël-l™àšya ‘on the edge’; ≠ël-lù†a ‘on the 
ground, down’.

Adverbs of time include ëlyòm ‘today’, 
ëllèla ‘tonight’, hà-llèla ~ llèla hàdi ‘this night’, 
ëlbà®ë™ ‘yesterday evening’, ÿudwa ‘tomorrow’, 
mën ÿëdwìtha ‘the following day’, bë≠d-ÿudwa 
‘after tomorrow’, bë≠d ÿudwtèn ‘after the day 
after tomorrow’, àmës ‘yesterday’, wùl àmës 
‘before yesterday’, wùl àmëstèn ‘before the day 
before yesterday’, ssne ‘this year’, ≠àmnëwwël 
‘last year’, yòmlëwwël ‘the first day’, zmàn 
‘formerly, in times past’, kìf ‘just’, ≠àwëd ‘once 
again’, më®®àt ‘sometimes, from time to time’, 
bë≠dèn ~ bë≠tàli ‘afterward, soon’, àbàdàn 
‘never’, tëwwa ‘now’, gëbl ‘before’, bëkri ‘soon, 
early in time’, dìma ‘always’, ÿàliban ‘often’, 
glìlëš ‘rarely, seldom’, lmë®®a hàdi ‘this time’, 
fëlgëddàm ‘hereafter’ , bëlm≠àwëd ‘once again’, 

fì-sà≠ fì-sà≠ ‘quickly, right away’, më®®a më®®a 
‘sometimes, from time to time’, tëwwa kìf 
‘hardly, just’, ≠àwëd tàni ‘once again’, bëkri 
šwèya ‘soon, a little time ago’.

Adverbs of quantity: hàkki, hèkke ‘so, this 
way’, hàlba ‘a lot, too much’, šwèya ‘not 
much, (too) little’, yàsër ‘enough’, ™ëtta ‘even, 
also, either’, glìl ‘less, little’, mëgtùl ‘precisely, 
exactly’, swa-swa ‘same, similarly’, bukkull 
‘entirely, completely, not at all’.

Adverbs of manner: hàkki, hèkke ‘so, this 
way’; buntu ‘deliberately’; ™ëgga ‘just’; bëss 
‘only, barely’; xàlàß ‘enough’; xßèßën ‘specially’; 
màtàlàn ‘for example’; b šwèya ‘gently, softly, 
slowly’; b žëddìyàt ‘seriously’; b ëlblàš ‘for 
free’; b ëssèf ‘forced’; b ëddërga ‘secretly’; b 
ël≠àni ‘deliberately’; zèy tëwwa ‘for example’; 
bàlëk ~ bàlëk ši ‘maybe’.

2.2.3 Nouns

2.2.3.1 Diminutives
The diminutive of triliteral nouns is formed 
on the patterns C1C2èC3, C1C2èC3a(t), or 
C1C2èyëC3. Note that the forms C1C2èC3 and 
C1C2èC3a(t) are characteristic of Bedouin dia-
lects, as opposed to the model C1C2èyëC3, which 
is common in sedentary dialects. Examples: 
këlb ‘dog’ and klèb ‘puppy’; †ë®f ‘piece’ and 
†rèf ‘small piece’; ™ëlw ‘sweet’ and ™lèw ‘a little 
bit sweet’; ÿë®ß ‘plantation’ and ÿ®èßa ‘small 
plantation’; šëms ‘sun’ and šmèsa ‘small sun’; 
kërša ‘belly, stomach’ and krèša ‘small belly, 
small stomach’; ™òš ‘house’ and ™wèš ‘small 
house’; bënt ‘girl’ and bnèya ‘small girl’; këbš 
‘ram’ and kbèyëš ‘small ram’; žë™š ‘baby don-
key’ and ž™èyëš ‘small baby donkey’. In Tripoli 
Arabic, the pattern C1C2èyëC3 is above all used 
to form the diminutives of nouns contain-
ing a long vowel between C2 and C3, e.g. ßÿì® 
‘small’ and ßÿèyë® ‘very small’; xrùf ‘lamb’ and 
xrèyëf ‘small lamb’. This pattern is also used 
to form the diminutive of the diminutive of a 
small number of other nouns taking the model 
C1C2èC3, e.g. klèb ‘puppy’ and klèyëb ‘tiny 
dog’; wlèd ‘small boy’ and wlèyëd ‘wee boy’. 
In fact, the pattern C1C2èyëC3 is the diminutive 
pattern for nouns with a long vowel between C2 
and C3 in Bedouin dialects.

Quadriliteral forms on the pattern 
C1ëC2C3vC4 form their diminutives on the pat-
tern C1C2èC3ìC4 and C1C2èC3ëC4, e.g. mëftà™ 
‘key’ and mfàtì™ ‘small key’; sëndùg ‘box’ 
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and snèdìg ‘small box’; sërwàl ‘trousers’ and 
srèwìl ‘small trousers’; ≠ëßfù® ‘bird’ and ≠ßèfì® 
‘small bird’; this brings Tripoli Arabic closer to 
Bedouin dialects.

The following nouns have irregular diminu-
tives: umm ‘mother’, diminutive ¤¤èma; bu 
‘father’, diminutive œœèy; xu ‘brother’, diminu-
tive uxèy; ma ‘water’, diminutive ¤¤èya; fumm 
‘mouth’, diminutive ››èm.

2.2.3.2 Plurals
Quadriliteral nouns of the pattern C1vC2C3äC4 
form plurals of the pattern C1C2àC3ìC4, e.g. 
meftà™/mfàtì™ ‘key’, mëßmàr/mßàmìr ‘nail’, 
sëndùg/snàdìg ‘box’, sërwàl/sràwìl ‘trousers’, 
≠ëßfù®/≠ßàfì® ‘bird’.

2.2.3.3 Colors and physical defects
The masculine singular of adjectives of color 
has the pattern aC1C2vC3 (e.g. ë™më® ‘red’, 
ëz®ëg ‘blue’, ëx∂ë® ‘greens’, ëk™ël ‘black’, ëšgër 
‘blond’). The feminine singular has the pat-
tern C1vC2C3a (e.g. ™ëmra, zë®ga, xë∂®a, kë™la, 
sëgra). Adjectives indicating defects follow the 
same pattern, e.g. ë†®ëš (fem. †ë®ša) ‘deaf’; 
ëkwës (fem. këwsa) ‘having a squint [diver-
gent strabismus]’; ë™wël (fem. ™ëwla) ‘having 
a squint [converging strabismus]’. The plural 
has the pattern C1ùC2ëC3 (™ùmë®, zù®ëg, xù∂ë®, 
šùgë®, etc.), and has the pattern C1ùC2 when C2 

= w (e.g. siwëd ‘black’, plural sùd, ë≠wë® ‘one-
eyed’, plural ≠ù®). The diminutive is based on 
the pattern C1C2èC3a(t). Only three examples 
are used in Tripoli Arabic: k™èla ‘a little bit 
black’, z®èga ‘a little bit darker-skinned’, ™mè®a 
‘a little bit red’.

2.2.4 Numerals

2.2.4.1 The dual
The dual is formed by adding the suffix -èn to 
the singular noun. In Tripoli, the dual form 
is widely used for all sorts of nouns, e.g. †rìg 
‘one road’, dual †rìgèn; gëhwa ‘one coffee’, 
dual gëhwtèn; ktàb ‘book’, dual ktàbèn; it is 
even used with loanwords, e.g. sìmàfròwèn 
‘two traffic lights’. Nouns of units of measure 
and time also take the dual, as do the twin 
parts of the body (¤ pseudodual), e.g. wàldèn 
‘parents’; units of time: dgìgtèn ‘two minutes’, 
yòmèn ‘two days’, šëhrèn ‘two months’, sà≠tèn 
‘two hours’, ≠àmèn ‘two years’, lèltèn ‘two 
nights’; units of measurement: ždùltèn (mea-

sure of area), kèltèn (measure of capacity, for 
grain or liquid), drà≠èn ‘two cubits’, mìtèn ‘two 
hundred’, àlfèn ‘two thousand’; twin parts of 
the body: wudnèn ‘two ears’, ìdèn ‘two hands’, 
drà≠èn ‘two arms’, kur≠èn ‘two legs’, rëžlèn ‘two 
feet’, këtfèn ‘two shoulders’. In cases where the 
dual is not used, the numeral zòz ‘two’ takes its 
place, followed by the noun in the plural, e.g. 
zòz ™ùtàt ‘two fish’, zòz bìbàn ‘two doors’, zòz 
knàsa ‘two brooms’.

2.2.4.2 Numerals from 3 to 10 and 11 to 19
In the numerals between 3 and 10, a short and 
a long form are used indiscriminately, e.g. tlàta 
me®®àt ~ tëlt-më®®àt ‘three times’, sëtta žùmël 
~ sëtt-žùmël ‘six camels’, tës≠a ktàbàt ~ tës≠-
ktàbàt ‘nine books’.

The numerals between 11 and 19 form a 
construct state with the counted noun, which 
remains in the singular. The r of ≠ašr reappears 
in the form of a liquid /l/, e.g. ™dàšël wuld 
‘eleven boys’, †nàšël ≠àm ‘twelve years’, tlu††àšël 
bënt ‘thirteen girls’. This /l/ is assimilated to 
the first consonant of the noun, just like the 
article ël-, e.g. xëms†àšëž žmël ‘fifteen camels’, 
su††àšën nëžma ‘seventeen stars’.

2.2.5 Verbs

2.2.5.1 Like all Libyan dialects, Tripoli Arabic 
belongs to the Maghrebi family of dialects. 
Typically, in these dialects the 1st person prefix 
of the imperfect is n-; the plural is distinguished 
from the singular by the ending -u, e.g. nëktëb 
‘I write’, nëktëbu ‘we write’; nëmši ‘I go’, nëmšu 
‘we go’; ngùl ‘I say’, ngùlu ‘we say’.

The conjugation of the strong verb is given 
in Table 7.

Table 7. Conjugation of the strong verb, Form I

 perfect ktëb imperfect yëktëb
 ‘he wrote’ ‘he writes’

 sg. pl. sg. pl.

3rd masc. ktëb këtbu yëktëb yëktbu
3rd fem. këtbët  tëktëb
2nd masc. ktëbt ktëbtu tëktëb tëktbu
2nd fem. ktëbti  tëktbi
1st ktëbt ktëbna nëktëb nëktbu

2.2.5.2 In verbs IIIy, there is no reconstruc-
tion of the paradigm with forms like tëlgày ‘you 
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find’, yëbdàw ‘you begin’ in the imperfect, and 
šràw ‘you bought’, mšàt ‘she went away’ in the 
perfect (containing the long vowel à), found in 
the more innovative pre-Hilalian dialects. In 
the imperfect, the following prefixes are found: 
2nd person singular feminine tëlgi ‘you find’; in 
the plural, nëšru ‘we buy’, tëlgu ‘you find’, and 
yëbdu ‘they begin’. In the perfect, the following 
are found: for the 3rd person plural, šru ‘they 
bought’; in the 3rd person singular feminine, 
Tripoli Arabic has the form C1C2ët, e.g. mšët 
‘she went away’ (Table 8).

Table 8. Conjugation of the IIIy verb, Form I

 perfect imperfect

šra ‘he bought’ sg. pl. sg. pl. sg. pl.
3rd masc. šra šru yéšri yëšru yëlga yëlgu
3rd fem. šrët  tëšri  tëlga
2nd masc. šrèt šrètu tëšri tëšru tëlga tëlgu
2nd fem. šrèti  tëšri  tëlgi
1st šrèt šrèna nëšri nëšru nëlga yëlgu

2.2.5.3 No internal passives are found in 
Tripoli Arabic, unlike the dialects of the Fezzàn. 
To express the simple passive in Tripoli, Form 
VII is used, which is obtained by prefixing n- to 
Form I of the verb, e.g. nktëb ‘it was written’, 
n≠ë∂∂ ‘he was bitten’, nzàd ‘he was born’, ngla 
‘it was fried’. Form VIII constitutes the reflexive 
of Form I and is often used to express an action 
undertaken by subjects for themselves. It is 
characterized by the consonant -t- inserted after 
the first radical, e.g. rtxe ‘it went soft’, ntgëb 
‘it was perforated’, ltëmmu ‘they got together’, 
rtà™ ‘he relaxed’.

Combinations of Forms occur: II + VIII 
btëssëm ‘he smiled’, ttëßßël ‘he got in touch’; X 
+ II strëyyë™ ‘he rested’, stënna ‘he waited’.

2.2.5.4 Former hamza verbs
The Old Arabic verbs I± ±axa≈a/ya±xu≈u ‘to 
take’ and ±akala/ya±kulu ‘to eat’ have equiva-
lents in Tripoli Arabic: xde/yàxud, kle/yàkul. 
In the perfect, they are conjugated like verbs 
IIIy. The imperative is formed like verbs IIw/y: 
xùd ‘take!’, kùl ‘eat!’. The active participles 
have the following form: wàkël and wàxëd; for 
the passive participles, the forms mùkùl and 
mùxùd are used.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Possessive constructions
The synthetic construction is commonly used 
(like the dual) in Tripoli Arabic e.g. mòlà-duk-
kàn-ën-nëqqàlàt mù“ mu™™i ‘Muhhi is not the 
owner of the mobile phones shop’. The analytic 
construction, an innovation specific to seden-
tary dialects, is also used. The particle used in 
Tripoli is mtà≠, e.g. ëlmàkla mtà≠ ëlwuld wà†ya 
‘the child’s food is ready’, xde dëftar mtà≠ wuld 
u ktëb fìh xu®®àfa ‘he took a boy’s notebook 
and wrote a story’, ël™òš mtà≠ ëlgà∂i mùš b≥≠ìd 
≠lèna ‘the judge’s house is not far from us’. The 
use of the synthetic construction is strictly lim-
ited, for instance to naturally associated nouns: 
bàb ël™òš ‘the door of the house’, mùš ktàbi lli 
të™t ëlkursi, ktàb xàlëd ‘the book that is under 
the chair is not my book, it is Khaled’s book’; 
to express family relations: ≠ëlt xùy or ma®t 
xùy ‘my brother’s wife’, umm ßàlë™ ‘Salah’s 
mother’, bù mùnìr ‘Mùnìr’s father’; and to 
refer to body parts: ®às wuldi ‘my son’s head’, 
wudnèk ‘your ears’.

2.3.2 Future
In Tripoli Arabic, the preverbal marker b(ë)- is 
used to express the future of intention (only 
in affirmative or interrogative statements). 
Examples: b-nëmšu l-bënÿàzi ‘we intend to go 
to Benghazi’, àš bëtdìr ÿudwa? ‘what will you 
do tomorrow?’. This construction with the 
particle b- can also be used to express the idea 
of wanting to undertake an action or as a mark 
of imminence, possibility, will, or finality. The 
preverbal marker ™à- is used to express close/
near future. Examples: ™à-nëmši l-†®àblës ‘I am 
going to go to Tripoli’; ™àykëmmël xëdmtëh ‘he 
is going to finish his work’.

2.3.3 Indefinite article
In Tripoli Arabic, no article is used to mark inde-
terminate noun status, and the noun appears in 
this case without any marker. Examples: bìr ‘a 
well’, ž®àna ‘a frog’, kràsi ‘chairs’. Unlike the 
urban dialects of Algeria and Morocco, Tripoli 
Arabic does not use the indefinite construction 
wà™d ël formed from the numeral wà™ëd ‘one’, 
whose use is very limited in Bedouin dialects.

3 .  L e x i c o n

The lexicon of Tripoli Arabic shows Bedouin 
traits. Verbs such as dàr ‘to do’, xëšš ‘to enter’, 
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†lë≠ ‘to go out’, yëbbi ‘to want’, šbë™ ‘to see’, 
nšëd ‘to ask’, ràža ‘to wait’, gë≠mëz ‘to sit’, g≠ëd 
‘to stay’, dfë≠ ‘to pay’, wëlla ‘to come back’, 
rkëb ‘to go up’, tßubb ëlm†ë® ‘it’s raining’ are 
common. The following nouns are also used: 
m†ër ‘rain’, dë™ya ‘an egg’, ™òš ‘a house’, ìd ‘a 
hand’, ßub™ ‘a morning’, rëžžàla ‘men’; other 
words, such as humma ‘they’, àmës ‘yesterday’, 
and augmented forms such as ÿudwìka ‘tomor-
row’, ÿàdìkày ‘over there’, hàdùkày ‘those’, 
which are found in other Bedouin dialects, are 
also employed in Tripoli Arabic.

Hàlba is the word used in Tripoli Arabic for 
‘a lot’; it may be derived from Hebrew harbèh 
‘a lot’.

Tripoli Arabic contains numerous lexical 
borrowings from Turkish, e.g. kàšìk ‘spoon’, 
šìša ‘bottle’, and from Italian, e.g. màršàbèdi 
(< Italian marciapiede) ‘pavement’, kà∑àfìti 
~ kà∑àvìti (< Italian cacciavite) ‘screwdriver’, 
sìmàforo (< Italian semaforo) ‘traffic lights’ 
(¤ Italian loanwords), and from English, e.g. 
bòy (< English boy) ‘gay’, bùfta (< English 
poofter) ‘gay’. Note, however, that in terms of 
both borrowing and code-switching, Italian, 
the language of the 20th century’s main colo-
nial power in Libya, has had nothing like the 
impact of French on spoken Arabic in the other 
Maghreb states.

More recently, many words dealing with new 
technologies have been borrowed from English, 
e.g. kòmbyùtër ‘computer’, màws ‘mouse’, 
mòbàyl ‘mobile phone’, sër∑ ‘internet search’, 
bu®†àbël ‘laptop, portable computer’.
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Triptosis ¤ Diptosis

Triradicalism ¤ Biradicalism; Lexicon: 
Matrix and Etymon Model

Truncation

1. D e f i n i t i o n

The term ‘truncation’ can be understood gener-
ally as referring to a process of word shortening 
which is phonologically predictable. Morpho-
logical processes of clipping and acronymy also 
belong to this category. The former process 
derives a shorter form from a simple lexeme, 
while the latter derives forms consisting of 
the first letters of a compound lexeme (cf. 
Kreidler 2000:956ff.). In the context of Arabic 
linguistics, the term ‘truncation’ makes sense 
as an umbrella term for various types of mor-
phophonological shortening, notably in the 
imperative and the jussive of the verb, but 
also in the nominal realm (¤ abbreviations; ¤ 
compounds). Truncation phenomena have also 
caught the attention of theorists working in 
the framework of prosodic morphology (cf. 
McCarthy and Prince 1990:22; McCarthy 
and Prince 1998:289ff.; ¤ morphology), one 
important point being the ‘minimal word’ in 
the context of hypocoristic forms, notably 
the ¤ diminutive (typically in an endearing 
meaning).

2. T r u n c a t i o n  i n  C l a s s i c a l 
A r a b i c  a n d  M o d e r n  S t a n d a r d 
A r a b i c

Except for the apocopate/jussive and the imper-
ative, truncation is not a prominent feature 
in either Classical or Modern Standard Ara-
bic. When occurring, word-final shortening 
can affect both vowels and, in rarer circum-
stances, consonants. The Arabic term jazm – a 
purely morphological notion – denotes both the 
‘apocopate’ (Greek ‘cut off’), as surfacing in the 
negated past, lam yaf ≠al ‘he didn’t do’, and the 
‘jussive’ yaf ≠al ‘let him do’. While the apoco-
pate can be associated diachronically with the 
Akkadian preterite iprus ‘he cut off’ and the 

Hebrew consecutive wayyiq†ol ‘and he killed’, 
the jussive has a precedent in the Akkadian 
precative liprus ‘let him cut off’, and vetitive 
ayy-iprus ‘let him not cut off’. It may be noted 
that the jussive has a yvC1C2vC3 structure also 
in those branches of Semitic (Akkadian and 
Ethio-Semitic) whose imperfect conjugation 
has a yvC1vC2C2vC3 structure. In the case of 
Chaha, a yäC1ëC2c3 structure is found, depend-
ing on the position of C2 and C3 on the sonority 
scale (cf. Leslau 1964; McCarthy and Prince 
1995:330f.). Paradigmatically, the imperative 
(2nd person) stands in a suppletive position 
vis-à-vis the jussive (1st and 3rd person), which 
is also used for the negation of the imperative: 
if ≠al ‘do!’ vs. là taf ≠al ‘don’t do!’. For easy ref-
erence, Table 1 gives an overview of the basic 
forms of the imperfect (3rd pers. masc. sg.), 
jussive (3rd pers. masc. sg.) and the imperative 
(2nd pers. masc. sg.) of sound verbs in contrast 
to weak verbs that are shortened in the prefix 
conjugations and in the imperative, both word-
externally and word-internally.

Table 1. Imperfect, jussive, and imperative 
forms

imperfect apocopate/ imperative

jussive
sound yaf ≠alu yaf ≠al if ≠al
Iw/y yaqifu/ yaqif/ qif/isir

yaysiru yaysir
IIw/y yaqùlu/ yaqul/ qul/sir

yasìru yasir
IIIw/y yad≠ù/ yad≠u/ ud≠u/irmi

yarmì yarmi
C2 = C3 yaruddu yardud ~ urdud ~ 

yarudda/i/u rudda/i/u

Some verbs, notably ‘doubly weak’ verbs, 
undergo even farther reaching truncation, for 
instance in the case of ra±à ‘to see’, whose basic 
imperfect, apocopate/jussive, and imperfect 
forms are yarà, yara, and rah, respectively. As 
in the case of the imperative fih of the doubly 
weak verb wafà ‘to fulfil’, the final h in rah 
‘see!’ (the so-called hà± as-sakt) seems to have 
the function of upholding a ‘minimal word con-
straint’ (CvC structure) for graphically inde-
pendent Arabic words (but see Versteegh 2004 
on the status of ‘one-letter words’ in Arabic 
grammar).
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Word-final vowel shortening in ¤ pause 
(waqf ), as practiced in the pronunciation of 
Classical Arabic (see, for instance, Birkeland 
1940) and as being the norm in Modern Stand-
ard Arabic, is also a case in point. Sìbawayhi 
devotes 15 chapters to this topic in the Kitàb 
(Chaps. 490–504). While a word-final short 
vowel drops completely, a word-final long 
vowel is shortened, e.g. mà > ma. While ¤ 
nunation (tanwìn) is elided altogether in prose 
(except in the accusative), the case-marking 
vowel in an indefinite case ending may be 
replaced by the respective long vowel in poetry, 
e.g. marartu bi-zayd (prose) vs. marartu bi zaydì 
(poetry) ‘I passed Zayd’ (for details, see Wright 
1967:II, 368–373; for word-final orthography 
and phonotactics in general, see Diem 1981). 
Occasionally, long final vowels (notably ì) in 
the Qur±àn are shortened in context as well. 
Examples that occur passim include rabb-i ‘my 
Lord’, fa-≠budù-ni ‘worship [pl.] me!’ and al-
wàdi ‘the valley’.

Vollers (1906:156–159) mentions a number 
of Qur±ànic qirà±àt in which the feminine end-
ing (tà± marbù†a) is clipped before a suffix 
pronoun, e.g. ≠idda-hù for ≠iddata-hù ‘his prep-
aration [acc.]’.

In some instances, the absence of nunation 
has a specific grammatical function, as in the 
vocative yà zaydu ‘oh, Zayd’, or in the absolute 
negation là ±ilàha ‘[there is] no God’ (cf. e.g., 
Birkeland 1940:43).

Due to the tendency to integrate nouns with 
more than four radicals into quadriradical pat-
terns, the last radical of a noun may be clipped 
both in the formation of the plural and in a 
process of linear derivation (typically by means 
of the ¤ nisba): ±andalìb > ±anàdil ‘nightingale’, 
™a∂ramawt > ™a∂ramì ‘one from £a∂ramawt’.

The consonant n is occasionally elided word-
finally, notably in poetry, due to ∂arùrat aš-
ši≠r ¤ ‘poetic license’ lit. ‘necessity [to uphold 
meter]’. Examples include dual formations like 
xu††atà ‘two alternatives’ (xu††atàni), shortened 
tribal names such as ba-l-≠anbari for banù l-
≠anbari, and the clipped apocopate lam yaku ‘he 
wasn’t’. In rare instances, whole (groups of) syl-
lables can be truncated, e.g. mar for mar™aban 
‘welcome’ (cf. Wright 1967:II, 379–382).

Clipping processes are in no way restricted to 
the coda of a word. The process of haplological 
syllable elision can occur word-initially, word-
medially, and word-finally. An example of the 
first kind is the reading of taqattala for tataqat-

tala, as applied by the Kufan Qur±àn read-
ers (see, for instance, Brockelmann 1908:261). 
Some instances of haplology have found their 
way into the Cairene textus receptus of the 
Qur±àn, e.g. là takallamu nafsun ‘nobody talks’ 
(Q. 11/105). Poetic licenses such as yas†ì ≠u for 
yasta†ì ≠u ‘he is able’ are instances of word-
medial truncation (cf. Wright 1967:II, 380). An 
example of word-final truncation is the variant 
yaqtulù-nì for yaqtulùna-nì ‘they are killing 
me’ (for an analysis of such reductions in terms 
of preference laws for syllable structure, see 
Vennemann 1988; for an analysis in terms of 
Optimality Theory, see Edzard 2000).

In the nominal realm, clipping occurs in a 
more systematic way in the context of blend-
ing, a process to which the Arab grammarians 
referred as na™t (lit. ‘sculpture’; ¤ compounds). 
Clipping in such formations typically applies to 
the end of the first constituent and the begin-
ning of the second. Grünert (1893) provides 
an extensive overview (cf. also for Classical 
Arabic: Stetkevych 1970:49ff.; and for Modern 
Standard Arabic: Monteil 1960:131–142; Vers-
teegh 2001:181ff.; Badawi a.o. 2004:751–762; 
Holes 2004:312ff.; this phenomenon is per-
vasive in Modern Hebrew, see, e.g., Kutscher 
1982:221). Clipped prefixes in neologisms such 
as bay-μaqafì ‘intercultural’ and qab-tàrìxì ‘pre-
historical’ have not always caught on in com-
mon language use. Acronymity (cf., e.g., Blau 
1981:174) can also be subsumed under the 
category of ‘clipping’ (¤ abbreviations).

In Classical Arabic, mainly in verse, the trun-
cation of a final consonant in proper names in 
the vocative is known as tarxìm ‘softening’ (see 
Wright 1967:I, 174; II, 88). The process applies 
to CvvCvC nouns (e.g. màzin > màzi); CvCvvC 
nouns (e.g. su≠àd > su≠à); CvCCvC nouns (e.g., 
ja≠far > ja≠fa); and CvCCvvC nouns (e.g., ≠uμmàn 
> ≠uμma—here the last vowel is also shortened; 
but not to CvCC or CvCvC nouns. In formal 
morpho-phonology, this circumstance has been 
interpreted as striking evidence for the ‘minimal 
word’, i.e., a structure that cannot be further 
phonologically diminished (cf. McCarthy and 
Prince 1990:22).

3. T r u n c a t i o n  i n  t h e  A r a b i c 
d i a l e c t s

In the Arabic dialects, the opposition between 
the imperfect and the apocopate/jussive no 
longer exists, because the inflectional mood 
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endings of the imperfect are reduced. The result-
ing short imperfect forms have a modal aspect; 
nonmodal aspects are expressed by a number of 
preformative elements. In general, the impera-
tive forms in the dialects are not markedly dif-
ferent from those in Modern Standard Arabic.

The abbreviation (viz. truncation) of words 
in the spoken language is also attested in the 
Arabic colloquials. Arbitrarily selected exam-
ples include kamsayta (< kayfa ±amsayta) ‘good 
evening [lit. ‘how did you get in the evening?’]’ 
in Ían≠ànì Arabic and bi-šak (< bi-šakl) in 
varieties of Sudanese Arabic (personal infor-
mation by Janet Watson and James Dickins, 
respectively).

An example of an abbreviated proper noun 
is ≠Abbùd for ≠Abdallàh. An example of a 
productive hypocoristic diminutive pattern is 
C1a/i/ëC2C2o, as in Widdo for Widàd and Fatto 
for Fat™allàh (cf. Wild 1982:155). In this lat-
ter case, the third radical is truncated (in cases 
where C2 = C3). Abbreviated forms of foreign 
terms (sometimes themselves of Arabic origin) 
likewise occur in spoken Arabic. An example 
is Alex (±àliks) as a short form of Alexandria 
(al-±iskandariyya) in Arabic-spoken dialogues 
among students of the American University in 
Cairo.
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Âuluμ

Although the μuluμ ‘one-third’ script appears in 
some early classical texts, not much is known 
about this ancient script, except that one of its 
main features, in its smaller version, was the 
roundness of its letters. Ibn an-Nadìm (d. 380/
990), for example, reports that the large μuluμ 
(aμ-μuluμ al-kabìr aμ-μaqìl) was ‘invented’ by 
Qu†ba (d. 154/771) as one of the four leading 
scripts, the others being jalìl, †ùmàr al-kabìr, 
and nißf aμ-μaqìl. The smaller (xafìf ) version 
apparently developed from a small and round 
script called al-mudawwar aß-ßaÿìr, which 
was used for writing in registers (dafàtir) and 
recording traditions (™adìμ) and poetry (ši≠r; Ibn 
an-Nadìm, Fihrist 17; Abbott 1939:31).

Âuluμ script became established as the prin-
cipal chancery script, with pronounced cur-
vilinear features, as a result of the reform of 
handwriting by Ibn Muqla (d. 328/940) and 
later Ibn al-Bawwàb (d. 413/1022), during the 
4th/10th and early 5th/11th centuries. A good 
early example of the use of μuluμ can be found 
in a multiscript composition presenting a col-
lection of poems by Salàma ibn Jandal executed 
before 456/1064. Even though its attribution 
to Ibn al-Bawwàb is disputed, there appears to 
be no doubt that the manuscript was produced 
in the middle of the 5th/11th century (Rice 
1955:22; Blair 2006:169).

By the 7th/13th century, μuluμ was practiced 
from Egypt to Iran. Indeed, it became estab-
lished as one of the ‘Six Pens’ in the Eastern 
tradition (Iraq and Iran), as well as the main 
curvilinear chancery script in Mamluk Syria 
and Egypt.

Just like ¤ mu™aqqaq, μuluμ in the Arabic 
Mamluk tradition is one of the two fundamen-
tal scripts (±aßl) from which others are derived 
(far≠). This same tradition reports that μuluμ is 
called thus from the fact that only one-third 
of its letter forms are rectilinear, or because 
it was written with a pen whose nib cut was 
eight horsehairs wide, i.e. one-third of the 
ancient †ùmàr script, or that it was written on 
the size of paper known as μulμ ‘one-third’. Like 
all major scripts, it had its larger (μaqìl, kabìr) 
and smaller (xafìf ) varieties (Gacek 1987:127; 
1989:147). Furthermore, al-Qalqašandì (Íub™ 
III, 58) reports that it was written with a pen 
that was cut obliquely (mu™arraf) because it 

used hairlines (taš≠ìràt) to link letters and words, 
which can only be executed with such a pen.

Being the largest script in the curvilinear 
(layyin, muqawwar, mura††ab) family, μuluμ 
script was serifed, with a pronounced right-
sloping head-serif (tarwìs). Its ±alif, unlike the 
±alif of mu™aqqaq, was slightly bent and had a 
left-turned (mu™arraf ) tail/foot. Some sources 
describe the shape of this ±alif as “a man look-
ing at his feet”, and being either seven or nine 
rhombic dots in height. Indeed, the foot-serif 
on the ±alif often joins to the following letter. 
Âuluμ, moreover, leaves all the counters (‘eyes’) 
of its letters open (maftù™, munawwar), as 
opposed to closed (ma†mùs, mu≠allaq). Just as 
in mu™aqqaq, its most visible feature and the 
one that distinguishes the two scripts, lies in 
the shape of the descenders (sublinear strokes). 
Here most of the descenders, which fall quite 
far below the baseline, on such letters as jìm, 
rà±, sìn, ßàd, ≠ayn, mìm, nùn, curve upward 
(muqawwar), while the tails of some of them 
are joined to the next letter by means of hair-
lines (taš≠ìràt; Gacek 1989). Indeed, the use 
of hairlines is characteristic of the whole of 
the μuluμ family of scripts. In μuluμ, in contrast 
to mu™aqqaq, we find many assimilated/con-
tracted (mudÿam, mu≠allaq) letterforms. Thus, 
for instance, the final hà± often has the form 
of hà± mu™dawdiba, that is, a hà± ‘bowed 
upward’, as opposed to a hà± with an open 
counter (hà± mardùfa, mu™aqqaqa, ه), which 
is typical of mu™aqqaq script. Also, again in 
contrast to mu™aqqaq, μuluμ appears not to 
have favored the use of the ‘s’-shaped kàf (al-
kàf al-mabsù†a), in its initial and medial posi-
tions. Instead, we find proportionately more of 
the other type, the cross-barred kàf, ك (al-kàf 
al-maškùla).

In the chancery, μuluμ was used for important 
documents, such as edicts, whereas in codices 
it was used mostly for book titles and chap-
ter headings, especially in manuscripts of the 
Qur±àn (Gacek 1989).

Âuluμ remained the ideal style for epigra-
phy and was used on virtually any material 
and anywhere. Verses were written on pillows 
and curtains, goblets and flasks, garments and 
headgear, belts and kerchiefs, golden and sil-
ver vessels, as well as on porcelain (Schimmel 
1984:22, 25–26; Soucek 1979:14).

For monumental inscriptions, a large (jalìl) 
μuluμ form was used (¤ epigraphy; see Fig. 1). 
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A number of disciples of Yàqùt al-Musta≠ßimì 
(d. 698/1298) excelled both in Qur±ànic cal-
ligraphy and in the layout of huge architectural 
inscriptions. Thus, for instance, one of the out-
standing examples of the use of μuluμ in Iranian 
architecture involved the calligrapher £aydar 
al-Mašhadì, one of the six famous pupils of 
Yàqùt. Probably the best known example of his 
work is a stucco mi™ràb in the mosque in Isfa-
han, dated 710/1310. The inscriptions, carved 
on three levels, are in various sizes of μuluμ on a 
floral arabesque ground (Blair 2006:253–255).

Among the Ottoman architectural inscrip-
tions in μuluμ one should mention Bayazid’s 
mosque in Istanbul, inscribed by £amd Allàh 
al-±Amàsì, as well as the Suleymaniye (Istanbul) 
and Selimiye (Edirne) mosques designed by 
±A™mad Qara™isàrì and £asan Jalabì (Celebi) 
in the middle of the 10th/16th century. And in 
11th/17th century India, we have the superb 
inscriptions on the Taj Mahal (outside of Agra) 
executed by ≠Abd al-£aqq, known as ±Amànat 
Xàn Šìràzì (Blair 2006:479, 496–497, 546–
548).

Ottoman calligraphers used large (celi) μuluμ 
not only for architecture but also for indi-
vidual compositions or panels (levha); they 
were later mounted, framed, and hung on 
walls. In the Maghreb, a type of μuluμ known 
as mašriqì script (¤ maÿribì), was also used for 
titles and chapter headings, as well as in large 
inscriptions. Other uses of μuluμ include cal-
ligraphic specimens (qi†≠a), alphabetic exercises 
(mufradàt), practice sheets, pilgrimage (™ajj) 
certificates, and zoomorphic calligraphy (e.g. 
the famous calligraphic lion drawn in Iran in 
the 10th/16th century, or the stork contain-
ing the basmala penned by the Ottoman cal-
ligrapher ±Ismà≠ìl Zuhdì (d. 1213/1798; Blair 
2006:215–216, 449–451, 506–507).

A smaller version of μuluμ (xafìf aμ-μuluμ) 
was known as tawqì ≠ ‘signature’. It is also 
referred to in its plural forms, at-tawàqì ≠ or 
at-tawqì ≠àt. The tawqì ≠ is characterized by an 
even more liberal use of hairlines (taš≠ìràt) to 
create ligatures between letters and words. The 
larger version of tawqì ≠ was known also as at-
tawàqì ≠ aμ-μuluμiyya or at-tawàqì ≠ al-kibàr and 
its smaller version as at-tawàqì ≠ ar-riqà ≠iyya, 
showing clearly the close relationship between 
these scripts (Gacek 1989). The term at-tawqì ≠ 
al-mu†laq for a regular highly ligatured script is 
used by al-Qalqašandì. This script was probably 

what Ibn Xalaf, the 5th/11th-century author of 
Mawàdd al-bayàn, had in mind when he made 
a distinction between mu™aqqaq and mu†laq 
(Soucek 1979:14; Stern 1964:105).

According to Mamluk authors, the tawqì ≠ 
script was to be seriffed or mostly seriffed, even 
though in practice we find this script also serif-
less (sans serif). From this script, it is believed, 
the Persian ta≠lìq developed (¤ nasta≠lìq). A 
highly ligatured version of the tawqì ≠ was mus-
alsal ‘chained; chainlike’, with its làm ±alif look-
ing like links in a chain. It was difficult to read, 
though, and Jalàl ad-Dìn Rùmì (d. 672/1273), 
complains in one of his poems, “You wrote to 
me in musalsal, that means you do not want me 
to read it!” (Schimmel and Rivolta 1992:15). 
Like its larger version, μuluμ, tawqì ≠ was rarely 
used for full texts. An excellent example, how-
ever, of the text fully penned in tawqì ≠, with 
μuluμ for chapter headings, is appropriately a 
copy of the manual on the art of letter writ-
ing, Tashìl as-sabìl ±ilà ta≠allum at-tarsìl, by 
±Abù ≠Abdallàh Mu™ammad al-£umaydì (d. 
488/1095), penned in the 7th/13th century and 
published in facsimile in Frankfurt am Main 
in 1985.

Âuluμ or tawqì ≠ written in gold ink was 
known as ≈ahab (qalam a≈-≈ahab ‘the script of 
gold’), except that it had no hairlines due to the 
fact that its letters were outlined (muzammak) 
in another color. The earliest example of the 
‘golden script’ in the form of tawqì ≠ (probably 
not μuluμ, on account of its medium size) can 
be found in the Chester Beatty Qur±àn of Ibn 
al-Bawwàb, dated 391/1000 or 1001, which he 
used for sùra headings, juz± statements, an omis-
sion (inscribed in a tabula ansata), and tables 
(Rice 1955).

The smaller version of tawqì ≠ script, in 
turn, was riqà≠, properly qalam ar-riqà ≠, not 
to be confused with the Turkish riq≠a (rik±a; 
¤ ruq≠a). Ibn an-Nadìm mentions that it was 
derived from xafìf aμ-μuluμ al-kabìr and used for 
edicts (tawqì ≠àt) and the like (Ibn an-Nadìm, 
Fihrist 17). It was finer, more ligatured, and 
more curvilinear than tawqì ≠. Although many 
surviving examples of riqà ≠ have head-serifs, 
according to some major sources the use of 
head-serifs in this script was optional. Other 
features may include the ±alif slightly inclined to 
the right (al-mumàla ±ilà jihat al-yamìn; Gacek 
1989:146; 2003). In the Persian context, riqà ≠ 
and tawqì ≠ were difficult to distinguish, and for 
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Qà∂ì ±A™mad, the author of Gulistàn-i hunar, 
an early-11th/17th-century Persian treatise on 
calligraphers and painters, the terms are virtu-
ally synonymous (Soucek 1979:12, 14).

The tawqì ≠/riqà ≠ scripts in Ottoman Tur-
key came to be known as xa†† al-±ijàza, used 
almost exclusively for the writing of diplomas 
(±ijàzàt), hence its appellation, and in colophons 
(Schimmel 1984:15). This script often has a long 
head-serif (zulf ) which wraps around the shaft 
of such letters as ±alif and làm (Gacek 2003). 
Another feature of the ±ijàza script is the highly 
intertwined (musalsal) final hà±.

The μuluμ script in the Mamluk period also 
appears to have had a variant known as qalam 
al-±aš≠àr (also aš-ši≠r, al-muša≠≠ar, al-mu±annaq). 
Although some authors, such as a†-¢ayyibì (¢ìbì ), 
viewed it rather as an offshoot of mu™aqqaq 
and nasx, or a hybrid of mu™aqqaq and μuluμ, 
others viewed it as μuluμ related. The script takes 
it name from its association with writing/copy-
ing poetry and not so much perhaps from its 
use of hairlines as previously thought (Gacek 
1989:145).

A good example of this script is Baybars 
Jàšnagìr’s Qur±àn (preserved in the British 
Library), executed by the celebrated callig-
rapher Ibn al-Wa™ìd (d. 711/1311 or 1312). 
Aß-Íafadì (d. 764/1363) refers to it as qalam 
al-±aš≠àr and qualifies it as μuluμ kabìr, whereas 
Ibn ±Iyàs (d. ca. 930/1524) identifies this script 
in his work Badà±i≠ az-zuhùr as qalam aš-ši≠r 
(James 1988:38; Blair 2006:345–349).

Âuluμ and its variants survived in books 
printed by lithography, especially in Iran, as 
display scripts, and are still practiced today, 
alongside nasx, by many modern calligraphers.
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Figure 1. Jalìl aμ-μuluμ by Mu™ammad 
a†-¢ayyibì (¢ìbì). ca. 908/1505 (Istanbul). 
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Tunis Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

The Arabic spoken in Tunis is by nature 
something of a contact variety, given the vast 
population influx from all over ¤ Tunisia 
during the 20th century. What is described here 
is the Muslim variety spoken by the majority 
of those who now live in Tunis, a koineized 
variety, which Singer (1984:28) describes as 
the “allgemeine stadttunisische Koiné” (general 
koine of the town of Tunis), rather than the 
somewhat similar traditional dialect of the long-
established dwellers of the medina (now mainly 
living in the quartiers nords), often referred 
to as baldi, a variety whose very existence is 
in jeopardy. The latter is what Singer (1984) 
describes; it includes distinctive forms used only 
by women.

Tunis Arabic functions as a de facto prestige 
variety (Gibson 2002), toward which some 
other varieties and speakers in Tunisia are 
shifting and which is widely used in the oral 
and visual media (especially theater and film) 
and for written slogans on billboards. Apart 
from these domains of widespread use, it can 
be found in written form in the popular weekly 
al-Sarih, as well as in cartoons in other papers, 
and has its own translation of The little prince 
(St. Exupéry 1997), along with collections of 
proverbs such as Balegh (1993), but beyond 
informal letters between friends and advertising 
slogans, it is not generally accepted in written 
form by the majority of the population.

The dialect is, in North African terms, solidly 
urban, and has much in common with the 
dialects of Kairouan, Bizerte, Nabeul, Sousse, 
and, to a lesser extent, Sfax, while being highly 
distinct, especially in morphology, from the 

Bedouin dialects spoken a few kilometers away. 
Singer (1984) and Marçais (1950) outline the 
commonalities and dialect types of Tunisian 
Arabic, while Gibson (1998) looks at the changes 
occurring in Tunisian Arabic today. The first 
reliable documentation on Tunis Arabic itself is 
found in Stumme (1893, 1896), while the most 
thorough and extensive description is Singer 
(1984), stretching to more than seven hundred 
pages. Other useful sources on the dialect are 
Cohen (1970), a comparison of Muslim and 
Jewish varieties; Talmoudi (1986); and Jabeur 
(1987). There are some published pedagogical 
materials (e.g. Jourdan 1956; Quitot 2002), 
while the distinctive Jewish variety, now less 
likely to be heard in Tunis than on the Boulevard 
de Belleville in Paris, or in Israel, is thoroughly 
documented by Cohen (1964, 1975). 

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
The established consonantal phonemes of Tunis 
Arabic are given in Table 1.

The bracketed phonemes are ones to which 
not all linguists would necessarily attribute 
phonemic status, but the case for their being 
separate phonemes is convincing. There are 
two sources for these bracketed consonants: 
the pharyngealized phonemes are internal 
developments, while the other three are due 
to substantial borrowing from French, and 
Modern Standard Arabic in the case of /±/. 
Minimal pairs are not always easy to find for 
these tokens, but there are nonetheless many 
examples showing that these marginal forms 
are not conditioned variants, e.g. bàb [bÆ1b] 
‘door’/œàœa [)ã1)ã] ‘[my] father’, alongside a 
minimal pair gàz [ÒÆ1z] ‘petrol’/gàΩ [Òã1$] ‘gas’.

Table 1. Consonants of Tunis Arabic

(p)    t †  k q  (±)
b (œ)   d   g 
m (¤)   n (ñ)
f  μ  s ß š  x ™ h
(v)  ≈ Ú z (Ω) ž  ÿ ≠
    l £
w    r ® y
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It is to be noted that the realization of the vowels 
in these words is dramatically different (see 
below, Sec. 2.1.2). Phonetic pharyngealization 
on the consonants themselves is relatively 
weak, the main realization being on adjacent 
vowels, and is being lost among some speakers; 
an example is in sbà™ ‘morning’, where there is 
no vowel to carry any pharyngealization on the 
first consonant. Singer notices this phenomenon 
in ®àžil/ržàl ‘man/men’, but attributes it to lack 
of consistency of pharyngealization in the stem. 
There are other words, such as ñàña ‘old lady’, 
whose form, while not having any minimal 
or near-minimal pairs, cannot be accounted 
for by conditioned variation, and which lead 
us to posit an (admittedly rare) phoneme 
/ñ/. Minimal pairs for the more commonly 
admitted phonemes /®/ and /£/ can be given, as 
in žra [ÀrÆ] ‘he ran’/ž®a [Ààã] ‘it happened’, and 
walla [wÆl1Æ] ‘or’/wa££a [wã¬1ã] ‘by God!’.

Singer (1984:37–60) gives a full list of 
oppositions for each phoneme. Tunis Arabic 
has substantial borrowing from French, and 
many words and expressions used by those 
who do not speak French maintain /p/ and /v/, 
e.g. pisìn ‘swimming pool’, mgarrap ‘suffering 
from influenza’ (< French grippe), ynarvisni ‘he 
annoys me’, gàriv ‘on strike’ (< French grève).

/±/ tends to occur in the learned register, in 
loans from Modern Standard Arabic, often 
in maßdar forms at the onset of the word but 
also in other words like bì±a ‘environment’ and 
sometimes yis±al ‘he asks’, although the original 
Tunis form here is yishal; more highly educated 
speakers especially avoid this form.

Where the pronunciation of consonants 
is concerned, Tunis Arabic is relatively con-
servative, with interdentals retained (except in 
tlàμa ‘three’ [but μàliμ ‘third’], and the variation 
μamma ~ famma ‘there is/are’) alongside /q/, as 
is the case with almost all Tunisian varieties in 
the first case, and urban dialects in the second. 
A substantial number of words do have /g/ as a 
reflex of *q, such as bagra ‘cow’; an extensive 
list is given by Baccouche (1972). There are 
minimal pairs, such as daqdaq ‘to knock’ and 
dagdag ‘to grind’. *∂ has merged with *Ú into 
/Ú/, and *j gives /ž/, although this has assimilated 
to /z/ (evidently via /ž/) where another /z/ was 
already present in the word, giving us such 
words as zazzàr ‘butcher’, zùz ‘two’, and the 
root z-w-z, e.g. zàz ‘he passed by’.

2.1.2 Vowels
If we accept pharyngealization as being a 
property of consonants, then Tunis Arabic 
possesses three vowel qualities /i, a, u/, while 
length is also contrastive for all three, giving 
us six vowel phonemes, as in Modern Standard 
Arabic. The length distinction is suspended 
word-finally, with the final vowel being realized 
long in accent-bearing words of one syllable, as 
in ža [ÀÆ1] ‘he came’, otherwise short, although 
underlying length is realized once a suffix is 
added to the word: t≠ašša ['t∏ã∑1a] ‘he dined’, 
ma-t≠aššàš [mat∏ã'∑1a1∑] ‘he did not dine’. Note 
the concomitant shift of stress. The dialect 
maintains a robust distinction between all short 
vowels, with examples such as qimt ‘I resided’ 
and qumt ‘I rose’ showing this distinction to be 
maintained.

In non-baldi varieties, Old Arabic diphthongs 
are not preserved, while the feminine baldi 
variety has diphthongs in words such as layl 
‘evening’, lawn ‘color’, which are otherwise 
lìl, lùn. These traditional forms for women are 
now somewhat stigmatized among the younger 
generation in Tunis, despite the fact that they 
represent a variety that used to have prestige; 
one interviewee in Gibson (1998) admitted to 
having been made fun of at school for using 
these forms, and desisted. Many others stated 
that their mothers or grandmothers spoke this 
way, but they did not. There is no evidence 
for intermediate forms such as [le1l], [lo1n] as 
found in Sfax or phonemically in places such 
as Monastir.

In nonpharyngealized environments, Tunis 
Arabic shows a strong fronting and closing of 
/à/, which, especially among younger speakers, 
can reach as far as [e1]. The short vowel /a/ also 
shows this raising, but to a lesser extent, and 
this is not apparent word-finally. 

2.1.3 Syllable
Tunis Arabic, like many other North African 
varieties, has a very different syllable structure 
from Modern Standard Arabic. CC in the onset 
is common, the nucleus may contain a short or 
long vowel, and the coda may have maximally 
three consonants. Word-internal syllables are 
generally heavy in that they either have a 
long vowel in the nucleus or consonant in the 
coda. Nonfinal Cv syllables where the vowel is 
short (i.e. light syllables) are very rare, and are 
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generally loans from Modern Standard Arabic; 
generally short vowels in this position have been 
lost, resulting in the many initial CC clusters. 
We can see the results of this development in 
žwàb ‘letter’, which exists alongside the loan 
žawàb ‘reply’, in much of the verb morphology 
(see below), and in the vowel shifting and 
elision which occurs in possessed nouns, e.g.

dbiš ‘stuff’ ®àžil ‘man’
dibši ‘my stuff’ ®àžli ‘my husband’
dbišha ‘her stuff’ ®àžilha ‘her husband’

This regular morphological change prevents 
nonfinal syllables from being light throughout, 
but it is not exceptionless; many words given 
in this article do not conform to the ‘rule’. 
However, we assume that this aversion to light 
open syllables also accounts for the development 
of such forms as ®àžil ‘man’, lùÿa ‘language’, 
and μìqa ‘trust’.

A coda in CCC occurs mainly with the 
suffixation of /š/ to verbs as part of the negative 
circumfix, as in ma-šuft-š ‘I did not see’, 
where the suffix is sometimes preceded by 
an epenthetic vowel. Phonetic epenthesis also 
occurs at a word boundary where the onset of 
the second word is CC and the preceding word 
ends in at least one consonant, e.g. ®àžil qwi 
['àã1Àil ë'qwi1] ‘a strong man’. This is one of 
the few cases where a Berber substratum may 
be usefully invoked. 

2.1.4 Word stress
Stress is predictable, occurring on the final 
syllable if this is heavy, with the rime being at 
least äC or vCC, otherwise on the penult, e.g.

žÙbit ‘she brought’
ma-žàbítš ‘she did not bring’
žàbítha ‘she brought it/her’
žàbithÙlu ‘she brought it to him’
ma-žàbithùlhÙš ‘she did not bring him to her’

This is helpful in defining the phonological 
word, which here, by two tests, includes the 
indirect object pronominal suffix. 

2.2 Morphophonology

In common with other Arabic varieties, Tunis 
Arabic has maintained the distinction between 

construct and absolute state. This is expressed 
morphologically in regular singular feminine 
nouns and duals of body parts and the word 
wàldìn ‘parents’.

The feminine morpheme represented in 
Modern Standard Arabic by the tà± marbù†a 
behaves thus:

kišra ‘skin’ karhaba ‘car’
kišrti ‘my skin’ karhabti ‘my 
  car’
kišrit uxti ‘my sister’s skin’ karhabit škùn
  ‘whose car?’

Note the presence and absence of the /i/ vowel in 
the construct state, which depends on whether a 
vowel follows the /t/ within that word. The word 
karhaba, derived by metathesis from kahrabà±, a 
word without tà± marbù†a in Modern Standard 
Arabic, nevertheless expresses the construct 
state with /t/, by analogy with other feminine 
words ending in /a/. For the same reason, we 
find more instances of ma≠nitha ‘its meaning; 
that is to say’ than the more conservative 
ma≠nàha. ‘Woman’, which in absolute state is 
mra, has a special construct state mart. 

Duals, where present, also have a special 
construct state: ≠ìnìn ‘two eyes’; ≠ìnìya 
[∏i1ne1ja] ‘my two eyes’; Singer (1984:175) 
notes the lowering of the high vowel in such 
environments.

The construct state is not used when two 
nouns are contiguous through ¤ tamyìz, as in 
dabbùza ™lìb ‘a bottle of milk’. However, we 
find the construct state with these two words 
for a different meaning, as in dabbùzit ™lìb ‘a 
milk bottle’.

An alternative to the construct state is the 
uninflected particle mtà≠, as in karhaba mtà≠i 
‘my car’. The length of the vowel varies, 
depending on whether there is a vowel-initial 
suffix following, and ‘hers’ and ‘theirs’ come 
out as mta™™a and mta™™u¤.

2.3 Morphology

2.3.1 Pronouns
Tunis Arabic is distinctive among Arabic dialects 
in having no gender marking whatsoever in the 
2nd person, a characteristic it shares with other 
urban Tunisian dialects and Maltese. This leaves 
us with only seven personal pronouns (Table 2).
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The only form not noted here is the 3rd person 
singular masculine direct object suffix when 
followed by an indirect object in the same 
word, which is -hù-, as in žàbithùlha ‘she 
brought him to her’, which also indicates the 
inclusion of pronominal indirect objects into 
the verb. Indirect object suffixes do not start 
with /i/ when they follow a vowel. Other Arabs 
quickly find the use of inti with all interlocutors 
somewhat distinctive. 

2.3.2 Demonstratives 
The usual demonstrative for ‘this’ is ha ~ ha≈ 
for both genders, as in ha≈ ®®àžil ‘this man’. 
When contrast is indicated, then ha≈àya ~ ha≈a 
(masc.), ha≈ìya ~ hà≈i (fem.), or ha≈ùma (pl.) 
may be added after the noun, as in (ha) lktàb 
ha≈àya ‘this book’. For more distant objects 
hak functions in the same way as ha ~ ha≈ 
before the noun, and ha≈àka (masc.), hà≈ìka 
(fem.), and ha≈ùkum (pl.) after it. 

2.3.3 Function words
The relative pronoun, used for definite nouns 
only, has the form illi, and waqtilli ~ waqt for 
temporal clauses. Many interrogative pronouns 
and adverbs are formed with the element -àš:

àš ~ šnùwa ~ šnìya ‘what?’
šnùma ‘what [pl.]?’
škùn ‘who?’
àna ‘which?’
wìn ~ fìn ‘where?’
lwìn ‘whither?’
mnìn ‘whence?’
≠làš ~ lwàš ‘why?’
kìfàš ‘how?’
waqtàš ‘when?’
qaddàš ‘how many/much?’

âš is not used for emphasis, and is used mainly 
within a verbal sentence (but àš qawlik ‘what is 
your opinion?’). It is also the form used when 
the interrogative is governed by a preposi-
tion, e.g. fàš, bàš ‘in what, with what?’. The 
other two forms were evidently originally dis-
tinguished for gender, but most speakers make 
no such distinction.

The final four words can be pronounced with 
the final /š/ replaced by /h/, especially when 
pronounced in isolation. Interrogatives come 
first in the clause, except in echo questions, or 
where they are to be given special emphasis. 

The definite article is found in various forms. 
Before sun letters it is represented by /i/ and a 
doubling of the initial consonant, e.g. iššams ‘the 
sun’. /ž/ normally functions as a sun letter, e.g. 
ižždìd ‘the new one’, but this is not consistent 
with learned vocabulary, e.g. ilžarìda ~ ižžarìda 
‘the newspaper’. Before moon letters, the article 
is il- where the onset has one consonant ilgamra 
‘the moon’, and li- where the word starts with 
two: liktàb ‘the book’. 

Conjunctions include u (w before vowels) 
‘and’, walla ‘or’, amma and làkin ‘but’, (≠la) 
xà†r ‘because’, ki ~ kìf ‘as’, and yàxxi ‘so, 
and then’ (especially in narrative). The latter 
also functions as an interrogative marker (see 
below). 

The existential is famma ~ μamma, the first 
form being the more common. It takes the 
verbal negative circumfix, and uses the verb 
k-w-n to carry aspect and tense marking.

Prepositions include fi ‘in, at’, b ‘with 
[instrumental]; for’, l ‘to’, ma≠ ‘with’, min 
‘from’, and ≠la ‘on’. The latter two have special 
forms when found before the definite article, m, 
≠a, as in mil™anùt ‘from the shop’, and ≠a††àwla 

Table 2. Pronouns in Tunis Arabic

 Personal Direct suffix Indirect Preposition Possessive
 pronoun object object with
  suffix suffix suffix

3rd sg. m. hùwa -u, -h* -lu fìh -u, -h*
3rd sg. f. hìya -ha -ilha fìha -ha
3rd pl. hùma -hum -ilhum fìhum -hum
2nd sg. inti -ik, -k* -lik fìk -ik, -k*
2nd pl. intùma -kum -ilkum fìkum -kum
1st sg. àna -ni -li fìya -i, -ya*
1st pl. a™na -na -ilna/-inna fìna -na

* = after vowels
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‘on the table’. When ma≠ has a pronominal 
complement, it takes the form m≠à as in m≠àya/
m≠àh ‘with me/him’, and b and l have allomorphs 
bì and lì in the same environment. 

2.3.4 Adjectives
Adjectives (including participles) are marked 
for gender in the singular but not in the plural, 
e.g. ®àžil kbìr/mra kbìra/ržàl kbàr/nsa kbàr ‘an 
old man/an old woman/old men/old women’. 
The regular ending for the plural is -ìn, as in 
xaybìn ‘bad [pl.]’. Inanimate objects can take 
either a feminine singular adjective or a plural 
one (with the congruent verb agreement). There 
is much variation on this, however, nàs ‘people’ 
generally takes singular feminine.

2.3.5 Adverbials
Common adverbials include tawwa ‘now’, 
waqtha ‘then’, minqbil ‘beforehand’, mba≠d 
‘afterward’, lbàri™ ‘yesterday’, wutt lbàri™ 
‘the day before yesterday’, lyùm ‘today’, 
ÿudwa ‘tomorrow’, ba≠d ÿudwa ‘the day after 

tomorrow’, hùni ~ hna ‘here’, ÿàdi ~ ÿadìka 
‘[over] there’, hakka ‘in this way’.

2.3.6 Numerals
When counting objects, wà™id (masc.), wa™da 
(fem.) ‘one’, unlike other numbers, is placed 
after the noun. It is also the only numeral to 
show any gender agreement. ‘Two’ is zùz when 
in apposition to a noun, but when counting 
sequentially, μnìn is used, also in compound 
numerals: μnìnu≠ašrìn ‘twenty-two’. From three 
to twenty we have tlàμa, arb≠a, xamsa, sitta, 
sab≠a, μmànya, tis≠a, ≠ašra, ™addàš, μñàš, μlu††àš, 
arba††àš, xums†àš, s††àš, sab≠a††àš, μimn†àš, 
tsa≠†àš, ≠ašrìn. The numbers 11–20 take a final -n
when in apposition with a noun, e.g. ™addàšn 
ktàb ‘eleven books’. Mìya ‘one hundred’ 
behaves in a similar way, becoming mìyit in the 
same environment. The dual form is used with 
counting units, as well as some body parts, e.g. 
ka≠btìn yuÿùrt ‘two yogurts’. To say ‘two or 
three hours’, a combination of dual and figures 
is used: sà≠tìn tlàμa.

Table 3. Verbal Forms in Tunis Arabic

Form Perfect Imperfect Participle

I ktib ‘to write’ yiktib kàtib, maktùb
 miss ‘to touch’ ymiss màs, mamsùs
 bna ‘to build’ yibni bàni, mibni
 qàm ‘to stand up’ yqùm qàyim, maqyùm
 kla ‘to eat’ yàkul màkil, mùkùl
II ≠arris ‘to marry’ y≠arris m≠arris
 šammam ‘to cause to smell’ yšammam mšammam
 qayyid ‘to record’ yqayyid mqayyid
 šahha ‘to provoke appetite’ yšahhi mšahhi
 wakkil ‘to feed’ ywakkil mwakkil
III šàrik ‘to share’ yšàrik mšàrik
 nàda ‘to call’ ynàdi mnàdi
V tkallim ‘to speak’ yitkallim mitkallim
 t≠adda ‘to pass’ yit≠adda mit≠addi
VI tqàbil ‘to meet [reciprocal]’ yitqàbil mitqàbil
 tlàqa ‘to find [reciprocal]’ yitlàqa mitlàqi
VIII rtà™ ‘to rest’ yirtà™ mirtà™
 stwa ‘to become ripe’ yistwi mistwi
X sta™šim ‘to behave modestly’ yista™šim mista™šim
 st™aqq ‘to deserve’ yist™aqq mist™aqq
 stanna ‘to wait’ yistanna mistanni
XI kbàr ‘to grow old’ yikbàr mukbàr
 rqàq ‘to become thin’ yirqàq murqàq
 byàÚ 'to become white' yibyàÚ mubyàÚ
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2.3.7 Verb

2.3.7.1 Verbal Forms
Table 3 lists the common verbal Forms.

Note that weak-final verbs have only one 
pattern in Forms II-XI. Only in Form I is 
there variation on the vowel between different 
aspects. Form VIII is no longer productive. Par-
ticiples for Forms II–XI can have either active 
or passive meaning, but in Form I there are two 
distinct participles. Form II often has a caus-
ative meaning; III can be reciprocal, along with 
VI; V is often reflexive; X coming or beginning 
to do something; and XI being or becoming, 
from an adjectival root, like the meaning of 
Form IX in Modern Standard Arabic. As with 
any Arabic variety, the semantics do not always 
match the morphology.

Roots with four radicals have two forms, a 
base form, e.g. farkis/yfarkis, participle mfarkis 
‘to look for’, while the derived form has an 
initial /t/ with a passive or reflexive meaning, 
e.g. narvis ‘to annoy’, tnarvis ‘to be annoyed’, 
mitnarvis ‘annoyed’. There are also many such 
verbs with a reduplicative root, e.g. daqdaq ‘to 
knock’. 

The passive in Tunis Arabic is formed with 
the prefixation of t- to the stem of the verb, 
e.g. tšrab/yitšrab ‘he was/is drunk’. The vowel 

of both aspects here is copied from the active 
perfective form, e.g. tqàl/yitqàl ‘it was/is said’, 
tšra/yitšra ‘it was/is bought’. ‘To eat’ has the 
forms tàkil/yitàkil ~ yittàkil. It will be noted 
that the passive of Form II is identical to Form 
V, and many Form V verbs are in fact passive in 
meaning. See Maalej (n.d.) for further discussion 
of the use of the passive in Tunisian Arabic. 

2.3.7.2 Aspect
Tables 4 and 5 give the forms of the verb in the 
imperfect and the perfect.

The plural forms of the triconsonantal verb 
are usually pronounced with some vowel in 
the cluster, most commonly [yiktibu], but this 
vowel is most probably epenthetic, not tak-
ing an accent. Forms such as [ykitbu] can also 
be heard, where the vowel, taking an accent, 
is phonemic. Forms II, III, V, VI, and X have 
vowel elision in the plural, as in yfakkir ‘he 
thinks’, yfakkru ‘they think’. Note the retention 
of final weak root vowels in the conjugation, as 
in other urban Tunisian dialects. There are no 
mood prefixes in Tunis Arabic, hence there is 
no indicative/subjunctive distinction. 

Where a 3rd person singular feminine perfect 
ending in -it is followed by a vowel-initial 
suffix, the /t/ doubles, avoiding an accented 
light syllable, e.g. šàfittu ‘she saw him’. Forms 

Table 4. Conjugation of the imperfect in Tunis Arabic

 I II gem. IIw/y IIIy IIIy

3rd sg. masc. yiktib y™abb ykùn yimši yinsa
3rd sg. fem. tiktib t™abb tkùn timši tinsa
3rd pl. yiktbu y™abbu ykùnu yimšìw yinsàw
2nd sg. tiktib t™abb tkùn timši tinsa
2nd pl. tiktbu t™abbu tkùnu timšìw tinsàw
1st sg. niktib n™abb nkùn nimši ninsa
1st pl. niktbu n™abbu nkùnu nimšìw ninsàw

Table 5. Conjugation of the perfect in Tunis Arabic 

 I II gem. IIw/y IIIy IIIy

3rd sg. masc. ktib ™abb kàn mša nsa
3rd sg. fem. kitbit ™abbit kànit mšàt nsàt
3rd pl. kitbu ™abbu kànu mšàw nsàw
2nd sg. ktibt ™abbìt kunt mšìt nsìt
2nd pl. ktibtu ™abbìtu kuntu mšìtu nsìtu
1st sg. ktibt ™abbìt kunt mšìt nsìt
1st pl. ktibna ™abbìna kunna mšìna nsìna
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II and V have vowel elision, as in fakkir, fakkru.
The leveling of forms between the different 
classes of weak verbs stands out, as does the 
identity of the forms for 1st and 2nd person 
singular, and the movement of the initial vowel 
in regular verbs due to the preference for 
avoiding light syllables. Two verbs vary in the 
stem used for the different aspects: ‘to take’ 
and ‘to eat’ have àxi≈ ~ àxu, àkil as stems in 
the imperfect, with imperatives xù≈ ~ xu, kùl 
and x≈a, kla as perfect. The verb ža/yži ‘to 
come’ has the imperative forms ìža, ìžàw. For 
these aspects, the negative is formed with the 
circumfix ma -...-š as in ma-™abbìt-š ‘I did not 
want’. 

Future tense is marked by preposing the 
particle bàš ~ biš. Negation is performed by 
placing the negative copula before this marker 
rather than on the verb itself, e.g. manìš ~ muš 
biš nirža≠ ‘I am not going to return’.

The imperfect past is formed as in Standard 
Arabic, with the perfect of k-w-n and the 
imperfect of the main verb, as in kàn yuxzurli 
‘he was looking at me’. The future particle 
could be added between the two verbs to give 
the sense ‘he was going to look at me’: kàn biš 
yuxzurli.

One of the most distinctive things about the 
tense and aspect system of Tunis Arabic is the 
form of the progressive. As in many Arabic 
varieties, this is expressed in verbs of motion 
and state by a present participle, e.g. wìn 
màši ‘where are you going?’; mrawwa™ ‘going 
home’. For other verbs, there are two ways of 
expressing this aspect, often combined. The 
first is the use of the present participle qà≠id, 
stripped of its normal meaning ‘sitting’, inflected 
for number but not normally for gender, e.g. 
qà≠id nixdim ‘I’m working’. It is relatively rare 
to find qà≠id without the other main marker 
of progressive, which can, however, be used 
only with transitive verbs. This is the use of fi 
before the direct object in a way that appears 
prepositional, e.g. nistanna fìk ‘I’m waiting for 
you’, qà≠dìn yibnìw fi dàr ‘they’re building a 
house’.

Interestingly, whenever the progressive is 
used, whatever the marker, negation is marked 
by use of the negative copula, and the main 
verb does not take the usual negative circumfix, 
e.g. manìš qà≠id nÚayya≠ fi waqti ‘I’m not 
wasting my time’, màni na≠mil fi ™atta šày ‘I’m 
not doing anything’.

The negative copula is not the only nonverbal 
form to have verbal negation. The existential 
famma ~ μamma takes ma-…-š as do fibàl- ‘to 
know/be aware’ and ≠and- ‘to have’ (but not 
when used prepositionally), e.g. ma-fibàlù-š ‘he 
doesn’t know’, ma-≠andi ™atta f®ank ‘I don’t 
have a penny’. The latter two present additional 
evidence of shifting in a verbal direction, with 
some speakers using forms such as ma-kunt-š
fibàli and kunt ≠andi, where the verb is con-
jugated in the 1st person, apparently in agree-
ment with the ‘main verb’, instead of the more 
usual ma-kàn-š fibàli ‘I didn’t know’ and kàn 
≠andi ‘I had’.

Mood markers include ®à-, mà-, and hà-, to 
which a pronominal suffix must be attached. 
All have some sort of emphatic meaning, 
different for each one. The marker ®à- is used 
to draw attention to the hearer that something 
is evident, e.g. ®àni mazrùb ‘you see, I’m busy’. 
This marker is not used with the frequency that 
is heard in Algiers, having a more restricted 
function. Like the other markers, it can precede 
any sort of complement. The marker hà- draws 
attention to the presence of the referent, e.g. 
hàni na™ki m≠àk ‘here I am, talking to you’ 
(likely to be said after the speaker has been 
blamed for not coming), or hàh ža ‘see, he has 
come’.

2.3.7.3 Verbal negation
Negation of the verb is marked, as in other 
North African dialects, by the circumfix ma-
. . .-š, e.g. ma-nifham-š ‘I do not understand’. 
Where another negative particle is present, the 
suffix should normally be omitted. The relevant 
particles are šày ‘nothing’, ™add ‘no one’, ≠umr-
i/-ik etc. ‘I/you etc. never’, wa££àhi ‘by God’, 
and ™atta, which must be followed by another 
noun and gives the meaning of ‘not a’. For 
example:

ma-nifham (™atta) šày ‘I don’t under -
 stand anything [a 
 thing]’
ma-ža (™atta) ™add ‘no one [at all] 
 came’
ma-≠umru yaqÚi min ≠andi ‘he never shops 
 at my place’
wa££àhi ma-šuftu ‘I swear I didn’t 
 see him!’
ma-mša l™atta buq≠a ‘he didn’t go 
 anywhere’
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There is a negative copula of the following 
forms: manìš ‘I am not’, makš ~ màkš ‘you are 
not’, mahùš ‘he is not’, mahìš ~ mahyàš ‘she 
is not’, manàš ‘we are not’, makumš ‘you [pl.] 
are not’, mahumš ‘they are not’. It is also used 
extensively in negation of certain tenses and 
aspects. On occasion, the unconjugated form 
muš is used instead of these forms. The regular 
copula is filled either by zero in the imperfect, 
or by the verbs k-w-n ‘to be’, ž-y ‘to come’, or 
b-d-a ‘to begin’. 

2.4 Syntax

2.4.1 Word order 
The question of what is the basic order in a ¤ 
pro-drop language such as Arabic is a difficult 
one to answer. A better way of approaching 
this question is to find out in which circum-
stances Subject-Verb or Verb-Subject order pre-
dominates. 

New topics, where definite (because of acces-
sibility or because they function as a contras-
tive topic), come before the verb, resulting in 
a Subject-Verb order, which is very common 
in conversation, e.g. lixtilàf ykùn bsì† ‘the dif-
ference is simple’, i®®àžil ma-yixta®š martu bùh 
wummu yixtà®ùhàlu ‘the man does not choose 
his wife, his parents choose her for him’. In 
each of these cases, newly activated or contras-
tive topics precede the main verbs.

However, when a topic has already been 
established, it is not normally represented lexi-
cally but sometimes can be, by way of a 
reminder, e.g. u kìf yitkallmu zàda ma-y™abbùš 
ržàl kbàr ‘and also as they speak, old men do 
not like . . .’. In this case the topic is indefinite, 
which may further encourage Verb–Subject 
order here, but such an order can also occur 
with definite topics.

In fact, it seems that it is rather the new 
or contrastive participant which precedes the 
verb, rather than the grammatical subject, e.g. 
la àna ba≠μitni ummi xà†r ummi u bàba ils sont 
divorcés ‘no, I was sent by my mother [lit. 
my mother sent me] . . . because my parents are 
divorced . . .’; bu ummi ≠umri ma-™kìt m≠àh ma-
n≠arfùš ‘as for my maternal grandfather, I never 
got to talk with him: I never knew him’.

Interrogative sentences can be formed by 
three different mechanisms, the first by using an 
interrogative pronoun or adverb, listed above. 
Yes/no questions can be marked by an initial 
yàxxi, usually in its own intonation group. 

Alternatively, the expression walla la ‘or not’ 
can be added at the end of the sentence, e.g. 
mšìtlu walla la ‘did you go to [see] him or not?’. 
A second option is to use a rising intonation 
pattern. Finally, interrogation can be expressed 
by the suffix -ši, sometimes shortened to -š 
attached to the verb or to a verb-like element, 
e.g. žìt-ši wa™dik ‘did you come alone?’, ≠andik-
ši ßarf ‘do you have any change?’.

2.4.2 Conditional sentences
Conditional clauses are introduced with (ì≈a) 
kàn, as in kàn t™abb ™àža ux®a, qulli bark ‘if 
you want something else, just tell me’. The use 
of the perfect within the clause is also common. 
Counterfactuals are introduced by lu with an 
imperfect, while the main clause starts with ®à-, 
e.g. lu klìtha ®àk lqìtha bnìna ‘if you had eaten 
it, you would have found it to be delicious!’.

3. L e x i c o n

The main source of vocabulary in Tunis Arabic 
is from the pool of Arabic itself, but there are 
many other sources as well (¤ Tunisia). Berber 
loans are evident in words such as šlàÿim 
‘moustache’, fakrùn ‘tortoise’, and ≠allùš ‘sheep’, 
among others. This last word, along with qa††ùs 
‘cat’, may ultimately have its origin in Latin, via 
Berber. Turkish loans include common words 
such as bàlak ‘perhaps’, barša ‘very, a lot’, 
and gawri ‘European’. From Spanish we have 
ßabbàt ‘shoe’, alongside many words used in 
the manufacture of the šàšiya, a brimless red 
felt cap that used to be worn by Tunisian 
men. Italian immigration was a major factor 
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, and there 
are many words from Italian, such as famìlya 
‘family’, dàkùrdu ‘okay’, and trìnu ‘train’, now 
largely being replaced by the French form trã. 

It is, however, French which has the 
most influence in the vocabulary of modern 
Tunis Arabic, with some words still showing 
evidence of French phonology, such as the 
form of the word ‘train’ above (but the uvular 
pronunciation of French /r/ is not used in 
borrowed words). Words often used today, 
without this being explained by code-switching, 
include dossier ‘file’, with vowels that cannot be 
put into the system described above, and with 
the accent on the final syllable; such words have 
not been integrated into Tunisian phonology, 
unlike older loans such as zufri ‘laborer’ (< les 
ouvriers). The longevity of some of these loans 
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is not certain: a loan from Italian avùkàtu 
‘lawyer’ is often neglected in preference for 
the Arabic form mu™àmi. There is also a lot 
of code-switching, evidenced by either a fixed 
expression, a clause, or sentence being used in 
French: obviously this is common only among 
highly educated speakers, and is not found 
among those who know no French. 

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Baccouche, Taieb. 1972. “Le phonème ‘g’ dans les 

parlers arabes citadins de Tunisie”. Revue Tunisi-
enne de Sciences Sociales 9:30/31.103–137.

Balegh, Hédi. 1993. Proverbes tunisiens: Himl al-
jamaah rish tous pour un et un pour tous. Tunis: 
Editions La Presse.

Cohen, David. 1964. Le parler arabe des juifs de 
Tunis: Textes et documents linguistiques et ethno-
graphiques. The Hague and Paris: Mouton.

——. 1970. “Les deux parlers arabes de Tunis”. 
David Cohen, Études de linguistique sémitique et 
arabe, 150–171. The Hague and Paris: Mouton.

——. 1975. Le parler arabe des juifs de Tunis. II. 
Etude linguistique. The Hague and Paris: Mouton.

Gibson, Michael L. 1998. Dialect contact in Tuni-
sian Arabic: Sociolinguistic and structural aspects. 
Ph.D. diss., University of Reading.

——. 2002. “Dialect levelling in Tunisian Arabic: 
Towards a new spoken standard”. Language con-
tact and language conflict in Arabic: Variations on 
a sociolinguistic theme, ed. Aleya Rouchdy, 24–40. 
London and New York: RoutledgeCurzon.

Jabeur, Mohamed. 1987. A sociolinguistic study in 
Rades: Tunisia. Ph.D. diss., University of  Reading.

Jourdan, J. 1956. Cours pratique d’arabe dialectal 
tunisien: Grammaire et vocabulaire, exercices, ver-
sions et thèmes. Tunis: Abela. 

Maalej, Zouhair. N.d. Passives in Modern Standard 
and Tunisian Arabic. [Available in cached form via 
Google search Maalej passive Tunisian.]

Marçais, William. 1950. “Les parlers arabes”. Initia-
tion à la Tunisie, ed. André Basset a.o., 195–219. 
Paris: Adrien-Maissonneuve.

Quitot, Michel. 2002. Parlons l’arabe tunisien: 
Langue et culture. Paris: L’ Harmattan. 

St. Exupéry, Antoine de. 1997. Le petit Prince. 
Trans. Hédi Balegh. Tunis: Maison Tunisienne de 
l’Edition.

Singer, Hans-Rudolf. 1984. Grammatik der ara-
bischen Mundart der Medina von Tunis. Berlin: 
de Gruyter.

Stumme, Hans. 1893. Tunisische Märchen und 
Gedichte: Eine Sammlung prosaischer und 
poetischer Stücke im arabischen Dialekt der Stadt 
Tunis nebst Einleitung und Übersetzung. Leipzig: 
J.C. Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung.

——. 1896. Grammatik des tunisischen Arabisch, 
nebst Glossar. Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs’sche Buch-
handlung.

Talmoudi, Fathi. 1986. A morphosemantic study of 
Romance verbs in the Arabic dialects of Tunis, 
Susa, and Sfax. Göteborg: Acta Universitatis 
Gothoburgensis.

Maik Gibson (Nairobi)

Tunisia

1. T h e  A r a b i c  l a n g u a g e

Tunisia’s Constitution, promulgated after inde-
pendence in 1956, establishes Arabic as the 
official language of Tunisia. However, what 
is meant by Arabic is not the spoken language 
but rather written Arabic. In this entry, the first 
questions to be dealt with are where this lan-
guage comes from, and when and under what 
circumstances it spread in Tunisia to the extent 
of becoming the official language.

Arabic is a Semitic language which has been 
spoken for at least three millennia by the tribes 
of the Arabian Peninsula, notably those in the 
northern regions. Although it is more related 
to the  South Semitic languages (high rate of 
gutturals, affixed verbs, internal plurals, etc.), 
it also displays common features with the  
Northwest Semitic languages (nasalized suf-
fixation of the masculine plural, internal pas-
sive, diminutive, etc.). The median geographical 
position could explain the median structural 
character, which probably makes it the nearest 
language to ancient Semitic. Its evolution, from 
a spoken language in Antiquity and the begin-
ning of the Middle Ages to written and codi-
fied Classical Arabic with the advent of Islam 
at the beginning of the 7th century C.E., then 
to a modern language since the Renaissance 
(Nah∂a) of the 19th century, has endowed it 
with vitality, coupled with an exceptional lon-
gevity (Cohen 1993; Baccouche 2001b). This 
evolution has allowed Arabic to change from 
a local interdialectal koine into a universal lan-
guage of culture with great influence all over 
the medieval world (Baccouche 2001a).

The most ancient language known on Tuni-
sian territory was Libyc, from which a number 
of Berber dialects seem to be derived. Its writ-
ten form was certainly very restricted. Among 
the ancient traces (a few hundred inscriptions), 
some are bilingual (Libyco-Punic or Libyco-
Latin). However, the ancient names of the 
country (Africa) and its population (the Ber-
bers), come from the Romans. Bilingualism 
was the keynote of the entry of the region into 
history three millennia ago, with the foun-
dation of the Carthaginian Empire (814–146 
B.C.E.) by Phoenicians coming from Tyre (Leb-
anon). Their language, a Semitic one, even 
became the official language in the Numidian 
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kingdoms and continued to be used for several 
centuries after the destruction of Carthage by 
the Romans. Latin then became the official 
language of the region, which became multilin-
gual. In fact, to the three languages mentioned 
above, Greek was added as a fourth, especially 
after the Byzantine reconquest (533–698 C.E.) 
of the region. These four languages constitute 
the linguistic substratum to Arabic, having left 
behind traces in toponymy, anthroponymy, and 
the lexicon.

Berber is the most important language, being 
the original native language before it was grad-
ually replaced by Arabic. According to the Eth-
nologue, Nafusi Berber or Chilha is still spoken 
by approximately 26,000 people on the island 
of Jerba, in isolated villages in southern Tuni-
sia, and in the villages of Tamezret and Taouj-
jout. Spoken Tunisian Arabic still contains 
words from Berber, such as suwa ‘countryside’ 
and fakrùn ‘tortoise’.

The Punic lexical heritage is not always easy 
to detect because of its relatedness with Arabic, 
except when it is attested before the Arabic 
conquest. The Greco-Roman heritage, on the 
other hand, is easier to identify, for instance in 
the names of the months from the Julian cal-
endar, e.g. ayinnàr ‘January’ < ianuarius, and 
in the loanwords fallùs ‘chick’ < pullus, qattùs 
‘cat’ < cattus, barkùs ‘ram’ < porcus ‘pork’ 
(with a shift in meaning), furka ‘fork’ < furca. 
Words like harqùs ‘beauty substance made 
basically of burned copper’, ≠atrùs ‘billy goat’, 
and ma≠danùs ‘parsley’ are derived from Greek. 
These few hundreds of lexical items inher-
ited from the linguistic substratum represent a 
small proportion of the lexicon, compared to 
subsequent borrowings (Baccouche and Skik 
1976; Février 1976; Mandouze 1976; Moscati 
1976).

On the eve of the Arab conquest, Africa 
was trilingual and even quadrilingual, if we 
take into account the strong preference of the 
learned elite for Greek. The first Arab incur-
sions started in the middle of the 7th century, 
but due to fierce resistance, it took half a 
century of wars before Carthage was finally 
captured, in 698 C.E. The introduction of Ara-
bic took place slowly but gradually, with the 
help of the Islamization of the country at the 
expense of the Christian Roman civilization. At 
first, Latin was used in the Muslim administra-

tion, as is attested by the coinage of that time. 
The Arab army corps included Persians and 
Arabs from several tribes, including the Tamìm, 
from whom the Aghlabid dynasty in Kairouan 
descended. 

For about three centuries, Arabic coexisted 
with Latin (probably in the form of a Romance 
variety), alongside Berber, in several regions, 
including the southwest. From the 11th cen-
tury, Arabic/Berber bilingualism prevailed for 
about half a millennium, with the balance 
swinging more and more in favor of Arabic. 
This was the result of the invasion of new tribes 
of Arab Bedouin, sent by the Fatimids of Cairo 
to punish their Berber vassals, the Zirids, to 
whom they had delegated power when leaving 
their Tunisian capital, Mahdia (east center of 
Tunisia), in order to conquer Egypt (W. Mar-
çais 1961a; Ph. Marçais 1975).

The historian Ibn Xaldùn (14th century) 
describes this phenomenon, focusing on the 
differences between this newer Arabic and the 
Old Arabic as described by the first grammar-
ians in the 8th century (Muqaddima 554–562). 
The Arabization of ±Ifrìqiyà, as Tunisia was 
then called, created a new situation that proved 
irreversible. Arabic/Berber bilingualism lasted 
only for a few centuries. New events and new 
human contacts changed the linguistic situation 
in the region. 

2. C o n t a c t s  w i t h  T u r k i s h  a n d 
t h e  R o m a n c e  l a n g u a g e s

Toward the end of the Middle Ages, Tunisia 
found itself at the center of events, conflicts, 
and exchanges that brought about extremely 
varied linguistic contacts, growing more intense 
from one century to the next. Among the most 
important were the Norman incursions (1148–
1160), the crusades of St. Louis (1270), the 
Reconquista in Spain, the attacks of the Ara-
gonese (1284–1325) and of the Franco-Geno-
vese (1390), the exodus of the Moriscoes, the 
fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453 and 
Granada to the Spanish in 1492, the incorpora-
tion of Tunisia into the Ottoman Empire, and 
lastly, centuries later, the establishment of the 
French Protectorate in 1881. All these conflicts 
and exchanges left their traces on the languages 
of Tunisia and the region (Abdelwahab 1970; 
Epalza 1973; Tlili 1974).
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2.1 Arabic in contact with Turkish

The Muslim empire of the Ottoman Turks 
waged a long battle against Austro-Spanish 
forces to achieve dominance in Tunisia in 1574 
C.E. Tunisia then became an Ottoman prov-
ince. Although it does not belong to the same 
language family as Arabic, Turkish was deeply 
impregnated with Arabic borrowings and used 
the Arabic script. The use of Turkish in the 
administration was more and more limited to 
relations with the Sublime Porte in Istanbul.

The army of Turkish-speaking janissaries in 
Tunisia, coming from everywhere in the empire, 
were extremely diverse ethnically. Their descen-
dants, the Kouloughlis (born from mixed and 
bilingual marriages), ended up by integrating 
into the population of the country and Arabiz-
ing with time. 

The dynasty of the Beys, who came to power 
in Tunis in 1705, kept only formal links of 
fealty with the ‘Porte’ until the French Protec-
torate in 1881. In fact, Turkish prevailed only 
in the administration and in the army. Thus, 
Arabic/Turkish bilingualism remained limited 
to the elite and the administrative and military 
staff; the majority of the population communi-
cated in dialectal Arabic. The Ottoman authori-
ties never tried to impose Turkish since they 
were a Muslim power which respected Arabic. 

The influence of the Turkish language is still 
perceptible at the lexical level, on the one hand 
in administrative and military terminology, and 
on the other hand in musical, clothing, and culi-
nary vocabulary. Borrowings from Turkish are 
found in both literary and dialectal Arabic, e.g. 
brik ‘fried crepe’, šawš ‘usher’, fistàn ‘dress’, 
kàhia ‘assistant, associate’, kešk ‘tobacco shop’, 
qišla ‘barracks’, tersàna ‘arsenal’, tàrzi ‘tailor’, 
yaÿurt ‘yogurt’. 

Some of these loanwords have become pat-
ronymics, such as Šawš, Kàhia, along with Bay 
‘bey’, Bàša ‘pasha’, Šelbi ‘graceful’, Zarqùn 
‘minium, red lead’ (Baccouche 1994; Sebag 
1989).

2.2 Arabic in contact with Romance 
languages: The lingua franca

Alongside Arabic and Turkish, some Romance 
languages were quite widely spoken in some 
towns, particularly in the ports, in the form 
of a mixture of French, Italian, and Spanish, 
together with Arabic and Turkish borrowings. 
It is this mixture, called ¤ lingua franca, which 

made communication with Europeans possible, 
as well as with all those around the Medi-
terranean, such as sailors, merchants, travel-
ers, corsairs, and migrants (Cifoletti 1989). 
Accounts of travels, memoirs, and glossaries of 
that time show the intensity of such contacts, 
which encouraged the borrowing of words 
from one language to another in the Mediter-
ranean region. The Tunisians of the coastal 
towns in particular regularly mixed with Sicil-
ians, Venetians, Genovese, Livornese, Maltese, 
Provençals, Spanish, etc., along with Turks and 
citizens of all races from the Ottoman Empire. 

It is not always easy to sort out the various 
linguistic influences that resulted. Tunisian Ara-
bic has integrated hundreds of loanwords going 
back to this period, e.g. babùr ‘steamboat’, 
bastùn ‘piston’, bìntu ‘twenty [francs]’, blaj 
‘bolt’, dmàn ‘rudder’, dùru ‘five [francs]’, fàška 
‘flask’, fiš†a ‘festival’, jurnà†a ‘daily wages’, 
jùrni ‘day’, karrì†a ‘cart’, karrùsa ‘coach’, lìra 
‘lira’, markànti ‘merchant; rich’, qardàš ‘card’, 
qarnì† ‘octopus’, qmajja ‘shirt’, sbà†a ‘spatula’, 
silùn ‘silo’, šqaf ‘skiff ’, šqàla ‘a big terracotta 
plate’, etc.

Some loanwords probably entered Tuni-
sian Arabic through the Moriscoes who were 
driven from Spain. The extraordinary ethno-
linguistic diversity of the populations whose 
paths crossed in Tunisia at that time is also 
reflected by the great variety of foreign patro-
nymics, which are still current: Anglìz ‘English’, 
Arnaùt (from Arnont in Albania), Burtugìz 
‘Portuguese’, Bušnàq (Bosnian), Dingizli (from 
Karadanize in the Black Sea), Fransìs ‘French’, 
Gallàti (from Galata in Constantinople), Jin-
wìz ‘Genoese’, Maltìz ‘Maltese’, Nabulitàn 
‘Neapolitan’, Rodesli (from Rhodes), Sbanyùl 
‘Spanish’, Zmerli (from Smyrna in Turkey), 
Blànku (< Spanish blanco ‘white’), Brìma 
(< Italian prima), Balasìra (< Italian bella sera), 
Senyùr (< Italian signore, Spanish señor), Krìstu 
(< Cristo ‘Christ’), Lùngu (< Italian longo), 
Nìgru (< Spanish negro ‘black’), etc.

Even toponyms still show some traces of 
this mixing of races, e.g. Cap Blanc, Cap Ser-
rat, Porto-Farina, Tunnara, Zambra, Zam-
bretta (Baccouche 1994; Institut Supérieur des 
Langues 2000).

2.3 Arabic and Spanish

The temporary occupation by the Spanish 
(1535–1574) of some sites on the Tunisian 
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coast (Tunis, Mahdia, and Jerba) had no tan-
gible impact compared to that of migratory 
movements from Spain to Tunisia following the 
Reconquista (from 12th to 16th century) and 
the general deportation of tens of thousands of 
Muslims and Jews from Spain at the beginning 
of the 17th century. 

Most of these ‘Moriscoes’ settled in the 
northeast and in Tunis, giving Spanish names 
to whole districts: Murkàd < mercado, Bìga 
< vega, Bàrdu < Prado. Whole towns were 
planned for them (no fewer than twenty). Pat-
ronymics are still reminiscent of their origin: 
Blànko, Bonatìru, Burìga, Katalàn, Màlqi, 
Merrìšku, Mnàra, Mnakbi, Nìgru, Qabàdu, 
Sànšu, etc.

Most of the Moriscoes spoke Aragonese, 
Castilian, or Catalan. Having already lost their 
Arabic, some continued using their Spanish 
dialect until the 18th century. The Moriscoes 
introduced their science, trades, crafts, and 
agricultural techniques, as well as their lexicon; 
a notable example was their manufacture of 
the šàšiya ‘red cap’. They also introduced the 
hindi ‘prickly pear’, the variety of figs called 
gùti ‘Gothic’, and several varieties of citrus fruit 
(Epalza 1973; Baccouche 1994).

3. A r a b i c  i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h 
I t a l i a n  a n d  F r e n c h

The above-mentioned contacts were spread 
over many centuries. Those with Turkish and 
Spanish stabilized, whereas contacts with Ital-
ian and then French developed in a dramatic 
way. 

3.1 The impact of Italian

In the 19th century, the Italian colony became 
the most important one through the growth of 
immigration, notably of Sicilians. To the seven 
thousand Italians resident in 1870, about eleven 
hundred Livornese Jews were added, most of 
whom settled in a district in Tunis which is still 
called Grana. In spite of the establishment of 
the French Protectorate (1881), they were still a 
large majority among the Europeans half a cen-
tury later, in all sectors of the economy except 
public service. The Italian colony had its own 
newspaper, theater, and hospital, nine schools 
in Tunis, four banks, a Chamber of Commerce, 
and control over four of the five cinemas. The 
Dante Alighieri Society taught Italian. 

This dynamic colony was close to the Tuni-
sian people. Hence, hundreds of Italian words 
entered Tunisian Arabic. Among Italian loan-
words which are still current are bagno > bànu 
‘bath’, batteria > batrìyya ‘battery’, birra > 
bìrra ‘beer’, blusa > blùza ‘blouse’, buono > 
bùnu ‘good’, cambiale > kimbyàl ‘bill of 
exchange’, cantina > kantìna ‘basement, cellar’, 
casseruola > kasarùna ‘casserole’, cioccolata > 
šuklà†a ‘chocolate’, crema > krìma ‘cream’, 
cucina > kujìna ‘kitchen’, dozzina > tuzzìna 
‘dozen’, fabbrica > fabrìka ‘factory’, falso > 
fàlsu ‘false’, farina > farìna ‘flour’, fattura > 
fatùra ‘invoice’, maccheroni > makarùna ‘mac-
aroni’, macchina > makìna ‘machine’, marca > 
màrka ‘brand’, molla > mùlla ‘spring, coil’, 
pacco > bàku ‘package’, prova > brùfa ‘test, 
rehearsal’, ricotta > rigùta ‘ricotta cheese’, sala > 
sàla ‘hall’, sigaro > sigàru ‘cigar’, tonnellata > 
†urnà†a ‘ton’, veste > fìsta ‘vest’, etc. (Bac-
couche 1994).

At this stage, it may be said that the borrow-
ings from Italian and the above-mentioned lan-
guages into Tunisian Arabic constitute a closed 
and integrated set. The similarities of Italian 
borrowings to Spanish ones certainly facilitated 
their integration. 

3.2 The impact of French

Through the process of colonization, French 
soon became the official language of adminis-
tration and public education. After 1881, apart 
from traditional scholars, all Tunisians who 
went to school became bilingual. Borrowings 
from French entered Arabic by the hundreds, 
whether literary or dialectal, and this is true 
of all fields of activity. The status of French, a 
foreign language that was at first imposed and 
suffered as an official language, did not change 
with the end of the protectorate in 1956.

Because of its importance in asserting iden-
tity, Arabic was used as a means of resis-
tance to the occupation, and the Arabization 
of public life constituted a recurrent political 
claim. The new state of independent Tunisia, 
however, maintained the status of French as 
a foreign language to fulfill a strategic choice 
of maintaining links with the French-speak-
ing world (Francophonie). Arabization then 
became the watchword for the Opposition, 
first the Arab nationalists, then the Islamic fun-
damentalists. However, the policy of Arabic-
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French bilingualism in its broad outlines has 
been maintained up to now (Ganiage 1959; 
Grandguillaume 1983).

4. T h e  p r e s e n t - d a y  l i n g u i s t i c 
s i t u a t i o n

4.1 Bilingualism at the present time

Arabic-French bilingualism is still perceived 
today as an impediment to Arabization, which 
some advocate for political and religious rea-
sons. The political aspects of bilingualism are 
considered an alienating factor by them, while 
others see in it an avenue to modernity and 
development. 

This bilingualism is nowadays practiced in 
the following manner. Arabic may be the only 
language used at the level of basic education, 
but for secondary and higher education French 
remains the language in the so-called exact sci-
ences, in medicine, and in some fields of law and 
the social sciences (Garmadi 1968; Grandguil-
laume 1983). This is reflected in the choice of 
the language for scientific publications (theses, 
dissertations, articles in specialized reviews). 
However, Arabic, which began to be used in 
academic research in the 1970s, now accounts 
for more than a third of the publications in law 
and the political sciences and for two-thirds in 
human and social sciences, that is to say about 
half the papers in the journals of all these disci-
plines together (Baccouche 1998). 

The progress of Arabization at the university 
level is echoed in the administration, where it 
is encouraged and even recommended by the 
authorities. But in the economic sector, Ara-
bic is still used in a limited way. It is rare, for 
example, to have checks made out in Arabic, 
although they are bilingual (Baccouche 2001a). 
While appearing to be complementary in some 
cases, French and Arabic are rather in a situa-
tion of dynamic competition, with French fairly 
stable in some fields and in decline in others 
(Institut Supérieur des Langues 2000). This 
evolution is also noticeable in daily spoken use, 
in which social bilingualism is still current. The 
most notable features of this bilingualism are:

i.  The widespread use of French among those 
who have carried on their studies in French 
or those who belong to well-off and edu-
cated urban circles.

ii. The use on the part of many bilinguals of 

a hybrid dialect lacking homogeneity, a 
dialect which employs code-mixing of Ara-
bic statements containing many borrow-
ings from French or French expressions, or 
even French statements containing Arabic 
expressions ( Jamoussi 1984; Daoud 2001). 
However, the form observed more and more 
among the younger generations who master 
neither French nor Arabic is a spoken dialect 
in which the use of French words does not 
necessarily suggest that their direct Arabic 
counterparts are lacking (lexical or inciden-
tal gaps). These loanwords often undergo 
Arabic inflection. Verbs, in particular, are 
submitted to the same processes of deriva-
tion and conjugation (the amalgamation 
of an Arabic morphological pattern and a 
French lexical root, e.g. patiner > ypatìni 
(p-t-n) ‘to skate’, doublage > dablaj (d-b-l-j) 
‘lining’, etc. 

iii. The practice of integrating French loan-
words is a sign of decreasing mastery of 
French, in spite of its predominance at the 
university. This development does not go 
hand in hand with a better command of 
Standard Arabic, which, in turn, is very 
much influenced by the Tunisian dialect.

4.2 Diglossia at the present time

Tunisian dialectal Arabic presents phonologi-
cal as well as lexical regional variants which, 
though important, do not usually hinder mutual 
comprehension. The Tunisian Linguistic Atlas, 
soon to be published, will map this phenom-
enon (Baccouche and Mejri 2000). Some of 
the varieties have practically disappeared, for 
example the Maltese variety, or the Arabic of 
Tunisian Jews, who also had an Arabic lit-
erature written in Hebrew characters (Cohen 
1964–1975). 

Like Classical Arabic, Tunisian Standard 
Arabic makes use of 28 consonantal phonemes 
and 6 vocalic ones. But some phonemes have 
lost their ancient features (notably /q/, /†/, /j/, 
/∂/). /∂/ is no longer distinguishable from /Ú/. /g/ 
has been introduced because of its occurrence 
in Bedouin dialects and loanwords. 

In morphology, the main differences are 
found on the level of syllabic and vocalic struc-
tures of nominal as well as the verbal patterns. 
The syllabic system of dialectal Arabic has 
become more flexible and consequently more 
permeable to borrowings. 
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In syntax, spoken Arabic no longer has a 
declensional system, due to the loss of the 
inflectional endings. 

Tunisian dialectal Arabic shares with Mod-
ern Standard Arabic much of the lexicon, but 
it differs from it due to its heritage and its 
various contacts. Standard and spoken Arabic 
in Tunisia constitute two related but different 
systems. They tend, however, to complete each 
other, to get reciprocally enriched thanks to 
literacy and to the media, and to function as 
two levels of the same language. This interrela-
tionship favors the emergence of intermediary 
or mixed registers, which could be perceived as 
a continuum. 

Because it is not systematically codified 
and does not have a well-established written 
tradition, Tunisian dialectal Arabic remains 
essentially an oral language (Marçais 1961b; 
Baccouche 1994, 1998).

5. C o n c l u s i o n

Of the ancient languages mentioned above, 
what remains today in Tunisia are just more or 
less clearly identifiable traces in diverse forms. 
Only French competes today with Arabic, nota-
bly at the level of higher education. In spite 
of its privileged status as a foreign language, 
English does not represent any threat to French, 
whose importance is decreasing only to the 
benefit of Arabic.

Modern Standard Arabic usage in Tunisia 
is evolving under the influence of both French 
and Tunisian spoken Arabic, and also of some 
varieties of Arabic conveyed by the media from 
other Arab states, in particular the Middle East, 
where the impact of English is more obvious. 

Arabization is steadily progressing in spite of 
the absence of any planning, but the affiliation 
with the French-speaking world (Francophonie) 
is no longer explicitly assumed nor politically 
claimed. However, the future of Arabization at 
the university will probably govern the future 
of the present bilingualism. 

Finally, the growing complementarity and 
permeability between Modern Standard Arabic 
and the spoken dialect is a common feature 
in most Arab countries, interacting mutually, 
thanks to the media and to social mobility. This 
process may lead to the birth of a new modern 
Arabic koine which is dynamic and open to 
foreign languages, and which integrates Tunisia 

as well as the other Arab countries into a larger 
linguistic and cultural area that may justifiably 
be called the Arab world.
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Turkey

In Turkey, as in all Muslim countries, Arabic 
is a language of religion. However, it is also 
a minority language traditionally spoken by 
communities along the eastern section of the 
Mediterranean coast and along the southern 
border shared with Syria and Iraq. The pres-
ence of Arabic in Turkey is reasonably secure 
as the population is almost entirely Muslim 
(98.8%; Courbage and Fargues 1997:115), but 
Turkey is officially a secular state, and the 
implicit association of Arabic with conserva-
tive Islam colors the status of Classical Arabic 
in Turkey. As a minority language in Turkey, 
the status of Arabic is largely determined by 
attitudes and policies relating to all minority 
languages, ¤ Kurdish being a more visible 
example. The  Arabic-speaking community is 
also notably diverse in terms of its speakers’ 
dialect, religion, and socioeconomic status. This 
is one reason why Arabic’s status as a minority 

language is not offset by its status as a religious 
language.

1. B a c k g r o u n d

The Turkish Republic emerged from the col-
lapse of the ¤ Ottoman Empire and its sub-
sequent division by the European Allies at the 
close of the First World War. The Ottoman 
Empire was notably tolerant of other languages 
existing alongside the administrative language, 
Ottoman Turkish, although those languages 
were not used for official purposes. By contrast, 
the Turkish Republic, founded in 1923, has 
pursued an active policy of homogenization 
through the construction of a single ethnic and 
linguistic identity.

The principles on which the republic was 
founded have, from the beginning, had an 
impact on the status of Arabic, both as a minor-
ity language and as a language of religion. There 
are even parallels in the treatment of Arabic 
borrowings into Ottoman Turkish. The found-
ing principles (as in the 1931 party program) 
were republicanism (that there be no monar-
chy); secularism (that religion be removed from 
public life and, ironically, that the state con-
trol religious institutions); nationalism (that a 
national identity be created); populism (that the 
interests of the whole nation come before those 
of any group or class); statism (that the state be 
preeminent in the economic field); and revolu-
tionism/reformism (that the nation modernize; 
Zürcher 1993:189–190).

For the Turkish language (Do‘ançay-Aktuna 
1995:226–227, drawing on König 1987:261), 
these principles correspondingly translated into:

i.  Turkish being established as the new official 
language;

ii. Arabic and Persian borrowings (grammati-
cal and lexical) being expunged and the 
Arabo-Persian script being abandoned;

 iii. The Turkish language being used to unify 
the heterogeneous population, along with 
‘language authentification and purifica-
tion efforts’ (including ii, with replace-
ment borrowings taken from other Turkic 
 languages);

iv. Erosion of the divide between the language 
of the Ottoman literary elite and that of the 
masses;

v.  Establishment of the Turkish Language 
Society (Türk Dil Kurumu, TDK) to imple-
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ment much of the language policy relating 
to Turkish; and

vi. Development of the new terms needed by a 
Westernizing nation.

The principle of secularism led to the banning 
of Arabic and Persian in primary and second-
ary schools (Do‘ançay-Aktuna 1998:26), while 
the principles of nationalism and populism led 
to the promotion of a monoethnic Turkish 
identity at the expense of the republic’s diverse 
minorities.

2. A r a b i c  a s  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f 
I s l a m

The fortunes of Arabic as the language of reli-
gion have been largely determined by the State’s 
treatment of Islam and Islamists, most notably 
in the sphere of religious education. Atatürk’s 
reforms of the education system were a key 
component in the secularization of the country 
(Winter 1984:186). Locally run medreses were 
closed down and replaced by state-controlled 
imam-hatip schools for the training of prayer 
leaders and preachers. The curriculum of these 
schools focused on secular subjects; religious 
subjects were secondary, and Arabic was not 
even taught (Winter 1984:188). Consequently, 
the schools did not flourish and were closed in 
1931 (Winter 1984:188). The following year 
the directorate of religious affairs required that 
the ezan ‘call to prayer’ be recited in Turk-
ish rather than Arabic (Lewis 1999:46). The 
Arabic ezan was restored in the 1950s (Progler 
1998, par. 4). The imam-hatip schools were 
reopened in 1951 with a more appropriate 
format, including Arabic lessons, and became 
very successful (Winter 1984:188). In fact, the 
semiautonomous schools became so success-
ful that in 1997 compulsory education in the 
secular school system was extended to eight 
years to curb their influence on young Turk-
ish citizens. The imam-hatip schools are the 
most widespread source of Arabic education. In 
the academic year 2001/2002, approximately 
73,700 students were enrolled in these schools 
(including distance education; Republic of Tur-
key, Ministry of National Education 2002). 
However, the level of achievement attained 
can be quite limited, sometimes not exceeding 
the ability to read out prayers or follow along, 
with comprehension not being seen as crucial. 

Information on tertiary-level students studying 
Arabic for religious or other reasons is difficult 
to find (as Uzuno‘lu 2003, notes).

In other domains, Arabic is visible in Turkey. 
Prayers in Arabic script may decorate a home 
or a vehicle, but occupants need not necessarily 
understand them. In some cases, prayers are 
transliterated into Roman script, particularly 
Bismillah/irrahmanirrahim ‘in the name of God/
the most gracious the most merciful’. Similarly, 
during a religious festival such as Ramadan, the 
month of fasting, a religious television channel 
may broadcast the ninety-nine names of God in 
Roman script. As comprehension is generally 
limited, sermons in the mosque are given in 
Turkish, while standard prayers are in Arabic. 
To most Turkish citizens, Arabic and Ottoman 
Turkish are indistinguishable. Calligraphy from 
both languages may be copied, particularly to 
decorate souvenirs for the tourist market.

3. A r a b i c  a s  a  m i n o r i t y 
 l a n g u a g e

The Turkish language was a key component 
in unifying the heterogenous population of the 
republic. This was facilitated by the removal 
of the two most notable non-Muslim minori-
ties of the Ottoman Empire, the Greeks and 
the Armenians, by the end of 1923 (Zürcher 
1993:189–190; Pope and Pope 1997:350).

For those linguistic minorities that remained, 
the cultural climate in the republic was inhospi-
table. Just as Arabic and Persian were removed 
from the curriculum, Kurdish schools were also 
closed down (Blau and Suleiman 1996:158). 
The treatment of linguistic minorities in the 
Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic can 
be gauged by comparing the Treaty of Sèvres 
(1920, between the Ottoman Empire and the 
European Allies) and the Treaty of Lausanne 
(1923, between the Turkish Republic and the 
Allies). The Treaty of Sèvres assured “racial, 
religious or linguistic minorities . . . [of

  ] the right 
to use their own language” as well as the 
right to set up institutions including schools 
(Art. 147). However, with the founding of the 
republic, the Treaty of Sèvres was superseded 
by the Treaty of Lausanne (1923). Although 
the provisions regarding language were taken 
largely verbatim from the earlier treaty, the 
above rights were provided only for non- 
Muslim minorities. Thus, the majority of Arabic 
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speakers, being officially Muslim (see below), 
were not afforded protection of their linguistic 
rights, whereas the small Christian and Jewish 
minority of Arabic speakers ostensibly were. 
Greek, Armenian, and Judeo-Spanish schools 
in Turkey remain under these provisions, but 
there are no comparable Arabic schools.

In 1934, Turkish surnames became compul-
sory. While this reform was primarily designed 
to Europeanize the Turks, it also served to 
‘Turkify’ the linguistic minorities. It was often 
done unsympathetically, as some families were 
assigned Turkish surnames with no regard 
for existing Arabic surnames (Smith/Kocamah-
hul 2004). According to anecdote, Arabic was 
banned in Hatay by the local judiciary. It was 
not unheard of for authorities, such as teach-
ers, to assault someone who disregarded the 
ban, even if the individual was unable to speak 
another language.

Official intolerance of minority languages 
peaked following the 1980 coup. In 1982, 
the military government revised the Constitu-
tion and, in its irrevocable general principles, 
enshrined the notion of the monolingual Turk-
ish state (Art. 3: “The Turkish State, with its 
territory and nation, is an indivisible entity. Its 
language is Turkish”). Furthermore, the new 
Constitution prohibited languages other than 
Turkish being taught as a mother tongue (Art. 
42.9). Thus, Arabic could be taught as a foreign 
language but not as a mother tongue, not even 
to those for whom it was the latter.

This prohibition was reinforced a year later 
when legislation deemed Turkish to be the 
mother tongue of all Turkish citizens (Rumpf 
1989:82). The use of languages other than 
Turkish was banned in a range of situations, 
including private conversations on a public 
street (Rumpf 1989:82). The law was repealed 
in 1991.

More recently, the outlook for minority lan-
guages has improved as Turkey tries to meet 
the ‘Copenhagen criteria’ for entry into the 
European Union. Numerous reforms have been 
introduced, particularly ones aimed at permit-
ting broadcasting and education in Kurdish. As 
the climate for Kurdish language maintenance 
improves, smaller linguistic groups are likely to 
be more inclined to attempt language mainte-
nance efforts for themselves (Smith/Kocamah-
hul 2001:47).

In Turkey, more regard is given to religious 
divisions than to ethnolinguistic ones, and this 
is also reflected in official statistics. Thus, it 
is difficult to know the number of Arabic 
speakers. The last census to include infor-
mation on language use was in 1965 (Metz 
1995: Linguistic and ethnic groups, par. 1), 
at which time mother tongue speakers of Ara-
bic numbered 1.2 percent of the population 
(approximately 365,000; Dewdney 1971:88). 
Arabic was the third-ranked mother tongue 
after Turkish (90.1%) and Kurdish (7.1%; 
Dewdney 1971:88). The greatest concentra-
tion of speakers was in the province of Hatay, 
where, according to Dewdney (1971:88), they 
numbered 36 percent of the population. Dün-
dar (1999), on the other hand, using the same 
census results, calculates Arabic speakers as 
only 29 percent of Hatay’s Arabic speakers. 
However, Dündar lists Arabic as a Muslim 
minority language, which may account for the 
discrepancy (see below). The rest were in the 
then provinces of Adana, Urfa, Mardin, and 
Siirt (Dewdney 1971:89 for a map). Dündar 
(1999) calculates the total number of Arabic 
speakers in the 1965 census (mother tongue 
and second language) as 1.7 percent of the 
republic’s population (mother tongue 365,340; 
second language 169,724).

More recent figures can only be estimates. 
Grimes estimates 400,000 speakers of North-
ern Mesopotamian Arabic in the Mardin and 
Siirt provinces (predominantly Kurdish areas) 
and 500,000 speakers of North Levantine Ara-
bic (Grimes 1996:792, 776). Procházka (2003) 
additionally estimates 150,000 speakers of Bed-
ouin dialect in the Urfa region.

Ya‘mur (2001:414) amalgamates Andrews’ 
(1989) figures for Arabs as an ethnic group 
(569,058) as a way of assessing the number 
of Arabic speakers. However, it is inadvis-
able to equate the two: the term ‘Arab’ can be 
used pejoratively in Turkey (Arıkan a.o., n.d.), 
even by one Arabic speaker to another. Thus, 
some Arabic speakers will deny being ethnically 
Arab. This, in turn, throws some doubt on 
reported language use because, as with Kurdish 
(Hassanpour 1992:135), reports of language 
use may vary according to the degree of politi-
cal pressure at the time of survey. Addition-
ally, speakers of languages other than Turkish 
may claim Turkish as their first language and 
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their other language as their second language 
(Andrews 1989:53). Interviewees who claim 
Arabic as a second language (approximately 
360,000 in the 1965 census) may be Sunni 
Arab (as Andrews 1989:148 assumes); alter-
natively, they may include Turks who have 
studied Classical Arabic or Arabic as a for-
eign language. In the southeast, this may also 
include Kurds (Dündar 1999) and Süryanis 
(Neo-Aramaic-speaking Christians), who speak 
local Arabic dialects in addition to their own 
minority languages (Dündar 1999:216 reports 
4,283 Kurdish/Arabic speakers).

Importantly, the population of Arabic speak-
ers in Turkey is heterogeneous. There are 
three broad dialect groups: North Mesopo-
tamian (Qëltu), North Levantine (Syro-Leba-
nese; Grimes 1996), and Bedouin (Andrews 
1989:211; Arnold 1995; Procházka 1999:116). 
Furthermore, the speakers come from four 
 different religious groups: Sunni Muslim, Alevi 
(Alawite) Muslim, Christian (Greek Orthodox 
and Catholic), and Jewish. One should note 
that some Alevi reject the label ‘Muslim’; Ara-
bic-speaking Alevi are also known in the litera-
ture as Nusairis. In the ÷çel, Adana, and Hatay 
provinces, the majority of the Arabic-speaking 
population are Alevi (Andrews 1989:214, 209; 
Procházka 1999:115), while in the southeast, 
Sunni Muslims are in the majority (Andrews 
1989:214, 209). The three broad dialect divi-
sions also have finer divisions according to geo-
graphical location and religion (Arnold 2002; 
Smith/Kocamahhul 2004).

Interestingly, Arabic is the religious language 
not only for the two Muslim communities but 
also for Arab Orthodox Christians. Andrews 
(1989:211) also mentions a Uniate Catholic 
liturgy in Arabic for Hatay and elsewhere, 
but this is no longer evident in the two main 
cities (Antioch and ÷çkenderun). As in Turkey 
generally, endogamy is the norm. Intermarriage 
with members of different ethnicity but the 
same religion is considered preferable to inter-
marriage with Arabic speakers of a different 
religion. Notwithstanding this, intermarriage 
between Christians and Alevis is reasonably 
common in Hatay.

There is also a wide range in socioeconomic 
background. Across Turkey, many Arabic 
speakers live a peasant lifestyle in rural vil-
lages, but other occupations are also associated 
with certain groups. In Hatay’s urban centers, 

for example, members of the Christian com-
munity are strongly represented in the gold 
trade, while the Jewish community is associ-
ated with clothing retail (Arnold 2002). In 
Cilicia, while most are farmers, Arabic speak-
ers in towns may also be unskilled workers, 
craftsmen (Procházka 1999:117), fishermen, or 
clerks (Andrews 1989:154). Others are seasonal 
workers from Hatay (Andrews 1989:152). 
With increasing urbanization, still others are 
university  graduates.

Contact between Arabic speakers from differ-
ent provinces is limited. The sedentary and Bed-
ouin dialects are not mutually intelligible, even 
in areas such as Hatay where members of the 
two dialect groups come into contact. Arnold 
(2002) notes that Bedouin may have command 
of a sedentary dialect, although the reverse 
is unheard of. If an Arabic speaker cannot 
infer that a stranger speaks Arabic,  Turkish is 
used by default (Procházka 1999:120). Because 
Arabic speakers may deny being Arab, even 
when asked explicitly, this further limits poten-
tial contact with Arabic speakers outside one’s 
immediate area.

Almost all Arabic speakers are illiterate in 
Arabic, unless they have learned Modern Stan-
dard Arabic or Classical Arabic for religious 
purposes. Usually, this only applies to men 
in leadership positions. Some learn Modern 
Standard Arabic in order to study in an Arabic-
speaking country. This is mandatory for Arab 
Orthodox men training to become priests, as 
such training is unavailable in Turkey.

4. A r a b i c  a n d  l a n g u a g e 
 c o n t a c t  i n  T u r k e y

Research on language contact between Arabic 
and other languages in Turkey is scant with the 
exception of the effect of Arabic in the ¤ Otto-
man Empire. Yet, the Turkish Language Reform 
(literally the ‘language revolution’, dil devrimi) 
significantly reduced the influence of Arabic on 
Turkish without eliminating it entirely.

There is little research on language contact 
in Turkey between Arabic and languages other 
than Turkish. Arnold (1995:7; 2000:348, 351) 
alludes to contact with Aramaic. In Kurdish-
speaking areas, Arabic comes third in status 
after Turkish and Kurdish (Lahdo 2003), and 
there are some instances where Kurdish words 
have been borrowed into Arabic dialects (Pro -
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cházka 2003). Similarly, one dialect may influ-
ence another. In Hatay, for example, the dialects 
of smaller groups (for example the Bedouin, 
village, and Jewish dialects) show evidence 
of contact with the larger dialects (notably 
the city Alevi dialect) in the pronunciation 
of certain phonemes (e.g. /q/ pronounced as 
postvelar /k/ by villagers coming to the city; 
Arnold 2002).

The influence of Turkish on Arabic (¤ Turk-
ish loanwords) is evident in contact phenomena 
such as borrowing (Lahdo 2003; Procházka 
2002), code-switching (Arnold 2002; Pro-
cházka 2002; Smith/Kocamahhul 2004), and 
language shift (Lahdo 2003; Procházka 1999; 
Smith/Kocamahhul 2004).

Borrowing from Turkish has occurred on the 
phonological, lexical, and syntactic levels. Pho-
nemes such as /j/ (Smith/Kocamahhul 2004), 
/∑/, /g/, and /p/ (Nevo 1999:67; Procházka 
2002) were borrowed from Turkish. Similarly,  
word-final consonants are devoiced (Lahdo 
2003; Procházka 2002). Lexical borrowing of 
Turkish words into Arabic has continued from 
Ottoman times; ‘recent’ borrowings relate to 
technology, administration (Arnold 2000:359), 
everyday items (food, clothes, etc.), and medi-
cine (Procházka 2002). Additionally, some 
Turkish borrowings from Arabic were bor-
rowed back into Arabic dialects with a meaning 
modified by the Turkish meaning (Procházka 
2002; Lahdo 2003). For example, misafir in 
Turkish means ‘guest’, and this is the meaning 
of msàfir in Cilician Arabic rather than ‘trav-
eler’ as in Standard Arabic (Procházka 2000). 
Calquing (word-by-word translation) also 
occurs and may include lexical borrowing, for 
example telefon açmak ‘telephone open [infini-
tive]’ = ‘to telephone’ > fata™ telefòn (Procházka 
2002). There is also evidence of syntactic influ-
ence in word order and in the use of pronouns 
for emphasis (Procházka 2002).

Code-switching between Turkish and Ara-
bic also occurs. Both individual words and 
more complex words and phrases from one 
language may be used in a discourse largely in 
the other language (Arnold 2002; Procházka 
2002; Smith/Kocamahhul 2004). For example: 
bi-l-±aÿin ma-™i††-illu pak maya, ma-™i††-illu 
eritiyorum bi-l-qada™ . . . “into the dough, I put 
Pak yeast into it, I put it into it, I dissolve it in 
the glass . . .” (Procházka 2002; Arabic in italic, 
Turkish in bold). Conversely, Arabic words and 

phrases may also occur in a discourse that is 
largely in Turkish (Smith/Kocamahhul 2004), 
for example: benim bir. aa bir adam vardı. 
ismo. H— Y—. boyu iki metre. M—’tan daha 
böyle uzun. bir ayakları var çu kadar ‘I had a 
aa- a man [i.e. a friend] . his name. H—Y—. his 
size two metres. taller than M—like this. he has 
feet this big’.

5. L a n g u a g e  s h i f t

While Arabic coexisted with Ottoman Turkish 
for centuries, the Republican policies outlined 
above have contributed to a decline in the 
amount of Arabic spoken in certain domains 
and a proportional decline in the numbers 
speaking it (Lahdo 2003; Procházka 2002; 
Smith/Kocamahhul 2004). However, not only 
an explicit policy on minority languages has 
led to Arabic’s decline. The political structure 
and administration of Turkey is strongly cen-
tralized, hence, there is always a Turkish pres-
ence in Arabic-speaking areas. Additionally, 
 particularly in Hatay, the low cost of living 
has led to an influx of monolingual Turkish 
students to the local university, while local stu-
dents leave Hatay to study at more prestigious 
universities. Furthermore, despite its proximity 
to Syria, Arabic is not available as a foreign lan-
guage at the local university, therefore, students 
leave Hatay to study Arabic language and lit-
erature elsewhere. Emigration for educational 
purposes is common to all Arabic-speaking 
areas. Similarly, for young men, compulsory 
military service necessitates the use of Turkish. 
Also, many internal refugees migrated to the 
main cities due to the conflict in southeastern 
Turkey. This furthers the general urbanization 
of the Arabic-speaking population, thus deplet-
ing the population in Arabic-speaking areas.

State policies (and their implementation) not 
only affect the transmission of Arabic to the 
younger generations; they also reflect and rein-
force negative attitudes about minorities, and 
Arabs in particular. In the 1940s, a popular 
schoolboys’ rhyme exhorted the speakers of 
Arabic, Persian, and French to return to their 
respective lands (Lewis 1999:24–25).

Due to such pressures against minority 
languages, younger generations of the Ara-
bic-speaking communities, mirroring a more 
general trend, are increasingly using Turkish as 
their mother tongue (Lahdo 2003; Procházka 
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2002; Smith/Kocamahhul 2004). There is also 
evidence of ‘leveling’, that is shift from one 
dialect to another, supposedly more presti-
gious, variety (Arnold 2000:365). The extent 
of the shift from Arabic to Turkish is so great, 
however, that the effects of leveling are minor 
by comparison. In other cases, communities 
have moved out of Turkey altogether, to Syria 
(Lahdo 2000:61) and Israel (Nevo 1999:66).

Broadly, the language shift can be seen in 
the domains in which Arabic is not used or 
is no longer used. Arabic has always played 
a minimal role in education, government, and 
the media. Now, it is used less in the domains 
of business and friendship, and Turkish is even 
being used in the family and neighborhood 
domains (Procházka 1999:120). In the Ortho-
dox Christian community in Antioch, Turkish 
is even encroaching into the religious domain: 
separate services in Turkish are held for the 
congregation’s youth.

It is clear to the external observer that 
language shift is underway. This fact is also 
 generally evident to community members. 
When members of the Arabic-speaking commu-
nity in Antioch were explicitly asked whether 
Arabic was declining, the vast majority (84%) 
said it was (Smith/Kocamahhul 2004). When 
asked which language they used with mem-
bers of their family, only 5 percent claimed to 
use Arabic with all their relatives irrespective 
of the generation (Smith/Kocamahhul 2004). 
When asked why Arabic is declining, however, 
the lack of Arabic in schools was the only 
external factor widely blamed for the decline 
in Arabic (50% of respondents). In addition 
to this, many respondents claimed that older 
community members do not teach the language 
(47%), while others said younger community 
members do not want to learn it (29%; Smith/
Kocamahhul 2004). In fact, these three causes 
are interconnected. Parents report being told by 
teachers to speak Turkish with their children, 
as speaking Arabic is assumed to adversely 
affect acquisition of Turkish. Likewise, children 
discover that Arabic is not acceptable at school 
and then refuse to speak it at home. While it 
is theoretically possible for children to learn 
Arabic in an imam-hatip school, this is only 
appropriate for Sunni students, as the theology 
taught is incompatible with Alevi, Christian, or 
Jewish belief.

Language shift is, therefore, a crucial issue for 
Arabic in Turkey: although research has docu-
mented some of the dialects, there is a grave 
risk that many of the Arabic dialects in Turkey 
will disappear without such documentation.
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Turkish

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Since the beginning of the Islamization of the 
Turks more than one millennium ago, Arabic 
loanwords have formed an important layer in 
the lexicon of the Turkish language. Only a 
certain part of the Arabic layer in the Turkish 
lexicon is the result of direct language contact; 
more important is the Arabic component which 
entered the Turkish lexical stock through Per-
sian. For many centuries, nearly every Arabic 
lexeme, with the exception of finite verbs, could 
be used in a Turkish text as a learned or poetic 
expression. In the last decades of the ¤ Otto-
man Empire, a vast number of pseudo-Arabic 
words were created by Turkish scientists to 
substitute for European terminology. Together 
with Arabic lexical elements, several features of 
Arabic morphology and – to a lesser extent – 
syntax made their entrance into the Turkish 
language. Even the elimination of thousands of 
Arabic loanwords during the Turkish Language 
Reform in the course of the 20th century left 
traces, such as loan-translations and imitations, 
in the Turkish lexical stock.

Because Arabic loanwords are easily discern-
ible in the Turkish lexicon, they have been the 
topic of several serious studies for more than 
one hundred years (Tietze 1990:113–114). Bitt-
ner (1900) is still impressive and full of inter-
esting prelinguistic thoughts, while some other 
contributions are repetitive to a certain degree. 
Many new insights and data result from the 
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outstanding research of Andreas Tietze (1914–
2004). Few writers from the Turkish Republic 
have made any contribution to this field since, 
in the context of the predominant official lin-
guistic nationalism, Arabic loans have been 
regarded as suspicious elements of the past. 
Despite interesting results, this field of research 
is dominated by traditional etymological and 
philological methods and still lacks significant 
contributions with a linguistic approach.

Turkish differs typologically from Arabic in 
certain aspects. While Arabic is a root-inflect-
ing language with gender, dual forms, and 
dozens of irregular plural patterns, Turkish 
is agglutinative, has no gender, and only one 
regular pattern of plural formation without 
dual. Whereas Arabic has three qualities of 
vowel phonemes and a length distinction, Turk-
ish possesses eight short vowel phonemes and 
exhibits vowel harmony. The system of Arabic 
consonants displays several features (emphatics 
and pharyngeals) that have no counterpart in 
the Turkish system. Other Turkish typological 
features, like a left-branching clause and sen-
tence structure (in contrast to the right-branch-
ing structure of Arabic), are less important in 
this context.

2. O t t o m a n  T u r k i s h

Since Turkic-speaking tribes were Islamized 
before the conquest of Anatolia in the late 11th 
century, it does not come as a surprise that 
Arabic loanwords can also be found in early 
Turkic literary sources from Central Asia. The 
first Turkish texts from Anatolia clearly predate 
the Ottoman principality which emerged at 
the beginning of the 14th century in western 
Anatolia (Kerslake 1998:179). While Persian 
was the language of the Seljuk court in Konya, 
Turkish was established more and more as an 
official language in the small independent Ana-
tolian principalities. In this context of Persian 
cultural dominance, a great many Arabic loan-
words were introduced together with Persian 
loans into the still unsettled variants of Ana-
tolian Turkish (Prokosch 1983:342). Ottoman 
Turkish in its classical form emerged in the 
late 15th century. Since that time, thousands 
of learned Arabic expressions were established 
in the Turkish language, through, for exam-
ple, the madrasa system of higher education. 
While the rate of Persian loans remains on 

the same level, we see an increase of Arabic 
words, especially in written formal discourse 
(Römer 1981:101; Kirchner 1996:153–154). 
The dominance of Arabo-Persian terminology, 
the increasing replacement of Turkish words by 
stylish words from the more prestigious Islamic 
languages, especially Arabic, and the adoption 
of several aspects of Arabic nominal inflec-
tion, together with some Persian techniques of 
nominal syntax, led to a highly artificial jargon 
in written (and, to a certain degree, in spoken) 
discourse of the educated classes. In the course 
of the Europeanization of Ottoman society 
in the last decades of the 19th century, the 
resulting diglossic situation was criticized by 
intellectuals. Yet, even in the last years of the 
Ottoman Empire, Turkish equivalents for new 
European (scientific) concepts were formed by 
Turkish scholars on the core of the Arabic lexi-
cal fund (Tietze 1958:257). Through Ottoman 
Turkish, Arabic loans entered several languages 
of the Balkans, e.g. Albanian and Bulgarian (¤ 

Slavonic languages). Despite the fact that the 
Arabic heartlands were under Ottoman rule 
for centuries, only a few ¤ Turkish loanwords 
made their way to Arabic (Procházka 2005).

The principle of historical graphic representa-
tion of loanwords from the prestigious Islamic 
languages in Ottoman texts, some peculiarities 
of the Arabic script, and the fact that vocaliza-
tion was rarely used complicate research on the 
phonological adaptation of Arabic loanwords 
in different layers of language history. Impor-
tant sources for a phonetic reconstruction are 
the so-called transcription texts, documents in 
Latin script mostly intended for the practi-
cal use of foreigners in the Ottoman Empire, 
which may give us an impression of the real 
pronunciation in Ottoman times (cf. Hazai 
1973). Arabic mu≠àmala ‘treatment’, for exam-
ple, is transcribed in various texts as muamele, 
mamele, müamele, muàmele, etc. (Stachowski 
1975–1986:II, 116). Over the centuries, a codi-
fied system of pronunciation was developed 
for learned Arabic loanwords. In this system, 
still in use in the modern language, the Turk-
ish distinction of front and back vowels was 
employed to indicate several phonemic distinc-
tions of Arabic consonants (Tietze 1992:353).

Since a great deal of the Arabic loans in 
Ottoman Turkish were pan-Islamic interna-
tionalisms and learned expressions, restricted 
to formal written discourse, it is not surprising 
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that semantic change occurs less often than in 
other cases of language contact. Widespread 
semantic change is attested in early Arabic 
loanwords via Persian intermediation. Arabic 
ixtiyàr ‘choice, selection’ has gained in Otto-
man Turkish the more frequent meaning of 
‘old man, chief’, while the primary meaning is 
restricted to some contexts. Arabic loanwords 
have entered basic concepts of the language, 
like pronouns and designations of colors. Otto-
man Turkish beyà√ ‘white’ < Arabic bayà∂ 
covers all concrete meanings, while the original 
Turkish lexeme ak ‘white’ was more and more 
reduced to abstract meanings and place-names. 
In the 19th century, calques of new European 
concepts were created on the core of Arabic 
material (Röhrborn 2003:26–29): taxtelbahir 
‘submarine’ (Lewis 1999:109; cf. Standard Ara-
bic ÿawwàßa ‘id.’).

The root structure of Arabic loans and the 
semantic interrelation between derivations from 
one root was to a certain degree discernible for 
educated Turks not only because of their adher-
ence to the rules of Arabic orthography but also 
because of their sheer number, e.g. su±àl ‘ques-
tion’, mes±ele ‘problem’, mes±ùl ‘responsible’ 
(less evident in modern Turkish: sual, mesele, 
mesul). The same goes for patterns having a 
certain function, e.g. fa≠≠àl: jellàd ‘hangman’, 
qassàb ‘butcher’, ™ammàl ‘carrier’ (this rela-
tionship is also less obvious in the modern lan-
guage: cellât, kasap, hamal; Tietze 2002:127). 
The distinction between noun and adjective, 
not deeply rooted in the structure of Turkish, 
was strengthened by the suffixlike Arabic nisba 
in hundreds of loans: dìnì ‘religious’, medenì 
‘civilized’. Arabic gender marking was partly 
discernible for speakers of Ottoman Turk-
ish (mu≠allim ‘teacher’ vs. mu≠allime ‘woman 
teacher’). In i√àfet constructions following the 
Persian model, even the Arabic rules of gender 
agreement were adhered to more strictly than in 
some Persian texts: devlet-i ≠àlìye-yi ≠osmànìye 
‘the sublime Ottoman government’ (Bittner 
1900:46–49). Some Arabic feminine loanwords 
in Ottoman Turkish show the ending -at/-et 
(early loans via Persian, dissyllabic words, like 
jennet ‘paradise’, several abstract nouns), while 
others have -a/-e (qal≠e ‘castle’). In the refined 
styles of written Ottoman Turkish Arabic, bro-
ken plurals are preferred to singular forms, 
with the Turkish suffix -lar/-ler: vüzerà± instead 

of vezìrler ‘ministers’. Sometimes even Persian 
loans are pluralized analogous to Arabic plural 
patterns: šehir < Persian ‘city’, pl. šuhùr. The 
use of the regular plural of Arabic masculine 
nouns is restricted to the designation of public 
groups: ™avàriyùn ‘apostles’; regular feminine 
plurals are widespread, sometimes in singular 
meaning: edebìyàt ‘literature’. Double marking 
with Arabic and Turkish plurals is a phenom-
enon that dates back to Ottoman times: tüjjàr 
(Arabic pl. of tàjir) ‘merchant’ > tüjjàrlar ‘mer-
chants’ (Battersby 1966:110). Dual nouns or 
noun phrases are for the most part lexicalized, 
showing agreement even in number: ™aremeyn-i 
mu™teremeyn ‘the sacred territories of Mekka 
and Medine’ (Bu‘day 1999:72). Some (com-
pound) Arabic morphemes, like -iyya, were 
extensively used in Ottoman word formation 
on Arabic roots as quasi-suffixes: muvaffaqıyet 
‘success’ < muvaffaq ‘successful’ (Toparlı 
1985:170). Arabic case endings are sometimes 
preserved, for instance in coined expressions 
(müšàrün ±ileyh ‘the aforementioned’) and in 
adverbial forms (nisbeten ‘relatively’). Verbal 
concepts are derived from Arabic nominal 
forms using the typical agglutinative techniques 
of Turkish (šübhe ‘suspicion’ > šübhelenmek 
‘to suspect’), more often in phraseological 
constructions with auxiliary verbs: muqàbele 
‘confronting’ > muqàbele et- ‘to confront’ (cf. 
Persian muqàbala kardan). Finite verbs are very 
seldom borrowed from Arabic; a considerable 
number of them can be found in nominal-
ized constructions with the verbal negation là 
(Bittner 1900:73): là-yenkesir ‘unbreakable’.

The Arabic influence on Ottoman Turkish 
syntax is much more limited than the Per-
sian influence. Even in an Ottoman Turkish 
interlinear translation of the Qur±àn, only a 
few syntactic structures show Arabic interfer-
ence (Kirchner 2005). Several postpositions of 
Arabic origin were integrated into the Turk-
ish system and are used in several construc-
tions involving adverbial clauses. Evvel ‘before’ 
(< ±awwal) and others are still used together 
with Turkish converbs in order to express a 
temporal relationship: gelmedin evvel . . . ‘before 
(s)he came . . .’. The conjunction ve (< wa) and 
others were firmly established on the phrasal 
and clausal level of spoken and written Otto-
man Turkish (Ivanov 1973:51–52). In elaborate 
style, Arabic verbal nouns behaved like verbs in 
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taking complements as if an auxiliary had been 
present: milleti [acc.] i™yà i∑ün ‘in order to 
revive the state’ (Kerslake 1998:201).

The fact that Persian and Arabic culture, 
especially literature with all its genres, was the 
overall model for the Ottoman Turks facilitated 
the acceptance of loanwords from these lan-
guages. Ottoman poetry was based on Arabic 
and Persian meters that did not fit into Turkish 
syllable structure and the system of eight short 
vowels. Thus, many Arabic loanwords were 
used in Ottoman poetry to fill gaps. When, 
for example, the sequence short syllable/long 
syllable (. –) was needed, nebì¡ ‘wine’ fit better 
into the scheme than the original Turkish word 
süci. In the artistic ±inšà± prose, Arabic and 
Persian words, expressions, and patterns were 
used wherever possible regardless of whether 
there was a Turkish expression for the concept. 
The concept ‘to walk (on foot)’, which can 
be expressed in Turkish as yaya(n) yürümek, 
would be rendered in such a text as ràjilen mešy 
etmek (Bittner 1900:27). It is not surprising 
that titles of books and headings of chapters 
were preferably entirely Arabic or Persian in 
such a context.

In the classical period of written Ottoman 
Turkish, Arabic loanwords outnumbered the 
native elements in the language by far. How-
ever, most of the Arabic loans were nominal 
expressions integrated into an (open) subsys-
tem of loanwords from prestigious Oriental 
languages dominated by Persian rules for the 
formation of noun phrases. Even though for a 
long time loanwords from Arabic and Persian 
formed more than 80 percent of the vocabu-
lary, Ottoman Turkish never was a ‘mixed 
language’. The basic grammatical relations and 
the verbal core remained Turkish. This was the 
point of departure for far-reaching changes and 
reforms in the course of the 20th century.

3. M o d e r n  T u r k i s h

The development of Ottoman Turkish educated 
and written styles based on a huge number of 
Arabic and Persian elements did not exert much 
influence on the language spoken by the unedu-
cated masses in rural districts. The resulting 
diglossia was not felt to be a problem until the 
second half of the 19th century, when Turkish 
intellectuals and officials, influenced by West-
ern concepts of equality, unity of the nation, 

and participation of the people in the political 
process, began to understand that the linguistic 
situation in the empire could form an obstacle 
to reforms in society. As a result of the found-
ing of an ‘ethnically homogeneous’ and secular 
Turkish Republic after the dissolution of the 
multiethnic Islamic Ottoman Empire, linguistic 
nationalism began to dominate the discussion 
of the language issue. Radical purists, who 
wanted to substitute all foreign, especially Ara-
bic and Persian, elements in the language, had 
the upper hand, while ‘simplifiers’, who mainly 
wanted to reduce unnecessary grammatical ele-
ments (e.g. Arabic broken plurals), exercised 
less influence. The process of purification of 
the Turkish language was speeded up after the 
transition to Latin script in 1928. As a result 
of this, the percentage of Arabic loanwords in 
educated written discourse was reduced heav-
ily. After establishing a multiparty system, lan-
guage policy led to severe disputes in Turkish 
society. Especially in the 1970s, a diglossic situ-
ation in written styles began to develop anew 
as social democrats and leftists tried to avoid 
loanwords from Oriental languages wherever 
possible while the conservatives insisted on the 
use of traditional expressions. After the coup 
d’état of 1980, the military government and 
most of the elected successors supported a more 
conservative attitude toward language reform 
(Brendemoen 1990; Lewis 1999).

Arabic loanwords still form an inevitable 
lexical stock in all Turkish styles, especially 
in the spheres of law, religion, education, etc. 
Despite all efforts in purification, words like 
kitap ‘book’, kütüphane (Arabic pl. kutub + 
Persian xàna ‘house’) ‘library’, mektup ‘letter’, 
all based on the Arabic root k-t-b, are without 
Turkish equivalents. Some Arabic loanwords 
are still in use but semantically restricted: Otto-
man Turkish ≠amelìyàt ‘the deeds of a man, 
practical performances’ (Redhouse 1890:1321) 
means ‘surgical operation’ in modern Turk-
ish (New Redhouse 1996:56 ameliyat). Many 
‘pure Turkish’ neologisms were inspired by the 
semantics of the respective Arabic terms: devre 
‘period, cycle’ < dawra was replaced by dönem, 
a derivation from the Turkish verb dön- ‘to turn 
around’ (cf. dàra ‘to turn around’; Röhrborn 
2003:119). Sometimes, even Arabic word fields 
were transferred into Turkish: soru ‘question’ 
(from sor- ‘to ask’) instead of su±àl ‘question’ 
(both with s-anlaut followed by a labial vowel!; 
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cf. sa±ala ‘to ask’), mes±ele ‘problem’ ⇒ sorun, 
mes±ùlìyet ‘responsibility’ ⇒ sorumluluk.

The new Turkish Latin script, which was 
successfully introduced in 1928, was phonetic 
as well as phonemic in character. As a rule, 
Arabic loanwords were written in accordance 
with their educated pronunciation (Steuerwald 
1964 is the best introduction to related prob-
lems). The complete loss of Arabic and Persian 
orthographic traditions and distinctions, which 
had been preserved in the Ottoman Turkish 
writing system, was welcomed by the reformers 
as an act of liberation. The relation between 
the phonetic structure of Arabic loanwords 
in Turkish and their original pronunciation is 
too complex to be treated in this framework 
in detail (brief introduction in Lewis 1975:1–
24; Deny 1921:79–88). Generally, Arabic long 
vowels are preserved with respect to their qual-
ity, but only partially with respect to their 
quantity (Prokosch 1981:91). In open, stressed 
syllables, Arabic length is more likely to be 
preserved (Prokosch 1983:345): cevap ‘answer’ 
(< jawàb); ceva:bı ‘his answer’. Secondary 
length in Arabic loanwords is a result of the 
loss of consonants, especially ±: te:sir ‘effect’ (< 
ta±μìr). Arabic short vowels split up according 
to certain features of the surrounding conso-
nants that trigger front or back vowels (Proko-
sch 1981), so that with adjacent ≠, ∂, ÿ, x, [™], 
q, ÿ, †, Ú, the following changes take place: 
a > a, e; i > ı, i; u > u, ü (o, ö); some exam-
ples: kutup ‘pole’ (< qu†b); kütüphane ‘library’ 
(< kutub ‘books’); saf ‘row’ (< ßaff  ); sefer ‘voy-
age’ (< safar). As a surrounding consonant, 
≠ causes further deviations (Bouvat 1903:318), 
for example: i > a: açk ‘love’ (< ≠išq). Turkish 
does not possess diphthongs, thus, Arabic diph-
thongs in loanwords are analyzed as a sequence 
of vowel + consonant: tevhid ‘unification’ 
(< taw™ìd). Not unlike the situation in Persian, 
many phonemic oppositions in the system of 
Arabic consonants are lost when Arabic words 
are borrowed into Turkish. Several distinction 
are lost without traces (μ vs. s > s), while oth-
ers are recoverable through the front or back 
quality of the surrounding vowels (q vs. k > 

k). Some marginal Turkish phonemes, like f 
and h, were reinforced as a result of Arabic 
loanwords. Geminated Arabic consonants are 
not preserved in auslaut position and tend to be 
simplified between vowels: kere ‘time’ (< karra; 
Toparlı 1985:165). Vowel harmony as an 

overall principle of Turkish phonetics gener-
ally does not operate on Arabic loanwords, 
müzakere ‘negotiation’ (< mu≈àkara) having 
front and back vowels. Exceptions are a result 
of popular pronunciation: mümkün ‘possible’ 
(< mumkin). Some Arabic loanwords with a 
back vowel in the last syllable take front-vowel 
suffixes, but the underlying rules and tendencies 
have not yet been sufficiently described (Pro-
kosch 1996:38–39): sıhhat ‘health’ ⇒ sıhhati 
‘his health’ (< ßi™™a). Neither Arabic nor Turkish 
allows consonant clusters in anlaut position, 
but in auslaut position the situation is quite 
different. Here, most of the Arabic clusters are 
broken up by high epenthetic vowels in the 
process of adaptation: keçif ‘discovery’ (< kašf), 
but keçfi ‘his discovery’.

Even if the Arabic nisba ending is of minor 
importance in modern Turkish, it is still made 
visible as -î in order to make a distinction 
between dinî ‘religious’ and dini (din + posses-
sive suffix) ‘his religion’. The explicit distinction 
between nouns and adjectives once imported 
from Arabic and Persian is now reproduced 
with the neologistic suffix –(s)al/-(s)el: dinsel 
‘religious’. Gender marking has lost importance 
in Arabic loans: müdür (< mudìr) ‘director’ 
is nowadays also used for women, replacing 
the feminine form müdire. Surviving broken 
plurals are now lexicalized: ahbap < ±a™bàb 
‘friend’ (Arabic pl. of ™abìb). Many other Ara-
bic morphological elements are still identifiable 
etymologically, but they no longer have any 
function: ender ‘very rare’ is the elative of nadir 
‘rare’. Since there are fewer than five lexemes of 
this type left in living Turkish, this relationship 
cannot form a paradigm, not even in a nonpro-
ductive sense.

The few Turkish syntactic structures influ-
enced by Arabic patterns were not in the focus 
of linguistic purists. An exception was the 
Arabic coordinative conjunction ve, whose use 
was suppressed in Turkish schools. Some writ-
ers tried to avoid its use completely, employing 
several Turkish syntactic devices instead, for 
example converbs (Johanson 1992:265–269). 
In some cases, one observes a functional dif-
ferentiation between synonymous elements of 
Arabic (lâzım ‘necessary’) and Turkish origin 
(gerek ‘id.’) in specific modal constructions 
(Ersen 2001:173).

Direct Arabic Turkish language contact 
is still an important factor in southeastern 
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Anatolia (¤ Turkey). Turkish generally is the 
dominant language and exercises considerable 
influence on the Arabic dialects of the region. 
But there are also many lexical elements bor-
rowed from Arabic dialects into Turkish dia-
lects (Eren 1960). Unlike Arabic elements in the 
standard language, there are a large variety of 
forms. Arabic šatl ‘seedling plant’, for example, 
is found throughout Anatolia as çetil, çitil, sitil, 
çetil, çitil (Tietze 1958:285; Eren 1999:390). 
Dialectal kada ‘fate’ (< qa∂à±) is supposed to be 
a Syrian Arabic loanword, whereas kaza ‘id.’ 
in the standard language represents Ottoman 
Turkish literary tradition (Tietze 1958:312). 
Several popular Turkish forms of Arabic loan-
words are now used in the standard language: 
mutfak ‘kitchen’ (< ma†bax).

Arabic loanwords still form an important 
part of the Turkish lexicon, but they no longer 
constitute the lexical core of the educated lan-
guage as part of an independent and open sub-
system. Mainly as a consequence of alphabet 
reform, the internal lexical structure of bor-
rowed Arabic lexemes is concealed. It depends 
on the further development in Turkish society 
and politics whether Arabic loanwords will 
take their historical place between other foreign 
components in the lexicon, such as French, Per-
sian, or Greek elements, or whether they will 
recover some of the lost domains.
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Mark Kirchner (Giessen)

Turkish Loanwords

1. H i s t o r y  o f  c o n t a c t s

Close contacts between the Arabs and speakers 
of Turkic languages go back to the first half 
of the 9th century, when the Abbasid caliphs 
began recruiting Turks from Central Asia as 
Praetorian guards. Although some of these mer-
cenaries – for instance ±A™mad ibn ¢ùlùn and 
his successors – were even de facto rulers of 
Egypt (868–905), their language left hardly any 
traces in Arabic. The same is true of such later 
Turkish dynasties as the Ikhshidids and Seljuks. 
However, during the rule of the Mamluks in 
general (13th–16th centuries), and of the Ba™rì 
Mamluks (whose sultans were Kipchak Turks) 
in particular, at least the Arabic of Egypt was 
significantly influenced by a Turkic language. 
Nevertheless, the vast majority of Turkish loans 
in both written and colloquial Arabic date from 
the time of the ¤ Ottoman Empire, which 
for about four hundred years dominated a 
large part of the Arab world. The influence 
of the Turkish language during that time even 
reached regions not under direct control of the 

Ottomans, such as Oman and Morocco. The 
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire after the 
First World War brought to an abrupt end Ara-
bic/Turkish language contacts in most of the 
former provinces of the empire and resulted in 
a relatively rapid decrease in the use of Turkish 
words in all registers of Arabic. The remaining 
small number of Turkish-speaking minorities in 
Syria, and the so-called Turkmens of Iraq, have 
played only a limited regional role for the fur-
ther transmission of Turkish loans into Arabic. 
The only exception to this general tendency are 
the Arabic minorities within the boundaries of 
present-day ¤ Turkey. Because of the strong 
impact of Turkish in the educational system 
and the media, the dialects of these Arabic 
speakers are still influenced by Turkish not 
only in vocabulary but also to some degree in 
morphology and syntax (for the situation in 
Cilician Arabic, see Procházka 2002:184–203).

In the following sections, the region is always 
specified for dialectal words; examples taken 
from Modern Written Arabic are not explicitly 
indicated as such. Although Ottoman was the 
origin of nearly all Turkish loans into Arabic, 
the Turkish etyma – unless otherwise indicated 
– are cited in modern Turkish orthography and 
phonological form to enable the reader to find 
them in Turkish dictionaries. The term ‘Turkish 
loan’ is used in the sense that Ottoman Turkish 
was the transmitter of the words in question, 
whether these words were originally Turkish or 
borrowed by Turkish from another language.

2. W a y s  a n d  p e r i o d s  o f 
b o r r o w i n g

The unavailability of historical dictionaries of 
Arabic, together with our limited knowledge 
of Kipchak Turkish, makes it sometimes dif-
ficult to distinguish Mamluk from (especially 
earlier) Ottoman loans. The Turkic language 
of the Mamluk upper class influenced personal 
names and official titles, as in the names Aq 
Sunqur (< aq sonqur ‘white falcon’) and Tìmùr 
Buÿà (< timur boÿa ‘iron bull’). However, the 
extent to which other words entered Arabic 
during the Mamluk period, and which of them 
have survived, has not yet been investigated. A 
pre-Mamluk origin is in fact claimed for dab-
bùs < topuz ‘mace; globular knob’ (see Ateç 
1966:30) and for xàzùq < *xazuq (modern: 
kazık) ‘pale, stake; pile’ (the Egyptian ±aza± 
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< qazaq < qazıq ‘telegraph poles’ is clearly a 
later borrowing reflecting the Ottoman form 
of the same word). Likely Mamluk loans are 
buqša < boq∑a (modern bohça) ‘bundle’, and 
xàšùga/xàšù±a < *xašuq (modern kaçık) ‘spoon’, 
the latter used in Iraqi and Syrian dialects (see 
Procházka 2004).

On the basis of the semantics and the pho-
nological shape of the loanwords, it can be 
assumed that the bulk of Ottoman-Turkish 
loans found their way into Arabic during the 
18th and 19th centuries. The three most impor-
tant routes of transmission of Turkish loans 
were through official written Ottoman as the 
administrative language of the empire; through 
the standardized Ottoman Turkish spoken by 
the military class, government officials, and 
probably traders; and through vernacular Turk-
ish in those areas with a denser Turkish popula-
tion (for direct loans from Turkish dialects, see 
Procházka 2004).

Except for the technical terms of Ottoman 
civil and military bureaucracy, most Turkish 
words found their way into written Arabic and 
(for obvious reasons) especially into Arabic 
dialects, due to direct contacts, that is, through 
oral rather than literary borrowing. In many 
instances, the spelling of the Turkish loans in 
Arabic do not precisely follow the orthography 
of Ottoman, and clear cases of spelling pronun-
ciations are rare (cf. Procházka 2004).

Because a remarkably large proportion of 
the Ottoman lexicon consisted of foreign ele-
ments, Arabic also picked up a number of 
non-Turkish lexemes from Ottoman, including 
words not only from Persian, Greek, and Sla-
vonic but also from French and Italian. West-
ern words entered Arabic through Ottoman 
because, until the 19th century, Turkish was 
the main language for the transmission of West-
ern ideas and culture into the Arab world (for 
the special case of reborrowed Arabic words, 
see Sec. 6, below). Although it is not always 
possible to separate direct loans from these 
other languages into Arabic from those which 
entered Arabic indirectly via Turkish, in many 
cases a Turkish transmission can be detected 
because of phonological (e.g. restricted use of 
geminated consonants in colloquial Turkish) or 
semantic adaptations these words underwent 
in Turkish.

Of Persian origin are, for instance, xumbara 
‘small jar’ > Ottoman kumbara ‘bombshell’ 

> qunbula ‘bomb, grenade’; ∑àdor-šab > çarçaf 
> šaršaf ‘bedsheet’. Ultimately Greek is sèma-
doúra > çamandıra > šamandùra ‘buoy’; Italian 
(see Behnstedt 1996, esp. 64–65) is represented 
by timone > dümen > dùmàn ‘rudder, helm’ and 
caciocavallo > kaçkaval > qašqawàn ‘a kind of 
cheese’. French in origin is capote ‘soldier’s 
coat’ > kaput ‘soldier’s coat; condom’ > Egypt 
kabbùt ‘condom’. From (South) Slavonic is the 
toponym an-Nimsà ‘Austria’ < Nemçe ‘German 
speakers, Austrians’ < niemce ‘German’.

3. P h o n o l o g y  o f  T u r k i s h 
l o a n s

In most cases, Ottoman Turkish words in Ara-
bic have undergone phonological changes in 
order to substitute sounds not known to Arabic 
and to adapt the loans to common morpho-
logical patterns. Although some sound changes 
appear quite regularly, on the whole there are 
no phonetic rules for them since there are so 
many exceptions and no conformity in sound 
changes among the different dialects. There-
fore, the following sketch should not be taken 
to be a complete description of all possible 
sound shifts. Turkish consonants, of which 
only six, ∑, g, p, v, ñ, ž (the latter two play no 
role for the loans), are unknown to Standard 
Arabic, were generally much less affected by 
changes than the nine vowel phonemes.

In both written Arabic and most Arabic dia-
lects, Turkish ç [t∑] usually has become š, e.g. 
çanta > šan†a ‘suitcase’, çuval > šuwàl ‘sack’; 
Tunis bıçkı > bëšqi ‘mincing knife’. Sometimes, 
however, and especially in final position, it is 
j, e.g. saç > ßàj ‘thin sheet iron’. The sound 
∑ is maintained in the Iraqi dialects, which have 
a phoneme ∑ (< k), and in the Anatolian and 
North Syrian dialects, which, doubtless because 
both regions had the earliest and most direct 
contacts with the Ottomans, adopted this new 
phoneme under the influence of Turkish (and 
Kurdish). Examples are: Iraq suç > ßù∑ ‘blame, 
fault’, alçak > al∑aÿ ‘rotten, low-down’; Ana-
tolia bekçi > bak∑i ‘guard’; and Syria çay > ∑ày 
‘tea’, çöl > ∑òl ‘steppe’ (for the occurrence of ∑ 
in Syria, see Behnstedt 1997, maps 18–30).

The sound g is generally reflected as ÿ if fol-
lowed by a back vowel (e.g. damga > damÿa 
‘stamp, hallmark’), but as k if followed by a 
front vowel (e.g. sergi > sarkì ‘bill of exchange’). 
The j in jumruk < gümrük ‘customs’ (ultimately 
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< Latin commercium) is probably a spelling 
pronunciation from the Egyptian use of the let-
ter jìm for g. In dialects which already possess 
the phoneme g (e.g. Egypt, Yemen, and Bedouin 
dialects), the Turkish g remains unchanged. 
The same is true for the Anatolian and numer-
ous Syrian dialects, in which the large number 
of Turkish loans have led to the adoption of 
a marginal phoneme g, e.g. Anatolia gëmlëke 
< gömlek ‘shirt’.

The voiceless p nearly always becomes b, e.g. 
paça > bàšà ‘pasha’; Iraq tepsi > tabsi ‘tray’; 
Syria top > †òb ‘cannon’; Tunisia sepet > sbät 
‘basket’. The labiodental v is either reflected 
as w (e.g. çavdar > jawdàr ‘rye’) or, especially 
in initial position, as b (e.g. vapur > bàbùr 
‘steamship’).

The Turkish ‘ (in Ottoman, pronounced ÿ 
in the vicinity of back consonants) normally 
appears as ÿ, e.g. ba‘a > bàÿa ‘celluloid’, but 
sometimes as k, e.g. in ı‘dıç (modern i‘diç) > 
kadìš ‘cart horse, nag’ (probably via dialectal 
gdìš). Ottoman q is sometimes reflected as k, 
as in bakraç > bakraš ‘kettle’. The shift q > x, 
however, might be indicative of an older loan 
(see above, xàzùq).

Quite frequent, but with regional variations, 
is the velarization of d, t, z, s in the vicinity 
of back vowels, e.g. Egypt oda > ±ò∂a ‘room’; 
written Arabic tava > †awwàya ‘frying pan’, 
boza > bùΩa ‘a beerlike beverage’, and sa‘ > ßàÿ 
‘right, proper’. Metathesis of consonants is also 
sometimes found, e.g. zincir > jinzìr ‘chain’; 
Syria baçlamak > ballaš ‘to begin’, and çapkın 
‘good-for-nothing’ > šaqban ‘to twaddle’.

In the dialects, Turkish consonants are often 
affected by the same sound shifts as the corre-
sponding Old Arabic consonants. Thus, Turk-
ish c [dÀ] appears as g in Egypt, but as ž in parts 
of Syria and the Maghreb. Ottoman q is usually 
reflected as ± in those urban dialects where Old 
Arabic q has become a glottal stop, e.g. qazma 
> Cairo ±azma ‘pickax’, Jerusalem qıçla > ±išle 
‘barrack’.

The treatment of the nine different Ottoman 
Turkish vowels is not homogeneous, neither in 
written Arabic nor in the dialects. The follow-
ing very rough rules have countless exceptions: 
a, ä > a, à; e, i, ı > i, ì; o, ö, u, ü > u, ù. Many 
vowel changes, though, are clearly the result of 
the tendency to reshape Turkish words in Ara-
bic patterns. This is often true for nouns and 
always the case for verbs. Examples are baçlık 

> bašnùqa ‘kerchief’, çizme > jazma ‘boots’, 
fiçek > fašak ‘cartridges’. The dialects usually 
also treat the vowels of loanwords according to 
their own phonetic rules: unstressed short vow-
els (especially i, u, ë) in open syllables are often 
elided, e.g. Syria konak > qnàq ‘halting place’, 
Tunisia börek > brìk ‘a kind of fried pastry’.

Initial Turkish a is sometimes preceded by 
≠, e.g. araba > ≠araba ‘carriage, wagon’. Sev-
eral loanwords differ from the vocalization of 
modern Turkish since they reflect older Otto-
man, e.g. duÿrı (modern do‘ru) > duÿri ‘strait’ 
(in, e.g., Palestine, Egypt), and vergü (modern 
vergi) > Palestine wèrko ‘real estate tax’.

4. M o r p h o l o g y  o f  T u r k i s h 
l o a n s

Many Turkish loans, nouns as well as verbs, 
have been integrated into Arabic by adapting 
them to Arabic patterns. Borrowed nouns are 
usually masculine unless they end in -a and are 
therefore regarded as feminine, e.g. çevirme > 
šàwirma ‘charcoal-broiled mutton’; tencere > 
†anjara ‘casserole’. The construct form of these 
feminine nouns is regularly used, e.g. çorba > 
šurba ‘soup’, šurbat ≠adas ‘lentil soup’; Syria 
oda > ±ò∂a ‘room’, ±ò∂et sëfra ‘dining room’. 
Adjectives, however, are often invariable for 
gender, e.g. sade > sàda ‘simple, plain’; Syria 
çürük > ∑ërok ‘rotten’; Iraq yasak > yaßaÿ ‘ille-
gal’; but Syria zengin > zangìn, fem. zangìne 
‘rich’. As the number of borrowed adjectives is 
relatively small, elative forms are rare and seem 
to exist only in the dialects, e.g. Palestine ašlab 
‘prettier’ < šalabi < çelebi.

Collective nouns such as fiçek > fašak ‘car-
tridges’ or Syria bürüncük > brënjok ‘fine crêpe’ 
form a nomen unitatis according to the usual 
rules, i.e. fašaka, brënjke. The most frequent 
form of pluralization is the suffix -àt (or -w/
yàt), e.g. kıskaç > qußàj, qußàjàt ‘pliers’, paça 
> bàšà, bàšàwàt ‘pasha’. Nouns whose singular 
is in an Arabic pattern, however, often exhibit 
internal plural forms, e.g. balta > bal†a, bula† 
‘ax’; kemer > kamar, ±akmàr ‘belt’; parmak 
> barmaq, baràmiq ‘spike’; tabur > †àbùr, 
†awàbìr ‘queue’.

Verbs are usually regarded as a more inten-
sive integration of foreign words into a lan-
guage than nouns. In both written and dialectal 
Arabic, all verbs of Turkish origin have been 
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altered to Arabic patterns for the sake of inflec-
tion. Many of these verbs were not directly bor-
rowed from Turkish verbs but derived rather 
from Turkish nouns already integrated into 
Arabic. At least in written Arabic, the number 
of verbs derived from Turkish is not large; 
examples are baßama ‘to print’ < baßma < 
basma ‘print’, jamraka ‘to take toll’ < jumruk 
< gümrük ‘customs’, farraša ‘to brush’ < furša 
< fırça ‘brush’, dawzana ‘to tune’ < dùzàn < 
düzen ‘tune’. In most dialects, the number of 
verbs going back to Turkish is much larger. For 
Syria, Halasi-Kun (1969:29, 82–84) reports 75 
verbs, e.g. Syria yasak ‘forbidden’ > yassaq ‘to 
forbid’; Iraq çizmek > ∑azz ‘to mark over’; Egypt 
kılavuz ‘screw-tap’ > ±alwaΩ ‘to screw down’.

Turkish derivational suffixes have usually 
been borrowed as a unit with the root word and 
thus are found in all layers of Arabic. In some 
dialects (Iraq, Syria, Egypt), a few very frequent 
Turkish suffixes have become productive and 
are used to a limited extent with Arabic words 
in combinations unknown to Turkish. The best 
survey on this topic is Masliyah (1996), who 
covers the Iraqi dialects; for written Arabic, see 
the lists in Gülensoy (1975:129–133). By far 
the most common suffix is -ci, which is used 
for professions and (in Arabic, almost exclu-
sively negative) characterizations. Halasi-Kun 
(1969:68–70) provides a list of about one hun-
dred words for the Syrian dialects; for Egypt, 
see the explanations, including a long list, in 
Prokosch (1983a:70–73). Examples are boyacı > 
bùyaji ‘house painter, shoeshine’, hurdacı > 
xurdaji ‘dealer in miscellaneous smallwares’; 
Iraq bàysikil∑i ‘bicycle seller’, ≠arag∑i ‘drunkard 
[i.e. addicted to arrack]’; Syria batakçı > ba†aqji 
‘swindler, gangster’; Egypt makwagi ‘laundry-
man’. In addition to the relational suffix -li (e.g. 
Syria Mardilli ‘a person from Mardin’) and the 
suffix -siz, added to nouns to form adjectives 
meaning ‘without’ (e.g. Iraq šarafsizz ‘without 
honor’), there also appears -lik, e.g. tozluk > 
†ùzluq ‘gaiters’. In Iraq, the latter suffix is, in a 
pleonastic combination with the Arabic ending 
-iyya, used to form abstract nouns, e.g. zmàl 
‘donkey’ > zmàllëÿiyya ‘stupidity’.

Elements of Ottoman compound nouns, 
either of Turkish or Persian origin, have also 
been borrowed into Arabic, e.g. -xàne ‘house’, 
-dàr ‘carrier of’. The noun baç ‘head, chief of’ 
is particularly frequent in newly created combi-
nations in Arabic, for instance Syria bàš-argëlži 

‘senior waiter responsible for the hookah’; 
Algeria bàš-kë≈≈àb ‘big liar’.

5. L e x i c a l  i m p o r t a n c e  a n d 
s e m a n t i c  d o m a i n s

For obvious reasons, one hundred years ago 
the number of Turkish loanwords in both writ-
ten and spoken Arabic was considerably larger 
than it is today. The decline in direct contact, 
the Arabization of the official language, and, 
last but not least, the negative perception of 
the Ottoman era in today’s Arab world have 
resulted in the rapid decrease of Turkish loan-
words. Although no systematic research has 
been done, studies such as Barbot (1961), Pro-
kosch (1983a), and Reinkowski (1998) sug-
gest a drastic decline of the Turkish influence 
on spoken Arabic. Approximately half of the 
words quoted in the dictionaries of the Arabic 
dialects in question are no longer in active use 
or have even become unintelligible. A similar 
situation can be assumed for written Arabic 
(for Turkish loans in written Arabic in general, 
see Ateç 1965; Mutawallì 1991; Zahidi 1977). 
Thus, it is very difficult, if not impossible, to 
estimate how many Turkish loanwords still 
exist in Arabic. For contemporary written Ara-
bic, the number certainly does not exceed 250. 
In the dialects, the somewhat dated figures are 
3,000 for Syria (Halasi-Kun 1969:20), 1,150 
for Egypt (Prokosch 1983a), and about 250 in 
Iraq (Reinkowski 1995).

Particularly symptomatic of the quantitative 
and semantic decay of Turkish loanwords in 
Arabic is the history of the old Ottoman-Turk-
ish titles since the breakdown of the Otto-
man Empire. Many of the Ottoman titles for 
military ranks, such as ±òmbàšì < onbaçı ‘corpo-
ral’, yùzbàšì < yüzbaçı ‘captain’, and mìr àlày 
< miralay ‘brigadier general’, were officially 
used in some Arab armies until the 1950s. 
However, today these words appear almost 
exclusively in historical novels or films. Some 
of the old Ottoman titles are now applied to 
menial jobs or positions, or used with ironic or 
even pejorative connotations. For instance, in 
Tunisia šàwuš < çavuç, formerly ‘sergeant’, now 
means ‘office boy, gatekeeper’. In Egypt, bal†agi 
< baltacı ‘pioneer’ is now used in the sense of 
‘gangster, rowdy, bouncer’. In written Arabic, 
šalabì < çelebi ‘gentleman, prince’ sometimes 
appears in the sense of ‘dandy, fop’.
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In spite of the aforementioned examples, and 
the universal tendency to a lowering of social sta-
tus in titles, several Turkish words are still used in 
many Arab countries as polite forms of address 
(¤ terms of address; for Jordan, see Prokosch 
1989). In Egypt, titles such as bàšmuhandis 
< baçmühendis ‘(chief) engineer’ or hànim 
< hanım ‘lady’ are widespread and are regarded 
as very polite (Rosenbaum 1998:100).

Several other Turkish loanwords are now 
used infrequently simply because they denote 
tools, dresses, or fixtures which have become 
obsolete (see examples below). Most Turkish 
loans in Arabic fall into the following domains: 
administration and government, army and war, 
crafts and tools, house and household, dress, 
and food and dishes. The influence of Turk-
ish on Arabic in these particular categories 
is obviously the consequence of the presence 
of the Ottoman bureaucracy and army in the 
Arab world in particular, and of the influence 
of centuries-long relations on everyday life in 
general. Moreover, many new things, such as 
fashions in dress or improved tools for crafts-
men, reached the Arabs via Istanbul, for cen-
turies the cultural center of the Islamic world. 
A few specific examples of Turkish loans into 
Arabic in each of the above-listed cultural cat-
egories follow:

Administration and government: dönüm > 
dùnum ‘a square measure’, damga > damÿa 
‘stamp’ (and damaÿa ‘to stamp’), gümrük > 
jumruk ‘customs’, zindan > zinzàna ‘prison 
cell’.

Army and war: binbaçı > bikbàšì (with spell-
ing pronunciation!) ‘lieutenant colonel’, kol 
> qòl ‘army corps’, tabur > †àbùr ‘battalion, 
queue’, la‘ım > laÿam ‘mine’, tabanca > †abanja 
‘pistol’.

Crafts and tools: takım > †aqm ‘set (of tools), 
service’, çengel > šankal ‘hook’, sinara > ßin-
nàra ‘fish hook’, kılavuz ‘screw-tap’ > qalàwùz 
‘screw’, yay > yày ‘spiral spring’.

House and household: çeçme ‘fountain’ > 
šašma ‘toilet’, edephane > ±adabxàna ‘water 
closet’, köçk > kušk ‘kiosk’, soba ‘stove’ > ßòba 
‘stove, hothouse’ (e.g. in ta±μìr ßòbì ‘greenhouse 
effect’); Syria, Egypt oda > ±ò∂a ‘room’; Iraq 
çekmece > ∑akma∑a ‘drawer’.

Household vessels: bakraç > bakraj ‘kettle’, 
kazan > qazàn ‘large boiler’, le‘en > lakan 
‘basin’, tawa > †awwàya ‘frying pan’, teneke 
> tanaka ‘tin can’; Tunis cezve > zazwa 
‘coffeepot’.

Dress: çintiyan > šintiyàn ‘loose trousers’, çizme 
> jazma ‘boots’, kayıç > qàyiš ‘belt, girth’, kun-
dura > kundura ‘(Western-style) shoe’, yaka > 
yàqa ‘collar’; Syria çapka > šabqa ‘hat’.

Food (including fruits) and dishes: colloquial 
burgul (Standard Turkish bulgur) > burÿul 
‘cracked wheat’; dondurma > dandurma ‘ice 
cream’, kavurma > qàwirma ‘fried meat’, sucuk 
> sujuq ‘sausage’, meze > màza/mazza ‘hors 
d’oeuvres’; fruits: Ottoman yusuf efendi > 
yùsuf afandi, yùsufì ‘tangerines’, hıyar > xiyàr 
‘cucumber’; yemiç > yàmìš ‘dried fruit’.

Not yet investigated systematically are the for-
mally Arabic words coined by the Ottomans 
and then borrowed back into Arabic (see the 
preliminary study by Prokosch 1999). Many 
of these words are abstract nouns denoting 
ideas and concepts imported to the Middle 
East from Europe during the 18th and 19th 

centuries (see Lewis 1996). Among them are 
jumhùriyya ‘republic’, baladiyya ‘municipality’, 
qawmiyya ‘nationalism’, madaniyya ‘civiliza-
tion’. Frequently found are semantic extensions 
of Arabic words under Turkish influence, the 
result of the new meanings the Ottomans gave 
to already existing Arabic words. Examples are 
(the Turkish forms in parentheses) fi±a (fiyat) 
‘price’, sajjàda (seccade) ‘prayer rug’, fà±i∂, 
also fàyiΩ (faiz) ‘interest [on money]’, kìs (kese) 
‘Turkish towel’ (and likely > mukayyis ‘mas-
seur’); Syria xë†yàr (ihtiyar) ‘old’.

6. P h r a s e o l o g i c a l  a n d 
s y n t a c t i c  i n f l u e n c e s

Especially in the dialects, there are a large 
number of calques. But because of the lack of 
detailed studies on phraseology in both Arabic 
and Turkish, it is often impossible to decide 
whether these loan translations actually went 
from Ottoman into Arabic or vice versa. The 
following examples are, however, definitely of 
Ottoman origin: Syria aslan sütü ‘arrack’ (lit. 
‘milk of the lion’) > ™alìb ësbà≠, kazık yemek ‘to 
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be cheated’ (lit. ‘to eat a fraud’) > akal xàzùq; 
Palestine çöyle böyle ‘so and so’ > šèle bèle; Iraq 
ne var ne yok ‘what’s new’ (lit. ‘what is and 
what is not’) > šaku màku.

Apparently, there is no Turkish influence on 
the syntactic level, except in those Arabic dia-
lects spoken within the boundaries of today’s 
Turkey (for examples from the dialects of Cili-
cia, see Procházka 2002:199–202).

7. S u m m a r y

Given the long-term and very intensive contacts 
between Turks and Arabs, there are surpris-
ingly few traces of Turkish in (written) Arabic, 
especially in contrast with the Turkish influ-
ence on the Balkan languages. The two main 
reasons for this difference in impact are, first, 
the relatively small number of ethnic Turks 
who actually lived in the Arab provinces and, 
second, the fact that Arabic was a much more 
highly developed and, especially because of 
its status in Islam, prestigious language than 
the languages of the Balkans. Today, in spite 
of a relatively stable core of Turkish bor-
rowings (many of them neither phonologically 
nor semantically recognized by Arabic speak-
ers as being of Turkish origin), Turkish loan-
words in Arabic continue to undergo quanti-
tative decrease, semiological diminution, and 
marginalization.
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U

Uganda ¤ East Africa

Unaccusative ¤ Middle Verbs

Urdu/Hindustani

1. H i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r o u n d  a n d 
d e f i n i t i o n s

The linguistic label ‘Hindustani’ refers both to 
what is now known as Hindi and to what is 
known as Urdu, or, rather, to their recent com-
mon linguistic history. After 1858, this label, 
frequently used by colonial British authori-
ties, came to refer to the North Indian com-
mon language that was to replace Persian for 
lower administration purposes, in addition to 
its already established use in the British colonial 
army. Indian Persian itself was an administra-
tive and courtly language that had borrowed 
intensely from Arabic, often after Persian pat-
terns, though in an Indian cultural context; as 
far as lexicology is concerned, it is referred to 
here as ‘Indo-Persian’.

For a long time. Urdu and Hindustani were 
more or less regarded as identical, although the 
term ùrdù was often restricted to the language 
used in literary and poetic circles. Up to the 
middle of the 20th century, Hindustani was, in 
its official use, heavily loaded with loanwords 
from Persian and Arabic, while modern Hindi 
was growing apart under the influence of San-
skritization, itself a nationalistic reaction to 
colonialism. On the other hand, Urdu, since the 

end of 19th century, has gained in prestige and 
has become established in urban and popular 
use. Combining North Indian or Hindi syntax 
and basic vocabulary, it continued as official 
Hindustani, freely admitting loanwords and 
phrases from Persian. While Hindi was being 
written in Devanagari (derived from Sanskrit), 
Urdu retained the Arabo-Persian alphabet, in 
the ¤ nasta≠lìq style, conserving all Arabic and 
Persian orthography and forging new com-
binations of letters for the transliteration of 
the Indian retroflex and aspirated consonants 
(Table 1), as well as diacritical signs (Table 2) 
and combinations of glides (Table 3) for the 
transliteration of the Indian vowels.

Some of the Arabic consonants became 
homophonous in this alphabet, such as ™à± 
and ™à±, both being pronounced as h, and zày, 
Úà±, ∂àd, and ≈àl, all being pronounced z. The 
pronunciation of xà±, ÿayn, and qàf followed 
the Arabic convention (although qàf is also 
pronounced as k; for .z a letter was borrowed 
from the Persian alphabet (¤ Arabic alphabet 
for other languages). Hindustani, especially for 
military purposes, had in addition a tradition of 
being written in Latin alphabet, although this 
would be discontinued after the colonial era.

Later on, Urdu became one of the regional 
and constitutional languages of the Indian Fed-
eration, as well as the national language of the 
newly created Muslim state of ¤ Pakistan, also 
a federation, with its own official languages at 
the state (or province) level.

As far as literature is concerned, Arabic pros-
ody and poetical genres, through Persian, and 
Indo-Persian conventions and images, were at 
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Table 1. Urdu consonants in Arabic script

Urdu letter name of the letter transcription

ا alif –

ب be b

bhe bh

پ pe p

 phe ph

ت te t

 the th

ٹ †e †
†he †h

ث se s

ج jìm j

چ ce c

che ch

ح he h

خ xe xe

 dàl d

∂àl ∂
ذ zàl z

re r

®e ®
®he ®h

ز ze z

ژ ,ze ,z

sìn s

«ìn «
ڡں soad s

ڡن zoad z

ط †à t

ظ zoe z

ع ≠ain ≠(or correspond-
ing Urdu vowel)

غ ÿain ÿ
ف fe f

ق qàf k

kàf k

khàf kh

gàf g

ghàf gh

ل làm l

mìm m

nùn n

و vau v, w

he h

ى ye y

the roots of the ever-growing literary tradition 
of Urdu. Indeed, Urdu poetry, in its early times 
(14th century C.E.), migrated with the language 
itself from the Delhi Court to the southern 
Dakhani courts, and in the mid-18th century, 
when it returned to the north at the end of 
the Mughal Empire, it was stronger than ever, 
with such lyrical genres as masnavì, qasìdà, 
marsiyà, and ÿazal, all of them inherited from 
the Arabo-Persian tradition. Indeed, from the 
mid-19th century onward, when the great poet 
Ghalib (which was the nom de plume or taxal-
lus under which he wrote) published his Urdu 
dìwàn consisting mainly of ÿazals, ÿazal became 
the favorite of Urdu-speaking audiences; since 
then, it has gained in popularity thanks to its 
use in the Indian cinema.

The continuous Persianization of Hindus-
tani and Urdu (including Arabic elements), in 
a changing political frame extending roughly 
from the Delhi Sultanate through Mughal India 
and British colonization, and up to the modern 
independent South Asian countries, is illus-
trated in Figure 1. This figure shows the linguis-
tic divide that took place under two diverging 
sociolinguistic trends still at work today, 
Persianization and Sanskritization, without 
trying to solve questions of linguistic classifica-
tions and chronology. The Urdu/Hindi labels 
(replacing colonial Hindustani) are practical
sociolinguistic reconstructions from the end 
of the 19th century (schema adapted from 
Désoulières 1995, which was inspired by South-
worth 1971:5).
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2. I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  a d a p t a t i o n 
o f  A r a b i c  l o a n w o r d s

Except when stated otherwise, the following 
observations are valid both for former Hin-
dustani and for present-day Urdu. As a rule, in 
Urdu, the great majority of Arabic loanwords 
came through Indo-Persian, which explains 
their phonetic changes as well as their semantic 
adaptation. The corollary is that many Arabic 
words are found with Persian affixes (the oppo-
site being less frequent), and there are many 
Arabo-Persian compounds (mostly nouns).

Although some lexicological fields related to 
religion (law and justice, traditional medicine, 
historiography, linguistics, etc.) rely distinctly 
more than others on Arabic loanwords, it would 
be unrealistic to equate Arabic (indirect) lin-
guistic influence with Islam. In fact, loanwords 
from Arabic may be present in any lexicological 
field, from the earliest times onward, because of 
the prevalence of Arab navigation and, later on, 
the universal presence of Indo-Persian. Indo-
Persian was once the administrative and court 
language of the Mughal Empire, not to mention 
the earlier Delhi Turkish and Pathan Sultanates 
or the southern Golkunda Kingdom and others, 
which also used Persian language and culture.

Even the vocabulary of Hindu states was 
influenced by the Arabo-Persian fashion: for 
administrative purposes, Persian (and Classical 
Urdu) forged Arabic plurals for the very words 
hindù ‘a Hindu person’ and mandir ‘a Hindu 
temple’, which may have hinùd and manàdir as 
plural forms. Indeed, manàdir may have been 
modeled after manàzil, plural of Arabic manzil 
‘place of residence’ (present-day meaning in 
Urdu ‘stage, goal, destination; floor [of a build-
ing]’). Properly speaking, these are not Arabic 
loanwords but instead are interesting calques of 
the Arabic plural.

Because Indo-Persian was, for nearly a cen-
tury and a half, the official language of the East 
India Company, English influence should not 
be neglected, even in apparently ‘pure’ Arabic 
loanwords. Some Arabic loanwords may turn 
out to be either semantic calques of English or 
compound neologisms dating from the colonial 
period and consisting of an Arabic and an 
Indian word.

2.1 Phonetic adaptation

Coming through the Indo-Persian crucible, 
Arabic loanwords lost all those phonemes that 
were foreign to that phonemic inventory. Thus, 
for instance, the glottal or posterior aspiration 
/™/ was lost, while the anterior one (like the 
English /h/ phoneme) was retained. Similarly, 
these loanwords lost all interdental phonemes, 
which were replaced by /z/ sounds (unlike 
English). Another characteristic phonetic adap-
tation is the systematic replacement of the pha-
ryngeal /≠/ in Arabic words by the nearest vowel. 
Those Arabic consonants that were common in 
the Indo-Persian stock remained in use in the 

Table 2. Diacritical vocalic signs

name sign transcription

zabar َ a
zer َ i
pe« ُ u
hamza ± dieresis, not transliterated
hamza آ apostrophe (’)

Table 3. Urdu vowels

long vowels
final à ا medial à  ا initial à آ
final ì ى medial ì   ïي initial ì اى
final ù ۇ medial ù  ۇ initial ù ۇ

middle vowels
final e مے medial e  ب initial e  اي
final o ـو medial o ـو initial o او

short vowels

initial a ّا
initial i ا
initial u َّا

short diphthongs

initial au اَو
initial ai اَے

nasal vowels

long à    آں
long ì   ايں
long ù  ۇں
ẽ   ايں
o  و ں
final à آ ں medial à آ initial à آ
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pronunciation of modern standard Urdu, while 
they were foreign to the original North Indian 
stock and therefore were discarded by modern 
popular Hindi. This is the case with the uvular 
stop /q/ (Indo-Persian and Urdu name qàf ), the 
voiced fricative /ÿ/ (ÿayn), the unvoiced labi-
odental /f/ (fe), the voiced dental /z/ (ze), and 
the palatal fricative /x/ (xe). Most of these con-
sonants are regarded as phonetic hallmarks of 
proper Urdu diction, /q/ being in a weaker posi-
tion. However, Arabic loanwords keep their 
Arabic spelling but lose diacritics that signal 
Arabic declension; some Arabic loanwords in 
Urdu are written with additional signs meant to 
help the Urdu-speaking reader when the origi-
nal Arabic spelling may conflict with the Urdu 
graphic conventions. Modern Urdu phonology 
does not readily accept short vowels in word-
final position, so Indo-Persian final a is often 
written as long à.

2.2 Morphological adaptation

An interesting case of integration of Arabic 
morphology in modern Urdu, as well as in Clas-
sical Hindustani, is the use of Arabic nominal 
plurals. In Urdu, such plurals, e.g. kitàb/kutub, 
are not mandatory. Their use denotes a rather 
high literary level of language. Speakers using 
them wish to show that they have received 
some education. But an Arabic noun used with 
its genuine Arabic plural does not vary in the 
oblique or indirect case. In other words, the 
Arabic plural of nouns remains impervious to 
Urdu declension, although the Urdu gender is 
not affected.

In some cases, like clichés or calques from 
Latin plurals used in English, Arabic plurals 
are a must. As early as the end of 19th century, 
for instance, the English academic plural (bor-
rowed from Latin) alumni, was calqued by the 
plural of an Arabic loanword tulabà ‘students’, 
while the singular tàlib e ilm ‘a student [masc.]’ 
(later form tàlib ilam without Persian izafet and 
adapted to Urdu phonology) shows a different 
process of word creation. The corresponding 
feminine noun (‘a female student’) was created 
later on; it was adopted with a more liter-
ary Arabic pattern, †àliba, and became tàlibà 
to fit popular Urdu phonology, which has a 
constraint against short a in word endings. 
Because the literary plural of tàlibà, tàlibàt, is 

mandatory, no Indian plural can be used with 
this word.

In other cases, the Arabic plural may help in 
creating neologisms. A well-known instance of 
such a creation, which imitates Modern Arabic 
word creation, is the noun xabar ‘a piece of 
news’, whose plural axbàr came to mean ‘a 
newspaper’. Another (older) case is the Indo-
Persian nawwàb ‘Nabab’ or, in the Mughal 
Empire, ‘provincial governor; prince’, from the 
singular noun nà±ib, itself historically abbrevi-
ated from nà±ib sultàn ‘vice-sultan’. Modern 
Urdu now has nawàb, from Hindustani naw-
wàb, a singular noun with the same meaning 
but also used to refer to the ruling elite of 
former princely states of colonial India, and 
their descendants. As in many other cases, 
popular characters in the cinema helped in 
imposing the popular form. An interesting lexi-
cal derivation by suffix is the feminine noun 
nawàbì, for people belonging to the rich aris-
tocracy, but with a somewhat derogatory sec-
ondary meaning. Note that the singular nà±ib, 
a masculine noun in Urdu, meaning ‘substitute’, 
is less common as a noun than as a prefix, like 
the English vice- in viceroy.

Another instance of adapting an academic 
Arabic plural to create a neologism is the 
literal plural of hàdisà, in Urdu a masculine 
noun meaning ‘a traffic accident’, which gave 
hàdisàt, a collective masculine noun and a 
semantic calque for the English term emergen-
cies, referring to a hospital context.

2.3 Syntactic adaptation

Apart from some function words and a few 
prefixes, Arabic loanwords in Urdu are con-
fined to the nominal field (nouns, adjectives, 
and adverbs, adverbs being close to adjectives 
and nouns, even when borrowed from Arabic). 
In very rare cases, an Urdu verb is derived from 
an Arabic root (see below).

Grammatical gender is an essential feature 
in Urdu for classifying nouns, depending on 
phonetic and semantic criteria (unlike Persian, 
which has suffixes); hence, all borrowed nouns 
are assigned a grammatical gender. Except in 
obvious cases, when a female semantic feature 
is present (e.g. šàirà ‘poetess’), the gender of 
the borrowed Arabic noun is determined by 
its phonetic structure and ending, following a 
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North Indian and Hindi pattern. Some learned 
nouns adopted the gender of equivalent San-
skrit learned words. Urdu lexicographers issued 
rules for this purpose, more or less along these 
lines, but there are dubious cases. The Urdu 
gender of a noun borrowed from Persian may 
also influence the gender of an Arabic syno-
nym loanword, e.g. Persian sipàh ‘army’ is a 
feminine noun in Urdu, and the more frequent 
Arabic synonym fauj ‘crowd; troop; battalion’ 
was also classified as feminine.

Urdu has borrowed from Persian some func-
tion words that are frequently used in modern 
speech. The most obvious of these words is bàd 
‘after’ < Arabic ba≠d (with deletion of /≠/). It has 
become a common word in some extremely 
frequent compounds, e.g. the postposition ke 
bàd ‘after that [lit. “that after”]’, where ke is 
an Indian postposition. It is also used in other 
compounds, such as bàd men ‘afterward’.

Another basic function word is the conjunc-
tion lekin ‘but’. What is remarkable in this case 
is its incorporation in the Urdu system. Com-
pared to other conjunctions that are close in 
meaning, such as the Indian par ‘but; though’, 
also used as a locative postposition meaning 
‘on’, from which the meaning ‘thereupon’ is 
derived, or the Persian loanword magar, pref-
erably used in a negative context, lekin has a 
more general meaning devoid of locative or 
negative nuance. It is comparable to English but 
and may not even signal a literary level of lan-
guage, despite its Arabic origin. Phonetically, it 
was also easy to adapt, none of its components 
being foreign to the Indian or Persian phonetic 
system.

An interesting case of a function word inte-
grated into Urdu syntax is the compound con-
junction hattà ke ‘insofar as’ < Arabic ™attà 
‘until’ + Persian ke ‘that’, which in Urdu gov-
erns the optative or subjunctive mood. An 
interesting parallel is Spanish hasta que, Portu-
guese até que, both compounds of Arabic ™attà 
with Romance que.

Some very frequent adverbs or adverbial 
phrases were borrowed in modern Urdu, which 
may also be regarded as function words, e.g. 
bilkul ‘completely, totally’ (< bi-l-kull) or fau-
ran ‘immediately’ (< fawran). Adverbs formed 
from an Arabic noun in accusative case with 
the ending -an are a typical feature of modern 
Urdu. Such adverbs are freely produced by 
native speakers, although their use is more fre-

quent for educated speakers.
A remarkable feature of borrowing Arabic 

words into Indo-Persian is that entire lexical 
series may be borrowed starting from a key 
word and an Arabic root that motivates the 
series, thus borrowing several derived forms 
according to Arabic morphology, although their 
Indo-Persian grammatical status and meaning 
may differ from the Arabic pattern. Such serial 
borrowings, or motivated lexical series, may 
occur in Urdu (after Indo-Persian), with yet 
another set of meanings and grammatical sta-
tus. For example, although the root k-t-b is no 
longer present in Urdu as such, the words kitàb 
‘book’, kàtib ‘copyist, transcriber’, kitàbat ‘the 
act of copying before proofreading’, and oth-
ers, still exist. Nowadays, kitàb and kitàbat are 
both feminine nouns, which they are not in Per-
sian. The locative noun maktab lit. ‘elementary 
school’ is now mostly used in a figurative sense, 
for instance in the usual phrase maktab e xeàl 
‘school of thought’, with a typical Persian izafet 
link between the two Arabic loanwords; this 
compound is classified as a masculine noun, 
according to the Urdu gender of its last com-
ponent xeàl. The use of the Arabic plural form 
of kitàb, kutub, is considered pedantic, except 
in the official terminology for ‘library’, kutub 
xànà (with xànà as a Persian locative suffix). 
Again, kutub xànà is treated as a masculine 
noun in Urdu because of its ending.

An interesting case of Urdu lexical derivation 
from an Arabic loanword is the series derived 
from the word badal, which in Urdu means 
‘change’. First of all, the root-lexeme badal 
occurs not as an independent (masculine) noun 
but instead within a compound transitive verb, 
badal karnà ‘to change’ lit. ‘to make change’. 
This type of derivation noun + karnà is a fre-
quent pattern for verbal derivation in Urdu 
and indeed quite a common one with Arabic 
loanwords (after ¤ Persian, it seems, but not 
exclusively; see Table 4).

A parallel case is the use of Arabic nouns 
with the Urdu verb honà ‘to be’ to form intran-
sitive verbs (Table 5); intransitive verbs may 
also be formed with the Urdu verb -ànà ‘to 
come’ (Table 6).

In some cases the transitive and intransitive 
verbs form a pair, e.g. «urù honà ‘to begin 
[intrans.]’/kà «urù karnà ‘to begin [trans.]’; 
xatam honà ‘to finish [intrans.]’/xatam karnà 
‘to finish [trans.]’.
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Urdu compound gloss Arabic noun/adjective

madad karnà ‘to help’ madad ‘help, aid’
intazàr karnà ‘to wait’ intiÚàr ‘waiting, expectation’
«àmil karnà ‘to include’ šàmil ‘comprehensive’
tawajjù karnà ‘to pay attention’ tawajjuh ‘attention’
itiràf karnà ‘to confess’ i≠tiràf ‘confession’
qabùl karnà ‘to accept’ (formal) qabùl ‘acceptance’
jama karnà ‘to add’ jam≠ ‘addition’
kisì se muhabbat karnà ‘to love somebody’ ma™abba ‘love’
taslìm karnà ‘to acknowledge’ taslìm ‘surrender; greeting; concession; 

recognition’
tamir karnà ‘to build [a monument]’ ta≠mìr ‘construction’
kà «urù karnà ‘to begin something’ šurù≠ ‘beginning’
kà faislà karnà ‘to make a decision to’ fayßal ‘decisive criterion’
manà karnà ‘to forbid’ man≠ ‘prevention’
bahas karnà ‘to discuss’ ba™μ ‘search; discussion’
tabsarà karnà ‘to evaluate [a situation]’ tabßira ‘instruction, information’
«ayà karnà ‘to publish, edit’ šà±i≠ ‘widespread, well-known’
istimàl karnà ‘to use, utilize’ isti≠màl ‘use, employment’
hisàb karnà ‘to do the accounts’ ™isàb ‘account’
xatam karnà ‘to finish’ xatm ‘conclusion, closure’

Table 4. Frequent transitive compound verbs: Arabic noun/adjective + karnà ‘to do’

Table 5. Frequent intransitive compounds: Arabic noun/adjective + honà ‘to be’

Urdu compound gloss Arabic noun

«urù honà ‘to begin [intrans.]’ šurù≠ ‘beginning’
xatam honà ‘to finish [intrans.]’ xatm ‘conclusion, closure’
ehsàs honà ‘to have a feeling, to feel’ ±i™sàs ‘feeling’
kì zarùrat honà ‘to be in need of, to need’ ∂arùra ‘need, necessity’

Table 6. Frequent intransitive compounds: Arabic noun/adjective + ànà ‘to come’

Urdu compound gloss Arabic noun/adjective

nazar ànà ‘to appear [to somebody]’ naÚar ‘eyesight, vision’
xeàl ànà ‘to have an idea’ xiyàl ‘imagination’
xauf ànà ‘to be frightened’ xawf ‘fear’

Actually, badal is one of the rare instances 
of a simple Urdu verb (not a compound), 
borrowed from an Arabic root. There is an 
intransitive verb badalnà ‘to change’, nà being 
the infinitive suffix, and a secondary derivation 
badlànà for the corresponding transitive verb, 
meaning ‘to transform; to transfer’. According 
to a common Hindustani pattern for deriving 
verbs from nouns, and transitive verbs from 
intransitive ones, such derived verbs may be 

called ‘causative’. There is even a double causa-
tive verb (again a typical Hindi-Urdu lexical 
derivation), with the verb badalwànà ‘to have 
somebody make a change’. Another common 
instance of deriving a simple verb from an 
Arabic root-lexeme is the transitive verb daf-
nànà ‘to bury [a dead body]’, derived from the 
word dafan ‘burial’. But for this word, there 
is no serial lexical derivation, as in the case of 
badal. Indeed, the serial lexical derivation from 
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badal is quite a rich one; up to eighteen differ-
ent entries may be counted in the monolingual 
reference dictionary Firoz ul Lughat (Firoz ud 
Din ca. 1995). Among these entries, the more 
frequent ones are the verbal phrase badal lenà 
‘to exchange’ lit. ‘to take in exchange’, lenà 
being a semi-auxiliary verb systematically used 
to form verbal phrases with a lexical feature 
signaling an action that benefits the subject; 
badlà (masc.) ‘exchange, vengeance’, badlà±ì 
(fem.) ‘commission in money exchange’, tabdìl 
‘changed; transferred’, an invariable adjective 
(just like most adjectives derived from Arabic 
or Persian in Urdu); tabdìl karnà ‘to transfer’, 
a transitive compound verb; and, again from 
tabdìl, tabdìlì (fem.) ‘transformation, transfer’. 
The phrases adle kà badlà ‘tit for tat’ and adal 
badal ‘mutatis mutandis’, ‘a good substitute’, 
both masculine compound nouns, are interest-
ing Urdu popular derivations with typical echo 
words.

3. S e m a n t i c  f i e l d s  o f 
l o a n w o r d s  a n d  s e m a n t i c 
a d a p t a t i o n

From the point of view of semantics, Arabic 
loanwords are found in almost any seman-
tic field in Urdu, mostly through Indo-Persian 
influence, which pervaded the entire Indian 
society. In learned and technical terminology, 
the proportion of Arabic loanwords is higher, 
only rivaled by English neologisms.

The field of religious terminology – and not 
only Qur±ànic and Islamic terms, as exemplified 
by Hindustani and Urdu Christian texts pro-
duced by missionaries – is pervaded by Arabic 
lexemes. Such very common lexemes as masjid 
‘mosque’ or mullà ‘priest’ are indeed familiar 
terms. Some religious terms are recent loans 
or words that were reintroduced under chang-
ing political and religious circumstances, for 
instance the legal term zakàt for the traditional 
Islamic tax in Pakistan. In the field of religious 
terminology, too, Persianized Arabic loanwords 
are frequent, for instance the word musulmàn 
‘Muslim [noun and adjective]’, perhaps derived 
from Arabic muslim + Persian generic or plural 
suffix -àn; ìdgàh ‘open mosque for Muslim fes-
tivals’, derived from Arabic ≠ìd + Persian suffix 
gàh; quràn xà [written qur±àn xàn] ‘person spe-
cialized in the reading of the Qur±àn’, derived 
from Arabic qur±àn + Persian suffix xàn. At 

the level of everyday speech, Persian terms are 
preferred to Arabic ones, e.g. xudà ‘God’, rozà 
‘ritual daily fast’, namàz ‘ritual prayer’ (the 
equivalents allàh, saum, and salàt are used 
only in a learned context); saum o salàt ‘fast 
and prayers’, used to denote the most common 
religious obligations for Muslims, are formed 
with the Persian conjunction o ‘and’, but this is 
a fixed expression.

Present-day Urdu onomastics and toponymy 
(i.e. the Indo-Persian toponymy of Urdu-speak-
ing areas) could reveal a wealth of Arabic 
terminology – mostly related to the religious 
field and to religious titles – but it is sometimes 
obscured by modern toponyms. Both onomas-
tics and toponymy are at the fringe of Urdu 
lexicology and sociohistorical heritage, and are 
beyond the scope of the present entry.

Semantic need is a crucial factor in adopting 
Arabic loanwords. They found their way into 
Hindustani and Urdu often by filling gaps in 
semantic fields created by changes in the refer-
ent or by the emergence of new referents, for 
instance through Arab navigation, which intro-
duced new terms that coexisted with old Indian 
words, or sometimes even replaced them. Thus, 
the modern term for ‘navy’ is baharià, along 
with the still-current Classical Indian word 
nào ‘ship’. The Urdu masculine noun jahàz, 
borrowed from Arabic, must have been intro-
duced as a substitute of nào for a new kind of 
ship, but then it adapted to the semantic shift 
that took place (after the English pattern) from 
navigation to aviation. Modern havà±ì jahàz 
was created to fit the English noun ‘aircraft’. 
Given the importance of aviation in the subcon-
tinent as well as in an emigration context, the 
Urdu masculine noun havà±ì jahàz is commonly 
abbreviated into jahàz to fit the popular English 
term ‘plane’.

Generally speaking, the adjective havà±ì ‘aer-
ial’ (< Arabic hawà± ‘air’) followed the English 
prefixed noun ‘air’, thus ‘airport’ gave the mas-
culine Urdu noun havà±ì a∂∂à, a rare instance 
of a compound noun formed with an Arabic 
prefixed adjective and a North Indian mascu-
line noun with a typical retroflex consonant ∂.

The common word for ‘ocean’ is still saman-
dar, the Indian word derived from Sanskrit, 
while in the lexical field of geography, as in 
Persian navigation documents, a given ocean is 
called bahar (< Arabic ba™r ‘sea’). This brings 
about a clear lexical opposition between the 
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popular concept and the learned one, the latter 
appearing in textbooks.

Arabic loanwords are very frequent in some 
lexical fields, mostly through Indo-Persian 
influence, which pervaded the whole Indian 
society. In learned and technical terminology, 
the proportion of Arabic loanwords increases 
even more, only to be challenged by Eng-
lish neologisms. One very basic and restricted 
lexical field linked with daily life experience is 
that of ‘house’. Such a field may be regarded 
as a more or less receptive or open semantic 
structure: the concept of ‘house’, though quite 
universal, may vary greatly according to social 
and historical context or referent. Therefore, 
loanwords or neologisms are welcome for fill-
ing the gaps. Indeed, in modern Urdu, the basic 
lexeme ghar ‘house; home’ (a North Indian 
word with aspirated /gh/) is now opposed to 
the Arabic loanword makàn ‘place’, a locative 
masculine noun that in Urdu indicates a ‘house’ 
or ‘cottage’. This lexeme is used for an isolated 
house or building, rather than a ‘home’ or ghar, 
which may be a unit in an apartment building 
as well as a single house. From the administra-
tive point of view, the equivalent of the English 
‘residence’ is the Persian noun rihài« with an 
-iš ending that classifies it as a feminine noun 
in Urdu. If we go for the ‘rich’ and ‘historical’ 
distinctive features of the ‘house’ lexical field, 
we find mahal ‘palace’ (< Arabic ma™all ‘place, 
site, location’, a locative noun that is masculine 
in Urdu). Within this field, mahal is frequently 
opposed to the ‘poor’ and ‘rural’ features of 
jhõp®ì ‘tumbledown or dilapidated house’ (with 
nasal o and retroflex ®).

Closely related to mahal is the lexeme qilà, 
which combines two semes, ‘fort’ and ‘palace’, 
as well as the distinctive feature ‘historical’. 
Also related to mahal is the term havelì, belong-
ing to the same root (although the derivation 
is not motivated by the Arabic root). In Urdu, 
havelì, a feminine noun, carries the meanings of 
‘mansion or noble house’.

A large building, a block of apartments, or 
a monument may be referred to by the word 
imàrat (< Arabic ≠imàra ‘building’), in which 
the initial /≠/ has been deleted; this word com-
bines at least two semes or distinctive lexical 
features: ‘large building’ and ‘monument’, to 
which a ‘historical’ seme may be added. Imàrat 
is classified as a feminine noun in Urdu because 
of its ending -at; the literary (Arabic-styled) 

plural imàràt is not a rare occurrence and com-
petes with the Indian plural imàràten.

The usual term for ‘floor [of a building]’ 
would be manzil, and a common phrase such 
as ‘first floor’ would be pahlì manzil. Manzil 
is a frequent word in Urdu, mentioned above 
as an Arabic loanword with the broader mean-
ings of ‘stage, goal, destination’, but classified 
as a feminine noun in Urdu (a gender perhaps 
strengthened by the English ‘story’ if we over-
look the complicated set of rules laid down 
by Urdu lexicographers and grammarians for 
Arabic loanwords). The Urdu lexeme manzil 
is certainly a very old South Asian borrowing 
from the Arabo-Persian stock (it has retained in 
modern Urdu the Qur±ànic meaning), but when 
referring to this particular lexical field with a 
‘story’ seme as a distinctive feature, given the 
relatively recent referent in urban architecture, 
it may be rated as a neologism. Indeed, the 
common English phrase, ‘two-story house’ is 
calqued by the Urdu equivalent do manzilà 
ghar (with a Persian derivation, attested by 
Platts, from 1884).

The entire perfectly integrated lexical series 
that is motivated by the seme ‘house’ counts 
nine terms, none of them belonging to a lit-
erary level of language, including six Arabic 
loanwords (through Indo-Persian), plus one 
Persian loanword, which is quite a remarkable 
proportion.

The lexical field of ‘politics’ provides an even 
more striking example of significant Arabic 
neologisms in modern Urdu. Here, we find 
the same borrowing pattern as signaled before 
(following the Indo-Persian model, but also a 
persisting English model because of the colonial 
and postcolonial heritage). For historical and 
political reasons, Arabic loanwords like vazìr 
‘minister’ or sultàn ‘sultan’ are present as in so 
many other languages, but the word hukùmat 
(< Arabic ™ukùma) was connected with the 
meaning of ‘authority’ before it became an 
equivalent of the English ‘government’. After 
the 1947 Partition, hukùmat became the official 
designation of the Pakistani government, while 
the former (Indo-Persian) sarkàr, which was 
the official designation of the British colonial 
government, was kept by the Indian Federation. 
The adjective sarkàrì ‘governmental’ is still in 
use in both countries, but Pakistani official ter-
minology also has hukùmatì, and, at the popu-
lar level, the lexeme sarkàr (a feminine word 
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in Urdu, like hukùmat) is still used, sometimes 
with the meaning of ‘boss’. The political Brit-
ish heritage is such that the English loanword 
‘party’ (i.e. ‘political party’), borrowed as pàr†ì 
(a feminine noun with a retroflex /†/), has never 
been effectively replaced by the rarely used Ara-
bic loanword hizb (< Arabic ™izb, a masculine 
noun in Urdu), usually found in the phrases 
hizb e ixtilàf ‘opposition, opposition party’ 
and hizb e iqtidàr ‘party in power, government 
party’, compound masculine nouns built with 
Arabic lexemes and Persian izafet e.

No hasty conclusions should be drawn on 
the basis of these samples of Urdu lexicology 
permeated by Arabic loanwords. It would be 
easy to find other similar instances where Ara-
bic loanwords are dominant, but one should 
remember that the Indo-Persian channel is the 
key factor, and in common modern speech, 
actual occurrences of relatively recent Arabic 
loanwords may still be challenged by their 
English (or Anglo-Indian equivalent). In mono-
lingual dictionaries, for instance, one may still 
find floor instead of manzil; in a connected 
field, the use of the English term chambers 
(in the plural, in its commercial context) is 
still frequently preferred to its Arabic equiva-
lent daftar. Nevertheless, another conclusion is 
that Arabic neologisms in Urdu, whether they 
come through Indo-Persian or directly through 
Modern Arabic, as a calque from English, or 
because of a political and religious referent, 
are part of the very nature of the Urdu lexi-
cal system, inherited from Hindustani. Because 
of its constant evolution, because of easier 
communications with the Arab and Muslim 
world, and because Persian influence has not 
disappeared completely, it is difficult to give 
precise statistics, but one may safely assume 
that Arabic loanwords and Arabic neologisms 
will definitely remain an intrinsic part of the 
Urdu language, as will the Arabo-Persian liter-
ary models and the nasta≠lìq script.
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Uyghur

1. A r a b i c - U y g h u r  r e l a t i o n s

Uyghur (usually called Modern Uyghur, to 
distinguish it from the Old Uyghur language 
which was once spoken in roughly the same 
area) belongs to the Chaghatay (Southeast) sub-
group of the Turkic language family. It is one of 
the closest relatives of the dialect that provided 
the basis for the Chaghatay lingua franca and 
literary language. It is the literary language used 
by the speakers of a diverse group of dialects 
in eastern Turkistan. Most of the estimated ten 
million native speakers reside in the Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region in the People’s 
Republic of China and in the Ferghana Valley 
west of it.

Although some of the Arabic words used in 
eastern Turkistan may have been adopted more 
than a thousand years ago, none of them can be 
demonstrated to have been borrowed directly 
from native speakers of Arabic.

The Arabic loanwords in Uyghur can be 
divided roughly into two groups. The first 
group entered through the mediation of Persian 
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and/or via neighboring Turkic languages. These 
are mostly common everyday words known by 
all, often appearing in a form close to ¤ Per-
sian. Many phonetic and semantic deviations 
from Arabic are actually of Persian rather than 
Uyghur origin.

The second group appears to have entered 
through the literary language, as well as 
through religious schools and tractates. These 
words mostly belong to elevated language and 
are not necessarily known by all speakers. They 
have remained closer to Arabic in meaning and 
pronunciation.

2. A r a b i c  U y g h u r  s c r i p t

The present version of the Uyghur Arabic script 
(in use since 1983) is based on phonetic princi-
ples (see Table 1).

All eight Uyghur vowels have their own 
grapheme, and all vowels are written. Diacritic 
signs are used to distinguish e, y, and i (the lat-
ter always written undotted). Plain wàw stands 
for o, whereas w, ö, u, and ü are each marked 
with a different diacritic. Hà± was split into two 
separate graphemes for h and ä. Initial vowels 
are preceded by a ‘hamza carrier’ in writing. 
The number of consonant letters has been 
reduced because many distinctions that are rel-
evant for Arabic are not pronounced in Uyghur 
(see below). This spelling system is also applied 
to Arabic loanwords.

3. P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n  o f 
t h e  v o w e l s

In view of the divergent phoneme inventories of 
Arabic and Uyghur and the syllable  structures 
they permit, it is not surprising that many 
Arabic words were adapted in the borrowing 
process. Uyghur vowel harmony only permits 
certain vowel patterns in a single word, while 
Uyghur syllable structure typically alternates 
vowels and consonants. In the following, it has 
to be kept in mind that many phonetic changes 
in Uyghur are in fact of Persian origin.

The long Arabic vowels à, ì, ù usually retained 
their quality as a, i, u, e.g. xal (< xàl) ‘birthmark’, 
din (< dìn) ‘religion’, nur (< nùr) ‘light’. In many 
words, these vowels have remained long in 
Uyghur. The distinction between long and short 
vowels cannot be indicated in Uyghur Arabic 
spelling, but they may be indicated in scholarly 
publications (see Hashim and Mikhri 1986).

The short Arabic vowels display a wider vari-
ety of counterparts in Uyghur. Short a mostly 
appears as a or ä, as in mäšq (< mašq) ‘exer-
cise’, haraq (< ≠araq) ‘brandy’; short i mostly 
appears as i or e, as in išq (< ≠išq) ‘love’, elan 
(< ±i≠làn) ‘announcement’; short u may appear 
as o, ö, u, ü, as in örp (< ≠urf ) ‘tradition’, nopus 
(< nufùs) ‘population’. The choice of vowel is 
not entirely predictable; it mostly depends on 
the phonetic environment, which can palatalize 
or velarize vowels.

Short a in the first syllable undergoes so-
called umlauting before ì, as in bexil (< baxìl) 
‘stingy’, heqiq (< ≠aqìq) ‘agate’, peqir (< faqìr) 
‘poor’, xemir (< xamìr) ‘dough’. Long à is not 
affected in this way, e.g. tarix (< tàrìx) ‘history’, 
hami (< ™àmì) ‘protector’.

Table 1. Uyghur Arabic characters
The ‘usual’ letters: a, b, t, j, x, d, r, z, ž, s, š, ≠, ÿ, 
f, q, k, l, m, n
Persian letters: g, ™, p, ∑
Abolished characters from the Arabic alphabet: ±, 
μ, ™, ≈, ß, ∂, †, Ú
Extra letters are the following:

و o
ۆ ö
ۇ u
ۈ ü
ۋ w
ى i (undotted in all positions)
e (é) ې (always with vertical dots)
ي y (always with horizontal dots)
ە ä (never ه)
ه h (never ە)
ئ [’] (not considered a consonant in Uyghur; 

all initial vowels are preceded by the 
‘hamza carrier’ rather than by ±alif )

Examples

ئهرەپ äräp ‘Arab’ مۇسۇلمان musulman 
‘Muslim’

ئاي ay ‘month’ ۋەتهن wätän 
‘homeland’

ههرپ härp ‘letter’ ئهنئهنه än±änä 
‘tradition’

تٻلٻفون telefon ‘phone’ دىن din ‘religion’
ئاپتوۋۇز aptowuz ‘bus’ ئۆيلهردە öylärdä ‘in 

the houses’
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Secondary vowel rounding can be caused 
by the following vowel, as in qobul (< qabùl) 
‘acceptance’, zörüriy (< ∂arùrì) ‘requisite’, or by 
adjacent consonants, as in süpät (< ßifat) ‘qual-
ity’, muaš (< ma≠àš) ‘wages’.

The typically Uyghur phenomenon of ‘vowel 
raising’ in middle syllables has also affected the 
short a in Arabic words, e.g. mäsilä (< mas±ala) 
‘matter’, ölima (< ≠ulamà±) ‘theologians’. In some 
words, the raised middle vowel is subsequently 
elided (often in the vicinity of r), e.g. härkät (< 
™arakat) ‘movement’, harpa ~ ärpä (< ≠arafa) 
‘eve’, puqra (< fuqarà± ‘poor [pl.]’) ‘crowd’.

Consonant sequences not allowed in Uyghur 
are broken up by inserting a high vowel i, u, 
or ü, as in äsir (< ≠aßr) ‘epoch’, kupur (< kufr) 
‘unbelief’, höküm (< ™ukm) ‘command’.

Diphthongs and other vowel sequences, nor-
mally not allowed in Turkic, arose in words 
that dropped an intervocalic ± or ≠, e.g. mäišät 
(< ma≠ìšat) ‘livelihood’, zäip (< ∂a≠ìf ) ‘weak’, 
saät (< sà≠at) ‘hour’.

4. P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n  o f 
t h e  c o n s o n a n t s

Many Arabic consonants were left more or less 
unchanged, or at least they systematically cor-
respond to the same Uyghur consonants. This 
applies to d, t, h, x, ÿ, q, s, š, j, z, k, l, r, n, m.

The ‘emphatic’ consonants generally merged 
with ‘nonemphatic’ counterparts, although 
traces of this opposition survive in the treat-
ment of the adjacent vowels. Usually these 
consonants developed as in Persian.

H and ™ merged into Uyghur h, e.g. himmät 
(< himmat) ‘care’, hisap (< ™isàb) ‘counting’. 
Final -h/-™ was generally dropped from pronun-
ciation and spelling, as in alla (< allàh) ‘God’, 
nika (< nikà™) ‘marriage’, täswi (< tasbì™) 
‘prayer beads’, although there is now a ten-
dency to restore the h in spelling, by means 
of the Uyghur letter h. Preconsonantal h/™ is 
often spelled h but pronounced x, as in mähsu-
lat (< ma™ßùlàt) ‘products’, rähmät (< ra™mat 
‘mercy’) ‘thanks’.

The ‘alien’ consonant ≠ also became h in a 
handful of words, such as hamma (< ≠amma) 
‘aunt’, hasa (< ≠aßà) ‘cane’, häsäl (< ≠asal) 
‘honey’, but merged with vocalic onset in most 
cases. In the middle of words, it was either 
lost, e.g. äpi (< ±af ≠à) ‘species of snake’, mämur 
(< ma≠mùr) ‘official’, möjizä (< mu≠jiza) ‘mira-

cle’, wädä (< wa≠da) ‘promise’, or represented 
by vocalic onset, e.g. qit±ä (< qi†≠a ‘piece’) 
‘continent’, sün±i (< ßun≠ì) ‘artificial’. Final ≠ is 
normally lost, as in näp (< naf ≠) ‘profit’, mawzu 
(< maw∂ù≠) ‘subject’, täläy (< †àli≠) ‘fortune’.

Initial ± is not considered a consonant in 
Uyghur. Medial ± is usually lost, as in mömin 
(< mu±min) ‘believer’, but before i it may change 
into a y glide, as in mulayim (< mulà±ìm) 
‘mild’.

Arabic x generally remained x, although alter-
nations x ~ q do occur, as in zix ~ ziq (< sìx) 
‘skewer, spit’.

S, ß, and μ merged into s, e.g. säpär (< safar 
‘journey’) ‘occurrence’, sada (< ßadà) ‘voice’, 
miras (< mìràμ) ‘inheritance’. Similarly, z, Ú (Ω), 
∂, and ≈ merged into z, e.g. zukam (< zukàm) 
‘cold [disease]’, näzär (< naÚar) ‘view’, ziyapät 
(< ∂iyàfat) ‘feast’, zäki (< ≈akiyy) ‘clever’. These 
mergers all reflect the situation in Persian.

T and † merged, e.g. töhpä (< tu™fa) ‘contri-
bution’, talaq (< †alàq) ‘divorce’.

Arabic f is consistently represented by p, e.g. 
pikir (< fikr) ‘thought’, peil (< fi≠l) ‘verb’, sähipä 
(< ßa™ìfa) ‘page’.

Voiced plosive b became voiceless in final 
position, which is reflected in spelling, as in kitap 
(< kitàb) ‘book’, although ‘archaizing’ spell-
ings with -b seem to become more popular. 
Devoicing in nonfinal positions is rare, as in 
ispat (< ±iμbàt) ‘proof’. Intervocalic b has often 
become w, e.g. nöwät (< nawbat) ‘turn’, xäwär 
(< xabar) ‘message’. Note that final -b can be-
come intervocalic due to suffixation, as in säwäp 
(< sabab) ‘reason’ ⇒ säwiwi ‘his/her reason’.

Arabic aw was often contracted into o or ö, 
e.g. dölät (< dawlat) ‘state’, ronaq (< rawnaq) 
‘splendor’.

Voiced plosive d generally became voice-
less in final position, e.g. heyt (< ≠ìd) ‘religious 
holiday’, but rarely elsewhere in the word, as in 
mästär (< maßdar) ‘gerund’.

Word-final consonant clusters not tolerated 
in Uyghur were broken up by epenthetic vow-
els, e.g. äqil (< ≠aql) ‘mind’, hösün (< ™usn) 
‘beauty’, isim (< ism) ‘name’, jinis (< jins) 
‘gender’, qulup (< qufl) ‘lock’. The epenthetic 
vowel, which is always i/u/ü due to Uyghur 
phonological constraints, is dropped when such 
words receive suffixes beginning with a vowel, 
such as the possessive suffixes, e.g. äqli, hösni, 
ismi ‘his/her mind, beauty, name’. Sonorant + 
obstruent clusters are acceptable in Turkic and 
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not necessarily simplified, e.g. xälq (< xalq) 
‘people’, härp (< ™arf ) ‘letter [character]’.

Geminates are usually preserved between 
vowels, as in minnät (< minnat) ‘obligation’, 
ippät (< ≠iffat) ‘chastity’; in final position, they 
are simplified, as in šäk (< šakk) ‘doubt’, sir 
(< sirr) ‘secret’, zit (< ∂idd) ‘opposite’, but, like 
consonant clusters, they may reappear when 
suffixes are added, e.g. häq (< ™aqq) ‘right’ ⇒ 
häqq-i ‘his right’, räb (< rabb) ‘lord’ ⇒ ya räbb-
im ‘o my Lord’.

In some words, Uyghur features unexpected 
geminates not found in Arabic, as in qimmät 
(< qìmat) ‘expensive’, zinnät (< zìnat) ‘orna-
ment’, addiy (< ≠àdì) ‘ordinary’.

Some words with more eroded variants include 
ištiha ~ ištäy (< ištihà±) ‘appetite’, märtiwä 
~ märtä (< martaba ‘degree, rank’) ‘times’, 
išarät ~ šärät (< ±išàrat) ‘sign’, waqit ~ wax 
(< waqt) ‘time’, mähäl ~ mäl (< ma™all) ‘place’, 
mäpä (< ma™àfa) ‘cart’. There are many other 
deviating forms, not all of which are reflected 
in writing.

5. I n c o r p o r a t i o n  a n d 
i n f l e c t i o n  o f  A r a b i c  w o r d s

Nouns, adjectives, adverbs, and conjunctions 
were simply borrowed as lexical items without 
morphological problems. In case of morpho-
logical variants within Arabic, Uyghur usually 
features one variant only, as in Persian. An 
example of this is the treatment of tà± marbù†a, 
which in Uyghur is either present in all inflected 
forms, as in pursät (< furßat) ‘opportunity’, 
niyät (< niyyat) ‘intention’, or absent through-
out, as in hikayä (< ™ikàyat) ‘story’, hädiyä 
(< hadiyyat) ‘gift’ (for the distribution of these 
variants in Turkic languages and the rela-
tionship with the distribution of the feminine 
ending in Persian, see Perry 1991:178–180, 
183–188).

As in other Turkic languages, Arabic verbs 
could not be borrowed directly, due to the dif-
ferent verbal systems. Instead, Uyghur creates 
new verbs by combining an Arabic noun or 
verbal noun with an Uyghur auxiliary verb like 
qil- ‘to do’ or bol- ‘to become’, e.g. wapat bol- 
(< wafàt ‘death’) ‘to die’, täšäkkür eyt- (< 
tašakkur ‘giving thanks’) ‘to thank’, pärq qil- 
(< farq ‘distinction’) ‘to distinguish’, jawap 
bär- (jawàb ‘answer [noun]’) ‘to answer’. 
Alternatively, a verbalizer suffix is used, as 

in šuÿullan- (< šuÿl ‘occupation’) ‘to occupy 
oneself with’, rawajlandur- (< rawàj ‘circula-
tion, spreading’) ‘to develop’, zamaniwilaštur- 
(< zamàn ‘time’) ‘to modernize’. From these 
Uyghur stems all verb forms can be derived.

Etymological hybrids abound, e.g. Persian/
Arabic/Turkic na-häq-liq ‘injustice’, with pre-
fixed Persian negative and Uyghur suffix.

Nominal inflection, such as case endings and 
possessive suffixes, may involve phonetic alter-
ations of the stem, depending on the original 
vowel and consonant, as in kitap ⇒ kitaw-im 
‘my book’ (with original b and long à), as 
opposed to täräp ⇒ tärip-im ‘my side’ (with 
original f and short a). As mentioned above, 
Arabic long à resists the Uyghur umlauting 
rules, e.g. hal-i ‘his situation’ as compared to 
native baš ‘head’ ⇒ beš-i ‘his head’.

Most Arabic words follow the normal vowel 
harmony rules when suffixes are added. Mono-
syllables with the vowel i (or e) receive back-
vocalic suffixes, e.g. plurals pil-lar ‘elephants’, 
heyt-lar ‘holidays’, and verbalizers such as zit-
laš- (< ∂idd ‘opposite’) ‘to oppose’.

Uyghur created a number of additional suffix 
variants to accommodate Arabic words, e.g. the 
dative variants -ÿä, -qä, as in xälq-qä ‘to the 
people’, qälb-i-ÿä ‘to his heart’ (ä would not 
co-occur with q or ÿ in native words). There 
are also newly created possessive forms to add 
to stems ending in a long vowel, usually due to 
loss of a final consonant, e.g. ÿiza-yi™/ÿiza-yi/
ÿiza-yimiz (< ÿi≈à±) ‘your/her/our food’, cf. the 
short vowel forms harwa-™/harwi-si/harwi-miz 
(< ≠araba) ‘your/her/our cart’.

As demonstrated above, consonants and 
consonant sequences which are unpronounce-
able to Uyghurs and simplified or changed in 
final position, may resurface when suffixes are 
attached.

Although many Arabic morphological proc-
esses are reflected in Uyghur, none of these 
are actively used by the Uyghurs to make new 
forms, either on borrowed stems or on native 
stems.

Arabic plurals were apparently borrowed as 
separate lexical entities and are often used 
with a slight semantic difference, as in the case 
of xäwär ‘message’ and axbarat ‘news’, xälq 
‘people’ and xalayiq ‘the masses’. Most Arabic 
words now receive Uyghur plurals.

Only a few Arabic feminine forms are still 
in use, e.g. muällimä (< mu≠allima) ‘female 
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teacher’, mäbudä (< ma≠bùda) ‘goddess’, räpiqä 
(< rafìqa) ‘wife’. Adjectives can be gender spe-
cific in some formulas, like märhum atam ‘my 
late father’, märhumä anam ‘my late mother’ 
(< mar™ùm).

Even Arabic endings that occur frequently 
in Uyghur, such as -i ~ -iy ~ -(i)wi in omumi 
‘general’, ÿärbiy ‘western’, dunyawi ‘worldly’, 
and the adverbial ending -än in mäsilän ‘for 
example’, häqiqätän ‘indeed’, etc., cannot be 
attached to native words.

Many formulas and phrases were adopted 
as a whole, e.g. ästa‘purulla (< ±astaÿfiru llàh) 
‘I ask God for forgiveness’, hašqalla (< ≠išq 
allàh) ‘thank you’, wahakaza (< wa-hàka≈à) ‘et 
cetera’. Most compounds are just felt to be sin-
gle lexemes, e.g. elipbä (< ±alìf bà±) ‘alphabet’, 
äksilhärkät (< ≠aks + ™arakat) ‘countermove-
ment’, hayat-mamat küriši (< ™ayàt + mamàt) 
‘life-and-death struggle’, häbbulmülük (< ™abb 
al-mulk) [plant name], bäynälmiläl (< bayn 
al-milal) ‘international’, bäytulla (< bayt allàh) 
‘house of God [i.e. place of worship]’, darilpu-
nun (< dàr al-funùn) ‘academy’. Many instances 
are in fact Persian coinages based on Ara-
bic stems: äpuomumi (< Persian afv-e umumì 
< Arabic ≠afw ‘pardon’ + ≠umùmì  ‘general’) 
‘amnesty, general pardon’, nuqtiinäzär (< Per-
sian nuq†a-ye naΩar < Arabic nuq†a ‘point’ + 
naÚar ‘view’) ‘point of view’, etc.

A popular feature of the Uyghur lexicon are 
doublets of (nearly) synonymous words, espe-
cially rhyming ones, or derivates from the same 
root, e.g. örp-adät (< ≠urf + ≠àdat) ‘customs and 
traditions’, zoq-šoq (< ≈awq + šawq) ‘enjoy-
ment’, ÿälwä-ÿoÿa (< ÿalaba + ÿawÿa) ‘tumult’, 
ÿerip-ÿurwät (< ÿarìb + ÿurbat) ‘alone and 
deserted’, many of which are Persian creations. 
Arabic/Uyghur hybrids include ilim-bilim (< ≠ilm) 
‘knowledge’, soal-soraq (< sù±àl) ‘questions’, his-
tuyÿu (™iss) ‘feeling’, and uruq-äwlat (< ±awlàd) 
‘offspring’.

6. S e m a n t i c  a n d  f u n c t i o n a l 
f i e l d s  o f  b o r r o w i n g

Nearly all categories of the lexicon are rep-
resented. First names are predominantly of 
Arabic and Persian origin. However, the core 
lexicon, such as numerals, basic adjectives, 
body parts, family members, names of famil-
iar animals, clothes, and household utensils, 
is not affected as much. Only a few names 

for basic body parts were borrowed, such as 
mäydä (< mi≠da) ‘chest; stomach’ and hälqum 
(< ™ulqùm) ‘throat’. Among animal names we 
find exotic species, such as timsax (< timsà™) 
‘crocodile’, maymun (< maymùn) ‘monkey’, pil 
(< fìl) ‘elephant’.

Common religious terms may be more eroded, 
such as mäzin (< mu±a≈≈in) ‘muezzin’, me∑it 
(< masjid) ‘mosque’. Less common terms, and 
elevated vocabulary not known to all speakers, 
include hazazul (< ≠azàzìl) ‘Azazil [epithet of 
the devil]’, mäqbärä (< maqbara) ‘cemetery’, 
and munäjjim (< munajjim) ‘astronomer’. Some 
words may have been adopted for euphemistic 
reasons, e.g. hajätxana (< ™àjat ‘need’ + Persian 
xàna) ‘toilet’, and tanasil äza, based on ±a≠∂à± 
tanàsuliyya ‘genitals’.

Uyghur conjunctions are usually of Arabic 
origin: päqät (< faqa† ‘only’), ämma (< ±ammà), 
lekin (< làkin), all meaning ‘but, however’; wä 
(< wa) ‘and’; and many modal adverbs: hätta 
(< ™attà) ‘even’, ÿayät (< ÿàyat ‘utmost limit, 
goal’) ‘very’. Interestingly, some Arabic words 
have become postpositions in Uyghur, e.g. häq-
qidä (derived from ™aqq ‘right [noun]’) ‘about’, 
täripidin (from †araf ‘edge, side’) ‘by [with pas-
sive verbs]’.

A number of ultimately non-Arabic loan-
words, mostly Wanderworte from Greek, have 
been borrowed in their Arabicized shape, such 
as bälÿäm (< balÿam) ‘phlegm’, qanun (< qànùn) 
‘law’, iqlim (< ±iqlìm) ‘climate’, toz (< †àwùs) 
‘peacock’, panus (< fànùs) ‘lantern’.

As expected, the meanings of the borrowed 
lexemes may be different from or narrower 
than the Arabic source words; for instance, 
Uyghur ali (< ≠àlì) means only ‘high’ in an 
abstract sense, ayal means ‘wife’ (< ≠iyàl ‘family 
members’), xät means ‘letter [epistle]’ (< xa†† 
‘line, etc.’), mäqät means ‘anus’ (< maq≠ad ‘sit-
ting’), iplas means ‘dirty’ (< ±iflàs ‘bankrupt’), 
and usul means ‘dance’ (< ±ußùl ‘principles, 
basic rules’).
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Uzbek

1. A r a b i c - U z b e k  r e l a t i o n s

Uzbek (Ozbek, Özbek) is a Turkic language 
spoken by some 23 million people, most of 
whom live in Uzbekistan, while the remainder 
are distributed over neighboring countries, the 
largest groups being found in Afghanistan and 
Tajikistan. 

Arabic influence on modern Uzbek is restricted 
to loanwords; the entirely different structures 
of Arabic and Uzbek seem to have prevented 
any enduring grammatical influence. The lex-
ical influence is pervasive, especially in the 
field of abstract notions, as exemplified by the 
following sentence: Insåniyatniñ madaniyat 
taraqqiyåt tarixida ozbek millati ajåyib tuhfa-
lar qošgan ‘In the history of the cultural devel-
opment of humanity, the Uzbek people have 
made amazing contributions’. Apart from the 
ethnonym and the final verb, only the endings 
are of Turkic origin (native elements in bold).

Most Arabic loanwords in Uzbek seem to 
have entered through ¤ Persian, as well as lit-
erary Chaghatay and other written languages. 
This is not surprising in view of the fact that 
many speakers of Uzbek are bilingual in variet-
ies of Persian (¤ Tajik and Dari). Borrowing 
directly from Central Asian Arabs cannot be 
demonstrated. 

2. W r i t i n g

Linguistically, Uzbek has developed gradually 
from Chaghatay, which was written in Arabic 
script and did not consciously change the spell-
ing of its Arabic loanwords. At the beginning 
of the Soviet period, the Arabic notation of 
Uzbek was abandoned in favor of a Latin-based 
orthography, which in its turn was replaced 

by the Cyrillic alphabet in 1940. After the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, it was decided that a 
new Latin alphabet would be introduced. The 
latter, which is steadily replacing the Cyrillic 
alphabet, although this is still widely used, is 
mostly a transliteration of its Cyrillic prede-
cessor. After the replacement of the Arabic 
alphabet, orthographic distinctions that were 
not reflected in pronunciation were largely 
abolished. For instance, the new alphabets do 
not contain equivalents for Arabic letters such 
as ™, ß, †, Ú (Ω). Instead, these were merged 
with their ‘nonemphatic’ counterparts. In other 
regards, modern spelling is conservative, in 
that it meticulously preserves many instances of 
unpronounced ≠ and ±, as well as foreign conso-
nant clusters, which are simplified or broken up 
in spoken Uzbek. 

3. P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n  o f 
t h e  v o w e l s

Instead of the canonical Turkic vowel system 
with eight vowels, standard Uzbek has a simpli-
fied system with six vowels, transliterated here 
as a, å, e, i, o, u [å and o are now written o and 
o’ respectively]. The rounded front vowels ö 
and ü can be found in other varieties of Uzbek. 
This is essentially the Persian (Tajik) vowel sys-
tem. The six Arabic vowel phonemes, especially 
the short ones, do not correspond straightfor-
wardly with the Uzbek vowels.

The long Arabic vowels à, ì, ù are usually 
represented in Uzbek by å, i, u, e.g. hål (< ™àl) 
‘state’, fil (< fìl) ‘elephant’, ruh (< rù™) ‘soul’. 
Long à may also appear as a, as in tarix (< 
tàrìx) ‘history’, and many variant forms are 
found, e.g. åxir ~ [colloquial] axir (< ±àxir) 
‘end’, ÿawÿå ~ [colloquial] ÿåwÿa (< ÿawÿà±) 
‘hubbub’. Long ì is occasionally represented 
by iy in Uzbek, as in siymå (< sìmà±) ‘appear-
ance’, qåriyb (< qarìb) ‘approximately’. When 
shortened, it may also appear as e, as in merås 
(< mìràμ) ‘inheritance’.

The short vowel a typically becomes a, e.g. 
dars (< dars) ‘lesson’, harf (< ™arf ) ‘letter’, but 
e (perhaps due to the following long ì) appears 
in metin (< matìn) ‘sturdy’, yetim (< yatìm) 
‘orphan’.

Short i normally becomes i, as in irq (< ≠irq) 
‘race’, jism (< jism) ‘body’, but e often appears 
before final ≠ (which itself was dropped), or 
before h/™, e.g. mawze (< maw∂i≠) ‘place’, zåye 
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(< ∂àyi≠) ‘in vain’, zehn (< ≈ihn) ‘intellect’, sehr 
(< si™r) ‘magic’. However, in several dialects, 
including that of Tashkent, these words are 
pronounced i instead of the literary e. 

Short u typically becomes u, as in urf (< ≠urf ) 
‘tradition’, huquq (< ™uqùq ‘rights’) ‘justice’. 
Uzbek o is the only vowel that is rare in Arabic 
words, e.g. tofån (< †ùfàn) ‘hurricane’, momin 
(< mu±min) ‘believer’. Irregular unrounding of 
u is common in nonfirst syllables, e.g. tasådi-
fan (< taßàdufan) ‘coincidentally’, tawåze 
(< tawà∂u≠) ‘politeness’.

Further unexpected vowel changes are found 
in the words hibs (< ™abs) ‘prison’, xislat 
(< xaßlat) ‘characteristic’, zilzila (< zalzala) 
‘earthquake’, mazax ~ mazah (< muzà™) ‘joke’, 
halqum (< ™ulqùm) ‘throat’, xartum (< xur†ùm) 
‘elephant’s trunk’. Most of these deviations are 
not restricted to Uzbek. Some longer words fea-
ture the elision of the middle vowel, e.g. hadya 
(< hadiyyat) ‘gift’.

The loss of intervocalic ± or ≠ has given rise to 
vowel sequences that are normally not allowed 
in Turkic, as in inšååt (< ±inšà±àt) ‘construction’, 
mudåfaa (< mudàfa≠a) ‘defense’, tabiiy (< †abì≠ì) 
‘natural’, iåna (< ±i≠ànat) ‘alms’, såat (< sà≠at) 
‘hour’.

4. P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n  o f 
t h e  c o n s o n a n t s

Many Arabic consonants were adopted by 
Uzbek more or less unchanged: d, t, h, x, ÿ, q, 
s, š, j, z, k, l, r, n, m. The remaining consonants, 
alien to Uzbek, usually merged with existing 
consonants, in a fashion similar to Persian.

H and ™ merged into Uzbek h, e.g. haykal (< 
haykal) ‘statue’, hiyla (< ™ìla) ‘ruse’, qabih (< 
qabì™) ‘bad’, ablah (< ±ablah ‘foolish’) ‘bad’, 
tasbeh (< tasbì™) ‘prayer beads’. Final -h/-™ 
was occasionally dropped, as in the name ållå 
(< allàh) ‘God’ and formulas including it.

Arabic x generally remained x, as in xiz-
mat (< xidmat) ‘service’. In the spoken lan-
guage, x and q are not always distinguished, 
as in nusxa ~ nusqa (< nusxa) ‘sample’ and, 
in reverse, nuqta ~ nuxta (< nuq†a) ‘point’. In 
the Tashkent dialect, h tends to merge with ™ 
before another consonant, in words like rahmat 
(< ra™mat ‘mercy’) ‘thanks’ and mehnat (mih-
nat) ‘work’.

T and † merged into t, e.g. tuhmat (< tuhmat) 
‘false accusation’, talab (< †alab) ‘demand’.

S, ß, and μ merged into s, e.g. sayåhat 
(< siyà™at) ‘journey’, sinf (< ßinf ) ‘class’, mar-
siya (< marμiya) ‘elegy’. Similarly, z, ≈, Ú (Ω), 
and ∂ merged into z, e.g. zahmat (< za™mat) 
‘effort’, zavq (< ≈awq) ‘pleasure’, zulm (< Úulm) 
‘tyranny’, håwuz (< ™aw∂) ‘water basin’. Some 
words with ∂ display variant forms, e.g. ÿazab 
~ ÿadab (< ÿa∂ab) ‘anger’.

Initial ≠ is represented by h in a handful of 
words, such as aså ~ hassa (< ≠aßà) ’walking 
cane’, haqiq (< ≠aqìq) ‘agate’, but it is gener-
ally merged with vocalic onset (±), as in arafa 
(< ≠arafa) ‘eve’, asal (< ≠asal) ‘honey’. Variant 
forms include iyd ~ hayit (< ≠ìd) ‘religious holi-
day’. Intervocalic ≠ is often dropped from spell-
ing and/or pronunciation, especially between 
vowels, as in zaif (< ∂a≠ìf ) ‘weak’. If at all 
pronounced, it is realized as vocalic onset. In 
word-final position, ≠ is dropped from spell-
ing as well as pronunciation, as in mawzu 
(<  maw∂ù≠) ‘subject’. In preconsonantal posi-
tion, it is represented by the grapheme <’> (the 
hard sign ̧  in Cyrillic), whereas in pronunciation 
it is usually realized as lengthening of the preced-
ing vowel, as in the spellings malum (< ma≠lum) 
‘known’, ba’zi (< ba≠∂) ‘some’, še’r (< ši≠r) 
‘poem’, fe’l (< fi≠l) ‘deed’, ta’m ~ tam (< †a≠m) 
‘taste’, which are in fact pronounced as [ma1lum, 
ba1zi, ∑e1r, fe1l, ta1m]. The spoken language may 
also display ÿ, x, h, as in na’l ~ [colloquial] 
naÿal (< na≠l) ‘hobnail’, ne’mat ~ [colloquial] 
niÿmat (< ni≠mat) ‘good deed’, tåle ~ tålix ~ 
tålei (< †àli≠) ‘good luck’, matå ~ [colloquial] 
matåh (< matà≠) ‘fabric’. Postconsonantal ≠ is 
usually pronounced as vocalic onset, as in qit’a 
(< qi†≠a ‘piece’) ‘continent’.

Final ± is neither written nor pronounced, as 
in sahrå (< ßa™rà±) ‘steppe’. Postconsonantal ± 
is usually preserved in spelling but not always 
pronounced, as in hay’at (< hay±at) ‘staff’, juz’iy 
(< juz±ì) ‘minor’. Between vowels, it is com-
monly dropped from both spelling and pronun-
ciation, but occasionally it is replaced by y, as 
in mulåyim (< mulà±ìm) ‘mild’. In some words 
medial ± is dropped from the orthography, e.g. 
imån ~ iymån (< ±ìmàn) ‘belief’.

Arabic f is normally represented by Uzbek 
f, but occasionally by p, as in supa (< ßuffa) 
‘pedestal’, supra ~ sufra (< sufrat) ‘floor cover-
ing’, patir (< fa†ìr) ‘kind of unleavened bread’. 
In spoken varieties of Uzbek, the pronunciation 
p is quite common.

Arabic b is pronounced p in final position but 
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remains written as b, as in sabab (< sabab) ‘rea-
son’. Intervocalic b occasionally became w in 
the spoken language, e.g. arawa (< ≠araba) ‘cart’, 
tabaqa ~ [colloquial] tawaqa (< †abaqa) ‘layer’, 
tabaq ~ [colloquial] tåwåq (< †abaq, †abàq) 
‘dish’, xabar ~ [colloquial] xawar (< xabar) 
‘news’, tawba ~ tåwwa (< tawba) ‘repentance’.

Unlike elsewhere in Turkic, the epenthetic 
vowels used to break up non-Turkic consonant 
groups are rarely reflected in the orthography, 
so that spellings like the following are common: 
izn (< ±i≈n) ‘permission’, ufq ~ ufuq (< ±ufq) 
‘horizon’, matn (< matn) ‘text’, sidq (< ßidq) 
‘sincerity’, hajw (< hajw) ‘humor’. Spoken 
Uzbek does require epenthetic vowels in these 
sequences, in the form of a reduced i or u, 
depending on the preceding vowel, as in ism > 
isÿm (< ism) ‘name’, šakl > šakÿl (< šakl) ‘form’, 
but hukm > huk»m (< ™ukm) ‘judgment’. These 
nonwritten vowels disappear again if a suffix is 
attached that starts with a vowel, as in ism-im 
‘my name’. This has a parallel in the behavior 
of some native stems, e.g. burun ‘nose’ ⇒ burn-
im ‘my nose’.

Geminates are usually preserved between 
vowels, as in tabassum (< tabassum) ‘smile 
[noun]’, zarra (< ≈arra) ‘particle’, but may be 
simplified, as in sihat (< ßi™™at) ‘health’. In final 
position, they are simplified, as in had (< ™add) 
‘frontier’, his (< ™iss) ‘feeling’, but they usually 
resurface when suffixes are added, e.g. hadd-i 
‘its border’, hiss-i ‘her/his feeling’.

Some Uzbek words feature geminates not 
found in Arabic, e.g. zakiy ~ zakki (< ≈akiyy) 
‘intelligent’, qimmät (< qìmat) ‘expensive’, udda 
(< ≠uhdat) ‘task’.

Cases of metathesis (also found in Tajik) 
include kift (< katf ~ kitf ) ‘shoulder’ and qulf 
(< qufl) ‘lock’. 

Words with divergent colloquial variants 
include la’nat ~ na’lat (< la≠nat) ‘curse’, laqab ~ 
laqam (< laqab) ‘nickname’, izn ~ izm (< ±i≈n) 
‘permission’. For further examples, see the 
treatment of ≠.

5. I n c o r p o r a t i o n  a n d 
i n f l e c t i o n  o f  A r a b i c  w o r d s

As most suffixes have only one variant, due to 
the loss of vowel harmony in Uzbek, nominal 
inflection of Arabic nouns (such as case endings 
and possessive suffixes) is quite straightforward. 
Furthermore, final consonants of borrowed 

stems do not undergo alternations, unlike in 
native words, compare tåwåq (< †abàq) ‘dish’ 
⇒ tåwåqim ‘my dish’ with native qulåq ‘ear’ ⇒ 
qulåÿim ‘my ear’.

Normally, all Arabic nouns can be provided 
with Uzbek suffixes, such as plural, possessive, 
and case endings. Arabic stems ending in a 
consonant follow the same pattern as native 
stems, e.g. (niyat) niyat-im, niyat-i™, niyat-i, 
niyat-imiz  ‘my, your, her/his, our intention’. 
The same applies to stems in a short vowel, e.g. 
(xà†ira) xåtira-m, xåtira-™, xåtira-si, xåtira-miz 
‘my, your, her/his, our memory’. There is some 
hesitation as to the possessive forms of words 
originally ending in ≠. In spite of the disap-
pearance of the final consonant itself, these 
words are inflected as if ending in a consonant. 
Mawzu (< maw∂ù≠) ‘subject’ should result in 
the following possessive forms: mawzu-im ‘my 
subject’, mawzu-i ‘her/his subject’, mawzu-
imiz ‘our subject’, but mawzu-m, mawzu-si, 
mawzu-miz can now also be found, as well as 
mawzuyim, mawzuyi, mawzuyimiz, with added 
y-glide. Likewise, it is possible to find jåme-si 
‘its mosque’ alongside traditional jåme-i. Simi-
lar variants can be found in words with final ±. 
Although the 3rd person suffix seems to behave 
as in native stems, e.g. (xa†à± >) xatå-si ‘her/his 
mistake’, (±a≠∂à± >) a’zå-si ‘its member’, rather 
than *xatå-i, *a’zå-i, there seems to be less cer-
tainty concerning the other possessives, leading 
to variants like xatåim ~ xatåm ‘my mistake’, 
a’zåimiz ~ a’zåmiz ‘our members’.

Etymological hybrids abound, most com-
monly Arabic-Persian-Turkic compounds, e.g. 
tarix-šunås-liq ‘(study of ) history’, zarar-
kunanda-∑ilik ‘sabotage’.

Like all Turkic languages, Uzbek is unable 
to adopt Arabic verbs directly. There are two 
methods to form Uzbek verbs based on Arabic 
stems. First, an Arabic noun can be combined 
with a native verb such as bol- ‘to become’, et- 
or qil- ‘to do’, ber- ‘to give’, as in rad et-/qil- (< 
radd ‘refusal’) ‘to refuse’, tark et-/qil- (< tark 
‘abandoning’) ‘to abandon’, bahs et- (< ba™μ 
‘discussion’) ‘to discuss’, tarjima qil- (< tarjama) 
‘to translate’, ruxsat ber- (< ruxßat ‘permit’) ‘to 
allow’, mahrum bol- (< ma™rùm ‘bereaved’) ‘to 
lose’, wåqe bol- (< wàqi≠ ‘occurring’) ‘to occur, 
take place’. Alternatively, a verbalizer suffix is 
used, as in håzirla- (< ™à∂ir ‘present, ready’) ‘to 
prepare’, åxirlaš- (< ±àxir ‘last’) ‘to come to an 
end’, xawfsira- (< xawf ‘danger’) ‘to be scared’. 
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All inflected verb forms can be derived from the 
Uzbek verb stems thus created.

Although numerous derivations from the 
same Arabic root may occur in Uzbek, and a 
large part of Arabic nominal morphology is 
therefore reflected, not a single process of Ara-
bic-type derivation has become productive.

Arabic plurals were apparently borrowed as 
separate lexical entities, and may have devel-
oped a different meaning. The plurals may lose 
their plural connotation, as in the case of waqt 
‘time’ as opposed to åwqat ‘food’ (< ±awqàt 
‘times [pl.]’); sometimes there is no difference in 
meaning, as in tilsim(åt) (< †ilsim(àt)) ‘mystery’. 
Double plurals like ahwålåt (< ±a™wàl + femi-
nine plural ending -àt) ‘conditions’, rusumåt 
(< rusùm + -àt) ‘customs’ were also borrowed 
as such. Normally, plurals are formed with the 
native plural ending -lar, e.g. waqtlar ‘times’, 
even if the borrowed stem is itself an Arabic 
plural, e.g. ahwållar ‘circumstances’, atråflar 
‘surroundings’, haywånåtlar ‘animals’.

Some Arabic feminine forms are used to 
denote female persons, e.g. ålima (< ≠àlima) 
‘learned woman’, ilåha (< ±ilàha) ‘goddess’, 
raqqåsa (< raqqàßa) ‘female dancer’, såhiba 
(< ßà™iba) ‘lady, mistress’, zaifa (< ∂a≠ìfa ‘weak’) 
‘wife’. The feminine forms of some adjectives 
are still used, e.g. mahbuba ‘loved’, as opposed 
to masculine mahbub (< ma™bùb). However, 
feminine Arabic nouns normally take the ‘mas-
culine’ version of the adjective, unlike in liter-
ary Chaghatay.

Even the most frequently occurring Arabic 
endings, such as the adjectival ending -iy ~ 
-wiy ~ -yi in ilmiy ‘scientific’, wåqeiy ‘real’, 
måliyawiy ‘financial’, sahråyi ‘steppe-’, and 
the adverbial ending -an in aslan ‘originally’, 
šaxsan ‘personally’, are not used to make new 
Uzbek derivations.

Many formulas and phrases were adopted 
as a whole, e.g. barakalla (< bàraka llàhu) 
‘bravo’, fawqulådda (< fawqa l-≠àda) ‘extraor-
dinary’. Compound words, whether of genuine 
Arabic origin or Persian coinages from Arabic 
elements, are often perceived as single lex-
emes, e.g. aks-sadå (< ≠aks + ßadà ‘counter’ + 
‘voice’) ‘echo’, ÿayriinsåniy (< ÿayri + ±insànì) 
‘inhumane’, låqayd (< là + qayd) ‘indifferent’, 
zullisånayn (< ≈u l-lisànayn) ‘bilingual’, såhib-
jamål (< ßà™ib + jamàl) ‘beautiful’.

As in other Turkic languages, doublets of rhym-
ing or related words are very popular, e.g. ins-

jins ‘evil spirits’, fikr-zikr ‘thoughts’, rasm-rusum 
‘customs’, sir-asrår ‘secrets’, šak-šubha ‘doubt’, 
tawba-tazarru ‘remorse’, uzr-ma’zur ‘apologies’.

6. S e m a n t i c  a n d  f u n c t i o n a l 
f i e l d s  o f  b o r r o w i n g

Arabic loanwords are represented in nearly all 
categories of the lexicon. Arabic first names 
continue to be very popular. However, much 
of the basic Turkic lexicon was retained, and in 
most lexical fields the influence of Persian has 
been stronger than that of Arabic. Contrary 
to expectation, even common religious terms 
used by laypeople, for instance the words for 
‘prophet’, ‘hell’, ‘sin’, ‘fasting’, and ‘prayer’ are 
often of Persian rather than Arabic origin. 

Some lexical fields where Arabic predomi-
nates are words related to writing and litera-
ture, e.g. harf (< ™arf ) ‘letter’, qalam (< qalam) 
‘pen’; tribal and societal terms, e.g. qabila 
(< qabìla) ‘tribe’, rais (< ra±ìs) ‘chief’, dallål 
(< dallàl) ‘marriage broker’; legal and politi-
cal terms, e.g. šåhid (< šàhid) ‘witness’, talab 
(< †alab) ‘demand’, wakil (< wakìl) ‘representa-
tive’, wazifa (< waÚìfa) ‘duty’.

Elevated language contains more Arabic 
phrases, which were adopted as a whole, e.g. 
abadulåbåd (< ±abadu l-±àbàd) ‘eternity’, alhål 
(< al-™àl) ‘presently’, filhål (< fì l-™àl) ‘immedi-
ately’, låyamut (< là yamùt) ‘immortal’, nafsi-
lamr (< nafsu l-±amr) ‘as a matter of fact’. Not 
all speakers are familiar with these. 

Many common Uzbek adverbs, conjunctions, 
interjections, and exclamations are of Ara-
bic origin. Adverbs include ba’zan (< ba≠∂an) 
‘sometimes’, hattå (< ™attà) ‘even’, nihåyatda 
(< nihàyat ‘end’ + Uzbek locative case) ‘very’. 
Conjunctions include ammå (< ±ammà) ‘how-
ever’, faqat ‘but’ (< faqa† ‘only’). Interjec-
tions and exclamations include ajabå (< ≠ajabà) 
‘wow!’, ya’ni (< ya≠nì) ‘that is to say’, ilåhim 
~ ilåyim ~ ilåyå (< ±ilàhì) ‘my God! [exclama-
tion]’. Postpositions based on Arabic nouns and 
adverbs include åid (< ≠à±id) ‘regarding’, dåir (< 
dà±ir) ‘concerning’, binåan (< binà±an) ‘based 
on’, e’tibåran (< i≠tibàran) ‘starting from’.

Words that underwent a semantic shift 
include the following: kasal ‘ill’ (< kasal ‘lazy’), 
maišat ‘the good life, pleasure’ (< ma≠ìšat ‘live-
lihood’), naÿma ‘harmonica’ (< naÿma ‘tune’), 
naql ‘legend, tale’ (< naql ‘carrying’), saÿir 
‘orphan’ (< ßaÿìr ‘small’).
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In some cases, an Arabic word form has been 
supplanted by its Russian counterpart, as in 
musiqa ‘music’, qahwa ‘coffee’, which were 
replaced by muzika and kåfe. In other cases, 
Arabic words were replaced by international 
words, e.g. firqa ‘party’ and sayyåra ‘planet’ by 
partiya and planeta.
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Uzbekistan Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

1.1 History: Origin of the Arab minority in 
Uzbekistan

The Central Asian Arabs settled in the area of 
the Khanat Bukhara and the northern plains 
of Afghanistan-Turkistan. There are different 
theories about their origin. Barfield (1981:3–4) 
considers two possibilities. Either their origin 
goes back to the Islamization of Uzbekistan 
at the beginning of the 8th century (see also 
Karmysheva 1964:272; Akiner 1983:366), or 
Tamerlane settled the Arabs in Central Asia in 
1401 after his conquests in the west, deporting 
Arabs from Damascus and Aleppo. Regarding 
the first explanation, Arabs invaded Transoxa-
nia from a staging point in Khorasan (eastern 
Iran), and several Arab tribes are reported to 
have moved to Bukhara after these conquests. 
Spuler (1960:530) considers a third possibility. 

In his opinion, the Central Asian Arabs could 
have originated in Iraq and northern Afghan-
istan, moving to Central Asia in the 16th 
century. Akiner (1983:366) and Karmysheva 
(1964:272) support this thesis. Unfortunately, 
they suggest no motive for this emigration, nor 
do they state its extent. 

The Tamerlane theory is the least reliable. 
The legend of Tamerlane seems to be an Arab 
motif for explaining their origin. Spuler’s theory 
is unsubstantiated by other sources. The most 
reasonable explanation, therefore, is the first, 
that the current population ultimately traces 
its origins to the late 7th and early 8th centu-
ries. This accords, moreover, with the linguistic 
evidence, which shows Central Asian Arabic 
to share traits with dialects far removed from 
it (see, e.g., Owens 1998:72; Jastrow 1997, 
1998). Such linguistic affinities are explicable in 
terms of an early split of a dialect group, with 
shared traits being preserved at the fringes of 
the Arabic-speaking world (Sprachinseln).

During the 19th century, the Arabs of Cen-
tral Asia were still living as nomads and sub-
sisting on sheep breeding. They constituted a 
community of about thirty thousand people 
in the area of Bukhara. After the constitution 
of the Soviet Union, an effort was made to 
force them to settle, and as a reaction to this, 
many of them emigrated to Afghanistan. There 
are villages in northern Afghanistan (Bactria) 
where a nearly identical dialect is spoken (Ing-
ham 1994; Kieffer 2000). The clan system of 
the Arab minority in the Soviet Union split 
during the forced settlement, and in the course 
of this process, their consciousness of identity 
was weakened. At the beginning of their settle-
ment, they lived separately from the Uzbek and 
Tajik population in special quarters or villages. 
Today, they are mixed with Uzbeks and Tajiks, 
and many of them declare affiliation with either 
of these groups. Only in distinct rural areas 
have they been able to preserve their character-
istic attributes and their original way of living. 
In these areas, they marry exclusively within 
the Arab community (Akiner 1983:366–367). 
Because of migration and integration into the 
Uzbek community, official censuses have seen 
the number of Arabs drop from 27,977 to 
2,007 between 1926 and 1956 (Burykina and 
Izmajlova 1930:1; Karmysheva 1964:271). The 
regression has gone so far that Nowak (1995) 
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does not mention an Arab minority in his 
report about the ethnopolitical situation in 
Uzbekistan. 

1.2 Dialects

There are two main dialects of Uzbekistan 
Arabic:

i. The Bukhara dialect (approximately four 
hundred speakers in 1938) in the villages of 
Djogari, Tchardari, Shahan-Bek (Gijduvon 
district), and Arabkhona (Vabkend district)

ii. The Qa“qa-Darya dialect (approximately 
one thousand speakers in 1938) in the vil-
lages of Qamashi and Djeinau (Qa“qa-Darya 
district; Schippers and Versteegh 1987:136)

Dialects in three of these villages – Djogari, 
Arabkhona, and Djeinau – have become well 
known through publications of Russian and 
Georgian scholars. 

The Central Asian Arabic speakers are bilin-
gual or even trilingual, also speaking ¤ Tajik 
and/or ¤ Uzbek (Tsereteli 1970b:169). The 
speakers of the two main dialects speak to 
each other in Tajik and/or Uzbek. According to 
Tsereteli (1970b:168), this is because there are 
considerable differences between the dialects. 
However, it is also the case that Tajik and 
Uzbek are lingua francas and, therefore, stran-
gers of any linguistic group use these languages 
as a matter of course.

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

The examples in this entry are based on the 
consonantal and vowel inventories of the cited 
authors, who give different realizations of 
sounds, often without clear identification of 
the dialect.

2.1.1 Consonants
The inventory of consonants in Table 1 is based 
on different dialects of Uzbekistan Arabic, 
often not clearly differentiated by the authors. 
Zimmermann, Dereli, and Fischer describe the 
consonants of the dialect of Djogari. Tsereteli 
(1939), Fischer (1961), Axvlediani (1985), Der-
eli (1997), and Zimmermann (2002) agree on 
the consonants in Table 1.

Only Dereli (1997) does not list /w/. Other 
authors list additional consonants:

/9b/ Tsereteli (1939); an implosive bilabial 
[b], limited to Djogari

/≈/ Tsereteli (1939)
/ž/ Tsereteli (1939), Zimmermann (2002)
/±/ Tsereteli (1939), Zimmermann (2002); 

limited to the dialect of Djogari
/ß/ Tsereteli (1939), Fischer (1961)
/†/ Tsereteli (1939), Fischer (1961), Axvl-

ediani (1985)
/∂ (Ω)/ Fischer (1961)
/v/ Dereli (1997), Zimmermann (2002)
/™/ Dereli (1997)

Old Arabic *q is represented by /q/ and /g/ 
(Fischer 1961:237): gidir ‘kettle’, qalb ‘heart’ 
(Djogari), galib ‘heart’ (Djeinau). In Djeinau, 
there are also cases of *ÿ > /q/: qèm ‘clouds’ < 
*ÿaym. The phonemes /p/ and /∑/ only exist in 
borrowings.

As far as the interdentals are concerned, there 
is confusion about emphasis and the merger 
of several interdentals. The old interdental 
spirants often have double correspondences: *≈ 
> /d/, /z/; *μ > /s/; *Ú > /∂/, /Ω/, /d/ but mostly 
/z/; *Ω > /z/. 

The following words have the plosives /d/, 
/∂/ in partially fixed and partially varying form: 

Table 1. Inventory of consonants of Uzbekistan Arabic

bilabial labiodental dental alveolar palatal velar uvular pharyngeal  glottal

plosive p, b t, d k, g q
fricative w f s, z š y x, ÿ ™, ≠ h
affricate ∑, j
liquid l r
nasal m n
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Djeinau xadà ~ xazà (< *±axa≈a ‘to take’); 
Djogari darab ~ zarab ‘to beat’, duk, fem. dìki 
‘that one’, or∂, rò∂ ‘earth, soil’; Arabkhona 
hàd, fem. hàdi ‘this one’, dahab ‘to go away’, 
™addar ‘to protect’.

In many cases, however, /z/, /Ω/ are lexically 
fixed: zaba™ ‘to slaughter’, abyaz ‘white’, ixzarra 
‘green, spread’, ≠azim ‘bone’. The emphatic pro-
nunciation has mostly been given up in the case 
of /Ú/ (> /z/; Fischer 1961:238). According to 
Tsereteli (1956:xxiff.), historical emphasis has 
also been lost for /ß/, /∂/, /†/. According to Zim-
mermann (2002:75), the variants /ß/ of /s/ and 
/†/ of /t/ are conditioned by back vowels /u/, 
/a/: na††à ‘he jumped’, na††u ‘they jumped’, but 
nattit ‘she jumped’, nattì ‘you [sg. fem.] 
jumped’. Other consonantal variants, not sum-
marized here, are attested by one author or the 
other. 

According to Fischer (1961:238), the old 
interdental spirants have partially double cor-
respondences: /μ/ > /s/; /≈/ > /d/, /z/; and /Ú/ > 
/∂/, /Ω (z)/. In his opinion, this sound shift origi-
nated when the population which emigrated to 
Central Asia spoke two different dialects prior 
to the emigration. In one dialect, /μ/, /≈/, /Ú/ 
became /t/ (no evidence), /d/, /∂/ (as in urban 
dialects). In the other dialect, /μ/, /≈/, /Ú/ were 
preserved (as in Bedouin dialects), but after the 
emigration to Central Asia, the consonants /μ/, 
/≈/, /Ú/ shifted to /s/, /z/, /Ω (z)/ under Tajik influ-
ence. This would mean that Tajik has borrowed 
words with /μ/ as well as words with /≈/ and /Ú/ 
from Arabic, and afterward adapted them to its 
inventory. Finally, Central Asian Arabic rebor-
rowed the same words from Tajik. However, 
there is no explanation why this should be true 
only for the interdentals and not, for example, 
for / ≠/ > /±/ (Cowan 1967:136).

Finally, there is no obvious explanation for 
the sound shift in Central Asian Arabic. The 
general drift of Semitic languages seems to 
be continued in */μ/, */≈/, */Ú/ > /s/, /z/, /Ω/, 
the interdentals shifting to spirants (Cowan 
1967:136).

Apart from these explanations, there are 
other possibilities. The Arabs may have bor-
rowed Persian/Tajik words with /s/, /z/, /Ω/ and 
also started to shift the interdentals /μ/, /≈/, /Ú/ 
in words of Arabic origin toward /s/, /z/, /Ω/. 
Alternatively, the speakers may have grown up 
as bilinguals (Tajik/Arabic) and taken over /s/, 
/z/, /Ω/ instead of /μ/, /≈/, /Ú/.

2.1.2 Vowels
Uzbekistan Arabic has the following vowels:

short i u long ì ù
    (ë)   è ò
     a    à

See Axvlediani (1985:10–11) for different reali-
zation of the vowels. In unstressed syllables, /i/ 
and /u/ may develop to /ë/: mudxul ~ mëdxul 
‘he enters’ (Fischer 1961:236).

The vowel /ò/ is a variant of /à/. The dialects 
show different values of /à ì ò/, e.g. Djogari 
kòyin ‘to be [perfect participle]’, ™isòb ‘bill’, as 
against Arabkhona kàyin, ™isàb.

Within a paradigm, /à ì ò/ sometimes alter-
nate, e.g. warò ‘behind’: waròha, warài ‘behind 
her, behind me’; and the negation ma: mòhi 
‘she is not’ (Djogari, Arabkhona). The vowel 
/ò/ remains qualitatively [o] after shortening 
(Fischer 1961:235), e.g. “odd < “àdd (“addà 
‘to bind’). In loanwords from Tajik, where 
/à/ is always pronounced /ò/, /ò/ is always 
taken over, e.g. libòs (< Tajik) as against ilbàs 
‘clothes’ (Fischer 1961:234–235).

The pronunciation of /ù/ corresponds to Tajik 
/yy/ [y1] (Fischer 1961:235; Tsereteli 1956:
xiv–xv).

/i/ and /u/ in stressed and closed syllables 
vary, based on dialect, e.g. jifir (Djogari) as 
against jufur (Djeinau) ‘well’; mi™i†† (Djogari) 
as against mi™u†† (Arabkhona) ‘he puts down’.

/i/, /u/ are deleted in unstressed, post-stress 
open syllables, e.g. simi ≠ ‘he hears’, but sim≠u 
‘he hears him’; xuluß ‘he was rescued’, xulßit 
‘she was rescued’ (Fischer 1961:236).

Tajik has influenced the vowel system of Cen-
tral Asian Arabic. Classical Arabic /à/ is some-
times represented by a low, front open /à/ [æ1] 
in the two main dialects of Uzbekistan Arabic. 
According to Tsereteli (1970b:168), it comes 
close to the short Tajik vowel /a/. Mostly, 
/à/ shifts to the mid-high back rounded vowel 
/ò/. This applies both to borrowings and Ara-
bic words (Tsereteli 1970b:168–169). In some 
cases, the same word is pronounced differently 
in the different dialects: mòt ‘he died’, qòl ‘he 
said’ (Bukhara), but ràs ‘head’; and màt ‘he 
died’, gàl ‘he said’, ràs ‘head’ (Qašqa-Darya). 
Tsereteli (1970b:169) also reports that one and 
the same speaker may use both forms.

The realization of Classical Arabic /à/ as /ò/ 
is based on Tajik influence. Middle Persian /à/ 
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is represented by /ò/ in Tajik, which is identical 
to the Central Asian Arabic vowel /ò/ (Tsereteli 
1970b:169).

There is a tendency to shorten long vowels 
in closed syllables and at the end of words. If 
the shortening of the long vowel precedes the 
shifting /à/ to /ò/, /à/ is preserved as /a/; in all 
other cases it shifts to /ò/. ±Imàla at the end of 
the word also prevents /à/ from shifting to /ò/ 
(Tsereteli 1970b:169). 

/ò/ < *aw shifted to [y1]. This is a rounded 
front vowel, located between /ù/ and /ò/, with 
a tendency to be closer to /ù/. In Central Asian 
Arabic, we therefore have *zawj > [zy1dÀ] ‘hus-
band’. In closed syllables, [y1] is often short-
ened to [y]: [zydÀki] ‘your [sg. fem.] husband’ 
(Tsereteli 1970b:170). Hence, this development 
can be summarized as follows: /à/ > /ò~o/; /aw/ 
> /ò/ > [y1] ~ [y]. 

2.1.3 Diphthongs
Zimmermann (2002:73) lists the following diph-
thongs, all cognate with Old Arabic diphthongs.

[au] ~ [aw] [sawb] ‘clothes’
[Ìu] ~ [Ìw] [dÌuv–] ‘medicine’
[ay] [zayf] ‘guest’
[Ìy] [lÌyl] ‘night’
[ey] [beyt] ‘house’

As reflexes of Old Arabic /ay/ and /aw/, Tsereteli 
(1956:xxiii–xiv) lists the falling diphthongs /a äi / 
and /aëu /, but also the pure vowels /è/, /ò/. Fur-
thermore, /aäi / may occur as /i/, as in zin < /zaäi n/ 
‘nice’, and /a ëu / often shifts to /u/ in unstressed 
syllables, as in suda < /sa ëuda/ ‘black [fem.]’ 
(Tsereteli 1939:262).

2.2 Morphology

2.2.1 Pronouns

2.2.1.1 Independent personal pronouns

 near distant
3rd sg. masc. hat, hàz (young) dùk ~ duk
3rd sg. fem. hai (young) dìki
3rd pl. masc.  halò (adult) dukalò
3rd pl. fem.  halàn (adult) dikalàn
2nd sg. masc. hint
2nd sg. fem. hinti 
2nd pl. masc. hintu

2nd pl. fem. hintin
1st sg. anà
1st pl. në™na

The pronouns of the 3rd person singular mas-
culine and the 3rd person singular feminine are 
used with reference to younger persons only; 
the 3rd person plural masculine and the 3rd 
person plural feminine pronouns may refer to 
an older, respected person.

The 3rd person forms are identical with the 
demonstratives (see Sec. 2.2.1.3). The different 
forms of personal pronouns are also sensitive to 
the distance of the person spoken about (Zim-
mermann 2002:75). 

2.2.1.2 Possessive/object suffixes
The following possessive/object suffixes occur 
in Bukhara.

 singular plural
3rd masc. -ù(h) after  -um after
 consonants consonants, 
 -hu after vowels -hum after
  vowels
3rd fem. -à(h) after -in after 
 consonants  consonants,
 -ha, -hà after  -hin after  
 vowels vowels
2nd masc.  -ak after  -kum
 consonants
 -k after vowels
2nd fem. -kì -kin
1st sg. -ì, with verbs -nì -nà

The /h/ in brackets in the 3rd person singular 
indicates that the object suffixes of the 3rd per-
son are sometimes followed by a slight /h/.

The pronominal suffixes are used as posses-
sive pronouns, as object suffixes on verbs, and 
they mark a subject as well as an object in com-
bination with participles (see Sec. 2.2.3.5).

2.2.1.3 Demonstratives

sg. masc., fem.; pl. hà ‘this one, he’, ‘this one, 
 she’
sg. masc. hàd, hat, hàz 
sg. fem.  hai (Djogari), hàdì
 (Arabkhona)
pl. masc.  halò, halàu, or hadlàu 
 (Arabkhona)
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pl. fem.  halàn, hadlàn
 (Arabkhona)
sg. masc.  dùk, duk ‘that one, he’; 
 zòk, zòka (Djeinau)
sg. fem.  dikì, dukì (Arabkhona); 
 zìk (Djeinau)
pl. masc.  dukalà, dukalàu
 (Arabkhona)
pl. fem.  dikalàn, dikilàn, dukalàn 
 (Arabkhona)

The same forms are used for the 3rd person of 
the personal pronouns (Sec. 2.2.1.1).

2.2.1.4 Interrogatives

Fischer 1961:259  Axvlediani 1985:91
èš, ìš (Arabkhona), yèš iš ‘what?’
 (Djeinau) ‘what?’
 < *±ayy-šay± 
bišàn èš ‘why?’
èšt-in, yèšin (Djeinau) 
 ‘whatever’
 < *±ayy-šìt-in
išayt ‘which, which one
 < *èš-a™id
iš†ùr, ištùr ‘how’ < *†ùr iš†ur, uš†ur ‘how?’
 < *†awr ‘status’
èßàb, ìßàb; ìßàb eysàb, esàb, iysàb,
 (Arabkhona) ‘where?’ isab
 < *ßawb ‘direction’ 
hen ‘where?’
minßàb, min ìßàb  min-eysàb
 (Arabkhona) ‘from  ‘from where?’
 where?’
išzailì, išzayil (Arabkhona)
 ‘which?’ < *èš-zayy-lì
matà, ìmit (Djeinau) ‘when?’
 < *±ayy-matà
kam ‘how many?’
lì, šinì (Arabkhona) ‘why?’ li, šini ‘why?’
 < *li-±ayy; šì-in-±ayy
mìn ‘who?’

In Arabkhona, è“ may be used with a suf-
fix, e.g. ì“-ak xaditu ‘what did she take away
from you?’. Likewise, hèn-, hìn- may be used 
with a suffix to express questions like ‘where 
[is]?’.

2.2.1.5 Reflexive pronoun
The reflexive pronoun is rù™ or eb-rù™, as in 
warò ™ajara zammit rù™a ‘she hid behind the 

stone’, hint brù™ak min ißàb ‘where are you 
yourself from?’ (Vinnikov 1962:97).

2.2.2 Noun
Diminutives can be formed with the suffix 
-eika, as in binteika ‘little daughter’, which 
derives from Persian -ak (Fischer 1961:244), 
or with the Uzbek suffix -∑á, as in gidir∑á ‘little 
pot’ (Dereli 1997:17).

2.2.2.1 Definiteness and indefiniteness of the 
noun
As in Uzbek and Tajik, there is no definite arti-
cle in the Bukhara dialect, the noun itself being 
interpreted as definite: xè† qaßßu wè sakkìn ‘they 
cut the rope with the knife’ (Fischer 1961:263; 
Dereli 1997:18). Traces of the Old Arabic 
article *al- are preserved only in some lexical 
items, e.g. balbeyt ‘door’ (< *bàb al-bayt), roxer 
‘another’ (< *al-±àxar; Vinnikov 1962:19). The 
Qa“qa-Darya dialect, on the other hand, dis-
plays a definite article il-, e.g. ròs il-i™mòr 
‘the donkey‘s head’ (Chicovani 2005:131).

The indefinite article in both dialects is fad 
~ fat ~ fada™id (< *fard), e.g. fad baqara kun 
≠endu ‘he had a cow’ (Vinnikov 1962:187), 
fat domòna tuffà™ ‘a lapful of apples’ (Dereli 
1997:81).

2.2.2.2 Construct state
Feminine nouns ending in -a form a construct 
state with -at ~ -it: jalla ‘dung’ – jallet dabba 
‘piece of horse dung’ (Vinnikov 1962:51); mayna 
‘head’ – maynitki ‘your head’ (Dereli 1997:68). 
The vowel may be elided: arìza ‘money’ – arìztu 
‘his money’ (Vinnikov 1962:51); dabba ‘horse’ –
dab(b)tu ‘his horse’ (Dereli 1997:72).

Nouns ending in -à or -ì exhibit construct 
forms with -t as well, even if they are masculine: 
akà ‘elder brother’ – akàtu ‘his elder brother’ 
(Vinnikov 1962:16); bìbì ‘grandmother’ – bìbìti 
‘my grandmother’ (Vinnikov 1962:28); asà –
asòti ‘my stick’ (Dereli 1997:69). 

2.2.2.3 Dual and plural formation
According to Fischer (1961:243), the dual suf-
fix -èn is commonly used, e.g. darbèn ‘two 
ways’, dùdtèn ‘two worms’. ¤ Pseudoduals 
exist as well, but show up only in connection 
with possessive suffixes; thus, ≠eyn ‘eye’ has 
a plural ≠uyùn or ≠eyniyàt, but with suffixes 
≠eynèha ‘her eyes’, ≠eynèki ‘your [fem.] eyes’ 
(Vinnikov 1962:149). 
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The plural suffix -ìn added to the singular is 
confined to masculine human beings (Fischer 
1961:243), e.g. ßayyòdìn ‘fishermen’, ≠askarìn 
‘soldiers’, and often replaces broken plurals, 
as in wazìrìn ‘viziers’, zùjìn ‘husbands’. For 
all other nouns, the suffix -àt may be used, 
again often instead of a broken plural, e.g. 
dukkònàt ‘shops’, sanduqàt ‘chests’, kitobàt 
‘books’ (Vinnikov 1962:180), or alternating 
with a broken plural, e.g. darbàt ~ durùb 
‘ways, streets’ (Vinnikov 1962:83), qabràt ~ 
qubùr ‘tombs’ (Vinnikov 1962:162), ru™àt ~ 
arwò™ ‘souls’ (Vinnikov 1962:97). Other nouns 
display broken plurals only, e.g. kilàb ‘dogs’ 
(Vinnikov 1962:184), gidùr ‘kettles’ (Vinnikov 
1962:163). 

2.2.2.4 Adjectives
Adjectives follow the substantive, which often 
receives the linker -in (see 2.3.3), and agree with 
it in number and gender, e.g. jabalt-in ≠alìya 
‘high mountain’ (Vinnikov 1962:145), “iyàt-in 
zìnàt ‘beautiful things’ (Vinnikov 1962:106). 
Common adjectives such as †awìl ‘long’, qaßìr 
‘short’ form broken plurals, †uwòl (Vinnikov 
1962:133), qußòr (Vinnikov 1962:170). 

The elative exists only in set phrases, such 
as afzal ‘very good!’, and is not productive, 
according to Fischer (1961:245). The com-
parative is formed in the Turkish way with the 
preposition min, e.g. hint zaÿìr min ru™na ‘you 
are younger than we’ (Vinnikov 1962:208), 
whereas the superlative may be expressed by 
a possessive suffix, e.g. kabìru ‘the oldest of 
them’. An alternative construction uses the 
Uzbek particle en ‘most’, e.g. en zörin kabìrin 
‘the strongest and biggest of them’ (Dereli 
1997:86), or, in Qa“qa-Darya, ∑üdo, e.g. ∑üdo 
kbìr ‘biggest’ (Chicovani 2005:130).

2.2.2.5 The cardinal numbers
Fischer (1961:245) gives a series of Arabic 
cardinal numbers: fata™id ~ wà™id ~ ™ad ‘one’, 
isnèn ‘two’, salàs ‘three’, orba≠ ‘four’, xams 
‘five’, sitt ‘six’, sabi ≠ ‘seven’, samània ‘eight’, 
tisi≠ ‘nine’, ≠a“ir ‘ten’, ≠a“rìn ‘twenty’. Dereli 
(1997:86) found that in Djogari from seven 
onward the Tajik numbers are used: orba≠, 
xams, sitt, haft, ha“t, ≠a“ara. This is confirmed 
by the list given by Chicovani (2005:130) for 
Qa“qa-Darya, where the Tajik numbers start 
with ‘five’: xamsa or pan∑ ‘five’, sitta or “i“ 
‘six’. 

Compound numbers either follow the Turk-
ish order, e.g. ≠a“ir wà™id ‘eleven’, ≠a“ir isnèn 
‘twelve’, or the Tajik order, e.g. ≠a“r-u fata™id 
‘eleven’, ≠a“r-u isnèn ‘twelve’, salàs ≠a“ràt ‘thirty’, 
orba≠ ≠a“ràt ‘forty’ (∑il; Dereli 1997:86), xams 
≠a“ràt ‘fifty’, mi≠a ~ sad ‘hundred’.

According to Fischer (1961:246), from two 
through ten and after twenty, the noun follows 
in the plural, whereas from ‘eleven’ onward 
(except for ‘twenty’), the singular noun fol-
lows, e.g. ≠a“ara salàs hòi† ‘thirteen houses’ 
(Chicovani 2005:130).

2.2.3 Verb

2.2.3.1 Inflection of imperfect and perfect

2.2.3.1.1 Imperfect
The imperfect is neutral as to present and 
future tense: ualad-i m-iji, qàl#et, ana ilË-k a-
zumm-ik ‘my son will come, she says, I [subj.] 
shall hide thee’. Verbal forms with particle 
m/mi- are very often used for representing the 
future: na™na i pà“à e“ n-ën-qùl ‘what shall we 
tell the pasha?’.

The imperfect verb may be marked by the 
prefix m-, which appears to be cognate with 
the b- prefix of other Arabic dialects. In both 
the Uzbekistan and the Afghanistan (Ingham 
1994:111–112) dialects of Central Asian Ara-
bic, m- does not co-occur with the subjunctive 
prefix ta-: mu-ÿdi ‘he goes’ (indicative), da≠u ta-
yil ≠ab ‘let him play’ (subjunctive). In other con-
texts, however, Zimmermann (2002:82) could 
not establish consistent semantic differences 
in the use of verb forms with or without the 
particle mi-. Based on the information of native 
speakers, the individual speaker can decide 
which form to use, without change of meaning, 
although forms with particle m/mi- are used 
more frequently.

The particle m- must form a syllable adjacent 
to the verb stem. It will thus syllabify with the 
3rd person singular masculine, e.g. m-il-bis 
(mil.bis), and with the 2nd person of weak 
verbs, m-it-qul (mit.qul). It cannot occur with 
the 2nd person of other Form I verbs like t-
ilbis; in this case, m- does not syllabify with a 
stem-adjacent syllable since the nonstem t- will 
always prevent stem-adjacent syllabification, 
e.g. *mit.il.bis or *im.til.bis, etc. 

Unless otherwise noted, the following para-
digms are based on Zimmermann (2002:78–81). 

  uzbekistan arabic 617

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Table 2. Imperfect of sound triliteral verbs

‘to put on’
singular plural

3rd masc. m-ílbis m-ilbis-‹n
3rd fem. t-ílbis m-ilbis-ín
2nd masc. t-ílbis t-ilbis-‹n
2nd fem. t-ilbis-Ûn t-ilbis-ín
1st m-a-lbís n-ílbis

Table 3. Imperfect of verbs IIw/y

‘to say’
singular plural

3rd masc. m-iq‹l m-iqùl-‹n
3rd fem. m-itq‹l m-iqùl-ín
2nd masc. m-itq‹l m-itqùl-‹n
2nd fem. m-itqùl-Ûn m-itqùl-ín
1st m-a-q‹l n-in-q‹l

For verbs containing the particle m/mi- with all 
persons, Axvlediani (1985:66) notes that in the 
1st person plural n/ni- arises via assimilation, 
mi-n > ni-n. 

Fischer (1961:249ff.) and Tsereteli (1970a:
293) have the same pattern of conjugation 
for verbs IIw/y. Here and in other paradigms, 
Axvlediani (1985:71) shortens a long /ù/ to /u/ 
in 2nd singular feminine, 2nd plural masculine, 
2nd plural feminine, 3rd plural masculine and 
3rd plural feminine, e.g. itqulìn ‘you [sg. fem.] 
say’, itqulùn ‘you [pl. masc.] say’.

Here and in other paradigms listed below, 
Axvlediani (1985:71) notes the ending -ìn in 
the 2nd person plural feminine and the 3rd 
person plural feminine.

Table 4. Imperfect of verbs IIIy

‘to go’
singular plural

3rd masc. m-ím“i m-im“-‹n
3rd fem. t-ím“i m-im“-ín
2nd masc. t-ím“i t-im“-‹n
2nd fem. t-im“-Ûn t-im“-ín
1st m-á-m“i ní-m“i

Final vowel length, it may be noted, is not con-
sistent from author to author.

Table 5. Imperfect of geminated verbs

‘to put’
singular plural

3rd masc. m-ë™ítt m-ë™itt-‹n
3rd fem. m-ët™ítt m-ë™ítt-in
2nd masc. m-ët™ítt m-ët™itt-‹n
2nd fem. m-ët™itt-Ûn m-ët™itt-ín
1st m-a-™ítt n-ën-™ítt

Table 6. Quadriliteral verbs

‘to take off’ (Axvlediani 1985:69)
singular plural

3rd masc. m-ijilmid m-ijilmid-‹n
3rd fem. m-itjilmid m-ijilmid-ìn
2nd masc. m-itjilmid m-itjilmid-‹n
2nd fem. m-itjilmid-Ûn m-itjilmid-ìn
1st m-a-jilmid n-en-jilmid

2.2.3.1.2 Perfect 
Unless noted otherwise, the following para-
digms are based on Zimmermann (2002:82–
84).

Table 7. Perfect of sound triliteral verbs

zárab ‘to beat’
singular plural

3rd masc. zárab zárab-ù
3rd fem. zarab-ít zarab-ín
2nd masc. zaráb-t zaráb-tù
2nd fem. zaráb-ti zaráb-tin
1st zaráb-t zaráb-nà

Fischer (1961:247–248) lists the ending -ì in 
the 2nd person singular feminine. Axvlediani 
(1985:64) gives -at rather than -it as the suffix 
vowel in the 3rd person singular feminine. 

Table 8. Perfect of verbs IIw/y

‘to say’
singular plural

3rd masc. qÈl qÈl-ù
3rd fem. qÈl-it qÈl-in
2nd masc. qúl-t qúl-tì
2nd fem. qúl-ti qúl-tin
1st qúl-t qúl-nà
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Shifting from /à/ to /ò/ in the 3rd person singu-
lar and plural of some words is characteristic 
for verbs IIw/y, e.g. qòl ‘to say’ (Vinnikov 
1962:175–176, 186). Original /à/ is preserved 
in other words, e.g. “àl ‘to lift’ (Vinnikov 
1962:124–125).

Table 9. Perfect of verbs IIIy

‘to go’
singular plural

3rd masc. ma“Ù ma“-‹
3rd fem. ma“-ít ma“-ín
2nd masc. ma“Ë-t ma“Ë-tù
2nd fem. ma“è-tí ma“è-tín
1st ma“Ë-t ma“Ë-na

Axvlediani (1985:72) notes long /è/ instead of 
short /i/ in the 3rd person singular feminine; in 
the 2nd person plural masculine and feminine, 
he shortens /è/ to /e/.

Table 10. Perfect of geminated verbs

‘to put’
singular plural

3rd masc. ™a††Ù ™a††-‹
3rd fem. ™att-ít ™att-ín
2nd masc. ™attË-t ™attË-tù
2nd fem. ™attË-ti ™attË-tin
1st ™attË-t ™attË-na

About the alternation of /t/ and /†/, see Section 
2.1.1. Axvlediani (1985:69) specifies long /è/ 
instead of short /i/ in the 3rd person singular 
feminine. There are also examples of verbs 
being described containing short /i/ in all per-
sons. Fischer (1961:247) states that the perfect 
verb is used only in historical narratives, while 
the perfect participle takes over the function 
of the perfect. Against this point of view, Zim-

mermann (2002:85) observes that the perfect is 
used for marking recent events, while the per-
fect participle marks occurrences that happened 
in the more distant past.

Table 11. Perfect of quadriliteral verbs

‘to take off’ (Axvlediani 1985:69)
 singular plural

3rd masc. jalmad jalmad-ù
3rd fem. jalmad-et jalmad-ìn
2nd masc. jalmad-t jalmad-tù
2nd fem. jalmad-ti jalmad-tìn
1st jalmad-t jalmad-nà

2.2.3.2 Imperative
The imperative is constructed with verb forms 
of the 2nd person imperfect (Table 12). The 
prefix and the /n/ of the ending -ìn (2nd pers. 
sg. fem.) and -ùn (2nd pers. pl. masc.) are lost 
(Fischer 1961:253; Axvlediani 1985:75–76). A 
double consonant at the beginning of the word 
is avoided by the insertion of a prosthetic vowel.

2.2.3.3 Irregular verbs
The irregular verb sawà ‘to do’ has in the per-
fect sawà, sawit, sawèt, etc.; in the imperfect, /t/ 
is assimilated to /s/: misù, missì, missìn, misùn, 
misin, missùn, missin, ninsù; perfect participle 
sòwì, fem. sòwà; imperative sù, fem. sùwì.

2.2.3.4 Derived verb Forms
Form II consists in the gemination of the sec-
ond root-consonant: C1aC2C2aC3; it has causa-
tive and intensive meaning and is used for 
denominal verbs, e.g. šarrab ‘to give to drink’, 
qassa™ ‘to scatter, disperse’, pakkaz ‘to clean’ 
(< Tajik). The meaning of Form II often coin-
cides with that of the base Form.

There are only a few Form III verbs, CàCaC, 
usually without a corresponding Form I, e.g. 
≠àyan ‘to see’.

Table 12. Imperative

 sg. masc. sg. fem. pl. masc. pl. fem.

Form I udxul ‘enter!’ udxul-ì udxul-ù udxul-in
IIw/y qòl ‘say!’ qòlì qòlù qòlin
IIIy im“ ‘go!’ im“ì im“ù im“in
quadriliteral jilmid ‘take off!’ jilmidì jilmidù jilmidin
Form II wudd ‘bring!’ wuddì wuddù wuddin
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Form V follows the scheme itCaC1C1aC. It is 
the reflexive/intransitive of Form II. Sometimes, 
there is a relation between Forms V and I, if 
Form II of a verb does not exist or if the mean-
ing of the Forms I and II of this verb is identical, 
e.g. it™arrak ‘to move [intrans.]’. Weak verbs 
(Iy, IIw/y, IIIw) in Form V are formed by anal-
ogy with sound triliteral verbs, e.g. ityabbas ‘to 
dry (up)’; i††ayyab ‘to be decorated’; itfawwar, 
itfòwar ‘to boil [intrans.]’; it™allaw ‘to become 
sweet’.

Form VI has the scheme itCàCaC (sometimes 
/à/ > /ò/). There are only a few verbs in this 
Form, e.g. it≠àrak ‘to argue’, itbòxal ‘to envy; 
to be greedy’.

Form VII is the reflexive or passive of Form 
I. It follows the model inCaCaC, e.g. in™asad 
‘to be harvested’, inwakal ‘to be eaten’. Verbs 
IIw/y follow the scheme inC9vC, e.g. inqòl ‘to 
be said’; verbs IIy have the scheme inCaCà, e.g. 
in™ašà ‘to be eaten’.

Form VIII is derived from sound triliteral 
verbs and geminated verbs. This Form almost 
completely coincides with Form VII and often 
with Form V, both in function and meaning. It 
is constructed as iCtaCaC and iCtaCCà, e.g. 
iftaraq ‘to disperse [intrans.])’; iltammà ‘to 
assemble, to meet’.

Form IX is used for the expression of chang-
ing color. It follows the scheme iCCaCCà; with 
a long last vowel, e.g. i™marrà ‘to blush; to 
become red’.

Form X is rare, e.g. istaÿòz ‘to be angry’.
Derived Forms are used relatively rarely. At 

the same time, innovations have developed 
under the influence of coterritorial languages. 
One common mechanism is to use a noun with 
an auxiliary verb, especially sawà ‘to do’ (com-
parable to the use of the dummy verb kardan 
in Arabic loanwords in ¤ Persian), as in mil™ 
sawà ‘to salt’ (Axvlediani 1985:57–59; Kiefer 
2000:187).

2.2.3.5 The perfect participle
What is historically the active participle has a 
perfective value. Uniquely among varieties of 
Arabic, this form has developed a set of subject 
suffixes. The 1st and 2nd person are formed 
with the linking particle -in (the etymological 
origin is unclear; see Retsö 1988; ¤ participle) 
with the object suffix that functions as subject 
or agent, as in the following examples:

1st sg. qa≠d-in-ì ‘I have sat down’
 lòq-in-ì ‘I have found’
2nd sg. masc. qa≠d-in-ak ‘you have sat down’
 lòq-in-ak ‘you have found’
2nd sg. fem. qa≠d-in-kì ‘you have sat’
 lòq-in-kì ‘you have found’

1st pl.  qa≠d-in-à ‘we have sat down’
 lòq-in-à ‘we have found’
2nd pl. masc. qa≠d-in-kum ‘you have sat down’
 lòq-in-kum ‘you have found’
2nd pl. fem.  qa≠d-in-kin ‘you have sat down’
 lòq-in-kin ‘you have found’

According to Fischer (1961:254), -n- is gemi-
nated before a V-initial suffix, qa≠d-inn-ì ‘I have 
sat down’, qa≠d-inn-ak ‘you have sat down’, 
etc. In the 3rd person, forms are used which 
are identical to familiar participial paradigms. 
However, from a syntactic perspective the suf-
fixes function as subject markers, 3rd per-
son singular masculine fà ≠il, 3rd person plural 
masculine fa≠l-ìn, 3rd person singular feminine 
fa≠l-a, 3rd person plural feminine fa≠l-àt. Long 
/à/ is shortened to /a/ before two consonants in 
the 3rd person singular feminine, the 3rd per-
son plural masculine and the 3rd person plural 
feminine (cf. the 3rd pers. sg. fem. fa≠la < fà ≠ila, 
etc., above); /à/ has partly shifted to /ò/, e.g. 
lòqinì < *làqinì ‘I have found’.

According to Zimmermann (2002:91–100), 
in the perfect participle of the 1st and 2nd 
person both subject and object are marked by 
object suffixes (see Sec. 2.2.1.2), whereas in the 
3rd person, subject markers are indicated by 
what, historically, are ‘normal’ number/gen-
der participial suffixes, -Ø, -a, -ìn, -àt. In the 
following paradigms, the 2nd person singular 
masculine hint zorb-in-ak ‘you [sg. masc.] have 
beaten’ (with subject suffix -k) and the 3rd per-
son masculine hàz/hàt zòrib ‘he has beaten’ are 
used with object suffixes.

 singular plural
3rd masc. zorb-in-ak-àh
3rd fem. zorb-in-ak-àhà zorb-in-ak-àhin
1st zorb-in-ak-ànì zorb-in-ak-ànà

 singular  plural
3rd masc.  zòrib-ù zòrib-um ~ 
  zòrib-un
3rd fem.  zòrib-àh zòrib-in
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2nd masc. zòrib-ak zòrib-kum
2nd fem.  zòrib-kì zòrib-kin
1st  zòrib-nì zòrib-nà

Fischer (1961:255) specifies that the linking 
particle -in is used in the perfect participle of 
the 3rd person masculine, e.g. zorb-in-nì ‘he 
has beaten me’.

The perfect participle of the 3rd person singu-
lar feminine is hai zorb-a. However, this form 
is not used with object suffixes. Instead of this, 
the simple past tense is used. Fischer (1961:255; 
not confirmed by Zimmermann’s informants) 
describes an alternative of the 3rd person sin-
gular feminine perfect participle with object 
suffixes (see also Seeger 2002:635), in which 
the linking particle -in is inserted between par-
ticiple and object suffixes, the feminine ending 
singular -a becoming -it before the object suffix, 
e.g. zorb-it-in-nì ‘she has beaten me’.

When both subject and object are indicated 
by suffixes, there is a strong tendency for the 
subject suffix to end in a long vowel. This 
entails, in conspiratorial fashion, that subject 
suffixes in CvC drop the final –C, and those in 
v(v)C- add /à/ after the consonants. In the latter 
case, it is unclear whether this /à/ can be identi-
fied etymologically with the Classical Arabic 
forms ending in -à, e.g. hintu zorb-in-kum ‘you 
[pl. masc.] have beaten’ vs. hintu zorb-in-kù-yà 
~ zorb-in-kù-hà ‘you [pl. masc.] have beaten 
her’; hintin zorb-in-kì-nà ‘you [pl. fem.] have 
beaten us’ (note that the latter form is identical 
with the 2nd pers. sg. fem.); halò zorb-ìn-à-
kum (cf. the paradigm above for the 2nd pers. 
sg. masc.). Alternative forms without the C + à 
form are also attested (dialectally/ideolectally), 
e.g. halò zorb-ìn-kum. The basis of this varia-
tion is unclear.

2.3 Syntax

2.3.1 Word order in Central Asian Arabic
Word order in Central Asian Arabic is remark-
able in having dominant SOV order, one of a 
number of observations which leads Owens 
(2001:352) to speak of Central Asian Arabic 
as a mixed language. Versteegh (1984–1986) 
focuses on the word order of Uzbekistan Ara-
bic. Evaluating texts published by Vinnikov 
(1956), he found four sentence orders, more 
than 98 percent of them with verb-final order 
(number of occurrences in parentheses): OVS 

(2), SVO (1), OSV (29), SOV (109). SOV seems 
to be the unmarked sequence.

OSV order is used with WH-questions, e.g. 
bòy ilà-y i“ kon-qòyil ‘what did the bey say to 
me?’. If the interrogative is the subject, it too 
moves immediately before the verb, creating an 
OSV sequence, e.g. hamalàn mìn jab-en ‘who 
brought them?’. A topic position before the 
subject is used for purposes of stress, cohesion, 
and focus. An example of cohesion is provided 
by the sentence xa†ìb ßayyòt jab-u ‘the fisher-
man brought the mullah’. In a neutral context, 
this sentence would mean ‘the mullah brought 
the fisherman’. But in the preceding sentence, 
the emir commanded the fisherman to bring 
him the mullah. The cohesion between the sen-
tences is established by the word xa†ìb, which 
is topicalized, so that the final meaning of the 
sentence is ‘and this mullah was brought by the 
fisherman’.

Central Asian Arabic is V-final, so that other 
verbal complements are usually preverbal as 
well, for instance with an indirect object ≠ò 
samaka anà m-a-ßòr-mi ‘shall I then remain a 
fish?’, or with a predicate zaÿìr ™ajara fì id-u 
xadà-ha ‘the young man took the stone in his 
hand’.

The coterritorial languages (Tajik) and 
(Uzbek) have been very important in the devel-
opment of the SOV order of Uzbekistan Arabic. 
Alternative constructions have been introduced 
in the language, and the frequency of their use is 
influenced by them (Versteegh 1984–86:452).

2.3.2 Direct object marker
Jastrow (2005:136) interprets the preposition 
i ‘in, to’ (< il; Fischer 1961:263; Vinnikov 
1962:18) as a definite object marker: i-xa†ìb 
jàbtu ‘she brought the mollah’, and compares 
it to Persian and Turkish markers of specificity, 
and to Iraqi constructions of the type ∑àbata 
lxa†ìb ‘she brought the mollah’. Without the 
referential suffix on the verb, it seems to be 
used for a dative object, as in i-hamay intu ‘give 
him to her!’ (Dereli 1997:79). Il- may be used 
in the same way, e.g. il-mìta dafanùa ‘they bur-
ied the dead one’ (Vinnikov 1962:17). 

2.3.3 Linker -in
The linker -in is suffixed to nouns in deter-
mined contexts. It appears in nominal phrases 
and in front of attributes, e.g. bayt-in kabìr 
‘a big house’. If the linker -in is suffixed to 
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feminine nouns, it follows the feminine suf-
fix –t, e.g. baqarat-in kabìr-a ‘a big cow’. 
Mostly, the part of a sentence connected by 
-in appears as attribute (adjective, numeral, 
or relative clause), e.g. Úiyàt-in ÿàli ÿàli ‘very 
expensive goods’, mù-hin a™mar ‘the golden 
water’ (Fischer 1961:244–245).

The basic sequence in the NP is N + Adj 
+ Numeral + Dem. The definite article is not 
functional. Kieffer (2000) observes that it may 
occur in fixed contexts, for instance always 
after the preposition fi, but that it has no 
semantic function. 

2.3.4 Genitive constructions
Genitive constructions may be formed as in 
Arabic, with the modifier following the head 
of the noun phrase, e.g. ràs adami ‘the head of 
the man’, but under Uzbek influence, the modi-
fier may as well precede the head, which in this 
case carries a referential pronominal suffix, e.g. 
adami ràsu ‘the man’s head’ (Dereli 1997:18), 
waladak farasu ‘your boy’s horse’ (Chicovani 
2005:131). The linker -in may serve the same 
purpose, a fact which reminds of the Tajik 
iΩafet construction, e.g. waxt-in ßalò ‘prayer 
time’ (Dereli 1997:18; Fischer 1962:244).

2.3.5 Present tense (durative)
The participle nàyim, of the verb nàm/minàm 
‘to lie (down)’, with the imperfect of a verb 
serves as a present tense, comparable to ±à≠id/
gà≠id in other Arabic dialects, e.g. nòkul nàym-
inni ‘we are now eating’ (Chicovani 2005:131), 
iyßàb toÿdi nayminak ‘where are you going to?’ 
(Vinnikov 1962:226), šims tiq≠ad nayma ‘the 
sun is setting’ (Dereli 1997:25). In a similar 
meaning, the participles qà≠id and wòquf may 
be used (Fischer 1961:256), as well as ÿòdi, 
e.g. miyoÿdi ÿòdi ‘he was going on’ (Dereli 
1997:85).

2.3.6 Gerundial constructions
As stated by Jastrow (2005:136), under the 
impact of the Uzbek language the verbal noun is 
used like a gerund, e.g. i“ sovahànu ma yi≠rif ‘he 
did not know what to do’ (Dereli 1997:25).

2.3.7 Questions
The Uzbek particle -mi may be used to mark 
yes/no questions (Jastrow 2005:136), e.g. hàt 
ba∑∑a ba∑∑ìt hayta mi yò hayta mi ‘is this child 
from her or from her?’ (Dereli 1997:78).

2.3.8 Relative sentences
In general, relative sentences follow asyndeti-
cally, e.g. li hama àdami ≠al mù ÿadàk qazabu 
‘he seized the man who went to the water‘; 
rarely, Tajik -ki may be used as a relative 
marker, as in tapsi ki jàbun giddamkum ‘the 
bowl they brought to you’ (Fischer 1961:241). 

An alternative construction is with the pro-
noun il-, in which case the relative sentence 
precedes the noun, e.g. rabì≠ il mizra≠ùna ™un†a 
‘the wheat which they sow in spring’ (Vin-
nikov 1962:17). If the relative pronoun is inde-
pendent, it is prefixed to the verb and the 
object introduces the relative sentence, e.g. ≠ey“ 
ilmí†bax ‘the one who cooks food [i.e. the 
cook]’ (Vinnikov 1962:17).
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V

Valency

Valency is a verb-centered phenomenon, con-
sisting in cataloguing the different nominal 
structures that participate in achieving verb 
complementation (Spencer 1991:190). Under 
the influence of the formal paradigm in lin-
guistics, valency is, thus, reduced to a syntactic 
dimension. In the functional/cognitive para-
digm, however, there is a grammatical valency 
relation when “two or more symbolic struc-
tures combine to form a more elaborate expres-
sion” (Langacker 1987:277). The result of 
valency is a “composite structure”. Criticizing 
the formal view of valency, Langacker agrees 
that “a relational predication bearing a valence 
relation to a nominal participant is no doubt 
prototypical, but it is nonetheless only a spe-
cial case in the full spectrum of possibilities” 
(1987:284).

To study valency in Arabic, frame semantics 
may profitably be used as a tool to explain it. 
Frame semantics is associated with the work of 
Fillmore (1970, 1982); its central idea is that 
word meaning is organized around a concep-
tual frame, including elements that capture the 
various semantic participants or roles related 
to and required by the frame in question in 
the experience of the language users. Fillmore 
argues that “what a speaker of language knows 
about the individual ‘words’ of his language 
and the conditions that determine their appro-
priate use is perhaps the most accessible aspect 
of linguistic knowledge” (1970:120). We arrive 
at this linguistic knowledge when we acquire 
the lexicon of our mother tongue; it relates 
to how words are pronounced, how they are 

built, what syntactic structures they can enter 
into, what sense and reference they have, and 
what pragmatic factors constrain their use in 
the world.

The Arabic verb system is organized around 
two major classes known as the triliteral (†ulàμì) 
pattern, consisting of a three-consonant tier as 
represented, for instance, by ∂-r-b ‘to beat’, and 
the quadriliteral (rubà≠ì) pattern, consisting of a 
four-consonant tier as represented, for instance, 
by z-x-r-f ‘to adorn’. Whatever pattern is used, 
the number of consonants in an Arabic verb 
cannot exceed six. Basically, the triliteral pat-
tern is the more productive since it may yield 
three other subpatterns by adding one, two, 
or three consonants to the root tier. However, 
no classification according to these two major 
classes of verbs is given here. The ¤ transitivity 
system in Arabic includes two types of verbs, 
làzim or ÿayr muta≠addin lit. ‘not crossing over 
to an object’, corresponding to the intransitive 
pattern, and muta≠addin lit. ‘crossing over to an 
object’, corresponding to the transitive pattern 
in English (¤ ta≠addin). When the verb is làzim 
‘intransitive’, it requires one noun – a subject. 
When it is muta≠addin ‘transitive’, it requires 
up to four nouns, one of which must be the 
subject noun, while the others function as 
direct object(s). For the sake of simplification, 
verbs requiring one noun are referred to here 
as ‘one-place verbs’, those requiring two nouns 
are called ‘two-place verbs’, and so on.

1. O n e - p l a c e  v e r b s

One-place verbs are intransitive, not requiring 
for the completion of their meaning more than 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



the nominal subject (¤ fà≠il lit. ‘doer’), as in 
≈ahaba zaydun ‘Zayd left’. In frame semantic 
terms, the frame for these verbs presupposes 
only one nominal participant, whereby, for 
instance, the process of GOING only requires 
a GOER in our experience in the world we live 
in. The meanings of such verbs have to do with 
the body in itself, its creation, movement, and 
shape (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 169–170). These 
meanings have been specified as disposition and 
temper, e.g. ™asuna ‘to get better’; shape, e.g. 
qaßura ‘to get/become short’; cleanliness, e.g. 
naÚufa ‘to become clean’; impurity, e.g. wasixa 
‘to become filthy’; temporary psychological 
state, e.g. mari∂a ‘to become sick’; color, e.g. 
i™marra ‘to turn red’; defect, e.g. ≠awira ‘to 
become a one-eyed person’; etc. (al-±An†àkì 
n.d.:167).

2. T w o - p l a c e  v e r b s 

Two-place verbs correspond to Quirk a.o.’s 
(1972) monotransitive verbs, which, apart from 
their nominal subject, require for the comple-
tion of their meaning a direct object, as in 
∂araba zaydun ≠amran ‘Zayd hit ≠Amr’. The 
two nominals are distinguished through case in 
Arabic, with the subjective/nominative receiv-
ing the vowel -u(n), while the objective/accusa-
tive nominal takes the vowel -a(n). The logic 
of this two-place frame is that, for instance, 
the process of HITTING presupposes a HIT-
TER and a person that is HIT (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ 
VI, 72). In cognitive semantic terms, “[HIT] 
designates a process in which a trajector moves 
through space until it makes forceful contact 
with a landmark” (Langacker 1987:317). HIT 
is “conceptually dependent because it presup-
poses, as an inherent part of its own inter-
nal structure, the two things participating in 
the correspondences” (Langacker 2002:170). 
Thus, the trajector associated with -un case 
marking denotes agency, while the landmark 
is associated with -an case marking, denoting 
affectedness. HIT organizes the scene in space 
between two participants in this process, where 
the trajector is able to use physical force and 
the landmark as capable of receiving the force 
directed against him. However, dependence is a 
matter of degree, as ≠amran seems to be more 
linked in a relation of dependency to ∂araba 
than to zaydun (Langacker 1987:298).

An interesting distinction has been made 
between those two-place verbs that are ≠ilàjì 
‘requiring a tool’ and those that are ÿayr ≠ilàjì 
‘not requiring one’ (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ VI, 72), 

the former requiring an instrument for the 
completion of the process and the latter not 
requiring one, as in ∂arabtu ≠amran ‘I hit Amr’ 
and fahimtu l-™adìμa ‘I understood the story’, 
respectively. The meanings of two-place verbs 
have to do with every movement of the body 
that meets another, the senses of the body, and 
the body’s psychology (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 
170). Verbs of sensory perception require an 
obligatory object related to the sense in ques-
tion. For instance, seeing requires something 
that is seen, tasting requires something that is 
tasted, etc.

It is worth noting that two-place verbs may 
see their valency reduced to that of one-place 
verbs, as in fulàn yabnì wa-yahdimu ‘X builds 
and destroys’ (Sakkàkì, Miftà™ 228). The 
meaning is grasped as ‘X performs the action 
of building up and tearing down’, which gives 
an impression of exaggeration. This phenom-
enon of valency reduction has been explained 
as affording “reduction of expression and 
 maximization of meaning” (Sakkàkì, Miftà™ 
228–229). The reduction of expression has 
to do with deleting the direct object, whose 
deletion gives an impression of generality and 
exaggeration. This is a case of detransitiviza-
tion, giving the verbal process a wider applica-
bility than the speaker applies it to in normal 
circumstances.

3. T h r e e - p l a c e  v e r b s

Three-place verbs are the second type of tran-
sitive verb, but they require three nominal 
constructions. Roughly, these correspond in 
Quirk a.o.’s (1972) terminology to ditransi-
tive verbs. Three-place verbs can be exempli-
fied by the paradigm case ±a≠†à zaydun ≠amran 
nuqùdan ‘Zayd gave ≠Amr money’. As part of 
their frame, such verbs require a nominal in 
the nominative case represented by the end-
ing -un (as in zaydun) and acting as subject 
agent, and two nominals in the accusative 
marked by the ending -an as in ≠amran and 
nuqùdan. It should be noted that the first 
accusative nominal is prototypically human in 
Arabic, while the second may not be. But the 
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two nominals may be human in Arabic, as in 
±ahdà zaydun ≠amran jàriyatan ‘Zayd offered 
≠Amr an odalisque’. However, when the verb is 
used metaphorically, it requires two nonhuman 
complements, as in ±ahdà zaydun al-ma≠lùmata 
kulla htimàmihi ‘Zayd gave the information all 
his attention’. The philosophy of this frame is 
that GIVING presupposes a GIVER, a GIVEE, 
and something GIVEN. It is, thus, specified in 
the frame semantics of this Arabic verb that 
the thing GIVEN can be human or nonhuman, 
depending on whether GIVING is used non-
metaphorically or metaphorically.

Arabic provides a great deal of flexibility 
in the movement of nouns, due to case mark-
ings. For instance, it is possible to have the 
following shift of positions between clause ele-
ments, without occasioning major differences 
in meaning: ±a≠†aytu zaydan dirhaman ‘I gave 
Zayd a dirham’, ±a≠†aytu dirhaman zaydan ‘I 
gave a dirham to Zayd’, and zaydan ±a≠†aytu 
dirhaman ‘Zayd I gave a dirham’ (Ibn Ya≠ìš, 
Šar™ 73). Ibn Ya≠ìš distinguishes two classes of 
three-place verbs: mu±aμμira ‘affecting’ and ÿayr 
mu±aμμira ‘nonaffecting’. Affecting verbs can be 
exemplified through ±a≠†aytu zaydan dirhaman 
‘I gave Zayd a dirham’, where the first object 
(zaydan) affects the second object by receiving 
it. This can be explained and paraphrased as: ‘I 
gave Zayd a dirham, and Zayd received it’. The 
impact can, thus, be felt in the fact that the first 
object is actually the agent to the second object. 
Nonaffecting verbs, however, include verbs of 
belief, certainty, and knowledge, such as Úanna 
‘to believe’, ≠alima ‘to know’, za≠ama ‘to claim’, 
respectively. With such verbs, the first object 
entertains a subject-predicate relation with the 
second as in Úanantu zaydan mun†aliqan ‘I 
believed Zayd to be leaving’, where zaydan 
mun†aliqan can be read as zaydun mun†aliqun 
‘Zayd is leaving’ (Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 171). 
The fact that nonaffecting examples allow less 
movement in the structure of the sentence 
shows that the two objects are closely linked 
in a subject-predicate unit. Another factor that 
confirms this classification is deletion of one 
of the objects. While affecting verbs allow the 
deletion of one of the objects as in ±a≠†aytu 
zaydan ‘I gave Zayd’, ±a≠†aytu dirhaman ‘I 
gave a dirham’, the nonaffecting verbs allow 
no such deletion, as in *Úanantu zaydan ‘I 
believed Zayd to be’ and *Úanantu mun†aliqan 
‘I believed to be leaving’.

4 .  F o u r - p l a c e  v e r b s

The third type of transitive verb requires four 
nominal structures, as in ±anba±tu zaydan 
 xàlidan muqìman ‘I informed Zayd that Kha-
lid is staying’ (Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ VI, 67). The 
case marker -an in zaydan xàlidan muqìman 
attests to the existence of three nouns in the 
accusative. Because this class of transitivity uses 
verbs of belief, certainty, and knowledge, it 
does not affect the relation between the vari-
ous accusative nouns, disallowing flexibility in 
noun movement and deletion between the sec-
ond and third objects, as in *±anba±tu zaydan 
muqìman xàlidan or *±anba±tu zaydan xàlidan. 
Like three-place verbs that disallow movement 
and deletion of their accusative nouns, four-
place verbs include accusative nouns that are 
closely linked in a subject-predicate unity.

5. V a l e n c y  r e d u c t i o n  a n d 
e x p a n s i o n

Valency reduction is usually associated with 
al-mabnì li-l-majhùl ‘the apophonic passive’ 
and al-mu†àwa≠a ‘compliance pattern’. The 
apophonic passive and the compliance pat-
tern turn the accusative noun into a subjective 
one, detransitivizing the verb and obscuring the 
 logical subject. However, the reasons for the 
disappearance of the logical subject from sur-
face structure are different. While the absence 
of the logical subject from the apophonic pas-
sive is due to ignorance of who the agent is, 
fear for mentioning the agent’s name, or fear 
that something might happen to someone by 
mentioning their name (an-Nàdirì 1995:503), 
that of the compliance pattern has to do with 
causation, i.e., this pattern gives the impression 
that the compliant noun is the logical agent 
of the process involved. Valency expansion is, 
however, associated with al-mušàraka ‘copar-
ticipation pattern’, which transitivizes an essen-
tially intransitive verb, giving the impression 
that one of the participants (the direct object) 
is affected by the verbal process (¤ middle 
verbs).
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Variation

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The study of linguistic variation is based on 
two maxims:

i. Variation is an inherent characteristic of 
every living human language. This means 
that in every language there is more than 
one way of saying the same thing, and 
no individual speaks in exactly the same 
manner all the time and in all situations. 
In evolutionary terms, the very fact that 
variation in human languages has always 
existed implies that it is somehow condu-
cive to human life. We can at least demon-
strate that the ability to vary one’s speech 
in accordance with the situation is an asset 
to one’s ability to maximize gain and mini-

mize loss in social interaction. Therefore, 
variation in language can be thought of 
as functional in itself. (For an insightful 
discussion of these points, see Chambers 
2003.). Human languages are structured so 
as to make variation in structure and form 
possible. At the phonological level, citing 
an example from Arabic, the following 
seven pronunciations for the word /qàl/ ‘to 
say’ are possible: [qa1l], [ga1l], [πa1l], [ka1l], 
[fik a1l], [gÌ1l], and [πÌ1l]. These different 
pronunciations have the same referential 
meaning, but their social meanings can be 
very different.

ii. Variation in language is not random but 
structured. Native speakers have an inter-
nalized knowledge of the possible varia-
tions in their own language, although the 
lay speaker is normally unaware of the 
formal linguistic constraints on the occur-
rence of each form of variation. Variation 
in language is structured by two types of 
constraints:

a. Internal linguistic constraints
These are the constraints that operate within 
the linguistic system itself and which permit 
or prohibit the occurrence of certain forms 
under specific conditions. For example, in 
many Arabic dialects there is variation in 
the realization of /k/ such that it is pro-
nounced either [k] or [t∑], but this variation 
is constrained by the phonological environ-
ment, the variant [t∑] occurring after front 
vowels only. Another example from Arabic 
concerns the realization of the feminine 
ending /ah/. In the urban Levantine dialects, 
the feminine ending is a variable which has 
two variants: [e] is the default variant which 
occurs everywhere except after velarized and 
pharyngeal consonants, and the open vari-
ant [a] is used after velarized and pharyn-
geal sounds. In the same region, some rural 
dialects have the low open variant [a] as the 
default variant, except after coronal sounds, 
in which case the ending is raised to [Æ] (Al-
Wer 2002a). At the morphophonemic level, 
an example can be cited from some urban 
Palestinian dialects as spoken in Amman. In 
these dialects, verbs in the imperfect of 3rd 
persons masculine are prefixed either by [bi] 

  variation 627

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



or [bji] (i.e. with or without [j]). This vari-
ation is constrained by the structure of the 
syllable: [bi] occurs in open syllables, e.g. 
[biπu1l] ‘he says’, and [bji] is used in closed 
syllables, e.g. [bjisπal] ‘he asks’. Because 
linguistic constraints are embedded in the 
system, they are relatively hard to break. 
For example, in dialect contact situations, if 
linguistic accommodation occurs, the proc-
ess can be prohibited or at least delayed in 
cases where adoption of a target variant is 
linguistically constrained by the recipient 
dialect (for elaboration and examples, see 
Trudgill 1986). This does not mean, how-
ever, that linguistic constraints on variation 
cannot be broken; indeed, they can. Nor-
mally, if language change is in progress, the 
attested variation in the use of the old form 
and the new form tends to be heavily con-
strained at the beginning of the change; the 
constraints ease off as the change progresses 
to completion. A good illustration of this 
process comes from the tensing of /æ/ in 
American English (part of the Northern Cit-
ies chain shift), explained in detail in Labov 
(1994), which was first reported during the 
1950s. In Arabic, a number of contempo-
rary linguistic changes can also demonstrate 
the process. For example, the traditionally 
Najdì feature of kaskasa (¤ kaškaša/kas-
kasa) is reported by Al-Essa (forthcoming) 
to be disappearing from the speech of the 
younger Najdì speakers who grew up in the 
£ijàzì city of Jeddah. Importantly, accord-
ing to Al-Essa’s data, the disappearance of 
the feature follows a consistent route: it has 
become almost obsolete when [k] occurs 
in the stem of a word, but it progresses at 
a slower rate when [k] occurs in the suffix 
/ik/. So, the original rule which affricated /k/ 
in front vowel environments has been bro-
ken, and this development is applied almost 
categorically to stem /k/, but partially in the 
case of /k/ in the suffix. It is possible to pre-
dict on the basis of the statistics provided 
by Al-Essa that this is a change in progress 
which is likely to go to completion; when it 
is completed, all of the original constraints 
will have been broken.

b. External constraints
Linguistic variation can be equally struc-
tured by social, stylistic, and geographical 

and spatial factors. Geographical barriers, 
such as rivers and mountain series, can have 
a significant effect on linguistic variation, as 
demonstrated for Arabic by Behnstedt and 
Woidich (2005) and de Jong (ms.). Social 
factors include speaker variables, such as 
age, sex, social class, and ethnicity. Sty-
listic factors concern the context of the 
speech situation. An alternative model of 
style shifting considers the addressees or 
the audience to be the governing factor. 
Research in this area views style shifting as 
an active responsive phenomenon, motivated 
by sociopsychological factors. The frame-
work of analysis is called Accommodation 
Theory, which was developed by Howard 
Giles and his associates, and operates on a 
number of principles (¤ speech accommo-
dation). One such principle is that speakers 
converge their speech to the speech of those 
they like and want to be liked by, or diverge 
their speech from the speech of those they 
dislike and want to dissociate themselves 
from. A study by Allen Bell (1984) on style 
shifting by New Zealand radio broadcasters 
shows that style of speech shifts in accord-
ance with the attributes or the perceived 
attributes of the audience. The external 
constraints on variation can be thought of 
as dimensions in human societies according 
to which language can vary. Arabic varies 
according to all of these factors, and a few 
additional ones, as explained in some detail 
in the sections to follow.

2. T h e  r o l e  o f  S t a n d a r d 
A r a b i c

The findings from a number of variationist 
studies, especially over the past two decades, 
provide observations in relation to the role of 
the standard variety in linguistic variation and 
change in Arabic-speaking communities. The 
earliest studies in the field were based on the 
assumption that standard linguistic features 
were the target forms. This assumption may 
have been influenced by a number of factors. 
Firstly, the analytical framework in use in 
quantitative sociolinguistics at the time was 
based on a hierarchical stratification of social 
groups, and the social meanings assigned to 
linguistic features were mainly based on the 
abstract notions of prestige and stigmatization, 
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which tally to a large extent with the relative 
social status of the users of these features. Thus, 
the highest and most powerful social group 
are the most consistent users of the standard 
(prestigious) features, since these features are 
characteristic of their native dialects, and the 
lowest, least powerful social group are the most 
consistent users of the (stigmatized) vernacular 
features, while showing a tendency to adopt 
standard features for upward social mobility 
(since these are the features used by the social 
groups at the top). The notion of prestige was 
used more or less ready-made and on the basis 
of stereotypes, but its exact relevance to lin-
guistic variation has been poorly understood. 
In Western societies, where the vast majority 
of early sociolinguistic research was conducted, 
the lack of a scientifically analyzed interpretive 
tool created a problem at the level of interpre-
tation only, but the linguistic analyses yielded 
plausible correlations between the independ-
ent and dependent variables. In studies on 
variation in Arabic, the appeal to notions of 
‘prestige’ and ‘stigmatization’, with the former 
connoting the use of Standard Arabic features 
and the latter connoting the use of the bulk of 
non-Standard features, has been considerably 
more problematic. Importantly, it has yielded 
paradoxical results in both analyses and inter-
pretation. Linguistic change in spoken Arabic 
was approached as a case of ‘standardization’, 
by which it was meant that the target features 
would be the Standard Arabic features. The 
most seriously paradoxical result was that the 
most upwardly mobile speakers and the highest 
educated groups were in most cases the lead-
ers of change away from the Standard feature, 
and the least mobile speakers and the speakers 
with least exposure to the Standard features 
used them most consistently. To illustrate, con-
sider the case of the interdental variable (μ) 
in Jordan. It has two variants: the variant [ô] 
is characteristic of the traditional Jordanian 
dialects and at the same time is a Standard fea-
ture; the variant [t] is characteristic of the new 
city dialects. The results from five studies in 
Jordan (Abdel-Jawad 1981; Abdel-Jawad and 
Awwad 1989; Al-Khatib 1988; Al-Wer 1991; 
Al-Tamimi 2001) showed that the oldest and 
least educated speakers used [ô] most consist-
ently (often categorically), and the youngest 
and the most educated speakers used [t] most 
consistently. Clearly, the Standard Arabic fea-

ture is not the target in this change. It would 
be equally inaccurate to interpret this result as 
an abandonment of a Standard Arabic feature 
(although it might seem so; see below). The data 
from a milieu of Arabic-speaking communities, 
reporting on structural features (phonology, 
morphology, and morphosyntax), which show 
the same pattern, are overwhelming. Given the 
abundance and variety of the available data, 
and given the fact that Standard Arabic is held 
in high esteem, possibly by the vast major-
ity of Arabic speakers, interpretation of these 
results clearly requires a reconsideration of the 
basic assumptions. One such reconsideration 
would disentangle the question of esteem and 
psychological claim, which Standard Arabic 
undoubtedly enjoys, from the Standard variety’s 
cognitive and practical involvement in processes 
of variation and change in spoken Arabic. The 
data available would suggest that the status of 
linguistic features in relation to the Standard 
variety is simply irrelevant. Native speakers 
of Arabic who have a functional knowledge 
of the Standard variety do, of course, resort 
to the use of Standard Arabic lexical items 
and Standard constructions in formal contexts. 
This is partly due to the appropriateness of the 
Standard variety in such domains, and partly 
because learned items are often only available 
in Standard Arabic. This usage, however, is a 
device in a stylistic league of its own and does 
not influence stylistic shifts in the vernacular 
(see the important article by Ibrahim 1986; and 
Al-Wer 1997).

3. D i m e n s i o n s  o f  v a r i a t i o n  i n 
A r a b i c

The most commonly used speaker variables in 
classic variation studies of Arabic are age, sex 
(gender), and level of education. A few studies 
additionally included socioeconomic class and 
sect. There are only a few variation studies 
in Arabic which have incorporated a post-
Labovian methodology and analytical tools. 
A study in point is Jabeur (1987) in Tunis, 
which is probably the first and only study to 
apply the social network approach as devel-
oped by Lesley Milroy. Two more studies are 
worth mentioning because they too have ven-
tured into new ground, utilizing state-of-the-art 
interpretive models such as those developed 
by Penelope Eckert (1989), namely Hachimi 
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(2005) on Casablanca, and Ismail (2008) on 
Damascus.

The variables chosen for discussion in this 
entry are the ones for which empirical data are 
available, and which provide the possibility for 
making as many generalizations as possible.

3.1 Age

In sociolinguistic research, age is used to give 
the investigation a depth in time. The assump-
tion is that the linguistic behavior of different 
age groups represents different stages of evolu-
tion in the language itself. Therefore, differences 
in linguistic usage between different age groups 
are taken as indicators of linguistic change. Age 
is measured in units (years), or it is represented 
in terms of life stages (childhood, adolescence, 
adulthood). For many sociolinguists, categoriz-
ing speakers in terms of life stages is preferred, 
and is seen to be consistent with a more pro-
found analysis, especially since it is unclear 
why differences in age per se should correlate 
with differences in linguistic usage; what age 
differences reflect are probably differences in 
life experiences (for elaboration, see Milroy and 
Gordon 2003, Chap. 1). In all human societies, 
life experiences of individuals, as well as expec-
tations of how they should behave, are different 
at different stages of their lives. At the same 
time, life experiences and society’s expectations 
at different life stages vary across cultures. In 
Arab societies in general, the divisions of life 
stages are similar to those found in Western 
societies, but only at the conceptual level. In 
practice, youngsters, generally speaking, social-
ize separately from their families and form their 
own friendship networks at a later age than in 
Western societies. In sociolinguistic research, 
it is important to incorporate a sophisticated 
understanding of the social meanings of age 
divisions, so that it can be shown that the 
sampling techniques and the analytical tools 
are motivated in some way, for instance by the 
community’s social practices.

The use of age differences as a substitute for 
time in studying language change is a practical 
method since it provides instantaneous results. 
However, it is not without problems. The main 
problem associated with the assumption that 
every linguistic difference between the speech of 
the young and that of the old is an instance 
of language change, is due to the phenomenon 
of age grading. This refers to the possibility that 

speakers may change their linguistic behavior 
as they grow older, and hence the linguistic dif-
ferences observed between young and old at a 
particular point in time may not be permanent, 
but rather temporary alterations that are aban-
doned later on in life and are not transmitted to 
the next generation. Age-graded variations tend 
to recur in successive generations. It is because 
of age grading that sociolinguists warn that 
even though generational linguistic differences 
are symptoms of change, they are not hard and 
fast evidence of it. A simple demonstration of a 
linguistic usage that in many languages, includ-
ing Arabic, tends to be age-graded is the use 
of trendy words and expressions and the use 
of obscenities, which are normally abandoned 
in adulthood (¤ youth speech). In some cases, 
existing words may acquire new meanings; a 
good example from English is the use of the 
adjectives awesome to mean ‘excellent’ and 
wicked to mean ‘good’, which are more likely 
to be used by the younger generation than by 
the older generation in various English-speak-
ing communities. A similar transformation in 
meaning, but definitely unrelated to the English 
case, occurs in many Arabic dialects, where 
the word rahìb ‘awesome’ is also used by the 
younger generation to mean ‘marvelous’ or 
‘excellent’. Words and expressions that are age-
specific may also take the form of creations 
using existing linguistic material, which come 
about as a result of shared experience or shared 
life style among a group of people of similar 
ages. Another example of similar usages is 
the use of the discourse marker ±ënno ‘that’, 
which is originally a complementizer but has 
been shown by Germanos (2006) to be used 
in Beirut in a variety of ways, mainly as a 
discourse marker. For example, compare the 
usage of ±ënno as a complementizer in walàkin 
hay mèdde mafrù∂a ya‘ne yuftara∂ ±ënno ya≠rif 
leÿÿto ‘but this subject is obligatory; it is there-
fore assumed that he should know his lan-
guage’, with its usage as a discourse marker in 
ba±a betlà™ze še‘ro ±amràr bikùn hužùme ktìr 
±amràr bikùn ÿazale ktìr ±ënno ™asab kìf bikùn 
wa∂≠o huwwe ‘so, you notice that his poetry is 
sometimes very aggressive and sometimes very 
amorous ±ënno it depends on how he feels and 
on his state of mind’ (Germanos 2006, exam-
ples 7 and 26).

All of the studies available on variation in 
Arabic have shown that age is a significant 
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variable. As would be expected, the pattern 
found shows that the younger generation use 
the incoming and new forms more often than 
the older generations. A careful analysis of 
age-related variation often finds links between 
the linguistic behavior of different age cohorts 
and social change in the community at large. 
Studies of variation in Arabic in real-time are as 
yet rare, but we may expect to see an increase 
in the number of projects in this area by the 
next generation of linguists interested in vari-
ation in Arabic. One such attempt is by Muna 
Al-Qouz (forthcoming) from Bahrain, whose 
research focuses on the speech of Manàma 
youth between the ages of seven and sixteen, 
taking as a starting point the findings by Clive 
Holes in the late 1970s (published 1987). Al-
Qouz provides data in real time of the progres-
sion of the changes reported by Holes.

3.2 Gender

Students of sociolinguistics will be aware that 
the term ¤ ‘gender’ has been more widely used 
than the term ‘sex’ in sociolinguistics especially 
since the 1980s. The change is not simply termi-
nological but also reflects increasing sophistica-
tion in methods of analysis and interpretation. 
Chambers sums up the distinction between the 
two terms succinctly as recognizing “biologi-
cal and sociocultural differences” (2003:117). 
Sex then is a biological category (being born 
female or male), which is determined naturally, 
prenatally, and over which the individual has 
no control. Gender, on the other hand, is deter-
mined by sociocultural factors. Sex is involved 
in gender in the sense that the social construc-
tion of one’s self is always going to be influ-
enced by one’s sex, albeit to varying degrees 
in different societies. The extent to which the 
roles of the male and female members of society 
are prescribed will have a direct influence on 
the freedom of individuals to determine their 
gender identity.

As a sociological term, gender has been 
translated (Arabicized) as an-naw≠ il-ijtimà≠ì, 
or sometimes simply called jandar, and gender 
studies are referred to as al-jandariyya. Of all 
the speaker variables included in sociolinguistic 
research, gender is the least transparent and the 
most difficult to explain. In the cases of age and 
social class, most people will have some intui-
tion as to why language should vary along these 

dimensions. In the case of language differentia-
tion between male and female speakers, it is not 
readily clear why such differentiation should 
exist, given that in most societies the norm is 
for a man and a woman to live together, and, 
as pointed out by Trudgill, “in most societies 
men and women communicate freely with one 
another, and there appear to be few social bar-
riers likely to influence the density of communi-
cation between the sexes” (1995:63).

One of the most robust findings in socio-
linguistic research on gender differentiation is 
that female speakers on average produce or 
maintain linguistic features that are closer to 
the standard or prestigious features more often 
than male speakers. This generalization is valid 
so long as we bear in mind that it is based on 
statistics arrived at through averaged data. An 
important reformulation by James and Lesley 
Milroy (J. Milroy a.o. 1994) of the socio-
linguistic findings of gender-related variation 
looks at male and female preferences not in 
terms of standard vs. nonstandard, but in terms 
of localized vs. supralocal features. Localized 
linguistic features are features that tend to be 
characteristic of a particular dialect, or dialects 
of a particular region, and are generally not 
found in other dialects. Supralocal features are 
features that can be found, or have spread, in 
a larger geographical area and, therefore, are 
not peculiar to a particular dialect or particular 
group of dialects. The restatement in terms of 
localized vs. supralocal features stretches the 
generalization in relation to female vs. male lin-
guistic behavior to include patterns of variation 
in languages where there is a formal standard 
and de facto standards, such as is the case in 
Arabic. Because of the controversy that has 
surrounded the issue of gender differentiation 
patterns in Arabic communities as compared 
with other languages, which sometimes has led 
to misconstrued conclusions in the literature, 
the issue is treated here in some detail (see 
also Ibrahim 1986; Haeri 1987; Al-Wer 1997). 
Early sociolinguistic studies of Arabic treated 
variation and change as an approximation to 
Standard Arabic; crucial to the present dis-
cussion is that the variants investigated were 
defined in terms of Standard vs. non-Standard 
Arabic. For example, in the case of the variable 
(μ) mentioned earlier, the variant [ô] is described 
as the Standard variant and [t] as the non-
Standard variant. These definitions fall short 

  variation 631

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



of recognizing the relevant social meanings of 
these variants. In Jordan, for instance, the vari-
ant [ô] signifies an outdated lifestyle, and the 
variant [t] symbolizes a modern lifestyle. Study 
results which showed that women use [ô] less 
often than men led to the conclusion that unlike 
female speakers in the West, Arab women use 
the Standard prestigious linguistic features less 
often than men. The correct interpretation is 
that the male speakers are more consistent in 
the use of the traditional feature [ô] and the 
female speakers are more innovative. In a sense, 
the false interpretations deceived attempts to 
explain gender differentiation in language in 
general. Labov (1994), for instance, treated the 
reported pattern (falsely interpreted) of male 
vs. female speech in Arabic as an anomaly. If a 
generalization is needed in this regard, the true 
situation is that male and female patterns in 
Western and Arab communities are identical in 
that men tend to use the localized features more 
often than women, and Arab women prefer 
supralocal features (which are often non-Stand-
ard features). Keeping with the same variable 
to demonstrate this point, in the Levant, the 
variant [ô] can easily be shown to be a localized 
feature, characteristic as it is of the nonurban 
traditional dialects in the region, whereas the 
variant [t] is supralocal, characterizing as it 
does all of the metropolitan dialects (Jerusalem, 
Damascus, Beirut, and now Amman).

A further important generalization to emerge 
from sociolinguistic research is that where lan-
guage change is in progress, in the majority of 
cases women are ahead of men in using the new 
features, i.e., women lead linguistic change. 
This has been found to be true in all of the stud-
ies conducted in North America, Britain, Latin 
America, Hong Kong, Korea, and the Middle 
East. In a small minority of cases of change 
in progress, men were found to be in the lead, 
and in these cases the changes involved were 
relatively minor. In the data available from 
Arabic, women are sometimes ahead of men 
by a whole generation. For example, in Al-Wer 
(1991), which investigated the use of four pho-
nological variables in three towns in Jordan, 
the men were found not to participate in the 
variation between the local and nonlocal fea-
tures at all; hence, they were excluded from the 
analysis. In a small-scale restudy of the town 
of Sult in 1997, the young men were begin-
ning to participate in the variation interdental-

stop, and affricate-fricative realizations of /j/. 
In the dialect of Amman (see Al-Wer 2007), all 
cases of divergence from the traditional features 
were found to be led by the young women. A 
very interesting pattern is reported in Al-Essa’s 
(forthcoming) work on the patterns of accom-
modation by Najdì speakers to £ijàzì features 
in the city of Jeddah. Overall, she found that 
among the oldest generation, the women were 
considerably more conservative with respect 
to the Najdì traditional features; this finding is 
explained with reference to the older women’s 
lack of contact with and access to the target 
features as a result of restrictions in the range 
of socialization. However, as social restrictions 
were relaxed in succeeding generations, the 
women suddenly outscored the men in adopt-
ing the new features. This finding is significant 
because it shows the interplay between two 
types of factors, social and biological, in the 
following way. The social conditions provide a 
plausible explanation in the case of differences 
among the male and female speakers in the 
older generation. But note that changes in the 
social conditions alone cannot explain the find-
ing that the younger women outscore (rather 
than just equalize) the younger men. Findings 
of this order from sociolinguistic research over 
three decades, which indicate some sort of ver-
bal superiority on the part of the female sex, 
have prompted scholars to give due considera-
tion to the possibility that some of the observed 
linguistic differences between men and women 
may be sex-based. For example, it has been 
suggested that the female sex has a neuropsy-
chological advantage over the male sex, i.e. that 
women have an innate linguistic advantage (for 
a review of evidence in this area, see Chambers 
2003, Chap. 3).

3.3 Education

Level of education as a speaker variable can 
be found in the early large-scale studies as well 
as in the later studies, for instance Schmidt 
(1974), Abdel-Jawad (1981), Jabeur (1987), 
Al-Muhannadi (1991), Al-Wer (1991), Al-Kha-
tani (1992), and Al-Shehri (1993). In some 
cases, education simply refers to whether the 
speakers are literate or not, and in other cases 
it is quantified to include lower, medium, or 
higher levels of education. A common pat-
tern was found in all studies, namely that the 
higher the educational level of speakers, the 
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more innovative and the less conservative they 
are in their linguistic behavior. In other words, 
the educated speakers were found to be the 
leaders of language change and change away 
from the Standard Arabic variety, if one wants 
to define variation in these terms. Hence, what 
‘education’ does not do is to promote the lan-
guage associated with education. This observa-
tion has prompted Al-Wer (2002b) to revisit 
this variable in order to understand the exact 
denotations of education as a speaker vari-
able. She suggests that although correlations 
can be established between the speakers’ level 
of education and their linguistic choices, the 
correlations in themselves cannot ensure that 
education is not a proxy variable, which acts 
on behalf of other less obvious independent 
variables. The suggestion is that level of educa-
tion is an indicator of the nature and extent of 
the speakers’ social contacts (i.e. their social 
network). It just so happens that generally in 
the Arab world, access to education, especially 
at the higher level, often involves leaving one’s 
hometown, changes in familial links, expansion 
in social contacts, interaction with speakers of 
other dialects, exposure to different social val-
ues, shifting of one’s loyalties and attachments 
to various social groups, changes in priorities 
and ambitions, etc. All of these, and others of a 
similar nature, are important factors in shaping 
the individuals’ linguistic behavior. It follows 
then that the reason why the classification of 
speakers according to level of education has 
thus far provided researchers with fairly accu-
rate results, especially in terms of locating the 
social groups who initiate and/or diffuse new 
features, is that in the Arabic-speaking commu-
nities, particularly those with a recent history 
of urbanization, education is the major chan-
nel through which members of the community 
have opportunities of contact with the speak-
ers of the target features. It is very likely that 
when this developmental phase is completed 
and education ceases to be the only prerequi-
site for social mobility and contact, it will no 
longer show straightforward correlations with 
linguistic usage.

3.4 Ethnicity, sect, and religion

Ethnicity, sect, and religion often coincide in 
Arab societies in the sense that a group of a 
different ethnic origin can also be of a different 

sect and belong to a different religious group in 
relation to the majority. Differences in Arabic 
dialects along these lines have been well docu-
mented by early European and Arab linguists, 
as well as by contemporary scholars (¤ com-
munal dialects). One clear example of variation 
according to the speakers’ sect is the case of 
Bahrain and its two main denominations, the 
Arab Sunni group and the Ba™àrna Shi≠i group. 
Perhaps the most useful points to discuss in 
this domain are the social and political forces 
that contribute to the maintenance of linguistic 
divisions along these lines, and the repercus-
sions on divisions along ethnic, sectarian and 
religious lines of the modern and the currently 
more inclusive – whether by compulsion or by 
will – urban Arab societies. It is reasonable to 
suggest that the persistence of linguistic dif-
ferences in one community between groups of 
various heritages are due in the first place to 
social barriers that would prevent individuals 
from fully interacting with members of the 
outside groups. The existence of social barriers 
for a lengthy period of time leads to linguistic 
features that may have been regional features 
in the first place, becoming ethnic/sectarian/
religious group markers (see the discussion in 
Edwards 1985). A well-documented case which 
illustrates this point is that of the linguistic dif-
ferences between Christian and Muslim Bagh-
dadis, as reported in Blanc (1964). Behnstedt 
and Woidich (2005:43–46) provide further 
elaboration and linguistic maps of the com-
munal dialects in Iraq (Mesopotamia), Djerba 
(Tunisia), and Bahrain.

Naturally, the linguistic features which sym-
bolize the boundaries of the group can over 
time also become markers of identity, and their 
maintenance can become associated with loy-
alty to one’s own group. Not all Arab societies 
in which different ethnicities or different reli-
gious groups have coexisted for a considerable 
period of time show linguistic differences along 
these lines. For instance, no such differences 
can be detected in Jordanian society between 
the Christian and Muslim Jordanians, and this 
undoubtedly is related to the fact that, except 
for cross-marriage, no social or physical barri-
ers have existed which would prevent the mem-
bers of either group from fully interacting with 
members of the other group. But this situation 
can alter since sociolinguistic situations are 
not static. For instance, in the Jordanian case, 
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the prevailing marriage customs can indirectly 
lead to linguistic-religious group associations. 
The country’s population has grown from one 
million during the early 1960s to well over six 
million forty years later. In the 1960s, Chris-
tian Jordanians formed roughly 15 percent of 
the population. The raw number of Christians 
has fallen significantly due to emigration, and 
the proportion to the total population has 
now fallen to probably half of this figure. At 
the same time, the vast majority of the immi-
grants are Muslims. Cases of cross-marriage 
between Christians and Muslims have always 
been extremely rare, and they continue to be 
prohibited by both groups (apparently without 
hard feelings on either side). This situation has 
meant that over the years the Muslim popu-
lation’s mix through marriage with nonlocals 
has increased dramatically, while the choices 
of partners for the Christians have remained 
largely locally based (i.e. between local Jorda-
nian partners). The result is that through mar-
riage the mix with speakers of non-Jordanian 
dialects has risen markedly in the case of the 
Muslim population. By a stretch of imagina-
tion, a few decades down the line, the tradi-
tional features may become part of the native 
linguistic repertoire for the Christians only (or 
at least more consistently so); they may hence 
also become religious markers. One may con-
clude that, especially in contemporary Arab 
societies, sociolinguistic situations are increas-
ingly mutable.

3.5 Social class

Social class refers to the hierarchical stratifica-
tion of society’s members. In modern societies, 
the basis of the stratification into different 
classes is usually economic ability, which, in 
turn, translates into and determines social 
power. Therefore, social class is generally used 
to mean socioeconomic class (see Milroy and 
Gordon 2003, Chap. 2). In sociology as in 
sociolinguistics, there are no absolute criteria 
that can be used for class stratification. Wealth, 
income, occupation, father’s occupation, edu-
cational level, and housing type are among the 
criteria that have been used to determine social 
class. What is clear, however, is that the social 
class system is a fluid system, in the sense that 
it is generally possible for individuals to move 
up and down the scale.

Similarities in socioeconomic status between 
groups of people are often paralleled by simi-
larities in lifestyle, attitudes, ambitions, and 
values, and lead to differentiation between dif-
ferent classes along these lines. It is also largely 
true that people socialize more frequently with 
others in their own socioeconomic class. This 
observation leads us to explain the existence of 
social dialects or sociolects, i.e. dialects that are 
differentiated according to social class, on the 
basis of frequency of contact.

Social class is not a universal sociolinguistic 
variable, for although it can be argued that dif-
ferences in wealth exist in every society, these 
differences do not always translate into socio-
linguistic correlations. In many Arab societies, 
linguistic variation cuts across socioeconomic 
differences and does not correlate with them. 
The effect of the type of social structure is key 
to understanding why this difference exists, 
which can be demonstrated by comparing a 
hierarchical social structure, such as the class 
system, with an egalitarian tribal system. Not 
all tribal systems are egalitarian, but in those 
which are, individuals can differ in wealth but 
not in social status as members of the clan. This 
leads to a situation where there are no social 
barriers between individuals of varying wealth 
and, perhaps therefore, no linguistic differences 
according to economic status.

One can expect sociolinguistic correlations to 
alter in accordance with changes in the social 
structure of a community. A good illustration 
comes from Middle Eastern societies that have 
experienced increasing degrees of urbanization 
and population mobility (especially from coun-
tryside to city). A series of recent sociolinguis-
tic investigations point to the importance of 
distinguishing two types of cities: old, well-
established cities and new cities. The first type 
includes cities with a long-established history of 
urban life in social characteristics and in eco-
nomic activities (see Miller a.o. 2007). Cairo 
and Damascus are good examples of this type. 
In Cairo, Haeri (1997) shows that social class is 
an important variable which clearly correlates 
with linguistic variation, blurring differences 
among the speakers in terms of their ethnic or 
regional origins. The second type of cities are 
those which have had a recent history of urban 
life, and can be exemplified by the cities of the 
Gulf region (Dubai, Kuwait, etc.) and Amman. 
In Amman, for instance, no straightforward 

634 variation

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



correlation can as yet be established between 
linguistic usage and socioeconomic class; tribal 
divisions and ethnic or regional origins con-
tinue to play the major role in structuring 
variation (¤ Jordanian Arabic: Amman). This 
situation is expected to change as reliance on 
an urban-based economy will ultimately lead 
to homogenization and the blurring of ethnic, 
sectarian, and other differences.

4. V a r i a t i o n ,  s p a c e ,  a n d 
p o l i t i c a l  b o r d e r s

The political borders which divide the Arab 
world of today were fixed at various times fol-
lowing the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. As 
elsewhere in the world, political borders do not 
suddenly alter the linguistic maps of regions, 
but gradually they create different realities, 
which divide one family of dialects or force 
different groups of dialects together into a new 
political entity. The extent to which dialects 
that suddenly find themselves border dialects 
of different political entities diverge over time 
is very much influenced by the frequency of 
contact that the speakers on both sides are 
able to maintain. Situations of this sort can be 
found all over the Arab world, and a treatment 
of each one of these cases would be complex 
and certainly rewarding. In this section, the 
aim is to highlight the importance to the study 
of variation in Arabic of sociopolitical changes 
by drawing on one example of such a situa-
tion, the region of £òràn, across which runs 
the political border which has divided Jordan 
from Syria since 1921. The plains of £òràn 
stretch some three hundred kilometers from 
the southern outskirts of Damascus to the Jor-
danian district of Mu±ab. It is a rich agrarian 
society and includes no fewer than eight hun-
dred villages. The dialects of the region belong 
to one southern Levantine group (see Behnstedt 
1997). After 1921, adjacent villages were split 
between the two countries. Along the border, 
many tribes carry the same family names. The 
dialect spoken by the older generations on one 
side of the border is indistinguishable from 
the dialect spoken by the same generations on 
the other side, but the younger generations 
diverge markedly from their forefathers’ dia-
lects. The reason for this divergence is that 
while the £òrànis on the Syrian side look north 

to the dialect of Damascus as their standard, 
their relatives on the Jordanian side look south 
to the dialect of Amman as a standard. Contact 
and familial links were not severed by the polit-
ical division, even at points in history when the 
central governments of Syria and Jordan were 
not on the best of terms. It is rather the new 
political reality in the region which has shaped 
the linguistic developments in £òràn. It can be 
further argued that the political separation of 
the southern part of Greater Syria is altogether 
responsible for the development of a separate 
local standard in Jordan; what might have 
been expected had the separation not occurred 
are linguistic adjustments which would have 
converged the Jordanian dialects toward the 
regional standard (e.g. the dialect of Damas-
cus), i.e. a development similar to what has 
happened in the Syrian part of £òràn.
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Enam Al-Wer (University of Essex)

Velarization

Velarization is a secondary articulation that 
refers to the raising of the tongue body toward 
the back of the soft palate. Classical Arabic 
has four velarized phonemes, /†/, /∂/, /ß/, and 
/Ú/, all of which are coronal consonants with 
a primary articulation in the dental-alveolar 
region of the vocal tract. Sìbawayhi uses the 
term mu†baq ‘covered’ in his Kitàb to describe 
the velarized consonants of Arabic (¤ ±i†bàq). 
These consonants are often referred to as pha-
ryngealized. In terms of articulation, a pharyn-
gealized consonant is one made with the root 
of the tongue drawn toward the back wall 
of the pharynx. Ladefoged and Maddieson 
(1996:365) note that Arabic dialects vary as to 
whether they have velarization or pharyngeal-
ization. There is very little acoustic distinction 
between the two; both are characterized by 
the lowering of the second formant. The term 
‘emphatic’ is also used to refer to the velarized 
consonants. This is a translation of the Arabic 
term mufaxxama, which is traditionally under-
stood to include the uvular consonants as well. 
Both uvular and velarized consonants are made 
with the tongue body raised toward the back of 
the soft palate; with the uvular consonants, the 
tongue body raising is the primary articulation, 
whereas with the velarized consonants it is a 
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secondary articulation that accompanies the 
primary contact in the dental-alveolar region. 
The English term ‘emphatic’ is typically used 
only for the velarized consonants.

A phonological analysis of velarization in an 
Arabic dialect must answer the following two 
questions: what are the velarized phonemes of 
the dialect, and to what extent does velariza-
tion affect neighboring sounds? With respect 
to the first question, while almost all modern 
dialects have maintained the velarized conso-
nants, there are some differences from Clas-
sical Arabic. For example, colloquial Cairene 
Arabic has /Ω/ rather than Classical Arabic /Ú/, 
while the northern Palestinian dialect described 
in Herzallah (1990) lacks /∂/. Furthermore, 
most dialects are reported to have a variety of 
other velarized consonants that are sometimes 
referred to as ‘secondary emphatics’. These 
include the liquids [à] and [¬] as well as the labi-
als [)] and [Â]. However, the phonemic status 
of the secondary emphatics is controversial in 
that they are often marginal, not occurring in 
many words or only occurring in the environ-
ment of a low vowel. As an example, although 
many dialects are reported to have a velarized 
[à], its phonological behavior is usually distinct 
from the ‘primary emphatics’ /†/, /∂/, /ß/, and 
/Ú/. This is because velarized [à] usually only 
occurs in the context of a low vowel and alter-
nates with its nonvelarized counterpart when 
the low vowel is not present. An illustration of 
this comes from Cairene Arabic, where the /r/ 
in the word [kubã1à] ‘big [pl.]’ is pronounced 
as velarized when adjacent to a low vowel, but 
pronounced as nonvelarized in [kabi1r] ‘big 
[sg.]’ when the low vowel is not adjacent. Pri-
mary emphatics do not alternate in such a man-
ner; they are pronounced as velarized regardless 
of the vocalic context, as exemplified by the 
Cairene Arabic pair [na∑i1≥] ‘active’/[πan∑ã≥] 
‘more active’.

The second question that a phonological ana-
lysis of velarization in an Arabic dialect must 
address is the extension of velarization beyond 
the single phoneme. In most dialects, when there 
is a velarized phoneme in the word, neighbor-
ing sounds are also pronounced as velarized. In 
some dialects it is only the vowel immediately 
adjacent to the velarized consonant that is 
pronounced as velarized (e.g. certain dialects of 
Saudi Arabia), whereas in other dialects it may 
be the entire word that is velarized (e.g. Cairene 

Arabic). Thus, depending on the dialect, the 
common Arabic word /ßabà™/ ‘morning’ will 
either be pronounced with just the first syllable 
velarized or with the entire word velarized. The 
effect of velarization is particularly strong with 
the low vowel, where it is generally identified 
as allophonic variation between a low back 
vowel (velarized) and a low front vowel (nonve-
larized). Moreover, detailed investigations of 
velarization in specific dialects (e.g. Ghazeli 
1977; Heath 1987; Herzallah 1990; Younes 
1993; Davis 1995; Shahin 1997; Watson 1999; 
and Zawaydeh 1999) reveal that some dialects 
display an asymmetry between velarization that 
is regressive and velarization that is progressive. 
For example, in the northern Palestinian dia-
lect discussed in Herzallah (1990), velarization 
extends (or spreads) regressively to the begin-
ning of the word, but the progressive spreading 
of velarization is limited. Thus, when a word 
has a velarized consonant at the end, the entire 
word is velarized, as exemplified by /xayyà†/ 
‘tailor’, which is pronounced entirely velarized. 
But when the velarized consonant is at the 
beginning, only part of the word would usually 
be velarized, as exemplified by /ßabà™/, in which 
only the first syllable is velarized. Another man-
ifestation of the asymmetry between the regres-
sive and progressive spreading of velarization 
is the observation that in some dialects cer-
tain sounds (typically those made with a high 
tongue position) block the progressive spread 
of velarization. In the rural Palestinian dialect 
discussed by Younes (1993), the consonants 
/š/, /y/, and /w/ block progressive spreading, 
as exemplified by the word /ßiyàm/ ‘fasting’, in 
which only the initial /ß/ is pronounced velar-
ized; these consonants do not prevent regressive 
spreading, as illustrated by the word /xayyà†/ 
‘tailor’, in which the entire word is pronounced 
as velarized. A third asymmetry between regres-
sive and progressive spreading of velarization, 
documented by Zawaydeh (1999) for Ammani 
Jordanian Arabic, is that regressive spreading 
is categorical, whereas progressive spreading 
is gradient. For example, the word /tasalla†/ 
‘he overruled’ is pronounced with the first two 
syllables just as velarized as the third syllable, 
whereas in the word /≠a∂alàtak/ ‘your muscles’, 
the third syllable shows less velarization than 
the second, and the fourth syllable shows even 
less velarization than the third. The asymmetries 
manifested between regressive and progressive 
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assimilation reflect that regressive velarization 
is stronger than progressive velarization, and 
this may have a basis in articulation, as sug-
gested by Watson (1999).

A largely unexplored topic with respect to 
velarization is its sociolinguistics, namely to 
what extent, if any, does velarization in a single 
dialect vary with respect to gender, style, social 
class, etc. An investigation undertaken by Royal 
(1985) documented acoustically stronger velar-
ization patterns for males than for females.
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Stuart Davis (Indiana University)

Verb

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The Arabic word for verb is ¤ fi≠l. This term has 
undergone a double metalinguistic reinterpreta-
tion and generalization: ‘action’ > ‘expression 
designating an action’ > ‘(action or nonaction) 
verb’. In the Arabic grammatical tradition, 
while syntactically (na™w) representing merely 
the second element of the tripartite division 

of the parts of speech (after the noun and 
before the particle), the verb occupies a central 
place in the morphology (¤ ßarf or taßrìf ). 
This entry deals first with the morphology 
of the verb, according to the main subdivi-
sion inflection/derivation. Clearly, the opposi-
tion inflection/derivation is not a rigid one. In 
fact, inflection can use the same processes as 
derivation, i.e. the adding of affixes to a base, 
just like derivation may be performed through 
‘internal inflection’, i.e. ¤ apophony and vowel 
lengthening, or consonant gemination. Inflec-
tion and derivation do not cover the entire 
field of verbal morphology; for this reason, the 
last part of this entry is devoted to those issues 
that are related neither to the former nor to the 
latter, but rather to the intersection between 
morphology and phonology, i.e. morphopho-
nology. The scope of the present entry is limited 
to Classical Arabic, with a few references to 
colloquial Arabic. For a detailed description of 
the verb in the latter, see the entries devoted to 
the different dialects.

2. I n f l e c t i o n

All the inflected forms of a verb together con-
stitute its conjugation. The Arabic tradition 
distinguishes three subgroups, namely ¤ mà∂ì 
‘past’, mu∂àri≠ ‘the one resembling [the nomen 
agentis]’, and ±amr ‘order’. Arabists follow 
this tradition, but they rename the first two 
‘perfect’ and ‘imperfect’. The passage from a 
directly or indirectly temporal terminology to 
an explicitly aspectual one has resulted in a 
huge amount of literature on the nature of the 
correlation between the two forms, ¤ tense 
and/or ¤ aspect. This issue is dealt with here. 
Many scholars of Arabic prefer to avoid it by 
reintroducing the terminology used by scholars 
of Semitic languages, i.e. ‘suffixed form’ and 
‘prefixed form’.

2.1 Suffixed form

The suffixed form (Table 1) adds personal, 
gender, and number markers to the verb 
stem, which coincides with the pausal form of 
the 3rd person masculine singular, following 
the markedness vs. unmarkedness principle. The 
1st and 2nd persons are marked by -t-, in oppo-
sition to the unmarked 3rd person form. There 
is nonetheless a discrepancy, in the 1st person, 
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between singular and plural (‘we’ is not a plural 
of ‘I’), and the gender distinction involves not 
only the 3rd person but the 2nd person as well. 
The feminine is represented by the marked form 
(-t) in opposition to the unmarked masculine, 
at least in the singular; in the plural, there is a 
feminine (-na) and a masculine form (-ù), which 
reappears in the 2nd person when followed by 
an affix (qataltum > qataltum-ù-hu). The only 
dual marker is -à, which is added to the sin-
gular form in the 3rd person but to the plural 
form in the 2nd person. 

2.2 Prefixed forms 

The so-called prefixed form (Table 2) adds both 
prefixes and suffixes to the verb stem. Prefixes 
mark mainly the person; in the 1st person, 
though, the person marker ±-/n- is at the same 
time a number marker; in the 3rd person 
feminine singular, the person marker t- is at 
the same time a feminine marker, contrasting 
with the masculine marker y-; the 2nd person 
masculine singular and 3rd person feminine 
singular are identical. Elsewhere, t- and y- are 
markers of the 2nd and 3rd person, respec-
tively. Suffixes are divided into two series. The 
first series marks gender and/or number: -ì 

(fem. sg.), -na (fem. pl.), -ù (masc. pl.), and -à 
(du.). The second series marks the ¤ ‘mood’, 
according to the marked/unmarked principle. 
This series is itself divided into two subseries: 
the vowels -u and -a, which are added to the 
stem, mark the ‘indicative’ (marfù≠) and the 
‘subjunctive’ (manßùb) as opposed to ø, marker 
of the apocopate (majzùm). The consonant -n, 
which is added to gender and number mark-
ers, vocalized a in the feminine singular and 
masculine plural and i in the dual, marks the 
indicative, while its absence marks the sub-
junctive and the apocopate. The second series 
of suffixes is therefore interpreted in terms of 
moods by Western scholars of Arabic. Yet, the 
term ‘apocopate’, directly translated from Ara-
bic, shows their uneasiness vis-à-vis this form. 
It seems difficult to reconcile its use as a jussive 
and a conditional with the use of lam yaqtul as 
a negation of qatala in assertive sentences. This 
dilemma is explained diachronically as a leg-
acy of the Akkadian perfect form (Kuryłowicz 
1949). In the Arabic tradition, the series of 
‘modal’ endings is analyzed as so-called ¤ ±i≠ràb 
endings (declensional inflection). This view has 
the merit of recognizing that at a syntactic level 
the indicative is a free form, as opposed to the 
subjunctive and the apocopate, which are 
bound forms.

2.3 Imperative

The imperative (Table 3) coincides with the 
stem of the imperfect, to which gender and/or 
number markers are added. The imperative is 
used only in the 2nd person of the active voice 
and in the affirmative form. As for the other 
persons of the active voice and the negative 
form, periphrastic structures are used, namely 
the injunctive li-yaqtul and the prohibitive là 
yaqtul. The imperative appears, therefore, in 
the 2nd person, as a variant of the jussive. 
In school grammars, the imperative is usually 
derived from the 2nd person of the apocopate 
by removing the prefixed person marker t-. 
Once the prefix is removed, if the imperative 

Table 3. Inflection of the imperative

masc. sg. (u)-qtul
fem. sg. (u)-qtul-ì
masc. pl. (u)-qtul-ù
fem. pl. (u)-qtul-nà
du. (u)-qtul-à
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Table 1. Inflection of the suffixed verb

singular plural dual

1st qatal-t-u qatal-nà
2nd masc. qatal-t-a qatal-tum qatal-tum-à
2nd fem. qatal-t-i qatal-tun-na qatal-tum-à
3rd masc. qatal-(a) qatal-ù qatal-à
3rd fem. qatal-at qatal-na qatal-à

Table 2. Inflection of the prefixed verb

indicative subjunctive apocopate

1st sg. ±a-qtul-u ±a-qtul-a ±a-qtul
2nd masc. sg. ta-qtul-u ta-qtul-a ta-qtul
2nd fem. sg. ta-qtul-ì-na ta-qtul-ì
3rd masc. sg. ya-qtul-u ya-qtul-a ya-qtul
3rd fem. sg. ta-qtul-u ta-qtul-a ta-qtul
1st pl. na-qtul-u na-qtul-a na-qtul
2nd masc. pl. ta-qtul-ù-na ta-qtul-ù
2nd fem. pl. ta-qtul-na
3rd masc. pl. ya-qtul-ù-na ya-qtul-ù
3rd fem. pl. ya-qtul-na
2nd du. ta-qtul-à-ni ta-qtul-à
3rd masc. du. ya-qtul-à-ni ya-qtul-à
3rd fem. du. ta-qtul-à-ni ta-qtul-à
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starts with CC, a prosthetic hamza is added. 
This hamza is called hamzat al-waßl, because it 
disappears in context (uqtul/wa-qtul). Its vowel 
quality is consistent with that of the stem (u/u, 
but i/i or i/a).

2.4 Energicus

Western scholars of Arabic add to these para-
digms another imperfect, called ¤ ‘energicus’, 
which can be ‘heavy’ or ‘light’. This actually 
consists in a suffix -an or -anna added to the 
imperfect stem. This suffix can be expanded with 
gender and number markers and even with the 
indicative marker -n(a), but in the latter case, it 
occurs only with -ì and -ù markers and with the 
suffix -an (for more details on the formation of 
the energicus and the alterations related to it, 
see Ÿalàyìnì, Jàmi≠ I, 90–99). Therefore, this 
suffix provides some ‘energ(et)ic’ forms, either 
in the imperative or in the imperfect (mainly 
jussive), but sometimes in the indicative, too. It 
never occurs in a context where the subjunctive 
is likely to be found, although many Arabists 
tend to link it to the subjunctive because of the 
vowel -a of this suffix. Its Arabic name (ta±kìd 
‘corroboration’) stresses its modal value: udxul 
‘come in!’/udxul-an ‘do come in!/udxul-anna 
‘just come in!’; it belongs almost exclusively to 
pre-Classical Arabic.

3. D e r i v a t i o n

From the derivational point of view, Arabic 
grammarians as well as Western scholars of 
Arabic divide verbs first of all into triliteral and 
quadriliteral ones, depending on whether the 
¤ ‘root’ consists of three or four consonants. 
Many Arabists believe that the base Form and 
the ‘derived’ verb classes of the triliteral and 
quadriliteral verb are derived from or at least 
modeled on the root; they even go so far as to 
include the noun forms related to them. Arabic 
grammarians deal with this in a completely dif-
ferent way, namely through a double horizontal 
and vertical derivation: horizontal derivation 
(¤ ištiqàq), consisting in deriving from the 
maßdar (nomen actionis) all the inflected forms 
(> perfect > imperfect > imperative), and from 
the imperfect, most of the noun forms related to 
the verb; and vertical derivation (ziyàda), con-
sisting in deriving from the base Form (mujar-
rad) all the ‘augmented’ forms (mazìd fìhi). 
These two approaches show two different con-

ceptions of ¤ derivation and word formation 
in Arabic: the root/pattern principle of Western 
scholars of Arabic and the ‘from word to word’ 
principle of the Arabic grammarians.

3.1 The triliteral verb

3.1.1 The base Form
The base Form can have three possible vocali-
zations: fa≠ala (action verbs), fa≠ula (stative 
verbs), and fa≠ila (action or stative verbs). The 
fourth possible vocalization, fu≠ila, is generally 
viewed as secondary, representing a ¤ ‘passive’ 
of the action verb. Nevertheless, this peculiarity 
prompts us to consider these vocalizations as 
originally marking not verb classes but rather, 
by apophony, the different ¤ diatheses of a 
verb. One can find many vestiges of this in the 
lexicon of Classical Arabic as well as in modern 
dialects (e.g. Egyptian). Arabic grammarians 
were well aware of this, since they provided the 
example of ™azantu-hu fa-™azina. This correla-
tion designates ™azina as a stative-resultative 
verb in relation to the active form with causa-
tive meaning ™azana-hu ‘to make someone sad; 
to sadden someone’. It is therefore better to 
consider this as being originally the ¤ ‘mid-
dle voice’ (‘to sadden’ = ‘to become sad’) of 
an action verb, reinterpreted as a stative verb 
(‘to be sad’). The above-mentioned correlation 
allows us to understand what happened: the 
internal inflection disappeared as the systematic 
marker of the diathesis, except for the passive, 
because it was challenged by derivation. 

3.1.2 Derived verb classes
In addition to the base Form, numbered I, West-
ern scholars of Arabic list 14 other ‘derived’ 
Forms of the triliteral verb, numbered II to 
XV, 9 of which are considered ‘usual’ (II–X) 
and 5 ‘rare’ (XI–XV). Apart from the lack of 
numbering and some difference in the order, 
the above-mentioned list comes straight from a 
small handbook called Kitàb al-≠Izzì by az-Zan-
jànì (d. 654/1256–1257), translated in Rome 
(1610). This handbook is based on the increas-
ing number of ™arfs in the perfect, reinterpreted 
as number of additional letters in relation to the 
radicals (Åkesson 2001:113). In the great Ara-
bic grammatical treatises, though, the number 
of triliteral verb forms is higher (between 20 
and 25), because it includes the triliteral verb 
that is linked (mul™aq; see below) to the quad-
rilateral. Together with Form I, Forms II to 
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X constitute the well-known chart of the ‘ten 
Forms’ of the triliteral verb used by Western 
scholars of Arabic. Form I having already been 
dealt with, Table 4 only shows Forms II to X. 
In order to give an idea of the verbal morphol-
ogy, the active and passive diatheses of the 
inflected forms are presented, as well as the 
main noun forms related to the verb. 

This list can easily be organized into a sys-
tem. From Form I, a first series of Forms is 
derived: II by doubling of the second radical; 
III by lengthening of the first radical vowel, 
and IV by prefixation of ±-. From the base Form 
and the first series of Forms derives a second 
series of Forms, with the affix t: from I, VIII 
(the t is infixed); from II and III, V and VI (the 
t is prefixed); from IV, X (the t is infixed and 
the form keeps the ancient causative prefix s-; 
the relation IV/X, morphologically opaque, is 
nonetheless syntactically as well as semantically 
evident). From Form I also derives VII by pre-
fixation of n-. This Form is not concerned by 
the opposition –t/+t, although it is close to VIII, 
which replaces it when VII cannot be formed 
for phonological reasons. Finally, Form IX falls 
out of the system (see below). Table 5 (Larcher 
2003) summarizes the situation.

3.1.3 Syntax and semantics

3.1.3.1 Forms without t
Form II has, in comparison to Form I, an inten-
sive (or rather, iterative) or a causative value, 
depending on whether Forms I and II have the 
same or a different construction. Examples of 

an intensive value are †àfa/†awwafa ‘to make 
one/several circumambulation(s)’ (both verbs 
are intransitive); qasama-hà ‘to divide some-
thing [into two]’/qassama-hà ‘to share some-
thing’ (both verbs are transitive). Examples of 
a causative value are nazala ‘to go down’/naz-
zala-hu/hà ‘to bring someone or something 
down’ (I is intransitive, II becomes transitive); 
≠alima-hà ‘to know something’/≠allama-hu -hà 
‘to make someone aware of something’ (I is 
simply transitive, while II becomes bitransitive). 
This is what is called ta≠diya ‘transitivation’ in 
Arabic grammatical terminology (¤ ta≠addin).

Form III has, in comparison to Form I, prima-
rily an insistence value (mubàlaÿa). This is the 
only value when Forms I and III have the same 
object (e.g. sa±ala-hu ‘to question’ and sà±ala-
hu ‘to interrogate’). If Form I is intransitive, 
Form III becomes transitive and the insistence 
focuses on the object (e.g. ™akama ‘to judge’ 
and ™àkama-hu ‘to try someone’). Insistence 
implies repetition, but within continuity. This 
is what distinguishes it from Form II, which has 
a repetitive meaning as well, but with disconti-
nuity, e.g. II ∂a≠≠afa and III ∂à≠afa. Both verbs 

Table 4. The derived Forms

perfect imperfect imperative participle nomen actionis

II active fa≠≠ala yufa≠≠il- fa≠≠il mufa≠≠il taf ≠ìl
 passive fa≠≠ala yufa≠≠il- mufa≠≠al
III active fà≠ala yufà≠il- fà≠il mufà≠il fi≠àl or
 passive fù≠ila yufà≠al- mufà≠al mufà≠ala
IV active ±af ≠ala yuf ≠il- ±af ≠il muf≠il ±if ≠àl
 passive ±uf ≠ila yuf ≠al- muf ≠al
V active tafa≠≠ala yatafa≠≠al- tafa≠≠al mutafa≠≠il tafa≠≠ul
 passive tufu≠≠ila yutafa≠≠al- mutafa≠≠al
VI active tafà≠ala yatafà≠al- tafà≠al mutafà≠il tafà≠ul
 passive tufù≠ila yutafà≠al- mutafà≠al
VII active infa≠ala yanfa≠il- infa≠il munfa≠il infi≠àl
 passive unfu≠ila yunfa≠al- munfa≠al
VIII active ifta≠ala yafta≠il- ifta≠il mufta≠il ifti ≠àl
 passive uftu≠ila yufta≠al- mufta≠al
IX active if ≠alla yaf ≠al[i]l- if ≠alil if ≠ilàl
X active istaf ≠ala yastaf ≠il- istaf ≠il mustaf ≠il istif ≠àl
 passive ustuf ≠ila yustaf ≠al- mustaf ≠al
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Table 5. The relationship between the derived 
Forms

- t + t

I fa≠ala  VIII ifta≠ala
II fa≠≠ala  V tafa≠≠ala
III fà≠ala  VI tafà≠ala
IV faf ≠ala  X istaf ≠ala

VII infa≠ala
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mean ‘to double’ in grammatical terminology, 
but ta∂≠ìf designates the meaningful doubling of 
the second radical, typical of Form II, whereas 
mu∂à≠af designates the ‘doubled’ verb with a 
meaningless doubling, resulting from the iden-
tity of the second and third radical. It is, there-
fore, the idea of repetition within continuity 
which explains the meaning of implicit reci-
procity; indeed, what both these values have in 
common is the fact that an action is being done 
in addition to another (e.g. †àraqa an-na≠l ‘to 
resole a shoe by means of a hammer’, but †iràq 
(an-ni≠àl) ‘alternate hammering [of the hooves 
of a camel]’).

Form IV is the causative of Form I, with the 
same syntactic features as Form II. When Forms 
IV and II both occur, there is always a difference 
of meaning between the two (Leemhuis 1977), 
e.g. ±a≠lama/≠allama-hu -hà ‘to inform someone 
about something’/‘to teach someone something’ 
(the former conveys the general meaning of 
Form I, the latter, though linked to Form I, is 
reread through ≠ilm/≠ulùm ‘science(s)’); ±askana/
sakkana-hu ‘to lodge someone; to calm some-
one down’ (the former refers to sakana sakanan 
‘to dwell’, the latter to sakana sukùnan ‘to be 
calm’). In Classical Arabic, Form IV, as in the 
German lassen machen, is neutral between ‘to 
make someone do’ and ‘to let someone do’ (e.g. 
±aškà-hu ‘to cause someone to complain’ or ‘to 
let him complain’, and therefore ‘to accept, to 
stop his complaint’). This Form can be implic-
itly reflexive (e.g. ±aslama ‘to become a Muslim’ 
lit. ‘to surrender [oneself] to [God]’ (±aslama 
±amra-hu ±ilà llàhi).

3.1.3.2 Forms with t
The affix t is the only marker of the reflexive. 
Classical Arabic knows all types of reflexivity, 
direct and/or indirect on the syntactic level, pas-
sive as well as middle voice (in this latter case, 
with an agentive or nonagentive subject) on the 
semantic level. 

The reflexivity is direct if the t- affixed verb 
is intransitive or simply transitive, whereas 
the verb without t- is simply or doubly transi-
tive, e.g. IV ±a≠adda-hu ‘to equip someone’/X 
ista≠adda ‘to equip oneself’; II ≠allama-hu -hà/V 
ta≠allama-hà ‘to become learned, to learn’. This 
is the equivalent of what the Arabic grammar-
ians call mu†àwa≠a, symmetrical to the ta≠diya, 
and not to be confused with reflexivity. In fact, 
mu†àwa≠a excludes indirect reflexivity on the 
syntactic level but includes, on the semantic 

level, the resultative correlation which can be 
marked by Form VII in relation to I (see below) 
or by Form I in relation to the causative (e.g. 
≠alima-hà in relation to ≠allama-hu-hà).

Reflexivity is indirect if the t- affixed verb is 
simply or doubly transitive, like the verb with-
out t-, e.g. IV ±axraja-hu/hà ‘to get someone or 
something out’/X istaxraja-hu/hà ‘to get some-
one or something out for oneself’, hence ‘to 
extract something’ and ‘to ask someone to go 
out’; IV ±aktaba-hu/hà ‘to make someone write 
something’/X istaktaba-hu/hà ‘to have someone 
write something for oneself’.

Reflexivity has a passive meaning if the sub-
ject of the t-affixed verb is the object of the verb 
without t- and is not the one who ‘benefits’ 
from the action designated by this verb, e.g. II 
kassara-hà ‘to break something into pieces’/V 
takassara ‘to become broken into pieces’.

Otherwise, reflexivity has a middle voice 
meaning, because the subject of the t- affixed 
verb may be the agent of the action designated 
by the verb without t-, e.g. I ±axa≈a-hà ‘to take 
something’/VIII ittaxa≈a-hà ‘to take something 
for oneself’, or may not, as in I nafa≠a-hu 
‘(something) benefits someone’/VIII intafa≠a 
min-hà ‘(someone) benefits from something’.

Syntax often ‘forces’ derivation: for example, 
istaxbara ≠anhà minhu ‘to be informed about 
something by someone’ is a middle reflexive 
verb with a nonagentive subject, but istaxbara-
hu ≠anhà becomes a true reflexive-causative 
with the meaning ‘to have someone inform us 
about something’.

Finally, it is worth noting the existence of 
doublets such as basama/ibtasama ‘to smile 
[intrans.]’ or jahada/ijtahada fì-hà ‘to make an 
effort toward something’ (both verbs have the 
same construction). This t- cannot be explained 
syntactically. Synchronically, one can analyze 
them as pure ¤ ‘middle verbs’; diachronically, 
Zaborski (2004) recognizes in these forms a 
remnant of the Akkadian perfect iptarasa.

3.1.3.3 Form VII
Finally, to oversimplify, Form VII is the ‘resulta-
tive’ of Form I (which can be assimilated to 
a direct reflexive with a passive meaning), 
e.g. qasama-hà ‘to divide something’/inqasama 
±ilayhà ‘to be divided into’). This Form shows 
the tendency to substitute derivation by affixes 
with internal inflection as a diathesis marker. 
Actually, Form VII is used in many dialects as a 
passive of the base form, even when in Classical 
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Arabic it cannot be formed due to phonological 
or semantic reasons. 

3.1.3.4 Stative vs. action verbs
The same values can be found, mutatis 
mutandis, with the derived forms of stative 
verbs. For a stative verb ‘to be A’, where A 
is an adjective (e.g. ™asuna ‘to be good’), one 
can have II, with the causative meaning ‘to 
make A’ (™assana-hu), and III ‘to be A toward 
someone’ (™àsana-hu); IV is causative as well, 
but with an explicit or implicit object, which is 
the maßdar of another verb: thus, ±a™sana-(hà) 
means both ‘to do something well’ and ‘to act 
well’. In the Classical Arabic lexicon, Form IV 
often has an estimative meaning: ‘to find A’ 
(e.g. ±akbara-hu ‘to find great (kabìr)’). Among 
the most frequent t-forms are the Forms V and 
X; the former is a direct reflexive with a pas-
sive and/or middle meaning, ‘to be made A’ or 
‘to prove to be A’, depending on whether the 
object of Form II is someone or something (e.g. 
ta™assana). The latter is a direct and/or indirect 
reflexive, with a middle meaning, e.g. istakbara 
‘to prove’, but istakbara-hu ‘to find someone or 
something kabìr’.

3.1.3.5 Vocalization/construction of the base 
Form and derived Forms 
A derived Form of the verb can be syntacti-
cally or semantically linked to the passive of 
an action verb and, in the Classical Arabic lexi-
con, to the different diatheses (see above) and 
constructions of the same verb. Among these 
are the type naqaßa d-dirhamu wa-naqaßtu-hu 
‘the dirham has decreased and I decreased the 
dirham’, or the type faraqa-(hà) ‘to part some-
thing’ or ‘to part’. Examples include ±awjada-
hu ‘to create something’ = ‘to bring something 
into existence’, the only object of which rep-
resents the subject of the passive wujida ‘to 
exist’; kàrama-hu ‘to compete with someone 
in generosity’, which refers to karama-hu ‘to 
surpass someone in generosity’, but not to 
karuma ‘to be generous’; fàraqa-hu ‘to break 
up with someone’, which refers to the intransi-
tive faraqa. In this framework, one can easily 
link diachronically and even synchronically the 
intensive and causative meanings of Form II; 
™azzana-hu and naqqaßa-hu would then be 
intensive forms in relation to ™azana-hu and 
naqaßa-hu, but causative forms in relation to 
™azina and naqaßa; farraqa-hu can be inter-
preted both as the intensive of faraqa-hu and 

the causative of faraqa.

3.1.3.6 Form IX and ‘rare’ Forms
The so-called rare Forms appear as derived 
Forms of stative verbs, remaining at the same 
time stative verbs. Conversely, in the group of 
the so-called usual Forms, the derived Forms 
of stative verbs become action verbs. In this 
respect, Form IX should be added to these 
Forms, though labeled as ‘usual’. They are 
directly or indirectly derived from these stative 
verbs, via the verbal adjective (ßifa mušabbaha) 
that is connected to them, and whose form 
seems to determine the derived Form of the 
verb. When this adjective exists (or remains) 
alone, one can talk about formally conditioned 
denominative verbs. This is the case of Form IX 
if ≠alla, and its variant XI if ≠àlla, well-attested 
in Maghrebi dialects (Fleisch 1979:319). Pres-
ently, these are exclusively linked to a color 
adjective ±af ≠al (e.g. iswadda ‘to blacken’) or to 
a defect adjective (e.g. i≠warra ‘to be or become 
one-eyed’), but ±aswad is the ßifa mushabbaha 
of the verb sawida ‘to be black’, of which only 
the maßdar sawàd ‘blackness’ is used. It is also 
the case of Form XV if ≠anlà, e.g. i™ban†à ‘to 
be swollen’, immediately linkable to ™aban†à 
‘swollen, big-bellied’, although this latter can 
be linked to ™abi†a ‘to have a swollen belly’. As 
for the Forms XII if ≠aw≠ala, XIII if ≠awwala, and 
XIV if ≠anlala, they too can be linked to a verb 
base both directly and indirectly (XIII may be a 
variant of XII, and XIV another variant of IX), 
e.g. i™dawdaba ‘to be bumpy [road]’, cf. ™adiba 
‘to be hunchbacked’; ixrawwa†a ‘to be long and 
fine [beard]’, cf. the expression maxrù† al-li™ya 
‘having a beard in which is length without 
breadth’ (the verb is linked to the passive of an 
action verb which functions as a stative verb); 
iq≠ansasa ‘to have a hump in front’, cf. qa≠isa 
‘id.’. Form IX and the rare Forms constitute 
a formally and semantically better structured 
subgroup than is often asserted.

3.1.3.7 Denominative verbs
All verb classes, including Form I in the Classi-
cal Arabic lexicon, can be denominative, some 
of them more than others. The main features of 
this formation, generally viewed as secondary, 
may be listed as follows: (i) Morphologically, 
the nominal base is represented by its root, 
at least a triplet of consonants extracted from 
the base. (ii) Semantically, the denominative 
takes one of the meanings of the deverbative 
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of the same form by adapting it. Thus, for 
Form II, the most productive denominative 
form, one passes from ‘to cause to perform the 
action designated by the Form I verb’ to ‘to do 
what one does with the object referred to by 
N[oun]’; for Form III one passes from implicit 
reciprocity to symmetrical relation; etc. (iii) 
Denominative formations are in a contrastive 
way indicated by morphology (e.g. istajwaba 
‘to interview’ vs. istajàba ‘to fulfill’), syntax 
(e.g. sallama ≠alayhi ‘to greet’ vs. sallama-hu/hà 
‘to preserve’), complementary distribution of 
the forms (e.g. ≠awwada-hu ‘to give someone a 
habit’ vs. ±a≠àda-hà ‘to repeat something [lit. ‘to 
get something back’]’).

3.2 Quadriliteral verb

Quadriliteral verbs have one base Form (I 
fa≠lala) and three augmented Forms: a usual 
one (II tafa≠lala) and two rare ones (III if ≠anlala 
– encoded like the triliteral Form XIV – and IV 
if ≠alalla). The Forms II, III, and IV at first sight 
appear to be to the quadriliteral verb what the 
Forms V, VII, and IX are to the triliteral one. 
However, as is the case with the triliteral verb, 
one must distinguish between deverbative and 
denominative formations. While Form II is 
mainly a deverbative with t- of Form I (what-
ever the origin of I), III appears less often linked 
to a verbal than to a nominal base, and IV, as 
a stative verb, is linked to a nominal base, if 
not completely isolated (e.g. i∂ma™alla ‘to dis-
appear’). Morphologically speaking, one may 
distinguish between three types. The first one is 
widespread in the lexicon of Classical Arabic, 
as well as in the dialects. It is the triliteral that 
Arab grammarians used to ‘relate’ etymologi-
cally to the quadriliteral, rightly or wrongly. 
This ‘relation’ is due either to the ¤ reduplica-
tion of one of the radicals, or to the insertion of 
some consonants, mainly w and y (generating, 
among others, the types faw≠ala and fay≠ala). 
The second type results from the reduplication 
of a syllable: it underlies not only onomatopo-
etic formations but also formations linked to 
geminate triliteral verbs (e.g. xaßxaßa ‘to pri-
vatize’). The third type is formed by derivation 
from a base with more than three consonants, 
whatever the nature of this base (word, phrase, 
or clause) or the nature of this additional radi-
cal (e.g. ta-markaza ‘to concentrate’, sal†ana 
‘sultanate’, rasmala ‘to capitalize’, basmala ‘to 
say bismillàh’, etc.).

3.3 Nominal forms related to the verb 

Arab grammarians list eight nominal forms 
related to the verb. One of them is always 
present for all verbs: the maßdar (¤ verbal 
noun). Its form is almost unique for the derived 
Forms of the triliteral and quadriliteral verb, 
but it has multiple forms for the base Form 
of the triliteral verb. These forms are first and 
foremost related to the base verb’s different 
vocalizations and constructions, but they also 
allow for qualification and quantification of the 
action (the so-called maßdar or ism al-marra 
and the maßdar or ism an-naw≠), e.g. jalsa ‘a 
single sitting’ and jilsa ‘a manner of sitting’, 
in relation to julùs ‘the act of sitting’. Two 
other nominal forms, active and passive ¤ 
participles, are never missing for action verbs, 
either base or derived Forms. The remaining 
nominal forms concern only the triliteral base 
verb, either the action one (intensive forms of 
the active participle, nouns of time/place and 
instrument) or the stative one (ßifa mušabbaha, 
of variable form, and ¤ elative, bearing the 
form ±af ≠al). Arab grammarians used to con-
sider these as deverbal forms, except for the 
maßdar, which they regarded as a ‘source’ 
of derivation, for semantic reasons. This is 
what they actually are, synchronically speak-
ing, including the maßdar: they are all in a 
more or less tight formal relation with the verb 
(sometimes vocalized), mainly in its imperfect 
but sometimes in the perfect, too (this is the 
case of some masdars, and, in the base Form, 
of the active participle and of the assimilated 
adjective). The relation with the perfect is not 
surprising: diachronically, the ancestors of the 
nomen agentis and assimilated adjectives are 
the basis of the perfect. Even synchronically, 
one can sometimes note a coincidence between 
the perfect stem and either the assimilated 
adjective, e.g. fari™a ‘to be happy (fari™)’, or a 
form of the nomen agentis, e.g. ™akam ‘arbiter’, 
™akama ‘to judge’. 

4. M o r p h o p h o n o l o g y

The last section of this entry deals with the 
issues related either to the presence of a wàw 
or a yà± among the radicals of the triliteral verb, 
or to the similarity of the second and third radi-
cal. Following the first criterion, Arabic gram-
marians divided the verb into two categories: 
ßa™ì™ ‘strong’ and mu≠tall ‘weak’. Postclassical 
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handbooks of Arabic divided each category 
into three subcategories: the first one into sàlim 
‘completely strong’, mahmùz ‘hamzated’, and 
mu∂à≠af ‘geminate’; and the second one into 
miμàl ‘assimilated’, ±ajwaf ‘hollow’, and nàqiß 
‘defective’, according to the position of the 
wàw or the yà± in the first, second, or third posi-
tion. Some doubly weak verbs are called lafìf. 
Western Arabic grammar has entirely adopted 
these categories and subcategories, although 
the trend has been to oppose, under the name 
of strong and ¤ weak verbs, the completely 
strong (sàlim) verb to the rest, and to overlook 
hamzated and assimilated verbs, while con-
centrating on geminate, hollow, and ¤ defec-
tive verbs. Although according to the Arabic 
grammarians the geminate verb belongs to the 
‘strong’ verbs and the ‘hollow’ and ‘defective’ 
verbs belong to the ‘weak’ verbs, they share 
the deformation of their stems in comparison 
to the completely strong verb. This deforma-
tion results either in the appearance, next to 
the ‘expected form’, of a new stem (through 
¤ resyllabication for geminate verbs, complete 
disappearance of the w or y for defective verbs), 
or in the disappearance of the expected stem 
and, thus, the appearance of two new stems for 
the hollow verb. Much ink has been poured on 
this subject, first of all by Arabic grammarians, 
then by Western scholars of Arabic, and finally 
by linguists, the members of each category con-
sidering themselves more ‘scientific’ than their 
predecessors. Actually, they all do the same 
thing: in terms of generative linguistics, they 
derive concrete forms from underlying abstract 
structures (e.g. *radada > radda, *qawama > 
qàma, *da≠awa > da≠à, etc.) and sometimes 
even more abstract structures (e.g. McCarthy 
1979). The only things that change are the 
terminology, the number, the order, and the 
justification of the operations. 

5. C o n c l u s i o n

Thanks to the simplicity of its inflection and the 
complexity of its derivation and morphopho-
nology, the Arabic verb continues to fasci-
nate Western scholars of Arabic. The small 
number of inflected forms results in the high 
number of their types of use and consequently 
in some difficulties in the organization of its 
system according to one or several principles. 

The apparent complexity of derivational and 
morphophonological processes is counterbal-
anced by their remarkable regularity. No doubt 
much is still to be discovered, not only through 
internal research but also through the contribu-
tion of Arabic dialects as well as other Semitic 
languages, without neglecting the legacy of the 
Arabic grammatical tradition.
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Verb Phrase

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The concept of the verb phrase (VP) is cen-
tral to contemporary theoretical approaches 
to Arabic, and, indeed, to modern syntactic 
theory in general, with its status as a theoretical 
construct being controversial. The controversy 
revolves around what is being claimed by say-
ing that a language ‘has a VP’. The weak claim 
is simply that in at least some data types, a 
discrete constituent consisting of a verb stem 
and its dependents can be identified. In the case 
of Arabic, as in many languages, establishing 
this claim is as simple as finding coordination 
structures in which an auxiliary verb conjoins 
two verbs combined with their dependents. The 
stronger meaning of ‘has a VP’ is that every 
expression containing a verb includes a VP 
category, regardless of whether a discrete VP 
constituent can be identified in the pronounced 
form of the expression.

Section 2 considers arguments for the weak 
version of the claim that Arabic has a VP, and it 
is shown that Arabic clearly does. Section 3, on 
the other hand, considers more abstract concep-
tions of the VP, and arguments that have been 
made that Arabic has a VP in the strong sense.

2. D i r e c t  e v i d e n c e  f o r  a 
v e r b  p h r a s e

A naive definition of ‘verb phrase’ is a discrete 
word group consisting of a verb stem and any 
of its dependents, such as arguments, comple-
ments, or certain kinds of adverbial modifiers, 
such as instrumental, locative, temporal, and 
aspectual modifiers. The verb is the ‘head’ of 
the phrase because it determines the category 
or type of phrase and because it provides the 
semantic ‘nucleus’ of the phrase.

Traditionally, VP constituents are identified 
on the basis of constituency tests (see Wells 
1947; Harris 1951; Zwicky 1978), including 
coordination, ellipsis, and pro-form substi-
tution. Of these, ¤ sentence coordination is 
perhaps the most widely used. Coordination 
involves two word groups being paired as one 
using a conjunction or disjunction morpheme. 
Examples of this sort abound in both Standard 
Arabic (1) and the dialects (2)–(4).

(1) mà ±amkana-nì ±an
 not Perf-be.possible.3ms-cl1s that
 ±a≠mal-a šay±-an walà
 do.1s-Subj thing-Acc or
 ±aq†a≠-a ±amr-an
 finish.1s-Subj matter-Acc

‘It was impossible for me to do anything or 
finish any matter’ (Standard Arabic: Wright 
1898:II, 327)

(2) ≠am-b-yrù™u yi™ku
 Progr-Ind-go.3p speak.3p
 w-yitfalsafu w-yithabalu
 and-philosophize.3p and-be.stupid.3p

‘They’re going to talk and philosophize and 
be stupid’ (Levantine Arabic: Maamouri 
a.o. 2005:321.59)

(3) ràyi™ yitfaßßax
 going.ms undress.3ms
 w-yilbas d-dišdàša
 and-put.on.3ms the-dishdasha

‘[He’s] going to undress and put on his dish-
dasha’ (Gulf Arabic: Qafisheh 1977:181)

(4) ®-®ažel ma-ka-ixalli-ni la
 the-man not-Progr-let.3ms-cl1s neither
 nexrož wala nedrež
 go.out.1s nor step.out.1s

‘The man won’t let me go out at all’ 
(Moroccan Arabic: Harrell 2004:235)

Predicate ellipsis is frequently used as a test for 
VP-constituents, on the assumption that ellip-
sis of this kind targets a VP-category. Ellipsis 
following a tense auxiliary of the sort found 
in English generally does not seem to occur in 
Arabic, although Moroccan Arabic appears to 
be an exception, as in (5), based on Kortobi’s 
(2002) data.

(5) yasin kan ka-il≠ëb l-kura
 Yasin was.3ms Progr-play.3ms the-ball
 w-yusre kan ™ëtta huwa
 and-Yousre was.3ms even he

‘Yasin was playing football and Yousre was 
too’ (Moroccan Arabic: Kortobi 2002:225)

However, other kinds of example can be found 
in Standard Arabic and the dialects in which an 
ellipsis occurs in parallel with a verb phrase in 
a preceding clause, as in (6)–(8).
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(6) ™àwala ±an yaktub-a
 Perf.try.3ms that write.3ms-Subj
 ±animay wa-yuxrij-a-hu
 Animé and-direct.3ms-Subj-cl3ms
 fì nafs-i l-waqt-i làkinna-hu
 in self-Gen the-time-Gen but-cl3ms
 lam yaqdar
 not.past be.able.Juss.3ms

‘He tried to write Animé and direct it at the 
same time, but he wasn’t able to’ (Modern 
Standard Arabic: Internet source)

(7) ≠àyiza ±a≠mal kida bass mà
 want.fs do.1s that but not
 b-a±dar-š
 Ind-be.able.1s-Neg

‘I want to do that but I can’t’ (Egyptian 
Arabic: Internet source)

(8) kàn b-yë±dar ykùn
 was.3ms Ind-be.able.3ms be.3ms
 ±awwal wà™ëd b-ß-ßaff
 first one in-the-class
 law ràd
 if wanted.3ms

‘He could be the first in the class if he 
wanted’ (Syrian Arabic: Stowasser and Ani 
1964:34)

Substitution tests involve placement of a pro-
nominal form in a subordinated position that 
would otherwise be occupied by a verb phrase, 
and which refers back to a verb-phrase mean-
ing salient in the discourse. Such examples are 
also easily found in Arabic. For example, in 
(9), the ¤ demonstrative pronoun ≈àlika ‘that’ 
occurs as the object of ≠amila ‘to make, do’ and 
refers back to an activity described in a preced-
ing sentence:

(9) yajibu   ±an ±asta≠idd-a
 Ind.must.3ms   that prepare.1s-Subj
 wa-±atamarran-a min jadìd-in
 and-practice.1s-Subj from new-Gen
 li±anna-nì lam ±a≠mal
 because-cl1s not.Past  do.1s.Juss
 ≈àlika xilàla sanatayn
 that since year-fd.Gen

‘I must prepare and practice again because 
I have not done that in two years’ (Mod-
ern Standard Arabic: Internet source)

Likewise, (10) shows an example from Syrian 
Arabic in which the demonstrative hèk refers 
back to action performed by an interlocutor.

(10) lèš sàwèt hèk
 why did.2s so

‘Why did you [have to] do that?’ (Syrian 
Arabic: Stowasser and Ani 1964:237)

However, the presence of ellipsis and substi-
tution does not present clear, theory-neutral 
evidence for VP-constituents, given that there 
are theories of anaphoric reference and ellipsis 
that do not assume a phrase-structure grammar 
specification, and for these theories, ellipsis and 
substitution do not provide evidence for a VP-
labeled constituent (see Dalrymple a.o. 1991; 
Miller 1992).

To summarize, coordination data clearly 
show that constituents consisting of a verb stem 
and its dependents occur in both Standard and 
dialectal Arabic. This shows that Arabic ‘has a 
VP’ in the weak sense. The question is therefore 
whether there is evidence that Arabic ‘has a VP’ 
in the strong sense.

3. T h e  a b s t r a c t  v e r b  p h r a s e

To see whether Arabic ‘has a VP’ in the strong 
sense requires consideration of sentence types 
other than those mentioned above and, in 
particular, clauses in VS word order. Much of 
the modern structuralist literature on Arabic 
includes analyses of Arabic clauses in VSO 
word order (¤ verbal clause). Given the order 
of constituents in VS clauses, there is no direct 
evidence for the presence of a VP constitu-
ent properly contained within the root clause 
constituent. This has led Bakir (1980), Al-Haq 
(1992), Beller (2006), and others to assume a 
flat exocentric structure like the one in (11) for 
VSO clauses:

(11) [S ±akala [NP zaydun ] [NP tuffà™atan]]

Researchers working in the Principles and 
Parameters (Chomsky 1981; Rizzi 1990) and 
Minimalist Program (Chomsky 1995, 2000, 
2001, 2004) traditions have argued that VSO 
clauses include an abstract VP, which may be 
only partially pronounced, or unpronounced 
altogether.

  verb phrase 647

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



The seminal work on Arabic VP theory is 
Mohammad (1989), later revised and expanded 
as Mohammad (2000). Mohammad argues for 
the presence of an abstract VP in VSO clauses 
on the basis of evidence indicating hierarchi-
cal relationships between the arguments of the 
verb and, in particular, asymmetries between 
subject and object arguments in terms of their 
extraction potential and scope possibilities. 
The evidence is summarized in (12) and (13) 
(see ¤ nominal clause for more discussion).

(12) The subject argument is ordered higher 
than the object in terms of its scope 
(¤ binding) potential.

(13) The object can be extracted more freely 
than the subject, due to it being a sister to 
(and hence governed by) the verb.

The implication is that the subject argument in 
an Arabic VS clause is ordered above the object 
argument at some level of representation.

A fundamental assumption in Principles and 
Parameters and the Minimalist Program is that 
phrase structure encodes hierarchical relations 
between arguments in addition to dominance 
and precedence relations between pronounced 
constituents. In particular, the c-command rela-
tion holding between a node A and its sister 
node B or B’s daughter nodes is argued to be 
the fundamental relation in the definition of 
syntactic binding constraints or scopal relation-
ships between operators (see, e.g., Heim and 
Kratzer 1998), and in argument hierarchies 
(see, e.g., Baker 1988; Grimshaw 1990; Wil-
liams 1994). It follows from these assumptions 
that asymmetries in scope or binding potential 
between two constituents A and B indicate an 
asymmetric c-command relation between them, 
which in turn indicates that they are ordered in 
terms of a hierarchical structure.

Based on these assumptions, Mohammad 
concludes from his observations that a VSO 
clause must include a partially unpronounced 
VP constituent in which the hierarchical order-
ing between the subject and the object is estab-
lished. For example, (11) has the structure in 
(14), assuming the widely adopted ‘VP-internal 
subject hypothesis’ (e.g. Koopman and Spor-
tiche 1991).

(14) [IP ±akalai [VP [NP zaydun] [V' ti [NP 
tuffà™atan]]]]

Mohammad’s analysis has been widely assumed 
and elaborated on in the extensive literature 
on Arabic in the Principles and Parameters 
and Minimalist Program traditions (e.g. Demir-
dache 1991; Benmamoun 1992, 1997, 2000; 
Bahloul and Harbert 1993; Eid 1991, 1993; 
Fassi-Fehri 1993; Diesing and Jelinek 1995; 
Khalaily 1997; Shlonsky 1997; Harbert and 
Bahloul 2002; Jelinek 2002; Kortobi 2002; 
Kremers 2003; Souag 2006).

However, Mohammad’s conclusion rests cru-
cially on the assumption that argument and 
scope hierarchies are encoded in phrase-struc-
tural representations (see Williams 1994, Man-
ning 1996, and Sag a.o. 2003 for alternatives). 
It follows that Mohammad’s arguments for an 
abstract VP are theory-internal.

Gapping in (15)–(17) and right-node rais-
ing in (18)–(19) in different varieties of Arabic 
provide evidence from which support can be 
adduced for an abstract VP constituent.

(15) yasin kla t-tëffa™
 Yasin ate.3ms the-apple
 w-yusre el-banan
 and-Yousre the-banana

‘Yasin ate the apple and Yousre the 
banana’ (Moroccan Arabic: Kortobi 2002:
220)

(16) su≠àd ≠and-ha karhba
 Souad at-cl3fs car
 w-karìm bisklet
 and-Karim bicycle

‘Souad has a car and Karim a bicycle’ 
(Tunisian Arabic: Halila 1992:237)

(17) a™mad rà™ ≠a-≠ammàn
 Ahmad went.3ms to-Amman
 w-hišàm ≠a-±irbid
 and-Hisham to-Irbid

‘Ahmad went to Amman, and Hisham to 
Irbid’ (Jordanian Arabic: elicited)

(18) xallì yil™ag
 let.3ms-cl3ms chase.3ms
 yrudd-in-na aj-jmàl
 return.3ms-to-cl1p the-camels

‘Let him chase and bring us back the cam-
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els’ (North Israel Bedouin Arabic: Rosen-
house 1984:124)

(19) badu ën≠šu w-yë™yu
 began.3p  stimulate.3p and-revive.3p
 l-±adab l-≠arabi l-±adìm
 the-culture.ms the-Arabic.ms the-old.ms
 

‘They began to stimulate and revive the 
old Arabic culture’ (Syrian Arabic: Cowell 
1964:392)

The difficulty that gapping and right-node 
raising pose to a headed phrase-structure gram-
mar (such as the ¤ X-bar theory schema) is 
the lack of rules like those in (20) and (21), 
which would admit (15)–(17) and (18)–(19), 
respectively.

(20) XP ¤ YP ZP

(21) XP ¤ X X YP

Rule (20) is an exocentric rule, as it does 
not include a head on the right-hand side, 
while (21) provides two heads. Both violate the 
assumptions of X-bar theory, and its analogues 
in more recent Minimalist theory (Chomsky 
1995, 2000, 2001, 2004). Because the gram-
mar does not include rules like these, gap-
ping and right-node raising are referred to as 
‘nonconstituent’ coordination, and challenge 
the assumption that coordination operates on 
constituents.

Kortobi (2002) analyzes gapping in Moroc-
can Arabic as resulting from ‘across-the-board’ 
(or ATB) movement, a kind of movement oper-
ation in which a verbal head that has two iden-
tical instances (modulo ¤ agreement marking) 
in two conjuncts can raise as one instance to a 
higher position in the first clause, ‘stranding’ 
the arguments of the second conjunct (22).

(22) [IP klai [VP yasin [V' ti t-tëffa™ ] ]
 w-[VP yusre [V' ti l-banan ] ] ].

Similarly, right-node raising can be treated as 
rightward ATB movement of an object argu-
ment (23).

(23) [IP ën≠šui [VP pro [V' ti t-tëffa™ ] ]
 w-[VP yusre [V' ti l-banan ] ] ].

Across-the-board movement out of an abstract 
VP is also used by Aoun a.o. (1994) in their 
analysis of first-conjunct ¤ agreement in Leba-
nese and Moroccan Arabic. They note that, in 
a clause with a postverbal conjoined subject, 
the verb can either agree in the plural with both 
conjuncts, or with the first conjunct only (24).

(24) kèn/kèno karìm
 was.3ms/was.3mp Karim
 w-marwàn ≠am-yil ≠abo
 and-Marwan Progr-play.3mp

‘Karim and Marwan were playing’ (Leba-
nese Arabic: Aoun a.o. 1994:208)

Aoun a.o. (1994) analyze the first-conjunct 
agreement pattern as involving both gapping 
and right-node raising: the verb undergoes ATB 
movement to the left, while the complements 
or clausal remnant undergoes rightward ATB 
movement (25).

(25) [IP kèni [AuxP [AuxP karìm ti tVP ]
w-[AuxP marwàn ti tVP ] ]
[VP ≠am-yil≠abo ] ]

Although it is not clear how their analysis 
would account for the plural marking on ≠am-
yil ≠abo, they are able, nevertheless, to account 
for agreement variation on the initial verb by 
supposing an abstract VP (for discussion and 
a different analysis, see Bahloul and Harbert 
1993; Harbert and Bahloul 2002).

Eid (1993) uses an abstract VP (generalized to 
all lexical categories; see also Jelinek 2002 and 
references) to account for patterns of negation 
marking in Egyptian Arabic (for more on nega-
tion in Arabic, see Ouhalla 1990, 1997, 2002; 
Benmamoun 1992, 1997, 2000; Al-Tamari 
2001; Hoyt 2007). As in many dialects of Ara-
bic, negation is marked by some permutation 
of the clitics ma- and -š. These bracket words 
marked with agreement morphology expressing 
person, or occur in the free allomorph miš ‘not’ 
otherwise (26)–(30).

(26) ma-katab-š
 *miš katab
 ‘He did not write’

(27) ma-b-yiktib-š
 miš b-yiktib
 ‘He is not writing’
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(28) miš ™a-yiktib
 *ma-™a-yiktib-š
 ‘He will not write’

(29) nadya miš far™àna
 *nadya ma-far™àna-š
 ‘Nadya is not happy’

(30) ma-≠and-ì-š migalla
 *miš ≠and-ì-š migalla
 ‘I don’t have a journal’

Eid claims that cliticization of ma- and -š to 
a person-marked stem indicates that the stem 
has raised out of the VP (or other category) 
to the head of IP, where negation is realized 
(31)–(32).

(31) [IP proi [I ma-b-yiktibj-š ] [VP ti tj ] ]

(32) [IP nadyai [I miš ] [AP ti far™àna ]

The optionality in negation marking for the b-
marked imperfect stems (see also Jelinek 1982) 
thus indicates optionality in verb raising (33).

(33) [IP proi [I miš ] [VP ti b-yiktib ] ]

The abstract VP therefore allows Eid to capture 
the correspondence between inflectional prop-
erties and negation form (although her analysis 
unexpectedly implies that the future-marked 
imperfect stem in (28) cannot raise to tense).

In sum, several prominent studies have been 
able to account for a wide variety of data by 
supposing that an abstract VP occurs even in 
Arabic clauses in which no such constituent can 
be identified on the basis of a word group.

4. T h e  e x t e n d e d  v e r b  p h r a s e

Since Larson (1988), researchers in the Princi-
ples and Parameters and the Minimalist Pro-
gram traditions have argued that what was 
traditionally referred to as a VP actually has 
a more articulated structure containing one or 
more functional categeries dominating the VP 
proper, which is simply the combination of 
a verbal head with its complement. Proposed 
categories include Agr(eement)-O(bject) (AgrO-
P; e.g. Fassi-Fehri 1993; Plunkett 1993, 1996; 
Shlonsky 1997); Chomsky’s (1995) ‘little-v’ 
(vP; e.g. Kremers 2003), Aspect (AspP; Diesing 
and Jelinek 1995; Benmamoun 2000; Kortobi 

2002), or Pred(ication) (PredP; Bowers 1993; 
Harbert and Bahloul 2002). This approach is 
sometimes called the ‘split VP’ hypothesis.

The motivations for the different labels vary, 
but many proposals follow Chomsky (1995) 
in using ‘little-v’ and assume it to be the head 
that both licenses an external ¤ theta-role 
and assigns accusative case to an object argu-
ment (some proposals also attribute aspectual 
meaning to it). Given these assumptions, it has 
been argued that the presence of an external 
argument (whether expressed or implicit) and 
accusative case marking (i.e. licensing a direct 
object argument) indicate the presence of a 
VP-complex. This is particularly the case in the 
analysis of the Arabic ¤ maßdar (Fassi-Fehri 
1993; Kremers 2003; ¤ noun phrase).

Additional support for the split-VP hypoth-
esis in Arabic can be adduced from examples 
like the following, in which a proclitic, such as 
the indicative bi- used widely in the Levant and 
Egypt (34) (Blau 1960; Cowell 1964; Mitch-
ell and El-Hassan 1994; Eisele 1999; Brustad 
2000), the Urban Levantine progressive clitic 
≠am- (35) (Cowell 1964; Mitchell and El-Has-
san 1994; Brustad 2000), or its analog ka- used 
in Moroccan and some western Algerian dia-
lects (36) (cf. Harrell 2004; Benmamoun 2000; 
Brustad 2000; Kortobi 2002) can take scope 
over two conjoined verb phrases.

(34) ya≠ni n-nàs bi-ta±kul
 mean.3ms the-people Ind-eat.3fs
 wa-tišrab min il-™àgàt
 and-drink.3fs from the-things
 di
 these.fs

‘In other words, people eat and drink 
from these things’ (Egyptian Arabic: Inter-
net source)

(35) halla± ßàr-l-na sanìn
 now became.3ms-to-cl1p years
 ≠am-ni™ki wi-n±ùl innu
 Progr-talk.1p and-say.1p that
 ™àliyyan mudìran màl
 actually director Poss
 žurž wasùf
 George Wasùf

‘Now, for years we having been talking 
and saying that he is actually George 
Wasùf’s director’ (Syrian Arabic: Internet 
source)
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(36) u-fin-emma tfekke® l-ba®aka
 and-when think.3ms the-blessing
 dyal-ha, ka-ixerrež-ha
 Poss-cl3fs Progr-remove.3ms-cl3fs
 w-ibus-ha w-ya≠†i
 and-kiss.3ms-cl3fs and-give.3ms
 le-™babu u-l-uladu
 to-friends-cl3ms and-children-cl3ms
 ibusu-ha m≠a-h
 kiss.3mp-cl3fs with-cl3ms

‘. . . and when he thinks of it, he takes 
it out and kisses it and gives [it] to his 
friends and children to kiss with him’ 
(Moroccan Arabic: Harrell 2004:242)

Given the assumption that scope relationships 
correspond to phrase-structural hierarchy and 
that conjunction joins two similar constituents, 
these examples imply an analysis in which the 
aspectual particles head a category that takes 
a VP complement, perhaps with the morpho-
logical attachment of the particle being part 
of a postsyntactic phonological readjustment 
process.
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Verbal Clause

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

The term ‘verbal clause’ (jumla fi≠liyya) is taken 
from traditional Arabic grammatical theory, 
and is used in contrast to ¤ nominal clause 
(jumla ismiyya). While the status of both terms 
in contemporary Western linguistic theory is 
unclear, the verbal clause seems to have elicited 
less theoretical interest than nominal clauses 
have, except with relation to ¤ agreement 
phenomena. This entry presents a comparison 
of two different ways in which the term ‘verbal 
clause’ has been used, then examines its role 
in the discussion of word order in Arabic and 
how it is represented in different theoretical 
frameworks.

In what follows, SV word order is referred to 
as ‘agent-initial’ (or A-initial) word order, so as 
to avoid taking sides in the theoretical debate 
over the structure of nominal clauses and, in 
particular, over the issue of whether the S is 
actually a grammatical subject or a grammati-
cal topic. Accordingly, the S in SV word order 
is referred to herein as the ‘initial agent’, and 
VS word order is referred to as ‘verb-initial’ (or 
V-initial) word order, so as to include within 
the category ¤ ‘pro-drop’ clauses with implicit 
or anaphoric subjects. 

2. W h a t  i s  a  v e r b a l  c l a u s e ?

‘Verbal clause’ is used with at least two senses. 
Some sources use it to describe clauses in 
V-initial word order (Wright 1898:II, 251; 
Cantarino 1974–1975:I, 41; Bakir 1980:125; 
Plunkett 1993, 1996; Badawi a.o. 2004:344). 
Elsewhere, ‘verbal clause’ describes clauses 
that have a conjugated verb stem as ¤ pred-
icate, referred to here as ‘verbally headed’ 
(or V-headed) clauses (Abu-Haidar 1979:123; 
Rosenhouse 1984:127; Cowell 1964:407; 
Qafisheh 1977:203; Belyayeva 1997:52; Fassi-
Fehri 1993:47, 87; Shahin 2000:39; Al-Tamari 
2001:9–10, 35).

The V-initial sense of ‘verbal clause’ describes 
a clause the nucleus of which begins with a 
verb or, in some cases, with a participle or an 
adjective, all of which show some form of ¤ 
agreement marking. The verb either precedes 

an independent NP expressing its agent, or 
expresses its agent by means of agreement 
morphology.

In contrast, the nucleus of a nominal clause 
begins with a nominal expression (mubtada± 
‘that which is begun with’, referred to here as 
‘initial NP’; ¤ ibtidà±) of which the remainder 
of the clause (¤ xabar ‘news, report, comment’) 
is predicated. Also included in the contrast is 
the locative clause (jumla Úarfiyya ‘locative 
clause’; ¤ maf ≠ùl fìhi), the nucleus of which 
begins with a locative prepositional phrase. The 
V-initial sense focuses on the order in which the 
elements of a predication are presented, and 
therefore may imply a theory of syntax con-
cerned with ‘information structure’, namely, 
how syntactic structure encodes transactional 
or pragmatic meaning.

According to the ‘V-headed’ sense, a verbal 
clause is headed by a verb stem, regardless of 
its position relative to its agent argument. In 
contrast, a nominal clause is a copular clause 
(¤ copula), the predicate of which is a ¤ noun 
phrase, ¤ adjective phrase, or prepositional 
phrase. The contrast here is not between differ-
ent orders of presentation but rather between 
different kinds of predicate, and may imply 
a theory more concerned with thematic or 
descriptive meaning.

The V-initial usage treats (1)–(2) as verbal 
clauses and (3)–(4) as nominal clauses, while 
the V-headed usage treats (1)–(3) as verbal 
clauses and (4) as a nominal clause.

(1) ≠abar-na †-†arìq-a 
 cross.Perf.1p the-street-Acc 
 l-≠arì∂-at-a
 the-wide-fs-Acc

‘We crossed the wide street’ (Badawi a.o. 
2004:344)

(2) lam yatawàfar 
 Neg.Past to.be.available.Imperf.3ms 
 l-ì hà≈-àni
 to-cl1s these.md.Nom
 š-šar†-àni
 the-conditions.md.Nom

‘These two conditions were not available to 
me’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:347)

(3) hà≈àni š-šar†-àni lam 
 these.md the-conditions.md Neg.Past
 yatawafar-à
 to.be.available.Imperf.3md
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 l-ì
 to-cl1s

‘These two conditions were not available to 
me’ (Badawi a.o. 2004:347)

(4) al-mas±al-at-u basì†-at-un
 the-question-fs-Nom simple-fs-Nom

‘The question is simple’ (Badawi a.o. 
2004:307)

From the perspective of contemporary Western 
linguistics, the V-initial usage captures certain 
generalizations more perspicuously than does 
the V-headed usage, and draws finer distinc-
tions between clause types. The first generaliza-
tion is that initial NPs in clauses headed by any 
kind of predicate, whether verbal or otherwise, 
are interpreted as being ‘specific’ (¤ specificity). 
Treating both copular clauses and A-initial 
clauses as kinds of nominal clause captures 
this restriction directly, while conflating clauses 
in A-initial word order with those in V-initial 
word order does not. 

The second generalization is the celebrated 
agreement asymmetry between A-initial and V-
initial clauses. In A-initial word order, the verb 
is inflected as matching the agent in gender and 
number, while in V-initial word order with an 
independent agent NP, the verb is inflected as 
matching the agent in gender only. This gener-
alization is easily captured by treating A-initial 
and V-initial clauses as different types, whereas 
treating them as belonging to the same type 
requires auxiliary statements to capture the 
agreement asymmetry (¤ nominal clause).

According to some theoretical analyses, even 
present-tense copular clauses (¤ copula) include 
a verb phrase headed by an abstract or ‘null’ 
copula (Bakir 1980; Fassi-Fehri 1993; Eisele 
1999; see Benmamoun 2000 for criticism), as 
in (5)–(6).

(5) al-mas±al-at-u basì†-at-un
 the-question-fs-Nom simple-fs-Nom

‘The question is simple’
(6) [IP al- mas±alat-u [I, BEj [VP tj 
 [V’ basì†at-un]]]]

This kind of analysis treats all Arabic clauses 
as verbal clauses, including those that do not 
contain a pronounced verb stem, with the con-
sequence that the term ‘verbal clause’ becomes 
synonymous with the term ‘clause’ itself and 
makes no useful distinction between clause 

types. Accordingly, using ‘verbal clause’ for 
describing clauses in V-initial word order allows 
well-known generalizations about Arabic word 
order to be captured directly and is therefore 
more useful. 

3. T h e  v e r b a l  c l a u s e  a n d 
A r a b i c  w o r d  o r d e r

V-initial word order arises frequently in discus-
sion of ‘basic’, ‘default’, or ‘neutral’ ¤ word 
order order in different varieties of Arabic. 
Where Standard Arabic is described as having 
a basic word order, it is almost always claimed 
to be V-initial word order (Fassi-Fehri 1993; 
Mohammad 2000; Badawi a.o. 2004:345), 
although in some contexts, such as newspaper 
headlines, A-initial word order predominates 
(7) (Dahlgren 1998; Badawi a.o. 2004:349).

(7) ≠ißàb-at-tun musalla™-at-un 
 band-fs-Nom armed-fs-Nom 
 ta±siru wa™d-at-a
 capture.Imperf.3fs unit-fs-Acc 
 sawàrìx-a rùsiyy-at-an 
 rocket.mp-Gen Russian-fs-Acc

‘Armed band captures Russian rocket unit’ 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:349)

V-initial word order is also reported to be the 
basic order in dialects including Moroccan 
(Harrell 2004:160), Jordanian (Al-Haq 1992:2), 
varieties of Palestinian (Shlonsky 1997:7–8; 
Shahin 2000:38–39), Najdi Bedouin (Ingham 
1994:38), and Syrian Arabic (Grotzfeld 1965:
98–99). In these sources, A-initial word order 
is described as ¤ topicalization of the agent 
argument (Ingham 1994:38; Harrell 2004:160; 
Shahin 2000:38–39), or as expressing a greater 
degree of ‘emphasis’ on the agent argument 
(Grotzfeld 1965:98–99; Abu-Haidar 1979).

For example, Harrell (2004:160) reports that 
in Moroccan Arabic, the subject usually follows 
the predicate in a simple sentence: 

(8) žaw ∂-∂yaf
 come.Perf.3mp the-guests

‘The guests have come’

With regard to agent-initial word order, Har-
rell reports that “in many cases a noun which 
seems to be the subject of a following verb is 
separated from the verb by a slight pause and 
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is to be interpreted as a prestated topic rather 
than directly as the subject”: 

(9) le-mÿa®ba ka-yaklu 
 the-Moroccans  Progr.-eat.Imperf.3p  
 tlata wella ®eb≠a de-l-me®®at 
 three  or four of-the-times
 fe-n-nha®
 in-the-day 

‘The Moroccans, they eat three or four 
times a day’

A-initial word order is reported to be basic in 
dialects including Moroccan (Kortobi 1997:218; 
Benmamoun 2000; in contrast to Harrell 2004) 
and Libyan Arabic (Owens 1984:212–215). 

El-Yasin (1985) presents an interesting argu-
ment in favor of treating A-initial order as basic 
in Northern Jordanian Arabic (spoken in the 
Irbid region of northwestern Jordan). El-Yasin 
reports that both V-headed and copular clauses 
have a progressive limit on the number of ini-
tial NPs with which they can begin, with two 
being the largest felicitous number, three being 
deviant, and four entirely unacceptable. For 
example, the NP headed by †ullàb ‘students’ in 
(10) is a single initial-NP. The paraphrases in 
(11)–(13) break up this complex NP into longer 
sequences of simpler initial NPs, with a corre-
sponding reduction in acceptability. 

(10) [†ullàb m≠allim  midrast il-giryih] 
 students teacher school the-village 
 mlà™ rà™ù š-šam
 good.mp went.3p Damascus

‘The village schoolteacher’s students are 
good/went to Damascus

(11) [m≠allim midrast il-giryah] [†ullàb-u] 
mlà™/rà™u š-šàm

(12)  ?[midrist il-giryah] [m≠allim-ha] [†ullàb-u] 
mlà™/rà™u š-šàm

(13) *[il-giryih] [midrasit-ha] [m≠allim-ha] 
[†ullàb-u] mlà™/rà™u š-šàm

Assuming that the NPs headed by †ullàbu ‘his 
students’ in the copular versions of (10)–(13) 
are subjects (Jelinek 1981; Fassi-Fehri 1988; 
Eid 1991; Plunkett 1993; Mohammad 1989), 
El-Yasin concludes from the fact that the two 
sentence types seem to tolerate the same number 
of initial NPs that †ullàbu in the V-headed ver-
sions of (10)–(13) must be subjects as well, and 

that Northern Jordanian Arabic has A-initial 
word order as its basic word order. El-Yasin’s 
argument rests on the assumption that the 
initial NPs in (10)–(13) are grammatical sub-
jects. However, this assumption is not inno-
cent because, according to the V-initial usage 
of ‘verbal clause’, (10)–(13) are all nominal 
clauses. Therefore, El-Yasin’s observation has 
no theory-independent implications about the 
word order in Northern Jordanian Arabic.

Some sources, rather than asserting that one 
word order or the other is basic, report vari-
ation between the two (see for Nablus Pal-
estinian Arabic, Belyayeva 1997:52–53; and 
for Jordanian Arabic, Al-Haq 1992:2). The 
variation is often reported as being conditioned 
by various grammatical or pragmatic factors. 
The first of these is a generalization that has 
been made for several varieties of colloquial 
Arabic that V-initial word order is more com-
mon with verbs in the perfect stem, while A-
initial order is more common with verbs in the 
imperfect (see ¤ word order for discussion). 
This has been noted for Jordanian, Egyptian, 
Moroccan, Syrian, and Saudi Arabian Ara-
bic (Al-Tamari 2001), Moroccan Arabic (Ben-
mamoun 2000:62–63; 2003), Najdi Bedouin 
Arabic of Saudi Arabia (Ingham 1994:38–39), 
and Syrian Arabic (Cowell 1964:409; Ambros 
1977:79–81).

For example, Al-Tamari (2001:19–21) claims 
that in Jordanian Arabic, agent-initial order (14) 
is preferred with a verb in the imperfect stem, 
whereas V-initial order is preferred with a verb 
in the perfect stem (15), although the opposite 
word orders are acceptable with each:

(14) le-wlàd b-yil≠abu fi
 the-boys Progr-play.Imperf.3mp in
 s-sà™a
 the-field

‘The boys are playing in the field’
(15) ±akal màhir i†-†abìx
 ate.Perf.3ms Maher the-food

‘Maher ate the food’

Benmamoun (2003:759) suggests a historical 
explanation for the preference of V-initial word 
order with perfect verb stems. He notes that 
such preferences also arise in so-called God-
wishes (after Ferguson 1983), in which a verb 
in the perfect stem precedes the subject, whereas 
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in paraphrases of these expressions verbs in the 
imperfect stems follow the subject, as in exam-
ples (16)–(19) from Moroccan Arabic.

(16) jàzà-ka llàh
 reward.Perf.3ms-cl.2ms God
 ‘May God reward you!’
(17) llàh yjàzì-k
 God reward.Imperf.3ms-cl2ms
 ‘May God reward you!’
(18) llàh ybàrik fì-k
 God bless.Imperf.3ms in-cl2ms

‘May God bless you!’
(19) bàrak llàhu fì-k
 bless.Perf.3ms God in-cl2ms

‘May God bless you!’

Noting that formulaic expressions often retain 
properties of an earlier stage of a language, 
Benmamoun points to the parallel between 
V-initial word order and the word order in the 
¤ construct state. He suggests that this asym-
metry may be a residue of a stage of pre-Clas-
sical Arabic, at which the perfective stems were 
verbal nouns that combined with their subjects 
in a construct state.

Another widely noted generalization is that 
A-initial word order disambiguates subjects and 
objects, when the agreement form and meaning 
of the verb fail to do so. For example, Souag 
(2006:23–37) reports that in the Dellys dialect 
of Algerian Arabic, the preference for SV in 
clauses containing independent NP objects in 
examples like (20) is “overwhelming”. 

(20) u-†Ïulba yët≠ëllmu fi-ha
 and-students learn.Imperf.3p in-cl3fs 
 l-q Ïur±an
 the-Qur±àn

‘And students learn the Qur±àn in it’

In contrast, if the verb hosts an encliticized 
object pronoun, or if it is intransitive, V-initial 
word order is preferred, as in (21). 

(21) yëqraw  fi-ha †-†ëlba
 read.Imperf.3p in-cl.3fs the-students

‘The students study in it’

Souag (2006:23) claims that this alternation 
is not a matter of transitivity because the 
unmarked position for the subject of both 
intransitive verbs and transitive verbs hosting 

object clitics is following the verb. 
Blau (1960:207–208), analyzing data from 

Bir Zeit rural Palestinian Arabic (Schmidt and 
Kahle 1918, 1930), notes that the grammatical 
ambiguity between the subject and object is 
resolved through the use of agreement marking 
on the verb (which indicates the agent), par-
ticularly through the use of ‘linear-progressive 
word order’ placing the agent before the object. 
He notes that, perhaps for this reason, A-initial 
word order “becomes ever more frequent”, 
although V-initial word order is still quite ordi-
nary. Very similar generalizations are reported 
by Abu-Haidar (1979:126) for the Baskinta 
variety of Lebanese Arabic, and by Al-Tamari 
(2001) for Jordanian Arabic. 

An even more important influence on word 
order is the discourse genre in which a sentence 
is uttered, and the kind of information that the 
sentence contributes to the discourse. Numer-
ous sources report that indefinite or referentially 
nonspecific subject NPs tend to follow the verb, 
including Damascene Syrian Arabic (Cowell 
1964:407–411; Ambros 1977:79–81), the Nab-
lus dialect of Palestinian Arabic (Belyayeva 
1997), and Gulf Arabic (in particularly Bah-
raini; Qafisheh 1977:202–203). This correlates 
with a strong tendency in Arabic for new infor-
mation to be expressed later in the sentence 
(Moutaouakil 1989), and for indefinite NPs to 
express new information, whether introduced 
as a new discourse topic or as background 
information (Brustad 2000).

A very widely noted generalization is that V-
initial word order expresses particular kinds of 
‘information structure’, meaning that it is used 
to express particular instructions about how the 
descriptive information expressed in a clause is 
to be incorporated into a discourse context. V-
initial word order, particularly in the case of ¤ 
‘pro-drop’ clauses, is used to introduce an event 
into a discourse, and is most frequently used 
to describe sequences of events in narrative 
genres, such as storytelling or news reporting 
(Khan 1988; Moutaouakil 1989; Fakhri 1995; 
Dahlgren 1998; Brustad 2000).

This very broad overview shows that, 
although both A-initial and V-initial word 
orders are asserted as being basic in various 
dialects, both are attested, and the preference 
for one or the other is affected by a variety of 
grammatical and pragmatic factors. In general, 
V-initial word order, and hence verbal clauses, 
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retains a number of functions both grammati-
cally and pragmatically. These include: 

(i) expressing existential or presentative pred-
ication

(ii) expressing new-information focus on the 
subject or on the sentence as a whole

(iii) introducing an eventuality into a dis-
course

The fact that V-initial word orders are used for 
multiple functions suggests that verbal clauses 
as a sentence type are still alive and well in the 
Arabic dialects, however different theoretical 
frameworks and methodologies may analyze 
them. As Brustad (2000:328) notes, “[V-initial] 
typology can be shown to be prominent in 
spoken Arabic narratives, and remains a basic 
word order of the language”. 

4. T h e  v e r b a l  c l a u s e  i n 
c o n t e m p o r a r y  s y n t a c t i c  t h e o r y

Verbal clauses have uncertain status in contem-
porary Western syntactic theory. Some analy-
ses make use of nonheaded or ‘flat’ structure, 
derived from context-free rewrite rules, such as 
in (22), which contrast with a rule for nominal 
clauses such as in (23) (subscripted subj and obj 
indicate non-case-marked NPs, and subscripted 
case indicating any case marking).

(22) S ¤ V (NPsubj )  (NPobj)
 S ¤ V (NPcase)*
(23) S ¤ NPnom  V NPobj

This approach is found in earlier stages of 
transformational grammar (Bakir 1980; Jelinek 
1981), in Lexical Functional Grammar (Al-
Haq 1992), and in Head-Driven Phrase Struc-
ture Grammar (Chahristan 1991; Moosally 
1994; Borsley 1995; Beller 2006). Each of 
these approaches allows verbal clauses to be 
identified with a particular rule schema, and 
therefore to be represented directly as a theo-
retical concept, rather than merely as a descrip-
tive label. 

In the Government and Binding and the 
Minimalist traditions (Chomsky 1981, 1986, 
1995, 2000, 2001), the verbal clause has no 
independent theoretical status (Mohammad 
1989, 2000; Eid 1991, 1993; Bahloul and Har-
bert 1993; Aoun a.o. 1994; Benmamoun 1992, 

2000; Fassi-Fehri 1993; Ouhalla 1994; Diesing 
and Jelinek 1995; Shlonsky 1997; Harbert and 
Bahloul 2002, among others). A major reason 
for this is that these frameworks make exten-
sive use of ‘null’ or unpronounced abstract 
structure, and as such, ‘word order’ as it is tra-
ditionally known does not correspond directly 
to constituent order (Kayne 1994; Chomsky 
1995:334; Zubizarreta 1998; Kremers 2003). 

In these frameworks, it is almost universally 
assumed that the underlying structure of a ver-
bal clause like (24) is a structure like (25), from 
which V-initial word order is derived by head-
movement of the verb to the head of an inflec-
tional projection (26) (¤ verb phrase). A-initial 
order is then derived by further movement of 
the subject NP into the IP projection (27).

(24) yu™ibbu ≠amr-un ≠alà±-an
 love.Imperf.3ms Amr-Nom Alaa-Acc

‘Amr loves Alaa’
(25) [IP I [VP ≠amr-un [V, yu™ibbu ≠alà±-an ]]]
(26) [IP [I I yu™ibbui ] [VP ≠amr-un [V, ti ≠alà±-

an ]]]
(27) [IP ≠amr-unj [I, [I I yu™ibbui ] [VP tj [V, ti 

≠alà±-an ]]]

How these movement operations are motivated 
varies from proposal to proposal, but they 
share the implication that a verbal clause is 
one in which raising of the verb to I is moti-
vated, while raising of the subject is not. A 
verbal clause, then, describes the pronounced 
word orders resulting from derivations of this 
kind.

A variation on this approach reduces all ver-
bal clauses to A-initial order by supposing that 
in V-initial order, an abstract or ‘null’ exple-
tive pronoun is present in the IP projection, 
and that the agreement marking on the verb is 
‘split’ between the expletive pronoun and the 
subject NP (Mohammad 1989, 2000), as in 
(28)–(29).

(28) yaltamisu l-luÿawiyy-ùna
 seek.Imperf.3ms the-linguists-mp.Nom
 tafsìr-an
 explanation-Acc

‘The linguists are seeking an explanation’ 
(Badawi a.o. 2004:352)

(29) [IP pro3P [I’ yaltamisuj 
 [VP l-luÿawiyyùna3M [V, tj tafsìr-an] ] ] ] 
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According to this approach, verbal clauses 
do not exist as a particular kind of syntactic 
structure but rather are simply an artifact of 
how the structure is pronounced or ‘spelled 
out’ (see also Aoun and Benmamoun 1998; 
Benmamoun 2000, 2003; Benmamoun and 
Lorimor 2006 for a more recent variation on 
this approach).
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(University of Texas at Austin)

Verbal Noun

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

A verbal noun (¤ maßdar) is a fixed nominal 
form associated with the derived forms or 
patterns of the verb (±awzàn). Following the 
Arabic tradition since Sìbawayhi, who calls it 
also ™adaμàn and ™adaμ (cf. Levin 1998:917, 
n. 3; Ditters 1985), Šar†ùnì (1958) defines the 
maßdar as “what denotes a situation or event 
without time”. Verbal nouns are a basic struc-
ture in Classical Arabic, Literary Arabic (or 
Modern Standard Arabic or Educated Stand-
ard Arabic), and Colloquial Arabic. Differences 
exist among their forms and use. The lack of 
consensus about verbal nouns or their descrip-
tion shows how multifaceted they are.

2. M o r p h o l o g y  o f  t h e  v e r b a l 
n o u n  i n  M o d e r n  S t a n d a r d 
A r a b i c

In Modern Standard Arabic, Form I uses numer-
ous nominal patterns as verbal nouns (e.g. ≠ilm 
‘knowledge’, †alab ‘request’, diràsa ‘learning’, 
sariqa ‘theft’, duxùl ‘entrance’, su±àl ‘question’, 
ma≠àd ‘return’, majrà ‘flow’), while Form II (e.g. 
ta≠lìm ‘teaching’, tarbiya ‘education’), Form III 
(e.g. firàq ‘parting (with)’, mu≠àlaja ‘looking 
after, caring for’), Form IV (±ikràm ‘respect-
ing’, ±išàra ‘pointing at’), and Form X (isti≠màl 
‘making use of, using’ and istiqàma ‘straight-
ening out’) may each have two patterns. The 
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second pattern in Form II, III, IV, and X is 
usually limited to verbs IIw/y (¤ weak verbs). 
In other cases, the form with the feminine end-
ing may reflect a simple noun contrasting with 
the verbal noun (e.g. ta≈kìr ‘reminding’/ta≈kira 
‘ticket’; cf. Larcher 2003:33). The verbal nouns 
of Form V (taÿallub ‘overcoming’), VI (takàtub 
‘correspondence’), VII (infijàr ‘explosion’), VIII 
(ištiràk ‘participation’), and IX (i™miràr ‘red-
dening’) have one form each.

In addition, Classical and Modern Standard 
Arabic employ the form of the passive participle 
singular in certain derived forms in the function 
of verbal nouns, e.g. mun†alaq ‘starting point’, 
murtafa≠ ‘rising [landscape]’, mustaqbal ‘time 
of future meeting’, etc. Some of these modern 
words are also used in the higher registers of 
Colloquial Arabic.

Sìbawayhi mentions other patterns used as 
verbal nouns by analogy to several other noun 
patterns (e.g. takràr for takrìr ‘repetition’, ±iqàm 
for ±iqàma ‘organizing’, etc.). See also Wright’s 
(1962, vol. I) detailed list of verbal nouns in 
Classical Arabic.

Modern grammars of Arabic usually pay lit-
tle attention to verbal nouns. Verbal nouns are 
mentioned in chapters dealing with the mor-
phology of nouns or verbs, sometimes listed 
with the derived forms, and with only short 
notes about their features. Thus, for instance, 
Šar†ùnì (1958) mentions certain syntactic func-
tions and features of the verbal nouns, based on 
Classical Arabic.

Modern Standard Arabic verbal nouns are 
inherited from Classical Arabic and do not 
show morphological innovations. With respect 
to Colloquial Arabic, Brockelmann (1908) 
refers to verbal nouns as nouns that appear 
with various affixes, and he adds explanations 
about their meanings, which are related to the 
basic meanings of the respective derived form 
of the verb.

Morphologically, a verbal noun is a singular 
form, but in some cases, mainly in Modern 
Standard Arabic, it may receive a plural suffix 
and reflect plural activities, either as a real noun 
or as multiple occurrences of the verb activity, 
e.g. isti≠làmàt ‘information’; muxàbaràt ‘intelli-
gence [military or police]’. Thus, semantic proc-
esses affect the lexical meaning and syntactic 
function of the word form. 

Cantarino (1975:401–406), in his syntactic 
discussion of the verbal nouns, follows the Arab 

grammarians’ approach, although his exam-
ples are drawn from Modern Literary Arabic 
texts. There are, however, semantic innovations 
yielding modern meanings for verbal nouns and 
enabling their use in new contexts. Such inno-
vations distinguish these verbal nouns from 
those of Classical and Colloquial Arabic. 

3. V e r b a l  n o u n s  b e t w e e n 
C o l l o q u i a l  A r a b i c  a n d 
M o d e r n  S t a n d a r d  A r a b i c

With respect to verbal nouns, a number of 
common features are shared between Modern 
Standard Arabic and Colloquial Arabic dialects 
(cf. Rosenhouse 2004):

 i. Action/result ambiguity of the verbal noun, 
e.g. xalq ‘creation; creatures’. 

 ii. Active/passive ambiguity, e.g. ta±lìf, mu±allaf 
‘composing, writing a literary work’ and ‘a 
composed work’.

 iii. Suppletion, due to discrepancy between verbal 
Forms and verbal nouns. Although this feature 
is common to Modern Standard Arabic and 
Colloquial Arabic, certain lexical details differ: 
±ixràj ‘taking out; producing’ is not used in 
Colloquial Arabic for ‘taking out’, but it is used 
for ‘producing’, a modern notion borrowed 
from Modern Standard Arabic.

 iv. The number of verbal nouns of Form I is by 
far larger than verbal nouns in the other Forms 
in all the studied texts. This is in line with the 
high frequency of verbs in Form I compared 
to other Forms as a basic characteristic of 
Arabic.

Differences between Colloquial Arabic and 
Modern Standard Arabic exist on all levels: 
phonological, morphological, syntactic, seman-
tic, and lexical. Some differences between verbal 
nouns in Colloquial Arabic and Modern Stand-
ard Arabic are due to differences in the pho-
nological systems, for instance in the feminine 
ending (Modern Standard Arabic da≠wà, but in 
some varieties of Colloquial Arabic da≠we ‘invi-
tation’) or the realization of phonemes. 

Morphological differences exist for certain 
dialects only (see below). Other differences are 
found in the use of verbal nouns in relation to 
a different verb pattern. This kind of suppletion 
was already mentioned by Sìbawayhi. Thus, for 
instance, Modern Standard Arabic taràsul is in 
Colloquial Arabic mràsale ‘correspondence’. 

A syntactic difference is, for instance, the 
governance of an object by the verbal noun in 
a noun phrase. Since in Colloquial Arabic such 
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synthetic structures are avoided, they remain 
characteristic of Modern Standard Arabic and 
Literary Arabic.

Lexical differences also exist, e.g. in Modern 
Standard Arabic ta™adduμ ‘talking’ vs. ™aki, 
hadìμ in Colloquial Arabic. 

The differences between verbal nouns in 
Standard Arabic and Colloquial Arabic may be 
summarized as follows (cf. Rosenhouse 2004):

 i. There is limited frequency of verbal nouns 
of active/passive/reflexive Forms (V, VI, VII) 
in Colloquial Arabic compared to Modern 
Standard Arabic, where especially Form VI
verbal nouns develop novel semantic mean-
ings: tafattu™ ‘opening [e.g. a blossom]’, 
tamàluk ‘(self-)control’, infità™ ‘opening [e.g. 
a door by itself]’, iftità™ ‘opening [e.g. an 
inauguration]’. 

 ii. Verbal nouns used as maf ≠ùl mu†laq ‘absolute 
object’, as in nàma nawman ≠amìqan ‘he slept 
a deep sleep’, are frequent in Classical and 
Modern Standard Arabic (cf. e.g. Wright 1958:
II; Levin 1998; Talmon 1996; Larcher 2003; 
¤ object, absolute), but not in Colloquial 
Arabic. According to Talmon (1996), there 
are a total of 64 tokens in the Qur±àn, from 
52 different verbs. Only 3 verbs do not take 
the stem of their corresponding verbs, whereas 
61 do (Form I: 34; Form II: 26; Form IV: 
3; Form X: 1). The total number of verbal 
nouns of Forms above III is 4 (= 6.25% of the 
64 tokens). This maf ≠ùl mu†laq seems to be 
used in Colloquial Arabic mainly to express 
exaggeration in narratives. 

 iii. Deverbal or denominal verbal nouns express-
ing procedures in Modern Standard Arabic 
may be formed freely from modern nouns 
and verbs. Such forms do not exist in Collo-
quial Arabic, but may be borrowed from 
Modern Standard Arabic into Colloquial Ara-
bic when needed, e.g. ‘flexurization’: Literary 
Arabic: ja≠lu(hu) marinan/tamrìn/tamarrun/
talyìn; i™miràr ‘becoming red, blushing’, 
ta±aqlum/±aqlama ‘climatization’. 

 iv. Suppletion in Colloquial Arabic, due to non-
existence of verbal nouns, e.g. ±inno yßìr + 
adjective ‘that he/it may become . . .’ instead of 
ja≠lu(hu) + adjective.

 v. Suppletion in case of causativity. For example, 
for Literary Arabic ±albasa/Colloquial Arabic 
labbas ‘to dress someone’, the verbal noun in 
Literary Arabic is ±ilbàs, but for Colloquial 
Arabic it is probably talbìs (if at all, due to iii 
above). 

 vi. Suppletion for reciprocity in certain Form 
III verbs such as Literary Arabic baraka/
Colloquial Arabic barake ‘blessing’, rather than 
the expected *biràk/?mubàraka in this Form. 
Form VI verbal nouns are used in Classical 
Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic, e.g. 
ta∂àrub ‘mutual hitting’, but relatively rarely 
in Colloquial Arabic. Reciprocity in Colloquial 

Arabic is usually expressed analytically, using 
the correlative particle, e.g. ∂arabu (ba≠∂hom) 
ba≠∂ ‘they hit each other’. The verbal nouns of 
some Form III verbs can be used in Colloquial 
Arabic.

 vii. The preference for inflected verb forms in Col-
loquial Arabic. Nominal forms are relatively 
abundant in Modern Standard Arabic, prob-
ably influenced by Western languages and 
styles, such as English and French journalese. 
Colloquial Arabic prefers inflected verb forms 
to verbal nouns or other nominal forms. 
Therefore, Modern Standard Arabic uses 
verbal nouns more often than Colloquial 
Arabic. This has been observed in the context 
of suppletion, especially with intransitive and 
denominal (or de-adjectival) verbs. 

 viii. Pronunciation of verbal nouns (morpho-
phonology). In contrast with Classical Arabic 
and Modern Standard Arabic, vowels of 
verbal nouns in Colloquial Arabic are often 
deleted according to local Colloquial Arabic 
phonological rules: Literary Arabic bišàra/
Colloquial Arabic bšàra ‘delivering good 
news’; Literary Arabic muwàfaqa/Colloquial 
Arabic mwàfaqa ‘agreement’; Literary Arabic 
™isàb/Colloquial Arabic ™sàb ‘calculation’. 
In certain phonetic environments and lexical 
items, such vowels remain also in Colloquial 
Arabic, e.g. muÚàhara ‘picketing’, firàq ‘part-
ing with’, ta≠allum ‘learning’. 

 ix. Avoidance of verbal nouns due to phonetic 
considerations. Consonant clusters involving 
homorganic adjacent consonants often lead 
to general avoidance of verbal nouns (and 
some other word structures with the same 
clusters). Thus, for instance, for Colloquial 
Arabic daššar ‘to leave, neglect’, the verbal 
noun would be Colloquial Arabic tadšìr; but 
actually this form does not occur (but compare 
Literary Arabic and Colloquial Arabic tadšìn 
‘inauguration’). In certain cases, this phonetic 
issue leads to a different verbal noun form (by 
suppletion).

4. I n n o v a t i o n s  i n  C o l l o q u i a l 
A r a b i c

Morphological and semantic innovations are 
found in the Arabic dialects, especially in North 
African dialects and peripheral dialects such as 
Malta. Little information about verbal nouns is 
usually given in dialect studies. Often, but not 
always, lists of verbal noun forms are presented 
with verbal derived forms. On the other hand, 
some works cite only the morphologically 
special forms, which appear to be compared 
implicitly with the ‘traditional’ and well-known 
verbal noun patterns of Classical and Modern 
Standard Arabic (e.g. Behnstedt 1987). 
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New forms of verbal nouns occur mainly in 
the western region of Colloquial Arabic. The 
following forms are noteworthy. Egyptian Ara-
bic: ±u≠àd ‘sitting’ for Form I, tarbeyya ‘educa-
tion, upbringing’, tekràr ‘repetition’ for Form 
II, minadya ‘calling’ for Form III; Algeria: t≠anìd 
‘rivalry’ as verbal noun of Form III; Morocco: 
metgàrsa ‘wrestling’, tmesxìr ‘making oneself a 
laughing stock’ for Form VI; Maltese: tkebbir 
‘self-importance, enlarging’ for Form V, tqabid 
‘fighting’ for Form VI, stenbih ‘awakening’ for 
Form X; £assàniyya of Mauritania: texmàm 
‘thinking’ for Form II, tÿarbìl ‘sieving [e.g. flour]’.

5. D i s t r i b u t i o n  a n d  f r e q u e n c y

Literary Arabic texts have a much larger rate 
of verbal nouns (tokens and percentage) than 
Colloquial Arabic texts do (see Rosenhouse 
2004; Tables 1 and 2). This may be related to 
the preference of nominal structures in Modern 
Literary Arabic compared to their avoidance 
in Colloquial Arabic. Regarding verbal noun 
use, no sociolinguistic differences have been 
detected so far between sedentary and Bedouin 
Colloquial Arabic dialects.

Classical Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, 
and Colloquial Arabic vary as to the frequency 
level of verbal nouns of verbs above Form I. 
Further study is required to elucidate this pic-
ture. Verbal nouns of Modern Standard Arabic 
verbs above Form II are more frequent than 
verbal nouns of such measure in Colloquial 
Arabic.

Texts of Palestinian sedentary speakers from 
two periods in the beginning (Schmidt and 
Kahle 1918) and the end of the 20th century 
have been examined in order to answer the 
question of whether verbal nouns in Eastern 
Colloquial Arabic dialects developed in this 
period. Few differences between these time 
periods have been revealed; apparently, such 
processes take a longer time.

A large difference exists between the higher 
frequency of Modern Literary Arabic verbal 
nouns and the lower frequency of verbal nouns 
in the Classical Arabic texts studied. One of the 
factors leading to this finding could be the use 
of verbal nouns in contexts that sometimes blur 
the semantic boundaries between verbal nouns 
and ‘regular’ nouns.

6. C o n c l u s i o n s

The similarities and differences in use between 
verbal nouns in Literary (Classical and Modern 
Standard Arabic) and Colloquial Arabic can 
be summarized as follows. A simple analysis 
of dictionary lists reveals differences between 
Literary Arabic and Colloquial Arabic on the 
morphological, semantic, syntactico-semantic, 
and phonological levels (Rosenhouse 2002). 
Additional analysis of texts from the various 
Arabic periods and levels (Rosenhouse 2004) 
reveals clear differences between Literary Ara-
bic and Colloquial Arabic in the frequency and 
distribution of verbal nouns: verbal nouns are 
more frequent in Classical Literary Arabic and 
Modern Literary Arabic than in Colloquial 
Arabic. Differences in use of verbal nouns were 
found also between different Modern Standard 
Arabic and Classical Arabic texts. Interdialectal 
differences of verbal nouns use are relatively 
minor, compared to the difference between Lit-
erary Arabic and Colloquial Arabic.

Purely syntactic structural differences 
between Literary Arabic and Colloquial Arabic 
concerning verbal nouns have not been found. 
Governed subject and object complements of 
a verbal noun in a noun phrase are, however, 
apparently lost in Colloquial Arabic, unlike 
Classical and Modern Standard Arabic. 

It appears that the existence or generation of 
a verbal noun depends on semantic criteria of 
the inflected verb or on morphological criteria 
such as the Form (Measure) of the inflected 
verb. Thus, not every verb automatically has 
a verbal noun in Colloquial Arabic. This fact 
contributes to the general difference between 
Colloquial Arabic and Literary Arabic; the lat-
ter restricts the generation of verbal nouns 
much less than Colloquial Arabic.

The distribution rules in both Modern Stand-
ard Arabic and Colloquial Arabic depend 
mainly on the semantic category of each indi-
vidual verb (root). These semantic categories 
relate to those active in Arabic in general and 
include transitivity/intransitivity, causativity, 
passivity, reciprocation, ‘verbs of the heart’, 
verbs of motion, etc. Some of these categories 
are usually but not only expressed in morpho-
logical verb measures. 

Phonetic differences between Literary Arabic 
and the various Colloquial Arabic dialects also 
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Table 1. Verbal nouns in Literary Arabic texts

text number 
of pages; 
number of 
words

number 
of verbal 
nouns

verbal 
nouns/total 
number of 
words 

number 
of verbal 
nouns of 
non-Form I 
verbs 

non-Form I 
verbal 
nouns/total 
number of 
verbal  
nouns (%)

verbal 
nouns above 
Form III/
non-Form I 
verbal nouns 
(rate and %)

Qur±àn* (see Talmon 
1996)

64 30 46.8% 4/30 (13.3%)

Ibn al-Muqaffa≠, 
Kalìla wa-Dimna

30; 3,555 187 5.3% 43 23% 20/43 
(46.5%)

Ma™fùΩ, Za≠balàwi 12; 2,515 121 4.8% 43 35.5% 32/43 
(74.4%)

£u∂ayr, ±Urjù™a 11; 2,042 32 1.6% 13 40% 10/13 
(76.9%)

Takarlì, Tannùr  6; 1,588 27 1.7% 16 59.25% 10/16 
(62.5%)

* Verbal nouns noted here are only of the maf ≠ùl mu†laq  type as described in Talmon (1996).

Table 2. Verbal nouns in various Colloquial Arabic texts

text number 
of pages; 
number of 
words

number 
of verbal 
nouns

number of 
verbal nouns/
total number 
of words (%)

verbal nouns 
of non-Form I 
verbs

non-Form I 
verbal nouns/
total number 
of verbal 
nouns (%)

verbal nouns 
above Form 
III/non-Form 
I verbal nouns 
(rate and %)

Alexandria 
(Behnstedt 
and Woidich 
1987) 

12; 3,001 13 0.43%  0 – 0/0 (0)

Sinai 
Bedouin 
(Stewart 
1988)

14; 2,909 24 0.8% 2 8.3% 0/2 (0)

Negev 
Bedouin 
(Henkin 
1985)

13; 3,322  10 0.3% 0 – 0/0 (0)

Galilee 
Bedouin 
(Rosenhouse 
1984)

Palestinian 
(Meron 
and Kabha 
1993)

48; 3,102 11 0.35% 2 18.6% 2/2 (100%)

16; 2,970 21 0.7% 2 9.5% 0/2 (0)
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affect verbal nouns. These differences contrib-
ute to the overall distinction between Literary 
Arabic and Colloquial Arabic. The pronuncia-
tion of the verbal nouns suggests lexical inter-
action between Literary Arabic and Colloquial 
Arabic verbal nouns. Often (in forms that 
can be phonetically modified), when the verbal 
noun is pronounced in the same manner in both 
Literary Arabic and Colloquial Arabic, it is an 
‘authentic’ Literary Arabic form borrowed into 
Colloquial Arabic. If the pronunciation of a 
verbal noun in Colloquial Arabic differs from 
that of its Literary Arabic equivalent, however, 
it is usually an ‘originally’ Colloquial Arabic 
form. This point is related to the use of Mod-
ern Standard Arabic in speech, which has been 
studied as part of the features of the modern 
‘middle language’ or Standard ¤ Educated 
Arabic (e.g. Blanc 1960; Meiseles 1980), but is 
beyond the scope of the present description.

Many of the issues raised here remain open, 
awaiting further study. To refine this descrip-
tion, more texts and text types should be stud-
ied, in all the registers of the Arabic language, 
including the Eastern and Western Colloquial 
Arabic dialects, Arabian Bedouin dialects, and 

peripheral dialects such as those in the Nilo-
Saharan area. The use of verbal nouns as an 
artistic device in the maf ≠ùl mu†laq pattern in 
Modern Standard Arabic and Colloquial Ara-
bic is also worthy of future study.
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Jordanian 
(Palva 1969, 
1970)

12; 3,785 28 0.7% 6 21.4% 4/6 (66.%)

Mardin 
(qëltu) 
(Jastrow 
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Table 2 (cont.)

text number 
of pages; 
number of 
words

number 
of verbal 
nouns

number of 
verbal nouns/
total number 
of words (%)

verbal nouns 
of non-Form I 
verbs

non-Form I 
verbal nouns/
total number 
of verbal 
nouns (%)

verbal nouns 
above Form 
III/non-Form 
I verbal nouns 
(rate and %)
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Vernacular ¤ Colloquial

Voice (Morphology) ¤ Diathesis

Voice (Phonetics)

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

This entry stays close to the most common defi-
nition of ‘voice’, according to which ‘voice’ 
corresponds to the component of speech that is 
mainly attributed to the vibration of the vocal 
folds. The phoneticians distinguish, in fact, 
between several modes of vocal fold vibration 
(or voice quality). For some of them, ‘voice’ is 
the nonmarked mode considered ‘neutral’ or 
‘modal’ (see below, Sec. 3.1). The component 
of speech assigned to the vocal fold vibration 
is just one example of possible differences 
between speech sounds that are produced 
mainly by modifying the states of the vocal 
folds. These modifications can express several 
functions: linguistic (the phonetic contrasts 
between the segments, the prosodic patterns), 
paralinguistic (the speaker’s emotional state), 
sociolinguistic (to signal regional or social 
linguistic differences), or extralinguistic (the 
speaker’s identification: age, sex, etc.).
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2 .  A e r o d y n a m i c  a n d 
a r t i c u l a t o r y  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s

Every sound of speech possesses at least one 
source and one front resonating cavity which 
modify its spectral properties (Kent a.o. 1996). 
The source of a vowel is a periodic sound 
produced by the vibrations of the vocal folds 
and modulated by the vocal tract, which 
enhances the amplitude of some of its harmonics 
and weakens others. Depending on the specific 
shape of its supralaryngeal cavity, each vowel 
has a specific quality that depends on the 
natural frequency resonance of this cavity. For a 
whispered (low) vowel, the source is turbulence 
produced in the larynx and concentrated at 
the level of the natural frequency resonance 
of its supralaryngeal cavity, which is not very 
different from that of its voiced counterpart. 
The source, during the fricatives and the 
frication phase of the aspirated stops release, is 
a turbulence generated through a very narrow 
laryngeal or supralaryngeal constriction and 
modulated by the front cavity. A sound can also 
combine periodic laryngeal and nonperiodic 
supralaryngeal sources (voiced fricative). The 
difference between a voiced and a whispered 
vowel, between a voiced and a voiceless con-
sonant, is a difference of phonation type (laryn-
geal adjustments) and not of segmental sound 
quality (supralaryngeal adjustments). In fact, 
there exist, in languages in general and in Arabic 
in particular, several phonation types that can 
be simple or compound. Special attention is 
given here to those that may have a linguistic 
function.

During speech, the vocal folds constitute the 
first and main obstacle that airflow, expelled 
by the lungs, encounters. The vocal folds are 
composed of an anterior (or ligamental) part 
and a posterior (or cartilaginous) part. The 
space between the two vocal folds is commonly 
called the glottis. The glottis can, therefore, 
remain fully open (vocal folds abducted), or 
closed (vocal folds adducted) completely or at 
its anterior part only. Above the vocal folds 
are the ventricular bands, or the false vocal 
folds, that can also participate in the modifica-
tion of the phonation type (Catford 1964, 1968, 
1977). The tips of the arytenoids, the aryepig-
lottic folds, and the base of the epiglottis form 
the aryepiglottic sphincter that can also be 
involved in the regulation of the phonation types 

(Catford 1964, 1968, 1977; and mainly Esling 
1996). The ventricular folds and the aryepiglottic 
sphincter constitute the supraglottic level.

3 .  E x a m p l e s  o f  s i m p l e  a n d 
c o m p o u n d  p h o n a t i o n  t y p e s

3.1 Simple phonation types

Breath: This is a turbulent airflow produced 
at the glottis when the vocal folds are fully 
separated, the glottal opening is smaller than 
the supralaryngeal one, and the transglottic air-
flow is sufficiently large. It is typically observed 
during the release of aspirated stops, and the 
voiceless laryngeal fricative [h]. Classical Ara-
bic [t k] are sometimes considered to have 
been aspirated stops (Roman 1982; Ghazeli 
1977). This analysis cannot be adopted for 
these consonants in the modern Arabic dialects 
because even their release, as in Classical Ara-
bic, takes more time. Indeed, during the voice-
less nonaspirated stops, the glottis is fully open, 
but its size is smaller than during aspirated ones 
(for review: Dixit 1989). Since the voiceless 
unaspirated stops are produced with a sig-
nificant increase of the intraoral pressure, the 
transglottic airflow is not sufficient to generate 
turbulence (breath or aspiration) at the glottis 
during their closure, and the frication noise 
produced during their release in fact is initi-
ated at the supraglaryngeal level. Fibroscopic 
and transillumination observations show that 
the maximal opening of the glottis during [s], 
[t k] (long release), and [q] (short release) 
of Moroccan Arabic is very similar (Zeroual 
2000; Zeroual a.o. 2006). Based on these physi-
ological arguments, among others, one may say 
that all Moroccan Arabic voiceless stops [t k 
q] are nonaspirated. The laryngeal fricative is 
voiceless in Classical Arabic and many mod-
ern Arabic dialects (Cantineau 1960), while in 
Moroccan Arabic, its production combines two 
phonation types (see below, Sec. 3.2 Whispery 
voice).

Whisper: This is a turbulent airflow produced 
with different glottis shapes depending on its 
intensity (Weitzman a.o. 1976). For example, 
if the ligamental and cartilaginous parts of 
the vocal folds are moderately and widely 
open respectively, a whisper or turbulent air-
flow, more intense than breath, is initiated at 

666 voice (phonetics)

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



the cartilaginous glottis and the supraglottic 
level. This phonation type induces an adduction 
of the ventricular folds (Catford 1964, 1968, 
1977) and an anterior-posterior compression 
of the aryepiglottic sphincter (Weitzman a.o. 
1976; Gao and Esling 2003) that appears as a 
closeness mainly between the arytenoids and 
the base of the epiglottis. Usually, whisper 
does not have a distinctive function in lan-
guages, being generally used, including Arabic, 
when speakers want to communicate in secret 
with their interlocutor (paralinguistic function). 
The Arabic voiceless pharyngeal consonant has 
some features of the whisper: auditively, a 
very similar frication noise, and a more signifi-
cant compression of the aryepiglottic sphincter 
(Zeroual 1999; Zeroual a.o. 2004a, b).

Modal voice: During voiced sounds, the vocal 
folds are moderately in contact over their entire 
length, and form an obstacle for air compressed 
by the lungs. The subglottal pressure increases 
to attain a higher value, which separates the 
vocal folds and allows the air to pass through 
the glottis. The elastic structure of the muscles 
and ligaments of the vocal folds, and the 
abrupt fall in subglottal pressure during the 
opening phase of the glottis, free the vocal 
folds to return to their initial closed position. 
This movement is accelerated by another 
aerodynamic phenomenon. Indeed, when the 
airflow passes quickly through the glottis, 
the pressure between the vocal folds decreases 
in a very significant manner and ‘suction’ 
takes place between the two vocal folds (Ber-
noulli effect). The subglottal pressure increases 
again, separates the vocal folds, and the cycle 
restarts (aerodynamic-myoelastic theory). Then, 
a periodic laryngeal sound (modal voice) is 
produced.

This phonation type is responsible for the 
phonetic contrast between the voiced and voice-
less sounds present in almost all languages. With 
respect to this opposition, the situation in Clas-
sical Arabic is complex. Indeed, if we put aside 
[≥ q π], voiced vs. voiceless correspond to the 
opposition ¤ majhùra vs. mahmùsa in the Ara-
bic grammarian’s analysis since Sìbawayhi (for 
review: Blanc 1967; Roman 1982; Al-Nassir 
1993). [≥ q π] are considered majhùra although 
they are voiceless in the majority of the modern 
Arabic dialects. The phonetic categorization 
of Classical Arabic [≥ q] is very controversial, 

whereas [π] is considered by the majority of the 
authors to be voiceless. Here, the hypothesis of, 
among others, Ghazeli (1977) is adopted, accord-
ing to which [≥ q π] are voiceless, but classified 
with the majhùra because the duration of their 
release (or positive VOT) is very short.

In speech, it is principally the voiced seg-
ments that carry the melodic patterns, i.e. the 
variations of pitch that express some discursive 
functions (affirmation, question, focus, etc). In 
general, these variations are expressed with the 
help of a mode of vocal fold vibration that is 
considered neutral because, in principle, it does 
not add any special paralinguistic functions. 
This phonation type is called ‘modal voice’ by 
Laver (1980), and ‘voice’ by Catford (1964, 
1968, 1977) and Ladefoged (1971).

Creak: This is a phonation type that is possible 
but rarely used in speech (Ladefoged 1971), 
except if it is combined with voicing (see Sec. 
3.2, Creaky voice). During this mode, the pos-
terior part of the glottis is tightly closed; only 
the anterior parts of the vocal folds can vibrate 
periodically, but with a very low frequency. 
Catford (1968) underlines the fact that “its 
auditory effect resembles a stick being dragged 
along a railing”.

3.2 Compound phonation types

There are, in fact, several types of vocal cord 
vibration, generally characterized according to 
differences between their articulatory, acous-
tic, aerodynamic, and auditory properties and 
those of modal voice. These phonation types 
are achieved while combining, among others, 
breath, whisper, and creak with voicing. As in 
the phonetic literature, these are called ‘com-
pound modes’: breathy voice, whispery voice, 
and creaky voice.

Creaky voice: Ladefoged and Maddieson (1996) 
identify two different laryngeal mechanisms 
associated with this phonation type. Indeed, if 
the posterior part of the glottis is firmly closed, 
the anterior parts of the vocal folds will vibrate 
in a nonperiodic manner. However, if the closing 
of the posterior part is not too strong, the 
ligamental and cartilaginous parts of the vocal 
folds will vibrate, but out of phase, and then a 
nonperiodic sound is initiated. During creaky 
voice, even the ventricular folds are adducted 
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(Hollien a.o. 1966, cited by Laver 1980); 
their bases are in contact with the superior 
margins of the vocal folds. The vibrating parts 
of the vocal folds are thicker and their mass 
more significant than in the modal voice. This 
particular posture explains why the frequency 
of vocal fold vibration (F0) in creaky voice is 
low. Murry and Brown (1971, cited by Laver 
1980) also attribute this to the low value of 
the subglottal pressure during creaky voice. This 
phonation type can also induce a compression 
of the aryepiglottic sphincter (Gauffin 1977). 
Creaky voice is used, in many languages, as 
a primary or secondary acoustic correlate of 
certain phonological contrasts. In modern Arabic 
dialects, the voiced pharyngeal consonant is 
systematically pronounced with a creaky voice 
(Mitchell 1993). This is predictable because 
this consonant is produced with a very strong 
compression of the aryepiglottic sphincter, the 
ventricular folds being also adducted (Zeroual 
1999; Zeroual a.o. 2004a, b; Laufer and 
Condax 1979).

Breathy voice: According to Laver (1980), dur-
ing this mode the vocal folds are relaxed and 
brought closer together along their entire length; 
they vibrate, but without meeting one another. 
The result is a periodic laryngeal sound com-
bined with a friction noise. The periodic laryn-
geal sound is perceptively more prominent. The 
distinction between this phonation type and 
whispery voice is subtle, as is clear from the 
example given in connection with the phonetic 
correlates of the latter mode.

Whispery voice: This phonation type, called 
‘murmur’ by Ladefoged (1971), combines voic-
ing with a friction noise that is more intense 
and more prominent than in breathy voice 
(Laver 1980). Catford (1977) states that during 
whispery voice, the anterior part of the glottis, 
where voicing is initiated, is generally closed, 
while its posterior part stays open and generates 
a whisper. He adds that a whispery voice can 
also be achieved if the anterior parts of the vocal 
folds are relaxed and are brought closer together 
than during breathy voice, and the cartilaginous 
part of glottis is closed. The shape of the glottis 
during Moroccan Arabic [ɦ] (Zeroual 1999; 
Zeroual a.o. 2004a, b) corresponds to the first 
type of whispery voice. In spite of this, it seems 
more accurate to say that [ɦ] is produced with 

breathy voice. Indeed, whisper and whispery 
voice require a relatively higher tension of 
the vocal fold muscles (Laver 1980), while 
Moroccan Arabic [ɦ] is associated with a low 
degree of tension through the laryngeal (and 
supralaryngeal) cavity. Moreover, whisper (and 
probably whispery voice) is accompanied by a 
supraglottic constriction, unlike [ɦ]. Note that 
the majority of authors use breathy voice for 
all phonation types that combine breath and 
voicing without controlling all their phonetic 
correlates.
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Vowel ¤ Phonetics; Phonology

Vowel Backing

Ordinarily, vowels occur in coarticulation with 
consonants in the context of the syllable. Coar-
ticulation refers to the overlapping gestures 
that occur during the pronunciation of any 
sequence of speech sounds. During speech, the 
movements of the articulators for the produc-
tion of successive phonetic segments overlap 
in time and interact with one another. As a 
consequence, the vocal tract configuration at 
any point in time is influenced by more than 
one segment. Thus, the acoustic information 
in coarticulated vowels is fused and carried 
in parallel with the consonantal information 
(Strange a.o. 1976, 1983; Farnetani 2000). 

As for backing coarticulation in Arabic, the 
phonetic phenomenon of emphasis has been 
intensively investigated, but in most cases, it 
has been addressed from the consonantal point 
of view (Marçais 1948; Abramson and Fergu-
son 1962; Ali and Daniloff 1972; Giannini and 
Pettorino 1982; Al-Ani 1970; Delattre 1971; 
Wood 1979; Al-Bamerni 1983; Elgendy 2001; 
Ghali 1989; McCarthy 1994; El-Halees 1985; 
Herzallah 1990; Davis 1993, 1995; Younes 
1994; Sakai a.o. 1995; Yeou 1996; Newman 
2002).

Indeed, it is well known that, in addition to 
oral consonants, speakers of Arabic distinguish 
between a number of sounds which exhibit 
an anterior primary articulation coupled with 
a secondary articulation resulting from the 
pulling of the back of the tongue toward the 
back wall of the oropharynx at the level of 
the second cervical vertebra. Although this 
articulatory specificity is traditionally referred 
to as ‘emphasis’, it appears, both acoustically 
and physiologically, that the area involved 
in the production of these posterior sounds 
is pharyngeal. Therefore, it seems that these 
sounds should more accurately be referred to 
as ‘pharyngealized sounds’. In Modern Stan-
dard Arabic, the only segments that have this 
secondary articulation are [t∏], [d∏], [s∏], and 
[—∏], but obviously their number is not the same 
in all Arabic dialects since in fact most vernacu-
lars possess a larger number than these four, 
Cairo Arabic being reported to be one of the 
most productive in terms of functional load 
(Tomiche 1964; Wahba 1994).

A recent review of the research on pharyn-
geal articulation in Arabic shows that most 
physiological studies tackling this issue ori-
ented their approach to obtain sagittal sec-
tions of the oral cavity and show the shape of 
the tongue during the production of pharyn-
gealized sounds as produced by speakers of 
various Arabic dialects (Elgendy 2001:32). As 
far as the effect of these sounds on adjacent 
vowels is concerned, the notion of emphasis 
spread and allophonic variation is mentioned 
as far back as the Middle Ages by Arabic 
philologists. They had observed that emphasis 
spreads over a domain that is larger than one 
single segment and, consequently, that vowel 
quality could differ considerably as a function 
of consonantal environment (¤ tafxìm). As 
for the coarticulation dynamics involved in 
the production and/or perception of vocalic 
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segments in the context of these sounds, 
one should bear in mind that, in the case 
of Arabic, vowel backing and lowering are 
complementary phenomena that are directly 
linked with back consonant coarticulation. 
As a matter of fact, all vowels are backed 
when accompanying pharyngealized segments 
because emphatic consonants induce a tongue 
backing gesture over a distance of one to three 
neighboring segments. Articulatorily, backed 
vowels are characterized by a constriction in 
the pharyngeal cavity caused by Retracted 
Tongue Root. As for vowel lowering, it results 
from the lowering of the body of the tongue 
which is simultaneously correlated with the 
retraction movement of the whole body of the 
tongue, especially its back. Most of the works 
that attempted to describe pharyngeal coar-
ticulation were phonological studies: Harris 
(1942); Harrell (1957); Lehn (1963); Cohen 
(1969); Ali and Daniloff (1972); Broselow 
(1976); Baddredine (1977), and Kouloughli 
(1978). Although the importance of these 
works in the field of Arabic linguistics is 
highly significant, they are rather impression-
istic and based on limited linguistic resources. 
For example, Baddredine’s work on emphasis 
in the dialect of Kairouan (Tunisia) superfi-
cially addresses the effect of pharyngealiza-
tion on adjacent vowels using a corpus of only 
two words. Although Ali and Daniloff’s study 
on backing coarticulation in Iraqi Arabic was 
based on a larger corpus, it appears that many 
variables, such as the nature of the emphatic 
consonants and the duration and quality of 
the vowels under study, were not controlled. 
Next to these, a remarkable articulatory study 
dealing with emphatic sound assimilation was 
carried out by Ghazali (1977), whose work on 
back consonants and backing coarticulation 
in some dialects of Arabic (i.e. Tunisian, Alge-
rian, Libyan, Egyptian, Jordanian, and Iraqi) 
should be regarded as the first valuable experi-
mental investigation on this topic. The cine-
fluorographic data were acquired together with 
oral and nasal airflow, spectrographic analysis 
being made on the corresponding audio signal. 
From then on, the articulatory and acoustic 
proprieties of pharyngealized vowels have been 
investigated in a number of experimental stud-
ies combining spectrographic data with X-ray 
pictures (Bonnot 1977; Giannini and Pettorino 
1982; Ghazali 1983; Wood 1982); electromyo-

graphic investigation (Kuriyagawa a.o. 1988); 
or tracings of lip rounding and protrusion: 
Adem (1983), so as to establish an accurate 
acoustic-articulatory conversion for the phe-
nomena of backing.

The acoustic effect of backing coarticulation 
can be observed with spectrographic analy-
sis, any acoustic event defined as a phonetic 
segment showing the influence of its neigh-
boring phones. Thus, descriptive accounts 
of coarticulation became possible only after 
acoustical methods of speech analysis became 
available and widespread, i.e. since the 1970s. 
Since Obrecht’s (1968) pioneering study on the 
acoustic correlates of emphasis spread in Leba-
nese Arabic, several studies have shown that the 
spectral properties of vowels in pharyngealized 
environment are highly different from those 
of their nonpharyngealized equivalent (Al-Ani 
1970; Al-Ani and El-Dalee 1984; Ghazali 1983; 
Norlin 1987; Younes 1993; Zawaydeh 1997; 
Barkat-Defradas a.o. 2003). Since there is a rea-
sonably good correlation between the articula-
tory description of a vowel and its position in an 
acoustic F1/F2 diagram – where F1 is related to 
the open/close vertical axis corresponding to the 
openness of the jaw (i.e., F1 is low for high – or 
close – vowels and high for low – or open – 
vowel) and F2 on the horizontal axis corre-
sponds approximately to front/back position of 
the tongue in the mouth (i.e. high F2 values for 
front or anterior vowels and low F2 for back or 
posterior vowels), it is thus possible to observe 
that pharyngealized vowels commonly display 
an increase of F1 (i.e. an opening of the jaw) 
and a lowering of F2 (i.e. a retraction of the 
tongue), resulting in a more compact spectrum 
(i.e., F1 and F2 are closer; see Fig. 1).

The backing of the tongue can be observed 
on F2 transitions since they reflect the distance 
the tongue should cover from the place of 
articulation of the pharyngealized consonant to 
the target of the adjacent vowel, the degree of 
lowering of F2 values depending on the position 
of the vowel in the articulatory space. Then, 
the influence of emphasis seems to be related 
to the features [high]~[low] and [front]~[back] 
of the adjacent vowel, so that high vowels 
such as [i] and [u] seem to be less affected by 
pharyngealization than low vowels like [a], and 
front vowel like [i] more than back vowels [u] 
and [a]. Besides, it has been repeatedly shown 
that short vowels exhibit a more drastic move-
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Figure 1. Formant chart for F1 – F2 for plain and emphatic [i a u] in Egyptian Arabic with arrows 
showing change in formant values from plain to emphatic environment (adapted from Norlin 

1987:37, where emphasized vowels are transcribed with a subscript dot)
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Table 1. Emphaticized allophones of vocalic segments in several Arabic dialects 

Vocalic 
segments

IPA symbols Mean Formant 
Frequencies (in Hz)

Dialect Authors Year

/i/ [î] F1 : 1000 
F2 : 1100–1300

Iraqi Al-Ani 1970

/u/ [∏] F1 : 285–290 
F2 : 1000

 

/a/ [ã] F1 : 600–675 
F2 : 1050–1250

/a/ [ã] F1 : 733 
F2 : 1143

Saudi Bonnot 1977

/i/ 
/i:/

[i] 
[i1]

F1 : 500 
F2 : 1150–1500 
F1 : – F2 : 2000

Tunisian Ghazali 1983

/u/ 
/u:/

[∏] 
[u1]

F1 : – 
F2 : 900 
F1 : 400–550 
F2 : 930–1125

/a/ [ã] F1 : 600–800 
F2 : 1150–1450

/i/ [i] F1 : 433–495 
F2 : 1631–1667

Egyptian Al-Ani and
El-Dalee

1984

/u/ [∏] F1 : 310–371 
F2 : 771–867
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ment of backing and lowering than their long 
counterparts. One possible explanation for this 
may be that the distinctive feature for emphasis 
is primarily a consonantal property. During 
the articulation of a long vowel, the coarticula-
tory influence of a pharyngealized consonant 

on an adjacent vowel has time to decrease. In 
the case of short vowels, this cannot happen 
because, during the short span of articulation, 
the coarticulatory effect of pharyngealization 
remains through the vowel, which therefore 
cannot reach its target value (Norlin 1987). 
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/a/ [ã] F1 : 720–736 
F2 : 1029–1081

/i/ 
/i:/

[i] 
[i1]

F1 : 450 
F2 : 1485 
F1 : 325 
F2 : 2220

Egyptian Norlin 1987

/u/ 
/u:/

[u] 
[u1]

F1 : 450 
F2 : 955 
F1 : 330 
F2 : 765–795

/a/ 
/a:/

[ã] 
[ã1]

F1 : 630 
F2 : 1165 
F1 : 620 
F2 : 1085

/e:/ [e1] F1 : 410 
F2 : 2100

/o:/ [o1] F1 : 400 
F2 : 845

/a/ [ã] F1 : – 
F2 : 1400–1600

Rural 
Palestinian

Younes 1993

/a/ [ã] F1 : – 
F2 : 1100–1142

Jordanian Zawaydeh 1997

/i/ 
/i:/

[i] 
[i1]

F1 : 437 
F2 : 1005 
F1 : 252 
F2 : 1331

Moroccan Barkat-
Defradas a.o.

2003

/u/ 
/u:/

[u] 
[u1]

F1 : 373 
F2 : 710 
F1 : 271 
F2 : 584

/a/ 
/a:/

[ã] 
[ã1]

F1 : 442 
F2 : 781 
F1 : 487 
F2 : 865

/e:/ [e1] F1 : 350 
F2 : 1166

Vocalic 
segments

IPA symbols Mean Formant 
Frequencies (in Hz)

Dialect Authors Year

Table 1 (cont.)
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Although available data on formant frequencies 
from different Arabic dialects are not immedi-
ately comparable because of the widely differ-
ing sets of test material – which are collected 
for different purposes – it is possible to make 
rough comparisons and get some idea of dia-
lectal variations. On the basis of some of the 
studies mentioned before, Table 1 presents the 
emphaticized allophones for the vocalic seg-

ments attested in several Arabic dialects; each 
vocalic allophone is characterized, when avail-
able, on the acoustic level.
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Melissa Barkat (University of Lyon-2)

Vowel Elision

Elision refers to the deletion of sound segments 
of differing natures (i.e. consonants, vowels, 
syllables). The factors responsible for this may 
be related to various phonetic, phonological, 
and prosodic constraints in the languages of the 
world. In French, for example, elision occurs 
so as to prevent vowel-to-vowel contact where 
vowels are attested at the initial position of 
words, as in the following examples:

le + ami ¤ l’ami [lami] ‘friend’ 
si + il ¤ s’il [sil] ‘if he’ 

Such a situation is impossible in Standard Ara-
bic, where words always start with a conso-
nant. If, nonetheless, two vowels do come into 
contact, less drastic solutions than vowel dele-
tion are available, as illustrated in the following 
examples from Moroccan Arabic:

1(a) /bali + a/ ¤ [bæljã] ‘old’ 
 ‘old + feminine singular morpheme’
1(b) /bldi + a/ ¤ [bëldijã] ‘traditional’ 

‘traditional + feminine singular morpheme’
1(c) /ndu + a/ ¤ [nduwã] ‘enemy’ 
 ‘enemy + feminine singular morpheme’

The possible solutions to avoid vowel-to-vowel 
contact are either to transform the first vowel 
[i] into the approximant [j], as in (1a), or to 
insert an approximant of the same quality as 
the first vowel, as in (1b) and (1c). The process 
of vowel elision in Arabic has often been dealt 
with in comparative studies from a diachronic 
point of view in an attempt to establish links 
between Classical Arabic and its vernacular 
forms. From this perspective, it is easy to under-
stand the typical vocalic erosion attested in the 
vocalic systems of Western Arabic dialects. 

Indeed, Marçais (1977:24) underlined the fact 
that “les mots d’arabe maghrébin, lorsqu’on 
les rapporte aux prototypes anciens dont ils 
procèdent, présentent une très importante dimi-
nution du matériel vocalique” (Western Arabic 
words are characterized by an important reduc-
tion of vocalic material when compared to their 
ancient equivalents) and that “la diminution 
de la substance vocalique s’accroît d’Est en 
Ouest, les parlers marocains étant ceux où elle 
apparaît le plus réduite” (this diminution is 
more and more noticeable from east to west, 
Moroccan dialects attesting the most important 
vocalic reduction). This development and its 
effects on syllabic structure constitute a major 
typological feature distinguishing Western Ara-
bic dialects from their Eastern counterparts 
(Barkat 2001).

Without lapsing into diachronic debates, 
the following items help in understanding the 
importance of short vowel elision:

 Standard  Translation  Moroccan
 Arabic   Arabic

2a  litàmuhà  ‘her veil’ 2b ltæmha
3a  nadà  ‘dawn’  3b  nda
4a  kitàb  ‘book’  4b  ktæb
5a  katabtu  ‘I wrote’  5b  ktëbt
6a  musàfir  ‘traveling’  6b  msæfër 
7a  yatìm  ‘orphan’  7b  ytim
8a  safarjala  ‘quince’  8b  sfržl 
9a  ibnu   ‘Adam’s  9b  bnædëm
 ±àdam son’

On the one hand, short vowel deletion shat-
ters both the opposition of quantity and the 
rhythmic organization that is directly linked to 
vocalic duration. On the other hand, this gives 
rise to the emergence of complex consonantal 
clusters where phonotactic rules are remark-
ably flexible. Besides, comparing basic word 
forms with their realization in pausal position 
in Standard Arabic leads us to see short vowel 
elision as an ancient, if limited, feature. Indeed, 
specialists are already familiar with the pausal 
rule: “Arabs do not end with a short vowel” 
(al-≠Arab là taqifu ≠alà muta™arrik). Indeed, 
final short vowels are elided in pausal posi-
tion (¤ pausal forms): /// πal + mudiiru/ ¤ 
[πalmudi1r] ‘the director’ 
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This process also occurs in some Arabic ver-
naculars in prepausal context. In Moroccan 
Arabic, for example, the phonetic realization of 
the final vowel is optional in a large number of 
polysyllabic words:

10(a) [ntin(ã)] ‘you’
10(b) [ljum(ã)] ‘today’
10(c) [tëmmæk(i)] ‘there’
10(d) [mitr(u)] ‘meter’
10(e) [tomobil(ã)] ‘car’ 

This list of examples is not exhaustive, as 
revealed by the treatment of the discontinuous 
morpheme of negation /ma . . . ši/: 

(11) [ma klæ∑(i)] ‘he did not eat’

This vowel apocope can be explained by a pro-
sodic factor, word ¤ stress. As a matter of fact, 
in Western Arabic, where topicalization is pref-
erentially expressed by stressing the penultimate 
syllable of the word, final vowels are ipso facto 
unstressed and subject to ¤ vowel reduction 
(Benkirane 1998). The same type of predeter-
mined vocalic elision due to stress contrast has 
been attested in several Arabic dialects, such as 
those spoken in the Levant (Brame 1973; Bohas 
1988). In Palestinian Arabic, for example, the 
high vowel [i] is elided in unstressed open syl-
lables, as in 13(a) and 13(b):

12(a) ['katab] ‘he wrote’
12(b) ['katabu] ‘they wrote’
12(c) [ka'tabna] ‘we wrote’
13(a) ['fihim] ‘he understood’
13(b) ['fihmu] ‘they understood’
13(c) [f'himna] ‘we understood’ 

Kenstowicz’s (1981:21) analysis of vowel eli-
sion in Levantine Arabic reveals that unstressed 
vowel elision is not applicable to the low 
vowel [a].

The influence of stress on vowel elision versus 
preservation occurs at another level whenever 
two accentuated words come into contact:

14(a) /msa + k/ ¤ ['msæk] ‘your evening’ 
[evening + pronoun 2nd person, 
singular]

14(b) /msa/ + l-xir/ ¤ [msl'xer] ‘good evening 
to you’ [evening + definite article – 
good]

15(a) /tlata/ ¤ ['tlætã] ‘three’
15(b) /tlata / snin/ ¤ [tlt'snin] ‘three years 

old’

These examples from Moroccan Arabic show 
that vowel elision can be due to stress subor-
dination. Indeed, stressed forms such as ['msa] 
and ['tlætã] lose their vowels when they are 
followed by a stressed word, their reduced 
form corresponding to the consonantal frame, 
i.e. [ms] and/or [tlt]. In other words, one could 
say that in a nominal syntagm of two words, 
a hierarchical rule requires that the rightmost 
word carry the stress. In conclusion, it should 
be noted that the tendency to interstress sub-
ordination, as well as the phenomena of vowel 
reduction and elision in unstressed syllables, 
seems to constitute important evidence for 
the description of rhythmic structure in Ara-
bic dialects (Ghazali a.o. 2001; Hamdi a.o. 
2004).

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Barkat, Melissa. 2001. “Vers l’identification automa-

tique des parlers arabes”. Langue et Linguistique 
7.47–76. 

Benkirane, Thami. 1998. “Intonation in Western 
Arabic (Morocco)”. Intonation systems, ed. Daniel 
Hirst and Albert Di Cristo, 345–359. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Bohas, Georges. 1988. “Accentuation et effacement 
de schwa dans le parler de Damas”. Revue Québé-
coise de Linguistique 16:1.39–60. 

Brame, Michael K. 1973. “On stress assignment 
in two Arabic dialects”. A Festschrift for Mor-
ris Halle, eds. Stephen R. Anderson and Paul 
Kiparsky, 14–25. New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston. 

Ghazali, Salem, Rym Hamdi, and Melissa Barkat-
Defradas. 2001. “Speech rhythm variation in Ara-
bic dialects”. Proceedings of the First International 
Conference on Speech Prosody, Aix-en-Provence 
(France), April 2001, 331–334. www.isca-speech
.org/archive/sp2002.

Hamdi, Rym, Melissa Barkat-Defradas, Emmanuel 
Ferragne, and François Pellegrino. 2004. “Speech 
timing and rhythmic structure in Arabic dialects: 
A comparison of two approaches”. Proceedings 
of ICSLP Interspeech, Jeju (Korea) 4–8 October 
2004. CD-ROM.

Kenstowicz, Michael. 1981. “A note on cyclic stress 
in Levantine Arabic”. Theoretical issues in the 
grammar of Semitic languages (= MIT Working 
Papers in Linguistics, 3.), ed. Hagit Borer and 

  vowel elision 675

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Joseph Aoun, 21–31. Cambridge, Mass.: Depart-
ment of Linguistics and Philosophy, Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology.

Marçais, Philippe. 1977. Esquisse grammaticale de 
l’arabe maghrébin. Paris: Librairie d’Amérique et 
d’Orient and Adrien Maisonneuve.

Thami Benkirane (University of Fes)

Vowel Fronting ¤ Vowel Raising

Vowel Harmony

Vowel harmony is a long-distance phonological 
process. It is defined as the phonetic influence 
of one vowel on another. For example, the 
phonetic quality of being a high vowel (i.e. 
/i/ or /u/) may influence or ‘spread to’ a local 
non-high vowel. If vowel height is harmonized 
in a particular language, then we expect a non-
high vowel to surface as a high vowel. The 
phonetic quality that spreads and the direction 
it spreads is language-specific. Some languages 
may exhibit only leftward spreading, while 
other languages may exhibit only rightward 
spreading, while still others may exhibit both.

In Arabic, it appears that the Eastern dia-
lects of the pre-Islamic period exhibited some 
form of vowel harmony (Versteegh 1997). The 
examples in (1) illustrate the differences in pro-
nunciation between the Eastern and Western 
dialects. The phonetic quality of /i/ is harmo-
nized in the Eastern dialects but not the West-
ern dialects.

(1) Eastern Western
 bi≠ìr ba≠ìr ‘camel’
 minhim minhum ‘from them’

The bulk of the literature on vowel harmony 
in Arabic, however, analyzes the Palestinian 
dialect. Palestinian Arabic exhibits ‘rounding 
harmony’. This means that the phonetic qual-
ity of being a round vowel (i.e. /u/) is harmo-
nized. The vowel system of Palestinian Arabic 
is controversial between a three- and a five-
vowel system. The traditional generative view 
adopts the five-vowel system, illustrated in (2a) 
(Younes 1993), whereas others have adopted 
the three-vowel system, as in (2b) (Shahin, 
forthcoming), in accordance with the standard 

view of other dialects of Arabic. Because of 
the nature of rounding harmony in Palestinian 
Arabic, simply adopting the three vowel system 
(2b) is sufficient.

(2a) ì è  ù ò    
   à
(2b) ì  ù
   à

In Palestinian Arabic, if the root vowel has the 
phonetic quality of being round, then the qual-
ity of roundness spreads to other high vowels in 
the prefix (Kenstowicz 1981; Abu-Salim 1987; 
Yoshida 1993; Monahan 2002). This is illus-
trated in (3). Suffixes in Palestinian Arabic are 
immune to rounding harmony.

(3a) /yi-drus/ [yúdrus] ‘he studies’
(3b) /ti-ktub/ [túktub] ‘she writes’
(3c) /ti-ktub-i/ [túktubi] ‘you [sg. fem.] write’

In (3), the root vowels are round, while the pre-
fix vowels are high unrounded vowels. There-
fore, the phonetic quality of roundness spreads 
to the prefix vowel in a regressive, or right-to-
left, manner. Notice that the final vowel in (3c) 
is a constituent of the suffix and is, therefore, 
not subject to harmony.

Vowel harmony, however, is not limited to 
the verbal domain in Palestinian Arabic. It is 
also observable in the nominal domain, as in (4).

(4a)  /furin/ [fúrun] ‘oven’
(4b)  /≠uris/ [∏úrus] ‘wedding’

An interesting fact of rounding harmony in Pal-
estinian Arabic is that vowels left of the stressed 
syllable are not vulnerable to harmony, as in 
(5a) vs. (5b).

(5a) bitš‹f ‘she sees’
(5b) túktub ‘she writes’

The next examples of vowel harmony are from 
dialects of northern Yemen, as presented by 
Behnstedt (1985). Some lexical forms in the 
dialects of Yemen are differentiated between i-
type and a-type verbs. This is illustrated in the 
harmony exhibited in the endings of the exam-
ples in (6), all of which are in the 3rd person 
singular feminine.

676 vowel harmony

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



(6) a-type ‘to write’ i-type ‘to drink’
 a. katabat širibit
 b. katabah širibih

The examples in (6a) were recorded from the 
mideastern regions of the North Yemen dialect, 
whereas the examples in (6b) were recorded in 
the southwestern regions of the North Yemen 
dialect. Notice the difference in the endings 
between the a-type and i-type verbs. For exam-
ple, in (6a), the ending for the a-type is -at, 
whereas the ending for the i-type is -it.

The final examples of vowel harmony dis-
cussed here are from the Bedouin dialects of 
the Northern Sinai littoral (de Jong 2000). 
The particular dialects presented are Balawiy 
Arabic, the dialect of Biliy; Rmèliy Arabic, the 
dialect of Rmèlàt; and Swèrkiy Arabic, the dia-
lect of Sawàrkah. The initial vowels of the mor-
phological templates of the regular imperfect 
form in these dialects differ depending upon 
the root vowel. The morphological templates 
of the regular imperfect are either yaC1C2aC3, 
yuC1C2uC3, or yiC1C2iC3. The vowel of the im–
perfect prefix harmonizes with the root vowel. 
This is illustrated in (7).

(7) imperfect  ‘to drink’ (a-type)
  sg. pl.
 3rd masc. yáš®aœ yáš®aœaw
 3rd fem. táš®aœ yáš®aœan
 2nd masc. táš®aœ táš®aœaw
 2nd fem. táš®aœay táš®aœan
 1st c. áš®aœ náš®aœ

 imperfect ‘to sit’ (u-type)
  sg. pl.
 3rd masc. yúg≠ud yúgu≠duw
 3rd fem. túg≠ud yúgu≠din
 2nd masc. túg≠ud túgu≠duw
 2nd fem. túgu≠diy túgu≠din
 1st c. ág≠ud núg≠ud

 imperfect ‘to grab, take hold of’ (i-type)
  sg. pl.
 3rd masc. yímsik yímiskuw
 3rd fem. tímsik yímiskin
 2nd masc. tímsik tímiskuw
 2nd fem. tímiskiy tímiskin
 1st c. ámsik nímsik

Closer inspection of the data in (6) reveals that 
not only are the prefix vowels harmonized but 

so are the ending vowels (de Jong 2000). For 
example, compare the endings of yáš®aœaw 
‘drink [3rd pers. pl. masc.]’ and yúgu≠duw ‘sit 
[3rd pers. pl. masc.]’. The verb ‘to drink’ is 
a-type, whereas the verb ‘to sit’ is u-type. 
Because the endings are also harmonized, the 
ending of ‘drink [3rd pers. pl. masc.]’ is -aw, 
while the ending of ‘sit [3rd pers. pl. masc.]’ 
is -uw. 

Vowel harmony is not an uncommon process 
in various dialects of Arabic, and the examples 
are not limited to those presented here. The 
Palestinian facts, which are considerably well 
documented, exhibit both left and rightward 
spreading of the phonetic quality round. The 
vowel harmony demonstrated in the Yemen 
and Bedouin dialects appears to be the influence 
of all the phonetic qualities of the root vowel, 
and the spreading seems to be bidirectional. 
Although a productive phonological process, 
vowel harmony in Arabic does not appear to 
bear on semantic interpretation.

B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s
Abu-Salim, Issam. 1987. “Vowel harmony in Pales-

tinian Arabic: A metrical perspective”. Journal of 
Linguistics 23.1–24.

Behnstedt, Peter. 1985. Die nordjemenitschen Dia-
lekte. I. Atlas. Wiesbaden: L. Reichert.

Jong, Rudolph E. de. 2000. A grammar of the 
Bedouin dialects of the Northern Sinai littoral: 
Bridging the linguistic gap between the eastern and 
western Arab world. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Kenstowicz, Michael. 1981. “Vowel harmony in 
Palestinian Arabic: A suprasegmental analysis”. 
Linguistics 19.449–465.

Monahan, Philip. 2002. “Harmony and metrical 
structure in Palestinian Arabic”. Proceedings of 
the 2002 Texas Linguistics Society, ed. Augustine 
Agwuele and Sang-Hoon Park, 182–198. Austin, 
Tex.: Texas Linguistic Forum.

Shahin, Kimary. Forthcoming. “Vowel innovation 
in Arabic: Inductive grounding and pattern sym-
metry”. Research in Afroasiatic grammar, III, ed. 
Jacqueline Lecarme, Jean Lowenstamm, and Ur 
Shlonsky. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Ben-
jamins. [Also available from Rutgers Optimality 
Archive: http://roa.rutgers.edu, ROA573-0203.]

Versteegh, Kees. 1997. The Arabic language. New 
York: Columbia University Press.

Yoshida, Shohei. 1993. “Licensing of empty nuclei: 
The case of Palestinian vowel harmony”. Linguis-
tic Review 10.127–159.

Younes, Munther. 1993. “Emphasis spread in two 
Arabic dialects”. Perspectives on Arabic linguis-
tics, V, ed. Clive Holes and Mushira Eid, 119–145. 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Philip J. Monahan 
(University of California at San Diego)

  vowel harmony 677

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Vowel Lowering ¤ Vowel Backing

Vowel Raising

In spoken Arabic, vocalic segments are subject 
to a wide range of qualitative variations, most 
of them being determined by the consonantal 
environment (¤ vowel backing). One of these 
changes concerns the raising and fronting of 
the vowel [a] in medial position (i.e. inside the 
word) and/or in final position (i.e. at the end of 
feminine nouns and adjectives that are morpho-
logically marked by the ending [a] in Arabic). 
This process – referred to by the Arab grammar-
ians with the term ¤ ±imàla – is often connected 
with the phenomenon of umlaut and defined 
as “the inclination of [a] due to the umlauting 
influence of [i]” (Kaye 1997:198). But in the 
case of Arabic, this definition is not entirely 
satisfactory. Indeed, ±imàla should be regarded 
as an unconditioned process that applies to all 
[a] inside a word – unless they appear in the 
environment of any blocking segment (i.e. pha-
ryngealized consonants) – as well as final [a] if 
such a phenomenon is attested in the dialect in 
question. In phonetic terms, ±imàla corresponds 
to a raised and fronted realization of the open 
central vowel [a], which could be pronounced 
[æ] (raised low vowel), [Æ] (lower mid vowel), 
[e] (higher mid vowel), or even [i] (high vowel). 
According to this principle, words such as 
[πiba:d] ‘slaves’ could be pronounced [πibæ:d], 
[πibÆ:d], [πibe:d], or [πibi:d] and [nsa] ‘women’ 
as [nsæ] or [nse], depending on the speaker’s 
dialectal background. Variations in the degree 
of raising and fronting enable us to distinguish 
between ‘strong’ vs. ‘medium’ ±imàla (Fig. 1). 
Basically, internal ±imàla – which is widely 
developed over all the Arabic domain – is of 
the medium type (i.e. [a] > [æ] [Æ] or [e]), final 
±imàla being strongest where attested (i.e. [a] > 
[e] or [i]).

On the acoustic point of view, ±imàla corre-
sponds to a lowering of F1 and a raising of F2 
(where F1 is related to the open/closed vertical 
axis, corresponding to the openness of the jaw 
and F2 on the horizontal axis, corresponding to 
front/back position of the tongue in the mouth; 
Benkirane 1982). The values observed for F1 
and F2 in various dialects of Arabic confirm 
the idea that – in the same way as in the pre-
Islamic Arabic dialects (Vollers 1906) – modern 

vernaculars are variable with regard to this 
feature. In a comparative acoustic study dealing 
with final ±imàla in Algerian, Moroccan, Syrian, 
and Lebanese vernaculars, Barkat a.o. (1997) 
showed the acoustic variations of the vowel 
[a] at the end of feminine words, adjectives, 
and perfect verbs. It appears that final ±imàla is 
not attested in Western dialects (i.e. Moroccan 
and Algerian dialects), in which the values of 
F1 and F2 correspond to a central realization of 
[a] (i.e. mean F1 = 657 Hz; mean F2 = 1326 Hz 
in Algerian and mean F1 = 634 Hz; mean F2 = 
1173 Hz in Moroccan), whereas it is present 
in Syrian (i.e. mean F1 = 707 Hz; mean F2 = 
1568 Hz) and Lebanese dialects (i.e. mean F1 = 
340 Hz; mean F2 = 2025 Hz), where it produces 
a distinctive higher pronunciation of the same 
vowel (Fig. 2).

The spectrograms below show the spectral 
characteristics of final [a] in the word [malika] 
‘queen’ in the different dialects under study. 
The degree of ±imàla, moving gradually from 
none, in Western dialects, to medium in the 
Syrian dialect spoken in the city of Abu-Kamal 
(located at the border of Iraq), to strong in the 
Lebanese dialects spoken in Beirut as well as in 
the Syrian dialect of Homs.

Following Cantineau (1960), Eastern dialects 
appear to be typically raising dialects. Indeed, 
strong ±imàla – though it is regarded in the 
literature as relatively rare – is reported to be 
attested in the oasis of Sukhne east of Palmyra 
(e.g. [∑i:reb] ‘moustache’) and in the dialect 
spoken in Homs (e.g. [mæliki] ‘queen’). As for 
medium ±imàla – which is, on the contrary, 
widely attested – it covers the major part of the 
oriental Arabic domain, like, for example, in 
the Syrian dialects of the £òràn (e.g. [bense] ‘he 

Figure 1. Raising and fronting of the central 
vowel [a]; the arrow shows the ±imàla movement 
and its extent in the vocalic space
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Figure 2. Distribution of [a] in word-final position in F1/F2 acoustic space. Eastern dialects (in white) 
attest an anterior realization compared to Western dialects (in black).
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Figure 3. Pronunciation of malika in Arabic dialects
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450

Hz

ms

400

350

300

250

200

150

100

50

27000 28000

m æ l i kh a

29000 30000 31000 32000 27000
0

(3b) Algerian (spoken in Batna)

450

Hz

ms

400

350

300

250

200

150

100

50

1500 1600 1700 1800 1900 2000 2100 2200 2300

m æ l i kh a

0

  vowel raising 679

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



4500

Hz

ms

4000

3500

3000

2500

2000

1500

1000

500

1600 1700 1800 1900 2000 2100 2200 24002300

m æ l i k a

0

(3c) Algerian (spoken in Wahran)
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(3f) Lebanese (spoken in Beirut)
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will forget her’; Bergsträßer 1915) and Damas-
cus (e.g. [samake] ‘fish’; Angoujard 1981) as 
well as in Beirut (e.g. [mÆli:ke] ‘queen’) (Naim-
Sanbar 1986). Now, although Maghrebi dia-
lects are said to be nonraising, medium ±imàla 
does exist in the region of Annaba in northeast 
Algeria and in the south of the territory. It is 
also the case in some northern coastal Tunisian 
villages, such as Bizerte (e.g. [meπ] ‘water’), 
as well as in the Bedouin dialects of southern 
Tunisia (in Gabes and Neffzaoua, e.g. [m∑eπ] 
‘he went’; Marçais 1977) and in Korba (Wal-
ter 1989). Nevertheless, the fact that ±imàla 
is attested in some dialect or other should not 
lead one to consider it as a set phenomenon. 
Indeed, in a study dealing with vowel raising 
in the emerging dialect of Amman, Al-Wer 
(1998) notes it can be subjected to various 
sociolinguistic factors, for instance competition 
between urban and rural vernaculars. In this 
point, and at the level of the Levant region, 
the nonraising dialects are generally nonurban, 
whereas socially dominant dialects are raising. 
This factor generally furthers the emergence 
of ±imàla in the former vernaculars. Note that 
the contrary is true in Egypt, where it is the 
nonraising dialect of Cairo which is dominant 
(Woidich 1994). The parameters of speakers’ 
age and gender also play an important role in 
the evolution of ±imàla. Kaye (1997) notes that 
±imàla is especially characteristic of women’s 
speech. In her study, Al-Wer (1998) shows 
that young females are generally leading in 
the leveling out of regional features related to 

traditional Jordanian Arabic and/or to Palestin-
ian Arabic, so as to adhere to the rules attested 
in prestigious Levantine dialects (Damascus, 
Beirut, etc.). Conversely, in the small town of 
Korba (in Tunisia), young male speakers are 
more active in the disappearance of ±imàla, 
which is regarded there as a local nonprestig-
ious feature (Walters 1991). Last but not least, 
Versteegh (1997) has proposed the hypothesis 
of a phonemic contrast between central [a] and 
sounds that are generally held to be its raised 
allophones. He points out such contrastive pairs 
as [t∏e:leb] ‘striving’ vs. [t∏a:leb] ‘student’ in 
North Syrian Arabic (dialect spoken in Aleppo) 
This situation may be explained on the one 
hand by the general rule of [a]-raising/fronting 
in all consonantal contexts in North Syrian, 
and on the other hand by the synchronic rules 
governing the pronunciation of Classical Ara-
bic loanwords. The same type of argument is 
advanced for some contrasting pairs found in 
Palestinian Arabic (Ibrahim 1982).
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Vowel Reduction

Basically, the phenomenon of vowel  reduction 
results from the shortening of a linguistic unit. 
This shortening can be due to sociolinguistic 
factors, phonetic evolution, apocope, phono-
tactic constraints, temporal adjustments dic-
tated by prosodic events such as ¤ sandhi (i.e. 
the fusion of sounds across word boundaries, 
or alteration of sounds due to neighboring 
sounds), accentual contrast, increase in the 
speech rate, etc.

Consider the following examples from Moroc-
can Arabic:

(1) /// l + magana/ djal/ xa+ i // /
// the + watch / of / brother + pronoun 

1st person singular //
 ‘my brother’s watch’
(1a) [lmagæna djæl xãj]
(1b) [lmagæna di xãj]
(1c)  [lmagæna dxãj]

(2) /// ras / mal+ u / kbir // /
// head + money / pronoun, 3rd person 
singular / big //

 ‘He is wealthy’
(2a) [rãs mælu kbir]
(2b) [rãs mælu kbir]

Although (1a), (1b), and (1c) exhibit remark-
able formal differences, they are still semanti-
cally equivalent. In fact, the functional particle 
connecting the two substantives can be encoded 
either in a full form, [djæl], or in reduced forms, 
[di] (a variant attested in eastern Morocco) or 
[d]. Similarly in (2a) and (2b), the open vowel 
[ã] of [rãs] ‘head’ is reduced to schwa [ë].

Examples (1a), (1b), and (1c) show a steady 
diminution in the number of sound segments: 
segments have been purely and simply deleted. 
For vocalic segments, it is important to notice 
that reduction concerns the length of the vowel 
and not the vowel itself. In other words, there 
is a limit on the process of reduction, making 
vowel reduction a different process than ¤ 
vowel elision. Thus, examples (1a) and (1b) 
illustrate the deletion of more than one seg-
ment, while examples (2a) and (2b), which have 
the same number of segments, illustrate vowel 
reduction. Traditional studies in Classical Ara-
bic report that final vowels are not always 
deleted in pausal context. Indeed, according 
to Cantineau (1960:115), Arabic grammarians 
already observed “diverses réductions de ces 
voyelles à la quantité ultra-brève qu’ils nom-
ment rawm et –išmàm, l’articulation de la 
voyelle se bornant à une simple ‘intention’, à 
une ‘odeur’ fugitive” (several occurrences of 
reduction of these overshort vowels that they 
call rawm and/or ±išmàm, of which the articula-
tion is nothing else than an ‘articulatory inten-
tion’, a fleeting ‘smell’). Vocalic quantity does 
not function the same way in Modern Standard 
and in Moroccan Arabic. In the latter, vowels 
occurring in open syllables at the end of words 
are realized and perceived as being short: “The 
stable vowels are relatively long except at the 
end of words where they are short” (Harrell 
1962:10). In fact, in prepausal context there 

682 vowel reduction

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



is a significant, supraliminal temporal contrast 
between vowels occurring in CvC sequences 
compared with Cv sequences (where C corre-
sponds to ‘Consonant’ and v to ‘Vowel’). Other 
things being equal, the vowel in CvC is realized 
with a longer duration than in Cv sequences 
(Benkirane 1998; Abu-Mansour 1992). This 
result seems to contradict the Closed Syllable 
Vowel Shortening principle described by Mad-
dieson (1985:206). Vocalic reduction is often 
referred to in phonological descriptions. For 
example, in the following rule vv ¤ v/_CC, 
Benhallam (1980:4) states that a long vowel 
(vv) is reduced when it is followed by two 
consonants. This rule can be applied to several 
verbal paradigms in Arabic:

(3a) [tafi1qu] ‘you are waking up’ (imperfect, 
2nd person singular, masculine)

(3b) [tafiqna] ‘you are waking up’ (imperfect, 
2nd person plural, feminine)

(4a) [taxa1fu] ‘you are scared’ (imperfect, 2nd 
person singular, masculine)

(4b) [taxafna] ‘you are scared’ (imperfect, 2nd 
person plural, feminine)

(5a) [tasu1qu] ‘you are driving’ (imperfect, 2nd 
person singular, masculine)

(5b) [tasuqna] ‘you are driving’ (imperfect, 2nd 
person plural, feminine)

In these examples, the three long vowels of 
Standard Arabic [i1], [u1], and [a1] are respec-
tively shortened to [i], [u], and [a] when they 
occur in closed syllables. In other words, this 
vocalic reduction constitutes a temporal adjust-
ment that can be explained by the existence 
of a syllable weight constraint: the vocalic 
shortening prevents the emergence of internally 
superheavy syllables. Vocalic reduction also 
occurs for the same reason at word boundaries 
in Modern Standard Arabic:

(6a) /fii / l + maktabati/
 ‘in / the + library’
(6b) [filmaktaba]

However, this rule of vocalic reduction in the 
context of a closed syllable is subject to many 
exceptions (see Brockelmann 1961 for further 
details). On the phonetic and acoustic level, 
vocalic reduction modifies the prosodic propri-
eties of the segments, i.e. duration, intensity, 

and fundamental frequency (Fo). The spectral 
characteristics of the reduced vowel show clear 
centralization close to that of the neutral vowel 
schwa, i.e. [ë] (Lindblom 1963). As for the 
relation existing between vocalic reduction and 
destressing, this topic is often referred to in the 
acoustic literature. It is generally observed that 
vowel quality is more marked in stressed sylla-
bles (where vowels are long and plain) than in 
unstressed syllables (where vowels are central-
ized and reduced). It is also often observed that 
stressed composed nouns are subject to subor-
dination rules that give rise to destressing as 
well as syllabic nuclei reduction. Such a process 
can be observed in (2b).
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W

Wa∂≠ al-Luÿa

The phrase wa∂≠ al-luÿa, which may be trans-
lated as ‘the founding of language’, represents 
a concept that is central to classical Muslim 
scholarly thinking about language. Language 
in that thinking was entirely invented. That 
is to say, it owed its existence to a process 
of deliberate assignment of patterned vocal 
utterances – or components of such utterances – 
to meanings, of ±alfàÚ (¤ lafÚ) to ma≠ànì (¤ 
ma≠nà). The relationship between the utterances 
and the meanings was not a natural or intrinsic 
relationship. In principle, an utterance could 
have any meaning. That an utterance had a 
particular meaning was due entirely to its being 
assigned to that meaning. The meaning of 
an utterance had to be learned; it could not 
automatically be known from the utterance.

The question of whether language arose 
from thésis or phúsis, so famously debated 
among the Greeks, never assumed major 
importance in Islam. Greek philosophers were 
not concerned with the question of who had 
established language, but they wished to find 
out to what extent words reflect reality (¤ 
sound symbolism). Muslim thinkers were hardly 
interested in this aspect of the debate. They 
almost universally agreed that language had its 
origin in thésis in the sense of ‘imposition’ (this 
term being more or less equivalent to wa∂≠). 
Much more debated was the question of agency: 
who assigned the ±alfàÚ to their ma≠ànì – God 
or human society? For most Muslims, the point 
of departure was the Qur±ànic verse 2/31, “He 
taught Adam all the names” (≠allama ±âdama 
l-±asmà±a kullahà). Orthodox grammarians 
like Ibn Fàris (d. 395/1005) believed that this 

was enough evidence that God had created 
language (Íà™ibì 5–11). According to most 
Mu≠tazilite thinkers, however, language was 
a human invention. One of the most com-
prehensive accounts of the origin of speech is 
that by Ibn Jinnì (d. 392/1002). He states 
(Xaßà±iß I, 40–47) that the question is whether 
language was created by God (wa™y, tawqìf), 
or instituted by human convention (iß†ilà™, 
tawà∂u≠). After presenting arguments for both 
positions, he declares himself unable to decide 
the matter (Méhiri 1973:91–118). For a survey 
of opinions on the origin of speech, see Loucel 
(1963–1964) and Versteegh (1997:101–114).

The question was not intensely debated by 
later grammarians, since how one answered the 
question had no bearing on the actual character 
of language as an invention (Weiss 1974). 
As a thing invented, language, if it was to 
remain constant over time, had to be preserved. 
This required an effective transmission process, 
implemented partly through consistency in 
language usage across generations (tawàtur; 
Weiss 1984), but also in large part through 
the conscious efforts of linguistic scholars – in 
particular, lexicographers – to secure normative 
usage in written documents.

The idea of the founding of language appears 
quite early in Muslim scholarly writing. How-
ever, it did not become the subject matter of a 
separate linguistic discipline until the science of 
the founding of language (≠ilm al-wa∂≠) arose 
in the 16th century (Weiss 1966, 1987). The 
stimulus for this late Muslim science was a 
short treatise by al-±îjì (d. 756/1355) entitled ar-
Risàla al-wa∂≠iyya, which in the century after 
its writing spawned a number of commentaries 
(van Ess 1966). Commentaries eventually led 
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to manuals that summed up the science and 
could be memorized by students. Replete with 
a basic text, a plethora of commentaries and 
glosses, and manuals for students, the science 
of the founding of language was able to enter 
the curriculum of Muslim higher education, 
where it remained into the beginning of the 
modern age.

The emergence of this science is probably to 
be explained by the sense that an idea so crucial 
to the entire body of linguistic sciences as well 
as to sciences dependent on those sciences, 
such as fiqh, ±ußùl al-fiqh (Makdisi 1984), 
and tafsìr, had to be thoroughly explained in 
order to be considered viable. The method of 
explanation developed in the science of the 
founding of language entailed, first of all, a 
dissection of language into all its meaning-
bearing components and then a classification 
of the various ways in which these components 
were assigned by the founder(s) of language to 
their meanings. Meaning-bearing components 
included not only words but also forms of 
words, as distinct from the substrates in which 
the forms adhered. Each could have its separate 
meaning. Beyond words, there were also 
prefixes, suffixes, inflections, and so on. Also 
included were syntactic and other structures 
made up of words. The founder of language was 
in fact something of an architect, the one who 
set up all structural features of language. For 
example, by assigning a vocable to a meaning 
made up of a ‘happening’ (™adaμ) considered 
in respect of its attribution to something lying 
outside the meaning, the founder of language 
created a verb. The verb was thus understood 
to be a type of word that was dependent for the 
intactness of its meaning on something outside 
that meaning. It was a word that had to be 
linked to a subject (≈àt) to make full sense. The 
subject was designated by means of a noun. 
Unlike the verb, the noun is intact without 
need for an outside element to complete its 
meaning. For that reason, a noun can have a 
purely naming function. A verb does more than 
name; it demands linkage with another word. If 
one wants merely to name an action, one does 
not use a verb but rather a ¤ maßdar, or verbal 
noun. This difference between verb and noun is 
among the many features of language that the 
founder designed in the process of instituting 
language (Weiss 1976).

The science of the founding of language, 
as developed in the commentaries and glosses 

on al-±îjì’s treatise, eventually set up two 
different classifications of the founding event, 
the assignment of a vocable or element of a 
vocable to its meaning. One such classification 
distinguished a generic assignment from an 
individualized assignment (Weiss 1966:114–
117). A generic assignment (wa∂≠ naw≠ì) con-
sisted of the assignment of an element common 
to a group of vocables to a particular meaning, 
whereas an individualized assignment (wa∂≠ 
šaxßì) consisted of the assigning of an element 
unique to a particular vocable or of an entire 
but indivisible vocable to a particular meaning. 
Thus, the form common to kàtib, ∂àrib, ™àfiÚ, 
≠àlim, šàkir, kàfir, etc. – the fà≠il form – is 
assigned to its meaning by way of a generic 
assignment, whereas the consonantal root ∂-r-
b, being a unique consonantal root, is assigned 
to its meaning by way of a indi-vidualized 
assignment. Nouns such as ±asad, zayd, etc., 
which are not divisible into formal and material 
elements, are also assigned to their meanings by 
way of an individualized assignment.

The second classification reflects jurispru-
dential interests. It is concerned with the found-
ing of general terms and specific terms (≠àmm 
and xàßß). The assignment of a vocable to a 
species to form a common noun such as man, 
or bird, or mountain is considered a general 
assignment (al-wa∂≠ al-≠àmm), while the assign-
ment of a vocable to a particular individual 
within a species to form a proper name, such 
as zayd, is considered a ‘specific assignment’ 
(al-wa∂≠ al-xàßß). Two categories of words, 
however, proved problematic: pronouns and 
particles. A pronoun such as ‘he’ (huwa) could 
be said in a certain sense to have been assigned 
to the general notion of a single male person; 
and yet, in actual usage, it was not this notion 
that one was trying to get across; rather, the 
word was used to refer to a particular male 
person as opposed to the idea of a single male 
person. Particles such as ‘and’ (wa-) likewise 
could be said in a certain sense to have been 
assigned to the general notion of ‘and-ness’; and 
yet, in actual usage, they were clearly meant to 
convey not the general notion, but a specific 
context-dependent relationship of conjunction 
between two things. With both kinds of words 
there seemed to be both general and specific 
elements. Therefore, al-±îjì proposed the rubric 
al-wa∂≠ al-≠àmm li-maw∂ù≠ lahu xàßß as a 
category distinct from the other two types that 
entailed the categories ≠àmm and xàßß, which he 
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modified by placing them under the extended 
rubrics al-wa∂≠ al-≠àmm li-maw∂ù≠ lahu ≠àmm 
and al-wa∂≠ al-xàßß li-maw∂ù≠ lahu xàßß.

Combined with the division into ≠àmm 
and xàßß, the following three categories were 
distinguished in individual assignment (wa∂≠ 
šaxßì; Weiss 1966:128):

i.  al-wa∂≠ aš-šaxßì al-≠àmm li-maw∂ù≠ lahu 
≠àmm. Linguistic elements established in this 
way include ‘solid [i.e. nonderived concrete] 
nouns’ (ism jàmid), maßdars, the ‘matter’ (i.e. 
the radicals forming the root) of derived 
nouns, the ‘matter’ of verbs. These elements 
have been universally established for a uni–
versal meaning, for instance the word ‘man’, 
whose idea is identical with its meaning 
(Weiss 1966:110).

ii. al-wa∂≠ aš-šaxßì al-≠àmm li-maw∂ù≠ lahu 
xàßß: Linguistic elements established in this 
way include personal pronouns, demon-
strative pronouns, relative pronouns, and 
particles, which have been established as 
universal means to refer to a particular 
meaning (Weiss 1966:95ff.; for the particles, 
see Weiss 1966:110). 

iii. al-wa∂≠ aš-šaxßì al-xàßß li-maw∂ù≠ lahu 
xàßß: Linguistic elements established in 
this way include proper names and generic 
names; for such expressions, concept and 
that for which the expression is established 
are identical, i.e., the idea itself becomes the 
meaning (Weiss 1966:109).

The same categories were distinguished in 
generic assignment (wa∂≠ naw≠ì). Although there 
was some disagreement concerning the assign–
ment of radicals and forms, most authors agreed 
that the three radicals ∂-r-b had been assigned 
individually to all words containing these 
radicals, whereas the pattern (form) of these 
words had been assigned generically (Weiss 
1966:126–127). To the categories of generic 
assignment also belonged constructions like the 
vocative phrase or the verbal sentence. There 
was considerable discussion among writers on 
wa∂≠ al-luÿa, for instance about the vocative 
phrase yà fulàn: some writers maintained that 
it had been established for the universal idea of 
requiring someone’s presence, whereas others 
asserted that it had been established for particular 
instances of requiring the presence of individual 
persons by means of a universal idea (Weiss 
1966:129–130). In other words, they debated 

the question of whether this construction had 
been established for a meaning of its own, 
or for a meaning it acquired when expressed 
in words. Likewise, concerning the ¤ ±isnàd 
construction of a subject (musnad ±ilayhi) and a 
predicate (musnad), writers were divided about 
the question of whether construction had been 
established for the general idea of a ‘complete 
relation’ (nisba tàmma), or for particular ideas, 
such as Zayd’s hitting in zayd ∂àrib, which is 
subsumed under this general idea.

As can be seen from the many manuals 
written for students wishing to study the science 
of the founding of language, the business of that 
science, as it developed in later Islamic learning, 
was to determine the correct placement of every 
last component of language into the category 
to which it properly belonged. By doing so it 
was able to provide a complete and satisfactory 
account of how language – every jot and title 
of it – came to be invented. Who invented 
language was not of crucial importance. That 
had to remain something of a mystery. What 
was of crucial importance was the question of 
how sense could be made of its invention.

The principal commentaries on al-±îjì’s ar-
Risàla al-wa∂≠iyya are those of ≠Alì ibn Mu-
™ammad al-Jurjànì (d. 816/1413), ≠Alà± ad-Dìn 
ibn Mu™ammad al-Qušjì (d. 879/1474), ±Abù 
l-Qàsim as-Samarqandì (fl. 888/1483), and ≠Ißàm 
ad-Dìn al-±Isfarà±inì (d. 944/1573). Manuscripts 
of these works may be found in the Princeton 
manuscript collection (Mach 1977). Manuals 
and summaries are listed in the Fihris al-kutub 
al-mawjùda bi-l-Maktaba al-±Azhariyya (Fihris 
1946–1952), vol. IV.
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Wàdì £a∂ramawt Arabic

1. G e n e r a l

£a∂ramì Arabic is an Arabic dialect spoken 
by the people living in £a∂ramawt, now a 
governorate in the Republic of Yemen. It is 
also spoken by many Yemeni emigrants, who 
migrated from £a∂ramawt to the Gulf States, 
particularly Saudi Arabia, and to East Africa 
(Kenya, Somalia, and Tanzania) and Southeast 
Asia (Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore).

This entry deals mainly with £a∂ramì Arabic 
in the Wàdì region, but occasional reference 
is also made to £a∂ramì Arabic in the coastal 
region, especially when discussing aspects of 
phonotactics, as this constitutes a major phono-
logical difference between the two varieties.

2. L i n g u i s t i c  d e s c r i p t i o n

2.1 Phonology

2.1.1 Consonants
The consonants of £a∂ramì Arabic are listed in 
Table 1, as pronounced in an intervocalic envi-
ronment of a front open unrounded vocoid for 
plain consonants, and a back unrounded vocoid 
for emphatic or emphatic-like consonants, e.g. 
[ata] and [ãtã] for /t/ and /†/, respectively.

The dialect is also characterized by its *g-
yodization, i.e. changing *j to /y/ [j]. In edu-

cated speech, *j is realized as a voiced palatal 
plosive or affricate in some lexical items, which 
are marked [+religious] or [+educated] (see *q 
below). In the Wàdì £a∂ramì Arabic, where 
[+] exists, [œ] does not, and either of them 
alternates with /y/, thus [+]um≠ah ~ [œ]um≠ah ~ 
[j]um≠ah for ‘Friday’.

A distinction is made between /t/ – /μ/ and 
/d/ – ≈/, but /∂/ and /Ú/ are both pronounced 
as /Ú/ [∞]. Coastal £a∂ramì Arabic merged all 
these pairs into the stops /t/, /d/, and /∂/ [í], 
respectively.

The *q reflex is pronounced as a voiced velar 
/g/ in all lexical items throughout the dialect.

2.1.2 Vowels

2.1.2.1 Monophthongs
There are eight monophthongs, three of which 
are short and the remaining five long. Phono-
logically, their front quality in a nonemphatic 
environment is striking for native speakers of 
Eastern Arabian dialects in words with an 
à [æ1], as in zamàn ‘time’, klàb ‘dogs’, blàd 
‘country’, which are pronounced in some East-
ern Arabian dialects with a centralized or back 
quality ranging from [a1] to [ã1].

The vowels and their allophones have the fol-
lowing IPA values:

i [i] as in binit ‘girl’, [î] as in †ibb ‘medicine’, 
[e] as in bi≠ ‘sell!’

a [æ̆] as in fann ‘art’, [ă ] as in kabb ‘he 
poured’, [ ®ã] as in gaÚÚ ‘it made a click’

u [ë] as in ba™ur ‘sea’, [o] as in xubiz, [∏] as 
in bunn ‘coffee beans’, [‘] as in muyy ‘sip of 
water’

ì [i1] as in sìf ‘seashore’, [i1ë] as in bìÚ ‘white 
[pl. masc.]’

è [e1] as in sèf ‘sword’, [Æ1ë] as in bèÚ ‘eggs’
à [æ1] as in bàb ‘door’ , [ã1] as dàr ‘house’
ò [o1] as in yòm ‘day’, [–1] as in ßò† ‘voice; 

sound’, [–1ë] as in dòr ‘garden wall’
ù [u1] as in ≠ùd ‘lute; twig’

2.1.2.2 Diphthongs
Diphthongs are combinations of any monoph-
thong with /y/ or /w/. They occur in word-final 
positions, as in ™ayy ‘alive, live; quarter’. In 
the /j~y/ style or sociolinguistic alternation, 
diphthongs with a /y/-element also occur in 
word-medial positions, e.g. majnùn ~ maynùn. 
The diphthongs and their allophones have the 
following IPA values:
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ay [æ̆i] as in ™ayy ‘alive’, [√̆i] as in †ayy ‘folding’
aw [≥∏] as in jaw ‘air’
uy [ ˘>oi] as in muyy ‘sip of water’
ùy [u1i] as in xùy ‘my brother’
èw [e1∏] as in grèw ‘Qurayw [place name]’

2.2 Phonotactics

£a∂ramì Arabic can be divided into two main 
categories in terms of consonant clustering. In 
initial positions, there is a difference between 
the Wàdì and the coastal varieties. Coastal 
£a∂ramì elides all short vowels in open pre-
stress syllables and thus displays initial clusters, 
as in bßal ‘onions’, brìd ‘mail [noun]’, and kda 
[kdeπ] ‘so’, whereas Wàdì £a∂ramì preserves 
/a/ in this case, as in baßal, barìd, and ka≈a.

Coastal and Wàdì £a∂ramì do not have 
final clusters. Thus, bint ‘girl’ and sabt ‘Satur-
day’ are realized in both varieties as binit and 
sabit respectively. Before pause, the 1st person 
singular and 2nd person singular masculine of 
the perfect show free variation, as in ru™tih ~ 
ru™it ‘I went; you went’, mtàh ru™tih ~ ru™it 
‘when did you [sg. masc.] leave?’. The citation 
form is ru™it. In context before a vowel, the 
inserted vowel is deleted: ru™t issùg ‘I went to 
the market’.

When liaisoned to another word, final gemi-
nates are realized as single consonants, e.g. 
šilli ‘take! [sg. fem.]’, but šal abùh ‘he took his 
father’; haddana ‘he hit me’, but had ±amìn ‘he 
beat Amin’. Final geminates can also change 
phonetic features due to regressive assimilation, 
e.g. ≠idd ßàbi≠ak > ≠iß ßàbi≠ak ‘count [sg. masc.] 
your fingers!’; rudd μòbi > rùμ μòbi ‘give [sg. 
masc.] back my dress!’.

2.3 Simplification

Some words undergo simplification processes 
conditioned by certain morphological forms, 
for instance when linked to certain pronouns. 
Thus, /f/ in šuf ‘look!’ is elided in šu na™na 
jìna ‘look, we have arrived!’ (instead of *šùfu 
or *šfu); šìš far™ànih ‘look, you [sg. fem.] are 
happy!’ (instead of *šùfìš).

Other grammatical words with segment eli-
sion include la < ila < *±i≈à ‘when [conj.]’; ba 
< bÿa ‘want’ as in ma ba ‘I don’t want’; ba≠dèn 
[b∏‘ë] xaraj ‘then, he left’; ku≈ [k îoië] ya (ja) 
walla ≠àduh ‘has he come yet?’.

Lexical items may occur as ‘strong’ or ‘weak’ 
forms, retaining the same meaning. The weak 
form occurs as a result of syllable reduction 
in certain rhythmic patterns or tempi. Simpli-
fication here is contextualized, i.e., it occurs 
because of such contexts. Thus, in the follow-
ing examples, pretonic syllables are reduced as 
the speaker pronounces them in anticipation of 
the tonic syllable which is the main focus of the 
utterance: sabab > [sa4ab] > [sa14] > [së4-1] ‘rea-
son’, e.g. w ssabab innuh màhu dârì bši ‘. . . and 
the reason is that he doesn’t know’. Simplifica-
tion takes place according to a scale of different 
tempi ranging from low to high speed. Another 
example is w ba≠dèn [wëba∏dÆ1n] > [wë4ë∏‘ën] 
> [w4ָë∏‘ë] > [wë∏‘ë] ‘and then’.

2.4 Morphology

As in most Yemeni dialects, there is gender dis-
tinction in the 3rd and 2nd persons of pronouns 
and verbs, as well as in the 1st person singular 
of independent and direct object pronouns.

Table 1. Consonants of £a∂ramì Arabic

labial labiod. dental alveo. postalv. palatal velar phar. glot.

plosive b t, d j([+])* k, g
emphatic †, (∂)**
affricate j([œ])*
nasal m  n
fricative f μ, ≈ s, z š x, ÿ ™, ≠ ±
emphatic (Ú)** ß
trill  r
lateral  l
emphatic  £
approximant w   y

* [+] / [œ] alternate (i.e. either [+] or [œ] represents the jìm reflex)
** Ú/∂ merge (i.e., either Ú or ∂ represents the merged reflexes of Úà≠ and ∂àd)
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2.4.1 Pronouns

2.4.1.1 Independent pronouns

3rd sg. masc. hu 2nd sg. masc.  intih 1st sg. masc. ana
3nd sg. fem. hi 2nd sg. fem. inti 1st sg. fem. ani
3rd pl. masc. hum 2nd pl. masc.  intu 1st pl. com. na™na
3rd pl. fem. hin 2nd pl. fem. intèn

2.4.1.2 Direct object pronouns

 postconsonantal Úarab- ‘he hit’ postvocalic ja- ‘he came’

3rd sg. masc. -uh Úarabuh -h jàh
3rd sg. fem. -ha Úarabha -ha jàha
3rd pl. masc. -hum Úarabhum -hum jàhum
3rd pl. fem. -hin Úarabhin -hin jàhin
2nd sg. masc. -ak Úarabak -k jàk
2nd sg. fem. -iš Úarabiš -š jàš
2nd pl. masc. -kum Úarabkum -kum jàkum
2nd pl. fem. -kin Úarabkin -kin jàkin
1st sg. masc. -na ∂arabna -na jàna
1st sg. fem. -ni Úarabni -ni jàni
1st pl. com. -na™na Úarabna™na -na™na jàna™na

2.4.1.3 Possessive pronouns

 postconsonantal kitàb ‘book’ postvocalic ≠aßa ‘stick’

3rd sg. masc. -i ktàbi -y ≠aßày
3rd sg. fem. -ha ktàbha -ha ≠aßàha
3rd pl. masc. -hum ktàbhum -hum ≠aßàhum
3rd pl. fem. -hin ktàbhin -hin ≠aßàhin
2nd sg. masc. -ak ktàbak -k ≠aßàk
2nd sg. fem. -iš ktàbiš -š/-iš ≠aßàš
3rd sg. masc. -uh ktàbuh -h/-uh ≠aßàh
1st sg. com. -i ktàbi -y/-ih/-i ≠aßày ~ ≠aßàyih
1st pl. com. -na ktàbna -na ≠aßàna

2.4.1.4 Demonstrative pronouns
The basic form from which demonstrative pro-
nouns are derived is ≈a (masc.), ≈i (fem.), ≈èl(a) 
~ ≈òl(a) (pl.) ‘this’. With affixes like hà-, hò, 
hù, -k, ka-, these forms refer to distance (≈àk/
≈ìk/≈èlàk; hà≈a ~ hù≈a/hà≈i ~ hì≈i/hà≈èla ~
hà≈òla; hà≈àk/hà≈ìk/hà≈èlàk), to direction 
(ka≈a, ka≈àk), or to manner (hòka≈a), when 
used as deictic terms or, with varying degrees of 
modification, to satisfy the rhythmic patterns in 
conveying (focal) emphasis in discourse.

Demonstratives can be annexed to a phrase to 
convey manner, reason, or spatial and tempo-
ral senses: hàka≈a/hòka≈a ‘thus, this way; like 
this’; hù≈a ‘this; therefore, for this reason’.

2.4.1.5 Relative pronoun
The relative pronoun is li- or, less commonly, 
illi: fyèn ilktàb li garètuh? ‘where is the book 
that you read?’.

2.4.1.6 Interrogative pronouns and adverbs
The basic interrogative pronouns are the fol-
lowing:

àh  ‘what?’ min ‘who?’
yàt ‘which one? lèh ‘why?’
fèn ~ fyèn ‘where?’  mtàh ‘when?’
kamm ‘how many  kammih ‘how many
 [fem.]?’  [masc.]?’
kèh  ‘how?’
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There are other forms of these pronouns with 
affixes hu- or kà-: hwàh (hu + àh), e.g. hwàh 
hù≈a ‘what is this?’; hùmin, e.g. hùmin hù≈a 
‘who is this?’; kàkèh, e.g. kàkèh naggi (nalgi) 
buh ‘how can we deal with it?’

The pronouns èš ‘what?’ and lèš ‘why?’, 
which are common in other Yemeni dialects 
such as ≠Adanì and Ían≠ànì, are now heard quite 
commonly in the speech of £a∂ramì Arabic 
speakers, especially when in contact with such 
dialects.

2.4.2 Adverbs
The most common adverbs of place, time, and 
manner are:

Place
hna  ‘here’ hnàk  ‘there’
ka≈a  ‘this  ka≈àk  ‘that 
 direction’  direction’

Time
≈al™ìn ~ ‘now’ ilyòm ‘today’
≈a™™ìn
ÿudwah ‘tomorrow’ ilgàblih ‘tomorrow
   afternoon/
   evening’
šà≠atha ‘the evening amis ‘yesterday’
 after 
 tomorrow’
ilbàri™ ‘yesterday bàri™tlùla ‘the day
 night’  before 
   yesterday’

Manner
rayyiÚ ‘good, sawa ‘okay’
 okay’
jamm  ‘very much’ b-sur≠ah ‘quickly’

Such forms can be intensified or exaggerated by 
adding the suffixation -ìnih, jamm ‘very, much’ 
> jammìnih ‘great many, plenty of’.

2.4.3 Particles

2.4.3.1 Definite article
The definite article is il-, with assimilation of l- 
to the preceding consonant if this consonant is 
[+coronal], i.e. dental, alveolar, or alveo-palatal 
(except j and y), e.g. with nonassimilated l, 
ilmanàrah ‘the minaret’, and with assimilated 
l iμμùm ‘the garlic’. The vowel i in the definite 
article il- is elided when the word begins with 

a vowel, e.g. àμàr ‘archaeological sites’ > làμàr 
‘the archaeological sites’.

2.4.3.2 Prepositions
The following are the main prepositions in 
£a∂ramì Arabic; most of them have the same 
meaning as in Standard Arabic.

b ‘with’ fi ‘in’
≠ala ‘on’ min ‘from’
bèn ‘between’ janib ‘near, beside’
giddàm ‘in front of’ ta™it ‘under’
l ‘to; for’ wara ‘behind’
kama ‘like’ ≠ind ‘at, by, near’
m≠a ‘by, with’

2.4.3.3 Conjunctions
The following are the main conjunctions:

ila ~ la ‘if; when; walla ‘or’
 up to’
bass ‘but’ ya . . . ‘either . . . 
  walla . . . or . . .’
làkann ~ ‘but’ w ‘and’
kann
ba≠dèn ‘then; làku≈ ~ ‘when’
 next’ laku≈
ištgùl ~  ‘as if’ lmàd  ‘in order
štgùl ~   (lmèd),  to; for’
tgùl  layil 
  (lajil)
yòm ‘because; kama ‘also’
 since’
lammàn ‘up to’

2.4.4 Nominal morphology

2.4.4.1 Gender
With few exceptions, feminine gender has 
an -ah or -ih ending: dìrih ‘household; fam-
ily’, maktabih ‘library, bookshop’, ma™Úarah 
‘room’, manàrah ‘minaret’.

2.4.4.2 Derivation
Derivational patterns are mainly from verbs 
and, in a few cases, from nouns. Forms 
derived from verbs are, for example: C1aC2iC3/
C1aC2uC3 kasir ‘breaking’ < kasar ‘he broke’, 
sarib ‘insertion’ < sarab ‘he inserted ‘; C1aC2C3 
with doubled final radical gazz ‘(feeling) dis-
gust for something’ < gazz ‘he felt disgust for 
something’, lazz ‘joining [two things together 
firmly]’ < lazz ‘he joined’.
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Forms derived from other nouns include 
manàrah ‘minaret’ < nùr ‘light’, madajjih ‘hens’ 
cage’ < djàj ‘hens, chickens’.

Simple nonderivational substantives include 
loanwords such as na≠≠ ‘sweet, bonbon [a chil-
dren’s word]’, šàh ‘goat’, mòtar ‘car’.

2.4.4.3 Substantive patterns
Common substantive patterns include:

CäC dàr ‘house’, jàr ‘neighbor’, 
nòm ‘sleep’

CäCC ™àll ‘tenant’
CvCC yadd ‘hand’, kaff ‘palm of the 

hand’, ™add ‘border; edge’
CCvC ™mah ‘stamina’, ≠rus ‘mar-

riage’, ≠nib ‘grape’
CCäC bràß ‘(brass) bearing’, blàk 

‘device that makes ignition 
spark in an engine’

CvCvC jabal ‘mountain’
CäCvC ™àris ‘guard’, sàyig ‘driver’, 

zàri≠ ‘farmer’
CvCäC †abìb ‘physician’, ßadìg ‘friend’
CäCäC fàràn ‘butcher’s knife; chop-

per’, ßàrùn ‘sarong’
CvCCa fux†ah ‘fertilization of palm 

trees’, rabših ‘chaos, turmoil’
C1vC2C1vC2 jiljil ‘sesame’, ≈ub≈ub ‘tiny 

premature green dates (buds)’
CvC2C2äC sakkìn ‘knife’, xabbàz ‘baker’, 

sabbà™ ‘swimmer’, dabbàÿ 
‘tanner’

mvC1C2äC3 miswàk ‘cleaning stick for 
teeth’, miz™àh ‘ax-shaped 
spade’

C1vC2C3äC4 mandìl ‘handkerchief’, zi≠†àr 
‘a variety of lizard’

C1vC2C3vC4äC5 ≠ankabùt ‘spider’, za≠faràn 
‘saffron’, zinjabìl ‘ginger’

2.4.4.4 Compounds
There are a number of substantives made of 
bà ‘father (of)’ and another substantive, e.g. bà 
j≠àlih ‘dung beetle’ (< j≠àlih ‘wage’), bà faràrah 
‘flying beetle that infects palm trees’ (< f-r-r 
‘to fly’), bà ßwàb ‘drizzles, tiny drops of rain’ 
(< ßwàb ‘lice egg’), bà magda™ ‘[ladle-shaped] 
young frog, tadpole’ (< magda™ ‘ladle’), bà 
≠òdih/≠awdah ‘a ‘Yemeni immigrant visiting his 
home for some time and going back abroad’ 
(< ≠awdah ‘reentry visa of the host country’).

2.4.4.5 Adjectives
The most common patterns of adjectives are 
the following; their feminine is formed by the 
suffix -ih or -ah.

CvCäC jadìd, jadìdih ‘new’
CäCvC yàbis, yàbsih ‘dry’
CvCCäC bahlùl, bahlùlih ‘naive, stupid’
CvCCäC ka≈≈àb, ka≈≈àbih ‘liar’
C1vC2C3àn sakràn, sakrànih ‘drunk’

For color adjectives, stress is on the last syl-
lable in the masculine but not in the feminine: 
vCCvC, CvCCv (fem.) axÚár, xáÚra ‘green’.

The following adjectives are derived from 
Form II or from quadriliterals: mCvCCvC 
mnignig, mnignigah ~ mnignigih ‘nagger, grum-
bler’.

Relative adjectives are formed by affixing 
-i to proper names, e.g. ≠adni [masc.], ≠adniyih 
[fem.], ≠adàniyih [pl.] ‘native of Aden’ < ≠adan 
‘Aden’.

2.4.4.6 Elatives
The elative is formed with the pattern aCCaC 
and is followed by min as a comparative, e.g. 
a™mad akbar min sàlim ‘Ahmad is bigger than 
Salim’. The superlative is followed by the noun 
without min, e.g. waladak a™san wà™ad f ißßaff 
‘your [masc.] son is the best in the class’. The 
exclamatory pattern ma-±af≠al is represented 
in ma™san, e.g. ma™sanuh min makàn ‘what a 
beautiful place!’.

2.4.4.7 Number
The sound plural is made by adding -ìn to the 
masculine and -àt to the feminine nouns or 
adjectives, e.g. fallà™ [sg. masc.], fallà™ìn [pl. 
masc.], fallà™ih [sg. fem.], fallà™àt [pl. fem.] 
‘farmer’.

Relative adjectives ending in -i for the singu-
lar masculine and -iyih for the feminine take the 
sound plural -yìn for the masculine and -yàt for 
the feminine, e.g. maßri [sg. masc.], maßriyìn 
[pl. masc.], maßriyih [sg. fem.], maßriyàt [pl. 
fem.] ‘Egyptian’. Some relative adjectives have 
a different form in the masculine plural, e.g. 
badwi, plural masculine badu, plural feminine 
badwiyàt ‘Bedouin’.

2.4.4.8 Broken plural
Some of the most common broken plural pat-
terns are the following:
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 plural singular

CCvC sgal suglih (masc./
 ‘children’ fem.)
CCäC xlàf ‘windows’ xalfih
CCäCvC †bàbih ‘doctors, †abìb
 physicians’
CvCäC sawè™ ‘squares sà™ih
 [in towns]’
CäCäC  kìzàn ‘jugs’ kùz
CvCäCv  ≠a≈àra ≠a≈ra
 ‘adolescent girls’
CvCCäC  ™illàn ‘dwellers’ ™àll masc./
  ™àllih fem.
CvCäCäC  ™ašàkìl ™aškùl
 ‘miscellaneous 
 small articles’
CCäCäC  bhàlìl ‘stupid bahlùl
 [pl.]’
CvCCaC ga≠†ah ‘Qu≠ay†ìs’ g≠è†i (masc.)
CvCCäCvC baggàrah baggàr
 ‘plowmen’
CäCäC Úàfìr Úàfùr
 ‘fingernails’

2.4.5 Cardinal numbers

masc. fem.

wà™ad wa™dih ‘one’
iμnèn μintèn ‘two’
μalàμih μalàμ ‘three’
arb≠ah arba≠ ‘four’
xamsih xamis ‘five’
sittih sitt ‘six’
sab≠ih sabi≠ ‘seven’
μamàniyh μamàn ‘eight’
tis≠ih tisi≠ ‘nine’
≠ašrah ≠ašir ‘ten’

Examples: μalàμih rjàl ‘three men’, μalàμ ™arìm 
‘three women’, xamsih dyàr ‘five houses’.

Numerals from 11 to 19 do not have gender 
distinction. They can be used as cardinal or 
ordinal (see below), as in ja tartìbuh f ißßaff 
™ada≠šar ‘he became number 11 in the class’, 
ja tartìbuh f ißßaff il™ada≠šar ‘he is the 11th in 
the class’.

2.4.6 Verbal morphology
The verbs show the most elaborate morphol-
ogy, marking number, gender, person, tense, 
and aspect, and transitivity type. Verbs denote 
two aspects, perfective (nonprogressive) and 
imperfective (progressive).

2.4.6.1 Form I
Form I displays a transitive a-type katab/yúk-
tub ‘to write’ (Table 2), and an intransitive u-
type kbur/yúkbur ‘to grow’ (Table 3).

2.4.6.2 The derived Forms II – X
The derived Forms, with the exception of V 
and VI, display a morphological distribution of 
/a/, /i/ in the ultima with /a/ in the perfect and 
/i/ in the imperfect. Forms II, VII, VIII, and X 
show /i/ in the penultimate of the imperfect as 
well (Table 4).

Quadriliteral roots follow Form II and Form 
V as to vowels: bah≈al/ybih≈il ‘to deform some-
thing’, active participle mbih≈il, passive parti-
ciple mbah≈al; tga™zal/yitga™zal ‘to show off’, 
participle mitgi™zil.

2.4.6.3 Intensive verbs
A particularity of £a∂ramì Arabic are the 
intensive verbs, which are formed by adding 
the infix |aw| -ò- to Form I, e.g. katab ‘to write’, 
intensive |kawtab| kòtab ‘to write a lot’. These 
give the sense of intensity or exaggeration. Con-
sider the following examples (≠Aqìl 1981:139): 
katab/yiktub ‘to write’, kòtab/ykòtib ‘to write 
a lot’; ßalag/yißlug ‘to shout’, ßòlag/yßòlig ‘to 
shout repeatedly’; ßaba†/yißbu† ‘to hit, to beat’, 
ßòba†/yßòbi† ‘to beat repeatedly’.

Another form of intensive can be made by 
metathesis of /w/ (from |aw|) with the follow-
ing consonant: |kawsar| > |kaswar|. This may 
lead to some lexical expansion of meaning, e.g. 
kòsar fi illi≠ib ‘he played rough’, but kaswar/
ykiswir min iÚÚa™kàt ‘he made a series of gig-
gles or laughs’.

2.4.6.4 Weak verbs

2.4.6.4.1 Geminate verbs

l-m-m ‘to keep, protect, gather’

Person Perfect Imperfect

3rd sg. masc. lamm ylumm
3rd sg. fem. lammat tlumm
3rd pl. masc. lammaw ylummùn
3rd pl. fem. lammèn ylummèn
2nd sg. masc. lammèt tlumm
2nd sg. fem. lammèti tlummèn
2nd pl.masc. lammètu tlummùn
2nd pl. fem. lammètËn tlummËn
1st sg. com. lammèt lumm
1st pl. com. lammèna nlumm
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Table 2. Conjugation of k-t-b ‘to write’

Perfect Imperfect Imperative

3rd sg. masc. katab yúktub –
3rd sg. fem. katbat túktub –
3rd pl. masc. katbaw yuktub‹n –
3rd pl. fem. katabin yuktúbin –
2nd sg. masc. katabit ~ -tih túktub ktub
2nd sg. fem. katabti tuktubÛn kutbí
2nd pl. masc. katabtu tuktub‹n kutbú
2nd pl. fem. katabtËn tuktúbin ktúbin*
1st sg. com. katabit ~ -tih úktub –
1st pl. com. katabna núktub –

*kutbán in al-Qa†n and some other Bedouinized accents.

Table 3. Conjugation of k-b-r ‘to grow’

Perfect Imperfect Imperative

3rd sg. masc. kbur yúkbur –
3rd sg. fem. kúbrit túkbur –
3rd pl. masc. kúbru yukbur‹n –
3rd pl. fem. kbúrin yukbúrin –
2nd sg. masc. kbúrit túkbur kbur
2nd sg. fem. kbúrti tukburÛn kubrí
2nd pl. masc. kbúrtu tukbur‹n kubrú
2nd pl. fem. kburtËn tukbúrin kbúrin
1st sg. com. kbúrit úkbur –
1st pl. com. kbúrna núkbur –

Table 4. Derived Forms

 Perfect Imperfect Imperative Participles

II šarrab yiširrib širrib mširrib ‘to shave’
mšarrab

III ≠àlag y≠àlig ≠àlig m≠àlig ‘to reproach’
V txabbar yitxabbar txabbar mitxibbir ‘to ask about someone’
VI t≠àlag yit≠àlag t≠àlag mit≠àlig ‘to have a dispute with someone’
VII ngabaß yingibiß ngubuß mingbùß ‘to be stung’
VIII (ë)štaba™ yištibi™ (ë)štbi™ mištibi™ ‘to boast; to stretch’
X (ë)sta™mal yisti™mil (ë)sti™mil misti™mil ‘to endure’
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Passive participle

malmùm ‘kept intact, kept together’

2.4.6.4.2 Verbs I±
±-k-l ‘to eat’

Person Perfect Imperfect Imperative

3rd sg. masc. ±akál~ kall ~ kalá yòkul ~ yòkil –
3rd sg. fem.  kalát  tòkil –
3rd pl. masc. kaláw yòkl‹n –
3rd pl. fem. kálin yòkúlin –
2nd sg. masc. kalèt(-ih) tòkul ~ tòkil kull
2nd sg. fem. kalèti tòklìn klí [kwli] ~ [kli]
2nd pl. masc. kalËtu tòkl‹n klù [kwlu]
2nd pl. fem. kalètËn tòkúlin klèn [kle1n]
1st sg. com. kalèt (-ih) ~ kálit ~ káltih ±òkul ~ ±òkil –
1st pl. com. kalËna nòkul –

Passive participle

màkùl ‘eaten’

2.4.6.4.3 Verbs Iw

w-z-n ‘to weigh’

Person Perfect Imperfect Imperative

3rd sg. masc. wazán yòzin –
3rd sg. fem.  wáznat tÈzin –
3rd pl. masc. wáznaw yòzn‹n –
3rd pl. fem. wazánin yòzínin –
2nd sg. masc. wazánit~ wazántih tÈzin wzín [»'zin]
2nd sg. fem. wazánti tòznÛn wizní
2nd pl. masc. wázantu tòzn‹n ±Èznu ~ wiznú
2nd pl. fem. wazantèn tòzínin ±òzínin
1st sg. com. wazánit ~ wazántih ±òzin –
1st pl. com. wazánna nòzin –

Passive participle

mòzùn ‘balanced, adjusted’

2.4.6.4.4 Verbs IIw/y

g-w-m ‘to stand’, n-w-m ‘to sleep’, s-y-b ‘to leave’

Person Perfect Imperfect Imperative

3rd sg. masc. gàm, nàm, sàb ygùm, ynàm, ysìb –
3rd sg. fem. gàmat, nàmat, sàbat tgùm, tnàm, tsìb –
3rd pl. masc. gàmaw, nàmaw, sàbaw ygùmùn, ynàmùn, ysìbùn –
3rd pl. fem. gumin, nimin, sibin ygumin, ynimin, ysibin –
2nd sg. masc. gumit ~ gumtih, nimit ~  tgùm, tnàm, tsìb gum, nim, sib
 nimtih sibit ~ sibtih
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2nd sg. fem. gumti, nimti, sibti tgùmìn, tnàmìn, tsìbìn gùmi, nàmi, sìbi
2nd pl. masc. gùmu, nàmu, sìbu ygùmùn, ynàmùn, ysìbùn gùmu, nàmu, sìbu
2nd pl. fem. gumin, nimin, sibin ygumin, ynimin, ysibin gumin, nimin, sibin
1st sg. com. gumit ~ gumtih, nimit ~ gùm, nàm, sìb  –
 nimtih sibit ~ sibtih
1st pl. com. gumna, nimna, sibna ngùm, nnàm, nsìb –
  ([|Òu1m] etc.)

Passive participle

msayyab ‘left on the loose; unprotected’

2.4.6.4.5 Verbs IIIy

r-m-y ‘to throw’, n-s-y ‘to forget’

Person Perfect Imperfect Imperative

3rd sg. masc. rama, nsi yirmi, yinsa –
3rd sg. fem. ramat, nsit ~ nisyit tirmi, tinsa –
3rd pl. masc. ramaw, nsu [nsu] yirmùn, yinsùn –
3rd pl. fem. ramèn, nsèn yirmèn, yinsèn –
2nd sg. masc. ramèt ~ ramètih,  tirmi, tinsa ±irim ~ rmi,
 nsìt ~ nsìtih  ±inis ~ nsa
2nd sg. fem. ramèti, nsìti tirmìn rmi
2nd pl. masc. ramètu, nsìtu tirmùn, tinsùn rmu, nsu
2nd pl. fem. ramètèn, nsìtèn tirmèn, tinsèn rmèn, nsèn
1st sg. com. ramèt ~ ramètih ±irmi –
1st pl. com. ramèna, nsìna nirmi, ninsa –

Passive participle

mansi ‘forgotten’

2.5 Syntax

The syntax of £a∂ramì Arabic, like the phonol-
ogy and morphology, is not as diverse as that of 
other Peninsular Arabic dialects.

2.5.1 Sentence types

2.5.1.1 Nominal sentences
The subject can be a noun or a pronoun, 
and the predicate can be a noun, an adjec-
tive, an adverb of place, or a prepositional 
phrase. Examples: [adjectival predicate] iljà-
biyih malànih ‘the swimming pool is full [of 
water]’; [noun predicate] ≠ali mdirris ‘Ali is a 
teacher’; [adverbial predicate of place] ilklàn 
dàxal ‘the bridegroom is inside’; [prepositional 
predicate] il≠ummàl min ilgarin ‘the workers are 
from al-Qarn’.

Nominal sentences with another sentence as 
the predicate are manifested by a silent stress 

separating the subject and the predicate, as 
in ™àmid, ±abùh ≠ammi ‘Hamid’s father is my 
paternal uncle’.

When the predicate is a question word, it 
may precede the subject: kam gìmituh? ‘how 
much does it cost?’

2.5.1.2 Pseudoverbal sentences
Some closed-system items like the prepositions 
≠ind, ma≠/m≠a, and l- can be suffixed with nouns 
or pronouns to form verb-like constructions 
with the general meaning of ‘to have; to own’ 
(Qafisheh 1977:200 on Gulf Arabic; Qafisheh 
1992:231 on Ían≠ànì Arabic): m≠i ktub ‘I have 
books’ (¤ pseudoverb).

2.5.1.3 Other nominal sentences with special 
particles
Some special or verblike particles occur in both 
nominal and verbal sentences. These include 
ku≈, ≠àd, m≠àd, and yirja≠ (see below, Sec. 2.5.9).

2.5.2 Verbal sentences
The following word orders of the constituents 
(S)ubject, (V)erb, (O)bject, (C)omplement, and 
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(A)dverbial occur in the verbal sentence in 
£a∂ramì Arabic.

V ba(a) yiÚhar ‘he will appear’, rij≠ù 
‘they [masc.] came back’

VO šufnàh ‘we saw him’
 jibtìhin ‘you [sg. fem.] brought 

them [fem.]’
SV issgal kubrù ‘the children grew up’
 a™mad wßil ‘Ahmed arrived’
 il≠ummàl aÚrabaw ‘the workers 

struck’
SVO iššèbih kala ≠aßìd ‘the old man ate 

porridge’
 wad-dxùi ištara sèkal nàr ‘my 

brother’s son bought a motorcycle’
VOA gabaÚ ìduh b-guwwah ‘he seized his 

hand firmly’
VOO ≠a†ana™na galìl tamur ‘he gave us 

some dates’
SVOO ≠ali ≠a†a xùh sà≠ih ‘Ali gave his 

brother a watch’
 iššèbih warraμ bittuh nußß i≈≈abur 

‘the old man bequeathed his daugh-
ter half of the land’

VA  rà™ ka≈àk ‘he went over there, in 
that direction’

SVOA ™àmid y™ibb bittuh jamm ‘Hamid 
loves his daughter very much’

VOOA ≠a†àh il≠addi kàš [kã1∑] ‘he gave him 
the money in cash’

VOCA yaggìna (yalgìna) ßà™ibuh kulma 
šàfana ‘he makes me his friend 
whenever he sees me’ 

 yšùfùnuh za≠ìmhum ™ìn yux†ub 
‘they see in him their leader when 
he delivers a speech’

SVOCA i††ama≠ xallàh insàn bala i™sàs 
‘greediness made him hard-hearted’ 

 innùrah raddat ≈i lma™Úarah bàr-
dih jamm ‘the lime (coating) made 
this room cooler’

2.5.3 Complex sentences
A nominal clause can be followed by a verbal 
clause. Both of them can be independent: àh 
min ruzz w la™im, yxalli lwà™ad yòkil ßàbi≠uh 
‘what a [nice] meal [of meat and rice] that will 
make one eat his fingers [with it when eating]’.

A dependent clause can be followed by an 
independent clause and a dependent clause: 
ßbur ≠alay galìl // w ba≠†ìh daris // ma bayinsàh 
‘wait [sg. masc.] for me a little and I’ll give him 
a lesson he’ll never forget’.

2.5.4 Coordination
The most common coordination particles 
are w ‘and’, kann, (w-)làkann ‘but, neverthe-
less, though’, walla ‘or’, ma (Standard Arabic 
±ammà) ‘as for . . .’ ( kann/làkann can also be 
used as question particles at the beginning of 
a sentence to convert it into a question). Two 
verbal sentences are conjoined by wi: sàlim 
yrù™ libtidà±i w ßàli™ yrù™ iμμanawi ‘Salim goes 
to primary (school) and Salih goes to secondary 
(school)’. Two nominals are conjoined with wi: 
ilma†àr garìb w ittakàsi wàjdih ‘the airport is 
nearby and the taxis are many’. A verbal con-
join may be followed by a nominal or verbal 
conjoin introduced by wi-; this is the case with 
™àl sentences: ilmsàfrìn wißlù w il≠aša hamiyyih 
‘the guests have arrived while the supper is not 
ready yet’; kullìn ja w rà™ w s≠àdih ≠a lmirÚà™ 
‘everybody comes and goes while Sa≠adah is 
still on her grinder [grinding date stones]’, i.e. 
‘everybody is standing still, no improvement’; 
ilklàn gà≠id w innàs yizfnùn ‘the bridegroom is 
sitting while people are dancing’. Adversative 
kann: illas≠àr ti†la≠, kann ilmrattabàt makànha 
‘prices are soaring, but salaries are the same’.

The particle yàn (*≠ay ≠anna) introduces 
explanations: àl awwal nšà†, yàn ilwà™ad min-
hum bayòkul †ali kàmil ‘the old generation are 
fit people, one of them can eat a whole lamb’. 
It can precede the construction for emphasis, as 
in (wa££ah) yànak tik≈ib, mà™ad smi≠ ši xabar 
‘by God’s name [i.e. definitely] you are lying. 
No one has heard any news’.

Some of the auxiliaries are originally inde-
pendent verbs like gàm ‘to stand’, g≠ad ‘to sit’, 
sabbar ‘to start’, gafaz/†amar ‘to jump’, rji≠ 
‘to return’, saga† ‘to fall down’, etc. They can 
occur as auxiliaries with an imperfect, e.g. la 
gàm yaÿanni ša≠≠agaw ‘when he sings/starts 
singing, they tear off their clothes [due to exces-
sive enthusiasm and admiration]’.

2.5.5 Negation
Simple sentences are negated by adding one of 
the negative particles ma, màhu, la, l≠àd, m≠àd 
to the affirmative sentence. Such particles, like 
many others, manifest variant pronunciation 
when contracted with personal pronouns, e.g. 
mà kull ≠ùd aglìd ‘not every stick is a (wooden) 
key’.

Compound negative sentences: la gatlna wa 
la ßalla ≠alay ‘he neither killed me nor prayed 
for me [i.e. ‘he left me in suspense; he didn’t 
give a clear answer’]’.
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2.5.6 Adverbial clauses
Adverbs as modifiers of verbs: g†a≠ samà™ màhu 
šeìz ‘cut [the piece of cloth, paper, etc.] straight, 
not crooked!’ In the following example, an 
adverb modifies an adjective: ma ßò†uh √ ≠eìf 
làšag ‘as for his voice, it is too bad’ (√ refers to 
silent stress or + juncture).

Adverbial clauses with la for time: la xlug, 
sammeìnàh ‘when he is born, we will name 
him’ (a proverb).

Adverbial clause with štgùl for comparison: 
šuf izzbeìr ja aÿbar (š)tgùl ™add xadar buh sòm 
‘look at al-Zubair when he came, covered with 
dust, as if someone had drilled a sand barrier 
with him [i.e. used him like a digging tool in 
the sand]’.

Adverbial clause with lmàd for purpose: 
yxil†ùn i††ìn izzibir b ittibil, lmàd ilmadar yiga≠ 
gawi ‘they mix zibir mud with (chopped) straw, 
so that bricks become firm’. The pan-Arabic 
conjunction ≠alašàn is also used, especially by 
literate people: ≈àkir sawa ≠alašàn tinja™ ‘study 
[sg. masc.] hard in order to succeed!’.

Adverbial clause with lmàd for cause with 
yòm or yòmak: šufha ba tikrahak, yòmak 
tgùl ka≈a ‘she will hate you for saying such 
things’, xarjaw far™ànìn yòm ilwà™ad gabaÚ 
mšàharatuh ‘they came out happily, as every-
body received their salary’.

Adverbial clauses with kama or miμilma 
involve comparison or equation: ≠a†a kull 
wà™ad minhum kama/miμilma li ≠a†àh l ilnafar 
min ≠yàluh ‘he gave every one of them the same 
as what he had given to each of his sons’.

2.5.7 Interrogative sentences
The following interrogative particles are used: 
kamm ‘how many’, with its derivatives free 
variant kammih and kammìnih (intensified 
form) followed by min. Other particles are 
àh, hwàh ‘what?’, fyèn ‘where?’, kèh, kàkèh 
‘how?’, kann, lèh, ‘why?’, and tara ‘but why?’.

kamm/kammih/kammìnih ‘how many’: kamm 
and kammih are used alternatively before a 
consonant: kamm iddùlàr ≈a™™ìn? ‘how much 
is the dollar these days?’, kamm ryàlàt m≠ak? 
‘how many rials do you have?’; kammih can-
not be used before a vowel: kammih minnikum 
‘how many of you [pl. masc.]?’, but not *kam-
mih iddùlar ≈a™™ìn?.

The question particle kammih has the inten-
sive form kammìnih, e.g. kammìnih minnihum 
‘how many of them?’.

The particle kann means ‘why?’, e.g. kann 
innàs ÿurmit ‘why are people becoming mad?’; 
àh/hwàh means ‘what?’, e.g. àh isim jiddak? 
‘what is the name of your grandfather?’

Sometimes, quasi-interrogative independent 
clauses are used (to suspend the attention) for 
emphasis, e.g. waràh gàl luh àh ísmak? taw 
≠a†àh il≠addi ‘did he ask him what his name 
was? (No), he gave him the money immedi-
ately’.

2.5.8 Passive voice
In £a∂ramì Arabic, the apophonic passive is 
restricted to a few verbs and situations in which 
it is not important to define the agent, as in 
jàbòh min ilwàdi ba≠d il≠ša. iÚÚàhir innuh gbuß 
‘they brought him from the valley after ≠iša 
time. It seems that he was bitten/stung’.

The most common form of passivization in 
£a∂ramì Arabic is mediopassive, which is real-
ized by adding prefixes like t-, i+(t), and in- to 
different verbal stems (Forms).

Besides being used to express the active voice 
(i.e. causative and factitive meanings), Form II 
can also render mediopassive, as in the follow-
ing examples: ilmandìl balla™ ‘[the color of] 
the handkerchief faded’; ilma†ìrih xaÚÚrat ‘the 
patch [of field] became green’.

2.5.9 Particles

2.5.9.1 The particle ku≈
The particle ku≈ ~ gu≈ means ‘yet/already’, 
denoting completion; although the sentence is 
nominal, it implies a perfective aspect. It can be 
added to a pronoun and function as a subject 
in a nominal (or verbal sentence). ku≈ ~ gu≈ is, 
together with another pair of variants, gad ~ 
gid, the cognate of Standard Arabic qad, which 
in £a∂ramì Arabic developed semantically as 
follows: ku≈/gu≈ ‘yet, already, almost, nearly’; 
gad/gid ‘maybe, perhaps’.

2.5.9.2 The particle ≠àd
The ‘imperfective’ counterpart of ku≈ is the 
particle ≠àd ‘yet; still; anymore; already’. It is 
common also in other Yemeni dialects (see 
≠Aqìl 1981:140 on £a∂ramì Arabic; Qafisheh 
1992:228, and Watson 1993:53 on Ían≠ànì 
Arabic). It indicates the continued presence of 
something, but it can also indicate the presence 
of something (i.e. ‘to be, exist’), or that some-
thing has just happened (i.e. ‘just’; Watson, 
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1993:5). Thus, ku≈ and ≠àd are particles used 
to indicate time in nominal sentences. When 
≠àd is used in verbal sentences with negation, it 
must be used with mà, but, being merged into 
one particle, the realization is m≠àd rather than 
*mà ≠àd: ≠àd galìl ma fi lxazzàn ‘still there is 
some water in the tank’.

2.5.9.3 Preverbal particles
Bà + imperfect denotes a future event or action, 
e.g. ilmsàfrìn bà yßalùn illeìlih ‘the travelers will 
arrive tonight’.

kòd + imperfect ‘hardly’: kòd ≈a lgmàš ykaffi 
lban†lòn ‘this piece of cloth would hardly be 
enough for (making) a pair of trousers’; habbin 
is the same as kòd except that it is commonly 
used with a pronominal suffix.

2.5.9.4 The verb yirja≠
Although the tense of the verb can change from 
{yaf≠al} to {fa≠al}, the other elements associated 
with the verb and other contextual elements 
determine the aspect. In the following pair of 
sentences, although the tense of the verb yirja≠ 
changes, the aspect remains the same:

irrajjàl li ™aßßalnàh yirja≠ axu ≠ali ‘the man 
whom we found is Ali’s brother’
irrajjàl li ™aßßalnàh rji≠ axu ≠ali ‘the man whom 
we found turned out to be Ali’s brother’.

2.5.9.5 Conditionals
Conditional particles in £a∂ramì Arabic are 
i≈a, (i)la, inn, and la (< law), e.g. inn batisma≠ 
kalami, bat™aßßil li bÿeìtuh ‘if you obey me, you 
will get what you want [sg. masc.]’. Condition-
als can be real or unreal. An example of a real 
conditional is as follows: inn ba ta≠†ìna ≠adiyyi 
m≠àd ba tšùfana ‘if you give me my money, 
you will not see me (again)’. The conjunctions 
i≈a/(i)la introduce a real condition: šari† i≈a ~ 
la xallaßtuh ba≠†ìk šagàk kàmil ‘I will give your 
full wage on condition that you finish it’; or an 
unreal condition: i≈a ~ la šargat iššamiš sar™aw 
‘when the sun rises, they go [to work]’.

2.5.9.6 Other auxiliaries in verbal sentences
Some of the auxiliaries are originally inde-
pendent verbs like gàm ‘to stand’, g≠ad ‘to sit’, 
sabbar ‘to start’, gafaz/†amar ‘to jump’, rji≠ 
‘to return’, saga† ‘to fall down’, etc. They can 
occur as auxiliaries with the imperfect, e.g. g≠ad 
yaÚ™ak ‘he went on laughing’.

3. L e x i c o n

Native speakers of £a∂ramì Arabic see their 
language as being very near to Classical Ara-
bic. This view may reflect the fact that they 
find many Classical Arabic words in their dia-
lect which do not exist in the vernaculars of 
other Arabs. In fact, apart from recent innova-
tions in which £a∂ramì Arabic borrowed some 
words from other Arabic dialects and foreign 
languages, £a∂ramawt (and indeed Yemen in 
general) has preserved its language over the cen-
turies due to its geographical isolation. There is 
an Old South Arabian element in the dialect 
(Bâfaqîh 1987:10.) Arabists like Serjeant have 
repeatedly emphasized the fact that, unlike 
urban centers in the Arab world, this isolation 
was a major factor in preserving the type of life 
in £a∂ramawt, which resembles the time of the 
rise of Islam (Lewcock 1986:37).

Due to a long history of immigration of 
£a∂ramìs to many parts of the world, £a∂ramì 
Arabic had and still has a number of loanwords 
taken from different sources including English, 
Indonesian/Malay, Swahili, and the languages 
of the Indian subcontinent.

Words related to food, like ßambal ‘fried 
(vegetable) cooking’, in combinations like ßam-
bal ™anìd ‘dried ground fish fried with onions’, 
ßambal blèšàn ‘a sambal of shrimp paste (bla-
can)’, ßambal hàb ‘dry sambal’, etc., can be 
heard, not only among families with Southeast 
Asian links in big towns of the Wàdì but also 
among others, including families with no his-
tory of immigration (Al-Saqqaf 2006).
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Waqf ¤ Pausal Forms

Waßf ¤ Íifa

Waßl ¤ Íila

Weak Verbs

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Apart from functional words such as ™attà 
‘until’, li- ‘to’, wa- ‘and’, all nominal and 
verbal forms in Arabic are made up of three 
or four essential elements, called radicals. Any 
phoneme, except the vowel a, can be the radical 
of a ¤ root. To give an example, in Modern 
Standard Arabic (Wehr 1985), the following 
roots can be formed from the strong consonants 
q and l and the so-called weak radicals éu (i.e. 
the consonantal realization of the vowel u), âi 
(i.e. the consonantal realization of the vowel i), 
and ± (glottal stop): q-éu-l ‘to say’, q-âi-l ‘to have 
a nap after dinner’, q-l-l ‘to be little/few’, q-l-éu/âi 
‘to fry, bake’, éu-q-l (Form V) ‘to climb’, q-l-q ‘to 
sway’, q-l-q-l ‘to move, shake’, l-q-âi ‘to occur, 
meet’, l-âi-q ‘to be appropriate, suit’, q-éu-âi ‘to be 
strong, powerful’, éu-q- âi ‘to protect, preserve’, 
q-âi-± ‘to vomit’, l-éu- âi ‘to turn, bend’, éu-l-âi ‘to be 
near, to follow’, ±-éu- âi ‘to seek refuge’, ±-éu-l ‘to 
return’, ±-l- âi ‘to omit’, éu-±-l ‘to take refuge’, l-±-l-± 
‘to shine, glitter’, l-±-âi ‘slowness’, and possibly 

others. Nouns of probably foreign origin, like 
qàqulla ‘cardamom’, are disregarded here. 
These examples show clearly that the weak 
elements, éu, âi, and ±, cannot simply be regarded 
as prop elements that were added later, as some 
scholars have argued.

Some root types are more common than 
others: type 1–2–2 (geminated verbs), for 
instance, is common, type 1–2–1 (e.g. shortened 
from type *1–2–1–2) is rare, and type 1–1–2 is 
even rarer. Because Arabic has a constraint 
against having two identical consonants – except 
when reduplicated or lengthened – in the same 
root, the original character of the verb type 
1–2–2 has been disputed. To some extent, this 
is justified because in roots of this nature it is 
not the case that two consonants come together, 
as in verb type 1–2–2 (< *1–2–1–2), but a 
lengthened consonant appears in two positions. 
If one were to posit a rule *q-l > q-l-l, one 
would equally have to posit *q-l > q-âi-l, q-éu-l, 
q-l-éu, etc., which would lead to great difficulties 
in the reconstruction of Semitic roots. It seems 
preferable to assume for the geminated roots 
a structure *1–2:, with a lengthened second 
consonant (indicated here with :). Lengthening 
the second radical leads to the structure (*1–2: 
>) 1–2–2, as in the reduplicated form *(1–2): > 
1–2–1–2.

Concerning consonants, with the exception 
of the semivowels, only a small number of 
special processes are encountered, such as ¤ 
assimilation to emphatic consonants (e.g. Form 
VIII (i)∂taraba > (i)∂†araba ‘he loitered’) or to 
voiced consonants (e.g. Form VIII (i)ztahara > 
(i)zdahara ‘he blossomed’).

In contrast, the semivowels in the position of 
first, second, or third radical may show extensive 
assimilations and morphological adaptations. 
The general rule is that the semivowels that 
are assumed to be original (S: éu, âi ) are elided 
between two short vowels (VSV) and between a 
short and a long vowel (VSVV). Yet, the sound 
sequences iSa (> iya), uSa, VSaa are exceptional 
in that they are generally preserved. On contact 
between two vowels, the vowel a proves the 
strongest because it can never be assimilated to 
u or i. Similarly, on contact between i/i und u/u, 
i is found to be stronger (*ui, *iu > ii). Hence, 
a vowel hierarchy (a > i > u) may be observed. 
In one case, the position of the stress has to be 
taken into consideration as the distinguishing 
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factor between *aSV > aa and V, respectively. 
Furthermore, morpheme juncture (noted as =) 
plays a part.

For ease of derivation, the weak verbal forms 
are always shown in their triradical form. A 
few deviations from the transcription system 
are used here. For clarity’s sake, a distinction is 
made, depending on the position in the syllable, 
between u and éu, and i and âi. Yet, this is not 
important for the formulation of the sound 
laws. The semivowels that do not assimilate in 
consonantal position are transcribed w and y, 
as, for instance, the personal suffix in ya±kulu 
‘he eats’. With long vowels, a distinction is 
made between contractional length (denoted 
with double vowels aa, ii, uu for à, ì, ù, as in 
qaala ‘he said’) and morphological length (as 
in qa:±il ‘saying’). About the problems of weak 
verbs in general, see Voigt (1988).

2 .  V e r b s  I ±

i. With hamzated verbs, attention must be 
drawn to the orthographic rules governing 
the choice of the ¤ hamza bearer, i.e. the 
written character (w, y without dots, and 
±alif  ) above which or under which the 
hamza, if necessary, is to be placed.

(a) A hamza (glottal stop) does not need a 
bearer after a long or closed syllable, as 
in tala:±amù ‘they reconciled with each 
other’, yas±alu ‘he asks’.

(b) Word-initially and adjacent to the a-
vowel, ±alif is the bearer, as in ±akala 
‘he ate’, ±ukila ‘it was eaten’, ya±μuru ‘he 
tells [a story]’. 

(c) In the vicinity of the vowel i, the hamza 
bearer is y, as in xa†i±a ‘he sinned’, su±ila 
‘he was asked’.

(d) In the vicinity of the vowel u, the hamza 
bearer is w if no i appears, as in ba±usa 
‘he was brave’, yu±minu ‘he believes’.

(e) If hamza comes to stand at the end 
of the core morpheme (here marked 
by =), the preceding vowel determines 
which bearer must be chosen. Thus, 
in ±aqra±=u ‘he reads’, it is ±alif, and in 
yuqri±=u ‘he lets read’, it is y that is the 
hamza bearer.

These rules point to a preference hierarchy 
in choosing vowels as hamza bearers, with a 

being the weakest and i the strongest: a < u 
< i. These rules reflect the pronunciation of 
certain dialects in the £ijàz in which hamza 
was lost and replaced by a glide. In these 
dialects, xa†i±a and ba±usa were pronounced 
*xa†iya and *bawusa, and it was to these 
forms that hamza was later added. 

ii. Dissimilation rules ±V± > ±VV, e.g. *±a±kulu 
> ±aakulu ‘I eat’, *±u±≈ina > ±uu≈ina ‘he was 
given the news’.

iii. In the imperative of the verbs ±axa≈a ‘he took’, 
±amara ‘he ordered’, and ±akala ‘he ate’, 
the initial syllable is elided: xu≈ (< *±xu≈, 
imperfect ya±xu≈u), kul (imperfect ya±kulu), 
mur (imperfect ya±muru), but *i±sar > ±iisar, 
wa-±sar ‘(and) bind!’.

iv. With some verbs in Form VIII, hamza 
assimilates to the t, characteristic of the 
formation of this stem: *(i)±taxa≈a > 
(i)ttaxa≈a ‘he took for himself’.

v. Word-internally, hamza can sometimes be 
elided. Thus, the imperative of sa±ala ‘he 
asked’ is sal (< *(i)s±al). As for ra±aa ‘he 
saw’, see below, Section 8.

3 .  V e r b s  I éu

i. In the basic stem, the verbs Iéu lose their 
first radical in the imperfect, imperative, 
and infinitive, if the imperfect stem is 
characterized by the vowel i. From walada 
‘he begot’, wariμa ‘he inherited’, wa∂a≠a ‘he 
laid’, the following are formed:

(a) imperfect: yalidu (< *yaéulidu), yariμu, 
ya∂a≠u (< *yaéu∂i≠u with i > a due to the 
laryngeal)

(b) imperative: lid (< *ulid), riμ, ∂a≠
(c) infinitive: lida (< *uVlidatun), riμa, ∂a≠a

ii. Verbs with a as characteristic vowel of 
the imperfect pattern as strong forms, e.g. 
wabiqa/yawbaqu ‘he perished’, imperative 
iibaq (< *(i)éubaq).

iii. The sound sequence *iéu becomes ii, as in 
the infinitive of Form IV: ±iira:d (< *±iéura:d) 
‘to lead to water’ ( éu-r-d), and in the noun 
miiμa:q (< *miéuμa:q) ‘agreement, contract’ 
(éu-μ-q).

iv. In Form VIII, éu is assimilated to the t 
characteristic of the formation of this Form: 
(i)ttafaqa (< *(i)éutafaqa) ‘he came to an 
agreement’ ( éu-f-q).

700 weak verbs

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Form IV yuéuqifu = yuuqifu ‘he lets stand’ does 
not constitute a sound change in the proper 
sense.

The rules mentioned so far are of a quite 
divergent nature. The dissimilation rule *±V± > 
±VV and the assimilation rule *iéu > ii are of 
a purely phonetic nature, for instance. Also 
phonetic in origin is the elision of initial éu in the 
imperative of the verbs éu-2–3 with imperfect 
vowel i: *éulid > lid and in the imperative of 
some verbs I±. If this is correct, the imperative 
must go back to an early period when a prefixed 
prop vowel developed, e.g. *ktub > (u)ktub, 
wa-ktub ‘(and) write!’.

Partial phonetic motivation can be seen in 
the assimilation of ±, éu, and âi as first radical to 
the t characteristic of this stem (*±t, *éut, *âit > 
tt). The lengthening of the t compensates for 
the impending elision of the first root radical 
through lengthening of the dental.

Differently again, a morphological process 
can be seen in the elision of initial éu in the 
imperfect (yalidu) and the infinitive (lida). In the 
imperfect, it is the morphological proximity to 
the imperative (lid) that causes the shortening.

4 .  V e r b s  I I éu

Some forms of verbs IIéu pattern like strong 
verbs, for instance the imperfect of the basic 
stem yaquumu = yaqéuumu ‘he gets up, stands 
up’, which corresponds to the imperfect of the 
strong verb (yaktubu ‘he writes’). For most 
other forms, sound assimilations and reductions 
must be posited.

i. Perfect active I

The most remarkable morpheme variation 
occurs in the perfect active: qaama/qumta 
(imperfect yaquumu) ‘to get up, stand up’, 
naama/nimta (imperfect yanaamu) ‘to sleep’. 
These forms can only be explained if one 
posits as original forms *qaéuuma and *naéuima. 
In addition, stress must be introduced as a 
distinguishing factor.

*qáéuuma > *qáuma (elision of éu) > qaama (*áu 
> aa) ‘he got up’
*qaéuúmta > *qaúmta (elision of éu) > qumta 
(*aú > u) ‘you [masc. sg.] got up’
*náéuima > *náima (elision of éu) > naama (*ái 
> aa) ‘he slept’

*naéuímta > *naímta (elision of éu) > nimta (*aí 
> i) ‘you [masc. sg.] slept’

It is obvious that in the sound sequence aéuV the 
first vowel is predominant (*aéuV > aa), except 
when the second vowel (V) is stressed (*aéuV ´ > 
V ´ ). Only here, i.e. in the perfect of verbs with 
weak second radical, is the vowel alternation 
aa (in open syllable) ~ u (in closed syllable) 
encountered. Otherwise, a long vowel is always 
shortened in closed syllable, e.g. ±aqaama ‘he 
made rise’ – ±aqamta ‘you [masc. sg.] made rise’.

ii. Perfect passive I

The form qiila ‘it was said’, which corresponds 
to the form fu≠ila of the strong verb, can be 
explained by the rule *u(éu)i > ii: *quéuila > 
*quila (elision of éu) > qiila (ui > ii).

In a closed syllable, the vowel is shortened: 
*qiilta > qilta. In this case, the different position 
of the stress plays no further part (*qúéuila > 
qiila, *quéuílta > qilta).

iii. Imperfect active I

Proceeding from the form yaquumu ‘he gets 
up’ and yanaamu ‘he sleeps’, a long vowel 
undergoes shortening in a closed syllable, as in 
the jussive and imperative: yaqum/qum, yanam/
nam.

iv. Imperfect passive I

The form yuqaalu ‘it is said’ can be derived 
according to the rule *§éua > aa (the sign § 
marks the beginning of a new syllable) from 
*yuqéualu (like yuktabu). In a closed syllable, 
this long vowel is shortened: yuqal.

v. Active and passive participle I

Active participle *qa:éuil > qa:±il ‘saying’. The 
rule *a:éui > a:±i only applies to Form I. For the 
imperfect and active participle of Form III, see 
below. Passive participle *maqéuu:l > maquul 
‘said’.

vi. Perfect and imperfect in the derived Forms

The following sound laws must be taken into 
account here:

• *aéua > aa: Perfect active VIII: *(i)qtaéuada > 
(i)qtaada ‘he led, he let himself be led’
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• *§ éua > aa: Perfect active IV: *±aqéuama > 
±aqaama ‘he remained’

• *aéui > aa: Imperfect active VIII: *yaqtaéuidu 
> yaqtaadu ‘he leads, he lets himself be led’

• *éui > ii: Imperfect active IV: *yuqéuimu > 
yuqiimu ‘he remains’, imperative active IV:  
*±aqéuimuu > ±aqiimuu ‘remain [pl.]!’

• *uéui > *ui > ii: Perfect passive VIII: *(u)ßtu éuida 
> (u)ß†iida ‘he was hunted down’ (with *ßt >  
ß†)

• *iéua: > iya:: Infinitive VIII: *(i)qtiéua:d > 
(i)qtiya:d ‘to let oneself be led’

In the derived stems, i.e. in the imperfect and 
active participle of Form III, the sound sequence 
a:éui is preserved. This is due to the fact that the 
verbs in Form III and also in Form II pattern 
like strong verbs, which suggests the adoption 
of the spelling aw:i and a:wi, respectively, e.g. 
II yußaw:iru ‘he paints’ and III yuja:wiru ‘he 
is (somebody’s) neighbor’. Furthermore, the 
sound sequence aéu:a (> aw:a) and a:éua (> a:
wa) remains generally preserved, e.g. II ßaw:ara 
‘he painted’ and ja:wara ‘he was (somebody’s) 
neighbor’, respectively. The formations of the 
Forms II and III with w as second radical were 
only developed at a later stage in the language 
and thus cannot be reconstructed as Proto-
Semitic.

These are the rules that apply to verbs IIéu:

• *VéuV > VV
• *aéuV > aa 
• *aéuV > V 
• *§ éua > aa
• *ViVi (in closed syllable) > Vi

• *(u) éui > ii
• *iéua: > iya:
• *a:éui > a:±i (in Form I only)

5 .  V e r b s  I I I éu

Verbs III éu have three basic types:

– perfect ÿazaa (< *ÿaza éua), imperfect yaÿzuu 
‘to make a raid’

– perfect ra∂iya (< *ra∂iéua), imperfect yar∂aa 
‘to be content, wish’

– perfect saruwa (< *saru éua), imperfect yasruu 
‘to be noble’

The following sound changes may be observed:

i. Basic type fa≠ala

Perfect: 3rd person masculine singular *ÿazaéua > 
ÿazaa; 3rd person masculine plural *ÿazaéuuu > 
ÿazauu (elision of éu) > ÿazaw (elision of 
u). All the other forms are regular, e.g. 2nd 
person masculine singular ÿazaéuta (= ÿazauta 
= ÿazawta), 3rd person masculine singular 
*ÿazaéuat > ÿazaat > ÿazat (with vowel 
shortening). The spelling of the form ÿazaa 
(< *yaza1) with ±alif as opposed to the spelling 
of ramaa (< *ramaâia) ‘he threw’ with y indicates 
that the phonetic realization of the two final 
vowels must have been different at the time their 
orthography was established, possibly [ yãzã1] 
with an open back vowel, versus [ramæ1] with 
an open front vowel.

Imperfect: Although a number of regular forms 
can be found here (e.g. subjunctive 3rd pers. 
masc. sg. yaÿzu éua), most forms are shortened. 
The indicative can easily be derived with the 
rules stated so far.
– 3rd person masculine singular *yaÿzuéuu > 

yaÿzuu
– 2nd person feminine singular *taÿzuéuiina > 

*taÿzuiina (elision of éu) > taÿziina (predo-
minance of the long vowel of the ending)

– 3rd person masculine plural *yaÿzuéuuuna > 
*yaÿzuuuna (elision of éu) > yaÿzuuna

The jussive, though, proves more difficult. It 
cannot have been different from the indicative 
forms with no ending since the jussive *yaÿzu éu 
(like yaktub) must have been identical with the 
indicative yaÿzuu (< *yaÿzuéuu like yaktubu). 
The indicative is usually the longer form 
compared to the jussive. From a historical 
perspective, one arrives at the formula: jussive 
yaktub plus endings -u (3rd pers. masc./fem. 
sg., 1st pers. pl.)/-na (2nd pers. fem. sg., 3rd 
pers. masc. pl., 2nd pers. masc. pl.)/-ni (du.)
/-Ø (3rd. pers. fem. pl., 2nd. pers. fem. pl.) ⇒ 
indicative. In contrast to this, speakers seem to 
have perceived the jussive as the outcome of a 
shortened form, which leads to the formula: 
indicative minus endings -u/-na/-ni/-Ø ⇒ 
jussive, hence the synchronous connection in 
Table 1.
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Table 1. Indicative and jussive endings of 
the strong verb

  indicative minus  ⇒ jussive
   ending

 sg. 3rd m. yaktubu -u ⇒  yaktub
 2nd f. taktubiina -na ⇒ taktubii
 du. 3rd m. yaktubaani -ni ⇒ yaktubaa
 pl. 3rd m. yaktubuuna -na ⇒ yaktubuu
 3rd f. yaktubna -Ø ⇒ yaktubna

Verbs with éu as last radical follow the same 
pattern, as in Table 2.

Table 2. Indicative and jussive of verbs with 
éu as last radical

  indicative minus  ⇒ jussive
   ending

sg. 3rd m. yaÿzuu -u ⇒  yaÿzu
 2nd f. taÿziina -na ⇒ taÿzii
du. 3rd m. yaÿzuwaani -ni ⇒ yaÿzuwaa
pl. 3rd m. yaÿzuuna -na ⇒ yaÿzuu
 3rd f. yaÿzuuna -Ø ⇒ yaÿzuuna

It follows from this that some forms have 
word-finally a short -u, which cannot be seen 
as the outcome of a regular sound change from 
*-uéu. The same applies to the imperative (u)ÿzu, 
which corresponds to strong (u)ktub.

Active participle nominative, genitive *ÿa:ziéu 
=un/in > ÿa:zin, accusative *ÿa:ziéu=an > ÿa:ziyan, 
with article nominative, genitive *(a)l-ÿa:ziéu=u/
i > (a)l-ÿa:zii, accusative *(a)l-ÿa:ziéu=a > (a)l-
ÿa:ziya ‘raider, warrior’. Also important is the 
rule *iéu=u/i > ii, with shortening to i in closed 
syllable (> in).

ii. Other verbal Forms

All other verbal Forms pattern on the verbs with 
âi as the last radical. This is clearly demonstrated 
by the perfect forms 3rd person masculine 
singular, which are written with final <y>, and 
by the forms with ay (like Form IV ±a≠†aytu 
‘I gave’ from the root ≠-†-éu), which cannot be 
traced back to *aéu relying on the regular sound 
changes.

As for the infinitive in a:±, the juncture (=) 
that follows must be taken into consideration, 
e.g. IV *±ir∂a:éu= > *±ir∂a:âi= (through analogy) 
> ±ir∂a:± = ‘satisfaction’. The rule: *âi/a:___= > ± 
applies. 

iii. Type fa≠ila

The finite verbal forms no longer show any 
contrast between verbs with éu or with âi as their 
last radical. In the perfect *ra∂iéua > ra∂iya and 
the imperfect (yar∂aa ‘he is content’), the forms 
look as if they were derived from a verb III âi.

The diphthongs au and ai, which occur in the 
imperfect of the basic stem, can only be derived 
when consideration is given to the length of the 
vocalic ending and their weight:

*yar∂aéuuuna > *yar∂auuna (elision of éu) > 
yar∂auna (= yar∂awna) (auu > au) ‘they are 
content’
*tar∂aéuiina > *tar∂aiina (elision of éu) > 
tar∂aina (= tar∂ayna) (aii > ai) ‘you [fem. sg.] 
are content’

This leads to the rule *aéuVV > aV, or put more 
generally, *aSVV > aV.

Only the infinitive ri∂wa:n still shows the 
original third radical; see also the infinitive 
ri∂an, with article (a)r-ri∂aa, which was pre-
viously written with final ±alif (< *ri∂aéu=u/i/an) 
but later with y (±alif maqßùra; < *ri∂aâi=u/i/an).

iv. Perfect passive I

The form qiila ‘it was said’, which corresponds 
to the form fu≠ila of the strong verb, is explained 
by the rule *u(éu)i > ii: *quéuila > *quila (elision 
of éu) > qiila (ui > ii).

v. Type fa≠ula

With the perfect of this type, it should be borne 
in mind that it is not a deep sound change, 
like saruwa (< *saruéua), 2nd person masculine 
singular saruuta (= saruéuta = saruwta). For 
the imperfect yasruu, one may compare the 
imperfect yaÿzuu (see Sec. 10.iii).

vi. Rooted in the realm of morphology is the 
rule that the infinitive of Form IV is not *±iqéua:m 
but ±iqa:ma (with feminine ending compensat-
ing for the lost éu), likewise in Form X.

To recapitulate the rules which apply to the 
verbs type III éu, in addition to the rules that 
apply to verbs of type IIéu:

• *aéuVV > *aVV > aV
• *iéua > iya
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• *ui > ii
• *a:éu= > a:±=

6 .  V e r b s  I âi

The verbs Iâi are formed almost totally regularly, 
e.g. yasira, imperfect yaysiru ‘to be easy’.

In formations with u before âi as the first 
radical, the u-vowel prevails (*uâi > uu), cf. the 
imperfect of Form IV *yuâisiru > yuusiru ‘he is 
rich’. This is possibly nothing more than an 
assimilation to the verbs I éu, which also show 
uu in Form IV. It is also possible that the vowel 
-u of the personal prefixes (±-, t-, y-, n-) in 
Form IV and in the passive of Form I carries 
morphologically more weight than the first root 
radical that follows it. The imperfect *yuâisiru 
(according to the rule *uâi > ii) could not 
result in *yiisiru, in order to avoid confusion 
in the verbal stem derivation. In this case, 
the coherence of the verbal stem derivations 
would prove stronger than the coherence of 
root derivations. However, if one remembers 
that very few verbs I âi exist, the assumption of 
an assimilation to the more common verbs Iéu 
appears less adventurous.

In Form VIII, assimilation of âi to t can occur, 
as in (i)ttasara < *(i)âitasara ‘he played at some 
hazard’. This is an assimilation to the more 
common verbal type Iéu, with assimilation of the 
semivowel to the glottal stop.

7 .  V e r b s  I I âi

i. Perfect active I

The morpheme variation in the perfect active 
saara/sirta (imperfect yasiiru) ‘to travel’ and 
haaba/hibta (imperfect yahaabu) ‘to fear’ is 
striking. These forms can only be explained if 
one posits as basic forms *sa âiira and *haâiiba. 
Furthermore, stress has to be introduced as a 
distinguishing factor.

*sáâiira > *sáira (elision of âi ) > saara (*ái > aa) 
‘he traveled’
*saâiírta > *saírta (elision of âi ) > sirta (*aí > i) 
‘you [masc. sg.] traveled’
*háâiiba > *háiba (elision of âi ) > haaba (*ái > 
aa) ‘he was frightened’
*haâiíbta > *haíbta (elision of âi ) > hibta (*aí > í ) 
‘you [masc. sg.] were frightened’

Compare this with the corresponding forms of 
the verbs IIéu in Table 3.

Table 3. Perfect active of verbs II éu and verbs IIâi

II éu IIâi 

*qáéuum=a > qaama  *sáâiir=a > saar=a
*qaéuúm=ta > qum=ta *saâiír=ta > sir=ta
*náéuim=a > naam=a *háâiib=a > haab=a
*naéuím=ta > nim=ta *haâiíbta > hib=ta

Rules applicable to both verbs II éu and IIâi in 
Form I can be formulated as follows: *áSV > 
aa, *aSV ´ > V ´ (S = semivowel, V = u, i). In the 
sound sequence áSV, it is the first vowel that 
prevails (> aa), except when the second vowel 
is stressed (aSV ´ > V ´  ). 

ii. Passive participle of the basic Form: *mab âiu: ≠ 
= *mabiuu≠ > *mabiu≠ (elision of u) > mabii≠ 
(*iu > ii) ‘sold’

iii. In the derived Forms, the following sound 
changes must be observed:

• *V âi V > VV
• *aâi V > aa: perfect active VIII *(i)btaâia≠a > 

(i)btaa≠a ‘he bought’, imperfect active  
VIII: *yabtaâii≠u > *yabtaa≠u ‘he buys’

• *§ âia > aa: perfect active IV *±abâiana > ±abaana 
‘he was, made clear’

• ViVi (in closed syllable) > Vi

• *(u)âii > *ui > ii: perfect passive VIII *(u)btuâii≠a > 
(u)btii≠a ‘it was bought’, imperfect active IV 
*yubâiinu > yubiinu ‘he is, makes clear’

• *a:âii > a:±i (only in Form I)

Since the relevant rules concerning verbs IIéu 
agree with the ones above, a more general 
formulation is possible:

• *VSV > VV
• *áSV > aa 
• *aSV ´ > V ´ 
• *§Sa > aa
• *ViVi (in closed syllable) > Vi

• *(u)Si > ii
• *iSa: > iâia:
• *a:Si > a:±i (only in Form I)
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8 .  V e r b s  I I I âi

The above-mentioned rules concerning verbs 
IIIéu are also valid when éu is replaced by âi:

• *aâia > aa: perfect *ramaâia > ramaa ‘he 
threw’, written with final <y>, thus hinting at 
a pronunciation as a long open front vowel 
[ramæ1], which contrasts with the long open 
back vowel in ÿazaa [yãzã1] (< *ÿaza éua) 
written with final ±alif. The long vowel is 
shortened in closed syllable: *rama âiat > 
*ramaat > ramat ‘she threw’.

• *aÿu > aa: imperfect passive *yurma âiu > 
yurmaa (elision of âi ) ‘he is thrown’.

• *aâiuu > au: perfect *ramaâiuu > *ramauu 
(elision of âi ) > ramau (auu > au) ‘they threw’.

• *aâiii > ai: *tubka âiiina > *tubkaiina (elision 
of âi) > tubkaina (aii > ai) ‘you [fem. sg.] are 
wept over)’. 

• *iâiu > ii: imperfect I *yarmiâiu > *yarmiu 
(elision of âi ) > yarmii (iu > ii) ‘he throws’; 
imperfect V *yanbaÿiâiu > *yanbaÿiu (elision 
of âi ) > yanbaÿii ‘it is necessary, it is proper’.

• *iâiuu > uu: imperfect I *yarmiâiuuna > 
*yarmiuuna (elision of âi ) > yarmuuna (iuu 
> uu) ‘they throw’. The long suffix vowel uu 
prevails. 

• *iâiii > ii: imperfect *tarmiâiiina > *tarmiiina 
(elision of âi ) > tarmiina ‘you [fem. sg.] 
throw’.

• *iâi=un/in > in, *iâi=an > iyan, *iâi=u/i > ii, *iâi=a 
> iya: active participle nominative, genitive 
ra:min, accusative ra:miyan, with article 
nominative, genitive (a)r-ra:mii, accusative 
(a)r-ra:miya ‘throwing’.

Slightly unusual is the formation of the passive 
participle *mahdu: âi= = *mahdu:y= > mahdi:
y= (i.e. mahdiyy=) ‘rightly guided’, where no 
vowel assimilation across the juncture occurs 
(as in the case of ra:min). The solution lies with 
the long vowel u:, which requires the strong 
treatment of the following radical; *u:y has to 
become i:y / iyy.

The rules *aâia, *aâiu > aa can be generalized to 
*aâiV > aa (and *aSV > aa), e.g. *ma≠naâi=u/i/a > 
ma≠naa, shortened with nunation to ma≠nan.

The different treatment of *aâiu and *aâii 
(> aa) in contrast to *aâiuu (> au) and *aâiii (> ai) 
is important. The long vowels *uu and *ii are so 
strong that they cannot be assimilated to *a – 
unlike the short vowel *u that is assimilated 

to *a (*aâiu > aa). In the case of *iâiuu > uu, 
the weight of the ending must account for the 
prevalence of the long uu.

The jussive of Form I and all derived Forms 
has a short final vowel (e.g. I yarmi, V yatašaf:
a). The above-mentioned rule applies: indicative 
minus certain endings ⇒ jussive, e.g. imperfect 
(indicative) I yarmii (< *yarmiâiu ‘he throws’), V 
yatašaf:aa (< *yatašaf:aâiu ‘he achieved healing’) 
minus vowel ⇒ jussive yarmi, yatašaf:a.

9 .  D o u b l y  w e a k  v e r b s

Doubly weak verbs are verbs that belong 
simultaneously to two weak verbal classes and 
share the features of both, as long as there is no 
conflict between the two. Apart from hamzated 
verbs, there is only one type containing the 
weak elements éu and âi as its first and third 
radical (I éu/III âi ), respectively, e.g.

• waqaa (< *waqaâia), imperfect yaqii 
(< *yaéuqiâiu) ‘to guard, preserve’ with  
imperative qi (strengthened to qih)

• wa±aa (< *wa±aâia), imperfect ya±ii 
(< *yaéu±iâiu) ‘to promise’ with imperative i  
(strengthened to ih)

If the hamza is regarded as a further weak 
element, it is possible to establish many verbal 
types having, in addition to the semivowel, 
an additional hamza in the first, second, or 
third position. Only in rare cases can special 
formations be observed.

• I± and IIéu: ±aaba, imperfect ya±uubu ‘to return’, 
imperative ub, have regular formation.

• II± and III âi: ra±aa, imperfect yaraa (< *yar±aâiu) 
‘to see’, imperative ra (strengthened to rah) 
with loss of hamza in some forms.

1 0 .  V e r b s  w i t h  s t r o n g  W  a n d  Y 
a s  t h e  s e c o n d  r a d i c a l

Verbs with a weak third radical must treat éu/âi 
as second radical as strong (IIw/y), e.g.

• šawaa (< *šawaâia), imperfect yašwii ‘to broil‘ 
with imperative (i)šwi

•  qawiya, imperfect yaqwaa (< *yaqwaâiu) ‘to 
be strong’ with imperative (i)qwa

•  ™ayiya, ™ayya (< *™ayiéua), imperfect ya™yaa 
(irregularly word-finally written with  
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±alif ) ‘to live’ with imperative (i)™ya; this 
verb may undergo shortening in Form X:  
(i)sta™aa (< (i)sta™yaa), imperfect yasta™ii 
(< yasta™yii)

• ±awaa, imperfect ya±wii ‘to betake oneself 
to’

There are strong verbs with a consonantal w or 
y as their middle radical, like sawida/yaswadu 
‘to be black’, ≠awira/ya≠waru ‘to be one-eyed’, 
which do not differ from regular strong verbs 
(like ≠ajiba/ya≠jabu ‘to be astonished’). Here, w 
is strong because the corresponding adjectives 
±aswadu ‘black’ and ±a≠waru ‘one-eyed’ also 
display strong formation.

In the Forms II and III, the semivowels show 
up in their consonantal forms w and y. This can 
also influence the strong formation in the other 
Forms, such as VIII (i)zdawaja/yazdawiju ‘to be 
in pairs’ (zd < *zt), formed from the denominal 
Form II (zaw:aja/yuzaw:iju ‘to pair’). Denominal 
stems tend to form strong roots with w and y, 
e.g. III ≠a:yana ‘to view’, denominally derived 
from ≠ayn ‘eye’, and III qa:wala ‘to confer, 
dispute’, derived from qawl ‘word, speech’.

1 1 .  S u m m a r y  o f  r u l e s 

In the formation of weak verbal types, different 
kinds of rule interact: purely phonetic rules, 
morphophonological rules, and morphological 
rules.

i. Phonetic rules

Phonetic rules are those that are phonetically 
motivated:

•  The dissimilation rule ±V± > ±VV with 
hamzated verbs

•  The weakness (i.e. loss) of hamza (±) occurring 
in the formation of some (frequently used) 
roots

•  The elision of éu as the first radical of a root 
in the imperative, e.g. lid (< *éulid) 

•  *VSV(V) > VV(V), most common sound law 
(intervocalic semivowel is elided), exceptions 
are: iSa (> iya, e.g. ra∂iya), uSa (e.g. saruwa), 
VSaa (e.g. yar∂ayaani, yaÿzuwaani, ra∂iyaa; 
iSaa > iyaa); in some cases, this triggers a 
further sound development (like *quéuila > 
*quila > qiila ‘it was said’)

•  *aSV > aa (it is important that V is short 

and unstressed), including *aS=V > aa (this 
contraction occurs also across the juncture = ) 

•  *aSV ´ > V ´ (in the perfect of verbs IIS)
•  *ViVi (in closed syllable) > Vi

•  *ui (uâi and éui) > ii, iu > ii (*mab âiu: ≠ = 
*mab âiuu≠ > *mabiu≠ > mabii≠ ‘sold’)

•  A series of three identical vowels is shortened 
by one element, if the syllable structure 
allows this: *maq éuu:l > maquul ‘utterance’, 
but maÿzu:w = maÿzuww ‘assaulted’

ii. Morphophonological rules

Morphophonological rules apply when a pho-
netic rule needs additional morphophonological 
input. To this group belong the assimilation of 
±, éu, and âi as first radical to the dental of Form 
VIII (> tt). *§Sa > aa – this rule does not apply 
to adjectives IIS of the pattern ±af ≠alu, like 
±a≠waru ‘one-eyed’, ±axyaru ‘better’.

Two rules have been mentioned involving the 
sound sequence *a:S. In the active participle of 
Form I, the rule *a:Si > a:±i must be observed, 
and in some infinitives (e.g. of Form IV: 
±ir∂a:±=), the rule *a:S= > a:±=. Both rules can 
be collapsed into the rule that *a:S becomes a:± 
with the exception of Forms II and III.

iii. Morphologically determined rules

•  Loss of éu as first radical in the imperfect 
(yalidu) and infinitive (lida) of the verbs 
of the i-class. Solely the loss of éu in the 
imperative (lid) could be given a phonetic 
explanation.

•  The final short vowel in the jussive and the 
imperative of the verbs IIIS (e.g. yarmi, 
yaÿzu, yar∂a) must be seen as the result of 
a shortening process applied to the longer 
forms of the indicative (here < yarmii, 
yaÿzuu, yar∂aa). 

•  The roots IIIéu become III âi in the derived Forms 
through the phenomenon of analogy. The i-
vowel in the imperfect and participle active 
of some stems has triggered the convergence 
with verbs IIIâi, e.g. Form IV *yuftiéuu > yuftii 
‘he delivers a legal opinion’.

•  The verbs I âi change in Form IV into verbs Iéu 
(*yuâibisu > yuubisu). It is possible that here, 
too, the heavier weight of the prefix vowel 
vis-à-vis the core morpheme plays a role (see 
the next item). 

•  For morphological reasons, the personal 
endings of the perfect and imperfect that 
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have a long vowel, and the endings of the 
masculine plural carry special weight. The 
endings in question are
•  perfect 3rd person masculine plural =uu
•  imperfect 2nd person feminine singular 

=ii(na)
•  imperfect 2nd/3rd person masculine plural 

=uu(na)
•  nominal ending plural nominative =uu(na), 

genitive, accusative =ii(na)

In front of all these endings there is VS=, i.e. 
the semivowel as the third radical preceded by 
any kind of vowel. Altogether, these are the 
combinations that can occur: aS= (*ÿazaéu=, 
*yuÿza éu=, ramaâi=, yurma âi=), uS (*saru éu=, 
*yaÿzuéu=) and iS= (*rumi âi=, *yarmiâi=, *ra∂iéu=, 
*yur∂iéu=). An example for the nominal ending 
is nominative *qa:∂iâi=uuna > qa:∂uuna, 
genitive, accusative *qa:∂iâi=iina > qa:∂iina 
‘decisive [pl.]’.

VS coalesces with the long vowel that follows 
in this way:

• If no a-vowel precedes the semivowel, then 
the vowel of the ending prevails: *iSii > ii, 
*iSuu > uu, *uSii > ii, *uSuu >uu.

• If a precedes the semivowel, the diphthongs ai 
(= ay) or au (= aw) arise respectively: *aSii > 
ai, *aSuu > au.

This may be seen as a tendency to give 
paradigmatic coherence (i.e. distinctiveness of 
endings) preference over root coherence. This 
leads to the loss of distinction between IIIâi 
and IIIéu. Perhaps it is no coincidence that the 
endings of the dual (perfect 3rd pers. masc. 
-aa; imperfect 2nd/3rd pers. masc. -aa(ni)) 
are impervious to assimilation (VSaa remains 
intact, apart from the sound change *iu > ii). 
However, it is possible to see in this case a 
wide-ranging merger of IIIS into IIIâi caused 
by the vicinity of the vowel i and caused by 
analogy in the derived Forms (with only the 
transitive verbs III éu preserving their original 
third radical in Form I).

1 2 .  G e m i n a t e d  v e r b s  ( I I = I I I )

Geminated verbs have identical second and 
third radicals. From a diachronic point of view, 
the original root structure cannot have been 
1–2–2 but rather 1–2:. For clarity’s sake, it 

seems nevertheless preferable to use the notation 
1–2–2.

The conjugation of the geminated verbs 
links up with the conjugation of the strong 
verb, if the following rules are observed. These 
rules apply to the vowel between the two 
identical consonants, if a vowel follows the last 
consonant (X2V2V).

i. If X is a vowel, then the (short) vowel 
between the second and third radical is 
elided, (*V2V2V > V22V), *farara > farra 
‘he fled’, *masisa > massa ‘he touched’, but 
farartu ‘I fled’.

ii. If X is a consonant, then the vowel between 
the second and third radical goes in front 
of the second radical (*C2V2V > CV22V), 
*yafriru > yafirru ‘he flees’, but yafrir, 
imperative masculine plural *(i)friruu > 
firruu ‘flee!’, but feminine (i)frirna.

iii. Occasionally, rule (ii) applies even if the 
third radical is not followed by a vowel: 
imperative masculine singular firra/i (with 
prop-vowel -a/i) instead of and beside (i)frir, 
jussive yafirra/i instead of and beside yafrir.

iv. Rule (i) also applies to the active participle 
of the basic stem, even though this leads 
to a syllable structure which is normally 
not acceptable, e.g. *≠a:mimun > ≠a:mmun 
‘general, common’. Also, cf. perfect III fa:
rra instead of and beside fa:rara ‘he confided 
a secret’.

If the last radical is followed by a consonant, it 
conjugates according to the strong pattern, e.g. 
farartu ‘I fled’.

1 3 .  N o m i n a l  f o r m s

Finally, a number of nominal forms must be 
mentioned that are characterized by roots with 
weak radicals since they have sound sequences 
that do not occur in verbs:

• *uéuu: > u±u:, *μuéuu:bun > μu±u:bun pl. of 
μaubun ‘garment’

• In nominal forms connected to Form III, the 
semivowel is treated as strong, e.g. jiwa:run 
‘neighborhood’ (cf. ja:wara/yuja:wiru ‘to be 
a neighbor’)

Other forms can be subsumed under the stated 
rules without any problems even though the 
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exact rule formulation may be slightly different, 
e.g. *†aéuâi > †ayy, infinitive of †awaa (< *†awaâia)/
ya†wii ‘to fold’ (general rule *ui > ii).
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West Sudanic Arabic

1. A r a b i c  o f  C h a d ,  C a m e r o o n , 
a n d  N i g e r i a

The Arabic of ¤ Chad, ¤ Cameroon, and ¤ 
Nigeria forms a broadly homogeneous dialect 
region characterized by a number of features 

either unique to Arabic dialects or found only 
rarely outside of the region (see Sec. 7). Within 
this homogeneity, at least two clear subdialects 
are discernible. In the southern fringe of the 
area, beginning in eastern Nigeria near the Cam-
eroonian border and stretching through Cam-
eroon and on to an as-yet-unresearched border 
in Chad is what Owens has termed ‘Bagirmi 
Arabic’, after the historical political area where 
this dialect is found. It is the only dialect in 
the Sudanic region, for instance, with syllable-
final disyllabic stress Cv'CvC, as in ka'tab ‘he 
wrote’. The other subdialect includes some of 
the urban varieties of Chad, as described espe-
cially for Ndjamena (Worbe 1962; Pommerol 
1990, 1999a,b) and for Abbéché (Roth 1979). 
These are characterized by certain simplifica-
tion tendencies, as noted in Section 8.

The Arabs came to the region as early as the 
late 14th century – there is a letter written in 
1391 by the Mai of Kanem, the region adjoin-
ing Lake Chad to the east, to the Mamluk sul-
tan Barqùq of Egypt – enjoining him to restrain 
the marauding, pillaging Arab nomads. These 
Arabs came from Upper Egypt in the wake of 
the Mamluk conquest of Nubia, a conquest 
which itself was part of a Mamluk policy to rid 
Egypt of unruly Bedouin. The nomadic Arabs 
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spread throughout the region, and today the 
western Sudanic dialect (‘West Sudanic Arabic’, 
as Owens terms it) is broadly coterminous with 
what the anthropologist Ulrich Braukämper 
terms the ‘Baggara belt’ (see Map 1). This is 
named after the baggàra cattle-herding culture 
of Kordofan and Darfur, although in Nigeria, 
Cameroon, and western Chad the term baggàra 
as a self-designation is not used. It has its east-
ern border well into the Sudan and its western 
in Nigeria. Its economic foundation was, and to 
a degree still is, based on nomadic cattle herd-
ing. The greater part of native Arab speakers in 
the region, though, are either farmers or urban 
dwellers. Geographically, it is still expanding. 
In Nigeria, for instance, nomadic Arabic groups 
have moved south, out of Bornu, and are now 
found in neighboring Adamawa State. 

Pommerol (1997) estimates that there are 
600,000 (10% of the population) native Arab 
speakers in Chad, while in Nigeria there are up 
to another 500,000. No estimates are available 
for Cameroon, although the number is proba-
bly not more than 100,000. In addition, Arabic 
is the main lingua franca of Chad.

The oldest attested linguistic evidence for 
West Sudanic Arabic is found in Koelle’s (1854) 
word list (Owens 1993b:148ff.). Detailed works
began appearing during colonial times, and 

work has continued to appear up to the present, 
so that despite many gaps, particularly in the 
dialectology and sociolinguistics of Cameroon 
and Chad, the area is fairly well described.

In the following, the main structural features 
of West Sudanic Arabic are summarized, mainly 
on the basis of the Arabic of Nigeria. Important 
dialectal or sociolectal variants are noted, as 
well as cultural aspects of the variety.

2. P h o n o l o g y

2.1 Consonants

The inventory of the consonants is given in 
Table 1.

In general, there is a one-to-one correspond-
ence between Old Arabic etymology and West 
Sudanic Arabic, allowing for familiar adjust-
ments. /g/, for instance, corresponds to Old 
Arabic /q/. The correspondences in Table 2, 
which are specific for West Sudanic Arabic, 
should be noted, however. 

In addition, the following prominent mergers 
may be noted.

*d
 /d/
*≈

Table 1. Consonants in West Sudanic Arabic

labial dental prepalatal palatal postpalatal laryngeal

plain b d j g
emphatic ∂
implosive &,
plain p t c k q ±
plain f s š x h
emphatic ß
plain l, r
emphatic £, ®
plain m n ny [õ] ng [™]
emphatic ¤
plain w y

Table 2. Correspondences between Old Arabic and West Sudanic Arabic

Old Arabic West Sudanic Arabic

*ÿ /q/, /x/ qanna/xanna ‘to sing’
*™ /h/ hilim ‘to dream’ (merges with h as in šahar ‘month’)
*≠ /±/ ba±arif ‘I know’
*† /(/,/ ®aba&, ‘he tied’ (/(,/ = implosive + emphatic)

  west sudanic arabic 709

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Examples: dalla ‘to descend, get down’ (< Old 
Arabic dallà ‘to cast down’), axad ‘to take’ (< 
±axa≈a)

*≈
*Ú /∂/
*∂

Examples: ∂allal ‘to tame, domesticate’ (< 
Old Arabic ≈allala ‘to debase, humble’), ∂ahar 
‘back’ (< Old Arabic Úahr), muru∂ ‘he got sick’ 
(< Old Arabic mari∂a)

The emphatic sounds listed are phonemic, re-
presenting phonemic splits, e.g. a¤¤ ‘mother’ 
vs. ±amm or ±emm ‘father’s uncle’; ka®®a ‘to 
drag’ vs. karra ‘to tear’.

In addition, secondary emphaticization 
occurs, as in gañaß ‘he hunted’ (< ganaß). /c/ [t∑] 
occurs in loanwords, frequently ideophones (cu 
ideophone for ‘very red’), irregularly from /š/, 
e.g. cakka (cf. Old Arabic šakka ‘to transfix, 
pierce’) in words of unknown etymology, calla 
‘to hack off’, and as a palatalization of /t/ in 
the Bagirmi dialect, càl ‘come’. /p/, /ny/, /ng/ are 
introduced via loanwords, nyangùr ‘towel’ < 
Mimi; Pommerol 1999b:1018), pòlìs ‘police’.

Emphatic sounds are not reported for Abbéché 
by Roth-Laly, nor for Ndjamena by Pommerol. 
In rural Chad and Cameroon, however, they 
occur as listed above. For the /q/ ~ /x/ alterna-
tion, /x/ occurs especially in eastern Chad and 
Ndjamena, otherwise /q/. Eastern Chadian dia-
lects around Amm Timan retain /™/, /≠/, ani™na 
‘we’. /j/ is phonetically affricate [œ] or palatal 
[+]; these variants have not yet been systemati-
cally localized, although each variant has been 
noted in both Nigerian and Chadian Arabic. 
Other variants are noted in Section 8 below.

2.2 Vowels

The vowels of West Sudanic Arabic are given 
in Table 3.

Long vowels correspond in general to Old 
Arabic long vowels or diphthongs, e.g. bàt 
‘to spend the night’, bèt ‘house’, bìt ‘spend 
the night!’, gùl ‘say!’, gòl ‘expression’. Short 
/a/ corresponds generally to Old Arabic /a/. In 
Nigerian Arabic, there is no contrast between 
high /i/ and /u/. Nonetheless, the distribution of 
the two is not lexically predictable and will vary 
from village to village (see Owens 1998:39–42; 
e.g. bitimm ~ butumm ‘he finishes’), and so can 
be given phonemic status. For Ndjamena, Pom-
merol (1999a:15) gives the minimal pair jurr 
‘pull!’ vs. jirr ‘fermented millet’ (though jìr in 
Nigerian Arabic). The short mid vowels gener-
ally are introduced in loanwords, cokol ‘spoon’ 
< Hausa (Nigerian Arabic), although -e word-
finally may appear as a conditioned variant of 
-a (kabìr-e ‘big [fem.]’). 

In contrast to many dialects, low [a] and [a1] 
are stable low central vowels, lacking promi-
nent front and back variants (e.g. in nonem-
phatic/emphatic contexts). [a] may be raised to 
[e] in the context of /l, r/, however, e.g. [leben] 
‘milk’.

The high vowels generally are in a harmonic 
relation. This is particularly evident in the 
preformative vowel of the imperfect verb (see 
Sec. 4.1), but, subject to factors such as speed 
of speech, it applies elsewhere as well, e.g. b-
u-rudd ‘he returns’ vs. b-i-timm ‘he finishes’, 
b-u-ktub ‘he writes’ vs. b-i-nzil ‘he descends’. 
The unmarked value is /i/, which will appear 
when no other conditioning context is present, 
e.g. b-i-šarab ‘he drinks’.

2.3 Syllable structure

The most prominent facet of syllable structure 
are four different rules of epenthesis. In the fol-
lowing, the epenthetic vowel is underlined.

i. Guttural epenthesis (¤ gahawa-syndrome), 
/h, ±, q, x/ + C ¤ Cgut a C, e.g. xa&,ar ‘he 
left’, baxå,ar ‘I leave’, hamra ‘red [fem.]’, 
ahåmar ‘red [masc.]’

ii. Sonorant epenthesis (¤ buka®a-syndrome), 
C + /r, l, n/ ¤ Ci/uCson, e.g. tijïri ‘she runs, 
bimïla ‘he fills’, bugünuß ‘he hunts’

iii. CCC epenthesis. A sequence of three conso-
nants is broken up in one of two ways:

 a. Word-finally: C1C2-v-C3 where C1/2 are 
either stem consonants or stem-final C 
+ suffix (verbal person marker, feminine 

Table 3. Vowels of West Sudanic Arabic

short long

i u ì ù
e o è ò

a à
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nominal suffix), C3 a suffix, e.g. limm 
‘gather!’, limm-ha ‘gather it [fem.]!’ > 
limm-å-ha; darb ‘road’, darb-kan > darb-
ï-kan ‘your [pl.fem.] road’; kammal(t) ‘I 
finished’, kammal-t-hum > kammalt-ü-
hum ‘I finished them [masc.]’. In this 
case, the epenthetic vowel is harmonic 
with the suffix: /a/ before -ha, /u/ before 
/u/, otherwise /i/.

 b. Word-medially the breakup occurs be-
tween C1 and C2. Medial sequences of 
three consonants occur via vowel eli-
sion. Vowels are elided in verb and 
noun stems under various conditions, 
some of them lexically driven (i.e. lexi-
cally idiosyncratic; cf. Owens 1998:26), 
when a vowel-initial suffix leads to a 
final open syllable, e.g. bu-rgud-an > 
bu-rgd-an, kibd-it-a ‘his liver’ > kibdt-a. 
Such CCC sequences are then broken up 
by an epenthetic vowel between the first 
two consonants, e.g. burügdan, kibïdta 
[ki'bit1a].

Other phonological processes include devoicing 
of voiced stops and fricatives word-finally or 
before a voiceless C, e.g. rizz > riss ‘rice’, kibid-
ta > kibitta, as in (b). Nasals + C are assimilated 
to a following consonant, e.g. sa™gà ‘koranic 
school’, pl. sanàgi.

2.4 Stress

Generally, stress is placed on the first heavy 
sequence (-vCC, -äC) from the end of the 
word, otherwise on the first syllable, except 
that primary stress cannot be more than three 
syllables from the end (in the following, deter-
mining heavy sequence underlined), e.g. 'katab 
‘he wrote’, kata'bòha ‘they [masc.] wrote it 
[fem.]’, kata'banha ‘they [fem.] wrote it [fem.]’, 
bi'danguru ‘they bend down’.

In the case of sequences of four syllables or 
more, the last three of which are open, the 
penultimate bears primary stress, e.g. kata'bata 
‘she wrote it’, kamma'lata ‘she finished it’.

Epenthetic vowels may be stressed, e.g. 'tatin 
‘you [sg. masc.] fold’, vs. ta'tinha ‘you [sg. 
masc.] fold it [fem.]’.

3. M o r p h o l o g y

3.1 Nominals

Nouns can be inflected for the following catego-
ries: number (singular, dual, plural, singulative), 

gender (masculine, feminine), definiteness (defi-
nite, indefinite, nonspecific linkage), posses-
sive (possessive pronoun). In all respects, these 
categories are those familiar in all varieties of 
Arabic, except for the restricted nature of the 
dual and the linker particle.

3.1.1 Morphological realizations
Plural is marked either by broken plurals or 
sound, suffix plurals. The sound plurals are 
masculine -ìn, e.g. muslim-ìn ‘Muslims [masc.]’, 
feminine -àt, e.g. muslim-àt ‘Muslims [fem.]’. 
Looking through all the dialects, about twelve 
frequently used broken plurals are attested 
in the region, e.g. buyùt ‘houses’, kibàr ‘big 
[pl.]’, hamìr ‘donkeys’, kubšàn ‘rams’, karàde 
‘pagans’ (sg. kirdi). Two which are common 
to the region are attested only rarely outside it. 
The first, C1aC2aC3a, is common among singu-
lars with C2 or C3 = w, y, or in certain nouns 
with geminate C2/3, e.g. fayala ‘elephants’ (sg. 
fìl), jarawa ‘puppies’ (sg. juru), ßa¤a¤a ‘names’ 
(sg. ßu¤¤), and the other occasionally with 
CvCCe nouns, e.g. rikabb ‘knees’ (sg. rikbe), 
gura±± ‘gourds’ (sg. gir ±e). In addition, idiosyn-
cratic plurals occur, e.g. abbahàt ‘fathers’ (sg. 
abu). The dual is largely restricted to extents 
of time (dòrt-èn ‘two weeks’, šahar-èn ‘two 
months’), even it can be successfully elicited 
for virtually any count noun. The singulative is 
marked by the feminine suffix -a, -e (or -à, -àya) 
and is lexically restricted: qanam-a ‘one sheep’ 
(qana'mà, qana'màya), šadar-a ‘one tree’. 

Gender is masculine or feminine. Feminine 
nouns are usually marked by -a, -e or -à, -ày, 
although some unmarked nouns are feminine, 
such as ba,un ‘stomach’. For the suffix form, 
the choice of -a, -e is phonologically condi-
tioned, -e after a high vowel, -a after a low 
(examples above). The choice between -a, -e or 
-à, -ày is lexically determined on an irregular 
basis (e.g. the singulative of baßal ‘onions’ is 
baßal-a or baßal-àya according to speaker or 
dialect). The choice between -à or -ày is dia-
lectal or sociolectal (baßal-à also occurs). In all 
cases, the feminine suffix has an ±i∂àfa variant 
with -vt: rikb-it-ha ‘her knee’, qanam-ày-it-ha 
‘her sheep’.

Definiteness is marked by al-, which as-
similates to a dental or alveolar consonant. 
Indefiniteness is unmarked. A contextually 
determined nonspecific linker suffix -an may 
be added to an indefinite noun modified by 
an adjective, number, or relative clause, ràjil 
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abu watìr-an hamra ‘a man with a red car’. 
The indefinite form is used in first mention, 
the definite in previous mention or for generic 
statements.

The possessive pronouns are suffixed to nouns 
and are identical to object pronouns, except for 
the 1st person singular. The 1st person singular 
suffix is stressed. Forms with initial -h often 
drop the h phonetically. They are presented in 
Table 4 suffixed to the noun buyùt ‘houses’. 
Note that plural feminine is a morphological 
category.

Table 4. Possessive suffixes in West Sudanic 
Arabic

singular plural

3rd masc. buyùt-a buyùt-hum
fem. buyùt-ha buyùt-hin
2nd masc. buyùt-ak buyùt-ku
fem. buyùt-ki buyùt-kan
1st buyù't-i buyùt-na

3.1.2 Modifying categories
Adjectives modify nouns and agree with the 
noun in number, gender, and definiteness. They 
have elative forms in many of the areas, e.g. 
ak'bar ‘bigger’ or 'akbar. In some Chadian 
dialects, comparison is with simple adjective + 
min, kabìr min ‘bigger than’.

Demonstratives follow the noun and also 
agree with it in number and gender, e.g. albuyùt 
alkibàr dèl ‘these big [pl.] houses’, watìr kabìr-e 
‘a big car’. The complete demonstrative para-
digm is given in Table 5, with near and distal 
forms. C-final demonstratives may be followed 
by a final -a, according to conditions still to be 
defined.

In Chad, dilàk is frequently used as a com-
mon plural distal.

Numerals follow the noun. Count and non-
count forms are identical, wàhid (fem. wàhde), 
tinèn, talàta, arba±, xamsa, sitte, sab±a, †a¤àñe, 
tis±e, ±ašara. The numerals 11–19 are formed on 

the pattern ‘10 (and) unit’, ±ašara (haw) wàhid 
‘11’, ±ašara (haw) tinèn etc., or they are formed 
from old compounds, ihdàšar etc. The numeral 
wàhid also functions as an article (both specific 
and nonspecific), ‘a, a certain’; the plural forms 
wàd-ìn, wàd-àt are used for ‘some, certain 
ones, some . . . others’. 

3.2 Verbs

3.2.1 Inflection
The inflectional elements of the perfect, imper-
fect, and imperative can be illustrated with the 
verb katab (Table 6).

The perfect inflections are quite uniform 
throughout the West Sudanic Arabic area. The 
1st and 2nd person singular masculine has 
the form ka'tab-t- before object suffixes, e.g. 
katab-t-a ‘he wrote it’, before nominal objects 
beginning with the definite article, e.g. katab-t 
almaktùb ‘I wrote the letter’ (cf. ka'tab mak-
tùb-a ‘I wrote his letter’), and after conjuga-
tions in -è, e.g. badè-t ‘I began’ (see below). The 
3rd person singular feminine has allomorphs -it 
and -t, before vowel-initial suffixes in IIw/y and 
IIIy verbs, respectively, e.g. jàb-t-a ‘she brought 
it’. In the imperfect, many dialects have a high 
vowel i/u as preformative vowel, e.g. t-u-ktub 
‘you/she writes’. Many Chadian dialects (for 
instance some in Ndjamena) lack b- altogether, 
e.g. yaktub ‘he writes’, and in those dialects 
with b-, it functions as an indicative, or as a 
noncontrol marker: if the action is out of the 
control of the actor, b- does not occur, as in 
the contrast gùl leya ij-i/gùl leya b-ij-u ‘tell him 
to come!/tell him that they are coming!’. In 
Chad, the 1st person singular is n-, 1st plural 
n- . . . -u, e.g. n-uktub, n-uktub-u. The imper-
fect v-initial suffixes are subject to harmony, 
mid-variants occurring after low stem vowels, 
ta-šarb-e, ta-šarb-o ‘you [sg. fem.] drink/you 
[pl. masc.] drink’. The plural feminine suffix 
doubles before a v-initial suffix, katab-ann-a 
‘they [fem.] wrote it [masc.]’.

High and low vowel conjugations are main-
tained throughout the region, e.g. libis ‘he 
dressed’, b-ilbas ‘he dresses’.

Among the basic verbs, IIw/y and IIIy occur, 
each with conjugations dependent on the vowel 
quality. Examples before -C and v-initial suf-
fixes are given in Table 7.

IIIy verbs drop a final -i in the 2nd person 
singular masculine, so that in this conjugation 

Table 5. Demonstratives in West Sudanic Arabic

near distal
singular plural singular plural

masc. da dòl &,àk &,òlak
fem. di dèl &,ìke &,èlak
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a contrast exists between 2nd person singular 
masculine vs. 3rd person singular feminine, 
e.g. tamiš ‘you [masc.] go’ vs. tamši ‘she goes’. 
This applies to derived verbs as well, e.g. taxall 
‘you allow’ vs. taxalli ‘she allows’. Geminated 
verbs have 3rd person singular masculine forms 
in final -a, e.g. tamm-èt ‘I finished’, tamma ‘he 
finished’, ba-timm ‘I finish’.

Iw/y verbs are rare. Most shift to Form II in 
the imperfect, warad/bawarrid ‘to water cattle’, 
although there are a few so idiosyncratic that 
they must be listed separately, e.g. 'wagaf/b-
a-gìf ‘he stopped/I stop’, wagèt/b-a-ga ‘I fell/I 
fall’. Other verbs that can be noted are jìt/b-a-
ji ‘I came, I come’, ga'±ad, b-a-gòd ‘I stood, I 
stand’, a'kal, b-àkul ‘I ate, I eat’ (3rd pers. sg. 
masc. bi-yàkul ‘he eats’) and sawwa, which on 
a variational basis may lose its ww altogether 
or have it replaced by y: b-a-sawwi ~ b-a-seyy, 
saww-èt ~ sayy-èt ‘I do, I did’. 

3.2.2 Derivation
Productive derived classes are Form II, which 
has the same form as the class of quadriliter-
als, reduplicated verbs, Form III, Forms V and 
VI with stative prefix al-, and VII. Form II is 
most often causative or denominative, V and VI 

stative, VI reciprocal, and VII usually passive. 
Reduplicates are distributive or frequentive. 
Examples: tammam/bitammim ‘to finish some-
thing’, baddal ‘to exchange’, maskan/bimaskin 
‘to make poor’, tamtam/bitamtim ‘to finish 
many’, bàdal/bi-bàdil ‘to interact’, albaddal/
b-ilbaddal ‘to be exchanged’, almaskan/b-
ilmaskan ‘to become poor’, albàdal/b-ilbàdal ‘to 
exchange with each other’, anbadal/b-inbadil 
‘to be exchanged’. Pommerol (1999b:176) also 
gives Form VIII, n-ijtahid ‘I exert’ and X, n-
istaxrab ‘I am surprised’, although Roth-Laly 
(1969) notes that Form VIII is rare and she does 
not list Form X; Tourneux and Zeltner (1986) 
do not list either one.

Derived participles are the active, as kàtib 
‘having written, tàmm ‘having finished’, derived 
with mi-, mi-tammim ‘having finished’, mi-
baddil ‘having been exchanged’, etc. The pas-
sive is maintained formally only in basic verbs, 
maktùb ‘written’, mišri ‘bought’. In derived 
verbs, it falls together with the active, mitam-
mim ‘having been finished’.

Three frequent verbal nouns of basic verbs 
end in -ìn, katb-ìn ‘writing’, or -àn, gadam-àn 
‘becoming old’, or have the pattern CaCC, 
daxil ‘entering’. In Form II, there is an ablaut 

Table 6. Conjugation of the verb katab ‘to write’

perfect imperfect
singular plural singular plural imperative

3rd masc. 'katab katab-o b-u-ktub b-u-ktub-u
fem. katab-at katab-an t-a-ktub b-u-ktub-an
2nd masc. ka'tab katab-tu t-a-ktub t-a-ktub-u a-ktub   a-ktub-u
fem. ka'tab-ti katab-tan t-a-ktub-i t-a-ktub-an a-ktub-i a-ktub-an
1st ka'tab katab-na b-a-ktub n-a-ktub

Table 7. Verbs IIw/y and IIIy

perf. imperf. perf. imperf. perf. imperf.

IIw/y ‘to say’ ‘to carry’ ‘to fear’

1st sg. gul b-a-gùl šil b-a-šìl xif b-a-xàf
3rd sg. fem. gàl-at t-a-gùl šàl-at t-a-šìl xàf-at t-a-xàf

IIIy ‘to buy’  ‘to forget’
perf. imperf. perf. imperf.

1st sg. šar-èt b-a-širi nisì-t b-a-nsa
3rd sg. fem. šar-at t-a-širi nis-at t-a-nsa

~ nisiy-at
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form with prefix ti-, e.g. tibiddil ‘exchanging’, 
timiskin ‘becoming poor’. 

3.2.3 Object suffix
The object suffixes are as for possessed nouns 
(see Sec. 3.1.1 above), except that the 1st per-
son singular is -ni (in Chad, stressed -'ni), e.g. 
šàf-ni ‘he saw me’. In many Chadian varieties, 
an object suffix added to the 3rd person singu-
lar masculine perfect verb induces the insertion 
of -à-, e.g. kammal ‘he finished’, kammal-à-
hum ‘he finished them [masc.]’. An indirect 
object is marked by the preposition le, which 
does not cliticize to the verb, e.g. šarèt lè-hum 
‘I bought for them’.

3.3 Pronouns and other word classes

3.3.1 Pronouns
The paradigm for independent pronouns is 
given in Table 8.

The reflexive pronoun is ∂umma (always 
possessed) in Nigerian Arabic; nafis is found 
throughout the region.

The relative pronoun is al-, identical in form 
to the definite article, hu da al-gabul xadamna 
beya sei ‘it’s the one which we worked with 
before, right?’. The genitive marker is hana, 
hìl, hinè, or hintàt (as alternative to ±i∂àfa), 
e.g. alxidime hìl alhakùma ‘the government’s 
work’. The ±i∂àfa genitive juxtaposes possessed 
and possessor, as in qanamàyit jà'ri ‘my neigh-
bor’s sheep’.

3.3.2 Other word classes
Question words: mi'ne, ya'tu, ya'ti ‘who?’; 
šu'nu ‘what?’; wèn, yèn ‘where?’; mata, mitèn, 
waqtèš ‘when?’; ma'la ‘why?’; kam ‘how many?’; 
yè'nu, yè'ni ‘which?’; kèf, kikkèf, kefkef ‘how?’. 
A yes-no question marker is -wa or -a cliticized 
to the end of the questioned sentence, mašèt-a 
‘did you go?’.

Common adverbs are hinèn, hine ‘here’; 
hinàk, qàdi ‘there’; amis ‘yesterday’; alòm 
‘today’; ambàkir ‘tomorrow’; bukura ‘day after 
tomorrow’; hassa, duggut ‘now’; tawa ‘before’; 
bilhèn ‘very’. Prepositions include le ‘for’; be 
‘by means of’; giddàm ‘in front’; wara ‘behind, 
after’; ±ind ‘at’; fòg ‘at, on’ (largely replacing 
fi found in other dialects); ma±a, miya ‘with’; 
and ambèn ‘between’. Subordinating conjunc-
tions include kan ‘if’; waqit, sà±it ‘when’; awàn, 
lamma, damma(n), namma(n) ‘when’; min 
‘since’; kadar, hadar, xadar le ‘before’; ašàn, 
mišàn, lenjàn ‘because’. Note that there is a 
good deal of lexical variability in these forms.

The negation marker is ma placed before the 
verb, e.g. ma ligìta ‘I didn’t get it’, a negative 
imperative with yà, e.g. yà taj gede ‘don’t come 
again!’. There is a large class of ideophones 
used in various functions (see Owens and Has-
san 2004); an example is kurok, in (3) below. 

A presentative is formed by the construction 
demonstrative + le- pronoun (+ noun), as in 
(1).

(1) &,òlaka le-hum r-rijàl
 those to-them Def-men
 ‘There are the men!’

4. B a s i c  s y n t a x

The usual sentence order is SVO or SP(redicate) 
for nominal sentences, as in (2)–(4).

(2) kùre al-banàt bi-gìf-an fi
 formerly Art-girls Ind-stand-3fp in
 l-mada b-il±ab-an
 Art-field Ind-dance-3fp

‘In former days the girls would stand in the 
field and dance’

(3) aš-šam kurok kan wag-at
 Art-sun Ideophone if fell-3fs
 dugo buxarm-an
 then come.out-3fp

‘When the sun’s set ‘kurok’, then they [the 
cattle] go out’.

(4) al-bagar-a marì∂-a
 Art-cow-fs sick-fs
 ‘The cow is sick’

For presentatives with ±ind ‘have’, fi ‘there is’, 
màfi ‘there is not’, as predicted, the sequence is 
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fem. inti intan

1st ana anìna

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



usually Predicate-Subject, this sequence being 
determined by pragmatic factors; subjects here 
are overwhelmingly indefinite, and indefinite 
nominals in general (e.g. including objects) are 
in the majority of cases indefinite, as in (6).

(6) 'fi nàdim b-idòr
 exist person Ind-want.3ms
 bi-kallim-ak
 Ind-talk3ms-you.2ms
 ‘There is a man who wants to talk to you’

5. D i a l e c t s

As mentioned in the introduction, the entire 
West Sudanic Arabic is relatively homogeneous 
and characterized by very specific isoglosses 
setting it off from all or most other Arabic 
dialects. These include the following: *≈ > ∂, 
e.g. ∂ahab ‘gold’; the particular reflex of the 
1st and 2nd person singular masculine suffix in 
the imperfect paradigm (see above); and al- as 
Form V and VII derived verb marker (see Sec. 
4.2).

There is one major dialect boundary in the 
West Sudanic Arabic area, running roughly 
along an east-west line, beginning in the area 
of Kala, Banki in the west, extending through 
Cameroon and into Chad (see Map 1). The 
eastern boundary is unknown. This dialect 
region lies in the sociohistorical region known 
as Bagirmi, and Owens therefore has termed it 
the Bagirmi dialect. The other dialect, which 
covers a wider area, is left unnamed. The 
major differences between the Bagirmi and 
non-Bagirmi dialects are set out in Table 9. An 
excellent description of the Bagirmi dialect is 
Tourneux and Zeltner (1986).

In Table 9, (iii) is a special case of (ii), 
although in the Bagirmi dialect this leads to 
basic verbs with an Old Arabic pharyngeal as 
initial consonant moving into the derived Form 
III (e.g. ba-tèrib ‘I cultivate’). Note that the 
lengthened vowel is historically an epenthetic 
vowel of the gahawa class (see Sec. 2.3 above), 
which indicates that the ancestral population 
had the original pharyngeal and the condi-
tioned shift to /e/ when they moved into the 
region, the merger of the pharyngeals with the 
glottals being a subsequent development. Not 
all of the features occur in concert, although 
the dialectal situation is well documented 
only for Nigeria (Owens 1998: Chap. 5). In 
Nigeria, (i)-(iii) and (vii) occur in the triangle 
between Kala-Gulumba-Banki, (iv) and (vi) are 
restricted to the Banki area, and (v) occurs in 
the Gulumba-Banki region, not in Kala, but 
also extends westward outside of the Bagirmi 
dialect region toward Dikwa.

Salient dialect differences coinciding with 
national boundaries are rare, although two do 
tend to differentiate Nigeria from Chad (with 
Cameroon underresearched). As noted above, 
Chad marks the 1st person singular imperfect 
with n-, n-…-u, and the 1st person singular 
object suffix on verbs is stressed. In Nigeria, 
only the 1st person singular possessor suffix 
is stressed. Another parameter of difference, 
as yet not explored systematically on a com-
parative basis, occurs in the vocabulary, where 
Chadian Arabic is more strongly influenced by 
French and perhaps by Sudanese Arabic, and 
Nigerian Arabic by English, Hausa, and Kanuri 
(Owens 2000b).

Throughout the region, other prominent dif-
ferences are found, some of which can be men-

Table 9. Differences between Bagirmi and non-Bagirmi dialects

Non-Bagirmi Bagirmi Non-Bagirmi Bagirmi

i. 'CvCv(C) Cv'Cv(C) 'bana ba'na ‘he built’
ii. *™, ≠a > h, ±a h, ±e 'laham/'ba±ar le'hem/be'±er ‘meat/manure’
iii. *-™, ≠a -hè, ±è in 

imperfect bahalim bahèlim ‘I dream’
iv. *μ > t s ta£àta sa£àsa ‘three’
v. -hin -han bèt-hin bèt-han ‘their [pl. fem.] house’
vi. -a -e after bèt-a bèt-e ‘his house’

front vowel
vii. AP + suffix AP + in + Suffix kàtib-ha kàtb-in-ha ‘has written it’
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tioned here. Urban Chadian Arabic (Ndjamena, 
as described by Pommerol 1999; Abbéché, 
as described by Roth 1979) appears to have 
undergone a number of simplificatory proc-
esses: emphatic consonants are lost, the plural 
feminine may be lost as a morphological cat-
egory, and, in Abbéché, the two phonologically 
conditioned suffixes of the imperfect are col-
lapsed in -i (sg. fem.), -u (pl.).

There is a range of features not found at 
all in Nigeria or Cameroon but attested in 
various places in Chad. As noted in Owens 
(1993b:134–135), however, these features do 
not meld into coherent dialect areas, at least 
given our current dialect knowledge of Chad. 
They include the following, all of which are 
attested in the triangle formed by Amm Timan, 
Abbéché, and Atia, although they are not neces-
sarily restricted to this region, nor do all varie-
ties in this triangle have all of the features.

– ÿ > x (see Sec. 2.1)
– ™, ≠ maintained (see Sec. 2.1)
– nt > tt in the 2nd person pronoun itta ‘you 

[sg. masc.]
– -ày singulative very common (see Sec. 3.1)
– intrusive -à- in perfect verb (see Sec. 4.3)
– short low vowel raising: Ca-Cv ¤ Ci/u-Cv; 

combined with epenthetic rule (Sec. 2.3 iii) 
above, this produces chains as follows: tak-
tub ‘you [sg. masc.] write’, taktub-u ‘you 
[pl. masc.] write’ (via deletion, epenthesis) >  
ta'kudbu > (raising of preformative vowel in 
open syllable) tu'kudbu.

6. S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  a n d  o t h e r 
s t u d i e s

Pommerol (1997) summarizes the national lan-
guage debate in Chad. The countrywide con-
sensus appears to be that Chadian Arabic is 
well suited to be a national language, but not 
Standard Arabic. Pommerol notes that only 10 
percent of the Chadian population are native 
Arabic speakers but almost 40 percent of the 
total population speak some form of Arabic. 

Owens (1995, 1998, 1999) presents a detailed 
variationist account of Nigerian Arabic in Mai-
duguri, based on the examination of twelve 
linguistic variables. He shows that the spoken 
Arabic of the city is not developing in the direc-
tion of a normalized variety or a koine, arguing 
instead that the ancestral founding principle, 

coupled with neighborhood contact effects, is 
the major variable explaining the observed vari-
ation. He suggests that the status of the language 
as a minority one inhibits the spread of wider 
norms. Given this, and against the background 
of urban immigration, dialectal heterogeneity is 
currently increasing in the city.

Recently, Owens (2005b) has investigated 
the multilingual repertoire of Maiduguri Arabs, 
describing a hierarchicalized multilingualism, 
whereby Nigerian Arabic and Hausa serve to 
structure bilingual discourse, with English and 
Standard Arabic providing a lexical reserve. In 
Owens (2002, 2005a), the same multilingual 
corpus is analyzed for the occurrence of Ø 
morphological forms, described in terms of 
degree of iconicity and related to psycholinguis-
tic processing issues. Multilingualism is also 
implicitly an issue in Owens (1996a), where he 
describes an extreme degree of semantic con-
vergence of Nigerian Arabic toward what he 
terms Lake Chad area idioms. The expression 
ràs albèt ‘roof [lit. ‘head of the house’]’, in most 
Arabic dialects expressed by a single lexeme 
(e.g. Cairene Arabic sa†™, sa±f ), is explained as 
a calque on Kanuri këla fato-be ‘head house-
of’, but also a concept expressed in the same 
form in Kotoko, Glavda, Fulfulde, Bura, and 
other languages of the area. 

There are a number of lexica of dialects in the 
region (Lethem 1920; Roth-Laly 1969; Kaye 
1982). However, special mention needs to be 
made of Pommerol (1999b), a 1,640-page tour 
de force for Chadian (particularly Ndjamena) 
Arabic.

7. P o p u l a r  c u l t u r e

The Nigerian Arabs have a number of tradi-
tional dances and songs, most of which are 
also found in Ndjamena. These are mainly per-
formed live, with little in the way of recorded 
media. Dances accompanied by singing include 
korokoro, bazaga, cardi (dialectal variants), 
and bàra, bandìl and am-dagura fanne have 
singers accompanied by drummers; šilašila is 
a flute, usually performed by three musicians; 
and bandala and hùdu have a singer accom-
panied by percussion gourds and cowries. The 
qalab alxèl or kàro are praise songs sung 
by women at horse-riding tournaments. The 
music may sometimes be performed by stand-
ing groups, who are paid to perform at various 
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social functions such as circumcisions, naming 
ceremonies, weddings, and religious holidays. 
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WH-Movement

WH-movement plays a key role in the syntax 
of long-distance dependencies. Typically, it is 
involved in the derivation of wh-interrogatives, 
but it is also involved in the formation of other 
constructions, such as topicalized construc-
tions (¤ topicalization) and ¤ relative clauses. 
This type of movement affects the maximal 
projections of many syntactic categories and 
phrasal constituents; noun phrases, preposi-
tional phrases, adjective phrases, and adverb 
phrases are its primary targets. In a seminal 
paper on the topic, Chomsky (1977) outlines 
the properties that characterize WH-movement 
as follows: (i) the COMP position is involved; 
(ii) it leaves a gap; (iii) it is unbounded; and (iv) 
it is constrained by Subjacency. These charac-
teristics have become the diagnostics according 
to which a given type of displacement can be 
identified as WH-movement. 

1. W H - m o v e m e n t  i n 
W H -  i n t e r r o g a t i v e s

An identifying characteristic of wh-interrogatives 
in Modern Standard Arabic is that the wh-con-
stituent must appear in sentence-initial position 
if the sentence is simplex, as illustrated in (1). 
(1a) man ∂araba ≠aliyy-un
 who hit.3ms Ali-Nom
 ‘Who did Ali hit?’
(1b) ±ayna taraka salìm-un
 where left.3ms Salim-Nom
 mi™faÚat-a-hu
 wallet-Acc-his
 ‘Where did Salim leave his wallet?’

WH-movement in Modern Standard Arabic 
applies by preposing a wh-phrase (2a, b) or a 
constituent containing the wh-phrase (2c) to the 
sentence-initial position, generally leaving a gap 
in the base/original position within the sentence.

(2a) ±ayna za≠amta ±anna ≠aliyy-an 
where claimed.2ms that Ali-Acc

 qàbala fà†imat-a
 met.3ms Fatima-Acc
 ‘Where did you claim Ali met Fatima?’
(2b) man qatalta?  
 who killed.2ms 
 ‘Who did you kill?’ (Classical Arabic, 

Wright 1862:223)
(2c) ma≠a man takallamta   

with who spoke.2ms 
 ≠an al-qa∂iyyat-i
 about the-affair-Gen  
 l-mu≠aqqadat-i hà∂ihi
 the-complicated-Gen this.fs
 ‘With whom did you speak about this 

complicated affair?’

In indirect questions, the wh-constituent must 
appear in clause-initial position, as illustrated 
in (3).

(3) nasìtu ±ayna qàbala
 forgot.1s where met.3ms
 ≠aliyy-un fà†imat-a
 Ali-Nom Fatima-Acc
 ‘I forgot where Ali met Fatima’

It can be argued that the landing site of the 
wh-phrase or the constituent containing it is the 
specifier of the complementizer phrase, [Spec 
CP], the highest functional projection domi-
nating a clause. Thus, in WH-questions, the 
fronted wh-phrase (or constituent containing 
it) is in complementary distribution with the 
complementizers ±inna and ±anna (4)–(5).

(4a) ±inna l-fatàt-a       kànat fì
 Comp the-girl-Acc  was.3fs in 
 l-bayt-i
 the-house-Gen
 ‘The girl was in the house’
(4b) (*±inna) man (*±inna) kàna 
 (*Comp) who (*Comp) was.3ms
 fì l-bayt-i
 in the-house-Gen
 ‘Who was in the house?’

(5a) ta≈akkartu ±anna
 remembered.1s that
 l-mubàr-àt-a kànat 
 the-match-fs-Acc was.3fs
 ™àsim-at-an
 decisive-fs-Acc
 ‘I remembered that the match was 
 decisive’
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(5b) ta≈akkartu (*±anna) kayfa
 remembered.1s (*that) how
 (*±anna) kànat l-mubàr-àt-u
 (*that) was.3fs the-match-fs-Nom
 ‘I remembered how the match was’

This complementarity between the wh-phrase 
and the complementizer has been attributed to 
the Doubly Filled COMP filter in syntax (van 
Riemsdijk and Williams 1986), which seems to 
operate in Modern Standard Arabic, as it does 
in many other languages.

Modern Standard Arabic wh-interrogatives 
have an additional requirement that the wh-
constituent must also be immediately followed 
by the verb, a verb-second requirement, as 
shown in (6) (Bakir 1980). 

(6a) matà ištarà ≠aliyy-un
 when bought.3ms Ali-Nom
 al-kitàb-a
 the-book-Acc
 ‘When did Ali buy the book?’
(6b) *?matà ≠aliyy-un ištara
 when Ali-Nom bought.3ms
 l-kitàb-a
 the-book-Acc
 ‘When did Ali buy the book?’

Sentences with multiple wh-words exhibit a 
parallel requirement. That is, only one wh-con-
stituent is preposed (7), and it must  immediately 
precede the verb (8).

(7a) man ≈ahaba ma≠a man
 who left.3ms with who
 ‘Who left with whom?’
(7b) *man ma≠a man  ≈ahaba
 who with who left.3ms
 ‘Who left with whom?’

(8a) man ≠arrafat hind-un  
who introduced.3fs Hind-Nom

 ≠alà man
 on who
 ‘Who did Hind introduce to whom?
(8b) *man hind-un ≠arrafat
 who Hind-Nom introduced.3fs 

≠alà man
 on who
 ‘Who did Hind introduce to whom?’

The contrast between (6a) and (6b), on one 
hand, and (8a) and (8b), on the other, can be 
taken as a further indication that in Arabic, 
wh-phrases that are displaced occupy a position 
in the CP domain. This is so under the assump-
tion that, in verb-second constructions, the verb 
marks the left edge of the Inflection Phrase (IP), 
immediately dominated by CP.

The adjacency requirement holding between 
wh-phrases and the verb in Modern Standard 
Arabic is relaxed in various Arabic dialects. For 
example, both Egyptian Arabic and Lebanese 
Arabic allow the subject to intervene between 
the wh-constituent and the verb (9).

(9a) ma≠a mìn mona xaragit 
 with who Mona went.3fs 

‘With whom did Mona leave?’ (Egyptian 
Arabic)

(9b) ±ayya walad zeina šèfit 
 which child Zeina saw.3fs 
 ‘Which child did Zeina see?’ (Lebanese 

Arabic)

Even more interesting is the fact that various 
Arabic dialects diverge from Modern Standard 
Arabic with respect to the fronting of the wh-
constituent. In Lebanese Arabic, for instance, 
WH-movement alternates with the in-situ strat-
egy, whereby the wh-constituent remains in the 
base/original position inside the sentence, as 
illustrated by the acceptability of (10a), as well 
as (10b) from Lebanese Arabic.

(10a) ≠a-mìn  t≠arraf ≠ali
 on-who met.3sm Ali
 ‘Who did Ali meet?’
(10b) t≠arraf ≠ali ≠a mìn
 met.3ms Ali on who
 ‘Who did Ali meet?’

Although (10b), like (10a), is interpreted as 
a direct question seeking information about 
the identity of the person that Ali met, the 
constituent containing the wh-word in (10b) 
appears inside the sentence, instead of on its 
left periphery. 

In other dialects, like Egyptian Arabic, 
wh-in-situ is the default strategy for forming 
wh-interrogatives and, in some contexts, WH-
movement is strictly prohibited (Wahba 1984). 
In Egyptian Arabic, nominal wh-words, like ±eh 
‘what?’, as well as non-nominal wh-constituents 
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like ma≠a mìn ‘with whom?’, can occur in situ, 
as illustrated in (11).

(11a) mona nisyit tiktib ±eh
 Mona forgot.3fs write.3fs what
 ‘What did Mona forget to write?’
(11b) mona  ±iftakarit  ±inn  bàba
 Mona thought.3fs that father
 xarag  ma≠a  mìn
 left.3ms with who
 ‘With whom did Mona think that Father
 left?’

However, while ma≠a mìn ‘with whom?’ can 
undergo WH-movement in simplex sentences 
(12a), it cannot do so in complex sentences 
(12b) (Wahba 1984).

(12a) ma≠a mìn mona xaragit
 with who Mona went.3fs
 ‘With whom did Mona leave?’
(12b) *ma≠a mìn bàba ±iftakar 
 with who father thought.3ms 

±inn mona xaragit
 that Mona left.3fs
 ‘With whom did Father think that

Mona left?’

Nominal wh-words like ±eh cannot undergo 
WH-movement, as seen in (13).

(13a) *±eh mona ±aret
 what Mona read.3fs
 ‘What did Mona read?’
(13b) *±anhi walad mona šafit
 which boy Mona saw.3fs
 ‘Which boy did Mona see?’

Wh-in-situ constructions raise a question 
regarding the necessity of (overt) displacement 
of wh-constituents as a defining characteristic 
for WH-movement (Huang 1982).

2. G a p  a s  v a r i a b l e

Another important diagnostic of WH-move-
ment is that it leaves a gap in the variable posi-
tion. While it is true that wh-interrogatives in 
Modern Standard Arabic can always involve 
a gap in the base/original position, some wh-
interrogatives involve a resumptive pronoun 
in that position (¤ resumption), which shares 
relevant agreement features with the fronted 
wh-constituent (14). Wright (1862) refers to 
this pronoun as ≠à±id or rּàji≠.

(14a) man bi-yadi-hi malakùt-u
 who in-hand-his kingdom-Nom
 kull-i  šay±-in 
 every-Gen thing-Gen
 ‘In whose hand is the kingdom of 

everything?’  (Wright 1862:224)
(14b) ±ayy-u rajul-in qàlat  

which-Nom man-Gen said.3fs
 fà†imat-un ±anna ≠aliyy-an 

Fatima-Nom that Ali-Acc
 ra±à(-hu)
 saw.3ms-cl3ms
 ‘Which man did Fatima say that Ali
 saw?’

Thus, within the class of wh-words, a distinction 
can be made between those that can be related 
to a resumptive pronoun, namely man ‘who?’ 
and ±ayy NP ‘which NP?’, and those that can-
not (see Table 1). The illustrative examples in 
(15) contrast in that respect with those in (14).

(15a) mà≈à ±akalat(*-hu)
 what ate.3fs(-*cl3ms) 
 fà†imat-un
 Fatima-Nom
 ‘What did Fatima eat?’
(15b) ±ayna ≈ahabat(-*hu) mona
 where went.3fs(-*cl3ms) Mona
 ‘Where did Mona go?’

Wh-words that can be linked to resumptive 
                              pronouns

Wh-words that cannot be linked to 
resumptive pronouns

man ‘who?’
mà(≈à) ‘what?’
matà ‘when?’
±ayna ‘where?’

±ayy(-u) NP ‘which NP?’
limà(≈à) ‘why?’

kayfa ‘how?’

Table 1. Wh-words in Modern Standard Arabic
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In more recent studies of wh-in-situ in Arabic 
(Aoun and Choueiri 1999), it was observed 
that, in addition to being the only wh-words 
that can be related to a resumptive pronoun, 
man ‘who?’ and ±ayy(-u) NP ‘which NP?’ share 
the fact that both can appear in partitive con-
structions (16) and can be d-linked (17)–(18).

(16a) man  min-kum ™afiÚa 
who of-you.mp memorized.3ms

 dawra-hu
 role-his
 ‘Which one of you has memorized his 

lines?’
(16b) ±ayya là  ≠ib-in min-kum
 which player-Gen of-you.mp
 ra±at nadia
 saw.3fs Nadia
 ‘Which player among you did Nadia see?’

(17) A: hunà ≠iyàdat-u  †-†abìb
  here clinic-Nom the-doctor 

 ≠omar wa †-†abìb ≠ali
  Omar and  the-doctor Ali
  ‘This is Doctor Omar and Doctor Ali’s 

 clinic’
  man turìdu ±an tarà
  who want.2ms that see.2ms
  ‘Who do you want to see?’

(18) A: hunà ≠iyàdat-u †-†abìb
  here clinic-Nom the-doctor
  ≠omar wa †-†abìb ≠ali
  Omar and the-doctor Ali
  ‘This is Doctor Omar and Doctor Ali’s 
  clinic’
  ±ayya wà™id-in turìdu 
  which one-Gen want.2ms
  ±an tarà
  that see.2ms
  ‘Which one do you want to see?’

‘D-linking’ is a term coined to describe a crucial 
difference between which-phrases and what 
(Kuroda 1968; Pesetsky 1987): a which-phrase, 
but not what, is used under the assumption that 
both speaker and hearer have a set in mind, 
and that the answer to the which-phrase will be 
drawn from that set.

3. U n b o u n d e d  d e p e n d e n c i e s 
a n d  s u b j a c e n c y

In wh-interrogatives involving gaps, the rela-
tion between the WH-moved constituent and 

its corresponding gap is unbounded. Thus, a 
wh-word can be extracted from an embedded 
tensed clause to the matrix complementizer 
position, as in (19).

(19a) matà qulta l-ì ±anna 
 when said.2ms to-me that
 mu™ammad-an ra±à ≠aliyy-an
 Muhammad-Acc saw.3ms Ali-Acc
 ‘When did you say to me that Muham-

mad saw Ali?’
(19b) mà≈à za≠ama ≠aliyy-un ±anna
 what claimed.3ms Ali-Nom that
 mu™ammad-an ištara
 Muhammad-Nom bought.3ms 
 l-yawm-a
 the-day-Acc
 ‘What did Ali claim that Muhammad 

bought today?’

However, the unbounded relation between the 
WH-moved constituent and its corresponding 
gap is constrained by ‘subjacency’. As illus-
trated in (20), gaps created by WH-move-
ment are prohibited inside islands, such as the 
WH-island or the complex NP island (Ross 
1967). 

 
(20a) *mà≈à sa±ala ≠aliyy-un 
 what asked.3ms Ali-Nom
 man ištara l-yawm-a
 who bought.3ms the-day-Acc
 ‘What did Ali ask who bought today?’
(20b) *mà≈à za≠ama r-rajul-u  

what claimed.3ms the-man-Nom
 lla≈ì ištara ±anna
 Rel bought.3ms that
 mu™ammad-an  qàbala ≠aliyy-an
 Muhammad-Acc met.3ms Ali-Acc

‘What did the man who bought claim 
that Muhammad met Ali?’

In contrast with the relation between the WH-
moved constituent and its corresponding gap, 
the relation between a resumptive pronoun and 
its antecedent is not constrained by subjacency 
(21). 

(21) ±ayyu kitàb-in sa±ala ≠aliyy-un
 which book-Gen. asked.3sm  Ali-Nom
 man ištarà-hu  l-yawm-a
 who bought.3sm-it the-day-Acc
 ‘Which book did Ali ask who bought it 

today?’
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The pronominal element found in (21) agrees in 
person, number, and gender with the sentence-
initial wh-constituent. In addition, the rela-
tion between the resumptive pronoun and the 
sentence-initial wh-constituent is unbounded. 
Unlike gaps, however, resumptive pronouns 
can occur inside islands. 

Based on the fact that wh-interrogatives in 
Arabic involve movement of a wh-constituent 
to the complementizer phrase, leaving a gap, 
and that the relation between this gap and 
its corresponding wh-constituent is unbounded 
but subject to subjacency, those constructions 
therefore display the typical characteristics of 
WH-movement. Resumptive wh-interroga-
tives involve unbounded dependencies, but 
they are not constrained by subjacency. There-
fore, it is not clear whether they involve WH-
movement.

4. O t h e r  W H - m o v e m e n t 
 c o n s t r u c t i o n s

Other constructions in Arabic which display typ-
ical characteristics of WH-movement include rel-
ative clauses and topicalized constructions (22).

(22a) al-màl-u lla≈ì
 the-money-Nom Rel
 taštahì ±anfus-u-nà
 desire.3fs souls-Nom-cl1p
 ‘the money that our souls desire’
(22b) al-kitàb-a/kitàb-a-n
 the-book-Acc/book-Acc-Indef 
 wajada mu™ammad-un
 found.3ms Muhammad-Nom
 ‘the book/a book, Muhammad found’

In what has traditionally been termed ‘topical-
ized constructions’ (22b) (¤ topicalization), 
a fronted constituent appears in clause-initial 
position, leaving a gap in its base/original posi-
tion in the sentence. Bakir (1980) and Shlonsky 
(1996) have aptly termed these constructions 
‘focalization constructions’ (¤ focus) because 
of the interpretation of the preposed constitu-
ent as a contrastively focused element.

Relative constructions in Arabic, especially 
indefinite relatives, also involve unbounded 
dependencies with resumptive pronouns (¤ 
resumption; ¤ relative clause), as in (23).

(23a) al-màl-u lla≈ì
 the-money-Nom Rel
 taštahì-hi ±anfus-u-nà
 desire.3fs-cl3ms souls-Nom-cl1p
 ‘the money that our souls desire’
(23b) màl-u-n taštahì-hi
 money-Nom desire.3fs-cl3ms
 ±anfus-u-nà
 souls-Nom-cl1p
 ‘money our souls desire’

The possible relation between the resump-
tive strategy and the gap strategy for form-
ing unbounded dependencies and the question 
regarding the necessity of (overt) displacement 
of wh-constituents raised by wh-in-situ con-
structions are issues that have kept the topic of 
WH-movement at the forefront of the theoreti-
cal debate in ¤ syntax.
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Wolof

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Wolof is the major lingua franca of ¤ Senegal. 
The country has six national languages, Wolof, 
Mandinka, Joola, Seereer, Soninke, and Pulaar, 
as well as French, the official language. The 
population of the country is about 11 million 
people today. The population consists of about 
92 percent Muslim, 6 percent Animist, and 2 
percent Christian.

The high percentage of Muslims is due to the 
early Islamization of the country. According to 
Gellar (1995), northern Senegal’s long involve-
ment in the trans-Saharan trade exposed it to 
Islamic influences from North Africa. From 
northern Senegal (which corresponds to the 
present regions of Saint-Louis and Matam) 
spread the Almoravid movement, which swept 
through Morocco and Spain during the last 
third of the 11th century. Over the years, 
northern Senegal became a training ground 
for Muslim clerics and missionaries operating 
throughout modern Senegal and West Africa 
(Gellar 1995:3). By the 14th century, Islamic 
schools were established in Senegal, and most 
Senegalese Muslims were already able to use 
Arabic script to write their own languages 
(Diop 1989).

This early Islamization of the country accounts 
for the strong linguistic influence of Classical 
Arabic found in Wolof today. Yet, the Arabic 
language has never been used as a medium of 
communication in the daily life of the Senega-
lese people. Its use was and still is primarily 
restricted to religious spheres (Ngom 2004).

Arabic loanwords in Wolof fall into the fol-
lowing categories: (i) loans with no phonologi-
cal adaptations and those with phonological 
adaptations (which have been integrated into 
the Wolof linguistic system); (ii) loans with 
semantic changes and truncations; (iii) loans 
with morphological adaptations (hybrid loans 
consisting of Arabic and Wolof morphemes); 
and (iv) loans with reanalysis of the Ara-
bic definite article (whereby the Arabic article 
and other lexical items merge to form one 
new lexical unit). The following examples 
illustrate these types of Arabic loans found in 
Wolof. 

2. P h o n o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n  o f 
A r a b i c  l o a n s

Some loans are adapted to Wolof phonologi-
cal rules (which may or may not be identical 
to the Arabic forms), whereas others retain 
their Arabic forms for some speakers (especially 
those who have some knowledge of Arabic). 
Thus, Arabic loans which do not violate the 
Wolof linguistic system are used by all speak-
ers. In contrast, adapted loans are often used by 
ordinary people, and the ‘learned loans’ (which 
have retained their Arabic traits) are used by 
people with some knowledge of Arabic. The 
following examples illustrate Arabic loans that 
did not need to be adapted to the Wolof linguis-
tic system because of the similarity between the 
two languages: xàdim ‘servant’, salàm ‘peace’, 
rasùl ‘prophet’, mùsa (Arabic mùsà) ‘Moses’, 
xalìfa ‘caliph’, miskìn ‘poor’, dunya (Arabic 
dunyà) ‘world’, sunna ‘customs of the Prophet’, 
islàm (Arabic ±islàm) ‘Islam’. These Arabic loans 
show no phonological changes. This is due to 
the fact that the phonemes and the phonotactic 
properties of these words are identical to those 
in Wolof, a language that favors CV(C) syllable 
structures (Diouf 2001).

In contrast, loans which have retained their 
Arabic forms and contain phonemes that do 
not exist in the Wolof phonological system are 
typically used by a minority of Wolof speakers 
who are educated in Standard Arabic. Among 
the majority of Wolof speakers who have not 
been exposed to Standard Arabic, such Arabic 
loans are strongly influenced by Wolof and 
undergo significant linguistic adaptations to 
conform to Wolof linguistic constraints. The 
following examples illustrate the adaptation 
processes of such Arabic loans in Wolof: alxu-
ràn < al-qur±àn ‘the Qur±àn’, waxtu < waqtu 
‘time’, malàka ‘angel’ < malà±ika [pl.], ad(d)una 
< ad-dunyà ‘the world’, aj(j)ana < až-žanna ‘the 
heaven’, aj(j)uma < až-žum≠a ‘Friday’, yalla 
‘God’ < yà ±allàh ~ ya££àh ‘O God!’, lëwël ‘first 
cup of tea’ < al-±awwal ‘the first’, nàm < na≠am 
‘yes’, aliw < ≠alì ‘Ali [proper name]’. 

In the first two examples, although the Ara-
bic voiceless uvular consonant q is considered 
to be part of the Wolof consonantal system in 
most Wolof grammars today, its frequent sub-
stitution with the Wolof voiceless velar fricative 
x in naturalized Arabic loans suggests that it 
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may have been introduced in Wolof through 
the extensive borrowing of Arabic loans in the 
language, and that it was not initially part of 
the Wolof consonantal system. The deletion of 
the glottal stop, the vowel deletions, and other 
consonantal deletions are all triggered by the 
Wolof linguistic system. Since Wolof does not 
have the pharyngeal ≠, this consonant is usually 
deleted in Arabic loanwords in Wolof. Simi-
larly, Arabic geminates resulting from assimila-
tion, such as al-dunyà ‘the world’ > ad-dunyà, 
al-janna ~ al-žanna ‘the heaven’ > až-žanna, 
and al-jum≠a ~ až-žum≠a ‘Friday’ > až-žum≠a in 
Arabic are typically maintained or simplified 
in Wolof. The postalveolar consonant ž is also 
replaced by its closest Wolof counterpart, j.

3. L o a n s  w i t h  s e m a n t i c 
c h a n g e s  a n d  t r u n c a t i o n s

In addition to these phonological adaptations, 
semantic shifts and truncations are also com-
mon in Arabic loans found in Wolof. Seman-
tic changes are exemplified by tubàb ‘white 
person’ < †abìb ‘doctor’; bilàl ‘muezzin; [male 
proper name]’ < bilàl ‘[male proper name]’; 
alkàti ‘police officer’ < al-qàdì ‘judge’; nùrayni 
‘[first name of a Senegalese religious leader]’ < 
nùrayni ‘two lights’. These words with seman-
tic changes are fully adapted loans. The mean-
ings of the examples are extended to cover 
other semantic domains in Wolof. These words 
are historical remnants of past influences and 
refer to Arabic items, professions, or cultural 
or religious concepts that came along with 
Islam in Senegal. For instance, the Arabic word 
bilàl refers to one of the most prominent black 
persons in the history of Islam, whose specialty 
was to call people for prayer. Today, the mean-
ing of the word has been generalized in Wolof 
and serves both as a first name and to indi-
cate the religious function of calling people to 
prayer in Wolof.

Examples of truncations are xadi ‘[female 
proper name]’ < xadìja; mamadu ‘[male proper 
name]’ < mu™ammad; bis ‘[interjection]’ < bis-
millàh ‘in the name of God’; sallàw ‘if God 
please’ < ±inšàllàh. All deleted segments in 
these loans contain phonological elements that 
do not exist in Wolof. This shows that these 
truncations are also motivated by the Wolof 
linguistic system and are designed to enable 
Arabic loans to function effectively in the 
language.

4. M o r p h o l o g i c a l  a d a p t a t i o n

In addition to these Arabic loans, Arabic loans 
with morphological adaptations (which consist 
of Arabic and Wolof morphemes) are also com-
mon in Wolof. The examples in Table 1 illus-
trate these types of morphological adaptions 
and show instances in which Arabic words 
were integrated into Wolof to such an extent 
that they are combined morphologically with 
Wolof morphemes.

Table 1. Morphological integration of Arabic 
loanwords

1.    aràmul ‘it is not 
forbidden’

Arabic haràm ‘forbidden’ 
+ Wolof -ul [3rd 
person negative]

2.  gennad(d)una ‘to 
die’

Wolof genn ‘to go out, 
exit’ + Arabic ad-dunyà 
‘the world’

3.  bàylàd ‘name of 
religious leader in 
the Mourid 

    brotherhood’

Wolof bày ‘father’ + 
Arabic al-±a™ad ‘the 
one’

4. saraxe ‘to give 
charity to 

          someone’

sarax < Arabic ßadaqa 
+ Wolof -e [ablative]

5.  sèxal ‘to give 
someone the title 
of sheikh’ 

Arabic šayx ‘sheikh’ + 
Wolof -al [causative]

6.  saraxàt ‘to give 
charity again’

sarax < Arabic ßadaqa 
‘charity’ + Wolof -àt 
[iterative]

7.  siyàrewàt ‘to pay 
a visit to someone 
again’

Arabic ziyàra ‘visit’ + 
Wolof -àt [iterative]

8.  saraxendo ‘to give 
charity together’

sarax < Arabic ßadaqa 
‘charity’ + Wolof -ando 
‘together’

9.  tafsìrkat ‘Islamic 
preacher’

Arabic tafsìr ‘Qur±ànic 
exegesis’ + Wolof -kat 
[agent]

These examples illustrate the types of adap-
tation processes involved in hybrid loans in 
Wolof. Similar to the adapted loans mentioned 
above, these examples also show that Arabic 
structures and segments that do not exist in 
Wolof are usually replaced by their closest 
Wolof counterparts. The deletion of the glot-
tal consonants h, ™, ± in examples 1 and 3, 
the replacement of the Arabic š and z by s (in 
examples 5 and 7), and q by x (in examples 
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4, 6, and 8) show the extent to which Arabic 
loans are transformed to meet the phonological 
requirements of Wolof. This is consistent with 
example 7, in which w is introduced between 
the Wolof iterative morpheme -àt and the last 
vowel of the word [e] to avoid the formation 
of vowel cluster [eà], which is unacceptable in 
Wolof. Furthermore, the consonants ß and d in 
examples 4 and 6 are replaced by the Wolof 
consonants s and r, respectively.

5. C a s e s  o f  r e a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e 
A r a b i c  d e f i n i t e  a r t i c l e 
A L -  ‘ t h e ’

Loans which involve the reanalysis of the Ara-
bic article al- comprise a major part of Arabic 
loans found in Wolof. These loans are usually 
formed by merging several elements (generally 
the Arabic definite article al- and other indepen-
dent lexical units) to form one new lexical entry 
in Wolof, as exemplified in Table 2.

Table 2. Reanalysis of definite article in Arabic 
loanwords

Wolof Arabic

alàxira ‘judgment day’ al-±àxira ‘Judgment Day’
ilimàn ‘imam’ al-±imàm ‘the imam’
asaka ‘charity’ az-zakàt ‘charity’
ajana ‘heaven’ al-janna ‘heaven’
alkàti ‘police officer’ al-qà∂ì ‘the judge’
alxamis ‘Thursday’ al-xamìs ‘Thursday’ 
asamàn ‘sky’ as-samà± ‘the sky’
aduna ‘world’ ad-dunyà ‘the world’
lëwël ‘first cup of tea’ al-±awwal ‘the first’
yalla ‘God’ yà ±allàh ~ ya££àh ‘O, 

God!’

With the exception of the last example yalla 
‘God’, which is also pronounced as such in 
Arabic, the examples above are among the 
most common instances of reanalysis of the 
Arabic definite article found in Wolof. All these 
examples share one property. While the Ara-
bic words consist of two elements (the article 
al- ‘the’ followed by a noun, as in examples 
1 through 9, and the vocative yà followed 
by a noun, as in example 10), the reanalyzed 
forms in Wolof only consist of one lexical 
element. Thus, the Arabic article al- and the 
vocative yà have merged to form a new lexi-
cal unit in Wolof. Wolof speakers regard these 

reanalyzed units as single lexical elements and 
consequently use them with Wolof determiners, 
as in asamàn-bi ‘the sky’, alkàti-bi ‘the police 
officer’, ilimàn-bi ‘the imam’, etc. 

6. C o n c l u s i o n

Most Arabic loans in Wolof today have been in 
the language for so long that they have become 
part of Wolof speakers’ lexical competence, 
and most Wolof speakers are unaware of the 
Arabic origins of these words. Based upon 
these Arabic loanwords in Wolof, Senegal can 
be regarded as a culturally creolized society 
(Swigart 1994), deriving one part from Wolof 
culture and another from Islamic culture. The 
considerable number of Arabic loans found in 
Wolof today is symptomatic of the linguistic 
consequences of this cultural mixture.
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Word Order

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n

Since the 1960s, the concept of word order has 
received widespread interest within linguistics. 
Through a seminal article by Joseph H. Green-
berg (1966) on universals of grammar, a new 
branch opened up within general linguistics, 
that of language typology and language uni-
versals. Greenberg presented a wide range of 
different word orderings in about thirty lan-
guages, but it was the order of the verb (V), the 
subject (S), and the object (O) that received the 
most attention in studies on the classification 
of the world’s languages. Later surveys showed 
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that the two most common variants were SOV 
and SVO, with SOV around 45–50 percent and 
SVO 40–45 percent. VSO occupies the third 
place, with about 10 percent of the world’s 
languages; VOS scored 2–3 percent, OVS 0–1 
percent, and OSV 0.0–0.2 percent (Dahlgren 
1998:97). 

Having noticed the overwhelmingly high SO 
order in the world’s languages, Dik (1981:21) 
suggested the following language-independent 
schema:

P2, P1 (V) S (V) O (V), P3

Here, S and O stand for the unmarked posi-
tions of Subject and Object, the Vs for possible 
positions of verbs, and the Ps for ‘special posi-
tions’ used for certain purposes. The commas 
stand for breaks in the intonation. P2 is the ‘left 
dislocation’ position (such as Bill in Bill, I saw 
him yesterday). P1 is the slot for certain marked 
constructions like question words, topic, or 
focus. P3 is the ‘right dislocation’, which is an 
explanatory afterthought, as in I like him, Bill. 

Greenberg also studied the correlations 
between basic word order and other param-
eters, and found that other orders could often 
be predicted from the basic word order. For 
instance, in a language with VSO, one can pre-
dict that it will also have prepositions (Pr) and 
not postpositions (Po); the head in a genitive 
construction will precede the genitive (NG); 
and the adjective will follow the noun (NA). 
However, this pattern is also valid for SVO, 
which led some linguists to drop the notion of 
‘subject’ and speak of two main word order 
types (Comrie 1989:95):

VO, Pr, NG, NA
OV, Po, GN, AN

The first type is characteristic of Arabic in 
nearly all of its different types, diachronically 
and synchronically.

In classifications based on the relative posi-
tions of the subject, object, and verb, Classical 
Arabic has commonly been classified as VSO 
among Arabists, whereas the modern spoken 
variants have often been referred to as SVO 
varieties. Mohammad (2000:2–3) notes that 
traditional grammars seem to accept all six 
orders as possible and grammatical, but he 
regards SOV and OSV as marginal and ques-
tions their validity. According to Mohammad 

(2000:83), VSO is the “discourse neutral word 
order”, but SVO is the underlying word order. 
Majdi (1990) and Anshen and Schreiber (1968) 
propose that Arabic is a VOS language. These 
three investigations were all written within 
the generative model, based on the deductive 
tradition, with a multilevel syntactic structure 
(underlying and surface), and the relationship 
between the two levels accounts for the vari-
ation in word order. In the following discus-
sion, the treatment of word order is based on 
the inductive tradition, within an empirical, 
discourse-pragmatic perspective, characteristic 
of the Prague school’s ‘Functional Sentence 
Perspective’, and on the ‘Functional Grammar’ 
developed by Halliday (1994) and Dik (1981), 
among others, who share a similar approach 
but do not necessarily adhere to one particular 
linguistic school. 

2. W o r d  o r d e r  i n  M o d e r n 
S t a n d a r d  a n d  E a r l y  A r a b i c 
a n d  i n  t h e  E a s t e r n  d i a l e c t s

2.1 Modern Standard Arabic: Newspaper 
 language

In Modern Standard Arabic, Parkinson (1981:
28) found a fairly high percentage of SVO in 
newspaper language, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. SVO in newspaper language

Type % SVO

Headlines 92
Political writing 48
Editorials 39
Short stories 39
Linguistics dissertations 34
Magazines 30
Scholarly journals, political science 27
News articles 8

Parkinson (1981:25) notes that even VOS and 
OVS turned out to be possible word orders and 
in fact occurred quite frequently.

2.2 Early Arabic and Eastern dialects

A recent larger investigation has confirmed the 
VSO character of Classical Arabic and of most 
of the Eastern dialects that are represented 
with sufficiently large text corpora (Dahlgren 
1998). The dialects in question range from 
Cairo to Mesopotamia and include those of 
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Central Arabia. All Bedouin variants over the 
area were classified as VSO, as well as most 
other village and town dialects. Exceptions 
were found in Egypt, where both VSO and 
SVO were found in different sources, whereas 
the Anatolian dialects clearly exhibited a main 
SVO pattern, due to contact influence from 
Kurdish and Turkish, both of which are SOV 
languages. In ¤ Uzbekistan Arabic, contact 
influence has affected the language to the extent 
that it has become a SOV language (Versteegh 
1984–1986:446–447, 452). The predominant 
SVO order in ¤ Anatolian Arabic shows a 
smaller degree of contact influence than the 
SOV order in Uzbekistan Arabic. In the former, 
the subject has been preposed to the verb, but 
the next step, with the object preposed to the 
verb, is only common in Uzbekistan, due to the 
heavy contact influence on Uzbekistan Arabic 
and its isolated existence.

The mixed pattern in Egypt may be due to 
both diachronic and geographical factors. The 
Sharqiyya texts from the northeastern Delta dis-
played VSO, at variance with modern Cairene 
texts, suggesting that Cairo itself and other 
parts of Egypt belong to a dialect area where 
SVO is dominant (Dahlgren 1998:169, 174–
176). The occurrence of different forms for the 
passive supports the view of different dialect 
areas (Retsö 1983:79–80), especially the use 
of the n-prefix vs. the t-infix, the former being 
more common in the Syro-Palestinian area, 
whereas the latter dominates in Egypt. Cairo 
experienced a large influx of rural migrants in 
the 20th century, which may explain the VSO 
character in the texts of Spitta-Bey (1880) and 
the dominant SVO order of the much later ones 
in Hassan (1971, 1981) and Nakano (1982).

3. O c c u r r e n c e  o f  i n d e p e n d e n t 
s u b j e c t s

Before examining the factors that affect word 
order in Arabic, it is important to examine the 
distribution of basic sentences with independent 
verb, subject, and object. These are relatively 
rare in both spoken and written Arabic because 
the subject is typically marked as an affix on 
the verb. It often lacks an independent form 
in the sentence, making sentences of this type 
irrelevant to the determination of basic word 
order, based as it is on the relative order of 
subject, verb, and object. Independent subjects 
in Arabic are most common when a subject 

shift takes place in a discourse/text (Dahlgren 
1998:130–134, 170). Approximately only every 
third or fourth sentence contains an independ -
ent subject in written and spoken Arabic. 
Objects occur even more rarely. In Dahlgren’s 
(1998) study, only 301 objects were found 
in narrative discourse in a sample of 2,657 
instances with independent subjects in the Early 
Arabic of Ibn ±Is™àq’s Sìrat an-nabì, which 
indicates that approximately only 3 percent of 
all sentences in this type of discourse include 
a verb and independent subjects and objects 
(Dahlgren 1998:207, 249–250).

4. D i s c o u r s e  t y p e

Recent research has shown that discourse type 
is an important factor in grammatical analy-
sis. A number of major and minor types of 
discourse have been identified, many of which 
have  characteristics that influence word order. 
Longacre (1983:1–5, 39) makes a main divi-
sion into ‘dialogue’ and ‘monologue’, where 
the former is characterized by uncontrolled 
interaction, often with unexpected turns and 
twists, and the latter by complete control of 
the discourse by the speaker or writer. Mon-
ologue can be further divided according to 
the parameters of ‘contingent succession’ and 
‘agent orientation’. For narrative discourse, 
both parameters are set to + (positive), whereas 
procedural discourse (how to do it, how it was 
done, how it takes place) has contingent suc-
cession but lacks agent orientation. Behavioral 
discourse is a broad category that includes 
eulogies and political speeches of candidates; 
it lacks contingent succession but has agent 
orientation. Expository discourse ranges from 
the familiar essay to the scientific article and is 
assigned – (negative) for both parameters. 

Another important distinction is that between 
written and spoken language. Written language 
is characterized by the fact that more time is 
spent on both producing and processing, which 
significantly reduces the need for redundant 
but supporting elements. Spoken language con-
tains many incomplete sentences, often simple 
sequences of phrases; it typically contains little 
subordination; passives occur to a lesser extent 
than in written language (Brown and Yule 
1983). 

Only narrative and dialogue are treated in the 
present entry, since other discourse types have 
not been sufficiently investigated. Expository 
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discourse tends to contain a high proportion 
of S(ubject)V(erb)COMP(lement), as Holes 
(1995:205) observes. 

4.1 Narrative: Foreground and background
Several quite intricate language phenomena 
hide behind the simple classification of most 
varieties of Arabic as VSO. VSO is regarded 
as the basic word order, which means that it 
is the default, or normal, word order in verbal 
sentences. A sentence is ‘default’ if it is the most 
common variant and exhibits least structural 
complexity and/or least cognitive complexity. 
The basic sentence has been defined as the fore-
grounded, main, declarative, affirmative, active, 
and continuative clause (Dahlgren 1998:93). 
For Arabic, the last criterion was excluded in 
Dahlgren’s investigation because continuative 
clauses do not contain independent subjects, as 
explained below. 

One of the great advances within ¤ text 
linguistics in recent years is the notion of fore-
ground and background (¤ grounding), elabo-
rated mainly by Labov and Waletzky (1967) 
and Hopper (1979). Foreground gives the main 
story line in a narrative; it presents events 
in sequence or consecutively, i.e. events that 
follow each other sequentially. Backgrounded 
events and situations are those which devi-

ate from this story line, being anterior to it, 
simultaneous, or farther in the future. Hopper 
regards this distinction as a universal; it may be 
displayed through morphology as the alterna-
tion between the ki- and ka- morphemes on 
Swahili verbs (verbs preceded by ka- are used 
consecutively, i.e. in foreground, and verbs 
preceded by ki- expand the story with supple-
tive, backgrounded sentences in this language); 
through verbal forms like the passé simple for 
foreground and the imparfait in written French; 
or through word order, of which Hopper found 
manifestations in older types of English (VS and 
OV clauses were connected with foreground 
and the SV type with background). 

Table 2 presents the word order in the Sìra 
of Ibn ±Is™àq, as representative of Early Arabic; 
the narrative discourse is divided into fore-
ground and background (Dahlgren 1998:249–
250). Left-dislocated elements are disregarded 
as subjects, since the dislocated element occurs 
in the following sentence, most commonly as a 
suffixed or separate pronoun (¤ topicalization). 
In a sentence like Khalid, I saw him yesterday, 
Khalid is the left-dislocated element, and the 
word order in the sentence is accordingly SVO. 
In Arabic, however, only SV would have been 
noted, since the pronoun would be suffixed, 
and suffixed pronouns were not counted as 

Table 2. Word order in Early Arabic

i. Narrative discourse, foreground, definite subjects

 VS VSO VOS OVS Tot. % SV SVO SOV OSV Tot.  %
  Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi    Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi

Perfect
Def. n. 1,799 142 30     1,978 98 26 13 1     40 2
Pers. pr. 1                1
Dem. pr. 15 6 1 1    23 100
Imperfect
Def. n. 20 1 1     22 92 2       2 8
Pers. pr.  0       0 0 3       3 100

ii. Narrative discourse, background, definite subjects

 VS VSO VOS OVS Tot. % SV SVO SOV OSV Tot.  %
  Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi    Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi

Perfect
Def. n. 275 37 7 7    326 98 5 2      7 2
Dem. pr. 4       4 100 0       0 0
Imperfect
Def. n. 24 1      25 61 13 3      16 39
Pers. pr. 0       0 0 8       8 100
Dem. pr. 1       1  0       0
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objects. (In the tables, Od indicates ‘definite 
object’ and Oi ‘indefinite object’.)

There is no great difference in word order 
between foreground and background. The dis-
tinction is achieved mainly through the con-
junctions fa- and wa- in Early Arabic, the 
former designating foreground, the latter back-
ground (Dahlgren 1998:207–209). 

The very low occurrence of pronouns in 
 narrative discourse is explained by the absence 
of the subject requirement explained above 
(¤ pro-drop). The more extensive presence of 
pronouns in dialogue is a reflection of their 
wider use in live speech (see Sec. 4.2). 

Modern spoken Arabic lacks morphological 
devices like fa- and wa- for marking foreground 
and background. A presentation of the material 
from the modern dialects in Syria, Lebanon, 
Jordan, and Palestine (Eastern Mediterranean 
Modern Dialects), Bedouin dialects, and Meso-
potamian and Egyptian dialects, according to 
the parameters VS/SV order and foreground/
background, showed that word order was rel-
evant for the latter distinction, with parts of 

Egypt and the whole of Anatolia as notable 
exceptions. The figures for Eastern Mediterra-
nean Modern Arabic are presented in Table 3 
as representative of those dialects that have 
remained unaffected by any other language in 
terms of word order. Note that Anatolian Ara-
bic represents a different type (Dahlgren 1998:
230, 232). Objects are unaccounted for here.

The figures present VS as the unmarked 
order in foregrounded narrative discourse in 
the Eastern Mediterranean dialect, while in 
backgrounded discourse, SV is the unmarked 
order. SV is also the unmarked order in both 
foregrounded and backgrounded discourse in 
Anatolia. Deviations from the general pattern 
are due to different pragmatic articulations, 
such as focusing, topicalization, and peak 
(Dahlgren 1998:183–186).

4.2 Dialogue

Dialogue differs from narrative discourse 
through its lack of the foreground/background 
distinction, in addition to other differences due 

Table 3. Narrative discourse: Foreground and background in modern dialects 

i. Eastern Mediterranean Modern Arabic

 FOREGROUND BACKGROUND
 VS % SV % VS % SV %

Perfect
Def. n. 912 87 131 13 61 42 84 58
Pers. pr. 121 63 70 37 9 12 65 88
Dem. pr. 243 66 125 34 7 10 65 90
hà + def. n. 85 79 22 21 8 53 7 47

Imperfect
Def. n. 89 85 16 15 30 27 82 73
Pers. pr. 9 36 16 64 8 14 51 86
Dem. pr. 14 56 11 44 7 9 68 91
hà + def. n. 9 69 4 31 8 28 21 72

ii. Anatolia 

 FOREGROUND BACKGROUND
 VS % SV % VS % SV %

Perfect
Def. n. 73 28 186 72 16 19 68 81
Pers. pr. 12 13 83 87 1 2 41 98
Dem. pr. 11 17 54 83 0 0 24 100
hà + def. n. 1  0  0  1

Imperfect
Def. n. 4 9 40 91 3 7 41 93
Pers. pr. 0 0 11 100 1 4 24 96
Dem. pr. 4 36 7 64 1 6 16 94
hà + def. n. 1  0  0  1
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to text production. In a real dialogue, there is 
a lower degree of planning the discourse, as 
opposed to narrative, and a greater need for 
redundant material to support the presented 
information, unlike written narrative, which 
can be read slowly and repeatedly so as not 
to lose any information. One should note that 
dialogues from Early Arabic are artificial, i.e. 
construed, and written, whereas in the dialect 
material, they are authentic and spoken. Table 
4 shows word order in dialogue in Early Arabic 
and two modern dialects. In Early Arabic, the 
independent objects are included, but they have 
been omitted in the case of the modern dialect 
in order to give a better overview. The orders of 
objects do not differ to a large degree in Early 
Arabic, compared to modern Arabic dialects. 
The material exhibits noticeably more VOS 
forms in the modern dialects, and even some 
scattered instances of OVS, SOV, and OSV 
(Dahlgren 1998:246). The difference between 
definite object (Od) and indefinite object (Oi) in 

Table 4 corresponds fairly well with the distinc-
tion between given and new information.

There is a significantly larger use of personal 
pronouns in dialogue in Early Arabic as com-
pared to its narrative discourse. This is most 
likely a reflection of spoken Arabic, because it 
appears in both old and modern times. Tables 3 
and 4 show that in Eastern Mediterranean Mod-
ern Arabic, the number of personal pronouns is 
22 percent of the number of definite nouns in 
narrative, but 133 percent in dialogue. 

Unlike narrative discourse, there is not a 
larger difference in the VS-SV word order in 
this discourse type (i.e. dialogue) between Early 
Arabic and many modern dialects. This leads 
to the conclusion that no significant change has 
occurred diachronically in this respect.

Dialogue exhibits a larger degree of SV with 
imperfect verb forms, and is generally char-
acterized by a higher SV rate than narrative 
discourse. This probably stems from the rather 
different character of dialogues; its volatile 

Table 4. Dialogue in Early Arabic and modern dialects

i. Early Arabic, definite subjects

 VS VSO VOS OVS Tot. % SV SVO SOV OSV Tot.  %
  Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi    Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi

Perfect
Def. n. 130 15 2     147 74 33 17 2     52 26
Pers. pr.  0       0  3 3      6 
Dem. pr. 2       2  4 1      5
Imperfect
Def. n. 18 3 1     22 49 15 7 1     23 51
Pers. pr.  1       1 3 24 8 2     34 97
Dem. pr. 0       0  6       6 

ii. Eastern Mediterranean Modern Arabic

 Perfect Imperfect 
 VS % SV % VS % SV %

Def. n. 77 54 66 46 33 39 52 61
Pers. pr. 11 9 113 91 20 11 159 89
Dem. pr. 4 27 11 73 3 23 10 77
hà + def. n. 4  4  6 60 4 40

iii. Anatolia

 Perfect Imperfect 
 VS % SV % VS % SV %

Def. n. 7 9 72 91 7 16 37 84
Pers. pr. 4 6 66 94 4 4 108 96
Dem. pr. 2 15 11 85 0 0 10 100
hà + def. n. 0  3    
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nature, with frequent switches of direction and 
a larger need for redundancy, makes it more 
subject to marked structures such as topicaliza-
tion and focusing. The fairly ample use of SV 
syntax in dialogue is probably also due to the 
common occurrence of sentences similar to 
beginning sentences in narrative discourse, i.e. 
sentences that are found at the very beginning 
of a story (Dahlgren 1998:187, 191). However, 
since the VS rate dominates in clauses with defi-
nite nouns and perfect verbs in Eastern Medi-
terranean, it is considered to be the unmarked 
order, while other orders are the result of 
marked structures. 

5. O V  s y n t a x  i n  A r a b i c

When an independent subject is absent, the tol-
erance for OV order is larger. A focused object, 
for example, appears in sentence-initial posi-
tion in (1) from the Qur±àn (Q. 17/20).

(1) kull-an numiddu hà±ulà±i wa-hà±ulà±i
 all-Acc succour.1p these and-these 
 min ≠a†à±-i rabb-i-ka
 from gift-Gen  lord-Gen-your

‘Each We succour, these and those, from 
thy Lord’s gift’

In this example, kullan is an indefinite object 
and is accordingly regarded as a focused con-
stituent, which appears much less frequently 
than the topicalized constituents. 

6. W o r d  o r d e r  f a c t o r s

6.1 Foreground and background

Having established the importance of studying 
each discourse type separately, it is now impor-
tant to consider more specific factors that have 
a bearing on word order. One such factor is the 
foreground/background distinction (Sec. 4.1; 
see discussion of Longacre’s discourse types 
and narrative discourse in Sec. 4), which is a 
crucial factor in modern spoken Arabic of the 
Eastern Mediterranean type.

6.2 Topicalization 

Topicalization constitutes another important 
factor that influences word order. SV order in 
foreground and dialogue is analyzed as ¤ topi-
calization of the subject. This slot, i.e. the ini-
tial position to be occupied by a verb, subject, 
object, or adverbial element, may also be used 
for a marked ¤ focus construction, indicated 
by indefinite subjects in preverbal position, as 
shown in Table 7 (dealing with the topicality 
hierarchy). Objects may undergo topicaliza-
tion, as Table 5 shows. 

Table 2 shows that VSO was the most com-
mon word order in Early Arabic sentences 
that included independent subjects and objects. 
The somewhat astonishing figures in Table 5 
present both VOS and SVO as far more com-
mon than VSO in Eastern Mediterranean Mod-
ern Arabic. So, quite paradoxically, one may 

Table 5. Objects with definite subjects in narrative discourse

i. Eastern Mediterranean Modern Arabic

 VSO VOS OVS SVO SOV OSV
 Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi

Perfect
Foreground 18 6 52 4 0 0 58 12 0 0 0 0
Background 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

ii. Anatolia

 VSO VOS OVS SVO SOV OSV
 Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi

Foreground 2 0 2 1 0 1 34 18 0 0 0 0
Background 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 11 0 1 0 1
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say that this dialect is of unmarked VS order 
in narrative discourse (according to Table 3), 
although instances where all three constituents 
are present do not indicate unmarked VSO. 
This leads to the conclusion that SVO is the 
word order for topicalization or focusing of the 
subject, and VOS the word order for topicaliza-
tion or focusing of the object (¤ topicalization). 
The absence of OV order in Eastern Mediterra-
nean Modern Arabic in Table 5 indicates that 
this dialect type is of rigid VO order, just as 
Early Arabic, as is evident from Table 2.

The Anatolian dialects indicate that SVO is 
the unmarked word order, which is in accord-
ance with the previous conclusion that these 
dialects have unmarked SV order. There are 
also scattered instances of all other orders—an 
obvious consequence of the contact influence 
from the SOV languages, referred to above. 

Statistics from the analysis of dialogue dis-
course data give a similar picture, as shown in 
Table 6.

The figures for the Eastern Mediterranean 
dialects are similar to those obtained from the 
analysis of narrative discourse in Table 5; the 
supposedly unmarked VS order is not  manifested 
when all three constituents appear together. 
The SVO tendency in dialogue is, however, 
stronger than it is in narrative discourse.

6.3 Focusing

Table 6 also indicates, through the instances 
with indefinite objects, that VOS may constitute 
a marked ¤ focus construction, as illustrated 
by the following example from the Qur ±àn 
(Q. 20/67).

(2) fa-±awjasa fì nafs-i-hi 
 and-conceived.3ms in soul-Gen-his 
 ™ìfat-an mùsà
 fear-Acc Moses

‘And Moses conceived a fear within him’ 

To some extent, the statistics presented here 
concerning Early Arabic and Eastern Medi-
terranean support the schema suggested by 
Moutaouakil (1989:60) for Classical Arabic:

Theme, CO {Foc/Top} V S O X, Tail

‘Theme’ and ‘Tail’ correspond to Dik’s P2 and 
P3 slots (see Sec. 1). The slot for the focus or 
topic here corresponds to Dik’s P1. CO stands 
for clause operators, such as ±inna, ±innamà, 
qad, laqad, and X for other constituents to 
which no syntactic function has been assigned, 
such as adverbs and prepositional phrases. Yet, 
as we have seen, the preverbal slot for prag-
matic functions serves only for subjects, so for 
pragmatic objects a modification is required:

Theme, CO {Focsubj/Topsubj} V {Focobj/Topobj} S 
O X, Tail

6.4 Topicality

Related to topicalization is the concept of topi-
cality. Different degrees of topicality indicate 
a subject’s propensity for being topicalized; 
higher topicality means higher SV rate in Dahl-
gren’s analysis of the tables on the Topical-
ity Hierarchy below (Dahlgren 1998:172–173, 
234). Table 7 presents statistical support for 
this conclusion. 

Table 6. Objects with definite subjects in dialogue

i. Eastern Mediterranean Modern Arabic

 VSO VOS OVS SVO SOV OSV
 Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi

Perfect 0 2 7 0 0 0 26 14 0 1 0 0
Imperfect 2 0 2 1 0 0 30 17 0 0 0 0

ii. Anatolia

 VSO VOS OVS SVO SOV OSV
 Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi Od Oi

Perfect 1 0 1 0 0 0 10 6 0 1 0 0
Imperfect  0 0 0 0 0 0 5 7 0 0 0 0
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‘Tot.’ refers to the total number of instances in 
the actual sample. Existential expressions, such 
as Classical Arabic kàna rajulun ‘there was a 
man’, exhibit 100 percent VS order in Classi-
cal Arabic and in all other dialects studied that 
have not been exposed to contact influence 
from an S(O)V language. In Anatolian Arabic, 
48 existential expressions with the perfect verb 
forms show 65 percent VS order. The overall 
tendency is toward a larger degree of SV order 
as one moves to the right in the table, which 
also means columns with an increasing degree 
of topicality; demonstrative and personal pro-
nouns belong to one single category, the ana-
phoric pronouns.

Table 7 shows a slight tendency toward a more 
dominant SV order in clauses with imperfect 
verbs, a tendency that was prevalent in other 
dialect areas as well. This tendency prevails 
even in dialogue in dialects with little contact 
influence on word order, as shown in Table 8. 

6.5 Animacy

The concept of ‘animacy’ is also connected with 
topicality: human beings have more topicality 
than inanimate beings, and superhuman beings 
have higher topicality than human beings; 
hence, they receive SV syntax to a larger degree 
(¤  topicalization).

6.6 Aspect

Tables 7 and 8 also show that the aspect of the 
verb has a bearing on word order. SV syntax is 
more common with imperfect verbs than perfect 
verbs. This is shown even more clearly by verbs 
that denote punctual aspect. In a sample in the 
Eastern Mediterranean Modern Arabic type 
dialects with 164 verbs expressing punctual 
aspect, with definite nouns in the perfect and 
foreground in narrative discourse, 99 percent 
VS order was found (Dahlgren 1998:237). 

Table 7. The Topicality Hierarchy in narrative discourse

i. Eastern Mediterranean Modern Arabic

 Existential Indefinite Definite Anaphoric pronoun
 Pers. pr. Dem. pr.
 Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS

Perfect
Foreground   122 96 1,043 87 192 64 368 66
Background 34 100 25 60 145 42 74  12 72 10

Imperfect
Foreground   14 93 105 85 25 36 25    56
Background 4 100 14 43 112 27 51 14 75 9 

ii. Anatolia

 Existential Indefinite Definite Anaphoric pronoun
 Pers. pr. Dem. pr.
 Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS

Perfect 
Foreground   68 71 259 28 95 13 65 17
Background 48 65 25 48 84 16 42  2 24 0

Imperfect
Foreground   7 71 44 9 11 0 11    36
Background 6 50 5 20 44 7 25 4 17 6 
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6.7 Rhythm

According to Holes (1995:206), there is a rhyth-
mic principle in Arabic that, apart from the 
verb, causes the ‘heavier’ sentence constituents 
to follow the lighter ones. This is because there 
is a rhythmic break in Arabic that falls at or 
slightly before the halfway point in the sentence 
at a major constituent boundary. Sometimes, 
this principle conflicts with the principle of 
‘definite first’, where the latter usually prevails 
(Holes 1995:206). 

7. W o r d  o r d e r  i n  s u b o r d i n a t e 
c l a u s e s

Word order in subordinate clauses has not 
yet been treated in a larger investigation. £àl-
clauses generally have SVO order, whereas 
temporal clauses may exhibit VOS order when 
the object is more topical than the subject, as 
in (3).

(3) fa-lammà jà±a ±àl-a lù†-in
 and-when came.3ms folk-Acc Lot-Gen
 al-mursal-ùna, qàla
 the-envoy-mp.Nom said.3ms

‘So, when the envoys came to the folk of 
Lot, he said, . . .’ (Q. 15/61–62)

8. A d j u n c t s

Adjuncts are prepositional phrases or adverbs 
that belong to the periphery of a clause, out-
side the core, i.e. the verb with its arguments 
(Van Valin and Lapolla 1997:26). The X-slot 

in Moutaouakil’s schema given above (Sec. 
6.3) is their unmarked position, but they may 
sometimes be fronted for highlighting or scene 
setting, as in (4) and (5). 

(4) ±àn-un li-balìÿ ±afandì ±an 
 time-Nom for-Baligh Afandi that
 yu±min-a bi-naßì™at-i
 believe.3ms-Subj on-advice-Gen
 ßadìq-i-hi l-muta†abbib-i 
 friend-Gen-his the-medical-Gen
 fa-li-yarta™il-a ≠alà ±ajal
 and-in.order.to-go3ms-Subj on haste

‘It was high time for Baligh Afandi to 
believe the advice of his medically inclined 
friend, and he had better go quickly’ (Bloch 
1974:24)

(5) fì ßabà™-i l-yawm-i t-tàlì
 in morning-Gen the-day-Gen the-next
 ta±àlat tahàlìl-u l-fara™-i
 be.raised.3fs shouts-Nom the-joy-Gen 
 bayna l-junùd
 among the-soldiers

‘The next morning shouts of joy were raised 
among the soldiers’ (Bloch 1974:51)

The adjuncts discussed here occupy Dik’s P1 
position. They are likely to appear in this posi-
tion as alternatives to topics or focus elements, 
making the P1 position a slot for one single 
pragmatic activation. The modified schema by 
Moutaouakil, presented in Section 6.3, should 
therefore be rewritten once more as:

Table 8. The Topicality Hierarchy in dialogue

i. Eastern Mediterranean Modern Arabic

 Existential Indefinite Definite Anaphoric pronoun
 Pers. pr. Dem. pr.
 Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS

Perfect 3 100 40 92 143 54 124 9 15 27
Imperfect 0  11 73 85 39 179 11 13    23

ii. Anatolia

 Existential Indefinite Definite Anaphoric pronoun
 Pers. pr. Dem. pr.
 Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS Tot. %VS

Perfect 2 50 26 77 79 9 70 6 13 15
Imperfect 0  5 80 44 39 112 4 10    0
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Theme, CO {Focsubj/Topsubj/Adjunct} V {Focobj/
Topobj} S O X, Tail

There are also prepositional phrases that occur 
in a fixed position in the sentence. These belong 
to the core, such as the prepositional objects, 
as in raÿiba fì šay±in ‘he wished for something’, 
and the prepositional attributes, as in (6). 

(6) bayna l-muslim-ìna fi 
 between the-Muslim-mp.Gen in 
 l-≠iràq-i wa-l-muslim-ìna
 the-Iraq-Gen and-the-Muslim-mp.Gen  
 fì jazìrat-i l-≠arab 
 in Island-Gen the-Arabs  

‘between the Muslims in Iraq and the Mus-
lims in the Arabian Peninsula’ (Cantarino 
1974–1975:II, 81)

Adjuncts that modify the whole sentence, and 
not just the core or a core argument, are more 
likely to appear in the beginning of a sentence 
(cf. Van Valin and Lapolla 1997:166–167), as 
shown in (7).

(7) ™aqìqat-a lastu ±afhamu 
 truth-Acc not.be.1s understand.1s 
 katìr-an
 much-Acc 

‘Actually, I do not understand much’ (Can-
tarino 1974–1975:II, 248)

The adverb katìr-an modifies the core verb and, 
hence, naturally follows it. 

Holes notes that for Modern Standard Arabic 
there “seems to be no preferred order for any 
additional adverbial complements of location 
or time which follow VSCOMP or VCOMPS”. 
He adds that “the principle that the longer, 
‘heavier’ elements are normally further to the 
right than the lighter also applies, and that 
the positioning of an adverbial element at the 
end is an indication that it may be taken up 
as the theme of the succeeding text” (Holes 
1995:208).
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X

Xabar

1 .  T h e  g r a m m a r i a n s ’  u s a g e  o f 
t h e  t e r m  X A B A R

The term xabar, like many other medieval 
grammatical terms, developed out of the literal 
meaning of the word, which is ‘message’, 
‘story’, etc. The verb ±axbara means ‘to relate 
something (new) about something’. Right 
from the early stages of the medieval Arab 
grammatical tradition, the term xabar and its 
derivatives have been used in the sense of 
‘predicate’, cutting across the two sentence 
types jumla ismiyya and jumla fi≠liyya. One 
often finds the grammarians using xabar in the 
sense of ‘predicate’, whether to a mubtada± (¤ 
ibtidà±) or to a ¤ fà≠il. The underlying principle 
is that the xabar’s function is to predicate 
of (™addaμa, ±axbara) the subject (convey the 
‘new’ information), irrespective of its type. 
When dealing with sentences such as fì-hà 
zaydun qà±iman ‘in it [fem.] Zayd is standing’, 
Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 222) starts off his discussion 
using the term xabar with reference to qà±iman. 
Subsequently, he makes the point that fì-hà 
implements the function of xabar to zayd, 
analyzing qà±iman as ™àlun mustaqirrun fì-hà 
‘the circumstances of his staying in it’. In later 
grammarians’ writings, the ¤ ™àl in sentences 
such as jà±a zaydun ràkiban ‘Zayd came riding’ 
is often described as a secondary xabar (xabar 
μànin), as opposed to the primary xabar - jà±a 
(see, e.g., Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ II, 62).

In many cases, however, the term xabar and its 
derivatives are not clearly differentiated, in the 
sense that one can hardly determine whether 
±axbara, for instance, is intended to mean 
‘predicating of’/‘functioning as xabar to’, or 
rather as ‘relating something about something/
someone’. Furthermore, ±axbara and ±ixbàr are 
also used in the sense of ‘to xabarize’ and 
‘xabarization’, respectively; that is, moving a 
constituent into a xabar position, thus assigning 
it the function of xabar. For instance, the 
mubtada± zaydun in zaydun qà±imun ‘Zayd is 
standing’ may be moved into the second position 
in the sentence; in the resulting sentence, al-
qà±imu zaydun ‘the standing one is Zayd’, 
zaydun is the xabar (and al-qà±imu is the 
mubtada±). ±Ixbàr may similarly be implemented 
through relativization with alla≈ì: alla≈ì qàma 
zaydun ‘the one who stood up is Zayd’. For 
discussion, see Goldenberg (1988:67–69).

Finally, xabar may be used to refer to a 
declarative sentence, as opposed, for instance, 
to istifhàm, denoting an interrogative sentence 
(see, e.g., Jurjànì, Dalà±il 108).

However, there can be no doubt that the most 
common usage of the term xabar in medieval 
Arabic grammatical literature is in the sense of 
predicate to a mubtada±. Literally, there is no 
symmetry between the two terms mubtada± and 
xabar; one might have expected the counterpart 
for the latter to be muxbar ≠an-hu, which was, 
indeed, used by later grammarians, though 
normally in a pragmatic rather than syntactic 
sense.
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2 .  T y p e s  o f  X A B A R :  M U F R A D  v s . 
J U M L A

In his Bàb al-ibtidà±, Sìbawayhi (Kitàb I, 239) 
distinguishes between three types of xabar: a 
nominal, identical in reference to the mubtada± 
(mà huwa huwa), an adverbial of place, and 
an adverbial of time. Later grammarians 
draw a distinction between a single phrased 
xabar (mufrad) and a clausal xabar (¤ jumla), 
emphasizing, however, that the basic form (¤ 
±aßl) is the former rather than the latter (see, 
e.g., Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ I, 87–88).

By way of exemplifying the basic form of the 
xabar, the grammarians typically use an active 
participle such as qà±imun ‘standing’ or mun†a-
liqun ‘leaving’. It is always stated that, in cases 
of disagreement in definiteness between the two 
predicative constituents, the definite one should, 
as a rule, come first and be assigned the function 
of mubtada±; the indefinite one should follow 
and be analyzed as xabar. This is consistent 
with the principle that the mubtada± conveys 
the ‘known’, whereas the xabar is designed 
to carry the new information conveyed by the 
sentence. The identity in reference between the 
mubtada± and the xabar is reflected in the fact 
that they normally agree in number and gender, 
as well as in case: the two share the raf  ≠ case. 
The grammarians differ with regard to the ≠àmil 
(¤ ≠amal) assigning raf  ≠ to the mubtada± and the 
xabar. But many seem to follow Sìbawayhi’s 
theory (Kitàb I, 239) that the assigner of raf  ≠ 
to the mubtada± is the ¤ ibtidà± and that the 
mubtada±, in its turn, assigns raf  ≠ to the xabar, 
since the latter has the same status (manzila) as 
the former.

The theory of referential identity between 
mubtada± and xabar runs into difficulties in 
two cases: first, when the xabar is realized as 
a clause (jumla), and second, when the xabar 
is a locative such as xalfa-ka ‘behind you’ or 
fì d-dàr ‘in the house’. In the former case, the 
xabar must contain a resumptive pronoun (¤ 
≠à±id) referring to the mubtada±, so as to signal 
the predicatival relationship between the two 
constituents. The ≠à±id is obligatory regardless 
of whether the xabar is a jumla fi≠liyya or a 
jumla ismiyya, as is illustrated by the following 
sentences, respectively: zaydun qàma ±abù-hu 
‘Zayd, his father stood up’ and zaydun ±abù-hu 
qà±imun ‘Zayd, his father is standing’. As for 

cases such as zaydun xalfa-ka ‘Zayd is behind 
you’ or zaydun fì d-dàr ‘Zayd is in the house’, 
the grammarians normally posit an underlying 
(mu∂mar; ¤ ±i∂màr) verb of existence, such 
as istaqarra ‘to settle’, preceding the locative: 
zaydun [istaqarra] fì d-dàr. They claim that the 
≠à±id in these cases is implicit in the verb. The 
latter is normally described as the assigner of 
naßb to the locative.

Regarding the locative occupying the xabar 
position, the grammarians indicate that, while 
an adverbial of place may be used freely, an 
adverbial of time is restricted to cases where 
the mubtada± is a verbal noun signaling an 
event. Thus, zaydun xalfa-ka ‘Zayd is behind 
you’ and al-qitàlu xalfa-ka ‘the battle is behind 
you’ are both perfectly grammatical sentences. 
By contrast, a time adverbial such as ÿadan 
‘tomorrow’ may implement the function of 
xabar to al-qitàl (al-qitàlu ÿadan ‘the battle is 
tomorrow’), but not to zayd. This apparently 
universal rule is explained by the grammarians, 
as could be expected, in terms of communicative 
value (fà±ida). A sentence such as *zaydun al-
yawma ‘Zayd is today’ lacks communicative 
value, since the qualification ‘today’ necessarily 
applies to all objects (and people) existing at 
the moment of utterance; ‘today’ cannot count 
as a piece of information specific to Zayd, 
and the sentence is therefore excluded. By 
contrast, al-qitàlu l-yawma ‘the battle is today’ 
is acceptable, since the battle could potentially 
take place at any time; by stating the specific 
time of the battle, the adverbial al-yawma 
in this case provides the addressee with new 
information, so the sentence is communicatively 
well formed.

3 .  T h e  X A B A R ’ s  p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e 
s e n t e n c e

Stipulating that the xabar must, in principle, 
follow the mubtada±, the grammarians were 
well aware of sentence constructions where the 
reverse is the case. Their discussion normally 
concentrates upon the following structures:

(1) rajulun ≠abdu llàhi
 ‘A man is ≠Abdallàh’
(2) qà±imun zaydun
 ‘Standing is Zayd’
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(3) fì d-dàri zaydun
 ‘In the house is Zayd’
(4) fì d-dàri rajulun
 ‘In the house there is a man’

The first of the four cases was treated quite 
straightforwardly as an inverted version of 
a mubtada± + xabar sentence: rajulun was 
analyzed as a preposed (muqaddam) xabar and 
≠abdu llàhi as a postposed (mu±axxar) mubtada±. 
The same analysis was also applied to sentences 
such as ±abù-hu qà±imun zaydun ‘his father is 
standing, Zayd’; they were described as cases 
displaying a preposed clausal xabar. The other 
three cases gave rise to an extensive debate 
among the grammarians. Sentences like (2) were 
outrightly rejected by the Kufans on the ground 
that the pronoun implicit in qà±imun, referring 
forward to zayd, constitutes an inadmissible 
case of ¤ cataphora (al-±i∂màr qabla ≈-≈ikr). 
Some grammarians proposed for (2) and (3) 
the analysis of (1): a preposed xabar followed 
by a postposed mubtada±. Under this analysis, 
the order xabar-mubtada± was presented as 
a secondary (far≠) formal (lafÚì) construction 
resulting from taqdìm wa-ta±xìr, whereas in the 
basic (±aßl) underlying (ma≠nà) structure, the 
xabar follows the mubtada± and not the other 
way around. This assumption was intended as 
a solution to two problems attached to qà±imun 
zaydun: it was a response to the Kufan objection 
to a cataphoric pronoun, and it dealt effectively 
with the claim that in qà±imun zaydun the 
operator (≠àmil) follows the operated-upon 
constituent (ma≠mùl), in violation of a major ¤ 
≠amal principle.

However, other grammarians advocated a 
different analysis altogether. For them, the main 
problem was that in (2) the xabar position is 
occupied by a participle, a form recognized 
by all as akin to the verb. In their view, 
a participle in presubject position invites an 
analogy to a verbal sentence displaying a fi≠l 
+ fà≠il construction. Yet, the vast majority of 
grammarians were reluctant to analyze qà±imun 
zaydun as a verbal sentence, because this would 
be inconsistent with the nominal status of the 
participle (see, e.g., Sìbawayhi, Kitàb I, 239). 
This gave rise to two alternative solutions. 
In one solution, the verbal analysis of (2) 
was accepted but restricted to cases where 
the xabar is ‘supported’ (ya≠tamidu ≠alà) by 

some preceding constituent, such as a noun 
implementing the function of mubtada± or 
head to a relative clause, or, otherwise, by the 
interrogative particle ±a- (see, e.g., Sìbawayhi, 
Kitàb I, 239; Ibn as-Sarràj, ±Ußùl I, 60). As an 
alternative solution, some later grammarians 
analyzed qà±imun in qà±imun zaydun as 
mubtada±, whereas zaydun was presented as 
xabar sadda masadd al-fà≠il (see, e.g., Ibn ≠Aqìl, 
Šar™ I, 189). This, indeed, appears to be a 
conflation of both the nominal and the verbal 
analyses.

Similarly, the majority of grammarians 
analyzed fì d-dàri zaydun (3) as an inverted 
version of zaydun fì d-dàri, with a preposed 
xabar and a postposed mubtada±. Others, 
positing the underlying verb istaqarra (see 
above), modeled their analysis on that of a 
verbal sentence. Still others argued that in such 
cases it is the locative fì d-dàr that assigns the 
raf  ≠ case to zaydun. This argument implies, 
however, that cases such as (3) represent a 
third type of sentence: jumla Úarfiyya. This 
was indeed the conclusion of the proponents of 
this approach, expounded and firmly advocated 
by Ibn Hišàm al-±Anßàrì (d. 761/1360; Muÿnì 
492).

The fourth case, fì d-dàri rajulun, differs from 
the third in that the mubtada± rajulun is inde-
finite. This makes the xabar-mubtada± order 
in such cases obligatory. In the grammarians’ 
words, this is a case of an obligatory inversion 
(wujùb at-taqdìm). They all agree that *rajulun 
fì d-dàri is unacceptable as an independent 
sentence (as opposed to a noun phrase with fì 
d-dàri functioning as an attribute (¤ ßifa) to 
rajulun (for discussion, see, e.g., Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ 
I, 86). Moreover, some of the later grammarians, 
going into the pragmatic aspects of fì d-dàri 
rajulun, point out that in this case it is rajulun 
that predicates of ad-dàr and not the other way 
around. Ibn ±Abì r-Rabì≠ (d. 688/1289; Basì† 
I, 588) argues that the sentence in question 
is a shortened version of the underlying (±aßl) 
sentence ad-dàru ma≠mùratun bi-rajulin ‘the 
house is inhabited by a man’. The constituent 
ad-dàr, he maintains, is placed sentence-
initially because it is the ‘real’ topic (muxbar 
≠an-hu). Some grammarians state clearly that 
rajulun occupies the xabar rather than the 
mubtada± position in the sentence (see, e.g., 
Ibn Ya≠ìš, Šar™ I, 86–87). Another case where 
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the xabar obligatorily precedes the mubtada± 
is that of interrogative sentences such as ±ayna 
zaydun ‘where is Zayd?’. Here, the argument 
is that interrogative words have a ‘right’ to 
occur sentence-initially (™aqq aß-ßadàra). For 
a discussion of this and other cases where the 
xabar must obligatorily precede the mubtada±, 
see, e.g., Ibn ±Abì r-Rabì≠ (Basì† I, 586–588).

4 .  T h e  X A B A R  i n  ± I N N A  a n d  K â N A 
s e n t e n c e s

The particle ±inna and the auxiliary verb kàna, 
with their respective ‘sisters’ (¤ ±inna wa-
±axawàtuhà; ¤ kàna wa-±axawàtuhà), are 
described by the medieval grammarians as 
operators (≠awàmil) entering upon (yadxulna 
≠alà) a mubtada±-xabar construction. Later 
grammarians introduced the terms xabar 
±inna and xabar kàna, reflecting the idea that 
the xabar in these cases is assigned the raf  ≠ 
case and the naßb case by ±inna and kàna, 
respectively. A question frequently raised by the 
grammarians is whether the position of xabar 
±inna/kàna is available for any constituent 
admissible as xabar after a mubtada± that is 
not preceded by ±inna/kàna. Zajjàjì’s (d. 337/
949; Jumal 42, 53) answer is in the positive. 
But his position is sharply criticized by his 
commentator al-Ba†alyùsì (d. 521/1127; £ulal 
165–166, 180–182) as an overgeneralization. 
First, al-Ba†alyùsì remarks that in both ±inna 
and kàna sentences, a nonaffirmative xabar is 
excluded: while zaydun hal laqìta-hu ‘Zayd, 
did you meet him?’ is perfectly acceptable, 
kàna/±inna sentences do not admit a xabar that 
is a question, a command, a prohibition, an 
inducement (ta™∂ì∂), or a plea (du≠à±). Next, 
he points out that while in kàna sentences 
the xabar may be a past tense verb, this is 
disallowed in sentences introduced by laysa, 
ßàra, and any auxiliary with mà preceding the 
verb; in other cases, such as kàna, ±aßba™a, and 
±amsà, it is controversial (unless the past tense 
main verb is preceded by qad). For further 
discussion, see Ibn ≠Ußfùr (Šar™ I, 380–382) and 
Ibn ±Abì r-Rabì≠ (Basì† II, 681–683), defending 
Zajjàjì’s position regarding xabar kàna.

Finally, in all sentences containing a ∂amìr 
aš-ša±n, the latter is analyzed by the medieval 
grammarians as mubtada± and the clause 
following it as a clausal xabar. They explain 
that the ∂amìr aš-ša±n is a ‘vague’ (mubham) 

pronoun referring to the whole ‘matter’ 
described by the following xabar (¤ ∂amìr). 
The latter serves as an exponent (tafsìr) of 
the mubtada±. Thus, for instance, in ±innahu 
±amatu llàhi ≈àhibatun ‘the female slave of God 
is going’, the clause ±amatu llàhi ≈àhibatun is 
analyzed as an exegetical xabar to the ‘vague’ 
pronoun in ±innahu. For a detailed discussion, 
see, e.g., Ibn Ya≠ìš (Šar™ III, 114–118).
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X-Bar Syntax

1 .  I n t r o d u c t i o n :  T h e  X - b a r 
s c h e m a

Early generative grammar, from the late 1950s 
to the late 1960s, factored grammatical descrip-
tions into two main components: the base 
component, consisting of (the lexicon and) 
phrase-structure rules, and the ¤ transforma-
tional component. X-bar syntax is the desig-
nation for a theory of phrase structure that 
originated in the context of an intramural 
debate within the generativist camp in the late 
1960s concerning the proper way to char-
acterize relationships among expressions like 
(1a,b,c). 

(1) a. John proved the theorem
 b. John’s proving of the theorem
 c. John’s proof of the theorem

(1b) is a gerund (-ing) nominal, and (1c) a 
derived nominal, a noun derived from a verb. 
At issue was whether both (1b) and (1c) should 
be derived transformationally from the deep 
structure corresponding to sentence (1a). Chom-
sky (1970) argued that while gerund nominals 
like (1b) derived by transformations from deep 
structure sentences, derived nominals like (1c) 
were formed in the lexicon by ordinary proc-
esses of derivational morphology. The ground 
for this conclusion was that derived and gerund 
nominals differ markedly in three areas: mor-
phological productivity, semantic regularity, 
and internal syntactic structure. Gerund nomi-
nals are highly productive and are semantically 
compositional; structurally, they are clauses. 
Derived nominals, by contrast, are relatively 
unproductive and semantically idiosyncratic, 
and structurally they are noun phrases (Chom-
sky 1970:187–200). Chomsky dubbed his posi-
tion the ‘lexicalist’ hypothesis, in contrast to 
the ‘transformationalist’ approach. 

In distinguishing between the sources of the 
two types of nominals, the lexicalist hypothesis 
left open the question of how to capture the 
similarities between them and sentence (1a) 
that motivated the transformationalist analysis. 
Toward this end, Chomsky proposed two inno-
vations to phrase-structure theory. The first 

was to analyze syntactic categories as bundles 
of syntactic features, exploiting an idea first 
proposed in Chomsky (1965:Chap. 2). The 
second built on the observation that the three 
lexical categories noun (N), verb (V), and adjec-
tive (A) could all take complements. In (1a), the 
verb proved takes the complement the theorem; 
in (1c), the noun proof takes the complement 
(of) the theorem; and in afraid of theorems, 
afraid takes the complement (of ) theorems. 
To capture this cross-categorial generalization, 
Chomsky (1965:210) proposed the generalized 
phrase-structure schema in (2), in which X is a 
category variable ranging over N, V, and A. 

(2) X' ¤ X . . .

(Here and throughout, the standard practice 
of using prime notation instead of bars will 
be followed, while retaining the name ‘X-bar 
syntax’.) (2) says that a sequence of an N, 
V, or A and its complement(s), indicated by 
“. . .”, forms a single-bar constituent with X as 
its head. An X-bar can in turn combine with 
categories that precede the head, referred to as 
its specifiers, to form a noun phrase (NP), verb 
phrase (VP), or adjective phrase (AP) by a sec-
ond schema for X-double bar, as in (3).

(3) X'' ¤ [Spec, X'], X' 

Thus, N'' = NP, V'' = VP, and A'' = AP. The 
categories that function as specifiers depend on 
the category of the head: determiners like the 
for N, adverbs like hardly for V, and degree 
words such as very for A. 

The base rule for generating a sentence (S) 
was (4).

(4) S ¤ N'' V'' (= S ¤ NP VP)

At this stage, the S rule stood outside the X-bar 
schema. While phrases as defined by (2) and 
(3) were endocentric (the phrase being of the 
same category type as its head), sentences were 
still exocentric (having no head and being of 
a different category from either of its immedi-
ate constituents). In addition to endocentricity, 
phrases were subject to several other conditions 
(Emonds 1976:12–20; Webelhuth 1995:23; 
Koizumi 1995:137):
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i. peripherality, the requirement that the head 
X be initial (or, later, final) within X';

ii.  maximality, the requirement that specifiers 
and complements be X''s;

iii. binarity, the requirement that an X'' or X' 
node dominate no more than two other 
nodes;

iv. asymmetricity, the requirement that a phrase 
be projected from only one of its daughters. 

2 .  R e v i s i o n  a n d  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f 
t h e  X - b a r  s c h e m a

Jackendoff (1977) revised and extended the 
X-bar schema of Chomsky (1970) in two main 
ways. First, he built (1977:31) on Chomsky’s 
suggestion about using syntactic features to 
define four universal categories, N, V, A, and P 
(preposition), in terms of binary (+ or –) values 
for the categorial features [N, V], as in (5).

(5) a. N: [+N, –V]
 b. V: [–N, +V]
 c. A: [+N, +V]
 d. P: [–N, –V] 

This analysis was retained in later work without 
modification (Chomsky 1981:48, 1986b:2). A 
proposal by Adnan (1993:186) to extend [+N] 
to nonlexical categories such as D (determiner) 
has not gained acceptance. Second, Jackendoff 
(1977:36) proposed that the maximal number 
of bar (prime) levels for all four categories in 
(5) was three, designating this as the Uniform 
Three-Level Hypothesis. 

Al-Aboudi (1985) employs both these inno-
vations in his study of the ¤ construct state 
(CS) in (Modern) Standard Arabic. His tree 
diagrams for construct states rely on feature 
matrices for syntactic categories (1985:136–
137), and he uses the Uniform Three-Level 
Hypothesis to show that the definite article al- 
and the nominal suffix -n (¤ tanwìn) in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic are not in complementary 
distribution as markers of (in)definiteness and, 
consequently, project to different bar levels 
(1985:138–148). His evidence comes from 
quantified construct states with numbers, as in 
(6), and with kull ‘all’ or ‘every’, as in (7).

(6) ištaray-tu l-±arba≠ìna kitàb-in
 bought-1s the-forty book-Gen
 ‘I bought the forty books’

(7a) ištar-à sàlim kull-a baqarat-in
 bought-3ms Salim all-Acc cow-Gen
 ‘Salim bought every cow’
(7b) ištar-à sàlim kull-a
 bought-3ms Salim all-Acc
 l-baqarat-i
 the-cow-Gen
 ‘Salim bought the whole cow’

In (6), definite al- and indefinite -n occur in 
the same phrase, which is possible because 
al- is generated in [Spec, N''] and -n is Det''', 
with the entire NP projection being N''' (cf. 
Al-Aboudi 1985:144). In (7), the difference in 
interpretation between ‘every’ in (a) and ‘all’ 
in (b) is not simply a function of definiteness, 
which indicates that the determiners are [Spec, 
N''] and Det''', respectively. 

Unlike decomposition of syntactic catego-
ries into feature bundles, the Three-Level 
Hypothesis did not gain wide support. On the 
one hand, most analysts followed Chomsky in 
taking the upper limit on phrasal projections to 
be two. On the other hand, with the advent of 
functional categories (see below), certain theo-
ries left the number of bar levels indeterminate, 
either because lexical categories were argued to 
be able to iterate specifiers indefinitely at the X' 
level (Fukui 1995:11), or because bar level was 
removed from the set of primitives for X-bar 
theory (Speas 1990:39–42). With the advent of 
bare phrase structure, and its elimination of bar 
levels from syntactic representation (Chomsky 
1995c:397–400; 1995d:243–246), the issue has 
become moot (¤ minimalism). 

One aspect of the Three-Level Hypothesis did 
stimulate fruitful research into the outstanding 
problem of the exceptional status of S. At the 
time, current work sought to minimize the 
exocentricity of S by adding X-bar schematic 
variants to the inventory of S-expansion rules 
in order to accommodate complement clauses 
and topics (Chomsky 1977:91):

(8) a. S'' ¤ TOP S'
 b. S' ¤ COMP S 

Studies of both root and embedded ¤ topi-
calization in Egyptian Arabic made use of such 
phrase-structure rules (Farghaly 1981:120–124; 
Farghal 1986:82–112). Jackendoff (1977:41) 
proposed that S should be integrated into the 
X-bar schema as V'''. With the general accept-
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ance of a two-bar system, some alternative 
was needed. In discussing the S-expansion rule, 
Chomsky (1981:51–52) speculated that S might 
properly be analyzed as a projection of the head 
I[inflection] and S' as a projection of the head 
C[omplementizer]. Chomsky (1986a) took this 
step for I, asserting S = I'' = IP (Inflection 
Phrase) (1986a:160–161). Chomsky (1986b:3) 
completed the assimilation, taking C to head 
the maximal projection C'' = CP (Comple-
mentizer Phrase). IP and CP were designated 
as functional categories to distinguish them 
from lexical categories such as NP and VP. 
(For discussion of the complementizer ±anna in 
Standard Arabic, see Shlonsky 2000). 

Once IP and CP were recognized, they proved 
unstable, and a plethora of new functional pro-
jections emerged (see Webelhuth 1995:76 for 
an enumeration). An early and extremely influ-
ential catalyst for this proliferation was Pollock 
(1989), who elegantly explained a complicated 
set of differences in the order of finite and non-
finite verbs relative to negation and adverbs in 
French and English by decomposing IP into TP, 
T[ense] Phrase, and AgrP, Agreement Phrase, 
and adding NegP (Negative Phrase) between 
them (Pollock 1989:366–384, 397). Chomsky 
(1995b:147) then divided AgrP into subject (S) 
and object (O) agreement projections: AgrSP 
and AgrOP, the former dominated by TP and 
the latter by NegP. The articulated clause struc-
ture that resulted is given in (9).

(9) [tp [t [agrsp [agrs [negp [neg [agrOp 
    [agrO [vp . . .]]]]]

Subsequent work has further decomposed 
AgrOP and VP and countenanced layered speci-
fiers (Koizumi 1995:Chaps. 2, 5, 6). 

The recognition of IP also stimulated intensive 
inquiry into the structure of NP, as research-
ers noticed that the parallelism between noun 
phrases and sentences exemplified in (1) no 
longer held under the IP analysis. In the X-
bar theoretic analysis of derived nominals, the 
subject of the deverbal noun was in [Spec, NP] 
and its complement under N' with the N head, 
so that all the arguments of the head were 
contained within its maximal projection (Ritter 
1988:911), as in (10).

(10) [np [np the army’s] [n' [n destruction [np 
    the city]]]

Under the IP analysis, by contrast, the sub-
ject of the clause the barbarians destroyed 
the city does not appear in [Spec, VP], the 
position which should correspond to [Spec, 
NP] in (10). Conversely, there is no functional 
projection in the NP corresponding to IP in 
the clause (cf. Bernstein 2003:536). To rectify 
the latter problem, Abney (1987) and Stowell 
(1989) proposed that NPs be reanalyzed as DPs 
(Determiner Phrases) headed by a (sometimes 
phonetically null) D head taking an NP comple-
ment. (10) would then be assigned the structure 
in (11) (Ritter 1988:913).

(11) [dp [the army] [d' [d -s] [np [n' [n destruc–
   tion] [dp [d the] [np city]]]]]]

This solution to the latter problem exacerbated 
the former one, for now neither the subject of 
the DP nor the clause is in the maximal projec-
tion of the lexical head (destruction or destroy, 
respectively). To correct this, it was proposed 
that the subject in each case originates in the 
specifier of a lexical head and raises to the 
specifier of the functional head that dominates 
it. Thus, in (11), the army originates in [Spec, 
NP] and raises to [Spec DP], while in the 
analogous clause it originates in [Spec, VP] and 
raises to [Spec, IP] (Sportiche 1988:425). This 
widely accepted thesis, that all the arguments 
of a lexical head are contained within its maxi-
mal projection, is known as the Lexical Clause 
Hypothesis (Plunkett 1996) or the ‘VP-Internal 
Subject Hypothesis’ (Webelhuth 1995:60–64). 

3 .  F u n c t i o n a l  c a t e g o r i e s  i n 
A r a b i c

Of the various functional projections proposed 
in the literature, the following have had the 
greatest impact on the study of Arabic: TP, 
AgrP, NegP, DP. In addition, Mood Phrase 
(MoodP) and Topic Phrase (TopP) have been 
proposed. Debates in this area have mainly 
turned on three issues: (i) the syntactic motiva-
tion for functional projections; (ii) their hier-
archical order; and (iii) their proper structural 
characterization. 

The existence of TP and NegP in Arabic 
is widely accepted (cf. M. Bahloul 1996; R. 
Bahloul 1996). Arguments for their existence 
are based on their syntactic and semantic 
saliency and, for TP, evidence of its presence in 
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the absence of a lexical host. The discontinuous 
bound morpheme ma- . . . š ‘not’ is the syntactic 
head Neg in Moroccan Arabic, despite its affixal 
status, because it creates scopal ambiguities, as 
in (12a), and licenses negative ¤ polarity items, 
as in (12b) (Benmamoun 1992:10–11).

(12a) ma-qra-š bezzàf
 not-read.3ms-Neg many
 d-le-ktuba
 of-the-books
 ‘He did not read many of the books’ 
 (negation > quantifier)
 ‘Many are the books that he did not 
 read’ (quantifier > negation)
(12b) ma-qra ™atta ktàb
 not-read.3ms any book
 ‘He did not read any book’

Similarly, Tense heads a syntactic projection 
because it licenses temporal adverbs even in 
the absence of an overt present tense auxiliary 
(which does not exist in Arabic) with the par-
ticiple ÿàdi ‘going’ (Benmamoun1992:12–15), 
as in (13).

(13a) ≠omar ÿàdi lmadrasa daba
  Omar going to-school now
  ‘Omar is going to school now’
(13b) ≠omar kàn ÿàdi lmadrasa
  Omar was going to-school
  lbàri™
  the-yesterday
  ‘Omar was going to school yesterday’

Benmamoun (2000:14) proposes that copular 
sentences have only the feature [+D] (deter-
miner), while those with kàn have the feature 
complex [+V, +D]. 

As for the relative order of TP and NegP, 
Benmamoun asserts, in a much-cited argument, 
that Neg is situated between T and V because 
it blocks an imperfect verb form from adjoining 
to T under the Minimality Condition on move-
ment (Rizzi 1990:7); instead, Neg itself raises 
to amalgamate with T to yield a tensed nega-
tive, with present, past, or future time reference 
(Benmamoun 1992:156, Ouhalla and Shlonsky 
2002:10; ¤ negation), as in (14a,b,c).

(14a) là ya-ktub-u 
 not 3ms-write-Ind
 ‘He does not write’

(14b) lam ya-ktub-ø
 not 3ms-write-Juss
 ‘He did not write’
(14c) lan ya-ktub-a
 not 3ms-write-Subj
 ‘He will not write’

(14) agrees with (9) in generating NegP below 
TP, but says nothing about the position of AgrP. 
In evaluating the six possible orders of Neg, Agr, 
and T, Benmamoun (1992:22–30) concludes 
that only the order T-Neg-Agr respects all gram-
matical constraints, in accord with Pollock’s 
original proposal. Ouhalla (1991:57) concurs 
but also presents comparative evidence that the 
order T-Agr is not universal, noting that the 
converse order occurs in Italian, as in (15b).

(15a) sa-ya-štar-ì zayd dàr
 Fut-3ms-buy-Ind Zayd house
 ‘Zayd will buy a house’
(15b) legge-va-no
 read-impf-3p
 ‘They read’

In Arabic, Agr = ya- appears inside Tense = 
sa- in Arabic, but in Italian, Tense = -va- occurs 
inside Agr = -no. Ouhalla presents similar data 
for variation in the order of Neg relative to 
T and Agr. On the strength of these observa-
tions, he proposes (1991:67–69) that the order 
of functional projections is parametrized. This 
assumption is explicit in some current work 
(e.g. Al-Harbi 2000), although the issue seldom 
arises. 

The contrary view that the hierarchy of func-
tional categories is fixed by Universal Grammar 
(UG) is defended by Shlonsky (1997:3–4) on 
the grounds of descriptive parsimony and learn-
ability. Contrary to Pollock and Chomsky, 
Shlonsky supposes AgrSP to be higher than 
TP. He argues (1997:98) that the agreement 
features on the imperfect verbs in (14) are not 
AgrS features but rather AgrPart[iciple] fea-
tures, on the basis of several types of evidence. 
Sentences in Modern Standard Arabic with 
the finite auxiliary kàna ‘[he] was’ (cf. [13b]) 
exhibit subject agreement features (1997:97, 
99), as does the imperfect main verb.

(16) kàn-a l-walad ya-l≠ab-u
 be.Perf-3ms the-boy 3ms-play-Ind
 ‘The boy was playing’
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Minimally, such sentences require postulating 
two Agr projections. The lower Agr is AgrPartP 
because the imperfect distributes with partici-
ples and nonverbal predicates in co-occurring 
with laysa ‘is not’ (Shlonsky 1997:105–106), 
as in (17).

(17a) mòna lays-at fì l-bayt
 Mona neg-3fs in the-house
 ‘Mona is not in the house’
(17b) mòna lays-at ∂àrib-a zayd
 Mona neg-3fs hitting-3fs Zayd
 ‘Mona is not hitting Zayd’
(17c) mòna lays-at ta-∂rib-u
 Mona neg-3fs 3fs-hit.Imperf-Ind
 zayd
 Zayd
 ‘Mona does not hit Zayd’

The upper Agr is AgrSP because it may host an 
initial subject with negated verbs in the perfect 
but not the imperfect (Shlonsky 1997:107, with 
second example modified):

(18a) *zaynab mà ta-∂rib-u
 Zaynab-Nom not 3fs-hit.Imperf.-Ind
 zayd
 Zayd
 ‘Zaynab does not hit Zayd’
(18b) zaynab mà ∂arab-at zayd
 Zaynab-Nom not hit.Perf-3fs Zayd
 ‘Zaynab did not hit Zayd’

Ouhalla and Shlonsky’s analyses assume that 
Agr projects syntactically in Arabic. This has, in 
fact, been a controversy on which consensus has 
not yet been achieved. Benmamoun (1993:66–
67) argues that agreement differs from tense 
and negation in that it is semantically inert and 
that its syntactic function, mediating between 
tense and the subject to check the nominative 
Case of the latter, is unrealized in three con-
texts in Standard Arabic: (i) negated sentences 
like those in (14); (ii) equational sentences like 
(19a); and (iii) DPs with posthead quantifiers 
that include a clitic agreeing with the head of 
NP like (19b).

(19a) a†-†àlib-a fì l-bayt
 the-student-fs in the-house
 ‘The [female] student is in the house’
(19b) ra±ay-tu l-±awlàd-a
 saw-1s the-children-Acc

 kull-a-hum
 all-Acc-them
 ‘I saw all the children’

In (19a), nominative Case is assigned to the 
subject a†-†àliba in the absence of Agr; in (19b), 
accusative Case is checked by the verb ra±aytu, 
while ¤ agreement in Case and person-number 
holds between al-±awlàd-a and the floated 
quantifier kullahum. In addition, LeTourneau 
(1998:99–106) argues that AgrO must be absent 
from the lower VP of double-accusative causa-
tive constructions like hiya kattabat al-±awlàda 
d-darsa ‘she made the boys write the lesson’ 
under Minimalist assumptions about clause 
structure, economy, and feature checking. 

Arguments in favor of the existence of AgrP 
assume or seek to complete the parallelism 
discussed in connection with (10)-(11) above 
between TPs and DPs, specifically, ¤ construct 
state (CS) DPs (¤ case theory). The standard 
analysis of a construct state DP such as bayt-u 
l-mudarris-i hunà ‘the [male] teacher’s house 
is here’ is given in (20) (Fassi Fehri 1993:215–
216; Benmamoun 1999:624; 2003:748–751; 
Mohammad 1999:33).

(20a) [dp [d] [np [dp al-mudarris-] 
  [n bayt-]]]
(20b) [dp [d [n bayt-u1] [np [dp l-mudarris-i] 
  [n t1]]]

The NP complement of D is headed by the pos-
sessee bayt- and contains in its specifier the DP 
possessor al-mudarris-. The surface word order 
is derived by N-D raising. N checks its Case 
against some higher inflectional head, and the 
DP in [Spec NP] has its genitive Case by the 
N head. 

Mohammad (1999) argues that construct 
state DPs parallel sentences in exhibiting both 
partial and full agreement. In sentences, VS 
order exhibits partial agreement between verb 
and subject, excluding number, while SV order 
exhibits full agreement (Mohammad 1990:95–
96; Bolotin 1995:7–8; Benmamoun 1998:112; 
LeTourneau 2003:85–86; among others). In 
construct state DPs, the first and second terms 
exhibit partial definiteness agreement, since 
the first term lacks (in)definiteness morphol-
ogy but agrees in definiteness with the second 
(28). They also exhibit full agreement in φ-
features – gender, number, and Case (¤ Case 
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theory) – between N and POSS (taba≠ or ±abu) 
in possessive constructions like those in (21), 
from Palestinian Arabic, which Mohammad 
(1999:38, 40) takes to be construct states rather 
than relative clauses, since at least (21a) cannot 
include the relative marker (±e)lli.

(21a) lektàb (*elli) taba≠
 the-book which belong-to.ms
 elbent
 the-girl
 ‘the book belonging to the girl’
(21b) elwalad  abu lgamìß le™mar  
 the-boy father the-shirt the-red
 ‘the boy with the red shirt’

Mohammad (1999:40) proposes that both 
types of construct state contain at least one Agr 
projection between D and NP, as in (22).

(22) [dp [d [agrp agr [np [dp lektàb] [n taba≠] 
[dp elbent]]]]

This node accounts for agreement in φ-features 
between lektàb and taba≠. Mohammad 
(1999:39) associates the Agr projection in (22) 
with what Ritter (1991) calls Num[ber]P[hrase]. 
Ritter (1991:55) analyzes quantified construct 
states in Modern Hebrew as consisting of a 
Q (quantifier) such as kol ‘all’, a Num head 
which takes no NP complement. LeTourneau 
(1995:40–41) adopts this analysis for Modern 
Standard Arabic and proposes that expres-
sions like kullu l-mudarrisìna ‘all the teachers’ 
are generated by Q-D raising, parallel to N-D 
raising in nonquantified construct states (cf. 
Benmamoun 1999). 

Two other functional projections have fig-
ured in recent work: TopP and MoodP. Al-
Shorafat (1999) seeks to overcome defects of 
earlier analyses of ¤ topicalization, such as 
those of Bakir (1980), Farghaly (1981), and 
Abdul-Ghany (1981), with a Minimalist analy-
sis in which TopP is left-peripheral to CP (cf. 
Rizzi 1997) and topics raise from internal to TP 
to [Spec, TopP] to check their formal features. 
Plunkett (1993a,b) argues from the modal dis-
tinction among imperfect verb forms, illus-
trated in (14), that MoodP projects between 
NegP and AgrOP. Ayed (2003:30–37) offers 
very interesting arguments that ±an, which is 
conventionally classified as a subjunctive com-
plementizer (Aoun 1985:56–57), actually heads 
the category Modal Phrase, on the basis of its 

selectional similarities to the future negative 
particle lan and its complementary distribution 
with that particle. 

4 .  C l a u s a l  m o d i f i e r s  i n 
A r a b i c

X-bar theory in the 1970s assumed that speci-
fiers are left-peripheral phrasal modifiers to a 
head X and that, in addition to complements, 
posthead phrasal modifiers called ‘adjuncts’ 
occur right-peripherally, such as hard in John 
hit the ball hard. Two innovations came to call 
into question the distinction between specifiers 
and adjuncts. One was to factor out linear 
order from the X-bar schema, limiting its func-
tion to specifying hierarchical relations among 
constituents and leaving ¤ word order to be 
determined by other modules of grammar, such 
as ¤ Case theory or ô-theory (Travis 1989; ¤ 
theta roles). The other was Kayne’s (1994:6) 
antisymmetry proposal, the core of which is 
the Linear Correspondence Axiom (LCA), rep-
resented in (23).

(23) d(A) is a linear ordering of T

A is the set of nonterminal symbols in a gram-
mar, d(A) the set of terminal symbols (words) 
dominated by the members of A in a syntactic 
tree diagram, and T the set of terminal symbols. 
Assuming asymmetric c-command, (23) states 
that if a nonterminal node X asymmetrically 
c-commands another nonterminal Y, then the 
word(s) dominated by X will linearly precede 
the one(s) dominated by Y. In addition to deriv-
ing a number of axioms of X-bar theory as 
theorems of the Linear Correspondence Axiom, 
Kayne (1994:17) deduced that specifiers and 
adjuncts are the same, since the latter cannot be 
generated to the right of a head under the Lin-
ear Correspondence Axiom. (For a relativized 
version of antisymmetry, see Moro 2000.)

Fassi Fehri (1998:32–33) appeals to the 
Linear Correspondence Axiom for his conclu-
sion that both prenominal and postnominal 
adjectives in Arabic are generated in the speci-
fiers of functional heads generated to the left of 
their heads instead of on right branches. The 
Linear Correspondence Axiom also pertains to 
the analysis of two types of clausal postmodi-
fiers: restrictive ¤ relative clauses and adverbial 
(circumstantial) clauses (¤ ™àl). 
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In the Modern Standard Arabic relative clause 
in (24), al-fatàtu is a relativized direct object.

(24) al-(fatàt-u [llatì  ±u-™ibb-u-hà])
 the-girl-Nom that 1s-love-Ind-her
 ‘the girl that I love (her)’ 

Restrictive relatives have been subject to two 
phrase-structure analyses. On the adjunct anal-
ysis, the bracketed string (the relative clause 
proper) is adjoined to the DP al-fatàtu. On the 
complement analysis, the material in parenthe-
ses is a CP complement to the (overt or covert) 
D head of the entire DP (Choueiri 2002:193). 
Under the Linear Correspondence Axiom, the 
complement analysis is the only option, since 
right adjuncts are excluded. Choueiri desig-
nates this as the ‘External Determiner’ (ED) 
hypothesis.

The External Determiner hypothesis is sup-
ported by several strands of evidence. First, in 
contrast to a nonrestrictive relative, a restrictive 
relative is interpreted in the scope of its deter-
miner. This is evident from how their entail-
ments diverge, as in (25).

(25a) Mary knows few boys who enjoy 
 knitting
(25b)  Mary knows few boys, who enjoy 
 knitting
(25c)  Mary knows few boys

Only the nonrestrictive (25b) entails (25c); the 
restrictive (25a) does not (Choueiri 2002:199). 
Second, the subject of an existential there sen-
tence cannot be definite, yet it can appear in a 
definite relative clause, as in (26), suggesting 
that the definite determiner is not a constitu-
ent of the postverbal subject of the existential 
(Aoun and Li 2003:103).

(26a) *There were the men in the garden
(26b) The men1 there were t1 in the garden 

were all diplomats

For discussion of contrary evidence associating 
D with the raised NP, see Ouhalla (2004). 

If the D al- in (24) originates outside the 
relative clause, the question arises as to the 
status of fatàtu. Choueiri (2002:Chap. 2) and 
Aoun and Li (2003:127–128) provide evidence, 
based on reconstruction, that the nominal head 

of a definite relative in Lebanese Arabic under-
goes raising out of the relative clause proper 
to [Spec, NumP]. An N head cannot raise to 
a specifier by itself, since specifiers host only 
maximal projections. Nor can it be an NP, since 
[Spec, CP] hosts DP arguments, as shown by 
Lebanese Arabic *l-piano lli bl≠ab-o ‘the piano 
that I play it’, which is ungrammatical (on the 
relevant reading) because piano is nonreferen-
tial; cf. I play piano (Choueiri 2002:226–227). 
Therefore, the phrase that moves to [Spec, CP] 
is a DP with a null determiner, which incor-
porates into the definite D heading the rela-
tive clause (Choueiri 2002:227; Aoun and Li 
2003:129).

Adverbial clauses, known as ¤ ™àl ‘con-
dition’ clauses in traditional Arabic gram-
mar (Wright 1974:II, 330), are exemplified
by (27).

(27) waßal-a l-wazìr (wa-hwa) 
 arrived-3ms the-minister and-he
 ya-™mil-u kitàb
 3ms-carry-Ind book
 ‘The minister arrived [while] carrying a 
 book’

In Classical Arabic, the circumstantial clause 
follows the main clause; in Standard Arabic, 
it now occasionally precedes (Holes 2004:266, 
270). The same holds true in colloquial Arabic, 
in which initial circumstantial clauses serve as 
topics to frame the main clause, as in (28) from 
Egyptian Arabic (Brustad 2000:339–340).

(28) wa humma mašy-in nisi
 and they going-3p forgot.3ms
 šan†it-u ma≠à-ha
 bag-his with-her
 ‘When they were leaving, he forgot his 
 briefcase with her’

Circumstantials have been little studied by gen-
erative linguists, Mohammad (1991) being an 
exception, so their phrase structure is poorly 
understood. The Linear Correspondence Axiom 
would seem to require that the base order be 
the one in (28), with raising of the main clause 
to the specifier of some functional projection 
to generate (27), subject, perhaps, to lexical 
semantic properties of the main verb (Abboud 
1986). 
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Y

Yemen

Arabic dialects in Yemen are spoken as a 
mother tongue in most parts of the country, 
except in the eastern province of Mahra and 
on the island of Soqotra, where Modern South 
Arabian languages are the native languages of 
the inhabitants. The Yemeni Arabic dialects 
are characterized by a great diversity and by a 
number of unique traits not found elsewhere in 
the Arabic-speaking community. Although not 
the best known Arabic varieties, some of them 
have been studied since the end of the 19th cen-
tury. For the center of the country (the former 
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen), the 
first descriptions are due to the Swedish scholar 
Carlo de Landberg (1901, 1905, 1909, 1913, 
1920–1943) for the sultanates of £a∂ramawt, 
Fa≈lì, High and Low ≠Awlaqì, ≠Awà≈il, and 
the tribal Confederacy of Daμìnah (today, all 
but £a∂ramawt are situated in Abyan Prov-
ince). The first dictionary (English/Arabic, in 
Arabic script) was published by Stace (1893) 
for the dialect of Aden. A few decades later, 
during the British domination, Emerson and 
Ghanem (1943a,b) wrote a grammar with exer-
cises about the same variety. For the western 
part of the country (the former Yemen Arab 
Republic, previously an independent imamate) 
during the 1930s, Arabic dialects were studied 
by the Italian scholar Rossi (1938, 1939) in 
Ían≠à± and a few other places, and, later on, by 
the Yemeni scholars Nàmì (1946), al-±Akwa≠ 
(1968), and Šaraf ad-Dìn (1970). Landberg’s 
publications on £a∂ramawt and Daμìnah Ara-
bic are still unequaled today and have hardly 
been updated. Since then, only short studies 

have been carried out, and no study of a simi-
lar scale has been achieved in these areas. The 
opening of Yemen since the 1970s has allowed 
linguistic fieldwork to be carried out again and 
made it possible to supplement the previous 
studies. The dialects of the western part of 
the country were the first to be investigated 
on a larger scale by Western researchers such 
as Diem (1973), Diem and Radenberg (1994), 
Jastrow (1984), Behnstedt (1985, 1987, 1992, 
1993, 1996, 2006), Bettini (1985), Prochazka 
(1987), and Werbeck (2001). Their studies, in 
particular the dialect atlas of Behnstedt and 
his monographs, followed later on by those 
of Al-Selwi (1987) on the medieval Yemeni 
lexicon, Watson (1993, 1996) on ¤ Ían≠àni 
Arabic, and the publications of a few others, 
such as Naïm-Sanbar (1994) and Simeone-
Senelle (1996a,b), have enriched and updated 
our knowledge of this geographical zone. As 
for the center, it is only in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s that studies about dialects not pre-
viously described were undertaken by a Yemeni 
researcher Habtoor (1989–1990) for the valley 
of Ÿayl £abbàn in Šabwa Province, and by 
Vanhove for the mountainous areas of Yàfi≠ 
and ðàla≠ (Vanhove 1993, 1995a,b, 1996a, 
1997). Fodor’s (1970) short monograph of the 
Lahej dialect, the only available publication 
based on the speech of migrants just settled 
in Egypt, must also be mentioned. Another 
important source of documentation on Yemeni 
Arabic are the studies undertaken by Goitein 
(1960, 1970) and Piamenta (1990–1991) of 
the speech of Yemeni Jewish migrants in Israel 
and the manuscripts, written in Hebrew script, 
they brought with them. For the purpose of this 

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



presentation, data from unpublished fieldwork 
by Vanhove for Aden, Lahej, Abyan, Muk-
eyras, and £a∂ramawt areas are also used.

Today, our better knowledge of the Yem-
eni Arabic varieties, although still fragmented, 
shows that the dialectal limits do not strictly 
correspond to the political boundaries of the 
20th century.

From the available data, it is possible to draw 
a typological classification (see map). It is still 
provisional because of the lack of data in many 
places, and some of the geographical limits are 
still vague, particularly in the central part of 
the country where no extensive study has been 
achieved yet.

For the former Yemen Arab Republic in the 
west, Behnstedt (1985) proposed, after Diem 
(1973) with some slight modifications, a divi-
sion into eleven main types (with subdivisions), 
all but one named after geographical zones.

I. Tihàmah dialects
II. -k dialects (these include the ‘Southern 

Mountain Range’ type of Diem)
III. £ugariyyah dialects
IVa. Jabal Wa“™ah
IVb. alMa™àbi“ah (IVa and IVb are transi-

tion zones sharing features with both 
zones I and Va)

Va. Northern High Plateau
Vb. Ar™ab
VI. Ían≠à± and central mountains (¤ Ían≠ànì 

Arabic)
VII. Southern High Plateau
VIII. Màrib and alBayÚà± dialects (former 

Southeast dialects)
IX. Northern High Plateau 2 (perhaps a 

transition zone between Va, Vb, and 
XI)

X. alJawf dialects (former Northeast dia-
lects)

XI. Ía≠dah

Since the reunification of Yemen, some of the 
geographical designations have become inap-
propriate. Because those of zones VIII and 
X could be misleading, they have been rela-
beled here. In a recent work, Behnstedt groups 
together the Jawf and Màrib dialects (but 
apparently not alBayÚà±) and classifies them as 
“Bedouin-type dialects intermediate between 
those of the highlands, North Arabian dia-
lects and those of the south-east of the Ara-

bian peninsula (£a∂ramawt, ðufàr, ≠Umàn)” 
(2001:23). So, it seems this classification could 
be reduced to ten types.

Furthermore, it is now known that a few 
of the above-mentioned groups extend further 
east. In particular, the -k perfect dialectal zone 
(zone II) goes on into ðàla≠ and Yàfi≠, two 
areas located in ðàla≠ Province, the northern 
part of Lahej Province, and the west of Abyan. 
The same type of dialectal enclave as in the 
west is found in the city of ðàla≠ itself, i.e. 
dialects with a final -tu in the 1st person sin-
gular perfect, a feature considered typical of 
the £ugarìyyah (zone III) but also found in the 
city of Ta≠izz, for instance. Diem supposed that 
zones IIa and III may “have originally been one 
connected group, from which the £ugarìyeh 
dialects split off in losing – perhaps owing to a 
greater accessibility of the region – the common 
k-perfect and adopting instead the t-perfect” 
(1973:149). 

The Tihàmah dialectal zone extends further 
to the south into Lahej Province, but as there 
are only data available for alÍabbèha (= Âòr 
alBàha), a village situated to the west of Lahej 
City, it is not mentioned on the map.

The dialect of Mukeyras, situated on the high 
plateau to the north of Abyan Province, near 
alBayÚà± City, shows a number of similarities 
with zone VIII, e.g. the article with m- (am- in 
Mukeyras, im- in alBayÚà±) or the change /*q/ 
> /g/. But to group them together is still debat-
able because of the scarce data, the possibility 
of contact phenomena, and some significant 
differences, such as the change from pharyngeal 
/≠/ to laryngeal /±/.

In addition to these eleven (or ten) types, it 
is possible to recognize at least five more main 
dialectal zones, with subgroupings, exclusively 
located in the former People’s Democratic 
Republic. These are:

XII. Lahej
XIII. Aden
XIV. Ÿayl £abbàn
XV. Abyan (which includes the Daμìnah 

dialects described by Landberg)
XVI. £a∂ramawt

£a∂rami dialects share some features with 
other varieties spoken in the Arabian Peninsula, 
in particular the palatalization of /*g/ into /y/ (a 
feature which cuts across the dialect boundaries; 
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see Johnstone 1965), but it seems there are 
enough differences to set them apart as a dialec-
tal entity (¤ Wàdi £a∂ramawt Arabic).

It must be pointed out that the extreme 
diversity of Yemeni dialects prevents, in many 
instances, mutual understanding. For example, 
it is not possible for other Yemeni speak-
ers, even the closest neighbors, to understand 
uneducated Tihàmi, Ía≠di, or Yàfi≠i speakers, 
nor are the three dialects mutually understand-
able. If dialectal continuity and transition zones 
do exist in some parts of Yemen, this country 
could be best characterized as a zone of discon-
tinuities.

The above dialectal classification is founded 
on a number of phonetic, phonological, mor-
phological, and, to a lesser extent, lexical 
isoglosses, some of which have already been 
mentioned. A few others can be added. Diem 
(1973) sets apart Ían≠à± and the central moun-
tains from the Northern High Plateau zone, in 
spite of many common features, because of, 
among other things, the perfect flexion in the 
2nd and 3rd persons plural (sirtayn/sàrayn vs. 
sirtin(na)/sirna ‘you [pl.]/they went’), and from 
the Southern High Plateau zone because of the 
relative pronoun, which is ≈i (instead of alla≈i 
in Ían≠à±).

The coastal plain of the Tihàmah is charac-
terized by the remarkable ending -an in the 3rd 
person singular feminine, the definite article 
am-, the indefinite article -un, the negative 
adverb daw± ~ da± ~ duwwayy ‘no’ (in the 
south) close to the Sabaic and ¤ £imyaritic 

forms (a little known language which Rabin 
considers to be “basically an Arabic dialect of 
the Yemenite type, but with some archaic fea-
tures, and with a great deal of South-Arabian 
loanwords” [1951:2]), etc.

As for central Yemen, Tables 1 and 2 show 
the main distinctive criteria taken into consid-
eration.

Comments on Table 1
1. The various degrees of affrication and 

palatalization for /*g/, so common in western 
Yemen, are rarer in the center, with the notice-
able exceptions of £a∂ramawt, Ÿayl £abbàn, 
and Mukeyras. It seems that the southwest of 
the country, from the Tihàmah coast up to 
Abyan, forms a sort of enclave in the Yemen 
where the reconstructed Semitic velar stop /*g/ 
was preserved.

2. Unlike in west Yemen (Behnstedt 1985:41), 
[q], [y], and [®] are not in complementary dis-
tribution in the center. All three allophones 
(only the first two ones for /ÿ/) are free variants, 
often for both /*q/ and /*ÿ/.

3. /ÿ/ has an additional allophone which it 
does not share with /q/, i.e. the laryngeal stop 
[π], or, in Yàfi≠ and ðàla≠, a velarized [~π   ], whose 
velar trait spreads to all the consonants of a 
word (e.g. [~π  aÃaÂ] for ÿanam ‘goat’, [Âa~π  ~re)] 
for maÿreb ‘west’ (this ‘emphatic’ character-
istic of the laryngeal stop is not described by 
Landberg for Abyan or Fodor for Lahej). It is 
possible, although not certain, that the voiced 
velar fricative /ÿ/ has undergone a change to 

Table 1. Main consonantal reflexes
(The data between brackets belong either to a restricted number of subgroups or to lost variants; slashes 
indicate phonetic variants.)

Proto-Arabic Yàfi≠
(II)

ðàla≠ 
(II)

ðàla≠ 
City 
(III)

Mukeyras 
(?)

Lahej 
(XII)

Aden 
(XIII)

£abbàn 
(XIV)

Abyan 
(XV)

£a∂ramawt 
(XVI)

*g g g g dy g g j g y (j, ž)
*q q/y/® q/y q g q q g q/y (∏) g
*ÿ y/q/~π   (∏) y/~π  ÿ ÿ y/q/π ÿ ÿ y/q/π 

(∏)
ÿ

*∏ ∏ (π) ∏ ∏ π (∏) ∏ ∏ ∏ ∏/π ∏
*l#Àfi Ú (∂) Ú Ú Ú Ú ∂ £ £ Ú
*Ú Ú Ú Ú Ú ∂ ∂ £ £ (Ú) Ú

interdentals + + + + + – + + (f) + (f)
*k > š + – + + + – + + +

emphasis + + + + + – + +/– +
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a laryngeal stop, retaining and spreading the 
velar, i.e. emphatic, trait. This may have been 
thwarted by sociolinguistic factors as well as 
phonetic ones (e.g. the fricative allophone [y~   ] of 
/q/). Today, [Ö] is stigmatized. Only the elderly 
use it frequently, while it is retained in only a 
few words by the younger generations. 

4. The [∏] variant for /q/ in Abyan, mentioned 
by a Yemeni colleague (p.c.) for a coastal vil-
lage, needs to be checked. Whatever the real 
status of this variant, phonetically it would not 
be surprising: Landberg (1901:271) reports, for 
£a∂rami and Classical Arabic, an alternation 
between the pharyngeal and the uvular in the 
verb meaning ‘to be able’, †à≠ and †àq respec-
tively, and an alternation [q] ~ [∏] is attested 
in classical Aramaic script (possibly through 
an emphatic velar fricative allophone [y~  ] of /q/ 
(Cohen 1988:85), for the reflex of the Semitic 
emphatic fricative lateral phoneme */l#À/, cor-
responding to Arabic ∂àd (not to *q). 

5. As for the coalescence of /ÿ/ with /≠/ in 
Abyan, although it was often noted by Land-
berg a century ago, it seems now to be quickly 
disappearing, at least in the ten places surveyed 
by Vanhove in 1989 and 1991. A trace of the 
phenomenon is still found in cases of hyper-
correction, such as [yazaf] for [∏azaf] ‘wick-
erwork’. But in Jabal Yazìdì, a village in the 
Yàfi≠ area, the merging of /ÿ/ and /≠/ into /≠/ is 
still alive, although receding. Another change 
is still heard in the speech of Bedouin women 
of the hamlet of Âuwa in Abyan: the merger of 
/ÿ/ and /≠/ into the laryngeal stop /±/. Landberg 
already pointed to the decline of the pronuncia-
tion of /≠/ as a laryngeal stop /±/. It is even more 
true today.

6. Regarding Úàd and Úà±, the dialects of 
Abyan and Ÿayl £abbàn are the only ones 
to have kept the lateral trait of the Semitic 
emphatic fricative lateral phoneme */l#À/ (Ara-
bic  ∂àd), which has become a velarized /£/ 
(≠a£am ‘bones’). In some cities and villages of 
the Abyan zone, such as Mudia and Lawdar, 
it changed into a velarized /®/ (≠a®am ‘bones’). 
Furthermore, Yemen is also the sole country 
where remnants of a distinction between the 
two Semitic phonemes */l#À/ and */ $μ/ are found. 
Jastrow (1980:106) interpreted Landberg’s indi-
cation about Daμìnah as a distinction between 
/£/ and /Ú/, but it seems to have disappeared 
today. [∞] is only a combinatory variant of 

/£/, before the resonants /l/, /r/, and /n/: [∞ofër] 
‘nail’. For Lahej dialect, Fodor’s description 
shows a (nonsystematic) distinction between 
an emphatic voiced interdental /Ú/ and a dental 
/∂/ (ba≠Ú ‘some’, ∂alf ‘claw’), and Behnstedt 
(1987:5) also mentions it for some subgroups 
in the Ía≠dah zone, with different realizations, 
respectively /Ú/ and /$μ/. It is not possible to find 
in the literature a single minimal pair to prove 
their phonological status, but /Ú/ is a rare pho-
neme in Arabic anyway. Yemeni Arabic is also 
exceptional among Arabic varieties, for the 
affricated retroflex articulation [t∑] of ∂àd, as 
mentioned by Behnstedt (1987:5, 136) for some 
villages in the Ía≠dah zone. Until then, retroflex-
ion was thought to be only a Cushitic reflex of 
the old emphatic consonant.

7. The merger of the interdentals with the cor-
responding dentals is rare in Yemen, and is only 
mentioned as a regular change for al£udaydah 
and Aden. Still, some dialects have preserved 
the interdentals, fusing /≈/ and /d/ into /d/, but 
only in a few words. Such is the case for Ÿayl 
£abbàn and ðàla≠, where the relative pronoun 
is di and not ≈i. Other subdialects, in Abyan 
and £a∂ramawt, have a fricative free variant 
[f] for the unvoiced interdental /μ/, which seems 
to be limited today to a few words, such as 
[dafi1nah] for [daôi1nah] or [fala1f] for [ôala1ô] 
‘three’.

8. The change /k/ > /š/ concerns only the 2nd 
person singular feminine pronominal suffix, 
and, for part of the -k dialects, also the flexion 
of the perfect 2nd person singular feminine 
(  kaškaša/kaskasa). It is noteworthy that in 
central Yemen, only Aden and ðàla≠ -k dia-
lects have not undergone this quite common 
form of  palatalization, absent only in the 
western part of the country, in the Tihàmah, 
£ugariyyah, and the southern -k dialects (IIa) 
– and in four villages of the Va zone (Behnstedt 
1985:82). Therefore, ðàla≠ -k dialects could 
be grouped with the subtype of southern -k 
dialects, while the area of Yàfi≠ most probably 
constitutes an eastern subgroup (IIe). Aden thus 
represents the southernmost point of this mor-
phophonetic retention.

9. Although not mentioned by previous 
authors, the loss of the emphatic trait is also 
a characteristic of the old Adeni dialect. But 
it is rapidly receding and is only heard today 
in the speech of old residents of Crater, the 
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city center, mainly old women. In Yàfi≠, as in 
Abyan, it is also a regressive feature, as already 
noticed by Landberg for Daμìnah, but emphasis 
can still be very light or even nonexistent, in the 
speech of old women. 

Comments on Table 2
1. The distinction between a masculine and 

a feminine form in the 1st person singular pro-

noun, ana vs. ani, quite common in the west 
(Behnstedt 1985:71), is also found in central 
Yemen, in a zone which continues the western 
one. It is only marginal in £a∂ramawt.

2. The 1st person plural pronoun in cen-
tral Yemen presents a unique feature, i.e. the 
change of the initial nasal /n/ to the resonants 
/l/ or /r/: la™na, in part of Abyan, as already 
noted by Landberg, or ra™na in Yàfi≠ and part 

Table 2. Morphological features
(The data between brackets belong to a restricted number of subgroups).

Yàfi≠ 
(II)

ðàla≠ 
(II)

ðàla≠ 
City 
(III)

Mukeyras 
(?)

Lahej 
(XII)

Aden 
(XIII)

£abbàn 
(XIV)

Abyan 
(XV)

£a∂ramawt 
(XVI)

1st sg. 
masc., fem. 
pronoun

ana, 
ani

±ana, 
±ani

ana,
ani

ana ±ana, 
±ani

ana ±ana ana ana, ani

1st pl. 
pronoun

ra™na (ra™na) na™na na™na na™na na™na na™na la™na 
(™na)

na™na

1st pl. 
imperf.

n- n- n- ? n- n- l- l- (n-) n-

IIIw/y 
imperf.

yèbëk

2nd pl. fem. 
imperf.
3rd 
pl.masc. 
imperf.

-ìn -ùn -6: 7 -ì -ù ? ? ? -ù -i -u -ìn -ùn -ì ~ -ìn 
-ù ~ 
-ùn

-in -ùn

1st, 2nd 
sg. and pl. 
perf.

-k -k -tu -t -t -t -t -t -t

3rd sg. fem. 
perf.

-ah -ah -ah -vt -at -at -vt -vt -vt

II gem. 3rd 
sg. masc. 
perf. 

-iy -a

gender 
difference 
in plural of 
verbs

+ + + + – – – + +

progressive 
particle

(bi-) ya- ~ 
ta- ~ 
qa-

la- ? Ø Ø Ø Ø Ø

article al- al- al- am- al- al- al- am- ~ 
um-

al-
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of ðàla≠; ra™na is not found in the other -k dia-
lects of western Yemen.

3. The change of resonants has also affected 
the /n/ of the 1st person plural prefix of the 
imperfect, which is changed to /l/ in part of 
Abyan dialects (lënßa ‘we forget’) and in Ÿayl 
£abbàn (lil≠ab ‘we play’), a zone which has 
not undergone the change in the independent 
pronoun.

4. Yemen has both the vocalic and the nasal 
endings in the 2nd and 3rd person plural imper-
fect. In the west, the nasal ending is almost 
entirely restricted to north and center Tihàmah. 
In the center, it is found in Yàfi≠, Ÿayl £abbàn, 
part of Abyan, and £a∂ramawt. It is not cer-
tain that the geographical variants of ðàla≠, [61] 
and [71], are reflexes of a nasal consonant; it 
could be a pausal nasalization, quite common 
in the southern -k dialects (with the addition of 
[™]; Behnstedt 1985:57).

5. The dialect of Gihaf, in ðàla≠, has another 
remarkable peculiarity in the form of the imper-
fect of verbs IIIy. It is restructured on the pat-
tern of verbs Iw (with a different long vowel): 
yèbëk ‘he weeps’. Unique in Arabic, this ana-
logical formation is known in Semitic, namely 
in Hebrew (Gesenius 1910:211).

6. The -k perfect is typical of the dialects 
of the high mountain range of Yemen. They 
share this feature with ¤ £imyaritic, which 
was spoken in the same mountainous area, 
and with the South Semitic languages (South 
Arabian stocks, Modern South Arabian lan-
guages, Afro-Semitic). Substratal influence is 
thus possible.

7. In central Yemen, the extension of the -
ah ending in the 3rd person singular feminine 
perfect, analogous to the nominal feminine 
ending, directly continues the zone of southern 
-k dialects and £ugariyyah dialects of western 
Yemen.

8. The vocalic ending in the 3rd person sin-
gular masculine perfect for geminated verbs, 
typical of Chadic and Sudanese Arabic, is also 
found sporadically in Yemen, mainly in North-
ern Tihàmah. Behnstedt (1985:136) notes either 
/-a/, /-ì/ or /-è/. In central Yemen, both ðàla≠ 
City and ðàla≠ share this feature, respectively 
with /-a/ and /-iy/: ™abba ‘he loved’, šelliy ‘he 
took’.

9. The nondistinction of gender in the plural 
verbal forms is rather rare in Yemen. In the 
west, it is mainly restricted to the Tihàmah; in 

the center, three dialectal zones are concerned: 
Lahej, Aden, and Ÿayl £abbàn.

10. Central Yemen seems to use few parti-
cles – five only – to express the progressive, 
as against some ten in the west, and they are 
limited to ðàla≠ City, ðàla≠, and Yàfi≠. But fur-
ther research is needed. Two of the particles, 
la- and bi-, are also used in the west, but bi- is 
not frequent in most Yàfi≠i dialects, while it has 
become an obligatory marker of the imperfect 
(no longer of the progressive) in the subvari-
ety of Jabal Yazìdì. Particles ya-, ta-, and qa-, 
particular to central Yemen, are geographical 
variants in the ðàla≠ zone.

11. The definite article with m- is used in a 
few areas in both western and central Yemen, 
and nowhere does it assimilate to any initial 
consonant of the following noun: am-ßanìni 
‘the little finger’ (Abyan). It is now receding. 
Landberg (1909:286) for Upper ≠Awlaqì and 
Marxah in Abyan, and Behnstedt (1987) for 
the area of Ía≠dah, also mention an article en- 
or an-, which corresponds to the old £imyaritic 
article.

12. Another morphological feature, not men-
tioned in Table 2, is worth referring to, i.e. the 
existence of an internal passive for verbs of 
Form I. It is more or less productive, depending 
on the dialect, but it is still quite common all 
over Yemen.

As for the lexicon, Yemeni dialects present 
many peculiarities, which can be found in 
the dictionaries mentioned in the bibliography. 
Some of them are traces of ¤ £imyaritic, or 
of Old South Arabian languages, as already 
mentioned for daw± ‘no’. For others, the form 
and/or the meaning are unknown in other 
Arabic varieties, e.g. tqambas ‘to sit down’ 
(Ía≠dah, Yàfi≠), ™usan ‘cat’ (Yàfi≠). There are 
also interesting cases of grammaticalization 
toward prepositions and adverbs: (Yàfi≠) dòr 
‘next to’ (< d-w-r), ràs ‘on’ (< r-±-s), tì ‘like, as’ 
(deictic), ±ublah ‘together’ (cf. Classical Arabic 
±abala ‘to be numerous [camels]’).

Syntactic studies, apart from Watson (1993) 
for the Íana≠à± dialect, are still rare and frag-
mentary. Studies about negation, conditional 
and concessive sentences, discourse particles, 
and focalization in the Yàfi≠i dialects can be 
found in Vanhove (1996a,b, 2000, 2002a) and 
for negation and verbs of movement in the 
Tihàmah dialects in Simeone-Senelle (1996a,b). 
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Landberg’s studies on £a∂ramawt and Daμìnah 
also contain a number of interesting, although 
unorganized, observations in various syntactic 
domains.

As elsewhere in the Arab world, Yemeni dia-
lects are subjected to a process of ¤ leveling, 
for various social reasons. So far, no system-
atic study of the linguistic outcome of social 
changes has been undertaken, so, in addition to 
the previous scattered remarks, the following 
general comment is mainly based on Vanhove’s 
fieldwork in the central part of the country 
(Vanhove 1997, 2002b). Among the phonetic 
and morphological characteristics discussed 
above, only three features seem to resist even 
when speakers migrate to different places: the 
alternation [q] ~ [y] for both /q/ and /ÿ/ in Yàfi≠ 
and Abyan, the 1st person singular feminine 
pronoun ani, and the presence or absence of 
gender opposition in the plural verb. Even the 
widespread development /k/ > /“/ (¤ kaškaša/
kaskasa) or the fusion of the interdentals with 
the corresponding dentals are slowly receding 
among educated people. On the whole, men 
are more likely to change their speech toward 
more koineized forms than women, but young 
educated women are also very sensitive, as is 
usually the case, to more modern or fashion-
able forms. In Yemen, the problem is to know 
how to characterize the koine (or koines). It 
seems that the capital city Ían≠à± is not a center 
of attraction, because of its many peculiarities, 
which set it apart from any version of Modern 
Standard Arabic. Furthermore, the influence 
of Egyptian Arabic is more limited than it was 
once thought. In the center of the country, 
province capitals, such as Aden or Mukalla, 
tend to be prestigious models, but their socio-
linguistic situation is quite complex and little 
known. In spite of the leveling process, Yemen 
is still a very conservative and fascinating dia-
lectal area, where much remains to be done and 
discovered.
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Yoruba

1. Y o r u b a  a n d  I s l a m

The term ‘Yoruba’ identifies a people, as well 
as the language they speak. The Yoruba, with 
an estimated population of about 24,000,000 
(Fagborun 1994:13), live mainly in ¤ Nigeria’s 
southwestern states and in parts of the West 
African republics of Benin and Togo. They are 
made up of approximately 24 dialect groups, 
all of which are bound to one another by com-
mon traditions of origin (Johnson 1921:3–25). 

The use of the term ‘Yoruba’ to refer to both 
the language and the people gained currency 
in the early 1840s when Bishop Ajayi Crowther, 
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the first African bishop of the Church Mis-
sionary Society, started reducing the Yoruba 
language to writing mainly to facilitate the 
translation of the Bible and other Christian 
literature into Yoruba (Ajayi 1970). The Stand-
ard or Koine Yoruba that emerged from this 
exercise was initially based on the dialects and 
accents of the Oyo and Egba subgroups (Fag-
borun 1994:16, 17). Over time, this form of 
Yoruba, which functioned as Literary Yoruba, 
the language of the elite, acquired elements 
not only from many of the other dialects but 
also from the English language, from which 
Christian literature was initially translated into 
Yoruba.

The earliest use of the term ‘Yoruba’ can be 
traced to Arab writers such as ±A™mad Bàbà 
(d. 1627) in his Mi≠ràj as-su≠ùd and Muham-
mad Bello (d. 1837) in his ±Infàq al-maysùr 
(Hunwick 1964:568–593; Hunwick and Har-
rak 2000:392ff.; Bello 1964:48).

One of several widely believed Yoruba tradi-
tions locates their origin as Iraq (Bello 1964), 
while yet another says the Yoruba have been 
so influenced by Ancient Egyptian language 
and culture that many of their present words 
have cognates in Hebrew or the Ancient Egyp-
tian language (Oduyoye 1971:8, 17–28, 37). 
The proponents of a pure Arab stock for the 
Yoruba people hold that Arabic is the parent 
language to Yoruba, and that most contem-
porary Yoruba vocabulary is traceable to an 
Arabic origin (Al-Ilori 1972:28–31; Mazhar 
1976:1–3; Salloum 1976:7–25). 

There is evidence from Arabic sources (Bello 
1964:48; Hunwick and Harrak 2000:39–70) 
and from the accounts of early European trave-
lers and explorers in West Africa (Gbadamosi 
1978: Chap. 3), as well as from the morpho-
logical features of Arabic loanwords in Yoruba 
to suggest that Yoruba contact with Islam dates 
farther back than the 19th century (Reichmuth 
1988:272–291). This contact inevitably implies 
regular contact with Arabic on account of the 
daily reading and recitation of portions of the 
Qur±àn in daily worship. 

2. A r a b i c  l o a n w o r d s  i n 
Y o r u b a

The daily use of the Arabic language and the 
accompanying practice of establishing Arabic 
schools to teach new converts facilitated the 

inroad of a considerable number of Arabic-
derived words and expressions relating to 
Islamic worship and other subjects into the 
Yoruba language, with or without morphopho-
nemic modifications to harmonize them with 
the Yoruba sound system. Some scholars have 
attempted to trace virtually all Yoruba words 
to an Arabic root (Mazhar 1976; Salloum 
1976; Al-Ilori 1972:34–38), whereas others 
base their identification of Arabic loanwords on 
a linguistic analysis (Abdul 1976:37–42; Ogun-
biyi 1984:147–177; Reichmuth 1988:272–291; 
Malik 1995:425–439).

The following data on Arabic loanwords in 
Yoruba were obtained from previous publica-
tions on Arabic loanwords in Yoruba, such 
as Oduyoye (1971), Al- Ilori (1972), Maz-
har (1976), Abdul (1976), Gbadamosi (1978), 
Ogunbiyi (1984), Malik (1995), as well as from 
dictionaries of the Yoruba language, especially 
Crowther (1852) and Abraham (1962).

As a consequence of the absence of certain 
Arabic sounds from the Yoruba system, they 
are generally substituted with phonologically 
proximate sounds in Yoruba, such as /s/ replac-
ing /μ/, /z/, /≈/, /s/, and /z/ (Ogunbiyi 1980:109–
127). In Yoruba orthography, s and the vowels 
e, o are written with a dot underneath to repre-
sent the Yoruba consonants /š/ and the vowels 
/ε/ and /–/, respectively. Yoruba does not usually 
allow consonant clusters or a consonant that is 
not followed by a vowel. Consonant clusters in 
Arabic loanwords are therefore usually broken 
up by the insertion of a vowel.

The most easily identifiable loanwords are 
those in which the basic triliteral consonant 
phonemes of the Arabic root are retained either 
in their original Arabic form or in their harmo-
nized form to conform to the Yoruba sound 
system, e.g. àlùbáríkà from the root b-r-k, and 
bàlágà from the root b-l-ÿ.

In the majority of the loanwords, only two 
of the root consonants remain, either because 
one of the three original Arabic consonants is 
replaced by a vowel, as in àkí  ìkà (root ™-q-q) 
or because geminate consonants are simplified, 
as in àláájì (root ™-j-j), àlàmísì (root x-m-s). In 
a number of cases, the last consonant in the 
root is the one that is dropped, as in àlùb%ósà 
(root b-s-l).

A number of loans have only one conso-
nant or trace of it remaining from the original 
root, e.g. èrè, orí. Some scholars believe that 
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these words represent the earliest stages of the 
assimilation of Arabic-related loanwords into 
Yoruba – probably going back to the pre-
Islamic migrations of the presumed ancestors 
of the Yoruba from the Middle East (Al-Ilori 
1972:39). At the present stage of scholarship 
on the subject of Arabic loanwords in Yoruba, 
it would appear that only those words that 
have retained three or two consonant pho-
nemes from the Arabic could be categorically 
said to be of Arabic origin.

3. S e m a n t i c  f i e l d s  c o v e r e d  b y 
t h e  l o a n w o r d s

Arabic loanwords feature in the speech and 
writing by Yoruba of all religious and educa-
tional backgrounds, in live radio and televi-
sion broadcasts, in mass-circulation Yoruba 
newspapers, and even in the Yoruba Bible in 
current usage (Malik 1995:425–435; Ogunbiyi 
2001). In a quasi-technical publication by the 
Nigerian Educational Research and Develop-
ment Council entitled Quadrilingual glossary 
of legislative terms (NERDC:1991), many Ara-
bic loanwords, especially for tools, implements, 
and literacy, such as tánganran, àlìkám%ò, ìm %ò, 
and kálàmù, occur quite frequently. Even gen-
eral words such as àlááfíà, àníyàn, and làákàyè 
occur frequently.

On account of the relationship between Islam 
and Arabic, there is a higher frequency of 
Arabic phrases and loanwords, especially from 
the Qur±àn and other Islamic literature, in the 
speech of those with some level of Arabic/
Islamic education, when addressing a prepon-
derantly Muslim audience.

The speech of ordinary Yoruba speakers in 
highly Islamized Yoruba communities such as 
Ilorin and Iwo is usually replete with a higher 
percentage of loanwords and direct borrowings 
from Arabic. The incorporation of many Ara-
bic words and phrases into the lyrics of forms 
of popular Yoruba music is also an important 
factor in the progressive popularization and 
assimilation of such words and phrases into the 
common Yoruba language.

Several semantic fields may be distinguished:

i. Personal names
As is to be expected, Islamic names from Ara-
bic roots constitute the most common form 
of loanwords. They are usually phonologi-

cally harmonized with the Yoruba sound sys-
tem. Abdullah is usually shortened to Aábúdù; 
Ahmad becomes Amódú; Khadija, Ghaffar, 
Rahman become Adíjá, Kàfárù, and Ràmónì, 
respectively.

ii. Religion
Words relating to religious concepts and func-
tionaries form the largest proportion of the 
Arabic loanwords, due to the symbiotic rela-
tionship between Islam and Arabic: àdúrà, 
àlùwàlá, àlùbáríkà, àlùkíám%ò, àráámù, kádàrá, 
làdání, lèm%ónmù, and yìgì are illustrative of 
this category.

iii. Time
Accurate timing is very important for major 
Islamic religious observances, hence the loan-
words wákàtí for ‘time’, àlàmísì etc. for days 
of the week, and àsùbáà etc. for the prescribed 
times of the five daily Muslim prayers.

iv. Ethics, morals
Words relating to desirable ethical qualities 
that must be cultivated and undesirable traits 
that must be shunned are included in the loans, 
e.g. àkí ìkà, àlùfànßá, àlùm%òk%ór%óyí, m%òn%ófòkí, 
sàdá/nkátá, sùúrù, gááfárà.

v. Trade, tools, and implements
Muslim traders also propagated the language 
of trade in their contacts with the Yoruba. 
It is believed that basic domestic tools such 
as ab#ér #é and fìtílà date back to the earliest 
contact between Yoruba and Arabic. Many 
of the tools and implements ended up retain-
ing their original names in adapted forms, e.g. 
àlìkámò, àlùb%ósà, fàdákà, gàásì, kafitáàni, tàjíà, 
tánganran.

vi. Literacy and education
Islam’s emphasis on education – learning to 
read and write – is reflected in Arabic loan-
words like ìm%ò, kálàmù, hàntú, làbárè, tàdáà, 
tákàdá.

It is obvious from the list of Arabic loanwords 
in Table 1 that no compartment of life is 
untouched by the loanwords. The word àlááfíà 
is uttered several times a day by every Yoruba 
speaker, regardless of age, sex, social status, 
or religion, in the exchange of greetings and 
pleasantries. A survey of the list reveals a wide 
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variety of overlapping topics, which cannot be 
fully classified into categories. These include 
words commonly used in various interpersonal 
interactions, such as àlám%òrí, à_nfààní, àßírí; 
words relating to defects and parts of the 

human body, such as akúra, ar%o, bàlágà, fùr%ò, 
orúkún, orí; words relating to the immediate 
environment and the cosmos, such as àrá ‘thun-
der’, dúníyàn, s %ónm%ó; and social and kinship 
relationships, such as baálé, ìyáálé.

Table 1. Selected Arabic loanwords in Yoruba

Yoruba Arabic gloss

ab!ér!é ±ibra ‘needle’
àdúrà ad-du≠à± ‘prayer, supplication’
àdéùn ≠ahd(un) ‘agreement, promise’
àkíìkà ™aqìqa ‘truth; correctness’
akúra ≠aqr ‘impotent, sterile’; Arabic ‘sterility’
àlááfíà al- ≠àfiya ‘good health; peace’
àláájì al-™àjjì ‘pilgrim [male]’
àláásàrì al-≠aßr ‘afternoon prayer’
àlàmísì al-xamìs ‘Thursday’ 
àlám %òrí al-±amr ‘matter, affair’
àléébù al-≠ayb ‘fault; defect’
àlééfà xilàfa ‘(successor’s) seat, caliph’; Arabic ‘caliphate’
àlíámúdù al-™amd ‘praise’
àlìkám%ò al-qam™ ‘wheat’
àlùbáríkà al-baraka ‘blessing’
àlùb%ósà al-baßal ‘onion’
àlùfa~nßá al-fa™šà± ‘obscene, careless [talk, speech]’; Arabic ‘obscene 
  deed’
àlùkíám%ò al-qiyàma ‘resurrection’
àlùkùránì al-Qur±àn ‘the Qur±àn’
àlùm%ók %òr%óyí al-makr ‘craftiness’
àlùm%ó%ónì al-±amàna ‘wealth, material possession’; Arabic ‘safety’
àlùmú,ntù al-mawt ‘death’
àlùwàlá al-wu∂ù≠ ‘ablution’
à_nfààní an-naf ≠/ ‘usefulness, utility’,
 ±anfa≠anì ‘it benefited me’
àníya~n (àníy %òn) an-niyya ‘intention, concern’
àráámù/ al-™aràm ‘forbidden, unlawful 
hàráámù  cheating’
ar%o ±a≠raj ‘lame’
àßírí as-sirr ‘secret, private matter’
aásìkì (arísìkí ) ar-rizq ‘blessing of God, fortune provision’
àsùbáà aß-ßub™ ‘dawn prayer’
baálé ba≠l ‘husband; patriarch; owner’
bàlágà balaÿa ‘to reach [puberty]’
báríkà baraka ‘blessing, congratulation’
dábírà dabbara ‘to perform; wonderful feat’; Arabic ‘to design; 
manage’
dú,nbú ≈aba™a ‘slaughter’
dúníya~n dunyà ‘world’
èrè ar-rib™ ‘profit, interest’
fàdákà fi∂∂a ‘silver’

  yoruba 761

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Table 1 (cont.)

Yoruba Arabic gloss

fìtílà fatìla ‘wick lamp’
fìtínátù fitna ‘plague; enchantment; pestering worry’
fùr%ò farj ‘anus’; Arabic ‘female genitals’
gááfárà ÿafara ‘to excuse, pardon, forgive’
gàásì ka±s ‘wine glass’
hàntú xa††u ‘[Arabic] script’
ìbaada ≠ibàda ‘worship, devotion; anything at which one works with 
   seriousness’
ìgbà ™iqba ‘time, period’
ìm!él!é al-malal ‘idleness’
ìm&ò ≠ilm ‘knowledge’
irun ar-rak≠a ‘Muslim canonical prayers’
iwájú wajh ‘front part’
ìyáálé ≠iyàl ‘(senior) wife’; Arabic ‘dependents [pl.]’
jím &ó- &òn jum≠a ‘Friday’
j&ònm &ó&òn jamà≠a ‘congregation, assembly’
kádàrá qadar ‘fate, destiny’
kafitáànì qaf†àn ‘long-sleeved outer garment’
káfúrà kàfùr  ‘camphor’
kálàmù qalam ‘pen’
kèfèrí kàfir ‘unbeliever, heathen’
làbárè al-xabar ‘news, information’
làdánì al-±a≈àn/ ‘call/caller to Muslim
 al-mu±a≈≈in  prayer, muezzin’
làákàyè al-≠aql ‘common sense’
lèm&ómù al-±imàm ‘the imam’
màlékà malà±ika [pl.] ‘angel(s)’
màkàrúrù mankùr or  ‘dishonest act’
 makrùh 
mógíríbù maÿrib ‘prayer at sunset, west’
m&òndàla mad™ Allàh ‘may Allah be praised!’; Arabic ‘praise of God’
m&òn &ófìkí munàfiq ‘hypocrisy’
múmínì mu±min ‘believer’
músííbà mußìba ‘calamity, misfortune’
n&òfílà nàfila ‘supererogatory prayer’
n&òsíà/nàsíà naßì™a ‘Muslim sermon, advice’; Arabic ‘advice’
&odún ≠ìd ‘celebration
&ol&óßà al-lißß ‘thief’
orúkún ar-rukba ‘knee’
oßù aš-šahr ‘month’
orí ra±s ‘head’
rìbá ribà ‘bribery’
sáà sà≠a ‘time, period, hour’
sààrì  sahùr ‘predawn meal by Muslims who are fasting’
sábàbí sabab ‘cause, reason’
sàdá ,nkátà ßadaqta ‘to praise someone for being truthful, honest’; Arabic ‘you 
  are right’
sàmáánì zamàn ‘epoch, time, duration’
sàráà ßadaqa ‘charity, alms’
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(da) ß&èríà šari ≠a ‘to impose deserved punishment’
ß&èríà šarì≠a ‘sharia, Islamic legal system’
s&ónm&ò samà± ‘sky’
sìná zinà ‘adultery, illicit sexual relation’
súnà, súnn &òn  sunna ‘to conform to (Muslim) law, proper, tradition’
tàjíà tàj ‘skull cap’
tàdáà dawà ‘inkwell’
tákàdá qir†às ‘paper’
tánganran tanjara ‘crockery, ceramics, porcelain’
tànm&ó&òn tamannì  ‘wish, thought, desires’
 or †am≠ 
tásà μàsa ‘flat plate’
tira †ìra ‘amulet’
táákà †àqa ‘to show off power, compete with force’; Arabic ‘power, force’
túbá tawba ‘to repent’; Arabic ‘repentance’
wàlááhì  wa-llàh  ‘I swear by God’; Arabic ‘by God’ 
wákà waq≠a ‘music’; Arabic ‘rhythm’
wákàtí waqt ‘hour, time’
wáàsí wa≠Ú ‘sermon’ 
wàásù wa≠aÚa ‘to preach a sermon’ 
wòlímà walìma ‘marriage, banquet’
yìgì ≠iqd ‘nuptial engagement’
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Youth Speech

Youth speech is no longer a fringe phenomenon 
in the Arab world. Rather, it is widespread and 
has gained momentum by acquiring a norma-
tive status through forming its own linguistic 
and sociolinguistic rules; this is evident in the 
ongoing documentation and classification of its 
lexicon, and the public attention paid to this 
language form. This entry provides examples 
from youth speech in Egypt (specifically from 
Cairo) and the Gulf States.

1. Y o u t h  l a n g u a g e  i n  E g y p t

In Egypt, the interest in this variety of speech has 
culminated in a two-volume dictionary first pub-
lished in 1999. The second edition (2006) contains 
more lexemes, expressions, and sentences than 
the first, leading one to believe that this speech 
variety will continue to develop and expand.

The dictionary is entitled The cool dictionary 
(Riwiš †a™n), where †a™n means ‘extremely’. 
Riwiš, however, is more problematic. Ibn 
ManΩùr (d. 711/1311) mentions the etymol-
ogy of the word in his famous dictionary Lisàn 
al-≠Arab, under the two entries r-š-n and r-y-“ 
(Lisàn XIII, 180–181; VI, 308–310). The active 
participle ràšin means ‘a hungry person, one 
who is seeking food’. It also means ‘a person 
who takes the opportunity, when he sees people 
eating, to start begging for food; a parasite, a 
moocher”. Ràšin also means ‘somebody who 
does not conform to proper manners and social 
customs’. Another form is ±aryaš, an adjective 
which means ‘a wealthy person’. There is a 
noun riyàš or rìš ‘outer surface’, from the verb 
ràša/yarìšu ‘to be wealthy’ (wealth being here 
rìš, which means money and/or other belong-
ings). The origin of this expression is that bird 
feathers (another meaning of rìš), an expensive 
commodity, were used by the rich as bedding. 
Ibn ManΩùr quotes Ibn as-Sikkìt (d. 243/857) 
as saying that riyàš is furniture or belongings 
in general, whereas rìš describes belongings or 
colors.

The etymology of riwiš reflects two main 
concepts closely related to young people today: 
rebellion and an appreciation for superficial 
signs of wealth. Rebellion is a property of youth 
speech, a language which breaks the rules of 
fuß™à and ≠àmmiyya alike, although it uses the 

same sounds, and is characterized by the use of 
coinage and metaphor. The connection between 
riwiš and superficial signs of wealth lies in the 
fact that a ‘cool’ person (riwiš) is viewed among 
his peers as someone with a great sense of style. 
The word ‘extremely’ (†a™n) is used in this con-
text to emphasize the underlying meaning of 
wealth and coolness. 

Upon reviewing the literature on this topic, the 
following conclusions can be drawn. There are 
many groups whose argot could be the source 
for youth speech, such as thieves, convicts, 
drug addicts, coffee shop waiters, bartenders, 
barbers, electricians, car mechanics, and, most 
notably, students and college-educated people 
(¤ jargon). People use ¤ slang for various pur-
poses; thieves use it to avoid the law, convicts 
use it to conceal existing and potential secrets, 
and drug addicts use it even among members 
of the same group in order to avoid being dis-
covered. On the other hand, one of the reasons 
for young people to use slang, in addition to all 
the aforementioned reasons, may be in order to 
vent and forget their frustration with life, bore-
dom, poverty, sense of loss, and despair. These 
reasons are too intertwined and complicated 
for a researcher to claim that one is the main 
motivation behind such language. The pres-
sures of life have caused young people to lose 
the ability to create a meaningful dialogue with 
authority and society, and traditional language 
does not help them change their reality. The 
boredom, tediousness, and meaninglessness of 
their lives have driven them to invent their own 
internal code of communication; society has 
ignored their ambitions, dreams, and desires, 
and they face that by ignoring social norms as 
a way of self-assertion. 

To prove this, one only has to consult The 
cool dictionary, whose compiler, Yassir £imàya 
(the name could be a pseudonym), states in the 
introduction:

We [the writer and his generation of cool people] 
are not frivolous or ignorant, and we have not 
given up on our causes. Adults, how can you miss 
that? You were just like us when you were our 
age. Young people’s message to you is only this: 
‘Understand us!’

There is a sense of complete lack of trust 
between the youth and the older generations, 
and a sense of unique cohesion among the 
youth. One can find evidence for this in the 
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increasing number of secret marriages, another 
form of common-law marriage (zawàj ≠urfi). 
However, whereas people married under com-
mon law were always afraid of being exposed, 
secret marriages among cool, young people are 
the result of intergroup trust and lack of faith in 
the current rules of family and society.

Youth speech is common in universities and 
other institutions, streets, markets, and coffee 
shops, the last of which are identified by Web 
sites as the place to find all fads and trends. As 
mentioned above, young people feel pressured, 
and rebellious against society, and therefore 
abandon their everyday language and adopt 
a new language of their own, which involves 
creating their own fields and places, as if they 
have severed their ties with society, irreversibly 
alienating themselves from it. Moreover, young 
people view their language as merely one more 
aspect of a much-needed change, equal in this 
respect to changes in the media, theater, wom-
en’s rights, education, the job market, law, and 
fashion. This change in language is performed 
through a distinctly different perspective.

Historically, youth speech, which is now 
exceedingly common, was documented system-
atically and academically in 1916 in a pioneer-
ing study in the field of folklore by Mu™ammad 
Lu†fì Gum≠a. His essay, entitled Studies in 
folklore, comprises a dictionary of language 
misuses and workers’ slang among common 
people in Egypt. These include in addition 
to youth speech misuses and slang used by 
pickpockets, thieves, con artists, drug addicts, 
drug dealers, thugs, beggars, jewelers and gold-
smiths, upholsterers, belly dancers and their 
male assistants, who were usually gay, actors, 
musicians, tent makers, carpenters, construc-
tion workers, public bath workers, wheat mer-
chants, cooks, cage makers, gamblers, coffee 
shop waiters, shoemakers, and monkey trainers.

The essay contains nearly 550 words, expres-
sions, and sentences, some of which can still 
be observed in speech, and 360 of which 
were found in the Riwiš †a™n dictionary. The 
researcher classifies them under a number of cat-
egories. They are mostly used to describe tem-
porary or permanent states and conditions of 
young people, especially girls. Intoxication and 
immorality are also depicted in this language, 
as well as figurative language, perhaps to hide 
despair and frustration and sarcasm, and to 
exaggerate one’s experience in order to impress 

peers. All this usually takes place at parties, 
where young people engage in social taboos. 
Tables 1 (one-word lexemes) and 2 (impera-
tives) list some examples of this language.

Table 1. One-word lexemes (nouns/adjectives/
verbs) in youth speech

mitanšin ‘unconscious; sad; angry’
tanšana ‘complete intoxication following 

drug use’
mi±antax ‘an unemployed graduate’
±adrugi ‘playboy; business savvy’
fatrìna ‘a girl who wears eyeglasses’
bu±la  ‘business’ (as in ‘this is my own 

business’)
tirill ‘rash, crazy, unpredictable’
tirilla ‘a severely overweight girl’ 

(< English trailer)
xumfišàri/  ‘ambiguous; complicated; a stupid
 xunfišàri person’
dabbùr ‘playboy’
zallùma ‘a curious person’
≠aßfùra ‘a squealer’
mifayyaß ‘exhausted; useless’
la™lù™ ‘an Egyptian pound’
±astìk ‘one thousand Egyptian pounds’
±arnab ‘a million Egyptian pounds’
±asitùk ±astìka (< French élastique?) ‘a girl 

who draws attention to her beauty’
™ilwa kek ‘as sweet/beautiful as cake’
šankùti ‘an intrusive/curious/parasitic person’
zanbù≠a/ ‘a person with a long nose; 
 zanbù±a a curious person’
ibtašam ‘to torture to death’
±a≠allimu ‘I’ll permanently scar (him)!’
±ukša/muzza ‘a very beautiful girl’
sakamùra ‘girlfriend’
sakamùtis ‘a nice, well-bred girl’
sìka ‘a young army recruit who serves 

an officer’s family off-duty’
xalbùß ‘playboy’
gilyà† ‘impolite, ungentlemanlike’
baks ‘gullible’
zaÿrùf ‘a kind of drugs’
†abliyya ‘a person with a large head’
bastafa ‘sarcastic insults’
istrubyà ‘a person not to be taken seriously’ 

(< French estropié ‘crippled’?)
±itim ‘unfunny, unliked’
zumbagi ‘a person who maliciously spreads 

gossip to hurt people’

Table 2. Imperative sentences/commands

uhruš ‘give me money!’
insàni w xud ≠inwàni ‘don’t call me again, it’s 

over!’
id≠ak ilfanùs ‘danger, get out of here!’
inzil min ≠ala widni ‘leave me alone, you’ve 

given me a headache!’
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u±≠udli f ™itta našfa ‘you’re too young and 
inexperienced to talk to 
me!’

±aßßar wi limm  ‘change the subject, don’t
 ilmitkassar argue with me anymore!’
inzil min ≠al masra™ ‘stop arguing, you’ve 

had your chance to talk, 
good-bye!’

kabbar ilgumguma w ‘try to understand, don’t
 rayya™ iddàl give yourself a headach
 over it!’
dablig ilmasà±il ‘help me tone down the 

tension!’
rawwa± il±anàni ‘don’t be angry!’
ixla≠ ±ird ‘be quiet and change 

the subject!’ (said when 
an unwanted person 
approaches)

Complete sentences (declarative or predica-
tive) are sometimes used in youth language. 
Although such sentences might give the impres-
sion of reporting information, they are, in fact, a 
reflection of the speaker’s experience. Examples 
include the following: iddafš illi fašlak ga™mizu 
w ™azzibu ‘benefit from him as much as you 
can!’; sakka™ maragì™ ≠addayya± ‘life’s tough’; 
iššaxramùn †à™ f ittaralullì ‘there’s no use try-
ing, it’s all in vain’; il≠afša ±afašit ‘it’s difficult’; 
fi ràsu bargal ‘he is a good planner’ (usually 
about plots and conspiracies); markit ±ifta™ ilk-
abbùt w i±filu ‘like a dishonest auto mechanic’; 
ana hàriš mal™itu ‘I know everything about 
him, he can’t get away from me’; miš f il furma 
‘not in the mood’; dayra ≠ala ™all ša≠raha ‘she is 
an irresponsible, immoral woman’; il≠amaliyya 
f innamliyya ‘don’t worry, everything is fine’; 
ma≠àk ≠al-xa†† ‘I agree with everything you say’; 
±è ±àxir iftikasàtak? ‘what will you come up 
with next?’ (sarcastic); balàš nixabbat f il™ilal 
‘no need to expose each other/air out our dirty 
laundry’; Ωarrafni ti≠rafni/±abbigni tagidni (said 
when asking for a bribe); ±albu ±alb xaßßàya ‘he 
is very kind and pure’; i™na-lli dahanna lhawa 
dùkù (bùya)/i™na-lli xaramna tta≠rìfa/i™na-lli 
bahyaΩna lfahàyiß ‘we know what we’re doing’; 
gab gàz (said of someone who has reached 
a severe degree of exhaustion); gàlli garab fi 
wdàni ‘I am sick of listening to your nonsense’; 
™a†† ±ìdu ≠al-balf ‘he has figured out the truth’; 
f ilhazì≠ w ilhazì≠ ‘in the throes of passion’; f 
il±awan†a ‘a liar, a know-it-all’; da f ilhušùm ‘he 
is disconnected from reality’.

Coffee shop orders that are characteristic 
of youth speech include: wà™id mustašfa ‘one 
aniseed drink’; wà™id wilàda ‘one fenugreek’, 
wà™id ßuwàn ‘one black Turkish coffee’. Youth 
speech contains a number of English expres-
sions, e.g. ist-morning ‘food/drinks/money that 
would help one recover from a hangover’; 
another stone ‘more coal for the hookah’; enter 
‘watch out [because another participant in the 
conversation cannot keep a secret]!’ (the same 
as the computer command). Perhaps as an 
expression of absurdity, a frequent phenom-
enon in Egyptian youth speech is the use of 
meaningless sentences, e.g. ™u†† šwayyit mayya 
našfa ma≠ šwayyit mayya mablùla ‘put some 
dry water with some wet water!’.

2. Y o u t h  s p e e c h  i n  t h e  G u l f

The situation of youth speech in the Gulf States 
is similar to that in Egypt. A United Arab Emir-
ates daily newspaper, The Gulf, published a 
report that took up almost an entire page on 
25 December 2007 (issue no. 10446). Accord-
ing to the report, written by Azza Sanad, youth 
speech has become widespread in the Gulf 
States, particularly in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. The 
report maintains that this variety has recently 
evolved among young people in the Gulf, either 
to rebel against adults or as a playful attempt to 
invent something new and individualistic. This 
language does not conform to traditional lin-
guistic rules and standards, as it either consists 
of existing words and expressions whose mean-
ing has been twisted or altered, or new words 
and expressions, puns, and borrowed words. 
It has, therefore, acquired its own style, which 
is distinctive from the language used by older 
generations. Many of its words are borrowed 
from English, mostly related to computers and 
the Internet.

The following expressions have been noted 
in Bahrain: ≠†eh mir-rixìß ‘lie to him!’; ±azrufhà 
‘steal it!’, fattìt ‘a great soccer player’, ±arù™ 
mal™ ‘I melt’, dabj ‘beating’, ±izbidha ‘cut to 
the chase!’, condition (< English) ‘a very beau-
tiful girl’, tib†i ≠aÚm ‘there’s no hope’, deß šeß 
‘subtly’, fìk laffa ‘you’re crazy’, mitgarwiš ‘wor-
ried, running away from something’, mhawjis 
‘not paying attention’.
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The following expressions have been noted in 
Jeddah (Saudi Arabia): ±abù kalb ‘broken [e.g. 
cell phone or pen]’, ±iddìh ±uškul ‘ignore him!’, 
inbaraš (said to someone who makes irrel-
evant comments), balf ‘rash, irrational’, tašbìk 
‘crush’, taÿrìz ‘falling in love’, ±i≠†ìlu jan† ‘ignore 
him!’, dàfùr ‘clever; hardworking’, da≠≠is ‘come 
on, move along!’, zayy ilkartùt ‘like an idiot’, 
šakùš ‘an unattractive girl’.

The following expressions have been noted in 
Kuwait: ana ràyi™ al≠ab ma≠a ruby ‘I’m going 
to the gym’, ±inta bit±allid ruby ‘you’re being 
secretive, hiding something’, mikayyiš il±ufaf 
‘having a large amount of money’, ±ukša ‘a 
beautiful girl’, ™itta šampù (< English) ‘it smells 
nice’, ±inta taksi (< English) ‘you’re a playboy’, 
miliskubitš ‘stingy’, xufšari ‘air-headed’. 

Some young people in the United Arab Emir-
ates believe that their sense of pride in their 
language prevents them from using such forms 
of speech, although some still use it playfully. 
Others consider it among the rights of young 
people in any country to coin their own lan-
guage that reflects their own problems, and that 
this is the generation of trends, common-law 
marriage, and unemployment. There is also 
a third opinion, claiming that this language 
is an extension of an older variety, coined by 
past generations of young people in the United 
Arab Emirates, which has by now become a 
fixed part of the language. To this older variety 
belong expressions like xabìla ‘unintelligent’, 
xarìša ‘an unwise young man’, suk da≠na ‘sit 
down!’, gi†≠a ‘a beautiful girl’. New expressions 
include zabù† innag≠a ‘someone who is slightly 
built’ (< zabù† ‘type of shellfish’, and nag≠a 
‘shore’), jimbàzi ‘lying, conniving’, ≠aflangì 
‘manipulative, disreputable’, minfihra ‘impo-
lite’, yitzanka™ ‘he is walking slowly and indif-
ferently’, imzahlag ‘straightened up after being 
in a state of chaos’.

3. C o n c l u s i o n

Questions for consideration are where this lan-
guage is headed, and whether it is expanding 
or receding. Presumably, it will expand as long 
as its motivating factors continue to exist, espe-
cially because it gives young people a feeling 
of indifference and irresponsibility, and therein 
lies its ultimate attraction.

In Egypt, although youth speech has spread in 
Cairo and other major Egyptian cities, there is 

no evidence of its spread in rural areas in Upper 
or Lower Egypt. The only exception would be 
some features that have crept in by way of sat-
ellite channels through television shows. This 
language has also been observed in modern 
Egyptian popular songs, which have established 
a wide fan base among young people and are 
constantly played in the media, making youth 
speech less controversial. 

In the Gulf States, youth speech remains con-
troversial. On the one hand, those who support 
it claim that it is more realistic, economic, com-
fortable, and richer than adult speech, which 
is more complex and prone to abstraction and 
description. The lack of complex, rigorous rules 
in this language also simplifies communication, 
which makes young people in the Gulf use it as 
a flexible communication tool for all topics. On 
the other hand, those who oppose it consider it 
a temporary phenomenon that will not last due 
to its being limited to a single group of users, 
and even a single ‘clique’. This belief may stress 
the pride people in the United Arab Emirates 
take in their language and local dialects.
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adjunct, conjunctive 1.475
adjunct, modal 1.475
adjunct, restrictive 4.531
Adjunct Island Constraint 4.80
adjunction 2.133, 4.530–531
Adler, Jakob George Christian 1.151, 

2.597
administration 1.401–402, 1.404
admiration 2.80
≠Adnàn 1.617, 3.345
Adnan, George 4.742

adnominal complement 1.312
Adonis [±Adùnìs] [≠Alì ±A™mad 

Sa≠ìd] 4.77, 4.90, 4.204, 4.211, 
4.213–214

adoption 2.32
adposition ¤ apposition 
Adrar 3.169–171
adstratal infl uence 1.29, 1.34, 1.54, 

1.102, 1.490, 1.611, 2.262, 3.189, 
4.368–369, 4.372, 4.374

adstratal infl uence of African 
languages 1.366

adstratal infl uence of Berber 1.263, 
1.571

adstratal infl uence of French in 
English 4.374

adstratal infl uence of Greek 1.537, 
1.539

adstratal infl uence of Hebrew 2.666
adstratal infl uence of Kurdish in 

Anatolian Arabic 4.727
adstratal infl uence of Romance 2.288
adstratal infl uence of Romance in 

Maltese 3.159
adstratal infl uence of Tajik in Uzbekistan 

Arabic 4.621–622
adstratal infl uence of Turkish 1.396
adstratal infl uence of Turkish in Anatolian 

Arabic 4.727
adstratal infl uence of Uzbek in Uzbekistan 

Arabic 4.616–617, 4.621–622, 4.727
Adulis 1.654
±Adùnìs ¤ Adonis 
Advanced Tongue Root 2.520
adverb 1.21–25, 1.240, 1.248, 1.279, 

1.303, 1.327, 1.392, 1.404, 1.408, 
1.476, 1.549, 1.562, 1.567

adverb, Bantu-Arabic 1.664
adverb, demonstrative 1.91, 1.567, 

1.569–573
adverb, grade 1.331
adverb, interrogative 1.92, 1.116, 1.279, 

1.303, 1.327, 1.491, 2.243, 2.390, 
3.278

adverb, locative 1.569
adverb, manner 1.22
adverb of direction 1.22
adverbial 1.21, 1.195, 1.344, 1.371, 

1.432, 2.209, 2.356, 4.531, 4.539–540
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adverbial, fronted 1.476
adverbial, preposed 4.499–501
adverbial, pre-topical 1.475
adverbial, sentential 1.476, 3.392
adverbial, speech-act 1.476
adverbial clause 1.217, 2.525
adverbial complement 3.97
adverbial of place 3.101, 3.103, 3.107, 

3.224, 4.738
adverbial of time 1.199, 3.101, 3.103, 

3.107, 3.166, 4.738
adverbialization 2.192
adversative 1.202, 1.431, 1.465, 1.472
advertising 1.600, 2.30, 3.540
Adygey 3.350
Adyghe 2.506
Aescoly, Aaron Zeev 4.95
Afade 1.334
AfàÚle Arabic 4.407
±af≠àl ¤ fi ≠l 
±af≠àl al-qulùb ¤ fi ≠l al-qalb 
Afambo 2.272–273
Afar 1.35, 1.38, 1.451, 1.655, 2.51, 

2.53–55, 2.269–274, 3.62
Afar-Saho 1.38–39
affectedness 4.625
affection 2.79
affective suffi x 2.80
affi cient 2.348
affi x 1.209, 1.411, 1.573–574, 

2.346–347, 2.353, 2.449, 3.297
Affi x Grammar 1.458
Affi x Hopping 4.522
affi x, derivational 1.574
affi x, infl ectional 1.574
affi xal morpheme 3.297
affi xation 1.576, 2.192
affi xation, agreement 2.366
affi xation, clitic 2.366
affricate 1.26–27, 1.60–61, 1.260, 

1.299, 1.571, 2.494–495, 2.507, 3.189, 
3.598

affrication 1.26–29, 1.53, 1.103, 
1.242, 1.260, 1.291, 1.295, 1.585, 
1.606, 1.612, 2.212, 2.416, 2.610, 
3.275, 3.290, 3.293, 3.361, 3.403–404, 
3.479, 3.587, 3.606, 4.128–129

±Afÿànì, Jamàl ad-Dìn al- 3.193, 3.346

±Afÿànì, Sa≠ìd al- 3.344, 3.379
Afghanistan 2.61, 2.219, 3.312, 4.612
Afghanistan Arabic 1.28–35, 1.537, 

1.583, 3.84, 4.617
≠Afìfì, Fawzì Sàlim 4.98
≠âfi r, al-Maskìnì al- 1.603
±afi yàs 4.105
Af-Jiddu 4.275
Afl aq, Michel 3.345, 4.76
Af-Maay 4.275, 4.277
Af-Mahaa 4.275
Afnan, Soheil M. 3.113, 3.176, 4.542
Afrasian languages 1.35
Africa, sub-Saharan 2.588
Afrikaans 2.669, 4.290–295
Afro-Asiatic languages 1.35–40, 1.315, 

1.334, 1.563, 1.643, 2.67, 2.250, 2.621, 
3.52, 3.64, 3.67, 3.69, 3.204, 3.420, 
3.591, 3.593, 4.96

±afßa™ 2.86–88, 3.93
±afßa™a 2.84, 2.543
Afshar Turks 2.572
afterthought 2.148, 4.726
ag 2.679
Agadir 2.715
Agameya, Amira 3.558–564, 

4.354–359
Agatharchides 1.131
≠Agàylah 4.238
≠Agàylah Arabic 3.401
age as a variable 4.630
age grading 4.630
agency 1.649, 3.225, 4.412, 4.625
agent 1.40–43, 1.67, 1.344–347, 

1.436, 1.556, 1.563, 1.622–623, 
2.95, 2.145–146, 2.187, 2.291, 
2.315, 2.348, 2.357, 2.429–431, 
2.435–437, 2.537, 2.539, 2.550, 
3.100–105, 3.202, 3.225–226, 4.354, 
4.487, 4.489, 4.490, 4.492, 4.501, 
4.529, 4.535, 4.538

agent ¤ fà≠il 
agent, implicit 3.226
agent, initial 4.653
agent, logical 4.626
agent, pronominalized 4.357
agent construction 1.623
agent extension 1.624–625
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agent marker 3.99
agent noun 2.430, 2.432, 3.98
agent orientation 4.727
agent phrase 1.624, 3.560–562
agent pronoun 3.98–99
agenthood 1.41
agentive phrase 3.555–556
agentive verb 1.41–42
agentivity 1.41–42, 2.367
Agesthialingom, S. 4.433
AGFL 1.460
agglutination 1.538, 2.221, 2.346
agglutination of article 4.384
Agheysisi, Rebecca 2.652
Aghlabid Dynasty 4.215, 4.218, 4.572
Agiùs, Dionisius A. 1.668, 1.670, 

2.158, 3.142, 3.144, 3.146, 4.151, 
4.217–4.218

Agiùs De Soldanis, Giovan Pietro 
Francesco 3.141, 3.146

±Aÿlab al-≠Ijlì, al- 4.33
agnomen 2.578
Agostini, Francesco 4.272–274
agrammatism 2.691
agraphia 2.688
agree 3.229
agreement 1.12–16, 1.18–20, 1.43–48, 

1.110, 1.185–186, 1.230, 268, 1.308, 
1.348, 1.396, 1.434, 1.479, 1.486, 
1.554, 1.582, 2.99, 2.157, 2.272, 
2.429–431, 2.491, 2.597, 2.631, 
2.643–645, 3.67, 3.69, 3.84–85, 3.221, 
3.229–232, 3.258, 3.285, 3.430, 3.439, 
3.446, 3.537, 3.588, 3.709, 3.714, 
4.187, 4.392, 4.653, 4.745

agreement, acquisition of 1.377, 
4.142–145

agreement, conjunct 4.397
agreement, default 4.355
agreement, defl ected 1.14–15, 

2.162–163, 2.378, 2.645, 4.356–357
agreement, dual 4.356
agreement, equivocal 2.162
agreement, fi rst conjunct 2.174, 

4.193–194, 4.649
agreement, full 3.382, 4.318–319
agreement, gender 2.161, 3.231
agreement, mixed 4.194

agreement, natural 1.616
agreement, neutralized 4.318–319
agreement, number 1.491, 2.102, 

3.231–232, 4.396
agreement, partial 4.397, 4.745
agreement, ‘phonological’ 3.231
agreement, reduced 4.357
agreement, reverse 1.378
agreement, rich 3.706
agreement, specifi er/head 2.174, 3.231
agreement, split 3.231
agreement, strict 2.162
agreement, subject 3.298
agreement, subject/verb 1.184, 1.349, 

1.649, 3.231, 4.193, 4.355, 4.357, 
4.396

agreement, syntactic 3.232
agreement, verbal 1.622–623
agreement asymmetry 1.45–46, 1.182
agreement clitic 4.362
agreement error 2.689
agreement feature 1.182–183
agreement in code-switching 1.417
agreement in Northwest Semitic 3.419
agreement marker 1.186, 1.411, 1.488, 

2.149
agreement marking 4.653, 3.383
agreement mismatch 2.680
agreement of the dual 3.737–738
agreement relation 1.349
agreement under government 3.231
Agri 2.607
Agrigento 3.142
AgrP ¤ phrase, Agreement 
Aguadé, Jordi 1.289–293, 1.295, 

1.595–596, 3.287–297, 3.280–281, 
4.71

Aguilar 1.99
-ah 2.80
±a™ad 4.13
Ahaywàt Arabic 3.401, 3.403, 4.238
±ahdàb 4.133
±ahl al-qurra 1.129
±Ahl aš-Šimàl 3.401
Ahl Giblì 3.401
±Ahl £abät 3.172
±A™mad, ≠Abd as-Samì≠ Mu™ammad 

3.42
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Ahmad, Azimuddin 2.257, 2.260
±A™mad, Jamìl 2.328
Ahmad, Kusay 2.229
±A™mad, Mu™ammad ≠Abd 

al-Qàdir 1.626
Ahmad, Syed Barakat 3.343
Ahmad, Zubaid 3.508
±A™mad ibn Mìr Munši al-£usaynì 

al-Qummì, Qà∂ì 3.337
±A™madì 2.609
A™madì Gìwì 2.410
Ahmadiyyah 2.337
±A™mar, ≠Alì ibn al-£asan al- 4.119
Ahmedabad 2.329
Ahmed-i Khani 2.604
ahong 1.380
±Ahràm, al- 3.200–201
Ahrens, Margaret 1.341
±ahú 1.571
±A™waß, al- 4.202
Ahwaz 2.571–572, 2.576, 3.370
≠à±id 1.49, 1.106, 2.132, 3.245, 3.261, 

4.102, 4.544, 4.720, 4.738
Ain Temouchent 1.56
≠â±iša 3.91
Aisenstadt, Esther 1.437–438
Aissati, Abderrahman El 1.293–299
≠aj≠aja 1.614, 2.494
≠ajam 1.99, 1.131, 2.53–55, 2.60, 

2.84–85, 2.88, 3.345–546
≠ajamì 1.131, 1.135–136, 1.194, 2.85, 

4.183
Ajar Fazzan 2.552
≠Ajàrma Arabic 1.626, 3.405
Ajayi, J.F. Ade 3.374
≠Ajjàj, al- 3.650, 4.287
Ajloun Arabic 2.506
≠Ajmàn Arabic 1.590, 3.326
±ajnabì 1.49, 2.357
±âjurrùmiyya 1.168
≠ajuz 4.87, 4.89
±ajwaf 4.121, 4.645
Akalay, Lotfi  3.294
±akalùnì l-baràÿìμ 1.616, 2.430
Akbar 2.327
Åkesson, Joyce 1.574, 1.641, 2.180, 

2.448, 4.118–122, 4.640
Akhenaten, Pharao 3.409
Akhetaten 3.409
Akhisari, Hasan Kafi  3.503

Akiner, Shirin 2.558, 4.612
Akkadian 1.38–39, 85, 1.122, 1.126, 

1.132, 1.178, 1.203, 1.489, 1.560, 
1.563–564, 1.624, 2.66–67, 2.212, 
2.387, 3.58, 3.227, 3.409–410, 3.413, 
3.417–418, 3.422, 3.424, 3.453, 3.494, 
3.553, 3.592–593, 3.738, 4.1, 4.96, 
4.104, 4.170–171, 4.174, 4.176–178, 
4.296, 4.302, 4.313, 4.444, 4.456, 
4.509

Akkadian, El-Amarna 2.22–23, 2.67, 
3.41

Akkadian, Kamid El-Loz 2.23
Akkadian, Old 3.424
Akkadian, perfect in 4.639, 4.642
Akkadian, precative in 4.557
Akkadian, preterite in 4.557
Akkadian, Taanach 2.23
Akkadian, vetitive in 4.557
Akl, Saïd 1.603, 3349
Akmajian, Adrian 4.522
Akrawi, Matta 2.104
Aksum 2.57
±Akμam, ibn Sayfì al- 3.71
±akμar 1.192
Aktionsart 1.50–53, 1.195–197, 

4.196
±Akwa≠, Mu™ammad ≠Alì…al-£iwalì 

al- 2.258–259, 4.750
±âl Bu Šàmis 2.213
Al Busaid 1.448
Al Gindi, Anwar 3.193
±âl Murrah 4.125, 3.326
±âl Murrah Arabic 3.326–327, 4.127, 

4.124
±âl Íubà™ 2.572
±âl Wahìba 2.213
±âl Wahìba Arabic 3.478–479, 3.483, 

3.489
±âl Yàsìn, Mu™ammad ≠Abd 

al-Qàdir 1.627
±âl Yàsìn, Mu™ammad £asan 1.626
±âl Zubayr Arabic 1.272
Alaattin 1.115
Al-Aboudi, Fahmi Basil Shukri 4.742
Alafi n Obalokun 3.375
Alagoa, E.J. 3.374
Al-Ajmi, Hassan 3.28
Al-Akeel, Abdulrahman I. 2.99
Al-Ali, Monira Dawod 4.126–127
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Al-Ali, Salih 4.99
≠alam 2.404, 2.677, 3.717, 3.719
Alam, Muzaffar 2.325
Alam, Yahya Mir 2.448
≠alàma 1.556, 2.82, 2.405, 4.442, 

4.445
≠alàma li-l-±amkan 4.444
≠alàmat al-±i≠ràb 1.343
≠alàmat al-istifhàm 3.741
≠alàmat al-istišhàd 3.741
≠alàmat al-mu∂mar 4.221
≠alàmat al-waqf 3.740
≠alàmat at-ta≠ajjub 3.741
≠alàmat at-ta∂bìb 1.4
≠alàmat at-tarqìm 3.740
Alami, Yusef Amin el- 3.295
Al-Amri, Abd al-Salam 4.107
Al-Ani, Salman H. 2.229–231, 2.365, 

2.396–397, 2.642, 3.593–603, 
3.610–611, 3.726, 4.139–140, 4.344, 
4.387–388, 4.669, 4.671

Alaoui, Ahmed 2.292
Alatas, Ali 2.337
Al-Attas, Syed Muhammad Naquib 1.8, 

2.340, 2.344
≠Alawì, al-MuΩaffar al- 3.649, 

3.651
≠Alawì, Sayyid ±Abù Bakr al- 3.508
Alawi Arabic 1.391, 1.395–396
≠Alàwìn Arabic 3.401
Alawis 1.111, 1.388, 2.59
Alawne 1.362
≠Alàylì, Sheikh ≠Abdallah al- 3.345
Al-Azraqi, Munira Ali 2.555–557
Al-Bamerni, A. 4.669
Albanian 1.133, 4.371
Albanian in Greece 2.684
Al-Batal, Mahmoud 1.431–432, 

1.471–473, 1.648
Al-Bawab, Marwan 2.165, 2.448
Al-Bazi, Mohammed 4.62, 4.64
Albù Kmàl Arabic 4.407
Al-Buainain, Haifa 4.141
Alcalá, Pedro de 1.99–100, 1.168–169, 

1.171, 2.289, 3.23
alchemy 1.498, 1.500
Alcock, Antony 2.439
Alderete, John 3.494, 627
Aldrete, Bernardo de 1.96–97
Alegat Arabic 3.401

Alem, Shadia 4.204
Al-Enazi, Mohamed Husein 1.372
Aleppo 1.172, 2.217–218, 2.220, 4.402, 

4.408
Aleppo Arabic 1.445, 1.537, 1.608, 

1.625, 2.313, 2.494, 2.534, 2.608, 
3.450, 3.607, 4.64, 4.407–408, 4.664, 
4.681

Aleppo Arabic, Jewish 1.111
Al-Essa, Aziza 3.606, 4.628, 4.632
alethic 3.234–235
Alevis 4.580
Alexander the Great 3.6, 3.645
Alexandretta Arabic 2.313
Alexandria 1.589, 2.1, 2.470, 4.157
Alexandria Arabic 1.439, 1.441, 1.589, 

1.604, 2.1–3, 2.11, 2.495, 4.663
alexia 2.690
Alexopoulou, Theodora 3.386–387, 

3.684, 3.687
±Alf layla wa-layla 1.598, 3.219 
±alÿà 2.308
Algeria 1.23, 1.26, 1.53–58, 1.534, 

2.363, 2.704, 2.707–710, 2.712–715, 
3.53, 3.60, 3.316–317

Algeria, Arabic in 1.260, 1.502, 1.590, 
1.606, 1.642, 3.672

Algerian Arabic 1.53, 1.56–57, 1.83–84, 
1.418, 1.492, 1.502, 1.584, 2.74, 2.374, 
2.494, 62.57, 2.692, 2.697, 3.545–546, 
4.67, 4.306, 4.662, 4.678

Algerian Arabic, Jewish 1.57–58
Algiers 1.23, 1.53–55, 1.58, 2.715
Algiers Arabic 1.58–66, 1.440, 

1.443–444, 1.596, 1.610, 2.532, 
2.534, 3.587, 4.569

Algiers Arabic, Jewish 1.59
algorithm, fi nite-state 1.514
algorithm, learning 1.515
Al-Haj, Majed 2.105, 2.441
Al-Haq, Fawwaz Al-Abed 2.656, 2.661, 

4.647, 4.654–655, 4.657
Al-Harbi, Awwad Ahmad 

al-Ahmadi 1.10
Alharbi, Lutfi  2.397, 3.727
Alhawary, Mohammad T. 2.674–681, 

4.138–146
Al-Hazmi, A. 4.127
Al-Hroot, A. Khalaf 4.525
Al-Muhtaseb, Husni 1.458
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Ali, Abdul Sahib Mehdi 1.451–455, 
3.426, 4.167, 4.464

≠Alì, Jawàd 2.640
Ali, Latif H. 4.669–670
≠Alì, Mu™ammad ¤ Mu™ammad ≠Alì 
≠Alì, Muß†afà 3.502
≠Alì, Nabìl 1.460
Ali Awad, Fahade 1.654–655
≠Alì ibn ±Abì ¢àlib, Caliph 1.362, 2.47, 

2.425, 2.598, 3.14, 3.344.5, 4.134
≠Alì ibn Ma≠ßùm, Sayyid 2.328
≠Alì ibn Ša≈àn 2.601
≠Alì ibn ¢al™a ar-Ràzì al-Baqašlan 

3.309
Ali well Manu 3.173
alienable 1.83, 1.110, 3.671
alienable possession 2.594, 3.537
±alif 1.151–153, 1.403, 2.164, 

2.233–234, 2.311, 3.220, 4.133
±alif, accusative 1.383, 1.386, 1.400
±alif, dagger 4.518
±alif, otiose 1.152
±alif, prosthetic 1.385, 1.638
±alif al-±imàla 2.233
±alif al-mumàla ±ilà jihat al-yamìn, 

al- 4.561
±alif at-ta±sìs 4.89
±alif fàßila 1.384
±alif làm 1.487, 2.425–426
±alif mamdùda 1.384, 2.156, 3.426
±alif maqßùra 1.384, 1.401, 1.640, 

2.156, 2.527, 3.242, 3.426, 4.518
Aligarh 2.326, 2.329
alignment 3.492
Alignment Constraint 2.36
Alilat 1.126–127
Al-Ilori, Adam Abdallah 3.373, 3.375, 

4.759–760
≠àlim 1.451
Ali-Sabieh 1.655
Al-Issa, Ahmad 3.681
≠Alj, a†-¢ayyib al- 1.603
Al-Jaÿbùb 3.56
aljamiado 1.100
Al-Jazeera 1.533, 2.382, 3.19, 3.198, 

3.203, 4.226
Aljenaie, Khawla 1.333–343, 2.102
Al-Jubouri, Adnan 1.648
Al-Kahtany, Abdallah Hady 2.657–658
±alkan 2.677

Al-Kasimi, Ali M. 2.332, 3.28
Al-Kharrat, Edouar ¤ Kharrat, Edouard 
Al-Khatani, Ali 4.632
Al-Khatib, Ahmed Sh. 3.26
Al-Khatib, Hayat 1.372
Al-Khatib, Mahmoud A. 2.500–501, 

2.506, 3.681, 4.467, 4.629
Al-Khuli, Muhammad A. 1.457
Al-Kurdi, Wasim 2.111
alla≈ì 1.309, 2.479
Allam, Jehan 4.252–254
≠Allàmì, ±Abù l-Fa∂l 2.598
Allan, Keith 1.657, 1.659, 2.69
Allàt 1.127
Allauddin Khilji 4.452
allegory 2.441, 2.445, 3.121
allegro form 2.591
Allen, John W.T. 1.660–661, 1.663
Allen, Roger 4.150
Allen, W. Sidney 4.345
Alliance Israélite Universelle 2.64
alliteration 2.496, 3.538
allograph 1.150
allomorph 4.40, 4.115
allomorphy 1.78, 3.440
allophonic variation 3.605
allusiveness 2.305
Al-Madi, Muneeb 2.498
Almasude, Amar 2.63
Almeida, Monica 3.2
Almohad Dynasty 1.97–98, 1.100, 

1.589, 2.62–63, 2.532
Almoravid Dynasty [al-Muràbi†ùn] 

1.97–98, 1.100, 2.62–63, 3.169–170, 
4.180, 4.723

Al-Mozainy, Hamza Qublan 3.205, 
4.344, 4.351, 4.389

Al-Muhannadi, Muneera 4.632
Al-Musawi, Muhsin 4.475
Al-Muslat, Zaid Abdullah 4.224
Al-Najjar, Balkees 4.40, 4.162
Al-Nassir, Abdulmunim 

Abdalamir 1.544, 1.641, 2.228–229, 
2.232–233, 2.237–238, 2.298–300, 
3.73, 3.525, 3.602, 3.681, 4.2, 4.423, 
4.667

AlNeami, Ahmed 1.460
Alon, Ilai 4.542
Alosh, Mahdi 1.669
Alparslan, Ali 3.338
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alphabet 1.207
alphabet, Arabic 1.133–165, 3.31, 4.130
alphabet, fi nger-spelling 4.225
alphabet, order of 1.148, 150, 1.487
alphabet, South Semitic 4.480
alphabet, universal 4.516
alphabetical order 3.21
Alphonse VI, King 1.97
ALPNET 1.460
Al-Qahtani, Saad 2.702
≠Alqama 3.646
Al-Quoz, Muna 4.631
Al-Rawi, Sabah 1.438
Al-Saqqaf, Abdullah Hassan 4.687–699
Al-Sasi, Omar 3.179, 4.126
Alsayed, Adnan 2.173–174
Al-Selwi, Ibrahim 2.257, 4.750
Al-Shatti 1.339–340, 1.342
Al-Shehri, Abdullah 4.632
Al-Shorafat, Mohammad O. 4.746
Al-Sughayer, Khalil Ibrahim 2.501
Al-Sulaiti, Latifa 1.513
±alμaÿ 2.676–677
Al-Tahir Mikky, Ahmad 2.107, 2.109
Altaic languages 2.67, 3.204
Al-Tajir, Mahdi A. 1.271, 1.446
Al-Tamari, Emad Ahmad 4.398, 4.649, 

4.653, 4.655–656
Al-Tamimi, Fida 4.629
Altay 2.557
Al-Tayyan, Mohamad Hassan 2.448
Altena, Nelleke 2.97, 3.315
alternative 1.431, 1.465, 1.472
Al-Thebyan, Qusai 4.288
Altheim, Franz 4.402
although 1.620
Altinözü 1.114–115
Altoma, Salih J. 2.104–106, 2.111
Alur 2.597
±Alùsì, Ma™mùd Šukrì al- 2.637
±Alùsì, Sàlim al- 2.639
Alvarus of Cordoba 1.96
alveolar ridge 3.599
≠Alwa 1.361
Al-Wer, Enam 1.596, 2.482, 2.501, 

2.505–517, 3.11–12, 3.603–607, 
4.627–636, 4.681

±am 1.281, 1.468, 2.490, 3.237
±a-mà 1.305
Ama, Morris 2.518

Amadasi Guzzo, Maria Giulia 3.409
Amado, Jorge 3.4
Amajur 2.600
≠amal 1.67–74, 1.347, 1.558, 2.44, 

2.92, 2.169, 2.181, 2.184, 2.187, 2.290, 
2.307, 2.355, 2.403, 2.542, 2.625–626, 
3.101, 3.108, 3.354, 4.221, 4.432, 
4.438, 4.442, 4.446, 4.486, 4.739

amalgamation, V-N 1.352
Amara, Muhammad Hasan 1.419, 

2.104–105, 2.437–441, 2.464–467, 
2.572, 2.661, 2.699

Amari, Michele 4.217
Amarna, El- 3.409
±Amàsì, £amd Allàh al- 3.341, 4.131
≠Amàyra, ±Ismà≠ìl ±A™mad 4.26
Amayreh, Ismail 2.479
Amayreh, Mousa M. 1.376, 2.97–99, 

2.679, 2.688
Amazigh 2.62–63, 2.74, 2.659, 2.704, 

2.707–716, 3.312, 3.317–319, 3.350
Amazigh in education 2.715
Amazigh in Morocco 2.707
Amazigh literature 2.709
Amazighity 3.350
ambiguity 1.456, 1.627–628, 2.368, 

3.678, 4.39, 4.200, 4.208
ambivalence 1.627–628
Ambouli 1.655
Ambros, Arne A. 1.562, 2.30, 

3.700–701, 4.656
Amenophis IV, Pharao 3.409
Amer, Attia 4.13
Amer, Walid Mohammad 

Abdelghaffar 4.487, 4.492–493
American Army Language School 4.148
American Council for Teaching Foreign 

Languages (ACTFL) 4.150
American University 1.175
Amerindian languages 4.371
Amhara 2.67
Amharic 1.203, 1.493, 1.638–639, 

2.53–55, 3.494, 3.592, 4.301–302, 
4.305–306, 4.309–310, 4.312

±âmidì, Sayf ad-Dìn ±Abù l-£asan ibn ±Abì 
≠Alì al- 1.428, 2.359, 3.324, 4.209, 
4.213

Amiji, Hatim M. 3.135, 3.137, 3.139
≠àmil 1.67, 1.309, 1.471, 1.556, 

2.169–170, 2.237, 2.290, 2.294, 2.403, 
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2.405, 2.430, 2.478, 2.536, 2.538, 
2.542, 2.549–550, 2.625–626, 3.178, 
3.234, 3.353, 4.447, 4.738–740

≠àmil lafÚì 2.291
≠àmil ma≠nawì 2.290–291, 4.486
≠amila 2.44
±Amìn, ≠Alì 3.193
±Amìn, Muß†afà 2.578, 2.581, 3.193
Aminou, Mohamadou 1.333–339
±Amìr, ≠Abdallàh ±A™mad 3.348
±Amìr Talà±ì ibn Ruzziq 2.601
Amiritic 3.227
±amkan 4.445
±amkaniyya 4.432
≠àmm 4.685–686
Amm Timan Arabic 1.362, 4.710, 4.716
±ammà 1.476, 2.224, 3.35, 3.200, 4.486, 

4.504–505, 4.544–545
±ammà . . . fa- 1.183, 1.472, 2.148, 3.260, 

3.589
≠ammàl 1.331, 1.608
Amman 2.498–500, 2.502, 2.505–517, 

3.11
Amman Arabic 1.439, 1.596, 1.650, 

2.117, 2.499, 2.505–517, 3.11, 3.403, 
3.726, 4.325, 4.632, 4.634–635, 4.637, 
4.681

≠Ammàniyyìn 2.507
≠Ammàr, ≠Abbàs 1.589
≠Ammàr, Sàm 4.460
Ammar, Wafaa 2.677–678
≠àmmat al-≠Arab 2.630
≠àmmiyya 1.405, 1.409, 1.419, 1.483, 

1.527, 1.629, 1.667, 2.649, 4.252
Ammonite 3.409
Ammonius 3.547
Amorite 3.227, 3.410, 4.170
Amour, Salmin 1.662
amplitude 2.396
±amr 1.310, 2.359, 2.478, 4.332, 4.638
≠Amr ibn al-≠âß 1.361, 3.53
±amßàr ¤ mißr 
≠âmùda Arabic 4.407
amulet 2.45, 4.181
±an 1.71, 1.109, 1.196, 1.502, 2.91, 

2.171–173, 2.195, 2.301, 2.355, 2.427, 
2.627, 3.105, 3.221, 3.272, 4.60, 
4.359–360, 4.363, 4.432, 4.544–545, 
4.746

±an al-maßdariyya 4.360–361, 4.363
±an muxaffafa 2.171, 4.361, 4.363
±an with indicative 3.691, 3.695
≠âna 4.407
≠âna Arabic 2.415
anacoluthon 4.486
Anakara 3.127
analogical explanation 4.14
analogical extension 2.194
analogical reasoning 4.11, 4.14
analogy 1.74–82, 1.175, 1.193, 1.245, 

1.452–453, 1.590, 1.616, 1.644, 2.159, 
2.165, 2.184–185, 2.193, 2.85, 2.305, 
2.310, 2.425, 2.448, 3.118, 3.191, 
3.446, 4.41–42, 4.119

analogy, pattern-based 1.79–80
analogy, proportional 1.74, 1.76, 1.79
analogy, semantic 2.160
analysis, morphological 1.209
analytic 1.356–357, 1.359, 1.486, 

1.499, 1.552, 1.562, 1.614, 1.624, 
2.161, 2.197, 2.265, 2.489, 2.684, 
3.182, 3.184, 3.280, 3.671, 4.311

analytic construction 2.195, 2.522, 
2.525, 2.594

analytic feature 3.59
analytic form 4.306
analytic genitive 1.64, 1.82–85, 1.109, 

1.246, 1.351, 1.491, 1.605–607, 2.197, 
2.213, 1.263, 1.266, 2.570, 2.613, 
3.62–63, 3.365, 3.368, 3.390, 3.404, 
3.406, 3.432, 3.482, 3.587, 3.701, 
4.247

analytic passive 3.553
analytic structure 1.606, 2.118, 

2.120–121, 3.152, 3.641
analyzer, morphological 1.459–460
≠an≠ana 4.125
anaphora 1.49, 1.310–312, 1.354–355, 

1.377, 1.431, 1.493, 1.514, 1.568–569, 
2.83, 2.161, 3.589, 3.713, 3.716, 4.392

anaphora, adverbial 1.569
anaphora, nominal 1.569
anaphora, verbal 1.569
anaphoric expression 2.19
anaphoric island 1.481
anaptyctic vowel 1.234, 1.261, 1.263, 

1.664, 2.152, 2.482, 2.484, 2.572–573, 
2.577, 4.243
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anaptyxis 1.85–86, 1.90, 1.113, 1.225, 
1.235, 1.262, 1.320–321, 1.390, 
1.400, 1.608, 2.35, 2.417–418, 3.266, 
3.327–328, 3.363, 3.403, 3.611, 3.692, 
3.695, 4.243

±Anas, Mu™ammad 1.316
an±Asër Arabic 2.2
Anatolia 1.87, 1.181, 2.414, 4.584, 

4.588
Anatolian Arabic 1.84, 1.87–96, 

1.537–538, 1.584, 1.607, 1.612, 
2.313, 2.420, 2.423, 4.407, 4.503, 
4.534, 4.590–591, 4.727, 4.729, 
4.732–734

≠Anaze 3.326, 4.125, 4.403
≠Anaze Arabic 1.260, 1.606, 1.610–611, 

2.152, 3.326, 3.705
≠Anaze confederation 3.402
±Anbàr 1.149, 3.693
≠Anbarìn-qalam 3.338
±Anbà† 1.617
ancestry 2.59
±Andalus, al- 1.96–102, 1.545, 1.620, 

2.60, 2.62, 2.64, 2.287–288, 2.671
±andalusì 3.112
Andalusian Arabic 1.57, 1.84, 1.96, 

1.99, 1.101–111, 1.168, 1.170, 1.608, 
1.611, 2.158, 2.282, 2.284–287, 
2.289–290, 2.388, 2.360, 2.630, 3.84, 
3.237, 3.738, 4.71, 4.217

Andersen, Roger W. 2.683
Anderson, John M. 1.343–344
Anderson, Stephen R. 3.302, 4.339
Andhra Pradesh 4.452
Andrews, Avery 1.41
Andrews, Peter Alford 4.580
androcentricity 2.642–643, 2.645
Andronov, Michail S. 4.433–434
Anfùši 2.1
angge6on 3.106
Anghelescu, Nadia 1.567, 3.234–235, 

3.353–354, 4.484–487
Angoujard, Jean-Pierre 2.165, 2.448, 

3.612–614, 3.616, 3.620–623, 3.726, 
4.51, 4.350, 4.681

Ani, Moukhtar 3.655, 4.647
animacy 1.41, 2.424, 4.733
animacy hierarchy 2.594
animal sounds 4.286

animals, calls to 2.379
animals, names of 1.504, 2.27, 2.289, 

4.50, 4.285
animate 1.34, 1.41–42, 1.344, 1.433, 

1.436, 1.645
animateness 2.99
±Anìs, ±Ibràhìm 1.614–615, 1.617, 

1.640, 2.555, 3.14–15, 3.72, 3.93–94, 
3.689–690, 3.697, 4.87–88

≠Anizah ¤ ≠Anaze 
≠Anizah Arabic ¤ ≠Anaze Arabic  
Anjouan [Ndzuwani] 1.450
Anjra Arabic 3.290–293
±anna 1.203, 1.350, 1.467–469, 1.473, 

1.476, 2.53, 2.172–174, 2.331–332, 
2.354–355, 3.221, 3.591, 3.687, 
3.691, 4.60, 4.358, 4.360, 4.362–364, 
4.366–367, 4.430, 4.544, 4.743

±anna muxaffafa 1.69
Annaba 1.54
Annaba Arabic 4.681
An-Nakel al-Arabi 1.460
annexation ¤ annexion; construct 

state 
annexion 1.18, 1.20, 1.367, 1.560, 

2.15–16, 2.294–298
annexion ¤ construct state 
annexion, binomial/polynomial 2.296
annexion, extended 2.296
annexion, improper 2.225, 4.102
annexion, joint 2.296
±Annì, Mu™ammad al- 2.53
annotation, multi-level 1.515
anomia 2.690
Ansaba 1.655
±anßàr 1.128–130
±Anßàrì, ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn T. al- 3.467, 

3.471
±Anßàrì, ±Abu Zayd al- 3.34, 3.689
Anshen, Frank 4.524–527, 4.726
answering system 1.455
An†àkì, al- 3.224, 4.625
Antakya 1.111–112, 1.114–116
Antambahoaka 3.127
antanaclasis 3.538
≠Antara 3.211
antecedent 1.311, 1.431, 1.556, 

2.18–21, 83, 2.171, 2.226, 2.452, 4.71, 
4.392–393
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antecedent, quantifi cational 4.81, 
4.83–84

antecedent government 2.171–172, 
2.174

Antemoro 3.125, 3.127
Antep 2.220
anterior 1.524
anteriority 1.220, 3.99, 3.643
anthem, national 1.660
anthropology, linguistic 2.651, 

2.654
anthropomorphism 2.580, 3.122
Anti-Atlas 2.62
anticipation 1.230
anticipatory suffi x 1.230, 1.284
Anti-Lebanon 3.372
Antioch 1.111, 1.388, 2.220, 4.580
Antiochia Arabic 1.111–119, 2.313, 

4.404
antiphrasis 1.628
antisymmetry 3.230, 3.232–233, 

4.746
antithesis 4.211
antonomasia 3.121
antonymy 2.71, 3.38, 4.335
Antoun, Richard T. 4.74, 4.77
Antwerp Polyglot Bible 1.169
Anwar, Mohamed Sami 3.81, 3.83–84, 

4.335
Anwarì, £. 2.410
aorist, Semitic 4.178
Aoun, Joseph 1.310–313, 1.350, 

1.411–414, 1.457, 2.170, 2.173–174, 
2.369–370, 3.384, 3.432, 4.64, 
4.67–68, 4.80–85, 4.193–194, 4.363, 
4.365, 4.394, 4.397, 4.400, 4.524, 
4.527, 4.649, 4.657–658, 4.721, 
4.746–747

aphaeresis 2.457
aphaeretic verb form 1.186
aphasia 1.425, 2.675, 2.681, 2.688, 

2.690, 2.692, 3.305, 4.96, 4.271
aphasia, agrammatical 2.689
aphasia, Broca’s 2.690
aphasia, childhood 2.689
aphasia, conduction 2.690
aphasia, congenital 2.689
aphasia, decoding 2.690
Aphasia, Developmental 2.689
aphasia, efferent 2.690

aphasia, encoding 2.690
aphasia, expressive 2.690
aphasia, fl uent 2.690
aphasia, non-fl uent 2.690
aphasia, sensory 2.690
aphasia, verbal 2.690
aphonia 2.675, 2.688
aphorism 4.214
Aphrodito Archive 2.23
apocopate 2.16, 2.92, 3.269, 4.557, 

4.639
apocope 2.17, 2.36, 2.67, 4.682
apocope, vowel 4.675
apodosis 1.468, 2.477–479, 3.261
apology 3.661
Apophonic Path 1.121–122
apophony 1.37, 1.119–123, 1.574, 

1.624, 2.168, 2.346, 3.191, 3.243, 
3.250, 3.297, 3.302, 4.638

A-position 4.395, 4.488
Appel, René 2.97, 3.315
Appleyard, David L. 3.588–593
applicative 3.181
apposition 1.13, 1.123–126, 1.473, 

1.559, 1.645, 3.101, 4.221
apposition, close 1.125
apposition, conjugated 3.66
apraxia, verbal 2.690
Apuleius 4.215
≠Aqaba 2.500, 3.401, 3.404
≠Aqaba Arabic 2.498
≠àqil 2.15
≠Aqìl, ≠Alì 4.692, 4.697
≠Aql, Sa≠ìd ¤ Akl, Saïd 1.603
±aqlàm ¤ qalam 
±aqlàm al-±ußùl, al- 3.340, 4.131
±aqlam as-sitta, al- 1.152, 2.598, 3.341, 

4.131
Aqmar, mosque of al- 2.41, 2.43, 2.600
≠Aqqàd, ≠Abbàs Ma™mùd al- 1.472, 

1.648, 4.87, 4.89–90
≠Aqra Arabic 2.415–416, 2.419–423, 

2.534, 3.448
±aqßà l-™alq 4.426
±aqßà l-lisàn 4.1
±aqsàm al-kalàm 2.425, 4.329
Aquilina, Joseph 3.142–144, 3.146–147, 

3.156, 3.159
±aqyasu 2.543, 4.10
≠arab al-≠àriba 1.129
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Arab Americans 2.60–61
Arab ana bongor 3.634
Arab emigration 3.1–2
Arab League 1.131, 1.448–450, 1.663, 

2.61, 3.174, 3.344, 3.351–352
Arab nation 3.344
Arab Revolt 3.402
Arab unity 2.656
Arab world 2.654
≠araba 1.131, 2.85, 2.401
arabe choa ¤ Arabic, Shuwa 
arabe médian 1.58, 3.664
arabes 1.129
≠arabì 1.131, 3.345–346
Arabia Petraea 3.400
Arabian, Ancient North ¤ North 

Arabian, Ancient 
Arabian, Ancient South ¤ South Arabian, 

Ancient 
Arabian, East ¤ Arabic, East Arabian
Arabian Nights ¤ ±Alf layla wa-layla 
Arabian Peninsula 1.23, 1.617, 

2.555–556
Arabic 2.74, 2.374, 2.494, 62.57, 

2.692, 2.697, 3.545–546, 4.67, 
4.306, 4.662, 4.678

Arabic, Abbéché 3.672, 3.674, 4.708, 
4.710, 4.716

Arabic, ≠Abd al-Qays 3.94
Arabic, Abha 4.127
Arabic, ≠Abìda 3.606
Arabic, Abu Dhabi 3.702
Arabic, Abu Jirj 2.5
Arabic, Abu l-Xaßìb 1.272
Arabic, Abu Tij 2.5
Arabic, Abu-Kamal ¤ Arabic, Albù Kmàl
Arabic, Abyan 4.751, 4.753–756
Arabic, Adana 1.391, 1.394–395, 2.313
Arabic, Aden 1.23, 1.260, 1.501, 2.388, 

4.690, 4.750–751, 4.754, 4.756–757
Arabic, AfàÚle 4.407
Arabic, Afghanistan 1.537, 1.583, 3.84, 

4.617
Arabic, ≠Agàylah 3.401
Arabic, A™aywàt 3.401, 3.403, 4.238
Arabic, ≠Ajàrma 1.626, 3.405
Arabic, Ajloun 2.506
Arabic, ≠Ajmàn 1.590, 3.326
Arabic, ±âl Murrah 3.326–327, 4.127, 

4.124

Arabic, ±âl Wàhiba 3.478–479, 3.483, 
3.489

Arabic, ±âl Zubayr 1.272
Arabic, al-≠Arìš ¤ Arabic, El-Arish 
Arabic, Alawi 1.391, 1.395–396
Arabic, ≠Alàwìn 3.401
Arabic, alBayÚà± 4.751
Arabic, Albù Kmàl 4.407, 4.678, 

4.680
Arabic, Alegat ¤ Arabic, ≠Lègàt
Arabic, Aleppo 1.445, 1.537, 1.608, 

1.625, 2.313, 2.494, 2.534, 2.608, 
3.450, 3.607, 4.64, 4.407–408, 4.664, 
4.681

Arabic, Alexandretta 2.313
Arabic, Alexandria 1.439, 1.441, 1.589, 

1.604, 2.1–3, 2.11, 2.495, 4.663
Arabic, Algerian 1.418, 1.492, 1.502, 

1.584
Arabic, Algiers 1.440, 1.443–444, 

1.596, 1.610, 2.532, 2.534, 3.587, 
4.569

Arabic, Altinözü 1.117
Arabic, Amm Timan 1.362 4.710, 

4.716
Arabic, ≠âmùda 4.407
Arabic, ≠âna 2.415
Arabic, an±âßër 2.2
Arabic, Anatolian 1.537–538, 1.584, 

1.607, 1.612, 2.313, 2.420, 2.423, 
4.407, 4.503, 4.534, 4.590–591, 
4.727, 4.729, 4.732–734

Arabic, ≠Anaze 1.606, 1.610–611, 2.152, 
3.326, 3.705

Arabic, Ancient 4.478–479, 4.481
Arabic, Ancient South Palestinian 1.386
Arabic, Andalusian 1.57, 1.84, 

1.96, 1.99, 1.101–111, 1.168, 
1.170, 1.608, 1.611, 2.158, 2.282, 
2.284–287, 2.289–290, 2.388, 
2.360, 2.630, 3.84, 3.237, 3.738, 
4.71, 4.217

Arabic, ≠Anizah ¤ Arabic, ≠Anaze 
Arabic, Anjra 3.290–293
Arabic, Annaba 4.681
Arabic, Anti-Lebanon 2.494
Arabic, Antiochia 2.313, 4.404
Arabic, ≠Aqaba 2.498
Arabic, ≠Aqra 2.415–416, 2.419–423, 

2.534, 3.448
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Arabic, Arabian Peninsula 1.260, 1.273, 
1.444, 1.584, 1.625, 2.152

Arabic, Arabkhona 4.613–616
Arabic, Arak 4.406
Arabic, Arbìl 2.415, 2.417–419, 2.421, 

2.532, 2.534
Arabic, ±Asad 2.494, 3.14, 3.91–92
Arabic, ±Asd 2.555
Arabic, Asir 1.504, 1.590, 2.556
Arabic, Aswan 2.2, 2.5
Arabic, Asyù† 1.586, 2.2, 2.5, 3.405
Arabic, Atia 4.716
Arabic, Awlàd Sa≠ìd 4.240
Arabic, ≠Awlaqì 4.756
Arabic, Axàrsah 3.401, 3.403, 4.238
Arabic, ≠Ayàydah 3.401, 4.238
Arabic, ≠Azàzmih 3.400
Arabic, ±Azd 3.692, 3.697, 4.376
Arabic, ±Azd-Šanù±a 3.89, 3.94
Arabic, ±Azd-≠Umàn 3.94
Arabic, Azëx 4.407
Arabic, Badàrah 4.238
Arabic, Badàri 2.5
Arabic, Baggàra 3.62
Arabic, Baghdadi 1.271–272, 1.442, 

1.444–445, 2.8, 2.414–424, 2.532, 
2.572, 2.577, 3.9, 3.84, 3.237, 3.525, 
3.569, 3.666–668, 3.672, 3.674, 3.703, 
4.62, 4.117, 4.194, 4.304, 4.325

Arabic, Baghdadi Christian 1.273, 
1.537, 1.607, 1.610, 2.276, 2.313, 
2.532, 4.633

Arabic, Baghdadi Jewish 1.351, 1.537, 
1.607, 1.610, 1.625, 2.414, 2.276, 
2.313, 2.532–534, 4.664

Arabic, Baghdadi Muslim 1.271, 1.612, 
1.625–626, 1.642, 2.276, 2.611, 2.617, 
3.495, 3.585, 4.128, 4.633

Arabic, Bagirmi 4.708, 4.715
Arabic, Ba™ariyya 1.270, 1.586, 1.610, 

2.6, 4.550
Arabic, Bàhila 3.94
Arabic, Bahrà± 3.94
Arabic, Bahraini 2.494, 2.609, 

2.615–619, 3.478, 3.729, 4.64, 4.656
Arabic, Bahraini Shi≠ite 4.127–128
Arabic, Bakr ibn Wà±il 2.555, 3.94
Arabic, Bal £àriμ ibn Ka≠b 1.641, 3.89
Arabic, Bal Qarn 4.127

Arabic, Balà† 1.585, 2.2
Arabic, Balawiy 4.677
Arabic, Balÿàwi 2.506
Arabic, Balkh 4.311
Arabic, Balqà± 2.506
Arabic, Bal†ìm 2.2–3
Arabic, Balyana 1.572
Arabic, Bani ≠A†iye 3.401–402, 3.404, 

3.407, 4.240
Arabic, Bani Bišr 4.127
Arabic, Bani Hamida 2.503
Arabic, Bani Hasan ¤ Arabic, Beni-Hasan 
Arabic, Banì Íaxar 1.406
Arabic, Bani Šihr 4.125, 4.127
Arabic, Bani Swayf ¤ Arabic, Beni Swef 
Arabic, Bani Âòr 4.126
Arabic, Baniy Wàßil 4.240
Arabic, Barìs 2.2, 4.196
Arabic, Bašandi 2.2, 4.286
Arabic, Baskinta 1.270, 4.656
Arabic, Basra 2.312, 2.415–416, 2.421, 

2.631, 3.525
Arabic, Bà†ina 3.479, 3.481, 3.484–485, 

3.489
Arabic, Batman 2.608
Arabic, Bawì†i 2.2
Arabic, Bdùl 3.402, 3.404–405
Arabic, Bedouin 2.587, 2.632, 3.205, 

3.265, 3.360, 3.585, 3.609, 3.621, 
4.2–3, 4.124

Arabic, begùl 3.190
Arabic, Bë™zàni 1.541, 1.571, 1.607
Arabic, Beirut 1.269, 1.295, 1.323, 

1.538, 1.607–608, 2.231, 2.314, 2.509, 
3.11, 3.674–675, 4.349, 4.630, 4.632, 
4.678, 4.681

Arabic, Beirut Sunni 1.283
Arabic, Benghazi 2.532, 3.55–56
Arabic, Beni Swef 1.322, 1.608, 1.611, 

2.2, 2.5, 2.494
Arabic, Beni-Hasan 2.173, 2.503, 3.622, 

3.707, 4.349, 4.351
Arabic, B≠èri 1.271, 1.299–308, 2.2, 5, 

2.151–153
Arabic, Biba 2.5
Arabic, Bi™èra 1.589, 2.1–2
Arabic, Bilì 3.400–401, 3.405
Arabic, Bimbashi 2.517–518
Arabic, Bir Bi≠èri 2.2
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Arabic, Bir Zeit 1.625, 3.430, 3.684, 
3.686, 4.317, 4.656

Arabic, Bišmizzìn 1.540, 3.607, 4.70
Arabic, BiyyàÚiyyah 3.401, 3.403, 4.238
Arabic, Bizerte 4.563, 4.681
Arabic, Blida 1.609
Arabic, Bongor 1.364, 3.61, 3.634–639
Arabic, Bornu 3.634
Arabic, Brak 2.622
Arabic, Branes 1.295
Arabic, Btiÿrìn 1.270
Arabic, Bu™ayra ¤ Arabic, Bi™èra 
Arabic, Bukayriyyah 4.127
Arabic, Bukhara 4.311, 4.613–616
Arabic, Bulàg 2.2
Arabic, Buraymi 3.481
Arabic, Burullus 2.2–3
Arabic, Cairene 1.270, 1.275, 1.300, 

1.304, 1.306, 1.312, 1.406–410, 1.439, 
1.441, 1.445, 1.492, 1.570, 1.589, 
1.595–596, 1.604, 1.608, 1.625, 2.1–3, 
2.5, 2.8, 2.117–118, 2.22, 2.120, 2.231, 
2.354, 2.395–396, 2.404, 2.495, 2.533, 
2.657–658, 3.9–11, 3.305, 3.449, 
3.451, 3.426–427, 3.430, 3.542, 
3.545–546, 3.569, 3.584, 3.586, 
3.592, 3.607, 3.609–611, 3.613–614, 
3.616–618, 3.620–621, 3.665–668, 
3.673–675, 3.704, 3.737, 4.70–71, 
4.85–86, 4.117, 4.168, 4.194, 4.255, 
4.304, 4.326, 4.344, 4.346, 4.389–390, 
4.533–534, 4.634, 4.637, 4.669, 4.681, 
4.716, 4.727

Arabic, Cairene Jewish 2.532–533
Arabic, Casablanca 1.596, 1.609, 

2.621, 3.59, 3.273–274, 3.276–278, 
3.285, 3.288–289, 3.291–293, 4.630, 
4.679

Arabic, Central African 1.537
Arabic, Central Arabian 1.570, 1.624, 

2.213, 3.693
Arabic, Central Asian 2.290, 3.429, 

3.702, 4.70, 4.612–613, 4.617, 4.621
Arabic, Central Delta 1.323, 1.586
Arabic, Central Iraqi 1.269, 1.272
Arabic, Central Najdi 1.272, 1.606
Arabic, Central Palestine 1.608
Arabic, Chadian 1.360–368, 1.521, 

2.388, 3.634–636, 3.638, 4.715–716

Arabic, chairs of 1.166–167, 1.169, 
1.171

Arabic, Chaouen 3.288–292
Arabic, Cherchell 1.270, 1.609, 3.452
Arabic, Christian 1.270, 2.23, 2.277
Arabic, Christian Middle 1.383–387, 

2.266, 3.218
Arabic, Cilician 1.388–397, 2.160, 

3.674, 3.702, 4.404, 4.589, 4.594
Arabic, Classical 1.397–411, 1.490, 

1.527–534, 1.578, 1.581–582, 1.592, 
1.594, 1.614–620, 1.630–631, 
1.633–634, 1.636, 1.669–670, 2.263, 
2.267, 2.388, 2.404, 2.695, 2.708, 
3.12, 3.94, 3.217, 3.318, 3.465

Arabic, Collo 1.609
Arabic, Colloquial 1.405–408, 1.410, 

1.419, 1.439–442, 1.527, 1.597–598, 
1.604, 1.617, 1.631, 2.708, 3.24

Arabic, Constantine 1.270, 1.596, 
1.609, 2.534

Arabic, Crater 4.754
Arabic, creole 1.205, 1.518–527, 

4.376
Arabic, criticism of 2.336
Arabic, Çukurova 1.469, 1.502, 1.540, 

4.532
Arabic, Cypriot (Maronite) 1.365, 

1.536–543, 1.607, 1.612, 2.160, 2.231, 
3.84, 3.672, 3.674–675

Arabic, Cyrenaican 2.313–314, 3.55–56, 
3.611, 4.551

Arabic, Cyrenaican Jebel 2.151–152
Arabic, Dabba 3.94, 3.693
Arabic, ðafìr 3.326
Arabic, Dakhla 1.300, 1.586, 2.2, 

2.6, 2.8
Arabic, ðàla≠ 4.750–751, 4.753–754, 

4.756
Arabic, Damascene 1.298, 1.323, 1.395, 

1.407, 1.493, 1.537, 1.540, 1.546–555, 
1.608, 1.625, 2.22, 2.30, 2.162–163, 
2.231, 2.278, 2.502, 2.509, 2.658, 3.11, 
3.265, 3.373, 3.448–449, 3.564–565, 
3.569, 3.612, 3.617–622, 3.702, 
3.736–737, 4.194, 4.304, 4.344, 4.349, 
4.404, 4.407–408, 4.504, 4.630, 4.632, 
4.656, 4.664, 4.681

Arabic, Damascus Plain 1.607
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Arabic, Damietta 1.323
Arabic, Daqahliyya 2.2
Arabic, Daragözü 1.571, 2.160, 3.84, 

3.672, 3.674
Arabic, Darj 3.55–56
Arabic, Daμìna 1.544, 2.388, 3.588, 

3.705, 4.750–751, 4.754–755, 
4.757

Arabic, Dawàÿrah 3.401, 3.404–407, 
4.238

Arabic, Daxla ¤ Arabic, Dakhla 
Arabic, Dbùr 4.238
Arabic, Debdou 3.289, 3.291, 4.70
Arabic, Dellys 1.270, 1.609, 4.656
Arabic, Delta 1.608, 2.2, 4, 2.11
Arabic, Dèr ≠A†iye 4.406
Arabic, Dèr izZòr 2.414, 4.407–408
Arabic, Dhofar 4.304, 4.751
Arabic, Dirbasìye 4.407
Arabic, Diyarbakır 1.538, 1.607, 2.420, 

4.70
Arabic, Djeinau 4.613–614, 4.616
Arabic, Djerba 4.633
Arabic, Djidjelli 1.609, 3.674, 3.737, 

4.70, 4.371
Arabic, Djogari 4.613–615, 4.617
Arabic, Dòsiri 2.609
Arabic, Drayj 4.406
Arabic, Druze 1.275–276, 1.442, 1.445, 

2.314
Arabic, Druze Golan 2.314
Arabic, Druze Horan 2.314
Arabic, Dubai 4.62
Arabic, ðufàr ¤ Arabic, Dhofar
Arabic, Duhùs 2.2
Arabic, ðullàm 3.400, 4.238
Arabic, Dùš 2.2
Arabic, Early Christian 3.592
Arabic, Early Christian Middle 1.383
Arabic, Early Standard 4.478
Arabic, East Arabian 1.28, 1.490, 1.618, 

2.160, 2.617, 3.94, 3.691, 3.645, 
4.9–10, 4.124, 4.127, 4.286, 4.302, 
4.304–305, 4.676

Arabic, East Egyptian 1.266
Arabic, East Libyan 3.53, 3.56, 4.534
Arabic, East Moroccan 1.650
Arabic, East Sudanese 4.376
Arabic, East Syrian 1.589
Arabic, East Yemeni 4.304

Arabic, Eastern 1.259–269, 1.536, 
1.538, 1.540–541, 1.605, 1.614, 2.8, 
2.263–264, 3.697

Arabic, Eastern Bedouin 1.572
Arabic, Eastern Delta 1.589, 2.389
Arabic, Eastern Desert 2.2
Arabic, Eastern Mediterranean 

4.729–734
Arabic, Edfu 1.306
Arabic, Educated 1.630, 1.666, 2.377, 

2.696, 3.14, 3.18–19
Arabic, Educated Colloquial 1.409–410
Arabic, Educated Spoken 1.630–632, 

1.634, 1.666–668, 2.661, 4.325–326
Arabic, Egyptian 1.270, 1.323, 

1.340–342, 1.351, 1.384, 1.417, 1.419, 
1.483, 1.495, 1.501–504, 1.538, 1.554, 
1.562, 1.570–572, 1.584, 1.595, 1.604, 
1.606–609, 1.611, 1.632, 1.636, 
1.657–659, 2.20, 2.32, 2.36–38, 2.71, 
2.74, 2.96–100, 2.136, 2.160–161, 
2.194, 2.199, 2.203, 2.344, 2.375, 
2.388, 2.390, 2.455–459, 2.517, 2.560, 
2.584, 2.587, 2.597, 2.649, 2.656, 
2.658, 2.678, 3.12, 3.65–68, 3.70, 
3.81–85, 3.87, 3.97, 3.190, 3.198, 
3.200–201, 3.236, 3.240, 3.264–268, 
3.386, 3.389–393, 3.398, 3.456, 3.545, 
3.560–563, 3.572–573, 3.586–587, 
3.609, 3.612, 3.669, 3.674, 3.676, 
3.680, 3.684, 3.687, 3.705–706, 
3.708–711, 4.45, 4.50–51, 4.62–64, 
4.66, 4.71, 4.195–198, 4.284–285, 
4.317, 4.354, 4.372, 4.399, 4.468, 
4.470, 4.490, 4.649, 4.662, 4.671–672, 
4.719, 4.742, 4.747, 4.757

Arabic, Egyptian Jewish 2.276, 
2.278–279

Arabic, Egyptian Nile Valley 2.151
Arabic, Egyptian Oases 1.586, 1.590
Arabic, Egyptian Radio 2.278
Arabic, El Jadida 3.288
Arabic, El-Arish 4.240
Arabic, El-Karak 2.506
Arabic, Empty Quarter 3.479, 3.484, 

3.489–490
Arabic, Esna 2.5
Arabic, Essaouira 3.288
Arabic, Farafra 1.586, 1.610–611. 2.2, 

2.6, 2.8
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Arabic, Fašn 2.2
Arabic, Fawaxriyyah 4.240
Arabic, Fayfa 4.123
Arabic, Fayyum 1.320–321, 1.608, 

1.611, 1.640, 2.2, 2.5, 2.494
Arabic, Fes 1.444, 1.571, 1.596, 

2.532–534, 2.621, 3.273–274, 3.276, 
3.285, 3.288–290, 3.292–293, 3.585

Arabic, Fezzan 1.265–266, 2.622, 
3.55–56, 3.587, 4.551, 4.555

Arabic, Formal Spoken 1.668
Arabic, Gabes 3.451, 4.681
Arabic, Galilee 1.265, 1.608, 2.501, 

4.663
Arabic, Ÿàmid 4.126
Arabic, Ÿanì 3.94
Arabic, Garabulli 3.55
Arabic, Garàrša 3.401, 3.403, 4.240
Arabic, Ÿarbiyya 2.2
Arabic, Gaßir 2.2
Arabic, Ÿa†afàn 3.94
Arabic, Ÿa†ìf 3.89
Arabic, Ÿayl £abbàn 4.750–751, 4.756
Arabic, Gaza 1.608, 2.32, 3.527, 3.531
Arabic, G™a†àn 3.326
Arabic, Gihaf 4.756
Arabic, gilit 1.610–611, 4.3, 4.325
Arabic, Gina 2.2
Arabic, Giza 2.2, 2.5
Arabic, Gorda 2.622
Arabic, Goulimine 3.288
Arabic, Granada 1.103, 1.107, 3.23, 

3.585, 4.431
Arabic, Greater Syria 1.444
Arabic, Gulf 1.270, 1.272, 1.595, 1.606, 

1.611, 1.624, 2.36, 2.38, 2.96, 2.161, 
2.210–213, 2.374–375, 2.388, 2.390, 
2.555, 2.587, 3.9, 3.12, 3.19, 3.63, 
3.68, 3.264, 3.451–452, 3.478, 3.545, 
3.585, 3.587, 3.592, 3.609, 4.124, 
4.317, 4.646, 4.656, 4.695

Arabic, Gulf Pidgin 3.63
Arabic, Gurna 2.5
Arabic, Gùß 2.5
Arabic, Gypsy 2.216–222, 3.527
Arabic, £a∂ramawt 1.260, 2.270, 

2.274, 3.449, 4.687–699, 4.750–751, 
4.753, 4.754–757

Arabic, £a∂rami ¤ Arabic, £a∂ramawt 
Arabic, Haifa 1.608

Arabic, £alàyib 2.2
Arabic, Hama 1.608, 4.408
Arabic, £amàdah 4.240
Arabic, Hamar 4.376
Arabic, Hamdàn 3.94
Arabic, Hanàdwah 4.240
Arabic, £anìfa 3.94
Arabic, £arb 4.126–127
Arabic, £àriμ 3.94
Arabic, £asa 4.127–128
Arabic, £asake 4.407
Arabic, £assàniyya 1.570, 1.572, 

1.625, 2.240–250, 2.388, 2.622, 3.53, 
3.60–61, 3.135, 3.288, 3.290, 3.314, 
3.352, 3.450–451, 3.585, 3.587, 3.664, 
4.70, 4.313, 4.376, 4.550, 4.662

Arabic, Hatay 1.584
Arabic, Hawàzin 2.555, 3.94
Arabic, £àyil 4.126
Arabic, Hebron 1.608, 2.30, 3.527
Arabic, £ijàzì 1.295, 1.399–400, 1.490, 

1.606, 1.641, 2.88, 2.199, 2.263–264, 
2.279, 2.312, 2.355, 2.387, 2.499, 
2.680, 2.689, 2.691, 3.14, 3.90, 3.93, 
3.179, 3.404, 3.497, 3.609, 3.621–622, 
3.645, 3.690–691, 3.693–698, 4.9–10, 
4.62, 4.70, 4.124–127, 4.351, 4.389, 
4.431

Arabic, £ijàzì Jewish 2.259
Arabic, Hilàli 1.609, 3.288
Arabic, £imß ¤ Arabic, Homs 
Arabic, £imyar 3.94
Arabic, Hispano- ¤ Arabic, Andalusian
Arabic, history of 2.261–268
Arabic, Hìt 2.415, 2.533–534
Arabic, Hodeida ¤ Arabic, £udaydah 
Arabic, Homs 1.608, 4.678, 4.680
Arabic, £òràn 1.546, 1.583, 1.605, 

1.607–608, 2.501, 2.506, 2.622, 4.407, 
4.635, 4.678

Arabic, £udaydah 4.754
Arabic, Hu≈ayl 1.627, 3.90, 3.92, 3.94, 

3.692, 3.695, 3.697, 4.376
Arabic, Hufùf 4.126
Arabic, £ugariyyah 4.751, 4.754, 

4.756
Arabic, £uway†àt ¤ Arabic, £wè†àt
Arabic, Huwwèrìn 4.406
Arabic, £wè†àt 3.401–403, 3.407, 

4.238, 4.240
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Arabic, ≠Ibrì 3.481
Arabic, îgli 3.290–291
Arabic, îgni ¤ Arabic, îgli 
Arabic, informal written 2.214
Arabic, Inner Oman 1.642
Arabic, Inter- 1.668
Arabic, intermediate 1.630–633
Arabic, Iraqi 1.417, 1.432, 1.443–444, 

1.493, 1.540, 1.639–641, 2.38, 2.96, 
2.174, 2.231, 2.312, 2.388, 2.390, 
3.68, 3.70, 3.429, 3.595, 3.597, 3.611, 
3.613–614, 3.654, 3.702, 3.729, 4.45, 
4.85–86, 4.303, 4.311, 4.318, 4.590, 
4.592, 4.670–671

Arabic, Irbid 2.498–499, 2.503, 2.506, 
4.655

Arabic, Ismint 2.2
Arabic, ≠Izbit al-Basìlì 1.271
Arabic, Jabal Ax∂ar 3.479, 3.482–485, 

3.489
Arabic, Jabal idDrùz 3.592, 4.407
Arabic, Jabal Waš™ah 4.751
Arabic, Jabal Yazìdi 4.754, 4.756
Arabic, Jabali 2.314
Arabic, Jaffa 1.608, 2.502
Arabic, Jaràjrah 4.238
Arabic, Jawf 4.751
Arabic, Jbàla 1.439, 1.590, 1.609, 

3.288–290, 3.292–293, 4.70
Arabic, Jbàliyyah 3.401, 3.403, 

4.240
Arabic, Jeddah 1.271, 4.126, 4.632
Arabic, Jenin 2.321
Arabic, Jerusalem 1.323, 1.444–445, 

1.608, 2.32, 2.221, 2.231, 2.481–493, 
2.502, 2.509, 2.532, 2.534, 3.8–9, 3.11, 
3.658, 3.704, 4.632

Arabic, Jerusalem Jewish 2.491
Arabic, Jewish 1.54, 1.323, 1.443, 

1.445–447, 2.23, 2.266, 2.277, 2.313, 
2.470, 2.494, 2.526–536, 2.659, 2.661, 
3.218, 3.220, 3.451, 3.472, 4.58, 4.70, 
4.157, 4.216, 4.217

Arabic, Jiblah 1.571
Arabic, Jidda ¤ Arabic, Jeddah 
Arabic, Jordanian 1.656–659, 2.71–72, 

2.97–99, 2.120, 2.230–231, 2.395, 
2.397–398, 2.498–517, 2.585–587, 
3.11, 3.263–268, 3.527, 3.604, 
3.611–612, 3.678–679, 3.686, 4.407, 

4.489, 4.629, 4.632, 4.648, 4.654–656, 
4.664, 4.672, 4.681

Arabic, Jordanian Bedouin 4.325
Arabic, Juba 1.489, 1.520, 1.525, 

2.517–525, 3.10, 3.62, 3.635, 3.639, 
3.642–643, 4.198, 4.376

Arabic, Judaeo- 1.443, 2.23, 2.266, 
2.277, 2.313, 2.470, 2.494, 2.526–536, 
2.659, 2.661, 3.218, 3.220, 3.472, 
3.451, 4.70, 4.216, 4.217

Arabic, Judaeo- ¤ Arabic, Jewish 
Arabic, Juhayna 3.94
Arabic, Kafr išŠèx 2.2
Arabic, Kairouan 1.609, 4.563, 4.670
Arabic, Kalb 3.94
Arabic, Karaduvar 1.395
Arabic, Karak 2.498–499, 2.503, 

2.506–507
Arabic, Kayıçlı 1.392
Arabic, Kazanlı 1.392
Arabic, Kfar ≠Abìda 1.540, 3.451
Arabic, Khabura 3.478
Arabic, Khalil 3.527
Arabic, Khanaqin 2.415
Arabic, Kharga 1.586, 2.2, 2.5–6, 2.8, 

2.389, 4.196
Arabic, Khartoum 1.525, 2.271, 

2.559–571, 3.10, 3.62, 3.643, 4.376, 
4.495–497, 4.499, 4.529–535

Arabic, Khatuniya 2.414, 4.407
Arabic, Khurasan 1.583, 3.544
Arabic, Khuzestan 1.584, 2.414, 

2.571–578, 3.84
Arabic, Kinàna 3.94
Arabic, Ki-Nubi 1.357, 1.520, 3.62, 

3.635, 3.642–643
Arabic, Kirkuk 2.415, 2.417–418, 

2.421, 2.532
Arabic, Korba 4.681
Arabic, Kordofan 4.376
Arabic, Kormakiti 3.450
Arabic, Kozluk 4.70
Arabic, Kozluk-Sason 1.607
Arabic, Kufa 2.312
Arabic, Kufra 3.55–56
Arabic, Kurdistan 2.419, 2.423, 2.532
Arabic, Kuwaiti 1.340, 1.342, 

1.657–659, 2.97, 2.102, 397, 
2.608–620, 3.609, 3.679, 3.740, 
4.65, 4.163, 4.303
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Arabic, Lahej 4.750–751, 4.753–754, 
4.756

Arabic, Lake Chad 1.611
Arabic, Latakia 1.608
Arabic, Late Christian Middle 1.383, 

1.386
Arabic, Lawdar 4.754
Arabic, Lebanese 1.274–275, 1.281, 

1.311–312, 1.411–412, 1.432, 1.473, 
1.538, 1.540–541, 1.554, 1.568, 1.580, 
1.603, 1.642, 2.4, 2.161, 2.231, 2.314, 
2.367, 2.369–371, 2.395–400, 2.506, 
3.240, 3.264, 3.266–268, 3.349, 3.359, 
3.384, 3.387, 3.413, 3.429, 3.446, 
3.569, 3.612, 3.726, 4.64, 4.67, 4.80, 
4.82–84, 4.194, 4.348, 4.397, 4.649, 
4.670, 4.678, 4.719, 4.747

Arabic, ≠Lègàt 3.401, 4.240
Arabic, Levantine 1.312, 1.412, 

1.668, 2.4–5, 2.36–38, 2.71, 2.74, 
2.136, 2.173, 2.204, 2.395, 2.510, 
2.584, 2.658, 3.84, 3.359, 3.495, 
3.614, 3.688, 3.707, 4.318, 4.323, 
4.646, 4.675

Arabic, Libyan 1.270, 1.642, 2.6, 2.374, 
2.390, 2.658, 3.54–55, 3.587, 4.655

Arabic, Libyan oases 2.8
Arabic, L-i£mèra 4.406
Arabic, literary 1.602
Arabic, Lmnabha 4.286
Arabic, Lower Egyptian 1.608, 1.642, 

3.702
Arabic, Lower Iraq 1.443
Arabic, Luxor 2.2, 2.5
Arabic, Ma≠àn 2.498
Arabic, M≠aÚÚamìye 4.406–407
Arabic, Ma≈™ij 3.94
Arabic, Maghrebine 1.270, 1.291, 

1.296, 1.492, 1.585–586, 1.590, 1.611, 
2.7, 2.74, 2.160, 2.455, 2.621, 3.702, 
4.281, 4.323

Arabic, Ma™àbišah 4.751
Arabic, Ma™àyil 4.125, 4.127
Arabic, Mahdiya 1.609
Arabic, Maiduguri 4.716
Arabic, Malàl™ah 4.238
Arabic, Màlik ibn Kinàna 3.89
Arabic, Malkiye 4.407
Arabic, Maltese 1.416, 1.609, 3.65, 

3.67, 3.69–70, 3.141–159, 3.237, 

3.298, 3.312, 3.352, 3.545, 3.569, 
3.739–740, 4.565, 4.662

Arabic, Manàma 4.325, 4.631
Arabic, Mandisa 2.2
Arabic, Mangalla 2.517
Arabic, Manzala 2.2
Arabic, Ma≠qili 1.609
Arabic, Maràzìg 1.264
Arabic, Mardin 1.607, 2.608, 3.84, 

3.237, 3.448, 4.70, 4.664
Arabic, Ma≠rib 4.751
Arabic, Maridi 3.59, 642
Arabic, Marrakech ¤ Arabic, Marrakesh 
Arabic, Marrakesh 1.609, 2.621–622, 

3.274–276, 3.288–289, 3.291–292
Arabic, Marxah 4.756
Arabic, Masà≠ìd 3.401, 4.238
Arabic, Mauritanian 3.702, 4.159
Arabic, Meccan 1.300, 1.400–401, 

1.501, 1.611, 1.615, 2.355, 3.90, 
3.179–187, 3.335, 3.404, 3.612, 4.126, 
4.534

Arabic, Medea 1.609
Arabic, Media 1.474, 1.667, 2.296, 

3.17, 3.19, 3.198–204
Arabic, Meknes 1.609, 2.621, 3.85, 

3.291
Arabic, Mersin 1.390, 1.392, 

1.394–395, 2.313
Arabic, Mesopotamian 1.571, 1.607, 

1.606
Arabic, M™allamìye 3.237
Arabic, Mhamid 3.288
Arabic, M™ardi 4.403–404
Arabic, Mhìn Fruqlus 4.406
Arabic, Midan 1.547
Arabic, Middle 1.383, 1.403, 1.410, 

1.496, 1.593, 1.597, 1.619, 1.631, 
1.642, 1.668, 2.265–266, 2.312–313, 
2.332, 2.388, 2.529, 3.466, 3.704, 
4.196, 4.543–544, 4.546

Arabic, Middle Egyptian 1.320–321, 2.6
Arabic, Mila 1.56
Arabic, Miliana 1.609
Arabic, Minufi yya 2.2
Arabic, Minya 1.322, 2.2, 5
Arabic, Misurata 3.54–56
Arabic, Modern Standard (MSA) 1.399, 

1.406–410, 1.423, 1.434, 1.436, 1.441, 
1.446, 1.456, 1.469, 1.472–473, 1.476, 
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1.490, 1.493, 1.528, 1.532, 1.578, 
1.580–582, 1.595, 1.624, 1.630, 
1.633–634, 1.636, 1.647, 1.650, 1.652, 
1.655–656, 1.667, 1.669–670, 2.267, 
3.10–12, 3.14, 3.18–19, 3.76

Arabic, Mogador 1.609
Arabic, Monastir 4.564
Arabic, Moroccan 1.294–298, 1.351, 

1.407–408, 1.418–419, 1.479, 1.481, 
1.483, 1.486, 1.488, 1.502, 1.512, 
1.568, 1.571–572, 1.585, 1.604, 2.21, 
2.71–72, 2.75–76, 2.96–97, 2.102, 
2.116, 2.156, 2.159, 2.161, 2.174, 
2.194, 2.205, 2.231, 2.374, 2.388, 
2.390–391, 2.393, 2.395–396, 2.621, 
2.658, 2.686, 3.48, 3.68–70, 3.84, 
3.237, 3.273, 3.287, 3.305, 3.358–359, 
3.382, 3.429, 3.446, 3.554, 3.584–587, 
3.592, 3.611, 3.655–656, 3.684, 3.705, 
3.707, 3.724–726, 3.740, 4.45, 
4.51–52, 4.67, 4.71, 4.117, 4.141, 
4.160, 4.167, 4.185–191, 4.286, 4.306, 
4.317–318, 4.339, 4.351, 4.393, 
4.397–399, 4.491, 4.646, 4.648–649, 
4.651, 4.654–4.656, 4.662, 4.666, 
4.668, 4.672, 4.674–675, 4.678, 
4.682

Arabic, Moroccan Jewish 1.444–445, 
2.533, 3.288, 3.292–293

Arabic, Mosul 1.417, 1.537, 1.610, 
2.312, 2.415–417, 2.419–420, 2.423, 
2.534, 3.448, 3.674, 4.372

Arabic, Mount Hermon 4.407
Arabic, Mount Lebanon 1.269–271
Arabic, Mu∂aybi 3.481, 3.489
Arabic, Mudia 4.754
Arabic, Mukalla 4.757
Arabic, Mukeyras 4.751, 4.753
Arabic, Muràd 3.94
Arabic, Murayna 3.94
Arabic, Mürselo©lu 1.392
Arabic, Mušiyya 2.2
Arabic, Mù† 2.2
Arabic, Mzàb 1.264
Arabic, Mzènah 2.152, 3.401, 4.240
Arabic, Nabataean 2.198, 3.467, 

3.696–697
Arabic, Nabataean Old 4.479
Arabic, Nabeul 4.563

Arabic, Nabk 4.406
Arabic, Nablus 2.32, 3.527, 4.655
Arabic, Naj Hammadi 2.2, 2.5
Arabic, Najdi 1.399–400, 1.606–607, 

1.625, 1.627, 2.151–152, 2.161, 2.353, 
2.404, 2.506, 2.609, 3.12, 3.94, 3.360, 
3.403, 3.429, 3.478, 3.585, 3.587, 
3.606, 4.2, 4.123–124, 4.126–127, 
4.129, 4.238, 4.241, 4.318, 4.628, 
4.632, 4.654–655

Arabic, Najràn 3.326, 3.606, 4.124, 
4.127

Arabic, Namir 3.94
Arabic, N’djamena 4.708, 4.710, 4.712, 

4.716
Arabic, Nedroma 1.609
Arabic, Nefzaoua 4.681
Arabic, Negev 1.260, 1.266, 

3.400–401, 3.403–406, 3.585, 
4.238, 4.240, 4.350

Arabic, Negev Bedouin 3.360, 3.531, 
3.536–537, 3.569, 3.609, 3.613–614, 
4.351, 4.663

Arabic, Negev Fallà™i 3.360
Arabic, N≠èmàt 3.402, 3.404–405
Arabic, Neo- 1.613–614, 1.616–617, 

1.619, 2.265–266
Arabic, New Fes 1.609
Arabic, newspaper 3.200, 3.202–203
Arabic, Nigerian 1.502, 2.471, 

3.542, 3.544–546, 4.118, 4.710, 
4.714

Arabic, Nile Delta 1.270, 1.503, 2.2, 
2.7, 2.494

Arabic, Nile Valley 1.586, 1.605, 
1.608, 1.625, 2.4–5, 2.7–8

Arabic, North African 1.606–607, 
2.36, 2.251, 2.351

Arabic, North Algerian 1.642
Arabic, North Arabian 1.259, 1.584, 

1.642, 2.494, 3.403–405, 3.407, 4.403, 
4.407, 4.751

Arabic, North Israel 1571, 4.649
Arabic, North Israel Bedouin 4.649
Arabic, North Jordanian 4.655
Arabic, North Lebanese 1.607
Arabic, North Middle Egyptian 

1.586
Arabic, North Palestine 1.442, 1.445
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Arabic, North Sinai 1.570–571, 1.605, 
2.509, 4.677

Arabic, North Syria 1.538, 1.612, 
4.590, 4.677

Arabic, North Tunisian 1.625
Arabic, North Yemeni 1.584, 1.605, 

4.676–677, 4.751, 4.753
Arabic, Northern Najdi 1.584, 

1.606
Arabic, Northern Nile valley 1.585
Arabic, Northwest Arabian 1.606, 3.94, 

3.360, 3.400, 3.646, 3.695, 4.238, 
4.240, 4.241

Arabic, Northwest Moroccan 1.625
Arabic, Nubi ¤ Arabic, Ki-Nubi 
Arabic, Nubian 2.494, 3.60
Arabic, Nusaybin 2.534
Arabic, Nusayri 1.642
Arabic, Oases 2.7
Arabic, Old 1.399–400, 1.614, 2.265, 

2.267, 3.415, 3.417, 3.464, 4.478–479, 
4.482

Arabic, Old Fes 1.609
Arabic, Old Rabat 3.273
Arabic, Omani 1.663, 2.211, 2.619, 

3.84, 3.478–491, 3.544, 3.658, 4.124, 
4.298–300, 4.383

Arabic, Omdurman 4.376
Arabic, Oran 1.443, 1.596, 1.610, 

2.532, 4.680
Arabic, Orania 1.609
Arabic, Oujda 3.288–289, 3.292
Arabic, Palestinian 1.312, 1.351, 1.375, 

1.377, 1.481, 1.538, 1.540–541, 1.608, 
2.100–101, 2.230–231, 2.365–366, 
2.370, 2.461, 2.463, 2.466, 2.499, 
2.502, 2.506–507, 2.509, 2.587, 2.691, 
3.11, 3.82–84, 3.86, 3.263–268, 3.360, 
3.403, 3.430, 3.433, 3.526–538, 3.569, 
3.609, 3.656, 3.685, 3.687, 3.704–705, 
4.117, 4.194, 4.317–318, 4.346–349, 
4.361, 4.393, 4.407, 4.534, 4.627, 
4.637, 4.654, 4.662–663, 4.672, 
4.675–676, 4.681, 4.746

Arabic, Palmyra 1.538, 2.314, 2.494, 
4.406–408

Arabic, Pan- 1.668
Arabic, peninsular 1.606
Arabic, peripheral 3.640

Arabic, pidgin 1.364, 1.619, 3.634–639, 
4.123

Arabic, Port Said 1.604
Arabic, post-Classical 2.528, 3.216
Arabic, pre-≠Anaze 1.606
Arabic, pre-Classical 1.491
Arabic, pre-Hilali 1.609–610, 3.53–54, 

3.273–274, 3.288
Arabic, pre-Islamic 1.399–401, 

1.491, 1.562, 1.593–594, 1.613–614, 
1.616–618, 1.653, 2.88–89, 2.198, 
2.263, 2.355, 3.14, 3.90, 3.465, 3.644, 
3.689–699

Arabic, Proto- 1.313, 1.490, 1.494, 
2.263, 2.495, 3.411

Arabic, Proto Neo- 1.618
Arabic, Proto-Colloquial 2.495
Arabic, Qahabah 4.127
Arabic, Qalamùn 1.538, 1.546, 1.584, 

1.608, 4.403, 4.406, 4.408
Arabic, Qalhàt 3.488
Arabic, Qàmišli 2.389, 2.534, 4.407–408
Arabic, Qarìtèn 1.538, 2.314, 4.406
Arabic, Qàsim 3.326, 3.606
Arabic, Qašqa-Darya 4.613–614, 

4.616–617
Arabic, Qa†ar 2.609
Arabic, Qa†ìf 4.124, 4.128
Arabic, Qa†n 4.693
Arabic, Qayrawàn ¤ Arabic Kairouan 
Arabic, Qays 1.641, 4.376
Arabic, qëltu 1.396, 1.536–538, 1.584, 

1.607, 1.610, 1.612, 2.313, 4.3, 4.70, 
4.325

Arabic, qètel 1.538
Arabic, Qu∂à≠a 1.614, 2.427
Arabic, Qur±ànic 1.615, 1.617, 

2.647–648, 2.264, 2.705, 2.705, 
2.708, 3.10, 3.645, 3.689, 4.21–31

Arabic, Qurayš 1.400, 1.594, 
1.614–617, 1.614, 1.617, 2.263–264, 
3.14, 3.89, 3.91–93, 4.377

Arabic, Rabat 1.596, 1.609, 2.621, 3.9, 
3.273, 3.288–289, 3.292, 3.274

Arabic, Rabì≠a 1.614, 2.555
Arabic, Ramallah 1.584
Arabic, Ràs il≠Ayn 4.407
Arabic, Ràs Íadr 4.238
Arabic, Rašìd 2.2–3
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Arabic, Rašidìyya ¤ Arabic, Rosetta 
Arabic, Rašiyda 3.62
Arabic, Ràzi™ì 4.106
Arabic, reform of 2.635
Arabic, revival of 1.531
Arabic, Rijàl Alma 4.127
Arabic, Ristàq 2.388, 3.481
Arabic, Riyadh 4.62
Arabic, Rmèlàt 3.401, 4.238, 4.677
Arabic, Rosetta 2.2–3
Arabic, Rubatab 4.376
Arabic, Rufayda 4.127
Arabic, Rustàq ¤ Arabic, Ristàq 
Arabic, Rwàlah 4.125–126
Arabic, Íabbèha 4.751
Arabic, Sa≠d 3.94
Arabic, Sa≠d ibn Bakr 4.376
Arabic, Sa≠d Ibn Zayd Manàt 4.376
Arabic, Í≠adah 4.751, 4.754, 4.756
Arabic, Sadr City 1.272
Arabic, Safed 1.608
Arabic, Sahara Bedouin 1.642, 3.672
Arabic, Sà™il Maryù† 2.314
Arabic, Saida 1.608
Arabic, Sa≠ìdi ¤ Arabic, Upper Egyptian 
Arabic, Íalàla 3.479
Arabic, Salé 1.609, 3.273–274
Arabic, Íal† 1.595, 2.498–499, 2.506, 

2.514, 4.632
Arabic, Samànah 3.401
Arabic, Samanda‘ 1.117
Arabic, Samaritan 3.218
Arabic, Samàwa 2.416
Arabic, Šammari 1.260, 1.606, 3.326, 

4.126
Arabic, Ían≠àni 1.445, 1.596, 2.39, 

2.231, 3.84, 3.450–452, 3.611, 3.613, 
3.620, 3.674–675, 3.702, 4.62, 
4.106–115, 4.117, 4.529–535, 4.559, 
4.690, 4.695, 4.697, 4.750–751, 4.753, 
4.756–757

Arabic, Saràt 3.606
Arabic, Saràt ≠Abìdah 4.127
Arabic, Šarqiyya 1.584, 1.589, 2.2, 

3.401–402, 3.404, 3.406, 4.238, 4.727
Arabic, Saudi Arabian 1.657–658, 

2.37–38, 2.97, 2.99, 2.658, 3.237, 
3.695, 4.655, 4.671

Arabic, Sawàlha 3.401, 4.240

Arabic, Sawàrkah 3.401, 4.238
Arabic, Šàwi 1.546, 4.403, 4.407–408
Arabic, Sebha 3.55
Arabic, Sefrou 2.534, 3.288, 3.292, 

4.70
Arabic, Sekik 3.607
Arabic, Sendor 2.415, 2.534
Arabic, Sfax 1.609, 1.642, 4.563–564
Arabic, Š™ìm 2.314
Arabic, Shuwa 1.333–334, 1.338, 3.373, 

4.284, 4.376
Arabic, Sicilian 1.416, 2.158, 2.630, 

3.146, 4.215
Arabic, Sidi Kasem 3.288
Arabic, Sidon 1.269
Arabic, Siirt 1.538, 2.608, 3.585, 4.70
Arabic, simplifi ed 1.632
Arabic, Sinai 1.260, 1.266, 1.320, 

2.2, 2.4, 2.388, 3.401, 3.405–406, 
4.237–251, 4.663

Arabic, Širgà† 2.419
Arabic, Skikda 1.609
Arabic, Skùra 3.288, 3.290, 3.293, 4.71
Arabic, Sohàg 1.306, 2.2
Arabic, Íòran 4.406
Arabic, Sorman 3.55
Arabic, Soukhne 1.538, 1.585, 

1.607–608, 2.314, 2.494, 4.406–408, 
4.678

Arabic, Sousse 1.609, 4.563
Arabic, South Algerian 1.642
Arabic, South Arabian 1.492, 1.502
Arabic, South Iraqi 1.272, 1.584
Arabic, South Jordanian 4.240
Arabic, South Kurdistan 2.533
Arabic, South Lebanese 1.608
Arabic, South Mesopotamian 1.570
Arabic, South Middle Egyptian 1.586
Arabic, South Tunisian 1.642, 3.738
Arabic, South Turkey 1.537
Arabic, South Yemeni 4.751, 4.753
Arabic, Southeast Turkey 1.541
Arabic, Southern Levantine 2.506
Arabic, Southwest Arabian 1.259–260
Arabic, spoken  ¤ Arabic, Colloquial
Arabic, Spoken Literary 1.511
Arabic, spread of 2.664, 3.59–60
Arabic, Standard 1.632, 1.636
Arabic, Standard Egyptian 1.585
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Arabic, Standard Spoken 1.668
Arabic, study of 1.166–172, 4.147
Arabic, Sudanese 1.300, 1.363, 1.525, 

1.570, 2.2, 2.5, 2.38, 2.51, 2.160, 
2.255, 2.517–519, 2.590, 3.10, 3.435, 
3.437, 3.635, 3.643, 4.376–377, 4.380, 
4.559, 4.715, 4.756

Arabic, Sudayr 4.125–127
Arabic, Suhàg ¤ Arabic, Sohàg 
Arabic, Šukriyya 2.388, 3.62, 3.404, 

3.544, 4.376
Arabic, Sulaymi 1.609, 4.550
Arabic, Sult ¤ Arabic, Íal† 
Arabic, superiority of 2.178, 2.181, 

2.406–407, 2.630, 2.654, 3.117
Arabic, Susa 1.571, 1.642, 4.62
Arabic, Suxne ¤ Arabic, Soukhne 
Arabic, Swèrkiy 4.677
Arabic, Syrian 1.281, 1.340–342, 1.408, 

1.492, 1.538, 1.540, 1.571, 1.604, 
1.657, 2.38, 2.96, 2.156, 2.388, 2.390, 
2.397, 2.499, 2.658, 3.67–68, 3.70, 
3.237, 3.264, 3.266–268, 3.446, 3.456, 
3.553, 3.556–557, 3.568, 3.611–612, 
3.614, 3.656, 3.684–685, 3.729, 
3.739–740, 4.45, 4.52, 4.67, 4.116, 
4.163, 4.195–196, 4.309, 4.312, 
4.317–318, 4.339, 4.341, 4.491, 4.647, 
4.649, 4.654–655, 4.678

Arabic, Syro-Lebanese 1.546, 3.585, 
3.587

Arabic, Syro-Mesopotamian 1.625
Arabic, Syro-Mesopotamian 

Bedouin 1.607, 4.70
Arabic, Syro-Palestinian 1.388, 1.642, 

3.237, 4.285–286
Arabic, Tafi lalt 3.290–291
Arabic, Taÿlib 3.94
Arabic, Ta≠izz 4.751
Arabic, Takrouna 3.448
Arabic, Tamìm 1.399, 1.490, 1.614, 

1.616, 1.641, 2.263, 2.427, 2.494, 
2.555, 3.14, 3.89, 93.2–94, 3.186, 
3.497, 3.645, 3.698, 4.10

Arabic, Tamìx 3.94
Arabic, Tangier 1.439, 1.609, 3.274, 

3.288, 3.291–293, 3.672
Arabic, Tannùmah 4.127
Arabic, Taràbìn 3.365–366, 4.238

Arabic, Tarsus 1.390–392, 1.394–395
Arabic, Tata 3.288
Arabic, ¢awàra 3.401, 3.403
Arabic, Tayàha 4.238
Arabic, ¢ayybit IlImàm 4.406–407
Arabic, ¢ayyi± 1.310, 1.399, 1.628, 

2.494, 3.89, 3.94, 3.692, 3.694–695, 
3.697, 4.62, 4.126, 4.376

Arabic, Taza 1.609, 3.288, 3.290–291
Arabic, teaching of ¤ teaching of 

Arabic 
Arabic, Tenes 1.609
Arabic, Tetouan 1.596, 1.609, 3.273, 

3.288, 3.290–291, 3.293
Arabic, Thòr 4.127
Arabic, Tiberias 1.608
Arabic, Tigris 1.607
Arabic, Tihàma 1.589, 1.655, 2.259, 

2.270–273, 3.179, 3.454, 4.240, 4.751, 
4.753–754, 4.756

Arabic, Tikrit 2.415, 2.417, 2.421
Arabic, Tlemcen 1.444, 1.609, 2.532, 

2.534, 3.452, 4.70
Arabic, Tlemcen Jewish 2.533
Arabic, Tobrouk 3.55
Arabic, Âòr alBàha 4.751
Arabic, Tourkou ¤ Arabic Turku 
Arabic, Trans-Jordanian 2.499
Arabic, Tripoli 2.532, 2.534, 3.53, 3.55, 

3.607, 3.666–668, 4.548–556
Arabic, Tripoli Jewish 4.548
Arabic, Tripolitanian 3.55–56
Arabic, Tunis 1.260, 1.444, 1.446–447, 

1.596, 1.609, 1.642, 2.534, 3.12, 
3.85, 3.607, 3.737, 3.739, 4.563–571, 
4.629

Arabic, Tunis Jewish 1.609, 2.277, 
3.449, 4.563

Arabic, Tunisian 1.423–424, 1.457, 
1.632, 1.635–636, 2.74, 2.161, 2.318, 
2.320–322, 2.374, 2.388, 2.455–458, 
2.653, 2.659, 3.11–12, 3.84, 3.226, 
3.349, 3.352, 3.585, 3.607, 3.729, 4.95, 
4.318, 4.323–324, 4.326, 4.648, 4.671

Arabic, Tunisian Jewish 4.575
Arabic, Turku 1.364, 3.61, 3.634
Arabic, Tuwa 4.754
Arabic, ¢uwàra ¤ Arabic, ¢awàra 
Arabic, Tuz Khurmatu 2.415
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Arabic, Tyre 1.269
Arabic, Ulàd Bràhìm 3.704
Arabic, Upper Egyptian 1.270, 1.299, 

1.306–308, 1.492, 1.590, 2.2, 2.4–5, 
2.11, 2.160, 2.314, 2.494, 3.404, 
3.613–614, 3.702, 4.349

Arabic, Upper Iraqi 1.444
Arabic, ≠Uqayl 3.14, 3.94
Arabic, Urban Cultivated 1.668
Arabic, Urfa 2.608
Arabic, Uzbekistan 1.537, 1.618, 2.414, 

2.420, 2.670, 3.84, 3.237, 3.449, 3.544, 
3.588, 3.672, 4.198, 4.503, 4.612–613, 
4.727

Arabic, Valencia 4.431
Arabic, vehicular 1.364, 1.366, 3.60–62
Arabic, vernacular 1.527–528
Arabic, Wàdi £a∂ramawt 3.478, 

4.687–699
Arabic, Wàdi Na†rùn 2.2
Arabic, Wahràn ¤ Arabic, Oran 
Arabic, Was†a 2.5
Arabic, West Arabian 1.490, 1.618, 

3.94, 3.693–694, 3.696, 3.698
Arabic, West Libyan 3.54–56
Arabic, West Sudanic 1.525–526, 1.618, 

3.544, 3.634, 4.376, 4.708–718
Arabic, West Yemeni 2.271, 4.304
Arabic, Western 1.259–269, 1.605, 

1.614, 2.8, 2.263, 4.674–675
Arabic, Western Delta 1.589, 1.605
Arabic, Western Desert 1.320, 1.322, 

2.2, 2.5
Arabic, Xabura ¤ Arabic, Khabura 
Arabic, Xaμ≠am 3.94
Arabic, Xatuniyye ¤ Arabic, Khatuniya 
Arabic, Yàfi ≠ 4.750–751, 4.753–757
Arabic, Yemen Plateau 4.349
Arabic, Yemeni 1.314, 1.504, 

2.257–258, 2.260, 2.263, 2.270, 2.388, 
2.390, 2.462, 2.556, 3.63, 3.237, 3.413, 
3.416, 3.637, 3.691, 3.694, 3.726, 
3.729, 4.71, 4.296, 4.298, 4.303–305, 
4.309–310, 4.312, 4.314, 4.373, 
4.750–758 

Arabic, Yemeni Jewish 2.534, 4.750
Arabic, Zabìd 3.675
Arabic, Zarzis 3.226
Arabic, Zawia 3.55

Arabic, Z≠ìr 3.288–290, 3.292
Arabic, Zrigat 3.290
Arabic as a foreign language 3.398–399
Arabic as language of science 2.705
Arabic as lingua franca 4.375
Arabic as offi cial language 3.316
Arabic as trade language 1.655
Arabic broadcasting 3.195
Arabic college 3.129
Arabic Dependency Treebank 1.460
Arabic in Algeria 1.260, 1.502, 1.590, 

1.606, 1.642, 3.672
Arabic in Australia 3.313
Arabic in Bahrain 4.62, 1.269, 1.271, 

1.439, 1.446, 1.501, 1.596, 1.610, 
2.323, 2.609, 2.615, 3.12, 4.70, 4.323, 
4.325, 4.631, 4.633

Arabic in Cameroon 4.708
Arabic in Chad 1.260, 3.315, 3.448, 

4.198, 4.310, 4.708, 4.712, 4.714, 
4.756

Arabic in Coptic script 1.495
Arabic in Egypt 1.444, 1.605, 2.272, 

3.15–19, 3.672, 3.675
Arabic in Europe 2.665, 3.313
Arabic in India 4.595–603
Arabic in Indonesia 2.337–338
Arabic in Iran 2.407
Arabic in Iraq 2.555, 3.237, 3.525
Arabic in Israel 1.584, 2.437–441
Arabic in Jordan 1.260, 2.31, 2.494, 

2.555, 3.525, 3.613, 3.726
Arabic in Kuwait 3.525
Arabic in Latin America 2.665, 3.1–6
Arabic in Lebanon 1.432, 1.445, 1.492, 

1.502, 1.571, 1.584, 1.607, 1.642, 2.31, 
2.278, 2.374, 2.494, 3.15–19, 3.237, 
3.613, 3.672, 3.674, 3.702–703

Arabic in Libya 1.260, 1.571, 1.642, 
2.456, 3.702

Arabic in Mali 3.135–141
Arabic in Malta 2.313–314, 3.672, 

3.675, 3.737, 4.550
Arabic in Mauritania 1.260, 1.624, 

1.642, 3.175, 3.702
Arabic in Morocco 1.260, 1.440, 

1.584, 1.592, 1.626, 1.642, 3.15–19, 
3.452, 3.672, 3.674, 3.702, 3.737, 
4.62
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Arabic in Nigeria 1.260, 3.449, 4.310, 
4.708, 4.758–763

Arabic in Oman 2.272, 3.89, 3.544, 
3.672, 3.674, 4.304, 4.751

Arabic in Pakistan 2.672, 3.506–512, 
4.595–603

Arabic in Palestine 1.571, 1.583, 1.605, 
1.607, 2.4, 2.31–32, 2.494, 3.8, 3.702, 
3.726

Arabic in Saudi Arabia 2.205
Arabic in Senegal 4.179–185
Arabic in Sicily 4.215–219
Arabic in Somalia 4.272, 275–278
Arabic in Sudan 1.260, 1.611, 2.272, 

2.454, 2.456, 2.494, 3.429, 3.525, 
3.674, 4.310, 4.375–381

Arabic in Syria 1.407, 1.502, 1.571, 
1.583–584, 1.592, 1.605, 1.607–608, 
2.31, 2.204, 2.374, 2.532, 2.555, 
3.588

Arabic in Tanzania 2.672
Arabic in the Emirates 2.609
Arabic in the Ottoman Empire 

3.503–504
Arabic in the United States 2.684
Arabic in Tunisia 1.440, 1.571, 1.584, 

1.592, 3.672, 4.550
Arabic in Turkey 4.577–583
Arabic in Uzbekistan 4.608–612
Arabic in Yemen 1.260, 1.502, 1.590, 

1.606, 1.624–625, 2.204, 2.272, 
2.494, 3.429, 3.585, 3.672–673, 
3.693, 3.695–697, 3.702, 4.2

Arabic language processing 1.215
Arabic Language Resources 1.214
Arabic on the internet 3.316
Arabic portals 2.381
Arabic script 1.7, 1.371, 1.379
Arabic Teaching Institute for 

Foreigners 4.149
Arabicization 1.102, 1.619–620, 2.58, 

2.406, 2.526, 2.634, 2.638, 2.641, 
2.696, 3.142, 4.375, 4.408

arabico-malgache 3.126
Arabism 2.282–283, 2.285–286, 2.666
Arabistan 2.407, 2.572
≠arabiyya 1.131–132, 1.153, 1.173–181, 

1.397–400, 1.402, 1.405, 1.490, 1.527, 
1.532, 1.534, 1.615, 1.617–618, 

1.624–626, 2.60, 2.86–87, 2.89, 2.236, 
2.264, 2.401, 2.403, 2.541, 2.624, 
2.629, 2.631–632, 3.7, 3.90, 3.93, 
3.344, 3.465, 3.499, 3.646, 4.7

Arabization 1.53, 1.55–56, 1.58, 
1.97–98, 1.178, 1.269, 1.289, 1.403, 
1.451, 1.495, 1.534, 1.589, 1.594, 
1.611, 1.613, 2.199, 2.282, 2.375, 
2.656, 2.659, 2.672, 2.694–695, 
2.697–699, 2.701–703, 2.705, 2.707, 
3.13, 3.25, 3.52–53, 3.57, 3.62, 3.169, 
3.171, 3.175, 3.274, 3.296, 3.314–316, 
3.347, 3.349–350, 3.435, 3.641, 4.460, 
4.574

Arabization in Algeria 1.56
Arabization in Morocco 3.287
Arabization of education 2.697, 2.698 

2.700
Arabized pronunciation 4.382–383
Arabkhona 4.613
Arabophonia 3.501–502, 3.504
Arabs 1.126–133, 1.178, 1.241, 1.271, 

1.445, 1.490, 2.1, 2.60, 2.87–88, 2.212, 
2.262–263, 2.499, 2.541, 2.543–544, 
2.571–572, 2.653, 2.656, 3.343, 3.352, 
3.464, 4.170

Arabs, Central Asian 4.612
Arabs, Indonesian 2.337
ARABTALK 1.210
≠arabùn 1.132
≠ara∂ 1.617
Arada 1.362
Aragon 1.98
Aragonese 4.572, 4.574
a-raising ¤ ±imàla 
Arak Arabic 4.406
Arakkal 3.129
Aram Naharayim 1.178
Aramaeans 1.541, 1.617, 1.619, 

4.170
Aramaic 1.84, 1.88, 1.95, 1.110, 

1.126, 1.153, 1.166, 1.170, 1.178–179, 
1.181, 1.401, 1.469, 1.493, 1.501, 
1.536–538, 1.540–541, 1.554, 
1.564, 1.638, 2.59, 2.66, 2.68, 2.84, 
2.198–199, 2.211–212, 2.218–219, 
2.262–263, 2.265, 2.286, 2.373, 2.388, 
2.526–528, 2.531, 2.533, 2.560, 2.605, 
2.607, 3.58–59, 3.218, 3.408–409, 
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3.411, 3.413–419, 3.465, 3.467–468, 
3.553, 3.574, 3.584, 3.641, 4.170–171, 
4.175, 4.296, 4.302–303, 4.313, 
4.372–373, 4.403, 4.478–479, 
4.482–483, 4.580

Aramaic, Ancient West 4.479
Aramaic, Biblical 1.85, 2.67, 3.411
Aramaic, Christian Palestinian 3.409
Aramaic, Galilean 1.541
Aramaic, Imperial 1.148, 2.23, 

3.409–410, 4.479
Aramaic, Jewish 1.541, 2.67, 3.466
Aramaic, Ma≠lùla 2.67
Aramaic, Middle 3.370, 3.409
Aramaic, Modern 4.303
Aramaic, Nabataean 3.410, 3.465–468, 

3.697, 4.402, 4.479, 4.482–483
Aramaic, Neo- 2.67, 3.409, 4.176, 

4.402
Aramaic, Neo West- 4.402–403
Aramaic, Northwest 4.406
Aramaic, Old 2.23, 2.67, 3.370, 3.372, 

3.409, 3.411, 4.1
Aramaic, Palmyrene 3.409–410, 3.467
Aramaic, Proto- 3.412
Aramaic, Samaritan 3.409
Aramaic, Syro- 4.6
Aramaic, Western 3.372
Aramaic, Western Late 3.409
Aramaic inscriptions 1.401
Aramaic script 1.150, 153
Aramaic/Syriac 1.126, 3.6
arap 1.130
AraParse 1.460
≠araqat 3.308
±araμμ 2.677
Arbàya 1.127, 1.129
Arberry, Arthur J. 4.429, 4.444
Arbìl 2.604, 2.608
Arbìl Arabic 2.415, 2.417–419, 2.421, 

2.532, 2.534
arbiter of correctness 2.87
arbitrariness of the linguistic sign 3.188
archaism 3.189
Archangeli, Diana 2.38, 2.365
±Ardabìlì, al- 2.403–404
area, dialect 1.604–605
area, isolated 1.590
area, language 4.371

area, lateral 1.590
area, linguistic 1.541, 1.590
area, transitional 1.604–605, 1.610
area studies 4.149
areal feature 1.37, 1.89
areal infl uence 4.372
areal norm 1.590
Arends, Jacques 3.634
Arent, Eugene R. 3.681
Arent, Russell 1.650
Areopolis 4.480
±Arÿawànì, Saläma al- 3.348
Argentina 2.671, 3.1–3, 3.5
Argobba 2.53–55, 2.67, 4.301, 4.305, 

4.312
argot 2.468, 2.470, 4.251–252, 

4.255–256, 4.258, 4.764
argot, Jewish 2.533–534
argument 1.182, 4.535
argument, external 1.182–184, 1.186, 

3.685
argument, quasi-external 1.185
argument focus 2.113–115
argument hierarchy 4.648
argument structure 3.391, 4.489
argument text 1.651
argumentative writing 1.648
Ar™ab Arabic 4.751
Ari 1.35
≠àrib 1.132
≠àriba 1.130, 3.345
≠àri∂ 1.309, 3.113
Arikan, Necmettin 4.579
≠Arìš, al- ¤ El-Arish 
aristocracy 2.8
Aristotle 2.66, 2.90–91, 2.185–186, 

2.200–201, 2.426, 2.435, 2.442–443, 
3.106, 3.109, 3.113–115, 3.176–178, 
3.547, 3.549, 4.220, 4.235, 4.333, 
4.459

Armant 1.299
Armbruster, Charles Hubert 3.437–438
Armenia 2.607
Armenian 1.222, 1.444, 1.527, 2.1, 

2.59–60, 2.217, 2.500, 2.607, 2.704, 
3.313, 3.349, 3.351, 4.262, 4.402, 
4.578–579

Armenian, language loss in 2.500
Arnaldez, Roger 2.310, 4.448
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Arnold, Gordon 1.515
Arnold, Werner 1.111–119, 1.584, 

2.313, 3.370–373, 4.403, 4.580–582
Arnzen, Rudiger 4.543
Aronoff, Mark 2.684, 3.299, 4.339
Arpahan 1.115–116
arsis 3.209
±Arslàn, Šakìb 3.346
±Arsùzì, Zakì al- 1.173, 3.346, 4.76
árthron 3.547
Arthur, Bradford 2.117, 2.121
article 1.488, 4.280
article, Arabic, in Swahili 4.384
article, assimilation of 1.187–188, 

2.455,  4.96, 4.115
article, Coptic 1.498, 1.503
article, defi nite 1.50, 1.69, 1.75, 1.92, 

1.94, 1.106, 1.109, 1.187–188, 1.190, 
1.204, 1.226, 1.229, 1.239, 1.244, 
1.248, 1.256, 1.262, 1.266, 1.279, 
1.281–291, 1.304, 1.327, 1.340, 1.386, 
1.392, 1.397, 1.407, 1.419, 1.473, 
1.481, 1.491, 1.497, 1.525, 1.548–549, 
1.560, 1.569, 1.579–583, 2.140, 2.161, 
2.243, 2.247, 2.251, 2.272, 2.285, 
2.343, 2.353, 2.419, 2.422, 2.483, 
2.486, 2.511, 2.516, 2.527–528, 
2.569, 2.612, 2.614, 2.669, 3.182, 
3.192, 3.278, 3.293, 3.330, 3.365, 
3.403, 3.415, 3.428–429, 3.453, 
3.466, 3.471, 3.481, 3.484, 3.531, 
3.579, 3.609, 3.729, 4.15–16, 4.22, 
4.26, 4.116, 4.280–281, 4.312, 
4.444, 4.478, 4.566, 4.616, 4.690, 
4.742

article, defi nite al- 1.581–582, 
2.547–548, 2.554

article, defi nite am- 1.491, 2.259, 
3.692–693, 4.376, 4.751, 4.756

article, defi nite -an 2.260
article, defi nite h- 2.263
article, defi nite han- 4.478
article, defi nite hn- 1.491, 2.257, 2.259
article, defi nite im- 4.127
article, defi nite, in Northwest 

Semitic 3.415
article, defi nition of 3.244
article, deletion of defi nite 2.77
article, fossilized 1.30

article, French 1.418
article, Himyaritic 4.756
article, indefi nite 1.31, 1.92, 1.106, 

1.188–191, 1.205, 1.239, 1.248, 1.266, 
1.283, 1.418, 1.497, 1.605, 2.17, 2.129, 
2.243, 2.248, 2.575, 2.592, 2.614, 3.55, 
3.278, 3.291, 3.429, 3.450, 3.484, 
4.318, 4.444, 4.555, 4.616

article, indefi nite fad- 2.419, 2.422, 2.575
article, indefi nite fadd- 1.189, 1.239
article, indefi nite fat- 1.189
article, indefi nite ši- 1.189
article, indefi nite wà™id 1.189, 1.248, 

1.418, 2.614
article, l- 1.491, 2.263
article, n- 1.491
article, postpositive 4.478
article, prepositive 4.478
article, reanalysis of 2.554, 2.669, 

4.723, 4.725
articulation, compensatory 2.676
articulation, pharyngeal 4.669
articulation, place of 2.299
articulation, point of 1.653
articulation, secondary 2.460, 3.599, 

3.610, 4.637, 4.669
articulation feature 3.626
articulator 3.594
articulatory-perceptual system 3.228
≠arù∂ 2.238, 3.207, 3.209–210, 3.212, 

3.214, 3.574, 4.201, 4.206
≠arù∂ì 4.104
Aruri, Naseer H. 2.499, 2.503, 4.77
Arusha Declaration 1.661
≠Arù√ì, NiΩàmì 2.410
aryepiglottic folds 2.229, 4.666
aryepiglottic sphincter 4.666–668
arytenoids 4.666–667
≠asà 1.557–558, 1.564, 3.235
±A≠šà, al- 2.496, 3.213, 4.202
≠aßabàt 2.363
≠aßabiyya 1.130
±Asad 2.88, 2.312, 3.698, 4.430
±Asad Arabic 2.494, 3.14, 3.91–92
Asafjahis 4.452
Asakir 3.340
Asala 1.362
Asanbayev, B. 2.557
≠ašara al-mubaššara, al- 2.47

  arnold – ≠ašara al-mubaššara 43

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



±Aš≠arì, al- 2.580, 3.122, 4.5
Asbaghi, Asya 3.579–584
Ascalon 2.46
±Asd Arabic 2.555
Asfour, John Mikhail 4.91
Asfour, Mohammed 3.28
Ash≠arites 2.303–306, 3.119, 3.164, 

3.170, 4.474
Asher, R.E. 2.31, 3.128–135 
Ashkelon 3.409
Ashkenazi Jews 2.461
Ashtiany, Julia 3.200–203
Ashton, E.O. 4.382, 4.385–386
Ashuri 2.414
≠âßim 3.92, 4.5
Asim, Muterjim Ahmed 3.504
≠Aßìr 4.125, 4.127
≠Aßìr Arabic 1.504, 1.590, 2.556
≠Askarì, ±Abù Hilàl al- 1.428, 2.70, 

2.304, 2.443, 2.496, 2.579, 2.582, 
2.632, 3.117, 3.160, 3.162, 3.172, 
3.323–324, 3.647, 3.649, 4.103, 4.473

±aßl 1.50, 1.191–195, 1.309–310, 
1.573–574, 2.179–180, 2.186, 
2.309–310, 2.402–403, 2.447, 2.452, 
2.543, 2.546, 2.624–625, 3.90, 3.119, 
3.208, 3.308, 3.423, 4.13, 4.119, 
4.287, 4.422, 4.443, 4.446–447, 
4.560, 4.738

±aßl al-wa∂≠ 1.194
±aßl aμ-μanàyà 1.194
±aßlì 2.239
±aßlì, ™arf 2.238, 2.447
±aßliyya, isti≠àra 2.445
±asmà± ¤ ism 
±asmà± al-™usnà, al- 2.46, 3.719
±asmà± aš-širàf, al- 2.46
±asmà± as-sitta, al- 1.310, 2.234
Asmaa Dynasty 4.276
±Aßma≠ì, ≠Abd al-Malik ibn Qurayb 

al- 1.402, 1.627–628, 
2.89, 2.496, 2.628, 3.36, 3.323, 
4.443–444

±Asmar, Jirjis ≠îsà al- 2.402
±asnada 2.435–436
aspect 1.50–51, 1.110, 1.195–201, 

1.216–217, 1.508, 1.510, 1.523, 1.553, 
1.568, 1.606, 2.91, 3.67, 3.99, 3.186, 
3.247

aspect, continuous 1.95, 1.253, 1.611, 
2.516, 2.524, 2.569, 3.536, 3.643, 
4.457

aspect, durative 1.165, 1.282, 2.490, 
3.221, 3.266, 4.622

aspect, eventive 4.491
aspect, experiential perfect 1.248
aspect, habitual 1.305, 1.330, 1.508, 

2.514, 2.516, 2.524, 2.595
aspect, imperfective 1.195, 3.68, 3.99, 

3.247, 4.454, 4.457
aspect, lexical 1.199
aspect, non-eventive 4.491
aspect, perfect 1.331, 3.186
aspect, perfective 2.171, 2.423, 

4.456–457, 4.620, 4.697
aspect, progressive 3.186–187, 3.247, 

3.266, 3.573, 4.569
aspect, punctual 4.733
aspect marker 4.114, 4.162
aspect marking 1.485
aspect marking in sign language 

4.228–229
aspectual value, inner 1.219
aspectualizer 3.285
aspiration 1.26–27, 1.90, 1.135, 2.7, 

2.397, 2.560, 3.597, 4.666
aspiration, fi nal 1.262
≠Asqalànì, Ibn £ajar al- ¤ Ibn £ajar 

al-≠Asqàlanì 
≠aßr, fuß™à al- 1.405
Assab 2.271
≠Assàl, Fat™iyya al- 1.599
assertion 2.144, 2.360, 4.503
assertive 3.248, 4.329
assessment 1.202
asseverative particle 1.201–204, 2.22
assignment, generic 4.685–686
assignment, individualized 4.685
assimilated word 2.448
assimilation 1.60–61, 1.75, 1.104, 

1.187–188, 1.204–206, 1.225, 
1.233, 1.244, 1.246, 1.262, 1.277, 
1.301, 1.314–315, 1.325, 1.445, 
1.492, 1.497, 1.548, 2.37, 2.242, 
2.270, 2.280, 2.298–300, 2.311, 
2.483, 2.494, 2.591, 2.612, 3.15, 
3.204, 3.335, 3.481, 3.529, 4.109, 
4.121, 4.244, 4.324, 4.549
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assimilation, full 4.427
assimilation, mutual 1.206
assimilation, partial 1.204–206, 2.280, 

4.427
assimilation, progressive 1.204–206, 

2.299–300
assimilation, reciprocal 1.204
assimilation, regressive 1.204–205, 

2.299–300, 4.688
assimilation, regressive vowel 2.591
assimilation, total 1.204–205
assimilation, voice 3.181
assimilation of minority groups 2.713
Association culturelle islamique du 

Cameroun 1.336
assonance 3.669
Assyrian 1.126–127, 2.59, 2.61, 2.64, 

2.67, 2.84, 2.695, 3.350, 3.466, 4.147, 
4.174, 4.402

Assyrian, Modern 2.61
Assyro-Babylonian 3.738
±Astaràbà≈ì, Ra∂ì d-Dìn al- 1.192, 2.81, 

2.83, 2.91–94, 2.165, 2.181, 2.189, 
2.291, 2.299, 2.359–360, 2.447, 2.450, 
3.224–225, 3.548, 4.119, 4.430, 4.436, 
4.443–445

Asterix 4.284
astronyms 2.25–26, 2.282, 2.455
≠Ašùr, Nu≠màn 1.601
±Aswad ibn Ya≠fur, al- 4.200
Aswan 2.1, 3.435
Aswan Arabic 2.2, 2.5
aswan arti 2.1
Aswan High Dam 3.60
Asymmetric Rhythmic Theories 3.616, 

3.620
asymmetricity 4.742
asymmetry 1.183, 1.418, 1.446
asymmetry, agreement 1.474.396–397, 

4.654
asymmetry, subject/object 2.172
asymmetry in code-switching 1.419
asymmetry of codes 1.416
asyndetic 1.473, 1.488, 1.491, 1.552, 

2.331, 2.333, 2.491, 4.191, 4.197
asyndetic construction 1.295, 1.397, 

1.468–469, 2.224–225, 4.195, 4.198
Asyut 1.299, 1.589, 2.2
Asyut Arabic 1.586, 2.2, 2.5, 3.405

Atam, Aladji kouotto Malam 1.337
±âμàrì, al- 3.309, 4.132, 4.134
Atatürk 1.135, 4.578
Atawneh, Ahmad 1.372, 2.29–35, 3.318
Atbara 2.559
atelic verb 1.52
Ateç, Ahmed 4.592
≠a†f 1.124, 4.410
≠a†f bayàn 1.125, 4.221
≠a†f nasaq 4.221
Athanasius of Qùß 3.72
Athenaeus 2.66
Ati 1.362, 1.364, 2.91
Atia Arabic 4.716
A†iyya 1.361
Atkinson, Max 3.669
Atlas 1.293, 2.62
±a†nàb 4.133
Atoui, H. 1.449
Atsiz, [Huseyn Nihal] 3.502
≠A††àr, ±A™mad ≠Abd al-Ÿafùr 3.14
≠A††àr, Busti 3.37
≠A††àr, Dàwùd al- 1.598
±aμμara 4.412, 4.415
attentional view 1.423
attention-maintaining 1.249
Attia, A. 1.632
attitude 1.415, 1.430, 2.31, 2.144, 

2.504, 2.650
attitude, gender-based 2.657
attitude, negative 1.657–659
attitude, speaker’s 1.631
attitude specifi cation 2.148
attribute 1.16, 1.18, 1.20, 1.70, 

4.219–220
attribute, negative 1.658
attributive 1.19
attributive adjective 1.13
attributive construction 1.645
attrition 2.194
attrition, fi rst language 1.370
attrition, lexical 2.682–683
Audebert, Claude-France 2.303
auditory signal 3.205
Auer, Peter 2.320, 3.664
augment 1.120, 2.346–352, 2.354, 

2.450
augment, nasal 2.347
augmentation 1.120
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augmentative 1.638, 2.352
Aulia, Sheikh Nizam ad-Din 3.508
Aurangzeb Alamgir 2.328, 3.338, 3.508
Austin, John Langshaw 1.657, 2.80, 

2.359–360, 3.570, 3.679, 4.328–329, 
4.331–332

Australia, Arabic in 3.313
Austronesian languages 1.7, 2.472, 

3.204, 4.372
automata 1.457
automatic language processing 

1.206–216
automatic text processing 1.214
automaton, fi nite-state 1.209
autonomy of cognitive systems 2.691
autosegmental association 3.462
autosegmental morphology 4.93
autosegmental phonology 1.121
autosegmental representation 3.628
autosegmental theory 1.205
autosegmental tier 1.653, 4.95–96
Autosegmental-Metrical (AM) 

model 2.395–398
auxiliaries, acquisition of 1.377
auxiliary 1.51, 1.56, 1.64, 1.216–221, 

1.229, 1.281–282, 1.396, 1.432, 1.488, 
1.524, 1.553–554, 2.193–194, 2.221, 
2.271, 2.273, 3.68, 3.187, 3.236–237, 
3.285, 3.386, 3.654, 4.40, 4.162–163, 
4.167, 4.456

auxiliary, narrative 3.368
auxiliary, tense 4.646
auxiliary verb 2.77, 4.306
Avishur, Yitzhak 2.527, 2.534
Avoid a Pronoun Principle 3.711
Avoid Clash 3.617
Avoid Lapse 3.617
avoidance strategy 2.162
a-Vorschlag 1.322
±aw 1.467–468
Aw Jama±, ≠Umar ≠îsà 4.277
±a-wa 2.144
≠Awa∂, Lùwìs [Louis] 1.599, 3.349
Awad, Maher 3.537, 4.362
≠Awà≈il 4.750
≠awàlim 4.157
≠Awàzim 3.326
Awdaÿust 3.170
Awdal 4.276

Awdal-Harar Corridor 4.275
Awestian 3.581
Awfàt 2.52
Awjila 3.56
±Awlàd ≠Alì 1.299, 1.528, 2.2
±Awlàd Sa≠ìd Arabic 4.240
≠Awlaqì 4.750
≠Awlaqì Arabic 4.756
≠Awra, ±Ibràhìm al- 3.222
Awrangzeb ¤ Aurangzeb Alamgir 
±awßala 4.235, 4.414
≠Awwàd, Bahà± 1.599
≠Awwàd, Louis ¤ ≠Awa∂, Lùwìs 
Awwad, Mohammad Amin 3.386, 

4.629
≠Awwàd, Mùrìs (Maurice) 1.603
±awwal 2.402, 4.443
±axa≈a 2.193
±axaff 3.99
Axàrsah Arabic 3.401, 3.403, 4.238
±axawàt ±inna 2.354
±axawàt kàna 2.549–551
±axbara 2.435, 4.737
±Axfaš al-±Awsa†, ±Abù l-£asan Sa≠ìd ibn 

Mas≠ada al- 2.227, 2.294, 2.426, 
2.551, 2.631, 3.104, 3.208, 3.210, 
3.214, 3.548, 4.9, 4.12, 4.89, 4.119, 
4.235, 4.329, 4.436

±àxir al-kalima 4.447
Axtarì 3.502
Axumite Kingdom 2.51–52, 2.56
Axvlediani, Vladimir Grigor’evi∑ 2.238, 

4.613–614, 4.616, 4.618–620
Ayaji Crowther, Bishop 4.758
Ayalon, Ami 4.76
Ayalon, David 3.23, 3.380
Ayari, Salah 3.78
±àyàt 1.8
≠Ayàydah Arabic 3.401, 4.238
≠ayb 3.173, 4.416
≠Aydarùs, Šarìf ≠Aydarùs ibn Šarì 
≠Alì 4.277

Ayed, Hela Ben 4.363
Aymara 4.374
±ayna 1.309, 2.427
aynalì 4.134
Ayoub, Georgine 1.457, 2.83–90, 2.301, 

2.434, 2.628–634, 3.384, 3.428, 3.432, 
3.453, 4.395–396, 4.442–447
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Ayoub, Millicent R. 4.469
Ayoubi, Kenneth K. 3.397
Ayuthia 2.334
±ayy 2.80, 3.358, 3.653
±ayyàm al-≠Arab 1.402, 3.465
±ayyun 2.387–388
Azamgarh 2.329
≠Azàyza 2.2
≠Azàzmih 3.360, 3.401
≠Azàzmih Arabic 3.400
±Azd 3.692
±Azd Arabic 3.692, 3.697, 4.376
±Azd Saràt 4.430
±Azd ≠Umàn 2.212, 3.692
±Azd ≠Umàn Arabic 3.94
±Azdì, al- 3.379–380
±Azd-Šanù±a Arabic 3.89, 3.94
Azeez, Waheed O. 3.374
Azer 3.170
Azerbaijan 3.370
Azerbaijani 2.607, 3.350

Azeri 3.313, 3.370
âzëx 1.87–89, 1.91–93, 1.95
âzëx Arabic 4.407
Azhar University 1.382, 1.448, 1.451, 

2.337, 4.21, 4.76
±Azharì, ±Abù Manßùr Mu™ammad ibn 

±A™mad al- 3.32–33
±Azharì, aš-Šayx Xàlid al- 2.189
±Azharì, ±Ismà≠ìl ibn Mu™ammad 

£anìf al- 4.291
Azid, al- 1.361–362
Aziz, Y. 3.713, 3.715
Azoury, Negib 1.130
Azra, Azyumardi 2.335
Azraq Oasis 2.498, 2.502
≠Azzàm, ≠Abdallàh 4.78
Azzam, Rima 3.78
≠Azzawi, Diya al- 4.204
Azzopardi-Alexander, Marie 3.144, 

3.147, 3.157, 3.739–740
Azzoune, Hamid 1.458
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ba≠∂ 1.284, 3.202, 4.43–45
Bad≠, al- 3.402
badà≠at al-lisàn 2.362
badal 1.4, 1.123–126, 1.552, 1.559, 

2.280–281, 2.546, 3.101, 3.650, 4.121, 
4.428

badal al-™araka 2.234
Badàrah Arabic 4.238
Badàri Arabic 2.5
Badaun 2.326
badawì 1.273, 1.605, 2.212
Badawi, Elsaid Muhammad [as-Sa≠ìd 

Badawì] 1.405, 1.409, 1.419, 
1.440, 1.472, 1.630–6321.666–670, 
2.104, 2.157, 2.159, 2.162, 2.224–225, 
2.296, 2.315, 2.317, 2.355, 2.390, 
2.424, 2.452–453, 2.477–478, 3.14, 
3.17, 3.27, 3.101, 3.168, 3.200–202, 
3.239, 3.272, 3.423–424, 3.426–427, 
3.456, 3.559, 3.561, 3.589, 3.683, 
3.686, 3.700, 3.728–729, 3.740–741, 
4.192–193, 4.284, 4.354, 4.357, 
4.360–361, 4.419, 4.455, 4.530–531, 
4.534, 4.558, 4.653–654, 4.657

Badawì, Mu™ammad Muß†afà 
1.600–601, 2.104

Baddredine, Belhassen 4.670
Badecker, William 2.691, 4.194
Badeir, Salih 2.465
Bader, Youssef 1.372
Badger, George P. 3.143
badì≠ 1.151, 2.305, 2.327, 2.446, 

2.496, 3.121, 4.205, 4.210, 4.213
bàdiya 1.128, 1.130
Badr ad-Dìn Ibn Màlik 4.119
Badran, Margot 2.645
Badri, Kamal 4.379

Bà ≠Alwì ibn ≠Abdallàh al-≠Allàma 
a†-¢àhir 2.335

Baalbaki, Munir 3.26–28
Baalbaki, Ramzi 1.191–194, 1.308–310, 

2.80, 2.177–178, 2.180–181, 2.404, 
4.7, 4.119–120, 4.284, 4.295, 4.414, 
4.436–437, 4.446–447, 4.449

Baalbaki, Rohi 3.26–27
Baars, Bernard 4.270, 4.335
Baath 2.61
Baâziz 2.78
bàb 1.193
Bab al-Mandeb 1.655
Baba, Ahmad 3.136, 4.759
Baba, Mamoudou 1.333
Babatorun 1.114–116
Babault, Sophie 2.703
babbling 2.97, 4.50
Babel 3.345, 3.352
Babikian, Salem 4.76
Babtì, ≠Azìza 3.558
baby talk 1.339–343, 4.50, 4.59, 

4.285–286, 4.321
baby talk ¤ caretaker talk 
Babylonian 2.212, 4.174, 4.479
Babylonian, Old 3.414, 3.738
Baccouche, Taieb 4.564, 4.571–577
Bachmann, Peter 4.543, 4.545
back consonant 4.670
background 1.485, 2.207–209, 4.499, 

4.501, 4.728–729, 4.731, 4.733
background information 4.656
backgrounding 1.648
backing, vowel ¤ vowel backing 
backward talking 4.159
Bacri, N. 3.725
Bactria 3.518, 4.612
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Baduel, Pierre-Robert 3.169
badw 1.130, 2.212
badwi ¤ badawì 
Baerman, Matthew 1.644
Bafaqih, Mohammad 4.698
Bafour 3.170
baÿà 1.220
Baÿdàdì, ≠Abd al-Qàdir ibn ≠Umar 

al- 3.647
Baÿdàdì, ≠Abdallàh al- 4.132
Baÿdadi, Nadya 2.703
baggàra 1.363
Baggàra Arabic 3.62
Baggàra Belt 4.709
Baghdad 1.26, 1.86, 1.222, 1.271–272, 

1.403, 1.443–445, 2.220, 2.406, 2.414, 
2.532

Baghdad, Christians of 1.222
Baghdad, Jews of 1.222
Baghdad, school of 2.185
Baghdadi Arabic 1.222–231, 1.271–272, 

1.442, 1.444–445, 2.8, 2.414–424, 
2.532, 2.572, 2.577, 3.9, 3.84, 3.237, 
3.525, 3.569, 3.666–668, 3.672, 
3.674, 3.703, 4.62, 4.117, 4.194, 
4.304, 4.325

Baghdadi Arabic, Christian 1.222–232, 
1.273, 1.537, 1.607, 1.610, 2.276, 
2.313, 2.532, 4.633

Baghdadi Arabic, Jewish 1.23–24, 
1.231–241, 1.625, 2.414, 4.664

Baghdadi Arabic, Muslim 1.23, 1.25, 
1.79, 1.232, 1.271, 1.595, 1.612, 
1.625–626, 1.642, 2.276, 2.611, 2.617, 
3.495, 3.585, 4.128, 4.633

Bàgirmi 1.363, 4.715
Bàgirmi Arabic 4.708, 4.715
Bahadur, Nawab Aziz Jang 2.325
Bahamani Kingdom 4.452
Bahar, M.T. 2.410
Ba™ariyya, il- 2.2
Ba™ariyya Arabic 1.270, 1.586, 1.610, 

2.6, 4.550
Ba™àrnah 1.241, 1.271, 1.446, 1.610, 

2.212–213, 3.478, 4.324, 4.633
Bahasa Indonesia 1.135, 1.404
Bahasa Indonesia ¤ Indonesian 
Bahasa Melayu ¤ Malay 
Bahat, Yaaqov 2.534

Bahdinan 2.607
Bahdînanî 2.604
Bàhila Arabic 3.94
Bahlawàn 2.217, 2.220
Bahloul, Maher 1.43–48, 1.506–511, 

2.174, 3.81, 3.231, 4.193–194, 4.365, 
4.395–398, 4.648–650, 4.657, 4.743

Bahloul, Raja Ballek 4.743
Bahnasàwì, £usàm al-Bahiyy ≠Alì 

al- 3.38
ba™r 3.210
Bahr al-Ghazal 1.333, 1.362, 2.517, 3.61
Bahrà± Arabic 3.94
Bahrain 1.241, 1.273, 1.446, 2.105, 

2.107, 2.212–215, 2.696, 4.468, 4.766
Bahrain, Arabic in 4.62, 1.269, 1.271, 

1.439, 1.446, 1.501, 1.596, 1.610, 
2.323, 2.609, 2.615, 3.12, 4.70, 4.323, 
4.325, 4.631, 4.633

Bahrain, youth speech in 4.766–767
Bahraini Arabic 1.241–255, 1.260, 

2.494, 2.609, 2.615–619, 3.478, 3.729, 
4.64, 4.656

Bahraini Arabic, Shi≠ite 4.127–128
Bahrick, Harry P. 2.683
ba≠ìd, ma≠nà 3.538
Bailey, Carolyn Madden 4.140
Bailey, Charles-James N. 3.642
Bailey, Clinton 3.360–361, 3.400–401, 

4.238
Bakalla, Muhammad Hasan 1.615, 

2.96, 2.459–461, 2.468, 3.179–180, 
3.334–336, 4.1, 4.157, 4.421–424

Baker, Carl L. 3.653
Baker, Mark 3.706, 4.488–489, 4.491, 

4.648
Baker, Mona 1.436–437, 1.519, 3.713, 

4.498
Bakhtin, Mikhail M. 1.636
Bakir, Murtada J. 1.507, 3.382–384, 

3.387, 3.683, 4.317, 4.361, 4.395, 
4.520, 4.524–525, 4.527, 4.647, 
4.653–654, 4.657, 4.719, 4.722, 
4.746

Bakker, Dik 3.66
Bakr 4.304
Bakr ibn Wà±il 2.212, 2.223, 2.555, 3.94
Bakrì, ±Abù ≠Ubayd al- 1.256, 1.361, 

1.518, 3.59, 3.373, 3.642, 4.179, 4.279
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Bakrì, Mu™ammad Tawfìq al- 2.634, 
2.672

Bakry, Hasbullah 2.337
Baku 4.425
bal 1.468, 3.356–357, 4.35
Bal £àriμ ibn Ka≠b 1.641, 3.89
Bal Qarn 4.127
Balà≈urì, al- 3.7
balàÿa 1.428–429, 1.471, 2.88, 

2.304–305, 2.579, 4.472
balàÿì 2.358
balàÿiyyùn 2.441
balah 3.500
balamo-group 2.220
Balaqaev, M. 2.557
Balà† Arabic 1.585, 2.2
Balawiy Arabic 4.677
Balban, Ghias Uddin 3.508
Balboni, Luigi 2.457
Baldauf, Ingeborg 2.558
Baldi, Sergio 1.256–257, 1.660, 2.251, 

2.253, 2.552–555, 4.279–282, 
4.381–387

Baldissera, Eros 3.23
Baleares 1.98
Balegh, Hedi 3.349, 4.563
Balga 2.506
Balgàwì Arabic 2.506
Bàlì 3.691, 4.476
Balig, Al-Hadi al- 1.603
Balkan linguistic area 4.371
Balkh Arabic 4.311
Ball, Martin J. 3.336
Balochi 1.133, 2.211, 3.350, 

3.506
Balochis 3.478
Balqà± 3.405
Balqà± Arabic 2.506
Balqar 4.263
Bal†ìm 2.4
Bal†ìm Arabic 2.2–3
Baltin, Mark 2.18
Balyàna Arabic 1.572
Bamako 3.137–138
Bamba Mbacke, Shaykh Amadu 

4.180–182, 4.184
Bambara 1.255–257, 2.669
Bamford, John 2.675
Banadir 4.276

Banadir Coast 4.275
Banda Aceh 1.7
Bandanìjì, al- 3.32
Bangala 2.525
Bangilani, Kiyahi Haji Misbakh ibn Zain 

Mustafa 2.339
Bangla 3.574
Bangla Academy 1.288
Bangla Musalmani  1.287–288
Bangladesh 1.257–259, 1.288, 2.211, 

2.326, 3.511, 4.508
Bani ≠A†ìye 3.401
Bani ≠A†ìye Arabic 3.401–402, 3.407, 

4.240
Bani Bišr Arabic 4.127
Bani £amìda Arabic 2.503
Bani £asan ¤ Beni-Hasan  
Bani Ka≠b 2.572
Bani Làm 2.571
Bani Ma†ar 4.305
Bani Sàsàn 2.469–470, 4.255
Banì Íaxar Arabic 1.406
Bani Sèd 1.362
Bani Šihr Arabic 4.125, 4.127
Bani Swayf ¤ Beni Swef 
Bani ¢òr Arabic 4.126
Bani ¢uruf 2.571
Bani ≠Uqayl 1.260
Bani Wà±il 1.362
Bani Wàßil Arabic 4.240
Bani Yàsìn, Raslan 2.501, 3.402–405
Banki 4.715
Bankipore 2.329
Banna 1.35
Bannà, £asan al- 4.77
bannà±ì 2.600
Banskira, Degif Petros 3.305
Banten 2.335
Bantu class-prefi x system 4.385
Bantu languages 1.357, 1.448, 

1.663–665, 2.589,  2.668, 2.670–671, 
3.126, 4.381–382, 4.385

Bantu plural 2.670
Banù Dabbàb 3.53
Banù Ÿa†ìf 3.89
Banù £arb 3.693
Banù £assàn 2.240, 3.53, 3.170–171
Banù Hilàl 1.53, 1.59, 1.260, 1.289, 

1.361–362, 1.595, 1.609, 2.240, 
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3.52–53, 3.142, 3.170, 3.288, 3.691, 
4.125, 4.548

Banù ≠Ijl 4.36
Banù Ma≠qil 1.53, 3.170, 3.288
Banù Nahd 3.14
Banù Qays 3.454
Banù Sayf 1.361
Banù Sulaym 1.53, 1.260, 1.289, 1.609, 

2.240, 3.52–53, 3.170, 3.288, 3.691, 
4.548

Banù Tamìm 2.223, 3.454
Banù Zìd 1.655
Banù Zugba 3.53
Banyàs 1.388
Banyo 1.337
Bàqillànì, ±Abù Bakr al- 2.303–306
Barakat 3.56
Barakat, Halim 2.697
Barakat, Salim 4.213
Baranov, Charlampij Karpovi∑ 3.23
Baranquilla 3.2
Bar-Asher, Meir 2.533–534
Bar-Asher, Shalom 3.274
Baràwì, Sheikh ≠Uways al- 4.277
Barbacoan languages 4.374
Barbar 4.377
Barbar, Hector Azar 3.396
Barbarchi 3.375
Barbot, Michel 2.471, 4.157, 4.592
Bardera 4.276
Barfi eld, Thomas 4.612
bargaining 1.650
Bargery, G.P. 2.251
Bargoens 2.217
Bar-Hillel, James 1.565
Barhum, Musa 2.111
Bari 1.519, 2.519–520, 2.525, 2.597, 

3.643, 4.375
Bariou, Jacques 3.173
Barìs Arabic 2.2, 4.196
Barkat-Defradas, Melissa 3.724–726, 

4.669–674, 4.678–682, 4.672, 4.674
bar-Lev, Zev 4.288
Barlow, Michael 1.458
barma 1.363
Barqa Salam 1.361
Barqùq, Sultan 4.708
Barrada, F. 3.194
barrier 2.172

barrier relic 1.589
Barriers Model 3.86
Barrs, Andrew 2.370
Bartalì, Mu™ammad ibn ±Abì Bakr 

aß-Íiddìq al- 3.172
Barth, Fredrik 2.58
Barth, Jacob 1.577–578, 1.638, 

2.23–24, 3.417, 3.446, 4.176
Barth, Johann 3.423
Barthélemy, Adrien 2.313, 4.403, 4.408
Barthélemy, Abbé Jean-Jacques 3.141
Barth-Ginsberg Law 3.417
Barth’s Law 1.491, 4.431
Bartoli, Matteo 1.590
Barton, Ellen 2.19
Barùdì, Ma™mùd Sàmì al- 4.87, 4.90
Barwise, Jon 4.15
Barzilai, Gad 2.439
Bàšà, £asan al- 3.718
Basaa 1.333
Bašandi Arabic 2.2, 4.286
base 1.574, 3.423, 4.50
base, morphological 1.577
base, nominal 1.575, 1.578
base, richness of 3.491
base, semantic 1.574
base component 4.521–522, 4.741
base generation 4.525
base node 1.47–48
base structure 4.521
Basheer, Vaikom Muhammad 3.131
Bashkir 2.557
basic variety 1.485
basilectal 1.525
basì† 3.211, 3.214
Baskinta Arabic 1.270, 4.656
basmala 2.43
Basque 1.36
Basque Country 2.439
Basra 1.618, 2.406, 2.572
Basra Arabic 2.312, 2.415–416, 2.421, 

2.631, 3.525
Basran school 1.67–74, 1.310, 2.185, 

2.291, 2.298, 2.355, 2.427, 2.453, 3.91, 
3.301, 3.104–105, 3.108, 3.165, 3.424, 
3.548, 3.550, 3.649, 4.8–9, 4.12, 4.120, 
4.235–236, 4.438–439, 4.443, 4.455, 
4.527

Baššàr ibn Burd 1.402, 4.204–205
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Bassiouney, Reem 1.419, 3.8–13, 
4.57–60

Bastani, Tanus Jorge 3.4
Bata≠ Dam 2.260
Ba†à±i™ì, Ma±mùn al- 2.41
Bataineh, Rula F. 3.681
Ba†alyùsì, ±Abù ≠Abdallàh Ibn 

Sìd al- 2.291–292, 2.356, 3.33, 3.177, 
4.132, 4.740

Batavia 2.335
Bat-El, Outi 3.205, 3.305–206, 3.494
Bates, Daniel G. 2.60
Bates, Elizabeth 2.686, 2.689–690
Bateson, Mary Catherine 2.224, 

3.499–500, 3.728–729
Ba≠th Party 4.76
Batha 1.360, 1.362
Ba†™ari 3.350, 4.297–298, 4.301
Batibo, Herman M. 4.382
bà†in 2.360
Bà†ina 3.478
Bà†ina Arabic 3.479, 3.481, 3.484–485, 

3.489
Bà†ina Coast 2.211
Batman Arabic 2.608
Battenburg, John 2.710
Battersby, Harold K. 4.585
Battisti, Carlo 2.456
Baudelaire, Charles 4.213
Bauer, Gertrud 2.235, 3.72
Bauer, Hans 3.409–410
Bauer, Leonhard 2.481, 2.502, 3.403
Bauer, Thomas 3.119
Bausani, Alessandro 1.628, 2.340, 

4.433–435
Bawì†i Arabic 2.2
Bàwiyah 2.571
Bawwàb, al- 4.94
Bax≠a 1.178
bayàn 1.4, 2.85, 2.305, 3.136, 3.160, 

4.209, 4.221
Bayani, Manijeh 3.337
bayàn-i ™araka 2.408
BayÚà±, al- 4.751
BayÚà± Arabic 4.751
Bay∂àni 1.655
Bay∂àwì, ≠Abdallàh ibn ≠Umar al- 4.430
Bay∂ùn, A™mad 2.703
Baye Fall 4.180

bayt 3.208, 3.210
Bayt al-™ikma 1.403
Bayt Dafa≠ 2.260
bayyana 4.436
Bayyàtì, ≠Abd al-Wahhàb al- 4.77
Bayyùmì, H. 2.167
Bdùl Arabic 3.402, 3.404–405
Beaudouin, Mondry 1.536
Beaugrande, Robert de 1.430, 4.475
Beaujard, Philippe 3.127
Bechar 1.56
Beck, Edmund 4.8
Beck, Maria-Luise 4.144–145
Beckman, Mary 2.395–396
Bedarfsentlehnungen 1.410
Bedawi 3.350
bëdd 1.553
Bedeutungslaute 1.573
Bedja ¤ Beja
Bedouin 1.53–57, 1.59, 1.84, 1.111, 

1.127–128, 1.130, 1.190, 1.217, 
1.222, 1.241, 1.259, 1.299–300, 
1.324, 1.402, 1.440, 1.530, 1.589, 
1.592, 1.605, 1.614–1.615, 2.1, 2. 
3, 2.87, 2.176, 2.501, 2.628, 3.171, 
3.360, 3.402

Bedouin, North African 2.3
Bedouin, Sinai 4.237–238
Bedouin Arabic 1.259–274, 1.406, 

1.443, 1.544, 1.569–572, 1.589, 2.587, 
2.632, 3.205, 3.265, 3.360, 3.585, 
3.609, 3.621–622, 4.2–3, 4.124

Bedouin Arabic, Jordanian 4.325
Bedouin Arabic, Negev 3.360, 3.531, 

3.536–537, 3.569, 3.609, 3.613–614, 
4.351, 4.663

Bedouin Arabic, North Israel 4.649
Bedouin Arabic, Sahara 1.642, 3.672
Bedouin Arabic, Syro-Mesopotamian 

1.607, 4.70
Bedouin features 3.10
Bedouin infl uence 2.4–5
Bedouin informants 1.400, 1.402, 

2.176, 2.184, 2.401, 2.403, 2.542–543, 
2.628, 3.90

Bedouin lexicon 1.308, 4.380
Bedouin migration 3.94
Bedouin narrative style 1.266
Bedouin settlement 1.595
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Bedouinization 1.269–274, 1.605, 
1.610, 1.612, 2.414

Bedwell, William 1.166, 1.169, 
1.172

Beebe, Leslie M. 4.320–321
Beene, Wayne 2.415
Beersheba 3.400–401
Beesley, Kenneth R. 4.94
Beeston, Alfred Felix Landon 1.491, 

2.224, 2.256, 2.258, 2.260, 2.296–297, 
2.542, 3.227, 3.446, 3.467, 3.470, 
4.104, 4.192, 4.295–296, 4.307, 4.310, 
4.479, 4.484–485

Beg, Muhammad Abdul Jabbar 2.341, 
2.344

begadkefat consonants 1.536, 1.538, 
1.540, 3.372

begadkefat shift 1.179–181
Beghelli, Filippo 2.369
begùl Arabic 3.190
behavior, nonverbal 2.205–206
Behaviorism 4.139
Behnstedt, Peter 1.190, 1.289–293, 

1.299, 1.322, 1.501–505, 1.571–572, 
1.583–593, 1.595, 1.604–605, 
1.607–612, 2.2, 2.4, 2.6–7, 2.151, 
2.260, 2.270–273, 2.388–389, 2.456, 
2.494, 3.287, 3.289, 3.291, 3.402, 
3.404–405, 3.429, 3.584, 3.606, 
4.70–71, 4.107, 4.238, 4.303–305, 
4.402–409, 4.590, 4.628, 4.633, 
4.635, 4.661, 4.663, 4.676, 4.750–751, 
4.753–756

Bë™zàni Arabic 1.541, 1.571, 1.607
Beijing 1.382
Beirut 1.175, 1.274, 1.603, 2.220, 

2.505–506
Beirut Arabic 1.269, 1.274–286, 1.295, 

1.323, 1.538, 1.607–608, 2.231, 2.314, 
2.509, 3.11, 3.674–675, 4.349, 4.630, 
4.632, 4.678, 4.681

Beirut Arabic, Sunni 1.283
Beit-el-Ras 1.661
Beja 1.35, 1.38–39, 1.656, 2.1–2, 2.560, 

3.420, 3.592, 4.375–377, 4.379
Bejàya 1.54, 2.712, 2.715
Beland, Renee 2.691–692, 4.96
Belazi, Hedi M. 3.318
Beletti, Andrea 4.488

Belgium 2.439
Belgium, Arabic in 2.73
Belkacemi, Manchester 4.67
Belkaid, Yamina 2.396
Bell, Allan 4.322, 4.628
Bell, Herman 3.435
Bellamy, James A. 3.469
Beller, Charley 4.647, 4.657
Bellermann, J.J. 3.141
Bello, Muhammad 4.759
Belnap, Kirk R. 1.630, 1.636, 2.162, 

3.394–400, 3.430, 3.446, 3.500, 4.318, 
4.356

Belot, Jean-Baptiste 3.26
Belova, Anna Gr. 2.257–260, 4.300–315
Belyayeva, Dina 3.81, 3.86–87, 4.317, 

4.653, 4.655
Ben Ahmed, Mohamad 1.458
Ben Ali, Damir 1.663
Ben Busta, ez-Zubir 3.295
Ben Cheneb Mohammed 2.537, 4.423
Ben Jelloun, Tahar 2.703, 3.294
Benabbou, Mostafa 1.584, 3.287, 3.289
Benali, Abdelkader 2.78
Benali, Ismail 3.725
Ben-Amotz, Dan 2.462
Bencheikh, Djamaleddin 2.497
Bencheneb, Rachid 2.470
Bender, M. Lionel 3.435
Bendjaballah, Sabrina 1.119–123
benediction 3.139
benefactive 1.40, 1.43, 1.344, 1.346
Bengal 1.286, 1.288
Bengali 1.257–259, 1.286–289, 2.333, 

2.668, 2.674, 3.313, 3.511, 3.574
Benghazi Arabic 3.55–56
Bengio, Ofra 3.664, 3.669
Benhallam, Abderrafi  3.725–726, 

4.683
Beni Shangul 2.51
Beni Swef Arabic 1.322, 1.608, 1.611, 

2.2, 2.5, 2.494
Beni-Hasan Arabic 2.503, 3.622, 3.707, 

4.349, 4.351
Benin 4.758
Benjelloun, Said 2.74, 3.274
Benkirane, Thami 2.116, 2.395–396, 

3.724–728, 4.674–676, 4.678, 
4.682–683

54 bedouinization – benkirane

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Benmamoun, Elabbas 1.46–47, 
1.349–350, 1.352, 1.411, 1.477–482, 
1.507–508, 1.510, 1.582, 2.174, 
2.369–370, 2.645, 3.68–70, 3.84, 
3.232–233, 3.356–359, 3.382, 3.384, 
3.429, 3.432, 3.446, 3.653, 3.655–656, 
3.684, 3.707, 3.709, 4.15, 4.82, 4.194, 
4.339, 4.365, 4.391–402, 4.648–650, 
4.654–656, 4.658, 4.745

Benrabah, Mohamed 2.695, 2.697
Ben-Rafael, Eliezer 2.465, 2.661
Bentahila, Abdelali 1.372, 1.418, 2.653, 

2.659–660, 2.695, 3.294, 3.311–320
Bentin, Shlomo 2.692
Bentolila, Yaakov 2.661
Benveniste, Emile 1.565–566, 2.82, 

4.328
Ben-Yehuda, Eliezer 2.462–463, 2.666
Benzakour, Fouzia 2.122
Ben-Zeev, Y. 2.481
Berber 1.35–39, 1.53–54, 1.56, 1.58, 

1.98, 1.102, 1.106, 1.110, 1.133, 1.189, 
1.260, 1.289–299, 1.370, 1.482–483, 
1.487, 1.501, 1.527, 1.534, 1.619, 
1.652, 2.1, 2.26, 2.59–60, 2.62–64, 
2.66–68, 2.73, 2.160, 2.251–252, 
2.265, 2.285, 2.374, 2.470, 2.526, 
2.621, 2.648, 2.659, 2.673, 2.695, 
2.697–698, 3.52–53, 3.56, 3.142, 
3.170–171, 3.189, 3.273, 3.287–288, 
3.294, 3.312, 3.314, 3.317, 3.346, 
3.350–351, 3.446, 3.491, 3.493, 3.592, 
3.642, 4.190, 4.279, 4.371, 4.565, 
4.572

Berber ¤ Tamazight, Amazigh 
Berber, Agadir 2.714
Berber, Chaouia 1.290–291, 2.714
Berber, Chefchaouen 1.294
Berber, Chleuh ¤ Berber, Tachelhit
Berber, determiner in 1.296
Berber, feminine marker in 1.291, 1.296
Berber, Figuig 1.289–290, 1.292–293
Berber, Imdlawn Tashilhiyt 3.493
Berber, Kabylian 1.38, 1.56, 1.122, 

1.289, 1.291, 1.370, 2.711–712, 2.714
Berber, Nador 2.714
Berber, Nafusi ¤ Berber, Nefusa 
Berber, Nefusa 1.290, 4.572
Berber, recognition of 1.534

Berber, Rif 1.290–291, 1.293, 1.571, 
1.590, 2.711–712, 2.714, 3.273, 3.287

Berber, Shawiya ¤ Berber, Chaouia 
Berber, Siwa 1.290, 2.1, 2.5, 3.313
Berber, Souss 2.711–712, 2.714
Berber, Tachelhit 1.289–294, 2.712, 

3.274, 3.287, 3.494
Berber, Tafi lalt 1.298
Berber, Tamazight 1.290–293, 2.673, 

3.274, 3.287
Berber, Tarifi t ¤ Berber, Rif 
Berber, Tashelhit ¤ Berber, Tachelhit 
Berber, teaching of 1.534, 3.294
Berber, Tuareg 1.35, 1.289, 2.709
Berber, Zenaga 3.169–171
Berber dialects 1.584
Berber in education 2.704
Berber in Europe 2.712
Berber in school 3.350–351
Berber in Tunisia 4.572
Berber infl uence in Arabic 3.279
Berber Manifesto 2.63
Berber nationhood 2.62
Berbers, Lemtuna 3.169
Berchem, Max van 2.42, 2.45
Berent, Iris 3.305
Berg, L.W.C. van den 2.337
Berg, Thomas 3.628, 4.268, 4.337
Berger, Anne-Emmanuelle 1.534
Bergman, Elizabeth M. 2.136–137, 

2.468–472, 2.560, 3.499–501
Bergstrasser, Gotthelf 1.583, 1.605, 

1.608, 2.506, 3.402, 4.543, 4.681
Bergter, Annette 2.354–355
B≠èrì Arabic 1.299–308, 2.2, 2.5, 

2.151–153
Beriberi 3.373
Berjaoui, Nasser 2.471, 3.500, 4.159
Berkley, Deborah Milam 3.627
Berman, Ruth A. 1.485, 2.102, 3.713
Bernards, Monique 2.224–228, 

2.424–429, 2.451–454, 3.550, 
3.690, 4.8

Bernhardt, Barbara H. 2.676
Bernier, Francis 3.508
Bernoulli Effect 4.667
Bernstein, Basil 4.58
Bernstein, Judy 4.743
Berque, Jacques 2.705
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Berry, Randal K. 4.517
Berthier, Anne 4.132
Bertolini, Umberta 2.689
Bertoncini, Elena 4.382
Beška, Emanual 1.458
Bettini, Lidia 1.626–629, 2.496–498, 

3.320–325, 4.750
Beys 4.573
beytol 3.171
Beziehungslaute 1.573
Bhat, D.N. 3.524
Bhatia, Tej K. 2.684
Bhutto, Z.A. 3.511
bi- 1.72, 1.217, 1.266, 1.330, 

1.596, 1.607–608, 1.611–612, 
2.22, 2.316, 2.377, 2.568–569, 
2.595, 4.531

Bialystok, Ellen 4.141
Biba Arabic 2.5
Biber, D. 1.483, 2.384
Bible, Antwerp Polyglot 1.169
Bible, Arabic translation of 2.527
Bible, Hebrew 2.526
Bible, study of 1.166–167
Bible, Swahili translation of 1.663
Bible, translation of 1.287, 1.603
Bible, Yoruba 4.760
Bibliander 1.170
Bickerton, Derek 2.321
biconsonantal ¤ biradical 
biculturalism 2.441
BìÚàn 2.240, 3.60
bidialectalism 1.440, 1.444, 3.527
Bidwell, R. 3.314
Bi≠è®àt, il- 1.299
Bierwisch, Manfred 4.269
Biesterfeldt, Hans 4.542, 4.544
bihàrì 4.131–132
Bi™èra Arabic 1.589, 2.1–2
bi-imperfect ¤ imperfect, bi- 
bi-là kayfa 2.580, 3.122
bilabial 3.597
bilabial, implosive 4.613
Bilàd aš-Šàm 2.505, 3.6
Bilàd Tukrùr 3.373
Bilge, Kilisli Rifat 3.501, 3.503
Bilgràmì, Ÿulàm ≠Alì âzàd 2.328
bilingual 1.369, 1.371–372, 1.417, 

1.419, 1.482–484, 2.77, 2.97, 2.131

bilingual, Arabic 1.370
bilingual, balanced 1.368, 2.652
bilingual, compact 1.368
bilingual, coordinated 1.368
bilingual, dominant 1.368
bilingual, primary 1.368
bilingual, secondary 1.368
bilingual, subordinate 1.368
bilingual community 1.415
bilingual development 2.76
bilingual education 1.370
bilingualism 1.56, 1.97–99, 1.100, 

1.368, 1.370, 1.414, 1.440, 1.629, 
2.31, 2.441, 2.671, 2.703, 2.710, 3.294, 
3.314, 3.318, 4.371

bilingualism, Algerian Arabic/
French 2.692

bilingualism, Amazigh/Arabic 
2.710–711, 2.715

bilingualism, Arabic/Aramaic 1.178
bilingualism, Arabic/Berber 2.708, 

2.710, 4.572
bilingualism, Arabic/Dutch 1.418–419
bilingualism, Arabic/English 1.376, 

2.661, 2.685
bilingualism, Arabic/French 1.56, 1.534, 

2.660–661, 2.696, 3.175, 3.349, 
4.574–575

bilingualism, Arabic/French Lebanese 
2.691

bilingualism, Arabic/Greek 4.215–218
bilingualism, Arabic/Hebrew 2.438, 

3.313
bilingualism, Arabic/Ivrit 2.464, 

2.466
bilingualism, Arabic/Latin 4.572
bilingualism, Arabic/Malay 2.340
bilingualism, Arabic/Nubian 3.435
bilingualism, Arabic/Persian 2.571
bilingualism, Arabic/Portuguese 2.665, 

2.671, 3.2–5
bilingualism, Arabic/Romance 2.288
bilingualism, Arabic/Spanish 2.665, 

2.671, 3.2–3
bilingualism, Arabic/Swedish 2.679
bilingualism, Arabic/Tajik 4.614
bilingualism, Arabic/Turkish 4.573
bilingualism, Arabic/Uzbek 4.613
bilingualism, Aramaic/Arabic 1.180
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bilingualism, Berber/Arabic 3.59–60, 
3.317, 4.369

bilingualism, child 1.368–376, 2.97
bilingualism, Domari/Arabic 2.221
bilingualism, early 1.368
bilingualism, French/Chadian 

Arabic 1.365
bilingualism, French/English 2.684
bilingualism, Greek/Arabic 3.516
bilingualism, Hausa/Arabic 2.255, 2.671
bilingualism, Hungarian/English 2.684
bilingualism, Kurdish/Arabic 4.580
bilingualism, late 1.368
bilingualism, Latin/Arabic 4.216
bilingualism, Lebanese Arabic/

English 1.371
bilingualism, Malay/Thai 4.477
bilingualism, Maltese/English 3.143–144
bilingualism, Maltese/Italian 3.143
bilingualism, Moroccan Arabic/

Dutch 1.371, 2.685–686
bilingualism, Nigerian Arabic/

Hausa 4.716
bilingualism, Palestinian Arabic/

English 1.371
bilingualism, Persian/Arabic 3.574
bilingualism, Romance/Arabic 2.287, 

4.216
bilingualism, Sindhi/Arabic 2.325, 2.671
bilingualism, South Arabian/

Arabic 2.671, 3.60
bilingualism, Uzbek/Tajik 4.608
bilingualism in al-Andalus 2.671, 3.59
bilingualism in Canada 2.652
bilinguals 1.420, 1.634
biliteral ¤ biradical 
Biliy Arabic 3.400–401, 3.405, 4.238, 

4.677
Biltine 1.360
Bimbashi Arabic 2.517–518
bimoraic 3.612–613
bimorphemic question word 2.388–389
Bin Laden ¤ ±Usàma bin Làdin 
binà± 1.191, 1.308–310, 2.401–404, 

2.479, 2.542, 3.429, 4.432, 4.442
binà± li-l-majhùl 1.309
binarity 4.742
binary feature 3.229
binder 4.393

Binder, Friedrich 2.501
Binder, Leonard 4.77
binding 1.310–313, 1.413, 2.369–370, 

3.383–384, 4.81
Binding Principle 1.312, 377
Binding Theory 1.310–311, 2.170
Bingol 2.607
binomial 3.631–632
Binxet 2.607
binya 2.448, 4.22
binyanim 3.225, 3.626
biological gender 2.159
Biondi Assali, Estela 3.3
bioprogram 4.373
bipolarity 1.628
bipolarity in address forms 1.550
bipolarity in kinship terms 4.469
Biqà± Valley 1.126, 1.178
Bir Bi≠èrì Arabic 2.2
Bir Zeit Arabic 1.625, 3.430, 3.684, 

3.686, 4.317, 4.656
biradical 1.80, 1.491, 3.610
biradical noun 1.80, 1.105
biradical root 1.81, 4.51
biradical word 1.81
biradicalism 1.312–316, 2.168, 2.450, 

3.45–46, 4.93, 4.96, 4.254–255, 4.288 
biradicalism, Semitic 4.174
bird names 2.27, 4.285
bird sounds 4.283, 4.285
Bird, Charles S. 2.202
Birenbaum, Menucha 2.661
Birgid (Birgit) 1.38, 3.435
Birkàwì, Mu™ammad ±Amìn al- 1.380
Birkeland, Harris 1.616, 1.641, 2.404, 

3.454, 3.564, 3.726, 4.558
Birnbaum, Eleazar 3.501, 3.503
Bìrùnì, ±Abù r-Ray™àn al- 3.579
bi±sa 1.73–74, 1.564, 2.80, 3.326, 4.123
Bišàri 2.1
Bishai, Wilson B. 1.630, 1.668, 2.373
Bishop, Brian 1.630, 1.636, 3.500
Bishop, Dorothy V.M. 2.676, 2.689
Bišmizzìn Arabic 1.540, 3.607, 4.70
Bišr ibn ±Abì Xàzim 3.213
Bišr, Kamàl Mu™ammad 4.89
Bi†àr, Íalà™ ad-Dìn al- 3.345
Bitjaa Kody, Zachee Denis 1.333
bitonal accent 2.400
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bitransitive 1.556, 4.641
Bi†rìq, al- 4.542
Bittner, Maximilian 4.583, 4.585–586
bitù≠ il-malàhi 4.255
bi-uniqueness condition 4.488
Bivar, A.D.H. 3.112
BiyyàÚiyyah Arabic 3.401, 3.403, 

4.238
Bizerte Arabic 4.563, 4.681
Björnesjö, Sophia 2.1
Blacas Ewer 2.45
Blachère, Régis 2.14–15, 2.84, 2.86–88, 

2.92, 2.224, 2.315, 2.317, 2.452, 3.689, 
4.444, 4.484

Black Bedouin 3.360
Black September 4.325
Blair, Philip 2.560
Blair, Sheila S. 2.40–47, 2.597–602, 

3.111, 3.308–309, 3.337–338, 
3.340–341, 4.131, 4.133–134, 4.138, 
4.560–561

Blake, Barry J. 4.532
Blakemore, Diane 1.471
Blanc, Haim 1.189, 1.222–223, 

1.234–235, 1.406, 1.442–447, 
1.492–493, 1.536, 1.538, 1.595, 1.607, 
1.610, 1.612, 1.617, 1.630–632, 1.668, 
2.8, 2.151, 2.276, 2.313, 2.414–417, 
2.462, 2.481, 2.495, 2.509, 2.532, 
2.534, 2.546, 2.571, 2.696, 3.8–9, 
3.125, 3.237, 3.361–367, 3.369, 3.400, 
3.403–406, 3.569, 3.585, 3.609, 3.613, 
3.736–738, 4.1–3, 4.127, 4.238, 4.242, 
4.323, 4.325, 4.350, 4.633, 4.664, 
4.667

Blangoua 1.334
BLARK 1.215
blasphemy 4.416
Blau, Joshua 1.383–384, 1.404, 1.476, 

1.493–494, 1.496, 1.562, 1.593, 1.613, 
1.615–616, 1.618–619, 1.642, 2.22–23, 
2.87, 2.226, 2.265–266, 2.275–279, 
2.313, 2.463, 2.527, 2.529–530, 
2.534, 2.629–630, 2.632, 3.216–218, 
3.221–222, 3.420, 3.426, 3.466, 3.568, 
3.640, 3.645, 3.654–655, 3.671, 
3.673–674, 3.689, 3.696, 3.704, 3.738, 
4.58–59, 4.316–317, 4.543–545, 4.558, 
4.650, 4.656

Blau, Joyce 4.578
Blažek, Václav 2.65–69, 4.259–267
bleaching, semantic 4.160–164, 4.197, 

4.532
blend 3.426, 3.494, 3.629
blending 1.175, 1.451, 3.187, 4.268, 

4.270, 4.336, 4.379, 4.558
Blevins, Juliette 3.204–206
Blida 1.54
Blida Arabic 1.609
blind 1.316
Bloch, Alfred 3.650
Bloch, Ariel A. 1.491, 1.556, 2.278, 

2.354, 3.417, 3.448, 3.704–705, 4.52
Bloch, Oscar 3.51
blocking of sandhi 2.397
Blohm, Dieter 1.51, 3.543
Bloom, Jonathan M. 2.45
Bloomfi eld, Leonard 1.125
Blue Nile 1.361
Blum-Kulka, Shoshana 3.713
Boas, Franz 1.484–485
bodily defect 2523, 3.279
body, parts of the 1.249, 1.281, 1.304, 

1.327–328, 1.341, 1.392, 1.504, 2.160, 
2.193, 2.222, 2.272, 2.594, 2.615, 
3.152, 3.279, 3.672, 3.736–738, 4.554, 
4.565

Bogo 1.334
Bohas, Georges 1.315, 1.562, 1.641, 

2.83, 2.165, 2.168, 2.176–181, 2.233, 
2.290, 2.299, 2.434, 2.448–449, 2.536, 
2.538, 2.544, 2.562, 2.624, 3.45–52, 
3.208, 3.210, 3.214, 3.423, 3.445, 
3.617, 3.619, 4.14, 4.97 4.119–120, 
4.288, 4.329–330, 4.332, 4.431, 4.675

Bohras, Daudi 2.328–329
boko 1.135
Bolinger, Dwight L. 2.113, 2.395
Bolotin, Naomi 3.382, 4.745
Bolozky, Shmuel 3.427
Bombay 2211, 2.329
Bombo 1.520, 1.522
Bonebakker, Seeger A. 3.538–539
Bongo Lendu 1.519
Bongor 3.634
Bongor Arabic 1.364, 3.61, 3.634–639
Bonnot, Jean-François 4.670–671
Bonte, Pierre 2.364, 3.172
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Boogert, Nico van den 3.112, 3.519
bookhand 3.519
bookhand, Abbasid ¤ Abbasid 

bookhand 
Boomer, Donald 4.337
Booth, Marilyn 1.601–603
Bopp, Franz 4.37
Bordreuil, Pierre 3.469
Borer, Hagit 3.388, 3.429, 3.432
Boretzky, Norbert 3.643
Borg, Albert J. 3.141, 3.147, 3.157–159, 

3.370, 3.739–740
Borg, Alexander 1.536–543, 1.607, 

1.612, 2.231, 3.142, 3.144, 3.146, 
3.361, 3.569, 3.672, 3.674

Borg, Gert 4.106
Bori Peninsula 2.268
Borisov, V.M. 3.23
Borkou 1.360
Borno ¤ Bornu 
Borno Empire ¤ Bornu Empire 3.376
Bornou ¤ Bornu 1.362
Bornouans 1.334
Bornu 1.362, 2.471, 3.373–375, 4.709
Bornu Arabic 3.634
Bornu Empire 3.376
Borromeo, Federico 1.170
Borrow, George 2.219
borrowing 1.95, 1.175, 1.294–295, 

1.402, 1.407, 1.416, 1.418, 1.495, 
1.497, 1.501, 2.29–31, 2.33, 2.35, 
2.123, 2.354, 3.188, 4.368, 4.371, 
4.461, 4.465

borrowing ¤ loanwords
borrowing, lexical 2.666
borrowing, nonce 1.416, 1.496
borrowing of discourse markers 2.668
borrowing of function words 4.599
borrowing of numerals  2.668
borrowing of pronouns 2.668
borrowing of verbs 1.180, 2.668, 2.670
borrowings, Bedouin 1.269–270
borrowings, layering of 2.340, 2.343, 

2.553
borrowings from Standard Arabic 

1.224
Borsley, Robert D. 4.657
Bos, Petra 1.371, 2.76
Boša 2.217

Bosha, Ibrahim 1.660–663
Bosworth, Clifford Edmund 2.469, 

3.717–721, 4.159, 4.255–257
Bot, Kees de 2.681–683
Bouazza, Hafi d 2.78
Boubakeur, Si Hamza 4.426
Bouchard, Denis 4.489
Boucherit, Aziza 1.58–66, 1.596, 1.610, 

3.587
Bouchon, G. 2.325
Boudelaa, Sami 1.421–427, 3.305
Boudlal, Abdelaziz 3.305, 4.351
Bouissef Rekab, Mohamed 3.295
Boujedra, Rashid 2.703
Boukous, Ahmed 2.696, 2.715, 3.60
Boula de Mareuil, Philippe 3.725
Boullata, Issa J. 2.306
boulomaic 3.234–235
Boumans, Louis 1.415, 1.418–419, 

1.484, 2.76–77, 2.642, 3.318, 3.669
Boumédienne, President Houari 2.697
boundary loss 4.38
boundary marker 1.474
boundary shift 4.38
boundary strength 2.397
boundary tone 2.396
boundedness 1.50, 3.616, 3.619
Bounding Theory 2.170
Bourguiba, President Habib 3.349
Bourhis, Richard Y. 2.704, 4.321
Boussofara-Omar, Naima 1.372, 

1.629–637
Boutefl ika, President Abdelaziz 3.317
Bouvat, Lucien 4.587
Bouwman, Dinie 1.255–257, 3.135–141
Bowerman, Melissa 2.102
Bowers, John 3.685, 4.650
Bowersock, G.W. 2.373
Boyd, Douglas A. 3.194, 3.197, 3.199
Boyd, Sally 2.710
Bràbì∑ 2.240
Brac de la Perrière, Eloise 3.338
Bracketed Grid Theory 3.616, 3.618
Bradac, James J. 2.652
Braga, Teofi lo 3.4
Brahim, Ahmed 2.316–317, 3.226
Brahimi, Belynda 3.725
Brahimi, Fadila 3.314, 3.317
braille 1.316–320
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Braille, Louis 1.316–320
Brak Arabic 2.622
Brakel, Lode Frank 2.334
Brakna 3.171
Brame, Michael K. 2.37, 2.165, 2.168, 

2.366, 2.448, 3.240, 3.299, 3.302, 
3.495, 3.726, 4.116, 4.344, 4.347–348, 
4.350, 4.675

Bramon, Dolors 1.99
Branes Arabic 1.295
Brau, Hans Hermann 3.718
Braukämper, Ulrich 2.52, 4.709
Braun, Friederike 4.467
Bravmann, Meier Max 1.641–642, 

2.13–14, 2.238, 2.477, 3.125, 3.671, 
4.2, 4.40, 4.42, 4.484–486

Brazil 3.1–5
breath 4.666
Brelje, Herman W. 4.222
Brendemoen, Bernt 4.586
Brenner, Louis 3.136–139
Bresnan, Joan 4.535
Breton 2.712
BrightSpeech 1.210
Brincat, Joseph M. 3.141–145
broadcasting 1.213–214, 1.512, 2.29, 

3.199
broadcasting ¤ radio
broadcasting, Arabic 3.195, 3.376
broadcasting, Arabic in China 1.382
broadcasting, Arabic in Djibouti 

1.654–655
broadcasting, Arabic in the United 

States 3.397
Broca’s Area 2.690
Brockelmann, Carl 1.566, 1.574, 1.617, 

1.637–640, 1.643, 2.156, 2.328, 3.7, 
3.46, 3.227, 3.420, 3.423, 3.426, 3.645, 
4.2, 4.41, 4.51, 4.70, 4.175, 4.196, 
4.304, 4.349, 4.516–517, 4.558, 4.660, 
4.683

Brockett, Adrian 2.57, 3.478, 3.484
Broe, Michael 3.610
Broeder, Peter 2.75
broken cursive 3.111, 4.130–132
broken plural 1.14, 1.54, 1.78, 1.80, 

1.119, 1.643, 2.157, 2.250, 2.375, 
2.410, 3.191, 3.243, 3.203–204, 3.329, 

3.430, 3.440–447, 4.94, 4.174–175, 
4.309, 4.478

broken plurals, acquisition of 2.101
Bronsted, K. 2.676
Broselow, Ellen 2.36, 2.38, 3.427, 

3.494–495, 3.529, 3.607–615, 4.85, 
4.344–345, 4.388, 4.390, 4.670

Brosh, Hezi 2.661
Brown, Gillian 4.727
Brown, H. Douglas 4.141
Brown, Penelope 1.657, 2.70, 3.658
Brown, Roger 4.140
Brown, W.S., Jr. 4.668
Browne, Wayles 3.302
Browning, Marguerite 4.67
browser 1.455
Bruce, Gosta 2.395, 3.724
Bruening, Benjamin 4.539
Brugman, Jan 4.543–544, 4.546
Brugnatelli, Vermondo 3.450
Bruhn de Garavito, Joyce 4.144–145
Bruinessen, Martin van 2.338
Bruni, Francesco 2.456
Brunner, Edmund 3.195
Brunot, Louis 1.295, 2.534, 3.287
Brunschvig, Robert 2.52, 4.446
Brustad, Kristen E. 1.221, 1.484, 

2.194–195, 2.197, 3.68, 3.387, 3.398, 
3.429–430, 3.432, 3.446, 3.554, 3.557, 
3.739–740, 4.52, 4.62, 4.64–65, 4.162, 
4.167, 4.316–318, 4.650, 4.656–657, 
4.747

Bruyn, Adrienne 2.389
Btiÿrìn Arabic 1.270
Bu Štà, az-Zubayr bin 1.603
Bubeník, Vít 3.552–558, 3.645
Bubiyan 2.608
Bucaram, Assad 3.2
Buckingham, Hugh 4.271
Buckley, Eugene 3.627
Buckwalter, Tim 1.460
bu≠dà 1.567
Buddhism 2.474
Buduma 2.554
Buenos Aires 3.2–3
Buffalo 3.395
Bu‘day, Korkut 4.585
Bugia 2.455
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Buginese 2.334
Bugùm 3.326
Bu™ayra Arabic ¤ Bi™èra Arabic 
Bühler, Karl 4.328
Bu™turì, al- 2.305, 4.88, 4.202, 4.209
Buitelaar, Marjo 2.647
bukara-syndrome 1.320–322, 1.586, 

1.610, 2.5, 2.7, 4.244
Bukayriyyah Arabic 4.127
Bukhara 1.29, 3.574, 4.424–425, 

4.612
Bukhara Arabic 4.311, 4.613–616
Bukhara Arabs 1.28
Bukhara, Khanat 4.612
Bukharis 4.123
Bulàg Arabic 2.2
Bùlàq 1.175
Bulgarian 4.371
Bulgarian, Arabic loanwords in 

4.259–267
Bullà†a, Kamàl 4.204
Bùlus, Jawàd 3.348
Bung 1.333
Bunnags 4.476
Bura 4.716
Buraymi Arabic 3.481
Burchardt, Bishop 3.142
Burckhardt, John Lewis 3.326, 3.402
Bureng, George Vincent 2.518
Burg Miÿìzil 2.4
Burger, S. 2.98
Burgess, James 4.516
Burkina Faso 1.255
Burridge, Kate 1.657, 1.659, 2.69
Burriel, Andres Marcos 1.96

burst 1.26
Burt, Marina 4.140
Burton, John 4.6, 4.23
Burton, Richard F. 4.275
Burton-Page, J. 2.325
Burton-Roberts, Noel 1.125
Burullus 2.4
Burullus Arabic 2.2–3
Burundi 1.661–662, 4.381
Burykina, N. 4.612
Burzio’s Generalization 4.491
Busa 4.281
Bùsayrì, Murta∂à 3.375
Busìrì, ±Abù ≠Abdallàh Mu™ammad ibn 

£asan al- 1.8, 2.52, 2.335
Busse, Heribert 3.720
Bussmann, Hadumod 2.378
Bustàn as-Salà†ìn 1.6, 1.8
Bustànì, ≠Abdallàh al- 3.39
Bustànì, Bu†rus al- 3.39, 3.42, 3.348, 

3.539
Butana 4.380
Butcher, Andrew 2.229
Butros, Albert 2.456
Butterworth, Brian 4.269
Buxàrì, NiΩàm ad-Dìn al- 1.4, 2.335, 

3.717, 4.138
Bybee, Joan L. 2.101, 2.193–194, 

4.160–161
Byblos 3.409
Byram, Michael 4.148, 4.150, 4.153
Byrd, Roy J. 4.165
Byzantine Empire 2.198, 2.499
Byzantines 3.52, 4.215
Bzoch, Kenneth R. 2.676
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C

calligraphy, Mughal 4.133
calligraphy, Ottoman 4.134
calligraphy, zoomorphic 4.134
Callow, Kathleen 2.207
Caló 2.219
calque 1.175, 1.335, 2.10, 2.29, 2.201, 

2.282, 2.285, 2.375, 2.377, 2.412, 
2.607, 2.638, 2.641, 2.666, 2.684, 
3.202, 3.222, 3.241, 3.579, 3.630, 
4.167, 4.465, 4.545, 4.581, 4.585, 
4.593

calque, stylistic 3.201
calque, Turkish in Arabic 4.593
calquing 1.297
calumny 2.363
Calvet, Louis-Jean 1.257
Camaioni, Lugia 1.341
Cambridge 1.171
Cameroon 1.333–334, 1.337–338, 

2.30, 2.33, 2.137, 2.250, 3.61, 3.634, 
4.709–710, 4.716

Cameroon, Arabic in 4.708
Cameroon Arabic 1.333–339
Cameroon Pidgin English 1.333
Campbell, Lyle 2.191, 2.197, 4.37–39, 

4.41
Campbell, Stuart 2.340–345
Canaanite 1.561, 1.616, 3.408, 

3.411–415, 3.418–419, 4.170–171, 
4.171, 4.313, 4.478, 4.509

Canaanite, Amarna 3.416
Canaanite, Old 3.227
Canada 2.439
Canada, Arabic in 3.395, 3.398
candidates (in Optimality Theory) 3.492
canned phrase 1.648

Cachia, Pierre J.E. 2.224, 2.378, 2.452, 
3.121

Cadora, Frederic J. 1.269, 2.230–231
caesura 4.89
Caetani, Leone 3.379, 3.717, 3.720
„agatay ¤ Chagatay 
Cairene Arabic 1.24–25, 1.183–186, 

1.189, 1.270, 1.275, 1.300, 1.304, 
1.306, 1.312, 1.323–333, 1.406–410, 
1.439, 1.441, 1.445, 1.492, 1.570, 
1.589, 1.595–596, 1.604, 1.608, 1.625, 
2.1–3, 2.5, 2.8, 2.117–118, 2.22, 
2.120, 2.231, 2.354, 2.395–396, 2.404, 
2.495, 2.533, 2.657–658, 3.9–11, 
3.305, 3.449, 3.451, 3.426–427, 3.430, 
3.542, 3.545–546, 3.569, 3.584, 3.586, 
3.592, 3.607, 3.609–611, 3.613–614, 
3.616–618, 3.620–621, 3.665–668, 
3.673–675, 3.704, 3.737, 4.70–71, 
4.85–86, 4.117, 4.168, 4.194, 4.255, 
4.304, 4.326, 4.344, 4.346, 4.389–390, 
4.533–534, 4.634, 4.637, 4.669, 4.681, 
4.716, 4.727

Cairo 1.23, 1.83, 1.324, 1.589, 2.1, 
2.30, 2.518, 4.157

Cairo Academy 1.453–454
Cairo-Damietta Corridor 1.589
Caitucoli, Claude 2.703
Calcutta 1.172, 1.287, 2.329
calembour 3.538
Calicut 3.128
Callegari, Laura 4.273–274
calligraphy 1.150, 1.152, 2.40, 2.383, 

2.601, 3.308, 3.514, 3.520, 4.130–138
calligraphy, Chinese Muslim 1.379
calligraphy, modern 4.138
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Cannon, Garland 2.26
canonical syllable shape 3.440
Cant 2.217, 2.468, 4.251–252, 4.255
Cantarino, Vicente 1.472, 1.486, 

2.80, 2.171, 2.173, 2.224–225, 2.295, 
2.452–453, 3.164, 3.167–168, 3.272, 
3.455, 3.553, 3.555–556, 4.163, 
4.191–193, 4.317, 4.360, 4.486–487, 
4.653, 4.660, 4.735

Cantineau, Jean 1.27, 1.260, 1.269, 
1.544, 1.573, 1.578, 1.583–584, 1.605, 
1.607–608, 1.640–642, 2.151, 2.280, 
2.494–495, 2.501, 2.621–622, 3.46, 
3.124, 3.149, 3.405, 3.410, 3.445, 
3.525, 3.586, 3.604, 3.607, 3.609, 
3.622, 3.726, 4.1, 4.95 4.339, 
4.402–403, 4.406–407, 4.666, 4.678, 
4.682

Canton 1.378
Canut, Cécile 2.77
Cape Colony 4.290–291
Cape Malays 4.290
Cape Town 2.335
Capello, Ernesto 3.1–6
capitalization 3.742
Caracausi, Girolamo 2.455, 4.216, 

4.218
Caramazza, Alfonso 2.691
Carbou, Henri 1.361
cardinal number 2.102, 3.447–451, 

4.18
cardinality 4.15, 4.18
caregiver talk ¤ caretaker talk 
caretaker talk 1.339–343
Carey, William 1.287
Cargile, Aaron Castelan 2.652
Carib 3.204
Carlsen, Martin 4.155
Carlson, Greg 4.67
Carnie, Andrew 4.392
Carpenter, Susan 2.51
Carre, Olivier 4.76
Carroll, Lewis 4.463
Carter, Michael G. 1.472, 1.620, 

1.643, 2.16–18, 2.182–191, 
2.224–226, 2.236–237, 2.292, 
2.300–302, 2.307, 2.315, 2.317, 2.355, 
2.390, 2.401, 2.403, 2.424–426, 
2.429–432, 2.452–453, 2.477–478, 

2.536, 2.539, 2.541–543, 2.625, 3.17, 
3.21, 3.96–101, 3.107–109, 3.353, 
3.453, 3.497, 3.546–552, 3.565, 4.2, 
4.6, 4.9, 4.13, 4.101–102, 4.119, 4.219, 
4.221, 4.436–437, 4.446–447, 4.485

Carthage 3.52, 3.409, 4.571–572
cartoon 1.487
CASA ¤ Center for Arabic Studies 

Abroad 
Casablanca 2.470, 2.715
Casablanca Arabic 1.596, 1.609, 2.621, 

3.59, 3.273–274, 3.276–278, 3.285, 
3.288–289, 3.291–293, 4.630, 4.679

Casagrande, Carla 2.362
Casati, Gaetano 1.519
case 1.343, 1.347–351, 2.170, 2.353
case, absolutive 1.563
case, abstract 1.347
case, active 1.644
case, default 1.349
case, functional 2.146
case, inherent 1.348
case, morphological 1.347
case, predicative 1.563, 644
case, structural 1.348, 2.146
case, subject 1.563
case, surface 2.146–147
case, underlying 2.146–147
case assigner 1.349–350
case assignment 1.348, 1.508, 2.170, 

2.625, 3.354, 4.392
case-checking 1.348, 1.352
case ending 1.400–401, 1.562, 

1.615–616, 1.632, 1.644, 2.36, 2.353, 
2.401–402, 2.404, 2.625

case endings, loss of 1.493, 1.616, 
2.629, 2.684, 3.568, 3.729

Case Filter 1.348
case frame 1.42, 1.344, 1.346
Case Grammar 1.41, 1.343–344, 1.457, 

4.487
case infl ection 1.153
case leveling 1.562
case marker 1.40, 2.353, 2.546–547, 

2.625
case marking 1.350, 1.622–623, 2.146, 

2.626, 3.429, 4.89
Case Marking, Exceptional 4.538–539
case relation 1.343–344
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case role 1.41–42, 1.343–347, 4.488
case role, coreferential 1.345
case role, covert 1.345
case role, implicit 1.345
case system 1.562–563
case theory 1.347–353, 2.170, 4.746
Caselli, Maria C. 2.689
Caskell, Werner 2.198, 3.472, 3.719
Caspari, Karl Paul 1.169, 2.358–359
Cassels, David A. 1.660, 1.664
Cassola, Arnold 3.142
caste system 3.129
Castell, Edmund 1.167
Castilian 1.169, 2.287–289, 4.574
Castilian, Old 2.290
Castro, President Fidel 1.97
casus obliquus 1.559
casus pendens 1.476
casus rectus 1.559
catachresis 3.538
Catalan 2.282–286, 2.288–289, 3.286, 

4.574
Catalonia 2.439
cataphora 1.353–355, 1.493, 1.556, 

1.568, 2.149, 2.302, 2.357, 3.715–716, 
4.439, 4.739

categorical change 4.38, 4.40
Categorical Grammar 1.457
Categorical Unifi cation-based 

Grammar 1.457
category of speech 4.329
category switch 2.684
category, empty 1.348
category, functional 4.743
category, grammatical 1.343
category, lexical 4.743
catenation 3.268
catenatives 3.268
Catford, John 4.666–668
Catherine, Monastery of Saint 1.383
Caton, Steven 1.528, 2.202–204, 2.206, 

3.500
Caubet, Dominique 1.189, 1.270, 1.273, 

1.417–418, 1.420, 1.569, 1.571–572, 
2.77–78, 2.388, 2.621–623, 2.642, 
3.53, 3.55, 3.273–287, 3.318, 
3.584–587, 3.705, 3.736–737, 4.71

Caucasian languages 1.133, 2.229
causality, linguistic 2.187

causation 1.359, 1.649, 3.225–226
Causation Hypothesis 3.226
causative 1.93, 1.252, 1.265, 

1.328–329, 1.355–360, 1.551, 1.623, 
1.626, 2.348, 2.367, 2.486, 2.564, 
2.617, 3.184, 3.187, 3.251, 3.301, 
3.563, 4.51, 4.177, 4.307, 4.313, 
4.490–491, 4.532, 4.536, 4.568, 
4.642–643, 4.697

causative prefi x 1.399
causative, acquisition of 1.377, 2.102
causative, analytical 1.356–357, 

359–360
causative, lexical 1.356–357
causative, morphological 1.356–357, 

1.359–360
causative, passivized 3.553
causative-factitive 2.245
causativity 1.356, 1.358, 4.661
causativization 2.367
cause 2.309–310
cause, grammatical 2.179
cause, grammatical ¤ ≠illa 
cavity, supralaryngeal 4.666
Caxaro, Pietro 3.142, 3.147, 3.151
c-command 1.311–312, 1.413, 

2.134–135, 2.170, 2.174, 4.81, 4.393, 
4.397, 4.648, 4.746

Cejador y Frauca, Julio 1.98
Celebes 2.335
„elebi ¤ Jalabi 
Celtic languages 1.45, 3232, 4.368, 

4.373
censorship 3.193
Center for Arabic Studies Abroad 

(CASA) 4.149
Central African Republic 1.519, 2.250, 

3.634
Central Asia 1.205
Central Asian Arabic 1.189
Central Indian languages 2.217
Central Semitic languages 3.420, 4.313
Ceret’eli, Giorgi V. 1.28
Çermik 1.87
Cerulli, Enrico 2.52, 4.275–276
Çetenli 1.114
Ceuta 3.287
Chad 1.334, 1.360, 1.362, 1.518, 1.521, 

2.137, 2.250, 3.60–61, 3.314–315, 
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3.634, 3.643, 4.376, 4.709–710, 
4.715–716

Chad, Arabic in 1.260, 3.315, 3.448, 
4.198, 4.310, 4.708, 4.712, 4.714, 
4.756

Chad Arabic 1.37, 1.83, 1.190, 
1.360–368, 1.521, 2.388, 3.52, 
3.634–636, 3.638, 4.715–716

Chad Arabic Pidgin 1.37
Chadic languages 1.35–36, 1.38–39, 

2.68, 2.250, 3.446
Chadic languages, East 1.36
Chafe, Wallace L. 1.41, 1.344, 1.474, 

3.665, 4.502
Chafi k, Mohamed 1.294–298
Chagatay 3.502, 3.574, 4.450, 4.603, 

4.608
Chaha 2.67, 3.305, 3.494, 4.301, 4.557
Chahal, Dana 2.395–401, 3.726–727
Chahine, Jerome 3.717
Chahristan, Kamil F. 4.657
Chaib, M. 1.632
Chaika, Elaine 2.202, 2.205
Chaiken, Shelly 2.650–651, 2.653
chain 2.191
Chain Condition 4.488
Chaker, Salem 1.289
Chaldaean 2.414, 4.147, 4.402
Chaldaean Catholics 2.61
Chaldaean Neo-Aramaic 3.350
Cham 1.8
Chambers, Jack 4.627, 4.631–632
Chambers, John K. 1.613, 3.605
Champa 2.333, 2.340
Champa Muslims 2.334
Chan, Yuet-Hung 4.144–145
chancellery 3.110, 3.516, 3.518, 4.131
chancellery, Umayyad 4.74
chancellery hands 3.519
chancellery script 1.151–152, 4.130
chancery ¤ chancellery 
Chandra, Bharat 1.287
Chanfi , Ahmed 1.448–451
Chang’an 1.378–379
change of state 1.200–201
change, analogic 1.74–82
change, analogical 3.605
change, contact-induced 2.320–321
change, language 3.187–192

change, morphological 3.190–192
change, phonological 3.191
change, semantic 4.160–164
change, universals of 2.319
change, word order 4.372
change from above 3.605
change from below 3.605
channel 2.191
Chaouen Arabic 3.288–292
Chari 1.360
Chari division 1.334
Chari River 1.362
Chari-Baguirmi 1.360–362, 1.364
Chari-Logome 3.61
Charles, Marie-Claire 4.279
Charnay, Jean-Paul 1.628
chat forums, Arabic 2.382–383
chat room 3.500
chat session 3.274
chatbot 1.461
Chatterji, Suniti Kumar 1.287
Chaub 2.572
Chechenian 4.402
Chechens 2.498, 2.500, 3.350, 4.123
checking 2.170
Chehadeh, George 2.703
Chejne, Anwar G. 3.689
Chekayri, Abdellah 2.164–169, 

2.447–451
Chekili, Ferid 1.457, 4.520–528
Chemor, Emilio Chuayffet 3.396
Chen, Da-Sheng 2.340
Chenfour, Noureddine 1.206–216
Cheraman Masjid 3.129
Cheraman Perumal 3.129
Cherchell 1.23, 1.25, 1.54
Cherchell Arabic 1.270, 1.609, 3.452
Cherif-Chebbi, Leila 1.378–383
Cherkaoui-Iqbal, Ahmed [±A™mad 

aš-Šarqàwì ±Iqbàl] 4.158
Cheshire, Jenny 2.275
Chetrit, Joseph 1.446–447, 2.471, 

2.531, 2.534, 4.157
Chicago 3.397
Chicovani, Guram 4.616–617, 4.622
Chiha, Michel 3.348–349
child bilingualism 1.368–375
child language 1.369, 1.375–378, 2.96, 

4.50, 4.285
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child-directed speech 1.339
child syntax 1.377
children, bilingual 1.370
children’s rhyme 4.59
Chile 3.1
Chilha 4.572
China 1.378–383, 2.557
China, People’s Republic of 1.382
Chinese 1.379–382, 2.9, 2.148, 2.333, 

2.337, 2.341, 2.345, 3.706
Chinese, Mandarin 2.400, 4.195, 4.268
Chiu, Chi-Yue 2.653
Chomsky, Noam 1.151, 1.310, 1.342, 

1.347–348, 1.350, 1.422, 1.457, 
1.511, 2.37, 2.96, 2.131–132, 2.135, 
2.170–171, 2.174, 2.370, 2.644, 2.687, 
2.691, 3.86, 3.204, 3.228–230, 3.233, 
3.302, 3.388, 3.525, 3.706, 3.711, 4.46, 
4.49, 4.54, 4.67, 4.80–81, 4.342, 4.391, 
4.396, 4.438–439, 4.441, 4.488–489, 
4.491, 4.501–502, 4.504, 4.521–527, 
4.535, 4.647, 4.649–650, 4.657, 4.718, 
4.741–743

Choua Arabs ¤ Shuwa Arabs 
Choueiri, Lina 1.312, 1.457, 1.579–583, 

2.370, 3.359, 4.64, 4.67–68, 4.82–84, 
4.400, 4.718–722, 4.747

Choukri, Khalid 1.513
Chraibi, Driss 3.294
Christian Arabic 1.269–270, 2.23, 

2.277, 3.592
Christian Baghdadi Arabic 1.94
Christian Middle Arabic 1.383–387, 

2.266, 3.218
Christian mission 1.661
Christian terminology 1.181, 1.503
Christianization 1.654, 3.142
Christians 2.59, 2.61, 2.203–204, 3.218, 

3.370
Christians, Baghdadi 4.633
Christians, Coptic 1.500
Christians, Iraqi 2.414–415
Christians, Jordanian 4.633–634
Christians, Maronite ¤ Maronites 
Christians, Sicilian 4.215
Christians, Syrian 3.129
Christie, W. 2.501
Christmann, Jakob 1.169
Chtatou, Mohamed 1.295

Chugtai, Shaheen 2.695, 2.705
church, Latin 4.216
Church Slavonic, Old 4.263
Churchyard, Henry 3.189
Chuvash 4.263
Chyet, Michael 2.604–608
Cifoletti, Guido 2.454–459, 4.573
Cigal 1.334
Cilicia 1.388, 4.404, 4.580
Cilician Arabic 1.87, 1.388–397, 2.160, 

3.674, 3.702, 4.404, 4.589, 4.594
cinema 1.492, 1.546, 2.30, 2.32
Circassian 4.402, 4.508
Circassians 2.59–60, 2.498–499, 2.502, 

2.506, 3.313
circumfi x 2.194, 3.232, 3.297–298, 

3.386, 4.565
circumfi x, negative 1.185–186, 

3.357–358, 3.406, 3.531, 4.569, 
4.649–650

circumlocution 2.71, 4.141
circumstant 1.21–22, 1.567
circumstantial 3.108, 4.747
circumstantial clause 1.50
circumstantial predicative 1.16, 1.18–20
Cisse, Seydou 3.137–138
Cissoko, Sekene Mody 3.136
Cizre 1.87
Clahsen, Harald 2.689
Clapperton, Hugh 1.360
Clarity, Beverly E. 2.415
Clark, Eve V. 3.80
Clark, Vincent A. 4.479, 4.482
Clarke, Peter B. 2.552, 3.135, 4.279
class, morphological 1.208
class, social 4.634
class distinction 2.8
class prefi x, Bantu 2.670
Classic Tree Theory 3.617
Classical Arabic 1.397–411, 1.490, 

1.527–534, 1.578, 1.581–582, 1.592, 
1.594, 1.614–620, 1.630–631, 
1.633–634, 1.636, 1.669–670, 2.263, 
2.267, 2.388, 2.404, 2.695, 2.708, 3.12, 
3.94, 3.217, 3.318, 3.465

classicism 1.405–411, 2.163, 2.289, 
3.220, 4.323

classicization 1.405–411, 1.419, 1.632, 
3.9, 4.323
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classifi cation of Northwest Semitic 3.420
classifi catory construction 4.229
classifi er 4.231
Claudi, Ulrike 2.191, 2.193, 2.196
Claudot-Hawad, Hélène 3.172
clausal complement 4.60
clause 1.430, 2.143, 2.148, 2.207, 

2.536, 2.538, 2.544
clause, adjective 1.481, 1.569
clause, adverbial 1.354, 1.468, 

1.475–476, 4.747
clause, adversative 1.468
clause, asyndetic 1.387
clause, causal 1.387
clause, circumstantial 1.468–469, 1.473, 

1.554, 1.649, 2.224, 2.491, 3.261, 
4.195, 4.360, 4.746

clause, complement 1.468, 550, 
4.188–189, 4.360, 4.362, 4.364–366, 
4.742

clause, concessive 1.465–468
clause, conditional 1.72, 1.308, 1.396, 

1.465, 1.468, 2.491, 3.293, 4.60, 4.544
clause, conjunctive 1.465
clause, connective 1.475
clause, continuative 4.728
clause, copular 3.683–684, 3.687, 

4.653–654
clause, dependent 1.488
clause, embedded 4.65, 4.67, 4.721
clause, equational 3.683
clause, fi nal 1.467–468
clause, fi nite 1.348, 488
clause, fronting object 4.544
clause, full 4.395–396
clause, ™àl 1.473, 4.360, 4.531
clause, interrogative 2.521
clause, locative 1.567
clause, matrix 1.469, 4.80–82, 4.362
clause, nominal 1.506–507, 4.495–497, 

4.499, 4.538, 4.653
clause, non-fi nite 4.361
clause, object 1.354
clause, pro-drop 4.656
clause, purpose 4.60
clause, relative 1.387, 1.466–467, 1.473, 

1.479, 1.481, 1.552, 1.554, 2.146, 
2.248, 2.489, 2.594, 3.261, 3.285, 
3.389, 3.536, 4.60–70, 4.84, 4.187, 

4.235, 4.317–318, 4.360, 4.524, 4.526, 
4.746–747

clause, root 1.347, 1.506, 2.171
clause, small 1.350, 1.507–508, 

4.395–396, 4.441, 4.538–539, 4.541
clause, subject 1.473
clause, subordinate 1.664, 2.92, 2.171, 

2.538, 2.544, 3.272, 4.360
clause, temporal 1.387, 1.468
clause, verbal 1.506, 2.149, 4.497, 

4.499, 4.647, 4.653–659
clause, verbally headed 4.653–654
clause, verb-initial 3.685
clause, verbless 1.350, 4.441
clause chaining 3.537
clause type in sign language 4.233
Clayman, Steven 2.382
cleft focus 2.115
cleft lip 3.336
cleft palate 2.678, 2.688, 3.336
cleft palate impairment 2.676
clefted question 4.62
clefting 4.522, 4.524
Clements, Georges N. 3.524–525
Clemetson, Lynette 2.60
Clenardus, Nicolaus 1.168
Cleveland, Ray L. 2.501, 2.506
cline 2.191
clipping 4.557–558
clitic 1.245–246, 1.312, 1.350, 

1.411–414, 2.21, 2.353, 2.369, 3.236, 
3.297, 3.429, 4.187, 4.192

clitic, pronominal 1.411
clitic-doubling 1.412, 1.414
clitic left dislocation 4.400
clitic pronoun 1.479
cliticization 1.412, 2.192, 3.587, 4.650
clock time 4.112
close apposition 1.125
Closed Syllable Vowel Shortening 

3.724–725, 4.683
closure 1.26
cluster 1.86, 1.90
cluster, consonant 1.342, 3.362, 3.480, 

3.528, 3.530, 3.601, 4.688
cluster, word-fi nal 1.271, 1.300, 3.611 
cluster, word-initial 1.261, 1.300, 4.688
cluster simplifi cation 2.678
Clyne, Michael 2.684, 3.313
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coalescence 2.346, 2.349, 2.353
coarticulation 2.460, 2.621, 3.596, 

3.724, 4.669–671
coarticulation, backing 4.669–670
coarticulation, pharyngeal 4.670
Cobban, Helen 2.704
Cochin 3.128
coda 2.36, 3.611–612, 3.614, 3.729, 

4.387–389
coda, complex 3.611–612
code, discreteness of 1.420
code-mixing 1.259, 1.369, 1.406, 1.408, 

1.414, 1.419, 1.484, 1.669, 2.374, 
2.377, 3.200

code-mixing, Arabic/French 4.575
codependency 2.322
code-switching 1.176, 1.369–370, 

1.372, 1.406–407, 1.414–421, 1.440, 
1.484, 1.495, 1.499, 1.585, 1.633–635, 
1.650, 2.77, 2.274, 2.374, 2.652, 
2.661, 2.703, 3.60, 3.318, 3.664–665, 
3.669–670, 3.677, 4.368

code-switching, alternational 1.414–415
code-switching, Arabic/Dutch 3.318
code-switching, Arabic/English 1.417, 

2.685, 3.318
code-switching, Arabic/French 

1.417–418, 3.318, 4.408
code-switching, Arabic/Hebrew 3.318
code-switching, Arabic/Ivrit 2.465
code-switching, Arabic/Nubian 1.416
code-switching, Arabic/Spanish 3.318
code-switching, Arabic/Turkish 4.581
code-switching, cross-dialectal 4.326
code-switching, diglossic 1.419
code-switching, Dutch/Moroccan 

Arabic 2.76
code-switching, Dutch/Turkish 1.418
code-switching, English/Spanish 1.415, 

1.417
code-switching, French/Moroccan 

Arabic 2.77
code-switching, French/Tunis 

Arabic 4.570
code-switching, fuß™à/dialect 3.76
code-switching, insertional 1.414–415
code-switching, inter-sentential 1.414
code-switching, intra-sentential 1.414, 

1.416

code-switching, metaphorical 1.415
code-switching, Moroccan Arabic/

Dutch 1.418–419, 2.77
code-switching, Tunisian Arabic/

French 4.324, 4.326
code-switching, Welsh/English 4.321
codifi cation of the Qur±àn 4.4
coding 1.513
coding algorithm 1.212
Coetsem, Frans van 2.341
Coetzee, Andries W. 2.228–232
Coetzee, Anna 4.291
cognate accusative 3.103
cognition 1.421–422
cognitive linguistics 1.421–427
cognitive orientation 1.485
cognitive psychology 1.425–426
cognitive system 3.228
Cognitivism 2.687
Cohen, Andrew 4.141
Cohen, David 1.444–445, 1.575–576, 

1.593–594, 1.609, 1.617, 1.626, 1.628, 
2.240, 2.242, 2.534, 2.622, 2.642, 3.45, 
3.274, 3.451, 3.585, 3.640, 4.70, 4.563, 
4.571, 4.575, 4.670, 4.754

Cohen, Marcel 1.35, 1.61, 2.271, 2.534, 
3.46

coherence 1.427–430, 1.474, 1.568, 
1.651, 2.145, 4.472, 4.475

coherency test 1.586
cohesion 1.427–433, 1.472–474, 1.648, 

1.651, 3.666, 3.713, 4.472, 4.475
cohesion, collocational 1.431
cohesion, lexical 1.431
cohesion, sequential 1.432
cohesive device 3.713, 715
cohortative 2.23, 3.416
cohortative, Hebrew 4.178
co-indexing 3.684, 4.65
coins 2.41–42, 2.45, 2.341, 2.599–600
Cole, Peter 1.457
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor 4.91
Colin, Georges 1.102, 1.577, 3.274, 

3.287–288, 3.293
collation 1.4
collective 1.249, 1.433, 1.522, 

2.156–157, 2.160, 2.522, 2.645, 
3.243–244, 3.426, 3.430, 3.439, 
3.451, 4.94, 4.356
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collective noun 1.237
College of Fort William 1.172
Collins, Chris 4.489
Collo 1.53–54
collocation 1.434–439, 2.136, 3.28, 

3.540, 3.629, 3.668, 4.465
collocation, bound 1.437
collocation, English 1.437–438
collocation, macaronic 3.579
collocation, open 1.437
collocation, restricted 1.437
colloquial Arabic 1.405–408, 1.410, 

1.419, 1.439–442, 1.527, 1.597–598, 
1.604, 1.617, 1.631, 2.708, 3.24

colloquial drama, Egyptian 1.600
colloquial literature, Egyptian 

1.598–602
colloquial poetry, Upper Egyptian 

1.601
colloquial variety 1.483, 1.487–488, 

1.528, 1.617, 1.620, 1.629, 1.631–633, 
1.635, 1.667, 1.669, 4.251–252

colloquial, educated 1.405
colloquial, Egyptian 1.599
Colloquial, Standard Egyptian 2.1
colloquialism 1.406, 2.376–378,

3.39
colloquialization 1.419
Colombia 3.2, 3.5
colon 3.741
colonialism 1.530, 2.696, 3.294
colonialism, British 2.694, 2.699
colonialism, French 1.417, 2.62, 2.122, 

2.660, 2.694, 2.699
colonialism, French in West 

Africa 3.137
colonization 1.448, 3.312, 4.574
colonization, British 3.376
colonization, European 2.654
colonization, French 3.174, 3.314
colophon 1.3
color term 2.99
colors and defects ¤ adjective of color 

and defect; verb of color and defect 
Combe, Etienne 2.42
comics 4.284–285
comma 3.741
command 2.331, 2.397
commedia dell’arte 4.255

comment 1.485, 2.113–115, 2.291, 
2.308, 2.354–357, 2.434, 2.437, 
2.537–539, 3.231, 3.683, 4.484–487, 
4.494–501, 4.525–526

comment focus 4.496
commissive 3.248, 3.570, 4.329
communal dialect 1.87, 1.102, 1.271, 

1.442–448, 1.596, 1.610, 2.8, 2.491, 
2.532, 4.325

communal differences 1.246
communication 1.423, 1.427, 1.429, 

1.461, 1.566, 4.494
Communication Accommodation 

Theory 4.320–328
communication, cross-dialectal 4.323, 

4.325
communication, interethnic 2.714
communication, nonverbal 3.676
communicative act 2.205
communicative competence 3.398
communicative intention 3.160, 4.333
communicative strategy 2.196
communicative value 2.536, 4.738
communities, Jewish 1.445
communities, religio-ethnic 1.443
community code 1.419
community, religious 1.442
Comorian 1.448, 1.450, 1.662, 3.126, 

3.314
Comorian ¤ Shikomoro 
Comoros 1.448–451, 1.661–662, 3.314, 

3.351
comparative 1.18, 1.465, 2.13, 2.15, 

2.195, 2.221, 2.244
comparative construction 1.502
comparative, feminine 1.594
comparison 2.15, 2442, 2523
compatibility, phonotactic 3.624
compensatory lengthening 3.695
competence 1.371
competence, bilingual 1.369, 2.77
competence, communicative 3.667, 4.150
competence, native 4.145
competence, second language 4.144
complement 1.217, 1.351, 1.354, 1.486, 

1.643–644, 3.230, 3.684, 4.392, 4.488, 
4.537

complement, adnominal 1.412
complement, adverbial 4.531–532, 4.735
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complement, circumstantial 1.567
complement, clausal 1.350, 4.364, 

4.539
complement, clause 1.626
complement, CP 4.747
complement, determinative 1.367
complement, infi nitival 1.488
complement, nominal 1.622
complement, prepositional 1.412–413, 

1.625, 3.559–560
complement, Small Clause 4.539
complement clause 1.350, 2.525
complement clause, fi nite 1.350
complement clause, interrogative 2.393
complementation, verb 4.624
complementizer 1.350, 1.417, 1.525, 

2.132–133, 2.171–173, 2.332–333, 
3.268, 3.272, 3.392, 4.60, 4.62, 4.64, 
4.66, 4.188–189, 4.193, 4.198, 4.358, 
4.360–364, 4.392, 4.630, 4.743

complementizer ±anna 4.537, 4.539
complementizer, defi nite 4.64
complementizer, relative 4.63, 4.65
complementizer, subjunctive 4.746
complete functional complex 3.86
completeness 1.220
complex predicate 1.51
complexity 1.484
complexity, structural 2.118
Complex-NP Constraint 3.384, 4.80
compliance 3.225–226
compliance pattern 4.626
component, morphological 1.208
compositional 2.368
compositionality 4.490
Compositionality Principle 2.368
compound 1.451–455, 1.494, 1.522, 

1.663, 2.267, 2.411, 3.203, 3.241, 
3.425–426, 3.629–630, 4.462–463, 
4.558, 4.691

compound verb 1.286
compound, hybrid 1.240
compound, phrasal 2.411–412
compound, verbal 4.599–601, 4.610
comprehensibility, mutual 4.322–323, 

4.326
comprehension 2.99
computational 1.455–465
computational system 3.228–229

Comrie, Bernard 1.183–186, 3.64–71, 
3.81, 3.85, 3.158, 3.675, 3.739–740, 
4.63, 4.455, 4.457, 4.520, 4.726

conative 2.348
concatenation 1.209, 1.211, 1.213, 2.37
concatenation, morpheme 2.36, 3.611
concatenative morphology 3.149
concatenative synthesis 1.210
Conceptual Structure 4.489
conceptual-intentional system 3.228
conceptualization 1.422
concessive 1.465–467, 1.549
conclusive 1.431
concomitance 2.271
concord 1.12–15, 1.57, 1.230, 1.268, 

1.386, 1.479–480, 2.410, 2.491, 3.285
concord, loss of 1.493
concord, negative 3.358–359, 

3.655–656
concordance in the Qur±àn 4.26
concordance program 1.455
concordancer 1.515
Condax, Iovanna D. 4.668
condensation 2.193
condition 1.268, 2.478
condition on pronominal binding 4.81
conditional 1.202, 1.476, 1.509, 1.553, 

2.195, 3.369, 3.643, 4.42
conditional clause 1.72, 1.308, 1.396, 

1.465, 1.468, 2.491, 3.293, 4.69, 
4.544

conditional particle 2.195
conditional phrase 1.220
conditional sentence 1.332, 3.186
confi guration, syntactic 1.347–348
confi gurationality, discourse 3.387
Confucius 1.382
Congo Republic 1.519
congratulations 3.661
conjoined subject 1.47
conjugation 1.559–560, 2.91, 2.512, 

2.522, 2.592, 3.96
conjunct 4.221, 4.397
conjunction 1.48, 1.240, 1.249, 1.280, 

1.303, 1.328, 1.392, 1.404, 1.429–432, 
1.467, 1.470–476, 1.499, 1.524, 1.550, 
1.566, 3.183, 3.202, 4.191–192, 4.472

conjunction, complex 1.467
conjunction, conditional 2.615
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conjunction, coordinating 2.243
conjunction, double 1.466
conjunction, fi nal 3.220
conjunction, simple 1.467
conjunction, subordinating 2.243
Conjunction Phrase 1.47–48, 2.174
connecting vowel 2.22, 2.24
connection 1.432
Connectionism 2.687, 4.270
connective 1.431–432, 1.470–477, 

1.648, 2.360, 4.190–192
connective, discourse 4.501
connective, hybrid 1.473
connective participle 3.544
connective slot 1.474
connective vowel 2.23
connectives in English 1.470
connectivity 1.430–431
connector 4.190–191
Connell, Dan 1.655
Connor, Ulla 1.648
Connor, W. 2.58
connotation 1.434, 657
connotation, negative 1.657
consecutive 1.465
consecutive, Hebrew 4.557
consensus 1.194
consistency 1.77, 2.165
consonant 2.237–238
consonant, emphatic 3.610
consonant, geminate 3.613
consonant, guttural 3.610
consonant, oral 4.669
consonant, palatal 3.524
consonant, pharyngealized 4.671
consonant, radical 1.575
consonant, ‘stranded’ 3.611
consonant, velarized 2.235
consonant cluster 1.90, 1.113, 1.225, 

1.235, 1.244, 1.262, 1.277–278, 
1.300, 1.325–326, 1.390, 1.548, 1.608, 
2.35–37, 2.230, 2.242, 2.374–375, 
2.417–418, 2.482, 2.560, 2.572, 2.577, 
2.611, 3.276, 3.597

consonant cluster, fi nal 2.263
consonant cluster, initial 1.295
consonant co-occurrence 3.463
consonant frequency 3.624
consonant harmony 1.341

consonant lengthening 3.566
consonantal skeleton 2.346
consonantism 1.296
consonants, acquisition of 2.98
consonants, Semitic 4.171–173
conspiracy, phonotactic 4.342
Constance, Queen 3.142
Constantine 1.53–55, 1.66
Constantinople 4.460
constative 2.360, 4.328, 4.332
constituency 1.457, 3.621–623
constituency test 4.646
constituent, adverbial 1.354
Constituent, Extra Clausal 2.148–149
constituent, fronted 4.722
constituent, topical 1.354
constituent boundary 4.102, 4.115, 4.734
constituent focus marker 2.115
constituent-command ¤ c-command
constraint 4.627–628
constraint, binding 4.648
constraint, bottom-up 4.84
constraint, cognitive 1.484–485
constraint, combinatory 4.389
Constraint, Continuous Column 3.617
constraint, co-occurrence 4.95
Constraint, Coordinate Structure 

3.386–387, 3.687
constraint, equivalence 1.416, 1.418
constraint, external 4.628
constraint, focus assignment 2.145
Constraint, Free Morpheme 1.415–416
constraint, island 4.68, 4.721–722
constraint, metrical 2.129, 4.389
constraint, morpheme structure 4.342
constraint, morpho-syntactic 1.634
Constraint, Nuclear Harmony 3.493
Constraint, Onset 3.493, 4.85
constraint, phonotactic 2.152, 4.389
constraint, processing 2.100
Constraint, Stop Lenition 1.540
constraint, structural 1.372, 1.484, 

1.633, 1.635
Constraint, Superiority 4.84
constraint, syllable structure 2.35
constraint, syllable weight 4.683
constraint, syntactic category 4.268
constraint, top-down 4.84
Constraint, WH-Island 3.384, 4.81
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constraint hierarchy 3.492
constraint on code-switching 1.415–418
constraint on transformations 4.522
constraint on word combinations 1.436
constraint ranking 2.38, 3.491–492, 

3.497
constraint system 2.37
Constraint Tableau 3.492–496
constraint violation 2.38
constriction 3.596
construal 1.422
construct 3.67–69
construct, multi-noun 2.296
construct state 1.13, 1.82, 1.246, 

1.263, 1.266, 1.283, 1.302, 1.326–327, 
1.348, 1.350–351, 1.378, 1.386, 1.393, 
1.395, 1.477–482, 1.552, 1.581–583, 
1.644–645, 2.156, 2.248, 2.294–298, 
2.484, 2.489, 2.613, 3.83, 3.152, 
3.232–233, 3.276, 3.284, 3.303, 3.368, 
3.389–390, 3.429, 3.432–433, 3.440, 
3.535, 3.672, 4.15–17, 4.19, 4.63, 
4.176, 4.244, 4.311, 4.400, 4.565, 
4.742, 4.745–746

construct state, lexical 1.352
construct state, quantifi ed 1.351–352
construct state in Northwest Semitic 

3.415
construct state nominal 1.14
construction 1.428, 4.197
construction, causative 4.745
construction, classifi er 4.231
construction, focalization 4.722
construction, focus 4.731–732
construction, interrogative 2.144
construction, partitive 4.721
construction, possessive 4.746
construction, tanwìn-±alif 2.226
construction, tanwìn-naßb 2.226
construction, topicalized 4.722
constructions, asyndetic 3.221
contact, dialect ¤ dialect contact 
contact, language ¤ language contact 
containment hypothesis 4.160
contamination 1.314, 2.285, 4.270
content words, overuse of 2.675
context 1.429, 2.581, 4.166–167, 4.193
context, deictically shared 4.502
context, generically shared 4.502

context, situational 1.428
context, supranational speech 3.11
context, textually shared 4.502
contextual factor 1.647
contextual feature 1.650
contextual form 3.240
contextual indication 3.119
contextualization 1.484, 3.543
contingent succession 4.727
Contini, Riccardo 3.60, 3.467
Contini-Morava, Ellen 4.381–383
continuant 1.27
continuation 1.220, 1.331
continuative 1.475, 1.553
continuity 1.431
continuity, thematic 1.648
continuous 1.95, 1.253, 1.611, 3.536, 

3.643, 4.457
continuous action 1.268
Continuous Column Constraint 3.620
continuous determiner 4.19
continuous past 2.516, 2.524
continuous present 2.569
continuum 1.633–635, 2.319–320, 2.324
continuum, dialectal 1.607
contour, falling 2.397, 2.400
contour, falling-rising 2.396
contour, level 2.397, 2.400
contour, pitch 2.395
contour, plateau 2.399–400
contour, rising 2.397, 2.400
contour segment 1.27
contradictory meaning 1.626–628
contrafactivity 3.263
contrariness 3.121
contrarium 3.121
contrast 2.321, 4.399, 4.505, 4.570
contrast in the Qur±àn 4.29
contrastive analysis 4.139
control theory 2.170
convention, human 4.684
conventionalization 4.455, 4.457
conventionalization of meaning 

4.165–166
converb 1.51, 4.306, 4.587
convergence 1.419, 1.46, 1.489–495, 

2.222, 2.262, 3.9, 3.60, 4.321, 4.324, 
4.326–327, 4.368, 4.371

convergence, lexical 1.494
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Coptic scientifi c terminology 1.499
Copts 1.323, 403, 527, 619
copula 1.19, 1.90–91, 1.217, 

1.506–511, 1.607, 1.612, 2.100, 2.195, 
2.273, 2.419, 2.431–432, 2.549, 3.81, 
3.84–86, 3.114, 3.150, 3.236, 3.393, 
3.585, 3.590, 3.683, 3.708–709, 3.740, 
4.653–654

copula, negative 3.709, 4.569–570
copula, null 4.654
copula, omission of 1.340
copula, pronominal 3.710, 4.400
copular construction 3.708
copy 4.80–81
copying, constituent 2.19
Corbett, Greville G. 2.157, 3.69, 4.194
Corder, Stephen Pit 4.139–140
Cordoba 1.98, 2.44
core argument 1.182, 4.735
core sentence 2.538
core syntax 3.230–232
coreference hierarchy 1.124
coreferential 1.344, 1.622
coreferentiality 1.311–312, 4.53–54, 4.56
Corm, Charles 3.349
Corominas, Joan 2.287, 4.75
coronal 1.204
coronal obstruent 1.654
coronal sonorant 1.653–654
corpus 1.214–215, 1.460, 1.511–518, 

2.187
corpus, lexical 2.702
corpus, multilingual 1.513
corpus, Spanish/Arabic 1.513
corpus, speech 1.455, 1.512–513
corpus, spoken Arabic 1.668
corpus, text 1.455, 1.512 
corpus linguistics 1.438, 1.457, 1.460, 

1.511–518, 2.384
corpus of grammar 2.264
corpus used by grammarians 2.87, 

2.188, 2.265, 2.401–402
correctness of speech 2.176
correlation coeffi cient 2.322
correspondence, structural 1.485
correspondence between sound and 

meaning 2.178
Corriente, Federico C. 1.100–111, 

1.400, 1.614–618, 2.262, 2.282–290, 

convergence, speech 4.321, 4.324
convergence, stereotypical 4.322, 4.324
conversation 2.207
conversation analysis 2.384, 2.202
conversational exchange 2.202
conversational implicature 1.657, 2.80, 

3.677, 3.679, 3.681
converseness 2.585
conversion 2.59
conversion, speech-to-text 1.455
conversion, text-to-speech 1.455
converts 2.667, 3.59
co-occurrence 1.435–436
co-occurrence, consonant 3.624–626
co-occurrence class 3.626–627, 4.95–96
co-occurrence constraints 4.95
co-occurrence restriction 3.464, 4.1
Cook, James 4.416
Cook, Michael 4.4
Cook, Walter A. 1.41, 1.344
cookbook 4.58
Cooper, Robert L. 2.51
Cooper, Robin 4.15
Coordinate Structure Constraint 

3.386–387, 3.687
coordination 1.69, 1.280, 1.417, 1.468, 

1.472–474, 1.476, 1.648, 1.651, 2.144, 
4.189–190

coordination, asyndetic 4.191–192
coordination, clausal 4.194, 4.397
coordination, nonconstituent 4.649
coordination, sentence 4.191–195, 

4.393, 4.485, 4.646
coordination, syndetic 4.191–192
coordination of verbs 4.437
coordinator 2.148, 3.183, 4.190
coparticipation 3.224–225
Coptic 1.35, 1.37, 1.110, 1.387, 

1.495–503, 2.1, 2.9, 2.59, 2.68, 2.235, 
2.373, 2.560, 3.535, 3.592, 3.642, 4.1, 
4.73, 4.370, 4.372, 4.511

Coptic, Bohairic 1.495–497, 3.72
Coptic, Fayyumic 1.495–496
Coptic, infi nitive in 1.498–499
Coptic, Sahidic 1.495–497, 2.67, 3.72
Coptic, stative in 1.499
Coptic, verb in 1.499
Coptic church 2.1
Coptic in Arabic script 1.495
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2.629, 3.23, 3.585, 3.604, 3.696, 4.9, 
4.71, 4.296

corroboration 1.436
corroborative 1.125, 4.436
corruption of speech 2.184, 3.59
corvee-texts 4.481
Corvetto, Ines 2.397
Coseriu, Eugenio 1.614
Côte française des Somalis 1.654
Couba 1.655
Coulmas, Florian 2.331
Council of Florence 1.166
counterfactual 1.331–332, 1.524, 1.553, 

3.369, 3.537
counterfactual conditional 3.186
counterintuitive 1.202
counting unit 4.567
Couper-Kuhlen, Elizabeth 2.208
Coupland, Nikolas 4.321–322
Courbage, Youssef 4.577
court proceedings 2.214
courtesy expression 2.136
covariation pattern 2.321–322
coverb ¤ converb 
Cowan, David 4.358
Cowan, J. Milton 2.30, 3.26, 3.624
Cowan, William G. 2.495, 3.448, 4.614
Cowell, Mark W. 1.199, 2.96, 2.388, 

2.390, 3.263, 3.429, 3.553, 3.556, 
3.565, 3.568–569, 3.611–612, 3.614, 
3.655, 3.684–685, 3.729, 3.737, 
3.739–740, 4.62, 4.318, 4.339, 4.341, 
4.348, 4.534, 4.649–650, 4.653, 
4.655–656

Cowie, Anthony P. 1.437–438
CP ¤ phrase, complementizer 
CP domain 4.392
Crago, Martha 2.689
Craig, Colette 2.193
Crain, Stephen 1.342
Crass, Joachim 3.438
Crater 4.754
Crater Arabic 4.754
Crawford, David 2.63
creak 4.667
creaky voice 2.560, 4.299
creation of language 4.684
creation of language ¤ imposition of 

speech; invention of language 

creation of the Qur±àn ¤ Qur±àn, creation 
of the

creativity 4.521
Cremona, Gherardo da ¤ Gerard of 

Cremona 
Cremona, Joseph 3.142
creole 1.37, 1.102, 1.595, 1.665, 2.320, 

2.517, 2.588, 2.672, 3.10, 3.12, 3.639, 
3.643, 4.368

creole, Atlantic 1.526
creole, Jamaican English 2.319–320
Creole Arabic 1.205, 1.518–527, 4.376
Creole Arabic ¤ Ki-Nubi 
Creole English, Krio 4.198
creolistics 2.319, 2.321
creolization 1.489, 1.519–520, 1.526, 

1.594–595, 1.619, 2.255, 2.265, 
2.588–589, 3.635, 3.640, 4.218

creolization, cultural 4.725
cristianos algarabiados 1.98
criteria for correct speech 2.86, 2.184
Critical Discourse Analysis 2.384
critical period 4.144–145
crossing 1.573–577
cross-marriage 4.634
Crowther, Samuel Ajayi 4.759
cryptography 1.150, 4.159
cryptolalic formation 2.217–218
Crystal, David 2.136, 2.690, 3.713, 

3.728, 4.57
CS ¤ construct state 
C-tokens 1.669
cue, syntactic 2.686
Cuenca 2.44
Çukurova 1.111, 1.388
Çukurova Arabic 1.469, 1.502, 1.540, 

4.532
Cultural Revolution 1.381–382
culture and language 1.527–536
culture, high 1.527
Culy, Cristopher 4.58
Cuny, Albert 2.156
Curl, Traci S. 4.44
curriculum, language teaching 2.107, 

2.109, 2.111
curse 1.106, 2.136, 2.378, 2.463, 

4.419–420
cursing 2.362, 2.364, 3.681
cursive 1.149
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cursive, broken 2.601, 3.307
cursive writing 3.514
Cusa 4.217
Cushitic, retrofl ex consonants in 4.754
Cushitic languages 1.35–39, 2.53, 2.68, 

2.268, 2.273, 3.52, 3.62, 3.438, 3.446, 
3.493, 4.272, 4.371, 4.508, 4.754

Cutchi 1.665
Cutler, Anne 3.724, 4.269
Cuvalay-Haak, Martine 2.143, 3.237
CV-skeleton 3.301
cycle, transformational 4.522, 4.526

cyclical analysis 3.496
cyclical rule 3.619, 4.522
Cypriot (Maronite) Arabic 1.83–84, 

1.189, 1.365, 1.536–543, 1.607, 1.612, 
2.160, 2.231, 3.84, 3.672, 3.674–675

Cyprus 1.205, 536
Cyrenaica 3.52–53, 3.56
Cyrenaican Arabic 2.313–314, 3.55–56, 

3.611, 4.551
Cyrene 3.52
Czech 3.555, 3.726
Czech, Arabic loanwords in 4.259–267
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D

Dahlak Archipelago 2.268, 2.271
Dahlak Kebir 1.655, 2.268–270, 

2.272–273 
Dahlgren, Sven-Olof 2.113–116, 4.654, 

4.656, 4.498–499, 4.501–508, 
4.725–736

Dahomey 4.279
Dai, John Xiang-ling 4.195
Daiber, Hans 2.200, 4.543–546
Daibul 2.325
dà±im 2.431, 3.97, 3.543, 3.549, 4.455
Dakar 4.185
Dakhani 4.596
Dakhla Arabic 1.300, 1.586, 2.2, 2.8
ðàla≠ 4.751
ðàla≠ Arabic 4.750–751, 4.753–754, 

4.756
dalà±il an-nubuwwa 2.304
dalàla 2.403, 3.38, 4.163
dalàla ≠aqliyya 3.119
dalàla wa∂≠iyya 3.119
dalàlat al-iltizàm 3.120
dalàlat al-mu†àbaqa 3.120
dalàlat at-ta∂ammun 3.120
Dàlì, Mu™ammad ad- 1.382
dalil 2.302, 2.306, 3.122
Dallamale 2.55
Dalman, Gustav 3.410, 4.285
Dalrymple, Mary 4.647
Damàmìnì, ad- 2.189
˛amàr 2.258
Damascus 1.25, 1.187, 1.546, 2.30, 

2.199, 2.471, 2.505–506, 4.408, 4.534, 
4.634–635

Damascus Arabic 1.15, 1.24, 1.298, 
1.323, 1.395, 1.407, 1.493, 1.537, 

/∂/ 1.10, 1.103, 1.397, 2.473, 4.434
/∂/, lateral 1.102
D’Andrea, Daniel 2.681
daanu leer 4.182
daara 4.180, 4.183
dabba 1.4
Dabba Arabic 3.94, 3.693
∂ab† 3.308
∂àd 1.544–545, 2.252, 3.124, 3.189, 

3.601, 3.604, 4.171, 4.273, 4.302–303, 
4.434, 4.754

∂àd ∂a≠ìfa 1.544
∂àd, luÿat a∂- 1.544
Dadan 3.467, 4.478, 4.480
Dadanitic 3.414, 3.418, 3.465, 3.468, 

4.477, 4.479
ðafìr 3.326, 4.125
ðafìr Arabic 3.326
daftar 4.560
Dagana 1.362
Dagbani 4.281
Dagorn, Rene 3.719
≈ahàb 2.16
˛ahabì, Šams ad-Dìn Mu™ammad ibn 

±A™mad a≈- 2.362, 3.717
Dahalik 1.655, 2.268–270, 2.272
Dahbi, Mohamed 3.725
Dahdah, Antoine el- 2.224, 2.424–425, 

2.452
Daher, Jamil 1.630, 2.30
Daher, Nazih 2.642
Úàhir 2.82–83
dahir berbère 3.294, 3.314
Îàhir, Ma™mùd a∂- 4.499
Dahl, Osten 4.163, 4.455, 4.457, 4.503
Dahl, Otto Chr. 3.125
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1.540, 1.546–555, 1.608, 1.625, 2.22, 
2.30, 2.162–163, 2.231, 2.278, 2.502, 
2.509, 2.658, 3.11, 3.265, 3.373, 
3.448–449, 3.564–565, 3.569, 3.612, 
3.617–622, 3.702, 3.736–737, 4.194, 
4.304, 4.344, 4.349, 4.404, 4.407–408, 
4.504, 4.630, 4.632, 4.656, 4.664, 
4.681

Damietta 1.324, 1.586, 2.4
Damietta Arabic 1.323
∂amìr 1.49, 1.488, 1.555–559, 1.568, 

2.300–301, 2.425, 3.422
∂amìr ≠à±id 2.132
∂amìr al-fà≠il 1.556
∂amìr al-faßl 1.558–559, 3.385, 

3.589–590
∂amìr al-ÿà±ib 2.317
∂amìr al-qißßa 2.316
∂amìr aš-ša±n 1.558, 2.316–317, 2.548, 

2.552, 4.740
∂amìr at-ta±kìd 1.559
∂amìr fi ≠l 2.301
∂amìr munfaßil 1.566
∂amìr mustatir 4.101
∂amìr muttaßil 1.566–567
∂amm 1.152, 1.309, 2.92, 2.232–234, 

2.402, 3.163
∂amma 1.560, 2.232, 2.234
Damurdašì, ±A™mad ad- 3.222
Dana 2.53
Danault, S. 2.691–692
Danecki, Janusz 2.298–300, 3.23, 

3.123–125, 4.431–433
Daneš, František 4.502
Danfodio, Sheikh Utman 3.375
Dangaleat 1.36
Dànì, ±Abù ≠Amr ≠Uμman ibn Sa≠ìd 

ad- 4.4
Daniel, Robert W. 3.467
Daniloff, Raymond G. 2.688, 

4.669–670
Dann, Uriel 2.498
Úanna 1.558, 2.308, 2.355, 3.101, 

3.234, 3.354
Úanna wa-±axawàtu-hà 1.71
Daoud, Mohamed 2.694, 2.696, 2.698, 

2.703, 2.705, 2.660, 4.575
Daqahliyya 2.4
Daqahliyya Arabic 2.2

Daqqàq, ≠Umar 3.40
Dàr al-±alsun 1.175
Dàr as-Sùdàn 1.361
Dàr Bagli 1.362
Dar Salem 1.362
Daragözü 1.83–84, 1.89–90, 1.92, 1.94, 

1.206
Daragözü Arabic 1.571, 2.160, 3.84, 

3.672, 3.674
Daraw 2.1
∂arb 3.210
Dardic languages 1.29, 2.220
Dar es Salaam 4.382
Dar es Salaam, University of 1.661
Úarf 1.310, 1.567, 2.186, 2.225, 2.294, 

2.07, 2.357, 2.426, 3.97, 3.101, 3.103, 
3.106–107, 3.109, 3.548, 4.12, 4.220, 
4.464, 4.540

Úarf al-makàn 3.108
Úarf az-zamàn 3.108
Úarfi yya 2.186
Darfouf, Noreddine 3.48
Darfur 1.361, 1.519, 3.435, 4.375–376, 

4.709
Dari 1.28, 2.406, 3.574, 3.577, 4.608
dàrija 1.483, 1.487, 1.600, 2.648, 4.252
darj 3.340
Darj Arabic 3.55–56
Darrow, James 4.67–68
dars 3.129
darsa 1.665
Dars-i NiΩàmì 2.327
∂arùra 2.404, 2.544, 3.94, 3.647–649, 

3.651, 4.32, 4.200, 4.207–208, 4.210, 
4.212

∂arùrat aš-ši≠r 2.543–544, 4.558
Darwìš, ≠Abdallàh 3.40
Darwish, Kareem 1.460, 1.655
Darwish, Mahmud 4.213
Das, Rahul Peter 4.434
dash 3.741
≈àt 3.178, 3.323, 4.436, 4.685
Dat, Mihai 1.565–569, 4.288
data collection 1.512
data routing 1.458
database 1.455, 1.458–459
database, linguistic 1.208
database, morphological 1.207–208
database, speech 1.210, 1.460
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Daμìnah Arabic 1.544, 2.388, 3.588, 
3.705, 4.750–751, 4.754–755, 4.757

Daμìnah 4.750
dative 1.412, 1.553
dative, ethical 1.308
dative construction 1.298
dative shift 1.349
dative suffi x, deictic 3.368
Daudi Bohras 2.328–329
Dauer, Rebecca M. 3.725
Davids, Achmat 4.290–291
Davidson, Basil 4.279
Davies, Eirlys E. 1.372, 1.418, 2.58–65, 

2.659, 2.695, 3.311–320
Davies, Humphrey 1.603
Davies, William D. 4.539
Davis, Stuart 2.365, 3.305, 3.529, 

4.636–638, 4.669
Davis, Susan Schaefer 2.646
da≠wa 1.450–451, 2.51, 2.407, 4.78
Dawàÿrah Arabic 3.401, 3.404–407, 

4.238
Dawàsir 3.326
Dawlat 3.338
Dàwùd, Muftì 2.53
Dawwàra, Fu±àd 1.601
Dawwe 2.53
Dàxila ¤ Dakhla 2.6
Daxla ¤ Dakhla  
Daybajat 2.259
Îayf, Šawqì 1.176, 1.614–615, 1.617, 

1.629, 2.641, 3.105
Daylamì, ≠Abd ar-Rašìd 3.338
days of the week 4.111, 4.183
Dbùr Arabic 4.238
De Blois, F.C. 3.6
De Camp, David 2.319–320
De Houwer, Annick 1.368
De Jong, Kenneth 2.395–398, 3.726
De Simone, Adalgisa 4.218
de-accenting 2.396
Deaf 4.222, 4.224–225
Deaf clubs 4.225–226
deaf education 4.224
deaf villages 4.223
deaffrication 3.290, 4.172–173
deafness 2.677, 4.222–223
Dearborn 3.396–397
Debba 3.435

Debdou Arabic 3.289, 3.291, 4.70
Deboo, Jeffrey 2.260
DeBose, Charles E. 2.117
decategorialization 3.236
declaration 3.248, 3.570
declaration, performative 3.571
declarative 1.190, 4.329
declarative utterance 2.396
declension 1.559–564, 1.614–615, 

1.643–646, 1.668, 2.179–180, 2.263, 
2.401–406

declension, Akkadian 4.174–175
declension, loss of 1.616, 1.666, 3.697
declension, Northwest Semitic 3.414
declension, reduction of 3.696
declension, Semitic 4.174–175
declinability 1.308
declinable 1.309, 1.559
Decobert, Christian 1.367
decoding, pseudo-word 3.79
decoding skills 3.78
decolonization 1.661
decoupé work 4.133
decreolization 1.525, 1.595, 1.619, 

2.163, 2.265, 2.517–518, 3.10, 3.12, 
3.639–640

Dedan ¤ Dadan 
Dedanitic ¤ Dadanitic 
de-emphaticization 1.315, 2482
de-emphatization ¤ de-emphaticization 
deep structure 1.343–345, 2.300, 

4.488–489, 4.521, 4.524–525, 4.741
defective 1.80
defective verb 1.209, 4.37
defective word 2.448
Defense Language Institute 4.148, 4.150
defi nite 1.190, 1.522, 1.560
defi nite article ¤ article, defi nite 
Defi nite Clause Grammar 1457, 1.514
Defi nite First Principle 4.734
defi niteness 1.46–47, 1.187, 1.229, 

1.297, 1.478, 1.480–481, 1.487, 1.552, 
1.579–580, 1.582–583, 2.146, 2.296, 
2.424, 2.592, 2.594, 3.86–87, 3.284, 
3.389, 3.428, 3.548, 4.311–312, 4.495

defi niteness marker 1.488, 1.491
defi nition, lexical 3.35
defi nition, word 3.42
degemination 2.591
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Degen, Rainer 3.409
deglottalization 4.173
degrammaticalization 2.197
degree adverb 1.22
deictic 1.199, 1.471, 1.474, 3.82
deictic expression 1.565
deictic hà- 2.612
deictic la- 2.614
deictic value 1.571
Deir Ezzor ¤ Dèr izZòr 
Deir Ezzor Arabic ¤ Dèr izZòr Arabic 
deixis 1.565–569, 3.192, 3.677, 

3.703
deixis, distant 3.645
deixis, far 1.569–570
deixis, middle 1.571–572
deixis, near 1.569–570
deixis, personal 1.566
deixis, proximate 3.645
deixis, spatial 1.566–567
deixis, temporal 1.567
deixis, textual 1.568
deixis, third 1.303, 1.392
delabialization 3.494
delateralization 4.173
Delattre, Pierre 4.368, 4.669
deletion 1.49–50, 1.245, 1.429, 1.507, 

1.522, 2.18, 2.21, 2.35, 2.127–129, 
2.167, 3.204, 3.617, 4.448

deletion of defi nite article 2.77
deletion, Equi-NP 4.527
deletion, glide 2.233, 2.366
Deletion, Low Vowel 3.621–622
deletion, segment 2.128
deletion, short vowel 4.674
deletion, vowel 1.522
Delhi 2.325–326, 4.596
Dell, François 3.493
Dell, Gary S. 4.269–270, 4.335
Dellys 1.54
Dellys Arabic 1.270, 1.609, 4.656
Delos 4.482
Delta 2.1
demarking 2.149
Deme, Abdoulaye 4.183
Demirdache, Hamida 3.382, 4.648
Demirel, Hamide 3.502
demonstrative 1.23–24, 1.105, 1.115, 

1.239, 1.247, 1.279, 1.327, 1.391, 

1.430–431, 1.522, 1.549, 1.565–566, 
1.569–573, 1.579–582, 2.146, 2.161, 
2.243, 2.511, 2.561, 2.590–591, 2.614, 
3.182, 3.277, 3.364, 3.483, 4.245

demonstrative adverbial 1.22–23
demonstrative as article 3.634–635
demonstrative base 1.566
demonstrative phrase 1.22
demonstrative prefi x 4.316
demonstrative pronoun 1.49, 1.263, 

1.610, 1.612
demonstrative, attributive 1.570–572
demonstrative, proclitic 1.582
demonstrative, pronominal 1.572, 1.582
demotic elements 4.543
Dempwolff, Otto 2.66
Dendi 4.279–280
dendrogram 1.586
Denham, Dixon 1.360
Deniz, Fuat 2.61
denominative 1.252, 1.551–552, 

1.575–577, 2.245, 2.620
denotative of state 2.224
dento-alveolar 3.597–599
Deny, Jean 4.587
Deobandh 2.326
deontic 3.234–235
dependency 1.344, 1.457–458, 1.514, 

3.383, 4.625
dependency, unbounded 4.721–722
Dependency Grammar 1.457
dependency relation 4.392
depharyngealization 1.278, 1.302, 

3.275, 3.695
depidginization 3.638, 3.642
depletion, semantic 4.160–161
Deprez, Viviane 3.655
Dèr ≠A†ìye Arabic 4.406
Dèr izZòr 1.270, 4.407
Dèr izZòr Arabic 2.414, 4.407–408
Dereli, Belgin 4.613, 4.616–617, 4.622
Derendiger, R. 3.61, 3.634
derivation 1.194, 1.313, 1.452–453, 

1.573–579, 2.103, 2.165, 2.345, 
2.447–448, 3.229–230, 3.297, 3.423, 
4.93–95, 4.119, 4.461, 4.638, 4.640, 
4.642

derivation, acquisition of 2.102
derivation, crashing of 3.228
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derivation, formal 1.576–577
derivation, pattern 1.578
derived form 2.93, 4.306, 4.640
derived stem 4.306–307
derived structure 4.521
Derman, M. Ugur 3.338, 4.99, 4.138
Déroche, François 1.151, 2.597, 

2.599–601, 3.110–112, 3.513–514, 
3.517–518, 4.132

derogative 4.51
Dersim 2.607
Derwing, Tracey M. 2.117
Desai, Ziyaud-Din 2.326, 2.329
Descartes, René 1.449
description, structural 4.526
descriptor, morphological 1.208
desemanticization 2.194, 4.40, 

4.160–161, 4.196
desibilation 4.173
desiderative 1.331, 3.333
Désoulières, Alain 4.595–603
despirantization 1.490
Desreumaux, Alain 3.469
Dessoulavy, Charles Louis 3.142
Destaing, Edmond 3.287
destressing 3.617, 4683
determination 3.244
determination system, Coptic 1.497
determiner 1.352, 1.479, 1.499, 1.552, 

1.569, 1.579–583, 2.67, 3.232, 3.428, 
4.16, 4.747

determiner, discontinuous 4.19
determiner, null 4.747
determiner, possessive 1.569
determiner feature 1.349
determiner head 1.351
Determiner Phrase 1.46, 1.351, 

1.413–414, 3.429
detransitivization 4.625–626
Deuchar, Margaret 1.368–369
Devanagari 2.334, 4.595
development, parallel 1.492–493
developmental stage 2.100
Developmental Studies 4.141
Dévényi, Kinga 2.301, 2.401–406, 

2.477–481, 2.542
deverbal 1.577
deverbal noun 4.306
deviation 2.309

device, anaphoric 1.431
device, cohesive 1.430–432
device, face-saving 1.650
device, lexical 1.430–431
devoicing 1.60–61, 1.90, 1.278, 

1.300, 1.321, 1.325, 1.376, 1.548, 
2.5, 2.590, 2.678–679, 3.147–148, 
4.110, 4.711

Dewdney, John C. 4.579
Dez, Jacques 3.126
Dhaka 1.286
Dhaka, University of 1.258–259
Dhofar 1.260, 3.478, 3.694, 4.297, 

4.373
Dhofar Arabic 4.304, 4.751
Dhuhab 1.655
Di Cristo, Albert 3.724
Dia Kossoi 4.279
Diab, Hassan 2.701
Diab, Rula 2.660
diachronic 1.604
diachrony 1.575
diacritic 1.150–152, 1.207, 3.77–78
diacritic(al) dot 2.183, 3.515–516
diacritic(al) mark 2.598, 2.630, 2.701
Diakite, Drissa 3.138
Diakonoff, Igor M. 3.420, 4.309
dialect 1.439, 1.442, 1.589, 4.251–252
dialect, communal 1.442–448, 1.492, 

1.589, 2.212, 4.633
dialect, mixed 1589, 1.595
dialect, peripheral 3.672
dialect, rural 1.595, 1.605, 1.607–608, 

2.8
dialect, sectarian ¤ dialect, communal 
dialect, standard 1.604
dialect, urban 1.595–596, 1.605, 

1.618, 2.1, 2.8, 2.117, 2.161, 
2.330–331, 3.55

dialect, written 1.323
dialect atlas 1.583–584, 1.590, 1.605
dialect atlas, Moroccan 3.287
dialect border 1.585
dialect classifi cation 1.586, 1.604–613
dialect contact 1.585, 1.590, 1.593–595, 

1.611, 1.617, 2.3, 3.406, 4.374, 4.628
dialect continuum 1.618
dialect corridor 2.4
dialect feature, primary 1.585
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dialect feature, secondary 1.585
dialect features in Judaeo-Arabic 2.530
dialect geography 1.583–593, 604–605
dialect geography, generative 1.590
dialect koine 1.490–491, 1.593–597
dialect leveling 3.639
dialect literature 1.597–604
dialect literature in Egypt 1.598–602
dialect literature in Lebanon 1.602–603
dialect literature in Morocco 1.603
dialect literature in Tunisia 1.603
dialect literature in Upper Egyptian 1.599
dialect mixing 1.595
dialect network 1.445
dialect ranking 2.658
dialect rating 2.658–659
dialecticism 2.631, 3.217
dialectology 1.583
dialectology, Arabic 1.583
dialectology, Dutch 1.585
dialectology, German 1.585
dialectology, Japanese 1.585
dialectology, perceptive 1.585
dialectology, Romansh 1.585
dialectology, United States 1.585
dialectometry 1.585–586
dialects in the Qur±àn 3.14
dialects, emergence of 1.593, 

1.615–622, 2.265–266, 3.12, 3.63
dialogic couplet 2.202
dialogue 4.727, 4.729–732, 4.734, 

4.640–643
Diamare 1.334
Diamare Division 1.334
diana 1.660, 1.665
diaspora, Arab 2.665, 3.59
diathesis 1.486, 1.622–626
Diaz de Vivar, Rodrigo 1.98
Dib, Pierre 1.536
Dichtersprache 3.645
Dichy, Joseph 1.460, 1.483, 2.578–583, 

4.458–466
Dickens, Charles 3.715
Dickins, James 2.559–571, 4.494–501, 

4.528–535, 4.559
dictionary 1.487, 1.574, 2.184, 2.637, 

2.702 
dictionary, active 3.25
dictionary, Arabic 1.170–171

dictionary, Arabic/Arabic 3.37–45
dictionary, Arabic/Berber 1.294
dictionary, Arabic/Coptic 3.22
dictionary, Arabic/Dutch 1.438, 2.74, 

2.702, 3.27
dictionary, Arabic/English 1.437, 3.22, 

3.26–28, 3.30
dictionary, Arabic/French 3.27
dictionary, Arabic/German 3.26–28, 3.30
dictionary, Arabic/Hebrew 3.23
dictionary, Arabic/Indonesian 2.336
dictionary, Arabic/Italian 3.23
dictionary, Arabic/Latin 1.169–170, 

3.22, 3.30
dictionary, Arabic/Persian 1.171, 3.22, 

3.576
dictionary, Arabic/Russian 3.23
dictionary, Arabic/Spanish 3.23
dictionary, Arabic/Swedish 3.23
dictionary, Arabic/Turkish 1.170–171, 

3.502
dictionary, bidirectional 3.26–27
dictionary, bilingual 1.214, 1.437, 

3.21–30
dictionary, Cairo Arabic/Danish 3.23
dictionary, Chinese/Arabic 1.382
dictionary, Coptic 1.502–503
dictionary, Coptic/Arabic 1.496
dictionary, Dutch/Arabic 2.74, 3.27
dictionary, Egyptian Arabic/English 3.27
dictionary, electronic 1.455
dictionary, English/Arabic 1.438, 3.26
dictionary, etymological 3.43, 3.51
dictionary, French/Arabic 3.26
dictionary, German/Arabic 3.26–27
dictionary, Hausa 2.254
dictionary, historical 2.638, 3.23
dictionary, Italian/Arabic 3.23
dictionary, Juba Arabic 2.518
dictionary, Latin/Arabic 1.169–170, 3.23
dictionary, monolingual 1.435, 3.21, 

3.37–45
dictionary, multilingual 1.460
dictionary, online 1.214
dictionary, onomasiological 3.31, 3.33
dictionary, passive 3.25
dictionary, Portuguese/Arabic 3.4
dictionary, Qur±ànic 3.34
dictionary, Russian/Arabic 3.23
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dictionary, semasiological 3.31
dictionary, Spanish/Arabic 1169, 3.23
dictionary, Spanish/Latin 1.169
dictionary, specialized 3.24–25, 3.34
dictionary, Swahili 1.664
dictionary, Swedish/Arabic 3.23
dictionary, Syrian Arabic 1.546
dictionary, thematic 2.702, 3.33
dictionary of terminology 2.641
didactic poem 2.185
∂idd 1.626–628, 3.34, 3.50, 4.167
Diekema, Anne R. 1.460
Diem, Werner 1.419, 1.489, 1.492, 

1.494, 1.502, 1.562, 1.595, 1.615–617, 
1.619–620, 1.638, 1.642, 2.160, 
2.262–263, 2.265, 2.426, 2.534, 3.200, 
3.216, 3.227, 3.293, 3.419–420, 3.422, 
3.453, 3.518, 3.567–568, 3.584, 3.671, 
3.696–697, 3.721, 4.102, 4.220, 4.304, 
4.310, 4.349, 4.369–370, 4.372–374, 
4.403, 4.530, 4.533–534, 4.558, 
4.750–751, 4.753

Diephuis, Rob 2.75
Diesing, Molly 3.684, 4.648, 4.650, 

4.657
Dietrich, Albert 2.200, 3.7, 3.720
differential ¤ différentiel 
differentiation, language 1.369
différentiel 1.114, 1.325, 1.548, 1.584, 

3.406, 3.622, 4.243
diffusion 1.594, 1.619, 2.220
diffusion, lexical 3.604–605
diffusion, linguistic 1.586, 1.589
diffusion model 1.586
digital signal processing 1.211
digitization 1.512–513
diglossia 1.173, 1.323, 1.370–372, 

1.397, 1.419, 1.439, 1.446, 1.483, 
1.533, 1.537, 1.593, 1.599, 1.629–637, 
1.647, 1.667, 2.10, 2.29, 2.111, 2.214, 
2.265, 2.414, 2.501, 2.630, 2.642, 
2.654–655, 2.657, 2.662, 2.695, 2.708, 
3.10, 3.13–14, 3.16, 3.24, 3.70, 3.74, 
3.76, 3.78–79, 3.216–217, 3.219, 
3.239, 3.274, 3.293, 3.317, 3.348, 
3.640, 3.645, 3.664, 3.726, 4.58, 4.252, 
4.510

diglossia and bilingualism 1.102
diglossia in Saudi Arabia 4.129

diglossia in Syria 4.408
diglossia model 4.150
diglossic variable 2.657
digraph 4.517
Dihlavì, Amìr Xusraw 3.338
dihqàn 2.406
Dihxudà, ≠A.A. 2.410–411
DIINAR-MBC 1.460, 1.512, 1.516
Dijk, Teun A. van 1.470–471, 2.207, 

2.384, 3.665
Dijken, Lianne van 4.231
Dìk al-Jinn 4.104
Dik, Simon C. 1.457, 2.143, 

2.145–146, 4.189, 4.495, 4.726, 
4.732, 4.734

Dikhil 1.655
≈ikr 1.49, 2.329, 2.537, 4.739
≈ikr aš-šay± 3.121
Dikwa 4.715
dilàla ¤ dalàla 
Diller, Anthony 4.476–477
Dillmann, August 4.306
Dimašqì, al-Kàtib ad- 3.339, 4.132
diminutive 1.54–55, 1.64, 1.66, 

1.76–79, 1.107, 1.116, 1.192, 1.251, 
1.264, 1.280, 1.297, 1.304, 1.328, 
1.331, 1.341, 1.491, 1.550, 1.576, 
1.637–640, 2.156, 2.244, 2.350–351, 
2.424, 2.616, 2.631, 3.153, 3.171, 
3.183, 3.279, 3.304, 3.366, 3.423–424, 
3.427, 3.486, 3.532, 4.52, 4.95, 4.113, 
4.553, 4.557, 4.559, 4.616

diminutive, adverbial 1.639
diminutive, in place names 

4.510–511
diminutive, verbal 1.639, 2.244
Dimlî 2.604
≈immì 1.444, 1.537, 3.346
Dìnawarì, ±Abù £anìfa ad- 3.32
Dindàn 3.646
Dinka 1.519, 4.375
Dinnsen, Daniel 2.688
Dinshaway 3.193
Diodorus of Sicily 1.127
Dionysius Halicarnassensis 2.66
Diop, Amadou H. 4.723
Diouf, Jean L. 4.723
diphthong 1.89, 1.103–104, 1.113, 

1.224, 1.235 1.242, 1.261, 1.390, 
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discourse type 1.475, 4.727, 4.731
discussion forum 2.382
Dìse, ad- 3.402
disfl uency 2.685
disjunction 1.429, 1.471, 4.190–191, 

4.472
dislocation 4.486
disorder, grammatical 2.679
disorder, language ¤ language disorder 
disorder, phonological 2.676–677, 2.688
displacement 2.369–370
Displacement Theory 4.80
dissimilation 1.104, 1.245, 1.262, 

1.313–315, 1.539, 1.653–654, 2.483, 
2.494, 2.558, 2.612, 3.148, 3.481, 
3.494, 3.592, 4.33

dissimilation, progressive 1.653
dissimilation, regressive 1.653
distance of tension 4.212
distance, structural 1.483
distich 3.173
distributional method 2.627
distributor 4.43–45
di-syllable 1.211, 1.213
ditransitive 1.67, 3.224, 4.537–538
Ditters, Everhard 1.455–465, 

1.511–518, 3.164–169, 3.428, 
4.155, 4.659

divergence 1.489, 1.494, 2.192, 2.194, 
2.262

divergence of speech 4.321
dìwàn 3.516
dìwànì 4.98, 4.132
Dixit, R. Prakash 4.666
Diyàb, Ma™mùd 1.601
Diyarbakır 1.87–89, 1.91–93, 1.95
Diyarbakır Arabic 1.538, 1.607, 2.420, 

4.70
Djajadiningrat, Hoesein 1.6–7, 1.9–10
Djebar, Assia 1.529
Djebel Nefoussa 3.56
Djegere 1.334
Djeinau 4.613
Djeinau Arabic 4.613–614, 4.616
Djenné 3.135
Djerba Arabic 4.633
Djibouti 1.451, 1.654–656, 2.105, 

2.268, 2.274, 3.312, 3.314, 3.351, 
4.275

1.539, 1.547, 1.610, 1.616, 1.640–643, 
1.646, 2.4–5, 2.7, 2.164, 2.242, 2.482, 
2.611, 3.276, 3.289, 3.362, 3.405, 3.599

diphthong, secondary 1.641
diphthongization 1.640, 1.642, 2.313, 

2.349, 2.351, 4.109, 4.406
diphthongization, secondary 1.642
diphthongs, acquisition of 2.98
diptosis 1.17, 1.38, 1.188, 1.398, 

1.559–561, 1.580, 1.643–647, 2.353, 
2.403, 3.241, 3.303, 3.414, 3.426, 
3.453, 3.721, 4.443–444

Dirbaçiye Arabic 4.407
direct object 1.350
direct object, introduction of 1.553
direct object, marking of 1.395, 1.540, 

1.612
direct speech 1.649
direct speech in the Qur±àn 4.30
directional syllabifi cation 4.85
directionality 2.36, 2.39, 3.616, 3.619
directive 3.248, 3.570, 4.329
dirge 4.104
disambiguating device 1.558
disambiguation 1.430, 1.458, 2.114
discourse 1.427–431, 1.472–473, 1.568, 

2.19, 2.143, 2.207
discourse, behavioral 4.727
discourse, business 1.649
discourse, expository 4.727
discourse, indirect 3.638
discourse, narrative 2.208, 4.727, 

4.729–733
discourse, news 2.208
discourse, persuasive 3.500
discourse, religious 1.650
discourse, spoken 1.650, 1.652
discourse, universe of 3.87
discourse analysis 1.647–653, 2.202, 

4.142
discourse connective 1.471
discourse execution 2.148
discourse marker 1.471, 1.474, 2.668, 

4.192
discourse organization 1.472, 1.647, 

2.148
discourse pattern 1.651
discourse strategy 1.415, 1.429
discourse topic 4.319
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Djibouti Town 1.634–635, 1.655
Djidjelli 1.24, 1.53–54, 1.84, 1.189
Djidjelli Arabic 1.609, 3.674, 3.737, 

4.70, 4.371
Djogari 4.613
Djogari Arabic 4.613–615, 4.617
D-linking 4.721
Dobhàsì 1.287–288
DO-construction 1.197, 1.419, 

2.221
document indexing 1.207
document processing 1.459
Dodd, Erica Cruikshank 2.45
Dogancay-Aktuna, Seran 4.577–578
doggerel 1.340
Dokainish, Mona 2.695
Dolgopolsky, Aron 2.67
Dols, Michael W. 1.589
Dom 2.217
domain 1.483
domain, language 3.317
domain, source 1.424–425
domain, target 1.424–425
domain of use 1.633, 1.636
domain overlap 2.710
Domari 2.217–221, 3.313, 3.350
Domari, Jerusalem 2.221
Dombay, Franz von 3.287
Dome of the Rock 1.151, 2.40, 2.599, 

4.130, 4.134
dominant code 1.419
Dominant Language Hypothesis 1.416, 

1.420
domination, social 4.368
Dongola 1.361
Dongolawi 3.438, 4.375
Dongolese ¤ Dongolawi 
Doniach, Nakdimon 3.26
Donitsa-Schmidt, Smadar 2.464
Donner, Fred McGraw 1.595
Donohue, John J. 3.346
Dorian, Nancy 2.684
Doron, Edit 2.367, 3.386–387, 3.684, 

3.687–688, 4.316, 4.395, 4.400
Dòsiri Arabic 2.609
Doss, Madiha 1.570, 1.572, 2.2, 

2.331–333, 2.377
dots 1.400
double construct 2.489

double entendre 2.497, 3.538
double object construction 4.490, 4.492, 

4.537–538
double object, pronominal 1.237
doublet 1.233–234, 1.314–315, 1.366, 

1.546, 2.254, 2.280, 2.342, 2.388, 3.577
doublet, synonymic 4.546
doubling 1.413–414
doubling, fi nal 4.51
doubling, initial 4.51
doubling rule 1.474
Doubly Filled COMP fi lter 4.719
Doughty, Charles Montagu 3.402
Doutte, Edmond 2.647
DO-verb 1.34, 2.77
Dowty, David 1.197
Dozy, Reinhart Pieter Anne 1.171, 

3.6–7, 3.23, 3.30
DP ¤ phrase, Determiner 
Dra Wadi 3.170
dragomanes 1.98
Drake-Brockman, Ralph E. 4.275
Dravidian languages 2.67, 3.204, 4.372, 

4.433, 4.452
Dravidian languages, South 3.128
Drayj Arabic 4.406
Dreisilbengesetz ¤ stress rule, three-

syllable
Dressler, Wolfgang 1.430, 3.207, 4.475
Drewes, Abraham Johannes 2.52, 2.55
Drewes, G.W.J. 2.334, 2.340, 2.344
drift 2.267
drift, general 3.641
drift, internal 1.595
drift, linguistic 1.616
drift, natural 1.594, 1.616
Driss, Rhaid 2.124
Drossaart Lulofs, Hendrik Joan 

4.543–544, 4.546
Drozdík, Ladislav 1.668, 2.156, 2.158, 

4.64
Druel, Jean N. 3.377–381
Druze 2.59, 2.502, 2.658, 4.407
Druze Arabic 1.275–276, 1.442, 1.445, 

2.314, 3.592, 4.407
Druze Arabs 2.464
Dry, Helen Aristar 2.207
Dryer, Matthew S. 3.64–66, 3.68, 3.705
D-stem 4.307
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D-structure ¤ deep structure 
≈ù 1.310, 1.399
˛ù Ÿàbat 4.480
≈ù l-™àl 2.224–225
˛ù Raydàn 2.256
˛ù r-Rumma 1.402, 4.200, 4.202
Du Val, Jean-Baptiste 3.23
du≠à± 1.381, 2.46, 2.329, 4.740
dual 1.54, 1.107, 1.266, 1.386, 1.550, 

1.554, 1.559–560, 1.562, 1.570–571, 
1.582, 1.616, 1.646, 1.668–669, 
2.119–120, 2.205, 2.353, 2.484, 3.67, 
3.154, 3.183, 3.243, 3.280, 3.426, 
3.439–440, 3.446, 3.450, 3.532, 3.736, 
3.738, 4.304, 4.554, 4.565, 4.567, 
4.616, 4.711

dual, loss of 1.490, 1.493, 1.594, 3.67
dual ending 2.402, 2.547, 3.691, 3.693, 

3.696
dual in Northwest Semitic 3.415
dual marker 2.67
Duala 1.333
Du±ali, ad- ¤ ±Abù l-±Aswad ad-Du±alì 
duality of word and meaning 1.428
Dubai Arabic 4.62
dù-bayt 4.91
Ducrot, Oswald 1.575, 2.468, 3.233
Ducroz, Jean-Marie 4.279
ðufàr ¤ Dhofar
ðufàr Arabic ¤ Dhofar Arabic
Duhùs Arabic 2.2
Dulay, Heidi 4.140
ðullàm 3.401
ðullàm Arabic 3.400, 4.238
Îum 2.217
Dùmah 1.126–127, 1.129
Duman 2.217, 2.220
Dùmat al-Jandal 4.123
Dumestre, Gérard 3.138
dummy element 1.411, 1.418, 2.218, 

2.317, 4.530
dummy subject 2.315
dummy verb 2.412, 2.606, 2.668
Dumyà† ¤ Damietta 

Dun Karm Psaila 3.143
dùna 1.469
Dundar, F. 4.579–580
Dunn, Carla 2.688
dùr 1.129
Durand, Olivier 3.287, 3.289, 3.587
duration 1.211
durative 1.265, 1.282, 2.490, 3.221, 

3.266, 4.622
durativity 1.331, 3.186
Durayhimi 1.655
durhìmi 1.655
Durie, Mark 1.9
Durkheim, Emile 4.73
Durrani, Atash 3.511
Durù≠ 2.213
Dùš Arabic 2.2
Dussaud, René 3.469
Dùst Mu™ammad 2.598
Duszak, Anna 1.649
Dutch 1.7, 2.77, 2.333, 2.395, 2.400, 

2.685, 3.231, 4.53, 4.262–263, 285, 
4.370

Dutch, plural marker in  2.686
Dutch East Indies Company 4.290
Dutch in Australia 2.684
Dweik, Bader S. 2.500, 2.652, 2.657, 

3.395
Dyerma 4.279
dynamic verb 1.42
dysarthria 2.690
dysfl uency 2.675
dysgraphia 2.689
dyslexia 2.688
Dyslexia, Deep 2.692
Dyslexia, Developmental 2.689
Dyson, Alice T. 1.376, 2.97–99, 2.679, 

2.688
dysphasia 2.675
dysphemism 1.656–659, 4.416
dysphemism, euphemistic 1.659
dyspraxia, verbal 2.675
Dzhalil, Dzhalile 2.607–608
Dzhalil, Ordikhane 2.607–608
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E

education, language of 1.404
education, multilingual 1.370–371, 

2.704
education, primary 1.654
education, religious 1.258
educational policy 2.110
educational system 3.75
Edwards, John 2.58, 4.633
Edwards, Malcolm 1.372, 1.458
Edzard, Lutz 1.188–191, 1.489–495, 

1.559–564, 3.422–428, 3.453, 
3.478–499, 4.1–3, 4.557–559

Effat, Ragia M. 3.192–204
Egba 4.759
Eggs, Ekkehard 2.442, 3.121
Eguilaz y Yanguas, Leopoldo 1.97
Egypt 1.531, 1.533, 1.597, 2.1–12, 

2.105–107, 2.109, 2.111, 3.316
Egypt, Arabic in 1.444, 1.605, 2.272, 

3.15–19, 3.672, 3.675
Egypt, oases of 1.611
Egypt, youth speech in 4.764–766
Egyptian, Old 1.35, 1.37–39, 1.563, 

2.560, 3.592, 4.104, 4.511, 4.759
Egyptian Arabic 1.24, 1.37, 1.75, 

1.80–81, 1.83, 1.86, 1.183, 1.197, 
1.199, 1.206, 1.217–221, 1.260, 
1.270, 1.323, 1.340–342, 1.351, 
1.384, 1.417, 1.419, 1.483, 1.495, 
1.501–504, 1.538, 1.554, 1.562, 
1.570–572, 1.584, 1.595, 1.604, 
1.606–609, 1.611, 1.632, 1.636, 
1.657–659, 2.20, 2.32, 2.36–38, 
2.67–68, 2.71, 2.74, 2.96–100, 
2.136, 2.160–161, 2.194, 2.199, 
2.203, 2.344, 2.375, 2.388, 2.390, 
2.455–459, 2.517, 2.560, 2.584, 

Eagly, Alice H. 2.650–651, 2.653
East Africa 1.520, 1.619, 1.660–666, 

2.211
East African coast 3.126
East Bank 2.498, 2.502
East India Company 2.326
East Morocco 1.27
East Semitic 4.170–171
East Sudan 1.23
Eastern Desert 2.1
Eblaic 2.66–67
Ebrahim, Mogamat Hoosain 4.291
echo question 1.266, 2.393, 4.566
echo word 1.246, 4.50
Echols, John M. 2.341
Echu, George 1.333–339, 2.30, 2.33
Eckert, Penelope 4.629
école de village 1.336
école régionale 1.336
Ecole spéciale des langues 

orientales 1.171
economy 3.228–229
economy, linguistic 3.189
Ecuador 3.1–2, 3.3, 3.5
Edfu Arabic 1.306
edge tone 2.395–398
editing of manuscripts 2.699
Edomite 3.409
Educated Arabic 1.630, 1.666, 2.377, 

2.696, 3.14, 3.18–19
Educated Colloquial Arabic 1.409–410
Educated Spoken Arabic 1.630–632, 

1.634, 1.666–668, 2.661, 4.325–326
education 1.441, 1.533, 2.8, 2.104–105, 

2.254, 3.11–12, 3.74
education, foreign-language 2.695
education, Islamic 1.256, 3.136
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2.587, 2.597, 2.649, 2.656, 2.658, 
2.678, 3.12, 3.65–68, 3.70, 3.81–85, 
3.87, 3.97, 3.190, 3.198, 3.200–201, 
3.236, 3.240, 3.264–268, 3.386, 
3.389–393, 3.398, 3.456, 3.545, 
3.560–563, 3.572–573, 3.586–587, 
3.609, 3.612, 3.669, 3.674, 3.676, 
3.680, 3.684, 3.687, 3.705–706, 
3.707–711, 4.45, 4.50–51, 4.62–64, 
4.66, 4.71, 4.195–198, 4.284–285, 
4.317, 4.354, 4.372, 4.399, 4.468, 
4.470, 4.490, 4.649, 4.662, 4.671–672, 
4.719, 4.742, 4.747, 4.757

Egyptianism 1.407
Egyptianization 3.349
E™klo± 4.297
Ehret, Christopher 1.315, 2.68, 3.46, 

3.435, 4.97
Eickelman, Dale F. 2.60, 2.64
Eid, Mushira 1.312, 1.417, 1.419–420, 

1.484, 1.634, 1.669, 2.642, 3.80–88, 
3.318, 3.358, 3.385–386, 3.585, 3.664, 
3.705–713, 4.49, 4.395, 4.400, 4.520, 
4.523, 4.527, 4.648–650, 4.655, 4.657

Eilers, Wilhelm 2.67
Eisele, John C. 1.182–187, 1.195–201, 

1.220, 1.630, 2.654, 3.97–98, 3.385, 
3.545, 3.683–684, 4.251–259, 4.455, 
4.650, 4.654

Eisenstein, Herbert 2.378–380
ejective 2.269, 3.63, 3.190, 4.299
ejective stop 2.53
Ejieh, Michael U.C. 2.703
Eksell, Kerstin 1.82–85, 3.237, 3.432, 

3.672–674, 3.736–739
El Aissati, Abderrahman 2.75–76, 

2.681–687
El Bayad 1.56
El Cid 1.98
El Fathi, Abderrahman 3.295
El Hassan, Shahir A. 1.633
El Jadida Arabic 3.288
El Kirat, Yamina 2.707–716
El Maleh, Edmond Amran 2.64
El Medlaoui, Mohamed 3.60
El Zarka, Dina 4.50–53
El-Ali, Nasser 2.501, 2.655–656, 2.658
Elamrani-Jamal, Abdelali 3.113, 3.177
El-Araby, Salah 3.676
El-Arish 4.237

El-Arish Arabic 4.240
elative 1.14, 1.17–18, 1.76, 

1.108, 1.251, 1.304, 1.395, 1.550, 
1.565, 1.643, 2.12–16, 2.246, 2.411, 
2.424, 2.485, 2.489, 2.594, 2.616, 
2.631, 3.171, 3.244, 3.280, 3.431, 
3.443–444, 3.486, 3.532, 3.536, 
3.631, 4.95, 4.617, 4.644, 4.691

elative, feminine 1.490
El-Ayoubi, Hashem 3.426
Elazig 2.607
Elbert, Mary 2.688
Elbinck, van 1.8
El-Dalee, M.S. 4.670–671
El-Dash, Linda 2.652, 2.656, 2.660
e-learning 4.155
electronic technology 3.500
element, redundant 4.436
elementary prosodic unit 3.208
elementary school 1.655
elements, Demotic 4.543
elementum 1.148
Elephantine Island 2.1
El-Gemei, Dalal Mahmoud 1.434–439
Elgendy, Ahmed M. ¤ El-Gindi 

Ahmad A. 
Elgibali, Alaa 1.409, 1.668, 2.672, 

3.59, 3.642
El-Gindi, Ahmed A. 3.604, 3.690, 

3.697, 4.669
Elhakim, Gehan H. 3.202
El-Halees, Y. 4.669
El-Hassan, Shahir A. 1.435, 1.572, 

1.630–632, 1.668, 2.11, 2.399, 2.501, 
3.262–269, 4.62, 4.325, 4.650

El-Hijr 4.478
Elias, Antun Elias 3.26–27
Elihai, Yohanan 4.534
El-Imam, Youssef 2.397
elision 1.226, 1.235–236, 1.243, 

1.245, 1.262, 1.321–322, 1.383–385, 
1.391, 1.548, 2.5, 2.16–18, 2.20–21, 
2.223, 2.300–301, 2.366, 2.529, 2.591, 
3.117, 3.148, 3.530, 4.193, 4.243, 
4.447, 4.688

elision, of a 4.404
elision, segment 4.688
elision, vowel 1.300, 2.612, 3.568, 

4.674–675
elision in pausal position 4.674
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El-Karak Arabic 2.506
Elkhafaifi , Hussein M. 2.638, 2.699, 

2.705, 3.20
Ellaty, Youhanna 3.355
Elliott, H.M. 3.506
ellipsis 1.430, 1.474, 1.651, 2.18–21, 

2.300–301, 2.366, 3.34, 3.122, 
4.193–194, 4.448, 4.646–647

ellipsis mark 3.741
ellipsis of verb phrase 2.21
Ellis, Andrew 2.689, 4.271
Ellis, Rod 2.117, 2.121
Elman, Jeffrey 2.689
Elmdari, Fouad 2.621
Elmedlaoui, Mohamed 3.493, 3.624, 

3.626, 4.286
Elmgren, Sven Gabriel 3.403
eloquence 1.428, 2.304–306, 2.441, 

2.579, 3.160
ELRA 1.215
El-Sayed, Ali 3.658, 3.680
El-Shiyab, Said 2.19
ELSNET 1.215
Elusa 3.467
Elwell-Sutton, Lawrence P. 3.576
Elyaacoubi, Mohammad 3.287, 

3.291–292
El-Yasin, Mohammed K. 2.501, 4.655
Elzeiny, Nagwa 2.202–207
e-mail 1.455, 1.600, 3.274, 3.317, 4.516
e-mail, transcription in 4.516
Emam, Ossama 1.210
Embarki, Mohamed 1.371
embedded language 1.416, 2.77
embedding 1.417, 2.118
eme.sal 4.33
Emeneau, Murray B. 4.372
Emerson, L.H.S. 4.750
Emery, Peter G. 1.437, 3.658, 3.681
Emesa 1.178
emigration 2.60, 3.294, 3.313, 4.91
Emin Pasha 1.519–520, 2.588
Emirates, Arabic in the 2.609
Emonds, Joseph E. 2.370, 3.388, 

4.524, 4.741
emotional modal feature 2.144
Empeirikoi 4.11
emphasis 1.205–206, 1.231, 1.260, 

1.276, 1.278, 1.302, 1.440–441, 1.569, 
2.241, 2.365, 2.459, 2.482, 2.503, 3.65, 

3.124, 3.239, 3.275, 3.711, 4.171, 
4.421–424, 4.669–671

emphasis, loss of 1.525, 2.269, 2.461, 
2.558, 2.560, 3.62, 3.146, 3.643, 4.754

emphasis, secondary 1.324, 2.3–4, 4.710
emphasis blocking 2.365
emphasis spread 1.105, 1.260, 

1.278, 1.302, 1.325, 1.548, 2.365, 
2.482, 2.529, 2.612, 3.65, 3.181, 
3.276, 3.363, 3.481, 3.527, 3.529, 
3.600, 3.610, 4.118, 4.637

emphasizer 1.202–203, 1.555–556, 
1.559, 4.221, 4.236

emphatic 1.342, 1.376, 1.539, 1.544, 
1.547, 2.97, 2.269, 2.327, 2.560, 
3.180, 3.190, 4.172, 4.637

emphatic, marginal 3.600
emphatic, primary 4.637
emphatic, secondary 4.637
emphatic consonant 2.529, 3.597, 

3.599–601, 3.608, 4.670
emphatic state 3.220
emphatics, disappearance of 1.29
emphatization 2.483
Empson, William 4.200
Empty Category Principle 2.171–174
empty pronoun 3.709
Empty Quarter 3.693, 4.123
empty subject position 3.709
≠ên Avdat, inscription of 1.149
enaciados 1.98
enantiosemantics 4.167
Enç, Mürvet 2.371, 4.316
enclave ¤ island, linguistic 
enclave, linguistic 1.590
enclave, relic 1.590
enclaves, innovation in 1.590
enclisis 2.21–22
enclitic 2.21, 3.298, 4.116
enclitic suffi xing 4.250
End Rules 3.617
endearment, terms of 1.227
Endegen 4.301
endocentricity 4.741
endogamy 1.388, 1.446, 3.2, 4.580
endophoric 1.568
Endress, Gerhard 2.199–201, 3.177, 

3.426, 3.453, 3.719–721, 4.13, 
4.542–546

energeticus ¤ energicus 
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English in Jordan 2.504
English in Palestine 2.699
English in Saudi Arabia 4.123
English in Sudan 2.699
English in the Gulf States 2.700
enjambment 3.499, 3.646
Ennaji, Moha 1.456, 1.488, 2.389–395, 

2.642, 2.659, 3.287–296, 4.185–191
Ennedi 1.360
Ennemore 4.301
enrichment of data 1.513
Entwistle, William J. 1.99
Epalza, Mikel de 1.98, 4.572, 4.574
EPEC 1.211
epenthesis 1.85, 1.243–245, 1.539, 

1.547, 2.35–39, 2.128, 2.612, 3.181, 
3.412, 3.480, 3.494, 3.528–530, 3.611, 
3.615, 3.622, 4.85–86, 4.108, 4.110, 
4.116–118, 4.344–345, 4.348, 4.351, 
4.565, 4.710–711, 4.716

epenthetic schwa 1.244
epenthetic vowel 1.254, 2.242, 2.253, 

2.353, 2.374, 3.299
epicene adjective 1.14
Epicureans 4.11
Epie, Ahmed Ibrahim Nzube 1.336
epiglottis 3.594, 4.666–667
epigraphic script 1.151
Epigraphic South Arabian ¤ South 

Arabian, Epigraphic 
epigraphy 2.40–50
epigraphy, monumental 2.601
epigraphy, Old Arabic 3.464–477
Epiphanius of Eleutheropolis 3.467
epistemic 2.144, 3.234–235
epistemic modality 1.248
epithet 3.632, 3.733
Epstein, Eliahu 2.498, 2.503
equational sentence 1.197, 1.349, 2.432, 

3.81, 3.590–591, 4.745
Equatoria Province 2.588
Equatoria Region 2.517–518
Equi 4.522
Equipotentiality, Theory of 2.690
equivalence 2.319
equivalence constraint 1.416, 1.418
Eratosthenes 1.127
Eren, Hasan 4.588
ergative 1.38, 1.563, 1.644

energicus 1.38–39, 1.202, 1.310, 
2.22–25, 2.259, 3.250, 3.270–273, 
3.298, 3.565, 3.573, 4.121, 4.178, 
4.341, 4.640

energicus in Northwest Semitic 3.416
Engaddi Papyri 1.149
Engelhardt, Miriam 3.393
England, Liz 2.110
English 1.24, 1.52, 1.176, 1.197, 

1.200–201, 1.222, 1.231, 1.233, 
1.241, 1.260, 1.274, 1.278, 1.333, 
1.346, 1.353–354, 1.370, 1.407, 
1.448, 1.471, 1.473, 1.475–476, 
1.484–485, 1.494, 1.507–508, 1.514, 
1.529, 1.537, 1.574, 1.625, 1.630, 
1.649–652, 1.654, 1.660–662, 1.665, 
2.8, 2.25–29, 2.101, 2.114, 2.216, 
2.286, 2.326, 2.332–333, 2.338, 
2.345, 2.374, 2.393, 2.395–396, 
2.399–400, 2.430, 2.482, 2.491, 
2.525, 2.560, 2.609, 2.699, 3.11, 
3.62, 3.69, 3.81, 3.84, 3.86, 3.99, 
3.129, 3.144, 3.147, 3.224–225, 
3.228, 3.232, 3.316, 3.560, 3.706, 
3.725, 4.53, 4.56–57, 4.197, 4.438

English, African American 
Vernacular 2.275

English, American 1.436, 2.276, 
2.398–399, 3.18, 4.628

English, British 3.18
English, British Black 2.275
English, Cameroon Pidgin 1.333
English, connectives in  1.470
English, Jamaican Creole 2.319–320
English, Krio Creole 4.198
English, left dislocation in 4.525–527
English, Middle 3.606, 3.640
English, Old 3.206
English, Pidgin 1.619
English, shared constituents in 4.438
English, South African 2.276
English, Standard 2.320
English, syllable structure in 4.388–389
English, teaching of 2.338
English, topicalization in 4.525–527
English, word order in 4.394
English, plural in 3.154
English in Egypt 2.699
English in India 4.369
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Ergin, Osman 3.503–504
Eritrea 1.654–656, 2.268, 2.270–274, 

2.454, 3.60, 3.62, 3.312
Eritrean People’s Liberation Front 1.655
Erman, Adolf 2.68
Ermers, Robert 2.235, 2.404–405, 

2.557–559, 3.22, 3.72
erosion, phonological 4.161
Erpenius, Thomas 1.8, 1.169, 1.170, 

1.172, 4.516
Errihani, Mohammed 2.659, 3.294
error analysis 1.485, 4.139–140
error, aphasic 4.271
error, between-word 4.337
error, competence 4.140
error, gesture 4.335
error, grammatical 4.335–336
error, learners’ 4.139
error, lexical 4.268
error, morpheme 4.336
error, performance 4.139–140
error, phonological 4.335–336
error, retrieval 4.270
error, root-and-pattern 4.337
error, segmental 4.268–270, 4.335–337
error, semantic 2.692, 4.335
error, stranding 4.269
error, substitution 2.680, 4.270
error, within-word 4.337
Ersen, Margarette 4.587
Ervin-Tripp, Susan M. 2.202
Erwin, Wallace M. 2.96, 2.388, 2.390, 

2.415, 3.495, 3.614, 3.654, 3.729, 
4.318

Erythraic 1.35
Esarhaddon 4.480
±ëßàßà 2.232
Esling, John H. 4.666–667
Esna Arabic 2.5
Espinosa, Aina 3.524
Esposito, John L. 3.346
Ess, Josef van 3.551, 4.684
Essaouira Arabic 3.288
Essawi, Hala 2.332
essay writing 1.432
Esseesy, Mohssen 1.123–126, 

2.191–198, 4.37–43, 4.160–169
Estefi  1.379
estimative 3.251

ethical dative 1.308
Ethiopia 1.37, 2.51–56, 2.250, 3.60, 

3.62, 3.312, 4.508
Ethiopian languages 1.639, 2.51, 

2.53–55, 2.262, 2.560, 3.420, 3.446, 
3.641

Ethiopian Semitic ¤ Ethio-Semitic 
Ethiopic 1.638–639, 2.199, 3.189, 

3.417, 4.170–171, 4.175–177, 4.371, 
4.373, 4.479

Ethiopic, Classical 2.56, 4.174, 4.177
Ethiopic, Old 4.175, 4.301
Ethio-Semitic 1.37, 1.489–490, 1.624, 

3.494, 3.553, 3.592, 4.1, 4.170, 
4.301–307, 4.309–310, 4.312–314

ethnicity 1.443, 2.58–65, 4.633
ethnography of speaking 2.202
ethnography, linguistic 2.653
ethnolect 2.217
etumología 2.66
étumon 1.575, 2.66, 3.46–52, 4.97, 

4.288
etymological fallacy 2.68
etymology 1.194, 1.575, 2.65–69, 

2.447, 4.287
etymology, external 2.66
etymology, internal 2.66
Eubank, Lynn 4.143
eulogy 1.3, 3.661
euphemism 1.656–657, 1.659, 2.69–72, 

2.342, 3.448, 3.632, 3.662, 3.733, 
4.165–167, 4.416–417

euphemizer 2.72
Euphrates 2.571
Europe 2.72–79
Europe, Arabic in 2.665, 3.313
European Language Resources 

Association 1.512
European languages 1.531
European, Standard Average 1.493
evaluation 1.202, 3.235
evaluative 3.234
evaluative act 2.80
event 1.195, 1.197, 1.200–201, 2.114
event, countersequential 2.209
event, sequenced 2.208
event affi x 1.352, 4.488
event nominal 3.388–393
event time 1.199–200
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eventiveness 2.367
eventuality 4.657
Everett, Daniel 2.668
Evers, Vincent 3.525
evidential 1.396
evolution, parallel 1.594
Ewald, Georg 3.207
Ewe 4.282
Ewondo 1.333
exactness of copying relation 3.492
exact-probability test 2.322
exaptation 3.577
exception 2.451–452
Exceptional Case Marking 4.54, 4.56, 

4.538–539
Exceptional Case-Marked 

Contexts 1.412
exchange 2.202
exchange, lexical 4.269–270
exchange of roots 4.336
exclamation 1.106, 1.192, 1.249, 

1.279–280, 1.548, 2.79–81, 2.94, 
2.144, 2.195, 2.360, 2.397, 2.615, 
2.631, 3.278, 3.485, 3.532

exclamation mark 3.741
exegesis 2.327
exegesis, Jewish 2.579
exegesis, mystical 4.75
exegesis of the Qur±àn 2.578, 2.580, 

3.34, 3.36, 3.122, 3.551, 4.73, 4.235, 
4.329

Exhaustivity Condition 3.619
exhortation 3.536
exhortative 1.246, 3.248
existence 1.248
existential 1.249, 1.280, 1.392, 1.524, 

1.549, 1.554, 1.564, 2.615, 3.80–84, 
3.86–87, 3.186, 3.202, 3.278, 3.365, 
3.485, 4.112, 4.318, 4.566, 4.733–734

existential clause 1.285
existential construction 3.675
existential copula 2.273
existential marker 1.106, 3.81–82, 3.87
existential sentence 2.249, 3.187, 4.358, 

4.486, 4.747
exocentricity 4.741–742
exophoric 1.568
expansion 1.342, 1.492, 3.120
expansion, valency 4.626

experience 4.529
experiencer 1.40, 344–346, 4.535
experiential perfect 1.248
experiential view 1.423
expletive 1.45. 3.84–85
expletive ‘there’ 3.81
expletive element 2.627
expletive hypothesis 4.363–364
expletive pro 2.174
expletive pronoun 1.45
explicative 1432, 4.221
expository 4.473
expository text 1.474, 1.649, 1.651
expression 3.160
expression, circumstantial 2.209
expression, concealed 2.578
expression, explicit 2.578, 2.581
expression, fi gurative 3.117
expression, formulaic 2.202
expression, indexical 1.565
expression, indirect 2.578
expression, metaphorical 3.32
expression, referring 3.710
expression, ritualistic 2.585
expression, spatio-temporal 2.209
expression, tropic 2.579
Expression Rules 2.146
expressive 3.570, 4.329
expressive act 4.331
expressive renewal 2.351
expressiveness 2.79
Extended Projection Principle 4.365
Extended Standard Theory 1.457, 4.521
extension, metaphorical 2.218
extension, semantic 4.164–169, 4.593
External Determiner Hypothesis 4.747
external infl uence 1.594
Extra, Guus 3.315
extraction 1.413, 2.171–172, 2.393, 

3.686, 4.363–364, 4.648, 4.721
extraction, subject 2.173
extra-linguistic method 1.590
extra-linguistic variable 1.440
extrametricality 3.616–617, 3.619–621, 

4.345–348, 4.351–352
extrasyllabic 3.613
Eža 2.67, 4.301, 4.04–305
Ezha ¤ Eža 
Ezzat, Ali 1.435
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F

fà≠il 1.40–41, 1.182, 1.436, 1.488, 
1.556, 1.624, 2.82–84, 2.92–95, 
2.315–316, 2.356, 2.427, 2.429–431, 
2.434, 2.436, 2.537–539, 2.550–551, 
3.100, 3.224, 3.424, 3.683, 3.685, 
4.354, 4.410–412, 4.487, 4.625, 
4.737, 4.739

Failaka 2.212, 2.608
Failed Functional Features Hypothesis 

4.144
Faiq, Said 1.427–430, 4.471–476
faithfulness 3.492–493, 3.496–497
Faithfulness Condition 3.619
Fakhri, Ahmed 1.484–485, 1.647–653, 

4.141, 4.656
fakk al-±idÿàm 4.10
fa≠làn 1.197
fallacy of perfection 3.492
fallà™ì 1.605
fallà™ìn 2.2, 2.498, 2.501
Fallà™iyyah 2.572
falling contour 2.397, 2.400
falling melody 2.397
family names 2.71, 2.586
family tree model 1.490
Fanselow, Frank S. 4.433
Fansuri, Hamzah 2.334
fa-qad 1.474
Faq≠asì, ±Abù £ayyàn al- 4.34
far≠ 1.193, 2.310, 2.408, 2.539, 4.13, 

4.422, 4.443, 4.560, 4.739
far deixis 1.106, 115
Far North Province 1.334
Fàràbì, ±Abù Naßr al- 2.85, 2.90, 2.235, 

2.425, 2.435, 3.32–34, 3.73, 3.113–115, 
3.176–177, 3.547, 4.219, 4.235, 4.459

/f/ 4.302
fa- 1.71, 1.467–468, 1.473–476, 1.566, 

1.648, 2.22, 2.208, 2.478–479, 2.542, 
3.200, 3.225, 3.646, 3.654, 4.192, 
4.194, 4.486, 4.544, 4.729

fa-, resumptive 1.472
fa≠al 2.424
fa≠ala 3.224–225
fa≠àli 2.379, 2.432–433, 3.35
Faber, Alice 1.616, 3.420, 4.313
fable 3.734
face affront 1.657
face saving 1.657
facial expression in sign language 4.229
factitive 1.553, 1.623, 1.626, 2.348, 

4.51, 4.307, 4.697
factitivity 1.329
Fadak 1.129
Fadicca 2.1, 3.60
Fà∂il, Yùsuf [Yusef Fadel] 1.603, 3.295
fading 2.192
Fa∂l al-Mawlà 2.588
Fa∂l, Íalà™ 4.473
fa∂la 2.225, 2.291, 2.430, 3.100, 

3.102–103, 3.105, 4.413, 4.436
Fadli 4.750
fa±fà± 2.676–677
Fafunwa, Aliyu Babs 3.374
Fagborun, J. Gbenga 4.758–759
Fahahil 2.609
Fa™™àm, Šàkir al- 2.635
fà™iš 2.362
Fahmi, Mahir Hasan 2.634
fa™š 2.362
fà±ida 1.2, 1.4, 2.186, 2.536–538, 

2.542, 4.413, 4.738
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Faràfra 1.589
Faràfra Arabic 1.586, 1.610–611, 2.2, 

2.6, 2.8
Farah, Rola 2.101
Faraj 2.44
Faraj, ±Alfi rìd 1.601
Faraj, Faraj as-Sayyid 1.601
Faraj, Samì™ 1.599
faraka 4.133
Farazdaq, al- 2.94, 2.543, 3.650, 

4.200, 4.202, 4.209
Farber, Bernard 2.583
far∂ 1.189
far∂ ≠ayn 2.337
Fareh, Shehdeh 2.209, 4.489
Farghal, Mohammed Ali 1.656–659, 

2.69–72, 2.169–172, 2.501, 2.583–588, 
3.678, 3.681, 4.365, 4.467, 4.487, 4.742

Farghali, Ellen 3.676
Farghaly, Ali Ahmed 1.511, 4.45–50, 

4.742, 4.746
Fargues, Philippe 2.59, 4.577
Far™àt, Germanus [Jarmànùs] 1.174, 

2.189, 2.497
Far™at, Ilyàs £abìb 3.4
Faridpur 4.508
fàrisì 3.582
Fàrisì, ±Abù ≠Alì al-£asan ibn ±A™mad 

al- 1.173, 2.82, 2.188, 2.235, 2.406, 
2.538, 3.103, 3.321, 3.649, 4.9, 
4.119–200

Fàrisì, ±Abù l-£usayn al- 3.122
Farnetani, Ena 4.669
Farooqi, F.U. 2.326
Farrà±, al- 1.49, 1.70, 1.73–74, 1.402, 

1.618, 1.641, 2.79, 2.178, 2.227, 2.232, 
2.294, 2.298, 2.301, 2.316, 2.402, 
2.426, 2.436, 2.478, 2.536, 3.14, 3.72, 
3.91, 3.101, 3.107, 3.109, 3.116, 3.123, 
3.549, 3.689, 4.8, 4.119, 4.219–220, 
4.235, 4.431, 4.436. 4.447

Farrugia, G. 3.154
Farruxì 2.410
Farsi 1.222, 1.231, 1.259, 1.403, 2.40, 

2.406–409, 2.411–412, 2.673, 3.313, 
3.574, 3.576, 4.424

Faršìdvard, Khosrow 2.410–411, 3.578
Fàrùqì, Zubayr ±A™mad al- 2.326
Faruqi, Harith Suleiman 3.26

Farwaneh, Samira 2.35–39, 3.305, 
3.494, 3.611, 4.85

fasàd al-luÿa 1.615
faßà™a 1.429, 1.636, 2.84–88, 

2.304–305, 4.202, 4.209
fàsì 3.112
faßì™ 1.131, 1.402, 1.530, 2.84–90, 

2.257, 2.629, 2.632, 3.15, 3.92, 4.22
fàßila 3.208–209, 3.214, 3.741, 4.103
fàßila manqùßa 3.741
faßl 1.429, 1.471, 1.558–559, 2.292, 

4.472
Fašn Arabic 2.2
Fasold, Ralph W. 1.619, 2.58–59, 

2.275, 2.319, 2.321, 2.652, 2.707, 3.19
fassara 4.436
Fassberg, Steven E. 2.24
Fassi Fehri, Abdelkader 1.45–46, 1.350, 

1.358, 1.457, 1.480–481, 1.486, 1.488, 
1.507, 1.510, 1.580, 2.173, 2.195, 
2.367, 2.369, 3.168, 3.225, 3.232, 
3.356, 3.382, 3.384–385, 3.388, 
3.393, 3.428–429, 3.431–433, 3.707, 
3.709–710, 4.15, 4.42, 4.365–366, 
4.394–396, 4.398, 4.400, 4.486–489, 
4.524, 4.527, 4.648, 4.650, 4.653–655, 
4.657, 4.745–746

faßu™a 2.85
Fatani, Afnan H. 4.288
fat™ 1.152, 1.309, 2.92, 2.232–234, 

2.402, 4.10
fat™ al-≠uqad 3.341
fat™a 1.560, 2.232, 2.311
fat™a maßùba bi-kasra 2.233
Fàti™a, Sùrat al- 1.529
Fà†ima 2.47
Fà†ima bint ≠Abd aß-Íamad 4.275
Fatimi, S. Qudratullah 2.340
Fatimid Dynasty 4.218, 4.572
fatla 4.211
Fatlì, ≠Abd al-£usayn M. al- 1.614–615
Fatwa Academy 1.450–451
Fauconnier, Giles 3.653
fa≠ula 4.412
Faulkner, Raymond O. 2.68
Fawaxriyyah Arabic 4.240
Faxruddin Dynasty 4.276
Fàxùrì, £annà 3.71
Fay∂ì 2.327
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Fayfa Arabic 4.123
Fayrùzàbàdì, al- ¤ Fìrùzàbàdì al- 
Fayyà∂, Sulaymàn 4.61
Fayyum Arabic 1.320–321, 1.608, 

1.611, 1.640, 2.2, 2.5, 2.494
Fayyùmì, al- 3.32, 3.42
FaΩà±ilì, Habib Allah 4.138
Fazà®a 1.299
Fazlıo©lu, ÷hsan 3.501–502
Fazlıo©lu, Çukran 3.503
feature 3.228–229
feature, localized 4.631
feature, F- 2174, 4.745–746
feature, supralocal 4.631
feature, syntactic 4.741–742
feature checking 4.745
feature frequency method 1.586
feature geometry 3.627, 3.463–464
Feature Implication Hypothesis 2.321
feedback, orosensory 2.365
feeding role 2.152
Feghali, Habaka 4.62, 4.124
Feghali, Michel T. 1.275, 1.541, 1.642, 

2.156, 3.429, 3.674, 4.403
Feldman, Laurie Beth 3.305
felicity conditions 4.328
Fellag 2.78
Fellata 4.375
Fellbaum, Christiane 4.45, 4.169
feminine 1.15, 1.434, 1.646, 

2.155–164
feminine, unmarked 2.158–160
feminine ending 1.263, 1.302, 1.304, 

1.326, 1.328, 1.392, 1.490, 1.497, 
1.538, 1.547, 1.550, 1.638, 
2.156–160, 2.312, 2.343, 2.420, 
2.509, 2.557, 2.606, 2.645, 4.565, 
4.627

feminine ending, pausal form of 
3.568

feminine ending in Northwest 
Semitic 3.415

feminine ending in Persian 3.575, 
3.577–578

feminine ending in Tajik 4.425
feminine ending in Tamil 4.434
feminine ending in Tatar 4.451
feminine ending in Turkish 4.585
feminine ending in Uyghur 4.606

feminine ending in Uzbek 4.611
feminine marker 1.400, 1.479, 1.556, 

2.101, 2.250, 2.583, 3.154, 3.183, 
3.278, 3.303, 3.430, 4.64, 4.244

feminine marker, Berber 2.252
feminine marker, Hausa 2.253
feminine marker, pausal form of 

3.565–566
feminine marker, raising of 4.243
feminine marker, Romance 3.154
feminine plural 1.393
feminine reading 2.314
feminine suffi x 1.78, 1.646, 3.220
feminism 2.642
feminist literature 1.599
feminist movement 2.648
Fenton, Paul B. 2.526, 2.579
Feraud, Laurent-Charles 4.548
Ferber, Andrew 2.202
Ferdowsi ¤ Firdawsi 
Fergani, Nader 2.705
Ferghana Valley 4.603
Ferguson, Charles A. 1.173, 1.340–342, 

1.419, 1.439–440, 1.442, 1.447, 
1.490–491, 1.533, 1.593–595, 
1.615–616, 1.618, 1.629–631, 
1.634–635, 1.667, 1.669, 2.10, 2.29, 
2.51, 2.104, 2.117, 2.162–163, 
2.203–204, 2.267, 2.501, 2.642, 
2.654–655, 2.658, 2.695, 2.708, 
3.10, 3.62, 3.70, 3.238, 3.346, 3.348, 
3.444, 3.446, 3.451, 3.640, 3.647, 
3.658, 3.664, 3.670, 3.726, 4.50, 
4.57–59, 4.150, 4.399, 4.423, 4.655, 
4.669

Ferrando, Ignacio 1.433–434, 2.61, 
2.261–268, 3.237, 3.439

Fes 1.24, 3.135, 3.294, 4.156
Fes Arabic 1.444, 1.571, 1.596, 1.609, 

2.532–534, 2.621, 3.273–274, 3.276, 
3.285, 3.288–290, 3.292–293, 3.585

Fes Arabic, Jewish 1.84
Fes lithographs 3.112
Fësken 1.91
Fevrier, Paul Albert 4.572
Fezzan 1.273, 1.361–362, 2.552, 

3.53, 3.56, 4.376
Fezzan Arabic 1.265–266, 2.622, 

3.55–56, 3.587, 4.551, 4.555
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Fezzanis 1.362
fì 2.273, 3.109, 3.675, 4.544
Fibonacci, Leonardo 2.455
Fierro, Maribel 3.379
Figali, Hanna al-Xuri al- 1.603
fi gura etymologica 2.496
fi gurative expression 2.70, 2.443
fi gurative language 2.305, 3.651
fi gurative sense 1.437
fi gure of speech 3.629
fi gure/ground 1.423
fi gure/ground organization 4.501, 4.506
fi ≠l 1.309, 2.82, 2.90–96, 2.184, 2.225, 

2.227, 2.424, 2.434, 2.537–539, 2.542, 
2.545, 3.241, 3.424, 3.546, 3.550, 
3.683, 3.685, 4.354, 4.414, 4.487, 
4.638, 4.739

fi ≠l ¤ verb 
fi ≠l al-≠ibàra 2.551
fi ≠l al-≠illa 1.576
fi ≠l al-±inšà± 2.193
fi ≠l al-lawn 1.576
fi ≠l al-mad™ wa-≈-≈amm 1.73, 2.94
fi ≠l al-mùqaraba 1.70, 2.94, 3.105, 

3.234, 3.354
fi ≠l al-mutakallim 2.360
fi ≠l al-mu†àwa≠a 4.414
fi ≠l al-qalb 1.71, 1.203, 2.93, 2.186, 

3.166, 4.56, 4.429
fi ≠l al-qasam 4.414
fi ≠l ar-rajà± 3.105
fi ≠l aš-šakk wa-l-yaqìn 3.354
fi ≠l aš-šurù≠ 2.94, 2.193
fi ≠l aš-šu≠ùr 3.105
fi ≠l at-ta≠ajjub 1.564–565, 2.80, 2.94, 

3.550
fi ≠l at-taf∂ìl 1.69, 2.13, 3.105
fi ≠l at-ta™wìl 3.235
fi ≠l dà±im 2.431, 3.97, 3.543, 3.549, 4.455
fi ≠l fà≠il 4.415
fi ≠l fì l-lafÚ 2.551
fi ≠l maf ≠ùl 4.415
fi ≠l mu∂àri≠ 2.431, 2.625, 3.96, 3.98
fi ≠l muta≠addin li-ÿayrihi 2.94, 4.531
fi ≠l muta≠addin li-ÿayrihi 
fi ≠l nàqiß 1.70, 1.217, 2.549–551
fi ≠l tàmm 2.549–550
Filipino 3.313
fi ≠liyya 2.186, 2.434

fi ller 1.457
Fillmore, Charles J. 1.41, 1.343–344, 

1.346, 1.457, 4.487, 4.502, 4.624
fi lm 2.11
fi lm, Indian 2.211
fi nality 1.306
Finck, Franz N. 2.217
Findlow, Sally 2.694, 2.705
fi nger spelling 4.225
fi nite state 1.457
fi nite state automaton 1.208, 1.456
Finnish 2.684, 4.53, 4.194
fi qh 1.336, 1.338, 1.380, 1.427, 1.451, 

2.360, 2.543, 4.11, 4.685
Firanescu, Daniela Rodica 2.79–81, 

2.360, 3.233–238, 4.196, 4.198, 4.283, 
4.328–334

Firbas, Jan 4.494, 4.502
Firdawsi 2.406, 3.575, 3.720, 
Firoz ud Din, Al Haj Maulavi 4.601
First Cataract 2.1
fi rst language acquisition 1.339, 1.342, 

1.368–376, 1.482, 2.96–104, 3.724, 
4.37, 4.140

fi rst language attrition 1.370
fi rst language teaching 2.104–113
Firth, J.R. 1.435
Firth, Raymond 2.202, 2.204–205
Fìrùzàbàdì, Mu™ammad ibn Yà≠qùb 

al- 1.3–4, 2.581, 2.597, 3.21–22, 
3.33, 3.40, 3.42, 3.50, 3.172, 3.321, 
3.504, 3.693, 4.103

Fischer, August 2.638, 3.23, 3.43, 
3.453, 3.674

Fischer, J.B. 3.547
Fischer, Wolfdietrich 1.16–21, 1.383, 

1.397–405, 1.562, 1.571–572, 1.609, 
1.614–615, 1.618–619, 1.638–639, 
1.642, 2.195, 2.230–231, 2.236–237, 
2.296, 2.388, 2.452, 3.190–191, 
3.216, 3.237, 3.404, 3.410, 3.422, 
3.424, 3.429, 3.444, 3.453–454, 
3.553, 3.556, 3.568, 3.593, 3.609, 
3.700, 3.704, 3.718–721, 4.2, 4.40, 
4.112, 4.197–198, 4.404, 4.520, 
4.613–614, 4.616–618, 4.621–622

Fishman, Joshua A. 1.636, 2.58, 2.652, 
3.343

f-≠-l notation 4.446
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Fodor, Janet Dean 4.316
Fodor, Jerry 2.691
Foley, J. 2.165
Foley, William A. 4.197
folk etymology 1.575, 2.68, 2.285
folk linguistics 1.173
folk literature 2.531
folk poetry 1.323
folk story 1.597
Folmer, M.L. 3.410
Fontinoy, Charles 3.736
foot 3.613, 3.620
foot, binary 3.616
foot, degenerate 4.346, 4.348
foot, iambic 3.613–614, 3.620, 4.389
foot, left-dominant 3.613, 3.616
foot, metrical 2.238, 3.616
foot, poetic 4.89, 4.92
foot, right-dominant 3.613, 3.616
foot, trochaic 3.613, 3.620, 4.390
foot assignment rule 3.617
foot dominance 3.616
Force 4.360
foreground 1.485, 2.207–209, 4.499, 

4.501, 4.728–729, 4.731, 4.733
foregrounding 1.422–423
foreign accent 3.725
foreign language, fl uency in 2.9
foreign language learning 1.432
foreign phonemes 1.260
foreign word 2.71
foreigner talk 2.116–122, 3.63, 3.640
form, derived 1.237–239
form, fundamental 4.341–342
Form II 4.51, 4.307, 4.532
Form III 1.576, 4307
Form IV 1.93, 1.108, 1.611, 1.626, 

2.277–278, 2.348–349, 2.421, 2.486, 
2.565, 2.576, 2.617, 2.631, 3.184, 
3.221, 3.251, 3.367, 3.403, 3.488, 
3.532, 4.34, 4.45, 4.113, 4.241, 4.307, 
4.532, 4.536, 4.642

Form VI 4.57
Form VII 4.57
Form IX 1.576, 4.307, 4.341
formal speech 2.647
formal style 2.323
formality 1.650, 2.661, 3.664
Formangleichung 1.577

f-languages 4.314
Flashner, Vanessa 2.208
Fleisch, Henri 1.560, 1.566–567, 

1.573, 1.580–581, 1.584, 1.614–615, 
1.638–639, 1.641, 1.643–644, 
1.653, 2.22, 2.80, 2.91, 2.94, 2.156, 
2.159, 2.165, 2.223, 2.236–237, 
2.295, 2.346, 2.348, 2.350, 2.387, 
2.426, 2.428, 2.494–495, 3.46, 
3.192, 3.269, 3.300, 3.453–454, 
3.457, 3.564–565, 3.567, 3.591, 
3.645, 3.689, 3.696, 3.700, 3.721, 
4.1–2, 4.12–13, 4.93–94, 4.97, 4.339, 
4.444, 4.455, 4.486, 4.643

Fleischer, Cornell 3.502
Fleischer, Heinrich Leberecht 1.594, 

2.358, 2.360, 2.545, 3.454
Flemming, Barbara 3.502–503
Flemming, Edward 2.365, 3.524
fl exible syntax 3.231
Florence 2.454
fl ower names 3.581
Fo accentual peak 2.397
Fo contours 2.395
Fo peak 2.395, 2.397
Fo valleys 2.395
focality 2.145
focalization 2.115, 4.722
focalizer 3.591
focus 1.485, 2.113–116, 2.131, 2.143, 

2.145, 2.147, 2.321, 3.260, 3.383, 
3.387, 3.672, 4.358, 4.400, 4.484, 
4.496, 4.502–503

focus, argument 2.113
focus, contrastive 2.143, 2.145, 2.147, 

4.399
focus, new 2.145
focus, predicate 2.113
focus, replacing 2.145
focus, requestive 2.143
focus, restricting 2.145
focus, selecting 2.145
focus, sentence 2.113
focus domain 2.113, 2.116, 4.502–503
focus element 4.734
focus marker 2.115
Focus Phrase 4.488
focusing 4.525–527, 4.729, 4.731–732
Fodor, I. 4.750, 4.753–754
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formant frequency 4.672
formant frequency in deaf speech 2.678
formative, prefi xed 4.462
formula 1.452, 1.473, 1.476
formula, emergent 1.474
formula, frozen 1.266
formula, prior-text 1.474
formula, religious 2.647, 2.649, 4.75
formulaic element 3.646
formulaic expression 1.268, 3.570, 4.141
formulaic pattern 1.648
formulaic schema 3.646
formulaic technique 3.499–500
formulaicity 3.646
Forrest, Karen 2.688
Forster, Kenneth I. 1.425
Fort Lamy 1.363
fortis 3.123, 3.125, 4.2
fossilization 1.485, 1.554, 1.565, 

1.615
fossilized form 4.44
Fotokol 1.334
Foumban 1.337
founder of language ¤ creation of 

language 2.177
Fournier, Jean-Marie 2.177
Fox, Andrew 4.288
Fox, Barbara A. 2.208
Fox, Joshua 1.638, 4.176
fracture 1.642
Fradkin, Robert 3.269–273
Fraenkel, Siegmund 3.6–7, 3.719
Fragner, Bert 3.501
Frajzyngier, Zygmunt 4.44
frame 1.422–423, 4.502, 4.624
framed slot 1.476
framing 1.475
France 2.73
France, Arabic in 2.73–75
Francophonie 4.574
Frank, Richard M. 4.329
Fray™a, ±Anìs 1.176, 2.701, 3.732
Frederick II, King 4.216
Free Morpheme Constraint 1.415–416
free state 1.350–351, 1.479
Freed, Barbara F. 2.681
Freeman, Andrew 1.460
Freeze, Ray 3.80, 3.83–86

Frege, Gottlob 2.368
Freller, Thomas 3.146
French 1.55–56, 1.58–60, 1.176–177, 

1.222, 1.231, 1.233, 1.260, 1.274, 
1.278, 1.290, 1.292, 1.333, 1.335, 
1.353, 1.364–365, 1.370, 1.407, 1.411, 
1.448–449, 1.451, 1.494, 1.529, 1.534, 
1.554, 1.625, 1.630, 1.650–652, 1.654, 
2.8, 2.64, 2.114, 2.122–123, 2.286, 
2.345, 2.373, 2.392, 2.400, 2.482, 
2.504, 2.560, 2.651, 2.659–660, 2.699, 
3.16–17, 3.51, 3.60, 3.137, 3.175, 
3.312–314, 3.706, 3.724–726, 4.53, 
4.285, 4.728

French, Acadian 3.524
French, attitude toward 2.651
French, infi nitive in 1.418
French, Jersey 3.204
French, Le Hâvre 3.204
French, Louisiana 2.684
French, teaching of 3.295
French, word order in 4.394
French in Algeria 2.697
French in Chad 3.315
French in Lebanon 2.699, 3.314
French in Mauritania 3.174
French in Morocco 2.698, 3.294, 

3.296
French in North Africa 2.697
French in Senegal 4.723
French in Syria 2.699
French in Tunisia 2.698, 4.574–575
frenulum 2.677
frequency 2.449–450
frequency, sound 4.88
frequency distinction 2.677–678
frequency of roots 4.94
frequency of use 2.86–87, 3.43, 3.90
frequency program 1.455
frequentative 1.551
Freud, Sigmund 4.267
Freytag, Georg Wilhelm 1.171, 3.22, 

3.207, 3.649, 4.516
frication 1.26
fricative 1.27, 3.596–598
fricative, laryngeal 4.666
fricative, voiced 4.666
fricativization 4.172
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Friedmann, Na±ama 2.691
Friedrich, Johannes 3.409
Friggieri, Albert 3.146
Frisch, Stefan A. 3.624–628, 3.463, 

3.610, 4.334–338
Frolov, Dmitrij V. 2.236, 2.238, 

3.207–215
Fromkin, Victoria 4.268–270, 4.335, 

4.337
fronted adverbial 1.476
fronting 1.413–414, 2.5, 2.131–136, 

2.145, 2.147, 2.311, 2.688, 3.327, 
4.722, 4.734

fronting, topic 3.333–334
fronting, vowel 4.678
fronting of adverbial clause 1.476
fronting of constituent 3.382
fronting of wh-constituent 4.719
Frost, Ram 2.692, 3.305
frozen expression 2.136–137
frozen formula 1.266
frozen structure 2.136
Frye, Richard 3.501
Fsadni, Michael 3.142
Fu, Jingqi 3.388
Fuad Library 1.382
fu≠àl 4.168
Fück, Johann 1.400, 1.562, 1.593, 

1.614–616, 1.618–620, 2.86, 2.406, 
2.628–629, 2.642, 3.59, 3.689

Fujimura, Osamu 3.525
Fukui, Naoki 3.685, 4.742
Ful 1.36
Fula ¤ Fulfulde 
Fulani ¤ Fulfulde 1.133, 2.137, 3.373, 

4.375
Fulayfi l, Mu™ammad ±Ibràhìm 1.382
Fulbe 2.137
Fulfulde 1.133, 2.137, 1.256, 

1.333–336, 1.363, 1.545, 2.137–142, 
2.252, 2.668–669, 2.673, 3.59, 
3.169–171, 3.314, 3.373, 3.375, 
4.179–180, 4.182–183, 4.279, 
4.281–282, 4.375, 4.716, 4.723

Full Interpretation 3.228–230
full stop 3.741
Full Transfer/Full Access 

Hypothesis 4.143–144

Fumo (Sultan) Laiti Nabhani 4.381
function word 2.676
function word, omission of 1.340
function words, borrowing of 4.599
function words, underuse of 2.675
functional category 4.742
functional feature 1.510
Functional Grammar 1.457, 2.143–150, 

4.726
Functional Grammar, Lexical 1.457, 

4.535, 4.657
functional head 1.350–351
functional load 3.603–604, 3.696
Functional Sentence Perspective 4.494, 

4.502, 4.726
functional yield 1.616
fundamentalism 2.189
fuqahà± 2.178, 2.362
Fur 2.560, 4.375–376
Furley, Oliver 1.662
furù≠ ¤ far≠ 
fußa™à± al-≠Arab 2.632
fuß™à 1.173–174, 1.405–406, 

1.408–409, 1.419, 1.483–484, 
1.527, 1.532, 1.599, 1.603, 
1.629–630, 1.632–636, 1.667, 2.84, 
89, 2.107, 2.110–111, 2.630, 2.636, 
2.641, 2.649, 2.651–657, 2.659, 
2.661–662, 2.695, 2.697, 3.18, 3.76, 
3.79, 3.344, 3.347–349, 3.465, 4.9, 
4.129, 4.252

fuß™à, attitude toward 2.651
fuß™à, cultivated 2.701
fuß™à, learning of 3.76
fuß™à al-≠aßr 1.533, 3.14
fuß™à al-™adìμa, al- 1.533
fusion 1.451, 1.539, 2.591, 4.38
fusion, morpheme 4.37
Fus†à†, al- 1.618
Futayyi™, ±A™mad al- 2.635–637
future 1.199–200, 1.217, 1.306, 

1.330–331, 1.377, 1.383, 1.508, 
1.568, 2.91, 2.272, 2.490, 3.186, 
3.265, 3.536, 4.545, 4.569

future intent 1.396, 2.248, 3.285, 
3.332, 3.536

future marker 1.186, 2.192, 2.423, 
2.514, 2.516, 3.237
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future marker bÿa 1.220
future particle 4.569
future particle ÿadì 1.568
future particle ™a- 1.148, 1.217, 

1.219–220, 1.306, 1.330, 1.408, 1.553, 
1.572, 2.272, 2.514, 2.516, 2.568–569, 
3.265, 3.406

future particle ra™ 1.65, 
1.229, 1.281, 1.306, 1.553, 

1.568, 1.612, 2.423, 2.490, 2.514, 
2.516, 2.577

future particle sa- 1.217–218, 1.568, 
1.607, 3.97

future, imminent 3.332
Fuuta Jaloo 2.137
Fuuta Toro 4.179–180, 4.182–183
FuΩùlì 3.502
Fyodorova, El’vira 4.450
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G

qalam al-™ilya 4.134
ÿala† 1.124, 2.629, 3.648
Ÿalàyinì, Muß†afà al- 1.573–574, 

3.392, 4.640
Galen 3.72
Galen, Pseudo- 4.134
ÿalìÚ 3.340
Galilee Arabic 1.263, 1.265, 1.608, 

2.501, 4.663
Galland, Antoine 1.167
Galletti, Mirella 3.351
Galley, Micheline 3.380
Gallop, Annabel Teh 2.344
Galloway, Douglas 3.478
Galmés de Fuentes, Álvaro 1.99–100, 

2.286
Gambia 1.255
Ÿàmid Arabic 4.126
Gammon 2.217
Gàmmu 4.181
Gandour, Jack 4.268
Ÿanì Arabic 3.94
Ganiage, Jean 4.575
Gansu 1.381
Gao 4.279
Gao, Man 4.667
gap 1.590, 2.18–19, 2.369, 

4.212, 4.525–526, 4.718, 4.720, 
4.722

gap, lexical 1.419, 2.29–30, 
2.661

gap, terminological 1.453
gap strategy 4.392
gapping 4.194, 4.397, 4.648–649
Garabulli Arabic 3.55
ÿara∂ 1.428, 4.333

/g/ 1.324
Gaballa, Hassan 2.169, 3.558, 4.357
Gabelentz, von der 4.161
Gabès 3.53
Gabès Arabic 3.451, 4.681
Gabrieli, Giuseppe 3.379, 3.717, 3.720
Gabu∑an, Gracija Mikajelovi∑ 2.238
Gacek, Adam 1.1–5, 3.110–113, 

3.307–311, 3.336–343, 4.98–100, 
4.130–138, 4.560–562

Gadalla, Hassan 3.393
Gaddafi , Colonel Muammar 3.664–666
Gaddo 2.53
Gadoua, Abdulhamid H. 2.230
Gaelic 2.712
Gaelic, East Sutherland 2.684
Gafat 2.67, 4.301, 4.304–305, 4.312
Gafos, Adamantios 3.305, 3.611, 

3.626, 4.338–344
gahawa syndrome 1.114, 1.117, 1.243, 

1.245, 1.261–262, 1.264–265, 1.272, 
1.301, 1.612, 2.2, 2.5, 2.151–153, 
2.573, 2.611–612, 3.205, 3.363, 3.367, 
3.403, 3.405, 3.478, 3.481, 3.532, 
3.609, 4.126, 4.241, 4.244, 4.389, 
4.710, 4.715

ÿà±ib 1.555, 1.566–568, 1.612, 2.82
Gairdner, William Henry Temple 2.459, 

2.494, 3.125, 3.602
Gajar 2.217–219, 2.469
Gajda, Iwona 2.256
Gal, Susan 2.662
Galadanci, Said 3.374–376
Galal, Mohammad 4.60, 4.63, 4.68
galàlìf 2.215
Galalo 2.270, 2.272
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Garàrša Arabic 3.401, 3.403, 4.240
Ÿarb Aswàn 2.1
Garba, Mohamadou 1.336
Garbell, Irene 1.620, 2.276, 2.508, 

4.2
Ÿarbi, £asan aß-Íaÿìr al- 1.361
Garbini, Giovanni 4.372
Ÿarbiyya Arabic 2.2
García Yebra, Valentín 1.617
Garde, Paul 3.725–726
Gardet, Louis 1.628
Gardner, Howard 2.691
Gardner-Chloros, Penelope 1.372
ÿarìb 4.203
ÿarìb al-™adìμ 3.31, 3.34
ÿarìb al-Qur±àn 3.31, 3.34
Gàrim, ≠Alì al- 4.87
Garmadi, Salah 1.632
Garoua 1.336–337
Garrett, Andrew 3.204–206
Garrett, Merrill 2.691, 4.268–271
Garrod, S.C. 4.502
Gascon 1.590
Gash-Barka 1.655
Gasim, Awn al-Sharif 3.435
Gasir Arabic 2.2
Gašmù ha-≠ar∫ì 1.126
Gass, Susan 2.117
Ÿassànì, £assàn al- 3.53
Ÿatafàn Arabic 3.94
Gätje, Helmut 4.543
Gaudefroy-Demombynes, Maurice 

2.92, 2.224, 2.45, 4.484, 4.444
Gauffi n, Jan 4.668
gav 3.173
Ÿawalma 1.362
Gawhar Sad, mosque of 2.601
gaws 2.468, 2.470, 4.157
ÿàya 3.109
Ÿayl £abbàn Arabic 4.750–751, 4.756
Gayo 1.6
ÿayr 2.297, 4.41
ÿayr al-xabariy(ya) 2.358
ÿayr ≠àqil 2.15
ÿayr ≠ilàjì 4.625
ÿayr mu±aμμir 4.626
ÿayr mulàqin 4.412
ÿayr munßarif 1.559, 1.643, 2.403, 

2.424, 2.426, 3.453, 4.432

ÿayr mußawwit 2.235
ÿayr muta≠addin 4.410, 4.624
ÿayr mutamakkin 1.309, 1.643, 2.426, 

4.431–432
ÿayr mutaßarrif 3.109
ÿayr šaxß 3.548
ÿayr †alab 4.332
ÿayr †alabì 2.360
Gaza 3.401
Gaza Arabic 1.608, 2.32, 3.527, 3.531
Gaza Strip 2.465, 3.360, 3.526
ÿazal 3.173, 4.202, 4.596
Ÿazàlì, ±Abù £àmid al- 2.304, 2.339, 

2.362, 3.42, 3.176–177, 3.321, 3.324, 
3.502, 3.578–579, 4.219

Gazdar, Gerald 1.458
Ÿazzàlì, al- ¤ Ÿazàlì, al- 
GB ¤ Government and Binding 
Gbadamosi, T.G.O. 3.374, 4.759
Gdalì, Ya™yà ibn ±Ibràhìm al- 3.169
Geblo 4.297
Gee, John 2.162
Geers, F.W. 4.96
Geertz, Clifford 2.63
Ge≠ez 1.38–39, 1.85, 1.122, 1.203, 

1.493, 2.51–52, 2.54–55, 2.66–67, 
2.223, 3.414, 3.418, 4.1, 4.301–306, 
4.309–310, 4.312–313

Gehin, Paul 3.515
gejmi 4.157
Gelb, Ignace Jay 3.227
Gelder, Geert Jan H. van 2.304–305, 

3.646–652
Gelderen, Elly van 4.395–396
gelet ¤ gilit Arabic 
Gellar, Sheldon 4.723
Gellner, Ernest 2.62–63, 2.647
geminate 1.238, 1.243, 1.277, 1.341, 

1.521, 2.153, 2.553, 2.591, 3.530, 
3.608, 4.50, 4.688

geminate reduction 2.685, 4.241
geminate verb 1.81, 1.85, 1.109, 

1.118, 3.220
gemination 1.207, 1.496–497, 1.525, 

1.574, 2.37, 2.153–155, 2.270, 
2.298–299, 2.346, 2.349–351, 2.353, 
2.367, 3.181, 3.423, 3.635, 4.51, 
4.70, 4.279, 4.310, 4.638

gemination, medial 2.154–155
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gender 1.43, 1.46–48, 1.386, 1.441, 
1.529, 1.643, 2.155–164, 2.424, 
2.642–650, 3.66, 3.242, 3.426, 
3.429–430, 4.631

gender, feminine 2.643, 4.355
gender, natural 2.156
gender agreement 2.162–163, 

4.567
gender crossing 3.450
gender distinction 1.278, 1.326, 

1.391, 1.491, 1.570–571, 1.606–608, 
1.611–612, 2.213, 2.418, 2.484, 2.510, 
2.513, 2.555, 2.583, 2.642, 3.54–55, 
3.149, 3.157, 3.181, 3.291, 3.403, 
3.530, 4.110, 4.241, 4.304, 4.551, 
4.565, 4.631, 4.639

gender distinction, absence of 2.522, 
3.634–636

gender distinction, loss of 1.590, 1.596, 
2.684

gender distinction in pronouns 3.585
gender distinction in verb 1.270, 1.272, 

1.302
gender in Coptic 1.498
gender in Indo-European 2.156
gender marking 2.99, 2.318, 

2.320–321
gender of loanwords 4.591, 

4.598–599
gender polarity 3.69, 4.274
gender replacement 2.160
gender studies 4.631
gender system in Telugu 4.454
genealogical tree 1.36, 4.371, 4.373
General Phrasal Accent 2.116
General Phrasal Accent Principle 2.113
general term 4.685
generality of meaning 4.22
generalization 2.118, 4.145, 4.162, 

4.166
generalization in the Qur±àn 4.29
generalization of plural markers 3.63
Generalization, Kayne’s 1.412
generalization, semantic 4.160
Generalized Phrase Structure 

Grammar 1.458
Generative Grammar 1.312, 1.347, 

1.422, 1.478, 1.488, 1.507, 3.204, 
3.228, 3.232–233, 4.521, 4.741

generator, morphological 1.460
generic 1.248, 1.250, 2.644, 3.247
generic nominal 3.393
generic noun 1.187
generic reference 4.317
Genesee, Fred 1.368, 4.322
genetic relationship 1.294–295, 1.298
genetic relationship of the Semitic 

languages 4.313
genitive 1.347, 1.351–352, 1.479, 

1.559–560, 1.563, 1.580, 1.643, 
2.146–147

genitive, analytic 3.634, 3.672–673, 
4.247, 4.555

genitive, epexegetic 3.674
genitive, synthetic 3.672–673 
genitive construct 2.294
genitive construction 1.292, 1.540, 

4.622
genitive exponent 1.82–83, 1.226, 

1.491, 1.493, 1.562, 1.611, 2.119–120, 
2.161, 2.489, 3.587, 3.671

genitive marker 1.248, 1.279, 1.283, 
1.303, 1.327, 1.367, 1.392, 1.478, 
1.549, 1.552, 1.607, 1.612, 2.248, 
2.420, 2.511, 2.521, 2.575, 2.592, 
2.594, 2.614, 3.183, 3.278, 3.291, 
3.365, 3.484, 3.637, 4.112, 4.555, 
4.714, 4.311

genitive particle 1.263, 3.182, 3.220, 
4.565

genitive particle bità≠ 1.596, 1.608, 
2.570, 3.390

genitive particle ≈il(a) 1.92
genitive particle dyal 1.64, 3.278, 

3.291
genitive particle ™agg 1.248, 1.611, 

2.570, 2.614, 3.182, 3.673
genitive particle hana 1.367
genitive particle ihnìn 1.303, 1.608
genitive particle lè 1.92
genitive particle lìt 2.420
genitive particle màl 1.226, 1.240, 

1.248, 1.351, 1.417, 1.607, 2.420, 
2.614, 3.672

genitive particle mtà≠ 1.64
genitive particle ntà≠ 3.291
genitive particle šel 1.351
genitive particle šìt 1.552
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genitive particle šuÿl  1.608, 3.365
genitive particle taba≠ 1.279, 1.283, 

1.351, 1.549, 1.552, 2.489, 2.511
genitive relation 1.477
Genizah 1.598, 2.529–530
Genoa 2.454
genre, discourse 1.648
genre analysis 1.649
gentilics 2.285
Geoghegan, B. 2.683
geography, dialect 1.583
geography, lexical 1.590
geomantic 3.126
Geonim 2.527
George, Alain 3.514
Georgin, Pierre 1.61–62
Georr, Khalil 3.113, 3.176
Gerard of Cremona 1.166, 2.455
Gerard, Albert S. 4.182
German 1.119, 1.122, 1.484–485, 

2.345, 2.699, 3.725
German, Swiss 2.684
German, syllable structure in 4.388–389
German in Morocco 3.295
German in Texas 2.684
Germania 2.217
Germanic languages 1.475, 1.501, 

3.228, 3.232–233
Germanos, Marie A. 4.630
Germany 2.72
Germany, Arabic in 2.73, 2.75
gerund 1.521, 1.523, 2.590, 4.306, 

4.622
gerund nominal 4.741
gerundival construction 3.554
gerundive 3.556, 4.306
gerundive nominal 1.477, 1.479
Gesem 1.126
Gesenius, Wilhelm 3.46, 3.141, 3.409, 

3.420, 4.756
Gessi 1.519, 1.521
gesture 2.202, 2.505, 2.579, 

3.676
Geva-Kleinberger, Aharon 2.461–464
Geyer, Rudolf 1.615, 3.689, 3.718
Gezer 3.409
Gezi, Kal 2.105
Gezira 4.376–377
Ghabban, ≠Alì ibn ±Ibràhìm 3.515, 3.517

Ghadames 3.56
Ghaith, Ghazi M. 2.694, 2.699, 2.703, 

3.315
Ghali, M. 4.669
Ghali, Wagdy Rizk 3.23–25
Ghalib 4.596
Ghana 2.250, 3.170
Ghanem, Choucri 3.348
Ghanem, S.M.A. 4.750
Gharb 3.147
Ghassanid Dynasty 2.499
Ghat 3.56
G™a†àn 3.326
G™a†àn Arabic 3.326
Ghazali, Nazim il- 1.528
Ghazeli, Salem 3.48, 3.610, 4.637, 

4.666–667, 4.670–671, 4.675
Ghaznavid Dynasty 1.403, 3.508
Ghedira, Ameur 1.449
Gherdaya 2.715
Ghobrial, Naguib 3.680
Ghoneim, Wafi q 3.471
Ghul, Mahmud Ali 1.614, 1.617
Ghul, Omar al- 3.467
Ghuri, Muhammad 2.325–326
Giannikadou, Anastasia 3.653, 3.655
Giannini, A. 4.669–670
Giasuddin Tughlak 4.452
Gibaliya 1.655
Gibb, Hamilton A.R. 3.732, 4.105
Gibran, Gibran Khalil ¤ Jibran 

(Jubran), Jibran Khalil 
Gibson, Michael [Maik] 2.161, 

2.318–325, 3.11–13, 4.563–571
Gide, André 4.76
Gieling, Saskia 2.407
Giggei, Antonio [Giggeius, 

Antonius] 1.170, 3.30
Gihaf Arabic 4.756
’ihèna 2.2
Gijduvon 4.613
Gil, David 3.64–66, 3.68
Gil, Moshe 2.259
Giles, Howard 4.320, 4.628
gilit Arabic 1.86 1.93, 1.122, 

1.232, 1.610–611, 1.260, 2.414–424, 
2.533, 2.571–572, 4.3, 4.325

Gilliéron, Jules 1.590
Gilliot, Claude 3.36, 4.8
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Goa 2.335
goal 1.344–345, 2.145, 3.230, 4.487, 

4.489–490, 4.492–493, 4.535, 4.538
God, attributes of 2.432, 4.219
God, names of 2.600, 4.74
God, qualities of 2.432
God, speech of 2.306, 4.6, 4.73, 4.105
God wish 4.399, 4.419, 4.655–656
Goddard, Cliff 4.166
Goebl, Hans 1.585–586
Goedemans, Rob 3.66
Goffman, Ervin 2.202
Goggot 4.301
Goitein, Shlomo Dov 1.589, 1.598, 

2.534, 4.106, 4.108, 4.750
Golan 4.402
Gölbaçı 1.115–116
Golconda 2.328
Gold, Toni 2.675
Goldberg, Harvey E. 2.471
Goldenberg, Gideon 1.573, 1.575, 

1.638, 2.435, 2.539, 2.544, 4.339, 
4.737

Goldsmith, John 3.301, 3.461, 3.617
Goldstein, Louis 4.335
Goldziher, Ignaz 3.88–89, 3.91, 

3.719–720
Golius, Jacob 1.167, 1.170, 1.172, 3.22, 

3.30, 4.516
Golkunda Kingdom 4.597
Gontor 2.338
Goodglass, Harry 2.690
Goodman, Morris 3.641, 4.368
Goody, Jack 2.583, 3.135
Goossens, Jan 1.585, 1.590
Gopnik, Myrna 2.689
Goran 1.360
Gorani 2.604
Gorda Arabic 2.622
Gordon, C.H. 1.643
Gordon, Matthew 4.288–289, 4.350, 

4.630, 4.634
Gordon, Raymond G. Jr. 3.312
Gordon, Yehuda Leib 1.494
Gorea, Maria 3.470
Gorter, Durk 3.315
ÿoß 4.157
ÿoß Hedawa 4.157
ÿoß lkaf 4.157

Gimira 3.494
Gina Arabic 2.2
Gincburg, David 3.208
Gindibu 4.170
ÿinnàwas 1.528
Girgas, Viktor 4.429
Girod, Alain 2.12–16, 2.315–318, 

3.200
gißìdih 3.500
given/new information 1.430
Givenness Hierarchy 3.86–87
Givón, Talmy 1.42, 1.649, 2.192, 2.594, 

3.711, 4.40, 4.161, 4.316, 4.502, 
4.505–506

Giza Arabic 2.2, 2.5
Glavda 4.716
Glaß, Dagmar 4.76
Gleßgen, Martin-Dietrich 2.455
glide 1.235, 1.640, 1.642, 2.164–169, 

2.228, 2.233–235, 2.349, 2.448, 3.241
glide deletion 3.240
gliding 2.688
globalization 1.176, 1.420, 2.655, 

2.660, 2.695–696, 2.700, 2.705, 4.147, 
4.154

glottal 3.599, 4.715
glottal catch 4.242
glottal co-occlusion 4.3
glottal replacement 2.678
glottal stop 1.81, 1.204, 1.260, 1.295, 

1.300, 1.323, 1.376, 1.384, 1.397, 
1.399–400, 1.407, 1.490, 1.492, 
1.546, 1.608–610, 1.632, 1.653, 2.98, 
2.228–232, 2.263, 2.279, 2.343, 2.350, 
2.408, 2.416, 2.473, 2.482, 2.503, 
2.508, 2.610, 3.125, 3.146, 3.594, 
3.599, 4.125

glottal stop, loss of 1.594
glottal stop, pharyngealized 1.276, 

2.231
glottal stop, prothetic 2.5
glottalization 1.27, 1.103, 1.299, 2.3, 

2.460, 4.1, 4.109, 4.172, 4.422
glottalization, pausal 2.5, 3.363–364
glottis 2.229, 3.599, 4.666–668
glottochronology 4.312–313
Glubb, John Bagot 2.498, 3.199, 3.402
gnä 3.173
gnome 3.730
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Goulfey 1.334
Goulimine 2.240
Goulimine Arabic 3.288
governance 1.67, 2.92–93, 2.290–292, 

3.108, 4.221
governance of the object 3.543
government 1.347–349, 2.169–175, 

2.181, 2.187, 2.307–308, 3.178, 3.231, 
4.429

Government and Binding Theory 1.347, 
1.457, 2.170, 3.229–230, 3.706, 3.713, 
4.488, 4.657

government relation 2.538
government, cancellation of 4.428–430
government, head 1.350
Government-Agreement analysis 1.46–47
Government-Agreement Constraint 1.47
governor 1.67, 1.349–350, 2.92, 2.169, 

2.171, 2.292, 2.294–295, 2.356, 2.538
governor, abstract 2.290
governor, subordinate 1.344
Gozo 3.143, 3.147
grade repetition 3.75
gradience of similarity 3.627
Gradual Differentiation Theory 1.368
Graf, Dafna 3.494
Graf, David F. 3.468
graffi ti, Bedouin 4.480
graffi ti, memorial 4.481
graffi ti, Nabataean 3.467
Gragg, Gene 4.302, 4.305, 4.307
gram 2.191, 2.193–194
grammacization 2.191
grammar 1.530, 2.335
Grammar, Categorical 1.457
Grammar, Categorical 

Unifi cation-based 1.457
grammar, Classical Arabic 1.402
grammar, cognitive 4.501
grammar, constraint 1.514
grammar, context-free 1.456, 1.514
grammar, contrastive 1.482–489
Grammar, Defi nite Clause 1457, 1.514
Grammar, Dependency 1.457
grammar, feature augmented 1.456
Grammar, Functional 1.457, 2.143–150, 

4.726
Grammar, Generalized Phrase 

Structure 1.458

Grammar, Generative 1.312, 1.347, 
1.422, 1.478, 1.488, 1.507, 2.143, 
3.204, 3.338, 3.232–233,  4.521, 
4.741

Grammar, Lexical Functional 1.457, 
4.535, 4.657

Grammar, Lexical Tree Adjoining 
1.457

grammar, natural language 1.347
grammar, origin of 2.177
grammar, pedagogical 2.178, 2.184, 

2.188
Grammar, Phrase Structure 1.514
Grammar, Relational 1.457, 4.502, 

4.535
grammar, school 1.575
grammar, simplifi cation of 1.176
grammar, speculative 1.486
Grammar, Systemic 1.457
grammar, teaching of 1.534, 2.107, 

2.110, 2.188, 2.336
Grammar, Transformational 1.457, 

1.562, 2.356, 4.448, 4.520–528, 4.657, 
4.741

Grammar, Tree Adjoining 1.514
Grammar, Universal 1.342, 1.484–485, 

1.488, 2.96, 2.102, 2.170, 4.143–144, 
4.391, 

Grammar, Word 1.457
grammar instruction 4.21
grammarians, Baghdadian ¤ Baghdad, 

school of 
grammarians, Basran ¤ Basran school 
grammarians, Kufan ¤ Kufan school 
grammar-translation method 4.148
grammatical function splitting 1.350
grammatical tradition, Arabic 1.488, 

2.175–191, 2.265
grammatical tradition, Coptic 2235, 

3.72
grammatical tradition, Greek 2.309, 

2.425, 3.107, 3.547–548
grammatical tradition, Hebrew 1.313
grammatical tradition, Indian 3.123–124
grammatical tradition, Persian 2.235, 

2.411
grammatical tradition, Syriac 2.232, 

2.294, 2.309, 2.402, 2.411, 3.107, 
3.547
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grammatical tradition, Turkic 2235, 
2.405, 3.72

grammaticality 2.117, 2.121, 2.193
grammaticality, cline of 2.195
grammaticality, degree of 2.192
grammaticalization 1.23–24, 1.203, 

1.220, 1.328, 1.395, 1.476, 1.540, 
1.554, 1.658, 2.144, 2.191–198, 2.215, 
3.187, 3.191, 3.236, 4.37, 4.39–40, 
4.42, 4.160–164, 4.166, 4.196–198, 
4.250, 4.756

grammaticalization cycle 2.192
grammaticalization, layers of 2.195
grammaticization 1.485, 4.161
grammatization 2.191
Grammont, Maurice 3.205
Granada 1.168, 174
Granada Arabic 1.103, 1.107, 3.23, 

3.585, 4.431
Grand Màggal 4.181
Grand’Henry, Jacques 1.53–58, 1.387, 

1.609, 2.223, 4.70, 4.430–431
Grande, Bentsion M. 4.429
Grandguillaume, Gilbert 2.697, 3.347, 

3.349, 4.575
Grandlaunay, René-Vincent du 

3.377–381
grantha letters 4.434
grapheme 2.237–238
Grapow, Hermann 2.68
Gratzl, Emil 3.718
Greek 1.110, 1.126–127, 1.132, 

1.170, 1.175, 1.401, 1.404, 1.494, 
1.498–499, 1.527, 1.537, 1.593, 
2.1, 2.68, 2.201, 2.263, 2.265–266, 
2.286, 2.289, 2.469, 2.560, 3.6–7, 
3.59, 3.72, 3.141, 3.218, 3.313, 3.422, 
3.426, 3.435, 3.465, 3.470, 3.553, 
3.641, 4.73, 4.194, 4.371, 4.539, 4.572, 
4.578–579

Greek, Ancient 1.539, 1.565, 2.345
Greek, Cypriot 1.537, 1.539, 1.612
Greek, Modern 1.539, 2.201
Greek, object-raising in 4.539
Greek, Sicilian 4.215, 4.218
Greek, verb in 4.545
Greek in Asia Minor 2.684
Greek in Syria 4.402
Greek philosophy 2.176

Greek writings, translation of 1.403
Green, Georgia M. 2.19, 3.676–678
Greenberg, Joseph H. 1.484, 2.250–251, 

2.253, 2.319, 3.435, 3.445–446, 3.462, 
3.610, 3.625, 4.51, 4.94–95, 4.161, 
4.279, 4.375, 4.523, 4.725

Greenfi eld, Jonas C. 3.472
greetings 2.148, 2.202–207, 3.540, 

3.659, 3.661, 3.681
greetings, Biblical 2.204
greetings, Islamic 2.203, 2.206
greetings, Malagasy 3.126
greetings, Wolof 4.183
Grenat, Mohamed Hasan 4.488
Grendel, Marjon 2.682–683
Grice, H. Paul 2.19, 2.70, 3.677
Grice’s Cooperative Principle 2.19, 

3.677, 3.681
Gricean maxims 1.429
grid 3.616
Grid Theory 3.616
Griffi n, David 2.287
Grigore, George 3.237, 4.70
Grimes, Barbara F. 3.506, 4.580
Grimes, Joseph E. 2.208, 4.317
Grimm, Jacob 1.119
Grimme, Hubert 3.469
Grimshaw, Allen D. 2.202
Grimshaw, Jane 3.388, 3.393, 4.489, 

4.491, 4.648
Grinder, John 4.527
griot 3.173, 4.180
gris-gris 3.139–140
Grohmann, Adolf 1.149, 3.469–470, 

3.513–516, 3.519
Groome, Francis H. 2.220
Grosjean, François 1.369
Grotzfeld, Heinz 2.278, 3.190, 

3.737–738, 4.196, 4.654, 4.664
ground/fi gure 1.423
grounded phenomenon 2.365
grounding 1.422, 1.473, 1.648–649, 

2.207–210, 4.728
grounding values 2.207
group identity 2.222
group solidarity 4.251
group stereotypes 4.324
groupness 2.58
Gruber, Jeffrey 4.487, 4.489, 4.492
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Gruendler, Beatrice 1.148–155, 2.263, 
3.517–518

Grunebaum, Gustave E. von 2.304–305
Grünert, Max 4.558
Gruntfest, Yaakov 4.448
g†à≠ 3.173
Guanche 1.35, 2.67
Guayaquil 3.2
Guban 2.572
ÿubàr 1.151–152, 3.309, 4.134
gudayën 3.170
Gudykunst, William B. 4.322
Guellala 2.709
Guera 1.360, 362–364, 366
Guerssel, Mohand [Mohamed] 

1.121–122, 2.37, 2.168, 3.302
Gueunier, Noel J. 3.126
Guignard, Michel 3.173
Guillaume, Jean-Patrick 1.641, 

2.91, 2.165, 2.168–182, 2.233, 
2.291, 2.299, 2.309–310, 2.425, 
2.448, 2.536, 2.538, 2.544, 2.562, 
3.454, 4.119, 4.447

Guimier, Claude 4.160
Guinea 1.255, 4.179
Guinea Bissau 4.179
Guion, Susan G. 3.524
Guirao, Jose M. 1.513
Guiraud, Pierre 3.47
Gujarati 1.662, 1.665
Gujeratis 2.333
Guled, Said Utman 4.277
Gülensoy, Tuncer 4.592
Gulf Arabic 1.270, 1.272, 1.595, 

1.606, 1.611, 1.624, 2.36, 2.38, 
2.96, 2.161, 2.210–213, 2.374–375, 
2.388, 2.390, 2.555, 2.587, 3.9, 
3.12, 3.19, 3.63, 3.68, 3.264, 
3.451–452, 3.478, 3.545, 3.585, 
3.587, 3.592, 3.609, 4.124, 4.317, 
4.646, 4.656, 4.695

Gulf Arabic Pidgin ¤ Pidgin Gulf Arabic 
Gulf Co-operation Council 2.215
Gulf of Aqaba 3.401
Gulf States 2.111, 2.210–216

Gulf States, youth speech in 4.766–767
Gully, Adrian J. 1.471–472, 2.17, 

2.224–225, 2.315, 2.317, 2.355, 2.388, 
2.390, 2.424, 2.452–453, 2.477–478, 
2.539, 3.17, 3.101, 3.107, 3.323, 
4.448

Gulumba 4.715
gulzàr 4.134
Gum≠a, Mu™ammad Lu†fì 4.765
Gumbad-i Qabus 2.408
Gumperz, John J. 1.415, 1.417, 1.442, 

1.484–485, 3.664, 4.58
Gundel, Jeannette K. 3.86
ÿunna 3.335, 4.427–428
Gura 4.301
Gurage 2.53–54, 2.66–67, 4.312
Gurage, Central 4.301
Gurage, East 4.301, 4.304–305, 4.310, 

4.312
Gurage, West 4.301
Gurage-Selte 2.51
Gurani 3.351
Gurna Arabic 2.5
Gurnat Mar≠i 1.299
ÿùß 2.468, 2.470, 4.157
Gùß Arabic 2.5
ÿuß trisa 4.157
ÿusl 1.381
guslar 3.646
Gussenhoven, Carlos 2.395
Ÿù†a 1.546
Gutas, Dimitri 2.198–202
ÿuμm 2.259
Gutt, Ernst-August 4.305–307
Guttman, Louis 2.319
Guttman Scale 2.319
guttural 2.38, 2.229–230, 2.365, 3.205, 

3.328–330
Guyard, Stanislas 3.208
ÿuyùb 2.303
Gwadur 2.211
Gyeto 2.67, 4.301
Gypsies 2.469, 2.576
Gypsy Arabic 2.216–222, 3.527
Gypsy language 4.255
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H

™a≈f 2.16–17, 2.165, 2.223, 2.290, 
2.300–302, 2.544, 3.91, 3.649–650, 
4.27, 4.121, 4.448

™à∂ir 2.91, 3.97, 3.548
£adìμ 1.2, 1.380, 1.427, 1.472, 1.512, 

1.558, 2.46, 2.109, 2.183, 2.203, 
2.327–328, 2.335, 2.337, 2.436–437, 
2.552, 3.122, 3.136, 3.629

£adìμi, Xadìja al- 2.426
Hadj-Salah, Abdurrahman 1.457, 3.73
£a∂ramawt 1.260, 1.448, 1.451, 1.545, 

1.662, 2.56, 2.273, 2.337, 2.340, 3.694, 
4.295, 4.687–699, 4.750

£a∂ramawt Arabic 1.260, 2.270, 2.274, 
3.449, 4.687–699, 4.750–751, 4.753, 
4.754–757

£a∂rami Arabic ¤ £a∂ramawt Arabic 
£a∂ramì, ≠Abdallàh al- 4.209
£a∂ramìs 2.336–337
Hadramitic 2.212, 4.295, 4.301
Haegeman, Liliane 3.655, 4.392
Haeri, Niloofar 1.527–536, 1.631, 

1.633, 1.636, 2.8, 2.11, 2.642, 2.653, 
2.655–657, 2.694, 2.700–701, 2.705, 
3.607, 4.631, 4.634

™afala 4.34–35
Hafez Osman 3.341, 3.343
Hafez, Sabry 1.528
£àfi Ω al-Qur±àn 3.341
£àfi Ω, a†-¢àhir 1.438
£àfi Ω, £usayn 1.382
Hagar 1.129
Hagège, Claude 3.61
Hagen, Admiral van der 3.128
Hagen, Gottfried 3.501–505
Hagenbucher, F. 1.333

hà± as-sakt 3.565
hà± marbù†a 3.92
hà± mardùfa 4.560
hà± mu™aqqaqa 4.560
hà± mu™dawdiba 4.560
hà± musalsala 4.562
Haak, Martine 1.216–221
™abasa 3.603
Habash, Nizar 1.460
™abba≈à 2.80
Habermas, Jürgen 4.73
£abìb, Mùnà 2.698
habitual 1.38, 1.95, 1.195, 1.198–199, 

1.220, 1.229, 1.253, 1.305, 1.330, 
1.508, 2.514, 2.516, 2.524, 2.595, 
3.247, 3.266, 3.536, 3.573

habitual, past 2.516
habituality 1.331, 4.457
Habré, President Hissène 1.365
Habtoor, Mohamed 4.750
Hachimi, Atiqa 2.155–164, 4.629
™a∂ar 2.212, 2.571
™a∂arì 1.605, 1.617, 2.212
™adaμ 2.180, 2.549, 3.455, 4.659, 

4.685
™adaμàn 4.659
™add 1.192, 2.544
Haddad, Ayed 1.668, 1.670
Haddad, Bassam 1.458
Haddad, E. Nasrallah 2.481
£addàd, Fu±àd al- 1.601
Haddad, Ghassan F. 2.36, 4.64, 4.348
Haddad, Qasim 4.213
Haddad, Thuraya 1.668, 1.670
Ha≈≈àl, Xalaf al- 4.129
™addaμa 2.435, 4.737
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Haggan, Madeline 1.339, 1.341–342
hagiography, martyr 4.78
Hago, Abdel Moneim Nasir 2.518
Haichour, El Houcine 1.649
Haifa 2.439, 2.464, 2.505–506
Haifa Arabic 1.608
Hà±il 4.482
Haim, Soleiman 2.410–411
Haim, Sylvia 3.345–346
Haiman, John 4.161
Haiting 1.381
£àja bint Miqdàm 4.275
£ajarì, Nàßir ad-Dìn ±A™mad ibn Qàsim  

al- 1.169, 3.220, 3.222
Haji Abdulmalik ibn Karim ibn 

Amrullah 2.337
Haji∑, Jan 1.458, 1.516
™ajj 1.448
£àjj, Kamàl Yùsuf al- 3.349
£àjj, ±Unsi al- 4.213
Hajj Malik Sy, al- ¤ Malik Sy, al-Hajj 
Hajj Umar Tal, al- 4.179
Hajjaj, Ali 2.32
£ajjàj ibn Yùsuf, al- 1.152, 3.120, 

3.517, 3.641, 4.204
£àjji Xalìfa 3.501–503
Haj-Salah, Abdurrahman ¤ Hadj-Salah, 

Abdurrahman 
£akam II, Caliph al- 2.46
Håkansson, Gisela 2.97, 2.117, 2.679
£aketiyya 4.156
£akìm, Tawfìq al- 1.409, 1.600–601, 

3.556
Hakmi 1.655
Hakuta, Kenji 2.681
™àl 1.19, 1.50, 1.68, 1.563, 2.91, 

2.115, 2.132, 2.143, 2.185, 
2.224–228, 2.356, 2.389, 3.97, 
3.101, 3.103, 3.105, 3.108, 3.114, 
3.160, 3.200, 3.261, 3.286, 3.542, 
3.548, 3.685–687, 3.703, 4.221, 
4.360, 4.412, 4.414, 4.436, 4.539, 
4.737, 4.746–747

™àl al-fi ≠l 3.96
™àl sentence 1.308, 1.332, 1.396, 

1.465–466, 3.186, 3.537, 3.543
™àl, ßà™ib al- 2.132, 2.224
™àla 2.226
£alab ¤ Aleppo

£alab is-Sùdàn 2.217
£alabì, Šihàb ad-Dìn Ma™mùd ibn 

Sulaymàn al- 2.497, 4.167
Halasi-Kun, Tibor 4.592
£alawànì, Mu™ammad Xayr ¤ £ilwànì, 

Mu™ammad Xayr
£alàyib Arabic 2.2
Halenqa 1.656
Halhed 2.673
Halhed, Nathaniel B. 1.287
Halila, Hafedh 4.318, 4.398, 4.648
£allàj, al- 4.211
Hallàniyyàt 3.478
Halle, Morris 2.38, 2.396, 3.204, 

3.302, 3.525, 3.615–616, 3.618–622, 
4.342, 4.344–346, 4.348–349

Hallel, Michael 2.464
Hallett, Jennifer S. 2.652
Halliday, Michael A.K. 1.430, 1.457, 

1.472, 1.474–475, 2.113, 3.664, 3.713, 
3.715, 4.57, 4.494, 4.498, 4.502, 4.726

Hallman, Peter 2.365–372, 4.14–20
Halper, B. 3.472
™alq 2.228–229
Ham, Anthony 3.56
Hama Arabic 1.608, 4.408
£amad, Muntaßir al- 3.467
£amàdah Arabic 4.240
Hamadan 3.693
Hama≈ànì, ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn ibn ≠îsà 

al- 3.33, 3.693
Hama≈ànì, Badì≠ az-Zamàn al- 1.403, 

1.512, 2.469
Hamar Arabic 4.376
£amàt 1.361
£amd Allàh al-±Amàsì 4.561
Hamdàn 4.295
Hamdàn Arabic 3.94
Hamdànì, al-£asan al- 2.257–260, 

4.295, 4.303, 4.312
Hamden, Jihad 4.489
Hamdi, Rym 3.725, 4.675
Hämeen-Anttila, Jaakko 2.159, 

2.280–281, 4.32–37
Hamer 1.35
£àmid ibn al-Faqìh Íiddìq al-Hararì 

al-£imyarì 2.52
Hamid, Abdel Halim M. 2.38, 2.560
Hamìde 1.362
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£amìdìye, il 4.402
£àmidun (ibn), Muxtàr 3.172
Hamilton, Alastair 1.166–172
Hamitic languages 1.35, 2.250
Hamito-Semitic languages 1.35, 1.315, 

2.250
Hamito-Semitic languages ¤ Afro-Asiatic 

languages 
Hamka 2.337
£ammàdìye 1.362
Hammarberg, Björn 2.677
Hammond, Michael 3.304, 3.618, 4.339
Hammoumi, Abdeljebbar 3.726
£ammùd, Íalà™ ad-Dìn 2.694, 2.698, 

2.703
hams 3.123–124
hamz 2.263–264
hamza 1.148, 1.152–153, 1.204, 1.273, 

1.490, 1.617, 2.228–232, 2.279, 
2.408–409, 2.427, 3.77, 3.125, 3.200, 
3.220, 3.594, 3.599, 3.691–697, 4.6, 
4.121, 4.125, 4.518–519

hamza bayna bayna 2.229
hamza bearer 4.700
£amza ibn £abìb 4.5
hamza musahhala 4.427
hamza, initial 1.616
hamza, intervocalic 1.640
hamza, loss of 1.564, 1.614, 1.616
hamza, prothetic 4.640
hamza, talyìn al- 3.91
Hamzaoui, Rached [Hamzàwì, 

Mu™ammad Rašàd] 2.636–637, 
4.460–461

hamzat al-qa†≠ 2.230, 3.111, 4.432
hamzat al-waßl 1.400, 2.230, 2.327, 

3.111, 3.650, 3.729, 4.432, 4.640
Hamzé, Hassan Salam Bazzi 2.82–84, 

2.90–96
Han Muratpaça 1.114
Hanàdwah Arabic 4.240
Hanafi s 1.380, 2.337, 2.609
Hanaway, William L. 3.337–338
Hanbalis 1.380
£anìfa Arabic 3.94
Hankamer, Jorge 3.705
Hanks, Hilary 2.703
Hanna. Nelly 1.602
Hanna, Nabil Sobhi 2.217–218, 2.220

£annàš, Mu™ammad al- 2.705
Hannum, Hurst 2.439
Hanssen, Federico [Friedrich] 1.97
Hansson, Kristina 2.679
Hantýrka 2.217
haplology 2.299, 3.592, 4.558
Haq, Anwar ul 2.170
Haq, Muhammad Enamul 1.287
™aqìqa 2.579–581, 3.116–117, 

3.119–122
™aqìqat al-kalàm 4.333
™aqìqì 3.121
£aql Kitàb 2.258
™aqq aß-ßadàra 4.740
™araka 2.183, 2.232–238, 2.309, 2.402, 

2.404, 2.545–546, 3.208, 4.428
Harar 2.51–52, 4.276
Harari 1.133, 2.53–55, 2.66–67, 4.301, 

4.303, 4.305, 4.312
Haravì, Mu™ammad Šafì≠ 3.338
Harawì, Mìr Mu™ammad Zàhid 

al- 2.327
£arb 3.326, 4.125
£arb Arabic 4.126–127
Harbert, Wayne 1.46, 1.48, 2.174, 

3.231, 3.382, 4.193–194, 4.365, 
4.396–397, 4.648–650, 4.657

£arbì, ±Abù ±Is™àq ±Ibràhìm ibn ±Is™àq 
al- 3.34

£arbìye 1.113
£ardallù 3.348
Harding, Gerald Lankester 3.227, 4.482
Hardt, Daniel 2.18
™arf 1.309, 1.471, 1.557–558, 2.90, 

2.184, 2.232, 2.234–239, 2.402, 2.404, 
2.424, 2.429, 2.435, 2.545–546, 3.14, 
3.92–93, 3.208–209, 3.241, 3.546, 
3.549, 3.602, 4.4, 4.6, 4.431

™arf al-badal 2.546
™arf al-ibtidà± 2.290
™arf al-±i∂àfa 1.72, 2.294, 3.103, 3.699
™arf al-≠illa 2.309–310
™arf al-istiμnà± 1.72, 2.452
™arf al-jarr 1.72, 1.310, 2.237, 2.295, 

2.425–426, 3.699
™arf al-jazà± 2.477, 2.479
™arf al-lìn wa-l-madd 2.233, 2.238, 2.309
™arf al-mu∂àra≠a 1.574
™arf al-xaf∂ 1.72, 3.699
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™arf ±aßl 4.422
™arf ±aßlì 2.238–239, 2.447
™arf aš-šar† 2.479
™arf aß-ßifa 4.220, 4.236
™arf aš-širàk 2.237
™arf at-tawkid 2.115
™arf far≠ 4.422
™arf ™alqì 2.327
™arf istifhàm 2.237
™arf isti≠là± 4.423
harf jarr 1.310, 2.237
™arf ma≠nà 4.443
™arf munfati™ 2.459
™arf muqa††a≠ 1.2
™arf mušabbah 1.69
™arf musta≠lin 2.312, 4.2
™arf muta™arrik 2.238
™arf mu≠tall 2.233
™arf mu†baq 2.459
™arf nà†iq 2.235
™arf nidà± 2.237
™arf qamarì 1.204
™arf qasam 2.237
™arf sàkin 2.238
™arf šamsì 1.204, 4.518
™arf ßawtì 2.235
™arf zà±id 2.238–239, 2.546–547
£arìrì, ±Abù Mu™ammad al-Qàsim ibn 
≠Alì al- 2.85–86, 2.88, 2.189, 
2.446, 2.469, 2.629–633, 3.508, 
4.105, 4.157

£àriμ Arabic 3.94
£àriμ ibn Jabala, al- 3.470
harmony, iambic 4.389–390
Harms, Robert 3.617
Harning, Kerstin Eksell ¤ Eksell, Kerstin
Haron, Muhammad 4.291
Haroon, Mohammed 2.328
Harrak, Fatima 4.759
£arràn, inscription of 1.149
Harrell, Richard Slade 2.96, 2.645, 

2.678, 2.686, 3.274, 3.279, 3.284, 
3.287, 3.293, 3.429, 3.611, 3.613, 
3.655–656, 4.62, 4.317, 4.344, 
4.351, 4.646, 4.650–651, 4.654–655, 
4.670, 4.682

Harris, Alice C. 2.191, 4.37–39, 4.41
Harris, Rachael 3.678
Harris, Zellig S. 2.542, 4.646, 4.670

Harrison, Christopher 3.137
£arsùsi 2.66–67, 2.211, 3.350, 3.478, 

4.297–302, 4.304, 4.309–310, 4.312
Hart, David M. 2.62
Hart, Johan ’t 2.397
Hartmann, Martin 3.214
Hartmann, Regina 1.457
Hartmann, R.R.K. 2.378
Hàrùn ar-Rašìd, Caliph 3.690
Hàrùn, ≠Abd as-Salàm 2.80
Hary, Benjamin 1.447, 1.630, 1.667–668, 

2.275–279, 2.495, 2.529, 2.534, 3.667
£asa, al- 4.124, 4.126–127, 4.482
£asa Arabic 4.127–128
£aßaitic 2.198, 2.263, 3.411, 

4.477–478
£asake Arabic 4.407
™asan 1.192, 2.184, 2.542, 3.432
£asan ibn ≠Arabšàh 2.46
Hasan II, King 1.534, 2.63, 2.714, 

3.350
£asan, ≠Abbàs 1.40, 2.296, 2.424–425, 

3.17, 3.392, 4.61, 4.411, 4.432, 
4.538–540

Hasan, Ruqaiya 1.430, 1.472, 1.474, 
3.713, 3.715

£asan, Yùsuf Fa∂l 3.435
£asanayn, ±A™mad ¢àhir ¤ Hassanein, 

Ahmed Taher 
£asanì, Mìr ≠Imàd al- 3.337–338
£asawùna 1.361–362
£asb Allàh, ≠Alì 2.578
Hashabeiky, Forogh 2.408
Hashim 4.604
Hàšimì, ±A™mad al- 4.30
™àšiya 1.2–4
Hasjim, Kiyahi Haji Abdul Wahid 2.338
Hasköy 1.92
Haspelmath, Martin 2.197, 3.64–66, 3.68
™aßr 4.27, 4.496
™àssa 1.610, 2.306
£assan, ≠Abbàs ¤ £asan, ≠Abbàs 
£assàn, ±A™mad 2.337
Hassan, Jidda 2.471, 4.714
Hassan, Kamel M. 3.201
Hassan, Motie Ibrahim 4.727
Hassan, S. al- 3.654
£assàn, Tammàm 1.432, 1.436, 2.80, 

4.22, 4.283
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Hassanayn, Khalid S.A. 2.205–206, 
3.681

Hassanein, Ahmad Taher 1.472, 
3.37–45, 3.71–74, 4.763–767

£assàn-i Hind 2.328
£assàniyya 1.24, 1.265, 1.357, 

1.570, 1.572, 1.625, 2.240–250, 
2.388, 2.622, 3.53, 3.60–61, 3.135, 
3.169, 3.171, 3.173–175, 3.288, 3.290, 
3.314, 3.352, 3.450–451, 3.585, 3.587, 
3.664, 4.70, 4.313, 4.376, 4.550, 4.662

Hassanpour, Amir 2.659, 3.351, 4.579
Hasselbach, Rebecca 3.408–422
Hasting 3.718
™asuna 2.426
™ašw 2.307, 3.210, 4.235–236
Hatari 4.402
Hatay 1.87, 1.112, 3.315, 4.579–581
Hatay Arabic 1.584
Hatch, Evelyn 2.118
Hatim, Basil 2.209, 2.331–332, 4.473
£àtimì, Mu™ammad ibn al-£asan 

al- 3.117
Hatra 1.126–127, 129
Hatran 3.409
™attà 1.71, 1.465, 1.467–469, 1.557, 

1.612, 2.193, 4.39
Haugen, Einar 2.31
Hausa 1.35, 1.38–39, 1.133, 1.135–136, 

1.333, 1.404, 1.487, 1.545, 2.137, 
2.139, 2.250–256, 2.553–554, 2.668, 
2.670, 3.59, 3.350, 3.373, 3.375, 
4.279–281, 4.384, 4.710, 4.715–716

Hausa, Sudanese 2.255
Hausa, West African 2.255
Hausa Language Board 2.254
Hausaland 2.251, 3.375
Häusler, Martina 1.599
Have, Paul ten 2.384
hawà± 2.228
Hawar 3.351
Hawar Islands 2.215
™awàšì 3.309, 4.134
Hawàwìnì, Najìb 4.98
£awàzin 4.304, 4.430
£awàzin Arabic 2.555, 3.94
Hawi, Khalil 4.213
Hawkins, John A. 1.484
Hawkins, Roger 4.144–145

£awràn ¤ Horan 
hay±a 4.436
Hayajneh, Hani 4.478
Hayani, Ibrahim 3.395
Haydar al-Mašhadì 4.561
Haydar, Y. 2.395–397, 3.727
£ay∂ara, ±Abù l-£asan ≠Alì ibn 

Sulaymàn al- 3.124–125
Hayes, Bruce 2.365, 3.613–616, 

3.620–621, 3.627–628, 4.344–345, 
4.347–348, 4.350, 4.389

Hayes, Donald 1.341
£àyil Arabic 4.126
Haykal, Mu™ammad £usayn 3.349, 

3.555
™ayμu 1.309–310, 1.387, 1.467, 1.566, 

3.200
Haywood, John Alfred 2.86, 2.230, 

3.21–22, 3.36, 3.558–559, 4.148, 
4.358

™ayyiz 2.228
Hazai, György 4.584
hazaj 3.210–211, 3.214
Hazaras 1.29
Hazout, Ilan 3.388, 3.393, 3.432, 

4.400, 4.491–492
head 1.457, 1.481, 2.146, 2.397, 

3.229–230, 4.392, 4.488, 4.646
head, tense 4.392
head, verbal 4.392
Head-Driven Phrase Structure 

Grammar 4.657
headedness 3.619
head-government 2.171–172, 2.174
headlines 3.203, 3.540, 4.726
headlines, French 1.651
headlines, newspaper 4.499, 4.654
head-movement 4.657
Healey, John F. 3.471, 4.483
hearer-new status 3.87
hearing, loss of 2.675, 2.688
hearing impairment 2.677–678, 

2.688
Heath, Jeffrey 1.27, 1.296, 1.406–407, 

1.418, 1.445, 1.571, 2.122–123, 2.231, 
2.240, 2.249, 2.374, 2.468, 2.533–534, 
3.274, 3.286–288, 3.290–293, 3.305, 
3.664, 4.52, 4.70, 4.288–289, 4.339, 
4.637
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Hebrew verbal Forms 2.531
Hebron 2.30, 2.33, 2.46, 2.506
Hebron Arabic 1.608, 2.30, 3.527
Hebron hills 3.360
Hedberg, Nancy 3.86
Heddawa 4.157
Heggie, Lorie 4.395
Hegra 3.466, 3.471, 4.478, 4.483
Hegra ¤ £ijr, al- 
Heijer, Johannes den 2.201
Heim, Irene 3.685, 4.15, 4.43, 4.648
Heine, Bernd 1.521–522, 2.191, 2.193, 

2.196, 2.589, 3.642, 3.674, 4.38–39, 
4.160–163

Heinen-Nasr, Rabha 4.152, 4.533–534
Heinrichs, Wolfhart P. 2.200, 2.442, 

2.496–497, 2.578–579, 3.117, 3.122
Heliel, Mohamed Hilmi 1.437–438
Heligoland Treaty 1.660
Heliogabalus 4.402
hellènismós 2.401
Hellenistic culture 1.593, 3.52
Hellenistic education 2.425
Hellenization 2.199
Heller, Monica 1.415
Hèmàt 1.363
hemistich 4.87, 89, 4.9192
Hemmàdiye 1.362
Hendriks, Bernadet 4.222–235
Henein, Nessim Henry 1.503
Hengeveld, Kees 2.143
Henkin, Ron 3.360–369, 3.400, 

3.405–406, 3.536, 4.663
Heny, Frank 4.522
Henzl, Vera 2.117
Herat 2.601, 4.133
Herbolich, James B. 2.658
Herburger, Elena 3.655
Herdan, Gustav 4.94
heritage, Arabo-Islamic 2.637–640, 2.655
Heritage, John 2.382
heritage speakers 3.399
Hermann of Carinthia 1.166
hermeneutics, legal 3.551
Herodotus 1.126, 1.132, 3.466, 4.480
Herrero Muñoz-Cobo, Bárbara 3.274
Hersi, Ali Abdirahman 4.276
Hertevin 1.540
Hervey, Sandor G.J. 4.494

heaviness 2.178, 2.350, 2.425, 3.45, 
3.108, 4.432, 442–443

™ë∫àßà 2.232
Hebbo, Ahmed Irhayem 1.181, 2.57, 

2.199
Hebrew 1.39, 1.100, 1.110, 1.126–127, 

1.132, 1.166–168, 1.170–171, 1.233, 
1.237, 1.240, 1.350–351, 1.376–377, 
1.404, 1.445–446, 1.467–468, 1.479, 
1.490, 1.493–494, 1.508, 1.541, 
1.564, 1.639, 2.23–24, 2.64, 2.66–68, 
2.181, 2.223, 2.257, 2.262, 2.354, 
2.373, 2.438–440, 2.464–467, 
2.469–471, 2.482, 2.504, 2.526–527, 
2.529, 2.531, 2.533, 2.659–660, 2.684, 
2.689, 2.691, 2.699, 3.46, 3.48, 3.64, 
3.191–192, 3.218, 3.227, 3.233, 
3.312–313, 3.315, 3.360, 3.398, 
3.408, 3.410–411, 3.413–417, 
3.419–420, 3.429, 3.431–432, 3.553, 
3.592, 3.641, 3.705, 3.713, 3.731, 
4.1, 4.35, 4.53, 4.72–73, 4.96, 4.104, 
4.147, 4.157, 4.172–173, 4.175–177, 
4.271, 4.302–303, 4.313, 4.395, 4.456, 
4.479, 4.526, 4.756, 4.759

Hebrew, acquisition of 1.376
Hebrew, attitude toward 2.660–661
Hebrew, Biblical 1.196, 1.203, 1.313, 

1.494, 1.540, 1.638, 2.23, 2.66, 3.408, 
3.412, 3.414, 3.418, 3.629, 3.738, 4.481

Hebrew, clipping 4.558
Hebrew, consecutive in 4.557
Hebrew, construct state in 4.746
Hebrew, Massoretic 2.491
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ibn Muslim 1.428, 2.87, 2.157, 
2.304, 2.443, 2.579, 2.581–582, 
2.629–631, 3.34, 3.92, 3.117, 4.4, 
4.6, 4.132, 4.202

Ibn Quzmàn 1.57
Ibn Rašìq 1.428, 2.497, 3.117, 

3.209, 3.647–649, 3.651
Ibn Rušd 3.113, 3.122
Ibn Sàbir 2.433, 4.283
Ibn Sa™nùn 2.184
Ibn Sallàm 2.304, 4.7
Ibn Šanabù≈ 2.598
Ibn Sìdah, ≠Alì ibn ±Ismà≠ìl 1.99, 1.627, 

2.84–85, 2.281, 2.362, 3.32–33, 3.35, 
3.321, 4.283, 4.285

Ibn Sìnà 2.200, 2.234–235, 2.237, 
3.113–115, 3.176, 3.178, 3.502, 
3.579, 3.602–603, 4.32

Ibn Sùdùn, ±Abù l-£asan ≠Alì 1.598
Ibn Šuqayr, ±Abù Bakr ±A™mad ibn al-

£asan 4.436
Ibn ¢abà†abà 3.117
Ibn ¢aymiyya 1.380, 4.78
Ibn ¢ulùn, ±A™mad 4.589
Ibn Tulun, mosque of 2.42
Ibn ±Umm Šaybàn 2.598
Ibn ≠Ußfùr al-±Išbìlì 1.192–193, 1.555, 

2.91, 2.351, 2.357, 2.537–538, 

2.623–624, 3.226, 3.648, 3.651, 
4.119–121, 4.200, 4.447, 4.740

Ibn Wahb 2.194
Ibn Xalaf an-Nayramànì 3.307, 4.132, 

4.561
Ibn Xàlawayhi, ±Abù ≠Abdallàh al-£usayn 

ibn ±A™mad 2.82, 2.88, 2.350, 4.9
Ibn Xaldùn 1.130, 1.259, 1.273, 

2.178, 2.184, 3.110, 3.112, 3.170, 
3.373, 3.375, 3.510, 4.3, 4.105,
4.572

Ibn Xallikàn 2.597, 3.720
Ibn Xaššàb 2.433
Ibn Xa†ìb ad-Dahša 3.717
Ibn Ya≠ìš, Muwaffaq ad-Dìn Ya≠ìš 1.49, 

1.555–559, 2.79, 2.91, 2.93, 2.165, 
2.168, 2.226, 2.237, 2.291, 2.311, 
2.351, 2.427, 2.433, 2.448–450,
2.453, 2.478, 2.539, 2.545–550, 2.552, 
2.555, 3.224, 4.119–121, 4.235–236, 
4.442–445, 4.625–626, 4.737–740

Ibn Yàsìn 3.170
Ibn Zur≠a 3.114, 3.177–178
Ibra Fall, Shaykh 4.180
±Ibràhìm, ≠Abd al-≠Alìm 2.110
±Ibràhìm, ±Abù l-Fa∂l 2.628
Ibrahim, Hafi z 4.88, 4.90, 

4.213
±Ibràhìm, Mu™ammad £assàn 

1.595, 1.631, 1.667–668, 2.109, 
2.156–159, 2.642, 2.657, 3.12, 3.76, 
4.51, 4.629, 4.631, 4.681

Ibrahim, Zeinab 2.654–655, 
2.657–658, 3.13–21

≠ibrì 1.132
Ibriszimow, Dymitr 2.68
Ibro, Salim Alio 4.275
±ibtà≠ 1.303
ibtidà± 1.182, 1.202, 1.488, 1.557, 

2.132, 2.184, 2.290, 2.357, 2.537, 
3.177–178, 4.317, 4.426, 4.484, 
4.738

Icel 4.580
Icelandic 4.540
Icelandic, object displacement in 

4.540–541
i-coloring environment 2.417
iconicity 1.357, 4.50, 4.223, 

4.226–227
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iconicity, semantic 1.74, 1.76
Iconicity Principle 2.113–114, 

2.116
ictus 3.209
±i≈ 1.467–469, 1.476, 3.200
±i≈à 1.110, 1.466–468, 1.476, 

2.477–478, 3.703, 3.705, 4.60
±i∂àfa 1.55, 1.124, 1.386, 1.560, 

1.563, 2.197, 2.294–298, 2.327, 
2.403, 2.409, 2.426–427, 2.436–437, 
3.68, 3.244, 3.258, 3.377, 3.440, 
3.568, 3.630, 3.650, 3.672, 4.27, 
4.430, 4.488–489

±i∂àfa ÿayr ™aqìqiyya 2.297, 3.431, 
3.684, 4.102

±i∂àfa ÿayr ma™∂a 2.294
±i∂àfa ma™∂a 2.295
±i∂àfa taqdìriyya 2.411
±ì∂à™ 2.579
±i≈an 1.467
iddi≠à± 2.442–444
iddiÿàm ¤ ±idÿàm 
identifi cation 4.321
identifi cation, automatic 1.207
identity 2.655, 3.11, 4.321
identity, African 2.518
identity, Algerian 3.350
identity, Amazigh 2.710, 2.713–715
identity, Arab 1.531, 2.60
identity, Assyrian 2.61
identity, Berber 2.63, 3.350
identity, collective 2.64
identity, ethnic 1.415
identity, group 2.217, 2222
identity, Islamic 1.258
identity, Jewish 2.64
identity, Moroccan 2.64
identity, Muslim 1.528
identity, national 1.370, 3.20
identity, regional 2.215
identity, religious 2.59
identity, social 2.202
identity marker 1.525
identity test 1.586
ideologization 2.58
ideophone 1.367, 4.284, 4.714
±idÿàm 1.492, 2.233, 2.280, 

2.298–300, 2.311, 3.92, 3.335, 
4.6, 4.10, 4.23, 4.121, 4.427

±idÿàm ±aßÿar 2.299
±idÿàm kabìr 2.299
±iÚhàr 2.302, 3.335
Idi Amin 2.588
idiom 1.658, 3.28, 3.540, 3.572, 

3.629–630, 3.633, 3.655, 3.731
idiom, allusive 3.632
idiom, aphetic 3.630
Idiom Principle 1.658
idiomatic dual 3.630
idiomaticity 3.628
idiomaticization 4.38
±i∂màr 2.16, 2.82, 2.290, 

2.300–302, 4.446–447, 4.738
±i∂màr qabla ≈-≈ikr 4.739
±i∂ràb 1.124
±Idrìs, ±A™mad 2.328
Idris, Helene Fatima 3.435
±Idrìs, Mu™ammad 1.603
±Idrìs, Nisma 1.599
±Idrìs, Yùsuf 1.599, 1.601, 3.633
±Idrìsì, Mu™ammad Ibn aš-Šarìf al- 4.216
Idriss, Mo™ammed 2.159–160
Idriss, Souheil 3.28
Idrissi, Ali al- 1.97, 1.361, 1.425, 

2.367, 2.691–692, 3.304, 4.96, 
4.358

i∂†iràr 3.90
Ifrìqiya 4.215, 4.218, 4.572
±ifßà™ 2.579
ifta≠ala 3.226
iftixàr 4.329
Igbo 3.373
Igli [Igni] Arabic 3.290–291
±iÿrà± 2.432–433
±i™àla 4.24
±ìhàm 3.538
i™tijàj 4.9, 4.22
i™timàl 3.322
±i≠jàm 1.151
±i≠jàz al-Qur±àn 1.174, 1.427–428, 

2.17, 2.264, 2.302–307, 2.443, 
3.117, 3.162–163, 3.346, 4.21, 
4.105, 4.203, 4.473–474

±ijàza 3.116, 3.136, 4.134, 4.562
±îjì, ≠A∂ud ad-Dìn ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn ibn 

±A™mad al- 4.684–685
≠Ijlì, ±Abù n-Najm al- 3.650
±ijmà≠ 1.194, 2.88, 2.305, 4.13
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≠Ijmàn 3.326, 4.125
ijtihàd 2.185
ijtizà± 1.616
Ikhshidid Dynasty 4.589
Ikhwan Movement  1.380–381
≠ilàjì 4.625
≠ilal ¤ ≠illa 
Ilappais 2.325
±ilÿà± 1.558, 2.307–308, 2.356, 

4.410, 4.428
≠Ilì, Šayx ≠Abdì 4.277
Ilkhan 1.403
≠illa 1.71, 1.73, 2.164, 1.176, 

1.193–194, 1.467, 1.557, 
2.178–179, 2.186, 2.306, 
2.308–311, 2.452–453, 2.629, 
3.101, 3.104, 3.210, 4.7, 4.12–13, 
4.122, 4.447, 4.545

±illà 2.452–453
≠illa jadaliyya 2.179
≠illa naÚariyya wa-jadaliyya 2.187, 

2.310
≠illa qiyàsiyya 2.179, 2.187, 2.310
≠illa ta≠lìmiyya 2.179, 2.187, 2.310
≠illat al-≠illa 2.309–310
illiteracy 1.533, 2.75, 2.498, 2.704, 

3.74–80
illiteracy, female 2.648, 3.75
illocution, conventional 4.332
illocution, denial 2.144
illocution, derived 2.144
illocution, disapproval 2.144
illocution, nonconventional 4.332
illocution, nonliteral 2.144
illocutionary 2.360, 4.328, 4.472
illocutionary act 2.80–81, 3.679–680
illocutionary commitment 4.328
illocutionary derivation 4.331
illocutionary force 1.428, 1.657, 

3.268, 3.570, 3.680–681, 4.328
≠ilm al-±aßwàt 2.183
≠ilm al-≠awàmil 2.403
≠ilm al-badì ≠ 3.538
≠ilm al-balàÿa 2.358, 3.538, 3.650
≠ilm al-bayàn 2.306, 2.441, 3.116, 

3.120, 3.538
≠ilm al-kalàm 3.122
≠ilm al-lisàn 3.73
≠ilm al-luÿa 2.183, 3.73

≠ilm al-ma≠ànì 2.306, 2.358, 2.360, 
3.118, 3.120, 3.161, 3.538, 3.650, 
4.330

≠ilm al-wa∂≠ 3.35, 4.684
≠ilm an-na™w 2.184
≠ilm aß-ßarf 2.183, 4.119, 4.207
Ilorin 4.760
iltibàs 2.624, 4.102
iltifàt 2.333, 4.23–25, 4.29–30
iltiqà± as-sàkinayn 3.208, 3.728, 4.116
iltizàm 3.120
Iltutmish 2.326
±ìmà± 2.579
≠imàd 1.557
image, coherence of the 4.213
±i≠màl 2.169, 4.438
±imàla 1.89, 1.103, 1.113–114, 

1.234, 1.243, 1.245, 1.262–263, 
1.278, 1.300, 1.324, 1.390, 1.497, 
1.537–538, 1.547, 1.571, 1.610, 
1.612, 1.614, 1.640, 2.233, 2.242, 
2.263, 2.311–315, 2.417, 2.483, 
2.533–534, 2.612, 3.55, 3.91, 
3.148–149, 3.220, 3.276, 3.327, 
3.362–363, 3.481, 3.527, 3.530, 
3.585, 3.595, 3.607, 3.610, 
3.693–694, 4.6, 4.10, 4.109, 4.218, 
4.404, 4.406–407, 4.421, 4.427, 
4.550, 4.615, 4.678, 4.681

±imàla, fi nal 2.312–314
±imàla, internal 4.678
±imàla, medial 2.311–314
±imàla, pausal 2.3–4
±imàm 4.4
±Imàm, ±A™mad ≠Alì al- 3.94
Imaziÿen 2.709
Imberg, Gosta 1.660, 1.663
imitation 4.283–284
±immà 1.469
immigrants, Arab in Senegal 4.179
immigrants, Arab in Sudan 4.375
immigrant communities 1.370
immigrant workers 1.418
immigration 1.482
immigration, Italian in Tunisia 4.217
immigration, urban 4.716
immigration in Saudi Arabia 4.123
imminence 1.268
impairment, processing 2.689
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Impairment, Specifi c Language 4.145
imparfait 4.728
imperative 1.217–218, 1.239, 1.265, 

1.282, 1.310, 1.340–342, 1.498–499, 
1.509, 1.523, 1.538, 1.568, 1.574, 
2.91, 2.359, 3.249, 3.263, 3.266–267, 
3.269, 3.272, 3.299, 4.639

imperative, narrative 1.110, 2.490, 
3.368, 3.536

imperative, negative 1.249, 2.596, 3.248
imperative statement 4.331
imperfect 1.38, 1.44, 1.196–197, 

1.217–218, 1.220, 1.309, 1.568, 1.574, 
1.624, 2.426, 2.625, 3.67, 3.96

imperfect, aktib/niktib 4.247
imperfect, ≠am- 1.553, 3.265–266
imperfect, ≠ammàl 1.331, 1.608
imperfect, apocopated 3.269
imperfect, b(i)- 1.197–199, 1.219–220, 

1.327, 1.331, 1.408–409, 1.538, 
1.553, 1.607, 2.271, 2.516, 2.618, 
3.264–265, 3.404, 3.481, 3.533, 
3.573, 4.241, 4.249, 4.650, 4.712

imperfect, bayn- 1.607
imperfect, dà- 1.229, 1.239, 1.610, 

1.612
imperfect, dependent 3.269
imperfect, gà≠id 2.568–569, 2.618
imperfect, gi- 2.595
imperfect, ™a- ¤ future particle ™a- 
imperfect, kù- 2.423
imperfect, niktib/niktibu 1.323, 

1.589, 1.605, 1.610, 2.3–5, 2.7, 
2.533–534, 2.631, 3.53, 3.99, 3.146, 
3.220, 3.291, 4.554

imperfect, qà- 1.239, 1.610, 2.423
imperfect, Semitic 4.177
imperfect prefi x 1.399, 1.533
imperfective aspect 1.195, 3.68, 3.99, 

3.247, 4.454, 4.457
impersonal 1.553
impersonal passive ¤ passive, 

impersonal 
impersonal structure 3.558, 3.562
impersonal verb ¤ verb, impersonal 
impersonalization 2.317
implication 2.578, 2.581
implication, bilateral 2.319
implication, relationship 2.319

implication, statistical 2.322
implication, unilateral 2.319
implicational analysis 2.320–321
implicational relationship 2.320–322
implicational scale 2.318–325, 3.606
implicational statement 2.318
implicature 1.428, 4.455, 4.457
Implicature Model 4.163
implicature, conversational 2.70, 

4.331
implosive 1.366
importation 2.31
importation of phonemes 2.127
imposition 4.370–371
imposition of speech 2.178, 

4.684–685
imposition of speech ¤ creation of 

language; invention of language 
imprecative 2.71, 2.586–587
Imru± al-Qays 1.128, 2.305, 2.581, 

3.211, 3.469, 3.499, 3.646–647, 
3.651, 4.52, 4.201, 4.210, 4.212, 
4.514

imtinà≠ 4.331
±in 1.202, 1.468, 1.509, 2.355, 

2.477–480, 2.542, 3.272, 4.60, 
4.544

in (kàn) 1.110
±in al-muxaffafa 1.202, 2.355
±in an-nàfi ya 1.202
in situ 2.390, 2.596, 4.719–722
inalienable 1.83, 1.110, 1.283, 1.396, 

1.522, 1.540, 2.523, 3.152, 3.183, 
3.432, 3.671–674

inalienable possession 1.327, 2.570, 
2.594

≠Inànì, Mu™ammad Mu™ammad 4.285
inanimate 1.34, 1.41–43, 1.220, 1.344, 

1.346, 1.359, 1.433, 1.436, 3.446
≠inàya 2.627
inception 1.219–220
inceptive 1.199
inchoative 1.198–199, 1.282, 1.524, 

1.553, 2.245, 2.272, 2.524, 3.221, 
3.234–236, 3.252–253, 4.196, 
4.490–491

inchoativity 4.457
inclusion 4.370
inclusiveness 3.492
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incorporation, numeral 4.228
incorporation, pronoun 1.486
Increasing Complexity Principle 

2.147
≠inda 3.675
indeclinability 1.308
indeclinable 1.559, 4.443
indefi nite 1.190, 1.522, 1.560, 

1.644–645
indefi nite article ¤ article, 

indefi nite  1.31, 1.92, 1.106, 
2.17

indefi nite marker 1.491, 1.606, 
1.611, 2.419, 2.422

indefi niteness 1.94, 1.188–190, 
1.226, 1.283, 1.478, 1.480–481, 
1.579–580, 1.582–583, 2.132, 2.146, 
2.247, 2.296, 2.353, 2.424, 2.594, 
3.55, 3.82, 3.87, 3.186, 3.284, 
3.429, 3.453, 3.535, 3.548, 
4.311–312, 4.444

indefi niteness, sentence-initial 3.87
indeterminacy 3.205
indeterminacy in the signal 3.206
indetermination 3.227
indetermination, marker of 4.444
indexicality 2.654
India 2.211, 2.325–331, 2.439
India, Arabic in 4.595–603
Indian Ocean 1.660, 2.333
Indian Ocean trade 1.545
Indians 2.212, 2.609
indicative 1.562, 2.23, 2.92, 3.98, 

3.263–264, 3.269, 3.272, 3.298
indirect object 3.182, 3.277
indirect object suffi x 1.247, 

1.302–303, 1.326, 1.391, 2.613, 
3.276, 3.364, 3.483

indirect question 2.393
indirect speech 1.367, 1.649, 

2.331–333
indirect speech, free 2.331–332
individuation 2.353, 3.428, 3.430, 

4.316
Indo-European languages 1.573–574, 

2.67, 2.403,  3.141, 3.192, 3.204, 
3.700, 4.96–97

Indonesia 1.529, 2.333–339, 2.472
Indonesia, Arabic in 2.337–338

Indonesian [Bahasa Indonesia] 1.545, 
2.26, 2.333–345, 2.668–670

Indonesian, Betawi 2.668
Indo-Persian 4.595, 4.597, 4.599, 

4.601–603
infa≠ala 3.226
infi nitive 1.488, 1.521, 1.523, 3.166
infi nitive, Coptic 1.498–499
infi nitive, French 1.418
infi ràd 3.322
infi x 2.349, 2.352, 3.297
infi xation 1.576
INFL 3.84, 3.86
INFL ¤ infl ection 
infl ection 1.348, 1.350, 1.486, 

1.574, 2.171, 2.174, 2.345–354, 
3.297, 4.93, 4.638–639, 4.642, 4.743

infl ection, acquisition of 2.101
infl ection, external 2.346–347, 

2.349, 2.352–353
infl ection, internal 1.37, 1.574, 

2.346–347, 2.349, 2.353, 4.638
infl ection, loss of 3.61
infl ection, verbal 3.708–709
informants 2.87
information 1.427, 1.568, 2.186, 

2.207–208
information, displaced 4.502
information, frame-related 4.502
information, given 4.494, 4.497, 4.502
information, known 4.738
information, new 2.113, 2.435, 4.494, 

4.497, 4.502–503, 4.657, 4.738
information, old 2.113, 4.502–503
information, propositional 4.503
information and communication 

technology 2.695–696
information retrieval 1.207, 1.209, 

1.214, 1.455, 1.458–460, 1.514–515, 
2.380

information storage 2.380
information structure 1.486, 

4.503
informativity 4.472, 4.475
Ingela 1.655
Ingham, Bruce 1.28–35, 1.272, 

1.570, 1.584, 1.590, 1.606, 1.611, 
1.617, 2.38, 2.152, 2.213, 2.404, 
2.407–408, 2.571–578, 2.609, 
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3.179–180, 3.326–334, 3.403, 
3.429, 3.478, 3.585, 3.587–588, 
3.606, 4.123–130, 4.318, 4.612, 
4.617, 4.654–655

Ingram, David 2.676, 2.688
ingressive 1.491
in-group 1.415, 4.255, 4.321
in-group vocabulary 2.217
inimitability of the Qur±àn ¤ ±i≠jàz 

al-Qur±àn 
initial position 1.474
initialism 1.1, 1.5
injective 1.366
injunctive 1.281–282, 3.191, 4.639
±inna 1.69, 1.202–203, 1.349, 

1.468–469, 1.471, 1.473, 1.476, 
1.558, 1.563, 1.649, 2.144, 2.147, 
2.171, 2.179–180, 2.187, 2.237, 
2.290–291, 2.316, 2.333, 2.354–358, 
3.101, 3.105, 3.161, 3.221, 3.234, 
3.256, 3.260, 3.268, 3.353–354, 
3.589, 3.591, 3.691, 3.705, 4.358–362, 
4.430, 4.485–486, 4.499, 4.504, 
4.544, 4.732, 4.740

±inna muxaffafa 1.69
±inna wa-±axawàtuhà 1.69
±inna with accusative predicate 3.691
±inna with nominative subject 3.695
±innamà 1.471, 2.115, 4.732
innateness 2.96, 2.689, 3.228
Inneqor 4.301
innovation 1.492–493, 2.7, 3.189, 

3.202–203
innovation in enclaves 1.590
Inor 4.304–305
input structure 4.521
inqa†a≠a 3.96
inqirà±iyya 3.74
±inšà± 2.81, 2.327, 2.358–361, 

4.331–333, 4.586
±inšà± ±ìqà≠ì 2.358–359
±inšà± kitàbì 2.358
±inšà± †alabì 4.332
inscription, foundation 2.43
inscription, Greek 2.212
inscription of al-Aqmar Mosque 

2.600
inscription of al-≠Ula 1.129, 1.149, 

3.467–469, 3.471–472

inscription of ≠ên Avdat 1.149, 
3.467–469

inscription of Friday Mosque 
Isfahan 2.601

inscription of £arràn 1.149, 3.467, 
3.470

inscription of ≠Igl bn Hf≠m 3.467
inscription of Jabal ±Usays 3.467, 3.470
inscription of Namàra 3.467, 3.469
inscription of Qaryat al-Fàw 3.467
inscription of the Dome of the 

Rock 1.401, 2.599, 3.515, 3.517, 
4.130, 4.134

inscription of ±Umm al-Jimàl 1.149, 
3.470

inscription of Zabad 1.149, 3.470, 3.476
inscriptions 2.40, 2.42–43
inscriptions, Alhambra 3.112
inscriptions, Arabic in India 2.329
inscriptions, Aramaic 1.401
inscriptions, bilingual 4.482
inscriptions, £imyaritic 2.256–257, 

2.260
inscriptions, historical 2.44
inscriptions, Jordanian 2.263
inscriptions, Kufi c 2.599–600
inscriptions, Libyco-Latin 4.571
inscriptions, Libyco-Punic 4.571
inscriptions, monumental 4.560
inscriptions, Nabataean 2.198, 

3.696, 4.479
inscriptions, North-Arabian 2.263
inscriptions, Ottoman 

architectural 4.561
inscriptions, Palmyrene 1.401
inscriptions, pre-Islamic 2.260
inscriptions, Qur±ànic 2.45
inscriptions, Sabaean 2.256
inscriptions, Syrian 2.263
inscriptions, Taj Mahal 4.561
inscriptions of Jabal Ramm 3.469
insertion 1.418, 2.127, 3.617
insertion, lexical 4.521
insertion, suppletive 2.302
insijàm 1.427
Institut Bourguiba des Langues 

Vivantes 4.149
Institut pédagogique polyvalent Bella 

Assan 1.337
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3.666, 3.668, 4.124, 4.126, 4.128, 
4.240–241, 4.302, 4.370, 4.372, 
4.548–549, 4.564, 4.613–614, 4.629, 
4.631–632, 4.754, 4.757

interdentals, Semitic 4.172
interdialectal contact 3.8
interdialectal contact ¤ speech 

accommodation 
interdialectal conversation 1.406–407
interdigitation 1.573
interface, morphology-syntax-

semantics 2.366
interface, phonology-morphology 

2.366
interface, syntax-semantics 2.368–371
interface linguistics 2.365
interference 1.416, 1.440, 1.485, 

2.373–378, 4.368, 4.370
interference ¤ substratal infl uence; 

adstratal infl uence
interference, Arabic in Ottoman 

Turkish 4.585
interference, fi rst language 4.139–140
interference, Greek in Arabic 

translations 4.544
interference, linguistic 2.666
interference, Persian in Ottoman 

Turkish 4.585
interference, structural 2.669
interference, Syriac in Arabic 

4.546
interference, Tajik in Uzbekistan 

Arabic 4.614–615
interference, Turkish in Arabic 4.581, 

4.593–594
interference, vernacular 2.529
intergroup encounter 4.321–322
interjection 1.73, 1.367, 1.566, 

2.272, 2.378–380, 2.432, 2.585, 
3.97, 3.103, 3.257, 4.287

interjection, demonstrative 1.63
interlanguage 1.482, 1.485, 

4.139–141, 4.143–144, 4.369
intermarriage 2.59, 2.711
internal cause of change 3.189
internal drift 1.594
internal infl ection ¤ infl ection, 

internal 
internal passive ¤ passive, internal 

Institute of Kiswahili and Foreign 
Languages 1.661

Institute of Kiswahili Research 1.661
instrument, noun of 1.328, 

3.279, 3.153, 3.303, 3.424, 4.95, 
4.461–462, 4.487, 4.535

instrumental 1.344, 1.346
insult 2.136, 2.361–365, 2.586–587, 

2.622, 4.419
integration 4.370
integration of loanwords 2.288, 2.342, 

2.465, 4.724
intensifi cation 1.308, 4.51
intensifi cation strategy 2.206
intensifi er 1.306
intensity 1.211, 1.329, 1.331, 

3.186
intensive 2.156–157, 4.177, 4.643, 

4.692
intensive adjective 1.16
intensive aorist 1.38
intent 1.284–285
intent, declaration of 2.578
intention 1.330–331, 1.607, 2.301, 

3.160, 4.329
intention, communicative 2.209, 

2.623
intention, speaker’s 2.186
intentional 1.553
intentional meaning 4.329
intentionality 1.359, 1.429–430, 

4.472, 4.475
interaction management 

2.148
interaction, face-to-face 4.322
interaction, formal 4.58
interaction, informal 4.58
interdental 1.29, 1.53–54, 1.59–61, 

1.88, 1.102, 1.112, 1.223, 1.232, 
1.242, 1.260, 1.270–271, 1.275, 
1.291, 1.300, 1.323–324, 1.365–366, 
1.384, 1.390, 1.405, 1.407, 
1.409–410, 1.440, 1.490, 1.493, 
1.501, 1.546, 1.571, 1.585, 1.590, 
1.607, 1.609–611, 2.2, 2.31, 2.213, 
2.415, 2.473, 2.482, 2.507, 2.572, 
2.610, 3.55, 3.146, 3.180, 3.189–190, 
3.220, 3.275, 3.289–290, 3.361, 
3.478–479, 3.598, 3.604, 3.608–609, 
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internal plural ¤ plural, internal 
International Language Institute 4.149
International Phonetic Alphabet 4.520
Internet 1.207, 1.455, 1.512, 1.602, 

2.380–387, 2.701, 3.193, 3.199, 
3.274, 3.317, 4.320, 4.322

Internet, Arabic on the 3.316
interpretation 1.429
interrogation 2.101, 2.143
interrogation, implicit 4.485
interrogative 1.230, 1.240, 1.392, 

1.502, 1.509, 2.171, 2.195, 2.397, 
2.521, 2.561–562, 3.293, 3.365, 
4.247

interrogative, indirect 2.393
interrogative, phrasal 2.388
interrogative, postposition of 1.502
interrogative, wh- 4.719–720, 4.722
interrogative adverbial 1.22, 1.24–25
interrogative determiner 2.392
interrogative marker 4.566
interrogative pronoun 1.279, 1.303
interrogative statement 4.331
interrogative utterance 4.332
interrogatives in Egyptian Arabic 

4.372
interrogatives, acquisition of 2.100
intertextuality 4.472, 4.475
interval 1.197–199, 1.201
intihà± 2.191
intimacy 2.587
intonation 1.445, 2.116, 2.391, 

2.395–401, 2.490, 2.532, 2.574, 
3.240, 3.569, 3.726–727

intonation, interrogative 1.249
intonational contour 2.395
intonational phrase 2.396
intransitive 1.328, 1.348, 1.356–357, 

4.410–416, 4.530, 4.536, 4.624, 
4.641–642

intransitive verb 1.221, 1.281, 
1.622–623, 1.625, 2.93–95, 3.224, 
4.532

intransitivity 3.225
intransitivization 1.623–624
introduction, topic 1.432
introfl ective 4.93
introfl exion 3.192
intrusive -in 3.544

invective 2.362
invention of language 2.178, 

4.684–686
invention of language ¤ imposition 

of speech; creation of language 
inversion 2.224, 3.83, 4.739
inversion strategy 3.82
inversion, free subject 3.706
invocation, divine 2.364
Inzidenzschema 1.468
iotacism 2.201
IP ¤ phrase, Infl ection 
IPA ¤ International Phonetic 

Alphabet 
±ìqà≠ 2.359
±ìqà≠ì 2.358
±iq™àm 2.296
±iqlàb 3.335, 4.427
iqtißàr 2.17
±iqwà± 4.88, 4.207–208
±i≠ràb 1.67, 1.308–310, 1.471, 

1.559–560, 1.562, 1.601, 1.614–616, 
1.666, 1.668, 2.85, 2.179–180, 
2.232, 2.263, 2.293, 2.308, 2.353, 
2.401–406, 2.479, 2.536–539, 
2.542–543, 3.90, 3.92, 3.429, 3.551, 
3.645, 3.650–651, 3.696, 4.22–23, 
4.93, 4.432, 4.446, 4.639

Irafayle 2.268–269
Iram 3.345
Iran 1.403, 1.529, 2.219, 2.406–414, 

4.508
Iran, Arabic in 2.407
Iranian languages 2.219, 2.604
Iranian Revolution 4.77–78
Iran-Iraq war 2.407
Iraq 1.26, 1.222, 2.105–107, 2.109, 

2.424
Iraq, Arabic in 2.555, 3.237, 3.525
≠iràqì 1.80, 1.83–84, 1.93–94, 1.151, 

1.189, 3.307, 4.131
Iraqi Arabic 1.87, 1.92, 1.95, 1.190, 

1.222, 1.417, 1.432, 1.443–444, 
1.493, 1.540, 1.639–641, 2.38, 2.96, 
2.174, 2.231, 2.312, 2.388, 2.390, 
3.68, 3.70, 3.429, 3.595, 3.597, 
3.611, 3.613–614, 3.654, 3.702, 
3.729, 4.45, 4.85–86, 4.303, 4.311, 
4.318, 4.590, 4.592, 4.670–671
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Iraqui-Sinaceur, Zakia 1.609
Irbid 2.499
Irbid Arabic 2.498–499, 2.503, 

2.506, 4.655
≠ir∂ 2.363, 3.658
±irdàf 2.579–581
Iregat 1.362
Irish 3.706, 4.392
irony 3.121
≠irq 3.345
irrealis 1.554, 2.477, 2.524, 3.269, 

3.537, 3.643
±irsàl 3.91
Irshied, Omar Musleh 2.501, 3.610, 

4.349, 4.351
Irvine, Judith 2.651, 2.662
≠Iryànì, Mu††ahar ≠Alì al- 2.258, 4.107
≠îsà ibn ≠Umar aμ-Âaqafì 2.86, 2.227, 

3.543, 4.7
≠îsà ibn Ya™yà 4.542
Isa, Ali 2.469
Isaksson, Bo 3.585, 4.407
±išàra 1.565, 2.579, 2.581, 3.160
±išbà≠ 1.616, 2.234, 3.124
±Ißbahànì, ±Abù l-Faraj al- ¤ ±Ißfahànì, 

±Abù l-Faraj al- 
±Išbìlì, ±Abù l-Xayr al- 1.3
±Isbìr, Mu™ammad Sa≠ìd 3.539
±Ißfahànì, ±Abù l-Faraj al- 1.616, 

2.433–434, 2.550, 3.216
±Ißfahànì, ar-Ràÿib al- 3.34
±Ißfahànì, Bàbà Šàh 3.337
±Ißfahànì, £abìb 2.407, 2.601
±Ißfahànì, Mu™ammad al- 3.540
±Isfarà±inì, ≠Ißàm ad-Dìn al- 4.686
±Is™àq ibn £unayn 4.542
±Is™àq ibn ±Ibràhìm 3.117
±Is™àq, Mu™ammad Qamar 2.326, 

2.328
±Is™àqì, ≠Abd al-Bàqì al- 1.598
Ishihara, Tadayoshi 3.287
Isidorus of Seville 1.98
±iskàn 1.614–616, 2.16, 2.165
Iskenderun 1.111, 1.114–116, 

4.580
Isla 3.147
Islam 2.664
Islam, language of 1.530
Islam, Shi≠ite 2.406

Islam, spread of 2.667
Islamic College 1.661
Islamic conquests 1.174
Islamic Cultural Association of 

Cameroon 1.336
Islamic education 3.138–139
Islamic fundamentalism 2.698, 

2.703–704
Islamic law 2.578
Islamic law ¤ fi qh 
Islamic law, terminology of 

2.341
Islamic learning 1.450, 2.51–53, 

2.325, 3.136, 3.170, 3.374–376
Islamic learning in Indonesia 2.336
Islamic World League 1.450–451
Islamicization 2.58
Islamists 1.531
Islamiya college 3.129
Islamization 1.55–56, 1.98–99, 

1.286, 1.654, 2.340, 3.169–170, 
3.641

Islamization of nationalism 4.77
Islamization of Pakistan 3.511
Islamization of Senegal 4.723
Islamization of Somalia 4.272
Islamization of South India 4.433
Islamization of Uzbekistan 4.612
island 2.369–370, 4.522
island constraint 4.82, 4.523
island violation 4.81
Island-sensitivity 3.384
ism 1.185, 1.309, 1.488, 1.565, 

2.90, 2.184, 2.424–429, 2.542, 
2.545, 3.241, 3.323–324, 3.422, 
3.424, 3.546, 3.717, 3.719, 
4.220–221

ism ¤ noun 
ism aÚ-Úarf 3.424
ism al-≠adad 3.422
ism al-±àla 2.424, 3.424, 4.461
ism al-≠alam 3.717, 3.719
ism al-fà≠il 1.68, 2.297, 2.424, 

2.429–432, 2.550–551, 2.624, 
3.96–98, 3.424, 3.459, 3.542, 
3.548–549, 4.220

ism al-fi ≠l 1.73, 2.80, 2.379, 
2.432–434, 3.103, 3.679, 4.282–283, 
4.414, 4.443
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isogloss, non-distinctive 1.585
isogloss, structural 1.585
isogloss bundle 1.604, 3.406
isogloss clustering 3.10
isomorphism 3.612
Israel 1.131, 1.176, 1.232, 2.60, 

2.64, 2.97, 2.106, 2.437–441, 2.531, 
2.660, 3.312, 3.315

Israel, Arabic in 1.584, 2.437–441
Israelis 2.438
±Isrà±ìlì, ±Is™àq ibn Sulaymàn al- 3.111
±išràk 2.292
Issaq 4.277
Isserlin, Benedict S.J. 3.142, 3.147
ista±nafa 2.293
Istanbul 1.168, 1.171–172, 4.425
ištaqqa 4.446
istaμqala 4.442
isti≠àra 1.424–425, 2.305, 2.441–447, 

2.578, 3.116–121, 3.651, 4.165, 
4.207, 4.210

isti≠àra ±aßliyya 2.444–445
isti≠àra bi-l-kinàya 2.445
isti≠àra dàxiliyya 2.445
isti≠àra ÿayr dàxiliyya 2.445
isti≠àra ÿayr mufìda 2.443–444, 

3.121
isti≠àra ≠inàdiyya 2.445
isti≠àra makniyya 2.445
isti≠àra mufìda 2.443
isti≠àra mujarrada 2.445
isti≠àra murašša™a 2.445
isti≠àra mu†laqa 2.445
isti≠àra †aba≠iyya 2.444–445
isti≠àra ta™akkumiyya 2.446
isti≠àra ta™qìqiyya 2.445, 3.120
isti≠àra tamlì™iyya 2.446
isti≠àra taß®ì™iyya 2.445
isti≠àra taxyìliyya 2.444–445, 

3.120
isti≠àra wifàqiyya 2.445
isti≠àra xàßßiyya 2.445
istidlàl 2.304
istidlàl bi-l-kaμra 2.449
istidlàl bi-l-miμàl 2.449
istifhàm 2.184, 2.237, 2.292, 

2.388, 2.478, 2.543, 3.549, 4.333, 
4.737

istifhàm, ≠alàmat al- 3.741

ism al-™adaμ 3.102
ism al-™adaμàn 3.455
ism al-±išàra 1.566, 1.568, 3.422
ism al-jam≠ 1.433
ism al-jins 1.433
ism al-kaμra 1.577, 3.425
ism al-maf ≠ùl 1.68, 2.424, 2.550–551, 

2.624, 3.424, 3.459, 3.542, 3.548
ism al-marra 3.167, 3.424, 4.644
ism al-maßdar 1.68, 3.165
ism al-muμallaμ, al- 4.468
ism al-wa™da 1.433, 3.424, 3.439
ism al-wi≠à± 3.424
ism an-naw≠ 3.424, 4.644
ism at-taf∂ìl 2.13
ism az-zamàn 3.424
ism fi ≠l 3.101
ism ±i∂àfa 2.294
ism ±inna 1.69, 2.355, 2.357
ism jàmid 1.573, 2.445, 4.686
ism kàna 1.70, 2.431, 2.549, 

2.551–552, 3.354, 3.687
ism li-l-fi ≠l 2.432
ism makàn 2.424
ism mawßùl 1.488, 1.568, 3.422
ism mubham 1.73, 4.221
ism mu∂àf 1.69
ism mu∂mar 1.557
ism mu™aqqar 1.637
ism mußaÿÿar 1.637
ism ßawt 3.176
ism tàmm 1.69
ism μulàμì 3.721
ism, defi nition of 2.424, 2.427
ism, tamàm al- 4.445
±Ismà≠ìl 3.345
Ismail, Hanadi 4.630
±išmàm 2.233, 3.566, 4.427, 4.682
Ismint Arabic 2.2
ismiyya 2.434
±Išmùnì, A™mad al- 4.291
Isna Arabic 2.2
±isnàd 1.2, 2.291, 2.294, 2.316, 

2.427, 2.424–437, 2.538–539, 
3.136, 3.683, 4.354, 4.484, 4.686

±isnàdì, tarkìb 2.404
isogloss 1.583–586, 1.604–605
isogloss, distinctive 1.585
isogloss, formal 1.585
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iterative 1.201, 1.253, 1.282, 2.245
iterativity 3.616
i≠tibàr 3.324
i±tilàf 4.213
i≠tilàl 2.308
i≠timàd 3.124–125, 4.739
itinerants 2.216
Itô, Junko 2.36, 3.611, 4.85, 4.374
ittaßala 4.235
ittibà≠ 1.435–436
ittifàq 3.176, 3.320
itti™àd al-ma™all 3.324
ittisà≠ 2.17, 3.116, 3.125, 3.651
Ivanov, Sergej Nikolaevi∑ 4.585
Iványi, Tamás 1.640–643, 2.536–545, 

3.88–95, 3.648
Ivrit 2.461–467, 2.670, 3.409, 3.426, 

4.72
Ivrit ¤ Hebrew, Modern 
≠iwa∂ 3.453, 4.444–445
Iwo 4.760
±ixbàr 2.358–360, 2.436, 4.332, 4.737
±ixfà± 2.299–300, 4.426–427
ixtazala 2.16
ixtilàf 3.320
ixtilàß 3.92
ixtißàr 2.17
ixtißàß 2.295, 3.118
ixtiyàr 4.4–7
±Ixwàn Movement ¤ Ikhwan 

Movement 
Iyebi-Mandjek, Olivier 1.334
Iyesiye 1.362
±iyyà- 1.263, 1.557, 1.559, 3.591, 

4.534–535
iza 1.554
izafet 4.585, 4.598, 4.603, 4.622
≠Izbit al-Basìlì Arabic 1.271
izdiwàj(iyyat) al-luÿa 1.173, 1.533, 

1.630, 3.349
÷zgi, Cevat 3.503
Izmajlova, M. 4.612
≠Izzat Afandi, Muß†afà ¤ Izzet Efendi 
Izzet Efendi 3.338

ištiÿàl 1.50, 2.149
istiÿàμa 4.329
isti™sàn 4.13
isti≠là± 4.423
iß†ilà™ 4.684
iß†ilà™ì 3.629
ištimal 1.124, 2.86, 2.359, 4.332
isti±nàf 2.293
istinbà† 4.465
ištiqàq 1.453, 1.573–575, 2.165, 

2.447–451, 2.496, 2.638, 2.641, 3.15, 
3.45, 3.114, 3.539, 4.119–120, 4.446, 
4.461, 4.465, 4.640

ištiqàq ±akbar 1.575
ištiqàq ±aßÿar 2.447
ištiqàq kabìr 1.575, 4.254, 4.287
ištiqàq qiyàsì 1.452
ištiqàq ßaÿìr 1.573, 1.575
ištiràk 3.320, 3.322, 3.538
istiß™àb al-™àl 1.194, 4.30
istiμnà± 1.72, 2.451–454, 3.101, 

3.549, 4.221
istiμnà± mufarraÿ 2.452, 3.104
istiμnà± munqa†i≠ 2.452
istiμnà± muttaßil 2.452
istixdàm 3.539
istixfàf 2.17, 2.233
Išuruniyya 4.157
Italian 1.340, 1.537, 1.554, 1.562, 

2.1, 2.26, 2.285, 2.375, 2.454–459, 
2.470, 2.482, 2.491, 2.504, 2.560, 
2.659, 2.668–669, 2.699, 3.141, 
3.143–144, 3.228, 3.312–313, 3.706, 
4.53, 4.216, 4.574

Italian, North 1.45
Italian, Tuscan 3.146
Italian in Egypt 2.457
Italian in Libya 4.556
Italian in Tunisia 4.574
±itbà≠ 3.631–632
±i†bàq 1.544, 2.459–461, 3.124, 3.600, 

3.608, 4.2, 4.211, 4.421, 4.636
±iμbàt 2.444, 3.118, 3.121
iteration 4.51
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J

Jàhàn, Shah 3.338
Jahàngìr, Shah 3.338
Jahani, Carina 2.409
jàhiliyya 4.76, 4.78
Jà™iΩ, al- 1.403, 1.428, 1.434, 2.96, 

2.303–304, 2.442, 2.469, 2.579, 
2.630, 2.633, 2.676–677, 3.71–72, 
3.117, 3.160–161, 3.690, 4.64, 
4.74, 4.202, 4.473

jahr 3.124
Jahriyya 1.380
Jahrù, ±Asmahàn al- 2.258
Jaimoukha, Amjad 2.498, 2.500
jà±iz 2.184, 2.299
Jakarta 2.335
Jakobi, Angelika 3.435–439
Jakobson, Roman 2.98, 2.319, 2.560, 

2.687, 3.600, 4.199, 4.328, 4.422
Jalabì [Celebi], £asan 4.561
Jalàl, Mu™ammad ≠Uμmàn 1.600
jalìl 1.151, 3.308
ja≠liyya 3.225
jam≠ 1.309, 1.576, 3.426, 3.439
jam≠ al-jam≠ 2.352
jam≠ al-kaμra 3.439
jam≠ al-qilla 3.439
jam≠ maksùr 3.439
jam≠ mukassar 3.439
jam≠ sàlim 3.439
Jamà≠a al-±Islàmiyya, al- 4.77–78
Jamaican Creole English 2.319–320
Jamàlì, Badr al- 2.46
James, David Lewis 3.112, 

3.308–309, 3.340, 3.519
jamì ≠ 2.445, 2.537, 4.17
Jàmì, ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al- 1.380

/j/ 1.75, 1.271, 1.608, 2.494–496, 
3.10

jà±a bi- 4.38
Ja±aliyyin 2.559
Ja±àme 1.362
Jabal Ax∂ar Arabic 3.479, 3.482–485, 

3.489
Jabal Ramm 3.469
Jabal Ramm, inscription of 1.149
Jabal Šammar 3.326, 4.126
Jabal Says 3.470
Jabal ¢ayy 4.126
Jabal ¢ubayq 3.401
Jabal ±Umm Jadàyid 3.469
Jabal ±Usays, inscription of 1.149
Jabal Waš™ah Arabic 4.751
Jabal Yazidi Arabic 4.754, 4.756
Jabali Arabic 2.314
Jabartì, ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn ibn £asan 

al- 2.332
Jabeur, Mohamed 3.607, 4.563, 

4.629, 4.632
Jàbir ibn £ayyàn 2.234, 4.235, 4.287
Jàbirì, Majdì al- 1.600
Jackendoff, Ray 2.113, 4.488–489, 

4.742
Jacobi, Renate 3.646
Jacobites 4.402
Jacquart, Danielle 4.459
Jaeggli, Osvaldo 3.706
Ja≠far ibn Íàbir 2.425
Ja≠far, Muß†afà 4.138
Ja≠far, ¢al™a 2.54
Jaffa 2.464, 2.506
Jaffa Arabic 1.608, 2.502
Jafr, al- 3.401
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jàmid 1.573, 2.94, 4.686
jàmid, ism 2.445
Jamìl ibn Mu≠ammar 4.202
Jamìlì, Xu∂ayr ≠A. al- 1.619
Jamoussi, Souad 4.575
Janaba 2.213
Janjero 1.35
janna 1.174
Jansen, Johannes J.G. 4.78
Jansen, Willy 4.432
Janssens, Gerard 1.618, 3.726, 

4.349
Japanese 2.9, 3.232, 3.706, 3.725, 

4.537, 4.539
Japanese, object-raising in 4.539
jarà±id 4.217
Jaràjrah Arabic 4.238
Jarema, Gonia 1.425
jargon 2.8, 2.468–472, 3.59, 3.639, 

3.642, 4.252, 4.255, 4.380
jargon, Cairene 2.469
jargon, criminal 2.470
jargon, Egyptian 2.469–470
jargon, Hebrew 2.470
jargon, Islamic 2.471
jargon, Jewish 2.471
jargon, North African 2.470
jargon, secret 3.127
jargon of boatbuilders 2.215
jargon of homosexuals 2.470
jargon of students 4.380
Jarìm, ≠Alì al- 2.578, 2.581
Jarmì, ±Abù ≠Umar al- 1.193, 3.690, 

4.119
jarr 1.67, 1.309, 1.347, 1.555–556, 

1.559–560, 2.232–233, 2.294, 2.402, 
2.425, 2.427, 3.699

Jarrà™i 2.572
Jarràr, Samìr A. 2.104–105, 2.110
Jarràr, Walid Sadeq 2.426–427
jars 4.2
Jašar-Nasteva, Olivera 4.259
Jaspaert, Koen 2.681
Jaßßàß, ±Abù Bakr ±A™mad ibn ≠Alì 

al- 3.122
Jastrow, Otto 1.87–96, 1.270, 1.388, 

1.444–445, 1.536, 1.540, 1.562, 
1.571, 1.584, 1.607, 1.609–610, 
1.612, 1.615, 1.642, 2.230–231, 

2.272–273, 2.313, 2.388, 2.414–424, 
2.533–534, 3.190, 3.237, 3.568, 
3.585, 3.609, 4.2, 4.109, 4.302–303, 
4.318, 4.404, 4.407, 4.520, 4.612, 
4.621–622, 4.664, 4.750, 4.754

Jat 2.217
Jatlàwì, al-Hàdì al- 2.70
Jaussen, Antonin 4.479, 4.481–482
Java 2.340, 2.472
javanais 2.468, 4.156
Javanese 2.334, 2.336, 2.339, 

2.472–477, 2.668, 2.673, 
4.476–477

jawàb 1.72, 1.202, 2.477, 2.479
jawàb al-jazà± 2.478
jawàb ±in 2.478
jawàb law 2.478
Jawàd, Muß†afà 1.453
Jawàlìqì, ±Abù Manßùr Mawhùb ibn 

±A™mad al- 1.627, 3.36
jawàzim ¤ jàzim 
Jawbarì, ≠Abd ar-Ra™ìm ibn ≠Umar 

al- 2.469
Jawf Arabic 4.751
Jawf, al- 4.123
jawhar 1.574, 2.186
Jawhar ibn £ay∂ar 2.53
Jawharì, ±Abù Naßr ±Ismà≠ìl ibn £ammàd 

al- 1.4, 3.21, 3.33, 3.42, 
3.44, 3.214, 3.502

Jawi 1.135, 4.477
Jawnpùrì, Mullà Ma™mùd 2.327
Jaww, al- 3.401
Jawwàs ibn Huraym 3.647
Jawzjànì, al- 3.379
Jayakar, Atmaram 2.211, 3.478
Jaybì, al-Fà∂il al- 1.603
jayyid 1.192
Jayyusi, Salma Khadra 4.92
jazà± 1.49, 1.72, 2.477–481, 2.542, 

3.261
Jazà±irì, ¢àhir al- 2.637
Jazayery, Mohammad Ali 2.411–412, 

3.579
Jazeera, al- ¤ Al-Jazeera 
jàzim 1.71
Jazìra, al- ¤ Al-Jazeera 
Jazirah 3.326, 4.125
Jazìrat al-Qamar 3.125
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jazm 1.67, 1.71–72, 1.152, 1.309, 
2.16, 2.233, 2.402, 2.404, 
2.478–479, 4.132, 4.557

Jazùlì 2.52
Jbàla Arabic 1.439, 1.590, 1.609, 

3.288–290, 3.292–293, 4.70
Jbàliyyah 3.401
Jbàliyyah Arabic 3.401, 3.403, 

4.240
Jebala 3.288
Jebayr 1.363
Jebel South 1.655
Jeddah 3.179, 4.628, 4.767
Jeddah, youth speech in 4.767
Jeddah Arabic 1.271, 4.126, 4.632
Jefferson, Gail 2.202
Jeffery, Arthur 2.57, 2.198–199, 

2.373, 2.666, 3.7, 4.295
Jelinek, M. Eloise 1.220, 3.385–386, 

3.684, 3.709, 4.395, 4.399–400, 
4.648–650, 4.655, 4.657

Jenàbì 3.502–503
jenggot 2.336, 2.339
Jenin Arabic 2.321
Jenkins, Major 2.518
Jenssen, Herbjøn 2.360
Jephson, Arthur Jeremy 

Mounteney 1.519
Jerash 2.498–499, 2.502
Jerba 2.709, 4.572, 4.574
Jeremiás, Éva M. 2.406–414, 3.114
Jernudd, Björn 1.668
Jerome, Saint 1.167
Jerusalem 1.23, 2.439, 2.481, 2.505, 

3.409
Jerusalem Arabic 1.323, 1.444–445, 

1.608, 2.32, 2.221, 2.231, 2.481–493, 
2.502, 2.509, 2.532, 2.534, 3.8–9, 
3.11, 3.658, 3.704, 4.632

Jerusalem Arabic, Jewish 2.491
Jespersen, Otto 1.616, 1.619, 2.158, 

2.331–332, 3.653, 3.655
Jesry, Maher 4.387–389
Jesuit College de Louis-le-Grand 

1.171
Jesus 3.730
Jewish Arabic 1.54, 1.323, 1.443, 

1.445–447, 2.23, 2.266, 2.277, 
2.313, 2.470, 2.494, 2.526–536, 

2.659, 2.661, 3.218, 3.220, 3.451, 
3.472, 4.58, 4.70, 4.157, 4.216, 
4.217

Jewish Arabic, Baghdadi 1.351, 
1.537, 1.607, 1.610,  1.625, 2.414, 
2.276, 2.313, 2.532–534, 4.664

Jewish Arabic, Cairene 2.532–533
Jewish Arabic, Egyptian 2.276, 

2.278–279
Jewish Arabic, £ijàzì 2.259
Jewish Arabic, Jerusalem 2.491
Jewish Arabic, Moroccan 1.444–445, 

2.533, 3.288, 3.292–293
Jewish Arabic, Tlemcen 2.533
Jewish Arabic, Tripoli 4.548
Jewish Arabic, Tunis 1.609, 2.277, 

3.449, 4.563 
Jewish Arabic, Tunisian 4.575
Jewish Arabic, Yemeni 2.534, 

4.750
Jewish communities 2.531
Jews 1.99, 1.444–448, 1.527, 

1.589, 2.60–61, 2.526, 3.218, 
3.370

Jews, Egyptian 2.534
Jews, Iraqi 2.414–415, 2.526, 2.532
Jews, Karaite 2.471
Jews, Libyan 2.471
Jews, Moroccan 2.63–64, 2.470
Jews, Portuguese 2.527
Jews, Rabbanite 2.533
Jews, Sephardic 2.64, 2.437–438, 

2.461
Jews, Spanish 2.527, 2.532
Jews, Tunisian 2.532
Jews in Malta 3.142
Jews in Morocco 3.294, 3.314
Jews in Sicily 4.216
Jews of Bukhara 4.424
Jews of Cairo 1.323
Jews of Cochin 3.129
Jews of Jerusalem 2.481
Jews of Samarkand 4.424
Jezreel, Plain of 3.402
Jibbàli 1.493, 2.66–67, 2.211, 3.478, 

3.593, 4.297–303, 4.312
Jiblah 1.187, 2.273
Jibran (Jubran), Jibran Khalil 2.703, 

3.395, 4.91, 4.211
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Jidda Arabic ¤ Jeddah Arabic 
Jiha, Michel 4.70
jihàd 4.78
Jihadist Movements 3.136, 3.170
Jilàlì, £ulàm al- 3.38, 3.43
Jilànì, Sheikh ≠Abd al-Qàdir al- 

4.277
Jilyànì al-±Andalusì, al- 4.204
jìm 1.26–27, 2.494–496, 3.609
Jimma 2.51, 2.53
Jin, Zhou 4.268
jinàs 2.496–498, 3.538–539, 4.211
jinàs al-ištiqàq 2.496, 3.539
jinàs al-qalb 3.539
jinàs al-xa†† 2.497
jinàs at-tarkìb 3.539
jinàs lafÚì 3.539
jinàs ma≠nawì 3.539
jinàs maqlùb 2.497
jinàs mu∂àri≠ 2.497
jinàs mu™arraf 2.497
jinàs nàqiß 2.497
jinàs tàmm 2.496–497
jinàs taß™ìfì 4.157
Jindi, Ahmad Alam ad-Din al- ¤ 

Jundi, Ahmad Alam ad-Din 
jingtang yu 1.380
jins 2.234, 4.545
Jìwan, Mulla 2.327
jiwàr 1.72, 2.403–404
jizya 3.346
JMODEL 1.208–209
Job, Book of 1.167
Johansen, Baber 2.360
Johanson, Lars 4.587
John of Segovia 1.168
John of Seville 1.166
Johns, Jeremy 4.217
Johnson, C. Douglas 4.347
Johnson, Frederick 1.663
Johnson, Mark 1.423, 1.425, 

2.689, 4.165
Johnson, Martin Elmer 1.595
Johnson, Rev. Samuel 4.758
Johnstone [Koch], Barbara 1.473–474, 

1.648, 3.500, 3.669, 3.678, 4.49
Johnstone, Penelope 2.677
Johnstone, Thomas Muir 1.446, 

1.584–585, 1.611, 1.639, 2.151–152, 

2.211, 2.609–610, 3.622, 4.125, 
4.297, 4.302–306, 4.403, 4.753

jokes 2.653, 2.658
Joly, André 2.82
Jomier, Jacques 3.584, 3.586–587
Jones, Russell 2.334, 2.341–342, 

2.476
Jones, William 1.167, 3.207, 4.516
Jong, Rudolf E. de 1.270, 1.320–322, 

1.570–571, 1.605, 2.2, 2.151–153, 
2.509, 3.360, 3.401, 3.403–406, 
4.237–251, 4.628, 4.677

Jonge, Huub de 2.337
Joola 4.723
Joos 1.632
Jordan 1.26, 1.260, 2.105, 2.498–505, 

2.658, 3.316
Jordan, Arabic in 1.260, 2.31, 2.494, 

2.555, 3.525, 3.613, 3.726
Jordan valley 3.402
Jordanian Arabic 1.83, 1.217, 

1.656–659, 2.71–72, 2.97–99, 
2.120, 2.230–231, 2.395, 
2.397–398, 2.498–517, 2.585–587, 
3.11, 3.263–268, 3.527, 3.604, 
3.611–612, 3.678–679, 3.686, 
4.407, 4.489, 4.629, 4.632, 4.648, 
4.654–656, 4.664, 4.672, 4.681

Joseph, Brian 4.371
Joshi, Aravind 1.457
Joufra 3.56
Joüon, Paul 1.576–577, 3.409
Jourdan, J. 4.563
journalism 2.636, 2.655, 3.19, 3.39, 

3.193
Journalism, Folkloristic 3.200
journals, Arabic 1.259
Joyce, James 4.36
Jozami, Gladys 3.3
Juan [Hispalense] 1.96
Juba 2.517, 3.10
Juba Arabic 1.37, 1.489, 1.520, 

1.525, 2.517–525, 3.10, 3.62, 
3.635, 3.639, 3.642–643, 4.198, 
4.376

Jubb ≠Adìn 1.178
Jubbà±ì, ±Abù Hàšim al- 3.162–163
Jubran, Jubran Khalil ¤ Jibran, Jibran 

Khalil 
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Juburì, ≠Abdallàh al- 2.638–639
Judaean Desert 3.360
Judaeo-Arabic ¤ Jewish Arabic 
Judaeo-Aramaic 1.240
Judaeo-Spanish 4.579
Jufra 3.53
Juhayna 1.361–362
Juhayna Arabic 3.94
Juhaynì, ≠Abdullàh al- 1.361
Julien de Pommerol, Patrice 

1.360–368, 3.61, 3.634, 4.708–710, 
4.713, 4.716

Jum≠a 4.104–105
Jum≠a, ±Ibràhìm 3.349
Juma™ì, ±Abù Dihbil al- 3.89
Jumbe, Alhajj Aboud 1.661–662
jumla 1.49, 1.558, 2.186, 2.292, 

2.358, 2.536–540, 2.544, 4.738
jumla Úarfi yya 1.49, 1.567, 4.318, 

4.653, 4.739
jumla ≈àt wajhayni 4.504
jumla fi ≠liyya 1.182, 2.430, 3.114, 

3.177, 4.497, 4.653, 4.737–738
jumla ™àliyya 2.224
jumla ibtidà±iyya 2.292–293
jumla ±inšà±iyya 2.358, 4.29
jumla ismiyya 1.182, 1.202, 2.430, 

3.114, 3.177, 3.354, 3.381, 3.683, 
3.687, 4.56, 4.495, 4.499, 4.653, 
4.737–738

jumla ±ixbàriyya 2.358
jumla kubrà 2.539
jumla marwiyya 2.331
jumla ßuÿrà 2.539
jumla, tamyìz al- 4.437
jumlat al-istiμnà± 2.451
Jun, Jongho 2.365
Junaydì, Bilàl 3.539
Junaydì, Mu™ammad 4.429
junction 1.430, 1.432

junction, morphophonological 4.236
juncture, clausal 4.197
juncture, core 4.197
juncture, morpheme 4.700
juncture, nuclear 4.197
Jundì, ±A™mad ≠Alam ad-Dìn al- 

1.641, 2.255–256, 3.89, 3.91–92, 
3.94

Jundì, ≠Alì al- 2.496–497
Jungraithmayr, Hermann 2.68
Junker, Wilhelm 1.519
Junus, Mahmad 2.336
Junusi, Zainuddin Labai el- 2.337
Jurafsky, Daniel 1.456, 511
Jurjànì, ≠Abd al-≠Azìz al-Qà∂ì al- 

1.428, 2.582, 3.118, 4.209
Jurjànì, ±Abù Bakr ≠Abd al-Qàhir 

ibn ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al- 1.67, 
1.424–425, 1.428–429, 1.471, 2.17, 
2.79–80, 2.83, 2.95, 2.131–135, 
2.181, 2.188, 2.290–291, 2.295, 
2.303, 2.336, 2.441–444, 2.550, 
2.580, 3.105, 3.116–118, 3.161, 
3.163, 3.539, 4.21, 4.166, 4.203, 
4.207, 4.213, 4.472–473, 4.737

Jurjànì, ≠Alì ibn ≠Abd al-≠Azìz al- 2.443
Jurjànì, ≠Alì ibn Mu™ammad al- 

4.686
jussive 1.203, 1.219, 2.23, 2.92, 

3.248–249, 3.269, 3.272, 3.299, 
3.355, 4.557, 4.639

jussive, Hebrew 4.178
Justi, Ferdinand 3.717
Justice, David 4.167
Juwaynì, ±Abù l-Ma≠àlì ≠Abd al-Malik 

ibn ≠Abdallàh al- 2.304
juxtaposition 1.473, 3.672
juz± 3.208–209
juz±ì 3.178
Juzur al-Qamar 1.448

  juburî – juzur al-qamar 137

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Kahle, Paul 1.598, 1.615, 3.431, 
3.654–655, 3.684, 3.686, 3.689, 
4.317, 4.656, 4.662

Kähler, Hans 4.291, 4.293–294
Kahn, David 4.159
Kahn, Margaret 4.289
kà±in 3.96
Kairouan 1.361, 2.532, 3.53, 4.572
Kairouan Arabic 1.609, 4.563, 

4.670
Kakwa 1.519
Kala 4.715
kalàm 1.380, 1.429, 2.83–85, 

2.87, 2.184, 2.186, 2.304, 2.358, 
2.401–404, 2.536–539, 2.541–545, 
2.623, 2.627, 3.73, 3.91, 3.115–116, 
3.550, 3.648, 4.11, 4.13, 4.332, 
4.474

kalàm al-≠Arab 2.85–86, 2.176–179, 
2.181, 2.263, 2.265, 2.543, 2.628

kalàm Allàh 2.183, 2.541, 4.6
kalàm an-nafs 2.306
kalàm as-sabab 4.252
kalàm ±awwal 2.478
kalàm nafsì 2.306
kalàm, ±aqsàm al- 4.329
kalamo 1.544
kalamon’Antesitesy 3.127
Kalb 1.545
Kalb Arabic 3.94
Kalbì, Mu™ammad ibn as-Sà±ib 

al- 1.309, 2.401, 3.89–90, 3.116, 
4.235

Kaleši, Hasan 3.502
Kalfou 1.337

K

ka- 1.297, 1.557–558, 1.609, 2.22, 
3.281, 3.285, 3.292, 3.702

Kaado 4.281
ka-±anna 2.354–355, 2.357
Kaapmaleiers 4.290
ka-±ayyin 1.73
Ka≠b 2.571
Kaba, Lansine 3.136, 3.138, 

3.140
Kabha, Riad 4.663
Ka≠bìye 1.92
Kabrah, Rawiah S. 3.179–180
Kabyli 1.290
Kabylia 1.53–54
Kabylian Berber 1.38, 1.56, 1.122, 

1.289, 1.370
Kabylians 2.704
Kachru, B. Braj 2.30–31
kàda 1.73, 3.105, 3.354
Kadmon, Nirit 3.653
Kaempfert, Manfred 4.72, 4.76
kàf al-mabsù†a, al- 4.560
Kafa 1.35
Kafawì, al- 2.358–359
kaff 2.16
Kafi ri 1.29
Kafr išŠèx Arabic 2.2
Kafràwì, ±As≠ad ≠Abd al-Ÿanì 

as-Sayyid al- 3.322
Kager, René 3.493, 3.496, 

4.344–353
Kahane, Henry 2.456
Kahane, Renée 2.456
kàhin 4.104, 4.203
kahir 4.105
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kalim 2.624
kalim wujùdiyya 3.115
kalima 2.424, 2.544–548, 3.547, 

3.550
Kalimantan 3.125
kallà 3.550
Kallas, Elie 1.603, 3.343–353
Kalus, Ludvik 2.42
kam 1.73, 3.90
kam al-xabariyya 4.430
kamà 3.200
Kamal, Ribhi 1.626
Kamal al-Din, Adeeb 4.204
Kamberli 1.114, 1.117
Kamel, Boshra 3.681
Kamel, Mustafa A. 3.680
Kamel, Salwa 1.425
Kamel, Sheikh Saleh 3.197
kàmil 3.211–212, 3.214
Kamil, Murad 3.437
Kàmil, Muß†afà 3.193
Kammensjö, Heléne 1.470–477, 
4.192, 4.501
Kampala 1.520
Kampffmeyer, Georg 3.287
kàn 1.64, 1.281, 1.553–554, 2.271, 

2.273, 2.595, 3.81, 3.85
kàna 1.216–220, 1.432, 1.486, 

1.488, 1.506, 1.558, 1.563, 2.93, 
2.180, 2.194, 2.290–291, 2.355–356, 
2.431, 2.537, 2.548–552, 2.578, 
2.582, 3.68, 3.99, 3.101, 3.105, 
3.115, 3.234–236, 3.260, 3.353–354, 
3.386, 3.687, 3.691, 3.695, 4.163, 
4.395, 4.412, 4.414, 4.740

kàna an-nàqißa 2.548–551
kàna at-tàmma 2.548–549, 2.551, 4.163
kàna az-zà±ida 2.548, 2.551
kàna wa±-axawàtuhà 1.70, 2.548–552
kàna with nominative predicate 

3.691, 3.695
kàna yaf≠alu 1.218
Kanafani-Zahar, Aida 2.363–364
Kane, Cheikh Hamidou 4.184
Kanem 1.360–363, 2.552, 4.708
Kanem Bornu Empire 3.373
Kanembou 1.366
Kankan Musa 3.135
Kannur 3.129

Kano 1.337, 2.250, 3.375–376
Kanun, Abdallah 3.201
Kanuri 1.133, 1.333, 2.137, 

2.251–252, 2.552–555, 3.314, 
4.279, 4.282, 4.284, 4.715–716

Kanzi 2.1
Kanzleisprache 1.490
Kaolack 4.182
Kapeliuk, Olga 1.490
Kaplan, Edith 2.690
Kaplan, Mary 2.646, 2.649
Kaplan, Robert 1.648
Kapliwatzky, Yohanan 2.481
Kaptein, Nico 2.337
Karabacek, Josef von 1.151
Karabekyan, Samvel 2.236–239
Karachay-Balkhar 2.557
Kara∑i 2.220
Karaduvar Arabic 1.395
Karahan, Abdülkadir 3.502
Karahisari, Ahmad ¤ Qarah™isàrì, 

Ahmad 
Karaites 2.528, 2.533
Karak 2.499
Karak Arabic 2.498–499, 2.503, 

2.506–507
Karakalpak 2.557
Karassery, M.N. 3.128–135
Karbala 2.407
Karib±il Watar 1.127
Karimov, Akbar U. 4.305
Karmì, £assàn Sa≠ìd al- 3.41
Karmiloff-Smith, Annette 2.689
Karmysheva, Balkyz Kh. 4.612
Karnataka 2.325
Karouri, Abdel Muneim al- 1.457
Kars 2.607
Karshuni 1.495–497, 1.603, 3.218
Kartvelian languages 2.67
Karume, Sheikh Abeid Aman 1.661
Kàrùn 2.571–572
Karxì, Mollà ≠Abbùd al- 3.348
Kasab 4.402
Kàsànì, ±Abù Bakr ibn Mas≠ùd al- 

2.359
Kàšÿarì, al- 3.22
Kashan 2.46
Kashmiri 1.133–134, 2.220
Kasimin, Amran 2.341
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kaskasa/kaškaša 1.26, 1.571, 1.614, 
2.213, 2.555–557, 3.93, 3.478, 
3.525, 3.587, 3.606, 4.36, 4.126–127, 
4.304, 4.628, 4.754, 4.757

Kašmìrì, Mu™ammad £usayn 3.338
kasr 1.152, 1.309, 2.232–234, 2.311, 

2.402
kasra 1.560
Kassala 4.376
Kassian 4.76
Kassim Mohamed, Souad 1.655
Kästner, Hartmut 2.229–230, 3.594, 

4.1
katègoroúmenon 4.220
kàtib 1.398
kaμrat al-isti≠màl 2.86
Katz, Yehuda 3.360, 3.400
Kaufman, Dorit 2.684
Kaufman, Elana 2.439
Kaufman, Terrence 1.294, 1.501, 

1.504, 2.29, 2.666, 2.668, 4.368, 
4.370–373

Kaun, Abigail 2.365
Kaur, Kuldip 2.326
Kavalcık 1.115, 1.117
Kawàkibì, ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn al- 3.346
Kawar 1.361, 2.552
Kawàwila 2.576
kay 1.467
Kay, Martin 1.457, 1.511
Kay, Paul 4.58
Kaye, Alan S. 1.133–136, 1.615–616, 

1.631, 2.25–29, 2.230, 2.495, 2.518, 
2.560, 2.655, 3.141–142, 3.146, 
3.427, 3.451, 3.634, 3.639–641, 
3.643, 3.726, 4.2, 4.302–303, 
4.305–306, 4.678, 4.681, 4.716

kayfa 1.72, 2.427
Kayne, Richard 1.412, 3.230, 

3.232–233, 4.746
Kayne’s Generalization 1.412
Kayyal, Ziad N. 1.668, 1.670
Kazakh 2.557–559, 4.263
Kazakhstan 2.557
Kazan 4.425, 4.450
Kazanlı Arabic 1.392
Kazimirski, Alfred de Biberstein 3.23, 

4.96–97
Kazziha, Walid 2.498

k-dialecs ¤ k-perfect 
Kearns, Kate 1.40–42
Kedourie, Elie 2.59
Keegan, John M. 4.351
Keeling, Captain 3.128
Keenan, Edward 4.15
Kehayia, Eva 1.425
Kehr, Georg Jacob 2.42
Kendon, Adam 2.202
Kënfàwì, ≠Abd ëß-Íamad ël- 3.295
Kenner, Charmian 1.371
Kenny, Keith Dallas 2.684–685
Kenstowicz, Michael 2.173, 2.396, 

3.207, 3.495–496, 3.610, 3.613–614, 
3.619, 3.621–622, 3.706–707, 3.709, 
3.726, 4.64, 4.344–345, 4.347–351, 
4.390, 4.400, 4.675–676

Kent, Raymon D. 4.666
Kenya 1.518, 1.520, 1.661–663, 

2.588–589, 3.642, 4.386
Kenya Coastal Strip Protectorate 1.660
Kenya Muslim Association 1.662
Kenzi 3.437–438
Kenzi-Dongolawi 2.668, 3.313, 

3.435
Kepel, Gilles 4.77–78
Kerak 2.506
Kerala 2.325, 3.128–129, 4.123
Kerawàn 1.361
Kermanšahı 3.351
Kermanshah 2.604
Kerslake, Celia 4.584, 4.586
Keskinci 1.116
Kettani, M. Ali 1.661–662
Kfàr ≠Abìda Arabic 1.540, 3.451
Khabur 4.402
Khabura 1.24
Khabura Arabic 3.478
Khairallah, Shereen 2.45
Khal, Yusuf al- 4.214
Khalafallah, Abdelghany A. 2.2, 

4.349
Khalaily, Samir 3.654, 4.648
Khalil Arabic 3.527
Khalil, Aziz 3.248, 3.573
Khalil, Esam N. 1.430–433, 1.648, 

2.207–210
Khalil, Muhamed al- 3.500
Khamis, Cornelia 1.520–522
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Khan, Geoffrey 1.151, 2.415, 2.471, 
2.526–536, 3.370, 3.419, 3.518, 
3.703–705, 4.317, 4.319, 4.656

Khan, Gulfi shan 3.508
Khan, Sher 3.508
Khànaqìn 2.533
Khànaqìn Arabic 2.415
Kharga Arabic 1.258, 2.2, 2.5–6, 2.8, 

2.389, 4.196
Khargird 2.600
Kharijites 3.170
Kharma, Nayef 2.32
Kharraki, Abdennour 1.650
Kharrat, Edouard 2.332, 4.288
Kharrat, Muhammad 2.397, 3.725
Khartoum 1.23–25, 1.525, 2.518, 

2.559–571, 4.376, 4.381
Khartoum Arabic 1.525, 2.271, 

2.559–571, 3.10, 3.62, 3.643, 4.376, 
4.495–497, 4.499, 4.529–535

Khashm el-Girba 3.435
Khatabi, Mohammed [Mu™ammad 

Xa†àbì] 4.472
Khater, Mahmoud Rushdi [Ma™mùd 

Rušdì Xà†ir] 2.105–107, 2.109
Khattab, Ghada 1.368–375
Khatuniya Arabic 2.414
Khawlàni 1.528
Khaybar ¤ Xaybar 
Khazendar, Walid 4.213
Khirbet es-Samra 4.478
Khmer 4.476
Khogali, Hišàm 1.436, 1.438
Khoisan 4.291
Khokha 2.270–271, 2.273
Khomeini, Ayatollah 2.407, 3.370
Khòr Mùsa 2.572
Khòr Ròrì 2.212
Khorasan ¤ Khurasan 
Khorramshahr 2.572
Khouri, Rašìd Salìm al- 3.4
Khouzam, Joseph 3.584, 3.586–587
Khurasan 1.28, 2.406, 2.408
Khurasan Arabic 1.583, 3.544
Khuzestan 1.260, 2.407, 2.571–578, 

3.370
Khuzestan Arabic 1.584, 2.414, 

2.571–578, 3.84
Kibera 1.520

ki≈b 2.362
Kieffer, Charles 2.61, 4.612, 4.620, 

4.622
Kienast, Burkhart 1.644, 3.453
Kiesler, Reinhard 2.281–286
Kihm, Alain 1.12–16
kilà 4.17–18
Kilani-Schoch, Marianne 3.207
Kildàn 4.402
Kılıçtutan 1.111
Killean, Carolyn G. 1.572, 

4.524–526
Killion, Tom 1.654–655
Kinàna 3.94, 3.692–693
kinàya 1.555, 2.305, 2.445, 2.

578–583, 3.116–121, 4.6, 4.157, 
4.165

Kinberg, Naphtali 1.476, 1.545, 
2.178, 2.227, 2.294, 2.298, 2.301, 
2.436, 2.477–478, 2.536, 3.107, 
3.109, 3.549, 4.219–220, 4.235, 4.429, 
4.431

Kinda 1.129, 3.467, 4.295
kindergarten 3.79
Kinderib 1.88–93, 1.95
Kindì, ±Abù Yùsuf Ya≠qùb ibn ±Is™àq 

al- 3.336, 4.542, 4.546
King, D.A. 2.201
King, Geraldine 4.480
kinship 3.674
kinship terminology 2.583–588
kinship terms 1.83, 1.116, 1.227, 

1.283, 1.292, 1.327, 1.540, 1.550, 
2.222, 2.272, 2.289, 2.594, 3.50, 
3.366, 4.469

kinship terms, affectionate 2.587
kinship terms, Bengali 1.286
kinship terms, distant 2.587
kinship terms, Malayalam 3.134
kinship terms, reversed 3.366
Ki-Nubi 1.37, 1.86, 1.357, 1.520, 

2.518, 2.525, 2.588–597, 3.62, 
3.635, 3.642–643

Ki-Nubi, Arua 1.524
Ki-Nubi, Bombo 1.522, 1.524
Ki-Nubi, East African 1.520–521
Ki-Nubi, Gulu 1.524
Ki-Nubi, Kenyan 1.521, 1.524, 

2.589
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Ki-Nubi, Ugandan 1.521, 1.524, 
2.589

Kiparsky, Paul 2.36–38, 2.396, 
3.494–496, 3.604, 4.344–345, 
4.348

Kipchak 2.557, 4.263–264, 4.589
Kipp, Sandra 3.313
Kiraz, George Anton 1.457, 1.484, 

4.94, 4.388
Kirchner, Mark 4.583–589
Kirchner, Robert 2.365
Kirghiz 2.557, 4.263
Kirkuk 2.533, 2.604, 2.608
Kirkuk Arabic 2.415, 2.417–418, 

2.421, 2.532
kirš 3.112
Kisà±ì, ±Abù l-£asan ≠Ali ibn £amza 

al- 1.70, 1.402, 2.79, 2.355, 2.629, 
2.631, 3.35, 3.690, 4.5, 4.267

Kisseberth, Charles 4.342
Kister, Menachem J. 3.518
kitàb 1.131
kitab kuning 2.338
kitàba 1.338
Kitahara, Hisatsugu 2.369, 4.492
Kittredge, Richard 4.58
Kjamilev, Said H. 4.306
klàm ël-BìÚàn 2.240
Klat, Hector 3.349
Klatt, Dennis H. 2.229, 2.365
Kleiber, Georges 1.568
Klein, Ewan 1.458
Klemz 4.322
Klich, Ignacio 3.2
Klima, Edward 3.653
Klingenheben, August 2.139
Kluge, Eva-Maria 2.224–225
Knauf, Ernst A. 3.472, 4.171, 

4.477–483
Kniffka, Hannes 1.484
Knudtzon, J.A. 3.409
Knutsson, Bengt 1.384
Koalib 4.375
Kodungallur 3.129
Koelle, Sigismund W. 4.709
Köfl er, Hans 1.626–627, 3.93, 

4.36, 4.446
Kogan, Leonid E. 2.67, 4.295, 

4.302–303, 4.305–307, 4.310

koine 1.364, 1.490–491, 1.593–597, 
1.617, 1.654, 1.669, 3.59, 3.188, 
4.716, 4.757

koine, Arabic 1.594, 1.667
koine, Cairene 1.570
koine, Chadian Arabic 3.61
koine, commercial 1.617
koine, dialect 1.490–491, 

1.593–597
koine, Greek 1.593
koine, Gulf 2.609
koine, inter-Arabic 1.668
koine, interdialectal 4.571
koine, international 1.668
koine, Jordanian 3.405
koine, literary 1.593, 2.529, 3.59
koine, local 2.609
koine, military 1.593–594, 1.618, 

2.267, 3.640, 3.647
koine, Moroccan 3.273, 3.274
koine, national dialect 1.596
koine, Palestinian 3.360
koine, poetic 1.153, 1.400, 

1.593–594, 1.614–618, 2.264, 
2.353, 2.373, 3.59, 3.465, 3.499, 
4.9, 4.201

koine, poetico-Qur±ànic 1.615, 1.617, 
3.644–645

koine, post-Islamic 1.618
koine, regional 2.214, 2.531
koine, Sara 1.363
koine, spoken 1.618
koine, Syrian 1.546
koine, urban 1.59, 593–594, 1.596, 

2.508
koineization 1.259, 1.406–407, 1.445, 

1.483, 1.489, 1.572, 1.593–596, 
1.632, 1.667, 1.669, 3.9–11, 3.360, 
3.403–404, 3.639, 3.645

koineized colloquial 4.323
Koizumi, Masatoshi 4.741, 4.743
Kokan, Muhammad Yousuf 2.328
Kòken, Yusuf M. 3.506
Kom Ombo 2.1, 3.435
König, Ekkehard 2.193, 2.196, 

4.161
König, Wolf Dietrich 4.577
Kontzi, Reinhold 1.585, 3.141–142
Konya 4.584
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Koopman, Hilda 3.685, 4.524, 
4.648

Kopf, Lothar 2.86, 3.36, 4.295
Koplewitz, Immanuel 2.438, 2.465
Koppe, Reiner 2.407, 3.575, 3.579
Korandje 4.279
Korba Arabic 4.681
Kordofan 1.519, 3.435, 4.375, 4.380, 

4.709
Kordofan Arabic 4.376
Korean 2.400
Kormakiti 1.536
Kormakiti Arabic 3.450
Korotajev, Andrej 4.302, 4.305
Kortobi, Ibtissam 2.21, 4.646, 

4.648–650, 4.655
Korucam 1.536
Kòsa 1.87, 1.92, 1.95
Koschmieder, Erwin 3.98
Kossmann, Maarten 1.289, 2.68
Kosti 2.559
kòteubah 1.8
Kotoko Sultanates 1.334
Kotokos 1.334
Kotzé, Ernst F. 4.294
Koufra 3.56
Kouloughli [family name] 4.573
Kouloughli, Djamel Eddine 1.580, 

2.165, 2.168, 2.178–179, 2.181, 
2.345–354, 2.448, 2.536, 2.538, 
2.544, 2.562, 2.623–628, 3.159–164, 
3.453, 3.617, 3.726, 4.444, 4.670, 
4.484–486

Kousseri 1.334, 1.336–337
Kouwenberg, N.J.C. 3.418
Kovalam 2.329
Koya, Mohammad 2.325
Koyuno‘lu 1.114
Kozhikode ¤ Calicut 
Kozlowska, J. 3.23
Kozluk 1.87–88
Kozluk Arabic 4.70
Kozluk-Sason Arabic 1.607
Kozluk-Sason-Muç 1.94–95
k-perfect 1.607, 1.314, 2.259, 

3.694, 4.177, 4.305, 4.314, 4.751, 
4.754, 4.756

Kraemer, Jorg 3.36
Kraemer, Roberta 2.661

Krahl, Günther 3.27, 3.453, 4.151
Kramers, Johannes Hendrik 3.720
Krapf, J. Ludwig 1.663
Krapyak 2.336
Krashen, Stephen 4.140, 4.145
Kratzer, Angelika 3.685, 4.648
Kraus, Paul 2.234, 4.235, 4.287
Krauss, Robert M. 2.653
Kreemer, J. 1.9–10
Kreidler, Charles 4.557
Kreindler, Isabelle T. 2.557
Kremer, Alfred von 2.218, 2.220
Kremers, Joost Merijn 3.228–233, 

3.428, 3.432, 4.43–45, 4.53–57, 
4.648, 4.650, 4.657

Kress, Günther 2.384
Kretzmer, David 2.438
Krier, Fernande 3.142
Krifka, Manfred 3.653
Krio Creole English 4.198
Krishnamurti, Bh. 3.128
Kristensen, Kjeld 2.320
Kroon, Sjaak 2.681
Kropfi tsch, Lorenz 1.490, 1.492, 

3.17, 3.27
Kropp, Manfred 2.51–52, 2.57, 

3.469, 3.471
Kroskrity, Paul V. 2.651
Krotkoff, Georg 2.629, 3.27, 3.125
Kruk, Remke 4.543–546
Krumm, Bernard 1.660, 1.663
Kubrawiyya 1.380
Kufa 1.618, 2.597
Kufa Arabic 2.312
Kufan school 1.49, 1.67–74, 1.309, 

1.559, 2.185, 2.232, 2.291, 2.298, 
2.301, 2.355, 2.427, 2.431, 2.453, 
3.91, 3.97–98, 3.101, 3.105, 
3.107–108, 3.116, 3.165, 3.424, 
3.543, 3.548–550, 4.8–9, 4.12, 
4.120, 4.219–220, 4.235, 4.431, 
4.438–439, 4.447, 4.455, 4.558, 
4.739

kufesque 2.600
kùfì 1.151, 2.597
Kufi c, angular 2.601
Kufi c, bordered 2.600
Kufi c, broken 2.601, 3.519
Kufi c, cursive 3.110
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Kufi c, eastern 2.601, 3.110
Kufi c, Floriated 2.600
Kufi c, New Style 2.601, 3.110
Kufi c, Persian 3.110
Kufi c, pseudo- 2.600
Kufi c, Qarmathian 2.601
Kufi c, semi- 3.110
Kufi c, square 2.600–601
Kufi c, western 2.601
Kufi c script 2.597–604, 3.517–518, 

4.130
Kufra Arabic 3.55–56
Kühnel, H. 3.7
Kukiya 4.279
Kulk, Friso 3.727
kull 4.17, 4.20
kullì 3.178
Kumari, T.C. 3.128
Kumayt ibn Zayd al-±Asadì, al- 3.89
Kumba 1.336
Kumyk 2.557
Kumzàrì 2.211, 3.350, 3.478
Kunitzsch, Paul 3.7, 4.543
Kuno, Susumu 4.539
Kunta 2.240
Kunuzi 2.1
kunya 1.50, 2.87, 2.578–579, 

3.717–719
Kurà≠ an-Naml 3.32, 3.34, 3.321, 

4.89
Kurànì, ±Ibràhìm al- 2.335
kurasa 1.450
Kurbat [Qurbà†] 2.717, 2.220
Kurd ≠Alì, Mu™ammad 2.635–638, 

2.640
kurdì 3.351
Kurdì, Mu™ammad al- 4.98
Kurdish 1.24, 1.88–89, 1.92, 1.95, 

1.133–135, 1.176, 1.222, 1.469, 
1.482, 2.219–221, 2.414, 2.604–608, 
2.639, 2.659, 2.670, 2.695, 2.704, 
3.312–313, 3.317–319, 3.350–351, 
3.370, 3.583, 4.402, 4.503, 4.508, 
4.513, 4.577, 4.590, 4.727

Kurdish, Arbil 2.605
Kurdish, Kurmanji 2.604–608, 3.351
Kurdish, Serdeçt 2.605

Kurdish, Çino 2.605
Kurdish, Sorani 2.604–608, 3.351
Kurdish in Turkey 4.578–579
Kurdistan 2.60, 2.414, 2.604
Kurdistan, Arabic in 2.419, 2.423, 

2.532
Kurds 1.527, 2.59, 2.61, 3.351, 

4.580
Kuria Muria Islands 3.478
Kuriyagawa, F. 4.670
Kurmanji 2.604–608, 3.351
Kuroda, Sige-Yuki 4.524, 4.721
Kurpershoek, P. Marcel 3.327, 

3.500, 3.646, 4.129
kursì 2.228
Kuryłowicz, Jerzy 1.119–122, 

1.188, 1.565, 2.191, 3.190, 
3.446, 4.339, 4.341, 4.444–445, 
4.639

Kushitic languages ¤ Cushitic 
languages 

Kusters, Wouter 3.491, 4.367–375
Kùt 2.571
kutab 1.660
Kutscher, Eduard Yechezkel 2.276, 

4.558
kuttàb 1.533, 2.10, 2.630, 3.375, 

4.131
kuttur 2.220
Kutubì, Ibn Šàkir al- 3.540
Kutubiyya, mosque of 2.43–44
Kuwait 1.26, 1.339, 1.451, 

2.105, 2.213, 2.215, 2.572, 
2.608–620, 3.63, 3.313, 4.123, 
4.470

Kuwait, Arabic in 3.525
Kuwait, youth speech in 4.767
Kuwait City 2.609
Kuwaiti Arabic 1.186, 1.221, 1.340, 

1.342, 1.657–659, 2.97, 2.102, 397, 
2.608–620, 3.609, 3.679, 3.740, 4.65, 
4.163, 4.303

Kuwaitis 2.609
Kuzeytepe 1.114–115
Kwayriš 1.23
Kypchak ¤ Kipchak 
Kyrghyz ¤ Kirghiz 
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L

Ladino 1.98, 1.100, 2.491
ladun 1.310, 1.467
Ladusaw, William 3.653, 3.655
lafàf 2.677
lafÚ 1.428–429, 2.88, 2.304, 

2.424, 2.443, 2.445, 2.541, 2.579, 
2.623–628, 3.45, 3.116, 3.159–164, 
4.202–203, 4.287, 4.447, 4.473–475, 
4.684

lafÚa 2.548, 2.623, 4.103
lafÚì 1.67, 2.625, 3.234, 3.539, 4.739
Laferrière, Pierre 1.503
lafìf 4.121, 4.645
lafìf mafrùq 2.448
lafìf maqrùn 2.448
Lagarde, Michel 1.256–257
laÿw 2.307–308, 3.91, 4.235
Lagwan 1.334
La™ana 2.628
Lahchiri, Mohamed 3.295
Lahdo, Ablahad 4.580–581
Lahej 4.751
Lahej Arabic 4.750–751, 4.753–754, 

4.756
La™™àm, Durayd 1.546
lahinna- 1.203
là™iq 3.539
Lahiri, Aditi 3.525
Lahiri, Utpal 3.653
lahja 3.88, 4.252
lahja ≠àmmiyya dàrija 1.173
lahja ™irfi yya 2.468
Lahlou, Moncef 1.417, 3.726–727
Lahmeur, Karim 1.457
la™n 1.174, 1.398, 1.618, 2.178, 2.281, 

2.628–634, 3.35, 3.92, 3.346, 4.336

L 3.239
L1 ¤ fi rst language 
L2 ¤ second language 
là 3.202, 3.248, 3.257, 3.272, 

3.355–356, 3.359, 4.398–399, 4.544
la- 1.70–71, 1.92, 1.201–204, 1.454, 

1.564, 2.22, 2.115, 2.308, 2.355, 
2.477, 2.491, 2.577, 3.98, 4.429

là li-nafy al-jins 2.186
là li-n-nafy 1.70
là of absolute negation 4.41
la≠alla 2.354–355, 3.591
Labai, Zainuddin 2.337
Labaxi, al- 2.260
Labbais 2.325
labial, velarized 1.342
labialization 1.302, 1.390, 2.123, 

2.460, 2.621, 3.290, 3.293, 3.525, 
4.107, 4.109, 4.302

Labìd ibn Rabì≠a 2.628, 3.646
labiodental 3.598
labiovelar 3.599, 4.302
labiovelarization 2.621–623, 3.276
Labov, William 1.439–440, 1.632, 

2.33, 2.207, 2.275, 2.319–321, 
2.506, 3.603–605, 3.655, 4.628, 
4.632, 4.728

labs 4.25
Lac 1.360
Laccadive Islands 3.128–129
Lacerenza, Giancarlo 3.469
LaCharité, Darlene 2.122–131
Ladd, Robert D. 2.395, 2.399, 3.724
Ladefoged, Peter 2.229, 2.460, 

3.123, 3.125, 3.600, 73.25, 4.636, 
4.667–668
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la™n al-≠àmma 1.544, 2.629, 3.35, 
4.217

Laitin, David D. 3.316
lajlaj 2.676
Laka, Itziar 3.655
Lake Albert 2.588
Lake Chad 1.333, 1.360–363, 1.605, 

2.552, 3.373, 4.708
Lake Chad Arabic 1.611
Lake Fitri 1.333, 1.362
Lake Nasser 2.1, 3.435
Lakhmid Dynasty 3.580
làkin 1.468–469, 2.355
làkinna 1.202, 1.648, 2.354–355, 

2.357, 2.360, 3.591
Lakoff, George 1.41, 1.423, 1.425, 

4.165
Laks, Bernard 3.618, 622
Lakshadweep 3.128–129
Lakshmi, V. Swarajya 4.452–454
Lalami, Laïla 3.382, 3.384
lam 1.196, 1.408, 2.263, 2.279, 

2.427, 3.97, 3.221, 3.248, 3.355, 
3.359, 4.398–399, 4.544

làm al-±amr 1.203, 2.327
làm al-fàriqa 2.355
làm al-ibtidà± 1.557
làm al-±i∂àfa 2.294
làm ±alif 1.317, 3.308, 3.337, 3.341, 

4.133, 4.561
làm ±alif mu™aqqaqa 4.133
làm ±alif muxaffafa 4.133
làm ±alif warràqiyya 3.110, 3.112, 

3.341, 4.133
làm al-qasam 4.429
làm at-ta±kid 1.202–203, 1.559
làm at-tawkìd 1.202
làm jawàb al-qasam 1.202
làm mu±≈ina 1.202
làm muwa††i±a 1.202
làm muza™liqa 1.203
làm zà±ida 1.202
Lambert, Richard D. 2.681
Lambert, Wallace E. 2.652, 

2.660–661
Lamberti, Marcello 4.275
Lambrecht, Knud 2.113–116, 4.316, 

4.503–504, 4.507
lament 2585, 4.104

lam™a 2.579
lammà 1.467–468
Lamu archipelago 1.662
lan 1.196, 2.362, 2.364, 3.355, 

3.359, 4.38, 4.361, 4.363, 
4.398–399, 4.746

Landau, Jacob 2.438
Landberg, Carlo de 1.544, 1.598, 

2.258, 3.478, 4.302–303, 4.306, 
4.310, 4.750, 4.753–757

Landelinus, P. 2.334
landing site 4.718
Landman, Fred 3.653
Lane, Edward William 1.171, 2.308, 

2.433, 2.451, 3.22–23, 3.30, 4.103, 
4.118–119, 4.446

Lang, Jürgen 1.590
Langacker, Ronald W. 4.37–39, 

4.501, 4.505, 4.624–625
Langen, August 4.76
Langendoen, D. Terence 2.365, 4.346
Langer, Michael 1.465–467
language 1.442, 1.613
language, accusative 4.532
language, administrative 4.73, 4.577
language, agglutinative 2.346, 

2.353
language, colonial 1.529, 1.531, 

1.630, 2.694, 2.703
language, community 1.418
language, corrupted 1.483
language, corruption of 1.615, 1.619, 

2.628
language, creation of 2.178, 

4.684–685
language, diplomatic 2.456
language, dominant 1.447, 2.659
language, ethnic 2.659
language, fi gurative 3.122
language, foreign 2.696, 2.703
language, Homeric 3.646
language, indigenous 2.695
language, infl ected 2.346
language, institution of 2.178, 2.426
language, literacy 1.597
language, liturgical 2.1
language, majority 1.370, 1.372
language, maritime 2.456
language, matrix 1.635
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language academy, Damascus 
2.635–637

language academy, Kurdish 2.639
language academy, Rabat 2.635
language academy, Syriac 2.639
language academy, Tunis 2.635
language acquisition 1.375, 1.432, 

2.689
language acquisition ¤ fi rst language 

acquisition; second language 
acquisition 

language and culture 1.527–536
language and gender 2.642–650
language area 4.371–372
language as a social phenomenon 1.439
language attitude 2.650–664, 2.682, 

2.710
language attrition 2.681–687, 4.320
language awareness 2.714
language broadcasts 2.712
language change 1.444, 1.532, 2.262, 

2.275, 3.10, 3.13, 3.36, 4.372, 
4.628

language change, external 1.298
language change, internal 1.298
language choice 1.271
language comprehension 1.421
language contact 1.440, 1.489, 

1.495, 1.502, 1.584, 1.607, 1.635, 
2.29, 2.276, 2.341, 2.373, 2.664–674, 
2.684, 2.707, 2.713, 3.189, 3.406, 
4.368, 4.370–371, 4.373

language contact situation 2.664
language contact, Arabic/Turkish 

4.581, 4.587, 4.589–594
language death 2.715, 4.320–322
language delay 2.675, 4.145
language development 1.340, 1.342, 

1.368, 1.370, 1.372, 2.676, 2.679
language disorder 2.674–675, 2.687
language disorder, acquired 2.688
language disorder, developmental 2.688
language distance 2.682
language drift 2.262
language education 2.705
language engineering 1.458
language environment 2.682
language games 2.692, 3.305
language identifi cation 1.455, 1.459

language, middle 1.632–633
language, minority 1.370, 1.416, 

1.444, 2.659, 2.696, 2.704, 2.713
language, mixed 2.217, 3.58, 3.60, 

3.640, 4.621
language, moraic-timed 3.725
language, mystical 4.76
language, national 1.483, 1.529, 

1.534, 1.655, 2.703
language, national standard 1.596
language, native 2.702–703, 4.139
language, natural 1.457
language, offi cial 2.438–440, 2.464, 

2.635, 2.647, 2.695, 2.699, 3.31
language, oral 2.648, 3.76, 3.79
language, origin of 4.684
language, play 2.468, 2.471
language, political 4.77–79
language, public 2.642, 2.645–646
language, recipient 4.371
language, sacred 2.656, 4.72
language, scientifi c 1.475
language, secret 2.217, 2.468, 

4.156–160, 4.252
language, sign ¤ sign language 
language, source 3.27, 4.370
language, spoken 1.615–616
language, standard 2.655, 3.12
language, street 2.463
language, stress-accent 2.396, 2.400
language, stress-timed 3.725
language, syllable-timed 3.725
language, target 3.27, 4.139, 4.141
language, third 1.597, 1.632, 1.634
language, third level of 4.502
language, trade 3.60
language, transmission of 3.188
language, vehicular 3.58
language, verb-initial 4.392
language, written 1.483, 1.529, 1.652
language academies 1.453, 1.532, 

2.266–267, 2.634–642, 2.699, 
2.701, 2.703, 3.13–14, 3.18, 3.241, 
3.347, 4.460

language academies, union of 2.640–641
language academy, Amman 2.640
language academy, Arabic 2.30
language academy, Baghdad 2.638–640
language academy, Cairo 2.637–638
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language ideology 2.651, 2.654–655, 
4.325

language impairment 1.372, 2.97, 
2.674–681, 2.687–694

language instruction 1.651
language learning 1.484–485
language learning, 

computer-assisted 4.155
language learning, imperfect 2.588
language loss 1.370, 2.73, 2.76, 

2.681–687, 2.711, 2.713, 2.715, 4.320
language maintenance 2.710, 

2.713–714, 3.396
language mixing 1.593
language of administration 3.346
language of education 2.700
language of orality 3.76
language of the chancery 2.599
language of the press ¤ Media Arabic 
language of the Qu±ràn ¤ Qu±rànic 

Arabic 
language pathology 1.425, 2.674, 

2.687–694
language pedagogy 4.139
language performance 1.457
language planning 1.441, 2.672, 

2.694–707
language policy 1.55–56, 1.289, 

1.370, 1.482, 2.694–707, 3.20, 3.74
language policy in Turkey 4.578, 

4.581
language practice 2.653
language processing 1.455–456, 

1.460, 2.689
language processing, Arabic 1.215
language production 1.342, 1.369, 

1.421, 2.691
language profi ciency 2.73–75, 2.682, 

4.150–151
language purifi cation in Turkey 4.577
Language Question in Malta 3.143
language reform 2.672, 2.701
language reform, Persian 2.673
language reform, Turkish 2.666, 

2.673, 4.580, 4.586
language schools 2.8
language shift 1.445, 1.536, 2.59, 

2.255, 2.499, 2.659, 2.707–716, 
4.368, 4.370–371, 4.581

language shift in the United States 3.396
language shift, Amazigh 2.707–716
language shift, Arabic in Turkey 4.582
language spread 2.659
language standardization 2.264
language target 3.25
language teaching 1.482
language technology 1.455
language transfer 1.651
language typology 2.319, 4.725
language universals 4.396, 4.725
language use 1.647
language variation ¤ variation, 

language 
language variety 1.613
language vitality 2.73
Language Weaver 1.460
Lanza, Elizabeth 1.368
Lapesa, Rafael 1.99
Lapolla, Randy J. 4.501–502, 

4.734–735
Lappish 3.206
laqab 3.717, 3.720, 4.221
laqad 2.115, 4.732
Laqbo 4.276
Larache 4.156
Larcher, Pierre 1.359, 1.573–579, 

1.593–594, 1.613, 2.81, 2.357–361, 
3.52, 3.56, 3.236, 3.423, 4.329, 
4.331–332, 4.638–645, 4.660–661

Larguèche, Evelyne 2.361–365
Larkin, Margaret 2.303, 2.305–306, 

2.578, 2.580
Larnaca 1.536
Larsen-Freeman, Diane 2.117, 4.140
Larson, Richard 4.650
Larusa Syntax Parser 1.460
laryngeal 1.206, 1.376, 1.538, 2.229, 

3.609, 4.668
laryngeal adjustment 4.666
laryngeal stop 4.754
laryngealization 4.299
larynx 2.365, 3.594, 4.666
Làšìn, ≠Abd al-Fattà™ 2.132
Lasnik, Howard 3.230, 4.523
Lass, Roger 4.389
Lašuniyya 2.471, 4.157
Làt 4.481–482
làta 1.71, 564
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lateral 1.544–545, 2.252, 3.124, 
3.189, 3.599, 3.604, 4.107, 4.171, 
4.273, 4.302–303, 4.434, 4.479

lateral, fricative 4.754
laterality 2.460
lateralized 1.544, 3.601
Latin 1.97–99, 1.110, 1.126, 1.148, 

1.166, 1.187, 1.296–297, 1.332, 
1.404, 1.514, 1.562, 1.590, 2.27–28, 
2.200, 2.287, 2.289–290, 2.345, 
2.457, 2.655, 2.669, 2.705, 3.6–8, 
3.51–52, 3.141–142, 3.553–557, 
3.726, 4.217, 4.293, 4.572

Latin America 3.1–6
Latin America, Arabic in 2.665, 3.1–6
Latin, Classical 1.614
Latin, Late 1.296
Latin, Low 2.287–288
Latin, Medieval 2.456
Latin, Middle 2.282, 284
Latin, Neo- 1.614
Latin, Pig 2.468
Latin, Sicilian 4.218
Latin, stress in 4.347
Latin, Vulgar 1.562
Latin/Arabic dictionary 3.23
latinier 1.98
Lattakia 1.388
Latvian 4.372
Laufer, Asher 4.668
Lausanne, Treaty of 4.578
Lavandera, Beatriz R. 3.667
Laver, John 3.597, 3.601, 4.337, 

4.387, 4.667–668
law 1.110, 1.465, 1.467–469, 1.509, 

1.554, 2.477–479, 3.272, 4.60, 
4.544

Law of Coordination of Likes 4.193
Law, Vivien 3.31, 3.124
law. Islamic ¤ Islamic law 
Lawdar Arabic 4.754
law™a 4.134
lawlà 1.557–558
lawm 2.362
Lawrence, T.E. 3.402
Lawson[-Sako], Sarah 2.660–661, 

4.323–324
lax articulation 1.278
Laxmì, Ibn Hišàm al- 2.628–631

Layard, A.H. 2.572
Layene Order 4.180
layer 2.143
layer, illocutionary 2.143
layer, locality 2.145
layer, modal 2.143, 2.146
layer, modality 2.144
layer, quality 2.145–146
layer, quantity 2.145
layers of borrowing 2.340, 2.343, 

2.553
laysa 1.70, 1.191, 1.217, 1.220, 

1.386, 1.564, 2.195, 2.550, 3.221, 
3.246, 3.355–356, 3.359, 3.739, 
4.38, 4.544, 4.745

layta 1.70, 2.354–355, 3.235, 3.591
Layton, Scott C. 3.227
layyin 2.234, 4.560
Lazard, Gilbert 2.406–410, 2.412, 

3.574, 3.579, 4.425
làzim 1.67, 2.581, 3.113, 3.120, 

3.224, 4.410, 4.624
LDC-approach 1.516
Lea, Cyril A.E. 3.435
Leander, Pontus 3.409–410
learnability 1.483
learner’s error 4.139
learner’s variety 1.482
learning, Islamic 1.448
learning algorithm 1.459
learning diffi culty 1.482
learning of Arabic 2.648
learning of Arabic in Mali 3.135–141
learning of Arabic in Senegal 4.180
learning strategy 4.140
Lebanese 1.23–24, 1.187
Lebanese Arabic 1.180, 1.274–275, 

1.281, 1.311–312, 1.411–412, 
1.432, 1.473, 1.538, 1.540–541, 
1.554, 1.568, 1.580, 1.603, 1.642, 
2.4, 2.161, 2.231, 2.314, 2.367, 
2.369–371, 2.395–400, 2.506, 3.240, 
3.264, 3.266–268, 3.349, 3.359, 
3.384, 3.387, 3.413, 3.429, 3.446, 
3.569, 3.612, 3.726, 4.64, 4.67, 4.80, 
4.82–84, 4.194, 4.348, 4.397, 4.649, 
4.670, 4.678, 4.719, 4.747

Lebanese in North America 
3.395
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Lebanon 1.370, 1.531, 1.597, 
1.602, 2.105, 2.363, 2.699, 3.315, 
3.347–348, 4.470

Lebanon, Arabic in 1.432, 1.445, 
1.492, 1.502, 1.571, 1.584, 1.607, 
1.642, 2.31, 2.278, 2.374, 2.494, 
3.15–19, 3.237, 3.613, 3.672, 
3.674, 3.702–703

Lebeaux, David 3.388, 3.393
Leben, William 3.461
Lebock, Anne 2.19
Lecerf, Jean 1.603
Leclerc, Jacques 3.312, 3.314
Lecomte, Gérard 1.449, 2.184, 2.578
Leech, Geoffrey N. 1.513, 2.70
Lees, Robert B. 3.388
Leeuwen, Theo van 2.384
Leezenberg, Michiel 1.425
left dislocation 1.414, 2.115, 

3.382–384, 4.82, 4.504–505, 4.523, 
4.525–527, 4.728

left peripheral 1.350
left-dominant 3.613
legal theory 2.185, 2.187, 2.310
≠Lègàt (≠Alègàt) Arabic 4.240
Leguest, Charles 3.50
Lehiste, Ilse 3.724
Lehmann, Christian 2.191–197, 

4.160–161
Lehn, William 4.670
Leibniz, Gottfried W. 2.66
Leiden 1.169–171
Lelubre, Xavier 4.458–466
lemmatization 1.514
lemmatizer 1.515
Lendu 2.588
length distinction 4.564
lengthening 1.383
lengthening, compensatory 1.204
lengthening, phrase-fi nal 2.397
lenis 3.123, 3.125, 4.2
Lentin, Jérôme 1.546–555, 1.596, 

3.215–224, 3.237
Leonard, Laurence B. 2.676, 2.689
Leopold, Werner F. 1.368
Lerchundi, José de 3.287
Leslau, Wolf 1.639, 2.52, 2.55, 

2.57, 4.1, 4.297, 4.303, 4.307, 
4.371, 4.557

Lessau, Donald 2.192–193
Lesser, Jeffrey 3.2
Lethem, G.J. 3.634, 4.716
LeTourneau, Mark S. 1.343–353, 

2.169–175, 4.360–367, 4.487–494, 
4.741–749

letter 2.238, 2.546
letter form, categories of 4.133
letter frequency 1.150
letter symbolism 1.7
letters, mystic meaning of 4.181
letters, numerical value of 1.150, 

4.181
Levantine Arabic 1.223, 1.312, 1.412, 

1.668, 2.4–5, 2.36–38, 2.71, 2.74, 
2.136, 2.173, 2.204, 2.395, 2.510, 
2.584, 2.658, 3.84, 3.359, 3.495, 
3.614, 3.688, 3.707, 4.318, 4.323, 
4.646, 4.675

level 1.409, 1.419, 1.439–440
level, educational 1.441
level, linguistic 1.633
level, personal 2.143
level, representational 2.143, 2.145
level, structural 2.143
level, stylistic 1.408
level contour 2.397, 2.400
level of informality 4.251
level ordering 2.366
level tone 2.395
level tune 2.397
leveling 1.56, 1.107, 1.259, 1.269, 

1.406, 1.593–594, 1.596, 1.632, 
1.669, 2.7, 3.8–13, 3.59, 4.323, 
4.582, 4.757

leveling, analogical 2.351
leveling, phonological 4.126
levels of politeness in Javanese 2.472
levels of speech 1.632, 1.667
Levelt, Willem 4.269–271
Levenshtein Distance 1.586
Levi, Judith N. 3.388
Levin, Aryeh 1.310, 1.556, 2.94, 

2.176, 2.227, 2.237, 2.311–315, 
2.432–436, 2.481, 2.545–552, 
3.103, 3.105, 3.455, 3.683, 4.1, 
4.8, 4.282, 4.414, 4.659

Levin, Beth 4.489
Levine, Baruch A. 3.466
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Levinson, Stephen C. 1.485, 1.568, 
1.657, 2.19, 2.70, 2.384, 2.587, 
3.570, 3.658, 3.677, 3.713, 4.457

Lévi-Provençal, Evariste 1.99, 3287
Levites 1.127
Levtzion, Nehemia 3.135–136
Levy, Mary Mansnerus 3.299, 

3.303–304, 3.430, 3.440–441
Levy, Simon 3.286, 3.288, 3.293, 

4.157
Lewcock, Ronald 4.698
Lewis, Bernard 4.593
Lewis, Geoffrey 3.504, 4.578, 

4.581, 4.585–587
Lewis, Ioan Myrddin 4.277
Lewis, Jonathan E. 2.61
Lewkowicz, Nancy Kennedy 4.42, 

4.524–527
lexeme 1.573, 4.339
lexical access 2.692
lexical aspect 1.195–197, 1.199
lexical category 4.742
lexical choice 1.657
Lexical Clause Hypothesis 4.743
lexical compression 1.656
lexical decision task 2.692
Lexical Diffusion Model 3.604–605
lexical error 4.268
Lexical Functional Grammar 1.457, 

4.535, 4.657
lexical gap 1.419, 2.29–30, 2661
lexical stress 2.395–396
Lexical Tree Adjoining Grammar 

1.457
lexical variation 1.56, 1.95, 3.13021, 

3.203
Lexicalist Hypothesis 3.388, 3.393, 

4.741
lexicalization 1.313–314, 1.658
lexicography 1.530, 1.574, 2.630, 

3.30–38, 3.93, 3.162
lexicography ¤ dictionaries 
lexicography, Arabic 1.435, 3.21–22
lexicography, Classical Arabic 1.402
lexicography, Greek 3.31
lexicon 3.228
lexicon, Bedouin 3.55, 4.555–556
lexicon, disguised 2.217
lexicon, mental 2.683, 4.269

lexicon, organization of the 1.654
lexicon, Semitic 3.48, 3.50
lexicon, Swahili 1.665
lexicon acquisition, bilingual 1.371
Lexicon Pentaglotton 1.166
lexicostatistics 4.313
lexifi er 4.369, 4.373
Lhomond, Charles François 1.449
li- 1.71, 1.467–468, 1.471, 1.491, 

1.625, 2.22, 2.80, 2.294–295, 2.301, 
2.531, 3.107, 3.201, 3.248, 3.272, 
3.674, 3.703, 4.529–530, 4.533–534, 
4.544–545

Li, Charles N. 4.317
Li, Yen-Hui Audrey 3.384, 4.64, 

4.67–68, 4.400, 4.747
li-±anna 2.354–355
Liberman, Mark 3.615–616
Liblì, ±A™mad ibn Yùsuf al- 2.93
libraries 3.172
libraries, Indian 2.329
libraries in Jakarta 2.335
Libya 1.589, 2.105, 2.250, 2.255, 

2.454, 3.52–58, 3.316, 4.548
Libya, Arabic in 1.260, 1.571, 1.642, 

2.456, 3.702
Libyan Arabic 1.270, 1.642, 2.6, 

2.374, 2.390, 2.658, 3.52, 3.54–55, 
3.587, 4.655

Libyan Arabic ¤ Tripolis Arabic 
Libyan Arabic, Eastern 1.269
Libyans 1.293
Libyc 4.571
Libyco-Berber 1.35, 1.644, 3.52
licensing 2.171, 2.174
licensing, formal 2.174
Lieberson, Stanley 2.59
life stage 4.630
ligature 3.77, 3.514, 4.133
ligature, làm ±alif 3.110
Lightfoot, David W. 3.685, 3.706, 4.39
lightness 2.93, 2.178, 2.353, 2.425, 

3.45, 3.108, 4.432, 442–443
lightness scale 2.349
Liguria 4.215
L-i£mèra Arabic 4.406
Li™yàn 3.468
Li™yanitic 1.187, 2.198, 3.468, 2.263, 

3.227, 4.478–479, 4.481
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Limaamu Laye, Seydina 4.180
Limanköyü 1.114
Limassol 1.536
Limsì™, ±A™mad 1.603
Lindblom, Björn 4.683
Lindholm, Kathryn 1.368
Lindström, Per 4.15
Line Confl ation 3.619
Linear Correspondence Axiom 

4.746–747
linear order 4.524
Linebarger, Marcia C. 3.653
Lingala 4.386
lingo 4.251
Lings, Martin 3.308, 3.337, 3.340
lingua franca 1.222, 1.255, 1.338, 

1.519, 1.521, 1.525, 1.554, 1.593, 
1.619, 1.654, 1.667, 1.669, 2.216, 
2.250–251, 2.268–270, 2.272, 2.274, 
2.456, 2.517–518, 2.588, 2.647, 
2.671–672, 2.708, 3.58–64, 3.135, 
3.142, 3.286, 4.290, 4.375, 4.573

lingua franca, African 2.252
lingua franca, Afrikaans as 4.291
lingua franca, Aramaic 3.409
lingua franca, Melkite 3.218
lingua franca, Nabataean 4.482
linguicide 1.534
linguistic correctness 2.85, 2.88, 2.275
Linguistic Data Consortium 1.512–513
linguistic insecurity 3.76
linguistic island 1.589
linguistic island ¤ enclave 
linguistics, applied 1.647
linguistics, areal 1.586
linguistics, comparative 1.574, 2.66, 

3.188
linguistics, computational 1.455–465, 

1.511, 1.515
linguistics, computer 1.484
linguistics, contact 2.286
linguistics, descriptive 1.457
Linguistics, Generative ¤ Generative 

Grammar 
linguistics, historical 1.575
Linguistics, Transformational ¤ 

Transformational Grammar 
Linjàn 2.600
linkage, logical 4.500

linkage, manner 4.500
linkage, spatial 4.500
linkage, temporal 4.500
linking 1.472
linking element 3.544, 3.587–588, 4.500
linking problem 4.488
Linux/Unix 2.380
Linxia 1.381
lip reading 2.675, 4.223
lip rounding 4.670
LipiÐski, Edward 1.544, 1.563, 

1.638–639, 1.644, 3.49, 3.227, 3.423, 
3.453, 3.717, 3.719, 3.721, 3.738, 
4.1–2

Lippi-Green, Rosina 2.655
liquid 3.625
lisàn 2.85, 2.359, 2.544, 3.71–74, 

3.88, 3.90, 3.93, 3.689
Lisramic 1.35
lissa 1.198
literacy 1.602, 2.648, 3.12, 3.57, 

3.74–80, 4.324
literacy, adult 3.76
literacy, bilingual 1.371
literacy statistics 3.78
literary criticism 2.304
literature, Arabic in Indonesia 

2.334–336
literature, Arabic in Kerala 3.129
literature, Arabic in Senegal 4.181–182
literature, mahjar 3.4
literature, Mamluk 4.132
literature, popular 2.214
literature, teaching of 2.107–109
literature, Zoroastrian 3.574
Lithuanian 4.372
litotes 3.632
little arrow method 1.586
little-v 4.650
Littmann, Enno 2.218, 3.470, 3.472, 

3.718, 4.75, 4.480–481
Liu Zhi 1.381
Liverani, Mario 3.414
Livingstone, Alasdair 3.466
Llobregat, Enrique 1.98
Lloyd, Geoffrey E.R. 4.11
Llull, Ramon 1.171, 2286
Lmnabha Arabic 4.286
loan affi x 2.285
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loan blend 2.285, 2.474
loan meaning 2.286
loan mismatch 2.474
loan name 2.285
loan phrase 2.342
loan transfer 2.474
loan translation 2.10, 2.255, 2.285, 

2.375, 2.462, 2.465, 2.684, 3.151, 
3.241, 4.41, 4.167–168, 4.465, 4.545

loan usage 2.286
loan, hybrid 4.723
loans, typology of 2.286
loanverb 1.297, 1.417–418, 1.496, 

1.498, 1.664, 2.55, 2.214, 2.253, 
2.255, 2.290, 2.342, 2.667–668, 
2.670, 3.156–158, 3.438, 4.274, 
4.385, 4.434, 4.585, 4.591–592, 
4.599–601, 4.606, 4.610–611, 
4.724

loanverb, Maltese 3.156–158
loanword 1.85, 1.88–89, 1.95, 

1.233, 1.235, 1.242, 1.280, 1.403, 
1.416, 1.501, 1.575, 3.188, 3.201, 
3.426–427, 4.95, 4.281, 4.311

loanword, adaptation of 2.665
loanword, adoption of 2.665–666
loanwords, Arabic 1.133, 1.135, 1.545
loanwords, Arabic in Acehnese 1.5–12
loanwords, Arabic in Afrikaans 

4.293–295
loanwords, Arabic in Albanian 4.584
loanwords, Arabic in Amharic 2.54–55
loanwords, Arabic in Argobba 2.54–55
loanwords, Arabic in Bambara 

1.256–257
loanwords, Arabic in Bengali 1.259, 

1.286–289, 2.674
loanwords, Arabic in Berber 1.289
loanwords, Arabic in Bulgarian 

4.259–267, 4.584
loanwords, Arabic in Coptic 1.495–496, 

1.498–501
loanwords, Arabic in Czech 4.259–267
loanwords, Arabic in Domari 2.221
loanwords, Arabic in English 2.25, 

2.31, 2.33
loanwords, Arabic in Ethiopian 

2.54–55
loanwords, Arabic in French 2.26

loanwords, Arabic in Fulfulde 1.545, 
2.137–142

loanwords, Arabic in Ge≠ez 2.51–52
loanwords, Arabic in Hausa 1.545, 

2.250, 2.667
loanwords, Arabic in 

Ibero-Romance 1.545, 2.281–286
loanwords, Arabic in Indonesian/

Malay 1.545, 2.334, 2.340–345
loanwords, Arabic in Italian 2.454
loanwords, Arabic in 

Italo-Romance 4.216
loanwords, Arabic in Ivrit 2.461
loanwords, Arabic in Javanese 

2.472–477
loanwords, Arabic in Kanuri 2.552
loanwords, Arabic in Kazakh 

2.557–559
loanwords, Arabic in Kurdish 

2.604–608
loanwords, Arabic in Malagasy 1.544, 

3.126
loanwords, Arabic in Malay 2.340–345, 

4.293, 4.434
loanwords, Arabic in Malayalam 3.128
loanwords, Arabic in Mande 1.256
loanwords, Arabic in Modern South 

Arabian 4.297–300
loanwords, Arabic in Nabataean 3.466
loanwords, Arabic in 

Neo-Aramaic 2.671, 3.370–373
loanwords, Arabic in Nubian 2.671, 

3.435
loanwords, Arabic in Persian 

2.406–413, 2.666–667, 3.573–580, 
3.582, 4.424–425

loanwords, Arabic in Polish 4.259–267
loanwords, Arabic in Romance 

1.103–104
loanwords, Arabic in Russian 

4.259–267
loanwords, Arabic in 

Serbo-Croatian 4.259–267
loanwords, Arabic in Slavonic 

4.259–267
loanwords, Arabic in Somali 4.272–275
loanwords, Arabic in Songhay 4.279
loanwords, Arabic in South 

Arabian 2.668
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loanwords, Arabic in Spanish 3.189
loanwords, Arabic in Swahili 

1.660–666, 2.668, 2.670–671, 
4.381–387

loanwords, Arabic in Tajik 4.424
loanwords, Arabic in Tamil 4.433–436
loanwords, Arabic in Tatar 4.450
loanwords, Arabic in Telugu 2.669, 

4.452–454
loanwords, Arabic in Turkish 2.673, 

3.503, 4.583
loanwords, Arabic in Urdu 3.511, 

4.434, 4.595–603
loanwords, Arabic in Uyghur 

4.603–608
loanwords, Arabic in Uzbek 4.608–612
loanwords, Arabic in Wolof 2.670, 

4.182, 4.723–725
loanwords, Arabic in Yoruba 3.373, 

4.758–763
loanwords, Arabo-Persian in 

Turkish 4.577
loanwords, Aramaic 1.88, 1.178, 

1.197, 1.401, 1.403, 1.541
loanwords, Aramaic in Arabic 1.384, 

2.265, 2.373
loanwords, Aramaic in Damascus 

Arabic 1.554
loanwords, Aramaic in 

Judaeo-Arabic 2.531, 2.533, 3.218
loanwords, Aramaic in Syrian 

Arabic 4.403
loanwords, Baghdad Arabic 1.231
loanwords, Bantu in Nubi 1.522
loanwords, Beja in Sudanese 

Arabic 4.377
loanwords, Berber 1.102
loanwords, Berber in Arabic 

1.293–299, 2.373
loanwords, Berber in £assàniyya 

2.244, 2.249
loanwords, Berber in Moroccan 

Arabic 3.286, 3.293
loanwords, Berber in Tunis 

Arabic 4.570
loanwords, Berber in Tunisian 

Arabic 4.572
loanwords, Chinese in Indonesian 

2.341

loanwords, Coptic in Arabic 1.332, 
1.495, 1.501–505, 2.373

loanwords, cultivated 2.455
loanwords, Egyptian in Damascus 

Arabic 1.554
loanwords, English in Arabic 

1.240–241, 1.332, 1.592, 2.29–35
loanwords, English in Arabic 2.29–35
loanwords, English in Arabic 

Afrikaans 4.293
loanwords, English in Egyptian 

Arabic 2.9, 2.374
loanwords, English in Gulf Arabic 

2.214
loanwords, English in Hausa 2.254
loanwords, English in Jordanian 

Arabic 2.501
loanwords, English in Libyan 

Arabic 3.56
loanwords, English in Malayalam 

3.129
loanwords, English in Maltese 

3.152–154
loanwords, English in Meccan 

Arabic 3.187
loanwords, English in Palestinian 

Arabic 2.465
loanwords, English in Sudanese 

Arabic 4.377
loanwords, English in Swahili 1.663
loanwords, English in Syrian 

Arabic 2.30
loanwords, English in Tripoli 

Arabic 4.556
loanwords, English in Urdu 4.602
loanwords, Ethiopic in Arabic 2.56–57, 

4.295–296
loanwords, European 1.445
loanwords, foreign 2.637, 2.696
loanwords, French in Arabic 1.60–61, 

1.233, 1.240, 1.332, 1.418
loanwords, French in Bambara 1.257
loanwords, French in Bongor 

Arabic 3.638
loanwords, French in Damascus 

Arabic 1.547, 1.554
loanwords, French in Egyptian 

Arabic 2.9, 2.374
loanwords, French in Hausa 2.254
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loanwords, French in Levantine 
Arabic 2.374

loanwords, French in Meccan 
Arabic 3.187

loanwords, French in Modern Standard 
Arabic 3.17

loanwords, French in Moroccan 
Arabic 2.122–131, 2.374, 3.286

loanwords, French in Shuwa 
Arabic 1.335

loanwords, French in Syrian Arabic 
2.30

loanwords, French in Tunisian 
Arabic 4.564, 4.570, 4.574

loanwords, from Standard Arabic 2.565
loanwords, function words as 4.599
loanwords, Gallo-Romance in Sicilian 

Arabic 4.218
loanwords, Greco-Roman in Tunisian 

Arabic 4.572
loanwords, Greek in Arabic 1.332, 

1.403, 1.499, 2.198–202, 2.265, 
2.373, 4.1, 4.545

loanwords, Greek in Coptic 1.498
loanwords, Greek in Hebrew 4.1
loanwords, Greek in Persian 4.545
loanwords, Greek in Sicilian 

Arabic 4.218
loanwords, Greek in Syriac 4.545
loanwords, Hebrew in Arabic 1.240, 

2.666
loanwords, Hebrew in Cairene 

argot 4.255
loanwords, Hebrew in Jerusalem 

Arabic 2.482
loanwords, Hebrew in 

Judaeo-Arabic 2.266, 2.531, 2.533, 
3.218

loanwords, £imyaritic in Arabic 2.259
loanwords, Hindi/Urdu 1.241
loanwords, Ibero-Romance in 

Andalusian Arabic 2.287–290
loanwords, Indian in Gulf Arabic 2.211
loanwords, Italian in Arabic 2.456–459, 

2.669
loanwords, Italian in Cairene 

argot 4.255
loanwords, Italian in Damascus 

Arabic 1.554

loanwords, Italian in Libyan 
Arabic 2.374, 3.56

loanwords, Italian in Maltese 3.148
loanwords, Italian in Meccan 

Arabic 3.187
loanwords, Italian in Syrian Arabic 2.30
loanwords, Italian in Tripoli 

Arabic 4.549, 556
loanwords, Italian in Tunis Arabic 4.570
loanwords, Italian in Tunisian 

Arabic 4.574
loanwords, Ivrit in Arabic 2.464–467
loanwords, Ivrit in Palestinian 

Arabic 2.670
loanwords, Judaeo-Aramaic 1.240
loanwords, Kurdish 1.88–89, 1.95, 

1.469
loanwords, Kurdish in Arabic 2.608
loanwords, Kurdish in Domari 2.219
loanwords, Latin in Arabic 2.199, 

3.6–8
loanwords, Latin in English 2.669–670
loanwords, Lebanese in Damascus 

Arabic 1.554
loanwords, lingua franca in Tunisian 

Arabic 4.573
loanwords, Malay in Arabic 

Afrikaans 4.293
loanwords, Modern Standard 

Arabic 1.233
loanwords, nativization of  2.668–669, 

2.671
loanwords, Neo-Aramaic in 

Arabic 3.218
loanwords, Nubian in Sudanese 

Arabic 2.667, 3.435, 4.377
loanwords, Ottoman 1.332
loanwords, Persian 1.233, 1.240–241, 

1.275, 1.403, 1.452, 1.617
loanwords, Persian in Arabic 2.265, 

2.373, 2.406, 3.580–584
loanwords, Persian in Arabic 

slang 4.257
loanwords, Persian in Damascus 

Arabic 1.554
loanwords, Persian in Gulf 

Arabic 2.210, 2.374
loanwords, Persian in Iraqi 

Arabic 2.415–417, 2.423
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loanwords, Persian in Malay 2.341
loanwords, Persian in Meccan 

Arabic 3.187
loanwords, Persian in Ottoman 

Turkish 2.670
loanwords, Persian in rajaz 4.33
loanwords, Persian in Sudanese 

Arabic 4.377
loanwords, Persian in Syrian 

Arabic 2.30
loanwords, Persian in Turkish 4.584
loanwords, Persian in Urdu 

4.595–603
loanwords, Perso-Arabic in 

Bengali 1.286–289
loanwords, Portuguese 1.241
loanwords, Portuguese in Brazilian 

Arabic 3.4–5
loanwords, Romance 1.99–100, 1.102, 

1.110
loanwords, Romance in Maltese 3.149, 

3.152
loanwords, Russian in Tajik 4.425
loanwords, Russian in Tatar 2.673, 

4.450
loanwords, Russian in Uzbek 4.612
loanwords, Russian in Yupik 2.671
loanwords, serial 4.599
loanwords, South Arabian in 

Arabic 4.295–297
loanwords, South-Arabian in 

£imyaritic 4.753
loanwords, Spanish in Moroccan 

Arabic 3.286, 3.290
loanwords, Spanish in Syrian 

Arabic 2.30
loanwords, Standard Arabic 1.324, 

1.332, 1.366, 1.405, 1.407–410, 
1.546–548, 1.554, 2.323, 4.565

loanwords, Sudanese Arabic in 
Hausa 2.255

loanwords, Swahili in Nubi 1.523
loanwords, Syriac 1.178
loanwords, Tajik in Uzbekistan 

Arabic 4.614
loanwords, Turkish 1.60, 1.88–89, 

1.95, 1.118, 1.233, 1.240–241, 
1.275, 1.332, 1.389, 1.392–393, 
1.395, 1.397

loanwords, Turkish in Anatolian 
Arabic 4.591

loanwords, Turkish in Arabic 2.373, 
2.667, 4.581, 4.584, 4.589–594

loanwords, Turkish in Damascus 
Arabic 1.546, 1.554

loanwords, Turkish in Iraqi 
Arabic 2.415–417, 2.423

loanwords, Turkish in Jerusalem 
Arabic 2.491

loanwords, Turkish in Jordanian 
Arabic 2.500

loanwords, Turkish in Libyan 
Arabic 3.56

loanwords, Turkish in Meccan 
Arabic 3.187

loanwords, Turkish in Sudanese 
Arabic 4.377

loanwords, Turkish in Syrian 
Arabic 2.30, 2.668, 4.592

loanwords, Turkish in Tripoli 
Arabic 4.556

loanwords, Turkish in Tunis 
Arabic 4.570

loanwords, Turkish in Tunisian 
Arabic 4.573

loanwords, verbal ¤ loanverb 
loanwords from Classical Arabic 

2.242, 2.565, 3.607
loanwords in Arabic 4.458
loanwords in Ottoman Turkish 2.666
loanwords in the Qur±àn 2.86, 2.666, 

3.7, 3.36, 4.295
loanwords in Turkish 2.666
local adverb 1.22
Local Impairment hypothesis 

4.144
locality conditions 2.170
localization 4.229
localization, temporal 1.568
localization in sign language 4.229
localizationist theory 2.690
localizer 1.567
location 1.184, 4.487, 4.490
locational 3.80, 3.83
locative 1.344, 2.146, 2.273, 

3.68, 3.80–88, 3.107, 3.109, 
4.318, 4.485, 4.738

locative clause 1.285
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locative marker 3.83–84
locative paradigm, universal 3.80
locutionary 4.328
locutionary act 3.679
Lodhi, Abdul Aziz Y. 1.666–671
Löffl er, Heinrich 1.585
Loftus, Elizabeth F. 2.681
Loftus, Geoffrey A. 2.681
Loftus, William Kenneth 2.572
logic 2.176, 2.183, 2.185–187, 

2.310, 2.427, 3.115
logic, Arabic 2.435
logic, Greek 2.234–235, 2.425–426, 

2.434, 2.479, 2.544, 3.113, 3.115, 
3.161, 4.235

logical form 2.368, 3.228, 3.230, 
3.232, 4.489

logograph 1.1–2
Logone Birni 1.334, 1.360
logophoric 4.54–55
lógos 2.66, 4.545
Löhr, Max 2.481
Loi Corvetto, Ines 3.727
Lom 2.217
Lomavren 2.217
Lombardy 4.215
London 2.518
London Polyglot 1.167
Long, James 1.287
Long, Michael H. 2.117, 4.140, 4.145
Longacre, Robert E. 4.727, 4.731
Longobardi, Emiddia 1.341
Longobardi, Giuseppe 3.232
Lonnet, Antoine 4.297–300
Lord, Albert B. 3.499, 3.645–646, 

4.201
Lorimer, D.L.R. 2.217, 2.572
Lorimer, J.G. 2.572
Lorimor, Heidi 4.191–195, 4.396–397, 

4.658
Los Angeles 3.397
loss of grammar 2.690
loss-and-gain model 4.162–163
Lotuko 1.519
Loubignac, Victorien 3.287, 3.290
Loucel, Henri 2.178, 4.684
Low Variety 1.419, 1.439, 1.447, 

1.633–634, 1.667, 2.10, 2.265, 
2.654, 2.695, 2.708, 3.70

Low Vowel Deletion 3.621–622
Löwenstamm, Jean 1.121–122, 

2.168, 3.302
lowering, vowel 4.671
LSPERT 1.210
Lucera 4.216
Lucknow 2.326, 2.329
Ludolphus de Suchem 3.142
Luffi n, Xavier 3.634–639, 3.642
luÿa 1.399, 2.89, 2.355, 2.544, 

2.628–629, 3.15, 3.72–73, 3.88–95, 
3.689–690, 4.252

luÿa ±akalùnì l-baràÿìμ 1.616, 1.556, 
2.430, 3.691

luÿa bahlawàniyya 2.220
luÿa gajariyya 2.220
luÿa ™alabiyya 2.220
luÿa sirriyya 2.468
luÿa wus†à 1.668, 2.377
luÿa xàßßa 2.468
Luganda 2.597
Lugard, Captain 2.588
luÿat al-muμaqqafìn 1.631, 1.668
luÿat ißßàd 4.157
luÿat issìm 4.157
luÿat issìn 4.157
luÿawì 3.119–121
Luÿda 2.427
luÿz 4.157
Lujamì, ±Adìb al- 3.41
Luke, Saint 3.141
Lüling, Gerhard 4.6
lullaby 4.59
Lumsden, Michael 4.316, 4.516
lunar letters ¤ moon letters 
Luo 1.333, 2.597
Lur 2.588
Lù† ibn Sàm ibn Nù™ 3.345
luμga 2.677
Luxenberg, Christoph 1.180, 3.719, 4.6
Luxor 1.299, 2.2, 2.217
Luxor Arabic 2.2, 2.5
luzùm 4.103
LVCSR 1.213
Lydda 2.464
lying 2.362
Lykke-Nielsen, Helle 2.679
Lyon 3.262, 4.457
Lyons, John 1.474, 3.263, 3.265, 3.570
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M

mabnì 1.191, 1.309–310, 1.559, 2.424, 
3.429, 4.23, 4.119, 4.432

mabnì ≠alà l-mubtada± 4.221
mabnì ≠alayhi 2.435
mabnì li-l-fà≠il 2.93
mabnì li-l-maf ≠ùl 2.93, 2.625
mabnì li-l-majhùl 3.224–225
mabsù† 3.112, 3.308, 4.133
Mac 2.380
Macalister, R.A.S. 2.220–221
Macdonald, Michael C.A. 3.411, 

3.413–415, 3.418, 3.420, 3.464–475, 
4.478

MacEachern, Margaret 3.627
Macedonian 3.726, 4.371
Macedonian, Arabic loanwords 

in 4.259–267
M≥celaru, Adrian 1.355–360
Mach, Rudolph 4.686
Machali, Rochayah 2.472–477
Machek, Václav 4.259
machine translation 1.207, 1.214, 

1.455, 1.458–460
machine translation system 1.515
MacKay, Donald 4.335
MacKenzie, D.N. 2.605, 2.607
Mackenzie, John Lachlan 2.143
Macler, Frédéric 3.469
MacMichael, Harold 3.435
macro-discrimant 1.585
Macro-Fluency Model 2.684
Macuch, Rudolf 3.410
MacWhinney, Brian 2.686, 

2.690
ma∂à 3.96–97
Madaba 2.506

M’barek, Mohamed Nait 1.418
mà 1.70, 1.248, 1.268, 1.408, 

1.467, 1.476, 2.133–135, 
2.194–195, 2.387–388, 2.479, 
2.490, 2.521, 2.570, 2.577, 
2.615, 3.221, 3.356–357, 3.359, 
3.691, 4.26, 4.40, 4.61, 4.64, 4.38, 
4.164, 4.399

Ma Fuchu 1.380–381
mà ™ijàziyya 3.691
mà huwa huwa 4.738
Ma Jian [Mu™ammad Màkìn 

aß-Íìnì] 1.382
Ma Lianyuan [Mu™ammad Nùr 

al-£aqq ibn Luqmàn] 1.380–381
Ma±anyan 3.125
ma≠a 3.675
Ma≠add 3.345
Maalej, Zouhair 1.423–424, 

3.224–227, 4.568, 4.624–627
Maalouf, Amin 2.61, 2.703
Maamouri, Mohammed 1.516, 

1.632, 2.111, 2.694, 2.701–702, 
2.705, 3.74–80, 4.646

Ma≠àn 2.499
Ma≠àn Arabic 2.498
Ma≠ànì l-kalàm 1.428, 4.330
Ma≠ànì l-Qur±àn 3.92, 4.8–9
ma≠ànì n-na™w 2.305, 3.161
ma≠ànì, ≠ilm al- 1.428–429
Ma≠arrì, al- ¤ ±Abù l-≠Alà± al-Ma≠arrì 
Maas, Utz 1.221, 1.482–489, 2.74, 

3.60, 3.725, 4.52
Maasina 2.137
Ma≠àza 2.2
Maba 4.376
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Madagascar 1.448, 1.544, 1.663, 
3.125–128

Madà±in 3.574
Madà±in Íàli™ 3.471, 4.478
madanì 1.605
Madanì, al- 4.78
Madariaga 1.99
madarsa 1.665
madd 1.152, 4.426–428
madda 1.1, 1.574, 4.518
M≠aÚÚamìye Arabic 4.406–407
Maddieson, Ian 2.229, 3.65, 3.123, 

3.125, 3.600, 3.643, 3.725, 4.1, 
4.636, 4.667, 4.683

Madenli 1.115
mad™ ën-näbi 3.173
Ma∂™à 2.256
ma≈hab al-kalàmì, al- 4.210–211
Madhabic 4.301
Ma≈™ij 3.94, 3.467
mà∂ì 1.309, 1.568, 2.91, 2.358, 

3.96–100, 3.270, 3.542, 3.548, 
3.551, 4.455, 4.638

madìd 3.211, 3.214
madì™ 3.173
Madina, Maan Z. 3.26
Madinah ¤ Medina 
Madìnat az-Zahrà± 2.44
Madjid, Nurcholis 2.338
Madkùr, ±Ibràhìm 2.634, 2.638
Madouni, Jihane 1.56
Madras 2.329
madrasa 1.258, 1.449–451, 

1.660, 1.662, 2.40, 2.43, 2.188, 
2.325–327, 2.329, 2.338, 3.129, 
3.137–139, 3.347, 3.508, 4.291, 
4.584

madrasa, Persian 2.327
madrasa, Shi≠ite 2.327
Madriyeva, Monjiya 4.450
Madurese 4.539
mafhùm 2.426, 2.581, 4.474
Mafraq 2.500
mafrùq 3.173, 3.539
mafrùq, watid 3.209–210
maftù™ 3.307, 4.133, 4.560
maf ≠ùl 1.40, 2.93–94, 2.356, 

2.427, 2.551, 3.100–106, 
3.424, 3.558, 4.237, 4.318, 

4.410–411, 4.413–414, 4.487, 
4.540

maf ≠ùl ≠alayhi 3.101
maf ≠ùl bihi 1.182, 2.429, 3.100, 

3.102–105, 3.108, 3.224, 3.455, 
3.460

maf ≠ùl fì l-ma≠nà 3.103
maf ≠ùl fìhi 2.426, 3.83, 3.97, 3.101, 

3.104, 3.106–110, 3.455, 3.460, 
3.548, 4.414, 4.540, 4.653

maf ≠ùl ÿayr ßarì™ 3.560
maf ≠ùl ™aqìqì 3.102
maf ≠ùl lahu 3.108
maf ≠ùl li-±ajlihi 3.101, 3.455, 3.460, 

4.540
maf ≠ùl ma≠ahu 3.101, 3.108, 3.455, 

3.460, 4.540
maf ≠ùl minhu 3.101
maf ≠ùl mu†laq 1.436, 3.101, 3.103, 

3.108, 3.455, 3.460, 4.52, 4.414, 
4.540, 4.661, 4.664

maf ≠ùliyya 3.102, 3.104
Maga 1.334
Ma‘aracık 1.114
magazines 1.598, 1.601, 1.603
Maghrebine Arabic 1.75, 1.189, 

1.269–270, 1.291, 1.296, 1.492, 
1.585–586, 1.590, 1.611, 2.7, 2.74, 
2.160, 2.240, 2.455, 2.621, 3.702, 
4.281, 4.323, 4.370

Maghut, Muhammad al- 4.213
Maÿìlì, Mu™ammad ibn ≠Abd 

al-Karìm al- 3.374–375
Magri, Emmanuel 3.141
maÿribì 1.152, 1.605, 3.110–113, 

4.132–133, 4.138, 4.218
Maÿribì, Ibn Sa≠ìd al- 4.215
Mahabad 2.604, 2.608
Mahàbišah Arabic 4.751
ma≠had 1.449–450
Mahà±imì, ≠Alà± ad-Dìn 2.328
ma™àjir 4.133
ma™all 2.293, 2.316, 3.107
Mahàmìd 1.362
Mahamùd, ±Ibràhìm £àšì 4.277
Maharashtra 2.325
Ma™àyil Arabic 4.125, 4.127
ma™∂ 2.294–295
ma™∂, ism 3.323
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Mahdi 1.519, 1.532
Mahdi, Muhsin 3.219
Mahdi, Qasim R. 2.415
Mahdia 4.572, 4.574
Mahdist revolt 2.588
Mahdiya Arabic 1.609
ma™≈ùf 2.82, 2.301, 3.307
Maher, Julianne 2.684
Mahfouz, Naguib [Nagìb 

Ma™fùΩ] 1.601, 3.236, 3.554, 
3.633, 3.715–716, 4.663

Mahfouz, Soheir G. 4.86–92
Ma™fùΩ, Nagìb ¤ Mahfouz, 

Naguib 
mahgràyè 1.129
mahjar 3.4, 4.91
ma™kì 2.537–538
ma™kùm bihi 3.121
ma™kùm lahu 3.121
Mahmoud, Abdelgawad T. 

4.490–491
Mahmoud, Youssef 1.630–631, 1.668
Mahmud Kemal ÷nal 4.98
Mahmud, Ushari A. [≠Ušàrì 

Ma™mùd] 1.521, 1.525, 
2.517–518, 3.10, 3.642

Mahmudiyya Canal 1.589
ma™mùl 2.434–435, 3.113–116, 3.177
mahmùs 1.27, 3.123–125, 2.233, 

3.602–603, 4.2, 4.667
mahmùz 4.121, 4.645
Mahra 4.750
Mahri ¤ Mehri 
Mahriye 1.362
ma™sùs 2.424
ma™w al-±ummiyya 3.74
Mai of Kanem 4.708
Maiduguri 1.337
Maiduguri Arabic 4.716
mà±il 1.151
Maila, Joseph 2.59
Maimonides 2.529, 3.218, 4.58
Ma≠ìn 4.295
maintenance, language ¤ language 

maintenance 
maintenance, tense 1.432
maintenance, topic 1.651
maintenance of referent 1.649
maintenance of topic 1.651

Mairi, Lies 1.61
Maizel, S.S. 4.96–97
majalla majma≠ al-luÿa ¤ language 

academies 
majàz 2.305, 2.441, 2.443, 

2.579–581, 2.638, 2.641, 
3.116–123, 3.651, 4.9, 4.165, 
4.210, 4.330, 4.464

majàz ≠aqlì 2.445, 3.117, 3.120–121
majàz at-tarkìb 3.121
majàz at-tašbìh 3.121
majàz fì l-±iμbàt 3.121
majàz ™ukmì 3.121
majàz ±isnàdì 3.121
majàz luÿawì 2.445, 3.117, 3.120
majàz murakkab 2.445, 3.120
majàz mursal 3.120–121, 4.165
majàzì 4.203
Majdi, Basim 2.171–172, 4.363–364, 

4.366, 4.726
majhùl 1.309, 1.624, 2.93–94, 2.317, 

3.224–225, 4.424
majhùr 3.602–603
majhùra 1.27, 3.123–125, 4.2, 4.667
majlis 3.30
majma≠ al-luÿa ¤ language academies 
majmù≠ 3.173
Majnùn Layla 4.202
majrà 2.232, 2.302, 2.402, 2.624, 

4.13, 4.442
majrùr 2.316, 3.429
Majunga 3.126
Majus, J.H. 3.141
majzùm 1.71–72, 1.196, 2.16, 2.92, 

4.639
Makàhìl, Šayx Mu™ammad ≠Abdì 4.277
makàn 3.108, 3.424, 
makàna 4.443
Makary 1.334, 1.337
Makassarese 2.335
Makassarì, Mu™ammad Yùsuf al- 2.335
Makdisi, George 3.508, 4.685
Makha 1.655
Makhlouf, Nabila 1.651
maktab 2.325–327, 3.508
maktaba 3.347
Malabar Coast 2.325–326, 3.128, 

3.506
Malacca 1.8, 2.340
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Malagasy 1.133, 1.544, 1.663, 
3.125–128

Malà±ika, Nàzik al- 4.91–92
Malà±ika, Nisàr 2.415
Malàl™ah Arabic 4.238
Malallah, Seham 2.660
Malawi 1.661–662
Malay 1.8–10, 1.133, 1.135, 1.404, 

1.545, 2.26, 2.333–336, 2.338, 
2.340–345, 2.668–670, 3.59, 
4.290–291, 4.293, 4.434, 
4.476–477

Malay Muslims 4.290
Malaya 2.340
Malayalam 1.133, 2.669, 3.128–135
Malayo-Polynesian languages 

3.125
Malaysia 2.344
malediction 2.362, 2.378
mal™ùn 2.538, 2.541, 3.219, 3.295
Mali 1.255, 2.137, 2.240–241, 

3.135–141, 3.312, 4.279
Mali Empire 2.137
Mali, Arabic in 3.135–141
Màlik 2.60
Malik al-±Ašraf, al- 2.258
Màlik ibn ±Anas 2.401, 3.111, 3.122
Màlik ibn Dìnàr 3.129
Màlik ibn Kinàna 3.89
Malik Sy, al-Hajj 4.180, 4182
Malik, Jamal 3.511
Malik, Sayed H.A. 4.759–760
Malikites 2.43, 3.136, 3.170
Malindi 1.662
Malinowski, Bronislaw 2.202
Màli†ì, al- 3.142
Malka, Elie 2.534
Malkìye Arabic 4.407
mallam 3.375
mallum 1.336
Malouf, Louis ¤ Ma±lùf, al-±Ab Lùwìs 

al-Yasù≠ì 
Malta 1.205–206, 1.365, 2.660, 

2.673, 3.141–145, 4.215
Malta, Arabic in 2.313–314, 3.672, 

3.675, 3.737, 4.550
Maltam 1.334
Maltese 1.79, 1.84, 1.105, 

1.183–186, 1.416, 1.487, 1.489, 

1.537, 1.539, 1.609, 2.231, 2.290, 
2.388, 3.65, 3.67, 3.69–70, 
3.141–159, 3.189, 3.204, 3.237, 
3.298, 3.312, 3.352, 3.545, 3.569, 
3.739–740, 4.215, 4.217–218, 4.304, 
4.565, 4.662

Maltese in Canada 3.398
Maltese, purism in 2.674
Ma±lùf, al-±Ab Lùwìs al-Yasù≠ì 2.336, 

3.39
Ma±lùf, Fawzì al- 3.4
Ma±lùf, Michel 3.4
ma≠lùl 2.308
Ma≠lùla 1.178, 1.181, 3.370, 4.402
ma≠lùm 2.14, 2.93
malzùm 3.120
mamdùd 2.234
Mamluk Dynasty 1.174, 4.589
Mamluk Dynasty, Ba™ri 4.589
Mamluk literature 4.132
mamnù≠ min aß-ßarf 1.309, 4.209, 

4.432
ma≠mùl 1.67, 2.169–170, 2.536, 

4.739
Ma±mùn, Caliph al- 1.403, 4.542
Mamvu 1.519
man 1.309, 2.143, 2.387–388, 

2.479, 4.39, 4.61, 4.64
ma≠nà 1.428, 2.88, 2.290, 2.295, 

2.304, 2.403–404, 2.426–427, 
2.443, 2.579, 2.623, 3.38, 3.45, 
3.116, 3.119, 3.159–164, 3.538, 
3.549, 4.202–203, 4.205, 4.236–237, 
4.287, 4.329, 4.447–448, 4.473, 
4.475, 4.684, 4.739

ma≠nà ba≠ìd  3.538
ma≠nà qarìb 3.538
ma≠nà l-kalàm 2.538
ma≠nà nafsì 1.429
Manàma 1.241–242
Manàma Arabic 4.325, 4.631
ma≠nawì 1.67, 3.234
Manàwì, Dà±ùd al- 1.598
Manàxa 1.23
manbaha 1.192
mand 3.264, 3.266
Mandaean ¤ Mandaic 
Mandaic 1.178–179, 2.67, 3.370–373, 

3.409–410, 4.302
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Mandaic, Modern 3.370, 3.373
Mande 1.36, 1.255–256, 4.183
Manding 3.59
Mandinka 4.179, 4.183, 4.282, 

4.723
Mandisa Arabic 2.2
Mandouze, Andre 4.572
mandùm 4.200
Mandùr, Mu™ammad 1.409, 3.556
Manfalù†ì, Muß†afà Lu†fì al- 2.337, 

2.637
Manfredi, Stefano 2.518
Manga 1.362
Mangalla Arabic 2.517
Mangbetu 1.519
Mangkunagera IV 2.336
manhiyy 4.414
manhiyy ≠anhu 4.414
man™ùt 1.452–453
màni≠ aß-ßarf 1.643
Mann, Traugott 3.717
Mannà≠, Hàšim Íàli™ 2.264
Mannan, Abdul 1.287
Manning, Christopher D. 1.456, 

1.511, 4.648
Mansoor, Menahem 1.668
Mansour, Jacob 1.231–241, 2.415, 

2.534, 4.664
Mansouri, Fethi 1.485, 4.143
manßùb 1.71, 1.196, 2.92, 2.225, 

2.356, 3.101, 3.269, 3.429, 4.131, 
4.639

Mansur, Paulo Jorge 3.2
Manßùra 2.4, 2.325, 3.506
Manßùrì, ≠Alì ibn Sulaymàn al- 

1.545
man†aqa al-wus†à 1.655
man†iq 3.123, 3.136, 4.459, 4.545
man†iqiyyùn 3.177
Mantran, Robert 3.53, 4.548
manμùr 3.340, 4.200
Manùnì, Mu™ammad al- 3.112
manuscripts, Arabic 2.636
manuscripts, Berber 3.171
manuscripts, editing of 2.637–640
manuscripts, West African 3.136
manuscripts in Mauritania 3.172
man≠ùt 1.49, 3.422
Manzala Arabic 2.2

Manzala, il 2.4
manzil 2.598, 4.158
manzila 2.82, 2.184, 2.356, 2.537, 

4.12, 4.738
Manzini, Maria Rita 2.367
Mao, Chairman 1.35, 1.382
Maore 1.662
map, lexical 1.590
map, perceptive 1.586
Mappi£appa††u 3.131
Mappilas 2.325, 3.129
maqàl al-qawl 2.331
maqàm 3.104, 4.331–332
maqàma 2.446, 4.105, 4.210
maqàmat al-kalàm 4.332
Maqdisì, al- 4.132
Maqdoom, Sheikh Zainuddin 

3.129
Ma≠qil 1.609, 2.240, 3.53, 

3.170
Ma≠qilì Arabic 1.55, 1.609, 2.598, 

2.600
maqlùb 2.497, 3.539
Maqqarì, al- 1.97
MaqrìΩì, al- 2.41, 3.6–7, 3.380
maqßadiyya 1.429
maq†a≠ 4.103
maq≠ùd 4.2
ma≠qùs 4.134
marabout 3.139–140, 3.174, 

4.180–181, 4.183
Marantz, Alec 3.301, 4.488
Maras 2.220
Maràšì, al- 2.257
Marazìg Arabic 1.264
Marçais, Philippe 1.55, 1.189, 

1.571, 1.605–606, 1.642, 2.622, 3.53, 
3.55, 3.587, 3.655, 3.672, 3.737, 
4.70, 4.371, 4.519, 4.572, 4.674, 
4.681

Marçais, Pierre 4.669
Marçais, William 1.173, 1.642, 

2.534, 3.287, 3.645, 4.70, 4.563, 
4.572, 4.576

Mardin 1.23–25, 1.87–95, 2.607, 
4.579

Mardin Arabic 1.607, 2.608, 3.84, 
3.237, 3.448, 4.70, 4.664

Mardyckers 4.290
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marfù≠ 1.71, 1.196, 2.92, 2.356, 
3.429, 4.639

marfùw 3.539
marginal element 4.387
Margoliouth, David Samuel 3.718–721
Mar±i, Abd Al-Rahman 2.104–105, 

2.438, 2.464
Mariana, Juan de 1.96
Ma≠rib Arabic 4.751
Ma≠rib Dam 4.125
Marìdì Arabic 3.59, 642
ma≠rifa 3.115, 3.453, 4.442
Marin-Guzman, Roberto 3.395
Marius, Sala 4.156
Marka 4.275
marked/unmarked 1.194
markedness 2.276–277, 2.279, 3.11, 

3.191, 3.492–493, 4.638
Markedness Theory 4.442–443, 

4.445
markedness, dialectal 1.408
markedness, loss of 2.149
markedness, stylistic 1.408
marker, accusative 3.674
marker, anterior 2.595
marker, aspect 2.209, 4.114, 4.162
marker, continuous 2.524
marker, defi nite 3.637
marker, defi niteness 1.488, 1.491
marker, direct object 3.703, 4.621
marker, discourse 1.471, 1.474, 

2.209, 2.668, 4.192
marker, dual 2.67
marker, emphasis 3.589
marker, end-of-paragraph 3.741
marker, existential 2.597
marker, focus 2.215, 2.592, 2.595, 

3.357
marker, future 1.186, 2.192, 2.423, 

2.514, 2.516, 2.595, 3.237, 3.406, 
4.555

marker, genitive ¤ genitive marker
marker, identity 1.525
marker, indefi nite 1.491, 1.606, 

1.611, 2.419, 2.422, 3.440
marker, locative 3.83–84
marker, mode 2.577
marker, mood 1.473, 1.668, 4.659
marker, negation 3.355, 3.638, 4.714

marker, object 3.591
marker, plural 3.636
marker, present tense 2.423, 3.292
marker, preverbal 3.643
marker, progressive 2.595
marker, question 3.585–586, 4.714
marker, relative 4.622, 4.746
marker, Tense-Mood-Aspect 3.635
marker, theme 2.149
marker, time-change 3.665
marker, topicalization 4.60
marker, vocative 2.585, 4.466
marker of indetermination 4.444
marker of specifi city 4.621
market 1.650, 1.662
marking, negation 4.649
Markov models 1.456
Marková, Ivana 4.322
Marley, Dawn 2.122–123, 

2.659–660, 2.694–698, 2.703–704
Maronite College 1.171
Maronites 1.171, 1.175, 1.536, 

1.602, 2.59–61, 3.2, 3.396
Maróth, Miklós 3.113–116, 

3.176–178, 4.11–14
Maroua 1.336–337
Marracci, Lodovico 1.172
Marrakech ¤ Marrakesh 
Marrakesh 2.43–44, 2.470, 4.157
Marrakesh Arabic 1.609, 2.621–622, 

3.274–276, 3.288–289, 3.291–292
marshland dialects 2.571–572
marsiyà 4.596
Marslen-Wilson, William D. 1.425, 

3.305
martaba 1.567
Martin, James H. 1.456, 1.511
Martin, Richard C. 2.303
Martinet, André 2.495, 3.603, 4.1
Martin-Granel, Nicolas 3.172
marμiya 4.104
Marxah Arabic 4.756
Marzubànì, ±Abù ≠Ubaydallàh Mu™ammad 

ibn ≠Imràn al- 3.648
Masa 3.634
masadd 4.739
maßà™if 3.340, 4.131, 4.133
maßà™if ¤ maß™af 
Masà≠ìd Arabic 3.401, 4.238
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mas±ala zunbùriyya 1193, 2.632
Masalit 4.375–376
Masana 3.634
Mascara 1.54, 1.56
Mascitelli, Danieli 3.469, 3.472
masculine 2.155–164
masculine, precedence of 2.643
maßdar 1.14, 1.68, 1.352, 1.436, 

1.573–574, 1.577, 2.90, 2.92, 
2.94–95, 2.165, 2.297, 2.351–352, 
2.424, 2.430, 2.433, 2.448, 3.18, 
3.101, 3.108, 3.164–169, 3.191, 
3.255, 3.423–425, 3.428, 3.432, 
3.455, 3.457–459, 3.497–498, 
3.548, 4.52, 4.540, 4.644, 4.650, 
4.659–665, 4.685–686

maßdar mìmì 1.574, 1.577, 4.40
maßdariyya 4.26
Mašhadì, Sultàn ≠Alì 3.337
maß™af 3.307–309
Mashlahi 1.655
Mas™ùr, al- 2.598
Masira 1.131, 3.478
Maskan 4.301
Maslam 1.334
Mas-Latrie, M.L. de 1.536
Masliyah, Sadok 1.639, 3.680, 4.592
Maslouh, Saad [Sa≠d Maslù™] 4.473
masnavì 4.596
mašq 1.151–152, 2.598, 3.307
maßri 2.11
mašriq 2.659
mašriqì 1.605, 3.112, 4.561
maßrùf 4.432
mass media 2.518
Massakory 1.362
Massawa 1.654, 1.656, 2.268
Massenbach, Gertrud von 3.435
Massenya 1.362
Massialas, Byron G. 2.104–105, 

2110
Massignon, Louis 1.445, 4.75
Mas≠ùd, Jibràn 3.41
Mas≠ùdì, ±Abù l-£asan≠ Alì ibn 

al-£usayn al- 3.7
matà 1.509, 4.39
maμal 2.442, 2.444, 3.89, 3.174, 

3.629, 3.731
Matam 4.723

Ma†à≠na 2.2
Ma†ar, ≠Abd al-≠Azìz A. 2.609
Ma†arì, Mu™ammad al- 4.107
Ma†ariyya, il- 2.4
matched-guise technique 2.652–653, 

2.655–656, 2.658, 3.318, 4.324
matching analysis of relative clause 

4.67
Mathesius, Vilém 4.502
Matheson, Virginia 2.341
Matisoff, James A. 2.191
ma†la≠ 4.103–104
Ma†labì, Ÿàlib Fà∂il al- 3.94
ma†lùb 2.360
Ma†lùb, ±A™mad 2.70
ma†mùs 4.133, 4.560
matn 1.3, 3.309
matn al-luÿa 3.43
matoki 2.1, 3.60
Matras, Yaron 2.216–222
matrix 1.409, 1.419, 2.77, 3.46–52, 

4.97, 4.288
Matrix and Etymon Model 3.45–52, 

4.97, 4.288
matrix clause 1.311, 1.468
Matrix Frame Theory 1.484
matrix language 1.416–417, 

2.661
Matrix Language Frame Model 

1.416–418, 1.634–635
matrix verb 1.412
matrix, implicational 2.319, 2.321, 

2.324
Matsuura, Kochiro 2.704
Mattà ibn Yùnus, ±Abù Bišr 2.186, 

3.177, 4.542
Matthews, Peter H. 1.125, 3.80, 

3.224, 4.339
Matthews, Roderic D. 2.104
Matthiessen, Christian 4.494
Ma≠tùq, ±A™mad Mu™ammad al- 

3.41–42, 3.44
ma±μùr, qawl 3.629
Mauretania Tingitana 3.287
Mauritania 2.137, 2.240, 2.363, 

3.60, 3.169–176, 3.314
Mauritania, Arabic in 1.260, 1.624, 

1.642, 3.175, 3.702
Mauritanian Arabic 1.52, 3.702, 4.159
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Mauss, Marcel 2.202
Mavroudi, Maria 3.472
mawàlì ¤ mawlà 
maw∂i≠ 2.184, 2.308–309, 2.357, 

2.479, 2.538, 3.107, 3.124, 4.410, 
4.448

maw∂ù≠ 2.434, 3.113, 3.119, 
3.176–178, 3.324, 4.332

Mawdùdì, ±Abù l-≠Alà± 3.346
Mawhoub, Mourad 3.727
mawlà 1.128, 1.402, 3.59
mawlid 2.53
mawßilì 2.45
Mawßilì, ±Ilyàs al- 3.1
mawßùf 2.435, 3.113, 3.178, 3.422, 

4.219, 4.221
mawßùl 1.488, 2.537, 4.221, 

4.235–236
maxims, cooperative 3.681
Maxims, Grice’s Cooperative 3.678
maxim of manner 2.70
maxim of quality 2.70
maxim of quantity 2.19
maxim of relevance 2.19
maximal projection 2.171
maximality 4.742
maxims of conversation 2.70
Maxmutov, M.I. 4.450
maxraj 2.233, 2.237, 3.73, 3.125, 

4.426
Maxwell, Edith M. 2.688
Maxzùmì Dynasty 2.52, 4.276
Maxzùmì, Mahdì al- 1.40, 4.12
May, Darlene R. 3.611, 4.387–388
May, Robert 2.134, 2.368, 4.15
Mayan 3.204
Maydan, mosque of 2.46
Maydànì, ±Abù l-Fa∂l ±A™mad ibn 

Mu™ammad al- 3.731
Mayer, Carl 4.267–268, 4.335
Mayer, Mercer 2.685
Mayo-Danay 1.334
Mayo-Kebbi 1.360, 1.364
Mayo-Kebbi area 3.634
Mayo-Sava 1.334
Mayotte 1.662
Mayyà™, ≠Alì M. al- 1.617
Mazàr Sharìf 1.28
Maze, Camille 3.204

Mazhar, M.A. 4.759
mazìd 2.93
mazìd fìhi 4.640
Màzinì, ±Abù ≠Uμmàn Bakr ibn 

Mu™ammad al- 1.192–193, 2.79, 
2.234, 2.355, 2.453, 3.323, 
3.553, 4.119–120

Maznì, ±Ibràhìm al- 4.90
Mazouna 1.54
Mazraani, Nathalie 1.406, 1.409, 

1.419, 3.663–671
Mbale 1.661–662
Mbiti, John S. 3.135
McArthur, Tom 3.193
McCall, Daniel F. 1.663
McCarthy, John Joseph 1.121, 

1.457, 1.653, 2.37–38, 2.153–155, 
2.229–230, 2.365, 2.367, 2.396, 
2.692, 3.66, 3.204, 3.225, 
3.297–307, 3.423, 3.430, 3.440, 
3.445, 3.461–463, 3.492–493, 
3.496, 3.617–618, 3.624–627, 
3.726, 4.51, 4.93–94, 4.117, 4.269, 
4.339, 4.345–346, 4.348–349, 
4.388–389, 4.557–558, 4.645, 
4.669

McCarthy, Richard J. 3.672, 4.62
McCarus, Ernest N. 3.203, 3.238–262, 

3.573, 4.147, 4.168
McCawley, James 4.63
McEnery, Tony 1.512
McIntyre, Joseph 2.251
McLaughlin, Barry 1.368
McLaughlin, Fiona 4.179–185
McOmber, Michael L. 4.339
McWhorter, John 1.526
meaning 1.428–429, 2.304–305, 

2.624, 3.159–164
meaning, conventional 2.445, 3.120
meaning, direct 2.581
meaning, indirect 2.581
meaning, induced 2.581
meaning, intended 3.120
meaning, intentional 2.80
meaning, literal 1.428, 3.119, 3.122
meaning, primordial 3.49
meaning, semantic-grammatical 2.624
meaning, tropic 2.582, 3.122
meaning, vulgar 1.657
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MECAS ¤ Middle East Centre for Arab 
Studies 

Mecca 1.448, 1.451, 3.88, 3.179, 
3.691, 3.697, 4.377

Meccan Arabic 1.300, 1.400–401, 
1.501, 1.611, 1.615, 2.355, 3.90, 
3.179–187, 3.335, 3.404, 3.612, 
4.126, 4.534

Meccan script 1.151
mechanism of change 2.193, 4.42
mechanism of grammaticalization 

2.193
Medea 1.54
Medea Arabic 1.609
medersa 3.174
media, Arabic 3.397
media, Chadian 1.364
media, news 2.381, 3.199, 3.201
Media Arabic 1.474, 1.629, 1.667, 

2.9, 2.212, 2.214, 2.296, 3.10–14, 
3.17, 3.19, 3.192–204

media language 1.419, 1.474
medial 3.596
Medial Gemination Rule 2.154
medicine, Greek 4.542
Medina 1.128, 1.451, 3.179, 3.691, 

3.694, 4.127
Medina, Barak 2.438
mediopassive 1.39, 3.553, 3.557, 

4.697
Mediterranean Sea 3.60
Mednine 2.709
medrese 3.503, 4.578
Megiser, H. 3.141, 3.146
Mehall, David John 1.668
Mehdi, Saad A. 1.457
Méhiri, Abdelkader 2.233–234, 

2.299, 2.309–310, 2.538, 2.544, 
4.287, 4.447, 4.684

Mehlem, Ulrich 2.74–75
Mehler, Jacques 3.725
Me™med, Yazıjıoÿlı 3.502
Mehmet Izzet Efendi 4.98
Mehren, A.F.M. von 3.116, 3.120
Mehri 1.39, 1.203, 1.493, 2.66–67, 

2.211, 3.63, 3.350, 3.478, 3.593, 
3.693, 4.175, 4.297–305, 4.307, 
4.310, 4.312

Meier, Fritz 2.408

Meiering, Gregor 2.700
Meillet, Antoine 1.614, 2.191
Meinhof, Carl 2.250
Meisel, Jürgen M. 1.368
Meiseles, Gustav 1.410, 1.629–633, 

1.668, 3.567, 4.325, 4.664
Mejdell, Gunvor 1.406, 1.414–421, 

4.71
Mejri, Salah 1.584, 4.575
Meknès 3.294
Meknès Arabic 1.609, 2.621, 3.85, 

3.291
mekteb 3.503
Melbourne 3.313
mel™oun ¤ mal™ùn 
Melkites 1.403
melody 2.397, 2.628
melody, falling 2.397
memorization 1.336, 2.110, 2.327, 

3.170, 4.184
memorization of the Qur±àn 2.110, 

2.338, 3.57, 3.136
Menassa, Laila 1.503
Mende 3.461
Menem, President Carlos 3.3
Menéndez Pidal, Ramón 1.98
Menovš∑ikov, G.A. 2.671
mental lexicon 1.425
mental map 1.585
mental process 1.421, 1.425
mental representation 1.369, 1.425
mental representation of root 4.95–96
Merah Silau 2.334
Merchant, Jason 4.193
Mercier, Henry 3.287
Meredith, David 3.472
Merge 3.229
merger 1.46, 1.103, 1.384–385, 

1.481, 1.490–491, 1.493, 1.609, 
2.7, 2.242, 2.688–689, 3.63, 3.147, 
3.232, 4.371

merger of /∂/ and /Ú/ 1.544
merger of /i/ and /u/ 4.404
merger, consonant 1.539
merger, phonological 1.590, 3.190, 

3.603–605
merger, sibilant 2.533–534
merging 3.228
merging, portmanteau 4.463
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meter in rajaz 4.34
meter Persian 4.586
Methodikoi 4.11
metonymy 1.425, 2.193, 2.196, 

2.305, 2.443, 2.578, 3.117, 3.121, 
3.187, 3.321, 3.537, 3.632, 3.733, 
4.165–166, 4.335, 4.464

metrical constituency 3.621
metrical parsing 3.492
metrical theory 3.615–616
metrics 2.184
Metz, Helen Chapin 4.579
Meulen, Daniel van der 2.341
Mexico 3.1, 3.3, 3.5
Mexico, Arabic in 3.395–396
Mey, Jacob L. 3.677
Meyer-Bahlburg, Hilke 2.251
Mez, A. 1.577
Mezzine, Larbi 1.298
mÿannyìn 3.173
M™allamì 1.87–88, 1.91–92, 1.95
M™allamìye Arabic 3.237
Mhamid Arabic 3.288
M™ardi Arabic 4.403–404
Mhìn Fruqlus Arabic 4.406
micrography 4.134
microvariation 3.233
Mìdàn Arabic 1.547
Middle Arabic 1.57, 1.84, 1.383, 

1.403, 1.410, 1.496, 1.544, 
1.593–594, 1.597, 1.601, 1.613, 
1.619, 1.631, 1.642, 1.668, 
2.265–266, 2.312–313, 2.332, 
2.388, 2.529, 3.215–224, 3.466, 
3.704, 4.196, 4.543–544, 4.546

Middle Arabic, Christian 1.383, 
1.386

Middle Arabic, Jewish ¤ 
Judaeo-Arabic 

Middle East Centre for Arab Studies 
(MECAS) 4.148

Middle Egypt 2.2
Middle Persian ¤ Pahlavi 
middle verb 2.566, 3.221, 3.224–227, 

4.307
middle voice 3.446, 3.553, 4.642
middle voice, acquisition of 2.102
midground 1.649, 2.209
Midob 3.435

Meringer, Rudolf 4.267–268, 4.335
merismus 3.633
Mernissi, Fatima 2.642, 2.645, 

2.647
Meroitic 1.36
Meron, Yoram 4.663
Mersin 1.388
Mersin Arabic 1.390, 1.392, 

1.394–395, 2.313
Merx, Adalbert 2.401, 3.106, 3.547
Meša≠ 3.409
Mesgnien-Meninski, François de 

4.516
Mesopotamia 2.212
Mesopotamian Arabic 1.23, 1.87, 

1.189, 1.222.1.236, 1.571, 1.607, 
1.606

Messaoudi, Leila 1.596, 2.642, 
3.236

Messelink, J. 2.683
Mester, R. Armin 2.36, 3.462, 4.374
metadiscourse 1.649
metalanguage 1.487, 3.550
metalinguistic comment 2.653
metaphor 1.422–423, 1.425, 1.429, 

1.649, 1.658, 2.193, 2.196, 2.305, 
2.441–446, 2.578, 2.638, 2.641, 
3.35, 3.116–122, 3.321, 3.629, 
3.632, 3.651, 3.733, 4.165–166, 
4.210, 4.213, 4.464

metaphor, conceptual 1.424
metaphor, ontological 1.424
metaphor, orientational 1.423
metaphor, structural 1.423–424
metathesis 1.104, 1.192, 1.225, 

1.245, 1.256, 1.262, 1.314, 1.377, 
1.391, 1.425–426, 1.548, 1.668, 
2.103, 2.140, 2.242, 2.280, 2.366, 
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2.682–684
migrants, Arab 2.336
migrants, foreign 3.63
migration 1.483, 1.593, 1.595, 1.609, 
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Ming Dynasty 1.379
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Mißrì, £usayn Šafìq al- 1.599
Mißrì, Mu™ammad 3.511
Missing Surface Infl ection 

Hypothesis 4.144
missionary school 2.8, 2.699
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Modarressi, Hossein 3.117, 3.120
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modifi er 1.457, 2.290, 3.431, 4.221, 

4.317, 4.392
modifi er, adjectival 1.474
modifi er, appositive 2.370
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Mongols 1.174, 1.379, 1.403, 1.589, 

2.414, 2.527
Mon-Khmer 1.8
monoconsonantal 4.93
monogenesis 3.640, 3.647
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Monroe, James 3.500
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Moors 2.240, 3.174
Moosa, Ebrahim 4.294
Moosally, Michele Jamila 4.657
Moplah 1.133
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Mouhssine, Ouafae 2.660
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Mouradian, Jacques 4.182
Moussa, Ali Helmy 1.458, 1.512
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174 morocco – movement

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



movement blocking 2.370
movement chains 2.370
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Mu±ab 4.635
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mu≠allaq 3.307, 4.560
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2.547, 2.551–552, 2.579, 3.34, 
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4.447, 4.533

Mubarrid, al- ¤ Mubarrad, al- 
mubayyin 4.436
mubdal minhu 1.123
mubham 1.73, 1.558, 2.316, 3.109, 

4.221, 4.740
Mubi 1.36
mubìn 1.174, 3.346
mubtada± 1.41, 1.49–50, 1.68–69, 

1.182, 1.436, 1.557–558, 2.132, 
2.290–292, 2.354, 2.425, 2.430, 
2.434–436, 2.537–539, 2.542, 
2.550, 2.552, 2.562, 2.627, 3.115, 
3.177–178, 3.231, 3.234–235, 
3.353–354, 3.381, 3.557, 3.683, 
4.56, 4.317, 4.354, 4.429, 
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mubtada± mu±axxar 2.132, 4.354
mu≈ 1.72, 1.557
mu∂à≠af 4.121, 4.642, 4.645
mu∂àf 1.557, 2.294, 2.296, 2.425, 

2.437
mu∂àf ±ilayhi 2.294–295, 2.425, 

2.437, 3.429, 4.439, 4.444
mu≈akkar 3.426, 3.651
Mu∂ar 4.304
mu∂àra≠a 2.92, 2.239, 2.403, 2.425, 

2.625, 3.98
mu∂àri≠ 1.196, 1.309, 1.568, 2.91, 

2.426, 2.431, 2.436, 2.497, 2.542, 
3.96–100, 3.213–214, 3.270, 3.539, 
3.547–548, 3.551, 3.651, 4.455, 
4.638

mudawwar aß-ßaÿìr, al- 4.560
Mu∂aybi Arabic 3.481, 3.489
mu≈ayyal 3.539
mudÿam 2.300, 3.307, 4.560
mudÿam ±ilayhi 2.300
muÚhar 2.301–302, 3.307
Mudia Arabic 4.754
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mu∂mar 2.301–302, 3.422, 4.221, 
4.738

mufà∂ala 2.14
mufassir 4.436
mufaxxam 2.235, 3.600, 4.421–423, 

4.636
mufìd 2.538–539, 2.541, 3.121
mufrad 1.558, 2.426, 2.536–537, 

2.539, 3.214, 3.439, 3.547, 
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Mughal Empire 4.596–597
Mughals 1.186–287, 2.325–326
Mughazy, Mustafa 2.18–21, 3.83, 

3.87, 3.388–394, 3.570–573, 
3.676–683, 4.60–70, 4.490

Muÿrabì, Ibn Sa≠ìd al- 1.361
mu™addaμ ≠anhu 2.436–437
mu™àjàt 4.157
muhàjirùn 1.128–129
mu™àl 2.184
Muhalhil 3.211
Muhallabì, al- 4.279
Mu™ammad, Fàyiz Yùsuf 3.39
Mu™ammad, Hàšim al-Xa††à† 4.98
Mu™ammad, ManΩùr 3.343
Mu™ammad, Mu™ammad Sa≠d 3.38, 

3.42
Mu™ammad, Xàlid S. 3.679
Mu™ammad ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn 4.98
Mu™ammad ≠Alì, Khedive 1.174–175, 

1.494, 1.519, 2.456, 2.699, 3.344, 
3.349, 4.460

Mu™ammad ibn £asan ibn ≠Alì 1.3
Mu™ammad ibn Mànì 3.374–375
Mu™ammad ibn Qàsim 3.506
Mu™ammad ≠Izzat Afandì ¤ Mehmet Izzet 

Efendi 4.98
Mu™ammad Mu™sin 2.598
Mu™ammad wëll al-Muxtàr wëll 

Billa≠maš 3.172
Muhammadan Rose 2.46
Mu™ammarah 2.572
mu™aqqaq 1.152, 2.598, 3.307–311, 

3.340–341, 3.519, 4.131, 4.133, 
4.560–562

mu™aqqiqùna, al- 1.627
mu™arraf 3.539
Mu™arraq 1.241, 2.497
mu™aßßal 2.427, 3.549

Muhawi, Ibrahim 2.658
Mu™aysin 2.571–572
Mu™aysin, Mu™ammad Sàlim 4.426
mu™daμ 3.214, 3.648
mu™daμùn 2.446
Muher 2.67, 4.301, 4.304–305
Mühlhäusler, Peter 2.117
muhmal 1.152, 3.178, 3.215
Mu™sin, £ikmat 1.546
mu≠jam 2.629
mujànas 2.496
mujànasa 2.496
mujarrad 2.93, 3.178, 4.640
mujawhar 3.112
Mujàwir, Mu™ammad Íalà™ 2.104
mujàzà 2.478
mu≠jiza 2.302
mujmal 2.536
mujtaμμ 3.213
Mukalla Arabic 4.757
Mukamatu ârip Miyàîn 4.433
mukassar 3.426
Mukeyras Arabic 4.751, 4.753
Mukhtar, Mohamed Haji 

4.275–278
mulà±ama 1.436
mulàbasa 3.118
mulaffaq 3.539
mulà™aÚa 3.118–119
mulàqin 4.412–413
mulÿà 2.308, 4.410
mul™aq 4.640
Müller, David Heinrich 2.257–258, 

4.303
Müller, Walter W. 2.198, 2.258–259, 

2.263, 3.227, 3.414, 3.467–468
Müller-Kessler, C. 3.410
Multan 2.325, 3.506
multidimensional scaling 1.586
Multi-Dimensional Scaling Plot 

4.238
multiglossia 2.529
multilingualism 1.519, 1.629, 1.662, 

2.439, 2.671, 2.695, 2.703, 2.710, 
3.311–320, 3.641, 4.716

multilingualism in Djibouti/Eritrea 
2.268

multilingualism in Ethiopia 2.51
multilingualism in South Arabia 4.297

176 muÎmar – multilingualism in south arabia

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



mu≠rab 1.309–310, 1.559, 2.92, 
2.538, 3.429, 4.119, 4.443
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muràd 2.80, 2.186, 3.693, 4.331
Murad Arabic 3.94
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3.539, 3.548, 3.603
murakkab mazjì 1.454
Muraoka, Takamitsu 3.410
muraqqa≠ 4.134
muraqqa≠àt 3.337
muraqqaq 2.235, 4.423
murattab 1.152, 4.133, 4.560
Murayna Arabic 3.94
Muraz, Gaston 3.61, 3.634, 3.642
Murcia 1.99
Murgida, Jacqueline 3.203
mu≠rib 1.132
Murid Sufi s 4.180
Murìdiyya 4.180–183
murmur 4.668
Murray, G.W. 2.2
Murry, T. 4.668
Mürselo©lu Arabic 1.392
Mursy, Ahmad A. 3.681
Murtonen, Aimo 3.440
Muç 1.87–88
Mùsà ar-Ràhib 2.599
Musa, Monsur 1.288
Mùsà, Salàma 1.602, 3.349
Mùsà, Sulaymàn 2.498–499
mušabbah 2.444–445, 3.120, 

4.220–221
mušabbah bihi 2.444–445, 3.120
mušaddad 3.336
mußà™aba 1.435
mußa™™af 3.539
mußa™™a™ 3.426
Musalmani Bangla 1.287–288
musalsal 1.151, 4.561–562
musalsalàt 4.408
musammà 2.428, 3.323–324
Musandam Peninsula 2.211,  3.478
mußàra™a 2.578
mušàraka 3.224, 4.626
Mušarrafa, Muß†afà 1.599
mußarra™ 2.445
musattar 4.87
mußawwat 2.238

multilingualism of Moroccans in the 
Netherlands 2.74

mumàμil 3.539
mumayyiz 4.436
Mumbai ¤ Bombay 
mumtani≠ 2.299, 4.25
Mumtàz Afandì 4.98
Mumtàz Bik 4.98
munàdà 1.73
munaÚara 2.92
munàjàt 2.329
Munajjid, al- 3.321
Munawar, Muhammad 3.508
munawwar 4.133, 4.560
mun≈u 1.72, 1.309, 1.467, 2.538
Münejjimbaçı 3.502
munfaßil 1.555, 1.557
munfati™, ™arf 2.459
Munjid 2.336
Munjid, Íalà™ ad-Dìn al- 3.14
Munn, Alan 4.397
munqa∂in 3.97
munqa†i≠ 2.293, 3.96
munßarif 1.559, 1.643, 2.403–404, 

2.424, 2.426, 3.453, 4.119, 
4.432

munsari™ 3.210, 3.212, 3.214
Munšì, Mu™ammad Jamàl ad Dìn ibn 

Badr ad-Dìn al- 1.627
muntaÚar 3.97, 3.548
muntaßab 4.133
Munthe, Ludvig 1.663, 3.126
munxafi ∂ 4.421
Munzel, Kurt 1.83, 1.502
muqàbal 1.628
muqàbala 1.4, 3.453, 4.444
muqaddam 4.739
muqaddar 1.49, 4.448
Muqaddasì, al- 1.99, 1.620, 2.325
muqàraba 1.70, 3.105, 3.234
Muqàtil ibn Sulaymàn 2.301, 3.89, 

4.235, 4.473
muqa††a≠ 2.426
muqawwar 4.133, 4.560
muqawwas 4.133
muqayyad 2.404
muqìm 3.97, 3.548
muqta∂à l-™àl 4.332
muqta∂ab 3.210, 3.213
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mußawwit 2.234–235
Musaylima ibn £abìb 2.303
mušba≠ 2.234
Muscat 2.213, 2.215, 3.478
Musgu 2.554
Musgums 1.334
muß™af 1.492, 4.4
Musil, Alois 3.402
Mušiyya Arabic 2.2
muškil al-±i≠ràb 4.200
Muslim 3.717, 4.79
Muslim Brotherhood 4.77
Muslim ibn al-Walìd 2.446, 

4.205
Muslim names 1.286
Muslims, Chinese 1.379–382, 

2.334
Muslims, Indian 2.325, 2.340, 

2.344
Muslims, Indonesian 2.333
Muslims, Malay 4.290
Muslims, Tatar 2.557
Muslims, Thai 4.477
Muslims, Vietnamese 2.334
Muslims in India 3.131
Muslims in Kerala 3.129, 

3.131–133
Muslims in Malabar 3.129
Muslims in Mali 3.137
musnad 1.429, 2.435–437, 3.112, 

3.683, 3.685, 4.219, 4.354, 4.484, 
4.686

musnad ±ilayhi 1.429, 2.425, 
2.435–437, 3.683, 3.685, 4.219, 
4.354, 4.484, 4.686

musta≠àr 2.442, 2.444–445
musta≠àr lahu 1.424–425, 2.441–442, 

2.445, 3.120
musta≠àr minhu 1.424–425, 

2.441–442, 2.444–445, 3.120
Muß†afà, ±Ibràhìm 2.189
mustaf≠il 4.421
mustaÿnin 2.537
muß†ala™ 3.122
musta≠lin 2.312, 4.421
mustal≠in, ™arf 4.2
muštamal 3.119, 3.215
Mustanßir bi-llàh, Caliph al- 1.361
Mustapha, Abdel Rahman 2.560

Mustapha, Abubakar 3.374–375
mustaqbal 3.97, 3.542, 3.548
mustaqbil 2.91
mustaqill 1.49, 2.538
mustaqìm 2.184
muštaqq 2.432, 3.539
muštaqqàt 1.574
muštarak 1.626, 2.496, 3.49, 3.162, 

3.320–323
musta≠riba 1.130, 3.345
mustatar 2.301, 2.316
mustatir 2.82, 2.430–431, 3.99
mustaμnà 1.73, 2.451, 3.104
mustaμnà minhu 2.451
mustawfì 3.539
Mùt Arabic 2.2
muta≠addin 1.67, 2.316, 3.102–103, 

3.116, 3.224, 4.410, 4.412–415, 
4.624

muta≠addin, ÿayr 1.67
muta≠arriba 1.130, 3.345
mu†àbaqa 3.120, 4.26, 4.332
mu†àbiqa(t)-i ßifat wa mawßùf 

2.410
mutadàrik 3.210, 3.214
muta™arrik 2.238, 2.299, 3.208
Mu†ahhar, ≠Abd al-Rahmàn 4.107
mutakallim 1.555, 1.566, 2.537, 

4.332
mutakallimùn 2.178, 4.12
mu≠tall 2.93, 2.164, 2.309, 2.448, 

3.91, 4.644
mutamakkin 1.309, 1.643, 2.425–426, 

4.431–432
mutamakkin ±amkan 4.432
mutamakkin ÿayr ±amkan 4.432
Mutanabbì, al- 2.637, 4.90, 4.200, 

4.202, 4.214
mutanawwirìn, ≠àmmiyyat al- 1.405
muμannà 3.439, 4.134
mutaqaddimùn 2.446
mutaqàrib 3.213–214
muμaqqafi n, ≠àmmiyyat al- 1.405
mutaràdif 3.162, 3.320–321, 

3.323–325
mu†arraf 3.539
Mu†arrizì, al- 1.380, 2.189
mutašàbih 3.122, 3.539
mutaßarrif 2.14, 3.109
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mutaßayyad 4.24
mu†àwa≠a 3.224, 4.411, 4.414, 

4.642
Mutawallì, ±A™mad Fu±àd 2.30, 4.592
mutawaqqa≠ 3.97, 3.548
mutawà†i± 3.321
mutawàtir 4.9
Mu†ayr 3.326, 4.125
Mu≠tazilites 2.303–304, 2.306, 

2.310, 2.580, 3.102, 3.119, 3.122, 
3.162–164, 4.13, 4.473–474

mu†baq 4.421, 4.636
mu†baq, ™arf 2.459
Muth, Franz-Christoph 3.453–454, 

3.717–724
mu†laq 2.404, 2.445, 3.101, 3.307, 

3.539, 4.561
mu†laq, maf≠ùl 1.436, 3.101, 3.103, 

3.108, 3.455, 3.460, 4.52, 4.414, 
4.540, 4.661, 4.664

Mutrah 2.213, 3.478
Mu†ràn, Xalìl 4.90
Muttaqì, ≠Alì al- 2.328
mu††arid 1.641, 2.177, 3.92, 4.22
muttaßil 1.555–558
muttazin 4.104
muwà∂a≠a 3.114, 3.122
muwàfi q 3.323
muwalladùn 1.97, 1.615, 1.620, 4.205

muwarrà ≠anhu 3.538
muwarrà bihi 3.538
muwašša™a 1.100, 1.102, 4.87, 

4.92
muwà†in 3.344
muwà†iniyya 3.344
Muwayli™ 3.401
muxaffaf 1.69
muxà†ab 1.555, 1.566–567, 2.302, 

2.537, 4.332
muxbar ≠anhu 2.435, 3.177, 4.219, 

4.737, 4.739
muxbar bihi 2.435, 4.219
muxfà 3.307
muxtalis 3.307
muxtaßß 3.109
Muysken, Pieter 1.415, 1.420, 2.389
MuΩaffar Dynasty 4.276
muzammak 4.561
muzdawaj 3.539, 4.87
muzdawij 4.32
Mwali ¤ Mohéli 
Myasa 1.363
Myers-Scotton, Carol 1.415–417, 

1.419, 1.484, 1.634–635, 2.654, 
3.11, 4.57

Mzab 3.170
Mzab Arabic 1.264
Mzènah Arabic 2.152, 3.401, 4.240
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Nador 2.715
Na∂r ibn Šumayl, an- 3.33
Nadvi, Habibul Haq 2.326
Nadvi, S.A. Zafar 2.329
Nadwì, Syed Sulaiman 3.506
nafa≈a/±anfa≈a 4.414
nafas 3.124
Nàfi ≠ 4.5
Nàfi ≠, ±A™mad 3.200, 3.202–203, 

3.740–741
nafs 1.428, 4.54–57
nafs, kalàm an- 2.306
nafy 2.184, 3.97, 3.549
Na™al £ever 1.149–150
nah∂a 1.404, 1.531, 1.602, 2.266, 

3.216, 3.344, 4.459–460, 4.571
Nahdlatul Ulama 2.336
Na™™às, ±Abù Ja≠far ±A™mad ibn 

Mu™ammad an- 4.9–10, 4.132
Nahmad, Hayim M. 2.230, 

3.558–559, 4.148, 4.358
na™t 1.1, 1.451–455, 2.638, 2.641, 

3.425–426, 3.630, 4.462, 4.558
na™t xa††ì 4.138
na™w 1.336, 1.338, 1.381, 2.84, 

2.86, 2.187, 2.401–402, 2.625, 
2.627, 3.136, 3.160, 4.119

na™w al-jumal 2.290, 2.292
nahy 2.359, 4.332
nà±ib (≠an) al-fà≠il 2.82, 2.315, 

2.429, 3.104, 3.107, 3.558, 4.354, 
4.535

Naïm-Sanbar, Samia 1.274–286, 
3.671–676, 4.107–108, 4.681, 4.750

Nainar, S. Muhammad Husayn 
4.433

N

/n/ 2.300
/n/, pronunciation of 2.235
na≠al 2.364
nàba ≠an 2.316
nabà† 1.178, 617
Nabataea 1.127–128
Nabataean Arabic 2.198, 3.467, 

3.696–697, 4.479
Nabataean Aramaic 1.126–128, 

1.150, 1.153, 1.178, 1.617, 3.339, 
3.409–410, 3.465–468, 3.697, 
4.402, 4.479, 4.482–483

Nabataean inscriptions 1.401
Nabataean Kingdom 3.698
Nabataean script 1.148–149, 1.151, 

1.401, 2.263, 3.472
Nabataeans 2.198
Naba†ì 1.102, 1.617–618
Naba†ì poetry 1.269, 1.273, 3.500
nabaz 3.717
Nabeul Arabic 4.563
Nabhan, Neuza Neif 3.4–5
Nàbiÿa a≈-˛ubyànì, an- 3.646, 4.88
Nabk Arabic 4.406
Nablus 2.220, 2.506
Nablus Arabic 2.32, 3.527, 4.655
naÚà±ir 2.280
nadba 3.573
Nader, Laura 2.654, 2.658
Nadìm, ≠Abdallàh an- 1.598–599, 

1.601–602, 3.193, 3.348
nàdir 2.88, 2.92, 3.34
Nàdirì, Mu™ammad ±Asad an- 

3.224–225, 4.626
naÚm 1.428–429, 1.471, 2.305, 3.117, 

3.162–164, 4.103, 4.473–475
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Na≠ìr 2.498
Nairobi 1.520, 1.662–663, 

2.588
Naitias 2.325
Naït-Zerrad, Kamal 2.68
Naj Hammadi Arabic 2.2, 2.5
Najaf 2.407
Najd 1.241, 3.14, 3.691, 3.697
Najdi Arabic 1.220, 1.399–400, 

1.606–607, 1.625, 1.627, 2.151–152, 
2.161, 2.353, 2.404, 2.506, 2.609, 
3.12, 3.94, 3.326–334, 3.360, 3.403, 
3.429, 3.478, 3.585, 3.587, 3.606, 
4.2, 4.123–124, 4.126–127, 4.129, 
4.238, 4.241, 4.318, 4.628, 4.632, 
4.654–655

Nàji al-≠Ali 4.498
Najjàr, ≠Alì an- 1.598
Najjàr, £àzim 1.649
Najjàr, ±Ibràhìm 3.25
Najjàr, Mu™ammad an- 1.601
Najràn 3.326, 4.123, 4.125
Najràn Arabic 3.326, 3.606, 4.124, 

4.127
Nakano, Aki’o 4.727
Nakao, T. 3.206
nakira 1.558, 2.225, 3.115, 3.453, 

4.442
Nalborczyk, Agatha Skowron 2.29
Nalout 3.56
Namàra, inscription of 1.128, 1.150, 

2.263, 3.469
Namboodiripad, E.M.S. 3.128
names ¤ nicknames 
names ¤ proper names 
names, Algerian 3.718
names, animal 3.720
names, apotropaic 3.719
names, Bedouin 3.718
names, Biblical 3.718–719, 3.721
names, Christian 4.468
names, compound 1.401
names, Druze 3.718
names, Egyptian 3.718
names, family 3.721, 4.468
names, female 3.718, 3.721
names, fl ower 3.720
names, foreign 1.645
names, Hebrew 3.717

names, Iranian 3.717
names, jewelry 3.720
names, last 4.469
names, modern Hebrew 3.717
names, Muslim 1.286
names, Qur±ànic 1.381
names, theophoric 3.719
names, totem 3.719
names, tribal 3.719
names, Western 3.721
names of animals 3.718
names of birds 4.285
names of God 2.600, 3.719, 4.74
names of plants 3.718
names of professions 1.296, 3.279, 

3.303
names of stars 2.25–26, 2.282, 2.455
names of the days of the week 

3.126
names of the months 2.342, 3.126
names of the months, Libyan 3.57
names of the signs of the Zodiac 

3.126
names of tribes 3.445
Nàmì, Ya™yà Xalìl 4.750
Namir, Fàris 3.18
Namir Arabic 3.94
Naml, Kurà≠ an- ¤ Kurà≠ an-Naml 
Napoleon 1.589, 2.8, 2.42, 2.374, 

2.634, 2.699, 3.344
naqd 4.472
nàqiß 2.93, 2.234, 2.497, 2.548–551, 

3.539, 4.23, 4.121, 4.645
naql 2.442–443, 2.638, 3.116–117, 

3.121, 3.566, 4.13
Naqšbandiyya 1.380–381
naq† 1.151
narration 2.209
narrative 1.485–486, 4.317, 

4.473, 4.499, 4.507, 4.656–657, 
4.727–728, 4.730

narrative, periphrastic 1.308
narrative background 3.369
narrative imperative 1.266
narrative pattern 3.368
narrative skill 2.76
narrative structure 1.649
narrative style 1.308, 1.331, 1.552
narrative style, Bedouin 1.266
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narrative text 1.649
narrative verbal noun 1.308
nasab 3.717, 3.719
Nasafì, ≠Umar an- 1.9, 1.380
nasal 3.335–336, 3.598
nasal cavity 2.677, 3.594
nasal compound 2.589
nasal emission 2.678
nasality 3.334–336, 3.598
nasalization 1.205, 2.271, 2.676, 

3.334–336, 3.454, 3.598, 3.694, 
4.218, 4.427

nasaxa 3.353
naßb 1.67, 1.71, 1.309, 1.347, 

1.556, 1.559–560, 1.562–563, 2.92, 
2.187, 2.232–233, 2.402, 2.404, 
2.430, 2.538, 3.92, 3.651

nasìb 3.173
nàßib 1.71
Nàßif, £afnì 2.634
Nasir, Gamal Abd an- ¤ Nasser, 

President Gamal Abdel 
Nàßir, ≠Abd al-Mun≠im ≠Abd al-±Amìr al- 

¤ Al-Nassir, Abdalmunim Abdalamir
Nàßir, Mu™ammad 1.599
Nàßir-i Xusraw 2.409
Nasirism 4.76
Nàßiriyyah 2.571–572
nàsix 2.290, 2.308, 2.355, 3.234, 

3.353–354, 4.485
nàsix al-ibtidà± 1.69
nàsixa 3.353
nasq 4.221
Naßr ibn ≠âsim 1.152
Naßr, ≠A†iyya Qàbil 4.422
Naßr, Mu™ammad Makkì 4.426
Naßß, ±Ihßàn an- 2.636
Naššàr, ≠Alì Sàmì an- 4.13
Naššàr, £usayn 3.14–15, 3.36, 3.42, 

3.689–690
Naššàr, Nàßif 3.344
Nasser, President Gamal Abdel 

1.331, 1.406, 1.419, 1.531, 
3.193–194, 3.196, 3.199, 3.201, 
3.344–345, 3.348, 3.664, 3.666, 
3.668–669

nasta≠lìq 1.287, 3.336–339, 3.341, 
3.508, 3.519, 4.98, 4.132, 4.134, 
4.138, 4.561

Našwàn al-£imyarì 2.257, 2.260, 
3.693, 4.303

nasx 1.151–152, 2.601, 3.112, 
3.308–309, 3.336–337, 3.339–343, 
3.519, 4.131–134, 4.138, 4.562

nasx al-fa∂∂à™, an- 3.341
nasx al-wa∂∂à™, an- 3.341
nasxì 3.309, 3.339–340, 3.519
nasx-i ÿubàr 4.134
nasx-i ta≠lìq 3.336–337
nasxì, Kufi c 3.307
na≠t 1.124, 2.329, 3.422, 4.219–220
na≠t sababì 1.50, 4.101–102, 

4.221
nation 2.59
nation, Arab 1.130–131
Nation, Paul I.S. 2.683
National Swahili Council 1.662
nationalism 2.58, 2.107–108, 2.267, 

2.654, 2.662, 2.697, 3.343–353, 
3.664

nationalism, Arab 1.130, 1.602, 
2.656, 2.659

nationalism, Egyptian 3.349
nationalism, Islamic 1.531
nationalism, Islamization of 4.77
nationalism, Lebanese 3.348–349
nationalism, pan-Arab 1.530–531
nationalism, Syrian 3.348
nationalism, Tunisian 3.349
nationalism and language 4.76
nationality 2.59, 2.73
nationhood 2.59
nationhood, Berber 2.62
nà†iq 4.545
nà†iq, ™arf 2.235
Native American languages 2.667
native speaker 2.117
nativism 2.687
nativization 1.519, 1.521, 2.31, 

2.588
nativization of loanwords 2.668–669, 

2.671
naμr 3.648
naμr mursal 4.103
Natto, Ibrahim 3.180
natural language 1.460
natural language processing 1.207, 

1.511
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natural order of acquisition 4.140
naturalness, phonological 3.497
Naumkin, Vitalij 4.304
Navarrese 2.285
Navàyat 2.325
nawàji≈ 4.133
Nawala 1.362
Nawar 2.217, 2.219
nawàßib ¤ nàßib 
nawàsix ¤ nàsix 
Nawawì, Mu™yì d-Dìn Ya™yà ibn 

Šaraf ad-Dìn an- 2.335
Nawaybe 1.362
Naxl 3.401
Nayrìzì, ±A™mad 3.341
Nàzik al-Malà±ika ¤ Malà±ika, 

Nàzik al- 
NaΩìm, Ma™mùd Ramzì 1.601
Nazzal, Ayman 1.650
NaΩΩàm, ±Abù ±Is™àq an- 2.303–304
Nazzi, Thierry 3.724
N’djamena 1.334, 1.363, 3.61–62
N’djamena Arabic 4.708, 4.710, 

4.712, 4.716
Ndzuwani ¤ Anjouan  
Nebes, Norbert 1.218, 2.355, 3.99, 

3.420
Nebrija, Antonio de 1.168–169
Nedroma 1.53–54, 56
Nedroma Arabic 1.609
Neeleman, Ad 3.231–232
Nefzaoua Arabic 4.681
negation 1.64, 1.92, 1.183, 1.185, 

1.217–218, 1.230, 1.239, 1.268, 
1.279–280, 1.285, 1.303, 1.327, 
1.377–378, 1.392, 1.396, 1.549, 
1.607–608, 2.101, 2.116, 
2.133–134, 2.195, 2.249, 2.490, 
2.512, 2.570, 2.596, 3.69, 3.84, 
3.152, 3.183, 3.221, 3.232, 
3.257–258, 3.273, 3.355–360, 
3.366, 3.386, 3.485, 3.681, 3.739, 
4.247, 4.398–399, 4.650, 4.696, 
4.745

negation, absolute 1.563, 2.308, 
4.112

negation, absolute ¤ là li-nafy al-jins 
negation, acquisition of 2.100, 

4.140–141

negation, constituent of 3.356, 
3.391

negation, double 2.596
negation, English 4.140
negation, metalinguistic 3.680–681
negation, nominal 1.64, 1.249, 1.266, 

1.280, 1.285, 3.84, 3.485
negation, sentential 3.356, 4.398–399
negation, verbal 3.740
negation complex 3.357–358
negation emphasizer 2.194
negation in sign language 4.233
negation marker 1.106, 1.524, 

2.521
negation marking 4.650
negation miš 2.194–195
negation morpheme 1.377
negation of possessive 3.675
negation particle 1.227, 1.564, 

2.195, 3.70
negation suffi x 2.194
negative attitude 1.656
negative circumfi x 1.185–186, 

3.357–358, 3.406, 3.531, 4.569, 
4.649–650

negative polarity 3.359
negative polarity licensing 4.400
negative-polarity items 3.653
negative-restrictive 2.145
negator 2.135, 2.577
negator, absolute 3.202
Negev 1.83, 1.260
Negev Arabic 1.260, 1.266, 

3.360–369, 3.400–401, 3.403–406, 
3.585, 4.238, 4.240, 4.350

Negev Bedouin Arabic  1.265
Negev, Avraham 3.360, 3.400, 

3.469
Nehme, Laila 3.471
Nejmi, H. 3.726
Nelson, Gayle L. 3.681
Nelson, Kristina 2.662, 3.567, 

4.425–428
NEMLAR 1.215
Neo-Arabic 1.613–614, 1.616–617, 

1.619, 2.265–266
Neo-Aramaic 1.222, 1.490, 1.492, 

1.540, 2.61, 2.414, 2.607, 2.671, 
3.370–373
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Neo-Aramaic, Ahwaz 3.373
Neo-Aramaic, Eastern 1.493, 

3.370–372
Neo-Aramaic, Hertevin 1.540, 

3.371
Neo-Aramaic, Jewish 3.372
Neo-Aramaic, Ma≠lùla 3.370–372, 

3.409
Neo-Aramaic, Mandaic 1.178–179, 

2.67, 3.370–373, 3.409–410, 
4.302

Neo-Aramaic, Northeastern 1.189
Neo-Aramaic, Salamas 3.371
Neo-Aramaic, Turoyo 1.540, 

3.370–371, 3.409
Neo-Aramaic, Urmi 1.540
Neo-Aramaic, Western 3.370–372
Neo-Aramaic, Zakho 3.372
Neogrammarians 1.615, 3.604–605
neologism 1.247, 1.403, 2.30, 2.214, 

3.28, 3.378, 3.426, 4.459, 4.465
neologisms in rajaz 4.34, 4.36
neologisms, Persian 3.579
Neophyte College 1.171
Neo-Syriac 2.61
Nerbonne, John 1.586
nesih 3.341
Nespor, Marina 2.397
Nessana ostraca 1.149
nestalik (nasta≠lìq) 3.338
Nestorians 2.61, 4.402
Netherlands, Arabic in the 2.73–74, 

2.97
Netherlands, the 2.72
Nettelbladt, Ulrika 2.679
neutral lexis 1.658
neutralization 1.61, 1.206, 3.606
neutralization of vowels 1.276
Neuwirth, Angelika 4.103
Neville, Edward 4.275
Nevo, Moshe 2.534, 4.581
New Caledonia 2.472
New Nubia 2.1
New York City 3.395, 3.397
Newbold, Douglas 3.435
Newbold, F.R.S. 2.217–219
Newby, Gordon Darnell 2.534
Newman, Daniel 4.669
Newman, Paul 2.251

Newmeyer, Frederick 4.488
news 1.213–214, 1.648, 2.10, 2.208, 

2.214, 2.332
news ¤ broadcasting 
news media 2.381, 3.199, 3.201
newspaper language 4.726
newspaper language ¤ Media 

Arabic 
newspaper style 1.624
newspapers 1.175, 1.214, 1.446, 

1.531–532, 1.534, 1.598, 1.601, 
1.603, 1.649, 1.651, 1.6552.466, 
2.503, 3.193, 3.200–201, 3.318

newspapers ¤ press 
newspapers, Arabic 2.381–382
newspapers, Arabic in Nigeria 3.376
newspapers, Arabic in the United 

States 3.396–397
newspapers, Bengali 1.288
newspapers, Moroccan 3.295
newspapers, online 2.381
Newton, Brian 1.536
Ngajenan, Mohamad 2.341
Ngala 3.373
Ngaoundéré 1.336–337
Ngaoundéré, University of 1.338
Ngazidja 1.450
Ngom, Fallou 2.30, 4.723–725
Nhial, Abdon J. 2.518
Niasse, Al-Hajj Ibrahima 4.182
Niasse, Mohammadou 4.182
Niasse, Roqaya 4.182
Nicaise, A. 3.725
Nichols, Johanna 4.372
Nicholson, Reynold A. 3.731
nicknames 1.341, 1.646, 3.183, 

3.305, 3.720, 4.469
Nicolai, Robert 4.279
Nicosia 1.536
nidà± 2.80, 2.425, 3.549
Niebuhr, Carsten 2.42
Niehoff-Panagiotidis, Jannis 3.6
Nielsen, Helle Lykke 2.679, 

4.142–143, 4.146–156
Nietzsche, Friedrich 4.76
Nieuwkerk, Karin van 2.470
Niffàrì, Mu™ammad ibn ≠Abd 

al-Jabbàr an- 2.601, 4.204, 
4.211
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Niger 1.334, 2.250, 3.312, 4.279
Niger-Congo languages 2.137, 

4.182
Nigeria 1.334, 1.337, 1.529, 

2.137, 2.250, 2.471, 3.312–314, 
3.373–377, 3.634, 4.279, 4.376, 
4.709, 4.715–716, 4.758

Nigeria, Arabic in 1.260, 3.374, 
3.449, 4.310, 4.708

Nigerian Arabic 1.37, 1.502, 2.471, 
3.542, 3.544–546, 4.118, 4.710, 
4.714

Nigm, Fuad ¤ Nijm, ±A™mad Fu±àd 
Nijm, ±A™mad Fu±àd 1.599, 1.601, 

3.348
Nikkhou, Mahtab 1.513
Nile Valley 1.23
Nilo-Saharan languages 1.35, 1.37, 

2.553, 3.56, 4.279, 4.376, 3.435, 
4.508

Nilotic languages 2.597
Nilsen, Don Lee Fred 1.343
ni≠ma 1.73–74, 1.564, 2.80, 4.283
Ni≠ma, Fu±àd 3.379
Nìsàbùrì, Šàh Ma™mùd an- 3.337
Nisan, Mordechai 2.59
nisba 1.14, 1.17, 1.38, 1.192, 1.386, 

1.404, 1.452, 1.490, 1.638, 1.640, 
2.45, 2.285, 2.294, 2.347, 2.353, 
2.424, 2.631, 3.153, 3.241, 3.279, 
3.377–381, 3.424, 3.426–427, 3.430, 
3.445, 3.532, 3.576, 3.578, 3.717, 
3.720, 4.93, 4.463, 4.510

nisba, tamyìz an- 4.437
nisba in place names 4.511, 4.513
nisba in Turkish 4.585, 4.587
nisba tàmma 4.686
Nishio, Tetsuo 2.2, 3.401, 3.614, 

4.240
nisyàn 1.124
niyà™a 4.104
niyya 2.301
NiΩàm ad-Din, Mulla 2.327, 3.510
NiΩàm al-Mulk 2.600
NiΩàmì 3.337–338
Nkrumah Teachers College 1.661
Nobiin 2.59, 2.668, 3.435, 3.437–438, 

4.375
Noja, Sergio 3.469, 3.472

Nokou 1.363
Nolan, Francis 2.229
Nöldeke, Theodor 1.149, 1.400, 

1.489, 1.492, 1.576, 1.615, 2.56–57, 
2.264, 2.350, 3.7, 3.93, 3.410, 3.414, 
3.420, 3.645, 3.689, 3.717, 3.719, 
3.721, 4.24, 4.285

Noll, Volker 2.285
nomadic dialects 3.609
nomadic tribes 1.269, 1.363, 

1.492
nomadism 1.492, 3.402, 4.124
nomads, commercial 2.216
nomen abundantiae 1.577
nomen actionis 1.573
nomen agentis 2.350
nomen instrumenti 1.574
nomen instrumenti ¤ noun of 

instrument 
nomen loci 1.577
nomen locis et temporis 1.574
nomen unitatis 2.156–157
nomina segolata 1.85
nominal, derived 3.388, 4.743
nominal, process 3.168
nominal, result 3.168
nominal clause 3.381–388, 4.317
nominal derivational site 1.13–14
nominal negation 1.64, 1.249, 

1.266, 1.280, 1.285, 3.84, 3.485
nominal phrase ¤ noun phrase 
nominal sentence 1.182, 1.348–349, 

3.202, 4.354
nominal sentence ¤ nominal clause 
nominalization 1.352, 2.352, 3.203, 

3.388–394
nominalizing morpheme, Hausa 

2.253
nominative 1.347–350, 1.559–560, 

1.562–563, 1.580, 1.643, 2.146–148, 
2.403, 2.626

nómos 3.176
non-anaphoric 1.565
non-Arabs 3.349–351
nonce borrowing 1.416, 1.496
nonce word 2.101
nonconcatenative morphology 1.376, 

1.457, 1.484, 1.573, 3.423, 4.93, 
4.85, 4.269, 4.336, 4.454
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non-confi gurational 4.524
non-differential ¤ non-différentiel 
non-différentiel 1.114, 1.391, 1.584, 

3.148, 3.406
non-echo questions 2.393
non-factual 1.331
non-inchoative verb 1.198
nonlinearity 3.48
nonmanual signal 4.232–233
non-Muslims 3.346
Nonnos 1.127
non-person 1.566–567
nonpunctual 3.643
non-telic 1.198
nonverb 3.740
Norlin, Kjell 2.395–396, 3.727, 

4.670–672
norm 1.191
norm, linguistic 1.667
Norman, Donald 4.271
Normans 3.141–142, 4.215, 4.218
Norris, H.T. 3.169, 3.173
North Africa 1.260
North African Arabic ¤ Maghrebine 

Arabic 
North America 3.394–400
North America, Arabic in 2.665, 

3.313, 3.394–400
North America, Islam in 3.394
North Arabian 2.263, 3.227
North Arabian ¤ Thamudic 
North Arabian Arabic 1.259, 4.751
North Arabian, Ancient 2.263, 

3.227, 3.410, 3.413–415, 3.417, 
3.419, 3.465–466, 3.468, 3.471, 
4.478

North Arabic, Early 2.198
North Caucasian languages 3.65
North Israel Arabic 1.265
North Israel Bedouin Arabic 1.269, 

271
North Yemen 1.528
Northern Cities chain shift 4.628
Northwest Arabian Arabic 1.606, 

3.94, 3.360, 3.400, 3.646, 3.695, 
4.238, 4.240, 4.241

Northwest Semitic languages 1.188, 
1.203, 2.262, 3.408–422, 4.170–171, 
4.301–302, 4.313

Nortier, Jacomine 1.418, 1.484, 
2.76–77, 3.318

Norwegian 4.53
Nostratic languages 1.36, 2.67
Nouaouri Izrelli, Nadi Hamdi 

2.75–76
noun 1.16, 1.18, 2.90, 2.92, 2.171, 

2.180, 2.184, 2.424–429, 3.178, 
3.422–428, 3.546

noun ¤ ism 
noun, abstract 2.156
noun, canonical 3.303
noun, collective 1.237, 1.249, 3.243, 

4.356
noun, common 1.645
noun, count 1.551, 2.146
noun, defi nition of 2.424, 2.427
noun, denominal 3.423–424
noun, derivative 3.423
noun, deverbal 3.232, 3.423–424, 

4.540
noun, event 3.165–166, 3.168
noun, generic 1.579
noun, inanimate 2.156–157, 2.159
noun, indefi nite 1.109, 1.580
noun, instance 2.246
noun, mass 2.146
noun, noncanonical 3.303
noun, primitive 3.423
noun, psych 3.709
noun, quadriradical 1.580, 2.352
noun, relational 2.584, 3.445
noun, topic 4.362
noun, unit 1.237, 1.433–434, 1.551, 

2.156–157
noun, verbal ¤ verbal noun
noun, weak 1.561
noun class 2.140, 2.157
noun of instrument 1.328, 3.153, 

3.279, 3.303, 3.424, 4.52, 4.95, 
4.175, 4.461–462, 4.487, 4.535

noun of place 3.153, 3.424, 4.95, 
4.175

noun of profession 1.578, 3.445, 
4.52, 4.95

noun of species 1.433
noun of time 3.424
noun phrase 1.13, 1.19, 1.283, 

1.331, 1.343, 1.347, 1.354, 1.480, 
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1.507, 1.581–583, 3.186, 3.258, 
3.428–434

noun phrase, genitive 1.479
noun phrase, left-peripheral 4.364, 

4.366
noun phrase, maßdar 3.167
noun phrase, quantifi cational 

3.687
novelists, female 1.529
Nowak, Jürgen 4.612
NP ¤ noun phrase 
NP raising 3.709
n-passive 1.606
NP-trace 1.348
Nu≠ayma, Mixà±ìl 4.91
Nuba Mountains 4.375
Nubi ¤ Ki-Nubi 
Nubia 1.361, 2.559, 4.708
Nubian 1.36, 1.519, 1.527, 2.1, 

2.219, 2.560, 2.671–672, 2.695, 
3.60, 3.313, 3.435–439, 4.375, 
4.377

Nubian ¤ Dongolawi 
Nubian ¤ Kenzi-Dongolawi 
Nubian ¤ Nobiin 
Nubian, Darfur 3.435
Nubian, Kordofan 3.435
Nubian, Nile 3.435
Nubian, Old 3.435
Nubian Arabic 2.494, 3.60
nuclear accent 2.396, 2.398
nuclear element 4.387
Nuclear Harmony Constraint 

3.493
nucleus 2.143, 2.146, 3.601–602, 

3.611, 3.729, 4.387–389, 4.646
nudba 1.73, 2.80, 4.329
Nuer 1.519, 4.375
Nufud 3.401, 3.692
Nugteren, Hans 4.603–612
Nuhày 4.481–482
null copula 1.349, 1.507
null pronominal 4.395
null pronoun 1.45–46
null restriction 4.17
null subject 2.174, 3.706–711, 

4.524, 4.527
null-subject language 2.173
Numayrì, ±Abù £ayyà an- 3.650

number 1.14, 1.43, 1.47, 1.434, 
2.157, 2.347, 2.424, 3.303, 3.426, 
3.430, 3.439–447, 4.183

Number Phrase 1.351
numeral 1.108, 1.190, 1.228, 1.237, 

1.251, 1.264, 1.280, 1.292, 1.304, 
1.328, 1.386, 1.393, 1.477, 1.550, 
1.643, 2.221, 2.244, 2.253, 2.420, 
2.485, 2.512, 2.523, 2.593, 2.616, 
3.69, 3.154, 3.183, 3.200, 3.280, 
3.447–453, 3.652, 4.15, 4.18–19

numeral, cardinal 2.102, 3.447–451, 
4.18

numeral, ordinal 3.431, 3.452
numeral phrase 1.266
numerals, Arabic in Swahili 4.385
numerals, Bantu 2.671
numerals, borrowing of 2.668
numerals, compound 1.309
numerals, Modern South Arabian 

4.300
numerals, Swahili 1.662
numerals in Tajik 4.617
numerator 2.146
numerical value of letters 3.111
Numidian 4.511
Numidian Kingdom 4.571–572
nùn an-niswa 2.327
nùn at-tawkìd 2.22, 2.327, 3.573
nùn paragogicum 1.493
nùn sàkina 2.239, 3.335
nunation 1.188, 1.190, 1.397, 

1.400, 1.491, 1.559–560, 1.562, 
1.579–580, 1.615, 1.668, 2.296, 
2.424–425, 3.227, 3.240, 3.244, 
3.333, 3.414, 3.453–454, 3.569, 
4.357, 4.442–446, 4.479, 4.558

nunation in Thamudic 4.479
nunation, absence of 4.558
Nuñez, Hernán 1.168
Nupe 4.282
nuqßàn 3.119, 3.649
nuq†a 2.232, 3.741
Nùr ad-Dìn ar-Ranìrì ¤ Ranìrì, Nùr 

ad-Dìn ar- 
Nùr ad-Dìn, Emir 2.601
Nùr al-£aqq ibn Luqmàn, Mu™ammad ¤ 

Ma Lianyuan 
Nuristani 1.29
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Nurse, Derek 1.660, 1.663, 1.665, 
2.671, 4.381–382

Nußaybìn 1.87
Nußaybìn Arabic 2.534
Nußayri Arabic 1.642
Nußayri-Alawis 1.388
Nußayris 1.111, 4.580
Nußß, ≠Abd al-≠Azìz an- 1.599
nusxa 1.2, 4

nu†q 4.545
Nuwayrì, Łihàb ad-Dìn ±A™mad ibn 
≠Abd al-Wahhàb an- 3.339, 4.132, 
4.134

Nuwìrì, Mu™ammad an- 2.580
Nwèbi≠ 4.238
Nwyia, Paul 4.75
Nydell, Margaret K. 4.469
Nyimang 4.375
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O

object pronoun suffi x 1.30, 3.329
object raising 2.369, 3.103, 3.226, 

4.539
object shift 4.540–541
object suffi x 1.279, 1.302, 1.326, 

1.391, 3.277
object suffi x, anticipatory 2.531
objective conjugation 2.349
obligatorifi cation 2.195
Obligatory Contour Principle 1.204, 

1.653, 3.461–464, 3.626, 4.95–96
oblique 1.562
Obock 1.655
Obodas, King 3.469
Obrecht, Dean H. 2.231, 2.461, 

4.670
obscenity 4.630
obsolete word 3.632
obstruent 3.596, 3.625
obviation requirement 4.84
Ochs, Elinor 2.654, 3.665
OCP ¤ Obligatory Contour Principle 
OCP rule 4.94–96
OCP violation 4.96
OCP-Place 3.626–627
OCR ¤ Optical Character Recognition 
Odden, David 3.461
Odisho, Edward 4.2
Oduyoye, Modupe 4.759
Offer 2.144
offi cial language ¤ language, 

offi cial 2.635
offset 3.596
Ogawa, Yoshiki 3.388
Ogunbiyi, Isaac A. 3.374, 4.758–763
Ohala, John 2.365, 4.336

O’Connor, Joseph 1.515
O’Connor, Michael 3.409, 3.466
oath 1.106, 1.202, 2.23, 2.80, 3.257, 

4.75, 4.236
Oba 3.374
Obdeijn, Herman 2.73
Obeidat, Hussein A. 3.713, 3.715
Obeidat, Nawaf 4.501
object 1.41–42, 1.67–68, 1.182, 

1.344–348, 1.428, 1.622–623, 
1.625, 2.146, 2.149, 3.100, 4.529, 
4.535–542

object ¤ maf≠ùl 
object, absolute 3.101, 3.108, 3.166, 

3.455–461, 4.52, 4.540, 4.661
object, associative 4.540
object, clausal 4.537
object, dative 1.625, 4.621
object, defi nite 4.729
object, direct 1.356, 1.563, 2.550, 

3.102–103, 3.224, 3.226, 4.413
object, double 3.591
object, focused 4.731
object, focusing of 4.732
object, fronted 4.544
object, indefi nite 4.729, 4.732
object, indirect 4.533–534
object, locative 3.101
object, pragmatic 4.732
object, prepositional 1.347, 3.554, 

3.701, 4.735
object displacement 4.540
object marker 1.562, 3.158–159
object marking 1.34, 1.95, 2.422–423
object of purpose 4.540
object of time and place 4.540
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Okesanya, Ayo 3.196
Ola, Louis Biajo 1.525, 3.642
Olayiwola, Abdul Fattah 3.373–377
Old Arabic 1.399–400, 1.614, 

2.265, 2.267, 3.415, 3.417, 3.464, 
4.478–479, 4.482

Old Iraqi School 2.226, 2.436, 
3.107

Old Testament 1.126–127, 1.232
Olmo-Lete, G. del 4.93
Olshtain, Elite 2.661
Olson, Mike 4.197
Oman 2.211–213, 2.215, 3.478
Oman, Arabic in 2.272, 3.89, 3.544, 

3.672, 3.674, 4.304, 4.751
Omani Arabic 1.241, 1.243–246, 

1.250, 1.252, 1.259–260, 1.663, 
2.211, 2.619, 3.84, 3.478–491, 
3.544, 3.658, 4.124, 4.298–300, 
4.383

Omani Arabs 4.381–382
Omanis, Zanzibari 2.211
Omar, Ahmed Mokhtar 3.321
Omar, Margaret 1.341, 2.96, 

2.98–102
Omara, Salma 3.678
Omdurman 2.559, 4.381
Omdurman Arabic 4.376
omission 4.22, 4.26
omission in the Qur±àn 4.27
Omotic languages 1.35
one-word stage 2.100
Ong, Walter J. 3.499
online newspapers 2.381
ónoma 3.547
onomastics 3.717–724
onomatopoeia 1.331, 1.367, 

1.395, 1.503, 2.288, 3.185, 3.537, 
4.93, 4.96, 4.212, 4.226, 4.282–290, 
4.421

onset 3.596, 3.601, 3.611, 3.729, 
4.387, 4.389

Onset Constraint 3.493, 4.85
onset, complex 3.612
Onsori 3.575
Ontario 3.398
opacity 1.121, 2.37–38, 2.365
opacity, structural 4.39
opaqueness 1.325

Open Principle 1.658
operation 2.187
operator 2.135, 2.143, 2.169, 

3.234
operator, abstract 4.484
operator, clause 4.732
operator, illocutionary 2.144
operator, interrogative 2.143
operator, overt 2.430
Oppenheim, Max Freiherr von 3.401, 

4.402
optative 1.281, 1.406, 2.524, 3.248, 

3.333
Optical Character Recognition 

1.455
optimality 4.39
Optimality Theory 2.36–38, 3.179, 

3.463, 3.491–499, 3.626–628
Optional Infi nitive Stage 1.377
optionality 3.231
oral literature 3.172, 3.174, 3.731, 

4.129
oral literature, Amazigh 2.715
oral performance 1.597
oral poetry 3.646, 4.90
oral profi ciency interview 4.150
oral tradition 3.645–646
oral transmission 4.105
orality 1.648, 3.499–501, 3.645, 

4.201
orality, secondary 3.500
Oran 1.54–56, 4.156
Oran Arabic 1.443, 1.596, 1.610, 

2.532, 4.680
Orania Arabic 1.609
order, ±abjad 3.31
order, alphabetical 3.27, 3.32
order, canonical 2.369
order, linear 4.746
order, permutative 3.32
order, phonetic 3.31
order, rhyming 3.32, 3.44
order, Xalìlian 3.31–32
ordinals 3.431, 3.452
Orientalische Akademie 1.171
Orientel 1.513
origin of speech 2.178, 4.684–685
Orioles, Vincenzo 2.456
Orma 4.381
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Oromo 1.35, 2.52, 2.54–55, 
3.494

Oromo Region 2.51
oropharynx 4.669
Ortaylı, ÷lber 3.503–504
orthographic sign 1.152
orthography 1.153, 1.209, 1.371, 

1.487, 1.532, 2.326, 2.408, 2.692, 
3.79, 3.111, 3.220

orthography of pausal forms 3.566
orthography, Aramaic 1.401
orthography, Judaeo-Arabic 

2.527–529, 2.531
orthography, Kurdish 2.605
orthography, Qur±ànic 1.401
orthography, standardization of 

2.636
Ortner, Sherry 1.636
Os, Charles van 2.683
Osama bin Laden ¤ ±Usàma bin Làdin
Oseni, Zakariyau I. 3.374
Osgood Scale 2.652
Osman Ali, Mohammed 1.655–656
Osman, Mariam 3.710
Osmanli 1.133–134
Osmanov, M.N. 3.575
Osrhoene 1.126–128
Oster, AnneMarie 2.677
Ötençay 1.115
Othman, Emam 1.460
otitis media 2.675
Ottenheimer, Harriet 1.663
Ottenheimer, Martin 1.663
Otting, Janna 2.689
Ottoman Empire 1.175, 1.404, 

1.602, 2.505, 2.654, 3.501–505, 
4.572–573, 4.577–578, 4.580, 
4.583–584, 4.589

Ottoman Empire, Arabic in the 
3.503–504

Ottoman Turkish 1.95, 1.133–135, 
4.584–586

Ottomans 1.174, 1.589
Ouaddai 1.360–361, 1.364
Ouali, Hamid 2.673
Ouaouicha, Driss 1.651
Oubari 3.56

Ouhalla, Jamal 2.100, 2.115, 
2.133, 2.369, 3.232–233, 3.355–360, 
3.382, 3.653, 3.655, 3.684, 4.15, 
4.64, 4.84, 4.354, 4.362–363, 
4.398–400, 4.492, 4.541, 4.649, 
4.657, 4.745, 4.747

Oujda 2.470
Oujda Arabic 3.288–289, 3.292
Oulad Tayma 3.287
Ould al-Barra, Yahya 2.362
Ould Bah, Mohamd El-Moktar 

3.172–173
Ould Cheikh, Abdel Wedoud 2.362, 

3.170, 3.174–175
Ould Daddah, Mokhtar 3.174
Ould Ebnou, Moussa 3.173–174
Ould Mohamed Baba, 

Ahmad-Salem 3.173, 4.70
Ould Zenagui, Cheikh El-Bou 3.173
Oum-Hadjer 1.362
ousía 4.220
out-group 1.415, 4.321
output structure 4.521
overgeneralization 2.102, 2.162, 

4.139
overgeneralization error 2.101
overt governor 1.69, 1.71
Oyo 4.759
Owens, Jonathan 1.194, 1.269–270, 

1.458, 1.490, 1.518–527, 1.562, 
1.611, 1.613–614, 1.618, 2.176, 
2.227, 2.232, 2.236–238, 2.290–291, 
2.294–295, 2.308, 2.356, 2.390, 
2.402, 2.425–427, 2.436, 2.471, 
2.501, 2.517–518, 2.539, 2.588–589, 
2.597, 2.642, 2.672, 2.695, 3.53, 
3.55–56, 3.61, 3.101–102, 3.104, 
3.107–109, 3.314, 3.317, 3.402–405, 
3.423, 3.429, 3.541–546, 3.566, 
3.568, 3.634, 3.639–643, 3.689, 4.9, 
4.220–221, 4.330, 4.351, 4.410, 
4.429, 4.431, 4.436, 4.443, 4.448–449, 
4.612, 4.621, 4.655, 4.708–718

Oxford 1.171–172
Oxford, Rebecca 4.141
Oxford Text Archive 1.512
oxymoron 3.733

  oromo – oxymoron 193

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



P

1.540–541, 1.546, 1.608, 2.100–101, 
2.230–231, 2.365–366, 2.370, 2.461, 
2.463, 2.466, 2.499, 2.502, 2.506–507, 
2.509, 2.587, 2.691, 3.11, 3.82–84, 
3.86, 3.263–268, 3.360, 3.403, 3.430, 
3.433, 3.526–538, 3.569, 3.609, 3.656, 
3.685, 3.687, 3.704–705, 4.117, 4.194, 
4.317–318, 4.346–349, 4.361, 4.393, 
4.407, 4.534, 4.627, 4.637, 4.654, 
4.662–663, 4.672, 4.675–676, 4.681, 
4.746

Palestinian poetry 4.77
Palestinians 2.105–106, 2.437–438, 

2.464–466, 2.498–499, 2.502, 2.506, 
2.510, 2.658, 3.11

Palestinians, Christian 2.59
Palfreyman, David 3.500
Pali 2.286
Palmer, H.R. 2.250
Palmyra 1.23, 2.198, 4.402–403, 

4.480
Palmyrene Arabic 1.538, 2.314, 2.494, 

4.406–408
Palmyrene Aramaic 3.409–410, 

3.467
Palmyrene inscriptions 1.401
Palva, Heikki 1.269, 1.405–411, 1.502, 

1.593, 1.595–596, 1.604–613, 2.501, 
2.506, 3.12, 3.360, 3.368, 3.400–408, 
4.240–241, 4.664

Pamir 1.29
Pamplona 2.44
pan-Arabism 1.173, 1.531, 3.194, 

3.344–345, 3.347, 3.352
Pancasila 2.337
panegyric 2.446

/p/ 2.415, 3.65, 3.189–190
padding device 3.201
Padgett, Jaye 2.36, 3.462–463, 3.625, 

3.627
Padilla, Amado M. 1.368
Padova 1.171
Pagliuca, William 2.193–194
Pahlavi 1.401–402, 2.199–200, 

2.286, 2.406, 2.673, 3.574, 
3.576–577, 3.580–583, 4.424, 
4.614

Pajas, Petr 1.458, 1.516
Pakistan 1.257, 1.288, 1.529, 2.211, 

2.326, 2.673, 3.506–512
Pakistan, Arabic in 2.672, 3.506–512, 

4.595–603
Pakistanis 2.215
palatalization 1.25, 1.260, 1.324, 

1.390, 1.539, 1.608, 2.3, 2.7, 2.212, 
2.235, 2.270, 2.482, 2.495, 2.555, 
2.590, 3.192, 3.478–479, 3.524–526, 
3.606, 4.2, 4.110, 4.173, 4.303, 
4.373, 4.710, 4.751, 4.753–754

palatalization, Neo-Aramaic 3.372
palato-alveolar 3.598
paleography 1.151, 3.513–524
paleography, Qur±ànic 2.597
Palermo 2.454, 3.142, 4.215–216
Palestine 1.589, 2.105, 2.437, 2.439, 

2.464, 2.498, 2.500–502, 2.660, 
3.526

Palestine, Arabic in 1.571, 1.583, 
1.605, 1.607, 2.4, 2.31–32, 2.494, 
3.8, 3.702, 3.726

Palestinian Arabic 1.23, 1.312, 
1.351, 1.375, 1.377, 1.481, 1.538, 
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Pàñini 1.40, 3.497
Pankhurst, Alula 2.53–54
pan-nationalism 2.654
Pantelleria 3.141, 4.215–216
Paoli, Bruno 3.208, 3.210, 

3.615–623
paper 3.519
Papuan languages 4.372
papyri 1.148–149, 1.151–152, 2.23, 

2.199, 2.256, 3.216, 3.516–517, 
3.519

papyri, Aphrodito 2.23
papyri, Arabic 3.515
papyri, Egyptian 3.518
papyri, Greek 3.467
papyri, Greek/Arabic 3.516
Pará 3.1
paradigm 2.192
paradigmaticity 2.196
PARADIS 1.210, 1.213
Paradis, Carole 2.122–131
paragraph 1.473
paralinguistic strategy 4.326
parallel evolution 1.594
parallelism 1.647–648, 1.651, 2.146, 

3.492, 3.500, 3.669
parameter 2.319, 3.228
parameter, null subject 3.706
parameter, pro-drop 3.706–707
paraphasia 2.690
paraphasia, semantic 2.691
paraphrase 3.500, 4.545
parataxis 1.648, 4.485, 4.544
parataxis ¤ coordination 
paratone 1.473
parentese ¤ caretaker talk 1.339
parenthesis 3.742
parenthesis in the Qur±àn 4.28
parenthetical comment 1.406
Paris Polyglot 1.167
Parisi, Domenico 2.689
Park, Tschang-Zin 1.368
Parker, Simon 3.409
Parkinson, Dilworth B. 1.532, 

1.630–631, 1.633–635, 2.8, 2.11, 
2.657, 2.695, 3.14, 3.201–202, 
3.708, 3.711–712, 4.466–471, 
4.726

paroimía 3.730

paronomasia 2.496, 3.456, 3.538–541, 
3.669, 3.733, 4.52, 4.211

paronomastic construction 1.188
Parry, Milman 3.499, 3.645–646, 

4.201
parse tree 1.459
parser 1.460, 1.515
parser, morphological 1.207–209, 

1.214
parser, syntactic 1.459
Parsi 2.407
Pàrsì-i Darì 2.406
parsing 1.459, 1.514
parsing, automatic 1.514
participant observation 2.653
participative 2.348
participle 1.13, 1.16, 1.20, 1.32, 1.39, 

1.52, 1.68, 1.229, 1.265, 1.306, 1.330, 
1.551, 1.553, 1.574, 1.576, 2.424, 
2.431, 2.449, 2.486, 2.514, 3.185–186, 
3.254, 3.259, 3.282, 3.422, 3.424, 
3.533, 3.541–546, 4.456

participle, active 1.65, 1.196, 
1.198–199, 1.201, 1.218–219, 
1.246, 1.302, 1.331, 1.394, 1.396, 
1.578, 2.248, 2.490, 2.613, 3.97, 
3.101, 3.156, 3.368, 3.536, 3.541, 
3.543–546, 4.52

participle, active, in Northwest 
Semitic 3.417

participle, ‘developmental’ 3.253
participle, passive 1.68, 1.197, 

1.201, 1.394, 1.625, 2.367, 3.101, 
3.157, 3.541, 3.544, 3.553–554, 
3.556

participle, passive, as verbal noun 
4.660

participle, perfect 4.620–621
participle verbalization 4.306
particle 2.90, 2.180, 2.184, 2.236–237, 

2.427, 2.429, 3.546
particle ¤ ™arf 
particle, aspectual 4.622
particle, asseverative 1.201–204, 2.22, 

2.477
particle, conditional 2.479
particle, connective 3.587
particle, defi nite 2.522–523, 

2.569–570
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particle, determinative 2.521
particle, emphatic 4.358, 4.499
particle, exceptive 3.550
particle, exclamatory 4.420
particle, existential 2.522, 2.575, 

3.369, 4.356
particle, genitive ¤ genitive particle
particle, Greek 4.546
particle, interrogative 1.230, 2.491, 

2.511, 3.278, 4.27
particle, linking 4.617, 4.620–622
particle, modal 3.235
particle, narrative 3.364–365
particle, negation 1.248, 2.614, 3.183, 

3.278, 3.634, 3.694, 4.746
particle, oath 3700, 4.429
particle, performative 3.570, 3.573
particle, phrasal 3.630
particle, preverbal 4.698
particle, proclitic 4.545
particle, question 2.134–135, 3.278, 

3.485, 4.622, 4.697
particle, subordinating 1.669
particle, topicalizing 3.161
particle, verbal 1.216
particle, vocative 1.249, 1.304, 2.592, 

3.257, 3.278, 3.366, 3.485, 3.532, 
4.467, 4.471

Partition 1.288
partitive 1.84, 1.190, 2.248, 

2.297
parts of speech 1.513, 2.425, 

3.546–552
parts of speech ¤ ±aqsàm al-kalàm 
parts of the body 2.160, 2.193, 

2.272, 2.594, 2.615, 3.152, 
3.279, 3.672, 3.736–738, 4.554, 
4.565

Pasai 2.334
Paçaköy 1.115–116
Pasch, Thelma 1.525
Pascual, Jose A. 4.75
Pashto 1.28, 34, 133–134, 3.350, 

3.506, 3.510, 3.574
Passamaquoddy 4.539
passé simple 4.728
passive 1.67, 1.297, 1.408, 1.410, 

1.493, 1.522–523, 2.93–94, 2.99, 
2.347–348, 2.449, 2.523, 2.566, 

2.568, 2.576, 2.590, 2.593, 3.77–78, 
3.171, 3.202, 3.251, 3.281, 3.298, 
3.301–302, 3.533, 3.552–564, 4.306, 
4.522, 4.533, 4.568, 4.640, 4.727

passive, acquisition of 1.377
passive, adjectival 4.490
passive, agentless 3.555
passive, analytic 3.553
passive, apophonic 2.271, 3.191, 

3.224–225, 3.552, 4.626, 4.697
passive, impersonal 1.625, 2.317, 

3.221, 3.563, 3.572, 4.357, 4.365, 
4.530, 4.533

passive, internal 1.39, 1.108, 1.253, 
1.398, 1.606, 1.611, 1.616, 1.624, 
2.213, 2.244, 2.421, 2.486, 2.530, 
2.576, 2.618, 3.184, 3.326, 3.332, 
3.478, 3.488, 4.114, 4.124, 4.176, 
4.306, 4.555

passive, periphrastic 2.195, 
3.200

passive, refl exive 3.181
passive, stative 2.593, 2.596
passive, ‘subjectless’ 3.710
passive construction 1.623–626
passive in Ki-Nubi 1.522
passive participle ¤ participle, passive 
passive transformation 1.654
passive verb 1.75
passive voice 1.346
passivization 1.252, 2.618, 3.225, 

3.560, 3.563, 4.538
past continuous 1.229
past tense 1.199–200, 1.331, 1.377, 

1.349, 1.508–509, 1.568, 2.91–92, 
3.186

past tense, acquisition of English 
2.101

Patai, Rafael 2.498–499
Patani 2.334
Pate 4.381
paternity 2.58–59
páthos 2.309, 3.114
pathway 2.191–192
patient 2.625, 3.100, 3.102–103, 

4.487, 4.489–491
patient, semantic 3.103
Patkanoff, K.P. 2.217, 2.220
Patna 2.329
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Patriarchi, Christina 3.435
patriarchy 2.642, 2.645–646
patrimony 2.58–59
patronymic 4.573
patronymics, Tunisian 4.573
Pattani 4.477
pattern 1.573–577, 3.240, 3.299, 

3.301, 4.93, 4.96, 4.446
pattern drill 1.484
pattern morpheme 2.346
patterns, acquisition of 1.377
paucity 1.283
Paul, Hermann 1.575
Paulston, Christina Bratt 2.58
Paulussen, Hans 2.702
pausa ¤ pause 
pausal allomorph 3.585
pausal context 4.682
pausal form 1.262, 1.301, 1.391, 

1.400, 1.548, 1.616, 2.5, 2.353, 
2.404, 2.418, 3.208, 3.240, 
3.564–570, 3.645, 4.115

pausal form in transcription 4.519
pausal forms, orthography of 

3.566
pause 1.190, 2.16, 2.255, 3.240, 

4.558
pausing phenomena 2.397
Payne, Thomas E. 4.197, 4.535, 

4.455
peak 4.387, 4.729
Peake, Frederick G. 2.498, 

3.402
Pearson, Barbara Zurer 1.368
pedagogy 1.651, 2.110
Pedro de Alcalá ¤ Alcalá, Pedro de  
pegon 2.334
Pehlevi ¤ Pahlavi 
pejorative 1.637
Peled, Yishai 1.49–50, 1.353–355, 

1.555–559, 2.290, 2.477–479, 4.447, 
4.737–740

Pellat, Charles 1.618, 2.406, 2.578, 
2.629–630

Pellegrini, Giovan Battista 2.454–456, 
4.216

Pencheon, Tom 2.710
Penn Arabic Treebank 1.460
Pentateuch, translation of 2.23, 2.528

Perdue, Clive 1.485
Pereira, Christophe 1.457, 3.52–58, 

4.548–556
Perestroika 4.450
Pérez Lázaro, José 2.630
perfect 1.44, 1.196, 1.198–201, 

1.217–218, 1.220–221, 1.309, 1.568, 
1.574, 1.624, 3.67, 3.96

perfect, experiential 1.248, 3.333
perfect, k- ¤ k-perfect 
perfect, resultative 2.248
perfect aspect 1.331, 3.186
Perfect Grid 3.617
perfective aspect 1.95, 1.195, 1.197, 

1.199, 2.171, 2.423, 2.524, 2.596, 
3.247, 4.454, 4.456–457, 4.620, 
4.697

perfectivity 4.457
Perfetti, Charles A. 3.77
performance, bilingual 1.369
performance, linguistic 4.46
performative 1.284, 2.359–360, 

3.248, 3.263, 3.570–573, 4.328, 
4.331–332

performative, commissive 3.571
performative, directive 3.571–572
performative, explicit 4.328
performative, expressive 3.571
performative, nonexplicit 4.328
performative, representative 3.571, 

3.573
performative declaration 3.571–573
performative of order 2.359
performative verb 4.329
peripatetic communities 2.217, 2.219
peripheral 1.416
peripheral constituent 1.41
peripheral dialect 3.672
peripherality 4.742
periphery 4.734
periphery, left 4.746
periphery, right 4.746
periphrasis 1.491, 2.578
periphrastic construction 2.684
periphrastic genitive 1.82
periphrastic narrative 3.285, 

3.536
Periphrastic Verbal Construction 

1.38
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Perkell, Joseph 2.365
Perkins, Revere D. 2.193–194, 

2.321
Perlmutter, David M. 3.705, 3.710, 

4.535
Perlmutter’s Unaccusative 

Hypothesis 4.491
perlocutionary 2.360, 4.328, 

4.472
perlocutionary effect 4.333
perlocutionary force 1.657
permansive 4.176
permutation 2.280, 3.21
permutative 4.221
Perry, John R. 2.344, 2.410–411, 

3.573–580, 4.424–425, 4.451, 
4.606

Persatuan Islam 2.337
Persian 1.24, 1.29, 1.33–34, 1.110, 

1.126, 1.133–135, 1.167, 1.171, 
1.173–174, 1.181, 1.189, 1.233, 
1.240–242, 1.260, 1.275, 1.379–381, 
1.402–404, 1.487, 1.494, 1.529, 
1.554, 1.590, 1.617, 1.619, 1.665, 
2.9, 2.26, 2.30, 2.60, 2.199–200, 
2.210–212, 2.219, 2.221, 2.235, 
2.265, 2.286, 2.325–326, 2.329, 
2.334, 2.340, 2.344, 2.373, 2.469, 
2.504, 2.560, 2.571, 2.605–607, 
2.609–610, 2.628, 2.670, 3.6, 
3.21, 3.59, 3.72, 3.131, 3.133–134, 
3.346, 3.370, 3.501–502, 3.504, 
3.508, 3.510, 3.573–584, 3.597, 
4.377, 4.434–435, 4.450, 4.452, 
4.476, 4.599, 4.601, 4.608, 
4.616

Persian, Classical 2.407, 2.409–410
Persian, Middle ¤ Pahlavi 
Persian, Modern ¤ Farsi 
Persian, Old 3.478, 3.583
Persian, plural marker in 2.409–410, 

3.578
Persian in India 4.595
Persian writings, translation of 1.402
Persianism 2.631
Persianization 4.596
persistence 2.196
personal pronoun 1.302, 2.82, 2.161, 

2.484, 2.510, 2.521, 2.561, 2.574, 

2.591, 2.613, 3.149–150, 3.182, 
3.584–593, 3.713–714, 3.716, 
4.110

perspective 1.422–423
perspective, writer’s 2.208–209
Persson, Andrew 2.271, 2.560
Persson, Janet 2.271, 2.560
Persson, Maria 4.362
pesantren 2.336, 2.338
pesantren salafi yah 2.338
Pesetsky, David 4.488, 4.490, 

4.721
pëμà™à 2.232
Peters, Johannes R.T.M. 2.541
Petersen, Jennifer 1.416
Peterson, Jennifer Leigh 2.8
Petherick, John 1.519
Petra 1.126, 2.198, 3.402, 3.404, 

3.467
Petrá∑ek, Karel 1.86, 1.644, 4.94, 

4.481
Petté 1.334
Pettorino, P. 4.669–670
Peul ¤ Fulfulde 
PF interface 1.481
pharyngeal 1.341–342, 1.376, 1.378, 

1.390, 1.539, 2.55, 2.229, 2.685, 
3.48, 3.65, 3.180, 3.599, 3.608–609, 
4.667–669, 4.715

pharyngeal cavity 4.670
pharyngealization 1.103, 1.276, 

1.278, 1.302, 1.304, 1.490, 1.525, 
1.609, 2.365, 2.460, 2.560, 3.65, 
3.181, 3.275–276, 3.290, 3.525, 
3.527, 3.599, 4.107, 4.118, 4.171, 
4.289, 4.422, 4.427, 4.564, 4.636, 
4.670–671

pharyngealized 4.669–670, 4.678
pharyngeals, loss of 1.102
pharynx 2.229, 2.365, 3.48, 3.594, 

3.599, 3.610
phasal aspect 1.221
phatic communion 2.202
F-features 1.583, 2.174
Philadelphia 2.506
Philipinos 4.123
Philippaki-Warburton, Irene 4.539
Philippi’s Law 1.103
Philippus Arabs 4.402
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philosophy, Greek 3.119, 3.176
Phoenician 1.293, 1.603, 2.23, 2.59, 

2.66–67, 3.52, 3.409–410, 3.412, 
3.414–415, 3.418, 3.731, 4.303, 
4.313, 4.511, 4.571

Phoenician past of Lebanon 3.348–349
Phoenician script 1.148, 1.150, 3.409, 

3.411
phonaestheme 4.254–255
phonation 3.124
phonation type 4.666–667
phònè ásèmos 3.547
phonèen 2.235
phoneme 2.237–238, 3.607
phoneme, marked 2.685
phoneme, overdifferentiation of 

2.684
phoneme, underdifferentiation of 

2.684
phoneme substitution 2.685
phonemicization 3.605
phonemization, secondary 1.391
phonetic cue 3.206
Phonetic Form 4.489
phonetics 3.593–603
Phonological Form 1.480, 2.368, 

2.450, 3.228, 3.232
phonology 3.607–615
phonology, autosegmental 3.66, 

3.301, 3.626
phonology, generative 3.491
phonology, lexical 2.37, 3.496
phonology, metrical 3.615–623
phonology, moraic 2.38
phonology, nonlinear 3.615
phonology, postlexical 4.115
phonotactics 2.483, 3.624–628
phrasal compound 2.412
phrase, adjective 1.507, 4.653
phrase, adverb 1.507
phrase, adverbial 4.531
phrase, agreement 3.684, 4.743
phrase, annexive 2.146
phrase, broken 4.486
phrase, circumstantial 3.703–704
phrase, circumstantial ¤ ™àl
phrase, complement 1.635
phrase, complementizer 4.362, 4.537, 

4.718, 4.722, 4.743

phrase, conjunctive 1.473
phrase, determiner 1.480, 4.743, 

4.745
phrase, epithet 4.83
phrase, infi nitive 1.664
phrase, infl ection 4.719, 4.743
phrase, infl ectional 1.510
phrase, intermediate 2.396–397
phrase, intonational 2.397–398
phrase, locative 4.220
phrase, modal 1.510, 4.746
phrase, mood 4.743
phrase, negative 4.743
phrase, noun ¤ noun phrase 
phrase, possessive noun 1.582
phrase, prepositional ¤ prepositional 

phrase 
phrase, quantifi er 3.259
phrase, tense 3.684
phrase, topic 4.743, 4.746
phrase, verb ¤ verb phrase 
phrase, verbal noun 3.259
phrase structure 4.747
Phrase Structure Grammar 4.521
phrase structure rules 1.457, 4.521
phrase structure rules ¤ rules, phrase 

structure 
phraseology 3.201, 3.628–634
phúsis 3.176, 4.684
Piamenta, Moshe 1.444–445, 2.258, 

2.260, 2.272–273, 2.462, 2.481, 
2.491, 2.534, 3.361, 3.658, 4.75, 
107, 4.750

Pianel, Georges 2.470–471
picture-naming task 2.682
pidgin 1.37, 1.85, 1.518–521, 

1.526, 1.595, 1.665, 2.214–215, 
2.517, 2.588, 2.672, 3.12, 3.58–59, 
3.61, 3.127, 3.634–644

pidgin Arabic 1.364, 1.619, 
3.634–639, 4.123

Pidgin Arabic, Chad 3.61
Pidgin Gulf Arabic 2.211, 3.63, 

3.643
Pidgin Sudanese Arabic 3.62
pidgin, expanded 3.639, 3.642
Pidgin, Persian Gulf 1.518
pidginization 1.364, 1.485, 1.489, 

1.518–519, 1.593–595, 1.619, 
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2.119, 2.255, 2.265, 2.267, 3.58, 
3.62, 3.478, 3.634–635, 3.639–644, 
4.218

pidginization, ‘fi rst’ 3.643
Piedmont 4.215
pied-piping 2.20, 2.390, 4.66–67
Pienemann, Manfred 1.485, 2.679, 

4.142
Pierrehumbert, Janet B. 2.395, 3.206, 

3.463, 3.610, 3.624–625
Pierret, Roger 2.249
Pig Latin 2.217, 4.156, 4.159
Pike, Kenneth L. 3.725
pilgrimage 3.179
pilgrimage ¤ ™ajj 
Pinker, Steven 3.74, 3.78, 4.46–47
Piplài, Bipradàs 1.287
Pìr-i Bakràn 2.600
Pisa 2.454–455
Pisowicz, Andrzej 2.406, 2.409
pitch 1.211, 1.213, 2.395–396, 2.400, 

2.590, 2.593, 4.667
pitch, high 1.340
pitch, tonal 1.367
pitch accent 2.395, 2.397–399
pitch accent, fi nal 2.396
pitch contour 2.395
pivot 4.318–319
place names 4.371, 4.508–515
place names, Akkadian 4.513
place names, Arabic in Sicily 4.215
place names, Aramaic 4.512–513
place names, Berber 1.296, 4.511, 

4.508
place names, Canaanite 4.513
place names, Coptic 4.512
place names, Greek 4.512–513
place names, Hebrew 4.513–514
place names, Latin 4.512
place names, Minaean 4.513
place names, Phoenician 4.513
place names, Sabaean 4.513
place names, Sicilian 4.215
place names, Spanish in Tunisia 

4.574
place names, Sumerian 4.513
place names, Turkish 4.514
place names, Urdu 4.601
place names in Iberian Peninsula 4.508

place names in poetry 4.513–514
place names in Tunisia 4.573
place names in Turkey 4.508
place of articulation 3.597, 3.625
Placement Rules 2.147
Plant, Geoff 2.677
Plantin, Christophe 1.169
plants, names of 1.504, 2.26–27, 

2.283, 2.289
Plascov, Avi 2.499
plateau contour 2.399–400
plateau tune 2.397–398
Plato 2.65, 3.176, 4.459
Platts, John T. 4.602
Platzack, Christer 4.540
pleonasm 4.35
Plonka, Arkadiusz 3.349
Plunkett, Bernadette 2.173, 3.382, 

3.384–385, 3.685, 4.527, 4.524, 
4.650, 4.653, 655, 4.743, 
4.746

Plunkett, Kim 2.689
plural 1.433–434, 1.562, 1.576, 

3.439
plural, acquisition of 2.101
plural, Bantu 2.670
plural, broken 1.237, 1.560–561, 

1.576, 1.664, 2.352, 3.154, 3.189, 
3.191, 3.243, 3.302–304, 3.329, 
3.430, 3.440–447, 4.94, 4.174–175, 
4.309

plural, deictic 1.550
plural, English 3.154
plural, external 1.250, 1.560, 

4.309–311
plural, Hebrew suffi x 1.237
plural, iambic 3.304–305
plural, internal 1.38, 1.116, 1.250, 

1.560, 1.653, 2.352, 2.616, 4.174, 
4.309, 4.311

plural, internal 2.616
plural, masculine 1.646
plural, paucal 3.430
plural, Persian 2409, 3.578
plural, quadriradical 1.646, 

2.354
plural, quadrisyllabic 1.646
plural, sound 1.560, 3.430, 3.439–440
plural, sound masculine 1.644
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plural ending 2.402
plural formation 1.119, 2.76, 

2.684–686, 4.309
plural marker 2.410, 2.592
plural marker, Dutch 2.686
plural marker, Persian 2.410
plural of abundance 1.230, 

1.434
plural of large number 2.352
plural of multiplicity 3.439
plural of paucity 1.434, 3.439, 

3.450
plural of plenty 3.430
plural of plural 2.352
plural of small number 2.352
pluralis majestatis 4.25
plurality 1.305, 1.329, 1.358, 1.433, 

1.523, 3.450
plurality, phase-internal 4.51
plurality, verbal 4.50
plurals, ‘productive’ 3.445
plurals, broken, in Northwest 

Semitic 3.414
P-marker 4.521–522
Pococke, Edward 1.167, 1.172
Podor 4.179
poem, prose 4.91
Poerbatjaraka 2.336
poetic jargon 3.646
poetic koine ¤ koine, poetic 
poetic language 1.625
poetic lexicon 3.645
poetic license 1.192, 2.177, 2.184, 

2.404, 2.541, 2.543–544, 3.90, 
3.94, 3.116, 3.453, 3.645, 
3.647–652, 3.94, 4.32, 4.200, 
4.558

poetic license ¤ ∂arùrat aš-ši≠r 
poetics, Arabic 2.443
poetry 1.399, 1.402, 1.456, 1.512, 

1.528, 1.546, 1.597–598, 1.602, 
1.615–616, 1.651, 2.176–177, 
2.364, 2.446, 2.541, 2.543–544, 
2.546, 3.4, 3.118, 3.173, 4.191, 
4.199–214

poetry ¤ ši≠r 
poetry, Abbasid 2.497
poetry, Andalusian 4.59, 4.92
poetry, Bedouin 1.273, 3.646

poetry, Classical Arabic 3.499
poetry, colloquial 1.601
poetry, dialectal 1.241
poetry, Greek 3.499, 4.210
poetry, Hebrew 4.59
poetry, Jàhiliyya 1.617
poetry, love 4.202, 4.205
poetry, Mauritania 3.172
poetry, Modernist 4.202, 4.204, 

4.211–213
poetry, Moorish 3.173
poetry, Naba†ì 1.269, 1.273, 3.500
poetry, Najdì 3.500
poetry, oral 3.646, 4.90
poetry, Ottoman 4.586
poetry, Palestinian 4.77
poetry, Persian 1.404
poetry, popular 4.75
poetry, pre-Abbasid 3.35
poetry, pre-Islamic 2.183, 2.198–199, 

2.264, 3.10, 3.30, 3.210, 3.500, 
3.644–646, 3.648, 3.689

poetry, recitation of 3.173
poetry, Romance 4.59
poetry, Serbo-Croatian 3.499
poetry, Sufi  4.75, 4.204, 4.211, 

4.214
poetry, Swahili 1.665, 4.381
poetry, vernacular 2.414, 2.609, 

3.348
poetry, wine 4.202, 4.205, 

4.208–209
poetry, Yemeni 3.500
poets, female 1.529
pointing 3.111
poíon 4.220
polarity 1.121, 1.216, 1.328, 2.145, 

3.652–658, 4.18
polarity, gender 1.251, 1.491, 3.450, 

3.652
polarity, negative 1.220, 1.481, 

1.508, 3.358, 3.387, 3.652–658, 
3.681

Polarization, Law of 1.121
polarization, stylistic 1.408
polemics 2.303
Polish 3.726
Polish, Arabic loanwords in 

4.259–267
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politeness 1.657, 2.69–70, 2.202, 
2.205, 2.587, 3.658–664, 3.679, 
3.719, 4.419

Politeness Principle 2.70
political discourse 3.663–671
Pollak, Isidor 3.176
Pollock, Jean-Yves 1.348, 4.394, 

4.398, 4.743
Polomé, Edgar C. 1.660, 1.663–665, 

4.382–383, 4.385
polygenesis 3.640
polygrammaticalization 2.193, 

4.39–40
polymorphemic 1.453
polyptoton 3.538, 3.633, 3.733
polysemy 1.626, 2.496, 3.45, 

3.49, 3.320–323, 3.538–539, 
4.164–168

polysemy, antithetical 3.45, 3.49–50
Ponnani 3.129
Ponty, William 1.338
Poonawala, Ismail K. 2.325, 2.328
Pope, Nicole 4.578
Poplack, Shana 1.415–416, 418
popular literature 1.57
population mobility 4.322, 4.324, 

4.326
Port Said Arabic 1.604
Port Sudan 4.376
portal, Arabic 2.381
Porten, Bezalel 3.410
portmanteau 1.1, 1.452, 3.629
portmanteau merging 4.463
Portuguese 1.241, 1.665, 2.26, 

2.282–289, 2.333, 2.609, 2.671, 
3.1, 4.476

Porxomovskij, Viktor 4.304
position, clause-initial 4.718, 

4.722
position, COMP 4.718
position, left-dislocated 4.395
position, postverbal 4.395
position, preverbal 4.394–395, 4.731
position, sentence-initial 4.718, 

4.722
position, specifi er 4.396
possessed 1.351
possession 1.84, 1.110, 1.183–184, 

1.226, 1.230, 1.240, 1.248, 1.279, 

1.283, 1.285, 1.344, 1.396, 1.563, 
2.248, 2.295, 2.489, 2.594, 2.615, 
3.80–81, 3.587, 3.671–676, 3.701, 
4.15–16

possession, inalienable 1.248
possession, transitive 3.674
possession exponent 3.671
possession exponent ¤ genitive 

exponent 
possessive 1.302, 1.326, 1.391, 

1.417, 2.99, 2.161, 2.273, 2.297, 
3.80–83, 3.86, 3.277, 3.365, 3.432

possessive clause 1.285
possessive construction 1.350, 2.594, 

3.67–69, 3.85, 4.555
possessive construction, Turkic 2.405, 

3.67
possessive marker 1.540
possessive particle 2.161
possessive pronoun 1.185, 1.187, 

2.521, 2.591, 3.182, 4.689, 4.712
possessive suffi x 1.247, 2.561, 

2.613
possessor 1.351, 3.232, 3.432, 4.487, 

4.492
possibility 1.248
Postal, Paul 4.54
postclitic 2.21–22
post-creole continuum 1.525
Postel, Guillaume 1.167–169, 

1.171
postmodifi er, clausal 4.746
postposition 1.34
potential 1.553
Pott, August F. 2.220, 4.50–51
Potter, Terrence M. 4.467, 4.469
Poulisse, Nanda 4.271
Pouplier, Marianne 4.335
Pouss 1.334
power distribution 4.325
power, male 2.642
PP ¤ prepositional phrase 
PP-fronting 1.413
praedicatum 3.113
pragmatic activation 4.734
pragmatic axiom 2.19
Pragmatic Highlighting Principle  

2.147
pragmaticalization 1.476
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pragmaticization 2.192
pragmatics 1.429, 3.676–683
Prague 1.460
Prague Arabic Dependency 

Treebank 1.458
Prague School 1.458, 1.515–516, 

4.472, 4.484, 4.494, 4.502, 
4.726

praise song 4.716
Prasse, Karl-Gottfried 2.68
Prätor, Sabine 3.504
Pratt, Marie-Louise 1.636
prayatna 3.124
prayer 2.136
prayer, Friday 2.649
prayer, language of 1.529
prayer, public 2.647
precative, Akkadian 4.557
predicand 2.562, 2.570, 4.495, 4.497, 

4.499
predicate 1.16, 1.18–20, 1.71, 1.182, 

1.184, 1.349–350, 1.413, 1.428, 1.436, 
1.485–486, 1.507, 2.186, 2.431, 
2.434, 2.537, 2.539, 2.550–551, 3.81, 
3.113–115, 3.381, 3.385, 3.683–689, 
4.354, 4.484, 4.495, 4.497, 4.499, 
4.737

predicate ¤ xabar 
predicate, change of state 

1.198
predicate, clausal 1.203, 1.354
predicate, collective 3.69
predicate, complex 1.488
predicate, derived 3.688
predicate, developmental 

1.199
predicate, embedded 2.132
predicate, inceptive 1.199
predicate, interval 1.198
predicate, locative 1.184, 3.80
predicate, matrix 4.364
predicate, momentaneous 1.198
predicate, natural 4.485
predicate, nominal 3.113–114, 

3.177
predicate, non-stative 1.198
predicate, non-verbal 1.183
predicate, one-place 3.685
predicate, phrasal 1.203

predicate, punctual 1.199
predicate, secondary 2.132
predicate, small-clause 2.132
predicate, telic 1.198
predicate, transformed 2.227
predicate, two-place 2.584
predicate, verbal 1.622, 3.113–115, 

3.177
predicate focus 2.113–114
predicate raising 2.133
predicate/argument structure 

4.489
Predicate-internal Subject 

Hypothesis 3.685
predication 1.12, 1.182, 1.184, 1.186, 

2.145–146, 2.291, 2.431, 2.435, 3.683, 
3.685, 3.687

predication, clausal 3.386
predication, incomplete 1.220
predication, possessive 1.183, 

3.675
predication, primary 3.685, 

3.688
predication, relational 4.624
predication, secondary 3.685
predication, topic/comment 4.486
predication phrase 3.685
predicative 1.16, 19
predicative adjective 1.12–13
predicatoid 1.285, 3.675
predicator 3.684
predictability 4.46
predictability, semantic 4.47
predictability, syntactic 4.47
predictive 3.247
prefi x 1.208, 1.454, 1.493, 2.21, 2.350, 

2.547, 3.203, 3.297, 4.462
prefi x conjugation 1.36, 1.491, 2.23–24, 

3.191, 4.454–457
prefi x conjugation in Northwest 

Semitic 3.416
prefi x conjugation, Semitic 4.177
prefi x, modal 1.491
prefi x, verbal 1.33, 1.196
prefi xation 1.576
prefi xed form 4.638–639
pre-Hilalian Arabic 1.53, 1.58–59, 

1.609–610, 2.532, 3.53–54, 3.273–274, 
3.288

204 pragmaticization – pre-hilalian arabic

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



pre-Islamic Arabic 1.399–401, 1.491, 
1.562, 1.593–594, 1.613–614, 
1.616–618, 1.653, 2.88–89, 2.198, 
2.263, 2.355, 3.14, 3.90, 3.465, 
3.644, 3.689–699

prelinguistic stage 2.97
prenasalization 1.256
preposing 2.393
Preposing, NP 2.172
preposition 1.21, 1.72, 1.183, 

1.185–186, 1.240, 1.249, 1.303, 
1.327, 1.348, 1.386, 1.392, 1.524, 
1.549, 1.567, 1.585, 1.641, 1.644, 
2.95, 2.99, 2.146, 2.161, 2.171, 
2.193, 2.237, 2.243, 2.274, 2.512, 
2.522, 2.592, 3.183, 3.221, 
3.669–703

preposition, compound 3.221, 3.700
preposition, enclitic 2.391–392
preposition, nominal 2.424
preposition, primary 3.699, 3.701
preposition, secondary 3.699–701
prepositional 3.700
prepositional dative construction 

4.538
prepositional idiom 3.201
prepositional phrase 1.21, 1.24, 1.331, 

1.413, 1.432, 3.431, 4.354, 4.436, 
4.438–439, 4.531, 4.541, 4.653, 
4.734–735

prepositions, nominal origin of 
3.700

prescriptive rule 2.178
present, habitual 1.396
present, immediate 1.396
present, narrative 1.553
present, Semitic 4.178
present continuous 1.229, 2.516
present tense 1.39, 1.195, 1.200–201, 

1.331, 1.349, 1.508–509,  1.566.1.568, 
2.91–92, 3.114, 3.186

present tense marker 2.423
present tense of address 1.284
presentative 1.116, 1.246–247, 1.279, 

1.303, 1.327, 1.387, 1.392, 1.549, 
2.243, 2.354, 2.511, 2.614, 3.277, 
3.364–365, 3.368, 3.483, 3.530, 
3.703–705, 4.111, 4.246, 4.486, 
4.657, 4.714

press 1.175–176, 1.654, 2.11, 
2.267

press ¤ newspapers 
press, Arab-American 3.397
prestige 1.440–441, 1.667, 2.29, 

2.31, 2.35, 2.275–276, 2.278, 2.654, 
3.10–12, 4.3, 4.321, 4.628–629

prestige, covert 3.12
prestige, overt 2.655, 3.12
prestige, social 2.532
prestige norm 2.33
prestige pronunciation 2.495
prestige variety 2.657
Preston, Dennis R. 1.585, 2.384
presupposition 2.113, 4.503
presupposition, pragmatic 4.503
presuppositional background 4.58
pretense 3.184
preterite, Akkadian 4.178
preverb 1.295, 2.271, 4.306
preverbal marker 1.218
preverbal particle 3.221
prime 1.425
priming 1.425
primitive, morphological 1.208
Prince, Alan S. 2.153–155, 2.367, 

3.299, 3.303–305, 3.423, 3.430, 
3.440, 3.445, 3.491–493, 3.496, 
3.614–618, 3.621, 4.269, 4.339, 
4.345–346, 4.389, 4.557–558

Prince, Ellen F. 4.316, 4.502
Principle, Projection 4.488
Principle, Root-and-Pattern .76, 1.376, 

3.425, 3.440, 4.461, 4.640
Principle, Unaccentable Element 

2.113
Principle of Compositionality 2.368
Principle of Defi nite First 4.734
Principle of Increasing Complexity 

2.147
Principle of Pragmatic 

Highlighting 2.147
Principle of Relevance 4.503
Principle of Separation and 

Non-identity 2.226, 2.453, 3.107
Principle of Unidirectionality 2.192, 

4.39
Principles and Parameters Theory 

3.228, 3.684, 3.706, 4.391–394, 
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4.396–399, 4.521, 4.647–648, 
4.650

printing 1.603
private space 2.645
pro 1.348, 1.350, 3.706, 3.709–710
pro, expletive 3.710
probe 3.230
procedure, category 4.142
procedure, phrasal 4.142
process 1.197
process nominal 1.352
processability model 2.679
Processability Theory 4.142–144
processing, auditory 2.689
processive 1.199
Procházka, Stephan 1.388–397, 1.585, 

2.158, 2.160, 2.313, 3.699–703, 
4.50, 4.285–286, 4.532, 4.579–581, 
4.589–594

Prochazka, Theodore 1.446, 2.152, 
3.606, 4.127–128, 4.305, 4.750

proclitic 2.21–22, 3.298
pro-constituent 1.354
pro-drop 1.486, 3.228, 3.386, 3.561, 

3.705–714, 4.46, 4.49, 4.356–357, 
4.395, 4.524, 4.527, 4.653, 4.656, 
4.729

pro-drop language 2.321
production error 2.676, 

2.691
profanity 4.416
professionals 1.328
professions, names of 1.296, 3.279, 

3.303
profi ciency 2.117
profi ciency, language 4.150–151
pro-form 3.84, 3.86
pro-form, existential 3.83
pro-form, forward-referring 

1.353
Progovac, Liljiane 3.653, 

3.655
progressive 1.42, 1.197, 1.199, 

1.220, 1.281, 1.367, 1.523, 1.553, 
3.186–187, 3.247, 3.266, 3.573, 
4.569

prohibition 2.23, 2.491, 3.267
prohibitive 4.639
prohibitive statement 4.331

Projection Principle 4.488
projection, functional 4.392, 4.398, 

4.743
projection, infl ectional 4.657
projection, IP 4.657
projection, lexical 4.392
projection, maximal 1.481, 4.743, 

4.747
projection, minimal maximal 

2.170
projection, null 4.398
projection, syntactic 4.398
projection, Tense 4.396, 4.398–399
projection, verbal 4.399
projection, VP 4.395
Prokosch, Erich 2.517–518, 2.670, 

2.672, 4.584, 4.587, 4.592–593
proleptic suffi x 1.395
prominence 2.114, 2.396, 2.400, 3.704, 

3.725–726
prominence hierarchy 2.395, 2.400
Prominence view 1.423
pronominal 1.310–311, 1.350, 2.432, 

3.713
pronominal suffi x 2.22
pronominal suffi xes, Northwest 

Semitic 3.413
pronominal system 4.304
pronominalization 1.354, 1.432, 

2.208, 2.300–301, 3.710, 3.713–717, 
4.525

pronoun 1.311–312, 1.377, 1.555–559, 
2.300, 3.589

pronoun, accusative 1.581
pronoun, adnominal 1.312
pronoun, anaphoric 1.353–354, 

4.101
pronoun, anticipatory 1.353
pronoun, bound 3.590–591
pronoun, cataphoric 1.353–355, 

1.552–553, 2.149
pronoun, concealed 4.101
pronoun, copular 3.385–386, 3.547, 

3.740
pronoun, demonstrative 1.226, 

1.384, 1.559–560, 1.569–573, 
1.608, 1.611, 2.484, 2.574, 3.151, 
3.220, 3.246, 3.329, 3.645, 3.694, 
4.110, 4.689
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pronoun, direct object 1.236, 3.182, 
3.588, 4.689

pronoun, dummy 2.316
pronoun, expletive 3.560, 

4.657
pronoun, full 1.485
pronoun, implicit 2.83, 2.94, 2.552, 

4.357
pronoun, incorporated 4.395
pronoun, indefi nite 1.384
pronoun, independent 1.247, 

2.120–121, 3.531
pronoun, indirect object 1.236
pronoun, interrogative 1.30, 1.106, 

1.116, 1.226, 1.247, 1.327, 1.384, 
1.392, 1.549, 1.566, 2.143, 2.243, 
2.387–392, 2.511, 2.530, 2.574, 
2.614, 3.151, 3.182, 3.484, 3.531, 
4.111, 4.553, 4.566, 4.689

pronoun, negative 3.386, 3.586
pronoun, non-anaphoric 1.558
pronoun, Northwest Semitic 

3.413
pronoun, null 3.710, 4.400, 

4.657
pronoun, personal 1.30, 1.105, 

1.114, 1.226, 1.247, 1.302, 1.326, 
1.391, 1.548, 1.555, 1.569, 2.82, 
2.161, 2.484, 2.510, 2.521, 2.561, 
2.574, 2.591, 2.613, 3.149–150, 
3.182, 3.584–593, 3.713–714, 
3.716, 4.110

pronoun, possessive 1.185, 1.187, 
1.230, 1.283, 1.579–581, 2.521, 
3.182,  4.110, 4.689, 4.712

pronoun, proleptic 1.540, 
4.544

pronoun, reciprocal 1.523
pronoun, refl exive 3.220, 4.67, 

4.616
pronoun, relative 1.13, 1.91, 1.106, 

1.116, 1.226, 1.239, 1.247, 1.263, 
1.273, 1.392, 1.399, 1.491, 1.549, 
1.559–560, 1.566, 1.606, 1.639, 
1.668, 2.161, 2.195–196, 2.243, 
2.271, 2.484, 2.530, 2.537, 2.614, 
3.151, 3.192, 3.245, 3.261, 3.277, 
3.365, 3.403, 3.484, 3.531, 3.636, 
3.694–695, 4.62–63, 4.70–72, 4.111, 

4.187–188, 4.221, 4.236, 4.246, 
4.392, 4.552, 4.622, 4.689

pronoun, resumptive 1.49, 1.279, 
1.303, 1.312, 1.350, 1.493, 1.552, 
2.132, 2.148, 2.171–172, 2.296, 
2.595, 3.220, 3.383, 3.385, 3.560, 
3.589, 4.60, 4.65, 4.68, 4.71, 4.82, 
4.186, 4.366, 4.485, 4.525–527, 
4.720–722, 4.738

pronoun, subject 1.236, 1.350
pronoun deletion 3.705
pronoun doubling 1.417–418
pronoun incorporation 1.46
pronoun shift 1.342
pronoun substitute 4.468
proper names 1.561, 1.580, 1.582, 

1.643–646, 2.17, 2.586, 3.426, 
3.717–724, 4.201, 4.468, 4.508, 
4.686

proper names, female 1.643
proper names, Kurdish 2.604–605
proper names, Malay 2.341
proper names, Malayalam 3.132–133
proper names, nisba 3.379
proper names, Sicilian 4.217
proper names, transcription of 

4.519
proper names, Turkish 4.579
proper names, Urdu 4.601
proper names, Uyghur 4.607
proper names, Yoruba 4.760
proper names in India 2.329
proper names in Indonesia 2.334
proper names in Malaysia 2.344
proper names in Senegal 4.183
proper names in Tunisia 4.573
property, morphological 1.208
property assignment 1.12
prophethood 2.303–304
proportioned writing 4.131
proposition 1.343–344, 1.430–431, 

1.471, 2.113, 2.186, 2.207, 2.209, 
3.176–177

propositional content 1.485, 3.679, 
4.328

prose 1.528, 1.598
prosodeme 2.237
prosodic circumscription 3.304
prosodic feature 1.205, 1.369
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prosodic hierarchy 2.395
prosodic peak 2.113
prosodic template 2.366–367
prosodic tier 3.225
prosodic unit 1.480–481
prosody 1.515, 2.395, 3.647, 3.665, 

3.724–728, 4.502
prosody, Persian 3.574
prosody generation 1.210–211
prospective 1.220
prosthesis ¤ prothesis 
prosthetic vowel ¤ prothetic vowel 
protasis 1.468, 2.477–479, 3.261
prothesis 1.85, 3.728–730
prothetic vowel 1.86, 1.235, 1.243, 

1.261, 1.277, 2.14, 2.611
Proto-Afro-Asiatic 1.313–314, 2.67, 

3.446
Proto-Arabic 1.313, 1.490, 1.494, 

2.263, 2.495, 3.411
Proto-Hamito-Semitic 1.314
protolanguage 1.490, 2.66, 3.188, 

4.373
Proto-Northwest Semitic 3.410
Proto-Semitic 1.313–314, 1.358, 

1.467, 1.544, 1.563, 1.640–641, 
1.643–644, 2.23, 2.67, 3.188, 3.227, 
3.411, 3.446, 3.568, 3.591–593, 
4.97, 4.170–173, 4.175–176, 4.178, 
4.302

prototype 2.180
Provençal, Old 2.286
proverb 1.286, 1.554, 2.136, 2.177, 

2.444, 2.607–608, 3.35, 3.174, 3.179, 
3.540, 3.629, 3.730–736

proverbium 3.730
Provincia Arabia 1.126, 1.131
proximate intent 1.246, 1.253
Prunet, Jean-François 1.425, 2.123, 

2.692, 3.305, 4.96, 4.271, 4.286
pseudoclassicism 3.220
pseudoclassicization 1.407
pseudocleft 1.197, 2.145
pseudocomplementation 4.197
pseudoconstruct 3.431–432, 3.684
pseudocorrection 2.266, 2.275–276, 

2.278–279, 3.217
pseudodual 1.107, 1.280, 1.304, 

1.328, 1.393, 1.550, 1.616, 2.244, 

2.512, 3.67, 3.154, 3.276, 3.279, 
3.366, 3.446, 3.736–739, 4.554, 
4.616

pseudoimpersonal construction 
1.554

pseudoliterary feature 2.530
pseudoloan 3.577
pseudolongitudinal research 

2.683
pseudonym 3.718
pseudopreposition 4.93
pseudoverb 1.183, 1.185–186, 

1.268, 1.553, 1.564, 2.197, 2.249, 
2.491, 3.68, 3.675, 3.739–740, 4.39, 
4.695

psycholinguistics 2.96
ptòsis 1.559
public space 2.645
Publilius Syrus 3.730
publishing 1.532
Puech, Emile 3.472
Pulaar ¤ Fulfulde 
Pular 2.137
Pullum, Geoffrey K. 1.458, 4.193, 

4.197
Pumbeditha 2.526
pun 2.496, 3.538
punctual 1.199
punctuation 1.152, 1.207, 1.211, 

2.332–333, 3.240, 3.740–742, 
4.192

punctuation, Arabic Braille 
1.318

Punic 2.66–67, 3.52, 3.141, 3.409, 
3.738, 4.511

Punic, Neo- 3.409, 4.215
Punic Theory 3.141
Punjabi 2.210, 3.506, 4.1
Punt 4.275
Pure Grid Theory 3.617–618, 

3.622–623
purism 2.10, 2.632, 2.674
purism in Turkey 4.586
purpose 1.429
purpose, communicative 4.502
purpose, speaker’s 2.80
push-chain mechanism 4.1–2
Pustejovsky, James 4.166
Puthi 1.288
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Q

Qafi sheh, Hamdi A. 2.36, 3.655, 4.646, 
4.653, 4.656, 4.695, 4.697

qàfi ya 1.150, 3.210, 4.86–87, 
4.105

qàfi ya muqayyada 2.404
qàfi ya mu†laqa 2.404
Qahabah Arabic 4.127
Qa™†àn 1.617, 3.345, 3.467
Qa™†anìye, il 4.402
Qà±id, Yùsuf al- 1.599
Qà≠ida, al- 4.78
qàla ≠alà 3.114
qàla as complementizer 4.198
qàla fì 3.114
qalam 2.40, 3.516, 4.132
qalam ¤ ±aqlàm 
qalam a≈-≈ahab 4.561
qalam al-±aš≠àr 4.562
qalam al-ba†à±iq 4.134
qalam al-™alba 4.134
qalam al-™awàšì 3.340
qalam al-janà™ 4.134
qalam al-maßà™if 3.309
qalam al-maß™if 3.308
qalam al-matn 3.340
qalam ar-riqà≠ 4.561
qalam aš-ši≠r 4.562
Qalamùn 4.402–403, 4.406
Qalamùn Arabic 1.538, 1.546, 

1.584, 1.608, 4.403, 4.406, 
4.408

Qalamùn Mountains 3.370, 
3.372

Qalà±ùn, Sultan 2.41
qalb 1.71, 1.192, 1.203, 2.165, 2.280
Qalfà† 2.185

/q/ 1.54, 1.59–61, 1.87, 1.112, 1.223, 
1.232, 1.260, 1.270, 1.272, 1.275–276, 
1.323, 1.365–366, 1.376, 1.390, 
1.407–410, 1.440–441, 1.546, 
1.584–586, 1.589, 1.605, 1.607–612, 
2.3–4, 2.7, 2.99, 2.212, 2.241, 2.263, 
2.270, 2.275–276, 2.322–324, 2.409, 
2.414, 2.416, 2.481, 2.494, 2.502, 
2.507–508, 2.533, 2.610, 2.656–657, 
3.10, 3.12, 3.124, 3.147, 3.290, 3.402, 
3.497, 3.527, 3.607, 3.666, 3.668, 
4.1–3, 4.408, 4.548, 4.564, 4.581, 
4.613, 4.687, 4.709

qabìh 2.184, 2.542
qabì™ al-kalàm 2.361
Qaboos, Sultan 2.211
qad 1.217–219, 1.248, 1.468, 1.509, 

1.648, 2.208–209, 3.248, 3.257, 
3.326, 3.548, 4.124, 4.544–545, 
4.732, 4.740

qaddara 4.447
qa≈f 2.361–363
Qà∂ì ±A™mad 2.598, 4.562
Qà∂ì, Mu™ammad Yùnus al- 1.601
Qà∂ì, Wadàd al- 4.74
Qadìm 1.380
Qàdirì, Muràd al- 1.603
Qàdiriyya 1.380, 2.53, 4.180, 

4.277
Qàdisiyya, al- 1.618
qa∂iyya ™amliyya 3.176
qadr 2.362, 4.446
Qadru 1.127
qàf 4.1–3
qàf ÿayr ma≠qùda 4.2
qàf ma≠qùda 4.2
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Qalhàt Arabic 3.488
Qàlì, ±Abù ≠Alì ±Ismà±ìl ibn Qàsim 

al- 2.280
qalìl 1.192
Qaliyasqarûlï, Qabidolda 2.558
qalqala 4.426–427
Qalqašandì, Šihàb ad-Dìn ±A™mad ibn ≠Alì 

al- 1.152, 3.307–308, 3.340, 
3.513–514, 3.718, 4.103, 
4.132–134, 4.134, 4.159, 
4.560–561

qàma 2.195–196
qàma bi- 3.200
Qamar ad-Dìn 2.326
Qamashi 4.613
Qàmišlì 4.402
Qàmišlì Arabic 2.389, 2.534, 4.407–408
Qandìl, Bayyùmì 1.600
Qàniya 2.256–257, 2.259
Qànßawh al-Ÿawrì 2.598
qaràba 4.221
Qarah™isàrì, Ahmad 2.601, 3.311, 

4.561
qarawì 1.605
Qàri±, ≠Alì ibn Sul†àn Mu™ammad 

al- 4.426
qarìb, ma≠nà 3.538
qarì∂ 4.103–104
qarìna 2.80, 2.581, 3.119, 3.122, 

4.103, 4.332
qarìna ™àliyya 2.442
qarìna maqàliyya 2.442
qarìnat al-™àl 4.331
Qaritèn, il- 4.403, 4.408
Qaritèn Arabic 1.538, 2.314, 4.406
qarma†a 1.151
Qarqar 1.127
Qar†ajannì, £àzim ibn Mu™ammad 

al- 3.649, 4.333
Qar†mìn 1.95
Qaryat al-Fàw 3.471
qàsa 4.12
qasam 1.202, 2.237, 3.549, 4.414, 

4.429
qaßd 1.429, 1.558, 2.80, 2.539, 2.541, 

4.333
qaßìd 2.629, 3.211
qaßìda 2.329, 3.500, 3.646, 4.481, 

4.596

qaßìda sàsàniyya 4.255
qaßìdat an-naμr 4.91
Qàsim 3.326
Qàsim, ≠Awn aš-Šarìf 2.560, 

4.375–377
Qàsim Arabic 3.606, 3.326
Qašqa-Dàrya Arabic 4.613–614, 

4.616–617
qa† 1.248, 2.292, 4.432
Qa†abàn 2.56, 2.257, 4.295
Qa†abànian 1.127, 2.66, 3.593, 4.295, 

4.301, 4.313
qatala 1.39
Qa†ar 1.176, 2.213, 2.215, 2.696, 

4.123, 4.306
Qa†ar Arabic 2.609
Qa†ìf 4.124
Qa†ìf Arabic 4.124, 4.128
Qa†n Arabic 4.693
qa†† 4.133
qawl 2.539, 2.541, 2.579, 3.731
qawl ma±μùr 3.629
qawl sà±ir 3.629
qawm 3.344
qawmiyya 3.344
qawsàni 3.742
Qayrawàn ¤ Kairouan 
qayrawànì 3.112
Qayrawànì, ±Abù Zayd al- 3.375
Qays 1.641, 2.88, 2.312, 4.376, 

4.430
Qaysarànì, ±Abù l-Fa∂l Mu™ammad ibn 

¢àhir al- 3.380
Qayyùm, Mu™ammad ≠Abdul 1.287
Qazwìnì, Jalàl ad-Dìn al- 2.79, 2.81, 

2.86, 2.358, 2.441, 2.445, 2.581, 
3.120–121, 4.332, 4.473

Qazzàz, Mu™ammad ibn Ja≠far 
al- 3.648, 3.651

Qedar 1.127–128
qëltu Arabic 1.86–87, 1.90, 1.93, 

1.181, 1.189, 1.222, 1.232, 1.234, 
1.270, 1.396, 1.536–538, 1.584, 
1.607, 1.610, 1.612, 2.313, 
2.414–424, 2.532–533,  4.3, 4.70, 
4.325

qètel Arabic 1.538
qibla ±ìwàn 2.43
Qidru 1.127
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Qilà≠ì, Jibrà±ìl ibn al- 1.603
Qingjing mosque 1.379
Qipchaq ¤ Kipchak 
qirà±a 2.281, 3.74
qirà±a ±imlà± 1.338
qirà±àt 1.2, 1.399–400, 1.427, 1.492, 

2.177, 2.301, 3.14, 3.89, 3.92, 
4.4–11, 4.426, 4.558

qis 1.183
qißßa 1.558
qi†≠a 4.134
qiyàs 1.191–194, 2.86–87, 2.176, 

2.184, 2.200, 2.310, 2.360, 2.425, 
2.448, 2.543, 2.629, 3.427, 4.11–14, 
4.119, 4.444

qiyàs šar≠ì 4.13
qiyàsì 1.67, 2.177
Qòm Išqawh 1.151
quadriconsonantal ¤ quadriradical 
quadriliteral ¤ quadriradical 
quadriradical 1.55, 1.255, 1.307, 1.331, 

1.452, 3.301, 4.50–51, 4.93, 4.244, 
4.411, 4.558, 4.465, 4.568, 4.624, 
4.640, 4.692

quadriradical noun ¤ noun, 
quadriradical 

quadriradical root 2.346, 3.462
quadriradical verb ¤ verb, 

quadriradical 
qualifi er, circumstantial 2.224
qualities of God 2.432
quantifi cational phrase 4.82
quantifi cational relation 4.15, 

4.19
quantifi cational relationship 4.16
quantifi er 1.125, 1.188, 1.283, 

1.351–352, 1.413, 1.477, 1.552, 
1.579, 2.20, 2.146, 2.368, 2.489, 
2.594, 3.221, 3.285, 3.428, 3.535, 
4.14–20, 4.67, 4.81–82, 4.235

quantifi er, nominal 4.15–16, 
4.18–19

quantifi er, numeric 4.18
quantifi er, phrasal 4.15, 4.19
quantifi er, proportional 4.18
quantifi er, universal 4.64
quantifi er fl oating 4.400
quantifi er raising 2.368–369
quantitative adjective 1.18

quantity opposition 3.289
quantity sensitivity 3.616–617, 3.619, 

4.344, 4.348
Quantity-Sensitivity Rule 3.618, 

3.622
Quanzhou 1.378–379
quasi-auxiliary 1.183–184, 

1.186
quasi-verb ¤ pseudoverb 
quatrain 4.90
Quay, Suzanne 1.368–369
Qu∂à≠a 1.614, 2.427, 4.430
Qudàma ibn Ja≠far 1.428, 2.304, 

2.496, 2.579–581, 3.117
Quebec 3.398
Quechua 4.373–374
question 1.249, 1.303, 1.327, 1.342, 

2.23, 2.144, 2.331
question, clefted 4.62
question, echo 1.266, 2.393, 4.566
question, indirect 2.393
question, phatic 2.205
question, rhetorical 1.266, 3.118, 

3.365
question, yes/no 1.249, 2.115, 

2.133–134, 2.388–389, 2.393–394, 
2.397, 2.399

question answering system 1.458, 
1.460

question mark 3.741
question particle 1.245, 1.280, 

2.388–390
question word 1.524, 2.592, 2.596
question word, bimorphemic  

2.388–389
questionnaire-based studies 2.651, 

2.653
questions, acquisition of 2.100
Quhandizì, al- 2.189
Quilon 3.128
quinquiconsonantal ¤ quinquiradical 
quinquiliteral ¤ quinquiradical 
quinquiradical root 4.95
Quintilian 2.442
Quintin, Jean 3.141
Quiring-Zoche, Rosemarie 3.503
Quirk, Randolph 3.224, 4.531, 

4.625
Quitout, Michel 3.274, 4.563
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Qulammas al-Kinànì, al- 4.104
Qulunqul 4.276
Qumayr 4.482
Qumràn 3.409
Q»nanbay»lï, Ibrahim [Abay] 

2.558
Qùnyawì, Mu™ammad al- 3.341
quotation 2.537–538
quotation mark 2.332, 3.741
qurà 1.129
Qur±àn 1.151, 1.166–168, 1.170, 

1.173, 1.179–181, 1.313, 1.336, 
1.379, 1.381–382, 1.397–403, 
1.427–428, 1.434–435, 1.448, 1.450, 
1.456, 1.461, 1.472, 1.484, 1.487, 
1.490, 1.512, 1.528–530, 1.532, 
1.562, 1.564, 1.614–615, 1.617, 
2.17, 2.25, 2.45–46, 2.70, 2.83, 
2.85–86, 2.104, 2.108–109, 2.111, 
2.176–177, 2.182–183, 2.187, 
2.198–199, 2.263, 2.302–307, 
2.331, 2.334, 2.373, 2.654–655, 
3.14, 3.30–31, 3.71, 3.117, 3.139, 
3.465, 3.629

Qur±àn, Amajur 2.600–601
Qur±àn, Baybars Jasnagir’s 4.562
Qur±àn, Blue 2.598, 2.600
Qur±àn, Chester Beatty 4.131, 

4.561
Qur±àn, codifi cation of 4.4
Qur±àn, contrast in the 4.29
Qur±àn, copying of the 4.131
Qur±àn, creation of the 4.473
Qur±àn, dialects in the 3.14
Qur±àn, direct speech in the 4.30
Qur±àn, eternity of the 2.306
Qur±àn, exegesis of 2.232, 2.578, 2.580, 

3.34, 3.36, 3.122, 3.551, 4.73, 4.235, 
4.329

Qur±àn, fi gurative language in the 3.122
Qur±àn, generalization in the 4.29
Qur±àn, in Latin script 1.487
Qur±àn, inimitability of ¤ ±i≠jàz 

al-Qur±àn 
Qur±àn, interpretation of the 1.427
Qur±àn, language of the ¤ Qur±ànic 

Arabic 
Qur±àn, loanwords in the 2.86, 2.666, 

3.7, 3.36, 4.295

Qur±àn, maÿribì 3.111
Qur±àn, manuscripts of the 2.597, 

2.599, 2.600–601
Qur±àn, meaning of the 1.627
Qur±àn, memorization of the 2.110, 

2.338, 3.57, 3.136
Qur±àn, metaphorical interpretation of 

the 3.117–118
Qur±àn, omission in the  4.27
Qur±àn oral transmission of the 

4.105
Qur±àn, parenthesis in the 4.28
Qur±àn, Qarma†ian 4.134
Qur±àn, readers of the 4.4, 4.8
Qur±àn, recitation of the 2.178, 

2.293, 2.311, 2.327, 2.383, 3.194, 
3.207, 3.503, 3.567, 3.726, 4.4, 
4.181, 4.184, 4.346, 4.425–428, 
4.759

Qur±àn, repetition in the 4.24
Qur±àn, rhyme in the 3.567, 4.30, 

4.105
Qur±àn, study of the 3.690
Qur±àn, text of the 4.4
Qur±àn, translation of the 1.166, 1.170, 

1.172, 1.529–530, 2.335, 3.501, 
4.585

Qur±àn, variant readings of the 3.92–93 
4.4–11

Qur±àn, word order in the 4.27
Qur±àn on the Internet 2.383
Qur±àn readers, Kufan 4.558
Qur±ànic Arabic 1.489, 1.491–492, 

1.530, 1.532, 1.534, 1.594, 1.613, 
1.615, 1.617, 2.264, 2.647–648, 
2.705, 2.708, 3.10, 3.645, 3.648, 
3.689, 4.21–31

Qur±ànic commentary ¤ exegesis of the 
Qur±àn 

Qur±ànic orthography 1.401
Qur±ànic paleography 2.597
Qur±ànic school 1.335, 2.137, 3.135, 

3.113, 3.137–139, 4.184, 4.276
Qurayš 1.28, 1.128, 1.131, 1.361, 

1.400, 1.594, 1.614–617, 1.614, 
1.617, 2.88, 2.263–264, 3.14, 
3.89, 3.91–93, 3.345, 4.201, 4.275, 
4.377

qurba 1.567
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Qurbà† ¤ Kurbat 2.217
qurrà± 4.8
Qurra ibn Šarìk 1.151, 1.401, 3.517
qurrà±, ±ahl al- 1.129
Qušàšì, al- 2.335
Qušjì, ≠Alà± ad-Dìn ibn Mu™ammad 

al- 4.686
Qus†à ibn Lùqà 4.546
Quμàm ibn ≠Abbàs 2.46

Qu†b, Sayyid 4.77
Qu†ba 4.560
Qu†bì, al- 4.78, 4.277
Qutbuddin, Tahera 2.325–331
Qu†rub, ±Abù ≠Alì Mu™ammad ibn al-

Mustanìr 1.626–628, 2.403, 3.34, 
4.329

Qutub Shahis 4.452
quwwa 4.287, 4.414
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R

radical consonant 1.313
radio 1.364, 1.528, 1.546, 1.654, 

2.11, 2.503, 2.517–518, 2.658, 3.11, 
3.194–195, 3.295

radio ¤ broadcasting 
radio, Kurdish 3.351
radio, New Zealand 4.628
radio Arabic 2.261, 2.278
radio Arabic ¤ Media Arabic 
Radio Omdurman 2.518
radix 1.574
Radkan 2.600, 2.256
Radtmann, Bartholomaeus 1.169
raf ≠ 1.49, 1.67, 1.71, 1.309, 1.347, 

1.556–560, 1.562–563, 2.92, 2.187, 
2.232–234, 2.292, 2.402–404, 
2.429–430, 2.537, 3.92, 3.651, 
4.357

Rafea, Ahmed 1.460
Raffouli, Faraj 3.672, 4.62
Raf ±ì, ±Amìn ar- 3.193
ràfi ≠a 2.225
Ràfi ≠ì, ar- 3.42
Raghib, Yusuf 3.516
Rahayta 2.272
Rahman, Parez Islam Syed 

Mustafi zur 3.338
Rahman, Tariq 3.506–512
Rahman, Yusuf 2.306
Raimondi, Giovanni Battista 

1.168
Rainey, Anson F. 2.22, 3.409
raising 2.311
raising analysis of relative clause 

4.67
raising of noun phrase 4.365

/r/ 2.416
/r/, velarized 1.103
ra- 1.64, 572
Rabat 1.23–24, 2.470–471, 

2.715
Rabat Arabic 1.596, 1.609, 2.621, 

3.9, 3.273, 3.288–289, 3.292, 
3.274

Rabbath Ammon 2.506
Rabeh 1.521, 3.61, 3.634
Rabì≠a 1.614, 2.555, 3.698, 4.304, 

4.430
Rabin, Chaim 1.490, 1.562, 1.593, 

1.613–618, 1.641, 2.85–86, 2.88, 
2.257–259, 2.263, 2.355, 2.373, 
2.387, 2.403, 2.539, 2.629, 3.14, 
3.89, 3.93–94, 3.404, 3.410–411, 
3.413, 3.416, 3.419, 3.454, 3.465, 
3.497, 3.565, 3.645, 3.689–690, 
3.692–694, 4.2, 4.36, 4.70, 4.123, 
4.125–126, 4.295, 4.430, 4.457–459, 
4.753

Rabinowitz, Isaac 3.466
ràbi†(a) 1.49–50, 3.381–385, 3.547, 

4.102
rab† 1.432, 4.22, 4.24
rab†, ±adawàt ar- 1.471–472
Raby, Julian 3.341
racine 1.574, 1.600
racism 3.314
Radenberg, Hans-Peter 4.750
Radford, Andrew 2.131, 4.438, 

4.522
radì± 1.192, 2.88, 4.12
radical 1.191, 1.313, 3.240
radical conjugation 1.209
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raising, NP 4.747
raising, object  2.369, 3.103, 3.226, 

4.539
raising, predicate 2.133
raising, Q-D 4.746
raising, quantifi er 2.368–369
raising, right-node 4.648–649
Raising, Subject-to-Object 

4.522
raising, verb 4.394, 4.399, 4.524, 

4.650, 4.657
raising, vowel ¤ vowel raising 
rajà± 3.105
Rajaonarimanana, Narivelo 

3.125–128
rajaz 2.281, 3.210, 3.212, 3.214, 

3.219, 3.648, 4.32–37, 4.202, 
4.287–288

ràji≠ 1.49, 4.102, 4.720
Ràji™ì, ≠Abdallàh ar- 3.455
Ràji™ì, ≠Abduh ar- 3.93
Ràji™ì, Šaraf ad-Dìn ≠Alì ar- 

3.91
ràjiz 4.32
ramal 3.210, 3.212, 3.214
Ramallah Arabic 1.584
Ramla 2.464
Ramlì, ±A™mad ibn ≠Alì ar- 

2.541
Rammuny, Raji M. 2.395–397, 3.727, 

4.140
Rampur 2.329
Ramsay, I.T. 4.72
Ramus, Franck 3.725
Ramzì, ±Ibràhìm 1.600
Ranìrì, Nùr ad-Dìn ar- 1.8, 

2.334–335
Rao, Aparna 2.217
Raphelengius, Franciscus 1.169–171
Rapoport, Tova 1.508
Rappaport, Malka 3.621, 

4.489
Ràs il≠Ayn Arabic 4.407
Ràs Rummàn 1.242
Ràs Íadr Arabic 4.238
Ràs Samra 3.408
Rasà±il ±Ixwàn aß-ßafà± 4.220
Rašàyda 1.654, 1.656, 2.2, 

3.326

Rašàyda Arabic 3.62
Rashidi, Linda 2.645
Rašìd, ir- 2.4
Rašìd Arabic 2.2–3
Ràšidiyya ¤ Rosetta 
rasm 3.515, 4.4
Rasmussen, Stig T. 3.23
Rassam, Amal 2.60
ra†an 2.259
ra†àna 2.468, 4.251–252
Ratcliffe, Robert R. 1.74–82, 1.576, 

2.367, 3.304–305, 3.414, 3.420, 
3.423, 3.439–447, 4.52, 4.94, 
4.309–310, 4.339

rate of speech 3.725
Ratzaby, Yehudah 2.534
Ravid, Dorit 2.101
Ràwa 4.407
ràwì 1.4, 1.616, 2.542–543, 3.89, 

3.645, 4.103
Ràwì, Nàji™ ar- 2.635, 2.641
rawiyy 4.87–89
rawm 3.566, 4.427, 4.682
Raydàn Palace 2.256
Raydanitic 2.256
ray™àn 1.152, 3.308–309, 3.340–341, 

3.519, 4.131, 4.133–134
ray™ànì 3.309
Ray™ànì, ≠Alì ibn ≠Ubayda ar- 3.309, 

3.556
Raz, Shlomo 2.271, 4.305–307
Ràzì, ±Abù Bakr Mu™ammad ibn 

Zakariyyà [Rhazes], ar- 
2.677

Ràzì, ≠Alì ibn Ša≈àn ar- 2.601
Ràzì, Farìda 3.575
Ràzì, Faxr ad-Dìn ar- 2.444, 2.580, 

2.677, 3.45, 3.119–120, 3.122, 3.322, 
3.324, 4.8, 4.473

Ràzi™ì Arabic 4.106
readers of the Qur±àn 4.4, 4.8
reading 1.153, 1.371, 2.108, 

2.110–111, 2.692, 2.701, 3.74
reading, learning of 3.76, 

3.78
reading, teaching of 2.106, 

2.108
reading accuracy 3.79
reading diffi culty 3.79

216 raising – reading difficulty

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



reading error 3.78, 4.271
reading fl uency 3.79
realis 1.554, 3.269
reanalysis 1.80–81, 1.183–184, 

1.256, 1.291, 1.304, 1.314, 1.491, 
1.503, 1.590, 2.67–68, 2.140, 
2.193–194, 2.287, 2.375, 3.578, 
3.624, 4.37–43

reanalysis of defi nite article 2.554, 
2.669, 4.723, 4.725

Rebhan, Helga 4.76
reborrowing 2.254
rebracketing 4.38
Rebstock, Ulrich 3.172
Recanati, François 4.328
Recasens, Daniel 3.524
Rechabites 1.127
recipient 2.145
reciprocal 1.284, 1.310, 1.329, 

1.549, 2.245, 2.565, 2.568, 4.43–45, 
4.57, 4.307, 4.397, 4.413, 4.492, 
4.568

reciprocals, acquisition of 2.102
reciprocator 4.43–45
reciprocity 1.284, 2.524, 3.184, 3.202, 

3.226, 4.43–45, 4.661
recitation 1.528, 1.533, 2.110
recitation of the Qur±àn 1.492, 2.183, 

2.329, 2.494, 2.546, 2.649, 3.375, 
3.503, 3.576, 3.726, 4.4, 4.181, 4.346, 
4.425–428, 4.759

Reckendorf, Hermann 1.196, 1.472, 
1.639, 2.224, 2.354–355, 2.389, 
2.452, 2.539, 3.202, 3.453, 3.456, 
3.556, 3.701, 3.705, 3.719, 3.721, 
4.57, 4.196, 4.437, 4.484, 
4.530

Reconquista 2.61, 2.64, 2.282, 
4.572

reconstruction 2.369–370, 
4.81–82

reconstruction of Proto-Semitic 
4.479

reconstruction, syntactic 3.385
recursion 4.494, 4.497, 

4.525
Red Sea 2.51–52, 2.268
Red Sea Coast 3.62
Redfern, Walter 3.538

Redhouse, Sir James W. 4.586
re-diphthongization 1.410
Redjala, Mbarek 3.141
Redlinger, Wendy E. 1.368
reduction 1.492–493, 1.539, 

1.594, 1.611, 2.119–120, 2.195, 
4.161

reduction, geminate 2.685, 4.241
reduction, morphological 2.520
reduction, phonological 2.194, 

3.59
reduction, semantic 4.160
reduction, syllabic nuclei 4.683
reduction, syllable 4.688
reduction, valency 4.625–626
reduction, vowel 4.674–675, 

4.682–683
reduction of consonant clusters 

2.611
reduction of geminates 4.241
reduction of grammar 4.376
reduction of phonetic inventory 3.61, 

3.63
reduction of short vowels 4.302, 

4.307
redundancy 1.562, 2.19, 2.118, 

2.226, 2.274, 3.696, 4.45–50, 4.193, 
4.731

redundant element 4.235
redundant expression 3.201
reduplicant 4.50
reduplication 1.331, 1.341–342, 

1.358, 1.395, 1.523, 1.639, 2.270, 
2.349, 2.379, 2.474, 2.566–567, 
2.619, 3.297, 3.626, 3.638, 4.50–53, 
4.94–95, 4.286, 4.310–311, 
4.644

reduplication, full 4.50–51
reduplication, morphological 

4.50
reduplication, partial 1.313, 

4.50
reduplication, phonological 4.50
reduplication, pronoun 4.52
reduplication, syndetic 4.52
reduplication, syntactic 4.50
reduplication, verbal 2.524
Reed, William L. 4.480, 

4.482
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Reese, Johannes 1.50–53
reference 1.12, 1.430, 1.474
reference time 1.199–200
reference, pronominal 1.431
referent 1.568
referent, maintenance of 1.649
referent shift 1.649
referential enunciation 4.332
referential expression 1.310–312, 

1.486
referentiality 4.316
refl exive 1.284, 1.297, 1.310, 

1.329, 1.377, 1.523, 2.245, 
2.348–349, 2.525, 2.565, 2.568, 
3.184, 3.553, 4.43, 4.53–57, 4.307, 
4.522, 4.642

refl exive, logophoric 4.54–55
refl exive, simplex 4.53
refl exive complex 4.53–54
refl exive construction 1.622
refl exive verb 1.75
refl exive-passive 2.348, 3.251
refl exivity 4.642
refl exivization 1.284
refl exivizer 4.54
reform of Arabic 2.635
register 1.406, 1.409, 1.437, 1.483, 

2.8, 2.10–11, 2.117, 4.57–60, 4.194
register, Bedouin 4.240
register, colloquial 1.616
register, conventionalization of 

3.670
register, familiar 1.483
register, formal 1.483, 1.666
register, informal 1.483
register, sacred 2.662
register, third 1.632
register marker 4.57
Regnier, Jean Pierre 3.195
regression, dialect in 1.605
regression, false 2.276–277
regularity 2.177
Reh, Mechthild 4.38, 4.161
Reich, Peter 4.335
Reichenbach, Hans 1.196, 

1.199–200
Reichmuth, Philipp 4.515–520
Reichmuth, Stefan 1.190, 2.388, 3.404, 

3.437, 3.544, 4.72–80, 4.376, 4.759

Reig, Daniel 1.628, 3.26–27
Reim 4.305
Reimwortbildung 1.315
Reinaud, Joseph Touissant 2.42
reinforcement 1.342
Reinhardt, Carl 1.663, 3.478, 3.481, 

3.489, 3.544
Reinhart, Tanya 2.170, 2.208, 

4.53–55
Reinkowski, Maurus 4.592
Reiske, Johann Jakob 1.167
Rejwan, Nissim 4.76
Rejzek, Ji«í 4.259
relation, specifi er/head 1.352
relational adjective 1.80
Relational Grammar 1.457, 4.502, 

4.535
relationship, sound and meaning 

4.286–287
relative, cleft 4.66
relative, defi nite 4.68
relative, indefi nite 4.68, 4.722
relative, nonrestrictive 4.64, 

4.747
relative, restrictive 4.747
relative adjective 1.14, 1.17, 1.452, 

3.153, 3.220, 4.691
relative clause 1.13, 1.20, 1.49–50, 

1.124, 1.266, 1.311–312, 1.395, 1.417, 
2.595, 3.202, 3.431

relative clause, matching analysis of 
4.67

relative clause in Northwest 
Semitic 3.419

relative identity value 1.586
relative marker 1.488, 1.524, 4.60–61, 

4.63, 4.65, 4.67
relative marker, Tajik 4.622
relative pronoun 1.13, 1.91, 1.106, 

1.116, 1.226, 1.239, 1.263, 1.273, 
1.279, 1.303, 1.392, 1.399, 1.491, 
1.549, 1.559–560, 1.566, 1.606, 1.639, 
1.668, 2.161, 2.195–186, 2.243, 2.271, 
2.484, 2.530, 2.537, 2.614, 3.151, 
3.192, 3.245, 3.261, 3.277, 3.365, 
3.403, 3.484, 3.531, 3.636, 3.694–695, 
4.62–63, 4.70–72, 4.111, 4.187–188, 
4.221, 4.236, 4.246, 4.392, 4.552, 
4.622, 4.689
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relativization 2.118, 4.522, 
4.525–526

relativizer 4.61, 4.64–66
release 1.26
Relevance Principle 4.503
relic area 1.537
relic area ¤ enclave 
religion 1.650
religion and language 4.72–80
religious community 1.442–448
religious expressions 1.650
remodeling 2.71
Renan, Ernst 2.86
Rendille 1.35
Rendsburg, Gary 1.493
Renfrew, Colin 3.141
renominalization 2.208
Rentz, G. 3.402
reordering 3.204
repetition 1.246, 1.342, 1.431, 

1.471, 1.474, 1.640, 1.647–648, 
1.651, 2.205, 3.500, 3.669, 4.49–50, 
4.52, 4.103

repetition, lexical 1.431–432, 2.208, 
3.713

repetition, root 4.52
repetition in the Qur±àn 4.24
repetition of consonants 4.94
reported speech 3.665
representation, autosegmental 3.626
representative 3.570
request 3.659, 3.680, 4.331–332
resegmentation 4.38
resemblance 2.92
resolution, anaphoric 1.514
resonant 3.596–597
resonating cavity 4.666
response, affective 2.650
response, behavioral 2.650
response, cognitive 2.650
response, evaluative 2.650
restitution, false 2.276–277
restriction 4.27
restriction, co-occurrence 1.436
restriction, defi nite 4.19
restriction, minimality 4.392
restriction, selectional 1.436
restriction of quantifi er 4.15, 

4.17–19

restructuring 1.593–595, 2.120, 
3.61–62

restructuring, linguistic 3.58
result nominal 3.393
resultative 1.199, 1.201, 1.331, 1.396, 

1.553
resumption 1.312, 1.413, 3.383, 4.67, 

4.80–85, 4.400
resumption, direct object 4.67
resumptive pronoun 1.49, 1.312, 

1.350, 1.493, 1.552, 2.132, 2.148, 
2.171–272, 2.296, 2.595, 3.220, 
3.383, 3.385, 3.560, 3.589, 4.60, 
4.65, 4.68, 4.71, 4.82, 4.186, 
4.366, 4.485, 4.525–527, 4.720–722, 
4.738

resyllabication 1.28, 1.246, 2.152, 
2.230, 2.575, 2.611, 2.685, 3.405, 
3.480, 3.488, 3.611, 4.85–86, 
4.116, 4.124, 4.126, 4.243, 4.351, 
4.390–391

resyllabication, guttural 3.403
resyllabication, Najdì 4.244
resyllabifi cation ¤ resyllabication 
retention 1.80
Retracted Tongue Root 4.670
retraction of the tongue root 

2.365
retrieval 2.681, 4.270
retrofl ex 1.134–135, 1.521, 2.269, 

4.273, 4.434
retrofl exion 4.754
Retsö, Jan 1.126–133, 1.178–182, 

1.490, 1.614–617, 1.622–626, 2.24, 
3.192, 3.424, 3.544, 3.553, 3.556–557, 
3.564–565, 3.588, 4.62, 4.64, 4.70, 
4.304, 4.402, 4.620, 4.727

Reuland, Eric 4.53–55
Reuschel, Wolfgang 1.484, 3.543, 

4.151
revelation 1.173, 4.21–31
Revell, E.J. 2.232
reversal of kinship terms 2.587
reverse-role use 4.469, 4.470
Reves, Thea 2.464
Revised Extended Standard 

Theory 1.457
revival of Amazigh 2.713
revival of Arabic 1.531

  relativization – revival of arabic 219

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



R-expression 1.310–312
Rey Bouba 1.337
Reyhanlı 1.111, 1.113–114, 

1.116–118
Reynolds, Dwight Fletcher 

3.500
Reza Shah 2.572
Rezaei, Siamak 3.739–742
rhapsode 3.645–646
Rhazes ¤ Ràzì, ±Abù Bakr Mu™ammad 

ibn Zakariyyà ar- 
rhèma 3.547
rhematization 4.485
rheme 1.429, 1.485, 2.569, 4.484–487, 

4.494, 4.498, 4.501–502
rheme marker 1.476
rhetoric 2.88, 2.358–359, 2.445, 2.627, 

4.472
rhetoric, Arabic 2.443, 3.116–117
rhetoric, contrastive 1.648
rhetoric, Indian 2.579
rhetorical question 1.266, 3.118, 

3.365
Rhodokanakis, Nikolaus 3.478, 

4.302–304, 4.306
rhyme 3.210, 3.566–568, 3.601, 

3.611–612, 3.647, 4.86–92, 4.103, 
4.208, 4.387

rhyme, free 4.88
rhyme, restricted 4.88
rhyme in rajaz 4.32, 4.34
rhyme in the Qur±àn 3.567, 4.30, 

4.105
rhymed prose 2.264, 2.305, 3.32, 

4.103
rhyming letter 1.150
rhyming order 3.21
rhythm 3.620, 4.734
rhythmic principle 4.734
rhythmic stress shift 3.617
Riad, M. 1.503
Riaz, Ali 1.257–259
Ribera, Julián 1.99
Rice, David Talbot 2.680, 3.309, 3.340, 

4.131, 4.560–561
Rice, Frank A. 2.481, 4.59
Rice, Mabel 2.680, 2689
Richard, Francis 3.336–338, 

3.341

Richert, Nicole 4.460
Richter, Tonio Sebastian 1.495–501
Ri∂à, ±A™mad 3.40
Ri∂à, ≠Alì 1.382
Ri∂à, Mu™ammad 3.346
ridda 1.129
Riddell, Peter 2.335
riddle 1.57, 3.174, 4.158
ridf 4.88
Riebeeck, Jan van 4.290
Riemsdijk, Henk van 4.719
Rieschild, Verna Robertson 4.286, 

4.469
Rif 2.62
Rifaat, Khaled 2.677
Riffaterre, Michael 4.199
right-dislocation 2.148, 4.541, 

4.726
right-dominant 3.613
Rights and Obligations 1.415
Riguet, Maurice 2.660
Rihani, Amin 2.703, 3.395
Rì™ànì, Najìb ar- 1.600
Rijàl Alma Arabic 4.127
Rijkhoff, Jan 2.143
rika 4.98
rik≠a kırması 4.98
Rimbaud, Arthur 4.212
Ringel, Heinrich 3.718
Río del Oro 2.240, 3.169
Rippin, Andrew 2.373, 3.7, 3.36, 3.690, 

4.295
riqà≠ / rig≠a 1.152, 3.309, 4.98, 4.131, 

4.134, 4.561
Rìràš, Sayx ±A™mad ≠Abdallàh 4.277
rising contour 2.397, 2.400
rising melody 2.397
Ristàq Arabic 2.388, 3.481
Ritter, Elizabeth 1.479, 3.232, 3.429, 

4.15, 4.743, 4.746
ritual 2.202, 2.206, 2.646, 

4.73
Rivolta, Barbara 3.337, 

4.561
riwàya 2.543
riwàya bi-l-lafÚ 2.331
riwàya bi-l-ma≠nà 2.331
Riyadh 4.123
Riyadh Arabic 4.62
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Rizègàt 1.362
Rizzi, Luigi 2.171, 2.173–174, 

3.706, 4.362, 4.366, 4.488, 4.647, 
4.746

Rizzitano, Umberto 2.629
Rmèlàt Arabic 3.401, 4.238, 

4.677
Roach, Peter 4.387
Robert of Ketton 1.166
Roberts, Allen F. 4.181
Roberts, Mary Nooter 4.181
Robertson Smith, William 

3.719
Robin, Christian Julien 1.617, 

2.256–261, 2.263, 3.467, 3.469–472, 
3.516–517, 4.295

Robins, R.H. 1.343
Robinson, Charles Henry 

2.251
Robinson, David 4.180
Robinson, Francis 3.510
Robinson, Jane J.  1.457
Rocco, Benedetto 4.216
Rockey, Denyse 2.677
Rodgers, J. 2.262
Roger II, King 3.142
Röhrborn, Klaus 4.585
Röll, Walter 2.456
Röllig, Wolfgang 3.409
>om 2.217, 4.255
Romaine, Suzanne 1.416, 1.419, 2.321, 

2.684, 2.704
Roman, André 1.544–545, 1.641, 

1.643–647, 2.83, 2.228–229, 3.564, 
4.463, 4.465, 4.666–667

Romance languages 1.96–99, 1.100, 
1.102, 1.562, 2.173, 2.256, 3.232–233, 
3.524

«omanes 2.217
Romani 2.73, 2.217, 2.219–221, 

2.469–470
«omani ∑hib 2.217
Romanian 4.371
Romans 1.293
Romansch 2.684
Romany 4.255
Rome 1.171
Römer, Claudia 4.584
Ronjat, Jules 1.368

Ronkel, Philippus Samuel van 
2.334

root 1.13, 1.15, 1.76, 1.191, 1.207, 
1.313, 1.376–377, 1.425, 1.573–577, 
2.103, 2.346–347, 2.447–450, 2.692, 
3.21, 3.31, 3.33, 3.40, 3.45–46, 3.66, 
3.240, 3.301, 3.423, 3.425, 3.610, 
3.627, 4.93–98, 4.336–337, 4.338–344, 
4.461

root, assimilated 2.165
root, biradical 1.638, 1.640, 2.155, 

2.347, 2.349, 3.49, 3.462, 3.610, 4.93, 
4.95, 4.97

root, consonantal 1.574–575
root, defective 2.167–168
root, discontinuous 1.376, 

3.225
root, doubly weak 2.164, 2.448
root, geminated 1.313–314, 

4.93
root, hollow 2.166–167
root, homorganic 3.610
root, lexical 3.626
root, meaning of 1.576
root, mental representation of 

4.95–96
root, quadriradical 2.448, 2.485, 

3.627, 4.93, 4.95
root, quinquiradical 4.95
root, reduplicated 4.94
root, sound 2.165
root, triradical 1.644–645, 2.347, 

2.349, 2.352, 2.375, 2.448, 3.46, 
3.49, 4.93–94

root, verbal 3.624
root, weak 1.314, 2.164–165, 2.168, 

2.448
root augment 1.315
root consonant 2.346
root determinative 1.315, 4.96–97
root evidence 1.378
root extension 4.97
root innovation 4.462
root morpheme 2.346, 

3.297
root radical 2.449
root segmentation 4.95
root system, Semitic 4.173–174
root tier 3.225
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root variation 1.82
root vowel 1.313, 2.167
root-and-pattern morphology 

3.445
Root-and-Pattern Principle 1.76, 

1.376, 3.425, 3.440, 4.461, 
4.640

root-echo response 2.203
Rose, Sharon 3.305, 3.494, 3.628
Rosen, Lawrence 2.62–64
Rosenbaum, Gabriel M. 2.378, 2.534, 

4.593
Rosenhouse, Judith 1.259–269, 1.271, 

1.571, 1.616, 2.230, 2.481–493, 
3.141–142, 3.146, 3.360, 3.403, 
3.427, 3.584, 3.586, 3.717, 3.721, 
3.727, 4.2, 4.192, 4.195, 4.302–303, 
4.305–306, 4.649, 4.653, 4.659–665

Rosenthal, Franz 3.7, 3.112, 3.307, 
3.309, 3.410–411, 3.689, 4.132–133, 
4.545

Rosenthall, Samuel 2.153–155, 
3.461–464

Rosetta Arabic 2.2–3
Ross, Jeffrey A. 2.59, 2.64
Ross, John Robert 3.384, 3.386, 

3.687, 4.81, 4.522–527, 
4.721

Rossi, Ettore 2.456, 4.106, 4.108, 
4.548, 4.750

Rossi, Mario 3.724
Rössler, Otto 4.170
rote memorization 3.499
Roth [-Laly], Arlette 1.190, 1.365, 

1.536, 2.363, 2.388, 3.61, 4.198, 
4.708, 4.710, 4.713, 4.716

Rothstein, Susan 3.685
Rothweiler, Monika 2.689
Rottland, Franz 3.435
Rotwelsch 2.217, 4.255
Rouaud, Alain 1.654
Rouchdy, Aleya 1.416–417, 2.1, 

2.642, 3.59, 3.313, 3.435, 
3.664

rounding harmony 4.676
Rousseau, Jean 1.574
routine 2.202
routinization 2.196
Roux, Arsène 2.470–471

Rowson, Everett 2.468, 2.470, 
4.255–256, 4.258

Roxburgh, David J. 3.341
Royal Institute for Amazigh 

Culture 2.63
Royal, Anne Marie 2.8, 4.638
Rozwadowska, Bozena 3.388
Rub≠ al-Xàli ¤ Empty Quarter 
Ru±ba ibn al-≠Ajjàj 4.32–36, 

4200
rubà≠ì 4.624
rubà≠ì meter 4.206–207
Rubatab Arabic 4.376
rubba 1.72, 1.558, 3.700, 

4.161
Rubenson, Samuel 2.1
Rubin, Aaron 3.415
Rubino, Carl 4.50
Rubinstein, Amnon 2.438
Ruch, R. 4.271
Ru∂à 1.127, 4.480–481
Rufayda Arabic 4.127
Ruiter, Jan Jaap de 2.72–79
ruj™àn 1.71, 3.322
rukn 2.496–497
Ruland, Hans-Jochen 4.543, 4.545
rule 1.208–209
rule, chopping 4.526
rule, copying 4.525–526
rule, cyclic 2.38, 3.619, 4.522
rule, exocentric 4.649
rule, movement 4.522
rule, obligatory 4.522
rule, optional 4.522
rule, phrase structure 4.524, 4.526, 

4.741–742
rule, prescriptive 2.178
rule, S 4.741
rule, S-expansion 4.742–743
rule, subcategorization 1.418, 1.635
rule, transformational 4.522, 

4.524–525
rule change 4.38
rule extension 1.74
rule ordering 2.38
rule ordering, extrinsic 3.496
rule system 1.422, 1.457
rùmì 1.99, 3.341
Rùmì, Jalàl ad-Dìn 4.561
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Rùmiyya 3.7
Rummànì, ≠Alì ibn ≠îsà ar- 2.188, 

2.303–304, 2.443–444, 3.323, 
4.119

Rumpf, Christian 4.579
Rundgren, Frithiof 3.31, 3.450
Rundì, ar- 2.316
runes, Turkic 4.450
run-on lines 4.92
ruq≠a 3.519, 4.98–100, 4.132
ruq≠a, broken 4.98
ruq≠a qirmasì 4.98
rural area 1.595
rural dialect 1.595, 1.605, 1.607–608, 

2.8
Rušdì, Rašàd 1.601
Russell, Robert 4.524
Russian 1.45, 1.51–52, 1.196, 

2.66, 2.345, 2.440, 2.699, 3.524, 

3.621–622, 3.725, 4.372, 4.395, 
4.612

Russian, Arabic loanwords in 
4.259–267

Rustàq ¤ Ristàq 
rutba 4.22
rutta 2.676
Ruwwàfa 4.478
Rùx, Drìs ar- 1.603
ruxßa 3.647, 3.649, 3.651
R…ži∑ka, Karel F. 1.660
Rwàlah Arabic 1.260, 4.125–126, 

4.403
Rwanda 1.661–662
Rybalkin, Valeriy 1.67–74, 4.428–430
Ryckmans, Jacques 3.471, 4.296
Ryding, Karin C. 1.666–671, 

2.294–298, 2.424, 3.100–101, 4.192, 
4.360–361
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S

šabbaha 4.12–13
Íabbàn, aß- 2.189
Íabbèha Arabic 4.751
Sabines, Jaime 3.396
Sabuni, Abdulghafur 4.664
Šabwa 4.750
Sachdev, Itesh 2.660–661, 

4.323–324
Sacks, Harvey 2.202
Sacleux, Charles 1.663
sacralization 4.73
sacred language 1.174
Sa≠d Arabic 3.94
Sa≠d ibn Bakr 3.694
Sa≠d ibn Bakr Arabic 4.376
Sa≠d Ibn Zayd Manàt 4.376
Ía≠dah Arabic 4.751, 4.754, 

4.756
ßadara 4.740
Sadat, President Anwar as- 3.194–196, 

3.200, 3.540, 4.77
šadd 1.152, 1.192, 2.177, 3.90, 3.92, 

3.94, 4.9, 4.22
šadda 1.2, 1.134, 3.77, 4.518
Saddam Hussein, President 1.657, 

3.370, 3.664, 3.666, 3.670
Säddùm wëll Ndyartu 3.173
Šàdigàn 2.572
Íàdiqì, ≠A.A. 2.407, 2.409
Sadiqi, Fatima 1.456, 2.642–650, 2.659, 

4.190
šaÚiyya 3.341
Sadock, Jerold M. 1.457, 4457
ßadr 4.87, 4.89
Sadr City 1.272
Sadr City Arabic 1.272

S rule 4.741
sa- 2.22, 2.192, 2.547
sa≠a 3.104, 4.411
Saad, Elias N. 3.135–136
Saad, George Nehmed 1.357, 3.555, 

4.487
Sa≠àda, ±An†ùn 3.348
Saadawi, Nawal 2.642, 2.645, 2.647
Saadeddin, Mohamed Akram 1.432, 

1.648
Sa≠adì, as- 3.373
Saadi-Mokrane, Djamila 1.534
Sa±àdne 1.362
Saadya Gaon 1.170, 2.23, 2.66, 

2.528, 2.534, 3.218
saafara 4.181
ßa≠àlìk ¤ ßu≠luk 4.208
sa≠at al-kalàm 3.116
Ía≠ayda 2.2
Saba± 2.56, 2.256, 3.467, 4.295
sabab 1.49, 2.306, 2.309, 2.357, 

3.208–210, 3.213–214, 4.101, 4.236, 
4.545

sababì 4.101 -102, 4.221
Sabaean 1.127, 2.56, 2.66–67, 

2.256–258,  3.227, 3.465, 3.467, 
3.471–472, 3.592, 4.175, 4.295, 
4.301, 4.303, 4.309–310, 4.312, 
4.478, 4.753

Sabaeo-£imyaritic 2.256
Sabaeo-Raydanitic 2.256
Sabaic ¤ Sabaean 
Sabaki 4.381
Sab≠àn, L.K. as- 2.609
Ša≠bàn, Sultan 3.308
sabb 2.361–363
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Íadrì Afšàr, Gh.£. 2.410–411
Saeed, Aziz 1.650
Íafadì, aß- 2.497, 3.380, 4.562
Íafadì, Yàsìn £amìd 3.337, 340, 

4.134
Safady, Jorge Salim 3.4
Íafaitic 2.198, 2.263, 3.227, 3.411, 

3.465, 3.468, 3.471, 4.478–482
Íafaitic, South 4.480–482
šafatàni 4.426
Safavid Dynasty 2.572, 3.519
Safed Arabic 1.608
Saffar, Abdul-Emir al- 1.457
Safì d-Dìn al-£illì, ¤ £illì, Íafì d-Dìn al-
Šafì, ≠Mu™ammad 3.341
Safi d Buland 2.40
Šàfi ≠ì law 2.337
Šàfi ≠ì, Jalàl ad-Dìn Mu™ammad ibn 

±A™mad aš- 1.380, 1.448, 1.451, 
2.60, 3.36, 3.122, 3.346, 4.13, 
4.295

Safi r, Kenneth 3.706
Safi -Stagni, Sabah 2.687–694, 3.305, 

4.267–272, 4.336
Safi ullina, Flyora 4.450
ßafra 4.157–158
Íafwàn, Muß†afà 1.600
Sag, Ivan A. 1.458, 1.2.18, 4.316, 

4.648
Íaÿànì, ±Abù l-Fa∂à±il £asan ibn 

Mu™ammad aß- 1.627, 2.328, 
3.34–35

Sagey, Elizabeth 1.27, 3.525
Íaÿìr, Mu™ammad aß- 3.222
Saguer, A. 2.347
Sagya el-£amra 2.240, 3.169
Saharan languages 3.438
Sahel region 1.360, 1.362–363
Sahhaf, as-, Minister 1.657
ßà™ib al-™àl 2.132, 2.224
šàhid 1.627, 2.177, 2.188, 3.23, 3.38, 

3.43, 3.323, 3.648, 3.690, 4.32, 4.35, 
4.436

ßa™ì™ 2.88, 2.93, 2.309, 2.448, 3.91, 
4.121, 4.644

Sà™il Maryù† Arabic 2.314
Šàhìn, Íalà™ 1.601
Saho 1.35, 2.268–272, 3.62
Sahraoui, Cheb 2.78

Šahrastànì, Tàj ad-Dìn Mu™ammad ibn 
≠Abd al-Karìm aš- 2.303

Sa≠ìd, ≠Alì ±A™mad ¤ Adonis 
Said, Edward 1.533
Said, Majed F. 2.481
Sa≠ìd, Naffùsa Zakariyyà 3.348
Sa≠ìd, Nùrì as- 3.348
Sa≠ìd, ¢alàl ≠Uμmàn as- 1.273
Saida Arabic 1.608
Saidat, Ahmad Mahmoud 2.501
Ía≠ìdì Arabic ¤ Arabic, Upper Egyptian 
Saidi, Redouan 2.75
Saiegh-Haddad, Elinor 3.79
Saifawa Dynasty 2.552
Íà±iÿ, Fà±iz aß- 3.18
Saint-Exupéry, Antoine de 1.603
Saint-Louis 3.174, 4.723
šà≠ir 3.645
ßà±it 2.238
saj≠ 1.8, 2.264, 2.305, 3.32, 3.648, 4.73, 

4.103–106, 4.203
saj≠a 4.103–104
šajà≠at al-≠arabiyya 3.651, 4.24
Sakai, S. 4.669
Sakarna, Ahmad Khalaf 2.501
Sakhr 1.214, 1.460, 1.513
Sakhr products 1.210
sàkin 2.238, 3.208
Šàkir, ≠Abdullàh 4.107
Sakkàkì, ±Abù Ya≠qùb Yùsuf ibn ±Abì Bakr 

as- 2.79, 2.81, 2.359, 2.441, 2.444, 
2.447, 2.580–581, 3.119–120, 3.214, 
4.287, 4.330–331, 4.473, 4.625

Sakkal, Mamoun 2.601–602
Sakkout, Hamdi 3.518
Sakthivel, S. 4.433
Sala 3.287
Šalabì, ≠Abd al-Fattà™ ±Ismà≠ìl 4.8
Saladin [Íalà™ ad-Din], Emir 2.601
Salafi s 1.381
Salafi yya 1.380, 3.137–138
Íalàla 2.212, 3.478
Íalàla Arabic 3.479
Salama ibn Jandal 3.309, 3.340, 

4.560
Salamaeans 4.478
Salamanca 1.168
Salamas 3.370
Salamat 1.360–363
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Salameh, Eva-Kristina 2.97, 
2.678–679

ßalàt 2.45
salb ad-dalàla 4.163
Salé 3.294
Salé Arabic 1.609, 3.273–274
Salegh-Haddad, Elinor 2.111
Salem, Babikian 4.77
salfi h 3.500
Saliba, George 2.258
Salibi, Kamal 4.514
saliency 2.117–118
saliency, perceptual 3.206
Íàli™, a†-¢ayyib 2.559, 2.598, 

3.308–309
Íàli™, Ma™mùd H. 1.457, 3.678, 

3.681
Íàli™iyya 4.277
sàlim 4.645
Sàlim, ≠Alì 1.601
Sàlim, £amdì as-Sayyid 4.276
Salim, Major 1.519
Salishan 3.204
Sallam, A.M. 1.668, 3.430
Sallo, Ibrahim-Khidhir 1.417
Salloum, D. ¤ Sallùm, Dàwùd 
Sallùm, Dàwùd 3.91, 4.304, 

4.759
Íalm 4.480–481
Salmanasar III, King 1.126
Salmàniye 1.362
Salmiyya 2.609
Salmons, Joe 4.373
Salonen, Erkki 2.418
Šalqànì, ≠Abd al-£amìd aš- 3.89
Íal† Arabic 1.595, 2.498–499
Íal†, aß- 2.499
Salzburg School 1.586
Šàm, aš- 2.481
samà≠ 1.72, 1.148, 1.194, 2.87
samà≠ì 1.67
Samànah 4.238
Samànah Arabic 3.401
Samanda‘ 1.112, 1.117–118
Samanda‘ Arabic 1.117
Sam≠ànì, ±Abù Sa≠d as- 3.380, 717
Samanid Dynasty 1.174, 1.403, 2.406, 

3.574
Samarin, William J. 4.72

Samaritan Arabic 3.218
Samarqand 2.46
Samarqandì, ±Abù l-Qàsim as- 

4.686
Samarra-Fallujah Line 2.414
Sàmarrà±ì, Fà∂il Íàli™ as- 2.80
Samarrà±ì, ±Ibràhìm as- 2.263, 

3.718
Samàrum 2.212
Šamatrànì, Šams ad-Din as- 2.335
Samàwa Arabic 2.416
Samaw±al ibn ≠Adì, as- 2.526, 

3.732
Samb, Amar 4.182
sa¤dhi 4.115
Sam™a 4.301
Samhan, Helen 3.313
ßàmit 2.238
Šammar 3.326, 4.125, 4.403
Sammarco, A. 2.457
Šammari Arabic 1.260, 1.606, 3.326, 

4.126
Sampson, John 2.219
Samuels, M.L. 4.288
Samy, Doaa 1.513
Samy, Waheed 2.380–387
ša±n 1.558, 2.552
San Eulogio 1.96
Ían≠à± 3.693, 4.757
ßan≠à 2.44
ßan≠à, ±ahl aß- 2.305
Sanad, Azza 4.766
Sanandaj 2.604
Ían≠ànì Arabic 1.23, 1.25, 1.445, 1.596, 

2.39, 2.231, 3.84, 3.450–452, 3.611, 
3.613, 3.620, 3.674–675, 3.702, 4.62, 
4.106–115, 4.117, 4.529–535, 4.559, 
4.690, 4.695, 4.697, 4.750–751, 4.753, 
4.756–757

San∑es [Sánchez], Alcaén A. 2.238, 
3.208–209

Sánchez-Albornoz, Claudio 1.98
sandhi 1.187, 1.237, 1.262, 

1.322, 2.299, 2.397, 4.115–118, 
4.682

sandhi, blocking of 2.397
sandhi, external 4.115
sandhi, internal 4.115–116
sandhi writings 4.479
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Sandler, Wendy 4.223
Sandoval, Antonio Moreno 1.513
Sanford, Anthony J. 4.502
Sango 1.363, 4.386
sanjak 1.8
Sankoff, David 1.418
Sanni, Amidu 3.646
Íannù≠, Ya≠qùb 1.176, 1.598, 1.600, 

1.602, 3.193
šanšana 2.556, 4.304
Sanskrit 1.8, 1.286, 2.286, 2.326, 

2.337–338, 3.129, 3.133, 3.422, 
3.553, 3.621–622, 4.262, 4.434, 
4.477

Sanskrit, Vedic 4.477
Sanskritization 1.287–288, 2.674, 

4.596
Santiago de Chile 3.2
Santon Sidi Haddi 4.157
São Paulo 3.2, 3.4
Sapir, Edward 1.484, 1.616, 

2.67
saq†a 2.629
Sara 1.360, 1.363
Sara, Solomon I. 2.228
Sara Mountains 3.401, 3.404
Saracens 1.128
šaraf 3.658
Šaraf ad-Dìn 4.750
Sarapis 1.131
Saràt 3.693
Saràt ≠Abìdah Arabic 4.127
Saràt Arabic 3.606
Sarauw, Christian 1.614, 2.312, 

3.93
Sardinia 4.215
ßarf 1.119, 1.381, 1.643, 2.402, 

2.404, 2.426, 2.448, 2.623, 3.96, 
3.107, 3.136, 4.118–122, 4.207, 
4.432, 4.442–443

ßarf, mamnù≠ min aß- 1.309
ßarfa 2.303–304
Sargon II, King 4.478
šar™ 1.3–4, 1.232, 2.527, 

2.531
šar≠ì 3.119, 3.210, 3.212, 

3.214
šarì≠a 1.6, 1.403, 1.665, 2.338, 

2.646, 2.648, 3.135, 3.352

Sarig, Lea 1.474
Sarmaan 4.276
Šarqiyya 1.589, 2.4
Šarqiyya Arabic 1.584, 1.589, 2.2, 

3.401–402, 3.404, 3.406, 4.238, 
4.727

Sarràj, Mu™ammad as- 3.392
šar† 1.49, 1.72, 2.477–479
šar†a 3.741
Šar†ùnì, Rašìd aš- 2.13–15, 2.316, 

4.659–660
Šar†ùnì, Sa≠ìd al-Xùrì aš- 3.39–40, 

3.72
Sarwàni, ≠Abbàs Khan 3.508
Sason 1.87
Sassanid Empire 1.378, 2.406, 

4.424
Sasse, Hans-Jürgen 1.563, 3.237
Ša†a†, Yùnis 2.705
satellite 2.29, 2.143–144, 3.194, 

3.198
satellite channel 4.154
satellite television 3.317
satellite-framed 1.485
Šà†ibì, ±Abù ±Is™àq ±Ibràhìm ibn Mùsà 

aš- 1.3, 4.28, 4.21
šatm 2.361–363, 3.173
ša†r 4.87
Šatt al-≠Arab 2.571
Satterthwait, Arnold 3.179
Satti, Nasir 3.435
Satzinger, Helmut 1.496
Saudi Arabia 1.258, 1.450–451, 

2.105, 2.107, 2.250, 2.255, 
2.268, 2.696, 3.179, 3.313, 
4.123–130

Saudi Arabia, Arabic in 2.205
Saudi Arabian Arabic 1.657–658, 

2.37–38, 2.97, 2.99, 2.658, 3.237, 
4.655, 4.671

Saudi Arabian Bedouin Arabic 
1.266

Saunders, Elaine 2.675
Saussure, Ferdinand de 1.573, 

1.575, 3.188
Sauvaget, Jean 2.42
Sauvignac, Raphael 4.479, 4.481–482
Savary, Claude 4.516
ßawàb 2.629
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sawàd al-≠Iràq 1.617
šawàhid ¤ šàhid 
Sawaie, Mohammed 1.596, 1.668, 

2.498–505, 2.634–642, 2.656, 2.658, 
4.460

Íawàl™a Arabic 3.401, 4.240
Sawàrkah Arabic 3.401, 4.238
sawfa 1.217, 1.509, 1.568, 2.192, 3.97, 

3.548
Šàwi 4.403
Šàwi Arabic 1.546, 4.403, 4.407–408
šàwiyya 1.333
Šawkànì, Mu™ammad ibn ≠Alì aš- 

3.380
Šawqi, ±A™mad 4.87, 4.90, 4.106, 

4.213
ßawt 2.237, 2.426, 2.433, 2.541, 3.123, 

3.603, 4.283–284
ßawt murakkab 1.640
ßawtì, harf 2.235
Sawyer, John F.A. 4.72
Saxàwì, as- 3.380
Saxon genitive 3.69, 3.232
Íaxr, Bani 1.260
šaxß 2.427, 3.547
šaxßi 3.178
šay± 1.191, 2.388, 4.443
Sayah, Mansour 2.696
Šaybànì, ±Abù ≠Amr aš- 2.85, 2.359, 

3.21, 3.31–32, 3.689
Íaydàwì, aß- 4.132
Sayf 1.361
Sayf ad-Dawla, ≠Ayda 1.600
Sayf ad-Dìn, ≠Abd ≠Alì 2.328
Sayf ad-Dìn, ¢àhir 2.327–328
Sayf ibn ˛ì Yazan 1.361
Íayhadic 1.491, 2.262, 4.301
Íàyiÿ, Màjid al- 3.14
Íàyiÿ, Samìr al- 4.214
Íàyiÿ, Tawfìq 4.214
Sayrambaev, T. 2.557
šay±un 2.194
Sayyàb, Badr Šàkir as- 4.90–91
Šayyàl, Jamàl ad-Dìn aš- 4.26, 4.460
Sayyid, ±A™mad Lu†fì as- 1.602, 2.634, 

3.193, 3.349
Sbai, Noufi ssa 3.294
Šbanàt 3.170
SC ¤ structural change 

scalability 2.321–322
Scaliger, Joseph Justus 1.167, 1.169–170
Scarbrough, Earl of 4.149
scenario 4.502
Sceptics 4.11
Schaade, Arthur 2.233, 3.123
Schabert, Peter 3.65, 3.142
Schacht, Joseph 3.7
Schack, Adolf Friedrich von 1.98
Schaeffer, Jean-Marie 1.575, 3.233
Schall, Anton 2.199, 2.201, 3.426
Scheer, Tobias 2.165, 2.167–168, 

2.448
Schegloff, Emanuel 2.202
scheme 1.573
Schenkel, W. 1.503–504
Scherer, G.A.C. 2.683
Scherner, Bernd 4.450
Schiffrin, Deborah 1.471, 1.474, 

2.384
Schimmel, Annemarie 2.325, 2.328, 

3.337–338, 3.379, 3.718, 3.721, 
4.98, 4.131, 4.133–134, 4.138, 4.560, 
4.562

Schindler, Valentin 1.166
Schippers, Arie 2.66, 4.59
Schirmunski, Viktor 1.585
Schlauch 1.586
Schleifer, Abdallah S. 3.193, 

3.197–198
Schmidt, Annette 2.684
Schmidt, Hans 3.431, 3.654–655, 

3.684, 3.686, 4.317, 4.656, 
4.662

Schmidt, Karl Horst 3.188
Schmidt, Richard 1.633, 1.668, 4.632
Schneider, Irene 3.6
Schöck, Cornelia 2.479
Schoeler, Gregor 4.4
scholasticism 2.188
Scholz, Arno 2.455
school 1.97, 1.175, 1.177, 1.258, 

2.338
school, Apollo 4.91
school, Basran ¤ Basran school 
school, bilingual 1.440
school, Christian Mission 1.662
school, Diwan 4.90–91
school, foreign 1.532
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school, Franco-Arabic 3.137
school, French 1.448, 1.450, 

3.139
school, French/Berber 3.294
school, imam-hatip 4.578, 

4.582
school, Jewish 2.64
school, Kufan ¤ Kufan school 
school, language 1.382
school, missionary 2.8, 2.699
school, mosque 2.109
school, Muslim 1.382
School, Old Iraqi ¤ Old Iraqi school 
school, preparatory 2.107
school, primary 1.655, 1.660–662, 2.73, 

2.106–107, 3.78
school, Qur±ànic 1.335, 1.448–451, 

1.487.1.660–662, 1.665, 2.51, 
2.137, 3.135, 3.137–139, 3.113, 
4.184, 4.276

school, religious 1.528, 1.533
school, secondary 1.654, 1.660–661, 

2.109
school, Sino-Arabic 1.382
school curriculum 2.105, 3.347
school for the blind 1.316
school for the deaf 4.223–224
school for translators 1.171
school grammar 1.488
school of interpreters 1.171
school performance 3.75
school reform 2.111
school system, Arab 2.105
schools, Arab in Latin America 3.3
schools, Dutch 2.337
schools, Hebrew, in Morocco 3.295
schools, Malaysian 2.340
schools, Moorish 3.174
schools, Qur±ànic, in Senegal 

4.183–184
schools in Cameroon 1.336–337
schools in Chad 1.365
schools in China 1.381
Schramm, Gene M. 4.339, 4.341
Schregle, Götz 3.27–28
Schreiber, Giselher 3.179, 3.404, 

4.126
Schreiber, Peter A. 4.524–527, 

4.726

Schriftsprache 1.615
Schröder, Christoph 2.74
Schub, Michael B. 4.66
Schulthess, Friedrich 2.379
Schultz, David E. 1.668, 2.661, 

3.567
Schulz, Eckehard 3.323–324
Schumann, John 4.141
Schumans, J. 2.683
Schütze, Hinrich 1.456, 1.511, 

4.166
schwa 2.484, 4.682–683
Schwartz, Bonnie D. 4.143
Schwarz, Klaus 3.502
Schwarzschild, Roger 4.316
Schweinfurth, Georg 1.519
science, transmission of 1.500
Scirha, Lydia 2.660
scope 2.116, 2.134–135, 2.144–146, 

2.368–369, 4.316
scope, narrow 2.135
scope, wide 2.135
scope of quantifi er 4.15
scopeless 4.316
scrambling 3.231
scribes 4.73, 4.481
scribes, Sicilian 4.218
script, Abbasid bookhand 3.110, 

3.112
script, ambiguity of 1.153–154
script, Ancient Arabic 4.478, 

4.482
script, Ancient South Arabian 1.148
script, ±andalusì 3.110, 3.112, 3.519
script, Arabic 1.7, 1.133–165, 

1.371, 1.379, 1.381, 1.446, 1.487, 
1.641, 1.661–663, 2.40, 2.74, 
2.263, 2.329, 2.334, 2.338, 2.340, 
2.374, 2.533, 3.59, 3.77–78, 
3.135–137, 3.139, 3.513–524, 4.5, 
130–138

script, Arabic for African 
languages 2.673

script, Arabic for Afrikaans 4.291–295
script, Arabic for Amharic 2.53
script, Arabic for Berber 3.171
script, Arabic for Fulfulde 2.137, 4.179, 

4.183
script, Arabic for Kazakh 2.557
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script, Arabic for Malagasy 3.126
script, Arabic for Malay 4.291
script, Arabic for Mandinka 4.179
script, Arabic for other languages 

2.672
script, Arabic for Persian 2.408, 2.673, 

3.574
script, Arabic for Pulaar 4.183
script, Arabic for Somali 4.272, 

4.277
script, Arabic for Swahili 4.381
script, Arabic for Tajik 4.424
script, Arabic for Tamil 4.433–434
script, Arabic for Tatar 4.450
script, Arabic for Turkish 2.673, 4.291, 

4.584
script, Arabic for Urdu 2.673, 3.508, 

4.595–598
script, Arabic for Uyghur 4.604
script, Arabic for Uzbek 4.608
script, Arabic for Wolof 4.179, 

4.183
script, Arabic in Senegal 4.723
script, Arabic-Malayalam 3.129–130
script, Aramaic 1.148, 1.150, 1.153, 

1.401, 2.673, 4.754
script, Berber 2.63, 3.294, 3.317, 

3.350
script, bihàrì 3.519
script, bilingual 1.371
script, broken cursive 3.519
script, broken Kufi c 3.519
script, Canaanite 1.148
script, chancellery 4.98, 4.130, 

4.560
script, Chinese 1.379, 1.381
script, Chinese in Arabic 1.381
script, Coptic 1.384, 1.495, 

2.235
script, Coptic for Arabic 1.495
script, cuneiform 3.408
script, cursive 3.519
script, Cyrillic 1.133, 2.558
script, Cyrillic for Tajik 4.424
script, Cyrillic for Tatar 2.673, 4.450
script, Cyrillic for Uzbek 4.608
script, Dadanitic 1.148, 3.467, 

3.470, 3.472
script, Dadanitic for Arabic 3.467

script, Dadano-Arabic 3.470
script, Dedanic ¤ script, Dadanitic 
script, Devanagari 2.334, 4.595
script, Early Abbasid 3.517, 4.130
script, Eastern Kufi c 3.519
script, epigraphic 1.151
script, Epigraphic South Arabian 

1.148
script, Estefi  1
script, Ethiopic 1.148
script, fàsì 3.112
script, grantha letters 4.434
Script, Greek 1.383, 3.472
script, Greek for Arabic 3.465, 3.472, 

3.568
script, Hasaean ¤ script, £asaitic 
script, £asaitic 1.148
script, Hatran 1.148
script, Hausa 1.135
script, Hebrew 1.232, 1.446, 1.598, 

2.266, 2.526–528, 2.531, 3.472
script, Hebrew for Arabic 3.218
script, Hebrew for Arabic 

Moroccan 3.274
script, ™ijàzì 1.151, 3.517–518
script, Hismaic for Arabic 3.468
script, Jawi 1.135, 2.334, 2.341, 

2.343–344
script, Kashmiri 1.134
script, Kufi c 1.151, 2.597–604, 

3.517–518, 4.130, 4.134
script, Kurdish 1.134
script, Latin 1.133, 1.487, 1.600, 2.74, 

2.518, 3.57, 3.60
script, Latin for Arabic 3.4, 3.317
script, Latin for Egyptian Arabic 

3.349
script, Latin for Juba Arabic 2.518
script, Latin for Lebanese Arabic 

3.349
script, Latin for Maltese 3.142
script, Latin for Moroccan Arabic 

3.274
script, Latin for Somali 4.272
script, Latin for Tatar 4.450
script, Latin for Turkish 4.586–587
script, Latin for Uzbek 4.608
script, Li™yanic 1.148
script, mabsù† 3.112
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script, maÿribì 3.110–113, 3.519, 
4.130

script, Malay 1.135
script, mašriqì 3.112
script, Meccan 1.151
script, mujawhar 3.112
script, musnad 3.112
script, Nabataean 1.148–149, 1.151, 

1.401, 2.263, 3.472
script, Nabataean Aramaic 4.478
script, Nabataean for Arabic 3.465, 

3.468
script, Nabataeo-Arabic 3.471
script, nasta≠lìq for Urdu 3.338
script, nasxì 3.110, 3.519
script, New Abbasid Style 3.110, 

3.112
script, New Style 4.134
script, North Arabian 1.148
script, North Arabian for Arabic 3.465
script, Ottoman 4.132
script, Ottoman Turkish 1.135
script, Palaeo-Hebrew for Arabic 

3.218
script, Palmyrenian 1.148
script, Pashto 1.134
script, Persian 1.134
script, Persian Kufi c 3.519
script, Phoenician 1.148, 1.150, 3.409, 

3.411
script, proportioned 3.111, 4.98
script, Punic 3.141
script, qayrawànì 3.112
script, Qur±ànic 4.132
script, Roman 1.661
script, Roman for Lebanese 

Arabic 3.349
script, Roman for Swahili 4.381
script, round 2.600
script, Sabaean 3.467, 3.471
script, Sabaean for Arabic 3.465, 

3.467
script, Safaeo-Arabic 3.471
script, Íafaitic 1.148
script, Íafaitic for Arabic 3.468
script, Sanskrit 2.334
script, sertà 3.110
script, Sindhi 1.135
script, ßìnì 3.519

script, sorabe 3.126
script, South Arabian 2.258, 

2.263
script, sùdànì 3.112, 3.519
script, Swahili 1.136
script, Swahili-Arabic 1.663
script, Syriac 1.148–151, 1.603, 

3.110
script, Syriac for Arabic 3.218
script, Tamil 4.433–434
script, Thamudic 1.148
script, Thamudic for Arabic 3.469
script, Tifi nagh 1.133, 1.294, 2.63, 

2.673, 2.709, 3.171, 3.294, 3.317, 
3.350–351

script, Turkic runes 4.450
script, Ugaritic 3.411
script, Urdu 1.135
script, Uyghur 1.135
script, zimàmì 3.112
script for Kurdish 3.351
scriptio defectiva 2.599, 4.4
scriptio plena 1.384, 3.220
scripture hall education 1.380
SD ¤ structural description 
seals 2.42, 2.45
search engine 1.455, 2.381
Searle, John R. 2.80, 2.202, 2.581, 

3.570, 3.679, 4.328–329, 4.331
Seattle 3.397
Sebag, Paul 1.446, 4.573
Sebba, Mark 4.195
Sebha 3.53
Sebha Arabic 3.55
second language acquisition 1.368–375, 

1.482–489, 1.595, 1.647, 1.651, 2.96, 
4.138–146

second language learning 1.432, 
1.594, 2.209, 3.641, 4.142, 
4.144, 4.370

second language learning, massive 
4.370

second language teaching 1.482, 4.138, 
4.146–156

secondary focus 4.455
secondary meaning 4.455
secret language 4.156–160
sectarian dialect ¤ communal 

dialect 
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semantic devaluation 2.254
semantic domain 2.33
semantic engendering 4.331
semantic extension 1.175, 2.254, 2.466, 

2.683, 4.164–169
semantic gain 4.163
semantic generalization 4.160, 4.166
semantic intensifi cation 2.254
semantic interference 2.274
semantic link 4.101–102
semantic load 2.624
semantic mismatch 2.18
semantic networks 1.456, 1.458
semantic opposition 4.191
semantic reduction 4.160
semantic relationship 3.51
semantic role 1.622, 4.624
semantic shift 2.469
semantic shrinking 2.254
semantic specialization 4.167
semantic weakening 4.160
semantics 1.427–429, 1.458, 1.575, 

2.627
semantics, conceptual 3.43
semantics, frame 4.624–625
semi-auxiliary 2.524, 3.236
semicolon 3.741
semi-idiom 3.630
semi-lingualism 2.703
semi-literacy 4.481
semi-speaker 2.684
semi-syllable 3.494
Semitic, case endings in 2.403
Semitic, Central 4.170–171
Semitic, East 1.188, 1.203, 2.262, 

3.408–422, 4.170–171
Semitic, Ethio 1.37, 1.489–490, 1.624, 

3.494, 3.553, 3.592, 4.1.4.170, 
4.301–307, 4.309–310, 4.312–314

Semitic, Ethiopian ¤ Semitic, Ethio- 
Semitic, Middle 4.170–171
Semitic, Neo- 4.170
Semitic, Northwest 4.170–171, 4.301
Semitic, Proto- 1.313–314, 1.358, 

1.467, 1.544, 1.563, 1.640–641, 
1.643–644, 2.23, 2.67, 3.188, 3.227, 
3.411, 3.446, 3.568, 3.591–593, 
4.97, 4.170–173, 4.175–176, 4.178, 
4.302

secularization 1.531, 1.636, 2.338, 
4.76, 4.578

secularization of grammar 2.701
sedentarization 1.259, 1.605, 1.611, 

2.2–3, 2.414, 2.609, 3.402
sedentary dialect 1.259, 1.443–444, 

1.569, 1.571, 1.589, 1.594–595, 
1.605–609, 1.612, 2.532

sedentary speech 1.269
Seeger, Ulrich 1.583–584, 3.527, 

4.621
Seereer 4.723
Seetzen, Ulrich Jasper 2.220
Sefrioui, Ahmed 3.294
Sefrou Arabic 2.534, 3.288, 3.292, 

4.70
segment of speech 2.236
segmental error 4.268–269
segmental harmony 3.492
segmental matrix 3.615
segmentation 1.214
Segou 3.137
segregation 1.443
Séguy, Jean 1.586
Sehel 2.1
Seidensticker, Tilman 3.30–37
Seignobos, Christian 1.334
šekaste ¤ šikasta 
Sekik Arabic 3.607
sekolah 2.338
šëkr 3.173
Seleucia-Ctesiphon Madà±in 
self-awareness 2.58
Seliger, Herbert W. 2.683–684
Selim Bey 2.588
Selinker, Larry 4.139
Seljuks 2.406, 4.584, 4.589
Selkirk, Elizabeth 2.36, 2.395–396, 

3.494, 3.611–612, 3.618, 3.726, 
4.85

Sellheim, Rudolf 3.721
Sells, Peter 4.81
Selms, Adrianus van 4.291
Selte 2.53–55, 2.67
Selu, Jorge Hayeg 3.396
Semaan, Khalil I. 2.234, 3.90
semantic bleaching 1.23, 2.192, 2.194, 

4.160–164, 4.197
semantic depletion 4.160
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3.638, 4.318, 4.358, 4.486, 
4.747

sentence, garden-path 3.77–78
sentence, ™àl 1.308, 1.332, 

1.396, 1.465–466, 3.186, 3.537, 
3.543

sentence, here-and-now 1.342
sentence, identifi cational 2.114, 

4.503
sentence, interrogative 1.554, 1.609, 

2.389–395, 2.478, 3.118, 4.330, 4.333, 
4.570, 4.737, 4.740

sentence, locative 4.318, 4.486
sentence, multiclausal 4.360
sentence, negated 4.745
sentence, nominal 1.182, 1.346, 

1.348–349, 1.398, 1.486, 1.509, 
2.290, 2.430, 2.435, 3.81, 3.202, 
4.354

sentence, nominal ¤ nominal clause 
sentence, passive 4.354
sentence, possessive 3.638
sentence, presentational 2.114
sentence, presentative 3.590
sentence, pseudoverbal 4.695
sentence, relative 2.118, 4.622
sentence, relative ¤ relative clause 
sentence, simple 4.185, 4.187
sentence, small 2.539
sentence, subject-initial 4.187
sentence, subjectless 1.623–625, 

4.356–357
sentence, thetic 2.114
sentence, topic/comment 2.114, 4.354
sentence, ungrammatical 1.342
sentence, verbal 1.398, 1.486, 1.488, 

1.623, 2.291, 2.430, 2.435, 3.102, 
3.260, 4.354

sentence, verbless 2.562, 4.395–396, 
3.81, 3.259, 4.499

sentence accent 2.116
sentence coordination 4.191–195, 

4.646
sentence focus 2.113, 2.114–115
sentence linking 1.647–648
sentence processing 2.686
sentence-completion tasks 2.660
sentence-initial position 4.485, 4.488, 

4.525, 4.731, 4.740

Semitic, South 1.38–39, 1.616, 2.262, 
3.189, 3.420, 4.170–171, 4.300–315, 
4.478, 4.756

Semitic, Southwest 2.262, 3.191, 
4.171

Semitic, West 1.358, 1.616, 3.191, 
4.171, 4.176, 4.178, 4.313

Semitic languages 1.35–36, 1.85, 1.166,  
1.195, 1.203, 1.313, 1.490, 1.492, 
1.494, 1.544, 1.560, 1.564, 1.573, 
1.575, 1.583, 1.615–616, 1.623, 
1.637–639, 1.643, 2.158, 2.223, 2.262, 
2.462, 2.692, 3.48, 3.52, 3.64, 3.89, 
3.188–189, 3.641, 3.738, 4.170–179, 
4.371

Semitic languages, classifi cation of 
2.262

semivowel 1.205, 1.653, 3.599, 
4.699–700

Sen, Dinesh Chandra 1.288
Sendor Arabic 2.415, 2.534
Senegal 1.255, 1.529, 2.137, 

4.179–185, 4.508, 4.723–725
Senegal, Arabic in 4.179–185
Senegal River 2.240, 3.169, 

3.174
Senfft, Joachim 3.717–718
Senglea 3.147
Sennar 2.559
sentence 1.474, 2.143, 2.148, 

2.186, 2.358, 2.536, 2.538, 2.542, 
4.185–191

sentence ¤ jumla 
sentence, assertive 4.639
sentence, complex 4.185, 4.187
sentence, compound 1.355
sentence, conditional 1.110, 1.554, 

2.478, 2.516, 3.261, 3.272, 3.286, 
3.537, 4.570

sentence, copular 1.507–508, 1.510, 
3.68, 3.81

sentence, equational 1.197, 1.349, 
2.432, 3.81, 3.590–591, 4.745

sentence, event-reporting 2.114, 
4.503

sentence, exceptive 2.308, 
2.451–452

sentence, existential 2.249, 2.597, 
3.187, 3.260, 3.286, 3.369, 3.537, 
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sententia 3.730
sentential connective 3.654
Separate Development Theory 1.368
Separation and Non-identity 

Principle 2.226, 2.453, 3.107
sequencer 3.365
sequential 1.432
sequential progression 1.651
Serbian, Arabic loanwords in 

4.259–267
Serbo-Croatian 1.133, 4.371
Serbo-Croatian, Arabic loanwords 

in 4.259–267
Šeredàt 1.363
Serer 4.282
Serhedan 2.607
serial 1.528
serial verb 1.51, 3.187
serialization 1.295, 4.195–199
serialization of consonants 4.96–97
serif 3.308–309, 3.337, 3.341
Serjeant, Robert Bertram 3.731, 4.698, 

4.159
sermon 2.10, 2.214, 2.649, 3.665, 

4.73–74
sermon, Friday 4.73
sermons, language of 3.396
Serracino Inglott 3.153
Çeçen, Ramazan 3.503
set expression 2.136
settlement history 1.610
Seuren, Pieter 4.197
Seville 1.100
Sèvres, Treaty of 4.578
Sezgin, Fuat 3.36, 3.717
Sfax 1.23
Sfax Arabic 1.609, 1.642, 

4.563–564
Sgroi, Salvatore 4.218
Shaaban, Kassim [Qàsim Ša≠bàn] 

A. 2.694–707, 3.315
Shaalan, Khaled 1.460
Shaban, M.A. 1.618
Shabaneh, Osama 3.446
Shadily, Hassan 2.341
shadow theater 1.546, 2.469, 

4.255
Shah, Mustafa 4.4–11
Shahabuddin, Syed 2.325

Shahan-Bek 4.613
Shah-i Zinda 2.46
Shahid, Irfan 3.6–8, 3.697, 4.402
Shahidullah, Muhammad 1.259
Shahin, Kimary N. 1.371, 2.229–231, 

2.678, 3.526–538, 4.637, 4.653–654, 
4.676

Shahpur 3.370
Shaiqi, Old 3.435
Shakespeare 1.600, 4.211
Shakir, Abdullah 2.501, 2.587, 

4.467
Shalaby, Ahmad Q. 3.510
Shams-i Faxrì 2.407
shared constituent construction 

4.438–439
Sharkawi, Muhammad al- 1.316–320, 

2.116–122, 3.689–699
»™äro± 4.297
Shattuck-Hufnagel, Stefanie 4.268, 

4.270, 4.335
Shawqi, Ahmad ¤ Šawqì, ±A™mad 
Shboul, Ahmad M.H. 3.674, 

3.701
She Bashir Umar 2.55
Sheba ¤ Saba± 
Sheba, Queen of 1.127
Shechem 3.409
Shehri 3.350
Sheikh, Hanan al- 1.529
Sheikholeslami, Cynthia 1.651
Shellabear, W.G. 2.340
Shelley, Percy Bysshe 4.91
Shemlan 4.148–149
Shengyu, mosque of 1.379
Shibarghàn 1.28
shibboleth 4.3, 4.404
shift 4.324
shift ¤ language shift 
shift, /a/ > /i/ 3.361
shift, grammatical 4.24–25
shift, referent 1.649
shift, semantic 4.724
shift, thematic 1.648
shift, topic 1.432, 1.651
shifter 1.565, 1.567
Shihab, Alwi Abdurrahman 2.337
Shihab, Muhammad Quraish 

2.337

  sententia – shihab 235

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Shi≠ite speech 1.271–272, 1.445–446, 
1.610, 1.596, 2.213

Shi≠ites 1.271–272, 1.445–446, 2.41, 
2.47, 2.583, 2.609, 4.633

Shi≠ites, ¢ayyibi Muß†alawi 
Isma≠ili 2.328

Shi≠ites, Twelver 2.328–329
Shi≠ites, Zaydite 2.303
Shi≠ites in Bahrain 4.633
Shikomoro 1.448, 1.662–663, 

3.126
Shikomoro ¤ Comorian 
Shilha 4.1
Shilluk 1.519
Shim Arabic 2.314
Shimron, Joseph 1.573, 3.305
Shinar, Pessah 3.23
Shingazija 1.662
Shinnie, Peter L. 3.435
Shiraz 2.45, 2.572
S’hiri, Sonia 2.659, 4.320–328
Shivtiel, Avihai 3.538–541, 3.629–634, 

3.658–663, 3.730–736, 4.286, 
4.416–421

Shlonsky, Ur 1.312, 1.352, 1.481, 
2.172, 3.232–233, 3.356, 3.386, 3.429, 
3.432, 4.15, 4.360, 4.362–363, 4.366, 
4.395, 4.400, 4.488, 4.525, 4.648, 
4.650, 4.654, 4.657, 4.722, 4.743, 
4.745

Shoa 2.52
Shoa, Sultanate of 2.52
Shohamy, Elana 2.438, 2.464, 3.313, 

3.315
Shokeid, Moshe 2.64
Shona 4.386
Shonke 2.53
shop signs 3.316–318
Shorrab, Ghazi A. 3.318
shortening of fi nal vowel 4.33
Shua Arabs ¤ Shuwa Arabs 
Shuayb, Tayka 4.433
Shunnaq, Abdullah 4.288
Shuwa 3.373
Shuwa Arabic 1.333–334, 1.338, 1.373, 

4.284, 4.376
Shuwa Arabs 1.333–334, 

1.362
shwa ¤ schwa

Siagh, Zohra 1.56
Siam 2.334
Sibari, Mohamed 3.295
Sìbawayhi, ±Abù Bišr ≠Amr ibn 
≠Uμmàn 1.26–27, 1.71, 1.124, 
1.173, 1.191–193, 1.309, 1.402, 
1.433, 1.492, 1.506, 1.544–545, 
1.555–557, 1.559, 1.617, 1.640–641, 
2.16, 2.80, 2.82, 2.86–87, 2.90–94, 
2.96, 2.165, 2.176, 2.178, 2.180, 
2.184–186, 2.188–189, 2.223, 
2.225–229, 2.232–233, 2.237–238, 
2.280, 2.292, 2.295, 2.298–302, 2.307, 
2.309, 2.311–312, 2.351, 2.354–356, 
2.402–404, 2.406, 2.425–427, 
2.432–436, 2.453, 2.459–460, 
2.478–479, 2.495, 2.536, 2.541–543, 
2.544–551, 2.555–556, 2.578, 
2.624–625, 2.627, 2.629, 2.631, 2.676, 
3.37, 3.72–73, 3.90–92, 3.96–97, 
3.101–102, 3.104–109, 3.116, 
3.123–125, 3.164–166, 3.209, 3.224, 
3.320–321, 3.335, 3.377–378, 3.422, 
3.455, 3.497, 3.542–543, 3.546–550, 
3.565, 3.568, 3.601–603, 3.609, 
3.648–649, 3.690, 3.704, 3.728–729, 
4.1–2, 4.7–9, 4.10, 4.12, 4.21, 4.35, 
4.101–102, 4.119, 4.121, 4.219–221, 
4.235, 4.282, 4.284, 4.303, 4.329, 
4.354, 4.410–416, 4.422, 4.430–432, 
4.436–439, 4.441–443, 4.445–446, 
4.495, 4.558, 4.636, 4.659–660, 4.667, 
4.737–739

sibilant 2.257, 3.190–275, 4.172, 
4.244, 4.549

sibilants, Semitic 4.172
Sicilian 2.455, 3.141–142, 3.144, 3.149, 

3.151, 3.286, 4.216–218
Sicilian Arabic 1.416, 2.158, 2.630, 

3.146, 4.215
Sicilian dialects 2.454
Sicily 2.26, 2.454, 2.671, 3.141–142, 

4.215–219
Sicily, Arabic in 4.215–219
Siculi 4.215
Sìd al-Muxtàr, aš-Šayx 3.172
Sidarus, Adel 3.22
Siddiqui, Abdul Majeed 4.452
side-head 1.3
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Šidèràt 1.362
Sidi Bel Abbes 1.56
Sidi Brahim (ibn), Muhammadun 

3.173
Sidi Kasem Arabic 3.288
Sìdi Mu™ammad al-Kuntì, aš-Šayx 

3.172
Sìdi Mu™ammad wëll £abät 3.172
Sidon 3.409
Sidon Arabic 1.269
Šidyàq, Fàris aš- 2.189
Siedle, Christine 1.586
Siegel, Jeff 1.593
Sieny, Mahmoud Esmail [Ma™mùd 

±Ismà≠ìl Íìnì] 3.179, 3.404, 4.62, 
4.124

Sierra Leone 1.255
Siewierska, Anna 3.66, 3.554
ßifa 1.49–50, 2.82, 2.183, 2.426, 

2.431, 2.435, 2.453, 3.101, 
3.107–108, 3.113, 3.178, 3.261, 
3.324, 3.422, 3.548, 4.219–222, 
4.436, 4.442, 4.739

ßifa, ism 3.323
ßifa mušabbaha 1.50, 1.68, 2.432, 

3.101, 4.220–221, 4.643–644
ßifàt al-™urùf 4.426
ßifàt Allàh 3.324, 4.219
Sifèra 1.362
ßìÿa 1.574, 2.13, 2.448
ßìÿat al-maf≠ùl 3.558
ßìÿat at-ta≠ajjub 2.80
siglum 1.1
sign 1.573, 2.428
sign, arbitrary nature of 3.45
sign, homemade 4.223
sign, linguistic 3.188
sign, nonarbitrary nature of 3.50
sign language 4.222–235
Sign Language, Brazilian 4.223
Sign Language, Egyptian 4.223
Sign language, Gulf 4.223
Sign Language, Iraqi 4.223
Sign Language, Israeli 4.223
Sign Language, Jordanian 4.226
Sign Language, Levantine Arabic 4.223, 

4.226–230, 4.233–234
Sign Language, Turkish 4.223
Sign Language, unifi ed Arabic 4.226

sign language, village-based 4.223, 
4.226

Sign Language, Yemeni 4.223
sign space 4.230–231
signal processing 1.209
signifi cation, absence of 4.213
signifi ed 3.160
signifi er 2.623, 3.160
signing 2.675
signing, deaf 4.225
signing, hearing 4.225
Šihàb, Mufìd 1.629
Šihàbì, Muß†afà as- 4.460
Ši™™ì 2.211
Ši™ù™ 2.211, 3.478
Siirt 1.87–95, 4.579
Siirt Arabic 1.538, 2.608, 3.585, 

4.70
Sijistànì, ±Abù £àtim Sahl ibn 

Mu™ammad as- 1.173, 
1.627–628

Sijpesteijn, Petra M. 3.513–524
šikasta 1.134, 3338
šikasta-amìz 3.338
šikasta-nasta≠lìq 3.337
ßila 1.2, 1.49–50, 1.152, 2.478, 2.537, 

4.221, 4.235–237
ßila fì l-kalàm 4.235
silence 2.579
Siloni, Tal 1.480, 3.388, 3.393, 

3.431–432
Silte 4.301
Silva, Clare M. 3.206
Silverman, Daniel 2.365
Silvestre de Sacy, Antoine-Isaac 

1.169, 1.449, 1.573–574, 2.358–359, 
4.516

sìm 2.468, 4.252, 4.255
sìm ¤ luÿat issìm 
sìm al-xawanìn 4.256
sìm il-≠awàlim 4.255
sìm il-fannànìn 4.255–256
sìm il-™aràmiyya 4.256
sìm il-kawanin 4.256
sìm il-mi≠arrißìn 4.256
sìm il-mumassilìn 4.255
sìm il-xar†iyya 4.255
sìm in-naššàlìn 4.256
sìm is-sàÿa 4.255–256
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sìm is-sakka 4.256
sìm it-tuggàr 4.255
sìm xàn il-xalìli 4.255
Sima, Alexander 4.479
Simeone-Senelle, Marie-Claude 

1.654–656, 2.268–275, 3.62, 
4.303–307, 4.750, 4.756

similarity avoidance 3.628
simile 1.425, 2.441–446, 3.117–118, 

3.120–121, 3.632, 3.733
similitudo 3.121
Simon, Udo Gerald 2.360, 2.441–447, 

3.116–123, 4.330
Simonet, Francisco Javier 1.99, 

2.287
simplicity, linguistic 4.39
simplifi cation 1.526, 1.596, 1.616, 

1.633, 2.120–121, 2.158, 3.11, 3.640, 
3.642–643, 4.162, 4.688

simplifi cation, cluster 1.341, 2.35
simplifi cation, phonological 

2.679
simplifi cation of Arabic 1.531
simplifi cation of grammar 2.189, 

2.701
simplifi ed Arabic 1.632
Simpson, J.M.Y. 4.72
simultaneity 1.432, 1.466
sìn 2.468, 4.255
ßinà≠a 2.304
ßinà≠a lafÚiyya 2.623, 2.625, 2.627, 

3.160
sinàd at-tawjìh 4.88–89
Sinai 1.260, 1.383, 1.589, 3.360, 3.400, 

4.237–251
Sinai Arabic 1.260, 1.266, 1.320, 

2.2, 2.4, 2.388, 3.401, 3.405–406, 
4.237–251, 4.663

Sinaouen 3.56
sincerity conditions 4.328
Sinclair, John 1.658
Sind 2.325, 3.506
Sindhi 1.133, 1.135, 1.665, 2.325, 

3.506, 3.510
Singer, Amy 3.502
Singer, Hans-Rudolf 1.609, 2.388, 

3.287, 3.737–738, 4.520, 4.563–465
Šingì†i, ±A™mad ibn al-±Amìn as- 3.170, 

3.172

Singkìlì, ≠Abd ar-Rà±ùf as- 2.335
singular 1.433–434, 3.439
singulative 2.156–157, 3.439, 

3.445
Íìnì, Mu™ammad Màkìn aß- ¤ 

Ma Jian 
Sini, Muhammad Nur al-Haqq ibn 

Luqman as- 1.381
Sinneh 2.604
Šinqì† 3.169
sins of language 2.362
Sinte 2.73
Sipàhìzàde 3.502–503
ši≠r 2.543, 3.173, 3.645, 3.648, 

4.199–214
ši≠r ™urr 4.91
ši≠r mursal 4.91
sìra 1.338
Sirach 3.730
Sìràfì, ±Abù Sa≠ìd al-£asan ibn 
≠Abdallàh as-  2.82, 2.86, 2.186, 
2.311–312, 2.427, 2.436, 2.632, 
3.92, 3.101, 3.104, 3.116, 3.177, 
3.648–650

Siraiki 3.506
Siràj Šìràzì 3.337
širàk 2.237
Šìrànì, £àfi Ω Ma™mùd 3.508
Sìrat Banì Hilàl 3.500
ßirà† mustaqìm 2.187
Šìràzì, aš- 2.45
Šìràzì, Rùzbihàn 3.341
Šìràzì, Vißàl-i 3.341
Širbìn 2.4
Širbìnì, Yùsuf aš- 1.598, 2.189, 

2.308, 3.101, 3.108, 3.453, 3.550, 
4.255

Širgà† Arabic 2.419
Širjàn 2.256–257, 2.260
šìš qalam 2.598
Šittiye 1.362
situationality 4.472, 4.475
Siverek 1.87
Siwa 2.1, 2.5
Siwi 1.290, 2.1, 2.5, 3.313
Six Pens 2.598, 2.601, 4.560
ßiyaÿ al-≠uqùd wa-l-fusùx 

2.360
siyàq 4.22, 4.28
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Sïzdïqova, Rèbiÿa 2.557
Skali∑ka, Vladimir 3.192
Skalmowski, W. 2.407
Skik, Hichem 4.572
Skikda 1.54
Skikda Arabic 1.609
Skok, Petar 4.259
Skousen, Royal 4.471
Skùra 3.287
Skùra Arabic 3.288, 3.290, 3.293, 

4.71
Skutnabb-Kangas, Tove 2.704
slang 2.217, 4.156–157, 4.251–259, 

4.764
slang, teenage 4.253–254
slave trade 1.519, 2.57, 2.60
slaves 2.588
Slavonic languages 1.50, 1.196–197, 

2.684, 3.524, 4.259–267
Slavs 4.259
slip, action 4.271
slip of the ear 4.271
slip of the eye 4.271
slip of the hand 4.271
slip of the tongue 4.267–272, 4.334
Slobin, Dan Isaac 1.485, 2.97, 

2.100–102
slot 1.457
Slovak, Arabic loanwords in 4.259–267
Slovenian 4.194
Slovenian, Arabic loanwords in 

4.259–267
sluicing 2.19–20
Small Clause Analysis 1.507–508
Smart, Jack R. 2.215, 3.478, 

3.643
Smeaton, B. Hunter 2.214
Smith, G. Rex 3.471, 4.483
Smith, Ian 2.518
Smith, Norval 2.389
Smith, W. Robertson 2.583
Smith Kocamahhul, Joan 4.577–583
Smolensky, Paul 3.491, 3.493, 

3.496
Smooha, Sami 2.438, 2.441
Smrž, Otakar 1.458, 516
Šnaidauf, Jan 1.458
Snouck Hurgronje, Christiaan 1.6–8, 

3.179

Snoussi, Mohamed Larbi 1.447
Snow, James A. 4.524–527
soap opera 2.609, 3.19, 4.326
Sòba 1.361
Sobelman, H. 3.429
social dialect 2.498
social distance 1.650
social hierarchy 2.658
social interaction 1.647, 1.649–650, 

2.205, 2.587
social marking 2.320
social network approach 4.629
social status 2.205
socialization 1.527
sociative construction 1.358
Socin, Albert 3.718, 4.516
sociolect 2.217
sociolinguistics, variationist 1.445–446, 

3.604–605
Socrates 2.46
Soddo 4.301, 4.304–305, 4.310
Soden, Wolfram von 1.638, 3.738, 

4.1
software applications 2.380
Sogdiana 3.517
Sohàg Arabic 1.306, 2.2
Sokna 3.53, 3.56
Sokoto 1.337, 2.250
Sokoto Caliphate 3.375–376
solar letters ¤ sun letters 
solidarity 2.205–206, 2.587, 2.661, 

4.467, 4.469
solidarity, group 4.251
Solomonic dynasty 2.51
Soltan, Usama 4.396–397, 

4.535–542
Somali 1.35, 1.451, 1.655, 2.51, 

2.54–55, 3.314, 3.316, 4.1, 
4.272–275, 4.381

Somalia 1.451, 2.105, 3.314–316, 
3.351, 4.272, 4.275–278, 4.508

Somalia, Arabic in 4.272, 275–278
Somekh, Sasson 3.539, 4.77, 4.499
Somel, Selçuk Akçin 3.503–504
Somers, H.L. 1.343
Somerset 2.498
Soncino, Gerson 1.170
Songhay 1.36, 1.256, 2.668, 3.59, 

4.279–282
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Songhay Empire 4.279
Soninke 3.169–171, 3.314, 4.723
Sonni Ali Beer 4.279
sonority 3.621, 4.2
sonority, scale of 2.310
sonority hierarchy 1.86
sonority scale 3.620–621
sonority sequencing 2.36
soothsaying 4.104–105, 4.203
Soqo†ra 4.297–298, 4.301, 4.373, 

4.750
Soqo†ri 1.203, 2.66–67, 3.63, 

3.350, 4.297, 4.299–305, 4.307, 
4.309–311

sorabe 3.126
Íòran Arabic 4.406
Sorani 2.604–608, 3.351
Soravia, Giulio 4.272, 4.274
šoreš 1.574
Sorman Arabic 3.55
Souag, Mostafa Lameen 4.648, 

4.656
Soucek, Priscilla P. 3.308–309, 3.337, 

4.560–562
Soudan, Frédérique 2.42
Soueif, Ahdaf 1.529, 2.703
Soukhne 4.403, 4.406
Soukhne Arabic 1.538, 1.585, 

1.607–608, 2.314, 2.494, 4.406–408, 
4.678

sound change 1.74, 1.77–78, 2.33, 
3.204, 3.604–606

sound correspondence 1.36, 2.66
sound effect 4.287
sound law 3.190
sound symbolism 4.50, 4.93, 4.226, 

4.254, 4.282–290, 4.684
sounds, animal 4.282–284, 4.286
sounds of birds 4.283, 4.285
source 1.344–345, 1.622–623, 4.487, 

4.490, 4.492–493
source language 1.437, 1.482, 

2.209
source text 1.432
Sourdel, Dominique 3.6
Sourdel-Thomine, Janine 3.513, 

3.519
Souriau, Christiane 3.56
Sous 3.287

Sous Valley 1.293
Souss 2.62
Sousse Arabic 1.609, 4.563
South Africa 2.439, 4.290–295
South Arabia 1.128
South Arabian 1.126, 1.493, 1.545, 

1.617, 1.639, 2.263, 2.265, 3.446, 
3.453, 3.693–694, 4.127, 4.444, 
4.478

South Arabian, Ancient 2.23, 2.257, 
2.262, 3.420, 3.593, 4.175, 4.295–297, 
4.301, 4.698, 4.756

South Arabian, Epigraphic 1.468, 2.262, 
3.189, 4.170–171, 4.173, 4.295–297, 
4.301–302, 4.305, 4.307, 4.309–314, 
4.478–479

South Arabian, Modern 1.38–39, 1.188, 
1.544, 1.639, 2.66, 2.211–212, 2.262, 
2.668, 3.63, 3.420, 3.478, 3.593, 
3.738, 4.123, 4.170–172, 4.175, 4.177, 
4.297–301, 4.303–307, 4.309–310, 
4.313–314, 4.750, 4.756

South Arabian, Old ¤ South Arabian, 
Ancient 1.259–260

South Arabian script 1.149
South Semitic languages 1.38–39, 

1.616, 2.262, 3.189, 3.420, 4.170–171, 
4.300–315, 4.478, 4.756

Southwest Arabian Arabic 1.259–260
Southwest Semitic languages 2.262, 

3.191, 4.171
Southworth, Franklin C. 4.596
Sowayan, Saad 1.273, 3.327, 

3.500
space, notion of 2.645
space, private 2.646
space, public 2.646
space, signing 4.230
space dichotomy 2.645–646
spacing of letters 2.599
Spain 2.72
Spain, Arabic in 2.73
Spanish 1.122, 1.260, 1.448, 

1.497, 1.545, 2.26, 2.75–76, 
2.282–286, 2.319, 2.470, 2.491, 
2.504, 2.532, 2.659, 2.671, 3.1, 
3.3, 3.228, 3.312, 3.314, 3.579, 
3.706, 3.725, 4.53, 4.75, 4.157, 
4.570, 4.599
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Spanish, Old 2.283
Spanish, teaching of 3.295
Spanish in Morocco 3.294–295
Spanish Sahara 2.240
Spanish/Arabic dictionary 3.23
Sparse Morphology Hypothesis 2.676
spatial marking in sign language 

4.229
spatial terms, acquisition of 1.377
spatio-temporal indexing 1.649
Spaulding, J.L. 3.435
speaker comments 1.476
speaking, ethnography of 1.415
Spear, Russell 3.129
Spear, Thomas 4.381–382
Speas, Margaret 3.685, 4.742
Spec-Head agreement 1.47–48
Spec-Head relation 1.46, 4.397
specialization 2.195
species 1.433
Specifi c Language Impairment 

2.675–676, 2.678–680, 2.689, 
4.145

specifi c term 4.685
specifi cation 2.225, 3.672–673
specifi city 1.283, 1.304, 1.331, 

1.565, 1.579, 2.370, 3.83, 3.186, 
3.284, 3.382, 3.385, 3.428–430, 
3.535, 3.687, 4.52, 4.315–320, 
4.654

specifi city, descriptive 4.316, 4.319
specifi city, epistemic 4.316–319
specifi city, partitive 4.316
specifi city, quantifi cational 4.316–317, 

4.319
specifi city, scopal 4.316
specifi er 1.348–350, 1.479, 3.230, 

4.394, 4.396, 4.488, 4.746
specifi er/head relation 1.348
specifying complement 3.451
spectral property 4.666
speech 2.542
speech, adult/child 1.339–341
speech, affective 2.79
speech, Alawi 1.388
speech, allegro 1.320
speech, aphasic 4.96
speech, autonomous 4.58
speech, Bedouin 2.506, 4.8

speech, Christian 1.271, 1.273, 1.323, 
1.388, 1.443–448, 1.492, 1.537, 1.547, 
1.595, 1.610

speech, classroom 1.419
speech, Coptic 1.323
speech, corpus of spoken 1.214, 

1.460
speech, correctness of 2.176
speech, corruption of 2.177, 2.184, 

3.59
speech, deaf 2.677–678
speech, delayed 2.678
speech, direct 1.649, 2.331–332
speech, fallà™ì 2.506–508
speech, female 1.441, 1.446, 1.529, 

1.547, 1.572, 1.596, 1.609, 1.642, 
1.650, 2.587, 4.70, 4.289, 4.631, 
4.754–755

speech, fi gurative 1.425
speech, formal 2.377
speech, Hindu 1.286–287
speech, indirect 1.367, 1.649, 

2.331–333
speech, interdialectal 1.669
speech, intergroup 4.321–322
speech, Jewish 1.323, 1.443–448, 

1.492, 1.595, 1.609–610, 
2.531

speech, lento 1.322, 1.325
speech, levels of 1.405, 1.409
speech, madanì 2.506–508, 2.514
speech, male 1.658, 4.631–632
speech, Muslim 1.271–272, 1.286–287, 

1.323, 1.443–448
speech, non-autonomous 4.58
speech, of God 2.306, 4.6, 4.73, 

4.105
speech, oral 4.75
speech, origin of 2.178, 4.684–685
speech, political 1.406, 3.663, 

3.670
speech, production of 4.334–335
speech, reported 2.331, 3.670
speech, reporting 2.331
speech, represented 2.332
speech, rural 2.658, 3.11, 4.322
speech, Shi≠ite 1.271–272, 1.445–446, 

1.596, 1.610, 2.213
speech, simplifi ed 1.342
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speech, Sunni 1.271, 1.273, 1.278, 
1.283, 1.388, 1.445–446, 1.596, 
1.610

speech, tropical 3.116
speech, urban 1.390, 1.417, 1.441, 

1.443, 1.446, 2.318, 2.322, 2.658, 
4.322

speech, women’s 1.243, 1.247, 1.272, 
1.278, 2.8, 2.33–34, 4.380, 4.563–564, 
4.681

speech, youth 1.446, 1.596, 2.8, 
4.251–252, 4.254, 4.630, 4.763–767

speech accommodation 1.271, 1.419, 
1.444, 1.446, 2.659, 3.9, 3.12, 
4.320–328, 4.628

Speech Accommodation Theory 
4.320–328

speech accommodation, 
convergent 4.321

speech accommodation, divergent 
4.321

speech act 3.572, 3.677, 4.328–334
speech act, constative 4.331
speech act, conventional 2.81
speech act, illocutionary 4.328–333
speech act, indirect 2.80–81, 2.581, 

3.681
speech act, locutionary 4.328–329, 

331–332
speech act, performative 4.331
speech act, perlocutionary 4.328, 

332
Speech Act Theory 4.330–331, 4.333, 

4.472
speech acts, expressive 2.202
speech coding algorithm 1.211
speech community 1.439–441, 

1.633, 1.635, 1.652, 2.651, 2.662, 
4.58

speech data, Arabic 1.511
speech defect 2.676
speech defi cit 2.676
speech disorder 1.375
speech disorder ¤ language disorder 
speech error 2.629–633, 2.636, 

2.691–692, 4.334–338, 4.267–272
speech errors in Chinese 4.268
speech errors in English 4.268, 

4.335–337

speech errors in German 4.268, 
4.337

speech errors in Thai 4.268
speech generation 1.455–456
speech pathology 2.688
speech processing 1.209, 1.456, 

1.515
speech processing ¤ automatic language 

processing 
speech production 3.594, 4.269–270
speech recognition 1.207, 1.213, 

1.455–456
speech recognizer 1.214
speech strategy 1.369
speech style 4.321
speech synthesis 1.210, 1.212, 

1.460
speech therapy 1.372, 4.223
speech time 1.199–200
speech-to-speech translation 1.461
speech-to-text conversion 1.458
speech-to-text converter 1.515
Speiser, E.A. 2.13, 2.156
spelling, Chadian Arabic 1.364–365
spelling, Classical Arabic 1.400–401
spelling checker 1.455
Spell-out 1.481, 3.228
Spence, Nicole 3.204
Spencer, Andrew 3.298, 4.624
Spey, Rutger 1.169
spirantization 1.179, 1.205, 1.295, 

1.314, 2.270, 3.293
spirantization, Neo-Aramaic 3.372
spiritus asper 2.201
Spiro Bey, Socrates 2.457
Spitaler, Anton 2.57, 3.689, 

3.720
Spitta[-Bey], Wilhelm 1.602, 

4.727
split ¤ phonological split 
split, allophonic 3.606
split, phonological 3.190, 

3.605–607
split, vocalic 3.607
Split VP Hypothesis 4.650
Split-Complementizer Hypothesis 

4.362
splitting 2.194
Spoer, Hans H. 2.481
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Spolsky, Bernard 2.110–111, 2.438, 
2.464, 2.661, 3.313, 3.315

spontaneity 3.666
Spooner, Brian 3.337–338
Spooner, William 4.267
Sportiche, Dominique 2.170, 

3.685, 4.394, 4.397, 4.524, 4.648, 
4.743

Sprachbund 4.170
Sprachinsel 4.612
Sprachinsel ¤ language island 
Sprachlandschaft 1.541
spread, emphasis 1.105, 1.260, 

1.278, 1.302, 1.325, 1.548, 2.365, 
2.482, 2.529, 2.612, 3.65, 3.181, 
3.276, 3.363, 3.481, 3.527, 3.529, 
3.600, 3.610, 4.118, 4.637, 
4.669–670

Sproat, Richard 3.525
Sprouse, Rex A. 4.143
Spuler, Bertold 3.7, 3.720, 4.612
Sranan 4.195
Sreedhara Menon, A. 3.129
Sri Lanka 2.335, 3.506
Sri Lankans 4.123
Stace, E.V. 4.750
Stachowski, Stanis¬aw 4.584
Stager, Sheila 2.688
Stampe, Dennis W. 3.570, 3.679
standard 4.322
standard, interregional 1.631, 1.668
standard, neutral 1.446
standard, regional 3.9
standard language 1.630, 2.104, 

2.111
Standard Theory 1.457, 4.521–522, 

4.525, 4.535
standardization 1.364, 1.397–402, 

1.618, 2.176, 2.640, 2.647, 3.9, 3.11, 
3.37, 3.347, 4.629

standardization, language 2.700
standardization of dialect 2.656
standardized variety 2.657
Stanley, Henry Morton 1.519–520
Stanley, Tim 3.110, 3.112, 3.308, 

3.337
stanza 4.92
Starcky, Jean 1.149
Stark, Werner 4.72

Starostin, Sergei 4.313
stars, names of 2.25–26, 2.282, 2.455
Stassen, Leon 3.85, 3.674
state 1.195, 1.197, 1.219
state, non-sequenced 2.209
state of affairs 1.197
statement, veracity of 1.202
stative 1.197, 1.200–201, 1.358, 1.624, 

2.348, 3.252, 4.176
stative in Coptic 1.499
stative passive 2.593, 2.596
stative verb 1.12, 1.42, 1.52, 1.108, 

2.595, 2.618, 3.247, 3.252, 3.545, 
3.643, 4.456

status 1.201
Stavi, Jonathan 4.15
Steenbrink, Karel 2.333–339
Steiger, Arnald 1.99
Steiner, Richard C. 1.545, 4.172
stem 1.574, 1.578, 4.338–344
stem, imperfect 1.574
stem, perfect 1.574
stem template 2.155
stem vowel 2.367, 3.250
Stemberger, Joseph P. 2.676, 

4.335–337
stemmer 1.515
stemming 1.459, 1.514
Stempel, Reinhard 3.187–192, 3.227, 

3.453
Stepanov, Arthur 3.388
Steppat, Fritz 4.150
stereotype, group 4.322
stereotyped language 2.675
Steriade, Donca 2.365, 3.205, 

3.628
Stern, Samuel Miklos 3.307, 3.309, 

4.561
Stetie, Salah 2.703
Stetkevych, Jaroslav 1.532, 1.633, 

2.104, 3.425, 4.461, 4.558
Steuerwald, Karl 4.587
Stevens, Kenneth 2.229, 2.365
Stevens, Paul B. 2.660, 3.681
Stewart, Ahmad 4.103
Stewart, Devin J. 3.681, 4.104, 4.106
Stewart, Frank Henderson 3.361, 

3.401, 3.403, 3.405, 4.238, 
4.663
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Stewart, Tony K. 1.286
Stiehl, Ruth 4.402
stigma 2.711
stigmatization 2.320, 2.712, 2.714, 

3.11, 4.628–629
stigmatized 2.650, 2.652, 2.658, 

2.661, 2.708
Stillman, Norman A. 2.64, 2.534, 

3.287, 3.292
stimulus, poverty of 1.342
Stiver, Dan R. 4.72
Stoa 3.121
Stocqueler, J.H. 2.572
Stoel-Gammon, Carol 2.688
Stoetzer, Willem F.G.J. 3.208, 

4.87
Stolbova, Ol’ga V. 2.68
stop, aspirated 4.666
stop, unaspirated 4.666
stop, voiceless 4.666
stop consonant 3.206, 3.596–597
Stop Lenition Constraint 1.540
Stork, F.C. 2.378
Storrs, Ronald 1.536
story-telling 3.665
Stowasser, Karl 3.655, 4.647
Stowasser-Freyer, Barbara 

3.719–720
Stowell, Timothy 2.369, 3.685, 

4.441, 4.743
Strabo 2.66
stranding 2.20, 4.649
stranding of preposition 2.390, 

3.560
Strange, Winifred 4.669
strategy, avoidance 2.119, 2.587
strategy, camoufl age 2.218
strategy, communication 2.207, 

4.141
strategy, discourse-organizing 

3.665
strategy, intensifi cation 2.204
strategy, learning 4.141, 4.150
strategy, problem-solving 2.196
strategy, public-speaking 3.669
strategy, teaching-learning 4.140
strategy in foreigner talk 2.117
Strawson, Peter F. 4.503
Streck, Bernhard 2.218–220

Streck, Michael P. 3.227–228, 3.410
street signs 2.661, 3.316
stress 1.30, 1.63, 1.89, 1.104, 

1.113, 1.211, 1.225, 1.234–235, 
1.244, 1.261, 1.278, 1.301, 1.323, 
1.390, 1.521, 1.540, 1.548, 1.616, 
2.4–5, 2.7, 2.37, 2.117–118, 2.120, 
2.242, 2.350, 2.353, 2.366, 2.417, 
2.483, 2.509, 2.520, 2.561, 2.574, 
2.590, 2.611–612, 3.66, 3.180, 
3.240, 3.494, 3.612–615, 3.725, 
4.108, 4.344–353, 4.675

stress, antepenultimate 4.347–349
stress, contrastive 4.354–355
stress, enclitic 4.348
stress, fi nal 1.265
stress, fi xed 3.726
stress, free 3.725
stress, grammatical 4.379
stress, iambic 4.351–352, 

4.389
stress, lexical 2.395–396
stress, main 4.494, 4.496
stress, opaque 4117, 4.344, 

4.348
stress, penultimate 4.349, 4.675
stress, primary 4.497
stress, secondary 4.346, 4.494, 

4.496–497
stress, sentence 4.494
stress, tonic 3.725
stress, trochaic 4.390
stress, word 1.325
stress assignment 3.617, 3.620–622
stress fl uctuation 4.108
stress group 1.540
stress in Cairene Arabic 4.345–346
stress in Classical Arabic 4.349–350
stress in Damascene Arabic 4.348
stress in Italian 2.458
stress in Lebanese Arabic 4.348–349
stress in Moroccan Arabic 4.351–352
stress in Negev Arabic 4.351
stress in Palestinian Arabic 4.346–349
stress in Sudanese Arabic 4.378
stress in Western Arabic 4.350–351
stress marking 1.515
stress rule, Eastern Arabic 4.347–348
stress rule, three-syllable 4.350
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stress shift 1.522, 1.524, 2.366, 
2.592–593, 3.621–622, 3.725, 
4.564

stress subordination 4.675
Strickland, Gerald 3.141
Stroomer, Harry 2.211
structural change 4.522
structural description 4.522
structural difference 1.483
structure, abstract 4.657
structure, composite 4.624
structure, exocentric 4.647
structure, fl at 4.657
structure, information 4.653, 

4.656
structure, non-confi gurational 

4.524
structure, non-headed 4.657
Stumme, Hans 3.146, 4.563
stuttering 2.675–677, 2.688
style, narrative 1.553
style, ornate 1.651
style books 3.200
style shifting 2.33, 3.665, 

4.628
style switching 1.439
style variation 4.323
style variety 4.323
Suaieh, Saadun 4.63
Subay≠ 3.326
subcategorization rule 1.418, 

1.635
Íub™ 2.46
subiectum 3.177
subjacency 4.718, 4.721
subject 1.40–46, 1.49, 1.182–184, 

1.186, 1.345–350, 1.354, 1.356, 
1.412–413, 1.428, 1.474, 1.479, 
1.485–486, 1.488, 1.558, 1.563, 
1.622–624, 1.626, 2.146, 2.149, 
2.186, 2.316, 2.348, 2.369, 2.430, 
2.434–435, 2.550, 3.113–115, 
3.177, 3.224–226, 3.231, 3.381, 
3.385, 3.683, 4.354–359, 4.484, 
4.535

subject, anaphoric 4.653
subject, broad 3.386–387
subject, clausal 4.359
subject, conjoined 3.69, 4.397

subject, delayed 4.358
subject, dummy 1.623, 1.625
subject, embedded 4.54, 4.56
subject, expletive 3.562, 4.359, 4.394, 

4.396
subject, focalized 1.563
subject, focusing 4.732
subject, grammatical 4.653
subject, impersonal 3.563, 4.359
subject, inanimate 1.220
subject, indefi nite 2.132–133, 2.369, 

3.82, 3.201, 4.354, 4.356, 4.366, 
4.400, 4.656

subject, isolated natural 4.484
subject, logical 1.217, 4.626
subject, matrix 4.365
subject, natural 4.484–485
subject, nonspecifi c 3.82
subject, null 4.363, 4.492
subject, null expletive 4.365
subject, overt 1.217
subject, passive 4.535
subject, postponed 2.149
subject, postverbal 4.318
subject, pronominal 3.710
subject, prototypical 2.146
subject, psychological 4.484
subject agreement 1.183
subject assignment 3.554
subject movement 4.394
subject NP 1.348
subject position 4.395
subject relativization 2.174
Subject Right Dislocation 4.541
subject shift 4.727
subject switch 3.711
Subject-Auxiliary-Inversion 2.390
subjecthood 1.185, 2.371, 3.81–82
subjective mood of speech 2.81
subjectless construction 1.625
subjunctive 1.38, 1.71, 1.468, 1.524, 

1.562, 2.22–23, 2.92, 2.490, 3.98, 
3.191, 3.248–249, 3.263, 3.267–269, 
3.272–273, 3.298, 3.355, 4.360–363, 
4.639–640

Sublet, Jacqueline 3.378–379, 3.718, 
3.720

subordinate clause 4.734
subordinating particle 1.669
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subordination 1.280, 1.404, 1.417, 
1.468, 1.472–474, 1.476, 1.648, 2.301, 
3.268, 4.60, 4.191, 4.194, 4.360–367, 
4.485, 4.501, 4.727

subordinative, Akkadian 4.178
subordinator 4.113
subsegmental property 3.206
substance 2.432
substantive noun 1.13, 1.16, 1 .18
substantivization 1.18
substitute, pronoun 4.468
substitution 1.430–431, 2.31, 2.691, 

4.647
substitution, lexical 4.269–270
substitution, semantic 4.336
substitution, sound 3.14, 4.335
substitution, word 2.690
substitution error 2.688–689
substitution test 4.647
substratal infl uence 1.84, 1.102, 1.104, 

1.241, 1.619, 2.160, 2.262, 2.373, 
3.189, 3.640

substratal infl uence, Aramaic 1.469, 
1.536, 1.538–541, 1.612, 2.665, 3.159, 
3.584, 3.674, 3.703

substratal infl uence, Basque in 
Spanish 4.369

substratal infl uence, Berber 1.294–295, 
1.609, 2.621–622, 2.665, 3.279–280, 
3.290, 3.293

substratal infl uence, Berber in 
Arabic 4.369

substratal infl uence, Berber in Tunis 
Arabic 4.565

substratal infl uence, Coptic 1.332, 
1.501–505, 2.665

substratal infl uence, Coptic in Egyptian 
Arabic 4.370

substratal infl uence, Dravidian in Indian 
languages 4.369, 372

substratal infl uence, Hebrew 2.665
substratal infl uence, Late Latin 

1.296
substratal infl uence, Mehri 3.63
substratal infl uence, Nubian 3.60
substratal infl uence, Romance 

1.106–107, 2.287
substratal infl uence, Syriac 1.284
substratal infl uence in Maltese 3.141

substratal infl uence in Persia 2.665
substratal infl uence of Arabic in 

Dutch 4.370
substratal infl uence of Aramaic in 

Palestinian 4.373
substratal infl uence of Aramaic in Syrian 

Arabic 4.372, 4.403
substratal infl uence of Barbacoan 

languages in Quechua 4.374
substratal infl uence of Bari in Juba 

Arabic 3.643
substratal infl uence of Berber in Djidjelli 

Arabic 1.189, 4371
substratal infl uence of Celtic in Germanic 

language 4.373
substratal infl uence of Celtic in Romance 

language 4.373
substratal infl uence of Coptic in Egyptian 

Arabic 4.372
substratal infl uence of Cushitic in 

Ethiopic 4.371
substratal infl uence of South Arabian 

in Yemeni Arabic 4.756, 4.310, 4.313
substratal infl uence of Southsemitic in 

Yemeni Arabic 4.373
substratal infl uence of Spanish in 

Maghrebi Judaeo-Arabic 2.532
substratal infl uence of Uralic in Baltic 

languages 4.372
substrate 1.489, 1.526, 2.265, 3.176, 

3.642–643, 4.367–375
substrate, Berber 2.240, 3.674
Sudan 1.24, 1.83, 1.206, 1.361, 

1.518–519, 1.656, 2.1, 2.59, 
2.105, 2.107, 2.137, 2.250, 2.255, 
2.268, 2.517–518, 2.588, 2.700, 
3.314, 3.351, 3.642–643, 
4.375–381

Sudan, Arabic in 1.260, 1.611, 2.272, 
2.454, 2.456, 2.494, 3.429, 3.525, 
3.674, 4.310, 4.375–381

Sudan, Southern 1.519–521, 3.60
Sudanese Arabic 1.24–25, 1.300, 1.363, 

1.525, 1.570, 2.2, 2.5, 2.38, 2.51, 
2.160, 2.255, 2.517–519, 2.590, 3.10, 
3.435, 3.437, 3.635, 3.643, 4.376–377, 
4.380, 4.559, 4.715, 4.756

sùdànì 3.112
Sudanic languages 1.519
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Sudanic languages, Eastern 3.435
Sudayr 3.326
Sudayr Arabic 4.125–127
šu≈ù≈ 4.22
Sueif, Ahdaf ¤ Soueif, Ahdaf 
Suez Canal 2.337, 4.237
suffi x 1.208, 1.555, 1.557, 1.576, 

2.21, 3.297
suffi x, anticipatory 1.230, 1.284
suffi x, indirect object 1.115
suffi x, linker 4.711
suffi x, object 1.105, 1.226, 4.620–621, 

4.714
suffi x, possessive 1.105, 1.115
suffi x, pronominal 3.586
suffi x, subject 4.620–621
suffi x, verbalizer 4.606
suffi x, verbalizer in Uzbek 4.610
suffi x conjugation 4.454–456
suffi x conjugation, Semitic 4.178
suffi x conjugation in Northwest 

Semitic 3.416
suffi xation, double 1.263
suffi xed form 4.638
suffi xes, Romance in Maltese 

3.153–154, 3.157
suffi xes, Turkish 4.592
Sufi , G.M.D. 3.508
Sufi , Sheikh 4.277
Sufi  order 1.380–381, 3.170
Sufi  poetry 4.75
Sufi  saints 4.181
Sufi s 2.328, 3.122, 4.181, 4.204
Suhàg Arabic ¤ Sohàg Arabic 
Suharto, President 2.337
Suhaylì, ±Abù l-Qàsim ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn 

ibn ≠Abdallàh as- 2.90, 2.181, 2.316
Suhrawardì, ±A™mad as- 3.308, 

4.204
ßu™ufi yyùn 1.148
Suhùl 3.326
Sukhnah 2.498
Šukrì, ≠Abd ar-Ra™màn 4.90–91
Šukrì, Al-Xùrì 1.603
Šukriyya 1.24, 1.190
Šukriyya Arabic 2.388, 3.62, 3.404, 

3.544, 4.376
sukùn 1.152, 1.207, 1.310, 2.92, 2.238, 

2.402, 3.91, 3.208, 4.518

sukùt 2.541
Sulaimania 2.604
Sulawesi ¤ Celebes 
Sulaym, Banù ¤ Banù Sulaym 
Sulaymàn 1.362
Sulaymì Arabic 1.55, 1.609, 4.550
Suleiman, Michael W. 2.60, 3.311
Suleiman, Saleh M. 2.501
Suleiman, Yasir 1.173–178, 1.193, 

1.530, 2.60, 2.105, 2.177, 2.181, 
2.187, 2.310, 2.425, 2.654–656, 2.658, 
2.661, 2.642, 3.313, 3.346, 3.349, 
3.664, 3.669, 4.12, 4.323, 4.325, 4.475, 
4.578

Süleyman I, Sultan 2.40, 2.601, 
3.503

Íùlì, ±Abù Bakr Mu™ammad ibn Ya™yà 
aß- 3.307, 4.132

Íul† Arabic ¤ Íal† Arabic 
Sultan Iskandar Muda 1.5, 1.8
Sul†ànì, ≠Alì ibn £asan as- 3.337
Sulu 1.133
ßu≠luk 4.208
Suluk Gatoloco 2.336
Suluk Wujil 2.336
sulus 3.341
Šùmàn, Mas≠ùd 1.600
Sumatra 2.340
Sumerian 1.560, 4.33, 4.509
summons 2.202
sun letter 1.187, 1.204, 1.262, 

1.301, 1.325, 1.548–549, 2.243, 
2.483

sundesmós 3.547, 4.235
Sung Dynasty 1.378–379
sunna 2.187, 3.651
Sunni 1.271, 1.275, 1.445–446
superheavy 3.614
Superiority Constraint 4.84
superiority of Arabic 2.88
superlative 1.18, 2.13, 2.15, 

2.523
superstratal infl uence 3.189, 

3.643
superstratal infl uence, Romance 2.288
superstrate language 3.639, 3.643, 

4.368–369, 4.371, 4.373
suppletion 1.522, 1.553, 2.592, 

4.660–661
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suppletive insertion 4.447–448
suppression 2.300–301
supralaryngeal adjustment 4.666
suprasegmental 3.724
suprasegmental property 3.206
Sùq al-±Ahwàz 2.571
Šuqayr, Na≠ìm 4.240
suqù† 2.16
Íùr Arabic 3.479, 3.481, 3.489
Sura 2.526
ßùra ≠aqliyya 2.444
Surat 2.326, 2.329
Suravaram, Pratap Reddy 4.452
surface order 3.232
surface structure 2.208, 4.521, 

4.524–525
Surinam 2.472
Surùr, Najìb 1.601
Suryanis 4.580
Sùsa Arabic 1.571, 1.642, 4.62
Sutcliffe, Edmund F. 3.159
Šu≠ùbiyya 1.626, 2.303, 3.30, 3.34, 

3.346, 4.295
šu≠ùr 3.105
Suwàriqiyya 1.129
Suwaydi, ≠Izz ad-Dìn ±Abù ±Is™àq ibn 

Mu™ammad ibn Tarxàn as- 
1.536

Suwaylam, Ahmad 4.92
Suxne ¤ Soukhne  
Suyù†ì, Jalàl al-Dìn as- 1.194, 1.380, 

1.567, 1.614, 1.626–627, 2.84–89, 
2.92, 2.156, 2.158, 2.176, 2.189, 2.291, 
2.298, 2.304, 2.316, 2.401, 2.425, 
2.433, 2.496–497, 2.555, 2.628, 2.630, 
3.7, 3.33, 3.90, 3.93, 3.101, 3.321–324, 
3.380, 3.648–649, 3.651, 4.21, 4.283, 
4.295, 4.436–437

Swadesh, Morris 4.313
Swahili 1.133–134, 1.136, 1.448, 1.545, 

1.660–666, 2.26, 2.211, 2.525, 2.597, 
2.669–670, 2.673, 3.59, 3.126–127, 
3.635, 3.640, 3.643, 4.281, 4.381–387, 
4.728

Swahili in Oman 3.478
Swahilization 1.663
Swain, Michael 1.368
Swales, John 1.649
Swan 2.67

Swan, Toril 1.476
Íwayli™ 2.498
swear word 4.418–421
Sweden 2.72
Sweden, Arabic in 2.73, 2.97
Sweetser, Eva 4.162–163
Swèrkiy Arabic 4.677
switch, single-word 2.374
switching 1.415
switching, diglossic 1.634–635
switching, diglossic ¤ code-switching 
switching, register 1.634
Switzerland 2.439
Šxauri 4.301
Sykes-Picot Agreement 2.699
syllabary, Sumero-Akkadian 4.1
syllabic cluster 3.209
syllabic economy 1.63
syllabic harmony 3.492
syllabic weight 3.726
syllabication 1.225, 2.35–36, 3.493, 

3.530, 3.611, 3.617, 3.729, 4.344
syllabication, directional 4.85
syllabifi cation ¤ syllabication 
syllable 3.208, 3.547, 3.610, 4.387
syllable, bimoraic 2.154
syllable, canonical 1.342
syllable, closed 4.388, 4.683
syllable, degenerate 2.36, 4.389
syllable, heavy 3.613, 4.388, 4.390
syllable, lexically stressed 2.396, 

2.399–400
syllable, light 4.388, 4.390
syllable, monomoraic 2.154
syllable, open 4.388, 4.390
syllable, pitch-accented 2.396
syllable, superheavy 2.396, 3.612–613, 

3.616–621, 4.108, 4.344, 
4.388

syllable, ‘vowelless’ 3.611
syllable complexity 3.725
syllable juncture 3.612
syllable margin 1.487
syllable onset 3.728
syllable structure 2.32, 2.36, 2.350, 

3.240, 3.301, 3.328–329, 3.601, 
3.615–616, 4.116–117, 4.387–389, 
4.564

syllable type 1.261, 3.611
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syllable weight 3.612–613
syllepsis 3.538
syllogism 4.14
symbolism 4.212
symbolism, semantic 4.287
synchronic 1.604
synchrony 1.575
syncope 2.17, 2.36, 2.123, 3.494–495, 

3.530, 3.729, 4.116, 4.344–345, 4.348, 
4.351, 4.389–391

syncretism 1.644
syndetic 4.191
synecdoche 3.121, 3.632, 

3.733
synesthesis 4.282, 4.286
synonym 1.435, 1.656, 2.69, 2.442, 

3.35, 3.38
synonym ¤ mutaràdif 
synonym, rhyming 4.607, 4.611
synonymy 1.435, 2.624, 3.45, 

3.161–162, 3.320–321, 
3.323–324

syntactic function 2.625
syntactic reconstruction 3.385
syntactic transfer 4.38
syntax 4.391–402
synthetic 1.400, 1.486, 1.562, 1.614, 

1.616, 3.671
synthetic construction 2.247
synthetic genitive 1.82–85, 

2.570
Syria 1.531, 2.500, 2.699, 3.315, 

3.347, 4.402–409
Syria, Arabic in 1.407, 1.502, 1.571, 

1.583–584, 1.592, 1.605, 1.607–608, 
2.31, 2.204, 2.374, 2.532, 2.555, 3.588

Syriac 1.132, 1.166–167, 1.171, 
1.180–181, 1.284, 1.493, 1.540–541, 

1.602, 2.66, 2.182, 2.199–201, 2.211, 
2.266, 2.639, 2.658, 3.218, 3.313, 
3.351, 3.409–412, 3.414–415, 
3.418–420, 3.426, 3.592, 3.696, 
4.1, 4.73 4.168, 4.175, 4.177, 4.303, 
4.402, 4.459, 4.542–544

Syriac, West 2.67
Syriac script 1.148–151, 1.603, 

3.110
Syriacism 4.546
Syrian Arab Republic 1.546
Syrian Arabic 1.187, 1.221, 1.281, 

1.340–342, 1.408, 1.492, 1.538, 
1.540, 1.571, 1.604, 1.657, 2.38, 
2.96, 2.156, 2.388, 2.390, 2.397, 
2.499, 2.658, 3.67–68, 3.70, 3.237, 
3.264, 3.266–268, 3.446, 3.456, 
3.553, 3.556–557, 3.568, 3.611–612, 
3.614, 3.656, 3.684–685, 3.729, 
3.739–740, 4.45, 4.52, 4.67, 4.116, 
4.163, 4.195–196, 4.309, 4.312–313, 
4.317–318, 4.339, 4.341, 4.491, 
4.647, 4.649, 4.654–655, 
4.678

Syrian Desert 1.260
Syrian Plates of Kottayam 3.129
Syrian Protestant College 1.175
Syro-Lebanese Arabic 1.546, 3.1–2, 

3.4, 3.585, 3.587
Syro-Mesopotamian Arabic 1.260
Syro-Palestinian Arabic 1.84, 1.111, 

1.388, 1.642, 3.237, 4.285–286
Syrt region 3.53
system 1.369
system, one-or-two-systems debate 

1.369
Systemic Grammar 1.457
Szabolsci, Anna 3.653
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tab≠iyya 4.221
Tablig Jamayat 1.286
taboo 1.657, 1.659, 2.363–364, 

2.646, 3.662, 4.166, 4.416–421, 4.471, 
4.765

taboo, speaking 2.714
taboo expression 2.71
Tabriz 2.220
Tabrìzì, Mìr ≠Alì 3.337
Tabrìzì, Mìrzà Ja≠far 3.337
tabsì† 1.176, 1.531
Tàbùk 3.401–402, 3.404
tabyìn 4.436
Tachelhit ¤ Berber, Tachelhit 
ta∂àfur al-qarà±in 4.22
ta∂àmm 4.22, 4.27
ta∂ammun 3.120
tadàwul 1.429
tadàxul al-luÿàt 3.321, 4.167
ta∂≠ìf 1.358, 3.566, 4.642
ta≠Úìm 1.558, 4.329
ta≠diya 1.356, 4.410, 4.641–642
Tadjoura 1.654–655
ta≈kìr 3.92, 651, 4.443
ta∂mìn 1.628, 3.646
Taeschner, Traute 1.368
Taez ¤ Ta≠izz 
tafa≠≠ala 3.226
tafà≠ul 1.628
taf∂ìl 1.69, 2.13, 2.79, 3.105
taf≠ila 3.208–209, 4.89–92, 4.103
Tafi lalt 3.53
Tafi lalt Arabic 3.290–291
tafjìr al-luÿa 4.211
TAFL ¤ Teaching of Arabic as a Foreign 

Language 

tà± 1.297, 1.609, 2.521, 2.594, 3.152, 
3.281, 3.285, 3.292

tà± at-ta±nìμ 2.156, 2.544
tà± at-taμniya 2.239
tà± maftù™a 2.327
tà± marbù†a 1.78, 1.134, 1.136, 1.152, 

1.384, 1.497, 1.561, 1.612, 1.639–640, 
1.643, 2.156, 2.327, 2.342–344, 2.484, 
2.527, 2.583, 2.606, 3.67, 3.92, 3.111, 
3.220, 3.240, 3.242, 3.426, 3.430, 
3.439, 3.445–446, 3.566, 3.590, 
4.518

tà± †awìla 1.134, 1.384
Ta±abba†a Šarran 4.202
ta≠addà 3.102, 4.410
ta≠addin 1.356, 2.94, 3.101, 3.108, 

3.224, 4.236, 4.410–416, 4.531, 4.624, 
4.641

ta≠ajjub 2.79–80, 3.101, 3.550
ta≠ajjub, ≠alàmat at- 3.741
Âa≠àlibì, ±Abù Manßùr ≠Abd al-Malik ibn 

Mu™ammad aμ- 1.173, 1.435, 2.443, 
2.555, 2.582, 3.34, 3.117, 3.731, 
4.283–284, 4.286

ta≠alluq 4.438–439, 4.441
¢a≠≠àn, Hàšim a†- 1.614, 1.616
ta≠arrin 2.291
†ab≠ 2.176
tabalbul al-luÿàt 3.345
¢abarì, ±Abù Ja≠far Mu™ammad ibn Jarìr 

a†- 2.334, 3.6–7, 3.36, 3.93, 3.574, 
4.295

Tabbaa, Yasser 4.131
Tabet, Jacques 3.348
tàbi≠ 1.124, 3.101, 3.201, 4.221
Âàbit ibn Qurra 4.542
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tafrìd 3.430, 4.316
tafsìr 1.336, 1.427, 1.512, 1.558, 

2.383, 3.136, 4.436, 4.472, 4.685, 
4.740

Taftazànì, Sa≠d ad-Dìn at- 1.380
tafxìm 1.205, 1.558, 2.233, 2.235, 

2.503, 2.529, 3.91, 3.149, 3.600, 
4.10, 4.218, 4.421–424, 4.427, 
4.669

tafxìm, ±alif at- 3.90
tag 1.342, 2.148, 2.615
tag, discourse 1.514
Tagant 3.171
Tägdàwëst 3.170
tagger 1.460
tagger, parts-of-speech 1.514–515
tagging 1.455, 1.459, 1.513, 1.515
Taÿlib 2.121, 3.94
Tagore, Rabindranath 1.288
taÿyìr 2.403, 3.649, 4.121
taÿyìr al-±i≠ràb 3.650
¢àhà, ≠Alì Ma™mùd 4.90
Taha, Zeinab Ahmed 3.100–106, 

4.410–416, 4.235–236
tahaddud 4.329
ta™∂ì∂ 3.573, 4.331, 4.740
ta™dìμ 1.531
ta™liya 4.221
ta™mìd 2.327
ta™qìq 3.92, 3.119, 3.307, 4.446
ta™qìq al-hamza 4.6, 4.10
ta™qìr 1.637
ta™rìf 2.630
¢ah†àwì, Rifà≠a Ràfi ≠ a†- 1.494, 3.193, 

3.349
ta™wìl 3.92, 3.235
¢à±if 3.179
Theme and Tail constituents 2.148–149, 

2.397, 4.732
Taine-Cheikh, Catherine 1.419, 1.585, 

2.240–250, 2.363, 3.60, 3.169–176, 
3.447–453, 3.664, 3.667

Ta≠izz 1.655, 3694
Ta≠izz Arabic 4.751
Tàj al-≠arùs 3.21, 3.30–33, 4.2, 4.35, 

4.103
Taj Mahal 4.561
Tàj as-salà†ìn 1.8
tajà≈aba 2.580

tajànus 2.496
tajawwuz 3.118
Tajfel, Henri 2.713
Tajik 1.29, 1.34, 1.590, 2.408, 2.670, 

3.578, 4.424–425, 4.608, 4.612–614, 
4.621

Tajik, numerals in 4.617
Tajik suffi x in Uzbekistan Arabic 4.616
tajmiyt 2.470
tajnìs ¤ jinàs 
tajwìd 1.338, 1.528, 3.207, 3.335, 

3.567, 3.726, 4.422, 4.425–428
Takarlì 4.663
ta±kìd 1.202, 1.555, 1.559, 4.221, 

4.640
takràr 1.471
Takrouna Arabic 3.448
†al≠a 3.173
Âa≠lab, ±Abù l-≠Abbàs ±A™mad ibn Ya™yà

1.627, 2.79, 2.86–89, 2.234, 2.359–
360, 2.443, 2.496, 2.629–631, 3.35, 
3.107, 3.117, 3.323–324, 
4.330–332, 4.443

†alabì 2.358, 2.360
talàqin 4.413
tala††uf 2.70
talà±um 1.429
Talay, Shabo 4.407
talàzum 1.435
Taleb Ibrahimi, Khaoula 2.660
†àlib al-luÿa 2.630
talik 3.338
ta≠lìl 1.194, 2.177, 4.12–13, 

4.475
ta≠lìq 3.336–338, 4.21–22, 4.98, 

4.131, 4.428–430, 4.561
Tàliqànì, ≠Abd al-Majìd 3.338
ta≠lıq-qirması 3.338
Talmon, Rafael 1.309, 1.562, 

1.583–584, 2.176–178, 2.226–227, 
2.234, 2.294, 2.307, 2.402, 
2.435–436, 2.453, 2.536, 2.539, 
2.542, 2.544, 2.632, 3.21, 3.106–107, 
3.109, 3.123, 3.176, 3.315, 3.361, 
3.456, 3.547, 4.220, 4.235, 4.284, 
4.431, 4.446, 4.661

Talmoudi, Fathi 1.571, 3.729, 4.62, 
4.563

Talmud 1.131, 2.527, 3.409
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Talmy, Leonard 1.485
Talo, Ewa S. 4.271
taltala 1.399, 1.490–491, 1.493, 

1.594, 1.614, 2.263, 3.14, 3.691–692, 
4.430–431

tal†ìf 2.70
talyìn al-hamza 3.91
tamakkana 4.431
tamakkun 3.453, 4.431–433, 

4.445
tamàm al-ism 4.445
Tamari, Tal 3.137–139
Tamasheq 4.280
tamàsuk 1.427
Tamazight 1.534, 2.73, 2.698, 2.704, 

2.709, 2.712, 3.274, 3.350
Tamerlane 1.28, 4.612
Tamezret 4.572
Tamil 2.333, 2.669, 3.725, 

4.433–436
Tamil, Kanniyakumari 4.433, 

4.435
Tamil Nadu 2.325
Tamìm 1.399, 1.490, 1.614, 1.616, 

1.641, 2.88, 2.263, 2.312, 2.427, 
2.494, 2.555, 3.14, 3.89, 93.2–94, 
3.186, 3.497, 3.645, 3.691, 
3.697–698, 4.10, 4.22, 4.304, 
4.430, 4.572

Tamìmi Arabic 1.71
Tamìx 3.94
tamkìn 3.453
tàmm 1.624, 2.14, 2.548–551
μamma 1.566, 3.200
tamßìr al-luÿa 3.349
tamtàm 2.676–677
tamμìl 2.301, 2.305, 2.403, 

2.443–444, 2.446, 3.118, 4.447
tamμìliyya 4.157
Âamùd 4.478
Âamùdic ¤ Thamudic 
tamyìz 2.15, 2.186, 2.225, 

3.101, 3.103–105, 3.241, 3.432, 
3.451–452, 3.548, 3.684, 
4.436–437, 4.565

tamyìz al-jumla 4.437
tamyìz al-mufrad 4.437
tamyìz an-nisba 4.437
μanà± 3.173

Tana River 4.381
tanàzu≠ 4.193, 4.437–442
tanbìh 2.237
tandìm 4.331
Tandjile 1.360
Tang Dynasty 1.378
Tanganyika 1.660, 1.663
Tangier 2.64, 3.287, 3.294,

4.156
Tangier Arabic 1.439, 1.609, 3.274, 

3.288, 3.291–293, 3.672
ta±nìμ 2.156, 3.92, 3.651
tankìr 1.188, 3.453, 4.443, 4.445
Tannen, Deborah 3.665
Tannùmah Arabic 4.127
Tanùxì, ≠Izz ad-Dìn at- 2.637, 

3.216
tanwìn 1.68, 1.73, 1.109, 1.134, 

1.152, 1.188–189, 1.207, 1.246, 
1.248, 1.266, 1.273, 1.309, 1.559, 
1.562, 1.580, 1.606, 1.615, 
1.644–646, 2.20, 2.24, 2.87, 
2.226, 2.239, 2.278, 2.353, 2.379, 
2.403–404, 2.411, 2.424–427, 
2.453, 2.546–547, 3.98, 3.191, 
3.220, 3.270, 3.335, 3.403, 3.429, 
3.440, 3.453, 3.482, 3.548, 3.551, 
3.590, 3.648, 3.693, 3.696, 4.15–16, 
4.124, 4.318, 4.357, 4.442–446, 
4.558, 4.742

tanwìn al-≠iwa∂ 4.444–445
tanwìn al-makàna 4.443
tanwìn al-muqàbala 4.444
tanwìn at-tamakkun 4.443, 4.445
tanwìn at-tankìr 4.443
tanwìn at-tarannum 4.443
tanwìn fat™a 2.327
tanwìn-naßb construction 2.453
Tanzania 1.661–663, 3.642, 4.386, 

4.508
Tanzania, Arabic in 2.672
tanzìl 1.173
Tanzimat 3.504
Taoujjout 4.572
Âaqafì, ≠îsà ibn ≠Umar at- ¤ ≠îsà ibn ≠Umar 

aμ-Âaqafì
Âaqafì, Mu™ammad ibn al-Qàsim 

aμ- 2.325
taqdìm 2.131, 3.649–650
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taßawwur 1.429
tasbìb an-na≠t 3.432
tašbìh 2.329, 2.425, 2.441, 3.116, 

3.119, 3.122, 3.321
tašbìhì 2.444
tašdìd 1.2, 1.152, 2.299
taßÿìr 1.576, 1.637, 2.424
taß™ìf 2.630
tashìl al-hamz 4.10
taš≠ìra 4.560–561
Tasiwit ¤ Berber, Siwa
tasjì≠ 4.103–104
taškìl 1.487
taskìn 1.615–616, 2.16
¢àšköprüzàde 3.502–503
tasliya 2.46
taßrì≠ 4.87, 4.92
taßrì≠ jàmi≠ ±abyàtihi 4.87
taßrìf 1.119, 1.122, 1.192, 1.573, 

2.180, 2.298, 2.402, 2.426, 
2.623–624, 3.423, 4.119, 4.431

taßrìf al-±af≠àl 2.404
taßrì™ 2.578–579, 2.581, 3.120
Tata Arabic 3.288
Tataouine 2.709
Tatar 2.557, 2.670, 2.673, 4.263–264, 

4.450–451
Tatar, Crimean 4.263
Tatar, Kazan 4.450
Tatar, Volga 4.450
tatimma 4.221
ta±μìr 3.114
taμniya 2.184
Tauzin, Aline 3.173
Tavla 1.116
tawà∂u≠ 4.684
tawahhum 4.447
tawallud 4.330–331
¢awàra Arabic 3.401, 3.403
tawàrud 1.436, 1.438
tawassu≠ 3.116, 3.120
tawassu≠àt 3.651
tawàtur 4.13, 4.684
Taweel, Ahmad ibn Ahmad 

Muhammad Abdalla [¢awìl, ±A™mad 
ibn ±A™mad Mu™ammad ≠Abdallàh 
a†-] 3.336

Tawfìq, Mu™ammad 1.601
taw™ìd 1.336, 1.338, 3.136

taqdìm wa-ta±xìr 4.739
taqdìm, wujùb at- 4.739
taqdìr 2.290, 2.301–302, 2.402, 

2.404, 2.537–538, 2.626, 4.13, 
4.446–449

taqdìrì 1.561
Âaqìf 3.691
μaqìl 2.233, 3.551, 4.431–432
Taqla, Bušàrà 3.193
Taqla, Salìm 3.193
taqlìd 2.305
taqwì≠ 3.341
Ta®àbìn 3.360, 3.401
Ta®àbìn Arabic 3.365–366, 

4.238
taràduf 3.323
¢arafa ibn al-≠Abd  3.211–212, 3.646, 

4.201, 4.208–209
tarannum 3.453, 4.443, 4.445
†ardiyya 4.32, 4.35
target 1.425, 2.192–193
target language 1.437, 1.459, 1.482, 

1.485, 3.639, 4.139, 4.370
target text 1.432
targum 3.409
ta≠rìb 2.638, 2.641, 2.696, 

4.465
ta≠rì∂ 2.578–579, 2.581–582
ta≠rìf 3.428
ta≠rìf, ±adàt at- 1.488
Tarifi t ¤ Berber, Rif 
†arìqa al-™amdiyya, at- 3.341
tarjama 4.157
tarkìb ismì 3.428
tarkìb ±isnàdì 2.404
Tarone, Elaine 4.141
tarqìm 3.740
tarßì≠ 4.103–104
Tarsus 1.388
Tarsus Arabic 1.390–392, 

1.394–395
tartìb 1.575
tartìl 4.426
tarwìs 1.152, 3.308, 3.341, 3.650, 

4.134, 4.560
tarxìm 1.638, 2.17, 4.558
Tàsàftì 3.222
taßarruf 2.179, 2.356, 2.426, 3.658, 

4.432, 4.443
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Taw™ìdì, ±Abù £ayyàn at- 1.403, 
3.112, 3.161, 3.177, 3.307, 3.309, 
4.64, 4.66, 4.132

tawhìm 3.539
†awìl 1.429, 2.579, 3.119, 3.211, 

3.214
tawjìh 3.539
tawkìd 1.124, 1.202, 1.435–436, 

1.569, 2.22, 2.82, 2.115, 3.573, 
4.562

tawqì≠ 1.152, 3.336, 3.519, 4.131, 
4.561

tawqì≠ al-mu†laq, at- 4.561
tawqìf 1.3, 4.684
tawriya 2.497, 2.578, 3.538–539, 

4.157
tawriya mubayyana 3.538
tawriya muhayya±a 3.538
tawriya mujarrada 3.538
tawriya muqtarina 3.538
tawriya murašša™a 3.538
Tawwazì, at- 1.627
taxalluß 3.717, 3.720
taxà†ub 3.122
taxfìf 2.17
ta±xìr 3.649–650
taxnìn 3.336
taxrìj 1.628
taxßìß 1.190, 3.428, 4.316
Tayàha Arabic 4.238
Tayash, Fahad A. 3.397
ta≠yìn 1.190
Taylor, John R. 1.343–344, 4.166, 

4.502
Tayma 4.478–479, 4.481
Tayman 3.411
Taymanite 4.478–481
Taymùr, Ma™mùd 1.409, 1.601
Taymùr, Mu™ammad 1.600, 

1.602
taysìr 1.176
†ayyàyè 1.128
¢ayybit ilImàm Arabic 4.406–407
¢ayyi± 1.187, 1.310, 1.399, 

1.628, 2.494, 3.89, 3.94, 3.692, 
3.694–695, 3.697, 4.62, 4.126, 
4.376, 4.430

¢ayyib Íàli™ a†- ¤ Íàli™, a†-¢ayyib  
¢ayyibì, a†- 3.121, 4.132, 4.562

Taza Arabic 1.609, 3.288, 
3.290–291

Tchardari 4.613
Tchédé 1.334
TD-PSOLA 1.210, 1.212
teacher training 2.110
Teaching Arabic as a Foreign Language 

(TAFL) 4.154
teaching, mosque 1.381
teaching Arabic writing 1.651
teaching English writing 1.651
teaching materials 1.670, 2.74, 4.148, 

4.152–153, 155
teaching of Amazigh 2.712
teaching of Arabic 1.176, 1.258, 

1.336–338, 1.364–365, 1.370, 
1.449–451, 1.472, 1.484, 1.654, 
1.660–661, 1.667, 1.669, 2.75, 
2.104–113, 2.184, 2.214, 2.337–338, 
2.438, 2.672, 2.698, 2.700

teaching of Arabic in Europe 2.73, 
3.315

teaching of Arabic in India 
2.326–327

teaching of Arabic in Israel 2.440, 
3.315

teaching of Arabic in Jordan 2.503
teaching of Arabic in Mali 3.137–138
teaching of Arabic in Malta 

3.143–144
teaching of Arabic in Nigeria 3.374, 

3.376
teaching of Arabic in North 

America 3.395
teaching of Arabic in Pakistan 3.508, 

3.511
teaching of Arabic in Senegal 4.185
teaching of Arabic in Somalia 4.276
teaching of Arabic in the Ottoman 

empire 3.504
teaching of Arabic in the United 

States 3.398
teaching of Arabic in Turkey 4.578, 

4.582
teaching of Berber 2.63
teaching of English 2.8–9, 2.31, 2.216, 

2.696, 3.316
teaching of foreign languages 2.696, 

2.703, 3.313, 3.315

  taw£îdî – teaching of foreign languages 255

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



teaching of French 2.8–9, 2.698
teaching of French in Jordan 2.504
teaching of French in Morocco 

2.122
teaching of German 2.9
teaching of grammar 2.701
teaching of Hebrew 3.398
teaching of Italian 2.9
teaching of Ivrit 2.464
teaching of Moroccan Arabic 2.74
teaching of oral communication 

2.107
teaching of reading 2.107
teaching of reading and writing 

3.75
teaching of Russian 2.9
teaching of second language ¤ second 

language teaching 
teaching of Spanish 2.9
teaching of writing 2.107
tëbrà≠ 3.173
Teda 1.36, 1.360
Teeple, David 4.85–86, 4.389–391
téere 4.181
Teeuw, Andries 2.337, 2.341
Teixera, Pedro 2.572
Teixidor, Javier 3.472
Tekna 2.240
teknonym 2.586, 2.588, 4.469
Tekrur 4.179
Telegdi, Zsigmund 2.407, 2.411
telegraphese 4.47–49
telephone conversation 1.214
television 1.273, 1.275, 1.408, 

1.528, 1.546, 1.655, 2.32, 2.214, 
2.503, 2.609, 2.648, 2.658, 3.11, 
3.19, 3.194, 3.196–198, 3.295, 
3.318, 4.408

television, multichannel 3.199
television, satellite 3.197, 4.322
television serial 4.377
telic 1.198, 1.200
telic verb 1.52
telicity 1.52
Tell al-Masxù†a 3.466
Telugu 2.669, 4.452–454
Telugu, administrative terminology 

in 4.452
Telugu, gender system in 4.454

template 1.573, 2.447–450, 3.225, 
3.301, 3.610, 4.93–95

template satisfaction 3.492
temporal 1.472, 3.234
temporal adverb 1.21–23
temporal terms, acquisition of 

1.377
temporality 2.76
Temporary Impairment 

Hypothesis 4.145
Ten Great Books 1.380
Tenes 1.54
Tenes Arabic 1.609
tenor 2.442
tense 1.110, 1.195–196, 1.216–217, 

1.348–350, 1.508, 1.510, 1.523, 
1.568, 1.606, 2.90–92, 2.174, 3.67, 
3.98–99, 3.247–248, 4.306, 4.392, 
4.395, 4.398–399, 4.454–458, 
4.745

tense, Greek 3.97
tense auxiliary 4.646
tense maintenance 1.432
tense marker 1.485, 1.567, 2.568, 

2.577
tense mood 1.220
Tense Projection 4.396, 4.398–399
tense shift 1.432
Tense-Mood-Aspect system 1.486, 

2.523–524, 3.67, 4.455, 4.457
term, general 4.685
term, specifi c 4.685
terminative 3.414
terminology 1.402, 2.634, 2.637, 

3.18, 4.458–466
terminology, administrative 2.199, 

2.636, 4.590, 4.593
terminology, administrative, in 

Telugu 4.452
terminology, agricultural 2.284, 2.289, 

2.667, 4.312
terminology, alchemical 2.27–28
terminology, anatomical 2.26
terminology, astronomical 2.26, 

2.667
terminology, bicycle 2.637
terminology, botanical 2.26, 2.200
terminology, building 4.312
terminology, car 2.34
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terminology, Christian 1.181, 1.503
terminology, coining of 2.635–640, 

4.168
terminology, commercial 2.458
terminology, computer 2.9, 2.30, 

2.34, 2.375, 2.667
terminology, Coptic scientifi c 

1.499
terminology, creation of 1.175
terminology, culinary 2.29
terminology, dictionaries of 2.641
terminology, education 2.341–342
terminology, grammatical 1.168, 

2.186
terminology, Indo-European 2.539
terminology, irrigation 1.504
terminology, Islamic 2.29, 4.78
terminology, Islamic jurisprudence 

2.341
terminology, Jewish 1.240
terminology, kinship 2.583–588
terminology, legal 3.26, 3.32
terminology, mathematical 2.28, 

2.667
terminology, medical 4.460, 4.545
terminology, military 3.6, 4.593
terminology, musical 2.28
terminology, mystical 4.76
terminology, pharmacological 2.200
terminology, philosophical 2.200, 

4.545
terminology, religious 1.181, 1.257, 

1.372, 1.443, 1.541, 2.140, 2.253, 
2.342, 2.667, 4.168, 4.601

terminology, rural 1.503–504, 
1.541

terminology, scientifi c 1.403–404, 
2.254, 4.459–460, 4.545

terminology, technical 1.176, 1.332, 
1.437, 1.453, 1.531, 1.665, 2.9, 
2.30, 2.374–376, 2.468, 2.700, 
2.702, 3.25–26, 3.203, 3.241, 
3.426

terminology, trade 2.253, 2.455, 
2.667

terms of abuse 4.470–471
terms of address 1.251, 2.8, 2.205, 

2.622, 3.719, 4.466–471
terms of address, Ottoman 4.593

terms of address, Turkish 3.660–661, 
4.467, 4.470

terms of endearment 4.470
terms of respect 4.470
Territoire français des Afars et des 

Issas 1.654
territory 2.60
Tersis, Nicole 4.279
Tesnière, Lucien 1.41, 1.343, 

2.317
Testen, David 1.201–204, 2.21–23, 

2.66, 3.191, 3.419
Tetouan 2.64, 3.294, 4.156
Tetouan Arabic 1.596, 1.609, 3.273, 

3.288, 3.290–291, 3.293
Teubner, J.K. 3.7
text 1.430–432, 1.472, 1.568, 1.648, 

1.651, 2.143, 2.148, 2.207
text, expository 1.474
text categorization 1.459
text corpus 1.214
text database 1.460
Text Encoding Initiative 1.513
text feature 4.472, 4.474–475
text linguistics 1.430, 1.470
text organization 2.207
text processing 1.455, 1.459, 

1.515
text production 4.474
text reception 4.474
text type 1.432, 4.473
text typology 4.473
textbook 1.448–449, 1.651, 1.655, 

1.670, 2.110–111, 2.189, 2.336–338, 
2.704

textiles 2.40
textlinguistics 4.471–476
text-to-speech conversion 1.460
text-to-speech converter 1.515
text-to-speech synthesis 1.207
text-to-speech synthesizer 1.210
text-to-speech system 1.211–212
textual theme 1.475
textuality 1.430, 4.472
textus receptus 4.4
Thackston, Wheeler M. 2.598, 

4.148
Thai 4.268, 4.476–477
Thai, Arabic loanwords in 4.476
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Thai Muslims 4.477
Thakerar, Jitendra N. 4.322
Tham Seong Chee 2.341, 2.344
Thamudic 2.198, 2.263, 

4.477–483
Thamudic, Hijazi 4.478–479, 4.481, 

4.483
Thamudic, Hismaic 4.478
Thamudic, Najdi 4.478–479, 

4.481–482
Thamudic, Tabuki 4.480, 4.482
Thamudic, Taymanite 4.479–481
thanks 3.660
that-trace violation 3.707
thäydìn 3.173
t™àži 3.174
theater 1.175, 1.600–601, 2.77
theater, colloquial 1.600
theater play 1.323
Theil, Rolf 2.137–142
Thelander, Mats 2.320
Thelin, Nils 2.208
Thelwall, Robin 1.525, 3.62, 

3.435
thematic continuity 1.648
thematic development 1.427
thematic hierarchy 4.489
thematic pro 2.174
thematic relation 4.535
thematic role 1.40–41, 4.535
thematic shift 1.648
thematic slot 1.474–475
thematic structure 4.484–486, 

4.501–502
thematic unity 3.646
thematic vowel 1.119, 1.121
thematization 1.623, 2.249, 

4.485–486
thematized structure 4.486
thematizer 4.486
theme 1.347, 1.429, 1.474, 1.485, 

2.148–149, 2.569, 3.81, 4.484–487, 
4.489–494, 4.498, 4.501–502, 4.535, 
4.538, 4.732

theme, textual 1.475
theme, topical 1.475
theme marker 2.149
Theophanes 4.259
theophoric names 3.696

thésis 3.176, 3.209, 4.684
Y criterion 4.488–489, 4.491–492
Y marking 4.491, 4.493
Y position 4.488
Y role 4.487–494
Y Theory [Theta Theory] 2.170, 4.438, 

4.441, 4.488, 4.746
Thillet, Pierre 4.546
third deixis 1.106
third distance 1.23
Thirteen Classics 1.380
Thomas, Bertram 2.211, 3.478, 

4.124
Thomas, Jenny 1.657
Thomas, Saint 3.129
Thomason, Sarah Grey 1.294, 1.501, 

1.504, 2.29, 2.664–674, 3.59, 3.642, 
4.368, 4.370–373

Thompson, Billy Bussell 1.98
Thompson, Sandra A. 2.208, 

4.317
Thòr Arabic 4.127
Thorbecke, Heinrich 2.629
Thorburn, D.H. 2.518
Thráinsson, Höskuldur 4.540
Thurston, Edgar 4.435
Tiaret 1.56
Tiberias Arabic 1.608
Tibesti 1.360, 1.362
¢ìbì, a†- ¤ ¢ayyibì, a†- 
Tibrìzì, al-Xa†ìb at- 2.538
tier, autosegmental 3.626
tier, skeletal 3.626
tier confl ation 4.93–94, 4.96
Tietz, Renate 2.477, 2.479
Tietze, Andreas 2.456, 4.583–584, 

4.588
Tifi nagh 1.133, 1.294, 2.63, 

2.673, 2.709, 3.171, 3.294, 3.317, 
3.350–351

Tiglath Pileser III, King 1.126, 3.466
Tigray ¤ Tigriñya 
Tigré 1.639, 2.66–67, 2.269, 2.271, 

3.592, 4.175, 4.301, 4.304–306, 
4.309, 4.312

Tigriñya 1.654–655, 2.53–54, 
2.66–67, 2.269, 3.62, 3.627, 
4.301–302, 4.304–306, 4.309–310, 
4.312

258 thai muslims– tigriñya

(c) 2011 Koninklijke Brill NV. All Rights Reserved.



Tigris Arabic 1.91, 1607
Tìh, at- 3.400, 4.237
Tihàma 1.654–655, 2.274, 3.691, 

3.695, 3.697, 4.125, 4.127, 
4.751

Tihàma Arabic 1.589, 1.655, 2.259, 
2.270–273, 3.179, 3.454, 4.240, 
4.751, 4.753–754, 4.756

Tijàniyya 4.180–182
Tikrìt Arabic 2.415, 2.417, 2.421
Tikrìtì, Bahjat K. at- 1.617
tilde 1.1
Till, Walter C. 1.502
Tilmatine, Mohand 2.73
Timberlake, Alan 4.37, 4.39–40
Timbuktì, at- 3.373
Timbuktu 2.240, 3.135–136, 3.138, 

3.394
time 2.91–92
time reference 1.195–196, 1.553, 

4.48
Tindouf 2.240
Tintin 4.284
Tio 2.273
tip of the tongue 2.683
Tipografi a Medicea 1.168
μiqal 1.191, 2.425, 4.431
†iràz 2.41, 2.600
Tirmidh 2.600
Tirol 2.439
Tirosh-Becker, Ofra 2.534
Tišìt 3.170
title 1.125, 3.658–659, 3.720, 4.467, 

4.468–470
title, Ottoman 4.592
Tivaouane 4.182
Tiyàha 3.360
Tiyaha Confederation 3.401
Tizi Ouzou 2.712, 2.715
Tkatsch, Jaroslaus 4.543–546
Tlemcen 1.24, 1.53–54, 1.56
Tlemcen Arabic 1.444, 1.609, 2.532, 

2.534, 3.452, 4.70
Tlili, Bechir 4.572
TMA ¤ Tense Mood Aspect 
tmaziÿt ¤ Tamazight 
Tobi, Y. 2.534
Toblig Jamat 1.286
Tobrouk Arabic 3.55

Todorov, Tzvetan 2.468
Togo 2.250, 4.758
tokenizer 1.515
†olba 4.158–159
Toledo 1.96–97, 1.100, 1.166–167, 

1.169, 1.171, 4.217
Tombalbaye, President François 1.363
Tombouctou ¤ Timbuktu 
tombstone 2.46
Tomiche, Nada 4.669
tone 2.139, 2.253, 2.590, 2.593, 

2.671, 3.461
tone, edge 2.395–398
tone, high 2.560
tone, level 2.397
tone, lexical 1.521, 2.400
tone language 3.437
tone of voice, abnormal 2.675
Tongan 4.416
tongue click 4.233
tongues, confusion of 3.345
tonic accent 1.367
Tonk 2.329
Topalo‘lu, Ahmed 3.501
Toparlı, Recep 4.587
topic 1.45, 1.50, 1.69–71, 1.73–74, 

1.183–184, 1.350, 1.354, 1.431, 
1.436, 1.485–486, 1.488, 1.507, 
1.558, 1.651, 2.113–115, 2.132, 
2.145–147, 2.149, 2.291–292, 
2.308, 2.321, 2.354–357, 2.434, 
2.436–437, 2. 537–539, 3.105, 
3.231, 3.381, 3.383, 3.386–387, 
3.557, 3.560, 3.683, 4.319, 
4.354, 4.366, 4.484–487, 
4.494–502, 4.504, 4.527, 4.570, 
4.734

topic ¤ mubtada± 
topic, contrastive 4.505
topic, emphatic 4.500
topic, grammatical 4.653
topic, sentence 4.503
topic accessibility 3.711
topic continuity 1.649
topic focus 4.496
topic introduction 1.432
topic maintenance 1.651
topic management 2.384
topic marker 1.649
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trace, clitic 1.350
¢®àd, Mìšàl (Michel) 1.603
trade 1.588–590, 2.325, 2.333, 2.552, 

2.588, 2.671, 3.58, 3.76, 3.135, 
3.137

trade, incense 4.295
trade, Indian Ocean 4.298, 4.381, 

4.434–435, 4.477
trade, Levant/Mecca 3.698
trade, Mecca/Yemen 3.698
trade, Mediterranean 2.454, 

4.573
trade, Southeast Asia 4.476
trade, Southeast India 4.433
trade, trans-Saharan 3.374, 

4.723
trade jargon 2.215, 3.62
trade language 1.256, 2.51, 2.219, 

2.268, 2.274, 3.642
trade language, Arabic as 1.655
trade routes 2.667, 3.698
trade routes, Arabian peninsula 

3.697–698
trade settlement 1.617
trading camp 1.519
transcription 1.214, 1.514–515, 

1.600, 4.515–520
transcription, ad hoc 4.515
transcription, Greek 1.642
transcription, Latin 1.603
transcription, scientifi c 4.515–516, 

4.519
transcription in email 4.516
transcription of speech 1.210, 

1.213
transducer 1.456
transfer 1.416, 1.459, 1.651, 4.41, 

4.370–371
transfer, fi rst language 4.143–145
transfer, semantic 4.461, 4.464–465
transference 2.442–444, 3.116, 

3.121
transformation 4.521–522
transformation, Affi x Hopping 

4.522
transformation, bounded 4.522
transformation, cyclic 4.522
transformation, Equi 4.522
transformation, noncyclic 4.522

topic position 4.186–187
topic reanalysis 1.185
topic shift 1.432, 1.651
topic shifting 1.432
Topic/Comment 4.42, 4.525–527
topical expression 2.113
topical structure 1.651
topicality 2.145, 4.319, 4.366, 

4.505–506, 4.732–733
Topicality Hierarchy 4.506, 

4.731–733
topicality, degree of 3.86
topicalization 1.183–184, 1.186, 

1.349, 1.476, 1.553, 1.623, 2.114, 
2.131, 2.145, 3.85, 3.383, 3.557, 
3.589, 4.354–355, 4.395, 4.400, 
4.486, 4.501–508, 4.522–525, 
4.527, 4.654, 4.675, 4.722, 
4.728–729, 4.731–733, 4.742, 
4.746

topicalization marker 4.60
topicalizer 1.473
topichood 4.317
topic-prominent language 3.557
toponyms ¤ place names 
Tòppil Muhammatu Mìràîn 

4.433
Âòr alBàha Arabic 4.751
Torobe 3.170
Torodbe 4.184
torsimanys 1.98
Tosco, Mauro 1.521, 2.518, 2.523, 

3.61, 3.634, 3.639–644
Toshabim 2.64, 3.312
Touareg ¤ Tuareg 
Touba 4.180, 4.182
Toubou 3.56
Toulmin, Stephen 1.651
Touma, Pierre 3.23
Touratier, Christian 2.83
Touré, Saada 3.137–138
Touré, Saliou Almahady 1.256–257
tourism 2.9
Tourkou Arabic ¤ Arabic, Turku 
Tourneux, Henri 4.713, 4.715
Toygarlı 1.117
TP ¤ phrase, Topic 
trace 2.171–173, 4.80–81, 4.364, 

4.395, 4.488, 4.493, 4.526
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transformation, Passive 4.522
transformation, Pronominalization 

4.525
transformation, Question 4.522
transformation, Refl exive 4.522
transformation, Relative 4.526
transformation, unbounded 4.522
transformational component 4.524, 

4.741
Transformational Grammar 1.457, 

1.562, 2.356, 4.448, 4.520–528, 
4.657, 4.741

Transformational Linguistics ¤ 
Transformational Grammar 

transformational rule 4.522
transhumance 4.403
transient 1.26
transitional area 2.3, 2.5
transitive 1.328–329, 1.348, 

1.356–357, 4.410–416, 4.536, 
4.624, 4.641–642

transitive, complex 3.224
transitive, doubly 4.530, 4.533
transitive, singly 4.530
transitive, triply 4.530
transitivity 1.356, 2.94, 3.101–102, 

3.108, 3.224, 3.251, 4.236, 
4.410–416, 4.528–535, 4.624, 
4.626

transitivization 3.224, 4.536, 
4.626

Trans-Jordan 2.498–506
Trans-Jordanian Arabic 2.499
translation 1.432, 1.436–438, 

1.531–532, 2.209, 3.201–202
translation from Arabic into 

Amharic 2.54
translation from Arabic into Ge≠ez 

2.51
translation from Arabic into Latin 

1.166
translation from Arabic into 

Malay 2.334
translation from Arabic into 

Oromo 2.54
translation from Arabic into 

Turkish 3.503
translation from Arabic into Urdu 

3.510

translation from Brazilian into 
Arabic 3.4

translation from English into 
Arabic 2.332

translation from Greek into 
Arabic 1.166, 2.185, 2.200, 
4.542–548

translation from Persian into 
Arabic 2.200

translation from Persian into 
Malay 2.334

translation from Syriac into 
Arabic 4.542

translation literature 4.542–548
translation movement 4.460
translation of Arabic grammar in 

Europe 2.189
translation of foreign works 2.699
translation of scientifi c texts 1.175
translation of the Bible 1.175, 1.383, 

2.334, 4.759
translation of the Pentateuch 2.23, 

2.528
translation, etymological 2.201
translation, interlinear 2.336
translation, morpheme-by-

morpheme 2.666
translators 2.200–201, 2.209, 

4.543
translators, Christian 4.546
transliteration 1.514, 2.375, 

4.515
transliteration of foreign words in 

Arabic 4.465
transliteration, Greek of Arabic 

4.218
transliteration, Greek of Arabic 

names 4.480
trans-locative 1.199
Transoxania 1.403, 4.612
transparency 2.37
Tràra 1.54
Trarza 3.171
Trask, R.L. 3.728
Traugott, Elizabeth Closs 2.191–196, 

4.37–39, 4.41–42, 4.161, 
4.163

Travancore 3.128
travelers 3.60
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Trucial Oman 4.124
Trudgill, Peter 1.585, 1.613, 2.33, 

2.507, 3.12, 4.628, 4.631
trujamanes 1.98
Trumpp, Ernest 2.477
truncation 1.1, 2.17, 2.165, 3.297, 

3.299, 3.650, 4.202, 4.557–559, 
4.724

truncation, vowel 4.37
truth condition 3.570, 4.15, 4.18
truth value 1.423, 3.652, 4.15
Truzzi, Oswaldo 3.2
Tschacher, Torsten 4.433–436
Tsereteli, George 4.613–615, 

4.618
Tsereteli, Konstantin G. 4.303
Tsiapera, Maria 1.536
Tuareg 1.38, 1.133, 3.56, 3.592
Tubu 1.36, 2.554
Tucker, Archibald 4.381–383
Tucker, G. Richard 2.652, 2.656, 

2.660
Tucuman 3.3
¢ufayl, S. Mu™ammad 4.426
†uÿrà 3.308, 4.134
Tukrùr, Bilàd 3.373
μulàμì 2.14, 4.624
¢ulba (Ibn at-), M. 3.172
μuluμ 1.152, 3.112, 3.307–308, 

3.340–341, 3.519, 4.131, 4.138, 
4.560–562

μuluμ kabìr 4.562
μuluμ maÿribì 3.112
μuluμ ray™àn 1.151
†umàr 1.152
μumma 1.467, 1.475
†um†umàniyya 3.693
Tunceli 2.607
tune 2.395, 2.397–400
Tunis 1.171, 4.574
Tunis Arabic 1.260, 1.444, 

1.446–447, 1.596, 1.609, 1.642, 
2.534, 3.12, 3.85, 3.607, 3.737, 
3.739, 4.563–571, 4.629

Tunis Arabic, Jewish 1.189
Tùnisì, Bayram at- 1.599, 1.601, 

1.603, 4.105
Tunisia 1.24, 1.56, 1.597, 2.105, 

2.363, 2.531, 2.698, 2.707–710, 

Travis, Lisa 4.746
tree, derivation 1.514
tree, metrical 3.616
tree diagram 4.521
Tree Pruning Hypothesis 2.691
tree structure 3.228, 230
t-refl exive 1.606
Treiman, Rebecca 1.339–340
Trengganu Stone 2.344
tribal affi liation 2.583
tribes, names of 1.17
triconsonantal ¤ triradical 
trilingualism 2.696
trilingualism, Arabic/Uzbek/Tajik 

4.613
triliteral ¤ triradical 
Trimingham, J. Spencer 2.39, 

2.560
triple-accusative construction 4.539
Tripoli 1.362, 1.589, 1.610, 2.552, 

3.53, 4.548
Tripoli Arabic 2.532, 2.534, 3.53, 

3.55, 3.607, 3.666–668, 
4.548–556

Tripolitania 3.52–53,
Tripolitania Arabic 3.55–56
triptosis 1.398, 1.559–561, 1.580, 

1.643
triradical 1.191, 3.624, 4.548
triradical root 3.66
triradicalism 1.80, 1.313–315, 3.45, 

4.96
tritransitive 1.67, 4.539, 4.541
trochaic 3.613
trochaic pattern 2.350
trochee, bimoraic 4.347, 4.349
trochee, even 4.348
trochee, moraic 4.345, 4.348, 4.390
trochee, uneven 4.347–348
trope 2.444–445, 2.579, 3.116–118, 

3.121–122
tropic meaning 2.580–582
Tropper, Josef 3.227, 3.408, 

3.416–419, 4.478–479
Troupeau, Gérard 1.574, 2.232, 

2.294, 2.298, 2.308, 2.436, 2.536, 
2.542, 2.625, 3.72, 3.90, 4.119, 
4.219, 4.235, 4.414, 4.431, 4.446

Trubetzkoy, Nikolaj S. 2.238
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2.713–715, 3.11, 3.53, 3.316, 3.347, 
4.563, 4.571–577

Tunisia, Arabic in 1.440, 1.571, 1.584, 
1.592, 3.672, 4.550

Tunisian Arabic 1.23, 1.51, 1.187, 
1.423–424, 1.457, 1.632, 1.635–636, 
2.74, 2.161, 2.318, 2.320–322, 
2.374, 2.388, 2.455–458, 2.653, 
2.659, 3.11–12, 3.84, 3.226, 3.349, 
3.352, 3.585, 3.607, 3.729, 4.95, 
4.318, 4.323–324, 4.326, 4.648, 4.671

Tunjur 1.361–362
Tupuri 3.634
¢ùr ≠Abdìn 3.370, 4.402
¢ùr, a†- 4.237
turàμ, fuß™à at- 1.405
turcos 3.1, 3.4
túrgu 3.634
Turkey 1.176, 1.388, 1.529, 3.312, 

4.577–583
Turkey, Arabic in 4.577–583
Turkey, language policy in 4.578, 

4.581
Turkey, toponyms in 4.508
Turkic languages 1.33–34, 1.133, 

1.259, 2.221, 2.235, 2.405, 2.557, 
3.72

Turkish 1.24, 1.60, 1.88–89, 1.95, 
1.167, 1.170–171, 1.174–175, 
1.189, 1.222, 1.231, 1.233, 
1.240–241, 1.260, 1.275, 1.328, 
1.388, 1.390, 1.396, 1.404, 1.529, 
1.546, 1.554, 1.590, 2.1, 2.9, 2.26, 
2.40, 2.200–201, 2.219, 2.221, 
2.469–470, 2.491, 2.504, 2.605–607, 
2.635, 2.669, 2.673, 3.59, 3.67, 
3.350–351, 3.370, 3.555, 3.578–579, 
3.640, 4.377, 4.503, 4.583–589, 4.727

Turkish, Anatolian 4.584
Turkish, Arabic loanwords in 

4.259–267
Turkish, Diyarbakır 2.605

Turkish, evidential in  1.396
Turkish, Kipchak 4.589
Turkish, miç-perfect in 1.396
Turkish, Ottoman 2.560, 2.636, 

2.670, 4.259–460, 4.584–586
Turkish, possessive construction 

in 2.405, 3.67
Turkish, Van 2.605
Turkish, West 3.502
Turkish as language of prayer 

4.578
Turkish as offi cial language 3.504
Turkish in Syria 4.402
Turkish in the Middle East 2.699
Turkish terms of address 3.660–661, 

4.467, 4.470
Turkish/Arabic dictionary 3.22
Turkmens 2.59, 3.313, 3.351, 

4.589
Turkoman 2.414
Turks, Kipchak 2.557, 4.263–264, 

4589
Turku 1.521, 3.634, 3.643
Turku Arabic 1.364, 3.61, 

3.634
¢uròyò 1.88, 1.540, 3.350, 3.370, 

4.402
¢uròyòs 4.402
†urra 1.4
¢ùsì, Nàßir ad-Dìn a†- 3.502
Âuwa Arabic 4.754
Âuwàra Arabic 3.401
Tuz Khurmatu Arabic 2.415
twarab 1.449
Tweissi, Adel 2.117–120
Twelver Shi≠ites 2.328–329
two-phase verb 1.51–52
two-word stage 2.100
Tyane, Elie 3.349
typology 1.483–484
Tyre 2.600, 3.409, 4.571
Tyre Arabic 1.269
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U

Ultan, Russell 3.206
ultra-short vowel 1.62
≠ulùj 1.617
ûlyàytù, Sultan 3.308
≠Umar ibn ±Abì Rabì≠a 4.202
≠Umar ibn Šabba 2.630
≠Umar II, Caliph 1.361
≠Umar Tal, al-£àjj 4.182
≠Umar, ±A™mad Muxtàr 2.638, 

3.43
≠Umar, Caliph 2.47, 2.628, 4.5
≠Umari, al- 4.11
Umayyad Dynasty 1.402
≠umda 2.291, 2.430, 3.100
umlaut 1.300, 4.678
Umlautung 1.301, 2.152–153
±umm 2.578
±Umm al-Jimàl, inscription of 1.149
Umm Kulthum 1.528
Umm ul-Qu††ayn 2.502
±umma 1.629, 2.647, 3.344, 4.76, 

4.78
±ummiyya 3.74
±ummiyyìn, ≠àmmiyyat al- 1.405
≠Umràn 4.127
Unaccentable Element Principle 

2.113
unaccusative 1.358, 2.367, 3.563, 

4.490–491
Unaccusative Hypothesis 3.224
underlying form 1.422
underlying level 4.446–448
underlying representation 2.626, 

3.492

≠Ubàda, ≠Abd al-Fattà™ 2.634–635
≠Ubàda, Mu™ammad ±Ibràhìm 4.22
±Ubayy ibn Ka≠b 4.5
Üçgüllük 1.115
Üçırmak 1.116
u-coloring environment 2.417
Udovitch, Avraham 3.7
≠u≈rì 4.202
≠udùl ≠an al-±aßl 4.30
Uganda 1.518–520, 1.661–662, 

2.588–589, 3.642, 4.381
Uganda Muslim University 1.662
Uganda Supreme Islamic Council 

1.662
Ugaritic 1.38, 1.132, 1.203, 1.537, 

1.643, 2.23, 2.66–67, 3.227, 3.408, 
3.410–419, 4.104, 4.171, 4.302–303, 
4.313 

±u™jiya 4.157
±ujma 2.85, 2.258, 3.345
≠Ukbarì, ±Abù l-Baqà± ≠Abdallàh ibn

al-£usayn al- 2.291, 4.119
Ukrainian, Arabic loanwords in 

4.259–267
≠Ula, al- inscription of 1.129, 1.149, 

3.467–469, 3.471–472
Ulàd Bràhìm Arabic 1.58, 3704
≠ulamà± 2.53, 2.630
Ullendorf, Edward 4.296
Ullmann, Manfred 4.33–36, 

4.287–288, 1.564, 3.7, 3.30, 3.219, 
3.648

Ullmann, Stephen 4.282
≠ulqa 4.102
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underlying structure 2.626
understatement 2.71
unergative 1.358
ungrammaticalness 4.200–201, 

4.207–208
Unicode 1.515, 2.380
unidirectionality 2.197
Unidirectionality Principle 2.192, 

4.39
unifi cation 1.457–458
unifi cation, feature 1.459
Uniform Three-Level Hypothesis 

4.742
Uniformity of Theta Assignment 

Hypothesis 4.488, 4.491–492
uniformity, morphological 3.706
United Arab Emirates 2.212–213, 

2.215, 2.696, 3.63
United Kingdom 2.73
United States, Arabic in the 2.684
Universal Grammar 1.342, 

1.484–485, 1.488, 2.96, 2.102, 
2.170, 4.143–144, 4.391

universal idea 4.686
universality 3.492
universals 1.484, 2.319, 2.321
universals of acquisition 4.370
universals of linguistic change 2.319
unmarkedness 4.638
Unterbeck, Barbara 2.157, 2.163
Upper Egypt 1.24, 1.589, 2.1
Upper Nile 2.517
Upper Volta 4.279
upward mobility 4.629
≠uqad 3.160
≠Uqayl 3.14, 3.94
≠Uqba ibn Nàfi ≠ 3.53
Uralic languages 2.67, 4.372
≠urbàn 1.129, 1.132
urban area 3.60
urban center 1.595
urban culture 1.594
urban dialect 1.271, 1.407, 

1.595–596, 1.604–605, 1.607–610, 
1.618, 2.1, 2.8, 2.117, 2.161, 
2.230–231, 3.55

urbanization 1.363, 1.593, 1.595, 
3.12, 3.58, 4.77, 4.322, 4.633–634

≠urbì 1.273

Urdu 1.133–135, 1.241–242, 
1.257–258, 1.487, 1.662, 2.26, 
2.210, 2.215, 2.610, 2.668, 2.673, 
3.59, 3.131, 3.313, 3.504, 3.506, 
3.510, 3.574, 3.578, 4.434, 
4.595–603

Urdu, Christian 4.601
Urfa 1.87, 1.388, 4.579
Urfa Arabic 2.608
≠urfì 3.119
Uriagereka, Juan 4.523
±urjùza 3.212, 4.32–33, 4.36
Urmi 1.540
Urmia 2.607
≠urùba 3.344, 4.76
≠Urwa ibn al-Ward 4.208
±Usàma bin Làdin 2.71, 4.78–79
user feature 4.472, 4.474–475
±Ušmùnì, al- 2.189, 4.436
Ussishkin, Adam 2.367, 3.305, 3.494
±Us†àμ 4.542
±ußùl ¤ ±aßl 
±ußùl al-fi qh 2.176, 2.187, 2.359, 

3.122, 4.332, 4.685
±ußùl an-na™w 1.194, 2.176, 2.187, 

2.625
±ußùliyyùn 2.360, 3.321–322, 3.324, 

4.332
Utas, Bo 2.407, 2.412, 

3.575
≠Utaybah 3.326
≠Uμmàn ibn ≠Affàn, Caliph 2.47, 

2.264, 4.4–5
≠Uμmàn ibn ≠Alì 3.341
≠Uμmàn, Íabrì 1.599
≠Uμmànic codex 4.5–7, 4.9–10
Utrecht 2.76–77
utterance 1.474, 2.358, 2.536, 

2.542, 2.623
utterance, mean length of 1.340
utterance starter 1.474
uvula 2.365, 3.599
uvular 2.229, 2.231, 2.270, 3.65, 

3.598, 3.608–609, 4.1, 4.636, 
4.754

uvularization 3.527, 4.173
Uwise, M. Mohamed [Uvais, 

Ma. Mukammatu] 4.433
Uyghur 1.135, 2.26, 4.603–608
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Uyghur, vowel raising in 4.605
≠Uzayzì, Rukus ibn Za±id 2.502–503
Uzbek 1.28–29, 1.34, 1.590, 2.26, 

2.557, 4.424–425, 4.608–613, 
4.616–617, 4.621–622

Uzbek, question particle in 4.622
Uzbek, Tashkent 4.609
Uzbek suffi x in Uzbekistan 

Arabic 4.616–617

Uzbekistan 1.84, 2.557, 4.608–623
Uzbekistan Arabic 1.537, 1.618, 

2.414, 2.420, 2.670, 3.84, 3.237, 
3.449, 3.544, 3.588, 3.672, 4.198, 
4.503, 4.612–613, 4.727

Uzbekistan, Arabic in 4.608–612
Uzunçarçılı, ÷smail Hakkı 

3.502–505
Uzuno‘lu, M. Vecih 4.578
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V

variable 1.440
variable, linguistic 1.440–441
variable, proxy 4.633
variable, situational 3.664
variable, speaker 4.628–629
variant readings of the Qur±àn ¤ 

Qur±àn, variant readings of 
variation 4.627–636
variation, age-related 4.630–631
variation, class-related 4.634–635
variation, cross-linguistic 1.312
variation, diastratic 1.572
variation, education-related 

4.632–633
variation, ethnicity-related 

4.633–634
variation, free 2.97, 2.318
variation, gender-related 4.631–632
variation, grammatical 3.15
variation, language 1.440, 2.58, 

2.628, 2.655, 3.188
variation, lexical 1.56, 1.95, 3.13–21, 

3.203
variation, parametric 3.706
variation, register 1.483–484, 634
variation, religion-related 4.633–634
variation, sex-related 4.632
variation, sociostylistic 1.419
variation, speech 1.271
variation, style 1.631
variation, word order 2.114
variety, basic 1.485
variety, colloquial 1.616
variety, discrete 1.635
variety, High 1.636
variety, intermediate 1.634

Vabkend 4.613
Vagelpohl, Uwe 2.200–201, 

4.542–548
Vago, Robert M. 2.683–684
Vaidyanathan, S. 4.433
Vainikki, Anne 4.143
Vaissière, Jacqueline 3.724
valence ¤ valency 
Valencia 1.98, 1.102
Valencia Arabic 1.108, 3.286, 

4.431
valency 1.182, 1.343, 1.356–357, 

3.225, 4.535, 4.624–627
valency, deep structure 1.346
valency expansion 4.626
valency reduction 3.225–226, 

4.625–626
Valkhoff, Marius F. 4.291
Vallaro, Michele 4.484
Vallduvi, Enric 3.653, 3.655
valorization 1.483
Van Cleve, J.V. 4.222
Van Coetsem, Frans 4.370
Van Ess, John 3.429
Van Mol, Mark 2.702
Van Rensburg, M.C.J. 4.294
Van Valin, Robert D. 4.501–502, 

4.734–735
Vandals 3.52
Vanderveken, Daniel 2.80, 4.328, 

4.331
Vanhove, Martine 1.609, 2.270, 

3.142, 3.144, 3.237, 4.750–758
Vankuli 3.502
variability 1.439, 2.318, 2.320–322
variability, intraparadigmatic 2.196
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variety, Low 1.636
variety, matrix 1.634
variety, middle 1.634
Varisco, Daniel M. 2.258–259
varition, micro- 3.233
Varley, Rosemary 2.690
Varma, Marthanda 3.128
Varonis, Marlos 2.117
Varvaro, Alberto 3.142, 4.218
Vasalou, Sophia 2.302–307
Vasco da Gama 3.128
Vasmer, Max 4.259
Vassalli, Michele Antonio 3.141–143, 

3.146, 3.153
Vatikiotis, Panayiotis J. 2.498
Vecchio, Silvana 2.362
vehicular language 1.363
vehicular language, Arabic as 1.364, 

1.366, 3.60–62
Veinstein, Gilles 3.503
velar 3.598, 4.1
velarization 1.60–61, 1.103, 1.233, 

1.390, 1.441, 1.544, 1.548, 2.152, 
2.235, 2.459–461, 2.482, 2.503, 
2.560, 2.612, 2.621–622, 3.65, 
3.190, 3.275, 3.363, 3.481, 3.525, 
3.599, 3.608, 3.610, 4.171, 4.173, 
4.218, 4.421–424, 4.422, 4.591, 
4.636–638

velarization, secondary 1.390, 3.361, 
3.363

velarization of demonstratives 
3.364

velarization spread 1.245, 4.637
velarized 1.544, 1.547
velarized /r/ 1.103
velic closure 3.597
Vella, abate Giuseppe 3.144
Velten, Carl 1.663
velum 3.598
Vendler, Zeno 1.197, 1.199, 

2.367
Venetian 2.457, 3.286
Venezuela 3.2
Venice 1.171, 2.454–455
Vennemann, Theo 3.491–492, 

4.558
ventive, Akkadian 4.178
Venzlaff, Helga 4.283

verb 1.183, 1.344, 1.428, 2.90, 
2.171, 2.180, 2.184, 2.437, 2.537, 
3.546, 4.638–645

verb ¤ fi ≠l 
verb, ‘carrier’ 2.221
verb, ‘inceptive’ 3.253
verb, ‘qualitative’ 3.252
verb, act 3.252
verb, action 1.344–346, 4.643
verb, activity 1.52, 3.352–353
verb, affecting 4.626
verb, agentive 1.345
verb, asseverative 4.361
verb, atelic 1.52
verb, auxiliary 1.331, 1.419, 

1.557–558, 1.625, 2.21, 2.77, 
2.121, 2.146, 3.221, 3.260, 3.536, 
4.306, 4.394, 4.620, 4.740

verb, believe-class 4.538
verb, benefactive 1.344, 346
verb, bi-transitive 1.557
verb, causative 3.563
verb, change-of-state 1.253, 

3.225
verb, cognition 1.281, 1.346
verb, cognitive 1.358, 1.556, 

1.558
verb, compound 2.606
verb, Coptic 1.499
verb, copular 4.395–396
verb, core 4.735
verb, declarative 1.359
verb, defective 1.209, 1.564–565, 

1.616, 2.195, 3.246, 3.258, 3.739, 
4.37, 4.645

verb, denominative 1.358, 3.532, 
4.643

verb, derived 2.450
verb, ditransitive 3.70, 3.559, 3.591, 

4.625
verb, double object 1.284
verb, doubly weak 4.705
verb, dummy 1.248, 2.557, 2.615, 

3.576, 4.293, 4.451, 4.599–601, 
4.606, 4.610–611, 4.620

verb, duration 3.236
verb, durative 3.543
verb, dynamic 1.42, 1.345, 

3.226
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verb, effective 3.563
verb, elative 3.105
verb, embedded 1.419
verb, epistemic 4.361
verb, estimative 1.359
verb, exceptional case-marking 

3.687
verb, existential 3.114–115, 3.237
verb, experiential 1.344, 1.346
verb, fi nite 1.350, 1.474
verb, four-place 4.626
verb, full lexical 1.220–221
verb, future 3.97
verb, geminated 1.306, 1.330, 

1.385, 1.394, 1.490, 1.498, 1.669, 
2.247, 2.514, 2.563–564, 2.576, 
2.618, 3.185, 3.282, 3.331, 3.462, 
3.480, 3.534, 3.541, 3.691, 
4.339–343, 4.619, 4.645, 4.699, 
4.707, 4.713

verb, hamzated 4.700
verb, hollow 4.645
verb, IIIw 4.702–705
verb, IIw 4.701–702, 4.704
verb, imperfect 2.431, 4.733
verb, impersonal 2.315–318, 

3.252
verb, inchoative 1.198–199, 

3.235–236, 3.252–253
verb, ingestive 1.358
verb, intensive 4.692
verb, intransitive 1.221, 1.281, 

1.622–623, 1.625, 2.93–95, 3.224, 
4.532

verb, Iw 4.700–704
verb, labile 1.357
verb, locative 1.344
verb, manipulative 4.362
verb, matrix 4.362
verb, meteorological 1.625
verb, middle 1.281, 1.551, 3.563, 

4.490–491, 4.626, 4.642
verb, modal 1.221, 1.266, 3.233–238, 

4.365
verb, monotransitive 4.625
verb, negative 1.658
verb, nonaffecting 4.626
verb, non-dynamic 1.219
verb, non-inchoative 3.545

verb, non-real 4.412, 4.414–415
verb, non-stative 2.523–524, 

2.595, 3.643
verb, one-place 4.624
verb, onomatopoetic 1.331
verb, passive 2.197, 3.103
verb, perfect 4.733
verb, performative 2.80, 3.570, 

3.572, 3.679, 3.681, 4.329, 
4.332

verb, phrasal 3.253, 3.630, 
4.521

verb, postural 2.195–196
verb, prepositional 3.630
verb, pseudo- 1.185–186, 1.564, 

3.739–740, 4.39, 4.695
verb, punctual 3.543
verb, quadriradical 1.109, 1.229, 

1.245, 1.395, 1.552, 2.245, 2.566, 
2.568, 2.612, 2.619, 3.185, 3.251, 
3.491, 3.534, 4.113, 4.286, 4.619, 
4.644

verb, quasi- 3.739
verb, real 4.412, 4.414–415
verb, refl exive 1.281
verb, sensory perception 4.625
verb, serial 1.221, 1.491, 3.268, 

3.536, 4.195–199
verb, spatial agreement 4.230–231
verb, stative 1.12, 1.42, 1.52, 1.108, 

1.219, 1.626, 2.523–524, 2.595, 
2.618, 3.247, 3.252, 3.545, 3.643, 
4.456, 4.569, 4.643

verb, subjectless 1.626
verb, telic 1.52
verb, three-place 4.625
verb, transitive 1.281, 1.625, 2.93–94, 

2.551, 3.102–103, 3.224–225
verb, triradical 1.573–574
verb, tropative 1.359
verb, two-actant 1.623–624
verb, two-phase 1.51–52
verb, two-place 4.625
verb, unaccusative 2.370, 4.490
verb, unipersonal 2.315
verb, weak 1.32, 1.94, 1.109, 

1.118, 1.122, 1.209, 1.254, 1.306, 
1.330, 1.385, 1.551, 1.564, 1.641, 
1.669, 2.180, 2.247, 2.349, 2.563, 
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2.576, 3.12, 3.282, 3.299, 4.37, 
4.41, 4.95, 4.645, 4.699–708

verb, weather 2.315
verb classes, derived 1.576
verb infl ection, acquisition of 

2.102
verb modifi er 1.606–607
verb movement 1.378, 1.479, 1.567, 

4.394, 4.399
verb nominalization 2.593
verb of beginning 2.196
verb of belief 4.626
verb of blame and praise 1.564, 

2.80, 2.94
verb of causation 4.538
verb of certainty 4.538, 4.626
verb of cognition 4.198, 4.413
verb of color and defect 2.366, 

2.566, 4.51, 4.411, 4.643
verb of desire 1.346
verb of emotion 1.346
verb of exclamation 4.412
verb of existence 4.738
verb of incomplete predication 

1.220
verb of knowledge 4.626
verb of motion 1.221, 1.265, 

1.5541.281, 1.332, 1.345, 3.156, 
3.236–237, 3.253, 3.368, 3.545, 
4.162–163, 4.198, 4.569

verb of motion, in sign language 
4.230

verb of perception 1.19, 1.281, 
1.332, 1.346

verb of physical defect 4.411, 
4.643

verb of probability 4.538
verb of saying 2.331–332
verb of surprise 1.564, 1.639
verb of transfer 1.346
verb one-actant 1.622–623, 1.625
verb phrase 1.197, 1.217, 1.284, 

1.331, 1.348, 1.507, 3.285, 3.432, 
4.393, 4.646–652

verb phrase, extended 3.684
verb preposition idiom 4.38
verb raising 2.133, 4.365
verb string 1.669
verbal adjective 1.17–20

verbal aggression 2.363
verbal clause 3.381, 3.432–433
verbal complex 1.217–221
verbal compound, Persian 2.412
verbal event 1.195
verbal Forms 3.299
verbal noun 1.15, 1.265, 1.436, 

1.551, 2.246, 2.424, 2.430, 2.433, 
2.486, 2.618, 3.18, 3.101, 3.157, 
3.164–169, 3.709, 3.255, 3.282, 
3.388, 3.432–433, 3.533, 4.529, 
4.644, 4.659–665

verbal noun, governance of 4.660
verbal noun, object of 4.529–530
verbal sentence 1.182, 1.348
verbal stems, Hebrew 4.177
verbal stems, Semitic 4.176–177
verbalization of the Sacred 4.74
verbalizing morpheme, Hausa 2.253
verbatim rendition 2.331
verb-framed 1.485
verbhood 1.185
verbless clause 1.349
verbs in Romance 3.157
verbs, borrowing of 2.667
verb-second requirement 4.719
verbum 3.547
verbum sentiendi 1.203
Vergnaud, Jean-Roger 2.396, 

3.615–616, 3.618–622, 
4.344–346

Verhaar, John W.M. 2.343, 2.669
Verhoeven, Ludo Th. 2.75
Verkaik, Paula 2.683
Verkuylen, H. 2.683
vernacular 1.440, 2.11, 2.696
vernacular, Arabic 1.529
Vernoit, Stephen 4.131
Verona, Jacobus de 1.536
verse, blank 4.91
verse, free 4.91–92
Versteegh, Kees 1.10, 1.85, 1.194, 

1.295, 1.309, 1.401, 1.489, 1.494, 
1.502, 1.530, 1.544–545, 1.562, 
1.575, 1.593–595, 1.614–615, 
1.617, 1.619, 1.634, 1.641, 2.80, 
2.83, 2.86, 2.88, 2.91, 2.157, 2.161, 
2.163, 2.176, 2.179, 2.183, 
2.232–237, 2.262, 2.265, 2.267, 
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2.290, 2.293–298, 2.307–311, 2.340, 
2.343–344, 2.354–358, 2.373, 
2.387–389, 2.401–403, 2.425–428, 
2.434–437, 2.448, 2.479, 2.536–538, 
2.544, 2.629–631, 2.642, 2.658–659, 
2.666, 2.668, 2.670, 2.672, 2.705, 
3.9–12, 3.14, 3.45, 3.59, 3.72, 
3.88–90, 3.96, 3.102, 3.106–110, 
3.113–114, 3.116, 3.127, 3.160, 
3.176–179, 3.237, 3.239, 3.348, 
3.377, 3.426, 3.453–454, 3.465, 
3.547, 3.549, 3.607, 3.613, 
3.639–647, 3.673–674, 3.689, 
3.714, 4.1–3, 4.7–9, 4.12–13, 4.41, 
4.119–120, 4.147, 4.168, 4.199, 
4.219–222, 4.235–237, 4.290–295, 
4.329–330, 4.350, 4.369, 4.371–372, 
4.374, 4.411, 4.434, 4.436, 4.443, 
4.446–449, 4.455, 4.473–474, 
4.557–558, 4.621, 4.676, 4.681, 
4.684, 4.727

vetitive, Akkadian 4.557
V-features 4.489
Vicente, Angeles 1.569–573, 3.280, 

3.287, 3.289, 3.292–293, 3.584–588, 
4.70–72

Viciana, Martin de 1.97
vicinitas 3.121
vid 1.196
videocassette 3.197
Vienna 1.172
Viereck, Wolfgang 1.586, 1.589
Vihman, Marilyn M. 2.98
Vijayanagara Kingdom 4.452
Vijver, Ruben van de 3.726
Vikokotoni 1.660
Vincent, Nigel 3.643
Vinnikov, Isaak Natanovi∑ 4.616–617, 

4.619, 4.621–622
Vinson, M. Julien 4.433–434
violability 3.492
Violet, Bruno 3.472
Viré, F. 3.6
Vitry, Jacobo de 1.99
vocabulary ¤ lexicon 
vocal fold vibration 4.668
vocal folds 3.594, 4.665–668
vocal tract 3.594, 3.596–597, 4.666, 

4.669

vocalic melody 1.119, 1.121, 
2.346

vocalic representation 3.77
vocalization 1.207, 3.77–79, 3.111
vocalization sign 2.529
vocative 1.106, 1.251, 1.297, 1.309, 

1.475, 1.550, 1.563, 2.80, 2.378, 
2.585, 2.616, 3.101, 3.486, 4.686

vocative particle 1.227, 1.550, 
2.585

vocative statement 4.331
vocomimetic 3.47–48
Vogel, Irene 2.397
voice 1.205–206, 1.216, 3.251
voice, breathy 4.668
voice, creaky 4.667–668
voice, modal 4.667
voice, phonetic 4.665–669
voice, whispery 4.668
voice contrast 2.689
voice contrast, collapse of 2.689
voice disorder 2.675
voice loss 2.675
voice onset time 1.376, 2.689
voiced 3.123, 3.125, 3.594, 

4.669
voiceless 3.123, 3.125, 3.594, 

4.665–669
voicelessness 3.124
voicing 2.591, 3.124
voicing, intervocalic 4.110
voicing, neutralization of 1.539
Voigt, Rainer M. 1.545–565, 

2.262, 3.418, 3.420, 3.593, 4.97, 
4.170–179, 4.481, 4.699–708

Vokalumsprung 2.418
Volga Bulgars 4.450
volition 2.595, 4.250, 4.361
volitional 1.220, 1.282, 2.144, 

3.253, 3.265
volitive 1.607, 1.611, 3.416
volitive mood 2.22
Volkssprache 1.492, 1.615
Vollers, Karl 1.401, 1.492, 1.560, 

1.614, 2.401, 2.459, 3.93, 3.689, 
4.558, 4.678

Voltaire 3.43
Volterra, Virginia 1.368
Volubilis 1.296, 3.287
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Von Fintel, Kai 3.653
von Wartburg, Walter 3.51
Voorhoeve, P. 1.8
vowel 1.207, 1.235, 1.242, 2.232, 

2.237–238, 3.594, 4.669–683
vowel ¤ ™araka 
vowel, anaptyctic 1.234, 1.261, 

1.263, 1.664, 2.152, 2.482, 2.484, 
2.572–573, 2.577, 4.243

vowel, anterior 4.670
vowel, back 2.235, 3.595
vowel, central 3.595
vowel, epenthetic 2.612, 4.550
vowel, fi nal 4.675, 4.682
vowel, fi nal short 1.383–386
vowel, front 2.235, 3.595
vowel, ‘helping’ 3.614
vowel, high 4.676, 4.678
vowel, long 2.164, 2.233–234, 

2.546, 3.239, 4.683
vowel, loss of short 1.605
vowel, low 4.678
vowel, mid 4.678
vowel, neutralization of 1.261
vowel, pausal 3.454
vowel, performative 1.491
vowel, pharyngealized 4.670
vowel, posterior 4.670
vowel, prothetic 2.612, 

3.728–730
vowel, rounded 2.235, 3.595, 4.676
vowel, short 4.670, 4.674
vowel, ultra-short 1.62
vowel, unrounded 2.235, 3.595
vowel, whispered low 4.666
vowel alternation 1.538, 2.346–347, 

2.350, 2.353
vowel backing 2.230, 3.610, 

4.669–674, 4.678
vowel deletion 2.366, 2.591, 3.181, 

3.204, 3.617, 3.621, 3.729
vowel dots 2.599
vowel elision 1.301, 2.483, 2.591, 

2.612, 3.266, 3.289, 3.482, 
3.611–612, 3.622

vowel fronting 2.311, 3.530, 3.595, 
4.678

vowel harmony 1.86, 1.103, 1.135, 
1.206, 1.265, 1.286, 1.341, 1.522, 

1.526, 1.547, 2.38, 2.223, 2.263, 
2.311, 2.520, 2.558, 2.589, 2.670, 
3.405, 3.590, 3.615, 3.691–692, 
3.697, 4.450, 4.587, 4.604,  4.676

vowel harmony, loss of 4.610
vowel insertion 2.151, 2.484, 3.204, 

3.609, 3.611, 3.614
vowel length 1.605, 2.343, 2.346, 

2.590, 2.684, 3.643, 3.725
vowel length, loss of 1.539, 2.589
vowel length, neutralization of 3.276
vowel lengthening 1.245, 1.538, 

1.548, 1.616, 2.234–235, 2.242, 
2.350–351, 2.367, 2.484, 2.612, 
3.266, 3.482, 3.530, 3.565, 3.569, 
3.724, 4.117, 4.638

vowel lowering 2.38, 2.230, 3.610, 
4.565, 4.670

vowel markers 2.183–184
vowel quality 3.596
vowel quantity 3.596, 3.618
vowel raising 2.151–152, 

2.311, 2.418, 3.530, 3.595, 
4.678–682

vowel raising in Uyghur 4.605
vowel reduction 1.179–180, 

1.490, 3.293, 3.566, 3.725, 
4.682–683

vowel rounding 2.38
vowel shift 1.538
vowel shortening 1.245, 1.326, 

1.608, 1.616, 1.638, 2.233, 2.612, 
3.181, 3.240, 3.299, 3.482, 3.530, 
3.566, 3.612–613, 3.691–692, 
4.116–117, 4.558

vowel sign 1.152, 1.400, 3.453, 3.515
vowel syncope 3.240
vowel system 3.609
vowels, acquisition of 2.98
vowels, Semitic 4.173
VP ¤ verb phrase 
VP constituent 4.392–394, 4.396, 

4.524, 4.646, 4.648
VP Internal Subject Hypothesis 1.348, 

4.364, 4.524, 4.648, 4.743
VP-constituent 4.647
Vrolijk, Arnoud 1.598
Vycichl, Werner 1.496, 1.500, 2.68, 

2.217–218, 2.220
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W

Waer, Mazen al- 1.457
Wafd 3.193
wàfi r 3.211, 3.214
Wagner, Daniel A. 1.533, 3.78
Wagner, Ewald 2.52–53, 

4.305–307
Wahba, Kassem M. 1.441, 2.8, 

2.104–113, 4.669
Wahba, Magdi 3.26
Wahba, Sa≠d ad-Dìn 1.601
Wahba, Wafaa Batran 2.131–136, 

2.174, 4.437–442, 4.719–720
Wahhabis 1.380, 3.402
Wahhabism 1.287, 1.381
wà™id 1.189, 1.248, 1.418, 

2.614
Wahid, Abdurrahman 2.336–337
Wahiga 1.655
wahm 2.629, 3.176
Wahràn ¤ Oran 
Wahrmund, Adolf 3.26
wa™šì 2.88, 4.203
wa™y 4.684
wa≠ìd 4.329
Waidyar, Moyinkutty 3.131
wa-±in 1.465
wajh 1.192, 2.402, 2.404, 

3.92
wajh al-kalàm 2.629
wajh al-qawl 2.629
wàjib 2.299
Wàlašma≠ Dynasty 2.52
Walàta 3.170
Waletzky, Joshua 2.207, 4.728
Walì Allàh, Šàh ¤ Walìullàh, Shàh 
Walìd ibn al-Muÿìra, al- 2.304

/w/ 2.164–168
wa- 1.71, 1.467–469, 1.471–472, 

1.473–475, 1.499, 1.557, 1.648, 
2.22, 2.80, 2.132, 2.224, 2.547, 
3.104, 3.161, 3.200, 3.202, 3.646, 
3.741, 4.190, 4.192, 4.194, 4.585, 
4.685, 4.729

wa∂≠ 1.194, 2.80, 2.359, 2.538, 
2.541, 2.581, 3.119, 3.176, 4.286, 
4.684–687

wa∂≠ al-≠àmm, al- 4.685–686
wa∂≠ al-luÿa 2.178, 3.35, 3.88
wa∂≠ al-xàßß, al- 4.685–686
wa∂≠ ™aqìqì 2.581
wa∂≠ majàzì 2.581
wa∂≠ naw≠ì 4.685–686
wa∂≠ šaxßì 4.685–686
Wadàn 3.170, 3.172
Waddai-Darfour 1.363
Waddan 3.53, 3.56
wà∂i≠ 3.121
Wà∂i≠ ad-Dàma 3.401
wà∂i≠ al-luÿa 2.179
Wadi al-Sìr 2.498
Wàdi ≠Araba 3.400
Wàdì Îura± 2.260
Wàdi Fà†ima 4.127
Wàdi £a∂ramawt 2.212
Wàdi £a∂ramawt Arabic 3.478, 

4.687–699
Wàdi Na†rùn Arabic 2.2
Wàdi Ramm 3.402–404
Wàdi Sir™àn 3.401
Wàdiy a†-¢ùr 4.240
Wàdiy Fè®àn 4.237
Wadud, Amina 2.647
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Walìd ibn Yazìd, Caliph al- 4.202, 
4.205

Walìullàh, Shàh 2.328, 3.508
Walker, Rachel 3.494
Wallace, Erwin 3.429
Wallace, Stephen 2.207
Wallin, George Augustus 

3.402–403
Wallo 2.51, 2.53
Walter, Mary-Ann 1.375–378
Walters, Keith 1.442–448, 

1.629–634, 1.636, 2.650–664, 
4.323–324, 4.681

Walther, Wiebke 3.718, 
3.720–721

Waltisberg, Michael 1.467–470
Waltke, Bruce K. 3.409
Walzer, Richard 4.542
Wandala 1.333
Wang, William 3.604
Wansbrough, John 4.6
waqa≠a 3.96, 3.106, 3.108, 

3.122
wa-qad 1.474, 2.224
waqf 1.2, 1.309, 1.614, 2.16, 

2.183, 2.233, 2.293, 2.402, 
3.564, 3.567, 4.236, 4.426, 
4.558

waqf, ≠alàmat al- 3.740
Waqialla, Osman 4.138
Warbah 2.608
waris 2.471
Warner, Levinus 1.167
warràq 3.307
warràqì 3.307–308, 4.131, 

4.133
Warràqì, Nàrìmàn Nà±lì al- 1.472
Warren, David 1.457
Warschauer, Mark 2.695–696, 

3.317
wa-rubba 3.648
waßafa 4.436
waßala 3.103, 4.235, 4.412, 

4.415
waßf 2.184, 2.453, 3.422, 

4.221
waßf jàmi≠ 2.580–581
wàßil 3.103, 4.236–237, 4.412–415
wàßila 4.235, 4.415

Wàsi† 2.572
waßl 1.152, 1.429, 1.432, 1.471, 

2.292, 4.235–236, 4.432, 4.472
waßla 1.2, 4.518–519
Wasow, Thomas 2.18
Wasserstein, David 1.97
Wasta Arabic 2.5
Watanabe, Akira 3.655
watid 3.173, 3.208–210, 3.212–214, 

3.304, 4.101
Watson, Janet C.E. 1.21–25, 

2.39, 2.229, 2.231, 2.390, 2.556, 
2.562, 3.201, 3.203, 3.305, 
3.494–495, 3.608, 3.610–612, 
3.620, 3.728–729, 4.62, 4.96, 
4.106–115, 4.117, 4.346, 4.559, 
4.499–500, 4.528–535, 4.637–638, 
4.697, 4.750, 4.756

Watson, Richard L. 1.521, 1.525, 
2.518, 2.520, 3.642

Wau 1.519
wave model 1.594
wàw 1.152, 2.233–234, 2.546
wàw al-™àl 1.649, 2.132
wàw al-ma≠iyya 3.701
wàw an-nadba 3.573
wàw conversive 1.196
wàw rubba 3.646, 4.35
-wayhi 1.310
wazn 2.223, 2.447–448, 3.299, 

3.445, 4.86, 4.207, 4.659
weak 2.93
weak consonant 1.204, 1.313, 

2.308
Weak Mora Stress Correction 

3.617
weak roots 1.653, 4.93
Weak Transfer hypothesis 

4.143
weak verb ¤ verb, weak 
weakening 2.192
Webelhuth, Gert 4.741, 4.743
Weber, Doris 2.157
Weber, Max 2.59
Webi Shebelle River 4.381
websites, Arabic 1.207
Webster, Roger 3.478
Wedeen, Lisa 1.636
Weeda, Donald 3.299
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Weerman, Fred 3.231
Wehr, Hans 1.562, 2.13, 2.224, 

2.347, 2.349–351, 2.427, 2.451, 
3.26, 3.72, 3.300–301, 3.425, 
3.624, 3.689, 3.702, 4.165, 
4.699

Weijnen, Anton 1.585–586
Weil, Gotthold 3.208–209, 3.214, 

4.12–13
Weil, Gustav 1.626–628
Weinhold, Norbert 1.586, 

1.590
Weinreich, Uriel 1.368, 

1.618–619, 2.318–319, 
2.321, 2.684, 4.160

Weipert, Reinhard 3.36, 3.50, 
3.718

Weir, S. 4.106
Weismer, Gary 2.688
Weiss, Bernard G. 2.178, 2.304, 

2.306, 2.425, 3.88, 3.321, 3.324, 
4.287, 4.684–687

Weiss, Josef 2.236–237
Weitzman, Rayman S. 4.666–467
Welden, Ann 3.726, 4.346, 

4.390
Wellens, Ineke 1.521–524, 

2.588–597, 3.642, 4.198, 4.370, 
4.373

Welles, Elizabeth B. 4.154
well-formedness 1.431, 3.492
Wellisch, Hans 4.515
Wells, John 3.606
Wells, Rulon S. 4.646
Welmers, W.E. 2.269
Welsh 4.194, 4.321
Weltens, Bert 2.681–683
Weninger, Stefan 2.56–57, 3.31, 

3.719, 3.721
Wensinck, Arent Jan 2.46, 3.718–719, 

4.478
Werbeck, Wolfgang 4.750
Werner, Jürgen 3.402–405
Werner, Roland 3.437–438
Wernicke’s Area 2.690
Wernicke-Lichteim Model 2.690
Wernitz, Corinna 2.77
Wertheim, Suzanne 4.450–451
West Africa 2.250–251, 3.135–136

West African languages 1.526, 3.461
West Arabian, Ancient 1.187
West Arabian Arabic 1.490, 

1.618, 3.94, 3.693–694, 3.696, 
3.698

West Bank 2.465, 2.498–499, 2.502, 
3.526

West Nile 2.588
West Semitic languages 1.358, 

1.616, 3.191, 4.171, 4.176, 
4.178, 4.313

West Sudanic Arabic 1.525–526, 
1.618, 3.544, 3.634, 4.376, 
4.708–718

Westerlund, David 1.660
Western Algerian Arabic 1.264
Western Arabic 1.37, 1.58, 

1.259–269, 1.605, 1.614, 2.8, 
2.263, 4.674–675

Western Bedouin Arabic 1.260
Wetter, Andreas 2.51–56
Wettinger, Godfrey 3.142, 

3.153
Wetzstein, Janos Gottfried 2.151
Wexler, Paul 2.252, 2.680
WH- element 1.30, 2.19–20, 

4.80–81
WH- question 1.350, 2.389, 

2.393–394, 2.397, 2.399, 2.574, 
3.359, 4.522, 4.524

Whaley, Lindsay J. 4.535
WH-complementizer 2.394
WH-construction 4.524
WH-extraction 2.173, 3.707
WH-interrogative 4.718
WH-island 3.383
WH-Island Constraint 3.384, 

4.81
whisper 4.666
White Nile 1.361
White, Lydia 4.144–145
Whiteley, Wilfred H. 1.660
Whitney, William D. 4.516
WH-movement 1.413–414, 

1.508, 2.390, 2.393, 3.329, 3.706, 
3.709, 4.522–523, 4.526–527, 
4.718–722

WH-object 2.172
WH-operator 2.172
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Whorf, Benjamin 1.493, 2.642
WH-phrase 4.82
WH-trace 1.348
Wieringa, Edwin 1.5–12
Wierzbicka, Anna 1.42, 3.678
Wiet, Gaston 2.42
Wijst, Per van der 2.683
Wilce, James M. 1.286–289
Wilcox, William 1.602
Wild, Stefan 3.31, 3.36, 3.426, 

3.717–721, 4.77, 4.508–515
Willett, Thomas 4.160, 4.163
Williams, Edwin 3.684–685, 4.488, 

4.648, 4.719
Williams, M.P. 1.651
Wilmsen, David 1.419, 1.668, 2.1–12, 

2.373–378
Wilson, Andrew 1.512
Wilson, Jessica 2.33
Wilson, John 3.681
Winder, R. Bayly 4.19
Windfuhr, Gernot L. 2.220, 

2.409
Windows 2.380
Wink, André 2.325
Winkelhane, Gerd 3.502
Winkler, Hans Alexander 1.503, 

2.2, 2.218
Winnebago 3.622
Winnett, Fred V. 4.479–481
Winter, Michael 2.464, 4.578
Wirba, Malam Innua 1.337
Wise, Hilary 1.457, 3.388, 3.392, 

4.62, 4.64, 4.67
wish 1.249, 1.268, 1.284–285, 

1.303
Wissman, Herman von 2.341
Wiswall, Abdul-Qadir 3.63
Witkam, Jan Just 3.340
Wode, Henning 4.140
Woidich, Manfred 1.221, 1.270–271, 

1.299–308, 1.320, 1.323–333, 
1.503–504, 1.570, 1.572, 1.584, 
1.586, 1.590, 1.595, 1.602, 
1.604–605, 1.609–611, 2.151, 
2.153, 2.388–390, 2.494–495, 
3.11, 3.236–237, 3.401–402, 
3.404–405, 3.426–427, 3.451, 
3.595, 3.653, 3.655, 3.705, 

4.70–71, 4.152, 4.196–197, 
4.238, 4.285, 4.533–534, 4.550, 
4.628, 4.633, 4.681

Wolane 2.67, 4.301
Wolfe, Ronald G. 2.310
Wolfram, Walt 4.321
Wolfson, Harry Austryn 3.113
Wollamo 1.35
Wolof 2.670, 2.673, 3.60, 

3.169–170, 3.314, 4.179–182, 
4.184, 4.723–725

Wolof, iterative in 4.725
wolofal 4.183
women, position of 2.643
women’s speech 1.243, 1.247, 

1.272, 2.8, 2.33–34, 4.380, 
4.563–564, 4.681

Wood, Sidney 4.669–670
Woodhead, Daniel R. 2.415
Woolard, Kathryn A. 1.629
Worbe, André 4.708
word 2.545, 2.623–624
word, biconsonantal 4.97
word, minimal 4.346, 4.557
word, monosyllabic 4.388
word, obsolete 3.632
word, one-letter 4.557
word, prosodic 2.396
word, pseudo-Arabic 4.583
word accent 1.608
word boundary 2.118, 2.120, 3.611
word classifi cation 3.109
word decoding 3.79
word derivation 4.93
word edge 2.397
word formation 1.452, 2.345, 

2.470, 3.297, 4.461
word formation, secondary 1.577
Word Grammar 1.457
word juncture 3.612
word order 1.34, 1.45–47, 1.110, 

1.183–185, 1.266, 1.284, 1.331, 
1.353–354, 1.396, 1.440, 1.479, 
1.486, 1.491, 1.493, 1.553, 1.616, 
1.622, 1.635, 1.649, 2.76, 2.100, 
2.115, 2.149, 2.221, 2.249, 2.390, 
2.430, 2.491, 2.569, 2.596, 3.62, 
3.68, 3.81, 3.186, 3.201–202, 3.222, 
3.231–232, 3.260, 3.285, 3.536, 
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3.685, 4.186, 4.312, 4.364–365, 
4.379, 4.393, 4.496, 4.498–499, 
4.503, 4.506, 4.523, 4.570, 4.657, 
4.725–736, 4.746

word order, agent-initial 4.653–657
word order, basic 4.486, 4.654, 

4.657, 4.728
word order, inverted 3.83
word order, narrative 1.473
word order, verb-fi rst 3.685
word order, verb-initial 

4.653–657
word order in the Qur±àn 4.27
word order in Uzbekistan Arabic 

4.621
word recognition 1.456, 3.79
word recognition experiment 

2.682
word recognizer 1.214
word retrieval 1.341
word size, minimal 3.614
word-fi nding diffi culty 2.690
word-formation 1.575–578
wordplay 3.174, 3.540
word-string, phonological 4.288
Wordsworth, William 4.91
word-tree dominance 3.616
Worrell, William H. 1.496
Worsely, Allan 2.560
Wouden, Ton van der 3.653, 

3.655
Wright, Elaine 3.337
Wright, Roger 1.100
Wright, William A. 1.169, 

1.471–472, 1.638–639, 2.13–15, 
2.23–24, 2.156, 2.169, 2.196, 
2.224–226, 2.228, 2.230, 2.294–295, 
2.315–316, 2.358–359, 2.367, 2.378, 
2.387, 2.389, 2.426, 2.433, 2.452, 
2.550, 2.645, 3.166–167, 3.246, 
3.255, 3.304, 3.422–424, 3.426, 
3.440, 3.450, 3.453, 3.455–456, 

3.489, 3.542, 3.558, 3.561, 
3.563–564, 3.613, 3.649, 3.699, 
3.705, 3.717, 3.719–721, 3.729, 
4.18–19, 4.45, 4.54, 4.56, 4.61–62, 
4.65, 4.116, 4.118–119, 4.316–317, 
4.335, 4.341, 4.349, 4.355, 
4.357–359, 4.361, 4.437, 4.455, 
4.484, 4.487, 4.504, 4.525, 4.527, 
4.531, 4.533–534, 4.558, 4.646, 
4.653, 4.660–661, 4.720, 
4.747

writing 1.483, 1.487, 1.647, 2.40, 
2.111, 3.170

writing, Akkadian 4.1
writing, consonantal 1.487
writing error 4.271
writing of Arabic 2.74
wujùd 2.580
Wulàd Abu Digin 1.362
Wulàd Abu îse 1.362
Wulàd Abu Xidèr 1.362
Wulàd Alwàn 1.362
Wulàd Atìye 1.361–362
Wulàd Bilàl 1.362
Wulàd Eli 1.362
Wulàd Emir 1.362
Wulàd Hèmat 1.361–362
Wulàd Himàd 1.362
Wulàd Humràn 1.362
Wulàd Isa 1.362
Wulàd Maharèb 1.362
Wulàd Rašìd 1.361–363
Wulàd Sàlem 1.362
Wulàd Salmàn 1.362
Wulàd Sarràr 1.362
Wulàd Slimàn 1.362–363
Wulàd Tàlib 1.362
Wulàd Xànem 1.362
Wulfeck, Beverly 2.690
wußla 4.102
wus†à 1.567
Wzzino, Dun Franzisk 3.146
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X

3.213–215, 3.602, 3.648, 4.12, 4.89, 
4.201, 4.206

xalq al-Qur±àn ¤ Qur±àn, creation of the 
xal† 3.118
Xamdàn 1.378
Xànfù 1.378
xarajàt 1.100
xaras 2.677
xàrij 2.360
xarja 1.100
Xarràt, ±Adwàr al- ¤ Kharrat, 

Edouard 
xašana-group 2.220
xàßß 4.685–4.686
Xàßß, al- 4.104
xa†a± 2.629, 2.632, 3.648
xa†aba 4.472
Xa†àbì, Mu™ammad ¤ Khatabi, 

Mohammed 
Xaμ≠am 3.693
Xaμ≠am Arabic 3.94
Xa†ìb, ≠Adnàn 2.636, 2.640
Xa†ìb, Mu™ibb ad-Dìn al- 

2.259
xàtim 4.181
Xà†ir, Ma™mùd Rušdì ¤ Khater, 

Mahmoud Rushdi 
xa†† 3.160, 3.307, 4.130–4.131
xa†† al-±ijàza 4.562
xa†† ±anasì 1.316
xa†† fàrisì 3.336
Xa††àbì, ±Abù Sulaymàn £amd 

Mu™ammad al- 2.303, 3.324
xa††-i nàxun 4.134
xa††-i šikasta 3.337
xa††-i tarassul 3.338

xabar 1.49–50, 1.202, 1.428, 1.436, 
1.488, 1.557–558, 2.132, 2.227, 
2.290, 2.354, 2.358–360, 2.432, 
2.434–435, 2.437, 2.537–539, 2.551, 
2.627, 3.113, 3.115, 3.177, 3.231, 
3.234–235, 3.353, 3.381, 3.683, 
3.687, 4.330, 4.332–4.333, 4.354, 
4.484, 4.495, 4.525, 4.653, 
4.737–740

xabar al-ma≠rifa 2.227
xabar ±inna 1.69, 2.355, 4.740
xabar kàna 1.70, 1.557, 2.431, 

2.549, 2.551, 3.105, 3.354, 
4.740

xabar li-l-ma≠rùf 2.227
xabar manßùb 2.227, 4.738
xabar sadda masadd al-fà≠il 4.739
xabar μànin 4.737
xabariy(ya) 2.358
xabìμ 1.192
Xafàjì, Ibn Sinàn al- 1.173, 1.428, 

4.473
xaf∂ 1.67, 1.559–560, 2.232, 2.402
xafìf 2.233, 3.213–214, 3.308, 

3.340, 3.551, 4.431–4.432, 
4.442

Xalaf al-±A™mar 2.178, 2.290, 
2.628, 4.204–207, 4.220, 4.283, 
4.431, 4.446

xalìfa 2.425, 2.433, 4.283
Xalìl ibn ±A™mad  al-Faràhìdì, al- 

1.67, 1.152, 1.400, 1.402, 1.453, 
2.85, 2.184, 2.227–228, 2.232, 
2.238, 2.295, 2.299, 2.309, 2.402, 
2.436, 3.21, 3.31–32, 3.36–38, 3.73, 
89, 3.107, 3.123, 3.207–210, 
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Xa†uniyye Arabic 4.407
Xawalme 1.362
xawàßs 2.630
Xaybar 1.129, 4.125
Xayqànì, ±A™mad ibn ±Abì l-Qàsim 

al- 2.600
Xayrì, Badì≠ 1.600–601
Xaz≠al, Šayx 2.572
xazala 2.16
Xazrajì, ±Abù Dulaf al- 2.469
X-bar schema 2.174
X-bar Syntax 4.741–749
X-bar theory 3.229–230, 4.438, 

4.441, 4.649
Xereibah, al- 3.468
Xhosa 4.386
Xi’an 1.378–379
xiao’erjin 1.381
xiaojing 1.381
xiffa 1.122, 2.425, 3.108, 4.431
xilàf 3.107
Xinjiang 1.382, 4.603
Xirbat al-Muxayyit 3.472
xi†àb 2.183, 2.360

Xoš™àlàbàd 1.28
Xrakovskij, V.S. 3.557
X-slot 4.734
Xu∂arì, al- 3.102
Xu∂ayr, Mu™ammad ±A™mad 

3.101–102, 3.104–105
Xùlì, Mu™ammad ≠Alì al- 4.423
Xùri, al- 4.460
Xuri, Rašìd Sàlim al- ¤ Khouri, 

Rasid Salim 
Xušanì 1.98
Xušmàn 2.2
xu†ba 2.42, 2.629, 4.74, 4.78
xu†ù† ¤ xa†† 
xu†ù† al-kuttàb 4.132
xu†ù† al-maßà™if 4.132
xu†ù† al-warràqìn 4.132
Xùz 2.571
Xuzistàn 2.572
Xuzistan ¤ Khuzestan 
Xwàrizmì [Xwàrazmì], ±Abù ≠Abdallàh 

Mu™ammad ibn ±A™mad al- 2.28, 
2.188, 2.234, 2.427, 2.455, 3.6–7, 
3.337, 4.219, 4.260 
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Y

Yazìdì, ±Abù ≠Abdallàh al- 3.34
Yàzijì, ±Ibràhìm al- 1.175, 1.435, 

2.629, 3.346
Yaziji, Jorge Suleiman 3.4
Yàzijì, Nàßif al- 2.189, 2.401, 3.71
Yazıjıoÿlı, Me™med ¤ Me™med Yazıjıoÿlı
Yefren 3.56
Yefsah, Abdelkader 3.347
Yem 1.35
Yemen 1.190, 1.260, 1.361, 

1.451, 1.491, 1.655, 2.105, 2.212, 
2.257–258, 2.268, 2.531, 3.63, 
4.687, 4.750–758

Yemen, Arabic in 1.260, 1.502, 1.590, 
1.606, 1.624–625, 2.204, 2.272, 2.494, 
3.429, 3.585, 3.672–673, 3.693, 
3.695–697, 3.702, 4.2

Yemen, reunifi cation of 4.751
Yemeni Arabic 1.24, 1.103–104, 

1.129–130, 1.187, 1.314, 1.504, 
1.617, 1.654, 1.654, 2.257–258, 
2.260, 2.263, 2.270, 2.388, 2.390, 
2.462, 2.556, 3.63, 3.237, 3.413, 
3.416, 3.637, 3.691, 3.694, 3.726, 
3.729, 4.71, 4.296, 4.298, 
4.303–305, 4.309–310, 4.312, 4.314, 
4.373, 4.750–758 

Yeou, Mohamed 3.727, 4.669
yes/no question 2.115, 2.133–134, 

2.388–389, 2.393–394, 2.397, 
2.399

Yesari Esad Efendi 3.338
Yezidis 2.414–415, 2.605
Yìfàt 2.52–53
Yip, Moira 3.462, 4.339
Yobe 3.373

/y/ 2.164–168
yà 1.152, 2.80, 2.233–234, 2.311, 

2.378, 2.546, 3.101, 3.659, 4.686
yà± al-±i∂àfa 2.294, 4.6,
yàbis 1.152, 3.308
Yacine, Kateb 2.703
Yacoub, Adil Y. 3.203
Yadin, Yigael 3.466
Yàfi ≠ Arabic 4.750–751, 4.753–757
Yagi, Viviane A. 2.560
Ya‘mur, Kutlay 4.579
yàhùdiyya 2.259
Ya™yà ibn ≠Adì 4.542
Yalin 2.462
Yaltkaya, Çerefettin 3.501, 3.503
Yamàni, ±A™mad al- 3.508
Yangzhou 1.378–379
Yaounde 1.336–337
yaqìn 1.71
Ya≠qùb 3.337
Yàqùt al-Musta≠ßimì al-Hamawì 

1.152, 3.308–309, 3.340–341, 
4.131, 4.133, 4.561

Yarur, Juan 3.2
Yasarì, Mu™ammad As≠ad al- 3.338
Yaseen, Mustafa 1.458
Yassin, M. Aziz F. 2.586, 2.616, 

4.469
Yathrib 1.128
Yavrumyan, Marat 2.236–239
Yavuz, Kemal 3.501
Yawis 4.123
Yaycıo‘lu, Ali 4.98
Yaylada‘ 1.111, 1.114, 1.117
Yaylıca 1.114
Yazbak, ±An†ùn 1.600–601
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Yoda, Sumikazu 2.534, 4.548
yod-occlusivization 1.539
Yokwe, Eluzai M. 2.518
Yola 1.337
Yoruba 1.545, 3.373–375, 3.725, 

4.195, 4.282, 4.758–763
Yoruba, Literary 4.759
Yoruba Bible 4.760
Yorubaland 3.374–375
Yoshida, Shohei 3.207, 4.676
Younes, Munther A. 1.484, 2.230, 

3.532, 3.728–730, 4.347, 4.637, 
4.669–4.670, 4.672, 4.676

Young Turks 3.344, 3.504
Young-Scholten, Martha 4.143
Youssef, Amr 1.210
Youssef, F. 3.194
Youssef, Zafer 3.542

Youssi, Abderrahim 2.136, 
2.470, 3.237, 3.274, 3.287, 
4.156–160

youth speech 4.763–767
Yrttiaho, Kaarlo 3.402, 3.404–405
Yuan Dynasty 1.378
Yucatán 3.395
Yu™annà ibn al-Bi†rìq 4.542
Yule, George 4.727
Yunnan 1.379–380
Yùnus ibn £abìb 3.543, 3.689, 4.447
Yupik, Siberian 2.671
Yùsuf, ≠Alì 3.193
Yùsuf, £àjjì 4.277
Yusuf, Harun-Al-Rashid 1.458
Yùsuf, £usnì 1.599
Yusuf, Ibrahim A.G. 2.202
Yusuf, S.M. 2.325, 2.671
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Z

2.234, 2.280, 2.291, 2.295, 2.310, 
2.355–356, 2.401–404, 2.425–427, 
2.432, 2.436, 2.453, 2.537–538, 
2.551–552, 2.625, 2.630, 3.72, 
3.102–103, 3.105, 3.108, 3.176, 
3.543, 3.548, 3.550, 4.219, 4.221, 
4.283, 4.443, 4.455, 4.740

Zakaria, A.A. 3.726
Zakariya, Mohamed 4.138
Zakariya, Mohamed U. 4.98
Zakariyyà (Sa≠ìd), Naffùsa 

1.601–602
Zaki, Abdel-Malek 1.570
Zalami, Fatima Badry 2.96–104
zamàn 2.180, 2.424, 2.426–427, 

2.549, 3.96–97, 3.108, 3.176
zamàn mu≠ayyan 3.549
zamàn mu™aßßal 3.549
Zaman, Muhammad Qasim 2.326
Zamaxšarì, ±Abù l-Qàsim Ma™mùd 

ibn ≠Umar az- 1.3, 1.72–73, 1.471, 
1.558, 1.567, 2.79, 2.93–95, 2.181, 
2.226, 2.306, 2.311, 2.354–355, 
2.379, 2.387, 2.403–404, 2.427, 
2.433–434, 2.478–479, 2.538, 
2.549–551, 2.555, 2.580, 2.625–626, 
3.22, 3.32, 3.108–109, 3.214, 3.455, 
3.542, 3.728–729, 4.2, 4.36, 4.119, 
4.121, 4.282–4.283, 4.285, 4.330, 
4.455

Zamlakànì, ≠Abd al-Wa™ìd ibn ≠Abd al-
Karìm Ibn az- 2.445

Zammit, Martin R. 3.144, 
4.295–297, 4.313

zandaqa 2.303
Zande 4.375

Zà 4.279
Zà Kosoï 4.279
Zabad, inscription of 1.149
Zabada 1.362
zabàn-i ištiqàqì 2.411
zabàn-i tarkìbì 2.411
Zabìd 1.655, 2.335
Zabìd Arabic 3.675
Zabìdì, Murta∂à az- 2.427, 3.21–22, 

3.30, 3.40
Zaborski, Andrzej 1.35–40, 

1.187–188, 1.313–316, 1.584, 2.23, 
2.161, 2.494–496, 3.192, 3.420, 
3.585, 3.592, 4.70, 4.96, 4.272–275, 
4.314, 4.642

Zacharski, Ron 3.86
æafàr 2.256
Zafrani, Haim 2.64
Zaghawa 1.360, 4.376
Zagros Mountains 2.571
Zahid, A. 3.726
Zahidi, Abbas 4.592
æàhirites 2.83, 2.310
Zaiback, Abdelnour 1.668, 1.670
zà±id 1.191, 2.238–239, 2.307, 

2.316, 2.449, 2.546–548, 2.551, 
2.627, 4.235

zà±ida 1.72, 2.316
Zaire 1.662, 4.381
Zaj‰aczkowski, Ananiasz 3.501
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